
[image: cover.jpg]


 

The Complete Works of

TALBOT MUNDY

(1879-1940)

[image: img1.jpg]

Contents

The Jimgrim Series

The Novels

RUNG HO!

A SOLDIER AND A GENTLEMAN

THE WINDS OF THE WORLD

KING OF THE KHYBER RIFLES

HIRA SINGHS TALE

THE IVORY TRAIL

THE EYE OF ZEITOON

GUNS OF THE GODS

THE SEVENTEEN THIEVES OF EL-KALIL

JIMGRIM AND ALLAHS PEACE

THE IBLIS AT LUDD

A SECRET SOCIETY

MOSES AND MRS. AINTREE

HER REPUTATION

THE NINE UNKNOWN

OM: THE SECRET OF AHBOR VALLEY

THE CAVES OF TERROR

THE SOUL OF A REGIMENT

TROS OF SAMOTHRACE

THE DEVILS GUARD

QUEEN CLEOPATRA

COCK O THE NORTH

THE HUNDRED DAYS

THE MARRIAGE OF MELDRUM STRANGE

THE WOMAN AYISHA

BLACK LIGHT

W. H.: A PORTION OF THE RECORD OF SIR WILLIAM HALFAX

KING OF THE WORLD

JUNGLE JEST

THE LOST TROOPER

WHEN TRAILS WERE NEW

THE LION OF PETRA

C.I.D.

THE KING IN CHECK

THE MYSTERY OF KHUFUS TOMB

THE RED FLAME OF ERINPURA

CAESAR DIES

FULL MOON

EAST AND WEST

PURPLE PIRATE

THE THUNDER DRAGON GATE

OLD UGLY FACE

The Shorter Fiction

PAYABLE TO BEARER

TOLD IN THE EAST

MISCELLANEOUS SHORT STORIES

The Short Stories

LIST OF SHORT STORIES IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER

LIST OF SHORT STORIES IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER

The Non-Fiction

THE MIDDLE WAY

The Delphi Classics Catalogue

[image: img2.png]

© Delphi Classics 2016

Version 1


[image: img3.jpg]




The Complete Works of 

TALBOT MUNDY

[image: img4.jpg]

By Delphi Classics, 2016


COPYRIGHT

Complete Works of Talbot Mundy

First published in the United Kingdom in 2016 by Delphi Classics.

© Delphi Classics, 2016.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form other than that in which it is published.

ISBN: 978 1 78656 053 7

Delphi Classics

is an imprint of

Delphi Publishing Ltd

Hastings, East Sussex

United Kingdom

Contact: sales@delphiclassics.com

www.delphiclassics.com




Parts Edition Now Available!

[image: img5.png]

Love reading Talbot Mundy?

Did you know you can now purchase the Delphi Classics Parts Edition of this author and enjoy all the novels, plays, non-fiction books and other works as individual eBooks? Now, you can select and read individual novels etc. and know precisely where you are in an eBook. You will also be able to manage space better on your eReading devices.

[image: img6.jpg]

The Parts Edition is only available direct from the Delphi Classics website.

For more information about this exciting new format and to try free Parts Edition downloads, please visit this link.




Explore classic adventure novelists with Delphi Classics

[image: img7.png]

For the first time in digital publishing history, Delphi Classics is proud to present the complete works of these important authors.

www.delphiclassics.com


The Jimgrim Series

[image: img8.jpg]

In order of publication:

THE SEVENTEEN THIEVES OF EL-KALIL

JIMGRIM AND ALLAHS PEACE

THE IBLIS AT LUDD

A SECRET SOCIETY

MOSES AND MRS. AINTREE

THE NINE UNKNOWN

THE CAVES OF TERROR

THE DEVILS GUARD

THE HUNDRED DAYS

THE MARRIAGE OF MELDRUM STRANGE

THE WOMAN AYISHA

KING OF THE WORLD

THE LOST TROOPER

THE LION OF PETRA

THE KING IN CHECK

THE MYSTERY OF KHUFUS TOMB


The Novels

[image: img9.png]

Talbot Mundy was born as William Lancaster Gribbon on 23 April 1879 at 59 Milson Road, Hammersmith, West London.
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OR, FOR THE PEACE OF INDIA

Published in America in 1914 by Charles Scribner, this novel  Mundys first  was praised by critics and quickly sold 2,500 copies and a second edition was commissioned, bringing the total books printed up to 4,000. The story had previously been serialised in three parts in Adventure magazine under the title For the Peace of India. It is thought that Mundy always preferred his original title. In Britain, Cassells, who had already published some of Mundys shorter tales in their magazines, arranged to release the novel in Mundys birth country. Paramount films bought the rights to Rung Ho! and in November 1936, a script for the renamed Fifty-Seven was even the subject of debate in Parliament in 1938, where concerns were raised that the scenario as outlined may cause Anglo-Indian friction. The character Rosemary McLean was modelled on Mundys third wife. 

The story is set against the backdrop of the 1857 Indian mutiny, so in that sense it could be classed as an historical novel. It opens with the determined young British woman, Rosemary McLean, venturing out into Howrah, the filthy and poverty-stricken city in which she and her missionary father live and strive to bring Christianity to the locals. One local practice that Rosemary dearly wishes she could eradicate is that of suttee, the voluntary death of a widow on her husbands funeral pyre. To her dismay she encounters Jaimihr, the scheming younger brother of the local Maharajah. Jaimihr is infatuated with her, but she despises him and once again spurns him in front of his retinue  this only serves to intrigue and excite him more. Underneath the British Raj and their veneer of control simmers a deep resentment, not aimed solely at the British, but also directed at all those who had grown rich and powerful by exploiting local people through the regime. The British rule was also weakened by the fact that many of the army officers were ageing and new, younger and more vigorous men were needed; men like Cunningham Junior, who arrived in India as a soldier after his father had been killed by a tiger. Twenty-one year old Ralph Chota Cunningham is reserved, softly spoken, gentlemanly and has the bearing and attitude of a true soldier, instantly winning the respect of his late fathers Indian comrades. Under the watchful and admiring eye of Mohammed Gunga, his fathers old comrade and friend, Cunningham takes charge of a small mounted troop of soldiers, their remit being to help restore and maintain order in the area and under Cunninghams gifted command, they does just that. Ralphs superior officers are jealous of his success and decide to promote him to a similar role in Howrah, which has a reputation for serious disorder. 

Meanwhile, in Howrah, Rosemary and her father are arrested following a confrontation with the Rajah, but as full scale rebellion breaks out they are able to escape from the city and it is at this point that they meet Ralph Cunningham. On hearing the Mcleans accounts of what is happening in Howrah, Cunningham starts to develop a strategy to put things in order again, but he and Rosemary have very different views on how matters should be resolved and their disagreement is bitter. Who is right and can the two young Britons ever be reconciled?

Mundys building of tension as India moves inexorably towards revolt is impressive  the simmering heat and the resentments of the Indian population, the contrast between British and Indian cultures, the rumours and half truths circulating (and believed), all help to bring matters to a head. The ancillary characters are very well drawn and there are also some lovely little details that will appeal to anyone whether they have experienced India or not  how a dinner was prepared, the way the sun goes down very suddenly, plunging the area into dark as if at once, the descriptions of fakirs and how they were treated by others. This novel gives a colourful picture of an India that Mundy was too young to know and yet it could be drawn from his own experiences of the country and the tales of the mutiny taken from accounts he heard whilst there. Rung Ho! is certainly regarded as one of Mundys more evocative novels. 
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CHAPTER I

Howrah City bows the knee

More or less to masters three,

King, and Prince, and Siva.

Howrah City pays in pain

Taxes which the royal twain

Give to priests, to give again

(More or less) to Siva.

THAT was no time or place for any girl of twenty to be wandering unprotected. Rosemary McClean knew it; the old woman, of the sweeper caste, that is no caste at all,  the hag with the flat breasts and wrinkled skin, who followed her dogwise, and was no more protection than a toothless dog,  knew it well, and growled about it in incessant undertones that met with neither comment nor response.

Leave a pearl of price to glisten on the street, yes! she grumbled. Perhaps none might notice it  perhaps! But her  here  at this time She would continue in a rumbling growl of half-prophetic catalogues of evil  some that she had seen to happen, some that she imagined, and not any part of which was in the least improbable.

As the girl passed through the stenching, many-hued bazaar, the roar would cease for a second and then rise again. Turbaned and pugreed  Mohammedan and Hindoo  men of all grades of color, language, and belief, but with only one theory on women, would stare first at the pony that she rode, then at her, and then at the ancient grandmother who trotted in her wake. Low jests would greet the grandmother, and then the trading and the gambling would resume, together with the under-thread of restlessness that was so evidently there and yet so hard to lay a finger on.

The sun beat down pitilessly  brass  like the din of cymbals. Beneath the sun helmet that sat so squarely and straightforwardly on the tidy chestnut curls, her face was pale. She smiled as she guided her pony in and out amid the roaring throng, and carefully refused to see the scowls, her brave little shoulders seconded a pair of quiet, brave gray eyes in showing an unconquerable courage to the world, and her clean, neat cotton riding-habit gave the lie and the laugh in one to poverty; but, as the crowd had its atmosphere of secret murmuring, she had another of secret anxiety.

Neither had fear. She did not believe in it. She was there to help her father fight inhuman wrong, and die, if need be, in the last ditch. The crowd had none, for it had begun to realize that it was part a of a two-hundred- million crowd, held down and compelled by less than a hundred thousand aliens. And, least of all, had the man who followed her at a little distance the slightest sense of fear. He was far more conversant with it than she, but unlike her, and far more than the seething crowdhe knew the trend of events, and just what likelihood there was of insult or injury to Rosemary McClean being avenged in a generation.

He caused more comment than she, and of a different kind. His rose-pink pugree, with the egret and the diamond brooch to hold the egret in its place  his jeweled sabre  his swaggering, almost ruffianly air  were no more meant to escape attention than his charger that clattered and kicked among the crowd, or his following, who cleared a way for him with the butt ends of their lances. He rode ahead, but every other minute a mounted sepoy would reach out past him and drive his lance-end into the ribs of some one in the way.

There would follow much deep salaaming; more than one head would bow very low indeed; and in many languages, by the names of many gods, he would be cursed in undertones. Aloud, they would bless him and call him Heaven-born!

But he took no interest whatever in the crowd. His dark-brown eyes were fixed incessantly on Rosemary McCleans back. Whenever she turned a corner in the crowded maze of streets, he would spur on in a hurry until she was in sight again, and then his handsome, swarthy face would light with pleasure  wicked pleasure  self-assertive, certain, cruel. He would rein in again to let her draw once more ahead.

Rosemary McClean knew quite well who was following her, and knew, too, that she could do nothing to prevent him. Once, as she passed a species of caravansary  low-roofed, divided into many lockable partitions, and packed tight with babbling humanity  she caught sight of a pair of long, black thigh boots, silver-spurred, and of a polished scabbard that moved spasmodically, as though its owner were impatient.

Mahommed Gunga! she muttered to herself. I wonder whether he would come to my assistance if I needed him. He fought once  or so he says  for the British; he might be loyal still. I wonder what he is doing here, and what  Oh, I wonder!

She was very careful not to seem to look sideways, or seek acquaintance with the wearer of the boots; had she done so, she would have gained nothing, for the moment that he caught sight of her through the opened door he drew back into a shadow, and swore lustily. What he said to himself would have been little comfort to her.

By the breath of God! he growled. These preachers of new creeds are the last straw, if one were wanting! They choose the one soft place where Mohammedan and Hindoo think alike, and smite! If I wanted to raise hell from end to end of Hind, I too would preach a new creed, and turn good-looking women loose to wander on the country-side!  Ah! He drew back even further, as he spied the egret and the sabre and the stallion cavorting down the street  then thought better of it and strode swaggering to the doorway, and stood, crimson-coated, in the sunlight, stroking upward insolently at his black, fierce-barbered beard. There was a row of medal ribbons on his left breast that bore out something at least of his contention; he had been loyal to the British once, whether he was so now or not.

The man on the charger eyed him sideways and passed on. Mahommed Gunga waited. One of the princes followers rode close to him  leaned low from the saddle  and leered into his face.

Knowest not enough to salute thy betters? he demanded.

Mahommed Gunga made a movement with his right hand in the direction of his left hip  one that needed no explanation; the other legged his horse away, and rode on, grinning nastily. To reassure himself of his superiority over everybody but his master, he spun his horse presently so that its rump struck against a tented stall, and upset tent and goods. Then he spent two full minutes in outrageous execration of the men who struggled underneath the gaudy cloth, before cantering away, looking, feeling, riding like a fearless man again. Mahommed Gunga sneered after him, and spat, and turned his back on the sunshine and the street.

I had a mind to teach that Hindoo who his betters are! he growled.

Come in, risaldar-sahib! said a voice persuasively. By your own showing the hour is not yet  why spill blood before the hour?

The Rajput swaggered to the dark door, spurs jingling, looking back across his shoulder once or twice, as though he half-regretted leaving the Hindoo horsemans head upon his shoulders.

Come in, sahib, advised the voice again. They be many. We are few. And, who knows  our roads may lie together yet.

Mahommed Gunga kicked his scabbard clear, and strode through the door. The shadows inside and the hum of voices swallowed him as though he were a big, red, black-legged devil reassimilated in the brewing broth of trouble; but his voice boomed deep and loud after he had disappeared from view.

When their road and my road lie together, we will travel all feet foremost! he asserted.

Ten turnings further away by that time, Rosemary McClean pressed on through the hot, dinning swarm of humanity, missing no opportunity to slip her pony through an opening, but trying, too, to seem unaware that she was followed. She chose narrow, winding ways, where the awnings almost met above the middle of the street, and where a cavalcade of horsemen would not be likely to follow her  only to hear a roar behind her, as the princes escort started slashing at the awnings with their swords.

There was a rush and a din of shouting beside her and ahead, as the frightened merchants scurried to pull down their awnings before the ruthless horse-men could ride down on them; the narrow street transformed itself almost on the instant into a undraped, cleared defile between two walls. And after that she kept to the broader streets, where there was room in the middle for a troop to follow, four abreast, should it choose. She had no mind to seek her own safety at the expense of men whose souls her father was laboring so hard to save.

She got no credit, though, for consideration  only blame for what the swordsmen had already done. One man  a Maharati trader  half-naked, his black hair coiled into a shaggy rope and twisted up above his neck  followed her, side-tracking through the mazy byways of the bewildering mart, and coming out ahead of her  or lurking beside bales of merchandise and waiting his opportunity to leap from shadow into shadow unobserved.

He followed her until she reached the open, where a double row of trees on each side marked the edge of a big square, large enough for the drilling of an army. Along one side of the square there ran the high brick wall, topped with a kind of battlement, that guarded the Maharajahs palace grounds from the eyes of men.

Just as she turned, just as she was starting to canter her pony beside the long wall, he leaped out at her and seized her reins. The old woman screamed, and ran to the wall and cowered there.

Very likely the man only meant to frighten her and heap insults on her, for in 56, though wrath ran deep and strong, men waited. There was to be sudden, swift whelming when the time came, not intermittent outrage. But he had no time to do more than rein her pony back onto its haunches.

There came a clatter of scurrying hoofs behind, and from a whirl of dust, topped by a rose-pink pugree, a steel blade swooped down on her and him. A surge of brown and pink and cream, and a dozen rainbow tints flashed past her; a long boot brushed her saddle on the off side. There was a sickening sound, as something hard swished and whicked home; her pony reeled from the shock of a horses shoulder, and  none too gently  none too modestly  the prince with the egret and the handsome face reined in on his horses haunches and saluted her.

There was blood, becoming dull-brown in the dust between them. He shook his sabre, and the blood dripped from it then he held it outstretched, and a horseman wiped it, before he returned it with a clang.

The sahibas servant! he said magnificently, making no motion to let her pass, but twisting with his sword-hand at his waxed mustache and smiling darkly.

She looked down between them at the thing that but a minute since had lived, and loved perhaps as well as hated.

Shame on you, Jaimihr-sahib! she said, shuddering. A year ago she would have fallen from her pony in a swoon, but one year of Howrah and its daily horrors had so hardened her that she could look and loathe without the saving grace of losing consciousness.

The shame would have been easier to realize, had I taken more than one stroke! he answered irritably, still blocking the way on his great horse, still twisting at his mustache point, still looking down at her through eyes that blazed a dozen accumulated centuries store of lawless ambition. He was proud of that back-handed swipe of his that would cleave a man each time at one blow from shoulder-joint to ribs, severing the backbone. A woman of his own race would have been singing songs in praise of him and his skill in swordsman-ship already; but no woman of his own race would have looked him in the eye like that and dared him, nor have done what she did next. She leaned over and swished his charger with her little whip, and slipped past him.

He swore, deep and fiercely, as he spurred and wheeled, and cantered after her. His great stallion could overhaul her pony in a minute, going stride for stride; the wall was more than two miles long with no break in it other than locked gates; there was no hurry. He watched her through half-closed, glowering, appraising eyes as he cantered in her wake, admiring the frail, slight figure in the gray cotton habit, and bridling his desire to make her  seize her reins, and halt, and make her  admit him master of the situation.

As he reached her stirrup, she reined in and faced him, after a hurried glance that told her her duenna had failed her. The old woman was invisible.

Will you leave that body to lie there in the dust and sun? she asked indignantly.

I am no vulture, or jackal, or hyena, sahiba! he smiled. I do not eat carrion! He seemed to think that that was a very good retort, for he showed his wonderful white teeth until his handsome face was the epitome of self-satisfied amusement. His horse blocked the way again, and all retreat was cut off, for his escort were behind her, and three of them had ridden to the right, outside the row of trees, to cut off possible escape in that direction. Was it not well that I was near, sahiba? Would it have been better to die at the hands of a Maharati of no caste  ?

Than to see blood spilt  than to be beholden to a murderer? Infinitely better! There was no need to kill that man  I could have quieted him. Let me pass, please, Jaimihr-sahib!

He reined aside; but if she thought that cold scorn or hot anger would either of them quell his ardor, she had things reversed. The less she behaved as a native woman would have done  the more she flouted him  the more enthusiastic he became.

Sahiba!  he trotted beside her, his great horse keeping up easily with her ponys canter I have told you oftener than once that I make a good friend and a bad enemy!

And I have answered oftener than once that I do not need your friendship, and am not afraid of you! You forget that the British Government will hold your royal brother liable for my safety and my fathers!

You, too, overlook certain things, sahiba. He spoke evenly, with a little space between each word. With the dark look that accompanied it, with the blood barely dry yet on the dusty road behind, his speech was not calculated to reassure a slip of a girl, gray-eyed or not, stiff-chinned or not, borne up or not by Scots enthusiasm for a cause. This is a native state. My brother rules. The British

Are near enough, and strong enough, to strike and to bring you and your brother to your knees if you harm a British woman! she retorted. You forget  when the British Government gives leave to missionaries to go into a native state, it backs them up with a strong arm!

You build too much on the British and my brother, sahiba! Listen  Howrah is as strong as I am, and no stronger. Had he been stronger, he would have slain me long ago. The British are He checked himself and trotted beside her in silence for a minute. She affected complete indifference; it was as though she had not heard him; if she could not be rid of him, she at least knew how to show him his utter unimportance in her estimation.

Have you heard, sahiba, of the Howrah treasure? Of the rubies? Of the pearls? Of the emeralds? Of the bars of gold? It is foolishness, of course; we who are modern-minded see the crime of hoarding all that wealth, and adding to it, for twenty generations. Have you heard of it, sahiba?

Yes! she answered savagely, swishing at his charger again to make him keep his distance. You have told me of it twice. You have told me that you know where it is, and you have offered to show it to me. You have told me that you and your brother Maharajah Howrah and the priests of Siva are the only men who know where it is, and you lust for that treasure! I can see you lust! You think that I lust too, and you make a great mistake Jaimihr-sahib! You see, I remember what you have told me. Now, go away and remember what I tell you. I care for you and for your treasure exactly that! She hit his charger with all her might, and at the sting of the little whip he shied clear of the road before the Rajahs brother could rein him in.

Again her effort to destroy his admiration for her had directly the opposite effect. He swore, and he swore vengeance; but he swore, too, that there was no woman in the East so worth a princes while as this one, who dared flout him with her riding-whip before his men!

Sahiba! he said, sidling close to her again, and bowing in the saddle in mock cavalier humility. The time will come when your government and my brother, who  at present  is Maharajah Howrah  will be of little service to you. Then, perhaps, you may care to recall my promise to load all the jewels you can choose out of the treasure-house on you. Then, perhaps, you may, remember that I said a throne is better than a grave, sahiba. Or else

Or else what, Jaimihr-sahib? She reined again and wheeled about and faced him  pale-trembling a little  looking very small and frail beside him on his great war-horse, but not flinching under his gaze for a single second.

Or else, sahiba  I think you saw me slay the Maharati? Do you think that I would stop at anything to accomplish what I had set out to do? See, sahiba  there is a little blood there on your jacket! Let that be for a pledge between us  for a sign  or a token of my oath that on the day I am Maharajah Howrah, you are Maharanee  mistress of all the jewels in the treasure-house!

She shuddered. She did not look to find the blood; she took his word for that, if for nothing else.

I wonder you dare tell me that you plot against your brother! That was more a spoken thought than a statement or a question.

I would be very glad if you would warn my brother! he answered her; and she knew like a flash, and on the instant, that what he said was true. She had been warned before she came to bear no tales to any one. No Oriental would believe the tale, coming from her; the Maharajah would arrest her promptly, glad of the excuse to vent his hatred of Christian missionaries. Jaimihr would attempt a rescue; it was common knowledge that he plotted for the throne. There would be instant civil war, in which the British Government would perforce back up the alleged protector of a defenseless woman. There would be a new Maharajah; then, in a little while, and in all likelihood, she would have disappeared forever while the war raged. There would be, no doubt, a circumstantial story of her death from natural causes.

She did not answer. She stared back at him, and he smiled down at her, twisting at his mustache.

Think! he said, nodding. A throne, sahiba, is considerably better than a grave! Then he wheeled like a sudden dust-devil and decamped in a cloud of dust, followed at full pelt by his clattering escort. She watched their horses leap one after the other the corpse of the Maharati that lay by the corner where it fell, and she saw the last of them go clattering, whirling up the street through the bazaar. The old hag rose out of a shadow and trotted after her again as she turned and rode on, pale-faced and crying now a little, to the little begged school place where her father tried to din the alphabet into a dozen low-caste fosterlings.

Father! she cried, and she all but fell out of the saddle into his arms as the tall, lean Scotsman came to the door to meet her and stood blinking in the sunlight. Father, Ive seen another man killed! Ive had another scene with Jaimihr! I cant endure it! I  I  Oh, why did I ever come?

I dont know, dear, he answered. But you would come, wouldnt you?


CHAPTER II

Twixt loot and law tween creed and caste  

Through slough this people wallows,

To where we choose our road at last.

I choose the RIGHT! Who follows?

HEMMED in amid the stifling stench and babel of the caravansary, secluded by the very denseness of the many-minded swarm, five other Rajputs and Mahommed Gunga  all six, according to their turbans, followers of Islam  discussed matters that appeared to bring them little satisfaction.

They sat together in a dark, low-ceilinged room; its open door  it was far too hot to close anything that admitted air  gave straight onto the street, and the one big window opened on a courtyard, where a pair of game-cocks fought in and out between the restless legs of horses, while a yelling horde betted on them. On a heap of grass fodder in a corner of the yard an all-but-naked expert in inharmony thumped a skin tom-tom with his knuckles, while at his feet the own-blood brother to the screech-owls wailed of hells torments on a wind instrument.

Din  glamour  stink  incessant movement  interblended poverty and riches rubbing shoulders  noisy self-interest side by side with introspective revery, where stray priests nodded in among the traders,  many-peopled India surged in miniature between the four hot walls and through the passage to the overflowing street; changeable and unexplainable, in ever-moving flux, but more conservative in spite of it than the very rocks she rests on  India who is sister to Aholibah and mother of all fascination.

In that room with the long window, low-growled, the one thin thread of clear-sighted unselfishness was reeling out to very slight approval. Mahommed Gunga paced the floor and kicked his toes against the walls, as he turned at either end, until his spurs jingled, and looked with blazing dark-brown eyes from one man to the other.

What good ever came of listening to priests? he asked. All priests are alike  ours, and theirs, and padre-sahibs! They all preach peace and goad the lust that breeds war and massacre! Does a priest serve any but himself? Since when? There will come this rising that the priests speak of  yes! Of a truth, there will, for the priests will see to it! There is a padre-sahib here in Howrah now for the Hindoo priests to whet their hate on. You saw the woman ride past here a half-hour gone? There is a pile of tinder ready here, and any fool of a priest can make a spark! There will be a rising, and a big one!

There will! Of a truth, there will! Alwa, his cousin, crossed one leg above the other with a clink of spurs and scabbard. He had no objection to betraying interest, but declined for the present to betray his hand.

There will be a blood-letting that will do no harm to us Rajputs! said another man, whose eyes gleamed from the darkest corner; he, too, clanked his scabbard as though the sound were an obbligato to his thoughts. Sit still and say nothing is my advice; we will be all ready to help ourselves when the hour comes!

It is this way, said Mahommed Gunga, standing straddle-legged to face all five of them, with his back to the window. He stroked his black beard upward with one hand and fingered with the other at his sabre-hilt. Without aid when the hour does come, the English will be smashed  worn down  starved out  surrounded  stamped out  annihilated  so! He stamped with his heel descriptively on the hard earth floor. And then, what?

Then, the plunder! said Alwa, showing a double row of wonderful white teeth. The other four grinned like his reflections. Ay, there will be plunder  for the priests! And we Rajputs will have new masters over us! Now, as things are, we have honorable men. They are fools, for any man is a fool who will not see and understand the signs. But they are honest. They ride straight! They look us straight between the eyes, and speak truth, and fear nobody! Will the Hindoo priests, who will rule India afterward, be thus? Nay! Here is one sword for the British when the hour comes!

I have yet to see a Hindoo priest rule me or plunder me! said Alwa with a grin.

You will live to see it! said Mahommed Gunga. Truly, you will live to see it, unless you throw your weight into the other scale! What are we Rajputs without a leader whom we all trust? What have we ever been? He swung on his heels suddenly  angrily  and began to pace the floor again  then stopped.

Divided, and again subdivided  one-fifth Mohammedan and four-fifths Hindoo  clan within clan, and each against the other. Do we own Rajputana? Nay! Do we rule it? Nay! What were we until Cunnigan-bahadur came?

Ah! All five men rose with a clank in honor to the memory of that man. Cunnigan-bahadur! Show us such another man as he was, and I and mine ride at his back! said Alwa. Not all the English are like Cunnigan! A Cunnigan could have five thousand men the minute that he asked for them!

Am I a wizard?  Can I cast spells and bring dead mens spirits from the dead again? I know of no man to take his place, said Mahommed Gunga sadly.

He was the poorest of them, but they were all, comparatively speaking, poor men; for the long peace had told its tale on a race of men who are first gentlemen, then soldiers, and last  least of all  and only as a last resource, landed proprietors. The British, for whom they had often fought because that way honor seemed to lie, had impoverished them afterward by passing and enforcing zemindary laws that lifted nine-tenths of the burden from the necks of starving tenants. The new law was just, as the Rajputs grudgingly admitted, but it pinched their pockets sadly; like the old-time English squires, they would give their best blood and their last rack-rent-wrung rupee for the cause that they believed in, but they resented interference with the rack-rents! Mahommed Gunga had had influence enough with these five landlord relations of his to persuade them to come and meet him in Howrah City to discuss matters; the mere fact that he had thought it worth his while to leave his own little holding in the north had satisfied them that he would be well worth listening to  for no man rode six hundred miles on an empty errand. But they needed something more than words before they pledged the word that no Rajput gentleman will ever break.

Find us a Cunnigan  bring him to us  prove him to us  and if a blade worth having from end to end of Rajputana is not at his service, I myself will gut the Hindoo owner of it! That is my given word! said Alwa.

He had a son, said Mahommed Gunga quietly.

True. Are all sons like their fathers? Take Maharajah Howrah here; his father was a man with whom any soldier might be proud to pick a quarrel. The present man is afraid of his own shadow on the wall  divided between love for the treasure-chests he dare not broach and fear of a brother whom he dare not kill. He is priest-ridden, priest-taught, and fit to be nothing but a priest. Who knows how young Cunnigan will shape? Where is he? Overseas yet! He must prove himself, as his father did, before he can hope to lead a free regiment of horse!

Then Cunnigan-bahadurs watch-word For the peace of India, is dead-died with him? asked Mahommed Gunga. We are each for our own again?

I have spoken! answered Alwa. As the biggest clan-chief left on all that countryside, he had a right to speak before the others, and he knew that what he said would carry weight when they had all ridden home again, and the report had gone abroad in ever-widening rings. If the English can hold India, let them! I will not fight against them, for they are honest men for all their madness. If they cannot, then I am for Rajputana, not India  India may burn or rot or burst to pieces, so long as Rajputana stands! But He paused a moment, and looked at each man in turn, and tapped his sabre-hilt,   if a Cunnigan-bahadur were among us  a man whom I could trust to lead me and mine and every man  I would lend him my sword for the sheer honor of helping him hack truth out of corruption! I have nothing more to say!

One word more, cousin! said Mahommed Gunga. I was risaldar in Cunnigan-bahadurs regiment of horse. There was more than mere discipline between us. I ate his salt. Once  when he might have saved himself the trouble without any daring to reproach him  he risked his own life, and a troop, and his reputation to save a woman of my family from capture, and something worse. There was never a Rajput or any other native woman wronged while he was with us.

Well?

I am no friend of Christian priests  of padres. But

She who rode by just now? What, then?

I ride northward now, and then very likely South again. I can do nothing in the matter, yet  were he in my shoes, and she a native woman at the mercy of the troops  Cunnigan-bahadur would have assigned a guard for her.

Ho! So I am thy sepoy? sneered Alwa, standing sideways  looking sideways  and throwing out his chest. I am to do thy bidding, guarding stray padres (he spoke the word as though it were a bad taste he was spitting from his mouth), and herding women without purdah, while thou ridest on assignations Allah knows where? Since when?

I have yet to refuse to guard thy back, or thy good name, Alwa! Mahommed Gunga eyed him straight, and thrust his hilt out. The woman is nothing to me  the padre-sahib less. It is because of the debt I owe to Cunnigan that I ask this favor.

Oh. It is granted! Should she appeal to me, I will rip Howrah into rags and burn this city to protect her if need be! She must first ask, though, even as thou didst.

Mahommed Gunga saluted him, bolt-upright as a lance, and without the slightest change in his expression.

The word is sufficient, cousin!

Alwa returned his salute, and raised his voice in a gruff command. A saice outside the window woke as though struck by a stick  sprang to his feet  and passed the order on. A dozen horses clattered in the courtyard and filed through the arched passage to the street, and Alwa mounted. The others, each with his escort, followed suit, and a moment later, with no further notice of one another, but with as much pomp and noise as though they owned the whole of India, the five rode off, each on his separate way, through the scattering crowd.

Then Mahommed Gunga called for his own horse and the lone armed man of his own race who acted squire to him.

Did any overhear our talk? he asked.

No, sahib.

Not the saice, even?

No, sahib. He slept.

He awoke most suddenly, and at not much noise.

For that reason I know he slept, sahib. Had he been pretending, he would have wakened slowly.

Thou art no idiot! said Mahommed Gunga. Wait here until I return, and lie a few lies if any ask thee why we six came together, and of what we spoke!

Then he mounted and rode off slowly, picking his way through the throng much more cautiously and considerately than his relatives had done, though not, apparently, because he loved the crowd. He used some singularly biting insults to help clear the way, and frowned as though every other man he looked at were either an assassin or  what a good Mohammedan considers worse  an infidel. He reached the long brick wall at last  broke into a canter  scattered the pariah dogs that were nosing and quarreling about the corpse of the Maharati, and drew rein fifteen minutes later by the door of the tiny school place that Miss McClean had entered.


CHAPTER III

For service truly rendered, and for duty dumbly done  For men who neither tremble nor forget  There is due reward, my henchman. There is honor to be won. There is watch and ward and sterner duty yet.

No sound came, from within the schoolhouse. The little building, coaxed from a grudging Maharajah, seemed to strain for light and air between two overlapping, high-walled brick warehouses. Before the door, in a spot where the scorching sun-rays came but fitfully between a mesh of fast-decaying thatch, the old hag who had followed Rosemary McClean lay snoozing, muttering to herself, and blinking every now and then as a street dog blinks at the passers-by. She took no notice of Mahommed Gunga until he swore at her.

Miss-sahib hai? he growled; and the woman jumped up in a hurry and went inside. A moment later Rosemary McClean stood framed in the doorway still in her cotton riding-habit, very pale  evidently frightened at the summons  but strangely, almost ethereally, beautiful. Her wealth of chestnut hair was loosely coiled above her neck, as though she had been caught in the act of dressing it. She looked like the wan, wasted spirit of human pity  he like a great, grim war-god.

Salaam, Miss Maklin-sahib!

He dismounted as he spoke and stood at attention, then stared truculently, too inherently chivalrous to deny her civility  he would have cut his throat as soon as address her from horseback while she stood  and too contemptuous of her fathers calling to be more civil than he deemed in keeping with his honor.

Salaam, Mohammed Gunga! She seemed very much relieved, although doubtful yet. Not letters again?

No, Miss-sahib. I am no mail-carrier! I brought those letters as a favor to Franklin-sahib at Peshawur; I was coming hither, and he had no man to send. I will take letters, since I am now going, if there are letters ready; I ride to-night.

Thank you, Mahommed Gunga. I have letters for England. They are not yet sealed. May I send them to you before you start?

I will send my man for them. Also, Miss Maklin-sahib (heavens! how much cleaner and better that sounded than the princes ironical sahiba!)

If you wish it, I will escort you to Peshawur, or to any city between here and there.

But  but why?

I saw Jaimihr. I know Jaimihr.

And

And  this is no place for a padre, or for the daughter of a padre.

What he said was true, but it was also insolent, said insolently.

Mahommed Gunga-sahib, what are those ribbons on your breast? she asked him.

He glanced down at them, and his expression changed a trifle; it was scarcely perceptible, but underneath his fierce mustache the muscles of his mouth stiffened.

They are medal ribbons  for campaigns, he answered.

Three-four-five! Then, you were a soldier a long time? Did you  did you desert your post when there was danger?

He flushed, and raised his hand as though about to speak.

Or did people insult you when you chose to remain on duty?

Miss-sahib, I have not insulted you! said Mahommed Gunga. I came here for another purpose.

You came, very kindly, to ask whether there were letters. Thank you, Mahommed Gunga-sahib, for your courtesy. There are letters, and I will give them to your man, if you will be good enough to send him for them.

He still stood there, staring at her with eyes that did not blink. He was too much of a soldier to admit himself at a loss what to say, yet he had no intention of leaving Howrah without saying it, for that, too, would have been unsoldierly.

The reason why your countrymen have found men of this land before now to fight for them  one reason, at least he said gruffly, is that hitherto they have not meddled with our religions. It is not safe! It would be better to come away, Miss-sahib.

Would you like to say that to my father? He is

Allah forbid that I should argue with him! I spoke to you, on your account!

You forget, I think, she answered him gently, that we had permission from the British Government to come here; it has not been withdrawn. We are doing no harm here  trying only to do good. There is always danger when

I would speak of that, he interrupted You will not come away?

She shook her head.

Your father could remain.

She shook her head again. I stay with him, she answered.

At present, Jaimihr is the danger, Miss-sahib; but I think that at present he will dare do nothing. The Maharajah dare do nothing either, yet. Should either of them make a move to interfere with you, it would not be safe to appeal to the other one. You will not understand, but it is so. In that event, there is a way to safety of which I would warn you.

Thank you, Mahommed Gunga. What is it?

There are men more than a days ride away from here who are to be depended on  by you, at least  under all circumstances. Is that old woman to be trusted?

How should I know? she smiled. I believe she is fond of me.

That should be enough. I would like, if the Miss-sahib will permit, to speak with her.

At a word from Miss McClean the old hag came out into the sun again and blinked at the Rajput, very much afraid of him. Mahommed Gunga saluted Miss McClean  swore at the old woman  pointed a wordless order with his right arm  watched her shuffle half a hundred yards up-street  followed her, and growled at her for about five minutes, while she nodded. Finally, he drew from the pocket of his crimson coat a small handful of gold mohurs  fat, dignified coins that glittered  and held them out toward her with an air as though they meant nothing to him  positively nothing  Her eyes gleamed. He let her take a good look at the money before replacing it, then tossed her a silver quarter-rupee piece, saluted Miss McClean again  for she was watching the pantomime from the doorway still  and mounted and rode off, his back looking like the back of one who has neither care nor fear nor master.

At the caravansary his squire came running out to hold his stirrup.

Picket the horse in the yard, said Mahommed Gunga, then find me another servant and bring him to me in the room here!

Another servant? But, sahib

I said another servant! Has deafness overcome thee? He used a word in the dialect which left no room for doubt as to his meaning; it was to be a different servant  a substitute for the squire he had already. The squire bowed his head in disciplined obedience and led the horse away.

An hour later  evening was drawing on  he came back, followed by a somewhat ruffianly-looking half-breed Rajput-Punjaubi. The new man was rather ragged and lacked one eye, but with the single eye he had he looked straight at his prospective master. Mahommed Gunga glared at him, but the man did not quail or shrink.

This fellow wishes honorable service, sahib. The squire spoke as though he were calling his masters attention to a horse that was for sale. I have seen his family; I have inquired about him; and I have explained to him that unless he serves at thee faithfully his wife and his man child will die at my hands in his absence.

Can he groom a horse?

So he says, sahib, and so say others.

Can he fight?

He slew the man with his bare hands who pricked his eye out with a sword.

Oh! What payment does he ask?

He leaves that matter to your honors pleasure.

Good. Instruct him, then. Set him to cleaning my horse and then return here.

The squire was back again within five minutes and stood before Mahommed Gunga in silent expectation.

I shall miss thee, said Mahommed Gunga after five minutes reflection. It is well that I have other servants in the north.

In what have I offended, sahib?

In nothing. Therefore there is a trust imposed.

The man salaamed. Mahommed Gunga produced his little handful of gold mohurs and divided it into two equal portions; one he handed to the squire.

Stay here. Be always either in the caravansary or else at call. Should the old woman who serves Miss Maklin-sahib, the padre-sahibs daughter come and ask thy aid, then saddle swiftly the three horses I will leave with thee, and bear Miss Maklin-sahib and her father to my cousin Alwas place. Present two of the gold mohurs to the hag, should that happen.

But sahib  two mohurs? I could buy ten such hags outright for the price!

She has my word in the matter! It is best to have her eager to win great reward. The hag will stay awake, but see to it that thou sleepest not!

And for how long must I stay here, sahib?

One month  six months  a year  who knows? Until the hag summons thee, or I, by writing or by word of mouth, relieve thee of thy trust.

At sunset he sent the squire to Miss McClean for the letters he had promised to deliver; and at one hour after sunset, when the heat of the earth had begun to rise and throw back a hot blast to the darkened sky and the little eddies of luke-warm surface wind made movement for horse and man less like a fight with scorching death, he rode off, with his new servant, on the two horses left to him of the five with which he came.

A six-hundred-mile ride without spare horses, in the heat of northern India, was an undertaking to have made any strong man flinch. The stronger the man, and the more soldierly, the better able he would be to realize the effort it would call for. But Mahommed Gunga rode as though he were starting on a visit to a near-by friend; he was not given to crossing bridges before he reached them, nor to letting prospects influence his peace of mind. He was a soldier. He took precautions first, when and where such were possible, then rode and looked fate in the eye.

He appeared to take no more notice of the glowering looks that followed him from stuffy balconies and dense-packed corners than of the mosquitoes to and the heat. Without hurry he picked his way through the thronged streets, where already men lay in thousands to escape the breathlessness of walled interiors; the gutters seemed like trenches where the dead of a devastated city had been laid; the murmur was like the voice of storm-winds gathering, and the little lights along the housetops were for the vent-holes on the lid of a tormented underworld.

But he rode on at his ease. Ahead of him lay that which he considered duty. He could feel the long-kept peace of India disintegrating all around him, and he knew  he was certain  as sometimes a brave man can see what cleverer men all overlook  that the right touch by the right man at the right moment, when the last taut-held thread should break, would very likely swing the balance in favor of peace again, instead of individual self seeking anarchy.

He knew what Cunnigan-bahadur would have done. He swore by Cunnigan-bahadur. And the memory of that same dead, desperately honest Cunningham he swore that no personal profit or convenience or safety should be allowed to stand between him and what was honorable and right! Mahommed Gunga had no secrets from himself; nor lack of imagination. He knew that he was riding  not to preserve the peace of India, for that was as good as gone  but to make possible the winning back of it. And he rode with a smile on his thin lips, as the crusaders once rode on a less self-advertising errand.


CHAPTER IV

You have failed! whispered Fate, and a weary civilian

Threw up his task as a matter of course.

Failed? said the soldier. He knew a million

Chances untackled yet. Get me a horse!

THAT was a strange ride of Mahommed Gungas, and a fateful one  more full of portent for the British Raj in India than he, or the British, or the men amid whose homes he rode could ever have anticipated. He averaged a little less than twenty miles a day, and through an Indian hot-weather, and with no spare horse, none but a born horseman  a man of light weight and absolute control of temper  could have accomplished that for thirty days on end.

Wherever he rode there was the same unrest. Here and there were new complaints he had not yet heard of, imaginary some of them, and some only too well founded. Wherever there were Rajputs  and that race of fighting men is scattered all about the north  there was ill-suppressed impatience for the bursting of the wrath to come. They bore no grudge against the English, but they did bear more than grudge against the money-lenders and the fat, litigious traders who had fattened under British rule. At least at the beginning it was evident that all the interest of all the Rajputs lay in letting the British get the worst of it; even should the British suddenly wake up and look about them and take steps  or should the British hold their own with native aid, and so save India from anarchy, and afterward reward the men who helped  the Rajputs would stand to gain less individually, or even collectively, than if they let the English be driven to the sea, and then reverted to the age-old state of feudal lawlessness that once had made them rich.

Many of the Hindoo element among them were almost openly disloyal. The ryots  the little one and two acre farmers  were the least unsettled; they, when he asked them  and he asked often  disclaimed the least desire to change a rule that gave them safe holdings and but one tax-collection a year; they were frankly for their individual selves  not even for one another, for the ryots as a class.

Nobody seemed to be for India, except Mahommed Gunga; and he said little, but asked ever-repeated questions as he rode. There were men who would like to weld Rajputana into one again, and over-ride the rest of India; and there were other men who planned to do the same for the Punjaub; there were plots within plots, not many of which he learned in anything like detail, but none of which were more than skin-deep below the surface. All men looked to the sudden, swift, easy whelming of the British Raj, and then to the plundering of India; each man expected to be rich when the whelming came, and each man waited with ill-controlled impatience for the priests word that would let loose the hundred-million flood of anarchy.

And one man  one real man whom they trusted  one leader  one man who had one thousand at his back  could change the whole face of things! he muttered to himself. Would God there we a Cunnigan! But there is no Cunnigan. And who would follow me? They would pull my beard, tell me I was scheming for my own ends!  I, who was taught by Cunnigan, and would serve only India!

He would ride before dawn and when the evening breeze had come to cool the hot earth a little through the blazing afternoons he would lie in the place of honor by some open window, where he could watch a hireling flick the flies off his lean, road-hardened horse, and listen to the plotting and the carried tales of plots, pretending always to be sympathetic or else open to conviction.

A soldier? Hah! A soldier fights for the side that can best reward him! he would grin. And, when there is no side, perhaps he makes one! I am a soldier!

If they pressed him, he would point to his medal ribbons, that he always wore. The British gave me those for fighting against the northern tribes beyond the Himalayas, he would tell them. The southern tribes  Bengalis of the south and east  would give better picking than mere medal ribbons!

They were not all sure of him. They were not all satisfied why he should ride on to Peshawur, and decline to stay with them and talk good sedition.

I would see how the British are! he told them. And he told the truth. But they were not quite satisfied; he would have made a splendid leader to have kept among them, until he  too  became too powerful and would have to be deposed in turn.

His own holding was a long way from Peshawur, and he was no rich man who could afford at a mere whim to ride two long days march beyond his goal. Nor was he, as he had explained to Miss McClean, a letter-carrier; he would get no more than the merest thanks for delivering her letters to where they could be included in the Government mail-bag. Yet he left the road that would have led him homeward to his left, and carried on  quickening his pace as he neared the frontier garrison town, and wasting, then, no time at all on seeking information. Nobody supposed that the Pathans and the other frontier tribes were anything but openly rebellious, and he would have been an idiot to ask questions about their loyalty.

Because of their disloyalty, and the ever-present danger that they were, the biggest British garrison in India had to be kept cooped up in Peshawur, to rot with fever and ague and the other ninety Indian plagues.

He wanted to see that garrison again, and estimate it, and make up his mind what exactly, or probably, the garrison would do in the event of the rebellion blazing out. And he wanted to try once more to warn some one in authority, and make him see the smouldering fire beneath the outer covering of sullen silence.

He received thanks for the letters. He received an invitation to take tea on the veranda of an officer so high in the British service that many a staff major would have given a months pay for a like opportunity. But he was laughed at for the advice he had to give.

Mahommed Gunga, youre like me, youre getting old! said the high official.

Not so very old, sahib. I was a young man when Cunnigan-bahadur raised a regiment and licked the half of Rajputana into shape with it. Not too old, sahib, to wish there were another Cunnigan to ride with!

Well, Mahommed Gunga, youre closer to your wish than you suppose! Young Cunninghams gazetted, and probably just about starting on his way out here via the Cape of Good Hope. He should be here in three or four months at the outside.

You mean that, sahib?

Wish I didnt! The puppy will arrive here with altogether swollen notions of his own importance and what is due his fathers son. Hes been captain of his college at home, and that wont lessen his sense of self-esteem either. I can foresee trouble with that boy!

Sahib, there is a service I could render!

The Rajput spoke with a strangely constrained voice all of a sudden, but the Commissioner did not notice it; he was too busy pulling on a wool-lined jacket to ward off the evening chill.

Well, risaldar  what then?

I think that I could teach the son of Cunnigan-bahadur to be worth his salt.

If youll teach him to be properly respectful to his betters Ill be grateful to you, Mahommed Gunga.

Then, sahib, I shall have certain license allowed me in the matter?

Do anything you like, in reason, risaldar! Only keep the pup from cutting his eye-teeth on his seniors convenience, thats all!

Mahommed Gunga wasted no time after that on talking, nor did he wait to specify the nature of the latitude he would expect to be allowed him; he knew better. And he knew now that the one chance that he sought had been given him.

Like all observant natives, he was perfectly aware that the British weakness mostly lay in the age of the senior officers and the slowness of promotion. There were majors of over fifty years of age, and if a man were a general at seventy he was considered fortunate and young. The jealousy with which younger men were regarded would have been humorous had it not come already so near to plunging India into anarchy.

He did not even trouble to overlook the garrison. He took his leave, and rode away the long two-day ride to his own place, where a sadly attenuated rent-roll and a very sadly thinned-down company of servants waited his coming. There, through fourteen hurried, excited days, he made certain arrangements about the disposition of his affairs during an even longer absence; he made certain sales  pledged the rent of fifty acres for ten years, in return for an advance  and on the fifteenth day rode southward, at the head of a five-man escort that, for quality, was worthy of a prince.

A little less than three months later he arrived at Bombay, and by dint of much hard bargaining and economy fitted out himself and his escort, so that each man looked as though he were the owner of an escort of his own. Then, fretful at every added day that strained his fast-diminishing resources, he settled down to wait until the ship should come that brought young Cunningham.


CHAPTER V

Lies home beneath a sickly sun,

Where humbleness was taught me?

Or here, where spurs my father won

On bended knee are brought me?

HE landed, together with about a dozen other newly gazetted subalterns and civil officers, cramped, storm-tossed, snubbed, and then disgorged from a sailing-ship into a port that made no secret of its absolute contempt for new arrivals.

There were liners of a kind on the Red Sea route, and the only seniors who chose the long passage round the Cape were men returning after sick-leave  none too sweet-tempered individuals, and none too prone to give the young idea a good conceit of himself. He and the other youngsters landed with a crushed-in notion that India would treat them very cavalierly before she took them to herself. And all, save Cunningham, were right.

The other men, all homesick and lonely and bewildered, were met by bankers agents, or, in cases, only by a hotel servant armed with a letter of instructions. Here and there a bored, tired-eyed European had found time, for somebody-or-others sake, to pounce on a new arrival and bear him away to breakfast and a tawdry imitation of the real hospitality of northern India; but for the most part the beardless boys lounged in the red-hot customs shed (where they were to be mulcted for the privilege of serving their country) and envied young Cunningham.

He  as pale as they, as unexpectant as they were of anything approaching welcome  was first amazed, then suspicious, then pleased, then proud, in turn. The different emotions followed one another across his clean-lined face as plainly as a dawn vista changes; then, as the dawn leaves a landscape finally, true and what it is for all to see, true dignity was left and the look of a man who stands in armor.

His fathers son! growled Mahommed Gunga; and the big, black-bearded warriors who stood behind him echoed, Ay!

But for four or five inches of straight stature, and a foot, perhaps, of chest-girth, he was a second edition of the Cunnigan-bahadur who had raised and led a regiment and licked peace into a warring countryside; and though he was that much bigger than his father had been, they dubbed him Chota Cunnigan on the instant. And that means Little Cunningham.

He had yet to learn that a Rajput, be he poorest of the poor, admits no superior on earth. He did not know yet that these men had come, at one mans private cost, all down the length of India to meet him. Nobody had told him that the feudal spirit dies harder in northern Hindustan than it ever did in England, or that the Rajput clans cohere more tightly than the Scots. The Rajput belief that honest service  unselfishly given  is the greatest gift that any man may bring  that one who has received what he considers favors will serve the givers son  was an unknown creed to him as yet.

But he stood and looked those six men in the eye, and liked them. And they, before they had as much as heard him speak, knew him for a soldier and loved him as he stood.

They hung sickly scented garlands round his neck, and kissed his hand in turn, and spoke to him thereafter as man to man. They had found their goal worth while, and they bore him off to his hotel in clattering glee, riding before him as men who have no doubt of the honor that they pay themselves. No other of the homesick subalterns drove away with a six-man escort to clear the way and scatter sparks!

They careered round through the narrow gate of the hotel courtyard as though a Viceroy at least were in the trap behind them; and Mahommed Gunga  six medaled, strapping feet of him  dismounted and held out an arm for him to take when he alighted. The hotel people understood at once that Somebody from Somewhere had arrived.

Young Cunningham had never yet been somebody. The men who give their lives for India are nothing much at home, and their sons are even less. Scarcely even at school, when they had made him captain of the team, had he felt the feel of homage and the subtle flattery that undermines a bad mans character; at schools in England they confer honors but take simultaneous precautions. He was green to the dangerous influence of feudal loyalty, but he quitted himself well, with reserve and dignity.

He is good! He will do! swore Mahommed Gunga fiercely, for the other emotions are meant for women only.

He is better than the best!

We will make a man of this one!

Did you mark how he handed me his purse to defray expenses? asked a black-bearded soldier of the five.

He is a man who knows by instinct! said Mahommed Gunga. See to it that thy accounting is correct, and overpay no man!

Deep-throated as a bull, erect as a lance, and pleased as a little child, Mahommed Gunga came to him alone that evening to talk, and to hear him talk, and to tell him of the plans that had been made.

Thy father gave me this, he told him, producing a gold watch and chain of the hundred-guinea kind that nowadays are only found among the heirlooms. Young Cunningham looked at it, and recognized the heavy old-gold case that he had been allowed to blow open when a little boy. On the outside, deep-chiseled in the gold, was his fathers crest, and on the inside a portrait of his mother.

Thy father died in these two arms, bahadur! Thy father said: Look after him, Mahommed Gunga, when the time is ripe for him to be a soldier. And I said: Ha, huzoor! So! Then here is India!

He waved one hand grandiloquently, as though he were presenting the throne of India to his protegé!

Here, sahib, is a servant  blood of my own blood.

He clapped his hands, and a man who looked like the big, black-ended spirit of Aladdins lamp stood silent, instant, in the doorway.

He speaks no English, but he may help to teach thee the Rajput tongue, and he will serve thee well  on my honor. His throat shall answer for it! Feed him and clothe him, sahib, but pay him very little  to serve well is sufficient recompense.

Young Cunningham gave his keys at once to the silent servant, as a tacit sign that from that moment he was trusted utterly; and Mahommed Gunga nodded grim approval.

Thy father saw fit to bequeath me much in the hour when death came on him, sahib. I am no boaster, as he knew. Remember, then, to tell me if I fail at any time in what is due. I am at thy service!

Tact was inborn in Cunningham, as it had been in his father. He realized that he ought at once to show his appreciation of the high plane of the service offered.

There is one way in which you could help me almost at once, Mahommed Gunga, he answered.

Command me, sahib.

I need your advice  the advice of a man who really knows. I need horses, and  at first at least  I would rather trust your judgment than my own. Will you help me buy them?

The Raiputs eyes blazed pleasure. On war, and wine, and women, and a horse are the four points to ask a mans advice and win his approval by the asking.

Nay, sahib; why buy horses here? These Bombay traders have only crows meat to sell to the ill-advised. I have horses, and spare horses for the journey; and in Rajputana I have horses waiting for thee  seven, all told  sufficient for a young officer. Six of them are country-bred-sand-weaned  a little wild perhaps, but strong, and up to thy weight. The seventh is a mare, got by thy fathers stallion Aga Khan (him that made more than a hundred miles within a day under a fifteen-stone burden, with neither food nor water, and survived!). A good mare, sahib  indeed a mare of mares  fit for thy fathers son. That mare I give thee. It is little, sahib, but my best; I am a poor man. The other six I bought  there is the account. I bought them cheaply, paying less than half the price demanded in each case  but I had to borrow and must pay back.

Young Cunningham was hard put to it to keep his voice steady as he answered. This man was a stranger to him. He had a hazy recollection of a dozen or more bearded giants who formed a moving background to his dreams of infancy, and he had expected some sort of welcome from one or two perhaps, of his fathers men when he reached the north. But to have men borrow money that they might serve him, and have horses ready for him, and to be met like this at the gate of India by a man who admitted he was poor, was a little more than his self-control had been trained as yet to stand.

I wont waste words, Mahommed Gunga, he said, half-choking. Ill  er  Ill try to prove how I feel about it.

Ha! How said I? Thy fathers son, I said! He, too, was no believer in much promising! I was his servant, and will serve him still by serving thee. The honor is mine, sahib, and the advantage shall be where thy father wished it.

My father would never have had me

Sahib, forgive the interruption, but a mistake is better checked. Thy father would have flung thee ungrudged, into a hell of bayonets, me, too, and would have followed after, if by so doing he could have served the cause he held in trust. He bred thee, fed thee, and sent thee oversea to grow, that in the end India might gain! Thou and I are but servants of the peace, as he was. If I serve thee, and thou the Raj  though the two of us were weaned on the milk of war and get our bread by war  we will none the less serve peace! Aie! For what is honor if a soldier lets it rust? Of what use is service, mouthed and ready, but ungiven? It is good, Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur, that thou art come at last!

He saluted and backed out through the swinging door. He had come in his uniform of risaldar of the elder Cunninghams now disbanded regiment, so he had not removed his boots as another native  and he himself if in mufti  would have done. Young Cunningham heard him go swaggering and clanking and spur-jingling down the corridor as though he had half a troop of horse behind him and wanted Asia to know it!

It was something of a brave beginning that, for a twenty-one-year-old! Something likely  and expressly calculated by Mahommed Gunga  to bring the real man to the surface. He had been no Cunningham unless his sense of duty had been very near the surface  no Englishman, had he not been proud that men of a foreign, conquered race should think him worthy of all that honor; and no man at all if his eye had been quite dry when the veteran light-horseman swaggered out at last and left him to his own reflections.

He had not been human if he had not felt a little homesick still, although home to him had been a place where a man stayed with distant relatives between the intervals of school. He felt lonely, in spite of his reception  a little like a baby on the edge of all things new and wonderful. He would have been no European if he had not felt the heat, the hotel was like a vapor-bath.

But the leaping red blood of youth ran strong in him. He had imagination. He could dream. The good things he was tasting were a presage only of the better things to come, and that is a wholesome point of view. He was proud  as who would not be?  to step straight into the tracks of such a father; and with that thought came another  just as good for him, and for India, that made him feel as though he were a robber yet, a thief in anothers cornfield, gathering what he did not sow. It came over him in a flood that he must pay the price of all this homage.

Some men pay in advance, some at the time, and some pay afterward. All men, he knew, must pay. It would be his task soon to satisfy these gentle-men, who took him at his face value, by proving to them that they had made no very great mistake. The thought thrilled him instead of frightening  brought out every generous instinct that he had and made him thank the God of All Good Soldiers that at least he would have a chance to die in the attempt. There was nothing much the matter with young Cunningham.


CHAPTER VI

I take no man at rumors price,

Nor as the gossips cry him.

A son may ride, and stride, and stand;

His fathers eye  his fathers hand  

His fathers tongue may give command;

But ere I trust Ill try him!

BUT before young Cunningham was called upon to pay even a portion of the price of fealty there was more of the receiving of it still in store for him, and he found himself very hard put to it, indeed, to keep overboiling spirits from becoming exultation of the type that nauseates.

None of the other subalterns had influence, nor had they hereditary anchors in the far northwest that would be likely to draw them on to active service early in their career. They had already been made to surrender their boyhood dreams of quick promotion; now, standing in little groups and asking hesitating questions, they discovered that their destination  Fort William  was about the least desirable of all the awful holes in India.

They were told that a subaltern was lucky who could mount one step of the promotion ladder in his first ten years; that a major at fifty, a colonel at sixty, and a general at seventy were quite the usual thing. And they realized that the pay they would receive would be a mere beggars pittance in a neighborhood so expensive as Calcutta, and that their little private means would be eaten up by the mere, necessities of life. They showed their chagrin and it was not very easy for young Cunningham, watching Mahommed Gungas lordly preparations for the long up-country journey, to strike just the right attitude of pleasure at the prospect without seeming to flaunt his better fortune.

Mahommed Gunga interlarded his hoarse orders to the mule-drivers with descriptions in stateliest English, thrown out at random to the world at large, of the glories of the manlier north  of the plains, where a man might gallop while a horse could last, and of the mountains up beyond the plains. He sniffed at the fetid Bombay reek, and spoke of the clean air sweeping from the snow-topped Himalayas, that put life and courage into the lungs of men who rode like centaurs! And the other subalterns looked wistful, eying the bullock-carts that would take their baggage by another route.

Fully the half of what Mahommed Gunga said was due to pride of race and country. But the rest was all deliberately calculated to rouse the wicked envy of those who listened. He meant to make the son of Pukka Cunnigan feel, before he reached his heritage, that he was going up to something worth his while. To quote his own north-country metaphor, he meant to make the colt come up the bit. He meant that Chota Cunnigan should have a proper sense of his own importance, and should chafe at restraint, to the end that when his chance did come to prove himself he would jump at it. Envy, he calculated  the unrighteous envy of men less fortunately placed  would make a good beginning. And it did, though hardly in the way he calculated.

Young Cunningham, tight-lipped to keep himself from grinning like a child, determined to prove himself worthy of the better fortune; and Mahommed Gunga would have cursed into his black beard in disgust had he known of the private resolutions being formed to obey orders to the letter and obtain the good will of his seniors. The one thing that the grim old Rajput wished for his protege was jealousy! He wanted him so well hated by the nabobs who had grown crusty and incompetent in high command that life for him in any northern garrison would be impossible.

Throughout the two months journey to the north Mahommed Gunga never left a stone unturned to make Cunningham believe himself much more than ordinary clay. All along the trunk road, that trails by many thousand towns and listens to a hundred languages, whatever good there was was Cunninghams. Whichever room was best in each dak-bungalow, whichever chicken the kansamah least desired to kill, whoever were the stoutest dhoolee-bearers in the village, whichever horse had the easiest paces  all were Cunninghams. Respect were his, and homage and obeisance, for the Rajput saw to it.

Of evenings, while they rested, but before the sun went down, the old risaldar would come with his naked sabre and defy Chota Cunnigan to try to touch him. For five long weeks he tried each evening, the Rajput never doing anything but parry,  changing his sabre often to the other hand and grinning at the schoolboy swordsmanship  until one evening, at the end of a more than usually hard-fought bout, the youngster pricked him, lunged, and missed slitting his jugular by the merest fraction of an inch.

Ho! laughed Mahommed Gunga later, as he sluiced out the cut while his own adherents stood near by and chaffed him. The cub cuts his teeth, then! Soon it will be time to try his pluck.

Be gentle with him, risaldar-sahib; a good cub dies as easily as a poor one, until he knows the way.

Leave him to me! I will show him the way, and we will see what we will see. If he is to disgrace his fathers memory and us, he shall do it where there are few to see and none to talk of it. When Alwa and the others ask me, as they will ask, Is he a man? I will give them a true answer! I think he is a man, but I need to test him in all ways possible before I pledge my word on it.

But after that little accident the old risaldar had sword-sticks fashioned at a village near the road, and ran no more risks of being killed by the stripling he would teach; and before many more days of the road had ribboned out, young Cunningham  bareback or from the saddle  could beat him to the ground, and could hold his own on foot afterward with either hand.

The hand and eye are good! said Mahommed Gunga. It is time now for another test.

So he made a plausible excuse about the horses, and they halted for four days at a roadside dak-bungalow about a mile from where a foul-mouthed fakir sat and took tribute at a crossroads. It was a strangely chosen place to rest at.

Deep down in a hollow, where the trunk road took advantage of a winding gorge between the hills  screened on nearly all sides by green jungle whose brown edges wilted in the heat which the inner steam defied  stuffy, smelly, comfortless, it stood like a last left rear-guard of a white-mans city, swamped by the deathless, ceaselessly advancing tide of green. It was tucked between mammoth trees that had been left there when the space for it was cleared a hundred years before, and that now stood like grim giant guardians with arms out-stretched to hold the verdure back.

The little tribe of camp-followers chased at least a dozen snakes out of corners, and slew them in the open, as a preliminary to further investigation. There were kas-kas mats on the foursquare floors, and each of these, when lifted, disclosed a swarm of scorpions that had to be exterminated before a man dared move his possessions in. The once white calico ceilings moved suggestively where rats and snakes chased one another, or else hunted some third species of vermin; and there was a smell and a many-voiced weird whispering that hinted at corruption and war to the death behind skirting boards and underneath the floor.

It had evidently not been occupied for many years; the kansamah looked like a gray-bearded skeleton compressed within a tightened shroud of parchment skin that shone where a coffin or a tomb had touched it. He seemed to have forgotten what the bungalow was for, or that a sahib needed things to eat, until the ex-risaldar enlightened him, and then he complained wheezily.

The stables  rather the patch-and-hole-covered desolation that once had been stables  were altogether too snake-defiled and smelly to be worth repairing; the string of horses was quartered cleanly and snugly under tents, and Mahommed Gunga went to enormous trouble in arranging a ring of watch-fires at even distances.

Are there thieves here, then? asked Cunningham, and the Rajput nodded but said nothing. He seemed satisfied, though, that the man he had brought safely thus far at so much trouble would be well enough housed in the creaky wreck of the bungalow, and he took no precautions of any kind as to guarding its approaches.

Cunningham watched the preparations for his supper with ill-concealed disgust  saw the customary chase of a rubber-muscled chicken, heard its death gurgles, saw the guts removed, to make sure that the kansamah did not cook it with that part of its anatomy intact, as he surely would do unless watched  and then strolled ahead a little way along the road.

The fakir was squatting in the distance, on a big white stone, and in the quiet of the gloaming Cunningham could hear his coarse, lewd voice tossing crumbs of abuse and mockery to the seven or eight villagers who squatted near him  half-amused, half-frightened, and altogether credulous.

Even as he drew nearer Cunningham could not understand a word of what the fakir said, but the pantomime was obvious. His was the voice and the manner of the professional beggar who has no more need to whine but still would ingratiate. It was the bullying, brazen swagger and the voice that traffics in filth and impudence instead of wit; and, in payment for his evening bellyful he was pouring out abuse of Cunningham that grew viler and yet viler as Cunningham came nearer and the fakir realized that his subject could not understand a word of it.

The villagers looked leery and eyed Cunningham sideways at each fresh sally. The fakir grew bolder, until one of his listeners smothered an open laugh in both hands and rolled over sideways. Cunningham came closer yet, half-enamoured of the weird scene, half-curious to discover what the stone could be on which the fakir sat.

The fakir grew nervous. Perhaps, after all, this was one of those hatefully clever sahibs who know enough to pretend they do not know! The abuse and vile innuendo changed to more obsequious, less obviously filthy references to other things than Cunninghams religion, likes, and pedigree, and the little crowd of men who had tacitly encouraged him before got ready now to stand at a distance and take sides against him should the white man turn out to have understood.

But Cunningham happened to catch sight of a cloud of paroquets that swept in a screaming ellipse for a better branch to nest in and added the one touch of gorgeous color needed to make the whole scene utterly unearthly and unlike anything he had ever dreamed of, or had seen in pictures, or had had described to him. He stood at gaze  forgetful of the stone that had attracted him and of the fakir  spellbound by the wonder-blend of hues branch-backed, and framed in gloom as the birds scream was framed in silence.

And, seeing him at gaze, the fakir recovered confidence and jeered new ribaldry, until some one suddenly shot out from behind Cunningham, and before he had recovered from his surprise he saw the fakir sprawling on his back, howling for mercy, while Mahommed Gunga beat the blood out of him with a whalebone riding-whip.

The sun went down with Indian suddenness and shut off the scene of upraised lash and squirming, naked, ash-smeared devil, as a magic-lantern picture; disappears. Only the creatures screams reverberated through the jungle, like a belated echo to the restless paroquets.

He will sleep less easily for a week or two! hazarded Mahommed Gunga, stepping back toward Cunningham. In the sudden darkness the white breeches showed and the whites of his eyes, but little else; his voice growled like a rumble from the underworld.

Why did you do it, risaldar? What did he say?

It was enough, bahadur, that he sat on that stone; for that alone he had been beaten! What he said was but the babbling of priests. All priests are alike. They have a common jargon  a common disrespect for what they dare not openly defy. These temple rats of fakirs mimic them. That is all, sahib. A whipping meets the case.

But the stone? Why shouldnt he sit on it?

Wait one minute, sahib, and then see. He formed his hands into a trumpet and bellowed through them in a high-pitched, nasal, ululating order to somebody behind:

Oh-h-h  Battee-lao!

The black, dark roadside echoed it and a dot of light leapt up as a man came running with what gradually grew into a lamp.

Mahommed Gunga seized the lamp, bent for a few seconds over the still sprawling fakir, whipped him again twice, cursed him and kicked him, until he got up and ran like a spectre for the gloom beyond the trees. Then, with a rather stately sweep of the lamp, and a tremble in his voice that was probably intentional  designed to make Cunningham at least aware of the existence of emotion before he looked  he let the light fall on the slab on which the fakir had been squatting.

Look, Cunningham-sahib!

The youngster bent down above the slab and tried, in the fitful light, to make out what the markings were that ran almost from side to side, in curves, across the stone; but it was too dark  the light was too fitful; the marks themselves were too faint from the constant squatting of roadside wanderers.

Mahommed Gunga set the lamp down on the stone, and he and the attendant took little sticks, sharp-pointed, with which they began to dig hurriedly, scratching and scraping at what presently showed, even in that rising and falling light, as Roman lettering. Soon Cunningham himself began to lend a hand. He made out a date first, and he could feel it with his fingers before his eyes deciphered it. Gradually, letter by letter  word by word  he read it off, feeling a strange new thrill run through him, as each line followed, like a voice from the haunted past.

A.D. 1823. A.D.

SACRED TO THE MEMORY OF GENERAL ROBERT FRANCIS CUNNINGHAM

WHO DIED ON THIS SPOT

AETAT 81

FROM

WOUNDS INFLICTED BY A

TIGER

There was no sound audible except the purring of the lamp flame and the heavy breathing of the three as Cunningham gazed down at the very crudely carved, stained, often-desecrated slab below which lay the first of the Anglo-Indian Cunninghams.

This man  these crumbled bones that lay under a forgotten piece of rock  had made all of their share of history. They had begotten Pukka Cunningham, who had hacked the name deeper yet in the crisscrossed annals of a land of war. It was strange  it was queer  uncanny  for the third of the Cunninghams to be sitting on the stone. It was unexpected, yet it seemed to have a place in the scheme of things, for he caught himself searching his memory backward.

He received an impression that something was expected of him. He knew, by instinct and reasoning he could not have explained, that neither Mahommed Gunga nor the other men would say a word until he spoke. They were waiting  he knew they were  for a word, or a sign, or an order (he did not know which), on which would hang the future of all three of them.

Yet there was no hurry  no earthly hurry. He felt sure of it. In the silence and the blackness  in the tense, steamy atmosphere of expectancy  he felt perfectly at ease, although he knew, too, that there was superstition to be reckoned with  and that is something which a white man finds hard to weigh and cope with, as a rule.

The sweat ran down his face in little streams a the prickly heat began to move across his skin, like a fiery-footed centiped beneath his undershirt, but he noticed, neither. He began to be unconscious anything except the knowledge that the bones of his grandsire lay underneath him and that Mahommed Gunga waited for the word that would fit into the scheme and solve a problem.

Are there any tigers here now? he asked presently, in a perfectly normal voice. He spoke as he had done when his servant asked him which suit he would wear.

Ha, sahib! Many.

Man-eaters, by any chance?

Mahommed Gunga and the other man exchanged quick glances, but Cunningham did not look up. He did not see the quick-flashed whites as their eyes met and looked down again.

There is one, sahib  so say the kansamah and the head man  a full-grown tiger, in his prime.

I will shoot him. Four words, said quietly  not Do you think, or I would like to, or Perhaps. They were perfectly definite and without a trace of excitement; yet this man had never seen a tiger.

Very good, sahib. That, too, was spoken in a level voice, but Mahommed Gungas eyes and the other mans met once again above his head.

We will stay here four days; by the third day there will be time enough to have brought an elephant and

I will go on foot, said Cunningham, quite quietly. Tomorrow, at dawn, risaldar-sahib. Will you be good enough to make arrangements? All we need to know is where he is and how to get there  will you attend to that?

Ha, sahib.

Thanks. I wonder if my suppers ready.

He turned and walked away, with a little salute-like movement of his hand that was reminiscent of his father. The two Rajputs watched him in heavy-breathing silence until the little group of lights, where the horse-tents faced the old dak-bungalow, swallowed him. Then:

He is good. He will do! said the black-beard who had brought the lamp.

He is good. But many sahibs would have acted coolly, thus. There must be a greater test. There must be no doubt  no littlest doubt. Alwa and the others will ask me on my honor, and I will answer on my honor, yes or no.

It was an hour before the two of them returned, and looked the horses over and strolled up to bid Cunningham good night; and in the meanwhile they had seen about the morrows tiger, and another matter.


CHAPTER VII

What found ye, then? Why heated ye the pot?

What useful metal down the channels ran?

Gold? Steel for making weapons? Iron? What?

Nay. Out from the fire we kindled strode a man!

THEY set the legs of Cunninghams string-woven bed into pans of water, to keep the scorpions and ants and snakes at bay, and then left him in pitch darkness to his own devices, with a parting admonition to keep his slippers on for the floor, in the dark, would be the prowling-place of venomed death.

It was he who set the lamp on the little table by his bedside, for his servant  for the first time on that journey  was not at hand to execute his thoughts almost before he had spoken them. Mahommed Gunga had explained that the man was sick; and that seemed strange, for he had been well enough, and more than usually efficient, but an hour before.

But there were stranger things and far more irritating ones to interfere with the peaceful passage of the night. There were sounds that were unaccountable; there was the memory of the wayside tombstone and the train of thought that it engendered. Added to the hell-hot, baking stuffiness that radiated from the walls, there came the squeaking of a punka rope pulled out of time  the piece of piping in the mud-brick wall through which the rope passed had become clogged and rusted, and the villager pressed into service had forgotten how to pull; he jerked at the cord between nods as the heat of the veranda and the unaccustomed night duty combined to make him sleepy.

Soon the squeaking became intolerable, and Cunningham swore at him  in English, because he spoke little of any native language yet, and had not the least idea in any case what the punka-wallahs tongue might be. For a while after that the pulling was more even; he lay on one elbow, letting the swinging mat fan just miss his ear, and examining his rifle and pistols for lack of anything better to keep him from going mad. Then, suddenly, the pulling ceased altogether. Silence and hell heat shut down on him like a coffin lid. Even the lamp flame close beside him seemed to grow dim; the weight of black night that was suffocating him seemed to crush light out of the flame as well.

No living mortal could endure that, he imagined. He swore aloud, but there was no answer, so he got up, after crashing his rifle-butt down on the floor to scare away anything that crawled. For a moment he stood, undecided whether to take the lamp or rifle with him  then decided on the rifle, for the lamp might blow out in some unexpected night gust, whereas if he left it where it was it would go on burning and show him the way back to bed again. Besides, he was too unaccustomed to the joy of owning the last new thing in sporting rifles to hesitate for long about what to keep within his grasp.

Through the open door he could see nothing but pitch-blackness, unpunctuated even by a single star. There were no lights where the tents stood, so he judged that even the accustomed natives had found the added heat of Mahommed Gungas watch-fires intolerable and had raked them out; but from where he imagined that the village must be came the dum-tu-dum-tu-dum of tom-toms, like fever blood pulsating in the veins of devils of the night.

The punka-wallah slept. He could just make out the mans blurred shape  a shadow in the shadows  dog-curled, with the punkah rope looped round his foot. He kicked him gently, and the man stirred, but fell asleep again. He kicked him harder. The man sat up and stared, terrified; the whites of his eyes were distinctly visible. He seemed to have forgotten why he was there, and to imagine that he saw a ghost.

Cunningham spoke to him  he first words that came into his head.

Go on pulling, he said in English, quite kindly.

But if he had loosed his rifle off, the effect could not have been more instantaneous. Clutching his twisted rag of a turban in one hand, and kicking his leg free, he ran for it  leaped the veranda rail, and vanished  a night shadow, swallowed by its mother night.

Come back! called Cunningham. Iderao! I wont hurt you!

But there was no answer, save the tom-toms thunder, swelling now into a devils chorus-coming nearer. It seemed to be coming from the forest, but he reasoned that it could not be; it must be some village marriage feast, or perhaps an orgy; he had paid out what would seem to the villagers a lot of money, and it might be that they were celebrating the occasion. It was strange, though, that he could see no lights where the village ought to be.

For a moment he had a half-formed intention to shout for Mahommed Gunga; but he checked that, reasoning that the Rajput might think he was afraid. Then his eye caught sight of something blacker than the shadows  something long and thin and creepy that moved, and he remembered that bed, where the pans of water would protect him, was the only safe place.

So he returned into the hot, black silence where the tiny lamp-flame guttered and threw shadows. He wondered why it guttered. It seemed to be actually short of air. There were four rooms, he remembered, to the bungalow, all connected and each opening outward by a door that faced one of the four sides; he wondered whether the outer doors were opened to admit a draught, and started to investigate.

Two of them were shut tight, and he could not kick them open; the dried-out teak and the heavy iron bolts held as though they had been built to resist a siege; the noise that he made as he rattled at them frightened a swarm of unseen things  unguessed-at shapes  that scurried away. He thought he could see beady little eyes that looked and disappeared and circled round and stopped to look again. He could hear creepy movements in the stillness. It seemed better to leave those doors alone.

One other door, which faced that of his own room, was open wide, and he could feel the forest through it; there was nothing to be seen, but the stillness moved. The velvet blackness was deeper by a shade, and the heat, uprising to get even with the sky, bore up a stench with it. There was no draught, no movement except upward. Earth was panting-in time, it seemed, to the hellish thunder of the tom-toms.

He went back and lay on the bed again, leaning the rifle against the cot-frame, and trying by sheer will-power to prevent the blood from bursting his veins. He realized before long that he was parched with thirst, and reached out for the water-jar that stood beside the lamp; but as he started to drink he realized that a crawling evil was swimming round and round in rings in the water. In a fit of horror he threw the thing away and smashed it into a dozen fragments in a corner. He saw a dozen rats, at least, scamper to drink before the water could evaporate or filter through the floor; and when they were gone there was no half-drowned crawling thing either. They had eaten it.

He clutched his rifle to him. The barrel was hot, but the feel of it gave him a sense of companionship. And then, as he lay back on the bed again, the lamp went out. He groped for it and shook it. There was no oil.

Now, what had been hot horror turned to fear that passed all understanding  to the hate that does not reason  to the cold sweat breaking on the roasted skin. Where the four walls had been there was blackness of immeasurable space. He could hear the thousand-footed cannibals of night creep nearer  driven in toward him by the dinning of the tom-toms. He felt that his bed was up above a scrambling swarm of black-legged things that fought.

He had no idea how long he lay stock-still, for fear of calling attention to himself, and hated his servant and Mahommed Gunga and all India. Once  twice  he thought he heard another sound, almost like the footfall of a man on the veranda near him. Once he thought that a man breathed within ten paces of him, and for a moment there was a distinct sensation of not being alone. He hoped it was true; he could deal with an assassin. That would be something tangible to hate and hit. Manhood came to his assistance  the spirit of the soldier that will bow to nothing that has shape; but it died away again as the creeping silence once more shut down on him.

And then the thunder of the tom-toms ceased. Then even the venomed crawlers that he knew were near him faded into nothing that really mattered, compared to the greater, stealthy horror that he knew was coming, born of the shuddersome, shut silence that ensued. There was neither air nor view  no sense of time or space  nothing but the coal-black pit of terror yawning  cold sweat in the heat, and a footfall  an undoubted footfall  followed by another one, too heavy for a mans.

Where heavy feet were there was something tangible. His veins tingled and the cold sweat dried. Excitement began to reawaken all his soldier senses, and the wish to challenge seized him  the soldierly intent to warn the unaware, which is the actual opposite of cowardice.

Halt! Who comes there?

He lipped the words, but his dry throat would not voice them. Before he could clear his throat or wet his lips his eye caught something lighter than the night  two things  ten  twelve paces off  two things that glowed or sheened as though there were light inside them  too big and too far apart to be owls eyes, but singularly like them. They moved, a little sideways and toward him; and again he heard the heavy, stealthy footfall.

They stayed still then for what may have been a minute, and another sense  smell  warned him and stirred up the man in him. He had never smelled it in his life; it must have been instinct that assured him of an enemy behind the strange, unpleasant, rather musky reek that filled the room. His right hand brought the rifle to his shoulder without sound, and almost without conscious effort on his part.

He forgot the heat now and the silence and discomfort. He lay still on his side, squinting down the rifle barrel at a spot he judged was midway between a pair of eyes that glowed, and wondering where his foresight might be. It struck him all at once that it was quite impossible to see the foresight  that he must actually touch what he would hit if he would be at all sure of hitting it. He remembered, too, in that instant  as a born soldier does remember things  that in the dark an attacking enemy is probably more frightened than his foe. His father had told it him when he was a little lad afraid of bogies; he in turn had told it to the other boys at school, and they had passed it on until in that school it had become rule number one of school-boy lore  just as rule number two in all schools where the sons of soldiers go is Take the fight to him.

He leaped from the bed, with his rifle out in front of him  white-nightshirted and unexpected  sudden enough to scare the wits out of anything that had them. He was met by a snarl. The two eyes narrowed, and then blazed. They lowered, as though their owner gathered up his weight to spring. He fired between them. The flash and the smoke blinded him; the burst of the discharge within four echoing walls deadened his cars, and he was aware of nothing but a voice beside him that said quietly: Well done, bahadur! Thou art thy fathers son!

He dropped his rifle butt to the floor, and some one struck a light. Even then it was thirty seconds before his strained eyes grew accustomed to the flare and he could see the tiger at his feet, less than a yard away  dead, bleeding, wide-eyed, obviously taken by surprise and shot as he prepared to spring. Beside him, within a yard, Mahommed Gunga stood, with a drawn sabre in his right hand and a pistol in his left, and there were three other men standing like statues by the walls.

How long have you been here? demanded Cunningham.

A half-hour, sahib.

Why?

In case of need, sahib. That tiger killed a woman yesterday at dawn and was driven off his kill; he was not likely to be an easy mark for an untried hunter.

Why did you enter without knocking?

The ex-risaldar said nothing.

I see that you have shoes on.

The scorpions, sahib

Would you be pleased, Mahommed Gunga, if I entered your house with my hat on and without knocking or without permission?

Sahib, I

Be good enough to have that brutes carcass dragged out and skinned, and  ah  leave me to sleep, will you?

Mahommed Gunga bowed, and growled an order; another man passed the order on, and the tom-tom thundering began again as a dozen villagers pattered in to take away the tiger.

Tell them, please, commanded Cunningham, that that racket is to cease. I want to sleep.

Again Mahommed Gunga bowed, without a smile or a tremor on his face; again a growled order was echoed and re-echoed through the dark. The drumming stopped.

Is there oil in the bahadurs lamp? asked Mahommed Gunga.

Probably not, said Cunningham.

I will command that

You neednt trouble, thank you, risaldar-sahib. I sleep better in the dark. Ill be glad to see you after breakfast as usual  ah  without your shoes, unless you come in uniform. Good night.

The Rajput signed to the others and withdrew with dignity. Cunningham reloaded his rifle in the dark and lay down. Within five minutes the swinging of the punka and the squeaking of the rope resumed, but regularly this time; Mahommed Gunga had apparently unearthed a man who understood the business. Reaction, the intermittent coolth, as the mat fan swung above his face, the steady, evenly timed squeak and movement  not least, the calm of well-asserted dignity  all joined to have one way, and Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur slept, to dream of fire-eyed tigers dancing on tombstones laid on the roof of hell, and of a grandfather in full generals uniform, who said: Well done, bahadur!

But outside, by a remade camp-fire, Mahommed Gunga sat and chuckled to himself, and every now and then grew eloquent to the bearded men who sat beside him.

Aie! Did you hear him reprimand me? By the beard of Gods prophet, that is a man of men! So was his father! Now I will tell Alwa and the others that I bring a man to them! By the teeth of God and my own honor I will swear to it! His first tiger  he had never seen a tiger!  in the dark, and unexpected  caught by it, to all seeming, like a trapped man in a cage  no lamp  no help at hand, or so he thought until it was all over. And he ran at the tiger! And then, you come with your shoes on, Mahommed Gunga  why, forsooth? Did you hear him? By the blood of Allah, we have a man to lead us!


CHAPTER VIII

Now, the gist of the thing is  Be silent. Be calm.

Be awake. Be on hand on the day.

Be instant to heed the first note of alarm.

And  precisely  exactly  Obey.

AT Howrah, while Mahommed Gunga was employing each chance circumstance to test the pluck and decision and reliability of Cunningham at almost every resting-place along the Grand Trunk Road, the armed squire he had left behind with a little handful of gold mohurs and three horses was finding time heavy on his hands.

Like his master, Ali Partab was a man of action, to whom the purlieus of a caravansary were well enough on rare occasions. He could ruffle it with the best of them; like any of his race, he could lounge with dignity and listen to the tales that hum wherever many horsemen congregate; and he was no mean raconteur  he had a tale or two to tell himself, of women and the chase and of the laugh that he, too, had flung in the teeth of fear when opportunity arose.

But each new story of the paid taletellers, who squat and drone and reach a climax, and then pass the begging bowl before they finish it  each merrily related jest brought in by members of the constantly arriving trading parties  each neigh of his three chargers  every new phase of the kaleidoscopic life he watched stirred new ambition in him to be up, and away, and doing. Many a dozen times he had to remind himself that there had been a trust imposed.

He exercised the horses daily, riding each in turn until he was as lean and lithe and hard beneath the skin as they were. They were Mahommed Gungas horses  he Mahommed Gungas man; therefore, his honor was involved. He reasoned, when he took the trouble to, along the good clean feudal line that lays down clearly what service is: there is no honor, says that argument, in serving any one who is content with half a service, and the honor is the only thing that counts.

As day succeeded ever sultrier, ever longer-drawn-out day  as each night came that saw him peg the horses out wherever what little breezes moved might fan them  as he sat among the courtyard groups and listened in the heavy heat, the fact grew more apparent to him that this trust of his was something after all which a man of worth might shoulder proudly. There was danger in it.

The talk among the traders  darkly hinted, most of it, and couched in metaphor  was all of blood, and what would follow on the letting of it. Now and then a loud-mouthed boaster would throw caution to the winds and speak openly of a grim day coming for the British; he would be checked instantly by wiser men, but not before Ali Partab had heard enough to add to his private store of information.

Priests came from a dozen cities to the eastward, all nominally after pilgrims for the sacred places, but all strangely indifferent to their quest. They preferred, it would seem, to sit in rings with chance-met ruffians  with believers and unbelievers alike  even with men of no caste at all  and talk of other things than pilgrimages.

Next year, one hundred years ago the English conquered India. Remember ye the prophecy? One hundred years they had! This, then, is the last year. Whom the gods would whelm they first deprive of reason; mark ye this! The cartridges they serve out to the sepoys now are smeared with the blended fat of cows and pigs. Knowing that we Hindoos hold the cow a sacred beast, they do this sacrilege  and why? They would make us bite the cartridges and lose our caste. And why again? Because they would make us Christians! That is the truth! Else why are the Christian missionaries here in Howrah?

The listeners would nod while the little red fires glowed and purred above the pipes, and others not included in the circle strained forward through the dark to listen.

The gods get ready now! Are ye ready?

Elsewhere, a hadji  green-turbaned from the pilgrimage to Mecca  would hold out to a throng of true believers.

Ay! Pigs fat on the cartridges! The new drill is that the sepoy bites the cartridge first, to spill a little powder and make priming. Which true believer wishes to defile himself with pigs fat? Why do they this? Why are the Christian missionaries here? Ask both riddles with one breath, for both two are one!

Slay, then!

Up now, and slay!

There would be an instant, eager restlessness, while Ali Partab would glance over to where the horses stood, and would wonder why the word that loosed him was so long in coming. The hadji would calm his listeners and tell them to get ready, but be still and await the sign.

There were to be one hundred years, ran the prophecy; but ninety-nine and a portion have yet run. Wait for the hour!

Then, for perhaps the hundredth time, Ali Partab would pretend that movement alone could save one or other of his horses from heat apoplexy. He would mount, and ride at a walking pace through the streets that seemed like a night view of a stricken battle-field, turn down by the palace wall, and then canter to the schoolhouse, where the hag  wiser than her mistress  would be sleeping in the open.

Thou! Mother of a murrain! Toothless one! Is there no word yet?

The hag would leer up through the heavy darkness  make certain that he had no lance with him with which to prod her in the ribs  scratch herself a time or two like a stray dog half awakened  and then leer knowingly.

Hast thou the gold mohurs? she would demand.

Am I a sieve?

Let my old eyes see them, sahib.

He would take out two gold coins and hold them out in such a way that she could look at them without the opportunity to snatch.

There is no word yet, she would answer, when her eyes had feasted on them as long as his patience would allow.

Have they no fear then?

None. Only madness!

See that they bite thee not! Keep thy wits with thee, and be ready to bring me word in time, else

Patience, sahib! Show me the coins again  one little look  again once!

But Ali Partab would wheel and ride away, leaving her to mumble and gibber in the road and curl again on to her blanket in the blackest corner by the door.

Once, on an expedition of that kind, he encountered Duncan McClean himself. The lean, tall Scotsman, gray-headed from the cares he had taken on himself, a little bowed from heat and hopelessness, but showing no least symptom of surrender in the kind, strong lines of a rugged face, stood, eyes upward, in the moonlight. The moon, at least, looked cool. It was at the full, like a disk of silver, and he seemed to drink in the beams that bathed him.

Does he worship it? wondered Ali Partab, reining from an amble to a walk and watching half-reverently. The followers of Mohammed are most superstitious about the moon. The feeling that he had for this man of peace who could so gaze up at it was something very like respect, and, with the twenty-second sense that soldiers have, he knew, without a word spoken or a deed seen done, that this would be a wielder of cold steel to be reckoned should he ever slough the robes of peace and take it into his silvered head to fight. The Rajput, that respects decision above all other virtues, perhaps because it is the one that he most lacks, could sense firm, unshakable, quick-seized determination on the instant.

Duncan McClean acknowledged the fierce-seeming stare with a salute, and Ali Partab dismounted instantly. He who holds a trust from such as Mahommed Gunga is polite in recognition of the trust. He leaned, then, against the horses withers, wondering how far he ought to let politeness go and whether his honor bade him show contempt for the Christians creed.

Is there any way, I wonder, asked the Scotsman, the clean-clipped suspicion of Scots dialect betraying itself even through the Hindustanee that he used, of getting letters through to some small station?

I know not, said the Rajput.

You are a Mohammedan? The Scotsman peered at him, adjusting his viewpoint to the moons rays. I see you are. A Rajput, too, I think.

Ha, sahib.

There was a Rangar here not very long ago. This man evidently knew the proper title to give a he true believer of the proudest race there is. Ali Partabs heart began to go out to him an officer, I think, once of the Rajput Horse, who very kindly carried letters for me. Perhaps you know of some other gentleman of your race about to travel northward? He could earn, at least, gratitude.

So-ho! thought Ali Partab to himself. I have known men of his race who would have offered money, to be spat on!  Not now, sahib, he answered aloud.

Mahommed Gunga was the officers name. Do you know him, or know of him, by any chance?

Ha, sahib, I know him well. It is an honor.

The Scotsman smiled. He must be very far away by this time. How many are there, I wonder, in India who have such things said of them when their backs are turned?

More than a few, sahib! I would draw steel for the good name of more than a hundred men whom I know, and there be many others!

Men of your own race?

And yours, sahib.

There was no bombast in the mans voice; it was said good-naturedly, as a man might say, There are some friends to whom I would lend money. No man with any insight could mistake the truth that underlay the boast. The Scotsman bowed.

I am glad, indeed, to have met you. Will you sit down a little while?

Nay, sahib. The hour is late. I was but keeping the blood moving in this horse of mine.

Well, tell me, since you wont stay, have you any notion who the man was whom Mahommed Gunga sent to get my letters? My daughter handed them to him one evening, late, at this door.

I am he, sahib.

Then  I understood  perhaps I was mistaken  I thought it was his man who came?

Praised be Allah, I am his man, sahib!

Oh! I wonder whether my servants praise God for the privilege! McClean made the remark only half-aloud and in English. Ali Partab could not have understood the words, but he may have caught their meaning, for he glanced sideways at the old hag mumbling in the shadow and grinned into his beard. Are you in communication with him? Could you get a letter to him?

I have no slightest notion where he is, sahib.

If my letters could once reach him, wherever he might be, I would feel confident of their arriving at their destination.

I, too, sahib!

I sent one letter  to a government official. It cannot have reached him, for there should have been an answer and none has come. It had reference to this terrible suttee business. Suttee is against the law as well as against all dictates of reason and humanity; yet the Hindoos make a constant practice of it here under our very eyes. These native states are under treaty to observe the law. I intend to do all in my power to put a stop to their ghoulish practices, and Maharajah Howrah knows what my intentions are. It must be a Mohammedan, this time, to whom I intrust my correspondence on suttee!

Now, a Rangar is a man whose ancestors were Hindoos but who became converts to Islam. Like all proselytes, they adhere more enthusiastically to their religion than do the men whose mother creed it is; and the fact that the Rangars originally became converts under duress is often thrown in their teeth by the Hindoos, who gain nothing in the way of brotherly regard in the process. A Rangar hates a Hindoo as enthusiastically as he loves a fight. Ali Partab began to drum his fingers on his teeth and to exhibit less impatience to be off.

There is no knowing, sahib. I, too, am no advocate of superstitious practices involving cruelty. I might get a letter through. My commission from the risaldar-sahib would include all honorable matters not obstructive to the main issue. I have certain funds

I, too, have funds, smiled the missionary.

I am not allowed, sahib, to involve myself in any brawl until after my business is accomplished. It would be necessary first to assure me on that point. My honor is involved in that matter. To whom, and of what nature, would the letter be?

A letter to the Companys Resident at Abu, reporting to him that Hindoo widows are still compelled in this city to burn themselves to death above their husbands funeral pyres.

The Rajput grinned. Does the Resident sahib not know it, then?

There will be no chance of his not knowing should my report reach him!

I will see, sahib, what can be done, then, in the matter. If I can find a man, I will bring him to you.

The missionary thanked him and stood watching as the Rajput rode away. When the horsemans free, lean back had vanished in the inky darkness his eyes wandered over to a point where tongues of flame licked upward, casting a dull, dancing, crimson glow on the hot sky. Here and there, silhouetted in the firelight, he could see the pugrees and occasional long poles of men who prodded at the embers. Ululating through the din of tom-toms he could catch the wails of women. He shuddered, prayed a little, and went in.

That day even the little bazaar fosterlings, whom he had begged, and coaxed, and taught, had all deserted to be present at the burning of three widows. Even the lepers in the tiny hospital that he had started had limped out for a distant view. He had watched a years work all disintegrating in a minute at the call of bestial, loathsome, blood-hungry superstition.

And he was a man of iron, as Christian missionaries go. He had been hard-bitten in his youth and trained in a hard, grim school. In the Isle of Skye he had seen the little cabin where his mother lived pulled down to make more room for a fifty-thousand-acre deer-forest. He had seen his mother beg.

He had worked his way to Edinburgh, toiled at starvation wages for the sake of leave to learn at night, burned midnight oil, and failed at the end of it, through ill health, to pass for his degree.

He had loved as only hard-hammered men can love, and had married after a struggle the very thought of which would have melted the courage of an ordinary man, only to see his wife die when her child was born. And even then, in that awful hour, he had not felt the utterness of misery such as came to him when he saw that his work in Howrah was undone. He had given of his best, and all his best, and it seemed that he had given it for nothing.

Who was that man, father? asked a very weary voice through which courage seemed to live yet, as the tiniest suspicion of a sweet refrain still lives through melancholy bars.

The man who took your home letters to Mahommed Gunga.

And  ?

He has promised to try to find a man for me who will take my report on this awful business to the Resident at Abu.

Father, listen! Listen, please! Rosemary McClean drew a chair for him and knelt beside him. Youth saved her face from being drawn as his, but the heat and horror had begun to undermine youths powers of resistance. She looked more beautiful than ever, but no law lays down that a wraith shall be unlovely. She had tried the personal appeal with him a hundred times, and argument a thousand; now, she used both in a concentrated, earnest effort to prevail over his stubborn will. Her will was as strong as his, and yielded place to nothing but her sense of loyalty. There were not only Rajputs, as the Rajputs knew, who could be true to a high ideal. I am sure that whoever that man is he must be the link between us and the safety Mahommed Gunga spoke of. Otherwise, why does he stay behind? Native officers who have servants take their servants with them, as a rule.

Well?

Give the word! Let us at least get in touch with safety!

For myself, no. For you, yes! I have been weak with you, dear. I have let my selfish pleasure in having you near me overcome my sense of duty  that, and my faithless fear that you would not be properly provided for. I think, too, that I have never quite induced myself to trust natives sufficiently  even native gentlemen. You shall go, Rosemary. You shall go as soon as I can get word to Mahommed Gungas man. Call that old woman in.

Father, I will not go without you, and you know it! My place is with you, and I have quite made up my mind. If you stay, I stay! My presence here has saved your life a hundred times over. No, I dont mean just when you were ill; I mean that they dare not lay a finger on me! They know that a nation which respects their women would strike hard and swiftly to avenge a woman of its own! If I were to go away and leave you they would poison you or stab you within a day, and then hold a mock trial and hang some innocent or other to blind the British Government. I would be a murderess if I left you here alone! Come! Come away!

He shook his head. It was wrong of me to ever bring you here, he said sadly. But I did not know  I would never have believed. Then wrath took hold of him  the awful, cold anger of the Puritan that hates evil as a concrete thing, to be ripped apart with steel. Gods wrath shall burst on Howrah! he declared. Sodom and Gomorrah were no worse! Remember what befell them!

Remember Lot! said Rosemary. Come away!

Lot stayed on to the last, and tried to warn them! I will warn the Resident! Here, give me my writing things  where are they?

He pushed her aside, none too gently, for the fire of a Covenanters anger was blazing in his eyes.

There are forty thousand British soldiers standing still, and wrong  black, shameful wrong  is being done! For a matter of gold  for fear of the cost in filthy lucre  they refrain from hurling wrong-doers in the dust! For the sake of dishonorable peace they leave these native states to misgovern themselves and stink to high heaven! Will God allow what they do? The shame and the sin is on Englands head! Her statesmen shut their eyes and cry Peace, peace! where there is no peace. Her queen sits idle on the throne while widows burn, screaming, in the flames of superstitious priests. Men tell her, All is well; there is British rule in India! They are too busy robbing widows in the Isle of Skye to lend an ear to the cries of Indias widows! Corruption  superstition  murder  lies  black wrong  black selfishness  all growing rank beneath the shadow of the British rule  how long will God let that last?

He was pacing up and down like a caged lion, not looking at Rosemary, not speaking to her  speaking to himself, and giving rein to all the rankling rage at wrong that wrong had nurtured in him since his boyhood. She knelt still by the chair, her eyes following him as he raged up and down the matted floor. She pitied him more than she did India.

When he took the one lamp at last and set it where the light would fall above his writing pad, she left the room and went to stand at the street-door, where the sluggish night air was a degree less stifling than in the mud-plastered, low-ceilinged room. As she stood there, one hand on either door-post to remind her she was living in a concrete world, not a charred whisp swaying in the heat, a black thing rose out of the blackness, and the toothless hag held out a bony hand and touched her.

Is it not time yet for the word to go? she asked.

No. No word yet, Joanna.


CHAPTER IX

Now, God give good going to master o mine,

God speed him, and lead him, and nerve him;

God give him a lead of a length in the line,

And,  God let him boast that I serve him!

THE dawn was barely breaking yet when things stirred in the little mission house. The flea-bitten gray pony was saddled by a sleepy saice, and brought round from his open-sided thatch stable in the rear. The violet and mauve, that precede the aching yellow glare of day were fading; a coppersmith began his everlasting bong-bong-bong, apparently reverberating from every direction; the last, almost indetectable, warm whiff of night wind moved and died away, and the monkeys in the near-by baobab chattered it a requiem. Almost on the stroke of sunrise Rosemary McClean stepped out  settled her sun-helmet, with a moue above the chin-strap that was wasted on flat-bosomed, black grandmotherdom and sulky groom  and mounted.

She needed no help. The pony stood as though he knew that the hot wind would soon dry the life out of him; and, though dark rings beneath dark eyes betrayed the work of heat and sleepless worry on a girl who should have graced the cool, sweet, rain-swept hills of Scotland, she had spirit left yet and an unspent store of youth. The saice seemed more weathered than the twenty-year-old girl, for he limped back into the smelly shelter of the servants quarters to cook his breakfast and mumble about dogs and sahibs who prefer the sun.

She looked shrunk inside the riding-habit  not shrivelled, for she sat too straight, but as though the cotton jacket had been made for a larger woman. If she seemed tired, and if a stranger might have guessed that her head ached until the chestnut curls were too heavy for it, she was still supple. And, as she whipped the pony into an unwilling trot and old mission-named Joanna broke into a jog behind, revolt  no longer impatience, or discontent, or sorrow, but reckless rebellion  rode with her.

It was there, plain for the world to see, in the firm lines of a little Puritan mouth, in the angle of a high-held chin in the set of a gallant little pair of shoulders. The pony felt it, and leaned forward to a canter. Joanna scented, smelt, or sensed in some manner known to Eastern old age, that purpose was afoot; this was to be no early-morning canter, merely out and home again; there was no time, now, for the customary tricks of corner-cutting and rest-snatching under eaves; she tucked her head down and jogged forward in the dust, more like a dog than ever. It was a dogs silent, striving determination to be there when the finish came  a dogs disregard of all object or objective but his masters  but a long-thrown stride, and a crafty, beady eye that promised more usefulness than a dogs when called on.

The first word spoken was when Rosemary drew rein a little more than half-way along the palace wall.

Are you tired yet, Joanna?

Uh-uh! the woman answered, shaking her head violently and pointing at the sun that mounted every minute higher. The argument was obvious; in less than twenty minutes the whole horizon would be shimmering again like shaken plates of brass; wherever the other end might be, a rest would be better there than here! Her mistress nodded, and rode on again, faster yet; she had learned long ago that Joanna could show a dusty pair of heels to almost anything that ran, and she had never yet known distance tire her; it had been the thought of distance and speed combined that made her pause and ask.

She did not stop again until they had cantered up through the awakening bazaar, where unclean-looking merchants and their underlings rinsed out their teeth noisily above the gutters, and the pariah dogs had started nosing in among the muck for things unthinkable to eat. The sun had shortened up the shadows and begun to beat down through the gaps; the advance-guard of the shrivelling hot wind had raised foul dust eddies, and the city was ahum when she halted at last beside the big brick arch of the caravansary, where Mahommed Gungas boots and spurs had caught her eye once.

Now, Joanna! She leaned back from the saddle and spoke low, but with a certain thrill. Go in there, find me Mahommed Gunga-sahibs man, and bring him out here!

And if he will not come? The old woman seemed half-afraid to enter.

Go in, and dont come out without him  unless you want to see me go in by myself!

The old woman looked at her piercingly with eyes that gleamed from amid a bunch of wrinkles, then motioned with a skinny arm in the direction of an awning where shade was to be had from the dangerous early sun-rays. She made no move to enter through the arch until her mistress had taken shelter.

Fifteen minutes later she emerged with Ali Partab, who looked sleepy, but still more ashamed of his unmilitary dishabille. Rosemary McClean glanced left and right  forgot about the awning and the custom which decrees aloofness  ignored the old womans waving arm and Ali Partabs frown, and rode toward him eagerly.

Did Mahommed Gunga-sahib leave you here with any orders relative to me? she asked.

The Rajput bowed.

Before he went away, he spoke to me of safety, and told me he would leave a link between me and men whom I may trust.

The Rajput bowed again. Neither of them saw an elbow laid on the window-ledge of a room above the arch; it disappeared, and very gingerly a bared black head replaced it. Then the head too disappeared.

The girls eyes sparkled as the reassurance came that at least one good fighting man was waiting to do nothing but assist her. For the moment she threw caution to the winds and remembered nothing but her plight and her fathers stubbornness.

My father will not come away, but

Ali Partabs eyes betrayed no trace of concern.

But  I thought  Are you all alone?

All alone, Miss-sahib, but your servant.

Oh! I thought  perhaps that  she checked herself, then rushed the words out as though ashamed of them that, if you had men to help you, you might carry him away against his will! Where are these others who are to be trusted?

Ali Partab grinned and then drew himself up with a movement of polite dissent. It was not for him to question the suggestions of a Miss-sahib; he conveyed that much with an inimitable air. But it was his business to keep strictly to the letter of his orders.

Miss-sahib, I cannot do that. So said Mahommed Gunga: When the hag brings word, then take three horses and bear the Miss-sahib and her father to my cousin Alwas place. I stand ready to obey, but the padre-sahib comes not against his will.

To whose place?

Alwas, Miss-sahib.

And who is he? She seemed bewildered. I had hoped to be escorted to some British residency.

That would be for Alwa, should he see fit. He has men and horses, and a fort that is impregnable. The Miss-sahib would be safe there under all circumstances.

But  but, supposing I declined to accept that invitation? Supposing I preferred not to be carried off to a  er  a Mohammedan gentlemans fort. What then?

I could but wait here, Miss-sahib, until the hour came when you changed your mind, or until Mahommed Gunga by letter or by word of mouth relieved me of my trust.

Oh! Then you will wait here until I ask?

Surely, Miss-sahib.

The head again peered through the window up above them, but disappeared below the ledge furtively, and none of the three were aware of it. For that matter, the old woman was gazing intently at Ali Partab and listening eagerly; he stood almost underneath the arch, and Miss McClean was staring at him frowning with the effort to translate her thoughts into a language that is very far from easy. They would none of them have seen the roof descending on them.

And  and wont you under any circumstances take us, say, to the Resident at Abu instead?

I may not, Miss-sahib.

But why?

Of a truth I know not. I never yet knew Mahommed Gunga to give an order without good reason for it; but beyond that he chose me, because he said the task might prove difficult and he trusted me, I know nothing.

Have you no idea of the reason?

Miss-sahib, I am a soldier. To me an order is an order to be carried out; suspicions, fears are nothing unless they stand in the way of accomplishment. I await your word. I am ready. The horses are here  good horses  lean and hard. The order is that you must ask me.

Thank you  er  Ali what?  thank you, Ali Partab. The disappointment in her voice was scarcely more noticeable than the despondency her drooping figure showed. The little shoulders that had sat so square and gallantly seemed to have lost their strength, and there was none of the determined ring left in the words she hesitated for. I  hope you will understand that I am grateful  but  I cannot  er  see my way just yet to

In your good time, Miss-sahib. I was ordered to have patience!

At least I will have more confidence, knowing that you are always close at hand.

The Rajput bowed. She reined back. He saluted, and she bowed again; then, with a glance to make sure that Joanna followed, she started back at little more than a walking pace  a dejected wraith of a girl on a dejected-looking pony, too overcome by the upsetting of her rebellious scheme to care or even think whether Joanna dropped out of sight or not. Ali Partab watched her down the street with a face that betrayed no emotion and no suspicion of what his thoughts might be. When she was out of sight he went back under the arch to attend to his three horses; and the moment that he did so a fat but very furtive Hindoo took his place  glanced down the street once in the direction that Rosemary had taken  and then darted up-street as fast as his shaking paunch would let him. He had been gone at the least ten minutes, when Joanna, also furtive, also in a hurry, dodged here and there among the commencing surge of traffic and approached the arch again.

It would be useless to try to read her mind, or to translate the glitter of her beady eyes into thoughts intelligible to any but an Oriental. It was quite clear, though, that she wished not to be noticed, that she feared the occupants of the caravansary, and that she had returned for word with Ali Partab. He, least of all, would have doubted her intention of demanding the two gold mohurs, for it was she who had brought the word that Miss McClean wanted him. But what relation that intention had to her loyalty or treachery, or whether she were capable of either  capable of anything except greed, and obedience for the sake of pay  were problems no man living could have guessed.

She asked the lounging sweeper by the arch whether Ali Partab had ridden out as yet. He jeered back outrageous improprieties, suggestive of impossible ambition on the hags part. She called him sahib, dubbed him father of a dozen stalwart sons, returned a few of his immodest compliments with a flattering laugh, and learned that Ali Partab was still busy in the caravansary. Then she proceeded to make herself very inconspicuous beside a two-wheeled wagon, up-ended in the gutter opposite the arch, and waited with eastern patience for the horseman to ride out.

She saw the fat Hindoo come back, in no particular hurry now, and seat himself not far from her. Later she saw eight horsemen ride down the street, pass the arch, wheel, and halt. She noticed that they were not Maharajah Howrahs men but a portion of his brother Jaimihrs body-guard, then took no further notice of them. If they chose to wait there, it was no affair of hers, and to appear inquisitive would be to invite a lance-butt, very shrewdly thrust where it would hurt.

It was an hour at least before Ali Partab rode out through the arch, looking down anxiously at his horses off-hind that had been showing symptoms of brushing lately. Joanna rose instantly to cross the street and intercept him; and she recoiled in the nick of time to save herself from being ridden down.

At a sign from the fat Hindoo the eight horsemen spurred, and swooped up-street with the speed and certainty of sparrow-hawks and the noise of devastation. They rode down Ali Partab  unhorsed him  bound him  threw him on his horse again  and galloped off before any but the Hindoo had time to realize that he was their objective. He was gone  snatched like a chicken from the coop. Noise and dust were all the trace or explanation that he left. The mazy streets swallowed him; the Hindoo waddled over to the arch and disappeared without a smile on his face to show even interest. The interrupted trading and bartering went on again, and no one commented or made a move to follow but Joanna.

She watched the fat Hindoo, and made sure that she would recognize him anywhere again. Then, by a trail that no one would have guessed at and few could have followed, she made her way to Jaimihrs palace  three miles away from Howrahs  where a dozen sulky-looking sepoys lolled, dismounted, by the wooden gate. There was neither sight nor sound of mounted men, and the gate was shut; but in the middle of the roadway there was smoking dung, and there was a suspicion of overacting about the indifference of the guardians of the entrance.

There was no overacting, though, in what Joanna did. Nobody would have dreamed that she was playing any kind of part, or interested in anything at all except the coppers that she begged for. She squatted in the roadway, ink-black and clear-cut in the now blazing sunlight, alternately flattering them and pretending to a knowledge of unguessed-at witchcraft.

She was there still at midday when they changed the guard. She was there when night fell, still squatting in the roadway, still exchanging repartee and hints at the supernatural with armed men who shuddered now and then between their bursts of mockery. The sore, suffering dogs that sniff through the night for worse eyesores than themselves whimpered and watched her. The guard changed and the moon paled, but she stayed on; and whatever her purpose, or whatever information she obtained in fragments amid the raillery, she did not return to the mission house.

It was not until Rosemary McClean returned and dismounted by the door that she realized Joanna had not kept pace. Even then she thought little of it; the old woman often lingered on the homeward way when the chance of her being needed was remote. Two or three hours passed before the suspicion rose that anything might have happened to Joanna, and even then she might not have been remembered had not Duncan McClean asked for her.

I have changed my mind, he said, calling Rosemary into the long, low living-room. It was darkened to exclude the hot wind and the glare, and he looked like a ghost as he rose to meet her. I have decided that my duty is to get away from this place for your sake and for the sake of the cause I have at heart. We are doing no good here. I can do most by going to the Resident, or even to somebody higher up than he, and laying my case before him personally. Send for Joanna, and tell her to go and bring Mahommed Gungas man.

It was then that they missed Joanna and began to search for her. But no Joanna came. It was then that Rosemary McClean rehearsed with her father her former conversation with Mahommed Gunga and part, at least, of her recent one with Ali Partab, and the missionary started off himself to find the horseman whom Mahommed Gunga had so thoughtfully left behind.

But he very naturally found no Ali Partab. What he did discover was that he was followed  that a guard, unarmed but obvious, was placed around the mission house  that his servants deserted one by one  that no more children came to the mission school.

He decided to take chances and ride off with his daughter in the night. But the ponies went mysteriously lame, and nobody would lend or sell him horses on any terms at all. He did his best to get a letter through to anywhere where there were British, but nobody would take it. And then Jaimihr came, swaggering with his escort, to offer him and his daughter the hospitality of his palace.

He declined that offer a little testily, for the insolence behind the offer was less than half concealed. Jaimihr sneered as he rode away.

Perhaps a month or two of undisturbed enjoyment will induce the padre-sahib to change his mind about my invitation! he said nastily. And he made no secret then, as he ordered them about before he went, that the men who lounged and watched at every vantage-point were his.


CHAPTER X

They looked into my eyes and laughed,  

But, what when I was gone?

Have strong men made me one of them?

Or do I ride alone?

ON the morning after Mahommed Gungas daring experiment with Cunninghams nervous system he was anxious to say the least of it; and that is only another way of saying that he was irritable. He watched the Englishman at breakfast, on the dak-bungalow veranda, with a sideways restless glance that gave the lie a dozen times over to his assumed air of irascible authority.

We will see now what we will see, he muttered to himself. These who know such a lot imagine that the test is made. They forget that there be many brave men of whom but a few are fit to lead. Now  now  we will see! And he kept on repeating that assurance to himself, with the air of a man who would like to be assured, but is not, while he ostentatiously found fault with every single thing on which his eyes lit.

One would think that the Risaldar-sahib were afraid of consequences! whispered the youngest of his followers, stung to the quick by a quite unmerited rebuke. Does he fear that Chota-Cunnigan will beat him?

White men have been known  often  to do stupider things than that, and particularly young white men who have not yet learned to gauge proportions accurately; so there was nothing really ridiculous in the suggestion. A young white man who has had his temper worked up to the boiling-point, his nerves deliberately racked, and then has been subjected to the visit of a driven tiger, may be confidently expected to exhibit all the faults of which his character is capable.

To make the situation even more ticklish, Cunninghams servant, in his zeal for his masters comfort, had forgotten to sham sickness, and instead of limping was in abominably active evidence. He was even doing more than was expected of him. Ralph Cunningham had said nothing to him  had not needed to; every single thing that a pampered sahib could imagine that he needed was done for him in the proper order, without noise or awkwardness, and the Risaldar cursed as he watched the clockwork-perfect service. He had hoped for a lapse that might call forth some pointer, either by way of irritation or amusement, as to how young Cunningham was taking things.

But not a thing went wrong and not a sign of any sort gave Cunningham. The youngster did not smile either to himself darkly or at his servant. He lit his after-breakfast cigar and smoked it peacefully, as though he had spent an absolutely normal night, without even a dream to worry him, and if he eyed Mahommed Gunga at all, he did it so naturally, and with so little interest, that no deductions could be drawn from it. He was neither more nor less than a sahib at his ease  which was disconcerting, very, to the Oriental mind.

He smoked the cigar to a finish, without a word or sign that he wished to give audience. Then his eyes lit for the first time on the tiger-skin that was pegged out tight, raw side upward, for the sun to sterilize; he threw the butt of his cigar away and strolled out to examine the skin without a sign to Mahommed Gunga, counted the claws one by one to make sure that no superstitious native had purloined any of them, and returned to his chair on the veranda without a word.

Is he vindictive, then? wondered Mahommed Gunga. Is he a mean man? Will he bear malice and get even with me later on? If so

Present my compliments to Mahommed Gunga-sahib, and ask him to be good enough to

The Risaldar heard the order, and was on his way to the veranda before the servant started to convey the message. He took no chances on a reprimand about his shoes, for he swaggered up in riding-boots, which no soldier can be asked to take off before he treads on a private floor; and he saluted as a soldier, all dignity. It was the only way by which he could be sure to keep the muscles of his face from telling tales.

Huzoor?

Morning, Mahommed Gunga. Take a seat, wont you?

A camp-chair creaked under the descending Rajputs weight, and creaked again as he remembered to settle himself less stiffly  less guiltily.

I say, Im going to ask you chaps to do me a favor. You dont mind obliging me now and then, do you?

The youngster leaned forward confidentially, one elbow on his knee, and looked half-serious, as though what he had to ask were more important than the ordinary.

Sahib, there is nothing that we will not do.

Ah! Then you wont mind my mentioning this, Im sure. Next time you want to kennel a tiger in my bedroom, dyou mind giving me notice in advance? Its not the stink I mind, nor being waked up; its the deuced awful risk of hurting somebody. Besides  look how I spoilt that tigers mask! The skins Ive always admired at home had been shot where it didnt show so badly.

There was not even the symptom of a smile on Cunninghams face. He looked straight into Mahommed Gungas eyes, and spoke as one man talking calm common sense to another. He raised his hand as the Rajput began to stammer an apology.

No. Dont apologize. If youll forgive me for shooting your pet tiger, Ill overlook the rest of it. If Id known that you kept him in there o nights, Id have chosen another room, thats all  some room where I couldnt smell him, and where I shouldnt run the risk of killing an inoffensive man. Why, I might have shot you! Think how sorry Id have been!

The Risaldar did not quite know what to say; so, wiser than most, he said nothing.

Oh, and one other matter. I dont speak much of the language yet, so, would you mind translating to my servant that the next time he goes sick without giving me notice, and without putting oil in my lamp, Ill have him fed to the tiger before hes brought into my room? Just tell him that quietly, will you? Say it slowly so that it sinks in. Thanks.

Straight-faced as Cunningham himself, the Risaldar tongue-lashed the servant with harsh, tooth-rasping words that brought him up to attention. Whether he interpreted or not the exact meaning of what Cunningham had said, he at least produced the desired effect; the servant mumbled apologetic nothings and slunk off the veranda backward  to go away and hold his sides with laughter at the back of the dak-bungalow. There Mahommed Gunga found him afterward and administered a thrashing  not, as he was careful to explain, for disobedience, but for having dared to be amused at the Risaldars discomfiture.

But there was still one point that weighed heavily on Mahommed Gungas mind as the servant shuffled off and left him alone face to face with Cunningham. There is as a very general rule not more than one man-eating tiger in a neighborhood, and not even the greenest specimen of subaltern new brought from home would be likely to mistake one for the other kind. The man-eater was dead, and there was an engagement to shoot one that very morning. He hesitated  said nothing for the moment  and wondered whether his best course would be to go ahead and pretend to beat out the jungle and tell some lie or other about the tiger having got away. But Ralph Cunningham, with serious gray eyes fixed full on his, saved him the trouble of deciding.

If its all one to you, Mahommed Gunga, he said, the corner of his mouth just flickering, well move on from here at once. This is a beastly old bungalow to sleep in, and shooting tigers dont seem so terribly exciting to me. Besides, the climate here must be rotten for the horses.

As you wish, sahib.

Very well  if the choice rests with me, I wish it. It might  ah  save the villagers a lot of hard work beating through the jungle, mightnt it  besides, therell be other tigers on the road.

Innumerable tigers, sahib.

Good. Will you order a start then?

The Risaldar departed round the corner of the bungalow, and a minute or two later Cunninghams ears caught the sound of a riding-switch, lustily applied, and of muffled groans. He suspected readily enough what was going on, particularly since his servant was not in evidence, but he dared not laugh on the veranda. He went inside, and made believe to be busy with his bag before he relaxed the muscles of his face.

Now, I wonder whether I handled that situation rightly? he asked himself between chuckles. One thing I know  if that old ruffian plays another trick on me  one more of any kind  Ill show my teeth. Theres a thing known as the limit!

He would not have wondered, though, if he could have overheard Mahommed Gunga less than an hour later. The Risaldar had stayed behind to make sure nothing had been forgotten, and one of his men remained with him.

There be sahibs and then sahibs, said Mahommed Gunga. Two kinds are the worst  those who strike readily in anger and use bad language when annoyed, and those whose lips are thin and who save their vengeance to be wreaked later on. They are worse, either of them, than the sahib who is usually drunk.

And Cunnigan?

Is altogether otherwise. As his father was, and as a few other sahibs I have met, he understands what is not spoken  concedes dignity to him who is caught napping, as one who having disarmed his adversary, allows him to recover his weapon  and

And?

Proves himself a man worth following! I myself will slit the throat of any man I catch disparaging the name of Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur! By the blood of God  by my medals, my own honor, and the good name of Pukka-Cunnigan, his father, I swear it!

Rung Ho! grinned the six-foot son of war who, rode beside him.

They rode on at a walk past the tombstone that  at Mahommed Gungas orders  the villagers had decked with sickly scented forest flowers, and as they passed they both saluted it in silence. The fakir of the night before, sitting not very far away from it, mimicked them. He sprang on the stone as soon as they were out of sight, scattering the flowers all about him, and calling down the vengeance of a hundred gods on the heads of Christian and Mohammedan alike.


CHAPTER XI

From lone hunt came the yearling cub

And brought a grown kill back;

With fangs aglut Tis nothing but

Presumption! growled the pack.

RALPH CUNNINGHAM reached Peshawur at last with no less than nine tigers to his gun, and that in itself would have been sufficient to damn him in the eyes of more than half of the men who held commands there. Jealousy in those days of slow promotion and intrenched influence had eaten into the very understanding of men whose only excuse for rule over a conquered people ought to have been understanding.

It was not considered decent for a boy of twenty-one to do much more than dare to be alive. For any man at all to offer advice or information to his senior was rank presumption. Criticism was high treason. Sport, such as tiger-shooting, was for those whose age and apoplectic temper rendered them least fitted for it. Conservatism reigned: High Toryism, sir, old port, and proud Prerogative!

Mahommed Gunga grinned into his beard at the reception that awaited the youngster whom he had trained for months now in the belief that India had nothing much to do except reverence him. He laughed aloud, when he could get away to do it, at the flush of indignation on his proteges face. Tall, lean-limbed, full of health and spirits, he had paid his duty call on a General of Division; with the boyish enthusiasm that says so plainly, Laugh with me, for the world is mine! he had boasted his good luck on the road, only to be snubbed thoroughly and told that tiger-shooting was not what he came for.

He took the snub like a man and made no complaint to anybody; he did not even mention it to the other subalterns, who, most of them, made no secret of their dissatisfaction and its hundred causes. He listened, and it was not very long before it dawned on him that, had not Mahommed Gunga gone with him to pay a call as well, the General Division would not have so much as interviewed him.

Mahommed Gunga soon became the bane of his existence. The veteran seemed in no hurry to go back to his estate that must have been in serious need of management by this time, but would ride off on mysterious errands and return with a dozen or more black-bearded horsemen each time. He would introduce them to Cunningham in public whenever possible under the eyes of outraged seniors who would swear and, fume and ride away disgust at the reverence paid to a mere boy, sir  a bally, ignorant young jackanapes!

Had Cunningham been other than a born soldier with his soldier senses all on edge and sleepless, he would have fallen foul of disgrace within a month. He was unattached as yet, and that fact gave opportunity to the men who looked for it to try to take the conceit out of the cub, by gad.

They   everybody spoke of them as they  conceived the brilliant idea of confronting the youngster with conditions which he lacked experience to cope with. They set him to deal with circumstances which had long ago proved too difficult for themselves, and awaited confidently the outcome  the crass mistake, or oversight, or mere misfortune that, with the aid of a possible court martial, would reduce him to a proper state of humbleness.

Peshawur, the greatest garrison in northern India, was there on sufferance, apparently. For lack of energetic men in authority to deal with them, the border robbers plundered while the troops remained cooped up within the unhealthiest station on the list. The government itself, with several thousand troops to back it up, was paying blackmail to the border thieves! There was not a government bungalow in all Peshawur that did not have its watchman, hired from over the border, well paid to sleep on the veranda lest his friends should come and take tribute in an even more unseemly manner.

The younger men, whose sense of fitness had not yet been rotted by climate and system and prerogative, swore at the condition; there were one or two men higher up, destined to make history, whose voices, raised in emphatic protest, were drowned in the drone of Peace! Peace is the thing to work for. Compromise, consideration, courtesy, these three are the keys of rule. They failed to realize that cowardice was their real keynote, and that the threefold method that they vaunted was quite useless without a stiffening of courage.

So brave men, who had more courtesy in each of their fingers than most of the seniors had all put together, had to bow to a scandalous condition that made Englands rule a laughing-stock within a stones throw of the city limits. And they had to submit to the indecency of seeing a new, inexperienced arrival picked for the task of commanding a body of irregulars, for no other reason than because it was considered wise to make an exhibition of him.

Cunningham became half policeman, half soldier, in charge of a small special force of mounted men engaged for the purpose of patrol. He had nothing to do with the selection of them; that business was attended to perfunctorily by a man very high up in departmental service, who considered Cunningham a nuisance. He was a gentleman who did not know Mahommed Gunga; another thing he did not know was the comfortable feel of work well done; so he was more than pleased when Mahommed Gunga dropped in from nowhere in particular  paid him scandalously untrue compliments without a blush or a smile and offered to produce the required number of men at once.

Only fifty were required. Mahommed Gunga brought three hundred to select from, and, when asked to do so in order to save time and trouble, picked out the fifty best.

There are your men! said the Personage off-handedly, when they had been sworn in in a group. Be good enough to remember, Mr. Cunningham, that you are now responsible for their behavior, and for the proper night patrolling of the city limits.

That was a tall order, and in spite of all of youths enthusiasm was enough to make any young fellow nervous. But Mahommed Gunga met him in the street, saluted him with almost sacrilegious ceremony, and drew him to one side.

Have courage, now, bahadur! I ride away to visit my estates (he spoke of them always in the plural, as though he owned a county or two). You have under you the best eyes and the keenest blades along the border for I attended to it! Be ruthless! Use them, work them  sweat them to death! Keep away from messes and parades; seek no praise, for you will get none in any case! Work! Work for what is coming!

You speak as though the fate of a continent were hanging in the balance, laughed Cunningham, shaking hands with him.

I speak truth! said Mahommed Gunga, riding off and leaving the youngster wondering.

Now, there was nothing much the matter with the men on either side, taken in the main, who hated one another on that far-pushed frontier. Even the insufferable incompetents who held the rotting reins of control were such because circumstance had blinded them. There was not a man among the highly placed ones even who would have deliberately placed his own importance or his own opinion in the scale against Indias welfare. There was not a border thief but was ready to respect what he could recognize as strong-armed justice.

The root of the trouble lay in centralization of authority, and rigid adherence to the rule of seniority. Combined, these two processes had served to bring about a state of things that is nearly unbelievable when viewed in the light of modern love for efficiency. Young men, with the fire of ambition burning in them and a proper scorn for mere superficial ceremony, had to sweat their tempers and bow down beneath the yoke of senile pompousness.

Strong, savage, powder-weaned Hill-tribesmen  inheritors of egoistic independence and a love of loot  laughed loud and long and openly at System that prevented officers from taking arms against them until authority could come by delegate from somebody who slept. By that time they would be across the border, quarrelling among themselves about division of the plunder!

They had respect in plenty for the youth and virile middle age that dealt with them on the rare occasions when a timely blow was loosed. Then they had proof that from that strange, mad country overseas there came men who could lead men  men who could strike, and who knew enough to hold their hands when the sudden blow had told  just men, who could keep their plighted word. No border thief pretended that the British could not rule him; to a man, they laughed because the possible was not imposed. And to the last bold, ruffianly iconoclast they stole when, where, and what they dared.

Things altered strangely soon after Ralph Cunningham, with the diffidence of youth but the blood of a line of soldiers leaping in him, took charge of his tiny force of nondescripts. They were neither soldiers nor police. Nominally, he was everybodys dog, and so were they; actually he found himself at the head of a tiny department of his own, because it was nobodys affair to give him orders. They had deliberately turned him loose to hang himself, and their hope that he might get his head into a noose of trouble as soon as possible  the very liberty they gave him, on purpose for his quick damnation  was the means of making reputation for him.

Nobody advised him; so with singularly British phlegm and not more than ordinary common sense he devised a method of his own for scotching night-prowlers. He stationed his men at well-considered vantage-points, and trusted them. With a party of ten, he patrolled the city ceaselessly himself and whipped every watchman he caught sleeping. One by one, the blackmailing brigade began to see the discomfort of a job that called for real wakefulness, and deserted over the Hills to urge the resumption of raids in force. One by one, the night-prowling fraternity were shot as they sneaked past sentries. One by one, the tale of robberies diminished. It was merely a question of one man, and he awake, having power to act without first submitting a request to somebody in triplicate on blue-form B.

The time came, after a month or two, when even natives dared to leave their houses after dark. The time came very soon, indeed, when the nearest tribes began to hold war councils and inveigh against the falling off of the supply of plunder. Cunningham was complimented openly. He was even praised by one of Them. So it was perfectly natural, and quite in keeping with tradition, that he should shortly be relieved, and that a senior to him should be placed in charge of his little force, with orders to organize it.

The organization process lasted about twelve hours; at the end of that time every single man had deserted, horse and arms! Two nights later, the prowling and plundering was once more in full swing, and Cunningham was blamed for it; it was obvious to any man of curry-and-port-wine proclivities that his method, or lack of it, had completely undermined his mens loyalty!

A whole committee of gray-headed gentlemen took trouble to point out to him his utter failure; but a brigadier, who was not a member of that committee, and who was considered something of an upstart, asked that he might be appointed to a troop of irregular cavalry that had recently been raised. With glee  with a sigh of relief so heartfelt and unanimous that it could be heard across the street  the committee leaped at the suggestion. The proper person was induced without difficulty to put his signature to the required paper, and Cunningham found himself transferred to irregular oblivion. Incidentally he found himself commanding few less than a hundred men, so many of whose first names were Mahommed or Mohammed that the muster-roll looked like a list of Allahs prophets.

Cunningham was more than a little bit astonished, on the day he joined, in camp, a long way from Peshawur, to find his friend Mahommed Gunga, seated in a bell tent with the Brigadier. He caught sight of the long black military boot and silver spur, and half-recognized the up-and-down movement of the crossed leg long before he reached the tent. It was like father and son meeting, almost, as the Rajput rose to greet him and waited respectfully until he had paid his compliments to his new commander. Cunningham felt throat-bound, and could scarcely more than stammer his introduction of himself.

I know who you are and all about you, said the Brigadier. Used to know your father well. I applied to have you in my command partly for your fathers sake, but principally because Risaldar Mahommed Gunga spake so highly of you. He tells me he has had an eye on you from the start, and that you shape well. Remember, this is irregular cavalry, and in many respects quite unlike regulars. Youll need tact and a firm hand combined, and you mustnt ever forget that the men whom you will lead are gentlemen.

Cunningham reported to his Colonel, only to discover that he, too, knew all about him. The Colonel was less inclined to be restricted as to topic, and less mindful of discretion than the Brigadier.

I hear they couldnt stand you in Peshawur. Thats hopeful! If youd come with a recommendation from that quarter, Id have packed you off back again. I never in my life would have believed that a dozen men could all shut their eyes so tightly to the signs  never!

The signs, sir?

Yes, the signs! Come and look your troop over.

Cunningham found that the troop, too, had heard about his coming. He did not look them over. When he reached the lines, they came out in a swarm  passed him one by one, eyed him, as traders eye a horse  and then saluted him a second time, with the greeting:

Salaam, Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur!

Yes! Youre in disgrace! said his Colonel, noticing the color rising to the youngsters cheeks.


CHAPTER XII

Sons of the sons of war we be,

Sabred and horsed, and whole and free;

One is the caste, and one degree,  

One law,  one code decreed us.

Who heads wolves in the dawning day?

Who leaps in when the bulls at bay?

He who dare is he who may!

Now, rede ye who shall lead us!

THE check that Ralph Cunninghams management of his police had caused, and the subsequent resumption of night looting, served to whet the appetites of the hungry crowd beyond the border. Those closest to Peshawur, who had always done the looting, were not the ultimate consignees by any means; there were other tribes who bought from them  others yet to whom they paid tribute in the shape of stolen rifles. Cunninghams administration had upset the whole modus vivendi of the lower Himalayas!

Though it all began again the moment he was superseded, there had been, none the less, a three-month interregnum, and that had to be compensated for. The tribes at the rear were clamorous and would not listen to argument or explanation; they had collected in hundreds, led by the notorious Khumel Khan, preparatory to raiding in real earnest and with sufficient force to carry all before them at the first surprise attack.

They were disappointed when the pilfering resumed, for a tribal Hillman would generally rather fight than eat, and would always prefer his dinner from a dead enemys cooking-pot. They sat about for a long time, considering whether there were not excuse enough for war in any case and listening to the intricately detailed information brought by the deserting watchmen. And as they discussed things, but before they had time to decide on any plan, the Brigadier commanding the Irregulars got wind of them.

He was a man who did not worry about the feelings of senile heads of red-tape-bound departments; nor was he particularly hidebound by respect for the laws of evidence. When he knew a thing, he knew it; then he either acted or did not act, as the circumstances might dictate. And when the deed was done or left undone, and was quite beyond the reach of criticism, he would send in a verbose, voluminous report, written out in several colored inks, on all the special forms he could get hold of. The heads of departments would be too busy for the next twelvemonth trying to get the form of the report straightened out to be able to give any attention to the details of it; and then it would be too late. But he was a brigadier, and what he could do with impunity and quiet amusement would have brought down the whole Anglo-Indian Government in awful wrath on the head of a subordinate.

He heard of the tribesmen under Khumel Khan one evening. At dawn his tents stood empty and the horse-lines were long bands of brown on the green grass. The pegs were up; only the burying beetles labored where the stamping chargers had neighed overnight.

The hunger-making wind that sweeps down, snow-sweetened, from the Himalayas bore with it intermittent thunder from four thousand hoofs as, split in three and swooping from three different directions, the squadrons viewed, gave tongue, and launched themselves, roaring, at the half-awakened plotters of the night before.

There was a battle, of a kind, in a bowlder-lined valley where the early morning sun had not yet reached to lift the chill. Long lances  devils antennae  searched out the crevices where rock-bred mountain-men sought cover; too suddenly for clumsy-fingered Hillmen to reload, the reformed troops charged wedgewise into rallying detachments. In an hour, or less, there were prisoners being herded like cattle in the valley bottom, and a sting had been drawn from the border wasp that would not grow again for a year or two to come.

But Khumel Khan was missing. Khumel Khan, the tulwar man  he whose boast it was that he could hew through two mens necks at one whistling sweep of his notched, curved cimeter  had broken through with a dozen at his back. He had burst through the half-troop guarding the upper end of the defile, had left them red and reeling to count their dead, and the overfolding hill-spurs swallowed him.

Mr. Cunningham! Take your troop, please, and find their chief! Hunt him out, ride him down, and get him! Dont come back until you do!

The real thing! The real red thing within a year! A lone command  and that is the only thing a subaltern of spunk may pray for!  eighty-and-eight hawk-eyed troopers asking only for the opportunity to show their worth  lean, hungry hills to hunt in, no commissariat, fair law to the quarry, and a fight  as sure as God made mountains, a fight at the other end! There are men here and there who think that the day when they pass down a crowded aisle with Her is the great one, other great days are all as gas-jets to the sun. And there are others. There are men, like Cunningham, who have heard the drumming of the hoofs behind them as they led their first un-apron-stringed unit out into the unknown. The one kind of man has tasted honey, but the other knows what fed, and feeds, the roaring sportsmen in Valhalla.

There were crisscross trails, where low-hung clouds swept curtainwise to make the compass seem like a lie-begotten trick. There were gorges, hewn when the Titans needed dirt to build the awful Himalayas  shadow-darkened  sheer as the edge of Nemesis. Long-reaching, pile on pile, the over-lapping spurs leaned over them. The wind blew through them amid silence that swallowed and made nothing of the din which rides with armed men.

But, with eyes that were made for hunting, on horses that seemed part of them, they tracked and trailed  and viewed at last. Their shout gave Khumel Khan his notice that the price of a hundred murders was overdue, and he chose to make payment where a V-shaped cliff enclosed a small, flat plateau and not more than a dozen could ride at him at a time. His companions scattered much as a charge of shrapnel shrieks through the rocks, but Khumel Khan knew well enough that he was the quarry  his was the head that by no conceivable chance would be allowed to plan fresh villainies. He might have run yet a little way, but he saw the uselessness, and stood.

The troop, lined out knee to knee, could come within a hundred paces of him without breaking; it formed a base, then, to a triangle from which the man at bay could no more escape than a fire-ringed scorpion.

Call on him to surrender! ordered Cunningham.

A chevroned black-beard half a horse-length behind him translated the demand into stately Pashtu, and for answer the hill chieftain mounted his stolen horse and shook his tulwar. He had pistols at his belt, but he did not draw them; across his shoulder swung a five-foot-long jezail, but he loosed it and flung it to the ground.

Is there any here dare take me single-handed? he demanded with a grin.

Of the eight-and-eighty, there were eighty-eight who dared; but there was an eighty-ninth, a lad of not yet twenty-two, whom Indian chivalry desired to honor. The troop had heard but the troop had not yet seen.

Ride in and take him! ordered Cunningham and there was a thoroughly well acted make-believe of fear, while every eye watched Cunnigan-bahadur, and the horses, spurred and reined at once, pranced at their bits for just so long as a good man needs to make his mind up. And Cunningham rode in.

He rode in as a Rajput rides, with a swoop and a swinging sabre and a silent, tight-lipped vow that he would prove himself. Green though he was yet, he knew that the troop had found for him  had rounded up for him  had made him his opportunity; so he took it, right under their eyes, straight in the teeth of the stoutest tulwar man of the lower Himalayas.

He, too, had pistols at his belt, but there was no shot fired. There was nothing but a spur-loosed rush and a shock  a spark-lit, swirling, slashing, stamping, snorting melee  a stallion and a mare up-ended  two strips of lightning steel that slit the wind  and a thud, as a lifeless border robber took the turf.

There was silence then  the grim, good silence of Mohammedan approval  while a native officer closed up a sword-cut with his fingers and tore ten-yard strips from his own turban to bind the youngsters head. They rode back without boast or noise and camped without advertisement. There was no demonstration made; only-a colonel said, I like things done that way, quickly, without fuss, and a brigadier remarked, Hrrrumph! Gratulate you, Mr. Cunningham!

Later, when they camped again outside Peshawur, a reward of three thousand rupees that had been offered on the border outlaws head was paid to Cunningham in person  a very appreciable sum to a subaltern, whose pay is barely sufficient for his mess bills. So, although no public comment was made on the matter, it was considered decent of him to contribute the whole amount to a pension fund for the dependents of the regiments dead.

You know, thats your money, said his Colonel. You can keep every anna of it if you choose.

I suppose I neednt be an officer unless I choose? suggested Cunningham.

I dont know, youngster! I cant guess what your troop would do if you tried to desert it!

That was, of course, merely a diplomatic recognition of the fact that Cunningham had done his duty in making his men like him, and was not intended seriously. Nobody  not even the Brigadier  had any notion that the troop would very shortly have to dispense with its leaders services whether it wanted to or not.

But it so happened that one troop at a time was requisitioned to be ornamental body-guard to such as were entitled to one in the frontier city; and the turn arrived when Cunningham was sent. None liked the duty. No soldier, and particularly no irregular, likes to consider himself a pipe-clayed ornament; but Cunningham would have gone sick had he had the least idea of what was in store for him.

It was bad enough to be obliged to act as body-guard to men who had jockeyed him away because they were jealous of him. The white scar that ran now like a chin-strap mark from the corner of his eye to the angle of his jaw would blaze red often at some deliberately thought-out, not fancied, insult from men who should have been too big to more than notice him. And that, again, was nothing to the climax.

Mahommed Gunga chose to polish up his silver spurs and ride in from his estates on a protracted visit to Peshawur, and with an escort that must have included half the zemindars on the countryside as well as his own small retinue. Glittering on his own account like a regiment of horse, and with all but a regiment clattering behind him, he chose the occasion to meet Cunningham when the youngster was fuming with impatience opposite the club veranda, waiting to escort a general.

On the veranda sat a dozen men who had been at considerable pains to put and keep the officer of the escort in his place. If the jingle and glitter of the approaching cavalcade had not been sufficient to attract their notice, they could have stopped their cars and yet have been forced to hear the greeting.

Aha! Salaam sahib! Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur, bohut salaam! Thy fathers son! Sahib, I am much honored!

The white scar blazed, but Mahommed Gunga affected not to notice the discomfort of his victim. Many more than a hundred sabred gentlemen pressed round to do themselves the honor, as they expressed it, of paying Cunningham a compliment. They rode up like knights in armor in the lists, and saluted like heralds bringing tribute and allegiance.

Salaam, Chota-Cunnigan!

Salaam, sahib!

Bohut salaam, bahadur!

The Generals, the High-Court judges, and Commissioners on the club veranda sat unhonored, while a boy of twenty-two received obeisance from men whose respect a king might envy. No Rajput ever lived who was not sure that his salute was worth more than tribute; he can be polite on all occasions, and what he thinks mere politeness would be considered overacting in the West, but his respect and his salute he keeps for his equals or his betters  and they must be men indeed.

The coterie of high officials sat indignation-bound for ten palpitating minutes, until the General remembered that it was his escort that was waiting for him. He had ordered it an hour too soon, for the express sweet purpose of keeping Cunningham waiting in the sun, but it dawned now on his apoplectic consciousness that his engagement was most urgent. He descended in a pompous hurry, mounted and demanded why  by all the gods of India  the escort was not lined up to receive him. A minute later, after a loudly administered reprimand that was meant as much for the swarm of Rajputs as for the indignant Cunningham, he rode off with the escort clattering behind him.

But on the club veranda, when the Rajputs with Mahommed Gunga had dispersed, the big wigs sat and talked the matter over very thoroughly.

Its no use blinking matters, said the senior man present, using a huge handkerchief to wave the flies away from the polished dome which rose between two side wisps of gray hair. Theyre going to lionize him while hes here, so wed better move him on.

But where?

Ive got it! Theres a letter in from Everton at Abu, saying he needs a man badly to go to Howrah and act resident there  says he hasnt heard from the missionaries and isnt satisfied  wants a man without too much authority to go there and keep an eye on things in general. Howrahs a hell of a place from all accounts.

But that ud be promotion!

Cant be helped. No excuse for reducing him, so far as Ive heard. The trouble is the cub has done too dashed well. Weve got to promote him if we want to be rid of him.

They talked it over for an hour, and at the end of it decided Cunningham should go to Howrah, provided a brigadier could be induced without too much argument to see reason.

The Brigadier probably wants to keep him, and his Colonel will raise all the different kinds of Cain there are! suggested the man who had begun the discussion.

Ive seen brigadiers before now reduced to a proper sense of their own unimportance! remarked another man. And he was connected with the Treasury. He knew.

But a week later, when the papers were sent to the Brigadier for signature, he amazed everybody by consenting without the least objection. Nobody but he knew who his visitor had been the night before.

How did you know about it, Mahommed Gunga? he demanded, as the veteran sat and faced him over the tent candle, his one lean leg swaying up and down, as usual, above the other.

Have club servants not got ears, sahib?

And you  ?

I, too, have ears  good ones!

The Brigadier drummed his fingers on the table, hesitating. No officer, however high up in the service, likes to lose even a subaltern from his command when that subaltern is worth his salt.

Let him go, sahib! You have seen how we Rangars honor him  you may guess what difference he might make in a crisis. Sign, sahib  let him go!

But  where do you come in? What have you had to do with this?

First, sahib, I tested him thoroughly. I found him good. Second, I told tales about him, making him out better than even he is. Third, I made sure that all those in authority at Peshawur should hate him. That would have been impossible if he had been a fool, or a weak man, or an incompetent; but any good man can be hated easily. Fourth, sahib, I sent, by the hand of a man of mine, a message to Everton-sahib at Abu reporting to him that it was not in Howrah as it should be, and warning him that a sahib should be sent there. I knew that he would listen to a hint from me, and I knew that he had no one in his office whom he could send. Then, sahib, I brought matters to a head by bringing every man of merit whom I could raise to salute him and make an outrageous exhibition of him. That is what I have done!

One would think you were scheming for a throne, Mahommed Gunga!

Nay, sahib, I am scheming for the peace of India! But there will be war first.

I know there will be war, said the Brigadier. I only wish I could make the other sahibs realize it.

Will you sign the paper, sahib?

Yes, I will sign the paper. But

But what, sahib?

Im not quite certain that Im doing right.

Brigadier-sahib, when the hour comes  and that is soon  it will be time to answer that! There lie the papers.


CHAPTER XIII

Even in darkness lime and sand

Will blend to make up mortar.

Two by two would equal four

Under a bucket of water.

NOW it may seem unimaginable that two Europeans could be cooped in Howrah, not under physical restraint, and yet not able to communicate with any one who could render them assistance. It was the case, though, and not by any means an isolated case. The policy of the British Government, once established in India, was and always has been not to occupy an inch of extra territory until compelled by circumstances.

The native states, then, while forbidden to contract alliances with one another or the world outside, and obliged by the letter of written treaties to observe certain fundamental laws imposed on them by the Anglo-Indian Government, were left at liberty to govern themselves. And it was largely the fact that they could and did keep secret what was going on within their borders that enabled the so-called Sepoy Rebellion to get such a smouldering foothold before it burst into a blaze. The sepoys were the tools of the men behind the movement; and the men behind were priests and others who were feeling nothing but their own ambition.

No man knows even now how long the fire rebellion had been burning underground before showed through the surface; but it is quite obvious that, in spite of the heroism shown by British and loyal native alike when the crash did come, the rebels must have won  and have won easily sheer weight of numbers  had they only used the amazing system solely for the broad, comprehensive purpose for which it was devised.

But the sense of power that its ramifications and extent gave birth to also whetted the desires individuals. Each man of any influence at all began to scheme to use the system for the furtherance of his individual ambition. Instead of bending all their energy and craft to the one great object of hurling an unloved conqueror back whence he came, each reigning prince strove to scheme himself head and shoulders above the rest; and each man who wanted to be prince began to plot harder than ever to be one.

So in Howrah the Maharajahs brother, Jaimihr, with a large following and organization of his own, began to use the secret system of which he by right formed an integral part and to set wheels working within the wheels which in course of time should spew him up on the ledge which his brother now occupied. Long before the rebellion was ready he had all his preparations made and waited only for the general conflagration to strike for his own hand. And was so certain of success that he dared make plans as well for Rosemary McCleans fate.

There is a blindness, too, quite unexplainable that comes over whole nations sometimes. It is almost like a plague in its mysterious arrival and departure. As before the French Revolution there were almost none of the ruling classes who could read the writing on the wall, so it was in India in the spring of 57. Men saw the signs and could not read their meaning. As in France, so in India, there were a few who understood, but they were scoffed at; the rest  the vast majority who held the reins of power  were blind.

Rosemary McClean discovered that her pony had gone lame, and was angry with the groom. The groom ran away, and she put that down to native senselessness. Duncan McClean sent one after another of the little native children to find him a man who would take a letter to Mount Abu. The children went and did not come back again, and he put that down to the devil, who would seem to have reclaimed them.

Both of them saw the watchers, posted at every vantage-point, insolently wakeful; both of them knew that Jaimihr had placed them there. But neither of them looked one inch deeper than the surface, nor supposed that their presence betokened anything but the princes unreachable ambition. Neither of them thought for an instant that the day could possibly have come when Britain would be unable to protect a woman of its own race, or when a native  however powerful  would dare to do more than threaten.

Joanna disappeared, and that led to a chain of thought which was not creditable to any one concerned. They reasoned this way: Rosemary had seen Mahommed Gunga hold out a handful of gold coins for the old womans eyes to glitter at, therefore it was fair to presume that he had promised her a reward for bringing word to the man whom, it was now known, he had left behind. She had brought word to him and had disappeared. What more obvious than to reason that the man had gladly paid her, and had just as gladly ridden off, rejoicing at the thought that he could escape doing service?

So much, they argued, for native constancy! So much for Mahommed Gungas boast that he knew of men who could be trusted! And so much for Joannas gratitude!

The old woman had been saved by Rosemary McClean from the long-drawn-out hell that is the life portion of most Indian widows, even of low caste; she had had little to do, ever, beyond snooze in the shade and eat, and run sometimes behind the pony  a task which came as easily to her as did the other less active parts of her employment. Her desertion, particularly at a crisis, made Rosemary McClean cry, and set her father to quoting Shakespeares King Lear.

Blow, blow, thou winter wind!

Thou art not so unkind

As mans ingratitude!

All Scotsmen seem to have a natural proclivity for quoting the appropriate dirge when sorrow shows itself. The Book of Lamentations  Shakespeares sadder lines  roll off their tongues majestically and seem to give them consolation  as it were to lay a sound, unjoyous basis for the proper enjoyment of the songs of Robbie Burns.

The poor old king of the poets imagining, declaiming up above the cliffs of Dover, could have put no more pathos into those immortal lines than did Duncan McClean as he paced up and down between the hot wars of the darkened room. The dry air parched his throat, and his ambition seemed to shrivel in him as he saw the brave little woman who was all he had sobbing with her head between her hands.

He turned to the Bible, but he could find no precedent in any of its pages for abandoning a quest like his in the teeth of disaster or adversity. He read it for hour after crackling hour, moistening his throat from time to time with warm, unappetizing water from the improvised jar filter; but when the oven blast that makes the Indian summer day a hell on earth had waned and died away, he had found nothing but admonishment to stand firm. There had been women, too, whose deeds were worthy of record in that book, and he found no argument for deserting his post on his daughters account either. In the Bible account, as he read it, it had always been the devil who fled when things got too uncomfortable for him, and he was conscious of a tight-lipped, stern contempt for the devil.

He had about made up his mind what line to take with his daughter, when she ceased her sobbing and looked up through swollen eyes to relieve him of the necessity for talking her over to his point view. What she said amazed him, but not be cause it came to him as a new idea. She said, in different words, exactly what was passing in his own mind, and it was as though her tears and his search of the Scriptures had brought them both to one clear-cut conclusion.

Why are we here, father? she asked him suddenly; and because she took him by surprise he did not answer her at once. We are here to do good arent we? That was no question; it was beginning of a line of argument. Her father held his tongue, and laid his Bible down, and listened on. How much good have we done yet?

She paused, but the pause was rhetorical, and he knew it; he could see the light behind her eyes that was more than visionary; it was the light of practical Scots enthusiasm, unquenched and undiscouraged after a battle with fear itself. She began to be beautiful again as the spirit of unconquerable courage won its way.

Have we won one convert? Is there one, of those you have taught who is with us still?

The answer was self-evident. There was none. But there was no sting for him in what she asked. Rather her words came as a relief, for he could feel the strength behind them. He still said nothing.

Have we stopped one single suttee? Have we once, in any least degree, lessened the sufferings of one of those poor widows?

Not once, he answered her, without a trace of shame. He knew, and she knew, how hard the two of them had tried. There was nothing to apologize for.

Have we undermined the power of the Hindoo priests? Have we removed one trace of superstition?

No, he said quietly.

Have we given up the fight?

He looked hard at her. Gray eyes under gray brows met gray eyes that shone from under dark, wet lashes, and deep spoke unto deep. Scotsman recognized Scotswoman, and the bond between them tightened.

It seems to me  there was a new thrill in her voice that here is our opportunity! Either Jaimihr wants to frighten us away or he is in earnest with his impudent attentions to me. In either case let us make no attempt to go away. Let us refuse to go away. Let us stay here at all costs. If he wishes us to go away, then he must have a reason and will show it, or else try to force us. If he is really trying to make love to me, then let him try; if he has pluck enough, let him seize me. In either case we shall force his hand. I am willing to be the bait. The moment that he harms either you or me, the government will have to interfere. If he kills us so much the better, for that would mean swift vengeance and a British occupation. That would stop suttee for all time, and we would have given our lives for something worth while. As we are, we cannot communicate with our government, and Jaimihr thinks he has us in his grasp. Let him think it! Let him go ahead! Sooner or later the government must find out that we are missing Then  ! Her eyes blazed at the thought of what would happen then.

Her father looked at her for about a minute, sadness and pride in her fighting in him for the mastery. Then he rose and crossed the little space between them.

Lassie! he said. Lassie!

She took his hand  the one little touch of human sentiment lacking to disturb his emotional balance. The Scots will talk readily enough of sorrow, but at showing it they are a grudging race of men. Unless a Scotsman thinks he can gain something for his cause by showing what emotion racks him, he will swallow down the choking flood of grief, and keep a straight face to the world and his own as well. Duncan McClean turned from her  drew his hand away  and walked to open the slit shutters. A moment later he came back, once more master of himself.

As things are, dear, he said gently, how would it be possible for us to get away?

We canna gang awa! she quoted, with a smile.

NO, lassie. We must stay here and be brave. This matter is not in our hands. We must wait, and watch, and see. If opportunity should come to us to make our escape, we will seize it. Should it not come  should Jaimihr, or some other of them, make occasion to molest us  it may be  it might be that  surely the day of martyrs is not past  it might be that  well, well, in either case we will eventually win. Should they kill us, the government must send here to avenge us; should we get away, surely our report will be listened to. A month or two  perhaps only a week or two  even a day or two, who knows?  and the last suttee will have been performed!

He stood and stroked her head  then stooped and kissed it  an unusual betrayal of emotion from him.

Yere a brave lassie, he said, leaving the room hurriedly, to escape the shame of letting her see tears welling from his eyes  salt tears that scalded as they broke their hot-wind-wearied bounds.

Five minutes later she arose, dry-eyed, and went to stand in the doorway, where an eddy or two of lukewarm evening breeze might possibly be stirring. But a dirtily clad Hindoo, lounging on a raised, railless store veranda opposite, leered at her impudently, and she came inside again  to pass the evening and the sultry, black, breathless night out of sight, at least, of the brutes who shut her off from even exercise.


CHAPTER XIV

So, I am a dog? Hence I must come

To do thy bidding faster?

Must tell thee  Nay, a dog stays dumb!

A dog obeys one master!

NOT many yards from where the restless elephants stood lined under big brick arches  in an age-old courtyard, three sides of which were stone-carved splendor and the fourth a typically Eastern mess of stables, servants quarters, litter, stink, and noisy confusion  a stone door, slab-hewn, gave back the aching glitter of the sun. Its only opening  a narrow slit quite near the top  was barred. A man  his face close-pressed against them  peered through the interwoven iron rods from within.

Jaimihr, in a rose-pink pugree still, but not at all the swaggering cavalier who pranced, high-booted, through the streets  a down-at-heel prince, looking slovenly and heavy-eyed from too much opium  sat in a long chair under the cloister which faced the barred stone door. He swished with a rhino riding-whip at the stone column beside him, and the much-swathed individual of the plethoric paunch who stood and spoke with him kept a very leery eye on it; he seemed to expect the binding swish of it across his own shins, and the thought seemed tantalizing.

It is not to be done, said Jaimihr, speaking in a dialect peculiar to Howrah. That  of all the idiotic notions I have listened to  is the least worth while! Thy brains are in thy belly and are lost amid the fat! If my brother Howrah only had such counsellors as thou  such monkey folk to make his plans for him  the jackals would have finished with him long ago.

Sahib, did I not bring word, and overhear, and trap the man?

Truly! Overheard whisperings, and trapped me a hyena I must feed! Now thou sayest, Torture him! He is a Rangar, and of good stock; therefore, no amount of torturing will make him speak. He is that pig Mahommed Gungas man; therefore, there is nothing more sure than that Mahommed Gunga will be here, sooner or later, to look for him  Mahommed Gunga, with the half of a Hindoo name, the whole of a Moslems fire, and the blind friendship of the British to rely on!

But if the man be dead when Mahommed Gunga comes?

He will be dead when Mahommed Gunga comes, if only what we await has first happened. But this rising that is planned hangs fire. Were I Maharajah I would like to see the Rangar who dare flout me or ask questions! I would like but to set eyes on that Rangar once! But I am not yet Maharajah; I am a prince  a younger brother  surrounded, counselled, impeded, hampered, rendered laughable by fat idiots!

My belly but shows your highnesss generosity. At whose cost have I grown fat?

Ay, at whose cost? I should have kept thee slim, on prison diet, and saved myself a world of useless problems! Cease prattling! Get away from me! If I have to poison this Ali Partab, or wring his casteless neck, I will make thee do it, and give thee to Mahommed Gunga to wreak vengeance on. Leave me to think!

The fat former occupant of the room above the arch of the caravansary waddled to the far end of the cloister, and sat down, cross-legged, to grumble to himself and scratch his paunch at intervals. His master, low-browed and irritable, continued to strike the stone column with his cane. He was in a horrid quandary.

Mahommed Gunga was one of many men he did not want, for the present, to offend seriously. Given a fair cause for quarrel, that irascible ex-Risaldar was capable of going to any lengths, and was known, moreover, to be trusted by the British. Nobody seemed to know whether or not Mahommed Gunga reciprocated the British regard, and nobody had cared to ask him except his own intimates; and they, like he, were men of close counsel.

The Prince had given no orders for the capture of Ali Partab; that had been carried out by his men in a fit of ill-advised officiousness. But the Prince had to solve the serious problem caused by the presence of Ali Partab within a stone-walled cell.

Should he let the fellow go, a report would be certain to reach Mahommed Gunga by the speediest route. Vengeance would be instantly decided on, for a Rajput does not merely accept service; he repays it, feudal-wise, and smites hip and thigh for the honor of his men. The vengeance would be sure to follow purely Eastern lines, and would be complicated; it would no doubt take the form of siding in some way or other with his brother the Maharajah. There would be instant, active doings, for that was Mahommed Gungas style! The fat would be in the fire months, perhaps, before the proper time.

The prisoners presence was maddening in a million ways. It had been the Princes plan (for he knew well enough that Mahommed Gunga had left a man behind) to allow the escape to start; then it would have been an easy matter to arrange an ambush  to kill Ali Partab  and to pretend to ride to the rescue. Once rescued, Miss McClean and her father would be almost completely at his mercy, for they would not be able to accuse him of anything but friendliness, and would be obliged to return to whatever haven of safety he cared to offer them. Once in his palace of their own consent, they would have had to stay there until the rising of the whole of India put an end to any chance of interference from the British Government.

But now there was no Ali Partab outside to try to escort them to some place of safety; therefore, there was little chance that the missionaries would try to make a bolt. Instead of being in the position of a cat that watches silently and springs when the mouse breaks cover, he was in the unenviable condition now of being forced to make the first move. Over and over again he cursed the men who had made Ali Partab prisoner, and over and over again: he wondered how  by all the gods of all the multitudinous Hindoo mythology  how, when, and by what stroke of genius he could make use of the stiff-chinned Rangar and convert him from being a rankling thorn into a useful aid.

He dared not poison him  yet. For the same reason he dared not put him to the torture, to discover, or try to discover, what Mahommed Gungas real leanings were in the matter of loyalty to the Raj or otherwise. He dared not let the man go, for forgiveness is not one of the virtues held in high esteem by men of Ali Partabs race, and wrongful arrest is considered ground enough for a feud to the death. It seemed he did not dare do anything!

He racked his opium-dulled brain for a suspicion of a plan that might help solve the difficulty, until his eye  wandering around the courtyard  fell on the black shape of a woman. She was old and bent and she was busied, with a handful of dry twigs, pretending to sweep around the stables.

Who is that mother of corruption? demanded Jaimihr; and a man came running to him.

Who is that eyesore? I have never seen her, have I?

Highness, she is a beggar woman. She sat by the gate, and pretended to a power of telling fortunes  which it would seem she does possess in some degree. It was thought better that she should use her gift in here, for our advantage, than outside to our disadvantage. So she was brought in and set to sweeping.

By the curse of the sin of the sack of Chitor, is my palace, then, a midden for the crawling offal of all the Howrah streets? First this Rangar  next a sweeper hag  what follows? What bring you next? Go, fetch the street dogs in!

Highness, she is useful and costs nothing but the measure or two of meal she eats.

A horse eats little more! the angry Prince retorted, perfectly accustomed to being argued with by his own servants. That is the time-honored custom of the East; obedience is one thing  argument another  both in their way are good, and both have their innings. Bring her to me  nay!  keep her at a decent distance  so!  am I dirt for her broom?

He sat and scowled at her, and the old woman tried to hide more of her protruding bones under the rag of clothing that she wore; she stood, wriggling in evident embarrassment, well out in the sun.

What willst thou steal of mine? the Prince demanded suddenly.

I am no thief. Bright, beady eyes gleamed back at him, and gave the lie direct to her shrinking attitude of fear. But he had taken too much opium overnight, and was in no mood to notice little distinctions. He was satisfied that she should seem properly afraid of him, and he scowled angrily when one of his retainers  in slovenly undress  crossed the courtyard to him. The mans evident intention, made obvious by his manner and his leer at the old woman, was to say something against her; the Prince was in a mood to quarrel with any one, on any ground at all, who did not cower to him.

Prince, she it is who ran ever with the white woman, as a dog runs in the dust.

What does she here, then?

Ask her! grinned the trooper. Unless she comes to look for Ali Partab, I know not.

He made the last part of his remark in a hurried undertone, too low for the old woman to hear.

Let her earn her meal around the stables, said the Prince. A sudden light dawned on him. Here was a means, at least, of trying to make use of Ali Partab. Go  do thy sweeping! he commanded, and the hag slunk off.

For ten minutes longer, Jaimihr sat still and flicked at the stone column with his whip,  then he sent for his master of the horse, whose mistaken sense of loyalty had been the direct cause of Ali Partabs capture. He had acted instantly when the fat Hindoo brought him word, and he had expected to be praised for quick decision and rewarded; he was plainly in high dudgeon as he swaggered out of a dark door near the stables and advanced sulkily toward his master.

Remove the prisoner from that cell, taking great care that the hag yonder sees what you do  yes, that hag  the new one; she is a spy. Bring the prisoner in to me, where I will talk with him; afterward place him in a different cell  put him where we kept the bear that died  there is a dark comer beside it, where a man might hide; hide a man there when it grows dark. And give the hag access. Say nothing to her; let her come and go as she will; watch, and listen.

Without another word, the Prince got up and shuffled in his decorated slippers to a door at one end of the cloister. Five minutes later Ali Partab  high-chinned, but looking miserable  was led between two men through the same door, while the old woman went on very ostentatiously with her sweeping about the yard. She even turned her back, to prove how little she was interested.

Ali Partab was hustled forward into a high-ceilinged room, whose light came filtered through a scrollwork mesh of chiselled stone where the wall and ceiling joined. There were no windows, but six doors opened from it, and every one of them was barred, as though they opened into treasure-vaults. The Prince sat restlessly in a high, carved wooden chair; there was no other furniture at all, and Ali Partab was left standing between his guards. The Prince drew a pistol from inside his clothing.

Leave us alone! he ordered; and the guards went out, closing the door behind them.

I gave no orders for your capture, said Jaimihr, with a smile.

Then, let me go, grinned Ali Partab.

First, I must be informed on certain matters.

Ali Partab still grinned, but the muscles of his face changed their position slightly, and it took no expert in physiognomy to read that questions he would answer must be very tactfully asked.

Ask on!

You are Mahommed Gungas man?

Yes. It is an honorable service.

Did he order you to stay here?

Here  in this palace? Allah forbid!

Did he order you to stay in Howrah?

He gave me certain orders. I obeyed them until your men invited swift death for themselves and you by interfering with me!

What were the orders?

Ali Partab grinned again  this time insolently.

To make sure that the Jaimihr-sahib did not make away with the treasure of his brother Howrah! he answered.

If you were released now what would you proceed to do?

To obey my orders.

Jaimihr changed his tactics and assumed the frequently successful legal line of pretending to know far more than he really did.

I am told by one who overheard you speak that you were to take the missionary and his daughter to Alwas place. How much is my brother Howrah paying for Mahommed Gungas services in this matter? It is well known that he and Alwa between them could call out all the Rangars in the district for whichever side they chose. Since they are not on my side, they must be for Howrah. How much does he pay? I might offer more.

I know not, said Ali Partab, perfectly ready to admit anything that was not true.

It is true, then, that Howrah has designs on the missionarys daughter? Alwa is to keep her prisoner until the great blow is struck, and Howrah dare take possession of her?

That is not my business, answered Ali Partab, with the air of a man who knew all of the secret details but would not admit it. Jaimihr began to think that he had lit at random on the answer to the riddle.

Where is Mahommed Gunga?

I know not.

At Alwas place?

Am I God that I should know where any man is whom I cannot see?

Oh! So he is at Alwas, eh? That overdose of opium had rendered Jaimihrs brain very dull indeed; he considered himself clever, and overlooked the fact that Ali Partab would be almost surely lying to him. In India men never tell the truth to chance-met strangers or to their enemies; the truth is a valuable thing, to be shared cautiously among friends.

If Mahommed Gunga is at Alwas, reasoned Jaimihr, then he is much too close at hand to take any chances with. I must keep this man close confined. He raised his voice in a high-pitched command, and the guards opened the door instantly; at a sign from the Prince they seized Ali Partab by the wrists.

I will send a message to Mahommed Gunga for thee, said Jaimihr. On his answer will depend your release or otherwise. He nodded. The guards took their prisoner out between them  led him past the wrinkled old woman in the courtyard  and halted him in a far corner, where an evil-smelling cage of a place stood open to receive him. A moment later, in order to make sure, the master of the horse sent for the old woman and made her sweep out the cell a little; then he drove her away with a fierce injunction not to let herself be caught anywhere near the cell again unless ordered. Following the line of eastern reasoning, had he not given that order he would not have known what her object could be should she make her way toward the cell; but now, if she risked his wrath by disobeying, he would know beyond the least shadow of a doubt that she had a message to deliver to the prisoner  the man who was hidden in the dark corner need entertain no hope of keeping the secret to himself for purposes of sale or blackmail!

They trust each other wonderfully  with an almost childlike confidence  in a household such as Jaimihrs!


CHAPTER XV

Ho! I am king! All lesser fry

Must cringe, and crawl, and cry to me,

And none have any rights but I,  

Except the right to lie to me.

JAIMIHR was not the only man who would have dearly liked to know of the whereabouts of Mahommed Gunga. It had been reported to Maharajah Howrah, by his spies, that the redoubtable ex-Risaldar of horse had visited his relatives in Howrah City, and, though he had not been able to ascertain a word of what had passed, he was none the less anxious.

He knew, of course  for every soul in Howrah knew  that Jaimihr was plotting for the throne. He knew, too, that the priests of Siva, who with himself were joint keepers of the wickedly won, tax-swollen treasure, had sounded Jaimihr; they had tentatively hinted that they might espouse his cause, provided that an equitable division of the treasure were arranged beforehand. The question uppermost in Maharajah Howrahs mind was whether the Rangars  the Moslem descendants of once Hindoo Rajputs, who formed such a small but valuable proportion of the local population  could or could not be induced to throw in their lot with him.

No man on the whole tax-ridden countryside believed or considered it as a distant possibility that the Rangars would strike for any hand except their own; they were known, on the other hand, to be more or less cohesive, and it was considered certain that, whichever way they swung, when the priest-pulled string let loose the flood of revolution, they would swing all together. The question, then, was how to win the favor of the Rangars. It was not at all an easy question, for the love lost between Hindoos and Mohammedans is less than that between dark-skinned men and white  a lot less.

Within two hours of its happening he had been told of the capture of Ali Partab; and he knew  for that was another thing his spies had told him  that Ali Partab was Mahommed Gungas man. Apparently, then, Ali Partab  a prisoner in Jaimihrs palace-yard  was the only connecting link between him and the Rangars whom he wished to win over to his side. He was as anxious as any to help overwhelm the British, but he naturally wished to come out of the turmoil high and dry himself, and he was, therefore, ready to consider the protection of individual British subjects if that would please the men whom he wanted for his friends.

Mahommed Gunga was known to have carried letters for the missionaries. He was known to have engaged a new servant when he rode away from Howrah and to have left his trusted man behind. Miss McClean was known to have conversed with the retainer, immediately after which the man had been seized and carried off by Jaimihrs men. Jaimihr was known to have placed watchers round the mission house and  once  to have killed a man in Miss McCleans defense. The deduction was not too far-fetched that the retainer had been left as a protection against Jaimihr, and consequently that the Rangars, at the behest of Mahommed Gunga, had decided  on at least the white girls safety.

Therefore, he argued, if he now proceeded to protect the McCleans, he would, at all events, not incur the Rangars enmity.

It was a serious decision that he had to make, for, for one thing, he dared not yet make any move likely to incite his strongly supported brother to open rebellion; he dared not, therefore, interfere at present with the watchers near the mission house. To openly befriend the Christian priests would be to set the whole Hindoo population against himself, for it had been mainly against suttee and its kindred horrors that the missionaries had bent all their energy.

The great palace of Howrah was ahum. Elephants with painted tusks, and loaded to the groaning-point under howdahs decked with jewels and gold-leaf, came and went through the carved entrance-gates. Occasionally camels, loaded too until their legs all but buckled underneath them, strutted with their weird, mixed air of foolishness and dignity, to be disburdened of great cases that eight men could scarcely lift; on the outside the cases were marked Hardware, but a horde of armed and waiting malcontents scattered about the countryside could have given a more detailed and accurate guess at what was in them.

Men came and went  men almost of all castes and many nationalities. Priests  not all of them fat, but every single one fat-smiling  sunned themselves, or waited in the shade until they could have audience; no priest of any Hindoo temple had to wait long to be admitted to that Rajahs presence, and there was an everlasting chain of them, each with his axe to grind, coming and going by day and night.

Color rioted in the blazing sun and deep, dark shadows lurked in all the thousand places where the sun could never penetrate. It was India in essence  noise and blaze and flouted splendor, with a back-ground and underground of mystery. Any but the purblind British could have told at half a glance, merely by the attitude of Howrahs armed sepoys, that a concerted movement of some kind was afoot  that there was a tight-held thread of plan running through the whole confusion; but no man  not even a native  could have guessed what secret plotting might be going on within the acres of the straggling palace.

From the courtyard there was no least hint obtainable even of the buildings size; its shape could only have been marked down from a birds-eye view aloft. Even the roof was so uneven, and so subdivided by traced and deep-carved walls and ramparts, that a sentry posted at one end could not have seen the next man to him, perhaps some twenty feet away. Building had been piled on building  other buildings had been added end to end and crisscrosswise  and each extension had been walled in as new centuries saw new additions, until the many acres were a maze of bricks and stone and fountain-decorated gardens that no lifelong palace denizen could have learned to know in their entirety.

Within  one story up above the courtyard din  in a spacious, richly decorated room that gave on to a gorgeous roof-garden, the Maharajah sat and let himself be fanned by women, who were purchasable for perhaps a tenth of what any of the fans had cost. Another woman, younger than the rest, played wild minor music to him on an instrument not much unlike a flute; they were melancholy notes  beautiful  but sad enough to sow pessimisms seed in any one who listened.

His divan  carved, inlaid, and gilded  faced the wide, awning-hung opening to the garden. Round him on all three sides was a carved stone screen through whose interstices came rustlings and whisperings that told of the hidden life which sees and is not seen. The women with the fans and flute were mere court accessories; the real nerves of Asia  the veiled intriguers whom none may know but whose secret power any man may feel  could be heard like caged birds crowding on their perches.

Now and then glass bracelets tinkled from behind the screen; ever and again the music stopped, until another girl appeared to play another melancholy air. But the even purring of the fans went on incessantly, and the poor, priest-ridden fool who owned it all scowled straight in front of him, his brows lined deep in thought.

It is a strange malady, that which seizes men whom fate has elevated to a throne. It acts as certain Indian drugs are known to do  deprives its victim of the power to act, but intensifies his ability to think, and theorize, and feel. Howrah, with untold treasure in his vaults, with an army of five thousand men, with the authority and backing that a hundred generations give, could long for more  could fear the loss of what he did have  but could not act.

The priests held him fear-bound. His brother held him hate-bound. His women  and not even he knew, probably, how many of them languished in the secret warren inside those palace walls  kept him restless in a net of this-and-that-way-tugged intrigue. Flattery  and that is by far the subtlest poison of the East  blinded him utterly to his own best course, and kept him blind. Luxury unmanned him; he who had once held the straightest spear in western India, and for the love of feeling red blood racing in his veins had ridden down panthers on the maidan, was flabby now; deep, dark rings underlined his eyes and the once steel-sinewed wrist trembled.

His brother Jaimihr in his place, unsapped yet by decadent delights, would have loosed his five thousand on the countryside  butchered any who opposed him  pressed into service those who merely lagged  and would have plunged India in a welter of blood before the priests had time to mature their plans and arrange to keep all the power and plunder to themselves. But Jaimihr had to stalk lesser game and content himself with pricking at the ever-growing hate that gradually rendered the Maharajah decisionless and sorry only for himself.

A first glimpse at Howrah, particularly in the shaded room, showed a handsome man, black-bearded, lean, and lithe; a second look, undazzled by his jewelry or by the studied magnificence of each apparently unstudied movement, betrayed a man whose lightest word was law, but who feared to give the word. Where muscles had been were unfilled folds of skin that shook; where a firm if selfish mouth had once smiled merrily beneath a pointed black mustache, a mouth still smiled, but meanly; the selfishness was there, but the firmness had faded.

His eyes, though, were his most marked feature. They were hungry eyes, pathetic as a caged beasts and as savage. No one could see them without pitying him, and no man in his senses would have accepted their owners word on any point at all. A man looks as he did when the fire of a burning velt has circled him and there is no way out. There was fear behind them, and the look of restless search for safety that is nowhere.

In one of the many-columned courtyards of the palace was a chained, mad elephant whose duty was to kneel on the Rajahs captive enemies. In another courtyard was a big, square tank with a weedy, slippery stone ramp at one end; in the tank were alligators; down the ramp other of the Rajahs enemies, tight-bound, would scream and struggle and slide from time to time. But they were only little enemies who died in that way; the greater ones, who had power or influence, lived on and plotted, because the owner of the execution beasts was afraid to put them to their use.

Below, in damp, unlit dungeons, there were silken cords suspended from stone ceilings; their ends were noosed, and the nooses hung ten feet above the floor; those told only, though, of the fate of women who had schemed unwisely  favorites of a week, perhaps, who had dared to sulk, listeners through screens who had forgotten to forget. No men died ever by the silken cord, and no tales ever reached the outside world of who did die down in the echoing brick cellars; there was a path that led underground to the alligator tank and a trap-door that opened just above the water edge. Night, and the fungus-fouled long jaws, and slimy, weed-filled water  the creak of rusty hinges  a splash  the bang of a falling trap  a swirl in the moonlit water, and ring after heavy, widening ring that lapped at last against the stone would write conclusion to a tragedy. There would be no record kept.

Howrah was childless. That, of all the hell-sent troubles that beset him, was the worst. That alone was worse than the hoarded treasure whose secret he and his brother and the priests of Siva shared. Only in India could it happen that a line of Rajahs, drag-net-armed  oblivious to the duties of a king and greedy only of the royal right to tax  could pile up, century by century, a hoard of gold an jewels  to be looked at. The secret of that treasure made the throne worth plotting for  gave the priests, who shared the secret, more than nine tenths of their power for blackmail, pressure, and intrigue  and grew, like a cancer, into each succeeding Rajahs mind until, from a man with a soul inside him he became in turn a heartless, fear ridden miser.

Any childless king is liable to feel the insolent expectancy betrayed by the heir apparent. But Jaimihr  who had no sons either  was an heir who understood all of the Indian arts whereby a man of brain may hasten the succession. Worry, artfully stirred up, is the greatest weapon of them all, and never a day passed but some cleverly concocted tale would reach the Rajah, calculated to set his guessing faculties at work.

Either of the brothers, when he happened to be thirsty, would call his least-trusted counsellor to drink first from the jewelled cup, and would watch the man afterward for at least ten minutes before daring to slake his thirst; but Jaimihr had the moral advantage of an aspirant; Howrah, on the defensive, wilted under the nibbling necessity for wakefulness, while Jaimihr grinned.

What were five thousand drilled, armed men to a king who feared to use them? Of what use was a waiting countryside, armed if not drilled, if he was not sure that his brother had not won every mans allegiance? Being Hindoo, priest-reared, priest-fooled, and priest-flattered, he knew, or thought he knew, to an anna the value he might set on Hindoo loyalty or on the loyalty of any man who did not stand to gain in pocket by remaining true; and, as many another fear-sick tyrant has begun to do, he turned, in his mind at least, to men of another creed  which in India means of another race, practically-wondering whether he could not make use of them against his own.

Like every other Rajah of his line, he longed to have sole control of that wonderful treasure that had eaten out his very manhood. Miser though he was, he was prepared at least to bargain with outsiders with the promise of a portion of it, if that would give him possession of it all. He had learned from the priests who took such full advantage of him an absolute contempt for Mohammedans; and their teaching, as well as his own trend of character, made him quite indifferent to promises he might make, for the sake of diplomacy, to men of another creed. It began to be obvious to him that he would lose nothing by courting the favor of the Rangars, and of Alwa in particular, and that he might win security by coaxing them to take his part. Of one thing he was certain: the Rangars would do anything at all, if by doing it they could harm the Hindoo priests.

But, being of the East Eastern, and at that Hindoo, he could not have brought himself to make overtures direct and go straight to the real issue. He had to feel his way gingerly. The thousand horses in his stables, he reflected, would mount a thousand of the Rangars and place at his disposal a regiment of cavalry which would be difficult to beat; but a thousand mounted Mohammedans might be a worse thorn in his side than even his brother or the priests. He decided to write to Alwa, but to open negotiations with a very thin and delicately inserted wedge.

He could write. The priests had overlooked that opportunity, and had taught him in his boyhood; in that one thing he was their equal. But the other things that they had taught him, too, offset his penmanship. He was too proud to write  too lazy, too enamoured of his dignity. He called a court official, and the man sat very humbly at his feet  listened meekly to the stern command to secrecy  and took the letter from dictation.

Alwa was informed, quite briefly, that in view of certain happenings in Howrah City His Highness the Maharajah had considered it expedient to set a guard over the Christian missionaries in the city, for their safety. The accompanying horse was a gift to the Alwa-sahib. The Alwa-sahib himself would be a welcome guest whenever he might care to come.

The document was placed in a silver tube and scaled. Within the space of half an hour a horseman was kicking up the desert dust, riding as though he carried news of life-and-death importance, and with another man and a led horse galloping behind him. Five minutes after the man had started, in a cell below the temple, of Siva, the court official who had taken down the letter was repeating it word for word to a congeries of priests. And one hour later still, in a room up near the roof of Jaimihrs palace, one of the priests  panting from having come so fast  was asking the Rajahs brother what he thought about it.

Did he say nothing  , asked Jaimihr.

Nothing, sahib.

The priest watched him eagerly; he would have to bear back to the other priests an exact account of the Princes every word, and movement, and expression.

Then I, too, say nothing! answered Jaimihr.

But to the priests of Siva, who are waiting, sahib?

Tell them I said nothing.


CHAPTER XVI

Eyes in the dark, awake and keen,

See and may not themselves be seen;

But  and this is the tale I tell  

What if the dark have eyes as well?

BESIDE the reeking bears cage in which Ali Partab stood and swore was a dark, low corner space in which at one time and another sacks and useless impedimenta had been tossed, to become rat-eaten and decayed. In among all the rubbish, cross-legged like the idol of the underworld, a nearly naked Hindoo sat, prick-eared. He was quite invisible long before the sun went down, for that was the dingiest corner of the yard; when twilight came, he could not have been seen from a dozen feet away.

Joanna, sweeping, sweeping, sweeping, in the courtyard, with her back very nearly always turned toward the cage, appeared to take no notice of the falling darkness; unlike the other menials, who hurried to their rest and evening meal, she went on working, accomplishing very little but seeming to be very much in earnest about it all. Very, very gradually she drew nearer to the cage. When night fell, she was within ten feet of it. A few lamps were lit then, here and there over doorways, but nobody appeared to linger in the courtyard; no footfalls resounded; nothing but the neigh of stabled horses and the chatter around the big, flat supper pans broke on the evening quiet.

Joanna drew nearer. Ali Partab came forward to the cage bars, but said nothing; it was very dark inside the cage, and even the sharp-eyed old woman could not possibly have seen his gestures; when he stood, tight-pressed, against the bars she might have made out his dark shape dimly, but unless he chose to speak no signal could possibly have passed from him to her. He said nothing, though, and she-still sweeping, with her back toward him  passed by the cage, and stooped to scratch at some hard-caked dirt or other close to the rubbish hole where the Hindoo waited. Still scratching, still working with her twig broom, still with her back toward the rubbish hole, she approached until the darkest shadow swallowed her.

There were two in the dark then  she and the man who listened. He, motionless as stone, had watched her; peering outward at the lesser darkness, he lost sight of her for a second as she backed into the deepest shadow unexpectedly. Before he could become accustomed to the altered focus and the deeper black, her beady eyes picked out the whites of his. Before he could move she was on him  at his throat, tearing it with thin, steel fingers. Before he could utter a sound, or move, she had drawn a short knife from her clothing and had driven it to the hilt below his ear. He dropped without a gurgle, and without a sound she gathered up her broom again and swept her way back past the cage-bars, where Ali Partab waited.

Was any there? he whispered.

There was one.

And  ?

He was.

Good! Now will the reward be three mohurs instead of two!

Where are they?

These pigs have taken all the money from me. Now we must wait until Mahommed Gunga-sahib comes. His word is pledged.

He said two mohurs.

I  Ali Partab  pledge his word for three.

And who art thou? The bear in the cage said: I will eat thee if I get outside!

Mother of corruption! Listen! Alwa must know! Canst thou escape from here? Canst thou reach the Alwa-sahib?

If the price were four mohurs, there might be many things that I could do.

The price is three! I have spoken!

I would eat honey were I outside! said the bear.

Hag! The bear died in the cage, and they sold his pelt for how much? Alive, he had been worth three mohurs, but he died while they bargained for him!  Quick!

I am black, sahib, and the night is black. I am old, and none would believe me active. They watch the gates, but the bats fly in and out.

Find out, then, what has happened to my horses, left at the caravansary; give that information to the Alwa-sahib. Tell the Miss-sahib at the mission where I am. Tell her whither I have sent thee. Tell the Alwa-sahib that a Rangar  by name Ali Partab  sworn follower of the prophet, and servant of the Risaldar Mahommed Gunga  is in need and asks his instant aid. Say also to the Alwa-sahib that it may be well to rescue the Miss-sahib first, before he looks for me, but of that matter I am no judge, being imprisoned and unable to ascertain the truth. Hast thou understood?

And all that for three mohurs?

Nay. The price is now two mohurs again. It will be one unless

Three, sahib! It was three!

Then run! Hasten!

The shadows swallowed her again. She crept where they were darkest  lay still once, breathless, while a man walked almost over her  reached the outer wall, and felt her way along it until she reached low eaves that reached down like a jagged saw from utter blackness. Less than a minute later she was crawling monkeywise along a roof; before another five had passed she had dropped on all fours in the dust of the outer road and was running like a black ghost  head down  an end of her loin-cloth between her teeth  one arm held tight to her side and the other crooked outward, swinging  striding, panting, boring through the blackness.

She wasted little time at the caravansary. The gate was shut and a sleepy watchman cursed her for breaking into his revery.

Horses? Belonging to a Rangar? Fool! Does not the Maharajah-sahib impound all horses left ownerless? Ask them back of him that took them! Go, night-owl! Go ask him!

Almost as quickly as a native pony could have eaten up the distance, she dropped panting on the door-step of the little mission house. She was panting now from fright as well as sheer exhaustion. There were watchers  two sets of them. One man stood, with his back turned within ten paces of her, and another  less than two yards away from him  stood, turned half sideways, looking up the street and whistling to himself. There was not a corner or an angle of the little place that was not guarded.

She had tried the back door first, but that was locked, and she had rapped on it gently until she remembered that of evenings the missionary and his daughter occupied the front room always and that they would not have heard her had she hammered. She tapped now, very gently, with her fingers on the lower panel of the door, quaking and trembling in every limb, but taking care to make her little noise unevenly, in a way that would be certain to attract attention inside. Tap-tap-tap. Pause. Tap-tap. Pause. Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Pause. Tap-tap. The door opened suddenly. Both watchers turned and gazed straight into the lamplight that streamed out past the tall form of Duncan McClean. He stared at them and they stared back again. Joanna slunk into the deep shadow at one side of the steps.

Is it necessary for you to annoy me by rapping on my door as well as by spying on me? asked the missionary in a tone of weary remonstrance.

The guards laughed and turned their backs with added insolence. In that second Joanna shot like a black spirit of the night straight past the missionarys legs and collapsed in a bundle on the floor behind him.

Shut the door, sahib! she hissed at him. Quick! Shut the door!

He shut it and bolted it, half recognizing something in the voice or else guided by instinct.

Joanna! he exclaimed, holding up a lamp above her. You, Joanna!

At the name, Rosemary McClean came running out  looked for an instant  and then knelt by the old woman.

Father, bring some water, please, quickly!

The missionary went in search of a water-jar, and Rosemary McClean bent down above the ancient, shrivelled, sorry-looking mummy of a woman  drew the wrinkled head into her lap  stroked the drawn face  and wept over her. The spent, age-weakened, dried-out widow had fainted; there was no wakened self-consciousness of black and white to interfere. This was a friend  one lone friend of her own sex amid all the waste of smouldering hate  some one surely to be wept over and made much of and caressed. The poor old hag recovered consciousness with her head pillowed on a European lap, and Duncan McClean  no stickler for convention and no believer in a line too tightly drawn  saw fit to remonstrate as he laid the jar of water down beside them.

Why, she answered, looking up at him, father, Id have kissed a dog that got lost and came back again like this!

They picked her up between them, after they had let her drink, and carried her between them to the long, low sitting-room, where she told them  after considerable make-believe of being more spent than she really was  after about a tenth sip at the brandy flask and when another had been laughingly refused  all about Ali Partab and what his orders to her were.

I wonder what it all can mean? McClean sat back and tried to summarize his experiences of months and fit them into what Joanna said.

What does that mean? asked his daughter, leaning forward. She was staring at Joannas forearm and from that to a dull-red patch on the womans loin-cloth. Joanna answered nothing.

Are you wounded, Joanna? Are you sure? Thats blood! Look here, father!

He agreed that it was blood. It was dry and it came off her forearm in little flakes when he rubbed it. But not a word could they coax out of Joanna to explain it, until Rosemary  drawing the old woman to her  espied the handle of her knife projecting by an inch above the waist-fold of her cloth. Too late Joanna tried to hide it. Rosemary held her and drew it out. Beyond any shadow of a doubt, there was blood on the blade still, and on the wooden hilt, and caked in the clumsy joint between the hilt and blade.

Joanna  have you killed any one?

Joanna shook her head.

Tell me the truth, Joanna. Whose blood is that?

A dogs, Miss-sahib. A street dog attacked me as I ran hither.

I wish I could believe it!

I too! said her father, and he took Joanna to one side and cross-examined her. But he could get no admission from her  nothing but the same statement, with added details each time he made her tell it, that she had killed a dog.

They fed her, and she ate like a hyena. No caste prejudices or forbidden foods troubled her; she ate whatever came her way, Hindoo food, or Mohammedan, or Christian,  and reached for more  and finished, as hyenas finish, by breaking bones to get the marrow out. At midnight they left her, curled dogwise on a mat in the hall, to sleep; and at dawn, when they came to wake her, she was gone again  gone utterly, without a trace or sign of explanation. The doors, both front and back, were locked.

It was two days later when they found a hole torn through the thatch, through which she had escaped; and though they searched the house from cellar up to roof, and turned all their small possessions over, they could not find (and they were utterly glad of it) that she had stolen anything.

Thank God for that! said the missionary.

Ive finished disbelieving in Joanna! said his daughter with a grimace that went always with irrevocable decision.

Ive come to the conclusion, said McClean, that there are more than just Joanna to be trusted. There is Ali Partab, and  who knows how many?


CHAPTER XVII

Against all fear; against the weight of what,

For lack of worse name, men miscall the Law;

Against the Tyranny of Creed; against the hot,

Foul Greed of Priest, and Superstitions Maw;

Against all man-made Shackles, and a man-made Hell  

Alone  At last  Unaided  

I REBEL!

No single, individual circumstance, but a chain of happenings in very quick succession, brought about a climax, forcing the hand of Howrah and his brother and for the moment drawing the McCleans, father and daughter, into the toothed wheel of Indian action. As usual in India, the usual brought about the unexpected, and the unexpected fitted strangely into the complex, mysteriously worked-out whole.

Two days after Joanna left the mission house, through a hole made in the thatch, the spirit of revolt took hold of Rosemary McClean again. The stuffy, narrow quarters  the insolent, doubled, unexplained, but very obvious, guard that lounged outside  the sense of rank injustice and helplessness  the weird feeling of impending horror added onto stale-grown ghastliness  youth, chafing at the lack of liberty  stirred her to action.

Without a word to her father, who was writing reports that seemed endless at the little desk by the shaded window, she left the house  drew with a physical effort on all her reserve of strength and health  faced the scorching afternoon wind, as though it were a foe that could shrink away before her courage, and walked, since she had no pony now, in any direction in which chance or her momentary whim might care to lead her.

I wont cry again  and I wont submit  and Ill see what happens! she told herself; and the four who followed her at a none-too-respectful distance  two of the Maharajahs men in uniform and two shabby-looking ruffians of Jaimihrs  grinned as they scented action. Like their masters they bore no love for one another; they were there now, in fact, as much to watch one another as the missionaries; they detected the possibility of an excuse to be at one anothers throats, and gloated as they saw two messengers, one of either side, run off in a hurry to inform the rival camps.

It was neither plan nor conscious selection that led Rosemary McClean toward the far end of the maidan, where the sluggish, narrow, winding Howrah River sucked slimily beside the burning ghats. When she realized where her footsteps were leading her she would have turned in horror and retreated, for even a legitimately roasting corpse that died before the Hindoo priests had opportunity to introduce it to the flames is no sight for eyes that are civilized.

But, when she turned her head, the sight of her hurrying escort perspiring in her wake  (few natives like the heat and wind one whit better than their conquerors)  filled her with an unexpected, probably unjustifiable, determination not to let them see her flinch at any kind of horror. That was the spirit of sahibdom that is not always quite commendable; it is the spirit that takes Anglo-Saxon women to the seething, stenching plains and holds them there high-chinned to stiffen their men-folk by courageous example, but it leads, too, to things not quite so womanly and good.

Ill show them! muttered Rosemary McClean, wiping the blown dust from her eyes and facing the wind again that now began to carry with it the unspread taint  the awful, sickening, soul-revolting smell inseparable from Hindoo funeral rites. There were three pyres, low-smouldering, close by the river-bank, and men stirred with long poles among the ashes to make sure that the incineration started the evening before should be complete; there was one pyre that looked as though it had been lit long after dawn  another newly lit  and there were two pyres building.

It was those two new ones that held her attention, and finally decided her to hold her course. She wanted to make sure. The smell of burning  the unoutlined, only guessed-at ghastliness  would probably have killed her courage yet, before she came close enough to really see; but the suspicion of a greater horror drew her on, as snakes are said to draw birds on, by merely being snakes, and with red-rimmed eyes smarting from smoke as well as wind she pressed forward.

The ghats were deserted-looking, for the funeral rites of those who burned were practically over until the time should come to scatter ashes on the river-surface; only a few attendants hovered close to the fires to prod them and occasionally throw on extra logs. Only round the two new pyres not yet quite finished was anything approaching a crowd assembled, and there a priest was officiously directing the laying of the logs. It was the manner of their laying and the careful building of a scaffold on each side of either pyre that held Rosemary McCleans attention  called all the rebellious womanhood within her to interfere  and drew her nearer.

Soon the priest noticed her  a cotton-skirted wraith amid the smoke  and shouted to the guards behind; one of them answered, laughing coarsely, and Rosemary understood enough of the dialect he used to grit her teeth with shame and anger. The men left off building, and, directed by the priest, came toward her in a ragged line to cut her off from closer approach; she stood, then  examined the new pyres as carefully as she could  walked to another vantage-point and viewed them sideways  then turned her back.

Oh, the brutes! she ejaculated. There were tears in her voice, as well as helpless anger. There is not one devil, there are a million, and they all live here!

She looked back again once, trembling with an overmastering hate, directed less at the priest who grinned back at her than at the loathsome rite he represented. In two actual words, she cursed him. It was the first time she had ever cursed anybody in her life, and the wickedness of doing it swept over her as a relief. She revelled in it. She was glad she had cursed him. Her little, light, graceful body that had been quivering grew calm again, and she turned to hurry home with an unexpected sense of having pulled some lever in the mechanism that would bring about results. She neither knew nor cared what results, nor how they were to happen; she felt that that curse of hers, her first, had landed on the mark!

But she had come further than she thought. Distance, hot wind, and emotion had exhausted her far more, too, than she had had time to realize. Before a mile of the homeward journey had been accomplished, she was forced against her stubborn Scots will to sit down on a big stone by the roadside and rest, while the four that followed came up close, grinning and passing remarks in anything but under-tones. If the meaning of the words escaped her, their gestures left little to be misunderstood. A crowd of stragglers drew together near the four  laughed with them  took sides in the coarse-worded argument about Jaimihrs known ambition  and shamed her into pressing on homeward.

But she was forced to rest again, and then again. Physical sickness prevented her from obeying instinct, reason, will, that all three urged her on. No false pride now told her to dare the insolence of the guards; nothing appealed to her but the desire to hurry, hurry, hurry, and do whatever should appear to need doing when she reached the mission house. She had no plan in her head. She only knew that she had cursed a man, and that the curse was potent. But her feet dragged, and her vitality died down. It was sundown when she reached the mission house, and she could hear the rising, falling, intermittent din of drums before she saw her father in the doorway.

Father! She ran to him, and he caught her in his arms to save her from falling headlong. Father, there is going to be a suttee tonight! Hear the drums, father! Hear the drums! Itll be tonight! Thats to stop the screams from being heard! Listen to them, father  two suttees, side by side  Ive seen the pyres and the scaffolds  do they jump into the flames, father, from the scaffolds?  tell me! No-dont tell me  I wont listen! Take me away from here  away  away  away  take me away, dyou hear!

He carried her inside, and laid her on the caned couch in the living-room, looking like a great, big, helpless, gray-haired baby, as any man is prone to do when he has hysteria to deal with in a woman whom he loves.

I cursed a man, father! I cursed a man! I did! I said Damn you! Im glad!

Dont, little girl  dont! Lassie mine, dont! Never mind what you saw or what you said  be calm now  there is something we must do; we must act; I have determined we must act. We must act tonight. But we cant do anything with you in this state.

Slowly, gradually he calmed her  or probably she grew calm, in spite of his attentions, for he was too upset himself to exercise much soothing sway over anybody else. At last, though, she fell into a fitful sleep, and he sat beside her, holding rigid the left hand that she clutched, letting it stiffen and grow cold and numb for fear of waking her.

Outside a full moon rose majestically, pure and silvery as peace herself, bathing the universe in blessings. And each month, when the full moon rose above the carved dome of Sivas temple, there was a ceremony gone through that commemorated cruelty, greed, poisoning, throat-slitting, hate, and all the hell-invented infamy that suckles always at the breast of stagnant treasure.

Since history has forgotten when, at each full moon, the priests of Siva had gone with circumstantial ceremony to view the hoarded wealth tied up by jealousy and guarded jealously in Howrahs palace. With them, as the custom that was stronger than a thousand laws dictated, went the Maharajah and his brother Jaimihr  joint owners with the priests.

There had not been one Maharajah, since the first of that long line, who would not have given the lives of ten thousand men for leave to broach that treasure; nor, since the first heir apparent shared the secret with the priests and the holder of the throne, had there been one prince in line-son-brother-cousin  who would not have drenched the throne with his relations blood with that same purpose.

Heir after heir could have agreed with Maharajah, but the priests had stood between. That treasure was their fulcrum; the legacy, dictated by a dead, misguided hand, intended as a war reserve to stay the throne of Howrah in its need, and trebly locked to guard against profligacy, had placed the priests of Siva in the position of dictators of Howrahs destiny. A word from them, and a prince would slay his father  only to discover that the promises of Sivas priests were something less to build on than the hope of loot. There would be another heir apparent to be let into the secret  another man to scheme and hunger for the throne  another party to the bloody three-angled intrigue which kept the Siva-servers fat and the princes lean.

Past masters of the art by which superstitious ignorance is swayed, the priests could swing the allegiance of the mob whichever way they chose  even the soldiers, loyal enough to their masters under ordinary circumstances, would have rebelled at as much as a hint from holy Siva. It was the priests who made it possible for Jaimihr to dare take his part in the ceremony; without them he would not have entered his brothers palace-yard unless five thousand men at least were there to guard his back  but, if there was danger where the priests were, there was safety too.

As the custom was, he rode to the temple of Siva first with a ten-man guard; there, when the priests had finished droning age-old anthems to the echoing roof, when his brother, the Maharajah, also with a ten-man guard, had joined him, and the two had submitted to the sanctifying rites prescribed, eleven priests would walk with them in solemn mummery to the palace-entrance  censer-swinging, chanting, blasphemously acting duty to their gods and state.

The moon  and that, too, was custom-rested with her lower rim one full hands breadth above the temple dome as viewed from the palace-gate, when a gong clanged resonantly, died to silence, music of pipes and cymbals broke on the evening quiet, and the strange procession started from the temple door, the Maharajah leading.

Generally it passed uninterrupted over the intervening street to the palace-entrance, between the ranks of a salaaming, silent crowd, and disappeared from view. This time, though, for the first time in living memory, and possibly for the first time in all history, the unforeseen, amazing happened. The procession stopped. Moon-bathed, between the carved posts of the palace-gate, two people blocked the way.

The music ceased. The sudden silence framed itself against the distant thunder of a hundred drums. The crowd  all heads bowed, as decreed  drew in its breath and held it. A sea of pugrees moved as brown eyes looked up surreptitiously  stared  memorized  and then looked down again. There was no precedent for this happening, and even the Maharajah and the priests were at a momentary loss  stood waiting, staring  and said nothing.

Maharajah-sahib!  I must interrupt your ceremony. I must have word with you at once!

It was Duncan McClean, bareheaded, holding his daughters hand. They had no weapons; they were messengers of peace, protesting, or so they looked. No longer timid, but resigned to what might happen  they held each others hands, and blocked the way of Sivas votaries  Sivas tools  and Sivas ritual.

Jaimihr whispered to his brother  the first time he had dared one word to him in person for years  the high priest of the temple pressed forward angrily, saying nothing, but trying to combine rage and dignity with an attempt to turn the incident to priestly advantage. Surely this was a crisis out of which the priests must come triumphant; they held all the cards  knew how and when rebellion was timed, and could compare, as the principals themselves could not do, Howrahs strength with Jaimihrs. And the priests had the crowd to back them  the ignorant, superstitious crowd that can make or dethrone emperors.

But some strange freak of real dignity  curiosity perhaps, or possibly occasion  spurred desire to act of his own initiative and keep the high priest in his place  impelled the Maharajah in that minute. Men said afterward that Jaimihr had whispered to him advice which he knew was barbed because it was his brother whispering, and that he promptly did the opposite; but, whatever the motive, he drew himself up in all his jewelled splendor and demanded: What do you people wish?

The McCleans were given no time to reply. The priests did not see fit to let the reins of this occasion slip; the word went out, panic-voiced, that sacrilege to Siva was afoot.

Slay them! Slay them! yelled the crowd. They violate the sacred rites!

There were no Mohammedans among that crowd to take delight in seeing Hindoo priests discomfited and Hindoo ritual disturbed. There came no counter-shout. The crowd did not, as so often happens, turn and rend itself; and yet, though a surge from behind pressed forward, the men in front pressed back.

Slay them! Slay the sacrilegious foreigners! The yell grew louder and more widely voiced, but no man in the front ranks moved.

The Maharajah looked from the company of guards that lined the palace-steps to the priests and his brother and the crowd  and then to the McCleans again.

He remembered Alwa and his Rangars, thought of the messenger whom he had sent, remembered that a regiment of lance-armed horsemen would be worth a risk or two to win over to his side, and made decision.

You are in danger, he asserted, using a pronoun not intended to convey politeness, but  Eastern of the East  counteracting that by courtesy of manner. Do you ask my aid?

Yes, among other things, Duncan McClean answered him. I wish also to speak about a Rangar, who I know is held prisoner in a cage in the Jaimihr-sahibs palace.

Speak of that later, answered Howrah. Guard!

He made a sign. A spoken word might have told the priests too much, and have set them busy fore-stalling him. The guards rushed down the steps, seized both McCleans, and half-carried, half-hustled them up the palace-steps, through the great carved doors, and presently returned without them.

They are my prisoners, said the Maharajah, turning to the high priest. We will now proceed.

The crowd was satisfied, at least for the time being. Well versed in the kind of treatment meted out to prisoners, partly informed of what was preparing for the British all through India, the crowd never doubted for an instant but that grizzly vengeance awaited the Christians who had dared to remonstrate against time-honored custom. It looked for the moment as though the high priests word had moved the Maharajah to order the arrest, and the high priest realized it. By skilful play and well-used dignity he might contrive to snatch all the credit yet. He ordered; the pipes and cymbals started up again at once; and, one by one  Maharajah, Jaimihr, high priest, then royal guard, Jaimihrs guard, priest again  the procession wound ahead, jewelled and egretted, sabred and spurred, priest-robed, representative of all the many cancers eating at the heart of India.

Chanting, clanging, wailing minor dirges to the night, it circled all the front projections of the palace, turned where a small door opened on a courtyard at one side, entered, and disappeared.


CHAPTER XVIII

Oh, is it good, my soldier prince and is the wisdom clear,

To guard thy front a thousand strong, while ten may take thy rear?

Now, because it was impregnable to almost anything except a yet-to-be-invented air-ship, the Alwa-sahib owned a fortress still, high-perched on a crag that overlooked a glittering expanse of desert. More precious than its bulk in diamonds, a spring of clear, cold water from the rock-lined depths of mother earth gushed out through a fissure near the Summit, and round that spring had been built, in bygone centuries, a battlemented nest to breed and turn out warriors. Alwas grandfather had come by it through complicated bargaining and dowry-contracts, and Alwa now held it as the rallying-point for the Rangars thereabout.

But its defensibility was practically all the crag fort had to offer by way of attraction. Down at its foot, where the stream of rushing water splashed in a series of cascades to the thirsty, sandy earth, there were an acre or two of cultivation  sufficient, in time of peace, to support an attenuated garrison and its horses. But for his revenues the Alwa-sahib had to look many a long days march afield. Leagues of desert lay between him and the nearest farm he owned, and since  more in the East than anywhere  a landlords chief absorption is the watching of his rents, it followed that he spent the greater part of his existence in the saddle, riding from one widely scattered tenant to another.

It was luck or fortuitous circumstance  Fate, he would have called it, had he wasted time to give it name  that brought him along a road where, many miles from Howrah City, he caught sight of Joanna. Needless to say, he took no slightest notice of her.

Dog-weary, parched, sore-footed, she was hurrying along the burning, sandy trail that led in the direction of Alwas fort. The trail was narrow, and the horsemen whose mounts ambled tirelessly behind Alwas plain-bred Arab pressed on past him, to curse the hag and bid her make horse-room for her betters. She sunk on the sand and begged of them. Laughingly, they asked her what a coin would buy in all that arid waste.

Have the jackals, then, turned tradesman? they jeered; but she only mumbled, and displayed her swollen tongue, and held her hands in an attitude of pitiful supplication. Then Alwa cantered up  rode past  heard one of his men jeering  drew rein and wheeled.

Give her water! he commanded.

He sat and watched her while she knelt, face upward, and a Rangar poured lukewarm water from a bottle down her tortured throat. He held it high and let the water splash, for fear his dignity might suffer should he or the bottle touch her. Strictly speaking, Rangars have no caste, but they retain by instinct and tradition many of the Hindoo prejudices. Alwa himself saw nothing to object to in the mans precaution.

Ask the old crows meat whither she was running.

She says she would find the Alwa-sahib.

Tell her I am he.

Joanna fawned and laid her wrinkled forehead in the dust.

Get up! he growled. Thy service is dishonor and my ears are deaf to it! Now, speak! Hast thou a message? Who is it sends a rat to bring me news?

Ali Partab.

Soho! And who is Ali Partab? He needs to learn manners. He has come to a stern school for them!

Sahib  great one  Prince of swordsmen!  Ali Partab is Mahommed Gunga-sahibs man. He bid me say that he is held a prisoner in a bear-cage in Jaimihrs palace and needs aid.

Alwas black beard dropped onto his chest as he frowned in thought. He had nine men with him. Jaimihr had by this time, perhaps, as many as nine thousand, for no one knew but Jaimihr and the priests how many in the district waited to espouse his cause. The odds seemed about as stupendous as any that a man of his word had ever been called upon to take.

A moment more, and without consulting any one, he bade one of his men dismount.

Put that hag on thy horse! he commanded. Mount thou behind another!

The order was obeyed. Another Rangar took the led horse, and Joanna found herself, perched like a monkey on a horse that objected to the change of riders, between two troopers whose iron-thewed legs squeezed hers into the saddle.

To Howrah City! ordered Alwa, starting off at an easy, desert-eating amble; and without a word of comment, but with downward glances at their swords and a little back-stiffening which was all of excitement that they deigned to show, his men wheeled three and three behind him.

It was no affair of Alwas that a full moon shone that night  none of his arranging that on that one night of the month Jaimihr and his most trusted body-guard should go with the priests and the Maharajah to inspect the treasure. Alwa was a soldier, born to take instant advantage of chance  sent opportunity; Jaimihr was a schemer, born to indecision and the cunning that seeks underhanded means but overlooks the obvious. Because the streets were full of men whose allegiance was doubtful yet, because he himself would be too occupied to sit like a spider in a web and watch the intentions of the crowd unfold, Jaimihr had turned out every retainer to his name, and had scattered them about the city, with orders, if they were needed, to rally on a certain point.

He did think that at any minute a disturbance might break out which would lead to civil war, and he saw the necessity for watchfulness at every point; but he did not see the rather obvious necessity for leaving more than twenty men on guard inside his palace. Not even the thoughtfulness of Sivas priests could have anticipated that ten horse-men would be riding out of nowhere, with the spirit in them that ignores side issues and leads them only straight to their objective.

Alwa, as a soldier, knew exactly where fresh horses could be borrowed while his tired ones rested. A little way beyond the outskirts of the city lived a man who was neither Mohammedan nor Hindoo  a fearful man, who took no sides, but paid his taxes, carried on his business, and behaved  a Jew, who dealt in horses and in any other animal or thing that could be bought to show a profit.

Alwa had an utterly complete contempt for Jews, as was right and proper in a Rangar of the blood. He had not met many of them, and those he had had borne away the memory of most outrageous insult gratuitously offered and rubbed home. But this particular Jew was a money-lender on occasion, and his rates had proved as reasonable as his acceptance of Alwas unwritten promise had been prompt. A man who holds his given word as sacred as did Alwa respects, in the teeth of custom or religion, the man who accepts that word; so, when the chance had offered, Alwa had done the Jew occasional favors and had won his gratitude. He now counted on the Jew for fresh horses.

To reach him, he had to wade the Howrah River, less than a mile from where the burning ghats glowed dull crimson against the sky; the crowd around the ghats was the first intimation he received that the streets might prove less densely thronged than usual. It was the Jew, beard-scrabbling and fidgeting among his horses, who reminded him that when the full moon shone most of the populace, and most of Jaimihrs and Howrahs guards, would be occupied near Sivas temple and the palace.

He left his own horses, groomed again, and gorging their fill of good, clean grain in the Jews ramshackle stable place. Joanna he turned loose, to sneak into any rat-hole that she chose. Then, with their swords drawn  for if trouble came it would be certain to come suddenly  he and his nine made a wide-ringed circuit of the city, to a point where the main street passing Jaimihrs palace ended in a rune of wind-piled desert sand. From the moment when they reached that point they did not waste a second; action trod on the heel of thought and thought flashed fast as summer lightning.

They lit through the deserted street, troubling for speed, not silence; the few whom they passed had no time to determine who they were, and no one followed them. A few frightened night-wanderers ran at sight of them, hiding down side streets, but when they brought up at last outside Jaimihrs palace-gate they had so far escaped recognition. And that meant that no one would carry word to Jaimihr or his men.

It was death-dark outside the bronze-hinged double gate; only a dim lamp hung above from chains, to show how dark it was, and the moon  cut off by trees and houses on a bluff of rising ground  lent nothing to the gloom.

Open! The jaimihr-sahib comes! shouted Alwa and one of his horsemen legged up close beside the gate.

Some one moved inside, for his footsteps could be heard; whoever he was appeared to listen cautiously.

Open for the Jaimihr-sahib! repeated Alwa.

Evidently that was not the usual command, or otherwise the gates would have swung open on the instant. Instead, one gate moved inward by a fraction of a foot, and a pureed head peered cautiously between the gap. That, though, was sufficient. With a laugh, the man up closest drove his sword-hilt straight between the Hindoos eyes, driving his horses shoulder up against the gate; three others spurred and shoved beside him. Not thirty seconds later Alwa and his nine were striking hoof sparks on the stone of Jaimihrs courtyard, and the gates  that could have easily withstood a hundred-man assault with battering-rams  had clanged behind them, bolted tight against their owner.

Where is the bear cage? demanded Alwa. It is a bear I need, not blood!

The dozen left inside to guard the palace had recovered quickly enough from their panic. They were lining up in the middle of the courtyard, ready to defend their honor, even if the palace should be lost. It was barely probable that Jaimihrs temper would permit them the privilege of dying quickly should he come and find his palace looted; a Rangars sword seemed better, and they made ready to die hard.

Wheres Ali Partab?

There was no answer. The little crowd drew in, and one by one took up the fighting attitude that each man liked the best.

I say I did not come for blood! I came for Ali Partab! If I get him, unharmed, I ride away again; but otherwise

What otherwise? asked the captain of the guard.

This palace burns!

There was a momentary consultation  no argument, but a quickly reached agreement.

He is here, unharmed, declared the captain gruffly.

Bring him out!

What proof have we that he is all you came for?

My given word.

But the Jaimihr-sahib

You also have my given word that unless I get Ali Partab this palace burns, with all that there is in it!

Distrustful still, the captain of the guard called out to a sweeper, skulking in the shadow by the stables to go and loose Ali Partab.

Send no sweepers to him! ordered Alwa. He has suffered indignity enough. Go thou!

The captain of the guard obeyed. Two minutes later Ali Partab stood before Alwa and saluted.

Sahib, my masters thanks!

They are accepted, answered Alwa, with almost regal dignity. Bring a lamp! he ordered.

One of the guard brought a hand-lantern, and by its light Alwa examined Ali Partab closely. He was filthy, and his clothing reeked of the disgusting confinement he had endured.

Give this man clothing fit for a man of mine! commanded Alwa.

Sahib, there is none; perhaps the Jaimihr-sahib

I have ordered!

There was a movement among Alwas men  a concerted, horse-length-forward movement, made terrifying by the darkness  each man knew well enough that the men they were bullying could fight; success, should they have to force it at the sword-point, would depend largely on which side took the other by surprise.

It is done, sahib, said the leader of the guard, and one man hurried off to execute the order. Ten minutes later  they were ten impatient minutes, during which the horses sensed the fever of anxiety and could be hardly made to stand  Ali Partab stood arrayed in clean, new khaki that fitted him reasonably well.

A sword, now! demanded Alwa. Thy sword! This man had a sword when he was taken! Give him thine, unless there is a better to be had.

There was nothing for it but obedience, for few things were more certain than that Alwa was not there to waste time asking for anything he would not fight for if refused. The guard held out his long sword, hilt first, and Ali Partab strapped it on.

I had three horses when they took me, he asserted, three good ones, sound and swift, belonging to my master.

Then take three of Jaimihrs!

It took ten minutes more for Ali Partab and two of Alwas men to search the stables and bring out the three best chargers of the twenty and more reserved for Jaimihrs private use. They were wonders of horses, half-Arab and half-native-bred, clean-limbed and firm  worth more, each one of them, than all three of Mahommed Gungas put together.

Are they good enough? demanded Alwa.

My master will be satisfied, grinned Ali Partab.

Open the gate, then! Alwa was peering through the blackness for a sight of firearms, but could see none. He guessed  and he was right  that the guard had taken full advantage of their masters absence, and had been gambling in a corner while their rifles rested under cover somewhere else. For a second he hesitated, dallying with the notion of disarming the guard before he left, then decided that a fight was scarcely worth the risking now, and with ten good men behind him he wheeled and scooted through the wide-flung gates into outer gloom.

He galloped none too fast, for his party was barely out of range before a ragged volley ripped from the palace-wall; one of his men, hampered and delayed by a led horse that was trying to break away from him, was actually hit, and begged Alwa to ride back and burn the palace after all. He was grumbling still about the honor of a Rangar, when Alwa called a halt in the shelter of a deserted side street in order to question Ali Partab further.

Ali Partab protested that he did not know what to say or think about the missionaries. He explained his orders and vowed that his honor held him there in Howrah until Miss McClean should consent to come away. He did not mention the father; he was a mere side issue  it was Alwa who asked after him.

A tick on the belly of an ox rides with the ox, said Ali Partab.

Lead on, then, to the mission house, commanded Alwa, and the ten-man troop proceeded to obey. They had reached the main street again, and were wheeling into it, when Joanna sprang from gutter darkness and intercepted them. She was all but ridden down before Ali Partab recognized her.

The mohurs, sahib! she demanded. Three golden mohurs!

Ay, three! said Ali Partab, giving her a hand and yanking her off the ground. She sprang across his horses rump behind him, and he seemed to have less compunction about personal defilement than the others had.

Is she thy wife or thy mother-in-law? laughed Alwa.

Nay, sahib, but my creditor! The mother of confusion tells me that the Miss-sahib and her father are in Howrahs palace!

They halted, all together in a cluster in the middle of the street  shut in by darkness  watched for all they knew, by a hundred enemies.

Of their own will or as prisoners?

As prisoners, sahib.

Back to the side street! Quickly! Jaimihr rats nest is one affair, he muttered; Howrah beehive is another!


CHAPTER XIX

Now, secrets and things of the Councils of Kings

Are deucid expensive to buy,

For it wouldnt look nice if a Councillors price

Were anything other than high.

Be advised, though, and note that the price they will quote

Is less at each grade you go deeper,

And  (Up on its toes its the Underworld knows!)  

The cheapest of all is the Sweeper.

JOANNA  when Alwa forgot about her and loosed her to run just where she chose  had sneaked, down alleys and over roof-tops, straight for the mission house. She found there nothing but a desultory guard and an impression, rather than the traces, of an empty cage. About two minutes of cautious questioning of neighbors satisfied her where the missionaries were; nothing short of death seemed able to deprive her of ability to flit like a black bat through the shadows, and the distance to Howrahs palace was accomplished, by her usual bats entry route, in less time than a pony would have taken by the devious street. Before Alwa had thundered on Jaimihrs gate Joanna had mingled in the crowd outside the palace and was shrewdly questioning again.

She arrived too late to see McClean and his daughter seized; what she did hear was that they were prisoners, and that the Maharajah, Jaimihr, and the priests were all of them engaged in the secret ceremony whose beginning was a monthly spectacle but whose subsequent developments  supposed to be somewhere in the bowels of the earth  were known only to the men who held the key.

Like a rat running in the wainscot holes, she tried to follow the procession; like everybody else, she knew the way it took from the palace gate, and  as few others were  she was aware of a scaling-place on the outer wall where a huge baobab drooped century-scarred branches nearly to the ground on either side. The sacred monkeys used that route and where they went Joanna could contrive to follow.

It was another member of the sweeper caste, lurking in the darkness of an inner courtyard, who pointed out the bronze-barred door to her through which the treasure guardians had chanted on their way; it was he, too, who told her that Rosemary McClean and her father had been rushed into the palace through the main entrance. Also, he informed her that there was no way  positively no way practicable even for a monkey or a bird  of following further. He was a sweeper-intimate acquaintance of creeper ladders, trap-doors, gutters drains, and byways; she realized at once that there would be no wisdom in attempting to find within an hour what he had not discovered in a lifetime.

So Joanna, her beady eyes glittering between the wrinkled folds of skin, slunk deeper in a shadow and began to think. She, the looker-on, had seen the whole play from its first beginning and could judge at least that part of it which had its bearing on her missionary masters. First, she knew what Jaimihrs ambition was  every man in Howrah knew how he planned to seize Miss McClean when the moment should be propitious  and her Eastern wisdom warned her that Jaimihr, foiled, would stop at nothing to contrive vengeance. If he could not seize Miss McClean, he would be likely to use every means within his power to bring about her death and prevent another from making off with his prize. Jaimihr, then, was the most pressing danger.

Second, as a Hindoo, she knew well how fiendishly the priests loathed the Christian missionaries; and it was common knowledge that the Maharajah was cross-hobbled by the priests. The Maharajah was a fearful man, and, unless the priests and Jaimihr threatened him with a show of combination, there was a slight chance that he might dread British vengeance too much to dare permit violence to the McCleans. Possibly he might hold out against the priests alone; but before an open alliance between Jaimihr and the priests he would surrender for his own thrones sake.

So far Joanna could reason readily enough, for there was a vast fund of wisdom stored beneath her wrinkled ugliness. But her Eastern limitation stopped her there. She could not hold loyalty to more than one cause, or to more than one offshoot of that cause, in the same shrewd head at once. She decided that at all costs Jaimihr must be out of the way so that the Maharaja might be left to argue with the priests alone. For the moment no other thought occurred to her.

The means seemed ready to her hand. A peculiarity of the East, which is democratic in most ways under the veneer of swaggering autocracy, that servants of the very lowest caste may speak, and argue on occasion, with men who would shudder at the prospect of defilement from their touch. There was nothing in the least outrageous in the proposition that the sweeper, waiting in a corner for the procession to emerge again so that he might curl on his mat and sleep undisturbed when it had gone, should dare to approach Jaimihr and address him. He would run no small risk of being beaten by the guards; but, on the other hand, should he catch jaimihrs ear and interest him, he would be safe.

Wouldst thou win Jaimihrs favor? asked Joanna, creeping up beside him, and whispering with all the suggestiveness she could assume.

Who would not? Who knows that within week he will not be ruler?

True. I have a message for him. I must hurry back. Deliver it for me.

What would be the nature of the message?

This. His prisoner is gone. A raid has taken place. In his absence, while his men patrolled the city, certain Rangars broke into his palace  looted  and prepared to burn. Bid him hurry back with all the men he can collect.

From whom is this message?

From the captain of the guard.

And I am to deliver it? Thou dodderest! Mother of a murrain, have I not trouble sufficient for one man? Who bears bad news to a prince, or to any but his enemy? I  with these two eyes  I saw what happened to the men who bore bad news to Howrah once. I  with this broom of mine  I helped clean up the mess. Deliver thine own message!

Nay. Afterward I will say this  to the Jaimihr-sahib in person. There is one, I will tell him, a sweeper in the palace, who refused to bear tidings when the need was great.

If his palace is burned and his wealth all ashes, who cares what Jaimihr hears?

There is no glow yet in the sky, said Joanna looking up. The palace is not yet in flames; they loot still.

What if it be not true?

Will Jaimihr not be glad?

Glad to see me, the bearer of false news, impaled  or crushed beneath an elephant  ay  glad, indeed.

The reward, were the Jaimihr-sahib warned in time, would be a great one.

Then, why waitest thou not to have word with him. Art thou above rewards?

Have no fear! He will know in good time who it was brought thee the news.

They argued for ten minutes, Joanna threatening and coaxing and promising rewards, until at last the man consented. It was the thought, thoroughly encouraged by Joanna, that the penalty for not speaking would be greater than the beating he might get for bearing evil news that at last convinced him; and it was not until she had won him over and assured herself that he would not fail that it dawned on Joanna just what an edged tool she was playing with. While getting rid of Jaimihr, she was endangering the liberty and life of Alwa  the one man able to do anything for the McCleans!

That thought sent her scooting over housetops, diving down dark alleyways, racing, dodging, hiding, dashing on again, and brought her in the nick of time to a ditch, from whose shelter she sprang and seized the hand of Ali Partab. That incident, and her intimation that the missionaries were in Howrahs palace, took Alwa back up the black, blind side street; and before he emerged from it he saw Jaimihr and his ten go thundering past, their eyes on the sky-line for a hint of conflagration, and their horses  belly-to-the-earth  racing as only fear, or enthusiasm, or grim desperation in their riders minds can make them race.

A little later, in groups and scattered fours, and one by one, his heavy-breathing troopers followed, cursing the order that had sent them abroad with-out their horses, damning  as none but a dismounted cavalryman can damn  the earths unevenness, their swords, their luck, their priests, the night, their boots, and Jaimihr. Forewarned, Alwa held on down the pitch-dark side street, into whose steep-sided chasm the moons rays would not reach for an hour or two to come, and once again he led his party in a sweeping, wide-swung circle, loose-reined and swifter than the silent night wind  this time for Howrahs palace. There was his given word, plighted to Mahommed Gunga, to redeem.


CHAPTER XX

Ha! my purse may be lean, but my scutcheon is clean,

And Im backed by a dozen true men;

Ive a sword to my name, and a wrist for the same;

Can a king frown fear into me, then?

IT is the privilege of emperors, and kings and princes, that  however little real authority they have, or however much their power is undermined by men behind the throne  they must be accorded dignity. They must be, on the face of things, obeyed.

Inspection of the treasure finished and an hour-long mummery of rites performed, the thirty wound their way, chanting, in single file back again. The bronze-enforced door, that was only first of half a hundred barriers between approach and the semi-sacred hoard, at last clanged shut and was locked with three locks, each of whose individual keys was in the keeping of a separate member of the three  Maharajah, Prince, and priest. The same keys fitted every door of the maze  made passages, but no one door would open without all three.

Speaking like an omen from the deepest shadow, the sweeper called to Jaimihr.

Sahib, thy palace burns! Sahib, thy prisoner runs! Haste, sahib! Call thy men and hasten back! Thy palace is in flames  the Rangars come to

As a raven, disturbed into night omen-croaking, he sent forth his news from utter blackness into nerve-strung tension. No one member of the thirty but was on the alert for friction or sudden treachery; the were all eyes for each other, and the croaking fell on ears strained to the aching point. He had time to repeat his warning before one of Jaimihrs men stepped into the darkness where he hid and dragged him out.

Sahib, a woman came but now and brought the news. It was from the captain of the guard. The Rangars came to take their man away. They broke in. They burn. They loot. They

But Jaimihr did not wait another instant to hear the rest. To him this seemed like the scheming of his brother. Now he imagined he could read between the lines! That letter sent to Alwa had been misreported to him, and had been really a call to come and free the prisoner and wreak Rangar vengeance! He understood! But first he must save his palace, if it could be saved. The priests must have deceived him, so he wasted no time in arguing with them; he ran, with his guards behind him, to the outer wall of Sivas temple where the horses waited, each with a saice squatting at his head. The saices were sent scattering among the crowd to give the alarm and send the rest of his contingent hurrying back; Jaimihr and his ten drove home their spurs, and streaked, as the frightened jackal runs when a tiger interrupts them at their worry, hell-bent-for-leather up the unlit street.

Then Maharajah Howrahs custom-accorded dignity stood him in good stead. It flashed across his worried brain that space had been given him by the gods in which to think. Jaimihr  one facet of the problem and perhaps the sharpest  would have his hands full for a while, and the priests  wish how they would  would never dare omit the after-ritual in Sivas temple. He  untrammelled for an hour to come  might study out a course to take and hold with those embarrassing prisoners of his.

He turned  updrawn in regal stateliness  and intimated to the high priest that the ceremony might proceed without him. When the priests demurred and murmured, he informed them that he would be pleased to give them audience when the ritual was over, and without deigning another argument he turned through a side door into the palace.

Within ten minutes he was seated in his throne-room. One minute later his prisoners stood in front of him, still holding each others hands, and the guard withdrew. The great doors opening on the marble outer hall clanged tight, and in this room there were no carved screens through which a hidden, rustling world might listen. There was gold-incrusted splendor  there were glittering, hanging ornaments that far outdid the peacocks feathers of the canopy above the throne; but the walls were solid, and the marble floor rang hard and true.

There was no nook or corner anywhere that could conceal a man. For a minute, still bejewelled in his robes of state and glittering as the diamonds in his head-dress caught the light from half a dozen hanging lamps, the Maharajah sat and gazed at them, his chin resting on one hand and his silk-clad elbow laid on the carved gold arm of his throne.

Why am I troubled? he demanded suddenly.

You know! said the missionary. His daughter clutched his hand tightly, partly to reassure him, partly because she knew that a despot would be bearded now in his gold-bespattered den, and fear gripped her.

Maharajah-sahib, when I came here with letters from the government of India and asked you for a mission house in which to live and work, I told you that I came as a friend  as a respectful sympathizer. I told you I would not incite rebellion against you, and that I would not interfere with native custom or your authority so long as acquiescence and obedience by me did not run counter to the overriding law of the British Government.

Howrah did not even move his head in token that he listened, but his tired eyes answered.

To that extent I promised not to interfere with your religion.

Howrah nodded.

Once  twice  in all nine times  I came and warned you that the practice of suttee was and is illegal. My knowledge of Sanskrit is only slight, but there are others of my race who have had opportunity to translate the Sanskrit Vedas, and I have in writing what they found in them. I warned you, when that information reached me, that your priests have been deliberately lying to you  that the Vedas say: Thrice-blessed is she who dies of a broken heart because her lord and master leaves her. They say nothing, absolutely nothing, about suttee or its practice, which from the beginning has been a damnable invention of the priests. But the practice of suttee has continued. I have warned the government frequently, in writing, but for reasons which I do not profess to understand they have made no move as yet. For that reason, and for no other, I have tried to be a thorn in your side, and will continue to try to be until this suttee ceases!

Why, demanded Howrah, since you are a foreigner with neither influence nor right, do you stay here and behold what you cannot change? Does a snake lie sleeping on an ant-hill? Does a woman watch the butchering of lambs? Yet, do ant-hills cease to be, and are lambs not butchered? Look the other way! Sleep softer in another place!

I am a prisoner. For months past my daughter and I have been prisoners to all intents and purposes, and you, Maharajah-sahib, have known it well. Now, the one man who was left to be our escort to another place is a prisoner, too. You know that, too. And you ask me why I stay! Suppose you answer?

Rosemary squeezed his hand again, this time less to restrain him than herself. She was torn between an inclination to laugh at the daring or shiver at the indiscretion of taking to task a man whose one word could place them at the mercy of the priests of Siva, or the mob. But Duncan McClean, a little bowed about the shoulders, peered through his spectacles and waited  quite unawed by all the splendor  for the Maharajahs answer.

Of what man do you speak? asked Howrah, still undecided what to do with them, and anxious above all things to disguise his thoughts. What man is a prisoner, and how do you know it?

Before McClean had time to answer him, a spear haft rang on the great teak double door. There was a pause, and the clang repeated  another pause  a third reverberating, humming metal notice of an interruption, and the doors swung wide. A Hindoo, salaaming low so that the expression of his face could not be seen, called out down the long length of the hall.

The Alwa-sahib waits, demanding audience! There was no change apparent on Howrahs face. His fingers tightened on the jewelled cimeter that protruded, silk-sashed, from his middle, but neither voice nor eyes nor lips betrayed the least emotion. It was the McCleans whose eyes blazed with a new-born hope, that was destined to be dashed a second later.

Has he guards with him?

But ten, Maharajah-sahib.

Then remove these people to the place where they were, and afterward admit him  without his guards!

I demand permission to speak with this Alwa-sahib! said McClean.

Remove them!

Two spear-armed custodians of the door advanced. Resistance was obviously futile. Still holding his daughters hand, the missionary let himself be led to the outer hall and down a corridor, where, presently, a six-inch door shut prisoners and guards even from sound of what transpired beyond.

Alwa, swaggering until his long spurs jingled like a bunch of keys each time his boot-heels struck the marble floor, strode straight as a soldier up to the raised throne dais  took no notice whatever of the sudden slamming of the door behind him  looked knife-keenly into Howrahs eyes  and saluted with a flourish.

I come from bursting open Jaimihrs buzzard roost! he intimated mildly. He held a man of mine. I have the man.

Merely to speak first was insolence; but that breach of etiquette was nothing to his manner and his voice. It appeared that he was so utterly confident of his own prowess that he could afford to speak casually; he did not raise his voice or emphasize a word. He was a man of his word, relating facts, and every line of his steel-thewed anatomy showed it.

I sent a letter to you, by horseman, with a present, said Howrah. I await the answer.

Alwas eyes changed, and his attention stiffened. Not having been at home, he knew nothing of the letter, but he did not choose to acknowledge the fact. The principle that one only shares the truth with friends is good, when taken by surprise.

I preferred to have confirmation of the matter from the Maharajahs lips in person, so  since I had this other matter to attend to  I combined two visits in one trip.

He lied, as he walked and fought, like a soldier, and the weary man who watched him from the throne detected no false ring.

I informed you that I had extended my protection to the two missionaries, man and daughter.

You did. Also, you did well. He tossed that piece of comfort to the despot as a man might throw table scraps to a starveling dog! I have come to take away the missionaries.

With a guard of ten!

It was the first admission of astonishment that either man had made.

Are you not aware that Jaimihr, too, has eyes on the woman?

I am aware of it. I have shown Jaimihr how deep my fear of him lies! I know, too, how deep the love lies between thee and thy brother, king of Howrah! I am here to remind you that many more than ten men would race their horses to a stand-still to answer my summons  brave men, Maharajah-sahib  men whose blades are keen, and straightly held, and true. They who would rally round me against Jaimihr would

Would fight for me?

I have not yet said so. There was a little, barely accentuated emphasis on the one word yet. The Maharajah thought a minute before he answered.

How many mounted troopers could you raise?

Who knows? A thousand  three thousand  according to the soreness of the need.

You have heard  I know that you have heard  what, even at this minute, awaits the British? I know, for I have taken care to know, that a cousin of yours  Mahommed Gunga  is interested for the British. So  so I am interested to have word with you.

Alwa laughed ironically.

And the tiger asked the wolf pack where good hunting was! he mocked. I and my men strike which way suits us when the hour comes.

My palace has many chambers in it! hinted Howrah. There have been men who wondered what the light of day was like, having long ago forgotten!

Make me prisoner! laughed Alwa. Count then the hours until three thousand blades join Jaimihr and help him grease the dungeon hinges with thy fat!

Having looted Jaimihrs palace, you speak thus?

Having whipped a dog, I wait for the dog to lick my hand.

What is your purpose with these missionaries?

To redeem my given word.

And then?

I would be free to pledge it again.

To me?

To whom I choose.

I will give thee the missionaries, against thy word to fight on my side when the hour comes.

Against whom?

The British.

I have no quarrel with the British, yet.

I will give thee the missionaries, against thy word to support me on this throne.

Against whom?

Against all comers.

If I refuse, what then?

Jaimihr  who by this time must surely be thy very warmest friend!  shall attack thee unmolested. Pledge thy word  take thy missionary people  and Jaimihr must oppose thee and me combined.

Should Jaimihr ride after me, what then?

If he takes many with him, he must leave his camp unguarded, or only weakly guarded. Then I would act. If he goes with few, how can he take thy castle?

Then I have your protection against Jaimihr, and the missionaries, against my promise to support you on the throne?

My word on it.

And mine.

Howrah rose, stepped forward to the dais edge, and held his hand out.

Nay! swore Alwa, recoiling. My word is given. I take no Hindoos hand!

Howrah glared for a moment, but thought better of the hot retort that rose to his lips. Instead he struck a silver gong, and when the doors swung open ordered the prisoners to be produced.

Escape through the palace-grounds, he advised Alwa. A man of mine will show the way.

Remember! said Alwa across his shoulder with more than royal insolence, I swore to help thee against Jaimihr and to support thee on thy throne  but in nothing did I swear to be thy tool  remember!


CHAPTER XXI

Howrah City bows the knee

(More or less) to masters three,

King, and Prince, and Siva.

Howrah City comes and goes  

Buys and sells  and never knows

Which is friend, and which are foes  

King, or Prince, or Siva.

THAT that followed Alwas breakaway was all but the tensest hour in Howrah Citys history. The inevitable  the foiled rage of the priests and Jaimihrs impudent insistence that the missionaries should be handed over to him  the Maharajahs answer  all combined to set the murmurings afoot. Men said that the threatened rebellion against the rule of Britain had broken loose at last, and a dozen other quite as false and equally probable things.

Jaimihr, finding that his palace was intact, and that only the prisoner and three horses from his stable were missing, placed the whole guard under arrest  stormed futilely, while his hurrying swarm flocked to him through the dinning streets  and then, mad-angry and made reckless by his rage, rode with a hundred at his back to Howrahs palace, scattering the bee-swarm of inquisitive but so far peaceful citizens right and left.

With little ceremony, he sent in word to Howrah that he wanted Alwa and the missionaries; he stated that his private honor was at stake, and that he would stop at nothing to wreak vengeance. He wanted the man who had dared invade his palace  the man whom he had released  and the two who were the prime cause of the outrage. And with just as little ceremony word came out that the Maharajah would please himself as to what he did with prisoners.

That message was followed almost instantly by the high priest of Siva in person, angry as a turkey-gobbler and blasphemously vindictive. He it was who told Jaimihr of the unexpected departure through the palace-grounds.

Ride, Jaimihr-sahib! Ride! he advised him.

How many have you? A hundred? Plenty! Ride and cut him off! There is but one road to Alwas place; he must pass by the northern ford through Howrah River. Ride and cut him off!

So, loose-reined, foam-flecked, breathing vengeance, Jaimihr and his hundred thundered through the dark hot night, making a bee-line for the point where Alwas band must pass in order to take the shortest route to safety.

It was his word to the Jew that saved Alwas neck. He and his men were riding borrowed horses, and he had promised to return them and reclaim his own. They had moved at a walk through winding, dark palace-alleys, led by a palace attendant, and debouched through a narrow door that gave barely horse-room into the road where Jaimihr had once killed a Maharati trader who molested Rosemary McClean. The missionary and his daughter were mounted on the horses seized in Jaimihrs stable; Joanna, moaning about three gold mohurs, sahib  three, where are they? was up behind Ali Partab, tossed like a pea on a drum-skin by the lunging movements of the wonder of a horse.

Instead of heading straight for home, in which case  although he did not know it  he would have been surely overhauled and brought to bay, he led at a stiff hand gallop to the Jews, changed horses, crossed the ford by the burning ghats, and swooped in a wide half-circle for the sandy trail that would take him homeward. He made the home road miles beyond the point where Jaimihr waited for him  drew rein into the long-striding amble that desert-taught horses love  and led on, laughing.

Ho! He laughed. Ho-ho! Here, then, is the end of Mahommed Gungas scheming! Now, when he comes with arguments to make me fight on the British side, what a tale I have for him! Ho! What a swearing there will be! I will give him his missionary people, and say, There, Mahommed Gunga, cousin mine, there is my word redeemed  there is thy man into the bargain  there are three horses for thee  and I  I am at Howrahs beck and call! Allah! What a swearing there will be!

There was swearing, viler and more blasphemous than any of which Mahommed Gunga might be capable, where Jaimihr waited in the dark. He waited until the yellow dawn broke up the first dim streaks of violet before he realized that Alwa had given him the slip; and he cursed even the high priest of Siva when that worthy accosted him and asked what tidings.

Another trick! swore Jaimihr. So, thou and thy temple rats saw fit to send me packing for the night! What devils tricks have been hatched out in my absence?

The high priest started to protest, but Jaimihr silenced him with coarse-mouthed threats.

I, too, can play double when occasion calls for it! he swore. And with that hint at coming trouble he clattered on home to his palace.

To begin with, when he reached home, he had the guard beaten all but unconscious for having dared let raiders in during the night before; then he sent them, waterless and thirsty, back to the dungeon. He felt better then, and called for ink and paper.

For hours he thought and wrote alternately, tearing up letter after letter. Then, at last, he read over a composition that satisfied him and set his seal at the foot. He placed the whole in a silver tube, poured wax into the joint, and called for the fat man who had been responsible for Ali Partabs capture.

Dog! he snarled. Interfering fool! All this was thy doing! Didst thou see the guard beaten awhile ago?

I did. It was a lordly beating. The men are all but dead but will live for such another one.

Wouldst thou be so beaten?

How can I prevent, if your highness wishes?

Take this. It is intended for Peshawur but may be given to any British officer above the rank of major. It calls for a receipt. Do not dare come back, or be caught in Howrah City, without a receipt for that tube and its contents intact!

If Alwa and Mahommed Gunga are in league with my brother, muttered Jaimihr to himself when the fat Hindoo had gone, then the sooner the British quarrel with both of them the better. Howrah alone I can dispose of easily enough, and there is yet time before rebellion starts for the British to spike the guns of the other two. By the time that is done, I will be Maharajah!

It was less than three days later when the word came mysteriously through the undiscoverable underground route of India for all men to be ready.

By the next full moon, went the message, from the priests alone knew where, all India will be waiting. When the full moon rises then the hour is come!

And when that full moon rises, thought Jaimihr to himself, my brothers funeral rites will be past history!

For the present, though, he made believe to regret his recent rage, and was courteous to priest and Maharajah alike  even sending to his brother to apologize.


CHAPTER XXII

Theyve called thee by an evil word,

Theyve named thee traitor, friend o mine.

Thou askest faith? I send my sword.

There is no greater, friend o mine.

RALPH CUNNINGHAM said good-by to Brigadier-General Byng (Byng the Brigadier) with more feeling of regret and disappointment than he cared to show. A born soldier, he did his hard-mouthed utmost to refrain from whining; he even pretended that a political appointment was a recognizable advance along the road to sure success  or, rather, pretended that he thought it was; and the Brigadier, who knew men, and particularly young men, detected instantly the telltale expression of the honest gray eyes  analyzed it  and, to Cunninghams amazement, approved the unwilling make-believe.

Now, buck up, Cunningham! he said, slapping him familiarly on the shoulder. Youre making a good, game effort to hide chagrin, and youre a good, game ass for your pains. There isnt one man in all India who has half your luck at this minute, if you only knew it; but go ahead and find out for yourself! Go to Abu and report, but waste no more time there than you can help. Hurry on to Howrah, and once youre there, if Mahommed Gunga tells you what looks like a lie, trust him to the hilt!

Is he coming with me, then? asked Cunningham in some amazement.

Yes  unofficially. He has relations in that neighborhood and wants to visit them; he is going to take advantage of your pack-train and escort. Youll have a small escort as far as Abu; after that youll be expected to look out for yourself. The escort is made up of details travelling down-country; theyll leave you at Abu Road.

So, still unbelieving  still wondering why the Brigadier should go to all that trouble to convince him that politics in a half-forgotten native state were fair meat for a soldier  Cunningham rode off at the head of a variously made-up travelling party, grudging every step of that wonderful mare Mahommed Gunga had given him, that bore him away from the breeze-swept north  away from the mist-draped hills he had already learned to love  ever down, down, down into the hell-baked plains.

Each rest-house where he spent a night was but another brooding-place of discontent and regret, each little petty detail connected with the command of the motley party (mainly time-expired men, homeward bound), was drudgery; each Hindoo pugree that he met was but a beastly contrast, or so it seemed to him, to the turbans of the troop that but a week ago had thundered at his back.

More than any other thing, Mahommed Gungas cheerfulness amazed him. He resented it. He did not see why the man who had expressed such interest in the good fortune of his fathers son should not be sympathetic now that his soldier career had been nipped so early in the bud. He began to lose faith in Mahommed Gungas wisdom, and was glad when the ex-Risaldar chose to bring up the rear of the procession instead of riding by his side.

But behind, in Peshawur, there was one man at least who knew Mahommed Gunga and his worth, and who refused to let himself be blinded by any sort of circumstantial evidence. The evidence was black  in black on white  written by a black-hearted schemer, and delivered by a big, fat black man, who was utterly road-weary, to the commissioner in person.

The sepoy mutiny that had been planned so carefully had started to take charge too soon. News had arrived of native regiments whose officers had been obliged against their will to disarm and disband them, and the loyalty of other regiments was seriously called in question.

But the men whose blindness was responsible for the possibility of mutiny were only made blinder by the evidence of coming trouble. With a dozen courses open to them, any one of which might have saved the situation, they deliberately chose a thirteenth  two-forked toboggan-slide into destruction. To prove their misjudged confidence in the native army, they actually disbanded the irregulars led by Byng the Brigadier  removed the European soldiers wherever possible from ammunition-magazine guard-duty, replacing them with native companies  and reprimanded the men whose clear sight showed them how events were shaping.

They reprimanded Byng, as though depriving him of his command were not enough. When he protested, as he had a right to do, they showed him Jaimihrs letter.

Mahommed Gunga told you, did he? Look at this!

The letter, most concisely and pointedly written, considering the indirect phraseology and caution of the East, deliberately accused Mahommed Gunga and a certain Alwa, together with all the Rangars of a whole province, of scheming with Maharajah Howrah to overthrow the British rule. It recommended the immediate arrest of Mahommed Gunga and stern measures against the Rangars.

What do you propose to do about it? inquired Byng.

Its out of our province. A copy of this letter has been sent to the proper quarter, and no doubt the story will be investigated. There have been all kinds of stories about suttee being practised in Howrah, and it very likely wont be difficult to find a plausible excuse for deposing the Maharajah and putting Jaimihr in his place. In the meantime, if Mahommed Gunga shows himself in these parts hell be arrested.

Byng did then the sort of thing that was fortunately characteristic of the men who rose in the nick of time to seize the reins. He hurried to his quarters, packed in its case the sword of honor that had once been given him by his Queen, and despatched it without a written line of comment to Mahommed Gunga. The native who took it was ordered to ride like the devil, overtake Mahommed Gunga on the road to Abu, present the sword without explanation, and return.

Cunningham, in spite of himself, had travelled swiftly. The moon lacked two nights of being full and two more days would have seen him climbing up the fourteen-mile rock road that leads up the purple flanks of Abu, when the ex-trooper of Irregulars cantered from a dust cloud, caught up Mahommed Gunga, who was riding, as usual, in the rear, and handed him the sword. He held it out with both hands. Mahommed Gunga seized it by the middle, and neither said a word for the moment.

In silence Mahommed Gunga drew the blade  saw Byngs name engraved close to the hilt  recognized the sword, and knew the sender  thought  and mistook the meaning.

Was there no word?

None.

Then take this word back. I will return the sword, with honor added to it, when the peace of India is won. Say that, and nothing else.

I would rest my horse for a day or two, said the trooper.

Neither thou nor yet thy horse will have much rest this side of Eblis! said Mahommed Gunga. Ride!

The trooper wheeled and went with a grin and a salute which he repeated twice, leaning back from the saddle for a last look at the man of his own race whom Byng had chosen to exalt. He felt himself honored merely to have carried the sword. Mahommed Gunga removed his own great sabre and handed it to one of his own five whom he overtook; then he buckled on the sword of honor and spurred until he rode abreast of Cunningham, a hundred yards or more ahead of the procession.

Sahib, he asked, did Byng-bahadur say a word or two about listening to me?

He did. Why?

Because I will now say things!

The fact that the Brigadier had sent no message other than the sword was probably the Rajputs chief reason for talking in riddles still to Cunningham. The silence went straight to his Oriental heart  so to speak, set the key for him to play to. But he knew, too, that Cunninghams youth would be a handicap should it come to argument; what he was looking for was not a counsellor or some one to make plans, for the plans had all been laid and cross-laid by the enemy, and Mahommed Gunga knew it. He needed a man of decision  to be flung blindfold into unexpected and unexpecting hell wrath, who would lead, take charge, decide on the instant, and lead the way out again, with men behind him who would recognize decision when they saw it. So he spoke darkly. He understood that the sword meant Things have started, so with a soldiers courage he proceeded to head Cunningham toward the spot where hell was loose.

Say ahead! smiled Cunningham.

Yonder, sahib, lies Abu. Yonder to the right lies thy road now, not forward.

I have orders to report at Abu.

And I, sahib, orders to advise!

Are you advising me to disobey orders?

The Rajput hesitated. Sahib, have I anything to gain, he asked, by offering the wrong advice?

I cant imagine so.

I advise, now, that we  thou and I, sahib, and my five turn off here  yonder, where the other trail runs  letting the party proceed to Abu without us.

But why, Mahommed Gunga?

There is need of haste, sahib. At Abu there will be delay  much talk with Everton-sahib, and who knows?  perhaps cancellation of the plan to send thee on to Howrah.

Id be damned glad, Mahommed Gunga, not to have to go there!

Sahib, look! What is this I wear?

Which?

See here, sahib  this.

For the first time Cunningham noticed the fine European workmanship on the sword-hilt, and realized that the Rajputs usual plain, workmanlike weapon had been replaced.

That is Byng-bahadurs sword of honor! It reached me a few minutes ago. The man who brought it is barely out of sight. It means, sahib, that the hour to act is come!

But

Sahib  this sending thee to Howrah is my doing? Since the day when I first heard that the son of Pukka Cunnigan-bahadur was on his way I have schemed and planned and contrived to this end. It was at word from me that Byng-bahadur signed the transfer papers  otherwise he would have kept thee by him. There are owls  old women  men whom Allah has deprived of judgment  drunkards  fools  in charge at Peshawur and in other places; but there are certain men who know. Byng-bahadur knows. I know  and I will show the way! Let me lead, sahib, for a little while, and I will show thee what to lead!

But

Does this sword, sahib, mean nothing? Did Byng-bahadur send it me for fun?

But whats the idea? I cant disobey orders, and ride off to  God knows where  without some excuse. Youll have to tell me why. Whats the matter? Whats happening?

Byng-bahadur sent not one word to me when he sent this sword. To thee he said: Listen to Mahommed Gunga, even when he seems to lie! I know that, for he told me he had said it. To me he said: Take charge, Mahommed Gunga, when the hour comes, and rub his innocent young nose hard as you like into the middle of the mess! Ay, sahib, so said he. It is now that I take charge.

But

But, said the nylghau, and the wolf-pack had him! But, said the tiger, and the trap door shut! But, said the Hindoo, and a priest betrayed him! But  but  but  I never knew thy father make much use of that word!

Yes  but  I have my orders, Mahommed Gunga!

Sahib  this sword is a sword of honor  it stands for Byng-bahadurs honor. I have it in my keeping. Mine own honor is a matter somewhat dear to me, and I have kept it clean these many years. Now I ask to keep thine honor, too, awhile  making three mens honor. If I fail, then thou and I and Byng-bahadur all go down together in good company. If I fail not, then, sahib  Allah is contented when his honor stands!

Cunningham drew rein and looked him in the eyes. Gray eyes met brown and neither flinched; each read what men of mettle only can read when they see it  the truth, the fearlessness, the thought they understand because it lives with them. Cunningham held out his hand.

Some thirty minutes later Cunningham, Mahommed Gunga, and the five, with a much-diminished mule-train bumping in their wake, were headed westward on a dry, hot trail, while the time-expired and convalescent escort plodded south. The escort carried word that Cunningham had heard of trouble to the west, and had turned off to investigate it.


CHAPTER XXIII

Quoth little red jackal, famishing, Lo,

Yonder a priest and a soldier go;

You can see farthest, and you ought to know,  

Which shall I wander with, carrion crow?

The crow cawed back at him, Ignorant beast!

Soldiers get glory, but none of the feast;

Soldiers work hardest, and snaffle the least.

Take my advice on it  Follow the priest!

IT was two hours after sunrise on the second day that followed Cunninghams desertion of his party when he and Mahommed Gunga first caught sight of a blue, baked rock rising sheer out of a fringe of green on the dazzling horizon. It was a freak of nature  a point pushed through the level crust of bone-dry earth, and left to glitter there alone.

That is my cousin Alwas place! exclaimed Mahommed Gunga, and he seemed to draw a world of consolation from the fact.

The sight loosed his tongue at last; he rode by Cunningham, and deigned an explanation now, at least, of what had led to what might happen. He wasted little breath on prophecy, but he was eloquent in building up a basis from which Cunningham might draw his own deductions. They had ridden through the cool of the night in easy stages, and should have camped at dawn; but Mahommed Gunga had insisted that the tired animals could carry them for three hours longer.

A soldiers horse must rest at the other end sahib, he had laughed. Who knows that they have not sent from Abu to arrest both thee and me? And he had not vouchsafed another word until, over the desert glare, his cousins aerie had blazed out, beating back the molten sun-rays.

It looks hotter than the horns of hell! said Cunningham.

The horns of hell, sahib, are what we leave behind us! They grow hot now! Thy countrymen  the men who hated thee so easily  heated them and sit now between them for their folly!

How dyou mean? Pon my soul and honor, Risaldar, you talk more riddles in five minutes than I ever heard before in all my life!

There be many riddles I have not told yet  riddles of which I do not know the answer. Read me this one. Why did the British Government annex the state of Oudh? All the best native soldiers came from Oudh, or nearly all. They were loyal once; but can a man be fairly asked to side against his own? If Oudh should rise in rebellion, what would the soldiers do?

Dunno, Im sure, said Cunningham.

Read me this one, then. By pacifying both Mohammedan and Hindoo and by letting both keep their religion, by sometimes playing one against the other and by being just, the British Government has become supreme from the Himalayas to the ocean. Can you tell me why they now issue cartridges for the new rifles that are soaked in the fat of cows and pigs, thus insulting both Mohammedan and Hindoo?

I didnt know it was so.

Sahib, it is! These damned new cartridges and this new drill-sahib, I  I who am loyal to the marrow of my bones  would no more touch those cartridges  nor bite them, as the drill decrees  than I would betray thee! Pigs fat! Ugh!

He spat with Mohammedan eloquence and wiped his lips on his tunic sleeve before resuming.

Then, like a flint and steel, to light the train that they have laid, they loose these missionaries, in a swarm, from one end of India to the other. Why? What say one and all? Mohammedan and Hindoo both say it is a plot, first to make them lose their own religion by defilement, then to make Christians of them! Foolishness to talk thus? Nay! It was foolishness to act thus!

Sahib, peace follows in the wake of soldiers, as we know. Time and time again the peace of India has been ripped asunder at the whim of priests! These padre people, preaching new damnation everywhere, are the flint and steel for the tinder of the cartridge fat!

I never knew you to croak before, Mahommed Gunga.

Nor am I croaking. I am praising Allah, who has sent thee now to the place whence the wind will come to fan the hell flames that presently will burn. The wind will blow hot or cold  for or against the government  according as you and I and certain others act when opportunity arrives! See yonder!

They had been seen, evidently, for horsemen  looking like black ants on the desert  seemed to have crawled from the bowels of the living rock and were galloping in their direction.

Friends? asked Cunningham.

Friends, indeed! But they have yet to discover whether we are friends. They set me thinking, sahib. Alwa is well known on this country-side and none dare raid his place; few would waste time trying. Therefore, it is all one to him who passes along this road; and he takes no trouble, as a rule, to send his men out in skirmishing order when a party comes in view. Why, then, does he trouble now?

Couldnt say. I dont know Alwa.

I am thinking, sahib, that the cloud has burst at last! A blood-red cloud! Alwa is neither scare-monger nor robber; when he sends out armed men to inspect strangers on the sky-line, there is war! Sahib, I grow young again! Had people listened to me  had they called me anything but fool when I warned them  thou and I would have been cooped up now in Agra, or in Delhi, or Lucknow, or Peshawur! Now we are free of the plains of Rajputana  within a ride of fifty of my blood-relations, and they each within reach of others! Ho! I can hear the thunder of a squadron at my back again! I am young, sahib  young! My old joints loosen! Allah send the cloud has burst at last  I bring to two thousand Rangars a new Cunnigan-bahadur! Thy fathers son shall learn what Cunnigan-bahadur taught!

He lapsed into silence, watching the advancing horsemen, who swooped down on them in an ever-closing fan formation. His tired horse sensed the thrill that tingled through its riders veins, and pranced again, curving his neck and straining at the bit until Mahommed Gunga steadied him. The five behind  even the mule-drivers too  detected excitement in the air, and the little column closed in on its leaders. All eyes watched the neck-and-neck approach of Alwas men, until Cunningham at last could see their turbans and make out that they were Rangars, not Hindoos. Then he and the Risaldar drew rein.

There were twenty who raced toward them, but no Alwa.

It is as I thought! declared Mahommed Gunga. It is war, sahib! He has summoned men from his estates. As a rule, he can afford but ten men for that fort of his, and he would not send all his men to meet us  he has a garrison up yonder!

Like blown dust-devils the twenty raced to them, and drew up thundering within a lance-length. A sword-armed Rangar with a little gold lace on his sleeve laughed loud as he saluted, greeting Mahommed Gunga first. The Risaldar accepted his salute with iron dignity.

Forgive him, sahib! he whispered to Cunningham. The jungli knows no better! He will learn whom to salute first when Alwa has said his say!

But Cunningham was in no mood just then to stand on military ceremony or right of precedence. He was too excited, too inquisitive, too occupied with the necessity for keeping calm in the face of what most surely looked like the beginning of big happenings. These horsemen of Alwas rode, and looked, and laughed like soldiers, new-stripped of the hobble ropes of peace, and their very seat in the untanned saddles  tight down, loose-swaying from the hips, and free  was confirmation of Mahommed Gungas words.

They wheeled in a cloud and led the way, opening a little in the centre to let the clouds of sand their horses kicked up blow to the right and left of Cunningham and his men. Not a word was spoken  not a question asked or a piece of news exchanged  until the whole party halted at the foot of Alwas fortress home  a great iron gate in front of them and garden land on either side  watered by the splashing streamlet from the heights above.

Men of the house of Kachwaha have owned and held this place, sahib, since Allah made it! whispered Mahommed Gunga. Men say that Alwa has no right to it; they lie! His fathers father won the dower-right!

He was interrupted by the rising of the iron gate. It seemed solid, without even an eyehole in it. It was wide enough to let four horses under side by side, and for all its weight it rose as suddenly and evenly as though a giants hand had lifted it. Immediately behind it, like an actor waiting for the stage-curtain to rise, Alwa bestrode his war-horse in the middle of a roadway. He saluted with drawn sabre, and this time Cunningham replied.

Almost instantly the man who had led the gallopers and had saluted Mahommed Gunga spurred his horse up close to Cunningham and whispered:

Pardon, sahib! I did not know! Am I forgiven?

Yes, said Cunningham, remembering then that a Rajput, and a Rangar more particularly, thinks about points of etiquette before considering what to eat. Alwa growled out a welcome, rammed his sabre home, and wheeled without another word, showing the way at a walk  which was all a wild goat could have accomplished  up a winding road, hewn out of the solid mountain, that corkscrewed round and round upon itself until it gave onto the battlemented summit. There he dismounted, ordered his men to their quarters, and for the first time took notice of his cousin.

I have thy missionary and his daughter, three horses for thee, and thy man, he smiled.

Did Ali Partab bring them?

Nay. It was I brought Ali Partab and the rest! My promise is redeemed!

Mahommed Gunga thrust his sword-hilt out and smiled back at him. I present Raff-Cunnigan-sahib  son of Pukka-Cunnigan-bahadur! he announced.

Alwa drew himself up to his full height and eyed young Cunningham as a buyer eyes a war-horse, inch by inch. The youngster, who had long since learned to actually revel in the weird sensation of a hundred pairs of eyes all fixed on him at once, felt this one mans gaze go over him as though he were being probed. He thanked his God he had no fat to be detected, and that his legs were straight, and that his tunic fitted him!

Salaam, bahadur, said Alwa slowly. I knew thy father. So  thou  art  his  son. Welcome. There is room here always for a guest. I have other guests with whom you might care to speak. I will have a room made ready. Have I leave to ask questions of my cousin here?

Cunningham bowed in recognition of his courtesy, and walked away to a point whence he could look from the beetling parapet away and away across desert that shone hot and hazy-rimmed on every side. If this were a man on whom he must depend for following  if any of all the more than hints dropped by the risaldar were true  it seemed to him that his reception was a little too chilly to be hopeful.

After a minute or two he turned his eyes away from the dazzling plain below and faced about to inspect the paved courtyard. Round it, on three sides of a parallelogram, there ran a beautifully designed and wonderfully worked-out veranda-fronted building, broken here and there by cobbled passages that evidently led to other buildings on the far edge of the rock. In the centre, covered by a roof like a temple-dome in miniature, was the ice-cold spring, whose existence made the fort tenable. Under the veranda, on a long, low lounge, was a sight that arrested his attention  held him spell-bound  drew him, tingling in a way he could not have explained  drew him  drew him, slow-footed, awkward, red  across the courtyard.

He heard Mahommed Gunga swear aloud; he recognized the wording of the belly-growled Rangar oath; but it did not occur to him that what he saw  what was drawing him  could be connected with it. He looked straight ahead and walked ahead  reached the edge of the veranda  took his helmet off  and stood still, feeling like an idiot, with the sun full on his head.

Id advise you to step into the shade, said a voice that laughed more sweetly than the chuckling spring. I dont know who you are, but Im more glad to see you than I ever was in my life to see anybody. I cant get up, because Im too stiff; the ride to here from Howrah City all but killed me, and Im only here still because I couldnt ride another yard. My father will be out in a moment. Hes half-dead too.

My name is Cunningham.

Im Miss McClean. My father was a missionary in Howrah.

She nodded to a chair beside her, and Cunningham took it, feeling awkward, as men of his type usually do when they meet a woman in a strange place.

How in the world did you get in? she asked him. Its two days now since the Alwa-sahib told us that the whole country is in rebellion. How is it that you managed to reach here? According to Alwa, no white mans life is safe in the open, and he only told me today that he wouldnt let me go away even if I were well enough to ride.

First Ive heard of rebellion! said Cunningham aghast at the notion of hearing news like that a second hand, and from a woman.

Hasnt Alwa told you?

He hasnt had time to, yet.

Then, youd better ask him. If what he say is true  and I think he tells the truth  the natives mean to kill us all, or drive us out of India. Of course they cant do it, but they mean to try. He has been more than kind  more than hospitable  more than chivalrous. Just because he gave his word to another Rangar, he risked his life about a dozen times to get my father and me and Ali Partab out of Howrah. But, I dont think he quite liked doing it  and  this is in confidence  if I were asked  and speaking just from intuition  I should say he is in sympathy with the rebellion!

How long have you been here? asked Cunningham.

Several days  ten, I think. It seemed strange at first and rather awful to be lodged on a rock like this in a section of a Rangars harem! Yes, there are several women here behind the scenes, but I only see the waiting-women. Ive forgotten time; the news about rebellion seems too awful to leave room for any other thought.

Who was the Rangar to whom Aliva gave his word? Not Mahommed Gunga, by any chance?

Yes, Mahommed Gunga.

Well, Im  ! Cunningham clipped off the participle just in time. There is something, then, in the talk about rebellion! That mans been talking in riddles to me ever since I came to India, and it looks as though he knew long in advance.

He was about to cross-examine Miss McClean rigorously, even at the risk of seeming either rude or else frightened; but before his lips could frame another question he caught sight of Mahommed Gunga making signals to him. He affected to ignore the signals. He objected to being kept in the dark so utterly, and wished to find out a little for himself before listening to what the Rangars had to say. But Mahommed Gunga started over to him.

He could not hear the remark Mahommed Gunga made to Alwa over his shoulder as he came.

Had I remembered there was a woman of his own race here, I would have plunged him straight into the fighting! Now there will be the devil first to pay!

He has decision in at least one thing! grinned Alwa.

Something that I think thou lackest, cousin! came the hot retort.

Alwa turned his back with a shake of his head and a thin-lipped smile  then disappeared through a green door in the side of what seemed like solid rock. A moment later Mahommed Gunga stood near Cunningham, saluting.

We ask the favor of a consultation, sahib.

Cunningham rose, a shade regretfully, and followed into the rock-walled cavern into which Alwa had preceded them. It was nearly square  a hollow bubble in the age-old lava  axe-trimmed many hundred years ago. What light there was came in through three long slits that gave an archers view of the plain and of the zigzag roadway from the iron gate below. It was cool, for the rock roof was fifty or more feet thick, and the silence of it seemed like the nestling-place of peace.

They sat down on wooden benches round the walls, with their soldier legs stretched out in front of them. Alwa broke silence first, and it was of anything but peace he spoke.

Now  now, let us see whose throats we are to slit! he started cheerfully.


CHAPTER XXIV

Achilles had a tender spot

That even guarding gods forgot,

When clothing him in armor;

And I have proved this charge o mine

For fear, and sloth, and vice, and wine,

But clear forgot the charmer!

THE Alwa-sahib knew more English than he was willing to admit. In the first place, he had the perfectly natural dislike of committing his thoughts to any language other than his own when anything serious was the subject of discussion; in the second place, he had little of Mahommed Gungas last-ditch loyalty. Not that Alwa could be disloyal; he had not got it in him; but as yet he had seen no good reason for pledging himself and his to the British cause.

So for more than ten minutes he chose to sit in apparent dudgeon, his hands folded in front of him on the hilt of his tremendous sabre, growling out a monologue in his own language for Mahommed Gungas benefit. Then Mahommed Gunga silenced him with an uplifted hand, and turned to translate to Cunningham.

It would seem, sahib, that even while we rode to Abu the rebellion was already raging! It burst suddenly. They have mutinied at Berhampur, and slain their officers. Likewise at Meerut, and at all the places in between. At Kohat, in this province they have slain every white man, woman, and child, and also at Arjpur and Sohlat. The rebels are hurrying to Delhi, where they have proclaimed new rule, under the descendants of the old-time kings. Word of all this came before dawn today, by a messenger from Maharajah Howrah to my cousin here. My cousin stands pledged to uphold Howrah on his throne; Howrah is against the British; Jaimihr, his brother, is in arms against Howrah.

Why did the Alwa-sahib pledge himself to Howrahs cause?

Mahommed Gunga  who knew quite well  saw fit to translate the question. With a little sign of irritation Alwa growled his answer.

He says, sahib, that for the safety of two Christian missionaries, for whom he has no esteem at all, he was forced to swear allegiance to a Hindoo whom he esteems even less. He says that his word is given!

Does he mean that he would like me and the missionaries to leave his home at once  do we embarrass him?

Again Mahommed Gunga  this time with a grin  saw fit to ask before he answered.

He says, God forbid, sahib; a guest is guest!

Cunningham reflected for a moment, then leaned forward.

Tell him this! he said slowly. I am glad to be his guest, but, if this story of rebellion is true

It is true, sahib! More than true! There is much more to be told!

Then, I can only accept his hospitality as the representative of my government! I stay here officially, or not at all. It is for him to answer!

Now, Allah be praised! swore Mahommed Gunga. I knew we had a man! That is well said, sahib!

The son of Cunnigan-bahadur is welcome here on any terms at all! growled Alwa when Mahommed Gunga had translated. All the rebels in all India, all trying at once, would fail to take this fort of mine, had I a larger garrison. But what Rangar on this countryside will risk his life and estates on behalf of a cause that is already lost? If they come to hold my fort for me, the rebels will burn their houses. The British Raj is doomed. We Rangars have to play for our own stake!

Then Mahommed Gunga rose and paced the floor like a man in armor, tugging at his beard and kicking at his scabbard each time that he turned at either end.

What Rangar in this province would have had one yard of land to his name but for this mans father? he demanded. In his day we fought, all of us, for what was right! We threw our weight behind him when he led, letting everything except obedience go where the devil wanted it! What came of that? Good tithes, good report, good feeling, peace!

And then, the zemindary laws! growled Alwa. Then the laws that took away from us full two-thirds of our revenue!

We had had no revenue, except for Cunnigan-bahadur!

It dawned on Cunningham exactly why and how he came to be there! He understood now that Mahommed Gunga had told nothing less than truth when he declared it had been through his scheming, and no other mans, that he  Cunningham  whose sole thought was to be a soldier, had been relegated to oblivion and politics! He understood why Byng had signed the transfer, and he knew  knew  knew  deep down inside him that his chance had come!

It seems that another Cunningham is to have the honor of preserving Rangars titles for them, he smiled. How many horsemen could the Alwa-sahib raise?

That would depend! Alwa was in no mood to commit himself.

At the most  at a pinch  in case of direst need, and for a cause that all agreed on?

Two thousand.

Horsed and armed?

And ready!

And you, Alwa-sahib  are you pledged to fight against the British?

Not in so many words. I swore to uphold Howrah on his throne. He is against the British.

You swore to help smash his brother, Jaimihr?

If I were needed.

And Jaimihr too is against the British?

Jaimihr is for Jaimihr, and has a personal affair with me!

I must think, said Cunningham, getting up. I can think better alone. Dyou mind if I go outside for a while, and come back later to tell you what I think?

Alwa arose and held the door open for him  stood and watched him cross the courtyard  then turned and laughed at Mahommed Gunga.

Straight over to the woman! he grinned. This leader of thine seems in leading-strings himself already!

Mahommed Gunga cursed, and cursed again as his own eyes confirmed what Alwa said.

I tried him all the ways there are, except that one way! he declared. May Allah forgive my oversight! I should have got him well entangled with a woman before he reached Peshawur! He should have been heart-broken by this time  rightly, he should have been desperate with unrequited love! Byng-bahadur could have managed it! Byng-bahadur would have managed it, had I thought to advise him!

He stood, looking over very gloomily at Cunningham, making a dozen wild plans for getting rid of Miss McClean  by no means forgetting poison  and the height of Alwas aerie from the plain below! He would have been considerably calmer, could he have heard what Cunningham and Miss McClean were saying.

The missionary was with her now  ill and exhausted from the combined effects of excitement, horror, and the unaccustomed ride across the desert  most anxious for his daughter  worried, to the verge of desperation, by the ghastly news of the rebellion.

Mr. Cunningham, I hope you are the forerunner of a British force? he hazarded.

But Cunningham was too intent on cross-examination to waste time on giving any information.

I want you to tell me, quite quietly and without hurry, all you can about Howrah, he said, sitting close to Miss McClean. I want you to understand that I am the sole representative of my government in the whole district, and that whatever can be done depends very largely on what information I can get. I have been talking to the Alwa-sahib, but he seems too obsessed with his own predicament to be able to make things quite clear. Now, go ahead and tell me what you know about conditions in the city. Remember, you are under orders! Try and consider yourself a scout, reporting information to your officer. Tell me every single thing, however unimportant.

On the far side of the courtyard Alwa and Mahommed Gunga had gone to lean over the parapet and watch something that seemed to interest both of them intently. There were twenty or more men, lined round the ramparts on the lookout, and they all too seemed spellbound, but Cunningham was too engrossed in Miss McCleans story of the happenings in Howrah City to take notice. Now and then her father would help her out with an interjected comment; occasionally Cunningham would stop her with a question, or would ask her to repeat some item; but, for more than an hour she spun a clear-strung narrative that left very little to imagination and included practically all there was to know.

Do you think, asked Cunningham that this brute Jaimihr really wants to make you Maharanee?

I couldnt say, she shuddered. You know, there have been several instances of European women having practically sold themselves to native princes; there have been stories  I have heard them  of English women marrying Rajahs, and regretting it. There is no reason why he should not be in earnest, and he certainly seemed to be.

And this treasure? Of course, I have heard tales about it, but I thought they were just tales.

That treasure is really there, and its amount must be fabulous. I have been told that there are jewels there which would bring a Rajahs ransom, and gold enough to offset the taxes of the whole of India for a year or two. Ive no doubt the stories are exaggerated, but the treasure is real enough, and big enough to make the throne worth fighting for. Jaimihr counts on being able to break the power of the priests and broach the treasure.

And Jaimihr is  er  in love with you!

He tried very hard to prove it, in his own objectionable way!

And Jaimihr wants the throne  and Howrah wants to send a force against the British, but dare not move because of Jaimihr  I have Mahommed Gunga and five or six men to depend on  the Rangars are sitting on the fence  and the government has its hands full! The lookouts bright! I think I see the way through!

You are forgetting me. The missionary spread his broad stooped shoulders. I am a missionary first, but next to that I have my countrys cause more at heart than anything. I place myself under your orders, Mr. Cunningham.

I too, said Miss McClean. She was looking at him keenly as he gazed away into nothing through slightly narrowed eyes. Vaguely, his attitude reminded her of a picture she had once seen of the Duke of Wellington; there was the same mastery, the same far vision, the same poise of self-contained power. His nose was not like the Iron Dukes, for young Cunninghams had rather more tolerance in its outline and less of Roman overbearing; but the eyes, and the mouth, and the angle of the jaw were so like Wellesleys as to force a smile. A woman isnt likely to be much use in a case like this  but, one never knows. My country comes first.

Thanks, he answered quietly. And as he turned his head to flash one glance at each of them, she recognized what Mahommed Gunga had gloated over from the first  the grim decision, that will sacrifice all  take full responsibility  and use all means available for the one unflinching purpose of the game in hand. She knew that minute, and her father knew, that if she could be used  in any way at all  he would make use of her.

Go ahead! she nodded. Ill obey!

And I will not prevent! said Duncan McClean, smiling and straightening his spectacles.

Cunningham left them and walked over to the parapet, where the whole garrison was bending excitedly now above the battlement. There were more than forty men, most of them clustered near Alwa and Mahommed Gunga. Mahommed Gunga was busy counting.

Eight hundred! he exclaimed, as Cunningham drew near.

Eight hundred what, Mahommed Gunga? Come and see, sahib.

Cunningham leaned over, and beheld a mounted column, trailing along the desert road in wonderfully good formation.

Where are they from? he asked.

Jaimihrs men, from Howrah!

That means, growled Alwa, that the Hindoo pig Jaimihr has more than half the city at his back. He has left behind ten men for every one he brings with him  sufficient to hold Howrah in check. Otherwise he would never have dared come here. He hopes to settle his little private quarrel with me first, before dealing with his brother! Who told him, I wonder, that I was pledged to Howrah?

He reckons he has caught thee napping in this fort of thine! laughed Mahommed Gunga. He means to bottle up the Rangars leader, and so checkmate all of them!

The eight hundred horsemen on the plain below rode carelessly through Alwas gardens, leaving trampled confusion in their wake, and lined up  with Jaimihr at their head  immediately before the great iron gate. A moment later four men rode closer and hammered on it with their lance-ends.

Go down and speak to them! commanded Alwa, and a man dropped down the zigzag roadway like a goat, taking short cuts from level to level, until he stood on a pinnacle of rock that overhung the gate. Ten minutes later he returned, breathing hard with the effort of his climb.

Jaimihr demands the missionaries  particularly the Miss-sahib  also quarters and food! he reported.

Quarters and food he shall have! swore Alwa, looking down at the Prince who sat his charger in the centre of the roadway. Did he deign a threat?

He said that in fifteen minutes he will burst the gate in, unless he is first admitted!

Duncan McClean walked over, limping painfully, and peered over the precipice.

Unfriendly? he asked, and Mahommed Gunga heard him.

Thy friend Jaimihr, sahib! His teeth are all but visible from here!

And  ?

He demands admittance  also thee and thy daughter!

And  ?

Sahib  art thou a priest?

I am.

One, then, who prays?

Yes.

For dead men, ever? For the dying?

Certainly.

Aloud?

On occasion, yes.

Then pray now! There will be many dead and dying on the plain below in less than fifteen minutes! Hindoos, for all I know, would benefit by prayer. They have too many gods, and their gods are too busy fighting for ascendancy to listen. Pray thou, a little!

There came a long shout from the plain, and Alwa sent a man again to listen. He came back with a message that Jaimihr granted amnesty to all who would surrender, and that he would be pleased to accept Alwas allegiance if offered to him.

I will offer the braggart something in the way of board and lodging that will astonish him! growled Alwa. Eight men to horse! The first eight! That will do! Back to the battlement, the rest of you!

They had raced for the right to loose themselves against eight hundred!


CHAPTER XXV

OH, duck and run  the hornets come!

Oh, jungli! Clear the way!

The nests ahum  the hornets come!

The sharp-stinged, harp-winged hornets come!

Nay, jungli! When the hornets come,

It isnt well to stay!

ALWA ordered ten men down into the bowels of the rock itself, where great wheels with a chain attached to them were forced round to lift the gate. Next he stationed a signaller with a cord in either hand, above the parapet, to notify the men below exactly when to set the simple machinery in motion. His eight clattered out from the stables on the far side of the rock, and his own charger was brought to him, saddled.

Then, in a second, it was evident why Raputs do not rule in Rajputana.

I ride too with my men! declared Mahommed Gunga.

Nay! This is my affair  my private quarrel with Jaimihr!

Mahommed Gunga turned to Ali Partab, who had been a shadow to him ever since he came.

Turn out my five, and bring my charger! he commanded.

No, I say! Alwa had his hand already on his sabre hilt. There is room for eight and no more. Four following four abreast, and one ahead to lead them. I and my men know how to do this. I and my men have a personal dispute with Jaimihr. Stay thou here!

Mahommed Gungas five and Ali Partab came clattering out so fast as to lead to the suspicion that their horses had been already saddled. Mahommed Gunga mounted.

Lead on, cousin! he exclaimed. I will follow thy lead, but I come!

Then Alwa did what a native nearly always will do. He turned to a man not of his own race, whom he believed he could trust to be impartial.

Sahib  have I no rights in my own house?

Certainly you have, said Cunningham, who was wondering more than anything what weird, wild trick these horsemen meant to play. No man in his senses would have dared to ride a horse at more than foot-pace down the path. Was there another path? he wondered. At least, if eight men were about to charge into eight hundred, it would be best to keep his good friend Mahommed Gunga out of it, he decided.

Risaldar! The veteran was always most amenable to reason when addressed by his military title. Who of us two is senior  thou or I?

By Allah, not I, sahib! I am thy servant!

I accept your service, and I order you to stay with your men up here with me!

Mahommed Gunga saluted and dismounted, and his six followed suit, looking as disappointed as children just deprived of a vacation. Alwa wheeled his horse in front of Cunningham and saluted too.

For that service, sahib, I am thy friend! he muttered. That was right and reasonable, and a judgement quickly given! Thy friend, bahadur! He spoke low on purpose, but Mahommed Gunga heard him, caught Cunninghams eye, and grinned. He saw a way to save his face, at all events.

That was a trick well turned, sahib! he whispered, as Alwa moved away. Alwa will listen in future when Cunnigan-bahadur speaks!

Go down and tell Jaimihr that I come in person! ordered Alwa, and the man dropped down the cliff side for the third time; they could hear his voice, high-pitched, resounding off the rock, and they caught a faint murmur of the answer. Below, Jaimihr could be seen waiting patiently, checking his restive war-horse with a long-cheeked bit, and waiting, ready to ride under the gate the moment it was opened. Rosemary McClean came over; she and Cunningham and the missionary leaned together over the battlement and watched.

We might do some execution with rifles from here, Cunningham suggested; I believe Ill send for mine. But Mahommed Gunga overheard him.

Nay, sahib! No shooting will be necessary. Watch!

There was a clatter of hoofs, and they all looked up in time to see the tails of the last four chargers disappearing round the corner, downward. They had gone  full pelt  down a path that a man might hesitate to take! From where they stood, there was an archers view of every inch of the only rock-hewn road that led from the gate to the summit of the cliff; an enemy who had burst the gate in would have had to climb in the teeth of a searching hail of missiles, with little chance of shooting back.

They could see the gate itself, and Jaimihr on the other side. And, swooping  shooting  sliding down the trail like a storm-loosed avalanche, they could see the nine go, led by Alwa. No living creature could have looked away!

Below, entirely unconscious of the coming shock, the mounted sepoys waited behind Jaimihr in four long, straight lines. Jaimihr himself, with a heavy-hilted cimeter held upward at the carry, was about four charger lengths beyond the iron screen, ready to spur through. Close by him were a dozen, waiting to ram a big beam in and hold up the gate when it had opened. And, full-tilt down the gorge, flash-tipped like a thunderbolt, gray-turbaned, reckless, whirling death ripped down on them.

They caught sound of the hammering hoofs too late. Two gongs boomed in the rock. The windlass creaked. Five seconds too late Jaimihr gathered up his reins, spurred, wheeled, and shouted to the men behind him. The great gate rose, like the jaws of a hungry monster, and the nine  streaking too fast down far too steep a slide to stop themselves  burst straight out under it and struck, as a wind blast smites a poppy-field.

Jaimihr was borne backward  carried off his horse. Alwa and the first four rode him down, and crashed through the four-deep line beyond; the second four pounced on him, gathered him, and followed. Before the lines could form again the whole nine wheeled  as a wind-eddy spins on its own axis  and burst through back again, the horses racing neck and neck, and the sabres cutting down a swath to screech and swear and gurgle in among the trampled garden stuff.

They came back in a line, all eight abreast, Alwa leading only by a length. At the opening, four horses  two on either side  slid, rump to the ground, until their noses touched the rock. Alwa and four dashed through and under; the rest recovered, spun on their haunches, and followed. The gongs boomed again down in the belly of the rock, and the gate clanged shut.

That was good, said Mahommed Gunga quietly. Now, watch again!

Almost before the words had left his lips, a hail of lead barked out from twenty vantage-points, and the smoke showed where some forty men were squinting down steel barrels, shooting as rapidly and as rottenly as natives of India usually do. They did little execution; but before Alwa and his eight had climbed up the steep track to the summit, patting their horses necks and reviling Jaimihr as they came, the cavalry below had scampered out of range, leaving their dead and wounded where they lay.

How is that for a start, sahib? demanded Mahommed Gunga exultantly, as two men deposited the dishevelled Jaimihr on his feet, and the Prince glared around him like a man awaking from a dream. How is that for a beginning?

As bad as could be! answered Cunningham. It was well executed  bold  clever  anything you like, Mahommed Gunga, but  if Id been asked Id have sooner made the devil prisoner! Jaimihr is no use at all to us in here. Outside, hed be veritable godsend!


CHAPTER XXVI

There is war to the North should I risk and ride forth,

And a fight to the South, too, Im thinking;

There is war in the East, and one battle at least

In the West between eating and drinking.

Im allowed to rejoice in an excellent choice

Of plans for a soldier of mettle,

For all of them mean bloody war and rapine.

So  on which should a gentleman settle?

WITH his muscles strained and twisted (for his Rangar capturers had dragged him none too gently) and with his jewelled pugree all awry, Jaimihr did not lack dignity. He held his chin high, although he gazed at the bubbling spring thirstily; and, thirsty though he must have been, he asked no favors.

One of Alwas men brought him a brass dipper full of water, after washing it out first thoroughly and ostentatiously. But Jaimihr smiled. His caste forbade. He waved away the offering much as Caesar may have waved aside a crown, with an air of condescending mightiness too proud to know contempt.

Go, help thyself! growled Alwa; and Jaimihr walked to the spring without haste, knelt down, and dipped up water with his hand.

Now to a cell with him! commanded Alwa, before the Prince had time to slake a more than ordinary thirst. Jaimihr stood upright as four men closed in on him, and looked straight in the eyes of every one in turn. Rosemary McClean stepped back, to hide herself behind Cunninghams broad shoulders, but Jaimihr saw her and his proud smile broadened to a laugh of sheer amusement. He let his captors wait for him while he stared straight at her, sparing her no fragment of embarrassment.

I slew a man once to save thee, sahiba! he mocked. Why slink away? Have I ever been thy enemy?

Then he folded his arms and walked off between his guards, without even an acknowledgment of Alwas or any other mans existence on the earth.

Alwa spat as he wiped blood from his long sabre. He imagined he was doing the necessary dirty work out of Miss McCleans sight; but, except hospital nurses, there are few women who can see dry blood removed from steel without a qualm; she had looked at Alwa to escape Jaimihrs gaze; now she looked at Jaimihrs back to avoid the sight of what Alwa was seeing fit to do. And with all the woman in her she pitied the prisoner, who had said no less than truth when he claimed to have killed a man for her.

She knew that he would have killed a thousand men for her with equal generosity and equal disregard of what she thought was right, and she did not doubt that he would think himself both justified and worthy of renown for doing it. She could have begged his release that minute, had she thought for an instant that Alwa would consent, and but for Cunningham. She had grown aware of Cunninghams gray eyes, staring straight at her  summing her up  reading her. And she became conscious of the fact that she had met a man whose leave she would like to ask before deciding to act.

The mental acknowledgment brought relief for a few seconds. She was tired. The woman in here went out to the man in Cunningham, and she welcomed a protector. Then the Scots blood raced to the assistance of the woman, and she bridled instantly. Who, then, was this chance-met jackanapes, that she should lean on him or look to him for guidance?

The rebellion that had made her disobey her father back in Howrah City  the spirit that had kept her in Howrah City and had given Jaimihr back cool stare for stare  rallied her to resist  to ridicule  to rival Cunninghams pretensions. He saw her flush beneath his gaze, and turned away to where Mahommed Gunga watched from the parapet.

The leaders of Jaimihrs calvary were arguing. They could be seen gathered together out of rifle-shot but in full view of Alwas rock, and from their gestures they seemed to be considering the feasibility of an attack.

But it needed no warrior  it needed less even than ordinary intelligence  to know that as few as forty men could hold that fastness against two thousand. Eight hundred would have no chance against it. Even two thousand would need engineers, and ordnance, as well as plans.

Presently half of the little army rode away, back toward Howrah City, and the other half proceeded to bivouac where they could watch the iron-shuttered entrance and cut off the little garrison from all communication or assistance.

We might as well resume our conference, suggested Alwa, with the courtly air of a man just arisen from a chair. No one who had not seen him ride would have dreamed that he was fresh from snatching a prisoner at the bottom of a neck-breaking defile. Cunningham nodded acquiescence and followed him, turning to stare again at Miss McClean before he strode away with long, even strides that had a reassuring effect on any one who watched him. She bridled again, and blushed. But she experienced the weird sensation of being read right through before Mahommed Gunga contrived adroitly to step into the line of view and so let Cunninghams attention fix itself on something else. The Risaldar had made up his mind that love was inopportune just then; and he was a man who left no stone unturned  no point unwatched  when he had sensed a danger. This might be danger and it might not be; so he watched. Cunningham was conscious of the sudden interruption of a train of thought, but he was not conscious of deliberate interference.

That very young man is an old man, said Duncan McClean, wiping his spectacles as he walked beside his daughter to the deep veranda where their chairs were side by side. He is a grown man. He has come to mans estate. Look at the set of that pair of shoulders. Mark his strength!

I expect any one of those Rajputs is physically stronger, answered Rosemary, in no mood to praise any one.

I was thinking of the strength of character he expresses rather than of his actual muscles, said McClean.

Bismillah! Alwa was swearing behind the thick teak door that closed behind him and Cunningham and Mahommed Gunga. We have made a good beginning! With the wolf in a trap, what has the goat to dread? Howrah may chuckle himself to sleep! And I  I, too, by the beard of Gods prophet!  I, too, may laugh, for, with Jaimihr under lock and key, what need is there to ride to the aid of a Hindoo Rajah? I am free again!

Alwa-sahib!

Cunningham had fixed him with those calm gray eyes of his, and Mahommed Gunga sat down on the nearest bench contented. He could wait for what was coming now. He recognized the blossoming of the plant that he had nursed through its growth so long.

I listen, answered Alwa.

I represent the British Government. I am the only servant of the Company within reach. Do you realize that?

Yes, sahib.

I have no orders which entitle me to deal with any crisis such as this. But, when my orders were given me, no such crisis was contemplated. Therefore, on behalf of the Company, I assume full authority until such time as some one senior to me turns up to relieve me. Is all that clear to you?

Yes, sahib.

Mahommed Gunga went through considerable pantomime of being angry with a fly. He found it necessary to conceal emotion in some way or other. Alwa sat motionless and stared straight back at Cunningham.

I understand, sahib, he repeated.

You are talking to me, then, on that understanding?

Most certainly, huzoor.

You can raise two thousand men?

Perhaps.

Say fifteen hundred?

Surely fifteen hundred. Not a sabre less.

All horsed and armed?

Surely, bahadur. Of what use would be a rabble? I was speaking in terms of men able to fight, as one soldier to another.

Will you raise those men?

Of a truth, I must, sahib! Alwa laughed. Jaimihrs thousands will be in no mind to lie leaderless and let Howrah ride rough-shod over them! They know his charity of old! They will be here to claim their Prince within a day or two, and without my fifteen hundred how would I stand? Surely, bahadur, I will raise my fifteen hundred.

Very well. Now I will make you a proposal. On behalf of the Company I offer you and your men pay at the rate paid to all irregular cavalry on a war basis. In return, I demand your allegiance.

To whom, sahib? To you or to the Company?

To the Company, of course.

Nay! Not I! For the son of Cunnigan-bahadur I would slit the throats of half Asia, and then of nine-tenths of the other half! But by the breath of God  by my spurs and this sabre here  I have had enough of pledging! I swore allegiance to Howrah. Being nearly free of that pledge by Allahs sending, shall I plunge into another, like a frightened bird fluttering from snare to snare? Nay, nay, bahadur! For thyself, for thy fathers sake, ask any favor. It is granted. But thy Company may stew in the grease of its own cartridges for ought I care!

Cunningham stood up and bowed very slightly  very stiffly  very punctiliously. Mahommed Gunga leaped to his feet, and came to attention with a military clatter. Alwa stared, inclining his head a trifle in recognition of the bow, but evidently taken by surprise.

Then, good-by, Alwa-sahib.

Cunningham stretched out a hand.

I am much obliged to you for your hospitality, and regret exceedingly that I cannot avail myself of it further, either for myself or for Mahommed Gunga or for Mr. and Miss McClean. As the Companys representative, they, of course, look to me for orders and protection, and I shall take them away at once. As things are, we can only be a source of embarrassment to you.

But  sahib  huzoor  it is impossible. You have seen the cavalry below. How can you  how could you get away?

Unless I am your prisoner I shall certainly leave this place at once. The only other condition on which I will stay here is that you pledge your allegiance to the Company and take my orders.

Sahib, this is  why  huzoor

Alwa looked over to Mahommed Gunga and raised his eyebrows eloquently.

I obey him! I go with him! growled Mahommed Gunga.

Sahib, I would like time to think this over.

How much time? I thought you quick-witted when you made Jaimihr prisoner. Has that small success undermined your power of decision? I know my mind. Mahommed Gunga knows his, Alwa-sahib.

I ask an hour. There are many points I must consider. There is the prisoner for one thing.

You can hand him over to the custody of the first British column we can get in touch with, Alwa-sahib. That will relieve you of further responsibility to Howrah and will insure a fair trial of any issue there may be between yourself and Jaimihr.

Alwa scowled. No Rajput likes the thought of litigation where affairs of honor are concerned. He felt he would prefer to keep Jaimihr prisoner for the present.

Also, sahib  fresh facets of the situation kept appearing to him as he sparred for time with Jaimihr in a cage I can drive a bargain with his brother. While I keep him in the cage, Howrah must respect my wishes for fear lest otherwise I loose Jaimihr to be a thorn in his side anew. If I hand him to the British, Howrah will know that he is safe and altogether out of harms way; then he will recall what he may choose to consider insolence of mine; and then

Oh, well  consider it! said Cunningham, saluting him and making for the door, close followed by Mahommed Gunga. The two went out and it left Alwa to stride up and down alone  to wrestle between desire and circumspection  to weigh uncomfortable fact with fact  and to curse his wits that could not settle on the wisest and most creditable course. They turned into another chamber of the tunnelled rock, and there until long after the hour of law allowed to Alwa they discussed the situation too.

The point was well taken, sahib, said Mahommed Gunga, but he should have been handled rather less abruptly.

Eh?

Rather less abruptly, sahib.

Oh! Well  if his mind isnt clear as to which side hell fight on, I dont want him, and thats all! said Cunningham. And Mahommed Gunga bitted his impatience fiercely, praying the one God he believed in to touch the right scale of the two. Later, Cunningham strode out to pace the courtyard in the dark, and the Rajput followed him.


CHAPTER XXVII

The trapped wolf bared his fangs and swore,

But set me this time free,

And I will hunt thee never more!

By ear and eye and jungle law,

Ill starve  Ill faint  Ill die before

I bury tooth in thee!

WHILE Alwa raged alone, and while Mahommed Gunga talked to Cunningham in a rock-room near at hand, Rosemary McClean saw fit to take a hand in history. It was not her temperament to sit quite idle while others shaped her destiny; nor was she given to mere brooding over wrongs. When a wrong was being done that she could alter or alleviate it was her way to tackle it at once without asking for permission or advice.

From where her chair was placed under the long veranda she could see the passage in the rock that led to Jaimihrs cell. She saw his captors take him up the passage; she heard the door clang shut on him, and she saw the men come back again. She heard them laugh, too, and she overheard a few words of a jest that seemed the reason for the laughter.

In Rajputana, as in other portions of the East, men laugh with meaning as a rule, and seldom from mere amusement. Included in the laugh there usually lies more than a hint of threat, or hate, or cruelty. And, in partial confirmation of the jest she unintentionally overheard, she saw no servant go to the chuckling spring to fill a water-jar. She recalled that Jaimihr only sipped as much as he could dip up in the hollow of his hand, and that physical exertion and suffering of the sort that he had undergone produces prodigious thirst in that hot, dry atmosphere.

She waited until dark for Cunninham, growing momentarily more restless. She recalled that she was a guest of Alwas, and as such not free to interfere with his arrangements or to suggest insinuations anent his treatment of prisoners. She recalled the pride of all Rajputs, and its accompanying corollary of insolence when offended. There would come no good  she knew  from asking anybody whether Jaimihr was allowed to drink or not.

Cunningham, with that middle-aged air of authority laid over the fire and ability of youth, would be able, no doubt, to enforce his wishes in the matter after finding out the truth about it. But Cunningham did not come; and she remembered from a short experience of her own what thirst was.

The men-at-arms were all on the ramparts now, watching the leaderless cavalry on the plain. They had even left the cell door unguarded, for it was held shut by a heavy beam that could not be reached from the inside; and they were all too few, even all of them together, to hold that rock against eight hundred. It was characteristic, though, and Eastern of the East, that they should omit to padlock the big beam. It pivoted at its centre on a big bronze pin, and even a child could move it from the outside; it was only from the inside that it was uncontrollable. From inside one could have jerked at the door for a week and the big beam would have lain still and efficient in its niche in the rock-wall; but a little pressure underneath one end would send it swinging in an arc until it hung bolt upright. Then the same child who had pushed it up could have swung the teak door wide.

Rosemary, growing momentarily thirstier herself as she thought of the probable torture of the prisoner, walked down to the spring and filled a dipper, as she had done half a dozen times a day since she first arrived. She had carried almost all her own and her fathers water, for Joanna was generally sleeping somewhere out of view, and no other body-servant had been provided for her. There was a fairly big brass pitcher by the spring. She filled it. Nobody noticed her.

Then she recalled that nobody would notice her if she were to carry the brass pitcher in the direction of her room, for she had done that often. She picked it up, and she reached the end of the veranda with it without having called attention to herself. She set it down then to make quite sure that she was unobserved.

But some movement of the cavalry on the plain below was keeping the eyes of the garrison employed. Although a solitary lantern shone full on her, she reached the passage leading to the prisoners cell unseen; and she walked on down it, making no attempt to hide or hurry, remembering that she was acting out of mercy and had no need to be ashamed. If she were to be discovered, then she would be, and that was all about it, except that she would probably be able to appeal to Cunningham to save her from unpleasant consequences. In any case, she reasoned, she would have done good. She was quite ready to get herself and her own in trouble if by doing it she could insure that a prisoner had water.

But she was not seen. And no one saw her set the jar down by the door. No one except the prisoner inside heard her knock.

Have you water, Jaimihr-sahib? she inquired.

The East has a hundred florid epithets for one used in the West; and in a land where water is as scarce as gold and far more precious the mention of water to a thirsty man calls forth a flood of thought such as only music or perhaps religion can produce in luckier climes. Jaimihr waxed eloquent; more eloquent than even water might have made him had another  had even another woman  brought it. He recognized her voice, and said things to her that roused all the anger that she knew. She had not come to be made love to.

She thought, though, of his thirst. She remembered that within an hour or two he might be raving for another reason and with other words. The big beam lifted on her hands with barely more effort than was needed to lift up the water-jar; the door opened a little way, and she tried, while she passed the water in, to peer through the darkness at the prisoner. But there were no windows to that cell, and such dim light as there was came from behind her.

They have bound me, sahiba, in this corner, groaned Jaimihr. I cannot reach it. Take it away again! The certainty that it is there and out of reach is too great torture!

So she slipped in through the door, leaving it open a little way  both her hands busy with the brass pitcher and both eyes straining their utmost through the gloom  advancing step by step through mouldy straw that might conceal a thousand horrors.

You wonder, perhaps, why I do not escape! said a voice. And then she heard the cell door close again gently.

Now she could see Jaimihr, for he stood with his back against the door, and his head was between her and the little six-inch grating that was all the ventilation or light a prisoner in that place was allowed.

So you lied to me, even when I brought you water? she answered. She was not afraid. She had nerve enough left to pity him.

Yes. But I see that you did not lie. I am still thirsty, sahiba.

He held out both hands, and she could see them dimly. There were no chains on them, and he was not bound in any way. She gave him the jar.

Let me pass out again before you drink, she ordered. It is not known that I am in here, and I would not have it known.

She could have bitten out her tongue with mortification a moment afterward for letting any such admission escape her. She heard him chuckle as he drank  he choked from chuckling, and set the jar down to cough. Then, when he had recovered breath again, he answered almost patronizingly.

Which would be least pleased with you, sahiba? The Rangars, or thy father, or the other Englishman? But never mind, sahiba, we are friends. I have proved that we are friends. Never have I taken water from the hands of any man or any woman not of my own caste. I would have died sooner. It was only thou, sahiba, who could make me set aside my caste.

Let me pass!

She certainly was frightened now. It dawned on her, as it had at once on him, that at the least commotion on his part or on hers a dozen Rangars would be likely to come running. And just as he had done, she wondered what explanation she would give in that case, and who would be likely to believe it. To have been caught going to the cell would have been one thing; to be caught in it would be another. He divined her thoughts.

Have no fear, sahiba. Thou and I are friends.

She did not answer, for words would not come. Besides, she was beginning to realize that words would be of little help to her. A woman who will tell nothing but the truth under any circumstances and will surely keep her promises is at a disadvantage when conversing with a man who surely will not tell the truth if he can help it and who regards his given word with almost equal disrespect.

I have no fear, sahiba. I am not afraid to open this door wide and make a bid for liberty. It would not be wise, that is all, and thou  and I must deal in wisdom.

His words came through the dark very evenly  spaced evenly  as though he weighed each one of them before he voiced it. She gathered the impression that he was thinking for his very life. She felt unable to think for her own. She felt impelled to listen  incredulous, helpless, frightened,  not a little ashamed. She was thinking more of the awful things those Moslem gentlemen would say about her should they come and discover her in Jaimihrs cell.

Listen, sahiba! From end to end of India thy people are either dead, or else face to face with death. There is no escape anywhere for any man or woman  no hope, no chance. The British doom is sealed. So is the doom of every man who dared to side with them.

She shuddered. But she had to listen.

There will be an army here within a day or two. My men  and I number them by thousands  will come and rip these Rangars from their roost. Those that are not crucified will be thrown down from the summit, and there shall be a Hindoo shrine where they have worshipped their false god. Then, sahiba, if thou art here  perhaps  there might  yet  be a way-perhaps, yes?  a way, still, to escape me?

She was trembling. She could not help beginning to believe him. Whatever might be true of what he said was certainly not comforting.

But, while my army comes in search of me, my brother Howrah will be making merry with my palace and belongings. There will be devastation and other things in my armys rear for which there is no need and for which I have no stomach. I detest the thought of them, sahiba. Therefore, sahiba, I would drive a bargain. Notice, sahiba, I say not one word of love, though love such as mine is has seldom been offered to a woman. I say no word of love  as yet. I say, help me to escape by night, when I may make my way unseen back to my men: enable me to reach Howrah before my dear brother is aware of my trouble and before his men can start plundering, and name your own terms, sahiba!

Name her own terms  name her own terms  name her own terms! The words dinned through her head and she could grasp no other thought. She was alone in a cell with Jaimihr, and she could get out of it if she would name her terms! She must name them  she must hurry  what were they? What were her terms? She could not think.

Understand, sahiba. Certain things are sure. It is sure my men will come. It is sure that every Rangar on this rock will meet a very far from pleasant death

He grinned, and though she could not see him grin, she knew that he was doing it. She knew that he was even then imagining a hundred horrors that the Rangars would endure before they died. She might name her terms. She could save them.

No! she hissed hoarsely. No! They are my terms! I name them! You must spare them  spare the Rangars  spare every man on this hill, and theirs, and all they have!

Truly are those thy terms, sahiba?

Truly! What others can I ask?

They are granted, sahiba!

Oh, thank God!

She knew that he was speaking at least half the truth. She knew his power. She knew enough of Howrah Citys politics to be convinced that he would not be left at the mercy of a little band of Rangars. She knew that there were not enough Rangars on the whole countryside to oppose the army that would surely come to his rescue. And whether he were dead or living, she knew well enough that the vengeance would be wreaked on every living body on the hill. Alwa might feel confident, not she. She trembled now with joy at the thought that she  she the most helpless and useless of all of them  might save the lives of all.

But then another phase of the problem daunted her. She might help Jaimihr go. He might escape unobserved with her aid. But then? What then? What would the Rangars do to her? Had she sufficient courage to face that? It was not fear now that swept over her so much as wonder at herself. Jaimihr detected something different in her mental attitude, and, since almost any change means weakness to the Oriental mind, he was quick to try to take advantage of it. He guessed right at the first attempt.

And what wilt thou do here, sahiba? When I am gone, and there is none here to love thee

Peace! she commanded. Peace! I have suffered enough

Thou wilt suffer more, should the Rangars learn

That is my business! Let me pass! I have bargained, and I will try to fulfil my part!

She stepped toward the door, but he held out both his arms and she saw them. She had no intention of being embraced by him, whatever their conspiracy.

Stand back! she ordered.

Nay, nay, sahiba! Listen! Escape with me! These Rangars will not believe without proof that thou hast saved their lives by bargaining. They will show thee short shrift indeed when my loss is discovered. Come now and I will make thee Maharanee in a week!

I would be as safe with one as with the other! she laughed, something of calm reflection returning to her. And what proof have I in any case that you will keep your word, Jaimihr-sahib. I will keep mine  but who will keep yours, that has been so often broken?

Sahiba

Show me a proof!

Here  now  in this place?

Convince me, if you can! I will give myself willingly if I can save my father by it and these Rangars and Mr. Cunningham; but your bare word, Jaimihr-sahib, is worth that!

She snapped her fingers, and he swore beneath his breath. Then he remembered his ambition and his present need, and words raced to his aid  words, plans, oaths, treachery, and all the hundred and one tricks that he was used to. He found himself consciously selecting from a dozen different plans for tricking her.

Sahiba  he spoke slowly and convincingly. In the gloom she could see his brown eyes levelled straight at hers, and she saw they did not flinch there is none who knows better than thou knowest how my brother and I stand to each other. She shuddered at the reiterated second person singular, but he either did not notice it or else affected not to. Thou know est that there is no love between him and me, and that I would have his throne. The British could set me on that throne unless they were first overwhelmed. Wert thou my legal wife, and were I to aid the British in this minute of their need, they would not be overwhelmed, and afterward they would surely set me on the throne. Therefore I pledge my word to lead my men to the Companys aid, provided that these Rangars ride to my aid. My brother plans to overcome me first, and then take arms against the British. If the Rangars come to help me I will ride with them to the Companys aid afterward. That is my given word!

Then the throne of Howrah is your price, Jaimihr-sahib?

Thou art the price and the prize, sahiba! For thee I would win the throne!

She actually laughed, and he winced palpably. There was no doubt that he loved her after a manner of his own, and her contempt hurt him.

I have said all I can say, he told her. I have promised all I can promise. What more is there to say or offer? If I stay here, I swear on the honor of a Rajput and a prince of royal blood, that every living man and woman on this rock, excepting thee only, shall be dead within a week. But if I escape by thy aid, and if, at thy instance, these Rangars and their friends ride to my help against my brother, then I will throw all my weight  men and influence  in the scale on the British side.

And  ?

And thou shalt be Maharanee!

Never!

But in case that the British should be beaten before we reach them, then, sahiba! Then in case of thy need!

Jaimihr-sahib, I will help you to escape tonight on the terms that you have named  that you spare these Rangars and every living body on this hill. Then I will do my utmost to persuade the Rangars to ride to your assistance on your condition, that you lead your men to help the British afterward. And if my action in helping you escape should make the Rangars turn against me and my immediate friends, I shall claim your protection. Is that agreed?

Sahiba  absolutely!

Then let me pass!

Reluctantly he stood aside. She slipped out and let the bar down unobserved. But she had not recovered all her self-possession when she reached the courtyard.

Evening, Miss McClean, said Cunningham; and she all but fainted, she was strained to such a pitch of nervousness.

Where have you come from, Miss McClean? asked Cunningham. And she told him. She was not quite so stiff-chinned as she had been.

What were you doing there?

She told him that, too.

Where is your father?

In his chair on the veranda, Mr. Cunningham. There, in that deep shadow.

Come to him, please. I want your explanation in his presence.

She followed as obediently as a child. The sense of guilt  of fright  of impending judgment left her as she walked with him, and gave place to a glow of comfort that here should be a man on whom to lean. She did not fight the new sensation, for she was growing strangely weary of the other one. By the time that they had reached her father, and he was standing before Cunningham wiping his spectacles in his nervous way, she had completely recovered her self-possession, although it is likely she would not have given any reason for it to herself.

Cunningham held a lantern up, so that he could study both their faces. His own face muscles were set rigidly, and he questioned them as he might have cross-examined a spy caught in the act. His voice was uncompromising, and his manner stern.

Do you both understand how serious this situation is? he asked.

We naturally do, said Duncan McClean. The Scotsman was beginning to betray an inclination to bridle under the youngsters attitude, and to show an equally pronounced desire not to appear to. More so, probably, than anybody else!

Are you positive  both of you  you too, Mr. McClean  that all that talk about treasure in Howrah City is not mere imagination and legend?

Absolutely positive! They both answered him at once, both looking in his eyes across the unsteady rays of the flickering, smoky lamp. The amount has been, of course, much exaggerated, said McClean, but I have no doubt there is enough there to pay the taxes of all India for a year or two.

Then I have another question to ask. Do you both  or do you not  place yourselves at the service of the Company? It is likely to be dangerous  a desperate service. But the Company needs all that it can muster.

Of course we do! Again both answered in one breath.

Do you understand that that involves taking my orders?

This time Duncan McClean did the answering, and now it was he who seized the lamp. He held it high, and scanned Cunninghams face as though he were reading a finely drawn map.

We are prepared  I speak for my daughter as well as for myself  to obey any orders that you have a right to give, young man.

You misunderstand me, answered Cunningham. I am offering you the opportunity to serve the Company. As the Companys senior officer in the neighborhood, I am responsible to the Company for such orders as I see fit to give. I could not have my orders questioned. I dont mind telling you that Im asking you, as British subjects, no more than I intend to ask Alwa and his Rangars. You can do as much as they are going to be asked to do. You cant do more. But you can do less if you like. You are being given the opportunity now to offer your services unconditionally  that is to say in the only manner in which I will accept them. Otherwise you will remain non-combatants, and I shall take such measures for your safety as I see fit. Time presses. Your answer, please!

I will obey your legal orders, said McClean, still making full use of the lantern.

I refuse to admit the qualification, answered Cunningham promptly. Either you will obey, or you will not. You are asked to say which, that is all.

I will obey, said Rosemary McClean quietly. She said it through straight lips and in a level voice that carried more assurance than a string of loud-voiced oaths.

And you, sir?

Since my daughter sees fit to  ah  capitulate, I have no option.

Be good enough to be explicit.

I agree to obey your orders.

Thank you. He seemed to have finished with McClean. He turned away from him and faced Rosemary, not troubling to examine her face closely as he had done her fathers, but seeming none the less to give her full attention. I understood you to say that you promised to help Prince Jaimihr to escape from his cell tonight?

WHAT?

Duncan McClean could not have acted such amazement. Cunningham desired no further evidence that he had not been accessory to his daughters visit to the prisoner. He silenced him with a gesture. And now his eyes seemed for the time being to have finished with both of them; in spite of the darkness they both knew that he had resumed the far-away look that seemed able to see things finished.

Yes, said Rosemary. I promised. I had to.

Her father gasped. But Cunningham appeared to follow an unbroken chain of thought, and she listened.

Well. You will both realize readily that we, as British subjects, are ranged all together on one side opposed to treachery, as represented by the large majority of the natives. That means that our first consideration must be to keep our given word. What we say,  what we promise  what we boast  must tally with what we undertake, and at the least try, to do. You must keep your word to Jaimihr, Miss McClean!

She stared back at Cunningham through wide, unfrightened eyes. Whatever this man said to her, she seemed unable to feel fear while she had his attention. Her father seemed utterly bewildered, and she held his hand to reassure him.

On the other hand, we cannot be guilty of a breach of faith to our friend Alwa here. I must have a little talk with him before I issue any orders. Please wait here and  ah  do nothing while I talk to Alwa. Did you  ah  did you agree to marry Jaimihr, should he make you Maharanee?

No! I told him I would rather die!

Thank you. That makes matters easier. Now tell me over again from the beginning what you know about the political situation in Howrah. Quickly, please. Consider yourself a scout reporting to his officer.

Ten minutes later Cunninham heard a commotion by the parapet, and stalked off to find Alwa, close followed by Mahommed Gunga. The grim old Rajput was grinning in his beard as he recognized the set of what might have been Cunningham the elders shoulders.


CHAPTER XXVIII

Ye may go and lay your praise

At a shrine of other days

By the tomb of him who gat, and her who bore me;

My plan is good  my way  

The sons of kings obey  

But, Im reaping where another sowed before me.

JAIDEV SINGH was a five-K man, with the hair, breeches, bangle, comb, and dagger that betoken him who has sworn the vow of Khanda ka Pahul. Every item of the Sikh ritual was devised with no other motive than to preserve the fighting character of the organization. The very name Singh means lion. The Sikhs long hair with the iron ring hidden underneath is meant as a protection against sword-cuts. And because their faith is rather spiritual than fanatical  based rather on the cause of things than on material effect  men of that creed take first rank among fighting men.

Jaidev Singh arrived soon after the moon had risen. The notice of his coming was the steady drumming footfall of his horse, that slowed occasionally, and responded to the spur again immediately.

Close to the big iron gate below Alwas eyrie there were some of Jaimihrs cavalry nosing about among the trampled gardens for the dead and wounded they had left there earlier in the afternoon. They ceased searching, and formed up to intercept whoever it might be who rode in such a hurry. Above them, on the overhanging ramparts, there was quick discussion, and one man left his post hurriedly.

A horseman from the West! he announced, breaking in on Alwas privacy without ceremony.

One?

One only.

For us or them?

I know not, sahib.

Alwa  glad enough of the relief from puzzling his brain  ran to the rampart and looked long at the moving dot that was coming noisily toward his fastness but that gave no sign of its identity or purpose.

Whoever he is can see them, he vowed. The moon shines full on them. Either he is a man of theirs or else a madman!

He watched for five more minutes without speaking. Cunningham and Mahommed Gunga, coming out at last in search of him, saw the strained figures of the garrison peering downward through the yellow moon rays, and took stand on either side of him to gaze, too, in spellbound silence.

If he is their man, said Alwa presently, he will turn now. He will change direction and ride for the main body of them yonder. He can see them now easily. Yes. See. He is their man!

On a horse that staggered gamely  silhouetted and beginning to show detail in the yellow light  a man whose nationality or caste could not be recognized rode straight for the bivouacking cavalry, and a swarm of them rode out at a walk to meet him.

The tension on the ramparts was relaxed then. As a friend in direst need the man would have been welcome. As one of enemy, with a message for them, however urgent, he was no more than an incident.

By Allah! roared Alwa suddenly. That is no man of theirs! Quick! To the wheels! Man the wheels! Eight men to horse!

He took the cord himself, to send the necessary signal down into the belly of the rock. From his stables, where men and horses seemed to stand ready day and night, ten troopers cantered out, scattering the sparks, the whites of their horses eyes and their drawn blades gleaming; without another order they dipped down the breakneck gorge, to wait below. The oncoming rider had wheeled again; he had caught the cavalry, that rode to meet him, unawares. They were not yet certain whether he was friend or foe, and they were milling in a bunch, shouting orders to one another. He, spurring like a maniac, was heading straight for the searching party, who had formed to cut him off. He seemed to have thrown his heart over Alwas iron gate and to be thundering on hells own horse in quest of it again.

Alwas eight slipped down the defile as quickly as phantoms would have dared in that tricky moon-light. One of them shouted from below. Alwa jerked the cord, and the great gate yawned, well-oiled and silent. The oncomer raced straight for the middle of the intercepting line of horsemen; they  knowing him by this time for no friend  started to meet him; and Alwas eight, unannounced and unexpected, whirled into them from the rear.

In a second there was shouting, blind confusion  eddying and trying to reform. The lone galloper pulled clear, and Alwas men drove his opponents, crupper over headstall, into a body of the main contingent who had raced up in pursuit. They rammed the charge home, and reeled through both detachments  then wheeled at the spur and cut their way back again, catching up their man at the moment that his horse dropped dead beneath him. They seized him beneath the arms and bore him through as the great gate dropped and cut his horse in halves. Then one man took the galloper up behind his saddle, and bore him up the hill unquestioned until he could dismount in front of Alwa.

Who art thou? demanded the owner of the rock, recognizing a warrior by his trademarks, but in no way moderating the natural gruffness of his voice. Alwa considered that his inviolable hospitality should be too well known and understood to call for any explanation or expression; he would have considered it an insult to the Sikhs intelligence to have mouthed a welcome; he let it go for granted.

Jaidev Singh  galloper to Byng-bahadur. I bring a letter for the Risaldar Mahommed Gunga, or for Cunnigan-sahib, whichever I can find first.

They are both here.

Then my letter is for both of them.

Cunningham and Mahommed Gunga each took one step forward, and the Sikh gave Cunningham a tiny, folded piece of paper, stuck together along one edge with native gum. He tore it open, read it in the light of a troopers lantern, and then read it again aloud to Mahommed Gunga, pitching his voice high enough for Alwa to listen if he chose.

What are you two men doing? ran the note. The very worst has happened. We all need men immediately, and I particularly need them. One hundred troopers now would be better than a thousand men a month from now. Hurry, and send word by bearer. S. F. BYNG.

How soon can you start back? asked Cunningham.

The minute I am provided with a horse, sahib.

Cunningham turned to Alwa.

Will you be kind enough to feed him, Alwa-sahib?

Alwa resented the imputation against his hospitality instantly.

Nay, I was waiting for his money in advance! he laughed. Food waits, thou. Thou art a Sikh  thou eatest meat  meat, then, is ready.

The Sikh, or at least the true Sikh, is not hampered by a list of caste restrictions. All of his precepts, taken singly or collectively, bid him be nothing but a man, and no law forbids him accept the hospitality of soldiers of another creed. So Jaidev Singh walked off to feed on curried beef that would have made a Hindoo know himself for damned. Cunningham then turned on Alwa.

Now is the time, Alwa-sahib, he said in a level voice. My party can start off with this man and our answer, if your answer is no. If your answer is yes, then the Sikh can bear that answer for us.

You would none of you ride half a mile alive! laughed Alwa.

I none the less require an answer, Alwa-sahib.

Alwa stared hard at him. That was the kind of talk that went straight to his soldier heart. He loved a man who held to his point in the teeth of odds. The odds, it seemed to him, were awfully against Cunningham.

So was thy father, he said slowly. My cousin said thou wast thy fathers son!

I require an answer by the time that the Sikh has finished eating, said Cunningham. Otherwise, Alwa-sabib, I shall regret the necessity of foregoing further hospitality at your hands.

Bismillah! Am I servant here or master? wondered Alwa, loud enough for all his men to hear. Then he thought better of his dignity. Sahib, he insisted, I will not talk here before my men. We will have another conference.

I concede you ten minutes, said Cunningham, preparing to follow him, and followed in turn by Mohammed Gunga.

Now, swore the Risaldar into his beard, we shall see the reaching of decisions! Now, by the curse of the sack of Chitor we shall know who is on whose side, or I am no Rangar, nor the son of one!

I have a suggestion to make, sahib, smiled Alwa, closing the door of the rock-hewn chamber on the three of them.

Hear mine first! said Cunningham, with a hint of iron in his voice.

Ay! Hear his first! Hear Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur! echoed Mahommed Gunga. Let us hear a plan worth hearing! And Alwa looked into a pair of steady eyes that seemed to see through him  past him  to the finished work beyond.

Speak, sahib.

You are pledged to uphold Howrah on his throne?

Ha, sahib.

Then, I guarantee you shall! You shall not go to the Companys aid until you have satisfactory guarantees that your homes and friends will not be assailed behind your backs.

Guarantees to whose satisfaction, sahib?

Yours!

But with whom am I dealing? Alwa seemed actually staggered. Who makes these promises? The Company?

I give you my solemn word of honor on it!

It is at least a man who speaks! swore Alwa.

It is the son of Cunnigan-bahadur! growled Mahommed Gunga, standing chin erect. He seemed in no doubt now of the outcome. He was merely waiting for it with soldierly and ill-concealed impatience.

But, sahib

Alwa-sahib, we have no time for argument. It is yes or no. I must send an answer back by that Sikh. He must  he shall take my answer! Either you are loyal to our cause or you are not. Are you?

By the breath of God, sahib, I am thinking you leave me little choice!

I still await an answer. I am calling on you for as many men as you can raise, and I have made you specific promises. Choose, Alwa-sahib. Yes or no?

The answer is yes  but

Then I understand that you undertake to obey my orders without question until such time as a senior to me can be found to take over the command.

That is contingent on the agreement, hesitated Alwa.

I would like your word of honor, Alwa-sahib.

I pledge that not lightly, sahib.

For that very good reason I am asking for it. I shall know how far to trust when I have your word of honor!

I knew thy father! Thou art his son! I trusted him for good reason and with good result. I will trust thee also. My word is given, on thy conditions, sahib. First, the guarantees before we ride to the British aid!

And you obey my orders?

Yes. My word is given, sahib. The oath of a Rajput, of a Rangar, of a soldier, of a zemindar of the House of Kachwaha; the oath of a man to a man, sahib; the promise of thy fathers friend to thy fathers son! Bahadur  he drew himself to his full height, and clicked his spurs together I am thy servant!

Cunningham saluted. All three men looked in each others eyes and a bond was sealed between them that nothing less than death could sever.

Thank you, said Cunningham quite quietly. And now, Alwa-sahib  (he could strike while the iron glowed, could this son of Cunnigan!) for the plan. There is little time. Jaimihr must escape tonight!

Sahib, did I understand aright?

Alwas jaw had actually dropped. He looked as though he had been struck. Mahommed Gunga slammed his sabre ferule on the stone floor. He too, was hard put to it to believe his ears.

Jaimihr is the key to the position. He is nothing but a nuisance where he is. Outside he can be made to help us.

Am I dreaming, or art thou, sahib? Alwa stood with fists clinched on his hips and his legs apart  incredulous. Jaimihr to go free? Why that Hindoo pig is the source of all the trouble in the district!

We are neither of us dreaming, Alwa-sahib. Jaimihr is the dreamer. Let him dream in Howrah City for a day or two, while we get ready. Let him lead his men away and leave the road clear for us to pass in and out.

But

Oh, I know. He is your prisoner, and your honor is involved, and all that kind of thing. Im offering you, to set off against that, a much greater honor than you ever experienced in your whole life yet, and Ive put my order in the shape of a request for the sake of courtesy. I ask you again to let me arrange for Jaimihr to escape.

I was mad. But it seems that I have passed my word! swore Alwa.

I give you your word back again, then.

Bismillah! I refuse it!

Then I do with Jaimihr as I like?

I gave my word, sahib.

Thanks. Youll be glad before weve finished. Now Ive left the raising of as many men as can be raised to you, Alwa-sahib. You will remember that you gave your promise on that count, too.

I will keep that promise, too, sahib.

Good. You shall have a road clear by tonight.

He stepped back a pace, awaited their salute with the calm, assured authority of a general of division, returned it, and left the two Rajputs looking in each others eyes.

What is this, cousin, that thou hast brought me to? demanded Alwa.

Mahommed Gunga laughed and shook his sabre, letting it rattle in its scabbard.

This? This is the edge of the war that I promised thee a year ago! This is the service of which I spoke! This is the beginning of the blood-spilling! I have brought thee the leader of whom we spoke in Howrah City. Dost remember, cousin? I recall thy words!

Ay, I recall them. I said then that I would follow a second Cunnigan, could such be found.

And this is he! vowed Mahommed Gunga.

Ho! But we Rangars have a leader! A man of men!

But this plan of his? This loosing of the trapped wolf  what of that?

I neither know nor care, as yet! I trust him! I am his man, as I was his fathers! I have seen him; I have heard him; I have felt his pulse in the welter of the wrath of God. I know him. Whatever plans he makes, whatever way he leads, those are my plans, my road! I serve the son of Cunnigan!


CHAPTER XXIX

Did he swear with his leg in a spring-steel trap

And a tongue dry-cracked from thirst?

Or down on his knees at his ladys lap

With the ladys lips to his own, mayhap,

And his head and his heart aburst?

Nay! I have listened to vows enough

And never the oath could bind

Save that, that a free man chose to take

For his own good reputations sake!

Theyre qualified  theyre tricks  they break  

Theyre words, the other kind!

MAHOMMED GUNGA had long ago determined to go it blind on Cunningham. He had known him longest and had the greatest right. Rosemary McClean, who knew him almost least of all, so far as length of time was concerned, was ready now to trust him as far as the Risaldar dared go; her limit was as long and as devil-daring as Mahommed Gungas. Whatever Scots reserve and caution may have acted as a brake on Duncan McCleans enthusiasm were offset by the fact that his word was given; so far as he was concerned, he was now as much and as obedient a servant of the Company as either of the others. Nor was his attitude astonishing.

Alwas was the point of view that was amazing, unexpected, brilliant, soldierly, unselfish  all the things, in fact, that no one had the least right to expect it to turn out to be. Two or three thousand men looked to him as their hereditary chieftain who alone could help them hold their chins high amid an overwhelming Hindoo population; his position was delicate, and he might have been excused for much hesitation, and even for a point-blank refusal to do what he might have preferred personally. He and his stood to lose all that they owned  their honor  and the honor of their wives and families, should they fight on the wrong side. Even as a soldier who had passed his word, he might have been excused for a lot of wordy questioning of orders, for he had enough at stake to make anybody cautious.

Yet, having said his say and sworn a dozen God-invoking Rangar oaths before he pledged his word, and then having pledged it, he threw Rajput tradition and the odds against him into one bottomless discard and proceeded to show Cunningham exactly what his fealty meant.

By the boots and beard of Allahs Prophet! he swore, growing freer-tongued now that his liberty of action had been limited. Here we stand and talk like two old hags, Mahommed Gunga! My word is given. Let us find out now what this fledgling general of thine would have us do. If he is to release my prisoner, at least I would like to get amusement out of it!

So he and Mahommed Gunga swaggered across the courtyard to where Cunningham had joined the McCleans again.

We come with aid and not objections, sahib, he assured him. If we listen, it may save explanations afterward.

So at a sign from Cunningham they enlarged the circle, and the East and West  bearded and clean-shaven, priest and soldiers, Christian and Mohammedan  stood in a ring, while almost the youngest of them  by far the youngest man of them  laid down the law for all. His eyes were all for Rosemary McClean, but his gestures included all of them, and they all answered him with nods or grunts as each saw fit.

Send for the Sikh! commanded Cunningham.

Five minutes later, with a lump of native bread still in his fist, Jaidev Singh walked up and saluted.

Where is Byng-bahadur now? asked Cunningham.

At Deeseera, sahib  not shut in altogether, but hard pressed. There came cholera, and Byng-bahadur camped outside the town. He has been striking, sahib, striking hard with all too few to help him. His irregulars, sahib, were disbanded at some ones orders just before this outbreak, but some of them came back at word from him. And there were some of us Sikhs who knew him, and who would rather serve him and die than fight against him and live. He has now two British regiments with him, sadly thinned  some of my people, some Goorkhas, some men from the North  not very many more than two thousand men all told, having lost heavily in action and by disease. But word is going round from mouth to mouth that many sahibs have been superseded, and that only real sahibs such as Byng-bahadur have commands in this hour. Byng-bahadur is a man of men. We who are with him begin to have courage in our bones again. Is the answer ready? Yet a little while? It is well, sahib, I will rest. Salaam!

You see, said Cunningham, the situations desperate. Weve got to act. Alwa here stands pledged to protect Howrah and you have promised to aid Jaimihr. Somebodys word has got to break, and you may take it from me that it will be the word of the weakest man! I think that that man is Jaimihr, but I cant be sure in advance, and weve got to accept his promise to begin with. Go to him, Miss McClean, and make a very careful bargain with him along the line I mapped out for you. Alwa-sahib, I want witnesses, or rather overhearers. I want you and Mahommed Gunga to place yourselves near Jaimihrs cell so that you can hear what he says. There wont be any doubt then about who has broken promises. Are you ready, Miss McClean?

She was trembling, but from excitement and not fear. Both Rajputs saluted her as she started back for the cell, and whatever their Mohammedan ideas on women may have been, they chose to honor this one, who was so evidently one of them in the hour of danger. Duncan McClean seemed to be praying softly, for his lips moved.

When the cell-door creaked open, Alwa and Mahommed Gunga were crouched one on either side, listening with the ears of soldiers that do not let many sounds or words escape them.

Jaimihr-sahib! she whispered. Jaimihr-sahib!

Ha! Sahiba! Then he called her by half a dozen names that made the listening Rangars grin into their beards.

Jaimihr-sahib  she raised her voice a little now if I help you to escape, will you promise me my safety under all conditions?

Surely, sahiba!

Do you swear to protect every living person on this hill, including the Alwa-sahib and Cunningham-sahib?

Surely, sahiba.

You swear it?

I swear it on my honor. There is no more sacred oath.

Then, listen. I can help you to escape now. I have a rope that is long enough to lower you over the parapet. I am prepared to risk the consequences, but I want to bargain with you for aid for my Countrymen.

Jaimihr did not answer.

The Alwa-sahib and his Rangars stand pledged to help your brother!

I guessed at least that much, laughed Jaimihr.

They would not help you against him under any circumstances. But they want to ride to the Companys aid, and they might be prepared to protect you against him. They might guarantee the safety of your palace and your mens homes. They might exact a guarantee from Howrah.

Jaimihr laughed aloud, careless of the risk of being overheard, and Rosemary knew that Cunninghams little plan was useless even before it had been quite expounded. She felt herself trembling for the consequences.

Sahiba, there is only one condition that would make me ride to the British aid with all my men.

Name it!

Thou art it!

I dont understand you, Jaimihr-sahib, she whispered, understanding all too well.

Follow me. Come to me in Howrah. Then whatever these fool Rangars choose to do, I swear by Siva and the Rites of Siva that I will hurry to the Companys aid!

Rosemary McClean shuddered, and he knew it. But that fact rather added to his pleasure. The wolf prefers a cowering, frightened prey even though he dare fight on occasion. She was thinking against time. Through that one small, overburdened head, besides a splitting headache, there was flashing the ghastly thought of what was happening to her countrymen and women  of what would happen unless she hurried to do something for their aid. All the burden of all warring India seemed to be resting on her shoulders, in a stifling cell; and Jaimihr seemed to be the only help in sight.

How many men could you summon to the Companys aid? she asked him.

He laughed. Ten thousand! he boasted.

Armed and drilled men  soldiers fit to fight?

Surely.

I think that is a lie, Jaimihr-sahib. There is not time enough to waste on lies. Tell me the exact truth, please.

He contrived to save his face, or, rather, he contrived to make himself believe he did.

I would need some to guard my rear, he answered. I could lead five thousand to the British aid.

Is that the truth?

On my honor, sahiba.

And you wish to marry me?

Sahiba  I  I have no other wish!

I agree to marry you provided you will lead five thousand men to the Companys aid, but not until you have done so.

You will come to Howrah?

She could feel his excitement. The cell walls seemed to throb.

Yes; but I shall come accompanied by my father, and Mr. Cunningham, and all the Rangars he can raise. And I shall hold you to your bargain. You must help the Company first. FIRST  dyou understand?

I understand.

It was Jaimihrs turn now to lay the law down. She had let him see her eagerness to gain his aid for the Company, and he saw the weakness of her case in an instant. He knew very well, too, that no woman of her breed would have thought of consenting to marry him unless her hand was forced. He decided immediately to force it further.

I understand, sahiba. I, too, will hold thee to thy promise! Thou wilt come with an escort, as befits a princes wife! But how should I know that the Rangars would prove friends of mine? How should I know that it is not all a trap?

You will have my promise to depend on.

Truly! And there will be how many hundred men to override the promise of one woman? Nay! My word is good; my promise holds; but on my own conditions! Help me to escape. Then follow me to Howrah City. Come in advance of thy Rangar escort. By that I will know that the Rangars and this Cunningham are my friends  otherwise they would not let thee come. The Rangars are to exact guarantees from my brother? How should I know that they do not come to help my brother crush me out of existence? With thee in my camp as hostage I would risk agreement with them, but not otherwise. Escape with me now, or follow. But bring no Rangars, sahiba! Come alone!

I will not. I would not dare trust you.

Jaimihr laughed. I have been reckoning, sahiba, how many hours will pass before my army comes to rip this nest of Alwas from its roots, and defile the whole of it! If I am to spare the people on this rock, then I must hurry! Should my men come here to carry me away, they will be less merciful than I! Choose, sahiba! Let me go, and I will spare these Rangars until such time as they earn punishment anew. Or let me go, and follow me. Then fight with the Rangars and for the Company, with thee as the price of my alliance. Or leave me in this cell until my men come to rescue me. The last would be the simplest way! Or it would be enough to help me escape and wait until I have done my share at conquering the British. Then I could come and claim thee! Choose, sahiba; there are many ways, though they all end in one goal.

If I am the price of your allegiance, said Rosemary, then I will pay the price. Five thousand men for the British cause are dearer to me than my own happiness. I promise, Jaimihr-sahib, that I will come to you in Howrah. I shall come accompanied by one servant, named Joanna, and  I think  by my father; and the Rangars and Mr. Cunningham shall be at least a days ride behind me. I give my word on that. But  I can promise you, on Mr. Cunninghams behalf, and on the Alwa-sahibs, and Mahommed Gungas, that should you have made any attempt against my liberty  should you have offered me any insult or indignity  before they come  should you have tried to anticipate the terms of your agreement  then  then  there would be an end of bargaining and promises, Jaimihr-sahib, and your life would be surely forfeit! Do you understand?

Surely, sahiba!

Do you agree?

I already have agreed. They are my terms. I named them!

I would like to hear you promise, on your honor.

I swear by all my gods and by my honor. I swear by my love, that is dearer to me than a throne, and by the name and the honor of a Rajput!

Be ready, then. I am going now to hide the rope in the shadow of the wall. It will take perhaps fifteen minutes. Be ready.

He made a quick movement to embrace her, but she slipped out and escaped him; and he thought better of his sudden plan to follow her, remembering that her word was likely to be good, whatever his might be. He elected to wait inside until she returned for him. He little knew that he missed the downward swing of Alwas sabre, that was waiting, poised and balanced for him, in the darkness by the door.

Bismillah! I would have had a right to kill him had he followed her and broken faith so early in the business! Alwa swore, excusing his impatience to Mahommed Gunga. Have no fear, sahib! he counselled Cunningham a moment later, laying a heavy hand on the boys arm. Let her keep her promises. That Hindoo pig will not keep his! We will be after her, and surely  surely we will find good cause for some throat-slitting as well as the cancelling of marriage promises!

Do you understand, Alwa-sahib, that  if Jaimihr keeps his promise to her, she must keep hers to him? Do you realize that?

Allah! Listen to him! Yes, sahib. Truly, bahadur, I appreciate! I also know that I have given certain promises which I, too, must fulfil! She is not the only bargainer! I am worrying more about those guarantees that Howrah was to give  I am anxious to see how, with fifteen hundred, we are to get the better of a Rajah and his brother and their total of ten thousand! I want to see those promises performed! Ay! The Miss-sahib has done well. She has done her share. Let her continue. And do thou thy share, bahadur! I am at thy back with my men, but give us action!

Cunningham held up a lantern, and looked straight at Duncan McClean. The missionary had held his daughters hand while she recounted what had happened in the cell. Whatever he may have thought, he had uttered no word of remonstrance.

Of course, we go to Howrah ahead of you, he answered to Cunninghams unspoken question.

Cunningham held out his right hand, and the missionary shook it.

Hold the lamp, please, said Cunningham, and Mahommed Gunga seized it. Then Cunningham took paper and a pencil and read aloud the answer that he wrote to Byng-bahadur. He wrote it in Greek characters for fear lest it might fall into the enemys hands and be too well understood.

I can be with you in one week, sir, and perhaps sooner. Unless we are all killed in the meantime we should number more than fifteen hundred when we come. Expect either all or none of us. The situation here is critical, but our course seems clear, and we ought to pull through. Mahommed Gunga sends salaams. Your obedient servant,

RALPH CUNNINGHAM.

Would God I could see the clear course! laughed Alwa.

Call the Sikh, please.

The Sikh came running, and Cunningham gave him the folded note.

Have you a horse for him, Alwa-sahib?

That has been attended to, sahib, the Sikh answered. The Alwa-sahib has given me a wonder of a horse.

Very well, then, Jaidev Singh. Watch your chance. Go to the parapet, and when you see by their lanterns that the cavalry below have ridden off, then race for all youre worth with that news for Byng-bahadur!

Salaam, sahib! said the Sikh.

Salaam, Jaidev Singh. And now hide, every-body! Dont let Jaimihr get the impression that were playing with him.

A little later Miss McClean led Jaimihr through a passage in the rock, off which axe-hewn cells led on either side, to the far side of the summit, where the parapet was higher but the wall was very much less sheer. The Princes arms were still too sore from the wrenching he received when they took him prisoner for him to dare trust himself hand over hand on a rope; she had to make the rope fast beneath his armpits, and then lower him slowly, taking two turns with the rope round the waist of a brass cannon. The Prince fended himself off the ragged wall with hands and feet, and called up instructions to her as loudly as he dared.

It was a tremendous drop. For the last fifty or more feet the wall rose straight, overhung by a ridge that rasped the rope. And the rope proved fifteen feet or more too short. Rosemary paid out as much of it as she dared, and then made the end fast round the cannon, leaning over to see whether Jaimihr would have sense enough or skill enough to cut himself free and fall. But he hung where he was and spun, and it was five minutes before Rosemary remembered that his weapons had all been taken from him! It was scarcely likely that he could bite the thick rope through with his teeth!

She stood then for two or three more minutes wondering what to do, for she had no knife of her own, and she had made the rope fast  woman-wise  with a true landlubbers knot that tightened from the strain until her struggling fingers could not make the least impression on it. But Alwa walked up openly  drew his heavy sabre  and saved the situation for her.

That may help to jog his recollection of the bargain! he laughed, severing the rope with a swinging cut and peering over to see, if he could, how Jaimihr landed. By a miracle the Prince landed on his feet. He sat down for a moment to recover from the shock, and then walked off awkwardly to where his cavalry were sleeping by their horses.

He had some trouble in persuading the outposts who he really was, and there was an argument that could be quite distinctly heard from the summit of the rock, and made Alwa roar with laughter before, finally, the whole contingent formed and wheeled and moved away, ambling toward Howrah City at a pace that betokened no unwillingness.

Five minutes later the Sikhs horse thundered out across the plain from under Alwas iron gate, and the news, such as it was, was on its way to Byng-bahadur.

A clear road at the price of a horse-hide rope! laughed Alwa. Now for some real mans work!

Rosemary stole off to argue with her father and her conscience, but Alwa went to his troopers quarters and told off ten good men for the task of manning the fortress in his absence. They were ten unwilling men; it needed all his gruff authority, and now and then a threat, to make them stay behind.

I must leave ten men behind, he insisted. It takes four men, even at a pinch, to lift the gate. And who shall guard my women? Nay, I should leave twenty, and I must leave ten. Therefore I leave the ten best men I have, and they who stay behind may know by that that I consider them the best!

The remainder of his troopers he sent out one by one in different directions, with orders to rally every Rangar they could find, and at a certain point he named. Then he and Mahommed Gunga said good-by to Cunningham and took a trail that led in the direction where most of the doubtfuls lived  the men who might need personal convincing  rousing  awakening from lethargy.

You think I ought to stay behind? asked Cunningham, who had already made his mind up but chose to consult Alwa.

Surely, sahib. If for no other reason, then to make sure that that priest of thine and his daughter make tracks for Howrah City! While he is here he is a priest, and we Rangars have our own ideas on what they are good for! When he is there he will be a man maneuvering to save his own life and his daughters reputation! See that he starts, sahib!

He rode off then. But before Mahommed Gunga saw fit to follow him he legged his charger close to Cunningham for a final word or two.

Have no fear now, bahadur  no anxiety! Three days hence there will be a finer regiment to lead than ever thundered in thy fathers wake  a regiment of men, sahib, for a man to lead and love!  a regiment that will trust thee, sahib! See thou to the guarantees! Rung Ho, bahadur!

Rung Ho! See you again, Mahommed Gunga!


CHAPTER XXX

Sabres and spurs and jingling bits  

(Ho! But the food to feed them!)

Sinews and eyes and ears and wits  

(Hey! But the troopers need them!)

Sahib, mount! Thy chargers fling

Foam to the night  thy trumpets sing  

Thy lance-butts on the stirrups ring  

Mount, sahib! Blood them! Lead them!

IT was arranged that the McCleans, with old Joanna, should start at dawn for Howrah City, and they were, both of them, too overcome with mingled dread and excitement to even try to sleep. Joanna, very much as usual, snoozed comfortably, curled in a blanket in a corner.

They would run about a hundred different risks, not least of which was the chance of falling in with a party of Howrahs men. In fact, if they should encounter anybody before bringing up at Jaimihrs palace it was likely that the whole plan would fizzle into nothing.

Cunningham, after fossicking for a long time in Alivas armory  that contained, besides weapons of the date, a motley assortment of the tools of war that would have done great credit to a museum of antiquities  produced two pistols. He handed, one to the missionary and one to Miss McClean, advising her to hide hers underneath her clothing. You know what theyre for? he asked. No. Youd gain nothing by putting up a fight. Theyre loaded. All youve got to do is jerk the hammer back and pull the trigger, and the best way not to miss is to hold the muzzle underneath your chin  this way  keeping the butt well out from you. You make sure when you do that. The only satisfaction youll have, if it comes to suicide as a last resource, will be that youve tried to do your duty and the knowledge that youll be avenged. I promise that. But I dont think youll have any need to do it  if I did think it Id have thought twice before sending you.

How does such a very young man as you come to have all this responsibility? asked Rosemary, taking the pistol without a shudder. She laughed then as she noticed Cunninghams discomfort and recognized the decency that hates to talk about itself.

I suppose I know my own mind, he answered. These other awfully decent fellows dont, thats all  if you except Mahommed Gunga. That chaps a wonder. Pon my soul, it seems he knew this was coming and picked me from the start to take charge over here. Seems, owing to my dads reputation, these Rangars think me a sort of reincarnation of efficiency. Ive got to try and live up to it, you know  same old game of reaping what you didnt sow and hoping itll all be over before you wake up! Wont you try and get some sleep before morning? No? Come and sit over by the parapet with me, then.

He carried chairs for both of them to a point whence he could sit and watch the track that led to Howrah and so help out the very meagre garrison. There, until the waning moon dipped down below the sky-line, they talked together  first about the task ahead of each of them; then about the sudden ghastliness of the rebellion, whose extent not one of them could really grasp as yet; last, and much longest, as familiarity gradually grew between them, of youthful reminiscences and home  of Eton and the Isle of Skye.

In the darkness and the comparative coolness that came between the setting of the moon and dawn Rosemary fell asleep, her head pillowed in her fathers lap. For a while, then, seeing her only dimly through the night, but conscious, as he could not help being, of her youth and charm and of the act of self-sacrifice that she had undertaken without remonstrance, he felt ashamed. He began to wonder whether there might not have been some other way  whether he had any right, even for his countrys sake, to send a girl on such a mission. Misgiving began to sap his optimism, and there was no Mahommed Gunga to stir the soldier in him and encourage iron-willed pursuance of the game. He began to doubt; and doubt bred silence.

He was wakened from a revery by Duncan McClean, who raised his daughter tenderly and got up on his feet.

The dawn will be here soon, Mr. Cunningham. We had better get ready. Well  in case we never meet again  Im glad I met you.

Better start before the sun gets up, he answered, gripping the missionarys hand. He was a soldier again. He had had the answer to his thoughts! If the man who was to sacrifice his daughter  or risk her sacrifice  was pleased to have met him, there was not much sense in harboring self-criticism! He shook it off, and squared his shoulders, beginning again to think of all that lay ahead.

Trust to the old woman to guide you and show you a place to rest at, if you must rest. You ought to reach Howrah at dusk tomorrow, for youll find it quite impossible to travel fast  youre both of you too stiff, for one thing. Lie up somewhere  Joanna will know of a place  until the old woman has taken in a message to Jaimihr, and wait until he sends you some men to escort you through the outskirts of the city. Ive got disguises ready for you  a pugree for you, Mr. McClean, and a purdah for your daughter  youll travel as a Hindoo merchant and his wife. If you get stopped, say very little, but show this.

He produced the letter written once by Maharajah Howrah to the Alwa-sahib and sent by galloper with the present of a horse. It was signed, and at the bottom of it was the huge red royal seal. Now go and put the disguise on, while I see to the horses; Im going to pick out quiet ones, if possible, though I warn you theyre rare in these parts.

Some twenty minutes later he led their horses for them gingerly down the slippery rock gorge, and waited at the bottom while six men wound the gate up slowly. Rosemary McClean was quite unrecognizable, draped from head to foot in a travelling veil that might have been Mohammedan or Hindoo, and gave no outward sign as to her caste, or rank. McClean, in the full attire of a fairly prosperous Hindoo, but with no other mark about him to betoken that he might be worth robbing, rode in front of her, high-perched on a native saddle. In front, on a desert pony, rode Joanna, garbed as a man.

She ought to be travelling in a carriage of some kind, admitted Cunningham, but we havent got a single wheeled thing here. If any one asks pertinent questions on the road, youd better say that she had an ekka, but that some Rangars took it from you. Dyou think you know the language well enough to pass muster?

Its a little late to ask me that! laughed McClean. Yes  Im positive I do. Good-by.

They shook hands again and the three rode off, cantering presently, to make the most of the coolness before the sun got up. Cunningham climbed slowly up the hill and then watched them from the parapet  wondering, wondering again  whether he was justified. As he put it to himself, it was the hell of a position for a man to find himself in! He caught himself wondering whether his thoughts would have been the same, and whether his conscience would have racked him quite as much, had Rosemary McClean been older, and less lovely, and a little more sour-tongued.

He had to laugh presently at the absurdity of that notion, for Jaimihr would never have bargained for possession of a sour-faced, elderly woman. He came to the conclusion that the only thing he could do was to congratulate the Raj because, at the right minute, the right good-looking woman had been on the spot! But he did not like the circumstances any better; and before two hours had passed the loneliness began to eat into his soul.

Like any other man whose race and breed and training make him self-dependent, he could be alone for weeks on end and scarcely be aware that he had nobody to talk to. But his training had never yet included sending women off on dangerous missions any more than it had taught him to resist womans attraction  the charm of a womans voice, the lure of a womans eyes. He did not know what was the matter with him, but supposed that his liver must be out of order or else that the sun had touched him.

Taking a chance on the liver diagnosis, he had out the attenuated garrison, and drilled it, both mounted and dismounted, first on the hilltop  where they made the walls re-echo to the clang of grounded butts  and then on the plain below, with the gate wide open in their rear and one man watching from the height above. When he had tired them thoroughly, and himself as well, he set two men on the lookout and retired to sleep; nor did the droning and the wailing music of some women in the harem trouble him.

They called him regularly when the guard was changed, but he slept the greater part of that day and stood watch all night. The next day, and the third day, he drilled the garrison again, growing horribly impatient and hourly more worried as to what Byng-bahadur might be doing, and thinking of him.

It was evening of the fourth day when a Rangar woke him, squeezing at his foot and standing silent by the cot.

Huzoor  Mahommed Gunga comes!

Thank God!

He ran to the parapet and watched in the fading light a little dust cloud that followed no visible track but headed straight toward them over desert.

How dyou know thats Mahommed Gunga? he demanded.

Who else, huzoor? Who else would ride from that direction all alone and straight for this nest of wasps? Who else but Alwa or Mahommed Gunga? Alwa said he would not come, but would wait yonder.

It might be one of Alwas men.

We have many good men, sahib  and many good horses  but no man or horse who could come at that pace after traversing those leagues of desert! That is Mahommed Gunga, unless a new fire-eater has been found. And what new man would know the way?

Soon  staccato, like a drum-beat in the silence  came the welcome, thrilling cadence of the horses hoofs  the steady thunder of a horse hard-ridden but not foundered. The sun went down and blackness supervened, but the sound increased, as one lone rider raced with the evening wind, head on.

It seemed like an hour before the lookout challenged from the crag that overhung the gate  before the would-be English words rang out; and all Asia and its jackals seemed to wait in silence for the answer.

Howt-uh! Hukkums-thar!

Ma  hommed  Gunga  hai!

Hurrah!

The cheer broke bonds from the depth of Cunninghams being, and Mahommed Gunga heard it on the plain below. There was a rush to man the wheels and sweat the gate up, and Cunningham started to run down the zigzag pathway. He thought better of it, though, and waited where the path gave out onto the courtyard, giving the signal with the cords for the gate to lower away again.

Evening, Mahommed Gunga! he said, almost casually, as the weary chargers nose appeared above the rise.

Salaam, bahadur!

He dismounted and saluted and then leaned against his horse.

I wonder, sahib, whether the horse or I be weariest! Of your favor, water, sahib!

Cunningham brought him water in a dipper, and the Rajput washed his horses mouth out, then held out the dipper again to Cunningham for fresh charge for himself.

I would not ask the service, sahib, but for the moment my head reels. I must rest before I ride again.

Is all well, Mahommed Gunga?

Ay, sahib! More than well!

The men are ready?

Horsed, armed, and waiting, they keep coming  there were many when I left  there will be three squadrons worthy of the name by the time we get there! Is all well at your end, sahib?

Yes, alls well.

Did the padre people go to Howrah?

They started and they have not returned.

Then, Allah be praised! Inshallah, I will grip that spectacled old woman of a priest by the hand before I die. He has a spark of manhood in him! Send me this good horse to the stables, sahib; I am overweary. Have him watered when the heat has left him, and then fed. Let them blanket him lightly. And, sahib, have his legs rubbed  that horse ever loved to have his legs rubbed. Allah! I must sleep four hours before I ride! And the Miss-sahib  went she bravely?

Went as a woman of her race ought to go, Mahommed Gunga.

Ha! She met a man first of her own race, and he made her go! Would she have gone if a coward asked her, think you? Sahib  women are good  at the other end of things! We will ride and fetch her. Ha! I saw! My eyes are old, but they bear witness yet!  Now, food, sahib  for the love of Allah, food, before my belt-plate and my backbone touch!

I wonder what the damned old infidel is dreaming of! swore Cunningham, as Mahommed Gunga staggered to the chamber in the rock where a serving-man was already heaping victuals for him.

Have me called in four hours, sahib! In four hours I will be a man again!


CHAPTER XXXI

The freed wolf limped home to his lair,

And lay to lick his sore.

With wrinkled lip and fangs agnash  

With back-laid ear and eyes aflash  

Twas something rather more than rash

To turn me loose! he swore.

NOW Jaimihr fondly thought he held a few cards up his sleeve when he made his bargain with Rosemary McClean and let himself be lowered from the Alwa-sahibs rock. He knew, better probably than any one except his brother and the priests, how desperate the British situation had become throughout all India at an instants notice, and he made his terms accordingly.

He did not believe, in the first place, that there would be any British left to succor by the time matters had been settled sufficiently in Howrah to enable him to dare leave the city at his rear. Afterward, should it seem wise, he would have no objection in the world to riding to the aid of a Company that no longer existed.

In the second place, he entertained no least compunction about breaking his word completely in every particular. He knew that the members of the little band on Alwas rock would keep their individual and collective word, and therefore that Rosemary McClean would come to him. He suspected, though, that there would prove to be a rider of some sort to her agreement as regarded marrying him, for he had young Cunningham in mind; and he knew enough of Englishmen from hearsay and deduction to guess that Cunningham would interject any obstacle his ingenuity could devise.

Natives of India do not like Englishmen to marry their women. How much less, then, would a stiff-necked member of a race of conquerors care to stand by while a woman of his own race became the wife of a native prince? He did not trust Cunningham, and he recalled that he had had no promise from that gentleman.

Therefore, he proposed to forestall Cunningham if possible, and, if that were inconvenient or rash, he meant to take other means of making Rosemary McClean his, beyond dispute, in any case.

Next to Rosemary McClean he coveted most the throne of Howrah. With regard to that he was shrewd enough not to conceal from himself for a second the necessity for scotching the priests of Siva before he dare broach the Howrah treasure, and so make the throne worth his royal while. Nor did he omit from his calculations the public clamor that would probably be raised should he deal too roughly with the priests. And he intended to deal roughly with them.

So the proposed allegiance of the Rangars suited him in more ways than one. His army and his brothers were so evenly matched in numbers and equipment that he had been able to leave Howrah without fear for the safety of his palace while his back was turned. The eight hundred whom he had led on the unlucky forray to Alwas were scarcely missed, and, even had the Maharajah known that he was absent with them, there were still too many men behind for him to dare to start reprisals. The Maharajah was too complete a coward to do anything much until he was forced into it.

The Rangars, he resolved, must be made to take the blame for the broaching of the treasure. He proposed to go about the broaching even before hostilities between himself and his brother had commenced, and he expected to be able to trick the Rangars into seeming to be looting. To appear to defend the treasure would probably not be difficult; and it would be even less difficult to blame the Rangars afterward for the death of any priest who might succumb during the ensuing struggle. He counted on the populace, more than on his own organized forces, to make the Rangars powerless when the time should come for them to try to take the upper hand. The mob would suffer in the process, but its fanaticism  its religious prejudice and numbers  would surely win the day.

As for Rosemary McClean, the more he considered her the more his brown eyes glowed. He had promised to make her Maharanee. But he knew too thoroughly what that would mean not to entertain more than a passing doubt as to the wisdom of the course. He was as ready to break his word on that point as on any other.

A woman of his own race, however wooed and won, would have been content to accept the usual status of whisperer from behind the close-meshed screens. Not so an Englishwoman, with no friends to keep her company and with nothing in the world to do but think. She, he realized, would expect to make something definite of her position, and that would suit neither his creed (which was altogether superficial), nor custom (which was iron-bound and to be feared), nor prejudice (which was prodigious), nor yet convenience (which counted most).

He came to the conclusion that the fate in store for her was not such as she would have selected had she had her choice. Nor were his conclusions in regard to her such as would commend him in the eyes of honest men.

But, after all, the throne was the fulcrum of his plotting; and the lever had to be the treasure, if his plans were to succeed beyond upsetting. He changed his plans a dozen times over before he arrived at last at the audacious decision he was seeking.

Like many another Hindoo in that hour of Englands need, he did not lose sight altogether of the distant if actual possibility that the Companys servants might  by dint of luck and grit, and what the insurance papers term the Act of God  pull through the crisis. Therefore, he decided that under no circumstances should Rosemary McClean be treated cavalierly until the Rangars were out of the way and he could pose as her protector if need be.

He would be able to prove that Rosemary and her father had come to him of their own free will. He would say that they had asked him for protection from the Rangars. He had evidence that his brother Howrah had been in communication with the Rangars. So, should the Company survive and retain power enough to force an answer to unpleasant questions, he thought it would not be difficult to prove that he had been the Companys friend all along.

Under all the circumstances he considered it best to be false to everybody and strike for no hand but his own, and with that reconsidered end in view he decided on a master-stroke. He sent word to his brother, the Maharajah, saying that the Rangars had accepted service with the Company and purposed a raid on Howrah; therefore, he proposed that they unite against the common enemy and set a trap for the Rangars.

Howrah sent back to ask what proof he had of the Rangars taking service with the British. Jaimihr answered that Cunningham and Mahommed Gunga were both on Alwas crag. He also swore that as Alwas prisoner he had been able to over-hear the Rangars plans.

The Maharajah was bewildered, as Jaimihr had expected that he would be. And with just as Eastern, just as muddle-headed, just as dishonest reasoning, he made up his mind to play a double game with everybody, too. He agreed to join Jaimihr in opposition to the Rangars. He agreed to send all his forces to meet Jaimihrs and together kill every Rangar who should show himself inside the city. And he privately made plans to arrive on the scene too late, and smash Jaimihrs army after it had been reduced in size and efficiency by its battle with Alwas men.

Jaimihr, unknowingly, fitted his plan into his brothers by determining to get on the scene early enough to have first crack at the treasure. He meant to get away with that, leave his brother to deal with Alwas men, circle round, and then attack his brother from the rear.

Finally, he made up his mind once and for all that Rosemary McClean must remain inviolate until he was quite certain that the English had been driven out of India. He expected that good news within a week.

He was delighted when Joanna, dressed as a man, turned up at his palace-gates and cajoled her way in past the guards. To be asked for an escort to bring the McCleans into Howrah fitted in with his role of protector as a key might fit a lock. Now they could never pretend  nobody could ever pretend  that he had seized them. He sent a carriage out for them, and when they arrived placed a whole wing of his palace at their disposal, treating them like royalty. He made no attempt to molest or interfere with either of them, except that he prevented them from going in and out; and he told off plenty of witnesses who would be able to swear subsequently that they had seen how well his guests were treated. He was taking no unnecessary chances at that stage of the game he played.

There were others, though, who plotted besides Jaimihr. There were, for instance, Sivas priests. It is not to be forgotten that in that part of India the priests had been foremost in fomenting the rebellion. They urged Howrah constantly to take the field against the British, and it was only the sure knowledge of his brothers intention to strike for the throne that prevented the Maharajah from doing what the priests urged.

He knew that Alwa and the Rangars would not help him unless Jaimihr first attacked him, for Alwa would be sure to stand on the strict letter of his oath. And he was afraid of the Rangars. He feared that they might protect him and depose him afterward. He reasoned that that, too, might be construed into a strict interpretation of the terms of Alwas promise!

He consented to collect his army. He kept it under arms. He even paid it something on account of arrears of wages and served out rations. But, to the disgust of the priests who asked nothing better than dissension between the brothers, he jumped at the idea of uniting with Jaimihr to defeat Alwas men. He knew  just as the priests feared  that once he could trick and defeat Jaimihr he could treat the troublesome priests as cavalierly as he chose.

So the priests made a third knot in the tangle and tried desperately at the last moment to recreate dissension between the rival royal camps.

Jaimihr is getting ready to attack you! they assured Howrah. Attack him first!

I will wait until he does attack, the Maharajah answered. For the moment we are friends and have a cause in common.

Howrahs men will desert to you the moment you make a move to win the throne, they assured Jaimihr.

Wait! answered Jaimihr. Wait but a day or two. I will move fast as I see fit when I am ready. For the present my cause and my brothers cause are one.

Spies brought in news to Maharajah, Prince, and priest of the hurried raising of a Rangar army. The Maharajah and the Prince laughed up their sleeves and the priests swore horribly; the interjection of another element  another creed  into the complication did not suit the priestly book. They were the only men who were really worried about Alwa.

And another spy  Joanna  disappeared. No longer garbed as a man, she had hung about the palace, and  known to nearly all the sweepers  she had overheard things. Garbed as a man again, she suddenly evaporated in thin air, and Rosemary McClean was left without a servant or any means of communication with the outside world.


CHAPTER XXXII

The ringed wolf glared the circle round

Through baleful, blue-lit eye,

Not unforgetful of his debt.

Now, heed ye how ye draw the net.

Quoth he: Ill do some damage yet

Or ere my turn to die!

THE mare that had been a present from Mahommed Gunga was brought out and saddled, together with a fresh horse for the Risaldar. The veteran had needed no summoning, for with a soldiers instinct he had wakened at the moment his self-allotted four hours had expired. He mounted a little stiffly, and tried his horses paces up and down the courtyard once or twice before nodding to Cunningham.

All ready, sahib.

Ready, Mahommed Gunga.

But there was one other matter, after all, that needed attention first.

That horse of mine that brought me hither  the Risaldar picked out the man who waited with the gong cord in his hand is left in thy particular charge. Dost thou hear me? I will tell the Alwa-sahib what I now tell thee  that horse will be required of thee fit, good-tempered, light-mouthed, not spur-marked, and thoroughly well groomed. There will be a reward in the one case, but in the other  I would not stand in thy shoes! It is a trust!

Come along, Risaldar! called Cunningham. Were wasting an awful lot of time!

Nay, sahib, but a good horse is like a woman, to be loved and treated faithfully! Neither horse nor woman should be sacrificed for less than duty! Lead on, bahadur  I will join thee at the gate.

He had several directions to give for the horses better care, and Cunningham was forced to wait at least five minutes for him at the foot of the steep descent. Then for another minute the two sat their horses side by side, while the great gate rose slowly, grudgingly, cranked upward by four men.

If we two ever ride under here again, bahadur, we shall ride with honor thick on us, remarked Mahommed Gunga. God knows what thy plan may be; but I know that from now on there will be no peace for either of us until we have helped rip it with our blades from the very belly of rebellion. Ride!

The gate clanged down behind them as  untouched by heel or spur  the two spring-limbed chargers raced for their bits across the sand. They went like shadows, casting other shadows  moon-made  wind-driven  knee-to-knee.

Now, sahib!

The Risaldar broke silence after fifteen minutes. Neither he nor Cunningham were of the type that chatters when the time has come to loosen sabres and sit tight.

In the matter of what lies ahead  as I said, neither I nor any man knows what this plan of thine may be, but I and the others have accepted thy bare word. These men who await thee  and they are many, and all soldiers, good, seasoned horsemen  have been told that the son of Cunnigan will lead them. Alwa has given his word, and I mine, that in the matter of a leader there is nothing left to be desired. And my five men have told them of certain happenings that they have seen. Therefore, thou art awaited with no little keenness. They will be all eyes and ears. It might be well, then, to set the pace a little slower, for a man looks better on a fresh horse than on a weary one!

Im thinking, Mahommed Gunga, of the two McCleans and of General Byng, who is expecting us. There is little time to lose.

I, too, consider them, sahib. It is we Rangars who must do the sabre work. ALL, sahib  ALL  depends now on the impression created on the men awaiting thee! Rein in a little. Thy fathers name, thine own, and mine and Alwas weigh for much on thy side; but have a sound horse between thy legs and a trumpet in thy throat when we get there! I have seen more than one officer have to fight up-hill for the hearts of his troopers because his tired horse stumbled or looked shabby on the first parade. Draw rein a little, sahib.

So Cunningham, still saying nothing, drew back into an easy canter. He was conscious of something, not at all like a trumpet, in his throat that was nearly choking him. He did not care to let Mahommed Gunga know that what was being mistaken for masterly silence was really emotion! He did not speak because he did not trust his voice.

There are three squadrons, sahib  each of about five hundred men. Alwa has the right wing, I the left. Take thou the centre and command the whole. The horses are as good as any in this part of India, for each man has brought his best to do thee honor. Each man carries four days rations in his saddle-bag and two days rations for his horse. More horse feed is collecting, and they are bringing wagons, to follow when we give the word. But we thought there would be little sense in ordering wagons to follow us to Howrah City, knowing that thy plan would surely entail action. If we are to ride to the aid of Byng-bahadur it seemed better to pick up the wagons on the journey back again. That is all, sahib. There will be no time, of course, to waste on talk or drill. Take charge the moment that we get there  issue thy orders  and trust to the men understanding each command. Lead off without delay.

All right, said Cunningham  two English words that went much further to allay the Risaldars anxiety than any amount of rhetoric would have done. But  dyou mean to tell me that the men dont understand words of command?

All of them do, sahib  but to many of them the English words are new. They all understand formations, and those who know the English words are teaching the others while they wait for us. There is not one man among them but has couched a lance or swung a sabre in some force or other?

Good. Have they all got lances?

All the front-rank men are armed with lance and sabre  the rear ranks have sabres only.

Good.

After two hours of steady cantering the going changed and became a quick succession of ever-deepening gorges cleft in sandstone. Far away in the distance to the left there rose a glow that showed where Howrah City kept uneasy vigil, doubtless with watch-fires at every street corner. It looked almost as though the distant city were in flames.

Ahead of them lay the gloom of hell mouth and the silence of the space beyond the stars.

It was with that strange, unclassified, unnamed sixth sense that soldiers, savages, and certain hunters have that Cunningham became aware of life ahead of him  massed, strong-breathing, ready  waiting life, spring-bent in the quivering blackness. A little farther, and he caught the ring of a curb-chain. Then a horse whinnied and a hoarse voice swore low at a restive charger. His own mare neighed, throwing her head high, and some one challenged through the dead-black night.

How-ut! Hukkums  thar!

A horseman appeared suddenly from nowhere, and examined them at close quarters instead of waiting for their answer. He peered curiously at Cunningham  glanced at Mahommed Gunga  then wheeled, spinning his horse as the dust eddies twist in the sudden hot-wind gusts.

Sahib-bahadur hai! he shouted, racing back.

The night was instantly alive with jingling movement, as line after line of quite invisible light-horse-men  self-disciplined and eager to obey  took up their dressing. The overhanging cliff of sandstone hid the moon, but here and there there was a gleam of eyeballs in the dark  now mans, now horses  and a sheen that was the hint of steel held vertical. No human being could have guessed the length of the gorge nor the number of the men who waited in it, for the restless chargers stamped in inch-deep sand that deadened sound without seeming to lessen its quantity.

Salaam, bahadur!

It was Alwa, saluting with drawn sabre, reining back a pedigreed mare to get all the spectacular emotion out of the encounter that he could.

Here are fifteen hundred eight and fifty, sahib  all Rangars  true believers  all true men  all pledged to see thee unsinged through the flames of hell! Do them the honor of a quick inspection, sahib!

Certainly! smiled Cunningham.

I have told them, sahib, that their homes, their women, their possessions, and their honor are all guaranteed them. Also pay. They make no other terms.

I guarantee them all of that, said Cunningham, loud enough for at least the nearest ranks to hear.

On thine own honor, sahib?

On my word of honor!

The promise is enough! Will you inspect them, sahib?

Ill take their salute first, said Cunningham.

Pardon, bahadur!

Alwa filled his lungs and faced the unseen lines.

Rangars! he roared. Your leader! To Chota-Cunnigan-bahadur  son of Pukka-Cunnigan whom we all knew  general  salute  present  sabres!

There was sudden movement  the ring of whipped-out metal  a birds wing-beat  as fifteen hundred hilts rose all together to as many lips  and a sharp intake of breath all down the line.

It wasnt bad. Not bad at all, thought Cunningham. It was not done as regulars would have worked it. There was the little matter of the lances, that he could make out dimly here and there, and he could detect even in that gloom that half of the men had been caught wondering how to salute with lance and sabre both. But that was not their fault; the effort  the respect behind the effort  the desire to act altogether  were all there and striving. He drew his own mare back a little, and returned their salute with full military dignity.

Reeeecee  turn  sabres! ordered Alwa, and that movement was accomplished better.

He rode once, slowly, down the long front rank, letting each man look him over  then back again along the rear rank, risking a kick or two, for there was little room between them and the cliff. He was not choking now. The soldier instinct, that is born in a man like statesmanship or poetry, but that never can be taught, had full command over all his other senses, and when he spurred out to the front again his voice rang loud and clear, like a trumpet through the night.

With fifty ground scouts scattered out ahead of them, they drummed out of the gorge and thundered by squadrons on the plain beyond  straight, as the jackal runs, for Howrah City. Alwa, leaving his own squadron, to canter at Cunninghams side, gave him all the new intelligence that mattered.

Last evening I sent word on ahead to them of our coming, sahib! I sent one messenger to the Maharajah and one to Jaimihr, warning each that we ride to keep our plighted word. At the worst, we shall find both parties ready for us! We shall know before we reach the city who is our friend! News reached me, too, sahib, that the Maharajah and his brother have united against us  that Howrah will eat his promises and play me false. God send he does! I would like to have my hands in that Hindoos treasure-chests! We none of us know yet, bahadur, what is this plan of thine

Youve been guessing awfully close to it, I think laughed Cunningham.

Aha! The treasure-chests, then! But  is there  have you information, sahib? Who knows, then  who has told where they are? Neither I nor my men know!

Send for Mahommed Gunga.

Mahommed Gunga left his squadron, too, to canter beside Alwa.

I am all ears, sahib! he asserted, reining his horse until his stride was equal to the others.

The key to the situation is that treasure, asserted Cunningham. Howrah wants it. Jaimihr wants it. The priests want it. I know that much for certain, from the McCleans. All right. Were a new factor in the problem, and they all mistrust us nearly as much, if not more, than they mistrust one another. Good. Theyll be all of them watching that treasure. Itll be near where they are, and Im going to snaffle it or break my neck  and all your necks  in the deuced desperate attempt. Is that clear? Where the carcass is, there wheel the kites and there the jackals fight, as your proverb says. The easiest part will be finding the treasure. Then

They legged in closer to him, hanging on his words and too busy listening to speak.

If Howrah thinks were after the treasure and decides to fight without previous argument, that absolves you from your promise, doesnt it, Alwa-sahib?

Surely, sahib, provided our intention is not to evade the promise.

Our intention is to prevent Howrah and his brother from fighting, to insure peace and protection on this whole countryside, and, if possible, to ride away with Jaimihrs army to the Companys aid.

Good, sahib.

It seemed to occur to none of the three that fifteen hundred mounted men were somewhat few with which to accomplish such a marvel.

If they are fighting already, we must interfere.

We are ready, bahadur. Fighting is our trade!

But, before all things, we must keep our eyes well skinned for a hint of treachery on Jaimihrs part. I would rather quarrel with that gentleman than be his friend, but he happens to hold our promise. Weve got to keep our promise, provided he keeps his. I think our first objective is the treasure.

That, sahib, is an acrobat of a plan, said Alwa; much jumping from one proposition to another!

It is no plan at all, said Cunningham. It is a mere rehearsal of the circumstances. A plan is something quickly seized at the right second and then acted on  like your capture of Jaimihr. Wait awhile, Alwa-sahib!

Ay, wait awhile! growled Mahommed Gunga. Did I bring thee a leader to ask plans of thee, or a man of men for thee to follow? Which?

All the same, said Alwa, I would rather halt and make a good plan. It would be wiser. I do not understand this one.

I follow Cunnigan-bahadur! said Mahommed Gunga; and he spurred off to his squadron. Alwa could see nothing better than to follow suit, for Cunningham closed his lips tight in a manner unmistakable. And whatever Alwas misgivings might have been, he had the sense and the soldierly determination not to hint at them to his men.

As dawn rose pale-yellow in the eastern sky they thundered into view of Howrah City and drew rein to breathe their horses. The sun was high before they had trotted near enough to make out details. But, long before details could be seen, it was evident that an army was formed up to meet them on the tree-lined maidan that lay between them and the two-mile-long palace-wall. Beyond all doubt it was Jaimihrs army, for his elephants were not so gaudily harnessed as Howrahs, and his men were not so brilliantly dressed.

As they dipped into the last depression between them and the wall and halted for a minutes consultation, a khaki-clad, shrivelled figure of a man leaped up from behind a sand-ridge, and raced toward Cunningham, shouting to him in a dialect he had no knowledge of and gesticulating wildly. A trooper spurred down on him, brought him up all standing with an intercepted lance, examined him through puckered eyes, and then, roaring with laughter, picked him up and carried him to Cunningham.

A woman, sahib! By the beard of Abraham, a woman!

Joanna!

Ha, sahib! Ha, sahib!

She babbled to him, word overtaking word and choking all together in a dust-dry throat. Cunningham gave her water and then set her on the ground.

Translate, somebody! he ordered. I cant understand a word she says.

Babbled and hurried and a little vague it might be, but Joanna had the news of the minute pat.

Jaimihr is looting the treasure now, sahib. He has tricked his brother. They were to join, and both fight against you, but Jaimihr tried to get the treasure out before either you or his brother came. He is trying now, sahib!

Miss McClean! Ask her where Miss McClean is! Ask for Miss Maklin, sahib!

Jaimihr has told her that thou and Alwa and Mahommed Gunga are all dead, and the British overwhelmed throughout all India! He has her with him in a carriage, under guard, for all his men are with him and he could spare no great guard for his palace. See! Look, sahib! Jaimihrs palace is in flames!

Alwa all but fell from his charger, laughing volcanically. The Rajput, who never can agree, can always see the humor in other Rajputs disagreement.

Ho, but they are playing a great game with each other! he shouted. But Cunningham decided he had wasted time enough. He shouted his orders, and in less than thirty seconds his three squadrons were thundering in the direction of Jaimihrs army and the palace-wall. They drew rein again within a quarter of a mile of it, to discover with amazed military eyes that Jaimihr had no artillery.

It was then, at the moment when they halted, that Jaimihr reached a quick decision and the wrong one. He knew by now that his brother had won the first trick in the game of treachery, for he could see the smoke and flames of his burning palace from where he sat his horse. He decided at once that Alwa and his Rangars must have taken sides with the Maharajah, for how, otherwise, he reasoned, could the Maharajah dare let the Rangars approach unwatched and unmolested. It was evident to him that the Rangars were acting as part of a concerted movement.

He made up his mind to attack and beat off the new arrivals without further ceremony. He out-numbered them by four or five to one, and was on his own ground. Whatever their intentions, at least he would be able to pretend afterward that he had acted in defence of the sacred treasure; and then, with the treasure in his possession, he would soon be able to recompense himself for a mere burned and looted palace!

So he opened fire without notice, argument, or parley, and an ill-aimed volley shrieked over the heads of Cunninghams three squadrons.

Cunningham, unruffled and undecided still, made out through puckered eyes the six-horse carriage in which Miss McClean evidently was; it was drawn up close beside the wall, and two regiments were between it and his squadron. He was recalling the terms of the agreement made with Jaimihr; he remembered it included the sparing of all of Alwas men, and not the firing on them.

A thousand of Jaimihrs cavalry swooped from the shelter of the infantry, opened out a very little, and, mistaking Cunninghams delay for fear, bore down with a cheer and something very like determination.

They were met some ten yards their side of the half-way mark by Cunninghams three squadrons, loosed and led by Cunningham himself. Outridden, outfought, outgeneralled, they were smashed through, ridden down, and whirled back reeling in confusion. About a hundred of them reached the shelter of the infantry in a formed-up body; many of the rest charged through it in a mob and threw it into confusion.

Too late Jaimihr decided on more reasonable tactics. Too late he gave orders to his infantry that no such confused body could obey. Before he could ride to rally them, the Rangars were in them, at them, through them, over them. The whole was disintegrating in retreat, endeavoring to rally and reform in different places, each subdivision shouting orders to its nearest neighbor and losing heart as its appeals for help were disregarded.

Back came Cunninghams close-formed squadrons, straight through the writhing mass again; and now the whole of Jaimihrs army took to its heels, just as part of the five-feet-thick stone palace-wall succumbed to the attacks of crowbars and crashed down in the roadway, disclosing a dark vault on the other side.

Jaimihr made a rush for the six-horse carriage, and tried vainly to get it started. Cunningham shouted to him to surrender, but he took no notice of the challenge; he escaped being made prisoner by the narrowest of margins, as the position next him was cut down. The other postilions were un-horsed, and six Rangars changed mounts and seized the reins. The Prince ran one man through the middle, and then spurred off to try and overtake his routed army, some of which showed a disposition to form up again.

Sit quiet! called Cunningham through the latticed carriage window. Youre safe!

The heavy, swaying carriage rumbled round, and the horses plunged in answer to the Rangars heels. A moment later it was moving at a gallop; two minutes later it was backed against the wall, and Rosemary McClean stepped out behind three protecting squadrons that had not suffered perceptibly from what they would have scorned to call a battle.

Now all together! shouted Cunningham, whose theories on the value of seconds when tackling reforming infantry were worthy of the Duke of Wellington, or any other officer who knew his business; and again he led his men at a breakneck charge. This time Jaimihrs disheartened little army did not wait for him, but broke into wild confusion and scattered right and left, leaving their elephants to be captured. There were only a few men killed. The lance-tipped, roaring whirlwind loosed itself for the most part against nothing, and reformed uninjured to trot back again. Cunningham told off two troops to pursue fugitives and keep their eyes open for the Prince before he rode back to examine the breach in the wall that Jaimihr had been to so much trouble about making.

He had halted to peer through the break in the age-old masonry when Mahommed Gunga spurred up close to him, touched his arm, and pointed.

Look, sahib! Look!

Jaimihr  and no one but a wizard could have told how he had managed to get to where he was unobserved  was riding as a man rides at a tent-peg, crouching low, full-pelt for Rosemary McClean!

Cunninghams spurs went home before the word was out of Mahommed Gungas mouth, and Mahommed Gunga raced behind him; but Jaimihr had the start of them. Duncan McClean, looking ill and weak and helpless, crowded his daughter to the wall, standing between her and the Prince; but Jaimihr aimed a swinging sabre at him, and the missionary fell. His daughter stooped to bend over him, and Jaimihr seized her below the arms. A second later he had hoisted her to his saddle-bow and was spurring hell-bent-for-leather for the open country.

Two things prevented him from making his escape. Five of Alwas men, returning from pursuing fugitives, cut off his flight in one direction, and the extra weight on his horse prevented him from getting clear by means of speed alone  as he might have done otherwise, for Cunninghams mare was growing tired.

Jaimihr rode for two minutes with the frenzy of a savage before he saw the futility of it. It was Cunninghams mare, gaining on him stride over stride, that warned him he would be cut down like a dog from behind unless he surrendered or let go his prize.

So he laughed and threw the girl to the ground. For a moment more he spurted, spurring like a fiend, then wheeled and charged at Cunningham. He guessed that but for Cunningham that number of Rangars would never have agreed on a given plan. He knew that it was he, and not Cunningham or Alwa or Rosemary McClean, who had broken faith. He had broken it in thought, and word, and action. And he had lost his prospect of a throne. So he came on like a man who has nothing to gain by considering his safety. He came like a real man at last. And Cunningham, on a tired mare, met him point to point.

They fought over a quarter of a mile of ground, for Jaimihr proved to be as useful with his weapon as Mahommed Gungas teaching had made Cunningham. There was plenty of time for the reformed squadrons to see what was happening  plenty of time for Alwa, who considered that he had an account of his own to settle with the Prince, to leave his squadron and come thundering up to help. Mahommed Gunga dodged and reined and spurred, watching his opportunity on one side and Alwa on the other. It would have suited neither of them to have their leader killed at that stage of the game, but the fighting was too quick for either man to interfere.

Jaimihr charged Cunningham for the dozenth time and missed, charged past, to wheel and charge again, then closed with the most vindictive rush of all. Again Cunningham met him point to point. The two blades locked, and bent like springs as they wrenched at them. Cunninghams blade snapped. He snatched at his mare and spun her before Jaimihr could recover, then rammed both spurs in and bore down on the Prince with half a sabre. He had him on the near side at a disadvantage. Jaimihr spurred and tried to maneuver for position, and the half sabre went home just below his ribs. He dropped bleeding in the dust at the second that Alwa and Mahommed Gunga each saw an opportunity and rushed in, to rein back face to face, grinning in each others faces, their horses breasts pressed tight against the charger that Jaimihr rode. The horse screamed as the shock crushed the wind out of him.

You robbed me of my man, sahib, by about a sabres breadth! laughed Alwa.

And you left your squadron leaderless without my permission! answered Cunningham. You too! Mahommed Gunga!

But, sahib!

Do you prefer to argue or obey?

Mahommed Gunga flushed and rode back. Alwa grinned and started after him. Cunningham, without another glance at the dead Prince, rode up to Rosemary McClean, who was picking herself up and looking bewildered; she had watched the duel in speechless silence, lying full length in the dust, and she still could not speak when he reached her.

Put your foot on mine, he said reassuringly; then swing yourself up behind me if you can. If you cant, Ill pick you up in front.

She tried hard, but she failed; so he put both arms under hers and lifted her.

Am I welcome? he asked. And she nodded.

Fresh from killing a man  with a mans blood on his broken sword and the sweat of fighting not yet dry on him  he held a woman in his arms for the first time in his life. His hand had been steady when it struck the blow under Jaimihrs ribs, but now it trembled. His eyes had been stern and blazing less than two minutes before; now they looked down into nothing more dangerous than a womans eyes and grew strangely softer all at once. His mouth had been a hard, tight line under a scrubby upper lip, but his lips had parted now a little and his smile was a boys  not nervous or mischievous  a happy boys.

She smiled, too. Most people did smile when young Cunningham looked pleased with them; but she smiled differently. And he, with that blood still wet on him, bent down and kissed her on the lips. Her answer was as characteristic as his action.

You look like a blackguard, she said but you came, and I knew you would! I told Jaimihr you would, and he laughed at me. I told God you would, and you came! How long is it since you shaved? Your chin is all prickly!

They were interrupted by a roar from the three waiting squadrons. He had ridden without caring where he went, and his mare had borne the two of them to where the squadrons were drawn up with their rear to the great gap in the wall. The situation suited every Rangar of them! That was, indeed, the way a man should win his woman! They cheered him, and cheered again, and he grinned back, knowing that their hearts were in the cheering and their good will won. Red, then, as a boiled beet, he rode over to the six-horse carriage and dismounted by her father  picked him up  called two troopers  and lifted him on to the rear seat of the great old-fashioned coach.

Get inside beside him! he ordered Rosemary, examining the missionarys head as he spoke. Its a scalp wound, and hes stunned  no more. Hes left off bleeding already. Nurse him! He was off, then, without another word or a backward glance for her  off to his men and the gap in the wall that waited an investigation.

The amazing was discovered then. The treasure  the fabled, fabulous, enormous Howrah treasure was no fable. It was there, behind that wall! The jewels and the bullion in marketable bars that could have bought an army or a kingdom  the sacred, secret treasure of twenty troubled generations, that was guarded in the front by fifty doors and fifty corridors and three times fifty locks  the door of whose secret vault was guarded by a cannon, set to explode at the slightest touch  was hidden from the public road at its other side, its rear, by nothing better than a five-foot wall of ill-cemented stone! Cunningham stepped inside over the dismantled masonry and sat down on a chest that held more moneys worth than all the Cunninghams in all the world had ever owned, or spent, or owed, or used, or dreamed of!

Ask Alwa and Mahommed Gunga to come to me here! he called; and a minute later they stood at attention in front of him.

Send a hundred men, each with a flag of truce on his lance, to gallop through the city and call on Jaimihrs men to rally to me, if they wish protection against Howrah!

Good, sahib! Good! swore Alwa. Howrah is the next danger! Make ready to fight Howrah!

Attend to my orders, please! smiled Cunningham, and Alwa did as he was told. Within an hour Jaimihrs men were streaming from the four quarters of the compass, hurrying to be on the winning side, and forming into companies as they were ordered.

Then Cunningham gave another order.

Alwa-sahib, will you take another flag of truce, please, and ride with not more than two men to Maharajah Howrah. Tell him that I want him here at once to settle about this treasure.

Alwa stared. His mouth opened a little, and he stood like a man bereft of reason by the unexpected.

Are you not still pledged to support Howrah on his throne?

I am, bahadur.

Would plundering his treasure be in keeping with your promise to him?

Nay, sahib. But

Be good enough to take my message to him. Assure him that he may come with ten men without fear of molestation, but guarantee to him that if he comes with more than ten  and with however many more  I will fight, and keep his treasure, both!


CHAPTER XXXIII

Friends I have sought me of varying nations,

Men of all ranks and of different stations;

Some are in jail now, and some are deceased.

Two, though, I found to be experts at sundering

Me from my revenue, leaving me wondering

Which was the costlier  soldier or priest.

A LITTLE more than one hour later, Howrah  sulky and disgruntled, but doing his level best to appear at Ease  faced young Cunningham across a table in the treasure-vault. Outside was a row of wagons, drawn by horses and closely guarded by a squadron of the Rangars. Behind Cunningham stood Alwa and Mahommed Gunga; behind the Maharajah were two of his court officials. There were pen and ink and the royal seal between them on the table.

So, Maharajah-sahib. They are all scaled, and each chest is marked on the outside with its contents; Im sorry there was no time to weigh the gold, but the number of the ingots ought to be enough. And, of course, youll understand it wasnt possible to count all those unset stones  that ud take a week; but your seal is on that big chest, too, so youll know if its been opened. You are certain you can preserve the peace of your state with the army you have?

Yes, said Howrah curtly.

Dont want me to leave a squadron of my men to help you out?

No! He said that even more abruptly.

Good. Of course, since you wont have to spare men to guard the treasure now, youll have all the more to keep peace in the district with, wont you? Let me repeat the terms of our bargain  theyre written here, but lets be sure there is no mistake. I agree to deliver your treasure into safe keeping until the rebellion is over, and to report to my government that you are friendly disposed toward us. You, in return, guarantee to protect the families and property of all these gentlemen who ride with me. It is mutually agreed that any damage done to their homes during their absence shall be made good out of your treasure, but that should you keep your part of the agreement the treasure shall be handed back to you intact. Is that correct?

Yes, said Howrah shifting in his seat uneasily.

Is there anything else?

One other thing. I am outmaneuvered, and I have surrendered with the best grace possible. That agreement stands in my name, and no other mans?

Certainly.

The priests of Siva are not parties to it?

Ive had nothing whatever to do with them, said Cunningham.

That is all, then, sahib. I am satisfied.

While were about it, Maharajah-sahib, lets scotch those priests altogether! McClean-sahib has told me that suttee has been practised here as a regular thing. Thats got to stop, and we may as well stop it now. Of course, I shall keep my word about the treasure, and youll get it back if you live up to the bargain you have made; but my government will know now where it is, and theyll be likely to impose a quite considerable fine on you when the rebellions over unless this suttees put an end to. Besides, you couldnt think of a better way of scoring off the priests than by enforcing the law and abolishing the practice. Think that over, Maharajah-sahib.

Howrah swore into his beard, as any ruling potentate might well do at being dictated to by a boy of twenty-two.

I will do my best, sahib, he answered. I am with the British  not against them.

Good for you!  er, I mean, thats right! He turned to Alwa, and looked straight into his eyes. Are you satisfied with the guarantee? he asked.

Sahib, I am more than satisfied!

Good! Oh, and  Maharajah-sahib  since weve fought your battle for you  and lost a few men  and are going to guard your treasure for you, and be your friends, and all that kind of thing  dont you think youd like to do something for us  not much, but just a little thing?

I am in your power. You have but to command.

Oh, no. I dont want to force anything. Were friends  talking as friends. I ask a favor.

It is granted, sahib.

A horse or two, thats all.

How many horses, sahib?

Oh, not more than one each.

The Maharajah pulled a wry face, but bowed assent. It would empty his stables very nearly, but he knew when he could not help himself. Mahommed Gunga clapped a hand to his mouth and left the vault hurriedly.

You understand this is not a demand, Maharajah-sahib. I take it that you offer me these horses as an act of royal courtesy and as additional proof of friendliness?

Surely, sahib.

My men will be very grateful to you. This will enable them to reach the scene of action with their own horses in good shape. Im sure its awfully good of you to have offered them!

Outside, where the late afternoon sun was gradually letting things cool down, Mahommed Gunga leaned against the wall and roared with laughter, as he explained a few details to the admiring troopers.

A horse or two, says he! How many? Oh, just a horse or two, Maharajah-sahib  merely a horse apiece! Fifteen hundred horses! A horse or two! Oh-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ho! Allah! But that boy will make a better soldier than his father! As a favor, he asked them  no compulsion, mind you  just as a favor! Allah! What is he asking now, I wonder! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ho-ho-ho!

And inside, with a perfectly straight face and almost ghastly generosity, young Cunningham proceeded to impose on Howrah the transferred, unwelcome, perilous allegiance of Jaimihrs reassembling army. The mere keeping of it in subjection, it was realized by donor and recipient alike, would keep the Maharajahs hands full.

Are you satisfied that your homes will be safe, now? he asked Alwa. And Alwa looked him in the eyes and grinned.


CHAPTER XXXIV

Now, fifteen hundred, horse and man,

Reel at the word of one!

Loosed by the brazen trumpets peal  

Knee to knee and toe on heel  

Troop on troop the squadrons wheel

Outbrazening the sun!

WITHIN a fortnight of the outbreak of the mutiny, men spoke with bated breath about the Act of God. It burst at the moment when Indias reins were in the hands of some of the worst incompetents in history. A week found strong men in control of things  the right men, with the right handful behind them.

Some of the men in charge went mad, and were relieved. Some threw up their commands. Some of the worst incompetents were killed by the mutineers, and more than one man who could have changed the course of history for the worse were taken sick and died. Instead of finding themselves faced by spineless nincompoops, the rebels reeled before the sudden, well-timed tactics of real officers with eyes and ears and brains. The mask was off on both sides, and the sudden, stripped efficiency of one was no less disconcerting than the unexpected rebellion of the other.

Byng-bahadur Byng the Brigadier  was in command of a force again within three days of the news of the first massacre; and because he was Byng, with Byngs record, and Byngs ability to handle loyal natives, the men who succeeded to the reins packed him off at once with a free hand, and with no other orders than to hit, hit hard, and keep on hitting.

Go for them, Byng, old man. Live off the country, keep moving, and dont let em guess once what your next moves going to be!

So Byng recruited as he went, and struck like a brain-controlled tornado at whatever crossed his path. But irreparable damage had been done before the old school was relieved, and Byng  like others  was terribly short of men. Many of his own irregulars were so enraged at having been disbanded at a moments notice that they refused to return to him. Their honor, as they saw it, had been outraged. Only two British regiments could be spared him, and they were both thinned by sickness from the first. They were Sikhs, who formed the bulk of his headquarterless brigade, and many of them were last-minute friends, who came to him unorganized and almost utterly undrilled.

But Byng was a man of genius, and his bare reputation was enough to offset much in the way of unpreparedness. He coaxed and licked and praised his new men into shape as he went along; within a week he had stormed Deeseera, blowing up their greatest reserve of ammunition and momentarily stunning the rebellions leaders. But cholera took charge in the city, and two days later found him hurrying out again, to camp where there was uncontaminated water, on rising ground that gave him the command of three main roads. It was there that the rebels cornered him.

They blew up a hundred-yard-long bridge behind him at the one point where a swiftly running river could be crossed, and from two other sides at once mutinied native regiments and thousands from the countryside flocked, hurrying to take a hand in what seemed destined to be Byngs last action. The fact that so many swaggering soldier Sikhs were cornered with him was sufficient in itself to bring out Hindoo and Mohammedan alike.

The mutinous regiments had all been drilled and taught by British officers until they were as nearly perfect as the military knowledge of the day could make them; the fact that they had killed their officers only served to make them savage without detracting much from their efficiency. They had native officers quite capable of taking charge, and sense enough to retain their discipline.

So Byng intrenched himself on the gradual rise, and sent out as many messengers as he could spare to bring reinforcements from whatever source obtainable. Then, when almost none came, he got ready to die where he stood, using all the soldier gift he had to put courage into the last-ditch loyalists who offered to die with him. He had counted most on aid from Cunningham and Mahommed Gunga, but that source seemed to have failed him; and he gave up hope of their arrival when a body of several thousand rebels took up position on his flank and cut off approach from the direction whence Cunningham should come.

The sun blazed down like molten hell on sick and wounded. Rotting carcasses of horses and cattle, killed by the rebels artillery-fire, lay stenching here and there, and there was no possibility of disposing of them. A day came very soon, indeed, when horse, or occasional transport bullock, was all there was to eat, and a night came when Govind Singh, the leader of the Sikhs, came to him and remonstrated.

The old man had to be carried to Byngs tent, for a round shot had disabled him, and he had himself set down by the tent-door, where the General sat on a camp-stool.

General-sahib, I have not been asked for advice; I am here to offer it.

The huge black dome of heaven was punctuated by a billion dots of steely white that looked like pin-pricks. All the light there was came from the fitful watch-fires, where even the wagons were being burned now that the meagre supply of rough timber was giving out. The rebels, too, were burning everything on which they could lay their hands, and from between the spaced-out glow of their bonfires came ever and again the spurt of cannon-flame.

Speak, Govind Singh!

Sahib, we have no artillery with which to answer them. We have no food; and the supply of ammunition wanes. Shall we die here like cattle in a slaughter-house?

This is as good as any other place said Byng.

Nay, sahib! How, then?

In their lines is a better place! Here is nothing better than a shambles, with none but our men falling. They know that our food is giving out  they know that we lose heavily  they wait. They will wait for days yet before they close in to finish what their guns have but begun, and  then  how many will there be to die desperately, as is fitting?

We might get reinforcements in the morning, Govind Singh.

And again, we might not, sahib!

I sent a number of messengers before we were shut in.

Yes, sahib  and to whom? To men who would ask you to reinforce them if they could get word to you! Tomorrow our rear will be surrounded, too; they have laid planks across the little streams behind us, and are preparing to drag guns to that side, too. Now, sahib, we have fire left in us. We can smite yet, and do damage while we die. Tomorrow night may find us decimated and without heart for the finish. I advise you to advance at dawn, sahib!

That advice came as a great relief to Byng-bahadur. He had been the first to see the hopelessness of the position, and every instinct that he had told him to finish matters, not in the last reeking ditch, but ahead, where the enemy would suffer fearfully while a desperate charge roared into them, to peter out when the last man went down fighting. Surrender was unthinkable, and in any event would have been no good, for the mutineers would be sure to butcher all their prisoners; his only other chance had been to hold out until relief came, and that hope was now forlorn.

A Mohammedan stepped out of blackness and saluted him  a native officer, in charge of a handful of irregular cavalry, whose horses had all been shot.

Well  what is it?

This, sahib. Do we die here? I and my men would prefer to die yonder, where a mutineer or two would pay the price!

A Ghoorka officer  small as a Japanese and sturdy-looking came up next. The whole thing was evidently preconcerted.

My men ask leave to show the way into the ranks ahead, General-sahib! They are overweary of this shambles!

We will advance at dawn! said Byng. Egan He turned to a British officer, who was very nearly all the staff he had. Drag that table up. Lets have some paper here and a pencil, and well work out the best plan possible.

He sent for the commanding officers of the British regiments  both of them captains, but the seniors surviving  and a weird scene followed round the lamp set on the tiny table. British, Sikh, Mohammedan, and Ghoorka clustered close to him, and watched as his pencil traced the different positions and showed the movement that was to make the morrows finish, their faces outlined in the lamps yellow glow and their breath coming deep and slow as they agreed on how the greatest damage could be done the enemy before the last man died.

As he finished, and assigned each leader to his share in the last assault that any one of them would take a part in, a streak of light blazed suddenly across the sky. A shooting-star swept in a wide parabola to the horizon. A murmur went up from the wakeful lines, and the silence of the graveyard followed.

There is our sign, sahib! laughed the Mohammedan. The old Sikh nodded and the Ghoorka grinned. It is the end! he said, without a trace of discouragement.

Nonsense! said Byng, his face, too, turned upward.

What, then, does it mean, sahib?

That  it means that God Almighty has relieved a picket! Were the picket. Were relieved! We advance at dawn, and well get through somehow! Join your commands, gentlemen, and explain the details carefully to your men  lets have no misunderstandings.

The dawn rose gold and beautiful upon a sleepless camp that reeked and steamed with hell-hot suffering. It showed the rebels stationary, still in swarming lines, but scouts reported several thousand of them moving in a body from the flank toward the British rear.

What proportion of the rebel force? asked Byng. New arrivals, or some of the old ones taking up a new position?

The same crowd, sir. Theyre just moving round to hem us in completely.

So much the better for us, then! That leaves fewer for us to deal with in front.

As he spoke another man came running to report the arrival of five gallopers, coming hell-bent-for leather, one by one and scattered, with the evident purpose of allowing one man to get through, whatever happened.

Thatll be relief at last! said Byng-bahadur. And, instead of ordering the advance immediately, he waited, scouring the sky-line with his glasses.

Yes  dust  lance-heads  one  two  three divisions, coming in a hurry.

Being on rising ground, he saw the distant relieving force much sooner than the rebels did, and he knew that it was help for him on the way some time before the first of the five gallopers careered into the camp, and shouted:

Cunnigan-bahadur comes with fifteen hundred!

Fifteen hundred, muttered Byng. That merely serves to postpone the finish by an hour or two!

But he waited; and presently the rebel scouts brought word, and their leaders, too, became aware of reinforcements on the way for somebody. They made the mistake, though, of refusing to believe that any help could be coming for the British, and by the time that messengers had hurried from the direction of the British rear, to tell of gallopers who had ridden past them and been swallowed by the shouting British lines, three squadrons on fresh horses were close enough to be reckoned dangerous.

Is that a gun theyve got with them? wondered Byng. By the lord Harry, no,  its a coach and six! Theyre flogging it along like a twelve-pounder! And what the devils in those wagons?

But he had no time for guesswork. The desultory thunder of the rebel ordnance ceased, and the whole mass that hemmed him in began to revolve within itself, and present a new front to the approaching cavalry.

Caught on the hop, by God! The whole line will advance! Trumpeter!

One trumpet-call blared out and a dozen echoed it. In a second more a roar went up that is only heard on battle-fields. It has none of the exultant shout of joy or of the rage that a mob throws up to heaven; it is not even anger, as the cities know it, or the men who riot for advantage. It is a welcome ironically offered up to Death  full-throated, and more freighted with moral effect on an enemy than a dozen salvoes of artillery.

The thousands ahead tried hard to turn again and face two attacks at once; but, though the units were efficiently controlled, there were none who could swing the whole. Byngs decimated, forward-rushing fragment of a mixed brigade, tight-reined and working like a piece of mechanism, struck home into a mass of men who writhed, and fell away, and shouted to each other. A third of them was out of reach, beyond the British rear; fully another third was camped too far away to bring assistance at the first wild onslaught. Messengers were sent to bring them up, but the messengers were overtaken by a horde who ran.

Then, like arrows driven by the bows of death, three squadrons took them on the flank as Cunningham changed direction suddenly and loosed his full weight at the guns. Instead of standing and serving grape, the rebel gunners tried to get their ordnance away  facing about again too late, when the squadrons were almost on them. Then they died gamely, when gameness served no further purpose. The Rangars rode them down and butchered them, capturing every single gun, and leaving them while they charged again at the rallying hordes ahead.

The strange assortment of horsed wagons and the lumbering six-horse coach took full advantage of the momentary confusion to make at a gallop for the British rear, where they drew up in line behind the Sikhs, who were volleying at short range in the centre.

Byng detached two companies of British soldiers to do their amateur damnedest with the guns, and, for infantry, they did good service with them; fifteen or twenty minutes after the first onslaught the enemy was writhing under the withering attention of his own abandoned ordnance. But the odds were still tremendous, and the weight of numbers made the ultimate outcome of the battle seem a foregone conclusion.

From the British rear heads appeared above the rising ground; the deserted camp was rushed and set alight. The tents blazed like a beacon light, and a moment later the Ghoorkas retaliated by setting fire to such of the rebel camp as had fallen into British hands.

It was those two fires that saved the day. From the sky-line to the rebel rear came the thunder of a salvo of artillery. It was the short bark of twelve-pounders loaded up with blank  a signal  and the rebels did not wait to see whether this was friend or foe. Help from one unexpected source had reached the British; this, they argued, was probably another column moving to the relief, and they drew off in reasonably decent order  harried, pestered, stung, as they attempted to recover camp-equipment or get away with stores and wagons, by Cunningham, Alwa, and Mahommed Gunga.

In another hour the rebel army was a black swarm spreading on the eastern sky-line, and on the far horizon to the north there shone the glint of bayonets and helmet spikes, the dancing gleam of lance-tips, and the dazzle from the long, polished bodies of a dozen guns. A galloper spurred up with a message for Byng.

You are to join my command, it ran, for a raid in force on Howrah, where the rebels are supposed to have been concentrating for months past. The idea is to paralyze the vitals of the movement before concentrating somewhere on the road to Delhi, where the rebels are sure to make a most determined stand.

As he read it Mahommed Gunga galloped up to him, grinning like a boy.

Cunnigan-sahibs respects, General-sahib! He asks leave to call his men off, saying that he has done all the damage possible with only fifteen hundred.

Yes. Call em off and send Cunningham to me. How did he shape?

Like a son of Cunnigan-bahadur! General-sahib-salaam!

No. Here, you old ruffian  shake hands, will you? Now send Cunningham to me.

Cunningham came up fifteen minutes later, with a Rangar orderly behind him, and did his best to salute as though it were nothing more than an ordinary meeting.

Oh! Here you are. Gratulate you, Cunningham! You came in the nick of time. What kept you?

That ud take a long time to tell, sir. Ive fifteen hundred horses about ten miles from here, sir, left in charge of native levies, and Id like permission to go and fetch them before the levies make off with them.

Splendid! Yes, youd better go for them. Whats in the wagons.

The Howrah treasure, sir!

What?

The whole of the Howrah treasure, sir! Its held as security. Howrah guarantees to keep the peace and protect the homes of my men. I guaranteed to hand him back the treasure when the shows over, less deductions for damage done!

Well, Im  Who thought of that? You or Mahommed Gunga?

Oh, I expect we cooked it up between us, sir.

H-rrrr-umph! And whats in the six-horse coach?

A lady and her father.

The deuce they are!

Byng rode up to the lumbering vehicle, signing to Cunningham to follow him.

General Byng, said Cunningham. Miss McClean, sir.

A very much dishevelled and very weary-looking young woman with a wealth of chestnut hair leaned through the window and smiled, not at the General but at Cunningham. Byng stared  looked from one to the other of them  and said Hu-rrrr-umph! again.

It was she who made the whole thing possible, sir.

The very deuce it was! It began to be evident that Byng was not a ladies man!

This is Mr. McClean, sir  Rosemarys father. He helped her put the whole scheme through.

Byng nodded to the missionary and looked back at Rosemary McClean  then from her to Cunningham again.

Hu-rrrr-umph! Christian names already! More gratulations, eh?

Rosemarys head and shoulders disappeared and Cunningham looked foolish.

Well! Send Mahommed Gunga for the horses. Ride over there to where you see General Evanss column and tell him the whole story. Take a small escort and the treasure with you. And  ah  er  lemme see  take this carriage, too. Oh, by the bye  youd better ask General Evans to make some arrangements for Miss McClean. Leave her over there with the treasure. I want you back with my brigade, and I want you to be some sort of use. Cant have love-making with the brigade, Mr. Cunningham!

The Brigadier rode off with a very perfunctory salute.

Isnt he a rather curmudgeony sort of officer? asked Rosemary the moment that his back was turned.

Oh, no! laughed Cunningham. Thats Byng-bahadurs little way, thats all. Hes quite likely to insist on being best man or something of that sort when the shows all over! Wait here while I fetch the escort.

THE END


A SOLDIER AND A GENTLEMAN
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This is the short novel, published in 1914 in Adventure magazine, which introduces the strong female character Yasmini, who featured in several future Mundy publications including King of the Khyber Rifles. Yasmini was inspired fourteen years before by a tantalising glimpse Mundy experienced of a wealthy and extremely beautiful Indian woman, whose carriage door had been accidentally thrown open and her beauty, boldness and mysterious allure stayed with Mundy and prompted the character that he was to exploit till the early 1920s. Yasmini uses her brilliant intellect, linguistic skills, knowledge of both Western and Indian cultures and stunning beauty to fuel her overriding ambition, but despite her undoubted skills and gifts she is clearly also amoral and ruthless. Nevertheless, Mundy, whom some commentators have suggested became captivated by his own creation, cannot resist giving her her own unique sense of honour and a gift for reading the characters of other people. It has also been suggested that with strong female characters like Yasmini, Mundy took a feminist view of women in his fiction, as nearly all of his leading females act outside the social and cultural norms of the day  as he says of Yasmini in this story, She did exactly as she chose and what she chose was mostly unexpected.

This story has several plot strands, one of which centres around Yasminis attempt to wreak revenge on Gopi Lall, a notorious member of a local armed gang (otherwise known as dacoits). Lall, a one eyed monster and a scarred and psychopathic criminal, has murdered Yasminis husband, a maharajah and the only man she has ever loved, whilst turning suspicion on to her so that she has to exile herself from her homeland; he also murders her much loved hand maiden, sending her the severed head as proof. Another person is determined also to bring Gopi Lall to justice  Colonel Stapleton of the local British regiment, who, tired of waiting for the local police to do something, takes his mounted troops off in pursuit of the criminal. In the meantime, one Captain Boileau of the same regiment is in pursuit of the famous beauty, determined to win her for himself. However, Yasmini is too clever for the soldiers and gentlemen and exploits them to achieve her own aims. But will she succeed?
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CHAPTER I.  GENTLEMEN, SIR!

My creed is this: God is a gentleman.
And if God made the Universe, and made it well,
And since our duty is to be like God,
Therefore the things that common mortals do
Are better done; the thoughts the others think
Are better thought, by gentlemen.



THE steam went up, and the stink and the miasma, over green and gruesome Rajahbatkhowa; and with the frequency and fluency of horsemen to the manner born the Tail-Twisters cursed Bengal and the Bengal Government, all Bengalis, the climate, food, flies, high heaven and any minor matter on which a curse could hang.

The Tail-Twisters are not Bengalis. They  so help them  are a regiment of Bengal Cavalry, paid for by the Bengal Government, but altogether undefiled thereby.

Their officers are Englishmen, mostly younger sons, rightly and righteously possessed of an ambition to prove themselves better than the next man.

Cowardice is the only cardinal sin they recognize, although there are one or two admitted indiscretions that they frown at; not being fit for instance, is awfully poor form. They admit, too, that their creed would not fit cads; it is registered and patented and leased only to gentlemen.

And the men  the native officers, and the grim, black-bearded, swaggering rank and file  are the lean-ribbed, lineal descendants of fighting men from another part of India, where it is thought an honor, and not a disgrace, to salute a better fighting man  because respect begets respect.

The horses  and there are no such horses in any other army in the world  could run rings round anything on legs. The defaulter sheets were curiosities  about as necessary as a Christian chaplain; Mohammedan sons of landed gentry who are voluntary soldiers do not get into clink. The Regiment was clean five ways, and ready, and aware of it.

But it stood in tented lines and swore and sweated, and its language was infinitely more abominable than that of the army which once swore in Flanders. The mens tongue, made for swearing and enriched with military terms, could evolve profanity beyond the ken of even steam shovel drivers or Billingsgate fish porters; and it worked both watches under.

The Mess did its best, and led the blasphemy in clean clipped English  all, that is to say, but Colonel Stapleton. He swore only in action and then seldom.

Nobody swore at the police because they, of course, are beyond the pale or reach of anything the human mouth can compass. The Mess was civil to the District Superintendent, and avoided all reference to his trade  they would not have dreamed of calling it profession  they were sorry for him and, when he looked in on them every third day or so they made him drunk. But they could have done the same thing to the Devil or a Russian, had he turned up.

The Colonel would ask him once and only once, in just so many words, Situation beyond you yet?

He would answer: No. Not yet, sir.

Then the listening Mess would sigh in unison and talk volubly of other things.

Day after steamy, sweltering day they exercised their horses, ate the awful chicken of the country and the more than awful goat, and wished all the luck there is to the dacoits. The only thing that cheered them was the intermittent news of fresh atrocities  of a village sacked, of some one crucified on an anthill near a crossroads, of a baboo held to ransom, or of a policeman who had been too active in the hunt, captured and cut to pieces and left in baskets at the police camp entrance. Then there would be a thrill of pleasure through the lines. Some trooper would take his saber to the squadron swordsmith to have imaginary dints smoothed out, and the officers would look to revolver mechanisms.

But the upshot was invariably the same; the police (with three European officers to a district of eight hundred square miles) still thought that they could handle the dacoits without the military, and the Tail-Twisters ate their heads off still  hot, scornful and impatient.

Gopi Lall was out and on the rampage. Gopi Lall was a sportsman, according to his lights, and a man of acumen. Gopi Lall could have given the Tail-Twisters a ride and a fight that would have satisfied even them. There was a price on his head; there had been a dozen murders proved against him personally and half a hundred against his followers. He had looted, burned, blackmailed and run away until the District writhed; so he was fair, clean quarry.

The Tail-Twisters would have cheerfully surrendered the blood money to the police, and five times that much in addition, subscribed among themselves, for a two-day chance at him. But the horses pawed along their lines in vain, and Gopi Lall continued to bribe the native police with one hand, terrify them with the other, and feather his undiscoverable nest among the jungle-clad hills with other peoples property.

The police officers still proclaimed their faith in their mens integrity and skill, the Governor of a Province held his hand, the native press grew daily more volubly indignant, and Gopi Lall laughed at all of them until the clean, sunlit barracks back at Balibhum seemed after all like paradise that had been left behind. The Tail-Twisters had been glad to come away but they were soldiers; they objected to being merely a measure of precaution, and they would have been overjoyed now to get their marching orders back again.

The trouble is, you see, said Colonel Stapleton, when the cloth in the stuffy Mess tent had been withdrawn from the trestle table and the Madeira was going round the same way as the sun, that policemen  police officers, I mean  are forced to handle men who know everything thats crooked. They deal with crooks  I mean the men do, not the officers  and they become crooked. That reacts on the officers again. It doesnt make them crooks, for thank God a gentleman remains a gentleman under any circumstances. But it makes them in the end ignore things that they shouldnt overlook. It blunts their finer feelings.

He looked round the table, not for approval  for the Colonel of a Regiment says what seems good to him and that again is law  but for attention. He had it. The eight who sat with him were men who, each in turn, was almost worshiped by a native officer and a hundred stiff-chinned soldiers, who wasted no worship or respect on anything else less manly than themselves. But when Colonel Stapleton laid down the law, the eight would listen as shaven friars to their abbot.

Now God forbid that we soldiers should become policemen! Let us remain soldiers before everything! The proudest boast that England has to her name is the raising of such regiments as this. Is there another nation that could call on native gentlemen, pay them nothing, or practically nothing, ask them to clothe and horse and feed themselves, form them into regiments, swear them in for three years and keep them for thirty, discipline them, let them officer their own troops, but put our own officers over theirs; and in spite of a difference in religion, language, customs and point of view produce such regiments? No, gentlemen! England stands alone in that particular, and long may she stand alone!

I wish he wouldnt preach! whispered young Boileau  he who won the Guzerat pig sticking cup the season before, and took everything for granted except money. He mostly had to borrow that.

They should pick native gentlemen to be policemen too, continued the Colonel. Failing that, in a case of this kind they ought to make use of us promptly. As for being conversant with the despicable details, why the very fact that we know nothing of them is in our favor! Dirt and the ruts it lies in should be handled at the lance point. The police hunt rats like ferrets; they go in after them and defile themselves. Rats should be smoked out into the open and then killed off. The Government of this country is making a terrible mistake.

Wish to the deuce the Government ud muzzle him! whispered Boileau, and Stapleton caught what he said.

Captain Boileau  stand up, sir!

Boileau flushed and did as he was told. The Madeira had scarcely more than started on its rounds; they had toasted the Queen perhaps ten minutes before, so the glass in front of him was not more than his second. Hence the flush was due to either shame or irritation.

I overheard your remark, sir. I prefer to believe that it did not refer to me. Let me remind you, though, that there are no circumstances under which a soldier can not remain a gentleman  no conceivable circumstance, sir. A gentleman is deferential to his seniors. A gentleman is courteous and polite. A gentleman does not make irreverent and irrelevant remarks in undertones at a time when his senior is speaking. Sit down, sir; but remember that your calling is the highest, without exception, that there is, and that there is no excuse  not even momentary forgetfulness  for diverging from that rule.

He suppressed his impatience with an effort.

As I was saying, gentlemen, I name no names, but the Government is making a mistake. The police serves a certain purpose and is a necessary evil. But when dacoity breaks out it is a serious error of judgment to employ any but gentlemen to extinguish it. To set a thief to catch a thief is wrong. To round up thieves one needs men who are incorruptible and who will stoop to nothing that is beneath a soldiers dignity. I have said as much in my letter to his Excellency; I put it strongly, and there may be results. The dawn may see the beginning of the end of Gopi Lall.

He had hardly finished speaking  he had barely more than waved away the decanter that was passed to him  when he and the rest of them sat bolt upright and listened hard.

Oh, only a policeman, ventured Boileau.

But policemen do not ride as a general rule as this man rode. They could hear him some distance off but his horse seemed scarcely to touch the ground, and he was coming like an arrow.

Shod horse! said Colonel Stapleton. Ah! Theres the challenge.

Yes, and barely a pause. Hes coming on  at a trot now. No, hes galloping again. Despatches, by the Great Lord Harry!

Its our own man, swore Colonel Stapleton. Its Dost Mohammed.

Cant be, sir. He only left us the day before yesterday at noon.

Its Dost Mohammed. A trooper would draw rein. Its Dost Mohammed with good news; else why in a hurry?

Youre right, sir, it is.

There was a sound outside as of a cataclysm  brought to sudden sparking halt. A saber clattered, a pair of loose-roweled spurs jangled, and a deep voice growled. Then suddenly, framed against the outer darkness, Dost Mohammed stood in the tent door and saluted.

Rung Ho, Bahadur!

They made room for him, to let him sit beside the Colonel. British and native officers neither eat together nor discuss their women; but in all save creed and caste they are blood brothers, whose Regiment is father, mother, honor and religion to them all. Dost Mohammed was a man of men  a born soldier, proved out, and more than welcome. But he stood first before the Colonel, holding out a letter.

I bring good news, Huzoor!

The Colonel seized what he brought and tore it open.

Gentlemen! he said. It is as I told you. His Excellency has seen reason. He has ordered us to move at once to put an end to the dacoity. We will start after Gopi Lall at dawn.


CHAPTER II.  A GENTLEMAN DOES HIS DUTY

Find ye the woman! Trail her down
By matched intrigue  by counter plan
By hound  through spies  in field or town
Find her! Then find the man!



CRIME, of course, is geographical. So is virtue. And Yasmini was a heroine. Heaven  who gave her eyes unfathomable  knows too the unfathomable secret of her name and origin; for she was not of Bengal near of Madras. She was of India, and all India knew of her, though none knew whence she came.

Some said she was a high caste woman; others that a Maharaja once had brought her from the Hills, to be a plaything in the death-watched depths of his zenana. That story added that the Maharaja died. And all who knew her, or knew of her, said that her little slender wrists could force a dagger home as artfully as her little jeweled ankles danced, or as her eyes could lure; and they sang songs about her eyes from Peshawur to Cape Cormorin. She herself sang some of them, and they were not at all moral songs, as morals are expounded in the West.

Art was the essence of her. She was suppleness and subtlety and studied grace in every attitude and word. And she was not married; for marriage, in the East at all events, would have been the sepulcher of artistry like hers. None knew whence her money or her jewels came, and none dared ask  just as none dared question her prerogative of dwelling in the Panch Mahal or her right to call it by that name. She could even change a language. She did exactly as she chose, and what she chose was mostly unexpected.

India, which of all the countries of the world alone could produce a Yasmini, alone has other wonders to unfold  old cities, undismantled, uncrumbled, uninhabited, and unexplained; cities in whose streets the jungle fights for room between the ton piece granite curbstones and the lords of the jungle make their lairs in latticed palaces.

There had been such a city once, close to Rajah-batkbowa, and a hundred thousand men all armed with axes might have cleared it still to shine in the jungle coaxing sun. But only one piece of it stood in the open  carved and painted, cupolaed and domed; a wonder building round a courtyard where fountains used to play in long forgotten ages; and there lived Yasmini. She called the place the Panch Mahal; and that, in a language of the cleaner, braver North, means the playground of the ladies.

The North-born troopers under Colonel Stapletons command knew well the meaning of the words; and they knew to a big, thigh-booted gentleman the road that led through twisted jungle to the building she had named. Through the long hot afternoons there were often ten or twenty of them chatting in the latticed windows on the upper floor, or testing their soldier wits against the readier, trained repartee of Yasminis handmaidens. She herself paid little heed to them, and less respect; she condescended only to sufficient courtesy to keep them coming there, and made her women keep them well supplied with cigarettes and strange, wonder-scented brands of sherbet.

But every now and then a native officer would swagger, spur jingling and saber clanking, underneath the arch to call on her; and then there would be a fluttering in the nest above, and Yasmini herself would come almost but not quite as Cleopatra came to Antony. She would stand at the stair head auraed in some pale blue muslin stuff, and she would greet him as the dawn greets night. Like night, his strength and resolution and conceit would vanish. But Cleopatra was in love with Antony.

Yasmini would dance for him, talk to him, bring him sherbet with her own amazing hands and sing a song or two that punned and played subtly round his warriorhood, her womanhood, and paradise where both might sit enthroned. Then while the troopers drew away into the corners in envious obedience, the officer would whisper to her things he should not have whispered, in return for promises that she did not intend to keep.

When evening came  for those were evenings of the eve of martial law, and darkness had to find the Regiment prepared  she would send him off, flattered and fooled; fierce-bearded, as empty of secrets as an egg the crows have found, to chew the bitter cud of recollection until memory of her overcame remorse, and his servant polished up his spurs for him and he threw discretion to the winds and came again.

Always the troopers came and were entertained and given sherbet. Now and then the native officers would jingle in, and be shown a glimpse of what Allah has provided for the truly brave and good in paradise. And daily, sometimes hourly, Gopi Lall, up in his fastness in the hills, received news of the Regiments intentions, and was told how long yet he might dare to loose his following, red- handed, on the countryside.

The tastes and the inclinations of Yasmini would be as difficult to follow as the movements of her twinkling feet. Her eyes were laughing pools of mystery; her tongue an instrument of subtly woven, smothered, underhand intrigue; and her beauty could, and did, procure for her the abject slavery of any man on whom she had designs. She could pick the wearer of her favors from among the best spurred and booted bloods of India. Yet  

Gopi Lall was a Bengali, while she was from the North, where they despise his nationality and creed and speech and habits as a hadji hates a giaour. And at that, he was a Bengal outcast. His one sound eye was baleful, lit by greed and overhung by a lid devoid of lashes. His lips were slit and scarred where once a knife that he carried in his mouth had been hammered inward by an intended victims fist. His hair  for he did not shave his head  was a shock of black, bewildering beastliness, uncombed, unoiled, unwashed. And his creed was the worst of him:

I am the enemy of all the gods  of virtue, pity, charity, faith, mercy, love. I am the friend of fear and hate and hell. I have no human friends; who are not my servants are my enemies.

She had drifted with her entourage of waiting women from a hatchery of treason on the outer wall of Delhi to her present strange abiding place, and Gopi Lall had sent her soon afterward one love missivethrough the window. It was gory, and the blood was barely dried. Its eyes, wide opened, had been forced into a squint when dead, or during death from torture; and the lips had been attended to as only a dacoits imagination could direct. It was not easy to recognize the once alluring face of Yasminis particular pet handmaiden; but then Yasmini, too, had imagination beyond the ordinary. She buried the mistreated head and sent no word of it to the police.

Her answer had been unexpected, as nearly all that she directed was. She sent another maid, an innocent, sweet featured girl who had not seen the horror tossed in through the window; she sent her with a note to wait where Gopi Lalls men were known to pass occasionally. The note read:

Here is another. And if my lord would deign to visit me there are more than a dozen who are at his service.

The second girl had come back, well frightened, but alive, and with an answer. It was not in writing, nor on paper; but Gopi Lalls thumb mark done in blood on a piece of calico was a known passport on that countryside. It meant leave to live, and it was never violated while its holder had it; should he relinquish it through fear or at the feel of torture too devilish to name, that would entail no breach of faith by Gopi Lall. He had been known to keep one of his thumb print licensees alive for fourteen days, and then to let him go because the suffering wretch swallowed what he would not willingly surrender.

While she had that piece of calico, then, Yasmini was free to dwell in what she called her Panch Mahal, and she used her freedom to send messages by devious routes and unsuspected hands to the butcher who had thinned down her establishment. But Gopi Lall never came to her himself.

Up in some hell-stained aerie, Heaven knew where among the hills, he ruled a thousand outlaws. Perhaps a dozen of them, more or less, knew Gopi Lall. They were his Generals of rapine, who handed down his orders to the rest. Each of his Generals held in hand a horde of other ruffians who, oftener than not, were peaceful countrymen, to all appearance living decent lives in unsuspecting villages, befriended by their victims relatives, and known to the police and to the courts as honest men.

When one of these paid a chance visit to the house of Yasmini and sold a cord of wood perhaps, or brought trapped wild fowl or a bunch of jungle flowers as his tribute to her beauty, there was neither suspicion nor excuse for it. It was nothing but the ordinary, decent, humble way of rustic simpletons, who  as their betters did less innocently  might surely worship at the shrine of loveliness.

But, through channels undiscoverable, Gopi Lall became aware of all the news and of every move that the police might contemplate against him; and he knew, too, that the soldiers were still doomed to inactivity. And all the clue there was as to who might be in league with him was that certain villagers grew strangely rich  for villagers. That and one other thing.

Yasmini  bejeweled and beguiling, very much besought, ever coaxing information from strong men self-trained in secrecy, and giving neither explanation for her presence in fever-fouled Bengal nor rewarding any man with more than smiles and promises  watched daily for a man who did not come and talked long and often with the villagers who drifted in to pay her their respects, or sell something or bring her flowers.

Soon a rumor grew that she loved this one-eyed monster of the hills. Soon it became common knowledge that she loved him. The story spread and grew by spreading, until even Europeans heard of it. Some said that she had loved him in another part of India, had seen him once in passing and had lost her heart to him; that she had followed, and had placed herself deliberately where he could come and seize her and carry her away.

Others said that she had only heard of him, and that, tigress-like, she had loved at a distance a fabled, visionary Gopi Lall, described to her as an outlaw, but the flower of chivalry. These swore that, had she seen him, she would have recoiled in horror from the thought of being wooed or won by such a bloody, revolting brute.

And there was Colonel Stapleton. He was the last to hear the rumors, and he let his officers believe whatever ribald impropriety they chose. He, first among soldiers, and soldier among gentlemen, believed the version that was mildest, and diluted even that with gallantry. To him it was unthinkable that any woman could love or let herself be loved by the real Gopi Lall. Therefore she had heard false stories of him. Therefore  it followed as the night the day  it was his duty to do something in the matter.

Her propriety or lack of it; her right to claim the treatment accordable to women of less questionable standing; her creed, if she had any; her caste, color, history, or hopes were nothing to him. She was a woman, he a gentleman. The rest was obvious.

To send for her would be impossible, even had he more than humor for his reason; for in India even ladies such as Yasmini observe sufficient of the purdah law to preclude visits to a European officer. And, should he send a native officer alone, he doubted that his message would reach her worded and delivered just as he intended  gallantly, without a hint of impropriety or interference.

He decided, after quite a lot of thought, to go himself, accompanied by a native officer. And since Dost Mohammed was the man of all his eight commissioned charges whom he trusted most, the Colonel took him  weary after his two-day ride, but unreluctant.

You see, Dost Mohammed, he explained, we leave at dawn. This is the apparent duty of gentlemen. We dont know how much harm this Gopi Lall may do before we round him up, so well warn her now  you and I together  before its too late.

As you say, Huzoor, growled Dost Mohammed. And because of that ban on discussing women folk, he saw fit not to tell his Colonel certain things he might have told. It was little that Dost Mohammed knew, except some fragmentary history; but even that much might have saved the trip.

So Dost Mohammed rode beside him to the gilded dwelling on the jungle edge, and waited in the courtyard listening to the murmurings and gigglings above, and watching the shifting lights and shadows passing. And after an interminable wait Yasmini herself came down, close-veiled as if all the virtues of the East and West alike were concentrated in her loveliness.

Speaking in Hindustani, the lingua franca of India, Colonel Stapleton told her what he had to say of Gopi Lall, and of the rumor that she loved him. Yasmini thanked him, bowing low as a woodland fairy might have bowed to Oberon. With a little titter of embarrassment she disclaimed all knowledge of and certainly all love for the outlaw. She professed profound horror of him, and the pious hope that such a monster among men might meet a quick-found slow-drawn Nemesis.

She satisfied the Colonel; but when he and his fierce coadjutor had ridden off  almost before the hoofbeats had died down in the steamy night mist  Yasmini laughed long and merrily; laughed with the tinkling cadence of a peal of fairy bells; lay on a cushoned divan and laughed; laughed as her maidens undressed her; and later, laughed herself to sleep.

Are all men fools? she laughed. Nay. Find me another word! Princes and priests and statesmen  they are fools: But soldiers, Englishmen  oh, women, soothe me; rub my ribs; pray Hanuman, the monkey god, to find a word for them!


CHAPTER III.  THE OLD MAN LANDS ON BOILEAU

Youth  and a woman!
The youth left solitary in a place
Where comrades lately laughed; feeling the bite
Of earned opprobrium, and face to face
With self  and sorrow  and an Indian night  
And debts  and drudgery  and prickly heat  
Youth, with a grown mans soldierly desire
For action! Warn him  cajole him  entreat  
Advise him! But hell find the fire
Thats lit by woman!



GOPI LALL, like other bandits of less visionary latitudes, had a half developed, half mocking notion of his own almost divinity. And, as greater men have done before him, he left his own country with neither following nor prospects, and came back to it an all-crowned king. The price put on his head by another Province had wrought the change for him.

He was certainly a humorist, in his own grim way. Three thousand rupees  at which a smarting and indignant Government valued him  was a fortune in itself; and, when he came back with policemen on his trail to his own Bengal, he was penniless. So he decapitated the first tax paying villager he could find whose size and general ugliness were something like his own, doctored the head with a knife, removed one eye, dried out the socket, and sent the resulting horror in a basket to police headquarters by the hand of a trusted lieutenant. He also sent a dozen witnesses to identify the thing and lay low himself until the blood reward was paid.

Of course feud followed, for the lieutenant claimed one-third of the money, and the witnesses all clamored for their share as well. As the logical result all thirteen men lay pegged out one afternoon on anthills, and to cap his quaint conceit Gopi Lall sent their heads to the police, with an accompanying homily, laboriously written out in blood. It was typically babooese, and it ended with a moral such as Æsop might have penned, but the concentrated gist of it was, Such should be the end of all dishonest men!

So the Government, which has no sense of humor, loved him, and did its ceaseless best to capture him, that it might hug him properly  with a slip knot and a hempen rope. And since Bengal breeds Bengalis, as well as snakes and jungle fever and the Indian Penal Code, Gopi Lall had ample opportunity to exercise his wit. If any knew where his hill-and-jungle-hidden ærie was, none dared tell of it; and, as for the native press, it used him as political ammunition, treating him one day as a national hero in revolt against bureaucracy, and the next as proof of crass incompetence on everybodys part.

The police, of course, used him as a scapegoat, and gave him warning of their moves whenever their three English officers were indiscreet enough to drop a hint.

They robbed right and left, and gave Gopi Lall the credit for it. But credit was not passed on and taken at its mere face value. When a robbery occurred that he had had no hand in, his share of it had to be left in some hiding place where he knew where to look for it, or else a dead policeman would be found within a day or two, staring up at the sun without his eyelids. He was not afraid of the police, and he was at much pains to make the fact apparent.

But the Tail-Twisters were another matter altogether. The man who can buy, blackmail, coax away, or steal the honor of a Rajput gentleman who wears a regimental crest could bribe high Heaven; and that Regiment, pawing and perspiring in its tented lines, was something that made Gopi Lall afraid. He took no liberties with it, and sent no greased night creepers to steal the horse feed and accouterments. Nor did he waylay the troopers who swaggered now and then along the jungle paths.

But he worked hard and quickly in an opposite direction. He made a levy on the villages to the north of him that exceeded all of his previous exactions, and with the money thus extorted he bribed the native press of eight cities to declaim against the Government for ordering out troops. For that once, the police became national heroes, or very nearly so, and even the Governor in person was denounced as an iconoclast for contemplating such a thing as the supersession of the honorable constabeels.

Lithographed one-thousand-copy circulations hummed with indignation at the thought of turning loose a thousand predatory horsemen on the suffering countryside. So the Government of India, which always listens for a while before it acts and then smites hard and fast, kept the brutal and licentious soldiery in camp.

And Yasmini sang songs to her guitar, and danced, and melted strong mens hearts. And Colonel Stapleton wrote letters. And young Boileau Bandobust Boileau, who could lead a squadron like a gray wolf on a breast high scent, but who could not hold his tongue  talked just a little bit too loudly in his tent of old women in the Service nowadays, and of Don Quixotes who should be at home in padded cells.

So at dawn one morning when the Tail-Twisters swooped like a jingling whirlwind out of camp to round up Gopi Lall, in a tent that thrummed already with the morning heat sat Boileau, with a pile of documents in front of him that would keep him busy for a dozen days  him and the baboo. When the Colonel of a regiment does need to tame the rising flood of youthful insolence, there are always plenty of blue indent forms, and payment vouchers that need auditing, and other things even less interesting to the military type of wit.

He sat and watched the dust go up above the Regiment; saw the glittering lance heads rise, and dip, and vanish; heard the thunder of the hoofs die down; and then faced the task in front of him. He realized that the fault was his, and that the more quickly the red-tape- tied routine was waded through, the sooner he would lead his men again; but he felt like a schoolboy kept in after hours, with the sting of temporary ostracism added to the drudgery.

Must admit the old man landed on me where Id feel it, he told himself. Did it neatly, too. Captain Boileau, I have to leave one officer behind to attend to details. Ive selected you. Cuss him! Left me to think out the reason for myself, and  blast his stateliness!  let the men think what they liked, too!

A man, whose job, and honor, and promotion all depend on making sons of the sons of soldiers regard him as a demigod is vulnerable where he keeps his pride.

He toiled at the maddening returns in triplicate until the flies drove him from the tent. In spite of the netting and the squeaky improvised punkah, even the ink pot was full of flies, and even the baboo gave up regarding them as essential elements like air and earth.

He went to the gloomy, empty Mess tent, where a solitary servitor provided him with curried goat and flies.

There were more flies in his whisky peg and in the butter, and even the boy he sent for to stand behind his chair failed to keep the still uncooked ones from promenading on his cheek.

So he went back to the office tent again and tried to drown his consciousness of the hot, pestilential loneliness in hard work.

But the official office working hours in salubrious Bengal are limited, and the Bengali baboo, who has his uses, is a man who also knows his rights.

The clerk had gone without his noonday two-hour snooze in deference to Boileaus wishes, but, as he expressed it, he was theoreticallee antagonistic, sir, to policy of working overtime without increased emolument.

So Boileau cursed him thoroughly and let him go at three oclock. He did not see the force of borrowing money, at sixty odd percent, from the baboos relatives to spend even fractions of it on the baboo.

For the next few hours he sat and swore and read the three-weeks-old Home newspapers alternately. Then he went out and looked his horses over. Then the thought of dinner all alone again, with mosquitos this time instead of flies, swept over him, and for a while nostalgia had him in its depressing maw. And after that, of course, the particular red devil who sits on tree tops all over India and beckons to the lonely European drew nearer and held converse with him.

Youth called, and the fire of youth that leads the Anglo-Saxon into mischief. Mischief he must have, or see, or do within an hour or two, or else weep; and no soldier has any hankering for tears. Besides, for what is mischief, unless for the amusement of men of stamina?

Who is this Yasmini? he asked of the first native he could find.

The man waxed interminably eloquent, after the eloquence which belongs to the East alone.

What language does she speak?

All languages; the language of love, sahib, is a common tongue.

Does she make love in English?

Nay, sahib. Who could? Neither does she make love, ever. The gods, who made her, made that unnecessary. When she lacks love, men bring it to her.

She sounds amusing.

Sahib  she is Yasmini.

Um-m-m! Dyou think she would receive me?

Who knows, sahib? responded the native. He who can tell the color of an unborn infants eyes might know perhaps what Yasmini will do. There be dead men, sahib, who might tell, too, what good they had from her  none other!

Then, babooji, you wouldnt care to call on her, eh?

Sahib, have you seen a serpent hypnotize a bird? Would you be that bird? Have you watched a moth that fluttered round a lamp, and envied him?

Ive seen the moths at it, baboo. But how about the notion of skating over thin ice?

Yasmini and ice, sahib, are as different as Kin-chinjunga from the Plains.

Which is the nearest way to where she lives? Youve got me interested, babooji. Ill call on the lady.

Nay, God forbid, sahib! I have warned you. I will not direct you to your undoing! There are women of the countryside in hundreds who

Chup! commanded Boileau. So the baboo held his tongue.

But fifteen minutes later Boileaus servant came to him, carrying his Panama to replace the helmet that in that climate in the daytime a man must wear even inside his tent.

Dyou know the way to Yasminis? he asked.

And the wicked, wrinkled old Abdullah grinned.

Ill not bother about dinner. As soon as its dark bring a lamp and lead me to her.

Will the sahib dress? he asked deferentially.

Um-m-m-n-yes. Shes a  ah  a  er  shes what we white men call a lady, isnt she?

Sahib, she is Yasmini. There is no woman like her in the world!

Yes, Ill dress as though for dinner. And  ah  Abdullah

Sahib?

Hold your tongue!

Abdullah grinned again.


CHAPTER IV.  A VILLAGER EARNS HIS SALT

Theres Bengal Horse behind you, man,
a crisscross trail ahead;
One plan to make;
Ten paths to take;
One slip  one fault  youre dead!
Theres hue and cry, and clank of sword;
hark! hear the trumpet call!
The pennants dance
On hungry lance!
Think quickly, Gopi Lall!



COLONEL STAPLETON was not a man to inveigh against policemen and then adopt their tactics or avail himself of their assistance. Nor had he risen to the rank of Colonel in a regiment that admitted no superior on earth without being a soldier in every courtly inch of him. The Stapleton of drawing rooms and mess tables  if the truth were known, of somewhat prosy platitudes, and rather too fastidious ideas  was another person than the man who led the Tail-Twisters when their lances rippled in the open, and their chargers strained behind him and the trumpeter.

He was still courtly. A lone woman would have picked him still of all his Regiment as the right man to apply to for protection. But a general of division, too, would have picked him to lead a rally, or a quick-sent charge to turn the tide of battle in a crisis  him and his Regiment.

He led his Regiment now  at an easy canter to take full advantage of the morning cool  straight toward the hazy line of hills where Gopi Lall was currently supposed to have his lair. The District Superintendent of Police, warned of the change in the direction of affairs too late to interfere, wore out an Arab pony in pursuit of him, and brought him to a momentary halt within a mile of the ragged foothills.

I understand, sir, that you have been placed in charge of things, he panted, wiping off the perspiration.

Yes sir. You have not been misinformed.

Then dont you want the police to cooperate?

No, sir.

But

I prefer to act independently. I wont deprive you or your policemen of any credit that may accrue to you. If I interfered with your plans, or availed myself of your men, it might be said afterward, if your men captured him, that my Regiment had done the work.

He started to ride on.

But, Colonel Stapleton

Well, sir?

You wont be able to ride right up to him like that! Why, hes certain to have had notice of your start already; this countrys honeycombed with spies. Hell be miles away by the time you get to where he may have been last night.

At least Ill find his buzzards roost, said Colonel Stapleton, and make it a bit too hot to hold him for some time to come! I suppose you know where his headquarters are?

Nobody seems to know exactly. I know about within ten miles.

Im going to know exactly, and within two hours. If he bolts, look out for him and if you catch him, you do it to your own advantage. Ill set him moving, and keep him on the run, but no man of my Regiment will claim the reward unless one of my men bags him.

Will you wait one hour, sir, while I ride back and telegraph? Hell bolt toward the north, Im sure of it. Hes probably on his way now. Id like to get a cordon of my men in place to intercept him.

Dyou mean to tell me that you havent had a cordon drawn these three weeks past?

Yes, but Id like to warn the men.

Through a  ah  baboo telegraphist?

How else?

The Colonel smiled at him.

Ill wait for no one, sir. Good morning!

Before the sun was two hours up the Tail-Twisters were in among the foothills, split up troop by troop, and scouring every trail that led toward the center of the hills. And a half troop under Dost Mohammed was busily rounding up outraged, expostulating villagers. They tried on him the tactics that for months past had foiled or fooled or suited the police. But he found a way to change their attitude; lances and sabers, fierce eyes and upbrushed beards and blunt directness, warhorse-carried, did what the police had failed in signally. Soon Dost Mohammed rode with a prisoner up behind him who knew Gopi Lalls nest and the road to it, and dared not refuse to show the way.

What threats the grim Mohammedan growled to him as they rode were never entered in the Regimental history; but they seemed to be fierce enough, and backed with enough reality nearly to scare the soul out of the wretch. For, as they rode nearer in an ever narrowing arc of troops, to where a ring of trees stood on a dome-shaped hill, the prisoner showed signs of fright such as it is not exactly good to watch.

Time and again he begged to be left behind. Over and over he swore that from now on the road was straight and easy. But to his prayers and oaths the native officer answered nothing that any save the prisoner could hear. Had the Colonel heard, he might have felt disposed to deny the statement, given on the honor of a soldier, that he, Stapleton, was infinitely worse, more cruel, more ingenious, and less amenable to reason than the bloodsome Gopi Lall himself!

After a while, though, even that inducement lost its spur. The prisoner argued that he knew from grim experience what Gopi Lall was capable of doing, whereas the Colonels tendencies were hearsay. He threw himself down from Dost Mohammeds horse and lay where he fell, shuddering on the ground. He would not rise, even when they urged him with a lance butt. He swore that he preferred death there to the chance of what might happen should Gopi Lall see who had led his enemies.

So, lest Gopi Lall recognize him, they tore two eye-holes in his loin cloth and wrapped that round his head, and put him on the horse again and started on.

The Government will pay me for my cloth? he wailed.

Hold, Colonel sahib! called the native soldier. This black fellow of the foothills is playing with us!

What makes you think that?

He is not so frightened as he seems.

They formed a ring round the trembling prisoner; he was trembling now in earnest.

I will more than terrify him, Colonel sahib, if I may.

No, Dost Mohammed!

Huzoor, we

We are not policemen, even if we are doing policemans work! Ill have no dogs tricks here.

At the word dogs tricks the soldier glowered, for it was hovering dangerously near an insult; Mohammedans and dogs are not associable, even in metaphor.

If hes not afraid, why is he shamming fear?

I know not, Colonel sahib. A dog might smell the reason.

The native officer had chosen the wrong moment to display resentment at imaginary insults, as he divined on the instant. If Colonel Stapleton was courtly and considerate on every possible occasion, he was a stickler, too, for deference to himself and fully capable of enforcing it. His eye alone, when he was roused, was quite enough to cow most ordinary men. The native officer changed his tune in a hurry, before the Colonel could have time to speak.

It was but a soldiers joke, Huzoor. Let this man hunt, as a dog hunts, quartering the ground while the Regiment waits. I will soon see what he knows. If he wishes salt let him earn it.

That was a pun that either in English or the native language might have had several meanings; the Colonel ignored all of them. He was in a hurry to get on, and too impatient to read riddles.

Ride on with him, he ordered. You and ten men.

So Dost Mohammed rode with him, feeling in his saddle bag to make quite certain that he had what he needed. He and his ten rode over a ridge, and down into the dip beyond; and then he called halt unexpectedly, and threw the prisoner to the ground.

Bind him! he ordered; and without a word, or even a look of astonishment, the troopers trussed him and cross trussed him with their hobble ropes. Then Dost Mohammed reached into his saddle bag again. He did not dismount himself.

A pinch or two will serve, he ordered, passing a little package to the nearest trouper. Another trooper forced open the prisoners jaws, and the first man took the package and poured something into the gaping mouth.

Be careful lest he swallow it too quickly, and see that he spit out none!

They squeezed the wretchs throat to prevent his swallowing, and one man stuck a finger on his tongue and rubbed the dose well over it.

So! Now let him rise. Kick him up. So  now!

He legged his horse up beside the prisoner, and watched him with blazing eyes.

Thou hast thy salt. Now pay for it. Salt without water is payment for thy service in advance. There will be water when we reach the den of Gopi Lall.

The troopers mounted, and for two minutes sat in a half circle, watching the varying emotions play across their prisoners face. Their own faces were immovable, like the masks of Fate. The prisoner looked at the trees above him, and the hills around, and at the ground between his feet. Then he began to swallow hard, and next his eyes fell on a little tinkling stream that ran winding fifty yards away. He made a dash to reach it, but a trooper spurred his horse, and a drawn saber flashed between him and the stream.

There will be water  cool water  in the den of Gopi Lall! said Dost Mohammed.

The man went on his knees, but no answer came from the troopers. They sat and waited for the quite inevitable. He threw his tied hands up in an attitude of piteous appeal; not daring to speak, for fear of getting more salt saliva down his throat. But the troopers waited.

Lead us to Gopi Lall, said Dost Mohammed.

Another minute the prisoner sought for a way out. Then he surrendered. He came to Dost Mohammeds saddle bow, and waited to be lifted up, for he could not mount alone with his hands tied. A trooper reined in beside him and seized him under the arms and swung him up behind the officer. Then:

Fours  right about! Trot! Canter! ordered Dost Mohammed. Within fifteen minutes from the start they were back to where the Colonel waited.

But the punctured loin cloth was over the prisoners head again, and nobody could see that the wretched man was undergoing torture.

Why is he tied? demanded Colonel Stapleton.

He tried to escape, Huzoor.

Oh. What did you discover?

He was acting fear, to throw us off the scent. To make us believe that we were nearing Gopi Lalls headquarters, he pretended that he was more and more afraid. He will now show us the true road. Shall I lead on, Huzoor?

So, extended to twenty horses lengths apart, the Regiment wheeled and rode back at a canter ten miles along the road by which they came. Then, at a sign from the hooded prisoner  he gave it with his leg, for he could neither move his hands nor speak  Dost Mohammed wheeled and swung uphill suddenly along a track that was cleverly concealed by scrub. No trumpet sounded; but at a sign from Colonel Stapleton the troops split up, and snooped in different directions to surround the knoll above the jungle to which the track quite evidently led. And one troop and Colonel Stapleton himself followed Dost Mohammed and his ten.

The track wound and twisted almost on itself, through blind, black jungle; it was so narrow that for nearly all the way they had to ride in single file. Half way up Dost Mohammed rode into a string stretched above the path. A blunderbuss fixed in a near-by tree burst the same instant; and although it burst from overloading, scattering the slugs and nails harmlessly, the noise it made would have been enough to alarm the Seven Sleepers.

Ride! roared Colonel Stapleton from behind. Crack on the pace, Dost Mohammed!

But the native officer had spurred and settled down to ride in deadly earnest even before the instant order came. With a crash that set the jungle thundering as if a herd of elephants were stampeding through it, the troop whirled on until it reached a clearing  checked for an instant  swung out into line  and swept forward at a gallop.

Halt! roared Stapleton.

Before them was a fort, or something like one, made only of thin mud walls and rough stones here and there, but pierced for rifle firing. There was no flag above it, and no sign to show whether those who held it were outlaws or peaceful citizens. Only a babel from the interior proved that panic reigned inside. A minute later crash after crash resounded from eight different directions, and from four ways at once troop after troop, torn and bleeding from the jungle thorns, broke out into the open. The fort was surrounded, and retreat cut off.

Order them to bring out Gopi Lall.

Dost Mohammed rode ahead, still with his prisoner up behind him, and engaged in altercation at the gate. A moment later the gate swung open, and a weird procession came out sheepishly  fifteen men, a dozen women, two children, and a skew-bald native pony, lame and saddle-galled.

Line them up and look them over.

There were no weapons in the whole procession, and there surely was no Gopi Lall. Dost Mohammed dropped his prisoner and let him drink deep at a spring that bubbled from the ground before the gate.

What made that man so thirsty? asked the Colonel.

Fear, Huzoor.

Um-m-m!

He stared very hard at Dost Mohammed for a minute, but the Rajputs eyes did not so much as quiver.

Well  were wasting time.

He took a troop himself, and searched the whole fort thoroughly.

The troopers drove their lances or their saber points into every crack and cranny; they probed the stamped earth floor and prodded in among the beams and around the eaves. But there was neither sign of Gopi Lall nor hidden loot.

The prisoners admitted readily enough that the fort was Gopi Lalls headquarters, and that he had slept there overnight; but more than that they would not say. Two among them were the bandits captives, held for ransom; but, with truly Eastern logic, they were the least communicative. They had had trouble enough, and did not intend to risk the outlaws vengeance by betraying anything they knew.

There was scarcely any evidence there worth preserving, and no clue whatever to Gopi Lalls present whereabouts. A few old blunderbusses and some native swords were found in corners, but they showed no signs of recent use. The soldiers carried these into the open and stacked them and later made the prisoners carry them. But first the Colonel ordered fire set to the fort thatch.

At least Ill spoil his rendezvous, he swore. And if theres anything we didnt find there, he wont have the use of it.

When the flames had burst, and blazed, and werebeginning to die down again, he called his troop commanders to him.

Now separate, he ordered. Divide the whole country into sections, and scour it thoroughly. Dont leave a single nook or cranny or hut or hiding place unsearched. And dont trust to the police cordon to the north. In other words, dont dally. Ride him down. The brute was here last night, so he cant have got far. Overtake him.

And, in case he doubles back, or hides in the jungle, keep on scouring the country until you get him. Take any food you want and give vouchers for it; Ill cash the vouchers back at Rajabatkhowa. Send in reports to me there.

There was no place for the Colonel of a regiment then except headquarters, with the gleeful men split up in detachments and no possibility of centralized control.

So, a little sadly, he took one half troop as an escort and for camp guard duty, rounded up his prisoners, and started back to where young Boileau was supposed to be concentrating all his powers on writing up the Regiments returns.


CHAPTER V.  BOILEAU RUNS A RISK

Tales that were tenderly told,
Rumors of love for the bold
Deadlier dangerous, friend of mine,
Jokes men made as they passed the wine,
Sent him to spy on Yasmini.
Sleepless, unslaked desire,
Memorys maddening fire,
Deadly resolve to spy again.
Madness of moths was all his gain
That, and no more, from Yasmini.



THE fireflies danced like a myriad fairy lights; the jungle beside them whispered weird night sounds through the steaming dark, and their footfalls on the rotted leaves were like the creeping of conspirators, as Boileau and his servant took the ax-cleared, winding path that led to Yasminis. The servant went ahead, swinging the lantern to betray the tree roots.

Boileau, a dozen yards behind, felt guilty; and the sense of guilt brought him a thrill he had not experienced since Aurang Zeb, his charger, ran away with him and brought up all standing on the railway line in front of the Bombay Mail Express. He knew too much of Indian caste and custom to expect to be received, even where the men of his own troop might lounge; but he vaguely guessed that Yasmini and Adventure and himself were all three mates that night.

Abdullah, grinning, set the lantern down on the courtyard tiles and went to scrabbling with his fingers on a narrow door. It was newer than the carved stone niche it fitted, and looked like one of Yasminis pre- cautions, for it was strongly reinforced with bars of iron and big, flat-headed nails. No more than one man could have entered through it at a time. Soon Abdullah started whispering, and Boileau  with a strange impatience in his veins, and a stranger sense of standing on the edge of every thing  looked up and watched the shadows flitting by the window. There seemed to be excitement up above, if nothing else.

Whats happening, Abdullah? he asked, after many minutes of hissed argument through a little hole that opened in the panel. The hole was not square; no lance could have been thrust through it, and its outer end was too small for an eye to look through it over a pistol barrel. It closed, like a bunghole, with a peg.

Patience a little, sahib. She is considering.

Is that the famous Yasmini beyond that hole?

Nay, sahib, but her maid. She went once and returned again, and now she is gone for the second time.

Whats all the trouble?

No trouble, sahib. Yasmini would know.

Know what?

Whether she confers an honor or receives one.

Pon my soul, Id give a months income to know the same thing! laughed Boileau to himself. And then the door opened grudgingly and Abdullah beckoned to him and bowed him through, and squatted on the step outside with the dog- like patience of the Indian native servant.

Inside were darkness, and the smell of musk  black darkness, made blacker yet by a curtain at the stair head. Some one whom he could not see replaced the peg in the peephole; and an unseen soft hand that trembled at his touch but did not draw away, took his.

Lead on, McDuff! said Boileau, throwing off his sense of helplessness, and kicking out to find the bottom step. But his dress spur caught in gauzy drapery and something ripped. He stood on one leg, and tried to free himself, but the wearer of the gauze pulled, too, to free it. He felt his balance going and kicked out again, and fell. A second later he was struggling on the ground with a giggling woman, laughing from sheer appreciation of the unforeseen, but expecting every second to feel a long knife in his ribs.

Then before he could regain his feet the curtain parted at the stair top and a radiance appeared in the middle of it  Yasmini herself. There was no doubt  she must be Yasmini. He had thought of her as black, or dull olive color at the best. He saw an ivory and old rose tinted damsel, who might or might not be twenty years of age. He had thought of black hair, drawn back in straight lined waves. He saw a mass of burnished copper-gold, that fell in curling cataracts from crown to knees. He had thought of thin, cruel lips, dyed blue perhaps, and even of a nose ring. What he saw were features that would be May-crowned in the West, and lips  red lips, uncarmined; lips that a shaven anchorite would have fought half the world to kiss.

She stood forward on the step and smiled down at him, framed in an aura of gold light between black curtains. He could see her feet, pale pink and ivory, encased in gilded slippers. Above them, some pale-blue filmy stuff encircled her as mist enfolds the morning, hinting at loveliness and making it far lovelier  by concealment. He could neither speak nor laugh now, nor find his feet. He lay spellbound, looking upward at her, until his eyes met hers. And he had thought of almond eyes, brown or perhaps hazel!

No man that ever lived could tell the secret of the color of her eyes. Few dared look into them longer than to bear away a memory of smoldering loveliness  of molten jewels, lovelit under drooping lids. But Boileau was a man whose every breath of life was daring, and he stared  and stared  and forgot the power of speech.

Yasmini spoke first and what she said, in a velvet voice that sounded vaguely like the love call of a nightingale, was in a language Boileau did not understand. But the maid understood it and found her feet at once; and Boileau guessed. However purred, through lips however sweet, the tongues of the ancient East are apt at framing comment on such matters as a man and a maiden in the dark.

What did she say? asked Boileau, feeling the blushes rise from somewhere down his neck and race beneath his hair until his ears glowed crimson. But the girl only giggled and pushed him toward the stairs.

So up went Boileau, swaggering to get his self-possession back, letting his spurs clank handsomely and twirling at his waxed mustache. And Yasmini made way for him, bowing before him mockingly  half, he suspected, to let him realize her supple grace, and half because she really was amused. Eight maids  all dark- skinned contrasts to the queen of this strange jungle bower  attended her, and seemed to know her thoughts. They piled the cushions high on a long, low divan by the window, and motioned Boileau to it; and, feeling like an idiot, he sat on it, and sank deep down among the soft embroidery. It was impossible to sit; he sprawled, and felt more like an idiot than ever.

But Yasmini herself came over and sat near him on a pile of cushions, pushing out one slippered foot so that he could see the greenish veins under the transparent skin. And he began to forget his awkwardness in amazed contemplation of what the curtained East could lay bare when it chose.

A maid extinguished most of the lamps, and left only half a dozen hanging, jeweled lights that glowed mysteriously, multicolored, through faint blue sandal smoke. Two maids sat near her. One fanned her, for the heat was stifling; one watched. Another maid bent over the divan and wafted air at Boileau with a fan of peacock feathers. Yasmini, showing little even pearls of teeth, smiled like the soul of early morning, leaned on her elbow and began to talk.

She spoke now in Hindustani, which Boileau understood. For all its other qualities that is a language that can sound, and be, like honey on the lips of loveliness.

What ails my lord?

She purred it, as though it were an overture to love itself.

Nothing ails me. I think I am singularly favored.

You seem displeased. Is aught lacking?

Miss Yasmini, I think there is nothing lacking when you are at hand!

He could not for the life of him bring himself to call her Yasmini without some prefix. It sounded ridiculous, but he, too, felt ridiculous  until he looked into her eyes again. Then he forgot himself and everything except her eyes.

My lord is pleased to joke with me?

Pon my soul!

English was the only tongue that suited his dilemma. With her eyes on him, he could not think unless he thought aloud, and he had a foolish notion that if his thoughts were in English she might not understand.

Does anybody ever joke with you? he asked in Hindustani.

Her eyes changed  not in color, but as if the light behind them glowed a little more.

Not often. One did  once. My lord has not yet deigned to tell the cause of the honor that he pays me.

That was a stumper. She waited for his answer as a suppliant waits, pillowed at his feet and looking up at him. There was not a hint of laughter in her eyes, nor the vaguest, least suggestion that she thought him an intruder or a boor, or anything except what he had thought himself an hour ago  a spurred and righteous lord of what he looked at.

I had heard of you, thats all.

And came to see me? Why? Why at this hour?

Pon my soul, I

To laugh at me?

On my honor, no!

To order me away?

She looked at his spurs and at his military mess jacket; and if she were not afraid she gave a very good imitation of concern.

I dont suppose theres a man living who would order you away from anywhere!

Then I have leave to stay on here?

So far as I can give it you have leave to stay here till the crack of doom. Id hate to see you go. I want to see a lot more of you. I

He cursed the unresisting pillows that prevented him from sitting upright. No white man  least of all a soldier  can collect his wits and fence with words reclining in a nest of scented clouds. Besides, a soldiers garments are not made for it; he looks ridiculous.

Then why at this hour, Heavenborn?

The last thing that Boileau had expected was to be snubbed for breach of etiquette.

It isnt so late as all that, is it? he stammered awkwardly. He felt for his watch, but had none. He did not want to go, but for the life of him he could think of no excuse for staying. And Yasmini continued to look up at him like a little girl suppliant, awaiting explanations.

Why  ah he twirled at his mustache and tried to seem at ease I was busy all day long and  ah  my native servant said

What did he say?

Said that he knew the way here and that you might receive me  said he wasnt sure, but he thought you might.

And is that your servant  he who sits below there at the door?

There was a world of wonder in her voice, and she watched him now through eyelids almost closed; he could no longer see the pools of fire that glowed behind them.

Yes.

Then the way of the sahib log is to ask questions of their-low caste servants she shuddered, but even that movement was all suppleness and grace and to follow their advice in matters pertaining to their visits?

Abdullah isnt a low caste man. Hes

No?

Boileau remembered then that there are castes within castes, and that even Mohammedans are not without a caste law of their own, so he said nothing.

And that man  that creature of the devil  said that I would receive you? No wonder that you came! Will the Heavenborn partake of sherbet?

No thanks, said Boileau. Im sorry youve gathered such a false impression. I  ah  wouldnt have offended you for worlds  ah  Ill take my leave now and ah  call  again, perhaps to-morrow, at a more reasonable hour. Didnt want to meet my own troopers here, you know, he added, as an afterthought, by way of mild retaliation.

Have your troopers, too, said strange things of me?

Not to me, at all events. We  ah dont discuss  ah  ladies.

Yasmini smiled, and he might take her smile to mean exactly what he chose. He rose, and she rose languidly, taking her maids hand. She might have been smiling at his tight-kneed effort to escape with dignity from the embracing divan. Whatever the cause of it, her smile bewildered him exactly as his first sight of her had done, and he could not find words as she bowed in front of him, with the same mock worship, and the same lithe grace and led him to the stair.

He went down the stair feeling like an idiot  glad of the darkness  going sidewise to prevent his spurs from catching in the carpet; but in spite of it his spurs did catch and he fell down nearly to the bottom. And his feelings were still further tortured by the sound of peal on peal of tinkling, silvery laughter from the room above, that started immediately the maid opened the narrow door for him. A chorus of laughter from the maids was the last sound that he heard as the door slammed tight behind him.

He walked back like a man in a stupor, stumbling once or twice in spite of Abdullahs care to hold the lamp over each protruding tree root. He could see Yasminis eyes in the dark, but every time he tried to gaze at them, they moved and when he tried to follow them they moved again.

Ive not been drinking, he muttered to himself. It must be liver. Yes, its liver. But ye gods and little fishes, what a woman!

Been trying to get cool, Boileau? said a voice, as he passed down the lines to his own quarters, and he nearly jumped. It was only by a miracle that he recalled his nerve in time. He turned into the tent whence the voice came, and saw his Colonel sitting in a camp chair smoking.

Didnt expect you back so soon, sir. Any luck with Gopi Lall?

No. Found his nest. Got him on the run, thats all. The troops are after him. Any cooler out in the jungle there?

Boileau laughed. I got a cool reception, sir, he answered. I called on Yasmini.

The very deuce you did! Whats she like?

Shes a wonder, sir. Couldnt describe her  no man living could.

Beautiful?

Have to find a new word, sir.

Gave you a cool reception did she? I wonder she admitted you. Did you get the least idea as to why shes here?

None whatever.

Is she  ah  I mean  what about her morals?

Judging by the way she treated me, sir, I would say she was

Well, what?

That she belies her reputation. Shes a native, of course, and theres no means of judging them, any more than a man can tell how the stories about her started. But shes chaperoned more thoroughly than a seventeen year old débutante at home, and shes as dignified  for all her witchery  as the deuce himself.

Um-m-m! Id keep away if I were you. Im not giving orders, but  well  its good advice. If trouble came of it  shes a native woman, mind  youd run the risk of being neither officer nor gentleman. A deuce of a nasty risk to run! Turning in? Good night.


CHAPTER VI.  DOST MOHAMMED GOES ON A STILL HUNT

Who sees all that a robber sees  hears what
a robber hears  
Learns the lore that a robber knows  
Treads where his trail to hiding goes  
Feels what a robber fears?
None save he who dons his garb, acts as
the robbers mate  
Runs as the robber runs from men
Begs of the other robbers  then
Kicks, too, the robbers fate.



ALL that the Tail-Twisters, working troop by troop, unearthed was evidence of police complicity and supineness. They found misguided natives who mistook them for policemen, thinking that anything in uniform was some sort of a constabeel, and from these they learnt surprising things; as, for instance, that the flood levy had been paid that month to Gopi Lall, and therefore the police would find themselves in trouble if they trespassed.

At first there would be disillusionment, for a trooper of the Bengal Horse is not exactly flattered by being likened to a civilian, and to a policeman least of all. The butt of a lance thrust with an oath of explanation at the erring rustics stomach would bring acknowledgment of error. But once it was known that they were troops, and not police, the channels of information dried, so after awhile they pretended to be a new brand of constabeel whenever the pretense was possible.

From time to time they came on villagers who offered them rupees; and he who has tried to tip a Bengal cavalryman for service rendered may have a good idea of what reception that met. They will loot, those fierce, black-bearded troopers, in time of war  none more readily or thoroughly; but gratuities, in money or in kind, are rather more to be withheld than verbal insult. Their pride is not of the made-for-show description.

Whether hunting through the tangled thickets where thatched huts were hidden in tiny clearings, or scouring on a chance-encountered trail from village to hill village, they found evidence in plenty of the outlaws doings and of the terror he had established, but never a sign of Gopi Lall himself.

Where is his woman? demanded Dost Mohammed twenty times a day at least. And the answer was always the same  often in the same words:

Huzoor, what woman dare refuse him?

Which woman loves him most?

None love him. All fear him!

Which, then, does he most love?

Huzoor, does a he wolf love the sambur? Does a tiger love the village buffalo?

Then, May Allah rip the vitals out of every Jungli in Bengal! Dost Mohammed would swear, and spur his charger on to the next village.

Cross quartering the country they searched, as eagles search, minutely, for signs of any guard that might betray the whereabouts of the robbers hidden loot; but either he had trusted nobody to guard or else the men he trusted were too shrewd to show that they were watching.

They made prisoners who led them along half hidden trails to where the outlaw once had been; and once thus guided they discovered underneath a waterfall a secret cave, where possibly his loot had once been hidden. There was one rupee there, fallen in a crack between the rocks; a trooper forced it out with his saber point. But there was neither other loot than that one coin there, nor track of Gopi Lall.

Once they fell in with a posse of police, who grinned at them and asked what they had done with the outlaws head. That nearly brought about a fracas, and it was only the timely arrival of their English officers that stopped them from teaching the constabeels how a charger-and-Rajput-driven lance point feels. The police, under questioning from the officers, swore that Gopi Lall had left the country and would not return.

They began almost to believe that Gopi Lall had been a myth, and several officers became converts to the theory that he was in reality a syndicate of robbers, who had taken one collective name for the sake of mystery and convenience. Acting on that suggestion they began the search all over again, rounding up the inhabitants of every village and making the headmen give an account of each. But still there was no result worth mentioning. They succeeded in corroborating the fact of an actual, single, Gopi Lalls existence, but nothing more.

Then Dost Mohammed became possessed of an idea, and asked for leave to hunt alone.

Why, Dost Mohammed?

The senior Major lacked not a little of the Colonels tact. For the reward?

The Rajput flushed under his dark skin. Because thus I will hunt better, sahib.

The Major pulled out a copy of the printed proclamation from his saddle bag and looked it over.

The reward is offered to any person or persons who procure or bring such information as shall lead to the arrest and conviction of the outlaw known as Gopi Lall. That means, Dost Mohammed, that the first man to hand in the information gets the money.

Dost Mohammed sat his horse in silence, glaring.

It says, too, at the bottom, in addition to the above named reward for information, a sum of rupees three thousand will be paid to whomsoever shall produce the head or body or both of the above named Gopi Lall. That would be five thousand rupees all told  nothing much to divide among a Regiment, but a tidy little sum for any one man; what?

Since when, sahib, has an officer of this Regiment been subject to suspicion such as recruits for the Regulars merit?

You say you have a private clue. If you followed it and found the man you would be within your rights if you claimed the whole reward.

I said nothing of a private clue, sahib, nor of a clue at all, nor of my rights. I said that I had an idea, and a good one, that I could best carry out alone. All the rights I claim are the right to be treated as a man of honor. As for the reward

He leaned slightly from the saddle and spat, with a gesture that was eloquent.

Then if I let you go alone, youll only claim one share in any case?

You had no need to ask, sahib. I will neither claim nor accept one copper piece of the reward!

I have to consider the Regiment, Dost Mohammed.

And I, sahib, who have served her Majesty but twenty years as yet, thought naturally only of the money! Have I your leave to go?

Look here, Dost Mohammed, I had no intention of offering you an insult, and you know it. Youve no right to take my remarks that way. Youre hovering dangerously near a breach of discipline.

The native officer saluted and sat still.

Dyou understand that I was taking an ordinary elementary precaution on the other mens behalf?

I understand, sahib, that you misunderstood me.

And you me. Very well then.

The Mohammedan did not answer, but he did not have either the air of a man who had not understood his superior officer.

Youd better tell me what this plan of yours is.

Sahib, you would only laugh at me.

I give you my word of honor I will not.

Neither will you agree, sahib, if I tell you.

You want me to take both you and your plan on trust, eh? Very well. Ill prove my faith in you. You have leave. Now, tell me.

I will be Gopi Lall.

You!

I, sahib.

How  why  what the  ?

Sahib, on this countryside there are dozens  there must be  who are his friends; who know which way he would run; probably who know which way he did run  who advised him or would advise him

But man alive! Dost Mohammed! You dont look in the least like Gopi Lall. You couldnt make yourself look like him even if you plucked one eye out.

And sahib, would Gopi Lall  with a hue and cry behind  travel undisguised? His ugliness is a byword even where he is not known. Men know that he has but one eye and tangled hair that never knew the comb, and lips that are like sun- cracked pollution. Would he journey with his name and number on his face for all the world to see, as a trooper wears his crest?

But  what language does he speak?

From choice? Bengali.

And you?

I speak it too, as well as he.

Its a deuce of a risky sort of plan, Dost Mohammed!

The risk is mine, sahib.

I hardly know what to say. You see, youre an officer; it seems hardly the proper work for a commissioned man. It ud hardly be creditable to the Regiment if you got knifed or shot or run through by one of our own men while disguised as a murdering thief.

Will it be a credit to the Regiment, sahib, to go back to the lines without his head; to do no better than the rascally police; to have even the little children ask us where are the soldiers, since the Bengal Horse became constabeels?

Why not let a trooper try it?

Because I already have permission, sahib!

True. You hold me to my word? Very well. Go then, and good luck to you. But for the love of goodness be careful, Dost Mohammed.

Sahib, I will be careful at least to live until I track down Gopi Lall.


CHAPTER VII.  BOILEAU CALLS AGAIN

When lovely woman stoops to scorn,
Know this at least  the truth lies bare.
But when soft-murmured words entrance,
When sweet persuasive dimples dance,
When eyes allure, and smiles adorn,
Beware!



NOW, Captain Fitzherbert Cholmondeley Boileau was something of a devil of a man. There was no mistake about that, and nobody doubted it, least of all himself.He deliberately cultivated the impression. There was nothing really vicious, of course, in his whole makeup or he could neither have come by a commission in the Tail-Twisters, nor, once in the Regiment, have retained it. But he liked to be considered daring, and he was always on the lookout for an opportunity.

The blood that ran in his veins was the same sort that makes a brave and efficient officer of ordinary clay in any country; but in his case it ran rather more racily than usual, and the thought of danger to be courted, and above all of a dangerous woman to be courted, was like ozone to his nostrils.

Yasmini was dangerous. He had been warned against her by more than one native, by his brother officers on various occasions, and by his Colonel. And Yasmini had snubbed him and laughed at him. Therefore  the corollary was obvious  he and Yasmini were destined to cross foils at least once again.

The clerical work of the Regiment grew no less irksome to him as the sultry days wore on, and now that the Colonel had come back, and there was little chance of his getting a ride with the Regiment in any case, his ambition to get the red tape business over and done with died down in him. And he recalled most distinctly how the Colonel had been careful to advise, and not to order, him with reference to Yasmini.

It took him next to no time to make up his mind. On the third afternoon following his evening adventure at the Panch Mahal he got into civilian clothes and set off to Yasminis strange jungle nest, this time unaccompanied.

She received him on this occasion without keeping him waiting, and with no exhibition of surprise. She seemed almost to have expected him. Evidently he had been seen approaching, for he had not stood for one minute before the little iron-studded door before the same maid that had admitted him the last time swung it open for him again, and smiled a welcome.

Yasmini came as before to the head of the narrow stair to meet him, and bowed again low to him as if he were the lord of all the East and she his handmaiden. But wonder of wonders in the East!  she provided a European chair, on which he could sit, and even cross his knees, with dignity.

When he came before, she had deliberately tried to make him ill at ease by studied mockery. Now, though, she did exactly the opposite. Without asking him, she sent for sherbet, took the scented, colored stuff from the maid who brought it, and gave it to him with her own little jeweled hands. He drank it from pure politeness and wished immediately that he hadnt; but she betrayed no amusement at his efforts to straighten out his face and seem appreciative.

She was neither amused, nor yet suppliant. Her raiment was the same  as gorgeous and as wonderful  though slightly modified in color in artful regard to the altered light. It was she who had changed. She wore a look and manner of artless, ingenuous camaraderie.

I want you to come here often, she smiled at him, standing before him for a minute, then subsiding with amazing grace among the billowy cushions by the window. He saw no waiting maids in evidence; but he did see that a curtain to her right moved gently, and he guessed that they were neither unseen nor unheard.

Thats awfully good of you, Im sure. He would have liked to kick himself the moment he had said it; but with her eyes on him, even when in her present mood, he could voice nothing but mechanically ready platitudes. Yet he was the Tail-Twisters one expert in the game of flirting, just as he was their only Adonis, and the only white-skinned wrestler in the Regiment.

He was no one-sided, overbalanced ladies man, but an all around soldier, with sporting instincts, ready wit, and steel wire nerve. But Yasmini  perhaps a hundred pounds of her  could hold him at her mercy! He did not understand the circumstance. On his way to her he had walked with the gait and buoyancy of youth in search of fresh adventure. In her presence he could only sit and let his ears grow red and finger his mustache.

Are there no other officers whom you could bring with you? she purred.

That, for the moment, brought him to his senses.

No. Thank goodness, there are not. Im full of the idea of enjoying your acquaintance all to myself for the next day or two.

She smiled, and drooped her eyelids. Suddenly she clapped her hands and called for cigarettes. When the maid brought them she lit one, and ordered the rest set down between herself and Boileau.

Are you then all alone? she asked.

No. Theres the Colonel sahib.

And he? Could he not come?

He could. He might. But why? Why ask him? Wont I do?

You? You are only one  and young and

She blew great rings of cigarette smoke and if she finished the sentence Boileau, at all events did not catch the words.

And the Colonel sahib, he aswered, is old  and stiff mannered  and pompous  and

The others?

Wont be back for days, most likely. Theres no knowing when. Theyre after Gopi Lall.

She reminded him of a snake the second he said that, though he could not have told why. There was nothing snake-like in her attitude, nor in her eyes; they glowed. He thought it must be something passing in her mind that reached him telepathically. After a few years in the East even the most materialistic, incredulous of men come to believe implicitly in things that savants of the West call foolishness.

And where do they look for Gopi Lall?

Everywhere.

How?

Oh, by quartering the country and asking questions, and keeping a bright lookout.

And, should they fail to find him  ?

They wont fail.

Now, she really did seem amused, and made no effort to conceal it.

Will they find him because the men who look for him are mostly Rajputs, or because their officers are English?

For both reasons, I expect. But, tell me, why do you want all the other officers to call on you?

Her eyes changed again, and the momentary display of amusement left her. Now it was a look of almost business acumen that stole across her face; she was a partner all at once, exchanging confidences.

Because  because people in these parts, strangers to me, who know nothing of me and of whom I know nothing, have been saying things that they have no right to say.

What sort of things?

Bad things. That I plot against the government.

Boileau whistled.

I hadnt heard of it.

And if the officers of your famous Regiment should visit me from time to time, and see what passes here, and know what company I keep, whom I receive, of what they speak, then  then men will still talk, for no womans tongue is the equal of a mans at slandering! But they will talk to little purpose.

What harm could that kind of gossip do to you in any case?

Much harm. I want to stay here. I choose to stay here. I like this place.

She was almost vehement.

But none can buy this house or the ground it stands on, since it has no owner. What, then, could I do were the police to come and order me away? Could I argue with them, or have I friends more powerful  yet? But if your officers should come, and come often, then the police would not dare interfere with an honored friend of theirs.

Well, since you put it that way  mind you, I think youre needlessly alarmed  Ill ask Colonel Stapleton sahib to call on you.

Will you? Please!

I suppose that means I shant get another opportunity of seeing you alone?

He was recovering his nerve, now that she betrayed symptoms of not being quite at ease herself.

We are not alone.

He eyed the curtain, that still moved gently from time to time.

No? But  the maids are yours  an order

She raised her eyebrows very slightly, but enough to warn Boileau that he was what he would have called running wide.

Do your memsahibs receive our native gentlemen alone? And that was an argument that was unanswerable.

Youre the most beautiful woman I ever saw, he said quite truthfully, but with a soldiers motive. He had of course the cavalrymans ingrained belief in flank tactics.

Yes?

She seemed scarcely interested.

That is why you called a second time?

That is why I want to see you alone  why I dont want to bring the Colonel sahib or the others.

You need not bring the others

He started almost to his feet.

You could send them, one by one or two by two, whichever would be better, and come yourself some other time.

Some evening? I am busy in the daytime.

Some other time. You will be welcome. You will all be welcome.

She was eying him very narrowly now, and he was conscious of it. He knew perfectly well, too, that she was fencing with some definite end in view, quite different from the one she had professed. It needed little knowledge of the East to divine that much. Nothing in the East is ever done directly, least of all love making. Boileau remembered, then, that he was a very handsome man; and next, he realized again that she was eying him through lowered lids. With a flash of intuition it occurred to him that one English officer on the calling list of a native lady would be likely to cause scandal, whereas the better part of a dozen, calling constantly, would silence it. The rest would be a most effective blind. The one would  

I begin to understand, he said, working away at his mustache.

She smiled at him bewitchingly, and he felt the blood go mounting to his temples. But he could not guess whether she was laughing at him, or was in love with him, or was approving his ready recognition of her subtlety.

Then bring the Colonel sahib as a beginning, she said, nodding sagely. Later, when the others come from seeking Gopi Lall, send them here also.

Send the Colonel sahib now, you mean to-day?

Why not to-day? Will the sudden summons disconcert him?

Boileau laughed aloud at the idea of anything  of even a woman, however lovely  disconcerting Colonel Stapleton; he knew his Colonel from experience as being a man with a polite speech and a precept and a plan for every possible occasion.

Is he very fierce? Is he unmannerly? I have seen him from a distance; his mustaches go like this.

She imitated, very prettily, the motions of a military gentleman attending to the dressing of his upper lip.

Youll find him courtlier than even your own native Princes when they come to ask favors of our Viceroy.

Then bring him. Send him.

Very well. But, Yasmini

My lord?

Dont, for the love of goodness, make eyes at him. Hed get young again! We all want him to grow old; hes standing in the way of promotion.

I? I make eyes at him?

She bowed him out with a dignity that somewhat undermined his growing sense of intimacy. But she smiled at him again as he started down the stairs.


CHAPTER VIII. GOPI LALL

When scent is stale, when down the vale
The pack is cast, and cast in vain,
Tis then the younger hounds give tongue,
But old hounds find the scent again.



FEW natives of the North of India would find it difficult to change their appearance, so far as their heads are concerned. Under their turbans they wear long black hair, that can be twisted and tangled into knots or let fall disheveled. It took Dost Mohammed less than half a minute to make himself look like a devil, or a fakir  which is much the same thing  or anything he chose to call himself, except a soldier. He made the change, though, well out of eyesight of the Regiment, for his own prides sake.

A patch over one eye was easily arranged, and a cloth wrapped round his mouth prevented anyone from knowing whether or not his lips were horrible. But his clothing was a different matter. So was his horse.

Two things were certain. Gopi Lall had not taken with him, and could not have obtained, a charger such as Dost Mahommeds; and Dost Mohammed would not think of starting on any kind of hunt without his horse.

The problem would have beaten any ordinary man. He did not dare, for instance, to borrow clothing from a villager, or to take it by main force, for news of such extraordinary conduct would have spread like wildfire, and if Gopi Lall should happen to be hiding anywhere within a radius of forty miles he would know within a day or less that an officer was after him disguised. Dost Mohammed had to find another way than that.

First, he let the troop ride out of sight of him. Then he picketed his horse in a hollow down among some trees, where he could not be overlooked. Nobody had troubled to ask him why he kept back a live goat from the tiny flock the Regiment had bought for sustenance, but now he proceeded to kill the beast, slicing off its head with one clean blow of his saber. Next he removed his stirrup irons and smeared them thoroughly with blood, and put more blood on the horses withers and on his mane. Then he smeared plenty of the blood about himself, and eyed the whole result.

It was good. Anyone might reasonably think that he had slain the horses rider and ridden off on him. He stripped off his uniform and cached it together with his scabbard; but the saber itself he kept, smearing it with blood and holding it naked in his hand.

After a cautious look around him, he mounted and spurred out of the hollow at a gallop, careering like a man possessed, and giving a good imitation of a rider frightened of his horse, or not at ease on him.

He drew the horse up on his haunches at the first hut he came to, left him standing, and sprang like a lunatic, bare legged and blood-smeared, to the hut door, which he proceeded to hammer with his saber hilt until the frightened owner came. The man was speechless from sheer amazement  Dost Mohammed speechless for reasons of his own. Instead of speaking, he began to tear the loin cloth from the mans middle, hitting him a smart rap on the head with the saber hilt when he resisted. He had donned the loin cloth, leaped on his horse again, and ridden off before the man had time to more than realize that he had been attacked. Dost Mohammed left in the opposite direction to that his troop had taken, with the certainty in his mind that whether Gopi Lall were in the neighborhood or not the rumor of his being there would scatter broadcast within an hour.

He rode, now, to another hollow, and hid there until evening, with the double purpose of giving the rumor time to percolate, and the darkness a chance to hide what was probably a very poor resemblance to the robber. In the dark, with the story of his coming on ahead of him, he anticipated little or no risk of detection.

When the low moon rose above the tree tops and the jungle noises had begun to greet the night, he rode out again, but this time far more leisurely, taking little care to look about him, but keeping his ears open for the sound of forage parties from his own Regiment. Before he had ridden twenty minutes at a walk, a woman slipped out of the scrub beside him and brought him a cooked chicken, with the whispered information that the troopers were in camp for the night, many miles away.

He seized the chicken, broke off a leg, and devoured it hungrily.

Where is she? he demanded, taking care to growl surlily from behind his mouth cloth, and looking anywhere but at her.

She waits at home.

That was enough for the first try. This woman evidently knew Gopi Lall, and might possibly detect the disguise; but he had established one fact. There really was a particular one woman.

So-ho! thought Dost Mohammed. He drove his spurs in and decamped, cantering away without a word of thanks. He ran no risk in assuming that the real outlaw was a mighty ungrateful gentleman.

But at home was a vague direction, and soon he began almost to despair of ever getting nearer to the mark. No more women came to him surreptitiously, and the few shadowy forms he did see vanished the moment that he challenged them. He chased one man for nearly a quarter of a mile, only to lose him in the darkness  a piece of clumsiness for which he cursed himself soundly. Gopi Lall had a reputation for absolutely never missing anything or anybody, and, if he wanted to live on the outlaws record for a while, it seemed he would have to be less punctilious.

He had determined to ride down and run through the next man who failed to halt when challenged, instead of trying to capture him; but the next man seemed to guess his thougths, and threw up his hands, and went down on his knees, begging for mercy.

Where is she I seek? growled Dost Mohammed.

Sahib  Heavenborn  Prince of dacoits  how should I know?

Answer, or

Honorable one! Mercy! What have I done? What have I not done? I saw her but an hour ago, and she was yet there. But how do I know that she is there now?

Thou liest!

Nay, nay, Heavenborn! Tiger of the hills! How should I lie, who truly fear thee? I say I saw her  I say truth.

I say thou liest!

If I lie, oh Gopi Lall

It was well! The disguise had worked so far at all events, and the rumor had spread, and there really was a woman!

Harken! It is not my view to let men lie to me unpunished. Lead on! In case she be not there, pray to thy gods on the way thither, Jungli!

But, Heavenborn, I was going home  but a little way from here  my children wait  my little ones  my

Lead on!

But, Prince of plunderers, let me go just one little minute to my home. I would warn my children; then I will go with thee willingly.

The saber whistled round the wretchs head, close enough to have shaved him had his beard been two days older. No Gopi Lall, nor any other expert, could have performed that feat better. The mans complaints came to a sudden end. He turned and settled down to run in front of the horse.

Under the cloth that hid his mouth, Dost Mohammed chuckled to himself; but he rode carefully, with his saber pointing downward to the peasants back and with his ears and eyes on the alert. Three times they passed other men walking homeward, and because he did not challenge them, they made profound obeisance instead of running. One man even lay face downward on the path and beat the earth with flattened hands.

The Colonel sahib was right, swore Dost Mohammed. Too much honor is not good! As a soldier and a man of honor no man ever treated me to this.

For the best part of an hour they moved into the darkness as fast as the frightened peasant could run, Dost Mohammed noting his bearing carefully with the aid of the compass that every true fighting man should carry in his head. They were moving in a direction at right angles to that the extended troops had taken; before long, he calculated, he would cross a line between the Tail- Twisters and their quarters at Rajahbatkhowa.

They reached a clearing in the jungle, and there Dost Mahommed chose to stop and feed his horse.

But, Heavenborn, why do this here? With but a quarter of a coss to go, and safety there, why wait?

An excellent reason! thought Dost Mohammed. Allah knows what will happen when I get there! Chup! he growled aloud.

The Heavenborn knows best.

Chup! I ordered. Black earthworm!

Twenty minutes later they went on again, and in less than five minutes after that they emerged into another clearing where a hut loomed darkly in the misty moonlight.

There, Prince of plunderers! Said I not so? She waits!

Then go thy way and thank thy jungle gods!

The man was gone more quickly than a frightened jackal; he turned, tucked his head down, and was gone. Dost Mohammed, with the cloth about his face drawn even higher yet, rode on.

Oh, Gopi Lall? It was not a soft voice.

Quietly! growled the Rajput.

He dismounted by a low fence, and stood waiting on the near side of his horse, fumbling with the stirrup.

There are none here who listen. Thou mayest trust me! The troops  may Allah whelm them  are miles away. Oh, Gopi Lall, thou greatest fool of fools! You trust that woman, who is naught but a tigress and an enemy, while I, who truly love thee, wait alone. Come  eat, beloved.

How knowest thou where I have been? He answered huskily, and stood behind the horse where the moonlight could not fall on him.

They have harmed thee? What is that? Thy throat? My Prince of

Silence! The hurt is nothing. I asked, how knowest thou where I have been?

How! Hear him! Who sent thee all those mes- sages? Who waits for thee always? Who but Yasmini? Sahib  Heavenborn  my lord! Trust not that tigress instead of me! She will slay thee in the dark, or hand thee over. She is thine enemy  naught else!

Dost Mohammed, wondering what the real outlaw would have done if given such advice, took a chance and laughed. It seemed he had guessed right, for the woman behaved as if she quite expected it.

Aye, laugh! Laugh on! Did she laugh, think you, when you slew her lover? Think you she forgot? Think you she came here from the distant North to sing you love songs? Bah! Thou art a madman, Gopi Lall! Thy head is turned by flattery. When did I ever flatter thee? Therefore, I who love thee wait alone, while she, who lies and lies and lies again, gets thee ever tighter in her clutches! Thou fool of fools!

But Dost Mohammed knew enough. His thoughts came quick as lightning. The Regiment was twenty miles away, and in the wrong direction. To Rajahbatkhowa was roughly forty miles, and his charger was fresh enough to make the distance; for all his height the Rajput was a lightweight, and he could ride as only a born horseman of the North can. He was mounted and away, and thanking God that he had fed his horse, before the woman knew that he was starting; and a minute later he was down tight in the saddle, headed straight for the mess tent where his Colonel ought to be.

Ten minutes after he had gone, a dozen troopers burst in from the jungle and made the woman prisoner. They had with them the trembling peasant who had served as guide for Dost Mohammed.

Where is thy man, Gopi Lall? they demanded. But they might as well have asked the dead. Now the woman understood why he had galloped off without a word, and more than ever she idolized her robber lord, who could hear and see with his one eye so infinitely better than the eagles! She only prayed that he had not ridden off to Yasmini.

They questioned and cross questioned her for fifteen minutes, and threatened her with coarse military-Rajput oaths; but all her answers were denials.

Good for thee, said a Rissaldar at last, turning to the trembling guide, that we found thee on our way to camp, and not twenty miles from here! We would have hanged thee else. Go!

And with that they booted him and spurred him and lance-pummeled him and chased him to the roadway.


CHAPTER IX.  THE PANCH MAHALS BACK DOOR

The trumpet sends men roaring on to death;
The cold gray dawn sees strong men grim and white;
Fire, water, and the devastating breath
Of pestilence breed panics fright.
But, death in darkness  lurking, sheenless steel
The grip of unseen hands  the hot, hissed breath
The silent, gruesome fight with hand and heel
Unguessed at, unexpected  that is death.



COLONEL STAPLETON proved difficult in the matter of calling on Yasmini that evening, but Boileau stuck to his point. His private reason, of course, was that he wanted an excuse for going back again at once, but the reason he gave was one calculated to work on the Colonels well known gallantry.

Of course, sir, its unusual, I know. But there you are. Shes a lone woman, and shes frightened. She has a strange idea that the police will order her away unless we show were friendly.

But if shes up to no mischief, why on earth should she be afraid of the police?

You said yourself, sir, not so very long ago that the police lose all sense of decency, or words to that effect. They could make things pretty uncomfortable for an unprotected woman. Youd never believe, sir, how anxious she was for me to bring you along.

I advised you not to go there again, youll remember.

I know you did, sir. I can only say Im glad those werent orders. Id like you to see for yourself what kind of woman she is. Then youd understand my calling there again.

The Colonel leaned back in his chair and looked hard at him for half a minute.

I understand that much, at least, perfectly! he answered. Well  Ill go, since shes so anxious. But I shall give her plainly to understand that I can offer her no protection from the consequences of any action of her own, and I shall advise her to go away from here.

Will you come this evening?

Yes, Ill come now and get it over.

So the Colonel called for his horse, and he and Boileau rode together to the Panch Mahal, with a trooper behind and a lantern bearer in front and a great display of dignity.

Its a deuce of a strange hour to go calling on a native woman, Boileau, and I must confess I dont at all like it.

Youll find shell receive us well enough, sir.

That prophecy proved justified. Yasmini outdid herself. She was coquetry, and subtlety, and dignity and grace in one; and though she left no stone unturned to win her way to Colonel Stapletons good graces, she let Boileau see that she was deeply in his debt for having brought him. If Boileau chose to misinterpret some of the soft glances that she sent him, that was understandable at least; and he was too overcome by Yasminis spell, and too amused by the Colonels evident amazement, to reason like a man of sense.

He forgot for the time being the gulf that separates the Englishman and native women of far lower caste than Yasmini; forgot that though the purdah might be absent for the once the rule of centuries remained the same; and remembered only that he was a very handsome man and she a lovely woman.

The Colonel told Yasmini what he had said he would. But he put it so delicately, in punctilious and perfect Hindustani, that all of the sting was taken out of it; he sounded more like a courtier assuring her of everlasting homage than a cavalry colonel declining his moral and material support.

You see, he said, its no business of mine to ask you why you happen to be here. Any man with half an eye can see at a glance that you are charming, and as clever as you are beautiful. Therefore, madam, if youll excuse my saying so, people are quite justified in wondering why you dont look for more healthful quarters. The neighborhood of this jungle can not be too wholesome; now, can it?

I have good reasons for being here  very good ones, Colonel sahib. Colonel sahib, may not a woman have her little secrets  or her big ones?

Certainly she may  and always does. He bowed as a man conferring privileges.

But she must not blame mere man for wondering what those secrets are, he added.

He rose to go, but she begged him not to. She offered him refreshment, entertainment, anything; she called for her maids to dance and play on their guitars, and then, because he still persisted with his air of courteous but unpersuadable dignity, she drew him aside and whispered to him.

I would like to tell you why I stay here, Colonel sahib; but it must be only for your ears. Then you will understand, and will protect me.

I can promise you nothing, he warned. Nothing, that is to say, more than is due to any woman from any man.

But I must tell it to you alone.

Youd better go, Boileau! he said across his shoulder.

He was facing Yasmini, looking down into her eyes, and beginning to feel her spell. Boileau got up, bowed, and started for the stairs, but she left the Colonel and came over to him.

He wont remain, she whispered. I am sure he wont. But I am frightened. I must have some one here this evening. Will you return?

Ill do anything you say!

Then do you go straight home  straight home she laid one light hand on his shoulder, and he thrilled and when he returns, ride back again to me!

Why straight home? wondered Boileau. What earthly difference can that make to her?

He did ride straight home; but when he reached his tent he was still wondering.

Is she up to mischief with the Colonel now, I wonder? Cant be! Still  I took him there, and Im responsible.

He called for his horse again, and then countermanded the order and sent for his personal servant, who came running with a lantern. Then he once more changed his mind, and took the lantern himself and started off.

Before he had gone a quarter of a mile he saw another lamp, and caught sight of the Colonels charger; he turned almost instinctively into a narrow track that led to the right of the main path. He felt ashamed of himself a moment later, but continued since he did not care to let the Colonel know that he had sought concealment and then changed his mind. He suspected that the narrow path that he had taken must come out eventually near the Panch Mahal, since there were no other buildings near to which a used track could lead.

His surmise proved correct. After half an hour of stumbling through the pitchy blackness, shuddering at the thought of snakes, he came out of the jungle at a corner of the Panch Mahal that he had never seen before, and stood still for a moment looking at it. It was not the exact rear of the building, but a wing that projected to the right of the rear in the direction of the thickest jungle, and there were no lights in the windows up above to prove that that part of the building was occupied. He could see the wall; though, clearly, for it was white, and he could make out the shape of the open windows.

The next thing he noticed was that a thick, knotted rope hung down from the top window nearly to the ground, swaying gently in the breeze. Then he heard a voice, and listened. The words were Hindustani, and the voice beyond doubt Yasminis.

Any sign of him yet?

Not yet.

He remembered then that two of Yasminis maids were from Madras, and that she had to use the common tongue of India to communicate with them. All the same, he wondered why he listened, and thought no better of himself for doing so.

Go further, then, and see if he is coming. There must be at least one white man here to-night!

Now, what in blazes is the game? thought Boileau.

He was not without brains, and, once his suspicions were aroused, not at all easy to trick. He much more than suspected now that Yasminis desire to see him was not actuated by any admiration. His cavalry training, too, had seeped into his system and made action  prompt, unexpected action  an essential remedy for doubt. He stooped, loosed the straps beneath his insteps that held his trousers tight, and pulled off his spurs. Then he saw some one, whom he took to be Yasmini herself, come to the window, haul up the rope, and hang the coils on some kind of projection. But when she went away the rope fell down again. She had left the window open.

Adventure  and excitement  and something primitive he could not have named  mystery and the lure of it  began to call to Boileau. The military were in charge now of operations against the outlaw, and as an officer he remembered that he had the right to investigate suspicious circumstances. Too  and that was not to be overlooked  his sudden appearance through a window might appeal to Yasminis feeling for romance. And then, he wanted to; and that was a good enough reason in itself. All of those arguments left quite out of account a feeling deeper down that told him there was danger near at hand. Danger never called to Boileau unanswered.

He walked up and seized the rope and jerked it. It was made fast at the top. A moment later he was shinning up it, as fast as a native would have done, and thanking Heaven that he had left his spurs behind.

He vaulted lightly through the window, and landed on something nearly solid that was on a divan underneath. A second later the something grunted, and an arm like a black snake licked out of the darkness, and he felt the sting of a knife that seared his cheek. Quicker than thought itself he gripped the wrist he could not see, wrenched at it, and sent the knife spinning; he heard it fall some distance away on wood. Next he was locked in a native wrestlers hold that was something new in his experience. Not a word was said nor another sound made but heavy breathing. He was fighting for dear life against a slippery antagonist, who stank enough to sicken him, but whom he could not see!


CHAPTER X.  THE COLONEL RETRACTS A STATEMENT

Oh, any man who is a man can wade into a scrap,
And any man whos half a man can punch
a fellows map,
Can swap hard punches toe to toe
And give the reason why;
But could you  said your orders so  
Go black a ladys eye?



COLONEL STAPLETON sat before his tent, gasping in the stuffiness and trying to forget the spell that Yasmini had cast on him in common with every other man who came within the radius of her eyes. He lit a cigar, and swore at himself  gently, because unless the Colonel of a Regiment respects himself his men will not respect him  but comprehensively.

I ought to be a long way from my second childhood yet! he muttered. Then he pricked his ears.

Headed this way, by gad! Shod horse  tired, too, and ridden hard! News from one of the troops, Ill be bound.

With an outlaw on the rampage, and military stores worth stealing under tents, even a General of Division would have been made to halt and give an account of himself before proceeding. None but members of the Regiment knew the password. But he heard the challenge and the answer, and no even momentary check. It was surely news from the scene of operations.

A foaming horse reeled out of the blackness and stopped, heaving and sobbing, before his tent. From his back a figure leaped who looked like a devil fresh from Tophet  who held a naked saber in his hand  whose long black hair was loose and tangled  but who brought the saber up to the salute like a soldier and a swordsman.

Rung ho, Bahadur! Again I bring good news!

Why, Dost Mohammed! What in Heavens name?

Gopi Lall, Huzoor, is near  can be taken alive  at Yasminis!

Are you straight from there?

No, sahib.

The Colonel sprang to his feet, stepped up to Dost Mohammed, and looked straight into his eyes.

Are you sure youre sane? he asked.

Sane, sahib, and not a little weary  but we lose time!

I myself left Yasminis less than an hour ago  much less. She invited me, and she did her best to prevent my leaving.

None the less, sahib, Gopi Lall is there.

What makes you think so?

Sahib, is there time for argument? I tracked him  I found his woman in the hills  I listened to her. Colonel sahib, I did not ride like this for the fun of it!

But, man alive, if Gopi Lall is really there, why should she ask me of all people not to go away?

Proof, Huzoor, if proof were lacking! With your Honor in her house, who would dare suspect her? With you in charge of operations against Gopi Lall, would the police or anyone dare look for him in the house where you were? Would a woman of the race and caste of Yasmini  under your favor, sahib  consent to receive an European in her house on any terms or for any motive not dishonest? Think, sahib! Colonel sahib  think and hasten!

Dost Mohammed, we must have other evidence than this. Shes a woman  a defenseless woman. I cant on mere hearsay invade her house and search it, and put her to shame and inconvenience. I can have the house watched, surrounded; Ive plenty of troopers here for that. But enter the house, accuse her, without evidence? I think not!

Colonel sahib, have I run this risk, put on this shame of a disguise, found his trail, and ridden thus, for nothing? Know you aught of Yasmini? Know you aught of me? Is a high caste woman, who lets down the purdah and receives Europeans, to weigh more in the balance than I? Am I a soldier, or a carrier of nurses tales? My record  is that nothing?

He threw his hands up in a gesture of despair  but Colonel Stapleton had come to a decision.

Orderly! he called.

A man appeared, like an armed ghost from the shadows.

Turn-out the guard!

Half a minute later the clank of sabers told that the order had been obeyed.

Have you a spare uniform where you can get it, Dost Mohammed?

Yes, Colonel sahib.

Then put it on. Hurry. Take command of the men and start at once. Surround the house unseen and unheard if possible. I will ride to the front door and ask admittance.

The native officer saluted and made off, leading his foundered horse and talking to it caressingly. Colonel Stapleton went back into his tent and picked up a copy of the Indian Penal Code. He turned over the pages hurriedly.

I always did say, he ground his teeth as he muttered, that police work is no business for a gentleman. Orderly! he called. Send Captain Boileau sahib here to me.

Ne hai, sahib.

What? Not here? Not in camp? What dye mean? When did he go?

The orderly told of Boileaus return on horseback, and of his setting out again on foot.

Then that must have been his lantern that I saw. Hes back there, is he? Um-m- m!

He was growing puzzled, and rather more suspicious than he cared to feel. At the moment he heard the guard ride off, so he called for his own charger and started after them, growing every second more resentful of the circumstances that could put such distasteful duty in his path. He rode alone to Yasminis little door and tied his horse outside; and Yasmini, alone, admitted him.

The Colonel sahib  back  again  so soon?

There were wonder and amusement, but mostly gladness, in her voice. She seemed to think that this was a sending of the gods.

Madam, he said with dignity (only he used the statelier native word that means mistress of many servants), I am in receipt of information that has made this visit necessary.

Her eyes opened wide, but she showed no sign of embarrassment  only interest and curiosity.

Why wait here at the door? Will not the Heavenborn  ?

Instead of finishing the sentence, she floated up the stairs ahead of him. He could have sworn that her little gilded slippers did not touch the carpet. He could have sworn, too, and much more positively, that though there was no maid there to close it the studded door slammed tight behind him.

He refused to sit. She reclined, cushioned and languorous, on a divan and lit a cigarette. But there were no maids there to protect her, and the Colonel was a man of manners. He stood before her, at least four yards away.

I am told that the outlaw Gopi Lall is in your house!

She laughed at him. It was silvery, fairy laughter, spontaneous, musical, irresistible  sheer, frank amusement. He was laughing too before he knew it  laughing and twisting his mustache, and fighting with the tendency to run away.

Surely that is a wonder of a joke. Who is the wit? Name him, Colonel sahib.

A man of my own Regiment, mistress of many servants  a man whose word I must respect, at least to the extent of trying at all events to verify it. I have reason to suppose, too, that an officer of mine  the Captain Boileau whom you know  is also here.

This time Yasmini was not amused. Her eyes changed and she clenched her little hands on a cushion in indignant anger.

By what right  on whose honor  to what end  do you  dares anyone say that? She snarled it like a tigress, and curled up on one elbow looking  all lovely though she was  like an animal about to spring.

Curse! muttered the Colonel to himself.

Do I, then, keep a trysting place for British officers?

As I have already said, madam, I dont know what you keep here, what you do here, or why you stay. You must excuse me if I feel obliged to say that it is hard to believe what you told me this evening. That story about hidden treasure is  ah  well  ah  is  I would like to believe it! Wont you help me to?

You mean?

I mean that it is necessary that I should see for myself who or what is in this house. No one could regret the necessity more than I, but such is the fact.

You can not! You dare not!

Now she was on her feet.

It is against all custom  contrary to law!

The law is, madam, that I must ask admittance, then ask leave to search. If, after a reasonable time for reflection, that leave is refused me, I then have the right to use force if necessary.

That is not the law!

She faced him with her chin up, eyes ablaze; and he felt his heart melting inside him at the sight of outraged womanhood.

Go, sir! Leave me! You are insolent!

Madam, I shall be very glad to go when I am satisfied that you have no one hidden here. I have a most unpleasant duty to perform  one that you could make much easier for me if you would.

You shall not!

She stamped her foot and looked even lovelier angry than when she purred.

How dare you to search my house!

And I unfortunately must insist, much though I regret it.

It was a deuce of a predicament for a man whose creed was courtesy! He had to keep reminding himself that a soldier was a man who did his duty under any circumstances.

Are you a man of honor?

Those amazing, blazing eyes seemed able to read into his mind! She saw that she had made a home thrust, but  cleverer than many of her kind  instead of following it up until the wound was numb, she changed her tactics instantly.

Colonel sahib!

Now she was pleading with him  with the pathos in her voice of a cruelly ill treated child. Reproach, petition, dumb questioning unbelief shone out of her eyes, and her movement even was in part.

It was truth I told you. There is, there must be, treasure hidden here. I am here to find it, that is all. If I told what I know, the half of India would be here with pick and shovel to forestall me.

I am here to look for Gopi Lall, not treasure, answered Stapleton. If he is not here, my search can do no harm.

No harm? An insult to your honor is no harm, eh, Colonel sahib? Are all soldiers, then, outragers of womens privacy  or are some soldiers better than the rest?

He pulled himself together with an effort, remembering that the sooner this beastly business was over and done with the better for him and her.

Once more, madam, I ask your permission to search this house.

And I refuse it!

And I am a soldier and a gentleman! thought Stapleton. Aloud he said, Then I must fall back on my authority, and search without your leave.

He stepped to the nearest door, which was hidden by a curtain to his left and to her right  nearer by two yards to him than her. But she was there before him. Those who had ever seen her dance could have believed anything of her, but to him her movement seemed to have been almost supernatural. She faced him, back against the door, with arms folded on her heaving bosom and her whole blue, gauzy dress vibrating with the passion that possessed her.

Now! I dare you!

Madam, this house is surrounded. No one can get away unseen  not even you or I. There is no sense in trying to prevent me. Why, I could whistle and call up forty troopers to enforce my orders.

Do it, then! I dare you!

She was a better hand than he at reading minds. If she were bluffing, she was certainly disposed to go the limit. Was he? Was he prepared to order in half a troop of cavalry, to trample through her house and upset things, and do by force what he could do so delicately? Not while he had one slim chance left of avoiding it!

His suspicions, of course, were thoroughly aroused by this time. No maids, no Boileau, no leave to search, Dost Mohammeds positiveness, Yasminis concern  there were too many circumstances to explain away. Search he must, and would, although he hated himself more each instant. He reached past her, and felt under the curtain for the fastening of the door. In an instant she was at his throat!

No tigress ever sprang more quickly or more savagely. He felt her grip  and Heavens! how strong her little fingers were! He saw her free hand go to her bosom. Like a flick of light he caught the sheen of steel. So he set his throat muscles, and used both hands and all his strength and energy in the effort to obtain the knife. But she held it out, away from him, and her strong, lithe fingers gripped his throat until he had to spare one hand in the effort to wrench them loose.

Then the knife slithered for his ribs, and he guarded with his forearm only just in time. He seized her around the waist, raised her off her feet  she weighed almost nothing  and swung her round and round and round, hoping to lay her on her back. But her fingers still dug in and the supple, graceful little tigress drew in  in  in along his arms until her face touched his, then writhed, and twirled, and tripped him  him! The six-foot Colonel of a regiment of Bengal Horse lay struggling on his back, with a slip of a woman who weighed a hundred pounds his master!

She had lost the throat grip in the sudden fall, but would he shout for help? Would he let his troopers see him at the mercy of a dancer? Or let them see him fighting with a woman? He saw the gleam of the knife again, and seized her, and crushed her to him, and got the wrist at last. The fight that followed was the worst in his experience.

Even then, he would not hurt her willingly. He wanted the knife; with that in his possession, or tossed out of her reach, he had no doubt of what the end would be. But he could not get the knife. She seemed to want his lifeblood, and fought for it with the ferocity of a tiger-cat  although no animal that ever breathed would have shown half of her brain and courage. Her dancers muscles were as strong as his, and far more active; her very smallness placed him at a disadvantage, to say nothing of his gentlemanly fear of hurting her. She showed no fear of hurting him!

She tried to get her fingers in his eyes. Her hair was down and round her shoulders, and time and again she used it as a weapon of offense, shaking her head until it fell in waves over his eyes and blinded him. Then the wrist that held the knife would jerk spasmodically, and he would save himself by nothing else than sheer, brute strength. He held on tight to her slender wrist, but it felt like a steel wire hawser gloved in satin; a hold on the lance of a charging enemy would have been as easy!

They fought all over the floor of the room, up on their feet, then down again. His breath came short now, in labored gasps, and he doubted whether he could have shouted loud enough to make the troopers hear, even if he had cared to try. But she had begun to smile, through lips that had grown strangely cruel, and her breath came evenly. She would dance away from him, swoop in again and try to trip him, and dance away.

Once she all but got her wrist free, but he followed and held on; then she came in toward him like a flash of blue light, and tangled herself between his legs and threw him. He reeled to the floor with a crack that brought the sparks.

He heard her chuckle, saw the flash of steel again, collected all his strength for one more effort to draw her in and crush the breath out of her  when, Hold! cried a voice he knew. A second later Boileau had her in his arms, tight pinioned from behind, and held her helpless.

I have the honor to report, sir, that Ive just killed Gopi Lall, or somebody who answers his description.

The Colonel rose to his feet, rubbing his head, and wishing he could rub a dozen places all at once. He noticed then that Boileau was panting too, that his mess jacket was blood soaked and torn in ribbons, and that there were bruises on his arms. He stepped up to Yasmini, and took her knife. She surrendered it quite readily.

I can not fight two gentlemen! she said, with the accent very strongly on the last word.

Confound it, Boileau! This is a deuce of an unpleasant business! What did you say? Killed Gopi Lall? Where? How? Hold her! Hold that woman!

He need not hold me! she answered scornfully. I am helpless. I surrender.

Hold her wrists for the present! commanded Stapleton. Where did you say you killled him?

In the room at the end of that passage, sir.

Come and show me. Bring her, too.

The Colonel took one wrist, and Boileau the other. Between them they led Yasmini along the passage.

A neat way of repaying hospitality! she sneered.

But her manner changed the moment that she saw what Boileau had to show.

He had lit two lamps before he left the room, and by their dim light they could make out what the room contained.

On the floor, by the divan near the window, in the room which Boileau had entered by means of the knotted rope, there lay a one-eyed monster of a man, stone dead. His one sound eye was starting from its socket, and the tongue protruded through scarred and ghastly blue-dyed lips. Both arms were curled  fists clenched, above his head in an attitude of dying agony, and from between them foul, greasy, black locks of hair pro- truded like a nest of snakes.

Choked him, sir. Had to. Tried to knife me in the dark; then got a brand new hold on me, and tried to break my neck.

His explanation was cut short by Yasmini. She shrieked, tore her hands loose, then threw her head back and wailed. It sounded like a love song, or a death chant  or else a chant about the death of love. And then she shrieked again. Boileau made a move to seize her wrists.

Leave her alone! commanded Stapleton.

Together they stood still and watched her, dry-eyed and terrible in grief  disheveled, and a dozen times more beautiful than ever. There was a knife in the dead mans cummerbund, but neither of them noticed that.

Suddenly she sprang, seized the knife, and drew it. Stapleton and Boileau jumped on the defensive, ready to disarm her, but she took no notice of them. Instead, she knelt, and stared down at the dead mans one protruding eye. Then, with a curse that raised the hair of both who watched, she plunged the long knife deep into the eye, and drew it out and plunged it in the body  and drew it out and plunged it in again  again  again!

By gad, I cant watch that! swore Stapleton.

Shall I  ?

No. Dont touch her. Yasmini!

She stopped, and looked up. Then she rose and glared at both of them. They stepped forward, but she threw down the knife and stood with her bloody hands beside her, so they both stepped back again.

Dogs! Devils! Rob me, would you, of revenge? You might have taken jewels  money  clothes  I would have laughed! Revenge was all I asked, or sought or lived for! Officers! Lords of India: Mouthers about honor! You have taken my honor from me. What is left?

She was silent for a minute, fighting back her sobs; but if ever dumb eyes swore, hers blazed blasphemy.

See  robbers of a womans honor!  I will show you.

Drawing a key from her bosom, she went to another door, opened it, and motioned them to come and look. So they stood beside her and peered in, feeling like men about to pry on some ones sacred secrets.

I had that ready for him  for tonight! Until midnight my maids were to have watched, lest the police should get on his trail and interfere. I had no fear of soldiers  only the police. Had they come, I had another plan all ready  another place to lure him to. You fools  you honor-robbers  were but meant to allay police suspicions; they have watched this house from time to time of late. See! See what you have saved that murderer by slaying him!

There was little in the stone-floored room except an iron chair, but the purpose of that was evident. It had twisted wire straps made fast to it; a man could have been bound in the chair with their aid so that he could not move. Beside the chair were braziers, heaped with charcoal; and by them pincers, and little rods of steel, and tiny awls, and lengths of wire, and needles  a complete assortment of instruments of torture!

He would have lived three days, or more, under my hand! hissed Yasmini between set teeth.

But why? What had you got against the man? Colonel Stapleton was more bewildered now than ever.

I? Because that pig of pigs, that one-eyed plunderer of offal heaps, that carrion, slew my lover, my Prince, my Maharaja, the one love of my life! He ran! The rat-louse ran! He made suspicion fall on me. But I followed  I, with only a dozen maids to help me. I tricked him. I trapped him. I had a bone to pick with Gopi Lall! I would have picked it, but for you!

But how did you get him here?

The mad, conceited swine imagined that I loved him  as certain other dogs have done!

She looked a little too hard at Boileau, when she said that, for his peace of mind.

Sahib! called a voice. Huzoor! Colonel sahib!

Stapleton walked over to the window and leaned out.

Is that you, Dost Mohammed?

Aye. Have you found him, sahib?

Yes. Hes here. Hes dead.

Who killed him?

Captain Boileau.

Present my compliments to Captain Boileau sahib. Tell him that his hands will be undefiled when they are washed.

Youd better send two troopers up here, Dost Mohammed, to take charge of the body and watch until morning. Come up with them. Have you seen anything of the maidservants?

They are here, sahib, all here; they were watching in the jungle. We came on them before they could give the alarm.

Let them come up, then, to wait on their mistress.

Twenty minutes later Colonel Stapleton and Boileau started campward side by side.

Let this be a lesson to you, Boileau my boy! How did you come to be up there?

Saw a rope, sir, and climbed up through a window.

A bally ungentlemanly thing to do!

It put an end to another gentlemans career, sir!

Yes. And for that, and another reason, I wont refer to it again. But, as I said, let this be a lesson to you. If ever you get to be the Colonel of a regiment, dont  dont ever  on any grounds at all  insist on helping the police!

Ill try to remember it, sir.

I feel as if Id robbed that woman though thats absurd of course. If anybodyd told me that once  ever in my life  I would lay hands on a woman, even in self- defense, I would have thought him mad. And here Ive actually fought a woman. I had thought, and I have said repeatedly, that there are no circumstances under which a soldier can not be a gentleman. I retract it. There is one. When engaged on police duty he runs a very serious risk!


CHAPTER XI.

(Which has no verse or title to head it, but which leaves the reader
with a feeling that he would like to read some more of Yasmini.)



THE Tail-Twisters rode back to Balibhum after another week had passed, and left the police behind them to gnash their teeth and curse their luck. There were five thousand good rupees not in police pockets that a grudging Government had paid by way of blood reward for Gopi Lall.

What made the police so angry was not so much the fact that the Regiment had wiped their eye for them, for the native Indian policeman has neither shame nor sportsmanship nor anything but criminal ideas. Nor was it so much that they did not get the money. It was who did get it that annoyed them.

There were something like a thousand native gentlemen and sixteen officers entitled to a share in that reward. Dost Mohammed had the lions claim, but he had sworn to touch no copper piece of it. Therefore there were in the neighborhood of five rupees a head to be divided up among the host. And, five rupees is, say, a dollar and two thirds.

The British officers, of course, declined their share, and the native officers all followed suit in Dost Mohammeds wake. It was down to the troopers, then, to make fair division of the spoil; and they took a vote on it.

They had many or them lounged, and smoked, and listened up at Yasminis.

They had all eye-worshipped her, and some had heard her sing. Some, even, had seen her dance. The rest all wished that they had done these things, and some pretended that they had.

The vote, then, was unanimous. They took the lot to her, in hundred-rupee Bank of India notes, on a salver carried on crossed sabers. And she danced for them in the middle of the courtyard, while they sat their horses in appreciative silence.

And, when the police came a few days later to make trouble, and to order Yasmini away, and (perhaps) receive a little blackmail, Yasmini was gone.

For years after that it was the fashion among subalterns, and civilians, and others who were stony broke but visionary and believing, to ask for leave and travel to Rajahbatkhowa where the Panch Mahal and the hidden jungle city is. There they would hunt for the fabled hidden treasure that was said to have brought Yasmini so far.

They never found a trace of it, though the architectural societies and antiquarians had reason to be thankful  which goes to show how practical the gods who make men mad can be.

But, many years later, long after the sporadic search for hidden treasure had died a natural death and the jungle had covered up again the traces of it, there was a woman up at Delhi who would tell strange stories in the evening, when the fancy seized her, and there were listeners enough. She had once been maid to Yasmini.

She told the story with a thousand varying details  for who wants to listen to the same plain tale twice over?  of the outlaws death, and of the officer who killed him with his hands, and of the Colonel sahib who fought with Yasmini and got the worst of it. But she added other things that at the time the story happened would have been of most absorbing interest to the police. They had been among the greediest hunters for the fabled hidden treasure; but they had hunted too, and far more thoroughly, for something else.

Where had the outlaws loot gone? It was commonly computed at a lakh of silver coin, and though a tenth of that would have been quite a considerable sum for an outlaw to amass in such a district, still the estimate increased as years rolled on, and every one believed it. Surely it was hidden somewhere!

But the former maid of Yasminis would tell how, night after night for three nights, Gopi Lall would come beneath the window of the Panch Mahal, and how she and Yasmini would lower down a rope, and draw up heavy burdens, close-wrapped in cloth. She had no notion what was in the packages, nor yet had anyone  but Yasmini.

And Yasmini, who wove herself most diligently into the inner history of India, never seemed to lack for capital, nor sense to hold her tongue.

THE END


THE WINDS OF THE WORLD
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First published in Britain by Cassell in 1915, although it had previously been serialised in Adventure magazine, this novel was later published in 1917 by Bobs-Merril in America. The title of the story comes from a remark made by Yasmini, the stunningly beautiful yet rather deadly young woman introduced in previous stories (including A Soldier and a Gentleman) who makes a second appearance here; it refers to the many sources of intelligence and information that converge at Yasminis home, almost like a clearing house of underground political information, brought in from all over by the winds of the world. Most of the chapters also contain a poem or song, some apparently penned by Yasmini.

As well as revisiting the lovely Yasmini with this novel, Mundy also returns to another favourite theme  the British army in India and the relationship  often one of close comradeship  between Indian and British soldiers. The story is set in the days around the start of the Great War in 1914, with German spies offering to help the Sepoys (an Indian soldier serving under British or other European orders) rebel against British rule when war breaks out in Europe. The other storylines in the novel concern Colonel Kirby, Ranjoor Singh and the cavalry squadron known as Outrams Own.

Major Ranjoor Singh and Yasmini do not see eye to eye: Yasmini represents the spirit of the Old East, sweeter than a rose and twice as tempting  with a poisoned thorn inside. And here was the New East, in the shape of a middle-aged Sikh officer taught by Young England. They meet at her home on the same evening as Yasmini receives some German visitors who talk of the war that must soon break out in Europe, as (they claim) the German people can no longer be contained. Singhs commanding officer is Colonel Kirby, a typical Mundy hero, who is quiet, honest, upright and a superb soldier and commanding officer; he also has the utmost respect and regard for his Indian soldiers, in particular Singh who he says is good enough to command a regiment. In return his soldiers offer him devotion and see Kirby as the very embodiment of all that they stand for. 

In the first part of the narrative, Singh sets off in pursuit of a man who has murdered one of his soldiers in a bazaar. For some time it is not known if Singh is alive or dead and we see the concern of Colonel Kirby in the middle part of the story as he tries to find out what has happened to his best officer. He and another soldier call on Yasmini to try to obtain information; Colonel Kirby has absolute belief in Singh, much to the amazement of Yasmini, who cannot understand how he would lower himself to show such esteem to a native; her response goes beyond this however and results in a humiliating experience for Kirby and his fellow officer. The reader eventually rejoins Singh on his adventures in chapter ten, as we follow him in his quest for justice. Will he succeed in his quest and then achieve his aim of fighting for Britain in the war that is about to break over Europe?

There is some effective conflict of character in the novel  Ranjoor Singh is honest and straightforward in his dealings with people, whereas Yasmini is mercurial and devious  necessarily so, as she is effectively working for the British as a spy. Singh eventually realises that he must also learn subterfuge if he is to achieve his aims and learns to go underground and to spread misinformation in the name of a noble cause  he must appear to be disloyal to the British and to his own squadron, Outrams Own. As is often the case with adventure novels of this vintage, there are some stereotypical characters, in particular the Germans, but it is best to regard these as an historical curiosity rather than to waste too much intellectual energy worrying about it. 
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CHAPTER 1

Ever the Winds of the World fare forth
(Oh, listen ye! Ah, listen ye!),
East and West, and South and North,
Shuttles weaving back and forth
Amid the warp! (Oh, listen ye!)
Can sightless touch  can vision keen
Hunt where the Winds of the World have been
And searching, learn what rumors mean?
(Nay, ye who are wise! Nay, listen ye!)
When tracks are crossed and scent is stale,
Tis fools who shout  the fast who fail!
But wise men harken  Listen ye!

 from Yasminis Song.



A WATERY July sun was hurrying toward a Punjab sky-line, as if weary of squandering his strength on men who did not mind, and resentful of the unexplainable  a rainy-weather field-day. The cold steel and khaki of native Indian cavalry at attention gleamed motionless between British infantry and two batteries of horse artillery. The only noticeable sound was the voice of a general officer, that rose and fell explaining and asserting pride in his command, but saying nothing as to the why of exercises in the mud. Nor did he mention why the censorship was in full force. He did not say a word of Germany, or Belgium.

In front of the third squadron from the right, Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh sat his charger like a big bronze statue. He would have stooped to see his right spur better, that shone in spite of mud, for though he has been a man these five-and-twenty years, Ranjoor Singh has neither lost his boyhood love of such things, nor intends to; he has been accused of wearing solid silver spurs in bed. But it hurt him to bend much, after a days hard exercise on a horse such as he rode.

Once  in a rock-strewn gully where the whistling Himalayan wind was Acting Antiseptic-of-the-Day  a young surgeon had taken hurried stitches over Ranjoor Singhs ribs without probing deep enough for an Afghan bullet; that bullet burned after a long day in the saddle. And Bagh was  as the big brutes name implied  a tiger of a horse, unweakened even by monsoon weather, and his habit was to spring with terrific suddenness when his rider moved on him.

So Ranjoor Singh sat still. He was willing to eat agony at any time for the squadrons sake  for a squadron of Outrams Own is a unity to marvel at, or envy; and its leader a man to be forgiven spurs a half-inch longer than the regulation. As a soldier, however, he was careful of himself when occasion offered.

Sikh-soldier-wise, he preferred Bagh to all other horses in the world, because it had needed persuasion, much stroking of a black beard  to hide anxiety  and many a secret night-ride  to sweat the brutes savagery  before the colonel-sahib could be made to see his virtues as a charger and accept him into the regiment. Sikh-wise, he loved all things that expressed in any way his own unconquerable fire. Most of all, however, he loved the squadron; there was no woman, nor anything between him and D Squadron; but Bagh came next.

Spurs were not needed when the general ceased speaking, and the British colonel of Outrams Own shouted an order. Bagh, brute energy beneath hand- polished hair and plastered dirt, sprang like a loosed Hell-tantrum, and his riders lips drew tight over clenched teeth as he mastered self, agony and horse in one mans effort. Fight how he would, heel, tooth and eye all flashing, Bagh was forced to hold his rightful place in front of the squadron, precisely the right distance behind the last supernumerary of the squadron next in front.

Line after rippling line, all Sikhs of the true Sikh baptism except for the eight of their officers who were European, Outrams Own swept down a living avenue of British troops; and neither gunners nor infantry could see one flaw in them, although picking flaws in native regiments is almost part of the British army officers religion.

To the blare of military music, through a bog of their own mixing, the Sikhs trotted for a mile, then drew into a walk, to bring the horses into barracks cool enough for watering.

They reached stables as the sun dipped under the near-by acacia trees, and while the black-bearded troopers scraped and rubbed the mud from weary horses, Ranjoor Singh went through a task whose form at least was part of his very life. He could imagine nothing less than death or active service that could keep him from inspecting every horse in the squadron before he ate or drank, or as much as washed himself.

But, although the day had been a hard one and the strain on the horses more than ordinary, his examination now was so perfunctory that the squadron gaped; the troopers signaled with their eyes as he passed, little more than glancing at each horse. Almost before his back had vanished at the stable entrance, wonderment burst into words.

For the third time he does thus!

See! My beast overreached, and he passed without detecting it! Does the sun set the same way still?

I have noticed that he does thus each time after a field-day. What is the connection? A field-day in the rains  a general officer talking to us afterward about the Salt, as if a Sikh does not understand the Salt better than a British general knows English  and our risaldar-major neglecting the horses  is there a connection?

Aye. What is all this? We worked no harder in the war against the Chitralis. There is something in my bones that speaks of war, when I listen for a while!

War! Hear him, brothers! Talk is talk, but there will be no war until India grows too fat to breathe  unless the past be remembered and we make one for ourselves!



There was silence for a while, if a change of sounds is silence. The Delhi mud sticks as tight as any, and the kneading of it from out of horse-hair taxes most of a troopers energy and full attention. Then, the East being the East in all things, a solitary; trooper picked up the scent and gave tongue, as a true hound guides the pack.

Who is she? he wondered, loud enough for fifty men to hear.

From out of a cloud of horse-dust, where a stable helper on probation combed a tangled tail, came one word of swift enlightenment.

Yasmini!

Ah-h-h-h! In a second the whole squadron was by the ears, and the stable-helper was the center of an interest he had not bargained for.

Nay, sahibs, I but followed him, and how should I know? Nay, then I did not follow him! It so happened. I took that road, and he stepped out of a tikka-gharry at her door. Am I blind? Do I not know her door? Does not everybody know it? Who am I that I should know why he goes again? But  does a moth fly only once to the lamp-flame? Does a drunkard drink but once? By the Guru, nay! May my tongue parch in my throat if I said he is a drunkard! I said  I meant to say  seeing she is Yasmini, and he having been to see her once  and being again in a great hurry  whither goes he?

So the squadron chose a sub-committee of inquiry, seven strong, that being a lucky number the wide world over, and the movements of the risaldar- major were reported one by one to the squadron with the infinite exactness of small detail that seems so useless to all save Easterners.

Fifteen minutes after he had left his quarters, no longer in khaki uniform, but dressed as a Sikh gentleman, the whole squadron knew the color of his undershirt, also that he had hired a tikka-gharry, and that his only weapon was the ornamental dagger that a true Sikh wears twisted in his hair. One after one, five other men reported him nearly all the way through Delhi, through the Chandni Chowk  where the last man but one nearly lost him in the evening crowd  to the narrow place where, with a bend in the street to either hand, is Yasminis.

The last man watched him through Yasminis outer door and up the lower stairs before hurrying back to the squadron. And a little later on, being almost as inquisitive as they were careful for their major, the squadron delegated other men, in mufti, to watch for him at the foot of Yasminis stairs, or as near to the foot as might be, and see him safely home again if they had to fight all Asia on the way.

These men had some money with them, and weapons hidden underneath their clothes; for, having betted largely on the quail-fight at Abduls stables, the squadron was in funds.

In case of trouble one can bribe the police, counseled Nanak Singh, and he surely ought to know, for he was the oldest trooper, and trouble everlasting had preserved him from promotion. But weapons are good, when policemen are not looking, he added, and the squadron agreed with him.

It was Tej Singh, not given to talking as is rule, who voiced the general opinion.

Now we are on the track of things. Now, perhaps, we shall know the meaning of field exercises during the monsoon, with our horses up to the belly in blue mud! The winds of all the world blow into Yasminis and out again. Our risaldar-major knows nothing at all of women  and that is the danger. But he can listen to the wind; and, what he hears, sooner or later we shall know, too. I smell happenings!

Those three words comprised the whole of it. The squadron spent most of the night whispering, dissecting, analyzing, subdividing, weighing, guessing at that smell of happenings, while its risaldar-major, thinking his secret all his own, investigated nearer to its source.


CHAPTER 2

Have you heard the dry earth shrug herself
For a storm that tore the trees?
Have you watched loot-hungry Faithful
Praising Allah on their knees?
Have you felt the short hairs rising
When the moon slipped out of sight,
And the chink of steel on rock explained
That footfall in the night?
Have you seen a grey boar sniff up-wind
In the mauve of waking day?
Have you heard a mad crowd pause and think?
Have you seen all Hell to pay?



YASMINI bears a reputation that includes her gift for dancing and her skill in song, but is not bounded thereby, Her stairs illustrated it  the two flights of steep winding stairs that lead to her bewildering reception- floor; they seem to have been designed to take mens breath away, and to deliver them at the top defenseless.

But Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh mounted them with scarcely an effort, as a man who could master Bagh well might, and at the top his middle-aged back was straight and his eye clear. The cunning, curtained lights did not distract him; so he did not make the usual mistake of thinking that the Loveliness who met him was Yasmini.

Yasmini likes to make her first impression of the evening on a man just as he comes from making an idiot of himself; so the maid who curtsies in the stair-head maze of mirrored lights has been trained to imitate her. But Ranjoor Singh flipped the girl a coin, and it jingled at her feet.

The maid ceased bowing, too insulted to retort. The piece of silver  she would have stooped for gold, just as surely as she would have recognized its ring  lay where it fell. Ranjoor Singh stepped forward toward a glass-bead curtain through which a soft light shone, and an unexpected low laugh greeted him. It was merry, mocking, musical  and something more. There was wisdom hidden in it  masquerading as frivolity; somewhere, too, there was villainy  villainy that she who laughed knew all about and found more interesting than a play.

Then suddenly the curtain parted, and Yasmini blocked the way, standing with arms spread wide to either door-post, smiling at him; and Ranjoor Singh had to stop and stare whether it suited him or not.

Yasmini is not old, nor nearly old, for all that India is full of tales about her, from the Himalayas to Cape Comorin. In a land where twelve is a marriageable age, a woman need not live to thirty to be talked about; and if she can dance as Yasmini does  though only the Russian ballet can do that  she has the secret of perpetual youth to help her defy the years. No doubt the soft light favored her, but she might have been Ranjoor Singhs granddaughter as she barred his way and looked him up and down impudently through languorous brown eyes.

Salaam, O ploughman! she mocked. She was not actually still an instant, for the light played incessantly on her gauzy silken trousers and jeweled slippers, but she made no move to admit him. My honor grows! Twice  nay, three times in a little while!

She spoke in the Jat tongue fluently; but that was not remarkable, because Yasmini is mistress of so many languages that men say one can not speak in her hearing and not be understood.

I am a soldier, answered Ranjoor Singh more than a little stiffly.

I am a statesman, said the viceroys babu! A Sikh is a Jat farmer with a lions tail and the manners of a buffalo! Age or gallantry will bend a mans back. What keeps it straight  the smell of the farmyard on his shoes?

Ranjoor Singh did not answer, nor did he bow low as she intended. She forgot, perhaps, that on a previous occasion he had seen her snatch a mans turban from his head and run with it into the room, to the mans sweating shame. He kicked his shoes off calmly and waited as a man waits on parade, looking straight into her eyes that were like dark jewels, only no jewels in the world ever glowed so wonderfully; he thought he could read anger in them, but that ruffled him no more than her mockery.

Enter, then, O farmer! she said, turning lithely as a snake, to beckon him and lead the way.

Now he had only a back view of her, but the contour of her neck and chin and her shoulders mocked him just as surely as her lips were making signals that he could not see. One answer to the signals was the tittering of twenty maids, who sat together by the great deep window, ready to make music.

They laugh to see a farmer strayed from his manure-pile! purred Yasmini over her shoulder; but Ranjoor Singh followed her unperturbed.

He was finding time to study the long room, its divans and deep cushions around the walls; and it did not escape his notice that many people were expected. He guessed there was room for thirty or forty to sit at ease.

Like a pale blue will-o-the-wisp, a glitter in the cunning lights, she led him to a far end of the room where many cushions were, There she turned on him with a snake-like suddenness that was one of her surest tricks.

I shall have great guests tonight  I shall be busy.

That is thy affair, said Ranjoor Singh, aware that her eyes were seeking to read his soul. The dropped lids did not deceive him.

Then, what do you want here?

That question was sheer impudence. It is very well understood in Delhi that any native gentleman of rank may call on Yasmini between midday and midnight without offering a reason for his visit; otherwise it would be impossible to hold a salon and be a power in politics, in a land where politics run deep, but where men do not admit openly to which party they belong. But Yasmini represents the spirit of the Old East, sweeter than a rose and twice as tempting  with a poisoned thorn inside. And here was the New East, in the shape of a middle-aged Sikh officer taught by Young England.

He annoyed her.

Ranjoor Singhs answer was to seat himself, with a dignity the West has yet to learn, on a long divan against the wall that gave him a good view of the entrance and all the rest of the room, window included. Instantly Yasmini flung herself on the other end of it, and lay face downward, with her chin resting on both hands.

She studied his face intently for sixty seconds, and it very seldom takes her that long to read a mans character, guess at his past, and make arrangements for his future, if she thinks him worth her while.

Why are you here? she asked again at the end of her scrutiny.

Ranjoor Singh seemed not to hear her; he was watching other men who entered, and listening to the sound of yet others on the stairs. No other Sikh came in, nor more than one of any other caste or tribe; yet he counted thirty men in half as many minutes.

I think you are a buffalo! she said at last; but if Ranjoor Singh was interested in her thoughts he forgot to admit it.

A dozen more men entered, and the air, already heavy, grew thick with tobacco smoke mingling with the smoke of sandal-wood that floated back and forth in layers as the punkahs swung lazily. Outside, the rain swished and chilled the night air; but the hot air from inside hurried out to meet the cool, and none of the cool came in. The noise of rain became depressing until Yasmini made a signal to her maids and they started to make music.

Then Yasmini caught a new sound on the stairs, and swiftly, instantly, instead of glancing to the entrance, her eyes sought Ranjoor Singhs; and she saw that he had heard it too. So she sat up as if enlightenment had come and had brought disillusion in its wake.

The glass-bead curtain jingled, and a maid backed through it giggling, followed in a hurry by a European, dressed in a white duck apology for evening clothes. He seemed a little the worse for drink, but not too drunk to recognize the real Yasmini when he saw her and to blush crimson for having acted like an idiot.

Queen of the Night! he said in Hindustani that was peculiarly mispronounced.

Box-wallah! she answered under her breath; but she smiled at him, and aloud she said, Will the sahib honor us all by being seated?

A maid took charge of the man at once, and led him to a seat not far from the middle of the room. Yasmini, whose eyes were on Ranjoor Singh every other second, noticed that the Sikh, having summed up the European, had already lost all interest.

But there, were other footsteps. The curtain parted again to admit a second European, a somewhat older man, who glanced back over his shoulder deferentially and, to Yasminis unerring eye, tried to carry off prudish timidity with an air of knowingness.

Who is he? demanded Ranjoor Singh; and Yasmini rattled the bracelets on her ankles loud enough to hide a whisper.

An agent, she answered. He has an office here in Delhi. The first man is his clerk, who is supposed to be the leader into mischief; they have made him a little drunk lest he understand too much. I have sent a maid to him that he may understand even less.

The second man was closely followed by a third, and Yasmini smothered a squeal of excitement, for she saw that Ranjoor Singhs eyes were ablaze at last and that he had sat bolt upright without knowing it. The third man was dressed like the other two in white duck, but he wore his clothes not as they did. He was tall and straight. One could easily enough imagine him dressed better.

His quick, intelligent grey eyes swept over the whole room while he took two steps, and at once picked out Yasmini as the mistress of the place; but he waited to bow to her until the first man pointed her out. Then it seemed to Ranjoor Singh  who was watching as minutely as Yasmini in turn watched him  that, when he bowed, this tall, confident-looking individual almost clicked his heels together, but remembered not to do so just in time. The eyes of the East miss no small details. Yasmini, letting her jeweled ankles jingle again, chuckled to Ranjoor Singh.

And they say he comes from Europe selling goods, she whispered. The fat man who is frightened claims to be a customer for bales of blankets. Since when has the customer been humble while the seller calls the tune? Look!

The second arrival and the third sat down together as she spoke; and while the second sat like a merchant, nursing fat hands on a consequential paunch, the third sat straight-backed, kicking a little sidewise with his left leg. Ranjoor Singh saw, too, that he kept his heels a little more than a spurs length off from the divans drapery.

Listen! hissed Ranjoor Singh.

Yasmini wriggled closer, and pretended to be watching her maids over by the window.

That man who came last, said the risaldar-major, has been told that thou art like a spider, watching from the middle of the web of India.

Then for once they have told the truth! she chuckled.

In the bazaar he asked to be shown men of all the tribes, that he might study their commercial needs. He was told to come here and meet them; and these were sent for from the caravanserais. Is it not so?

Art thou thyself for the Raj? asked Yasmini.

I lead a squadron of Sikh cavalry, said Ranjoor Singh, and you ask me am I for the Raj?

The buffalo that carries water for the office lawn is for the Raj! said Yasmini.

Then he and I are brothers.

And he, yonder  what of him? She was growing impatient, for the tune was nearly at an end, and it would be time presently for her to take up the burden of entertainment.

He will ask, perhaps, to speak with a Sikh of influence.

Sahib, to hear is to obey, she mocked, rising to her feet.

Listen yet! commanded Ranjoor Singh. Serve me in this matter, and there will be great reward. I, who am only one, might die by a dagger, or a rope in the dark, or ground glass in my bread; but then there would be a squadron, and perhaps a regiment, to ask questions.

Perhaps?

Perhaps. Who knows?

He spoke from modesty, sure of the squadron that he loved so much better than his life, but not caring to magnify his own importance by claiming the regard of the other squadrons, too. But Yasmini, who never in her life went straight from point to point of an idea and never could believe that anybody else did, supposed he meant that one squadron was in his confidence, whereas the rest had not yet been sounded.

So speaks one who is for the Raj! she grinned.

Playing for profit and amusement, she never, never let anybody know which side she had taken in any game. Therefore she despised a man who showed his hand to her, as she believed Ranjoor Singh had done. But she only showed contempt when it suited her, and by no means always when she felt it.

The minor music ceased and all eyes in the room were turned to her. She rose to her feet as a hooded cobra comes toward its prey, sparing a sidewise surreptitious smile of confidence for Ranjoor Singh that no eye caught save his; yet as she turned from him and swayed in the first few steps of a dance devised that minute, his quick ear caught the truth of her opinion:

Buffalo! she murmured.

The flutes in the window wailed about mystery. The lights, and the sandal- smoke, and the expectant silence emphasized it. Step by step, as if the spirit of all dancing had its home in her, she told a wordless tale, using her feet and every sinuous muscle as no other woman in all India ever did.

Men say that Yasmini is partly Russian, and that may be true, for she speaks Russian fluently. Russian or not, the members of the Russian ballet are the only others in the world who share her art. Certainly, she keeps in touch with Russia, and knows more even than the Indian government about what goes on beyond Indias northern frontier. She makes and magnifies the whole into a mystery; and her dance that night expressed the fascination mystery has for her.

And then she sang. It is her added gift of song that makes Yasmini unique, for she can sing in any of a dozen languages, and besides the love- songs that come southward from the hills, she knows all the interminable ballads of the South and the Central Provinces. But when, as that evening, she is at her best, mixing magic under the eyes of the inquisitive, she sings songs of her own making and only very rarely the same song twice. She sang that night of the winds of the world which, she claims, carry the news to her; although others say her sources of information speak more distinctly.

It seemed that the thread of an idea ran through song and dance alike, and that the hillmen and beyond-the-hills-men, who sat back-to-the-wall and watched, could follow the meaning of it. They began to crowd closer, to squat cross-legged on the floor, in circles one outside the other, until the European three became the center of three rings of men who stared at them with owls solemnity.

Then Yasmini ceased dancing. Then one of the Europeans drew his watch out; and he had to show it to the other two before he could convince them that they had sat for two hours without wanting to do anything but watch and listen.

So was! said one of them  the drunken.

Du lieber Gott  schon halb zwölf! said the second.

The third man made no remark at all. He was watching Ranjoor Singh.

The risaldar  major had left the divan by the end wall and walked  all grim straight lines in contrast to Yasminis curves  to a spot directly facing the three Europeans; and it seemed there sat a hillman on the piece of floor he coveted.

Get up! he commanded. Make room!

The hillman did not budge, for an Afridi pretends to feel for a Sikh the scorn that a Sikh feels truly for Afridis. The flat of Ranjoor Singhs foot came to his assistance, and the hillman budged. In an instant he was on his feet, with a lightning right hand reaching for his knife.

But Yasmini allows no butchers work on her premises, and her words within those walls are law, since no man knows who is on whose side. Yasmini beckoned him, and the Afridi slouched toward her sullenly. She whispered something, and he started for the stairs at once, without any further protest.

Then there vanished all doubt as to which of the three Europeans was most important. The man who had come in first had accepted sherbet from the maid who sat beside him; he went suddenly from drowsiness to slumber, and the woman spurned his bullet-head away from her shoulder, letting him fall like a log among the cushions. The stout second man looked frightened and sat nursing helpless hands. But the third man sat forward, and tense silence fell on the assembly as the eyes of every man sought his.

Only Yasmini, hovering in the background, had time to watch anything other than those grey European eyes; she saw that they were interested most in Ranjoor Singh, and the maids who noticed her expression of sweet innocence knew that she was thinking fast.

You are a Sikh? said the grey-eyed man; and the crowd drew in its breath, for he spoke Hindustani with an accent that very few achieve, even with long practise.

Then you are of a brave nation  you will understand me. The Sikhs are a martial race. Their theory of politics is based on the military spirit  is it not so?

Ranjoor Singh, who understood and tried to live the Sikh religion with all his gentlemanly might, was there to acquire information, not to impart it. He grunted gravely.

All martial nations expand eventually. They tell me  I have heard  some of you Sikhs have tried Canada?

Ranjoor Singh did not wince, though his back stiffened when the men around him grinned; it is a sore point with the Sikhs that Canada does not accept their emigrants.

Sikhs are admitted into all the German colonies, said the man with the grey eyes. They are welcome.

Do many go? asked Ranjoor Singh.

That is the point. The Sikhs want a place in the sun from which they are barred at present  eh? Now, Germany

Germany? Where is Germany? asked Yasmini. She understands the last trick in the art of getting a story on its way. To the west is England. Farther west, Ameliki. To the north lies Russia. To the south the kali pani. Where is Germany?

The man with the grey eyes took her literally, since his nation are not slow at seizing opportunity. He launched without a word more of preliminary into a lecture on Germany that lasted hours and held his audience spellbound. It was colorful, complete, and it did not seem to have been memorized. But that was art.

He had no word of blame for England. He even had praise, when praise made German virtue seem by that much greater; and the inference from first to last was of German super-virtue.

Some one in the crowd  who bore a bullet-mark in proof he did not jest  suggested to him that the British army was the biggest and fiercest in the world. So he told them of a German army, millions strong, that marched in league-long columns  an army that guarded by the prosperous hundred thousand factory chimneys that smoked until the central European sky was black.

Long, long after midnight, in a final burst of imagination, he likened Germany to a bee-hive from which a swarm must soon emerge for lack of room inside. And he proved, then, that he knew he had made an impression on them, for he dismissed them with an impudence that would have set them laughing at him when he first began to speak.

Ye have my leave to go! he said, as if he owned the place; and they all went except one.

That is a lot of talk, said Ranjoor Singh, when the last man had started for the stairs. What does it amount to? When will the bees swarm?

The German eyed him keenly, but the Sikhs eyes did not flinch.

What is your rank? the German asked.

Squadron leader!

Oh!

The two stood up, and now there was no mistake about the Germans heels; they clicked. The two were almost of a height, although the Sikhs head  dress made him seem the taller. They were both unusually fine-looking men, and limb for limb they matched.

If war were in Europe you would be taken there to fight, said the German.

Ranjoor Singh showed no surprise.

Whether you wanted to fight or not.

There was no hint of laughter in the Sikhs brown eyes.

Germany has no quarrel with the Sikhs.

I have heard of none, said Ranjoor Singh.

Wherever the German flag should fly, after a war, the Sikhs would have free footing.

Ranjoor Singh looked interested, even pleased.

Who is not against Germany is for her.

Let us have plain words said Ranjoor Singh, leading the way to a corner in which he judged they could not be overheard; there he turned suddenly, borrowing a trick from Yasmini.

I am a Sikh  a patriot. What are you offering?

The freedom of the earth! the German answered. Self-government! The right to emigrate. Liberty!

On what condition? For a bargain has two sides.

That the Sikhs fail England!

When?

When the time comes! What is the answer?

I will answer when the time comes, answered Ranjoor Singh, saluting stiffly before turning on his heel.

Then he stalked out of the room, with a slight bow to Yasmini as he passed.

Buffalo! she murmured after him. Jat buffalo!

Then the Germans went away, after some heavy compliments that seemed to amuse Yasmini prodigiously, helping along the man who had drunk sherbet and who now seemed inclined to weep. They dragged him down the stairs between them, backward. Yasmini waited at the stair-head until she heard them pull him into a gharry and drive away. Then she turned to her favorite maid.

Them  those cattle  I understand! she said. But it does not suit me that a Sikh, a Jat, a buffalo, should come here making mysteries of his own without consulting me! And what does not suit me I do not tolerate! Go, get that Afridi whom the soldier kicked  I told him to wait outside in the street until I sent for him.

The Afridi came, nearly as helpless as the man who had drunk sherbet, though less tearful and almost infinitely more resentful. What clothing had not been torn from him was soaked in blood, and there was no inch of him that was not bruised.

Krishna! said Yasmini impiously.

Allah! swore the Afridi.

Who did it? What has happened?

Outside in the street I said to some men who waited that Ranjoor Singh the Sikh is a bastard. From then until now they beat me, only leaving off to follow him hence when he came out through the door!

Yasmini laughed, peal upon peal of silver laughter  of sheer merriment.

The gods love Yasmini! she chuckled. Aye, the gods love me! The Jat spoke of a squadron; it is evident that he spoke truth. So his squadron watched him here! Go, jungli! Go, wash the blood away. Thou shalt have revenge! Come again tomorrow. Nay, go now, I would sleep when I have finished laughing. Aye  the gods love Yasmini!


CHAPTER 3

The West Wind blows through the Ajmere Gate
And whispers low (Oh, listen ye!),
The fed wolf curls by his drowsy mate
In a tight  trod earth; but the lean wolves wait,
And the hunger gnaws! (Oh, listen ye!)
Can fed wolves fight? But yestereen
Their eyes were bright, their fangs were clean;
They viewed, they took but yestereen,
(Oh, listen, wise heads, listen ye!)
Because they fed, is blood less red,
Or fangs less sharp, or hunger dead?
(Look well to the loot, and listen ye!)

 from Yasminis Song.



THE colonel of Outrams Own dropped into a club where he was only one, and not the greatest, of many men entitled to respect. There were three men talking by a window, their voices drowned by the din of rain on the veranda roof, each of whom nodded to him. He chose, however, a solitary chair, for, though subalterns do not believe it, a colonel has exactly that diffidence about approaching senior civilians which a subaltern ought to feel.

In a moment all that was visible of him from the door was a pair of brown riding-boots, very much fore-shortened, resting on the long arm of a cane chair, and two sets of wonderfully modeled fingers that held up a newspaper. From the window where the three men talked he could be seen in profile.

Wears well  doesnt he? said one of them.

Swears well, too, confound him!

Hah! Been trying to pump him, eh?

Yes. Hes like a big bird catching flies  picks off your questions one at a time, with one eye on you and the other one cocked for the next question. Get nothing out of him but yes or no. Good fellow, though, when youre not drawing him.

You mean trying to draw him. Hes the best that come. Wish they were all like Kirby.

The man who had not spoken yet  he looked younger, was some years older, and watched the faces of the other two while seeming to listen to something in the distance  looked at a cheap watch nervously.

Wish the Sikhs were all like Kirby! he said. If this business comes to a head, were going to wish we had a million Kirbys. What did he say? Temper of his men excellent, I suppose?

Used that one word.

Um-m-m! No suspicions, eh?

Said, No, no suspicions!

Uh! Ill have a word with him.

He waddled off, shaking his drab silk suit into shape and twisting a leather watch-guard around his finger.

Believe it will come to anything? asked one of the two men he had left behind.

Dunno. Hope not. Awful business if it does.

Remember how we were promised a world-war two years ago, just before the Balkans took fire?

Yes. That was a near thing, too. But they werent quite ready then. Now they are ready, and they think were not. If I were asked, Id say we ought to let them know were ready for em. They want to fight because they think they can catch us napping; theyd think twice if they knew they couldnt do it.

Are they blind and deaf? Cant they see and hear?

Quem deus vult perdere, prius dementat, Ponsonby, my boy.

The man in drab silk slipped into a chair next to Kirbys as a wolf slips into his lair, very circumspectly, and without noise; then he rutched the chair sidewise toward Kirby with about as much noise as a company of infantry would make.

Had a drink? he asked, as Kirby looked up from his paper. Have one?

Ginger ale, please, said Kirby, putting the paper down.

A turbaned waiter brought long glasses in which ice tinkled, and the two sipped slowly, not looking at each other.

Know Yasmini? asked the man in drab silk suddenly.

Heard of her, of course.

Ever see her?

No.

Ah! Most extraordinary woman. Wonderful!

Kirby looked puzzled, and held his peace.

Any of your officers ever visit her?

Not when theyre supposed to be on duty.

But at other times?

None of my affair if they do. Dont know, Im sure.

Um-m-m!

Yes, said Kirby, without vehemence.

Look at his beak! said one of the two men by the window. Never see a big bird act that way? Look at his bright eye!

Wish mine were as bright, and my beak as aquiline; means directness  soldierly directness, that does!

Who is your best native officer, supposing youve any choice? asked the man in the drab silk suit, speaking to the ceiling apparently.

Ranjoor Singh, said Kirby promptly.

It was quite clear there was no doubt in his mind.

How is he best? In what way?

Best man Ive got. Fit to command the regiment.

Um-m-m!

Yes, said Kirby.

The man in drab sat sidewise and caught Kirbys eye, which was not difficult. There was nothing furtive about him.

With a censorship that isnt admitted, but which has been rather obvious for more than a month; with all forces undergoing field training during the worst of the rains  its fair to suppose your men smell something?

Theyve been sweating, certainly.

Do they smell a rat?

Yes.

Ask questions?

Yes.

What do you tell them?

That I dont know, and they must wait until I do.

Any recent efforts been made to tamper with them?

Not more than I reported. You know, of course, of the translations from Canadian papers, discussing the rejection of Sikh immigrants? Each man received a copy through the mail.

Yes. We caught the crowd who printed that. Couldnt discover, though, how it got into the regiments mail bags without being postmarked. Lets see  wasnt Ranjoor Singh officer-of-the-day?

Yes.

Um-m-m! Would it surprise you to know that Ranjoor Singh visits Yasmini?

Wouldnt interest me.

What follows is in strict confidence, please.

Im listening.

I want you to hear reason. India, the whole of India, mind, has its ear to the ground. All up and down the length of the land  in every bazaar  in the ranks of every native regiment  its known that people representing some other European Power are trying to sow discontent with our rule; and its obvious to any native that were on the watch for something big that we expect to break any minute. Is that clear?

Yes.

Our strongest card is the loyalty of the native troops.

Yes.

Everybody knows that. Also, this thing were looking for is most damnably real  might burst today, tomorrow  any time. So, even with the censorship in working order, it wouldnt be wise to arrest a native officer merely on suspicion.

Id arrest one of mine, said Kirby, if I had any reason to suspect him for a second.

Wouldnt be wise! You mustnt! The man in drab silk shook his head. Now, suppose you were to arrest Ranjoor Singh

Kirby laughed outright.

Suppose the Chandni Chowk were Regent Street! he jeered.

Last night, said the man in drab silk, Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh visited Yasmini, leaving six or more of the men of his squadron waiting for him in the street outside. In Yasminis room he listened for hours to a lecture on Germany, delivered by a German who has British naturalization papers, whether forged or not is not yet clear.

After the lecture he had a private conversation lasting some minutes with the German who says he is an Englishman, and who, by the way, speaks Hindustani like a native. And, before he started home, his men who waited in the street thrashed an Afridi within an inch of his life for threatening to report Ranjoor Singhs presence at the lecture to the authorities.

Who told you this? asked Colonel Kirby.

The Afridi, Yasmini, and three hillmen who were there by invitation. I spoke with them all less than an hour ago. They all agree. But if Ranjoor Singh were asked about it, he would lie himself out of it in any of a dozen ways, and would be on his guard in future. If he were arrested, it would bring to a head what may prove to be a passing trifle; it would make the men angry, and the news would spread, whatever we might do to prevent it.

What am I to understand that you want, then? asked Kirby.

Watch him closely, without letting him suspect it.

Before Id seriously consider orders to do that, theyd have to come through military channels in the regular way, said Kirby, without emotion.

I could arrange that, of course. Ill mention it to Todhunter.

And if the order reached me in the regular way, Id resign rather than carry it out.

Um-m-m! said the man in drab silk.

Yes, said Kirby.

You seem to forget that I, too, represent a government department, and have the countrys interests at heart. Do you imagine I have a grudge against Ranjoor Singh?

I forget nothing of the kind, said Kirby, and imagination doesnt enter into it. I know Ranjoor Singh, and thats enough. If hes a traitor, so am I. If hes not a loyal gallant officer, then Im not either. Ill stand or fall by his honor, for I know the man and you dont.

Uh! said the man in drab silk.

Yes, said Colonel Kirby.

Look! said one of the two men at the window. Direct as a hornets sting  isnt a kink in him! Look at the angle of his chin!

You can tell his Sikh officers; they imitate him.

Do I understand you to refuse me point-blank? asked the man in the drab suit, still fidgeting with his watch  guard. Perhaps he guessed that two men in the window were discussing him.

Yes, said Kirby.

I shall have to go over your head.

Understand me, then. If an order of that kind reaches me, I shall arrest Ranjoor Singh at once, so that he may stand trial and be cleared like a gentleman. Ill have nothing done to one of my officers that would be intolerable if done to me, so long as I command the regiment!

What alternative do you suggest? asked the man in grey, with a wry face.

Ask Ranjoor Singh about it.

Who? You or I?

He wouldnt answer you.

Then ask him yourself. But I shall remember, Colonel Kirby, that you did not oblige me in the matter.

Very well, said Kirby,

Another drink?

No, thanks.

Who won? asked one of the two men in the window.

Kirby!

I dont think so. Ive been watching his face. Hes the least bit rattled. Its somebody else who has won; hes been fighting another mans battle. But its obvious who lost  look at that watch-chain going! Come away.


CHAPTER 4

If a man has a price at all, his price is neither high nor low, but just that price that you will pay him.
 Native Proverb.



OF COURSE an Afridi can be depended on to overdo anything. The particular Afridi whom Ranjoor Singh had kicked was able to see very little virtue in Yasminis method of attack. Suckled in a mountain-range where vengeance is believed as real and worthy as love must be transitory, his very bowels ached for physical retaliation, just as his skin and bones smarted from the beating the risaldar-majors men had given him.

He was scoffed at by small boys as he slunk through byways of the big bazaar. A woman who had smiled at him but a day ago now emptied unseemly things on him from an upper story when he went to moan beneath her window. He decided to include that woman in his vengeance, too, if possible, but not to miss Ranjoor Singh on her account; there was not room for him and Ranjoor Singh on one rain-pelted earth, but, if needs must, the woman might wait a while.

As nearly all humans do when their mood is similar to his, he slunk into dark places, growling like a dog and believing all the world his enemy. He came very near to the summit of exasperation when, on making application at a free dispensary, his sores were dressed for him by a Hindu assistant apothecary who lectured him on brotherly love with interlarded excerpts from Carlyle done into Hindustani. But the climax came when a native policeman poked him in the ribs with a truncheon and ordered him out of sight.

With a snarl that would have done credit to a panther driven off its prey, he slunk up a byway to shelter himself and think of new obscenities; and as he stood beneath a cloth awning to await the passing of a more than usually heavy downpour, the rotten fibers burst at last and let ten gallons of filthy rain down on him.

From that minute he could see only red; so it was in a red haze that two of the troopers from Ranjoor Singhs squadron passed the end of the lane. He felt himself clutching at a red knife, breathing red air through distended nostrils. He forgot his sores; forgot to feel them.

As he hunted the two troopers through the maze of streets, he recognized them for two of the men who had thrashed him; so he drew closer, for fear they might escape him in the crowd. Now that he no longer wandered objectless, but looked ahead and walked with a will and a purpose, street-corner constabeels ceased to trouble him; there were too many people in those thronged, kaleidoscopic streets for any but the loafers to be noticed. He drew nearer and nearer to the troopers, all unsuspected.

But the pace was fast, and they approached their barracks, where his chance of ramming a knife into them and getting away unseen would be increasingly more remote; and he had no desire to die until he had killed the other four men, Ranjoor Singh himself, and the woman who had spurned his love. He must kill these two, he decided, while yet safe from barrack hue and cry.

He crept yet closer, and  now that his plan was forming in his mind  began to see less red. In a minute more he recognized a house at a street corner, whose lower story once had been a shop, but that now was boarded up and showed from outside little sign of occupation. But he saw that the door at the end of an alley by the building was ajar, and through a chink between the shutters of an upper story his keen northern eyes detected lamp-light. That was enough. He set his teeth and drew his long clean knife.

Wounds, bruises, pain, all mean nothing to a hillman when there is murder in his eye, unless they be spurs that goad him to greater frenzy and more speed. The troopers swaggered at a drilled mans marching pace; the Afridi came like a wind-devil, ripping down a gully from the northern hills, all frenzy.

Had he not seen red again, had only a little brain  work mingled in his rage, he would have scored a clean victory and have been free to wreak red vengeance on the rest. As it was, rage mastered him, and he yelled as he drove the long knife home between the shoulders of one of the troopers in front of him.

That yell was a mistake, for he was dealing with picked, drilled men of birth and a certain education. The struck man sank to his knees, but the other turned in time to guard the next blow with his forearm; he seized a good fistful of the Afridis bandages and landed hard on his naked foot with the heel of an ammunition boot. The Afridi screamed like a wild beast as he wrenched himself away, leaving the bandages in the troopers hand; and for an instant the trooper half turned to succor his comrade.

Nay, after him! urged the wounded man in the Jat tongue; and, seeing a crowd come running from four directions, the Sikh let him lie, to race after the Afridi.

He caught little more than a glimpse of torn clothes disappearing through the little door at the end of the alley by the boarded shop, and a second after he had started in pursuit he saw the door shut with a slam and thought he heard a bolt snick home.

The door, though small, looked stout, and, thinking as he charged to the assault, the Sikh put all the advantage he had of weight, and steel-shod boots, and strength, and speed into the effort. A yard from the door he took off, as a man does at the broad jump in the inter-regimental sports, landing against the lower panel with his heels two feet from the bottom.

The door went inward as if struck by a blast of dynamite, and the Sikhs head struck a flagstone. Long strong arms seized him by the feet and dragged him inside. Then the door closed again, and this time a bolt really did shoot home, to be followed by two others and a bar that fitted vertically into the beam above and the floor beneath.

Outside, thirty feet from the street corner, the crowd came together as a tide-race meets amid the rocks, roaring, shouting, surging, swaying back and forth, nine-tenths questioning at the limit of its lungs, and one-tenth yelling information that was false before they had it. Those at the back believed already that there were ten men down. In the next street there was supposed to be a riot. And the shrill repeated whistle of the nearest policeman summoning help confirmed the crowd in its belief, besides convincing it of new atrocities as yet unguessed.

Only one man in the crowd had wit enough to carry the tale to barracks where it might be expected to produce action. He was a Bengali babu, bare of leg and fat of paunch, who had enough imagination to conceive of a regiment in receipt of the news, and the mental picture so appealed to him that he held his protruding stomach in both hands while he ran down-street like a landslide, his mouth agape and his eyes all but popping from his head.

He reached the barrack gate speechless and breathless, just as Ranjoor Singh rode up on Bagh, mud-plastered after an afternoons work teaching scouts. He clung to the risaldar-majors stirrup, and was dragged ten feet, slobbering and bubbling incoherencies, before the savage charger could be reined in and made to stand.

What is it, oh, babuji? laughed Ranjoor Singh. Are the Moslems out after your temple gods?

Aha! Run! Gallop! Bring all the guns! This in English, all of it. Blood in the gutter  blood like water  twentee policemen are already dead, and your men have done it! Gallop quicklee. Jaldee, jaldee!

Go and get twenty more policemen to wipe away the blood! advised Ranjoor Singh, sitting back in the saddle to get a better look at him, and reining back the impatient Bagh. I am not a constabeel; I am a soldier.

Aha! Yes. You better hurry. All your men are underneath  what-you- call-it?  bottom dog. You better hurry like slippery! One Afridi is beginning things, and where is one Afridi with a long knife are many more kinds of trouble!

The babu was recovering his breath, and with it his yearning to behold a regiment careering through the barrack gate to the rescue. He still clung to the stirrup, and since he would not let go, Ranjoor Singh proceeded to tow him, with a cautious, booted right leg ready to spur Bagh away to the left should the brute commence to kick.

You are hard-hearted person, and your fate is forever sealed if you refuse to listen! wailed the babu. The blood of your men lies in street calling aloud for vengeance! A university education works wonders for babu vocabulary. I tell you it is a riot, and most extremelee serious affair!

That was the wrong appeal to make, as the babu himself would have known had he been less excited. In time of riot the place for a Sikh officer would be at the regiments headquarters, in readiness for the order from a civil magistrate without which interference would cost him his commission. But the babu was beside himself, what with breathlessness and disappointment. He decided it was expedient to strengthen his appeal, and his imagination was still working.

There will be two regiments of Tommees  drunken Tommees, presentlee. They will take your men to jail. The Tommees are already on the way. Should they get there first your men will be everlastinglee disgraced as well as muleted. You should hurry.

Ranjoor Singh ceased from frowning and looked satisfied. If there were trouble enough in the bazaar to call for the despatch of British soldiers to the scene, then nothing in the world was more certain than that any men of his who happened to be in danger would be rescued with neatness and speed. If there was no trouble yet, there would very likely be some swearing when the soldiers got there. In the meantime he was wet through, both with rain and perspiration. The thought of a bath and dry clothes urged him like the voice of a siren calling; and he had shown the babu all the courtesy his Sikh creed and profession demanded.

So he clucked to Bagh, and the big brute plunged into a canter, just as eager for his sais and grain as his master was for clean dry clothes. For two strides the babu clung to the stirrup, wrenching it free from the risaldar- majors foot; then the horse grew savage at the unaccustomed extra weight, and lashed out hard behind him, missing the babu twice in quick succession, but filling him full to the stuttering teeth with fear. Ranjoor Singh touched the horse with his right spur, and in a second the babu lay along on his stomach in the mud.

He lay for a minute, believing himself dead. Then he cried aloud, since he knew he must be broken into pieces. Then he felt himself. At last he rose, and after a speechless glance at the back of the risaldar-major, started slowly along the street toward where the riot was.

It is enough, he said in English, since he was a failed B.A., to try the patience of Jobs comforter. This militaree business has corrupted even Sikh cavalry until they no longer are dependable. Yes. It is time! It is time indeed that German influence be felt, in order that British yoke may be cast off for good and all. Now I take it a German soldier would have arrested everybodee, and I would have received much kudos in addition to cash reward paid for information. In meantime, it is to be seen whether or not  yes, precisely  a pencil is mightier than a sword, which means that a babu is superior in wit and general attainments. Let us see!

He began to run again, at a truly astonishing pace, considering his paunch and all-round ungainliness, getting over the ground faster than many a thin man could have done. As he ran his lips worked, for though he had no breath to spare for speech, his brain was forming words that crowded for expression.

The Sikhs! he screamed, as he came within earshot of the milling crowd, through which four small policemen were trying to force a path. The Sikhs! They ride to the rescue!

The Sikhs! yelled somebody on the edge of the crowd, who had more breath but not enough imagination to ask questions. The Sikhs are coming! Run!

The Sikhs! The Sikhs!

The crowd took it up. And since it was a crowd, and there was nothing else to do; and since it had had protection but no violence at Sikh hands ever since 57; and since the babu really did look frightened, it shouted that the Sikhs were coming until it believed the news and had made itself thoroughly afraid.

Run, brothers! shouted some man in the middle who owned a voice like a bull-buffalos. And that being a new idea and just as good as any, the whole crowd took to its heels, leaving the four policemen staring at the body of a dead Sikh, and the fat babu complacently regarding all of them.

Presently a European police officer trotted up on a white pony, examined the body, asked a dozen questions of the four policemen, wrote in his memorandum book, and ordered the body to be taken to the morgue.

Come here, you! he called to the babu.

So the babu waddled to him, judging his salaam shrewdly so that it suggested deference while leaving no doubt as to the intended insult.

What do you know about this?

As peaceful citizen in pursuance of daily bread and other perquisites, I claim protection of police! While proceeding on way was thrown to ground violentlee by galloping horse whose rider urged same in opposite direction. Observe my dishabille. Regard this mud on my person. I insist on full rigor of the law for which I am taxed inordinately.

What sort of a horse? Who rode it? How long ago?

Am losing all count of time since being overwhelmed. Should say veree recently, however. The horse was ridden by a person who urged it vehemently. It was a brown horse, I think.

Which way did he go?

How should I know? He went away, knocking me over in transit and causing me great distress.

Was he armed?

Two arms. With one he steered the animal. With the other he urged him, thus.

The babu described in pantomime an imaginary human riding for his life, whom not even the adroitest police officer could recognize as Ranjoor Singh, even had he been acquainted with the risaldar-major.

Had he a weapon of any kind?

Not knowing, would prefer to say nothing about that. It was with the horse  with the rump of the animal that he hit me, and not with a sword of any kind.

Well, you had better come with me to the office, and there well take down your deposition.

Am I arrested?

No. Youre a witness.

On the contrary, I am prosecutor! I demand as stated formerly full rigor of the law. I demand capture and arrest, together with fine and imprisonment of party assaulting me, failing which I shall address complaint to government!

Come along. Well talk about that at the office.

So the babu was escorted to the stuffy little police office, where he was made to sit on a bench beside ten native witnesses of other crimes; and presently he was called to a desk at which a native clerk presided. There he was made to recite his story again, and since he had had time in which to think, he told a most amazing, disconnected yarn that looked even more untruthful by the time the clerk had written his own version of it on a sheet. To this version the babu was required to swear, and he did so without a blink.

Then there was more delay, while somebody was found who knew him and could certify to his address, and it was nearly evening by the time he was allowed to go.



It was also nearly evening when a messenger arrived at the barracks to report the death of a Sikh trooper by murder in the bazaar. The mans name and regimental number proved him to have been one of D Squadrons men, and since its commander, Ranjoor Singh, was then in quarters, the news was brought to him at once.

Killed where? he demanded; so they told him.

Exactly when?

It became evident to Ranjoor Singh that there had been some truth after all in the babus tale. The verbal précis of the only witness, given from memory, about a man who galloped away on horseback, threw no light at all on the case; so, because he could think of nothing better to do at the moment, the risaldar-major sent for a tikka-gharry and drove down to the morgue to identify the body.

On the way back from the morgue he looked in at the police station, but the babu had been gone some ten minutes when he arrived.

The police could tell him nothing. It was explained that the crowd directly after the murder had been too great to allow any but those nearest to see anything; and it was admitted that the crowd had been suddenly panic- stricken and had scattered before the police could secure witnesses. So he drove away, wondering, and ordered the driver to follow the road taken by the murdered trooper.

It was just on the edge of evening, when the lighted street-lamps were yet too pale to show distinctly, that he passed the disused boarded shop and saw, on the side of the street opposite, the babu who had brought him the story of riot that afternoon. He stopped his carriage and stepped out. On second thought he ordered the carriage away, for he was in plain clothes and not likely to attract notice; and he had a suspicion in his mind that he might care to investigate a little on his own account. He walked straight to the babu, and that gentleman eyed him with obvious distrust.

Did you see my trooper murdered? he demanded; for he had learned directness under Colonel Kirby, and applied it to every difficulty that confronted him.

Natives understand directness from an Englishman, and can parry it; but from another native it bewilders them, just as a left-handed swordsman is bewildered by another left-hander. The babu blinked.

How much had you seen when you ran to warn me this afternoon?

The babu looked pitiful. His fat defenseless body was an absolute contrast to the Sikhs tall manly figure. His eye was furtive, glancing ever sidewise; but the Sikh looked straight and spoke abruptly though with a note of kindness in his voice.

There is no need to fear me, he said, since the babu would not answer. Speak! How much do you know?

So the babu took heart of grace, producing a voice from somewhere down in his enormous stomach and saying, of course, the very last thing expected of him.

Grief chokes me! he asserted.

Take care that I choke thee not, babuji! I have asked a question. I am no lawyer to maneuver for my answer. Did you see that trooper killed?

The babu nodded; but his nod was not much more than tentative. He could have denied it next minute without calling much on his imagination.

Oh! Which way went the murderer?

Grief overwhelms me! said the babu.

Grief for what?

For my money  my good money  my emoluments!

Direct as an arrow though he was in all his dealings, Ranjoor Singh had not forgotten how the Old East thinks. He recognized the preliminaries of a bargain, and searched his mind to recall how much money he had with him; to have searched his pocket would have been too puerile.

What of them?

Lost!

Where? How?

While standing here, observing movements of him whom I suspected to be murderer, a person unknown  possibly a Sikh  perhaps not  removed money surreptitiously from my person.

How much money?

Rupees twenty-five, annas eight, said the babu unwinking. He neither blushed nor hesitated.

I will take compassion on your loss and replace five rupees of it, said Ranjoor Singh, when you have told me which way the murderer went.

My eyes are too dim, and my heart too full with grief, said the babu. No mans memory works under such conditions. Now, that money

I will give you ten rupees, said Ranjoor Singh.

This was too easy! The babu was prepared to bargain for an hour, fighting for rupee after rupee until his wit assured him he had reached the limit. Now he began to believe he had set the limit far too low.

I do not remember, he said slowly but with great conviction, scratching at his stomach as if he kept his recollections stored there.

You said twenty-five rupees, eight annas? Well, I will pay the half of it, and no more, said Ranjoor Singh in a new voice that seemed to suggest unutterable things. Moreover, I will pay it when I have proved thy memory true. Now, scratch that belly of thine and let the thoughts come forth!

Nay, sahib, I forget.

Ranjoor Singh drew out his purse and counted twelve rupees and three quarters into the palm of his hand.

Which way? he demanded.

Twenty-five rupees, eight annas of earned emolument  gone while I watched the movements of a murderer! It is not easy to keep brave heart and remember things!

See here, thou bellyful of memories! Remember and tell me, or I return this money to my purse and march thee by the nape of thy fat neck to the police station, where they will put thee in a cell for the night and jog thy memory in ways the police are said to understand! Speak! Here, take the money!

The babu reached out a fat hand and the silver changed owners.

There! said the babu, jerking a thumb over his right shoulder. Through that door!

That narrow teak door, down the passage?

But the babu was gone, hurrying as if goaded by fear of hell and all its angels.

Ranjoor Singh strode across the street in a bee-line and entered the dark passage. He had seen the yellow light of a lamp-flame through a chink in an upper shutter, and he intended to try directness on the problem once again. It was ten full paces down the passage to the door; he counted them, finishing the last one with a kick against the panel that would have driven it in had it been less than teak.

There came no answer, so he kicked again. Then he beat on the door with his clenched fists. Presently he turned his back to the door and kept up a steady thunder on it with his heels. And then, after about five minutes, he heard movement within.

He congratulated himself then that the noise he had made had called the attention of passers-by and of all the neighbors, and though he had had no fear and no other intention than to enter the house at all costs, he certainly had that much less compunction now.

He heard three different bolts drawn back, and then there was a pause. He thought he heard whispering, so he resumed his thunder. Almost at once there followed the unmistakable squeak of a big beam turning on its pivot, and the door opened about an inch.

He pushed, but some one inside pushed harder, and the door closed again. So Ranjoor Singh leaned all his weight and strength against the door, drawing in his breath and shoving with all his might. Resistance ceased. The door flew inward, as it had done once before that day, and closed with a bang behind him.


CHAPTER 5

Long were the days and oh! wicked the weather  
Endless and thankless the round  
Grinding Gods Grit into rookies together;
I was the upper stone, he was the nether,
And Gad, sir, they groaned as we ground!
Bitter the blame (but he helped me to bear it),
Grim the despair that we ate!
But hells loose! The dams down, and none can repair it!
Tis our turn! Go, summon my brother to share it!
His squadrons at arms, and we wait!



A REGIMENT is more exacting of its colonel than ever was lady of her lord; the more truly he commands, the better it loves him, until at last the regiment swallows him and he becomes part of it, in thought and word and deed. Distractions such as polo, pig-sticking, tiger-shooting are tolerable insofar as they steady his nerve and train his hand and eye; to that extent they, too, subserve the regiment. But a woman is a rival. So it is counted no sin against a cavalry colonel should he be a bachelor.

There remained no virtue, then, in the eyes of Outrams Own for Colonel Kirby to acquire; he had all that they could imagine, besides at least a dozen they had not imagined before he came to them. There was not one black-bearded gentleman who couched a lance behind him but believed Colonel Kirby some sort of super-man; and, in return, Colonel Kirby found the regiment so satisfying that there was not even a lady on the sky-line who could look forward to encroaching on the regiments preserves.

His heart, his honor, and his rare ability were all the regiments, and the regiment knew it; so he was studied as is the lot of few. His servant knew which shoes he would wear on a Thursday morning, and would have them ready; the mess-cook spiced the curry so exactly to his taste that more than one cook-book claimed it to be a species apart and labeled it with his name. If he frowned, the troopers knew somebody had tried to flatter him; if he smiled, the regiment grinned; and when his face lacked all expression, though his eyes were more than usually quick, officer, non-commissioned officer and man alike would sit tight in the saddle, so to speak, and gather up their reins.

His mood was recognized that afternoon as he drove back from the club while he was yet four hundred yards away, although twilight was closing down. The waler mare  sixteen three and a half, with one white stocking and a blaze that could be seen from the sky-line  brought his big dog-cart through the street mud at a speed which would have insured the arrest of the driver of a motor; but that, if anything, was a sign of ordinary health.

Nor was the way he took the corner by the barrack gate, on one wheel, any criterion; he always did it, just as he never failed to acknowledge the sentrys salute by raising his whip. It needed the observant eyes of Outrams Own to detect the rather strained calmness and the almost inhumanly active eye.

Beware! called the sentry, while he was yet three hundred yards away. Be awake!

Be awake! Be awake! Beware!

The warning went from lip to lip, troop to troop, from squadron stables on to squadron stables, until six hundred men were ready for all contingencies. A civilian might not have recognized the difference, but Kirbys soldier servant awakened from his nap on the colonels door-mat and straightened his turban in a hurry, perfectly well aware that there was something in the wind.

It was too early to dress for dinner yet; too late to dress for games of any kind. The servant was nonplussed. He stood in silence, awaiting orders that under ordinary circumstances, or at an ordinary hour, would have been unnecessary. But for a while no orders came. The only sound in those extremely unmarried quarters was the steady drip of water into a flat tin bath that the servant had put beneath a spot where the roof leaked; the rain had ceased but the ceiling cloth still drooped and drooled.

Suddenly Kirby threw himself backward into a long chair, and the servant made ready for swift action.

Present my compliments to Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh sahib, and ask him to be good enough to see me here.

The servant saluted and was gone. Kirby relapsed again into the depth of the chair, staring at the wall in front of him, letting his eye travel from one to another of the accurately spaced-out pictures, pieces of furniture and trophies that proclaimed him unmarried. There was nothing whatever in his quarters to decoy him from his love. There were polo sticks in a corner where a woman would have placed a standard lamp, and where the flowers should have stood was a chest to hold horse-medicines. There was a vague smell about the place of varnish, polish and good leather.

The servant was back again, stiff at the salute, within five minutes.

Ne hai.

Not there? Not where? Not in his quarters? Then go and find him. Ask where he is. Hurry!

So, since the regiment was keyed to watchfulness, it took about five minutes more before it was known that Ranjoor Singh was not in barracks. The servant returned to report that he had been seen driving toward the bazaar in a tikka-gharry.

Then entered Warrington, the adjutant, and the servant was dismissed at once.

Bad business, said Warrington, looking thoroughly cheerful.

What now?

One of Squadron Ds men murdered in the bazaar this afternoon. Bodys in the morgue in charge of the police. Nother man who was with him apparently missing. No explanation, and the plice say there arent any clues.

He twisted at a little black mustache and began to hum.

Know where Ranjoor Singh is by any chance? asked Kirby.

Give me three guesses  no, two. One  hes raising hell with all the police in Delhi. Two  hes at the scene of the murder, doing detective work on his own. I heard hed driven away  and, anyhow, its his squadron. Mans probably his second cousin, twenty or thirty times removed.

Send somebody to find him! ordered Kirby.

Say you want to have a word with him?

Kirby nodded, and Warrington swaggered out, humming to himself exactly as he hoped to be humming when his last grim call should come, the incarnation of efficiency, awake and very glad. A certain number of seconds after he had gone two mounted troopers clattered out toward the bazaar. Ten minutes later Warrington returned.

D Squadrons squattin on its hunkers in rings an lookin gloomy, he said, as if he were announcing some good news that had a touch of humor in it. By the look of em youd say theyd been passed over for active service and were meditatin matrimony.

By gad, Warrington! You dont know how near that guess is to the truth!

Kirbys lips were smiling, but his voice was hard. Warrington glanced quickly at him once and then looked serious.

You mean

Yes, said Kirby.

Has it broken yet?

No.

Is it goin to break?

Looks like it. Looks to me as if its all been prearranged. Our crowd are sparring for time, and the Prussians are all in a hurry. Looks that way to me.

And you mean  theres a chance  even a chance of us  of Outrams Own bein out of it? Beg your pardon, sir, but are you serious?

Yes, said Kirby, and Warringtons jaw fell.

Any details that are not too confidential for me to know? asked Warrington.

Tell you all about it after Ive had a word with Ranjoor Singh.

Hadnt I better go and help look for him?

Yes, if you like.

So, within another certain number of split seconds, Captain Charlie Warrington rode, as the French say, belly-to-the-earth, and the fact that the monsoon chose that instant to let pour another Noahs deluge seemed to make no difference at all to his ardor or the pace to which he spurred his horse.

An angry police officer grumbled that night at the club about the arrogance of all cavalrymen, but of one Warrington in particular.

Wanted to know, by the Big Blue Bull of Bashan, whether I knew when a case was serious or not! Yes, he did! Seemed to think the murder of one sowar was the only criminal case in all Delhi, and had the nerve to invite me to set every constable in what he termed my parish on the one job. What did I say? Told him to call tomorrow, of course  said Id see. Gad! You should have heard him swear then  thought his eyes ud burn holes in my tunic. Went careering out of the office as if war had been declared.

Talking of war, said somebody, nursing a long drink under the swinging punkah, do you suppose

So the manners of Indias pet cavalry were forgotten at once in the vortex of the only topic that had interest for any one in clubdom, and it was not noticed whether Warrington or his colonel, or any other officer of native cavalry looked in at the club that night.



Warrington rode into the rain at the same speed at which he had galloped to the police station, overhauled one of the mounted troopers whom he himself had sent in search of Ranjoor Singh, rated him soundly in Punjabi for loafing on the way, and galloped on with the troop-horse laboring in his wake. He reined in abreast of the second trooper, who had halted by a cross-street and was trying to appear to enjoy the deluge.

Any word? asked Warrington.

I spoke with two who said he entered by that door  that small door down the passage, sahib, where there is no light. It is a teak door, bolted and with no keyhole on the outside.

Good for you, said Warrington, glancing quickly up and down the wet street, where the lamps gleamed deceptively in pools of running water. There seemed nobody in sight; but that is a bold guess in Delhi, where the shadows all have eyes.

He gave a quiet order, and trooper number one passed his reins to number two.

Go and try that door. Kick it in if you can  but be quick, and try not to be noisy!

The trooper swung out of the saddle and obeyed, while Warrington and the other man faced back to back, watching each way against surprise. In India, as in lands less civilized, the cavalry are not allowed to usurp the functions of police, and the officer or man who tries it does so at his own risk. There came a sound of sudden thundering on teak that ceased after two minutes.

The door is stout. There is no answer from within, said the trooper.

Then wait here on foot, commanded Warrington. Get under cover and watch. Stay here until youre relieved, unless something particularly worth reporting happens; in that case, hurry and report. For instance  he hesitated, trying to imagine something out of the unimaginable suppose the risaldar-major were to come out, then give him the message and come home with him. But  oh, suppose the place takes fire, or theres a riot, or you hear a fight going on inside  then hurry to barracks  understand?

The wet trooper nodded and saluted.

Get into a shadow, then, and keep as dry as you can, ordered Warrington. Come on! he called to the other man.

And a second later he was charging through the street as if he rode with despatches through a zone of rifle fire. Behind him clattered a rain-soaked trooper and two horses.

Colonel Kirby stepped out of his bathroom just as Warrington arrived, and arranged his white dress-tie before the sitting-room mirror.

Looks fishy to me, sir, said Warrington, hurrying in and standing where the rain from his wet clothes would do least harm.

There was a space on the floor between two tiger-skins where the matting was a little threadbare. Messengers, orderlies or servants always stood on that spot. After a moment, however, Kirbys servant brought Warrington a bathroom mat.

How dye mean?

Warrington explained.

What did the police say?

Said they were busy.

Now, I could go to the club, mused Kirby, and see Hetherington, and have a talk with him, and get him to sign a search-warrant. Armed with that, we could

Perhaps persuade a police officer to send two constables with it tomorrow morning! said Warrington, with a grin.

Yes, said Kirby.

And if we do much on our own account well fall foul of the Indian Penal Code, which altereth every week, said Warrington.

If it werent for the fact that I particularly want a word with him, said Kirby, giving a last tweak to his tie and reaching out for his mess-jacket that the servant had laid on a chair, thered not be much ground that I can see for action of any kind. He has a right to go where he likes.

That point of view did not seem to have occurred to Warrington before; nor did he quite like it, for he frowned.

On the other hand, said Kirby, diving into his mess-jacket and shrugging his neat shoulders until they fitted into it as a charger fits into his skin, under the circumstances  and taking into consideration certain private information that has reached me  if I were supposed to be behind a bolted door in the bazaar, Id rather appreciate it if Ranjoor Singh, for instance, were to  ah  take action of some kind.

Exactly, sir.

Hallo  whats that?



A motor-car, driven at racing speed, thundered up the lane between the old stacked cannon and came to a panting standstill by the colonels outer door. A gruff question was answered gruffly, and a mans step sounded on the veranda. Then the servant flung the door wide, and a British soldier stepped smartly into the room, saluted and held out a telegram.

Kirby tore it open. His eyes blazed, but his hands were steady. The soldier held out a receipt book and a pencil, and Kirby took time to scribble his initials in the proper place. Warrington, humming to himself, began to squeeze the rain out of his tunic to hide impatience. The soldier saluted, faced about and hurried to the waiting car. Then Kirby read the telegram. He nodded to Warrington. Warrington, his finger-ends pressed tight into his palms and his forearms quivering, raised one eyebrow.

Yes, said Kirby.

War, sir?

War.

Were under orders?

Not yet. It says, War likely to be general. Be ready. Here, read it for yourself.

They wouldnt have sent us that if

Addressed to 0.C. troops. They had those ready written out and sent one to every O.C. on the list the second they knew.

Well, sir?

Leave the room, Lal Singh!

The servant, who was screwing up his courage to edge nearer, did as he was told.

Kirby stood still, facing the mirror, with both arms behind him.

Theyre certain to send native Indian troops to Europe, he said.

Were ready, sir! Were ready to a shoe-string! Well go first!

Well be last, Warrington, supposing we go at all, unless we find Ranjoor Singh! Theyll send us to do police work in Bengal, or to guard the Bombay docks and watch the other fellows go. Im going to the club. Youd better come with me. Hurry into dry clothes. He glanced at the clock. Well just have time to drive past the house where you say hes supposed to be, if you hurry.

The last three words were lost, for Captain Warrington had turned into a thunderbolt and disappeared; the noise of his going was as when a sudden windstorm slams all the doors at once. A moment later he could be heard shouting from outside his quarters to his servant to be ready for him.

He certainly bathed, for the noise of the tub overturning when he was done with it was unmistakable. And eight minutes after his departure he was back again, dressed, cloaked and ready.

Got your pistol, sir?

Yes, said Kirby.

Thought Id bring mine along. You never know, you know.

Together they climbed into the colonels dog-cart, well smothered under waterproofs. Kirby touched up another of his road-devouring walers, the sais grabbed at the back seat and jumped for his life, and they shot out of the compound, down the line of useless cannon and out into the street, taking the corner as the honor of the regiment required. Then the two big side-lamps sent their shafts of light straight down the metalled, muddy road, and the horse settled down between them to do his equine demdest; there was a touch on the reins he recognized.



They reached the edge of the bazaar to find the crowd stirring, although strangely mute.

Theyll have got the news in an hour from now, said Kirby. They can smell it already.

Wonder how much truth there is in all this talk about German merchants and propaganda.

H-rrrrr-umph! said Kirby.

Steady, sir! Lookout!

The near wheel missed a native woman by a fraction of an inch, and her shrill scream followed them. But Kirby kept his eyes ahead, and the shadows continued to flash by them in a swift procession until Warrington leaned forward, and then Kirby leaned back against the reins.

There he is, sir!

They reined to a halt, and a drenched trooper jumped up behind to kneel on the back seat and speak in whispers.

No sign of him at all? asked Kirby.

No, sahib. But there has been a light behind a shutter above there. It comes and goes. They light it and extinguish it.

Has anybody come out of that door?

No, sahib.

None gone in?

None.

Any other door to the place?

There may be a dozen, sahib. That is an old house, and it backs up against six others.

What we suffer from in this country is information, said Warrington, beginning to hum to himself.

But Kirby signed to the trooper, and the man began to scramble out of the cart.

Between now and our return, report to the club if anything happens, called Warrington.

The whip swished, the horse shot forward, and they were off again as if they would catch up with the hurrying seconds. People scattered to the right and left in front of them; a constable at a street crossing blew his whistle frantically; once the horse slipped in a deep puddle, and all but came to earth; but they reached the club without mishap and drove up the winding drive at a speed more in keeping with convention.

Oh, hallo, Kirby! Glad youve come! said a voice.

Evening, sir!

Kirby descended, almost into the arms of a general in evening dress. They walked into the club together, leaving the adjutant wondering what to do. He decided to follow them at a decent distance, still humming and looking happy enough for six men.

Youll be among the first, said the general. Are you ready, Kirby  absolutely ready?

Yes,

The wires are working to the limit. It isnt settled yet whether troops go from here via Canada or the Red Sea  probably wont be until the Navys had a chance to clear the road. All thats known  yet  is that Belgiums invaded, and that every living man-jack who can be hurried to the front in time to keep the Germans out of Paris will be sent. Hold yourself ready to entrain any minute, Kirby.

Is martial law proclaimed yet? asked Kirby in a voice that the general seemed to think was strained, for he looked around sharply.

Not yet. Why?

Information, sir. Anything else?

No. Good night.

Good night, sir.

Kirby nearly ran into Warrington as he hurried back toward the door.

Find a police officer! he ordered.

They all passed you a minute ago, sir, answered Warrington. Theyre headed for police headquarters. Heard one of em say so.

Kirby pulled himself together. A stranger would not have noticed that he needed it, but Warrington at his elbow saw the effort and was glad.

Go to police headquarters, then, he ordered. Try to get them to bring a dozen men and search that house; but dont say that Ranjoor Singhs in there.

Wherell I find you, sir?

Barracks. Oh, by the way, were a sure thing for the front.

I knew there was some reason why I kept feelin cheerful! said Warrington. The risaldar-major looks like gettin left.

Unless, said Kirby, you can get the police to act tonight  or unless martial laws proclaimed at once, and I can think of an excuse to search the house with a hundred men myself. Find somebody to give you a lift. So long.

Kirby swung into his dog-cart, the sais did an acrobatic turn behind, and again the horse proceeded to lower records. Zigzag-wise, through streets that were growing more and yet more thronged instead of silent, they tore barrack- ward, missing men by a miracle every twelve yards. Kirbys eyes were on a red blotch, now, that danced and glowed above the bazaar a mile ahead. It reminded him of pain.

Presently the horse sniffed smoke, and notified as much before settling down into his stride again. The din of hoarse excitement reached Kirbys ears, and in a moment more a khaki figure leaped out of a shadow and a panting trooper snatched at the back seat, was grabbed by the sais, and swung up in the rear.

Sahib

All right. I know, said Kirby, though he did not know how he knew.

They raced through another dozen streets until the glare grew blinding and the smoke nearly choked him. Then they were stopped entirely by the crowd, and Colonel Kirby sat motionless; for he had a nearly perfect view of a holocaust. The house in which Ranjoor Singh was supposed to be was so far burned that little more than the walls was standing.


CHAPTER 6

The North Wind hails from the Northern snows,
(His voice is loud  oh, listen ye!)
He cried of death  the death he knows  
Of the mountain death. (Oh, listen ye!)
Who looks to the North for love looks long!
Who goes to the North for gain goes wrong!
Mens hearts are hard, and the goods belong
To the strong in the North! (Oh, listen ye!)
Whose lot is fair  who loves his life  
Walks wide, stays wide of the Northern knife!
(Ye men o the world, oh, listen ye!)

 from Yasminis Song.



THERE were police and to spare now, nor any doubt of it. Even the breath of wars beginning could not keep them elsewhere when a fire had charge in the densest quarters of the danger zone. The din of ancient Delhi roared skyward, and the Delhi crowd surged and fought to be nearer to the flame; but the police already had a cordon around the building, and another detachment was forcing the swarms of men and women into eddying movement in which something like a system developed presently, for there began to be a clear space in which the fire brigade could work.

Any bodies recovered? asked Colonel Kirby, leaning from the seat of his high dogcart to speak to the English fireman who stood sentry over the water- plug.

No, sir. The fire had too much headway before the alarm went in. When we got here the whole lower part was red-hot.

Any means of escape from the building from the rear?

As many as from a rat-run, sir. That house is as old as Delhi  about; and there are as many galleries up above connecting with houses at the rear as there are run-holes from cellar to cellar.

Any chance for anybody down in the cellar?

Doubt it, sir. The fire started there; the waterll do what the fire left undone. Pretty bad trap, sir, I should say, if you asked me.

No reports of escape or rescue?

None that Ive heard tell of.

And the house seems doomed, eh? Be some days before they can sort the debris over?

Lucky if we save the ten houses nearest it! Look, sir! There she goes!

The roof fell in, sending five separate volumes of red sparks up into the cloudy night as floor after floor collapsed beneath the weight. The thunder of it was almost drowned in a roar of delight, for the crowd, sensing the new spirit of its masters, was in a mood for the terrible. Then silence fell, as if that had been an overture.

Out of the silence and through the sea of hot humanity, the white of his dress-shirt showing through the unbuttoned front of a military cloak, Warrington rode a borrowed Arab pony, the ponys owners sais running beside him to help clear a passage. Warrington was still humming to himself as he dismissed both sais and pony and climbed up beside Kirby in the dog-cart.

If Ranjoor Singhs in that house, hes in a predicament, he said cheerfully. I went to police headquarters, and the first officer I spoke to told me to go to hell. So I went into the next office, where all the big panjandrums hide  and some of the little ones  and they told me what you know, sir, that the house is in flames and every policeman who can be spared is on the job, so I came to see. If Ranjoor Singhs in there  but I dont believe he is!

Why dont you?

I dont believe the Lord ud send us active service  not a real red war against a real enemy  and play a low-down trick on Ranjoor Singh. Ranjoor Singhs a gentleman. It wouldnt be sportsmanlike to let him die before the game begins.

For a minute or two they watched the sparks go up and the crowd striking at the rats that still seemed to find some place of exit.

Theres a place below there that isnt red  hot yet, said Kirby. Those rats are not cooked through. Did you tell the police that you wanted a search warrant?

Yes. Might as well argue with an ant-heap. All of em too busy tryin for commissions in the Volunteers to listen. Theyve got it all cut an dried  somebody in the basement upset a lamp, according to them  nobody upstairs  nobody to turn in the alarm until the fire had complete charge! They offer to prove it when the fires out and they can sort the ashes.

Um-m-m! Tell em a trooper of ours saw a light there?

Yes.

What did they say?

Doubtless the lamp that was kicked over!

Colonel Kirby clucked to his horse and worked a way out to the edge of the crowd with the skill of one whose business is to handle men in quantity. Then he shot like a dart up side streets and made for barracks by a detour.

Gad! said Warrington suddenly.

Whos told em dyou suppose?

Dunno, sir. News leaks in Delhi like water from a lump of ice.

In the darkness of the barrack wall there were more than a thousand men, women and children, many of them Sikhs, who clamored to be told things, and by the gate was a guard of twenty men drawn up to keep the crowd at bay. The shrill voices of the women drowned the answers of the native officer as well as the noise of the approaching wheels, and the guard had to advance into the road to clear a way for its colonel.

The native officer saluted and grinned.

Is it true, sahib? he shouted, and Kirby raised his whip in the affirmative. From that instant the guard began to make more noise than the crowd beyond the wall.

Kirby whipped his horse and took the drive that led to his quarters at a speed there was no overhauling. He wanted to be alone. But his senior major had forestalled him and was waiting by his outer door.

Oh, hallo, Brammle. Yes, come in.

Is it peace, Jehu? asked Brammle.

War. Well be the first to go. No, no route yet  likely to get it any minute.

Ill bet, then. Bet you its Bombay  a P. and O.  Red Sea and Marseilles! Oh, who wouldnt be light cavalry? First-class all the way, first aboard, and first crack at em! Any orders, sir?

Yes. Take charge. Im going out, and Warringtons going with me. Dont know how long well be gone. If anybody asks for me, tell him Ill be back soon. Tell the men.

Somebodys told em  listen!

Tell em that whoever misbehaves from now forward will be left behind. Give em my definite promise on that point!

Anything else, sir?

No.

Then see you later.

See you later.

The major went away, and Kirby turned to his adjutant.

Go and order the closed shay, Warrington. Pick a driver who wont talk. Have some grub sent in here to me, and join me at it in half an hour; say fifteen minutes later. Ive some things to see to.

Kirby wanted very much to be alone. The less actual contact a colonel has with his men, and the more he has with his officers, the better  as a rule; but it does not pay to think in the presence of either. Officers and men alike should know him as a man-who-has-thought, a man in whose voice is neither doubt nor hesitation.

Thirty minutes later Warrington found him just emerging from a brown study.

Indias all roots-in-the-air an dancin! he remarked cheerfully. There was a babu sittin by the barrack gate who offers to eat a German a day, as long as well catch em for him. Hes the same man that was tryin for a job as clerk the other day.

Fat man?

Very.

Uh-h-h! No credentials  bad hat! Send him packing?

The guard did.

Food was laid on a small table by a silent servant who had eyes in the back of his head and ears that would have caught and analyzed the lightest whisper; but the colonel and his adjutant ate hurriedly in silence, and the only thing remarkable that the servant was able to report to the regiment afterward was that both drank only water. Since all Sikhs are supposed to be abstainers from strong drink, that was accepted as a favorable omen.

The shay arrived on time to the second. It was the only closed carriage the regiment owned  a heavy C-springed landau thing, taken over from the previous mess. The colonel peered through outer darkness at the box seat, but the driver did not look toward him; all he could see was that there was only one man on the box.

Where to? asked Warrington.

The club.

Warrington jumped in after him, and the driver sent his pair straining at the traces as if they had a gun behind them. Three hundred yards beyond the barrack wall Colonel Kirby knelt on the front seat and poked the driver from behind.

Oh! You? he remarked, as he recognized a native risaldar of D Squadron. Until the novelty wears off it would disconcert any man to discover suddenly that his coachman is a troop commander.

Dyou know a person named Yasmini? he asked.

Who does not, sahib?

Drive us to her house  in a hurry!

The immediate answer was a plunge as the whip descended on both horses and the heavy carriage began to sway like a boat in a beam-sea swell. They tore through streets that were living streams of human beings  streams that split apart to let them through and closed like water again behind them. With his spurred heels on the front seat, Warrington hummed softly to himself as ever, happy, so long as there were only action.

Ive heard India spoken of as dead, he remarked after a while. Gad! Look at that color against the darkness!

If Ranjoor Singh is dead, Im going to know it! said Colonel Kirby. And if he isnt dead, Im going to dig him out or know the reason why. Theres been foul play, Warrington. I happen to know that Ranjoor Singh has been suspected in a certain quarter. Incidentally, I staked my own reputation on his honesty this afternoon. And besides, we cant afford to lose a wing commander such as he is on the eve of the real thing. Weve got to find him!

Once or twice as they flashed by a street-lamp they were recognized as British officers, and then natives, who would have gone to some trouble to seem insolent a few hours before, stopped to half-turn and salaam to them.

Wonder how theyd like German rule for a change? mused Warrington.

India doesnt often wear her heart on her sleeve, said Kirby.

Its there tonight! said Warrington. Indias awake, if this is Delhi and not a nightmare! Indias makin love to the British soldier-man!

They tore through a city that is polychromatic in the daytime and by night a dream of phantom silhouettes. But, that night, day and night were blended in one uproar, and the Chandni Chowk was at flood-tide, wave on wave of excited human beings pouring into it from a hundred by-streets and none pouring out again.

So the risaldar drove across the Chandni Chowk, fighting his way with the aid of whip and voice, and made a wide circuit through dark lanes where groups of people argued at the corners, and sometimes a would-be holy man preached that the end of the world had come.



They reached Yasminis from the corner farthest from the Chandni Chowk, and sprang out of the carriage the instant that the risaldar drew rein.

Wait within call! commanded Kirby, and the risaldar raised his whip.

Then, with his adjutant at his heels, Colonel Kirby dived through the gloomy opening in a wall that Yasmini devised to look as little like an approach to her  or heaven  as possible.

Wonder if hes brought us to the right place? he whispered, sniffing into the moldy darkness.

Dunno, sir. Therere stairs to your left.

They caught the sound of faint flute music on an upper floor, and as Kirby felt cautiously for his footing on the lower step Warrington began to whistle softly to himself. Next to war, an adventure of this kind was the nearest he could imagine to sheer bliss, and it was all he could do to contrive to keep from singing.

The heavy teak stairs creaked under their joint weight, and though their eyes could not penetrate the upper blackness, yet they both suspected rather than sensed some one waiting for them at the top,

Kirbys right hand instinctively sought a pocket in his cloak. Warrington felt for his pistol, too.

For thirty or more seconds  say, three steps  they went up like conspirators, trying to move silently and holding to the rail; then the absurdity of the situation appealed to both, and without a word said each stepped forward like a man, so that the staircase resounded.

They stumbled on a little landing after twenty steps, and wasted about a minute knocking on what felt like the panels of a door; but then Warrington peered into the gloom higher up and saw dim light.

So they essayed a second flight of stairs, in single file as before, and presently  when they had climbed some ten steps and had turned to negotiate ten more that ascended at an angle  a curtain moved a little, and the dim light changed to a sudden shaft that nearly blinded them.

Then a heavy black curtain was drawn back on rings, and a hundred lights, reflected in a dozen mirrors, twinkled and flashed before them so that they could not tell which way to turn. Somewhere there was a glass-bead curtain, but there were so many mirrors that they could not tell which was the curtain and which were its reflections.

The curtains all parted, and from the midst of each there stepped a little nutbrown maid, who seemed too lovely to be Indian. Even then they could not tell which was maid and which reflections until she spoke.

Will the sahibs give their names? she asked in Hindustani; and her voice suggested flutes.

She smiled, and her teeth were whiter than a pipe-clayed sword-belt; there is nothing on earth whiter than her teeth were.

Colonel Kirby and Captain Warrington said Kirby.

Will the sahibs state their business?

No!

Then whom do the sahibs seek to see?

Does a lady live here named Yasmini?

Surely, sahib.

I wish to talk with her.

A dozen little maids seemed to step back through a dozen swaying curtains, and a second later for the life of them they could neither of them tell through which it was that the music came and the smell of musk and sandal- smoke. But she came back and beckoned to them, laughing over her shoulder and holding the middle curtain apart for them to follow.

So, one after the other, they followed her, Kirby  as became a seriously-minded colonel on the eve of war  feeling out of place and foolish, but Warrington, possessed by such a feeling of curiosity as he had never before tasted.

The heat inside the room they entered was oppressive, in spite of a great open window at which sat a dozen maids, and of the punkahs swinging overhead, so Kirby undid his cloak and walked revealed, a soldier in mess dress.

Look at innocence aware of itself! whispered Warrington.

Shut up! commanded Kirby, striding forward.

A dozen  perhaps more  hillmen, of three or four different tribes, had sat back against one wall and looked suspicious when they entered, but at sight of Kirbys military clothes they had looked alarmed and moved as if a whip had been cracked not far away. The Northern adventurer does not care to be seen at his amusements, nor does he love to be looked in on by men in uniform.

But the little maid beckoned them on, still showing her teeth and tripping in front of them as if a gust of wind were blowing her. Her motion was that of a dance reduced to a walk for the sake of decorum.

Through another glass-bead curtain at the farther end of the long room she led them to a second room, all hung about with silks and furnished with deep-cushioned divans. There were mirrors in this room, too, so that Kirby laughed aloud to see how incongruous and completely out of place he and his adjutant locked. His gruff laugh came so suddenly that the maid nearly jumped out of her skin.

Will the sahibs be seated? she asked almost in a whisper, as if they had half-frightened the life out of her, and then she ran out of the room so quickly that they were only aware of the jingling curtain.

So they sat down, Kirby trying the cushions with his foot until he found some firm enough to allow him to retain his dignity. Cavalry dress-trousers are not built to sprawl on cushions in; a man should sit reasonably upright or else stand.

Ill say this for myself, he grunted, as he settled into place, its the first time in my life I was ever inside a native womans premises.

Warrington did not commit himself to speech.

They sat for five minutes looking about them, Warrington beginning to be bored, but Kirby honestly interested by the splendor of the hangings and the general atmosphere of Eastern luxury. It was Warrington who grew uneasy first.

Feel as if any one was lookin at you, sir? he asked out of one side of his mouth. And then Kirby noticed it, and felt his collar awkwardly.

In all the world there is nothing so well calculated to sap a mans prepossession as the feeling that he is secretly observed. There was no sound, no movement, no sign of any one, and Warrington looked in the mirrors keenly while he pretended to be interested in his little mustache. Yet the sweat began to run down Colonel Kirbys temples, and he felt at his collar again to make sure that it stood upright.

Yes, he said, I do. Im going to get up and walk about.

He paced the length of the long room twice, turning quickly at each end, but detecting no movement and no eyes. Then he sat down again beside Warrington; but the feeling still persisted.

Suddenly a low laugh startled them, a delicious laugh, full of camaraderie, that would have disarmed the suspicion of a wolf. Just as unexpectedly a curtain less than a yard away from Kirby moved, and she stood before them  Yasmini. She could only be Yasmini. Besides, she had jasmine flowers worked into her hair.

Like a pair of bull buffaloes startled from their sleep, the colonel and his adjutant shot to their feet and faced her, and to their credit let it be recorded that they dropped their eyes, both of them. They felt like bounders. They hated themselves for breaking in on such loveliness.

Will the sahibs not be seated again? she asked them in a velvet voice; and, sweating in the neck, they each sat down.

Now that the first feeling of impropriety had given way to curiosity, neither had eyes for anything but her. Neither had ever seen anything so beautiful, so fascinating, so impudently lovely. She was laughing at them; each knew it, yet neither felt resentful.

Well? she asked in Hindustani, and arched her eyebrows questioning.

And Colonel Kirby stammered because she had made him think of his mother, and the tender prelude to a curtain lecture. Yet this woman was not old enough to have been his wife!

I-I-I came to ask about a friend of mine  by name Risaldar  Major Ranjoor Singh. I understand you know him?

She nodded, and Kirby fought with a desire to let his mind wander. The subtle hypnotism that the East knows how to stage and use was creeping over him. She stood so close! She seemed so like the warm soft spirit of all womanhood that only the measured rising and falling of her bosom, under the gauzy drapery, made her seem human and not a spirit. Subtly, ever so cunningly, she had contrived to touch a chord in Colonel Kirbys heart that he did not know lived any more. Warrington was speechless; he could not have trusted himself to speak. She had touched another chord in him.

He came here more than once, or so Ive been given to understand, said Kirby, and his own voice startled him, for it seemed harsh. He is said to have listened to a lecture here  I was told the lecture was delivered by a German  and there was some sort of a fracas outside in the street afterward. Im told some of his squadron were near, and they thrashed a man. Now, Ranjoor Singh is missing.

So? said Yasmini, arching her whole lithe body into a setting for the prettiest yawn that Kirby had ever seen. So the Jat is missing! Yes, he came here, sahib. He was never invited, but he came. He sat here saying nothing until it suited him to sit where another man was; then he struck the other man  so, with the sole of his foot  and took the mans place, and heard what he came to hear. Later, outside in the street, he and his men set on the Afridi whom he had struck with his foot and beat him.

I have heard a variation of that, said Kirby.

Have you ever heard, sahib, that he who strikes the wearer of a Northern knife is like to feel that knife? So Ranjoor Singh, the Jat, is missing?

Yes, said Kirby, frowning, for he was not pleased to hear Ranjoor Singh spoken of slightingly. A Jat may be a good enough man, and usually is, but a Sikh is a Jat who is better.

And if he is missing, what has that to do with me? asked Yasmini.

I have heard  men say

Yes? she said, laughing, for it amused her almost more than any other thing to see dignity disarmed.

Men say that you know most of what goes on in Delhi

And  ? She was Impudence arrayed in gossamer.

Colonel Kirby pulled himself together; after all, it was not for long that anything less than an army corps could make him feel unequal to a situation. This woman was the loveliest thing he had ever seen, but ...

Ive come to find out whether Ranjoor Singhs alive or dead, he said sternly, and, if hes alive, to take him away with me.

She smiled as graciously as evening smiles on the seeded plains, and sank on to a divan with the grace it needs a life of dancing to bestow.

Sahib, she said, with a suddenly assumed air of candidness, they have told the truth. There is little that goes on in Delhi  in the world  that I can not hear of if I will. The winds of the world flow in and out of these four walls.

Then where is Ranjoor Singh? asked Colonel Kirby.

She did not hesitate an instant. He was watching her amazing eyes that surely would have betrayed her had she been at a moments loss; they did not change nor darken for a second.

How much, does the sahib know already? she asked calmly, as if she wished to spare him an unnecessary repetition of mere beginnings.

A trooper of D Squadron  thats Ranjoor Singhs squadron  was murdered in the bazaar this afternoon. The risaldar-major went to the morgue to identify the body  drove through the bazaar, and possibly discovered some clue to the murderer. At all events, he is known to have entered a house in the bazaar, and that house is now in flames.

The sahib knows that much? And am I to quell the flames? asked Yasmini.

She neither sat nor lay on the divan. She was curled on it, leaning on an elbow, like an imp from another world.

Who owns that house? asked Kirby, since he could think of nothing else to ask.

That is the House of the Eight Half-Brothers, said Yasmini. He who built it had eight wives, and a son by each. That was ages ago, and the descendants of the eight half-brothers are all at law about the ownership. There are many stories told about that house.

Suddenly she broke into laughter, leaning on her hand and mocking them as Puck mocked mortals. A man could not doubt her. Colonel and adjutant, both men who had seen grim service and both self-possessed as a rule, knew that she could read clean through them, and that from the bottom of her deep, wise soul she was amused.

I am from the North, she said, and the North is cold; there is little mercy in the hills, and I was weaned amid them. Yet  would the sahib not better beg of me?

How dye mean? asked Kirby, surprised into speaking English.

Three days ago there came a wind that told me of war  of a world-war, surely not this time stillborn. Two years ago the same wind brought me news of its conception, though the talk of the world was then of universal peace and of horror at a war that was. Now, tonight, this greatest war is loose, born and grown big within three days, but conceived two years ago  Russia, Germany, Austria, France are fighting  is it not so? Am I wrong?

I came to ask about Ranjoor Singh, said Colonel Kirby, twisting at his closely cropped mustache.

There was a hint of iron in his voice, and he was obviously not the man to threaten and not fulfill. But she laughed in his face.

All in good time! she answered him. You shall beg for your Ranjoor Singh, and then perhaps he shall step forth from the burning house! But first you shall know why you must beg.

She clapped her hands, and a maid appeared. She gave an order, and the maid brought sherbet that Kirby sniffed suspiciously before tasting. Again she laughed deliciously.

Does the sahib think that he could escape alive from this room did I will otherwise? she asked. Would I need to drug  I who have so many means?

Now, it is a maxim of light cavalry that the best means of defence lies in attack; a threat of force should be met by a show of force, and force by something quicker. Kirbys eyes and his adjutants met. Each felt for his hidden pistol. But she laughed at them with mirth that was so evidently unassumed that they blushed to their ears.

Look! she said; and they looked.

Two great grey cobras, male and female, swayed behind them less than a yard away, balanced for the strike, hoods raised. The awful, ugly black eyes gleamed with malice. And a swaying cobras head is not an easy thing to hit with an automatic-pistol bullet, supposing, for wild imaginations sake, that the hooded devil does not strike first.

It is not wise to move! purred Yasmini.

They did not see her make any sign, though she must have made one, for their eyes were fixed on the swaying snakes, and their brains were active with the problem of whether to try to shoot or not. It seemed to them that the snakes reached a resolution first, and struck. And in the same instant as each drew his pistol the hooded messengers of death were jerked out of sight by hands that snatched at horsehair from behind the hangings.

I have many such! smiled Yasmini, and they turned to meet her eyes again, hoping she could not read the fear in theirs. But that is not why the sahib shall beg of me. Kirby was not too overcome to notice the future tense. That is only a reason why the sahibs should forget their Western manners. But  if the pistols please the sahibs

They stowed their pistols away again and sat as if the very cushions might be stuffed with snakes, both of them aware that she had produced a mental effect which was more to her advantage than the pistols would have been had they made her a present of them. She gave a sudden shrill cry that startled them and made them look wildly for the door; but she had done no more than command a punkah-wallah, and the heavy-beamed punkah began to swing rhythmically overhead, adding, if that were possible, to the mesmeric spell.

Now, she said, I will tell a little of the why of things. And Colonel Kirby hoped it was the punkah, and not funk, that made the sweat stream down his neck until his collar was a mere uncomfortable mess. For more than a year there has been much talk in India. The winds have brought it all to me. There was talk  and the government has known it, for I am one of those who told the government  of a ripe time for a blow for independence.

There have been agents of another Power, pretending to be merchants, who have sown their seed carefully in the bazaars. And then there were natives in the pay of the merchants who had word with native sowars, saying that it is not well to be carried over sea to fight anothers quarrels. All this the government knew, though, of course, thou art not the government, but only a soldier with a ready pistol and a dull wit.

What bearing has this on Ranjoor Singh? asked Kirby. It was so long since he had been spoken to so bluntly that he could not sit still under it.

I am explaining why the colonel sahib shall beg for his Ranjoor Singh, she smiled. Does the fire burn yet, I wonder?

She struck a gong, and a maid appeared in the door like an instant echo.

Does the fire still burn? she asked.

The maid disappeared, and was gone five minutes, during which Kirby and Warrington sat in silent wonder. They wondered chiefly what the regiment would say if it knew  and whether the regiment would ever know. Then the maid came back.

It burns, she said. I can see flame from the roof, though not so much flame.

So, said Yasmini. Listen, sahibs.

It is doubtful if a trumpet could have summoned them away, for she had them bound in her spells, and each in a different spell, as her way is. She had little need to order them to listen.

The talk in the bazaars did little harm, for the fat bunnias know well whose rule has given them their pickings. They talk for the love of words, but they trade for the love of money, and the government protects their money. Nay, it was not the bunnias who mattered.

But there came a day when the rings of talk had reached the hills, and hillmen came to Delhi to hear more, as they ever have come since India was India. And it was clear then to the government that proof of disloyalty among the native regiments would set the hillmen screaming for a holy war  for the hills are cold, sahibs, and the hillmen have cold hearts and are quick to take advantage, even as I am, of others embarrassment. Hillmen have no mercy, Colonel sahib. I was weaned amid the hills.

It seemed to Kirby and Warrington both  for not all their wits were stupefied  that she was sparring for time. And then Warrington saw a face reflected in one of the mirrors and nudged Kirby, and Kirby saw it too. They both saw that she was watching it. It was a fat face, and it looked terrified, but the lips did not move and only the eyes had expression. In a moment a curtain seemed to be drawn in front of it, and Yasmini took up her tale.

And then, sahibs, as I have told already, there came a wind that whistled about war; and it pleased the government to know which, if any, of the native regiments had been affected by the talk. So a closer watch was set, then a net was drawn, and Ranjoor Singh ran into the net.

An antelope might blunder into a net set for a tiger, said Kirby. I am here to cut him out again.

Yasmini laughed.

With pistols to shoot the cobras and sweat to put out flame? Nay, what is there to cut but the dark that closes up again? Sahib, thou shalt beg for Ranjoor Singh, who struck a hillman in my house, he was so eager to hear treason!

Ranjoor Singhs honor and mine are one! said Colonel Kirby, using a native phrase that admits of no double meaning, and for a second Yasmini stared at him in doubt.

She had heard that phrase used often to express native regard for a native, or for an Englishman, but never before by an Englishman for a native.

Then beg for him! she grinned mischievously. Aye, I know the tale! It is the eve of war, and he commands a squadron, and there is need of him. Is it not so? Yet the house that he entered burns. And the hillmans knife is long and keen, sahib! Beg for him!

Kirby had risen to his feet, and Warrington followed suit. Kirbys self- possession was returning and she must have known it; perhaps she even intended that it should. But she lay curled on the divan, laughing up at him, and perfectly unimpressed by his recovered dignity.

If hes alive, and you know where he is, said Kirby, I will pay you your price. Name it!

Beg for him! There is no other price. The House of the Eight Half- Brothers burns! Beg for him!

Now, the colonel of a regiment of light cavalry is so little given to beg for things that the word beg has almost lapsed out of his vocabulary from desuetude.

I beg you to tell me where he is, he said stiffly, and she clapped her hands and laughed with such delight that he blushed to his ears again.

I have had a prince on his knees to me, and many a priest, she chuckled, aye, and many a soldier  but never yet a British colonel sahib. Kneel and beg!

Why  what  what dye mean? demanded Kirby.

Is his honor not your honor? I have heard it said. Then beg, Colonel sahib, on your knees  on those stiff British knees  beg for the honor of Ranjoor Singh!

Dyou mean  dyou mean  ?

Beg for his honor, and beg for his life, on your knees, Colonel sahib!

I could look the other way, sir, whispered Warrington, for the regiments need was very real.

Nay, both of you! Ye shall both beg! said Yasmini, or Ranjoor Singh shall taste a hillmans mercy. He shall die so dishonored that the regiment shall hang its head in shame.

Impossible! said Kirby. His honor is as good as mine!

Then beg for his and thine  on your knees, Colonel sahib!

Then it seemed to Colonel Kirby that the room began to swim, for what with the heat and what with an unconquerable dread of snakes, he was not in shape to play his will against this womans.

What if I kneel? he asked.

I will promise you Ranjoor Singh, alive and clean!

When?

In time!

In time for what?

Against the regiments need!

No use. I want him at once! said Colonel Kirby.

Then go, sahib! Put out the fire with the sweat that streams from thee! Nay, go, both of you  ye have my leave to go! And what is a Sikh risaldar more or less? Nay, go, and let the Jat die!

It is not to be written lightly that the British colonel of Outrams Own and his adjutant both knelt to a native woman  if she is a native  in a top back-room of a Delhi bazaar. But it has to be recorded that for the sake of Ranjoor Singh they did.

They knelt and placed their foreheads where she bade them, against the divan at her feet, and she poured enough musk in their hair, for the love of mischief, to remind them of what they had done until in the course of slowly moving nature the smell should die away. And then in a second the lights went out, each blown by a fan from behind the silken hangings.

They heard her silvery laugh, and they heard her spring to the floor. In cold, creeping sweat they listened to footsteps, and a little voice whispered in Hindustani:

This way, sahibs!

They followed, since there was nothing else to do and their pride was all gone, to be pushed and pulled by unseen hands and chuckling girls down stairs that were cut out of sheer blackness. And at the foot of the dark a voice that Warrington recognized shed new interest but no light on the mystery.

Salaam, sahibs, said a fat babu, backing through a door in front of them and showing himself silhouetted against the lesser outer darkness. Seeing regimental risaldar on the box seat, I took liberty. The risaldar-major is sending this by as yet unrewarded messenger, and word to the effect that back way out of burning house was easier than front way in. He sends salaam. I am unrewarded messenger.

He slipped something into Colonel Kirbys hands, and Kirby struck a match to examine it. It was Ranjoor Singhs ring that had the regimental crest engraved on it.

Not yet rewarded! said the babu.


CHAPTER 7

Let the strong take the wall of the weak,
(And theres plenty of room in the dust!)
Let the bully be brave, but the meek
No more in the way than he must.
Be crimson and ermine and gold,
Good lying and living and mirth,
(Oh, laugh and be fat!) the reward of the bold,
But  (sotto voce)  the meek shall inherit the earth!



THATS the man whose face was in the mirror! said Warrington suddenly, reaching out to seize the babus collar. Hes the man who wanted to be regimental clerk! Hes the man who was offering to eat a German a day! ... .No  stand still, and I wont hurt you!

Bring him out into the fresh air! ordered Kirby.

The illimitable sky did not seem big enough just then; four walls could not hold him. Kirby, colonel of light cavalry, and considered by many the soundest man in his profession, was in revolt against himself; and his collar was a beastly mess.

Hurry out of this hole, for heavens sake! he exclaimed.

So Warrington applied a little science to the babu, and that gentleman went out through a narrow door backward at a speed and at an angle that were new to him  so new that he could not express his sensations in the form of speech. The door shut behind them with a slam, and when they looked for it they could see no more than a mark in the wall about fifty yards from the bigger door by which they had originally entered.

Theres the carriage waiting, sir! said Warrington, and with a glance toward it to reassure himself, Kirby opened his mouth wide and filled his lungs three times with the fresh, rain-sweetened air.

There were splashes of rain falling, and he stood with bared head, face upward, as if the rain would wash Yasminis musk from him. It was nearly pitch- dark, but Warrington could just see that the risaldar on the box seat raised his whip to them in token of recognition.

Now then! Speak, my friend! What were you doing in there? demanded Warrington.

No, not here! said Kirby. We might be recognized. Bring him into the shay.

The babu uttered no complaint, but allowed himself to be pushed along at a trot ahead of the adjutant, and bundled head-foremost through the carriage door.

Drive slowly! ordered Kirby, clambering in last; and the risaldar sent the horses forward at a steady trot.

Now! said Warrington.

H-r-r-ump! said Kirby.

My God, gentlemen! said the babu. Sahibs, I am innocent of all complicitee in this or any other eventualitee. I am married man, having family responsibilitee and other handicaps. Therefore

Where did you get this ring? demanded Kirby.

That? Oh, that! said the babu. That is veree simplee told. That is simple little matter. There is nothing untoward in that connection. Risaldar- Major Ranjoor Singh, who is legal owner of ring, same being his property, gave it into my hand.

When?

Both men demanded to know that in one voice.

Sahibs, having no means of telling time, how can I guess?

How long ago? About how long ago?

Being elderly person of advancing years and much, adipose tissue, I am not able to observe more than one thing at a time. And yet many things have been forced on my attention. I do not know how long ago.

Since I saw you outside the barrack gate? demanded Warrington.

Oh, yes. Oh, certainly. By all means!

Less than two hours ago, then, sir! said Warrington, looking at his watch.

Then he isnt burned to death! said Kirby, with more satisfaction than he had expressed all the evening.

Oh, no, sir! Positivelee not, sahib! The risaldar-major is all vitalitee!

Where did he give you the ring?

Into the palm of my hand, sahib.

Where  in what place  in what street  at whose house?

At nobodys house, sahib. It was in the dark, and the dark is very big.

Did he give it you at Yasminis?

Oh, no, sahib! Positivelee not!

Where is he now?

Sahib, how should I know, who am but elderly person of no metaphysical attainments, only failed B.A.?

What did he say when he gave it to you?

Sahib, he threatened me!

Confound you, what did he say?

He said, Babuji, present this ring to Colonel Kirby sahib. You will find him, babuji, where you will find him, but in any case you will lose no time at all in finding him. When you have given the ring to him he will ask you questions, and you will say Ranjoor Singh said, All will presently be made clear; and should you forget the message, babuji, or should you fail to find him soon, there are those who will make it their urgent business, babuji, to open that belly of thine and see what is in it! So, my God, gentlemen! I am veree timid man! I have given the ring and the message, but how will they know that I have given it? I did not think of that! Moreover, I am unrewarded  I have no emolument  as yet!

How will who know? demanded Warrington.

They, sahib.

Who are they? asked Kirby.

The men who will investigate the inside of my belly, sahib. Oh, a belly is so sensitive! I am afraid!

Did he tell you who they were?

No, sahib. Had he done so, I would at once have sought police protection. Not knowing names of individuals, what was use of going to police, who would laugh at me? I went to Yasmini, who understands all things. She laughed, too; but she told me where is Colonel Kirby sahib.

Colonel Kirby became possessed of a bright idea, his first since Yasmini had thrown her spell over him.

Could you find the way, he asked, from here to wherever it was that Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh gave you that ring?

The babu thrust his head out of the carriage window and gazed into the dark for several minutes.

Conceivablee yes, sahib.

Then tell the driver where to turn!

I could direct with more discernment from box-seat, said the babu, with a hand on the door.

No, you dont! commanded Warrington.

Let go that handle! What I want to know is why were you so afraid at Yasminis?

I, sahib?

Yes, you! I saw your face in a mirror, and you were scared nearly to death. Of what?

Who is not afraid of Yasmini? Were the sahibs not also afraid?

Of what besides Yasmini were you afraid? Of what in particular?

Of her cobras, sahib!

What of them? demanded Warrington, with a reminiscent shudder.

Certain of her women showed them to me.

Why?

To further convince me, sahib, had that been necessary. Oh, but I was already quite convinced. Bravery is not my vade mecum!

Confound the man! To convince you of what?

That if I tell too much one of those snakes will shortlee be my bedmate. Ah! To think of it causes me to perspirate with sweat. Sahibs, that is a

You shall go to jail if you dont tell me what I want to know! said Kirby.

Ah, sahib, I was jail clerk once  dismissed for minor offenses but cumulative in effect. Being familiar with inside of jail, am able to make choice.

Get on the box-seat with him! commanded Kirby. Let him show the driver where to turn. But watch him! Keep hold of him!

So again the babu was propelled on an involuntary course, and Warrington proceeded to pinch certain of his fat parts to encourage him to mount the box with greater speed; but his helplessness became so obvious that Warrington turned friend and shoved him up at last, keeping hold of his loin-cloth when he wedged his own muscular anatomy into the small space left.

To the right, said the babu, pointing. And the risaldar drove to the right.

To the left, said the babu, and Warrington made note of the fact that they were not so very far away from the House of the Eight Half-Brothers.

Soon the babu began to scratch his stomach.

Whats the matter? demanded Warrington.

They said they would cut my belly open, sahib! A belly is so sensitive!

Warrington laughed sympathetically; for the fear was genuine and candidly expressed. The babu continued scratching.

To the right, he said after a while, and the risaldar drove to the right, toward where a Hindu temple cast deep shadows, and a row of trees stood sentry in spasmodic moonlight. In front of the temple, seated on a mat, was a wandering fakir of the none-too-holy type. By his side was a flat covered basket.

Look, sahib! said the babu; and Warrington looked.

My belly crawls!

Whats the matter, man?

He is a fakir. There are snakes in that basket  cobras, sahib! Ow- ow-ow!

Warrington, swaying precariously over the edge, held tight by the loin- cloth, depending on it as a yacht in a tideway would to three hundred pounds of iron.

Oh, cobras are so veree dreadful creatures! wailed the babu, caressing his waist again. Look, sahib! Look! Oh, look! Between devil and over-sea what should a man do? Ow!

The carriage lurched at a mud-puddle. The babus weight lurched with it, and Warringtons center of gravity shifted. The babu seemed to shrug himself away from the snakes, but the effect was to shove Warrington the odd half-inch it needed to put him overside. He clung to the loin-cloth and pulled hard to haul himself back again, and the loin-cloth came away.

Halt! yelled Warrington; and the risaldar reined in.

But the horses took fright and plunged forward, though the risaldar swore afterward that the babu did nothing to them; he supposed it must have been the fakir squatting in the shadows that scared them.

And whatever it may have been  snakes or not  that had scared the babu, it had scared all his helplessness away. Naked from shirt to socks, he rolled like a big ball backward over the carriage top, fell to earth behind the carriage, bumped into Warrington, who was struggling to his feet, knocking him down again, and departed for the temple shadows, screaming. The temple door slammed just as Warrington started after him.

By that time the risaldar had got the horses stopped, and Colonel Kirby realized what had happened.

Come back, Warrington! he ordered peremptorily.

Warrington obeyed, but without enthusiasm.

I can run faster than that fat brute, sir! he said. And I saw him go into the temple. We wont find Ranjoor Singh now in a month of Sundays!

He was trying to wipe the mud from himself with the aid of the loin- cloth.

Anyhow, Ive got the most important part of his costume, he said vindictively. Gad, Id like to get him on the run now through the public street!

Come along in! commanded Kirby, opening the door. There has been trouble enough already without a charge of temple breaking. Tell the risaldar to drive back to quarters. Im going to get this musk out of my hair before dawn!

Warrington sniffed as he climbed in. The outer night had given him at least a standard by which to judge things.

Id give something to listen to the first man who smells the inside of this shay! he said cheerily. D you suppose we can blame it on the babu, sir?

We can try! said Kirby. Is that his loin-cloth youve got still?

Didnt propose to leave it in the road for him to come and find, sir! His present shame is about the only consolation prize we get out of the evenings sport. I wish it smelt of musk  but it doesnt; it smells of babu  straight babu, undiluted. Hallo  whats this?

He began to untwist a corner of the cloth, holding it up to get a better view of it in the dim light that entered through the window. He produced a piece of paper that had to be untwisted, too.

Got a match, sir?

Kirby struck one.

Its addressed to Colonel Kirby sahib! Bet you its from Ranjoor Singh! Now  dyou suppose that heathen meant to hold on to that until he could get his price for it?

Dunno, said Kirby with indifference, opening the note as fast as trembling fingers could unfold it. He would not have admitted to himself what his fingers told so plainly  the extent of his regard for Ranjoor Singh.

The note was short, and Kirby read it aloud, since it was not marked private, and there was nothing in it that even the babu might not have read:

To Colonel Kirby sahib, from his obedient servant, Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh  Leave of absence being out of question after declaration of war, will Colonel Kirby sahib please put in Order of the Day that Risaldar- Major Ranjoor Singh is assigned to special duty, or words to same effect?

Is that all? asked Warrington.

Thats all, said Kirby.

Suppose its a forgery?

The ring rather proves it isnt, and Ive another way of knowing.

Oh!

Yes, said Kirby.

They sat in silence in the swaying shay until the smell of musk and the sense of being mystified became too much for Warrington, and he began to hum to himself. Humming brought about a return to his usual wide-awakefulness, and he began to notice things.

Shay rides like a gun, he said suddenly.

Kirby grunted.

All the weights behind and He put his head out of the window to investigate, but Kirby ordered him to sit still.

Want to be recognized? he demanded. Keep your head inside, you young ass!

So Warrington sat back against the cushions until the guard at the barrack gate turned out to present arms to the risaldars raised whip. As if he understood the requirements of the occasion without being told, the risaldar sent the horses up the drive at a hard gallop. It was rather more than half-way up the drive that Warrington spoke again.

Feel that, sir? he asked.

I ordered that place to be seen to yesterday! growled Kirby. Why wasnt it done?

It was, sir.

Why did we bump there, then?

Why arent we running like a gun any longer? wondered Warrington. Felt to me as if wed dropped a load.

Well, here we are, thank God! What do you mean to do?

Rounds, said Warrington.

Very well.

Kirby dived through his door, while Warrington went behind the shay to have a good look for causes. He could find none, although a black leather apron, usually rolled up behind in order to be strapped over baggage when required, was missing.

Didnt see who took that apron, did you? he asked the risaldar; but the risaldar had not known that it was gone.

All right, then, and thank you! said Warrington, walking off into the darkness bareheaded, to help the smell evaporate from his hair; and the shay rumbled away to its appointed place, with the babus loin-cloth inside it on the front seat.

It need surprise nobody that Colonel Kirby found time first to go to his bathroom. His regiment was as ready for active service at any minute as a fire- engine should be  in that particular, Indias speed is as three to Prussias one. The moment orders to march should come, he would parade it in full marching order and lead it away. But there were no orders yet; he had merely had warning.

So he sent for dog-soap and a brush, and proceeded to scour his head. After twenty minutes of it, and ten changes of water, when he felt that he dared face his own servant without blushing, he made that wondering Sikh take turns at shampooing him until he could endure the friction no longer.

What does my head smell of now? he demanded.

Musk, sahib!

Not of dog-soap?

No, sahib!

Bring that carbolic disinfectant here!

The servant obeyed, and Kirby mixed a lotion that would outsmell most things. He laved his head in it generously, and washed it off sparingly.

Bring me brown paper? he ordered then; and again the wide-eyed Sikh obeyed.

Kirby rolled the paper into torches, and giving the servant one, proceeded to fumigate the room and his own person until not even a bloodhound could have tracked him back to Yasminis, and the reek of musk had been temporarily, at least, subdued into quiescence.

Go and ask Major Brammle to come and see me, said Kirby then.



Brammle came in sniffing, and Kirby cursed him through tight lips with words that were no less fervent for lack of being heard.

Hallo! Burning love-letters? The whole mess is doin the same thing. Havent had time to burn mine yet  was busy sorting things over when you called. Look here!

He opened the front of his mess-jacket and produced a little lace handkerchief, a glove and a powder-puff.

Smell em! he said. Patchouli! Shame to burn em, what? Spose I must, though.

Any thing happen while I was gone? asked Kirby.

Yes. Most extraordinary thing. You know that a few hours ago D Squadron were all sitting about in groups looking miserable? We set it down to their trooper being murdered and another man being missing. Well, just about the time you and Warrington drove off in the mess shay, they all bucked up and began grinning! Wouldnt say a word. Just grinned, and became the perkiest squadron of the lot!

Now theyre all sleeping like two-year-olds. Reason? Not a word of reason! I saw young Warrington just now on his way to their quarters with a lantern, and if he can find any of em awake perhaps he can get the truth out of em, for theyll talk to him when they wont to anybody else. By the way, Warrington cant have come in with you, did he?

Kirby ignored the question.

Did you tell Warrington to go and ask them? he demanded.

Yes. Passed him in the dark, but did not recognize him by the smell. No  no! Got as near him as I could, and then leaned up against the scent to have a word with him! Musk! Never smelt anything like it in my life! Talk about girls! He must be in love with half India, and native at that! Brazen-faced young monkey! I asked him where he got the disinfectant, and he told me he fell into a mud-puddle!

Perhaps he did, said Kirby. Was there mud on him?

Couldnt see. Didnt dare get so near him! Dont you think he ought to be spoken to? I mean, the eve of wars the eve of war and all that kind of thing, but

I wish youd let me see the Orders of the Day, Kirby interrupted. I want to make an addition to them.

Ill send an orderly.

Wish you would.

Five minutes later Kirby sat at his private desk, while Brammle puffed at a cigar by the window. Kirby, after a lot of thinking, wrote:

Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh (D Squadron) assigned to special duty.

He handed the orders back to Brammle, and the major eyed the addition with subdued amazement.

Whatll D Squadron say? he asked.

Remains to be seen said Kirby.

Outside in the muggy blackness that shuts down on India in the rains, Warrington walked alone, swinging a lantern and chuckling to himself as he reflected what D Squadron would be likely to invent as a reason for the smell that walked with him. For he meant to wake D Squadron and learn things.

But all at once it occurred to him that he had left the babus loin-cloth on the inside front seat of the shay; and, because if that were seen it would have given excuse for a thousand tales too many and too imaginative, he hurried in search of it, taking a short cut to where by that time the shay should be. On his way, close to his destination, he stumbled over something soft that tripped him. He stooped, swung the lantern forward, and picked up  the missing leather apron from behind the shay.

The footpath on which he stood was about a yard wide; the shay could not possibly have come along it. And it certainly had been behind the shay when they left barracks. Moreover, close examination proved it to be the identical apron beyond a shadow of a doubt.

Warrington began to hum to himself. And then he ceased from humming. Then he set the lantern down and stepped away from it sidewise until its light no longer shone on him. He listened, as a dog does, with intelligence and skill. Then, suddenly, he sprang and lit on a bulky mass that yielded  gasped  spluttered  did anything but yell.

So you rode on the luggage-rack behind the carriage, did you, babuji? he smiled. And curled under the apron to look like luggage when we passed the guard, eh?

But, my God, sahib! said a plaintive voice. Should I walk through Delhi naked? You, who wear pants, you laugh at me, but I assure you, sahib

Hush! ordered Warrington; and the babu seemed very glad to hush.

There was a note in a corner of that cloth of yours!

And the sahib found it? Oh, then I am relieved. I am preserved from pangs of mutual regret!

Why didnt you give that note to Colonel Kirby sahib when you had the chance? Eh? asked Warrington, keeping firm hold of him.

Sahib! Your honor! Not being yet remunerated on account of ring and verbal message duly delivered, commercial precedent was all on my side that I should retain further article of value pending settlement. Now, I ask you

Where was Ranjoor Singh when he gave you that ring and message? demanded Warrington sternly, increasing his grip on the babus fat arm.

Sahib, when I have received payment for first service rendered, my disposition may be changed. I am as yet in condition of forma pauperis.

Still holding him tight, Warrington produced twenty rupees in paper money.

Can you see those, babuji? See them? Then earn them!

Oh, my God, sahib, I have positivelee earned a lakh of rupees this night already!

Where was Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh when he

Footsteps were approaching  undoubtedly a guard on his way to investigate. The babu seemed to sense Warringtons impatience.

Sahib he said, I am very meek person, having family of wife and children all dependent. Is that rupees twenty? I would graciously accept same, and positivelee hold my tongue!

The steps came nearer.

I was on my way to D Squadron quarters, sahib, to narrate story and pass begging bowl. Total price of story rupees twenty. Or else the sahib may deliver me to guard, and guard shall be regaled free gratis with full account of evenings amusement? Yes?

The steps came nearer yet. Recognizing an officer, the men halted a few paces away.

Sahib, for sum of rupees twenty I could hold tongue for twenty years, unless in meantime deceased, in which case

Take em! ordered Warrington; and the babus fingers shut tight on the money.

Guard! ordered Warrington. Put this babu out into the street!

Good night, sahib! said the babu. Kindlee present my serious respects to the colonel sahib. Salaam, sahib!

But Warrington had gone into the darkness.


CHAPTER 8

The Four Winds come, the Four Winds go,
(Ye wise o the world, oh, listen ye!),
Whispering, whistling what they know,
Wise, since wandering made them so
(Ye stay-at-homes, oh, listen ye!).
Ever they seek and sift and pry  
Listening here, and hurrying by  
Restless, ceaseless  know ye why?
(Then, wise o the world, oh, listen ye!)
The goal of the search of the hurrying wind
Is the key to the maze of a womans mind,
(And there is no key! Oh, listen ye!)

 from Yasminis Song.



SO in a darkness that grew blacker every minute, Warrington swung his lantern and found his way toward D Squadrons quarters. He felt rather pleased with himself. From his own point of view he would have rather enjoyed to have a story anent himself and Yasmini go the round of barracks  with modifications, of course, and the kneeling part left out  but he realized that it would not do at all to have Colonel Kirbys name involved in anything of the sort, and he rather flattered himself on his tact in bribing the babu or being blackmailed by him.

Got to admit that babus quite a huntsman! he told himself, beginning to hum. One day, if the war doesnt account for me, Ill come back and take a fall out of that babu. Hallo  whats that? Who in thunder  whos waking up the horses at this unearthly hour? Sick horse, I suppose. Why dont they get him out and let the others sleep?

He began to hurry. A light in stables close to midnight was not to be accounted for on any other supposition than an accident or serious emergency, and if there were either it was his affair as adjutant to know all the facts at once.

Whats going on in there? he shouted in a voice of authority while he was yet twenty yards away.

But there was no answer. He could hear a horse plunge, but nothing more.

Um-m-m! Horse cast himself! he straightway decided.

But there was no cast horse, as he was aware the moment he had looked down both long lines of sleepy brutes that whickered their protest against interrupted sleep. At the far end he could see that two men labored, and a big horse fiercely resented their unseasonable attentions to himself. He walked down the length of the stable, and presently recognized Bagh, Ranjoor Singhs charger.

What are you grooming him for at this hour? he demanded.

It is an order, sahib.

Whose order?

Ranjoor Singh sahibs order.

The deuce it is! When did the order come?

But now.

Who brought it?

A babu, with a leather apron.

Warrington walked away ten paces in order to get command of himself, and pinch himself, and make quite sure he was awake.

A fat babu? he asked, walking back again.

Very fat, said one of the troopers, continuing to brush the resentful charger.

So he delivered his message first, and then went to hunt for his loin- cloth! mused Warrington. And he had enough intuition, and guts enough, to look for it first in the shay! Im beginning to admire that man! Aloud he asked the trooper: What was the wording of the risaldar-major sahibs message?

Let Bagh be well groomed and held ready against all contingencies! said the trooper.

Then take him outside! ordered Warrington. Groom him where you wont disturb the other horses! How often have you got to be told that a horse needs sleep as much as a man? The squadron wont be fit to march a mile if you keep em awake all night! Lead him out quietly, now! Whoa, you brute! Now  take him out and keep him out  put him in the end stall in my stable when youve finished him  dyou hear?

He flattered himself again. With all these mysterious messages and orders coming in from nowhere, he told himself it would be good to know at all times where Ranjoor Singhs charger was, as well as a service to Ranjoor Singh to stable the brute comfortably. He told himself that was a very smart move, and one for which Ranjoor Singh would some day thank him, provided, of course, that  

Provided what? he wondered half aloud. Seems to me as if Ranjoor Singh has got himself into some kind of a scrape, and hopes to get out of it by the back-door route and no questions asked! Well, lets hope he gets out! Lets hope therell be no court-martial nastiness! Lets hope  oh, damn just hoping! Ranjoor Singhs a better man than I am. Heres believing in him! Heres to him, thick and thin! Forward  walk  march!

He turned out the guard, and the particular troop sergeant with whom he wished to speak not being on duty, he ordered him sent for. Ten minutes later the sergeant came, still yawning, from his cot.

Come over here, Arjan Singh, he called, thinking fast and furiously as he led the way.

If he made one false move or aroused one suspicion in the mans mind, he was likely to learn less than nothing; but if he did not appear to know at least something, he would probably learn nothing either.

As he turned, at a distance from the guard-room light, to face the sergeant, though not to meet his eyes too keenly, the fact that would not keep out of his brain was that the fat babu had been out in the road, offering to eat Germans, a little while before he and the colonel had started out that evening. And, according to what Brammle had told him when they met near the colonels quarters, it was very shortly after that that the squadron came out of its gloom.

What was the first message that the babu brought this evening? he asked, still being very careful not to look into the sergeants eyes. He spoke as comrade to comrade  servant of the Salt to servant of the Salt.

Which babu, sahib? asked Arjan Singh, unblinking.

Now, in all probability, this man  since he had been asleep  knew nothing about the message to groom Bagh. To have answered, The babu who spoke about the charger, might have been a serious mistake.

Arjan Singh, look me in the eyes! he ordered, and the Sikh obeyed. He was taller than Warrington, and looked down on him.

Are you a true friend of the risaldar-major?

May I die, sahib, if I am not!

And I? What of me? Am I his friend or his enemy?

The sergeant hesitated.

Can I read mens hearts? he asked.

Yes! said Warrington. And so can I. That is why I had you called from your sleep. I sent for you to learn the truth. What was the message given by the fat babu to one of the guard by the outer gate this evening, and delivered by him or by some other man to D Squadron?

Sahib, it was not a written message.

Repeat it to me.

Sahib, it was verbal. I can not remember it.

Arjan Singh, you lie! Did I ever lie to you? Did I ever threaten you and not carry out my threats  promise you and not keep my promise? I am a soldier! Are you a cur?

God forbid, sahib! I

Arjan Singh! Repeat that message to me word for word, please, not as a favor, nor as obeying an order, but as a friend of Ranjoor Singh to a friend of Ranjoor Singh!

The message was to the squadron, not to me, sahib.

Are you not of the squadron?

Make it an order, sahib!

Certainly not  nor a favor either!

Sahib, I

Nor will I threaten you! I guarantee you absolute immunity if you refuse to repeat it. My word on it! I am Ranjoor Singhs friend, and I ask of his friend!

The babu said: Says Ranjoor Singh, Let the squadron be on its best behavior! Let the squadron know that surely before the blood runs he will be there to lead it, wherever it is! Meanwhile, let the squadron be worthy of its salt and of its officers!

Was that all? asked Warrington.

All, sahib. May my tongue rot if I lie!

Thank you, Arjan Singh. Thats all. You neednt mention our conversation. Good night.

Fooled, chuckled Warrington. Shes fooled us to the limit of our special bent, and I take it thats stiff-neckedness!

He hurried away toward Colonel Kirbys quarters, swinging his lantern and humming to himself.

And this isnt the Arabian Nights! he told himself. Its Delhi  Twentieth Century A.D.! Gad! Wouldnt the whole confounded army rock with laughter!

Then he stopped chuckling, to hurry faster, for a giant horn had rooted chunks out of the blackness by the barrack gate, and now what sounded like a racing car was tearing up the drive. The head-lights dazzled him, but he ran and reached the colonels porch breathless. He was admitted at once, and found the colonel and Brammle together, facing an aide-de-camp. In the colonels hand was a medium-sized, sealed envelope.

Shall I repeat it, sir? asked the aide-de-camp.

Yes, if you think it necessary answered Kirby.

The sealed orders are not to be opened until out at sea. You are expected to parade at dawn the day after tomorrow, and there will be somebody from headquarters to act as guide for the occasion. In fact, you will be guided at each point until it is time to open your orders. No explanations will be given about anything until later on. Thats all. Good night, sir  and good luck!

The aide-de-camp held out his hand, and Colonel Kirby shook it a trifle perfunctorily; he was not much given to display of sentiment. The aide-de-camp saluted, and a minute later the giant car spurned the gravel out from under its rear wheels as it started off to warn another regiment.

So weve got our route! said Kirby.

And, thank God, we take our own horses! said Brammle fervently.

Bet you a thousand the other ends Marseilles! said Warrington. Were in luck. Theyd have mounted us on bus-horses if we hadnt brought our own; wed have had to ring a bell to start and stop a squadron. Who wouldnt be light cavalry?

Kirby put the sealed letter in an inside pocket.

Im going to sleep, said Brammle, yawning. Night, sir!

Night! said Kirby; but Warrington stayed on. He went and stood near the window, and when Kirby had seen Brammle to the door, he joined him there.

What now, Warrington?

Caught em grooming Ranjoor Singhs charger in the dark!

Why?

Said it was an order from Ranjoor Singh!

Im getting tired of this. I dont know what to make of it.

That isnt nearly the worst, sir. Listen to this! Long before Yasmini promised us  before we knelt to save his life and honor  Ranjoor Singh had sent a message to his squadron guaranteein to be with em before the blood runs! Specific guarantee, and no conditions!

Then

Exactly, sir!

She fooled us, eh?

Dyou suppose shes for or against the government, sir?

I dont know. Thank God weve got our marching orders! Go and wash your head! And, Warrington  hold your tongue!

Warrington held up his right hand.

So help me, sir! he grinned, But will she hold hers?


CHAPTER 9

Westward, into the hungry West,
(Oh, listen, wise men, listen ye!)
Whirls the East Wind on his quest,
Whimpering, worrying, hurrying, lest
The light oertake him. Listen ye!
Mark ye the burden of his sigh:
Westward sinks the sun to die!
Westward wing the vultures!  Aye,
(Listen, wise men, listen ye!)
The East must lose  the West must gain,
For none come back to the East again,
Though widows call them! Listen ye!

 from Yasminis Song.



NOW, India is unlike every other country in the world in all particulars, and Delhi is in some respects the very heart through which Indias unusualness flows. Delhi has five railway stations with which to cope with latter-day floods of paradoxical necessity; and nobody knew from which railway station troops might be expected to entrain or whither, although Delhi knew that there was war.

There did not seem to be anything very much out of the ordinary at any of the stations. In India one or two sidings are nearly always full of empty trains; there did not seem to be more of them than usual.

At the British barracks there was more or less commotion, because Thomas Atkins likes to voice his joy when the long peace breaks at last and he may justify himself; but in the native lines, where dignity is differently understood, the only men who really seemed unusually busy were the farriers, and the armorers who sharpened swords.

The government offices appeared to be undisturbed, and certainly no more messengers ran about than usual, the only difference was that one or two of them were open at a very early hour. But even in them  and Englishmen were busy in them  there seemed no excitement. Delhi had found time in a night to catch her breath and continue listening; for, unlike most big cities that brag with or without good reason, Delhi is listening nearly all the time.

A man was listening in the dingiest of all the offices on the ground floor of a big building on the side away from the street  a man in a drab silk suit, who twisted a leather watch-guard around his thumb and untwisted it incessantly. There was a telephone beside him, and a fair-sized pile of telegraph forms, but beyond that not much to show what his particular business might be. He did not look aggressive, but he seemed nervous, for he jumped perceptibly when the telephone-bell rang; and being a government telephone, with no commercial aims, it did not ring loud.

Yes, he said, with the receiver at his ear. Yes, yes. Who else? Oh, I forgot for the moment. Four, three, two, nine, two. Give yours! Very well, Im listening.

Whoever was speaking at the other end had a lot to say, and none of it can have been expected, for the man in the drab silk suit twisted his wrinkled face and worked his eyes in a hundred expressions that began with displeasure and passed through different stages of surprise to acquiescence.

I want you to know, he said, that I got my information at first hand. I got it from Yasmini herself, from three of the hill-men who were present, and from the Afridi who was kicked and beaten. All except the Afridi, who wasnt there by that time, agreed that Ranjoor Singh had words with the German afterward. Eh? Whats that?

He listened again for about five minutes, and then hung up the receiver with an expression of mixed irritation and amusement.

Caught me hopping on the wrong leg this time! he muttered, beginning to twist at his watch-guard again.

Presently he sat up and looked bored, for he heard the fast trot of a big, long-striding horse. A minute later a high dogcart drew up in the street, and he heard a mans long  striding footsteps coming round the corner.

Like horse, like man, like regiment! he muttered. Pick his stride or his horses out of a hundred, and  he pulled out his nickel watch hes ten minutes earlier than I expected him! Morning, Colonel Kirby! he said pleasantly, as Kirby strode in, helmet in hand. Take a seat.

He noticed Kirbys scalp was red and that he smelt more than faintly of carbolic.

Morning! said Kirby.

Im wondering whats brought you, said the man in drab.

Ive come about Ranjoor Singh, said Kirby; and the man in drab tried to look surprised.

What about him? Reconsidered yesterdays decision?

No, said Kirby. Ive come to ask what news you have of him. And Kirbys eye, that some men seemed to think so like a birds, transfixed the man in drab, so that he squirmed as if he had been impaled.

You must understand, Colonel Kirby  in fact, Im sure you do understand  that my business doesnt admit of confidences. Even if I wanted to divulge information, Im not allowed to. I stretched a point yesterday when I confided in you my suspicions regarding Ranjoor Singh, but that doesnt imply that Im going to tell you all I know. I asked you what you knew, you may remember.

I told you! snapped Kirby. Is Ranjoor Singh still under suspicion?

That was a straight question of the true Kirby type that admitted of no evasion, and the man in drab pulled his watch out, knocking it on the desk absent-mindedly, as if it were an egg that he wished to crack. He must either answer or not, it seemed, so he did neither.

Why do you ask? he parried.

Ive a right to know! Ranjoor Singhs my wing commander, and a better officer or a more loyal gentleman doesnt exist. I want him! I want to know where he is! And if hes under a cloud, I want to know why! Where is he?

I dont know where he is, said the man in drab. Is he  ah  absent without leave?

Certainly not! said Kirby. Ive seen to that!

Then youve communicated with him?

No.

Then if his regiment were to march without him

It wont if I can help it! said Kirby.

And if you cant help it, Colonel Kirby?

In that case he has got what he asked for, and there can be no charge against him until he shows up.

I understand you have your marching orders?

I have sealed orders! snapped Kirby.

To be opened at sea?

To be opened when I see fit!

Oh!

Yes, said Kirby. I asked you is Ranjoor Singh still under suspicion!

My good sir, I am not the arbiter of Ranjoor Singhs destiny! How should I know?

I intend to know! vowed Kirby, rising.

Im prepared to state that Ranjoor Singh is not in danger of arrest. I dont see that you have right to ask more than that, Colonel Kirby. Martial law has been declared this morning, and things dont take their ordinary course any longer, you know.

Kirby paced once across the office floor, and once back again. Then he faced the man in drab as a duelist faces his antagonist.

I dont like to go over mens heads, he said, as you threatened to do to me, for instance, yesterday. If you will give me satisfactory assurance that Ranjoor Singh is being treated as a loyal officer should be, I will ask no more. If not, I shall go now to the general commanding. As you say, theres martial law now, hes the man to see.

Colonel Kirby, said the man in drab, twisting at his watch-guard furiously, if youll tell me whats in your sealed orders  open them and see  Ill tell you what I know about Ranjoor Singh, and well call it a bargain!

I wasnt joking, said Kirby, turning red as his scalp from the roots of his hair to his collar.

Im in deadly earnest! said the man in drab.

So, without a word more, Colonel Kirby hurried out again, carrying his saber in his left hand at an angle that was peculiar to him, and that illustrated determination better than words could have done.

His huge horse plunged away almost before he had gained the seat, and, saber and all, he gained the seat at a step-and-a-jump. But the sais was not up behind, and Kirby had scarcely settled down to drive before the man in drab had the telephone mouthpiece to his lips and had given his mysterious number again  4-3-2-9-2.

Hes coming, sir! he said curtly.

Somebody at the other end apparently asked, Who is coming? for the man in drab answered:

Kirby.



Five minutes later Kirby caught a general at breakfast, and was received with courtesy and feigned surprise.

Dyou happen to know anything about my risaldar-major, Ranjoor Singh? asked Kirby, after a hasty apology for bursting in.

Why?

He was under suspicion yesterday  I was told so. Next he disappeared. Then I received a message from him asking me to assign him to special duty; that was after Id more than half believed him burned to death in a place called the House of the Eight Half-Brothers. He has sent some most extraordinary messages to his squadron by the hand of a mysterious babu, but not a word of explanation of any kind. Can you tell me anything about him, sir?

Wasnt a trooper of yours murdered yesterday? the general asked.

Yes, said Kirby.

And another missing?

Yes, sir.

Did Ranjoor Singh go off to search for the missing man?

I was told so.

H-rrrr-ump! Well, Im glad you came; youve saved me trouble! Did you put Ranjoor Singh in Orders as assigned to special duty?

Yes.

What is the missing troopers name?

Jagut Singh.

Well, please enter him in Orders, too.

Special service?

Special service, said the general. How about Ranjoor Singhs charger?

I understand that hes been kept well groomed by Ranjoor Singhs orders, and my adjutant tells me he has the horse in care in his own stable.

The general made a note.

Whose stable? lie asked.

Warringtons.

Warrington, of Outrams Own, eh? Captain Warrington?

The general wrote that down, while Kirby watched him bewildered.

Well now, Kirby, thatll be all right Have the horse left there, will you? I hope youve been able to dispose of your own horses to advantage. Two chargers dont seem a large allowance for a commanding officer of a cavalry regiment, but thats all you can take with you. Youll have to leave the rest behind.

Havent given it a thought, sir! Too busy thinking about Ranjoor Singh. Worried about him.

Shouldnt worry! said the general. Ranjoor Singhs all right.

Thats the first assurance Ive had of it, except by way of a mysterious note, said Kirby.

By all right, I mean that he isnt in disgrace. But now about your horses and private effects. Youve done nothing about them?

Ill have time to attend to that this afternoon, sir.

Oh, no, you wont. Thats why Im glad you came! These  he gave him a sealed envelope are supplementary orders, to be opened when you get back to barracks. I want you out of the way by noon if possible. Well send a man down this morning to take charge of whatever any of you want kept, and youd better tell him to sell the rest and pay the money to your bankers; hell be a responsible officer. Thats all. Good-by, Kirby, and good luck!

The general held out his hand.

One more minute, sir, said Kirby. About Ranjoor Singh!

What about him?

Well, sir  what about him?

What have you heard?

That  Ive heard a sort of promise that hell be with his squadron, to lead it, before the blood runs.

Wont that be time enough? asked the general, smiling. He was looking at Kirby very closely. Not sick, are you? he asked. No? I thought your scalp looked rather redder than usual.

Kirby flushed to the top of his collar instantly, and the general pretended to arrange a sheaf of papers on the table.

One reason why youre being sent first, my boy, said the general, holding out his hand again, is that you and your regiment are fittest to be sent. But Ive taken into consideration, too, that I dont want you or your adjutant killed by a cobra in any event. And  snf  snf  the salt sea air gets rid of the smell of musk quicker than anything. Good-by, Kirby, my boy, and God bless you!

Good-by, sir!

Kirby stammered the words, and almost ran down the steps to his waiting dog-cart. As all good men do, when undeserved ridicule or blame falls to their lot, he wondered what in the world he could have done wrong.

He had no blame for anybody, only a fierce resentment of injustice  an almost savage sense of shame that any one should know about the adventure of the night before, and a rising sense of joy in his soldiers heart because he had orders in his pocket to be up and doing. So, and only so, could he forget it all.

He whipped up his horse and went down the generals drive at a pace that made the British sentry at the gate grin from ear to ear with whole-souled approval. He did not see a fat babu approach the generals bungalow from the direction of the bazaar. The babu salaamed profoundly, but Kirbys eyes were fixed on the road ahead, and his thoughts were already deep in the future. He saw nothing except the road, until he took the last corner into barracks on one wheel, and drew up a minute later in front of the bachelor quarters that had sheltered him for the past four years.



Pack! Campaign kit! One trunk! he ordered his servant. Orderly!

An orderly ran in from outside.

Tell Major Brammle and Captain Warrington to come to me!

It took ten minutes to find Warrington, since every job was his, and nearly every responsibility, until his colonel should take charge of a paraded, perfect regiment, and lead it away to its fate. He came at last, however, and on the run, and Brammle with him.

Orders changed! said Kirby. March at noon! Manll be here this morning to take charge of officers effects. Better have things ready for him and full instructions. One trunk allowed each officer. Two chargers.

Destination, sir? asked Brammle.

Not disclosed!

Where do we entrain? asked Warrington.

We march out of Delhi. Entrain later, at a place appointed on the road.

Warrington began to hum to himself and to be utterly, consciously happy.

Then Ill get a move on! he said, starting to hurry out. Everythings ready, but

Wait a minute! commanded Kirby; and Warrington remained in the room after Brammle had left it.

You havent said anything to anybody, of course, about that incident last night?

No, sir.

Then she has!

Warrington whistled.

Are you sure she has?

Quite. Ive just had proof of it!

Makes a fellow reverence the sex! swore Warrington.

Itll be forgotten by the time were back in India, said Kirby solemnly. Remember to keep absolutely silent about it. The best way to help others forget it is to forget it yourself. Not one word now to anybody, even under provocation!

Not a word, sir!

All right. Go and attend to business!

What attending to business meant nobody can guess who has not been in at the breaking up of quarters at short notice. Everything was ready, as Warrington had boasted, but even an automobile may stall for a time in the hands of the best chauffeur, and a regiment contains as many separate human equations as it has men in its ranks.

The amount of personal possessions that had to be jettisoned, or left to the tender mercies of a perfunctory agent, would have wrung groans from any one but soldiers. The last minute details that seemed to be nobodys job, and that, therefore, all fell to Warrington because somebody had to see to them, were beyond the imagination of any but an adjutant, and not even Warringtons imagination proved quite equal to the task.

Were ready, sir! he reported at last to Kirby. Were paraded and waiting. Brammles inspected em, and Ive done ditto. There are only thirteen thousand details left undone that I cant think of, and not one of ems important enough to keep us waitin!

So Kirby rode out on parade and took the regiments salute. There was nobody to see them off. There were not even women to wail by the barrack gate, for they marched away at dinner-time and official lies had been distributed where they would do most good.

Englishman and Sikh alike rode untormented by the wails or waving farewells of their kindred; and there was only a civilian on a white pony, somewhere along ahead, who seemed to know that they were more than just parading. He led them toward the Ajmere Gate, and by the time that the regiments luggage came along in wagons, with the little rear-guard last of all, it was too late to run and warn people. Outrams Own had gone at high noon, and nobody the wiser!

There was no music as they marched and no talking. Only the jingling bits and rattling hoofs proclaimed that Indias best were riding on a sudden summons to fight for the Salt. They marched in the direction least expected of them, three-quarters of a day before their scheduled time, and even Guppy, the mess bull-terrier, who ran under the wagon with the officers luggage, behaved as if all ends of the world were one to him. He waved his tail with dignity and trotted in content.

Hard by the Ajmere Gate they halted, for some bullock carts had claimed their centuries-long prerogative of getting in the way. While the bullocks, to much tail-twisting and objurgation, labored in the mud in every direction but the right one, Colonel Kirby sat his charger almost underneath the gate, waiting patiently. Then the advance-guard clattered off and he led along.

He never knew where it came from and he never tried to guess. He caught it instinctively, and kept it for the sake of chivalry, or perhaps because she had made him think for a moment of his mother. At all events, the bunch of jasmine flowers that fell into his lap found a warm berth under his buttoned tunic, and he rode on through the great gate with a kinder thought for Yasmini than probably she would guess.

With that resentment gone, he could ride now as suited him, with all his thoughts ahead, and there lacked then only one thing to complete his pleasure  he missed Ranjoor Singh.

It was not that the squadron would lack good leading. An English officer had taken Ranjoor Singhs place. It was the man he missed  the decent loyal gentleman who had worked untiringly to sweat a squadron into shape to Kirbys liking and never once presumed, nor had taken offense at criticism  the man who had been good enough to understand the ethics of an alien colonel, and to translate them for the benefit of his command. It is not easy for a Sikh to rise to the rank of major and lead a squadron for the Raj.

He counted Ranjoor Singh his friend, and he knew that Ranjoor Singh would have given all the rest of his life to ride away now for only one encounter on a foreign battle-field. Nothing, nothing less than the word of Ranjoor Singh himself, would ever convince him of the mans disloyalty. And he would have felt better if he could have shaken hands with Ranjoor Singh before going, since it seemed to be the order of the day that the Sikh should stay behind.

It did not seem quite the thing to be riding away to war with the best native officer in all India somewhere in Delhi on special service  whatever that might be.

He was given, as a rule, to smiling at any man who did his best. On any other day he would have very likely exchanged a joke with the bullock-man who labored so unavailingly to get the road cleared in a hurry. But today, since his thoughts were of Ranjoor Singh, he paid the man no attention; he had not even formed a mental picture of him by the time he passed the gate.

It was Warrington, cantering up from behind a minute or so later, who changed the color of the earth and sky.

Did you recognize him, sir?

Whom?

Ranjoor Singh!

No! Where?

Not the bullock-man who blocked the road, but the man who ran out from behind the gate and straightened things out again. That man was Ranjoor Singh in mufti!

What makes you think so?

I recognized him. So did his squadron  look at them! Theyre riding like new men!

Kirby looked, and there was no doubt about D Squadron.

Is he there still? he asked.

I can see a man standing there  see him? Fellow in white between two bullock carts?

Kirby pulled out to the roadside and let the regiment pass him. Then he cantered back. The man between the bullock carts had his back turned, and was gazing toward Delhi under his hand.

Ranjoor Singh! said Kirby, reining suddenly. Is that you?

Uh? The man faced about. He was no more Ranjoor Singh than he was Colonel Kirby.

Where is the man who came from behind the gate to clear the road?

The man pointed toward the gate. Inside, within the gloom of the gate itself, Kirby was certain he saw a Sikh who stood at the salute. He cantered to the gate, for he would have given a years pay for word with Ranjoor Singh. But when he reached the gate the man was gone.

And he promised hed be there to lead his squadron when the blood runs, wondered Kirby.


CHAPTER 10

Now a trap, said the tiger, is easy to spot,
(Oh, jungli, be seated and listen!)
Some tempt you with live bait, and others do not;
(Oh, jungli, be leery and listen!)
The easiest sort to detect have a door  
A box, with three walls and a roof and a floor  
That the veriest, hungriest cub should ignore.
(Oh, jungli, stop laughing and listen!)
This isnt a trap, as Ill show you, my friend.
But the tiger fell into it. That is the end.
(Oh, jungli, be loving and listen!)

 from Yasminis Song.



RANJOOR SINGH, on the trail of a murderer, shoved with his whole strength against a little door of the House of the Eight Half-Brothers. It yielded suddenly. He shot in headlong, and the door slammed behind him. As he fell forward into pitch blackness he was conscious of shooting bolts behind and of the squeaking of a beam swung into place.

But, having served the Raj for more years than he wanted to remember, through three campaigns in the Himalayas, once against the Masudis, and once in China, he was in full possession of trained soldier senses. Darkness, he calculated instantly, was a shield to him who can use it, and a danger only to the unwary; and there are grades of wariness, just as there are grades of sloth.

Two men who thought themselves so wide awake as to be beyond the reach of government, each threw a noosed rope, and caught each other. Ranjoor Singh could not see the ropes, but he could hear the stifled swearing and the ensuing struggle; and an ear is as good as an eye in the dark.

Something  he never knew what  warned him to duck and step forward. He felt the whistle of a club that missed him by so little as to make the skin twitch on the back of his neck.

His right leg shot sidewise, and he tripped a man. In another second he had the club, and there was no measurable interval of time then before the darkness was a living miracle of blows that came from everywhere and missed nothing.

Three men went down, and Ranjoor Singh was in command of a situation whose wherefore and possibilities he could not guess until an electric torch declared itself some twenty feet away, at more than twice his height, and he stood vignetted in a circle of white light.

The sahib proves a gentle guest! purred a voice he thought he recognized. It was a womans. Has the sahib a pistol with him?

Ranjoor Singh, cursing his own neglect of soldierly precaution, saw fit not to answer. A human arm reached like a snake into the ring of light. He struck at it with the club, and a groan announced that he had struck hard enough.

Does the sahib think that the noise of a pistol would cause his friends to come? Is Ranjoor Singh ashamed? Speak, sahib! Is it well to break into a house and be surly with the hostess?

Ranjoor Singh stepped backward, and the ring of light followed him, until he stood pressed against the teak door and could feel the heavy beam that ran up and down it, locked firmly above and below. He prodded over his head behind him with the club, trying to find what held the beam, and the ring of light lifted a foot or two, then five feet, until its center was on the center of the clubs handle.

A pistol cracked and flashed then, from behind the light, and the club splintered. He dropped it, and the torch-light ceased, leaving him dazed, but not so dazed that he did not hear a man sneak up and carry the splintered club away. He followed after the man, for he knew now that he was in a narrow passage and no man could get by him to attack from behind.

But again the torch-light sought him out. Half-way to the foot of steep stairs that he could dimly outline he halted, for advance against hidden pistol- fire and dazzling light was futile.

Look! said the same soft, womans voice. Look, sahib! See, Ranjoor Singh! the hooded death! See the hooded death behind you!

It was not her command that made him look. He knew better than to turn his head at an unseen womans bidding in the dark. But he heard them hiss, and he turned to see four cobras come toward him, with the front third of their bodies raised from the floor and their hoods extended. He saw that a panel in the wooden wall had slid, and the last snakes tail was yet inside the gap. There was no need of a man to slip between him and the door!

There are more in the wall, Ranjoor Singh! Will they follow thee upstairs? See, they come! Step swiftly, for the hooded death is swift!

The light went out again, and his ears were all he had to warn him of the snakes approach  ears and imagination. Swift as a well launched charge of light cavalry, he leaped for the stairs and took them four at a time. He reached the top one sooner than he knew it. The torch flashed in his eyes, and he saw a pistol-mouth just beyond arm-reach.

Stand, Ranjoor Singh! said a voice that he felt sure he recognized. His eyes began to search beyond the light for glimpses of dim outline.

Back, Ranjoor Singh! Back to the right  toward that door! In, through that door  so!

He obeyed, since he knew now with whom he had to deal. There was no sense at all in taking liberties with Yasmini. He stepped into a bare, dark, teak- walled room, and she followed him, and she had scarcely closed the door at her back before another door opened at the farther end, and two of her maids appeared, carrying candle-lamps.

What do you want with me? demanded Ranjoor Singh.

Nay! Did I invite the sahib?

I came about a murderer who entered by that door through which I came.

To pay him the reward, perhaps? she asked impudently.

Is this thy house? asked Ranjoor Singh.

This is the House of the Eight Half-Brothers, sahib.

This is a hole where murderers hide! A man of mine was slain in the street below, and the murderer came in here. Where is he now?

He and the bigger fool who followed him, said Yasmini, poising herself like a nodding blossom and smiling like the promise of new love, as she paused to be insolent and let the insolence sink home, are at my mercy!

Ranjoor Singh did not answer, but she could draw no amusement from his silence, for his eye was unafraid.

I am from the North, where the quality of mercy is thought weakness, she smiled sweetly.

Who asks mercy? I was seen and heard to enter. There will be a hundred seeking me within an hour!

Sahib, within two hours there will be five thousand around this house, yet none will seek to enter! And they will find no murderer, though thou shalt see thy murderer. Come this way, sahib.

A whiff of warm wind might have blown her, so swiftly, lissomely she ran toward the other door, laughing back at him across her shoulder and leaving a trail of aromatic scent. The two maids held their candle-lanterns high, and, striding like a soldier, Ranjoor Singh followed Yasmini, not caring that the maids shut the heavy door behind him and bolted it. He argued to himself that he was as safe in one room as in another, and she as dangerous; also, that it made no difference in which room he might be when the squadron or his colonel missed him.

Look, Ranjoor Singh! Look through that hole!

There was plenty of light in this room, for there was a lantern in every corner. He could see that she was gazing through a hole in the wall at something that amused her, and she motioned to another hole eight feet away from it. He crossed a floor that was solid and age-old; no two planks of it were of even width or length, but none creaked.

At her invitation he looked through the little square hole she pointed out. And then, for the first time, he confessed surprise.

Thou, Jagut Singh! he exclaimed.

He stepped back, blinked to reassure himself, and stepped to the hole again. Back to back, tied right hand to right, left hand to left, so that their arms were crossed behind them, and lashed waist to waist, a trooper of D Squadron and the Afridi whom he had kicked at Yasminis sat on the floor facing opposite walls. Dumb misery was stamped on the Sikhs face, the despair of evaporated savagery on the Afridis.

Jagut Singh! said the risaldar-major, louder this time; and the trooper looked up, almost as if hope had been that instant born in him.

Jagut Singh!

The trooper grinned. A white row of ivory showed between his black beard and mustache. He tried to look sidewise, but the rope that held him tight to the Afridi hurt his neck.

I knew it, sahib! he shouted. I knew that one would come for me! This hill wildcat has fought until the ropes cut both of us; but take time, sahib! I can wait. Attend to the duty first. Only let him who comes bring water with him, for this is a thirsty place!

Ranjoor Singh looked sidewise. He could see that Yasmini was absorbed in contemplation of her prisoners. Her little lithe form was pressed tightly against the wall, less than two yards away. He could guess, and he had heard a dozen times, that dancing had made her stronger than a panther and more swift. Yet he thought that if he had her in his arms he could crush those light ribs until she would yield and order her prisoner released. The troopers confidence deserved immediate, not postponed, reward.

He watched for a minute. He could see that her bosom rose and fell regularly against the woodwork; she was all unconscious of her danger, he was sure of it. He changed his position, and she neither looked nor moved. He changed it again, so that his weight was all on his left foot; he was sure she had not noticed. Then he sprang.

He sprang sidewise, as a horse does that sees a snake by the roadside, every nerve and sinew keyed to the tightest pitch  eye, ear and instinct working together. And she, in the same second, turned to meet him smiling, with outstretched arms, as if she would meet him half-way and hug him to her bosom, only she stepped a pace backward, instead of forward as she had seemed to intend.

He landed where he had meant to, on the spot where she had stood. His left hand clutched at the wall, and a second too late he made a wild grab at the hole she had peered through, trying to get his fingers into it. What she had done he never knew, but the floor she had stood on yielded, and he heard her laugh as he slipped through the opening like a tiger into a pit-trap, and fell downward into blackness.

With a last tremendous effort he caught at the floor and held himself suspended by his finger-ends. But she came and trod on them, and though her weight was light, malice made her skillful, and she hurt him until he had to set his teeth and drop. He would never have believed that those soft slipper- soles could have given so much pain.

Forget not thy trooper in his need! she called, as he fell away through the opening. And then the trap shut.

To his surprise he did not fall very far, and though he landed on an elbow and a hip, he struck so softly that for a moment he believed he must be mad, or dead, or dreaming. Then his fingers, numb from Yasminis pressure, began to recognize the feel of gunny-bags, and of cotton-wool, and of paper. Also, he smelled kerosene or something very like it.

Forget not the water for thy trooper, Ranjoor Singh!

He looked up to see Yasminis face framed in the opening, and he thought there was more devilment expressed in it, for all her loveliness, than in her voice that never quite lost its hint of laughter. He did not answer, and the trap-door closed again.

He knelt and began to grope through the dark on hands and knees, but gave that up presently because the dust from old sacks and piles of rubbish began to choke him. Then rats came to investigate him. He heard several of them scamper close, and one bit his leg; so he made ready to fight for his life against the worst enemy a man may have, praying a little in the Sikh way, that does not reckon God to be far off at any time.

Suddenly the trap-door opened, and the rats scampered away from the light and noise.

Thus is a soldier answered! muttered Ranjoor Singh.

Is the risaldar-major sahib thirsty? wondered Yasmini.

He could hear her pouring water out of a brass ewer into a dish, and pouring it back again. The metal rang and the water splashed deliriously, but he was not very thirsty yet; he had been thirstier on parade a hundred times.

When her head and shoulders darkened the aperture, he did not trouble this time to look at her.

Is it dark down there? she asked him; but he did not answer.

So she struck a match and lit a newspaper. In a moment a ball of fire was floating downward to him, and it was then that the smell of dust and kerosene entered his consciousness as pincers enter the flesh of men in torment. He stood up with hands upstretched to catch the fire  caught it  bore it downward  and smothered it in gunny-bags.

Still dark? she said, looking through the aperture once more. I will send another one!

So Ranjoor Singh found his tongue and cursed her with a force and comprehensiveness that only Asia can command; he gave her to understand that the next fire she dropped on him should be allowed to work Gods will and burn her  her, her rats, her cobras, and her cutthroats. Two honest Sikhs, he swore, would die well to such an end.

Drop thy fire and I will fan the flame! he vowed, and she believed him.

I will send my cobras down to keep the sahib company! she mocked.

But Ranjoor Singh proposed to take one danger at a time, and he was quite sure that she wanted him alive, not dead, for otherwise he would have been dead already. He held his tongue and listened while she splashed the water.

Thy trooper is very thirsty, sahib!

She was on a warmer scent now, for that squadron of his and the men of his squadron were the one love of his warrior life. Some spirit of malice whispered her as much.

The trooper shall have water when Ranjoor Singh sahib has promised on his Sikh honor.

Promised what? His voice betrayed interest at last; it suggested future possibilities instead of a grim present.

That he will do what is required of him!

Is that the price of a drink for Jagut Singh?

Aye! Will the sahib pay, or will he let the trooper parch?

Ask Jagut Singh! Go, ask him! Let it be as he answers!

He could hear her hurry away, although she slammed the trap-door shut. Evidently she was not satisfied to speak through the little hole, and he suspected that she was showing the man water, perhaps giving some to the Afridi for sweet suggestions sake. She was back within five minutes, and by the way she opened the trap and grinned at him he knew what her answer would be.

He begs that you promise! He begs, sahib! He says he is thy trooper, thy dog, thy menial, and very thirsty!

Bring some one who knows better how to lie! said Ranjoor Singh. I know what his answer was! He said, Say to the risaldar-major sahib that I have eaten salt, but I am not thirsty! Go, tell him his answer was a good one, and that I know he said it! I know that man, as men know each other. Thou art a woman, and thy knowledge is but emptiness. Thou hast heard now twice what the answer is, once from him and once from me!

I will leave thee to the rats! she said, slamming the trap-door tight.

The rats came, and he began to grope about for a weapon to use against them. He caught one rat in his fingers, squeezed the squealing brute to death and flung it away, and he heard a hundred of its mess-mates race to devour the carcass.

He began to see little active eyes around him in the blackness, that watched his every movement, and he kept moving since that seemed to puzzle them. Also he wondered, as a drowning man might wonder about things, how long it would be before Colonel Kirby would send for him to ask about the murdered trooper. Something would happen then, he felt quite sure.

The rats by this time had grown very daring, and he had been bitten again twice; he found time to wonder what lies Yasmini would tell to account for her share in things. He did not doubt she would lie herself out of it, but he wondered just how, along what unexpected line. It began to seem to him that the colonel and his squadron were a very long time coming.

But they will come! he assured himself.



He was nearer to the mark when he expected unexpectedness from Yasmini, for she did not disappoint him. A door opened at one end of the black dark cellar, and again the rats scampered for cover as Yasmini herself stood framed in it, with a lantern above her head. She was alone, and he could not see that she had any weapon.

This way, sahib! she called sweetly to him.

Never  North, South, East or West, in olden days or modern  did a siren call half so seductively. Every move she ever made was poetry expressed, but framed in a golden aura shed by the lamp, and swaying in the velvet blackness of the pits mouth, she was, it seemed to Ranjoor Singh, as no man had ever yet seen woman.

Come, sahib! she called again; and he moved toward her.

Food and water wait! Thy trooper has drunk his fill. Come, sahib!

She made no move at all to protect herself from him. She did not lead into the cavern beyond the door. She waited for him, leaning against the door- post and smiling as if she and he were old friends who understood each other.

I but tried thee, Ranjoor Singh! she smiled, looking up into his face and holding the lantern closer to his eyes, as if she would read behind them. Thou art a soldier, and not a buffalo at all! I am sorry that I called thee buffalo. My heart goes out ever to a brave man, Ranjoor Singh!

He was actually at her side, her clothes touched his, and he could have flung his arms around her. But it was the move next after that which seemed obscure. He wondered what her reply would be; and, moving the lantern a little, she read the hesitation in his eyes  the wavering between desire for vengeance, a soldierly regard for sex, and mistrust of her apparent helplessness. And, being Yasmini, she dared him.

Like swords I have seen! she laughed. Two cutting edges and a point! Not to be held save by the hilt, eh, Ranjoor Singh? Search me for weapons first, and then use that dagger in thy hair  I am unarmed!

Lead on! he commanded in a voice that grated harshly, for it needed all his willpower to prevent his self-command from giving out. He knew that behind temptation of any kind there lie the iron teeth of unexpected consequences.

She let the lantern swing below her knees and leaned back to laugh at him, until the cavern behind her echoed as if all the underworld had seen and was amused.

I called thee a buffalo! she panted. Nay, I was very wrong! I laugh at my mistake! Come, Ranjoor Singh!

With a swing of the lantern and a swerve of her lithe body, she slipped out of his reach and danced down an age-old hewn-stone passage, out of which doors seemed to lead at every six or seven yards; only the doors were all made fast with iron bolts so huge that it would take two men to manage them.

He hurried after her. But the faster he followed the faster she ran, until it needed little imagination to conceive her a will-o-the-wisp and himself a crazy man.

Come! she kept calling to him. Come!

And then she commenced to sing, as if dark passages beneath the Delhi streets were a fit setting for her skill and loveliness. Ranjoor Singh had never heard the song before. It was about a tiger who boasted and fell into a trap. It made him more cautious than he might have been, and when the darkness began to grow less opaque he slowed into a walk. Then he stood still, for he could not see her any longer.

It occurred to him to turn back. But that thought had not more than crossed his mind when a noose was pulled tight around his legs and a big sheet, thrown out of the darkness, was wrapped and wrapped about him until he could neither shout nor move. He knew that they were women who managed the sheet, because he bit ones finger through it and she screamed. Then he heard Yasminis voice close to his ear.

Thy colonel sahib and another are outside! she whispered. It is not well to wait here, Ranjoor Singh!

Next he felt a great rush of air, and after that the roar of flame was so unmistakable  although he could feel no heat yet  that he wondered whether he was to be burned alive.

Is it well alight? asked Yasmini.

Yes! said a maid whose teeth chattered.

Good! Presently the fools will come and pour water enough to fill this passage. Thus none may follow us! Come!

Ranjoor Singh was gathered up and carried by frightened women  he could feel them tremble. For a moment he felt the outer air, and he caught the shout of a crowd that had seen flames. Then he was thrown face downward on the floor of some sort of carriage and driven away.

He lost all sense of direction after a moment, though he did not forget to count, and by his rough reckoning he was driven through the streets for about nine minutes at a fast trot. Then the carriage stopped, and he was carried out again, up almost endless stairs, across a floor that seemed yet more endless, and thrown into a corner.

He heard a door slam shut, and almost at the same moment his fingers, that had never once ceased working, tore a corner of the sheet loose.

In another minute he was free.

He threw the sheet from him and looked about, accustoming his eyes to darkness. Presently, not far from him, he made out the sheeted figure of another man, who lay exactly as he had done and worked with tired fingers. He drew the dagger out of his hair and cut the man loose.

Jagut Singh! he exclaimed.

The trooper stood up and saluted.

Who brought thee here?

Women, sahib, in a carriage!

When?

Even now!

Where is that Afridi?

Dead, sahib!

How?

She brought us water in a brass vessel, saying it was by thy orders, sahib. She cut us loose and gave him water first. Then, while she gave me to drink the Afridi attacked her, and I slew him with my hands, tearing his throat out  thus! While the life yet fluttered in him they threw a sheet over me  and here I am! Salaam, sahib!

The trooper saluted again.

Who made thee prisoner in the first place?

Hillmen, sahib, at the orders of the Afridi who is now dead. They made ready to torture me, showing me the knives they would use. But she came, and they obeyed her, binding the Afridi fast to me. After that I heard the sahibs voice, and then this happened. That is all, sahib.

Well! said Ranjoor Singh. And for the third time his trooper saw fit to salute him.


CHAPTER 11

Who shall be trusted to carry my trust?
(Hither, and answer me, stranger!)
Slow to give ground be he  swifter to thrust  
Instant,  yet wary o danger!
Hand without craftiness, eye without lust,
Lip without flattery! Such an one must
Prove yet his worthiness  yet earn my trust!
(Closer, and answer me, stranger!)
First let me lead him alone, and apart;
There let me feel of his pulse and his heart!
(Hither, and play with me, stranger!)



MEN say Yasmini does not sleep. Of course, that is absurd. None the less, it is certain she must do much of her plotting in the daytime, for by night, until after midnight, she is always the Yasmini whom the Northern gentry know, at home to all comers in her wonderful apartment.

It is ever a mystery to them how she knows all that is going on in Delhi, and in India, and in the greater outer world, although they themselves bring her information that no government could ever suck out of the silent hills. They know where she keeps her cobras  where the strong-box is, in which her jewels lie crowded  who run her errands  and some of her past history, for not even a mongoose is more inquisitive than a man born in the hills, and Yasmini has many maids. But none  not even her favorite, most confidential maids  know what is in the little room that she reaches down a private flight of stairs that have a steel door at the top.

She keeps the key to that steel door, and it has, besides, a combination lock that only she understands.

Once a very clever hillman, who had been south for an education and had learned skepticism in addition to the rule of three, undertook to discover wires leading over roof-tops to that room; but he searched for a week and did not find them. When his search was over, and all had done laughing at him, he was found one night with a knife-wound between his shoulder-blades, and, later still, Yasmini sang a song about him. None searched for wires after that, and the consensus of opinion still is that she makes magic in the room below- stairs.

She sought that room the minute Ranjoor Singh was safely locked in with his trooper, although her maids reported more than one Northern gentleman waiting impatiently in the larger of her two reception-rooms for official information of the war. Government bulletins are regarded as pure fiction always, unless confirmed by Yasmini.

And, within five minutes of Ranjoor Singhs release of his trooper from the sheet, no less a personage than a general officer had thrown aside other business and had drawn on a cloak of secrecy that not even his own secretary could penetrate.

Closed carriage! he ordered; and, as though the fire brigade were doing double duty, a carriage came, and the horses, rump-down, halted from the gallop outside his door.

Pathan turban! he ordered; and his servant brought him one.

Sheepskin cloak!

In a moment the upper half of him would have passed in the dark for that of a rather portly Northern trader. He decided that a rug would do the rest, and snatched one as he ran for the carriage with the turban under his arm. He gave no order to the driver other than Cheloh! and that means Go ahead; so the driver, who was a Sikh, went ahead as the guns go into action, asway and aswing, regardless of everything but speed.

Yasminis! said the general, at the end of a hundred yards; and the Sikh took a square, right-angle turn at full gallop with a neatness the Horse Artillery could not have bettered. There seemed to be no need of further instructions, for the Sikh pulled up unbidden at the private door that is to all appearance only a mark on the dirty-looking wall.

With a rug around his middle, there shot out then what a watching small boy described afterward as a fat hill-rajah on his way to be fleeced. The carriage drove on, for coachmen who wait outside Yasminis door are likely to be butts for questions. The door opened without any audible signal, and the man with the rug around his middle disappeared.

He had ceased to bear any resemblance to any one but a stout English general in mess-dress by the time he reached the dark stairhead; and Yasmini took the precaution of being there alone to meet him. She held, a candle- lantern.

Whom have you? he demanded.

They seemed to understand each other  these two. He paid her no compliments, and she expected none; she made no attempt at all to flatter him or deceive him. But, being Yasmini, it did not lie in her to answer straightly.

I set a trap and a buffalo blundered into it! He will do better than any other!

Whom have you?

Risaldar-Major Ranjoor Singh!

The general whistled softly.

Of the Sikh Light Cavalry? he asked.

One of Kirby sahibs officers, and a trooper into the bargain!

The general whistled again.

There were two troopers whom I meant to catch, she said hurriedly, for it was evident that the general did not at all approve of the turn affairs had taken. I had a trap for them at the House of the Eight Half-Brothers, and some hillmen in there ready to rush out and seize them as they passed. But a fool Afridi murdered one, and I only got there in the nick of time to save the others life. I meant that Ranjoor Singh, who is a buffalo, should be troubled about his troopers and suspected on his own account, for he and I have a private quarrel. I did not mean to catch him, or make use of him. But he walked into the trap. What shall be done with him? Let the sahib say the word and

Her gesture was inimitable. Not so the gurgle that she gave, for a mans breath bubbling through the blood of a slit throat makes the same shuddersome sound exactly. The general took no notice whatever of that, for wise men of the West understand the Easts attempts to scandalize them. It is the everlasting amusement of Yasmini, and a thousand others, to pretend that the English are even more blood careless than themselves, just as it is their practise to build confidently on the opposite fact.

Did you fire the House of the Eight Half-Brothers? asked the general suddenly.

Am I a sweeper? she retorted.

Did you order it done?

Did Jumna rise when the rain came? There were six good cobras of mine burned alive, to say nothing of the bones of a dead Afridi! Nay, sahib, I ordered a clear trail left from there to here, connecting me and thee and Ranjoor Singh to the Germans and a dog of an Afridi murderer. I left a trail that even the police could follow!

Whose property is that house?

Whose? Ask the lawyers! They have fought about it in the courts until lawyers own every stick and stone of it, and now the lawyers fight one another! The government will spend a year now, she laughed, seeking whom to fine for the fire. It will be good to see the lawyers run to cover!

This is a bad business! said the general sternly; and he used two words in the native tongue that are thirty times more expressive of badness as applied to machinations than are the English for them. The plan was to kidnap a trooper, or two troopers  to tempt him, or them  and, should they prove incorruptible, to give them certain work to do. And what have you done?

Yasmini laughed at him  merry, mocking laughter that stung him because it was so surely genuine. She did not need to tell him in words that she was not afraid of him; she could laugh in his face and make the truth sink deeper.

And now what will the burra-sahib do? she mocked. There is war  a great war  a war of all the world  but Yasmini fired a rat-run and avenged a murdered Sikh. First let us punish Yasmini! Shall I send for police to arrest me, burra-sahib? Or shall I send a maid in search of babu Sita Ram that the game may continue?

What do you want Sita Ram for?

Sita Ram is nearly always useful, sahib. He is on a message now. He is a fool who likes to meddle where he thinks none notice him. Such are the sort who cost least and work the longest hours. Who, for instance, sahib, is to balk Kirby sahib when he grows suspicious and begins to search in earnest for his Ranjoor Singh? He knew that Ranjoor Singh was at the House of the Eight Half-Brothers; there was a man on watch outside. He will come here next, for Ranjoor Singh has been reported to him as having talked with Germans in my house.

Reported by whom?

By the Afridi who is now dead.

Who killed the Afridi?

Does the burra-sahib think I killed him?

I asked a question! snapped the general.

In the first place, then, Ranjoor Singh, the buffalo, struck the Afridi with his foot. The Afridi, who was a dog with yellow teeth, went outside to sing sweet compliments to Ranjoor Singh. Certain Sikhs heard him  of whom one was the trooper who waits in another room with Ranjoor Singh  and they beat him nearly to death because, being buffaloes themselves, they love Ranjoor Singh, who is the greatest buffalo of all.

For revenge, the Afridi told tales of Ranjoor Singh, and later knifed one Sikh trooper who had beaten him. The other trooper followed him into the House of the Eight Half-Brothers, where he soon had opportunity for vengeance. Now the burra-sahib knows all. Is it not a sweet love-story! Now the burra-sahib may arrest everybody, and all will be well!

Where did Ranjoor Singh kick the Afridi?

Here  in my house!

Then he was here?

How else would he kick the man here? Could he send his foot by messenger?

Was the German here? Did he have word with the German?

Surely. He spoke with him alone. So the Afridi reported him to the Raj- sahib.

The general frowned. However deeply the military may intrigue, they neither like nor profess to like civilians who play the same game.

If Ranjoor Singh is under suspicion, what is the use of

Oh, all men are alike! jeered Yasmini, holding up the light and looking more impudent than the general had ever seen her  and he had seen her often, for most of his private information about the regions north of the Himalayas had come through her in one way or another, and often enough from her lips direct. I have said that Ranjoor Singh is a buffalo! He was born a buffalo  he has been trained to be one by the British  he likes to be one  and he will die one, with a German bullet in his belly, unless this business prove too much for him and he dies of fretting before he can get away to fight!

I  look at me, sahib! I have tempted Ranjoor Singh, and he did not yield a hair! I stood closer to him than I am to you, and his pulse beat no faster! All he thought of was whether he could crush me and make me give up my prisoner.

Ranjoor Singh is a buffalo of buffaloes  a Jat buffalo of no imagination and no sense. He is buffalo enough to love the British Raj and his squadron of Jat farmers with all his stupid Sikh heart! There could not be a better for the purpose than this Ranjoor Singh! He is stupid enough, and nearly blunt enough, to be an Englishman. He is just of the very caliber to fool a German! Trust me, sahib  I, who picked the man who

Thatll do! said the general; and Yasmini laughed again like the tinkling of a silver bell.

There came then a soft rap on the door. It opened about six inches, and a maid whispered.

Wait! ordered Yasmini. Come through! Wait here! She pulled the maid through the door to the little back stair-head landing. Did you hear? she hissed excitedly. She says Kirby sahib has come, and another with him!

She was twitching with excitement. Her fingers clutched the generals sleeve, and he found himself thinking of his youth. He released her fingers gently and she spared a giggle for him.

Bad business! said the general again. Kirby will ask questions and go away; but the troopers of Ranjoor Singhs squadron will come later, and they will not go away in such a hurry. You can fool Colonel Kirby sahib, but you can not fool a hundred troopers!

No? she purred. She had done thinking and was herself again, impudent and artful. I can fool anybody, and any thousand men! I have sent Sita Ram already with a message to the troopers of Ranjoor Singhs squadron. The message was supposed to be from him, and it was worded just as he would have worded it. Presently Sita Ram will come back, when he has helped himself to payment. Then I can send him with yet another message.

Go and put thoughts into the buffalos head, General sahib, and be quick! There must be a message  a written message from Ranjoor Singh to Kirby sahib  and a token  forget not the token, in proof that the writing is not forged! Forget not the token. There must surely be a token!

She pushed the general forward down a passage, through a series of doors, and down another passage  halted him while she fitted a strange native key into a lock  opened another door, and pushed him through. Then she ran back to her maid.

Send somebody to find Sita Ram! Bid him hurry! When he comes, put him in the small room next the cobras, and let him be shown the cobras until fear of too much talking has grown greater in him than the love of being heard! Then let me see him in a mirror, so that I may know when it is time. Have cobras in a hair-noose ready, close behind where the sahibs sit, and watch through the hangings for my signal! Both sahibs will kneel to me. Then watch for another signal, and let all lights be blown out instantly! Or, if the sahibs do not kneel (though they shall!), then watch yet more closely for a signal which I will give to extinguish lights.

So  now, go! Am I beautiful? Are my eyes bright? Twist me that jasmine in my hair  so. Now run  I will surprise them through the hangings!

So Yasmini surprised Kirby and his adjutant, as has been told, and it need not be repeated how she humbled the pride of Indias army on their knees. She would have to forego the delight of being Yasmini before she could handle any situation or plan any coup along ordinary lines, and Kirby and his adjutant were not the first Englishmen, nor likely to be the last, to feed her merriment.

The general, for his part, had  even although pushed without ceremony through a door  behaved with perfect confidence, for he knew that, whatever her whim or her sense of humor, or her impudence, Yasmini would not fail him in the pinch. Even she, whose jest it is to see men writhe under her hand, has to own somebody her master, and though she would giggle at the notion of fearing any one man, or any dozen, she does fear the representative of what she and perhaps a hundred others call The Game. For the night, and for the place, the general was that representative, and however much he might disapprove, he had no doubt of her.



Ranjoor Singh stood aghast at sight of him, and the trooper saluted like an automaton, since nothing save obedience was any affair of his.

Evening, Risaldar-Major! smiled the general.

Salaam, General sahib!

To save time, I will tell you that I know stage by stage how you got here.

Ranjoor Singh looked suspicious. For five-and-twenty years he had watched British justice work, and British justice gives both sides a hearing; he had not told his own version yet.

I know that you have had word in another part of this house with a German, who pretends to be a merchant but who is really a spy.

Ranjoor Singh looked even more suspicious. The charge was true, though, so he did not answer.

Your being brought to this house was part of a plan  part of the same plan that leaves the German still at liberty. You are wanted to take further part in it.

General sahib, am I an officer of the Raj or am I dreaming?

Ranjoor Singh had found his tongue at last, and the general noted with keen pleasure that eye, voice and manner were angry and unafraid.

I command a squadron, sahib, unless I have been stricken mad! Since when is a squadron commander brought face-downward in a carriage out of rat-traps by a woman to do a generals bidding? That has been my fate tonight. Now I am wanted to take further part! Is my honor not yet dirtied enough, General sahib? I will take no further part. I refuse to obey! I order this trooper not to obey. I demand court martial!

I see Id better begin with an apology, smiled the general! He was not trying to pretend he felt comfortable.

Nay, sahib! I would accept no apology. It must first be proved to me that he, who tells me I am wanted to take further part in this rat-hole treachery, is not a traitor to the Raj! I have read of generals turning traitors! I have read about Napoleon; I know how his generals behaved when the sand in his glass seemed run. I am for the Raj in this and in any other hour! I refuse to obey or to accept apology! Let the explanation be made me at court martial, with Colonel Kirby sahib present to bear witness to my character!

As you were!

The generals eyes met those of the Sikh officer, and neither could have told then, or at any other time, what exactly it was that each man recognized.

Ranjoor Singh, when I entered this house ten minutes ago I had no notion I should find you here. I have served the same Salt with you, on the same campaigns. I even wear the same medals. In the same house I am entitled to the same credit.

I am here on urgent business for the Raj, and you are here owing to a grave mistake, which I admit and for which I tender you the most sincere apology on behalf of the government, but which I can not alter. I expected to find a trooper here, not necessarily of your regiment, who should have been waylaid and tempted beyond any doubt as to his trustworthiness.

I received a message that Yasmini had two absolutely honest men ready, and I came at once to give them their instructions. I ask you to sacrifice your pride, as we all of us must on occasion, and your rights, as is a soldiers privilege, and see this business through to a finish. It is too late to make other arrangements, Ranjoor Singh.

Sahib, squadron-leading is my trade! I am not cut out for rat-run soldiering! I am willing to leave this house and hold my tongue, and to take this trooper with me and see that he holds his tongue. By nine tomorrow morning I will have satisfied myself that you are for and not against the Raj. And having satisfied myself, I and this trooper here will hold our tongues for ever. Bass!

The general stood as still on his square foot of floor as did Ranjoor Singh on his. It was the fact that he did not flinch and did not strut about, but stood in one spot with his arms behind him that confirmed Ranjoor Singh in his reading of the generals eye.

You may leave the house, then, and take your trooper. I accept your promise. Before you go, though, Ill tell you something. The ordering of troops for the front  for France  is in my hands. Your regiment is slated for tomorrow. But it cant go unless youll see this through. The whole regiment will be needed, instead, to mount guard over Delhi.

The regiment is to go, sahib, and my squadron, and  and I not? I am not to go?

That is the sacrifice you are asked to make!

Have I made no sacrifices for the Raj? How has my life been spent? Sahib

The Sikhs voice broke and he ceased speaking, but the general, too, seemed at a loss for words.

Sahib  do I understand? If I do this  this rat-business, whatever it is  Colonel Kirby and the regiment go, and another leads my squadron? And unless I do this, whatever it is, the regiment will not go?

The general nodded. He felt and looked ashamed.

Has war been declared, sahib?

Yes. Germany has invaded Belgium.

For a second the Sikhs eyes blazed, but the fire died down again. He clasped his hands in front of him and hung his head. I will do this thing that I am asked to do, he said; but his words were scarcely audible. His trooper came a step closer, to be nearer to him in his minute of acutest agony.

Thou and I, Jagut Singh! We both stay behind!

Now, Risaldar-Major, I want you to listen! Youve promised like a man, said the general. Ill make you the best promise I can in return. Mines conditional, but its none the less emphatic. If possible, you shall catch your regiment before it puts to sea. If thats impossible, you shall take passage on another ship and try to overtake it. If that again is impossible, you shall follow your regiment and be in France in time to lead your squadron. I think I may say you are sure to be there before the regiment goes into action. But, understand  I said, If possible!

Ranjoor Singhs eye brightened and he straightened perceptibly.

This trooper, sahib

My promise is for him as well.

We accept, sahib! What is the duty?

First, write a note to Colonel Kirby  Ill see that its delivered  asking him to put your name in Orders as assigned to special duty. Heres paper and a fountain pen.

Why should all this be secret from Colonel Kirby? asked Ranjoor Singh. There is no wiser and no more loyal officer!

Nor any officer more pugnacious on his juniors account, I assure you! I cant imagine his agreeing to the use Im making of you. Ive no time to listen to his protests. Write, man, write!

Give me the paper and the pen, sahib!

Ranjoor Singh wrote by the light of a flickering oil lamp, using his troopers shoulder for support. He passed the finished note back to the general.

Now some token, please, Risaldar-Major, that Colonel Kirby will be sure to recognize  something to prove that the note is not forged.

Ranjoor Singh pulled a ring from his finger and held it out.

Colonel Kirby sahib gave me this, he said simply.

Thanks. Shake hands, will you? Ive been talking to a man tonight  to two men  if I ever did in my life! I shall go now and give this letter to somebody to deliver to Colonel Kirby, and I shall not see you again probably until all this is over. Please do what Yasmini directs until you hear from me or can see for yourself that your task is finished. Depend on me to remember my promise!

Ranjoor Singh saluted, military-wise, although he was not in uniform. The general answered his salute and left the room, to be met by a maid, who took the note and the ring from him. Five minutes later, with his rough disguise resumed, the general hunted about among the shadows of the neighboring streets until he had found his carriage. He recognized, but was not recognized by, the risaldar on the box-seat of Colonel Kirbys shay.


CHAPTER 12

Teeth of a wolf on a whitened bone,
What do the splinters say?
Scent of a sambar, up and gone,
Where will he stand at bay?
Sparks in the whirl of a hurrying wind.
Who was it laid the light?
Mischief, back of a womans mind,
Why do the thoughtless fight?



BLACK smoke still billowed upward from the gutted House of the Eight Half-Brothers, and although there were few stars visible, a watery moon looked out from between dark cloud racks and showed up the smoke above the Delhi roofs. Yasmini picked the right simile as usual. It looked as if the biggest genie ever dreamed of must be hurrying out of a fishermans vase.

And who is the fisherman? she laughed, for she is fond of that sort of question that sets those near her thinking and disguises the trend of her own thoughts as utterly as if she had not any.

The genie might be the spirit of war! ventured a Baluchi, forgetting the one God of his Koran in a sententious effort to please Yasmini.

She flashed a glance at him.

Or it might be the god of the Rekis, she suggested; and everybody chuckled, because Baluchis do not relish reference to their lax religious practise any more than they like to be called desert people. This man was a Rind Baluch of the Marri Hills, and proud of it; but pride is not always an asset at Yasminis.

They  and the police would have dearly loved to know exactly who they were  stood clustered in Yasminis great, deep window that overlooks her garden  the garden that can not be guessed at from the street. There was not one of them who could have explained how they came to assemble all on that side of the room; the movement had seemed to evolve out of the infinite calculation that everybody takes for granted, and Moslems particularly, since there seems nothing else to do about it.

It did not occur to anybody to credit Yasmini with the arrangement, or with the suddenly aroused interest in smoke against the after-midnight sky. Yet, when another man entered whose disguise was a joke to any practiced eye  and all in the room were practiced  it looked to the newcomer almost as if his reception had been ready staged.

He was dressed as a Mohammedan gentleman. But his feet, when he stood still, made nearly a right angle to each other, and his shoulders had none of the grace that goes with good native breeding; they were proud enough, but the pride had been drilled in and cultivated. It sat square. And if a native gentleman had walked through the streets as this man walked, all the small boys of the bazaars would have followed him to learn what nation his might be.

Yasmini seemed delighted with him. She ran toward him, curtsied to him, and called him bahadur. She made two maids bring a chair for him, and made them set it near the middle of the window whence he could see the smoke, pushing the men away on either side until he had a clear view.

But he knew enough of the native mind, at all events, to look at the smoke and not remark on it. It was so obvious that he was meant to talk about the smoke, or to ask about it, that even a German Orientalist understanding the East through German eyes had tact enough to look in silence, and so to speak, force trumps.

And that again, of course, was exactly what Yasmini wanted. Moreover, she surprised him by not leading trumps.

They are here, she said, with a sidewise glance at the more than thirty men who crowded near the window.

The German  and he made no pretense any longer of being anything but German  sat sidewise with both hands on his knees to get a better view of them. He scanned each face carefully, and each man entertained a feeling that he had been analyzed and ticketed and stood aside.

I have seen all these before, he said. They are men of the North, and good enough fighters, I have no doubt. But they are not what I asked for. How many of these are trained soldiers? Which of these could swing the allegiance of a single native regiment. It is time now for proofs and deeds. The hour of talk is gone. Bring me a soldier!

These also say it is all talk, sahib  words, words, words! They say they will wait until the fleet that has been spoken of comes to bombard the coast. For the present there are none to rally round.

Yet you hinted at soldiers! said the German. You hinted at a regiment ready to revolt!

Aye, sahib! I have repeated what these say. When the soldier comes there shall be other talk! See yonder smoke, bahadur?

Now, then, it was time to notice things, and the German gazed over the garden and Delhi walls and roofs at what looked very much more important than it really was. It looked as if at least a street must be on fire.

He made that holocaust, did the soldier!

Yasminis manner was of blended awe and admiration.

He was suspected of disloyalty. He entered that house to make arrangements for the mutiny of a whole regiment of Sikhs, who are not willing to be sent to fight across the sea. He was followed to the house, and so, since he would not be taken, he burned all the houses. Such, a man is he who comes presently. Did the sahib hear the mob roar when the flames burst out at evening? No? A pity! There were many soldiers in the mob, and many thousand discontented people!

She went close to the window, to be between the German and the light, and let him see her silhouetted in an attitude of hope awakening. She gazed at the billowing smoke as if the hope of India were embodied in it.

It was thus in fifty-seven, she said darkly. Men began with burnings!

Brown eyes, behind the German, exchanged glances, for the East is chary of words when it does not understand. The German nodded, for he had studied history and was sure he understood.

Sahib hai! said a sudden womans voice, and Yasmini started as if taken by surprise. There were those in the room who knew that when taken by surprise she never started; but they were not German. He is here! she whispered; and the German showed that he felt a crisis had arrived. He settled down to meet it like a soldier and a man.

Salaam! purred Yasmini in her silveriest voice, as Ranjoor Singh strode down the middle of the room with the dignity the West may some day learn.

See! whispered Yasmini. He trusts nobody. He brings his own guard with him!

By the door at which he had entered stood a trooper of D Squadron, Outrams Own, no longer in uniform, but dressed as a Sikh servant. The mans arms were folded on his breast. The rigidity, straight stature, and attitude appealed to the German as the sight of sea did to the ancient Greeks.

Salaam! said Ranjoor Singh.

The German noticed that his eyes glowed, but the rest of him was all calm dignity.

We have met before, said the German, rising. You are the Sikh with whom I spoke the other night  the Sikh officer  the squadron leader!

Ja! said Ranjoor Singh; and the one word startled the German so that he caught his breath.

Sie sprechen Deutsch?

Jawohl!

The German muttered something half under his breath that may have been meant for a compliment to Ranjoor Singh, but the risaldar-major missed it, for he had stepped up to the nearest of the Northern gentlemen and confronted him. There was a great show of looking in each others eyes and muttering under the breath some word and counter-word. Each made a sign with his right hand, then with his left, that the German could not see, and then Ranjoor Singh stepped sidewise to the next man.

Man by man, slowly and with care, he looked each man present in the eyes and tested him for the password, while Yasmini watched admiringly.

Any who do not know the word will die tonight! she whispered; and the German nodded, because it was evident that the Northerners were quite afraid. He approved of that kind of discipline.

These are all true men  patriots, said Ranjoor Singh, walking back to him. Now say what you have to say.

Jetzt began the German.

Speak Hindustani that they all may understand, said Ranjoor Singh; and the others gathered closer.

My friend, I am told

But Yasmini broke in, bursting between Ranjoor Singh and the German.

Nay, let the sahibs go alone into the other room. Neither will speak his mind freely before company  is it not so? Into the other room, sahibs, while we wait here!

Ranjoor Singh bowed, and the German clicked his heels together. Ranjoor Singh made a sign, but the German yielded precedence; so Ranjoor Singh strode ahead, and the German followed him, wishing to high Heaven he could learn to walk with such consummate grace. As they disappeared through the jingling bead- curtain, the Sikh trooper followed them, and took his stand again with folded arms by the door-post. The German saw him, and smiled; he approved of that.

Then Yasmini gathered her thirty curious Northerners together around her and proceeded to entertain them while the plot grew nearer to its climax in another room. She led them back to the divans by the inner wall. She set them to smoking while she sang a song to them. She parried their questions with dark hints and innuendoes that left them more mystified than ever; yet no man would admit he could not understand.

And then she danced to them. She danced for an hour, to the wild minor music that her women made, and she seemed to gather strength and lightness as the night wore on. Near dawn the German and Ranjoor Singh came out together, to find her yet dancing, and she ceased only to pull the German aside and speak to him.

Does he really speak German? she whispered.

He? He has read Nietzsche and von Bernhardi in the German!

Who are they?

They are difficult to read  philosophers.

Has he satisfied you?

He has promised that he will.

Then go before I send the rest away!

So the German tried to look like a Mohammedan again, and went below to a waiting landau. Before he was half-way down the stairs Yasminis hands gripped tight on Ranjoor Singhs forearms and she had him backed into a corner.

Ranjoor Singh, thou art no buffalo! I was wrong! Thou art a great man, Ranjoor Singh!

She received no answer.

What hast thou promised him?

To show him a mutinous regiment of Sikhs.

And what has he promised?

To show me what we seek.

She nodded.

Good! she said.

So now I promise thee something, said Ranjoor Singh sternly. Tomorrow  today  I shall eat black shame on thy account, for this is thy doing. Later I will go to France. Later again, I will come back and

And love me as they all do! laughed Yasmini, pushing him away.


CHAPTER 13

If I must lie, who love the truth,
(And honor bids me lie),
Ill tell a lordly lie forsooth
To be remembered by.
If I must cheat, whose fame is fair,
And fret my fame away,
Ill do worse than the devil dare
That men may rue the day!



BEYOND question Yasmini is a craftsman of amazing skill, and her genius  as does all true genius  extends to the almost infinite consideration of small details. The medium in which she works  human weakness  affords her unlimited opportunity; and she owns the trick, that most great artists win, of not letting her general plan be known before the climax. Neither friend nor enemy is ever quite sure which is which until she solves the problem to the enemys confusion.

But Yasmini could have failed in this case through overmuch finesse. She was not used to Germans, and could not realize until too late that her compliance with this mans every demand only served to make him more peremptory and more one-sided in his point of view. From a mere agent, offering the almost unimaginable in return for mere promises, he had grown already into a dictator, demanding action as a prelude to reward. He had even threatened to cause her, Yasmini, to be reported to the police unless she served his purpose better!

If she had obeyed the general and had picked a trooper for the business in hand, it is likely that Yasmini would have had to write a failure to her account. She had come perilously near to obedience on this occasion, and it had been nothing less than luck that put Ranjoor Singh into her hands, luck being the pet name of Indias kindest god. Ranjoor Singh was needed in the instant when he came to bring the German back to earth and a due sense of proportion.

The Sikh had a rage in his heart that the German mistook for zeal and native ferocity; his manners became so brusk under the stress of it that they might almost have been Prussian, and, met with its own reflection, that kind of insolence grows limp.

Having agreed to lie, Ranjoor Singh lied with such audacity and so much skill that it would have needed Yasmini to dare disbelieve him.

The German sat in state near Yasminis great window and received, one after another, liars by the dozen from the hills where lies are current coin. Some of them had listened to his lectures, and some had learned of them at second hand; every man of them had received his cue from Yasmini. There was too much unanimity among them; they wanted too little and agreed too readily to what the German had to say; he was growing almost suspicious toward half-past ten, when Ranjoor Singh came in.

There was no trooper behind him this time, for the man had been sent to watch for the regiments departure, and to pounce then on Bagh, the charger, and take him away to safety. After the charger had been groomed and fed and hidden, the trooper was to do what might be done toward securing the risaldar- majors kit; but under no condition was the kit to have precedence.

Groom him until he shines! Guard him until I call for him! Keep him exercised! was the three-fold order that sang through the troopers head and overcame astonishment in the hurry to obey.

Now it was the Germans turn to be astonished. Ranjoor Singh strode in, dressed as a Sikh farmer, and frowned down Yasminis instant desire to poke fun at him. The German rose to salute him, and the Sikh acknowledged the salute with a nod such as royalty might spare for a menial.

Come! he said curtly, and the German followed him out through the door to the stair-head where so many mirrors were. There Ranjoor Singh made quite a little play of making sure they were not overheard, while the German studied his own Mohammedan disguise from twenty different angles.

Too much finery! growled Ranjoor Singh. I will attend to that. First, listen! Other than your talk, I have had no proof at all of you! You are a spy!

I am a

You are a spy! All the spies I ever met were liars from the ground up! I am a patriot. I am working to save my country from a yoke that is unbearable, and I must deal in subterfuge and treachery if I would win. But you are merely one who sows trouble. You are like the little jackal  the dirty little jackal  who starts a fight between two tigers so that he may fill his mean belly! Dont speak  listen!

The Germans jaw had dropped, but not because words rushed to his lips. He seemed at a loss for them.

You made me an offer, and I accepted it, continued Ranjoor Singh. I accepted it on behalf of India. I shall show you in about an hour from now a native regiment  one of the very best native regiments, so mutinous that its officers must lead it out of Delhi to a camp where it will be less dangerous and less likely to corrupt others.

The German nodded. He had asked no more.

Then, if you fail to fulfill your part, said Ranjoor Singh grimly, I shall lock you in the cellar of this house, where Yasmini keeps her cobras!

Vorwärts! laughed the German, for there was conviction in every word the Sikh had said. I will show you how a German keeps his bargain!

Vorwärts (German)  forward. ]

A German? growled Ranjoor Singh. A German  Germany is nothing to me! If Germany can pick the bones I leave, what do I care? One does not bargain with a spy, either; one pays his price, and throws him to the cobras if he fails! Come!

The question of precedence no longer seemed to trouble Ranjoor Singh; he turned his back without apology, and as the German followed him downstairs there came a giggle from behind the curtains.

Were we overheard? he asked.

But Ranjoor Singh did not seem to care any more, and did not trouble to answer him.

Outside the door was a bullock-cart, of the kind in which women make long journeys, with a painted, covered super-structure. The German followed Ranjoor Singh into it, and without any need for orders the Sikh driver began to twist the bullocks tails and send them along at the pace all India loves. Then Ranjoor Singh began to pay attention to the Germans dress, pulling off his expensive turban and replacing that and his clothes with cheaper, dirtier ones.

Why? asked the German.

I will show you why, said Ranjoor Singh.

Then they sat back, each against a side of the cart, squatting native style.

This regiment that I will show you is mine, said Ranjoor Singh. I command a squadron of it  or, rather, did, until I became suspected. Every man in the regiment is mine, and will follow me at a word. When I give the word they will kill their English officers.

He leaned his head out of the opening to spit; there seemed something in his mouth that tasted nasty.

Why did they mutiny? asked the German.

Ordered to France! said Ranjoor Singh, with lowered eyes.

For a while there was silence as the cart bumped through the muddy rutty streets; the only sound that interfered with thought was the drivers voice, apostrophizing the bullocks; and the abuse he poured on them was so time- honored as to be unnoticeable, like the cawing of the city crows.

It is strange, said the German, after a while. For years I have tried to get in touch with native officers. Here and there I have found a Sepoy who would talk with me, but you are the first officer. He was brown-studying, talking almost to himself. He did not see the curse in the risaldar-majors eyes.

I have found plenty of merchants who would promise to finance revolt, and plenty of hillmen who would promise anything. But all said, We will do what the army does! And I could not find in all this time, among all those people, anybody to whom I dared show what we  Germany  can do to help. I have seen from the first it was only with the aid of the army that we could accomplish anything, yet the army has been unapproachable. How is it that you have seemed so loyal, all of you, until the minute of war?

Ranjoor Singh spat again through the opening with thoroughness and great deliberation. Then he proceeded to give proof that, as Yasmini had said, he was really not a buffalo at all. A fool would have taken chances with any one of a dozen other explanations. Ranjoor Singh, with an expression that faintly suggested Colonel Kirby, picked the right, convincing one.

The English are not bad people, he said simply. They have left India better than they found it. They have been unselfish. They have treated us soldiers fairly and honorably. We would not have revolted had the opportunity not come, but we have long been waiting for the opportunity.

We are not madmen  we are soldiers. We know the value of mere words. We have kept our plans secret from the merchants and the hillmen, knowing well that they would all follow our lead. If you think that you, or Germany, have persuaded us, you are mistaken. You could not persuade me, or any other true soldier, if you tried for fifty years!

It is because we had decided on revolt already that I was willing to listen to your offer of material assistance. We understand that Germany expects to gain advantage from our revolt, but we can not help that; that is incidental. As soldiers, we accept what aid we can get from anywhere!

So? said the German.

Ja! said Ranjoor Singh. And that is why, if you fail me, I shall give you to Yasminis cobras!

You will admit, said the German, when I have shown you, that Germanys foresight has been long and shrewd. Your great chance of success, my friend, like Germanys in this war, depends on a sudden, swift, tremendous success at first; the rest will follow as a logical corollary. It is the means of securing that first success that we have been making ready for you for two years and more.

You should have credit for great secrecy, admitted Ranjoor Singh. Until a little while ago I had heard nothing of any German plans.

Russia got the blame for what little was guessed at! laughed the German.

Oh! said Ranjoor Singh.

A little before midday they reached the Ajmere Gate, and the lumbering cart passed under it. At the farther side the driver stopped his oxen without orders, and Ranjoor Singh stepped out, looking quickly up and down the road. There were people about, but none whom he chose to favor with a second glance.

Close by the gate, almost under the shadow of it, and so drab and dirty as to be almost unnoticeable, there was a little cotton-tented booth, with a stock of lemonade and sweetmeats, that did interest him. He looked three times at it, and at the third look a Mohammedan wriggled out of it and walked away without a word.

Come! commanded Ranjoor Singh, and the German got out of the cart, looking not so very much unlike the poor Mohammedan who had gone away.

Get in there! The German slipped into the real owners place. So far as appearances went, he was a very passable sweetmeat and lemonade seller, and Ranjoor Singh proved competent to guard against contingencies.

He picked a long stick out of the gutter and took his stand near by, frowning as he saw a carriage he suspected to be Yasminis drive under the gate and come to a stand at the roadside, fifty or sixty yards away.

If the officers should recognize me, he growled to the German, though seeming not to talk to him at all, I should be arrested at once, and shot later. But the men will recognize me, and you shall see what you shall see!

Three small boys came with a coin to spend, but Ranjoor Singh drove them away with his long stick; they argued shrilly from a distance, and one threw a stone at him, but finally they decided he was some new sort of plain-clothes constabeel, and went away.

One after another, several natives came to make small purchases, but, not being boys any longer, a gruff word was enough to send them running. And then came the clatter of hoofs of the advance-guard, and the German looked up to see a fire in Ranjoor Singhs eyes that a caged tiger could not have outdone.

All this while the bullock-cart in which they had come remained in the middle of the road, its driver dozing dreamily on his seat and the bullocks perfectly content to chew the cud. At the sound of the hoofs behind him, the driver suddenly awoke and began to belabor and kick his animals; he seemed oblivious of another cart that came toward him, and of a third that hurried after him from underneath the gate.

In less than sixty seconds all three carts were neatly interlocked, and their respective drivers were engaged in a war of words that beggared Babel.

The advance-guard halted and added words to the torrent. Colonel Kirby caught up the advance-guard and halted, too.

Does he look like a man who commands a loyal regiment? asked Ranjoor Singh; and the German studied the bowed head and thoughtful angle of a man who at that minute was regretting his good friend the risaldar-major.

You will note that he looks chastened!

The German nodded.

In his own good time Ranjoor Singh ran out and helped with that long stick of his to straighten out the mess; then in thirty seconds the wheels were unlocked again and the carts moving in a hurry to the roadside. The advance- guard moved on, and Kirby followed. Then, troop by troop, the whole of Outrams Own rode by, and the German began to wonder. It seemed to him that the rest of the officers were not demure enough, although he admitted to himself that the enigmatic Eastern faces in the ranks might mean anything at all. He noted that there was almost no talking, and he took that for a good sign for Germany.

D Squadron came last of all, and convinced him. They rode regretfully, as men who missed their squadron leader, and who, in spite of a message from him, would have better loved to see him riding on their flank.

But Ranjoor Singh stepped out into the road, and the right-end man of the front four recognized him. Not a word was said that the German could hear, but he could see the recognition run from rank to rank and troop to troop, until the squadron knew to a man; he saw them glance at Ranjoor Singh, and from him to one another, and ride on with a new stiffening and a new air of now well see what comes of it!

It was as evident, to his practiced eye, that they were glad to have seen Ranjoor Singh, and looked forward to seeing him again very shortly, as that they were in a mood for trouble, and he decided to believe the whole of what the Sikh had said on the strength of the obvious truth of part of it.

Watch now the supply train! growled Ranjoor Singh, as the wagons began to rumble by.

The German had no means of knowing that the greater part of the regiments war provisions had gone away by train from a Delhi station. The wagons that followed the regiment on the march were a generous allowance for a regiment going into camp, but not more than that. The spies whose duty it was to watch the railway sidings reported to somebody else and not to him.

Ranjoor Singh beckoned him after a while, and they came out into the road, to stand between two of the bullock-wagons and gaze after the regiment. The shuttered carriage that Ranjoor Singh had suspected to be Yasminis passed them again, and the man beside the driver said something to Ranjoor Singh in an undertone, but the German did not hear it; he was watching the colonel and another officer talking together beside the road in the distance. The shuttered carriage passed on, but stopped in the shadow of the gate.

Look! said the German. I thought that officer  the adjutant, isnt he  recognized you. Now he is pointing you out to the colonel! Look!

Ranjoor Singh did look, and he saw that Colonel Kirby was waiting to let the regiment go by. He knew what was passing through Kirbys mind, since it is given to some men, native and English, to have faith in each other. And he knew that there was danger ahead of him through which he might not come with his life, perhaps even with his honor. He would have given, like Kirby, a full years pay for a hand-shake then, and have thought the pay well spent.

Kirby began to canter back.

He has recognized you! said the German.

And he is coming to cut me down! swore Ranjoor Singh.

He dragged the German back behind the nearest cart, and together they ran for the gloom of the big gate, leaving the driver of the bullock-cart standing at gaze where Ranjoor Singh had stood. The door of the shuttered carriage flew open as they reached it, and Ranjoor Singh pushed the German in. He stood a moment longer, with his foot on the carriage step, watching Colonel Kirby; he watched him question the bullock-cart driver.

Then a voice that he recognized said, Buffalo! and he followed into the carriage, shutting the door behind him.

The carriage was off almost before the door slammed.



Am I to be kept waiting for a week, while a Jat farmer gazes at cattle on the road? demanded Yasmini, sitting forward out of the darkest corner of the carriage and throwing aside a veil. He cares nothing for thee! she whispered. Didst thou see the jasmine drop into his lap from the gate? That was mine! Didst thou see him button it into his tunic? So, Ranjoor Singh! That for thy colonel sahib! And his head will smell of my musk for a week to come! What  what fools men are! Jaldee, jaldee! she called to the driver through the shutters, and the man whipped up his pair.

It was more than scandalous to be driven through Delhi streets in a shuttered carriage with a native lady, and even the Germans presence scarcely modified the sensation; the German did not appreciate the rarity of his privilege, for he was too busy staring through the shutters at a world which tried its best to hide excitement; but Ranjoor Singh was aware all the time of Yasminis mischievous eyes and of mirth that held her all but speechless. He knew that she would make up tales about that ride, and would have told them to half of India to his enduring shame before a year was out.

Are you satisfied? she asked the German, after a long silence.

Of what? asked the German.

That Ranjoor Singh sahib can do what he has promised.

The German laughed.

I have an excuse for doing what I promised, he said, if that is what you mean.

That regiment, said Ranjoor Singh, since he had made up his mind to lie thoroughly, will camp a days march out of Delhi. The men will wait to hear from me for a day or two, but after that they will mutiny and be done with it; the men are almost out of hand with excitement.

You mean

The Germans eyebrows rose, and his light-blue eyes sought Ranjoor Singhs.

I mean that now is the time to do your part, that I may continue doing mine! he answered.

What I have to offer would be of no use without the regiment to use it, said the German. Let the regiment mutiny, and I will lead you and it at once to what I spoke of.

No, said Ranjoor Singh.

What then?

It does not suit my plan, or my convenience, that there should be any outbreak until I myself have knowledge of all my resources. When everything is in my hand, I will strike hard and fast in my own good time.

You seem to forget, said the German, that the material aid I offer is from Germany, and that therefore Germany has a right to state the terms. Of course, I know there are the cobras, but I am not afraid of them. Our stipulation is that there shall be at least a show of fight before aid is given. If the cobras deal with me, and my secret dies with me, there will be one German less and that is all. That regiment I have seen looks ripe for mutiny.

Ranjoor Singh drew breath slowly through set teeth.

Let it mutiny, said the German, and I am ready with such material assistance as will place Delhi at its mercy. Delhi is the key to India!

It shall mutiny tonight! said Ranjoor Singh abruptly.

The German stared hard at him, though not so hard as Yasmini; the chief difference was that nobody could have told she was staring, whereas the German gaped.

It shall mutiny tonight, and you shall be there! You shall lead us then to this material aid you promise, and after that, if it all turns out to be a lie, as I suspect, we will talk about cobras.

For a minute, two minutes, three minutes, while the rubber tires bumped along the road toward Yasminis, the German sat in silence, looking straight in front of him.

Order horses for him and me! commanded Ranjoor Singh; and Yasmini bowed obedience.

When will you start? the German asked.

Now! In twenty minutes! We will follow the regiment and reach camp soon after it.

I must speak first with my colleagues, said the German.

No! growled the Sikh.

My secret information is that several regiments are ordered oversea. Some of them will consent to go, my friend. We will do well to wait until as many regiments as possible are on the water, and then strike hard with the aid of such as have refused to go.

The carriage drew up at Yasminis front door, and a man jumped off the box seat to open the carriage.

Say the rest inside! she ordered. Go into the house! Quickly!

So the German stepped out first, moving toward the door much too spryly for the type of street merchant he was supposed to be.

Do you mean that? whispered Yasmini, as she pushed past Ranjoor Singh. Do you mean to ride away with him and stage a mutiny? How can you?

She-buffalo! he answered, with the first low laugh she had heard from him since the game began.

She ran into the house and all the way up the two steep flights of stairs, laughing like a dozen peals of fairy bells.

At the head of the stairs she began to sing, for she looked back and saw babu Sita Ram waddling wheezily upstairs after Ranjoor Singh and the German.

The gods surely love Yasmini! she told her maids. Catch me that babu and bottle him! Drive him into a room where I can speak with him alone!

Oh, my God, my God! wailed the babu at the stair-head from amid a maze of women who hustled and shoved him all one way, and that the way he did not want to go. I must speak with that German gentleman who was giving lecture here  must positivelee give him warning, or all his hopes will be blasted everlastinglee! No  that is room where are cobras  I will not go there!

In three native languages, one after the other, he pleaded and wailed to no good end; the women were too many for him. He was shoved into a small room as a fat beast is driven into a slaughter-stall, and a door was slammed shut on him. He screamed at an unexpected voice from behind a curtain, and a moment later burst into a sweat from reaction at the sight of Yasmini.

Listen, babuji, she purred to him.

Who was that man asking for me? demanded the German.

How should I know? snorted Ranjoor Singh. Are we to turn aside for every fat babu that asks to speak to us? I have sent for horses.

I will speak with that man! said the German.

He began to walk up and down the length of the long room, pushing aside the cushions irritably, and at one end knocking over a great bowl of flowers. He did not appear conscious of his clumsiness, and did not seem to see the maids who ran to mop up the water. At the next turn down the room he pushed between them as if they had not been there. Ranjoor Singh stood watching him, stroking a black beard reflectively; he was perfectly sure that Yasmini would make the next move, and was willing to wait for it.

The horses should be here in a few minutes, he said hopefully, after a while, for he heard a door open.

Then babu Sita Ram burst in, half running, and holding his great stomach as he always did when in a hurry.

Oh, my God! he wailed. Quick! Where is German gentleman? And not knowing German, how shall I make meaning clear? German should be reckoned among dead languages and  Ah! My God, sir, you astonish me! Resemblance to Mohammedan of no particular standing in community is first class! How shall I

Say it in English! said the German, blocking his way.

My God, sahib, it is bad news! How shall I avoid customaree stigma attaching to bearer of ill tidings?

Speak! said the German. I wont hurt you!

Sahib, in pursuit unavailingly of chance emolument in neighborhood of Chandni Chowk just recently

How recently? the German asked.

Oh, my God! So recently that there are yet erections of cuticle all down my back! Sahib, not more than twenty minutes have elapsed, and I saw this with my own eyes!

Saw what  where?

Where? Have I not said where? My God, I am so upset as to be losing sense of all proportion! Where? At German place of business  Sigelman and Meyer  in small street leading out of Chandni Chowk. In search of chance emolument, and finding none yet  finding none yet, sahib  sahib, I am poor man, having wife and familee dependent and also many other disabilitees, including wifes relatives.

The German gave him some paper money impatiently. The babu unfolded it, eyed the denomination with a spasm of relief, folded it again, and appeared to stow it into his capacious stomach.

Sahib, while I was watching, police came up at double-quick march and arrested everybodee, including all Germans in building. There was much annoyance manifested when search did not reveal presence of one other sahib. So I ran to give warning, being veree poor man and without salaried employment.

What happened to the Germans?

Jail, sahib! All have gone to jail! By this time they are all excommunication, supplied with food and water by authorities. Having once been jail official myself, I can testify

What happened to the office?

Locked up, sahib! Big red seal  much sealing wax, and stamp of police department, with notice regarding penalty for breaking same, and also police sentry at door!

Looking more unlike a Mohammedan street vendor than ever, the German began to pace the room again with truly martial strides, frowning as he sought through the recesses of his mind for the correct solution of the problem.

Listen! he said, coming to a stand in front of Ranjoor Singh. I have changed my mind!

The horses are ready, answered Ranjoor Singh.

The German government has been to huge expense to provide aid of the right kind, to be ready at the right minute. My sole business is to see that the utmost use is made of it.

That also is my sole business! vowed Ranjoor Singh.

You have heard that the police are after me?

Ranjoor Singh nodded.

Can you get away from here unseen  unknown to the police?

Ranjoor Singh nodded again, for he was very sure of Yasminis resource.

Again the German began to pace the room, now with his hands behind him, now with folded arms, now with his chin down to his breast, and now with a high chin as he seemed on the verge of reaching some determination. And then Yasmini began to loose the flood of her resources, that Ranjoor Singh might make use of what he chose; she was satisfied to leave the German in the Sikhs hands and to squander aid at random.

Men began to come in, one at a time. They would whisper to Ranjoor Singh, and hurry out again. Some of them would whisper to Yasmini over in the window, and she would give them mock messages to carry, very seriously. Babu Sita Ram was stirred out of a meditative coma and sent hurrying away, to come back after a little while and wring his hands. He ran over to Yasmini.

It is awful! he wailed. Soon there will be no troops left with which to quell Mohammedan uprising. All loyal troops are leaving, and none but disloyal men are left behind. The government is mad, and I am veree much afraid!

Yasmini quieted him, and Ranjoor Singh, pretending to be busy with other messengers, noted the effect of the babus wail on the German. He judged the change of mind had gone far enough.

We should lose time by following my regiment, he said at last. There are now five more regiments ready to mutiny, and they will come to me to wherever I send for them.

The Germans blue eyes gazed into the Sikhs brown ones very shrewdly and very long. His hand sought the neighborhood of his hip, and dwelt there a moment longer than the Sikh thought necessary.

I have decided we must hurry, he said. I will show you what I have to show. I will not be taking chances. You must bring a messenger, and he must go for your mutineers while you stay there with me. When we are there, you will be in my power until the regiments come; and when they come I will surrender to you. Do you agree?

Yes, said Ranjoor Singh.

Then choose your messenger. Choose a man who will not try to play tricks  a man who will not warn the authorities, because if there is any slip, any trickery, I will undo in one second all that has been done!

So Ranjoor Singh conferred with Yasmini over the two great bowls of flowers that always stand in her big window; and she suppressed a squeal of excitement while she watched the German resume his pacing up and down.

Take Sita Ram! she advised.

Ranjoor Singh scowled at the babu.

That fat bellyful of fear! he growled. I would rather take a pig!

All the same, take Sita Ram! she advised.

So the babu was roused again out of a comfortable snooze, and Yasmini whispered to him something that frightened him so much that he trembled like a man with palsy.

I am married man with children! he expostulated.

I will be kind to your widow! purred Yasmini.

I will not go! vowed the babu.

Put him in the cobra room! she commanded, and some maids came closer to obey.

I will go! said Sita Ram. But, oh, my God, a man should receive pecuniary recompense far greater than legendary ransom! I shall not come back alive! I know I shall not come back alive!

Who cares, babuji? asked Yasmini.

True! said Sita Ram. This is land of devil-take-hindmost, and with my big stomach I am often last. I am veree full of fear!

We shall need food, interposed the German. Water will be there, but we had better have sufficient food with us for two nights.

Yasmini gave a sharp order, and several of her maids ran out of the room. Ten minutes later they returned with three baskets, and gave one each to the German, to Ranjoor Singh, and to Sita Ram. Sita Ham opened his and peered in. The German opened his, looked pleased, and closed the lid again. Ranjoor Singh accepted his at its face value, and did not open it.

May the memsahib never lack plenty from which to give! he said, for there is no word for Thank you in all India.

I will bless the memsahib at each mouthful! said Sita Ram.

Truly a bellyful of blessings! laughed Yasmini.

Then they all went to the stair-head and watched and listened through the open door while a closed carriage was driven away in a great hurry. Three maids and six men came upstairs one after another, at intervals, to report the road all clear; the first carriage had not been followed, and there was nobody watching; another carriage waited. Babu Sita Ram was sent downstairs to get into the waiting carriage and stay there on the lookout.

Now bring him better clothes! said Ranjoor Singh.

But Yasmini had anticipated that order.

They are in the carriage, on the seat, she said.

So the German went downstairs and climbed in beside the babu, changing his turban at once for the better one that he found waiting in there.

This performance is worth a rajahs ransom! grumbled babu Sita Ram. Will sahib not put elbow in my belly, seeing same is highly sensitive?

But the German laughed at him.

Love is rare, non-contagious sickness! asserted Sita Ram with conviction.

At the head of the stairs Ranjoor Singh and Yasmini stood looking into each others eyes. He looked into pools of laughter and mystery that told him nothing at all; she saw a mans heart glowing in his brown ones.

It will be for you now, said Ranjoor Singh, to act with speed and all discretion. I dont know what we are going to see, although I know it is artillery of some sort. I am sure he has a plan for destroying every trace of whatever it is, and of himself and me, if he suspects treachery. I know no more. I can only go ahead.

And trust me! said Yasmini.

The Sikh did not answer.

And trust me! repeated Yasmini. I will save you out of this, Ranjoor Singh sahib, that we may fight our quarrel to a finish later on. What would the world be without enemies? You will not find artillery!

How do you know?

I have known for nearly two years what you will find there, my friend! Only I have not known exactly where to find it. And yet sometimes I have thought that I have known that, too! Go, Ranjoor Singh. You will be in danger. Above all, do not try to force that Germans hand too far until I come with aid. It is better to talk than fight, so long as the enemy is strongest!

Woman! swore Ranjoor Singh so savagely that she laughed straight into his face. If you suspect  if you can guess where we are going  send men to surround the place and watch!

Will a tiger walk into a watched lair? she answered. Go, talker! Go and do things!

So, swearing and dissatisfied, Ranjoor Singh went down and climbed on to the box seat of a two-horse carriage.

Which way? he asked; and the German growled an answer through the shutters.

Now straight on! said the German, after fifteen minutes. Straight on out of Delhi!

They were headed south, and driving very slowly, for to have driven fast would have been to draw attention to themselves. Ranjoor Singh scarcely troubled to look about him, and Sita Ram fell into a doze, in spite of his protestations of fear. The German was the only one of the party who was at pains to keep a lookout, and he was most exercised to know whether they were being followed; over and over again he called on Ranjoor Singh to stop until a following carriage should overtake them and pass on.

So they were a very long time driving to Old Delhi, where the ruins of old cities stand piled against one another in a tangled mass of verdure that is hardly penetrable except where the tracks wind in and out. The shadow of the Kutb Minar was long when they drove past it, and it was dusk when the German shouted and Ranjoor Singh turned the horses in between two age-old trees and drew rein at a shattered temple door.

Some monkeys loped away, chattering, and about a thousand parakeets flew off, shrilling for another roost. But there was no other sign of life.

Stable the horses in here! said the German; and they did so, Ranjoor Singh dipping water out of a rain-pool and filling a stone trough that had once done duty as receptacle for gifts for a long-forgotten god. Then they pushed the carriage under a tangle of hanging branches.

Look about you! advised the German, as he emptied food for the horses on the temple floor; and babu Sita Ram made very careful note of the temple bearings, while Ranjoor Singh and the German blocked the old doorway with whatever they could find to keep night-prowlers outside and the horses in.

Then the German led the way into the dark, swinging a lantern that he had unearthed from some recess. Babu Sita Ram walked second, complaining audibly and shuddering at every shadow. Last came Ranjoor Singh, grim, silent. And the rain beat down on all three of them until they were drenched and numb, and their feet squelched in mud at every step.

For all the darkness, Ranjoor Singh made note of the fact that they were following a wagon track, into which the wheels of a native cart had sunk deep times without number. Only native ox-carts leave a track like that.

It must have been nine oclock, and the babu was giving signs of nearly complete exhaustion, when they passed beyond a ring of trees into a clearing. They stood at the edge of the clearing in a shadow for about ten minutes, while the German watched catwise for signs of life.

It is now, he said, tapping Ranjoor Singhs chest, that you begin to be at my mercy. I assure you that the least disobedience on your part will mean your instant death!

Lead on! growled Ranjoor Singh.

Do you recognize the place?

Ranjoor Singh peered through the rain in every direction. At each corner of the clearing, north, south, east and west, he could dimly see some sort of ruined arch, and there was another ruin in the center.

No, he said.

This is the oldest temple ruin anywhere near Delhi. On some inscriptions it is called Temple of the Four Winds, but the old Hindu who lived in it before we bribed him to go away called it the Winds of the World. It is known as Winds of the World in the books of the German War Office. I think it is really of Greek origin myself, but I am not an Orientalist, and the text-books all say that I am wrong.

Lead on! said Ranjoor Singh; and the German led them, swinging his lantern and seeming not at all afraid of being seen now.

We have taken steps quite often to make the people hereabouts believe this temple haunted! he said. They avoid it at night as if the devil lived here. If any of them see my lantern, they will not stop running till they reach the sea!

They came to a ruin that was such an utter ruin that it looked as if an earthquake must have shaken a temple to pieces to be disintegrated by the weather; but Ranjoor Singh noticed that the cart-tracks wound around the side of it, and when they came to a fairly large teak trap-door, half hidden by creepers, he was not much surprised.

My God, gentlemen! said Sita Ram. That place is wet-weather refuge for many million cobras! If I must die, I will prefer to perish in rain, where wife and family may find me for proper funeral rites. I will not go in there!

But the German raised the trap-door, and Ranjoor Singh took the unhappy babu by the scruff of his fat neck.

In with you! he ordered.

And, chattering as if his teeth were castanets, the babu trod gingerly down damp stone steps whose center had been worn into ruts by countless feet. The German came last, and let the trap slam shut.

My God! yelled the babu. Let me go! I am family man!

Vorwärts! laughed the German, leading the way toward a teak door set in a stone wall.

They were in an ancient temple vault that seemed to have miraculously escaped from the destruction that had overwhelmed the whole upper part. Not a stone of it was out of place. It was wind and water-tight, and the vaulted roof, that above was nothing better than a mound of debris, from below looked nearly as perfect as when the stones had first been fitted into place.

The German produced a long key, opened the teak door, and stood aside to let them pass.

No, no! shuddered Sita Ram; but Ranjoor Singh pushed him through; the German followed, and the door slammed shut as the trap had done.

And now, my friends, I will convince you! said the German, holding the lantern high. What are those?

The light from the solitary lantern fell on rows and rows of bales, arranged in neat straight lines, until away in the distance it suggested endless other shadowy bales, whose outlines could be little more than guessed at. They were in a vault so huge that Ranjoor Singh made no attempt to estimate its size.

See this! said the German, walking close to something on a wooden stand, and he held the light above it. In the office in Delhi that the police have just sealed up there is a wireless apparatus very much like this. This, that you see here, is a detonator. This is fulminate of mercury. This is dynamite. With a touch of a certain key in Delhi we could have blown up this vault at any minute of the past two years, if we had thought it necessary to hide our tracks. A shot from this pistol would have much the same effect, he added darkly.

But the bales? asked Ranjoor Singh. What is in the bales?

Dynamite bombs, my friend! You native soldiers have no artillery, and we have seen from the first the necessity of supplying a substitute. By making full use of the element of surprise, these bombs should serve your purpose. There are one million of them, packed two hundred in a bale  much more useful than artillery in the hands of untrained men!

Those look like bales of blankets. They are. Cotton blankets from München-Gladbach. Only, the middle blankets have been omitted, and the outer ones have served as a cushion to prevent accidental discharge. They have been imported in small lots at a time, and brought here four or five at a time in ox-carts from one or other of the Delhi railway stations by men who are no longer in this part of India  men who have been pensioned off.

How did you get them through the Customs? wondered Ranjoor Singh.

Did you ever see a rabbit go into his hole? the German asked. They were very small consignments, obviously of blankets. The duty was paid without demur, and the price paid the Customs men was worth their while. That part was easy!

Of what size are the bombs? asked Ranjoor Singh.

About the size of an orange. Come, Ill show you.

He led him to an opened bale, and showed him two hundred of them nestling like the eggs of some big bird.

My God! moaned Sita Ram. Are those dynamite? Sahibs  snakes are better! Snakes can feel afraid, but those  ow! Let me go away!

Let him go, said the German. Let him take his message.

Go, then! ordered Ranjoor Singh; and the German walked to the door to let him out.

What is your message? he asked.

To Yasmini first, for she is in touch with all of them, said Sita Ram. First I will go to Yasmini. Then she will come here to say the regiments have started. First she will come alone; after her the regiments.

She had better be alone! said the German. Go on, run! And dont forget the way back? Wait! How will she know the way? How will you describe it to her?

She? Describe it to her? I will tell her The Winds of the World, and she will come straight.

How? How will she know?

The priest who used to be here  whom you bribed to go away  he is her night doorkeeper now! said Sita Ram. Yes, she will come veree quickly!

The German let him out with an air mixed of surprise and disbelief, and returned to Ranjoor Singh with far less iron in his stride, though with no less determination.

Now we shall see! he said, drawing an automatic pistol and cocking it carefully. This is not meant as a personal threat to you, so long as we two are in here alone. Its in case of trickery from outside. I shall blow this place sky-high if anything goes wrong. If the regiments come, good! You shall have the bombs. If they dont come, or if theres a trick played  click! Good-by! Well argue the rest in Heaven!

Very well, said Ranjoor Singh; and, to show how little he felt concerned, he drew his basket to him and began to eat.

The German followed suit. Then Ranjoor Singh took most of his wet clothes off and spread them upon the bales to dry. The German imitated that too.

Go to sleep if you care to, said the German. I shall stand watch, he added, with a dry laugh.

But if a Sikh soldier can not manage without sleep, there is nobody on earth who can. Ranjoor Singh sat back against a bale, and the watch resolved itself into a contest of endurance, with the end by no means in sight.

How long should it take that man to reach her? asked the German.

Who knows? the Sikh answered.

Perhaps three hours, perhaps a week! She is never still, and there are those five regiments to hold in readiness.

She is a wonderful woman, said the German.

Ranjoor Singh grunted.

How is it that she has known of this place all this time, and yet has never tried to meddle with us?

I, too, am anxious to know that! said Ranjoor Singh.

You are surly, my friend! You do not like this pistol? You take it as an insult? Is that it?

I am thinking of those regiments, and of these grenades, and of what I mean to do, said Ranjoor Singh.

Let us talk it over.

No.

Please your self!

They sat facing each other for hour after dreary hour, leaning back against bales and thinking each his own thoughts. After about four hours of it, it occurred to the German to dismantle the wireless detonator.

We should have been blown up if the police had grown inquisitive, he said, with a shrug of his shoulders, returning to his seat.

After that they sat still for four hours more, and then put their clothes on, not that they were dry yet, but the German had grown tired of comparing Ranjoor Singhs better physique with his own. He put his clothes on to hide inferiority, and Ranjoor Singh followed suit for the sake of manners.

What rank do you hold in your army at home? asked Ranjoor Singh, after an almost endless interval.

If I told you that, my friend, you would be surprised.

I think not, said Ranjoor Singh. I think you are an officer who was dismissed from the service.

What makes you think so?

I am sure of it!

What makes you sure?

You are too well educated for a noncommissioned officer. If you had not been dismissed from the service you would be on the fighting strength, or else in the reserve and ready for the front in Europe. And what army keeps spies of your type on its strength? Am I right?

But then came Yasmini, carrying her food-basket as the rest had done. She knocked at the outer trap-door, and the German ran to peep through a hidden window at her. Then he went up a partly ruined stair and looked all around the clearing through gaps in the debris overhead that had been glazed for protections sake. Then he admitted her.

She ran in past him, ran past him again when he opened the second door, and laughed at Ranjoor Singh. She seemed jubilant and very little interested in the bombs that the German was at pains to explain to her. She had to tell of five regiments on the way.

The first will be here in two or three hours she asserted; your men, Ranjoor Singh  your Jat Sikhs that are ever first to mutiny!

She squealed delight as the Sikhs face flushed at the insult.

What is the cocked pistol for? she asked the German.

He told her, but she did not seem frightened in the least. She began to sing, and her voice echoed strangely through the vault until she herself seemed to grow hypnotized by it, and she began to sway, pushing her basket away from her behind a bale near where the German sat.

I will dance for you! she said suddenly.

She arose and produced a little wind instrument from among her clothing  a little bell-mouthed wooden thing, with a voice like Scots bagpipes.

Out of the way, Ranjoor Singh! she ordered. Sit yonder. I will dance between you, so that the German sahib may watch both of us at once!

So Ranjoor Singh went back twenty feet away, wondering at her mood and wondering even more what trick she meant to play. He had reached the conclusion, very reluctantly, that presently the German would fire that pistol of his and end the careers of all three of them; so he was thinking of the squadron on its way to France. In a way he was sorry for Yasmini; but it was the squadron and Colonel Kirby that drew his heart-strings.

Swaying to and fro, from the waist upward, Yasmini began to play her little instrument. The echoing vault became a solid sea of throbbing noise, and as she played she increased her speed of movement, until the German sat and gaped. He had seen her dance on many more than one occasion. So had Ranjoor Singh. Never had either of them, or any living man, seen Yasmini dance as she did that night.

She was a storm. Her instrument was but an added touch of artistry to heighten the suggestion. Prom a slow, rhythmic swing she went by gusts and fits and starts to the wildest, utterly abandoned fury of a hurricane, sweeping a wide circle with her gauzy dress; and at the height of each elemental climax, in mid-whirl of some new amazing figure, she would set her instrument to screaming, until the German shouted Bravo! and Ranjoor Singh nodded grave approval.

Kreuzblitzen! swore the German suddenly, leaping to his feet and staggering.

And Yasmini pounced on him. Ranjoor Singh could not see what had happened, but he sprang to his feet and ran toward them. But before he could reach them Yasmini had snatched the Germans pistol and tossed it to him, standing back from the writhing German, panting, with blazing eyes, and looking too lovely to be human. She did not speak. She looked.

And Ranjoor Singh looked too. Under the writhing German, and back again over him, there crawled a six-foot hooded cobra, seeming to caress the carcass of his prey.

He will be dead in five  ten minutes, said Yasmini, and then I will catch my snake again! If you want to ask him questions you had better hurry!

Then Ranjoor Singh recalled the offices that men had done for him when he was wounded. He asked the German if he might send messages, and to whom. But the dying man seemed to be speechless, and only writhed. It was nearly a minute before Ranjoor Singh divined his purpose, and pounced on the hand that lay underneath him. He wrenched away another pistol only just in time. The snake crawled away, and Yasmini coaxed it slowly back into its basket.

Now, she said, when he is dead we will drive back to Delhi and amuse ourselves! You shall run away to fight men you never quarreled with, and I will govern India! Is that not so?

Ranjoor Singh did not answer her. He kept trying again and again to get some message from the German to send perhaps to a friend in Germany. But the man died speechless, and Ranjoor Singh could find no scrap of paper on him or no mark that would give any clue to his identity.

Come! said Yasmini. Lock the door on him. We will tell the general sahib, and the general sahib will send some one to bury him. Come!

Not yet, said Ranjoor Singh. Speak. When did you first know that these Germans had taken this vault to use?

More than two years ago, she boasted, when the old priest, that was no priest at all, came to me to be doorkeeper.

And when did you know that they were storing dynamite in here?

I did not know.

Then, blankets?

Bah! Two years ago, when a Customs clerk with too much money began to make love to a maid of mine.

Then why did you not warn the government at once, and so save all this trouble?

Buffalo! Much fun that would have been! Ranjoor Singh, thy Jat imagination does thee justice. Come, come and chase that regiment of thine, and spill those stupid brains in France! Lock the door and come away!


CHAPTER 14

Brother, a favor I came to crave,
Oh, more than brother, oh, more than friend!
Spare me a half o thy soldier grave,
That I sleep with thee at the end!
Spur to spur, and knee to knee,
Brother, Ill ride to death with thee!



THE crew of the Messageries Maritimes steamship Duc dOrléans will tell of a tall Sikh officer, with many medals on his breast, who boarded their ship in Bombay with letters to the captain from a British officer of such high rank as to procure him instant accession to his request. Bound homeward from Singapore, the Duc dOrléans had put into Bombay for coal, supplies and orders. She left with orders for Marseilles, and on board her there went this same Sikh officer, who, it seemed, had missed the transport on which his regiment had sailed.

He had with him a huge, ill-mannered charger, and one Sikh trooper by way of servant. The charger tried to eat all that came near him, including his horse-box, the ships crew, and enough hay for at least two ordinary horses. But Ranjoor Singh, who said very little to anybody about anything, had a certain way with him, and men put up with the chargers delinquencies for its owners sake.

When they reached the Red Sea, and the ship rolled less, Ranjoor Singh and his trooper went to most extraordinary lengths to keep the charger in condition. They took him out of his box and walked him around the decks for hours at a time, taking turns at it until officer, trooper and horse were tired out.

They did the same all down the Mediterranean. And when they landed at Marseilles the horse was fit, as he proved to his own brute satisfaction by trying to kick the life out of a gendarme on the quay.

Another letter from somebody very high, in authority to a French general officer in Marseilles procured the instant supply of a horse for the Sikh trooper and two passes on a northbound train. The evening of their landing saw them on their way to the front, Ranjoor Singh in a first-class compartment, and his man in the horse-box. Neither knew any French to speak of, but the French were very kind to these dark-skinned gentlemen who were in so much hurry to help them win the war.

It was dark  nearly pitch  dark at the journeys end. The moon shone now and then through banks of black clouds, and showed long lines of poplar trees. Beyond, in the distance, there was a zone in which great flashes leaped and died  great savage streaks of fire of many colors  and a thundering that did not cease at all.

Along the road that ran between the poplars two men sent their horses at a rousing clip, though not so fast as to tax them to the utmost. The man in front rode a brute that lacked little of seventeen hands and that fought for the bit as if he would like to eat the far horizon.

In the very, very dark zone, on the near side of where the splashes of red fire fell, jingling bits and a kick now and then proclaimed the presence of a regiment of cavalry. Nothing else betrayed them until one was near enough to see the whites of mens eyes in the dark, for they were native Indian cavalry, who know the last master-touches of the art of being still.

Between them and the very, very dark zone  which was what the Frenchmen call a forest, and some other nations call a stand of timber  a little group of officers sat talking in low tones, eight Englishmen and the others Sikhs.

They say theyre working round the edge  say they cant hold em. It looks very much as if were going to get our chance tonight. When a red light flashes three times at this near corner of the woods, were to ride into em in line  itll mean that our chaps are falling back in a hurry, leaving lots of room between em and the wood for us to ride through. Better join your men, you fellows! Oh, lord! What wouldnt Ranjoor Singh have given to be here! Whats that?

There came a challenge from the rear. Two horsemen cantered up.

Who are you? What d you want?

Sahib! Colonel Kirby sahib!

What is it? Hallo  there are the three lights  no, two lights  thats Get ready! Who are you? Why  Ranjoor Singh!

Salaam, sahib!

Shake hands. By gad  Im glad! Find your squadron, Ranjoor Singh  find it at once, man  youre just in time. There go the three lights! Outrams Own!  in line of squadron columns to the right  Trot, March! Right!

Ranjoor Singh had kept the word of babu Sita Ram, and had managed to be with them when the first blood ran.

THE END


KING OF THE KHYBER RIFLES
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The Khyber Rifles is a real life regiment founded in 1878 and still in existence today. Originally, it was one of the frontier para military forces established under British rule in India and as the name implies, their key role was to guard and defend the Khyber Pass (a mountain pass connecting present day Afghanistan and Pakistan and used for millennia as a route to invade these territories  even Alexander the Great did so). The majority of the ranks were made up of Alfridi tribesmen and the officers were drawn from British officers in other Indian regiments. With an exciting and evocative remit such as this, it is little wonder that adventure writers like Mundy were drawn to create stories about the Khyber Pass  and there are innumerable non-fiction books about the events that have unfolded in the pass should the reader be inspired enough by Mundys novel to read more. 

This was Mundys third novel and was initially serialised in nine parts in the populist Everybodys Magazine beginning in 1916. It was published as a book in America later in that year, but was not published in Britain until 1917, by Constable. The pass and any forces associated with it were practically common parlance with Mundys audience by the time he wrote this novel, thanks to the various conflicts that had occurred during the British activity in the region, so the author must have been aware that he had a ready core readership for the novel  it was indeed to become one of his most popular works and at the time of publication, was also his longest. In 1919, Mundy proudly announced to the New York Times that 15,000 copies of the novel had been sold and it was eventually translated into numerous languages. After a number of false starts, the novel was turned into a movie in 1953, starring Tyrone Power, but little remained of the original story apart from the title. 

Mundy combined a number of powerful images in this novel that had made their debuts separately in his other works, but bringing them together was a compelling combination and made for a strong story line: a charismatic woman, the army, war, indigenous peoples, a deranged mullah and the secret service amongst others. Mundy devised the name for the lead character, Captain Athelstan King, by reversing the order of King Athelstans name  the first Saxon monarch to rule all of England and whose benign influence extended to establishing a civil service of sorts, a legal code and successfully protecting England against invasion. Presumably Mundy did this to give his hero the same sense of justice and courage, as his (almost) namesake. 

King is a man that loves mathematics and logic, to the point where it influences the decisions he makes in life. He is of English stock, but born in India, like several generations of his forebears and is completely at ease in his birth country; his interest in medicine enables him to adopt the disguise of a hakim or Indian medicine man when needed. In fact, some of his army colleagues thought he was too much steeped in Indian culture and there is talk that he might even pray to Allah on the sly. He works for the secret service using the Khyber Rifles as a cover, but of course, in the interests of the British rule of India. Another major character, it could be said, is India itself, depicted from the very beginning as a magical country peopled with men and women of honour, courage and resourcefulness. When the First World War begins, India is keen to step up and do their bit to support the British nation in the fighting, sending men and manufacturing supplies. Summoned to Peshawur, King is ordered by a general to work with another gifted agent, Yasmini, to help enter the Khinjan caves to gather intelligence on the plots brewing on the Northern border, in particular, the rumours of a jihad or holy war. 

King is not happy with this choice of associate. Yasmini is half Russian and well connected to Rajput aristocracy, highly intelligent, a gifted linguist with an interesting past and an overriding ambition for power. In the generals words, Some say shes a she-devil. I think thats an exaggeration, but bear in mind shes dangerous… If youve got nous enough to keep on her soft side and use her  not let her use you  you can keep the Hills quiet and the Khyber safe! 

After an eventful journey, King arrives in Dehli where he is supposed to rendezvous with Yasmini and meets with Rewa Gunga, Yasminis childhood friend and devoted assistant, but the woman herself is nowhere to be seen and King finds himself sent on a series of false trails as he tries to work out her movements. He unexpectedly finds himself in her favour when he arranges to send thirty of her best agents to her in the North. Finally, King receives a request from her to join him at Khinjan, near the frontier and so King sets out on horseback, meeting a variety of people along the way, who seem absolutely devoted to Yasmini, yet King has yet to meet her himself! The gold bracelet Yasmini sends him to wear acts like a talisman and he only has to show it to those he meets to receive respect. Her influence is everywhere, but she is covert; when he needs help it appears; when he is hungry, food arrives courtesy of this mysterious woman. After many encounters with local tribes, a mullah and witnessing a dramatic religious event, King finally meets his elusive colleague and he is not disappointed. How will they now work together to make their mission a success? 

There are some pleasing descriptions of Indian city life in this novel, with its crowds, dust, heat and curious characters, but the reader should not expect a travel guide to early twentieth century India. Instead, expect Mundy to play on his readers stereotypical preconceptions of the country, with undulating veiled women dancing with snakes and strange English dialect spoken by local people. Also, whilst King is a well drawn character, he is also stereotypically English, with his reserve, stiff upper lip and determination  all qualities that Mundys readers  Britains allies looked for in 1916 in the throes of war. This is a story where one has to go with the flow  oddities such as men dressed as Roman soldiers and ancient Greek lamps still in use in the Indian frontier hills and caves, plus the mystical qualities of the stunning Yasmini, just have to be accepted as part of the adventure. It is tremendous fun  an adventure bordering on mystical fantasy.

Any reader who has also read the Fu Manchu novels may see a similarity between Yasmini and the daughter of the evil Dr Fu Manchu (the characters created by Sax Rohmer) who was writing at the same time as Mundy, but this is more than likely coincidental or an attempt by two adventure/mystery writers to appeal to popular tastes of the times. 
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The 1953 film adaptation
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Looking back towards the Vale of Peshawar, on the Pakistan side of the Khyber Pass.


Chapter I

Suckled were we in a school unkind

On suddenly snatched deduction

And ever ahead of you (never behind!)

Over the border our tracks youll find,

Wherever some idiot feels inclined

To scatter the seeds of ruction.



For eyes we be, of Empire, we!

Skinned and Puckered and quick to see

And nobody guesses how wise we be.

Unwilling to advertise we be.

But, hot on the trail of ties, we be

The pullers of roots of ruction!



 Son of the Indian Secret Service



The men who govern India  more power to them and her!  are few. Those who stand in their way and pretend to help them with a flood of words are a host. And from the host goes up an endless cry that India is the home of thugs, and of three hundred million hungry ones.

The men who know  and Athelstan King might claim to know a little  answer that she is the original home of chivalry and the modern mistress of as many decent, gallant, native gentlemen as ever graced a page of history.

The charge has seen the light in print that India  well-spring of plague and sudden death and money-lenders  has sold her soul to twenty succeeding conquerors in turn.

Athelstan King and a hundred like him whom India has picked from British stock and taught, can answer truly that she has won it back again from each by very purity of purpose.

So when the world war broke the world was destined to be surprised on Indias account. The Red Sea, full of racing transports crowded with dark-skinned gentlemen, whose one prayer was that the war might not be over before they should have struck a blow for Britain, was the Indian armys answer to the press.

The rest of India paid its taxes and contributed and muzzled itself and set to work to make supplies. For they understand in India, almost as nowhere else, the meaning of such old-fashioned words as gratitude and honor; and of such platitudes as, Give and it shall be given unto you.

More than one nation was deeply shocked by Indias answer to practises that had extended over years. But there were men in India who learned to love India long ago with that love that casts out fear, who knew exactly what was going to happen and could therefore afford to wait for orders instead of running round in rings.

Athelstan King, for instance, nothing yet but a captain unattached, sat in meagerly furnished quarters with his heels on a table. He is not a doctor, yet he read a book on surgery, and when he went over to the club he carried the book under his arm and continued to read it there. He is considered a rotten conversationalist, and he did nothing at the club to improve his reputation.

Man alive  get a move on! gasped a wondering senior, accepting a cigar. Nobody knows where he gets those long, strong, black cheroots, and nobody ever refuses one.

Thanks  got a book to read, said King.

You ass! Wake up and grab the best thing in sight, as a stepping stone to something better! Wake up and worry!

King grinned. You have to when you dont agree with a senior officer, for the army is like a school in many more ways than one.

Help yourself, sir! Ill take the job thats left when the scrambles over. Something goods sure to be overlooked.

White feather? Laziness? Dark Horse? the major wondered. Then he hurried away to write telegrams, because a belief thrives in the early days of any war that influence can make or break a mans chances. In the other room where the telegraph blanks were littered in confusion all about the floor, he ran into a crony whose chief sore point was Athelstan King, loathing him as some men loathe pickles or sardines, for no real reason whatever, except that they are what they are.

Saw you talking to King, he said.

Yes. Cant make him out. Rum fellow!

Rum? Huh! Trouble is hes seventh of his family in succession to serve in India. She has seeped into him and pickled his heritage. Hes a believer in Kismet crossed on to Opportunity. Not sure he doesnt pray to Allah on the sly! Hopeless case.

Are you sure?

Quite!

So they all sent telegrams and forgot King who sat and smoked and read about surgery; and before he had nearly finished one box of cheroots a general at Peshawur wiped a bald red skull and sent him an urgent telegram.

Come at once! it said simply.

King was at Lahore, but miles dont matter when the dogs of war are loosed. The right man goes to the right place at the exact right time then, and the fool goes to the wall. In that one respect war is better than some kinds of peace.

In the train on the way to Peshawur he did not talk any more volubly, and a fellow traveler, studying him from the opposite corner of the stifling compartment, catalogued him as quite an ordinary man. But he was of the Public Works Department, which is sorrowfully underpaid and wears emotions on its sleeve for policys sake, believing of course that all the rest of the world should do the same.

Dont you think were bound in honor to go to Belgiums aid? he asked. Can you see any way out of it?

Havent looked for one, said King.

But dont you think

No, said King. I hardly ever think. Im in the army, dont you know, and dont have to. Whats the use of doing somebody elses work?

Rotter! thought the P.W.D. man, almost aloud; but King was not troubled by any further forced conversation. Consequently he reached Peshawur comfortable, in spite of the heat. And his genial manner of saluting the full-general who met him with a dog-cart at Peshawur station was something scandalous.

Is he a lunatic or a relative or royalty? the P.W.D. man wondered.

Full-generals, particularly in the early days of war, do not drive to the station to meet captains very often; yet King climbed into the dog-cart unexcitedly, after keeping the general waiting while he checked a trunk!

The general cracked his whip without any other comment than a smile. A blood mare tore sparks out of the macadam, and a dusty military road began to ribbon out between the wheels. Sentries in unexpected places announced themselves with a ring of shaken steel as their rifles came to the present, which courtesies the general noticed with a raised whip. Then a fox-terrier resumed his chase of squirrels between the planted shade-trees, and Peshawur became normal, shimmering in light and heat reflected from the Hills.

(The P.W.D. man, who would have giggled if a general mentioned him by name, walked because no conveyance could be hired. Judgment was in the wind.)

On the dog-carts high front seat, staring straight ahead of him between the horses ears, King listened. The general did nearly all the talking.

The Norths the danger.

King grunted with the lids half-lowered over full dark eyes. He did not look especially handsome in that attitude. Some men swear he looks like a Roman, and others liken him to a gargoyle, all of them choosing to ignore the smile that can transform his whole face instantly.

Were denuding India of troops  not keeping back more than a mere handful to hold the tribes in check.

King nodded. There has never been peace along the northwest border. It did not need vision to foresee trouble from that quarter. In fact it must have been partly on the strength of some of Kings reports that the general was planning now.

That was a very small handful of Sikhs you named as likely to give trouble. Did you do that job thoroughly?

King grunted.

Well  Delhis chock-full of spies, all listening to stories made in Germany for them to take back to the Hills with em. The tribesll know presently how many men were sending oversea. Thereve been rumors about Khinjan by the hundred lately. Theyre cooking something. Can you imagine em keeping quiet now?

That depends, sir. Yes, I can imagine it.

The general laughed. Thats why I sent for you. I need a man with imagination! Theres a woman youve got to work with on this occasion who can imagine a shade or two too much. Whats worse, shes ambitious. So I chose you to work with her.

Kings lips stiffened under his mustache, and the corners of his eyes wrinkled into crows-feet to correspond. Eyes are never coal-black, of course, but his looked it at that minute.

You know weve sent men to Khinjan who are said to have entered the Caves. Not one of em has ever returned.

King frowned.

She claims she can enter the Caves and come out again at pleasure. She has offered to do it, and I have accepted.

It would not have been polite to look incredulous, so Kings expression changed to one of intense interest a little overdone, as the general did not fail to notice.

If she hadnt given proof of devotion and ability, Id have turned her down. But she has. Only the other day she uncovered a plot in Delhi  about a million dynamite bombs in a ruined temple in charge of a German agent for use by mutineers supposed to be ready to rise against us. Fact! Can you guess who she is?

Not Yasmini? King hazarded, and the general nodded and flicked his whip. The horse mistook it for a signal, and it was two minutes before the speed was reduced to mere recklessness.

The helmet-strap mark, printed indelibly on Kings jaw and cheek by the Indian sun, tightened and grew whiter  as the general noted out of the corner of his eye.

Know her?

Know of her, of course, sir. Everybody does. Never met her to my knowledge.

Um-m-m! Whose fault was that? Somebody ought to have seen to that. Go to Delhi now and meet her. Ill send her a wire to say youre coming. She knows Ive chosen you. She tried to insist on full discretion, but I overruled her. Between us two, shell have discretion once she gets beyond Jamrud. The Hills are full of our spies, of course, but none of em dare try Khinjan Caves any more and youll be the only check we shall have on her.

Kings tongue licked his lips, and his eyes wrinkled. The generals voice became the least shade more authoritative.

When you see her, get a pass from her thatll take you into Khinjan Caves! Ask her for it! For the sake of appearances Ill gazette you Seconded to the Khyber Rifles. For the sake of success, get a pass from her!

Very well, sir.

Youve a brother in the Khyber Rifles, havent you? Was it you or your brother who visited Khinjan once and sent in a report?

I did, sir.

He spoke without pride. Even the brigade of British-Indian cavalry that went to Khinjan on the strength of his report and leveled its defenses with the ground, had not been able to find the famous Caves. Yet the Caves themselves are a by-word.

Theres talk of a jihad (holy war). Theres worse than that! When you went to Khinjan, what was your chief object?

To find the source of the everlasting rumors about the so-called Heart of the Hills, sir.

Yes, yes. I remember. I read your report. You didnt find anything, did you? Well. The story is now that the Heart of the Hills has come to life. So the spies say.

King whistled softly.

Theres no guessing what it means, said the general. Go and find out. Go and work with Yasmini. I shall have enough men here to attack instantly and smash any small force as soon as it begins to gather anywhere near the border. But Khinjan is another story. We cant prove anything, but the spies keep bringing in rumors of ten thousand men in Khinjan Caves, and of another large lashkar not far away from Khinjan. There must be no jihad, King! India is all but defenseless! We can tackle sporadic raids. We can even handle an ordinary raid in force. But this story about a Heart of the Hills coming to life may presage unity of action and a holy war such as the world has not seen. Go up there and stop it if you can. At least, let me know the facts.

King grunted. To stop a holy war single-handed would be rather like stopping the wind  possibly easy enough, if one knew the way. Yet he knew no general would throw away a man like himself on a useless venture. He began to look happy.

The general clucked to the mare and the big beast sank an inch between the shafts. The sais behind set his feet against the drop-board and clung with both hands to the seat. One wheel ceased to touch the gravel as they whirled along a semicircular drive. Suddenly the mare drew up on her haunches, under the porch of a pretentious residence. Sentries saluted. The sais swung down. In less than sixty seconds King was following the general through a wide entrance into a crowded hall. The instant the generals fat figure darkened the doorway twenty men of higher rank than King, native and English, rose from lined-up chairs and pressed forward.

Sorry  have to keep you all waiting  busy! He waved them aside with a little apologetic gesture. Come in here, King.

King followed him through a door that slammed tight behind them on rubber jambs.

Sit down!

The general unlocked a steel drawer and began to rummage among the papers in it. In a minute he produced a package, bound in rubber bands, with a faded photograph face-upward on the top.

Thats the woman! How dyou like the look of her?

King took the package and for a minute stared hard at the likeness of a woman whose fame has traveled up and down India, until her witchery has become a proverb. She was dressed as a dancing woman, yet very few dancing women could afford to be dressed as she was.

Kings service uses whom it may, and he had met and talked with many dancing women in the course of duty; but as he stared at Yasminis likeness he did not think he had ever met one who so measured up to rumor. The nautch he knew for a delusion. Yet  !

The general watched his face with eyes that missed nothing.

Remember  I said work with her!

King looked up and nodded.

They say shes three parts Russian, said the general. To my own knowledge she speaks Russian like a native, and about twenty other tongues as well, including English. She speaks English as well as you or I. She was the girl-widow of a rascally Hill-rajah. Theres a story Ive heard, to the effect that Russia arranged her marriage in the day when India was Russias objective  and thats how long ago?  seems like weeks, not years! Ive heard she loved her rajah. And Ive heard she didnt! Theres another story that she poisoned him. I know she got away with his money  and thats proof enough of brains! Some say shes a she-devil. I think thats an exaggeration, but bear in mind shes dangerous!

King grinned. A man who trusts Eastern women over readily does not rise far in the Secret Service.

If youve got nous enough to keep on her soft side and use her  not let her use you  you can keep the Hills quiet and the Khyber safe! If you can contrive that  now  in this pinch  theres no limit for you! Commander-in-chief shall be your job before youre sixty!

King pocketed the photograph and papers. Im well enough content, sir, as things are, he said quietly.

Well, remember shes ambitious, even if youre not! Im not preaching ambition, mind  Im warning you! Ambitions bad! Study those papers on your way down to Delhi and see that I get them back.

The general paced once across the room and once back again, with hands behind him. Then he stopped in front of King.

No man in India has a stiffer task than you have now! It may encourage you to know that I realize that! Shes the key to the puzzle, and she happens to be in Delhi. Go to Delhi, then. A jihad launched from the Hills would mean anarchy in the plains. That would entail sending back from France an army that cant be spared. There must be no jihad, King!  There must  not  be  one! Keep that in your head!

What arrangements have been made with her, sir?

Practically none! Shes watching the spies in Delhi, but theyre likely to break for the Hills any minute. Then theyll be arrested. When that happens the fate of India may be in your hands and hers! Get out of my way now, until tiffin-time!

In a way that some men never learn, King proceeded to efface himself entirely among the crowd in the hall, contriving to say nothing of any account to anybody until the great gong boomed and the general led them all in to his long dining table. Yet he did not look furtive or secretive. Nobody noticed him, and he noticed everybody. There is nothing whatever secretive about that.

The fare was plain, and the meal a perfunctory affair. The general and his guests were there for other reason than to eat food, and only the man who happened to seat himself next to King  a major by the name of Hyde  spoke to him at all.

Why arent you with your regiment? he asked.

Because the general asked me to lunch, sir!

I suppose youve been pestering him for an appointment!

King, with his mouth full of curr did not answer, but his eyes smiled.

Its astonishing to me, said the major, that a captain should leave his company when war has begun! When I was captain Id have been driven out of the service if Id asked for leave of absence at such a time!

King made no comment, but his expression denoted belief.

Are you bound for the front, sir? he asked presently. But Hyde did not answer. They finished the meal in silence.

After lunch he was closeted with the general again for twenty minutes. Then one of the generals carriages took him to the station; and it did not appear to trouble him at all that the other occupant of the carriage was the self-same Major Hyde who had sat next him at lunch. In fact, he smiled so pleasantly that Hyde grew exasperated. Neither of them spoke. At the station Hyde lost his temper openly, and King left him abusing an unhappy native servant.

The station was crammed to suffocation by a crowd that roared and writhed and smelt to high heaven. At one end of the platform, in the midst of a human eddy, a frenzied horse resisted with his teeth and all four feet at once the efforts of six natives and a British sergeant to force him into a loose-box. At the back of the same platform the little dark-brown mules of a mountain battery twitched their flanks in line, jingling chains and stamping when the flies bit home.

Flies buzzed everywhere. Fat native merchants vied with lean and timid ones in noisy effort to secure accommodation on a train already crowded to the limit. Twenty British officers hunted up and down for the places supposed to have been reserved for them, and sweating servants hurried after them with arms full of heterogeneous baggage, swearing at the crowd that swore back ungrudgingly. But the general himself had telephoned for Kings reservation, so he took his time.

There were din and stink and dust beneath a savage sun, shaken into reverberations by the scream of an engines safety valve. It was India in essence and awake!  India arising out of lethargy!  India as she is more often nowadays  and it made King, for the time being of the Khyber Rifles, happier than some other men can be in ballrooms.

Any one who watched him  and there was at least one man who did  must have noticed his strange ability, almost like that of water, to reach the point he aimed for, through, and not around, the crowd.

He neither shoved nor argued. Orders and blows would have been equally useless, for had it tried the crowd could not have obeyed, and it was in no mind to try. Without the least apparent effort he arrived  and there is no other word that quite describes it  he arrived, through the densest part of the sweating throng of humans, at the door of the luggage office.

There, though a bunnias sharp elbow nagged his ribs, and the bunnias servant dropped a heavy package on his foot, he smiled so genially that he melted the wrath of the frantic luggage clerk. But not at once. Even the sun needs seconds to melt ice.

Am I God? the babu wailed. Can I do all the-e things in all the-e world at once if not sooner?

Kings smile began to get its work in. The man ceased gesticulating to wipe sweat from his stubbly jowl with the end of a Punjabi headdress. He actually smiled back. Who was he, that he should suspect new outrage or guess he was about to be used in a game he did not understand? He would have stopped all work to beg for extra pay at the merest suggestion of such a thing; but as it was he raised both fists and lapsed into his own tongue to apostrophize the ruffian who dared jostle King. A Northerner who did not seem to understand Punjabi almost cost King his balance as he thrust broad shoulders between him and the bunnia.

The bunnia chattered like an outraged ape; but King, the person most entitled to be angry, actually apologized! That being a miracle, the babu forthwith wrought another one, and within a minute Kings one trunk was checked through to Delhi.

Delhi is right, sahib? he asked, to make doubly sure; for in India where the milk of human kindness is not hawked in the market-place, men will pay over-measure for a smile.

Yes. Delhi is right. Thank you, babuji.

He made more room for the Hillman, beaming amusement at the mans impatience; but the Hillman had no luggage and turned away, making an unexpected effort to hide his face with a turban end. He who had forced his way to the front with so much violence and haste now burst back again toward the train like a football forward tearing through the thick of his opponents. He scattered a swath a yard wide, for he had shoulders like a bull. King saw him leap into third-class carriage. He saw, too, that he was not wanted in the carriage. There was a storm of protest from tight-packed native passengers, but the fellow had his way.

The swath through the crowd closed up like water in a ships wake, but it opened again for King. He smiled so humorously that the angry jostled ones smiled too and were appeased, forgetting haste and bruises and indignity merely because understanding looked at them through merry eyes. All crowds are that way, but an Indian crowd more so than all.

Taking his time, and falling foul of nobody, King marked down a native constable  hot and unhappy, leaning with his back against the train. He touched him on the shoulder and the fellow jumped.

Nay, sahib! I am only constabeel  I know nothing  I can do nothing! The teerain goes when it goes, and then perhaps we will beat these people from the platform and make room again! But there is no authority  no law any more  they are all gone mad!

King wrote on a pad, tore off a sheet, folded it and gave it to him.

That is for the Superintendent of Police at the office. Carriage number 1181, eleven doors from here  the one with the shut door and a big Hillman inside sitting three places from the door facing the engine. Get the Hillman! No, there is only one Hillman in the carriage. No, the others are not his friends; they will not help him. He will fight, but he has no friends in that carriage.

The constabeel obeyed, not very cheerfully. King stood to watch him with a foot on the step of a first-class coach. Another constable passed him, elbowing a snails progress between the train and the crowd. He seized the mans arm.

Go and help that man! he ordered. Hurry!

Then he climbed into the carriage and leaned from the window. He grinned as he saw both constables pounce on a third-class carriage door and, with the yell of good huntsmen who have viewed, seize the protesting Northerner by the leg and begin to drag him forth. There was a fight, that lasted three minutes, in the course of which a long knife flashed. But there were plenty to help take the knife away, and the Hillman stood handcuffed and sullen at last, while one of his captors bound a cut forearm. Then they dragged him away; but not before he had seen King at the window, and had lipped a silent threat.

I believe you, my son! King chuckled, half aloud. I surely believe you! Ill watch! Ham dekta hai!

Why was that man arrested? asked an acid voice behind him; and without troubling to turn his head, he knew that Major Hyde was to be his carriage mate again. To be vindictive, on duty or off it, is foolishness; but to let opportunity slip by one is a crime. He looked glad, not sorry, as he faced about  pleased, not disappointed  like a man on a desert island who has found a tool.

Why was that man arrested? the major asked again.

I ordered it, said King.

So I imagined. I asked you why.

King stared at him and then turned to watch the prisoner being dragged away; he was fighting again, striking at his captors heads with handcuffed wrists.

Does he look innocent? asked King.

Is that your answer? asked the major. Balked ambition is an ugly horse to ride. He had tried for a command but had been shelved.

I have sufficient authority, said King, unruffled. He spoke as if he were thinking of something entirely different. His eyes were as if they saw the major from a very long way off and rather approved of him on the whole.

Show me your authority, please!

King dived into an inner pocket and produced a card that had about ten words written on its face, above a generals signature. Hyde read it and passed it back.

So youre one of those, are you! he said in a tone of voice that would start a fight in some parts of the world and in some services. But King nodded cheerfully, and that annoyed the major more than ever; he snorted, closed his mouth with a snap and turned to rearrange the sheet and pillow on his berth.

Then the train pulled out, amid a din of voices from the left  behind that nearly drowned the panting of overloaded engine. There was a roar of joy from the two coaches full of soldiers in the rear  a shriek from a woman who had missed the train  a babel of farewells tossed back and forth between the platform and the third-class carriages  and Peshawur fell away behind.

King settled down on his side of the compartment, after a struggle with the thermantidote that refused to work. There was heat enough below the roof to have roasted meat, so that the physical atmosphere became as turgid as the mental after a little while.

Hyde all but stripped himself and drew on striped pajamas. King was content to lie in shirt-sleeves on the other berth, with knees raised, so that Hyde could not overlook the generals papers. At his ease he studied them one by one, memorizing a string of names, with details as to their owners antecedents and probable present whereabouts. There were several photographs in the packet, and he studied them very carefully indeed.

But much most carefully of all he examined Yasminis portrait, returning to it again and again. He reached the conclusion in the end that when it was taken she had been cunningly disguised.

This was intended for purpose of identification at a given time and place, he told himself.

Were you muttering at me? asked Hyde.

No, sir.

It looked extremely like it!

My mistake, sir. Nothing of the sort intended.

H-rrrrr-ummmmmph!

Hyde turned an indignant back on him, and King studied the back as if he found it interesting. On the whole he looked sympathetic, so it was as well that Hyde did not look around. Balked ambition as a rule loathes sympathy.

After many prickly-hot, interminable, jolting hours the train drew up at Rawal-Pindi station. Instantly King was on his feet with his tunic on, and he was out on the blazing hot platform before the trains motion had quite ceased.

He began to walk up and down, not elbowing but percolating through the crowd, missing nothing worth noticing in all the hot kaleidoscope and seeming to find new amusement at every turn. It was not in the least astonishing that a well-dressed native should address him presently, for he looked genial enough to be asked to hold a baby. King himself did not seem surprised at all. Far from it; he looked pleased.

Excuse me, sir, said the man in glib babu English. I am seeking Captain King sahib, for whom my brother is veree anxious to be servant. Can you kindlee tell me, sir, where I could find Captain King sahib?

Certainly, King answered him. He looked glad to be of help. Are you traveling on this train?

The question sounded like politeness welling from the lips of unsuspicion.

Yes, sir. I am traveling from this place where I have spent a few days, to Bombay, where my business is.

How did you know King sahib is on the train? King asked him, smiling so genially that even the police could not have charged him with more than curiosity.

By telegram, sir. My brother had the misfortune to miss Captain King sahib at Peshawur and therefore sent a telegram to me asking me to do what I can at an interview.

I see, said King. I see. And judging by the sparkle in his eyes as he looked away he could see a lot. But the native could not see his eyes at that instant, although he tried to.

He looked back at the train, giving the man a good chance to study his face in profile.

Oh, thank you, sir! said the native oilily. You are most kind! I am your humble servant, sir!

King nodded good-by to him, his dark eyes in the shadow of the khaki helmet seeming scarcely interested any longer.

Couldnt you find another berth? Hyde asked him angrily when he stepped back into the compartment.

What were you out there looking for?

King smiled back at him blandly.

I think there are railway thieves on the train, he announced without any effort at relevance. He might not have heard the question.

What makes you think so?

Observation, sir.

Oh! Then if youve seen thieves, why didnt you have em arrested? You were precious free with that authority of yours on Peshawur platform!

Perhaps Youd care to take the responsibility, sir? Let me point out one of them.

Full of grudging curiosity Hyde came to stand by him, and King stepped back just as the train began to move.

That man, sir  over there  no, beyond him  there!

Hyde thrust head and shoulders through the window, and a well-dressed native with one foot on the running-board at the back end of the train took a long steady stare at him before jumping in and slamming the door of a third-class carriage.

Which one? demanded Hyde impatiently.

I dont see him now, sir!

Hyde snorted and returned to his seat in the silence of unspeakable scorn. But presently he opened a suitcase and drew out a repeating pistol which he cocked carefully and stowed beneath his pillow; not at all a contemptible move, because the Indian railway thief is the most resourceful specialist in the world. But King took no overt precautions of any kind.

After more interminable hours night shut down on them, red-hot, black-dark, mesmerically subdivided into seconds by the thump of carriage wheels and lit at intervals by showers of sparks from the gasping engine. The din of Babel rode behind the first-class carriages, for all the natives in the packed third-class talked all together. (In India, when one has spent a fortune on a third-class ticket, one proceeds to enjoy the ride.) The train was a Beast out of Revelation, wallowing in noise.

But after other, hotter hours the talking ceased. Then King, strangely without kicking off his shoes, drew a sheet up over his shoulders. On the opposite berth Hyde covered his head, to keep dust out of his hair, and presently King heard him begin to snore gently. Then, very carefully he adjusted his own position so that his profile lay outlined in the dim light from the gas lamp in the roof. He might almost have been waiting to be shaved.

The stuffiness increased to a degree that is sometimes preached in Christian churches as belonging to a sulphurous sphere beyond the grave. Yet he did not move a muscle. It was long after midnight when his vigil was rewarded by a slight sound at the door. From that instant his eyes were on the watch, under dark of closed lashes; but his even breathing was that of the seventh stage of sleep that knows no dreams.

A click of the door-latch heralded the appearance of a hand. With skill, of the sort that only special training can develop, a man in native dress insinuated himself into the carriage without making another sound of any kind. Kings ears are part of the equipment for his exacting business, but he could not hear the door click shut again.

For about five minutes, while the train swayed head-long into Indian darkness, the man stood listening and watching Kings face. He stood so near that King recognized him for the one who had accosted him on Rawal-Pindi platform. And he could see the outline of the knife-hilt that the mans fingers clutched underneath his shirt.

Hell either strike first, so as to kill us both and do the looting afterward  and in that case I think it will be easier to break his neck than his arm  yes, decidedly his neck; its long and thin;  or

His eyes feigned sleep so successfully that the native turned away at last.

Thought so! He dared open his eyes a mite wider. Hes pukka  true to type! Rob first and then kill! Rule number one with his sort, run when youve stabbed! Not a bad rule either, from their point of view!

As he watched, the thief drew the sheet back from Hydes face, with trained fingers that could have taken spectacles from the victims nose without his knowledge. Then as fish glide in and out among the reeds without touching them, swift and soft and unseen, his fingers searched Hydes body. They found nothing. So they dived under the pillow and brought out the pistol and a gold watch.

After that he began to search the clothes that hung on a hook beside Hydes berth. He brought forth papers and a pocketbook  then money. Money went into one bag  papers and pocketbook into another. And that was evidence enough as well as risk enough. The knife would be due in a minute.

King moved in his sleep, rather noisily, and the movement knocked a book to the floor from the foot of his berth. The noise of that awoke Hyde, and King pretended to begin to wake, yawning and rolling on his back (that being much the safest position an unarmed man can take and much the most awkward for his enemy).

Thieves! Hyde yelled at the top of his lungs, groping wildly for his pistol and not finding it.

King sat up and rubbed his eyes. The native drew the knife, and  believing himself in command of the situation  hesitated for one priceless second. He saw his error and darted for the door too late. With a movement unbelievably swift King was there ahead of him; and with another movement not so swift, but much more disconcerting, he threw his sheet as the retiarius used to throw a net in ancient Rome. It wrapped round the natives head and arms, and the two went together to the floor in a twisted stranglehold.

In another half-minute the native was groaning, for King had his knife-wrist in two hands and was bending it backward while he pressed the mans stomach with his knees.

Get his loot! he panted between efforts.

The knife fell to the floor, and the thief made a gallant effort to recover it, but King was too strong for him. He seized the knife himself, slipped it in his own bosom and resumed his hold before the native guessed what he was after. Then he kept a tight grip while Hyde knelt to grope for his missing property. The major found both the thiefs bags, and held them up.

I expect thats all, said King, loosening his grip very gradually. The native noticed  as Hyde did not  that King had begun to seem almost absent-minded; the thief lay quite still, looking up, trying to divine his next intention. Suddenly the brakes went on, but Kings grip did not tighten. The train began to scream itself to a standstill at a wayside station, and King (the absent-minded)  very nearly grinned.

If I werent in such an infernal hurry to reach Bombay Hyde grumbled; and King nearly laughed aloud then, for the thief knew English, and was listening with all his ears,   may I be damned if I wouldnt get off at this station and wait to see that scoundrel brought to justice!

The train jerked itself to a standstill, and a man with a lantern began to chant the stations name.

Damn it!  Im going to Bombay to act censor. I cant wait  they want me there.

The instant the trains motion altogether ceased the heat shut in on them as if the lid of Tophet had been slammed. The prickly beat burst out all over Hydes skin and Kings too.

Almighty God! gasped Hyde, beginning to fan himself.

There was plenty of excuse for relaxing hold still further, and King made full use of it. A second later he gave a very good pretense of pain in his finger-ends as the thief burst free. The native made a dive at his bosom for the knife, but he frustrated that. Then he made a prodigious effort, just too late, to clutch the man again, and he did succeed in tearing loose a piece of shirt; but the fleeing robber must have wondered, as he bolted into the blacker shadows of the station building, why such an iron-fingered, wide-awake sahib should have made such a truly feeble showing at the end.

Damn it!  couldnt you hold him? Were you afraid of him, or what? demanded Hyde, beginning to dress himself. Instead of answering, King leaned out into the lamp-lit gloom, and in a minute he caught sight of a sergeant of native infantry passing down the train. He made a sign that brought the man to him on the run.

Did you see that runaway? he asked.

Ha, sahib. I saw one running. Shall I follow?

No. This piece of his shirt will identify him. Take it. Hide it! When a man with a torn shirt, into which that piece fits, makes for the telegraph office after this train has gone on, see that he is allowed to send any telegrams he wants to! Only, have copies of every one of them wired to Captain King, care of the station-master, Delhi. Have you understood?

Ha, sahib.

Grab him, and lock him up tight afterward  but not until he has sent his telegrams!

Atcha, sahib.

Make yourself scarce, then!

Major Hyde was dressed, having performed that military evolution in something less than record time.

Who was that you were talking to? he demanded. But King continued to look out the door.

Hyde came and tapped on his shoulder impatiently, but King did not seem to understand until the native sergeant had quite vanished into the shadows.

Let me pass, will you! Hyde demanded. Ill have that thief caught if the train has to wait a week while they do it!

He pushed past, but he was scarcely on the step when the station-master blew his whistle, and his colored minion waved a lantern back and forth. The engine shrieked forthwith of death and torment; carriage doors slammed shut in staccato series; the heat relaxed as the engine moved  loosened  let go  lifted at last, and a trainload of hot passengers sighed thanks to an unresponsive sky as the train gained speed and wind crept in through the thermantidotes.

Only through the broken thermantidote in Kings compartment no wet air came. Hyde knelt on Kings berth and wrestled with it like a caged animal, but with no result except that the sweat poured out all over him and he was more uncomfortable than before.

What are you looking at? he demanded at last, sitting on Kings berth. His head swam. He had to wait a few seconds before he could step across to his own side.

Only a knife, said King. He was standing under the dim gas lamp that helped make the darkness more unbearable.

Not that robbers knife? Did he drop it?

Its my knife, said King.

Strange time to stand staring at it, if its yours! Didnt you ever see it before?

King stowed the knife away in his bosom, and the major crossed to his own side.

Im thinking Ill know it again, at all events! King answered, sitting down. Good night, sir.

Good night.

Within ten minutes Hyde was asleep, snoring prodigiously. Then King pulled out the knife again and studied it for half an hour. The blade was of bronze, with an edge hammered to the keenness of a razor. The hilt was of nearly pure gold, in the form of a woman dancing.

The whole thing was so exquisitely wrought that age had only softened the lines, without in the least impairing them. It looked like one of those Grecian toys with which Roman women of Neros day stabbed their lovers. But that was not why he began to whistle very softly to himself.

Presently he drew out the generals package of papers, with the photograph on the top. He stood up, to hold both knife and papers close to the light in the roof.

It needed no great stretch of imagination to suggest a likeness between the woman of the photograph and the other, of the golden knife-hilt. And nobody, looking at him then, would have dared suggest he lacked imagination.

If the knife had not been so ancient they might have been portraits of the same woman, in the same disguise, taken at the same time.

She knew I had been chosen to work with her. The general sent her word that I am coming, he muttered to himself. Man number one had a try for me, but I had him pinched too soon. There must have been a spy watching at Peshawur, who wired to Rawal-Pindi for this man to jump the train and go on with the job. She must have had him planted at Rawal-Pindi in case of accidents. She seems thorough! Why should she give the man a knife with her own portrait on it? Is she queen of a secret society? Well  we shall see!

He sat down on his berth again and sighed, not discontentedly. Then he lit one of his great black cigars and blew rings for five or six minutes. Then he lay back with his head on the pillow, and before five minutes more had gone he was asleep, with the cold cigar still clutched between his fingers.

He looked as interesting in his sleep as when awake. His mobile face in repose looked Roman, for the sun had tanned his skin and his nose was aquiline. In museums, where sculptured heads of Roman generals and emperors stand around the wall on pedestals, it would not be difficult to pick several that bore more than a faint resemblance to him. He had breadth and depth of forehead and a jowl that lent itself to smiles as well as sternness, and a throat that expressed manly determination in every molded line.

He slept like a boy until dawn; and he and Hyde had scarcely exchanged another dozen words when the train screamed next day into Delhi station. Then he saluted stiffly and was gone.

Young jackanapes! Hyde muttered after him. Lazy young devil! He ought to be with his regiment, marching and setting a good example to his men! Well have our work cut out to win this war, if there are many of his stamp! And Im afraid there are  Im afraid so  far too many of em! Pity! Such a pity! If the right men were at the top the youngsters at the foot of the ladder would mind their Ps and Qs. As it is, Im afraid we shall get beaten in this show. Dear, oh, dear!

Being what he was, and consistent before all things, Major Hyde drew out his writing materials there and then and wrote a report against Athelstan King, which he signed, addressed to headquarters and mailed at the first opportunity. There some future historian may find it and draw from it unkind deductions on the morale of the British army.


Chapter II

The only things which can not be explained are facts. So,

use em. A riddle is proof there is a key to it. Nor is it

a riddle when youve got the key. Life is as simple as all

that.  Cocker

Delhi boasts a round half-dozen railway stations, all of them designed with regard to war, so that to King there was nothing unexpected in the fact that the train had brought him to an unexpected station. He plunged into its crowd much as a man in the mood might plunge into a whirlpool,  laughing as he plunged, for it was the most intoxicating splurge of color, din and smell that even India, the many-peopled  even Delhi, mother of dynasties  ever had, evolved.

The station echoed  reverberated  hummed. A roar went up of human voices, babbling in twenty tongues, and above that rose in differing degrees the ear-splitting shriek of locomotives, the blare of bugles, the neigh of led horses, the bray of mules, the jingle of gun-chains and the thundering cadence of drilled feet.

At one minute the whole building shook to the thunder of a grinning regiment; an instant later it clattered to the wrought-steel hammer of a thousand hoofs, as led troop-horses danced into formation to invade the waiting trucks. Loaded trucks banged into one another and thunderclapped their way into the sidings. And soldiers of nearly every Indian military caste stood about everywhere, in what was picturesque confusion to the uninitiated, yet like the letters of an index to a man who knew. And King knew. Down the back of each platform Tommy Atkins stood in long straight lines, talking or munching great sandwiches or smoking.

The heat smelt and felt of another world. The din was from the same sphere. Yet everywhere was hope and geniality and by-your-leave as if weddings were in the wind and not the overture to death.

Threading his way in and out among the motley swarm with a great black cheroot between his teeth and sweat running into his eyes from his helmet-band, Athelstan King strode at ease  at home  intent  amused  awake  and almost awfully happy. He was not in the least less happy because perfectly aware that a native was following him at a distance, although he did wonder how the native had contrived to pass within the lines.

The general at Peshawur had compressed about a ton of miscellaneous information into fifteen hurried minutes, but mostly he had given him leave and orders to inform himself; so the fun was under way of winning exact knowledge in spite of officers, not one of whom would not have grown instantly suspicions at the first asked question. At the end of fifteen minutes there was not a glib staff-officer there who could have deceived him as to the numbers and destination of the force entraining.

Kerachi! he told himself, chewing the butt of his cigar and keeping well ahead of the shadowing native. Always keep a shadow moving until youre ready to deal with him is one of Cockers very soundest rules.

Turkey hasnt taken a hand yet  the general said so. No holy war yet. Thesell be held in readiness to cross to Basra in case the Turks begin. While they wait for that at Kerachi the tribes wont dare begin anything. One or two spies are sure to break North and tell them what this force is for  but the tribes wont believe. Theyll wait until the force has moved to Basra before they take chances. Good! That means no especial hurry for me!

He did not have to return salutes, because he did not look for them. Very few people noticed him at all, although he was recognized once or twice by former messmates, and one officer stopped him with an out-stretched hand.

Shake hands, you old tramp! Where are you bound for next? Tibet by any chance  or is it Samarkand this time?

Oh, hullo, Carmichel! he answered, beaming instant good-fellowship. Where are you bound for? And the other did not notice that his own question had not been answered.

Bombay! Bombay  Marseilles  Brussels  Berlin!

Wish you luck! laughed King, passing on. Every living man there, with the exception of a few staff-officers, believed himself en route for Europe; their faces said as much. Yet King took another look at the piles of stores and at the kits the men carried.

Whod take all that stuff to Europe, where they make it? he reflected. And what ud they use camel harness for in France?

At his leisure  in his own way, that was devious and like a string of miracles  he filtered toward the telegraph office. The native who had followed him all this time drew closer, but he did not let himself be troubled by that.

He whispered proof of his identity to the telegraph clerk, who was a Royal Engineer, new to that job that morning, and a sealed telegram was handed to him at once. The shadow came very close indeed, presumably to try and read over his shoulder from behind, but he side-stepped into a corner and read the telegram with his back to the wall.

It was in English, no doubt to escape suspicion; and because it was war-time, and the censorship had closed on India like a throttling string, it was not in code. So the wording, all things considered, had to be ingenious, for the Mirza Ali, of the Fort, Bombay, to whom it was addressed, could scarcely be expected to read more than between the lines. The lines had to be there to read between.

Cattle intended for slaughter, it ran, despatched Bombay on Fourteen down. Meet train. Will be inspected en route, but should be dealt with carefully, on arrival. Cattle inclined to stampede owing to bad scare received to North of Delhi. Take all precautions and notify Abdul. It was signed Suliman.

Good! he chuckled. Lets hope we get Abdul too. I wonder who he is!

Still uninterested in the man who shadowed him, he walked back to the office window and wrote two telegrams; one to Bombay, ordering the arrest of Ali Mirza of the Fort, with an urgent admonition to discover who his man Abdul might be, and to seize him as soon as found; the other to the station in the north, insisting on dose confinement for Suliman.

Dont let him out on any terms at all! he wired.

That being all the urgent business, he turned leisurely to face his shadow, and the native met his eyes with the engaging frankness of an old friend, coming forward with outstretched hand. They did not shake hands, for King knew better than to fall into the first trap offered him. But the man made a signal with his fingers that is known to not more than a dozen men in all the world, and that changed the situation altogether.

Walk with me, said King, and the man fell into stride beside him.

He was a Rangar,  which is to say a Rajput who, or whose ancestors had turned Muhammadan. Like many Rajputs he was not a big man, but he looked fit and wiry; his head scarcely came above the level of Kings chin, although his turban distracted attention from the fact. The turban was of silk and unusually large.

The whitest of well-kept teeth, gleaming regularly under a little black waxed mustache betrayed no trace of betel-nut or other nastiness, and neither his fine features nor his eyes suggested vice of the sort that often undermines the character of Rajput youth.

On second thoughts, and at the next opportunity to see them, King was not so sure that the eyes were brown, and he changed his opinion about their color a dozen times within the hour. Once he would even have sworn they were green.

The man was well-to-do, for his turban was of costly silk, and he was clad in expensive jodpur riding breeches and spurred black riding boots, all perfectly immaculate. The breeches, baggy above and tight, below, suggested the clean lines of cat-like agility and strength.

The upper part of his costume was semi-European. He was a regular Rangar dandy, of the type that can be seen playing polo almost any day at Mount Abu  that gets into mischief with a grace due to practise and heredity  but that does not manage its estates too well, as a rule, nor pay its debts in a hurry.

My name is Rewa Gunga, he said in a low voice, looking up sidewise at King a shade too guilelessly. Between Cape Comorin and the Northern Ice guile is normal, and its absence makes the wise suspicious.

I am Captain King.

I have a message for you.

From whom?

From her! said the Rangar, and without exactly knowing why, or being pleased with himself, King felt excited.

They were walking toward the station exit. King had a trunk check in his hand, but returned it to pocket, not proposing just yet to let this Rangar over  hear instructions regarding the trunks destination; he was too good-looking and too overbrimming with personal charm to be trusted thus early in the game. Besides, there was that captured knife, that hinted at lies and treachery. Secret signs as well as loot have been stolen before now.

Id like to walk through the streets and see the crowd.

He smiled as he said that, knowing well that the average young Rajput of good birth would rather fight a tiger with cold steel than walk a mile or two. He drew fire at once.

Why walk, King sahib? Are we animals? There is a carriage waiting  her carriage  and a coachman whose ears were born dead. We might be overheard in the street. Are you and I children, tossing stones into a pool to watch the rings widen!

Lead on, then, answered King.

Outside the station was a luxuriously modern victoria, with C springs and rubber tires, with horses that would have done credit to a viceroy. The Rangar motioned King to get in first, and the moment they were both seated the Rajput coachman set the horses to going like the wind. Rewa Gunga opened a jeweled cigarette case.

Will you have one? he asked with the air of royalty entertaining a blood-equal.

King accepted a cigarette for politeness sake and took occasion to admire the mans slender wrist, that was doubtless hard and strong as woven steel, but was not much more than half the thickness of his own.

The Rajputs as a race are proud of their wrists and hands. Their swords are made with a hilt so small that none save a Rajput of the blood could possibly use one; yet there is no race in all warring India, nor any in the world, that bears a finer record for hard fighting and sheer derring-do. One of the questions that occurred to King that minute was why this well-bred youngster whose age he guessed at twenty-two or so had not turned his attention to the army.

My height!

The man had read his thoughts!

Not quite tall enough. Besides  you are a soldier, are you not? And do you fight?

He nodded toward a dozen water-buffaloes, that slouched along the street with wet goatskin mussuks slung on their blue flanks.

They can fight, he said smiling. So can any other fool! Then, after a minute of rather strained silence: My message is from her.

From Yasmini?

Who else?

King accepted the rebuke with a little inclination of the head. He spoke as little as possible, because he was puzzled. He had become conscious of a puzzled look in the Rangars eyes  of a subtle wonderment that might be intentional flattery (for Art and the East are one). Whenever the East is doubtful, and recognizes doubt, it is as dangerous as a hillside in the rains, and it only added to his problem if the Rangar found in him something inexplicable. The West can only get the better of the East when the East is too cock-sure.

She has jolly well gone North! said the Rangar suddenly, and King shut his teeth with a snap. He sat bolt upright, and the Rangar allowed himself to look amused.

When? Why?

She was too jolly well excited to wait, sahib! She is of the North, you know. She loves the North, and the men of the Hills; and she knows them because she loves them. There came a tar (telegram) from Peshawur, from a general, to say King sahib comes to Delhi; but already she had completed all arrangements here. She was in a great stew, I can assure you. Finally she said, Why should I wait? Nobody could answer her.

He spoke English well enough. Few educated foreign gentlemen could have spoken it better, although there was the tendency to use slang that well-bred natives insist on picking up from British officers; and as he went on, here and there the native idiom crept through, translated. King said nothing, but listened and watched, puzzled more than he would have cared to admit by the look in the Rangars eyes. It was not suspicion  nor respect. Yet there was a suggestion of both.

At last she said, It is well; I will not wait! I know of this sahib. He is a man whose feet stand under him and he will not tread my growing flowers into garbage! He will be clever enough to pick up the end of the thread that I shall leave behind and follow it and me! He is a true bound, with a nose that reads the wind, or the general sahib never would have sent him! So she left me behind, sahib, to  to present to you the end of the thread of which she spoke.

King tossed away the stump of the cigarette and rolled his tongue round the butt of a fresh cheroot. The word hound is not necessarily a compliment in any of a thousand Eastern tongues and gains little by translation. It might have been a slip, but the East takes advantage of its own slips as well as of other peoples unless watched.

The carriage swayed at high speed round three sharp corners in succession before the Rangar spoke again.

She has often heard of you, he said then. That was not unlikely, but not necessarily true either. If it were true, it did not help to account for the puzzled look in the Rangars eyes, that increased rather than diminished.

Ive heard of her, said King.

Of course! Who has not? She has desired to meet you, sahib, ever since she was told you are the best man in your service.

King grunted, thinking of the knife beneath his shirt.

She is very glad that you and she are on the same errand. He leaned forward for the sake of emphasis and laid a finger on Kings hand. It was a delicate, dainty finger with an almond nail. She is very glad. She is far more glad than you imagine, or than you would believe. King sahib, she is all bucked up about it! Listen  her web is wide! Her agents are here  there  everywhere, and she is obeyed as few kings have ever been! Those agents shall all be held answerable for your life, sahib,  for she has said so! They are one and all your bodyguard, from now forward!

King inclined his head politely, but the weight of the knife inside his shirt did not encourage credulity. True, it might not be Yasminis knife, and the Rangars emphatic assurance might not be an unintentional admission that the man who had tried to use it was Yasminis man. But when a man has formed the habit of deduction, he deduces as he goes along, and is prone to believe what his instinct tells him.

Again, it was as if the Rangar read a part of his thoughts, if not all of them. It is not difficult to counter that trick, but to do it a man must be on his guard, or the East will know what he has thought and what he is going to think, as many have discovered when it was too late.

Her men are able to protect anybodys life from any Gods number of assassins, whatever may lead you to think the contrary. From now forward your life is in her mens keeping!

Very good of her; Im sure, King murmured. He was thinking of the generals express order to apply for a passport that would take him into Khinjan Caves  mentally cursing the necessity for asking any kind of favor,  and wondering whether to ask this man for it or wait until he should meet Yasmini. He had about made up his mind that to wait would be quite within a strict interpretation of his orders, as well as infinitely more agreeable to himself, when the Rangar answered his thoughts again as if he had spoken them aloud.

She left this with me, saying I am to give it to you! I am to say that wherever you wear it, between here and Afghanistan, your life shall be safe and you may come and go!

King stared. The Rangar drew a bracelet from an inner pocket and held it out. It was a wonderful, barbaric thing of pure gold, big enough for a grown mans wrist, and old enough to have been hammered out in the very womb of time. It looked almost like ancient Greek, and it fastened with a hinge and clasp that looked as if they did not belong to it, and might have been made by a not very skillful modern jeweler.

Wont you wear it? asked Rewa Gunga, watching him. It will prove a true talisman! What was the name of the Johnny who had a lamp to rub? Aladdin? It will be better than what he had! He could only command a lot of bogies. This will give you authority over flesh and blood! Take it, sahib!

So King put it on, letting it slip up his sleeve, out of sight,  with a sensation as the snap closed of putting handcuffs on himself. But the Rangar looked relieved.

That is your passport, sahib! Show it to a Hill-man whenever you suppose yourself in danger. The Raj might go to pieces, but while Yasmini lives

Her friends will boast about her, I suppose!

King finished the sentence for him because it is considered good form for natives to hint at possible dissolution of the Anglo-Indian Government. Everybody knows that the British will not govern India forever, but the British  who know it best of all, and work to that end most fervently  are the only ones encouraged to talk about it.

For a few minutes after that Rewa Gunga held his peace, while the carriage swayed at breakneck speed through the swarming streets. They had to drive slower in the Chandni Chowk, for the ancient Street of the Silversmiths that is now the mart of Delhi was ablaze with crude colors, and was thronged with more people than ever since 57. There were a thousand signs worth studying by a man who could read them.

King, watching and saying nothing, reached the conclusion that Delhi was in hand  excited undoubtedly, more than a bit bewildered, watchful, but in hand. Without exactly knowing how he did it, he grew aware of a certain confidence that underlay the surface fuss. After that the sea of changing patterns and raised voices ceased to have any particular interest for him and he lay back against the cushions to pay stricter attention to his own immediate affairs.

He did not believe for a second the lame explanation Yasmini had left behind. She must have some good reason for wishing to be first up the Khyber, and he was very sorry indeed she had slipped away. It might be only jealousy, yet why should she be jealous? It might be fear  yet why should she be afraid?

It was the next remark of the Rangars that set him entirely on his guard, and thenceforward whoever could have read his thoughts would have been more than human. Perhaps it is the most dominant characteristic of the British race that it will not defend itself until it must. He had known of that thought-reading trick ever since his ayah (native nurse) taught him to lisp Hindustanee; just as surely he knew that its impudent, repeated use was intended to sap his belief in himself. There is not much to choose between the native impudence that dares intrude on a mans thoughts, and the insolence that understands it, and is rather too proud to care.

Ill bet you a hundred dibs, said the Rangar, that she jolly well didnt fancy your being on the scene ahead of her! Ill bet you she decided to be there first and get control of the situation! Take me? Youd lose if you did! Shes slippery, and quick, and like all Women, shes jealous!

The Rangars eyes were on his, but King was not to be caught again. It is quite easy to think behind a fence, so to speak, if one gives attention to it.

She will be busy presently fooling those Afridis, he continued, waving his cigarette. She has fooled them always, to the limit of their bally bent. They all believe she is their best friend in the world  oh, dear Yes, you bet they do! And so she is  so she is  but not in the way they think! They believe she plots with them against the Raj! Poor silly devils! Yet Yasmini loves them! They want war  blood  loot! It is all they think about! They are seldom satisfied unless their wrists and elbows are bally well red with other peoples gore! And while they are picturing the loot, and the slaughter of unbelievers  (as if they believed anything but foolishness themselves!)  Yasmini plays her own game, for amusement and power  a good game  a deep game! You have seen already how India has to ask her aid in the Hills! She loves power, power, power  not for its name, for names are nothing, but to use it. She loves the feel of it! Fighting is not power! Blood-letting is foolishness. If there is any blood spilt it is none of her doing  unless

Unless what? asked King.

Oh  sometimes there were fools who interfered. You can not blame her for that.

You seem to be a champion of hers! How long have you known her?

The Rangar eyed him sharply.

A long time. She and I played together when we were children. I know her whole history  and that is something nobody else in the world knows but she herself. You see, I am favored. It is because she knows me very well that she chose me to travel North with you, when you start to find her in the Hills!

King cleared his throat, and the Rangar nodded, looking into his eyes with the engaging confidence of a child who never has been refused anything, in or out of reason. King made no effort to look pleased, so the Rangar drew on his resources.

I have a letter from her, he stated blandly.

From a pocket in the carriage cushions he brought out a silver tube, richly carved in the Kashmiri style and closed at either end with a tightly fitting silver cap. King accepted it and drew the cap from one end. A roll of scented paper fell on his lap, and a puff of hot wind combined with a lurch of the carriage springs came near to lose it for him; he snatched it just in time and unrolled it to find a letter written to himself in Urdu, in a beautiful flowing hand.

Urdu is perhaps the politest of written tongues and lends itself most readily to indirectness; but since he did not expect to read a catalogue of exact facts, he was not disappointed.

Translated, the letter ran:

To Athelstan King sahib, by the hand of Rewa Gunga.

Greeting. The bearer is my well-trusted servant, whom

I have chosen to be the sahibs guide until Heaven

shall be propitious and we meet. He is instructed

in all that he need know concerning what is now in hand,

and he will tell by word of mouth such things as ought

not to be written. By all means let Rewa Gunga travel

with you, for he is of royal blood, of the House of

Ketchwaha and will not fail you. His honor and mine

are one. Praying that the many gods of India may heap

honors on your honors head, providing each his proper

attribute toward entire ability to succeed in all things,

but especially in the present undertaking,



I am Your Excellencys humble servant,

 Yasmini.

He had barely finished reading it when the coachman took a last corner at a gallop and drew the horses up on their haunches at a door in a high white wall. Rewa Gunga sprang out of the carriage before the horses were quite at a standstill.

Here we are! he said, and King, gathering up the letter and the silver tube, noticed that the street curved here so that no other door and no window overlooked this one.

He followed the Rangar, and he was no sooner into the shadow of the door than the coachman lashed the horses and the carriage swung out of view.

This way, said the Rangar over his shoulder. Come!


Chapter III

Lie to a liar, for lies are his coin.

Steal from a thief, for that is easy.

Set a trap for a trickster, and catch him at the first attempt.

But beware of the man who has no axe to grind.

 Eastern Proverb

It was a musty smelling entrance, so dark that to see was scarcely possible after the hot glare outside. Dimly King made out Rewa Gunga mounting stairs to the left and followed him. The stairs wound backward and forward on themselves four times, growing scarcely any lighter as they ascended, until, when he guessed himself two stories at least above road level, there was a sudden blaze of reflected light and he blinked at more mirrors than he could count. They had been swung on hinges suddenly to throw the light full in his face.

There were curtains reflected in each mirror, and little glowing lamps, so cunningly arranged that it was not possible to guess which were real and which were not. Rewa Gunga offered no explanation, but stood watching with quiet amusement. He seemed to expect King to take a chance and go forward, but if he did he reckoned without his guest. King stood still.

Then suddenly, as if she had done it a thousand times before and surprised a thousand people, a little nut-brown maid parted the middle pair of curtains and said Salaam! smiling with teeth that were as white as porcelain. All the other curtains parted too, so that the whereabouts of the door might still have been in doubt had she not spoken and so distinguished herself from her reflections. King looked scarcely interested and not at all disturbed.

Balked of his amusement, Rewa Gunga hurried past him, thrusting the little maid aside, and led the way. King followed him into a long room, whose walls were hung with richer silks than any he remembered to have seen. In a great wide window to one side some twenty, women began at once to make flute music.

Silken punkahs swung from chains, wafting back and forth a cloud of sandalwood smoke that veiled the whole scene in mysterious, scented mist. Through the open window came the splash of a fountain and the chattering of birds, and the branch of a feathery tree drooped near by. It seemed that the long white wall below was that of Yasminis garden.

Be welcome! laughed Rewa Gunga; I am to do the honors, since she is not here. Be seated, sahib.

King chose a divan at the rooms farthest end, near tall curtains that led into rooms beyond. He turned his back toward the reason for his choice. On a little ivory-inlaid ebony table about ten feet away lay a knife, that was almost the exact duplicate of the one inside his shirt. Bronze knives of ancient date, with golden handles carved to represent a woman dancing, are rare. The ability to seem not to notice incriminating evidence is rarer still  rarest of all when under the eyes of a native of India, for cats and hawks are dullards by comparison to them. But King saw the knife, yet did not seem to see it.

There was nothing there calculated to set an Englishman at ease. In spite of the Rangars casual manner, Yasminis reception room felt like the antechamber to another world, where mystery is atmosphere and ordinary air to breathe is not at all. He could sense hushed expectancy on every side  could feel the eyes of many women fixed on him  and began to draw on his guard as a fighting man draws on armor. There and then he deliberately set himself to resist mesmerism, which is the Easts chief weapon.

Rewa Gunga, perfectly at home, sprawled leisurely, along a cushioned couch with a grace that the West has not learned yet; but King did not make the mistake of trusting him any better for his easy manners, and his eyes sought swiftly for some unrhythmic, unplanned thing on which to rest, that he might save himself by a sort of mental leverage.

Glancing along the wall that faced the big window, he noticed for the first time a huge Afridi, who sat on a stool and leaned back against the silken hangings with arms folded.

Who is that man? he asked.

He? Oh, he is a savage  just a big savage, said Rewa Gunga, looking vaguely annoyed.

Why is he here?

He did not dare let go of this chance side-issue. He knew that Rewa Gunga wished him to talk of Yasmini and to ask questions about her, and that if he succumbed to that temptation all his self-control would be cunningly sapped away from him until his secrets, and his very senses, belonged to some one else.

What is he doing here? he insisted.

He? Oh, he does nothing. He waits, purred the Rangar. He is to be your body-servant on your journey to the North. He is nothing  nobody at all!  except that he is to be trusted utterly because he loves Yasmini. He is Obedience! A big obedient fool! Let him be!

No, said King. If hes to be my man Ill speak to him!

He felt himself winning. Already the spell of the room was lifting, and he no longer felt the cloud of sandalwood smoke like a veil across his brain.

Wont you tell him to come here to me?

Rewa Gunga laughed, resting his silk turban against the wall hangings and clasping both hands about his knee. It was as a man might laugh who has been touched in a bout with foils.

Oh!  Ismail! he called, with a voice like a bell, that made King stare.

The Afridi seemed to come out of a deep sleep and looked bewildered, rubbing his eyes and feeling whether his turban was on straight. He combed his beard with nervous fingers as he gazed about him and caught Rewa Gungas eye. Then he sprang to his feet.

Come! ordered Rewa Gunga.

The man obeyed.

Did you see? Rewa Gunga chuckled. He rose from his place like a buffalo, rump first and then shoulder after shoulder! Such men are safe! Such men have no guile beyond what will help them to obey! Such men think too slowly to invent deceit for its own sake!

The Afridi came and towered above them, standing with gnarled hands knotted into clubs.

What is thy name? King asked him.

Ismail! he boomed.

Thou art to be my servant?

Aye! So said she. I am her man. I obey!

When did she say so? King asked him blandly, asking unexpected questions being half the art of Secret Service, although the other half is harder to achieve.

The Hillman stroked his great beard and stood considering the question. One could almost imagine the click of slow machinery revolving in his mind, although King entertained a shrewd suspicion that he was not so stupid as he chose to seem. His eyes were too hawk-bright to be a stupid mans.

Before she went away, he answered at last.

When did she go away?

He thought again, then Yesterday, he said.

Why did you wait before you answered?

The Afridis eyes furtively sought Rewa Gungas and found no aid there. Watching the Rangar less furtively, but even less obviously, King was aware that his eyes were nearly closed, as if they were not interested. The fingers that clasped his knee drummed on it indifferently, seeing which King allowed himself to smile.

Never mind, he told Ismail. It is no matter. It is ever well to think twice before speaking once, for thus mistakes die stillborn. Only the monkey-folk thrive on quick answers  is it not so? Thou art a man of many inches  of thew and sinew  Hey, but thou art a man! If the heart within those great ribs of thine is true as thine arms are strong I shall be fortunate to have thee for a servant!

Aye! said the Afridi. But what are words? She has said I am thy servant, and to hear her is to obey!

Then from now thou art my servant?

Nay, but from yesterday when she gave the order!

Good! said King.

Aye, good for thee! May Allah do more to me if I fail!

Then, take me a telegram! said King.

He began to write at once on a half-sheet of paper that he tore from a letter he had in his pocket, setting down a row of figures at the top and transposing into cypher as he went along.

Yasmini has gone North. Is there any reason at your end why I should not follow her at once?

He addressed it in plain English to his friend the general at Peshawur, taking great care lest the Rangar read it through those sleepy, half-closed eyes of his. Then he tore the cypher from the top, struck a match and burned the strip of paper and handed the code telegram to Ismail, directing him carefully to a government office where the cypher signature would be recognized and the telegram given precedence.

Ismail stalked off with it, striding like Moses down from Sinai  hook-nose  hawk-eye  flowing beard  dignity and all, and King settled down to guard himself against the next attempt on his sovereign self-command.

Now he chose to notice the knife on the ebony table as if he had not seen it before. He got up and reached for it and brought it back, turning it over and over in his hand.

A strange knife, he said.

Yes,  from Khinjan, said Rewa Gunga, and King eyed him as one wolf eyes another.

What makes you say it is from Khinjan?

She brought it from Khinjan Caves herself! There is another knife that matches it, but that is not here. That bracelet you now wear, sahib, is from Khinjan Caves too! She has the secret of the Caves!

I have heard that the Heart of the Hills is there, King answered. Is the Heart of the Hills a treasure house?

Rewa Gunga laughed.

Ask her, sahib! Perhaps she will tell you! Perhaps she will let you see! Who knows? She is a woman of resource and unexpectedness  Let her women dance for you a while.

King nodded. Then he got up and laid the knife back on the little table. A minute or so later he noticed that at a sign from Rewa Gunga a woman left the great window place and spirited the knife away.

May I have a sheet of paper? he asked, for he knew that another fight for his self-command was due.

Rewa Gunga gave an order, and a maid brought him scented paper on a silver tray. He drew out his own fountain pen then and made ready.

In spite of the great silken punkah that swung rhythmically across the full breadth of the room the beat was so great that the pen slipped round and round between his fingers. Yet he contrived to write, and since his one object was to give his brain employment, he wrote down a list of the names he had memorized in the train on the journey from Peshawur, not thinking of a use for the list until he had finished. Then, though, a real use occurred to him.

While he began to write more than a dozen dancing women swept into the room from behind the silk hangings in a concerted movement that was all lithe slumberous grace. Wood-wind music called to them from the great deep window as snakes are summoned from their holes, and as cobras answer the charmers call the women glided to the center and stood poised beneath the punkah.

There they began to chant, still dreamily, and with the chant the dance began, in and out, round and round, lazily, ever so lazily, wreathed in buoyant gossamer that was scarcely more solid than the sandalwood smoke they wafted into rings.

King watched them and listened to their chant until he began to recognize the strain on the eye-muscles that precedes the mesmeric spell. Then he wrote and read what he had written and wrote again. And after that, for the sake of mental exercise, he switched his thoughts into another channel altogether. He reverted to Delhi railway station.

The Turks can spy as well as anybody.  They know those men are going to Kerachi to be ready for them.  Therefore, having cut his eye-teeth B.C. several hundred, the Unspeakable Turk will take care not to misbehave UNTIL hes ready. And I suppose our government, being ours and we being us, will let him do it! All of which will take time.  And that again means no trouble in the Hills  probably  until the Turks really do feel ready to begin. Theyll preach a holy war just ahead of the date. The tribes will keep quiet because an army at Kerachi might be meant for their benefit. Oh, yes, Im quite sure they were entraining for Kerachi in readiness to move on Basra.

Trucks ready for camels  and camel drivers  and food for camels  and Eresby, whos just come from taking a special camel course. Not a doubt of it!  And then, Corrigan  Elwright  Doby  Gould  all on the platform in a bunch, and all down on the Army List as Turkish interpreters! Not a doubt left!

What have you written? asked a quiet voice at his ear; and he turned to look straight in the eyes of Rewa Gunga, who had leaned forward to read over his shoulder. Just for one second he hovered on the brink of quick defeat. Having escaped the Scylla of the dancing women, Charybdis waited for him in the shape of eyes that were pools of hot mystery. It was the sound of his own voice that brought him back to the world again and saved his will for him unbound.

Read it, wont you? he laughed. If you know, take this pen and mark the names of whichever of those men are still in Delhi.

Rewa Gunga took pen and paper and set a mark against some thirty of the names, for King had a manner that disarmed refusal.

Where are the others? he asked him, after a glance at it.

In jail, or else over the border.

Already?

The Rangar nodded. Trust Yasmini! She saw to that jolly well before she left Delhi! She would have stayed had there been anything more to do!

King began to watch the dance again, for it did not feel safe to look too long into the Rangars eyes. It was not wise just then to look too long at anything, or to think too long on any one subject.

Ismail is slow about returning, said the Rangar.

I wrote at the foot of the tar, said King, that they are to detain him there until the answer comes.

The Rangars eyes blazed for a second and then grew cold again (as King did not fail to observe). He knew as well as the Rangar that not many men would have kept their will so unfettered in that room as to be able to give independent orders. He recognized resignation, temporary at least, in the Rangars attitude of leaning back again to watch from under lowered eyelids. It was like being watched by a cat.

All this while the women danced on, in time to wailing flute-music, until, it seemed from nowhere, a lovelier woman than any of them appeared in their midst, sitting cross-legged with a flat basket at her knees. She sat with arms raised and swayed from the waist as if in a delirium. Her arms moved in narrowing circles, higher and higher above the basket lid, and the lid began to rise. Nobody touched it, nor was there any string, but as it rose it swayed with sickening monotony.

It was minutes before the bodies of two great king-cobras could be made out, moving against the womans spangled dress. The basket lid was resting on their heads, and as the music and the chanting rose to a wild weird shriek the lid rose too, until suddenly the woman snatched the lid away and the snakes were revealed, with hoods raised, hissing the cobras hate-song that is prelude to the poison-death.

They struck at the woman, one after the other, and she leaped out of their range, swift and as supple as they. Instantly then she joined in the dance, with the snakes striking right and left at her. Left and right she swayed to avoid them, far more gracefully than a matador avoids the bull and courting a deadlier peril than he  poisonous, two to his one. As she danced she whirled both arms above her head and cried as the were-wolves are said to do on stormy nights.

Some unseen hand drew a blind over the great window and an eerie green-and-golden light began to play from one end of the room, throwing the dancers into half-relief and deepening the mystery.

Sweet strange scents were wafted in from under the silken hangings. The room grew cooler by unguessed means. Every sense was treacherously wooed. And ever, in the middle of the moving light among the languorous dancers, the snakes pursued the woman!

Do you do this often? wondered King, in a calm aside to Rewa Gunga, turning half toward him and taking his eyes off the dance without any, very, great effort.

Rewa Gunga clapped his hands and the dance ceased. The woman spirited her snakes away. The blind was drawn upward and in a moment all was normal again with the punkah swinging slowly overhead, except that the seductive smell remained, that was like the early-morning breath of all the different flowers of India.

If she were here, said the Rangar, a little grimly  with a trace of disappointment in his tone you would not snatch your eyes away like that! You would have been jolly well transfixed, my friend! These  she  that woman  they are but clumsy amateurs! If she were here, to dance with her snakes for you, you would have been jolly well dancing with her, if she had wished it! Perhaps you shall see her dance some day! Ah,  here is Ismail, he added in an altered tone of voice. He seemed relieved at sight of the Afridi.

Bursting through the glass-bead curtains at the door, the great savage strode down the room, holding out a telegram. Rewa Gunga looked as if he would have snatched it, but Kings hand was held out first and Ismail gave it to him. With a murmur of conventional apology King tore the envelope and in a second his eyes were ablaze with something more than wonder. A mystery, added to a mystery, stirred all the zeal in him. But in a second he had sweated his excitement down.

Read that, will you? he said, passing it to Rewa Gunga. It was not in cypher, but in plain everyday English.

She has not gone North, it ran. She is still in Delhi. Suit your own movements to your plans.

Can you explain? asked King in a level voice. He was watching the Rangar narrowly, yet he could not detect the slightest symptom of emotion.

Explain? said the Rangar. Who can explain foolishness? It means that another fat general has made another fat mistake!

What makes you so certain she went North? King asked.

Instead of answering, Rewa Gunga beckoned Ismail, who had stepped back out of hearing. The giant came and loomed over them like the Spirit of the Lamp of the Arabian Nights.

Whither went she? asked the Rangar.

To the North! he boomed.

How knowest thou?

I saw her go!

When went she?

Yesterday, when a telegram came.

The word came was the only clue to his meaning, for in the language he used yesterday and to-morrow are the same word; such is the Easts estimate of time.

By what route did she go? asked Rewa Gunga.

By the terrain from the station.

How knowest thou that?

I was there, bearing her box of jewels.

Didst thou see her buy the tikkut?

Nay, I bought it, for she ordered me.

For what destination was the tikkut?

Peshawur! said Ismail, filling his mouth with the word as if he loved it.

Yet  it was King who spoke now, pointing an accusing finger at him a burra sahib sends a tar to me  this is it!  to say she is in Delhi still! Who told thee to answer those questions with those words?

She! the big man answered.

Yasmini?

Aye! May Allah cover her with blessings!

Ah! said King. You have my leave to depart out of earshot.

Then he turned on Rewa Gunga.

Whatever the truth of all this, he said quietly, I suppose it means she has done what there was to do in Delhi?

Sahib,  trust her! Does a tigress hunt where no watercourses are, and where no game goes to drink? She follows the sambur!

You are positive she has started for the North?

Sahib, when she speaks it is best to believe! She told me she will go. Therefore I am ready to lead King sahib up the Khyber to her!

Are you certain you can find her?

Aye, sahib,  in the dark!

Theres a train leaves for the North to-night, said King.

The Rangar nodded.

Youll want a pass up the line. How many servants? Three  four  how many?

One, said the Rangar, and King was instantly suspicious of the modesty of that allowance; however he wrote out a pass for Rewa Gunga and one servant and gave it to him.

Be there on time and see about your own reservation, he said. Ill attend to Ismails pass myself.

He folded the list of names that the Rangar had marked and wrote something on the back. Then he begged an envelope, and Rewa Gunga had one brought to him. He sealed the list in the envelope, addressed it and beckoned Ismail again.

Take this to Saunders sahib! he ordered. Go first to the telegraph office, where you were before, and the babu there will tell you where Saunders sahib may be found. Having found him, deliver the letter to him. Then come and find me at the Star of India Hotel and help me to bathe and change my clothes.

To hear is to obey! boomed Ismail, bowing; but his last glance was for Rewa Gunga, and he did not turn to go until he had met the Rangars eyes.

When Ismail had gone striding down the room, with no glance to spare for the whispering women in the window, and with dignity like an aura exuding from him, King looked into the Rangars eyes with that engaging frankness of his that disarms so many people.

Then youll be on the train to-night? he asked.

To hear is to obey! With pleasure, sahib!

Then good-by until this evening.

King bowed very civilly and walked out, rather unsteadily because his head ached. Probably nobody else, except the Rangar, could have guessed what an ordeal he had passed through or how near he had been to losing self-command.

But as he felt his way down the stairs, that were dimly lighted now, he knew he had all his senses with him, for he spotted and admired the lurking places that had been designed for undoing of the unwary, or even the overwary. Yasminis Delhi nest was like a hundred traps in one.

Almost like a pool table, he reflected. Pocket em at both ends and the middle!

In the street he found a gharry after a while and drove to his hotel. And before Ismail came he took a stroll through a bazaar, where he made a few strange purchases. In the hotel lobby he invested in a leather bag with a good lock, in which to put them. Later on Ismail came and proved himself an efficient body-servant.

That evening Ismail carried the leather bag and found his place on the train, and that was not so difficult, because the trains running North were nearly empty, although the platforms were all crowded. As he stood at the carriage door with Ismail near him, a man named Saunders slipped through the crowd and sought him out.

Arrested em all! he grinned.

Good.

Seen anything of her? I recognized Yasminis scent on your envelope. Its peculiar to her  one of her monopolies!

No. Im told she went North yesterday.

Not by train, she didnt! Its my business to know that!

King did not answer; nor did he look surprised. He was watching Rewa Gunga, followed by a servant, hurrying to a reserved compartment at the front end of the train. The Rangar waved to him and he waved back.

Id know her in a million! vowed Saunders. I can take oath she hasnt gone anywhere by train! Unless she has walked, or taken a carriage, shes in Delhi!

The engine gave a preliminary shriek and the giant Ismail nudged Kings elbow in impatient warning. There was no more sign of Rewa Gunga, who had evidently settled down in his compartment for the night.

Get my bag out again! King ordered, and Ismail stared.

Get out my bag, I said!

To hear is to obey! Ismail grumbled, reaching with his long arm through the window.

The engine shrieked again, somebody whistled, and the train began to move.

Youve missed it! said Saunders, amused at Ismails frantic

disappointment. The giant was tugging at his beard. How about your

trunk? Better wire ahead and have it spotted for you.



No, said King; its still in the baggage room a the

other station. I didnt intend to go by this train. Came down here

to see another fellow off, thats all! Have a cigar and then lets go

together and look those prisoners over!


Chapter IV

Men boast in the Hills, when they ought to pray;

For the wind blows lusty, and the blood runs red,

And Law lies belly upwards for a man to wreak his fancy on it.

Down in the plains, in the dust of the plains

Where law is master and a good man ought to boast,

They all lie belly downwards praying for their Hills again!

The rear lights of the train he had not taken swayed out of Delhi station and King grinned as he wiped the sweat from his face with a dripping handkerchief. Behind him towered the hook-nosed Ismail, resentful of the unexpected. In front of him Saunders eyed the proffered black cheroots suspiciously, accepted one with an air of curiosity and passed the case back. Around them the clatter of the station crowd began to die, and Parsimony in a shabby uniform went round to lower lights.

Are you sure

Kings merry eyes looked into Saunders as if there were no world war really and they two were puppets in a comedy.

  are you absolutely certain Yasmini is in Delhi?

No, said Saunders. What I swear to is that she has not left by train. Its my business to know who leaves by train.

What can you suggest? asked King, twisting at his scrubby little mustache. But if he wished to convey the impression of a man at his wits end, he failed signally.

I? Nothing! Shes the most elusive individual in Asia! One person in the world knows where she is, unless she has an accomplice. My informations negative. I know she has not gone by

King struck a match and held it out, so the sentence was unfinished; the first few puffs of the astonishing cigar wiped out all memory of the missing word. And then King changed the subject.

Those men I asked you to arrest  ?

Nabbed  puff every one of em!  puff  puff all under  puff  puff lock and key,  best smoke I ever tasted  where dyou get em?

Had they been in communication with her?

Puff  puff You bet they had! Where dyou get these things?

Not her special men by any chance?

Puff Gad, what smoke!  couldnt say, of course, but  puff  puff shouldnt think so.

Well  Ill go along with you if you like, and look them over.

Both tone and manner gave Saunders credit for the suggestion, and Saunders seemed to like it. There is nothing like following up, in football, war or courtship.

I see youre a judge of a cigar, said King, and Saunders purred, all men being fools to some extent, and the only trouble being to demonstrate the fact.

They had started for the station entrance when a nasal voice began intoning, Cap-teen King sahib  Cap-teen King sahib! and a telegraph messenger passed them with his book under his arm. King whistled him. A moment later he was tearing open an official urgent telegram and writing a string of figures in pencil across the top. Then he decoded swiftly,

Advices are Yasmini was in Delhi as recently as six

this evening. Fail to understand your inability to

get in touch. Have you tried at her house? Matters

in Khyber district much less satisfactory. Word from

O-C Khyber Rifles to effect that lashkar is collecting.

Better sweep up in Delhi and proceed northward as quickly

as compatible with caution. L. M. L.

The three letters at the end were the generals coded signature. The wording of the telegram was such that as he read King saw a mental picture of the generals bald red skull and could almost hear him say the fail to understand. The three words much less satisfactory were a bookful of information. So, as he folded up the telegram, tore the penciled strip of figures from the top and burned it with a match, he was at pains to look pleased.

Good news? asked Saunders, blowing smoke through his nose.

Excellent. Wheres my man? Here  you  Ismail!

The giant came and towered above him.

You swore she went North!

Ha, sahib! To Peshawur she went!

Did she start from this station?

From where else, sahib?

But this was too much for Saunders, who stepped forward and thrust in an oar. King on the other band stepped back a pace so as to watch both faces.

Then, when did she go?

I saw her go! said Ismail, affronted.

When? When, confound you! When?

Yesterday.

I expect he means to-morrow, said King. With the advantage of looker-on and a very deep experience of Northerners, he had noted that Ismail was lying and that Saunders was growing doubtful, although both men concealed the truth with what was very close to being art.

I have a telegram here, he said, that says she is in Delhi!

He patted his coat, where the inner pocket bulged.

Nay, then the tar lies, for I saw her go with these two eyes of mine!

It is not wise to lie to me, my friend, King assured him, so pleasantly that none could doubt he was telling truth.

If I lie may I eat dirt! Ismail answered him.

Inches lent the Afridi dignity, but dignity has often been used as a stalking horse for untruth. King nodded, and it was not possible to judge by his expression whether he believed or not.

Lets make a move, he said, turning to Saunders. She seems at any rate to wish it believed she has gone North. I cant stay here indefinitely. If shes here shes on the watch here, and theres no need of me. If she has gone North, then that is where the kites are wheeling! Ill take the early morning train. Where are the prisoners?

In the old Mir Khan Palace. We were short of jail room and had to improvise. The horse-stalls there have come in handy more than once before. Shall we take this gharry?

With Ismail up beside the driver nursing Kings bag and looking like a great grim vulture about to eat the horse, they drove back through swarming streets in the direction of the river. King seemed to have lost all interest in crowds. He scarcely even troubled to watch when they were held up at a cross-roads by a marching regiment that tramped as if it were herald of the Last Trump, with bayonets glistening in the street lights. He sat staring ahead in silence, although Saunders made more than one effort to engage him in conversation.

No! he said at last suddenly  so that Saunders jumped.

No what?

No need to stay here. Ive got what I came for!

What was that? asked Saunders, but King was silent again. Conscious of the unaccustomed weight on his left wrist, he moved his arm so that the sleeve drew and he could see the edge of the great gold bracelet Rewa Gunga had given him in Yasminis name.

Know anything of Rewa Gunga? he asked suddenly again.

The Rangar?

Yes, the Rangar. Yasminis man.

Not much. Ive seen him. Ive spoken with him, and Ive had to stand impudence from him  twice. Ive been tipped off more than once to let him alone because hes her man. He does ticklish errands for her, or so they say. Hes what you might call known to the police all right.

They began to approach an age-old palace near the river, and Saunders whispered a pass-word when an armed guard halted them. They were halted again at a gloomy gateway where an officer came out to look them over; by his leave they left the gharry and followed him under the arch until their heels rang on stone paving in a big ill-lighted courtyard surrounded by high walls.

There, after a little talk, they left Ismail squatting beside Kings bag, and Saunders led the way through a modern iron door, into what had once been a royal princes stables.

In gloom that was only thrown into contrast by a wide-spaced row of electric lights, a long line of barred and locked converted horse-stalls ran down one side of a lean-to building. The upper half of each locked door was a grating of steel rods, so that there was some ventilation for the prisoners; but very little light filtered between the bars, and all that King could see of the men within was the whites of their eyes. And they did not look friendly.

He had to pass between them and the light, and they could see more of him than he could of them. At the first cell he raised his left hand and made the gold bracelet on his wrist clink against the steel bars.

A moment later be cursed himself, and felt the bracelet with his fingernail. He had made a deep nick in the soft gold. A second later yet he smiled.

May God be with thee! boomed a prisoners voice in Pashtu.

Didnt know that fellow was handcuffed, said Saunders. Did you hear the ring? They should have been taken off. Leaving his irons on has made him polite, though.

He passed oil, and King followed him, saying nothing. But at the next cell he repeated what he had done at the first, taking better care of the gold but letting his wrist stay longer in the light.

May God be with thee! said a voice within.

Gettin a shade less arrogant, what? said Saunders.

May God be with thee! said a man in the third stall as King passed.

They seem to be anxious for your morals! laughed Saunders, keeping a pace or two ahead to do the honors of the place.

May God be with thee! said a fourth man, and King desisted for the present, because Saunders looked as if he were growing inquisitive.

Where did you arrest them? he asked when Saunders came to a stand under a light.

All in one place. At Alis.

Who and what is Ali?

Pimp  crimp  procurer  Prussian spy and any other evil thing that takes his fancy! Runs a combination gambling hell and boarding house. Lets em run into debt and blackmails em. Alis in the kaisers pay  thats known! Musing thing about it is he keeps a photo of Wilhelm in his pocket and tries to make himself believe the kaiser knows him by name. Suffers from swelled head, which is part of their plan, of course. Well get him when we want him, but at present hes useful as is for a decoy. Ali was very much upset at the arrest  asked in the name of Heaven  seems to be familiar with God, too, and all the angels!  how he shall collect all the money these men owe him!

You wouldnt call these men prosperous, then?

Not exactly! Ali is the only spy out of the North who prospers much at present, and even he gets most of his money out of his private business. Why, man, the real Germans we have pounced on are all as poor as church mice. Thats another part of the plan, of course, which is sweet in all its workings. Theyre paid less than driven by threats of exposure to us  comes cheaper, and serves to ginger up the spies! The Germans pay Ali a little, and he traps the Hillmen when they come South  lets em gamble  gets em into debt  plays on their fear of jail and their ignorance of the Indian Penal Code, which altereth every afternoon  and spends a lot of time telling em stories to take back with em to the Hills when they can get away. They can get away when theyve paid him what they owe. He makes that clear, and of course thats the fly in the amber. Yasmini sends and pays their board and gambling debts, and shes our man, so to speak. When they get back to the Hills

Thanks, said King, I know what happens in the Hills. Tell me about the Delhi end of it.

Well, when the wander-fever grabs em again they come down once more from their Hills to drink and gamble,  and first they go to Yasminis. But she wont let em drink at her place. Have to give her credit for that, yknow; her place has never been a stews. Sooner or later they grow tired of virtue, specially with so much intrigue goin on under their noses, and back they all drift to Alis and tell him tales to tell the Germans  and the round begins again. Yasmini coaxes all their stories out of em and primes em with a few extra good ones into the bargain. Everybodys fooled specially the Germans  and exceptin, of course, Yasmini and the Raj. Nobody ever fooled that woman, nor ever will if my belief goes for anything!

Sounds simple! said King.

Simple and sordid! agreed Saunders.

King looked up and down the line of locked doors and then straight into Saunders eyes in a friendly, yet rather disconcerting way. One could not judge whether he were laughing or just thinking.

Dyou suppose its as simple as all that?

How dyou mean?

Dyou suppose the Germans arent in director touch with the tribes?

Why should they be? The simpler the better, I expect, from their point of view; and the cheaper the better, too!

Um-m-m! King rubbed his chin. On what charge did you get these men?

Defense of the Realm  suspicious characters  charge to be entered later.

Good! Thats simple at all events! Know anything of my man Ismail?

Sure! Hes one of Yasminis pets. She bailed him out of Alis three years ago and he worships her. It was he who broke the leg and ribs of a pup-rajah a month or two ago for putting on too much dog in her reception room! Hes Ursus out of Quo Vadis! Hes dog, desperado, stalking horse and Keeper of the Queens secrets!

Then why dyou suppose she passed him along to me? asked King.

Dunno! This is your little mystery, not mine!

Glad you appreciate that! Do me a favor, will you?

Anything in reason.

Get the keys to all these cells  send em in here to me by Ismail  and leave me in here alone!

Saunders whistled and wiped sweat from his glistening face, for in spite of windows open to the courtyard it was hotter than a furnace room.

Maynt I have you thrown into a den of tigers? he asked. Or a nest of cobras? Or get the fiery furnace ready? Youll find em sore  and dangerous! That man at the end with handcuffs on has probably been violent! That God be with thee stuff is habit  they say it with unction before they knife a man!

Ill be careful, then, King chuckled; and it is a fact that few men can argue with him when he laughs quietly in that way. Send me in the keys, like a good chap.

So Saunders went, glad enough to get into the outer air. He slammed the great iron door behind him as if he were glad, too, to disassociate himself from King and all foolishness. Like many another first-class man, King sheds friends as a cat sheds fur going under a gate. They grow again and quit again and dont seem to make much difference.

The instant the door slammed King continued down the line with his left wrist held high so that the occupant of each cell in turn could see the bracelet.

May God be with thee! came the instant greeting from each cell until down toward the farther end. The occupants of the last six cells were silent.

Numbers had been chalked roughly on the doors. With wetted fingers he rubbed out the chalk marks on the last six doors, and he had scarcely finished doing that when Ismail strode in, slamming the great iron door behind him, jangling a bunch of keys and looking more than ever like somebody out of the Old Testament.

Open every door except those whose numbers I have rubbed out! King ordered him.

Ismail proceeded to obey as if that were the least improbable order in all the world. It took him two minutes to select the pass-key and determine how it worked, then the doors flew open one after another in quick succession.

Come out! he growled. Come out!  Come out! although King had not ordered that.

King went and stood under the center light with his left arm bared. The prisoners, emerging like dead men out of tombs, blinked at the bright light  saw him  then the bracelet  and saluted.

May God be with thee! growled each of them.

They stood still then, awaiting fresh developments. It did not seem to occur to any one of them as strange that a British officer in khaki uniform should be sporting Yasminis talisman; the thing was apparently sufficient explanation in itself.

Ye all know this? he asked, holding up his wrist. Whose is this?

Hers!

The answer was monosyllabic and instant from all thirty throats. May Allah guard her, sleeping and awake! added one or two of them.

King lit a cheroot and made mental note of the wisdom of referring to her by pronoun, not by name.

And I? Who am I? he asked, since it saves worlds of trouble to have the other side state the case. The Secret Service was not designed for giving information, but discovering it.

Her messenger! Who else? Thou art he who shall take us to the Hills! She promised!

How did she know ye were in this jail? he asked them, and one of the Hillmen laughed like a jackal, showing yellow eye-teeth. The others cackled in chorus after him.

Answer that riddle thyself  or else ask her! Who are we? Bats, that can see in the night? Spirits, who can hear through walls? Nay, we be plain men of the mountains!

But where were ye when she promised?

At Alis. All of us at Alis  held for debt. We sent and begged of her. She sent word back by a woman that one of the sirkars men shall free us and send us home. So we waited, eating shame and little else, at Alis. At last came a sahib in a great rage, who ordered irons put on our wrists and us marched hither. Only when each was pushed into a separate cell were the irons taken off again. Yet we were patient, for we knew this is part of her cunning, to get us away from Ali without paying him. May Ali die of want, said we, with one voice all together in these cells! And now we be ready! They fed us before we had been in here an hour. Our bellies be full, but we be hungry for the Hills!

King thought of the gold-hilted knife, that still rested under his shirt. He was tempted to show it to them and find out surely whose it was and what it meant. But wisdom and curiosity seldom mingle. He thought of Ismail Ursus, of Quo Vadis  dog, desperado, stalking-horse and Keeper of the Queens secrets. It was not time yet to run risks with Ismail. The knife stayed where it was.

I shall start for the Hills at dawn, he said slowly, and he watched their eyes gleam at the news. No caged tiger is as wretched as a prisoned Hillman. No freed bird wings more wildly for the open. No moth comes more foolishly back to the flame again. It was easy to take pity on them  probably not one of whom knew pitys meaning.

Is there any among you who would care to come  ?

Ah-h-h-h!

  at the price of strict obedience?

Eh-h-h-h-h!

It seemed there was no word in Pashtu that could express their willingness.

We be very, very weary for our Hills! explained the nearest man.

Aye! King answered. And ye all owe Ali!

Uh-h-h-h-h!

But he knew better than to browbeat them on that account just then, for the men of the North are easier led than driven  up to a certain point. Yet it is no bad plan to remind them of the fundamentals to begin with.

Will ye obey me, and him? he asked, laying his hand on Ismails shoulder, as much to let them see the bracelet again as for any other reason.

Aye! If we fail, Allah do more to us!

King laughed. Ye shall leave this place as my prisoners. Here ye have no friends. Here ye must obey. But what when ye come to your Hills at last? Can one man hold thirty men prisoners then? In the Hills will ye still obey me?

They answered him in chorus. Every man of the thirty, and Ismail into the bargain, threw his right hand in the air.

Allah witness that we will obey!

Ah-h-h! said King. I have heard Hillmen swear by Allah many a time! Many a time!

The answer to that was unexpected. Ismail knelt  seized his hand  and pressed the gold bracelet to his lips!

In turn, every one of them filed by, knelt reverently and kissed the bracelet!

Saw ye ever a Hillman do that before? asked Ismail. They will obey thee! Have no fear!

Kutch dar nahin hai! King answered. There is no such thing as fear! and Ismail grinned at him, not knowing that King was feeling as Aladdin must have done.

I have heard you swear, said King; be ye true men!

Ah-h-h!

Have they belongings that ought to be collected first? he asked, and Ismail laughed.

No more than the dead have! A shroud apiece! Ali gave them bitterness to eat and picked their teeth afterward for gleanings! They stand in what they own!

Then, come! ordered King, turning his back confidently on thirty savages whom Saunders, for instance, would have preferred to drive in front of him, after first seeing them handcuffed. But when he is not pressed for time neither pistols, nor yet handcuffs, are included in Kings method.

Each lock has a key, but some keys fit all locks, says the Eastern proverb. King has been chosen for many ticklish errands in his time, and Saunders is still in Delhi.

Through the great iron door into dim outer darkness King led them and presently made them squat in a close-huddled semicircle on the paving stones, like night-birds waiting for a meal.

I want blankets for them  two good ones apiece  and food for a weeks journey! he told the astonished Saunders; and he spoke so decidedly that the other mans questions and argument died stillborn. While you attend to that for me, Ill be seeing his dibs and making explanations. You look full of news. What do you know?

Ive telephoned all the other stations, and my men swear Yasmini has not left Delhi by train!

King smiled at him.

If I leave by train dyou suppose shell hear of it?

You bet! Bet your boots! Man alive  if shes interested in you by so much,  he measured off a fraction of his little finger end she knows your next two moves ahead, to say nothing of your past half-dozen! I crossed her bows once and thought I had her at a disadvantage. She laughed at me. On my honor, my spine tingles yet at the mere thought of it! Youve never met her? Never heard her laugh? Never seen her eyes? Youve a treat in store for you  and a mauvais quat dheure! Whatll you bet me she doesnt laugh you out of countenance the very first time you meet? Come now  whatll you bet?

Not in the habit, King answered, glancing at his watch. Will you see about their rations, please, and the blankets? Thanks!

They went then in opposite directions and the prisoners were left squatting under the eyes and bayonets of a very suspicious prison guard, who made no secret of being ready for all conceivable emergencies. One enthusiast drew the cartridge out of his breech-chamber and licked it at intervals of a minute or two, to the very great interest of the Hillmen, who memorized every detail that by any stretch of imagination might be expected to improve their own shooting when they should get home again.

King found his way on foot through a maze of streets to a palace where he was admitted through one door after another by sentries who saluted when he had whispered to them. He ended by sitting on the end of the bed of a gray-headed man who owns three titles and whose word is law between the borders of a province. To him he talked as one schoolboy to a bigger one, because the gray-haired man had understanding, and hence sympathy.

I dont envy you! said he under the sheet. There was an American here not long ago  most amusing man I ever talked to. He had the right expression. I do not desiderate that pie! was his way of putting it. Good, dont you think?

All the while he talked the older man was writing on a pad that he held propped by his knees beneath the bedclothes, holding the paper tight to keep it from fluttering in the breeze of a big electric fan.

Theres the release for your prisoners. Take it  and take them! Whatever possessed you to want such a gift?

Orders, sir.

Whose?

His. He sent for me to Peshawur and gave me strict orders to work with, not against her. This was obvious.

How obvious? It seems bewildering!

Well, sir,  first place, she doesnt want to seem to be connected with me. Otherwise shed have been more in evidence. Second place, she has left Delhi  his telegram and Saunders men on oath notwithstanding  and she did not mean to leave those men. I imagine her best way to manage Hillmen is to keep promises, and they say she promised them. Third place, if those thirty men had been anything but her particular pet gang theyd either have been over the border or else in jail before now,  just like all the others. For some reason that I dont pretend to understand, she promised em more than she has been able to perform. So I provide performance. She gets the credit for it. I get a pretty good personal following at least as far as up the Khyber! Q.E.D.,sir!

The man in bed nodded. Not bad, he said.

Didnt she make some effort to get those men away from Alis? King asked him. I mean, didnt she try to get them dry-nursed by the sirkar in some way?

Yes. She did. But it was difficult. In the first place, there didnt seem to be any particular hurry. They were eating Alis substance. The scoundrel had to feed them as long as he kept them there, and we wanted that. We forbade her to pay their debts to Ali, because he has too urgent need of money just now. He is being pressed on account of debts of his own, and the pressure is making him take risks. He has been begging for money from the German agents. We know who they are, and we expect to make a big haul within a few hours now.

Hope I didnt spoil things by butting in, sir.

No. This is different. She wanted them arrested and locked up at a moment when the jails were all crowded. And then she wanted us to put em into trucks and railroad em up North out of harms way as she put it, and we happened to be too busy. The railway staff was overworked. Now things are getting straightened out. I felt it keenly not being able to oblige her, but she asked too much at the wrong moment! I would have done it if I could out of gratitude; it was she who tipped off for us most of the really dangerous men, and it was not her fault a few of them escaped. But weve all been working both tides under, King. Take me; this is my first night in bed in three, and here I am awake! No  nothing personal  glad to see you, but please understand. And Im a leisured dilettante compared to most of the others. She must have known our fix. She shouldnt have asked.

King smiled. Perfectly good opportunity for me, sir! he said cheerfully.

So you seem to think. But look out for that woman, King  shes dangerous. Shes got the brains of Asia coupled with Western energy! I think shes on our side, and I know he believes it; but watch her!

Ham dekta hai! King grinned. But the older man continued to look as if he pitied him.

If you get through alive, come and tell me about it afterward. Now, mind you do! Im awfully interested, but as for envying you

Envy! King almost squealed. He made the bed-springs rattle as he jumped. I wouldnt swap jobs with General French, sir!

Nor with me, I suppose!

Nor with you, sir.

Good-by, then. Good-by, King, my boy. Good-by, Athelstan. Your brothers up the Khyber, isnt he? Give him my regards. Good-by!

Long before dawn the thirty prisoners and Ismail squatted in a little herd on the up-platform of a railway station, shepherded by King, who smoked a cheroot some twenty paces away, sitting on an unmarked chest of medicines. He seemed absorbed in a book on surgery that he had borrowed from a chance-met acquaintance in the go-down where he drew the medical supplies. Ismail sat on the one trunk that had been fetched from the other station and nursed the new hand-bag on his knees, picking everlastingly at the lock and wondering audibly what the bag contained to an accompaniment of low-growled sympathy.

I am his servant  for she said so  and he said so. As the custom is he gave me the key of the great bag  on which I sit  as he said himself, for safe-keeping. Then why  why in Allahs name  am I not to have the key of this bag too? Of this little bag that holds so little and is so light?

It might be money in it? hazarded one of the herd.

Nay, for that it is too light.

Paper money! suggested another man. Hundies, with printing on the face that sahibs accept instead of gold.

Nay, I know where his money is, said Ismail. He has but little with him.

A razor would slit the leather easily, suggested another man. Then with a hand inserted carefully through the slit, so as not to widen it more than needful, a man could soon discover the contents. And later, the bag might be dropped or pushed violently against some sharp thing, to explain the cut.

Ismail shook his head.

Why? What could he do to thee?

It is because I know not what he would do to me that I will do nothing! answered Ismail. He is not at all like other sahibs I have had dealings with. This man does unexpected things. This man is not mad, he has a devil. I have it in my heart to love this man. But such talk is foolishness. We are all her men!

Aye! We are her men! came the chorus, so that King looked up and watched them over the open book.

At dawn, when the train pulled out, the thirty prisoners sat safely locked in third-class compartments. King lay lazily on the cushions of a first-class carriage in the rear, utterly absorbed in the principles of antiseptic dressing, as if that had anything to do with Prussians and the Khyber Pass; and Ismail attended to the careful packing of soda water bottles in the ice-box on the floor.

Shall I open the little bag, sahib? he asked.

King shook his head.

Ismail shook the bag.

The sound is as of things of much importance all disordered, he said sagely. It might be well to rearrange.

Put it over there! King ordered. Set it down!

Ismail obeyed and King laid his book down to light another of his black cheroots. The theme of antiseptics ceased to exercise its charm over him. He peeled off his tunic, changed his shirt and lay back in sweet contentment. Headed for the Hills, who would not be contented, who had been born in their very shadow?  in their shadow, of a line of Britons who have all been buried there!

The day after to-morrow Ill see snow! he promised himself. And Ismail, grinning with yellow teeth through a gap in his wayward beard, understood and sympathized.

Forward in the third-class carriages the prisoners hugged themselves and crooned as they met old landmarks and recognized the changing scenery. There was a new cleaner tang in the hot wind that spoke of the Hills and home!

Delhi had drawn them as Monte Carlo attracts the gamblers of all Europe. But Delhi had spewed them out again, and oh! how exquisite the promise of the Hills was, and the thunder of the train that hurried  the bumping wheels that sang Himahlayas  Himahlyas!  the air that blew in on them unscented  the reawakened memory  the hearts desire for the cold and the snow and the cruelty  the dark nights and the shrieking storms and the savagery of the Land of the Knife ahead!

The journey to Peshawur, that ought to have been wearisome because they were everlastingly shunted into sidings to make way for roaring south-bound troop trains and kept waiting at every wayside station because the trains ahead of them were blocked three deep, was no less than a jubilee progress!

Not a packed-in regiment went by that was not howled at by Kings prisoners as if they were blood-brothers of every man in it. Many an officer whom King knew waved to him from a passing train.

Meet you in Berlin! was a favorite greeting. And after that they would shout to him for news and be gone before King could answer.

Many a man, at stations where the sidings were all full and nothing less than miracles seemed able to release the wedged-in trains, came and paced up and down a platform side by side with King. From them he received opinions, but no sympathy to speak of.

Got to stay in India? Hard lines! Then the conversation would be bluntly changed, for in the height of ones enthusiasm it is not decent to hurt another fellows feelings. Simple, simple as a little child is the clean-clipped British officer. Look at that babu, now. Dont you think hes a marvel? Dont you think the Indian babus a marvel? Sixty a month is more than the beggar gets, and there he goes, doing two jobs and straightening out tangled trains into the bargain! Isnt he a wonder, King?

Indias a wonderful country, King would answer, that being one of his stock remarks. And to his credit be it written that he never laughed at one of them. He let them think they were more fortunate than he, with manlier, bloodier work to do.

Peshawur, when they reached it at last, looked dusty and bleak in the comfortless light of Northern dawn. But the prisoners crowed and crooned it a greeting, and there was not much grumbling when King refused to unlock their compartment doors. Having waited thus long, they could endure a few more hours in patience, now that they could see and smell their Hills at last.

And there was the general again, not in a dog-cart this time, but furiously driven in a motor-car, roaring and clattering into the station less than two minutes after the train arrived. He was out of the car, for all his age and weight, before it had come to a stand. He took one steady look at King and then at the prisoners before he returned Kings salute.

Good! he said. And then, as if that were not enough: Excellent! Dont let em out, though, to chew the rag with people on the platform. Keep em in!

Theyre locked in, sir.

Excellent! Come and walk up and down with me.


Chapter V

Death roosts in the Khyber while he preens his wings!

 Native Proverb

Seen her? asked the general, with his hands behind him.

No, said King, looking sharply sidewise at him and walking stride for stride. His hands were behind him, too, and one of them covered the gold bracelet on his other wrist.

The general looked equally sharply sidewise.

Norve I, he said. She called me up over the phone yesterday to ask for facilities for her man Rewa Gunga, and he was in here later. Hes waiting for you at the foot of the Pass  camped near the fort at Jamrud with your bandobast all ready. Shes on ahead  wouldnt wait.

King listened in silence, and his prisoners, watching him through the barred compartment windows, formed new and golden opinions of him, for it is common knowledge in the Hills that when a burra sahib speaks to a chota sahib, the chota sahib ought to say, Yes, sir, oh, yes! at very short intervals. Therefore King could not be a chota sahib after all. So much the better. The Hills ever loved to deal with men in authority, just as they ever despised underlings.

What made you go back for the prisoners? the general asked. Who gave you that cue?

Its a safe rule never to do what the other man expects, sir, and Rewa Gunga expected me to travel by his train.

Was that your only reason?

No, sir. I had general reasons. None of em specific. Where natives have a finger in the pie theres always something left undone at the last minute.

But what made you investigate those prisoners?

Couldnt imagine why thirty men should be singled out for special treatment. Rewa Gunga told me they were still at large in Delhi. Couldnt guess why. Had em arrested sos to be able to question em. Thats all, sir.

Not nearly all! said the general. You realize by now, I suppose, that theyre her special men  special personal following?

Guessed something of that sort.

Well  shes clever. It occurred to her that the safest way to get em up North was to have em arrested and deported. That would avoid interference and delay and would give her a chance to act deliverer at this end, and so make em grateful to her  you see? Rewa Gunga told me all this, you understand. He seems to think shes semi-divine. He was full of her cleverness in having thought of letting em all get into debt at a house of ill repute, so as to have em at hand when she wanted em.

She must have learned that trick from our merchant marine, said King.

Maybe. Shes clever. She asked me over the phone whether her thirty men had started North. I sent a telegram in cypher to find out. The answer was that you had found em and rounded em up and were bringing em with you. When she called me up on the phone the second time I told her so, and I heard her chuckle with delight. So I emphasized the point of your having discovered em and saved em every wit whole and all that kind of thing. I asked her to come and see me, but she wouldnt,  said she was disguised and particularly did not want to be recognized, which was reasonable enough. She sent Rewa Gunga instead. Now, this seems important:

Before I sent you down to Delhi  before I sent for you at all  I told her what I meant to do, and I never in my life knew a woman raise such terrific objections to working with a man. As it happened her objections only confirmed my determination to send for you, and before she went down to Delhi to clean up I told her flatly she would either have to work with you or else stay in India for the duration of the war.

The general did not notice that King was licking his lips. Nor, if he had noticed Kings hand that now was in front of him pressing on something under his shirt, could he have guessed that the something was a gold-hilted knife with a bronze blade. King grunted in token of attention, and the general continued.

She gave in finally, but I felt nervous about it. Now, without your getting sight of her  you say you havent seen her?  her whole attitude has changed! What have you done? Bringing up her thirty men seems a little enough thing. Yet, she swears by you! Used to swear at you, and now says youre the only officer in the British army with enough brains to fill a helmet! Says she wouldnt go up the Khyber without you! Says youre indispensable! Sent Rewa Gunga round to me with orders to make sure I dont change my mind about you! What have you done to her  bewitched her?

Done nothing, said King.

Well, keep on doing nothing in the same style and the world shall render you its best jobs, one after the other, in sequence! Youve made a good beginning!

Know anything of Rewa Gunga, sir?

Nothing, except that hes her man. She trusts him, so weve got to, and youve got to take him up the Khyber with you. What she orders, hell do, or you may take it from me she would never have left him behind. As long as she is on our side you will be pretty safe in trusting Rewa Gunga. And she has got to be on our side. Got to be! Shes the only key weve got to Khinjan, and hell is brewing there this minute! She dare unlock the gates and ride the devil down the Khyber if she thought it worth her while! Youre to go up the Khyber after her to convince her that there are better mounts than the devil and better fun than playing with hell-fire! The Rangar told me he had given you her passport  that right?

As they turned at the end of the platform King bared his wrist and showed the gold bracelet.

Good! said the general, but King thought his face clouded. That thing is worth more than a hundred men. Jack Allison wore that same bracelet, unless Im much mistaken, on his way down in disguise from Bukhara. So did another man we both knew; but he died. Be sure not to forget to give it back to her when the shows over, King.

King nodded and grunted. Whats the news from Khinjan, sir?

Nothing specific, except that the place is filling up. You remember what I told you about the Heart of the Hills being in Khinjan? Well, they say now that the Heart of the Hills has been awake for a long time, and that when the heart stirs the body does not lie quiet long. No use trying to guess what they mean; go and find out. And remember  the whole armed force at my disposal in this Province isnt more than enough to tempt the tribes to conclusions! Its a case for diplomacy. Its a case where diplomacy must not fail.

King said nothing, but the chin-strap mark on his cheek and chin grew slightly whiter, as it always does under the stress of emotion. He can not control it, and he has dyed it more than once on the eve of happenings, there being no more wisdom in wearing feelings on ones face than on a sleeve.

Here comes your engine, said the general. Well  there are two battalions of Khyber Rifles up the Pass and theyre about at full strength. Theyve got word already that you are gazetted to them. Theyll expect you. By the way, youve a brother in the K.R., havent you?

At Ali Masjid, sir.

Give him my regards when you see him, will you?

Thank you, sir.

Theres your engine whistling. Youd better hurry, Good-by, my boy. Get word to me whenever possible. Good luck to you! Regards to your brother! Good-by!

King saluted and stood watching while the general hurried to the waiting motor-car. When the car whirled away in a din of dust he returned leisurely to the train that had been shortened to three coaches. Then he gave the signal to start up the spur-track, that leads to Jamrud, where a fort cowers in the very throat of the dreadfulest gorge in Asia  the Khyber Pass.

It was not a long journey, nor a very slow one, for there was nothing to block the way except occasional men with flags, who guarded culverts and little bridges. The Germans would know better than to waste time or effort on blowing up that track, but there might be Northern gentlemen at large, out to do damage for the sport of it, and the sepoys all along the line were posted in twos, and awake.

It was low-tide under the Himalayas. The flood that was draining India of her armed men had left Jamrud high and dry with a little nondescript force stranded there, as it were, under a British major and some native officers. There were no more pomp and circumstance; no more of the reassuring thunder of gathering regiments, nor for that matter any more of that unarmed native helplessness that so stiffens the backs of the official English.

Frowning over Jamrud were the lean Hills, peopled by the fiercest fighting men on earth, and the clouds that hung over the Khybers course were an accent to the savagery.

But King smiled merrily as he jumped out of the train, and Rewa Gunga, who was there to meet him, advanced with outstretched hand and a smile that would have melted snow on the distant peaks if he had only looked the other way.

Welcome, King sahib! he laughed, with the air of a skilled fencer who admires another, better one. I shall know better another time and let you keep in front of me! No more getting first into a train and settling down for the night! It may not be easy to follow you, and I suspect it isnt, but at least it jolly well cant be such a job as leading you! I trust you had a comfortable journey?

Thanks, said King, shaking hands with him, and then turning away to unlock the carriage doors that held his prisoners in. They were baying now like wolves to be free, and they surged out, like wolves from a cage, to clamor round the Rangar, pawing him and struggling to be first to ask him questions.

Nay, ye mountain people; nay! he laughed. I, too, am from the plains! What do I know of your families or of your feuds? Am I to be torn to pieces to make a meal?

At that Ismail interfered, with the aid of an ash pick-handle, chance-found beside the track.

Hill-bastards! he howled at them, beating at them as if they were sheaves and his cudgel were a flail. Sons of nameless mothers! Forgotten of God! Shameless! Brood of the evil one! Hands off!

King had to stop him, not that he feared trouble, for they did not seem to resent either abuse or cudgeling in the least  and that in itself was food for thought; but broken shoulders are no use for carrying loads.

Laughing as if the whole thing was the greatest joke imaginable, Rewa Gunga fell into stride beside King and led him away in the direction of some tents.

She is up the Pass ahead of us, he announced. She was in the deuce of a hurry, I can assure you. She wanted to wait and meet you, but matters were too jolly well urgent, and we shall have our bally work cut out to catch her, you can bet! But I have everything ready  tents and beds and stores  everything!

King looked over his shoulder to make sure that Ismail was bringing the little leather bag along.

So have I, he said quietly.

I have horses, said Rewa Gunga, and mules and

How did she travel up the Khyber? King asked him, and the Rangar spared him a curious sidewise glance.

On a horse. You should have seen the horse!

What escort had she?

She?

Rewa Gunga chuckled and then suddenly grew serious.

The Hills are her escort, King sahib. She is mistress in the Hills. There isnt a murdering ruffian who would not lie down and let her walk on him! She rode away alone on a thoroughbred mare and she jolly well left me the mares double on which to follow her. Come and look.

Not far from where the tents had been pitched in a cluster a string of horses winnied at a picket rope. King saw the two good horses ready for himself, and ten mules beside them that would have done credit to any outfit. But at the end of the line, pawing at the trampled grass, was a black mare that made his eyes open wide. Once in a hundred years or so a viceroys cup, or a Derby is won by an animal that can stand and look and move as that mare did.

Just watch! the Rangar boasted; hooking up the bit and throwing off the blanket. And as he mounted into the native-made rough-hide saddle a shout went up from the fort and native officers and half the soldiery came out to watch the poetry of motion.

The mare was not the only one worth watching; her rider shared the praise. There was something unexpected, although not in the least ungainly, about the Rangars seat in the saddle that was not the ordinary, graceful native balance and yet was full of grace. King ascribed the difference to the fact that the Rangar had seen no military service, and before the inadequacy of that explanation had asserted itself he had already forgotten to criticize in sheer admiration.

There was none of the spurring and back-reining that some native bloods of India mistake for horse-manship. The Rangar rode with sympathy and most consummate skill, and the result was that the mare behaved as if she were part of him, responding to his thoughts, putting a foot where he wished her to put it and showing her wildest turn of speed along a level stretch in instant response to his mood.

Never saw anything better, King admitted ungrudgingly, as the mare came back at a walk to her picket rope.

There is only one mare like this one, laughed the Rangar. She has her.

Whatll you take for this one? King asked him. Name your price!

The mare is hers. You must ask her. Who knows? She is generous. There is nobody on earth more generous than she when she cares to be. See what you wear on your wrist!

That is a loan, said King, uncovering the bracelet. I shall give it back to her when we meet.

See what she says when you meet! laughed the Rangar, taking a cigarette from his jeweled case with an air and smiling as he lighted it. There is your tent, sahib.

He motioned with the cigarette toward a tent pitched quite a hundred yards away from the others and from the Rangars own; with the Rangars and the cluster of tents for the men it made an equilateral triangle, so that both he and the Rangar had privacy.

With a nod of dismissal, King walked over to inspect the bandobast, and finding it much more extravagant than he would have dreamed of providing for himself, he lit one of his black cheroots, and with hands clasped behind him strolled over to the fort to interview Courtenay, the officer commanding.

It so happened that Courtenay had gone up the Pass that morning with his shotgun after quail. He came back into view, followed by his little ten-man escort just as King neared the fort, and King timed his approach so as to meet him. The men of the escort were heavily burdened; he could see that from a distance.

Hello! he said by the fort gate, cheerily, after he had saluted and the salute had been returned.

Oh, hello, King! Glad to see you. Heard you were coming, of course. Anything I can do?

Tell me anything you know, said King, offering him a cheroot which the other accepted. As he bit off the end they stood facing each other, so that King could see the oncoming escort and what it carried. Courtenay read his eyes.

Two of my men! he said. Found em up the Pass. Gazi work I think. They were cut all to pieces. Theres a big lashkar gathering somewhere in the Hills, and it might have been done by their skirmishers, but I dont think so.

A lashkar besides the crowd at Khinjan?

Yes.

Whos supposed to be leading it?

Cant find out, said Courtenay. Then he stepped aside to give orders to the escort. They carried the dead bodies into the fort.

Know anything of Yasmini? King asked, when the major stood in front of him again.

By reputation, of course, yes. Famous person  sings like a bulbul  dances like the devil  lived in Delhi  mean her?

King nodded. When did she start up the Pass? he asked.

How dye mean? Courtenay demanded sharply.

To-day or yesterday?

She didnt start! I know who goes up and who comes down. Would you care to glance over the list?

Know anything of Rewa Gunga? King asked him.

Not much. Tried to buy his mare. Seen the animal? Gad! Id give a years pay for that beast! He wouldnt sell and I dont blame him.

He goes up the Khyber with me, said King. Hes what the Turks would call my youldash.

And the Persians a hamrah, eh? There was an American here lately  merry fellow  and I was learning his language. Side partners the word in the States. I can imagine a worse side partner than that same man Rewa Gunga  much worse.

He told me just now, said King, that Yasmini went up the Pass unescorted, mounted on a mare the very dead spit of the black one you say you wanted to buy.

Courtenay whistled.

Im sorry, King. Im sorry to say he lied.

Will you come and listen while I have it out with him?

Certainly.

King threw away his less-than-half-consumed cheroot and they started to walk together toward Kings camp. After a few minutes they arrived at a point from which they could see the prisoners lined up in a row facing Rewa Gunga. A less experienced eye than Kings or Courtenays could have recognized their attitude of reverent obedience.

Hell make a good adjutant for you, that man, said Courtenay; but King only grunted.

At sight of them Ismail left the line and came hurrying toward them with long mountainmans strides.

Tell Rewa Gunga sahib that I wish to speak to him! King called, and Ismail hurried back again.

Within two minutes the Rangar stood facing them, looking more at ease than they.

I was cautioning those savages! he explained. Theyre an escort, but they need a reminder of the fact, else they might jolly well imagine themselves mountain goats and scatter among the Hills!

He drew out his wonderful cigarette case and offered it open to Courtenay, who hesitated, and then helped himself. King refused.

Major Courtenay has just told me, said King, that nobody resembling Yasmini has gone up the Pass recently. Can you explain?

You see, Ive been watching the Pass, explained Courtenay.

The Rangar shook his head, blew smoke through his nose and laughed.

And you did not see her go? he said, as if he were very much amused.

No, said Courtenay. She didnt go.

Can you explain? asked King rather stiffly.

Do you mean, can I explain why the major failed to see her? Pon my soul, King sahib, dyou want me to insult the man? Yasmini is too jolly clever for me, or for any other man I ever met; and the majors a man, isnt he? He may pack the Khyber so full of men that theres only standing room and still shell go up without his leave if she chooses! There is nobody like Yasmini in all the world!

The Rangar was looking past them, facing the great gorge that lets the North of Asia trickle down into India and back again when weather and the tribes permit. His eyes had become interested in the distance. King wondered why  and looked  and saw. Courtenay saw, too.

Hail that man and bring him here! he ordered.

Ismail, keeping his distance with ears and eyes peeled, heard instantly and hurried off. He went like the wind and all three watched in silence for ten minutes while he headed off a man near the mouth of the Pass, stopped him, spoke to him and brought him along. Fifteen minutes later an Afridi stood scowling in front of them with a little letter in a cleft stick in his hand. He held it out and Courtenay took it and sniffed.

Well  Ill be blessed! A note  sniff  sniff on scented paper! Sniff  sniff! Carried down the Khyber in a split stick! Take it, King  its addressed to you.

King obeyed and sniffed too. It smelt of something far more subtle than musk. He recognized the same strange scent that had been wafted from behind Yasminis silken hangings in her room in Delhi. As he unfolded the note  it was not sealed  he found time for a swift glance at Rewa Gungas face. The Rangar seemed interested and amused.

Dear Captain King, the note ran, in English. Kindly

be quick to follow me, because there is much talk of a

lashkar getting ready for a raid. I shall wait for

you in Khinjan, whither my messenger shall show the way.

Please let him keep his rifle. Trust him, and Rewa

Gunga and my thirty whom you brought with you. The

messengers name is Darya Khan.



Your servant,



Ysamini.

He passed the note to Courtenay, who read it and passed it back.

Are you the messenger who is to show this sahib the road to Khinjan? he asked.

Aye!

But you are one of three who left here and went up the Pass at dawn! I recognize you.

Aye! said the man. She met me and gave me this letter and sent me back.

How great is the lashkar that is forming? asked Courtenay.

Some say three thousand men. They speak truth. They who say five thousand are liars. There is a lashkar.

And she went up alone? King murmured aloud in Pashtu.

Is the moon alone in the sky? the fellow asked, and King smiled at him.

Let us hurry after her, sahib! urged Rewa Gunga, and King looked straight into his eyes, that were like pools of fire, just as they had been that night in the room in Delhi. He nodded and the Rangar grinned.

Better wait until dawn, advised Courtenay. The Pass is supposed to be closed at dusk.

I shall have to ask for special permission, sir.

Granted, of course.

Then, well start at eight to-night! said King, glancing at his watch and snapping the gold case shut.

Dine with me, said Courtenay.

Yes, please. Got to pack first. Darent trust anybody else.

Very well. Well dine in my tent at six-thirty, said Courtenay. So long!

So long, sir, said King, and each went about his own business, King with the Rangar, and Ismail and all thirty prisoners at his heels, and Courtenay alone, but that much more determined.

Ill find out, the major muttered, how she got up the Pass without my knowing it. Somebodys tail shall be twisted for this!

But he did not find out until King told him, and that was many days later, when a terrible cloud no longer threatened India from the North.


Chapter VI

Oh, a broken blade,

And an empty bag,

And a sodden kit,

And a foundered nag,

And a whimpering wind

Are more or less

Ground for a gentlemans distress.

Yet the blade will cut,

(He should swing with a will!)

And the emptiest bag

He may readiest fill;

And the nag will trot

If the man has a mind,

So the kit he may dry

In the whimpering wind.

Shades of a gallant past  confess!

How many fights were won with less?

I think I envy you! said Courtenay.

They were seated in Courtenays tent, face to face across the low table, with guttering lights between and Ismail outside the tent handing plates and things to Courtenays servant inside.

Youre about the first who has admitted it, said King.

Not far from them a herd of pack-camels grunted and bubbled after the evening meal. The evening breeze brought the smoke of dung fires down to them, and an Afghan  one of the little crowd of traders who had come down with the camels three hours ago  sang a wailing song about his lady-love. Overhead the sky was like black velvet, pierced with silver holes.

You see, you cant call our end of this business war  its sport, said Courtenay. Two battalions of Khyber Rifles, hired to hold the Pass against their own relations. Against them a couple of hundred thousand tribesmen, very hungry for loot, armed with up-to-date rifles, thanks to Russia yesterday and Germany to-day, and all perfectly well aware that a world war is in progress. Thats sport, you know  not the image and likeness of war that Jorrocks called it, but the real red root. And youve got a mystery thrown in to give it piquancy. I havent found out yet how Yasmini got up the Pass without my knowledge. I thought it was a trick. Didnt believe shed gone. Yet all my mer swear they know she has gone, and not one of them will own to having seen her go! What dyou think of that?

Tell you later, said King, when Ive been in the Hills a while.

What dyou suppose Im going to say, eh? Shall I enter in my diary that a chit came down the Pass from a woman who never went up it? Or shall I say she went up while I was looking the other way?

Help yourself! laughed King.

Laugh on! I envy you! I f the worst comes to the worst, youll have had the best end of it. If you fail up there in the Hills youll get scoughed and be done with you. Youll at least have had a show. All we shall know of your failure will be the arrival of the flood! Well be swamped ingloriously  shot, skinned alive and crucified without a chance of doing anything but wait for it! Youre in luck  you can move about and keep off the fidgets!

For a while, as he ate Courtenays broiled quail, King did not answer. But the merry smile had left his eyes and he seemed for once to be letting his mind dwell on conditions as they concerned himself.

How many men have you at the fort? he asked at last.

Two hundred. Why?

All natives?

To a man.

Like em?

Whats the use of talking? answered Courtenay. You know what it means when men of an alien race stand up to you and grin when they salute. Theyre my own.

King nodded. Die with you, eh?

To the last man, said Courtenay quietly with that conviction that can only be arrived at in one way, and that not the easiest.

Id die alone, said King. Itll be lonely in the Hills. Got any more quail?

And that was all he ever did say on that subject, then or at any other time.

Heres to her! laughed Courtenay at last, rising and holding up his glass. We cant explain her, so lets drink to her! No heel-taps! Heres to Rewa Gungas mistress, Yasmini!

May she show good hunting! answered King, draining his glass; and it was his first that day. If it werent for that note of hers that came down the Pass, and for one or two other things, Id almost believe her a myth  one of those supposititious people who are supposed to express some ideal or other. Not an hallucination, you understand  nor exactly an embodied spirit, either. Perhaps the spirit of a problem. Let y be the Khyber district, z the tribes, and x the spirit of the rumpus. Find x. Get me?

Not exactly. Got quinine in your kit, by the way?

Plenty, thanks.

What shall you do first after you get up the Pass? Call on your brother at Ali Masjid? Hes likely to know a lot by the time you get there.

Not sure, said King. May and may not. Id like to see him. Havent seen the old chap in a donkeys age. How is he?

Well two days ago, said Courtenay. Whats your general plan?

Hunt! said King. Hunt for x and report. Hunt for the spirit of the coming ruction and try to scrag it! Live in the open when I can, sleep with the lice when it rains or snows, eat dead goat and bad bread, I expect; scratch myself when Im not looking, and take a tub at the first opportunity. When you see me on my way back, have a bath made ready for me, will you  and keep to windward!

Certainly! said Courtenay. Whats the Rangar going to do with that mare of his? Suppose hell leave her at Ali Masjid? Hell have to leave her somewhere on the way. Shell get stolen. Gad! Thats the brightest notion yet! Ill make a point of buying her from the first horse-thief who comes traipsing down the Pass!

Heres wishing you luck! said King. Its time to go, sir.

He rose, and Courtenay walked with him to where his party waited in the dark, chilled by the cold wind whistling down the Khyber. Rewa Gunga sat, mounted, at their head, and close to him his personal servant rode another horse. Behind them were the mules, and then in a cluster, each with a load of some sort on his head, were the thirty prisoners, and Ismail took charge of them officiously. Darya Khan, the man who had brought the letter down the Pass, kept close to Ismail.

Are you armed? King asked, as soon as he could see the whites of the Rangars eyes through the gloom.

You jolly well bet I am! the Rangar laughed.

King mounted, and Courtenay shook hands; then he went to Rewa Gungas side and shook hands with him, too.

Good-by! called King.

Good-by and good luck!

Forward! March! King ordered, and the little procession started.

Oh, men of the Hills, ye look like ghosts  like graveyard ghosts! jeered Courtenay, as they all filed past him. Ye look like dead men, going to be judged!

Nobody answered. They strode behind the horses, with the swift silent strides of men who are going home to the Hills; but even they, born in the Hills and knowing them as a wolf-pack knows its hunting-ground, were awed by the gloom of Khyber-mouth ahead. Kings voice was the first to break the silence, and he did not speak until Courtenay was out of ear-shot. Then:

Men of the Hills! he called. Kuch dar nahin hai!

Nahin hai! Hah! shouted Ismail. So speaks a man! Hear that, ye mountain folk! He says, There is no such thing as fear!

In his place in the lead, King whistled softly to himself; but he drew an automatic pistol from its place beneath his armpit and transferred it to a readier position.

Fear or no fear, Khyber-mouth is haunted after dark by the men whose blood-feuds are too reeking raw to let them dare go home and for whom the British hangman very likely waits a mile or two farther south. It is one of the few places in the world where a pistol is better than a thick stick.

Boulder, crag and loose rock faded into gloom behind; in front on both hands ragged hillsides were beginning to close in; and the wind, whose home is in Allahs refuse heap, whistled as it searched busily among the black ravines. Then presently the shadow of the thousand-foot-high Khyber walls began to cover them, and King drew rein to count them all and let them close up. To have let them straggle after that point would be tantamount to murder probably.

Ride last! he ordered Rewa Gunga. Youve got the only other pistol, havent you?

Darya Khan, who had brought the letter, had a rifle; so King gave him a roving commission on the right flank.

They moved on again after five minutes, in the same deep silence, looking like ghosts in search of somebody to ferry them across the Styx. Only the glow of Kings cheroot, and the lesser, quicker fire of Rewa Gungas cigarette, betrayed humanity, except that once or twice Kings horse would put a foot wrong and be spoken to.

Hold up!

But from five or ten yards away that might have been a new note in the gaining wind or even nothing.

After a while Kings cheroot went out, and he threw it away. A little later Rewa Gunga threw away his cigarette. After that, the veriest five-year-old among the Zakka Khels, watching sleepless over the rim of some stone watch-tower, could have taken oath that the Khybers unburied dead were prowling in search of empty graves. Probably their uncanny silence was their best protection; but Rewa Gunga chose to break it after a time.

King sahib! he called softly, repeating it louder and more loudly until King heard him. Slowly! Not so fast!

Why?

King did not check speed by a fraction, but the Rangar legged his mare into a canter and forced him to pull out to the left of the track and make room.

Because, sahib, there are men among those boulders, and to go too fast is to make them think you are afraid! To seem afraid is to invite attack! Can we defend ourselves, with three firearms between us? Look! What was that?

They were at the point where the road begins to lead up-hill, westward, leaving the bed of a ravine and ascending to join the highway built by British engineers. Below, to left and right, was pit-mouth gloom, shadows amid shadows, full of eerie whisperings, and King felt the short hair on his neck begin to rise.

So he urged his horse forward, because what Rewa Gunga said is true. There is only one surer key to trouble in the Khyber than to seem afraid  and that is to be afraid. And to have sat his horse there listening to the Rangars whisperings and trying to see through shadows would have been to invite fear, of the sort that grows into panic.

The Rangar followed him, close up, and both horse and mare sensed excitement. The mares steel shoes sent up a shower of sparks, and King turned to rebuke the Rangar. Yet he did not speak. Never, in all the years he had known India and the borderland beyond, had he seen eyes so suggestive of a tigers in the dark! Yet they were not the same color as a tigers, nor the same size, nor the same shape!

Look, sahib!

Look at what?

Look!

After a second or two he caught a glimpse of bluish flame that flashed suddenly and died again, somewhere below to the right. Then all at once the flame burned brighter and steadier and began to move and to grow.

Halt! King thundered; and his voice was as sharp and unexpected as a pistol-crack. This was something tangible, that a man could tackle  a perfect antidote for nerves.

The blue light continued on a zigzag course, as if a man were running among boulders with an unusual sort of torch; and as there was no answer King drew his pistol, took about thirty seconds aim and fired. He fired straight at the blue light.

It vanished instantly, into measureless black silence.

Now youve jolly well done it, havent you! the Rangar laughed in his ear. That was her blue light  Yasminis!

It was a minute before King answered, for both animals were all but frantic with their sense of their riders state of mind; it needed horsemanship to get them back under control.

How do you know whose light it was? King demanded, when the horse and mare were head to head again.

It was prearranged. She promised me a signal at the point where I am to leave the track!

Wheres that guide? demanded King; and Darya Khan came forward out of the night, with his rifle cocked and ready.

Did she not say Khinjan is the destination?

Aye! the fellow answered.

I know the way to Khinjan. That is not it. Get down there and find out what that light was. Shout back what you find!

The man obeyed instantly and sprang down into darkness. But King had hardly given the order when shame told him he had sent a native on an errand he had no liking for himself.

Come back! he shouted. Ill go.

But the man had gone, slipping noiselessly in the dark from rock to rock.

So King drove both spurs home, and set his unwilling horse to scrambling downward at an angle he could not guess, into blackness he could feel, trusting the animal to find a footing where his own eyes could make out nothing.

To his disgust he heard the Rangar follow immediately. To his even greater disgust the black mare overtook him. And even then, with his own mount stumbling and nearly pitching him headforemost at each lurch, he was forced to admire the mares goatlike agility, for she descended into the gorge in running leaps, never setting a wrong foot. When he and his horse reached the bottom at last he found the Rangar waiting for him.

This way, sahib!

The next he knew sparks from the black mares heels were kicking up in front of him, and a wild ride had begun such as he had never yet dreamed of. There was no catching up, for the black mare could gallop two to his horses one; but he set his teeth and followed into solid night, trusting ear, eye, guesswork and the God of Secret Service men who loves the reckless.

Once in a minute or so he would see a spark, or a shower of them, where the mare took a turn in a hurry. Once in every two or three minutes he caught sight for a second of the same blue siren light that had started the race. He suspected that there were many torches placed at intervals. It could not be one man running. More than once it occurred to him to draw and shoot, but that thought died into the darkness whence it came. Never once while he rode did he forget to admire the Rangars courage or the black mares speed.

His own horse developed a speed and stamina he had not suspected, and probably the Rangar did not dare extend the mare to her limit in the dark; at all events, for ten, perhaps fifteen, minutes of breathless galloping he almost made a race of it, keeping the Rangar, either within sight or sound.

But then the mare swerved suddenly behind a boulder and was gone. He spurred round the same great rock a minute later, and was faced by a blank wall of shale that brought his horse up all standing. It led steep up for a thousand feet to the sky-line. There was not so much as a goat-track to show in which direction the mare had gone, nor a sound of any kind to guide him.

He dismounted and stumbled about on foot for about ten minutes with his eyes two feet from the earth, trying to find some trace of hoof. Then he listened, with his ear to the ground. There was no result.

He knew better than to shout, for that would sound like a cry of distress, and there is no mercy whatever in the Hills for lost wanderers, or for men who seem lost. He had not a doubt there were men with long jezails lurking not far away, to say nothing of those responsible for the blue torchlight.

After some thought be mounted and began to hunt the way back, remembering turns and twists with a gift for direction that natives might well have envied him. He found his way back to the foot of the road at a trot, where ninety-nine men out of almost any hundred would have been lost hopelessly; and close to the road he overtook Darya Khan, hugging his rifle and staring about like a scorpion at bay.

Did you expect that blue light, and this galloping away? he asked.

Nay, sahib; I knew nothing of it! I was told to lead the way to Khinjan.

Come on, then!

He set his horse at the boulder-strewn slope and had to dismount to lead him at the end of half a minute. At the end of a minute both he and the messenger were hauling at the reins and the horse had grown frantic from fear of falling backward. He shouted for help, and Ismail and another man came leaping down, looking like the devils of the rocks, to lend their strength. Ismail tightened his long girdle and stung the other two with whiplash words, so that Darya Khan overcame prejudice to the point of stowing his rifle between some rocks and lending a hand. Then it took all four of them fifteen minutes to heave and haul the struggling animal to the level road above.

There, with eyes long grown used to the dark, King stared about him, recovering his breath and feeling in his pockets for a fresh cheroot and matches. He struck a match and watched it to be sure his hand did not shake before he spoke, because one of Cockers rules is that a man must command himself before trying it on others.

Where are the others? he asked, when he was certain of himself.

Gone! boomed Ismail, still panting, for he had heaved and dragged more stoutly than had all the rest together.

King took a dozen pulls at the cheroot and stared about again. In the middle of the road stood his second horse, and three mules with his baggage, including the unmarked medicine chest. Close to them were three men, making the party now only six all told, including Darya Khan, himself and Ismail.

Gone whither? he asked.

Whither?

Ismails voice was eloquent of shocked surprise.

They followed! Was it then thy baggage on the other mules? Were they thy men? They led the mules and went!

Who ordered them?

Allah! Need the night be ordered to follow the Day?

Who told them whither to go?

Who told the moon where the night was? Ismail answered.

And thou?

I am thy man! She bade me be thy man!

And these?

Try them!

King bethought him of his wrist, that was heavy with the weight of gold on it. He drew back his sleeve and held it up.

May God be with thee! boomed all five men at once, and the Khyber night gave back their voices, like the echoing of a well.

King took his reins and mounted.

What now? asked Ismail, picking up the leather bag that he regarded as his own particular charge.

Forward! said King. Come along!

He began to set a fairly fast pace, Ismail leading the spare horse and the others towing the mules along. Except for King, who was modern and out of the picture, they looked like Old Testament patriarchs, hurrying out of Egypt, as depicted in the illustrated Bibles of a generation ago  all leaning forward  each man carrying a staff  and none looking to the right or left.

After a time the moon rose and looked at them from over a distant ridge that was thousands of feet higher than the ragged fringe of Khyber wall. The little mangy jackals threw up their heads to howl at it; and after that there was pale light diffused along the track, and they could see so well that King set a faster pace, and they breathed hard in the effort to keep up. He did not draw rein until it was nearly time for the Pass to begin narrowing and humping upward to the narrow gut at Ali Masjid. But then he halted suddenly. The jackals had ceased howling, and the very spirit of the Khyber seemed to hold its breath and listen.

In that shuddersome ravine unusual sounds will rattle along sometimes from wall to wall and gully to gully, multiplying as they go, until night grows full of thunder. So it was now that they heard a staccato cannonade  not very loud yet, but so quick, so pulsating, so filling to the ears that he could judge nothing about the sound at all, except that whatever caused it must be round a corner out of sight.

At first, for a few minutes King suspected it was Rewa Gungas mare, galloping over hard rock away ahead of him. Then he knew it was a horse approaching. After that he became nearly sure he was mistaken altogether and that the drums were being beaten at a village  until he remembered there was no village near enough and no drums in any case.

It was the behavior of the horse he rode, and of the led one and the mules, that announced at last beyond all question that a horse was coming down the Khyber in a hurry. One of the mules brayed until the whole gorge echoed with the insult, and a man hit him hard on the nose to silence him.

King legged his horse into the shadow of a great rock. And after shepherding the men and mules into another shadow, Ismail came and held his stirrup, with the leather bag in the other hand. The bag fascinated him, because he did not know what was in it, and it was plain that he meant to cling to it until death or King should put an end to curiosity.

King drew his pistol. Ismail drew in his breath with a hissing sound, as if he and not King were the marksman. King notched the foresight against the corner of a crag, at a height that ought to be an inch or two above an oncoming horses ears, and Ismail nodded sagely. Whoever now should gallop round that rock would be obliged to cross the line of fire. Such are the vagaries of the Khybers night echoes that it was a long five minutes yet before a man appeared at last, riding like the night wind, on a horse that seemed to be very nearly on his last legs. The beast was going wildly, sobbing, with straggled ears.

Instead of speaking, King spurred out of the shadow and blocked the oncoming horsemans way, making his own horse meet the other shoulder to breast, knocking most of the remaining wind out of him. At risk of his own life, Ismail seized the mans reins. The sparks flew, and there was a growled oath; but the long and the short of it was that the rider squinted uncomfortably down the barrel of Kings repeating pistol.

Give an account of yourself! commanded King.

The man did not answer. He was a jezailchi of the Khyber Rifles  hook-nosed as an osprey  black-bearded  with white teeth glistening out of a gap in the darkness of his lower face. And he was armed with a British government rifle, although that is no criterion in that borderland of professional thieves where many a man has offered himself for enlistment with a stolen government rifle in his grasp.

The waler he rode was an officers charger. The poor brute sobbed and heaved and sweated in his tracks as his rightful owner surely had never made him do.

Whither? King demanded.

Jamrud!

The jezailchi growled the one-word answer with one eye on King, but the other eye still squinted down the pistol barrel warily.

Have you a letter?

The man did not answer.

You may speak to me. I am of your regiment. I am Captain King.

That is a lie, and a poor one! the fellow answered. But a very little while ago I spoke with King sahib in Ali Masjid Fort, and he is no cappitin, he is leftnant. Therefore thou art a liar twice over  nay, three times! Thou art no officer of Khyber Rifles! I am a jezailchi, and I know them all!

None the less, said King, I am an officer of the Khyber Rifles, newly appointed. I asked you, have you a letter?

Aye!

Let me see it.

Nay!

I order you!

Nay! I am a true man! I will eat the letter rather!

Tell me who wrote it, then.

But the fellow shook his head, still eying the pistol as if it were a snake about to strike.

I have eaten the salt! he said. May dogs eat me if I break faith! Who art thou, to ask me to break faith? An arrficer? That must be a lie! The letter is from him who wrote it, to whom I bear it  and that is my answer if I die this minute!

King let his reins fall and raised his left wrist until the moonlight glinted on the gold of his bracelet under the jezailchis very eyes.

May God be with thee! said the man at once.

From whom is your letter, and to whom? asked King, wondering what the men in the clubs at home would say if they knew that a womans bracelet could outweigh authority on British sod; for the Khyber Pass is as much British as the air is an eagles or Korea Japanese, or Panama United States American, and the Khyber jezailchis are paid to help keep it so.

From the karnal sahib (colonel) at Landi Kotal, whose horse I ride, said the jezailchi slowly, to the arrficer at Jamrud. To King sahib, the arrficer at Ali Masjid I bore a letter also, and left it as I passed.

Had they no spare horse at Ali Masjid? That beast is foundered.

There are two horses there, and both lame. The man who thou sayest is thy brother is heavy on horses.

King nodded. What is in the letter? he asked.

Nay! Have I eyes that can see through paper?

Thou hast ears that can listen! answered King.

In the letter that I left at Ali Masjid there is news of the lashkar that is gathering in the Hills, above Ali Masjid and beyond Khinjan. King sahib is ordered to be awake and wary.

And to lame no more horses jumping them over rocks!

Nay, the karnal sahib said he is to ride after no more jackals with a spear!

Same old game! said King to himself. What knowest thou of the lashkar that is gathering?

I? Oh, a little. An uncle of mine, and three half-brothers, and a brother are of its number! One came at night to tempt me to join  but I have eaten the salt. It was I who first warned our karnal sahib. Now, let me by!

Nay, wait! ordered King. But he lowered his pistol point.

To hold up a despatch rider was about as irregular as any proceeding could be; but it was within his province to find out how far the Khyber jezailchis could be trusted and within his power more than to make up the lost time. So that the irregularity did not trouble him much.

Does this other letter tell of the lashkar, too?

Am I God, that I should know? But of what else should the karnal sahib write?

What is the object of the rising? King asked him next; and the man threw his head back to laugh like a wolf. Laughter, at night in the Khyber, is an insult. Ismail chattered into his beard; but King sat still.

Object? What but to force the Khyber and burst through into India and loot? What but to plunder, now that English backs are turned the other way?

Who said their backs are turned? demanded King.

Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ho! Hear him!

The Khyber echoed the mockery away and away into the distance.

Their backs are this way and their faces that! The kites know it! The vultures know it! The little jackals know it! The little butchas in the valley villages all know it! Ask the rocks, and the grass  the very water running from the Hills! They all know that the English fight for life!

And the Khyber jezailchis? What of them? King asked.

They know it better than any!

And?

They make ready, even as I.

For what?

For what Allah shall decide! We ate the salt, we jezailchis. We chose, and we ate of our own free will. We have been paid the price we named, in silver and rifles and clothing. The arrficers the sirkar sent us are men of faith who have made no trouble with our women. What, then, should the Khyber jezailchis do? For a little while there will be fighting  or, if we be very brave and our arrficers skillful, and Allah would fain see sport, then for a longer while. Then we shall be overridden. Then the Khyber will be a roaring river of men pouring into India, as my fathers father told me it has often been! India shall bleed in these days  but there will be fighting in the Khyber first!

And what of her? Of Yasmini? King asked.

Thou wearest that  and askest what of her? Nay  tell!

Should she order the jezailchis to be false to the salt  ?

Such a question!

The man clucked into his beard and began to fidget in the saddle. King gave him another view of the bracelet, and again he found a civil answer.

We of the Rifles have her leave to be loyal to the salt, for, said she, otherwise how could we be true men; and she loves no liars. From the first, when she first won our hearts in the Hills, she gave us of the Rifles leave to be true men first and her servants afterward! We may love her  as we do!  and yet fight against her, if so Allah wills  and she will yet love us!

Where is she? King asked him suddenly, and the man began to laugh again.

Let me by! he shouted truculently. Who am I to sit a horse and gossip in the Khyber? Let me by, I say!

I will let you by when you have told me where she is!

Then I die here, and very likely thou, too! the man answered, bringing his rifle to the port in front of him so quickly that he almost had King at a disadvantage. As it was, King was quick enough to balance matters by covering him with the pistol again. The horses sensed excitement and began to stir. With a laugh the jezailchi let the rifle fall across his lap, and at that King put the pistol out of sight.

Fool! hissed Ismail in his ear; but King knows the Hills better in some ways than the savages who live in them; they, for instance, never seem able to judge whether there will be a fight presently or not.

Why wont you tell me where she is? he asked in his friendliest voice, and that would wheedle secrets from the Sphynx.

Her secrets are her own, and may Allah help her guard them! I will tear my tongue out first!

Enviable woman! murmured King. Pass, friend! he ordered, reining aside. Take my spare horse and leave me that weary one, so you will recover the lost time and more into the bargain.

The man changed horses gladly, saying nothing. When he had shifted the saddle and mounted, he began to ride off with a great air, not so much as deigning to scowl at Ismail. But he had not ridden a dozen paces when he sat round in the saddle and drew rein.

Sahib! he called. Sahib!

King waited. He had waited for this very thing and could afford to wait a minute longer.

Hast thou  is there  does the sahib  I have not tasted

He made a sign with his hand that men recognize in pretty nearly every land under the sun.

So-ho! laughed King, patting his hip pocket, from which the cap of a silver-topped flask had been protruding ever since he put the pistol out of sight. So our coppers hot, eh?

May Allah do more to me if my throat is not lined with the fires of Eblis!

But the Kalamullah! King objected. What saith the Prophet?

The Prophet forbade the faithful to drink wine, said the jezailchi. He said nothing about whiskey, that I ever heard!

Mine is brandy, said King.

May Allah bless the sahibs sons and grandsons to the seventh generation! May Allah

Tell me about Yasmini first! Where is she?

Nay!

King tapped the flask in his pocket.

Nay! My throat is dry, but it shalt parch! I know not! As to where she is, I know not!

Remember, and I will give you the whole of it!

He drew the flask out of his pocket and rode a little way toward the man.

None can overhear. Tell me now.

Nay, sahib! I am silent!

Have you passed her on your way?

The man shook his head  shook it until the whites of his eyes were a streak in the middle of his dark face; and when a Hillman is as vehement as that he is surely lying.

King set the flask to his own lips and drank a few drops.

Salaam, sahib! said the jezaitchi, wheeling his horse to ride away.

King let him ride twenty paces before calling to him to halt.

Come back! he ordered, and rode part of the way to meet him.

I but tried thee, friend! he said, holding out the flask.

Allah then preserve me from a second test!

The jezailchi seized the flask, clapped it to his lips and drained it to the last drop while King sat still in the moonlight and smiled at him.

God grant the giver peace! he prayed, handing the flask back. The kindly East possesses no word for Thank you. Then he wheeled the horse in a sudden eddy, as polo ponies turn on the Indian plains, and rode away down the wind as if the Pass were full of devils in pursuit of him.

King watched him out of sight and then listened until the hoof-beats died away and the Pass grew still again.

The jezailchisll stand! he said, lighting a new cheroot. Good men and good luck to em!

Then he rode back to his own men.

Where starts the trail to Khinjan? he asked; not that he had forgotten it, but to learn who knew.

This side of Ali Masjid! they answered all together.

Two miles this side. More than a mile from here, said Ismail. What next? Shall we camp here? Here is fuel and a little water. Give the word

Nay-forward! ordered King.

Forward? growled Ismail. With this man it is ever forward! Is there neither rest nor fear? Has she bewitched him? Hai! Ye lazy ones! Ho! Sons of sloth! Urge the mules faster! Beat the led horse!

So in weird wan moonlight, King led them forward, straight up the narrowing gorge, between cliffs that seemed to fray the very bosom of the sky. He smoked a cigar and stared at the view, as if he were off to the mountains for a months sport with dependable shikarris whom he knew. Nobody could have looked at him and guessed he was not enjoying himself.

That man, mumbled Ismail behind him, is not as other sahibs I have known. He is a man, this one! He will do unexpected things!

Forward! King called to them, thinking they were grumbling. Forward, men of the Hills!


Chapter VII

The owl he has eyes that are big for his size,

And the night like a book he deciphers;

Too-woop! he asserts, and Hoo-woo-ip! he cries,

And he means to remark he is awfully wise;

But he lags behind us, who are on to the lies

Of the hairy Himalayan knifers!



For eyes we be, of Empire, we,

Skinned and puckered and quick to see,

And nobody guesses how wise we be,

Nor hidden in what disguise we be,

A-cooking a sudden surprise we be

For hairy Himahlyan knifers!

After a time King urged his horse to a jog-trot, and the five Hillmen pattered in his wake, huddled so close together that the horse could easily have kicked more than one of them. The night was cold enough to make flesh creep; but it was imagination that herded them until they touched the horses rump and kept the whites of their eyes ever showing as they glanced to left and right. The Khyber, fouled by memory, looks like the very birthplace of the ghosts when the moon is fitful and a mist begins to flow.

Cheloh! King called merrily enough; but his horse shied at nothing, because horses have an uncanny way of knowing how their riders really feel. They led mules and the spare horse, instead of dragging at their bridles, pressed forward to have their heads among the men, and every once and again there would sound the dull thump of a fist on a beasts nose  such being the attitude of men toward the lesser beasts.

They trotted forward until the bed of the Khyber began to grow very narrow, and Ali Masjid Fort could not be much more than a mile away, at the widest guess. Then King drew rein and dismounted, for he would have been challenged had he ridden much farther. A challenge in the Khyber after dark consists invariably of a volley at short range, with the mere words afterward, and the wise man takes precaution.

Off with the mules packs! he ordered, and the men stood round and stared. Darya Khan, leaning on the only rifle in the party, grinned like a post-office letter box.

Truly, growled Ismail, forgetting past expression of a different opinion, this man is as mad as all the other Englishmen.

Were you ever bitten by one? wondered King aloud.

God forbid!

Then, off with the packs  and hurry!

Ismail began to obey.

Thou! Lord of the Rivers! (For that is what Darya Khan means.) What is thy calling?

Badragga (guide), he answered. Did she not send me back down the Pass to be a guide?

And before that what wast thou?

Is that thy business? he snarled, shifting his rifle-barrel to the other hand. I am what she says I am! She used to call me Chikki  the Lifter!  and I was! There are those who were made to know it! If she says now I am badragga, shall any say she lies?

I say thou art unpacker of mules burdens! answered King. Begin!

For answer the fellow grinned from ear to ear and thrust the rifle-barrel forward insolently. King, with the movement of determination that a man makes when about to force conclusions, drew up his sleeves above the wrist. At that instant the moon shone through the mist and the gold bracelet glittered in the moonlight.

May God be with thee! said Lord of the Rivers at once. And without another word he laid down his rifle and went to help off-load the mules.

King stepped aside and cursed softly. To a man who knows how to enforce his own authority, it is worse than galling to be obeyed because he wears a womans favor. But for a vein of wisdom that underlay his pride he would have pocketed the bracelet there and then and have refused to wear it again. But as he sweated his pride he overheard Ismail growl:

Good for thee! He had taught thee obedience in another bat of the eye!

I obey her! muttered Darya Khan.

I, too, said Ishmail. So shall he before the week dies! But now it is good to obey him. He is an ugly man to disobey!

I obey him until she sets me free, then, grumbled Darya Khan.

Better for thee! said Ismail.

The packs were laid on the ground, and the mules shook themselves, while the jackals that haunt the Khyber came closer, to sit in a ring and watch. King dug a flashlight out of one of the packs, gave it to Ismail to hold, sat on the other pack and began to write on a memorandum pad. It was a minute before he could persuade Ismail that the flashlight was harmless, and another minute before he could get him to hold it still. Then, however, he wrote swiftly.

In the Khyber, a mile below you.



Dear Old Man  I would like to run in and see you, but

circumstances dont permit. Several people sent you

their regards by me. Herewith go two mules and their

packs. Make any use of the mules you like, but store

the loads where I can draw on them in case of need.

I would like to have a talk with you before taking the

rather desperate step I intend, but I dont want to be

seen entering or leaving Ali Masjid. Can you come

down the Pass without making your intention known?

It is growing misty now. It ought to be easy. My men

will tell you where I am and show you the way. Why

not destroy this letter?



Athelstan.

He folded the note and stuck a postage stamp on it in lieu of seal. Then he examined the packs with the aid of the flashlight, sorted them and ordered two of the mules reloaded.

You three! he ordered then. Take the loaded mules into Ali Masjid Fort. Take this chit, you. Give it to the sahib in command there.

They stood and gaped at him, wide-eyed  then I came closer to see his eyes and to catch any whisper that Ismail might have for them. But Ismail and Darya Khan seemed full of having been chosen to stay behind; they offered no suggestions  certainly no encouragement to mutiny.

To hear is to obey! said the nearest man, seizing the note, for at all events that was the easiest task. His action decided the other two. They took the mules leading-reins and followed him. Before they had gone ten paces they were all swallowed in the mist that had begun to flow southeastward; it closed on them like a blanket, and in a minute more the clink of shod hooves had ceased. The night grew still, except for the whimpering of jackals. Ismail came nearer and squatted at Kings feet.

Why, sahib? he asked: and Darya Khan came closer, too. King had tied the reins of the two horses and the one remaining mule together in a knot and was sitting on the pack.

Why not? he countered.

Solemn, almost motionless, squatted on their hunkers, they looked like two great vultures watching an animal die.

What have they done that they should be sent away? asked Ismail. What have they done that they should be sent to the fort, where the arrficer will put them in irons?

Why should he put them in irons? asked King.

Why not? Here in the Khyber there is often a price on mens heads!

And not in Delhi?

In Delhi these were not known. There were no witnesses in Delhi. In the fort at Ali Masjid there will be a dozen ready to swear to them!

Then, why did they obey? asked King.

What is that on the sahibs wrist?

You mean  ?

Sahib  if she said, Walk into the fire or over that Cliff! there be many in these Hills who would obey without murmuring!

I have nothing against them, said King. As long as they are my men I will not send them into a trap.

Good! nodded Ismail and Darya Khan together, but they did not seem really satisfied.

It is good, said Ismail, that she should have nothing against thee, sahib! Those three men are in thy keeping!

And I in thine? King asked, but neither man answered him.

They sat in silence for five minutes. Then suddenly the two Hillmen shuddered, although King did not bat an eyelid. Din burst into being. A volley ripped out of the night and thundered down the Pass.

How-utt! Hukkums dar? came the insolent challenge half a minute after it  the proof positive that Ali Masjids guards neither slept nor were afraid.

A weird wail answered the challenge, and there began a tossing to and fro of words, that was prelude to a shouted invitation:

Ud-vance-frrrennen-orsss-werrul!

English can be as weirdly distorted as wire, or any other supple medium, and native levies advance distortion to the point of art; but the language sounds no less good in the chilly gloom of a Khyber night.

Followed another wait, this time of half an hour. Then a mans footsteps  a booted, leather-heeled man, striding carelessly. Not far behind him was the softer noise of sandals. The man began to whistle Annie Laurie.

Charles? That you? called King.

That you, old man?

A man in khaki stepped into the moonlight. He was so nearly the image of Athelstan King that Ismail and Darya Khan stood up and stared. Athelstan strode to meet him. Their walk was the same. Angle for angle, line for line, they might have been one man and his shadow, except for three-quarters of an inch of stature.

Glad to see you, old man, said Athelstan.

Sure, old chap! said Charles; and they shook hands.

Whats the desperate proposal? asked the younger.

Ill tell you when we are alone.

His brother nodded and stood a step aside. The three who had taken the note to the fort came closer  partly to call attention to themselves, partly to claim credit, partly because the outer silence frightened them. They elbowed Ismail and Darya Khan, and one of them received a savage blow in the stomach by way of retort from Ismail. Before that spark could start an explosion Athelstan interfered.

Ismail! Take two men. Go down the Pass out of car-shot, and keep watch! Come back when I whistle thus  but no sooner!

He put fingers between his teeth and blew until the night shrilled back at him. Ismail seized the leather bag and started to obey.

Leave that bag. Leave it, I say!

But some man may steal it, sahib. How shall a thief know there is no money in it?

Leave it and go!

Ismail departed, grumbling, and King turned on Darya Khan.

Take the remaining man, and go up the Pass! he ordered. Stand out of ear-shot and keep watch. Come when I whistle!

But this one has a belly ache where Ismail smote him! Can a man with a belly ache stand guard? His moaning will betray both him and me! objected Lord of the Rivers.

Take him and go! commanded King.

But

King was careful now not to show his bracelet.

But there was something in his eye and in his attitude  a subtle suggestive something-or-other about him  that was rather more convincing than a pistol or a stick. Darya Khan thrust his rifle-end into the hurt mans stomach for encouragement and started off into the mist.

Come and ache out of the sahibs sight! he snarled.

In a minute King and his brother stood unseen, unheard in the shadow by a patch of silver moonlight. Athelstan sat down on the mules pack.

Well? said the younger. Tell me. I shall have to hurry. You see Im in charge back there. They saw me come out, but I hope to teach em a lesson going back.

Athelstan nodded. Good! he said. Ive a roving commission. Im ordered to enter Khinjan Caves.

His brother whistled. Tall order! Whats your plan?

Havent one  yet. Know more when Im nearer Khinjan. You can help no end.

How? Name it!

I shall go up in disguise. Nobody can put the stain on as well as you. But tell me something first. Any news of a holy war yet?

His brother nodded. Plenty of talk about one to come, he said. We keep hearing of that lashkar that we cant locate, under a mullah whose name seems to change with the day of the week. And there are everlasting tales about the Heart of the Hills.

No explanation of em? Athelstan asked him.

None! Not a thing!

Dyou know of Yasmini?

Heard of her of course, said his brother.

Has she come up the Pass?

His brother laughed. No, neither she nor a coach and four.

I have heard the contrary, said Athelstan.

Heard what, exactly?

Shes up the Pass ahead of me.

She hasnt passed Ali Masjid! said his brother, and Athelstan nodded.

Are the Turks in the show yet? asked Charles.

Not yet. But I know theyre expected in.

You bet theyre expected in! The younger man grinned from ear to ear. Theyre working both tides under to prepare the tribes for it. They flatter themselves they can set alight a holy war that will put Timour Ilang to shame. You should hear my jezailchies talk at night when they think Im not listening!

The jezailchiesll stand though, said Athelstan.

Stake my life on it! said his brother. Theyll stick to the last man!

I cant tell you, said Athelstan, why were not attacking brother Turk before hes ready. I imagine Whitehall has its hands full. But its likely enough that the Turk will throw in his lot with the Prussians the minute hes ready to begin. Meanwhile my job is to help make the holy war seem unprofitable to the tribes, so that theyll let the Turk down hard when he calls on em. Every day that I can point to forts held strongly in the Khyber is a day in my favor. There are sure to be raids. In fact, the more the merrier, provided theyre spasmodic. We must keep em separated  keep em from swarming too fast  while I sow other seeds among em.

His brother nodded. Sowing seeds was almost that familys hereditary job. Athelstan continued:

Hang on to Ali Masjid like a leech, old man! The day one raiding lashkar gets command of the Khybers throat, the othersll all believe theyve won the game. Nothingll stop em then! Look out for traps. Smash em on sight. But dont follow up too far!

Sure, said Charles.

Help me with the stain now, will you?

With his flash-light burning as if its battery provided current by the week instead of by the minute, Athelstan dragged open the mules pack and produced a host of things. He propped a mirror against the pack and squatted in front of it. Then he passed a little bottle to his brother, and Charles attended to the chin-strap mark that would have betrayed him a British officer in any light brighter than dusk. In a few minutes his whole face was darkened to one hue, and Charles stepped back to look at it.

Wont need to wash yourself for a month! he said. The dirt wont show! He sniffed at the bottle. But that stain wont come off if you do wash  never worry! Youll do finely.

Not yet, I wont! said Athelstan, picking up a little safety razor and beginning on his mustache. In a minute he had his upper lip bare. Then his brother bent over him and rubbed in stain where the scrubby mustache had been.

After that Athelstan unlocked the leather bag that had caused Ismail so much concern and shook out from it a pile of odds and ends at which his brother nodded with perfect understanding. The principal item was a piece of silk  forty or fifty yards of it  that he proceeded to bind into a turban on his head, his brother lending him a guiding, understanding finger at every other turn. When that was done, the man who had said he looked in the least like a British officer would have lied.

One after another he drew on native garments, picking them from the pile beside him. So, by rapid stages he developed into a native hakim  by creed a converted Hindu, like Rewa Gunga,  one of the men who practise yunani, or modern medicine, without a license and with a very great deal of added superstition, trickery and guesswork.

I wouldnt trust you with a hapenny! announced his brother when he had done.

Really? As good as all that?

The part to a T.

Well  take these into the fort for me, will you? His brother caught the bundle of discarded European clothes and tucked them under his arm. Now, re-member, old man! This is the biggest show there has ever been! Weve got to hold the Khyber, and we cant do it by riding pell-mell into the first trap set for us! We must smash when the fighting starts  but we maynt miss! We maynt run past the mark! Be a coward, if thats the name you care to give it. You neednt tell me youve got orders to hunt skirmishers to a standstill, because I know better. I know youve just had your wig pulled for laming two horses!

How dyou know that?

Never mind! Ive been seconded to your crowd. Im your senior, and Im giving you orders. This show isnt sport, but the real red thing, and I want to count on you to fight like a trained man, not like a natural-born fool. I want to know youre holding Ali Masjid like Fabius held Rome, by being slow and wily, just for the sake of the comfortable feeling it will give me when Im alone among the Hills. Hit hard when you have to, but for Gods sake, old man, ware traps!

All right, said his brother.

Then good-by, old man!

Good-by, Athelstan!

They stood facing and shook hands. Where had been a man and his reflection in the mist, there now seemed to be the same man and a native. Athelstan King had changed his very nature with his clothes. He stood like a native  moved like one; even his voice was changed, as if  like the actor who dyed himself all over to act Othello  he could do nothing by halves.

Im going to try to get in without my men seeing me! said the younger.

If they do see you, theyll shoot!

Yes, and miss! Trust a Khyber jezailchi not to hit much in the dark! Itll do em good either way. Ill have time to give em the password before they fire a second volley. Theyre not really dangerous till the third one. Good-by!

By, Charles!

Officers in that force are not chosen for their clumsiness, or inability to move silently by night. His foot-steps died in the mist almost as quickly as his shadow. Before he had been gone a minute the Pass was silent as death again, and though Athelstan listened with trained ears, the only sound he could detect was of a jackal cracking a bone fifty or sixty yards away.

He repacked the loads, putting everything back carefully into the big leather envelopes and locking the empty hand-bag, after throwing in a few stones for Ismails benefit. Then he went to sit in the moonlight, with his back to a great rock and waited there cross-legged to give his brother time to make good a retreat through the mist. When there was no more doubt that his own men, at all events, had failed to detect the lieutenant, he put two fingers in his mouth and whistled.

Almost at once he heard sandals come pattering from both directions. As they emerged out of the mist he sat silent and still. It was Darya Khan who came first and stood gaping at him, but Ismail was a very close second, and the other three were only a little behind. For full two minutes after the man with the sore stomach had come they all stood holding one anothers arms, astonished. Then  

Where is he? asked Ismail.

Who? said King, the hakim.

Our sahib  King sahib  where is he?

Gone!

Even his voice was so completely changed that men who had been reared amid mutual suspicion could not recognize it.

But there are his loads! There is his mule!

Here is his bag! said Ismail, pouncing on it, picking it up and shaking it. It rattles not as formerly! There is more in it than there was!

His two horses and the mule are here, said Darya Khan.

Did I say he took them with him? asked the hakim, who sat still with his back to a rock. He went because I came! He left me here in charge! Should he not leave the wherewithal to make me comfortable, since I must do his work? Hah! What do I see? A man bent nearly double? That means a belly ache! Who should have a belly ache when I have potions, lotions, balms to heal all ills, magic charms and talismans, big and little pills  and at such a little price! So small a price! Show me the belly and pay your money! Forget not the money, for nothing is free except air, water and the Word of God! I have paid money for water before now, and where is the mullah who will not take a fee? Nay, only air costs nothing! For a rupee, then  for one rupee I will heal the sore belly and forget to be ashamed for taking such a little fee!

Whither went the sahib? Nay  show us proof! objected Darya Khan; and Ismail stood back a pace to scratch his flowing beard and think.

The sahib left this with me! said King, and held up his wrist. The gold bracelet Rewa Gunga had given him gleamed in the pale moonlight.

May God be with thee! boomed all five men together.

King jumped to his feet so suddenly that all five gave way in front of him, and Darya Khan brought his rifle to the port.

Hast thou never seen me before? he demanded, seizing Ismail by the shoulders and staring straight into his eyes.

Nay, I never saw thee!

Look again!

He turned his head, to show his face in profile.

Nay, I never saw thee!

Thou, then! Thou with the belly! Thou! Thou!

They all denied ever having seen him.

So he stepped back until the moon shone full in his face and pulled off his turban, changing his expression at the same time.

Now look!

Mauzbillah! (May God protect us!)

Now ye know me?

Hee-yee-yee! yelled Ismail, hugging himself by the elbows and beginning to dance from side to side. Hee-yee-yee! What said I? Said I not so? Said I not this is a different man? Said I not this is a good one  a man of unexpected things? Said I not there was magic in the leather bag? I shook it often, and the magic grew! Hee-yee-yee! Look at him! See such cunning! Feel him! Smell of him! He is a good one  good!

Three of the others stood and grinned, now that their first shock of surprise had died away. The fourth man poked among the packs. There was little to see except gleaming teeth and the whites of eyes, set in hairy faces in the mist. But Ismail danced all by himself among the stones of Khyber road and he looked like a bearded ghoul out for an airing.

Hee-yee-yee! She smelt out a good one! Hee-yee-yee! This is a man after my heart! Hee-yee-yee! God preserve me! God preserve me to see the end of this! This one will show sport! Oh-yee-yee-yee!

Suddenly be closed with King and hugged him until the stout ribs cracked and bent inward and King sobbed for breath among the strands of the Afridis beard. He had to use knuckles and knees and feet to win freedom, and though he used them with all his might and hurt the old savage fiercely, he made no impression on his good will.

After my own heart, thou art! Spirit of a cunning one! Worker of spells! Allah! That was a good day when she bade me wait for thee!

King sat down again, panting. He wanted time to get his breath back and a little of the ache out of his ribs, but he did not care to waste any more minutes, and his eyes watched the faces of the other four men. He saw them slowly waken to understanding of what Ismail meant by worker of spells and magic in the bag and knew that he had even greater hold on them now than Yasminis bracelet gave him.

Mauzbillah! they murmured as Ismails meaning dawned and they recognized a magician in their midst. May God protect us!

May God protect me! I have need of it! said King. What shall my new name be? Give ye me a name!

Nay, choose thou! urged Ismail, drawing nearer. We have seen one miracle; now let us hear another!

Very well. Khan is a title of respect. Since I wish for respect, I will call myself Khan. Name me a village the first name you can think of  quick!

Kurram, said Ismail, at a hazard.

Kurram is good. Kurram I am! Kurram Khan is my name henceforward! Kurram Khan the dakitar!

But where is the sahib who came from the fort to talk? asked the man whose stomach ached yet from Ismail and Darya Khans attentions to it.

Gone! announced King. He went with the other one!

Went whither? Did any see him go?

Is that thy affair? asked King, and the man collapsed. It is not considered wise to the north of Jamrud to argue with a wizard, or even with a man who only claims to be one. This was a man who had changed his very nature almost under their eyes.

Even his other clothes have gone! murmured one man, he who had poked about among the packs.

And now, Ismail, Darya Khan, ye two dunder-heads!  ye bellies without brains!  when was there ever a dakitar  a hakim, who had not two assistants at the least? Have ye never seen, ye blinder-than-bats  how one man holds a patient while his boils are lanced, and yet another makes the hot iron ready?

Aye! Aye!

They had both seen that often.

Then, what are ye?

They gaped at him. Were they to work wonders too? Were they to be part and parcel of the miracle? Watching them, King saw understanding dawn behind Ismails eyes and knew he was winning more than a mere admirer. He knew it might be days yet, might be weeks before the truth was out, but it seemed to him that Ismail was at heart his friend. And there are no friendships stronger than those formed in the Khyber and beyond  no more loyal partnerships. The Hills are the home of contrasts, of blood-feuds that last until the last-but-one man dies, and of friendships that no crime or need or slander can efface. If the feuds are to be avoided like the devil, the friendships are worth having.

There is another thing ye might do, he suggested, if ye two grown men are afraid to see a boil slit open. Always there are timid patients who hang back and refuse to drink the medicines. There should be one or two among the crowd who will come forward and swallow the draughts eagerly, in proof that no harm results. Be ye two they!

Ismail spat savagely.

Nay! Bismillah! Nay, nay! I will hold them who have boils, sitting firmly on their bellies  so  or between their shoulders  thus  when the boils are behind! Nay, I will drink no draughts! I am a man, not a cess-pool!

And I will study how to heat hot irons! said Darya Khan, with grim conviction. It is likely that, having worked for a blacksmith once, I may learn quickly! Phaughghgh! I have tasted physic! I have drunk Apsin Saats! (Epsom Salts.)

He spat, too, in a very fury of reminiscence.

Good! said King. Henceforward, then, I am Kurram Khan, the dakitar, and ye two are my assistants, Ismail to hold the men with boils, and Darya Khan to heat the irons  both of ye to be my men and support me with words when need be!

Aye! said Ismail, quick to think of details, and these others shall be the tasters! They have big bellies, that will hold many potions without crowding. Let them swallow a little of each medicine in the chest now, for the sake of practise! Let them learn not to make a wry face when the taste of cess-pools rests on the tongue

Aye, and the breath comes sobbing through the nose! said Darya Khan, remembering fragments of an adventurous career. Let them learn to drink Apsin Saats without coughing!

We will not drink the medicines! announced the man who had a stomach ache. Nay, nay!

But Ismail hit him with the back of his hand in the stomach again and danced away, hugging himself and shouting Hee-yee-yee! until the jackals joined him in discontented chorus and the Khyber Pass became full of weird howling. Then suddenly the old Afridi thought of something else and came back to thrust his face close to Kings.

Why be a Rangar? Why be a Rajput, sahib? She loves us Hillmen better!

Do I look like a Hillman of the Hills? asked King.

Nay, not now. But he who can work one miracle can work another. Change thy skin once more and be a true Hillman!

Aye! King laughed. And fall heir to a blood-feud with every second man I chance upon! A Hill-man is cousin to a hundred others, and what say they in the Hills? to hate like cousins, eh? All cousins are at war. As a Rangar I have left my cousins down in India. Better be a converted Hindu and be despised by some than have cousins in the Hills! Besides  do I speak like a Hillman?

Aye! Never an Afridi spake his own tongue better!

Yet  does a Hillman slip? Would a Hillman use Punjabi words in a careless moment?

God forbid!

Therefore, thou dunderhead, I will be a Rangar Rajput,  a stranger in a strange land, traveling by her favor to visit her in Khinjan! Thus, should I happen to make mistakes in speech or action, it may be overlooked, and each man will unwittingly be my advocate, explaining away my errors to himself and others instead of my enemy denouncing me to all and sundry! Is that clear, thou oaf?

Aye! Thou art more cunning than any man I ever met!

The great Afridi began to rub the tips of his fingers through his straggly beard in a way that might mean anything, and King seemed to draw considerable satisfaction from it, as if it were a sign language that he understood. More than any one thing in the world just then he needed a friend, and he certainly did not propose to refuse such a useful one.

And, he added, as if it were an afterthought, instead of his chief reason, if her special man Rewa Gunga is a Rangar, and is known as a Rangar through out the Hills, shall I not the more likely win favor by being a Rangar too? If I wear her bracelet and at the same time am a Rangar, who will not trust me?

True! Thou art a magician!

True! agreed Ismail.

But the moon was getting low and Khyber would be dark again in half an hour, for the great crags in the distance to either hand shut off more light than do the Khyber walls. The mist, too, was growing thicker. It was time to make a move.

King rose. Pack the mule and bring my horse! he ordered and they hurried to obey with alacrity born of new respect, Darya Khan attending to the trimming of the mules load in person instead of snarling at another man. It was a very different little escort from the one that had come thus far. Like King himself, it had changed its very nature in fifteen minutes!

They brought the horse, and King laughed at them, calling the idiots  men without eyes.

The saddle? Ismail suggested. It is a government arrficers saddle.

Stolen! said King, and they nodded. Stolen along with the horse!

Then the bridle?

Stolen too, ye men without eyes! Ye insects! A Stolen horse and saddle and bridle, are they not a passport of gentility this side of the border?

Aye!

I am Kurram Khan, the dakitar, but who in the Hills would believe it? Look now  look ye and tell me what is wrong?

He pointed to the horse, and they stood in a row and stared.

Shorten those stirrups, then, six holes at the least! Men will laugh at me if I ride like a British arrficer!

Aye! said Ismail, hurrying to obey.

Aye! Aye! Aye! agreed the others.

Now, he said, gathering the reins and swinging into the saddle, who knows the way to Khinjan?

Which of us does not!

Ye all know it? Then ye all are border thieves and worse! No honest man knows that road! Lead on, Darya Khan, thou Lord of Rivers! Do thy duty as badragga and beware lest we get our knees wet at the fords! Ismail, you march next. Now I. You other two and the mule follow me. Let the man with the belly ache ride last on the other horse. So! Forward march!

So Darya Khan led the way with his rifle, and Kings face glowed in cigarette light not very far behind him as he legged his horse up the narrow track that led northward out of the Khyber bed.

It would be a long time before he would dare smoke a cigar again, and his supply of cigarettes was destined to dwindle down to nothing before that day. But he did not seem to mind.

Cheloh! he called. Forward, men of the mountains! Kuch dar nahin hai!

Thy mother and the spirit of a fight were one! swore Ismail just in front of him, stepping out like a boy going to a picnic. She will love thee! Allah! She will love thee! Allah! Allah!

The thought seemed to appal him. For hours after that he climbed ahead in silence.


Chapter VIII

Dear is the swagger that takes a man in

Helmeted, clattering, proud.

Sweet are the honors the arrogant win,

Hot from the breath of a crowd.

Precious the spirit that never will bend  

Hot challenge for insolent stare!

But  talk when youve tried it!  to win in the end,

Go ahsti!* Be meek! And beware!



[* Slowly.]

Even with the man with the stomach Ache mounted on the spare horse for the sake of extra speed (and he was not suffering one-fifth so much as he pretended); with Ismail to urge, and King to coax, and the fear of mountain death on every side of them, they were the part of a night and a day and a night and a part of another day in reaching Khinjan.

Darya Khan, with the rifle held in both hands, led the way swiftly, but warily; and the last mans eyes looked ever backward, for many a sneaking enemy might have seen them and have judged a stern chase worth while.

In the Hills the hunter has all the best of it, and the hunted needs must run. The accepted rule is to stalk ones enemy relentlessly and get him first. King happened to be bunting, although not for human life, and he felt bold, but the men with him dreaded each upstanding crag, that might conceal a rifleman. Armed men behind corners mean only one thing in the Hills.

The animals grew weary to the verge of dropping, for the road had been made for the most part by mountain freshets, and where that was not the case it was imaginary altogether. They traveled upward, along ledges that were age-worn in the limestone  downward where the hell-stones slid from under them to almost bottomless ravines, and a false step would have been instant death  up again between big edged boulders, that nipped the mules pack and let the mule between  past many and many a lonely cairn that hid the bones of a murdered man (buried to keep his ghost from making trouble)  ever with a tortured ridge of rock for sky-line and generally leaning against a wind, that chilled them to the bone, while the fierce sun burned them.

At night and at noon they slept fitfully at the chance-met shrine of some holy man. The Hills are full of them, marked by fluttering rags that can be seen for miles away; and though the Qurans meaning must be stretched to find excuse, the Hillmen are adept at stretching things and hold those shrines as sacred as the Book itself. Men who would almost rather cut throats than gamble regard them as sanctuaries.

When a man says he is holy he can find few in the Hills to believe him; but when he dies or is tortured to death or shot, even the men who murdered him will come and revere his grave.

Whole villages leave their preciousest possessions at a shrine before wandering in search of summer pasture. They find them safe on their return, although the Hills are the home of the lightest-fingered thieves on earth, who are prouder of villainy than of virtue. A man with a blood-feud, and his foe hard after him, may sleep in safety at a faquirs grave. His foe will wait within range, but he will not draw trigger until the grave is left behind.

So a man may rest in temporary peace even on the road to Khinjan, although Khinjan and peace have nothing whatever in common.

It was at such a shrine, surrounded by tattered rags tied to sticks, that fluttered in the wind three or four thousand feet above Khyber level, that King drew Ismail into conversation, and deftly forced on him the role of questioner.

How canst thou see the Caves! he asked, for King had hinted at his intention; and for answer King gave him a glimpse of the gold bracelet.

Aye! Well and good! But even she dare not disobey the rule. Khinjan was there before she came, and the rule was there from the beginning, when the first men found the Caves! Some  hundreds  have gained admission, lacking the right. But who ever saw them again? Allah! I, for one, would not chance it!

Thou and I are two men! answered King. Allah gave thee qualities I lack. He gave thee the strength of a bull and a mountain goat in one, and her for a mistress. To me he gave other qualities. I shall see the Caves. I am not afraid.

Aye! He gave thee other gifts indeed! But listen! How many Indian servants of the British Raj have set out to see the Caves? Many, many  aye, very many! Again and again the sirkar sent its loyal ones. Did any return? Not one! Some were crucified before they reached the place. One died slowly on the very rock whereon we sit, with his eyelids missing and his eyes turned to the sun! Some entered Khinjan, and the women of the place made sport with them. Those would rather have been crucified outside had they but known. Some, having got by Khinjan, entered the Caves. None ever came out again!

Then, what is my case to thee? King asked him If I can not come out again and there is a secret then the secret will be kept, and what is the trouble?

I love thee, the Afridi answered simply. Thou art a man after mine own heart. Turn! Go back before it is too late!

King shook his head.

Be warned!

Ismail reached out a hairy-backed hand that shook with half-suppressed emotion.

When we reach Khinjan, and I come within reach of her orders again, then I am her man, not thine!

King smiled, glancing again at the gold bracelet on his arm.

I look like her man, too!

Thou! Ismails scorn was well feigned if it was not real. Thou chicken running to the hand that will pluck thy breast-feathers! Listen! Abdurrahman  he of Khabul  and may Allah give his ugly bones no peace!  Abdurrahman of Khabul sought the secret of the Caves. He sent his men to set an ambush. They caught twenty coming out of Khinjan on a raid. The twenty were carried to Khabul and put to torture there. How many, think you, told the secret under torture? They died cursing Abdurrahman to his face and he died without the secret! May God recompense him with the fire that burns forever and scalding water and ashes to eat! May rats eat his bones!

Had Abdurrahman this? asked King, touching the bracelet.

Nay! He would have given one eye for it, but none would trade with him! He knew of it, but never saw it.

I am more favored. I have it. It is hers, is it not?

Does not she know the secret?

She knows all that any man knows and more!

Was she seen to slay a man in the teeth of written law? asked King, and Ismail stared so hard at him that he laughed.

I was in Khinjan once before, my friend! I know the rule! I failed to reach the Caves that other time because I had no witnesses to swear they had seen me slay a man in the teeth of written law. I know!

Who saw thee this time? Ismail asked, and began to cackle with the cruel humor of the Hills, that sees amusement in a mans undoing, or in the destruction of his plans. His humor forced him to explain.

The price of an entrance has come of late to be the life of an English arrficer! Many an one the English have dubbed Ghazi, because he crossed the border and buried his knife in a man on church parade! They hang and burn them, knowing our Muslim law, that denies Heaven to him who is hanged and burned. Yet the man they miscall ghazi sought but the key to Khinjan Caves, with no thought at all about Heaven! Thou art a British arrficer. It may be they will let thee enter the Caves at her bidding. It may be, too, that they will keep thee in a cage there for some chiefs son to try his knife on when the time comes to win admission! Listen  man o my heart!  so strict is the rule that boys born in the Caves, when they come to manhood, must go and slay an Englishman and earn outlawry before they may come back; and lest they prove fearful and betray the secret, ten men follow each. They die by the hand of one or other of the ten unless they have slain their man within two weeks. So the secret has been kept more years than ten men can remember! (That estimate was doubtless due to a respect for figures and bore no relation to the length of a human generation.)

Whom did she kill to gain admission? King asked him unexpectedly.

Ask her! said Ismail. It is her business.

And thou? Was the life of a British officer the price paid?

Nay. I slew a mullah.

The calmness of the admission, and the satisfaction that its memory seemed to bring the owner made King laugh. He found lawless satisfaction for himself in that Ismails blood-price should have been a priest, not one of his brother officers. A man does not follow Kings profession for health, profit or sentiments sake, but healthy sentiment remains. The loyalty that drives him, and is its own most great reward, makes him a man to the middle. He liked Ismail. He could not have liked him in the same way if he had known him guilty of English blood, which is only proof, of course, that sentiment and common justice are not one. But sentiment remains. Justice is an ideal.

Be warned and go back! urged Ismail.

Come with me, then.

Nay, I am her man. She waits for me!

I imagine she waits for me! laughed King. Forward! We have rested in this place long enough!

So on they went, climbing and descending the naked ramparts that lead eastward and upward and northward to the Roof of Mother Earth  Ismail ever grumbling into his long beard, and King consumed by a fiercer enthusiasm than ever had yet burned in him,

Forward! Forward! Cast hounds forward! Forward in any event! says Cocker. It is only regular generals in command of troops in the field who must keep their rear open for retreat. The Secret Service thinks only of the goal ahead.

It was ten of a blazing forenoon, and the sun had heated up the rocks until it was pain to walk on them and agony to sit, when they topped the last escarpment and came in sight of Khinjans walls, across a mile-wide rock ravine  Khinjan the unregenerate, that has no other human habitation within a march because none dare build.

They stood on a ridge and leaned against the wind. Beneath them a path like a rope ladder descended in zigzags to the valley that is Khinjans dry moat; it needed courage as well as imagination to believe that the animals could be guided down it.

Is there no other way? asked King. He knew well of one other, but one does not tell all one knows in the Hills, and there might have been a third way.

None from this side, said Ismail.

And on the other side?

There is a rather better path  that by which the sirkars troops once came  although it has been greatly obstructed since. It is two days march from here to reach it. Be warned a last time, sahib  little hakim  be warned and go back!

Thou bird of ill omen! laughed King. Must thou croak from every rock we rest on?

If I were a bird I would fly away back with thee! said Ismail.

Forward, since we can not fly  forward and downward! King answered. She must have crossed this valley. Therefore there are things worth while beyond! Forward!

The animals, weary to death anyhow, fell rather that walked down the track. The men sat and scrambled. And the heat rose up to meet them from the waterless ravine as if its floor were Tophets lid and the devil busy under it, stoking.

It was midday when at last they stood on bottom and swayed like men in a dream fingering their bruises and scarcely able for the heat haze to see the tangled mass of stone towers and mud-and-stone walls that faced them, a mile away. Nobody challenged them yet. Khinjan itself seemed dead, crackled in the heat.

Sahib, let us mount the hill again and wait for night and a cool breeze! urged Darya Khan.

Ismail clucked into his beard and spat to wet his lips.

This glare makes my eyes ache! he grumbled.

Wait, sahib! Wait a while! urged the others.

Forward! ordered King. This must be Tophet. Know ye not that none come out of Tophet by the way they entered in? Forward! The exit is beyond!

They staggered after him, sheltering their eyes and faces from the glare with turban-ends and odds and ends of clothing. The animals swayed behind them with hung heads and drooping ears, and neither man nor beast had sense enough left to have detected an ambush. They were more than half-way across the valley, hunting for shadow where none was to be found, when a shotted salute brought them up all-standing in a cluster. Six or eight nickel-coated bullets spattered on the rocks close by, and one so narrowly missed King that he could feel its wind.

Up went all their hands together, and they held them so until they ached. Nothing whatever happened. Their arms ceased aching and grew numb.

Forward! ordered King.

After another quarter of a mile of stumbling among hot boulders, not one of which was big enough to afford cover, or shelter from the sun, another volley whistled over them. Their hands went up again, and this time King could see turbaned heads above a parapet in front. But nothing further happened.

Forward! he ordered.

They advanced another two hundred yards and a third volley rattled among the rocks on either hand, frightening one of the mules so that it stumbled and fell and had to be helped up again. When that was done, and the mule stood trembling, they all faced the wall. But they were too weary to hold their hands up any more. Thirst had begun to exercise its sway. One of the men was half delirious.

Who are ye? howled a human being, whose voice was so like a wolfs that the words at first had no meaning. He peered over the parapet, a hundred feet above, with his head so swathed in dirty linen that he looked like a bandaged corpse.

What will ye? Who comes uninvited into Khinjan?

King bethought him of Yasminis talisman. He, held it up, and the gold band glinted in the sun. Yet, although a Hillmans eyes are keener than an eagles, he did not believe the thing could be recognized at that angle, and from that distance. Another thought suggested itself to him. He turned his head and caught Ismail in the act of signaling with both hands.

Ye may come! howled the watchman on the parapet, disappearing instantly.

King trembled  perhaps as a racehorse trembles at the starting gate, though he was weary enough to tremble from fatigue. The Hills, that numb the hearts of many men, had not cowed him, for he loved them and in love there is no fear. Heat and cold an hunger were all in the days work; thirst was an incident; and the whistle of lead in the wind had never meant more to him than work ahead to do.

But a greyhound trembles in the leash. A boiler, trembles when word goes down the speaking-tube from the bridge for all shes got. And so the mild-looking hakim Kurram Khan, walking gingerly across her rocks, donning cheap, imitation shell-rimmed spectacles to help him look the part, trembled even more than the leg-weary horse he led.

But that passed. He was all in hand when he led his men up over a rough stone causeway to a door in the bottom of a high battlemented wall and waited for somebody to open it.

The great teak door looked as if it had been stolen from some Hindu temple, and he wondered how and when they could have brought it there across those savage intervening miles. With its six-inch teak planks and bronze bolts its weight must be guessed at in tons  yet a horse can hardly carry a man along any of the trails that lead to Khinjan!

The wood bore the marks of siege and fracture repair. The walls were new-built, of age-old stone. The last expedition out of India had leveled every bit of those defenses flat with the valley, but Khinjans devils had reerected them, as ants rebuild a rifled nest.

The door was swung open after a time, pulled by a rope, manipulated from above by unseen hands. Inside was another blind wall, twenty feet behind the first. To the right a low barricade blocked the passage and provided a safe vantage point from which it could be swept by a hail of lead; but to the left a path ran unobstructed for more than a hundred yards between the walls, to where the way was blocked by another teak door, set in unscalable black rock. High above the door was a ledge of rock that crossed like a bridge from wall to wall, with a parapet of stone built upon it, pierced for rifle-fire.

As they approached this second door a Rangar turban, not unlike Kings own, appeared above the parapet on the ledge and a voice he recognized hailed him good-humoredly.

Salaam aleikoum!

And upon thee be peace! King answered in the Pashtu tongue, for the Hills are polite, whatever the other principles.

Rewa Gungas face beamed down on him, wreathed in smiles that seemed to include mockery as well as triumph. Looking up at him at an angle that made his neck ache and dazzled his eyes, King could not be sure, but it seemed to him that the smile said, Here you are, my man, and arent you in for it? He more than half suspected he was intended to understand that. But the Rangars conversation took another line.

By jove! he chuckled. She expected you. She guessed you are a hound who can hunt well on a dry scent, and she dared bet you will come in spite of all odds! But she didnt expect you in Rangar dress! No, by jove! You jolly well will take the wind out of her sails!

King made no answer. For one thing, the word hound, even in English, is not essentially a compliment. But he had a better reason than that.

Did you find the way easily? the Rangar asked but King kept silence.

Is he parched? Have they cut his tongue out on the road?

That question was in Pashtu, directed at Ismail and the others, but King answered it.

Oh, as for that, he said, salaaming again in the fastidious manner of a native gentleman, I know no other tongue than Pashtu and my own Rajasthani. My name is Kurram Khan. I ask admittance.

He held up his wrist to show the gold bracelet, and high over his head the Rangar laughed like a bell.

Shabash! he laughed. Well done! Enter, Kurram Khan, and be welcome, thou and thy men. Be welcome in her name!

Somebody pulled a rope and the door yawned wide, giving on a kind of courtyard whose high walls allowed no view of anything but hot blue sky. King hurried under the arch and looked up, but on the courtyard side of the door the wall rose sheer and blank, and there was no sign of window or stairs, or of any means of reaching the ledge from which the Rangar had addressed him. What he did see, as he faced that way, was that each of his men salaamed low and covered his face with both hands as he entered.

Whom do ye salute? he asked.

Ismail stared back at him almost insolently, as one who would rebuke a fool.

Is this not her nest these days? he answered. It is well to bow low. She is not as other women. She is she! See yonder!

Through a gap under an arch in a far corner of the courtyard came a one-eyed, lean-looking villain in Afridi dress who leaned on a long gun and stared at them under his hand. After a leisurely consideration of them he rubbed his nose slowly with one finger, spat contemptuously, and then used the finger to beckon them, crooking it queerly and turning on his heel. He did not say one word.

King led the way after him on foot, for even in the Hills where cruelty is a virtue, a man may be excused, on economic grounds, for showing mercy to his beast. His men tugged the weary animals along behind him, through the gap under the arch and along an almost interminable, smelly maze of alleys whose sides were the walls of square stone towers, or sometimes of mud-and-stone-walled compounds, and here and there of sheer, slab-sided cliff.

At intervals they came to bolted narrow doors, that probably led up to overhead defenses. Not fifty yards of any alley was straight; not a yard but what was commanded from overhead. Khinjan bad been rebuilt since its last destruction by some expert who knew all about street fighting. Like Old Jerusalem, the place could have contained a civil war of a hundred factions, and still have opposed stout resistance to an outside army.

Alley gave on to courtyard, and filthy square to alley, until unexpectedly at last a seemingly blind passage turned sharply and opened on a straight street, of fair width, and more than half a mile long. It is marked Street of the Dwellings on the secret army maps, and it has been burned so often by Khinjan rioters, as well as by expeditions out of India, that a man who goes on a long journey never expects to find it the same on his return.

It was lined on either hand with motley dwellings, out of which a motlier crowd of people swarmed to stare at King and his men. There were houses built of stolen corrugated iron-that cursed, hot, hideous stuff that the West has inflicted on an all-too-willing East; others of wood  of stone  of mud  of mat of skins  even of tent-cloth. Most of them were filthy. A row of kites sat on the roof of one, and in the gutter near it three gorged vultures sat on the remains of a mule. Scarcely a house was fit to be defended, for Khinjans fighting men all possess towers, that are plastered about the overfrowning mountain like wasp nests on a wall. These were the sweepers, the traders, the loose women, the mere penniless and the more or less useful men  not Khinjans inner guard by any means.

There were Hindus  sycophants, keepers of accounts and writers to the chiefs (since literacy is at premium in these parts). In proof of Khinjans catholic taste and indiscriminate villainy, there were women of nearly every Indian breed and caste, many of them stolen into shameful slavery, but some of them there from choice. And there were little children  little naked brats with round drum tummies, who squealed and shrilled and stared with bold eyes; some of them were pretending to be bandits on their own account already, and one flung a stone that missed King by an inch. The stone fell in the gutter on the far side and, started a fight among the mangy street curs, which proved a diversion and probably saved Kings party from more accurate attentions.

Perhaps a thousand souls came out to watch, all told. Not an eye of them all missed the government marks on Kings trappings, or the government brand on the mules, and after a minute or two, when the procession was half-way down the street, a man reproved the child who had thrown a stone, and he was backed up by the others. They classified King correctly, exactly as he meant they should. As a hakim  a man of medicine  he could fill a long-felt want; but by the brand on his accouterments he walked an openly avowed robber, and that made him a brother in crime. Somebody cuffed the next child who picked up a stone.

He knew the street of old, although it had changed perhaps a dozen times since he had seen it. It was a cul-de-sac, and at the end of it, just as on his previous visit, there stood a stone mosque, whose roof leaned back at a steep angle against the mountain-side. The fact that it was a mosque, and that it was the only building used as such in Khinjan, had saved it from being leveled to the ground by the last British expedition.

It was a famous mosque in its way, for the bed-sheet of the Prophet is known to hang in it, preserved against the ravages of time and the touch of infidels by priceless Afghan rugs before and behind, so that it hangs like a great thin sandwich before the rear stone wall. King had seen it. Very vividly he recalled his almost exposure by a suspicious mullah, when he had crept nearer to examine it at close range. For the Secret Service must probe all things.

There had been an attempt since his last visit to make the mosques exterior look more in keeping with the buildings use. It was cleaner. It had been smeared with whitewash. A platform had been built on the roof for the muezzin. But it still looked more like a fort than a place of worship.

Toward it the one-eyed ruffian led the way, with the long, leisurely-seeming gait of a mountaineer. At the door, in the middle of the end of the street, he paused and struck on the lintel three times with his gun-butt. And that was a strange proceeding, to say the least, in a land where the mosque is public resting place for homeless ones, and all the faithful have a right to enter.

A mullah, shaven like a mummy for some unaccountable reason  even his eyebrows and eyelashes had been removed  pushed his bare head through the door and blinked at them. There was some whispering and more staring, and at last the mullah turned his back.

The door slammed. The one-eyed guide grounded his gun-butt on the stone, and the procession waited, watched by the crowd that had lost its interest sufficiently to talk and joke.

In two minutes the mullah returned and threw a mat over the threshold. It turned out to be the end of a long narrow strip that he kicked and unrolled in front of him all across the floor of the mosque. After that it was not so astonishing that the horses and mules were allowed to enter.

Which proves I was right after all! murmured King to himself.

In a steel box at Simla is a memorandum, made after his former visit to the place, to the effect that the entrance into Khinjan Caves might possibly be inside the mosque. Nobody had believed it likely, and he had not more than half favored it himself; but it is good, even when the next step may lead into a death-trap, to see ones first opinions confirmed.

He nodded to himself as the outer door slammed shut behind them, for that was another most unusual circumstance.

A faint light shone through slit-like windows, changing darkness into gloom, and little more than vaguely hinting at the Prophets bed-sheet. But for a section of white wall to either side of it, the relic might have seemed part of the shadows. The mullah stood with his back to it and beckoned King nearer. He approached until he could see the pattern on the covering rugs, and the pink rims round the mullahs lashless eyes.

What is thy desire? the mullah asked  as a wolf might ask what a lamb wants.

Supposing Yasmini to be jealous of invasion of her realm, King did not doubt she would be glad to have him break down at this point. Until he had actually gained access to her, nobody could reasonably charge her with his safety. If he had been done to death in the Khyber, the sirkar would have known it in a matter of hours. If he were killed here they might never know it.

Answer! said the mullah. What is thy desire?

Audience with her! he answered, and showed the gold bracelet on his wrist.

The red eye-rims of the mullah blinked a time or two, and though he did not salute the bracelet, as others had invariably done, his manner underwent a perceptible change.

That is proof that she knows thee. What is thy name.

Kurram Khan.

And thy business?

Hakim.

We need thee in Khinjan Caves! But none enter who have not earned right to enter! There is but one key. Name it!

King drew in his breath. He had hoped Yasminis talisman would prove to be key enough. The nails his left hand nearly pierced the palm, but he smiled pleasantly.

He who would enter must slay a man before witnesses in the teeth of written law! he said.

And thou?

I slew an Englishman! The boast made his blood run cold, but his expression was one of sinful pride.

Whom? When? Where?

Athelstan King  a British arrficer  sent on his way to these Hills to spy!

It was like having spells cast on himself to order!

Where is his body?

Ask the vultures! Ask the kites!

And thy witnesses?

Hoping against hope, King turned and waved his hand. As he did so, being quick-eyed, he saw Ismail drive an elbow home into Darya Khans ribs, an caught a quick interchange of whispers.

These men are all known to me, said the mullah. They all have right to enter here. They have right to testify. Did ye see him slay his man?

Aye! lied Ismail, prompt as friend can be.

Aye! lied Darya Khan, fearful of Ismails elbow.

Then, enter! said the priest resignedly, as one admits a communicant against his better judgment.

He turned his back on them so as to face the Prophets bed-sheet and the rear wall, and in that minute a hairy hand gripped Kings arm from behind, and Ismails voice hissed hot-breathed in his ear.

Ready of tongue! Ready of wit! Who told thee I would lie to save thy skin? Be thy kismet as thy courage, then  but I am hers, not thy man! Hers, thou light of life  though God knows I love thee!

The mullah seized the Prophets bed-sheet and its covering rugs in both hands, with about as much reverence as salesmen show for what they keep in stock. The whole lot slid to one side by means of noisy rings on a rod, and a wall lay bare, built of crudely cut but very well laid stone blocks. It appeared to reach unbroken across the whole width of the mosques interior.

On the floor lay a mallet, a peculiar thing of bronze, cast in one piece, handle and all. The mullah took it in his band and struck the stone floor sharply once  then twice again  then three times  then a dozen times in quick succession. The floor rang hollow at that spot.

After about a minute there came one answering hammer-stroke from beyond the wall. Then the mullah laid the mallet down and though King ached to pick it up and examine it he did not dare.

Excitement now was probably the least of his emotions. It had been swallowed in interest. But in his guise of hakim he had to beware of that superficial western carelessness, that permits folk to acknowledge themselves frightened or excited or amused. His business was to attract as little attention to himself as possible; and to that end he folded his hands and looked reverent, as if entering some Mecca of his dreams. Through his horn-rimmed spectacles his eyes looked far-away and dreamy. But it would have been a mistake to suppose that a detail was escaping him.

The irregular lines in the masonry began to be more pronounced. All at once the wall shook and they gaped by an inch or two, as happens when an earthquake has shaken buildings without bringing anything down. Then an irregular section of wall began to move quite smoothly away in front of him, leaving a gap through which eight men abreast could have marched.

As it receded be observed that the lowest course stones was laid on a bronze foundation, that keyed in wide bronze grooves. There was oil enough in the grooves to have greased a ships ways and there neither squeak nor tremor as the tons of masonry slid back.

At the end of perhaps three minutes that section of the wall had become the fourth side of a twenty-foot-wide island that stood fair in the middle of a tunnel, splitting it in two to right and left. Judging by the angle of the two divisions they became one again before going very far.

The mullah stood aside and motioned King to enter. But the one-eyed guide who had led them to the mosque thrust himself between Darya Khan and Ismail, pushed King aside and took the lead.

Nay! he said, I am responsible to her.

It was the first time he had spoken and he appeared to resent the waste of words.

The tunnel that led to the left was pierced in twenty places in the roof for rifle-fire; a score of men with enough ammunition could have held it forever against an army. But the right-hand way looked undefended. Nevertheless, the guide led to the left, and King followed him, filled with curiosity.

Many have entered! sang the lashless mullah in a sing-song chant. More have sought to enter! Some who remained without were wisest! I count them! I keep count! Many went in! Not all came out again by this road!

Then there is another road? King wondered, but he held his tongue and followed the guide.

It proved to be fifty yards through part natural, part hand-hewn, tunnel to the neck of the fork where the left  and right-hand passages became one again. He stopped at the fork and looked back, for none of his men was following.

He caught the sound of scuffling of clattering hoofs, and grunts and shouted oaths  and started to run back, since even a native hakim may protect his own, should he care to, even in the Hills.

For the sake of principle he chose the other passage, for Cocker says, Look! Look! Look! But the guide seized him by the arm from behind and swung him back again.

Not that way! he growled. But he offered no explanation.

In the Hills it is not good to ask why of strangers. It is good to be glad one was not knifed, and to be deferent until more suitable occasion. King started to run again, but this time along the same defended passage down which they had come. And now the guide made no objection but leaned on his long gun and waited.

The charger proved to be making the trouble  the horse that King had exchanged with the jezailchi in the Khyber. The terrified brute was refusing to enter the passage, and all the men, including Ismail and the mullah, were shoving, or else tugging at the reins.

At the moment King appeared the united strength of six men was beginning to prevail. The mullah let go the reins, and in that instant the horse saw King advance toward him out of the tunnel; so, after the manner of horses, he chose the other passage. King ran at full speed round the corner after him, remembering that the guide had admitted responsibility, and therefore that the chances were he would be rescued should he run into a trap.

Suddenly, ten yards in the lead down the dark tunnel the horse threw his weight back with a clatter of sparks and screamed as only a horse can. After that there was neither sight nor sound of him.

Creeping forward with both arms outstretched against the left-hand wall, he reached the spot where, the horse had been, and shuddered on the smooth dark edge of a hole that went the full width of the floor. There came whispering up out of it, and a dank wet smell, as if there were running water a mile away below. He could feel that a little air flowed downward into it. Twenty yards away on the far side the path resumed, but there was neither hand nor foothold on the smooth damp walls between. He went back to his men with a shiver between his shoulder-blades, and the mullah, standing in the gap of the mosque wall, blinked at him with lashless eyes.

Many have entered, he chanted maliciously. Some went out by a different road!

Come! Ismail growled at the other men, seizing the mules bridle himself and leading to the left. The ghosts will have a charger now for their captain to ride! Lead on, Hakim sahib!

Come! called the one-eyed guide from the neck of the fork ahead. And as they all pressed forward after King the hairless mullah gave a signal and the great stone door slid slowly into place. It was like a tombstone. It was as if the world that mortals know were a thing of the forgotten past and the underworld lay ahead.

Lead along, Charon! King grinned. He needed some sort of pleasantry to steady his nerves. But even so he wondered what the nerves of India would be like if her millions knew of this place.


Chapter IX

Oh, Abdul trod with a martial tread,

Swinging his scimiters weight.

I am overlord here, he said,

And he who wishes may chance his head,

For my blade is long, and my arm is strong,

And the goods of the world to the bold belong!

So Abdul guarded the gate.



Many a head did Abdul cleave,

Turban and crown and chin,

For all the venturers sought to know

What it could be he guarded so.

And since none give but eke receive,

A thrust in his ribs made Abdul grieve

For good blood outpourin.



His men wept, watching Abdul bleed

And lifes light waning dim,

Till he cursed them. Open the fort gate wide!

To saddle, and scour the countryside

For a leech! he swore. God rot ye, ride!

Twas thus, in the guise of a friend in need,

His enemy came to him.

The second gap closed up behind them and the tunnel began to echo weirdly. The mule was the next to be panic-stricken. The noise of his plunging increased the echoes a thousand times and multiplied his fright, until the poor brute collapsed into meek obedience at last. But the guide strode on unconcerned with his easy Hillman gait, neither deigning to glance back nor making any verbal comment.

Over their heads, at irregular intervals, there were holes that if they led as King presumed into caves above, left not an inch of all the long passage that could not have been swept by rifle-fire. It was impregnable; for no artillery heavy enough to pound the mountain into pieces could ever be dragged within range. Whatever hiding place this entrance guarded could be held forever, given food and cartridges!

The tunnel wound to right and left like a snake, growing lighter and lighter after each bend; and soon their own din began to be swallowed in a greater one that entered from the farther end. After two sharp turns they came out unexpectedly into the blaze of blue day, nearly stunned by light and sound. A road came up from below like that of an ocean in the grip of a typhoon.

When his wits recovered from the shock, King struggled with a wild desire to yell, for before him, was what no servant of British India had ever seen and lived to tell about, and that is an experience more potent than unbroken rum.

They had emerged from a round-mouthed tunnel  it looked already like a rabbit-hole, so huge was the cliff behind  on to a ledge of rock that formed a sort of road along one side of a mile-wide chasm. Above him, it seemed a mile up, was blue sky, to which limestone walls ran sheer, with scarcely a foothold that could be seen. Beneath, so deep that eyes could not guess how deep, yawned the stained gorge of the underworld, many-colored, smooth and wet.

And out of a great, jagged slit in the side of the cliff, perhaps a thousand feet below them, there poured down into thunderous dimness a waterfall whose breadth seemed not less than half a mile. It spouted seventy or eighty yards before it began to curve, and its din was like the voice of all creation.

Ismail came and stood by King in silence, taking his hand, as a little child might. Presently he stooped and picked up a stone and tossed it over.

Gone! he said simply. That down there is Earths Drink!

And this is the Heart of the Hills men boast about?

Nay! It is not! snapped Ismail.

Then, where

But the one-eyed guide beckoned impatiently, and King led the way after him, staring as hakim or prisoner or any man had right to do on first admission to such wonders. Not to have stared would have been to proclaim himself an idiot.

The least of all the wonders was that the secret of the place should have been kept all down the centuries; for it was the hollow middle of a limestone mountain, that could neither be looked down into from above, because the heights were not scalable, nor guessed at from the conformation of the country. The river, that flowed out of rock and went plunging down into the chasm, must be snow from the Himalayan peaks, on its way to swell the sea. There was no other way to account for that; but that explanation did explain why at least one Indian river is no greater than it is.

The road they followed was a fold in the natural rock, rising and falling and curving like a ribbon, but tending on the average downward. It looked to be about two miles to the point where it curved at the chasms end and swept round and downward, to be lost in a fissure in the cliff.

They soon began to pass the mouths of caves. Some were above the road, now and then at crazy heights above it, reached by artificial steps hewn out of the stone. Others were below, reached from the road by means of ladders, that trembled and swayed over the dizzying waterfall. Most of the caves were inhabited, for armed men and sullen women came to their entrances to stare.

Ears grow accustomed to the sound of water sooner than to almost anything. It was not long before Kings ears could catch the patter of his mens feet following, and the shod clink of the mule. He could hear when Ismail whispered:

Be brave, little hakim! She loves fearless men.

As the track descended caves became more numerous. In one there were horses, for as they passed there came a whiff of unclean stables, and the litter of fodder and dung was all about the entrance. The mouths of other caves were sealed, with great wax disks, strangely stamped, affixed to stout wooden doors. One cave smelt as if oil were stored in it, and King wondered whence the oil was brought  for the sirkar knows to a pint and an ounce what products travel up and down the Khyber.

At last the guide halted, in the middle of a short steep slope where the path was less than six feet wide and a narrow cave mouth gave directly on to it.

Be content to rest here! he said, pointing.

Thy cave? asked King.

Nay. Gods! I am the caretaker!

(The Hills are very pious and polite, between the acts of robbing and shedding blood.)

Allah, then, reward thee, brother! answered King. Allah give sight to thy blind eye! Allah give thee children! Allah give thee peace, and to all thy house!

The guide salaamed, half-mockingly, half-wondering at such eloquence, pausing in the passage to point into the side-caves that debouched to either hand. There was a niche of a place, where a man might lie on guard near the entrance; another cave in which horses could be stabled, with plenty of fodder piled up ready; another beyond that for servants and baggage, with a fireplace and cooking pots; and at the last at the rear of all a great cavern full of eerie gloom, that opened out from the end of the passage like a bottle at the end of a long neck.

Peering about him into vastness, King became aware of frame beds, placed at intervals in a row, each with a mat beside it. And there were several brass basins and ewers for water. Also there were some little bronze lamps; the guide lit three of them, and King took up one to examine it. As he did so, involuntarily his hand almost went to his bosom, where the strange knife still reposed that he had taken from the would-be murderer in the train to Delhi.

There was no gold on the lamp; but the handle by which he lifted it had been cast, the devils of the Himalayas only knew how many centuries ago, in the form of a woman dancing; her size, and her shape, and the art with which she had been fashioned, were the same as the handle of the knife.

Watching him as a wolf eyes another one, the strange guide found his tongue.

How many such hast thou ever seen? he asked.

None! answered King, and the guide cackled at him, like a hen that has laid an egg.

There be many strange things in Khinjan, but few strangers! he remarked; and then, as if that were enough for any man to say on any occasion, he turned on his heel and stalked out of the cavern. It was the last King ever saw of him. He followed him down the passage to the entrance and watched him until his back disappeared round the first bend, but the man never turned his head once. He did not even look over the edge of the road, down into the amazing waterfall, nor up to the round disk of sky.

King turned back and looked into the other caves  saw the weary horse and mule fed, watered and bedded down  took note of the running water that rushed out of a rock fissure and gurgled out of sight down another one  examined the servants cave and saw that they had been amply provided with blankets. There was nothing lacking that the most exacting traveler could have demanded at such a distance from civilization. There was more than the most exacting would have dared expect.

Why isnt it damp in here? he wondered, returning to his own cave. And then he noticed long fissures in the cavern walls, and that the smoke from the lamps drifted toward them. He could not guess what made it do that, unless it were the suction of the enormous river hurrying underground; and then he remembered that at the entrance air had rushed downward into the hole down which the horse had disappeared, which partly confirmed his guess.

Ismail! he shouted, and jumped at the revolver-crack  like echo of his voice.

Ismail came running.

Make the men carry the mules packs into this cave. You and Darya Khan stay here and help me open them. Remember, ye are both assistants of Kurram Khan, the hakim!

They will laugh at us! They will laugh at us! clucked Ismail, but he hurried to obey, while King wondered who would laugh.

Within an hour a delegation came from no less a person than Yasmini herself, bearing her compliments, and hot food savory enough to make a brass idols mouth water. By that time King had his sets of surgical instruments and drugs and bandages all laid out on one of the beds and covered from view by a blanket.

It was only one more proof of the British armys everlasting luck that one of the men, who set the great brass dish of food on the floor near King, had a swollen cheek, and that he should touch the swelling clumsily, as he lifted his hand to shake back a lock of greasy hair.

There followed an oath like flint struck on steel ten times in rapid succession.

Does it pain thee, brother? asked Kurram Khan the hakim.

Are there devils in Tophet! Fire and my veins are one!

The man did not notice the eagerness beaming out of Kings horn-rimmed spectacles, but Ismail did; it seemed to him time to prove his virtues as assistant.

This is the famous hakim Kurram Khan, he boasted. He can cure anything, and for a very little fee!

Nay, for no fee at all in this case! said King.

The man looked incredulous, but King drew the covering from his row of instruments and bottles.

Take a chance! he advised. None but the brave wins anything!

The man sat down, as if he would argue the point at length, but Ismail and Darya Khan were new to the business and enthusiastic. They had him down, held tight on the floor to the huge amusement of the rest, before the man could even protest; and his howls of rage did him no good, for Ismail drove the hilt of a knife between his open jaws to keep them open.

A very large proportion of Kings stores consisted of morphia and cocaine. He injected enough cocaine to deaden the mans nerves, and allowed it time to work. Then he drew out three back teeth in quick succession, to make sure he had the right one.

Ismail let the victim up, and Darya Khan gave him water in a brass cup. Utterly without pain for the first time for days, the man was as grateful as a wolf freed from a trap.

Allah reward thee, since the service was free! he smirked.

Are there any others in pain in Khinjan? King asked him.

Listen to him! What is Khinjan? Is there one man without a wound or a sore or a scar or a sickness?

Then, tell them, said King.

The man laughed.

When I show my jaw, there will be a fight to be first! Make ready, hakim! I go!

He was true to his word and left the cave like a gust of wind, followed by the three who had come with him. King sat down to eat, but he had not finished his meal  he had made the last little heap of rice into a ball with his fingers, native style, and was mopping up the last of the curried gravy with it  when the advance guard of the lame and the halt and the sick made its appearance. The caves entrance became jammed with them, and no riot ever made more noise.

Hakim! Ho, hakim! Where is the hakim who draws teeth? Where is the man who knows yunani?

Ten men burst down the passage all together, all clamoring, and one man wasted no time at all but began to tear away bloody bandages to show his wound. The hardest thing now was to get and keep some kind of order, and for ten minutes Ismail and Darya Khan labored, using threats where argument failed, and brute force when they dared. It was like beating mad hounds from off their worry. What established order at last was that King rolled up his sleeves and began, so that eagerness gave place to wonder.

The Hills are not squeamish in any one particular; so that the fact that the cave became a shambles upset nobody. The surgeons thrill that makes even half-amateurs oblivious of all but the work in hand, coupled with the desperate need of winning this first trick, made King horror-proof; and nobody waiting for the next turn was troubled because the man under the knife screamed a little or bled more than usual.

When they died  and more than one did die  men carried them out and flung them over the precipice into the waterfall below.

Ismail and Darya Khan became choosers of the victims. They seized a man, laid him on the bed, tore off his disgusting bandages and held their breath until the awful resulting stench had more or less dispersed. Then King would probe or lance or bandage as he saw fit, using anaesthetics when he must, but managing mostly without them.

They almost flung money at him. Few of them asked what his fee would be. Those who had no money brought him shawls, and swords, and even clothing. Two or three brought old-fashioned fire-arms; but they were men who did not expect to live. And King accepted every gift without comment, because that was in keeping with the part he played. He tossed money and clothes and every other thing they gave him into a corner at the back of the cave, and nobody tried to steal them back, although a man suspected of honesty in that company would have been tortured to death as an heretic and would have had no sympathy.

For hour after gruesome hour he toiled over wounds and sores such as only battles and evil living can produce, until men began to come at last with fresh wounds, all caused by bullets, wrapped in bandages on which the blood had caked but had not grown foul.

There has been fighting in the Khyber, somebody, informed him, and he stopped with lancet in mid-air to listen, scanning a hundred faces swiftly in the smoky lamplight. There were ten men who held lamps for him, one of them a newcomer, and it was he who spoke.

Fighting in the Khyber! Aye! We were a little lashkar, but we drove them back into their fort! Aye! we slew many!

Not a jihad yet? King asked, as if the world might be coming to an end. The words were startled out of him. Under other circumstances he would never have asked that question so directly; but he had lost reckoning of everything but these poor devils dreadful need of doctoring, and he was like a man roused out of a dream. If a holy war had been proclaimed already, then he was engaged on a forlorn hope. But the man laughed at him.

Nay, not yet. Bull-with-a-beard holds back yet. This was a little fight. The jihad shall come later!

And who is Bull-with-a-beard? King wondered; but he did not ask that question because his wits were awake again. It pays not to be in too much of a hurry to know things in the Hills.

As it happened, he asked no more questions, for there came a shout at the cave entrance whose purport he did not catch, and within five minutes after that, without a word of explanation, the cave was left empty of all except his own five men. They carried away the men too sick to walk and vanished, snatching the last man away almost before Kings fingers had finished tying the bandage on his wound.

Why is that? he asked Ismail. Why did they go? Who shouted?

It is night, Ismail answered. It was time.

King stared about him. He had not realized until then that without aid of the lamps he could not see his own hand held out in front of him; his eyes had grown used to the gloom, like those of the surgeons in the sick-bays below the water line in Nelsons fleet.

But who shouted?

Who knows? There is only one here who gives orders. We be many who obey, said Ismail.

Whose men were the last ones? King asked him, trying a new line.

Bull-with-a-beards.

And whose man art thou, Ismail?

The Afridi hesitated, and when he spoke at last there was not quite the same assurance in his voice as once there had been.

I am hers! Be thou hers, too! But it is night. Sleep against the toil tomorrow. There be many sick in Khinjan.

King made a little effort to clean the cave, but the task was hopeless. For one thing he was so weary that his very bones were water; for another, Ismail pretended to be equally tired, and when the suggestion that they should help was put to the others they claimed their izzat indignantly. Izzat and sharm (honor and shame) are the two scarcely distinguishable enemies of honest work, into whose teeth it takes both nerve and resolution to drive a Hillman at the best of times. Nerve King had, but his resolution was asleep. He was too tired to care.

He appointed them to two-hour watches, to relieve one another until dawn, and flung himself on a clean bed. He was asleep before his head had met the pillow; and for all he knew to the contrary he dreamed of Yasmini all night long.

It seemed to him that she came into the cave  she the woman of the faded photograph the general had given him in Peshawur  and that the cave became filled with the strange intoxicating scent that had first wooed his senses in her reception room in Delhi.

He dreamed that she called him by name. First, King sahib! Then, Kurram Khan! And her voice was surprisingly familiar. But dreams are strange things.

He sleeps! said the same voice presently. It is good that he sleeps! And in his sleep he thought that a shadowy Ismail grunted an answer.

After that he was very sure in his dream that it was good to sleep, although a voice he did not recognize and that he was quite sure was a dream-voice, kept whispering to him to wake up and protect himself.

But the scent grew stronger, and he began to dream of cobras, that danced with a woman and struck at her so swiftly that she had to become two women in order to avoid them; and Rewa Gunga came and laughed at both and called them amateurs, so that the woman became enraged and drew a bronze-bladed dagger with a golden hilt.

Then intelligible dreams ceased altogether, and he, slept like a dead man, but with a vague suggestion ever with him that Yasmini was not very far away, and that she was interested in him to a point that was actually embarrassing. It was like the ether-dream he once dreamt in a hospital.

When he awoke at last it was after dawn, and light shone down the passage into his cave.

Ismail! he shouted, for he was thirsty. But there was no answer.

Darya Khan!

Again there was no answer. He called each of the other men by name with the same result.

He got up and realized then for the first time that he had not undressed himself the night before. His head felt heavy, and although he did not believe he had been drugged, there was a scent he half-recognized that permeated the cave, and even overcame the dreadful atmosphere that the sick of yesterday had left behind. He decided to go to the cave mouth, summon his men, who were no doubt sleeping as he had done, sniff the fresh air outside and come back to try the scent again; he would know then whether his nose were deceiving him.

But there was no Ismail near the entrance  no Darya Khan  nor any of the other men. The horse was gone. So was the mule. So was the harness, and everything he had, except the drugs and instruments and the presents the sick had given him; he had noticed all those still lying about in confusion when he woke.

Ismail! he shouted at the top of his lungs, thinking they might all be outside.

He heard a man hawk and spit, close to the entrance, and went out to see. A man whom he had never seen before leaned on a magazine rifle and eyed him as a tiger eyes its prey.

No farther! he growled, bringing his rifle to the port.

Why not? King asked him.

Allah! When a camel dies in the Khyber do the kites ask why? Go in!

He thought then of Yasminis bracelet, that always gained him at least civility from every man who saw it. He held up his left wrist and knew that instant why it felt uncomfortable. The bracelet has disappeared!

He turned back into the cave to hunt for it, and the strange scent greeted him again. In spite of the surrounding stench of drugs and filthy wounds, there was no mistaking it. If it had been her special scent in Delhi, as Saunders swore it was, and her special scent on the note Darya Khan had carried down the Khyber, then it was hers now, and she had been in the cave.

He hunted high and low and found no bracelet.

His pistol was gone, too, and his cartridges, but not the dagger, wrapped in a handkerchief, under his shirt. The money, that his patients had brought him, lay on the floor untouched. It was an unusual robber who had robbed him.

At least once in his life (or he were not human, but an angel) it dawns on a man that he has done the unforgivable. It dawns on most men oftener than once a week. So men learn sympathy.

I should have been awake to change the guard every two hours! he admitted, sitting on the bed. I wouldnt hesitate to shoot another man for that  or for less!

He let the thought sink in, until the very lees of shame tasted like ashes in his mouth. Then, being what he was,  and there are not very many men good enough to shoulder what lay ahead of him  he set the whole affair behind him as part of the past and looked forward.

Whos Bull-with-a-beard? he wondered. Nobody interfered with me until I doctored his men. Hes in opposition. Thats a fair guess. Now, who in thunder  by the fat lord Harry  can Bull-with-a-beard be? And why fighting in the Khyber so early as all this? And why does Bull-with-a-beard, whoever he is, hang back?


Chapter X

Are jackals a tigers friends because they flatter him and eat

his leavings?

Choose, ye with stripes and proud whiskers, choose between friend

and enemy.  Native Proverb

They came and changed the guard two hours after dawn, to the accompaniment of a lot of hawking and spitting, orders growled through the mist, and the crash of rifle-butts grounding on the rock path. King went to the cave entrance, to look the new man over; but because he was in Khinjan, and Khinjan in the Hills, where indirectness is the key to information, he stood for a while at gaze, listening to the thunder of tumbling water and looking at the cliff-edge six feet away that was laid like a knife in the ascending mist.

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed that the new man was a Mahsudi  no sweeter to look at and no less treacherous for the fact. Also, that he had boils all over the back of his neck. He was not likely to be better tempered because of that fact, either. But it is an ill wind that blows no good to the Secret Service.

There is an end to everything, he remarked presently, addressing the world at large, or as much as he could see of it through the cave mouth. A hill is so high, a pool so deep, a river so wide. How long, for instance, must thy watch be?

What is that to thee? the fellow growled.

There is an end to pain! said King, adjusting his horn-rimmed spectacles. I lanced a mans boils last night, and it hurt him, but he must be well to-day.

Get in! growled the guard. She says it is sorcery! She says none are to let thee touch them!

Plainly, he was in no receptive mood; orders had been spat into his hairy ear too recently.

Get in! he growled, lifting his rifle-butt as if to enforce the order.

I can heal boils! said King, retiring into the cave. Then, from a safe distance down the passage, he added a word or two to sink in as the hours went by.

It is good to be able to bend the neck without pain and to rest easily at night! It is good not to flinch at anothers touch. Boils are bad! Healing is easy and good!

Then, since a quarrel was the very last thing he was looking for, he retired into his own gloomy quarters at the rear, taking care to sit so that he could see and overhear what passed at the entrance. Among other things in the course of the day he noticed that the watch was changed every four hours and that there were only three men in the guard, for the same man was back again that evening.

At intervals throughout the day Yasmini sent him food by silent messengers; so he ate, for the thing to do, says Cocker, is the first that comes to hand, and the thing not to do is worry. It is not easy to worry and eat heartily at one and the same time. Having eaten, he rolled up his sleeves and native-made cotton trousers and proceeded to clean the cave. After that he overhauled his stock of drugs and instruments, repacking them and making ready against opportunity.

As I told that heathen with a gun out there, theres an end to everything! he reflected. May this come soon!

When they changed the guard that afternoon he had grown weary of his own company and of fruitless speculation and was pacing up and down. The second guard proved even less communicative than the first, up to the point when, to lessen his ennui, King began to whistle. Because a Secret Service man must be consistent, the tune was not English, but a weird minor one to which the Hills have set their favorite love song (that is, all about hate in the concrete!).

The echo of the waterfall within the cave was like the roaring in a shell held to the ear, but each time he came near the entrance the new guard could catch a few bars of the tune. After a little while the hook-nosed ruffian began to sing the words to it, in a voice like a forgotten dogs.

So he stopped at the entrance and changed the tune. And the guard sang the words of the new tune, too. After that he came out into the light of day (direct sunlight was cut off by the huge height of the cliffs all around) and leaned in the entrance, smiling.

Allah preserve thee, brother! he remarked. Thine is a voice like a warriors  bold and big! Thou art a true son of the Prophet!

Aye! said the fellow, that I am! Allah preserve thee, for thou hast more need of it than I, although I guard thee just at present. Whistle me another one!

So King whistled the refrain of a song that boasts of an Afghan invasion of India, and of the loot that came of it, and the prisoners, and the women  particularly the women, mentioning more than a few of them by name, and their charms in detail. It was a song to warm the very cockles of a Hillmans heart. Nothing could have been better chosen for that setting, of a cave mouth half-way down the side of a gash in earths wildest mountains, with the blue sky resting on a jagged rim a mile above.

Good! said the bearded jailer. Now begin again and I will sing!

He threw his head back and howled until the mountain walls rang with the song, and other men in far-off caves took it up and howled it back at him. When he left off singing at last, to drink from a water-bottle, that surely had been looted from a British soldier, King decided to be done with overtures and make the next move in the game.

Didst thou ever sing for her? he asked, and the man turned round to stare at him as if he were mad, King saw then a blood-soaked bandage on the right of his neck, not very far from the jugular.

When she sings we are silent! When she is silent it is good to wait a while and see! he answered.

Hah! said King. Was that wound got in the Khyber the other day?

Nay. Here in Khinjan. I had my thumb in a mans eye, and the bastard bit me! May devils do worse to him where he has gone! I threw him into Earths Drink!

A good place for ones enemies! laughed King.

Aye!

A man told me last night, said King, drawing on imagination without any compunction at all, that the fight in the Khyber was because a jihad is launched aleady.

That man lied! said the guard, shifting position uneasily, as if afraid to talk too much.

So I told him! answered King. I told him there never will be another jihad.

Then art thou a greater liar than he! the guard answered hotly. There will be a jihad when she is ready, such an one as never yet was! India shall bleed for all the fat years she has lain unplundered! Not a throat of an unbeliever in the world shall be left un-slit! No jihad? Thou liar! Get in out of my sight!

So King retired into the cave, with something new to think about. Was she planning the jihad! Or pretending to plan one? Every once in a while the guard leaned far into the cave mouth and buried adjectives at him, the mildest of which was a well of information. If his temper was the temper of the Hills, it was easy to read disappointment for a jihad that should have been already but had been postponed.

When they changed the guard again the new man proved surly. There was no getting a word out of him. He showed dirty yellow teeth in a wolfish snarl, and his only answer was a lifted rifle and a crooked forefinger. King let him alone and paced the cave for hours.

He was squatting on his bed-end in the dark, like a spectacled image of Buddha, when the first of the three men came on guard again and at last Ismail came for him holding a pitchy torch that filled the dim passage full of acrid smoke and made both of them, cough. Ismail was red-eyed with it.

Come! he growled. Come, little hakim! Then he turned on his heel at once, as if afraid of being twitted with desertion. He seemed to want to get outside, where he could keep out of range of words, yet not to wish to seem unfriendly.

But King made no effort to speak to him, following in silence out on to the dark ledge above the waterfall and noticing that the guard with the boils was back again on duty. He grinned evilly out of a shadow as King passed.

Make an end! he advised, spitting over the Cliff into thunderous darkness to illustrate the suggestion. Jump, hakim, before a worse thing happens!

To add further point be kicked a loose stone over the edge, and the movement caused him to bend his neck and so inadvertently to hurt his boils. He cursed, and there was pity in Kings voice when he spoke next.

Do they hurt thee?

Aye, like the devil! Khinjan is a place of plagues!

I could heal them, King said, passing on, and the man stared hard.

Come! boomed Ismail through the darkness, shaking the torch to make it burn better and beckoning impatiently, and King hurried after him, leaving behind a savage at the cave mouth who fingered his sores and wondered, muttering, leaning on a rifle, muttering and muttering again as if he had seen a new light.

Instead of waiting for King to catch up, Ismail began to lead the way at great speed along a path that descended gradually until it curved round the end of the chasm and plunged into a tunnel where the darkness grew opaque. In the tunnel the torchs smoke cast weird shadows on walls and roof, and the fitful light only confused, so that Ismail slowed down and let him come up close.

Then for thirty minutes he led swiftly down a crazy devils stairway of uneven boulders, stopping to lend a hand at the worst places, but everlastingly urging him to hurry. They were both breathless, and King was bruised in a dozen places when they reached level going at least six or seven hundred feet below the cave from which they started.

Then the hell-mouth gloom began to grow faintly luminous, and the waterfalls thunder burst on their ears from close at hand. They emerged into fresh wet air and a sea of sound, on a rock ledge like the one above. Ismail raised the torch and waved it. The fire and smoke wandered up, until they flattened on a moving opal dome, that prisoned all the noises in the world.

Earths Drink! he announced, waving the torch and then shutting his mouth tight, as if afraid to voice sacrilege.

It was the river, million-colored in the torch-light, pouring from a half-mile-long slash in the cliff above them and plunging past them through the gloom toward the very middle of the world. Its width was a matter of memory, and its depth unguessable, for although dim moonlight filtered through it, he did not know where the moon was, nor how far such light could penetrate through moving water. Somewhere it met rock-bottom and boiled there, for a roar like the seas came up from deeps unimaginable.

He watched the overturning dome until his senses reeled. Then he crawled on hands and knees to the ledges brink and tried to peer over. But Ismail dragged him back.

Come! he howled; but in all that din his shout was like a whisper.

How deep is it? King bellowed back.

Allah! Ask Him who made it!

The fear of the falls was on the Afridi, and he tugged at Kings arm in a frenzy of impatience. Suddenly he let go and broke into a run. King trotted after him, afraid too, to look to right or left, lest the fear should make him throw himself over the brink. The thunder and the hugeness had their grip on him and had begun to numb his power to think and his will to be a man. Suddenly when they had run a hundred yards, Ismail turned sharp to the right into a tunnel that led straight back into the cliff and sloped uphill. As the din of the falls grew less behind him and his power to think returned, King calculated that they must be following the main direction of the river bed, but edging away gradually to the right of it. After ten minutes hurrying uphill he guessed they must be level with the river, in a tunnel running nearly parallel.

He proved to be right, for they came to a gap in the wall, and Ismail thrust the torch through it. The light shone on swift black water, and a wind rushed through the gap that nearly blew the torch out. It accounted altogether for the dryness of the rock and the fresh air in the tunnel. The rivers weight seemed to suck a hurricane along with it  air enough for a million men to breathe.

After that there was no more need to stop at intervals and beat the torch against the wall to make it burn brightly, for the wind fanned it until the flame was nearly white. Ismail kept looking back to bid King hurry and never paused once to rest.

Come! he urged fiercely. This leads to the Heart of the Hills! And after that King had to do his best to keep the Afridis back in sight.

They began after a time to hear voices and to see the smoky glare made by other torches. Then Ismail set the pace yet faster, and they became the last two of a procession of turbaned men, who tramped along a winding tunnel into a great mountains womb. The sound of slippers clicking and rutching on the rock floor swelled and died and swelled again as the tunnel led from cavern into cavern.

In one great cave they came to every man beat out his torch and tossed it on a heap. The heap was more than shoulder high, and three parts covered the floor of the cave. After that there was a ledge above the height of a mans head on either side of the tunnel, and along the ledge little oil-burning lamps were spaced at measured intervals. They looked ancient enough to have been there when the mountain itself was born, and although all the brass ones suggested Indian and Hindu origin, there were others among them of earthenware that looked like plunder from ancient Greece.

It was like a transposition of epochs. King felt already as if the twentieth century had never existed, just as he seemed to have left life behind for good and all when the mosque door had closed on him.

A quarter of a mile farther along the tunnel opened into another, yet greater cave, and there every man kicked off his slippers, without seeming to trouble how they lay; they littered the floor unarranged and uncared for, looking like the cast-off wing-cases of gigantic beetles.

After that cave there were two sharp turns in the tunnel, and then at last a sea of noise and a veritable blaze of light.

Part of the noise made King feel homesick, for out of the mountains very womb brayed a music-box, such as the old-time carousels made use of before the days of electricity and steam. It was being worked by inexpert hands, for the time was something jerky; but it was robbed of its tinny meanness and even majesty by the hugeness of a caverns roof, as well as by the crashing, swinging march it played  wild  wonderful  invented for lawless hours and a kingless people.

Marchons!  Citoyens!

The procession began to tramp in time to it, and the rock shook. They deployed to left and right into a space so vast that the eye at first refused to try to measure it. It was the hollow core of a mountain, filled by the sea-sound of a human crowd and hung with huge stalactites that danced and shifted and flung back a thousand colors at the flickering light below.

There was an undertone to the clangor of the music-box and the human hum, for across the caverns farther end for a space of two hundred yards the great river rushed, penned here into a deep trough of less than a tenth its normal width  plunging out of a great fanged gap and hurrying out of view down another one, licking smooth banks on its way with a hungry sucking sound. Its depth where it crossed the caverns end could only be guessed by remembering the half-mile breadth of the waterfall.

There were little lamps everywhere, perched on ledges amid the stalactites, and they suffused the whole cavern in golden glow, made the crowds faces look golden and cast golden shimmers on the cold, black river bed. There was scarcely any smoke, for the wind that went like a storm down the tunnel seemed to have its birth here; the air was fresh and cool and never still. No doubt fresh air was pouring in continually through some shaft in the rock, but the shaft was invisible.

In the midst of the cavern a great arena had been left bare, and thousands of turbaned men squatted round it in rings. At the end where the river formed a tangent to them the rings were flattened, and at that point they were cut into by the ramp of a bridge, and by a lane left to connect the bridge with the arena. The bridge was almost the most wonderful of all.

So delicately formed that fairies might have made it with a guttered candle, it spanned the river in one splendid sweep, twenty feet above water, like a suspension bridge. Then, so light and graceful that it scarcely seemed to touch anything at all, it swept on in irregular arches downward to the arena and ceased abruptly as if shorn off by a giant ax, at a point less than half-way to it.

Its end formed a nearly square platform, about fourteen feet above the floor, and the broad track thence to the arena, as well as all the arenas boundary, had been marked off by great earthenware lamps, whose greasy smoke streaked up and was lost by the wind among the stalactites.

Greek lamps, every one of em! King whispered to himself, but he wasted no time just then on trying to explain how Greek lamps had ever got there. There was too much else to watch and wonder at.

No steps led down from the bridge end to the floor; toward the arena it was blind. But from the bridges farther end across the hurrying water stairs had been hewn out of the rock wall and led up to a hole of twice a mans height, more than fifty feet above water level.

On either side of the bridge end a passage had been left clear to the river edge, and nobody seemed to care to invade it, although it was not marked off in any way. Each passage was about fifty feet wide and quite straight. But the space between the bridge end and the arena, and the arena itself, had to be kept free from trespassers by fifty swaggering ruffians armed to the teeth.

Every man of the thousands there had a knife in evidence, but the arena guards had magazine rifles well as Khyber tulwars. Nobody else wore firearms openly. Some of the arena guards bore huge round shields of prehistoric pattern of a size and sort he had never seen before, even in museums. But there was very little that he was seeing that night of a kind that he had seen before anywhere!

The guards lolled insolently, conscious of brute strength and special favor. When any man trespassed with so much as a toe beyond the ring of lamps, a guard would slap his rifle-butt until the swivels rattled and the offender would scurry into bounds amid the jeers of any who had seen.

Shoving, kicking and elbowing with set purpose, Ismail forced a way through the already seated crowd, and drew King down into the cramped space beside him, close enough to the arena to be able to catch the guards low laughter. But he was restless. He wished to get nearer yet, only there seemed no room anywhere in front.

The music-box was hidden. King could see it nowhere. Five minutes after he and Ismail were seated it stopped playing. The hum of the crowd died too.

Then a guard threw his shield down with a clang and deliberately fired his rifle at the roof. The ricocheting bullet brought down a shower of splintered stone and stalactite, and he grinned as he watched the crowd dodge to avoid it. Before they had done dodging and while he yet grinned, a chant began  ghastly  tuneless  so out of time that the words were not intelligible  yet so obvious in general meaning that nobody could hear it and not understand.

It was a devils anthem, glorifying hellishness  suggestive of the gnashing of a million teeth, and the whicker of drawn blades  more shuddersome and mean than the wind of a winters night. And it ceased as suddenly as it had begun.

Another ruffian fired at the roof, and while the crack of the shot yet echoed seven other of the arena guards stepped forward with long horns and blew a blast. That was greeted by a yell that made the cavern tremble.

Instantly a hundred men rose from different directions and raced for the arena, each with a curved sword in either hand. The yelling changed back into the chant, only louder than before, and by that much more terrible. Cymbals crashed. The music-box resumed its measured grinding of The Marseillaise. And the hundred began an Afridi sword dance, than which there is nothing wilder in all the world. Its like can only be seen under the shadow of the Hills.

Ismail put his hands together and howled through them like a wolf on the war-path, nudging King with an elbow. So King imitated him, although one extra shout in all that din seemed thrown away.

The dancers pranced in a circle, each man whirling both swords around his head and the head of the man in front of him at a speed that passed belief. Their long black hair shook and swayed. The sweat began to pour from them until their arms and shoulders glistened. The speed increased. Another hundred men leaped in, forming a new ring outside the first, only facing the other way. Another hundred and fifty formed a ring outside them again, with the direction again reversed; and two hundred and fifty more formed an outer circle  all careering at the limit of their power, gasping as the beasts do in the fury of fighting to the death, slitting the air until it whistled, with swords that missed human heads by immeasurable fractions of an inch.

Ismail seemed obsessed by the spirit of hell let loose  drawn by it, as by a magnet, although subsequent events proved him not to have been altogether without a plan. He got up, with his eyes fixed on the dance, and dragged King with him to a place ten rows nearer the arena, that had been vacated by a dancer. There  two, where there was only rightly room for one  he thrust himself and King next to some Orakzai Pathans, elbowing savagely to right and left to make room. And patience proved scarce. The instant oaths of anything but greeting were like overture to a dog fight.

Bismillah! swore the nearest man, deigning to use intelligible sentences at last. Shall a dog of an Afridi bustle me?

He reached for the ever-ready Pathan knife, and Ismail, with both eyes on the dancing, neither heard nor saw. The Pathan leaned past King to stab, but paused in the instant that his knife licked clear. From a swift side-glance at Kings face be changed to full stare, his scowl slowly giving place to a grin as he recognized him.

Allah!

He drove the long blade back again, fidgeting about to make more room and kicking out at his next neighbor to the same end, so that presently King sat on the rock floor instead of on other mens hip-bones.

Well met, hakim! See  the wound heals finely!

Baring his shoulder under the smelly sheepskin coat, he lifted a bandage gingerly to show the clean opening out of which King had coaxed a bullet the day before. It looked wholesome and ready to heal.

Name thy reward, hakim! We Orakzai Pathans forget no favors! (Now that boast was a true one.)

King glanced to his left and saw that there was no risk of being overheard or interrupted by Ismail; the Afridi was beating his fists together, rocking from side to side in frenzy, and letting out about one yell a minute that would have curdled a wolfs heart.

Nay, I have all I need! he answered, and the Pathan laughed.

In thine own time, hakim! Need forgets none of us!

True! said King.

He nodded more to himself than to the other man. He needed, for instance, very much to know who was planning a jihad, and who Bull-with-a-beard might be; but it was not safe to confide just yet in a chance-made acquaintance. A very fair acquaintance with some phases of the East had taught him that names such as Bull-with-a-beard are often almost photographically descriptive. He rose to his feet to look. A blind man can talk, but it takes trained eyes to gather information.

The din had increased, and it was safe to stand up and stare, because all eyes were on the madness in the middle. There were plenty besides himself who stood to get a better view, and he had to dodge from side to side to see between them.

Im not to doctor his men. Therefore its a fair guess that he and I are to be kept apart. Therefore hell be as far away from me now as possible, supposing hes here.

Reasoning along that line, he tried to see the face on the far side, but the problem was to see over the dancers heads. He succeeded presently, for the Orakzai Pathan saw what he wanted, and in his anxiety to be agreeable, reached forward to pull back a box from between the ranks in front.

Its owners offered instant fight, but made no further objection when they saw who wanted it and why. King wondered at their sudden change of mind, the Pathan looked actually grieved that a fight should have been spared him. He tried, with a few barbed insults, to rearouse a spark of enmity, but failed, to his own great discontent.

The box was a commonplace affair, built square, of pine, and had probably contained somebodys new helmet at one stage of its career. The stenciled marks on its sides and top had long ago become obliterated by wear and dirt.

King got up on it and gazed long at the rows of spectators on the far side, and having no least notion what to look for, he studied the faces one by one.

If hes important enough for her to have it in for him, hell not be far from the front, he reasoned and with that in mind he picked out several bull-necked, bearded men, any one of whom could easily have answered to the description. There were too many of them to give him any comfort, until the thought occurred to him that a man with brains enough to be a leader would not be so obsessed and excited by mere prancing athleticism as those men were. Then he looked farther along the line.

He found a man soon who was not interested in the dancing, but who had eyes and ears apparently for everything and everybody else. He watched him for ten minutes, until at last their eyes met. Then he sat down and kicked the box back to its owners.

He looked again at Ismail. With teeth clenched and eyes ablaze, the Afridi was smashing his knuckles together and rocking to and fro. There was no need to fear him. He turned and touched the Pathans broad shoulder. The man smiled and bent his turbaned head to listen.

Opposite, said King, nearly exactly opposite  three rows back from the front, counting the front row as one  there sits a man with his arm in a sling and a bandage over his eye.

The Pathan nodded and touched his knife-hilt.

One-and-twenty men from him, counting him as one, sits a man with a big black beard, whose shoulders are like a bulls. As he sits he hangs his head between them  thus.

And you want him killed? Nay, I think you mean Muhammad Anim. His time is not yet.

The suggestion was as good-naturedly prompt as if the hakims need had been water, and the others flask were empty. He was sorry he could not offer to oblige.

Who am I that I should want him killed? King answered with mild reproof. My trade is to heal, not slay. I am a hakim.

The other nodded.

Yet, to enter Khinjan Caves you had to slay a man, hakim or no!

He was an unbeliever, King answered modestly, and the other nodded again with friendly understanding.

What about the man yonder, then? the Pathan asked. What will you have of him?

Look! See! Tell me truly what his name is!

The Pathan got up and strode forward to stand on the box, kicking aside the elbows that leaned on it and laughing when the owners cursed him. He stood on it and stared for five minutes, counting deliberately three times over, striking a finger on the palm of his hand to check himself.

Bull-with-a-beard! he announced at last, dropping back into place beside King. Muhammad Anim. The mullah Muhammad Anim.

An Afghan? King asked.

He says he is an Afghan. But unless he lies he is from Isbtamboul (Constantinople).

Itching to ask more questions, King sat still and held his peace. The direr the need of information in the Hills, and in all the East for that matter, the greater the wisdom, as a rule, of seeming uninquisitive. And wisdom was rewarded now, for the Pathan, who would have dried up under eager questioning, grew talkative. Civility and volubility are sometimes one, and not always only among the civilized. King  the hakim Kurram Khan  blinked mildly behind his spectacles and looked like one to whom a savage might safely ease his mind.

He bade me go to Sikaram where my village is and bring him a hundred men for his lashkar. He says he has her special favor. Wait and watch, I say!

Has he money? asked King, apparently drawing a bow at a venture for conversations sake. But there is an art in asking artless questions.

Aye! The liar says the Germans gave it to him! He swears they will send more. Who are the Germans? Who is a man who talks of a jihad that is to be, that he should have gold coin given him by unbelievers? I saw a German once, at Nuklao. He ate pig-meat and washed it down with wine. Are such men sons of the Prophet? Wait and watch, say I!

Money? said King. He admits it? And none dare kill him for it? You say his time is not yet come?

More than ever it was obvious that the hakim was a very simple man. The Pathan made a gesture of contempt.

I dare what I will, hakim! But he says there is more money on the way! When he has it all  why  we are all in Allahs keeping  He decides!

And should no more money come?

This was courteous conversation and received as such  many a long league removed from curiosity.

Who am I to foretell a mans kismet? I know what I know, and I think what I think! I know thee, hakim, for a gentle fellow, who hurt me almost not at all in the drawing of a bullet out of my flesh. What knowest thou about me?

That I will dress the wound for thee again!

Artless statements are as useful in their way as artless questions. Let the guile lie deep, that is all.

Nay, nay! For she said nay! Shall I fall foul of her, for the sake of a new bandage?

The temptation was terrific to ask why she had given that order, but King resisted it; and presently it occurred to the Pathan that his own theories on the subject might be of interest.

She will use thee for a reward, he said. He who shall win and keep her favor may have his hurts dressed and his belly dosed. Her enemies may rot.

Who is fool enough to be her enemy? asked King, the altogether mild and guileless.

The Pathan stuck out his tongue and squeezed his nose with one finger until it nearly disappeared into his face.

If she calls a man enemy, how shall he prove otherwise? he answered. Then he rolled off center, to pull out his great snuff-box from the leather bag at his waist.

Does she call the mullah Muhammad Anim enemy? King asked him.

Nay, she never mentions him by name.

Art thou a man of thy word? King asked.

When it suits me.

There was a promise regarding my reward.

Name it, hakim! We will see.

Go tell the mullah Muhammad Anim where I sit!

The fellow laughed. He considered himself tricked; one could read that plainly enough; for taking polite messages does not come within the Hills elastic code of izzat, although carrying a challenge is another matter. Yet he felt grateful for the hakims service and was ready to seize the first cheap means of squaring the indebtedness.

Keep my place! he ordered, getting up. He growled it, as some men speak to dogs, because growling soothed his ruffled vanity.

He helped himself noisily to snuff then and began to clear a passage, kicking out to right and left and laughing when his victims protested. Before he had traversed fifty yards he had made himself more enemies than most men dare aspire to in a lifetime, and he seemed well pleased with the fruit of his effort.

The dance went on for fifteen minutes yet, but then  quite unexpectedly  all the arena guards together fired a volley at the roof, and the dance stopped as if every dancer had been hit. The spectators were set surging by the showers of stone splinters, that hurt whom they struck, and their snarl was like a wolf-packs when a tiger interferes. But the guards thought it all a prodigious joke and the more the crowd swore the more they laughed.

Panting  foaming at the mouth, some of them  the dancers ran to their seats and set the crowd surging again, leaving the arena empty of all but the guards. The man whose seat Ismail had taken came staggering, slippery with sweat, and squeezed himself where he belonged, forcing King into the Pathans empty place. Ismail threw his arms round the man and patted him, calling him mighty dancer, son of the wind, prince of prancers, prince of swordsmen, war-horse, and a dozen more endearing epithets. The fellow lay back across Ismails knees, breathless but well enough contented.

And after a few more minutes the Orakzai Pathan came back, and King tried to make room for him to sit.

I bade thee keep my place! he growled, towering over King and plucking at his knife-belt irresolutely. He made it clear without troubling to use words that any other man would have had to fight, and the hakim might think himself lucky.

Take my seat, said King, struggling to get up.

Nay, nay  sit still, thou. I can kick room for myself. So! So! So!

There was an answering snarl of hate that seemed like a song to him, amid which he sat down.

The mullah Muhammad Anim answered he knows nothing of thee and cares less! He said  and he said it with vehemence  it is no more to him where a hakim sits than where the rats hide!

He watched Kings face and seeing that, King allowed his facial muscles to express chagrin.

Between us, it is a poor time for messages to him. He is too full of pride that his lashkar should have beaten the British.

Did they beat the British greatly? King asked him, with only vague interest on his face and a prayer inside him that his heart might flutter less violently against his ribs. His voice was as non-committal as the mullahs message.

Who knows, when so many men would rather lie than kill? Each one who returned swears he slew a hundred. But some did not return. Wait and watch, say I!

Now a man stood up near the edge of the crowd whom King recognized; and recognition brought no joy with it. The mullah without hair or eyelashes, who had admitted him and his party through the mosque into the Caves, strode out to the middle of the arena all alone, strutting and swaggering. He recalled the mans last words and drew no consolation from them, either.

Many have entered! Some went out by a different road!

Cold chills went down his back. All at once Ismails manner became unencouraging. He ceased to make a fuss over the dancer and began to eye King sidewise, until at last he seemed unable to contain the malice that would well forth.

At the gate there were only words! he whispered. Here in this cavern men wait for proof!

He licked his teeth suggestively, as a wolf does when he contemplates a meal. Then, as an afterthought, as though ashamed, I love thee! Thou art a man after my own heart! But I am her man! Wait and see!

The mullah in the arena, blinking with his lashless eyes, held both arms up for silence in the attitude of a Christian priest blessing a congregation. The guards backed his silent demand with threatening rifles. The din died to a hiss of a thousand whispers, and then the great cavern grew still, and only the river could be heard sucking hungrily between the smooth stone banks.

God is great! the mullah howled.

God is great! the crowd thundered in echo to him; and then the vault took up the echoes. God is great  is great  is great  ea  ea  eat!

And Muhammad is His prophet! howled the mullah. Instantly they answered him again.

And Muhammad is His prophet!

His prophet  is His prophet  is His prophet! said the stalactites, in loud barks  then in murmurs  then in awe-struck whispers.

That seemed to be all the religious ritual Khinjan remembered or could tolerate. Considering that the mullah, too, must have killed his man in cold blood before earning the right to be there, perhaps it was enough  too much. There were men not far from King who shuddered.

There are strangers! announced the mullah, as a man might say, I smell a rat! But he did not look at anybody in particular; he blinked at the crowd.

Strangers! said the stalactites, in an awe-struck whisper.

Show them! Show them! Let them stand forth!

Oh-h-h-h-h! Let them stand forth! said the roof.

The mullah bowed as if that idea were a new one and he thought it better than his own; for all crowds love flattery.

Bring them! he shouted, and King suppressed a shudder  for what proof had he of right to be there beyond Ismails verbal corroboration of a lie? Would Ismail lie for him again? he wondered. And if so, would the lie be any use?

Not far from where King sat there was an immediate disturbance in the crowd, and a wretched-looking Baluchi was thrust forward at a run, with arms lashed to his sides and a pitiful look of terror on his face. Two more Baluchis were hustled along after him, protesting a little, but looking almost as hopeless.

Once in the arena, the guards took charge of all three of them and lined them up facing the mullah, clubbing them with their rifle-butts to get quick obedience. The crowd began to be noisy again, but the mullah signed for silence.

These are traitors! he howled, with a gesture such as Ajax might have used when he defied the lightning.

The roof said Traitors!

Slay them, then! howled the crowd, delighted. And blinking behind the horn-rimmed spectacles, King began to look about busily for hope, where there did not seem to be any.

Nay, hear me first! the mullah howled, and his voice was like a wolfs at hunting time. Hear, and be warned!

The crowd grew very still, but King saw that some men licked their lips, as if they well knew what was coming.

These three men came, and one was a new man! the mullah howled. The other two were his witnesses! All three swore that the first man came from slaying an unbeliever in the teeth of written law. They said he ran from the law. So, as the custom is, I let all three enter!

Good! said the crowd. Good! They might have been five thousand judges, judging in equity, so grave they were. Yet they licked their lips.

But later, word came to me saying they are liars. So  again as the custom is  I ordered them bound and held!

Slay them! Slay them! the crowd yelped, gleeful as a wolf-pack on a scent and abandoning solemnity as suddenly as it had been assumed. Slay them!

They were like the wind, whipping in and out among Khinjans rocks, savage and then still for a minute, savage and then still.

Nay, there is a custom yet! the mullah howled, holding up both arms. And there was silence again like the lull before a hurricane, with only the great black river talking to itself.

Who speaks for them? Does any speak for them?

Speak for them? said the roof.

There was silence. Then there was a murmur of astonishment. Over opposite to where King sat the mullah stood up, who the Pathan had said was Bull-with-a-beard  Muhammad Anim.

The men are mine! he growled. His voice was like a bears at bay; it was low, but it carried strangely. And as he spoke he swung his great head between his shoulders, like a bear that means to charge. The proof they brought has been stolen! They had good proof! I speak for them! The men are mine!

The Pathan nudged King in the ribs with an elbow like a club and tickled his ear with hot breath.

Bull-with-a-beard speaks truth! he grinned. Truth and a lie together! Good may it do him and them! They die, they three Baluchis!

Proof! howled the mullah who had no hair eyelashes.

Proof  oof  oof! said the stalactites.

Proof! Show us proof! yelled the crowd.

Words at the gate  proof in the cavern! howled the lashless one.

The Pathan next King leaned over to whisper to him again, but stiffened in the act. There was a great gasp the same instant, as the whole crowd caught its breath all together. The mullah in the middle froze into mobility. Bull-with-a-beard stood mumbling, swaying his great head from side to side, no longer suggestive of a bear about to charge, but of one who hesitates.

The crowd was staring at the end of the bridge. King stared, too, and caught his own breath. For Yasmini stood there, smiling on them all as the new moon smiles down on the Khyber! She had come among them like a spirit, all unheralded.

So much more beautiful than the one likeness King had seen of her that for a second he doubted who she was  more lovely than he had imagined her even in his dreams  she stood there, human and warm and real, who had begun to seem a myth, clad in gauzy transparent stuff that made no secret of sylph-like shapeliness and looking nearly light enough to blow away. Her feet  and they were the most marvelously molded things he had ever seen  were naked and played restlessly on the naked stone. Not one part of her was still for a fraction of a second; yet the whole effect was of insolently lazy ease.

Her eyes blazed brighter than the little jewels stitched to her gossamer dress, and when a man once looked at them he did not find it easy to look away again. Even mullah Muhammad Anim seemed transfixed, like a great foolish animal.

But King was staring very hard indeed at something else  mentally cursing the plain glass spectacles he wore, that had begun to film over and dim his vision. There were two bracelets on her arm, both barbaric things of solid gold. The smaller of the two was on her wrist and the larger on her upper arm, but they were so alike, except for size, and so exactly like the one Rewa Gunga had given him in her name and that had been stolen from him in the night, that he ran the risk of removing the glasses a moment to stare with unimpeded eyes. Even then the distance was too great. He could not quite see.

But her eyes began to search the crowd in his direction, and then he knew two things absolutely. He was sitting where she had ordered Ismail to place him; for she picked him out almost instantly, and laughed as if somebody had struck a silver bell. And one of those bracelets was the one that he had worn; for she flaunted it at him, moving her arm so that the light should make the gold glitter.

Then, perhaps because the crowd bad begun to whisper, and she wanted all attention, she raised both arms to toss back the golden hair that came cascading nearly to her knees. And as if the crowd knew that symptom well, it drew its breath in sharply and grew very still.

Muhammad Anim! she said, and she might have been wooing him. That was a devils trick!

It was rather an astounding statement, coming from lovely lips in such a setting. It was rather suggestive of a drivers whiplash, flicked through the air for a beginning. Muhammad Anim continued glaring and did not answer her, so in her own good time, when she had tossed her golden hair back once or twice again, she developed her meaning.

We who are free of Khinjan Caves do not send men out to bring recruits. We know better than to bid our men tell lies for others at the gate. Nor, seeking proof for our new recruit, do we send men to hunt a head for him  not even those of us who have a lashkar that we call our own, mullah Muhammad Anim. Each of us earns his own way in!

The mullah Muhammad Anim began to stroke his beard, but he made no answer.

And  mullah Muhammad Anim, thou wandering man of God  when that lashkar has foolishly been sent and has failed, is it written in the Kalamullah saying we should pretend there was a head, and that the head was stolen? A lie is a lie, Muhammad Anim! Wandering perhaps is good, if in search of the way. Is it good to lose the way, and to lie, thou true follower of the Prophet?

She smiled, tossing her hair back. Her eyes challenged, her lips mocked him and her chin scorned. The crowd breathed hard and watched. The mullah muttered something in his beard, and sat down, and the crowd began to roar applause at her. But she checked it with a regal gesture, and a glance of contempt at the mullah that was alone worth a journey across the Hills to see.

Guards! she said quietly. And the crowds sigh then was like the night wind in a forest.

Away with those three of Muhammad Anims men!

Twelve of the arena guards threw down their shields with a sudden clatter and seized the prisoners, four to each. The crowd shivered with delicious anticipation. The doomed men neither struggled nor cried, for fatalism is an anodyne as well as an explosive. King set his teeth. Yasmini, with both hands behind her head, continued to smile down on them all as sweetly as the stars shine on a battle-field.

She nodded once; and then all was over in a minute. With a ringing Ho! and a run, the guards lifted their victims shoulder high and bore them forward. At the river bank they paused for a second to swing them. Then, with another Ho! they threw them like dead rubbish into the swift black water.

There was only one wild scream that went echoing and re-echoing to the roof. There was scarcely a splash, and no extra ripple at all. No heads came up again to gasp. No fingers clutched at the surface. The fearful speed of the river sucked them under, to grind and churn and pound them through long caverns underground and hurl them at last over the great cataract toward the middle of the world.

Ah-h-h-h-h! sighed the crowd in ecstasy.

Is there no other stranger? asked Yasmini, searching for King again with her amazing eyes. The skin all down his back turned there and then into gooseflesh. And as her eyes met his she laughed like a bell at him. She knew! She knew who he was, how he had entered, and how he felt. Not a doubt of it!


Chapter XI

Long slept the Heart o the Hills, oh, long!

(Ye who have watched, ye know!)

As sap sleeps in the deodars

When winter shrieks and steely stars

Blink over frozen snow.

Ye haste? The sap stirs now, ye say?

Ye feel the pulse of spring?

But sap must rise ere buds may break,

Or cubs fare forth, or bees awake,

Or lean buck spurn the ling!

Kurram Khan! the lashless mullah howled, like a lone wolf in the moonlight, and King stood up.

It is one of the laws of Cocker, who wrote the S. S. Code, that a man is alive until he is proved dead, and where there is life there is opportunity. In that grim minute King felt heretical; but a mans feelings are his own affair provided he can prove it, and he managed to seem about as much at ease as a native hakim ought to feel at such an initiation.

Come forward! the mullah howled, and he obeyed, treading gingerly between men who were at no pains to let him by, and silently blessing them, because he was not really in any hurry at all. Yasmini looked lovely from a distance, and life was sweet.

Who are his witnesses?

Witnesses? the roof hissed.

I! shouted Ismail, jumping up.

I! cracked the roof. I! I! So that for a second King almost believed he had a crowd of men to swear for him and did not hear Darya Khan at all, who rose from a place not very far behind where had sat.

Ismail followed him in a hurry, like a man wading a river with loose clothes gathered in one arm and the other arm ready in case of falling. He took much less trouble than King not to tread on people, and oaths marked his wake.

Darya Khan did not go so fast. As he forced his way forward a man passed him up the wooden box that King had used to stand on; he seized it in both hands with a grin and a jest and went to stand behind King and Ismail, in line with the lashless mullah, facing Yasmini. Yasmini smiled at them all as if they were actors in her comedy, and she well pleased with them.

Look ye! howled the mullah. Look ye and look well, for this is to be one of us!

King felt ten thousand eyes burn holes in his back, but the one pair of eyes that mocked him from the bridge was more disconcerting.

Turn, Kurram Khan! Turn that all may see!

Feeling like a man on a spit, he revolved slowly. By the time he had turned once completely around, besides knowing positively that one of the two bracelets on her right arm was the one he had worn, or else its exact copy, he knew that he was not meant to die yet; for his eyes could work much more swiftly than the horn-rimmed spectacles made believe. He decided that Yasmini meant he should be frightened, but not much hurt just yet.

So he ceased altogether to feel frightened and took care to look more scared than ever.

Who paid the price of thy admission? the mullah howled, and King cleared his throat, for he was not quite sure yet what that might mean.

Speak, Kurram Khan! Yasmini purred, smiling her loveliest. Tell them whom you slew.

King turned and faced the crowd, raising himself on the balls of his feet to shout, like a man facing thousands of troops on parade. He nearly gave himself away, for habit had him unawares. A native hakim, given the stoutest lungs in all India, would not have shouted in that way.

Cappitin Attleystan King! he roared. And he nearly jumped out of his skin when his own voice came rattling back at him from the roof overhead.

Cappitin Attleystan King! it answered.

Yasmini chuckled as a little rill will sometimes chuckle among ferns. It was devilish. It seemed to say there were traps not far ahead.

Where was he slain? asked the mullah.

In the Khyber Pass, said King.

In the Khyber Pass! the roof whispered hoarsely, as if aghast at such cold-bloodedness.

Now give proof! said the mullah. Words at the gate  proof in the cavern! Without good proof, there is only one way out of here!

Proof! the crowd thundered. Proof!

Proof! Proof! Proof! the roof echoed.

There was no need for Darya Khan to whisper. Kings hands were behind him, and he had seen what he had seen and guessed what he had guessed while he was turning to let the crowd look at him. His fingers closed on human hair.

Nay, it is short! hissed Darya Khan. Take the two ears, or hold it by the jawbone! Hold it high in both hands!

King obeyed, without looking at the thing, and Ismail, turning to face the crowd, rose on tiptoe and filled his lungs for the effort of his life.

The head of Cappitin Attleystan King  infidel kaffir  British arrficer! he howled.

Good! the crowd bellowed. Good! Throw it!

The crowds roar and the roofs echoes combined until pandemonium.

Throw it to them, Kurram Khan! Yasmini purred from the bridge end, speaking as softly and as sweetly, as if she coaxed a child. Yet her voice carried.

He lowered the head, but instead of looking at it he looked up at her. He thought she was enjoying herself and his predicament as he had never seen any one enjoy anything.

Throw it to them, Kurram Khan! she purred. It is the custom!

Throw it! Throw it! the crowd thundered.

He turned the ghastly thing until it lay face-upward in his hands, and so at last he saw it. He caught his breath, and only the horn-rimmed spectacles, that he had cursed twice that night, saved him from self-betrayal. The cavern seemed to sway, but he recovered and his wits worked swiftly. If Yasmini detected his nervousness she gave no sign.

Throw it! Throw it! Throw it!

The crowd was growing impatient. Many men were standing, waving their arms to draw attention to themselves, and he wondered what the ultimate end of the head would be, if he obeyed and threw it to them. Watching Yasminis eyes, he knew it had not entered her head that he might disobey.

He looked past her toward the river. There were no guards near enough to prevent what he intended; but he had to bear in mind that the guards had rifles, and if he acted too suddenly one of them might shoot at him unbidden. They were wondrous free with their cartridges, those guards, in a land where ammunition is worth its weight in silver coin.

Holding the head before him with both hands, he began to walk toward the river, edging all the while a little toward the crowd as if meaning to get nearer before he threw.

He was much more than half-way to the rivers edge before Yasmini or anybody else divined his true intention. The mullah grew suspicions first and yelled. Then King hurried, for he did not believe Yasmini would need many seconds in which to regain command of any situation. But she saw fit to stand still and watch.

He reached the river and stood there. Now he was in no hurry at all, for it stood to reason that unless Yasmini very much desired him to be kept alive he would have been shot dead already. For a moment the crowd was so interested that it forgot to bark and snarl.

His next move was as deliberate as he could make it, although he was careful to avoid the least suggestion of mummery (for then the crowd would have suspected disloyalty to Islam, and the Hills are very, very pious, and very suspicious of all foreign ritual).

He did a thoughtful simple thing that made every savage who watched him gasp because of its very unexpectedness. He held the head in both hands, threw it far out into the river and stood to watch it sink. Then, without visible emotion of any kind, he walked back stolidly to face Yasmini at the bridge end, with shoulders a little more stubborn now than they ought to be, and chin a shade too high, for there never was a man who could act quite perfectly.

Thou fool! Yasmini whispered through lips that did not move.

She betrayed a flash of temper like a trapped she-tigers, but followed it instantly with her loveliest smile. Like to like, however, the crowd saw the flash of temper and took its cue from that.

Slay him! yelled a lone voice, that was greeted an approving murmur.

Slay him! advised the roof in a whisper, in one of its phonetic tricks.

This is a darbar! Yasmini announced in a rising, ringing voice. My darbar, for I summoned it! Did I invite any man to speak?

There was silence, as a whipped unwilling pack is silent.

Speak, thou, Kurram Khan! she said. Knowing the custom  having heard the order to throw that trophy to them  why act otherwise? Explain!

Nothing in the wide world could be fairer! She left him to extricate himself from a mess of his own making! It was more than fair, for she went out of her way to offer him an opening to jump through. And she paid him the compliment of suggesting be must be clever enough to take it, for she seemed to expect a satisfying answer.

Tell them why! she said, smiling. No man could have guessed by the tone of her voice whether she was for him or against him, and the crowd, beginning again to whisper, watched to see which way the cat would jump.

He bowed low to her three times  very low indeed and very slowly, for he had to think. Then he turned his back and repeated the obeisance to the crowd. Still he could think of no excuse, except Cockers Rule No. I for Tight Places, and all the world knows that because Solomon said much the same thing first:

A soft answer is better than a sword!

But Cocker adds, Never excuse. Explain! And blame no man.

My brothers, he said, and paused, since a man must make a beginning, even when he can not see the end. And as he spoke the answer came to him. He stood upright, and his voice became that of a man whose advice has been asked, and who gives it freely. These be stirring times! Ye need take care, my brothers! Ye saw this night how one man entered here on the strength of an oath and a promise. All he lacked was proof. And I had proof. Ye saw! Who am I that I should deny you a custom? Yet  think ye, my brothers!  how easy would it not have been, had I thrown that head to you, for a traitor to catch it and hide it in his clothes, and make away with it! He could have used it to admit to these caves  why  even an Englishman, my brothers! If that had happened, ye would have blamed me!

Yasmini smiled. Taking its cue from her, the crowd murmured, scarcely assent, but rather recognition of the hakims adroitness. The game was not won; there lacked a touch to tip the scales in his favor, and Yasmini supplied it with ready genius.

The hakim speaks truth! she laughed.

King turned about instantly to face her, but he salaamed so low that she could not have seen his expression had she tried.

If Ye wish it, I will order him tossed into Earths Drink after those other three.

Muhammed Anim rose stroking his beard and rocking where he stood.

It is the law! he growled, and King shuddered.

It is the law, Yasmini answered in a voice that rang with pride and insolence, that none interrupt me while I speak! For such ill-mannered ones Earths Drink hungers! Will you test my authority, Muhammad Anim?

The mullah sat down, and hundreds of men laughed at him, but not all of the men by any means.

It is the law that none goes out of Khinjan Cave alive who breaks the law of the Caves. But he broke no very big law. And he spoke truth. Think Ye! If that head had only fallen into Muhammad Anims lap, the mullah might have smuggled in another man with it!

A roar of laughter greeted that thrust. Many men who had not laughed at the mullahs first discomfiture, joined in now. Muhammad Anim sat and fidgeted, meeting nobodys eye and answering nothing.

So it seems to me good, Yasmini said, in a voice that did not echo any more but rang very clear and true (she seemed to know the trick of the roof, and to use the echo or not as she chose), to let this hakim live! He shall meditate in his cave a while, and perhaps he shall be beaten, lest he dare offend again. He can no more escape from Khinjan Caves than the women who are prisoners here. He may therefore live!

There was utter silence. Men looked at one another and at her, and her blazing eyes searched the crowd swiftly. It was plain enough that there were at least two parties there, and that none dared oppose Yasminis will for fear of the others.

To thy seat, Kurram Khan! she ordered, when she had waited a full minute and no man spoke.

He wasted no time. He hurried out of the arena as fast as he could walk, with Ismail and Darya Khan close at his heels. It was like a run out of danger in a dream. He stumbled over the legs of the front-rank men in his hurry to get back to his place, and Ismail overtook him, seized him by the shoulders, hugged him, and dragged him to the empty seat next to the Orakzai Pathan. There he hugged him until his ribs cracked.

Ready o wit! he crowed. Ready o tongue! Light o life! Man after mine own heart! Hey, I love thee! Readily I would be thy man, but for being hers! Would I had a son like thee! Fool  fool  fool not to throw the head to them! Squeamish one! Man like a child! What is the head but earth when the life has left it? What would thy head be without the nimble wit? Fool  fool  fool! And clever! Turned the joke on Muhammad Anim! Turned it on Bull-with-a-beard in a twinkling  in the bat of an eye  in a breath! Turned it against her enemy and raised a laugh against him from his own men! Ready o wit! Shameless one! Lucky one! Allah was surely good to thee!

Still exulting, he let go, but none too soon for comfort. Kings ribs were sore from his hugging for days.

What is it? he asked. For King seemed to be shaping words with his lips. He bent a great hairy ear to listen.

Have they taken Ali Masjid Fort? King whispered.

How should I know? Why?

Tell me, man, if you love me! Have they taken it?

Nay, how should I know? Ask her! She knows more than any man knows!

King turned to ask the same question of his friend the Orakzai Pathan; but the Pathan would have none of his questions, he was busy listening for whispers from the crowd, watching with both eyes, and he shoved King aside.

The crowd was very far from being satisfied. An angry murmur had begun to fill the cavern as a hive is filled with the song of bees at swarming time. But even so, surmise what one might, it was not easy to persuade the eye that Yasminis careless smile and easy poise were assumed. If she recognized indignation and feared it, she disguised her fear amazingly.

King saw her whisper to a guard. The fellow nodded and passed his shield to another man. He began to make his way in no great hurry toward the edge of the arena. She whispered again and standing forward with their trumpets seven of the guards blew a blast that split across the cavern like the trump of doom; and as its hundred thousand echoes died in the roof, the hum of voices died, too, and the very sound of breathing. The gurgling of water became as if the river flowed in solitude.

Leisurely then, languidly, she raised both arms until she looked like an angel poised for flight. The little jewels stitched to her gauzy dress twinkled like fire-flies as she moved. The crowd gasped sharply. She had it by the heart-strings.

She called, and four guards got under one shield, bowing their heads and resting the great rim on their shoulders. They carried it beneath her and stood still. With a low delicious laugh, sweet and true, she sprang on it, and the shield scarcely trembled; she seemed lighter than the silk her dress was woven from!

They carried her so, looking as if she and the shield were carved of a piece, and by a master such as has not often been. And in the midst of the arena before they had ceased moving she began to sing, with her head thrown back and bosom swelling like a birds.

The East would ever rather draw its own conclusions from a hint let fall than be puzzled by what the West believes are facts. And parables are not good evidence in courts of law, which is always a consideration. So her song took the form of a parable.

And to say that she took hold of them and played rhapsodies of her own making on their heart-strings would be to undervalue what she did. They were dumb while she sang, but they rose at her. Not a force in the world could have kept them down, for she was deftly touching cords that stirred other forces  subtle, mysterious, mesmeric, which the old East understands  which Muhammad the Prophet understood when he harnessed evil in the shafts with men and wrote rules for their driving in a book. They rose in silence and stood tense.

While she sang, the guard to whom she had whispered forced a way through the ranks of the standing crowd, and came behind Ismail. He tweaked the Afridis ear to draw attention, for like all the others  like King, too  Ismail was listening with dropped jaw and watching with burning eyes. For a minute they whispered, so low that King did not hear what they said; and then the guard forced his way back by the shortest route to the arena, knocking down half a dozen men and gaining safety beyond the lamps before his victims could draw knife and follow him.

Yasminis song went on, verse after verse, telling never one fact, yet hinting unutterable things in a language that was made for hint and metaphor and parable and innuendo. What tongue did not hint at was conveyed by subtle gesture and a smile and flashing eyes. It was perfectly evident that she knew more than King  more than the general at Peshawur  more than the viceroy at Simla  probably more than the British government  concerning what was about to happen in Islam. The others might guess. She knew. It was just as evident that she would not tell. The whole of her song, and it took her twenty minutes by the count of Kings pulse, to sing it, was a warning to wait and a promise of amazing things to come.

She sang of a wolf-pack gathering from the valleys in the winter snow  a very hungry wolf-pack. Then of a stalled ox, grown very fat from being cared for. Of the Heart of the Hills that awoke in the womb of the Hills, and that listened and watched.

Now, is she the Heart of the Hills? King wondered. The rumors men had heard and told again in India, about the Heart of the Hills in Khinjan seemed to have foundation.

He thought of the strange knife, wrapped in a handkerchief under his shirt, with its bronze blade and gold hilt in the shape of a woman dancing. The woman dancing was astonishingly like Yasmini, standing on the shield!

She sang about the owners of the stalled ox, who were busy at bay, defending themselves and their ox from another wolf-pack in another direction far beyond.

She urged them to wait a little while. The ox was big enough and fat enough to nourish all the wolves in the world for many seasons. Let them wait, then, until another, greater wolf-pack joined them, that they might go hunting all together, overwhelm its present owners and devour the ox! So urged the Heart of the Hills, speaking to the mountain wolves, according to Yasminis song.

The little cubs in the burrows know.

Are ye grown wolves, who hurry so?

She paused, for effect; but they gave tongue then because they could not help it, and the cavern shook to their terrific worship.

Allah! Allah!

They summoned God to come and see the height and depth and weight of their allegiance to her! And because for their thunder there was no more chance of being heard, she dropped from the shield like a blossom. No sound of falling could have been heard in all that din, but one could see she made no sound. The shield-bearers ran back to the bridge and stood below it, eyes agape.

Rewa Gunga spoke truth in Delhi when he assured King he should some day wonder at Yasminis dancing.

She became joy and bravery and youth! She danced a story for them of the things they knew. She was the dawn light, touching the distant peaks. She was the wind that follows it, sweeping among the junipers and kissing each as she came. She was laughter, as the little children laugh when the cattle are loosed from the byres at last to feed in the valleys. She was the scent of spring uprising. She was blossom. She was fruit! Very daughter of the sparkle of warm sun on snow, she was the Heart of the Hills herself!

Never was such dancing! Never such an audience! Never such mad applause! She danced until the great rough guards had to run round the arena with clubbed butts and beat back trespassers who would have mobbed her. And every movement  every gracious wonder-curve and step with which she told her tale was as purely Greek as the handle on Kings knife and the figures on the lamp-bowls and as the bracelets on her arm. Greek!

And she half-modern-Russian, ex-girl-wife of a semi-civilized Hill-rajah! Who taught her? There is nothing new, even in Khinjan, in the Hills!

And when the crowd defeated the arena guards at last and burst through the swinging butts to seize and fling her high and worship her with mad barbaric rite, she ran toward the shield. The four men raised it shoulder-high again. She went to it like a leaf in the wind  sprang on it as if wings had lifted her, scarce touching it with naked toes  and leapt to the bridge with a laugh.

She went over the bridge on tiptoes, like nothing else under heaven but Yasmini at her bewitchingest. And without pausing on the far side she danced up the hewn stone stairs, dived into the dark hole and was gone!

Come! yelled Ismail in Kings ear. He could have heard nothing less, for the cavern was like to burst apart from the tumult.

Whither? the Afridi shouted in disgust. Does the wind ask whither? Come like the wind and see! They will remember next that they have a bone to pick with thee! Come away!

That seemed good enough advice. He followed as fast as Ismail could shoulder a way out between the frantic Hillmen, deafened, stupefied, numbed, almost cowed by the ovation they were giving their Heart of their Hills.


Chapter XII

A scorpion in a corner stings himself to death.

A coward blames the gods. They laugh and let him die

A man goes forward

 Native Proverb

As they disappeared after a scramble through the mouth of the same tunnel they had entered by, a roar went up behind them like the birth of earthquakes. Looking back over his shoulder, King saw Yasmini come back into the holes mouth, to stand framed in it and bow acknowledgment. She looked so ravishing in contrast to the huge grim wall, and the black river, and the darkness at her back, that Khinjans thousands tried to storm the bridge and drag her down to them. The guards were hard put to it, with their backs to the bridge end, for two or three minutes.

But Ismail would not let him wait and watch from there. He dragged him down the tunnel and pushed him up on to a ledge where they could both see without being seen, through a fissure in the rock.

For the space of five minutes Yasmini stood in the great hole, smiling and watching the struggle below. Then she went, and the guards began to get the best of it, because the crowds enthusiasm waned when they could see her no more. Then suddenly the guards began to loose random volleys at the roof and brought down hundredweights of splintered stalactite.

Within a minute there were a hundred men busy on sweeping up the splinters. In another minute twenty Zakka Khels had begun a sword dance, yelling like the damned. A hundred joined them. In three minutes more the whole arena was a dinning whirlpool, and the rivers voice was drowned in shouting and the stamping of naked feet on stone.

Come! urged Ismail, and led the way.

Kings last impression was of earths womb on fire and of hellions brewing wrath. The stalactites and the hurrying river multiplied the dancing lights into a million, and the great roof hurled the din down again to make confusion with the new din coming up.

Ismail went like a rat down a run, and King failed to overtake him until he found him in the cave of the slippers kicking to right and left at random.

Choose a good pair! he growled. Let late-comers fight for what is left! Nay, I have thine! Choose thou the next best!

The statement being one of fact, and that no time or place for a quarrel with the only friend in sight, King picked out the best slippers he could see. The instant he had them on Ismail was off again, running like the wind.

They had no torch. They left the little tunnel lamps behind. It became so dark that King had to follow by ear, and so it happened that he missed seeing where the tunnel forked. He imagined they were running back toward the ledge under the waterfall; yet, when Ismail called a halt at last, panting, groped behind a great rock for a lamp and lit the wick with a common safety match, they were in a cave he had never seen before.

Where are we? King asked.

Where none dare seek us.

Ismail held the lamp high, shielding its wick with a hollowed palm and peering about him as if in doubt, his ragged beard looking like smoke in the wind; for a wind blew down all the passages in Khinjan.

King examined the lamp. It was of bronze and almost as surely ancient Greek as it surely was not Indian. There were figures graven on the bowl representing a woman dancing, who looked not unlike Yasmini; but before he had time to look very closely Ismail blew the lamp out and was off again, like a shadow shot into its mother night.

Confused by the sudden darkness King crashed into a rock as he tried to follow. Ismail turned back and gave him the end of a cotton girdle that he unwound from his waist; then he plunged ahead again into Cimmerian blackness, down a passage so narrow that they could touch a wall with either hand.

Once he shouted back to duck, and they passed tinder a low roof where water dripped on them, and the rock underfoot was the bed of a shallow stream. After that the track began to rise, and the grade grew so steep that even Ismail, the furious, had to slacken pace.

They began to climb up titanic stairways all in the dark, feeling their way through fissures in a mountains framework, up zigzag ledges, and over great broken lumps of rock from one cave to another; until at last in one great cave Ismail stopped and relit the lamp. Hunting about with its aid he found an imported hurricane lantern and lit that, leaving the bronze lamp in its place.

Soon after that they lost sight of walls to their left for a time, although there were no stars, nor any light to suggest the outer world  nothing but wind. The wind blew a hurricane.

Their path now was a very narrow ledge formed by a crack that ran diagonally down the face of a black cliff on their right. They hugged the stone because of a sense of fathomless space above  below  on every side but one. The rock wall was the one thing tangible, and the footing the crack in it afforded was the gift of God.

The moaning wind rose to a shriek at intervals and made their clothes flutter like ghosts shrouds, and in spite of it Kings shirt was drenched with sweat, and his fingers ached from clinging as if they were on fire. Crawling against the wind along a wider ledge at the top, they came to a chasm, crossed by a foot-wide causeway. The wind bowled and moaned in it, and the futile lantern rays only suggested unimaginable, things  death the least of them.

Art thou afraid? asked Ismail, holding the lantern to Kings face.

Kuch dar nahin hai! he answered. There is no such thing as fear!

It was a bold answer, and Ismail laughed, knowing well that neither of them believed a word of it at that moment. Only, each thought better of the other, that the one should have cared to ask, and that the other should be willing to give the lie to a fear that crawled and could be felt. Too many men are willing to admit they are afraid. Too many would rather condemn and despise than ask and laugh. But it is on the edges of eternity that men find each other out, and sympathize.

Ismail went down on his hands and knees, lifting the lantern along a foot at a time in front of him and carrying it in his teeth by the bail the last part of the way. It seemed like an hour before he stood up, nearly a hundred yards away on the far side, and yelled for King to follow.

The wind snatched the yells away, but the waving lantern beckoned him, and King knelt down in the dark. It happened that he laid his hand on a loose stone, the size of his head, near the edge. He shoved it over and listened. He listened for a minute but did not hear it strike anything, and the shudder, that he could not repress, came from the middle of his backbone and spread outward through each fiber of his being. If he had delayed another second his courage would have failed; he began at once to crawl to where Ismail stood swinging the light.

There was room on the ledge for his knees and no more. Toes and fingers were overside. He sat down as on horseback, and transferred both slippers to his pockets, and then went forward again with bare feet, waiting whenever the wind snatched at him with redoubled fury, to lean against it and grip the rock with numb fingers. Ismail swung the lamp, for reasons best known to himself, and half-way over King sat astride the ridge again to shout to him to hold it still. But Ismail did not understand him.

Khinjan graves are deep! he howled back. Fear and the shadow of death are one!

He swung the lamp even more violently, as if it were a charm that could exorcise fear and bring a man over safely. The shadows danced until his brain reeled, and King swore he would thrash the fool as soon as he could reach him. He lay belly-downward on the rock and crawled like an insect the remainder of the way.

And as if aware of his intention Ismail started to hurry on while there was yet a yard or two to crawl, and anger not being a load worth carrying, nor revenge a thing permitted to interfere with the sirkars business, King let both die.

Hunted by the wind, they ran round a bold shoulder of cliff into another black-dark tunnel. There the wind died, swallowed in a hundred fissures, but the track grew worse and steeper until they had to cling with both hands and climb and now and then Ismail set the lantern on a ledge and lowered his girdle to help King up. Sometimes he stood on Kings shoulder in order to reach a higher level. They climbed for an hour and dropped at last panting, on a ledge, after squeezing themselves under the corner of a boulder.

The lantern light shone on a tiny trickle of cold water, and there Ismail drank deep, like a bull, before signing to King to imitate him.

A thirsty throat and a crazy head are one, he counseled. A man needs wit and a wet tongue who would talk with her!

Where is she? asked King, when he had finished drinking.

Go and look!

Ismail gave him a sudden shove, that sent him feet first forward over the edge. He fell a distance rather greater than his own height, to another ledge and stood there looking up. He could see Ismails red-rimmed eyes blinking down at him in the lantern light, but suddenly the Afridi blew the lamp out, and then the darkness became solid. Thought itself left off less than a yard away.

Ismail! he whispered. But Ismail did not answer him.

He faced about, leaning against the rock, with the flat of both bands pressed tight against it for the sake of its company; and almost at once he saw a little bright red light glowing in the distance. It might have been a hundred yards, and it might have been a mile away below him; it was perfectly impossible to judge, for the darkness was not measurable.

Flowers turn to the light! droned Ismails voice above sententiously, and turning, he thought he could see red eyes peering over the rock. He jumped, and made a grab for the flowing beard that surely must be below them, but he missed.

Little fish swim to the light! droned Ismail. Moths fly to the light! Who is a man that he should know less than they?

He turned again and stared at the light. Dimly, very vaguely be could make out that a causeway led downward from almost where he stood. He was convinced that should he try to climb back Ismail would merely reach out a hand and shove him down again, and there was no sense in being put to that indignity. He decided to go forward, for there was even less sense in standing still.

Come with me! Come along, Ismail! he called.

Allah! Hear him! Nay, nay, nay! Who was it said a little while ago, There is no such thing as fear! I am afraid, but thou and I are two men! Go thou alone!

Reason is a mans only dependable faculty. Reason told him that at a word from Yasmini he would have been flung into Earths Drink hours ago. Therefore, added reason, why should she forego that spectacular opportunity when his death would have amused Khinjans thousands, only to kill him now in the dark alone? He had treated a few dozen sick men, surely she had not been afraid to offend them. Had she not dared forbid the sick coming to him altogether? Forward! says Cocker, in at least a dozen places. Go forward and find out! Better a bed in hell than a seat on the horns of a dilemma! Forward!

There was no sound now anywhere. He stretched a leg downward and felt a rock two or three feet lower down, and the sound of his slipper sole touching it, being the only noise, made the short hair rise on the back of his neck. Then he took himself, so to speak, by the hand and went forward and downward, for action is the only curb imagination knows.

He forgot to count his pulse and judge how long it took him to descend that causeway in the dark. It was not so very rough, nor so very dangerous, but of course he only knew that fact afterward. He had to grope his way inch by inch, trusting to sense of touch and the British armys everlasting luck, with an eye all the while on a red light that was something like the glow through hells keyhole.

When he reached bottom, after perhaps twenty minutes, and stood at last on comparatively level rock, his legs were trembling from tension, and he had to sit down while he stretched them out and rested. The light still looked a quarter of a mile away, although that was guesswork. It made scarcely more impression on the surrounding darkness than one coal glowing in a cellar. The silence began to make his head ache.

He got up and started forward, but just as he did that he thought he heard a footstep. He suspected Ismail might be following after all.

Ismail! he called, trying to peer through the dark.

But all the darkness had its home there. He could not even see his own hand stretched out. His own voice made him jump; after a seconds pause it began to crack and rattle from wall to wall and from roof to floor, until at last the echoing word became one again and died with a hiss somewhere in the bowels of the world  Mbisssss!  like the sound of hot iron being plunged into a blacksmiths trough with a little after-murmur of complaining water.

But then he was sure he heard a footstep! He faced about; and now there were two red lights where there had been only one. They seemed rather nearer, perhaps because there were two of them.

Hullo, King sahib! said a voice he recognized; and he choked. He felt that if he had coughed his heart would have lain on the floor!

Are you afraid, King sahib? said the Rangar Rewa Gungas voice, and he took a step forward to be closer to his questioner. He found himself beside a rock, looking up at the Rangars turban, that peered over the top of it. He could dimly make out the Rangars dark eyes.

I would be afraid if I were you!

Rewa Gunga flashed a little electric torch into his eyes, but after a few seconds he shifted it so that both their faces could be seen, although the Rangars only very faintly.

I have come to warn you!

Very good of you, Im sure! said King.

If she knew I were here, she would jolly well have my liver nailed to a wall! I come to advise you to go back!

Have they taken Ali Masjid Fort? King asked him.

Never mind, sahib, but listen! I have brought her bracelet! I stole it! She stole it from you, and I stole it back! Take it! Put it on and wear it! Use it as a passport out of Khinjan Caves  for no man dare touch you while you wear it  and as a passport down the Khyber into India! Go back to India and stay there! Take it and go! Quick! Take it!

No, thanks! said King.

The Rangar laughed mirthlessly, shifting the light a little as King stepped aside to get a better view of him. He held the torch more cunningly than a Spanish lady holds a fan.

All Englishmen are fools  most of them stiff-necked fools, he asserted. Bah! Do you think I do not know? Do you think anything is hidden from her? I know  and she knows  that you think you have a surprise in store for her! You think you will go to her, and she will say, King sahib, why did you throw that head into the river, and put me in danger from my men? And you will say, will you not, Princess, that was my brothers head!? Was that not what you intended? Is it not true? Does she not know it? She knows more than you know, King sahib! Because you showed me certain little courtesies, I have come to warn you to run away!

Do you suppose she knows you are here? King asked, and the Rangar laughed.

If she knows so much, and is able to read my mind from a distance, where does she suppose you are? King insisted.

The Rangar laughed again, leaning his chin on both fists and switching out the light.

Perhaps she sent me to warn you!

Well, said King, my brother commanded at Ali Masjid Fort. There are things I must ask her. How did she know that head was my brothers? What part had she in taking it from his shoulders? What did she mean by that song of hers?

The Rangar chuckled softly.

There are no fools in the world like Englishmen! Listen! You are being offered life and liberty! Here is the key to both!

He made the gold bracelet ring on the rock by way of explanation.

Take the key and go!

No! said King.

Very well, sahib! Hear the other side of it! Beyond those two red lights there is a curtain. This side of that curtain you are Athelstan King of the Khyber Rifles, or Kurram Khan, or whatever you care to call yourself. Beyond it, you are what she calls you! Choose!

King did not answer, so he continued after a pause.

You shall pass behind that curtain, if you insist. Beyond it you shall know what she knows about Ali Masjid and your brothers head! You shall know all that she knows! There shall be no secrets between you and her! She shall translate the meaning of her song to you! But you shall never come out again King of the Khyber Rifles, or Kurram Khan! If you ever come out again, it shall be as you never dreamed, bearing arms you never saw yet, and you shall cut with your own hand the ties that bind you to England! Choose!

I chose long ago, said King.

Are the gentle English never serious? the Rangar asked. Will you not understand that if you pass that curtain you shall know all things that Yasmini knows, but that you shall cease to be yourself? Cease  to  be  yourself! Is my meaning clear?

Not in the least, said King, but I hope mine is!

You will go forward?

Yes, said King.

Rewa Gunga made no answer to that, although King waited for an answer. For about a minute there was no sound at all, except the beating of Kings heart. Then he moved to try and see the Rangars turban above the rock. He could not see it. He found a niche in the rock, set his foot in it and mounted three or four feet, until his head was level with the top. The Rangar was gone!

He listened for two or three minutes, but the silence began to make his head ache again; so he stooped to feel the floor with his hand before deciding to go forward. There was no mistaking the finish given by the tread of countless feet. He was on a highway, and there are not often pitfalls where so many feet have been.

For all that he went forward as a certain Agag once did, and it was many minutes before he could see a curtain glowing blood-red in the light behind the two lamps, at the top of a flight of ten stone steps. It was peculiar to him and to his service that he counted the steps before going nearer.

When he went quite close he saw carpet down the middle of the steps, so ancient that the stone showed through in places; all the pattern, supposing it ever had any, was worn or faded away. Carpet and steps glowed red too. His own face, and the hands he held in front of him were red-hot-poker color. Yet outside the little ellipse of light the darkness looked like a thing to lean against, and the silence was so intense that he could hear the arteries singing by his ears.

He saw the curtains move slightly, apparently in a little puff of wind that made the lamps waver. He was very nearly sure he heard a footfall beyond the curtains and a tinkle  as of a tiny silver bell, or a jewel striking against another one.

He kicked his slippers off, because there are no conditions under which bad manners ever are good policy. Wide history and Cockers famous code. Then he walked up the steps without treading on the carpet, because living scorpions have been known to be placed under carpets on purpose on occasion. And at the top, being a Secret Service man, he stooped to examine the lamps.

They were bronze, cast, polished and graved. All round the circumference of each bowl were figures in half-relief, representing a woman dancing. She was the woman of the knife-hilt, and of the lamps in the arena! She looked like Yasmini! Only she could not be Yasmini because these lamps were so ancient and so rare that he had never seen any in the least like them, although he had visited most of the museums of the East.

Both lamps were alike, for he crossed over to make sure and took each in his hands in turn. But no two figures of the dance were alike on either. It was the same woman dancing, but the artist had chosen twenty different poses with which to immortalize his skill, and hers. Both lamps burned sweet oil with a wick, and each had a chimney of horn, not at all unlike a modern lamp-chimney. The horn was stained red.

As he set the second lamp down he became aware of a subtle interesting smell, and memory took back at once to Yasminis room in the Chandni Chowk in Delhi where he had smelled it first. It was the peculiar scent he had been told was Yasminis own  a blend of scents, like a chord of music, in which musk did not predominate.

He took three strides and touched the curtains, discovering now for the first time that there were two of them, divided down the middle. They were about eight feet high, and each three feet wide, of leather, and though they looked old as the Hills themselves the leather was supple as good cloth. They had once been decorated with figures in gold leaf, but only a little patch of yellow here and there remained to hint at faded glories.

He decided to remember his manners again, and at least to make opportunity for an invitation.

Kurram Khan hai! he announced, forgetting the echo. But the echo was the only answer. It cackled at him, cracking back and forth down the cavern to die with a groan in illimitable darkness.

Kurram-urram-urram-urram-urram-ahn-hai! Urram-urram-urram-urram-ahn-hai! Urram-urram-urram-ah-hh-ough-ah!

There was no sound beyond the curtains. No answer. Only he thought the strange scent grew stronger. He decided to go forward. With his heart in his mouth he parted the curtains with both hands, startled by the sharp jangle of metal rings on a rod.

So he stood, with arms outstretched, staring  staring  staring  with eyes skilled swiftly to take in details, but with a brain that tried to explain  formed a hundred wild suggestions  and then reeled. He was face to face with the unexplainable  the riddle of Khinjan Caves.


Chapter XIII

Grand was thy goal! Thy vision new!

Ave, Caesar!

Conquest? Ends of Earth thy view?

Ave, Caesar!

To sow  to reap  to play Gods game?

How many Caesars did that same

Until the great, grim Reaper came!

Who ploughs with death shall garner rue,

And under all skies is nothing new.

Vale, Caesar!

Telling the story afterward King never made any effort to describe his own sensations. It was surely enough to state what he saw, after a breathless climb among the rat-runs of a mountain with his imagination fired already by what had happened in the Cavern of Earths Drink.

The leather curtains slipped through his fingers and closed behind him with the clash of rings on a rod. But he was beyond being startled. He was not really sure he was in the world. He knew he was awake, and he knew he was glad he had left his shoes outside. But he was not certain whether it was the twentieth century, or fifty-five B. C., or earlier yet; or whether time had ceased. Very vividly in that minute there flashed before his mind Mark Twains suggestion of the Transposition of Epochs.

The place where he was did not look like a cave, but a palace chamber, for the rock walls had been trimmed square and polished smooth; then they had been painted pure white, except for a wide blue frieze, with a line of gold-leaf drawn underneath it. And on the frieze, done in gold-leaf too, was the Grecian lady of the lamps, always dancing. There were fifty or sixty figures of her, no two the same.

A dozen lamps were burning, set in niches cut in the walls at measured intervals. They were exactly like the two outside, except that their horn chimneys were stained yellow instead of red, suffusing everything in a golden glow.

Opposite him was a curtain, rather like that through which he had entered. Near to the curtain was a bed, whose great wooden posts were cracked with age. And it was at the bed he stared, with eyes that took in every detail but refused to believe.

In spite of its age it was spread with fine new linen. Richly embroidered, not very ancient Indian draperies hung down from it to the floor on either side. On it, above the linen, a man and a woman lay hand-in-hand; and the woman was so exactly like Yasmini, even to her clothing, and her naked feet, that it was not possible for a man to be self-possessed.

They both seemed asleep. It was as if Yasmini, weary from the dancing, had laid herself to sleep beside her lord. But who was he? And why did he wear Roman armor? And why was there no guard to keep intruders out?

It was minutes before he satisfied himself that the mans breast did not rise and fall under the bronze armor and that the womans jeweled gauzy stuff was still. Imagination played such tricks with him that in the stillness he imagined he heard breathing.

After he was sure they were both dead, he went nearer, but it was a minute yet before he knew the woman was not she. At first a wild thought possessed him that she had killed herself.

The only thing to show who he had been were the letters S. P. Q. R. on a great plumed helmet, on a little table by the bed. But she was the woman of the lamp-bowls and the frieze. A life-size stone statue in a corner was so like her, and like Yasmini too, that it was difficult to decide which of the two it represented.

She had lived when he did, for her fingers were locked in his. And he had lived two thousand years ago, because his armor was about as old as that, and for proof that he had died in it part of his breast had turned to powder inside the breastplate. The rest of his body was whole and perfectly preserved.

Stern, handsome in a high-beaked Roman way, gray on the temples, firm-lipped, he lay like an emperor in harness. But the pride and resolution on his face were outdone by the serenity of hers. Very surely those two had been lovers.

Something  he could not decide what  about the mans appearance kept him staring for ten minutes, holding his breath unconsciously and letting it out in little silent gasps. It annoyed him that he could not pin down the elusive thing; and when he went on presently to be curious about more tangible things, it was only to be faced with the unexplainable at every turn.

How had the bodies been preserved, for instance? They were perfect, except for that one detail of the mans breast. The air was full of the perfume he had learned to recognize as Yasminis, but there was no sniff about the bodies of pitch or bitumen, or of any other chemical. Nor was there any sign of violence about them, or means of telling how they died, or when, except for the probable date of the mans armor.

Both of them looked young and healthy  the woman younger than thirty  twenty-five at a guess  and the man perhaps forty, perhaps forty-five.

He bent over them. Every stitch of the mans clothing had decayed in the course of centuries, so that his armor rested on the naked skin, except for a dressed leather kilt about his middle. The leather was as old as the curtains at the entrance, and as well preserved.

But the womans silken clothing was as new as the bedding; and that was so new that it had been woven in Belfast, Ireland, by machinery and bore the mark of the firm that made it!

Yet, they both died at about the same time, or how could their fingers have been interlaced? And some of the jewelry on the womans clothes was very ancient as well as priceless.

He looked closer at the fingers for signs of force and suddenly caught his breath. Under the womans flimsy sleeve was a wrought gold bracelet, smaller than that one he himself had worn in Delhi and up the Khyber  exactly like the little one that Yasmini wore on her wrist in the Cavern of Earths Drink! He raised the loose sleeve to look more closely at it.

The sleeve overlay the mans forearm, and the movement laid bare another bracelet, on the mans right wrist. Size for size, this was the same as the one that had been stolen from himself.

Memory prompted him. He felt its outer edge with a finger-nail. There was the little nick that he had made in the soft gold when he struck it against the cell bars in the jail at the Mir Khan Palace!

That put another thought in his head. It was less than two hours since Yasmini danced in the arena. It might well be much less than that since she had taken off her bracelets. He laid a finger on the dead mans stone-cold hand and let it rest so for a minute. Then, running it slowly up the wrist, he touched the gold. It was warm. He repeated the test on the womans wrist. Hers was warm, too. Both bracelets had been worn by a living being within an hour  

Probably within minutes!

He muttered and frowned in thought, and then suddenly jumped backward. The leather curtain near the bed had moved on its bronze rod.

Arent they dears? a voice said in English behind him. Arent they sweet?

He had jumped so as to face about, and somebody laughed at him. Yasmini stood not two arms lengths away, lovelier than the dead woman because of the merry life in her, young and warm, aglow, but looking like the dead woman and the woman of the frieze  the woman of the lamp  bowls  the statue  come to life, speaking to him in English more sweetly than if it had been her mother tongue. The English abuse their language. Yasmini caressed it and made it do its work twice over.

Being dressed as a native, he salaamed low. Knowing him for what he was, she gave him the senna-stained tips of her warm fingers to kiss, and he thought she trembled when he touched them. But a second later she had snatched them away and was treating him to raillery.

Man of pills and blisters! she said, tell me how those bodies are preserved! Spill knowledge from that learned skull of thine!

He did not answer. He never shone in conversation at any time, having made as many friends as enemies by saying nothing until the spirit moves him. But she did not know that yet.

If I knew for certain why those two did not turn to worms, she went on, almost I would choose to die now, while I am beautiful! Think of the fogy museum men! (She called them by a far less edifying name, really, for the East is frank in that way, especially in its use of other tongues.) What would they say, think you, King sahib, if they found us two dead beside those two? Would not that be a mystery? Dont you love mysteries? Speak, man, speak! Has Khinjan struck you dumb?

But he did not speak. He was staring at her arm, where two whitish marks on the skin betrayed that bracelets had been.

Oh, those! They are theirs. I would not rob the dead, or the gods would turn on me. I robbed you, instead, while you slept. Fie, King sahib, while you slept!

But her steel did not strike on flint. It was her eyes that flashed. He would have done better to have seemed ashamed, for then he might have fooled her, at least for a while. But having judged himself, he did not care a fig for her judgment of him. She realized that instantly and having found a tool that would not work, discarded it for a better one. She grew confidential.

I borrow them, she explained, but I put them back. I take them for so many days, and when the day comes  the gods like us to be exact! Once there was an Englishman to whom I lent the larger one, and he refused to return it. He wanted it to wear, to bring him luck. Collins, of the Gurkhas. A cobra bit him.

Kings eyes changed, for Collins of the Gurkhas had died in his two arms, saying never a word. He had always wondered why the native who ran in to kill the cobra had run away again and left Collins lying there after seeming to shake hands with him. Yasmini, watching his eyes and reading his memory, missed nothing.

You saw? she said excitedly. You remember? Then you understand! You yourself were near death when I took the bracelet last night. The time was up. I would have stabbed you if you had tried to prevent me!

Now he spoke at last and gave her a first glimpse of an angle of his mind she had not suspected.

Princess, he said. He used the word with the deference some men can combine with effrontery, so that very tenderness has barbs. You might have had that thing back if you had sent a messenger for it at any time. A word by a servant would have been enough.

You could never have reached Khinjan then! she retorted. Her eyes flashed again, but his did not waver.

Princess, he said, why speak of what you dont know?

He thought she would strike like a snake, but she smiled at him instead. And when Yasmini has smiled on a man he has never been just the same man afterward. He knows more, for one thing. He has had a lesson in one of the finer arts.

I will speak of what I do know, she said. No, there is no need. Look! Look!

She pointed at the bed  at the man on the bed  fingers locked in those of a woman who looked so like herself.

You see  yet you do not see! Men are blind! Men look into a mirror, and see only whiskers they forgot to shave the day before. Women look once and then remember! Look again!

He looked, knowing well there was something to be understood, that stared him in the face. But for the life of him he could not determine question or answer.

What is in your bosom? she asked him.

He put his band to his shirt.

Draw it out! she said, as a teacher drills a child.

He drew out the gold-hilted knife with the bronze blade, with which a man had meant to murder him. He let it lie on the palm of his hand and looked from it to her and back again. The hilt might have been a portrait of her modeled from the life.

Here is another like it, she said, stepping to the bedside. She drew back the womans dress at the bosom and showed a knife exactly like that in Kings hand. One lay on her bosom and one on his when I found them! she said. Now, think again!

He did think, of thirty thousand possibilities, and of one impossible idea that stood up prominent among them all and insisted on seeming the only likely one.

I saw the knife in your bosom last night, she said, and laughed so that I nearly wakened you. Man! Are you stupid? Will that ready wit of yours not work? Have I bewildered you? Is it my perfume? My eyes? My jewels? What is it? Think, man! Think!

But if she wanted to make him guess aloud for her amusement she was wasting time. Had he known the answer he would have held his tongue. As he did not know it, he had all the more reason to wait indefinitely, if need be. But interminable waiting was no part of her plan. Words were welling out of her.

I gave a fool that knife to use, because he was afraid. It gave him courage. When he failed I knew it by telegram, and I sent another fool before the wires were cold, to kill him in the police-station cell for having failed. One fool has been stabbed and the English will hang the other. Then I sent twenty men to turn India inside out and find the knife again, for like the bracelets it has its place. And that is why I laughed. They are hunting. They will hunt until I call them off!

Why didnt you take it with the bracelet? King asked her, holding it out. Take it now. I dont want it.

She accepted it and laid it on the mans bronze armor. Then, however, she resumed it and played with it.

Look again! she said. Think and look again!

He looked, and he knew now. But he still preferred that she should tell him, and his lips shut tight.

Why, having ordered your death, did I countermand the order when your life had been attempted once? Why, as soon as Rewa Gunga had seen you, did I order you to be aided in every way?

Still he did not answer, although the solution to that riddle, too, was beginning to dawn on his consciousness. He suspected she would be annoyed if he deprived her of the fun of telling him, so that by being silent he played both her game and his own.

Why did I order your death in the first place?

The answer to that was obvious, but she answered it for him.

Because, since the sirkar insisted that one man must come with me to Khinjan, I preferred a fool, who could be lost on the way. I knew your reputation. I never heard any man call you a fool.

She laughed. He nodded. She was obviously telling truth.

Can you guess why I changed my mind about you  wise man?

She looked from him to the man on the bed and back to him again. Having solved her riddle, King had leisure to be interested in her eyes, and watched them analytically, like a jeweler appraising diamonds. They were strangely reminiscent, but much more changeable and colorful than any he had ever seen. They had the baffling trick of changing while he watched them.

Having sent a man to kill you, why did I cease to want you killed? Instead of losing you on the way to Khinjan, why did I run risks to protect you after you reached here? Why did I save your life in the Cavern of Earths Drink to-night? You do not know yet? Then I will tell you something else you do not know. I was in Delhi when you were! I watched and listened while you and Rewa Gunga talked in my house! I was in Rewa Gungas carriage on the train that he took and you did not! I have learned at first hand that you are not a fool. But that was not enough! You had to be three things  clever and brave and one other. The one other you are! Brave you have proved yourself to be! Clever you must be, to trick your way into Khinjan Caves, even with Ismail at your elbow! That is why I saved your life  because you are those two things and  and  one other!

She snatched a mirror from a little ivory table  a modern mirror  bad glass, bad art, bad workmanship, but silver warranted.

Look in it and then at him! she ordered.

But he did not need to look. The man on the bed was not so much like himself as the woman was like her, but the resemblance seemed to grow under his eyes, as such things do. It was helped out by the stain his brother had applied to his face in the Khyber. King was the taller and the younger by several years, but the noses were the same, and the wrinkled fore-heads; both men had the same firm mouth; both looked like Romans.

How did you get that scar?

She came closer and took his hand, holding it in both hers, and he felt the same thrill Samson knew. He steeled himself as Samson did not.

A Mahsudi got me with a martini at long range in the blockade of 1902, he said dryly.

Look! Did he get his from a spear or from an arrow?

Almost in the same spot, also on the dead mans left hand, was a scar so nearly like it that it needed a third and a fourth glance to tell the difference. They both bent over the bed to see it, and she laid a hand on his shoulder. Touch and scent and confidence, all three were bewitching; all three were calculated, too! He could have killed her, and she knew he could have killed her, just as she knew he would not. Yet what right had she to know it!

Athelstan!

She pronounced his given name as if she loved the word, standing straight again and looking into his eyes. There were high lights in hers that outgleamed the diamonds on her dress.

Your gods and mine have done this, Athelstan. When the gods combine they lay plans well indeed!

I only know one God, he answered simply, as a man speaks of the deep things in his heart.

I know of many! They love me! They shall love you, too! Many are better than one! You shall learn to know my gods, for we are to be partners, you and I!

She laughed at him, looking like a goddess herself, but he frowned. And the more he frowned the better she seemed to like him.

Partners in what, Princess?

Thou  Ismail dubbed thee Ready o wit!  answer thine own question!

She took his hand again, her eyes burning with excitement and mysticism and ambition like a fever. She seemed to take more than physical possession of him.

What brought them here? Tell me that! she demanded, pointing to the bed. You think he brought, her? I tell you she was the spur that drove him! Is it a wonder that men called her the Heart of the Hills? I found them ten years ago and clothed her and put new linen on their bed, for the old was all rags and dust. There have always been hundreds  and sometimes thousands  who knew the secret of Khinjan Caves, but this has been a secret within a secret. Some one, who knew the secret before I, sawed those bracelets through and fitted hinges and clasps. The men you saw in the Cavern of Earths Drink have no doubt I am the Heart of the Hills come to life! They shall know thee as Him within a little while!

She held his hand a little tighter and pressed closer to him, laughing softly. He stood as if made of iron, and that only made her laugh the more.

Tales of the Heart of the Hills have puzzled the Raj, havent they, these many years? They sent me to find the source of them. Me! They chose well! There are not many like me! I have found this one dead woman who was like me. And in ten years, until you came, I have found no man like Him!

She tried to look into his eyes, but he frowned straight in front of him. His native costume and Rangar turban did not make him seem any less a man. His jowl, that was beginning to need shaving, was as grim and as satisfying as the dead Romans. She stroked his left hand with soft fingers.

I used to think I knew how to dance! she laughed For ten years I have taken those pictures of her for my model and have striven to learn what she knew. I have surpassed her! I used to think I knew how to amuse myself with mens dreams  until I found this! Then I dreamed on my own account! My dream was true, my warrior! You have come! Our hour has come!

She tugged at his hand. He was hers, soul and harness, if outward signs could prove it.

Come! she said. Is this my hospitality? You are weary and hungry. Come!

She led him by the hand, for it would have needed brute force to pry her fingers loose. She drew aside the leather curtain that hung on a bronze rod near the bed, led him through it, and let it clash to again behind them.

Now they were in the dark together, and it was not comprehended in her scheme of things to let circumstance lie fallow. She pressed his hand, and sighed, and then hurried, whispering tender words he could scarcely catch. When they burst together through a curtain at the other end of a passage in the rock, his skin was red under the tan and for the first time her eyes refused to meet his.

Why did they choose that cave to sleep in? she asked him. Is not this a better one? Who laid them there?

He stared about. They were in a great room far more splendid than the first. There was a fountain in the center splashing in the midst of flowers. They were cut flowers. The Hills must have been scoured for them within a day.

There were great cushioned couches all about and two thrones made of ivory and gold. Between two couches was a table, laden with golden plates and a golden jug, on pure white linen. There were two goblets of beaten gold and knives with golden handles and bronze blades. The whole room seemed to be drenched in the scent Yasmini favored, and there was the same frieze running round all four walls, with the woman depicted on it dancing.

Come, we shall eat! she said, leading him by the hand to a couch. She took the one facing him, and they lay like two Romans of the Empire with the table in between.

She struck a golden gong then, and a native woman came in who stared at King as if she had seen him before and did not like him. Except for the jewels, she was dressed exactly like Yasmini, which is to say that her gauzy stuff was all but transparent. But Yasmini uses raiment as she does her eyes; it is part of her, and of her art. The maid, who would have shone among many women, looked stiff and dull by contrast.

I trust no Hill woman  they are cattle with human tongues, Yasmini said, frowning at the maid. Even in Delhi there was only this one woman whom I dared bring here with me. You brought my men-servants! They are loyal, but as clumsy as the bears in their cold Hills! Rewa Gunga brought me this one disguised as a man  you remember?

She nodded to the servant, who clapped her hands. At once came a stream of Hillmen, robed in white, who carried sherbet in bottles cooled in snow and dishes fragrant with hot food. He recognized his own prisoners from the Mir Khan Palace jail, and nodded to them as they set the things down under the maids direction. When they had done the woman chased them out and came and stood behind Yasmini with a fan, for though it was not too hot, she liked to have her golden hair blown into movement.

My cook was a viceroys, she said, beginning to eat. He killed an officer who said the curry had pigs fat in it. That made him free of Khinjan but of not many other places! I have promised him a swim in Earths Drink when he ever forgets his art!

King ate, because a man can not talk and eat at once. It was true that he was hungry, that hunger is a piquant sauce, and that artist was an adjective too mild to apply to the cook. But the other reason was his chief one. Yasmini ate daintily, as if only to keep him company.

You would rather have wine? she asked suddenly. All sahibs drink wine. Bring wine! she ordered.

But King shook his head, and she looked pleased.

He had thought she would be disappointed. When he had finished eating she drove the maid away with a sharp word; and when King jumped to his feet she led him toward the gold-and-ivory thrones, taking her seat on one of them and bidding him adjust the footstool.

Would I might offer you the other! she said, merrily enough, but you must sit at my feet until our hearts are one!

It was clear that she took no delight in easy victories, for she laughed aloud at the quizzical expression on his face. He guessed that if she could have conquered him at the first attempt a day would have found her weary of him; there was deliberate wisdom in his plan for the present to seem to let her win by little inches at a time. He reasoned that so she would tell him more than if he defied her outright.

He brought an ivory footstool and set it about a yard away from her waxen toes. And she, watching him with burning eyes, wound tresses of her hair around the golden dagger handle, making her jewels glitter with each movement.

You pleased me by refusing wine, she said. You please me  oh, you please me! Christians drink wine and eat beef and pig-meat. Ugh! Hindu and Muslim both despise them, having each a little understanding of his own. The gods of India, who are the only real gods, what do they think of it all! They have been good to the English, but they have had no thanks. They will stand aside now and watch a greater jihad than the world has ever seen! And the Hindu, who holds the cow sacred, will not support Christians who hold nothing sacred, against Muhammadans who loathe the pig! Christianity has failed! The English must go down with it  just as Rome went down when she dabbled in Christianity. Oh, I know all about Rome!

And the gods of India? he asked, to keep her to the point now that she seemed well started.

He was there to learn, not to teach.

I know them, too! I know them as nobody else does! They are neither Hindu, nor Muhammadan, but are older by a thousand ages than either foolishness! I love them, and they love me  as you shall love me, too! If they did not love both of us, we would not both be here! We must obey them!

None of the Easts amazing ways of courtship are ever tedious. Love springs into being on an instant and lives a thousand years inside an hour. She left no doubt as to her meaning. She and King were to love, as the East knows love, and then the world might have just what they two did not care to take from it.

His only possible course as yet was the defensive, and there is no defense like silence. He was still.

The sirkar, she went on, the silly sirkar fears that perhaps Turkey may enter the war. Perhaps a jihad may be proclaimed. So much for fear! I know! I have known for a very long time! And I have not let fear trouble me at all!

Her eyes were on his steadily, and she read no fear in his, either, for none was there. In hers he saw ambition  triumph already  excitement  the gamblers love of all the hugest risks. Behind them burned genius and the devilry that would stop at nothing. As the general had told him in Peshawur, she would dare open Hells gate and ride the devil down the Khyber for the fun of it.

Au diable, diable et demie! the French say; and like most French proverbs it is a wise one. But whence the devil and a half should come to thwart her was not obvious.

I must be a devil and a half, he told himself, and very nearly laughed aloud at the idea. She mistook the sudden humor in his eyes for admiration of herself, being used to that from men.

Listen, while I tell you all from the beginning! The sirkar sent me to discover what may be this Heart of the Hills men talk about. I found these caves  and this! I told the sirkar a little about the Caves, and nothing at all about the Sleepers. But even at that they only believed the third of what I said. And I  back in Delhi I bought books  borrowed books  sent to Europe for more books  and hired babu Sita Ram to read them to me, until his tongue grew dry and swollen and he used to fall asleep in a corner. I know all about Rome! Days I spent  weeks!  months!  listening to the history of their great Caesar, and their little Caesars  of their conquests and their games! It was good, and I understood it all! Rome should have been true to the old gods, and they would have been true to her! She fell when she fooled with Christianity!

She was speaking dreamily now, with her chin resting on a hand and an elbow on the ivory arm of the throne, remembering as she told her story. And it meant so much to her, she was so in earnest, that her voice conjured up pictures for King to see.

When I had read enough I came back here to think. I knew enough now to be sure that the Sleeper is a Roman, and the Heart of the Hills a Grecian maid. She is like me. That is why I know she drove him to make an empire, choosing for a beginning these Hills where Rome had never penetrated. He found her in Greece. He plunged through Persia to build a throne for her! I have seen it all in dreams, and again in the crystal! And because I was all alone, I saw that I would need all the skill I could learn, and much patience. So I began to learn to dance as she danced, using those pictures of her as a model. I have surpassed her! I can dance better than she ever did!

Between times I would go to Delhi and dance there a little, and a little in other places  once indeed before a viceroy, and once for the king of England  and all men  the king, too!  told me that none in the world can dance as I can! And all the while I kept looking for the man  the man who should be like the Sleeper, even as I am like her whom he loved!

Many a man  many and many a man I have tried and found wanting! For I was impatient in spite of resolutions. I burned to find him at once, and begin! But you are the first of all the men I have tested who answered all the tests! Languages  he must speak the native tongues. Brave be must be  and clever  resembling the Sleeper in appearance. I began to think long ago that I must forego that last test, for there was none like the Sleeper until you came. And when this world war broke  for it is a world war, a world war I tell you!  I thought at last that I must manage all alone. And then you came!

But there were many I tried  many  especially after I abandoned the thought that the man must resemble the Sleeper. There was a Prince of Germany who came to India on a hunting trip. You remember?

King pricked his ears and allowed himself to grin, for in common with many hundred other men who had been lieutenants at the time, he would once have given an ear and an eye to know the truth of that affair. The grin transformed his whole appearance, until Yasmini beamed on him.

Im listening, Princess! he reminded her.

Well  he came  the Prince of Germany  the borrower!

Borrower of what, Princess?

Of wit! Of brains! Of platitudes! Of reputation! There came a crowd with him of such clumsy plunderers, asking such rude questions, that even the sirkar could not shut its ears and eyes!

I did not know all about sahibs in those days. I thought that, although this man is what he is, yet he is a prince, and perhaps I can fire him with my genius. I could have taught him the native tongues. I thought he had ambition, but I learned that he is only greedy. You see, I was foolish, not knowing yet that in good time if I am patient my man will come to me! But I learned all about Germans  all!

I offered him India first, then Asia, then the world  even as I now offer them to you. The sirkar sent him to see me dance, and he stayed to hear me talk. When I saw at last that he has the head and heart of a hyena I told him lies. But he, being drunk, told me truths that I have remembered.

Later he sent two of his officers to ask me questions, and they were little better than he, although a little better mannered. I told them lies, too, and they told me lies, but they told me much that was true.

Then the prince came again, a last time. And I was weary of him. The sirkar was very weary of him too. He offered me money to go to Germany and dance for the kaiser in Berlin. He said I will be shown there much that will be to my advantage. I refused. He made me other offers. So I spat in his face and threw food at him.

He complained to the sirkar against me, sending one of his high officers to demand that I be whipped. So I told the sirkar some  not much, indeed, but enough  of the things he and his officers had told me. And the sirkar said at once that there was both cholera and bubonic plague, and he must go home!

I have heard  three men told me  that he said he will never rest until I have been whipped! But I have heard that his officers laughed behind his back. And ever since that time there have always been Germans in communication with me. I have had more money from Berlin than would bribe the viceroys council, and I have not once been in the dark about Germanys plans  although they have always thought I am in the dark.

I went on looking for my man  studying all, Germans, English, Turks, French  and there was a Frenchman whom I nearly chose  and an American, a man who used the strangest words, who laughed at me. I studied Hindu, Muslim, Christian, every good-looking fighting man who came my way, knowing well that all creeds are one when the gods have named their choice.

There came that old Bull-with-a-beard, Muhammad Anim, and for a time I thought he is the man, for he is a man whatever else he is. But I tired of him. I called him Bull-with-a-beard, and the Hills took it up and mocked him, until the new name stuck. He still thinks he is the man, having more strength to hope and more will to will wrongly than any man I ever met, except a German. I have even been sure sometimes that Muhammad Anim is a German; yet now I am not sure.

From all the men I met and watched I have learned all they knew! And I have never neglected to tell the sirkar sufficient of what men have told me, to keep the sirkar pleased with me!

Nor have I ever played Germanys game  no, no! I have talked with a prince of Germany, and I understand too well! Who sups with a boar may get good roots to eat, but must endure pigs feet in the trough! Pigs hides make good saddles; I have used the Germans, as they think they have used me! I have used them ruthlessly.

Knowing all I knew, and being ready except that I had not found my man yet, I dallied in India on the eve of war, watching a certain Sikh to discover whether he is the man or not. But he lacked imagination, and I was caught in Delhi when war broke and the English dosed the Khyber Pass. Yet I had to come up the Khyber, to reach Khinjan.

So it was fortunate that I knew of a German plot that I could spoil at the last minute. I fooled the Germans by letting the Sikh whom I had watched discover it. The Germans still believe me their accomplice  and the sirkar was so pleased that I think if I had asked for an English peerage they would have answered me soberly. A million dynamite bombs was a big haul for the sirkar! My offer to go to Khinjan and keep the Hills quiet was accepted that same day!

But what are a million dynamite bombs! Dynamite bombs have been coming into Khinjan month by month these three years! Bombs and rifles and cartridges! Muhammad Anims men, whom he trusts because he must, hid it all in a cave I showed them, that they think, and he thinks, has only one entrance to it. Muhammad Anim scaled it, and he has the key. But I have the ammunition!

There was another way out of that cave, although there is none now, for I have blocked it. My men, whom I trust because I know them, carried everything out by the back way, and I have it all. I will show it to you presently.

I know all Muhammad Anims plans. Bull-with-a-beard believes himself a statesman, yet he told me all he knows! He has told me how Germany plans to draw Turkey in and to force Turkey to proclaim a jihad. As if I did not know it first, almost before the Germans knew it! Fools! The jihad will recoil on them! It will be like a cobra, striking whoever stirs it! A typhoon, smiting right and left! Christianity is doomed, and the Germans call themselves Christians! Fools! Rome called herself Christian  and where is Rome?

But we, my warrior, when Muhammad Anim gets the word from Germany and gives the sign, and the Hills are afire, and the whole East roars in the flame of the jihad  we will put ourselves at the head of that jihad, and the East and the world is ours!

King smiled at her.

The East isnt very well armed, he objected. Mere numbers

Numbers? She laughed at him. The West has the West by the throat! It is tearing itself! They will drag in America! There will be no armed nation with its hands free  and while those wolves fight, other wolves shall come and steal the meat! The old gods, who built these caverns in the Hills, are laughing! They are getting ready! Thou and I

As she coupled him and herself together in one plan she read the changed expression of his face  the very quickly passing cloud that even the best-trained man can not control.

I know! she asserted, sitting upright and coming out of her dream to face facts as their master. She looked more lovely now than ever, although twice as dangerous. You are thinking of your brother  of his head! That I am a murderess who can never be your friend! Is that not so?

He did not answer, but his eyes may have betrayed something, for she looked as if he had struck her. Leaning forward, she held the gold-hilted dagger out to him, hilt first.

Take it and stab me! she ordered. Stab  if you blame me for your brothers death! I should have known him for your brother if I had come on him in the dark!  His head might have come from your shoulders!  You were like a man holding up his own head, as I have seen in pictures in a book! I would never have killed him!

Her golden hair fell all about his shoulders, and its scent was not intended to be sobering. She ran warm fingers through his hair while she held the knife toward him with the other hand.

Take it and stab!

No, he said.

No! she laughed. No! You are my warrior  my man  my well  beloved! You have come to me alone out of all the world! You would no more stab me than the gods would forget me!

Their eyes were on each others  deep looking into deep.

Strength! she said, flinging him away and leaning back to look at him, almost as a fed cat stretches in the sunlight. Courage! Simplicity! Directness! Strength I have, too, and courage never failed me, but my mind is a river winding in and out, gathering as it goes. I have no directness  no simplicity! You go straight from point to point, my sending from the gods! I have needed you! Oh, I have needed you so much, these many years! And now that you have come you want to hate me because you think I killed your brother! Listen  I will tell you all I know about your brother.

Without a scrap of proof of any kind he knew she was telling truth unadorned  or at least the truth as she saw it. Eye to eye, there are times when no proof is needed.

Without my leave, Muhammad Anim sent five hundred men on a foray toward the Khyber. Bull-with-a-beard needed an Englishmans head, for proof for a spy of his who could not enter Khinjan Caves. They trapped your brother outside Ali Masjid with fifty of his men. They took his head after a long fight, leaving more than a hundred of their own in payment.

Bull-with-a-beard was pleased. But he was careless, and I sent my men to steal the head from his men. I needed evidence for you. And I swear to you  I swear to you by my gods who have brought us two together  that I first knew it was your brothers head when you held it up in the Cavern of Earths Drink! Then I knew it could not be anybody elses head!

Why bid me throw it to them, then? he asked her, and he was aware of her scorn before the words had left his lips.

She leaned back again and looked at him through lowered eyes, as if she must study him all anew. She seemed to find it hard to believe that he really thought so in the commonplace.

What is a head to me, or to you  a head with no life in it  carrion!  compared to what shall be? Would you have known it was his head if you had thrown it to them when I ordered you?

He understood. Some of her blood was Russian, some Indian.

A friend is a friend, but a brother is a rival, says the East, out of world-old experience, and in some ways Russia is more eastern than the East itself.

Muhammad Anim shall answer to you for your brothers head! she said with a little nod, as if she were making concessions to a child. At present we need him. Let him preach his jihad, and loose it at the right time. After that he will be in the way! You shall name his death  Earths Drink  slow torture  fire! Will that content you?

No, he said, with a dry laugh.

What more can you ask?

Less! My brother died at the head of his men. He couldnt ask more. Let Bull-with-a-beard alone.

She set both elbows on her knees and laid her chin on both hands to stare at him again. He began to remember long-forgotten schoolboy lore about chemical reagents, that dissolve materials into their component parts, such was the magic of her eyes. There were no eyes like hers that he had ever seen, although Rewa Gungas had been something like them. Only Rewa Gungas had not changed so. Thought of the Rangar no sooner crossed his mind than she was speaking of him.

Rewa Gunga met you in the dark, beyond those outer curtains, did he not?

He nodded.

Did he tell you that if you pass the curtains you shall be told all I know?

He nodded again, and she laughed.

It would take time to tell you all I know! First, I think I will show you things. Afterward you shall ask me questions, and I will answer them!

She stood up, and of course he stood up, too. So, she on the footstool of the throne, her eyes and his were on a level. She laid hands on his shoulders and looked into his eyes until he could see his own twin portraits in hers that were glowing sunset pools. Heart of the Hills? The Heart of all the East seemed to burn in her, rebellious!

Are you believing me? she asked him.

He nodded, for no man could have helped believing her. As she knew the truth, she was telling it to him, as surely as she was doing her skillful best to mesmerize him. But the Secret Service is made up of men trained against that.

Come! she said, and stepping down she took his arm.

She led him past the thrones to other leather curtains in a wall, and through them into long hewn passages from cavern into cavern, until even the Rock of Gibraltar seemed like a dolls house in comparison.

In one cave there were piles of javelins that had been stacked there by the Sleeper and his men. In another were sheaves of arrows; and in one were spears in racks against a wall. There were empty stables, with rings made fast into the rock where a hundred horses could have stood in line.

She showed him a cave containing great forges, where the bronze had been worked, with charcoal still piled up against the wall at one end. There were copper and tin ingots in there of a shape he had never seen.

I know where they came from, she told him. I have made it my business to know all the Hills. I know things the Hillmens great-great-great-grand-fathers forgot! I know old workings that would make a modern nation rich! We shall have money when we need it, never fear! We shall conquer India while the English backs are turned and the best troops are oversea. We will bring a hundred thousand slaves back here to work our mines! With what they dig from the mines, copper and gold and tin, we will make ready to buy the English off when they are free to turn this way again. The English will do anything for money! They will be in debt when this war is over, and their price will be less then than now!

She laughed merrily at him because his face showed that he did not appreciate that stricture. Then she called him her Warrior and her Well-beloved and took him down a long passage, holding his hand all the way, to show him slots cut in the floor for the use of archers.

You entered Khinjan Caves by a tunnel under this floor, Well-beloved. There is no other entrance!

By this time Well-beloved was her name for him, although there was no air of finality about it. It was as if she paved the way for use of Athelstan and that was a sacred name. It was amazing how she conveyed that impression without using words.

The Sleeper cut these slots for his archers. Then he had another thought and set these cauldrons in place, to boil oil to pour down. Could any army force a way through by the route by which you entered?

No, he said, marveling at the ton-weight copper cauldrons, one to each hole.

Even without rifles for the defense?

No, he said.

And I have more than a thousand Mauser rifles here, and more than a million rounds of ammunition!

How did you get them?

I shall tell you that later. Come and see some other things. See and believe!

She showed him a cave in which boxes were stacked in high square piles.

Dynamite bombs! she boasted. How many boxes? I forget! Too many to count! Women brought them all the way from the sea, for even Muhammad Anim could not make Afridi riflemen carry loads. I have wondered what Bull-with-a-beard will say when he misses his precious dynamite!

Youve enough in there to blow the mountain up! King advised her. If somebody fired a pistol in here, the least would be the collapse of this floor into the tunnel below with a hundred thousand tons of rock on top of it. There is no other way out?

Earths Drink! she said, and he made a grimace that set her to laughing.

But she looked at him darkly after that and he got the impression that the thought was not new to her, and that she did not thank him for the advice. He began to wonder whether there was anything she had not thought of  any loophole she had left him for escape  any issue she had not foreseen.

Kill her! a secret voice urged him. But that was the voice of the Hills, that are violent first and regretful afterward. He did not listen to it. And then the wisdom of the West came to him, as epitomized by Cocker along the lines laid down by Solomon.

It isnt possible to make a puzzle that has no solution to it. The fact that its a puzzle is the proof that theres a key! Go ahead!

It was the Go ahead! that Solomon omitted, and that makes Cocker such cheerful reading. King ceased conjecturing and gave full attention to his guide.

She showed him where eleven hundred Mauser rifles stood in racks in another cave, with boxes of ammunition piled beside them  each rifle and cartridge worth its weight in silver coin  a very rajahs ransom!

The Germans are generous in some things  only in some things  very mean in others! she told him. They sent no medical stores, and no blankets!

Past caves where provisions of every imaginable kind were stored, sufficient for an army, she led him to where her guards slept together with the thirty special men whom King had brought with him up the Khyber.

I have five hundred others whom I dare trust to come in here, she said, but they shall stay outside until I want them. A mystery is a good thing! It is good for them all to wonder what I keep in here! It is good to keep this sanctuary; it makes for power!

Pressing very close to him, she guided him down another dark tunnel until he and she stood together in the jaws of the round hole above the river, looking down into the cavern of Earths Drink.

Nobody looked up at them. The thousands were too busy working up a frenzy for the great jihad that was to come.

Stacks of wood had been piled up, six-man high in the middle, and then fired. The heat came upward like a furnace blast, and the smoke was a great red cloud among the stalactites. Round and round that holocaust the thousands did their sword-dance, yelling as the devils yelled at Khinjans birth. They needed no wine to craze them. They were drunk with fanaticism, frenzy, lust!

The women brought that wood from fifty miles away! Yasmini shouted in his ear; for the din, mingling with the rivers voice, made a volcano chord. It is a weeks supply of wood! But so they are  so they will be! They will lay waste India! They will butcher and plunder and burn! It will be what they leave of India that we shall build anew and govern, for India herself will rise to help them lay her own cities waste! It is always so! Conquests always are so! Come!

She tugged at him and led him back along the tunnel and through other tunnels to the throne room, where she made him sit at her feet again.

The food had been cleared away in their absence. Instead, on the ebony table there were pens and ink and paper.

She leaned back on her throne, with bare feet pressed tight against the footstool, staring, staring at the table and the pens, and then at King, as if she would compose an ultimatum to the world and send King to deliver it.

I said I will tell you, she sad slowly. Listen!


Chapter XIV

Nothing new! Nothing new!

Nowhere to hide when a reckonings due,

But right earns right, and wrong gets rue,

With nothing deducted or given in lieu;

And neither the War God, I, nor you

Ever could make one lie come true!

Vale, Ceasar!

As Yasmini herself had admitted, she headed from point to point after a manner of her own.

You know where is Dar es Salaam? she asked.

East Africa, said King.

How far is that from here?

Two or three thousand miles.

And English war-ships watch the Persian Gulf and all the seas from India to Aden?

King nodded.

Have the English any ships that dive under water?

He nodded again.

In these waters?

I think not. Im not sure, but I think not.

The grenades you have seen, and the rifles and cartridges were sent by the Germans to Dar es Salaam, to suppress a rising of African natives. Does it begin to grow clear to you, my friend?

He smiled as well as nodded this time.

Muhammad Anim used to wait with a hundred women at a certain place on the seashore. What he found on the beach there he made the women carry on their heads to Khinjan. And by the time he had hidden what he found and returned from Khinjan to the beach, there were more things to find and bring. So they worked, he and the Germans, for I know not how long  with the English watching the seas as on land lean wolves comb the valleys.

Did you ever hear of the big whale in the Gulf?

No, said King. That was natural. There are as a rule about as many whales as salmon in the Persian Gulf.

A German who came to me in Delhi  he who first showed me pictures of an underwater ship  said that at that time the officers and crew of one such ship were getting great practise. Do you suppose their practise made whales take refuge in the Gulf?

How should I know, Princess?

Because I heard a story later, of an English cruiser on its way up the Gulf, that collided with a whale. The shock of hitting it bent many steel plates, and the cruiser had to put back for repair. It must have been a very big whale, for there was much oil on the sea for a long time afterward. So I heard.

And no more dynamite came  nor rifles  nor cartridges, although the Germans bad promised more. And orders for Muhammad Anim that had been said to come by sea came now by way of Bagdad, carried by pilgrims returning from the holy places. I know that because I intercepted a letter and threw its bearer into Earths Drink to save Muhammad Anim the trouble of asking questions.

What were the terms of the German bargain? King asked her. What stipulations did they make?

With the tribes? None! They were too wise. A jihad was decided on in Germanys good time; and when that time should come ten rifles in the Hills and a thousand cartridges would mean not only a hundred dead Englishmen, but ten times that number busily engaged. Why bargain when there was no need? A rifle is what it is. The Hills are the Hills!

Tell me about your lamp oil, then, he said. You burn enough oil in Khinjan Caves to light Bombay! That does not come by submarine. The sirkar knows how much of everything goes up the Khyber. I have seen the printed lists myself  a few hundred cans of kerosene  a few score gallons of vegetable oil, and all bound for farther north. There isnt enough oil pressed among the Hills to keep these caves going for a day. Where does it all come from?

She laughed, as a mother laughs at a childs questions, finding delicious enjoyment in instructing him.

There are three villages, not two days march from Khabul, where men have lived for centuries by pressing oil for Khinjan Caves, she said. The Sleeper fetched his oil thence. There are the bones of a camel in a cave I did not show you, and beside the camel are the leather bags still in which the oil was carried. Nowadays it comes in second-hand cans and drums. The Sleeper left gold in here. Those who kept the Sleepers secret paid for the oil in gold. No Afghan troubled why oil was needed, so long as gold paid for it, until Abdurrahman heard the story. He made a ten-year-long effort to learn the secret, but he failed. When he cut off the supply of oil for a time, there was A rebellion so close to Khabul gates that he thought better of it. Of gold and Abdurrahman, gold was the stronger. And I know where the Sleeper dug his gold!

They sat in silence for a long while after that, she looking at the table, with its ink and pens and paper, and he thinking, with hands clasped round one knee; for it is wiser to think than to talk, even when a woman is near who can read thoughts that are not guarded.

Most disillusionments come simply, King said at last. Dyou know, Princess, what has kept the sirkar from really believing in Khinjan Caves?

She shook her head. The gods! she said. The gods can blindfold governments and whole peoples as easily as they can make us see!

It was the fact that they knew what provisions and what oil and what necessities of life went up the Khyber and came down it. They knew a place such as this was said to be could not be. They knew it! They could prove it!

Yasmini nodded.

Let it be a lesson to you, Princess!

She stared, and her fiery-opal eyes began to change and glow. She began to twist her golden hair round the dagger hilt again. But always her feet were still on the footstool of the throne, as if she knew  knew  knew that she stood on firm foundations. No sirkar ever doubted less than she, and the suggestions in Kings little homily did not please her. She looked toward the table again  then again into his eyes.

Athelstan! she said. It sounds like a kings name! What was the Sleepers name? I have often wondered! I found no name in all the books about Rome that seemed to fit him. None of the names I mouthed could make me dream as the sight of him could. But, Athelstan! That is a name like a kings! It seems to fit him, too! Was there such a name, in Rome?

No, he said.

What does it mean? she asked him.

Slow of resolution!

She clapped her hands.

Another sign! she laughed. The gods love me! There always is a sign when I need one! Slow of resolution, art thou? I will speed thy resolution, Well-beloved! You were quick to change from King, of the Khyber Rifle Regiment, to Kurram Khan. Change now into my warrior  my dear lord  my King again!

She rose, with arms outstretched to him. All her dancers art, her untamed poetry, her witchery, were expressed in a movement. Her eyes melted as they met his. And since he stood up, too, for manners sake, they were eye to eye again  almost lip to lip. Her sweet breath was in his nostrils.

In another moment she was in his arms, clinging to him, kissing him. And if any man has felt on his lips the kiss of all the scented glamour of the East, let him tell what Kings sensations were. Let Ceasar, who was kissed by Cleopatra, come to life and talk of it!

Kings arm is strong, and he did not stand like an idol. His head might swim, but she, too, tasted the delirium of human passion loosed and given for a mad swift minute. If his heart swelled to bursting, so must hers have done.

I have needed you! she whispered. I have been all alone! I have needed you!

Then her lips sought his again, and neither spoke.

Neither knew how long it was before she began to understand that he, not she, was winning. The human answer to her appeal was full. He gave her all she asked of admiration, kiss for kiss. And then  her arms did not cling so tightly, although his strong right arm was like a stanchion. Because he knew that he, not she, was winning, he picked her up in his arms and kissed her as if she were a child. And then, because he knew he had won, he set her on her feet on the footstool of the throne, and even pitied her.

She felt the pity. As she tossed the hair back over her shoulder her eyes glowed with another meaning  dangerous  like a tigers glare.

You pity me? You think because I love you, you can feed my love on a plate to the Indian government? You think my love is a weapon to use against me? Your love for me may wait for a better time? You are not so wise as I thought you, Athelstan!

But he knew he had won. His heart was singing down inside him as it had not sung since he left India behind. But he stood quite humbly before her, for had he not kissed her?

You think a kiss is the bond between us? You mistake! You forget! The kiss, my Athelstan, was the fruit, not the seed! The seed came first! If I loosed you  if I set you free  you would never dare go back to India!

He scarcely heard her. He knew he had won. His heart was like a bird, fluttering wildly. He knew that the next step would be shown him, and for the present he had time and grace to pity her, knowing how he would have felt if she had won. Besides, he had kissed her, and he had not lied. Each kiss had been a tribute of admiration, for was she not splendid  amazing  more to be desired than wine? He stood with bowed head, lest the triumph in his eyes offend her. Yet if any one had asked him how he knew that he had won, he never could have told.

If you were to go back to India except as its conqueror, they would strip the buttons from your uniform and tear your medals off and shoot you in the back against a wall! My signature is known in India and I am known. What I write will be believed. Rewa Gunga shall take a letter. He shall take two  four  witnesses. He shall see them on their way and shall give them the letter when they reach the Khyber and shall send them into India with it. Have no fear. Bull-with-a-beard shall not intercept them, as I have intercepted his men. When Rewa Gunga shall return and tell me he saw my letter on its way down the Khyber, then we shall talk again about pity  you and I! Come!

She took his arm, as if her threats had been caresses. Triumph shone from her eyes. She tossed her brave chin and laughed at him, only encouraged to greater daring by his attitude.

Why dont you kill me? she asked, and though his answer surprised her, it did not make her angry.

It would do no good, he said simply.

Would you kill me if you thought it would do good?

Certainly! he said.

She laughed at that as if it were the greatest joke she had ever heard. It set her in the best humor possible, and by the time they reached the ebony table and she had taken the pen and dipped it in the ink, she was chuckling to herself as if the one good joke had grown into a hundred.

She wrote in Urdu. It is likely that for all her knowledge of the spoken English tongue she was not so swift or ready with the trick of writing it. She had said herself that a babu read English books to her aloud. But she wrote in Urdu with an easy flowing hand, and in two minutes she had thrown sand on the letter and had given it to King to read. It was not like a womans letter. It did not waste a word.

Your Captain King has been too much trouble. He has

taken money from the Germans. He adopted native dress.

He called himself Kurram Khan. He slew his own brother

at night in the Khyber Pass. These men will say that

he carried the head to Khinjan, and their word is true,

for I, Yasmini, saw. He used the head for a passport,

to obtain admittance. He proclaims a jihad! He urges

invasion of India! He held up his brothers head

before five thousand men and boasted of the murder.

The next you shall hear of your Captain King of the

Khyber Rifles, he will be leading a jihad into India.

You would have better trusted me. Yasmini.

He read it and passed it back to her.

They will not disbelieve me, she said, triumphant as the very devil over a branded soul all hot. They will be sure you are mad, and they will believe the witnesses!

He bowed. She sealed the letter and addressed it with only a scrawled mark on its outer cover. That, by the way, was utter insolence, for the mark would be understood at any frontier post by the officer commanding.

Rewa Gunga shall start with this to-day! she said, with more amusement than malice. After that she was still for a moment, watching his eyes, at a loss to understand his carelessness. He seemed strangely unabased. His folded arms were not defiant, but neither were they yielding.

I love you, Athelstan! she said. Do you love me?

I think you are very beautiful, Princess!

Beautiful? I know I am beautiful. But is that all?

Clever! he added.

She began to drum with the golden dagger hilt on the table, and to look dangerous, which is not to infer by any means that she looked less lovely.

Do you love me? she asked.

Forgive me, Princess, but you forget. I was born east of Mecca, but my folk were from the West. We are slower to love than some other nations. With us love is more often growth, less often surrender at first sight. I think you are wonderful.

She nodded and tucked the sealed letter in her bosom.

It shall go, she said darkly, and another letter with it. They looted your brothers body. In his pocket they found the note you wrote him, and that you asked him to destroy! That will be evidence. That will convince! Come!

He followed her through leather curtains again and down the dark passage into the outer chamber; and the illusion was of walking behind a golden-haired Madonna to some shrine of Innocence. Her perfume was like incense; her manner perfect reverence. She passed into the cave where the two dead bodies lay like a high priestess performing a rite.

Walking to the bed, she stood for minutes, gazing at the Sleeper and his queen. And from the new angle from which King saw him the Sleepers likeness to himself was actually startling. Startling  weird  like an incantation were Yasminis words when at last she spoke.

Muhammad lied! He lied in his teeth! His sons have multiplied his lie! Siddhattha, whom men have called Gotama, the Buddha, was before Muhammad and he knew more! He told of the wheel of things, and there is a wheel! Yet, what knew the Buddha of the wheel? He who spoke of Dharma (the customs of the law) not knowing Dharma! This is true  Of old there was a wish of the gods  of the old gods. And so these two were. There is a wish again now of the old gods. So, are we two not as they two were? It is the same wish, and lo! We are ready, this man and I. We will obey, ye gods  ye old gods!

She raised her arms and, going closer to the bed, stood there in an attitude of mystic reverence, giving and receiving blessings.

Dear gods! she prayed. Dear old gods  older than these Hills  show me in a vision what their fault was  why these two were ended before the end!

I know all the other things ye have shown me. I know the worlds silly creeds have made it mad, and it must rend itself, and this man and I shall reap where the nations sowed  if only we obey! Wherein, ye old dear gods, who love me, did these two disobey? I pray you, tell me in a vision!

She shook her head and sighed. Sadness seemed to have crept over her, like a cold mist from the night. It was as if she could dimly see her plans foredoomed, and yet hoped on in spite of it. The fatalism that she scorned as Muhammads lie held her in its grip, and her natural courage fought with it. Womanlike, she turned to King in that minute and confided to him her very inmost thoughts. And he, without an inkling as to how she must fail, yet knew that she must, and pitied her.

Have you seen that breast under the armor? she asked suddenly. Come nearer! Come and look! Why did his breast decay and his body stay whole like hers? Did she kill him? Was that a dagger-stab in his breast? I found perfume in these caves  great jars of it, and I use it always. It is better than temple incense and all the breath of gardens in the spring! I have put it on slaughtered animals. Where the knife has touched them, they decay  as that mans breast did  but the rest of them remains undecaying year after year. It was a knife, I think, that pierced his breast. I think that scent is the preservative. Did she kill him? Was she jealous of him? How did she die? There is no mark on her! Athelstan  listen! I think he would have failed her! I think she stabbed him rather than see him fail, and then swallowed poison! Afterward their servants laid them there. She smiles in death because she knew the wheel will turn and that death dies too! He looks grim because he knew less than she. It is always woman who understands and man who fails! I think she stabbed him. She should have loved him better, and then there would have been no need. I will love you better than she loved him!

She turned and devoured him with her eyes, so that it needed all his manhood to hold him back from being her slave that minute. For in that minute she left no charm unexercised  sex  mesmerisrn  beauty  flattery (her eyes could flatter as a dumb dogs flatter a huntsman!)  grace unutterable-mystery  she used every art on him she knew. Yet he stood the test.

Even if you fail me, Well-beloved, I will love you! The gods who gave you to me will know how to make you love; and lessons are to learn. If you fail me I will forgive, knowing that in the end the gods will never let you fail me! You are mine, and Earth is ours, for the old gods intend it so!

She seemed to expect him to take her in his arms again; but he stood respectfully and made no answer, nor any move. Grim and strong his jowl was, like the Sleepers, and the dark hair three days old on it softened nothing of its lines. His Roman nose and steady, dark, full eyes suggested no compromise. Yet he was good to look at. She had not lied when she said she loved him, and he understood her and was sorry. But he did not look sorry, nor did he offer any argument to quench her love. He was a servant of the raj; his life and his love had been Indias since the day he first buckled on his spurs, and Yasmini wouldnt have understood that.

Nor did she understand that, even supposing he had loved her with all his heart, not on any conditions would he have admitted it until absolutely free, any more than that if she crucified him he would love her the same, supposing that he loved her at all. Nor did she trust the old gods too well, or let them work unaided.

Come with me, Athelstan! she said. She took his arm  found little jeweled slippers in a closet hewn in the wall  put them on and led him to the curtains he had entered by. She led him through them, and, red as cardinals in lamplight on the other side, they stood hand-in-hand, back to the leather, facing the unfathomable dark. Her fingers were so strong that he could not have wrenched his own away without using the other hand to help.

Where are your shoes? she asked him.

At the foot of these steps, Princess.

Can you see them yonder in the dark?

No.

Can you guess where the darkness leads to?

No.

He shuddered and she chuckled.

Could you return alone by the way Ismail brought you?

I think not.

Will you try?

If I must. I am not afraid.

You have heard the echo? Yes, I know you heard the echo. Hear it again!

She raised her head and howled like a wolf  like a lone wolf that has found no quarry  melancholy, mean, grown reckless with his hunger. There was a pause of nearly a minute. Then in the hideous darkness a phantom wolf-pack took up the howl in chorus, and for three long minutes there was din beside which the voice of living wolves at war would be a slumber song. Ten times ghastlier than if it had been real, the chorus wailed and ululated back and forth along immeasurable distances  became one yell again  and went howling down into earths bowels as if the last of a phantom pack were left behind and yelling to be waited for.

When it ceased at last King was sweating.

Nor am I afraid, she laughed, squeezing his hand yet tighter.

She led him down the steps, and at the foot told him to put on his slippers, as if he were a child. Then, hurrying as if those opal eyes of hers were indifferent to dark or daylight, she picked her way among boulders that he could feel but not see, along a floor that was only smooth in places, for a distance that was long enough by two or three times to lose him altogether.

When he looked back there was no sign of red lights behind him. And when he looked forward, there was a dim outer light in front and a whiff of the cool fresh air that presages the dawn!

She led him through a gap on to a ledge of rock that hung thousands of feet above the home of thunder, a ledge less than six feet wide, less than twenty long, tilted back toward the cliff. There they sat, watching the stars. And there they saw the dawn come.

Morning looks down into Khinjan hours after the sun has risen, because the precipices shut it out. But the peaks on every side are very beacons of the range at the earliest peep of dawn. In silence they watched days herald touch the peaks with rosy jeweled fingers  she waiting as if she expected the marvel of it all to make King speak.

It was cold. She came and snuggled close to him, and it was so they watched the sparkle of dawns jewels die and the peaks grow gray again, she with an arm on his shoulder and strands of her golden hair blown past his face.

Of what are you thinking? she asked him at last.

Of India, Princess.

What of India?

She lies helpless.

Ah! You love India?

Yes.

You shall love me better! You shall love me better than your life! Then, for love of me, you shall own the India you think you love! This letter shall go! She tapped her bosom. It is best to cut you off from India first. You shall lose that you may win!

She got up and stood in the gap, smiling mockingly, framed in the darkness of the cave behind.

I understand! she said. You think you are my enemy. Love and hate never lived side by side. You shall see!

Then in an instant she was gone, backward into the dark. He sat and waited for her, cross-legged on the ledge. As daylight began to filter downward he could dimly make out the waterfall, thundering like the whelming of a world; he sat staring at it, trying to formulate a plan, until it dawned on him that he was nearly chilled to the bone. Then he got up and stepped through the gap, too.

Princess! he called. Then louder, Princess!

When the echo of his own voice died, it was as if the ghoul who made the echoes had taken shape. A beard  red eye-rims  and a hook nose came out of the dark, and Ismail bared yellow teeth.

Come! he said. Come, little hakim!


Chapter XV

Private preserves? New Notions?

Measure me a quart of honesty,

And I will trade it for a pound weight of my thoughts.

Then you and I shall go and dream together

A brand-new dream of things that never happened,

Nor ever can be. Come, trade with me!

What Yasmini had been doing in the minutes while King stared from the ledge in the dawn was unguessable. Perhaps she had been praying to her old gods. At least she had given Ismail strict orders, for he said nothing, but seized Kings hand and led him through the dark as a rat leads a blind one  swiftly, surely, unhesitating. King had no means whatever of guessing their direction. They did not pass the two lights again with the curtain and the steps all glowing red.

They came instead to other steps, narrow and steep, that led upward in a semicircle to a rough hole in a rock wall. At the top there was a little yellow light, so dim and small that its rays scarcely sufficed to show the opening.

Go up! said Ismail, giving King a shove and disappearing at once. One side-step into blackness and he might have been a mile away.

So King went up, stooping to feel each next footing with a cautious hand. He was beginning to be sleepy, and to suspect that Yasmini had taken him to view the dawn with just that end in view. Nothing can make tired eyes so long for sleep as a glimpse of waking day  Sleepy eyes are easiest to trick.

It was not many minutes before he was sure his guess was right.

The opening at the head of the stairs led into a tunnel. He followed it with a hand on either wall and reached another of Khinjans strange leather curtains. His face struck the leather unexpectedly, and at that instant, as if his touch were electric, the curtain sprang aside and his eyes were dazzled by the light of diamonds.

It was Aladdins Cave, with her acting spirit of the lamp! It needed effort of self-control to know that the huge, white, cut crystals that sparkled all about the hewn cell could not be diamonds. They were as big as his head, and bigger  at least a hundred of them, and they multiplied the light of half a dozen little oil lamps until the cave seemed the home of light.

Yasmini had not a jewel on her. She was in a new mood and new garments to suit it. Her feet were still bare, but she was robed from head to heel in pure white linen, on which her long hair shone as if it were truly strands of gold. She received him with an air of mystic calm, gracious and dignified as the high-priestess of a Grecian temple. She seemed devout  to have forgotten that she ever killed a man, or made a threat or plotted for a kingdom.

Be still, she said, raising a finger. The old gods talk to us in here. It is not for us to answer them in words, but in deeds. Let us listen and do!

There were two cushions  great billowy modern ones, covered in gold brocade  on the floor in the midst of the cave. Between them was a stand of ivory, some two feet high, whose top was a disk, cut from the largest tusk that ever could have been. On the disk resting in a little hollow in the ivory, was a pure, perfect crystal sphere of a foot diameter. He could see his reflection in it, and Yasminis, too, the moment he entered the cave, and whichever way they moved both images remained undistorted. He suspected that the lighting and the crystal reflectors had not been arranged at random.

In each corner of the four-square cave there was a brazier of bronze, and from each rose incense smoke, straight upward. The four streams of smoke met at the ceiling and converged into a cloud that hung almost motionless.

Yasmini stepped very reverently to a cushion by the crystal in the middle, and signed to King to imitate her. They stood facing. She seemed to pray, for her eyes were hidden under the long lashes. Then she knelt, and King did the same, his knees sinking deep into another cushion. So they knelt eye to eye above the crystal for many minutes without either saying a word. It was Yasmini who spoke first.

The old gods have showed me the past many and many a time in this, she said. It is, their way of speaking to me. Now, to-day, I have prayed to them to show me the future. Look! Look, Athelstan! Do as I do  so!

There seemed nothing to be gained by disobeying her. To obey her might be to win new insight into the ramifications of her plans. Men who have experience of the East are the last to deny that there is method in Eastern magic; they glimpse the knowledge that belonged to Pharaohs men, although unlike Moses they are not always able to confound it. The East forgets nothing. The West ignores. But there are men from the West who are willing to look and to listen and to try to understand; like King, they go high in the Service. There are others who look on at the magic with an understanding eye and are caught by it. Their end is not good to contemplate. The East is fettered in her own mesmeric spell and must suffer until she wakes.

Yasmini held the upright column of the ivory stand with both hands, close under the disk at the top. He copied her, placing his hands below hers. Hers slipped down and covered his, soft and warm; and so they stayed.

Look! she said. Look!

Her own eyes were grown big and round, and she gazed at the crystal ball as she had looked into Kings eyes that night, with the very hunger of her soul. Her lips were parted. Watching her, King grew expectant, too. His eyes followed hers, to stare into the middle of the crystal, no longer feeling sleepy, and in less than a minute he could not have withdrawn them had he tried.

The crystal clouded over. Yasminis breath came steadily, with a little hissing sound between her teeth, and the crystal, or else the whole world, seemed to sway in time to it. Then the man in Roman armor strode out of a mist, and all was steady again and easy to understand. When the man in armor opened his lips to speak, one knew what he had said. When be frowned, one knew why he frowned. When he smiled, one knew that she was coming.

And she did come, dancing out of the mist behind him, to fling soft arms round his neck and whisper praises in his ear. He stood like a king who has come into his own, with an arm round her and his chin held high. She kissed him on his proud chin, and laughed into his face.

There were troubles  difficulties, all in the mist behind, but he stood and despised them then while she caressed him!

Just as spoken words had no part in the vision, yet the whole was understood, so time did not enter into it. There was no connecting link between each scene; each dissolved into the other, and all were one.

She faded into mist, in a swirl of graceful drapery, and he frowned again. A long line of men-at-arms stood before him, grim as he and as discontented. They leaned on spears, at ease, and that seemed to annoy him most of all. A spokesman stood out from the ranks and addressed him, with gesticulations and a head so far thrown back that his helmet-plume stood out like a secretarys pen behind him. He was not a Roman, although there was something Roman about his attitude and armor. None of the men-at-arms was a Roman.

They demanded to be led home, wherever home was. (It was as plain as if their spokesman had shouted it into Kings ear aloud.) And he refused them bluntly, proudly.

Two men brought him a native woman, each holding an arm and thrusting her forward between them. She was not at all unlike a native woman of to-day, either in dress or sullenness; she had the beak and the keen eyes and the cruel lips of the Hills. They showed her to him, and it was quite clear that they compared her to their own women, left behind; the comparison was plainly to her disadvantage.

He wasted no argument on them, but his scorn made the two men fade away, and the woman with them. Yet he had no scorn for his lined-up fighting men, and so could act none. He ordered the spokesman back to the ranks, and the man obeyed. He gave another order, and the long lines stood at attention, spears straight up and down, and their round sheilds like great medallions on a wall. He ordered them away, but they stood still.

Then he did a truly Roman thing. He got his harness off  unbuckled and took off the great bronze corselet, in which he lay dead in another cave. He threw it down  tore open the white shirt underneath  and held his arms out. He bade them come and kill him. He bade them drive their spears into his unprotected breast.

There was not a movement down the line of men. They stood as a cliff looks at the tide. He dared them. He called them cowards  women  weaklings afraid of blood. But they stood still. He strode up and down the line, seeking a man with heart enough to plunge a spear into him, and no man moved.

Then he stood still before them all again and wept, because they loved him and he loved them. And then she came, not dancing this time, but barefooted and walking like a poem of the early days of Greece. She picked up his corselet and buckled it on him, making him hold up his arms and kneel while she slipped it over his head. And the grim men-at-arms hove their long spears up into the air and roared her an ovation, bringing down their right feet with a thunder all together.

Ave!

But the mist closed up and then the crystal was clear again. It was Yasminis voice that spoke, King looked up into her eyes, and they made him shudder, for he had never seen eyes like them. Her hands still clasped his own, burning hot. She was more terrible than Khinjan.

I never saw that before, she said. It is because you are here! We shall see it all now! We shall know it all! We shall know whether it was she who killed him, or whether his own men took him at his word. We shall know! Look again! Look again!

His eyes seemed unable to obey his own will any longer. They obeyed her voice. He gazed again into the crystal, and it clouded over. But although he obeyed her, the crystal obeyed him and answered at least in part the questions his imagination asked. He was not conscious of asking anything, but being a soldier his curiosity followed a more or less definite line.

Yasminis breath began to come and go again with the little hissing sound. Her hot hands pressed his own. The mist suddenly dissolved. There was a road  a long white road, across a plain, and the men-at-arms fought their way along it. They were facing east.

Archers opposed them  archers on foot, and cavalry  Parthians. The Parthians were wild, but the drill of the men-at-arms was a thing to marvel at. When the flights of arrows came they knelt behind their shields. When the horsemen charged they closed in solid phalanx, and the inner ranks hurled javelins at ten-yard range. When the fury of the onslaught died they formed in column and went forward, gaining furlongs at a time while their enemy watched them and wondered.

It was plain that the enemy expected them to retreat sooner or later, for the archers and cavalry were at great pains to get behind them, so that before long the road ahead was less well defended than that behind. It did not seem to occur to the enemy that they were pressing toward the distant line of hills and did not seek to return at all.

They had no baggage to impede them. It was absurd to suppose they would not try to fight a way back soon. They must be a Roman raiding party, out to teach Parthians a lesson. Yet they pressed ever forward, and the hills grew ever nearer; while he sat a great brown charger calmly in their midst and gave them not too many orders, but here and there a word of praise, and once or twice a trumpet shout of encouragement. He seemed to own the knack of being wherever the fight was fiercest. His mere presence seemed better than a hundred men when the phalanx bent before charging cavalry.

She rode a little white horse, beside him always and utterly scornful of the risk. She wore no armor  carried no shield. Her bare feet showed through the sandal straps, and the outlines of her lissom body were quite visible through the muslin stuff she wore. She might have just come from the dancing. She had a flower in her hand, and a wreath of flowers in her hair. She shouted more encouragement than he. She shouted too much. Once he laid a strong brown hand across her mouth, and she held it there and kissed it.

They lost men  five or six or ten or twenty at each onslaught. Perhaps they had been a thousand strong in the beginning. Their own men  the regimental surgeons probably  cut the throats of the badly wounded, to save them from the enemys attentions; and by this time they were not more than seven or eight hundred strong.

But they went forward  ever forward  and the line of hills drew near. Then he began to stir himself, and she with him. He shouted to them to charge, and she echoed him, leaving his side at last to take command of a wing and sting the tired-out men-at-arms into new enthusiasm. In a minute they were a roaring tide that swept forward to the foot of the hills and surged upward without a check. In a little while they were hurling boulders down on an enemy that seemed inclined to parley.

Then, like a shadow of the incense cloud above, the mist closed up in the crystal again, and in a moment more King and Yasmini were looking into each others eyes again above it.

I have seen that before, she said, shaking her, head. I am weary of their battles. They won; that is enough! I must know how they failed, so that we make no such mistakes!

Her face was flushed, and her eyes glowed with the fire that is not lit by ordinary passion. She was being eaten by ambition  burned by her own fire  by ambition not totally selfish, for she yearned to shepherd King as she seemed to think this woman of the vision had not shepherded the man in armor.

Look again! she said. Look again! And oh, ye old gods, show  show me wherein she failed!

They stared again, and once more the crystal clouded. Out of the cloud came a city in the middle of a plain, and the city was besieged. It was not a very great city, but from the outside it looked rich, for domes and roofs and towers showed above the wall, all well built and well preserved. He and she, sitting their horses out of arrow range from the main gate seemed confident of taking it and eager to get it over with.

They no longer had only six or seven hundred men, but men by the thousand. Their veterans in Roman armor were in command of others now, and they had a human pack-train with them, heavily burdened captives who sulked in chains under a guard.

The mist cleared further, and the gate gave in under the blows of an improvised battering-ram, covered by showers of arrows from short range. Then, like a river breaking down a dam, the thousands stormed in, howling. Smoke rose. There were screams of women. A great tower near the gate, that was half wood, half stone, crackled and curled up in yellow and crimson flame. He and she rode in together as modern men and women ride through a gate to the covert side at a fox-hunt. They chatted and laughed together, and their horses pranced, responding to the humor of their riders.

King would have liked to tear his eyes away from the scenes that followed in the tree-lined streets, but the crystal ball held him as if in a trance  that and Yasminis hands that clasped his own like hot torture chamber clamps. Animals fighting to the death are not so vile, nor so inhuman as men can be in the hour of what they call victory. Even the little children of that city paid the penalty for having closed the gate.

Time was no measure to the crystal ball. In minutes it showed the devils work of hours. The city went up in smoke and flame, and from the far side through a great breach in the wall the conquerors went out, with their plunder and such prisoners as had been saved to drag and carry it.

Now there were wagons and camels and horses. Now there were tents and furniture. Now each man of the fighting force had as much as he himself could carry, as well as what was loaded on the prisoners.

Only he and she seemed to care nothing for the loot and rode as if each was all the other needed. Still he wore nothing but his armor, and she no more than her dancing dress and sandals. But now she had eight prisoners to hold a panoply above her horse and keep the sun from her.

She had flowers woven in her hair, and others in her hand, as if she rode from a bridal feast and were not in mourning for a plundered, butchered city. They were headed northward now, toward distant mountains, and the dust of their long column went up like a river of smoke, flowing from the holocaust behind.

Yasmini shook her head impatiently. The crystal clouded over, and Kings eyes were free.

I am tired of it, she said. I have seen that so many times. I know they won. I know they found their way to Khinjan. I know they began to build an empire here. I have seen all that a hundred times. What I must know is what mistake they made. What did they do wrong? How did they come to fail? Look again! Let us look again!

She never once let Kings hands go, but pressed them tighter and tighter until the circulation nearly stopped and they grew numb. Her own strength seemed endless  to grow rather than to wane in proportion as her yearning to look into the past grew. Her attitude would have been more understandable if she had believed herself and King to be reincarnations of those forgotten conquerors; but she was too original for that. She had said the old gods wished, and the man and the woman were; the old gods wished the same wish again, and she and King were. Why then, if the old gods were contriving it all, should she seek to steady the ark for them? But down at bottom there is no logic connected with gods many. She clutched Kings fingers as if to hold him there, and to make him see and understand the distant past, were the only way to save him from mistakes.

Look! she insisted. Look again! And he obeyed her. By this time obedience was much the easiest course. Between times his eyes were so weary he could hardly hold them open, and it was only when he gazed into the crystal that he could rest them and feel easy. He knew well that she was winning control over him in some sort, and he fought against it grimly. Soon he became weirdly conscious of being two men  one, whom she had grasped and overcome, a physical man who did not matter much, and another, mental man who was free from her, who could understand her, whom she could not reach or touch.

Look! she insisted. Look! And the crystal clouded over.

He strode out of the mist again, frowning, with his chin hung low and fists clenched tight at his sides. Four of his own men came out of the mist to him and greeted him respectfully, yet not without a touch of irony.

They spoke to him and pointed westward. One laid a hand on his shoulder, but he shook it off and the man reeled back as if he had been struck. Another man took up the argument, but he shook his head. They all spoke together, gesticulating and growing angry; but he stood calm among them, as a rock stands in a storm. He folded his arms across his breast after a while and listened, saying nothing.

Then as if to end the argument for good and all, he drew his sword and held it out toward them, hilt first, telling them again to kill him and have done with it. They refused. He laughed at them, but they still refused; so he put his sword back in the sheath.

One of the men stepped into the mist and disappeared. Presently he came again, with two others, helping a wounded man along between them. Whoever the wounded man might be he was treated with respect. Prouder than Lucifer, he who had struck another mans hand from off his shoulder knelt to give this wounded man a knee and seemed pained when the man refused him.

The wounded man pointed to the westward too and argued in short clipped-off sentences. He had a day or two to live  certainly not longer, for the blood flowed slowly from a wound that would not stanch; yet he argued as a man who has lost no interest in life, but rather sees its problems truly now that his own are near an end.

He demanded something almost truculently. He took his helmet off and passed it down to him. With fingers that were growing feeble the wounded man held it and traced out the letters S. P. Q. R. on the front.

Go home! he said, passing it back to him. Fight your way back home! What he said was as distinct as if a voice in the cave had spoken it.

Then, vision within a vision  dream within a dream  there was a view of the Via Appia, with gaunt grim gallows set along it in a row and on them a regiments commander crucified along with the remnant of his men.

So Rome treats traitors! said a voice, that might have been either mans.

But instantly there was another vision, of ten thousand wolves baying down a Himalayan gorge in winter-time, the sleet frozen stiff on their fur and their tongues hanging. Eye and fang flashed altogether and made one gleam.

Choose! said a voice.

So he chose. He nodded. The men saluted him, and the wounded man was helped away to die. And then she came, angry as a flash of lightning, to spring at him and cling to him and call him names  begging, demanding, ordering, crying  abusing him and praising him in turn. He shook his head. She sobbed, but he shook his head again and pointed westward. Then she took him by the hand and led him away, not looking at his face again.

The crystal ball grew clouded. Yasminis breath came and went as if she were running in a race, and her pressure on Kings fingers was actually painful. The mist dissolved, and King forgot the pressure  forgot everything. The man in armor lay dead on his back in the cave on the wooden bed, and she bent over him, dagger in hand.

Ah! said Yasmini, her teeth chattering. But what else could she do? The mist closed in again and the crystal grew opaque. The future! she begged. It is the future I must know! Ye old gods, tell me! Show me!

The mist turned red. The crystal ball became as it were a ball of fire revolving within itself. The fire turned to blood, and the blood to fire again. The very cavern that they knelt in seemed to sway. Yasmini screamed and moaned. She loosed Kings hands to cover her own eyes.

And as she did that King sank, like a sack half-empty and toppled over sidewise on the floor asleep.

He neither dreamed nor was conscious of anything, but slept like a dead man, having fought against her mesmerism harder than he knew.

Statesmen, generals, outlaws, all make their big mistakes and manage to recover. Very nearly always it is an apparently little mistake that does most damage in the end, something unnoticeable at the time, that grows in geometrical proportion, minus instead of plus.

Yasmini made her little mistake that minute in believing King was utterly mesmerized at last and utterly in her power. Whereas in truth he was only weary. It may be that she gave him orders in his sleep, after the accepted manner of mesmerists; but if she did, they never reached him; he was far too fast asleep. He slept so deep and long that he was not conscious of mens voices, nor of being carried, nor of time, nor of anxiety, nor of anything.


Chapter XVI

Wolf met wolf in the dawning day

Where scent hung sweet over trodden clay,

And square each stood in the jungle way

Eyeing the other with ears laid back.

Still were the watchers. When foe greets foe

The wisest are quietest. Better to go  

Who stays to watch trouble woos trouble!

But lo!

They trotted together to hunt one doe,

Eyeing each other with ears laid back.

When King awoke he lay on a comfortable bed in a cave he had never yet seen, but there was no trace of Yasmini, nor of the men who must have carried him to it. Barbaric splendor and splendor that was not by any means barbaric lay all about  tiger skins, ivory-legged chairs, graven bronze vases, and a yak-hair shawl worth a rajahs ransom.

The cave was spacious and not gloomy, for there was a wide door, apparently unguarded, and another square opening cut in the rock to serve as a window. Through both openings light streamed in like taut threads of Yasminis golden hair  strings of a golden zither, on which his own hearts promptings played a tune.

He had no idea how long he had slept, but judged from memory of his former need of sleep and recogntion of his present freshness  and from the fact that it was a morning sun that shone through the openings  that he must have slept the clock round.

It did not matter. He knew it did not matter in the least. He had no more plan than a mathematician has who starts to solve a problem, knowing that twice two is four in infinite combination. Like the mathematician, he knew that he must win.

No man ever won a battle or conceived a stroke of statesmanship, no great deed was ever accomplished without a first taste of the triumphant foreknowledge, such as comes only to men who have digged hard, hewing to the line, loyal to first principles. King had been loyal all his life.

The difference between first principles and the other thing could hardly be better illustrated than by comparing Yasminis position with his. From her point of view he had no ground to stand on, unless he should choose to come and stand on hers. She had men, ammunition, information. He had what he stood in, and his only information had been poured into his ears for her ends.

Yet his heart sang inside him now; and he trusted it because that singing never had deceived him. He did not believe she would have left him alone at that state of affairs unless through over-confidence. It is one of the absolute laws that over-confidence begets blindness and mistakes.

She had staked on what seemed to her the certainty of Indias rising at the first signal of a holy war. She believed from close acquaintance that India was utterly disloyal, having made a study of disloyalty. And having read history she knew that many a conqueror has staked on such cards as hers, to win for lack of a better man to take the other side.

But King had studied loyalty all his life, and he knew that besides being the home of money-lenders, thugs, and murderers, India is the very motherland of chivalry; that besides sedition she breeds gentlemen with stout hearts; that in addition to what one Christian Book calls whoring after strange gods India strives after purity. He knew that Indias ideals are all imperishable, and her crimes but a kaleidoscopic phase.

Not that he was analyzing thoughts just then. He was listening to the still small voice that told him half of his purpose was accomplished. He had probed Khinjan Caves, and knew the whole purpose for which the lawless thousands had been gathering and were gathering still. Remained, to thwart that purpose. And he had no more doubt of there being a means to thwart it than a mathematician has of the result of two times two, applied.

Like a mathematician, he did not waste time and confuse issues by casting too far ahead, but began to devote himself steadily to the figures nearest. Knots are not untied by wholesale, but are conquered strand by strand. He began at the beginning, where he stood.

He became conscious of human life near by and tip-toed to the door to look. A six-foot ledge of smooth rock ended just at the door and sloped in the other direction sharply downward toward another opening in the cliff side, three or four hundred yards away and two hundred feet lower down.

Behind him in a corner at the back of the cave was a narrow fissure, hung with a leather curtain, that was doubtless the door into Khinjans heart; but the only way to the outer air was along that ledge above a dizzying precipice, so high that the huge waterfall looked like a little stream below. He was in a very eagles aerie; the upper rim of Khinians gorge seemed not more than a quarter of a mile above him.

Round the corner, ten feet from the entrance, stood a guard, armed to the teeth, with a rifle, a sword, two pistols and a long curved Khyber knife stuck handy in his girdle. He spoke to the man and received no answer. He picked up a splinter of rock and threw it. The fellow looked at him then. He spoke again. The man transferred his rifle to the other hand and made signs with his free fingers. King looked puzzled. The man opened his mouth and showed that his tongue was missing. He had been made dumb, as pegs are made to fit square holes. King went in again, to wait on events and shudder.

Nor did he have long to wait. There came a sound of grunting, up the rock path. Then footsteps. Then a hoarse voice, growling orders. He went out again to look, and beheld a little procession of women, led by a man. The man was armed, but the women were burdened with his own belongings  the medicine chest  his saddle and bridle  his unrifled mule-pack  and, wonder of wonders! the presents Khinjans sick had given him, including money and weapons. They came past the dumb man on guard and laid them all at Kings feet just inside the cave.

He smiled, with that genial, face-transforming smile of his that has so often melted a road for him through sullen crowds. But the man in charge of the women did not grin. He was suffering. He growled at the women, and they went away like obedient animals, to sit half-way down the ledge and await further orders. He himself made as if to follow them, and the dumb man on guard did not pay much attention; he let women and man pass behind him, stepping one pace forward toward the edge to make more room. That was his last entirely voluntary act in this world.

With a suddenness that disarmed all opposition the other humped himself against the wall and bucked into the dumb mans back, sending him, weapons and all, hurtling over the precipice. With a wild effort to recover, and avenge himself, and do his duty, the victim fired his rifle, that was ready cocked. The bullet struck the rock above and either split or shook a great fragment loose, that hurtled down after him, so that he and the stone made a race of it for the waterfall and the caverns into which the water tumbled thousands of feet away. The other ruffian spat after him, and then walked back to where King stood.

Now heal me my boils! he said, grinning at last, doubtless from pleasure at the prospect. He was the same man who had stood on guard at the guest-cave when Ismail led King out to see the Cavern of Earths Drink.

The temptation was to fling the brute after his victim. The temptation always is to do the wrong thing  to cap wrath with wrath, injustice with vengeance. That way wars begin and are never ended. King beckoned him into the cave, and bent over the chest of medical supplies. Then, finding the light better for his purpose at the entrance, he called the man back and made him sit down on the box.

The business of lancing boils is not especially edifying in itself; but that particular minor operation probably saved India. But for hope of it the man with boils would never have stood two turns on guard hand running and let the relief sleep on; so he would not have been on duty when the message came to carry Kings belongings to his new cave of residence. There would have been no object in killing the dumb man and so there would have been an expert with a loaded rifle to keep Muhammad Anim lurking down the trail.

Muhammad Anim came  like the devil to scotch Kings faith. He had followed the women with the loads. He stood now, like a big bear on a mountain track, swaying his head from side to side six feet away from King, watching the boils succumb to treatment. He grunted when the job was finished, and King jumped, nearly driving the lance into a new place in his patients neck.

Let him go! growled Muhammad Anim. Go thou! Stand guard over the women until I come!

The mullah turned a rifle this way and that in his paws, like a great bear dancing. The Mahsudi with a sore neck could have shot him perhaps, but there are men with whom only the bravest dare try conclusions. In cold gray dawn it would have needed a martinet to make a firing squad do execution on Muhammad Anim, even with his hands tied and his back against a wall. A man whose boils had just been lanced was no match for him at all, even in broad daylight. The Hillman slunk away and did as he was told.

What meant thy message? growled the mullah. There came a Pathan to me in the Cavern of Earths Drink with word that yonder sits a hakim. What of it?

King had almost forgotten the message he had sent to Muhammad Anim in the Cavern of Earths Drink. But that was not why his eyes looked past the mullahs now, nor why he did not answer. The mullah did not look round, for he knew what was happening.

The very Orakzai Pathan who had sat next King in the Cavern of Earths Drink, and who had carried the message for him, was creeping up behind the women and already had his rifle leveled at the man with boils.

Aye! said the mullah, watching Kings eyes. He has done well, and the road is clear!

The man with boils offered no fight. He dropped his rifle and threw his hands up. In a moment the Orakzai Pathan was in command of two rifles, holding them in one hand and nodding and making signs to King from among the women, whom he seemed to regard as his plunder too. The women appeared supremely indifferent in any event. King nodded back to him. A friend is a friend in the Hills, and rare is the man who spares his enemy.

Why send that message to me? asked Muhammad Anim.

Why not? asked King. If none know where the hakim is, how shall the hakim earn a living?

None comes to earn a living in the Hills, growled the mullah, swaying his head slowly and devouring King with cruel calculating eyes. Why art thou here?

I slew a man, said King.

Thou liest! It was my men who got the head that let thee in! Speak! Why art thou here?

But King did not answer. The mullah resumed.

He who brought me the message yesterday says he has it from another, who had it from a third, that thou art here because she plans a simultaneous rising in India, and thou art from the Punjab where the Sikhs all wait to rise. Is that true?

Thy man said it, answered King.

What sayest thou? the mullah asked.

I say nothing, said King.

Then hear me! said the mullah. Listen, thou. But he did not begin to speak yet. He tried to see past King into the cave and to peer about into the shadows.

Where is she? he asked. Her man Rewa Gunga went yesterday, with three men and a letter to carry, down the Khyber. But where is she?

So he had slept the clock round! King did not answer. He blocked the way into the cave and looked past the mullah at a sight that fascinated, as a serpents eyes are said to fascinate a bird. But the mullah, who knew perfectly well what must be happening, did not trouble to turn his head.

The Orakzai Pathan crouched among the women, and the women grinned. The Mahsudi, having surrendered and considering himself therefore absolved from further responsibility at least for the present, spat over the precipice and fingered gingerly the sore place where his boils had been. He yawned and dropped both hands to his side; and it was at that instant that the Pathan sprang at him.

With arms like the jaws of a vise he pinned the Mahsudis to his side, and lifted him from off his feet. The fellow screamed, and the Pathan shouted Ho! But he did no murder yet. He let his victim grow fully conscious of the fate in store for him, holding him so that his frantic kicks were squandered on thin air. He turned him slowly, until he was upside-down; and so, perpendicular, face-outward, he hove him forward like a dead log. He stood and watched his victim fall two or three thousand feet before troubling to turn and resume both rifles; and it was not until then, as if he had been mentally conscious of each move, that the mullah turned to look, and seeing only one man nodded.

Good! he grunted. Shabash! (Well done!)

Then he turned his head to stare into Kings face, with the scrutiny of a trader appraising loot. Fire leaped up behind his calculating eyes. And without a word passing between them, King knew that this man as well as Yasmini was in possession of the secret of the Sleeper. Perhaps he knew it first; perhaps she snatched the keeping of the secret from him. At all events he knew it and recognized Kings likeness to the Sleeper, for his eyes betrayed him. He began to stroke his beard monotonously with one hand. The rifle, that he pretended to be holding, really leaned against his back and with the free hand he was making signals.

King knew well he was making signals. But he knew too that in Yasminis power, her prisoner, he had no chance at all of interfering with her plans. Having grounded on the bottom of impotence, so to speak, any tide that would take him off must be a good tide. He pretended to be aware of nothing, and to be particularly unaware that the Pathan, with a rifle in each hand, was pretending to come casually up the path.

In a minute he was covered by a rifle. In another minute the mullah had lashed his hands. In five minutes more the women were loaded again with his belongings and they were all half-way down the track in single file, the mullah bringing up the rear, descending backward with rifle ready against surprise, as if he expected Yasmini and her men to pounce out any minute to the rescue.

They entered a tunnel and wound along it, stepping at short intervals over the bodies of three stabbed sentries. The Pathan spurned them with his heel as he passed. In the glare at the tunnels mouth King tripped over the body of a fourth man and fell with his chin beyond the edge of a sheer precipice.

They were on a ledge above the waterfall again, having come through a projection on the cliffs side, for Khinjan is all rat-runs and projections, like a sponge or a hornets nest on a titanic scale.

The Pathan laughed and came back to gather him like a sheaf of corn. The great smelly ruffian hugged him to himself as he set him on his feet.

Ah! Thou hakim! he grinned. There is no pain in my shoulder at all! Ask of me another favor when the time comes! Hey, but I am sick of Khinjan!

He gave King a shove along the path in the general direction of the mullah. Then he seized the dead body by the legs, and hurled it like a sling shot, watching it with a grin as it fell in a wide parabola. After that he took the dead mans rifle, and those of the three other dead men, that he had hidden in a crevice in the rock, and loaded them all on a woman in addition to Kings saddle that she carried already.

Come! he said. Hurry, or Bull-with-a-beard yonder will remember us again. I love him best when he forgets!

They soon reached another cave, at which the mullah stopped. It was a dark ill-smelling hole, but he ordered King into it and the Pathan after him on guard, after first seeing the women pile all their loads inside. Then he took the women away and went off muttering to himself, swaggering, swinging his right arm as he strode, in a way few natives do.

Let us hope he has forgotten these! the Pathan grinned, touching the pile of rifles. Weight for weight in silver they will bring me a fine price! He may forget. He dreams. For a mullah he cares less for meat and money than any I ever saw. He is mad, I think. It is my opinion Allah touched him!

What is that, under thy shirt? King asked.

The Pathan grinned, and undid the button. There was a second shirt underneath, and to that on the left breast were pinned two British medals.

Oh, yes! he laughed. I served the raj! I was in the army eleven years.

Why did you leave it? King asked, remembering that this man loved to hear his own voice.

Oh, I had furlough, and the bastard who stood next me in the ranks was the son of a dog with whom my father had a blood-feud. The blind fool did not know me. He received his furlough on the same day as I. I would not lay finger on him that side of the border, for we ate the same salt. I knifed him this side the border. It was no affair, of the British. But I was seen, and I fled. And having slain a man, and having no doubt a report had gone back to the regiment, I entered this place. Except for a raid now and then to cool my blood I have been here ever since. It is a devil of a place.

Now the art of ruling India consists not in treading barefooted on scorpions  not in virtuous indignation at men who know no better  but in seeking for and making much of the gold that lies ever amid the dross. There is gold in the character of any man who once passed the grilling tests before enlistment in a British-Indian regiment. It may need experience to lay a finger on it, but it is surely there.

I heard, said King, as I came toward the Khyber in great haste (for the police were at my heels)

Ah, the police! the Pathan grinned pleasantly.

The inference was that at some time or other he had left his mark on the police.

I heard, said King, that men are flocking back to their old regiments.

Aye, but not men with a price on their heads, little hakim!

I could not say, said King. To seem to know too much is as bad as to drink too much. But I heard say that the sirkar has offered pardons to all deserters who return.

Hah! The sirkar must be afraid. The sirkar needs men!

For myself, said King, a whole skin in the Hills seems better than one full of bullet holes in India.

Hah! But thou art a hakim, not a soldier!

True! said King.

Tell me that again! Free pardons? Free pardons for all deserters?

So I heard.

Ah! But I was seen to slay a man of my own regiment.

On this side the border or that? asked King artfully.

On this side.

Ah, but you were seen.

Ay! But that is no mans business. In India I earned in my salt. I obeyed the law. There is no law here in the Hills. I am minded to go back and seek that pardon! It would feel good to stand in the rank again, with a stiff-backed sahib out in front of me, and the thunder of the gun-wheels going by. The salt was good! Come thou with me!

The pardon is for deserters, King objected, not for political offenders.

Haugh! said the Pathan, bringing down his flat hand hard on the hakims thigh. I will attend to that for thee. I will obtain my pardon first. Then will I lead thee by the hand to the karnal sahib and lie to him and say, This is the one who persuaded me against my will to come back to the regiment!

And he will believe? Nay, I would be afraid! said King.

Would a pardon not be good? the Pathan asked him. A pardon and leave to swagger through the bazaars again and make trouble with the daughters and wives of fat traders  a pardon  Allah! It would be good to salute the karnal sahib again and see him raise a finger, thus; and to have the captain sahib call me a scoundrel  or some worse name if he loves me very much, for the English are a strange race

Thou art a dreamer! said King. Untie my hands; the thong cuts me. The Pathan obeyed.

Dreamer, am I? It is good to dream such dreams. By Allah, Ive a mind to see that dream come true! I never slew a man on Indian soil, only in these Hills. I will go to them and say Here I am! I am a deserter. I seek that pardon! Truly I will go! Come thou with me, little hakim!

Nay, said King, I have another thought.

What then?

You, who were seen to slay a man a yard this side of the border

Nay; half a mile this side!

Half a mile, then. You who were seen to slay a fellow soldier of your regiment, and I who am a political offender, do not win pardons so easily as that.

Would they hang us?

That was the first squeamishness the Pathan had shown of any kind, but men of his race would rather be tortured to death than hanged in a merciful hempen noose.

They would hang us, said King, unless we came bearing gifts.

Gifts? Has Allah touched thee? What gifts should we bring? A dozen stolen rifles? A bag of silver? And I am the dreamer, am I?

Nay, said King. I am the dreamer. I have seen a good vision.

Well?

There are others in these Hills  others in Khinjan who wear British medals?

The Pathan nodded.

How many? asked King.

Hundreds. Men fight first on one side, then on the other, being true to either side while the contract lasts. In all there must be the makings of many regiments among the Hills.

King nodded. He himself had seen the chieftains come to parley after the Tirah war. Most of them had worn British medals and had worn them proudly.

If we two, he said, speaking slowly, could speak with some of those men and stir the spirit in them and persuade them to feel as thou dost, mentioning the pardon for deserters and the probability of bonuses to the time-expired for reenlistment; if we could march down the Khyber with a hundred such, or even with fifty or with twenty-five or with a dozen men  we would receive our pardon for the sake of service rendered.

Good!

The Pathan thumped him on the back so hard that his eyes watered.

We would have to use much caution, King advised him, when he was able to speak again.

Aye! If Bull-with-a-beard got wind of it he would have us crucified. And if she heard of it

He was silent. Apparently there were no words in his tongue that could compass his dread of her revenge. He was silent for ten minutes, and King sat still beside him, letting memory of other days do its work  memory of the long, clean regimental lines, and of order and decency and of justice handed out to all and sundry by gentlemen who did not think themselves too good to wear a native regiments uniform.

In two days I could do the drill again as well as ever, he said at last. Then there was silence again for fifteen minutes more. I could always shoot, he murmured; I could always shoot.

When Muhammad Anim came back they had both forgotten to replace the lashing on Kings wrists, but the mullah seemed not to notice it.

Come! he ordered, with a sidewise jerk of his great ugly head, and then stood muttering impatiently while they obeyed.

He had twice the number of women with him, but none of them the same; and he had brought five ruffians to guard them, who pounced on the captured rifles and claimed one apiece, to the Pathans loud-growled disgust. Then the women were made to gather up Kings belongings, and at a word from the mullah they started in single file  the mullah leading, then two men, then King, then the Orakzai Pathan, and then the other three. The Pathan began to whisper busily to the man next behind and noticing that King looked straight forward and contented himself; his heart was singing within him unexplainedly; he wanted to sing and dance, as once David did before the ark. He did not feel in the least like a prisoner.

They marched downward through interminable tunnels and along ledges poised between earth and heaven, until they came at last to the tunnel leading to the one entrance into Khinjan Caves. Just before they entered it two more of the mullahs men came up with them, leading horses. One horse was for the mullah, and they helped King mount the other, showing him more respect than is usually shown a prisoner in the Hills.

Then the mullah led the way into the tunnel, and he seemed in deadly fear. The echo of the hoof-beats irritated him. He eyed each hole in the roof as if Yasmini might be expected to shoot down at him or drench him with boiling oil and hurried past each of them at a trot, only to draw rein immediately afterward because the noise was too great.

It became evident that his men had been at work here too, for at intervals along the passage lay dead bodies. Yasmini must have posted the men there, but where was she? Each of them lay dead with a knife wound in his back, and the mullahs men possessed themselves of rifles and knives and cartridges, wiping off blood that had scarcely cooled yet.

When they came to the end of the tunnel it was to find the door into the mosque open in front of them, and twenty more of Muhammad Anims men standing guard over the eyelashless mullah. They had bound and gagged him. At a word from Muhammad Anim they loosed him; and at a threat the hairless one gave a signal that brought the great stone door sliding forward on its oiled bronze grooves.

Then, with a dozen jests thrown to the hairless one for consolation, and an utter indifference to the sacredness of the mosque floor, they sought outer air, and Muhammad Anim led them up the Street of the Dwellings toward Khinians outer ramparts. They reached the outer gate without incident and hurried into the great dry valley beyond it. As they rode across the valley the mullah thumbed a long string of beads. Unlike Yasmini, he was praying to one god; but he seemed to have many prayers. His back was a picture of determined treachery  the backs of his men were expressions of the creed that He shall keep who can! King rode all but last now and had a good view of their unconsciously vaunted blackguardism. There was not a hint of honor or tenderness among the lot, man, woman or mullah. Yet his heart sang within him as if he were riding to his own marriage feast!

Last of all, close behind him, marched his friend, the Orakzai Pathan, and as they picked their way among the boulders across the mile-wide moat the two contrived to fall a little to the rear. The Pathan began speaking in a whisper and King, riding with lowered head as if he were studying the dangerous track, listened with both ears.

She sent her man Rewa Gunga toward the Khyber with a message, he whispered. He took a few men with him, and he is to send them with the message when they reach the Khyber, but he is to come back. All he went for is to make sure the message is not intercepted, for Bull-with-a-beard is growing reckless these days. He knew what was doing and said at once that she is treating with the British, but there were few who believed that. There are more who wonder where she hides while the message is on its way. None has seen her. Men have swarmed into the Cavern of Earths Drink and howled for her, but she did not come. Then the mullah went to look for his ammunition that he stored and sealed in a cave. And it was gone. It was all gone. And there was no proof of who had taken it!

Hakim, there be some who say  and Bull-with-a-beard is one of them  that she is afraid and hides. Men say she fears vengeance for the stolen ammunition, because it was plenty for a conquest of India. So men say. So say these here, for I have asked them.

And thou? asked King, struggling to keep the note of exultation from his voice. He did not believe she was hiding. She might be staring into a crystal in some secret cave  she might be planning new mischief of any kind. But afraid she was surely not. And just as surely he could vow she was working out her own undoing.

I? said the Pathan. I swear she is afraid of nothing. If she has taken all the ammunition, then we shall hear from it again and from her too!

And what of me? asked King. What will the mullah do with me?

His men say he is desperate. His own are losing faith in him. He snatched thee to be a bait for her, having it in mind that a man whom she hides in her private part of Khinjan must be of great value to her. He has sworn to have thee skinned alive on a hot rock should she fail to come to terms!

That being not such a comforting reflection, King rode in silence for a while, with the Pathan trudging solemnly beside his stirrup keeping semblance of guard over him. When they reached the steep escarpment he had to dismount, although the mullah in the lead tried to make his own beast carry him up the lower spur and was mad  angry with his men for laughing when the horse fell back with him.

Far in the rear King and the Pathan shoved and hauled and nearly lost their horse a dozen times at that. But once at the top the mullah set a furious pace and the laden women panted in their efforts to keep up, the men taking less notice of them than if they had been animals.

The march went on in single file until the sun died down in splendid fury. Then there began to be a wind that they had to lean against, but the women were allowed no rest.

At last at a place where the trail began to widen, the mullah beckoned King to ride beside him. It was not that he wished to be communicative, but there were things King knew that he did not know, and he had his own way of asking questions.

Damned hakim! he growled. Pill-man! Poulticer! That is a sweepers trade of thine! Thou shalt apply it at my camp! I have some wounded and some sick.

King did not answer, but buttoned his coat closer against the keen wind. The mullah mistook the shudder for one of another kind.

Did she choose thee only for thy face? he asked. Did she not consider thy courage? Does she love thee well enough to ransom thee?

Again King did not answer, but he watched the mullahs face keenly in the dark and missed nothing of its expression. He decided the man was in doubt  even racked by indecision.

Should she not ransom thee, hakim, thou shall have a chance to show my men how a man out of India can die! By and by I will lend thee a messenger to send to her. Better make the message clear and urgent! Thou shalt state my terms to her and plead thine own cause in the same letter. My camp lies yonder.

He motioned with one sweep of his arm toward a valley that lay in shadow far below them. As far as the slope leading down to it was visible in the moonlight it was littered with what the Hills call hell-stones, that will neither lie flat nor keep on rolling, and are dangerous to man and beast alike. Nothing else could be made out through the darkness but a few twisted tamarisk trees, that served to make the savagery yet more savage and the loneliness more desolate. The gloom below the trees was that of the very underdepths of hell itself.

The mullah pointed to a rock that rose like a shadow from the deeper blackness.

Yes, said King, I have seen. And the mullah stared at him. Then he shouted, and the top of the rock turned into a man, who gave them leave to advance, leaning on his rifle as one who had assured himself of their identity long minutes ago.

As they approached it the rock clove in two and became two great pillars, with a man on each. And between the pillars they looked down into a valley lit by fires that burned before a thousand hide tents, with shadows by the hundred flitting back and forth between them. A dull roar, like the voice of an army, rose out of the gorge.

More than four thousand men! said the mullah proudly.

What are four thousand for a raid into India? sneered King, greatly daring.

Wait and see! growled the mullah; but he seemed depressed.

He led the way downward, getting off his horse and giving the reins to a man. King copied him, and part-way sliding, part stumbling down they found their way along the dry bed of a water-course between two spurs of a hillside, until they stood at last in the midst of a cluster of a dozen sentries, close to a tamarisk to which a mans body hung spiked. That the man had been spiked to it alive was suggested by the bodys attitude.

Without a word to the sentries the mullah led on down a lane through the midst of the camp, toward a great open cave at the far side, in which a bonfire cast fitful light and shadow. Watchers sitting by the thousand tents yawned at them, but took no particular notice.

The mouth of the cave was like a lions, fringed with teeth. There were men in it, ten or eleven of them, all armed, squatting round the fire.

Get out! growled the mullah. But they did not obey. They sat and stared at him.

Have ye tents? the mullah asked, in a voice like thunder.

Aye! But they did not go yet.

One of the men, he nearest the mullah, got on his feet, but he had to step back a pace, for the mullah would not give ground and their breath was in each others faces.

Where are the bombs? And the rifles? And the many cartridges? he demanded. We have waited long, Muhammad Anim. Where are they now?

The others got up, to lend the first man encouragement. They leaned on rifles and surrounded the mullah, so that King could only get a glimpse of him between them. They seemed in no mood to be treated cavalierly  in no mood to be argued with. And the Mullah did not argue.

Ye dogs! he growled at them, and he strode through them to the fire and chose himself a good, thick burning brand. Ye sons of nameless mothers!

Then he charged them suddenly, beating them over head and face and shoulders, driving them in front of him, utterly reckless of their rifles. His own rifle lay on the ground behind him, and King kicked its stock clear of the fire.

Oh, I shall pray for you this night! Muhammad Anim snarled. What a curse I shall beg for you! Oh, what a burning of the bowels ye shall have! What a sickness! What running of the eyes! What sores! What boils! What sleepless nights and faithless women shall be yours! What a prayer I will pray to Allah!

They scattered into outer gloom before his rage, and then came back to kneel to him and beg him withdraw his curse. He kicked them as they knelt and drove them away again. Then, silhouetted in the cave mouth, with the glow of the fire behind him, he stood with folded arms and dared them shoot. He lacked little in that minute of being a full-grown brute at bay. King admired him, with reservations.

After five minutes of angry contemplation of the camp he turned on a contemptuous heel and came back to the fire, throwing on more fuel from a great pile in a corner. There was an iron pot in the embers. He seized a stick and stirred the contents furiously, then set the pot between his knees and ate like an animal. He passed the pot to King when he had finished, but fingers had passed too many times through what was left in it and the very thought of eating the mess made his gorge rise; so King thanked him and set the pot aside.

Then, That is thy place! Muhammad Anim growled, pointing over his shoulder to a ledge of rock, like a shelf in the far wall. There was a bed upon it, of cotton blankets stuffed with dry grass. King walked over and felt the blankets and found them warm from the last man who had lain there. They smelt of him too. He lifted them and laughed. Taking the whole in both hands he carried it to the fire and threw it in, and the sudden blaze made the mullah draw away a yard; but it did not make him speak.

Bugs! King explained, but the mullah showed no interest. He watched, however, as King went back to the bed, and subsequent proceedings seemed to fascinate him.

Out of the chest that one of the women had set down King took soap. There was a pitcher of water between him and the fire; he carried it nearer. With an improvised scrubbing brush of twigs he proceeded to scrub every inch of the rock-shelf, and when he had done and had dried it more or less, he stripped and began to scrub himself.

Who taught thee thy squeamishness? the mullah asked at last, getting up and coming nearer. It was well that Kings skin was dark (although it was many shades lighter than his face, that had been stained so carefully). The mullah eyed him from head to foot and looked awfully suspicious, but something prompted King and he answered without an instants hesitation.

Why ask a womans questions? he retorted. Only women ask when they know the answer. When I watched thee with the firebrand a short while ago, oh, mullah, I mistook thee lor a man.

The mullah grunted and began to tug his beard. But King said no more and went on washing himself.

I forgot, said the mullah then, that thou art her pet. She would not love thee unless thy smell was sweet.

No, said King quite cheerfully  going it blind, for he did not know what had possessed him to take that line, but knew he might as well be hanged for a sheep as for a lamb. No, if I stank like thee she would not love me.

The mullah snorted and went back to the fire, but he took Kings cake of soap with him and sat examining it.

Tauba! he swore suddenly as if he had made a gruesome discovery. Such filthy stuff is made from the fat of pigs!

Doubtless! said King. That is why she uses it, and why I use it. She is a better Muhammadan than thou. She would surely cleanse her skin with the fat of pigs!

Thou art a shameless one! said the mullah, shaking his head like a bear.

I am what Allah made me! answered King, and then, for the sake of the impression, he went through the outward form of muslim prayer, spreading a mat and omitting none of the genuflections. When he had finished he unfolded his own blankets that a woman had thrown down beside the chest and spread them carefully on the rock-shelf. But though he was allowed to climb up and lie there, he was not allowed to sleep  nor did he want to sleep  for more than an hour to come.

The mullah came over from the fire again and stood beside him, glaring like a great animal and grumbling in his beard.

Does she surely love thee? he asked at last, and King nodded, because he knew he was on the trail of information.

So thou art to ape the Sleeper in his bronze mail, eh? Thou art to come to life, as she was said to come to life, and the two of you are to plunder India? Is that it?

King nodded again, for a nod is less committal than a word; and the nod was enough to start the mullah off again.

I saw the Sleeper and his bride before she knew of either! It was I who let her into Khinjan! It was I who told the men she is the Heart of the Hills come to life! She tricked me! But this is no hour for bearing grudges. She has a plan and I am minded to help.

King lay still and looked up at him, sure that treachery was the ultimate end of any plan the mullah Muhammad Anim had. India has been saved by the treachery of her enemies more often than ruined by false friends. So has the world, for that matter.

A jihad when the right hour comes will raise the tribes, the mullah growled. She and thou, as the Sleeper and his mate, could work wonders. But who can trust her? She stole that head! She stole all the ammunition! Does she surely love thee?

King nodded again, for modesty could not help him at that juncture. Love and boastfulness go together in the Hills.

She shall have thee back, then, at a price!

King did not answer. His brown eyes watched the mullahs, and he drew his breath in little jerks, lest by breathing aloud he should miss one word of what, was coming.

She shall have thee back against Khinian and the ammunition! She and thou shall have India, but I shall be the power behind you! She must give me Khinjan and the ammunition! She must admit me to the inner caves, whence her damned guards expelled me. I must have the reins in my two hands so! Then, thou and she shall have the pomp and glitter while I guide!

King did not answer.

Dost understand?

King murmured something unintelligible.

Otherwise, I and my men will storm Khinjan, and she and thou shall go down into Earths Drink lashed together!

King shuddered, not because he felt afraid, but because some instinct told him to make the mullah think him afraid. He was far too interested to be fearful.

Ye shall both be tortured before the plunge into the river! She shall be tortured in the Cavern of Earths Drink before the men!

King shuddered again, this time without an effort. He could imagine the thousands watching grimly while the flayer used his knife.

I have men in Khinjan! I have as many as she! On the day I march there will be a revolt within. She would better agree to terms!

King lay looking at him, like a prisoner on the rack undergoing examination. He did not answer.

Write thou a letter. Since she loves thee, state thine own case to her. Tell her that I hold thee hostage, and that Khinjan is mine already for a little fighting. In a month she can not pick out my men from among her own. Her position is undermined. Tell her that. Tell her that if she obeys she shall have India and be queen. If she disobeys, she shall die in the Cavern of Earths Drink!

She is a proud woman, mullah, answered King. Threats to such as she  ?

The mullah mumbled and strode back and forth three times between Kings bed and the fire, with his fists knotted together behind him and his head bent, as Napoleon used to walk. When he stood beside the bed again at last it was with his mind made up, as his clenched fists and his eyes indicated.

Make thine own terms with her! he growled. Write the letter and send it! I hold thee; she holds Khinjan and the ammunition. I am between her and India. So be it. She shall starve in there! She shall lie in there until the war is over and take what terms are offered her in the end! Write thine own letter! State the case, and bid her answer!

Very well, said King. He began to see now definitely how India was to be saved. It was none of his business to plan yet, but to help others plans destroy themselves and to sow such seed in the broken ground as might bear fruit in time.

The mullah left him, to squat and gaze into the fire, and mutter, and King lay still. After a while the mullah went and carried a great water bowl nearer to the fire and, as King had done, stripped himself. Then he heaped great fagots on the fire  wasteful fagots, each of which had cost some woman hours of mountain climbing. And in the glow of the leaping flame he scrubbed himself from head to foot with Kings soap. Finally, with a feat of strength that nearly forced an exclamation out of King, he lifted the great water bowl in both hands and emptied the whole contents over himself. Then he resumed his smelly garments without troubling to dry his body, and got out a Quran from a corner and began to read it in a nasal singsong that would have kept dead men awake. King lay and watched and listened.

Reading scripture only seemed to fire the mullahs veins. For him sleep was either out of reach or despicable, perhaps both. He seemed in a mood to despise anything but conquest and strode back and forth up and down the cave like a caged bear, muttering to himself.

After a time he went to the mouth of the cave, to stand and stare out at the camp where the thousand fires were dying fitfully and wood smoke purged the air of human nastiness. The stars looked down on him, and he seemed to try to read them, standing with fists knotted together at his back.

And as he stood so, six other mullahs came to him and began to argue with him in low tones, he browbeating them all with furious words hissed between half-closed teeth. They were whispering still when King fell asleep. It was courage, not carelessness, that let him sleep  courage and a great hope born of the mullahs perplexity.

He dreamed that he was writing, writing, writing, while the torturers made a hot fire ready in the Cavern of Earths Drink and whetted knives on the bridge end while the organ played The Marseillaise. He dreamed Yasmini came to him and whispered the solution to it all, but what she whispered he could not catch, although she whispered the same words again and again and seemed to be angry with him for not listening.

And when he awoke at last he had fragments of his blanket in either hand, and the sun was already shining into the jaws of the cave. The camp was alive and reeked of cooking food. But the mullah was gone, and so was all the money the women had brought, together with his medicines and things from Khinjan.


Chapter XVII

When the last evil jest has been made, and the rest

Of the ink of hypocrisy spilt,

When the awfully right have elected to fight

Lest their own should discover their guilt;

When the door has been shut on the if and the but

And its up to the men with the guns,

On their knees in that day let diplomatists pray

For forgiveness from prodigal sons.

Instead of the mullah, growling texts out of a Quran on his lap, the Orakzai Pathan sat and sunned himself in the cave mouth, emitting worldlier wisdom unadulterated with divinity. As King went toward him to see to whom he spoke he grinned and pointed with his thumb, and King looked down on some sick and wounded men who sat in a crowd together on the ramp, ten feet or so below the cave.

They seemed stout soldierly fellows. Men of another type were being kept at a distance by dint of argument and threats. Away in the distance was Muhammad Anim with his broad back turned to the cave, in altercation with a dozen other mullahs. For the time he was out of the reckoning.

Some of these are wounded, the Pathan explained. Some have sores. Some have the belly ache. Then again, some are sick of words, hot and cold by day and night. All have served in the army. All have medals. All are deserters, some for one reason, some for another and some for no reason at all. Bull-with-a-beard looks the other way. Speak thou to them about the pardon that is offered!

So King went down among them, taking some of the tools of his supposed trade with him and trying to crowd down the triumph that would well up. The seed he had sown had multiplied by fifty in a night. He wanted to shout, as men once did before the walls of Jericho.

A man bared a sword cut. He bent over him, and if the mullah had turned to look there would have been no ground for suspicion. So in a voice just loud enough to reach them all, he repeated what he had told the Pathan the day before.

But who art thou? asked one of them suspiciously. Perhaps there had been a shade too much cocksureness in the hakims voice, but he acted faultlessly when he answered. Voice, accent, mannerism, guilty pride, were each perfect.

Political offender. My brother yonder in the cave mouth  (The Pathan smirked. He liked the imputation) suggested I seek pardon, too. He thinks if I persuade many to apply for pardon then the sirkar may forgive me for service rendered.

The Pathans smirk grew to a grin. He liked grandly to have the notion fathered on himself; and his complacency of course was suggestive of the hakims trustworthiness. But the East is ever cautious.

Some say thou art a very great liar, remarked a man with half a nose.

Nay, answered King. Liar I may be, but I am one against many. Which of you would dare stand alone and lie to all the others? Nay, sahibs, I am a political offender, not a soldier!

They all laughed at that and seizing the moment when they were in a pliant mood the Orakzai Pathan proceeded to bring proposals to a head.

Are we agreed? he asked. Or have we waggled our beards all night long in vain? Take him with us, say I. Then, if pardons are refused us he at least will gain nothing by it. We can plunge our knives in him first, whatever else happens.

Aye!

That was reasonable and they approved in chorus. Possibility of pardon and reinstatement, though only heard of at second hand, had brought unity into being. And unity brought eagerness.

Let us start to-night! urged one man, and nobody hung back.

Aye! Aye! Aye! they chorused. And eagerness, as always in the Hills, brought wilder counsel in its wake.

Who dare stab Bull-with-a-beard? He has sought blood and has let blood. Let him drink his own.

Aye!

Nay! He is too well guarded.

Not he!

Let us stab him and take his head with us; there well may be a price on it.

They took a vote on it and were agreed; but that did not suit King at all, whatever Muhammad Anims personal deserts might be. To let him be stabbed would be to leave Yasmini without a check on her of any kind, and then might India defend herself! Yet to leave the mullah and Yasmini both at large would be almost equally dangerous, for they might form an alliance. There must be some other way, and he set out to gain time.

Nay, nay, sahibs! he urged. Nay, nay!

Why not?

Sahibs, I have wife and children in Lahore. Same are most dear to me and I to them. I find it expedient to make great effort for my pardon. Ye are but fifty. Ye are less than fifty. Nay, let us gather a hundred men.

Who shall find a hundred? somebody demanded, and there was a chorus of denial. We be all in this camp who ate the salt.

It was plain, though, that his daring to hold out only gave them the more confidence in him.

But Khinjan, he objected. The crimes of the Khinjan men were not to the point. Time had to be gained.

Aye, they agreed. There be many in Khinjan! Mere mention of the place made them regard Orakzai Pathan and hakim with new respect, as having right of entry through the forbidden gate.

Then I have it! the Pathan announced at once, for he was awake to opportunity. Many of you can hardly march. Rest ye here and let the hakim treat your belly aches. Bull-with-a-beard bade me wait here for a letter that must go to Khinjan to-day. Good. I will take his letter. And in Khinjan I will spread news about pardons. It is likely there are fifty there who will dare follow me back, and then we shall march down the Khyber like a full company of the old days! Who says that is not a good plan?

There were several who said it was not, but they happened to have nothing the matter with them and could have marched at once. The rest were of the other way of thinking and agreed in asserting that Khinjan men were a higher caste of extra-ultra murderers whose presence doubtless would bring good luck to the venture. These prevailed after considerable argument.

Strangely enough, none of them deemed the proposition beneath Khinjan mens consideration. Pardon and leave to march again behind British officers loomed bigger in their eyes than the green banner of the Prophet, which could only lead to more outrageous outlawry. They knew Khinjan men were flesh and blood  humans with hearts  as well as they. But caution had a voice yet.

She will catch thee in Khinjan Caves, suggested the man with part of his nose missing. She will have thee flayed alive!

Take note then, I bequeath all the women in the world to thee! Be thou heir to my whole nose, too, and a blessing! laughed the Pathan, and the butt of the jest spat savagely. In the Hills there is only one explanation given as to how one lost his nose, and they all laughed like hyenas until the mullah Muhammad Anim came rolling and striding back.

By that time King had got busy with his lancet, but the mullah called him off and drove the crowd away to a distance; then he drove King into the cave in front of him, his mouth working as if he were biting bits of vengeance off for future use.

Write thy letter, thou! Write thy letter! Here is paper. There is a pen  take it! Sit! Yonder is ink  ttutt  ttutt!  Write, now, write!

King sat at a box and waited, as if to take dictation, but the mullah, tugging at his beard, grew furious.

Write thine own letter! Invent thine own argument! Persuade her, or die in a new way! I will invent a new way for thee!

So King began to write, in Urdu, for reasons of his own. He had spoken once or twice in Urdu to the mullah and had received no answer. At the end of ten minutes he handed up what he had written, and Muhammad Anim made as if to read it, trying to seem deliberate, and contriving to look irresolute. It was a fair guess that he hated to admit ignorance of the scholars language.

Are there any alterations you suggest? King asked him.

Nay, what care I what the words are? If she be not persuaded, the worse for thee!

He held it out, and as he took it King contrived to tear it; he also contrived to seem ashamed of his own clumsiness.

I will copy it out again, he said.

The mullah swore at him, and conceiving that some extra show of authority was needful, growled out:

Remember all I said. Set down she must surrender Khinjan Caves or I swear by Allah I will have thee tortured with fire and thorns  and her, too, when the time comes!

Now he had said that, or something very like it, in the first letter. There was no doubt left that the Mullah was trying to hide ignorance, as men of that fanatic ambitious mold so often will at the expense of better judgment. If fanatics were all-wise, it would be a poor world for the rest.

Very well, King said quietly. And with great pretense of copying the other letter out on fresh paper he now wrote what he wished to say, taking so long about it (for he had to weigh each word), that the mullah strode up and down the cave swearing and kicking things over.

Greeting, he wrote, to the most beautiful and very

wise Princess Yasmini, in her palace in the Caves in

Khinjan, from her servant Kurram Khan the hakim, in

the camp of the mullah Muhammad Anim, a nights march

distant in the hills.



The mullah Muhammad Anim makes his stand and demands

now surrender to himself of Khinjan Caves; and of all

his ammunition. Further, he demands full control of

you and of me and of all your men. He is ready to

fight for his demands and already  as you must well

know  he has considerable following in Khinjan Caves.

He has at least as many men as you have, and he has

four thousand more here.



He threatens as a preliminary to blockade Khinjan

Caves, unless the answer to this prove favorable,

letting none enter, but calling his own men out to

join him. This would suit the Indian government,

because while the Hills fight among themselves

they can not raid India, and while he blockades

Khinjan Caves there will be time to move against him.



Knowing that he dares begin and can accomplish what

he threatens, I am sorry; because I know it is said

how many services you have rendered of old to the

government I serve. We who serve one raj are One  one

to remember  one to forget  one to help each other in

good time.



I have not been idle. Some of Muhammad Anims men

are already mine. With them I can return to India,

taking information with me that will serve my government.

My men are eager to be off.



It may be that vengeance against me would seem sweeter

to you than return to your former allegiance. In that

case, Princess, you only need betray me to the mullah,

and be sure my death would leave nothing to be desired

by the spectators. At present he does not suspect me.



Be assured, however, that not to betray me to him is

to leave me free to serve my government and well able

to do so.



I invite you to return to India with me, bearing news

that the mullah Muhammad Anim and his men are bottled

in Khinjan Caves, and to plan with me to that end.



If you will, then write an answer to Muhammad Anim,

not in Urdu, but in a language he can understand; seem

to surrender to him. But to me send a verbal message,

either by the bearer of this or by some trustier messenger.



India can profit yet by your service if you will. And

in that case I pledge my word to direct the governments

attention only to your good service in the matter. It is

not yet too late to choose. It is not impertinent in me

to urge you.



Nor can I say how gladly I would subscribe myself your

grateful and loyal servant.

The mullah pounced on the finished letter, pretended to read it, and watched him seal it up, smudging the hot wax with his own great gnarled thumb. Then he shouted for the Orakzai Pathan, who came striding in, all grins and swagger.

There  take it! Make speed! he ordered, and with his rifle at the ready and the letter tucked inside his shirt, the Pathan favored King with a farewell grin and obeyed.

Get out! the mullah snarled then immediately. See to the sick. Tell them I sent thee. Bid them be grateful!

King went. He recognized the almost madness that constituted the mullahs driving power. It is contagious, that madness, until it destroys itself. It had made several thousand men follow him and believe in him, but it had once given Yasmini a chance to fool him and defeat him, and now it gave King his chance. He let the mullah think himself obeyed implicitly.

He became the busiest man in all the Hills. While the mullah glowered over the camp from the cave mouth or fulminated from the Quran or fought with other mullahs with words for weapons and abuse for argument, he bandaged and lanced and poulticed and physicked until his head swam with weariness.

The sick swarmed so around him that he had to have a body-guard to keep them at bay; so he chose twenty of the least sick from among those who had talked with him after sunrise.

And because each of those men had friends, and it is only human to wish ones friend in the same boat, especially when the sea, so to speak, is rough, the progress through the camp became a current of missionary zeal and the virtues of the Anglo-Indian raj were better spoken of than the Hills had heard for years.

Not that there was any effort made to convert the camp en masse. Far from it. But the likely few were pounced on and were told of a chance to enlist for a bounty in India. And what with winter not so far ahead, and what with experience of former fighting against the British army, the choosing was none so difficult. From the day when the lad first feels soft down upon his face until the old mans beard turns white and his teeth shake out, the Hillman would rather fight than eat; but he prefers to fight on the winning side if he may, and he likes good treatment.

Before if was dark that night there were thirty men sworn to hold their tongues and to wait for the word to hurry down the Khyber for the purpose of enlisting in some British-Indian regiment. Some even began to urge the hakim not to wait for the Orakzai Pathan, but to start with what he had.

Shall I leave my brother in the lurch? the hakim asked them; and though they murmured, they thought better of him for it.

Well for him that he had plenty of Epsom salts in his kit, for in the Hills physic should taste evil and show very quick results to be believed in. He found a dozen diseases of which he did not so much as know the name, but half of the sufferers swore they were cured after the first dose. They would have dubbed him faquir and have foisted him to a pillar of holiness had he cared to let them.

Muhammad Anim slept most of the day, like a great animal that scorns to live by rule. But at evening he came to the cave mouth and fulminated such a sermon as set the whole camp to roaring. He showed his power then. The jihad he preached would have tempted dead men from their graves to come and share the plunder, and the curses he called down on cowards and laggards and unbelievers were enough to have frightened the dead away again.

In twenty minutes he had undone all Kings missionary work. And then in ten more, feeling his power and their response, and being at heart a fool as all rogues are, he built it up again.

He began to make promises too definite. He wanted Khinjan Caves. More, he needed them. So he promised them they should all be free of Khinjan Caves within a day or two, to come and go and live there at their pleasure. He promised them they should leave their wives and children and belongings safe in the Caves while they themselves went down to plunder India. He overlooked the fact that Khinjan Caves for centuries had been a secret to be spoken of in whispers, and that prospect of its violation came to them as a shock.

Half of them did not believe him. Such a thing was impossible, and if he were lying as to one point, why not as to all the others, too?

And the army veterans, who had been converted by Kings talk of pardons, and almost reconverted by the sermon, shook their heads at the talk of taking Khinjan. Why waste time trying to do what never had been done, with her to reckon against, when a place in the sun was waiting for them down in India, to say nothing of the hope of pardons and clean living for a while? They shook their heads and combed their beards and eyed one another sidewise in a way the Hills understand.

That night, while the mullah glowered over the camp like a great old owl, with leaping firelight reflected in his eyes, the thousands under the skin tents argued, so that the night was all noise. But King slept.

All of another day and part of another night he toiled among the sick, wondering when a message would come back. It was nearly midnight when he bandaged his last patient and came out into the starlight to bend his back straight and yawn and pick his way reeling with weariness back to the mullahs cave. He had given his bag of medicines and implements to a man to carry ahead of him and had gone perhaps ten paces into the dark when a strong hand gripped him by the wrist.

Hush! said a voice that seemed familiar.

He turned swiftly and looked straight into the eyes of the Rangar Rewa Gunga!

How did you get here? he asked in English.

Any fool could learn the password into this camp! Come over here, sahib. I bring word from her.

The ground was criss-crossed like a mans palm by the shadows of tent-ropes. The Rangar led him to where the tents were forty feet apart and none was likely to overhear them. There he turned like a flash.

She sends you this! he hissed.

In that same instant King was fighting for his life.

In another second they were down together among the tent-pegs, King holding the Rangars wrist with both hands and struggling to break it, and the Rangar striving for another stroke. The dagger he held had missed Kings ribs by so little that his skin yet tingled from its touch. It was a dagger with bronze blade and a gold hilt  her dagger. It was her perfume in the air.

They rolled over and over, breathing hard. King wanted to think before he gave an alarm, and he could not think with that scent in his nostrils and creeping into his lungs. Even in the stress of fighting be wondered how the Rangars clothes and turban had come to be drenched in it. He admitted to himself afterward that it was nothing else than jealousy that suggested to him to make the Rangar prisoner and hand him over to the mullah.

That would have been a ridiculous thing to do, for it would have forced his own betrayal to the mullah. But as if the Rangar had read his mind he suddenly redoubled his efforts and King, weary to the point of sickness, had to redouble his own or die. Perhaps the jealousy helped put venom in his effort, for his strength came back to him as a madmans does. The Rangar gave a moan and let the knife fall.

And because jealousy is poison King did the wrong thing then. He pounced on the knife instead of on the Rangar. He could have questioned him  knelt on him and perhaps forced explanations from him. But with a sudden swift effort like a snakes the Rangar freed himself and was up and gone before King could struggle to his feet  gone like a shadow among shadows.

King got up and felt himself all over, for they had fought on stony ground and he was bruised. But bruises faded into nothing, and weariness as well, as his mind began to dwell on the new complication to his problem.

It was plain that the moment he had returned from his message to the Khyber the Rangar had been sent on this new murderous mission. If Yasmini had told the truth a letter had gone into India describing him, King, as a traitor, and from her point of view that might be supposed to cut the very ground away from under his feet.

Then why so much trouble to have him killed? Either Rewa Gunga had never taken the first letter, or  and this seemed more probable  Yashiini had never believed the letter would be treated seriously by the authorities, and had only sent it in the hope of fooling him and undermining his determination. In that case, especially supposing her to have received his ultimatum on the mullahs behalf before sending Rewa Gunga with the dagger, she must consider him at least dangerous. Could she be afraid? If so her game was lost already!

Perhaps she saw her own peril. Perhaps she contemplated  gosh! what a contingency!  perhaps she contemplated bolting into India with a story of her own, and leaving the mullah to his own devices! In such a case, before going she would very likely try to have the one man stabbed who could give her away most completely. In fact, would she dare escape into India and leave himself alive behind her?

He rather thought she would dare do anything. And that thought brought reassurance. She would dare, and being what she was she almost surely would seek vengeance on the mullah before doing anything else.

Then why the dagger for himself? She must believe him in league with the mullah against her. She might believe that with him out of the way the mullah would prove an easier prey for her. And that belief might be justifiable, but as an explanation it failed to satisfy.

There was an alternative, the very thought of which made him fearfully uneasy, and yet brought a thrill with it. In all eastern lands, love scorned takes to the dagger. He had half believed her when she swore she loved him! The man who could imagine himself loved by Yasmini and not be thrilled to his core would be inhuman, whatever reason and caution and caste and creed might whisper in imaginations wake.

Reeling from fatigue (he felt like a man who had been racked, for the Rangars strength was nearly unbelievable), he started toward where the mullah sat glowering in the cave mouth. He found the man who had carried his bag asleep at the foot of the ramp, and taking the bag away from him, let him lie there. And it took him five minutes to drag his hurt weary bones up the ramp, for the fight had taken more out of him than he had guessed at first.

The mullah glared at him but let him by without a word. It was by the fire at the back of the cave, where he stooped to dip water from the mullahs enormous crock that the next disturbing factor came to light. He kicked a brand into the fire and the flame leaped. Its light shone on a yard and a half of exquisitely fine hair, like spun gold, that caressed his shoulder and descended down one arm. One thread of hair that conjured up a million thoughts, and in a second upset every argument!

If Rewa Gunga had been near enough to her and intimate enough with her not only to become scented with her unmistakable perfume but even to get her hair on his person, then gone was all imagination of her love for himself! Then she had lied from first to last! Then she had tried to make him love her that she might use him, and finding she had failed, she had sent her true love with the dagger to make an end!

In a moment he imagined a whole picture, as it might have been in a crystal, of himself trapped and made to don the Romans armor and forced to pose to the savage Hills  or fooled into posing to them  as her lover, while Rewa Gunga lurked behind the scenes and waited for the harvest in the end. And what kind of harvest?

And what kind of man must Rewa Gunga be who could lightly let go all the prejudices of the East and submit to what only the West has endured hitherto with any complacency  a tertium quid?

Yet what a fool he, King, had been not to appreciate at once that Rewa Gunga must be her lover. Why should he not be? Were they not alike as cousins? And the East does not love its contrary, but its complement, being older in love than the West, and wiser in its ways in all but the material. He had been blind. He had overlooked the obvious  that from first to last her plan had been to set herself and this Rewa Gunga on the throne of India!

He washed and went through the mummery of muslim prayers for the watchful mullahs sake, and climbed on to his bed. But sleep seemed out of the question. He lay and tossed for an hour, his mind as busy as a terrier in hay. And when he did fall asleep at last it was so to dream and mutter that the mullah came and shook him and preached him a half-hour sermon against the mortal sins that rob men of peaceful slumber by giving them a foretaste of the hell to come.

All that seemed kinder and more refreshing than Kings own thoughts had been, for when the mullah had done at last and had gone striding back to the cave mouth, he really did fall sound asleep, and it was after dawn when he awoke. The mullahs voice, not untuneful was rousing all the valley echoes in the call to prayer.

Allah is Almighty! Allah is Almighty!

I declare there is no God but Allah!

I declare Muhammad is his prophet!

Hie ye to prayer!

Hie ye to salvation!

Prayer is better than sleep!

Prayer is better than sleep!

There is no God but Allah!

And while King knelt behind the mullah and the whole camp faced Mecca in forehead-in-the-dust abasement there came a strange procession down the midst  not strange to the Hills, where such sights are common, but strange to that camp and hour. Somebody rose and struck them, and they knelt like the rest; but when prayer was over and cooking had begun and the camp became a place of savory smell, they came on again  seven blind men.

They were weary, ragged, lean  seven very tatter-demalions  and the front man led them, tapping the ground with a long stick. The others clung to him in line, one behind the other. He was the only clean-shaven one, and he was the tallest. He looked as if he had not been blind so long, for his physical health was better. All seven men yelled at the utmost of their lungs, but he yelled the loudest.

Oh, the hakim  the good hakim! they wailed. Where is the famous hakim? We be blind men  blind we be  blind  blind! Oh, pity us! Is any kismet worse than ours? Oh, show us to the hakim! Show us the way to him! Lead us to him! Oh, the famous, great, good hakim who can heal mens eyes!

The mullah looked down on them like a vulture waiting to see them die, and seeing they did not die, turned his back and went into his cave. Close to the ramp they stopped, and the front man, cocking his head to one side as only birds and the newly blind do, gave voice again in nasal singsong.

Will none tell me where is the great, good, wise hakim Kurram Khan?

I am he, said King, and he stepped down toward him, calling to an assistant to come and bring him water and a sponge. The blind mans face looked strangely familiar, though it was partly disguised by some gummy stuff stuck all about the eyes. Taking it in both hands be tilted the eyes to the light and opened one eye with his thumb. There was nothing whatever the matter with it. He opened the other.

Rub me an ointment on! the man urged him, and he stared at the face again.

Ismail! he said. You?

Aye! Father of cleverness! Make play of healing my eyes!

So King dipped a sponge in water and sent back for his bag and made a great show of rubbing on ointment. In a minute Ismail, looking almost like a young man without his great beard, was dancing like a lunatic with both fists in the air, and yelling as if wasps had stung him.

Aieee  aieee  aieee! he yelled. I see again! I see! My eyes have light in them! Allah! Oh, Allah heap riches on the great wise hakfim who can heal mens eyes! Allah reward him richly, for I am a beggar and have no goods!

The other six blind men came struggling to be next, and while King rubbed ointment on their eyes and saw that there was nothing there he could cure the whole camp began to surge toward him to see the miracle, and his chosen body-guard rushed up to drive them back.

Find your way down the Khyber and ask for the Wilayti dakitar. He will finish the cure.

The six blind men, half-resentful, half-believing, turned away, mainly because Ismail drove them with words and blows. And as they went a tall Afridi came striding down the camp with a letter for the mullah held out in a cleft stick in front of him.

Her answer! said Ismail with a wicked grin.

What is her word? Where is the Orakzai Pathan?

But Ismail laughed and would not answer him. It seemed to King that he scented climax. So did his near-fifty and their thirty friends. He chose to take the arrival of the blind men as a hint from Providence and to go it blind on the strength of what he had hoped might happen. Also he chose in that instant to force the mullahs hand, on the principle that hurried buffaloes will blunder.

To Khinjan! he shouted to the nearest man. The mullah will march on Khinjan!

They murmured and wondered and backed away from him to give him room. Ismail watched him with dropped jaw and wild eye.

Spread it through the camp that we march on Khinjan! Shout it! Bid them strike the tents!

Somebody behind took up the shout and it went across the camp in leaps, as men toss a ball. There was a surge toward the tents, but King called to his deserters and they clustered back to him. He had to cement their allegiance now or fail altogether, and he would not be able to do it by ordinary argument or by pleading; he had to fire their imagination. And he did.

She is on our side! That was a sheer guess. She has kept our man and sent another as hostage for him in token of good faith! Listen! Ye saw this mans eyes healed. Let that be a token! Be ye the men with new eyes! Give it out! Claim the title and be true to it and see me guide you down the Khyber in good time like a regiment, many more than a hundred strong!

They jumped at the idea. The Hills  the whole East, for that matter  are ever ready to form a new sect or join a new band or a new blood-feud. Witness the Nikalseyns, who worship a long-since dead Englishman.

We see! yelled one of them.

We see! they chorused, and the idea took charge. From that minute they were a new band, with a war-cry of their own.

To Khinjan! they howled, scattering through the camp, and the mullah came out to glare at them and tug his beard and wonder what possessed them.

To Khinjan! they roared at him. Lead us to Khinjan!

To Khinjan, then! he thundered, throwing up both arms in a sort of double apostolic blessing, and then motioning as if he threw them the reins and leave to gallop. They roared back at him like the sea under the whip of a gaining wind. And Ismail disappeared among them, leaving King alone. Then the mullahs eyes fell on King and he beckoned him.

King went up with an effort, for he ached yet from his struggle of the night before. Up there by the ashes of the fire the mullah showed him a letter he had crumpled in his fist. There were only a few lines, written in Arabic, which all mullahs are supposed to be able to read, and they were signed with a strange scrawl that might have meant anything. But the paper smelt strongly of her perfume.

Come, then. Bring all your men, and I will let you and them enter Khinjan Caves. We will strike a bargain in the Cavern of Earths Drink.

That was all, but the fire in the mullahs eyes showed that he thought it was enough. He did not doubt that once he should have his extra four thousand in the caves Khinjan would be his; and he said so.

Khinjan is mine! he growled. India is mine!

And King did not answer him. He did not believe Yasmini would be fool enough to trust herself in any bargain with Muhammad Anim. Yet he could see no alternative as yet. He could only be still and be glad he had set the camp moving and so had forced the mullahs hand.

The old fatalist would have suspected her answer otherwise! he told himself, for he knew that he himself suspected it.

While he and the mullah watched the tents began to fall and the women labored to roll them. The men began firing their rifles, and within the hour enough ammunition had been squandered to have fought a good-sized skirmish; but the mullah did not mind, for he had Khinjan Caves in view, and none knew better than he what vast store of cartridges and dynamite was piled in there. He let them waste.

Watching his opportunity, King slipped down the ramp and into the crowd, while the mullah was busy with personal belongings in the cave. King left his own belongings to the fates, or to any thief who should care to steal them. He was safe from the mullah in the midst of his nearly eighty men, who half believed him a sending from the skies.

We see! we see! they yelled and danced around him.

Before ever the mullah gave an order they got under way and started climbing the steep valley wall. The mullah on his brown mule thrust forward, trying to get in the lead, and King and his men hung back, to keep at a distance from him. It was when the mullah had reached the top of the slope and was not far from being in the lead that Ismail appeared again, leading Kings horse, that he had found in possession of another man. That did not look like enmity or treachery. King mounted and thanked him. Ismail wiped his knife, that had blood on it, and stuck his tongue through his teeth, which did not look quite like treachery either. Yet the Afridi could not be got to say a word.

Two or three miles along the top of the escarpment the mullah sent back word that he wanted the hakim to be beside him. Doubtless he had looked back and had seen King on the horse, head and shoulders above the baggage.

But Kings men treated the messenger to open scorn and sent him packing.

Bid the mullah hunt himself another hakim! Be thou his hakim! Stay, we will give thee a lesson in how to use a knife!

The man ran, lest they carry out their threat, for men joke grimly in the Hills.

Ismail came and held Kings stirrup, striding beside him with the easy Hillman gait.

Art thou my man at last? King asked him, but Ismail laughed and shook his head.

I am her man.

Where is she? King asked.

Nay, who am I that I should know?

But she sent thee?

Aye, she sent me.

To what purpose?

To her purpose! the Afridi answered, and King could not get another word out of him. He fell behind.

But out of the corner of his eye, and once or twice by looking back deliberately, King saw that Ismail was taking the members of his new band one by one and whispering to them. What he said was a mystery, but as they talked each man looked at King. And the more they talked the better pleased they seemed. And as the day wore on the more deferential they grew. By midday if King wanted to dismount there were three at least to hold his stirrup and ten to help him mount again.


Chapter XVIII

By the sweat of your brow; by the ache of your bones;

In the sun, in the wind, in the chill of the rains,

Ye sowed as ye knew. And ye know it was blown

To be trodden and burned  aye, and that by your own

Who sneered at lean furrows and mocked at the stones.

But ye stayed and sowed on. And a little remains.

Ye shall have for your faith. Ye shall reap for your pains.



Four thousand men with women and children and baggage do not move so swiftly as one man or a dozen, especially in the Hills, where discipline is reckoned beneath a proud mans honor. There were many miles to go before Khinjan when night fell and the mullah bade them camp. He bade them camp because they would have done it otherwise in any case.

And we, said King to his all but eighty who crowded around him, being men with new eyes and with a great new hope in us, will halt here and eat the evening meal and watch for an opportunity.

Opportunity for what? they asked him.

An opportunity to show how Allah loves the brave! said King, and they had to be content with that, for he would say no more to them. Seeing he would not talk, they made their little fires all around him and watched while their women cooked the food. The mullah would not let them eat until he and the whole camp had prayed like the only righteous.

When the evening meal was eaten, and sentries had been set at every vantage point, and the men all sat about cleansing their beards and fingers the mullah sent for the hakim again. Only this time he sent twenty men to fetch him.

There was so nearly a fight that the skin all down Kings back was gooseflesh, for a fight at that juncture would have ruined everything. At the least he would have been made a hopeless helpless prisoner. But in the end the mullahs men drew off snarling, and before they could have time to receive new orders or reinforcements, Kings die was cast.

There came another order from the mullah. The women and children were to be left in camp next dawn, and to remain there until sent for. There was murmuring at that around the camp, and especially among Kings contingent. But King laughed.

It is good! he said.

Why? How so? they asked him.

Bid your women make for the Khyber soon after the mullah marches tomorrow. Bid them travel down the Khyber until we and they meet!

But

Please yourselves, sahibs! The hakims air was one of supremest indifference. As for me, I leave no women behind me in the mountains. I am content.

They murmured a while, but they gave the orders to their women, and King watched the women nod. And all that while Ismail watched him with carefully disguised concern, but undisguised interest. And King understood. Enlightenment comes to a man swiftly, when it does come, as a rule.

He recalled that Yasmini had not done much to make his first entry into Khinjan easy. On the contrary, she had put him on his mettle and had set Rewa Gunga to the task of frightening him and had tested him and tried him before tempting him at last.

She must be watching him now, for even the East repeats itself. She had sent Ismail for that purpose. It might be Ismails business to drive a knife in him at the first opportunity, but he doubted that. It was much more likely that, having failed in an attempt to have him murdered, she was superstitiously remorseful. Her course would depend on his. If he failed, she was done with him. If he succeeded in establishing a strong position of his own, she would yield.

All of which did not explain Ismails whisperings and noddings and chin strokings with Kings contingent. But it explained enough for Kings present purpose, and he wasted no time on riders to the problem. With or without Ismails aid, with or without his enmity, he must control his eighty men and give the slip to the mullah, and he went at once about the best way to do both.

We will go now, he said quietly. That sentry in yonder shadow has his back turned. He has over-eaten. We will rush him and put good running between us and the mullah.

Surprised into obedience, and too delighted at the prospect of action to wonder why they should obey a hakim so, they slung on their bandoliers and made ready. Ismail brought up Kings horse and he mounted. And then at Kings word all eighty made a sudden swoop on the drowsy sentry and took him unawares. They tossed him over the cliff, too startled to scream an alarm; and though sentries on either hand heard them and shouted, they were gone into outer darkness like wind-blown ghosts of dead men before the mullah even knew what was happening.

They did not halt until not one of them could run another yard, King trusting to his horse to find a footing along the cliff-tops, and to the men to find the way.

Whither? one whispered to him.

To Khinjan! he answered; and that was enough. Each whispered to the other, and they all became fired with curiosity more potent than money bribes.

When he halted at last and dismounted and sat down and the stragglers caught up, panting, they held a council of war all together, with Ismail sitting at Kings back and leaning a chin on his shoulder in order to hear better. Bone pressed on bone, and the place grew numb; King shook him off a dozen times; but each time Ismail set his chin back on the same spot, as a dog will that listens to his master. Yet he insisted he was her man, and not Kings.

Now, ye men of the Hills, said King, listen to me who am political-offender-with-reward-for-capture-offered! That was a gem of a title. It fired their imaginations. I know things that no soldier would find out in a thousand years, and I will tell you some of what I know.

Now he had to be careful. If he were to invent too much they might denounce him as a traitor to the Hills in general. If he were to tell them too little they would lose interest and might very well desert him at the first pinch. He must feel for the middle way and upset no prejudices.

She has discovered that this mullah Muhammad Anim is no true muslim, but an unbelieving dog of a foreigner from Farangistan! She has discovered that he plans to make himself an emperor in these Hills, and to sell Hillmen into slavery! Might as well serve the mullah up hot while about it! Beyond any doubt not much more than a mile away the mullah was getting even by condemning the lot of them to death. An eye for the risk of an eye! say the unforgiving Hills.

If one of us should go back into his camp now he would be tortured. Be sure of that.

Breathing deeply in the darkness, they nodded, as if the dark had eyes. Ismails chin drove a fraction deeper into his shoulder.

Now ye know  for all men know  that the entrance into Khinjan Caves is free to any man who can tell a lie without flinching. It is the way out again that is not free. How many men do ye know that have entered and never returned?

They all nodded again. It was common knowledge that Khinjan was a very graveyard of the presumptuous.

She has set a trap for the mullah. She will let him and all his men enter and will never let them out again!

How knowest thou? This from two men, one on either hand.

Was I never in Khinjan Caves? he retorted. Whence came I? I am her man, sent to help trap the mullah! I would have trapped all you, but for being weary of these Hills and wishful to go back to India and be pardoned! That is who I am! That is how I know!

Their breath came and went sibilantly, and the darkness was alive with the excitement they thought themselves too warrior-like to utter.

But what will she do then? asked somebody.

King searched his memory, and in a moment there came back to him a picture of the hurrying jezailchi he had held up in the Khyber Pass, and recollection of the mans words.

Know ye not, he said, that long ago she gave leave to all who ate the salt to be true to the salt? She gave the Khyber jezailchis leave to fight against her. Be sure, whatever she does, she will stand between no man and his pardon!

But will she lead a jihad? We will not fight against her!

Nay, said King, drawing his breath in. Ismails chin felt like a knife against his collar bone, and Ismails iron fingers clutched his arm. It was time to give his hostage to dame Fortune. She will go down into India and use her influence in the matter of the pardons!

I believe thou art a very great liar indeed! said the man who lacked part of his nose. The Pathan went, and he did not come back. What proof have we.

Ye have me! said King. If I show you no proof, how can I escape you?

They all grunted agreement as to that. King used his elbow to hit Ismail in the ribs. He did not dare speak to him; but now was the time for Ismail to carry information to her, supposing that to be his job. And after a minute Ismail rolled into a shadow and was gone. King gave him twenty minutes start, letting his men rest their legs and exercise their tongues.

Now that he was out of the mullahs clutches  and he suspected Yasmini would know of it within an hour or two, and before dawn in any event  he began to feel like a player in a game of chess who foresees his opponent mate in so many moves.

If Yasmini were to let the mullah and his men into the Caves and to join forces with him in there, he would at least have time to hurry back to India with his eighty men and give warning. He might have time to call up the Khyber jezailchis and blockade the Caves before the hive could swarm, and he chuckled to think of the hope of that.

On the other hand, if there was to be a battle royal between Yasmini and the mullah he would be there to watch it and to comfort India with the news.

Now we will go on again, in order to be close to Khinjan at break of day, he said, and they all got up and obeyed him as if his word had been law to them for years. Of all of them he was the only man in doubt  he who seemed most confident of all.

They swung along into the darkness under low-hung stars, trailing behind Kings horse, with only half a dozen of them a hundred yards or so ahead as an advance guard, and all of them expecting to see Khinjan loom above each next valley, for distances and darkness are deceptive in the Hills, even to trained eyes. Suddenly the advance guard halted, but did not shoot. And as King caught up with them he saw they were talking with some one.

He had to ride up close before he recognized the Orakzai Pathan.

Salaam! said the fellow with a grin. I bring one hundred and eleven!

As he spoke graveyard shadows rose out of the darkness all around and leaned on rifles.

Be ye men all ex-soldiers of the raj? King asked them.

Aye! they growled in chorus.

What will ye?

Pardons! They all said the word together.

Who gave you leave to come? King asked.

None! He told us of the pardons and we came!

Aye! said the Orakzai Pathan, drawing King aside. But she gave me leave to seek them out and tempt them!

And what does she intend? King asked him suddenly.

She? Ask Allah, who put the spirit in her! How should I know?

We will march again, my brothers! King shouted, and they streamed along behind him, now with no advance guard, but with the Orakzai Pathan striding beside Kings horse, with a great hand on the saddle. Like the others, he seemed decided in his mind that the hakim ought not to be allowed much chance to escape.

Just as the dawn was tinting the surrounding peaks with softest rose they topped a ridge, and Khinjan lay below them across the mile-wide bone-dry valley. They all stood and stared at it, leaning on their guns. All the Men with New Eyes saw it now for the first time, and it held them speechless, for with its patchwork towers and high battlements it looked like a very city of the spirits that their tales around the fire on winter nights so linger on.

And while they watched, and the Khinjan men were beginning to murmur (for they needed no last view of the place to satisfy any longings!) none else than Ismail rose from behind a rock and came to Kings stirrup. He tugged and King backed his horse until they stood together apart.

She sends this message, said Ismail, showing his teeth in the most peculiar grin that surely the Hills ever witnessed. And then, omitting the message, he proceeded first to give some news. Many of her men who have never been in the army, are none the less true to her, and she will not leave them to the mullahs mercy. They will leave the Caves in a little while and will come up here. They are to go down into India and be made prisoners if the sirkar will not enlist them. You are to wait for them here.

Is that all her message? King asked him.

Nay. That is none of it! This is her message. THOU SHALT KNOW THIS DAY, THOU ENGLISHMAN, WHETHER OR NOT SHE TRULY LOVED THEE! THERE SHALL BE PROOF, SUCH AS EVEN THOU SHALT UNDERSTAND!

What does that mean?

Nay, who am I that I should know?

Ismail slipped away and lost himself among the men, and none of them seemed to notice that he had been away and had come again. On Kings advice a dozen men climbed near-by eminences and began to watch for the mullahs coming. The Khinjan men murmured openly; they wanted to be off.

But no, said King. Go if ye will, but she has sent word that other men are coming. I wait for them here.

After a great deal of resentful argument they consented to lie hidden for an hour or two but no longer, and King hid his horse in a hollow and persuaded three of them to gather grass for him. It was a little more than an hour after dawn and the chilled rocks were beginning to grow warmer when the head of a procession came out of Khinjan Gate and started toward them over the valley. In all more than five hundred men emerged and about a hundred women and children, and Kings men were kept busy for half an hour counting them and quarreling about the exact number. Some of them were burdened heavily, and there was much discussion as to whether to loot them or not. Then:

Muhammad Anim comes! shouted a voice from a crag top.

They snuggled into better hiding, and there was no thought now of leaving before the mullah should go by. There began to be wagers as to whether her men would be hidden out of sight before the mullah could top the rise; and then, when the last man was safe across the valley and up the cliff and in hiding, there was endless argument as to how much each had betted and to whom he had lost. It needed an effort to quiet them when the mullah rose into view at last above the rise and paused for a minute to stare across at Khinjan before leading his four thousand down and onward. He was silent as an image, but his men roared like a river in flood and he made no effort to check them. He was like a man who has made up his mind to victory in any event. He seemed to be speculating three or four moves ahead of this one, and to hold this one such a foregone conclusion in his mind that it had ceased to interest. He was admirable, there was no doubt of that. In his own way, like an old boar sniffing up the wind for trouble, he could command a decent mans respect.

He dismounted, for he had to, and tossed his reins to the nearest man with the air of an emperor. And he led the way dawn the cliffside without hesitation, striding like a mountaineer. His men followed him noisily, holding hands to make human chains at the difficult places and shouting a great deal; but not quite naturally now. They were too impressed by the seriousness of what they undertook, and in their hearts too much afraid. The noise was bravado.

It was a weary long wait, watching from the crevices until the last mans back departed down the cliff, and the procession  Pied Piper of Hamelin and rats, (but no music!)  wound across the valley. At last Khinjan Gate opened and the mullah led in. The gate did not shut after the last man, King noted that.

Let us go now! shouted fifty voices, and every man of Kings party showed himself and stretched. Let us go! Why wait?

But King would not go. Nor would he explain why he would not go. Nor could he tell himself what held him, gazing at Khinjan, except that he thought of Yasmini and ached to know what she was doing.

It was thirty minutes after the last of the mullahs men had vanished through the gate, and his own men in dozens and twenties were scattered along the cliff-top arguing against delay with growing rancor, when a lone horseman galloped out of Khinjan Gate and started across the valley. He rode recklessly. He was either panic-stricken or else bolder than the devil.

In a minute King had recognized the mare, and so had the eyes of fifty men around him. No man with half an eye for a horse could have failed to recognize that black mare, having ever seen her once. She came like a goat among the rocks, just as she had once dived into darkness in the Khyber with King following. In another two minutes King had recognized the Rangars silken turban. And now there was no need to restrain the men; they all stood and watched, to know what new turn affairs were taking.

Most of them were staring downward at the Rangars head as he urged the mare up the cliff path, when the explanation of Yasminis message came. It was only King, urged by some intuition, who had his eyes fixed on Khinjan.

There came a shock that actually swayed the hill they stood on. The mare on the path below missed her footing and fell a dozen feet, only to get up again and scramble as if a thousand devils were behind her, the Rangar riding her grimly, like a jockey in a race. Three more shocks followed. A great slice of Khinjan suddenly caved in with a roar, and smoke and dust burst upward through the tumbling crust.

There was a pause after that, as if the waiting elements were gathering strength. For ten minutes they watched and scarcely breathed. Rewa Gunga gained the summit and, dismounting, stood by King with the reins over his arm. The mare was too blown to do anything but stand and tremble. And King was too enthralled to do anything but stare.

That is what a woman can do for a man! said Rewa Gunga grimly. She set a fuse and exploded all the dynamite. There were tons of it! The galleries must have fallen in, one on the other! A thousand men digging for a thousand years could never get into Khinjan now, and the only way out is down Earths Drink! She bade me come and bid you good-by, sahib. I would have stayed in there, but she commanded me. She said, Tell King sahib my love was true. Tell him I give him India and all Asia that were at my mercy!

While the Rangar spoke there came three more earth tremors in swift succession, and a thunder out of Khinjan as if the very Hills were coming to an end. The mare grew frantic and the Rangar summoned six men to hold her.

Suddenly, right over the top of Khinjans upper rim, where only the eagles ever perched, there burst a column of water, immeasurable, huge, that for a moment blotted out the sun. It rose sheer upward, curved on itself, and fell in a million-ton deluge on to Khinjan and into Khinjan valley, hissing and roaring and thundering.

Earths Drink had been blocked by the explosion and had found a new way over the barrier before plunging down again into the bowels of the world. The one sky-flung leap it made as its weight burst down a mountain wall was enough to blot out Khinjan forever, and what had been a dry mile-wide moat was a shallow lake with deaths rack and rubbish floating on the surface.

The earth rocked. The Hillmen prayed, and King stared, trying to memorize all that had been. Suddenly it flashed across his mind that the Rangar who had striven like a fiend to stab him only a matter of hours ago was now standing behind him, within a yard.

He was up on his feet in a second and faced about. The Rangar laughed.

So ends the Heart of the Hills! he said. Think kindly of her, sahib. She thought well enough of you!

He laughed again and sprang on the black mare, and before King could speak or raise a hand to stop him he was off, hell-bent-for-leather along the precipice in the direction of the Khyber Pass and India. Two of the men who had come out of Khinjan mounted and spurred after him.

King collected his men and the women and children. It was easy, for they were numb from what they had witnessed and dazed by fear. In half an hour he had them mustered and marching.

Let us go back and loot the mullahs camp and take the women! urged a dozen men at least.

Go then! said King. Go back! But I go on!

He is afraid! The hakim is afraid of what he saw!

King let them think so. He let them think anything they chose, knowing well that what had unnerved him had at least rendered them amenable to leading. They would have no more dared go back without him, and without at least a hundred others, than they would have dared go and hunt in the ruins of Khinjan.

Even Ismail clang to his stirrup and would not leave him, looking like a fledgling with his beard all new-sprouted on his jaw, and eyes wider than any birds.

Why art thou here? King asked him. Had she no true men who would die with her?

The Afridi scowled, but choked the answer back.

Art thou my man now? King asked him. But he shook his head.

So they marched without talking over the hideous boulder-strewn range that separates Khinjan from the Khyber, sleeping fitfully whenever King called a halt, and eating almost nothing at all, for only a few of them had thought of bringing food.

They reached the Khyber famished and were fed at Ali Masjid Fort, after King had given a certain password and had whispered to the officer commanding. But he did not change into European clothes yet, and none of his following suspected him of being an Englishman.

A Rangar on a black mare has gone down the pass ahead of you in a hurry, they told him at Ali Masjid. He had two men with him and food enough. Only stopped long enough to make his business known.

What did he say his business is? asked King.

He gave a sign and said a word that satisfied us  on that point!

Oh! said King. Can you signal down the Pass?

Surely.

Courtenay still at Jamrud?

Yes. In charge there and growing tired of doing nothing.

Signal down and ask him to have that bath ready for me that I spoke about. Good-by.

So he left Ali Masjid at the head of a motley procession that grew noisier and more confident every hour. Ismail still clung to his stirrup, but began to grow more lively and to have a good many orders to fling to the rest.

You mourn like a dog, King told him. Three howls and a whine and a little sulking  and then forgetfulness!

Ismail looked nasty at that but did not answer, although he seemed to have a hot word ready. And thenceforward he hung his head more, and at least tried to seem bereaved. But his manner was unconvincing none the less, and King found it food for thought.

The ex-soldiers and would-be soldiers marched in fours behind him, growing hourly more like drilled men, and talking, with each stride that brought them nearer India, more as men do who have an interest in law and order. Behind them tramped the women from Khinjan, carrying their babies and their husbands loads; and behind them again were the other women, who had been told they would be overtaken in the Khyber, but who had actually had to run themselves raw-footed in order to catch up.

Down the Khyber have come conquerors, a dozen conquering kings, and as many beaten armies; but surely no stranger host than this ever trudged between the echoing walls. The very eagles screamed at them.

And as they neared Jamrud Fort the men who sought pardons began to grow sheepish. They began to remember that the hakim might after all be a trickster, and to realize how much too friendly  how almost intimate he had been with the sahibs at Ali Masjid. They began to cluster round him instead of letting him lead, and by the time they met the farthest outposts up the Khyber they were as nervous as raw recruits and ready to turn and bolt at a word  for no one can be more timid than your Hillman when he is not sure of himself, just as no one can be braver when he knows his ground.

Signals preceded them, and Courtenay himself rode up the Pass to greet them. But of course he was not very cordial to King, considering his disguise; and he chose to keep the Hillmen in doubt yet as to their eventual reception. But one of them, the Orakzai Pathan (for nothing could completely unman him), shouted to know whether it was true that pardons had been offered for deserters, and Courtenay nodded. They were less timid after that. Some of them pulled medals out and pinned them outside their shirts.

At Jamrud they were given food and their rifles were taken away from them and a guard was set to watch them. But the guard only consisted of two men, both of whom were Pathans, and they assured them that, ridiculous though it sounded, the British were actually willing to forgive their enemies and to pardon all deserters who applied for pardon on condition of good faith in the future.

That night they prayed to Allah like little children lost and found. The women crooned love-songs to their babies over the clear fires and the men talked  and talked  and talked until the stars grew big as moons to weary eyes and they slept at last, to dream of khaki uniforms and karnel sahibs who knew neither fear nor favor and who said things that were so. It is a mad world to the Himalayan Hillman where men in authority tell truth unadorned without shame and without consideration  a mad, mad world, and perhaps too exotic to be wholesome, but pleasant while the dream lasts.

Over in the fort Courtenay placed a bath at Kings disposal and lent him clean clothes and a razor. But he was not very cordial.

Tell me all the war news! said King, splashing in the tub. And Courtenay told him, passing him another cake of soap when the first was finished. After all there was not much to tell  butchery in Belgium  Huns and guns  and the everlastingly glorious stand that saved Paris and France and Europe.

According to the cables our men are going the records one better. I think thats all, said Courtenay.

Then why the stuffiness? asked King. Why am I talked to at the end of a tube, so to speak?

Youre under arrest! said Courtenay.

The deuce I am!

Im taking care of you myself to obviate the necessity of putting a sentry on guard over you.

Good of you, Im sure. Whats it all about?

I dont mind telling you, but Id rather youd wait. The minute you were sighted word was wired down to headquarters, and the general himself will be up here by train any minute.

Very well, said King. Got a cigar? Got a black one? Blacker the better!

He was out of his bath and remembered that minute that he had not smoked a cigar since leaving India. Naked, shaved, with some of the stain removed, he did not look like a man in trouble as he filled his lungs with the saltpeterish smoke of a fat Trichinopoli.

And then the general came and did not wait for King to get dressed but burst into the bathroom and shook hands with him while he was still naked and asked ten questions (like a gatling gun) while King was getting on his trousers, divining each answer after the third word and waving the rest aside.

And why am I arrested, sir? asked King the moment he could slip the question in edgewise.

Oh, yes, of course. Try the case here as well as anywhere. What does this mean?

Out of his pocket the general produced a letter that smelt strongly of a scent King recognized. He spread it out on a table, and King read. It was Yasminis letter that she had sent down the Khyber to make India too hot to hold him.

Your Captain King has been too much trouble. He has

taken money from the Germans. He adopted native dress.

He called himself Kurram Khan. He slew his own brother

at night in the Khyber Pass. These men will say that

he carried the head to Khinjan, and their word is true.

I, Yasmini, saw. He used the head for a passport to

obtain admittance. He proclaims a jihad! He urges

invasion of India! He held up his brothers head before

five thousand men and boasted of the murder. The next

you shall hear of your Captain King of the Khyber Rifles

he will be leading a jihad into India. You would have

better trusted me. Yasmini.

Too bad about your brother, said the general.

The body is buried. How much is true about the head?

King told him.

Wheres she? asked the general.

King did not answer. The general waited.

I dont know, sir.

Ask the Rangar, Courtenay suggested.

Where is he? asked King.

Caught him coming down the Khyber on his black mare and arrested him. Hes in the next room! I hope hes to be hanged. So that I can buy the mare, he added cheerfully.

King whistled softly to himself, and the general looked at him through half-closed eyes.

Go in and talk to him, King. Let me know the result.

He had picked King to go up the Khyber on that errand not for nothing. He knew King and he knew the symptoms. Without answering him King obeyed. He went out of the room into a dark corridor and rapped on the door of the next room to the right. There was a muffled answer from within. Courtenay shouted something to the sentry outside the door and he called another man who fitted a key in the lock. King walked into a room in which one lamp was burning and the door slammed shut behind him.

He was in there an hour, and it never did transpire just what passed, for he can hold his tongue on any subject like a clam, and the general, if anything, can go him one better. Courtenay was placed under orders not to talk, so those who say they know exactly what happened in the room between the time when the door was shut on King and the time when he knocked to have it opened and called for the general, are not telling the truth.

What is known is that finally the general hurried through the door and ejaculated, Well, Im damned! before it could close again. The sentry (Punjabi Mussulman) has sworn to that over a dozen camp-fires since the day.

And it is known, too, for the sentry has taken oath on it and has told the story so many times without much variation that no one who knows the mans record doubts any longer  it is known that when the door opened again King and the general walked out, with the Rangar between them. And the Rangar had no turban on, but carried it unwound in his hand. And his golden hair fell nearly to his knees and changed his whole appearance. And he was weeping. And he was not a Rangar at all, but she, and how anybody can ever have mistaken her for a man, even in mans clothes and with her skin darkened, was beyond the sentrys power to guess. He for one, etc.... But nobody believed that part of his tale.

As Yussuf bin Ali said over the camp-fire up the Khyber later on, When she sets out to disguise herself, she is what she will be, and he who says he thinks otherwise has two tongues and no conscience!

What is surely true is that the four of them  Yasmini, the general, Courtenay and King sat up all night in a room in the fort, talking together, while a succession of sentries overstrained their ears endeavoring to hear through keyholes. And the sentries heard nothing and invented very much.

But Partan Singh, the Sikh, who carried in bread and cocoa to them at about five the next morning and found them still talking, heard King say, So, in my opinion, sir, therell be no jihad in these parts. Therell be sporadic raids, of course, but nothing a brigade cant deal with. The heart of the holy wars torn out and thrown away.

Very well, said the general. You can get up the Khyber again and join your regiment.

But by that time the Rangars turban was on again and the tears were dry, and it was Partan Singh who threw most doubt on the sentrys tale about the golden hair. But, as the sentry said, no doubt Partan Singh was jealous.

There is no doubt whatever that the general went back to Peshawur in the train at eight oclock and that the Rangar went with him in a separate compartment with about a dozen Hillmen chosen from among those who had come down with King.

And it is certain that before they went King had a talk with the Rangar in a room alone, of which conversation, however, the sentry reported afterward that he did not overhear one word; and he had to go to the doctor with a cold in his ear at that. He said he was nearly sure he heard weeping. But on the other hand, those who saw both of them come out were certain that both were smiling.

It is quite certain that Athelstan King went up the Khyber again, for the official records say so, and they never lie, especially in time of war. He rode a coal-black mare, and Courtenay called him Chikki  a lifter.

Some say the Rangar went to Delhi. Some say Yasmini is in Delhi. Some say no. But it is quite certain that before he started up the Khyber King showed Courtenay a great gold bracelet that he had under his sleeve. Five men saw him do it.

And if that was really Rewa Gunga in the generals train, why was the general so painfully polite to him? And why did Ismail insist on riding in the train, instead of accepting Kings offer to go up the Khyber with him?

One thing is very certain. King was right about the jihad. There has been none in spite of all Turkeys and Germanys efforts. There have been sporadic raids, much as usual, but nothing one brigade could not easily deal with, the paid press to the contrary notwithstanding.

King of the Khyber Rifles is now a major, for you can see that by turning up the army list.

But if you wish to know just what transpired in the room in Jamrud Fort while the general and Courtenay waited, you must ask King  if you dare; for only he knows, and one other. It is not likely you can find the other.

But it is likely that you may hear from both of them again, for A woman and intrigue are one! as India says. The war seems long, and the world is large, and the chances for intrigue are almost infinite, given such combination as King and Yasmini and a love affair.

And as King says on occasion: Kuch dar nahin hai! There is no such thing as fear! Another one might say, The roofs the limit!

And bear in mind, for this is important: King wrote to Yasmini a letter, in Urdu from the mullahs cave, in which he as good as gave her his word of honor to be her loyal servant should she choose to return to her allegiance. He is no splitter of hairs, no quibbler. His word is good on the darkest night or wherever he casts a shadow in the sun.

A man and his promise  a woman and intrigue  are one!

THE END


HIRA SINGHS TALE
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OR, WHEN INDIA CAME TO FIGHT IN FLANDERS

Originally published under the title of Hira Singhs Tale as a four-part serial in Adventure Magazine at the end of 1917, this novel was published in book form in 1918 in Britain by Cassell and in America by Bobbs-Merrill. In this story we are reunited with Ranjoor Singh, a key character in Mundys novel The Winds of the World, written two years previously; this tale begins where the previous novel finishes, which in modern publishing parlance makes Hira Singh a sequel. Once again, Mundy takes the viewpoint of the Indian characters and gives it a central voice in the narrative and although this may have surprised some of its key Anglo-American readership, it would also have offered interesting insights for a public hungry for stories about the war.

Hira Singh is a wounded soldier and a comrade of Ranjoor Singh, who had returned to the Western front. The narrator, an Indian journalist, speaks briefly to Ranjoor, who tells him to get the full story from Hira, so the journalist stays with the injured man, fetching water for him and sharing his food with him. In return, the narrator is privileged to listen to the story Hira has to tell. 

Ranjoor Singh and his Sikh comrades in the squadron Outrams Own are deployed to Flanders to fight in the Great War. This fulfils the prophecy of the beautiful Yasmini in the previous story that Ranjoor shall run away to fight men you never quarrelled with. The Sikh soldiers are taken into the conflict in the command of two white British officers (Colonel Kirby and Captain Fellowes) who are soon killed in action, although the first battle they are involved in brings them victory. The Sikh soldiers must now be self reliant. Loyal as ever, Ranjoor must still battle the suspicions of his countrymen, a legacy of the undercover work he did in the previous story; but worse is to come. 253 of the Sikhs are captured when they encroach upon German territory and are too far away from the allied forces to be saved  they spend the middle part of 1915 in a prisoner of war camp. The Germans send the Sikhs to Turkey, hoping to gain propaganda benefits from doing so, but the Sikhs have other ideas. Can they get close enough to the fighting in Gallipoli to return to the allied side and resume their patriotic mission? There are many battles and challenges to face if they are to achieve their aim.

This story is told with commendable restraint by Mundy when it comes to dialect; many authors of his generation rendered their stories almost unreadable with what seems now laughable exaggerations. Mundy has tried his best here to indicate linguistic differences without belittling them. One should also not underestimate the courage of Mundy in telling the story through Indian eyes and perceptions and he knew he was taking a risk. In a letter to his publisher, he wrote that, It breaks all the rules for success: there isnt a woman in it, it is told from the first person singular by a colored (sic) man. Taking risks such as this, along with Mundys reputation for creating strong female characters that could hold their own in any situation, makes Mundy an author worthy of reading today. The only weak character is the sole European, a German named Fritz Tugendheim. He is an amoral character, who puts his own interests before those of his own countrymen and as such he is a contrast to the noble Sikhs that value honour and courage above all else. 


[image: img20.png]

The first editions frontispiece


CONTENTS

PREFACE

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII




PREFACE

I take leave to dedicate this book to Mr. Elmer Davis, through whose friendly offices I was led to track down the hero of these adventures and to find the true account of them even better than the daily paper promised.

Had Ranjoor Singh and his men been Muhammadans their accomplishment would have been sufficiently wonderful. For Sikhs to attempt what they carried through, even under such splendid leadership as Ranjoor Singhs, was to defy the very nth degree of odds. To have tried to tell the tale otherwise than in Hira Singhs own words would have been to varnish gold. Amid the echoes of the roar of the guns in Flanders, the world is inclined to overlook Indias share in it all and the stout proud loyalty of Indian hearts. May this tribute to the gallant Indian gentlemen who came to fight our battles serve to remind its readers that they who give their best, and they who take, are one.

T. M.



One hundred Indian troops of the
British Army have arrived at Kabul,
Afghanistan, after a four months
march from Constantinople. The men
were captured in Flanders by the
Germans and were sent to Turkey in the
hope that, being Mohammedans, they
might join the Turks. But they
remained loyal to Great Britain and
finally escaped, heading for Afghanistan.
They now intend to join their
regimental depot in India, so it
is reported.

New York Times, July, 1915


CHAPTER I

Let a man, an arrow, and an answer each go straight. Each is his own witness. God is judge.  EASTERN PROVERB.



A Sikh who must have stood about six feet without his turban  and only imagination knows how stately he was with it  loomed out of the violet mist of an Indian morning and scrutinized me with calm brown eyes. His khaki uniform, like two of the medal ribbons on his breast, was new, but nothing else about him suggested rawness. Attitude, grayness, dignity, the unstudied strength of his politeness, all sang aloud of battles won. Battles with himself they may have been  but they were won.

I began remembering ice-polished rocks that the glaciers once dropped along Maine valleys, when his quiet voice summoned me back to India and the convalescent camp beyond whose outer gate I stood. Two flags on lances formed the gate and the boundary line was mostly imaginary; but one did not trespass, because at about the point where vision no longer pierced the mist there stood a sentry, and the grounding of a butt on gravel and now and then a cough announced others beyond him again.

I have permission, I said, to find a certain Risaldar-major Ranjoor Singh, and to ask him questions.

He smiled. His eyes, betraying nothing but politeness, read the very depths of mine.

Has the sahib credentials? he asked. So I showed him the permit covered with signatures that was the one scrap of writing left in my possession after several searchings.

Thank you, he said gravely. There were others who had no permits. Will you walk with me through the camp?

That was new annoyance, for with such a search as I had in mind what interest could there be in a camp for convalescent Sikhs? Tents pitched at intervals  a hospital marquee  a row of trees under which some of the wounded might sit and dream the day through-these were all things one could imagine without journeying to India. But there was nothing to do but accept, and I walked beside him, wishing I could stride with half his grace.

There are no well men here, he told me. Even the heavy work about the camp is done by convalescents.

Then why are you here? I asked, not trying to conceal admiration for his strength and stature.

I, too, am not yet quite recovered.

From what? I asked, impudent because I felt desperate. But I drew no fire.

I do not know the English name for my complaint, he said. (But he spoke English better than I, he having mastered it, whereas I was only born to its careless use.)

How long do you expect to remain on the sick list? I asked, because a woman once told me that the way to make a man talk is to seem to be interested in himself.

Who knows? said he.

He showed me about the camp, and we came to a stand at last under the branches of an enormous mango tree. Early though it was, a Sikh non-commissioned officer was already sitting propped against the trunk with his bandaged feet stretched out in front of him  a peculiar attitude for a Sikh.

That one knows English, my guide said, nodding. And making me a most profound salaam, he added: Why not talk with him? I have duties. I must go.

The officer turned away, and I paid him the courtesy due from one man to another. It shall always be a satisfying memory that I raised my hat to him and that he saluted me.

What is that officers name? I asked, and the man on the ground seemed astonished that I did not know.

Risaldar-major Ranjoor Singh bahadur! he said.

For a second I was possessed by the notion of running after him, until I recalled that he had known my purpose from the first and that therefore his purpose must have been deliberate. Obviously, I would better pursue the opportunity that in his own way He had given me.

What is your name? I asked the man on the ground.

Hira Singh, he answered, and at that I sat down beside him. For I had also heard of Hira Singh.

He made quite a fuss at first because, he said, the dusty earth beneath a tree was no place for a sahib. But suddenly he jumped to the conclusion I must be American, and ceased at once to be troubled about my dignity. On the other hand, he grew perceptibly less distant. Not more friendly, perhaps, but less guarded.

You have talked with Sikhs in California? he asked, and I nodded.

Then you have heard lies, sahib. I know the burden of their song. A bad Sikh and a bad Englishman alike resemble rock torn loose. The greater the height from which they fall, the deeper they dive into the mud. Which is the true Sikh, he who marched with us or he who abuses us? Yet I am told that in America men believe what hired Sikhs write for the German papers.

No man hired me, sahib, although one or two have tried. When I came of age I sought acceptance in the army, and was chosen among many. When my feet are healed I shall return to duty. I am a true Sikh. If the sahib cares to listen, I will tell him truth that has not been written in the papers.

So, having diagnosed my nationality and need, he proceeded to tell me patiently things that many English are in the dark about, both because of the censorship and because of the prevailing superstition that the English resent being told  he stabbing and sweeping at the dust with a broken twig and making little heaps and dents by way of illustration,  I sitting silent, brushing away the flies.

Day after day I sought him soon after dawn when they were rolling up the tent-flaps. I shared the curry and chapatties that a trooper brought to him at noon, and I fetched water for him to drink from time to time. It was dusk each day before I left him, so that, what with his patience and my diligence, I have been able to set down the story as he told it, nearly in his own words.

But of Risaldar-major Ranjoor Singh bahadur in the flesh, I have not had another glimpse. I went in search of him the very first evening, only to learn that he had passed his medical that afternoon and had returned at once to active service.



We Sikhs have a proverb, sahib, that the ruler and the ruled are one. That has many sides to it of which one is this: India having many moods and minds, the British are versatile. Not altogether wise, for who is? When, for instance, did India make an end of wooing foolishness? Since the British rule India, they may wear her flowers, but they drink her dregs. They may bear her honors, but her blame as well. As the head is to the body, the ruler and the ruled are one.

Yet, as I understand it, when this great war came there was disappointment in some quarters and surprise in others because we, who were known not to be contented, did not rise at once in rebellion. To that the answer is faith finds faith. It is the great gift of the British that they set faith in the hearts of other men.

There were dark hours, sahib, before it was made known that there was war. The censorship shut down on us, and there were a thousand rumors for every one known fact. There had come a sudden swarm of Sikhs from abroad, and of other men  all hirelings  who talked much about Germany and a change of masters. There were dark sayings, and arrests by night. Men with whom we talked at dusk had disappeared at dawn. Ranjoor Singh, not yet bahadur but risaldar-major, commanding Squadron D of my regiment, Outrams Own, became very busy in the bazaars; and many a night I followed him, not always with his knowledge. I intended to protect him, but I also wished to know what the doings were.

There was a woman. Did the sahib ever hear of a plot that had not a woman in it? He went to the womans house. In hiding, I heard her sneer at him. I heard her mock him. I would have doubted him forever if I had heard her praise him, but she did not, and I knew him to be a true man.

Ours is more like the French than the British system; there is more intercourse between officer and non-commissioned officer and man. But Ranjoor Singh is a silent man, and we of his squadron, though we respected him, knew little of what was in his mind. When there began to be talk about his knowing German, and about his secrecy, and about his nights spent at HER place, who could answer? We all knew he knew German.

There were printed pamphlets from God-knows-where, and letters from America, that made pretense at explanations; and there were spies who whispered. My voice, saying I had listened and seen and that I trusted, was as a quails note when the monsoon bursts. None heard. So that in the end I held my tongue. I even began to doubt.

Then a trooper of ours was murdered in the bazaar, and Ranjoor Singhs servant disappeared. Within an hour Ranjoor Singh was gone, too.

Then came news of war. Then our officers came among us to ask whether we are willing or not to take a hand in this great quarrel. Perhaps in that hour if they had not asked us we might have judged that we and they were not one after all.

But they did ask, and let a man, an arrow, and an answer each go straight, say we. Our Guru tells us Sikhs should fight ever on the side of the oppressed; the weaker the oppressed, the more the reason for our taking part with them. Our officers made no secret about the strength of the enemy, and we made none with them of our feeling in the matter. They were proud men that day. Colonel Kirby was a very proud man. We were prouder than he, except when we thought of Ranjoor Singh.

Then, as it were out of the night itself, there came a message by word of mouth from Ranjoor Singh saying he will be with us before the blood shall run. We were overjoyed at that, and talked about it far into the night; yet when dawn had come doubt again had hold of us, and I think I was the only Sikh in the regiment ready to swear to his integrity. Once, at least a squadron of us had loved him to the death because we thought him an example of Sikh honor. Now only I and our British officers believed in him.

We are light cavalry. We were first of all the Indian regiments to ride out of Delhi and entrain at a station down the line. That was an honor, and the other squadrons rode gaily, but D Squadron hung its head. I heard men muttering in the ranks and some I rebuked to silence, but my rebukes lightened no mans heart. In place of Ranjoor Singh rode Captain Fellowes, promoted from another squadron, and noticing our lack of spirit, he did his best to inspire us with fine words and manly bearing; but we felt ashamed that our own Sikh major was not leading us, and did not respond to encouragement.

Yet when we rode out of Delhi Gate it was as if a miracle took place. A stiffening passed along the squadron. A trooper caught sight of Ranjoor Singh standing beside some bullock carts, and passed the word. I, too, saw him. He was with a Muhammadan bunnia, and was dressed to resemble one himself.

The trooper who was first to see him  a sharp-eyed man  he died at Ypres  Singh means lion, sahib  now recognized the man who stood with him. That bunnia, said he, is surely none other than the European who gave us the newspaper clippings about Sikhs not allowed to land in Canada. See  he is disguised like a fool. Are the police asleep, said he, that such thieves dare sun themselves?

It was true enough, sahib. The man in disguise was German, and we remembered again that Ranjoor Singh knew German. From that moment we rode like new men  I, too, although I because I trusted Ranjoor Singh now more than ever; they, because they trusted no longer at all, and he can shoulder what seem certainties whom doubt unmans. No word, but a thought that a man could feel passed all down the line, that whatever our officer might descend to being, the rank and file would prove themselves faithful to the salt. Thenceforward there was nothing in our bearing to cause our officers anxiety.

You might wonder, sahib, why none broke ranks to expose both men on the spot. I did not because I trusted Ranjoor Singh. I reasoned he would never have dared be seen by us if he truly were a traitor. It seemed to me I knew how his heart must burn to be riding with us. They did not because they would not willingly have borne the shame. I tell no secret when I say there has been treason in the Punjab; the whole world knows that. Yet few understand that the cloak under which it all made headway was the pride of us true ones, who would not own to treason in our midst. Pride and the shadow of shame are one, sahib, but who believes it until the shame bears fruit?

Before the last squadron had ridden by, Captain Warrington, our adjutant, also caught sight of Ranjoor Singh. He spurred after Colonel Kirby, and Colonel Kirby came galloping back; but before he could reach Delhi Gate Ranjoor Singh had disappeared and D Squadron was glad to the last man.

Let us hope he may die like a rat in a hole and bring no more shame on us! said Gooja Singh, and many assented.

He said he will be with us before the blood shall run! said I.

Then we know whose blood shall run first! said the trooper nearest me, and those who heard him laughed. So I held my tongue. There is no need of argument while a man yet lives to prove himself. I had charge of the party that burned that troopers body. He was one of the first to fall after we reached France.

Colonel Kirby, looking none too pleased, came trotting back to us, and we rode on. And we entrained. Later on we boarded a great ship in Bombay harbor and put to sea, most of us thinking by that time of families and children, and some no doubt of money-lenders who might foreclose on property in our absence, none yet suspecting that the government will take steps to prevent that. It is not only the British officer, sahib, who borrows money at high interest lest his shabbiness shame the regiment.

We were at sea almost before the horses were stalled properly, and presently there were officers and men and horses all sick together in the belly of the ship, with chests and bales and barrels broken loose among us. The this-and-that-way motion of the ship caused horses to fall down, and men were too sick to help them up again. I myself lay amid dung like a dead man  yet vomiting as no dead man ever did  and saw British officers as sick as I laboring like troopers. There are more reasons than one why we Sikhs respect our British officers.

The coverings of the ship were shut tight, lest the waves descend among us. The stench became worse than any I had ever known, although I learned to know a worse one later; but I will speak of that at the proper time. It seemed to us like a poor beginning and that thought put little heart in us.

But the sickness began to lessen after certain days, and as the movements grew easier the horses were able to stand. Then we became hungry, who had thought we would never wish to eat again, and double rations were served out to compensate for days when we had eaten nothing. Then a few men sought the air, and others  I among them  went out of curiosity to see why the first did not return. So, first by dozens and then by hundreds, we went and stood full of wonder, holding to the bulwark for the sake of steadiness.

It may be, sahib, that if I had the tongue of a woman and of a priest and of an advocate  three tongues in one  I might then tell the half of what there was to wonder at on that long journey. Surely not otherwise. Being a soldier, well trained in all subjects becoming to a horseman but slow of speech, I can not tell the hundredth part.

We  who had thought ourselves alone in all the sea  were but one ship among a number. The ships proceeded after this manner  see, I draw a pattern  with foam boiling about each. Ahead of us were many ships bearing British troops  cavalry, infantry and guns. To our right and left and behind us were Sikh, Gurkha, Dogra, Pathan, Punjabi, Rajput  many, many men, on many ships. Two and thirty ships I counted at one time, and there was the smoke of others over the sky-line!

Above the bulwark of each ship, all the way along it, thus, was a line of khaki. Ahead of us that was helmets. To our right and left and behind us it was turbans. The men of each ship wondered at all the others. And most of all, I think, we wondered at the great gray war-ships plunging in the distance; for none knew whence they had come; we saw none in Bombay when we started. It was not a sight for the tongue to explain, sahib, but for a man to carry in his heart. A sight never to be forgotten. I heard no more talk about a poor beginning.

We came to Aden, and stopped to take on coal and water. There was no sign of excitement there, yet no good news. It was put in Orders of the Day that the Allies are doing as well as can be expected pending arrival of re-enforcements; and that is not the way winners speak. Later, when we had left Aden behind, our officers came down among us and confessed that all did not go well. We said brave things to encourage them, for it is not good that ones officers should doubt. If a rider doubts his horse, what faith shall the horse have in his rider? And so it is with a regiment and its officers.

After some days we reached a narrow sea  the Red Sea, men call it, although God knows why  a place full of heat and sand-storms, shut in on either hand by barren hills. There was no green thing anywhere. There we passed islands where men ran down to the beach to shout and wave helmets  unshaven Englishmen, who trim the lights. It must have been their first intimation of any war. How else can they have known of it? We roared back to them, all of the men on all of the ships together, until the Red Sea was the home of thunder, and our ships whistles screamed them official greeting through the din. I spent many hours wondering what those mens thoughts might be.

Never was such a sight, sahib! Behind our ships was darkness, for the wind was from the north and the funnels belched forth smoke that trailed and spread. I watched it with fascination until one day Gooja Singh came and watched beside me near the stern. His rank was the same as mine, although I was more than a year his senior. There was never too much love between us. Step by step I earned promotion first, and he was jealous. But on the face of things we were friends. Said he to me after a long time of gazing at the smoke, I think there is a curtain drawn. We shall never return by that road!

I laughed at him. Look ahead! said I. Let us leave our rear to the sweepers and the crows!

Nevertheless, what he had said remained in my mind, as the way of dark sayings is. Yet why should the word of a fool have the weight of truth? There are things none can explain. He proved right in the end, but gained nothing. Behold me; and where is Gooja Singh? I made no prophecy, and he did. Can the sahib explain?

Day after day we kept overtaking other ships, most of them hurrying the same way as ourselves. Not all were British, but the crews all cheered us, and we answered, the air above our heads alive with waving arms and our trumpets going as if we rode to the king of Englands wedding. If their hearts burned as ours did, the crews of those ships were given something worth remembering.

We passed one British ship quite close, whose captain was an elderly man with a gray beard. He so waved his helmet that it slipped from his grasp and went spinning into the sea. When we lost him in our smoke his crew of Chinese were lowering a boat to recover the helmet. We heard the ships behind us roaring to him. Strange that I should wonder to this day whether those Chinese recovered the helmet! It looked like a good new one. I have wondered about it on the eve of action, and in the trenches, and in the snow on outpost duty. I wonder about it now. Can the sahib tell me why an old mans helmet should be a memory, when so much that was matter of life and death has gone from mind? I see that old man and his helmet now, yet I forget the feel of Flanders mud.

We reached Suez, and anchored there. At Suez lay many ships in front of us, and a great gray battle-ship saluted us with guns, we all standing to attention while our ensigns dipped. I thought it strange that the battle-ship should salute us first, until I recalled how when I was a little fellow I once saw a viceroy salute my grandfather. My grandfather was one of those Sikhs who marched to help the British on the Ridge at Delhi when the British cause seemed lost. The British have long memories for such things.

Later there came an officer from the battle-ship and there was hot argument on our upper bridge. The captain of our ship grew very angry, but the officer from the battle-ship remained polite, and presently he took away with him certain of our stokers. The captain of our ship shouted after him that there were only weaklings and devils leavings left, but later we discovered that was not true.

We fretted at delay at Suez. Ships may only enter the canal one by one, and while we waited some Arabs found their way on board from a small boat, pretending to sell fruit and trinkets. They assured us that the French and British were already badly beaten, and that Belgium had ceased to be. To test them, we asked where Belgium was, and they did not know; but they swore it had ceased to be. They advised us to mutiny and refuse to go on to our destruction.

They ought to have been arrested, but we were enraged and drove them from the ship with blows. We upset their little boat by hauling at the rope with which they had made it fast, and they were forced to swim for shore. One of them was taken by a shark, which we considered an excellent omen, and the others were captured as they swam and taken ashore in custody.

I think others must have visited the other ships with similar tales to tell, because after that, sahib, there was something such as I think the world never saw before that day. In that great fleet of ships we were men of many creeds and tongues  Sikh, Muhammadan, Dorga, Gurkha (the Dogra and Gurkha be both Hindu, though of different kinds), Jat, Punjabi, Rajput, Guzerati, Pathan, Mahratta  who can recall how many! No one language could have sufficed to explain one thought to all of us  no, nor yet ten languages! No word passed that my ear caught. Yet, ship after ship became aware of closer unity.

All on our knees on all the ships together we prayed thereafter thrice a day, our British officers standing bareheaded beneath the upper awnings, the chin-strap marks showing very plainly on their cheeks as the way of the British is when they feel emotion. We prayed, sahib, lest the war be over before we could come and do our share. I think there was no fear in all that fleet except the fear lest we come too late. A man might say with truth that we prayed to more gods than one, but our prayer was one. And we received one answer.

One morning our ship got up anchor unexpectedly and began to enter the canal ahead of all the ships bearing Indian troops. The men on the other ships bayed to us like packs of wolves, in part to give encouragement but principally jealous. We began to expect to see France now at any minute  I, who can draw a map of the world and set the chief cities in the proper place, being as foolish as the rest. There lay work as well as distance between us and France.

We began to pass men laboring to make the canal banks ready against attack, but mostly they had no news to give us. Yet at one place, where we tied to the bank because of delay ahead, a man shouted from a sand-dune that the kaiser of Germany has turned Muhammadan and now summons all Islam to destroy the French and British. Doubtless he mistook us for Muhammadans, being neither the first nor the last to make that mistake.

So we answered him we were on our way to Berlin to teach the kaiser his new creed. One man threw a lump of coal at him and he disappeared, but presently we heard him shouting to the men on the ship behind. They truly were Muhammadans, but they jeered at him as loud as we.

After that our officers set us to leading horses up and down the deck in relays, partly, no doubt, to keep us from talking with other men on shore, but also for the horses sake. I remember how flies came on board and troubled the horses very much. At sea we had forgotten there were such things as flies, and they left us again when we left the canal.

At Port Said, which looks like a mean place, we stopped again for coal. Naked Egyptians  big black men, as tall as I and as straight  carried it up an inclined plank from a float and cast it by basketfuls through openings in the ships side. We made up a purse of money for them, both officers and men contributing, and I was told there was a coaling record broken.

After that we steamed at great speed along another sea, one ship at a time, just as we left the canal, our ship leading all those that bore Indian troops. And now there were other war-ships  little ones, each of many funnels  low in the water, yet high at the nose  most swift, that guarded us on every hand, coming and going as the sharks do when they search the seas for food.

A wonder of a sight, sahib! Blue water  blue water  bluest ever I saw, who have seen lake water in the Hills! And all the ships belching black smoke, and throwing up pure white foam  and the last ship so far behind that only masts and smoke were visible above the sky-line  but more, we knew, behind that again, and yet more coming! I watched for hours at a stretch without weariness, and thought again of Ranjoor Singh. Surely, thought I, his three campaigns entitled him to this. Surely he was a better man than I. Yet here was I, and no man knew where he was. But when I spoke of Ranjoor Singh men spat, so I said nothing.

After a time I begged leave to descend an iron ladder to the bowels of the ship, and I sat on the lowest rung watching the British firemen at the furnaces. They cursed me in the name of God, their teeth and the whites of their eyes gleaming, but their skin black as night with coal dust. The sweat ran down in rivers between ridges of grime on the skin of their naked bellies. When a bell rang and the fire doors opened they glowed like pictures I have seen of devils. They were shadows when the doors clanged shut again. Considering them, I judged that they and we were one.

I climbed on deck again and spoke to a risaldar. He spoke to Colonel Kirby. Watching from below, I saw Colonel Kirby nod  thus, like a bird that takes an insect; and he went and spoke to the captain of the ship. Presently there was consultation, and a call for volunteers. The whole regiment responded. None, however, gave me credit for the thought. I think that risaldar accepted praise for it, but I have had no opportunity to ask him. He died in Flanders.

We went down and carried coal as ants that build a hill, piling it on the iron floor faster than the stokers could use it, toiling nearly naked like them lest we spoil our uniforms. We grew grimy, but the ship shook, and the water boiled behind us. None of the other ships was able to overtake us, although we doubted not they all tried.

There grew great good will between us and the stokers. We were clumsy from inexperience, and they full of laughter at us, but each judged the spirit with which the other labored. Once, where I stood directing near the bunker door, two men fell on me and covered me with coal. The stokers laughed and I was angry. I had hot words ready on my tongue, but a risaldar prevented me.

This is their trade, not ours, said he. Look to it lest any laugh at us when the time for our own trade comes! I judged that well spoken, and remembered it.

There came at last a morning when the sun shone through jeweled mist  a morning with scent in it that set the horses in the hold to snorting  a dawn that smiled, as if the whole universe in truth were Gods. A dawn, sahib, such as a man remembers to judge other dawns by. That day we came in sight of France.

Doubtless you suppose we cheered when we saw Marseilles at last. Yet I swear to you we were silent. We were disappointed because we could see no enemy and hear no firing of great guns! We made no more commotion than the dead while our ship steamed down the long harbor entrance, and was pushed and pulled by little tugs round a corner to a wharf. A French war-ship and some guns in a fort saluted us, and our ship answered; but on shore there seemed no excitement and our hearts sank. We thought that for all our praying we had come too late.

But the instant they raised the gangway a French officer and several British officers came running up it, and they all talked earnestly with Colonel Kirby on the upper bridge  we watching as if we had but an eye and an ear between us. Presently all our officers were summoned and told the news, and without one word being said to any of us we knew there was neither peace as yet, nor any surpassing victory fallen to our side. So then instantly we all began to speak at once, even as apes do when sudden fear has passed.

There were whole trains of trucks drawn up in the street beside the dock and we imagined we were to be hurried at once toward the fighting. But not so, for the horses needed rest and exercise and proper food before they could be fit to carry us. Moreover, there were stores to be offloaded from the ships, we having brought with us many things that it would not be so easy to replace in a land at war. Whatever our desire, we were forced to wait, and when we had left the ship we were marched through the streets to a camp some little distance out along the Estagus Road. Later in the day, and the next day, and the next, infantry from the other ships followed us, for they, too, had to wait for their stores to be offloaded.

The French seemed surprised to see us. They were women and children for the most part, for the grown men had been called up. In our country we greet friends with flowers, but we had been led to believe that Europe thinks little of such manners. Yet the French threw flowers to us, the little children bringing arms full and baskets full.

Thenceforward, day after day, we rode at exercise, keeping ears and eyes open, and marveling at France. No man complained, although our very bones ached to be on active service. And no man spoke of Ranjoor Singh, who should have led D Squadron. Yet I believe there was not one man in all D Squadron but thought of Ranjoor Singh all the time. He who has honor most at heart speaks least about it. In one way shame on Ranjoor Singhs account was a good thing, for it made the whole regiment watchful against treachery.

Treachery, sahib  we had yet to learn what treachery could be! Marseilles is a half-breed of a place, part Italian, part French. The work was being chiefly done by the Italians, now that all able-bodied Frenchmen were under arms. And Italy not yet in the war!

Sahib, I swear to you that all the spies in all the world seemed at that moment to be Italian, and all in Marseilles at once! There were spies among the men who brought our stores. Spies who brought the hay. Spies among the women who walked now and then through our lines to admire, accompanied by officers who were none too wide-awake if they were honest. You would not believe how many pamphlets reached us, printed in our tongue and some of them worded very cunningly.

There were men who could talk Hindustanee who whispered to us to surrender to the Germans at the first opportunity, promising in that case that we shall be well treated. The German kaiser, these men assured us, had truly turned Muhammadan; as if that were anything to Sikhs, unless perhaps an additional notch against him! I was told they mistook the Muhammadans in another camp for Sikhs, and were spat on for their pains!

Nor were all the spies Italians, after all. Our hearts went out to the French. We were glad to be on their side  glad to help them defend their country. I shall be glad to my dying day that I have struck a blow for France. Yet the only really dangerous man of all who tried to corrupt us in Marseilles was a French officer of the rank of major, who could speak our tongue as well as I. He said with sorrow that the French were already as good as vanquished, and that he pitied us as lambs sent to the slaughter. The part, said he, of every wise man was to go over to the enemy before the day should come for paying penalties.

I told what he had said to me to a risaldar, and the risaldar spoke with Colonel Kirby. We heard  although I do not know whether it is true or not  that the major was shot that evening with his face to a wall. I do know that I, in company with several troopers, was cross-examined by interpreters that day in presence of Colonel Kirby and a French general and some of the generals staff.

There began to be talk at last about Ranjoor Singh. I heard men say it was no great wonder, after all, that he should have turned traitor, for it was plain he must have been tempted cunningly. Yet there was no forgiveness for him. They grew proud that where he had failed they could stand firm; and there is no mercy in proud mens minds  nor much wisdom either.

At last a day came  too soon for the horses, but none too soon for us  when we marched through the streets to entrain for the front. As we had marched first out of Delhi, so we marched first from Marseilles now. Only the British regiments from India were on ahead of us; we led the Indian-born contingent.

French wives and children, and some cripples, lined the streets to cheer and wave their handkerchiefs. We were on our way to help their husbands defend France, and they honored us. It was our due. But can the sahib accept his due with a dry eye and a word in his throat? Nay! It is only ingratitude that a man can swallow unconcerned. No man spoke. We rode like graven images, and I think the French women wondered at our silence. I know that I, for one, felt extremely willing to die for France; and I thought of Ranjoor Singh and of how his heart, too, would have burned if he had been with us. With such thoughts as swelled in my own breast, it was not in me to believe him false, whatever the rest might think.

D Squadron proved in good fortune that day, for they gave us a train of passenger coaches with seats, and our officers had a first-class coach in front. The other squadrons, and most of the other regiments, had to travel in open trucks, although I do not think any grumbled on that score. There was a French staff officer to each train, and he who rode in our train had an orderly who knew English; the orderly climbed in beside me and we rode miles together, talking all the time, he surprising me vastly more than I him. We exchanged information as two boys that play a game  I a move, then he a move, then I again, then he.

The game was at an end when neither could think of another question to ask; but he learned more than I. At the end I did not yet know what his religion was, but he knew a great deal about mine. On the other hand, he told me all about their army and its close association between officers and men, and all the news he had about the fighting (which was not so very much), and what he thought of the British. He seemed to think very highly of the British, rather to his own surprise.

He told me he was a pastry cook by trade, and said he could cook chapatties such as we eat; and he understood my explanation why Sikhs were riding in the front trains and Muhammadans behind  because Muhammadans must pray at fixed intervals and the trains must stop to let them do it. He understood wherein our Sikh prayer differs from that of Islam. Yet he refused to believe I am no polygamist. But that is nothing. Since then I have fought in a trench beside Englishmen who spoke of me as a savage; and I have seen wounded Germans writhe and scream because their officers had told them we Sikhs would eat them alive. Yes, sahib; not once, but many times.

The journey was slow, for the line ahead of us was choked with supply trains, some of which were needed at the front as badly as ourselves. Now and then trains waited on sidings to let us by, and by that means we became separated from the other troop trains, our regiment leading all the others in the end by almost half a day. The din of engine whistles became so constant that we no longer noticed it.

But there was another din that did not grow familiar. Along the line next ours there came hurrying in the opposite direction train after train of wounded, traveling at great speed, each leaving a smell in its wake that set us all to spitting. And once in so often there came a train filled full of the sound of screaming. The first time, and the second time we believed it was ungreased axles, but after the third time we understood.

Then our officers came walking along the footboards, speaking to us through the windows and pretending to point out characteristics of the scenery; and we took great interest in the scenery, asking them the names of places and the purposes of things, for it is not good that ones officers should be other than arrogantly confident.

We were a night and a day, and a night and a part of a day on the journey, and men told us later we had done well to cross the length of France in that time, considering conditions. On the morning of the last day we began almost before it was light to hear the firing of great guns and the bursting of shells  like the thunder of the surf on Bombay Island in the great monsoon  one roar without intermission, yet full of pulsation.

I think it was midday when we drew up at last on a siding, where a French general waited with some French and British officers. Colonel Kirby left the train and spoke with the general, and then gave the order for us to detrain at once; and we did so very swiftly, men, and horses, and baggage. Many of us were men of more than one campaign, able to judge by this and by that how sorely we were needed. We knew what it means when the reenforcements look fit for the work in hand. The French general came and shook hands again with Colonel Kirby, and saluted us all most impressively.

We were spared all the business of caring for our own baggage and sent away at once. With a French staff officer to guide us, we rode away at once toward the sound of firing  at a walk, because within reasonable limits the farther our horses might be allowed to walk now the better they would be able to gallop with us later.

We rode along a road between straight trees, most of them scarred by shell-fire. There were shell-holes in the road, some of which had been filled with the first material handy, but some had to be avoided. We saw no dead bodies, nor even dead horses, although smashed gun-carriages and limbers and broken wagons were everywhere.

To our right and left was flat country, divided by low hedges and the same tall straight trees; but far away in front was a forest, whose top just rose above the sky-line. As we rode toward that we could see the shells bursting near it.

Between us and the forest there were British guns, dug in; and away to our right were French guns  batteries and batteries of them. And between us and the guns were great receiving stations for the wounded, with endless lines of stretcher-bearers like ants passing to and fro. By the din we knew that the battle stretched far away beyond sight to right and left of us.

Many things we saw that were unexpected. The speed of the artillery fire was unbelievable. But what surprised all of us most was the absence of reserves. Behind the guns and before the guns we passed many a place where reserves might have sheltered, but there were none.

There came two officers, one British and one French, galloping toward us. They spoke excitedly with Colonel Kirby and our French staff officer, but we continued at a walk and Colonel Kirby lit a fresh cheroot. After some time there came an aeroplane with a great square cross painted on its under side, and we were ordered to halt and keep quite still until it went away. When it was too far away for its man to distinguish us we began to trot at last, but it was growing dusk when we halted finally behind the forest  dusky and cloudy, the air full of smoke from the explosions, ill-smelling and difficult to breathe. During the last three-quarters of a mile the shells had been bursting all about us, but we had only lost one man and a horse  and the man not killed.

As it grew darker the enemy sent up star-shells, and by their light we could sometimes see as plainly as by daylight. British infantry were holding the forest in front of us and a road that ran to right of it. Their rifle-fire was steady as the roll of drums. These were not the regiments that preceded us from India; they had been sent to another section of the battle. These were men who had been in the fighting from the first, and their wounded and the stretcher-bearers were surprised to see us. No word of our arrival seemed to reach the firing line as yet. Men were too busy to pass news.

Over our heads from a mile away, the British and French artillery were sending a storm, of shells, and the enemy guns were answering two for one. And besides that, into the forest, and into the trench to the right of it that was being held by the British infantry there was falling such a cataract of fire that it was not possible to believe a man could live. Yet the answering rifle-fire never paused for a second.

I learned afterward the name of the regiment in the end of the trench nearest us. With these two eyes in the Hills I once saw that same regiment run like a thousand hares into the night, because it had no supper and a dozen Afridi marksmen had the range. Can the sahib explain? I think I can. A mans spirit is no more in his belly than in the cart that carries his belongings; yet, while he thinks it is, his enemies all flourish.

We dismounted to rest the horses, and waited behind the forest until it grew so dark that between the bursting of the star-shells a man could not see his hand held out in front of him. Now and then a stray shell chanced among us, but our casualties were very few. I wondered greatly at the waste of ammunition. My ears ached with the din, but there seemed more noise wrought than destruction. We had begun to grow restless when an officer came galloping at last to Colonel Kirbys side and gave him directions with much pointing and waving of the arm.

Then Colonel Kirby summoned all our officers, and they rode back to tell us what the plan was. The din was so great by this time that they were obliged to explain anew to each four men in turn. This was the plan:

The Germans, ignorant of our arrival, undoubtedly believed the British infantry to be without support and were beginning to press forward in the hope of winning through to the railway line. The infantry on our right front, already overwhelmed by weight of artillery fire, would be obliged to evacuate their trench and fall back, thus imperiling the whole line, unless we could save the day.

Observe this, sahib: so  I make a drawing in the dust. Between the trench here, and the forest there, was a space of level ground some fifty or sixty yards wide. There was scarcely more than a furrow across it to protect the riflemen  nothing at all that could stop a horse. At a given signal the infantry were to draw aside from that piece of level land, like a curtain drawn back along a rod, and we were to charge through the gap thus made between them and the forest. The shock of our charge and its unexpectedness were to serve instead of numbers.

Fine old-fashioned tactics, sahib, that suited our mind well! There had been plenty on the voyage, including Gooja Singh, who argued we should all be turned into infantry as soon as we arrived, and we had dreaded that. Each to his own. A horseman prefers to fight on horseback with the weapons that he knows.

Perhaps the sahib has watched Sikh cavalry at night and wondered how so many men and horses could keep so still. We had made but little noise hitherto, but now our silence was that of night itself. We had but one eye, one ear, one intellect among us. We were one! One with the night and with the work ahead!

One red light swinging near the corner of the forest was to mean BE READY! We were ready as the fuse is for the match! Two red lights would mean that the sidewise movement by the infantry was under way. Three lights swinging together were to be our signal to begin. Sahib, I saw three red lights three thousand times between each minute and the next!

The shell-fire increased from both sides. Where the British infantry lay was such a lake of flame and din that the very earth seemed to burst apart; yet the answering rifle-fire was steady  steady as the roll of drums. Then we truly saw one red light, and EK! said we all at once. EK means ONE, sahib, but it sounded like the opening of a breech-block. Mount! ordered Colonel Kirby, and we mounted.

While I held my breath and watched for the second light I heard a new noise behind me, different from the rest, and therefore audible  a galloping horse and a challenge close at hand. I saw in the light of a bursting shell a Sikh officer, close followed by a trooper on a blown horse. I saw the officer ride to Colonel Kirbys side, rein in his charger, and salute. At that instant there swung two red lights, and DO! said the regiment. DO means TWO, sahib, but it sounded like the thump of ordnance. Draw sabers! commanded Colonel Kirby, and the rear ranks drew. The front-rank men had lances.

By the light of a star-shell I could plainly see the Sikh officer and trooper. I recognized the charger  a beast with the devil in him and the speed of wind. I recognized both men. I thought a shell must have struck me. I must be dead and in a new world. I let my horse edge nearer, not believing  until ears confirmed eyes. I heard Colonel Kirby speak, very loud, indeed, as a man to whom good news comes.

Ranjoor Singh! said he; and he took him by the hand and wrung it. Thank God! he said, speaking from the heart as the British do at times when they forget that others listen. Thank God, old man! Youve come in the nick of time!

So I was right, and my heart leapt in me. He was with us before the blood ran! Every man in the squadron recognized him now, and I knew every eye had watched to see Colonel Kirby draw saber and cut him down, for habit of thought is harder to bend than a steel bar. But I could feel the squadron coming round to my way of thinking as Colonel Kirby continued talking to him, obviously making him an explanation of our plan.

Join your squadron, man  hurry! I heard Colonel Kirby say at last, for taking advantage of the darkness I had let my horse draw very near to them. Now I had to rein back and make pretense that my horse had been unruly, for Ranjoor Singh came riding toward us, showing his teeth in a great grin, and Captain Fellowes with a word of reproof thrown back to me spurred on to meet him.

Hurrah, Major Ranjoor Singh! said Captain Fellowes. Im damned glad to see you! That was a generous speech, sahib, from a man who must now yield command of the squadron, but Captain Fellowes had a heart like a bridegrooms always. He must always glory in the squadrons luck, and he loved us better than himself. That was why we loved him. They shook hands, and looked in each others eyes. Ranjoor Singh wheeled his charger. And in that same second we all together saw three red lights swinging by the corner.

TIN! said we, with one voice. Tin means three, sahib, but it sounded rather like the scream of a shell that leaves on its journey.

My horse laid his ears back and dug his toes into the ground. A trumpet sounded, and Colonel Kirby rose in his stirrups:

Outrams Own! he yelled, by squadrons on number One

But the sahib would not be interested in the sequence of commands that have small meaning to those not familiar with them. And who shall describe what followed? Who shall tell the story of a charge into the night, at an angle, into massed regiments of infantry advancing one behind another at the double and taken by surprise?

The guns of both sides suddenly ceased firing. Even as I used my spurs they ceased. How? Who am I that I should know? The British guns, I suppose, from fear of slaying us, and the German guns from fear of slaying Germans; but as to how, I know not. But the German star-shells continued bursting overhead, and by that weird light their oncoming infantry saw charging into them men they had never seen before out of a picture-book!

God knows what tales they had been told about us Sikhs. I read their faces as I rode. Fear is an ugly weapon, sahib, whose hilt is more dangerous than its blade. If our officers had told us such tales about Germans as their officers had told them about us, I think perhaps we might have feared to charge.

Numbers were as nothing that night. Speed, and shock, and unexpectedness were ours, and lies had prepared us our reception. D Squadron rode behind Ranjoor Singh like a storm in the night  swung into line beside the other squadrons  and spurred forward as in a dream. There was no shouting; no war-cry. We rode into the Germans as I have seen wind cut into a forest in the hills  downward into them, for once we had leapt the trench the ground sloped their way. And they went down before us as we never had the chance of mowing them again.

So, sahib, we proved our hearts  whether they were stout, and true, as the British had believed, or false, as the Germans planned and hoped. That was a night of nights  one of very few such, for the mounted actions in this war have not been many. Hah! I have been envied! I have been called opprobrious names by a sergeant of British lancers, out of great jealousy! But that is the way of the British. It happened later, when the trench fighting had settled down in earnest and my regiment and his were waiting our turn behind the lines. He and I sat together on a bench in a great tent, where some French artists gave us good entertainment.

He offered me tobacco, which I do not use, and rum, which I do not drink. He accepted sweetmeats from me. And he called me a name that would make the sahib gulp, a word that I suppose he had picked up from a barrack-sweeper on the Bengal side of India. Then he slapped me on the back, and after that sat with his arm around me while the entertainment lasted. When we left the tent he swore roundly at a newcomer to the front for not saluting me, who am not entitled to salute. That is the way of the British. But I was speaking of Ranjoor Singh. Forgive me, sahib.

The horse his trooper-servant rode was blown and nearly useless, so that the trooper died that night for lack of a pair of heels, leaving us none to question as to Ranjoor Singhs late doings. But Bagh, Ranjoor Singhs charger, being a marvel of a beast whom few could ride but he, was fresh enough and Ranjoor Singh led us like a whirlwind beckoning a storm. I judged his heart was on fire. He led us slantwise into a tight-packed regiment. We rolled it over, and he took us beyond that into another one. In the dark he re-formed us (and few but he could have done that then)  lined us up again with the other squadrons  and brought us back by the way we had come. Then he took us the same road a second time against remnants of the men who had withstood us and into yet another regiment that checked and balked beyond. The Germans probably believed us ten times as many as we truly were, for that one setback checked their advance along the whole line.

Colonel Kirby led us, but I speak of Ranjoor Singh. I never once saw Colonel Kirby until the fight was over and we were back again resting our horses behind the trees while the roll was called. Throughout the fight  and I have no idea whatever how long it lasted  I kept an eye on Ranjoor Singh and spurred in his wake, obeying the least motion of his saber. No, sahib, I myself did not slay many men. It is the business of a non-commissioned man like me to help his officers keep control, and I did what I might. I was nearly killed by a wounded German officer who seized my bridle-rein; but a troopers lance took him in the throat and I rode on untouched. For all I know that was the only danger I was in that night.

A battle is a strange thing, sahib  like a dream. A man only knows such part of it as crosses his own vision, and remembers but little of that. What he does remember seldom tallies with what the others saw. Talk with twenty of our regiment, and you may get twenty different versions of what took place  yet not one man would have lied to you, except perhaps here and there a little in the matter of his own accomplishment. Doubtless the Germans have a thousand different accounts of it.

I know this, and the world knows it: that night the Germans melted. They were. Then they broke into parties and were not. We pursued them as they ran. Suddenly the star-shells ceased from bursting overhead, and out of black darkness I heard Colonel Kirbys voice thundering an order. Then a trumpet blared. Then I heard Ranjoor Singhs voice, high-pitched. Almost the next I knew we were halted in the shadow of the trees again, calling low to one another, friends voice seeking friends. We could scarcely hear the voices for the thunder of artillery that had begun again; and whereas formerly the German gun-fire had been greatest, now we thought the British and French fire had the better of it. They had been re-enforced, but I have no notion whence.

The infantry, that had drawn aside like a curtain to let us through, had closed in again to the edge of the forest, and through the noise of rifle-firing and artillery we caught presently the thunder of new regiments advancing at the double. Thousands of our Indian infantry  those who had been in the trains behind us  were coming forward at a run! God knows that was a night  to make a man glad he has lived!

It was not only the Germans who had not expected us. Now, sahib, for the first time the British infantry began to understand who it was who had come to their aid, and they began to sing  one song, all together. The wounded sang it, too, and the stretcher-bearers. There came a day when we had our own version of that song, but that night it was new to us. We only caught a few words  the first words. The sahib knows the words  the first few words? It was true we had come a long, long way; but it choked us into silence to hear that battered infantry acknowledge it.

Color and creed, sahib. What are color and creed? The world has mistaken us Sikhs too long for a breed it can not understand. We Sikhs be men, with the hearts of men; and that night we knew that our hearts and theirs were one. Nor have I met since then the fire that could destroy the knowledge, although efforts have been made, and reasons shown me.

But my story is of Ranjoor Singh and of what he did. I but tell my own part to throw more light on his. What I did is as nothing. Of what he did, you shall be the judge  remembering this, that he who does, and he who glories in the deed are one. Be attentive, sahib; this is a tale of tales!


CHAPTER II

Can the die fall which side up it will? Nay, not if it be honest.  EASTERN PROVERB.



Many a league our infantry advanced that night, the guns following, getting the new range by a miracle each time they took new ground. We went forward, too, at the cost of many casualties  too many in proportion to the work we did. We were fired on in the darkness more than once by our own infantry. We, who had lost but seventy-two men killed and wounded in the charge, were short another hundred when the day broke and nothing to the good by it.

Getting lost in the dark  falling into shell-holes  swooping down on rear-guards that generally proved to have machine guns with them  weary men on hungrier, wearier horses  the wonder is that a man rode back to tell of it at dawn.

One-hundred-and-two-and-seventy were our casualties, and some two hundred horses  some of the men so lightly wounded that they were back in the ranks within the week. At dawn they sent us to the rear to rest, we being too good a target for the enemy by daylight. Some of us rode two to a horse. On our way to the camp the French had pitched for us we passed through reenforcements coming from another section of the front, who gave us the right of way, and we took the salute of two divisions of French infantry who, I suppose, had been told of the service we had rendered. Said I to Gooja Singh, who sat on my horses rump, his own beast being disemboweled, Who speaks now of a poor beginning? said I.

I would rather see the end! said he. But he never saw the end. Gooja Singh was ever too impatient of beginnings, and too sure what the end ought to be, to make certain of the middle part. I have known men on outpost duty so far-seeing that an enemy had them at his mercy if only he could creep close enough. And such men are always grumblers.

Gooja Singh led the grumbling now  he who had been first to prophesy how we should be turned into infantry. They kept us at the rear, and took away our horses  took even our spurs, making us drill with unaccustomed weapons. And I think that the beginning of the new distrust of Ranjoor Singh was in resentment at his patience with the bayonet drill. We soldiers are like women, sahib, ever resentful of the new  aye, like women in more ways than one; for whom we have loved best we hate most when the change comes.

Once, at least a squadron of us had loved Ranjoor Singh to the death. He was a Sikh of Sikhs. It had been our boast that fire could not burn his courage nor love corrupt him, and I was still of that mind; but not so the others. They began to remember how he had stayed behind when we left India. We had all seen him in disguise, in conversation with that German by the Delhi Gate. We knew how busy he had been in the bazaars while the rumors flew. And the trooper who had stayed behind with him, who had joined us with him at the very instant of the charge that night, died in the charge; so that there was none to give explanation of his conduct. Ranjoor Singh himself was a very rock for silence. Our British officers said nothing, doubtless not suspecting the distrust; for it was a byword that Ranjoor Singh held the honor of the squadron in his hand. Yet of all the squadron only the officers and I now trusted him  the Sikh officers because they imitated the British; the British because faith is a habit with them, once pledged, and I  God knows. There were hours when I did distrust him  black hours, best forgotten.

The war settled down into a siege of trenches, and soon we were given a section of a trench to hold. Little by little we grew wise at the business of tossing explosives over blind banks  we, who would rather have been at it with the lance and saber. Yet, can a die fall which side up it will? Nay, not if it be honest! We were there to help. We who had carried coal could shovel mud, and as time went on we grumbled less.

But time hung heavy, and curiosity regarding Ranjoor Singh led from one conjecture to another. At last Gooja Singh asked Captain Fellowes, and he said that Ranjoor Singh had stayed behind to expose a German plot  that having done so, he had hurried after us. That explanation ought to have satisfied every one, and I think it did for a time. But who could hide from such a man as Ranjoor Singh that the squadrons faith in him was gone? That knowledge made him savage. How should we know that he had been forbidden to tell us what had kept him? When he set aside his pride and made us overtures, there was no response; so his heart hardened in him. Secrecy is good. Secrecy is better than all the lame explanations in the world. But in this war there has been too much secrecy in the wrong place. They should have let him line us up and tell us his whole story. But later, when perhaps he might have done it, either his pride was too great or his sense of obedience too tightly spun. To this day he has never told us. Not that it matters.

The subtlest fool is the worst, and Gooja Singhs tongue did not lack subtlety on occasion. He made it his business to remind the squadron daily of its doubts, and I, who should have known better, laughed at some of the things he said and agreed with others. One is the fool who speaks with him who listens. I have never been rebuked for it by Ranjoor Singh, and more than once since that day he has seen fit to praise me; but in that hour when most he needed friends I became his half-friend, which is worse than enemy. I never raised my voice once in defense of him in those days.

Meanwhile Ranjoor Singh grew very wise at this trench warfare, Colonel Kirby and the other British officers taking great comfort in his cunning. It was he who led us to tie strings to the German wire entanglements, which we then jerked from our trench, causing them to lie awake and waste much ammunition. It was he who thought of dressing turbans on the end of poles and thrusting them forward at the hour before dawn when fear and chill and darkness have done their worst work. That started a panic that cost the Germans eighty men.

I think his leadership would have won the squadron back to love him. I know it saved his life. We had all heard tales of how the British soldiers in South Africa made short work of the officers they did not love, and it would have been easy to make an end of Ranjoor Singh on any dark night. But he led too well; men were afraid to take the responsibility lest the others turn on them. One night I overheard two troopers considering the thought, and they suspected I had overheard. I said nothing, but they were afraid, as I knew they would be. Has the sahib ever heard of left-hand casualties? I will explain.

We Sikhs have a saying that in fear there is no wisdom. None can be wise and afraid. None can be afraid and wise. The men at the front, both Indian and British-French, too, for aught I know  who feared to fight longer in the trenches were seized in those early days with the foolish thought of inflicting some injury on themselves  not very severe, but enough to cause a spell of absence at the base and a rest in hospital. Folly being the substance of that idea, and most men being right-handed, such self-inflicted wounds were practically always in the hand or foot and always on the left side. The ambulance men knew them, on the instant.

Those two fools of my squadron wounded themselves with bullets in the left hand, forgetting that their palms would be burned by the discharge. I was sent to the rear to give evidence against them (for I saw them commit the foolishness). The cross-examination we all three underwent was clever  at the hands of a young British captain, who, I dare swear, was suckled by a Sikh nurse in the Punjab. In less than thirty minutes he had the whole story out of us; and the two troopers were shot that evening for an example.

That young captain was greatly impressed with the story we had told about Ranjoor Singh, and he called me back afterward and asked me a hundred questions more  until he must have known the very color of my entrails and I knew not which way I faced. To all of this a senior officer of the Intelligence Department listened with both ears, and presently he and the captain talked together.

The long and short of that was that Ranjoor Singh was sent for; and when he returned to the trench after two days absence it was to work independently of us  from our trench, but irrespective of our doings. Even Colonel Kirby now had no orders to give him, although they two talked long and at frequent intervals in the place Colonel Kirby called his funk-hole. It was now that the squadrons reawakening love for Ranjoor Singh received the worst check of any. We had almost forgotten he knew German. Henceforward he conversed in German each day with the enemy.

It is a strange thing, sahib,  not easy to explain  but I, who have achieved some fluency in English and might therefore have admired his gift of tongues, now began to doubt him in earnest  hating myself the while, but doubting him. And Gooja Singh, who had talked the most and dropped the blackest hints against him, now began to take his side.

And Ranjoor Singh said nothing. Night after night he went to lie at the point where our trench and the enemys lay closest. There he would talk with some one whom we never saw, while we sat shivering in the mud. Cold we can endure, sahib, as readily as any; it is colder in winter where I come from than anything I felt in Flanders; but the rain and the mud depressed our spirits, until with these two eyes I have seen grown men weeping.

They kept us at work to encourage us. Our spells in the trench were shortened and our rests at the rear increased to the utmost possible. Only Ranjoor Singh took no vacation, remaining ever on the watch, passing from one trench to another, conversing ever with the enemy.

We dug and they dug, each side laboring everlastingly to find the others listening places and to blow them up by means of mining, so that the earth became a very rat-run. Above-ground, where were only ruin and barbed wire, there was no sign of activity, but only a great stench that came from bodies none dared bury. We were thankful that the wind blew oftenest from us to them; but whichever way the wind blew Ranjoor Singh knew no rest. He was ever to be found where the lines lay closest at the moment, either listening or talking. We understood very well that he was carrying out orders given him at the rear, but that did not make the squadron or the regiment like him any better, and as far as that went I was one with them; I hated to see a squadron leader stoop to such intrigues.

It was plain enough that some sort of intrigue was making headway, for the Germans soon began to toss over into our trench bundles of printed pamphlets, explaining in our tongue why they were our best friends and why therefore we should refuse to wage war on them. They threw printed bulletins that said, in good Punjabi, there was revolution from end to end of India, rioting in England, utter disaster to the British fleet, and that our way home again to India had been cut by the German war-ships. They must have been ignorant of the fact that we received our mail from India regularly. I have noticed this about the Germans: they are unable to convince themselves that any other people can appreciate the same things they appreciate, think as swiftly as they, or despise the terrors they despise. That is one reason why they must lose this war. But there are others also.

One afternoon, when I was pretending to doze in a niche near the entrance to Colonel Kirbys funk-hole, I became possessed of the key to it all; for Colonel Kirbys voice was raised more than once in anger. I understood at last how Ranjoor Singh had orders to deceive the Germans as to our state of mind. He was to make them believe we were growing mutinous and that the leaven only needed time in which to work; this of course for the purpose of throwing them off their guard.

My heart stopped beating while I listened, for what man hears his honor smirched without wincing? Even so I think I would have held my tongue, only that Gooja Singh, who dozed in a niche on the other side of the funk-hole entrance, heard the same as I.

Said Gooja Singh that evening to the troopers round about: They chose well, said he. They picked a brave man  a clever man, for a desperate venture! And when the troopers asked what that might mean, he asked how many of them in the Punjab had seen a goat tied to a stake to lure a panther. The suggestion made them think. Then, pretending to praise him, letting fall no word that could be thrown back in his teeth, he condemned Ranjoor Singh for a worse traitor than any had yet believed him. Gooja Singh was a man with a certain subtlety. A man with two tongues, very dangerous.

Ranjoor Singh is brave, said he, for he is not afraid to sacrifice us all. Many officers are afraid to lose too many men in the gaining of an end, but not so he. He is clever, for who else would have thought of making us seem despicable to the Germans in order to tempt them to attack in force at this point? Have ye not noticed how to our rear all is being made ready for the defense and for a counter-attack to follow? We are the bait. The battle is to be waged over our dead bodies.

I corrected him. I said I had heard as well as he, and that Colonel Kirby was utterly angry at the defamation of those whom he was ever pleased to call his Sikhs. But that convinced nobody, although it did the colonel sahib no harm in the regiments opinion  not that he needed advocates. We were all ready to die around Colonel Kirby at any minute. Even Gooja Singh was ready to do that.

Does the colonel sahib accept the situation? one of the troopers asked.

Aye, for he must, said Gooja Singh; and I could not deny it. Ranjoor Singh went over his head and orders have come from the rear. I could not deny that either, although I did not believe it. How should I, or any one, know what passed after Ranjoor Singh had been sent for by the Intelligence officers? I was his half-friend in those days, sahib. Worse than his enemy  unwilling to take part against him, yet unready to speak up in his defense. Doubtless my silence went for consent among the troopers.

The end of the discussion found men unafraid. If the colonel sahib is willing to be bait, said they, then so be we, but let us see to it that none hang back. And so the whole regiment made up its mind to die desperately, yet with many a sidewise glance at Ranjoor Singh, who was watched more carefully than I think he guessed in those days. If he had tried to slip back to the rear it would have been the end of him. But he continued with us.

And all this while a great force gathered at our rear  gathered and grew  Indian and British infantry. Guns by the fifty were brought forward under cover of the night and placed in line behind us. Ranjoor Singh continued talking with the enemy, lying belly downward in the mud, and they kept throwing printed stuff to us that we turned in to our officers. But the Germans did not attack. And the force behind us grew.

Then one evening, just after dusk, we were all amazed by the news that the assault was to come from our side. And almost before that news had reached us the guns at our rear began their overture, making preparation beyond the compass of a mans mind to grasp or convey. They hurled such a torrent of shells that the Germans could neither move away the troops in front of us nor bring up others to their aid. It did not seem possible that one German could be left alive, and I even felt jealous because, thought I, no work would be left for us to do! Yet men did live  as we discovered. For a night and a day our ordnance kept up that preparation, and then word went around.

Who shall tell of a night attack, from a trench against trenches? Suddenly the guns ceased pounding the earth in front of us and lifted to make a screen of fire almost a mile beyond. There was instant pitch darkness on every hand, and out of that a hundred trumpets sounded. Instantly, each squadron leader leaped the earthwork, shouting to his men. Ranjoor Singh leaped up in front of us, and we followed him, all forgetting their distrust of him in the fierce excitement  remembering only how he had led us in the charge on that first night. The air was thick with din, and fumes, and flying metal  for the Germans were not forgetting to use artillery. I ceased to think of anything but going forward. Who shall describe it?

Once in Bombay I heard a Christian preacher tell of the Judgment Day to come, when graves shall give up their dead. That is not our Sikh idea of judgment, but his words brought before my mind a picture riot so much unlike a night attack in Flanders. He spoke of the whole earth trembling and consumed by fire  of thunder and lightning and a great long trumpet call  of the dead leaping alive again from the graves where they lay buried. Not a poor picture, sahib, of a night attack in Flanders!

The first line of German trenches, and the second had been pounded out of being by our guns. The barbed wire had been cut into fragments by our shrapnel. Here and there an arm or a leg protruded from the ground  here and there a head. For two hundred yards and perhaps more there was nothing to oppose us, except the enemy shells bursting so constantly that we seemed to breathe splintered metal. Yet very few were hit. The din was so great that it seemed to be silence. We were phantom men, going forward without sound of footfall. I could neither feel nor think for the first two hundred yards, but ran with my bayonet out in front of me. And then I did feel. A German bayonet barked my knuckles. After that there was fighting such as I hope never to know again.

The Germans did not seem to have been taken by surprise at all. They had made ample preparation. And as for holding us in contempt, they gave no evidence of that. Their wounded were unwilling to surrender because their officers had given out we would torture prisoners. We had to pounce on them, and cut their buttons off and slit their boots, so that they must use both hands to hold their trousers up and could not run. And that took time so that we lagged behind a little, for we took more prisoners than the regiments to right and left of us. The Dogra regiment to our left and the Gurkha regiment to our right gained on us fast, and we became, as it were, the center of a new moon.

But then in the light of bursting shells we saw Colonel Kirby and Ranjoor Singh and Captain Fellowes and some other officers far out in front of us beckoning  calling on us for our greatest effort. We answered. We swept forward after them into the teeth of all the inventions in the world. Mine after mine exploded under our very feet. Shrapnel burst among us. There began to be uncut wire, and men rushed out at us from trenches that we thought obliterated, but that proved only to have been hidden under debris by our gun-fire. Shadows resolved into trenches defended by machine guns.

But we went forward  cavalry, without a spur among us  cavalry with rifles  cavalry on foot  infantry with the fire and the drill and the thoughts of cavalry  still cavalry at heart, for all the weapons they had given us and the trench life we had lived. We remembered, sahib, that the Germans had been educated lately to despise us, and we were out that night to convert them to a different opinion! It seemed good to D Squadron that Ranjoor Singh, who had done the defamation, should lead us to the clearing of our name. Nothing could stop us that night.

Whereas we had been last in the advance, we charged into the lead and held it. We swept on I know not how far, but very far beyond the wings. No means had been devised that I know of for checking the distance covered, and I suppose Headquarters timed the attack and tried to judge how far the advance had carried, with the aid of messengers sent running back. No easy task!

At all events we lost touch with the regiments to right and left, but kept touch with the enemy, pressing forward until suddenly our own shell-fire ceased to fall in front of us but resumed pounding toward our rear. They call such a fire a barrage, sahib. Its purpose is to prevent the enemy from making a counter-attack until the infantry can dig themselves in and secure the new ground won. That meant we were isolated. It needed no staff officer to tell, us that, or to bring us to our senses. We were like men who wake from a nightmare, to find the truth more dreadful than the dream.

Colonel Kirby was wounded a little, and sat while a risaldar bound his arm. Ranjoor Singh found a short trench half full of water, and ordered us into it. Although we had not realized it until then, it was raining torrents, and the Germans we drove out of that trench (there were but a few of them) were wetter than water rats; but we had to scramble down into it, and the cold bath finished what the sense of isolation had begun. We were sober men when Kirby sahib scrambled in last and ordered us to begin on the trench at once with picks and shovels that the Germans had left behind. We altered the trench so that it faced both ways, and waited shivering for the dawn.

Let it not be supposed, however, sahib, that we waited unmolested. The Germans are not that kind of warrior. I hold no brief for them, but I tell no lies about them, either. They fight with persistence, bravery, and what they consider to be cunning. We were under rifle-fire at once from before and behind and the flanks, and our own artillery began pounding the ground so close to us that fragments of shell and shrapnel flew over our heads incessantly, and great clods of earth came thumping and splashing into our trench, compelling us to keep busy with the shovels. Nor did the German artillery omit to make a target of us, though with poor success. More than the half of us lived; and to prove that there had been thought as well as bravery that night we had plenty of ammunition with us. We were troubled to stow the ammunition out of the wet, yet where it would be safe from the German fire.

We made no reply to the shell-fire, for that would have been foolishness; so, doubtless thinking they had the range not quite right, or perhaps supposing that we had been annihilated, the enemy discontinued shelling us and devoted their attention to our friends beyond. But at the same time a battalion of infantry began to feel its way toward us and we grew very busy with our rifles, the wounded crawling through the wet to pass the cartridges. Once there was a bayonet charge, which we repelled.

Those who had not thrown away their knapsacks to lighten themselves had their emergency rations, but about half of us had nothing to eat whatever. It was perfectly evident to all of us from the very first that unless we should receive prompt aid at dawn our case was as hopeless as death itself. So much the more reason for stout hearts, said we, and our bearing put new heart into our officers.

When dawn came the sight was not inspiriting. Dawn amid a waste of Flanders mud, seen through a rain-storm, is not a joyous spectacle in any case. Consider, sahib, what a sunny land we came from, and pass no hasty judgment on us if our spirits sank. It was the weather, not the danger that depressed us. I, who was near the center of the trench, could see to right and left over the ends, and I made a hasty count of heads, discovering that we, who had been a regiment, were now about three hundred men, forty of whom were wounded.

I saw that we were many a hundred yards away from the nearest British trench. The Germans had crept under cover of the darkness and dug themselves in anew between us and our friends. Before us was a trench full of infantry, and there were others to right and left. We were completely surrounded; and it was not an hour after dawn when the enemy began to shout to us to show our hands and surrender. Colonel Kirby forbade us to answer them, and we lay still as dead men until they threw bombs  which we answered with bullets.

After that we were left alone for an hour or two, and Colonel Kirby, whose wound was not serious, began passing along the trench, knee-deep in the muddy water, to inspect us and count us and give each man encouragement. It was just as he passed close to me that a hand-grenade struck him in the thigh and exploded. He fell forward on me, and I took him across my knee lest he fall into the water and be smothered. That is how it happened that only I overheard what he said to Ranjoor Singh before he died. Several others tried to hear, for we loved Colonel Kirby as sons love their father; but, since he lay with his head on my shoulder, my ear was as close to his lips as Ranjoor Singhs, to whom he spoke, so that Ranjoor Singh and I heard and the rest did not. Later I told the others, but they chose to disbelieve me.

Ranjoor Singh came wading along the trench, stumbling over mens feet in his hurry and nearly falling just as he reached us, so that for the moment I thought he too had been shot. Besides Colonel Kirby, who was dying in my arms, he, and Captain Fellowes, and one other risaldar were our only remaining officers. Colonel Kirby was in great pain, so that his words were not in his usual voice but forced through clenched teeth, and Ranjoor Singh had to stoop to listen.

Shepherd em! said Colonel Kirby. Shepherd em, Ranjoor Singh! My ear was close and I heard each word. A bad business. They did not know enough to listen to you at Headquarters. Dont waste time blaming anybody. Pray for wisdom, and fear nothing! Youre in command now. Take over. Shepherd em! Good-by, old friend!

Good-by, Colonel sahib, said Ranjoor Singh, and Kirby sahib died in that moment, having shed the half of his blood over me. Ranjoor Singh and I laid him along a ledge above the water and it was not very long before a chance shell dropped near and buried him under a ton of earth. Yes, sahib, a British shell.

Presently Ranjoor Singh waded along the trench to have word with Captain Fellowes, who was wounded rather badly. I made busy with the men about me, making them stand where they could see best with least risk of exposure and ordering spade work here and there. It is a strange thing, sahib, but I have never seen it otherwise, that spade work  which is surely the most important thing  is the last thing troopers will attend to unless compelled. They will comb their beards, and decorate the trench with colored stones and draw names in the mud, but the all-important digging waits. Sikh and Gurkha and British and French are all alike in that respect.

When Ranjoor Singh came back from his talk with Captain Fellowes he sent me to the right wing under our other risaldar, and after he was killed by a grenade I was in command of the right wing of our trench.

The three days that followed have mostly gone from memory, that being the way of evil. If men could remember pain and misery they would refuse to live because of the risk of more of it; but hope springs ever anew out of wretchedness like sprouts on the burned land, and the ashes are forgotten. I do not remember much of those three days.

There was nothing to eat. There began to be a smell. There was worse than nothing to drink, for thirst took hold of us, yet the water in the trench was all pollution. The smell made us wish to vomit, yet what could the empty do but desire? Corpses lay all around us. No, sahib, not the dead of the night befores fighting. Have I not said that the weather was cold? The bombardment by our own guns preceding our attack had torn up graves that were I know not how old. When we essayed to re-bury some bodies the Germans drove us back under cover.

That night, and the next, several attempts were made to rush us, but under Ranjoor Singhs command we beat them off. He was wakeful as the stars and as unexcited. Obedience to him was so comforting that men forgot for the time their suspicion and distrust. When dawn came there were more dead bodies round about, and some wounded who called piteously for help. The Germans crawled out to help their wounded, but Ranjoor Singh bade us drive them back and we obeyed.

Then the Germans began shouting to us, and Ranjoor Singh answered them. If he had answered in English, so that most of us could have understood, all would surely have been well; I am certain that in that case the affection, returning because of his fine leadership, would have destroyed the memory of suspicion. But I suppose it had become habit with him to talk to the enemy in German by that time, and as the words we could not understand passed back and forth even I began to hate him. Yet he drove a good bargain for us.

Instead of hand-grenades the Germans began to throw bread to us  great, flat, army loaves, Ranjoor Singh not showing himself, but counting aloud as each loaf came over, we catching with great anxiety lest they fall into the water and be polluted. It took a long time, but when there was a good dry loaf for each man, Ranjoor Singh gave the Germans leave to come and carry in their wounded, and bade us hold our fire. Gooja Singh was for playing a trick but the troopers near him murmured and Ranjoor Singh threatened him with death if he dared. He never forgot that.

The Germans who came to fetch the wounded laughed at us, but Ranjoor Singh forbade us to answer, and Captain Fellowes backed him up.

There will be another attack from our side presently, said Captain Fellowes, and our friends will answer for us.

I shuddered at that. I remembered the bombardment that preceded our first advance. Better die at the hands of the enemy, thought I. But I said nothing. Presently, however, a new thought came to me, and I called to Ranjoor Singh along the trench.

You should have made a better bargain, said I. You should have compelled them to care for our wounded before they were allowed to take their own!

I demanded, but they refused, he answered, and then I wished I had bitten out my tongue rather than speak, for although I believed his answer, the rest of the men did not. There began to be new murmuring against him, led by Gooja Singh; but Gooja Singh was too subtle to be convicted of the responsibility.

Captain Fellowes grew aware of the murmuring and made much show thenceforward of his faith in Ranjoor Singh. He was weak from his wound and was attended constantly by two men, so that although he kept command of the left wing and did ably he could not shout loud enough to be heard very far, and he had to send messages to Ranjoor Singh from mouth to mouth. His evident approval had somewhat the effect of subduing the mens resentment, although not much, and when he died that night there was none left, save I, to lend our leader countenance. And I was only his half-friend, without enough merit in my heart truly to be the right-hand man I was by right of seniority. I was willing enough to die at his back, but not to share contempt with him.

The day passed and there came another day, when the bread was done, and there were no more German wounded straddled in the mud over whom to strike new bargains. It had ceased raining, so we could catch no rain to drink. We were growing weak from weariness and want of sleep, and we demanded of Ranjoor Singh that he lead us back toward the British lines.

We should perish on the way, said he.

What of it? we answered, I with the rest. Better that than this vultures death in a graveyard!

But he shook his head and ordered us to try to think like men. The life of a Sikh, said he, and the oath of a Sikh are one. We swore to serve our friends. To try to cut our way back would be but to die for our own comfort.

You should have led us back that first night, when the attack was spent, said Gooja Singh.

I was not in command that first night, Ranjoor Singh answered him, and who could gainsay that?

At irregular intervals British shells began bursting near us, and we all knew what they were. The batteries were feeling for the range. They would begin a new bombardment. Now, therefore, is the end, said we. But Ranjoor Singh stood up with his head above the trench and began shouting to the Germans. They answered him. Then, to our utter astonishment, he tore the shirt from a dead man, tied it to a rifle, and held it up.

The Germans cheered and laughed, but we made never a sound. We were bewildered  sick from the stink and weariness and thirst and lack of food. Yet I swear to you, sahib, on my honor that it had not entered into the heart of one of us to surrender. That we who had been first of the Indian contingent to board a ship, first to land in France, first to engage the enemy, should now be first to surrender in a body seemed to us very much worse than death. Yet Ranjoor Singh bade us leave our rifles and climb out of the trench, and we obeyed him. God knows why we obeyed him. I, who had been half-hearted hitherto, hated him in that minute as a trapped wolf hates the hunter; yet I, too, obeyed.

We left our dead for the Germans to bury, but we dragged the wounded out and some of them died as we lifted them. When we reached the German trench and they counted us, including Ranjoor Singh and three-and-forty wounded there were two-hundred-and-three-and-fifty of us left alive.

They led Ranjoor Singh apart. He had neither rifle nor saber in his hand, and he walked to their trench alone because we avoided him. He was more muddy than we, and as ragged and tired. He had stood in the same foul water, and smelt the same stench. He was hungry as we. He had been willing to surrender, and we had not. Yet he walked like an officer, and looked like one, and we looked like animals. And we knew it, and he knew it. And the Germans recognized the facts.

He acted like a crowned king when he reached the trench. A German officer spoke with him earnestly, but he shook his head and then they led him away. When he was gone the same officer came and spoke to us in English, and I understanding him at once, he bade me tell the others that the British must have witnessed our surrender. See, said he, what a bombardment they have begun again. That is in the hope of slaying you. That is out of revenge because you dared surrender instead of dying like rats in a ditch to feed their pride! It was true that a bombardment had begun again. It had begun that minute. Those truly had been ranging shells. If we had stayed five minutes longer before surrendering we should have been blown to pieces; but we were in no mood to care on that account.

The Germans are a simple folk, sahib, although they themselves think otherwise. When they think they are the subtlest they are easiest to understand. Understanding was reborn in my heart on account of that Germans words. Thought I, if Ranjoor Singh were in truth a traitor then he would have leaped at a chance to justify himself to us. He would have repeated what that German had urged him to tell us. Yet I saw him refuse.

As they hurried him away alone, pity for him came over me like warm rain on the parched earth, and when a man can pity he can reason, I spoke in Punjabi to the others and the German officer thought I was translating what he told me to say, yet in truth I reminded them that man can find no place where God is not, and where God is is courage. I was senior now, and my business was to encourage them. They took new heart from my words, all except Gooja Singh, who wept noisily, and the German officer was pleased with what he mistook for the effect of his speech.

Tell them they shall be excellently treated, said he, seizing my elbow. When we shall have won this war the British will no longer be able to force natives of India to fight their battles for them.

I judged it well to repeat that word for word. There are over ten applicants for every vacancy in such a regiment as ours, and until Ranjoor Singh ordered our surrender, we were all free men  free givers of our best; whereas the Germans about us were all conscripts. The comparison did no harm.

We saw no more of our wounded until some of them were returned to us healed, weeks later; but from them we learned that their treatment had been good. With us, however, it was not so, in spite of the promise the German officer had made. We were hustled along a wide trench, and taken over by another guard, not very numerous but brutal, who kicked us without excuse. As we went the trenches were under fire all the time from the British artillery. The guards swore it was our surrender that had drawn the fire, and belabored us the more on that account.

At the rear of the German lines we were herded in a quarry lest we observe too much, and it was not until after dark that we were given half a loaf of bread apiece. Then, without time to eat that which had been given to us, we were driven off into the darkness. First, however, they took our goatskin overcoats away, saying they were too good to be worn by savages. A non-commissioned officer, who could speak good English, was sent for to explain that point to us.

After an hours march through the dark we were herded into some cattle trucks that stood on a siding behind some trees. The trucks did not smell of cattle, but of foul garments and unwashed men. Two armed German infantrymen were locked into each truck with us, and the pair in the truck in which I was drove us in a crowd to the farther end, claiming an entire half for themselves. It was true that we stank, for we had been many days and nights without opportunity to get clean; yet they offered us no means of washing  only abuse. I have seen German prisoners allowed to wash before they had been ten minutes behind the British lines.

We were five days in that train, sahib  five days and nights. Our guards were fed at regular intervals, but not we. Once or twice a day they brought us a bucket of water from which we were bidden drink in a great hurry while the train waited; yet often the train waited hours on sidings and no water at all was brought us. For food we were chiefly dependent on the charity of people at the wayside stations who came with gifts intended for German wounded; some of those took pity on us.

At last, sahib, when we were cold and stiff and miserable to the very verge of death, we came to a little place called Oeschersleben, and there the cruelty came to an unexpected end. We were ordered out of the trucks and met on the platform by a German, not in uniform, who showed distress at our predicament and who hastened to assure us in our own tongue that henceforward there would be amends made.

If that man had taken charge of us in the beginning we might not have been suspicious of him, for he seemed gentle and his words were fair; but now his kindness came too late to have effect. Animals can sometimes be rendered tame by starvation and brutality followed by plenty and kindness, but not men, and particularly not Sikhs  it being no part of our Gurus teaching that either full belly or tutored intellect can compensate for lack of goodness. Neither is it his teaching, on the other hand, that a man must wear thoughts on his face; so we did not reject this mans advances.

There have been mistakes made, said he, by ignorant common soldiers who knew no better. You shall recuperate on good food, and then we shall see what we shall see.

I asked him where Ranjoor Singh was, but he did not answer me.

We were not compelled to walk. Few of us could have walked. We were stiff from confinement and sick from neglect. Carts drawn by oxen stood near the station, and into those we were crowded and driven to a camp on the outskirts of the town. There comfortable wooden huts were ready, well warmed and clean  and a hot meal  and much hot water in which we were allowed to bathe.

Then, when we had eaten, doctors came and examined us. New clothes were given us  German uniforms of khaki, and khaki cotton cloth from which to bind new turbans. Nothing was left undone to make us feel well received, except that a barbed-wire fence was all about the camp and armed guards marched up and down outside.

Being senior surviving non-commissioned officer, I was put in charge of the camp in a certain manner, with many restrictions to my authority, and for about a week we did nothing but rest and eat and keep the camp tidy. All day long Germans, mostly women and children but some men, came to stare at us through the barbed-wire fence as if we were caged animals, but no insults were offered us. Rather, the women showed us kindness and passed us sweetmeats and strange food through the fence until an officer came and stopped them with overbearing words. Then, presently, there was a new change.

A week had gone and we were feeling better, standing about and looking at the freshly fallen snow, marking the straight tracks made by the sentries outside the fence, and thinking of home maybe, when new developments commenced.

Telegrams translated into Punjabi were nailed to the door of a hut, telling of India in rebellion and of men, women and children butchered by the British in cold blood. Other telegrams stated that the Sikhs of India in particular had risen, and that Pertab Singh, our prince, had been hanged in public. Many other lies they posted up. It would be waste of time to tell them all. They were foolishness  such foolishness as might deceive the German public, but not us who had lived in India all our lives and who had received our mail from home within a day or two of our surrender.

There came plausible men who knew our tongue and the argument was bluntly put to us that we ought to let expediency be our guide in all things. Yet we were expected to trust the men who gave us such advice!

Our sense of justice was not courted once. They made appeal to our bellies  to our purses  to our lust  to our fear  but to our righteousness not at all. They made for us great pictures of what German rule of the world would be, and at last I asked whether it was true that the kaiser had turned Muhammadan. I was given no answer until I had asked repeatedly, and then it was explained how that had been a rumor sent abroad to stir Islam; to us, on the other hand, nothing but truth was told. So I asked, was it true that our Prince Pertab Singh had been hanged, and they told me yes. I asked them where, and they said in Delhi. Yet I knew that Pertab Singh was all the while in London. I asked them where was Ranjoor Singh all this while, and for a time they made no answer, so I asked again and again. Then one day they began to talk of Ranjoor Singh.

They told us he was being very useful to them, in Berlin, in daily conference with the German General Staff, explaining matters that pertained to the intended invasion of India. Doubtless they thought that news would please us greatly. But, having heard so many lies already, I set that down for another one, and the others became all the more determined in their loyalty from sheer disgust at Ranjoor Singhs unfaithfulness. They believed and I disbelieved, yet the result was one.

At night Gooja Singh held forth in the hut where he slept with twenty-five others. He explained  although he did not say how he knew  that the Germans have kept for many years in Berlin an office for the purpose of intrigue in India  an office manned by Sikh traitors. That is where Ranjoor Singh will be, said he. He will be managing that bureau. In those days Gooja Singh was Ranjoor Singhs bitterest enemy, although later he changed sides again.

The night-time was the worst. By day there was the camp to keep clean and the German officers to talk to; but at night we lay awake thinking of India, and of our dead officer sahibs, and of all that had been told us that we knew was lies. Ever the conversation turned to Ranjoor Singh at last, and night after night the anger grew against him. I myself admitted very often that his duty had been to lead us to our death. I was ashamed as the rest of our surrender.

After a time, as our wounded began to be drafted back to us from hospital, we were made to listen to accounts of alleged great German victories. They told us the German army was outside Paris and that the whole of the British North Sea Fleet was either sunk or captured. They also said that the Turks in Gallipoli had won great victories against the Allies. We began to wonder why such conquerors should seek so earnestly the friendship of a handful of us Sikhs. Our wounded began to be drafted back to us well primed, and their stories made us think, but not as the Germans would have had us think.

Week after week until the spring came we listened to their tales by day and talked them over among ourselves at night; and the more they assured us Ranjoor Singh was working with them in Berlin, the more we prayed for opportunity to prove our hearts. Spring dragged along into summer and there began to be prayers for vengeance on him. I said less than any. Understanding had not come to me fully yet, but it seemed to me that if Ranjoor Singh was really playing traitor, then he was going a tedious way about it. Yet it was equally clear that if I should dare to say one word in his behalf that would be to pass sentence on myself. I kept silence when I could, and was evasive when they pressed me, cowardice struggling with new conviction in my heart.

There came one night at last, when mens hearts burned in them too terribly for sleep, that some one proposed a resolution and sent the word whispering from hut to hut, that we should ask for Ranjoor Singh to be brought to us. Let the excuse be that he was our rightful leader, and that therefore he ought to advise us what we should do. Let us promise to do faithfully whatever Ranjoor Singh should order. Then, when he should have been brought to us, should he talk treason we would tear him in pieces with our hands. That resolution was agreed to. I also agreed. It was I who asked the next day that Ranjoor Singh be brought. The German officer laughed; yet I asked again, and he went away smiling.

We talked of our plan at night. We repeated it at dawn. We whispered it above the bread at breakfast. After breakfast we stood in groups, confirming our decision with great oaths and binding one another to fulfillment  I no less than all the others. Like the others I was blinded now by the sense of our high purpose and I forgot to consider what might happen should Ranjoor Singh take any other line than that expected of him.

I think it was eleven in the morning of the fourth day after our decision, when we had all grown weary of threats of vengeance and of argument as to what each individual man should do to our majors body, that there was some small commotion at the entrance gate and a man walked through alone. The gate slammed shut again behind him.

He strode forward to the middle of our compound, stood still, and confronted us. We stared at him. We gathered round him. We said nothing.

Fall in, two deep! commanded he. And we fell in, two deep, just as he ordered.

Ten-shun! commanded he. And we stood to attention.

Sahib, he was Ranjoor Singh!

He stood within easy reach of the nearest man, clothed in a new khaki German uniform. He wore a German saber at his side. Yet I swear to you the saber was not the reason why no man struck at him. Nor were there Germans near enough to have rescued him. We, whose oath to murder him still trembled on our lips, stood and faced him with trembling knees now that he had come at last.

We stood before him like two rows of dumb men, gazing at his face. I have heard the English say that our eastern faces are impossible to read, but that can only be because western eyes are blind. We can read them readily enough. Yet we could not read Ranjoor Singhs that day. It dawned on us as we stared that we did not understand, but that he did; and there is no murder in that mood.

Before we could gather our wits he began to speak to us, and we listened as in the old days when at least a squadron of us had loved him to the very death. A very unexpected word was the first he used.

Simpletons! said he.

Sahib, our jaws dropped. Simpletons was the last thing we had thought ourselves. On the contrary, we thought ourselves astute to have judged his character and to have kept our minds uncorrupted by the German efforts. Yet we were no longer so sure of ourselves that any man was ready with an answer.

He glanced over his shoulder to left and right. There were no Germans inside the fence; none near enough to overhear him, even if he raised his voice. So he did raise it, and we all heard.

I come from Berlin!

Ah! said we  as one man. For another minute he stood eying us, waiting to see whether any man would speak.

We be honest men! said a trooper who stood not far from me, and several others murmured, so I spoke up.

He has not come for nothing, said I. Let us listen first and pass judgment afterward.

We have heard enough treachery! said the trooper who had spoken first, but the others growled him down and presently there was silence.

You have eyes, said Ranjoor Singh, and ears, and nose, and lips for nothing at all but treachery! He spoke very slowly, sahib. You have listened, and smelled for it, and have spoken of nothing else, and what you have sought you think you have found! To argue with men in the dark is like gathering wind into baskets. My business is to lead, and I will lead. Your business is to follow, and you shall follow. Then, Simpletons! said he again; and having said that he was silent, as if to judge what effect his words were having.

No man answered him. I can not speak for the others, although there was a wondrous maze of lies put forth that night by way of explanation that I might repeat. All I know is that through my mind kept running against my will self-accusation, self-condemnation, self-contempt! I had permitted my love for Ranjoor Singh to be corrupted by most meager evidence. If I had not been his enemy, I had not been true to him, and who is not true is false. I fought with a sense of shame as I have since then fought with thirst and hunger. All the teachings of our Holy One accused me. Above all, Ranjoor Singhs face accused me. I remembered that for more than twenty years he had stood to all of us for an example of what Sikh honor truly is, and that he had been aware of it.

I know the thoughts ye think! said he, beginning again when he had given us time to answer and none had dared. I will give you a real thought to put in the place of all that foolishness. This is a regiment. I am its last surviving officer. Any regiment can kill its officers. If ye are weary of being a regiment, behold  I am as near you as a mans throat to his hand! Have no fear  (that was a bitter thrust, sahib!) this is a German saber; I will use no German steel on any of you. I will not strike back if any seek to kill me.

There was no movement and no answer, sahib. We did not think; we waited. If he had coaxed us with specious arguments, as surely a liar would have done, that would probably have been his last speech in the world. But there was not one word he said that did not ring true.

I have been made a certain offer in Berlin, said he, after another long pause. First it was made to me alone, and I would not accept it. I and my regiment, said I, are one. So the offer was repeated to me as the leader of this regiment. Thus they admitted I am the rightful leader of it, and the outcome of that shall be on their heads. As major of this regiment, I accepted the offer, and as its major I now command your obedience.

Obedience to whom? asked I, speaking again as it were against my will, and frightened by my own voice.

To me, said he.

Not to the Germans? I asked. He wore a German uniform, and so for that matter did we all.

To me, he said again, and he took one step aside that he might see my face better. You, Hira Singh, you heard Colonel Kirby make over the command!

Every man in the regiment knew that Colonel Kirby had died across my knees. They looked from Ranjoor Singh to me, and from me to Ranjoor Singh, and I felt my heart grow first faint from dread of their suspicion, and then bold, then proud that I should be judged fit to stand beside him. Then came shame again, for I knew I was not fit. My loyalty to him had not stood the test. All this time I thought I felt his eyes on me like coals that burned; yet when I dared look up he was not regarding me at all, but scanning the two lines of faces, perhaps to see if any other had anything to say.

If I told you my plan, said he presently, when he had cleared his throat, you would tear it in little pieces. The Germans have another plan, and they will tell you as much of it as they think it good for you to know. Mark what my orders are! Listen to this plan of theirs. Pretend to agree. Then you shall be given weapons. Then you shall leave this camp within a week.

That, sahib, was like a shell bursting in the midst of men asleep. What did it mean? Eyes glanced to left and right, looking for understanding and finding none, and no man spoke because none could think of anything to say. It was on my tongue to ask him to explain when he gave us his final word on the matter  and little enough it was, yet sufficient if we obeyed.

Remember the oath of a Sikh! said he. Remember that he who is true in his heart to his oath has Truth to fight for him! Treachery begets treason, treason begets confusion; and who are ye to stay the course of things? Faith begets faith; courage gives birth to opportunity!

He paused, but we knew he had not finished yet, and he kept us waiting full three minutes wondering what would come. Then:

As for your doubts, said he. If the head aches, shall the body cut it off that it may think more clearly? Consider that! said he. Dismiss!

We fell out and he marched away like a king with thoughts of state in mind. I thought his beard was grayer than it had been, but oh, sahib, he strode as an arrow goes, swift and straight, and splendid. Lonely as an arrow that has left the sheaf!

I had to run to catch up with him, and I was out of breath when I touched his sleeve. He turned and waited while I thought of things to say, and then struggled to find words with which to say them.

Sahib! said I. Oh, Major sahib! And then my throat became full of words each struggling to be first, and I was silent.

Well? said he, standing with both arms folded, looking very grave, but not angry nor contemptuous.

Sahib, I said, I am a true man. As I stand here, I am a true man. I have been a fool  I have been half-hearted  I was like a man in the dark; I listened and heard voices that deceived me!

And am I to listen and hear voices, too? he asked.

Nay, sahib! I said. Not such voices, but true words!

Words? he said. Words! Words! There have already been too many words. Truth needs no words to prove it true, Hira Singh. Words are the voice of nothingness!

Then, sahib said I, stammering.

Hira Singh, said he, each mans heart is his own. Let each man keep his own. When the time comes we shall see no true men eating shame, said he.

And with that he acknowledged my salute, turned on his heel, and marched away. And the great gate slammed behind him. And German officers pressing close on either side talked with him earnestly, asking, as plainly as if I heard the words, what he had said, and what we had said, and what the outcome was to be. I could see his lips move as he answered, but no man living could have guessed what he told them. I never did know what he told them. But I have lived to see the fruit of what he did, and of what he made us do; and from that minute I have never faltered for a second in my faithfulness to Ranjoor Singh.

Be attentive, sahib, and learn what a man of men is Risaldar-major Ranjoor Singh bahadur.


CHAPTER III

Shall he who knows not false from true judge treason?  EASTERN PROVERB.



You may well imagine, sahib, in the huts that night there was noise as of bees about to swarm. No man slept. Men flitted like ghosts from hut to hut  not too openly, nor without sufficient evidence of stealth to keep the guards in good conceit of themselves, but freely for all that. What the men of one hut said the men of the next hut knew within five minutes, and so on, back and forth.

I was careful to say nothing. When men questioned me, Nay, said I. I am one and ye are many. Choose ye! Could I lead you against your wills? They murmured at that, but silence is easier to keep than some men think.

Why did I say nothing? In the first place, sahib, because my mind was made at last. With all my heart now, with the oath of a Sikh and the truth of a Sikh I was Ranjoor Singhs man. I believed him true, and I was ready to stand or fall by that belief, in the dark, in the teeth of death, against all odds, anywhere. Therefore there was nothing I could say with wisdom. For if they were to suspect my true thoughts, they would lose all confidence in me, and then I should be of little use to the one man who could help all of us. I judged that what Ranjoor Singh most needed was a silent servant who would watch and obey the first hint. Just as I had watched him in battle and had herded the men for him to lead, so would I do now. There should be deeds, not words, for the foundation of a new beginning.

In the second place, sahib, I knew full well that if Gooja Singh or any of the others could have persuaded me to advance an opinion it would have been pounced on, and changed out of all recognition, yet named my opinion nevertheless. This altered opinion they would presently adopt, yet calling it mine, and when the outcome of it should fail at last to please them they would blame me. For such is the way of the world. So I had two good reasons, and the words I spoke that night could have been counted without aid of pen and paper.

The long and short of it was that morning found them undecided. There was one opinion all held  even Gooja Singh, who otherwise took both sides as to everything  that above all and before all we were all true men, loyal to our friends, the British, and foes of every living German or Austrian or Turk so long as the war should last. The Germans had bragged to us about the Turks being in the war on their side, and we had thought deeply on the subject of their choice of friends. Like and like mingle, sahib. As for us, my grandfather fought for the British in 57, and my father died at Kandahar under Bobs bahadur. On that main issue we were all one, and all ashamed to be prisoners while our friends were facing death. But dawn found almost no two men agreed as to Ranjoor Singh, or in fact on any other point.

Not long after dawn, came the Germans again, with new arguments. And this time they began to let us feel the iron underlying their persuasion. Once, to make talk and gain time before answering a question, I had told them of our labor in the bunkers on the ship that carried us from India. I had boasted of the coal we piled on the fire-room floor. Lo, it is always foolish to give information to the enemy  always, sahib  always! There is no exception.

Said they to us now: We Germans are devoting all our energy to prosecution of this war. Nearly all our able-bodied men are with the regiments. Every man must do his part, for we are a nation in arms. Even prisoners must do their part. Those who do not fight for us must work to help the men who do fight.

Work without pay? said I.

Aye, said they, work without pay. There is coal, for instance. We understand that you Sikhs have proved yourselves adept at work with coal. He who can labor in the bunkers of a ship can handle pick and shovel in the mines, and most of our miners have been called up. Yet we need more coal than ever.

So, sahib. So they turned my boast against me. And the men around me, who had heard me tell the tale about our willing labor on the ship, now eyed me furiously; although at the time they had enjoyed the boast and had added details of their own. The Germans went away and left us to talk over this new suggestion among ourselves, and until afternoon I was kept busy speaking in my own defense.

Who could have foreseen how they would use my words against us? I demanded. But they answered that any fool could have foreseen it, and that my business was to foresee in any case and to give them good advice. I kept that saying in my heart, and turned it against THEM when the day came.

That afternoon the Germans returned, with knowing smiles that were meant to seem courteous, and with an air of confidence that was meant to appear considerate. Doubtless a cat at meal-time believes men think him generous and unobtrusive. They went to great trouble to prove themselves our wise counselors and disinterested friends.

We have explained to you, said they, what hypocrites the British are,  what dust they have thrown in your eyes for more than a century  how they have grown rich at your expense, deliberately keeping India in ignorance and subjection, in poverty and vice, and divided against itself. We have told you what German aims are on the other hand, and how successful our armies are on every front as the result of the consistence of those aims. We have proved to you how half the world already takes our side  how the Turks fight for us, how Persia begins to join the Turks, how Afghanistan already moves, and how India is in rebellion. Now  wouldnt you like to join our side  to throw the weight of Sikh honor and Sikh bravery into the scale with us? That would be better fun than working in the mines, said they.

Are we offered that alternative? I asked, but they did not answer that question. They went away again and left us to our thoughts.

And we talked all the rest of that day and most of the next night, arriving at no decision. When they asked me for an opinion, I said, Ranjoor Singh told us this would be, and he gave us orders what to do. When they asked me ought they to obey him, I answered, Nay, choose ye! Who can make you obey against your wills? And when they asked me would I abide by their decision, Can the foot walk one way, I answered, while the body walks another? Are we not one? said I.

Then, said they, you bid us consider this proposal to take part against our friends?

Nay, said I, I am a true man. No man can make me fight against the British.

They thought on that for a while, and then surrounded me again, Gooja Singh being spokesman for them all. Then you counsel us, said he, to choose the hard labor in the coal mines?

Nay, said I. I counsel nothing.

But what other course is there? said he.

There is Ranjoor Singh, said I.

But he desired to lead us against the British, said he.

Nay, said I. Who said so?

Gooja Singh answered: He, Ranjoor Singh himself, said so.

Nay, said I. I heard what he said. He said he will lead us, but he said nothing of his plan. He did not say he will lead us against the British.

Then it was the Germans. They said so, said Gooja Singh. They said he will lead us against the British.

The Germans said, said I, that their armies are outside Paris  that India is in rebellion  that Pertab Singh was hanged in Delhi  that the British rule in India has been altogether selfish  that our wives and children have been butchered by the British in cold blood. The Germans, said I, have told us very many things.

Then, said he, you counsel us to follow Ranjoor Singh?

Nay, said I. I counsel nothing.

You are a coward! said he. You are afraid to give opinion!

I am one among many! I answered him.

They left me alone again and talked in groups, Gooja Singh passing from one group to another like a man collecting tickets. Then, when it was growing dusk, they gathered once more about me and Gooja Singh went through the play of letting them persuade him to be spokesman.

If we decide to follow Ranjoor Singh, said he, will you be one with us?

If that is the decision of you all, I answered, then yes. But if it is Gooja Singhs decision with the rest consenting, then no. Is that the decision of you all? I asked, and they murmured a sort of answer.

Nay! said I. That will not do! Either yes or no. Either ye are willing or ye are unwilling. Let him who is unwilling say so, and I for one will hold no judgment against him.

None answered, though I urged again and again. Then ye are all willing to give Ranjoor Singh a trial? said I; and this time they all answered in the affirmative.

I think your decision well arrived at! I made bold to tell them. To me it seems you have all seen wisdom, and although I had thoughts in mind, said I, of accepting work in the collieries and blowing up a mine perhaps, yet I admit your plan is better and I defer to it.

They were much more pleased with that speech than if I had admitted the truth, that I would never have agreed to any other plan. So that now they were much more ready than they might have been to listen to my next suggestion.

But, said I, with an air of caution, shall we not keep any watch on Ranjoor Singh?

Let us watch! said they. Let us be forehanded!

But how? said I. He is an officer. He is not bound to lay bare his thoughts to us.

They thought a long time about that. It grew dark, and we were ordered to our huts, and lights were put out, and still they lay awake and talked of it. At last Gooja Singh flitted through the dark and came to me and asked me my opinion on the matter.

One of you go and offer to be his servant, said I. Let that servant serve him well. A good servant should know more about his master than the master himself.

Who shall that one be? he asked; and he went back to tell the men what I had said.

After midnight he returned. They say you are the one to keep watch on him, said he.

Nay, nay! said I, with my heart leaping against my ribs, but my voice belying it. If I agree to that, then later you will swear I am his friend and condemn me in one judgment with him!

Nay, said he. Nay truly! On the honor of a Sikh!

Mine is also the honor of a Sikh, said I, and I will cover it with care. Go back to them, I directed, and let them all come and speak with me at dawn.

Is my word not enough? said he.

Was Ranjoor Singhs enough? said I, and he went, muttering to himself.

I slept until dawn  the first night I had slept in three  and before breakfast they all clustered about me, urging me to be the one to keep close watch on Ranjoor Singh.

God forbid that I should be stool pigeon! said I. Nay, God forbid! Ranjoor Singh need but give an order that ye have no liking for and ye will shoot me in the back for it!

They were very earnest in their protestations, urging me more and more; but the more they urged the more I hung back, and we ate before I gave them any answer. This is a plot, said I, to get me in trouble. What did I ever do that ye should combine against me?

Nay! said they. By our Sikh oath, we be true men and your friends. Why do you doubt us?

Then said I at last, as it were reluctantly, If ye demand it  if ye insist  I will be the go-between. Yet I do it because ye compel me by weight of unanimity! said I.

It is your place! said they, but I shook my head, and to this day I have never admitted to them that I undertook the work willingly.

Presently came the Germans to us again, this time accompanied by officers in uniform who stood apart and watched with an air of passing judgment. They asked us now point-blank whether or not we were willing to work in the coal mines and thus make some return for the cost of keeping us; and we answered with one voice that we were not coal-miners and therefore not willing.

The alternative, said they, is that you apply to fight on the side of the Central Empires. Men must all either fight or work in these days; there is no room for idlers.

Is there no other work we could do? asked Gooja Singh.

None that we offer you! said they. If you apply to be allowed to fight on the side of the Central Empires, then your application will be considered. However, you would be expected to forswear allegiance to Great Britain, and to take the military oath as provided by our law; so that in the event of any lapse of discipline or loyalty to our cause you could be legally dealt with.

And the alternative is the mines? said I.

No, no! said the chief of them. You must not misunderstand. Your present destination is the coal mines, where you are to earn your keep. But the suggestion is made to you that you might care to apply for leave to fight on our side. In that case we would not send you to the coal mines until at least your application had been considered. It is practically certain it would be considered favorably.

The conversation was in English as usual and many of the men had not quite understood. Those on the outside had not heard properly. So I bade four men lift me, and I shouted to them in our own tongue all that the German had said. There fell a great silence, and the four men let me drop to the earth between them.

So is this the trap Ranjoor Singh would lead us into? said the trooper nearest me, and though he spoke low, so still were we all that fifty men heard him and murmured. So I spoke up.

Said I, We will answer when we shall have spoken again with Ranjoor Singh. He shall give our answer. It is right that a regiment should answer through its officer, and any other course is lacking discipline!

Sahib, I have been surprised a thousand times in this war, but not once more surprised than by the instant effect my answer had. It was a random answer, made while I searched for some argument to use; but the German spokesman turned at once and translated to the officers in uniform. Watching them very closely, I saw them laugh, and it seemed to me they approved my answer and disapproved some other matter. I think they disapproved the civilian method of mingling with us in a mob, for a moment later the order was given us in English to fall in, and we fell in two deep. Then the civilian Germans drew aside and one of the officers in uniform strode toward the entrance gate. We waited in utter silence, wondering what next, but the officer had not been gone ten minutes when we caught sight of him returning with Ranjoor Singh striding along beside him.

Ranjoor Singh and he advanced toward us and I saw Ranjoor Singh speak with him more emphatically than his usual custom. Evidently Ranjoor Singh had his way, for the officer spoke in German to the others and they all walked out of the compound in a group, leaving Ranjoor Singh facing us. He waited until the gate clanged shut behind them before he spoke.

Well? said he. I was told the regiment asked for word with me. What is the word?

Sahib, said I, standing out alone before the men, not facing him, but near one end of the line, so that I could raise my voice with propriety and all the men might hear. He backed away, to give more effect to that arrangement. Sahib, I said, we are in a trap. Either we go to the mines, or we fight for the Germans against the British. What is your word on the matter?

Ho! said he. Is it as bad as that? As bad as that? said he. If ye go to the mines to dig coal, they will use that coal to make ammunition for their guns! That seems a poor alternative! They fight as much with ammunition as with men!

Sahib, said I, it is worse than that! They seek to compel us to sign a paper, forswearing our allegiance to Great Britain and claiming allegiance to them! Should we sign it, that makes us out traitors in the first place, and makes us amenable to their law in the second place. They could shoot us if we disobeyed or demurred.

They could do that in the mines, said he, if you failed to dig enough coal to please them. They would call it punishment for malingering  or some such name. If they take it into their heads to have you all shot, doubt not they will shoot!

Yet in that case, said I, we should not be traitors.

I will tell you a story, said he, and we held our breath to listen, for this was his old manner. This had ever been his way of putting recruits at ease and of making a squadron understand. In that minute, for more than a minute, men forgot they had ever suspected him.

When I was a little one, said he, my mothers aunt, who was an old hag, told me this tale. There was a pack of wolves that hunted in a forest near a village. In the village lived a man who wished to be headman. Abdul was his name, and he had six sons. He wished to be headman that he might levy toll among the villagers for the up-keep of his sons, who were hungry and very proud. Now Abdul was a cunning hunter, and his sons were strong. So he took thought, and chose a season carefully, and set his sons to dig a great trap. And so well had Abdul chosen  so craftily the six sons digged  that one night they caught all that wolf-pack in the trap. And they kept them in the trap two days and a night, that they might hunger and thirst and grow amenable.

Then Abdul leaned above the pit, and peered down at the wolves and began to bargain with them. Wolves, said he, your fangs be long and your jaws be strong, and I wish to be headman of this village. And they answered, Speak, Abdul, for these walls be high, and our throats be dry, and we wish to hunt again! So he bade them promise that if he let them go they would seek and slay the present headman and his sons, so that he might be headman in his place. And the wolves promised. Then when he had made them swear by a hundred oaths in a hundred different ways, and had bound them to keep faith by God and by earth and sky and sea and by all the holy things he could remember, he stood aside and bade his six sons free the wolves.

The sons obeyed, and helped the wolves out of the trap. And instantly the wolves fell on all six sons, and slew and devoured them. Then they came and stood round Abdul with their jaws dripping with blood.

Oh, wolves, said he, trembling with fear and anger, ye are traitors! Ye are forsworn! Ye are faithless ones!

But they answered him, Oh, Abdul, shall he who knows not false from true judge treason? and forthwith they slew him and devoured him, and went about their business.

Now, which had the right of that  Abdul or the wolves?

We are no wolves! said Gooja Singh in a whining voice. We be true men!

Then I will tell you another story, Ranjoor Singh answered him. And we listened again, as men listen to the ticking of a clock. This is a story the same old woman, my mothers aunt, told me when I was very little.

There was a man  and this mans name also was Abdul  who owned a garden, and in it a fish-pond. But in the fish-pond were no fish. Abdul craved fish to swim hither and thither in his pond, but though he tried times out of number he could catch none. Yet at fowling he had better fortune, and when he was weary one day of fishing and laid his net on land he caught a dozen birds.

So-ho! said Abdul, being a man much given to thought, and he went about to strike a bargain. Oh, birds, said he, are ye willing to be fish? For I have no fishes swimming in my pond, yet my heart desires them greatly. So if ye are willing to be fish and will stay in my good pond and swim there, gladdening my eyes, I will abstain from killing you but instead will set you in the pond and let you live.

So the birds, who were very terrified, declared themselves willing to be fish, and the birds swore even more oaths than he insisted on, so that he was greatly pleased and very confident. Therefore he used not very much precaution when he came to plunge the birds into the water, and the instant he let go of them the birds with feathers scarcely wet flew away and perched on the trees about him.

Then Abdul grew very furious. Oh, birds, said he, ye are traitors. Ye are forsworn! Ye are liars  breakers of oaths  deceitful ones! And he shook his fist at them and spat, being greatly enraged and grieved at their deception.

But the birds answered him, Oh, Abdul, a captives gyves and a captives oath are one, and he who rivets on the one must keep the other! And the birds flew away, but Abdul went to seek his advocate to have the law of them! Now, what think ye was the advocates opinion in the matter, and what remedy had Abdul?

Has the sahib ever seen three hundred men all at the same time becoming conscious of the same idea? That is quite a spectacle. There was no whispering, nor any movement except a little shifting of the feet. There was nothing on which a watchful man could lay a finger. Yet between one second and the next they were not the same men, and I, who watched Ranjoor Singhs eyes as if he were my opponent in a duel, saw that he was aware of what had happened, although not surprised. But he made no sign except the shadow of one that I detected, and he did not change his voice  as yet.

As for me, he said, telling a tale again, I wrote once on the seashore sand and signed my name beneath. A day later I came back to look, but neither name nor words remained. I was what I had been, and stood where the sea had been, but what I had written in sand affected me not, neither the sea nor any man. Thought I, if one had lent me money on such a perishable note the courts would now hold him at fault, not me; they would demand evidence, and all he could show them would be what he had himself bargained for. Now it occurs to me that seashore sand, and the tricks of rogues, and blackmail, and tyranny perhaps are one!

Eye met eye, all up and down both lines of men. There was swift searching of hearts, and some of the men at my end of the line began talking in low tones. So I spoke up and voiced aloud what troubled them.

If we sign this paper, sahib, said I, how do we know they will not find means of bringing it to the notice of the British?

We do not know, he answered. Let us hope. Hope is a great good thing. If they chained us, and we broke the chains, they might send the broken links to London in proof of what thieves we be. Who would gain by that?

I saw a very little frown now and knew that he judged it time to strike on the heated metal. But Gooja Singh turned his back on Ranjoor Singh.

Let him sign this thing, said he, and let us sign our names beneath his name. Then he will be in the same trap with us all, and must lead us out of it or perish with us!

So Gooja Singh offered himself, all unintentionally, to be the scapegoat for us all and I have seldom seen a man so shocked by what befell him. Only a dozen words spoke Ranjoor Singh  yet it was as if he lashed him and left him naked. Whips and a good mans wrath are one.

Who gave thee leave to yelp? said he, and Gooja Singh faced about like a man struck. By order of the Germans he and I stood in the place of captains on parade, he on the left and I on the right.

To your place! said Ranjoor Singh.

Gooja Singh stepped back into line with me, but Ranjoor Singh was not satisfied.

To your place in the rear! he ordered. And so I have seen a man who lost a lawsuit slink round a corner of the court.

Then I spoke up, being stricken with self-esteem at the sight of Gooja Singhs shame (for I always knew him to be my enemy).

Sahib, said I, shall I pass down the line and ask each man whether he will sign what the Germans ask?

Aye! said he, like the carrion crows at judgment! Halt! he ordered, for already I had taken the first step. When I need to send a havildar, said he, to ask my mens permission, I will call for a havildar! To the rear where you belong! he ordered. And I went round to the rear, knowing something of Gooja Singhs sensations, but loving him no better for the fellow-feeling. When my footfall had altogether ceased and there was silence in which one could have heard an insect falling to the ground, Ranjoor Singh spoke again. There has been enough talk, said he. In pursuance of a plan, I intend to sign whatever the Germans ask. Those who prefer not to sign what I sign  fall out! Fall out, I say!

Not a man fell out, sahib. But that was not enough for Ranjoor Singh.

Those who intend to sign the paper,  two paces forward,  march! said he. And as one man we took two paces forward.

So! said he. Right turn! And we turned to the right. Forward! Quick march! he ordered. And he made us march twice in a square about him before he halted us again and turned us to the front to face him. Then he was fussy about our alignment, making us take up our dressing half a dozen times; and when he had us to his satisfaction finally he stood eying us for several minutes before turning his back and striding with great dignity toward the gate.

He talked through the gate and very soon a dozen Germans entered, led by two officers in uniform and followed by three soldiers carrying a table and a chair. The table was set down in their midst, facing us, and the senior German officer  in a uniform with a very high collar  handed a document to Ranjoor Singh. When he had finished reading it to himself he stepped forward and read it aloud to us. It was in Punjabi, excellently rendered, and the gist of it was like this:

We, being weary of British misrule, British hypocrisy, and British arrogance, thereby renounced allegiance to Great Britain, its king and government, and begged earnestly to be permitted to fight on the side of the Central Empires in the cause of freedom. It was expressly mentioned, I remember, that we made this petition of our own initiative and of our own free will, no pressure having been brought to bear on us, and nothing but kindness having been offered us since we were taken prisoners.

That is what we are all required to sign, said Ranjoor Singh, when he had finished reading, and he licked his lips in a manner I had never seen before.

Without any further speech to us, he sat down at the table and wrote his name with a great flourish on the paper, setting down his rank beside his name. Then he called to me, and I sat and wrote my name below his, adding my rank also. And Gooja Singh followed me. After him, in single file, came every surviving man of Outrams Own. Some men scowled, and some men laughed harshly, and if one of our race had been watching on the German behalf he would have been able to tell them something. But the Germans mistook the scowls for signs of anger at the British, and the laughter they mistook for rising spirits, so that the whole affair passed off without arousing their suspicion.

Nevertheless, my heart warned me that the Germans would not trust a regiment seduced as we were supposed to have been. And, although Ranjoor Singh had had his way with us, the very having had destroyed the reawakening trust in him. The troopers felt that he had led them through the gates of treason. I could feel their thoughts as a man feels the breath of coming winter on his cheek.

When the last man had signed we stood at attention and a wagonload of rifles was brought in, drawn by oxen. They gave a rifle to each of us, and we were made to present arms while the German military oath was read aloud. After that the Germans walked away as if they had no further interest. Only Ranjoor Singh remained, and he gave us no time just then for comment or discontent.

The mauser rifles were not so very much unlike our own, and he set us to drilling with them, giving us patient instruction but very little rest until evening. During the longest pause in the drill he sent for knapsacks and served us one each, filled down to the smallest detail with everything a soldier could need, even to a little cup that hung from a hook beneath one corner. We were utterly worn out when he left us at nightfall, but there was a lot of talking nevertheless before men fell asleep.

This is the second time he has trapped us in deadly earnest! was the sum of the general complaint they hurled at me. And I had no answer to give them, knowing well that if I took his part I should share his condemnation  which would not help him; neither would it help them nor me.

My thought, of going to the mines and being troublesome, was best! said I. Ye overruled me. Now ye would condemn me for not preventing you! Ye are wind blowing this way and that!

They were so busy defending themselves to themselves against that charge that they said no more until sleep fell on them; and at dawn Ranjoor Singh took hold of us again and made us drill until our feet burned on the gravel and our ears were full of the tramp  tramp  tramp, and the ek  do  tin of manual exercise.

Listen! said he to me, when he had dismissed us for dinner, and I lingered on parade. Caution the men that any breach of discipline would be treated under German military law by drum-head court martial and sentence of death by shooting. Advise them to avoid indiscretions of any kind, said he.

So I passed among them, pretending the suggestion was my own, and they resented it, as I knew they would. But I observed from about that time they began to look on Ranjoor Singh as their only possible protector against the Germans, so that their animosity against him was offset by self-interest.

The next day came a staff officer who marched us to the station, where a train was waiting. Impossible though it may seem, sahib, to you who listen, I felt sad when I looked back at the huts that had been our prison, and I think we all did. We had loathed them with all our hearts all summer long, but now they represented what we knew and we were marching away from them to what we knew not, with autumn and winter brooding on our prospects.

Not all our wounded had been returned to us; some had died in the German hospitals.. Two hundred-and-three-and-thirty of us all told, including Ranjoor Singh, lined up on the station platform  fit and well and perhaps a little fatter than was seemly.

Having no belongings other than the rifles and knapsacks and what we stood in it took us but a few moments to entrain. Almost at once the engine whistled and we were gone, wondering whither. Some of the troopers shouted to Ranjoor Singh to ask our destination, but he affected not to hear. The German staff officer rode in the front compartment alone, and Ranjoor Singh rode alone in the next behind him; but they conversed often through the window, and at stations where the two of them got out to stretch their legs along the platform they might have been brothers-in-blood relating love-affairs. Our troopers wondered.

Our fox grows gray, said they, and his impudence increases.

Would it help us out of this predicament, said I, if he smote that German in the teeth and spat on him?

They laughed at that and passed the remark along from window to window, until I roared at them to keep their heads in. There were seven of us non-commissioned officers, and we rode in one compartment behind the officers carriage, Gooja Singh making much unpleasantness because there was not enough room for us all to lie full length at once. We were locked into our compartment, and the only chance we had of speaking with Ranjoor Singh was when they brought us food at stations and he strode down the train to see that each man had his share.

What is our destination? we asked him then, repeatedly.

If ye be true men, he answered, why are ye troubled about destination? Can the truth lead you into error? Do I seem afraid? said he.

That was answer enough if we had been the true men we claimed to be, and he gave us no other. So we watched the sun and tried to guess roughly, I recalling all the geography I ever knew, yet failing to reach conclusions that satisfied myself or any one. We knew that Turkey was in the war, and we knew that Bulgaria was not. Yet we traveled eastward, and southeastward.

I know now that we traveled over the edge of Germany into Austria, through Austria into Hungary, and through a great part of Hungary to the River Danube, growing so weary of the train that I for one looked back to the Flanders trenches as to long-lost happiness! Every section of line over which we traveled was crowded with traffic, and dozens of German regiments kept passing and re-passing us. Some cheered us and some were insulting, but all of them regarded us with more or less astonishment.

The Austrians were more openly curious about us than the Germans had been, and some of them tried to get into conversation, but this was not encouraged; when they climbed on the footboards to peer through the windows and ask us questions officers ordered them away.

Of all the things we wondered at on that long ride, the German regiments impressed us most. Those that passed and repassed us were mostly artillery and infantry, and surely in all the world before there never were such regiments as those  with the paint worn off their cannon, and their clothes soiled, yet with an air about them of successful plunderers, confident to the last degree of arrogance in their own efficiency  not at all like British regiments, nor like any others that I ever saw. It was Ranjoor Singh who drew my attention to the fact that regiments passing us in one direction would often pass us again on their way back, sometimes within the day.

As shuttles in a loom! said he. As long as they can do that they can fight on a dozen fronts. His words set me wondering so that I did not answer him. He was speaking through our carriage window and I stared out beyond him at a train-load of troops on the far side of the station.

One comes to us, said I. I was watching a German sergeant, who had dragged his belongings from that train and was crossing toward us.

Aye! said Ranjoor Singh, so that I knew now there had been purpose in his visit. Beware of him. Then he unlocked the carriage door and waited for the German. The German came, and cursed the man who bore his baggage, and halted before Ranjoor Singh, staring into his face with a manner of impudence new to me. Ranjoor Singh spoke about ten words to him in German and the sergeant there and then saluted very respectfully. I noticed that the German staff officer was watching all this from a little distance, and I think the sergeant caught his eye.

At any rate, the sergeant made his man throw the baggage through our compartment door. The man returned to the other train. The sergeant climbed in next to me. Ranjoor Singh locked the door again, and both trains proceeded. When our train was beginning to gain speed the newcomer shoved me in the ribs abruptly with his elbow  thus.

So much for knowing languages! said he to me in fairly good Punjabi. Curse the day I ever saw India, and triple-curse this system of ours that enabled them to lay finger on me in a moving train and transfer me to this funeral procession! Curse you, and curse this train, and curse all Asia! Then he thrust me in the ribs again, as if that were a method of setting aside formality.

You know Cawnpore? said he, and I nodded.

You know the Kaiser-i-hind Saddle Factory?

I nodded again, being minded to waste no words because of Ranjoor Singhs warning.

I took a job as foreman there twenty years ago because the pay was good. I lived there fifteen years until I was full to the throat of India  Indian food, Indian women, Indian drinks, Indian heat, Indian smells, Indian everything. I hated it, and threw up the job in the end. Said I to myself, Thank God, said I, to see the last of India. And I took passage on a German steamer and drank enough German beer on the way to have floated two ships her size! Aecht Deutches bier, you understand, said he, nudging me in the ribs with each word. Aecht means REAL, as distinguished from the export stuff in bottles. I drank it by the barrel, straight off ice, and it went to my head!

That must be why I boasted about knowing Indian languages before I had been two hours in port. I was drunk, and glad to be home, and on the lookout for another job to keep from starving; so I boasted I could speak and write Urdu and Punjabi. That brought me employment in an export house. But who would have guessed it would end in my being dragged away from my regiment to march with a lot of Sikhs? Eh? Who would have guessed it? There goes my regiment one way, and here go I another! Whats our destination? God knows! Who are you, and what are you? God neither knows nor cares! Whats to be the end of this? The end of me, I expect  and all because I got drunk on the way home! It I get alive out of this, said he, Ill get drunk once for the glory of God and then never touch beer again!

And he struck me on the thigh with his open palm. The noise was like powder detonating, and the pain was acute. I cursed him in his teeth and he grinned at me as if he and I were old friends. Little blue eyes he had, sahib  light blue, set in full red cheeks. There were many little red veins crisscrossed under the skin of his face, and his breath smelt of beer and tobacco. I judged he had the physical strength of a buffalo, although doubtless short of wind.

He had very little hair. Such as he had was yellow, but clipped so short that it looked white. His yellow mustache was turned up thus at either corner of his mouth; and the mouth was not unkind, not without good humor.

What is your name? said I.

Tugendheim, said he. I am Sergeant Fritz Tugendheim, of the 281 (Pappenheim) Regiment of Infantry, and would God I were with my regiment! What do they call you?

Hira Singh, said I.

And your rank?

Havildar, said I.

Oh-ho! said he. So youre all non-commissioned in here, are you? Seven of you, eh? Seven is a lucky number! Well He looked us each slowly in the face, narrowing his eyes so that we could scarcely see them under the yellow lashes. Well, said he, they wont mistake me for any of you, nor any of you for me  not even if I should grow whiskers!

He laughed at that joke for about two minutes, slapping me on the thigh again and laughing all the louder when I showed my teeth. Then he drew out a flask of some kind of pungent spirits from his pocket, and offered it to me. When I refused he drank the whole of it himself and flung the glass flask through the window. Then he settled himself in the corner from which he had ousted me, put his feet on the edge of the seat opposite, and prepared to sleep. But before very long our German staff officer shouted for him and he went in great haste, a station official opening the door for him and locking us in again afterward. He rode for hours with the staff officer and Gooja Singh examined the whole of his kit, making remarks on each piece, to the great amusement of us all.

He came back before night to sleep in our compartment, but before he came I had taken opportunity to pass word through the window to the troopers in the carriage next behind.

Ranjoor Singh, said I, warns us all to be on guard against this German. He is a spy set to overhear our talk.

That word went all down the train from, window to window and it had some effect, for during all the days that followed Tugendheim was never once able to get between us and our thoughts, although he tried a thousand times.

Night followed day, and day night. Our train crawled, and waited, and crawled, and waited, and we in our compartment grew weary to the death of Tugendheim. A thousand times I envied Ranjoor Singh alone with his thoughts in the next compartment; and so far was he from suffering because of solitude that he seemed to keep more and more apart from us, only passing swiftly down the train at meal-times to make sure we all had enough to eat and that there were no sick.

I reached the conclusion myself that we were being sent to fight against the Russians, and I know not what the troopers thought; they were beginning to be like caged madmen. But suddenly we reached a broad river I knew must be the Danube and were allowed at last to leave the train. We were so glad to move about again that any news seemed good news, and when Ranjoor Singh, after much talk with our staff officer and some other Germans, came and told us that Bulgaria had joined the war on the side of the Central Powers, we laughed and applauded.

That means that our road lies open before us, Ranjoor Singh said darkly.

Our road whither? said I.

To Stamboul! said he.

What are we to do at Stamboul? asked Gooja Singh, and the staff officer, whose name I never knew, heard him and came toward us.

At Stamboul, said he, in fairly good Punjabi, you will strike a blow beside our friends, the Turks. Not very far from Stamboul you shall be given opportunity for vengeance on the British. The next-to-the-last stage of your journey lies through Bulgaria, and the beginning of it will be on that steamer.

We saw the steamer, lying with its nose toward the bank. It was no very big one for our number, but they marched us to it, Ranjoor Singh striding at our head as if all the world were unfolding before him, and all were his. We were packed on board and the steamer started at once, Ranjoor Singh and the staff officer sharing the upper part with the steamers captain, and Tugendheim elbowing us for room on the open deck. So we journeyed for a whole day and part of a night down the Danube, Tugendheim pointing out to me things I should observe along the route, but grumbling vastly at separation from his regiment.

You bloody Sikhs! said he. I would rather march with lice  yet what can I do? I must obey orders. See that castle! There were many castles, sahib, at bends and on hilltops overlooking the river. They built that, said he, in the good old days before men ever heard of Sikhs. Life was worth while in those days, and a man lived a lifetime with his regiment!

Ah! said I, choosing not to take offense; for one fool can make trouble that perhaps a thousand wise men can not still. If he had thought, he must have known that we Sikhs spend a lifetime with our regiments, and therefore know more about such matters than any German reservist. But he was little given to thought, although not ill-humored in intention.

Behold that building! said he. That looks like a brewery! Consider the sea of beer they brew there once a month, and then think of your oath of abstinence and what you miss!

So he talked, ever nudging me in the ribs until I grew sore and my very gorge revolted at his foolishness. So we sailed, passing along a river that at another time would have delighted me beyond power of speech. A day and a night we sailed, our little steamer being one of a fleet all going one way. Tugs and tugs and tugs there were, all pulling strings of barges. It was as if all the tugs and barges out of Austria were hurrying with all the plunder of Europe God knew whither.

Whither are they taking all this stuff? I asked Ranjoor Singh when he came down among us to inspect our rations. He and I stood together at the stern, and I waved my arm to designate the fleet of floating things. We were almost the only troops, although there were soldiers here and there on the tugs and barges, taking charge and supervising.

To Stamboul, said he. Bulgaria is in. The road to Stamboul is open.

Sahib, said I, I know you are true to the raj. I know the surrender in Flanders was the only course possible for one to whom the regiment had been entrusted. I know this business of taking the German side is all pretense. Are we on the way to Stamboul?

Aye, said he.

What are we to do at Stamboul? I asked him.

If you know all you say you know, said he, why let the future trouble you?

But said I.

Nay, said he, there can be no but. There is false and true. The one has no part in the other. What say the men?

They are true to the raj, said I.

All of them? he asked.

Nay, sahib, said I. Not quite all of them, but almost all.

He nodded. We shall discover before long which are false and which are true, said he, and then he left me.

So I told the men that we were truly on our way to Stamboul, and there began new wondering and new conjecturing. The majority decided at once that we were to be sent to Gallipoli to fight beside the Turks in the trenches there, and presently they all grew very determined to put no obstacle in the Germans way but to go to Gallipoli with good will. Once there, said they all, it should be easy to cross to the British trenches under cover of the darkness.

We will take Ranjoor Singh with us, they said darkly. Then he can make explanation of his conduct in the proper time and place! I saw one man hold his turban end as if it were a bandage over his eyes, and several others snapped their fingers to suggest a firing party. Many of the others laughed. Men in the dark, thought I, are fools to do anything but watch and listen. Outlines change with the dawn, thought I, and I determined to reserve my judgment on all points except one  that I set full faith in Ranjoor Singh. But the men for the most part had passed judgment and decided on a plan; so it came about that there was no trouble in the matter of getting them to Stamboul  or Constantinople, as Europeans call it.

At a place in Bulgaria whose name I have forgotten we disembarked and became escort to a caravan of miscellaneous stores, proceeding by forced marches over an abominable road. And after I forget how many days and nights we reached a railway and were once more packed into a train. Throughout that march, although we traversed wild country where any or all of us might easily have deserted among the mountains, Ranjoor Singh seemed so well to understand our intention that he scarcely troubled himself to call the roll. He sat alone by a little fire at night, and slept beside it wrapped in an overcoat and blanket. And when we boarded a train again he was once more alone in a compartment to himself. Once more I was compelled to sit next to Tugendheim.

I grew no fonder of Tugendheim, although he made many efforts to convince me of his friendship, making many prophetic statements to encourage me.

Soon, said he, you shall have your bayonet in the belly of an Englishman! You will be revenged im them for 57! My grandfather fought for the British in 57, sahib, and my father, who was little more than old enough to run, carried food to him where he lay on the Ridge before Delhi, the British having little enough food at that time to share among their friends. But I said nothing, and Tugendheim thought I was impressed  as indeed I was. You will need to fight like the devil, said he, for if they catch you theyll skin you!

Partly he wished to discover what my thoughts were, and partly, I think, his intention was to fill me with fighting courage; and, since it would not have done to keep silence altogether, I began to project the matter further and to talk of what might be after the war should have been won. I made him believe that the hope of all us Sikhs was to seek official employment under the German government; and he made bold to prophesy a good job for every one of us. We spent hours discussing what nature of employment would best be suited to our genius, and he took opportunity at intervals to go to the staff officer and acquaint him with all that I had said. By the time we reached Stamboul at last I was more weary of him than an ill-matched bullock of its yoke.

But we did reach Stamboul in the end, on a rainy morning, and marched wondering through its crooked streets, scarcely noticed by the inhabitants. Men seemed afraid to look long at us, but glanced once swiftly and passed on. German officers were everywhere, many of them driven in motor-cars at great speed through narrow thoroughfares, scattering people to right and left; the Turkish officers appeared to treat them with very great respect  although I noticed here and there a few who looked indifferent, and occasionally others who seemed to me indignant.

The mud, though not so bad as that in Flanders, was nearly as depressing. The rain chilled the air, and shut in the view, and few of us had very much sense of direction that first day in Stamboul. Tugendheim, marching behind us, kept up an incessant growl. Ranjoor Singh, striding in front of us with the staff officer at his side, shook the rain from his shoulders and said nothing.

We were marched to a ferry and taken across what I know now was the Golden Horn; and there was so much mist on the water that at times we could scarcely see the ferry. Many troopers asked me if we were not already on our way to Gallipoli, and I, knowing no more than they, bade them wait and see.

On the other side of the Golden Horn we were marched through narrow streets, uphill, uphill, uphill to a very great barrack and given a section of it to ourselves. Ranjoor Singh was assigned private quarters in a part of the building used by many German officers for their mess. Not knowing our tongue, those officers were obliged to converse with him in English, and I observed many times with what distaste they did so, to my great amusement. I think Ranjoor Singh was also much amused by that, for he grew far better humored and readier to talk.

Sahib, that barrack was like a zoo  like the zoo I saw once at Baroda, with animals of all sorts in it!  a great yellow building within walls, packed with Kurds and Arabs and Syrians of more different tribes than a man would readily believe existed in the whole world. Few among them could talk any tongue that we knew, but they were full of curiosity and crowded round us to ask questions; and when Gooja Singh shouted aloud that we were Sikhs from India they produced a man who seemed to think he knew about Sikhs, for he stood on a step and harangued them for ten minutes, they listening with all their ears.

Then came a Turk from the German officers mess  we were all standing in the rain in an open court between four walls  and he told them truly who we were. Doubtless he added that we were in revolt against the British, for they began to welcome us, shouting and dancing about us, those who could come near enough taking our hands and saying things we could not understand.

Presently they found a man who knew some English, and, urged by them, he began to fill our ears with information. During our train journey I had amused myself for many weary hours by asking Tugendheim for details of the fighting he had seen and by listening to the strings of lies he thought fit to narrate. But what Tugendheim had told were almost truths compared to this mans stories; in place of Tugendheims studied vagueness there was detail in such profusion that I can not recall now the hundredth part of it.

He told us the British fleet had long been rusting at the bottom of the sea, and that all the British generals and half the army were prisoners in Berlin. Already the British were sending tribute money to their conquerors, and the principal reason why the war continued was that the British could not find enough donkeys to carry all the gold to Berlin, and to prevent trickery of any kind the fighting must continue until the last coin should have been counted.

The British and French, he told us, were all to be compelled, at the point of the sword, to turn Muhammadan, and France was being scoured that minute for women to grace the harems of the kaiser and his sons and generals, all of whom had long ago accepted Islam. The kaiser, indeed, had become the new chief of Islam.

I asked him about the fighting in Gallipoli, and lie said that was a bagatelle. When we shall have driven the remnants of those there into the sea, said he, one part of us will march to conquer Egypt and the rest will be sent to garrison England and France.

When he had done and we were all under cover at last I repeated to the men all that this fool had said, and they were very much encouraged; for they reasoned that if the Turks and Germans needed to fill up their men with such lies as those, then they must have a poor case indeed. With our coats off, and a meal before us, and the mud and rain for-gotten, we all began to feel almost happy; and while we were in that mood Ranjoor Singh came to us with Tugendheim at his heels.

The plan now is to keep us here a week, said he. After that to send us to Gallipoli by steamer.

Sahib, there was uproar! Men could scarcely eat for the joy of getting in sight of British lines again  or rather for joy of the promise of it. They almost forgot to suspect Ranjoor Singh in that minute, but praised him to his face and even made much of Tugendheim.

But I, who followed Ranjoor Singh between the tables in case he should have any orders to give, noticed particularly that he did not say we were going to Gallipoli. He said, The plan now is to send us to Gallipoli. The trade of a leader of squadrons, thought I, is to confound the laid plans of the enemy and to invent unexpected ones of his own.

The day we land in Gallipoli behind the Turkish trenches, said I to myself, is unlikely to be yet if Ranjoor Singh lives.

And I was right, sahib. But If I had been given a thousand years in which to do it, I never could have guessed how Ranjoor Singh would lead us out of the trap. Can the sahib guess?


CHAPTER IV

Fear comes and goes, but a mans love lives with him.  EASTERN PROVERB.



Stamboul was disillusionment  a city of rain and plagues and stinks! The food in barracks was maggoty. We breathed foul air and yearned for the streets; yet, once in the streets, we yearned to be back in barracks. Aye, sahib, we saw more in one day of the streets than we thought good for us, none yet understanding the breadth of Ranjoor Singhs wakefulness. He seemed to us like a man asleep in good opinion of himself  that being doubtless the opinion he wished the German officers to have of him.

Part of the German plan became evident at once, for, noticing our great enthusiasm at the prospect of being sent to Gallipoli, Tugendheim, in the hope of winning praise, told a German officer we ought to be paraded through the streets as evidence that Indian troops really were fighting with the Central Powers. The German officer agreed instantly, Tugendheim making faces thus and brushing his mustache more fiercely upward.

So the very first morning after our arrival we were paraded early and sent out with a negro band, to tramp back and forth through the streets until nearly too weary to desire life. Ranjoor Singh marched at our head looking perfectly contented, for which the men all hated him, and beside him went a Turk who knew English and who told him the names of streets and places.

It did not escape my observation that Ranjoor Singh was interested more than a little in the waterfront. But we all tramped like dumb men, splashed to the waist with street dirt, aware we were being used to make a mental impression on the Turks, but afraid to refuse obedience lest we be not sent to Gallipoli after all. One thought obsessed every single man but me: To get to Gallipoli, and escape to the British trenches during some dark night, or perish in the effort.

As for me, I kept open mind and watched. It is the non-commissioned officers affair to herd the men for his officer to lead. To have argued with them or have suggested alternative possibilities would have been only to enrage them and make them deaf to wise counsels when the proper time should come. And, besides, I knew no more what Ranjoor Singh had in mind than a dead man knows of the weather. We marched through the streets, and marched, stared at silently, neither cheered nor mocked by the inhabitants; and Ranjoor Singh arrived at his own conclusions. Five several times during that one day he halted us in the mud at a certain place along the water-front, although there was a better place near by; and while we rested he asked peculiar questions, and the Turk boasted to him, explaining many things.

We were exhausted when it fell dark and we climbed up the hill again to barracks. Yet as we entered the barrack gate I heard Ranjoor Singh tell a German officer in English that we had all greatly enjoyed our view of the city and the exercise. I repeated what I had heard while the men were at supper, and they began to wonder greatly.

Such a lie! said they.

That surely was a lie? I asked, and they answered that the man who truly had enjoyed such tramping to and fro was no soldier but a mud-fish.

Then, if he lies to them, I said, perhaps he tells us the truth after all.

They howled at me, calling me a man without understanding. Yet when I went away I left them thinking, each man for himself, and that was good. I went to change the guard, for some of our men were put on sentry-go that night outside the officers quarters, in spite of our utter weariness. We were smarter than the Kurds, and German officers like smartness.

Weary though Ranjoor Singh must have been, he sat late with the German officers, for the most part keeping silence while they talked. I made excuse to go and speak with him half a dozen times, and the last time I could hardly find him among the wreaths of cigarette smoke.

Sahib, must we really stay a week in this hole? I asked. So say the Germans, said he.

Are we to be paraded through the streets each day? I asked.

I understand that to be the plan, he answered.

Then the men will mutiny! said I.

Nay! said he, let them seek better cause than that!

Shall I tell them so? said I, and he looked into my eyes through the smoke as if he would read down into my very heart.

Aye! said he at last. You may tell them so!

So I went and shook some of the men awake and told them, and when they had done being angry they laughed at me. Then those awoke the others, and soon they all had the message. On the whole, it bewildered them, even as it did me, so that few dared offer an opinion and each began thinking for himself again. By morning they were in a mood to await developments. They were even willing to tramp the streets; but Ranjoor Singh procured us a days rest. He himself spent most of the day with the German officers, poring over maps and talking. I went to speak with him as often as I could invent excuse, and I became familiar with the word Wassmuss that they used very frequently. I heard the word so many times that I could not forget it if I tried.

The next day Ranjoor Singh had a surprise for us. At ten in the morning we were all lined up in the rain and given a full months pay. It was almost midday when the last man had received his money, and when we were dismissed and the men filed in to dinner Ranjoor Singh bade me go among them and ask whether they did not wish opportunity to spend their money.

So I went and asked the question. Only a few said yes. Many preferred to keep their money against contingencies, and some thought the question was a trick and refused to answer it at all. I returned to Ranjoor Singh and told him what they answered.

Go and ask them again! said he.

So I went among them again as they lay on the cots after dinner, and most of them jeered at me for my pains. I went and found Ranjoor Singh in the officers mess and told him.

Ask them once more! said he.

This third time, being in no mood to endure mockery, I put the question with an air of mystery. They asked what the hidden meaning might be, but I shook my head and repeated the question with a smile, as if I knew indeed but would not tell.

Says Ranjoor Singh, said I, would the men like opportunity to spend their money?

No! said most of them, and Gooja Singh asked how long it well might be before we should see money again.

Shall I bear him, a third time, such an answer? I asked, looking more mysterious than ever. And just then it happened that Gooja Singh remembered the advice to seek better cause for mutiny. He drummed on his teeth with his fingernails.

Very well! said he. Tell him we will either spend our money or let blood! Let us see what he says to that!

Shall I say, said I, that Gooja Singh says so?

Nay, nay! said he, growing anxious. Let that be the regiments answer. Name no names!

I thought it a foolish answer, given by a fool, but the men were in the mood to relish it and began to laugh exceedingly.

Shall I take that answer? said I, and they answered Yes! redoubling their emphasis when I objected. The Germans do Ranjoor Singhs thinking for him these days, said one man; take that answer and let us see what the Germans have to say to it through his mouth!

So I went and told Ranjoor Singh, whispering to him in a corner of the officers mess. Some Turks had joined the Germans and most of them were bending over maps that a German officer had spread upon a table in their midst; he was lecturing while the others listened. Ranjoor Singh had been listening, too, but he backed into a corner as I entered, and all the while I was whispering to him I kept hearing the word Wassmuss  Wassmuss  Wassmuss. The German who was lecturing explained something about this Wassmuss.

What is Wassmuss? I asked, when I had given Ranjoor Singh the mens answer. He smiled into my eyes.

Wassmuss is the key to the door, said he.

To which door? I asked him.

There is only one, he answered.

Shall I tell that to the men? said I.

At that he began scowling at me, stroking his beard with one hand. Then he stepped back and forth a time or two. And when he saw with the corner of his eye that he had the senior German officers attention he turned on me and glared again. There was sudden silence in the room, and I stood at attention, striving to look like a man of wood.

It is as I said, said he in English. It was most unwise to pay them. Now the ruffians demand liberty to go and spend  and that means license! They have been prisoners of war in close confinement too long. You should have sent them to Gallipoli before they tasted money or anything else but work! Who shall control such men now!

The German officer stroked his chin, eying Ranjoor Singh sternly, yet I thought irresolutely.

If they would be safer on board a steamer, that can be managed. A steamer came in to-day, that would do, said he, speaking in English, perhaps lest the Turks understand. And there is Tugendheim, of course. Tugendheim could keep watch on board.

I think he had more to say, but at that minute Ranjoor Singh chose to turn on me fiercely and order me out of the room.

Tell them what you have heard! he said in Punjabi, as if he were biting my head off, and I expect the German officer believed he had cursed me. I saluted and ran, and one of the Turkish officers aimed a kick at me as I passed. It was by the favor of God that the kick missed, for had he touched me I would have torn his throat out, and then doubtless I should not have been here to tell what Ranjoor Singh did. To this day I do not know whether he had every move planned out in his mind, or whether part was thinking and part good fortune. When a good man sets himself to thinking, God puts thoughts into his heart that others can not overcome, and it may be that he simply prayed. I know not  although I know he prayed often, as a true Sikh should.

I told the men exactly what had passed, except that I did not say Ranjoor Singh had bidden me do so. I gave them to understand that I was revealing a secret, and that gave them greater confidence in my loyalty to them. It was important they should not suspect me of allegiance to Ranjoor Singh.

It is good! said they all, after a lot of talking and very little thought. To be sent on board a steamer could only mean Gallipoli. There we will make great show of ferocity and bravery, so that they will send us to the foremost trenches. It should be easy to steal across by night to the British trenches, dragging Ranjoor Singh with us, and when we are among friends again let him give what account of himself he may! What new shame is this, to tell the Germans we will make trouble because we have a little money at last! Let the shame return to roost on him!

They began to make ready there and then, and while they packed the knapsacks I urged them to shout and laugh as if growing mutinous. Soldiers, unless prevented, load themselves like pack animals with a hundred unnecessary things, but none of us had more than the full kit for each man that the Germans had served out, so that packing took no time at all. An hour after we were ready came Ranjoor Singh, standing in the door of our quarters with that senior German officer beside him, both of them scowling at us, and the German making more than a little show of possessing a repeating pistol. So that Gooja Singh made great to-do about military compliments, rebuking several troopers in loud tones for not standing quickly to attention, and shouting to me to be more strict. I let him have his say.

Angrily as a gathering thunder-storm Ranjoor Singh ordered us to fall in, and we scrambled out through the doorway like a pack of hunting hounds released. No word was spoken to us by way of explanation, Ranjoor Singh continuing to scowl with folded arms while the German officer went back to look the quarters over, perhaps to see whether we had done damage, or perhaps to make certain nothing had been left. He came out in a minute or two and then we were marched out of the barrack in the dimming light, with Tugendheim in full marching order falling into step behind us and the senior German officer smoking a cigar beside Ranjoor Singh. A Kurdish soldier carried Tugendheims bag of belongings, and Tugendheim kicked him savagely when he dropped it in a pool of mud. I thought the Kurd would knife him, but he refrained.

I think I have said, sahib, that the weather was vile. We were glad of our overcoats. As we marched along the winding road downhill we kept catching glimpses of the water-front through driving rain, light after light appearing as the twilight gathered. Nobody noticed us. There seemed to be no one in the streets, and small wonder!

Before we were half-way down toward the water there began to be a very great noise of firing, of big and little cannon and rifles. There began to be shouting, and men ran back and forth below us. I asked Tugendheim what it all might mean, and he said probably a British submarine had shown itself. I whispered that to the nearest men and they passed the word along. Great contentment grew among us, none caring after that for rain and mud. That was the nearest we had been to friends in oh how many months  if it truly were a British submarine!

We reached the water-front presently and were brought to a halt in exactly the place where Ranjoor Singh had halted us those five times on the day we tramped the streets. We faced a dock that had been vacant two days ago, but where now a little steamer lay moored with ropes, smoke coming from its funnel. There was no other sign of life, but when the German officer shouted about a dozen times the Turkish captain came ashore, wrapped in a great shawl, and spoke to him.

While they two spoke I asked Ranjoor Singh whether that truly had been a British submarine, and he nodded; but he was not able to tell me whether or not it had been hit by gun-fire. Some of the men overheard, and although we all knew that our course to Gallipoli would be the more hazardous in that event we all prayed that the artillery might have missed. Fear comes and goes, but a mans love lives in him.

When the Turkish captain and the German officer finished speaking, the Turk went back to his steamer without any apparent pleasure, and we were marched up the gangway after him. It was pitch-dark by that time and the only light was that of a lantern by which the German officer stood, eying us one by one as we passed. Tugendheim came last, and he talked with Tugendheim for several minutes. Then he went away, but presently returned with, I should say, half a company of Kurdish soldiers, whom he posted all about the dock. Then he departed finally, with a wave of his cigar, as much as to say that sheet of the ledger had been balanced.

It was a miserable steamer, sahib. We stood about on iron decks and grew hungry. There were no awnings  nothing but the superstructure of the bridge, and, although there were but two-hundred-and-thirty-four of us, including Tugendheim, we could not stow ourselves so that all could be sheltered from the rain and let the mud cake dry on our legs and feet. There was a little cabin that Tugendheim took for himself, but Ranjoor Singh remained with us on deck. He stood in the rain by the gangway, looking first at one thing, then at another. I watched him.

Presently he went to the door of the engine-room, opened it, and looked through. I was about to look, too, but he shut it in my face.

It is enough that they make steam? said he; and I looked up at the funnel and saw steam mingled with the smoke. In a little wheel-house on the bridge the Turkish captain sat on a shelf, wrapped in his shawl, smoking a great pipe, and his mate, who was also a Turk, sat beside him staring at the sky. I asked Ranjoor Singh whether we might expect to have the whole ship to ourselves. Said I, It would not be difficult to overpower those two Turks and their small crew and make them do our bidding! But he answered that a regiment of Kurds was expected to keep us company at dawn. Then he went up to the bridge to have word with the Turkish captain, and I went to the ships side to stare about. Over my shoulder I told the men about the Kurds who were coming, and they were not pleased.

Peering into the dark and wondering that so great a city as Stamboul should show so few lights, I observed the Kurdish sentinels posted about the dock.

Those are to prevent us from going ashore until their friends come! said I, and they snarled at me like angry wolves.

We could easily rush ashore and bayonet every one of them! said Gooja Singh.

But not a man would have gone ashore again for a commission in the German army. Gallipoli was written in their hearts. Yet I could think of a hundred thousand chances still that might prevent our joining our friends the British in Gallipoli. Nor was I sure in my own mind that Ranjoor Singh intended we should try. I was sure only of his good faith, and content to wait developments.

Though the lights of the city were few and very far between, so many search-lights played back and forth above the water that there seemed a hundred of them. I judged it impossible for the smallest boat to pass unseen and I wondered whether it was difficult or easy to shoot with great guns by aid of search-lights, remembering what strange tricks light can play with a gunners eyes. Mist, too, kept rising off the water to add confusion.

While I reflected in that manner, thinking that the shadow of every wave and the side of every boat might be a submarine, Ranjoor Singh came down from the bridge and stood beside me.

I have seen what I have seen! said he. Listen! Obey! And give me no back answers!

Sahib, said I, I am thy man! But he answered nothing to that.

Pick the four most dependable men, he said, and bid them enter that cabin and gag and bind Tugendheim. Bid them make no noise and see to it that he makes none, but let them do him no injury, for we shall need him presently! When that is done, come back to me here!

So I left him at once, he standing as I had done, staring at the water, although I thought perhaps there was more purpose in his gaze than there had been in mine.

I chose four men and led them aside, they greatly wondering.

There is work to be done, said I, that calls for true ones!

Such men be we! said all four together.

That is why I picked you from among the rest! said I, and they were well pleased at that. Then I gave them their orders.

Who bids us do this? they demanded.

I! said I. Bind and gag Tugendheim, and we have Ranjoor Singh committed. He gave the order, and I bid you obey it! How can he be false to us and true to the Germans, with a gagged German prisoner on his hands?

They saw the point of that. But what if we are discovered too soon? said they.

What if we are sunk before dawn by a British submarine! said I. We will swim when we find ourselves in water! For the present, bind and gag Tugendheim!

So they went and stalked Tugendheim, the German, who had been drinking from a little pocket flask. He was drowsing in a chair in the cabin, with his hands deep down in his overcoat pockets and his helmet over his eyes. Within three minutes I was back at Ranjoor Singhs side.

The four stand guard over him! said I.

Very good! said he. That was well done! Now do a greater thing.

My heart burned, sahib, for I had once dared doubt him, yet all he had to say to me was, Well done! Now do a greater thing! If he had cursed me a little for my earlier unbelief I might have felt less ashamed!

Go to the men, said he, and bid those who wish the British well to put all the money they received this morning into a cloth. Bid those who are no longer true to the British to keep their money. When the money is all in the cloth, bring it here to me.

But what if they refuse? said I.

Do YOU refuse? he asked.

Nay! said I. Nay, sahib!

Then why judge them? said he. So I went.

Can the sahib imagine it? Two-hundred-and-three-and-thirty men, including non-commissioned officers, wet and muddy in the dark, beginning to be hungry, all asked at once to hand over all their pay if they be true men, but told to keep it if they be traitors!

No man answered a word, although their eyes burned up the darkness. I called for a lantern, and a man brought one from the engine-room door. By its light I spread out a cloth, and laid all my money on it on the deck. The sergeant nearest me followed my example. Gooja Singh laid down only half his money.

Nay! said I. All or none! This is a test for true men! Half-true and false be one and the same to-night! So Gooja Singh made a wry face and laid down the rest of his money, and the others all followed him, not at all understanding, as indeed I myself did not understand, but coming one at a time to me and laying all their money on the cloth. When the last man had done I tied the four corners of the cloth together (it was all wet with the rain and slush on deck, and heavy with the weight of coin) and carried it to Ranjoor Singh. (I forgot the four who stood guard over Tugendheim; they kept their money.)

We are all true men! said I, dumping it beside him.

Good! said he. Come! And he took the bundle of money and ascended the bridge ladder, bidding me wait at the foot of it for further orders. I stood there two hours without another sign of him, although I heard voices in the wheel-house.

Now the men grew restless. Reflection without action made them begin to doubt the wisdom of surrendering all their money at a word. They began to want to know the why and wherefore of the business, and I was unable to tell them.

Wait and see! said I, but that only exasperated them, and some began to raise their voices in anger. So I felt urged to invent a reason, hoping to explain it away afterward should I be wrong. But as it turned out I guessed at least a little part of Ranjoor Singhs great plan and so achieved great credit that was useful later, although at the time I felt myself losing favor with them.

Ranjoor Singh will bribe the captain of the ship to steam away before that regiment of Kurds can come on board, said I. So we shall have the ship at our mercy, provided we make no mistakes.

That did not satisfy them, but it gave them something new to think about, and they settled down to wait in silence, as many as could crowding their backs against the deck-house and the rest suffering in the rain. I would rather have heard them whispering, because I judged the silence to be due to low spirits. I knew of nothing more to say to encourage them, and after a time their depression began to affect me also. Rather than watch them, I watched the water, and more than once I saw something I did not recognize, that nevertheless caused my skin to tingle and my breath to come in jerks. Sikh eyes are keen.

It was perhaps two hours before midnight when the long spell of firing along the water-front began and I knew that my eyes and the dark had not deceived me. All the search-lights suddenly swept together to one point and shone on the top-side of a submarine  or at least on the water thrown up by its top-side. Only two masts and a thing like a tower were visible, and the plunging shells threw water over those obscuring them every second. There was a great explosion, whether before or after the beginning of the gun-fire I do not remember, and a ship anchored out on the water no great distance from us heeled over and began to sink. One search-light was turned on the sinking ship, so that I could see hundreds of men on her running to and fro and jumping; but all the rest of the water was now left in darkness.

The guards who had been set to prevent our landing all ran to another wharf to watch the gun-fire and the sinking ship, and it was at the moment when their backs were turned that two Turkish seamen came down from the bridge and loosed the ropes that held us to the shore. Then our ship began to move out slowly into the darkness without showing lights or sounding whistle. There was still no sign of Ranjoor Singh, nor had I time to look for him; I was busy making the men be still, urging, coaxing, cursing  even striking them.

Are we off to Gallipoli? they asked.

We are off to where a true man may remember the salt! said I, knowing no more than they.

I know of nothing more confusing to a landsman, sahib, than a crowded harbor at night. The many search-lights all quivering and shifting in the one direction only made confusion worse and we had not been moving two minutes when I no longer knew north from south or east from west. I looked up, to try to judge by the stars. I had actually forgotten it was raining. The rain came down in sheets and overhead the sky began at little more than arms length! Judge, then, my excitement.

We passed very close to several small steamers that may have been war-ships, but I think they were merchant ships converted into gunboats to hunt submarines. I think, too, that in the darkness they mistook us for another of the same sort, for, although we almost collided with two of them, they neither fired on us nor challenged. We steamed straight past them, beginning to gain speed as the last one fell away behind.

Does the sahib remember whether the passage from Stamboul into the Sea of Marmora runs south or east or west? Neither could I remember, although at another time I could have drawn a map of it, having studied such things. But memory plays us strange tricks, and cavalrymen were never intended to maneuver in a ship! Ranjoor Singh, up in the wheel-house, had a map  a good map, that he had stolen from the German officers  but I did not know that until later. I stood with both hands holding the rails of the bridge ladder wondering whether gunfire or submarine would sink us and urging the men to keep their heads below the bulwark lest a search-light find us and the number of heads cause suspicion.

I have often tried to remember just how many hours we steamed from Stamboul, yet I have no idea to this day beyond that the voyage was ended before dawn. It was all unexpected  we were too excited, and too fearful for our skins to recall the passage of hours. It was darker than I have ever known night to be, and the short waves that made our ship pitch unevenly were growing steeper every minute, when Ranjoor Singh came at last to the head of the ladder and shouted for me. I went to him up the steps, holding to each rail for dear life.

Take twenty men, he ordered, and uncover the forward hatch. Throw the hatch coverings overboard. The hold is full of cartridges. Bring up some boxes and break them open. Distribute two hundred rounds to every man, and throw the empty boxes overboard. Then get up twenty more boxes and place them close together, in readiness to take with us when we leave the ship. Let me know when that is all done.

So I took twenty men and we obeyed him. Two hundred rounds of cartridges a man made a heavy extra load and the troopers grumbled.

Can we swim with these? they demanded.

Who knows until he has tried? said I.

How far may we have to march with such an extra weight? said they.

Who knows! said I, counting out two hundred more to another man. But the man, I said, who lacks one cartridge of the full count when I come to inspect shall be put to the test whether he can swim at all!

Some of them had begun to throw half of their two hundred into the water, but after I said that they discontinued, and I noticed that those who had so done came back for more cartridges, pretending that my count had been short. So I served them out more and said nothing. There were hundreds of thousands of rounds in the hold of the ship, and I judged we could afford to overlook the waste.

At last we set the extra twenty boxes in one place together, slipping and falling in the process because the deck was wet and the ship unsteady; and then I went and reported to Ranjoor Singh.

Very good, said he. Make the men fall in along the deck, and bid them be ready for whatever may befall!

Are we near land, sahib? said I.

Very near! said he.

I ran to obey him, peering into the blackness to discover land, but I could see nothing more than the white tops of waves, and clouds that seemed to meet the sea within a ropes length of us. Once or twice I thought I heard surf, but the noise of the rain and of the engines and of the waves pounding against the ship confused my ears, so that I could not be certain.

When the men were all fallen in I went and leaned over the bulwark to try to see better; and as I did that we ran in under a cliff, for the darkness grew suddenly much darker. Then I surely heard surf. Then another sound startled me, and a shock nearly threw me off my feet. I faced about, to find twenty or thirty men sprawling their length upon the deck, and when I had urged and helped them up the engines had stopped turning, and steam was roaring savagely through the funnel. The motion of the ship was different now; the front part seemed almost still, but the behind part rose and fell jerkily.

I busied myself with the men, bullying them into silence, for I judged it most important to be able to hear the first order that Ranjoor Singh might give; but he gave none just yet, although I heard a lot of talking on the bridge.

Is this Gallipoli? the men kept asking me in whispers.

If it were, said I, we should have been blown to little pieces by the guns of both sides before now! If I had been offered all the world for a reward I could not have guessed our whereabouts, nor what we were likely to do next, but I was very sure we had not reached Gallipoli.

Presently the Turkish seamen began lowering the boats. There were but four boats, and they made clumsy work of it, but at last all four boats were in the water; and then Ranjoor Singh began at last to give his orders, in a voice and with an air that brought reassurance. No man could command, as he did who had the least little doubt in his heart of eventual success. There is even more conviction in a true mans voice than in his eye.

He ordered us overside eight at a time, and me in the first boat with the first eight.

Fall them in along the first flat place you find on shore, and wait there for me! said he. And I said, Ha, sahib! wondering as I swung myself down a swaying rope whether my feet could ever find the boat. But the sailors pulled the ropes lower end, and I found myself in a moment wedged into a space into which not one more man could have been crowded.

The waves broke over us, and there was a very evil surf, but the distance to the shore was short and the sailors proved skilful. We landed safely on a gravelly beach, not so very much wetter than we had been, except for our legs (for we waded the last few yards), and I hunted at once for a piece of level ground. Just thereabouts it was all nearly level, so I fell my eight men in within twenty yards of the surf, and waited. I felt tempted to throw out pickets yet afraid not to obey implicitly. Ranjoor Singh given no order about pickets.

I judge it took more than an hour, and it may have been two hours, to bring all the men and the twenty boxes of cartridges ashore. At last in three boats came the captain of the ship, and the mate, and the engineer, and nearly all the crew. Then I grew suddenly afraid and hot sweat burst out all over me, for by the one lantern that had been hung from the ships bridge rail to guide the rowers I could see that the ship was moving! The ships captain had climbed out of the last boat and was standing close to it. I went up to him and seized his shoulder.

What dogs work is this? said I. Speak! I said, shaking him, although he could not talk any tongue that I knew  but I shook him none-the-less until his teeth chattered, and, his arms being wrapped in that great shawl of his, there was little he could do to prevent me.

As I live, sahib, on the word of a Sikh I swear that not even in that instant did I doubt Ranjoor Singh. I believed that the Turkish captain might have stabbed him, or that Tugendheim might have played some trick. But not so the men. They saw the lantern receding and receding, dancing with the motion of the ship, and they believed themselves deserted.

Quick! Fire on him! shouted some one. Let him not escape! Kill him before he is out of range!

I never knew which trooper it was who raised that cry, although I went to some trouble to discover afterward. But I heard Gooja Singh laugh like a hyena; and I heard the click of cartridges being thrust into magazines. I was half minded to let them shoot, hoping they might hit Tugendheim. But the Turk freed his arms at last, and began struggling.

Look! he said to me in English. VOILA! said he in French. REGARDEZ! Look  see!

I did look, and I saw enough to make me make swift decision. The light was nearer to the water  quite a lot nearer. I flung myself on the nearest trooper, whose rifle was already raised, and taken by surprise he loosed his weapon. With it I beat the next ten mens rifles down, and they clattered on the beach. That made the others pause and look at me.

The man who fires the first shot dies! said I, striving to make the breath come evenly between my teeth for sake of dignity, yet with none too great success. But in the principal matter I was successful, for they left their alignment and clustered round to argue with me. At that I refused to have speech with them until they should have fallen in again, as befitted soldiers. Falling in took time, especially as they did it sulkily; and when the noise of shifting feet was finished I heard oars thumping in the oar-locks.

A boat grounded amid the surf, and Ranjoor Singh jumped out of it, followed by Tugendheim and his four guards. The boats crew leaped into the water and hauled the boat high and dry, and as they did that I saw the ships lantern disappear altogether.

Ranjoor Singh went straight to the Turkish captain. Your money, said he, speaking in English slowly  I wonder, sahib, oh, I have wondered a thousand times in what medley of tongues strange to all of them they had done their bargaining! Your money, said he, is in the boat in which I came. Take it, and take your men, and go!

The captain and his crew said nothing, but got into the boats and pushed away. One of the boats was overturned in the surf, and there they left it, the sailors scrambling into the other boats. They were out of sight and sound in two minutes. Then Ranjoor Singh turned to me.

Send and gather fire-wood! he ordered.

Where shall dry wood be in all this rain? said I.

Search! said he.

Sahib, said I, a fire would only betray our whereabouts.

Are you deaf? said he.

Nay! I said.

Then obey! said he. So I took twenty men, and we went stumbling through rain and darkness, hunting for what none of us believed was anywhere. Yet within fifteen minutes we found a hut whose roof was intact, and therefore whose floor and inner parts were dry enough. It was a little hut, of the length of perhaps the height of four men, and the breadth of the height of three  a man and a half high from floor to roof-beam. It was unoccupied, but there was straw at one end  dry straw, on which doubtless guards had slept. I left the men standing there and went and told Ranjoor Singh.

I found him talking to the lined up men in no gentle manner. As I drew nearer I heard him say the word Wassmuss. Then I heard a trooper ask him, Where are we? And he answered, Ye stand on Asia! That was the first intimation I received that we were in Asia, and I felt suddenly lonely, for Asia is wondrously big, sahib.

Whatever Ranjoor Singh had been saying to the men he had them back under his thumb for the time being; for when I told him of my discovery of the hut he called them to attention, turned them to the right, and marched them off as obedient as a machine, Tugendheim following like a man in a dream between his four guards and struggling now and then to loose the wet thongs that were beginning to cut into his wrists. He had not been trussed over-tenderly, but I noticed that Ranjoor Singh had ordered the gag removed.

The hut stood alone, clear on all four sides, and after he had looked at it, Ranjoor Singh made the men line up facing the door, with himself and me and Tugendheim between them and the hut. Presently he pushed Tugendheim into the hut, and he bade me stand in the door to watch him.

Now the man who wishes to ask questions may, he said then, and there was a long silence, for I suppose none wished to be accused of impudence and perhaps made an example for the rest. Besides, they were too curious to know what his next intention might be to care to offend him. So I, seeing that he wished them to speak, and conceiving that to be part of his plan for establishing good feeling, asked the first question  the first that came into my head.

What shall we do with this Tugendheim? said I.

That I will show you presently, said he. Who else has a question to ask? And again there was silence, save for the rain and the grinding and pounding on the beach.

Then Gooja Singh made bold, as he usually did when he judged the risk not too great. He was behind the men, which gave him greater courage; and it suited him well to have to raise his voice, because the men might suppose that to be due to insolence, whereas Ranjoor Singh must ascribe it to necessity. Well I knew the method of Gooja Singhs reasoning, and I knitted my fists in a frenzy of fear lest he say the wrong word and start trouble. Yet I need not have worried. I observed that Ranjoor Singh seemed not disturbed at all, and he knew Gooja Singh as well as I.

It seems for the time being that we have given the slip to both Turks and Germans, said Gooja Singh; and Ranjoor Singh said, Aye! For the time being!

And we truly stand on Asia? he asked.

Aye! said Ranjoor Singh,

Then why did we not put those Turks ashore, and steam away in their ship toward Gallipoli to join our friends? said he.

Partly because of submarines, said Ranjoor Singh, and partly because of gun-fire. Partly because of mines floating in the water, and partly again from lack of coal. The bunkers were about empty. It was because there was so little coal that the Germans trusted us alone on board.

Yet, why let the Turks have the steamer? asked Gooja Singh, bound, now that he was started, to prove himself in the right. They will float about until daylight and then send signals. Then will come Turks and Germans!

Nay! said Ranjoor Singh. No so, for I sank the steamer! I myself let the sea into her hold!

Gooja Singh was silent for about a minute, and although it was dark and I could not see him. I knew exactly the expression of his face  wrinkled thus, and with the lower lip thrust out, so!

Any more questions? asked Ranjoor Singh, and by that time Gooja Singh had thought again. This time he seemed to think he had an unanswerable one, for his voice was full of insolence.

Then how comes it, said he, that you turned those Turks loose in their small boats when we might have kept them with us for hostages? Now they will row to the land and set their masters on our tracks! Within an hour or two we shall all be prisoners again! Tell us why!

For one thing, said Ranjoor Singh, without any resentment in his voice that I could detect (although THAT was no sign!), I had to make some sort of bargain with them, and having made it I must keep it. The money with which I bribed the captain and his mate would have been of little use to them unless I allowed them life and liberty as well.

But they will give the alarm and cause us to be followed! shouted Gooja Singh, his voice rising louder with each word.

Nay, I think not! said Ranjoor Singh, as calmly as ever. In the first place, I have a written receipt from captain and mate for our money, stating the reason for which it was paid; if we were made prisoners again, that paper would be found in my possession and it might go ill with those Turks. In the second place, they will wish to save their faces. In the third place, they must explain the loss of their steamer. So they will say the steamer was sunk by a submarine, and that they got away in the boats and watched us drown. The crew will bear out what the captain and the mate say, partly from fear, partly because that is the custom of the country, but chiefly because they will receive a small share of the bribe. Let us hope they get back safely  for their story will prevent pursuit!

For about two minutes again there was silence, and then Gooja Singh called out: Why did you not make them take us to Gallipoli?

There was not enough coal! said I, but Ranjoor Singh made a gesture to me of impatience.

The Germans wished us to go to Gallipoli, said he, and I have noticed that whatever they may desire is expressly intended for their advantage and not ours. In Gallipoli they would have kept us out of range at the rear, and presently they would have caused a picture of us to be taken serving among the Turkish army. That they would have published broadcast. After that I have no idea what would have happened to us, except that I am sure we should never have got near enough to the British lines to make good our escape. We must find another way than that!

We might have made the attempt! said Gooja Singh, and a dozen men murmured approval.

Simpletons! came the answer. The Germans laid their plans for the first for photographs to lend color to lies about the Sikh troops fighting for them! Ye would have played into their hands!

What then? said I, after a minute, for at that answer they had all grown dumb.

What then? said he. Why, this: We are in Asia, but still on Turkish soil. We need food. We shall need shelter before many hours. And we need discipline, to aid our will to overcome! Therefore there never was a regiment more fiercely disciplined than this shall be! From now until we bring up in a British camp  and God knows when or where that may happen!  the man who as much as thinks of disobedience plays with death! Death  ye be as good as dead men now! said he.

He shook himself. A sense of loneliness had come on me since he told us we were in Asia, and I think the men felt as I did. There had been nothing to eat on the steamer, and there was nothing now. Hunger and cold and rain were doing their work. But Ranjoor Singh stood and shook himself, and moved slowly along the line to look in each mans face, and I took new courage from his bearing. If I could have known what he had in store for us, I would have leaped and shouted. Yet, no, sahib; that is not true. If he had told me what was coming, I would never have believed. Can the sahib imagine, for instance, what was to happen next?

Ye are as good as dead men! he said, coming back to the center and facing all the men. Consider! said he. Our ship is sunk and the Turks, to save their own skins, will swear they saw us drown. Who, then, will come and hunt for dead men?

I could see the eyes of the nearest men opening wider as new possibilities began to dawn. As for me  my two hands shook.

And we have with us, said he, a hostage who might prove useful  a hostage who might prove amenable to reason. Bring out the prisoner! said he.

So I bade Tugendheim come forth. He was sitting on the straw where the guards had pushed him, still working sullenly to free his hands. He came and peered through the doorway into darkness, and Ranjoor Singh stood aside to let the men see him. They can not have seen much, for it was now that utter gloom that precedes dawn. Nor can Tugendheim have seen much.

Do you wish to live or die? asked Ranjoor Singh, and the German gaped at him.

That is a strange question! he said.

Is it strange, asked Ranjoor Singh, that a prisoner should be asked for information?

I am not afraid to die, said Tugendheim.

You mean by rifle-fire? asked Ranjoor Singh, and Tugendheim nodded.

But there are other kinds of fire, said Ranjoor Singh.

What do you mean? asked Tugendheim.

Why, said Ranjoor Singh, if we were to fire this hut to warm ourselves, and you should happen to be inside it  what then?

If you intend to kill me, said Tugendheim, why not be merciful and shoot me? His voice was brave enough, but it seemed to me I detected a strain of terror in it.

Few Germans are afraid to be shot to death, said Ranjoor Singh.

But what have I done to any of you that you should want to burn me alive? asked Tugendheim; and that time I was positive his voice was forced.

Havent you been told by your officers, said Ranjoor Singh, that the custom of us Sikhs is to burn all our prisoners alive?

Yes, said Tugendheim. They told us that. But that was only a tale to encourage the first-year men. Having lived in India, I knew better.

Did you trouble yourself to tell anybody better? asked Ranjoor Singh, but Tugendheim did not answer.

Then can you give me any reason why you should not be burned alive here, now? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Yes! said Tugendheim. It would be cruel. It would be devils work! He was growing very uneasy, although trying hard not to show it.

Then give me a name for the tales you have been party to against us Sikhs! said Ranjoor Singh; but once more the German refrained from answering. The men were growing very attentive, breathing all in unison and careful to make no sound to disturb the talking. At that instant a great burst of firing broke out over the water, so far away that I could only see one or two flashes, and, although that was none too reassuring to us, it seemed to Tugendheim like his death knell. He set his lips and drew back half a step.

Can you wish to live with the shame of all those lies against us on your heart  you, who have lived in India and know so much better? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Of course I wish to live! said Tugendheim.

Have you any price to offer for your life? asked Ranjoor Singh, and stepping back two paces he ordered a havildar with a loud voice to take six men and hunt for dry kindling. For there is not enough here, said he.

Price? said Tugendheim. I have a handful of coins, and my uniform, and a sword. You left my baggage on the steamer

Nay! said Ranjoor Singh. Your baggage came ashore in one of the boats. Where is it? Who has it?

A man stepped forward and pointed to it, lying in the shadow of the hut with the rain from the roof dripping down on it.

Who brought it ashore? asked Ranjoor Singh.

I, said the trooper.

Then, for leaving it there in the rain, you shall carry it three days without assistance or relief! said Ranjoor Singh. Get back to your place in the ranks! And the man got back, saying nothing. Ranjoor Singh picked up the baggage and tossed it past Tugendheim into the hut.

That is all I have! said Tugendheim.

If you decide to burn, it shall burn with you, said Ranjoor Singh, and that trooper shall carry a good big stone instead to teach him manners!

GOTT IN HIMMEL! exclaimed Tugendheim, losing his self-control at last. Can I offer what I have not got?

Is there nothing you can do? asked Ranjoor Singh.

In what way? How? asked the German.

In the way of making amends to us Sikhs for all those lies you have been party to, said Ranjoor Singh. If you were willing to offer to make amends, I would listen to you.

I will do anything in reason, said Tugendheim, looking him full in the eye and growing more at ease.

I am a reasonable man, said Ranjoor Singh.

Then, speak! said Tugendheim.

Nay, nay! said Ranjoor Singh, it is for you to make proposals, and not for me. It is not I who stand waiting to be burned alive! Let me make you a suggestion, however. What had we Sikhs to offer when we were prisoners in Germany?

Oh, I see! said Tugendheim. You mean you wish me to join you  to be one of you?

I mean, said Ranjoor Singh, that if you were to apply to be allowed to join this regiment for a while, and to be allowed to serve us in a certain manner, we would consider the proposal. Otherwise  is my meaning clear?

Yes! said Tugendheim.

Then  ? said Ranjoor Singh.

I apply! said Tugendheim; and at that moment the havildar and his men returned with some straw they had found in another tumble-down hut. They had it stuffed under their overcoats to keep it dry. Too late! said Tugendheim with a grimace, but Ranjoor Singh bade them throw the straw inside for all that.

In Germany we were required to set our names to paper, he said, and Tugendheim looked him in the eyes again for a full half minute. Do you expect better conditions than were offered us? asked Ranjoor Singh.

I will sign! said Tugendheim.

What will you sign? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Anything in reason, answered Tugendheim.

Let me tell you what I have here, then, said Ranjoor Singh, and he groped in his inner pocket for a paper, that he brought out very neatly folded, sheltering it from the rain under his cape. This, said he, is signed by the Turkish captain and mate of that sunken steamer. It is a receipt for all our money, to be taken and divided equally between you  mentioned by name  and them  mentioned also by name, on condition that the ship be sunk and we be let go. If you will sign the paper  here  above their signatures  it will entitle you to one-third of all that money. They would neither of them dare to refuse to share with you!

What if I refuse to sign? asked Tugendheim, making a great savage wrench to free his wrists, but failing.

The suggestion is yours, said Ranjoor Singh. You have only your own judgment for a guide.

If I sign it, will you let me go? he asked.

No, said Ranjoor Singh, but we will not burn you alive if you sign. Here is a fountain-pen. Your hands shall be loosed when you are ready.

Tugendheim nodded, so I went and cut his hands loose; and when I had chafed his wrists for a minute or two he was able to write on my shoulder, I bending forward and Ranjoor Singh watching like a hawk lest he tear the paper. But he made no effort to play tricks.

When Ranjoor Singh had folded the paper again he said: Those two Turks quite understood that you were to be asked to sign as well. In fact, if there is any mishap they intend to lay all the blame on you. But it is to their interest as much as yours to keep us from being captured.

You mean Im to help you escape? asked Tugendheim.

Exactly! said Ranjoor Singh. Now that you have signed that, I am willing to bargain with you. We intend to find Wassmuss.

Tugendheim pricked up his ears and began to look almost willing.

We have heard of this Wassmuss, and have taken quite a fancy to him. Your friends proposed to send us to the trenches, but we have already had too much of that work and we intend to find Wassmuss and take part with him. Let your business be to obey me implicitly and to help us reach Wassmuss, and on the day we reach our goal you shall go free with this paper given back to you. Disobey me, and you shall sample unheard-of methods of repentance! Do we understand each other?

I understand you! said Tugendheim.

I, too, wish to understand, said Ranjoor Singh.

It is a bargain, said Tugendheim. But I noticed they did not shake hands after European fashion, although I think Tugendheim would have been willing. He was a hearty man in his way, given to bullying, but also to quick forgetfulness; and I will say this much for him, that although he was ever on the lookout for some way of breaking his agreement, he kept it loyally enough while a way was lacking. I have met men I liked less.

It was growing by that time to be very nearly dawn, and the weather did not improve. The rain came down in squalls and sheets and the wind screamed through, it, and we were famished as well as wet to the skin  all, that is to say, except Tugendheim, who had enjoyed the shelter of the hut. The teeth of many of the men were chattering. Yet we stood about for an hour more, because it was too dark and too dangerous to march over unknown ground. I suspect Ranjoor Singh did not dare squander what little spirit the men had left; if they had suspected him of losing them in the dark they might have lost heart altogether.

But at last there grew a little cold color in the sky and the sea took on a shade of gray. Then Ranjoor Singh told off the same four men who had first arrested him to guard our prisoner by day and night, taking turns to pretend to be his servant, with orders to give instant alarm should his movements seem suspicious. After that Tugendheim was searched, but, nothing of interest being found on him, his money and various little things were given back.

Had he no pistol? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Yes, said I, but I took it when we bound and gagged him on the steamer. And I drew it out and showed it, feeling proud, never having had such a weapon  for the law of British India is strict.

Why did you not tell me? he asked, and I was silent. Give it here! said he, and I gave it up. He examined it, drew out the cartridges, and passed it to Tugendheim, who pocketed it with a laugh. It was three days before he spoke to Tugendheim and caused him to give me the pistol back. I think the men were impressed, and I was glad of it, although at the time I felt ashamed.

Presently Ranjoor Singh himself chose an advance guard of twenty men and put me in command of it.

March eastward, he ordered me. According to my map, you should find a road within a mile or two running about northeast and southwest; turn to the left along it. Halt if you see armed men, and send back word. Keep a lookout for food, for the men are starving, but loot nothing without my order! March! said he.

May I ask a question, sahib, said I, still lingering.

Ask, said he.

Would you truly have burned the German alive? said I, and he laughed.

That would have been a big fire, said he. Do you think none would have come to investigate?

That is what I was thinking, said I.

Do such thoughts burn your brain? said he. A threat to a bully  to a fool, folly  to a drunkard, drink  to each, his own! Be going now!

So I saluted him and led away, wondering in my heart, the weather growing worse, if that were possible, but my spirits rising. I knew now that my back was toward Gallipoli, where the nearest British were, yet my heart felt bold with love for Ranjoor Singh and I did not doubt we would strike a good blow yet for our friends, although I had no least idea who Wassmuss was, nor whither we were marching. If I had known  eh, but listen, sahib  this is a tale of tales!


CHAPTER V

If a man stole my dinner, I might let him run; but if he stole my horse, he and I and death would play hide-and-seek!  RANJOOR SINGH



That dawn, sahib, instead of lessening, the rainstorm grew into a deluge that saved us from being seen. As I led my twenty men forward I looked back a time or two, and once I could dimly see steamers and some smaller boats tossing on the sea. Then the fiercest gust of rain of all swept by like a curtain, and it was as if Europe had been shut off forever  so that I recalled Gooja Singhs saying on the transport in the Red Sea, about a curtain being drawn and our not returning that way. My twenty men marched numbly, some seeming half-asleep.

By and by, with heels sucking in the mud, we came to the road of which Ranjoor Singh had spoken and I turned along it. It had been worn into ruts and holes by heavy traffic and now the rain made matters worse, so we made slow progress. But before long I was able to make out dimly through the storm what looked like a railway station. There was a line of telegraph poles, and where it crossed our road there were buildings enough to have contained two regiments. I could see no sign of men, but in that light, with rain swirling hither and thither, it was difficult to judge. I halted, and sent a man back to warn Ranjoor Singh.

We blew on our fingers and stamped to keep life in ourselves, until at the end of ten minutes he came striding out of the rain like a king on his way to be crowned. My twenty were already speechless with unhappiness and hunger, but he had instilled some of his own spirit into the rest of the regiment, for they marched with a swing in good order. He had Tugendheim close beside him and had inspired him, too. It may be the man was grinning in hope of our capture within an hour, and in that case he was doomed to disappointment. He was destined also to see the day when he should hope for our escape. But from subsequent acquaintance with him I think he was appreciating the risk we ran and Ranjoor Singhs great daring. I say this for Tugendheim, that he knew and respected resolution when he saw it.

When I had pointed out what I could see of the lay of the land, Ranjoor Singh left me in charge and marched away with Tugendheim and Tugendheims four guards. I looked about for shelter, but there was none. We stood shivering, the rain making pools at our feet that spread and became one. So I made the men mark time and abused them roundly for being slack about it, they grumbling greatly because our prisoner was marched away to shelter, whereas we must stand without. I bullied them as much as I dared, and we stamped the road into a veritable quagmire, as builders tread mud for making sun-dried bricks, so that when three-quarters of an hour had passed and a man came running back with a message from Ranjoor Singh there was a little warmth in us. I did not need to use force to get the column started.

Come! said the trooper. There is food, and shelter, and who knows what else!

So we went best foot first along the road, feeling less than half as hungry and not weak at all, now that we knew food was almost within reach. Truly a mans desires are the vainest part of him. Less hungry we were at once, less weary, and vastly less afraid; yet, too much in a hurry to ask questions of the messenger!

Ranjoor Singh came out of a building to meet us, holding up his hand, so I made the men halt and began to look about. It was certainly a railway station, with a long platform, and part of the platform was covered by a roof. Parallel to that was a great shed with closed sides, and through its half-open door I could smell hay  a very good smell, sahib, warming to the heart. To our right, across what might be called a yard  thus  were many low sheds, and in one there were horses feeding; in others I could see Turkish soldiers sprawling on the straw, but they took no notice of us. Three of the low sheds were empty, and Ranjoor Singh pointed to them.

Let all except twenty men, said he, go and rest in those sheds. If any one asks questions, say only Allah! So they will think you are Muhammadans. If that should not seem sufficient, say Wassmuss! But unless questioned many times, say nothing! As you value your lives, say nothing more than those two words to any one at all! Rather be thought fools than be hanged before breakfast!

So all but twenty of the men went and lay down on straw in the three empty sheds, and I took the twenty and followed him into the great shed with closed sides. Therein, besides many other things, we beheld great baskets filled with loaves of bread,  not very good bread, nor at all fresh, but staff of life itself to hungry men. He bade the men count out four loaves for each and every one of us, and then at last, he gave me a little information.

The Germans in Stamboul, he said, talked too loud of this place in my hearing. I stood gnawing a loaf already, and I urged him to take one, but he would eat nothing until all the men should have been fed. They detrain Dervish troops at this point, said he, and march them to the shore to be shipped to Gallipoli, because they riot and make trouble if kept in barracks in Skutari or Stamboul. This bread was intended for two train-loads of them.

Then the Dervishes will riot after all! said I, and he laughed  a thing he does seldom.

The sooner the better! said he. A riot might cover up our tracks even better than this rain.

Is there no officer in charge here? I asked him,

Aye, a Turkish officer, said he. I heard the Germans complain about his inefficiency. A day or two later and we might have found a German in his place. He mistakes us for friends. What else could we be? And he laughed again.

But the telegraph wire? said I.

Is down, he said, both between here and Skutari, and between here and Inismid. God sent this storm to favor us, and we will praise God by making use of it.

Where is Tugendheim? said I, but it was some minutes before he answered me, for, since the loaves were counted he went to see them distributed, and I followed him.

Tugendheim, he said at last, has driven the Turkish officer to seek refuge in seclusion! I used the word Wassmuss, and that had effect; but Tugendheims insolence was our real passport. Nobody here doubts that we are in full favor at Stamboul. Wassmuss can keep for later on.

Sahib, said I, seeing he was in good humor now, tell me of this Wassmuss.

All in good time! he answered. And when he has decided it is not yet time to answer, it is wisest to be still. After fifteen or twenty minutes with the men, I followed him across the yard and entered the station waiting-room  a pretentious place, with fancy bronze handles on the doors and windows.

Lo, there sat Tugendheim, with his hands deep in his pockets and a great cigar between his teeth. His four guards stood with bayonets fixed, making believe to wait on him, but in truth watching him as caged wolves eye their dinner. Ranjoor Singh was behaving almost respectfully toward him, which filled me with disgust; but presently I saw and understood. There was a little window through which to sell tickets, and down in one corner of it the frosting had been rubbed from off the glass.

There is an eye, said I in an undertone, that I could send a bullet through without difficulty! But Ranjoor Singh called me a person without judgment and turned his back.

When do we start? asked Tugendheim.

When the men have finished eating, he answered, and at that I stared again, for I knew the mens mood and did not believe it possible to get them away without a long rest, nor even in that case without argument.

What if they refuse? said I, and Ranjoor Singh faced about to look at me.

Do you refuse? he asked. Go and warn them to finish eating and be ready to march in twenty minutes!

So I went, and delivered the message, and it was as I had expected, only worse.

So those are his words? What are words! said they. Ask him whither he would lead us! shouted Gooja Singh. He had been talking in whispers with a dozen men at the rear of the middle hut.

If I take him such dogs answers, said I, he will dismiss me and there will be no more a go-between.

Go, take him this message, shouted Gooja Singh. But for his sinking of our ship we should now be among friends in Gallipoli! Could we not have seized another ship and plundered coal? Tell him, therefore, if he wishes to lead us he must use good judgment. Are we leaves blown hither and thither for his amusement? Nay! We belong to the British Army! Tell him we will march toward Gallipoli or nowhither! We will march until opposite Gallipoli, and search for some means of crossing.

I will take that as Gooja Singhs message, then, said I.

Nay, nay! said he. That is the regiments message! And the dozen men with whom he had been whispering nodded acquiescence. Is Gooja Singh the regiment? I asked.

No, said he, but I am OF the regiment. I am not a man running back and forth, false to both sides!

I was not taken by surprise. Something of that sort sooner or later I knew must come, but I would have preferred another time and place.

Be thou go-between then, Gooja Singh! said I. I accepted only under strong persuasion. Gladly I relinquish! Go thou, and carry thy message to Ranjoor Singh! And I sat down in the entrance of the middle hut, as if greatly relieved of heavy burdens. I have finished! I said. I am not even havildar! I will request reduction to the ranks!

For about a minute I sat while the men stared in astonishment. Then they began to rail at me, but I shook my head. They coaxed me, but I refused. Presently they begged me, but I took no notice.

Let Gooja Singh be your messenger! said I. And at that they turned on Gooja Singh, and some of them went and dragged him forward, he resisting with arms and feet. They set him down before me.

Say the word, said they, and he shall be beaten!

So I got on my feet again and asked whether they were soldiers or monkey-folk, to fall thus suddenly on one of their number, and he a superior. I bade them loose Gooja Singh, and I laid my hand on his shoulder, helping him to his feet.

Are we many men with many troubles, or one regiment? said I.

At that most of them grew ashamed, and those who had assaulted Gooja Singh began to make excuses, but he went back to the rear to the men who had whispered with him. They drew away, and he sat in silence apart, I rejoicing secretly at his discomfiture but fearful nevertheless.

Now! said I. Appoint another man to wait on Ranjoor Singh!

But they cried out, Nay! We will have none but you. You have done well  we trust you  we are content!

I made much play of unwillingness, but allowed them to persuade me in the end, yielding a little at a time and gaining from them ever new protestations of their loyalty until at last I let them think they had convinced me.

Nevertheless, said they, tell Ranjoor Singh he must lead us toward Gallipoli! They were firm on that point.

So I went back to the waiting-room and told Ranjoor Singh all that had happened, omitting nothing, and he stood breaking pieces from a loaf of bread, with his fingers, not burying his teeth into the loaf as most of us had done. He asked me the names of the men who had so spoken and I told him, he repeating them and considering each name for a moment or two.

Have they finished eating? he asked at last, and I told him they had as good as finished. So he ate his own bread faster.

Come, he ordered presently, beckoning to Tugendheim and the four guards to follow.

It was raining as hard as ever as we crossed the station yard, and the men had excuse enough for disliking to turn out. Yet they scented development, I think, and none refused, although they fell in just not sullenly enough to call for reprimand. Ranjoor Singh drew the roll from his inner pocket and they all answered to their names. Then, without referring to the list again, he named those who I had told him used high words to me, beginning at Gooja Singh and omitting none.

Fall out! he ordered. And when they had obeyed, Fall in again over there on the left!

There were three-and-twenty of them, Gooja Singh included, and they glared at me. So did others, and I wondered grimly how many enemies I had made. But then Ranjoor Singh cleared his throat and we recognized again the old manner that had made a squadron love him to the death at home in India  the manner of a man with good legs under him and no fear in his heart. All but the three-and-twenty forgot forthwith my part in the matter.

Am I to be herdsman, then? said he, pitching his voice against wind and rain. Are ye men  or animals? Hunted animals would have known enough to eat and hurry on. Hunted animals would be wise enough to run in the direction least expected. Hunted animals would take advantage of ill weather to put distance between them and their foe. Some of you, then, must be less than animals! Men I can lead. Animals I can drive. But what shall be done with such less-than-animals as can neither be led nor driven?

Then he turned about half-left to face the three-and-twenty, and stood as it were waiting for their answer, with one hand holding the other wrist behind his back. And they stood shifting feet and looking back at him, extremely ill-at-ease.

What is the specific charge against us? asked Gooja Singh, for the men began to thrust him forward. But Ranjoor Singh let no man draw him from the main point to a lesser one.

You have leave, said he, to take one box of cartridges and go! Gallipoli lies that way! And he pointed through the rain.

Then the two-and-twenty forgot me and began at once abusing Gooja Singh, he trying to refute them, and Ranjoor Singh watching them all with a feeling, I thought, of pity. Tugendheim, trying to make the ends of his mustaches stand upright in the rain, laughed as if he thought it a very great joke; but the rest of the men looked doubtful. I knew they were unwilling to turn their backs on any of our number, yet afraid to force an issue, for Ranjoor Singh had them in a quandary. I thought perhaps I might mediate.

Sahib, said I.

Silence! he ordered. So I stepped back to my place, and a dozen men laughed at me, for which I vowed vengeance. Later when my wrath had cooled I knew the reprimand and laughter wiped out suspicion of me, and when my chance came to take vengeance on them I refrained, although careful to reassert my dignity.

After much argument, Gooja Singh turned his back at last on the two-and-twenty and saluted Ranjoor Singh with great abasement.

Sahib, said he, we have no wish to go one way and you another. We be of the regiment.

Ye have set yourselves up to be dictators. Ye have used wild words. Ye have tried to seduce the rest. Ye have my leave to go! said Ranjoor Singh.

Nay! said Gooja Singh. We will not go! We follow the regiment!

Will ye follow like dogs that pick up offal, then? he asked, and Gooja Singh said, Nay! We be no dogs, but true men! We be faithful to the salt, sahib, said he. We be sorry we offended. We be true men  true to the salt.

Now, that was the truth. Their fault had lain in not believing their officer at least as faithful as they and ten times wiser. Every man in the regiment knew it was truth, and for all that the rain poured down in torrents, obscuring vision, I could see that the general feeling was swinging all one way. If I had dared, I would have touched Ranjoor Singhs elbow, and have whispered to him. But I did not dare. Nor was there need. The instant he spoke again I knew he saw clearer than I.

Ye speak of the salt, said he.

Aye! said Gooja Singh. Aye, sahib! In the name of God be good to us! Whom else shall we follow?

Aye, sahib! said the others. Put us to the test!

The lined-up regiment, that had been standing rigid, not at attention, but with muscles tense, now stood easier, and it might have been a sigh that passed among them.

Then, until I release you for good behavior, you three-and-twenty shall be ammunition bearers, said Ranjoor Singh. Give over your rifles for other men to carry. Each two men take a box of cartridges. Swiftly now! said he.

So they gave up their rifles, which in itself was proof enough that they never intended harm, but were only misled by Gooja Singh and the foolishness of their own words. And they picked up the cartridge boxes, leaving Gooja Singh standing alone by the last one. He made a wry face. Who shall carry this? said he, and Ranjoor Singh laughed.

My rank is havildar! said Gooja Singh.

Ranjoor Singh laughed again. I will hold court-martial and reduce you to the ranks whenever I see the need! said he. For the present, you shall teach a new kind of lesson to the men you have misled. They toil with ammunition boxes. You shall stride free!

Gooja Singh had handed his rifle to me, and I passed it to a trooper. He stepped forward now to regain it with something of a smirk on his fat lips.

Nay, nay! said Ranjoor Singh, with another laugh. No rifle, Gooja Singh! Be herdsman without honor! If one man is lost on the road you shall be sent back alone to look for him! Herd them, then; drive them, as you value peace!

There being then one box to be provided for, he chose eight strong men to take turns with it, each two to carry for half an hour; and that these might know there was no disgrace attached to their task, they were placed in front, to march as if they were the band. Nor was Gooja Singh allowed to march last, as I expect he had hoped; he and his twenty-two were set in the midst, where they could eat shame, always under the eyes of half of us. Then Ranjoor Singh raised his voice again.

To try to reach Gallipoli, he said, would be as wise as to try to reach Berlin! Both shores are held by Turkish troops under German officers. We found the one spot where it was possible to slip through undetected. We must make the most of that. Moreover, if they refuse to believe we were drownd last night, they will look for us in the direction of Gallipoli, for all the German officers in Stamboul knew how your hearts burned to go thither. It was a joke among them! Let it be our business to turn the joke on them! There will be forced marches now  long hungry ones  Form fours! he ordered. By the right  Quick march! And we wheeled away into the rain, he marching on the flank. I ran and overtook him.

Take a horse, sahib! I urged. See them in that shed! Take one and ride, for it is more fitting!

Better plunder and burn! said he. If a man stole my dinner I might let him run; but if he stole my horse, he and I and death would play hide-and-seek! We need forgetfulness, not angry memories, behind us! Keep thou a good eye on Tugendheim!

So I fell to the rear, where I could see all the men, Tugendheim included! In a very few minutes we had lost the station buildings in the rain behind us and then Ranjoor Singh began to lead in a wide semicircle, so that before long I judged we were marching about southeastward. At the end of an hour or so he changed direction to due east, and presently we saw another telegraph line. I overtook him again and suggested that we cut it.

Nay! said he. If that line works and we are not believed drowned, too many telegrams will have been sent already! To cut it would give them our exact position! Otherwise  why make trouble and perhaps cause pursuit?

So we marched under the telegraph wire and took a course about parallel to it. At noon it ceased raining and we rested, eating the bread, of which every man had brought away three loaves. After that, what with marching and the wind and sun our clothes began to dry and we became more cheerful  all, that is to say, except the ammunition bearers, who abused Gooja Singh with growing fervency. Yet he was compelled to drive them lest he himself be court martialed and reduced to the ranks.

Cheerfulness and selfishness are often one, sahib, for it was not what we could see that raised our spirits. We marched by village after village that had been combed by the foragers for Turkish armies,  and saw only destitution to right and left, behind and before. The only animals we saw were dead ones except the dogs hunting for bones that might have marrow in them still.

We saw no men of military age. Only very old men were left, and but few of those; they and the women and children ran away at sight of us, except a very few who seemed careless from too much misery. One such man had a horse, covered from head to foot with sores, that he offered to sell to Ranjoor Singh. I did not overhear what price he asked, but I heard the men scoffing at such avarice as would rob the vultures. He went away saying nothing, like a man in stupor, leaving the horse to die. Nay, sahib, he had not understood the words.

We slept that first night in a village whose one street was a quagmire and a cesspool. There was no difficulty in finding shelter because so many of the houses were deserted; but the few inhabitants of the other houses could not be persuaded to produce food. Ranjoor Singh took their money away from, the four men whom I had overlooked when we all gave up our money on the steamer, and with that, and Tugendheim for extra argument, he went from house to house. Tugendheim used no tenderness, such being not his manner of approach, but nothing came of it. They may have had food hidden, but we ate stale bread and gave them some of it, although Ranjoor Singh forbade us when he saw what we were doing. He thought I had not been looking when he gave some of his own to a little one.

We were up and away at dawn, with all the dogs in Asia at our heels. They smelled our stale bread and yearned for it. It was more than an hour before the last one gave up hope and fell behind. They are hard times, sahib, when the street dogs are as hungry as those were.

Hunger! We met hunger day after day for eight days  hunger and nothing else, although it was good enough land  better than any I have seen in the Punjab. There was water everywhere. The air, too, was good to breathe, tempting us to fill our lungs and march like new men, yet causing appetite we could not assuage. We avoided towns, and all large villages, Ranjoor Singh consulting his map whenever we halted and marching by the little compass the Germans had given him. We should have seen sheep or goats or cattle had there been any; but there was none. Utterly not one! And we Sikhs are farmers, not easily deceived on such matters; we knew that to be grazing land we crossed. It was a land of fruit, too, in the proper season. There had been cattle by the thousand, but they were all gone  plundered by the Turks to feed their armies.

Ranjoor Singh did his best to make us husband our stale loaves, but we ate the last of them and became like famished wolves. Some of us grew footsore, for we had German boots, to which our feet were not yet thoroughly accustomed, but he gave us no more rest than he needed for his own refreshment  and that was wonderfully little. We had to nurse and bandage our feet as best we could, and march  march  march! He had a definite plan, for he led unhesitatingly, but he would not tell us the plan. He was stern when we begged for longer rests, merciless toward the ammunition bearers, silent at all times unless compelled to give orders or correct us. Most of the time he kept Tugendheim marching beside him, and Tugendheim, I think, began to regard him with quite peculiar respect; for he admired resolution.

Most of us felt that our last day of marching was upon us, for we were ready to drop when we skirted a village at about noon on the eighth day and saw in the distance a citadel perched on a rocky hill above the sky-line. We were on flat land, but there was a knoll near, and to that Ranjoor Singh led us, and there he let us lie. He, weary as we but better able to overcome, drew out his map and spread it, weighting the four corners with stones; and he studied it chin on hand for about five minutes, we watching him in silence.

That, said he, standing at last and pointing toward the distant citadel, is Angora. Yonder (he made a sweeping motion) runs the railway whose terminus is at Angora. There are many long roads hereabouts, so that the place has become a depot for food and stores that the Turks plunder and the Germans despatch over the railway to the coast. The railway has been taken over by the Germans.

Are we to storm the town? asked a trooper, and fifty men mocked him. But Ranjoor Singh looked down kindly at him and gave him a word of praise.

No, my son, he said. Yet if all had been stout enough to ask that, I would have dared attempt it. No, we are perhaps a little desperate, but not yet so desperate as that.

He began sweeping the horizon with his eyes, quartering the countryside mile by mile, overlooking nothing. I saw him watch the wheeling kites and look below them, and twice I saw him fix his gaze for minutes at a time on one place.

We will eat to-night! he said at last. Sleep, he ordered. Lie down and sleep until I summon you! But he called me to his side and kept me wakeful for a while yet.

Look yonder, said he, and when I had gazed for about two minutes I was aware of a column of men and animals moving toward the city. A little enough column.

How fast are they moving? he asked me, and I gazed for several minutes, reaching no decision. I said they were too far away, and coming too much toward us for their speed to be accurately judged. Yet I thought they moved slowly.

Said he, Do you see that hollow  one, two, three miles this side of them? And I answered yes. That is a bend of the river that flows by the city, said he. There is water there, and fire-wood. They have come far and are heading toward it. They are too far spent to reach Angora before night. They will not try. That is where they will camp.

Sahib, I said, considering his words as a cook tastes curry, our men be overweary to have fight in them.

Who spoke of fighting? said he. So I went and lay down, and fell asleep wondering. When he came and roused me it was already growing late. By the time I had roused the men and they were all lined up we could no longer see Angora for the darkness; which worked both ways  those in Angora could not see us.

If any catch sight of us, said Ranjoor Singh, speaking in a loud voice to us all, let us hope they mistake us for friends. What Turk or German looks for an enemy hereabouts? The chances are all ours, but beware! Be silent as ye know how! Forward!

It was a pitiable effort, for our bellies yearned and our feet were sore and stiff. We stumbled from weariness, and men fell and were helped up again. Gooja Singh and his ammunition bearers made more noise than a squadron of mounted cavalry, and the way proved twice as long as the most hopeless had expected. Yet we made the circuit unseen and, as far as we knew, unheard  certainly unchallenged. Doubtless, as Ranjoor Singh said afterward, the Turks were too overriden by Germans and the Germans too overconfident to suspect the presence of an enemy.

At any rate, although we made more noise than was expedient, we halted at last among low bushes and beheld nine or ten Turkish sentries posted along the rim of a rise, all unaware of us. Two were fast asleep. Some sat. The others drowsed, leaning on their rifles. Ranjoor Singh gave us whispered orders and we rushed them, only one catching sight of us in time to raise an alarm. He fired his rifle, but hit nobody, and in another second they were all surrounded and disarmed.

Then, down in the hollow we saw many little campfires, each one reflected in the water. Some Turks and about fifty men of another nation sat up and rubbed their eyes, and a Turkish captain  an upstanding flabby man, came out from the only tent to learn what the trouble might be. Ranjoor Singh strode down into the hollow and enlightened him, we standing around the rim of the rise with our bayonets fixed and rifles at the ready. I did not hear what Ranjoor Singh said to the Turkish captain because he left me to prevent the men from stampeding toward the smell of food  no easy task.

After five minutes he shouted for Tugendheim, and the German went down the slope visibly annoyed by the four guards who kept their bayonets within a yard of his back. It was a fortunate circumstance for us, not only then but very many times, that Tugendheim would have thought himself disgraced by appealing to a Turk. Seeing there was no German officer in the hollow, he adopted his arrogant manner, and the Turkish officer drew back from him like a man stung. After that the Turkish captain appeared to resign himself to impotence, for he ordered his men to pile arms and retired into his tent.

Then Ranjoor Singh came up the slope and picked the twenty men who seemed least ready to drop with weariness, of whom I regretted to be one. He set us on guard where the Turkish sentries had been, and the Turks were sent below, where presently they fell asleep among their brethren, as weary, no doubt, from plundering as we were from marching on empty bellies. None of them seemed annoyed to be disarmed. Strange people! Fierce, yet strangely tolerant!

Then all the rest of the men, havildars no whit behind the rest, swooped down on the camp-fires, and presently the smell of toasting corn began to rise, until my mouth watered and my belly yearned. Fifteen or twenty minutes later (it seemed like twenty hours, sahib!) hot corn was brought to us and we on guard began to be new men. Nevertheless, food made the guard more sleepy, and I was hard put to it walking from one to another keeping them awake.

All that night I knew nothing of what passed in the camp below, but I learned later on that Ranjoor Singh found among the Syrians whose business was to load and drive carts a man named Abraham. All in the camp who were not Turks were Syrians, and these Syrians had been dragged away from their homes scores of leagues away and made to labor without remuneration. This Abraham was a gifted man, who had been in America, and knew English, as well as several dialects of Kurdish, and Turkish and Arabic and German. He knew better German than English, and had frequently been made to act interpreter. Later, when we marched together, he and I became good friends, and he told me many things.

Well, sahib, after he had eaten a little corn, Ranjoor Singh questioned this man Abraham, and then went with him through the camp, examining the plunder the Turks had seen fit to requisition. It was plain that this particular Turkish officer was no paragon of all the virtues, and Ranjoor Singh finally entered his tent unannounced, taking Abraham with him. So it was that I learned the details later, for Abraham told me all I asked.

On a box beside the bed Ranjoor Singh found writing-paper, envelopes, and requisition forms not yet filled out, but already signed with a seal and a Turkish signature. There was a map, and a list of routes and villages. But best of all was a letter of instructions signed by a German officer. There were also other priceless things, of some of which I may chance to speak later.

I was told by Abraham that during the conversation following Ranjoor Singhs seizure of the papers the word Wassmuss was bandied back and forth a thousand times, the Turk growing rather more amenable each time the word was used. Finally the Turk resigned himself with a shrug of the shoulders, and was left in his tent with a guard of our men at each corner.

Then, for all that the night was black dark and there were very few lanterns, the camp began to be turned upside down, Ranjoor Singh ordering everything thrown aside that could not be immediately useful to us. There were forty carts, burdened to the breaking point, and twenty of them Ranjoor Singh abandoned as too heavy for our purpose. Most of the carts had been drawn by teams of six mules each, but ten of them had been drawn by horses, and besides the Turkish captains horse there were four other spare ones. There were also about a hundred sheep and some goats.

Ranjoor Singh ordered all the corn repacked into fourteen of the carts, sheep and goats into four carts, and ammunition into the remaining two, leaving room in each cart for two men so that the guard who had stood awake all night might ride and sleep. That left him with sixty-four spare horses. Leaving the Turkish officer his own horse, but taking the saddle for himself, he gave Tugendheim one, me another, the third to Gooja Singh  he being next non-commissioned officer to me in order of seniority, and having had punishment enough  and the fourth horse, that was much the best one, he himself took. Then he chose sixty men to cease from being infantry and become a sort of cavalry again  cavalry without saddles as yet, or stirrups  cavalry with rifles  cavalry with aching feet  but cavalry none the less. He picked the sixty with great wisdom, choosing for the most part men who had given no trouble, but he included ten or twelve grumblers, although for a day or two I did not understand why. There was forethought in everything he did.

The sheep that could not be crowded into the carts he ordered butchered there and then, and the meat distributed among the men; and all the plunder that he decided not to take he ordered heaped in one place where it would not be visible unless deliberately looked for. The plundered money that he found in the Turks tent he hid under the corn in the foremost cart, and we found it very useful later on. The few of our men who had not fallen asleep were for burning the piled-up plunder, but he threatened to shoot whoever dared set match to it.

Shall we light a beacon to warn the countryside? said he.

A little after midnight there began to be attempts by Turkish soldiers to break through and run for Angora. But I had kept my twenty guards awake with threats of being made to carry ammunition  even letting the butt of my rifle do work not set down in the regulations. So it came about that we captured every single fugitive. They were five all told, and I sent them, tied together, down to Ranjoor Singh. Thereupon he went to the Turk, and promised him personal violence if another of his men should attempt to break away. So the Turk gave orders that were obeyed.

Then, when all the plunder in the camp had been rearranged, and the mules and horses reapportioned, four hours yet before dawn, Ranjoor Singh took out his fountain-pen and executed the stroke of genius that made what followed possible. Without Abraham I do not know what he would have done. I can not imagine. Yet I feel sure he would have contrived something. He made use of Abraham as the best tool available, and that is no proof he could not have done as well by other means. I have learned this: that Ranjoor Singh, with that faith of his in God, can do anything. Anything. He is a true man, and God puts thoughts into his heart.

Among the Turks documents were big sheets of paper for official correspondence, similar to that on which his orders were written. Ranjoor Singh ascertained from Abraham that he who had signed those orders was the German officer highest in command in all that region, who had left Angora a month previously to superintend the requisitioning.

So Ranjoor Singh sent for Tugendheim, whose writing would have the proper clerical appearance, and by a lantern in the tent dictated to him a letter in German to the effect that this Turkish officer, by name Nazim, with all his men and carts and animals, had been diverted to the aid of Wassmuss. The letter went on to say that on his way back to Angora this same high German officer would himself cover the territory thus left uncared for, so that nothing need be done about it in the meanwhile. (He wrote that to prevent investigation and perhaps pursuit by the men in Angora who waited Nazim and his plunder.)

At the foot of the letter Abraham cleverly copied the signature of the very high German officer, after making many experiments first on another sheet of paper.

Tugendheim of course protested vehemently that he would do no such thing, when ordered to write. But Ranjoor Singh ordered the barrel of a Turkish soldiers rifle thrust in the fire, and the German did not protest to the point of permitting his feet to be singed. He wrote a very careful letter, even suggesting better phraseology  his reason for that being that, since he was thus far committed, our total escape would be the best thing possible for him. The Germans, who are so fond of terrifying others, are merciless to their own who happen to be guilty of weak conduct, and to have said he was compelled to write that letter would have been no excuse if we were caught. Henceforward it was strictly to his interest to help us.

Finally, when the letter had been sealed in its envelope, there came the problem of addressing it, and the Turk seemed ignorant on that point, or else stupid. Perhaps he was wilfully ignorant, hoping that the peculiar form of the address might cause suspicion and investigation. But what with Tugendheims familiarity with German military custom, and Ranjoor Singhs swift thought, an address was devised that served the purpose, judging by results.

Then came the problem of delivering the letter. To have sent one of the Turkish soldiers with it would have been the same thing as marching to Angora and surrendering; for of course the Turk would have told of what happened in the night, and where it happened, and all about it. To have sent one of the half-starved Syrians would probably have amounted to the same thing; for the sake of a bellyful, or from fear of ill-treatment the wretched man would very likely tell too much. But Abraham was different. Abraham was an educated man, who well understood the value to us of silence, and who seemed to hate both Turks and Germans equally.

So Ranjoor Singh took Abraham aside and talked with him five minutes. And the end of that was that a Turkish soldier was compelled to strip himself and change clothes with Abraham, the Turk taking no pleasure at all in the exchange. Then Abraham was given a horse, and on the outside of the envelope in one corner was written in German, Bearer should be supplied with saddle for his horse and sent back at once with acknowledgment of receipt of this.

There and then Ranjoor Singh gave Abraham the letter, shook hands with him, helped him on the horse, and sent him on his way  three hours before dawn. Then promptly he gave orders to all the other Syrians to strike camp and resume their regular occupation of driving mules.

The Turkish officer, although not deprived of his horse, was not permitted to ride until after daybreak, because of the difficulty otherwise of guarding him in the dark. The same with Tugendheim; although there was little reason for suspecting him of wanting to escape, with that letter fresh in his memory, he was nevertheless compelled to walk until daylight should make escape impossible.

The Turkish officer was made to march in front with his four-and-forty soldiers, who were given back their rifles but no bayonets or ammunition. Gooja Singh, whose two-and-twenty were ready by that time to pull his beard out hair by hair, was given fifty men who hated him less fiercely and set to march next behind the Turks. Then came the carts in single column, and after them Tugendheim and the remainder of our infantry. Behind the infantry rode the cavalry, and very last of all rode Ranjoor Singh, since that was for the present the post of chiefest danger.

As for me, I tumbled into a cart and fell asleep at once, scarcely hearing the order shouted to the Turk to go forward. The men who had been on guard with me all did the same, falling asleep like I almost before their bodies touched the corn.

When I awoke it was already midday. We had halted near some trees and food was being served out. I got under the cart to keep the sun off me, and lay there musing until a trooper had brought my meal. The meal was good, and my thoughts were good  excellent! For had we not been a little troop of lean ghosts, looking for graves to lie in? The talk along the way had been of who should bury us, or who should bury the last man, supposing we all died one by one! Had we not been famished until the very wind was a wall too heavy to prevail against? And were we not now what the drill-book calls a composite force, with full bellies, carts, horses and equipment? Who thought about graves any longer? I lay and laughed, sahib, until a trooper brought me dinner  laughed for contempt of the Germans we had left behind, and for the Turks whose plunder we had stolen,  laughed like a fool, like a man without brain or experience or judgment.

Not until I had eaten my fill did I bethink me of Ranjoor Singh. Then I rose lazily, and was astonished at the stiffness in my ankles. Nevertheless I contrived to stride with military manner, in order that any Turk or Syrian beholding me might know me for a man to be reckoned with, the added pain and effort being well worth while.

Nor did I have far to look for Ranjoor Singh. The instant I raised my eyes I saw him sitting on a great rock beneath the shadow of a tree, with his horse tied below him eating corn from a cloth spread on the ground. In order to reach him with least inconvenience, I made a circuit and approached from the rear, because in that direction the rock sloped away gradually and I was in no mood to climb, nor in condition to climb with dignity.

So it happened that I came on him unaware. Nevertheless, I was surprised that his ears should not detect my footfall. The horse, six feet below us, was aware of me first and snorted, yet Ranjoor Singh did not turn his head.

Sahib! said I; but he did not move.

Sahib! I said, going a step nearer and speaking louder. But he neither moved nor answered. Now I knew there was no laughing matter, and my hand trembled as I held it out to touch his shoulder. His arms were folded above his knees and his chin rested on them. I shook him slightly, and his chin fell down between his knees; but he did not answer. Now I knew beyond doubt he was not asleep, for however weary he would ever awake at a touch or the lightest whisper. I began to fear he was dead, and a feeling of sickness swept over me as that grim fear took hold.

Sahib! I said again, taking his shoulders with both hands. And he toppled over toward me, thus, like a dead man. Yet he breathed. I made certain he was breathing.

I shook him twice or thrice, with no result. Then I took him in my arms, thus, one arm under the knees and one under his armpits, and lifted him. He is a heavy man, all bone and sinew, and my stiff ankles caused me agony; but I contrived to lay him gently full length in the shadow of the tree-trunk, and then I covered him with his overcoat, to keep away flies. I had scarcely finished that when Gooja Singh came, and I cursed under my breath; but openly I appeared pleased to see him.

It is well you came! said I. Thus I am saved the necessity of sending one to bring you. Our sahib is asleep, I said, and has made over the command to me until he shall awake again.

He sleeps very suddenly! said Gooja Singh, and he stood eying me with suspicion.

Well he may! said I, thinking furiously  as a man in a burning house  yet outwardly all calm. He has done all our thinking for us all these days; he has borne alone the burden of responsibility. He has enforced the discipline, said I with a deliberate stare that made Gooja Singh look sullen, and God knows how necessary that has been! He has let no littlest detail of the march escape him. He has eaten no more than we; he has marched as far and as fast as we; he has slept less than any of us. And now, said I, he is weary. He kept awake until I came, and fell asleep in my arms when he had given me his orders.

Gooja Singh looked as if he did not believe me. But my words had been but a mask behind which I was thinking. As I spoke I stepped sidewise, as if to prevent our voices from disturbing the sleeper, for it seemed wise to draw Gooja Singh to safer distance. Now I sat down at last on the summit of the rock exactly where Ranjoor Singh was sitting when I spied him first, hoping that perhaps in his place his thoughts would come to me. And whether the place had anything to do with it or not I do not know, but certainly wise thoughts did come. I reached a decision in that instant that was the saving of us, and for which Ranjoor Singh greatly commended me later on. Because of it, in the days to come, he placed greater confidence in my ability and faithfulness and judgment.

What were his orders? asked Gooja Singh. Or were they secret orders known only to him and thee?

If you had not come, said I, I would have sent for you to hear the orders. When he wakes, I added, I shall tell him who obeyed the swiftest.

I was thinking still. Thinking furiously. I knew nothing at all yet about Abraham, and that was good, for otherwise I might have decided to wait there for him to overtake us.

Have the men finished eating? I asked, and he answered he was come because they had finished eating.

Then the order is to proceed at once! said I. Send a cart here under the rock and eight good men, that we may lower our sahib into it. With the exception of that one cart let the column proceed in the same order as before, the Turk and his men leading.

Leading whither? asked Gooja Singh.

Let us hope, said I, to a place where orders are obeyed in military manner without question! Have you heard the order? I asked, and I made as if to go and wake our officer.

Without another word Gooja Singh climbed down from the rock and went about shouting his commands as if he himself were their originator. Meanwhile I thought busily, with an eye for the wide horizon, wondering whether we were being pursued, or whether telegrams had not perhaps been sent to places far ahead, ordering Turkish regiments to form a cordon and cut us off. I wondered more than ever who Wassmuss might be, and whether Ranjoor Singh had had at any time the least idea of our eventual destination. I had no idea which direction to take. There was no track I could see, except that made by our own cart-wheels. On what did I base my decision, then? I will tell you, sahib.

I saw that not only Ranjoor Singhs horse, but all the cattle had been given liberal amounts of corn. It seemed to me that unless he intended to continue by forced marches Ranjoor Singh would have begun by economizing food. Moreover, I judged that if he had intended resting many hours in that spot he would have had me summoned and have gone to sleep himself. The very fact that he had let me sleep on seemed to me proof that he intended going forward. Doubtless, he would depend on me to stand guard during the night. So I reasoned it. And I also thought it probable he had told the Turk in which direction to lead, seeing that the Turk doubtless knew more of that countryside than any. Ahead of us was all Asia and behind us was the sea. Who was I that I should know the way? But by telling the Turk to lead on, I could impose on him responsibility for possible error, and myself gain more time to think. And for that decision, too, Ranjoor Singh saw fit to praise me later.

They brought the cart, and with the help of eight men, I laid Ranjoor Singh very comfortably on the corn, and covered him. Then I bade those eight be bodyguard, letting none approach too close on pain of violence, saying that Ranjoor Singh needed a long deep sleep to restore his energy. Also, I bade them keep that cart at the rear of the column, and I myself chose the rear place of all so as to keep control, prevent straggling, and watch against pursuit.

Pursued? Nay, sahib. Not at that time. Nevertheless, that thought of mine, to choose the last place, was the very gift of God. We had been traveling about three parts of an hour when I perceived a very long way off the head of a camel caravan advancing at swift pace toward us  or almost toward us. It seemed to me to be coming from Angora. And it so happened that at the moment when I saw it first the front half of our column had already dipped beyond a rise and was descending a rather gentle slope.

I hurried the tail of the column over the rise by twisting it, as a man twists bullocks tails. And then I bade the whole line halt and lie down, except those in charge of horses; them I ordered into the shelter of some trees, and the carts I hurried behind a low ridge  all except Ranjoor Singhs cart; that I ordered backed into a hollow near me. So we were invisible unless the camels should approach too close.

The Turks and Tugendheim I saw placed in the midst of all the other unmounted men, and ordered them guarded like felons; and I bade those in charge of mules and horses stand by, ready to muzzle their beasts with coats or what-not, to prevent neighing and braying. Then I returned to the top of the rise and lay down, praying to God, with a trooper beside me who might run and try to shake Ranjoor Singh back to life in case of direst need.

I lay and heard my heart beat like a drum against the ground, praying one moment, and with the next breath cursing some hoof-beat from behind me and the muffled reprimand that was certain to follow it. The men were as afraid as I, and the thing I feared most of all was panic. Yet what more could I do than I had done? I lay and watched the camels, and every step that brought them nearer felt like a link in a chain that bound us all.

One thing became perfectly evident before long. There were not more than two hundred camels, therefore in a fight we should be able to beat them off easily. But unless we could ambuscade them (and there was no time to prepare that now) it would be impossible to kill or capture them all. Some would get away and those would carry the alarm to the nearest military post. Then gone would be all hope for us of evading capture or destruction. But it was also obvious to me that no such caravan would come straight on toward us at such speed if it knew of our existence or our whereabouts. They expected us as little as we expected them.

So I lay still, trembling, wondering what Ranjoor Singh would say to me, supposing he did not die in the cart there  wondering what the matter might be with Ranjoor Singh  wondering what I should do supposing he did die and we escaped from this present predicament. I knew there was little hope of my maintaining discipline without Ranjoor Singhs aid. And I had not the least notion whither to lead, unless toward Russia.

Such thoughts made me physically sick, so that it was relief to turn away from them and watch the oncoming caravan, especially as I began to suspect it would not come within a mile of us. Presently I began to be certain that it would cross our track rather less than a mile away. I began to whisper to myself excitedly. Then at last Yes! said I, aloud.

Yes! said a voice beside me, and I nearly jumped out of my skin, unless they suspect the track of our cart-wheels and follow it up, we are all right!

I looked round into the eyes of Ranjoor Singh, and felt my whole skin creep like a snakes at sloughing time!

Sahib! said I.

You have done well enough, said he, except that if attacked you would have hard work to gather your forces and control them. But never mind, you did quite well enough for this first time! said Ranjoor Singh.

Sahib! I said. But I thought you were in a cart, dying!

In a cart, yes! he said. Dying, no  although that was no fault of somebodys!

I begged him to explain, and while we watched the camels cross our track  (God knows, sahib, why they did not grow suspicious and follow along it)  he told me how he had sat on the great rock, not very sleepy, but thinking, chin on knee, when suddenly some man crawled up from behind and struck him a heavy blow.

Feel my head, said he, and I felt under his turban. There was a bruise the size of my folded fist. I swore  as who would not? Is it deep? I said, still watching the camels, and before he answered me he sent the trooper to go and find his horse.

Superficial, he said then. By the favor of God but a water bruise. My head must have yielded beneath the blow.

Who struck it? said I, scarcely thinking what I said, for my mind was full of the camels, now flank toward us, that would have served our purpose like the gift of God could we only have contrived to capture them.

How should I know? he answered. See  they pass within a half-mile of where I sat. Is not that the rock? And I said yes.

Had you lingered there, he said, word about us would have gone back to Angora at top camel speed. What possessed you to come away?

God! said I, and he nodded, so that I began to preen myself. He noticed my gathering self-esteem.

Nevertheless, he said, aloud, but as if talking to himself, yet careful that I should hear, had this not happened to me I should have seen those camels on the sky-line. Did you count the camels?

Two hundred and eight, said I.

How many armed men with them? he asked. My eyes are yet dim from the blow.

One hundred and four, said I, and an officer or two.

He nodded. The prisoners would have been a nuisance, he said, yet we might have used them later. What with camels and what with horses  and there is a good spot for an ambuscade through which they must pass presently  I went and surveyed it while they cooked my dinner  never mind, never mind! said he. If you had made a mistake it would have been disastrous. Yet  two hundred and eight camels would have been an acquisition  a great acquisition!

So my self-esteem departed  like water from a leaky goatskin, and I lay beside him watching the last dozen camels cross our trail, the nose of one tied to the tail of another, one man to every two. I lay conjecturing what might have been our fate had I had cunning enough to capture that whole caravan, and not another word was spoken between us until the last two camels disappeared beyond a ridge. Then:

Was there any man close by, when you found me? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Nay, sahib, said I.

Was there any man whose actions, or whose words, gave ground for suspicion? he asked.

Nay, sahib, I began; but I checked myself, and he noticed it.

Except  ? said he.

Except that when Gooja Singh came, I said, he seemed unwilling to believe you were asleep.

How long was it before Gooja Singh came? he asked.

He came almost before I had laid you under the tree and covered you, said I.

And you told him I was asleep? he said.

Yes, said I; and at that he laughed silently, although I could tell well enough that his head ached, and merriment must have been a long way from him.

Has Gooja Singh any very firm friend with us? he asked, and I answered I did not know of one. The ammunition bearers who were his friends now curse him to his face, I said.

Then he would have to do his own dirty work? said he.

He has to clean his own rifle, I answered. And Ranjoor Singh nodded.

Then suddenly his meaning dawned on me. You think it was Gooja Singh who struck the blow? I asked. We were sitting up by that time. The camels were out of sight. He rose to his feet and beckoned for his horse before he answered.

I wished to know who else might properly be suspected, he said, taking his horses bridle. So I beckoned for my horse, and ordering the cart in which he had lain to be brought along after us, I rode at a walk beside him to where our infantry were left in hiding.

Sahib, I said, it is better after all to shoot this Gooja Singh. Shoot him on suspicion! I urged. He makes only trouble and ill-will. He puts false construction on every word you or I utter. He misleads the men. And now you suspect him of having tried to kill you! Bid me shoot him, sahib, and I obey!

Who says I suspect him? he answered. Nay, nay, nay! I will have no murder done  no drumhead tyranny, fathered by the lees of fear! Let Gooja Singh alone!

Does your head not ache? I asked him.

More than you guess! said he. But my heart does not ache. Two aches would be worse than one. Come silently!

So I rode beside him silently, and making a circuit and signaling to the watchers not to betray our presence, we came on our hiding infantry unsuspected by them. We dismounted, and going close on foot were almost among them before they knew. Gooja Singh was on his feet in their midst, giving them information and advice.

I tell you Ranjoor Singh is dead! said he. Hira Singh swears he is only asleep, but Hira Singh lies! Ranjoor Singh lies dead on top of the corn in the cart in yonder gully, and Hira Singh

I know not what more he would have said, but Ranjoor Singh stopped him. He stepped forward, smiling.

Ranjoor Singh, as you see, is alive, he said, and if I am dead, then I must be the ghost of Ranjoor Singh come among you to enforce his orders! Rise! he ordered. Rise and fall in! Havildars, make all ready to resume the march!

Shoot him, sahib! I urged, taking out my pistol, that had once been Tugendheims. Shoot him, or let me do it!

Nay, nay! he said, laughing in my face, though not unkindly. I am not afraid of him.

But I, sahib, I said. I fear him greatly!

Yet thou and I be two men, and I command, he answered gently. Let Gooja Singh alone.

So I went and grew very busy ordering the column. In twenty minutes we were under way, with a screen of horsemen several hundred yards ahead and another little mounted rear-guard. But when the order had been given to resume the march and the carts were squeaking along in single file, I rode to his side again with a question. I had been thinking deeply, and it seemed to me I had the only answer to my thoughts.

Tell me, sahib, I said, our nearest friends must be the Russians. How many hundred miles is it to Russia?

But he shook his head and laughed again. Between us and Russia lies the strongest of all the Turkish armies, he said. We could never get through.

I am a true man! I said. Tell me the plan! But he only nodded, and rode on.

God loves all true men, said he.


CHAPTER VI

Where the weakest joint is, smite.  RANJOOR SINGH.



Well, sahib, Abraham caught up with us on the evening of the third day after leaving with that letter to the Germans in Angora, having ridden moderately to spare his horse. He said there were only two German officers there when he reached the place, and they seemed worried. They gave him the new saddle asked for, and a new horse under it; also a letter to carry back. Ranjoor Singh gave me the horse and saddle, letting Abraham take my sorry beast, that was beginning to recover somewhat under better treatment.

Ranjoor Singh smiled grimly as he read the letter. He translated parts of it to me  mainly complaints about lack of this and that and the other thing, and very grave complaints against the Turks, who, it seemed, would not cooperate. You would say that was good news to all of us, that should have inspired us with new spirit. But as I said in the beginning, sahib, there are reasons why the British must rule India yet a while. We Sikhs, who would rule it otherwise, are all divided.

We were seven non-commissioned officers. If we seven had stood united behind Ranjoor Singh there was nothing we could not have done, for the men would then have had no example of disunity. You may say that Ranjoor Singh was our rightful officer and we had only to obey him, but I tell you, sahib, obedience that is worth anything must come from the heart and understanding. Ranjoor Singh was as much dependent on good-will as if we had had the choosing of him. So he had to create it, and that which has once been lost, for whatever reason, is doubly and redoubly hard to make again. He did what he did in spite of us, although I tried to help.

Of us seven, first in seniority came I; and as I have tried already to make clear I was Ranjoor. Singhs man (not that he believed it altogether yet). If he had ordered me to make black white, I would have perished in the effort to obey; but I had yet to prove that.

Next in order to me was Gooja Singh, and although I have spared the regiments shame as much as possible, I doubt not that mans spirit has crept out here and there between my words  as a smell creeps from under coverings. He hated me, being jealous. He hated Ranjoor Singh, because of merited rebuke and punishment. He was all for himself, and if one said one thing, he must say another, lest the first man get too much credit. Furthermore, he was a BADMASH, [Footnote: Low ruffian.] born of a money-lenders niece to a man mean enough to marry such. Other true charges I could lay against him, but my tale is of Ranjoor Singh and why should I sully it with mean accounts; Gooja Singh must trespass in among it, but let that be all.

Third of us daffadars in order of seniority was Anim Singh, a big man, born in the village next my fathers. He was a naik in the Tirah in 97 when he came to the rescue of an officer, splitting the skull of an Orakzai, wounding three others, and making prisoner a fourth who sought to interfere. Thus he won promotion, and he held it after somewhat the same manner. A blunt man. A fairly good man. A very good man with the saber. A gambler, it is true  but whose affair is that? A ready eye for rustling curtains and footholds near open windows, but that is his affair again  until the womans husband intervenes. And they say he can look after himself in such cases. At least, he lives. Behold him, sahib. Aye, that is he yonder, swaggering as if India can scarcely hold him  that one with his arm in a sling. A Sikh, sahib, with a soldiers heart and ears too big for his head  excellent things on outpost, where the little noises often mean so much, but all too easy for Gooja Singh to whisper into.

Of the other four, the next was Ramnarain Singh, the shortest as to inches of us all, but perhaps the most active on his feet. A man with a great wealth of beard and too much dignity due to his fathers THALUKDARI [Footnote: Landed estate.] His father pockets the rent of three fat villages, so the son believes himself a wisehead. A great talker. Brave in battle, as one must be to be daffadar of Outrams Own, but too assertive of his own opinion. He and Gooja Singh were ever at outs, resentful of each others claim to wisdom.

Next was Chatar Singh, like me, son and grandson of a soldier of the raj  a bold man, something heavy on his horse, but able to sever a sheep in two with one blow of his saber  very well regarded by the troopers because of physical strength and willingness to overlook offenses. Chatar Singhs chief weakness was respect for cunning. Having only a great bulls heart in him and ability to go forward and endure, he regarded cunning as very admirable; and so Gooja Singh had one daffadar to work on from the outset (although I did what I could to make trouble between them).

The remaining two non-commissioned officers were naiks  corporals, as you would say  Surath Singh and Mirath Singh, both rather recently promoted from the ranks and therefore likely to see both sides to a question (whereas a naik should rightly see but one). Very early I had taken those two naiks in hand, showing them friendship, harping on the honor and pleasure of being daffadar and on the chance of quick promotion.

Given a British commanding officer  just one British officer  even a little young one  one would have been enough  it would have been hard to find better backing for him. Even Gooja Singh would scarcely have failed a British leader. But not only was the feeling still strong against Ranjoor Singh; there was another cloud in the sky. Did the sahib ever lay his hands on loot? No? Ah! Love of that runs in the blood, and crops out generation after generation!

Until the British came and overthrew our Sikh kingdom  and that was not long ago  loot was the staff of life of all Sikh armies. In those days when an army needed pay there was a war. Now, except for one months pay that, as I have told, the Germans had given us, we had seen no money since the day when we surrendered in that Flanders trench; and what the Germans gave us Ranjoor Singh took away, in order to bribe the captain of a Turkish ship. And Gooja Singh swore morning, noon and night that as prisoners of war we should not be entitled to pay from the British in any event, even supposing we could ever contrive to find the British and rejoin them.

Let us loot, then, and pay ourselves! was the unanimous verdict, I being about the only one who did not voice it. I claim no credit. I saw no loot, so what was the use of talking? We were crossing a desert where a crow could have found small plunder. But being by common consent official go-between I rode to Ranjoor Singhs side and told him what the men were saying.

Aye, he nodded, not so much as looking sidewise, any one would know they are saying that. What say the Turk and Tugendheim?

Loot, too! said I, and he grunted.

It was this way, sahib. Our Turkish officer prisoner was always put with his forty men to march in front  behind our advance guard but in front of the carts and infantry. Thus there was no risk of his escaping, because for one thing he had no saddle and rode with much discomfort and so unsafely that he preferred to march on foot more often than not; and for another, that arrangement left him never out of sight of nearly all of us. One of us daffadars would generally march beside him, and some of the Syrian muleteers had learned English either in Egypt or the Levant ports, so that there was no lack of interpreters. I myself have marched beside the Turk for miles and miles on end, with Abraham translating for us.

Why not loot? Who can prevent you? Who shall call you to account? was the burden of the Turks song.

And Tugendheim, who spoke our tongue fluently, marched as a rule among the men, or rode with the mounted men, watched day and night by the four troopers who had charge of him  better mounted than he, and very mindful of their honor in the matter. He made himself as agreeable as he could, telling tales about his life in India  not proper tales to tell to a sahib, but such as to make the troopers laugh; so that finally the things he said began to carry the weight that goes with friendliness. He soon discovered what the feeling was toward Ranjoor Singh, and somehow or other he found out what the Turk was talking about. After that he took the Turks cue (although he sincerely despised Turks) and began with hint and jest to propagate lust for loot in the mens minds. Partly, I think, he planned to enrich himself and buy his way to safety  (although God knows in which direction he thought safety lay!). Partly, I think, he hoped to bring us to destruction, and so perhaps offset his offense of having yielded to our threats, hoping in that way to rehabilitate himself. So goes a lawyer to court, sure of a fee if his client wins, yet sure, too, of a fee if his client loses, enjoying profit and entertainment in any event. Yet who shall blame Tugendheim? Unlike a lawyer, he stood to take the consequences if both forks of the stick should fail. I told Ranjoor Singh all that Tugendheim and the Turk were saying to the men, and his brow darkened, although he made no comment. He did not trust me yet any more than he felt compelled to.

Send Abraham to me, he said at last. So I went and sent Abraham, feeling jealous that the Syrian should hear what I might not.

Ranjoor Singh had been forcing the pace, and by the time I speak of now we had nearly crossed that desert, for a rim of hills was in front of us and all about. It was not true desert, such as we have in our Punjab, but a great plain already showing promise of the spring, with the buds of countless flowers getting ready to burst open; when we lay at rest it amused us to pluck them and try to determine what they would look like when their time should come. And besides flowers there were roots, remarkably good to eat, that the Syrians called daughters of thunder, saying that was the local name. Tugendheim called them truffles. A little water and that desert would be fertile farm-land, or I never saw corn grow!

Ranjoor Singh conversed with Abraham until we entered a defile between the hills; and that night we camped in a little valley with our outposts in a ring around us, Ranjoor Singh sitting by a bright fire half-way up the side of a slope where he could overlook us all and be alone. We had seen mounted men two or three times that day, they mistaking us perhaps for Turkish troops, for they vanished after the first glimpse. Nevertheless, we tethered our horses close in the valley bottom, and lay around them, ready for all contingencies.

I remember that night well, for it was the first since we started eastward in the least to resemble our Indian nights. It made us feel homesick, and some of the men were crooning love-songs. The stars swung low, looking as if a man could almost reach them, and the smoke of our fires hung sweet on the night air. I was listening to Abrahams tales about Turks  tales to make a man bite his beard  when Ranjoor Singh called me in a voice that carried far without making much noise. (I have never known him to raise his voice so high or loud that it lost dignity.) Hira Singh! he called, and I answered Ha, sahib! and went clambering up the hill.

He let me stand three minutes, reading my eyes through the darkness, before he motioned me to sit. So then we sat facing, I on one side of the fire and he the other.

I have watched you, Hira Singh, he said at last. Now and again I have seemed to see a proper spirit in you. Nay, words are but fragments of the wind! said he. (I had begun to make him protestations.) There are words tossing back and forth below, he said, looking past me down into the hollow, where shadows of men were, and now and then the eye of a horse would glint in firelight. Then he said quietly, The spirit of a Sikh requires deeds of us.

Deeds in the dark? said I, for I hoped to learn more of what was in his mind.

Should a Sikhs heart fail him in the dark? he asked.

Have I failed you, said I, since you came to us in the prison camp?

Who am I? said he, and I did not answer, for I wondered what he meant. He said no more for a minute or two, but listened to our pickets calling their numbers one to another in the dark above us.

If you serve me, he said at last, how are you better than the stable-helper in cantonments who groomed my horse well for his own bellys sake? I can give you a full belly, but your honor is your own. How shall I know your heart?

I thought for a long while, looking up at the stars. He was not impatient, so I took time and considered well, understanding him now, but pained that he should care nothing for my admiration.

Sahib, I said finally, by this oath you shall know my heart. Should I ever doubt you, I will tear out your heart and lay it on a dung-hill.

Good! said he. But I remember he made me no threat in return, so that even to this day I wonder how my words sounded in his ears. I am left wondering whether I was man enough to dare swear such an oath. If he had sworn me a threat in return I should have felt more at ease  more like his equal. But who would have gained by that? My heart and my belly are not one. Self-satisfaction would not have helped.

Soon, he said, looking into my eyes beside the fire, we shall meet opportunities for looting. Yet we have food enough for men and mules and horses for many a day to come; and as the corn grows less more men can ride in the carts, so that we shall move the swifter. But now this map of mine grows vague and our road leads more and more into the unknown. We need eyes ahead of us. I can control the men if I stay with them, but in that case who shall ride on and procure intelligence?

In a flash I saw his meaning. There was none but he wise enough to ride ahead. But who else could control the men  men who believed they had sloughed the regiments honor in a Flanders trench and a German prison camp? They were sloughing their personal honor that minute, fraternizing with Turkish prisoners. With their sense of honor gone, could even Ranjoor Singh control them? Perhaps! But if Ranjoor Singh rode forward, who should stay behind and stand in his shoes?

I looked at the stars, that had the color of jewels in them. I listened to the night birds. I heard the wind soughing  the mules and horses stamping  the murmur of mens voices. My tongue itched to say some foolish word, that would have proved me unfit to be trusted out of sight. But the thought came to me to be still and listen. And still I remained until he began again.

If I told the men what the true position is they would grow desperate, he said. They would believe the case hopeless.

They almost believe that now! said I.

Have the Turk and Tugendheim been kept apart? said he.

Aye, I answered. They have not had ten words together.

Good, said he. Neither Turk nor Tugendheim knows the whole truth, but if they get together they might concoct a very plausible, misleading tale.

They would better have been bound and gagged, said I.

No, he answered. If I had bound and gagged them it would have established sympathy between them, and they would have found some way of talking nevertheless. Kept apart and let talk, the Turk will say one thing, Tugendheim another.

True, said I. For now the Turk advises plunder to right and left, and settlement afterward among Armenian villages. He says there are women to be had for the taking. Be a new nation! says he.

And what says Tugendheim? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Plunder! said I. Plunder and push northward into Russia! The Russians will welcome you, says he, and perhaps accept me into their secret service!  Plunder the Turks! says Tugendheim. Plunder the Armenians! says the Turk.

I, too, would be all for Russia, he answered, but it isnt possible. The coast of the Black Sea, and from the Black Sea down to the Persian frontier, is held by a very great Turkish army. The main caravan routes lie to the north of us, and every inch of them is watched.

I am glad then that it must be Egypt, said I. A long march, but friends at the other end. Who but doubts Russians?

He shook his head. Syria and Palestine, he said, are full of an army gathering to invade Egypt. It eats up the land like locusts. An elephant could march easier unseen into a house than we into Syria!

So we must double back? said I. Good! By now they must have ceased looking for us, supposing they ever thought us anything but drowned. Somewhere we can surely find a ship in which to cross to Gallipoli!

He laughed and shook his head again. We slipped through the one unguarded place, he said. If we had come one day later that place, too, would have been held by some watchful one, instead of by the fool we found in charge.

Then at last I thought surely I knew what his objective MUST be. It had been common talk in Flanders how an expedition marched from Basra up the Tigris.

Bagdad! I said. We march to Bagdad to join the British there! Bagdad is good!

But he answered, Bagdad is not yet taken  not yet nearly taken. Between us and Bagdad lies a Turkish army of fifty or sixty thousand men at least.

I sat silent. I can draw a map of the world and set the rivers and cities and boundaries down; so I knew that if we could go neither north  nor south  nor westward, there remained only eastward, straight-forward into Persia. He read my thoughts, and nodded.

Persia is neutral, he said, with a wave of his hand that might mean anything. The Turks have spared no army for one section of the Persian frontier, choosing to depend on savage tribes. And the Germans have given them Wassmuss to help out.

Ah! said I, making ready to learn at last who Wassmuss might be. When we have found this Wassmuss, are we to make him march with us like Tugendheim?

If what the Germans in Stamboul said of him is only half-true, he answered, we shall find him hard to catch. Wassmuss is a remarkable man. Before the war he was consul in Bagdad or somewhere, and he must have improved his time, for he knows enough now to keep all the tribes stirred up against Russians and British. The Germans send him money, and he scatters it like corn among the hens; but the money would be little use without brains. The Germans admire him greatly, and he certainly seems a man to be wondered at. But he is the one weak point, nevertheless  the only key that can open a door for us.

But if he is too wary to be caught? said I.

Who knows? he answered with another of those short gruff laughs. But I know this, said he, that from afar hills look like a blank wall, yet come closer and the ends of valleys open. Moreover, where the weakest joint is, smite! So I shall ride ahead and hunt for that weakest joint, and you shall shepherd the men along behind me. Go and bring Abraham and the Turk!

I went and found them. Abraham was already asleep, no longer wearing the Turkish private soldiers uniform but his own old clothes again (because, the Turkish soldier having done nothing meriting punishment, Ranjoor Singh had ordered him his uniform returned). I awoke him and together we went and found the Turk sitting between a Syrian and Gooja Singh; and although I did not overhear one word of what they were saying, I saw that Gooja Singh believed I had been listening. It seemed good to me to let him deceive himself, so I smiled as I touched the Turks shoulder.

Lo! Here is our second-in-command! sneered Gooja Singh, but I affected not to notice.

Come! said I, showing the Turk slight courtesy, and, getting up clumsily like a buffalo out of the mud, he followed Abraham and me. Some of the men made as if to come, too, out of curiosity, but Gooja Singh recalled them and they clustered round him.

When I had brought the Turk uphill to the fire-side, Ranjoor Singh had only one word to say to him.

Strip! he ordered.

Aye, sahib! There and then, without excuse or explanation, he made the Turkish officer remove his clothes and change with Abraham; and I never saw a man more unwilling or resentful! Abraham had told me all about Turkish treatment of Syrians, and it is the way of the world that men most despise those whom they most ill-treat. So that although Turks have no caste distinctions that I know of, that one felt like a high-caste Brahman ordered to change garments with a sweeper. He looked as if he would infinitely rather die.

Hurry! Ranjoor Singh ordered him in English.

HURRIET? said the Turk. HURRIET is their Turkish for LIBERTY. All the troops in Stamboul used it constantly, and Ranjoor Singh told me it means much the same as the French cry of Liberty, Equality, Fraternity! The Turk seemed bewildered, and opened his eyes wider than ever; but whatever his thoughts were about HURRIET he rightly interpreted the look in Ranjoor Singhs eye and obeyed, grimacing like a monkey as he drew on Abrahams dirty garments.

You shall wear the rags of a driver of mules if you talk any more about loot to your men or mine! said Ranjoor Singh. If I proposed to loot, I would bury you for a beginning, lest there be nothing for the rest of us!

He made Abraham translate that into Turkish, lest the full gist of it be lost, and I sat comparing the two men. It was strange to see what a change the uniform made in Abrahams appearance  what a change, too, came over the Turk. Had I not known, I could never have guessed the positions had once been reversed. Abraham looked like an officer. The Turk looked like a peasant. He was a big up-standing man, although with pouches under his eyes that gave the lie to his look of strength. Now for the first time Ranjoor Singh set a picked guard over him, calling out the names of four troopers who came hurrying uphill through the dark.

Let your honor and this mans ward be one! said he, and they answered Our honor be it!

He could not have chosen better if he had lined up the regiment and taken half a day. Those four were troopers whom I myself had singled out as men to be depended on when a pinch should come, and I wondered that Ranjoor Singh should so surely know them, too.

Take him and keep him! he ordered, and they went off, not at all sorry to be excused from other duties, as now of course they must be. Counting the four who guarded Tugendheim, that made a total of eight troopers probably incorruptible, for there is nothing, sahib, that can compare with imposing a trust when it comes to making sure of mens good faith. Hedge them about with precautions and they will revolt or be half-hearted; impose open trust in them, and if they be well-chosen they will die true.

Now, said he to me when they were out of hearing, I shall take with me one daffadar, one naik, and forty mounted men. Sometimes I shall take Abraham, sometimes Tugendheim, sometimes the Turk. This time I shall take the Turk, and before dawn I shall be gone. Let it be known that the best behaved of those I leave with you shall be promoted to ride with me  just as my unworthy ones shall be degraded to march on foot with you. That will help a little.

Aye, said I, a little. Which daffadar will you take? That will help more! said I.

Gooja Singh, he answered, and I marveled.

Sahib, I said, take him out of sight and bury his body! Make an end! I urged. In Flanders they shot men against a wall for far less than he has talked about!

Flanders is one place and this another, he answered. Should I make those good men more distrustful than they are? Should I shoot Gooja Singh unless I am afraid of him?

I said no more because I knew he was right. If he should shoot Gooja Singh the troopers would ascribe it to nothing else than fear. A British officer might do it and they would say, Behold how he scorns to shirk responsibility! Yet of Ranjoor Singh they would have said, He fears us, and behold the butchery begins! Who shall be next? Nevertheless, had I stood in his shoes, I would have shot and buried Gooja Singh to forestall trouble. I would have shot Gooja Singh and the Turk and Tugendheim all three with one volley. And the Turks forty men would have met a like fate at the first excuse. But that is because I was afraid, whereas Ranjoor Singh was not. I greatly feared being left behind to bring the men along, and the more I thought of it, the worse the prospect seemed; so I began to tell of things I had heard Gooja Singh say against him, and which of the men I had heard and seen to agree, for there is no good sense in a man who is afraid.

Is it my affair to take vengeance on them, or to lead them into safety? he asked. And what could I answer?

After some silence he spread out his map where firelight shone on it and showed Abraham and me where the Tigris River runs by Diarbekr. Thus, he said, we must go, pointing with his finger, and thus  and thus  by Diarbekr, down by the Tigris, by Mosul, into Kurdistan, to Sulimanieh, and thence into Persia  a very long march through very wild country. Outside the cities I am told no Turk dare show himself with less than four hundred men at his back, so we will keep to the open. If the Turks mistake us for Turks, the better for us. If the tribes mistake us for Turks, the worse for us; for they say the tribes hate Turks worse than smallpox. If they think we are Turks they will attack us. We need ride warily.

It would take more Turks than there are, I said, to keep our ruffians from trying to plunder the first city they see! And as for tribes  they are in a mood to join with any one who will help make trouble!

Then it may be, he answered quietly, that they will not lack exercise! Follow me and lend a hand! And he led down toward the camp-fires, where very few men slept and voices rose upward like the noise of a quarrelsome waterfall.

Just as on that night when we captured the carts and Turks and Syrians, he now used the cover of darkness to reorganize; and the very first thing he did was to make the forty Turkish prisoners change clothes with Syrians  the Turks objecting with much bad language and the Syrians not seeming to relish it much, for fear, I suppose, of reprisals. But he made the Turks hand over their rifles, as well, to the Syrians; and then, of all unlikely people he chose Tugendheim to command the Syrians and to drill them and teach them discipline! He set him to drilling them there and then, with a row of fires to see by.

In the flash of an eye, as you might say, we had thus fifty extra infantry, ten of them neither uniformed nor armed as yet, but all of them at least afraid to run away. Tugendheim looked doubtful for a minute, but he was given his choice of that, or death, or of wearing a Syrians cast-off clothes and driving mules. He well understood (for I could tell by his manner of consenting) that Ranjoor Singh would send him into action against the first Turks we could find, thus committing him to further treason against the Central Powers; but he had gone too far already to turn back.

And as for the Syrians-they had had a lifetimes experience of Turkish treatment, and had recently been taught to associate Germans with Turks; so if Tugendheim should meditate treachery it was unlikely his Syrians would join him in it. It was promotion to a new life for them  occupation for Tugendheim, who had been growing bored and perhaps dangerous on that account  and not so dreadfully distressing to the Turkish soldiers, who could now ride on the carts instead of marching on weary feet. They had utterly no ambition, those Turkish soldiers; they cared neither for their officer (which was small wonder) nor for the rifles that we took away, which surprised us greatly (for in the absence of lance or saber, we regarded our rifles as evidence of manhood). They objected to the dirty garments they received in exchange for the uniforms, and they despised us Sikhs for men without religion (so they said!); but it did not seem to trouble them whether they fought on one side or the other, or whether they fought at all, so long as they had cigarettes and food. Yet I did not receive the impression they were cowards  brutes, perhaps, but not cowards. When they came under fire later on they made no effort to desert with the carts to their own side; and when we asked them why, they said because we fed them! They added they had not been paid for more than eighteen months.

Why did not Ranjoor Singh make this arrangement sooner, you ask. Why did he wait so long, and then choose the night of all times? Not all thoughts are instantaneous, sahib; some seem to develop out of patience and silence and attention. Moreover, it takes time for captured men to readjust their attitude  as the Germans, for instance, well knew when they gave us time for thought in the prison camp at Oescherleben. When we first took the Syrians prisoner they were so tired and timid as to be worthless for anything but driving carts, whereas now we had fed them and befriended them. On the other hand, in the beginning, the Turks, if given a chance, would have stampeded with the carts toward Angora.

Now that both Turks and Syrians had grown used to being prisoners and to obeying us, they were less likely to think independently  in the same way that a new-caught elephant in the keddah is frenzied and dangerous, but after a week or two is learning tricks.

And as for choosing the night-time for the change, every soldier knows that the darkness is on the side of him whose plans are laid. He who is taken unawares must then contend with both ignorance and darkness. Thieves prefer the dark. Wolves hunt in the dark. Fishermen fish in the dark. And the wise commander who would change his dispositions makes use of darkness, too. Men who might disobey by daylight are like lambs when they can not see beyond the light a camp-fire throws.

But such things are mental, sahib, and not to be explained like the fire of heavy guns or the shock tactics of cavalry  although not one atom less effective. If Ranjoor Singh had lined up the men and argued with them, there might have been mutiny. Instead, when he judged the second ripe, he made sudden new dispositions in the night and gave them something else to think about without suggesting to their minds that he might be worried about them or suspicious of them. On the contrary, he took opportunity to praise some individuals and distribute merited rewards.

For instance, he promoted the two naiks, Surath Singh and Mirath Singh, to be daffadars on probation, to their very great surprise and absolute contentment. The four who guarded Tugendheim he raised to the rank of naik, bidding them help Tugendheim drill the Syrians without relaxing vigilance over him. Then he chose six more troopers to be naiks. And of the eighty mounted men he degraded eighteen to march on foot again, replacing them with more obedient ones. Then at last I understood why he had chosen some grumblers to ride in the first instance  simply in order that he might make room for promotion of others at the proper time, offsetting discontent with emulation.

Then of the eighty mounted men he picked the forty best. He gave Abrahams saddle to Gooja Singh, set one of the new naiks over the left wing, and Gooja Singh over the right wing of the forty, under himself, and ordered rations for three days to be cooked and served out to the forty, including corn for their horses. They had to carry it all in the knap-sacks on their own backs, since no one of them yet had saddles.

Gooja Singh eyed me by firelight while this was going on, with his tongue in his cheek, as much as to say I had been superseded and would know it soon. When I affected not to notice he said aloud in my hearing that men who sat on both sides of a fence were never on the right side when the doings happen. And when I took no notice of that he asked me in a very loud voice whether my heart quailed at the prospect of being left a mile or two behind. But I let him have his say. Neither he, nor any of the men, had the slightest idea yet of Ranjoor Singhs real plan.

After another talk with me Ranjoor Singh was to horse and away with his forty an hour before daybreak, the Turkish officer riding bareback in Syrian clothes between the four who had been set to guard him. And the sound of the departing hooves had scarcely ceased drumming down the valley when the men left behind with me began to put me to a test. Abraham was near me, and I saw him tremble and change color. Sikh troopers are not little baa-lambs, sahib, to be driven this and that way with a twig! Tugendheim, too, ready to preach mutiny and plunder, was afraid to begin lest they turn and tear him first. He listened with both ears, and watched with both eyes, but kept among his Syrians.

Whither has he gone? the men demanded, gathering round me where I stooped to feel my horses forelegs. And I satisfied myself the puffiness was due to neither splint nor ring-bone before I answered. There was just a little glimmer of the false dawn, and what with that and the dying fires we could all see well enough. I could see trouble  out of both eyes.

Whither rides Ranjoor Singh? they demanded.

Whither we follow! said I, binding a strip from a Syrians loin-cloth round the horses leg. (What use had the Syrian for it now that he wore uniform? And it served the horse well.)

A trooper took me by the shoulder and drew me upright. At another time he should have been shot for impudence, but I had learned a lesson from Ranjoor Singh too recently to let temper get the better of me.

Thou art afraid! said I. Thy hand on my shoulder trembles!

The man let his hand fall and laughed to show himself unafraid. Before he could think of an answer, twenty others had thrust him aside and confronted me.

Whither rides Ranjoor Singh? Whither does he ride? they asked. Make haste and tell us!

Would ye bring him back? said I, wondering what to say. Ranjoor Singh had told me little more than that we were drawing near the neighborhood of danger, and that I was to follow warily along his track. God will put true thoughts in your heart, he told me, if you are a true man, and are silent, and listen. His words were true. I did not speak until I was compelled. Consider the sequel, sahib.

Ye have talked these days past, said I, of nothing but loot  loot  loot! Ye have lusted like wolves for lowing cattle! Yet now ye ask me whither rides Ranjoor Singh! Whither SHOULD he ride? He rides to find bees for you whose stings have all been drawn, that ye may suck honey without harm! He rides to find you victims that can not strike back! Sergeant Tugendheim, said I, see that your Syrians do not fall over one anothers rifles! March in front with them, I ordered, that we may all see how well you drill them! Fall in, all! said I, and he who wishes to be camp guard when the looting begins, let him be slow about obeying!

Well, sahib, some laughed and some did not. The most dangerous said nothing. But they all obeyed, and that was the main thing. Not more than an hour and a half after Ranjoor Singh had ridden off our carts were squeaking and bumping along behind us. And within an hour after that we were in action! Aye, sahib, I should say it was less than an hour after the start when I halted to serve out ten cartridges apiece to the Syrians, that Tugendheim might blood them and get himself into deeper water at the same time. He was angry that I would not give him more cartridges, but I told him his men would waste those few, so why should I not be frugal? When the time came I dont think the Syrians hit anything, but they filled a gap and served a double purpose; for after Tugendheim had let them blaze away those ten rounds a piece there was less fear than ever of his daring to attempt escape. Thenceforward his prospects and ours were one. But my tale goes faster than the column did, that could travel no faster than the slowest man and the weakest mule.

We were far in among the hills now  little low hills with broad open spaces between, in which thousands of cattle could have grazed. Only there were no cattle. I rode, as Ranjoor Singh usually did, twenty or thirty horses length away on the right flank, well forward, where I could see the whole column with one quick turn of the head. I had ten troopers riding a quarter of a mile in front, and a rear-guard of ten more, but none riding on the flanks because to our left the hills were steep and impracticable and to our right I could generally see for miles, although not always.

We dipped into a hollow, and I thought I heard rifle shots. I urged my horse uphill, and sent him up a steep place from the top of which I had a fine view. Then I heard many shots, and looked, and lo a battle was before my eyes. Not a great battle  really only a skirmish, although to my excited mind it seemed much more at first. And the first one I recognized taking his part in it was Ranjoor Singh.

I could see no infantry at all. About a hundred Turkish cavalry were being furiously attacked by sixty or seventy mounted men who looked like Kurds, and who turned out later really to be Kurds. The Kurds were well mounted, riding recklessly, firing from horseback at full gallop and wasting great quantities of ammunition.

The shooting must have been extremely bad, for I could see neither dead bodies nor empty saddles, but nevertheless the Turks appeared anxious to escape  the more so because Ranjoor Singh with his forty men was heading them off. As I watched, one of them blew a trumpet and they all retreated helter-skelter toward us  straight toward us. There was nothing else they could do, now that they had given way. It was like the letter Y  thus, sahib,  see, I draw in the dust  the Kurds coming this way at an angle  Ranjoor Singh and his forty coming this way  and we advancing toward them all along the bottom stroke of the Y, with hills around forming an arena. The best the Turks could do would have been to take the higher ground where we were and there reform, except for the fact that we had come on the scene unknown to them. Now that we had arrived, they were caught in a trap.

There was plenty of time, especially as we were hidden from view, but I worked swiftly, the men obeying readily enough now that a fight seemed certain. I posted Tugendheim with his Syrians in the center, with the rest of us in equal halves to right and left, keeping Abraham by me and giving Anim Singh, as next to me in seniority, command of our left wing. We were in a rough new moon formation, all well under cover, with the carts in a hollow to our rear. By the time I was ready, the oncoming Turks were not much more than a quarter of a mile away; and now I could see empty saddles at last, for some of the Kurds had dismounted and were firing from the ground with good effect.

I gave no order to open fire until they came within three hundred yards of us. Then I ordered volleys, and the Syrians forthwith made a very great noise at high speed, our own troopers taking their time, and aiming low as ordered. We cavalrymen are not good shots as a rule, rather given, in fact, to despising all weapons except the lance and saber, and perhaps a pistol on occasion. But the practise in Flanders had worked wonders, and at our first volley seven or eight men rolled out of the saddles, the horses continuing to gallop on toward us.

The surprise was so great that the Turks drew rein, and we gave them three more volleys while they considered matters, bringing down a number of them. They seemed to have no officer, and were much confused. Not knowing who we were, they turned away from us and made as if to surrender to the enemy they did know, but the Kurds rode in on them and in less than five minutes there was not one Turk left alive. My men were for rushing down to secure the loot, but it seemed likely to me that the Kurds might mistake that for hostility and I prevailed on the men to keep still until Ranjoor Singh should come. And presently I saw Ranjoor Singh ride up to the leader of the Kurds and talk with him, using our Turkish officer prisoner as interpreter. Presently he and the Kurdish chief rode together toward us, and the Kurd looked us over, saying nothing. (Ranjoor Singh told me afterward that the Kurd wished to be convinced that we were many enough to enforce fair play.)

The long and the short of it was that we received half the captured horses  that is, thirty-five, for some had been killed  and all the saddles, no less than ninety of them, besides mauser rifles and uniforms for our ten unarmed Syrians. The Kurds took all the remainder, watching to make sure that the Syrians, whom we sent to help themselves to uniforms, took nothing else. When the Kurds had finished looting, they rode away toward the south without so much as a backward glance at us.

I asked Ranjoor Singh how Turkish cavalry had come to let themselves get caught thus unsupported, and he said he did not know.

Yet I have learned something, he said. I shot the Turkish commanders horse myself, and my men pounced on him. That demoralized his men and made the rest easy. Now, I have questioned the Turk, and between him and the Kurdish chief I have discovered good reason to hurry forward.

I would weigh that Kurds information twice! said I. He cut those Turks down in cold blood. What is he but a cutthroat robber?

Let him weigh what I told him, then, three times! he answered with a laugh. Have you any men hurt?

No, said I.

Then give me a mile start, and follow! he ordered. And in another minute he was riding away at the head of his forty, slowly for sake of the horses, but far faster than I could go with all those laden carts. And I had to give a start of much more than a mile because of the trouble we had in fitting the saddles to our mounts. I wished he had left the captured Turkish officer behind to explain his nations cursed saddle straps!

We rode on presently over the battle-ground; and although I have seen looting on more than one battlefield I have never seen anything so thorough as the work those Kurds had done. They had left the dead naked, without a boot, or a sock, or a rag of cloth among them. Here and there fingers had been hacked off, for the sake of rings, I suppose. There were vultures on the wing toward the dead, some looking already half-gorged, which made me wonder. I wondered, too, whither the Kurds had ridden off in such a hurry. What could be happening to the southward? Ranjoor Singh had gone due east.

It was not long before Ranjoor Singh rode out of sight in a cloud of dust, disappearing between two low hills that seemed to guard the rim of the hollow we were crossing. At midday I let the column rest in the cleft between those hills, not troubling to climb and look beyond because the men were turbulent and kept me watchful, and also because I knew well Ranjoor Singh would send back word of any danger ahead. And so he did. I was sitting eating my own meal when his messenger came galloping through the gap with a little slip of twisted paper in his teeth.

Bring them along, said the message. Dont halt again until you overtake me.

So I made every one of the mounted men take up a man behind, and the rest of the unmounted men I ordered into the carts, including Tugendheims Syrians, judging it better to overtax the animals than to be too long on the road. And the long and short of that was that we overtook Ranjoor Singh at about four that afternoon. Our animals were weary, but the men were fit to fight.

Ranjoor Singh ordered Abraham to take the Syrians and all the carts and horses down into a hollow where there was a water-hole, and to wait there for further orders. Tugendheim was bidden come with us on foot; and without any explanation he led us all toward a low ridge that faced us, rising here and there into an insignificant hill. It looked like blown sand over which coarse grass had grown, and such it proved to be, for it was on the edge of another desert. It was fifty or sixty feet high, and rather difficult to climb, but he led us straight up it, cautioning us to be silent and not to show ourselves on the far side. On the top we crawled forward eighteen or twenty yards on our bellies, until we lay at last gazing downward. It was plain then whence those half-gorged vultures came.

Who shall describe what we saw? Did the sahib ever hear of Armenian massacres? This was worse. If this had been a massacre we would have known what to do, for our Sikh creed bids us ever take the part of the oppressed. But this was something that we did not understand, that held us speechless, each man searching his own heart for explanation, and Ranjoor Singh standing a little behind us watching us all.

There were hundreds of men, women and little children being herded by Turks toward the desert  southward. The line was long drawn out, for the Armenians were weary. They had no food with them, no tents, and scarcely any clothing. Here and there, in parties at intervals along the line, rode Turkish soldiers; and when an Armenian, man or woman or child, would seek to rest, a Turk would spur down on him and prick him back into line with his lance  man, woman or child, as the case might be. Some of the Turks cracked whips, and when they did that the Armenians who were not too far spent would shudder as if the very sound had cut their flesh. How did I know they were Armenians? I did not know. I learned that afterward.

Some wept. Some moaned. But the most were silent and dry-eyed, moving slowly forward like people in a dream. Oh, sahib, I have had bad dreams in my day, and other men have told me theirs, but never one like that!

There was a little water-hole below where we lay  the merest cupful fed by a trickle from below the hill. Some of them gathered there to scoop the water in their hands and drink, and I saw a Turk ride among them, spurring his horse back and forward until the water was all foul mud. Nevertheless, they continued drinking until he and another Turk flogged them forward.

Sahib! said I, calling to Ranjoor Singh. A favor, sahib!

He came and lay beside me with his chin on his hand. What is it? said he.

The life of that Turk who trod the water into mud! said I. Let me have the winding up of his career!

Wait a while! said he. Let the men watch. Watch thou the men!

So I did watch the men, and I saw cold anger grow among them, like an anodyne, making them forget their own affairs. I began to wonder how long Ranjoor Singh would dare let them lie there, unless perhaps he deliberately planned to stir them into uncontrol. But he was wiser than to do that. Just so far he meant their wrath should urge them  so far and no further. He watched as one might watch a fuse.

Those Kurds of this morning, he told me (never taking his eyes off the men) hurried off to the southward expecting to meet this very procession. Kurds hate Turks, and Turks fear Kurds, but in this they are playing to and fro, each into the others hands. The Turks drive Armenians out into the desert, where the Kurds come down on them and plunder. The Turks return for more Armenians, and so the game goes on. I learned all that from our Turkish officer we took this morning.

While he spoke a little child died not a hundred yards away from where I lay. Its mother lay by it and wept, but a Turk spurred down and skewered the childs body on his lance, tossing it into the midst of a score of others who went forward dumbly. Another Turk riding along behind him thrashed the woman to her feet.

That ought to do, said Ranjoor Singh, crawling backward out of sight and then getting to his feet. Then he called us, and we all crawled backward to the rear edge of the ridge. And there at last we stood facing him. I saw Gooja Singh whispering in Anim Singhs great ear. Ranjoor Singh saw it too.

Stand forth, Gooja Singh! he ordered. And Gooja Singh stood a little forward from the others, half-truculent and half-afraid.

What do you want? asked Ranjoor Singh. Of what were you whispering? But Gooja Singh did not answer.

No need to tell me! said Ranjoor Singh. I know! Ye all seek leave to loot! As sons of THALUKDARS [Footnote: Land holder]  as trusted soldiers of the raj  as brave men  honorable men  ye seek to prove yourselves!

They gasped at him  all of them, Tugendheim included. I tell you he was a brave man to stand and throw that charge in the teeth of such a regiment, not one man of whom reckoned himself less than gentleman. I looked to my pistol and made ready to go and die beside him, for I saw that he had chosen his own ground and intended there and then to overcome or fail.

Lately but one thought has burned in all your hearts, he told them. Loot! Loot! Loot! Me ye have misnamed friend of Germany  friend of Turkey  enemy of Britain! Yourselves ye call honorable men!

Why not? asked Gooja Singh, greatly daring because the men were looking to him to answer for them. Hitherto we have done no shameful thing!

No shameful thing? said Ranjoor Singh. Ye have called me traitor behind my back, yet to my face ye have obeyed me these weeks past. Ye have used me while it served your purpose, planning to toss me aside at the first excuse. Is that not shameful? Now we reach the place where ye must do instead of talk. Below is the plunder ye have yearned for, and here stand I, between it and you!

We have yearned for no such plunder as that! said Gooja Singh, for the men would have answered unless he did, and he, too, was minded to make his bid for the ascendency.

No? said Ranjoor Singh. No carrion for me! said the jackal. I only eat what a tiger killed!

He folded his arms and stood quite patiently. None could mistake his meaning. There was to be, one way or the other, a decision reached on that spot as to who sought honor and who sought shame. He himself submitted to no judgment. It was the regiment that stood on trial! A weak man would have stood and explained himself.

Presently Ramnarain Singh, seeing that Gooja Singh was likely to get too much credit with the men, took up the cudgels and stood forward.

Tell us truly, sahib, he piped up. Are you truly for the raj, or is this some hunt of your own on which you lead us?

Ye might have asked me that before! said Ranjoor Singh. Now ye shall answer me my question first! When I have your answer, I will give you mine swiftly enough, in deeds not words! What is the outcome of all your talk? Below there is the loot, and, as I said, here stand I between it and you! Now decide, what will ye!

He turned his back, and that was bravery again; for under his eye the men were used to showing him respect, whereas behind his back they had grown used to maligning him. Yet he had thrown their shame in their very teeth because he knew their hearts were mens hearts. Turning his back on jackals would have stung them to worse dishonor. He would not have turned his back on jackals, he would have driven them before him.

It began to occur to the men that they once made me go-between, and that it was my business to speak up for them now. Many of them looked toward me. They began to urge me. Yet I feared to speak up lest I say the wrong thing. Once it had not been difficult to pretend I took the mens part against Ranjoor Singh, but that was no longer so easy.

What is your will? said I at last, for Ranjoor Singh continued to keep his back turned, and Gooja Singh and Rarnnarain were seeking to forestall each other. Anim Singh and Chatar Singh both strode up to me.

Tell him we will have none of such plunder as that! they both said.

Is that your will? I asked the nearest men, and they said Aye! So I went along the line quickly, repeating the question, and they all agreed. I even asked Tugendheim, and he was more emphatic than the rest.

Sahib! I called to Ranjoor Singh. We are one in this matter. We will have none of such plunder as that below!

He turned himself about, not quickly, but as one who is far from satisfied.

So-ho! None of SUCH plunder! said he. What kind of plunder, then? What is the difference between the sorts of plunder in a stricken land?

Gooja Singh answered him, and I was content that he should, for not only did I not know the answer myself but I was sure that the question was a trap for the unwary.

We will plunder Turks, not wretches such as these! said Gooja Singh.

Aha! said Ranjoor Singh, unfolding his arms and folding them again, beginning to stand truculently, as if his patience were wearing thin. Ye will let the Turks rob the weak ones, in order that ye may rob the Turks! That is a fine point of honor! Ye poor lost fools! Have ye no better wisdom than that? Can ye draw no finer hairs? And yet ye dare offer to dictate to me, and to tell me whether I am true or not! The raj is well served if ye are its best soldiers!

He spat once, and turned his back again.

Ye have said we will have no such plunder! shouted Gooja Singh, but he did not so much as acknowledge the words even by a movement of the head. Then Gooja Singh went whispering with certain of the men, those who from the first had been most partial to him, and presently I saw they were agreed on a course. He stood forward with a new question.

Tell us whither you are leading? he demanded. Tell us the plan?

Ranjoor Singh faced about. In order that Gooja Singh may interfere and spoil the plan? he asked, and Ramnarain Singh laughed very loud at that, many of the troopers joining. That made Gooja Singh angry, and he grew rash.

How shall we know, he asked, whither you lead or whether you be true or not?

As to whither I lead, said Ranjoor Singh, God knows that better than I. At least I have led you into no traps yet. And as to whether I am true or not, it is enough that each should know his own heart. I am for the raj! And he drew his saber swiftly, came to the salute, and kissed the hilt.

Then I spoke up, for I saw my opportunity. So are we for the raj! said I. We too, sahib! And it was with difficulty then that I restrained the men from bursting into cheers. Ranjoor Singh held his hand up, and we daffadars flung ourselves along the line commanding silence. A voice or two  even a dozen men talking  were inaudible, but the Turks would have heard a cheer.

Ye? said Ranjoor Singh. Ye for the raj? I thought ye were all for loot?

Nay! said Gooja Singh, for he saw his position undermined and began to grow fearful for consequences. We are all for the raj, and all were for the raj from the first. It is you who are doubtful!

He thought to arouse feeling again, but the contrast between the one man and the other had been too strong and none gave him any backing. Ranjoor Singh laughed.

Have a care, Gooja Singh! he warned. I promised you court martial and reduction to the ranks should I see fit! To your place in the rear!

So Gooja Singh slunk back to his place behind the men and I judged him more likely than ever to be dangerous, although for the moment overcome. But Ranjoor Singh had not finished yet.

Then, on one point we are agreed, he said. We will make the most of that. Let us salute our own loyalty to India, and the British and the Allies, with determination to give one another credit at least for that in future! Pre  sent arms!

So we presented arms, he kissing the hilt of his saber again; and it was not until three days afterward that I overheard one of the troopers saying that Gooja Singh had called attention to the fact of its being a German saber. For the moment there was no more doubt among us; and if Gooja Singh had not begun to be so fearful lest Ranjoor Singh take vengeance on him there never would have been doubt again. We felt warm, like men who had come in under cover from the cold.

It was growing dusk by that time, and Ranjoor Singh bade us at once to return to where the horses and Syrians waited in the hollow, he himself continuing to sit alone on the summit of the ridge, considering matters. We had no idea what he would do next, and none dared ask him, although many of the men urged me to go and ask. But at nightfall he came striding down to us and left us no longer in doubt, for he ordered girths tightened and ammunition inspected.

The Syrians had no part in that nights doings. They were bidden wait in the shadow of the ridge; with mules inspanned, and with Tugendheim in charge we trusted them, to guard our Turkish prisoners. Tugendheim bit his nails and made as if to pull his mustache out by the roots, but we suffered no anxiety on his account; his safety and ours were one. He had no alternative but to obey.

Before the moon rose we sent our unmounted men to the top of the ridge under Chatar Singh, and the rest of us rode in a circuit, through a gap that Ranjoor Singh had found, to the plain on the far side.

The Turks had driven their convoy into the desert and had camped behind them, nearly three hundred strong. They had made one big fire and many little ones, and looked extremely cheerful, what with the smell of cooking and the dancing flame. Their horses were picketed together in five lines with only a few guards, so that their capture was an easy matter. We caught them entirely by surprise and fell on them from three sides at once, our foot-men from the ridge delivering such a hot fire that some of us were hit. I looked long for the Turk who had fouled the water, and for the other one who had lanced the childs body, but failed to identify either of them. I found two who looked like them, crawling out from under a heap of slain, and shot them through the head; but as to whether I slew the right ones or not I do not know.

Three officers we made prisoner, making five that we had to care for. The other officers were slain. We never knew how few or how many Turks escaped under cover of darkness, but I suspect not more than a dozen or two at the most. Whatever tale they told when they got home again, it is pretty certain they gave the Kurds the blame, for, how should they suppose us to be anything except Kurds?

We took no loot except the horses and rifles. We stacked the rifles in a cart, picked the best horses, taking twenty-five spare ones with us, and gave our worst horses to the Armenians to eat. We sent a few Syrians in a hurry to warn the Armenians in the desert against those Kurds who had ridden to the south to intercept them, and tipped out two cartsful of corn that we could ill spare, putting our wounded in the empty carts. We had one-and-twenty wounded, many of them by our own riflemen.

Then we rode on into the night, Ranjoor Singh urging us to utmost speed. The Armenians begged us to remain with them, or to take them with us. Some clung to our stirrups, but we had to shake them loose. For what could we do more than we had done for them? Should we die with them in the desert, serving neither them nor us? We gave them the best advice we could and rode away. We bade them eat, and scatter, and hide. And I hope they did.

We rode on, laughing to think that Kurds would be blamed for our doings, and wondering whether the Armenians had enough spirit left to make use of the loot we did not touch. Some of us had lances now; a few had sabers; all had good mounts and saddles. We were likely to miss the corn we had given away; but to offset that we had a new confidence in Ranjoor Singh that was beyond price, and I sang as I rode. I sang the ANAND, our Sikh hymn of joy. I knew we were a regiment again at last.


CHAPTER VII

Since when did god take sides against the brave?  RANJOOR SINGH.



Did the sahib ever chance to hear that Persian proverb DUZD NE GIRIFTAH PADSHAH AST? No? It means The uncaught thief is king. Ho! but thenceforward that was a campaign that suited us! None could catch us, for we could come and go like the night wind, and the Turks are heavy on their feet. We helped ourselves to what we needed. And a reputation began to hurry ahead of us that made matters easier, for our numbers multiplied in mens imagination.

The Turks whom we had recently defeated gave Kurds the credit for it, and after the survivors had crawled back home whole Turkish regiments were ordered out by telegraph to hunt for raiding Kurds, not us! We cut all the wires we could find uncut, real Kurds having attended to the business already in most instances, and now, instead of slipping unseen through the land we began to leave our signature, and do deliberate damage.

None can beat Sikhs at such warfare as we waged across the breadth of Asiatic Turkey, and none could beat Ranjoor Singh as leader of it. We could outride the Turks, outwit them, outfight them, and outdare them. As the spring advanced the weather improved and our spirits rose; and as we began to take the offensive more and more our confidence increased in Ranjoor Singh until there might never have been any doubt of him, except that Gooja Singh was too conscious of his own faults to dare let matters be. He was ever on the watch for a chance to make himself safe at Ranjoor Singhs expense. He was a good enough soldier when so minded. All of us daffadars were developing into very excellent troop commanders, and he not least of us; but the more efficient he grew the more dangerous he was, for the very good reason that Ranjoor Singh scorned to take notice of his hate and only praised him for efficiency. Whereas he watched all the time for faults in Ranjoor Singh to take advantage of them.

So I took thought, and used discretion, and chose twelve troopers whom I drafted into Gooja Singhs command by twos and threes, he not suspecting. By ones and twos and threes I took them apart and tested them, saying much the same to each.

Said I, Who mistrusts our sahib any longer? And because I had chosen them well they each made the same answer. Nay, said they, we were fools. He was always truer than any of us. He surrendered in that trench that we might live for some such work as this!

If he were to be slain, said I, what would now become of us?

He must not be slain! said they.

But what if he IS slain? I answered. Who knows his plans for the future?

Ask him to tell his plans, said they. He trusts you more than any of us. Ask and he will tell.

Nay, said I, I have asked and he will not tell. He knows, as well as you or I, that not all the men of this regiment have always believed in him. He knows that none dare kill him unless they know his plans first, for until they have his plans how can they dispense with his leadership?

Who are these who wish to kill him? said they. Let there be court martial and a hanging!

Nay, said I, let there be a silence and forgetting, lest too many be involved!

They nodded, knowing well that not one man of us all would escape condemnation if inquiry could be carried back far enough.

Let there be much watchfulness! said I.

Who shall watch Ranjoor Singh? said they. He is here, there and everywhere! He is gone before dawn, and perhaps we see him again at noon, but probably not until night. And half the night he spends in the saddle as often as not. Who shall watch him?

True! said I. But if we took thought, and decided who might  perhaps  most desire to kill him for evil recollections sake, then we might watch and prevent the deed.

Aye! said they, and they understood. So I arranged with Ranjoor Singh to have them transferred to Gooja Singhs troop, making this excuse and that and telling everything except the truth about it. If I had told him the truth, Ranjoor Singh would have laughed and my precaution would have been wasted, but having lied I was able to ride on with easier mind  such sometimes being the case.

We had little trouble in keeping on the horizon whenever we sighted Turks in force; and then probably the distance deceived them into thinking us Turks, too, for we rode now with no less than five Turkish officers as well as a German sergeant. And in the rear of large bodies of Turks there was generally a defenseless town or village whose Armenians had all been butchered, and whose other inhabitants were mostly too gorged with plunder to show any fight. We helped ourselves to food, clothing, horses, saddlery, horse-feed, and anything else that Ranjoor Singh considered we might need, but he threatened to hang the man who plundered anything of personal value to himself, and none of us wished to die by that means.

We soon began to need medicines and a doctor badly, for we lost no less than eight-and-twenty men between the avenging of those Armenians in the desert and reaching the Kurdish mountains, and once we had more than forty wounded at one time. But finally we captured a Greek doctor, attached to the Turkish army, and he had along with him two mule-loads of medicines. Ranjoor Singh promised him seven deaths for every one of our wounded men who should die of neglect, and most of them began to recover very quickly.

If we had tried merely to plunder; or had raided the same place twice; or, if we had rested merely because we were weary; or, if we had once done what might have been expected of us, I should not now sit beneath this tree talking to you, sahib, because my bones would be lying in Asiatic Turkey. But we rode zigzag-wise, very often doubling on our tracks, Ranjoor Singh often keeping half a days march ahead of us gathering information.

When we raided a town or village we used to tie our Turkish officers hand and foot and cover them up in a cart, for we wished them to be mistaken for Kurds, not Turks. And in almost the first bazaar we plundered were strange hats such as Kurds wear, that gave us when we wore them in the dark the appearance, perhaps, of Kurds who had stolen strange garments (for the Kurds wear quite distinctive clothes, of which we did not succeed in plundering sufficient to disguise us all).

In more than one town we had to fight for what we took, for there were Turkish soldiers that we did not know about, for all Ranjoor Singhs good scouting. Sometimes we beat them off with very little trouble; sometimes we had about enough fighting to warm our hearts and terrify the inhabitants. But in one town we were caught plundering the bazaar by several hundred Turkish infantry who entered from the far side unexpectedly; and if we had not burned the bazaar I doubt that we should have won clear of that trap. But the smoke and flame served us for a screen, and we got to the rear of the Turks and killed a number of them before galloping off into the dark.

But who shall tell in a day what took weeks in the doing? I do not remember the tenth part of it! We rode, and we skirmished, and we plundered, growing daily more proud of Ranjoor Singh, and most of us forgetting we had ever doubted him. Once we rode for ten miles side by side in the darkness with a Turkish column that had been sent to hunt for us! Perhaps they mistook our squeaky old carts for their cannon; that had camped for the night unknown to them! Next day we told some Kurds where to find the cannon, and doubtless the Kurds made trouble. We let the column alone, for it was too big for us  about two regiments, I think. They camped at midnight, and we rode on.

We gave our horses all the care we could, but that was none too much, and we had to procure new mounts very frequently. Often we picked up a dozen at a time in the towns and villages, slaying those we left behind lest they be of use to the enemy. Once we wrought a miracle, being nearly at a standstill from hard marching, and almost surrounded by regiments sent out to cut us off. We raided the horse-lines of a Turkish regiment that had camped beside a stream, securing all the horses we needed and stampeding the remainder! Thus we escaped through the gap that regiment had been supposed to close. We got away with their baked bread, too, enough to last us at least three days! That was not far from Diarbekr.

By the time we reached the Tigris and crossed it near Diarbekr we were happy men; for we were not in search of idleness; all most of us asked was a chance to serve our friends, and making trouble for the Turks was surely service! One way and another we made more trouble than ten times our number could have made in Flanders. Every one of us but Gooja Singh was happy.

We crossed the Tigris in the dark, and some of us were nearly drowned, owing to the horses being frightened. We had to abandon our carts, so we burned them; and by the light of that fire we saw great mounds of Turkish supplies that they intended to float down the river to Bagdad on strange rafts made of goatskins. The sentries guarding the stores put up a little fight, and five more of us were wounded, but finally we burned the stores, and the flames were so bright and high that we had to gallop for two miles before we could be safe again in darkness. So we crossed at a rather bad place, and there was something like panic for ten minutes, but we got over safely in the end, wounded and all. We floated the wounded men and ammunition and rations for men and horses across on some of those strange goatskin rafts that go round and round and any way but forward. We found them in the long grass by the river-bank.

At a town on the far side we seized new carts, far better than our old ones. And then, because we might have been expected to continue eastward, we turned to the south and followed the course of the Tigris, straight into Kurdish country, where it did us no good to resemble either Turks or Kurds; for we could not hope to deceive the Kurds into thinking we were of their tribe, and Turks and Kurds are open enemies wherever the Turks are not strong enough to overawe. They were all Kurds in these parts, and no Turks at all, so that our problem became quite different. After two days riding over what was little else than wilderness, Ranjoor Singh made new dispositions, and we put the Kurdish headgear in our knapsacks.

In the first place, the wounded had been suffering severely from the long forced marches and the jolting of the springless carts. Some of them had died, and the Greek doctor had grown very anxious for his own skin. Ranjoor Singh summoned him and listened to great explanations and excuses, finally gravely permitting him to live, but adding solemn words of caution. Then he ordered the carts abandoned, for there was now no road at all. The forty Turkish soldiers (in their Syrian clothes) were made to carry the wounded in stretchers we improvised, until some got well and some died; those who did not carry wounded were made to carry ammunition, and some of our own men who had tried to disregard Ranjoor Singhs strict orders regarding women of the country were made to help them. That arrangement lasted until we came to a village where the Kurds were willing to exchange mules against the rifles we had taken from the Kurds, one mule for one rifle, we refusing to part with any cartridges.

After that the wounded had to ride on mules, some of them two to a mule, holding each other on, and the cartridge boxes were packed on the backs of other mules, except that men who tried to make free with native women were invariably ordered to relieve a mule. Then we had no further use for the forty Turks, so we turned them loose with enough food to enable them to reach Diarbekr if they were economical. They went off none too eagerly in their Syrian clothes, and I have often wondered whether they ever reached their destination, for the Kurds of those parts are a fierce people, and it is doubtful which they would rather ill-treat and kill, a Turk or a Syrian. The Turks have taught them to despise Armenians and Syrians, but they despise Turks naturally. (All this I learned from Abraham, who often marched beside me.)

Those Turks we have released will go back and set their people on our trail, said Gooja Singh, overlooking no chance to throw discredit.

If they ever get safely back, that is what I hope they will do! Ranjoor Singh answered. We will disturb hornets and pray that Turks get stung!

He would give no explanation, but it was not long before we all understood. Little by little, he was admitting us to confidence in those days, never telling at a time more than enough to arouse interest and hope.

Rather than have him look like a Turk any longer, we had dressed up Abraham in the uniform of one of our dead troopers; and when at last a Kurdish chief rode up with a hundred men at his back and demanded to know our business, Ranjoor Singh called Abraham to interpret. We could easily have beaten a mere hundred Kurds, but to have won a skirmish just then would have helped us almost as little as to lose one. What we wanted was free leave to ride forward.

Where are ye, and whither are ye bound? What seek ye? the Kurd demanded, but Ranjoor Singh proved equal to the occasion.

We be troops from India, said he. We have been fighting in Europe on the side of France and England, and the Germans and Turks have been so badly beaten that you see for yourself what is happening. Behold us! We are an advance party. These Turkish officers you see are prisoners we have taken on our way. Behold, we have also a German prisoner! You will find all the Turks between here and Syria in a state of panic, and if plunder is what you desire you would better make haste and get what you can before the great armies come eating the land like locusts! Plunder the Turks and prove yourselves the friends of French and English!

Sahib, those Kurds would rather loot than go to heaven, and, like all wild people, they are very credulous. There are Kurds and Kurds and Kurds, nations within a nation, speaking many dialects of one tongue. Some of them are half-tame and live on the plains; those the Turks are able to draft into their armies to some extent. Some of the plainsmen, like those I speak of now, are altogether wild and will not serve the Turks on any terms. And most of the hillmen prefer to shoot a Turk on sight. I would rather fight a pig with bare hands than try to stand between a Kurd and Turkish plunder, and it only needed just those few words of Ranjoor Singhs to set that part of the world alight!

We rode for very many days after that, following the course of the Tigris unmolested. The tale Ranjoor Singh told had gone ahead of us. The village Kurds waited to have one look, saw our Turkish prisoners and our Sikh turbans, judged for themselves, and were off! I believe we cost the Turkish garrisons in those parts some grim fighting; and if any Turks were on our trail I dare wager they met a swarm or two of hornets more than they bargained for!

Instead of having to fight our way through that country, we were well received. Wherever we found Kurds, either in tents or in villages, the unveiled women would give us DU, as they call their curds and whey, and barley for our horses, and now and then a little bread. When other persuasion failed, we could buy almost anything they had with a handful or two of cartridges. They were a savage people, but not altogether unpleasing.

Once, where the Tigris curved and our road brought us near the banks, by a high cliff past which the river swept at very great speed, we took part in a sport that cost us some cartridges, but no risk, and gave us great amusement. The Kurds of those parts, having heard in advance of our tale of victory, had decided, to take the nearest loot to hand; so they had made an ambuscade down near the river level, and when we came on the scene we lent a hand from higher up.

Rushing down the river at enormous speed (for the stream was narrow there) forced between rocks with a roar and much white foam the goatskin rafts kept coming on their way to Mosul and Bagdad, some loaded with soldiers, some with officers, and all with goods on which the passengers must sit to keep their legs dry. The rafts were each managed by two men, who worked long oars to keep them in mid-current, they turning slowly round and round.

The mode of procedure was to volley at them, shooting, if possible, the men with oars, but not despising a burst goatskin bag. In case the men with oars were shot, the others would try to take their place, and, being unskilful, would very swiftly run the raft against a rock, when it would break up and drown its passengers, the goods drifting ashore at the bend in the river in due time.

On the other hand, when a few goatskin bags were pierced the raft would begin to topple over and the men with oars would themselves direct the raft toward the shore, preferring to take their chance among Kurds than with the rocks that stuck up like fangs out of the raging water. No, sahib, I could not see what happened to them after they reached shore. That is a savage country.

One of our first volleys struck a raft so evenly and all together that it blew up as if it had been torpedoed! We tried again and again to repeat that performance, until Ranjoor Singh checked us for wasting ammunition. It was very good sport. There were rafts and rafts and rafts  KYAKS, I think they call them  and the amount of plunder those Kurds collected on the beach must have been astonishing.

We gave the city of Mosul a very wide berth, for that is the largest city of those parts, with a very large Turkish garrison. Twenty miles to the north of it we captured a good convoy of mules, together with their drivers, headed toward Mosul, and the mules loads turned out to consist of good things to eat, including butter in large quantities. We came on them in the gathering dusk, when their escort of fifty Turkish infantry had piled arms, we being totally unexpected. So we captured the fifty rifles as well as the mules; and, although the mule-drivers gave us the slip next day, and no doubt gave information about us in Mosul, that did not worry us much. We cut two telegraph wires leading toward Mosul that same night; we cut out two miles of wire in sections, riding away with it, and burned the poles.

After that, whenever we could catch a small party of men, Turks excepted (for that would have been to give the Turks more information than we could expect to get from them), Ranjoor Singh would ask questions about Wassmuss. Most of them would glance toward the mountains at mention of his name, but few had much to tell about him. However, bit by bit, our knowledge of his doings and his whereabouts kept growing, and we rode forward, ever toward the mountains now, wasting no time and plundering no more than expedient.

We saw no more living Armenians on all that long journey. The Turks and Kurds had exterminated them! We rode by burned villages, and through villages that once had been half-Armenian. The non-Armenian houses would all be standing, like to burst apart with plunder, but every single one that had sheltered an Armenian family would lie in ruins. God knows why! On all our way we found no man who could tell us what those people had done to deserve such hatred. We asked, but none could tell us.

One town, through which we rode at full gallop, had Armenian bodies still lying in the streets, some of them half-burned, and there were Kurds and Turks busy plundering the houses. Some of them came out to fire at us, but failed to do us any harm, and, the wind being the right way, we set a light to a dozen houses at the eastward end. Two or three miles away we stopped to watch the whole town go up in flames, and laughed long at the Turks efforts to save their loot.

As we drew near enough to the mountains to see snow and to make out the lie of the different ranges, we ceased to have any fear of pursuit. There was plenty of evidence of Turkish armies not very far away; in fact, at Mosul there was gathering a very great army indeed; but they were all so busy killing and torturing and hunting down Armenians that they seemed to have no time for duty on that part of the frontier. Perhaps that was why the Germans had sent Wassmuss, in order that the Turks might have more leisure to destroy their enemies at home! Who knows? There are many things about this great war to which none know the answer, and I think the fate of the Armenians is one of them.

But who thought any more of Armenians when the outer spurs of the foot-hills began to close around us? Not we, at any rate. We had problems enough of our own. What lay behind us was behind, and the future was likely to afford us plenty to think about! Too many of us had fought among the slopes of the Himalayas now to know how difficult it would be for Turks to follow us; but those mountaineers, who are nearly as fierce as our mountaineers of northern India, and who have ever been too many for the Turks, were likely to prove more dangerous than anything we had met yet.

We had enough food packed on our captured mules to last us for perhaps another eight days when we at last rode into a grim defile that seemed to lead between the very gate-posts of the East  two great mountains, one on either hand, barren, and ragged, and hard. We were being led at that time by a Kurdish prisoner, who had lain by the wayside with the bellyache. Our Greek doctor had physicked him, and he was now compelled to lead us under Ranjoor Singhs directions, with his hands made fast behind him, he riding on a mule with one of our men on either hand. By that time Ranjoor Singh had picked up enough information at different times, and had added enough of it together to know whither we must march, and the Kurd had nothing to do but obey orders.

We had scarcely ridden three hundred yards into the defile of which I speak, remarking the signs of another small body of mounted men who had preceded us, when fifty shots rang out from overhead and we took open order as if a shell had burst among us. Nobody was hit, however, and I think nobody was intended to be hit. I saw that Ranjoor Singh looked unalarmed. He beckoned for Abraham, who looked terrified, and I took Abraham by the shoulder and brought him forward. There came a wild yell from overhead, and Ranjoor Singh made Abraham answer it with something about Wassmuss. In the shouting that followed I caught the word Wassmuss many times.

Presently a Kurdish chief came galloping down, for all the world as one of our Indian mountaineers would ride, leaping his horse from rock to rock as if he and the beast were one. I rode to Ranjoor Singhs side, to protect him if need be, so I heard what followed, Abraham translating.

Whence are ye? said the Kurd. And whither? And what will ye? They are inquisitive people, and they always seem to wish to know those three things first.

I have told you already, I ride from Farangistan, [Footnote: Europe] and I seek Wassmuss. These are my men, said Ranjoor Singh.

No more may reach Wassmuss unless they have the money with them! said the Kurd, very truculently. Two days ago we let by the last party of men who carried only talk. Now we want only money!

Who was ever helped by impatience? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Nay, said the Kurd, we are a patient folk! We have waited eighteen days for sight of this gold for Wassmuss. It should have been here fifteen days ago, so Wassmuss said, but we are willing to wait eighteen more. Until it comes, none else shall pass!

I was watching Ranjoor Singh very closely indeed, and I saw that he saw daylight, as it were, through darkness.

Yet no gold shall come, he answered, until you and I shall have talked together, and shall have reached an agreement.

Agreement? said the Kurd. Ye have my word! Ride back and bid them bring their gold in safety and without fear!

Without fear? said Ranjoor Singh. Then who are ye?

We, said the Kurd, are the escort, to bring the gold in safety through the mountain passes.

So that he may divide it among others? asked Ranjoor Singh, and I saw the Kurd wince. Gold is gold! he went on. Who art thou to let by an opportunity?

Speak plain words, said the Kurd.

Here? said Ranjoor Singh. Here in this defile, where men might come on us from the rear at any minute?

That they can not do, the Kurd answered, for my men watch from overhead.

Nevertheless, said Ranjoor Singh, I will speak no plain words here.

The Kurd looked long at him  at least a whole minute. Then he wiped his nose on the long sleeve of his tunic and turned about. Come in peace! he said, spurring his horse.

Ranjoor Singh followed him, and we followed Ranjoor Singh, without one word spoken or order given. The Kurd led straight up the defile for a little way, then sharp to the right and uphill along a path that wound among great boulders, until at last we halted, pack-mules and all, in a bare arena formed by a high cliff at the rear and on three sides by gigantic rocks that fringed it, making a natural fort.

The Kurds men were mostly looking out from between the rocks, but some of them were sprawling in the shadow of a great boulder in the midst, and some were attending to the horses that stood tethered in a long line under the cliff at the rear. The chief drove away those who lay in the shadow of the boulder in the midst, and bade Ranjoor Singh and me and Abraham be seated. Ranjoor Singh called up the other daffadars, and we all sat facing the Kurd, with Abraham a little to one side between him and us, to act interpreter. That was the first time Ranjoor Singh had taken so many at once into his confidence and I took it for a good sign, although unable to ignore a twinge of jealousy.

Now? said the Kurd. Speak plain words!

You have not yet offered us food, said Ranjoor Singh.

The Kurd stared hard at him, eye to eye. I have good reason, he answered. By our law, he who eats our bread can not be treated as an enemy. If I feed you, how can I let my men attack you afterward?

You could not, said Ranjoor Singh. We, too, have a law, that he with whom we have eaten salt is not enemy but friend. Let us eat bread and salt together, then, for I have a plan.

A plan? said the Kurd. What manner of a plan? I await gold. What are words?

A good plan, said Ranjoor Singh.

And on the strength of an empty boast am I to eat bread and salt with you? the Kurd asked.

If you wish to hear the plan, said Ranjoor Singh. To my enemy I tell nothing; however, let my friend but ask!

The Kurd thought a long time, but we facing him added no word to encourage or confuse him. I saw that his curiosity increased the more the longer we were silent; yet I doubt whether his was greater than my own! Can the sahib guess what Ranjoor Singhs plan was? Nay, that Kurd was no great fool. He was in the dark. He saw swiftly enough when explanations came.

I have three hundred mounted men! the Kurd said at last.

And I near as many! answered Ranjoor Singh. I crave no favors! I come with an offer, as one leader to another!

The Kurd frowned and hesitated, but sent at last for bread and salt, for all our party, except that he ordered his men to give none to our prisoners and none to the Syrians, whom he mistook for Turkish soldiers. If Ranjoor Singh had told him they were Syrians he would have refused the more, for Kurds regard Syrians as wolves regard sheep.

Let the prisoners be, said Ranjoor Singh, but feed those others! They must help put through the plan!

So the Kurd ordered our Syrians, whom he thought Turks, fed too, and we dipped the flat bread (something like our Indian chapatties) into salt and ate, facing one another.

Now speak, and we listen, said the Kurd when we had finished. Some of his men had come back, clustering around him, and we were quite a party, filling all the shadow of the great rock.

How much of that gold was to have been yours? asked Ranjoor Singh, and the Kurds eyes blazed. Wassmuss promised me so-and-so much, he answered, if I with three hundred men wait here for the convoy and escort it to where he waits.

But why do ye serve Wassmuss? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Because he buys friendship, as other men buy ghee, or a horse, or ammunition, said the Kurd. He spends gold like water, saying it is German gold, and in return for it we must harry the British and Russians.

Yet you and I are friends by bread and salt, said Ranjoor Singh, and I offer you all this gold, whereas he offers only part of it! Nay, I and my men need none of it  I offer it all!

At what price? asked the Kurd, suspiciously. Doubtless men who need no gold were as rare among these mountains as in other places!

I shall name a price, said Ranjoor Singh. A low price. We shall both be content with our bargain, and possibly Wassmuss, too, may feel satisfied for a while.

Nay, you must be a wizard! said the Kurd. Speak on!

Tell me first, said Ranjoor Singh, about the party who went through this defile two days ahead of us.

What do you know of them? asked the Kurd.

This, said Ranjoor Singh. We have followed them from Mosul, learning here a little and there a little. What is it that they have with them? Who are they? Why were they let pass?

They were let pass because Wassmuss gave the order, the Kurd answered. They are Germans  six German officers, six German servants  and Kurds  twenty-four Kurds of the plains acting porters and camp-servants  many mules  two mules bearing a box slung on poles between them.

What was in the box? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Nay, I know not, said the Kurd.

Nevertheless, said Ranjoor Singh, my brother is a man with eyes and ears. What did my brother hear?

They said their machine can send and receive a message from places as far apart as Khabul and Stamboul. Doubtless they lied, the Kurd answered.

Doubtless! said Ranjoor Singh. By his slow even breathing and apparent indifference, I knew he was on a hot scent, so I tried to appear indifferent myself, although my ears burned. The Kurds clustering around their leader listened with ears and eyes agape. They made no secret of their interest.

They said they are on their way to Khabul, the Kurd continued, there to receive messages from Europe and acquaint the amir and his ruling chiefs of the true condition of affairs.

How shall they reach Afghanistan? asked Ranjoor Singh. Does a road through Persia lie open to them?

Nay, said the Kurd. Persia is like a nest of hornets. But they are to receive an escort of us Kurds to take them through Persia. We mountain Kurds are not afraid of Persians.

Which Kurds are to provide the escort? Ranjoor Singh asked him, and the Kurd shook his head.

Nay, he said, that none can tell. It is not yet agreed. There is small competition for the task. There are better pickings here on the border, raiding now and then, and pocketing the gold of this Wassmuss between-whiles! Who wants the task of escorting a machine in a box to Khabul?

Nevertheless, said Ranjoor Singh, I know of a leader and his men who will undertake the task.

Who, then? said the Kurd.

I and my men! said Ranjoor Singh; and I held my breath until I thought my lungs would burst. Persia! thought I. Afghanistan! thought I. And what beyond?

Ye are not Kurds, the chief answered, after he had considered a while. Wassmuss said the escort must consist of three hundred Kurds or he will not pay.

The payment shall be arranged between me and thee! said Ranjoor Singh. You shall have all the gold of this next convoy, if you will ride back to Wassmuss and agree that you and your men shall be the escort to Afghanistan.

Who shall guard this pass if I ride back? the Kurd asked.

I! said Ranjoor Singh. I and my men will wait here for the gold. Leave me a few of your men to be guides and to keep peace between us and other Kurds among these mountains. Ride and tell Wassmuss that the gold will not come for another thirty days.

He will not believe, said the Kurd.

I will give you a letter, said Ranjoor Singh.

He will not believe the letter, said the Kurd.

What is that to thee, whether he believes it or not? said Ranjoor Singh. At least he will believe that Turks brought you the letter, and that you took it to him in good faith. Will he charge you with having written it?

Nay, said the Kurd, nodding, I can not write, and he knows it.

Do that, then, said Ranjoor Singh. Ride and agree to be escort for these Germans and their machine to Afghanistan. Leave me here with ten or a dozen of your men, who will guide me after I have the gold to where you shall be camping with your Germans somewhere just beyond the Persian border. I will arrange to overtake you after dusk  perhaps at midnight. There I will give you the gold, and you shall ride away. I and my men will ride on as escort to the Germans.

What if they object? said the Kurd.

Who? The men with the box, or Wassmuss? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Nay, said the Kurd, Wassmuss will be very glad to get a willing escort. He is in difficulty over that. There will be no objection from him. But what if the men with the box object to the change of escorts?

We be over two hundred, and they thirty! answered Ranjoor Singh, and the Kurd nodded.

After all, he said, that is thy affair. But how am I to know that you and your men will not ride off with the gold? Nay, I must have the gold first!

Ranjoor Singh shook his head.

Then I and my men will stay here and help seize the gold, the Kurd said meaningly.

Nay! said Ranjoor Singh. For then you would fight me for it!

Thou and I have eaten bread and salt together! said the Kurd.

True, said Ranjoor Singh, therefore trust me, for I am a Sikh from India.

I know nothing of Sikhs, or of India, said the Kurd. Gold I know in the dark, by its jingle and weight, but who knows the heart of a man?

Then listen, said Ranjoor Singh. If you and your men seize the gold, you must bear the blame. When the Turks come later on for vengeance, you will hang. But if I stay and take the gold, who shall know who I am? You will be able to prove with the aid of Wassmuss that neither you nor your men were anywhere near when, the attack took place.

Then you will make an ambush? said the Kurd.

I will set a trap, said Ranjoor Singh. Moreover, consider this: You think I may take the gold and keep it. How could I? Having taken it from the Turks, should I ride back toward Turkey? Whither else, then? Shall I escape through Persia, with you and your Kurds to prevent? Nay, we must make a fair bargain as friend with friend  and keep it!

If I do as you say, said the Kurd, if I take this letter to Wassmuss, and agree with him to escort those Germans across Persia, what, then, if you fail to get the gold? What if the Turks get the better of you?

Dead men can not keep bargains! answered Ranjoor Singh. I shall succeed or die. But consider again: I have led these men of mine hither from Stamboul, deceiving and routing and outdistancing Turkish regiments all the way. Shall I fail now, having come so far?

Insha Allah! said the Kurd, meaning, If God wills.

Since when did God take sides against the brave? Ranjoor Singh asked him, and the Kurd said nothing; but I feared greatly because they seemed on the verge of a religious argument, and those Kurds are fanatics. If anything but gold had been in the balance against him, I believe that Kurd would have defied us, for, although he did not know what Sikhs might be, he knew us for no Musselmen. I saw his eyes look inward, meditating treachery, not only to Wassmuss, but to us, too. But Ranjoor Singh detected that quicker than I did.

Let us neglect no points, he said, and the Kurd brought his mind back with an effort from considering plans against us. It would be possible for me to get that gold, and for other Kurds  not you or your men, of course, but other Kurds  to waylay me in the mountains. Therefore let part of the agreement be that you leave with me ten hostages, of whom two shall be your blood relations.

The Kurd winced. He was a little keen man, with, a thin face and prominent nose; not ill-looking, but extremely acquisitive, I should say.

Wassmuss holds my brother hostage! he answered grimly, as if he had just then thought of it.

I have a German prisoner here, said Ranjoor Singh, with the nearest approach to a smile that he had permitted himself yet, and Wassmuss will be very glad to exchange him against your brother when the time comes.

Ah! said the Kurd, and  

Ah! said Ranjoor Singh. He saw now which way the wind blew, and, like all born cavalry leaders, he pressed his advantage.

Do the Turks hold any of your men prisoner? he asked.

Aye! said the Kurd. They hold an uncle of mine, and my half-brother, and seven of my best men. They keep them in jail in fetters.

I have five Turkish prisoners, all officers, one a bimbashi, whom I will give you when I hand over the gold. The Turks will gladly trade your men against their officers, Ranjoor Singh assured him. You shall have them and the German to make your trade with.

It was plain the Kurd was more than half-convinced. His men who swarmed around him were urging him in whispers. Doubtless they knew he would keep most, if not all, of the gold for himself, but the safety of their friends made more direct appeal and I dont think he would have dared neglect that opportunity for fear of losing their allegiance. Nevertheless, he bargained to the end.

Give me, then, ten hostages against my ten, and we are agreed! he urged.

Nay, nay! said Ranjoor Singh. It is my task to fight for that gold. Shall I weaken my force by ten men? Nay, we are already few enough! I will give you one  to be exchanged against your ten at the time of giving up the gold in Persia.

Ten! said the Kurd. Ten against ten!

One! said Ranjoor Singh, and I thought they would quarrel and the whole plan would come to nothing. But the Kurd gave in.

Then one officer! said the Kurd, and I trembled, for I saw that Ranjoor Singh intended to agree to that, and I feared he might pick me. But no. If I had thought a minute I would not have feared, yet who thinks at such times? The men who think first of their charge and last of their own skin are such as Ranjoor Singh; a year after war begins they are still leading. The rest of us must either be content to be led, or else are superseded. I burst into a sweat all over, for all that a cold wind swept among the rocks. Yet I might have known I was not to be spared.

After two seconds, that seemed two hours, he said to the Kurd, Very well. We are agreed. I will give you one of my officers against ten of your men. I will give you Gooja Singh! said he.

Sahib, I could have rolled among the rocks and laughed. The look of rage mingled with amazement on Gooja Singhs fat face was payment enough for all the insults I had received from him. I could not conceal all my merriment. Doubtless my eyes betrayed me. I doubt not they blazed. Gooja Singh was sitting on the other side of Ranjoor Singh, partly facing me, so that he missed nothing of what passed over my face  as I scarcely intended that he should. And in a moment my mirth was checked by sight of his awful wrath. His face had turned many shades darker.

I am to be hostage? he said in a voice like grinding stone.

Aye, said Ranjoor Singh. Be a proud one! They have had to give ten men to weigh against you in the scale!

And I am to go away with them all by myself into the mountains?

Aye, said Ranjoor Singh. Why not? We hold ten of theirs against your safe return.

Good! Then I will go! he answered, and I knew by the black look on his face and by the dull rage in his voice that he would harm us if he could. But there was no time just then to try to dissuade Ranjoor Singh from his purpose, even had I dared. There began to be great argument about the ten hostages the Kurd should give, Ranjoor Singh examining each one with the aid of Abraham, rejecting one man after another as not sufficiently important, and it was two hours before ten Kurds that satisfied him stood unarmed in our midst. Then he gave up Gooja Singh in exchange for them; and Gooja Singh walked away among the Kurds without so much as a backward look, or a word of good-by, or a salute.

He should be punished for not saluting you, said I, going to Ranjoor Singhs side. It is a bad example to the troopers.

KUCH  KUCH  , said he. No trouble. Black hearts beget black deeds. White hearts, good deeds. Maybe we all misjudged him. Let him prove whether he is true at heart or not.

Observe, sahib, how he identified himself with us, although he knew well that all except I until recently had denied him title to any other name than traitor. Maybe we all misjudged, said he, as much as to say, What my men have done, I did. So you may tell the difference between a great man and a mean one.

Better have hanged him long ago! said I. He will be the ruin of us yet! But he laughed.

Sahib, I said. Suppose he should get to see this Wassmuss?

I have thought of that, he answered. Why should the Kurds let him go near Wassmuss? Unless they return him safely to us we can execute their hostages; they will run no risk of Wassmuss playing tricks with Gooja Singh. Besides, from what I can learn and guess from what the Kurds say, this Wassmuss is to all intents and purposes a prisoner. Another tribe of Kurds, pretending, to protect him, keep him very closely guarded. The best he can do is to play off one tribe against another. Our friend said Wassmuss holds his brother for hostage, but I think the fact is the other tribe holds him and Wassmuss gets the blame. I suspect they held our friends brother as security for the gold he is to meet and escort back. There is much politics working in these mountains.

Much politics and little hope for us! said I, and at that he turned on me as he never had done yet. No, sahib, I never saw him turn on any man, nor speak as savagely as he did to me then. It was as if the floodgates of his weariness were down at last and I got a glimpse of what he suffered  he who dared trust no one all these months and miles.

Did I not say months ago, he mocked, that if I told you half my plan you would quail? And that if I told the whole, you would pick it to pieces like hens round a scrap of meat? Man without thought! Can I not see the dangers? Have I no eyes  no ears? Do I need a frog to croak to me of risks whichever way I turn? Do I need men to hang back, or men to lend me courage?

Who hangs back? said I. Nay, forward! I will die beside you, sahib!

I seek life for you all, not death, he answered, but he spoke so sadly that I think in that minute his hope and faith were at lowest ebb.

Nevertheless, I answered, if need be, I will die beside you. I will not hang back. Order, and I obey! But he looked at me as if he doubted.

Boasting, he said, is the noise fools make to conceal from themselves their failings!

What could I answer to that? I sat down and considered the rebuff, while he went and made great preparation for an execution and a Turkish funeral. So that there was little extra argument required to induce one of our Turkish officer prisoners  the bimbashi himself, in fact  to write the letter to Wassmuss that Ranjoor Singh required. And that he gave to the Kurdish chief, and the Kurd rode away with his men, not looking once back at the hostages he had left with us, but making a great show of guarding Gooja Singh, who rode unarmed in the center of a group of horsemen. That instant I began to feel sorry for Gooja Singh, and later, when we advanced through those blood-curdling mountains I was sorrier yet to think of him borne away alone amid savages whose tongue he could not speak. The men all felt sorry for him too, but Ranjoor Singh gave them little time for talk about it, setting them at once to various tasks, not least of which was cleaning rifles for inspection.

I took Abraham to interpret for me and went to talk with our ten hostages, who were herded together apart from the other ten armed Kurds. They seemed to regard themselves as in worse plight than prisoners and awaited with resignation whatever might be their kismet. So I asked them were they afraid lest Gooja Singh might meet with violence, and they replied they were afraid of nothing. They added, however, that no man could say in those mountains what this day or the next might bring forth.

Then I asked them about Wassmuss, and they rather confirmed Ranjoor Singhs guess about his being practically a prisoner. They said he was ever on the move, surrounded and very closely watched by the particular tribe of Kurds that had possession of him for the moment.

First it is one tribe, then another, they told me. If you keep your bargain with our chief and he gets this gold, we shall have Wassmuss, too, within a week, for we shall buy the allegiance of one or two more tribes to join with us and oust those Kurds who hold him now. Hitherto the bulk of his gold has been going into Persia to bribe the Bakhtiari Khans and such like, but that day is gone by. Now we Kurds will grow rich. But as for us  they shrugged their shoulders like this, sahib, meaning to say that perhaps their day had gone by also. I left them with the impression they are very fatalistic folk.

There was no means of knowing how long we might have to wait there, so Ranjoor Singh gave orders for the best shelter possible to be prepared, and what with the cave at the rear, and plundered blankets, and one thing and another we contrived a camp that was almost comfortable. What troubled us most was shortage of fire-wood, and we had to send out foraging parties in every direction at no small risk. The Kurds, like our mountain men of northern India, leave such matters to their women-folk, and there was more than one voice raised in anger at Ranjoor Singh because he had not allowed us to capture women as well as food and horses. Our Turkish prisoners laughed at us for not having stolen women, and Tugendheim vowed he had never seen such fools.

But as it turned out, we had not long to wait. That very evening, as I watched from between two great boulders, I beheld a Turkish convoy of about six hundred infantry, led by a bimbashi on a gray horse, with a string of pack-mules trailing out behind them, and five loaded donkeys led by soldiers in the midst. They were heading toward the hills, and I sent a man running to bring Ranjoor Singh to watch them.

It soon became evident that they meant to camp on the plains for that night. They had tents with them, and they pitched a camp three-quarters of a mile, or perhaps a mile away from the mouth of our defile, at a place where a little stream ran between rocks. It was clear they suspected no treachery, or they would never have chosen that place, they being but six hundred and the hills full of Kurds so close at hand. Nevertheless, they were very careful to set sentries on all the rocks all about, and they gave us no ground for thinking we might take them by surprise. Seeing they outnumbered us, and we had to spare a guard for our prisoners and hostages, and that fifty of our force were Syrians and therefore not much use, I felt doubtful. I thought Ranjoor Singh felt doubtful, too, until I saw him glance repeatedly behind and study the sky. Then I began to hope as furiously as he.

The Turks down on the plain were studying the sky, too. We could see them fix bayonets and make little trenches about the tents. Another party of them gathered stones with which to re-enforce the tent pegs, and in every other way possible they made ready against one of those swift, sudden storms that so often burst down the sides of mountains. Most of us had experienced such storms a dozen times or more in the foot-hills of our Himalayas, and all of us knew the signs. As evening fell the sky to our rear grew blacker than night itself and a chill swept down the defile like the finger of death.

Repack the camp, commanded Ranjoor Singh. Stow everything in the cave.

There was grumbling, for we had all looked forward to a warm nights rest.

To-night your hearts must warm you! he said, striding to and fro to make sure his orders were obeyed. It was dark by the time we had finished, Then he made us fall in, in our ragged overcoats  aye, ragged, for those German overcoats had served as coats and tents and what-not, and were not made to stand the wear of British ones in any case  unmounted he made us fall in, at which there was grumbling again.

Ye shall prove to-night, he said, whether ye can endure what mules and horses never could! Warmth ye shall have, if your hearts are true, but the man who can keep dry shall be branded for a wizard! Imagine yourselves back in Flanders!

Most of us shuddered. I know I did. The wind had begun whimpering, and every now and then would whistle and rise into a scream. A few drops of heavy rain fell. Then would come a lull, while we could feel the air grow colder. Our Flanders experience was likely to stand us in good stead.

Tugendheim and the Syrians were left in charge of our belongings. There was nothing else to do with them because the Syrians were in more deathly fear of the storm than they ever had been of Turks. Nevertheless, we did not find them despicable. Unmilitary people though they were, they had inarched and endured and labored like good men, but certain things they seemed to accept as being more than men could overcome, and this sort of storm apparently was one of them. We tied the mules and horses very carefully, because we did not believe the Syrians would stand by when the storm began, and we were right. Tugendheim begged hard to be allowed to come with us, but Ranjoor Singh would not let him. I dont know why, but I think he suspected Tugendheim of knowing something about the German officers who were ahead of us, in which case Tugendheim was likely to risk anything rather than continue going forward; and, having promised him to the Kurdish chief, it would not have suited Ranjoor Singh to let him escape into Turkey again.

The ten Kurds who had been left with us as guides and to help us keep peace among the mountains all volunteered to lend a hand in the fight, and Ranjoor Singh accepted gladly. The hostages, on the other hand, were a difficult problem; for they detested being hostages. They would have made fine allies for Tugendheim, supposing he had meditated any action in our rear. They could have guided him among the mountains with all our horses and mules and supplies. And suppose he had made up his mind to start through the storm to find Wassmuss with their aid, what could have prevented him? He might betray us to Wassmuss as the price of his own forgiveness. So we took the hostages with us, and when we found a place between some rocks where they could have shelter we drove them in there, setting four troopers to guard them. Thus Tugendheim was kept in ignorance of their whereabouts, and with no guides to help him play us false. As for the Greek doctor, we took him with us, too, for we were likely to need his services that night, and in truth we did.

We started the instant the storm began  twenty minutes or more before it settled down to rage in earnest. That enabled us to march about two-thirds of the way toward the Turkish camp and to deploy into proper formation before the hail came and made it impossible to hear even a shout. Hitherto the rain had screened us splendidly, although it drenched us to the skin, and the noise of rain and wind prevented the noise we made from giving the alarm; but when the hail began I could not hear my own foot-fall. Ranjoor Singh roared out the order to double forward, but could make none hear, so he seized a rifle from the nearest man and fired it off. Perhaps a dozen men heard that and began to double. The remainder saw, and followed suit.

The hail was in our backs. No man ever lived who could have charged forward into it, and not one of the Turkish sentries made pretense at anything but running for his life. Long before we reached their posts they were gone, and a flash of lightning showed the tents blown tighter than drums in the gaining wind and white with the hailstones. When we reached the tents there was hail already half a foot deep underfoot where the wind had blown it into drifts, and the next flash of lightning showed one tent  the bimbashis own  split open and blown fluttering into strips. The bimbashi rushed out with a blanket round his head and shoulders and tried to kick men out of another tent to make room for him, and failing to do that he scrambled in on top of them. Opening the tent let the wind in, and that tent, too, split and fluttered and blew away. And so at last they saw us coming.

They saw us when we were so close that there was no time to do much else than run away or surrender. Quite a lot of them ran away I imagine, for they disappeared. The bimbashi tried to pistol Ranjoor Singh, and died for his trouble on a troopers bayonet. Some of the Turks tried to fight, and they were killed. Those who surrendered were disarmed and driven away into the storm, and the last we saw of them was when a flash of lightning showed them hurrying helter-skelter through the hail with hands behind their defenseless heads trying to ward off hailstones. They looked very ridiculous, and I remember I laughed.

I? My share of it? A Turkish soldier tried to drive a bayonet through me. I think he was the last one left in camp (the whole business can only have lasted three or four minutes, once we were among them). I shot him with the repeating pistol that had once been Tugendheims  this one, see, sahib  and believing the camp was now ours and the fighting over, I lay down and dragged his body over me to save me from hailstones, that had made me ache already in every inch of my body. I rolled under and pulled the body over in one movement; and seeing the body and thinking a Turk was crawling up to attack him, one of our troopers thrust his bayonet clean through it. It was a goodly thrust, delivered by a man who prided himself on being workmanlike. If the Turk had not been a fat one I should not be here. Luckily, I had chosen one whose weight made me grunt, and because of his thickness the bayonet only pierced an inch or two of my thigh.

I yelled and kicked the body off me. The trooper made as if to use the steel again, thinking we were two Turks, and my pointing a pistol at him only served to confirm the belief. But next minute the lightning showed the true facts, and he came and sat beside me with his back to the hail, grinning like an ape.

That was a good thrust of mine! he bellowed in my ear. But for me that Turk would have had your life!

When I had cursed his mothers ancestors for a dozen generations in some detail the truth dawned on him at last. I took his weapon away from him while he bound a strip of cloth about my thigh, for I knew the thought had come into his thick skull to finish me off and so save explanation afterward. I would gladly have let him go with nothing further said, for I knew the mans first intention had been honest enough, but did not dare do that because he would certainly suppose me to be meditating vengeance. So I flew into a great rage with him, and drove him in front of me until we found a dead mule  whether killed by hail or bullet I dont know  and he and I lay between the mules legs, snuggling under its belly, until the storm should cease and I could take him before Ranjoor Singh.

I did not know where the gold was, nor where anything or anybody was. I could see about three yards, except when the lightning flashed; and then I could see only stricken plain, with dead animals lying about, and fallen tents lumpy with the men who huddled underneath, and here and there a live animal with his rump to the hail and head between his forelegs.

When the storm ceased, suddenly, as all such mountain hail-storms do, I ordered my trooper in front of me and went limping through the darkness shouting for Ranjoor Singh, and I found him at last, sitting on the rump of a dead donkey with the ten boxes of gold coin beside him  quite little boxes, yet only two to a donkey load.

I have the gold, he said. What have you?

A stab, said I, and the fool who gave it me! And I showed my leg, with the blood trickling down. I had killed a Turk, said I, and this muddlehead with no discernment had the impudence to try to finish the job. Behold the result!

He was one great bruise from head to foot from hailstones, yet with all he had to think about and all his aches, he had understanding enough to spare for my little problem. He saw at once that he must punish the man in order to convince him his account with me was settled.

Be driver of asses, he ordered, until we reach Persia! There were five asses. One is dead. It is good we have another to replace the fifth!

There goes the trooper, sahib  he yonder with the limp. He and I are as good friends to-day as daffadar and trooper can be, but he would have slain me to save himself from vengeance unless Ranjoor Singh had punished him that night. But my tale is not of that trooper, nor of myself. I tell of Ranjoor Singh. Consider him, sahib, seated on the dead ass beside ten chests of captured gold, with scarcely a man of us fit to help him or obey an order, and himself bleeding in fifty places where the hail had pierced his skin. We were drenched and numbed, with the spirit beaten out of us; yet I tell you he wiped the blood from his nose and beard and made us save ourselves!


CHAPTER VIII

Once in a lifetime. Once is enough!  HIRA SINGH.



Well, sahib, our journey was not nearly at an end, but my tale is; I can finish it by sundown. After that fight there was no more doubt of us; we were one again  one in our faith in our leader, and with men so minded such a man as Ranjoor Singh can make miracles seem like details of a days work.

Turks who had been bayoneted and Turks slain by hailstones lay all about us, and we should have been dead, too, only that the hail was in our backs. As it was, ten of our men lay killed and more than thirty stunned, some of whom did not recover. Our little Greek doctor announced himself too badly injured to help any one, but when Ranjoor Singh began to choose a firing party for him, he changed his mind.

The four living donkeys were too bruised by the hail to bear a load, but the Turks had had some mules with them and we loaded our dead and wounded on those, gathered up the plunder, told off four troopers to each chest of gold, and dragged ourselves away. It was essential that we get back to the hills before dawn should disclose our predicament, for whatever Kurds should chance to spy us would never have been restrained by promises or by ritual of friendship from taking prompt advantage. A savage is a savage.

The moon came out from behind clouds, and we cursed it, for we did not want to be seen. It shone on a world made white with hail  on a stricken camp  dead animals  dead men. We who had swept down from the hills like the very spirit of the storm itself returned like a funeral cortege, all groaning, chilled to the bone by the searching wind, and it was beginning to be dawn when the last man dragged himself between the boulders into our camping ground. We looked so little like victors that the Syrians sent up a wail and Tugendheim began tugging at his mustaches, but Ranjoor Singh set them at once to feeding and grooming animals and soon disillusioned them as to the outcome of the night.

Now we began to pray for time, to recover from the effects of hail and chill. Some of the men began to develop fevers, and if Ranjoor Singh had not fiercely threatened the doctor, things might have gone from bad to worse. As it was, three men died of something the matter with their lungs, and five men died of wounds. Yet, on the other hand, we did not desire too much time, because (surest of all certainties) the Turks were going to send regiments in a hurry to wreak vengeance. Before noon, somebody rallied the remnants of the convoy we had beaten and brought them back to bury dead and look for property, and they looked quite a formidable body as I watched them from between the boulders. They soon went away again, having found nothing but tents torn to rags; but I counted more than four hundred, which rather lessened my conceit. It had been the storm that night that did the work, not we.

We could not burn our dead, for lack of sufficient wood, although we drove the Syrians out of camp to gather more; so we buried them in a trench, and covered them, and laid little fires at intervals along the new-stamped earth and set light to those. We did not bury them very deep, because a bayonet is a fool of a weapon with which to excavate a grave and a Syrian no expert digger in any case; so when the fires were burned out we piled rocks on the grave to defeat jackals.

The Kurdish chief returned on the fifth day and by that time, although most of us still ached, some of us looked like men again, and what with the plunder we had taken, and the chests of gold in full view, he was well impressed. He began by demanding the gold at once, and Ranjoor Singh surprised me by the calm courtesy with which he refused.

Why should my brother seek to alter the terms of our bargain? he asked.

For a long time the Kurd made no answer, but sat thinking for some excuse that might deceive us. Then suddenly he abandoned hope of argument and flew into a rage, spitting savagely and pouring out such a flood of words that Abraham could hardly translate fast enough.

That pig you gave me for a hostage played a trick! he shouted. He and a man of mine knew Persian. They talked together. Then in the night they ran away, and your hostage went to Wassmuss, and has told him all the truth and more untruth into the bargain than ten other men could invent in a year! So Wassmuss threw in my teeth that letter you gave me, and I was laughed out of countenance by a heritage of spawn of Tophet! And what has Wasmuss done but persuade three hundred Kurds of a tribe who are my enemies to accept this duty of escort at a great price! And so your Germans are gone into Persia already! Now give me the gold and my hostages back, and I will leave you to your own devices!

It was an hour before Ranjoor Singh could calm him, and another hour again before cross-examination induced him to tell all the truth; and the truth was not reassuring. Wassmuss, he said, probably did not know yet that we had taken the gold, but the news was on the way, for spies had talked in the night with the ten Kurds whom he left with us to be guides and to help us keep peace. We had given those ten a Turkish rifle each and various other plunder, because they helped us in the fight, and they had promised in return to hold their tongues. But a savage is a savage, and there is no controverting it.

What is Wassmuss likely to do? Ranjoor Singh asked.

Do? said the Kurd. He has done! He has set two tribes by the ears and sent them down to surround you and hem you in and starve you to surrender! So give me the gold, that I may get away with it before a thousand men come to prevent, and give me back my hostages!

If what was happening now had taken place but a week before, Ranjoor Singh would have found himself in a fine fix, for all except I would have there and then denounced him for a bungler, or a knave. But now the other daffadars who clustered around him and me said one to the other, Let us see what our sahib makes of it! The men sent word to know what was being revealed through two long hours of talk, and Chatar Singh went back to bid them have patience.

Is there trouble? they asked, and he answered Aye!

Tell our sahib we stand behind him! they answered, and Chatar Singh brought that message and I think it did Ranjoor Singhs heart good,  not that he would not have done his best in any case.

You have lost my hostage, and I hold yours, he told the Kurd, so now, if you want yours back you must pay whatever price I name for them!

Who am I to pay a price? the Kurd demanded. I have neither gold nor goods, nor anything but three hundred men!

Where are thy men? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Within an hours ride, said the Kurd, watching for the men who come from Wassmuss.

You shall have back your hostages, said Ranjoor Singh, when I and my men set foot in Persia!

How shall you reach Persia? laughed the Kurd. A thousand men ride now to shut you off! Nay, give me the gold and my men, and ride back whence you came!

Then it was Ranjoor Singhs turn to laugh. Sikhs who are facing homeward turn back for nothing less than duty! he answered. I shall fight the thousand men that Wassmuss sends. If they conquer me they will take the gold and your hostages as well.

The Kurd looked amazed. Then he looked thoughtful. Then acquisitive  very acquisitive indeed. It seemed to me that he contemplated fighting us first, before the Wassmuss men could come. But Ranjoor Singh understood him better. That Kurd was no fool  only a savage, with a great hunger in him to become powerful.

My men are seasoned warriors, said Ranjoor Singh, and being men of our word first and last, we are good allies. Has my brother a suggestion?

What if I help you into Persia? said the Kurd.

But Ranjoor Singh was wary. Help me in what way? he asked, and the Kurd saw it was no use to try trickery.

What if I and my men fight beside you and yours, and so you win through to Persia? asked the Kurd.

As I said, said Ranjoor Singh, you shall have back your hostages on the day we set foot in Persia.

But the gold! said the Kurd. But the gold!

Half of the gold you shall have on the third day after we reach Persia, said Ranjoor Singh.

Well, sahib, as to that they higgled and bargained for another hour, Ranjoor Singh yielding little by little until at last the bargain stood that the Kurd should have all the gold except one chest on the seventh day after we reached Persia. Thus, the Kurds would be obliged to give us escort well on our way. But the bargaining was not over yet. It was finally agreed that after we reached Persia, provided the Kurds helped us bravely and with good faith, on the first day we would give them back their hostages; on the third day we would give them Tugendheim, to trade with Wassmuss against the Kurds brother (thus keeping Ranjoor Singhs promise to Tugendheim to provide for him in the end); on the fifth day we would give them our Turkish officer prisoners, to trade with the Turks against Kurdish prisoners; and on the seventh day we would give them the gold and leave to go. We ate more bread and salt on that, and then I went to tell the men.

But I scarcely had time to tell them. Ranjoor Singh had out his map when I left him, and he and the Kurd were poring over it, he tracing with a finger and asking swift questions, and the Kurd with the aid of Abraham trying to understand. Yet I had hardly told the half of what I meant to say when Ranjoor Singh strode past me, and the Kurd went galloping away between the boulders to warn his own men, leaving us not only the hostages but the ten guides also.

Make ready to march at once  immediately  ek dum! Ranjoor Singh growled to me as he passed, and from that minute until we were away and well among the hills I was kept too busy with details to do much conjecturing. A body of soldiers with transport and prisoners, wounded and sick, need nearly as much herding as a flock of sheep, even after months of campaigning when each mans place and duty should be second nature. Yet oh, it was different now. There was no need now to listen for whisperings of treason! Now we knew who the traitor had been all along  not Ranjoor Singh, who had done his best from first to last, but Gooja Singh, who had let no opportunity go by for defaming him and making trouble!

This for Gooja Singh when I set eyes on him! said not one trooper but every living man, licking a cartridge and slipping it into the breech chamber as we started.

We did not take the track up which the Kurdish chief had galloped, but the ten guides led us by a dreadful route round almost the half of a circle, ever mounting upward. When night fell we camped without fires in a hollow among crags, and about midnight when the moon rose there was a challenge, and a short parley, and a Kurd rode in with a message from his chief for Ranjoor Singh. The message was verbal, and had to be translated by Abraham, but I did not get to hear the wording of it. I was on guard.

It is well, said Ranjoor Singh to me, when he went the rounds and found me perched on a crag like a temple minaret, they are keeping faith. The Wassmuss men are in the pass below us, and our friends deny them passage. At dawn there will be a fight and our friends will probably give ground. Two hours before dawn we will march, and come down behind the Wassmuss men. Be ready!

The sahib will understand now better what I meant by saying Anim Singh has ears too big for his head. Because of his big ears, that could detect a foot-fall in the darkness farther away than any of us, he had been sent to share the guard with me, and now he came looming up out of the night to share our counsels; for since the news of Gooja Singhs defection there was no longer even a pretense at awkwardness in approaching Ranjoor Singh. Anim Singh had been among the first to fling distrust to the winds and to make the fact evident.

But into those great ears, during all our days and weeks and months of marching, Gooja Singh had whispered  whispered. The things men whisper to each other are like deeds done in the dark  like rats that run in holes  put to shame by daylight. So Anim Singh came now, and Ranjoor Singh repeated to him what he had just told me. Anim Singh laughed.

Leave the Kurds to fight it out below, then! said he. While they fight, let us eat up distance into Persia, gold and all!

Ranjoor Singh, with the night mist sparkling like jewels on his beard, eyed him in silence for a minute. Then:

I give thee leave, he said, to take as many men as share that opinion, and to bolt for your skins into Persia or anywhither! The rest of us will stay and keep the regiments promise!

That was enough for Anim Singh. I have said he is a Sikh with a soldiers heart. He wept, there on the ledge, where we three leaned, and begged forgiveness until Ranjoor Singh told him curtly that forgiveness came of deeds, not words. And his deeds paid the price that dawn. He is a very good man with the saber, and the saber he took from a Turkish officer was, weight and heft and length, the very image of the weapon he was used to. Nay, who was I to count the Kurds he slew. I was busy with my own work, sahib.

The fight below us began before the earliest color of dawn flickered along the heights. And though we started when the first rifle-shot gave warning, hiding our plunder and mules among the crags in charge of the Syrians, but taking Tugendheim with us, the way was so steep and devious that morning came and found us worrying lest we come too late to help our friends  even as once we had worried in the Red Sea!

But as we had come in the nick of time before, even so now. We swooped all unexpected on the rear of the Wassmuss men, taking ourselves by surprise as much as them, for we had thought the fight yet miles away. Echoes make great confusion in the mountains. It was echoes that had kept the Wassmuss men from hearing us, although we made more noise than an avalanche of fighting animals. Straightway we all looked for Wassmuss, and none found him, for the simple reason that he was not there; a prisoner we took told us afterward that Wassmuss was too valuable to be trusted near the border, where he might escape to his own folk. There is no doubt Wassmuss was prisoner among the Kurds,  nor any doubt either that he directs all the uprising and raiding and disaffection in Kurdistan and Persia. As Ranjoor Singh said of him  a remarkable man, and not to be despised.

Seeing no Wassmuss, it occurred to me at last to listen to orders! Ranjoor Singh was shouting to me as if to burst his lungs. The Kurds were fighting on foot, taking cover behind boulders, and he was bidding me take my command and find their horses.

I found them, sahib, within an ace of being too late. They had left them in a valley bottom with a guard of but twenty or thirty men, who mistook us at first for Kurds, I suppose, for they took no notice of us. I have spent much time wondering whence they expected mounted Kurds to come; but it is clear they were so sure of victory for their own side that it did not enter their heads to suspect us until our first volley dropped about half of them.

Then the remainder began to try to loose the horses and gallop away, and some of them succeeded; but we captured more than half the horses and began at once to try to get them away into the hills. But it is no easy matter to manage several hundred frightened horses that were never more than half tamed in any case, and many of them broke away from us and raced after their friends. Then I sent a messenger in a hurry to Ranjoor Singh, to say the utmost had been attempted and enough accomplished to serve his present purpose, but the messenger was cut down by the first of a crowd of fugitive Kurds, who seized his reins and fought among themselves to get his horse.

Seeing themselves taken in the rear, the Kurds had begun to fall back in disorder, and had actually burst through our mounted ranks in a wild effort to get to their own horses; for like ourselves, the Kurds prefer to fight mounted and have far less confidence in themselves on foot. Ranjoor Singh, with our men, all mounted, and our Kurdish friends, were after them  although our friends were too busy burdening themselves with the rifles and other belongings of the fallen to render as much aid as they ought.

I left my horse, and climbed a rock, and looked for half a minute. Then I knew what to do; and I wonder whether ever in the world was such a running fight before. I had only lost one man; and it was quite another matter driving the Kurds horses up the valley in the direction they wished to take, to attempting to drive them elsewhere. Being mounted ourselves, we could keep ahead of the retreating Kurds very easily, so we adopted the same tactics again and again and again.

First we drove the horses helter-skelter up the valley a mile or two. Then we halted, and hid our own horses, and took cover behind the rocks to wait for the Kurds; and as they came, making a good running fight of it, dodging hither and thither behind the boulders to try to pick off Ranjoor Singhs men, we would open fire on their rear unexpectedly, thus throwing them into confusion again,  and again,  and again.

We opened fire always at too great distance to do much material damage, I thinking it more important to preserve my own mens lives and so to continue able to demoralize the Kurds, and afterward Ranjoor Singh commended me for that. But I was also acutely aware of the risk that our bullets might go past the Kurds and kill our own Sikhs. I am not at all sure some accidents of that nature did not happen.

So when we had fired at the Kurds enough to make them face about and so expose their rear to Ranjoor Singh, we would get to horse again and send the Kurdish horses galloping up the pass in front of us. Finally, we lost sight of most of the Kurdish horses, although we captured one apiece  which is all a man can manage besides his own and a rifle.

By that time it was three in the afternoon already and the pass forked about a dozen different ways, so that we lost the Kurds at last, they scattering to right and left and shooting at us at long range from the crags higher up. We were all dead beat, and the horses, too, so we rested, the Kurds continuing to fire at us, but doing no damage. They fired until dusk.

Our own three hundred Kurdish friends were not very far behind Ranjoor Singh, and I observed when they came up with us presently that he took up position down the pass behind them. They were too fond of loot to be trusted between us and that gold! They were so burdened with plunder that some of them could scarcely ride their horses. Several had as many as three rifles each, and they had found great bundles of food and blankets where the enemys horses had been tethered. Their plundering had cost them dear, for they had exposed themselves recklessly to get what their eyes lusted for. They had lost more than fifty men. But we had lost more than twenty killed, and there was a very long tale of wounded, so that Ranjoor Singh looked serious as he called the roll. The Greek doctor had to work that night as if his own life depended on it  as in fact it did! We made Tugendheim help him, for, like all German soldiers, he knew something of first aid.

Then, because the Kurds could not be trusted on such an errand, Ranjoor Singh sent me back with fifty men to bring on the Syrians and our mules and belongings, and the gold. He gave me Chatar Singh to help, and glad I was to have him. A brave good daffadar is Chatar Singh, and now that all suspicion of our leader was weaned out of him, I could ask for no better comrade on a dark night. Night did I say? That was a night like death itself, when a man could scarcely see his own hand held thus before his face  cold and rainy to make matters worse.

We had two Kurds to show us the way, and, I suppose because our enemies had had enough of it, we were not fired on once, going or coming. Our train of mules clattered and stumbled and our Syrians kept losing themselves and yelling to be found again. Weary men and animals ever make more noise than fresh ones; frightened men more than either, and we were so dead weary by the time we got back that my horse fell under me by Ranjoor Singhs side.

Of all the nights I ever lived through, except those last we spent in the trench in Flanders before our surrender, that was the worst. Hunger and cold and fear and weariness all wrought their worst with me; yet I had to set an example to the men. My horse, as I have told, fell beside Ranjoor Singh; he dragged me to my feet, and I fell again, dizzy with misery and aching bones. Yet it was beginning to be dawn then, and we had to be up and off again. Our dead were buried; our wounded were bound up; the Kurds would be likely to begin on us again at any minute; there was nothing to wait there for. We left little fires burning above the long grave (for our men had brought all our dead along with them, although our Kurdish friends left theirs behind them) and I took one of the captured horses, and Ranjoor Singh led on. I slept on the march. Nay, I had no eyes for scenery just then!

After that the unexpected, amazing, happened as it so often does in war. We were at the mercy of any handful who cared to waylay us, for the hillsides shut us in, and there was cover enough among the boulders to have hidden a great army. It was true we had worsted the Wassmuss men utterly; I think we slew at least half of them, and doubtless that, and the loss of their horses, must have taken much heart out of the rest. But we expected at least to be attacked by friends of the men we had worsted  by mountain cutthroats, thieves, and plunderers, any fifty of whom could have made our march impossible by sniping us from the flanks.

But nothing happened, and nobody attacked us. As we marched our spirit grew. We began to laugh and make jokes about the enemy hunting for lost horses and letting us go free. For two days we rode, and camped, and slept a little, and rode on unmolested, climbing ever forward to where we could see the peaks that our friendly chief assured us were in Persia. For miles and miles and everlasting miles it seemed the passes all led upward; but there came a noon at last when we were able to feel, and even see  when at least we knew in our hearts that the uphill work was over. We could see other ranges, running in other directions, and mountains with tree-draped sides. But chiefly it was our hearts that told us we were really in sight of Persia at last.

Then wounded and all gathered together, with Ranjoor Singh in the midst of us, and sang the Anand, our Sikh hymn of joy, our Kurdish friends standing by and wondering (not forgetting nevertheless to watch for opportunity to snatch that gold and run!)

And there, on the very ridge dividing Persia from Asiatic Turkey, it was given to us to understand at last a little of the why and wherefore of our marching unmolested. We came to a crack in a rock by the wayside. And in the crack had been thrust, so that it stood upright, a gnarled tree-trunk, carried from who knows how far. And there, crucified to the dry wood was our daffadar Gooja Singh, with his flesh all tortured and torture written in his open eyes  not very long dead, for his flesh was scarcely cold  although the birds had already begun on him. Who could explain that? We sat our horses in a crowd, and gaped like fools!

At last I said, Leave him to the birds. but Ranjoor Singh said Nay! Ramnarain Singh, who had ever hated Gooja Singh for reasons of his own, joined his voice to mine; and because they had no wish to offend me the other daffadars agreed. But Ranjoor Singh rose into a towering passion over what we said, naming me and Ramnarain Singh in one breath as men too self-righteous to be trusted!

What proof have we against him? he demanded.

Try him by court martial! Ramnarain Singh screwed up courage to answer. Call for witnesses against him and hear them!

Who can try a dead man by court martial? Ranjoor Singh thundered back. He left us to go and be our hostage, for our safety  for the safety of your ungrateful skins! He died a hostage, given by us to savages. They killed him. Are ye worse savages than they? Which of our dead lie dishonored anywhere? Have they not all had burning or else burial? Are ye judges of the dead? Or are ye content to live like men? Take him down, and lay him out for burial! His brother daffadars shall dig his grave!

Aye, sahib. So he gave the order, and so we obeyed, saying no more, but digging a trench for Gooja Singh with bayonets, working two together turn and turn about, I, who had been all along his enemy, doing the lions share of the work and thinking of the talks he and I had had, and the disputes. And here was the outcome! Aye.

It was not a very deep trench but it served, and we laid him in it with his feet toward India, and covered him, and packed the earth down tight. Then we burned on the grave the tree to which he had been crucified, and piled a great cairn of stone above him. There we left him, on the roof of a great mountain that looks down on Persia.

It was perhaps two hours, or it may have been three, after burying Gooja Singh (we rode on in silence, thinking of him, our wounded groaning now and then, but even the words of command being given by sign instead of speech because none cared to speak) that we learned the explanation, and more with it.

We found a good place to camp, and proceeded to make it defensible and to gather fuel. Then some of the women belonging to our Kurdish friends overtook us, and with them a few of our Kurdish wounded and some unwounded ones who had returned to glean again on the battlefield. These brought with them two prisoners whom we set in the midst, and then Abraham was set to work translating until his tongue must have almost fallen out with weariness. Bit by bit, we pieced a tale together that had reason in it and so brought us understanding.

Our first guess had been right; the Turks had already sent (some said a full division) to wreak vengeance for our plundering of the gold. The Kurds of those parts, who fight among themselves like wild beasts, nevertheless will always stand together to fight Turks; therefore those who had been attacking us were now behind us with thousands of other Kurds from the tribes all about, waiting to dispute the passes with the common enemy. They considered us an insignificant handful, to be dealt with later on. The women said the battle had not begun; and the prisoners bade our Kurds swallow tribal enmity and hurry to do their share! The chief listened to them, saying nothing. Has the sahib ever watched a savage thinking while lust drew him one way and pride another? Truly an interesting sight!

But the rest of the men were too interested to learn the reason of Gooja Singhs torture and death to care for the workings of a Kurdish chiefs conscience. They crowded closer and closer, interrupting with shouted questions and bidding each other be still. So Ranjoor Singh said a word to Abraham and he changed the line of questioning. The truth was soon out.

Gooja Singh, it seemed, probably not believing we had one chance in a million, decided to contrive safety for himself. So with one Kurd to help him, he escaped in the night, and went and found Wassmuss in a Kurdish village in the mountains. He told Wassmuss who we were, and whence we were, and what we intended. So Wassmuss (who must be a very remarkable man indeed), although a prisoner, exerted so much persuasion forthwith that three hundred Kurds consented to escort the party of Germans there and then to Afghanistan. He promised them I know not what reward, but the point is they consented, and within eight hours of Gooja Singhs arrival the German party was on its way.

Then Wassmuss sent the thousand Kurds to deal with us; but, as I have told, we beat them. And that made the Kurds who held Wassmuss prisoner extremely angry with Gooja Singh; so they made him prisoner, too. And then, by signal and galloper and shouts from crag to crag came word that the Turks were marching in force to invade the mountains, and instantly they turned on Gooja Singh and would have torn him in pieces for being a spy of the Turks, sent on ahead to prepare the way. But some cooler head than the rest urged to put him to the torture, and they agreed.

Whether or not Gooja Singh declared under torture that we were Turks we could not get to know, but it is certain that the Kurds decided we were Turks, whatever Wassmuss swore to the contrary; and doubtless he swore furiously! And because they believed us to be Turks, they let us be for the present, sure that we would try to make our way back if they could keep the main Turkish forces from regaining touch with us. And Gooja Singh they presently crucified in a place where we would almost surely see him, thinking thus to surprise us with the information that all was known, and to frighten us into a state of comparative harmlessness  a favorite Kurdish trick.

That did not account for everything. It did not account for our victory over Turks in the hail-storm and our plunder of the Turks camp and capture of the gold. But none had seen that raid because of the storm, and the spies who had said they talked with our men in the night were now disbelieved. Our presence in the hills and Gooja Singhs escape was all set down to Turkish trickery; and doubtless they did not believe we truly had gold with us, or they would have detached at least a party to follow us up and keep in touch.

The clearest thing of all that the disjointed scraps of tale betrayed was that we were in luck! If the Kurds believed us to be Turks, they were likely to let us wander at will, if only for the very humor and sport of hunting us down when we should try to break back. No need to waste more labor setting this camp to rights! said I. We shall rest a little and be up and away again! And the wounded groaned, and some objected, but I proved right. Ranjoor Singh was no man to study comfort when opportunity showed itself. We rested two hours, and during those two hours our friend the Kurdish chief made tip his mind, and he and Ranjoor Singh struck a new bargain.

Give me the gold! said he. Keep the hostages and ten of my men to guide you, and send them back when you are two days into Persia. I go to fight against the Turks!

Well, they bargained, and bargained. Ranjoor Singh offered him his choice of a chest of gold then and there, or four-fifths of the whole in Persia; and in the end he agreed to take three chests of gold then and there, and to leave us the hostages and thirty men to see us on our way. For, said Ranjoor Singh, how should the hostages and my prisoners return to you safely otherwise?

So we kept two chests of gold, and found them right useful presently. And we said good-by to him and his men, and put out our own fires and rode eastward. And of the next few days there is nothing to tell except furious marching and very little sleep  nor much to eat either.

Once we were well into Persia we bought food right and left, paying fabulous prices for it with gold from our looted chests. Here and there we traded a plundered rifle for a new horse, sometimes two new horses. Here and there a wounded man would die and we would burn his body (for now there was fuel in plenty). Day after day, night after night, Ranjoor Singh kept in the saddle, hunting tirelessly for news of the party of Germans on ahead of us. Their track was clear as daylight, and on the fifth day (or was it the sixth) after we entered Persia he learned at last that we were only a day or two behind them. Like us, they were in a hurry; but unlike us, they had no Ranjoor Singh to force the pace and do the scouting, so that for all their long lead we were overtaking them.

Like us, they seemed wary of the public eye, for they followed lonely routes among the wooded foothills; but their Kurdish horsemen left a track no blind man could have missed, and although they plundered a little as they went, they spent gold, too, like water, so that the villagers were in a strange mood. Most of the plundering was done by their Kurdish escort who, it seemed, kept returning to steal the money paid by the Germans for provisions. Sometimes when we offered gold we would be mocked. But on the whole, we began to have an easy time of it  all but the wounded, who suffered tortures from the pace we held. We secured some carts at one village and put our wounded in them, but the carts were springless, and there were no roads at all, so that it was better in those days to be a dead man than a sick or wounded one! There was no malingering!

After a few days (I forget how many, for who can remember all the days and distances of that long march?) Abraham got word of a great Christian mission station where thousands of Christians had sought safety under the American flag. He and his Syrians elected to try their fortune there, and we let them go, all of us saluting Abraham, for he was a good brave man, fearful, but able to overcome his fear, and intelligent far beyond the ordinary. We let the Syrians take their rifles and some ammunition with them, because Abraham said they might be called on perhaps to help defend the mission.

Not long after that, we let our Kurds go, giving up our Turkish officer prisoners and Tugendheim as well. We all knew by that time what our final goal was, and Tugendheim begged to be allowed to go with us all the way. But Ranjoor Singh refused him.

I promised you to the Kurd, and the Kurd will trade you to Wassmuss against his brother, he said. Tell Wassmuss whatever lies you like, and make your peace with your own folk however you can. Here is your paper back.

Tugendheim took the paper. (You remember, sahib, he had signed a receipt in conjunction with the Turkish mate and captain of that ship in which we escaped from Stamboul.) Well, he took the paper back, and burned it in the little fire by which I was sitting facing Ranjoor Singh.

Let me go with you! he urged. It will be rope or bullet for me if ever I get back to Germany!

Nevertheless, said Ranjoor Singh, I promised to deliver you to Wassmuss when we made you prisoner in the first place. I must keep my word to you!

I release you from your word to me! said Tugendheim.

And I promised you to the Kurdish chief.

The Kurdish chief? said Tugendheim. What of him? What of it? Why, why, why  he is a savage  scarcely human  not to be weighed in the scales against a civilized man! What does such a promise as that amount to? And he stood tugging at his mustaches as if he would tear them out.

I have some gold left, said Ranjoor Singh, when he was sure Tugendheim had no more to say, and I had seriously thought of buying you for gold from these Kurds. There may be one of them who would take on himself the responsibility of speaking for his chief. But since you hold my given word so light as that I must look more nearly to my honor. Nay, go with the Kurds, Sergeant Tugendheim!

Tugendheim made a great wail. He begged for this, and he begged for that. He begged us to give him a letter to Wassmuss explaining that we had compelled him by threats of torture. He begged for gold. And Ranjoor Singh gave him a little gold. Some of us put in a word for him, for on that long journey he had told many a tale to make us laugh. He had suffered with us. He had helped us more than a little by drilling the Syrians, and often his presence with us had saved our skins by convincing Turkish scouts of our bona fides. We thought of Gooja Singh, and had no wish that Tugendheim should meet a like fate. So, perhaps because we all begged for him, or perhaps because he so intended in the first place, Ranjoor Singh relented.

The Persians hereabouts, he said, all tell me that a great Russian army will come down presently from the north. Have I heard correctly that you meditated escape into Russia?

Tugendheim answered, How should I reach Russia?

That is thy affair! said Ranjoor Singh. But here is more gold, and he counted out to him ten more golden German coins. You must ride back with these Kurds, but I have no authority over them. They are not my men. They seem to like gold more than most things.

So Tugendheim ceased begging for himself and rode away rather despondently in the midst of the Kurds; and we followed about a day and a half behind the German party with their strange box-full of machinery. There were many of us who could talk Persian, and as we stopped in the villages to beg or buy curdled milk, and as we rounded up the cattle-herdsmen and the women by the wells, we heard many strange and wonderful stories about what the engine in that box could do. I observed that Ranjoor Singh looked merry-eyed when the wildest stories reached him; but we all began to reflect on the disastrous consequences of letting such crafty people reach Afghanistan. For, as doubtless the sahib knows, the amir of Afghanistan has a very great army; and if he were to decide that the German side is after all the winning one he might make very much trouble for the government of India.

And now there was no longer any doubt that the machine slung in the box between two mules was a wireless telegraph, and that most of the other mules were loaded with accessories. The tales we heard could not be made to tally with any other explanation. And what, said we, was to prevent the Germans in Stamboul from signaling whatever lies they could invent to this party in Afghanistan, supposing they should ever reach the country? Yet when we argued thus with Ranjoor Singh, he laughed.

And then, after about a week of marching, came Tugendheim back to us, ragged and thirsty and nearly dead, on a horse more dead than he. He had bought himself free from the Kurds with the gold Ranjoor Singh gave him; but because he had no more gold the Persians had refused to feed him. How should he find his way alone to meet the Russians, he said, whose scouts would probably shoot him on sight in any case? So we laughed, and let him rest among our wounded and be one of us,  aye, one of us; for who were we to turn him away to starve? He had served us well, and he served us well again.

Has the sahib heard of Bakhtiari Khans? They are people as fierce as Kurds, who live like the Kurds by plundering. The Germans ahead of us, doubtless because Persia is neutral in this war and therefore they had no conceivable right to be crossing the country, chose a route that avoided all towns and cities of considerable size. And Persia seems to have no army any more, so that there was no official opposition. But the Bakhtiari Khans received word of what was doing, and after that there were new problems. But for the fact that Tugendheim was with us in his ragged German uniform we should have had more trouble than we did.

At first the Khans were content with blackmail, holding up the Germans at intervals and demanding money. But I suppose that finally their money all gave out, and then the Kahns put threats into practise. But before actual skirmishing began the Khans would come to us, after getting money from the Germans, and it was only the fact that we had Tugendheim to show that convinced them we belonged to the party ahead. Ranjoor Singh claimed that our transit fee had been paid for us already, and the Khans did not deny it.

But they caught up the Germans again and demanded money from them because of us who were following, and I have laughed many a time to think of the predicament that put them in. For could they deny all knowledge of us? In that case they might he denying useful allies in their hour of need. If the Bakhtiari Khans should annihilate us their own fate would not be likely to tremble in the balance very long. Yet if they admitted knowledge of us, what might that not lead to? And how was it possible for them to know really who we were in any case?

Finally, they sent one of their Kurdish servants back to find us and ask questions. And to him we showed Tugendheim, and spoke to him at great length in Persian, of which he understood very little; so that when he overtook his own party again (if he ever did, for the Khans were on the prowl and very cruel and savage), they may have been more in the dark about us than ever.

At last the Bakhtiari Khans began guerrilla warfare, and the Kurds who were escorting the Germans retaliated by burning and plundering the villages by which they passed  which incensed the Khans yet more, because they did not belong to that part of Persia and had counted on the plunder for themselves. From time to time we caught a Bakhtiari Khan, and though they spoke poor Persian, some of us could understand them. They explained that the Persian government, being very weak, made use of them to terrorize whatever section of the country seemed rebellious  surely a sad way to govern a land!

There were not very many of the Khans. They are used to raiding in parties of thirty to fifty, or perhaps a hundred. I think there were not many more of them than of the German party and us combined; and at that the Bakhtiari Khans were all divided into independent troops. So that the danger was not so serious as it seemed. But guerrilla warfare is very trying to the nerves, and if we had not had Ranjoor Singh to lead us we should have failed in the end; for we were fighting in a strange land, with no base to fall back on and nothing to do but press forward.

The Kurds, too, who escorted the Germans, began to grow sick of it. Little parties of them began to pass us on their way home, giving us a wide berth, but passing close enough, nevertheless, to get some sort of protection from our proximity, and the numbers of those parties grew and grew until we laughed at the thought of what anxiety the Germans must be suffering. Yet Ranjoor Singh grew anxious, too, for the Khans grew bolder. It began to look as if neither Germans nor we would ever reach half-way to the Afghan border. Ranjoor Singh was the finest leader men could have, but we were being sniped eternally, men falling wounded here and there until scarcely one of us but had a hurt of some kind  to say nothing of our sick. Men grew sick from bad food, and unaccustomed food, and hard riding and exposure. Our little Greek doctor took sick and died, and we had nothing but ignorance left with which to treat our ailments. We began to be a sorry-looking regiment indeed. Nevertheless, the ignorance helped, for at least we did not know how serious our wounds were. I myself received one bullet that passed through both ankles, and it is not likely I shall ever walk again without a limp. Yet if I can ride what does that matter so long as the government has horses? And if a man limps in both feet wherein is he the loser? Mine was a slight wound compared to some of them. We had come to a poor pass, but Ranjoor Singhs good sense saved the day again.

There came a day when the Bakhtiari Khans gave us a terrible last attention and then left us  as it turned out for good (although we did not know then it was for good). We watched their dust as their different troops gathered together and rode away southward. I suppose they had received word of better opportunity for plunder somewhere else; they took little but hard knocks from us, and doubtless any change was welcome. When we had seen the last of them, and had watched the vultures swoop down on a horse they had left behind, we took new heart and rode on; and it so happened that the Germans chose that occasion for a rest. Their dwindling Kurdish escort was growing mutinous and they took advantage of a village with high mud walls to get behind cover and try to reestablish confidence. Perhaps they, too, saw the Bakhtiari Khans retiring in the distance, for we were close behind them at that time  so close that even with tired horses we came on them before they could man the village wall. We knocked a hole in the wall and had a good wide breach established in no time, to save ourselves trouble in case the gates should prove too strongly held; and leaving Anim Singh posted in the breach with his troop, Ranjoor Singh sent a trooper with a white flag to the main gate.

After ten or fifteen minutes the German commanding officer rode out, also with a white flag, and not knowing that Ranjoor Singh knew German, he spoke English. (Tugendheim had taken his tunic off and  all sweaty and trembling had hidden behind the ranks disguised with a cloth tied about his head.) I sat my horse beside Ranjoor Singh, so I heard all.

Persia is neutral territory! said the German.

Are you, then, neutral? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Are you? asked the German. He was a handsome bullet-headed man with a bold eye, and I knew that to browbeat or trick him would be no easy matter. Nevertheless he still had so many Kurds at his back that I doubted our ability to get the better of him in a fight, considering our condition.

I could be neutral if I saw fit, answered Ranjoor Singh, and the Germans eyes glittered.

If you are neutral, ride on then! he laughed. I saw his eye teeth. It was a mean laugh.

What are you doing here? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Minding my business, said the German pointedly.

Then I will mind mine and investigate, said Ranjoor Singh, and he turned to me as if to give an order, at which the German changed his tactics in a hurry.

My business is simple, said the German. Perfectly simple and perfectly neutral. We have a wireless installation with us. It is all ready to set up in this village. In a few moments we shall be receiving messages from Europe, and then we shall inform the inhabitants of these parts how matters stand. As neutrals they are entitled to that information. Their eyes met, each seeking to read the others mind, and the German misunderstood, as most Germans I have met do misunderstand.

Before we can receive a message we shall send one, said the German. Before I came out to meet you, I gave the order to get in touch with Constantinople and signal this: That we are being interfered with and our lives are endangered on neutral territory by troops belonging to British India, and therefore that all British Indian prisoners-of-war in Germany should be made hostages for our safety. That means, he went on, that unless we signal every day that all is well, a number of your countrymen in Germany corresponding to the number of my party will be lined up against a wall and shot.

So that message has been sent? asked Ranjoor Singh.

Yes, said the German.

Then send this message also, said Ranjoor Singh: That the end has certainly come. Then close up your machine because unless you wish to fight for your existence there will be no more messages sent or received by you between here and Afghanistan.

I thought that a strange message for Ranjoor Singh to bid him send. I did not believe that one of us, however weary, was willing to accept relief at the price of our friends lives. Nevertheless, I said nothing, having learned it is not wise to draw too swift conclusions when Ranjoor Singh directs the strategy.

But the German evidently thought so, too, for his eyes looked startled, and I took comfort from that.

I understand you wish to reach Afghanistan? asked Ranjoor Singh.

That is our eventual destination, said the German.

Very well, said Ranjoor Singh. Pack up your machine. Then I will permit your journey to the Afghan border, unhampered by me, on two conditions.

What two conditions? asked the German.

That your machine shall remain packed up until you reach Afghanistan, and that your doctor shall divide his services until then equally between your men and mine.

And after that, what? asked the German.

I have nothing to do with Afghanistan, said Ranjoor Singh. Keep the bargain and you are free as far as I am concerned to do what you like when you get there.

So we had a doctor again at last, for the German agreed to the terms. Not one of us but needed medical aid, and the men were too glad to have their hurts attended, to ask very many questions; but they were certainly surprised, and suspicious of the new arrangement, and I did not dare tell them what I had overheard for fear lest suspicion of Ranjoor Singh be reawakened. I refused even to tell the other daffadars, which caused some slight estrangement between them and me. However, Ranjoor Singh was as conscious of that risk as I, and during all the rest of the long march he kept their camp and ours, their column and ours half an hours ride apart  sometimes even farther  sometimes half a day apart, to the disgust of the doctor, who had that much more trouble, but with the result of preventing greater friction.

To tell of all that journey across Persia would be but to remember weariness  weariness of horse and men. Sometimes we were attacked; more often we were run away from. We grew sick, our wounds festered and our hearts ached. Horses died and the vultures ate them. Men died, and we buried or burned their bodies according or not as we had fuel. We dried, as it were, like the bone-dry trail we followed, and only Ranjoor Singhs heart was stout; only he was brave; only he had a song on his lips. He coaxed us, and cheered us, and rallied us. The strength of the regiment was but his strength, and as for the other party, who hung on our flank, or lagged behind us or preceded us by half a day, their Kurds deserted by fives and tens until there was scarcely a corporals guard remaining.

They must have been as weary as we, and as glad as we when at last at the end of a long drawn afternoon, we saw an Afghan sentry.

Has the sahib ever seen an Afghan sentry?

This one was gray and old and sat on his gray pony like a huddled ape with a tattered umbrella over his shoulder and his rifle across his knees. He looked less like a sentry than like a dead man dug up and set there to scare the birds away. But he was efficient, no doubt of that. He had seen us and passed on word of us the minute we showed on the sky-line, and the hills all about him were full of armed men waiting to give us a hot reception if necessary and to bar farther progress in any case.

So there we had to camp, just over the Afghan border, but farther apart from the Germans than ever  two, three miles apart, for now it became Ranjoor Singhs policy to know nothing whatever about them. The Afghans provided us with rations and sent us one of their own doctors dressed in the uniform of a tram-car conductor, and their highest official in those parts, whose rank I could not guess because he was arrayed in the costume of a city of London policeman, asked innumerable questions, first of Ranjoor Singh and then of each of us individually. But we conferred together, and stuck to one point, that we knew nothing. Ranjoor Singh did not know better than we. The more he asked the more dumb we became until, perhaps with a view to loosing our tongues, the Afghans who mingled among us in the camp began telling what the Germans were saying and doing on the rise two miles away.

They had their machine set up, said they. They were receiving messages, said they, with this wonderful wireless telegraph of theirs. They kept receiving hourly news of disasters to the Allied arms by land and sea. And we were fearfully disturbed about all this, because we knew how important it must be for Indias safety that Afghanistan continue neutral. And why should such savages continue neutral if they were once persuaded that the winning side was that of the Central Powers? Nevertheless, Ranjoor Singh continued to grow more and more contented, and I wondered. Some of the men began to murmur.

In that camp we remained, if I rightly remember, six days. And then came word from Habibullah Kahn, the Afghan amir, that we might draw nearer Khabul. So, keeping our distance from the Germans, we helped one another into the saddle (so weak most of us were by that time) and went forward three days march. Then we camped again, much closer to the Germans this time, in fact, almost within shouting distance; and they again set up their machine, causing sparks to crackle from the wires of a telescopic tower they raised, to the very great concern of the Afghans who were in and out of both camps all day long. One message that an Afghan told me the Germans had received, was that the British fleet was all sunk and Paris taken. But that sort of message seemed to me familiar, so that I was not so depressed by it as my Afghan informant had hoped. He went off to procure yet more appalling news to bring me, and no doubt was accommodated. I should have had burning ears, but that about that time, their amir came, Habibullah Kahn, looking like a European in his neatly fitting clothes, but surrounded by a staff of officers dressed in greater variety of uniforms than one would have believed to exist. He had brought with him his engineers to view this wonderful machine, but before approaching either camp  perhaps to show impartiality  he sent for the German chief and one, and for Ranjoor Singh and one. So, since the German took his doctor, Ranjoor Singh took me, he and I both riding, and the amir graciously excusing me from dismounting when I had made him my salaam and he had learned the nature of the wound.

After some talk, the amir asked us bluntly whence we came and what our business might be, and Ranjoor Singh answered him we were escaped prisoners of war. Then he turned on the German, and the German told him that because the British had seen fit to cut off Afghanistan from all true news of what was happening in the world outside, therefore the German government, knowing well the open mind and bravery and wisdom of the amir and his subjects, had sent himself at very great trouble and expense to receive true messages from Europe and so acquaint with the true state of affairs a ruler and people with whom Germany desired before all things to be on friendly terms.

After that we all went down in a body  perhaps a hundred men, with the amir at our head, to the German camp; and there the German and his officers displayed the machine to the amir, who, with a dozen of his staff around him, appeared more amused than astonished.

So the Germans set their machine in motion. The sparks made much crackling from the wires, at which the amir laughed aloud. Presently the German chief read off a message from Berlin, conveying the kaisers compliments to his highness, the amir.

Is that message from Berlin? the amir asked, and I thought I heard one of his officers chuckle.

Yes, Your Highness, said the German officer.

Is it not relayed from anywhere? the amir asked, and the German stared at him swiftly  thus, as if for the first time his own suspicion were aroused.

From Stamboul, Your Highness  relayed from Stamboul, he said, as one who makes concessions.

The amir chuckled softly to himself and smiled.

These are my engineers, said he, all college trained. They tell me our wireless installation at Khabul, which connects us through Simla with Calcutta and the world beyond, is a very good one, yet it will only reach to Simla, although I should say it is a hundred times as large as yours, and although we have an enormous dynamo to give the energy as against your box of batteries.

The Germans, who were clustered all about their chief, kept straight faces, but their eyes popped round and their mouths grew stiff with the effort to suppress emotion.

This, Your Highness, is the last new invention, said the German chief.

Then my engineers shall look at it, said the amir, for we wish to keep abreast of the inventions. As you remarked just now, we are a little shut off from the world. We must not let slip such opportunities for education. And then and there he made his engineers go forward to inspect everything, he scarce concealing his merriment; and the Germans stood aside, looking like thieves caught in the act while the workings were disclosed of such a wireless apparatus as might serve to teach beginners.

It might serve perhaps between one village and the next, while the batteries persisted, they said, reporting to the amir presently. The amir laughed, but I thought he looked puzzled-perplexed, rather than displeased. He turned to Ranjoor Singh:

And you are a liar, too? he asked.

Nay, Your Royal Highness, I speak truth, said Ranjoor Singh, saluting him in military manner.

Then what do you wish? asked the amir. Do you wish to be interned, seeing this is neutral soil on which you trespass?

Nay, Your Royal Highness, answered Ranjoor Singh, with a curt laugh, we have had enough of prison camps.

Then what shall be done with you? the amir asked. Here are men from both sides, and how shall I be neutral?

The German chief stepped forward and saluted.

Your Royal Highness, we desire to be interned, he said. But the amir glowered savagely.

Peace! said he. I asked you nothing, one string of lies was enough! I asked thee a question, he said, turning again to Ranjoor Singh.

Since Your Royal Highness asks, said Ranjoor Singh, it would be a neutral act to let us each leave your dominions by whichever road we will!

The amir laughed and turned to his attendants, who laughed with him.

That is good, said he. So let it be. It is an order!

So it came about, sahib, that the Germans and ourselves were ordered hotfoot out of the amirs country. But whereas there was only one way the Germans could go, viz, back into Persia, there to help themselves as best they could, the road Ranjoor Singh chose was forward to the Khyber Pass, and so down into India.

Aye, sahib, down into India! It was a long road, but the Afghans were very kind to us, providing us with food and blankets and giving some of us new horses for our weary ones, and so we came at last to Landi Kotal at the head of the Khyber, where a long-legged English sahib heard our story and said Shabash! to Ranjoor Singh  that means Well done! And so we marched down the Khyber, they signaling ahead that we were coming. We slept at Ali Mas jib because neither horses nor men could move another yard, but at dawn next day we were off again. And because they had notice of our coming, they turned out the troops, a division strong, to greet us, and we took the salute of a whole division as we had once taken the salute of two in Flanders, Ranjoor Singh sitting his charger like a graven image, and we  one hundred three-and-thirty men and the prisoner Tugendheim, who had left India eight hundred strong-reeling in the saddle from sickness and fatigue while a roar went up in Khyber throat such as I scarcely hope to hear again before I die. Once in a lifetime, sahib, once is enough. They had their bands with them. The same tune burst on our ears that had greeted us that first night of our charge in Flanders, and we  great bearded men  we wept like little ones. They played IT IS A LONG, LONG WAY TO TIPPERARY.

Then because we were cavalry and entitled to the same, they gave us BONNIE DUNDEE and the horses cantered to it; but some of us rolled from the saddle in sheer weakness. Then we halted in something like a line, and a general rode up to shake hands with Ranjoor Singh and to say things in our tongue that may not be repeated, for they were words from heart to heart. And I remember little more, for I, too, swooned and fell from the saddle.

The shadows darkened and grew one into another. Hira Singh sat drawing silently in the dust, with his injured feet stretched out in front of him. A monkey in the giant tree above us shook down a little shower of twigs and dirt. A trumpet blared. There began much business of closing tents and reducing the camp to superhuman tidiness.

So, sahib, he said at last, they come to carry me in. It is time my tale is ended. Ranjoor Singh they have made bahadur. God grant him his desire! May my son be such a man as he, when his day comes.

Me! They say I shall be made commissioned officer  the law is changed since this great war began. Yet what did I do compared to what Ranjoor Singh did? Each is his own witness and God alone is judge. Does the sahib know what this war is all about?

I believe no two men fight for the same thing. It is a war in each mans heart, each man fighting as the spirit moves him. So, they come for me. Salaam, sahib. Bohut salaam. May God grant the sahib peace. Peace to the sahibs grandsons and great-grandsons. With each arm thus around a troopers neck will the sahib graciously excuse me from saluting?

THE END


THE IVORY TRAIL
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OR, ON THE TRAIL OF TIPPOO TIB

This is Mundys autobiographical novel based on his failed safari to find the hidden treasure (a hoard of ivory tusks) of Tippoo Tib, a famous Arab slave trader of the nineteenth century. He also used the story in a 1937 radio serial featuring the hero Jack Armstrong. In 1919 the story was serialised in six parts in Adventure magazine under the title On the Trail of Tippoo Tib. When the novel was published in America it was well received and praised for its authentic feel  the Philadelphia Record wrote that the novel pulsates with adventure. A year later it was published in Britain by Constable. An attempt to transfer the story to the cinema was disappointing, as it became a low budget (for instance, no location shots were used) twelve part, twenty minutes each, serial presumably aimed at the juvenile Saturday morning pictures market in the early 1930s and with the title The Jungle Mystery. It was remade as a feature movie in 1935, but sadly no prints of the film have survived. The story itself is set in the early 1900s.

Mundy used many real people as the basis for his characters, including himself, who was represented by the narrator; the main character is Monty, the treasure hunter, who requires funds to stabilise the estates he has inherited. Montys comrades in adventure include Fred Oakes, his childhood pal; Kazimoto, his guide; the Greek, George Cutlass; and Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon, who is a German agent, as is Professor Schillingschen. Having decided to go in search of the treasure, the group travel to Africa and journey through many places including Nairobi and Lake Victoria and finally arriving at Mount Elgon. Other characters emerge along the way, such as Brown of Lumbwa, a hard drinking but stalwart man, who is grateful for the groups help when his cattle are stolen. It is thanks to this act of goodwill that a large detour is taken through German held territories, where they witness distressing scenes of brutal Teutonic justice being meted out to African people. Of course the key question is: do they find the treasure, despite injury, the interference of secret agents and all the perils of a huge continent to which they did not belong?

Mundy has plenty to say (none of it complimentary) about the German presence in Africa, hardly surprising considering the times in which he was writing. He is particularly critical of the legal system they used in their territories, which was weighted almost entirely against Africans and in favour of Europeans. His words may seem harsh at times, but readers flocked to his defence, stating that Mundy had been accurate in his depictions of Africa and also German colonial rule. Mundy had spent a few years in Africa and presumably many of his observations from that time are in the book; however, his own African adventure was not without ignominy, as he was an ivory poacher and was also imprisoned for six months on a charge of vagrancy. 
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Portrait of Tippu Tip, House of Wonders Museum, Stone Town, Zanzibar
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CHAPTER ONE

THE NJO HAPA* SONG

Green, ah greener than emeralds are, tree-tops beckon the
dhows to land,
White, oh whiter than diamonds are, blue waves burst on the
amber sand,
And nothing is fairer than Zanzibar from the Isles o the West
to the Marquesand.

I was old when the world was wild with youth
(All love was lawless then!)
Since Ventures birth from ends of earth
I ha called the sons of men,
And their women have wept the ages out
In travail sore to know
What lure of opiate art can leach
Along bare seas from reef to beach
Until from port and river reach
The feverd captains go.

Red, oh redder than red lips are, my flowers nod in the blazing
noon,
Blue, oh bluer than maidens eyes, are the breasts o my waves
in the young monsoon,
And there are cloves to smell, and musk, and lemon trees, and
cinnamon.

  

*The words Njo hapa in the Kiswahili tongue are the equivalent of
come hither!
  

Estimates of ease and affluence vary with the point of view. While his older brother lived, Monty had continued in his element, a cavalry officer, his combined income and pay ample for all that the Bombay side of India might require of an English gentleman. They say that a finer polo player, a steadier shot on foot at a tiger, or a bolder squadron leader never lived.

But to Montys infinite disgust his brother died childless. It is divulging no secret that the income that passed with the title varied between five and seven thousand pounds a year, according as coal was high, and tenants prosperous or not  a mere miserable pittance, of course, for the Earl of Montdidier and Kirkudbrightshire; so that all his ventures, and therefore ours, had one avowed end  shekels enough to lift the mortgages from his estates.

Five generations of soldiers had blazed the Montdidier fame on battle-grounds, to a nations (and why not the whole earths) benefit, without replenishing the family funds, and Monty (himself a confirmed and convinced bachelor) was minded when his own time should come to pass the title along to the next in line together with sufficient funds to support its dignity.

To us  even to Yerkes, familiar with United States merchant kings  he seemed with his thirty thousand dollars a year already a gilded Croesus. He had ample to travel on, and finance prospecting trips. We never lacked for working capital, but the quest (and, including Yerkes, we were as keen as he) led us into strange places.

So behold him  a privy councilor of England if you please  lounging in the lazaretto of Zanzibar, clothed only in slippers, underwear and a long blue dressing-gown. We three others were dressed the same, and because it smacked of official restraint we objected noisily; but Monty did not seem to mind much. He was rather bored, but unresentful.

A French steamer had put us ashore in quarantine, with the grim word cholera against us, and although our tale of suffering and Montys rank, insured us a friendly reception, the port health authorities elected to be strict and we were given a nice long lazy time in which to cool our heels and order new clothes. (Guns, kit, tents, and all but what we stood in had gone to the bottom with the German cholera ship from whose life-boat the French had rescued us.)

Keeping us all this time in this place, is sheer tyranny! grumbled
Yerkes. If any one wants my opinion, theyre afraid wed talk if they
let us out  more afraid of offending Germans than they are of cholera!
Besides  any fool could know by now were not sick!

There might be something in that, admitted Monty.

Id send for the U. S. Consul and sing the song out loud, but for you! Yerkes added.

Monty nodded sympathetically.

Dashed good of you, Will, and all that sort of thing.

You English are so everlastingly afraid of seeming to start trouble, youll swallow anything rather than talk!

As a government, perhaps yes, admitted Monty. As a people, I fancy not. As a people we vary.

You vary in that respect as much as sardines in a can! I traveled once all the way from London to Glasgow alone in one compartment with an Englishman. Talk? My, we were garrulous! I offered him a newspaper, cigarettes, matches, remarks on the weather suited to his brand of intelligence  (thats your sole national topic of talk between strangers!)  and all he ever said to me was Haw-ah! Ill bet he was afraid of seeming to start trouble!

He didnt start any, did he? asked Monty.

Pretty nearly he did! I all but bashed him over the bean with the newspaper the third time he said haw-ah!

Monty laughed. Fred Oakes was busy across the room with his most amazing gift of tongues, splicing together half-a-dozen of them in order to talk with the old lazaretto attendant, so he heard nothing; otherwise there would have been argument.

Then it would have been you, not he who started trouble, said I, and
Yerkes threw both hands up in a gesture of despair.

Even youre afraid of starting something! He stared at both of us with an almost startled expression, as if he could not believe his own verdict, yet could not get away from it. Else youd give the Bundesrath story to the papers! That German skippers conduct ought to be bruited round the world! You said youd do it. You promised us! You told the man to his face you would!

Now, said Monty, youve touched on another national habit.

Which one? Yerkes demanded.

Dislike of telling tales out of school. The mans dead. His ships at the bottom. The tales ended. Whats the use? Besides  ?

Ah! Youve another reason! Spill it!

As a privy councilor, yknow, and all that sort of thing  ?

Same story! Afraid of starting something!

The Germans specially their navy men  drink to what they call Der Tag yknow  the day when they shall dare try to tackle England. We all know that. Theyre planning war, twenty years from now perhaps, that shall give them all our colonies as well as India and Egypt. Theyre so keen on it they cant keep from bragging. Great Britain, on the other hand, hasnt the slightest intention of fighting if war can be avoided; so why do anything meanwhile to increase the tension? Why send broadcast a story that would only arouse international hatred? Thats their method. Ours  I mean our governments  is to give hatred a chance to die down. If our papers got hold of the Bundesrath story theyd make a deuce of a noise, of course.

If your governments so sure Germany is planning war, objected Yerkes, why on earth not force war, and feed them full of it before theyre ready?

Counsel of perfection, laughed Monty. Governments responsible to the Common  Commons to the people  people want peace and plenty. No. Your guess was good. We are in here while the government at home squares the newspaper men.

You dont mean to tell me your British government controls the press?

Hardly. Seeing em  putting it up to em straight  asking em politely. Theyre public-spirited, yknow. Hitting em with a club would be another thing. Its an easy-going nation, but kings have been sorry they tried force. Did you never hear of a king who used force against American colonies?

Good God! So they keep you  an earl  a privy councilor  a retired colonel of regulars in good standing  under lock and key in this pest-house while they bribe the press not to tell the truth about some Germans and start trouble?

Not exactly said Monty.

But here you are!

I preferred to remain with my party.

You moan theyd have let you out and kept us in?

Theyd have phrased it differently, but thats about what it would have amounted to. I have privileges.

Well, Im jiggered!

I rather suspect its not so bad as that, said Monty. Youre with friends in quarantine, Will!

For a quarantine station in the tropics it was after all not such a bad place. We could hear the crooning of lazy rollers on the beach, and what little sea-breeze moved at all came in to us through iron-barred windows. The walls were of coral, three feet thick. So was the roof. The wet red-tiled floor made at least an impression of coolness, and the fresh green foliage of an enormous mango tree, while it obstructed most of the view, suggested anything but durance vile. From not very far away the aromatic smell of a clove warehouse located us, not disagreeably, at the farther end of one of Sindbads journeys, and the birds in the mango branches cried and were colorful with hues and notes of merry extravagance. Zanzibar is no parsons paradise  nor the center of much high society. It reeks of unsavory history as well as of spices. But it has its charms, and the Arabs love it.

It had Fred Oakes so interested that he had forgotten his concertina  his one possession saved from shipwreck, for which he had offered to fight the whole of Zanzibar one-handed rather than have it burned.

(Damnation! it has silver reeds  its an English top-hole one  a wonder!)

So the doctors who are kind men in the main disinfected it twice, once on the French liner that picked us out of the Bundesraths boat, and again in Zanzibar; and with the stench of lord-knew-what zealous chemical upon it he had let it lie unused while he picked up Kiswahili and talked by the hour to a toothless, wrinkled very black man with a touch of Arab in his breeding, and a deal of it in his brimstone vocabulary.

Presently Fred came over and joined us, dancing across the wide red floor with the skirts of his gown outspread like a ballet dancers  ridiculous and perfectly aware of it.

Monty, youre rich! Were all made men! Were all rich! Lets spend money! Lets send for catalogues and order things!

Monty declined to take fire. It was I, latest to join the partnership and much the least affluent, who bit.

If you love the Lord, explain! said I.

This old one-eyed lazaretto attendant is an ex-slave, ex-accomplice of
Tippoo Tib!

And Tippoo Tib? I asked.

Ignorant focastle outcast! (All that because I had made one voyage as foremast hand, and deserted rather than submit to more of it.) Tippoo Tib is the Arab  is, mind you, my son, not was  the Arab who was made governor of half the Congo by H. M. Stanley and the rest of em. Tippoo Tib is the expert who used to bring the slave caravans to Zanzibar  bring em, send em, send for em  he owned em anyway. Tippoo Tib was the biggest ivory hunter and trader lived since old King Solomon! Tippoo Tib is here  in Zanzibar  to all intents and purposes a prisoner on parole  old as the hills  getting ready to die  and proud as the very ace of hell. So says One-eye!

So were all rich? suggested Monty.

Of course we are! Listen! The British government took Tippoos slaves away and busted his business. Made him come and live in this place, go to church on Sundays, and be good. Then they asked him what hed done with his ivory. Asked him politely after putting him through that mill! One-eye here says Tippoo had a million tusks  a million!  safely buried! Government offered him ten per cent. of their cash value if hed tell em where, and the old sport spat in their faces! Swears hell die with the secret! One-eye vows Tippoo is the only one who knows. There were others, but Tippoo shot or poisoned em.

So were rich, smiled Yerkes.

Of course we are! Consider this, America, and tell me if Standard Oil can beat it! One million tusks! Im told

By whom?

One-eye says

Youll say Oh! at me to a different tune, before Ive done! One-eye says it never paid to carry a tusk weighing less than sixty pounds. Some tusks weigh two hundred  some even more  took four men to carry some of em! Call it an average weight of one hundred pounds and be on the safe side.

Yes, lets play safe, agreed Monty seriously.

One hundred million pounds of ivory! said Fred, with a smack of his lips and the air of a man who could see the whole of it. The present market price of new ivory is over ten shillings a pound on the spot. Thatll all be very old stuff, worth at least double. But lets say ten shillings a pound and be on the safe side.

Yes, lets! laughed Yerkes.

One thousand million  a billion shillings! Fred announced. Fifty million pounds!

Two hundred and fifty million dollars! Yerkes calculated, beginning to take serious notice.

But how are we to find it? I objected.

Thats the point. Government ud hog the lot, but has hunted high and low and cant find it. So the offer stands ten per cent. to any one who does  ten per cent. of fifty million  lowest reckoning, mind you!  five million pounds! Half for Monty  two and a half million. A million for Yerkes, a million for me, and a half a million for you all according to contract! How dyou like it?

Well enough, I answered. If its only the hundredth part true, Im enthusiastic!

So now suit yourselves! said Fred, collapsing with a sweep of his skirts into the nearest chair. Ive told you what One-eye says. These dusky gents sometimes exaggerate of course

Now and then, admitted Monty.

But where theres smoke you mean theres probly some one smoking hams? suggested Yerkes.

I mean, lets find that ivory! said Fred.

We might do worse than make an inquiry or two, Monty assented cautiously.

Didums, you damned fool, youre growing old! Youre wasting time!
Youre trying to damp enthusiasm! Youre  youre

Interested, Fred. Im interested. Lets

Lets find that ivory and to hell with caution! Why, man alive, its the chance of a million lifetimes!

Well, then, said Monty, admitting the storys true for the sake of argument, how do you propose to get on the track of the secret?

Get on it? I am on it! Didnt One-eye say Tippoo Tib is alive and in Zanzibar? The old rascal! Many a slave hes done to death! Many a man hes tortured! I propose we catch Tippoo Tib, hide him, and pull out his toe-nails one by one until be blows the gaff!

(To hear Fred talk when there is nothing to do but talk a stranger might arrive at many false conclusions.)

If theres any truth in the story at all, said Monty, government will have done everything within the bounds of decency to coax the facts from Tippoo Tib. I suspect wed have to take our chance and simply hunt. But lets hear Jumas story.

So the old attendant left off sprinkling water from a yellow jar, and came and stood before us. Freds proposal of tweaking toe-nails would not have been practical in his case, for he had none left. His black legs, visible because he had tucked his one long garment up about his waist, were a mass of scars. He was lean, angular, yet peculiarly straight considering his years. As he stood before us he let his shirt-like garment drop, and the change from scarecrow to deferential servant was instantaneous. He was so wrinkled, and the wrinkles were so deep, that one scarcely noticed his sightless eye, almost hidden among a nest of creases; and in spite of the wrinkles, his polished, shaven head made him look ridiculously youthful because one expected gray hair and there was none.

Ask him how he lost his toe-nails, Fred, said I.

But the old man knew enough English to answer for himself. He made a wry grimace and showed his hands. The finger-nails were gone too.

Tell us your story, Juma, said Monty.

Tell em about the pembe  the ivory  the much ivory  the meengi pembe, echoed Fred.

Lets hear about those nails of his first, said I.

One thingll probly lead to another, Yerkes agreed. Start him on the toe-nail story.

But it did not lead very far. Fred, who had picked up Kiswahili enough to piece out the old mans broken English, drew him out and clarified the tale. But it only went to prove that others besides ourselves had heard of Tippoo Tibs hoard. Some white man  we could not make head or tail of the name, but it sounded rather like Somebody belonging to a man named Carpets  had trapped him a few years before and put him to torture in the belief that he knew the secret.

But me not knowing nothing! he assured us solemnly, shaking his head again and again.

But he was not in the least squeamish about telling us that Tippoo Tib had surely buried huge quantities of ivory, and had caused to be slain afterward every one who shared the secret.

How long ago? asked Monty. But natives of that part of the earth are poor hands at reckoning time.

Long time, he assured us. He might have meant six years, or sixty.
It would have been all the same to him.

No. Me not liking Tippoo Tib. One time his slave. That bad. Byumby set free. That good. Now working here. This very good.

Where do you think the ivory is? (This from Yerkes.)

But the old man shook his head.

As I understand it, said Monty, slaves came mostly from the Congo side of Lake Victoria Nyanza. Slave and elephant country were approximately the same as regards general direction, and there were two routes from the Congo  the southern by way of Ujiji on Tanganyika to Bagamoyo on what is now the German coast, and the other to the north of Victoria Nyanza ending at Mombasa. Ask him, Fred, which way the ivory used to come.

Both ways, announced Juma without waiting for Fred to interpret. He had an uncanny trick of following conversation, his intelligence seeming to work by fits and starts.

That gives us about half Africa for hunting-ground, and a job for life! laughed Yerkes.

Might have a worse! Fred answered, resentful of cold water thrown on his discovery.

Were you Tippoo Tibs slave when he buried the ivory? demanded Monty, and the old man nodded.

Where were you at the time?

Juma made a gesture intended to suggest immeasurable distances toward the West, and the name of the place he mentioned was one we had never heard of.

Can you take us to Tippoo Tib when we leave this place? I asked, and he nodded again.

How much ivory do you suppose there was? asked Yerkes.

Teli, teli! he answered, shaking his head.

Too much! Fred translated.

Pretty fair to middling vague, said Yerkes, but  judicially almost worth investigating!

Investigating? Fred sprang from his chair. Its better than all King Solomons mines, El Dorado, Golconda, and Sindbad the Sailors treasure lands  rolled in one! Its an obviously good thing! All we need is a bit of luck and the ivorys ours!

Ill sell you my share now for a thousand dollars  come  come across! grinned Yerkes.

There was a rough-house after that. He and Fred nearly pulled the old attendant in two, each claiming the right to torture him first and learn the secret. They ended up without a whole rag between them, and had to send Juma to head-quarters for new blue dressing-gowns. The doctor came himself  a fat good-natured party with an eye-glass and a cocktail appetite, acting locum-tenens for the real official who was home on leave. He brought the ingredients for cocktails with him.

Yes, he said, shaking the mixer with a sort of deft solicitude. Theres more than something in the tale. Ive had a try myself to get details. Tippoo Tib believes in up-to-date physic, and when the old rascals sick he sends for me. I offered to mix him an elixir of life that would make him out-live Methuselah if hed give me as much as a hint of the general direction of his cache.

He ought to have fallen for that, said Yerkes, but the doctor shook his head.

Hes an Arab. Theyre Shiah Muhammedans. Their Paradise is a pleasant place from all accounts. He advised me to drink my own elixir, and have lots and lots of years in which to find the ivory, without being beholden to him for help. Wily old scaramouch! But I had a better card up my sleeve. He has taken to discarding ancient prejudices  doesnt drink or anything like that, but treats his harem almost humanly. Lets em have anything that costs him nothing. Even sends for a medico when theyre sick! Getting lax in his old age! Sent for me a while ago to attend his favorite wife  sixty years old if shes a day, and as proud of him as if he were the king of Jerusalem. Well  I looked her over, judged she was likely to keep her bed, and did some thinking.

You know their religious law? A woman cant go to Paradise without special intercession, mainly vicarious. I found a mullah  thats a Muhammedan priest  whod do anything for half of nothing. They most of them will. I gave him fifty dibs, and promised him more if the trick worked. Then I told the old woman she was going to die, but that if shed tell me the secret of Tippoo Tibs ivory I had a mullah handy who would pass her into Paradise ahead of her old man. What did she do? She called Tippoo Tib, and he turned me out of the house. So Im fifty out of pocket, and whats worse, the old girl didnt die  got right up out of bed and stayed up! My reps all smashed to pieces among the Arabs!

Dyou suppose the old woman knew the secret? I asked.

Not she! If shed known it shed have split! The one ambition she has left is to be with Tippoo Tib in Paradise. But he can intercede for her and get her in  provided he feels that way; so she rounded on me in the hope of winning his special favor! But the old ruffian knows better! Hell no more pray for her than tell me where the ivory is! The Koran tells him there are much better houris in Paradise, so why trouble to take along a toothless favorite from this world?

Has the government any official information? asked Monty.

Quite a bit, Im told. Official records of vain searches. Between you and me and these four walls, about the only reason why they didnt hang the old slave-driving murderer was that theyve always hoped hed divulge the secret some day. But he hates the men who broke him far too bitterly to enrich them on any terms! If any man wins the secret from him itll be a foreigner. They tell me a German had a hard try once. One of Karl Peters men.

Thatll be Carpets! said Monty. Somebody belonging to Carpets  Karl
Peters.

The mans serving a life sentence in the jail for torturing our friend
Juma here.

Then Juma knows the secret?

So they say. But Juma, too, hopes to go to Paradise and wait on
Tippoo Tib.

He told us just now that he dislikes Tippoo Tib, I objected.

So he does, but that makes no difference. Tippoo Tib is a big chief  sultani kubwa  take any one he fancies to Heaven with him!

We all looked at Juma with a new respect.

I got Juma his job in here, said the doctor. Ive rather the notion of getting my ten per cent. on the value of that ivory some day!

Are there any people after it just now? asked Monty.

I dont know, Im sure. There was a German named Schillingschen, who spent a month in Zanzibar and talked a lot with Tippoo Tib. The old rascal might tell his secret to any one he thought was Englands really dangerous enemy. Schillingschen crossed over to British East if I remember rightly. He might be on the track of it.

Tell us more about Schillingschen, said Monty.

Hes one of those orientalists, who profess to know more about Islam than Christianity  more about Africa and Arabia than Europe  more about the occult than whats in the open. A man with a shovel beard  stout  thick-set  talks Kiswahili and Arabic and half a dozen other languages better than the natives do themselves. Has money  outfit like a princes  everything imaginable  Rifles  microscopes  cigars  wine. He didnt make himself agreeable here  except to the Arabs. Didnt call at the Residency. Some of us asked him to dinner one evening, but he pleaded a headache. We were glad, because afterward we saw him eat at the hotel  has ways of using his fingers at table, picked up I suppose from the people he has lived among.

Are you nearly ready to let us out of here? asked Monty.

Your quarantines up, said the doctor. Im only waiting for word from the office.

We drank three rounds of cocktails with him, after which he grew darkly friendly and proposed we should all set out together in search of the hoard.

Ive no money, he assured us. Nothing but a knowledge of the natives and a priceless thirst. Id have to throw up my practise here. Of course Id need some sort of guarantee from you chaps.

The proposal falling flat, he gathered the nearly empty bottles into one place and shouted for his boy to come and carry them away.

Think it over! he urged as he got up to leave us. You might take a bigger fool than me with you. Youd need a doctor on a trip like that. Im an expert on some of these tropical diseases. Think it over!

Fred! said Monty, as soon as the doctor had left the room, Im tempted by this ivory of yours.

But Fred, in the new blue dressing-gown the doctor had brought, was in another world  a land of trope and key and metaphor. For the last ten minutes he had kept a stub of pencil and a scrap of paper working, and now the strident tones of his too long neglected concertina stirred the heavy air and shocked the birds outside to silence. The instrument was wheezy, for in addition to the sacrilege the port authorities had done by way of disinfection, the bellows had been wetted when Fred plunged from the sinking Bundesrath and swam. But he is not what you could call particular, as long as a good loud noise comes forth that can be jerked and broken into anything resembling tune.

Tempted, are you? he laughed. He looked like a drunken troubadour en deshabille, with those up-brushed mustaches and his usually neat brown beard all spread awry. Temptations more fun than plunder!

Yerkes threw an orange at him, more by way of recognition than remonstrance. We had not heard Fred sing since he tried to charm cholera victims in the Bundesraths focastle, and, like the rest of us, he had his rights. He sang with legs spread wide in front of him, and head thrown back, and, each time he came to the chorus, kept on repeating it until we joined in.

Theres a prize thats full familiar from Zanzibar to France;
From Tokio to Boston; we are paid it in advance.
Its the wages of adventure, and the wide world knows the feel
Of the stuff that stirs good huntsmen all and brings the
hounds to heel!
Its the one reward thats gratis and precedes the toilsome task  
Its the one thing always better than an optimist can ask!
Its amusing, its amazing, and its never twice the same;
Its the salt of true adventure and the glamour of the game!

CHORUS
It is tem-tem-pitation!
The one sublime sensation!
You may doubt it, but without it
There would be no derring-do!
The reward the temptee cashes
Is too often dust and ashes,
But youll need no spurs or lashes
When temptation beckons you!

Oh, it drew the Roman legions to old Britains distant isle,
And it beckoned H. M. Stanley to the sources of the Nile;
Its the one and only reason for the bristling guns at Gib,
For the skeletons at Khartoum, and the crimes of Tippoo Tib.
The gentlemen adventurers braved torture for its sake,
It beckoned out the galleons, and filled the hulls of Drake!
Oh, it sets the sails of commerce, and it whets the edge of war,
Its the sole excuse for churches, and the only cause of law!

CHORUS
It is tem-tem-pitation! etc., etc.
No note is there of failure (thats a tune the croakers sing!)
This songs of youth, and strength, and health, and time
thats on the wing!
Of wealth beyond the hazy blue of far horizons flung  
But never of the folk returning, disillusioned, stung!
Its a tale of gold and ivory, of plunder out of reach,
Of luck that fell to other men, of treasure on the beach  
A compound, cross-reciprocating two-way double spell,
The low, sweet lure to Heaven, and the tallyho to hell!

CHORUS
It is tem-tem-pitation!
The one sublime sensation!
You may doubt it, but without it
There would be no derring-do!
Its the siren of to-morrow
That knows naught of lack or sorrow,
So youll sell your bonds and borrow,
When temptation beckons you!

Once Fred starts there is no stopping him, short of personal violence, and he ran through his ever lengthening list of songs, not all quite printable, until the very coral walls ached with the concertinas wailing, and our throats were hoarse from ridiculous choruses. As Yerkes put it:

When pa says sing, the rest of us sing too or go crazy!

I went to the window and tried to get a view of shipping through the mango branches. Masts and sails  lateen spars particularly  always get me by the throat and make me happy for a while. But all I could see was a low wall beyond the little compound, and over the top of it headgear of nearly all the kinds there are. (Zanzibar is a wonderful market for second-hand clothes. There was even a tall silk hat of not very ancient pattern.)

Come and look, Monty! said I, and he and Yerkes came and stood beside me. Seeing his troubadour charm was broken, Fred snapped the catch on the concertina and came too.

Arabian Nights! he exclaimed, thumping Monty on the back.

Didums, you drunkard, were dead and in another world! Juma is the one-eyed Calender! Look  fishermen  houris  how many houris?  seen em grin!  soldiers of fortune  merchants  sailors  by gad, theres Sindbad himself!  and say! If that isnt the Sultan Haroun-al-Raschid in disguise Im willing to eat beans and pie for breakfast to oblige Yerkes! Look  look at the fat ruffians stomach and swagger, will you?

Yerkes sized up the situation quickest.

Sing him another song, Fred. If we want to strike up acquaintance with half Zanzibar, heres our chance!

Oh, Richard, oh, my king! hummed Monty. Its Coeur de Lion and
Blondell over again with the harp reversed.

If Zanzibar may be said to possess main thoroughfares, that window of ours commanded as much of one as the tree and wall permitted; and music  even of a concertina  is the key to the heart of all people whose hair is crisp and kinky. Perhaps rather owing to the generosity of their slave law, and Koran teachings, more than to racial depravity, there are not very many Arabs left in that part of the world with true semitic features and straight hair, nor many woolly-headed folk who are quite all-Bantu. There is enough Arab blood in all of them to make them bold; Bantu enough for syncopated, rag-time music to take them by the toes and stir them. The crowd in the street grew, and gathered until a policeman in red fez and khaki knickerbockers came and started trouble. He had a three-cornered fight on his hands, and no sympathy from any one, within two minutes. Then the man with the stomach and swagger  he whom Fred called Haroun-al-Raschid  took a hand in masterly style. He seized the police-man from behind, flung him out of the crowd, and nobody was troubled any more by that official.

That him Tippoo Tibs nephew! said a voice, and we all jumped. We had not noticed Juma come and stand beside us.

I suspect nephew is a vague relationship in these parts, said Monty.
Do you mean Tippoos brother was that mans father, Juma?

No, bwana.* Tippoo Tib bringing slave long ago fm Bagamoyo. Him she-slave having chile. She becoming concubine Tippoo Tib his wifes brother. That chile Tippoo Tibs nephew. Tea ready, bwana.

    * Bwana, Swahili word meaning master.     

What does that man do for a living?

Do for a living? Juma was bewildered.

What does he work at?

Not working.

Never?

No.

Has he private means, then?

I not understand. Tea ready, bwana!

Has he got mali*? Fred demanded.

Mali? No. Him poor man.

    *Mali, Swahili word meaning possession, property.     

Then how does he exist, if he has no mali and doesnt work?

Oh, one wife here, one there, one other place, an
Tippoo Tib byumby him giving food.

How many wives has he?

Tea ready, bwana!

How do they come to be spread all over the place? (We were shooting questions at him one after the other, and Juma began to look as if he would have preferred a repetition of the toe-nail incident.)

Oh, he travel much, an byumby lose all money, then stay here. Tea, him growing cold.

There is no persuading the native servant who has lived under the Union Jack that an Englishman does not need hot tea at frequent intervals, even after three cocktails in an afternoon. So we trooped to the table to oblige him, and went through the form of being much refreshed.

What is that mans name? demanded Monty.

Hassan.

Do you know him?

Everybody know him!

Can you get a message to him?

Yes, bwana.

Tell him to come and talk with us at the hotel as soon as he hears we are out of this.

We did not know it at the time (for I dont think that Monty guessed it either) that we had taken the surest way of setting all Zanzibar by the ears. In that last lingering stronghold of legal slavery,* where the only stories judged worth listening to are the very sources of the Thousand Nights and a Night, intrigue is not perhaps the breath of life, but it is the salt and savory. There is a woolly-headed sultan who draws a guaranteed, fixed income and has nothing better to do than regale himself and a harem with western alleged amusement. There are police, and lights, and municipal regulations. In fact, Zanzibar has come on miserable times from certain points of view. But there remains the fun of listening to all the rumors borne by sea. Play on the flute in Zanzibar and Africa as far as the lakes will dance! the Arabs say, and the gentry who once drove slaves or traded ivory refuse to believe that the day of lawlessness is gone forever. One rumor then is worth ten facts. Four white men singing behind the bars of the lazaretto, desiring to speak with Hassan, nephew of Tippoo Tib, and offering money for the introduction, were enough to send whispers sizzling up and down all the mazy streets.

    * Slavery was not absolutely and finally abolished in Zanzibar until 1906, during which year even the old slaves, hitherto unwilling to be set free, had to be pensioned off.     

Our release from quarantine took place next day, and we went to the hotel, where we were besieged at once by tradesmen, each proclaiming himself the only honest outfitter and agent for all good export firms. Monty departed to call on British officialdom (one advantage of traveling with a nobleman being that he has to do the stilted social stuff). Yerkes went to call on the United States Consul, the same being presumably a part of his religion, for he always does it, and almost always abuses his government afterward. So Fred and I were left to repel boarders, and it came about that we two received Hassan.

He entered our room with a great shout of Hodi! (and Fred knew enough to say Karibu!)  a smart red fez set at an angle on his shaven head, his henna-stained beard all newly-combed  a garment like a night-shirt reaching nearly to his heels, a sort of vest of silk embroidery restraining his stomachs tendency to wobble at will, and a fat smile decorating the least ashamed, most obviously opportunist face I ever saw, even on a black man.

Jambo, jambo;* he announced, striding in and observing our lack of worldly goods with one sweep of the eye. (We had not stocked up yet with new things, and probably he did not know our old ones were at the bottom of the sea.) He was a lion-hearted rascal though, at all events at the first rush, for poverty on the surface did not trouble him.

    * Jambo, good day.     

You send for me? You want a good guide?

The Haroun-al-Raschid look had disappeared. Now he was the jack-of-all-trades, wondering which end of the jack to push in first.

When I need a guide Ill get a licensed one, said Fred, sitting down and turning partly away from him. (It never pays to let those gentry think they have impressed you.) What is your business, Johnson?

My name Hassan, sah. You send for me? You want a headman. Im formerly headman for Tippoo Tib, knowing all roads, and how to manage wapagazi,* safari,* * all things!

    

* Wapagazi, plural of pagazi, porter.

* * Safari, journey, and, by inference, outfit for a journey.
    

Any papers to prove it? asked Fred.

No, sir. Reference to Tippoo Tib himself sufficient! He my part-uncle.

Ready to tell any kind of a lie for you, eh?

No, sir, always telling truth! You got a cook yet?

Can you cook? Fred answered guardedly.

Yes, sah. Was cook formerly for Master Stanley, go with him on expedition. Later his boy. Later his headman. You want to go on expedition, I getting you good cook. Where you want to go?

Are you looking for a job? asked Fred.

What you after? Ivory?

Maybe.

I know all about ivory  I shoot, trade ivory along o Tippoo Tib an
Stanley. You engage my services, all very well.

Go and tell Tippoo Tib we want to see him. If he confirms what you say, perhaps well take you on, said Fred.

Tell Tippoo Tib? Ha-ha! You want to find his buried ivory  that it?
All white men wanting that! All right, I go tell him! I come again!

Come back here, you fat rascal! ordered Fred. What do you mean about buried ivory? What buried ivory?

Hassans face lost some of its transcendent cheek. Even the dyed beard seemed to wilt.

What you wanting? he asked. Hunt, trade, travel  what your business?

Fish! Fred answered genially.

Samaki?

Yes  samaki  fish!

Having no experience of Arabs, and part-Arabs, I wondered what on earth Fred could be driving at. But Hassan wondered still more, and that was the whole point. He stood agape, looking from one to the other of us, his fat good-natured face an interrogation mark.

I go an tell bwana Tippoo Tib! he announced, and departed swiftly.

Whats the idea of fish, Fred? I asked.

Oh, just curiosity. The way of getting information out of colored folk is to get them so frantically curious theyve no time to think up lies. Tobacco would have done as well  anything unexpected. A bird flying, and a black man lying,  are both of em easy to catch or confuse unless they know which way theyre heading. Lets go and look at the bazaar.

But in order to look one had to reach. We left the great heavy-beamed hotel that had once been Tippoo Tibs residence, but were stopped in the outer doorway by a crowd of native boys, each with a brass plate on his arm.

Guide, sah!  Guide, sah!  My name McPhairson, sah!  My name Jones, sah!  My name Johnson, sah! Guide to all the sights, sah!

They were as persistent and evilly intentioned as a swarm of flies, and bold enough to strike back when anybody kicked them. While we wrestled and swore, but made no headway, we were accosted by a Greek, who seemed from long experience able to pass through them without striking or being struck. We were not left in doubt another second as to whether our friend Hassan had dallied on the way, and held his tongue or not.

Good day, gentlemen! I hear you are after fish! Hah! That is a good story to tell to Arabs! You mean fishing for information, eh? Ha-hah!

He turned on the swarm of boys, who still yelled and struggled about our legs.

Imshi!* Voetsak!* * Enenda zako!* * * Kuma nina, wewe!* * * * In a minute he had them all scattering, for only innocence and inexperience attract the preying youth of Zanzibar. Now, gentlemen, my name is Coutlass  Georges Coutlass. Have a drink with me, and let me tell you something.

    * Imshi (Arabic), get to hell out of here! * * Voetsak (Cape Dutch), ditto. * * * Enenda zako (Kiswahill), ditto. * * * * Kuma nina (Kiswahill). An opprobrious, and perhaps the commonest expletive In the language, amounting to a request for details of the objurgees female ancestry. By no means for use in drawing-rooms.      

He was tall, dark skinned, athletic, and roguish-looking even for the brand of Greek one meets with south of the Levant  dressed in khaki, with an American cowboy hat  his fingers nearly black with cigarette juice  his hands unusually horny for that climate  and his hair clipped so short that it showed the bumps of avarice and other things, said to reside below the hat-band to the rear. Yet a plausible, companionable-seeming man. And Zanzibar confers democratic privilege, as well as fevers; impartiality hovers in the atmosphere as well as smells, and we neither of us dreamed of hesitating, but followed him back into the bar  a wide, low-ceilinged room whose beams were two feet thick of blackened, polished hard wood. There we sat one each side of him in cane armchairs. He ordered the drinks, and paid for them.

First I will tell you who I am, he said, when he had swallowed a foot-long whisky peg and wiped his lips with his coat sleeve. I never boast. I dont need to! I am Georges Coutlass! I learned that you have an English lord among your party, and said I to myself Aha! There is a man who will appreciate me, who am a citizen of three lands! Which of you gentlemen is the lord?

How can you be a citizen of three countries? Fred countered.

Of Greece, for I was born in Greece. I have fought Turks. Ah! I have bled for Greece. I have spilt my blood in many lands, but the best was for my motherland!  Of England, for I became naturalized. By bloody-hell-and-Waterloo, but I admire the English! They have guts, those English, and I am one of them! By the great horn spoon, yes, I became an Englishman at Bow Street one Monday morning, price Five Pounds. I was lined up with the drunks and pick-pockets, and by Jumbo the magistrate mistook me for a thief! He would have given me six months without the option in another minute, but I had the good luck to remember how much money I had paid my witnesses. The thought of paying that for nothing  worse than nothing, for six months in jail!  in an English jail!  pick oakum!  eat skilly!  that thought brought me to my senses. By Gassharamminy, I said, I may be mad, but Im sober! If its a crime to desire to be English, then punish me, but let me first commit the offense! So he laughed, and didnt question my witnesses very carefully  one was a Jew, the other an ex-German, and either of them would swear to anything at half price for a quantity  and they kissed the Book and committed perjury  and lo and behold, I was English as you are  English without troubling a midwife or the parson! Five pounds for the beak at Bow Street  fifty for the witnesses  fifty-five all told  and cheap at the price! I had money in those days. It was after our short war with Turkey. We Greeks got beaten, but the Turks did not get all the loot! By prison and gallows, no! When our men ran before a battle, I did not run  not I! I remained, and by Croesus I grew richer in an hour than I have ever been since!

Thats two countries, said I. Which is the third that has the honor to claim your allegiance?

Honor is right! he answered with a proud smile. I, Georges Coutlass, have honored three flags! I am a credit to all three countries! The third is America  the U. S. A. You might say that is the corollary of being English  the natural, logical, correct sequence! The U. S. laws are strict, but their politics were devised for  what is it the preachers call it  ah, yes, for straining out gnats and swallowing camels. By George Washington they would swallow a house on fire! There was a federal election shortly due. One of the parties  Democratic  Republican  I forget which  maybe both!  needed new voters. The law says it takes five years to become a citizen. Politics said fifteen minutes! The politicians paid the fees too! I was a citizen  a voter  an elector of presidents before I had been ashore three months, and I had sold my vote three times over within a month of that! They had me registered under three names in three separate wards! I didnt need the money  I had plenty in those days  I gave the six dollars I received for my votes to the Holy Church, and voted the other way to save my conscience; but the fun of the thing appealed! By Gassharamminy! I cant take life the way the copy-books lay down! I have to break laws or else break heads! But I love America! I fought and bled for America! By Abraham Lincoln, I fought those Spaniards until I dont doubt they wished I had stayed in Greece! Yes, I left that middle finger in Cuba  shot through the left hand by a Don, think of it, a Don! When I came out of hospital  and I never saw anything worse than that hot hell!  I got myself attached to the commissariat, and the pickings were none so bad. Had to hand over too much, though. That is the worst of America, there is no genuine liberty. You have to steal for the man higher up. If you keep more than ten per cent., he squeals. He has to pass most of it on again to some one else, and so on, and they all land in jail in course of time! Give me a country where a man can keep what he finds! There was talk about congressional inquiries. Then a friend of mine  a Greek  who had been out here told me of Tippoo Tibs ivory, and it looked all right to me to change scenes for a while. I had citizenship papers  U. S., and English, and a Greek passport in case of accident. Traveling looked good to me.

If you traveled on a Greek passport you couldnt use citizenship papers of any other country, Fred objected.

Who said I traveled on a Greek passport? Do you take me for such a fool? Who listens to a Greek consul? He may protest, and accept fees, but Greece is a little country and no one listens to her consuls. I carry a Greek passport in case I should find somewhere someday a Greek consul with influence or a Greek whom I wish to convince. I traveled to South Africa as an American. I went to Cape Town with the idea of going to Salisbury, and working my way up from there as a trader into the Congo. I reached Johannesburg, and there I did a little I. D. B. and one thing and another until the Boer War came. Then I fought for the Boers. Yes, I have bled for the Boer cause. It was a damned bad cause! They robbed me of nearly all my money! They left me to die when I was wounded! It was only by the grace of God, and the intrigues of a woman that I made my way to Lourenco Marquez. No, the war was not over, but what did I care? I, Georges Coutlass, had had enough of it! I recompensed myself en route. I do not fight for a bunch of thieves for nothing! I sailed from Lourenco Marquez to Mombasa. I hunted elephant in British East Africa until they posted a reward for me on the telegraph poles. The law says not more than two elephants in one year. I shot two hundred! I sold the ivory to an Indian, bought cattle, and went down into German East Africa. The Masai attacked me, stole some of the cattle, and killed others. The Germans, damn and blast them, took the rest! They accused me of crimes  me, Georges Coutlass!  and imposed fines calculated carefully to skin me of all I had! Roup and rotten livers! but I will knock them head-over-halleluja one fine day! Not for nothing shall they flim-flam Georges Coutlass! Which of you gentlemen is the lord?

We bought him another drink, and watched it disappear with one uninterrupted gurgle down its appointed course.

What did you do next? Fred asked him before he had recovered breath enough to question us. I suppose the Germans had you at a loose end?

Do you think that? Sacred history of hell! It takes more than a lousy military German to get Georges Coutlass at a loose end! They must get me dead before that can happen! And then, by Blitzen, as those devils say, a dead Georges Coutlass will be better than a thousand dead Germans! In hell I will use them to clean my boots on! At a loose end, was I? I met this bloody rogue Hassan  the fat blackguard who told me you have come to Zanzibar for fish  and made an agreement with him to look for Tippoo Tibs buried ivory. Yes, sir! I showed him papers. He thought they were money drafts. He thought me a man of means whom he could bleed. I had guns and ammunition, he none. He pretended to know where some of Tippoo Tibs ivory is buried.

Some of it, eh? said Fred.

Some of it, dyou say? said I.

Some of it, yes. A million tusks. Some say two million! Some say three! Thunder!  you take a hundred good tusks and bury them; youll see the hill youve made from five miles off! A hundred thousand tusks would make a mountain! If any one buried a million tusks in one spot theyd mark the place on maps as a watershed! They must be buried here, there, everywhere along the trail of Tippoo Tib  perhaps a thousand in one place at the most. Which of you two gentlemen is the lord?

Did Hassan lead you to any of it? Fred inquired.

Not he! The jelly-belly! The Arab pig! He led me to Ujiji  thats on Lake Tanganika  the old slave market where he himself was once sold for ten cents. I dont doubt a piece of betel nut and a pair of worn-out shoes had to be thrown in with him at the price! There he tried to make me pay the expenses in advance of a trip to Usumbora at the head of the lake. God knows what it would have cost, the way he wanted me to do it! Are you the lord, sir?

What did you do? asked Fred.

Do? I parted company! I had made him drunk once. (The Arabs arent supposed to drink, so when they do they get talkative and lively!) And I knew Arabic before ever I crossed the Atlantic  learned it in Egypt  ran away from a sponge-fishing boat when I was a boy. No, they dont fish sponges off the Nile Delta, but you can smuggle in a sponge boat better than in most ships. Anyhow, I learned Arabic. So I understood what that pig Hassan said when he talked in the dark with his brother swine. He knew no more than I where the ivory was! He suspected most of it was in a country called Ruanda that runs pretty much parallel with the Congo border to the west of Victoria Nyanza in German East Africa, and he was counting on finding natives who could tell him this and that that might put him on the trail of it! I could beat that game! I could cross-examine fool natives twice as well as any fat rascal of an ex-slave! Seeing he had paid all expenses so far, however, I was not much to the bad, so I picked a quarrel with him and we parted company. Wouldnt you have done the same, my lord?

But Fred did not walk into the trap. What did you do next? he asked.

Next? I got a job with the agent of an Italian firm to go north and buy skins. He made me a good advance of trade goods  melikani,* beads, iron and brass wire, kangas,* * and all that sort of thing, and I did well. Made money on that trip. Traveled north until I reached Ruanda  went on until I could see the Fire Mountains in the distance, and the country all smothered in lava. Reached a cannibal country, where the devils had eaten all the surrounding tribes until they had to take to vegetarianism at last.

    * Melikani, the unbleached calico made in America that is the most useful trade goods from sea to sea of Central Africa. * * Kanga, cotton piece goods.     

But did you find the ivory? Fred insisted.

No, or by Jiminy, I wouldnt be here! If Id found it Id have settled down with a wife in Greece long ago. Id be keeping an inn, and growing wine, and living like a gentleman! But I found out enough to know theres a system that goes with the ivory Tippoo Tib buried. If you found one lot, that would lead you to the next, and so on. I got a suspicion where one lot is, although I couldnt prove it. And I made up my mind that the German government knows darned well where a lot of it is!

Then why dont the Germans dig it up? demanded Fred.

Aha! laughed Coutlass. If I know, why should I tell! If they know, why should they tell? Suppose that some of it were in Congo territory, and some in British East Africa? Suppose they should want to get the lot? What then? If they uncovered their bit in German East Africa mightnt that put the Congo and the British on the trail?

If they know where it is, said I, theyll certainly guard it.

Which of you is the lord? demanded Coutlass earnestly.

What do you suppose Hassan is doing, then, here in Zanzibar? asked
Fred.

Rum and eggs! I know what he is doing! When I snapped my thumb under his fat nose and told him about the habits of his female ancestors be went to the Germans and informed against me! The sneak-thief! The turn-coat! The maggot! I shall not forget! I, Georges Coutlass, forget nothing! He informed against me, and they set askaris* on my trail who prevented me from making further search. I had to sit idle in Usumbura or Ujiji, or else come away; and idleness ill suits my blood! I came here, and Hassan followed me. The Germans made a regular, salaried spy of him  the semi-Arab rat! The one-tenth Arab, nine-tenths mud-rat! Here he stays in Zanzibar and spies on Tippoo Tib, on me, on the British government, and on every stranger who comes here. His information goes to the Germans. I know, for I intercepted some of it! He writes it out in Arabic, and provided no woman goes through the folds of his clothes or feels under that silken belly-piece be wears, the Germans get it. But if a woman does, and shes a friend of mine, thats different! Are you the lord, sir?

     * Askari, native soldier.      

What do you propose? asked Fred.

Help me find that ivory! said Coutlass. I have very little money left, but I have guns, and courage! I know where to look, and I am not afraid! No German can scare me! I am English-American-Greek!  better than any hundred Germans! Let us find the ivory, and share it! Let us get it out through British territory, or the Congo, so that no German sausage can interfere with us or take away one tusk! Gee-rusalem, how I hate the swine. Let us put one over on them! Let us get the ivory to Europe, and then flaunt the deed under their noses! Let us send one little tip of a female tusk to the Kaiser for a souvenir  female in proof it is all illegitimate, illegal, outlawed! Let us send him a piece of ivory and a letter telling him all about it, and what we think of him and his swine-officials! His lieutenants and his captains! Let us smuggle the ivory out through the Congo  it can be done! It can be done! I, Georges Coutlass, will find the ivory, and find the way!

No need to smuggle it out, said Fred. The British government will give us ten per cent., or so I understand, of the value of all of it we find in British East.

Georges Coutlass threw back his head and roared with laughter, slapped his thighs, held his sides  then coughed for two or three minutes, and spat blood.

You are the lord, all right! he gasped as soon as he could get breath. No need to smuggle it! Ha-ha! May I be damned! Ten per cent. theyll give us! Ha-ha! Generous! By whip and wheel! theyre lucky if we give them five per cent.! Id like to see any government take away from Georges Coutlass ninety per cent. of anything without a fight! No, gentlemen! No, my Lord! The Belgian Congo government is corrupt. Let us spend twenty-five per cent.  even thirty-forty-fifty per cent. of the value of it to bribe the Congo officials. Hand over ninety per cent. to the Germans or the British without a fight?  Never! Never while my name is Georges Coutlass! I have fought too often! I have been robbed by governments too often! This last time I will put it over all the governments, and be rich at last, and go home to Greece to live like a gentleman! Believe me!

He patted himself on the breast, and if flashing eye and frothing lip went for anything, then all the governments were as good as defeated already.

You are the lord, are you not? he demanded, looking straight at Fred.

My name is Oakes, Fred answered.

Oh, then you? I beg pardon! He looked at me with surprise that he made no attempt to conceal. Fred could pass for a king with that pointed beard of his (provided he were behaving himself seemly at the time) but for all my staid demeanor I have never been mistaken for any kind of personage. I disillusioned Coutlass promptly.

Then you are neither of you lords?

Pish! Were obviously ladies! answered Fred.

Then you have fooled me? The Greek rose to his feet. You have deceived me? You have accepted my hospitality and confidence under false pretense?

I think there would have been a fight, for Fred was never the man to accept brow-beating from chance-met strangers, and the Greeks fiery eye was rolling in fine frenzy; but just at that moment Yerkes strolled in, cheerful and brisk.

Hullo, fellers! This is some thirsty burg. Do they sell soft drinks in this joint? he inquired.

By Brooklyn Bridge! exclaimed Coutlass. An American! I, too, am an American! Fellow-citizen, these men have treated me badly! They have tricked me!

You must be dead easy! said Yerkes genially. If those two wanted to live at the con game, theyd have to practise on the junior kindergarten grades. Theyre the mildest men I know. I let that one with the beard hold my shirt and pants when I go swimming! Tricked you, have they? Say  have you got any money left?

Oh, have a drink! laughed the Greek. Have one on me! Its good to hear you talk!

What have my friends done to you? asked Yerkes.

I was looking for a lord. They pretended to be lords.

What? Both of em?

No, it is one lord I am looking for.

One lord, one faith, one baptism! said Yerkes profanely. And you found two? Whats your worry? Ill pretend to be a third if thatll help you any!

Gentlemen, said the Greek, rising to his full height and letting his rage begin to gather again, you play with me. That is not well! You waste my time. That is not wise! I come in all innocence, looking for a certain lord  a real genuine lord  the Earl of Montdidier and Kirscrubbrightshaw  my God, what a name!

Im Mundidier, said a level voice, and the Greek faced about like a man attacked. Monty had entered the barroom and stood listening with calm amusement, that for some strange reason exasperated the Greek less than our attitude had done, at least for the moment. When the first flush of surprise had died he grinned and grew gallant.

My own name is Georges Coutlass, my Lord! He made a sweeping bow, almost touching the floor with the brim of his cowboy hat, and then crossing his breast with it.

What can I do for you? asked Monty.

Listen to me!

Very well. I can spare fifteen minutes.

We all took seats together in a far corner of the dingy room, where the
Syrian barkeeper could not overhear us.

My Lord, I am an Englishman! Coutlass began. I am a God-fearing,
law-abiding gentleman! I know where to look for the ivory that the
Arab villain Tippoo Tib has buried! I know how to smuggle it out of
Africa without paying a penny of duty

Did you say law-abiding? Monty asked.

Surely! Always! I never break the law! As for instance  in Greece, where I had the honor to be born, the law says no man shall carry a knife or wear one in his belt. So, since I was a little boy I carry none! I have none in my hand  none at my belt. I keep it here!

He stooped, raised his right trousers leg, and drew from his Wellington boot a two-edged, pointed thing almost long enough to merit the name of rapier. He tossed it in the air, let it spin six or seven times end over end, caught it deftly by the point, and returned it to its hiding-place.

I am a law-abiding man, he said, but where the law leaves off, I know where to begin! I am no fool!

Monty made up his mind there and then that this mans game would not be worth the candle.

No, Mr. Coutlass, I cant oblige you, he said.

The Greek half-arose and then sat down again.

You can not find it without my assistance! he said, wrinkling his face for emphasis.

Im not looking for assistance, said Monty.

Aha! You play with words! You are not  but you will! I am no fool, my Lord! I understand! Not for nothing did I make a friend again of that pig Hassan! Not for nothing have I waited all these months in this stinking Zanzibar until a man should come in search of that ivory whom I could trust! Not for nothing did Juma, the lazaretto attendant tell Hassan you desired to see him! You seek the ivory, but you wish to keep it all! To share none of it with me! He stood up, and made another bow, much curter than his former one. I am Georges Coutlass! My courage is known! No man can rob me and get away with it!

My good man, drawled Monty, raising his eyebrows in the comfortless way he has when there seems need of facing an inferior antagonist. (He hates to lord it as thoroughly as he loves to risk his neck.) I would not rob you if you owned the earth! If you have valuable information Ill pay for it cheerfully after its tested.

Ah! Now you talk!

Observe  I said after its tested!

I dont think he knows anything, said Fred. I think he guessed a lot, and wants to look, and cant afford to pay his own expenses. Isnt that it?

What do you mean? demanded Coutlass.

I cant talk Greek, said Fred. Shall I say it again in English?

You may name any reasonable price, said Monty, for real information. Put it in writing. When were agreed on the price, put that in writing too. Then, if we find the information is even approximately right, why, well pay for it.

Ah-h-h! You intend to play a trick on me! You use my information! You find the ivory! You go out by the Congo River and the other coast, and I kiss myself good-by to you and ivory and money! I am to be what dyou call it?  a milk-pigeon!

Being that must be some sensation! nodded Yerkes.

I warn you I can not be tampered with! snarled the Greek, putting on his hat with a flourish. I leave you, for you to think it over! But I tell you this  I promise you  I swear! Any expedition in search of that ivory that does not include Georges Coutlass on his own terms is a delusion  a busted flush  smashed  exploded  pfff!  so  evanesced before the start! My address is Zanzibar! Every street child knows me! When you wish to know my terms, tell the first man or child you meet to lead you to the house where Georges Coutlass lives! Good morning, Lord Skirtsshubrish! We will no doubt meet again!

He turned his back on us and strode from the room  a man out of the middle ages, soldierly of bearing, unquestionably bold, and not one bit more venial or lawless than ninety per cent. of historys gallants, if the truth were told.

Lets hope thats the last of him! said Monty. Cant say I like him, but Id hate to have to spoil his chances.

Last of him be sugared! said Yerkes. Thats only the first of him! Hell find seven devils worse than himself and camp on our trail, if I know anything of Greeks  thats to say, if our trail leads after that ivory. Does it?

Depends, said Monty. Lets talk upstairs. That Syrian has long ears.

So we trooped to Montys room, where the very cobwebs reeked of Arab history and lawless plans. He sat on the black iron bed, and we grouped ourselves about on chairs that had very likely covered the known world between them. One was obviously jetsam from a steamship; one was a Chinese thing, carved with staggering dragons; the other was made of iron-hard wood that Yerkes swore came from South America.

Shoot when youre ready! grinned Yerkes.

I was too excited to sit still. So was Fred.

Get a move on, Didums, for Gods sake! he growled.

Well, said Monty, there seems something in this ivory business. Our chance ought to be as good as anybodys. But there are one or two stiff hurdles. In the first place, the story is common property. Every one knows it  Arabs  Swahili  Greeks  Germans  English. To be suspected of looking for it would spell failure, for the simple reason that every adventurer on the coast would trail us, and if we did find it we shouldnt be able to keep the secret for five minutes. If we found it anywhere except on British territory it ud be taken away from us before wed time to turn round. And it isnt buried on British territory! Ive found out that much.

Good God, Didums! Dyou mean you know where the stuff is?

Fred sat forward like a man at a play.

I know where it isnt, said Monty. They told me at the Residency that in all human probability its buried part in German East, and by far the greater part in the Congo.

Then that ten per cent. offer by the British is a bluff? asked Yerkes.

Out of date, said Monty. The other governments offer nothing. The German government might make terms with a German or a Greek  not with an Englishman. The Congo government is an unknown quantity, but would probably see reason if approached the proper way.

The U. S. Consul tells me, said Yerkes, that the Congo government is the rottenest aggregate of cutthroats, horse-thieves, thugs, yeggs, common-or-ordinary hold-ups, and sleight-of-hand professors that the world ever saw in one God-forsaken country. He says theyre of every nationality, but without squeam of any kind  hang or shoot you as soon as look at you! He says if theres any ivory buried in those parts theyve either got it and sold it, or else they buried it themselves and spread the story for a trap to fetch greenhorns over the border!

That mans after the stuff himself! said Fred. All he wanted to do was stall you off!

That man Schillingschen the doctor told us about, said Monty, is suspected of knowing where to look for some of the Congo hoard. Hell bear watching. Hes in British East Africa at present  said to be combing Nairobi and other places for a certain native. He is known to stand high in the favor of the German government, but poses as a professor of ethnology.

He shall study deathnology, said Fred, if he gets in my way!

The Congo people, said Monty, would have dug up the stuff, of course, if theyd known where to look for it. Our people believe that the Germans do know whereabouts to look for it, but dread putting the Congo crowd on the scent. If were after it weve got to do two things besides agreeing between ourselves.

Deal me in, Monty! said Yerkes.

Nil desperandum, Didums duce, then! said Fred. I propose Monty for leader. Those against the motion take their shirts off, and see if they can lick me! Nobody pugnacious? The ayes have it! Talk along, Didums!

For all Freds playfulness, Yerkes and I came in of our free and considered will, and Monty understood that.

Weve got to separate, he said, and Ive got to interview the King of Belgium.

If that were my job, grinned Yerkes, Id probly tell him things!

I dont pretend to like him, said Monty. But it seems to me I can serve our best interests by going to Brussels. He cant very well refuse me a private audience. I should get a contract with the Congo government satisfactory to all concerned. Hes rapacious  but I think not ninety per cent. rapacious.

Good, said I, but why separate?

If we traveled toward the Congo from this place in a bunch, said Monty, we should give the game away completely and have all the rag-tag and bob-tail on our heels. As it is, our only chance of shaking all of them would be to go round by sea and enter the Congo from the other side; but that would destroy our chance of picking up the trail in German East Africa. So Ill go to Brussels, and get back to British East as fast as possible. Fred must go to British East and watch Schillingschen. You two fellows may as well go by way of British East Africa to Muanza on Victoria Nyanza, and on from there to the Congo border by way of Ujiji. Yerkes is an American, and theyll suspect him less than any of us (theyd nail me, of course, in a minute!) So let Yerkes make a great show of looking for land to settle on. Well all four meet on the Congo border, at some other place to be decided later. Well have to agree on a code, and keep in touch by telegraph as often as possible. Now, is all that clear?

We twoll have all the Greeks of Zanzibar trailing us all the way! objected Yerkes.

Thatll be better than having them trail the lot of us, said Monty. Youll be able to shake them somewhere on the way. Well count on your ingenuity, Will.

But what am I to do to Schillingschen? asked Fred.

Keep an eye on him.

Do you see me Sherlock-Holmesing him across the high veld? Piffle! Give America that job! Ill go through German East and keep ahead of the Greeks!

But Monty was firm. Yerkes has a plausible excuse, Fred. They may wonder why an American should look for land in German East Africa, but theyll let him do it, and perhaps not spy on him to any extent. Its me theyve their eye on. Ill try to keep em dazzled. You go to British East and dazzle Schillingschen! Now, are we agreed?

We were. But we talked, nevertheless, long into the afternoon, and in the end there was not one of us really satisfied. Over and over we tried to persuade Monty to omit the Brussels part of the plan. We wanted him with us. But he stuck to his point, and had his way, as he always did when we were quite sure he really wanted it.


CHAPTER TWO

THE NJO HAPA SONG

Gleam, oh brighter than jewels! gleam my swinging stars in
the opal dark,
Mirrored along wi the fire-fly dance of longshore light and
off-shore mark,
The roof-lamps and the riding lights, and phosphor wake of
ship and shark.

I was old when the fires of Arab ships
(All seas were lawless then!)
Abode the tide where liners ride
To-day, and Malays then,  
Old when the bold da Gama came
With culverin and creed
To trade where Solomons men fought,
And plunder where the banyans bought,
I sighed when the first o the slaves were brought,
And laughed when the last were freed.

Deep, oh deeper than anchors drop, the bones o the outbound
sailors lie,
Far, oh farther than breath o wind the rumors o fabled
fortune fly,
And the venturers yearn from the ends of earth, for none o
the isles is as fair as I!

The enormous map of Africa loses no lure or mystery from the fact of nearness to the continent itself. Rather it increases. In the hot upper room that night, between the wreathing smoke of oil lamps, we pored over the large scale map Monty had saved from the wreck along with our money drafts and papers.

The atmosphere was one of bygone piracy. The great black ceiling beams, heavy-legged table of two-inch planks, floor laid like a dhows deck  making utmost use of odd lengths of timber, but strong enough to stand up under hurricanes and overloads of plunder, or to batten down rebellious slaves  murmurings from rooms below, where men of every race that haunts those shark-infested seas were drinking and telling tales that would make Munchhausens reputation  steaminess, outer darkness, spicy equatorial smells and, above all, knowledge of the nature of the coming quest united to veil the map in fascination.

No man gifted with imagination better than a hot-cross buns could be in Zanzibar and not be conscious of the lure that made adventurers of men before the first tales were written. Old King Solomons traders must have made it their headquarters, just as it was Sindbad the Sailors rendezvous and that of pirates before he or Solomon were born or thought of. Vasco da Gama, stout Portuguese gentleman adventurer, conquered it, and no doubt looted the godowns to a lively tune. Wave after wave of Arabs sailed to it (as they do today) from that other land of mystery, Arabia; and there isnt a yard of coral beach, cocoanut-fringed shore, clove orchard, or vanilla patch  not a lemon tree nor a thousand-year-old baobab but could tell of battle and intrigue; not a creek where the dhows lie peacefully today but could whisper of cargoes run by night  black cargoes, groaning fretfully and smelling of the tween-deck lawlessness.

There are two things that have stuck in my memory that Lord Salisbury used to say when I was an Eton boy, spending a holiday at Hatfield House, said Monty. One was, Never talk fight unless you mean fight; then fight, dont talk. The other was, Always study the largest maps.

Whos talking fight? demanded Fred.

Monty ignored him. Even this map isnt big enough to give a real idea of distances, but it helps. You see, theres no railway beyond Victoria Nyanza. Anything at all might happen in those great spaces beyond Uganda. Borderlands are quarrel-grounds. I should say the junction of British, Belgian, and German territory where Arab loot lies buried is the last place to dally in unarmed. You fellows ud better scour Zanzibar in the morning for the best guns to be had here.

So I went to bed at midnight with that added stuff for building dreams. He who has bought guns remembers with a thrill; he who has not, has in store for him the most delightful hours of life. May he fall, as our lot was, on a gunsmith who has mended hammerlocks for Arabs, and who loves rifles as some greater rascals love a woman or a horse.

We all four strolled next morning, clad in the khaki reachmedowns that a Goanese universal provider told us were the latest thing, into a den between a camel stable and an even mustier-smelling home of gloom, where oxen tied nose-to-tail went round and round, grinding out semsem everlastingly while a lean Swahili sang to them. When he ceased, they stopped. When he sang, they all began again.

In a bottle-shaped room at the end of a passage squeezed between those two centers of commerce sat the owner of the gun-store, part Arab, part Italian, part Englishman, apparently older than sin itself, toothless, except for one yellow fang that lay like an ornament over his lower lip, and able to smile more winningly than any siren of the sidewalk. Evidently he shaved at intervals, for white stubble stood out a third of an inch all over his wrinkled face. The upper part of his head was utterly bald, slippery, shiny, smooth, and adorned by an absurd, round Indian cap, too small, that would not stay in place and had to be hitched at intervals.

He said his name was Captain Thomas Cook, and the license to sell firearms framed on the mud-brick wall bore him witness. (May he live forever under any name he chooses!)

Goons? he said. Goons? You gentlemen want goons? I have the goon what settled the hash of Sayed bin Mohammed  here it be. This other ones the rifle  see the nicks on her butt!  that Kamarajes the Greek used. See em  Arab goons  slaver goons  smooth-bore elephant goons  fours, eights, twelves  Martinis  thems the lot that was reekin red-hot, days on end, in the last Arab war on the Congo, considerable used up but goin cheap;  then heres Mausers (he pronounced it Morsers)  old-style, same as used in 1870  good goons they be, long o barrel and strong, but too high trajectory for some folks;  somes new style, magazines an all  fine till a grain o sand jams em oop;  an Lee-Enfields, souvenirs o the Boer War, some o them bought from folks what plundered a battle-field or two  mostly all in good condition. Look at this one  see it  hold it  take a squint along it! Nineteen elephants shot wi that Lee-Enfield, an the mans in jail for shootin of em! Sold at auction by the govment, that one was. See, heres an Express  a beauty  owned by an officer frm Indy  took by a shark e was, in swimmin against all advice, him what had hunted tigers! Theres no goon store a quarter as good as mine tween Cairo an the Cape or Bombay an- Boma! Captain Cooks the boy to sell ye goons all right! Sit down. Look em over. Ask anything ye want to know. Ill tell ye. No obligation to buy.

There is no need to fit out with guns and tents in London. Until both good and bad, both cowardly and brave give up the habit of dying in bed, or getting killed, or going broke, or ending up in jail for one cause and the other, there will surely always be fine pickings for men on the spot with a little money and a lot of patience  guns, tents, cooking pots, and all the other things.

We spent a morning with Captain Thomas Cook, and left the store  Fred, Yerkes and I  with a battery of weapons, including a pistol apiece  that any expedition might be proud of. (Monty, since he had to go home in any case, preferred to look over the family gun-room before committing himself.)

Then, since the first leg of the journey would be the same for all of us we bought other kit, packed it, and booked passages for British East Africa. Between then and the next afternoon when the British India steamboat sailed we were fairly bombarded by inquisitiveness, but contrived not to tell much. And with patience beyond belief Monty restrained us from paying court to Tippoo Tib.

The U. S. Consul says hes better worth a visit than most of the worlds museums, Yerkes assured us two or three times. He says Tippoo Tibs a fine old sport  damned rogue  slave-hunter, but white somewhere near the middle. Whats the harm in our having a chin with him?

But Monty was adamant.

A call on him would prove nothing, but he and his friends would suspect. Spies would inform the German government. No. Lets act as if Tippoo Tib were out of mind.

We grumbled, but we yielded. Hassan came again, shiny with sweat and voluble with offers of information and assistance.

Where you gentlemen going? he kept asking.

England, said Monty, and showed his own steamer ticket in proof of it.

That settled Hassan for the time but Georges Coutlass was not so easy. He came swaggering upstairs and thumped on Montys door with the air of a bearer of kings messages.

What do you intend to do? he asked. (We were all sitting on Montys bed, and it was Yerkes who opened the door.)

Do you an injury, said Yerkes, unless you take your foot away! The Greek had placed it deftly to keep the door open pending his convenience.

Let him have his say advised Monty from the bed.

Where are you going? Hassan told me England. Are you all going to England? If so, why have you bought guns? What will you do with six rifles, three shot-guns, and three pistols on the London streets? What will you do with tents in London? Will you make campfires in Regent Circus, that you take with you all those cooking pots? And all that rice, is that for the English to eat? Bah! No tenderfoot can fool me! You go to find my ivory, dyou hear! You think to get away with it unknown to me! I tell you I have sharp ears! By Jingo; there is nothing I can not find out that goes on in Africa! You think to cheat me? Then you are as good as dead men! You shall die like dogs! I will smithereen the whole damned lot of you before you touch a tusk!

Get out of here! growled Yerkes.

Give him a chance to go quietly, Will, urged Monty, and Coutlass heard him. Peaceful advice seemed the last spark needed to explode his crowded magazines of fury. He clenched his fists  spat because the words would not flow fast enough  and screamed.

Give me a chance, eh? A chance, eh? Other doors began opening, and the appearance of an audience stimulated him to further peaks of rage. The only chance I need is a sight of your carcasses within range, and a long range will do for Georges Coutlass! He glared past Yerkes at Monty who had risen leisurely. You call yourself a lord? I call you a thief! A jackal!

Here, get out! growled Yerkes, self-constituted Cerberus.

I will go when I damned please, you Yankee jackanapes! the Greek retorted through set teeth. Yerkes is a free man, able and willing to shoulder his own end of any argument. He closed, and the Greeks ribs cracked under a vastly stronger hug than he had dreamed of expecting. But Coutlass was no weakling either, and though he gasped he gathered himself for a terrific effort.

Come on! said Monty, and went past me through the door like a bolt from a catapult. Fred followed me, and when he saw us both out on the landing Monty started down the stairs.

Come on! he called again.

We followed, for there is no use in choosing a leader if you dont intend to obey him, even on occasions when you fail at once to understand. There was one turn on the wide stairs, and Monty stood there, back to the wall.

Go below, you fellows, and catch! he laughed. We dont want Will jailed for homicide!

The struggle was fierce and swift. Coutlass searched with a thumb for Wills eye, and stamped on his instep with an iron-shod heel. But he was a dissolute brute, and for all his strength Yerkes cleaner living very soon told. Presently Will spared a hand to wrench at the ambitious thumb, and Coutlass screamed with agony. Then he began to sway this way and that without volition of his own, yielding his balance, and losing it again and again. In another minute Yerkes had him off his feet, cursing and kicking.

Steady, Will! called Monty from below; but it was altogether too late for advice. Will gathered himself like a spring, and hurled the Greek downstairs backward.

Then the point of Montys strategy appeared. He caught him, saved him from being stunned against the wall, and, before the Greek could recover sufficiently to use heels and teeth or whisk out the knife he kept groping for, hurled him a stage farther on his journey  face forward this time down to where Fred and I were waiting. We kicked him out into the street too dazed to do anything but wander home.

Are you hurt, Will? laughed Monty. This isnt the States, you know; by gad, theyll jail you here if you do your own police work! Instead of Brussels Id have had to stay and hire lawyers to defend you!

Aw  quit preaching! Yerkes answered. If I hadnt seen you there on the stairs with your mouth open Id have been satisfied to put him down and spank him!

It was then that the much more unexpected struck us speechless  even Monty for the moment, who is not much given to social indecision. We had not known there was a woman guest in that hotel. One does not look in Zanzibar for ladies with a Mayfair accent unaccompanied by menfolk able to protect them. Yet an indubitable Englishwoman, expensively if carelessly dressed, came to the head of the stairs and stood beside Yerkes looking down at the rest of us with a sort of well bred, rather tolerant scorn.

Am I right in believing this is Lord Montdidier? she asked, pronouncing the word as it should be  Mundidger.

She had been very beautiful. She still was handsome in a hard-lipped, bold way, with abundant raven hair and a complexion that would have been no worse for a touch of rouge. She seemed to scorn all the conventional refinements, though. Her lacy white dress, open at the neck, was creased and not too clean, but she wore in her bosom one great jewel like a ruby, set in brilliants, that gave the lie to poverty provided the gems were real. And the amber tube through which she smoked a cigarette was seven or eight inches long and had diamonds set in a gold band round its middle. She wore no wedding ring that I could see; and she took no more notice of Will Yerkes beside her than if he had been a part of the furniture.

Why do you ask? asked Monty, starting upstairs. She had to make way for him, for Will Yerkes stood his ground.

A fair question! she laughed. Her voice had a hard ring, but was very well trained and under absolute control. I received the impression that she had been a singer at some time. I am Lady Saffren Waldon  Isobel Saffren Waldon.

Fred and I had followed Monty up and were close behind him. I heard him mutter, Oh, lord! under his breath.

I knew your brother, she added.

I know you did.

You think that gives me no claim on your acquaintance? Perhaps it doesnt. But as an unprotected woman

There is the Residency, objected Monty, and the law.

She laughed bitterly. Thank you, I am in need of no passage home! I overheard that ruffian say, and I think I heard you say too that you are going to England. I want you to take a message for me.

There is a post-office here, said Monty without turning a hair. He looked straight into her iron eyes. There is a cable station. I will lend you money to cable with.

Thank you, my Lord! she sneered. I have money. I am so used to being snubbed that my skin would not feel a whip! I want you to take a verbal message!

It was perfectly evident that Monty would rather have met the devil in person than this untidy dame; yet he was only afraid apparently of conceding her too much claim on his attention. (If she had asked favors of me I dont doubt I would have scrambled to be useful. I began mentally taking her part, wondering why Monty should treat her so cavalierly; and I fancy Yerkes did the same.)

Tell me the message, and Ill tell you whether Ill take it, said
Monty.

She laughed again, even more bitterly.

If I could tell it on these stairs, she answered, I could cable it.
They censor cablegrams, and open letters in this place.

I suspect that isnt true, said Monty. But if you object to witnesses, how do you propose to deliver your message to me? he asked pointedly.

You mean you refuse to speak with me alone?

My friends would draw out of earshot, he answered.

Your friends? Your gang, you mean! She drew herself up very finely  very stately. Very lovely she was to look at in that half-light, with the shadows of Tippoo Tibs* old stairway hiding her tale of years. But I felt my regard for her slipping downhill (and so, I rather think did Yerkes). You look well, Lord Montdidier, trapesing about the earth with a leash of mongrels at your heel! Falstaff never picked up a more sordid-looking pack! What do you feed them  bones? Are there no young bloods left of your own class, that you need travel with tradesmen?

   * The principal hotel In Zanzibar was formerly Tippoo Tibs residence, quite a magnificent mansion for that period and place.    

Monty stood with both hands behind him and never turned a hair. Fred Oakes brushed up the ends of that troubadour mustache of his and struck more or less of an attitude. Will reddened to the ears, and I never felt more uncomfortable in all my life.

So this is your gang, is it? she went on. It looks sober at present! I suppose I must trust you to control them! I dare say even tavern brawlers respect you sufficiently to keep a ladys secret if you order them. I will hope they have manhood enough to hold their tongues!

Of course, dressed in the best that Zanzibar stores had to offer we scarcely looked like fashion plates. My shirt was torn where Coutlass had seized it to resist being thrown out, but I failed to see what she hoped to gain by that tongue lashing, even supposing we had been the lackeys she pretended to believe we were.

The message is to my brother, she went on.

I dont know him! put in Monty promptly.

You mean you dont like him! Your brother had him expelled from two or three clubs, and you prefer not to meet him! Nevertheless, I give you this message to take to him! Please tell him  you will find him at his old address  that I, his sister, Lady Saffren Waldon, know now the secret of Tippoo Tibs ivory. He is to join me here at once, and we will get it, and sell it, and have money, and revenge! Will you tell him that!

No! answered Monty.

I looked at Yerkes, Yerkes looked at Fred, and Fred at me.

There was nothing to do but feel astonished.

Why not, if you please?

I prefer not to meet Captain McCauley, said Monty.

Then you will give the message to somebody else? she insisted.

No said Monty. I will carry no message for you.

Why do you say that? How dare you say that? In front of your following  your gang!

I should have been inclined to continue the argument myself  to try to find out what she did know, and to uncover her game. It was obvious she must have some reason for her extraordinary request, and her more extraordinary way of making it. But Monty saw fit to stride past her through his open bedroom door, and shut it behind him firmly. We stood looking at her and at one another stupidly until she turned her back and went to her own room on the floor above. Then we followed Monty.

Did she say anything else? he asked as soon as we were inside. I noticed he was sweating pretty freely now.

Didums, youre too polite! Fred answered. You ought to have told her to keep her tongue housed or be civil!

I dont hold with hitting back at a lone woman, said Yerkes, but what was she driving at? What did she mean by calling us a pack of mongrels?

Merely her way, said Monty offhandedly. Those particular McCauleys never amounted to much. She married a baronet, and he divorced her. Bad scandal. Saffren Waldon was at the War Office. She stole papers, or something of that sort  delivered them to a German paramour  von Duvitz was his name, I think. She and her brother were lucky to keep out of jail. Ever since then she has been  some say a spy, some say one thing, some another. My brother fell foul of her, and lived to regret it. Shes on her last legs I dont doubt, or she wouldnt be in Zanzibar.

Then why the obvious nervous sweat youre in? demanded Fred.

And that doesnt account for the abuse she handed out to us, said
Yerkes.

Why not tip off the authorities that shes a notorious spy? I asked.

I suspect they know all about her, he answered.

But why your alarm? insisted Fred.

Im scarcely alarmed, old thing. But its pretty obvious, isnt it, that she wants us to believe she knows what were after. Shes vindictive. She imagines she owes me a grudge on my brothers account. It might soothe her to think she had made me nervous. And by gad  it sounds like lunacy, and mind you Im not propounding it for fact!  theres just one chance that she really does know where the ivory is!

But wheres the sense of abusing us? repeated Yerkes.

Thats the poor things way of claiming class superiority, said Monty. She was born into one class, married into another, and divorced into a third. Shed likely to forget she said an unkind word the next time she meets you. Give her one chance and shell pretend she believes you were born to the purple  flatter you until you half believe it yourself. Later on, when it suits her at the moment, shell denounce you as a social impostor! Its just habit  bad habit, I admit  comes of the life she leads. Lots of em like her. Few of em quite so well informed, though, and dangerous if you give em a chance.

I still dont see why youre sweating, said Fred.

Its hot. Theres a chance she knows where the ivory is! She has money, but how? Shed have begged if she were short of cash! Its my impression she has been in German government employ for a number of years. Possibly they have paid her to do some spy-work  in the Zanzibar court, perhaps  the Sultans a mere boy

Isnt he woolly-headed? objected Yerkes.

Mainly Arab. Its a French game to send a white woman to intrigue at colored courts, but the Germans are good imitators.

Isnt she English? asked Yerkes.

Her trades international, said Monty dryly. My guess is that Coutlass or Hassan told her what were supposed to be doing here, and she pretends to know where the ivory is in order to trap us all in some way. The nets spread for me, but theres no objection to catching you fellows as well.

Shell need to use sweeter bait than Ive seen yet! laughed Yerkes.

Shell probably be sweetness itself next time she sees you. Shell argue shes created an impression and can afford to be gracious.

Impression is good! said Yerkes. I mean its bad! She has created one, all right! Whats the likelihood of her having double-crossed the Germans? Mightnt she have got a clue to where the stuff is, and be holding for a better market than they offer?

I was coming to that, said Monty. Yes, its possible. But whatever her game is, dont let us play it for her. Let her do the leading. If she gets hold of you fellows, one at a time or all together, for the love of heaven tell her nothing! Let her tell all she likes, but admit nothing  tell nothing  ask no questions! Thats an old rule in diplomacy (and remember, shes a diplomat, whatever else she may be!) Old-stagers can divine the Young ones secrets from the nature of the questions they ask! So if you got the chance, ask her nothing! Dont lie, either! It would take a very old hand to lie to her in such way that she couldnt see through it!

Why not be simply rude and turn our backs? said I.

Best of all  provided you can do it! Remember, shes an old hand!

Dyou mean, said Yerkes, that if she were to offer proof that she knows where that ivory is, and proposed terms, you wouldnt talk it over?

I mean let her alone! said Monty.

But it turned out she would not be let alone. We dine in the public room, but she had her meals sent up to her and we flattered ourselves (or I did) that her net had been laid in vain. Folk dine late in the tropics, and we dallied over coffee and cigars, so that it was going on for ten oclock when Yerkes and I started upstairs again. Monty and Fred went out to see the waterfront by moonlight.

We had reached our door (he and I shared one great room) when we heard terrific screams from the floor above  a womans  one after another, piercing, fearful, hair-raising, and so suggestive in that gloomy, grim building that a mans very blood stood still.

Yerkes was the first upstairs. He went like an arrow from a bow, and I after him. The screams had stopped before we reached the stairhead, but there was no doubting which her room was; the door was partly open, permitting a view of armchairs and feminine garments in some disorder. We heard a man talking loud quick Arabic, and a woman  pleading, I thought. Yerkes rapped on the door.

Come in! said a voice, and I followed Yerkes in.

We were met by her Syrian maid, a creature with gazelle eyes and timid manner, who came through the doorway leading to an inner room.

Whats the trouble? demanded Yerkes, and the woman signed to us to go on in. Yerkes led the way again impulsively as any knight-errant rescuing beleaguered dames, but I looked back and saw that the Syrian woman had locked the outer door. Before I could tell Will that, he was in the next room, so I followed, and, like him, stood rather bewildered.

Lady Saffren Waldon sat facing us, rather triumphant, in no apparent trouble, not alone. There were four very well-dressed Arabs standing to one side. She sat in a basket chair by a door that pretty obviously led into her bedroom; and kept one foot on a pillow, although I suspected there was not much the matter with it.

We heard screams. Thought you were being murdered! said Yerkes, out of breath.

Oh, indeed, no! Nothing of the kind! I fell and twisted my ankle  very painful, but not serious. Since you are here, sit down, wont you?

No, thanks, said he, turning to go.

The maid locked the door on us! said I, and before the words were out of my mouth three of the Arabs slipped into the outer room. There was no hint or display of weapons of any kind, but they were big men, and the folds of their garments were sufficiently voluminous to have hidden a dozen guns apiece.

Shell open it! said Will, with inflection that a fool could understand.

One minute, please! said Lady Saffren Waldon. (It was no poor imitation of Queen Elizabeth ordering courtiers about.)

We didnt come to talk, said Will. Heard screams. Made a mistake.
Sorry. Were off!

No mistake! she said; and the sweetness Monty prophesied began to show itself. The change in her voice was too swift and pronounced to be convincing. I did scream. I was, in pain. It was kind of you to come. Since you are here I would like you to talk to this gentleman.

She glanced at the Arab, an able-looking man, with nose and eyes expressive of keen thought, and the groomed gray beard that makes an Arab always dignified.

Some other time, said Will. Ive an engagement! And he turned to go again.

No  now! she said. Its no use  you cant get out! You may as well be sensible and listen!

We glanced at each other and both remembered Montys warning. Will laughed.

Take seats, she said, with a very regal gesture. She was not carelessly dressed, as she had been earlier in the day. From hair to silken hose and white kid shoes she was immaculate, and she wore rouge and powder now. In that yellow lamplight (carefully placed, no doubt) she was certainly good-looking. In fact, she was good-looking at any time, and only no longer able to face daylight with the tale of youth. Her eyes were weapons, nothing less. We remained standing.

This gentleman will speak to you, she said, motioning to the Arab to commence, and he bowed  from the shoulders upward.

I am from His Highness the Sultan of Zanzibar he announced, a little pompously. A minister from His Highness. (In announcing their own importance Arabs very seldom err in the direction of under-estimate.) I speak about the ivory, which I am informed you propose to set out on a journey to discover.

Where did you get your information? Yerkes countered.

Dont be absurd! ordered Lady Safrren Waldon. I gave it to him!
Where else need he go to get it?

Where did you get it, then? he retorted.

Never mind! Listen to what Hamed Ibrahim has to say!

The Arab bowed his head slightly a second time.

The ivory you seek, he said, is said to be Tippoo Tibs own, and he will not tell the hiding-places. It does not belong to him. Such little part of it as ever was his was long ago swallowed by the interest on claims against him. The whole is now in truth the property of His Highness the Sultan of Zanzibar, and whoever discovers it shall receive reward from the owner. His Highness is willing, through me his minister, to make treaty in advance in writing with suitable parties intending to make search.

You mean the Sultan wants to hire me to hunt for ivory for him? Will asked, and the Arab made a gesture of impatience. At that Lady Saffren Waldon cut in, very vinegary once more.

You two men are prisoners! Show much more sense! Come to terms or take the consequences! Listen! Tippoo Tib buried the ivory. The Sultan of Zanzibar claims it. The German government, for reasons of its own, backs the Sultans claim; ivory found in German East Africa will be handed over to him in support of his claim to all the rest of it. If you  Lord Montdidier and the rest of you  care to sign an agreement with the Sultan of Zanzibar you can have facilities. You shall be supplied with guides who can lead you to the right place to start your search from

Thought you wanted Lord Montdidier to say in London that you know where it all is, Will objected.

She colored slightly, and glared.

Perhaps I am one of the guides, she said darkly. I know more than I need tell for the sake of this argument! The point is, you can have facilities if you sign an agreement with the Sultan. Otherwise, you will be dogged wherever you go! Whatever you should find would be claimed! Every difficulty will be made for you  every treachery conceivable practised on you. Lord Montdidier can get influential backing, but not influence among the natives! He can not get good men and true information by pulling wires in London. The British government once offered ten per cent. of the value of the ivory found. The Sultan of Zanzibar offers twenty per cent.

Twenty-five per cent., corrected Hamed Ibrahim.

Yes, but I should want five per cent. for my commission!

This sounds like a different yarn to the one you told on the stairs this afternoon, said Will. See Monty and tell it to him.

It is for you to tell Lord Montdidier. He runs away from me!

I refuse to tell him a word! said Will, with a laugh like that of a boy about to plunge into a swimming pool  sort of Here goes!

You are extremely ill advised!

Do your worst! Montyll be hunting for us two in about a minute.
Were prisoners, are we? Suit yourself!

You are prisoners while I choose! You could be killed in this room, removed in sacks, thrown to the sharks in the roadstead, and nobody the wiser! But I have no intention of killing you. As it happens, that would not suit my purpose!

We both glanced behind us involuntarily. It may be that we both heard a footstep, but it is always difficult to say certainly after the event. At any rate, while in the act of turning our heads, two of the three Arabs, who had previously left the room, threw nooses over them and bound our arms to our sides with the jiffy-swiftness only sailors know. The third man put the finishing touches, and presently adjusted gags with a neatness and solicitude worthy of the Inquisition.

Throw them! she ordered, and in a second our heels were struck from under us and I was half stunned by the impact of my head against the solid floor (for all the floors of that great place were built to resist eternity).

Now! she said. Show them knives!

We were shown forthwith the ugliest, most suggestive weapons I have ever seen  long sliver-thin blades sharper than razors. The Arabs knelt on our chests (their knees were harder and more merciless than wooden clubs) and laid the blades, edge-upward, on the skin of our throats.

Let them feel! she ordered.

I felt a sharp cut, and the warm blood trickled down over my jugular to the floor. I knew it was only a skin-cut, but did not pretend to myself I was enjoying the ordeal.

Now! she said.

The Arabs stepped away and she came and stood between us, looking down at one and then the other.

There isnt a place in Africa, she said, that you can hide in where the Sultans men cant find you! There isnt a British officer in Africa who would believe you if you told what has happened in this room tonight! Yet Lord Montdidier will believe you  he knows you presumably, and certainly he knows me! So tell Lord Montdidier exactly what has happened! Assure him with my compliments that his throat and yours shall be cut as surely as you dare set out after that ivory without signing my agreement first. Tell Lord Montdidier he may be friends with me if he cares to. As his friend I will help make him rich for life! As his enemy, I will make Africa too hot and dangerous to hold him! Let him choose!

She stepped back and, without troubling to turn away, put powder on her nose and chin.

Now let them up! she said.

The Arabs lifted us to our feet.

Loose them!

The expert of the three slipped the knots like a wizard doing parlor tricks; but I noticed that the other two held their knives extremely cautiously. We should have been dead men if we had made a pugnacious motion.

Now you may go! Unless Lord Montdidier agrees with me, the only safety for any of you is away from Africa! Go and tell him! Go!

Ill give you your answer now! said Will.

No, you dont! said I, remembering Montys urgent admonition to tell her nothing and ask no questions. Come away, Will! Theres nothing to be gained by talking back!

Right you are! he said, laughing like a boy again  this time like a boy whose fight has been broken off without his seeking or consent. Like me, he pulled out a handkerchief and wiped blood from his neck. The sight of his own blood  even such a little trickle as that  has peculiar effect an a man.

By Jiminy, she has scratched the wrong dogs ear! he growled to me as we went to the door together.

Theyre all in there! I said excitedly, when the door slammed shut behind us. Hurry down and get me a gun! Ill hold the door while you run for police and have em arrested!

Piffle! he said. Come on! Three Sultans witnesses and two lone white women against us two  come away! Come away!

Monty and Fred were still out, so we went to our own room.

Im wondering, I said, what Monty will say.

Im not! said Will. Im not troubling, either! Im not going to tell Monty a blessed word! See here  she thinks she knows where some o that ivory is. Maybe the government of German East Africa is in on the deal, and maybe not; that makes no present difference. She thinks shes wise. And she has fixed up with the Sultan to have him claim it when found, sos shell get a fat slice of the melon. Theres a scheme on to get the stuff, when who should come on the scene but our little party, and that makes em all nervous, cause Montys a bad man to be up against. Remember: she claimed that she knows Monty and he knows her. She means by that that he knows shes a desperado, and she thinks hell draw the line at a trip that promises murder and blackmail and such like dirty work. So she puts a scare into us with a view to our throwing a scare into him. If I scare any one, its going to be that dame herself. Ill not tell Monty a thing!

How about Coutlass the Greek? said I. Dyou suppose hes her accomplice?

Maybe! One of her dupes perhaps! I suspect shell suck him dry of information and cast him off like a lemon rind. I dare bet shes using him. She cant use me! Shall you tell Monty?

No, I said. Not unless we both agreed.

He nodded. You and I werent born to what they call the purple.
Were no diplomatists; but we get each others meaning.

Here come Monty and Fred, said I. Is my neck still bloody? No, yours doesnt show.

We met them at the stairhead, and Monty did not seem to notice anything.

Fred has composed a song to the moonlight on Zanzibar roadstead while you fellows were merely after-dinner mundane. Dyou suppose the landlord ud make trouble if we let him sing it?

Lets hope so! said Will. Im itching for a row like they say drovers in Montys country itch for mile-stones! Let Fred warble. Ill fight whoever comes!

Monty eyed him and me swiftly, but made no comment.

Bills homesick! said Fred. The U. S. eagle wants its Bowery! Well soothe the fowl with thoughts of other things  wheres the concertina?

No, no, Fred, thatll be too much din!

Monty made a grab for the instrument, but Fred raised it above his head and brought it down between his knees with chords that crashed like wedding bells. Then he changed to softer, languorous music, and when he had picked out an air to suit his mood, sat down and turned art loose to do her worst.

He has a good voice. If he would only not pull such faces, or make so sure that folk within a dozen blocks can hear him, he might pass for a professional.

Music suggestive of moonlight! he said, and began:

The sentry palms stand motionless. Masts move against the sky.
With measured creak of curving spars dhows gently to the
jeweled stars
Rock out a lullaby.

Silver and black sleeps Zanzibar. The moonlit ripples croon
Soft songs of loves that perfect are, long tales of
red-lipped spoils of war,
And you  you smile, you moon!
For I think that beam on the placid sea
That splashes, and spreads, and dips, and gleams,
That dances and glides till it comes to me
Out of infinite sky, is the path of dreams,
And down that lane the memories run
Of all thats wild beneath the sun!

You fellows like that one? Anybody coming? Nobody for Will to fight yet? Too bad! Well  well try a-gain! Theres no chorus. Its all poetic stuff, too gentle to be yowled by three such cannibals as you! Listen!

Old as the moonlit silences, to-nights loves are the same
As when for ivory from far, and cloves and gems of Zanzibar
King Solomons men came.

Sinful and still the same roofs lie that knew da Gamas heel,
Those beams that light these sleepy waves looked on when
men threw murdered slaves
To make the sharks a meal.
And I think that beam on the silvered swell
That spreads, and splashes, and gleams, and dips,
That has shone on the cruel and brave as well,
On the trail o the slaves and the ivory ships,
Is the lane down which the memories run
Of all thats wild beneath the sun.

The concertina wailed into a sort of minor dirge and ceased. Fred fastened the catch, and put the instrument away.

Why dont you applaud? he asked.

Oh, bravo, bravo! said Will and I together.

Monty looked hard at both of us.

Strange! he remarked. Youre both distracted, and youve each got a slight cut over the jugular!

Been trying out razors, said Yerkes.

Um-m-m! remarked Monty. Well  Im glad its no worse. How about bed, eh? Better lock your door  that lady up-stairs is what the Germans call gefaehrlich!* Goonight!

   * Gefaehrlich, dangerous.    


CHAPTER THREE

THE NJO HAPA SONG

Tongues! Oh, music of eastern tongues, harmonied murmur
of streets ahum!
Trade! Oh, frasila weights of clove  ivory  copra  copal
gum  
Rubber  vanilla and tortoise-shell! The methods change.
The captains come.

I was old when the clamor o Babels end
(All seas were chartless then!)
Drove forth the brood, and Solitude
Was the newest quest of men.
I lay like a gem in a silken sea
Unseen, uncoveted, unguessed
Till scented winds that waft afar
Bore word o the warm delights there are
Where ground-swells sing by Zanzibar
Long rhapsodies of rest.

Wild, oh wilder than winter blasts my wet skies shriek when
the winds are freed.
Mild, oh milder than virgin mirth is the laugh o the reefs
where sea-birds feed,
Screaming and skirling and down again. (Though the sea-birds
warn do captains heed?)

There is no public landing wharf at Zanzibar. Passengers have to submit their persons into the arms of loud-lunged Swahili longshoremen, who recognize one sole and only point of honor: neither passenger nor luggage shall be dropped into the surf.

Their invariable habit, the instant the view-halloa is raised, is to scamper headlong, pounce on the victim and pull him apart (or so it feels) until fortune, superior strength, or some such element decides the point; and then more often than not it is the victims fate to be carried between two men, each hold of a thigh, each determined to get ashore or to the boat first, and each grimly resolved not to let go until three times the proper fee shall have been paid. Of only these two things let the passenger assure himself  fight how he may, he will neither escape their clutches nor get wet. Rather they will hold him upside-down until the contents of his pockets fall into the surf. Dry on the beach or into the boat they will dump him. And whatever he shall pay them will surely be insufficient.

But we had a privy councilor of England of our party, and favors were shown us that never fall to the lot of ordinary travelers. Opposite the Sultans palace is the Sultans private wharf, so royal and private that it is a prison offense to trespass on it without written permission. Because of his official call at the Residency, and of his card left on the Sultan, wires had been pulled, and a pompous individual whose black face sweated greasily, and whose palm itched for unearned increment, called on Monty very shortly after breakfast with intimation that the wharf had been placed at our disposal, since His Highness the Sultan desired to do us honor.

So when the B. I. steamer dropped anchor in the great roadstead shortly after noon we were taken to the wharf by one of the Sultans household  a very civil-spoken Arab gentleman  and three English officers met us there who made a fuss over Monty and were at pains to be agreeable to the rest of us. While we stood chatting and waiting for the boat that should row us and belongings the mile-and-a-half or so to the steamer, I saw something that made me start. Fred gazed presently in the same direction.

Johnson is number one! he said, as if checking off my mental processes. He meant Hassan. Number two is Georges Coutlass, our friend the Greek. Number three is  am I drunk this early in the day?  what do you see?  doesnt she look to you like?  by the big blind god of mens mistakes its  Monty! Didums, you deaf idiot, look! See!

At that everybody naturally looked the same way. Everybody nodded. Coutlass the Greek, and Hassan, reputed nephew of Tippoo Tib, were headed in one boat toward the steamer, the worse for the handling, but right side up and no angrier than the usual passenger. Following them was another boat containing a motley assortment of Arabs and part-Arabs, who might, or might not be associated with them.

On the beach still, surrounded yet by a swarm of longshoremen who yelled and fought, Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon and her Syrian maid stood at bay. Her two Swahili men-servants were overwhelmed and already being carried to a boat. Her luggage was being borne helter-skelter after them, and another boat waited for her just beyond the belt of surf, the rowers standing up to yell encouragement at the sweating pack that dared not close in on its victims. Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon appeared to have no other weapon than a parasol, but she had plainly the upper hand.

She has a way with her with natives, said the senior officer present.

Its a pity, said Monty. I mean, one scarcely likes to use this wharf and watch that.

Quite so. Yet we darent accord her official recognition. Shed be certain to make capital out of it. Were awfully glad shes going. The Residency atmosphere is one huge sigh of relief. We would like to speed the parting guest, but it maynt be done. However, youll know there are others not so particular. I imagine her friends are late for the appointment.

Wheres she going? asked Monty.

British East Africa.

Mombasa?

And then on. She has drafts on a German merchant in Nairobi.

From that moment until we were safely in our quarters on the steamer Montys attitude became one of rigid indifference toward her or anything to do with her. The British officers went out to the steamer with us, but all the way Monty only talked of the climate, trade conditions, and the other subjects to which polite conversation of Africas east coast is limited. Fred kept nudging him, but Monty took no notice. Yerkes whispered to Fred. Then I heard Fred whisper to Monty in one of those raucous asides that he perfectly well knows can be heard by everybody.

Why dont you ask em about her, you ass?

But Monty refused to rise. He talked of the bowed and ancient slaves of Zanzibar, who refused in those days to be set free and afforded prolific ground for attack on British public morals by people whose business it is to abuse England for her peccadillos and forget her virtues.*

    * In 1914 there were still thousands of slaves in German East, although the German press and public were ever loudest in their condemnation of British conditions.     

We reached the ship, and were watching our piles of luggage arrive up the accommodation ladder when the solution of Lady Isobel Saffren Waldons problem appeared. She arrived alongside in the official boat of the German consulate, a German officer in white uniform on either hand, and the German ensign at the stern.

Pretty fair impudence, paying official honors to our undesirables, yet
I dont see what we can do, said the senior from the Residency.

Yerkes drew me aside.

Did you ever see anything more stupidly British? he demanded.

Its as obvious as the nose on your face that shes up to some game.
Its as plain as twice two that the Germans are backing her whether the
British like it or not. Look at those two Heinies now!

We faced about and watched them. After bowing Lady Waldon to her cabin, they approached our party with brazen claim to recognition  and received it. They were met, and spoken to apparently as cordially as if their friendship had been indisputable.

Did you ever see anything to beat it? Why not kick em into the sea? Either that womans a crook or she isnt. If she isnt, then the British have treated her shamefully, turning their backs on her. But we know she is a crook! And so do they. The Germans know it, too, and theyre flaunting her under official British noses! Theyre using her to start something the British wont like, and the British know it! Yet shes going to be allowed to travel to British territory on a British ship, and the Heinies are shaken hands with! If you complained to Monty I bet hed say, Dont talk fight unless you mean fight!

Monty might also add, Dont talk-fight! said I.

Oh, rot! Will answered. British individuals may bridle a bit, but their governmentll shut its eyes until too late, whatever happens! You mark my words!

We strolled back toward our party in great discontent, I as much as he, never supposing there was another country in the world that could so deliberately shut its eyes to dogs work until absolutely forced to interfere, by a hair not quite too late.

Coutlass and Hassan traveled second-class  the Arab and half-Arab contingent third  and none of them troubled us, at present, except that Will swore at sight of Coutlass swaggering as if the ship and her contents were all his.

To hear him brag youd believe the British government afraid of him! he grumbled.

But an immediate problem drove Coutlass out of mind. Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon had been given a cabin in line with ours, at the end of our corridor. Her maid, and her two Swahili servants were obliged to pass our doors to get to her cabin at all. As nearly all ships cabins on those hot routes do, ours intercommunicated by a metal grill for ventilating purposes, and a word spoken in one cabin above a whisper could be heard in the next.

Fred was the first to realize conditions. He opened his door in his usual abrupt way to visit Montys cabin and almost fell over the Syrian maid, her eye at Montys key-hole  a little too early in the game to pass for sound judgment, as Fred was at pains to assure her.

The alarm being given, we locked our cabin doors, repaired to the smoking-room, and ordered drinks at a center table where no eavesdropper could overhear.

Its one of two things, said Monty. He had his folding board out, and we did not doubt he would play chess from there to London. Either they know exactly where that ivory is, or they havent the slightest idea.

My, but youre wise! said Will.

Monty ignored him. They suspect us of knowing. They mean to prevent our getting any of it. If they do know, theyve some reason of their own for not getting it themselves at present. If they dont know, they suspect we know and intend to claim what we find.

How should they think we know? objected Will. The first we ever heard of the stuff was in the lazaretto in Zanzibar.

True. Juma told us. Juma probably told them that we told him. Natives often put the cart before the horse without the slightest intention of lying.

All the same, why should they believe him?

Why not? Zanzibars agog with the story  after all these years. The ivory must have been buried more than a quarter of a century ago. Some ones been stirring the mud. We arrive, unexpectedly from nowhere, ask questions about the ivory, make plans for British East Africa  and there you are! The people who were merely determined to get the stuff jump to the false conclusion that we really know where it is.

Q. E. D.! said Fred, finishing his drink.

Not at all, said Monty. There are two things yet to be demonstrated. Theyre true, but not proven. The German government is after the stuff. And the German government has very special reasons for secrecy and tricks.

We four against the German government looks like longish odds, said

I.

Remains to be seen, said Monty. If the German governments very special reasons were legal or righteous theyd be announced with a fanfare of trumpets.

Wheres all this leading us? demanded Fred.

To a slight change of plan, said Monty.

Thank the lord! That means you dont go to Brussels  stay with us!

Nothing of the sort, Fred. But you three keep together. Theyre going to watch you. You watch them. Watch Schillingschen particularly closely, if you find him. The closer they watch you, the more likely they are to lose sight of me. Ill take care to have several red herrings drawn across my trail after I reach London. Perhaps Ill return down the west coast and travel up the Congo River. At any rate, when I do come, and whichever way I come, Ill have everything legal, in writing. Let your game be to seem mysterious. Seem to know more than you do, but dont tell anybody anything. Above all, listen!

Fred leaned back in his chair and laughed.

Didums! he said. This is the idioticest wild goose chase we ever started on! I admit I nosed it. I gave tongue first. But think of it  here we are  four sensible men  hitherto sensible  off after ivory that nobody can really prove exists, said to be buried somewhere in a tract of half-explored country more than a thousand miles each way  and the German government, and half the criminals in Africa already on our idiotic heels!

Yet the German government and the crooks seem convinced, too, that theres something worth looking for! laughed Monty. And none of us could answer that.

For that matter, none of us would have been willing to withdraw from the search, however dim the prospect of success might seem in the intervals when cold reason shed its comfortless rays on us. Intuition, or whatever it is that has proved superior so often to worldly wisdom (temptation, Fred calls it!) outweighed reason, and Fred himself would have been last to agree to forego the search.

The voyage is short between Zanzibar and Mombasa, but there was incident. We were spied on after very thorough fashion, Lady Saffren Waldons title and gracious bearing (when that suited her) being practical weapons. The purser was Goanese  beside himself with the fumes of flattery. He had a pass-key, so the Syrian maid went through our cabins and searched thoroughly everything except the wallet of important papers that Monty kept under his shirt. The first and second officers were rather young, unmarried men possessed of limitless ignorance of the wiles of such as Lady Waldon. It was they who signed a paper recommending Coutlass to the B. I. agents and a lot of other reputable people in Mombasa and elsewhere, thus offsetting the possibility that the authorities might not let him land. (Had we known all that at the time, Montys word against him might have caused him to be shipped back whence he came, but we did not find it out until afterward; nor did we know the law.)

And at Mombasa we made our first united, serious mistake. It was put to the vote. We all agreed.

I can come ashore, said Monty, introduce you to officialdom, get you put up for the club, and be useful generally. That, though, ll lend color to the theory that youre in league with me  whereas, if I leave you to your own resources, that may help lose my scent. When they pick it up again well be knowing better where we stand.

If you came ashore for a few hours wed have the benefit of your prestige, said I.

I admit it.

I suspect a titles mighty near as useful on British territory as in
NYork or Boston, said Will. Wed bask in smiles.

Not wholly, said Monty. Theres another side to that. Theres an English official element that would rather be rude to some poor devil with a title than draw pay (and it loves its pay, you may believe me!). Youd have friends in high places, but make enemies, too, if I go ashore with you.

Whats your own proposal? Fred demanded.

Ive stated it. I want you fellows to choose. Theres no need of me ashore  thats to say, Ive a draft to bearer for the amount you three have in the common fund  here, take it. If you think youll need more than that, then Ill have to go to the bank with you and cash some of my own draft. I think youll have enough.

Plenty, said Will.

Lets send him home! proposed Fred.

How about communications? We had contrived a code already with the aid of a pocket Portuguese-English dictionary, of which Fred and Monty each possessed a similar edition.

The Mombasa Bank, Will. You keep them posted as to your whereabouts.
When I write the bank manager Ill ask him to keep my address a secret.

So we said good-by to Monty and left him on board, and wished we hadnt a dozen times before noon next day, and a hundred times within the week. The last sight we had of him was as the shore boat came alongside the wharf and the half-breed customs officials pounced smiling on us. My eyes were keenest. I could see Monty pacing the upper deck, too rapidly for evidence of peace of mind  a straight-standing, handsome figure of a man. I pointed him out to the others, and we joked about him. Then the gloom of the customs shed swallowed us, and there was a new earth and, for the present, no more sea.

The island of Mombasa is so close to the cocoanut-fringed mainland that a railway bridge connects them. Like Zanzibar, it is a place of strange delights, and bridled lawlessness controlled by the veriest handful of Englishmen. There are strange hotels  strange dwellings  streets  stores  tongues and faces. The great grim fort that brave da Gama built, and held against all comers, dominates the sea front and the lower town. The brass-lunged boys who pounce on baggage, fight for it, and tout for the grandly named hotels are of as many tribes as sizes, as many tongues as tribes.

Everything is different  everything strange  everything, except the heat, delightful. And as Fred said, some folk would grumble in hell! Trees, flowers, birds, costumes of the women, sheen of the sea, glint of sun on bare skins of every shade from ivory to ebony, dazzling coral roadway and colored coral walls, babel of tongues, sack-saddled donkeys sleepily bearing loads of coral for new buildings, and  winding in and out among it all  the narrow-gauge tramway on which trolleys pushed by stocky little black men carry officialdom gratis, and the rest of the world and his wife according to tariff; all those things are the alphabet of Mombasas charm. Arranged, and rearranged  by chance, by individual perspective, and by point of view  they spell fascination, attractiveness, glamour, mystery. And no acquaintance with Mombasa, however intimate or old, dispels the charm to the man not guilty of cynicism. To the cynic (and for him) there are sin  as Africa alone knows how to sin  disease, of the dread zymotic types  and death; death peering through the doors of godowns, where the ivory tusks are piled; death in the dark back-streets of the bazaar, where tired policemen wage lop-sided warfare against insanitary habits and a quite impracticable legal code; death on the beach, where cannibal crabs parade in thousands and devour all helpless things; death in the scrub (all green and beautiful) where the tiny streets leave off and snakes claim heritage; death in the grim red desert beyond the coast-line, where lean, hopeless jackals crack today mens dry bones left fifty years ago by the slave caravans  marrowless bones long since stripped clean by the ants. But we are not all cynics.

Last to be cynic or pessimist was Louis McGregor Abraham, proprietor of the Imperial Hotel  Syrian by birth, Jew by creed, Englishman by nationality, and admirer first, last and all the time of all things prosperous and promising, except his rival, the Hotel Royal.

You came to the right place, he assured us when the last hot porter had dumped the last of our belongings on the porch, had ceased from chattering to watch Freds financial methods, had been paid double the customary price, and had gone away grumbling (to laugh at us behind our backs). Theyd have rooked you at the other hole  underfed you, overcharged you, and filled you full of lies. I tell the truth to folk who come to my hotel.

And he did, some of it. He was inexhaustible, unconquerable, tireless, an optimist always. He had a store that was part of the hotel, in which he claimed to sell everything the mind of man could wish for in East Africa; and the boast was true. He even sold American dime novels.

East Africas a great country! he kept assuring us. Some day well all be rich! Have to get ready for it! Have to be prepared! Have to stock everything the mind of man can want, to encourage new arrivals and make the old ones feel at home. Lose a little money, but why grumble? Get it back when the boom comes. As it will, mind you. As it will. Cant help it. Richest country in the world  grow anything  find anything  game  climate  elevation  scenery  natives by the million to do the work  all good! Only waiting for white men with energy, and capital to start things really moving!

But there were other points of view. We went to the bank, and found its manager conservative. The amount of the draft we placed to our credit insured politeness.

Be cautious, he advised us. Take a good look round before you commit yourselves!

He agreed to manage the interchange of messages between us and Monty, and invited us all to dinner that evening at the club; so we left the bank feeling friendly and more confident. Later, a chance-met English official showed us over the old fort (now jail) where men of more breeds and sorts than Noah knew, better clothed and fed than ever in their lives, drew endless supplies of water in buckets from da Gamas well.

Some of them have to be kicked out when their sentences expire! he told us. See you at the club tonight. Glad to help welcome you.

But there was a shock in store, and as time passed the shocks increased in number and intensity. Our guns had not been surrendered to us by the customs people. We had paid duty on them second-hand at the rate for new ones, and had then been told to apply for them at the collectors office, where our names and the guns numbers would be entered on the register  for a fee.

We now went to claim them, and on the way down inquired at a store about ammunition. We were told that before we could buy cartridges we would need a permit from the collector specifying how many, and of what bore we might buy. There was an Arab in the store ahead of us. He was buying Martini Henry cartridges. I asked whether he had a permit, and was told he did not need one.

Being an Arab? I asked.

Being well known to the government, was the answer.

We left the store feeling neither quite so confident nor friendly. And the collectors Goanese assistant did the rest of the disillusioning.

No, we could not have our guns. No, we could have no permit for ammunition. No, the collector was not in the office. No, he would not be there that afternoon. It was provided in regulations that we could have neither guns, sporting licenses, nor permits for ammunition. The guns were perfectly safe in the government godown  would not be tampered with  would be returned to us when we chose to leave the country.

But, good God, weve paid duty on them! Oakes protested.

You should not have brought the guns with you unless you desired to pay duty, said the Goanese.

But wheres the collector? Yerkes demanded.

I am only assistant, was the answer. How should I know?

The mans insolence, of demeanor and words, was unveiled, and the more we argued with him the more sullen and evasive he grew, until at last he ordered us out of the office. At that we took chairs and announced our intention of staying until the collector should come or be fetched. We were informed that the collector was the most important government official in Mombasa  information that so delighted Fred that he grew almost good tempered again.

Id rather twist a big tail than a little one! he announced. Shall we sing to pass the time?

The Goanese called for the askari,* half-soldier, half-police-man, who drowsed in meek solitude outside the office door.

    * Askari, soldier.     

Remove these people, please! he said in English, and then repeated it in Kiswahili.

The askari eyed us, shifted his bare feet uncomfortably, screwed up his courage, tried to look stern, and said something in his own tongue.

Put them out, I said! said the Goanese.

He orders you to put us out! grinned Fred.

The office closes at three, said the Goanese, glancing at the clock in a half-hearted effort to moderate his own daring.

Not unless the collector comes and closes it himself, it doesnt!
Fred announced with folded arms.

Will pulled out two rupees and offered them to the sentry.

Go and bring us some food, he said. We intend to stay in here until your bwana makubwa* comes.

    * Bwana makubwa, lit. big master, senior government officer.     

The sentry refused the money, waving it aside with the air of a Caesar declining a crown.

Gee! exclaimed Will. Youve got to hand it to the British if they train colored police to refuse money.

The askari, it seemed, was a man of more than one kind of discretion. Without another word to the Goanese he saluted the lot of us with a sweep of his arm, turned on his heel and vanished  not stopping in his hurry to put on the sandals that lay on the door-step. We amused ourselves while he was gone by flying questions at the Goanese, calculated to disturb what might be left of his equanimity without giving him ground for lawsuits.

How old are you? How much pay do you get? How long have you held your job? Do you ever get drunk? Are you married? Does your wife love you? Do you keep white mice? Is your life insured? How often have you been in jail? Are you honest? Are you vaccinated against the jim-jams? Why is your name Fernandez and not Braganza?

The man was about distracted, for he had been unwise enough to try to answer, when suddenly the collector came in great haste and stalked through the office into the inner room.

Fernandez! he called as he passed, and the Goanese hurried after him, hugely relieved. There was five minutes consultation behind the partition in tones too low for us to catch more than a word or two, and then Fernandez came out again with a Now wait and see, my hearties! smile on his face. He was actually rubbing his palms together, sure of a swift revenge.

He says you are to go in there, he announced.

So we filed in, Fred Oakes first, and it seemed to me the moment I saw the collectors face that the outlook was not so depressing. He looked neither young nor incompetent. His jaw was neither receding nor too prominent. His neck sat on his shoulders with the air of full responsibility, unsought but not refused. And his eyes looked straight into those of each of us in turn with a frank challenge no honest fellow could resent.

Take seats, wont you, he said. Your names, please?

We told him, and he wrote them down.

My clerk tells me you tried to bribe the askari. You shouldnt do that. We are at great pains to keep the police dependable. Its too bad to put temptation in their way.

Will, with cold precision, told him the exact facts. He listened to the end, and then laughed.

One more Goanese mistake! he said. We have to employ them. They mean well. The country has no money to spend on European office assistants. Well  what can I do for you?

At that Fred cut loose.

We want our guns before dark! he said. Its the first time my character has been questioned by any government, and I say the same for my friends!

Oh? said the collector, eying us strangely.

Yes! said Fred.

That is so, said I.

Entirely so, said Will.

I have information, said the collector, tapping with a pencil on his blotter, that you men are ivory hunters. That you left Portuguese territory because the German consul there had to request the Portuguese government to expel you.

All easily disproved, said Fred. Confront us, please, with our accusers.

And that Lord Montdidier, with whom you have been traveling, became so disgusted with your conduct that he refused to land with you at this port as he at first intended!

We all three gasped. The first thing that occurred to me, and I suppose to all of us, was to send for Monty. His steamer was not supposed to sail for an hour yet. But the thought had hardly flashed in mind when we heard the roar of steam and clanking as the anchor chain came home. The sound traveled over water and across roofs like the knell of good luck  the clanking of the fetters of ill fate.

Wheres her next stop? said I.

Suez, Fred answered.

Simultaneously then to all three the thought came too that this interpretation of Montys remaining on board was exactly what we wanted. The more people suspected us of acting independently of him the better.

Confront us with our accusers! Fred insisted.

You are not accused  at least not legally, said the collector. You are refused rifle and ammunition permits, that is all.

On the ground of being ivory hunters?

Suspected persons  not known to the government  something rather stronger than rumor to your discredit, and nothing known in your favor.

What recourse have we? Fred demanded.

Well  what proof can you offer that you are bona fide travelers or intending settlers? Are you ivory hunters or not?

Ill answer that, said Fred  dexterously I thought, when Ive seen a copy of the game laws. Were law-abiding men.

The collector handed us a well thumbed copy of the Red Book.

Theyre all in that, he said. Ill lend it to you, or you can buy one almost anywhere in town. If you decide after reading that to go farther up country Im willing to issue provisional game licenses, subject to confirmation after Ive looked into any evidence you care to submit on your own behalf. You can have your guns against a cash deposit

How big?

Two hundred rupees for each gun!

Fred laughed. The demand was intended to be away over our heads. The collector bridled.

But no ammunition, he went on, until your claim to respectability has been confirmed. By the way, the only claim youve made to me is for the guns. Youve told me nothing about yourselves.

Two hundred a gun? said Fred. Counting a pistol or revolver as one? Three guns apiece  nine guns  eighteen hundred rupees deposit?

The collector nodded with a sort of grim pleasure in his own unreasonableness. Fred drew out our new check book.

You fellows agreeable? he asked, and we nodded.

Heres a check on the Mombasa Bank for ten thousand, and your government can have as much more again if it wants it, he said. Make me out a receipt please, and write on it what its for.

The collector wrote. He was confused, for he had to tear up more than one blank.

I suppose we get interest on the money at the legal local rate? asked
Fred maliciously.

Ill inquire about that, said the collector.

Excuse me, said Fred, but Im going to give you some advice. While youre inquiring, look into the antecedents of Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon! Its she who gave out the tip against us. Her tips a bad one. So is she.

She hasnt applied for guns or a license, the collector answered tartly. Its people who want to carry firearms  people able and likely to make trouble whom we keep an eye on.

Shes more likely to make trouble for you than a burning house! put in Will Yerkes. If my partner hadnt paid you that check Id be all for having this business out! Im going to let them know in the States what sort of welcome people receive at this port!

You came of your own accord. You werent invited, the collector answered.

Thats a straight-out lie! snapped Will. You know its a lie! Why, there isnt a newspaper in South Africa that hasnt been carrying ads of this country for months past. Even papers Ive had sent me from the States have carried press-agent dope about it. Why, youve been yelling for settlers like a kid squalling for milk  and you say were not invited now weve come here! Im going to write and tell the U. S. papers what that dope is worth!

Ivory hunters are not settlers, the collector interjected.

Who said were ivory hunters? Will was in a fine rage, and Fred and I leaned back to enjoy the officials discomfort. Besides, your ads bragged about the big game as one of the chief attractions! All the information you can possibly have against us must have come from a female crook in the pay of the German government! Youre not behaving the way gentlemen do where I was raised!

There is no intention to offend, said the collector.

Intention is good! said Will, laughing in spite of himself. Theres another thing I want to know. What about ammunition? Were to have our guns. Theyre useless without cartridges. What about it?

The guns shall be sent to your hotel tonight. The provisional sporting licenses  if you want them  will be ready tomorrow morning  seven hundred and fifty rupees apiece  Ill charge them against your deposit. If the licenses should be confirmed after inquiry, I will send you permits through the post for fifty rounds of ammunition each.

Will snorted. Fred Oakes yelled with laughter, and I gaped with indignation.

Im going into this to the hilt! spluttered Fred. I wouldnt have missed it for a fortune! We three are going to constitute ourselves a committee of inspection. Were going to wander the country over and report home to the newspapers  South African  British  U. S. A.  and any other part of the world thats interested! We wont worry about ammunition. Send us permits for whatever quantity seems to you proper, and well note it all down in our diaries!

We all stood up, the collector obviously uncomfortable and we, if not at ease, at least happier than we had been.

Fred nodded to the collector genially, and we all walked out.

Mombasa is a fairly large island, but the built-over part of it is small, so it was not surprising that we should emerge from the office face to face with Lady Saffren Waldon. She was the one surprised, not we. She probably thought she had spiked our guns in that part of the world forever, and the sight of us coming laughing from the very office where we should have been made glum must have been disconcerting.

She was riding on one of the little trolley-cars, pushed by two boys in white official uniform, dressed in her flimsiest best, a lace parasol across her knee, and beside her an obvious member of the government  young, and so recently from home as not to have lost his pink cheeks yet.

Had there not been an awning over the trolley-car she might have used the parasol to make believe she had not seen us. But the awning precluded that, and we were not more than two or three yards away.

Laugh! whispered Fred.

So we crossed the track laughing and the trolley had to pause to let us by. We laughed as we raised our helmets to her  laughed both at her and at the pink and white puppy she had taken in leash. And then the sort of thing happened that nearly always does when men with a reasonable faith in their own integrity make up their minds to see opprobrium through. Fate stepped hard on our arm of the balance.

If built-over Mombasa is a small place, so is Africa. So is the world. Striding down the hill from the other hotel, the rival one, the Royal, came a man so well known in so many lands that they talk of naming a tenth of a continent after him  the mightiest hunter since Nimrod, and very likely mightier than he; surely more looked-up to and respected  a little, wiry-looking, freckled, wizened man whose beard had once been red, who walked with a decided limp and blinked genially from under the brim of a very neat khaki helmet.

Why, bless my soul if it isnt Fred Oakes! he exclaimed, in a squeaky, worn-out voice that is as well known as his face, and quickened his pace down-hill.

Courtney! said Fred. Theres only one man Id rather meet!

The little man laughed. Oh, you and your Montdidier are still inseparable, I suppose! How are you, Fred? Im glad to see you. Who are your friends?

At that minute out came the collector from his office  stood on the step, and stared. Fred introduced us to Courtney, and I experienced the thrill of shaking hands with the man accounts of whose exploits had fired my schoolboy imagination and made stay-at-home life forever after an impossibility.

I missed the steamer, Fred. Not another for a week. Going down now to see about a passage to Somaliland. I suppose youll be at the club after dinner?

No said Fred. Weve an invitation, but I think well send a note and say we cant come. Well dine at our hotel and sit on the veranda afterward.

I wondered what Fred was driving at, and so did the collector who was headed across the street and listening with all ears.

That so? Not a bad idea. Theyve very kindly made me an honorary member of the club, but I rather expect theres a string to that  eh, Fred, dont you? Theyll expect stories,  stories. I get tired of telling the same tales so many times over. Suppose I join you fellows, eh? Im at the Royal. You at the other place? Suppose I join you after dinner, and we have a pipe together on the veranda?

Nothing Id like better, said Fred, and I felt too pleased with the prospect to say anything at all. Growing old is a foolish and unnecessary business, but there is no need to forego while young the thrills of unashamed hero-worship; in fact, that is one of the ways of continuing young. It is only the disillusioned (poor deceived ones) and the cynics, who grow old ungracefully.

We went upstreet, through the shadow of the great grim fort. The trolley-car trundled down among the din, smells and colors of the business-end of town. Looking over my shoulder I saw Courtney talking to the collector.

Were getting absolution, Fred! said I.

Im not sure we need it, Fred answered. I hope Courtney wont tell too much! So quickly does a man jump from praying for friends at court to fearing them!

Courtney looked to me, said Will, like a man who would give no games away.

Glad you think that of him, said Fred.

Why?

Tell you later, maybe.

But he did not tell until after dinner. (It was a good dinner for East Africa. Shark steak figured in it, under a more respectable name; and there was zebu hump, guinea-fowl, and more different kinds of fruit than a man could well remember.) When it was over we sat in deep armchairs on the long wide veranda that fronts the whole hotel. The evening sea-breeze came and wafted in on us the very scents of Araby; the night sounds that whisper of wilderness gave the lie to a tinkling guitar that somewhere in the distance spoke of civilized delights. The surf crooned on coral half a mile away, and very good cigar smoke (from a box that Monty had sent ashore with our belongings) supplemented coffee and the other aids to physical contentment. Then, limping between the armchairs, and ashamed that we should rise to greet him  motioning us down again with a little nervous laugh  Courtney came to us. Within five minutes of his coming the world, and the clock, and the laws of men might have all reversed themselves for aught we cared. Without really being conscious he was doing it Courtney plunged into our problem, grasped it, sized it up, advised us, flooded us with priceless, wonderful advice, and did it with such almost feminine sympathy that I believe we would have been telling him our love-affairs at last, if a glance at the watch he wore in a case at his belt had not told him it was three A. M.

Theres trouble he began when he had filled his pipe. You boys are in trouble. What is it? he asked, shifting and twitching in his seat  refusing an armchair  refusing a drink.

Tell us first whats the matter with you, said Fred.

Oh, nothing. An old wound. A lion once dragged me by this shoulder half a mile or so. At this time of year I get pains. They last a day or two, then pass  Go on, tell me!

He never sat really still once that whole evening, yet never once complained or made a gesture of impatience.

I propose, said Fred, with a glance at Yerkes and me, to tell
Courtney everything without reserve.

The little old hunter nodded, watching us with bright blue eyes. I received the impression that he knew more secrets than he could tell should he talk down all the years that might be left him. He was the sort of man in whom nearly every one confides.

Were after Tippoo Tibs ivory! said Fred, plunging into the middle of things. Monty has gone to drive a bargain with the King of Belgium. Do you think its a wild goose chase?

Courtney chuckled. No, he said. I wouldnt call it that. Theyve been killing elephants in Africa ever since the flood. Ivory must have accumulated. Its somewhere. Some of it must be so old and well seasoned as to be practically priceless, unless rats have spoiled it. Rats play old Harry with ivory, you know.

Have you a notion where it is? demanded Fred.

Courtney laughed. Behold me leaving the country! he said.
If I knew Id look. If I saw Id take!

Can you give us a hint?

There are caves near the summit of Mount Elgon that would hold the worlds revenues. None of them have ever been thoroughly explored. Cannibals live in some of them. Cannibals and caverns is a combination that might appeal to Tippoo Tib, but theres no likelihood that he buried all that ivory in one place, you know. I suspect the greater part is in the Congo, and that the Germans know its whereabouts within a mile or two.

How did they discover it?

Why dont they dig it out?

What keeps em from turning their knowledge into money?

We had forgotten our own troubles. Courtney, too, seemed to forget for the moment that he had began by asking us a question.

Remember Emin Pasha? When was it878889 that Stanley went and rescued him? Perhaps you recall what was then described as Emins ingratitude after the event? British government offered him a billet. Khedive of Egypt cabled him the promise of a job, all on Stanleys recommendation. Emin turned em all down and accepted a job from the Germans. Nobody understood it at the time. My own idea is that Emin thought he knew more or less where that hoard is. He didnt really want to come away with Stanley, you know. Being a German, I suppose he preferred to share his secret with his own crowd. I dare say he thought of telling Stanley but judged that the Rock breaker might demand a too large share. The value of the stuff must be so enormous that its almost worth going to war about, from the point of view of a nation hungry for new colonies. Emin is dead, and its likely he left no exact particulars behind him. To my personal knowledge the Germans have had a swarm of spies for a long time operating beyond the Congo border.

Were you looking for the stuff yourself? I asked.

Oh, no, he laughed. But when Im hunting I look about me. Ill tell you where the stuff may possibly be. Theres a section of country called the Bahr el Gazal that the Congo people claim, but that I believe will eventually prove to lie on the British side of the boundary. It was good elephant country  which is to say bad living and traveling for man  since the earth took shape out of ooze. Awful swampy, malarious, densely wooded, dangerous country, sparsely inhabited by savages not averse to cannibalism when theyve opportunity. The ivory may be there. If the Germans know its there theyre naturally afraid the British government would claim the whole district the minute the secret was out. Their plan may possibly be to wait until a boundary dispute arises in the ordinary course of time (keeping a cautious eye on the cache meanwhile, of course) and then take the Congo government side. If they can contrive to have it acknowledged as Congo territory, they might then pick a quarrel with the Congo government  or come to some sort of terms with them.

Theyve patience, I said, if theyre playing that game!

Courtney raised his eyebrows until his forehead was a mass of deep wrinkles. Then he blew a dozen smoke rings.

Patient  perhaps. Its my impression theyre as remorseless and persistent as white ants  undermining, digging, devouring everywhere while the rest of the world sleeps. Do you remember there was a mutiny of native troops in Uganda not many years ago? Some said that was because the troops were being paid in truck instead of money, and like most current excuses that one had some truth in it. But the men themselves vowed they were going to set up an African Muhammedan empire.

What had that to do with Germans? asked Fred.

Nothing that I can personally prove said Courtney. But Ive a broad acquaintance among natives, and considerable knowledge of their tongues. Muhammedanism is spreading among them very rapidly. Over and over again, beside camp-fires, and in the dark when they thought I was not listening, I have heard them talk of missionaries from German territory who spread a doctrine of what you might call pan-Islam for lack of a better name. I said at the time of the Uganda mutiny that I believed Germans were behind it. Ive seen no reason to change my opinion since. Its obvious that if the mutiny had by some ill chance succeeded Uganda would have been an easy prey for Karl Peters and his Germans. If that ivory of Tippoo Tibs is really in the Bahr el Gazal at the back of Uganda, then the German motive for stirring up the Uganda mutiny would be obvious.

But doesnt our government know all this? demanded Fred.

That depends on what you mean by the word know, answered Courtney.
Ive made no secret of my own opinion!

But they wouldnt listen?

Some did, some didnt. The Home government  which was the India Office in those days  took no notice whatever. One or two men out here believed, but I think theyre dead. When the Foreign Office took the country over I dont suppose they overhauled old reports very carefully. I dare say my letters on the subject lie inches deep in dust.

England doesnt deserve to keep her colonies! vowed Fred, caught in a sudden flood of indignation.

Courtney laughed.

When youve seen as many of the other nations colonies as I have youll qualify that verdict! We do our best. God gave us our work to do, and the devil came and made us stupid! Take this country, for instance.

Yes! agreed Fred. Take this country! We came ashore today  left Monty on board ship on his way to Europe. Nobody knew a thing about us. A female woman, known to the police in Zanzibar and so notorious in Europe that shes in no hurry to go home  said, too, on every hand to be in the pay of the German government  chose to tell lies about us to the chuckle-headed puppies in charge of Mombasa. Net result  what do you suppose?

I know, said Courtney. Ive been told this evening. His eyes changed, and his voice took on the almost feminine note of appeal that came strangely from a big game hunter. You boys must overlook things. These boys youre angry with are younger than you, Fred. That collector youve contrived to pick a quarrel with has fought Arabs and cannibal troops  odds against him of fifty or a hundred to one, mind you  all across the Congo and back again. He fought in the Uganda mutiny. Hes a man. Hes a merchant, though, with a merchants education. He was taken over with the rest of the clerks when the British government superseded the British East Africa Trading Company. He has never had the advantage of legal training. Went to a common school. No advantages of any kind. Poorly paid and overworked. Theres no money in the country yet. Nobody to tax. Salaries  expenses and so on come from home, voted by Parliament. As long as that condition lasts theyre all going to feel nervous. They know theyll get the blame for everything that goes wrong, and precious little credit in any case. Parliament advertised the country in answer to their complaints of no revenue. Parliament called for settlers. But theyre not ready for settlers. They dont know how to handle them. Theyve no troops  nothing but a handful of black police. How shall they keep in order colonials armed with repeating rifles? Theyre not ready. The Uganda Railway isnt finished yet; trains get through to Victoria Nyanza once a week, but theres endless work to be done yet on the line, and Parliament grudges them every penny they spend on it. Yet the railway was rushed through by order of Parliament to prevent Doctor Karl Peters and the Germans from claiming occupation of the head-waters of the Nile and so dominating Upper Egypt. You boys must be considerate.

All right, said Fred. Ill grant all that.

But what gets me Will interrupted, is that they should condemn us out-of-hand  on sight  untried  on the say-so of this Lady Saffren Waldon. She carries German letters of credit. Shes so notoriously in league with Germans that youd think even these little Napoleons ud know it. Im American myself, thank God, but these two men are their own kith and kin. Why should they judge their own countrymen unheard on the say-so of a woman like that? Thats what rattles me!

Courtney blew six smoke rings.

Youll have to forgive them, lad. Too many of the Englishmen who have come here were bad bats from the South, so hot-footed that they burned the grass. Then  dont forget that the Germans have a military government to the south of us  all experienced men  a great many of them unmitigated rascals, but nearly all of them clever  students of strategy and psychology and tactics  some of them brilliant men who have had to apply for colonial service because of debt or scandal. Theyre overmanned where we are under-manned  backed up from home where our boys are only blamed and neglected  well supplied with troops and ammunition, where our police are kept down to the danger point and now and then even without cartridges. The Germans have no railway yet, but theyve a policy and they keep it secret. We have a railway, and no policy except retrenchment and economy. Im convinced the German government has no scruples. We have. So you must sympathize with our young men, not quarrel with them.

Believe me, I said, we didnt start out to quarrel with anybody. That woman lied about us. Theres no excuse for believing her without giving us a hearing.

Oh, yes there is. I spoke with her myself this evening, said Courtney. Shes staying at my hotel, you know. Shes a match for much more experienced men than our young officials. Theyve been fighting Arabs, not flirting. She had the impudence to try to flatter me. I dont doubt shes telling a crowd of men tonight that Im in love with her  perhaps not exactly telling them that, but giving them to understand it. Why dont I stroll down to the club and deny it? For the same reason that you dont openly denounce her! Its semi- or wholly-sentimental chivalry  rank stupidity, if you like to call it that, but its national, Im glad to say, and Im as proud of it as any one.

Doesnt it look to you, said Fred, that if she and the German government are so infernally anxious to spoil our chances  and they suspect what were after, you know  doesnt it look to you as if there may really be something in this quest of ours?

Undoubtedly, said Courtney. Theres ivory in it, tons and tons and tons of ivory. Somebody will find it some day.

Join us then! said Fred. Cancel your trip to Somaliland and come with us! I can speak for Monty. I know hell welcome you into the partnership!

I believe I could almost speak for Monty, too, laughed Courtney. He and I were at Eton together, and weve never ceased being friends. But I cant come with you. No. Im making a sort of semi-official trip. I shall hunt, of course, but there are observations to be made. The pan-Islamic theory is said to be making headway also in Somaliland.

Do you feel you have any lien on the Elgon Caves and Bahr el Gazal clues? Fred asked.

No. I make you a present of those ideas. Im sure I hope you find the stuff. Im wondering, though  Im wondering.

Ill bet you a dollar Im thinking of the same thing, said Will.

Out with it, then.

Whats to prevent the Germans from making their own dicker with the King of the Belgians or with the Congo government, and rifling the hoard on a fifty-fifty or some such basis?

Correct, said Courtney. I confess myself puzzled about that. But I know no European politics. There may be a thousand reasons. And then, you know, the King of the Belgians has the name of being a grasping dealer. The management of his private zone on the Congo is unspeakable. Its possible the Germans may prefer not to risk putting His Majesty on the scent.

Well, weve our work cut out, said Fred, laughing and yawning. That woman has started us off with a bad name.

That is one thing I can really do for you, Courtney answered. Ive no official standing, but the boys all listen to me. Ill tell them

For the love of God dont tell them too much! Fred exclaimed.

Ill tell them youre friends of mine, he went on. I believe that will solve the sporting license and ammunition problem. As for the woman  if I were in your shoes I would steal a march on her. I wouldnt be surprised if your licenses and ammunition permits were here at the hotel by ten tomorrow morning. I see theyve sent your guns already. Well, theres a train for Nairobi tomorrow noon, and not another for three days. Id take tomorrows train if I were you. I always find in going anywhere the starts the principal thing. Youll go?

We will, we answered, one after the other.

Good night, then, boys; Ill be going.

But we walked with him down to his hotel  I, and I think the others, full to the teeth with the pleasure of knowing him, as well as of envy of his scars, his five or six South African campaigns, his adventures, and (by no means least) his unblemished record as a gentleman. Merely a little bit of a man with a limp, but better than a thousand men who lacked his gentleness.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE NJO HAPA SONG

Delights  ah, Ten are the dear delights (and the Book
forbids them, one by one)  
The broad old roads of a thousand loves  back turned to the
Law  the lawless fun  
Old Arts for new  old hours reborn  and who shall mourn
when the sands have run?

I was old when they told the Syren Tales
(All ears were open then!)
And the harps were afire with plucked desire
For the white ash oars again  
For oars and sail, and the open sea,
High prow against pure blue,
The good sea spray on eye and lip,
The thrumming hemp, the rise and dip,
The plunge and the roll of a driven ship
As the old course boils anew!

Sweetly I call, the captains come. The home ties draw at
hearts in vain.
Potent the spell of Africa! Who East and South the course
has taen
By Guardafui to Zanzibar may go, but he, shall come again.

Courtney proved better than his word. Our Big Game Licenses arrived after breakfast, and permits for five hundred rounds of rifle ammunition each. In an envelope in addition was Freds check with the collectors compliments and the request that we kindly call and pay for the licenses. In other words we now had absolution.

We called, and were received as fellow men, such was the genius of Courtneys friendship. A railway man looked in. The collectors dim office became awake with jokes and laughter.

Going up today? he asked. Ill see you get berths on the train.

We little realized at the moment the extent of that consideration; but understanding dawned fifteen minutes before high noon when we strolled to the station behind a string of porters carrying our luggage. Courtney was there to see us off, and he looked worried.

Im wondering whether youll ever get your luggage through, he said with a sort of feminine solicitude. It was strange to hear the hero of ones school-days, mighty hunter and fearless leader of forlorn campaigns, actually troubled about whether we could catch our train. But so the man was, gentle always and considerate of everybody but himself.

There was law in this new land, at all events along the railway line. Not even handbags or rifles could pass by the barrier until weighed and paid for. Crammed in the vestibule in front of us were fifty people fretfully marshalling in line their strings of porters lest any later comer get by ahead of them; foremost, with his breast against the ticket window, was Georges Coutlass. Things seemed not to be proceeding as he wished.

There was one babu behind the window  a mild, unhappy-looking Punjabi, or Dekkani Mussulman. There was another at the scales, who knew almost no English: his duty was to weigh  do sums  write the result on a slip, and then justify his arithmetic to office babu and passenger, before any sort of progress could be made. The fact that all passengers shouted at him to hurry or be reported to big superiors complicated the process enormously; and the equally discordant fact that no passenger  and especially not Georges Coutlass  desired or intended to pay one anna more than he could avoid by hook, crook, or argument, made the game amusing to the casual looker-on, but hastened nothing (except tempers). The temperature within the vestibule was 112 by the official thermometer.

You pair of black murderers! yelled Coutlass as we took our place in line. You bloody robbers! You pickpockets! You train-thieves! Go out and dig your graves! I will make an end of you!

You should not use abusive language the babu retorted mildly, stopping to speak, and then again to wipe his spectacles, and his forehead, and his hands, and to glance at the clock, and to mutter what may or may not have been a prayer.

Coutlass exploded.

Shouldnt, eh? Who the hell are you to tell me what I shouldnt do?
Sell me a ticket, you black plunderer, dyou hear! Look! Listen!

He snatched a piece of paper from the babus hand and turned to face the impatient crowd.

This hell-cat (the unhappy babu looked less like a hell-cat than any vision of the animal I ever imagined) wants to make out that seventy-one times seven annas and three pice is forty-nine rupees, eleven annae! Oh, you charlatan! You mountebank! You black-blooded robber! You miscreant! Cut your throat, I order you!

The babu expostulated, stammered, quailed. Coutlass drew in his breath for the gods of Greece alone knew what heights of fury next. But interruption entered.

There, thats enough of you! Get to the back of the line!

The man who had promised us berths came abruptly through the barrier, and unlike the babu did not appear afraid of any one. The Greek let out his gathered breath with a bark of fury, like a seal coming up to breathe. Taking that for a symptom of opposition the newcomer, very cool in snow-white uniform and helmet, seized Coutlass by the neck and hustled him, arguing like a boiler under pressure, through the crowd. The Greek was three inches taller, and six or eight inches bigger round the chest, but too astonished to fight back, and perhaps, too, aware of the neighborhood of old da Gamas fort, where more than one Greek was pining for the grape and olive fields of Hellas. With a final shove the railway official thrust him well out into the road.

If you miss the train, serve you right! he said. Babus are willing servants, to be treated gently!

Then he saw us.

Youre late! Wheres your luggage? These your porters? All right  put you on your honor. Go on through. Save time. Have your stuff weighed, and settle the bill at Nairobi. All of it, mind! Babu, let these people through!

Followed by Courtney, who seemed to have right of way wherever it suited him to wander, we filed through the gate, crossed the blazing hot platform, and boarded a compartment labeled Reserved. The railway man nodded and left us, to hurry and help sell tickets.

It was an Indian type railway carriage be left us in, a contraption not ill-suited to Africa  nor yet so comfortable as to diminish the sensation of travel toward new frontiers.

Each car was divided into two compartments, entirely separate and entered from opposite ends; facing ours was the rear end of a second-class car, into which we could look if the doors were open and we lay feet-foremost on the berths. The berths were arranged lengthwise, two each side, and one above the other.

It was what they called a mixed train, mixed that is of freight and passengers  third-class in front, second next, then first, and a dozen little iron freight cars of two kinds in front. In those days there were neither tunnels nor bridges on that railway, and there was a single seat on the roof at each end of first- and second-class compartments reached by a ladder, for any passenger enamored of the view. Even the third-class compartments (and they were otherwise as deliberately bare and comfortless as wood and iron could make them) had lattice-work shades over the upper half of the windows.

For the babus encouragement, and to increase the panic of the ticketless, the engineer was blowing the whistle at short intervals. Passengers, released in quicker order now that a white official was lending the two babus a hand, began coming through the barrier in sudden spurts, baggage in either hand and followed hot-foot by natives with their heavier stuff. They took headers into the train, and the porters generally came back grinning.

I see through the whistling stunt, Will announced. My, but that fellow on the engine has faith; or else the systems down real fine in these parts! He wont be back for a week. Those woolly-headed porters are going to save up his commission and hand it to him when he brings the down-train in! The games good: he whistles  passenger runs  cant make change  pays two, three, four, ten times what the jobs worth  and the porters divvy up with the engineer. But good lord, the porters must be honest!

Presently a pale white man in khaki with a red beard entered our compartment, and Courtney had to make room for him on the seat. He apologized with less conviction of real regret than I ever remember noticing, although the pouches under his eyes gave him a rather world-weary look.

Not another first-class berth on the train  every last one engaged. Might be worse. Might have had to ride with Indians. Curse of this country, Indians are. Id rid the land of em double-quick if government ud pay me a rupee a head  an Id provide cartridges! But government likes em! Ugh! Ever travel in one compartment with a dozen of em? Sleep in a tent with a score of em? Share blankets with a couple of em on a cold night? No? You be glad Im not an Indian. Ones enough!

We made room for his belongings, and leaned from the window all on one seat together. The time to start arrived and passed; hot passengers continued spurting for the train at intervals  all sorts of passengers  English, Mauritius  French, Arab, Goanese, German, Swahili, Indian, Biluchi, one Japanese, two Chinamen, half-breeds, quarter-breeds of all the hues from ivory to dull red, guinea-yellow, and bleached out black; but the second-class compartment facing our door remained empty. There was a name on the card in the little metal reservation frame, and every passenger who could read English glanced at it, but nobody came to claim it even when the engines extra shrill screaming and at last the ringing of a bell warned Courtney that time was really up, and he got out on the platform.

Good-by, he said through the window. Ive done what I could to bring you luck. Dont be tempted to engage the first servants who apply to you at Nairobi. If you wait there a week Ill send my Kazimoto to you; hes a very good gun-bearer. Hell be out of a job when Im gone. I shall give him his fare to Nairobi. Engage him if you want a dependable boy, but remember the rule about dogs: a good one has one master! I dont mean Kazimoto is a dog  far from it. I mean, treat him as reasonably as you would a dog, and hell serve you well. Hes a first-class Nyamwezi, from German East. Oh, and one more scrap of advice:

He came close to the window, but at that moment the engine gave a final scream and really started. Passengers yelled farewells. The engines apoplectic coughs divided the din into spasms, and there came a great bellowing from the ticket office. He could not speak softly and be heard at all. Louder he had to speak, and then louder, ending almost with a shout.

The best way to Elgon is by way of Kisumu and Mumias, whatever anybody else may tell you. And if you find the stuff, or any of it, (he was running beside the train now) be in no hurry to advertise the fact! Go and make terms first with government  then  after youve made terms  tell em youve found it! Find the stuff  make terms  then produce what youve found! Get my meaning? Good-by, all. Good luck!

We left him behind then, wiping the sweat from his wrinkled, freckled forehead, gazing after us as if we had all been lifelong friends of his. He made no distinction between us and Fred, but was equally anxious to serve us all.

If that man isnt white, who is? demanded Will, and then there was new interest.

We had left the ticket office far behind, but the train was moving slowly and there was still a good length of platform before our car would be clear of the station altogether. We heard a roar like a bulls from behind, and a dozen men  white, black and yellow  came careering down the platform carrying guns, baggage, bedding, and all the paraphernalia that travelers in Africa affect.

First in the van was Georges Coutlass, showing a fine turn of speed but tripping on a bed-sheet at every other step, with his uncased rifle in one hand, his hat in the other, an empty bandolier over one shoulder and a bag slung by a strap swinging out behind him. He made a leap for the second-class compartment in front of us, and landed on all fours on the platform. We opened the door of our compartment to watch him better.

Once on the platform he threw his rifle into the compartment and braced himself to catch the things his stampeding followers hurled after him  caught them deftly and tossed them in, yelling instructions in Greek, Kiswahili, Arabic, English, and two or three other languages. It may be that the engineer looked back and saw what was happening (or perhaps the guard signaled with the cord that passed through eyeholes the whole length of the train) for though we did not slow down we gained no speed until all his belongings had been hurled, and caught, and flung inside. Then came his traveling companions  caught by one hand and dragged on their knees up the steps. They were heavy men, but he snatched all three in like a boy pulling chestnuts from the fire.

The first was a Greek  evil-looking, and without the spirit that in the case of Coutlass made a stranger prone to over-look shortcomings  dressed in khaki, with rifle and empty bandolier. Next, chin, elbow, hand and knee up the steps came a fat, tough-looking Goanese, dressed anyhow at all in pink-colored dirty shirt, dark pants, and a helmet, also with rifle and empty bandolier. I judged he weighed about two hundred and eighty pounds, but Coutlass yanked him in like a fish coming overside. Last came a man who might be Arab, or part-Arab, part-Swahili, whom I did not recognize at first, fat, black, dressed in the white cotton garments and red fez of the more or less well-to-do native, and voluble with rare profanity.

Johnson! shouted Fred with almost the joy of greeting an old acquaintance.

It was Hassan, sure enough, short-winded and afraid, but more afraid of being left behind than of the manhandling. Coutlass took hold of his outstretched arm, hoisted him, cracked his shins for him against the top step, and hurled him rump-over-shoulders into the compartment, where the other Greek and the Goanese grabbed him by the arms and legs and hove him to an upper berth, on which he lay gasping like a fish out of water and moaning miserably. Their compartment was a mess of luggage, blankets, odds-and-ends, and angry men. Coutlass found a whisky bottle out of the confusion, and swallowed the stuff neat while the other Greek and the Goanese waited their turn greedily. There was nothing much in that compartment to make a man like Hassan feel at home.

Those Greeks, said our red-bearded traveling companion as we shut the door again, are only one degree better than Indians  a shade less depraved perhaps  a sight more dangerous. I sure do hate a Punjabi, but I dont love Greeks! The natives call em bwana masikini to their faces  that means Mister Mean White yknow. Theyre a lawless lot, the Greeks youll run across in these parts. My advice is, shoot first! Walk behind em! If they aint armed, hoof em till they cut an run! Greeks are no good!

We introduced ourselves. He told us his name was Brown.

Theres three Browns in this country: Hell-fire Brown of Elementaita, Joseph Henry Brown of Gilgil, and Brown of Lumbwa. Brown of Lumbwas me. Dont believe a word either of the other two Browns tell you! Yes, were all settlers. Country good to settle in? Depends what you call good. If you like lots of room, an hunting, natives to wait an your own house on your own square mile  comfortable climate  no conventions  nor no ten commandments, why, its pretty hard to beat. But if you want to wear a white shirt, and be moral, and get rich, its rotten! Youve a chance to make money if youre not over law-abiding, for theres elephants. But if youre moral, and obey the laws, you havent but one chance, an shes a slim one.

Well, said Fred, genially, tell us about the only one. Were men to whom the ten commandments are

You look it! Brown interrupted. Well, whats the odds? Youll never find it, and anyhow, everybody knows its Tippoo Tibs ivory. I mean to have a crack at spotting it myself, soon as I get my farm fenced an one or two other matters attended to. Govment offers ten per cent. to whoever leads em to it, but they cant believe any ones as soft as that surely! Theyll be lucky if they get ten per cent. of it themselves! Man alive, but they say theres a whale of a hoard of it! Hundreds o tons of ivory, all waiting to be found, and fossicked out, an took! Say  if I was some o those Greeks for instance, tell you what Id do: Id off to Zanzibar, an kidnap Tippoo Tib. The old cards still living. Id apply a red-hot poker to his silver-side an the under-parts o his tripe-casings. Hed tell me where the stuff is quickern winking! Supposin I was a Greek without morals or no compunctions or nothin, thats what Id do! I dont hold with allowin any man to play dog in the manger with all that plunder!

Have you a notion where the stuff might be? Fred wondered guilelessly.

Ah! That ud be tellin!

We had crossed the water that divides Mombasa from the mainland. Behind us lay the prettiest and safest harbor on all that thousand-league-long coast; before us was the narrow territory that still paid revenue and owed nominal allegiance to the Sultan of Zanzibar, although really like the rest of those parts under British rule. We were bowling along beside plantations of cocoanut, peanut, plantain and pineapple, with here and there a thicket of strange trees to show what the aboriginal jungle had once looked like. When we stopped at wayside stations the heat increased insufferably, until we entered the great red desert that divides the coast-land from the hills, and after that all seemed death and dust, and haziness, and hell.

At first we passed occasional baobabs, with trunks fifteen or twenty feet thick and offshoots covering a quarter of an acre. Then the trees thinned out to the sparse and shriveled all-but-dead things that struggle for existence on the border-lines between mans land and desolation. At last we drew down the smoked panes over the window to escape the glare and sight of the depressing desolation.

The sun beat down on the iron roof. The heat beat up from the tracks. Red dust polluted the drinking water in the little upright tank. Dust filled eyes, nostrils, hair. Dust caked and grew stiff in the sweat that streamed down us. Yet we stopped once at a station, and humans lived there and a man got off the train. A lone lean babu and his leaner, more miserable native crew came out and eyed the train like vultures waiting for a beast to die. But we did not die, and the train passed on into illimitable dusty redness, leaving them to watch the hot rails ribbon out behind our grumbling caboose.

There began to be carousing in the second-class compartment next ahead of us. Our own Brown of Lumbwa produced a stone crock of Irish whisky from a basket, imbibed copiously, offered us in turn the glistening neck, looked relieved at our refusal, and grew voluble.

Hear them Greeks an that Goa. Youd think they were gentlemen o breeding to hear em carryin on! Truth is weve no government worth a moments considration, an everybody knows it, Greeks included! You men lookin for farms? Take your time! Once you get a farm, an get your house built, an stock bought, an stuff planted  once youve got your capital invested so to speak, theyve got you! Till then youre free! Till then theyll maybe treat you with consideration! Till then you leave the country when you like an kiss yourselves good-by to them an Africa. Till then theyve got no hold! The courts can fine you, maybe, but can they make you pay? Its none so easy if youre half awake! But take me: Suppose I break a reggylation. What happens? They know where to find me  how much Ive got  where it is  an if I dont pay the fine, they come an collar my cattle an sticks! Dyou notice any Greeks applyin for farms? Not no crowds of em you dont! I dont know one single Greek who has a farm in all East Africa! Any Goas? Not a bit of it! Any Indians? Not one! So when a few extry elephants get shot, I get the blame  down at Lumbwa, where there aint no elephants; an the Greeks, Goas, Arabs an Indians get fat on the swag! Its easy to keep track of a white man; the natives all know him, an his name, an where he lives, an report everything he does to the nearest govment officer. But Greeks an Goas an Indians an Arabs aint white, so the natives make no mention of em. They do the lootin; we settlers get the blame; an the whole perishing countrys going to blazes as fast as a lump of ice melting in hell  but not so fast as Id like to see it go. Have some o this whisky, wont you?

I was scarcely listening to him, but he seemed to get drunk just so far and no further, and Fred found him worth attention. It happened that Fred, Will and I were all thinking of the same thing. Will put a hand to his neck and stroked the little scar the Arab knife had made in Zanzibar.

What sort of a countrys this for women? Fred demanded.

Which women? Brown asked in sort of mild amazement.

White women?

Rotten! Leastwise, there arent any. Yes, theres three. Two officials wives, an Pioneer Jane French. Heard o her? Walked from South Africa, Jane did  hoofed it along o French, bossed his boys, drove the cattle, shot the meat, ran the whole shootin match, an runs him, too, when hes sober an shes drunk. When theyre both drunk everybody ducks. Shes scarcely a woman, shes sort of three-men-rolled-into-one. Give her a horsewhip ae shell manage the unruliest crowd o savages ever you or she set eyes on! Countin her as one, an the two officials wives, an her on this train, theres four!

Our eyes met. I awoke to sudden interest that startled our informant and made him curious in turn.

On this train?

On this train. Didnt you see her? She was watching you chaps through the window slits like the Queen o Sheba keepin tabs on Solomon. Say, whats she doing in this country anyhow? I made a try to get a seat in her carriage, but she ordered me out like Aunt Jemima puttin out the cat the last thing. Shes got a maid in with her, but the maid aint white  Jew  Syrian  Levantine  Dago  some such breed. Shes in this compartment next behind.

Our eyes met again. Fred laughed, and Will leaned forward to whisper to me: She heard what Courtney said to us about the way to Mount Elgon!

Dyou know her name? asked Brown.

No! we all three lied together with one voice.

I do! I seen it on the reservation card. Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon!
Pretty high-soundin patronymic, what? Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon!
He repeated the name over and over, crescendo, with growing fervor.
Whats a woman with a title doin dyou suppose? The titles no fake.
Shes got the blood all right, all right! You ought to ha heard her
shoo me out! Lummy! A nestin hen giving the office to a snake
werent in it to her an me! Good looker, too! Whats she doin in
East Africa?

We made no shift to answer.

The officials wives, he went on, are keen after Tippoos ivory, but, bein obliged to stay in the station except when their husbands go on safari, an then only go where their husbands go, theyve no show to speak of. Pioneer Janes nuts on it, an shes dangerous. Janes as likely to find the stuff as any one. Shes independent  go where she blooming well pleases  game as a lioness  looks like one, too, only a lioness is kind o softer an not so quick in the uptake. My moneys on Jane for a place. But dyou suppose this Lady Saffren Whatshernames another one? Them Greeks ahead of us Im sure of; all the Greeks in Africa are huntin for nothin else. But what about the dame?

Going to join her husband, perhaps, suggested Fred to put him off.

Theres no man o that name in British East or Uganda. I know em all  every one.

Father  brother  uncle  nephew  oh, perhaps shes just traveling, said Fred.

Just traveling my eye! Titled ladies dont come just traveling in these parts  not by a sight, they dont  not alone!

He helped himself to more whisky, but had reached the stage where it had no further visible effect on him.

Anyhow, he said, wiping the neck of the jar with his hand, if she kids herself shell be let go where she pleases  why, she kids herself! It takes Pioneer Jane to trespass where writs dont run! Jane goes where her husband dont dare follow. The officials dont say a word. Ysee theres no jail where they could stow a white woman and observe the decencies. So she goes over the borderline whenever she sees fit. The kings writ runs maybe for thirty miles north o this railway. Once over that they cant catch you. But unless youre a black man, or Pioneer Jane, the natives tip the govment off an govment rounds you up afore you get two-thirds the way. Theyll take less than half a chance with her ladyship or Im a Dutchman. Why! How would it look to have to bring her back between two native policemen? Shell not be allowed five miles outside Nairobi township!

He up-ended his whisky again, consumed about a pint of it, and settled down to sleep. We took him by the legs and arms and threw him on the upper berth to stew in the cabined heat under the roof.

Its good Montys not with us, said Fred. He sat down and laughed at our surprise that he should state such heresy. Monty mustnt break laws, but who cares if we do?

Laws? said Will disgustedly. I dont care who makes, or breaks the laws of this land! Lets beat it! Lets join Monty in London and make plans for some other trip. Everybodys after this ivory. We havent a look-in. Even if we knew where to look for it wed be followed. Lets take the next train back from Nairobi, and the next boat for Europe!

Fred rubbed his hands delightedly, and stroked his beard into the neat point it refuses to keep for long at a time in very hot weather.

Lets stay in Nairobi he said, at least until Courtney sends that boy he promised us. We can put in the time asking questions, and then

What then? grumbled Will.

There may be truth in what Brown of Lumbwa says about a dead-line.

Dead-line?

Beyond which the kings writ doesnt run.

Betcherlife theres truth in it! Brown mumbled from the upper berth.

Will exploded silently, going through the motions of reeling off all the bad language he knew  not an insignificant performance.

Hes really asleep now, I said, standing on the lower berth and lifting the mans eyelid to make sure.

Who cares? said Will. Hes heard. Weve given the game away. The woman heard Courtney shout about how to reach Mount Elgon. So did this sharp. Now he hears Fred talk about dead-lines and the kings writ and breaking laws! The games up! Me for the down-train and a steamer!

We smoked in silence, rendered more depressing by the deepening gloom outside. With the evening it grew no cooler. What little wind there was followed the train, so that we traveled in stagnation. Utter darkness brought no respite, but the fascination of flitting shadows and the ever-new mystery of African night. The train drew up at last in a station in the shadow of great overleaning mountains, and the heat shut down on us like hairy coverings. We seemed to breathe through thicknesses of cloth, and the very trees that cast black shadow on the platform ends were stifling for lack of air.

One hour for dinner! called the guard, walking limply along the train.
Just an hour for dinner! Dinner waiting!

He was not at all a usual-looking guard. He was dressed in riding breeches and puttee leggings, and wore a worn-out horsey air as if in protest against the obligation to work in a black mans land. In countries where the half-breed and the black man live for and almost monopolize government employment few white men take kindly to braid and brass buttons. That fellows contempt for his job was equaled only by the babu station masters scorn of him and his own for the station master. Yet both men did their jobs efficiently.

Only an hour for dinner, gents  train starts on time!

Guard! called a female voice we all three recognized Guard! Come here at once, I want you!

We left Brown of Lumbwa snoring a good imitation of the Battle of Waterloo on the upper berth, and filed out to the dimly-lighted platform. A space in the center was roofed with corrugated iron and under that the yellow lamplight cast a maze of moving shadows as the passengers swarmed toward the dining-room. The smell of greasy cooking blended with the reek of axle and lamp oil. At the platforms forward end shadowy figures were throwing cord-wood into the tender, and the thump-thump-thump of that sounded like impatience; everything else suggested lethargy.

Guard! called the voice again. Come here, guard!

He stopped in passing to close our windows and lock our compartment door against railway thieves.

Theres a man asleep in there, I said.

The eat ll sober im! he grinned, slamming the last window down. Whatll you bet er ighness dont want me to fetch dinner to er? She was in the train in Mombasa two hours afore startin time, an the things she ordered me to do ud have made a alf-breed think e was demeaning of imself! I avent seen the color of er money yet. If she wants dinner she gets out and walks or er maid fetches it  you watch!

Coutlass, the other Greek and the Goanese staggered out beside us on to the platform, drunk enough not to know whether Hassan was with them or not. He came out and stood beside them in a sort of alert defensive attitude.

Guard! called the voice again. Where is the man?

We followed the last of the crowd through the screened doors, and took seats at a table marked First Class Only! There were four men there ahead of us, two government officials disinclined to talk; a missionary in a gray flannel shirt, suffering from fever and too suspicious to say good evening; and a man in charge of that section of the line, who checked the station masters accounts and counted money in a tray between mouthfuls. Between us and the second-class tables was a wooden screen on short legs, and beyond that arose babel. Second-class is democratic always, and talks with its mouth full. In addition to our privilege of paying more for exactly the same food, we enjoyed exclusiveness, a dirty table-cloth, and the extra smell from the kitchen door. (The table-cloth was dirty because the barefoot Goanese waiters invariably stubbed their feet against a break in the floor and spilt soup exactly in the same place.)

We had scarcely taken our seats when Coutlass swaggered in, closely followed by his gang. Inside the door he turned on Hassan.

Black men eat outside! he snarled, and shoved him out again backward.
Then he came over to us and stood leering at the framed sign, First
Class Only, avoiding our eyes, but plainly at war with us.

Gassharamminy! he growled. You think youre popes or something! You three would want a special private piece of earth to spit on! He raised his voice to a sort of scream. I proclaim one class only!

At that he lifted his foot about level with his chest and kicked the screen over. The crash brought everybody to his feet except the two officials and the railway man. They continued eating, and the railway man continued counting copper coins as if life depended on that alone.

Sit down all! yelled Coutlass. You will eat with better appetite now that you can behold the blushes of these virgins! Then he swaggered over to the long table, thrust the other Greek and the Goanese into chairs on either side of him, and yelled for food. It was the first time we had been referred to publicly as virgins, and I think we all three felt the strain.

The Goanese manager  a wizened old black man with perfectly white hair  came running from the kitchen in a state of near-collapse, the sweat streaming off him and his hands trembling.

What shall I do? he asked, almost upsetting the railway mans tray of money. That man is crazy! He came in once before and broke the dishes! Twice he has come in here and eaten and refused to pay! What shall I do?

Nothing, said the railway man. Go on serving dinner. Serve him too.

The manager hurried out again and the running to and fro resumed. Then in came the guard.

First-class for two on trays! he shouted.

The railway man beckoned to him and he winked as he passed by us.

When youve seen to that, and had your own meal, I want you, said the railway man.

Thought you said the ladys maid would have to come and fetch the food? I said maliciously as the guard passed my chair a second time.

So I did. But if you know how to refuse her, just teach me! I told her flat to have the maid fetch it. She let on theyre both too frightened to cross the platform in the dark! Never saw anything like em! Tears! An dignified! When I climbed down they was too afraid next to be left alone. Swore train-thieves ud murder em! I had to leave em my key to lock emselves in with until I come back with the grub! What dyou think of that?

But our soup came, and one could not think and eat that stuff simultaneously. The railway man looked up for a moment, saw my face, and explained in a moment of expansiveness that meat would not keep in that climate but was perfectly good when cooked.

Besides, he added, youll get nothing more until you reach Nairobi tomorrow noon!

That turned out to be not quite true, but as an argument it worked. We swallowed, like the lined-up merchant seamen taking lime-juice under the skippers eye.

The guard grew impatient and went into the kitchen, but had scarcely got through the door when a scream came from the direction of the train that brought him back on the run. No black woman ever screams in just that way, and in a land of black and worse-than-black men imagination leaps at a white womans call for help.

There was a stampede for the door by every one except the Greeks and Goanese and the railway man. (He had to guard the money.) We poured through the screen doors, the guard fighting to burst between us, and, because with a self-preserving instinct that I have never thought quite creditable to the human race, everybody ran toward his own compartment, it happened that we three and the two officials and the guard came first on the scene of trouble.

Brown of Lumbwa was still drunk-affectionate, it seemed, by that time.

Youve no call to be fraid of me, lil sweetheart! The door was open. Within the compartment all was dark, but every sound emerged. There came a stifled scream.

Lil stoopid! What dyou come in for, if youre fraid o poor ole
Brown? I wont hurt you.

The guard passed between us and went up the step. He listened, looked, disappeared through the open door, and there came a sound of struggling.

Whassis? shouted Brown. An interloper? No you dont! This is my lil sweetheart! She came in to see me  didnt you, Matilda Ann?

The woman apparently broke free. The guard yelled for help. Fred and one of the government officials were nearest and as they entered they passed the woman coming out. I recognized Lady Saffren Waldons Syrian maid, with the big railway key in her fist that the guard had left with her. By that time there was a considerable crowd about our car, unable to see much because it stood in the way of the station lamp-light. She slipped through  to the right  not toward Lady Isobels compartment, and I lost sight of her behind some men. I ran after her, but she was gone among the shadows, and although I hunted up and down and in and out I could find her nowhere.

When I returned to our car Brown of Lumbwa was out on the platform with his hair all tousled and a wild eye. The guard was wiping a bloody nose and everybody was inventing an account of what nobody had seen.

Scrag him! advised some expert on etiquette.

What the hell right has anybody got, demanded Brown with querulous ferocity, to interfere between me and a lady? Eh? Whose compartment was she in? Me in hers or her in mine? Eh? Me. Im sleeping. Hasnt a gent a right to sleep? Next thing I know shes fingerin my whiskers. How should I know shes not balmy on red beards an makin love to me? What rights she got in my compartment anyhow? Who let her in? Who asked her? What if I did frighten her? What then?

Who was she? demanded the official. Had anybody seen her before?

The maid attending the lady in the next compartment, said I.

Are you sure?

Positive.

Very well. Guard! See who is in there!

The guard wiped blood from his nose and obeyed orders. We clustered round the steps to hear.

Ow manys in here? he demanded.

There was no answer. He tried the door and it opened readily.

Scuse me, but is there two of you? I cant see in the dark.

Oh, is that our dinner? said Lady Saffren Waldons Voice.

No maam, not the dinner yet.

Why not, pray?

Theres folks accusin your maid o enterin the next compartment an  an

Nonsense! My maid is here! You kept us so long waiting for dinner we were both asleep! Ah! Theres light at last, thank heaven!

Two native porters running along the roofs were dropping lamps into the holes appointed for them, and the train that had been a block of darkness hewn out of the night was now a monster, many-eyed.

Theyre both in there, so elp me! the guard reported, retreating backward through the door and leering at us.

There remained nobody, except the still indignant Brown of Lumbwa to levy charges, and the crowd remembered its dinner (not that anything could be expected to grow cold in that temperature).

The train will start on time! announced the babu station master, and everybody hurried to the dining-room. Brown came with us, bewildered.

How did it happen? he demanded. When did we get here? Why wasnt I called for dinner? How did she get in? Where did she go to?

Oh, come and eat curried cow, its lovely! answered Will.

Fred overtook us at the door, and whispered:

Our things have been gone through, but I cant find that anythings missing.

Within the dining-room was new ground for discontent. The British race and its offshoots wash, but disbelieve with almost unanimity in water as a drink. Every guest at either table had left at his place a partly emptied glass of beer, or brandy and soda, or whisky. Each looked for the glass on his return, and found it empty.

Those Greeks! exclaimed the Goanese manager, with a fearful air, and shoulders shrugged to disclaim his own responsibility.

Coutlass and the other Greek were sitting at a table with a gorged look, glancing neither to the right nor left, yet not eating. I looked at the railway official, who had not left his seat. It struck me he was laughing silently, but he did not look up. The crowd, after the manner of all crowds, stormed at the Goanese manager.

What can I do? What shall I do? wailed the unhappy little man.
They are bigger than I! They were greedy! They took!

All those charges were evidently true, and stated mildly. Coutlass rose to his feet.

Gassharamminy! he thundered, and his stomach stuck out over the table it was so full of various drinks. Why should we not take? Who isnt thirsty in this hell of a place? Who leaves good drink deserves to lose it!

What shall I do? wailed the Goanese manager.

Take the orders for drinks again, said the railway man, glancing up from his figures. Bring the account to me.

The waiters ran to fill orders, and a babel of abuse at the second table was hurled at Coutlass and his friends; but they did not leave the table because there was another course to come, and, as the manager had said, they were greedy. Then in came the guard, his face a blood-and-smudgy picture of discontent.

Say! he yelled. Aint I goin to get those two first-classes on trays? He came and stood by us. Did you ever ear the likes of it? They swear neither of em was out of the compartment. They call me a liar for askin for my key back! They swear I never gave it to em, an they never asked for it, an their door was never locked, nor nothin!

He passed on to the railway man.

Ill have to borry your key, sir. Mines lost. Cant open doors until I get one from somewhere.

The railway man passed him his key with a bored expression and no remark.

Dont forget that I want you presently, he ordered. Be quick and get your own dinner.

Im in love with this ivory hunt! Fred whispered to us across the table. If shes sure our pockets are worth going through, Im sure theres something to look for!

Are you sure the maid went through our things? asked Will.

Quite. I left my shooting jacket hanging on a hook. Everything was emptied out of the pockets on to the berth.

I think Ill make you a confession presently, said I, with a look at
Will that just then he did not understand.

Never confess before dessert and coffee! advised Fred. It spoils the appetite.


CHAPTER FIVE

THE SLAVE GANGS

Our fathers praised the old accustomed things,
The privilege of chiefs, the village wall
Within whose circling dark Monumme* sings
O nights of belly-full and ease and all
They taught us we should prize and praise
(Only of dearth and pestilence should be our fears;)
And now behind us are the green, regretted days.
The water in the desert is our tears.
Then ye, who at the waters drink
Of Freedom, oh with Pity think
On us, who face the desert brink
Your fathers entered willingly.

Our fathers mocked the might of the Unseen,
Teaching that only what we saw and felt
Was good to fight about  what aye had been,
Old-fashioned foods that their forefathers smelt,
Old stars each night illuming the old sky,
The warm rain softening ere women till the ground,
The soft winds singing, only ask not why!
And now our weeping is the desert sound.
Oh ye, who gorge the daily good,
Unquestioned heirs of all ye would,
Spare not too timidly the blood
Your fathers shed so willingly.

Our fathers taught us that the village good was best.
Later we learned the red, new tribal creed
That our place was the sun  night owned the rest
Unless their treasure profited our greed!
But now we gather nothing where our fathers sowed,
For harvest grim the vultures wait in rows
As, urged by greedier than us with gun and goad,
Yoked two by two the slave safari goes.
Oh ye, who from true judgment shrink,
Nor gentleness with courage link,
Be thoughtful when the cup ye drink
Your fathers spilled so willingly.

   * Monumme (Kiswahili)  Lit. male-man in his prime.    

The guard procured his trays at last, delivered them at a run, returned in a hurry and swallowed his own meal at a side-table. Then, with his mouth full, he reported for orders to the railway official, who was still checking figures. The room was beginning to grow empty. Coutlass and his Greek friend and the Goanese sat almost alone at the far end of the other table, finishing their pudding. I had not noticed until then that the guard was a singularly little man. He stood very few inches taller than the seated official. I suppose that hitherto in some way his energy had seemed to increase his inches.

Are there handcuffs in the caboose?

Yes, sir.

Fetch them.

In spite of Brown of Lumbwas protests, who wept at the notion of having to eat alone, we were in the act of settling our bills and going. But mention of handcuffs suggesting entertainment, we lit cigars and, imagining we stayed for love of him, Brown cooed at us.

Ive the darbies in my pocket, sir!

I thought the guard looked more undersized than ever. He would have made a fair-sized middle-weight jockey.

Tell that Greek  Coutlass his name is  to come here.

With his tongue stuck into his cheek and a wink at us the guard obeyed.

He says for you to go to ell, sir! he reported after a moments interview.

Very well. Arrest him!

Hell need help, I interrupted. My two friends and I

Oh, dear no, said the official. He is fully up to his work.

So we moved our chairs into position for a better view.

The guard advanced fox-terrierwise to within about six paces of
Coutlass.

Up with both your ands, Thermopylea! he snapped. Your bloomin reckonins come!

Coutlass showed tobacco-stained teeth for answer, and his friends rutched their chairs clear of the table, ready for action. Yet they were taken unawares. With a terriers speed the guard pounced on Coutlass, seized him by the hair and collar, hurled him, chair and all, under a side-table, and was on the far side of the table kicking his prostrate victim in the ribs before either Greek or Goanese  likewise upset in the sudden onslaught  could gather themselves and interfere.

The Goanese was first on his feet. He hurled a soda-water bottle. The guard ducked and the bottle smashed into splinters on the wall. Before the sound of smashing glass had died the Goanese was down again, laid out by blows on the nose and jugular. Then again the guard kicked Coutlass, driving him back under the table from which he was trying to emerge on all fours.

The second Greek looked more dangerous. His face grew dark with rage as the lips receded from his yellow teeth. He reached toward his boot, but judged there were too many witnesses for knife work and rushed in suddenly, yelling something in Greek to Coutlass as he picked up a chair to brain the guard with. He swung the chair, but the guard met it with another one, dodged him, and tripped him as he passed. In another second it was his turn to be kicked in the ribs until he yelled for mercy. (An extra large dinner and all those assorted drinks in addition to what they had had in the train made neither mans wind good.)

No mercy was forthcoming. He was kicked, more and more violently, until the need of crawling through the door to safety dawned on his muddled wits and he made his exit from the room snake fashion. By that time Coutlass was on his feet, and he too elected to force the issue with a chair. The guard sprang at the chair as Coutlass raised it, bore it down, and drove his fist hard home into the Greeks right eye three times running.

Ave you ad enough? he demanded, making ready for another assault.
The Goanese had recovered and staggered to his feet to interfere, but
Coutlass yielded.

All right, he said, why should I fight a little man? I surrender to save bloodshed!

Put your ands out, then!

Coutlass obeyed, and was handcuffed ignominiously.

Outside, you!

A savage kick landed in exactly the place where the Goanese least expected and most resented it. He flew through the door as if the train had started, and then another kick jolted Coutlass.

Forward, march! Left-right-left-right!

With hands manacled in front and the inexorable bantam guard behind, Coutlass came and stood before the railway official, who at last condescended not to seem engrossed in his accounts.

Ere he is, sir!

I suppose you know, my man, that I have magisterial powers on this railway? said the official.

Coutlass glowered but said nothing.

This is not the first time you have made yourself a nuisance. You broke dishes the last time you were here.

That is long ago, Coutlass objected. That was on the day the place was first opened to the public. There was a celebration. Every one was drunk.

You broke plates and refused to pay the damage!

Officials were drunk. I saw them!

The damage amounted to seventeen rupees, eight annas.

Gassharamminy! All the crockery from Mombasa to Nairobi isnt worth that amount! I shall not pay!

Now theres another bill for those drinks you and your friends stole when passengers backs were turned. I saw you do it!

Why didnt you object at the time? sneered Coutlass.

Here is the bill: twenty-seven rupees, twelve annas. Total, forty-five rupees, four annas. You may make the manager a present of the odd sum for his injured feelings, and call it an even fifty. Settle now, or wait here for the down-train and go to jail in Mombasa!

Wait in this place? asked Coutlass, aghast.

Where else? Therell be a down passenger train in a week.

I pay! said the Greek, with a hideous grimace.

Take the irons off him, then.

The guard unlocked the handcuffs and Coutlass began to fumble for a money-bag.

Give me a receipt! he demanded, thumbing out the money.

You are the receipt! said the official. An Englishman would have been sent to jail with a fine, and have paid the bill into the bargain. Youre treated leniently because you cant be expected to understand decent behavior. Youre expected to learn, however. Next time you will catch it hot!

All aboard! called the guard cheerfully. All aboard!

Tears, idle tears! said Brown of Lumbwa, taking my arm and Freds.

Thass too true  too true! Theyd have jailed an Englishman  me, frinstance. One little spree, an theyd put me in the Fort! One lil indishcresshion an theyd jug me for shix months! Him they let go wi a admonisshion! Its nother case o Barabbas, an a great shame, but you cant change the English. Theyre ingcorridgible! Brown o Lumbwas my name, he added by way of afterthought.

Take advice and get under blankets afore you go to sleep, gents! warned the guard. All windows were once more opened wide, and every one was panting.

A job on this ere lines a circus! he grinned. Im lucky if theres only one fight before Nairobi! Ave your blankets ready, gents! Cover yourselves afore you sleep!

That sounded like a joke. The sweat poured from every one in streams. The hot hair cushions were intolerable. The dust gathered from the desert stirred and hung, and there was neither air to breathe nor coolness under all those overhanging mountains.

Get under your blankets, gents! advised the guard, passing down the train; and then the train started.

I had the upper berth opposite Browns, where it was hottest of all because of the iron roof. Drunk though he was, I noticed that the first thing Brown did after we had hoisted him aloft was to dig among the blankets like a dog and make the best shift he could of crawling under them. With one blanket twisted about his neck and shoulders and the other tangled about his knees he remarked to the roof that his name was Brown of Lumbwa, and proceeded to sob himself to sleep. He had made the journey a dozen times, so knew what he was doing. I drew on my own blankets, and stifling, blowing out red dust, remembered a promise.

Will! I said. Tell Fred what happened to us in Zanzibar while he and Monty viewed the moon!

We agreed not to, he answered, but it seemed to me he might arouse his own enthusiasm if he did tell.

Whos afraid of Fred? said I.

That settled it.

One of you shall tell before you sleep! Fred announced, sitting up. Who feareth not God nor regardeth me will blench before the prospect of a sleepless night! Speak, America!

He took out a cleaning rod from his gun-case, and proceeded to stir Wills ribs and whack his feet. In a minute there was a rough-house  panting, and bursts of laughter  cracks of the cleaning rod on Wills bare legs  the sound of hands slipping on sweaty arms  and

Murder! yelled Brown of Lumbwa, waking up. Murder! Oh, mur-durrr!

Shut up, you fool! I shouted at him. But he only yelled the louder.

I knew these tears were not for nothing! he wailed. It was premonition! Pass me the whisky! Pass it up here! Oh, look! Theyre at each others throats! Murder! Oh, mur-durrr! Pass the whisky or Ill come down and kill everybody in self-defense! Murrrrr-durrr!

They stopped fooling because his idiotic screams could be heard all down the train.

There, said Brown, you see, Ive saved two worthless lives! Very foolish of me! Pass the whisky! See that I save a little for the morning!

At that he fell asleep again; and because Fred threatened to start new commotion and wake him unless Will or I confessed at once, Will took up the tale, I leaning over the edge of my berth to prompt him. Fred laughed all through the story, and finally crawled under his blanket again to lie chuckling at the underside of Brown of Lumbwas berth.

I dont see what weve scored by telling him, said Will to me.
Weve merely given him a peg to hang jokes on!

But I knew that now Will had told the story he would not, for very shame, withdraw from the venture until we should have demonstrated that no Lady Saffren Waldon, nor Sultan of Zanzibar, nor Germans, nor Arabs could make us afraid. And it seemed to me that was sufficient accomplishment for one night.

The trains progress slowed and grew slower. The panting of the engine came back to us in savage blasts. We were climbing by curves and zigzags up the grim dark wall of mountains. And as we mounted inch by inch, foot by foot, the air freshened and grew cooler  not really cool yet by a very Jacobs ladder of degrees, but delectable by comparison.

There was something peacefully exhilarating in the thought of rising from the red dead level of that awful plain, littered with the bones of camels and the slaves whom men pinned into the yokes to perish or survive in twos.* As we mounted foot by foot we fell asleep. Later, as we mounted higher, we shivered under blankets. There is a spirit and a spell of Africa that grip men even in sleep. The curt engine blasts became in my dreams the panting of enormous beasts that fought. A dream-continent waged war on itself, and bled. I saw the caravans go, thousands long, the horsed and white-robed Arab in the lead  the paid, fat, insolent askaris, flattering and flogging  slaves burdened with ivory and other, naked, new ones, two in a yoke, shivering under the askaris lash, the very last dogged by vultures and hyenas, lean as they, ill-nourished on such poor picking.

   * It was the cheerful Arab rule never to release one slave from the yoke if the other failed on the journey, on the principle that then the stronger would be more likely to care for, encourage, and drive the weaker.    

Then I saw elephants in herds five thousand strong that screamed and stormed and crashed, flattening out villages in rage that man should interfere with them  in fear of the ruthless few armed men with rifles in their rear. Whole herds crashed pell-mell through artfully staged undergrowth into thirty-foot-deep pits, where they lingered and died of thirst, that Arabs (who sat smoking within hail until they died) might have the ivory.

And all I saw in my dream was nothing to the things I really was to see. None of the cruelty of man, none of the rage and fear of animal have vanished yet from Africa. Some of the cruelty is more refined; some of the herds are smaller; some good is making headway but Africa is unchanged on the whole. It is a land of nightmares, with lovely oases and rare knights errant; a land whose past is gloom, whose present is twilight and uncertainty, but whose future under the rule of humane men is immeasurable, unimaginable.

In my dream din followed crash and confusion until the engines screaming at last awoke me. My blanket had fallen to the floor and I was shivering from cold. I jumped down to recover it and realized it was dawn already. We were bowling along at a fine pace past green trees and undulating veld, and I wondered why the engine should keep on screaming like a thing demented. I knelt on Freds berth to lean from the window and look ahead. We were going round a slight curve and I could see the track ahead for miles.

Three hundred yards away a full-grown rhinoceros stood planted on the track, his flank toward us and his interest fixed on anything but trains. He was sniffing the cool morning, looking the other way.

Wake up, you fellows! I yelled, and Fred and Will put their heads through the window beside me just in time to see the rhino take notice of the train at last. When the engine was fifty yards from him he wheeled, took a short-sighted squint at it, sniffed, decided on war, and charged. The engineer crowded on steam.

Hes a game enough sport! chuckled Fred.

Hes a fool! grinned Will.

He was both, but he never flinched. He struck the cow-catcher head-on and tried to lift it sky-high. The speed and weight of the engine sent him rolling over and over off the track, and the shock of the blow came backward along the train in thunderclaps as each car felt the check. The engineer whistled him a requiem and a cheer went up from fifty heads thrust out of windows. But he was not nearly done for.

He got up, spun around like a polo pony to face the train, deliberately picked out level going, and charged again. This time he hit the car we were in, and screams from the compartment behind us gave notice that Lady Saffren Waldons maid was awake and looking through a window too. He hit the running-board beside the car, crumpled it to matchwood, lifted the car an inch off the track, but failed to disrail us. The car fell back on the metal with a clang, and the rhino recoiled sidewise, to roll over and over again. This time the impetus sent him over the edge of a gully and we did not doubt he was dead at the bottom of it.

The guard stopped the train and came running to see what the damage amounted to.

Any gent got his rifle handy? he shouted. The trains ahead o time. Theres twenty minutes for sport!

We dived for our rifles, but Coutlass had his and was on the track ahead of us, his eye a ghastly sight from the guards overnight attentions, his face the gruesome color of the man who has eaten and drunk too much, but his undamaged eye ablaze, and nothing whatever the matter with his enthusiasm.

Give me a cartridge  a cartridge, somebody! he yelled. Gassharamminy!
Hes not dead! I saw him kick as he went over the edge legs upwards!
Give me one cartridge and Ill finish him!

By that time every male passenger was out on the track, some in night-shirts, some in shirts and pants, some with next-to-nothing at all on, but nearly all with guns. Somebody gave Coutlass a handful of cartridges that fitted his Mauser rifle and he was off in the lead like a hero leading a forlorn hope, we after him. We searched high and low but lost all trace of the rhino, and at the end of half an hour the engines whistle called us back. There were blood and hair all over the engine  blood and hair on our car, but the rhino had been as determined in defeat as in attack, and if he died of his wounds he contrived to do it alone and in dignity.

That leaves Coutlass with six cartridges, said I, overtaking Fred.
Lets hope their owner asks for them back.

The owner did ask for them. He stood with his hand out by the door of the Greeks compartment.

You didnt use those cartridges, he said.

But I will! sneered Coutlass. Out of my way!

He sprang for his door and slammed it in the mans face, and the other
Greek and the Goanese jeered through the window. I caught sight of
Hassan beside them looking gray, as unhappy black men usually do. Will
saw him too.

The cannibals ours, he said, supposing we want him and play our cards kind o careful.

The next thing to delay the train was an elephant, who walked the track ahead of us and when the engine whistled only put on speed. Hypnotized by the tracks that reached in parallel lines to the horizon, with trunk outstretched, ears up, and silly tail held horizontally he set himself the impossible task of leaving us behind. The more we cheered, the more the engine screamed, the fiercer and less dignified became his efforts; he reached a speed at times of fourteen or fifteen miles an hour, and it was not until, after many miles, he reached a culvert he dared not cross that he switched off at right angles. Realizing then at last that the train could not follow him to one side he stood and watched us pass, red-eyed, blown and angry. He had only one tusk, but that a big one, and the weight of it caused him to hold his head at a drunken-looking angle.

Stop the train! yelled Coutlass, brandishing his rifle as he climbed to the seat on the roof. But the guard, likewise on the roof at his end of the train, gave no signal and we speeded on. We were already in the worlds greatest game reserve, where no man might shoot elephant or any other living thing.

We began to pass herds of zebra, gnu, and lesser antelope  more than a thousand zebra in one herd  ostriches in ones and twos  giraffes in scared half-dozens  rhinoceros  and here and there lone lions. Scarcely an animal troubled to look up at us, and only the giraffes ran.

Watching them, counting them, distinguishing the various breeds we three grew enormously contented, even Will Yerkes banishing depression. Obviously we were in a land of good hunting, for the strictly policed reserve had its limits beyond which undoubtedly the game would roam. The climate seemed perfect. There was a steady wind, not too cold or hot, and the rains were recent enough to make all the world look green and bounteous.

To right and left of us  to north and south that is  was wild mountain country, lonely and savage enough to arouse that unaccountable desire to go and see that lurks in the breast of younger sons and all true-blue adventurers. We got out a map and were presently tracing on it with fingers that trembled from excitement routes marked with tiny vague dots leading toward lands marked unexplored. There were vast plateaus on which not more than two or three white men had trodden, and mountain ranges almost utterly unknown  some of them within sight of the line we traveled on. If the map was anything to go by we could reach Mount Elgon from Nairobi by any of three wild roads. Fred and I underscored the names of several places with a fountain pen.

And say! said Will. Look out of the window! If we once got away into country like that, who could follow us!

But you cant get away! said a. weary voice from the upper berth. Im Brown of Lumbwa. Thats my name, gents, and I know, because I tried! Thought I was sound asleep, didnt you! Well, I werent! Listen to me, what happens. You start off. They get wind of it. They send the police helter-skelter hot-foot after you  native police  no officer  Masai they are, an I tell you those Masai can make their sixty miles a day when theyre minded an no bones about it either! Maybe the Masai catches you and maybe not. Sposing they do they cant do much. Theyve merely a letter with em commanding you to return at once and report at the govment office. And o course  bein ignorant, same as me, an hot-headed, an eager  you treat that contumelious an tip the Masai the office to go to hell. Which they do forthwith. Theyre so used to bein told to go to hell by wishful wanderers that they scarcely trouble to wait for the words. Presently they draw a long breath an go away again like smoke being blowed downwind. An you proceed onward, dreamin dreams o gold an frankincense an freedom.

Well, what next? said I, for he made a long pause, either for reminiscence or because of headache.

Whisky next! he answered. I left a little for the morning, didnt I? I almost always do. Hold the bottle up to the light  no, no, youll spill it!  pass it here! Ah-h-h  gug-gug!

He finished what was left and tried to hurl the empty bottle through the window, but missed and smashed it against the woodwork.

Sapity! he murmured. Means bad luck, that does! Poor ole Brown o Lumbwa  poor ole fella. Pick up the pieces, boys! Pick em up quick  might get some o poor ole Browns bad luck  cut yourselves or what not. Pick em up careful now!

We did, and it took ten minutes, for the splinters were scattered everywhere.

Next time you do a thing like that you shall get out an walk! announced Fred.

That ud be only my usual luck! he answered mournfully. But I was tellin how you notify the Masai police to go to hell, an they oblige. Its the last obligin anybody does for you. Every natives a bush telegraph  every sleepy-seemin one of em! They know tracks in an out through the scrub that aint on maps, an they get past you day or night wiout you knowin it, an word goes on ahead o you  precedes you as the sayin is. You come to a village. You need milk, food, Porters maybe, an certainly infmation about the trail ahead. You ask. Nobody answers. They let on not to sling your kind o lingo. Milk  never heard o such stuff  cows in them parts dont give milk! Food? Theyre starving. It isnt overeating makes their bellies big, its wind. Porters? All the young men are lame, an old uns too old, an the middle uns too middle-aged  an who ever heard of a native woman workin anyhow. Who tills the mtama patch, then? It dont get tilled, or else the women only tend to it at tillin time. Nobody works at anythin about the time you come on the scene, for work aint moral, pleasin nor profitable, an there you are! As for the trail ahead, lions an cannibals are the two mildest kind of calamities they guarantee youll meet.

You dont have to believe them, I argued. No man in his senses would start without porters of his own

Who never run away, an never, oh never go lame o course! said Brown.

Porters enough and to spare, I continued. And food for a month or two

How are you going to get away right under their noses with food for a month or two? demanded Brown. Youve got to live off the country after a certain distance. The further you go, the worse for you, for theyll sell you nothing and give you less. By and by your porters get tipped off by the natives of some village you spend a night at. You look for em next mornin and where are they? Gone! There are their loads, an no one to carry em! Youve got to leave your loads an return, an the police you told so stricly to go to hell meet you with broad grins and lead you to the govment office. There the collector, or, whats worse, the sistant collector, gives you a lecture on infamy an the law of doin as youd be done by. You ask for your loads back, an he laughs at you. An thats all about it, excep that next time you happen to want a favor done you by govment you get a lecture instead! No, you cant get away, an its no use tryin! If you was Greeks maybe, or Arabs, yes. Bein English, the Indian Penal Code, which is white mans law in these parts, ll get you sure!

Brown of Lumbwa sighed at recollection of his wrongs, turned over, and went to sleep again. The train bowled along over high veld, cutting in half magnificent distances and stopping now and then at stations whose excuse for existence was unimaginable. We stopped at a station at last where the Hindu clerk sold tea and biscuits. The train disgorged its passengers and there was a scramble in the tiny ticket office like the rush to get through turnstiles at a football game at home, only that the crowd was more polyglot and less good-natured.

Coutlass, his Greek friend and the Goanese being old travelers on that route were out of the train first, first into the room, and first supplied with breakfast. Fred and I were nearly last. Brown of Lumbwa refused to leave his berth but lay moaning of his wrongs, and the iniquity of drink not based on whisky. I missed Will in the scramble, and although it was nearly half an hour before I got served I did not catch sight of him in all that time.

I counted eleven nations taking tea in that tiny room and there were members of yet other tribes strolling the platform, holding themselves aloof with the strange pride of the pariah the wide world over.

When Will came in he was grinning, and his ears seemed to stick out more than usual, as they do when he is pleased with himself.

Didnt I say fat Johnson was ours if wed play our cards right? he demanded.

You mean Hassan?

Hed had no breakfast. Hed had no supper. He had no money. The Greeks took away what little money he did have on the pretext that he might buy a return ticket and desert them. They seem to think that a day or twos starvation might make him good and amenable. I found him trying to beg a bite from a full-blooded Arab, and say! theyre a loving lot. The Arab spat in his eye! I offered to buy him eats but he didnt dare come in here for fear the Greeks ud thrash him, so I slipped him ten rupees for himself and hes the gratefulest fat black man you ever set eyes on. You bet it takes food and lots of it to keep that belly of his in shape. Theres a back door to this joint. He slipped round behind and bribed the babu to feed him on the rear step, me standing guard at the corner to keep Greeks at bay. Hes back in the car now, playing possum.

Lets trade him for Brown of Lumbwa, suggested Fred genially. Call him into our car and kick Brown out!

Trade nothing! I tell you the man is ours! Call him, and hell bargain. Let him be, and the next time the Greeks ill-treat him hell come straight to us in hope well show him kindness.

Swallow your tea quickly, Solomon! Fred advised him. There goes the whistle!

It was fresh tea, just that minute made for him. Will gulped down the scalding stuff and had to be thumped on the back according to Fred. With eyes filled with water he did not see what I did, and Fred was too busy guarding against counter-blows. The most public place and the very last minute always suited those two best for playing horse.

Thought you said Johnson was asleep, said I.

Possuming, coughed Will. Shamming sleep to fool the Greeks.

Possuming, no doubt, I answered, but the Greeks are on. He has just come scurrying out of Lady Saffren Waldons compartment. The Greeks watched him and made no comment!

We piled into our own appointed place and sat for a while in silence.

All right, said Will at last, lighting his pipe. I own I felt like quitting once. Ill see it through now if theres no ivory and nothing but trouble! That dame cant thimblerig me!

Were supposed to know where the ivory is, grinned Fred. Keep it up! Theyll hunt us so carefully that theyll save us the trouble of watching them!

Im beginning to think we do know where the ivory is, said I. I believe its on Mount Elgon and they mean to prevent our getting it.

If that turns out true, well have to give them the slip, thats all, said Fred, and got out his concertina. Just as Monty always played chess when his brain was busy, Fred likes to think to the strains of his infernal instrument. One could not guess what he was thinking about, but the wide world knew he was perplexed, and Lady Saffren Waldon in the next compartment must have suffered.

After a while he commenced picking out the tunes of comic songs, and before long chanced on one that somebody in the front part of the train recognized and began to sing. In ten minutes after that he was playing accompaniments for a full train chorus and the scared zebra and impala bolted to right and left, pursued by Tarara-boom-de-ay, Ting-a-ling-a-ling, and other non-Homeric dirges that in those days were dying an all-too-lingering death.

It was to the tune of After the Ball that the engine dipped head-foremost into a dry watercourse, and brought the train to a jaw-jarring halt. The tune went on, and the song grew louder, for nobody was killed and the English-speaking races have a code, containing rules of conduct much more stringent than the Law of the Medes and Persians. Somebody  probably natives from a long way off, who needed fuel to cook a meal  had chopped out the hard-wood plate on which the beams of a temporary culvert rested. Time, white ants, gravity and luck had done the rest. It was a case thereafter of walk or wait.

Didnt I tell you? moaned Brown of Lumbwa. Didnt I say walkin ud be only just my luck?

So we walked, and reached Nairobi a long way ahead of Coutlass and his gang, whose shoes, among other matters, pinched them; and we were comfortably quartered in the one hotel several hours before the arrival of Lady Saffren Waldon and those folk who elected to wait for the breakdown gang and the relief train.

It was a tired hotel, conducted by a tired once-missionary person, just as Nairobi itself was a tired-looking township of small parallel roofs of unpainted corrugated iron, with one main street more than a mile long and perhaps a dozen side-streets varying in length from fifty feet to half a mile.

He must have been a very tired surveyor who pitched on that site and marked it as railway headquarters on his map. He could have gone on and found within five miles two or three sightlier, healthier spots. But doubtless the days march had been a long one, and perhaps he had fever, and was cross. At any rate, there stood Nairobi, with its tin-town for the railway underlings, its tin sheds for the repair shops, its big tin station buildings, and its string of pleasant-looking bungalows on the only high ground, where the government nabobs lived.

The hotel was in the middle of the main street, a square frame building with a veranda in front and its laundry hanging out behind. Nairobi being a young place, with all Africa in which to spread, town plots were large, and as a matter of fact the sensation in our corner room was of being in a wilderness  until we considered the board partition. Having marched fastest we obtained the best room and the only bath, but next-door neighbors could hear our conversation as easily as if there had been no division at all. However, as it happened, neither Coutlass and his gang nor Lady Saffren Waldon and her maid were put next to us on either side. To our right were three Poles, to our left a Jew and a German, and we carried on a whispered conversation without much risk.

She and her maid arrived last, as it was growing dusk. We had already seen what there was to see of the town. We had been to the post-office on the white mans habitual hunt, for mail that we knew was non-existent. And I had had the first adventure.

I walked away from the post-office alone, trying to puzzle out by myself the meaning of Lady Saffren Waldons pursuit of us, and of her friendship with the Germans, and her probable connection with Georges Coutlass and his riff-raff. I had not gone far either on my stroll or with the problem  perhaps two hundred yards down a grassy track that they had told me led toward a settlement  when something, not a sound, not a smell, and certainly not sight, for I was staring at the ground, caused me to look up. My foot was raised for a forward step, but what I saw then made me set it down again.

To my right front, less than ten yards away, was a hillock about twice my own height. To my left front, about twelve yards away was another, slightly higher; and the track passed between them. On the right-hand hillock stood a male lion, full maned, his forelegs well apart and the dark tuft on the end of his tail appearing every instant to one side or the other as he switched it cat-fashion. He was staring down at me with a sort of scandalized interest; and there was nothing whatever for me to do but stare at him. I had no weapon. One spring and a jump and I was his meat. To run was cowardice as well as foolishness, the one because the other. And without pretending to be able to read a lions thoughts I dare risk the assertion that he was puzzled what to do with me. I could very plainly see his claws coming in and out of their sheaths, and what with that, and the switching tail, and the sense of impotence I could not take my eyes off him. So I did not look at the other hillock at first.

But a sound like that a cat makes calling to her kittens, only greatly magnified, made me glance to the left in a hurry. I think that up to that moment I had not had time to be afraid, but now the goose-flesh broke out all over me, and the sensation up and down my spine was of melting helplessness.

On the left-hand hillock a lioness stood looking down with much intenser and more curious interest. She looked from me to her mate, and from her mate to me again with indecision that was no more reassuring than her low questioning growl.

I do not know why they did not spring on me. Surely no two lions ever contemplated easier quarry. No victim in the arena ever watched the weapons of death more helplessly. I suppose my hour had not come. Perhaps the lions, well used to white men who attacked on sight with long-range weapons, doubted the wisdom of experiments on something new.

The lioness growled again. Her mate purred to her with an uprising reassuring note that satisfied her and sent my heart into my boots. Then he turned, sprang down behind the hillock, and she followed. The next I saw of them they were running away like dogs, jumping low bushes and heading for jungle on the near horizon faster than I had imagined lions could travel.

That ended my desire for further exercise and solitude. I made for the hotel as fast as fear of seeming afraid would let me, and spent fifteen aggravating minutes on the veranda trying to persuade Fred Oakes that I had truly seen lions.

Hyenas! he said with the air of an old hunter, to which he was quite entitled, but that soothed me all the less for that.

More likely jackals, said Will; and he was just as much as Fred entitled to an opinion.

While I was asserting the facts with increasing anger, and they were amusing themselves with a hundred-and-one ridiculous reasons for disbelieving me, Lady Saffren Waldon came. She had, as usual, attracted to herself able assistance; a settlers ox-cart brought her belongings, and she and her maid rode in hammocks borne by porters impressed from heaven knew where. It was not far from the station, but she was the type of human that can not be satisfied with meek beginnings. That type is not by any means always female, but the women are the most determined on their course, and come the biggest croppers on occasion.

She was determined now, mistress of the situation and of her plans. She left to her maid the business of quarreling about accommodations; (there was little left to choose from, and all was bare and bad); dismissed the obsequious settler and his porters with perfunctory thanks that left him no excuse for lingering, and came along the veranda straight toward us with the smile of old acquaintance, and such an air of being perfectly at ease that surprise was disarmed, and the rudeness we all three intended died stillborn.

What do you think of the country? she asked. Men like it as a rule. Women detest it, and who can blame them? No comfort  no manners  no companionship  no meals fit to eat  no amusement! Have you killed anything or anybody yet? That always amuses a man!

We rose to make room for her and I brought her a chair. There was nothing else one could do. There is almost no twilight in that part of East Africa; until dark there is scarcely a hint that the day is waning. She sat with us for twenty or thirty minutes making small talk, her maid watching us from a window above, until the sun went down with almost the suddenness of gas turned off, and in a moment we could scarcely see one anothers faces.

Then came the proprietor to the door, with his best ex-missionary air of knowledge of all earths ways, their reason and their trend.

All in! he called. All inside at once! No guest is allowed after dark on the veranda! All inside! Supper presently!

Pah! remarked Lady Saffren Waldon, rising. What is it about some men that makes ones blood boil? I suppose we must go in.

She came nearer until she stood between the three of us, so close that I could see her diamond-hard eyes and hear the suppressed breathing that I suspected betrayed excitement.

I must speak with you three men! Listen! I know this place. The rooms are unspeakable  not a bedroom that isnt a megaphone, magnifying every whisper! There is only one suitable place  the main dining-room. The proprietor leaves the oil-lamp burning in there all night. People go to bed early; they prefer to drink in their bedrooms because it costs less than treating a crowd! I shall provide a light supper, and my maid shall lay the table after everybody else is gone up-stairs. Then come down and talk with me. Its important! Be sure and come!

She did not wait for an answer but led the way into the hotel. There was no hall. The door led straight into the dining-room, and the noisy crowd within, dragging chairs and choosing places at the two long tables, made further word with her impossible, even if she had not hurried up-stairs to her room. What do you make of it  of her? Isnt she the limit?

The words were scarcely out of Wills mouth when a roar that made the dishes rattle broke and echoed and rumbled in the street outside. The instant it died down another followed it  then three or four  then a dozen all at once. There came the pattering of heavy feet, like the sound of cattle coming homeward. Yet no cattle  no buffaloes ever roared that way.

Now you know why I ordered you all inside, grinned the ex-missionary owner of the place. I divined on the instant that this was his habit, to stand by the door before supper and say just those words to the last arrivals. I had a vision of him standing by his mission door aforetime, repeating one jest, or more likely one stale euphuism night after night.

Lions? I asked, hating to take the bait, yet curious beyond power to resist.

Certainly theyre lions! Did you think you were dreaming? Are you glad you came in when I called you? Would you rather go out again now? Make a noise like a herd of cattle, dont they! Thats because theyre bold. They dont care who hears them! The day is ours. It used to be theirs, but the white man has come and broken up their empire. The night is still theirs. Theyre reveling in it! Theyre boasting of it! Every single night they come swaggering through like this just after sunset. Theyll come again just before dawn, roaring the same way. Youll hear them. Theyll wake you all right. No trouble in this hotel about getting guests down-stairs for early breakfast!

Ill get my rifle and settle the hash of one or two of them before I eat supper! announced Will, turning away to make good his words. But the proprietor seized him by the arm.

Dont be foolish! It has been tried too often! I never allowed such foolishness at my place. A party up-street fired from the windows. Couldnt see very well in the dark, but wounded two or three lions. What happened, eh? Why the whole pack of lions laid siege to the house! They broke into the stable and killed three horses, a donkey, and all the cows and sheep. There werent any shutters on the house windows  nothing but glass. It wasnt long before a young lion broke a window, and in no time there were three full-grown ones into the house after him. They injured one man so severely that he died next day. They only shot two of the lions that got inside. The other two got safely away, and since that time people here have known enough not to interfere with them except by daylight! Theyll do no harm to speak of unless you fire and enrage them. Theyll kill the stray dogs, or any other animal they find loose; and heaven help the man they meet! But the place to be after six P.M. in Nairobi is indoors. And its the place to stay until after sunrise! Hear them roar! Arent they magnificent? Listen!

The noise that twenty or thirty lions can make, deliberately bent on making it and roaring all at once, is unbelievable. They throw their heads up and glory in strength of lungs until thunders take second place and the listener knows why not the bravest, not the most dangerous of beasts has managed to impose the fable of his grandeur on mens imagination.

We were summoned to the table by the din of Georges Coutlass rising to new heights of gallantry.

Gassharamminy! he shouted, thumping with a scarred fist. With a poultice on his eye he looked like a swashbuckler home from the wars; and as he had not troubled to shave himself, the effect was heightened. What sort of company sits when a titled lady enters! He seized a big spoon and rapped on the board with it. Blood of an onion! Rise, every one!

Everybody rose, although there were men in the room in no mind to be told their duty by a Greek. Lady Saffren Waldon walked to a place near the head of the table with a chilling bow. As usual when night and the yellow lamplight modified merciless outlines, she looked lovely enough. But she lacked the royal gift of seeming at home with the vulgar herd. She could make men notice her  serve her, up to a certain point  and feel that she was the center of interest wherever she might choose to be; but because she was everlastingly on guard, she lacked the power to put mixed company at ease.

Only the ex-missionary at the head of the table seemed to consider himself socially qualified to entertain her. She was at no pains to conceal contempt for him.

You honor my poor hotel! he assured her.

It is certainly a very poor hotel, she answered.

Do you expect to remain long, may I ask?

What right have you to ask me questions? Tell that native to go away from behind my chair. My own maid will wait on me!

Whether purposely or not, she cast such a chill upon the company that even Georges Coutlass subsided within himself, and, though he ate like a ravening animal, did not talk. Almost the only conversation was between the owner and the native servants, who waited at table abominably and were noisily reprimanded, and argued back. Each reprimand increased their inefficiency and insolence. Natives detest a fussy, noisy white man.

Bad food, indifferent cooking, and no conversation worthy of the name produced gloom that drove every one from table as soon as possible. Even the proprietor, with unsatiable curiosity exuding from him, but no spirit for forcing issues, departed to a sanctum of his own up somewhere under the roof. The boys cleared the tables. The smell of food spread itself and settled slowly. A half-breed butler served countless orders of drinks on trays, and sent them upstairs to bedrooms. Presently we three sat alone in the long bare room.

Shall we wait for her? I asked. Havent we had enough of her?

Fred laughed. She can scarcely cut the throats of all three of us!

I said wed never hear the last of it! said Will, with a scowl at me.

Shall we wait for her? I repeated.

My own vote would have been in favor of going upstairs and leaving her to her own devices. I could see that Fred was afire with curiosity, but guessed that Will would agree with me. However, the point was settled for us by the arrival of her maid, who smiled with unusual condescension and produced from a basket an assortment of drinks, nuts, cigarettes and sandwiches. She spread them on the table and went away again.

We sat and smoked for an hour after that, imagining every moment that Lady Saffren Waldon would be coming. Whenever we yawned in chorus and rose to go upstairs, a footstep seemed to herald her arrival. To have passed her on the stairs would have been too awkward to be amusing.

At last we really made up our minds to go to bed; and then she really came, appearing at the bend in the stairs just as I set my foot on the lower step, so we trooped back to our chairs by the window. She was dressed in a lacy silk negligee, and took pains this time to appear gracious.

I waited until I felt sure we should not be disturbed, she said, smiling. Wont you come and sit down?

We brought our chairs to the table, she sitting at one end and we together at one side, Fred nearest her and I farthest away. She made a sign toward the wine and sandwiches, and offered us cigarettes of a sort I had never seen. Without feeling exactly like flies in a spiders web, we were nervous as schoolboys.

What do you want with us? asked Will at last.

She laughed and took a cigarette.

Dont let us talk too loud. You three men are after the Tippoo Tib ivory. So is the Sultan of Zanzibar. So is the German government. So am I.

She gave the statement time to do its own work, and smoked a while in silence. The strength of her position, and our weakness, lay in there being three of us. Any one of us might let drop an ill-considered word that would commit the others. I think we all felt that, for we sat and said nothing.

You answer her, Fred, I said at last, and Will nodded agreement.

So Fred got up and sat on the other side of the table, where we could see his face and he ours.

You havent answered Mr. Yerkes question, he said. What do you want with us, Lady Saffren Waldon?

I want an understanding with you. I will be plain to begin with. We all know you know where the ivory is. Lord Montdidier is not the man to connect himself with any wild goose chase. We dont pretend to know how you came by the secret or why he has gone to London, but we are sure you know it, perfectly sure, and for five or six reasons. We are willing to buy the secret from you at your own price.

Who are we? asked Fred pointedly, helping himself to nuts.

The German government, the Sultan of Zanzibar, and myself.

Fred smiled. Between you you probably could pay, he remarked.

I will tell you a few hard facts, she said, now that the ice is broken. You will never be allowed to make full use of your own secret. You have arrived at an inopportune moment, for you and for us. Our plans have been on foot a long time. Our search has been systematic, and it is a mathematical certainty we shall find what we look for in time. We do not propose to let new arrivals on the scene spoil all our plans and disappoint us just because they happen to have information. If you go ahead you will be watched like mice whom cats are after. If you find the ivory, you will be killed before you can make the discovery known!

We seem up against it, dont we! smiled Fred.

You are! But you can save us trouble, if you will. Name your price. Tell me your secret. Go your way. If your story proves true you shall be paid by draft on London.

Are you overlooking the idea, asked Fred, that we might tell the secret to the British government, and be contented with our ten per cent. commission?

I am not. You are expressly warned against any such foolishness. In the first place, you will be killed at once if you dare. In the second place, how do you know the British government would pay you ten per cent.?

Ive had dealings with the English! laughed Fred.

Bah! Do you think this is Whitehall? Do you think the officials here are proof against temptation? When I tell you that in Whitehall itself I can bribe two officials out of three, perhaps youll understand me when I say that all these people have their price! And the price is low! Tell them where the ivory is  lead them to it  and theyll swear they found it themselves, so as to keep the commission themselves! And as for you  you three  she sneered with the most sardonic, thin-lipped smile I ever saw there are lions out here, and buffalo, snakes, fevers, native uprisings  more ways of being rid of you than by choking you to death with butter!

Do you suppose asked Fred, that Lord Montdidier has no influence in
London, that he

I know he had influence. I should have told you first, perhaps. Lord Montdidier was murdered on board ship. A telegram reached Mombasa yesterday at ten A.M. from up-coast saying that the body of an unknown, Englishman had been picked up at sea by an Arab dhow, with the face too badly eaten by fish to be recognizable. You may take it from me, that is Lord Montdidiers corpse.

The calm announcement was intended to surprise us, and it did, but the result surprised her.

You she-devil! said Will. If you and your gang have murdered that fine fellow Ill turn the tables on you! You go up-stairs, and pray he isnt dead! Pray that corpse may prove to be some ones else! If hes dead Ill guarantee you its the worst days work you ever had a hand in! Go up-stairs!

He flung away the cigarette she had given him and knocked his chair away.

Sit down, you young fool! she said. Dont make all that noise!

But Will had none of the respect for titles acquired by marriage that made most men an easy mark for her.

Leave the room! he ordered. Go away from us! Just you hope thats a lie about Monty, thats all!

Sit down! she repeated. I admit I am a little previous. The story is unconfirmed yet. Sit down and be sensible! Something of the sort will happen to all of you unless you three men get religion!

But Will began to pace the floor noisily, stopping to glare at her each time he turned.

Is there any sense in protracting the scene? asked Fred.

No, she admitted. I see you are too hot-headed to be reasoned with. But it makes little difference! Fever  animals  climate  sun  flood  accident  natives  there are excuses in plenty  explanations by the dozen! I will say good night, then  and good-by!

Yes, good-by! growled Will, facing her with his back to the stairs.
You take us for men with a price, do you?

All men have a price, she smiled bitterly. Only it is no use offering flowers to pigs! We must treat pigs another way  pigs, and young fools! And fools old enough to know better! she added with a nod toward Fred, who bowed to her in mock abasement  too politely, I thought.

Will got out of her way and she went up-stairs with the manner of an empress taking leave of subjects. Fred swept her food and wine from the table and stowed it in a corner, and we sat down at the table again.

The whole things getting ridiculous. he said.

Why dont we hunt up some official in the morning, I proposed, and simply expose her?

No use, said Will. She never followed us up here and tried that game without being sure of her pull. Besides  what kind of a tale could we tell without letting on were after the ivory? I vote we see the game through to a finish.

Good! said Fred. I agree!

The only clue weve got, said I, is Courtneys advice about Mount
Elgon.

And what Coutlass said in Zanzibar about German East, added Will.

Tell you what, said Fred, rapping the table excitedly. Instead of falling foul of this government by slipping over the dead-line, why not run down to German East  pretend to search for the stuff down there  and go from German East direct to Mount Elgon, giving em all the slip. Whos got the map?

Its up-stairs, I said. Ill fetch it.

There was nothing like silence in the rooms above. Men were smoking and drinking in one anothers rooms. Some doors were open to make conversation easier across the landing, and nobody was asleep. But I was surprised to see Georges Coutlass leaning against the door-post of the room he shared with the other Greek and the Goanese, obviously on guard, but against whom and on whose behalf it was difficult to guess.

Are you off to bed? he asked, piercing me with his unbandaged eye.
Why dont the others go, too?

It dawned on me what he was after.

Take the wine if you want it, I said. None of us will prevent you.

He went down-stairs in his stocking feet, leaving his own door wide. I glanced in. The other Greek and the Goanese were asleep. Hassan lay on the floor on a mat between their cots. He looked up at me. I did not dare speak, but I smiled at him as friendly as I knew how and made a gesture I hoped he would interpret as an invitation to come and attach himself to our party. Then I hurried on, for Coutlass was coming back with a bottle of wine in each hand.

I was five minutes in our bedroom. In a minute I knew what had happened. We had left the door locked, but the lock was a common one; probably the keys of other doors fitted it, and there was not one thing in the room placed exactly where we had left it. Everything was more or less in place, but nothing quite.

I returned empty-handed down-stairs, locking the bedroom door behind me.

Listen, you chaps! I said. While we waited for that woman she and her maid went through our things again!

How dyou know it was she? asked Fred.

No mistaking the scent she uses. Wheres our money?

Here in my pocket.

Good. The maps gone, though!

Will showed big teeth in the first really happy smile for several days.

Good enough! he said. Lets go to bed now. Ill bet you my share of the ivory theyre poring over the map with a magnifying-glass! Dyou remember the various places we underscored? Theyll think its a cryptogram and fret over it all night! Come on  come to bed!


CHAPTER SIX

THE SONG OF THE GREAT GAME RESERVE

Noah was our godfather, and he pitched and caulked a ship
With stable-room for two of each and fodder for the trip,
Lest when the Flood made sea of earth the animals should die;
And two by two he stalled us till the wrath of God was by.
But who in the name of the Pentateuch can the paleface people be
Who ha done on the plains of Africa more than he did at sea?

A million hoofs once drummed the dust (Kongoni led the way!)
From river-pool to desert-lick we thundered in array
Until the dark-skin people came with tube and smoke and shot,
Hunting and driving and killing, and leaving the meat to rot.
And we didnt know who the hunters were, but we saw the herds grow thin
That used to drum the dust-clouds up with thousand-footed din.

We were few when the paleface people came  scattered and few and afraid.
Fewer were they, but they brought the law, and the dark-skin men obeyed.
The paleface people drew a line that none by dark or day
Might cross with fell intent to hunt  capture or drive or slay.
But who can the paleface people be with red-meat appetites
Who ruled anew what Noah knew  that animals have rights?

And now in the Athi Game Reserve  in a million-acre park
A million creatures graze who went by twos into the Ark.
We sleep o nights without alarm (Kongoni, prick your ear!)
And barring the leopard and lion to watch, and ticks, weve nought
to fear,
Zebra, giraffe and waterbuck, rhino and ostrich too  
But who can the paleface people be who know what Noah knew?

The lions awoke us a little before dawn as the proprietor had promised. They seemed to have had bad hunting, for their boastfulness was gone. They came in twos and threes, snarling, only roaring intermittently  in a hurry because the hated daylight would presently reverse conditions and put them at disadvantage.

I grew restless and got up. The air being chilly, I put my clothes on and sat for a while by the window. So it happened I caught sight of Hassan, very much afraid of lions, but obviously more afraid of being seen from the hotel windows. He was sneaking along as close to the house as he could squeeze, his head just visible above the veranda rail.

For no better reason than that I was curious and unoccupied, I slipped out of the house and followed him.

Once clear of the hotel he seemed to imagine himself safe, for without another glance backward he ran up-street in the direction of the bazaar. I followed him down the bazaar  a short street of corrugated iron buildings  and out the other end. Being fat, he could not run fast, although his wind held out surprisingly. If he saw me at all he must have mistaken me for a settler or one of the Nairobi officials, for he seemed perfectly sure of himself and took no pains whatever now to throw pursuers off the track.

It soon became evident that he was making for an imposing group of tents on the outskirts of the town. As he drew nearer he approached more slowly.

It now became my turn to take precautions. There was no chance of concealment where I was  nothing but open level ground between me and the tents. But now that I knew Hassans destination, I could afford to let him out of sight for a minute; so I turned my back on him, walked to where a sort of fold in the ground enabled me to get down unseen into a shallow nullah, and went along that at right angles to Hassans course until I reached the edge of some open jungle, about half a mile from the tents. I noticed that it came to an end at a spot about three hundred yards to the rear of the tents, so I worked my way along its outer edge, and so approached the encampment from behind.

I had brought a rifle with me, not that I expected to shoot anything, but because the lion incident of the previous afternoon had taught me caution. It had not entered my head that in that country a strange white man without a rifle might have been regarded as a member of the mean white class; nor that anybody would question my right to carry a rifle, for that matter.

The camp was awake now. There were ten tents, all facing one way. Two of them contained stores. The central round tent with an awning in front was obviously a white mans. One tent housed a mule, and the rest were for native servants and porters. The camp was tidy and clean  obviously belonging to some one of importance. Fires were alight. Breakfast was being cooked, and smelled most uncommonly appetizing in that chill morning air. Boys were already cleaning boots, and a saddle, and other things. There was an air of discipline and trained activity, and from the central tent came the sound of voices.

I dont know why, but I certainly did not expect to hear English. So the sound of English spoken with a foreign accent brought me to a standstill. I listened to a few words, and made no further bones about eavesdropping. Circumstances favored me. The boys had seen I was carrying a rifle and was therefore a white man of importance, so they did not question my right to approach. The tent with the mule in it and the two store tents were on the right, pitched in a triangle. I passed between them up to the very pegs of the central tent from which the voices came, and discovered I was invisible, unless some one should happen to come around a corner. I decided to take my chance of that.

The first thing that puzzled me was why a German (for it was a perfectly unmistakable German accent) should need to talk English to a native who was certainly familiar with both Arabic and Kiswahili. When I heard the German addressed as Bwana Schillingschen I wondered still more, for from all accounts that individual could speak more native tongues than most people knew existed. It did not occur to me at the time that if he wished not to be understood by his own crowd of boys he must either speak German or English, and that Hassan would almost certainly know no German.

A good thing you came to me! I heard. The accent was clumsy for a man so well versed in tongues. Yes, I will give you money at the right time. Tell me no lies now! There will be letters coming from people you never saw, and I shall know whether or not you lie to me! You say there are three of the fools?

Yes, bwana. There were four, but one going home  big lord gentleman, him having black mstache, gone home.

There was no mistaking Hassans voice. No doubt he could speak his mother tongue softly enough, but in common with a host of other people he seemed to imagine that to make himself understood in English he must shout.

Why did he go home?

I dont know, bwana.

Did they quarrel?

Sijui.* [* Sijui, I dont know: the most aggravating word In Africa, except perhaps bado kidogo, which means presently, bye and bye, in a little while.

Dont you dare say sijui to me!

Maybe they quarrel, maybe not. They all quarreling with Lady Saffunwardo  staying in same hotel, Tippoo Tib one time his house  she wanting maybe go with him to London. He saying no. Others saying no. All very angry each with other an throwing bwana masikini, Greek man, down hotel stairs.

What had he to do with it?

Two Greek man an one Goa all after ivory, too. She  Lady Saffunwardo afterwards promising pay them three if they come along an do what she tell em. They agreeing quick! Byumby Tippoo Tib hearing bazaar talk an sending me along too. She refuse to take me, all because German consul man knowing me formerly and not making good report, but Greek bwana he not caring and say to me to come along. Greek people very bad! No food  no money  nothing but swear an kick an call bad names  an drunk nearly all the time!

What makes you think these three men know where the ivory is? said the German voice. It was the voice of a man very used to questioning natives  self-assertive but calm  going straight each time to the point.

They having map. Map having marks on it.

How do you know?

She  Lady Saffunwardo go in their bedroom, stealing it last night.

Did you see her take it?

Yes, bwana.

Did you see the marks on it?

No, bwana.

Then how do you know the marks were on it? Now, remember, dont lie to me!

Coutlass, him Greek man, standing on stairs keeping watch. Them three men you call fools all sitting in dining-room waiting because they thinking she come presently. She send maid to their room. Maid, fool woman, upset everything, finding nothing. No, she say, no map  no money  no anything in here. An Lady Saffunwardo she very angry an say, Come out o there! Let me look! And Lady Saffunwardo going in, but maid not coming out, an they both search. Then Lady Saffanwardo saying all at once, Here it is. Didnt you see this? An the maid answering, Oh, that! That nothing but just ordinary pocket map! That not it! But Lady Saffunwardo she opening the map, an make little scream, an say, Idiot! This is it! Look! See! See the marks! So, bwana, I then knowing must be marks on map!

Good. What did she do with it?

Sujui.

I told you not to dare say sijui to me!

How should I know, bwana, what she doing with it?

Could you steal it?

No, bwana!

Why not?

You not knowing that woman! No man daring steal from her! She very terrible!

If I offered you a hundred rupees could you steal it?

Sujui, bwana.

I told you not to use that word!

Bwana, I

Could you steal it?

Maybe.

That is no answer!

Say that again about hundred rupees!

I will give you a hundred rupees if you bring me that map and it proves to be what you say.

I go. I see. I try. Hundred rupees very little money!

Its all youll get, you black rascal! And you know what youll get if you fail! You know me, dont you? You understand my way? Steal that map and bring it here, and I shall give you a hundred rupees. Fail, and you shall have a hundred lashes, and what Ahmed and Abdullah and Seydi got in addition! The hundred lashes first, and the ant-hill afterward! Youre not fool enough to think you can escape me, I suppose?

No, bwana.

Then go and get the map!

But afterward, what then? She very gali* woman. [*Gali, same as
Hindustani kali  cruel, hard, fierce, terrible.]

Nonsense! Steal the map and bring it here to me. Then Ive other work for you. Are you a renegade Muhammedan?

No, bwana! No, no! Never! Im good Moslem.

Very well. Back to your old business with you! Preach Islam up and down the country. Go and tell all the tribes in British territory that the Germans are coming soon to establish an empire of Islam in Africa! Good pay and easy living! Does that suit you?

Yes, bwana. How much pay?

Ill tell you when you bring the map. Now be going!

Hassan went, after a deal of polite salaaming. Then boys began bringing the Germans breakfast, and unless I chose to confess myself an eavesdropper it became my business to be in the tent ahead of them. So I strode forward as if just arrived and purposely tripped over a tent-rope, stumbling under the awning with a laugh and an apology.

Who are you? demanded the German without rising. He had the splay shovel beard described to us in Zanzibar  big dark man, sitting in the doorway of a tent all hung with guns, skins and antlers. He was in night-shirt and trousers  bare feet  but with a helmet on the back of his head.

A visitor, I answered, staying at the hotel  out for a morning shot at something  had no luck  got nothing  saw your tents in the distance, and came out of curiosity to find out who you are.

My name is Professor Schillingschen, he answered, still without getting up. There was no other chair near the awning, so I had to remain standing. I told him my name, hoping that Hassan had either not done so already, or else that he might have so bungled the pronunciation as to make it unrecognizable. I detected no sign of recognition on Schillingschens face.

The boys reached the tent with his breakfast, and one of them dragged a chair from inside the tent for me. I sat down on it without waiting for the professor to invite me.

Im tired, I said, untruthfully, minded to refuse an invitation to eat, but interested to see whether he would invite me or not.

Have you any friends at the hotel? he asked, looking up at me darkly under the bushiest eyebrows I ever saw.

Ive got friends wherever I go, I answered. I make friends.

Are you going far? he demanded, holding out a foot for his boy to pull a stocking on.

That depends, I said.

On what?

On whether I get employment.

I said that at random, without pausing to think what impression I might create. He pulled the night-shirt off over his head, throwing the helmet to the ground, and sat like a great hairy gorilla for the boy to hang day-clothes on him. He had the hairiest breast and arms I ever saw, hung with lumpy muscles that heightened his resemblance to an ape.

I might give you work, he said presently, beginning to eat before the boy had finished dressing him.

I want to travel I said. If I could find a job that would take me up and down the length and breadth of this land, that would suit me finely.

That is the kind of a man I want, he said, eying me keenly. I have a German, but I need an Englishman. Do you speak native languages?

Scarcely a word.

To my surprise he nodded approval at that answer.

I have parties of natives traveling all over the country gathering folk lore, and ethnographical particulars, but they get into a village and sit down for whole weeks at a time, drawing pay for doing nothing. I need an Englishman to go with them and keep them moving.

All well and good, I said, but I understand the government is not in favor of white men traveling about at random.

But I am known to the government, he answered. I have been accorded facilities because of my professional standing. Have you references you can give me?

No, I said. No references.

I thought that would stump him, but on the contrary he looked rather pleased.

That is good. References are too frequently evidence of back-stairs influence.

All this while he kept eying me between mouthfuls. Whenever I seemed to look away his eyes fairly burned holes in me. Whenever food got in his beard (which was frequently) be used the napkin more as a shield behind which to take stock of me than as a means of getting clean again. By the time his breakfast was finished his beard was a beastly mess, but he probably had my features from every angle fixed indelibly in his memory. The sensation was that I had been analyzed and card indexed.

I pay good wages, he remarked, and then stuck his face, beard and all, into the basin of warm water his boy had brought. Where did you get that rifle? he demanded, spluttering, and combing the beard out with his fingers.

It was on the tip of my tongue to say At Zanzibar, but, as that might have started him on a string of questions as to how I came to that place and whom I knew there, I temporized.

Oh, I bought it from a man.

That is no answer! he retorted.

If I had been possessed of much inclination to play deep games and match wits with big rascals I suppose I would have answered him civilly and there and then learned more of his purpose. But I was not prepossessed by his charms or respectful of his claim to superiority. The German type super-education never did impress me as compatible with good breeding or good sense, and it annoyed me to have to lie to him.

Its all the answer youll get! I said.

Where is your license for it? he growled.

The game began to amuse me.

None of your business! I answered.

How long have you been in the country!

Since I came, I said.

And you have no license! You have been out shooting. A lucky thing you came to my camp and not to some other mans! The game laws are very strict!

He spoke then to a boy who was standing behind me, giving him very careful directions in a language of which I did not know one word. The boy went away.

The last man who went shooting near Nairobi without a license, he said, tried to excuse himself before the magistrate by claiming ignorance of the law. He was fined a thousand rupees and sentenced to six months in jail!

Very severe! I said.

They are altogether too severe, he answered. I hope you have killed nothing. It is good you came first to me. You would better stand that rifle over here in the corner of my tent. To walk back to the hotel with it over your shoulder would be dangerous.

Ive taken bigger chances than that, said I.

If you have shot nothing, then it is not so serious, he said, disappearing behind a curtain into the recesses of his tent.

He stayed in there for about ten minutes. I had about made up my mind to walk away when four of his boys approached the tent from behind, and one of them cried Hodi! The boy to whom he had given directions across my shoulder was not among them.

They threw the buck down near my feet, and he came out from the gloomy interior and stared at it. He asked them questions rapidly in the native tongue, and they answered, pointing at me.

They say you shot it, he told me, stroking his great beard alternately with either hand.

Then they lie! I answered.

Let me see that rifle! he said, reaching out an enormous freckled fist to take it.

I saw through his game at last. It would have been the easiest thing in the world to extract a cartridge from the clip in the magazine and claim afterward that I had fired it away. Evidently he proposed to get me in his power, though for just what reason he was so determined to make use of me rather than any one else was not so clear.

So I shot the buck, did I? I asked.

Those four natives say they saw you shoot it.

Then its mine?

He nodded.

Its heavy, I said, but I expect I can carry it.

I took the buck by the hind legs and swung myself under it. It weighed more than a hundred pounds, but the African climate had not had time enough to sap my strength or destroy sheer pleasure in muscular effort.

Whats mines my own! I laughed. You gave me something to eat after all! Good day, and good riddance!

The boys tried to prevent my carrying the buck away.

Come back! growled the professor. I will take responsibility for that buck and save you from punishment. Bring it back! Lay it down!

But I continued to walk away, so he ordered his boys to take the carcass from me. I laid it down and threatened them with my butt end. He brought his own rifle out and threatened me with that. I laughed at him, bade him shoot if he dared, offered him three shots for a penny, and ended by shouldering the buck again and walking off.

Meat was cheap in Nairobi in those days, so the owner of the hotel was not so delighted as I expected. He reprimanded me for being late for breakfast, and told me I was lucky to get any. Fred and Will had waited for me, and while we ate alone and I told them the story of my mornings adventure a police officer in khaki uniform tied up his mule outside and clattered in.

Whose buck is that hanging outside the kitchen? he demanded.

Theres some doubt about it, I said. Ive been accused of being the owner.

Then youre the man I want. The court sits at nine. Youd better be there, or youll be fetched!

He placed in my hand what proved to be a summons to appear before the district court that morning on the charge of carrying an unregistered rifle and shooting game without a license. Two native policemen he had with him took down the buck from the hook outside the kitchen door and carried it off as evidence.

We finished our breakfast in great contentment, and strode off arm-in-arm to find the court-house, feeling as if we were going to a play  perhaps a mite indignant, as if the subject of the play were one we did not quite approve, but perfectly certain of a good time.

The court was crowded. The bearded professor, his four boys, and two other natives were there, as well as several English officials, all apparently on very good terms indeed with Schillingschen.

As we entered the court under the eyes of a hostile crowd I heard one official say to the man standing next him:

I hope hell make an example of this case. If he doesnt every new arrival in this country will try to take the law in his own hands. I hope he fines him the limit!

Give me your hunting-knife, Fred! said I, and Fred laughed as he passed it to me. For the moment I think he thought I meant to plunge it into the too talkative officials breast.

First they called a few township cases. A drunken Muhammedan was fined five rupees, and a Hindu was ordered to remove his garbage heap before noon. Three natives were ordered to the chain-gang for a week for fighting, and a Masai charged with stealing cattle was remanded. Then my case was called, very solemnly, by a magistrate scarcely any older than myself.

The police officer acted as prosecutor. He stated that acting on information received he had proceeded to the hotel. Outside of which he saw a buck hanging (buck produced in evidence); that he had entered the hotel, found me at breakfast, and that I had not denied having shot the buck. He called his two colored askaris to prove that, and they reeled off what they had to say with the speed of men who had been thoroughly rehearsed. Then he put the German on the stand, and Schillingschen, with a savage glare at me, turned on his verbal artillery. He certainly did his worst.

This morning, he announced, after having been duly sworn on the Book, that young man whose name I do not know approached my tent while I was dressing. The sound of a rifle being fired had awakened me earlier than usual. He carried a rifle, and I put two and two together and concluded he had shot something. Not having seen him ever before, and he standing before my tent, I asked him his name. He refused to tell me, and that made me suspicious. Then came my four boys carrying a buck, which they assured me they had seen him shoot. I asked him whether he had a license to shoot game, and he at once threatened to shoot me if I did not mind my own business. Therefore, I sent a note to the police at once.

His four boys were then put on the stand in turn, and told their story through an interpreter. Their words identical. If the interpreter spoke truth one account did not vary from the next in the slightest degree, and that fact alone should have aroused the suspicion of any unprejudiced judge.

Having the right to cross-examine, I asked each in turn whether the rifle I had brought with me to court was the same they had seen me using. They asserted it was. Then I recalled the German and asked him the same question. He also replied in the affirmative. I asked him how he knew. He said he recognized the mark on the butt where the varnish had been chafed away. Then I handed the hunting knife I had borrowed from to the police officer and demanded that he have the bullet cut out of the bucks carcass. The court could not object to that, so under the eyes of at least fifty witnesses a flattened Mauser bullet was produced. I called attention to the fact that my rifle was a Lee-Enfield that could not possibly have fired a Mauser bullet. The court was young and very dignified  examined the bullet and my rifle  and had to be convinced.

Very well, was the verdict on that count, it is proved that you did not shoot this particular buck, unless the police have evidence that you used a different rifle.

The policeman confessed that he had no evidence along that line, so the first charge was dismissed.

But you are charged, said the magistrate, with carrying an unregistered rifle, and shooting without a license.

For answer I produced my certificate of registration and the big game license we had paid for in Mombasa.

Why didnt you say so before? demanded the magistrate.

I wasnt asked, said I.

Case dismissed! snapped his honor, and the court began to empty.

Dont let it stop there! urged Will excitedly. That Heinie and his boys have all committed perjury; charge them with it!

I turned to the police officer.

I charge all those witnesses with perjury! I said.

Oh, he laughed, you cant charge natives with that. If the law against perjury was strictly enforced the jails wouldnt hold a fiftieth of them! They dont understand.

But that blackguard with a beard  that rascal Schillingschen understands! said I. Arrest him! Charge him with it!

Thats for the court to do, he answered. Ive no authority.

The magistrate had gone.

Who is the senior official in this town? I demanded.

There he goes, he answered. That man in the white suit with the round white topee is the collector.

So we three followed the collector to his office, arriving about two minutes after the man himself. The Goanese clerk had been in the court, and recognized me. He had not stayed to hear the end.

Fines should be paid in the court, not here! he intimated rudely.

We wasted no time with him but walked on through, and the collector greeted us without obvious cordiality. He did not ask us to sit down.

My friend here has come to tell you about that man Schillingschen, said Fred.

I suppose you mean Professor Schillingschen!

The collector was a clean-shaven man with a blue jowl that suffered from blunt razors, and a temper rendered raw by native cooking. But he had photos of feminine relations and a little house in a dreary Midland street on his desk, and was no doubt loyal to the light he saw. I wished we had Monty with us. One glimpse of the owner of a title that stands written in the Doomsday Book would have outshone the halo of Schillingschens culture.

I rattled off what I had to say, telling the story from the moment I started to follow Hassan from the hotel down to the end, omitting nothing.

Schillingschen is worse than a spy. Hes a black-hearted, schemer. Hes planning to upset British rule in this Protectorate and make it easy for the Germans to usurp!

This is nonsense! the collector interrupted. Professor Schillingschen is the honored friend of the British government. He came to us here with the most influential backing  letter of introduction from very exalted personages, I assure you! Professor Schillingschen is one of the most, if not the most, learned ethnologists in the world to-day. How dare you traduce him!

But you heard him tell lies in court! I gasped. You were there. You heard his evidence absolutely disproved. How do you explain that away?

I dont attempt to! The explanation is for you to make! he answered. The fact that he did not succeed in proving his case against you is nothing in itself! Many a case in court is lost from lack of proper evidence! And one more matter! Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon is staying  or rather, I should say, was staying at the hotel. She is now staying at my house. She complains to me of very rude treatment at the hands of you three men  insolent treatment I should call it! I can assure you that the way to get on in this Protectorate is not to behave like cads toward ladies of title! I understand that her maid is afraid to be caught alone by any one of you, and that Lady Saffren Waldon herself feels scarcely any safer!

Fred and I saw the humor of the thing, and that enabled us to save Will from disaster. There never was a man more respectful of women than Will. He would even get off the sidewalk for a black woman, and would neither tell nor laugh at the sort of stories that pass current about women in some smoking-rooms. His hair bristled. His ears stuck out on either side of his head. He leaned forward  laid one strong brown hand on the desk  and shook his left fist under the collectors nose.

You poor boob! he exploded. Then he calmed himself. Im sorry for your government if youre the brightest jewel it has for this job! That Jane will use everything youve got except the squeal! Great suffering Jemima! Your title is collector, is it? Do you collect bugs by any chance? You act like it! So help you two men and a boy, a bughouse is where I believe you belong! Come along, fellows, hell bite us if we stay!

Be advised said the collector, leaning back in his chair and sneering. Behave yourselves! This is no country for taking chances with the law!

Remember Courtneys advice, said Fred when we got outside. Suppose we give him a few days to learn the facts about Lady Isobel, and then go back and try him again?

Say! answered Will, stopping and turning to face us. What dyou take me for? I like my meals. I like three squares a day, and tobacco, and now and then a drink. But if this was the Sahara, and that man had the only eats and drinks, Id starve.

Telling him the truth wouldnt be accepting favors from him, counseled Fred.

I wouldnt tell him the time!

That attitude  and Will insisted that all the officials in the land would prove alike  limited our choice, for unless we were to allay official suspicion it would be hopeless to get away northward. Southward into German East seemed the only way to go; there was apparently no law against travel in that direction. On our way to the hotel we passed Coutlass, striding along smirking to himself, headed toward the office from which we had just come.

Ill bet you, said Will, hes off to get an ammunition permit, and permission to go where he damned well pleases! Ill bet he gets both! This governments the limit!

We laughed, but Will proved more than half right. Coutlass did get ammunition. Lady Saffren Waldons influence was already strong enough for that. He did not ask for leave to go anywhere for the simple reason that his movements depended wholly on ours  a fact that developed later.

At the hotel there was a pleasant surprise for us. A squarely built, snub-nosed native, not very dark skinned but very ugly  his right ear slit, and almost all of his left ear missing  without any of the brass or iron wire ornaments that most of the natives of the land affect, but possessed of a Harris tweed shooting jacket and, of all unexpected things, boots that he carried slung by the laces from his neck-waited for us, squatting with a note addressed to Fred tied in a cleft stick.

It does not pay to wax enthusiastic over natives, even when one suspects they bring good news. We took the letter from him, told him to wait, and went on in. Once out of the mans hearing Fred tore the letter open and read it aloud to us.

Herewith my Kazimoto, it ran. Be good to him. It occurred to me that you might not care after all to linger in Nairobi, and it seemed hardly fair to keep the boy from getting a good job simply because he could make me comfortable for the remainder of a week. So, as there happened to be ae special train going up I begged leave for him to ride in the caboose. He is a splendid gun-bearer. He never funks, but reloads coolly under the most nerve-trying conditions. He has his limitations, of course, but I have found him brave and faithful, and I pass him along to you with confidence.

And by the way: he has been to Mount Elgon with me. I was not looking for buried ivory, but he knows where the caves are in which anything might be!

Wishing you all good luck, Yours truly,
F. Courtney

For the moment we felt like men possessed of a new horse apiece. We were for dashing out to look the acquisition over. But Will checked us.

Recall what Courtney said about a dog? he asked. We cant all own him!

Fred sat down. Ex-missionaries own dice, he announced. Thats how they come to be ex! Youll find them in the little box on the shelf, Will. Well throw a main for Kazimoto!

I know a better gamble than that!

Name it, America.

Bring the coon in and have him choose.

So I went out and felt tempted to speak cordially to the homeless ugly black man  to give him a hint that he was welcome. But it is a fatal mistake to make a soft impression on even the best natives at the start.

Karibu!* I said gruffly when I had looked him over, using one of the six dozen Swahili words I knew as yet. [*Karibu, enter, come in.]

He arose with the unlabored ease that I have since learned to look for in all natives worth employing; and followed me indoors. Will and Fred were seated in judicial attitudes, and I took a chair beside them.

What is your name? demanded Fred.

Kazimoto.

Um-m! That means Work-like-the-devil. Let us hope you live up to it. Your former master gives you a good character.

Why not, bwana? My spirit is good.

Do you want work?

Yes.

How much money do you expect to get?

Sijui!

Dont say sijui! I cut in, remembering Schillingschens method.

Six rupees a month and posho, he said promptly. Posho means rations, or money in lieu of rations.

Dont you rather fancy yourself? suggested Fred with a perfectly straight face.

Say two dollars a month all told! Will whispered to me behind his hand.

I am a good gun-bearer! the native answered. My spirit is good. I am strong. There is nobody better than me as a gun-bearer!

We happen to want a headman, answered Fred. Have you ever been headman?

Would you like to be?

Yes.

Are you able?

Surely.

Choose, then. Which of us would you like to work for?

You! he answered promptly, pointing at Fred.

It was on the tip of the tongue of every one of us to ask him instantly why, but that would have been too rank indiscretion. It never pays to seem curious about a natives personal reasons, and it was many weeks before we knew why he had made up his mind in advance to choose Fred and not either of us for his master.

His choice made, and the offer of his services accepted, he took over Fred forthwith  demanded his keys  found out which our room was  went over our belongings and transferred the best of our things into Freds bag and the worst of his into ours  remade Freds bed after a mysterious fashion of his own, taking one of my new blankets and one of Wills in exchange for Freds old ones  cleaned Freds guns thoroughly after carefully abstracting the oil and waste from our gun-cases and transferring them to Freds  removed the laces from my shooting boots and replaced them with Freds knotted ones  sharpened Freds razors and shaved himself with mine (to the enduring destruction of its once artistic edge)  and departed in the direction of the bazaar.

He returned at the end of an hour and a half with a motley following of about twenty, arrayed in blankets of every imaginable faded hue and in every stage of dirtiness.

You wanting cook, he announced. These three making cook.

He waved three nondescripts to the front, and we chose a tall Swahili because he grinned better than the others. Although, as Fred remarked, what the devil grinning has to do with cooking is more than anybody knows. The man, whose name was Juma, turned out to be an execrable cook, but as he never left off grinning under any circumstances (and it would have been impossible to imagine circumstances worse than those we warred with later on) we never had the heart to dismiss him.

After that, Will and I selected a servant apiece who were destined forever to wage war on Kazimoto in hopeless efforts to prevent his giving Fred the best end of everything. Mine was a Baganda who called himself Matches, presumably because his real name was unpronounceable. Will chose a Malindi boy named Tengeneza (and that means arrange in order, fix, make over, manage, mend  no end of an ominous name!). They were both outclassed from the start by Kazimoto, but to add to the handicap he insisted that since he was a headman he would need some one to help look after Fred at times when other duties would monopolize his attention. He himself picked out an imp of mischief whose tribe I never ascertained, but who called himself Simba (lion), and there and then Simba departed up-stairs to steal for Fred whatever was left of value among Wills effects and mine.

We had scarcely got used to the idea of once more having a savage apiece to wait on us when Kazimoto turned up at the door with a string of porters and a Goanese railway clerk. We had left our tents and heavy baggage checked at the station, but had said nothing about them to our new headman; however, he had made inquiries and worked out a plan on his own account. The railway clerk asked to know whether he should let Kazimoto have our things.

Why? demanded Fred.

This hotel no good! announced Kazimoto. No place for boys. Heap too many plenty people. Pitching camp, that good!

All right, said Fred, and then and there paid our baggage charges.

Presently Brown of Lumbwa, who had spent most of the daylight hours in the little corrugated iron bar run by a Goanese in the bazaar, came lurching past the township camping ground, and viewed Kazimoto with his gang pitching our tents. He asked questions, but could get no information, so came along to us.

Where you schaps going? he demanded, leaning against the wall. Fred took advantage of the opportunity and examined him narrowly as to his knowledge of German East and ways of getting there. He was in an aggravating mood that made at one moment a very well of information of him, and at the next a mere garrulous ass.

Come along o me t Lumbwa, was his final word on the matter. Ill put you on a road nobody knows an nobody, uses!

We spent that night under canvas and talked the matter out. The usual way to reach Lumbwa was to wait for a freight, or construction train and beg leave to ride on that, for as yet, no passenger trains were running regularly on the western section of the line. But there was no rule against traveling anywhere south of the equator, and it was our purpose to march down into German East without any one being the wiser.

The next morning we imagined Brown was sober and sorry enough to hold his tongue, so, without going into details with him, we agreed to go with him some of the way, and Fred spent the whole of that morning in the bazaar buying loads of food and general supplies. Will and I engaged porters, and with Kazimotos aid as interpreter, had fifty ready to march that afternoon.

The whole trick of starting on a journey is to start. If you only make a mile or two the first day you have at least done better than stand still; loads have been apportioned and porters broken in to some extent; you have broken the spell of inertia, and hereafter there is less likely to be trouble. We made up our minds to get away that afternoon, and I was sent back to the hotel to find Brown, who had gone for his belongings.

If Brown had stayed sober all might have been well, but his headache and feeling of unworthiness had been too much for him and I found him with a straw in the neck of a bottle of whisky alternately laying down law to Georges Coutlass and drinking himself into a state of temporary bliss.

You Greeks dunno nothin! he asserted as I came in. You never did know nothin, an youre never goin to know nothin! Cause why? Ill tell you. Simply because I am goin to tell! Im mum, I am! When smother gents an me ave business, thats our business  see! None o your business ss our business, an Im not goin to tell you Greeks nothin about where were off to, nor why, nor when. An you put that in your pipe an smoke it!

I sat in the dining-room for a while, hoping that the Greek would go away; but as Brown was fast drinking himself into a condition when he could not have been moved except on stretcher, and was momentarily edging closer to an admission of all he knew or guessed about our intention, I took the bull by the horns at last  snatched away his whisky bottle, and walked off with it.

He came after me swearing like a trooper, and his own porters, who had been waiting for more than an hour beside his loads, trailed along after him. Once in our camp we made a hammock for him out of a blanket tied to a pole, and made him over to two porters with the promise that they would get no supper if they lost him. Then we started  uphill, toward the red Kikuyu heights, where settlers were already trying to grow potatoes for which there was no market, and onions that would only run to seed.

To our left rear and right front were the highest mountain ranges in Africa. Before us was the pass through which the railway threaded over the wide high table-land before dipping downward to Victoria Nyanza. On our left front was all Kikuyu country, and after that Lumbwa, and native reserves, and forest, and swamp, and desert, and the German boundary.

We made a long march of it that first day, and camped after dark within two miles of Kikuyu station. Most of the scrub thereabouts was castor oil plant, that makes very poor fuel; yet there were lions in plenty that roared and scouted around us even before the tents were pitched.

Nobody got much sleep that night, although the porters were perfectly indifferent to the risk of snoozing on the watch. Kazimoto produced a thing called a kiboko  a whip of hippopotamus-hide a yard and a half long, and with the aid of that and Wills good humor we constituted a yelling brigade, whose business was to make the welkin ring with godless noises whenever a lion came close enough to be dangerous.

I made up a signal party of all our personal boys with our lanterns, swinging them in frantic patterns in the darkness in a way to terrify the very night itself. Fred played concertina nearly all night long, and when dawn came, though there were tracks of lions all about the camp we were only tired and sleepy. Nobody was missing; nobody killed.

We never again took lions so seriously, although we always built fires about the camp in lion country when that was possible. Partly by dint of carelessness that brought no ill results, and partly from observation we learned that where game is plentiful lions are more curious than dangerous, and that unless something should happen to enrage them, or the game has gone away and they are hungry, they are likely to let well alone.

If there are dogs in camp  and we bought three terrier pups that morning from a settler at Kikuyu  leopards are likely to be more troublesome than lions. The leopards seemed to yearn for dog-meat much as Brown of Lumbwa yearned for whisky.

The journey to Lumbwa is one of the pleasantest I remember. We took Browns supply of whisky from him, locked up with our own, sent him ahead in the hammock, and let him work as guide by promises of whisky for supper if he did his duty, and threats of mere cold water if he failed.

But water rots my stomach! he objected.

Lead on, then! was the invariable, remorseless answer. So Brown led until we reached Naivasha with its strange lake full of hippo at an elevation so great that the mornings are frosty (and that within sight of the line). There was never a day that we were once out of sight of game from dawn to dark. When we awoke the morning mist would scatter slowly and betray sleepy herds of antelope, that would rise leisurely, stand staring at us, suddenly become suspicious, and then gallop off until the whole plain was a panorama of wheeling herds, reminding one of the cavalry maneuvers at Aldershot when the Guards regiments were pitted against the regular cavalry  all riding and no wits.

Although we had to shoot enough meat for ourselves and men, we never once took advantage of those surprise parties in the early morning, preferring to stalk warier game at the end of a long march. The rains were a thing of the past, and we seldom troubled to pitch tents but slept under the stars with a sensation that the universe was one vast place of peace.

Occasionally we reached an elevation from which we could look down and see men toiling to build the railway, that already reached Nyanza after the unfinished fashion of work whose chief aim is making a showing. Profits, performances were secondary matters; that railways one purpose was to establish occupation of the head waters of the Nile and refute the German claim to prior rights there. At irregular intervals trains already went down to the lake, and passengers might ride on suffrance; but we deluded ourselves with the belief that by marching we threw enemies off the scent. It was pure delusion, but extremely pleasant while it lasted. Where Africa is green and high she is a lovely land to march across.

Brown grew sober on the trip, as if approaching his chosen home gave him a sense of responsibility. His own reason for preferring the march to a ride in a construction train was simple:

Every favor you ask o govment, boys, leaves one less to fall back on in a pinch! Ask not, and theyll forget some o your peccadillos. Ask too often, and one day when you really need a kindness youll find the Bank o Good Hope busted! And, believe me, boys, that ud be a hell of a predicament for a poor sufferin settler to find himself in!

The approach to Lumbwa was over steep hilly grass land, between forests of cedar  perfect country, kept clean by a wind that smelt of fern and clover.

You can tell were gettin near my place, said Brown, by the number o leopards thats about.

We had to keep our three pups close at heel all the time, and even at that we lost two of them. One was taken from between Wills feet as he sat in camp cleaning his rifle. All he heard was the dogs yelp, and all he saw was a flash of yellow as the leopard made for the boulders close at hand. The other was taken out of my tent. I had tied it to the tent pole, but the stout cord snapped like a hair and the darkness swallowed both leopard and its prey before I could as much as reach my rifle to get a shot.

Splendid country for farmin, Brown remarked, Splendid. Only you cant keep sheep because the leopards take em. You cant keep hens for the same reason. Nor yet cows, because the leopards get the calves  leastways, thats to say unless you watch out awful cautious. Nor yet you cant keep pigeons, cause the leopards take them too. I sent to England for fancy pigeons  a dozen of em. Leopards got all but one, so I put him in the loft above my own house, where it seemed to me twerent possible for a leopard to get, supposin hed dared. Went away the next day for some shootin, an lo and behold!  came back that evenin to discover my cook an three others carryin on as if Kingdom Come had took place at last. Never heard or saw such a jamboree. The blamed leopard was up in the loft; and had eaten the pigeon, feathers and all, but couldnt get out again!

What happened? Nothin! I was that riled I didnt stop to think  fixed a bayonet on the old Martini the govment supplies to settlers out of the depths of its wisdom an generosity  climbed up by the same route the leopard took  invaded him  an skewered him wi the bayonet in the dark! I wouldnt do it again for a kingdom  but I wont buy more pigeons either!

What do you raise on your farm, then  pigs? we asked.

No, the leopards take pigs.

What then?

Well  as I was explainin to that Greek Georges Coutlass at Nairobi  theres a way of farmin out your cattle among the natives that beats keepin em yourself. The natives put em in the village pen o nights; an besides, they know about the business.

All you need do is give em a heifer calf once in a while, and theyre contented. I keep a herd o two hundred cows in a native village not far from my place. The natural increase o them will make me well-to-do some day.

The day before we reached Browns tiny homestead we heard a lot of shooting over the hill behind us.

Thatll be railway men takin a day off after leopards, announced
Brown with the air of a man who can not be mistaken.

Nevertheless, Fred and I went back to see, but could make out nothing. We lay on the top of the hill and watched for two or three hours, but although we heard rifle firing repeatedly we did not once catch sight of smoke or men. We marched into camp late that night with a feeling of foreboding that we could not explain but that troubled us both equally.

Once or twice in the night we heard firing again, as if somebodys camp not very far away was invaded by leopards, or perhaps lions. Yet at dawn there were no signs of tents. And when that night we arrived at Browns homestead we seemed to have the whole world to ourselves.

Browns house was a tiny wooden affair with a thick grass roof. It boasted a big fireplace at one end of the living-room, and a chimney that Brown had built himself so cunningly that smoke could go up and out but no leopards could come down.

He got very drunk that night to celebrate the home-coming, and stayed completely drunk for three days, we making use of his barn to give our porters a good rest. By day we shot enough meat for the camp, and at night we sat over the log fire, praying that Brown might sober up, Fred singing songs to his infernal concertina, and all the natives who could crowd in the doorway listening to him with all their ears. Fred made vast headway in native favor, and learned a lot of two languages at once.

Every day we sent Kazimoto and another boy exploring among the Lumbwa tribe, gathering information as to routes and villages, and it was Kazimoto who came running in breathless one night just as Brown was at last sobering up, with the news that some Greeks had swooped down on Browns cattle, had wounded two or three of the villagers who herded them, and had driven the whole herd away southward.

That news sobered Brown completely. He took the bottle of whisky he had just brought up from the cellar and replaced it unopened.

Theres ony one Greek in the world knew where my cattle were! he announced grimly. Theres ony one Greek I ever talked to about cattle. Coutlass, by the great horn spoon! The blackguard swore he was after you chaps  swore he didnt care nothing about me! What he did to you was none o my business, o course  an I figured anyway as you could look out for yourselves! Not that I told the swine any o your business, mind! Not me! I was so sure he was gunnin for you that I told him my own business to throw him off your track! And now the devil goes an turns on me!

He got down his rifle and began overhauling it, feverishly, yet with a deliberate care that was curious in a man so recently drunk. While he cleaned and oiled be gave orders to his own boys; and what with having servants of our own and having to talk to them mostly in the native tongue, we were able to understand pretty well the whole of what he said.

Youre not going to start after them to-night? Fred objected. But he and Will were also already overhauling weapons, for the second time that evening. (It is religion with the true hunter never to eat supper until his rifle is cleaned and oiled.) I got my own rifle down from the shelf over Browns stone mantelpiece.

What dyou take me for? demanded Brown. Theres one pace theyll go at, an thats the fastest possible. Theres one place theyll head for, an thats German East. They cant march faster than the cattle, an the cattlell have to eat. Maybe theyll drive em all through the first night, and on into the next day; but after that theyll have to rest em an graze em a while. Thats when well begin to gain. The tireder the cattle get, the faster well overhaul em, for we can eat while were marchin, which the cattle cant! You chaps just stay here an look after my farm till I come back!

You mean you propose to go alone after them? asked Fred.

Why not? Whose cattle are they?

He was actually disposed to argue the point.

Man alive, therell be shootin! he insisted. If they once get over the border with all those cattle, the Germansll never hand em over until every head o cattles gone. Theyll fine em, an arrest em, an trick em, an fine em again until the Germans own the herd all legal an proper  an then theyll chase the Greeks back to British East for punishment same as they always do. What good ud that be to me? No, no! Me  Im going to catch em this side o the line, or else bust  an I wont be too particlar where the lines drawn either! Theres maybe a hundred miles to the south o their line that the Germans dont patrol more often than once in a leap-year. If I catch them Greeks in any o that country, Im going to kid myself deliberate that its British East, and act accordin!

At last we convinced him, although I dont remember how, for he was obstinate from the aftermath of whisky, that we would no more permit him to go alone than he would consider abandoning his cattle. Then we had to decide who should follow with our string of porters, for if forced marching was in order it was obvious that we should far outdistance our train.

We invited Brown to follow with all the men while we three skirmished ahead, but he waxed so apoplectically blasphemous at the very thought of it that Fred assured him the proposal was intended for a joke. Then we argued among ourselves, coaxed, blarneyed, persuaded, and tried to bribe one another. Finally, all else failing, we tossed a coin for it, odd man out, and Fred lost.

So Brown, Will Yerkes and I, with Kazimoto, our two personal servants, and six boys to carry one tent for the lot of us and food and cooking pots, started off just as the moon rose over the nearest cedars, and laughed at Fred marshaling the sleepy porters by lamplight in the open space between the house and barn. He was to follow as fast as the loaded porters could be made to travel, and with that concertina of his to spur them on there was little likelihood of losing touch. But the rear-guard, when it comes to pursuing a retreating enemy, is ever the least alluring place.

Youve got all the luck, he shouted. Make the most of it or Ill never gamble on the fall of a coin again!

That pursuit was a journey of accidents, chapter after chapter of them in such close sequence that the whole was a nightmare without let-up or reason. I began the book by falling into an elephant pit.

Before we had gone a mile in the dark we stood in doubt as to whether the most practicable trail went right or left. Brown set his own indecision down frankly to the whisky that had muddled him. Even Kazimoto, who had passed that way three times, did not know for certain. So I went forward to scout  stepped into the deep shadow of some jungle  trod on nothing  threw the other foot forward to save myself  and fell downward into blackness for an eternity.

I brought up at last unhurt in the trash and decaying vegetation at the bottom of a pit, and looked up to see the stars in a rough parallelogram above me, whose edge I guessed was more than thirty feet above my head. I started to dig my way out, but the crumbling sides fell in and threatened to bury me alive unless I kept still. So I shouted until my lungs ached, but without result. I suppose the noise went trumpeting upward out of the hole and away to the clouds and the stars. At any rate, Will and Brown swore afterward they never heard it.

I was fifteen minutes in the hole that very likely had held many an elephant with his legs wedged together under him until the poor brute perished of thirst, before it occurred to me to fire my rifle. I fired several shots when I did think of it; but we had agreed on no system of signals, and instead of coming to find me at once, the other two cursed me for wasting time shooting at leopards in the dark instead of scouting for the track. I used twenty cartridges before they came to see what sort of battle I was waging, and with the last shot I nearly blew Browns helmet off as he stooped over the hole to look down in.

Then there were more precious minutes wasted while someone cut a long pole for me to swarm up, and at the end of that time, when I stood on firm ground at last and wiped the blood from hands and knees, we were no wiser about the proper direction to take.

The next accident was a little before midnight. Will Yerkes was leading, I following, next the boys, and Brown bringing up the rear (for in those wild hills there is never a good track wide enough for two men to march abreast. Even the cattle proceed in single file unless driven furiously.) Will came on a leopard devouring its kill, a fat buck, in the midst of the track in the moonlight, and the brute resented the interruption of his meal. It slunk into the shadows before Will could get a shot at it, and for the next two hours followed us, slinking from shadow to shadow, snarling and growling. It plainly intended murder, but which of us was to be the victim, and when, there was no means of guessing, so that the nerves of all of us were tortured every time the brute approached.

We wasted at least thirty cartridges on futile efforts to guess his whereabouts in velvet black shadows, and Brown went through all the stages from simple nervousness to fear, and then to frenzy, until we feared he would shoot one of us in frantic determination to ring the leopards knell.

At last the brute did rush in, and of course where least expected. He seized one of our porters by the shoulder, his claws doing more damage than his teeth. I shot him by thrusting my rifle into his ear, and although that dropped him instantly his claws, in the dying spasm and by the weight of his fall, tore wounds in the mans arm eighteen or twenty inches long.

One of the things we did have with us was bandages. But it took time to attend to the mans wounds properly by lamp and moonlight, and after that he could neither march fast, nor was there anywhere to leave him.

So just before dawn Fred came up with us, and was more pleased at our discomfiture than sympathetic. He told off two men to carry the injured porter to a mission station more than a days march away, and redistributed the loads. Then we went on again, once more placing rock, hill, and cedar forest between us and our supply column, this time with Freds counsel ringing in our ears.

Better send for nursemaids and perambulators, and have yourselves pushed!

At noon that day we found the track of the driven cattle, and soon after that came on the half-devoured carcass of a heifer that the Greeks had shot, presumably because it could not march, and perhaps with the added reason that freshly-killed meat would draw off leopards and hyenas and provide peace for a few miles.

Once on the trail it would not have been easy to lose it, except in the dark, for the Greek marauders were bent on speed and the driven cattle had smashed down the undergrowth in addition to leaving deep hoof-prints at every water-course.

The first suspicion that dawned on me of something more than mere freebooting on the part of Coutlass, was due to the discovery of hoof-prints of either mules or horses. I was marching alone in advance, and came on them beside a stream that was only apparently fordable in that one place. After making sure of what they were I halted to let Will and Brown catch up.

Did Coutlass have money enough to buy mules for himself and gang? wondered Will.

That robber? snorted Brown. When Lady Saffren Waldon refused him tobacco money in the hotel he tried to borrow from me!

Where could be steal mules? Will asked.

Nowhere. Arent any!

Horses then?

Hed never take horses. Theyd die.

What are they riding, then?

Unless he stole trained zebras from the govment farm at Naivasha, said Brown, an theyre difficulter to ride an a greasy pole up-ended on a earthquake, he must ha bought mules from the one man who has any to sell. And he lives tother side o Nairobi. There are none between there and here  none whatever. Zachariah Korn  him who owns mules  is too wide awake to be stolen from. He bought em, you take it from me, and paid twice what they were worth into the bargain.

Then he bought them with her money! said Will.

If not Schillingschens, said I.

Or the Sultan of Zanzibars said Will, or the German governments.

But why? Why should she, or they, conspire at great expense and risk to steal Browns cattle?

Theyll figure, said Will, that Brown is helping us, and therefore, Brown is an enemy. Probly they surmise Brown is in league with us to show us a short cut to what were after. If thats how they work it out, then they wouldnt need think much to conclude that putting Brown on the blink would hoodoo us. Maybe they allow that that much bad luck to begin with would unsettle Browns friendly feelings for us. Anyway  somebody bought the mules  somebody stole the cattle  cattle are somewhere ahead. Lets hurry forward and see!

We did hurry, but made disgustingly poor time. Once a dozen buffalo stampeded our tiny column. Our five porters dropped their loads, and the biggest old bull mistook our only tent for our captains dead body and proceeded to play ball with it, tossing it and tearing it to pieces until at last Will got a chance for a shoulder shot and drilled him neatly. Two other bulls took to fighting in the midst of the excitement and we got both of them. Then the rest trotted off; so we packed the horns of the dead ones on the head of our free porter (for the tent he had carried was now utterly no use) and hastened on.

Once, in trying to make a cut that should have saved us ten or fifteen miles between two rivers, we fell shoulder-deep into a bog and only escaped after an hours struggle during which we all but lost two porters. We had to retrace our steps and follow the Greeks route, only to have the mortification of seeing Fred and our column of supplies coming over the top of a rise not eight miles behind us.

Determined not to be overtaken by him a second time and treated to advice about nursemaids, we dispensed with sleep altogether for that night, and nearly got drowned at the second river.

We found a native who owned a thing he called a mtungi  a near-canoe, burned out of a tree-trunk. He assured us the ford was very winding (he drew a wiggly finger-mark in the mud by way of illustration) but that his boat would hold twice our number, and that he could take us over easily in the dark. In fact he swore he had ferried twice our number over on darker nights more than twenty or thirty times. He also said that he had taken the cattle over by the ford early that morning, and then had crossed over in the boat with two Greeks and a bwana Goa. He showed us the brass wire and beads they gave him in proof of that statement, and we began to put some faith in his tale.

So we all piled into his crazy boat with our belongings, and he promptly lost the way amid the twelve-foot grass-papyrus mostly  that divided the river into narrow streams and afforded protection to the most savagely hungry mosquitoes in the world. Our faces and hands were wet with blood in less than two minutes.

Presently, instead of finding bottom for his pole, he pushed us into deep water. The grass disappeared, and a ripple on the water lipping dangerously within three inches of our uneven gunwale proved that we were more or less in the main stream. We had enjoyed that sensation for about a minute, and were headed toward where we supposed the opposite bank must be, when a hippo in a hurry to breathe blew just beside us  saw, smelt, or heard us (it was all one to him)  and dived again.

I suppose in order to get his head down fast enough he shoved his rump up, and his great fat back made a wave that ended that voyage abruptly. Our three inches of broadside vanished. The canoe rocked violently, filled, turned over, and floated wrong side up.

All the same, laughed Will, spluttering and spitting dirty water, heres where the crocks get fooled! They dont eat me for supper!

He was first on top of the overturned boat, and dragged me up after him. Together we hauled up Brown, who could not swim but was bombastically furious and unafraid; and the three of us pulled out the porters and the fatuous boats owner. The pole was floating near by, and I swam down-stream and fetched it. When they had dragged me back on to the wreck the moon came out, and we saw the far bank hazily through mist and papyrus.

The boat floated far more steadily wrong side up, perhaps because we had lashed all our loads in place and they acted as ballast. Will took the pole and acted the part of Charon, our proper pilot contenting himself with perching on the rear end lamenting the ill-fortune noisily until Kazimoto struck him and threatened to throw him back into the water.

They dont want a fool like you in the other world, he assured him.
You will die of old age!

The papyrus inshore was high enough to screen the moon from us, and we had to hunt a passage through it in pitch darkness. Then, having found the muddy bank at last (and more trillions of mosquitoes) we had to drag the overturned boat out high and dry to rescue our belongings. And that was ticklish work, because most of the crocodiles, and practically all the largest ones, spend the night alongshore.

Matches were wet. We had no means of making a flare to frighten the monsters away. We simply had to chance it as cheerfully and swiftly as we could, and at the end of a half-hours slimy toil we carried our muddied loads to the nearest high ground and settled down there for the night.

It would be mad exaggeration to say we camped. Wet to the skin  dirty to the verge of feeling suicidal  bitten by insects until the blood ran down from us  lost (for we had no notion where the end of the ford might be)  at the mercy of any prowling beasts that might discover us (for our rifle locks were fouled with mud)  we sat with chattering teeth and waited for the morning.

When the sun rose we found a village less than four hundred yards away and sent the boys down to it to unpack the loads and spread everything in the sun to dry, while we went down to the river again and washed our rifles. Then we dried and oiled them, and without a word of bargain or explanation, invaded the cleanest looking hut, lay down on the stamped clay floor, and slept. It was only clean-looking, that hut. It housed more myraids of fleas than the air outside supported skeeters; but we slept, unconscious of them all.

At four that afternoon we had the mortification of being roused by Freds voice, and the dumping of loads as his sixty porters dropped their burdens inside the village stockade. He had scorned the ferry and crossed the ford on foot, making a prodigious splash to keep crocodiles away, and was as full of life and fun as a schoolboy on vacation.

Wake up, you vorloopers! he shouted. Wake up! Shake off the fleas and come, and Ill show you something.

He had already had the tale of our nights misfortune in detail from the owner of the only canoe (who claimed double pay on the ground that we had lost no loads in spite of over-turning. The last really white man who crossed lost all his loads! he explained.).

Come and Ill show you something you never saw before, you scouts!  you advance guard!  you line of skirmishers!

Will hurled a lump of earth at him, and chased him to the river, where they wrestled, trying to throw each other in, until both were breathless. Then, when neither could make another effort:

Look! gasped Fred.

There was an island in mid-stream below where we must have crossed. The stream was straight, and from where we stood we could see more than half a mile of alluvial mud with an arm of the river on either side. The mud was white, not black  so white that it dazzled the eyes to look at it.

Know what it is? Fred panted.

We did not know, and it was no use guessing. It looked like burned lime, or else the secretions of about a billion birds; and there were no birds to speak of.

Crocodile eggs! said Fred.

We did not believe that. Even Brown did not believe it. There was no time to spare, but Brown out of curiosity agreed, so we took the absurd canoe and poled down to investigate. As we came nearer the solid white broke up into a myriad dots, and Freds tale stood confirmed.

They were as long as two hens eggs laid end to end, or longer. They lay in the sun in batches in every stage of incubation, and from almost every batch there were little crocodiles emerging, that made straight for the water. What worse monster preyed on them to keep their numbers down, or what disease took care of their prolixity we could not guess. Perhaps they ate one another, or just died of hunger. The owner of the boat vowed there were no fish left in the river, and that the crocodiles did not eat hippo unless it were first dead.

We took another tent from among Freds loads, changed two of our porters for stronger ones, and went forward that evening; for it began to be obvious that the speed had been telling on the cattle. We passed two more dead heifers within a few miles of the river bank, and there were other signs that for all our long sleep we were gaining on them.

Perhaps the Greeks thought they had shaken off pursuit. Judging by the compass they were headed for the shore of Victoria Nyanza, where the grazing would be better, food for men would be purchaseable, and the number of villages closely spaced would make the task of night-herding vastly easier. There isnt a village in that part of Africa that is not proud to be a host to anybodys cattle, if only because the ownership of so much living wealth casts glory on all who come in contact with it.

There was no means of telling whether or not we were over the German border. The boundary line had not been surveyed yet, and on the map the part where we were was set down as unexplored, although that was scarcely accurate; the route was well enough known to Greeks and Arabs, and other bad characters bent on smuggling or in some other way defeating the ends of justice.

We marched that night until midnight, slept until dawn, and were off again. At noon we reached rising ground, and Kazimoto ran ahead of us to the summit. We saw him standing at gaze for three or four minutes with one hand shading his eyes before he came scampering back, as excited as if his own fortune were in the balance.

Hooko-chini! he shouted. Hooko-chini  mba-a-a-li sana!  (Theyre down below there, very far away!)

We hurried up-hill, but for many minutes could see nothing except a plain of waving grass higher than a mans head and almost as impenetrable as bamboo-country that carried small hope in it for man or beast, that would be a holocaust in the dry season when the heat set fire to the grass, and was an insect-haunted marsh at most other times. However, path across it there must be, for the Greeks had driven Browns cattle that way that very morning, and Kazimoto swore he could see them in the distance, although Brown, and Will, and I  all three keen-sighted  could see nothing whatever but immeasurable, worthless waving grass.

At last I detected a movement near the horizon that did not synchronize with the wind-blown motion of the rest. I pointed it out to the others, and after a few minutes we agreed that it moved against the wind.

Theyre hurrying again, said Brown, peering under both hands. Theres no feed for cattle on all this plain. Theyre racing to get to short grass before the cattle all die. Come on  lets hurry after em!

For the second time on that trip we essayed a short cut, making as straight as a bee would fly for the point on the horizon where we knew the Greeks to be. And for the second time we fell into a bog, nearly losing our lives in it. We had to pull one another out, using even our precious rifles as supports in the yielding mud, and then spending equally precious time in cleaning locks and sights again.

After that we hunted for the cattle trail and followed that closely; and that was not so easy as it reads, because the trampled grass had risen again, and cattle and mounted men can cross easily ground that delays men on foot.

The heat was that of an oven. The water  what there was of it in the holes and swampy places  stank, and tasted acrid. The flies seemed to greet us as their only prospect of food that year. The monotony of hurrying through grass-stems that cut off all view and only showed the sky through a waving curtain overhead was more nerve-trying than the physical weariness and thirst.

We slept a night in that grass, burning some of it for a smudge to keep mosquitoes at bay, and an hour after dawn, reaching rising ground again, realized that we had our quarry within reach at last.

They were out in the open on short good grazing. The Greeks tent was pitched. We could see their mules, like brown insects, tied under a tree, and the cattle dotted here and there, some lying down, some feeding.

At last! said Brown. Boys, theyre our meat! Theres a tree to hang the Greeks and the Goa to! When weve done that, if youll all come back with me Ill send to Nairobi for an extra jar of Irish whisky, and well have a spree at Lumbwa thatll make the fall of Rome sound like a Sunday-school picnic! Were in German territory now, all right. Theres not a white man for a hundred miles in any direction  except your friend thats coming along behind. Theres nobody to carry tales or prevent! Im no savage. Im no degenerate. I dont hold with too much of anything, but

Therell be no dirty work, if thats what you mean, said Will quietly.

Brown stared hard at him.

Dyou mean youll object to hanging em?

Not in the least. We hang or shoot cattle thieves in the States. I said therell be no dirty work, thats all.

Shall we rest a while, and come on them fresh in the morning? I proposed.

Forward! snorted Brown. Why dyou want to wait?

Forward it is! agreed Will. When we get a bit closer well stop and hold council of war.

One minute! said I. Tell me what that is?

I had been searching the whole countryside, looking for some means of stealing on the marauders unawares and finding none. They had chosen their camping place very wisely from the point of view of men unwilling to be taken by surprise. Far away over to our right, appearing and disappearing as I watched them, were a number of tiny black dots in sort of wide half-moon formation, and a larger number of rather larger dots contained within the semicircle.

Cattle! exploded Brown.

And men! added Will.

Black men! said I. Black men with spears!

Masai! said Kazimoto excitedly. He had far the keenest eyes of all of us.

We were silent for several minutes. The veriest stranger in that land knows about the feats and bravery of the Masai, who alone of all tribes did not fear the Arabs, and who terrorized a quarter of a continent before the British came and broke their power.

Mbaia cabisa! muttered Kazimoto, meaning that the development was very bad indeed. And he had right to know.

He explained it was a raid. The Masai, in accordance with time-honored custom, had come from British East to raid the lake-shore villages of German territory, and were driving back the plundered cattle. None can drive cattle as Masai can. They can take leg-weary beasts by the tail and make them gallop, one beast encouraging the next until they all go like the wind. For food they drink hot blood, opening a vein in a beasts neck and closing it again when they have had their fill. Their only luggage is a spear. Their only speed-limit the maximum the cattle can be stung to. On a raid three hundred and sixty miles in six days is an ordinary rate of traveling.

Just now they did not seem in much hurry. They had probably butchered the fighting men of all the villages in their rear, and were well informed as to the disposition of the nearest German forces. There were probably no Germans within a hundred miles. There was no telegraph in all those parts. To notify Muanza by runner and Bagamoyo on the coast from there by wire would take several days. Then Bagamoyo would have to wire the station at Kilimanjaro, and there was no earthly chance of Germans intercepting them before they could reach British East.

Nor was there any treaty provision between British and German colonial governments for handing over raiders. The Germans had refused to make any such agreement for reasons best known to themselves. The fact that they were far the heaviest losers by the lack of reciprocal police arrangements was due to the fact that most of the Masai lived in British East. The Masai would have raided across either border with supreme indifference.

Masai not talking. Masai using spear and kill! remarked Kazimoto.

One good thing our govments done, said Brown. Just one. It has kept those rascals from owning rifles! But lordy! Theyve got spears that give a man the creeps to see!

He began looking to his rifle. So did Will and I.

Now this here is my fight, he explained. Thems my cattle. Theyre all the wealth I own in the world. If I lose em Im minded to die anyhow. Theres nothing in life for a drunkard like me with all his money gone and nothing to do but take a mean whites job. You chaps just wait here and watch while I tend to my own affairs.

Exactly! Will answered dryly. Ive a hundred rounds in my pockets.
That ought to be enough.

While we made ready, leaving our loads and porters in a safe place and giving the boys orders, I saw two things happen. First, the Masai became aware of the little Greek encampment and the two hundred head of cattle waiting at their mercy; and second, the Greeks grew aware of the Masai.

The Greeks had boys with them; I saw at least half a dozen go scattering to round up the cattle. The tents began to come down, and I saw three figures that might be the Greeks and the Goanese holding a consultation near the tree.

And now, remarked Will, I begin to see the humor in this comedy.
Which are we  allies of the Greeks or of the Masai? Are we to help the
Greeks get away with Browns cattle, or help the Masai steal em from
the Greeks? Are your cattle all branded, Brown?

You blooming well bet they are!

Masai know enough to alter a brand?

Never heard o their doing it.

Then if the Masai get away with them to British East, if you can find em you can claim em, eh?

Claim em in court wi the whole blooming tribe o Masai  moren a quarter of a million of em  all on hand to swear they bought em from me; an the British govment takin sides with the black men, as it always does? Oh, yes! It sounds easy, that does!

But if the Greeks get away with em, argued Will, youve no chance of recovering at all.

Ill not take sides with Masai  even against Greeks! Brown answered grimly, and Will laughed.

If we attack the Greeks first, I said, perhaps theyll run. Were nearer to them than the Masai are. The Masai, will have to corral their own cattle before they can leave them to raid a new lot. We can open fire at long range to begin with. If that scares the Greeks away, then we can round up Browns cattle and drive them back northward. We may possibly escape with them too quickly for the Masai to think it worth while to follow.

Brown laughed cynically.

We can try it, he said. An if the Greeks dont run pretty quick theyll never run again  Ill warrant that!

Nobody had a better plan to propose, so we emptied our pockets of all but fifty rounds of ammunition each, and gave the rest to Kazimoto to carry, with orders to keep in hiding and watch, and run with cartridges to whoever should first need them.

Then, because instead of corraling their cattle the Masai were already dividing themselves into two parties, one of which drove the cattle forward and the other diverged to study the attack, we ducked down under a ridge and ran toward the Greeks. The sooner we could get the first stage of the fighting off our hands the better.

It proved a long way  far longer than I expected, and the going was rougher. Moreover, the Greeks boys were losing no time about rounding up the cattle. By the time they were ready to make a move we were still more than a mile away, and out of breath.

If they go south, panted Brown, throwing himself down by a clump of grass to gasp for his third or fourth wind, the Masaill catch em sure, an well be out o the running! Lord send they head em back toward British East!

He was in much the worst physical condition because of the whisky, but his wits were working well enough. The Greeks on the other hand seemed undecided and appeared to be arguing. Then Browns prayer was answered. The Greeks boys decided the matter for them by stampeding the herd northward toward us. They did not come fast. They were lame, and bone-weary from hard driving, but they knew the way home again and made a bee line. Within a minute they were spread fan-wise between us and the Greeks, making a screen we could not shoot through.

Scatter to right and left! Brown shouted. Get round the wings!

But what was the use? He was in the center, and short-winded. I climbed on an ant-hill.

The Greeks are on the run! I said. They are headed southward!
Theyve got their boys together, and have abandoned the cattle!
Theyre off with their tent and belongings due south!

The cowards! swore Brown, with such disappointment that Will and I laughed.

Laugh all you like! he said. Ive a long job on my hands! Ill have revenge on em if it takes the rest o my life! Ill follow em to hell-and-gone!

Meanwhile, I said, still standing on the ant-hill, the Masai are following the cattle! Theyre smoking this way in two single columns of about twenty spears in each. The remainder are driving their own cattle about due eastward so as to be out of the way of trouble.

All right, said Brown, growing suddenly cheerful again. Then itll be a rear-guard action. Let the cattle through, and open fire behind em! Send that Kazimoto o yours to warn our boys to round em up and drive em slow and steady northward!

Kazimoto ran back and gave the necessary orders. He lost no time about it, but returned panting, and lay down in a hollow behind us with cartridges in either fist and a grin on his face that would have done credit to a circus clown. I never, anywhere, saw any one more pleased than Kazimoto at the prospect of a fight.

We let the cattle through and lay hidden, waiting for the raiders. They were in full war dress, which is to say as nearly naked as possible except for their spears, a leg ornament made from the hair of the colobus monkey, a leather apron hung on just as suited the individual wearers fancy, a great shield, and an enormous ostrich-feather head-dress. They seemed in no hurry, for they probably guessed that the cattle would stop to graze again when the first scare was over; yet they came along as smoke comes, swiftly and easily, making no noise.

Suddenly those in the lead caught sight of our boys getting behind the cattle to herd them northward. They halted to hold consultation  apparently decided that they had only unarmed natives to deal with  and came on again, faster than before.

Better open fire now! said Brown, when they were still a quarter of a mile away.

Wait till you can see their eyes! Will advised. An unexpected volley at close quarters will do more havoc than hours of long-range shooting.

This aint a long range! Brown objected. As for unexpected  just watch me startle em! My sights fixed at four hundred. Watch!

He fired  we wished he had not. The leading Masai of the right-hand column jerked his head sidewise as the whistling bullet passed, and then there was nothing for it but to follow his lead and blaze away for all we were worth. If Brown had been willing to accept Wills advice there is nothing more likely than that the close-quarter surprise would have won the day for us. We would have done much more execution with three volleys at ten-yard range. As it was, we all missed with our finest shots, and the Masai took heart and charged in open order.

The worst of it was that, although we dropped several of them, now the others had a chance to discover there were only three of us. Their leader shouted. The right-hand column continued to attack, but changed its tactics. The left-hand party made a circuit at top speed, outflanked us, and pursued the cattle.

Supposing my count was right, we had laid out, either wounded or dead, seven of the crowd attacking us. This left perhaps fourteen against us, to be dealt with before the others could come back with the cattle and take us in the rear.

Will brought another man down; I saw the blood splash on his forehead as the bullet drilled the skull cleanly. Then one man shouted and they all lay prone, beginning to crawl toward us with their shields held before, not as protection against bullets (for as that they were utterly worthless) but as cover that made their exact position merest guesswork.

I fell back and took position on the ant-hill from which I had first seen them, thus making our position triangular and giving myself a chance to protect the other two should they feel forced to retire. The extra height also gave me a distinct advantage, for I could see the legs of the Masai over the tops of their shields, and was able to wound more than one of them so severely that they crawled to the rear.

But the rest came on. Kazimoto began to be busy supplying cartridges. In that first real pinch we were in he certainly lived up to all Courtney had said of him, for without the stimulus of his proper masters eye he neither flinched nor faltered, but crawled from one to the other, dividing the spare rounds equally.

The Masai began to attempt to outflank us, but my position on the ant-hill to the rear made that impossible; they found themselves faced by a side of the triangle from whichever side they attacked. But in turning to keep an eye on the flank I became aware of a greater danger. The cattle were coming back. That meant that the other Masai were coming, too, and that in a few moments we were likely to be overwhelmed. I shouted to Will and Brown, but either they did not hear me, or did not have time to answer.

I fired half a dozen shots, and then distinctly heard the crack of a rifle from beyond the cattle. That gave matters the worst turn yet. If one of the raiders had a rifle, then unless I could spot him at once and put him out of action our cause was likely lost. I stood up to look for him and heard a wild cheer, followed by three more shots in quick succession. Then at last I saw Fred Oakes running along a depression in the ground, followed at a considerable distance by the advance-guard of his porters. He was running, and then kneeling to fire  running, and kneeling again. And he was not wasting ammunition. He was much the best shot of us all, now that Monty was absent.

The terrified cattle stampeded past us, too wild to be cheeked by any noise. Seeing them, and sure now of their booty, the party attacking us hauled off and took to their heels. Will and Brown were for speeding them with bullets in the rear, but I yelled again, and this time made myself heard. Those who had got behind the cattle and were driving them were coming on with spears and shields raised to slay us in passing. The other two joined me, and we stood on the ant-hill three abreast. They charged us  seven or eight of them. Three bit the dust, but the rest came on, and if it had not been for two swift shots from Freds rifle in the very nick of time we should have all been dead men.

As it was, one seized me by the knees and we went over together, rolling down the ant-hill, he slashing at me with his great broad-bladed spear, I ahold of his wrist with one hand, and with the other fist belaboring him in the face. He was stronger than I  greasier  sweatier  harder to hold. He slipped from under me, rolled on top, wrenched his wrist free, and in another second grinned in my face as, with both knees in my stomach, he raised the spear to kill. I shut my eyes. I had not another breath left, nor an effort in me, I thought I would deny him the pleasure of watching my death agony. But I could not keep my eyes shut. Opening them to see why he did not strike, I saw Kazimoto with my rifle in both hands swing for his skull with the full weight of the butt and all his strength. Kazimoto grunted. The Masai half turned his head at the sound. The butt hit home  broke off  and my face and breast were deluged with blood and brains.

When I had wiped off that mess with Kazimotos help I saw Fred and Will and Brown pursuing the retreating Masai, kneeling to shoot every few yards, at every other shot or so bringing down a victim, but being rapidly out-distanced. Cattle are all the Masai care about. They had the cattle. They had hold of tails and were making the whole herd scamper due east, where they no doubt knew of a trail not in maps. They made no attempt to defend themselves  left their dead lying  and ran. I saw two or three wounded ones riding on cows, and no doubt some of those who ran holding to the cows tails were wounded, too.

I was useless now, as far as fighting was concerned, for the butt of my rifle was broken clean off at the grip, but I ran on, and heard Brown shout:

Shoot cattle! Dont let the brutes get away with them all!

He was shooting cows himself when I came up, but it was Fred who stopped him.

Never mind that, old man. Well follow em up! Our times our own.
Well get your cattle back, never fear. Dead ones are no use.

Brown stopped shooting and began to blubber. Whisky had not left him manhood enough to see his whole available resources carried away before his eyes, and he broke down as utterly as any child. It was neither agreeable nor decent to watch, and I turned away. I was feeling sick myself from the pressure of the Masais knees in my stomach. That, and the sun, and the long march, and hunger (for we had not stopped to eat a meal that day) combined in argument, and I hunted about for a soft place and a little shade. It happened that Fred Oakes was watching me, although I did not know it. He suspected sunstroke.

I saw a clump of rushes that gave shade enough. I could crush down some, and lie on those. I hurried, for I was feeling deathly sick now. As I reached the grass my knees began giving under me. I staggered, but did not quite fall.

That, and Freds watchfulness, saved my life; for at the moment that my head and shoulders gave the sudden forward lurch, a wounded Masai jumped out of the rushes and drove with his spear at my breast. The blade passed down my back and split my jacket.

He sprang back, and made another lunge at me, but Freds rifle barked at the same second and he fell over sidewise, driving the spear into my leg in his death spasm.

The twenty minutes following that are the worst in memory. Kazimoto broke the gruesome news that the spear-blade was almost surely poisoned  dipped in gangrene. The Masai are no believers in wounded enemies, or mercy on the battlefield.

We doubted the assertion for a while  I especially, for none but a hypochondriac would care to admit without proof that gangrene had been forced into his system. Kazimoto grew indignant, and offered to prove the truth of his claim on some animal. But there was no living animal in sight on which to prove it. We asked him how long gangrene, injected in that way, took to kill a man.

Very few minutes! he answered.

Then it occurred that none of us knew what to do. Kazimoto announced that he knew, and offered to make good at once if given permission. He demanded permission again and again from each one of us, making me especially repeat my words. Then he gathered stems of grass a third of an inch thick from the bed of the tiny watercourse, and proceeded to make a tiny fire, talking in a hurry as he did it to several of Freds string of porters, who were now arriving on the scene.

While I watched with a sort of tortured interest what he was doing at the fire, five of the largest boys with whom he had been speaking rushed me from behind, and before I could struggle, or even swear, had me pinned out on my back on the ground. One sat on my head; one on my poor bruised stomach; the others held wrists and ankles in such way that I could not break free, nor even kick much, however hard I tried.

Then Kazimoto came with glowing ends of grass from the fire, blowing on them to keep them cherry-red, and inserted one after another into the open spear-wound. I could not cry out, because of the man sitting on my face, but I could bite. And to the everlasting glory of the man  Ali bin Yema, his name was  be it written that he neither spoke nor moved a muscle, although my front teeth met in his flesh.

I do not know how long the process lasted, or how many times Kazimoto returned to the fire for more of his sizzling sticks, for I fainted; and when I came round the agony was still too intense to permit interest in anything but agony. They had my leg bandaged, how and with what I neither knew nor cared. And it was evident that unless they chose to leave me in camp where I was they would have to abandon all thought of pursuing Masai for the present. Even Brown saw the force of that, and he was the first to refuse flatly to leave me there.

For a while they hunted through the grass for more wounded men, but found none. There must have been several, but they probably feared the sort of mercy from us that they habitually gave to their own enemies, and crawled away  in all likelihood to die of thirst and hunger, unless some beast of prey should smell them out and make an earlier end.

Then there was consultation. It was decided a doctor for me was the most urgent need; that Muanza, the largest German station on Victoria Nyanza, was probably as near as anywhere, and that German East being our immediate destination anyway, the best course to take was forward, roughly south by west. So I was slung in a blanket on a tent-pole, and we started, I swearing like a pirate every time a boy stumbled and jolted me. (There is something in the nature of a burn that makes bad language feel like singing hymns.)

Our troubles were not all over, for we passed through a country where buck were fairly plentiful, and that meant lions. They did no damage, but they kept us awake; and one night near the first village we came to, where our porters all quartered themselves with the villagers for sake of the change from their crowded tents, the fires that we made went out, and five lions (we counted their foot-prints afterward) came and sniffed around the pegs of the tent in which Fred and I lay, we lying still and shamming dead. To have lifted a rifle in the darkness and tried to shoot would have been suicide.

Then there were trees we passed among  baobabs, whose youngest tendrils swung to and fro in the evening breeze like snakes head-downward. And taking advantage of that natural provision, twenty-foot pythons swung among them, in coloring and marking aping the habit of the tree. One of them knocked Freds helmet off as he marched beside me. They are easy to kill. He shot it, and it dropped like a stone, three hundred pounds or more, but the sweat ran down Freds face for half an hour afterward.

(Since then I have seen pythons kill their prey a score of times. I never once saw one kill by crushing. The end of their nose is as hard as iron, and they strike a terrific blow with that, so swift that the eye can not follow it. Then, having killed by striking, they crawl around their prey and crush it into shape for swallowing.)

But the worst of the journey was the wayside villages  dirty beyond belief, governed in a crude way by a headman whom the Germans honored with the title of sultani. These wayside beggars (for they were no better)  destitute paupers, taxed until their wits failed them in the effort to scrape together surplus enough out of which to pay  were supplied with a mockery of a crown apiece, a thing of brass and imitation plush that they wore in the presence of strangers. To add to the irony of that, the law of the land permitted any white man passing through to beat them, with as many as twenty-five lashes, if they failed to do his bidding.

On arriving at such a village, the first thing we did was to ask for milk. If they had any they brought it, not daring to refuse for fear lest a German sergeant-major should be sent along to wreak vengeance later. But it was always too dirty to drink.

That ceremony over, the headman retired and the village sick were brought for our inspection. Gruesome sores, running ulcers, wounds and crippled limbs were stripped and exposed to our most reluctant gaze. There was little we could do for them. Our own supply of medicines and bandages was almost too small for our own needs to begin with. By the time we passed three villages we scarcely had enough lint and liniment left to take care of my wound; but even that scant supply we cut in half for a particularly bad case.

Dont the Germans do anything for you? we demanded, over and over again.

The answer was always the same.

Germani mbaia! (The Germans are bad!)

They were lifeless  listless  tamed until neither ambition nor courage was left. When their cattle had brought forth young and it looked as if there might be some profit at last, the Masai came and raided them, taking away all but the very old ones and the youngest calves. The Germans, they said, taxed them and took their weapons away, but gave them no protection.

At one place we passed a rifle, lying all rusted by the track. At the next village we asked about it. They told us that a German native soldier had deserted six months before and had thrown his rifle away. Since that day no one had dared touch it, and they begged us to send back and lay it where we found it, lest the Germans come and punish them for touching it. So we did that, to oblige them, and they were grateful to the extent of offering us one of their only two male sheep.

I forget now for how many days we traveled across that sad and saddening land, Fred always cheerful in spite of everything, Will more angry at each village with its dirt and sores, Brown moaning always about his lovely herd of cows, and I groaning oftener than not.

My leg grew no better, what with jolting and our ignorance of how to treat it. Sometimes, in efforts to obtain relief, I borrowed a cow at one village and rode it to the next; but a cow is a poor mount and takes as a rule unkindly to the business. Now and then I tried to walk for a while, on crutches that Fred made for me; but most of the time I was carried in a blanket that grew hotter and more comfortless as day dragged after day.

At last, however, we topped a low rise and saw Muanza lying on the lake-shore, with the great island of Ukereweto to northward in the distance. From where we first glimpsed it it was a tidy, tree-shaded, pleasant-looking place, with a square fort, and a big house for the commandant on a rise overlooking the town.

Now well wire Monty at last! said Fred.

Now well shave and wash and write letters! said Will.

Now at last for a doctor! said I.

But Brown said nothing, and Kazimoto wore a look of anxious discontent.


CHAPTER SEVEN

THE DARKNESS COMPREHENDED IT NOT

When Kenias peak glows gold and rose
A dawn breeze whispers to the plain
With breath cooled sweet by mountain snows  
The darkness soon shall come again!
Stirs then the sleepless, lean Masai
And stands oer plain and peak at gaze
Resentful of the brightning sky,
Impatient of the white mans days.

Oh dark nights, when the charcoal glowed and falling hammers rang!
When fundis* forged the spear-blades, and the warriors danced and sang!
When the marriageable spearmen gathered, calling each to each
Telling over proverbs that the tribal wisemen teach,
Brother promising blood-brother partnership in weal and woe  
Nightlong stories of the runners come from spying on the foe  
Nights of boasting by the thorn-fire of the coming tale of slain  
Oh the times before the English! When will those times come again!

Oh the days and nights of raiding, when the feathered spearmen strode
With the hide shields on their forearms, and the wild Nyanza road
Grew blue with smoking villages, grew red with flaring roofs,
Grew noisy with the shouting and the thunder of the hoofs
As we drove the plundered cattle  when we burned the night with haste  
When we leapt at dawn from ambush  when we laid the shambas waste!

    *Fundis  skilled workman.     

Oh the new spears dipped in life-blood as the women shrieked in vain!
Oh the days before the English! When will those days come again!
Oh the homeward road in triumph with the plunder borne along
On the heads of taken women! Oh the daughter and the song!
Oh the tusks of yellow ivory  the frasilas of beads  
And, best of all, the heifers that the marriageable needs!
The yells when village eyes at last our sky-line feathers see
And the maidens run to count how many marriages shall be  
Ten heifers to a maiden (and the chiefs girl stands for twain)  
Oh the days before the English! When will those days come again!

Now the fat herds grow in number, and the old are rich in trade,
Now the grass grows green and heavy where the six-foot spears were made.
Now the young men walk to market, and the wives have beads and wire  
Brass and iron  glass and cowrie  past the limit of desire.
There is peace from lake to mountain, and the very zebra breed
Where a law says none may hurt them (and the wise are they who heed!)
Yea  the peace lies on the country as our herds oerspread the plain  
But the days before the English  when shall those days come again!

When Kenias peak glows gold and rose
A dawn breeze whispers to the plain
With breath cooled sweet by mountain snows  
The darkness soon shall come again!
Stirs then the sleepless, lean Masai
And stands oer plain and peak at gaze
Resentful of the brightning sky,
Impatient of the white mans days.

What first looked like a pleasant place dwindled into charmlessness and insignificance as we approached. There was neatness  of a kind. The round huts were confined to certain streets, and all inhabited by natives. Arabs, Swahili, Indians, Goanese, Syrians, Greeks and so on had to live in rectangular huts and keep to other streets. On one street, chiefly of stores, all the roofs were of corrugated iron. And all the streets were straight, with shade trees planted down both sides at exactly equal intervals.

But the German blight was there, instantly recognizable by any one not mentally perverted by German teaching. The place was governed  existed for and by leave of government. The inhabitants were there on suffrance, and aware of it  not in the very least degree enthusiastic over German rule, but awfully appreciative.

The first thing we met of interest on entering the township was a chain-gang, fifty long, marching at top speed in step, led by a Nubian soldier with a loaded rifle, flanked by two others, and pursued by a fourth armed only with the hippo-hide whip, called kiboko by the natives, that can cut and bruise at one stroke. He plied it liberally whenever the gang betrayed symptoms of intending to slow down.

Those Nubiains, we learned later, were deserters from British Sudanese regiments, and runaways from British jails, afraid to take the thousand-mile journey northward home again, scornful of all foreign black men, fanatic Muhammedans, and therefore fine tools in the German hand. They worked harder than the chain-gang, for they had to march with it step for step and into the bargain force it to do its appointed labor. The chain-gang kept the township clean  very clean indeed, as far as outward appearance went.

The boma, or fort, was down by the water-front and its high eastern wall, pierced by only one gate, formed one boundary of the drill-ground that was also township square. Facing the wall on the eastern side of the square was a row of Indian and Arab stores. At the north end was the market building  an enormous structure of round stucco pillars supporting a great grass roof; and facing that at the southern end were the court-house, the hospital, and a store owned by the Deutch Oest Africa Gesellschaft, known far and wide by its initials  a concern that owned the practical monopoly of wholesale import and export trade, and did a retail business, too.

We went first to the hospital. Fred and Will lifted me out of the hammock, for my wound had grown much worse during the last few days, and the door being shut they set me down on the step. Then we sent Kazimoto into the fort with a note to the senior officer informing him that a European waited at the hospital in need of prompt medical treatment.

The sentry admitted Kazimoto readily enough, but he did not come out again for half-an-hour, and then looked glum.

Habanah! he said simply, using the all-embracing native negative.

Isnt any one in there? we demanded all together.

Surely.

How many?

Very many.

Officers?

He nodded.

Is a doctor there?

He told us he had asked for the doctor. A soldier had pointed him out.
He had placed the note in the doctors hand.

Did he read it? we asked.

Surely. He read it, and then showed it to the other officers.

What did they say?

They laughed and said nothing.

It seemed pretty obvious that Kazimoto had made a mistake in some way.
Perhaps he had visited the non-commissioned officers mess.

Ill go myself, announced Will. I can sling the German language like a barkeep. Bet you Im back here with a doctor inside of three minutes!

He strode off like Sir Galahad in football shorts, and was passed through the gate by the sentry almost unchallenged. But he was gone more than fifteen minutes, and came back at last with his ears crimson. Nor would he answer our questions.

Shall I go? suggested Fred.

Not unless you like insolence! We passed the camping-ground, it seems, on our way in. Weve leave to pitch tents there. Wed better be moving.

So we trailed back the way we had come to a triangular sandy space enclosed by a cactus hedge at the junction of three roads. There were several small grass-roofed shelters with open sides in there, and two tents already pitched, but we were not sufficiently interested just then to see who owned the other tents. We pitched our own  stowed the loads in one of the shelters  gave our porters money for board and rations  and sent them to find quarters in the town. Another of the shelters we took over for a kitchen, and while our servants were cooking a meal we four gathered in Freds tent and began to question Will again.

Theyve got a fine place in there, he said. Neat as a new pin.
Officers mess. Non-commissioned officers quarters. Stores.
Vegetable garden. Jail  looks like a fine jail  hold a couple of
hundred. Government offices. Two-story buildings. Everything fine.
The officers were all sitting smoking on a veranda.

Is one of you the doctor? I asked in German, and a tall lean one with a mighty mean face turned his head to squint at me: but he didnt take his feet off the rail. He looked inquisitive, thats all.

Are you the doctor? I asked him.

I am staff surgeon, he answered. What do you want?

I told him about your wound, and how wed marched about two hundred miles on purpose to get medical assistance. He listened without asking a question, and when Id done he said curtly that the hospital opens for out-patients at eight in the morning.

Well, I piled it on then. I told him your leg was so rotten that you might not be alive to-morrow morning. He didnt even look interested. I piled it on thicker and told him about the poisoned spear. He didnt bat an eyelid or make a move. So I started in to coax him.

I did some coaxing. Believe me, I swallowed more pride in five minutes than I guessed I owned! A ward-heeler cadging votes for a Milwaukee alderman never wheedled more gingerly. I called him Herr Staff Surgeon and mentioned the well-known skill of German medicos, and the keen sense of duty of the German army, and a whole lot of other stuff.

Tomorrow morning at eight! was all the answer I got from him.

I reckon it was somewhere about that time I began to get rattled. I pulled out money and showed it. He looked the other way, and when I went on talking he turned his back. I suspect he didnt dare keep on lookin at money almost within reach. Anyhow, then I opened on him, firin both bow guns. I dared him to sit there, with a patient in need of prompt attention less than two hundred yards away. I called him names. I guaranteed to write to the German government and the United States papers about him. I told him Id have his job if it cost me all my money and a lifetimes trouble. He was just about ready to shoot  Id just about got the red blood rising on his neck and ears  when along came the commandant  der Herr Capitain  the officer commanding Muanza  a swag-bellied ruffian with a beard and a beery look in his eye, but a voice like a man falling down three stories with all the fire-irons.

What do you want? he demanded in English, and I thanked him first for not having mistaken me for one of his own countrymen. Then I told him what Id come for.

To-morrow at eight oclock! he snapped, after hed had a word with the medico. Meanwhile, make yourself scarce out of here! There is a camping-ground for the use of foreigners. You and your party go to it! If you do any damage there you will hear from me later!

I didnt come as easy as all that. I stood there telling him things about Germany and Germans, and what Id do to help his personal reputation with the home folks, until I guessed he had his craw as near full as he could stand it without having me arrested. Then I did come  whistling Yankee-doodle. And say  Fred! Wheres that concertina of yours?

Fred patted it. His beloved instrument was never far from hand.

Why dont you play all the American and English tunes you know to-night? Play and sing em, Britannia Rule the Waves  Marching Through Georgia  My Country tis of Thee  The Marseillaise  The Battle Hymn of the Republic  and anything and everything you know that Squareheads wont like. Lets make this camp a reglar  hello  see whos here!

Fred had begun fingering the keys already and the first strains of Marching Through Georgia began to awake the neighborhood to recognition of the fact that foreigners were present who held no especial brief for German rule. The tent-door darkened. Brown leapt to his feet and swore.

Gassharamminy! said a voice we all recognized instantly. That tune sounds good! Ive lived in the States! Im a United States citizen! A man cant forget his own countrys tunes so easily!

Cool and impudent, Georges Coutlass entered and, without waiting for an invitation, took a seat on a load of canned food. Brown grabbed the nearest rifle (it happened to be Freds)  snapped open the breach  discovered it was loaded  and took aim. Coutlass did not even blink. He was either sure Fred and Will would interfere, or else at the end of his tether and indifferent to death.

Dont be an ass, Brown!

Fred knocked the rifle up. Will took it away and returned it to the corner.

All very easy for you men to take high moral ground and all that sort of rot, Brown grumbled. Its my cattle he took! Its me bes ruined! What do I care if the Germans hang me? Let me have a crack at him  just one!

Use your fists all you care to! grinned Will.

But Brown was no match for the Greek without weapons  very likely no match for him with them. Coutlass sat still and grinned, while Brown remained in the back of the tent, glaring.

Bah! sneered Coutlass. Of what use is being sulky? I found cattle in a village. How should I know whose cattle they were? Why blame me? The Masai got the cattle, not I! They took them from me, and theyd have taken them from you just the same! You lost nothing by my lifting them first! Gassharamminy! By blazes! Were all in the same boat! Lets be friendly, and treat one another like gentlemen! Were all in the power of the Germans, unless we can think of a way to escape! I and my party are under arrest. So will you be by to-morrow! I shall tell a tale to-morrow that will keep you by the heels for a month at least while they investigate! Wait and see!

Get out of this tent! growled Fred in the dead-level voice he uses when he means to brook no refusal.

Presently!

Fred made a spring at him, but Coutlass was on his feet with the speed of a cat, and just outside the tent in time to avoid the swing of Freds fist. He withdrew about two yards and stood there grinning maliciously.

Youll be glad to make terms with me by this time to-morrow! he boasted. By James, youll be glad to have me for a friend! Listen, you fools! Make terms with me now; let us all go together and unearth that Tippoo Tib ivory, and I can arrange with these Germans to let us go away! Otherwise, you shall see how long you stop here! By the Twelve Apostles! You shall rot in a German jail until your joints creak!

His Greek friend and the Goanese, supposing him in trouble perhaps, came and stood in line with him. Very comfortless they looked, and of the three only Coutlass had courage of a kind.

They stole the cattle on the British side of the border, Will said sotto voice. No earthly use threatening them with German law.

Keep away from our camp, Fred Ordered them, or take the consequences! Mr. Brown here is in no mood for pleasantries!

That drunkard Brown? roared Coutlass. He is in no mood for  oh, haw-hah-hee-ho-ha-ha-ha-ha! Drunkard Brown of Lumbwa wants to avenge himself, and his friends wont let him! Oh, isnt that a joke! Oh, ha-ha-ha-hee-hee-ha-ho-ho!

His two companions made a trio of it, yelling with stage laughter like disgusting animals. Fred took a short quick step forward. Will followed, and Brown reached for the rifle again. But I stopped all three of them.

Come back! Dont lets be fools! I insisted. I never saw a more obvious effort to start trouble in my life! Its a trap! Keep out of it!

Sure enough, Will admitted. Youre right!

He returned into the tent and the Greeks, perhaps supposing he went for weapons, retreated, continuing to shout abuse at Brown who, between a yearning to get drunk and sorrow for his stolen cattle, was growing tearful.

They got here first, I argued. Theyve had time to tell their own story. That may account for our cold reception by the Germans. He says theyre under arrest. That may be true, or it may be a trick. Its perfectly obvious Coutlass wanted to start a fight, and Im dead sure he wasnt taking such a chance as it seemed. Who wants to look behind the cactus hedge and see whether he has friends in ambush?

Drunkard Brown is on the town  on the town  on the town! roared
Coutlass and his friends from not very far away.

Oh, let me go and have a crack at em! begged Brown. I tell you I dont care about jail! I dont care if I do get killed!

Fred kept a restraining hand on him. Will left the tent and walked straight for the gap in the cactus hedge by which we had entered the enclosure. It was only twenty yards away.

Once through the gap he glanced swiftly to right and left  laughed  and came back again.

Only six of em! he grinned. Six full-sized Nubians in uniform, with army boots on, no bayonets or rifles, but good big sticks and handcuffs! If wed touched those Greeks theyd have jumped the fence and stretched us out! What the devil dyou suppose they want us in jail for?

Dyou suppose they think, I said, that if they had us in jail in this God-forsaken place wed divulge the secret of Tippoos ivory?

Why dont we tell em the secret! suggested Will, and that seemed such a good idea that we laughed ourselves back into good temper  even Brown, who had no notion whether we knew the secret, being perfectly sure we would not be such fools as to tell the true whereabouts of the hoard in any case.

I want to get even with all Africa! he grumbled. I want to make trouble thatll last! Id start a war this minute if I knew how! If it werent for those bloody Greeks laughing at me Id get more drunk to-night than any ten men in the world ever were before in history! Yes, sir! And my names Brown of Lumbwa to prove I mean what I say!

After a while, seeing that no trouble was likely, the Nubian soldiers came out of ambush and marched away. We ate supper. The Greeks and the Goanese subsided into temporary quiet, and our own boys, squatting by a fire they had placed so that they could watch the Greeks encampment, began humming a native song. Their song reminded Fred of Wills earlier suggestion, and he unclasped the concertina.

Then for three-quarters of an hour he played, and we sang all the tunes we knew least likely to make Germans happy, repeating The Marseillaise and Rule Britannia again and again in pious hope that at least a few bars might reach to the commandants house on the hill.

Whether they did or not  whether the commandant writhed as we hoped in the torture of supreme insult, or slept as was likely from the after-effect of too much bottled beer with dinner  there were others who certainly did hear, and made no secret of it.

To begin with, the part of the township nearest us was the quarter of round grass roofs, where the aborigines lived; and the Bantu heart responds to tuneful noise, as readily as powder to the match. All that section of Muanza, man, woman and child, came and squatted outside the cactus hedge. (It was streng politzeilich verboten for natives to enter the European camping-ground, so that except when they wanted to steal they absolutely never trespassed past the hedge.)

Enraptured by the unaccustomed strains they sat quite still until some Swahili and Arabs came and beat them to make room. When the struggle and hot argument that followed that had died down, Indians began coming, and other Greeks, until most of the inhabitants of the eastern side of town were either squatting or standing or pacing to and fro outside the camping-ground.

At last rumor of what was happening reached the D.O.A.G.  the store at the corner of the drill-ground, where it seemed the non-commissioned officers took their pleasure of an evening. Pleasure, except as laid down in regulations, is not permitted in German colonies to any except white folk. No less than eight German sergeants and a sergeant-major, all the worse for liquor, turned out as if to a fire and came down street at a double.

They had kibokos in their hands. The first we heard of their approach was the crack-crack-crack of the black whips falling on naked or thin-cotton-clad backs and shoulders. There was no yelling (it was not allowed after dark on German soil, at least by natives) but a sudden pattering in the dust as a thousand feet hurried away. Then, in the glow of our lamplight, came the sergeant-major standing spraddle-legged in front of us.

He was a man of medium height, in clean white uniform. The first thing I noticed about him was the high cheek-bones and murderous blue eyes, like a pigs. His general build was heavy. The fair mustache made no attempt to conceal fat lips that curled cruelly. His general air was that most offensive one to decent folk, of the bully who would ingratiate by seeming a good fellow.

nabnd, meine Herren! he said aggressively, with a smile more than half made up of contempt for courtesy. Ich heiess Schubert-Feldwebel Hans Schubert.

Wass wollen Sie? Will asked. He was the only one of us who knew
German well.

But Schubert, it seemed, knew English and was glad to show it off.

You make fine music! Ach! Up at the D.O.A.G. very near here we Unteroffitzieren spend the evening, all very fond of singing, yet without music at all. Will you not come and play with us?

I only know French and English tunes! lied Fred.

Ach! I do not believe it! Kommen Sie! There is beer at the
D.O.A.G.  champagne  brandy  whisky  rum  ?

Im going, then, for one! announced Brown, getting up immediately.

Cigars  cigarettes  tobacco, the sergeant-major continued. There is no closing time. He saw that the line of argument was not tempting, and changed his tactics. Listen! You gentlemen have not too many friends in Muanza! I speak in friendship. I invite you on behalf of myself and other Unteroffitzieren to spend gemuthlich evening with us. That can do you no harm! In the course of friendly conversation much can be learned that official lips would not tell!

Kommen Sie nun!

Lets go! I said. My leg hurts like hell. If I stay here I cant sleep. Anything to keep from thinking about it! Besides, some one must go and look after Brown!

Wholl watch those Greeks? Fred demanded. Theyd as soon steal as eat!

Wed better all stay here together, said Will, and take turns keeping watch till morning. He said it with a straight face, but I did not think he was in earnest.

Ach! exclaimed Schubert. That is all ganz einfach! You shall have askaris!

He turned and shouted an order. A non-commissioned officer went running back up-street.

You shall have three askaris to guard your camp. So nothing whatever shall be stolen! Then come along and make music  seien Sie gemuthlich! Yah?

Brown had already gone, jingling money in his pocket. We waited until the Nubian soldiers came  saw them posted  and then walked up-street behind the sergeants, Schubert leading us all, and I limping between Fred and Will. They as good as carried me the last half of the way.

The sergeants marched with the air peculiar to military Germans, of men who are going to be amused. They said nothing  did not smile  but strode straight forward, three abreast, swinging their kibokos with a sort of elephantine sporty air. They were men of all heights and thicknesses, but each alike impressed me with the Prussian military mold that leaves a man no imagination of his own, and no virtue, but only an animal respect for whatever can make to suffer, or appease an appetite.

The D.O.A.G. proved a mournful enough lounging place in which to spend convivial evenings. However, it seemed that when the sergeant-major had decreed amusement the non-commissioned officers mess overlooked all trifles in brave determination to obey. They marched in, humming tunes (each a different one, and nearly all high tenor) and took seats in a room at the rear of the building with their backs against a mud-brick wall that was shiny from much rubbing by drill tunics.

Down the center was a narrow table, loaded with drinks of all sorts. A case of bottled beer occupied the place of pride at one end; as Schubert had boasted, nothing was lacking that East Africa could show in the way of imported alcohol. Under the table was an unopened case of sweet German champagne, and on a little table against one wall were such things as absinth, chartreuse, peppermint, and benedictine. Soda-water was slung outside the window in a basket full of wet grass where the evening breeze would keep it cool.

Now for Gesang! shouted Schubert, knocking the neck off a bottle of beer, and beginning to sing like a drunken pirate.

A man whom he introduced as a genuine Jew from Jerusalem came out from a gloomy recess filled with tusks and sacks of dried red pepper, and watched everything from now on with an eye like a gimlet, writing down in a book against each sergeants name whatever he took to drink. They appeared to have no check on him. Nobody signed anything. Nobody as much as glanced at his account.

What is the use? said Schubert, noticing my glance and interpreting the unspoken question. There is just so much drink in the whole place. We shall drink every drop of it! All that matters is, who is to pay for the champagne? That stuff is costly.

They all took beer to begin with, knocking the necks from the bottles as if that act alone lent the necessary air of deviltry to the whole proceedings. A small, very black Nyamwesi came with brush and pan and groped on the floor all night for the splinters of glass, sleeping between times in a corner until a fresh volley of breaking bottle necks awoke him to work again.

Die Wacht am Rhein! yelled Schubert. Start it up! Sing that first! He began to sing it himself, all out of tune.

Fred cut the noise short by standing up to play something nobody could sing to a jangling clamor of chords and runs on which he prides himself, that he swears is classical, but of which neither he nor anybody knows the name. Then he drank some beer and sang a comic song or two in English, we joining in the choruses.

Meanwhile, Brown was soaking away steadily, taking whatever drink came first to hand, and having no interest whatever in anything but the task of assuaging the thirst he had accumulated in the course of all that long marching since he left home. He had forgotten his cattle already  the Greeks who stole them  the Masai who stole from the Greeks. He paid for all he took, to the Jews extreme surprise and satisfaction, and grumbled at the price of everything, to the Jews supremest unconcern.

An my names Brown o Lumbwa, just in proof of all I say! he informed the room at large at intervals.

When Will had exhausted all the American songs he knew, and Fred had run through his own long list there was nothing left for it but to make up accompaniments to the songs the sergeants had been raised on. Fred made the happy discovery that none of them knew The Marseillaise, so he played that as an antidote each time after they had made the hard-wood rafters ring and the smoke-filled air vibrate with Teutonic jingoism. The Jew, who probably knew more than he cared to admit, grew more and more beady-eyed each time The Marseillaise was played.

There was a pause in the proceedings at about ten oclock, by which time all the sergeants except Schubert were sufficiently drunk to feel thoroughly at ease. Schubert was cold-eyed sober, although scarcely any longer thirsty.

A native was brought in by two askaris and charged before Schubert with hanging about the boma gate after dark. He was asked the reason. The Jew, sitting beside me with his book of names and charges, poured cool water over my bandages and translated to me what they all said. He spoke English very well indeed, but in such low tones that I could scarcely catch the words, drawing in his breath and not moving his lips at all.

The native explained that he had waited to see the bwana makubwa  the commandant. He had nowhere to go and no money with which to pay for lodging, so he proposed to wait outside the gate and watch for the coming of the commandant next morning. He would intercept him on his way down from the white house on the hill.

He was asked why. To beg a favor. What favor? Satisfaction. For what? For his daughter. He was the father of the girl whom the commandant had favored with attentions. She had been a virgin. Now she was to have a child. It would be a half-black, half-white child. Who would now marry a woman with such a child as that? Yet nothing bad been given her. She had been simply sent back home to be a charge on her parents and an already poverty-stricken village. Therefore he had come to ask that justice be done, and the girl be given at least a present of money.

The sergeants roared with laughter, all except Schubert, who seemed only appalled by the impudence of the request. He sat back and ordered the story repeated.

And you dare ask for money from the bwana makubwa! he demanded. You dog of a Nyamwesi! Is the honor not sufficient that your black brute of a daughter should have a baby by such a great person? You cattle have no sense of honor! You must learn! Put him down! Beat him till I say stop!

There was no need to put him down, however. The motion of the hand, voice inflection, order were all too well understood. The man lay face-downward on the floor without so much as a murmur of objection, and buried his face in both hands. The askaris promptly stripped him of the thin cotton loin-cloth that constituted his only garment, tearing it in pieces as they dragged it from him.

Go on! ordered Schubert. Beat him!

Both the askaris had kibokos. The longest of the two was split at the nether end into four fingers. The shortest was more than a yard long, tapering from an inch and a half where the mans fist gripped it to half an inch thick at the tip. They stood one each side of their victim and brought the whips down on his naked skin alternately.

Slowly! ordered Schubert. Slowly, and with all your strength! The brute doesnt feel it when you beat so fast! Let him wait for the blow! Dont let him know when its coming! So  so is better!

Not every blow drew blood, for a natives skin is thick and tough, especially where he sits. But the blows that fell on the back and thighs all cut the skin, and within two minutes the natives back was a bloody mass, and there was blood running on the floor, and splashes of blood on the whitewashed wall cast by the whips as they ascended.

I made up my mind the man was going to be killed, for Schubert gave no order and the askaris did not dare stop without one. The victim writhed, but did not cry out, and the writhing grew less. Even Brown sobered up for a time at the sight of it. He came and sat between me and the Jew.

Its a shame! he grumbled. Up in our country twenty-five lashes is the masshimum, an only to be laid on in the presence of a massishtrate. You beat a black man an theyll fine you first offense, jail you second offense, an third offense God knows what theyll do! Poor ole Brown o Lumbwa! They fined me once aready. Nessht time theyll put me in jail! Better get quite drunk an be blowed to it!

He staggered back to his chair by the farther wall, leering at Schubert as he passed.

Youre no gentleman! he asserted aggressively. Youre no better n a black man yourself! You ought-to-be-on-floor stead o him! Dunno-how-behave-yourself! Take your coat off, an come outside, an fight like a man!

Schubert gave the order to stop at last. The askaris stood aside, panting from the effort.

Get up! ordered Schubert.

The miserable Nyamwesi struggled to his feet and stood limply before
Schubert, his back running blood and his face drawn with torture.

Dont you know how to behave! demanded Schubert.

The native made no answer.

If you dont salute properly Ill order you thrown down and thrashed again!

The native saluted in a sort of imitation of the German military manner.

Now, will you lie in wait for the bwana makubwa to trouble him with your pigs affairs again?

No.

Will you go back home?

Yes.

Youve learned a lesson, eh?

Yes.

Then say thank you!

Thank you!

Rrruksa!* [*Ruksa, you have leave to go.]

The poor wretch turned and went, staggering rather than walking, to the door and disappearing into outer darkness without a backward glance.

Now for some more songs and a round of drinks! Schubert shouted.

But Fred was no longer in mood to make music, or even to be civil. He shut the concertina up, and asked the Jew how much he owed. The sergeants went on singing without music, and while we waited for the Jew to reckon up Freds score Schubert came over to us, sat down between me and Fred, and proceeded to deal with the new situation in proper German military manner, by direct assault.

Always you English criticize! he began. Can you never travel without applying your cursed standards to everything you behold? I tell you, we Germans know how to rule these black people! We understand! We employ no sickly sentiment! We give orders  they obey, or else suffer terribly and swiftly! In that manner we arrive at knowing where we are!

Are you well loved by the people? Fred asked him politely.

Bah! Sie wollen wohl beliebt werden!* Not I! Not we! Of what value is the love of such people? Their fear is what we cultivate! Having made them afraid of us, we successfully make them work our will! But why should I trouble to explain? In a few years there will only be one government of Africa! One, I tell you, and that German! You English are not fit to govern colonies! You are mawkishly sentimental! You think more of the feelings of a black man and of the rights of his women than of progress  advancement  kultur! Bah! I tell you they have no feelings a real man need consider! They are only fit for furthering the aims of us Germans! And their women have no rights! None whatever! You know, I suppose, that it is the policy of the German government to encourage the spread of Muhammedanism in Africa? Well, under the Muhammedan law as given in the Koran women have no souls! That is good! That is as it should be! No women have souls!

   *You want to be popular, dont you!    

How about your own mother? Fred suggested.

She was a good Prussian! She was a super-woman! Not to be mentioned in the same breath with women of any other race! Yet even she  the good Prussian mother  could not hold a candle to a man! Her business was to raise sons for Prussia, and she did it! I have eight brothers, all in the army, and only one sister; she has four sons already!

Strange that your nation should breed like that! said Fred.

Not strange at all! answered Schubert. We are needed to conquer the world! Think, for instance, when we have conquered the Congo Free State, and taken away East and South Africa from England  to say nothing of Egypt and India!  how many Prussian sergeant-majors we shall want! Donnerwetter! Do you think we Germans will long be satisfied with this miserable section of East Africa that was all the English left to us on this coast? We use this for a foothold, that is all! We use this to gain time and get ready! You think perhaps I do not know, eh? I am only feldwebel  non-commissioned officer, you call it. Well and good. I tell you our officers talk all the time of nothing else! And they dont care who hears them!

The Jew gave Fred his bill, scrawled on a piece of wrapping paper.
Schubert snatched it away and crumpled it into a ball.

Kreutzblitzen! You are my guests to-night! I invited you!

Thanks Fred answered, but we dont care to be your guests. Here, he said, turning to the Jew, take your money!

Schubert said nothing, but eyed the Jew with a perfectly blank face, as if he watched to see whether the man would damn himself or not.

Take your money! repeated Fred. But the Jew turned his back and busied himself with bottles at the side-table.

He knows better! Schubert laughed. He understands by this time our
German hospitality!

All right, answered Fred. Well go out without paying!

Not at all, retorted Schubert. The mess shall pay bill in full! You stay here until I have said what I have to say to you! The rest of your party may go, but you stay! You can explain to the others afterward.

He leaned forward, reached a bottle of beer off the table, knocked off the neck, and emptied the contents down his throat at a draught. Behind his back we exchanged glances.

Ill listen, said Fred.

You alone?

No, we all stay. All or none!

Schubert made a contemptuous gesture with his thumb toward Brown, who had fallen dead drunk on the floor.

Will that one stay, too?

He is not of our party really, Fred answered. He knows nothing of our affairs.

You men are in trouble  worse trouble than you guess!

Schubert looked with his cruel blue eyes into each of ours in turn, then stared straight in front of him and waited.

I dont believe it, Fred answered. We have done nothing to merit trouble.

Merit in this world is another name for chance! said Schubert.

What are we supposed to have done? demanded Fred.

Schubert at once assumed what was intended to be a sly look, of uncommunicable knowledge.

None of my business to tell what my officers know, he answered. As for that, time will no doubt disclose much. The point is  trouble can be forestalled.

Aw  show your hand! cut in Will, leaning in front of Fred. Ive seen you Heinies fishing for graft too often in the States not to recognize symptoms! Spill the bait can! Theres no other way to tell if well bite! Tell us what youre driving at!

Ivory! said Schubert savagely and simply, shutting his jaws after the word like a snap with a steel spring. It would have broken the teeth of an ordinary human.

What ivory?

We all did our best to look blank.

You know! Tippoo Tibs ivory! It belongs to the German government! Emin Pasha, whom that adventurer Stanley rescued against his will, agreed to sell the secret to us, but we never agreed on a price and he died without telling. Gott! He would have told had I had the interviewing of him! It was known in Zanzibar that you and a certain English lord shared the secret. You have been watched. You are known to be in search of the stuff.

The deuce you say! Fred murmured, with a glance to left and right at us.

If you were to go to the office to-morrow, and tell our commandant what you know, said Schubert, you might be suitably compensated. You would certainly be given facilities for leaving the country in comfort at your leisure.

Who told you to promise us that? Fred demanded, turning on him.

The feldwebel did not answer, but sat with his legs straight out in front of him, his heels together, and the palms of his hands touching between his knees. The sergeants were all singing, smoking and drinking. The Jew was back at his old post, watching every one with gimlet eyes.

Think it over! said Schubert, getting up. There is time until morning. There is time until you leave this building. After that He shrugged his square shoulders brutally.

There was no sense in going out at once, as we had intended, with that combination of threat and promise hanging over us.

Why not do what we said  admit that we know what we dont know  and put em on the wrong scent? Will whispered.

I wish to God Monty were here! groaned Fred.

Rot! Will answered. Monty is all you ever said of him and then some; but were able to handle this ourselves all right without him. Tell em a bull yarn, I say!

Fred relapsed into a sort of black gloom intended to attract the Muse of Strategy. He was always better at swift action in the open and optimism in the face of visible danger, than at matching wits against something he could not see beginning or end of.

Tell em its in German East! urged Will. Offer to lead them to it on certain conditions. Think up controversial proposals! Play for time!

Fred shook his head.

What if it turns out true? Montys in Europe. Suppose he should learn while hes there that the stuff is really in German East  wed have spoiled his game!

If the stuff should really be in German East, Will argued, weve no chance in the world of getting even a brokers share of it, Monty or no Monty! Take my advice and tell em what they want to know!

Meanwhile an argument of another kind had started across the room. Schubert had related with grim amusement to Sergeant Sachse, who was sitting next him, our disapproval of the flogging of the father of the commandants abandoned woman.

At what were they shocked? wondered Sachse. At the flogging, or the intercourse, or because he sent the female packing when she proposed to have a child? Do they not know that to have children about the premises would be subversive of military excellence?

They were shocked at all three things, grinned Schubert, but chiefly, I think, at the flogging.

Bah! Such a tickling of a natives hide doesnt hurt him to speak of!
Wait until they see our court in the morning!

It was that that raised the clamor. Even Schubert, who might be supposed to have won promotion because he could stay sober longer than the others, was beginning to grow noisy in his speech and to laugh without apparent reason. The rest were all already frankly drunk, and any excuse for dispute was a good one. They one and all, including Schubert, denied Sachses contention that a flogging did not hurt enough to matter.

I bet I could take one without winking! Sachse announced.

Schuberts little bright pig-eyes gleamed through the smoke at that.

Kurtz und gut! he laughed. There is a case of champagne unopened. I bet you that case of champagne that you lie! That you can not take a flogging!

There was an united yelp of delight. The sergeants rose and gathered round Sachse. Schubert cursed them and drove them to the chairs again.

Open that case of champagne! he roared, and the Jew obeyed, setting the bottles on the table in two rows.

I bet you those twelve bottles you dare not take a regular flogging, and that you can not endure it if you dare try!

I can stand as much as you! hedged Sachse.

Good! We will see! We will both take a flogging  stroke for stroke!
Whoever squeals first shall pay for the champagne!

Sachse could not back out. His cheeks grew whiter, but he staggered to his feet, swearing.

I will show you of what material a German sergeant is made! he boasted. It is not only Prussians who are men of metal! How shall it be arranged?

The arrangement was easy enough. Schubert shouted for an askari, and the corporal who was doing police duty outside in the street came running. He had a kiboko in his hand almost a yard and a half long, and Schubert examined it with approval.

How would you like to flog white men? he demanded.

I would not dare! grinned the corporal.

Not dare, eh? Would you not obey an order?

Always I obey! the man answered, saluting.

Good. I shall lie here. This other bwana shall lie there beside me. You shall stand between. First you shall strike one, then the other  turn and turn about until I give the order to cease! And listen! If you fail once  just one little time!  to flog with all your might, you shall have two hundred lashes yourself; and they shall be good ones, because I will lay them on! Is it understood?

Yes, said the corporal, the whites of his eyes betraying doubt, fear and wonder. But he grinned with his lips, lest the feldwebel should suspect him of unwillingness.

Are the terms understood? demanded Schubert, and the sergeants yelped in the affirmative.

Then choose a referee!

One of the sergeants volunteered for the post. Schubert lay down on the floor, and Sachse beside him about four feet away. The corporal took his stand between. He was an enormous Nubian, broad of chest, with the big sloping shoulder muscles that betray double the strength that tailors try to suggest with jackets padded to look square.

Nun  recht feste schlagen!* ordered Schubert. Then he took the sleeve of his tunic between his teeth and hid his face. [*Now, hit good and hard!]

One! said the referee. Down came the heavy black whip with a crack like a gun going off. Schubert neither winced nor murmured, but the blood welled into the seat of his pants and spread like red ink on blotting-paper.

One! said the referee again. The corporal faced about, and raised his weapon, standing on tiptoe to get more swing. Sachse flinched at the sound of the whip going up, and the other sergeants roared delight. But he was still when it descended, and the crack of the blow drew neither murmur nor movement from him either. Like the feldwebel, he had his sleeve between his teeth.

Two! said the referee, and the black whip rose again. It descended with a crack and a splash on the very spot whence the blood flowed, this time cutting the pants open, but Schubert took no more notice of it than if a fly had settled on him. There was a chorus of applause.

Two! said the referee. Again the corporal faced about and balanced himself on tiptoe. Sachse was much the more nervous of the two. He flinched again while waiting for the blow, but met it when it did come without a tremor of any kind. He was much the softer. Blood flowed from him more freely, but his pants seemed to be of sterner stuff, for they did not split until the eight-and-twentieth lash, or thereabouts.

From first to last, although the raw flesh lay open to the lash, and the corporal, urged to it by the united threats and praise of all the other sergeants, wrought his utmost, Schubert lay like a man asleep. He might have been dead, except for the even rise and fall of his breathing, that never checked or quickened once. Nine-and-forty strokes he took without a sign of yielding. At the eight-and-fortieth Sachse moaned a little, and the referee gave the match against him. Schubert rose to his feet unaided, grinning, red in the face, but without any tortured look.

Now you can say forever that you have flogged two white men! he told the askari.

Who will believe me? the man answered.

Sachse had to be helped to his feet. He was pale and demanded brandy.

What did I tell you? laughed Schubert. A Prussian is better than any man! Look at him, and then at me!

He shouted for his servant, who had to be fetched from the boma  a smug-faced little rascal, obviously in love with the glory reflected on the sergeant-majors servant. He was made to produce a basin and cold water  he discovered them somewhere in the dim recesses of the store  and sponge his masters raw posterior before us all. Then he was sent for clean white pants and presently Schubert, only refusing to sit down, was quite himself again.

Sachse on the other hand refused the ministrations of the boy  was annoyed by the chaff of the other sergeants  refused to drink any of the sweet champagne he would now have to pay for  and went away in great dudgeon, murmuring about the madness that takes hold of men in Africa.

Meanwhile, while Schubert strutted and swaggered, making jokes more raw and beastly than his own flogged hide, the Jew came and poured more cool water on my hot bandages, touching them with deft fingers that looked like the hairy legs of a huge spider  his touch more gentle  more fugitive than any womans.

You should not tell zat dam feldwebel nozink! he advised in nasal English. Nefer mind vat you tell heem he is all ze same not your frien. He only obey hees officers. Zey say to cut your troat  he cut it! Zey say to tell you a lot o lies  he tell! He iss not a tinker, but a doer: and hees faforite spectacle iss ze blood of innocence! Do not effer say I did not tell you! On ze ozzer hand, tell no one zat I did tell! Zese are dangerous people!

He resumed business with his account book, and I whispered to Fred and Will what advice he had given. Seeing us with our heads together, Schubert crossed the room, beginning to get very drunk now that the shock of the flogging had had time to reinforce the alcohol. (The blows had sobered him at first.)

What have you decided? he asked, standing before us with his legs apart and his hands behind him in his favorite attitude  swaying gently back and forward because of the drink, and showing all his teeth in a grin.

Nothing, Fred answered. Well think it over.

Too late in the morning! he answered, continuing to sway. I can do nothing for you in the morning.

What can you do to-night? Fred asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. I can report. The report will go in at dawn.

You may tell your superiors, Fred answered, rising, that if they care to make us a reasonable offer, I dont say we wont do business!

Schubert leered.

To-morrow will be too late! he repeated.

It was Freds turn to shrug shoulders, and he did it inimitably, turning his back on Schubert and helping Will support me to the door. The feldwebel stood grinning while I held to the doorpost and they dragged Brown to his feet. He made no offer to help us in any way at all, nor did any of the sergeants.

There was no getting action from Brown. He was as dead to the world as a piece of wood, and there being no other obvious solution of the problem, Will hoisted him upon his back and carried him, he snoring, all the way home to camp. Fred hoisted and carried me, for the pain of my wound when I tried to walk was unbearable.

We reached camp abreast and were challenged by the sentries, who made a great show of standing guard. They took Brown and threw him on the bed in his own tent  accepted Freds offer of silver money  and departed, marching up-street in their heavy, iron-bound military boots with the swing and swagger only the Nubian in all the world knows just how to get away with.

I lay on the bed in Freds tent, and then Kazimoto came to us, hugely troubled about something, stirring the embers of the fire before the tent and arranging the lantern so that its rays would betray any eavesdropper. He searched all the shadows thoroughly, prodding into them with a stick, before he unburdened his mind.

Those askaris were not put here to guard our tents, he told us. (The really good native servant when speaking of his masters property always says our, and never your.) As soon as you were gone the Greeks and the Goa came. They and the askaris questioned me. It was a trick! You were drawn away on purpose! One by one  two by two  they questioned us all, but particularly me.

What about? Fred demanded.

About our business. Why are we here. What will we do. What do we know. What do I know about you. What do you know about me. Why do I serve you. How did I come to take service with you. To what place will we travel next, and when. How much money have we with us. Have we friends or acquaintances in Muanza. Do you, bwana, carry any letters in your pockets. Of what do you speak when you suppose no man is listening. Bwana, my heart is very sad in me! Those Greeks tell lies, and the Germans stir trouble in a big pot like the witches! I know the Germans! I am Nyamwezi. I was born not far from here, and ran away as soon as I was old enough because the Germans shot my father and let my mother and brothers starve to death. I did not starve, because one of them took me for a servant; but I ran away from him. My heart is very sad to be in this place! They ask what of a hoard of ivory. I tell them I do not know, and they threaten to beat me! This place is bad! Let us go away to-night!

There was no sleep that night for any of us. My wound hurt too much.
The others were too worried. By the light of the lantern in Freds
tent we cooked up a story to tell that we hoped would induce the
Germans to let us wander where we chose.

Sure, theyll watch us! Will admitted. But as our only real reason for coming down here  leaving Browns cattle out of the reckoning  was to throw people off the scent, in what way are we worse off? The lake is big enough to lose ourselves in! What is it  two hundred and fifty miles long by as many broad? Dyou mean we cant give their sleuths the slip? We cant beat that for a plan: let em keep on thinking we know where Tippoo hid the stuff. If we succeed in losing em theyll think were at large in German East and keep on hunting for us  whereas well really be up in British East. Lets send a telegram in code to Monty!

Then Fred thought of an idea that in the end solved our biggest problem, although we did not think much of it at the time.

They may refuse to take a telegram in code, he said. Its likely theyll open letters. (We can try the code, of course. Theyll probably take our money, and put their experts on deciphering the message. Theyll say it was lost if there are any inquiries afterward.) I propose we send a straight-out cablegram advising Monty of our whereabouts (theyll let that go through) and warning him to ask for letters at the Bank in Mombasa before he does anything else.

Yes, but Will objected.

Wait! said Fred. I havent finished. Then write two letters: one full of any old nonsense, to be sent in the regular way by mail. Theyll open that. The other to go by runner. Kazimoto can find us a runner. He knows these Wan-yamwezi. He can pick a man wholl get through without fail.

We could think of nothing to say against the plan. The argument that the German government would scarcely stoop to opening private mail did not seem to hold water when we examined it, so we wrote as Fred suggested  one letter telling Monty that we hoped to make some arrangement with the Germans, and at all events to wait in German East until he could join us  and the other telling him the real facts at great length, laboriously set out in the code we had agreed upon.

We sealed the second letter in several wrappers, and sewed it up finally in a piece of waterproof silk. Then we sent for Kazimoto and ordered him to find the sort of messenger we needed.

Send me! he urged. I will start now, before it is light! I will hide by day and travel by night until I reach the British border! Give me only enough cooked food and my pay and I will take the letter without fail!

We refused, for he was too useful to us. He begged again and again to be sent with the letter, promising faithfully to wait for us afterward on the British side of the border at any place we should name. But we upbraided him for cowardice, ordered him to find another messenger, and promised him he need have no fear of Germans as long as he remained our servant.

Before high noon we would each have given many years of Kazimotos pay if only we could have recalled that decision and have known that he was speeding away from Muanza toward a border where white men knew the use of mercy.

Just as the first peep of dawn began to color the sky Schubert came swaggering down-street to us, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

How have you slept? he asked us, laughing.

We answered something or other.

I did not trouble to sleep! I stayed and finished the drinks. I have just swallowed the last of the beer! Whoever wants a morning drink must wait for it now until the overland safari comes!

We displayed no interest. Brown, the only one likely to yearn for alcohol before breakfast, snored in his still.

What of it now? I go drill my troops. Parade is sharp! There remain twenty minutes. Come with me tell your secret at the boma now, before it is too late!

Explain why it would be too late after breakfast! demanded Fred.

All right, said Schubert. I will tell you this much. There will come a launch this morning from Kisumu in British East. There will be people on that launch, one of whom has authority that overrides that of the commandant of this place. The commandant desires to know your information  and get the credit for it  before that individual, whose authority is higher, comes. Is that clear?

Perfectly, Fred answered.

See if this is clear, too! cut in Will. You go and ask your commandant what price he offers for the secret! Nothing for nothing! Tell him were not afraid of him!

It is none of my business to tell him anything, sneered Schubert, spitting and turning on his heel. He swaggered out of the camping-ground and up-street again, leaving the clear impression behind him that he washed his hands of us for good and all.

Lets watch him drill his men, said I. Ill wait on the hospital steps until they open the place.

So we ate a scratch breakfast and Fred and Will helped me up-street, past where the Jew stood blinking in the morning sun on the steps of the D.O.A.G. He seemed to be saying prayers, but beckoned to us.

Trouble! he said. Trouble! If you have any friens fetch them  send for them!

Can yon send a letter for us to British East? Fred asked him.

God forbid! He jumped at the very thought, and shrugged himself like a man standing under a water-spout. What would they do to me if I were found out?

What is the nature of the trouble? Fred asked him.

Ali, who should tell! Trouble, I tell you, trouble! Zat cursed
Schubert sat here drinking until dawn. I heard heem say many tings!
Send for your friens!

He turned his back on us and ran in. There was a lieutenant arrayed in spotless white with a saber in glittering scabbard watching us all from the boma gate. A little later that morning we knew better why the Jew fled indoors at sight of him.

Schubert was standing in mid-square with a hundred askaris lined up two-deep in front of him. There were no other Germans on parade. The corporals were Nubians, and the rest of the rank and file either Nubian or some sort of Sudanese. He was haranguing them in a bastard mixture of Swahili, Arabic, and German, they standing rigidly at attention, their rifles at the present.

Not content with the effect of his words, he strode up presently to a front-rank man and hit him in the face with clenched fist. In the effort to recover his balance the man let his rifle get out of alignment. Schubert wrenched it from him. It fell to the ground. He struck the man, and when he stooped to pick the rifle up kicked him in the face. Then he strode down the line and beat two other men for grinning. All this the lieutenant watched without a sign of disapproval, or even much interest.

Meanwhile the chain-gang emerged from the boma gate, going full-pelt, fastened neck to neck, the chain taut and each man carrying a water-jar. The minute they had crossed the square Schubert commenced with company drill, and for two hours after that, with but one interval of less than five minutes for rest, he kept them pounding the gravel in evolution after evolution  manual exercise at the double  skirmishing exercise  setting up drill  goose-step, and all the mechanical, merciless precision drill with which the Germans make machines of men.

His debauch did not seem in the least to have affected him, unless to make his temper more violently critical. By seven oclock the sun was beating down on him and dazzling his eyes from over the boma wall. The dust rose off the square. The words of command came bellowing in swift succession from a throat that ought to have been hard put to it to whisper. If anything, he grew more active and exacting as the askaris wearied, and by the time the two hours were up they were ready to a man to drop.

But not so he. He dismissed them, and swaggered over to the marketplace to hector and bully the natives who were piling their wares in the shade of the great grass roof. Then he went into the boma to breakfast just as a sergeant in khaki came over and unlocked the hospital door. I followed the sergeant in, but he ordered me out again.

I have come to see the doctor, I said. I need attention.

He was not one of the sergeants who had been drunk in the D.O.A.G. the night before, but a man of a higher mental type, although no less surly.

It will be for the doctor to say what you need when he has seen you! he answered, turning his back and busying himself about the room. Will translated, and I limped out again.

By and by the doctor came, and passed me sitting on the steps amid a throng of natives who seemed to have all the imaginable kinds of sores. He took no notice of me, but sent out the sergeant to inquire why I had not stood up as he passed. I did not answer, and the sergeant went in again.

Fred by that time was simply blasphemous, alternately threatening to go in and kick the doctor, and condemning Wills determination to do the same thing. Finally we decided to see the matter through patiently, and all sat together on the steps watching the activity of the square. There was a lot going on  bartering of skins and hides  counting of crocodile eggs, brought in by natives for sake of the bounty of a few copper coins the hundred  a cock-fight in one corner  the carrying to and fro of bunches of bananas, meat, and grain in baskets; and in and out among it all full pelt in the hot sun marched the chain-gang, doing the township dirty work.

By and by Schubert emerged from the boma gate followed by natives carrying a table and a soap-box. He set these under a limb of the great baobab that faced the boma gate not far from the middle of the square. I noticed then for the first time that a short hempen rope hung suspended from the largest branch, with a noose in the end. The noose was not more than two feet below the branch.

Schuberts consideration of the tables exact position, and the placing of the soap-box on the table, was interrupted by the arrival of Coutlass, his Greek companion and the Goanese arm in arm, followed closely by two askaris who shouted angrily and made a great show of trying to prevent them. One of the askaris aimed his rifle absurdly at Coutlass, both Greeks and the Goanese daring him gleefully to pull the trigger.

They purposely came close to us, not that we showed signs of meaning to befriend them. They were simply unable to understand that there are degrees of disgrace. To Coutlass all victims of government outrage ought surely to be more than friendly with any one in conflict with the law. Personal quarrels should go for nothing in face of the common wrong.

There is going to be a hanging! Coutlass shouted to us. They thought we would remain quietly in camp with that going on! Give us chairs! he called to Schubert. Provide us a place in the front row where we may see!

Schubert grinned. He returned to the boma yard and presumably conferred with an officer, for presently he came out again and gave the Greeks leave to stand under the tree, provided they would return to camp afterward. Later yet, Brown came along and joined us on the steps, looking red-eyed and ridiculous.

Goin to be a hangin, he announced. I been askin natives about it. Black man stole the condemned mans daughter an refused to pay cows for her accordin to custom or anythin  said he could do what the white men did an help himself. Father of the girl took a spear and settled the thiefs hash with it  ran him through  did a clean job. Serve him right  eh  what? Germans went an nabbed him, though  tried him in open court  goin to hang him this mornin for murder! How does it strike you?

We were not exactly in mood to talk to Brown  in fact, we wished him anywhere but with us, but he thought self perfectly welcome, and rambled on:

Up in British East we dont hang black men for murder unless its what they call an aggravated case  murder an robbery  murder an arson  murder an rape. Hang a white man for murderin a black sure as youre sitting here, an shoot a black man for murderin a white; but the blacks dont understand, so when they kill one another in such a case this, why we give em a short jail sentence an a good lo lecture, an let em go again. These folks have it tother way round. They never hang a German, whether hes guilty or not, but hang a poor black man, what doesnt understand, for half o nothin!

A great crowd began gathering about the tree, and was presently driven by askaris with whips into a mass on the far side of the tree from us. Whether purposely or not, they left a clear view from the hospital steps of all that should happen. Evidently warning had been sent out broadcast, for the inhabitants of village after village came trooping into town to watch, each lot led by its sultani in filthy rags and the foolish imitation crown his conquerors had supplied him at several times its proper price. The square was a dense sea of people before nine oclock, and the askaris made the front few hundreds lie, and the next rows squat, in order that the men and women behind might see.

Then at last out came the victim with his hands tied behind him and a bright red blanket on his loins. He was a proud-looking fellow. He halted a moment between his guard of German sergeants and eyed the crowd, and us, and the tree, and the noose. Then he looked down on the ground and appeared to take no further interest.

The sergeants took him by the arms and led him along to the table between them. Out came the commandant then, in snow-white uniform, with his saber polished until it shone  all spruced up for the occasion, and followed by a guard of honor consisting of lieutenant, two sergeants, and six black askaris.

There was a chair by the table. At sight of the commandant the sergeants made their victim use that as a step by which to mount the table and soap-box, and there he stood eying his oppressors as calmly as if he were witnessing a play. A murmur arose among the crowd. A number of natives called to him by name, but he took no notice after that one first steady gaze.

Theyre sayin good-by to him, said Brown, breathing in my ear.
Theyre telling him they wont forget him!

The crack of askaris whips falling on head and naked shoulders swiftly reduced the crowd to silence. Then the commandant faced them all, and made a speech with that ash-can voice of his  first in German, then in the Nyamwezi tongue. Will translated to us sentence by sentence, the doctor standing on the top step behind us smiling approval. He seemed to think we would be benefited by the lecture just as much as the natives.

It was awful humbug that the commandant reeled off to his silent audience  hypocrisy garbed in paternal phrases, and interlarded with buncombe about Germanys mission to bring happiness to subject peoples.

Above all, he repeated again and again, the law must be enforced impartially  the good, sound, German law that knows no fear or favor, but governs all alike!

When he had finished he turned to the culprit.

Now, he demanded, do you know why you are to be hanged?

There was a moments utter silence. The crowd drew in its breath, seeming to know in advance that some brave answer was forthcoming. The man on the table with his hands behind him surveyed the crowd again with the gaze of simple dignity, looked down on the commandant, and raised his voice. It was an unexpected, high, almost falsetto note, that in the silence carried all across the square.

I am to die, he said, because I did right! My enemy did what German officers do. He stole my young girl. I killed him, as I hope all you Germans may be killed! But hope no longer gathers fruit in this land!

Ah-h-h-h! the crowd sighed in unison.

Good man! exploded Fred, and the doctor tried to kick him from behind  not hard, but enough to call his attention to the proprieties. His toe struck me instead, and when I looked up angrily he tried to pretend he was not aware of what he had done.

Under the trees the commandant flew into a rage such I have seldom seen. Each land has a temper of its own, and the white mans anger varies in inverse ratio with his nearness to the equator. But furor teutonicus transplanted is the least controllable, least dignified, least admirable that there is. And that mans passion was the apex of its kind.

His beard spread, as a peacock spreads its tail. His eyes blazed. His eyebrows disappeared under the brim of his white helmet, and his clenched fists burst the white cotton gloves. He half-drew his saber  thought better of that, and returned it. There was an askari standing near with kiboko in hand to drive back the crowd should any press too closely. He snatched the whip and struck the condemned man with it, as high up as he could reach, making a great welt across his bare stomach. The man neither winced nor complained.

For those words, the commandant screamed at him in German, you shall not die in comfort! For that insolence, mere hanging is too good!

Then he calmed himself a little, and repeated the words in the native tongue, explaining to the crowd that German dignity should be upheld at all costs.

Fetch him down from there, he ordered.

Schubert sprang on the table and knocked the condemned man off it with a blow of his fist. With hands bound behind him the poor fellow had no power of balance, and though he jumped clear he fell face-downward, skinning his cheek on the gravel. The commandant promptly put a foot on his neck and pinned him down.

Flog him! he ordered. Two hundred lashes!

It was done in silence, except for the corporals labored breathing and the commandants incessant sharp commands to beat harder  harder  harder. A sergeant stood by counting. The crack of the whip divided up the silence into periods of agony.

When the count was done the victim was still conscious. Schubert and a sergeant dragged him to his feet, and hauled him to the table. Four other men  two sergeants and two natives  passed a rope round the table legs. Schubert lifted the victim by the elbows so that his head could pass through the noose, and when that was accomplished the man had to stand on tiptoe on the soap-box in order to breathe at all.

All ready! announced Schubert, and jumped off with a laugh, his white tunic bloody from contact with the victims tortured back.

Los! roared the commandant

The men hauled on the rope. Table and soap-box came tumbling away, and the victim spun in the air on nothing, spinning round, and round, and round  slower and slower and slower  then back the other way round faster and faster.

They say hanging is a merciful death  that the pressure of rope on two arteries produces anesthesia, but few are reported to have come back to tell of the experience. At any rate, as is not the case with shooting, it is easy to know when the victim is really dead.

For seconds that seemed minutes  for minutes that seemed hours the poor wretch spun, his elbows out, his knees up, his tongue out, his face wrinkled into tortured shapes, and his toes pointed upward so sharply that they almost touched his shins. Then suddenly the toes turned downward and the knees relapsed. The corpse hung limp, and the crowd sighed miserably, to the last man, woman and child, turning its back on what to them must have symbolized German rule.

They left the corpse hanging there. It was to be there until evening, some one said, for an example to frequenters of the market-place. The crowd trailed away, none glancing back. The pattering of feet ceased. The market-place across the square resumed its hum and activity. Then a native orderly came down the steps and touched me on the elbow. I struggled to my feet and limped after him up the steps.

Practically at the mercy of the doctor, I made up my mind to be civil to him whether that suited me or not. I rather expected he would come to meet me, perhaps help me to chair, and I wondered how, in my ignorance of German, I should contrive to answer his questions.

But I need not have worried. I did not even see him. He had left by the back door, and the orderly washed the wound and changed my bandages. That was all. There was no charge for the bandages, and the orderly was gentle now that his masters back was turned.

Didnt he leave word when he would see me? I asked.

Habandh! he answered  meaning, He did not  there is not  there is nothing doing!


CHAPTER EIGHT

IPSOS CUSTODES

We were an ignorant people. Out of a gloom we came
Hungering, striving, feasting  vanishing into the same.
Came to us your foreloopers, told us the gloom was bad,
Spoke of the Light that might be  simply it could be had  
Knowledge and wealth and freedom, plenty and peace and play,
And at all the price of obedience. Listen and learn and obey,
We were told, and the gloom shall be lifted. Ignorance surely
is shame.
We listened to your foreloopersy till presently Cadis* came.

We were an ignorant people. Our law was an eye for an eye,
And he who wronged should right the wrong, and he who stole should die  
Bad law the Cadis told us, based on the fall of man;
And they set us to building law-courts on the Pangermanic plan  
Courts where the gloom of ages should be pierced, said they, with Light
And scientific theory displace wrong views of Right.
The Cadis law was writ in books that only they could read,
But what should we know of the strings to that? Twas gloom when
we agreed.

We were an ignorant people. The Offizieren came
To lend to law eye, tooth, and claw and so enforce the same.
Now nought are the tribal customs; free speech is under ban;
Displaced are misconceptions that were based on fallen man,
And our gloom has gone in darkness of the risen Germans night,
Nor is there salt of mercy lest it sap the hold of Might.
They strike  we may not answer, nor dare we ask them why.
We sold ourselves to supermen. If we rebel, we die.

    * Cadi  judge.     

I sat down once more on the hospital steps, and listened while Fred and Will relieved themselves of their opinions about German manners. Nothing seemed likely to relieve me. I had marched a hundred miles, endured the sickening pain, and waited an extra night at the end of it all simply on the strength of anticipation. Now that the surgeon would not see me, hope seemed gone. I could think of nothing but to go and hide somewhere, like a wounded animal.

But there were two more swift shocks in store, and no hiding-place. The path to the water-front led past us directly along the southern boma wall. Before Fred and Will had come to an end of swearing they saw something that struck them silent so suddenly that I looked up and saw, too. Not that I cared very much. To me it seemed merely one last super-added piece of evidence that life was not worth while.

Plainly the launch had come from British East, of which Schubert had spoken. Hand in hand from the water-front, followed by the obsequious Schubert, all smiles and long black whip (for the chain-gang trailed after with the luggage, and needed to be overawed), walked Professor Schillingschen and Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon. They seemed in love  or at any rate the professor did, for he ogled and smirked like a bearded gargoyle; and she made such play of being charmed by his grimaces that the Syrian maid fell behind to hide her face.

None of us spoke. We watched them. Personally I did not mind the feeling that the worst had happened at last. I was incapable of sounding further depths of gloom  too full of pain bodily to suffer mentally from threats of what might yet be. But the other two looked miserable  more so because Freds bearded chin perked up so bravely, and Will set his jaw like a rock.

Not one of us had said a word when the biggest askari we had seen yet strode up to us  saluted  and gave Fred a sealed envelope. It was written in English, addressed to us three by name (although our names were wrongly spelled). We were required to present ourselves at the court-house at once, reason not given. The letter was signed Liebenkrantz,  Lieutenant.

The askari waited for us. I suppose it would not be correct to say we were under arrest, but the enormous black man made it sufficiently obvious that he did not intend returning to the court without us. The court-house was not more than two hundred yards away. As we turned toward it we saw Lady Saffren Waldon being helped into the commandants litter, borne by four men, the commandant himself superintending the ceremony with a vast deal of bowing and chatter, and Professor Schillingschen looking on with an air of owning litter, porters, township, boma, and all. As we turned our backs on them they started off toward the neat white dwelling on the hill.

The court was a round, grass-roofed affair, with white-washed walls of sun-dried brick. For about four-fifths of the circumference the wall was barely breast-high, the roof being supported on wooden pillars bricked into the wall, as well as by the huge pole that propped it up umbrella-wise in the center.

The remaining fifth of the wall continued up as high as the roof, forming a back to the platform. Facing the platform was the entrance, and on either side benches arranged in rows followed the curve of the wall. There was a long table on the platform, at which sat the lieutenant who had summoned us, with a sergeant seated on either hand. The sergeants were acting as court clerks, scribbling busily on sheets of blue paper, and in books.

Behind the lieutenant, in a great gilt frame on the white-washed wall, was a full-length portrait of the Kaiser in generals uniform. The Kaiser was depicted scowling, his gloved hands resting on a saber almost as ferocious-looking as the one the lieutenant kept winding his leg around.

All the benches were crowded with spectators, prisoners, witnesses, and litigants. Outside, at least two hundred Arabs, Indians, and natives leaned with elbows on the wall and gazed at the scene within. The lieutenant glared, but otherwise took no notice of our entry; he gave no order, but one of the two sergeants came down from the platform and kicked half a dozen natives off the front bench to make room for us.

We were mistaken in supposing our case would be called first, or even among the first. The floor in the midst of the court was clear except for a long single line of natives and six askari corporals, each with a whip in his hand. It was evident at once that these natives were all ahead of us, even if those on the benches were not to be heard and dealt with before our turn came.

Look at the far end of the line! whispered Fred.

Lo and behold Kazimoto, looking rather drawn and gray, but standing bravely, looking neither to the right nor left. I judged he knew we were in court  he could hardly have failed to notice our coming in  but he sturdily refused to turn his head and see us.

What has he done? I wondered.

Nothing more than told some Heinie to go to hell  you can bet your boots! said Will.

The lieutenant was in no hurry to enlighten us. Our boy stood at the wrong end of the line to be taken first. The lieutenant called a name, and two great askaris pounced on the trembling native at the other end and dragged him forward, leaving him standing alone before the desk.

Silence! the lieutenant shouted, and the court became still as death.

He had a voice as mean as a hyenas  a voice that matched his face. The insolent, upturned twist of his fair mustache showed both corners of a thin-lipped mouth. He had the Prussian head, shaped square whichever way you viewed it. There was strength in the jaw-bones  strength in the deep-set bright eyes  strength in the shoulders that were square as box-corners without any padding  strength in the lean lithe figure; but it was always brute strength. There was no moral strength whatever in the restless fidgeting  the savage winding and unwinding of his left foot around the saber scabbard, or the attitude, leaning forward over the table, of petulant pugnacity. And the cruel voice was as weak as the hand was strong with which he rapped on the table.

He questioned the boy in front of him sharply  told him he stood charged with theft  and demanded an answer.

With theft of what thing, and whose thing?

The answer was bold. The trembling had ceased. Now that he faced nemesis the strength of native fatalism came to his rescue, bolstering up the pride that every uncontaminated Nyamwezi owns. He was not more than seventeen years old, but he stood there at last like a veteran at bay.

Put him down and beat him! ordered the lieutenant.

Impudent answers to this court shall always be soundly punished! Call the next case while that one is being taught good manners.

A woman was stood in front of the line, fidgety with fear, in doubt whether to lay her suckling baby on the bench before she faced military justice. She laid it on the floor at her feet, hesitated, and then picked it up again and wrapped it in a corner of the red blanket that constituted her only dress.

Take that brat away from her! the lieutenant ordered. She must pay attention to me. With that in her arms she will only think of mothering!

An askari seized the baby by the arm and leg and gave it with a laugh to another woman to hold, its mother whimpering with fright until she saw it safely nestled.

Quick, now! What about this one?

It seemed there was no charge against her. The two sergeants searched through the piles of blue sheets in vain.

Then what the devil is she here for? What do you want, you?

The trembling woman pointed to her baby, but was dumb. It needed courage to answer that lieutenant, and the crack  crack  crack of a thick kiboko descending at measured intervals on the naked back of the boy who had answered boldly was no help toward reassurance.

Speak! the lieutenant ordered, or I shall have you compelled to speak!

She burst into sudden volubility. The dam once down, she poured forth a catalogue of wrongs that seemed endless, switching off from one dialect to another and at intervals inserting, apropos apparently of nothing, the few words of German she had picked up. The lieutenant yelled for an interpreter, and a Nyamwezi who knew German rose from the front bench and came and stood beside her.

That baby is a white mans, he explained.

What does she want?

She says the white man is the bwana dakitari (the doctor!).

Oh! Then I am glad she came here. It is time these loose women were taught a lesson! They tell the same tale. They say a white man passed through the village, gave their father a present, and carried them off. Is that her tale, too?

Yes.

Well  what of it? The father agreed at the time when he accepted the present, didnt he? The consequence is a baby  not for the first time! Instead of going back to her village, she comes here and tries to blackmail the officer! She is young. Its the first time she has been in this court. This time I will be lenient. One hundred lashes!

The interpreter translated, and the woman screamed. An askari seized her by the shoulders. She clung to him, but he threw her to the ground, and another one tore off the blanket that would have deadened the blows to some extent. She begged, and clung to their feet, but the blows began to rain on her, and presently she lay still, her breasts flattened against the earth floor, her mouth full of dust, and her naked body paralyzed by fear of the descending lash.

Now bring up number one again! the lieutenant ordered.

The askaris ceased from flogging him. One of them kicked him to his feet, and he resumed his stand in front of the lieutenant, looking up at him as proudly as ever, for all that his back was bruised and bloody.

Did you steal or did you not? asked the lieutenant.

Steal what from whom?

Oh, go on beating him! Next case!

The next man escaped the whip, but his witnesses were less fortunate. He brought two men and a woman with him to prove an alibi on a charge of attempted theft, and the glibness of their answers convinced the lieutenant they were lying. In the absence of all evidence for the prosecution except the unsupported word of a police askari who admitted a personal grudge against the defendant, the lieutenant resorted to the whip to change the witnesses convictions, but without avail.

The woman yelled under the lash like a demented thing, but, far from withdrawing her statements, tried to spit in the lieutenants face when jerked to her feet and stood again before him  an impossible feat because the platform on which he sat at the table was too high. He had her beaten a second time for spitting.

The next man was a fat Baganda from British territory, charged with trading without a license. He pleaded ignorance of the law, and denied having traded. He was flogged for telling lies in court, and changed his testimony under the lash, whereat he was promptly sentenced to a hundred and fifty lashes and a month on the chain-gang. Under the lash a second time, he recanted  swore that his first statements had been true and that he had done no trading  a mistake in tactics that only caused the tale of lashes to be increased by fifty and the term on the chain-gang to be doubled.

You must learn that the methods taught you on British territory are of no use here! remarked the lieutenant.

By the time Kazimoto was called and stood out alone in front of him the lieutenant was in a boiling rage, and the floor of the court was actually crowded by prone natives being beaten. Extra askaris had been sent for in order that proceedings might not be delayed, and the audience could scarcely hear the evidence and sentences because of the crack of whips and the moans of victims. (Not that they all moaned by any means. By far the most of them submitted to the torture in grim proud silence: but the few who did make a noise  especially the women  made lots of it.)

As Kazimoto faced the lieutenant he turned once and looked at us. His eyes sought Freds.

Oh, bwana! he said  and now for the first time we learned why he had chosen Fred to be his particular master. I have been faithful! Stroke, then, that beard of yours as Bwana Courtney, my former master, used to stroke his. Then we shall both know what to do!

Fred stroked his beard promptly, for the man needed comfort, not ridicule: but the concession to his superstition did none of us any good.

Face this way! the lieutenant shouted at him. You are charged with being a deserter from German service. Also with giving information to foreigners. Also with serving foreigners in their effort to exploit the country, and with refusing to give proper answers when questioned by those in authority. Do you understand?

No, said Kazimoto in the most melancholy tone I ever heard from him.

Are you a Nyamwezi? Now dont dare to lie to me!

Yes.

You were born in this country?

Yes.

Then you belong in this country!

I belong where my master takes me. My spirit is good. I am a true man, Kazimoto answered.

Your spirit is rotten! You are a traitor! What do you mean by talking to me of your master, you reptile! Your master is the German government, of which His Majesty the Kaiser is supreme overlord! There is a picture of your master! He pointed with a thumb over his shoulder to the full-length atrocity in oils behind him. Salute it!

The boy obeyed.

Answer now! Who is your master?

Kazimoto hesitated.

Answer, I order you!

He turned and pointed a finger at Fred, who nodded.

That English bwana is my master, he said stoutly. It was a forlorn hope, though. He did not seem to believe that the statement of fact would do him any good.

Fred jumped to his feet.

That is perfectly correct, he said in English. The boy is my servant, engaged on British territory, under a contract for wages to be paid in English money. He is to be paid off in British East at the end of my journey.

Who asked you to speak? demanded the lieutenant angrily, sitting up like a startled scorpion. Do you not know this is a court?

It looks like a shambles! Fred answered, glancing to right and left and indicating the victims of the whip writhing in the name of German justice.

Shut up, you fool! counseled Will in a stage whisper, but either Fred did not hear him, or was too worked up to care.

Silence! Sit down!

I warn you! Fred answered. That boy has claimed British protection.
I shall see he has it!

Then he sat down. The lieutenant glared at Kazimoto, the glare changing to a cold grin as he realized how fully we were all at his mercy for the moment.

You are sentenced, he said, to two hundred lashes for making impudent answers to the court, and to six months on the chain-gang for deserting from this country and entering foreign service. Further evidence against you will be assembled in the meanwhile, and other charges against you will be tried on completion of the chain-gang sentence!

I protest! shouted Fred, jumping up again. I give notice of appeal to whatever higher court there is. I am ready to give bonds!

What does this delay mean? snapped the lieutenant. Put him down at once and lay the lashes on!

The unfortunate Kazimoto was pounced on by two askaris and thrown face-downward on the floor. One of them tore off his clothes, ripping up his good English jacket.

Did you hear my protest? shouted Fred. Did you hear my notice of appeal?

I did, said the lieutenant. Appeals are heard at the coast. You must give notice by mail, and receive an acknowledgment from the higher military court before I grant stay of execution. Lay on the lashes!

I will hold you personally liable for this outrage, Fred told him, if it costs me all my money and all the rest of my years! I defy you to continue!

You have yourself to blame! the lieutenant grinned. But for your uninvited interruption the Nyamwezi would have had a better hearing! Lay those lashes on harder and more slowly!

Kazimoto was taking his gruel like a man. Two askaris were beating him. The blows fell at random anywhere below the neck and above the heels, raising a great welt where they did not actually cut the skin. He had buried his face in his forearms, and Will had gone to stand near him, stooping down to encourage him with any words at all that might seem to serve.

Stick it out, Kazi! Well stand by! We wont leave you down here!
Remember youve got friends who wont desert you!

Probably in his agony Kazimoto did not understand a word of it, but the lieutenant did,  and swiftly took steps to interfere.

Call the Europeans cases next! he shouted, and promptly the German sergeants stepped down from the platform to marshal us in line. The lieutenant went through the form of studying the blue papers, and called out our names. That of Brown was included, but Brown was not in court and we were kept standing there until he had been fetched from his tent. He had retired immediately after the hanging to sleep off the effects of his debauch, and being now deprived of that luxury arrived between two askaris in a volcanic temper. He insulted the lieutenant to begin with.

A diet o beer an sausage dont seem to have filled you full o good manners, do it?

The lieutenant scowled, but for the moment chose to ignore the pleasantry.

You people are charged, he said, with entering German territory otherwise than by a regular road and without reporting at a customs station. Further, with intending to defraud the customs  with carrying and possessing arms without a license  with being in possession of ammunition without a permit  with shooting game without a license  with filibustering  with intentional homicide, in that you shot and killed certain men of the Masai tribe within German territory  with wandering at large without permits and with felonious intent; and last, and this is the most serious charge, with being spies within the military meaning of that term. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?

We were dumb. Even the crack of the heavy whips on poor Kazimotos skin ceased to make impression on us. Suffering already from my wound to the point of nausea, I actually reeled before this new deluge of trouble, and had to hold on to Fred and Will. They each put an arm under mine. It was Brown who spoke and stole from our sails what little wind there might have been.

Decline to plead! he shouted boisterously. Youre no judge, youre a pirate! Youre not fit to try natives, let alone white men! Youre a disgrace, thats what you are! All youre fit for is to make a decent fellow glad he neednt know you!

Silence! roared the lieutenant, banging on the table with his open palm  then with his fist  then with a mallet.

Silence yourself! retorted Brown as soon as the hammering ceased. You ought to be ashamed o yourself! Your courts a bally disgrace, an youre the worst thing in it! You and your Kaiser can go to hell, and be damned to both of you!

One month in jail for contempt of court and Majestaets-beleidigung! snapped the lieutenant. Take him away!

Quite clearly that was not the first time that a white man had been imprisoned in Muanza. There was no hesitation about the way in which an askari seized Browns wrists or a sergeant snapped the handcuffs. He was hustled out expostulating, kicked on the shins by the sergeant when he faced about to argue, and shoved into a run by both sergeant and askari.

You others would better be careful what you say! said the lieutenant.

Ive a mind to share Browns cell! said Will, but the lieutenant affected not to hear that.

Since you refuse to plead in this court, you shall be held until the arrival of Major Schunck from the coast. Your arms and ammunition are to be handed over to the askaris, who will be sent to the rest-camp to receive them. The askaris will search your belongings thoroughly to make sure they have all your weapons. You are ordered confined within the limits of this township, and if you are detected making any attempt to trespass outside township limits you will be confined as the Greeks are within the rest-camp under observation. The porters you brought into the country are all to be paid their full wages by you until Major Schunck shall have dealt with you; the porters are refused permission to leave Muanza, being needed as witnesses. Next case!

He scrawled his signature at the foot of each sheet of blue paper, and made a motion with his arm that we should leave court. But we sat down and waited until the two Nubian giants had finished flogging Kazimoto, and when they dragged him to his feet Will and Fred walked over to give him a few words of comfort. That act of ordinary kindness threw the lieutenant into another fury.

Bring the Nyamwezi here! he ordered, and the askaris hustled him up in front of the table.

What do you do? Have you no manners? Return proper thanks for the lesson you have received!

Kazimoto stood silent.

For Gods sake Will began.

Say Thank you to him, Kazimoto! Fred whispered.

There is no native word for Thank you  only a bastard thing introduced by tyrants from Europe who never understood the African contention that the giver rewards himself if his gift is worth anything at all.

Asente, said Kazimoto meekly.

Why dont you salute? Dont you know where you are?

For the love of God salute him! Will almost shouted.

Kazimoto obeyed.

Take him and put him on the chain-gang! ordered the lieutenant. You
Europeans leave the court!

Im no European! Will shouted back. Thank the Lord I was born in a country youll never set foot in!

Take them away before I have to make an example of them! the lieutenant ordered.

Obediently the askaris gathered about us and hustled us out into the open, poking at my bandaged wound to get swifter action, and going as far as to threaten us with their hippo-hide whips. I trod on the naked toe of one of them with sufficient suddenness and weight to deprive him of the use of it for all time, and luckily for me he did not see who did it. The askari next to him had boots on, and got the blame.

The black men who were to search our belongings tried to induce us to hurry, but we insisted on seeing the iron ring riveted to Kazimotos neck. The ring had a shackle on it, and through that they passed the long chain that held him prisoner in the midst of a gang of forty men. Nobody washed the wounds on his back. We bought water from a woman who was passing with a great jar on her head, and did that much for him. He was naked. His clothes that the askaris had torn from him had been thrown outside the court, and some one had stolen them. Later they gave him a piece of cheap calico to bind round his waist, but during all that hot afternoon he had nothing to keep the sun from his tortured back; nor would they permit us to give him anything.

The mortification of having ones private belongings gone through by black men in uniform was made more exasperating still by the fact that Coutlass and the other Greek and the Goanese were spectators, amusing themselves with comments that came nearer to causing murder than they guessed.

The real motive of the search was evident within two minutes from the commencement. The askaris could not read, but they showed a most remarkable affinity for paper that had been written on. They took the guns and ammunition first, but after that they emptied everything from our bags and boxes on to the sand, and confiscated every scrap of paper, shaking our books to make sure nothing was left between the leaves.

They even took away our writing material in their zeal to find information likely to prove useful to their masters. But they forgot to search our pockets, so that they overlooked the letter we had written in code to Monty and had not yet sent away by messenger.

That letter became our most besetting problem. How to find a runner who would take it to British East and mail it for us up there without betraying us first to the Germans was something we could not guess. Even Fred grew gloomy when we realized there was probably not a native on the whole countryside with sufficient manhood left in him to dare make the attempt. The first overture we might make would almost certainly be reported to the commandant at once.

What fools we were not to send Kazimoto with it when he begged us to!

What worse than fools!

What brutes! Think what we might have saved him!

We were unanimous as to that, but unanimity brought no comfort, until we all together hit on a notion that did ease our feelings a trifle. Coutlass and his two friends were sitting on camp-stools in the open where they could have a full view of our doings. Assuming the camping-ground to be equally divided between their party and ours, they were well within our portion. We decided their curiosity was insolent, declared inexorable war, and there and then felt better.

Fred went out with a tent-peg and scored in the sand a deep line to denote our boundary, the Greeks watching, all eyes and guesswork.

Over the other side with you! Fred ordered when he had finished.

They refused. He charged at them, and they ran.

Whichever of you, man or servant, sets foot on our side of that line shall be a dead-sure hospital case! Fred announced. Well reciprocate by leaving your side of the camp to you!

Who made you men rulers of this rest-camp? Coutlass demanded.

We did, Fred answered. Weve lost our rifles just as you have.
Well fight you with bare hands and skin you alive if you trespass!

Gassharamminy! shouted Coutlass. By hell and Waterloo, you mistake me for a weakling! Wait and see!

We had to wait a very long and weary time, but we did see. In the days that followed, when my wound festered and I grew too ill to drag myself about, Fred and Will were able to leave me alone in the camp without any fear of a visit from the Greeks. It was not that there was much left worth stealing, but a mere visit from them might have had consequences we could never have offset. Alone, unable to rise, I could not have forced them to leave, and their lingering would surely have been interpreted by the guard, who always watched them from the corner of the road, as evidence of collusion of some sort between them and us.

Just at that time Coutlass, as it happened, would have liked nothing better in the world than the chance to persuade the Germans that he was in our councils. Freds mere irritable determination to divide the camp in halves saved us in all human probability from a trap out of which there would have been no escape.


CHAPTER NINE

SPEAK YE, AND SO DO

Ok Thou, who gavest English speech
To both our Anglo-Saxon breeds,
And didst adown all ages teach
That Art of crowning words with deeds,
May we, who use the speech, be blest
With bravery, that when shall come
In thy full time our hour of test  
That promised hour of Christendom,
We may be found, whateer our need,
How grim soeer our circumstance,
Unwilling to be fed or freed,
Or fame or fortune to enhance
By flinching from the good begun,
By broken word or serpent plan,
Or cruelty in malice done
To helpless beast or subject man.
Amen

There was method, of course, behind the difference in treatment extended to us and to the Greeks. The motive for making Coutlass sell his mules and stay within the miserable confines of the rest-camp was to make sure he had money enough to feed himself, and to cut off all opportunity for swift escape. Not for a second were the Germans sufficiently unwary to admit collusion with him.

The real ownership of the three mules was left in little doubt when they were sold at public auction and bought in by Schillingschen. Fred and Will attended the auction the day following our scene in court, and extracted a lot of amusement from bidding against Schillinschen, compelling him finally to pay a good sum more than the mules were worth.

Coutlass was in a strange predicament. The looting of Browns cattle had been a bid for fortune on his own account. Yet by causing us to give chase he had brought us into the German net more handily than ever they had hoped. So it was reasonable on his part to suppose that if he could betray us more completely still, he might get rewarded instead of treated as a broken tool.

Yet he did not dare to approach our camp, for fear lest Fred should carry out his threat and fight. The fight would certainly be reported by the askari on watch at the crossroads, and that would destroy his chance of making believe to be in our confidence. So he kept sending notes to me when the others were absent, even the native boy who brought them  not daring to enter our camp, but fastening the message to a stone and throwing it in through the tent door.

They were strange, illiterate messages, childishly conceived, varying between straight-out offers to help us escape and dark insinuations that he knew of something it would pay us well to investigate.

It was an English missionary spending three days in Muanza on his way to Lake Tanganika, who came to see what he could do for my wound and cleared up the mystery quite a little by reporting what he had heard in the non-commissioned mess, where he had been invited to eat a meal.

The Greek, he said, is trying to curry favor by pretending he knows your plans. If he succeeds in worming into your confidence and persuading you to make plans to escape with him, they will feel justified in putting you in jail  and that, I understand, is where they want you.

Will you do me a favor? I asked.

He hesitated. It was kindness that had sent him down to ease my pain, if possible, not anti-Germanism; it was part of German policy to pose as the friend of all missionaries, and if anything he was prejudiced against us  particularly against Brown, whom he had visited in jail, and who assured him the only hymn he ever sang was Beer, glorious beer!

That depends, he answered.

We are quite sure any letters we write will be opened, I said.

He answered that he could hardly believe that.

If we could send a letter unopened to British East it would solve our worst problem, I told him. If you know of a dependable messenger who would carry our letter, I would contribute fifty pounds out of my own pocket to the funds of your mission.

I made a mistake there, and realized it the next moment.

What kind of letter is worth fifty pounds? he asked me. Isnt it something illegal that you fear might get you into worse trouble if opened and read?

I argued in vain, and only made my case worse by citing as an instance of German official turpitude the staff surgeons neglect of me.

But he tells me you refuse to be treated by him! he answered. He says you enter his hospital and are insolent if he happens to be too busy to attend to you at once. He says you refuse to let a native orderly dress your wound!

He had been entertained to one meal at the commandants house on the hill, and regaled by awful accounts of our ferocity. I did not succeed in inserting as much as the thin end of a different view until he asked me how a mans name could be professor Schillingschen and his wifes Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon.

I dont understand about titles, he said. Shouldnt she take his name, or else he hers, or something?

I assured him that marriage had never as much as entered the head of either of them.

Theyre simply living together, I said. Hes a cynical brute. Shes a designing female!

The missionary mind recoiled and refused to believe me. But after he had thought the matter over and seen the probability, he swung over to a sort of lame admission that a few more of my statements might perhaps be true.

I will take your letter and guarantee its delivery in British East, provided I may read it and do not disapprove of its contents. he volunteered.

Thats not unreasonable, I said, but the letter is in code.

I should have to see it decoded.

I told him to find Fred and Will. He came on them sitting smoking under the great rock near the waterfront that had been inset with a bronze medallion of Bismarck, and startled them almost into committing an assault on him, by saying that he wanted our secret code at once. They had been trying to get tobacco to Brown, and sweetmeats to Kazimoto, had failed in both efforts and were short-tempered. He explained after they had insulted him sufficiently, and they walked down to the camp one on either hand, apologizing all the way. I imagine they had criticized missions of all denominations pretty thoroughly.

In the end he decided not to read the letter at all.

I have reached the conclusion you three men are gentlemen, he said, and would not take advantage of me. I will take your letter to Ujiji, and send it to the south end of Lake Tanganika, to be put in the British mail bag for Mombasa by way of Durban. It will take a long time to reach its destination  perhaps two months; but I will have it registered, and it will undoubtedly get there.

That he kept his word and better we had ample proof later on, but I did not bless him particularly fervidly at the time, for he went straight to the doctor and repeated my complaints. He left for Ujiji the next day, and the net result of his friendly interference was that the doctor refused me any sort of attention at all  even a change of bandages.

Fred and Will did their best for me, but it was little. I read in their faces, and in their studied cheerfulness when speaking in my presence, that they had made up their minds I was going to lose the number of my mess. They went to the commandant and the lieutenant besides the doctor in efforts to secure for me some sort of consideration, but without result; and they wrote at least six letters to the British East African Protectorate government that we ascertained afterward never reached their destination. They tried to register one letter, but registration was refused.

Why dont they jail us simply, and have done with it?  Will kept wondering aloud.

They will when it suits their books, said I. For the present they scarcely dare. Word might reach the British government. Theyre breaking no international law by holding us here and keeping tabs on us.

Before many days I grew unable to leave the hard cork mattress on the camp-bed in Freds tent. They went again to the commandant, this time determined to force the issue.

I will send some one, he told them, and they came away delighted that strong language should succeed where politeness formerly had failed.

But all the commandant did send was an askari twice a day, to lean on his rifle in the tent door, leer at me, and march away again.

He comes to see if Im dead, said I. It would be inconvenient to have me die in jail; there might be inquiries afterward from British East. After Im dead and buried theyll jail you two healthy ones, and keep you until you blab!

Why dont we straight out tell em we dont know a thing about the ivory? wondered Will.

Because they wouldnt believe us! Fred answered.

Seven days after the sentrys first call the doctor took to coming in person to look at me. He never except once stepped inside the tent, but was satisfied to give me a glance of contempt and go away again, once or twice taking pains to inspect the Greeks camp before leaving. He usually had Schubert trailing in his wake, and gave him stern orders about sanitation which nobody ever carried out. The sanitary conditions of that rest-camp were simply non-existent until we came there, and we had gone to no pains on the Greeks account.

But the Greeks did us an unexpected good turn, though it looked like making more trouble for us at the time. They began to complain of lack of exercise, and to grow actually sick for want of it. Because of that, and jealousy, they raised a clamor about our freedom to go anywhere within township limits as against their strict confinement to the camp. The commandant came down to the camp in person to hear what they had to say, and being in a good humor saw fit to yield a point. Being a military German, though, he could not do it without attaching ignominious conditions.

There was a band attached to the local company of Sudanese  an affair consisting of four native war-drums and two fifes. They knew eight bars of one tune, and were proud of it, the fifers blowing with beef and pluck and the drummers thundering native fashion, which means that the only difference between their noise and a thunder-storm was in the tempo.

Day after day, twice a day, whether it rained or shone, it seemed to be the law that this band should patrol the whole township limits, playing its only tune, lifting the tops of mens heads with its infernal drumming, and delighting nobody except the players and the township urchins, who marched in its wake rejoicing.

The Greeks and the Goanese were given leave to march with the band twice a day for the sake of exercise. They refused indignantly. The commandant flew into the rage that is the birthright of all German officials, but suddenly checked himself; he had a brilliant idea.

He withdrew the permission and changed it to an order that Coutlass and his two friends should march with the band twice daily for the sake of their health, on pain of imprisonment should they refuse.

And I will prove to you, he said, that the good German rule is impartial. All aliens awaiting trial and confined within the township limits shall march with the band if they are able! As an afterthought he added magnanimously: Those in the jail, too, provided they have not been sentenced for serious crimes!

So Coutlass, his Greek friend, the Goanese, Fred, Will, and Brown of Lumbwa marched about the town twice daily, at seven in the morning and three in the afternoon, a journey of five miles, Fred and Will making no objection because it gave them a chance to talk with Brown. There were strict orders against talking, and four askaris armed with rifles marched behind to enforce the rule as well as keep guard over Brown. But the drums were so thunderous and the shrill fifes so lusty that the askaris could not hear conversation pitched in low tones.

Brown says, said Fred, returning from the first march, that he sleeps with only a sheet of corrugated iron between him and the ward where the chain-gang lies. He can talk with Kazimoto when he happens to be at that end of the chain. Theyve nothing but planks to lie on, any of them. He says Kazimoto seems determined to kill the lieutenant who sentenced him, and as soon as hes off the chain wed better grab him and hurry him out of the country.

Six months! said I. Splendid advice! How many of us will be alive or at liberty six months from now? Not I, at any rate!

How dyou suppose they discipline the chain-gang? Fred asked, ignoring my growing hopelessness.

With the lash, said I. Ive seen!

Thats by day, said Fred. Theyve better ways at night. One plan is no supper or breakfast; but the champion scheme is the doctors. On complaint by the askaris that a man on the chain has shirked his work, or answered back, or been obstreperous, the doctor serves him out a handful of strong pills and sees him swallow them. They dont unchain them at night. Dyou get the idea?

Not yet.

Every time the man has to go outside he must wake the whole gang and take them with him! Theyre weary after working twelve hours at a stretch. After the second or third time up they begin to object pretty strenuously. After the third or fourth time hes so unpopular that hed almost rather die than wake them. Imagine the result, and what he suffers!

Despondency began to have hold of me, and I no longer wished to live. The doctors momentary daily visits increased my loathing for the crew who tyrannized there in the name of Progress, and I could see no way of retaliating. I became seized with a sort of delirious conviction that if only I could die and be out of the way my friends would be far better able to contrive without me. There is no convalescence in a mood of that sort, and each morning found me nearer death than the last. Then malaria developed, to give me the finishing touch, and although strangely enough I grew less instead of more delirious, Fred and Will at last made no secret of their belief that I was doomed.

I myself was as sure of death as they were of dinner, and had better appetite for my fate than they for the meal, when one morning the doctor came earlier than usual. He had Schubert with him, and they both peered through the tent door. I was alone, for Fred and Will were in the other tent. The doctor stepped inside and examined me closely, drawing up the mosquito net to see my face. I did not trouble to speak to him, or even to open my eyes after the first glimpse. He spoke to Schubert in German, let the net fall again, and went away. Schubert spat and rubbed his hands, and swung along after him.

Then I heard Will and Fred arguing.

Dont be a fool! That was Freds voice.

I tell you Ill tell him!

Fine thing to tell a poor devil thats dying! Let him die in peace!

No. He has guts, for Ive seen him use em. I shall tell him. You wait here!

But they both came in, and sat one on either side of my bed.

Did you hear what that doctor person said to the sergeant-major? asked Will.

I dont talk his beastly language, I answered.

He said youll be dead by this evening! He told Schubert to go and get the chain-gang and have them dig your grave at noon instead of laying off for dinner. He added theyll have you buried and out of the way by four or five oclock. Then Schubert asked him

No need to tell him that! Fred objected. But Will was watching my face keenly, and went on.

Schubert asked him who was to say whether you are dead or not. What dyou suppose the answer was?

Fred objected again, but Will waved him aside.

The answer he gave Schubert was: Once he is covered with two meters of earth, I shall not hesitate to sign a certificate!  So now you know what to expect!

Will smiled as he watched me. His face was as keen and calm as Freds was troubled.

Take more than his guesswork to put you where hed like to have you  eh? he laughed. And I sat up.

Fred began to grin too. You were right, Will! he admitted.

It was not anger that swept over me and gave me new strength. Anger, I think, would have hastened the end. It was sudden recognition of my own superiority to the devils who knew so little mercy. It was simple inability in the last recourse to admit myself able to be their victim. Even my leg felt better. I demanded food; and by the time they returned from their morning march around the township I had made my boy dress me and was sitting up.

We dated the turn of the tide of our fortunes from that hour.
Certainly from that day we began to prosper  at first gradually, but
after a while in the old swift way that had made all our ventures with
Monty such amazingly amusing work.

We saw the chain-gang  Kazimoto last, with a shovel over his shoulder  march away at noon to dig me a grave in the sand close to where they burned the township refuse. Fred and Will went and watched them a while, contriving to slip a paper of snuff into Kazimotos hand while he rested and let the pick-men labor. (Snuff to a Nyamwezi is as comforting as an old sweet pipe to nine white men out of ten.)

When Schubert came that evening at five with an old sack to put my body in, and plenty of askaris to help decide disputes, I was standing up. He could not very well make even himself believe that a man who could speak and walk was dead, but he could be immensely enraged by what he was pleased to call my schweinspiel.* He cursed me in every language he knew, including several native ones, and ended by threatening to make sure of me before going to so much trouble a second time. [*Literally, pig-play.]

We enraged him still further by laughing at him, and Fred got out his concertina that for many days past had lain idle. The first few notes of it made me realize more than any other thing could have done what depths of despondency we must have plumbed, for hitherto, for as long as I had known Fred, he had always been able with that weird instrument of his to rouse his own spirits and so stir the rest of us. He resumed old habits now, and gloom departed.

That evening I went to bed like a new man, and for the first night for long weeks slept until dawn, awaking hungry. My leg began to mend. We all saw the absurdity, if nothing else, of the treatment meted out to us, based on no better grounds than our supposed possession of a secret. Laughter brought good hope. Hope gave us courage, and courage set Fred and Will hunting for a means of escape. We decided there and then that to wait for this Major Schunck to come from the coast and pass judgment on us was a ridiculous waste of time as well as highly dangerous.

The first discovery Fred and Will made was that there were footholds cut in the great granite rock in which the Bismarck medallion was set. They climbed it, and discovered that from the summit they could see all Muanza harbor from the shore line to the island in the distance. Sitting up there, they presently spotted a native dhow drawn up with bow to the beach with the indefinable, yet unescapable air of rather long disuse.

Resisting the first temptation to hurry along the shore and examine it, they returned to camp to tell me of the find, and sent Simba, Kazimotos understudy, to find out whose the dhow was and why it lay there. They explained it was a fairly big dhow, and might be laid up there on account of leakiness.

But Simba came back grinning with the news that the dhow belonged to an Indian from British East who had been jailed for smuggling. The dhow had been sold to pay his court fine, and was now owned by a Punjabi who had bought it as a speculation and repented already of his bargain, because the Germans would grant him no license to use it and nobody else would buy.

They went off again to have another distant view of it and to try and invent some means of inspecting it closely without betraying their purpose. I was already able to walk with the aid of a stick, although not fast enough to keep up with them, and curiosity taking hold of me I called two of our servants to give me a supporting arm and limped off to see the grave the chain-gang had recently dug for me.

It was a struggle to get there, but it seemed to me the trip was worth it. I found the grave about a foot too short, but otherwise commensurate, and sat down on a stone beside it to consider a number of things. A convalescent man sitting beside his own grave may be forgiven for amusing himself with a lot of near-philosophy, and if I trespassed over the borders of common sense on that occasion I claim it was not without excuse.

My meditations were disturbed by the arrival on the scene of the very last man I expected. We had been told that Professor Schillingschen had gone out on a journey, leaving his wife in the care of the commandant; yet I looked up suddenly to see him standing on the other side of the grave with both hands in the pockets of his knickerbockers and a grin of malevolent amusement showing through the tangled mass of hair that hid his lower face.

Yours? he asked.

I nodded.

A close call! I have seen closer! I have stood so close to the brink of death that the width of an eyelash would have damned me!

Piffle! I answered rudely. How can the already damned be damned again?

He laughed.

You are sick still. You are petulant. Never mind. I was coming to call on you. I watched you leave the camp from the top of that hill behind you, and followed. It is better. We can talk here without being overheard. Send those natives away!

Certainly not! I answered, but I reckoned without the professor and the fear his hairy presence instilled in them.

Go! he said simply in the native tongue; and although I ordered them at once to stay by me they ran back to the camp as fast as their legs could carry them.

How do you feel now? the professor asked.

I stared at him, wondering just what he meant.

I mean, without a pistol!

I saw the point. The rest-camp was not far away, but as far as I could judge we were quite out of sight from it, and unless there should happen to be some one hiding among the rocks at the foot of the hill behind me we were quite alone, unless, as was probable, he had placed one or two of his own hangers-on in hiding within call.

This grave should be a lesson to you! he grinned.

It has been, I answered.

An illustration, he suggested.

A period, said I.

To your youth? he asked maliciously. To the age of folly?

To the time, I said, when any man could blackmail me. I would go into that grave ten times rather than tell you what you want to know!

There are worse places than the grave! he said, beginning to leer savagely. His eyes glittered. He could scarcely find patience for argument. The thin veneer of his first mock-friendliness was gone utterly.

I imagine that German colonial life is far worse than death, said I.

German will be the only rule in Africa, he answered. You fools of English have set your hopes on the Christian missionary. No weaker-backed camel could exist! The German Michael is wiser! Islam is the key to the native mind  Islam and the lash  they understand that! In a few years there will be nothing in Africa that is not German from core to epidermis! As to whether you shall live to see that day or not depends on yourself, my young friend!

Being quite sure that he had a plan in mind that nothing would prevent him from unfolding, I did not waste effort or words on prompting him, but sat still. My silence and apparent lack of curiosity disturbed him; there is nothing your bully likes better than to force his victim into a war of words.

I will be short and blunt with you! he began again. I know your history! You were in Portuguese Africa with Lord Montdidier. There he came in possession of the secret of Tippoo Tibs ivory; how, I do not yet know, but you shall tell me that presently! You and your friends came with him to Zanzibar, where you made certain inquiries  sufficient to set the Sultan of Zanzibar by the ears. You left Zanzibar for Mombasa, and for some reason that you shall also tell me presently, Lord Montdidier did not leave the ship at Mombasa but continued the voyage toward London. Certain individuals decided that it would be better not to permit Lord Montdidier to reach Europe alive. There were agents charged with the duty of attending to that. It was considered safest to throw him overboard into the Mediterranean; men were ordered by cable to board the ship at Suez. Yet when the ship reached Suez nobody knew anything about him! Tell me where he left the ship, and why!

He glared with eyes accustomed to extorting facts from savages, depending on physical weakness so to undermine my will that I would give my secret away, perhaps without knowing it.

I lowered my eyes, not being minded to match the strength of my eye-muscles against his. The news that Monty had not reached Suez as a matter of fact made me feel physically sick. If it were true, it meant most likely that he had been the victim of foul play, for that steamer was not scheduled to stop anywhere before reaching the Suez Canal. As for the people on the ship knowing nothing about him they no doubt preferred not to talk to strangers. That sort of news is easily kept under cover for a while. Schillingschen grew angry at my silence, and changed his tactics.

Where did he leave the ship? he shouted  suddenly  savagely.

I did not answer. He came round to my side of the grave, and laid a heavy clenched fist on my shoulder. It seemed to weigh like lead in the weak condition I was in.

You shall tell me what Lord Montdidier is doing now, or that grave shall resemble in your imagination a bed of roses!

He seized my neck in a grasp like iron, and squeezed it. I rose suddenly and struck him in the stomach with my elbow. Strength had returned more swiftly than I had guessed, or perhaps it was indignation at the touch of his fingers. At any rate he staggered clear of me, and I thought he would assault me now in real earnest; but perhaps he suspected me of having weapons concealed somewhere. Instead of rushing at me like an angry bull he calmed himself and laughed.

You are strong for a man they thought of burying! he said. Never mind! You shall see reason presently! It is well understood that you and your friends know where Tippoo Tibs ivory is hidden. You imagine you can keep the secret. If you keep it, you shall never make use of it, my young friend! If you choose to tell, you shall be suitably rewarded! Come now  I thought you were going to look for it down in these parts. I admit you fooled me. You simply made a false move to draw attention off from Lord Montdidier. Tell me where he is and what he does  and  or

And what? Or what? I demanded, as insolently as I knew how. I saw no sense in answering him gently.

I will show you!

I had begun to feel weak again, but he offered me an arm, and since he seemed in no hurry I was able to struggle along beside him. We took to the main road and when we reached the D.O.A.G. he called for a hammock and some porters. Being carried in that way was sheer luxury after the walk in my weak state, and I lay back feeling like a tripper on vacation. I saw Fred and Will climbing down from their observation post on top of the Bismarck monument, but he did not notice them.

Every German sergeant, and every askari we passed saluted us with about twice as much respect as I had ever seen them show the commandant; and Schillingschen returned salutes much less carefully than he, merely by a curt nod, or one raised finger. Apparently the military feared him, for when we passed the commandant, who was personally superintending the flogging of two natives in the market-place for not saluting himself, he took several paces forward to make sure Schillingschen should see his act of homage. The professor merely nodded in return, and I began to I wonder whether there was a rift in the lute of Muanzas official good relations. Surely I hoped so. Anything calculated to set the Germans garrison life at odds looked to me like the gift of heaven!

Schillingschen, striding beside the hammock, directed our course along the shore-front under palm-trees, planted in stately rows with meticulous precision. He kept far enough to one side to avoid the charge of being seen walking with me, but from time to time tossed me remarks calculated to keep my nerves on edge.

What I shall show you is by way of warning! was a remark he repeated two or three times. Then: A native can always be made to talk by flogging him. Some white men need sterner measures!

We left the commandants house on the hill far behind and followed the curve of the lake shore, toward a rocky promontory with a clump of thick jungle behind it. Fear began to get its work in, until the thought came that what he most desired was to make me afraid; then I managed to summon sufficient contempt for him and his tribe to regain my nerve and once more almost enjoy the promenade.

He halted the hammock bearers at a spot about three hundred yards away from the promontory and, leaving them standing there, turned inland with a hand on my arm to give me support and direction. We followed a path that was fairly well marked out and trodden, but rough, and several times I should have fallen but for his help. My legs still refused any sort of strenuous duty.

The staff surgeon at this station is a man of ideas, he announced as we rounded a big rock and passed down a narrow glade in the jungle. He is original. He is not like some of our official fools. He studies.

I refused to seem curious, and walked beside him in silence.

He studies sleeping sickness. If he can find the key to the solution of that scourge it will mean promotion for him. He has noticed that the sleeping sickness is always at its worst beside the lake, and putting two and two together like a sensible man has reached the conclusion that the disease may be propagated in some way in the blood of these things.

We emerged into a clearing in which a pool more than a hundred yards long and nearly as many wide was formed naturally by a hollow in the surface of a great sheet of granite. The pool was fed by a trickle of water from a jumble of rocks at one end. At the other end the bottom of the pond sloped upward gradually, so that a ramp of smooth rock was formed, emerging out of shallow water. A stone wall had been built about three feet high to enclose that end of the pond, and all the way along both sides the granite had been broken and chipped until the edges were sheer and unclimbable.

Look! he said, pointing.

I looked and grew sick. On the ramp, half in the water and half out lay about a hundred crocodiles basking in the sun, their yellow eyes all open. They were aware of us, for they began to move slowly higher out of water as if they expected something.

You see that post? asked Schillingschen.

The stump of a dead tree that he referred to stood up nearly straight out of a crack in the rock, and a few yards above water level. The crocodiles all lay nose toward it, some of them twelve or fourteen feet long, some smaller, and some very small indeed, all interested to distraction in the dead tree-trunk.

That is where he feeds them, Schillingschen announced. He has tested them for hearing, smell, and eyesight. By making fast a living animal to that post be has been able to convince himself that from about nine in the morning until five in the afternoon their senses are limited. Only occasionally do they come and take the bait between those hours. They are hungriest in the early morning just before daylight. Recently a large ape tied to the post at midday was not killed and eaten until four next morning, and that is about the usual thing, although not the rule. Now my proposal is

He stepped back and eyed me with the coldest look of appraisal I ever sickened under. I blenched at last  visibly suffered under his eye, and he liked it.

  that you tell your secret or be fastened to that post from noon, say, until the crocodiles make an end of you!

He stepped back a pace farther, perhaps to gloat over my discomfort, perhaps from fear of some concealed weapon.

You have not much time to arrive at your decision!

He took another pace backward. It occurred to me then that he was looking for some one he expected. Nobody turning up, he began to gather loose stones and throw them at the reptiles, driving them down into deep water, first in ones and twos and then by dozens. Most of them swam away to the far side of the pool, and hid themselves where it was deep.

Then, panting with having run, there came a native who looked like a Zulu, for he had enormous thighs and the straight up and down carriage, as well as facial characteristics.

You are late! shouted Schillingschen in German Warum? What dye mean by it?

The man opened his mouth wide and made grimaces. He had no tongue.
Schillingschen laughed.

This is a servant who does no tattling in the market-place! he said, turning again toward me. He and I can tie you to that post easily. What do you say?

There was nothing whatever to say, or to do except wonder how to circumvent him, and nothing in sight that could possibly turn into a friend  except a little tuft of faded brown that out of the corner of my eye I detected zigzagging toward me in the direction from which we had come. A moment later I knew it really was a friend. Crinkle, a mongrel dog that Fred had adopted the day after our arrival, breasted the low rise, saw me, gave a yelp of delight and came scampering.

The dog sniffed my knee to make sure of me, and then trotted over to sniff Schillingschen. The professor stooped down to pat him, rubbed his ear a moment to get the dogs confidence, and then seized him suddenly by both hind legs. I saw what he intended too late.

Stop, or Ill kill you! I shouted, and made a rush at him. But he swung the yelping dog and hurled him far out into the pool.

A second later my fist crashed into his face and he staggered backward. A second later yet the dumb Zulu pinned my elbows from behind and set his knee into the small of my back with such terrific force that I yelled with pain. Then Schillingschen approached me and began to try to drive my teeth in with unaccustomed fists. He loosened my front teeth, but cut his own knuckles, so began looking about for a stick.

Strangely enough my own attention was less fixed on Schillingschen than on the wretched Crinkle swimming frantically for shore. Dog-like he was making straight for me, and there was no possibility whatever of his being able to scramble up the steep side. I shouted to call his attention, and tried to motion to him to swim toward shallow water, but the Zulu would not let my arms free, and the dog only thought I was urging him to hurry.

Schillingschen found a stick and came back to give me a hammering with it just at the moment when a crocodile saw Crinkle. A blow landed on my head, cut my forehead, and sent the blood down into my eyes at the same moment that I heard the dogs yelp of agony; and next time I looked at the pond there was a tiny whirlpool on the surface, slightly tinged with red.

You swine! I shouted at Schillingschen, trying to break loose and attack him. For answer he raised his cudgel in both hands and stood on tiptoe to get leverage. If that blow had landed it must have broken something, for he was strong as a gorilla; but somebody shouted  I recognized Freds voice, and in another second he and Will charged down on us. Schillingschen turned about to strike Fred instead of me, but Wills fist hit him on the ear and split it. The professor staggered backward, and a moment later Fred had felled the Zulu. I reeled from weakness and excitement, and nearly fell down.

Throw him to the crocks, you men! I urged madly. He threw Crinkle in. Throw him! Nobodyll ever know! Hed have dared throw me in! Nobody comes here! Throw him in and trust the crocks to leave no trace!

Shut up, you fool! growled Fred.

Did you see him throw that dog in? I retorted.

No, he answered, but I saw him strike you. Thats enough! Ill deal with him!

I suppose Fred intended to knock the professor down and belabor him with the same stick he had used on me, but the plan died stillborn. Schillingschen bethought him of his hip-pocket, produced a repeating pistol, and leveled it.

Any nonsense, and I shoot you all! he announced.

That ended the battle as far as we were concerned. We had no firearms. Schillingschen wasted no time on explanations, but beckoned his Zulu and walked off, striding at a great pace and only looking back over his shoulder once or twice to make sure we were not in pursuit.

Fred and Will lent me an arm apiece and we followed slowly, I recounting as fast as I could all that had happened, and they trying to chaff me back into a sensible frame of mind.

That was a decent dog! I insisted. He slept on my bed those nights when I had fever!

I know it, Fred answered. Will and I lay and scratched, while you rested, with proper flea-food for protection! Dont worry, well find you another dog!

Schillingschens consideration for my wound had vanished with the chance of making use of me. As we emerged into the open we saw him in the distance lolling in the hammock he had brought me in.

Never mind! grinned Will. Ill bet the brute has an earache!

And teeth-ache! added Fred.

And Ill bet he has gone to prepare us a hot reception! said I. He owns this town!

But nothing happened immediately on our return into the town. Actually Fred and Will had been outside township limits and could be arrested; suspecting foul play as soon as they saw me with Schillingschen, they had followed at once. They were as mystified as I when no swift vengeance lit on them. We saw Schillingschen carried in the hammock up the steep path leading to the commandants house; but no one came down again. After we got back to camp we spent all the rest of the day waiting for the vengeance we felt sure was overdue, but none came. Toward evening we even began to grow hopeful again and to talk about the dhow. Fred and Will had examined it through field-glasses from the top of the rock, and were optimistic regarding its size and general condition.

Even if it leaks rather badly, said Will, we could reach some island, and beach it there, and caulk it.

How about that launch, that brought the professor and Lady Saffren
Waldon? I asked.

What about it?

Couldnt they follow us with that?

You bet they could! said Will. Weve either got to spike the launchs boilers, or give them the complete slip on a dark night!

We might steal the launch! suggested Fred, but that was too wild a proposal to be taken seriously. The launch was the apple of the German governmental eye, and the engine crew slept on it always.

The prospect was unpromising as ever, yet I went to bed and listened to the strains of Freds concertina in the next tent with less foreboding than at any time since reaching Muanza, and fell asleep to the tune of Silver Hairs among the Gold, a melancholy piece that Will liked to sing when hope or courage stirred him.

I was awakened near midnight of a moonless black night by a hand on my bedclothes and the light of a lantern in my eyes.

Hus-s-s-h! said some one. Dont speak yet! Listen!

It was a womans voice, and it puzzled me indescribably, for a sick mans wits dont work swiftly as a rule when he lies between sleeping and waking.

Listen! said the voice again. I must come to terms with you three men! You are the only hope left me! I have no friends in Muanza  and none whom I trust! Those Greeks and that Goanese would sell me to the first bidder, and these Germans are worse than dogs!

But who are you? I asked stupidly.

For answer she held the lantern so that I could see her face. Her hand trembled, and the unsteady light threw baffling shadows, but even so I could see she looked drawn and aged.

Where is your maid, then, Lady Waldon? I asked, for it seemed to me that was one friend who had served her through thick and thin.

Ask the commandant! she answered. The poor fool thinks he will marry her! Little she knows of the German method! I am alone! I have not even a servant any longer! I have walked through the shadows from the commandants house, only lighting this lantern after I was inside the hedge. Nobody knows I am here. One watchman was asleep; the others did not see me. All you need fear is those Greeks. As long as they dont suspect I am here we can talk safely.

I tumbled out of bed on the far side, and went to waken the other two. After a hurried consultation we decided my tent was the best for the interview, because of the light that had burned in it nearly always while I was so deathly ill. We wrapped ourselves in blankets, and Fred went and shook Simba awake.

Watch those Greeks! he ordered him. If they show signs of life, come and give the alarm!

Then we set Lady Waldons lantern on the ground in the back of my tent, closed the tent up, and foregathered. There was one chair. We three sat on the bed.

Before we begin, said Fred, wed like some kind of proof, Lady
Waldon, that your overture is honest! Ive no need to labor the point.
Until now you have been our implacable enemy. Why should we believe
you are our friend to-night?

She sighed. I dont expect friendship, she answered. You and I are in deep water, and must find a straw that may float us all! If I can help you to escape out of the country I will. If you can help me, you must! If you dont escape there are worse things in store for you than you imagine! If you tell your secret now, they intend to prevent your telling it to any one else afterward! And unless you tell they intend to take terrible steps to compel you! As for me  they have discovered that after all I know nothing, and am of no further use to them! They have not said so, but it is very clear to me how the land lies. Professor Schillingschen is drunk to-night; he came home with his car and mouth bleeding, and has plied the whisky bottle freely ever since until he fell asleep an hour and a half ago. He boasted over his cups. They are simply using this long wait for Major Schunk, who is supposed to be coming from the coast, to gather additional evidence against you. They have men out following your trail back by the way you came, and if they can find no genuine evidence they will invent what they need; the purpose is to get you legally behind the bars; and if you ever come out again alive that would not be their fault!

What do you propose? asked Fred.

Escape! she answered excitedly. Then another thought made her clench her fists. Is it possible you told Professor Schillingschen your secret to-day? Did one of you tell him? Is that why he is drunk?

She saw by our faces that that fear was groundless, but a greater one, that she might not be able to convince us, seized her next and she made such an excited gesture that the shawl she wore over her head and shoulders fell away and her long hair came tumbling down like a witchs.

Listen! There is nothing that you men from your point of view could say too bad about me! I know! I have been in the pay of Germany for many years, but what you dont know is how they got me in the toils and kept me in, dragging me down from one degradation to another! They have dragged me down so far at last that I am not much more use to them. If we were in British territory they would simply expose me to the British government and save themselves the trouble of ending my career. They did that to Mrs. Winstin Willoughby, and Lord James Rait, and fifty others; it was so easy to put incriminating evidence against them in the hands of the public prosecutor. Lord James Rait died in Dartmoor Prison  a common felon. I shall not! But believe me  I am certain as I sit here that they only wait for my return to British East! To have me murdered here might start inconvenient rumors that would lead to unanswerable questions! It was proposed to me to-day that I should return to British East on the launch!

Then why talk about escaping? Fred wondered. Why not go?

Because, she hissed emphatically, dont you see, you stupid!  if they send me back it will be to my doom! My one chance is to escape from their clutches  get into touch with British officials  and save the situation by telling my own tale first!

Fred was in no hurry to be convinced. I was already for accepting her story and helping her out; but that was perhaps because I was a sick man, too recently recovered from the gates of death to care to be hard on any one.

I still dont see your danger, Fred told her. In all my life I fail to recall a single instance of the British courts passing a severe sentence on a spy. If youll excuse my saying so, your story about Lord James Rait is incorrect. I recall the case well. He got a twenty-year sentence for forgery.

True! she answered. And Mrs. Winstin Willoughby was sentenced to fifteen years for theft! Lord James did forge  in the way of business for the German government! Jane Winstin Willoughby did steal  for the same blackguard masters! Do you think they will expose me as a spy? That would be too clumsy, even for such bullies as they are! Do you suppose they could have dragged me down to this without some sword held over me? They can prove that I committed a crime in England several years ago. Oh, yes, I am a criminal! I raised a check. It was a check on a German bank, given to me by a German on behalf of a countryman of his. I needed money desperately, and the man who brought the check to me suggested I should raise it! Since then I have tried to repay that money with interest a dozen times, but they have always laughed and told me they preferred to leave matters as they are.

What would be the use of returning to British territory, then? asked
Fred. If they hold that over you, they can denounce you at any time.

Not they! she answered. Not if I get there first! I know too much! I can tell too much! I can prove too much! If I were once arrested on the charge of raising that check, no government in the world would listen to me. But if I can tell my story first, and confess about the check, and explain why the charge is likely to be brought against me, then there will be Downing Street officials who know how to whisper to the German Embassy words that will frighten them into silence! I can prove too much against the German government, if only I can tell my tale before they crush me!

Why not write it? asked Fred, and it seemed to me there was humor in his eye, but she only detected stubbornness, and laughed scornfully.

My own maid even gave them the letters written to me by my sister! If I should be suspected of writing they would never rest until they had the letter!

Give me your letter to mail! suggested Fred maliciously.

Deluded man! she sneered. All the letters you have written since you came to Muanza lie in a drawer in the commandants desk! I myself have read them!

In the dark, with shifting shadows thrown by the cheap trade lantern, it was difficult to judge what was going on behind that beard of Freds. I had begun to suspect he was coming over to my way of thinking and would yield to her presently, but he returned to the attack  very directly and abruptly.

What is it you know against the German government? he demanded, and sat with his jaw in the palm of his hand waiting for her answer.

Why should I tell you? Why should I put myself completely in your power?

Why not? asked Fred.

What would prevent you from stealing my thunder, and telling my story as your own  leaving me at the Germans mercy?

Something very potent that I think you would not understand if I talked of it, Fred answered. Listen to me now a minute. I havent conferred with my friends here, as you know. Whatever I tell you is subject to their agreeing with me. The only condition on which I, for one, would consent to taking part with you in anything  after all our experience of you!  would be that you should put yourself so completely in our power that we could feel we had your safekeeping. On those terms I would be willing to do my best to help you out.

I agree to that like a shot! said Will; and I nodded.

You mean  ?

All or nothing! Fred insisted.

You mean that you also, just like these Germans, must have a sword to hold over me?

I thought you wouldnt understand! Fred answered. What we demand, Lady Saffren Walden, is proof that you really do give us your confidence. Without that we have nothing to say to you, and nothing to do with you!

She broke down then and cried a little, tearing herself with sobs she hated to release. Suddenly she raised her head and glared at us wildly, dry-eyed; not a tear had accompanied the sobbing.

If I tell you  if you fail me after that  I shall kill myself in such way that you shall know  my blood is on your heads!

Fred laughed. It was no doubt the best thing to do, but I wondered how he managed it.

Suppose you begin by telling us, he said. We can discuss the blood-stains afterward!

Then she suddenly burst into her tale, as if she had rehearsed it a hundred times in readiness to pour into the ears of the first British official who had power enough to shield her. She told it dramatically, in few words, wasting no breath on side-issues, and without once pausing to explain, letting her words smash down the barriers of unbelief and pave their own way for explanations afterward.

Germany is planning to conquer the world!  not now, but ten or a dozen years from now! She is getting ready ceaselessly! Part of the plan is to undermine British rule in Africa by means of a religious influence among the natives. That is the special duty of Professor Schillinschen. As soon as possible a great native army is to be trained, and thoroughly schooled in the fanatical precepts of Islam. But the German people are too heavily taxed already, and refuse to vote money for this miserable colony, where the great beginning must be made because it is only here that they can work unsuspected. So funds must be found in some other way!

She paused for breath. No woman pleading at the bar of justice could have seemed more in earnest. Of one thing I was quite sure: she had found it worth her while to convince us if that were possible. She was playing no half-hearted game.

Do you begin to see now why the Germans are so set on finding Tippoo Tibs hoard of ivory? Do you begin to understand why they are determined, not only to prevent your finding it, but to learn your secret? If rumor is one-half true, the Arab buried somewhere enough ivory to finance this plan of theirs! They have been going about the search systematically, and sooner or later they feel they must stumble on it. They will not let you forestall them!

She paused again. Her very earnestness exhausted her more than the walk through the dark in danger had done.

Take your time, Fred advised her. Were all listening!

When I told you in Nairobi that Lord Montdidier had been murdered, I believed I was so near the truth that you would never know the difference. I knew the order had been given to have him killed on board ship  given by men who are accustomed to be obeyed  who do not excuse failure on any ground. They feared he might be going to divulge the secret of the ivory to his government in London. Oh, I tell you they stop at nothing! To-day London is the ivory market of the world, but they have their arrangements made for transferring that center of trade to Hamburg! They mean first to crush competitors, and then monopolize! They hope the ivory is in this country. In that case their task will be easy. But if it should be found in British East, they are all ready with the necessary men of influence to apply for a mining or agricultural concession, and they will fence that place off so thoroughly that no one will ever be the wiser until they have carried the ivory out of the country!

They could never get it out of British East without the government knowing, objected Fred; but she laughed at him.

If worse came to the worst, they are ready with an offer to exchange ten times the territory elsewhere for just that small section of the country. They would give up German New Guinea, or Southwest Africa  anything! They have fooled the French and Russian governments until they are ready to bring pressure to bear on England diplomatically to induce her to make almost any bargain of that kind that the Germans want. They are even willing to concede to England the whole of Abyssinia, which nobody owns yet, and to back her up against the claims of France and Italy! Why should they not be willing to make temporary concessions, when all Africa is to be theirs in ten years time! They will give to-day, and with the help of the money that ivory will bring they will create an army that shall take away to-morrow!

But how can you prove all this? Fred asked her.

How? I know the names of the men who are preaching Germanys sermons all through British East! I know all Schillingschens secrets! Why should I not? I have suffered enough! He is a drunken brute nearly always after the sun goes down, and his caresses are disgusting; I have endured them until I know all he knows! Now he realizes that I know his secrets and have none of my own to tell, so he hopes to send me to my doom at the hands of the government I have betrayed too many times! What is the use of my pretending to be better than I am? I am a spy  a traitress  a divorced woman with worse than no reputation! I am not a person likely to be shown much mercy! I never would have recanted unless the end of my rope had come! Now I know I must buy my pardon  I must earn it  I must pay for it with solid value! Luckily I can do that! I do not ask you men for mercy. I know what is in store for you if you do not escape! I offer to help you to escape, in exchange for helping me!

Better be more precise! suggested Fred. Exactly what is in store for us?

She pointed her finger at me. You went out of bounds to-day with Schillingschen! Well and good; he was with you. But you, and you She pointed at Fred and Will.   went without permission. Why do you suppose they over-looked such a splendid chance of jailing you legally? Schillingschen came up to the commandants house in a towering passion, demanding the immediate arrest and close confinement of all three of you. He was only persuaded to wait a few days longer because a runner has come in with word that the bodies of several Masai whom you shot on this side of the German border have been found! The bones  the bullets found among the bones  and cartridge cases that will fit your rifles are being brought to Muanza! After that  the deluge, my friends! That is why Professor Schillingschen gets drunk and sings himself to sleep in spite of your being still at liberty! Either escape before that evidence reaches Muanza, or make up your minds for the worst! It is growing late  answer me  do you agree?

Fred glanced once at each of us. We both nodded.

We agree with reservations, he said.

What are they? Man  dont be a fool! Dont fritter the lives of all of us away!

Theyre simple. Weve a friend in the jail here. His names Brown.

That drunkard? Leave him! Hes worthless!

Weve a servant on the chain-gang. His name is Kazimoto.

A nigger? Youd risk another day in this place for a nigger? How absurd! Theyre never grateful. They dont see things from the white mans standpoint. They dont expect ideal treatment. Leave him his wages and tell him to follow when they let him off the chain!

And we have a string of porters, Fred continued. We will not leave
Muanza without the porters, our man Kazimoto, and Mr. Brown of Lumbwa!

You are mad! You are crazy!

We are the men you have invited to trust you, Fred answered kindly. Those are our conditions. We will not bate one iota! Take em or leave em, Lady Waldon!


CHAPTER TEN

IN HOC SIGNO VADE

Lean, loveless, hungry lanes are these!
The longest has an end.
Ill luck tasted to the bitter lees
Soonest shall mend.
From out the foes ranks if Heaven please
Shall come your friend.

We came to no fixed decision that night, although we knew there was no alternative. She held out, in the vain hope of making us agree to leave Kazimoto and Brown behind. The porters, she agreed, might come in very handy, although it was at least doubtful that we should be able to slip out of Muanza by land. The Germans had taken latterly to counting our porters every morning, to supplying them with ration money once every day, and to sending the bill to us by an askari, who waited for the cash. At any rate, she conceded the porters, provided we would leave the two others behind. And of course we were adamant.

She left us an hour and a half before dawn, we letting her return alone because of the greater danger of detection if we had tried to escort her. It was after she had gone, while we sat listening for the sound of a challenge that would have ruined all her hopes, if not ours, that Will conceived the bright idea which finally saved us.

The Heinies dont know that were wise to their game, he said cheerfully. His ears were sticking out from his head and he had the naughty boy look that always presaged wisdom. Why dont we play that card for all its worth?

We need five cards to make even a poker hand, Fred objected.

Will a full house suit you  aces and queens? he answered. Ive named you one ace already. Ace number two is the fact that these German officials are brutes pure and simple  brutes who dont understand how to be anything else, with brutal low cunning and no other cleverness.

That sounds like the joker! said Fred.

Its ace number two, I tell you! The third is the fact that Brown of Lumbwa can talk with Kazimoto in the night through that corrugated iron partition! Three aces  count em  one, two, three! Queens? One of em left a few minutes ago! The others the dhow! Well call that blessed boat the Queen of Sheba for luck! The Queen of Sheba got to her journeys end, and found more than she expected, and by the lights of little old Broadway, so shall we! Ive dealt the cards  is it up to me to play them?

Your hand, America! Talk it over first, though! Theres an awful lot hangs on the game! said Fred.

I fell asleep while they argued over the points of Wills strategy. Africa is a land of sudden death and swift recoveries, but for a convalescent man I had been through a strenuous day and had right to be tired out. It was broad daylight when I awoke, and breakfast was ready. Fred and Will had returned from their march around the township with the native band, and to my surprise the commandant was standing in front of their tent, talking with them. I threw on a jacket and joined them at table.

I dont understand you, said the commandant. Either talk German or speak more slowly!

Will took a purchase on his stock of patience and began again.

If our porters run away, youll blame us. We dont care to be blamed for what is none of our fault. So if you dont put em all on a chain and lock em up nights, were going to discontinue paying for their keep. Thats flat! You can work em if you like. Let em help keep the township clean. Well pay their board and wages as long as youre responsible for their not escaping! And say! If you want to get real work out of em Ill give you a tip. There never was a savage like that Kazimoto of ours for getting results out of that gang. Put him on the same chain with the lot of em, and well all be satisfied! I dont presume to be running your jail, but Im telling you facts thatll hurt nobody. Those porters ud be a darn sight better off with plenty of exercise.

Do I understand you to ask that your porters be made prisoners? asked the commandant.

You get me exactly! said Will.

The commandant grunted, nodded, waited for us to get up and salute him, grunted again with disgust when we did nothing of the sort, turned on his heel, and walked off. We spent an hour on tenterhooks, and I began to believe the German had simply become more suspicious than ever and would keep closer watch on us without troubling at all about the men. But at the end of an hour we saw the porters rounded up, and a chain fetched out that was long enough to hold them all. They disappeared within the boma wall. Ten minutes later suddenly Will pointed toward the southward.

Look! See what happens when the roofs of shanty-town take fire!

Flames went up from the dry grass roof of one of the rectangular Swahili huts. Within thirty seconds the askaris on guard at the boma began firing their rifles in the air as fast as they could pull the trigger and reload. Within two minutes the chain-gang was headed for jail, where it was locked behind doors, in order that every askari in Muanza might be free to pile arms and hurry to the fire. It was not only askaris; the whole township turned out as to the circus, with Schubert and his long kiboko ruling the riot. The other sergeants were in evidence, but quiet, imperturbable men compared to their feldwebel, plying their kibokos without wasting words, stirring the whole world within their reach into action  if not orderly and purposeful, action, at least.

Schubert climbed on a roof well to windward and safe from the sparks, and directed proceedings in a voice that out-thundered the mobs roar and crackling flames. To illustrate his meaning he seized handsful of the thatch on which he stood and tore them out, to the huge discontent of the owner. The crowd saw what he wanted and began at once tearing off roofs in a wide circle around the fire so as to isolate it, Schubert demonstrating until scarcely a handful of thatch remained on the roof he honored and he had to stand awkwardly on the crisscross poles, while the owner and his women wept.

Within ten minutes after the commencement of the fire there was under way a regular orgy of roof pulling. Whoever had an enemy ran and tore his roof off, and there were several instances of reciprocity, two families tearing off each others roofs, each believing the other to be at the fire.

Muanza was a furious place  a riot  a home of din and tumult while the fire lasted, and when it was put out it took another hour to stop the fights between victims of the flames and unofficial salvage-men.

Dye get the idea of it? asked Will. Dye see the Achilles heel?

In that second, I believe, Fred Oakes and I betrayed ourselves genuine adventurers. Any fool could have talked glibly about setting the town on fire; any coward could have yelped about the danger of it, and improbability of success. It needed adventurers to size up instantly all the odds against the idea, recognize the one infinitesimal chance, and plump for it. And we were there!

Its the only chance weve got! agreed Fred. Im for it! Lead on
America!

I believe we can pull it off! said I. Im game!

After that it seemed like waste of time to talk, yet every single detail of our plan had to be thought out beforehand and mentally rehearsed, if we hoped to have even the one slim chance we built on. Luckily Professor Schillingschen continued drunk, which meant that he would sleep early and give Lady Waldon another chance to pay us a nocturnal visit. One of our boys told us that according to market gossips the commandant was drinking with him and the two of them were watching a sort of prolonged native nautch they had staged in seclusion on the hill.

The next day we learned there was to be a murder trial of no less than nine men  an event likely to keep the whole garrisons attention drawn away from us. And after the trial would come the hanging (it would have been impossible to convince any one, German or native, that the verdict and sentence were not foregone conclusions). The stars in their courses appeared to be on our side. For several nights to come the worst the moon could do would be to show a sliver of silver crescent for an hour or two.

Lady Waldon came earlier that night. When we outlined our plan to her roughly she argued against it at first  and it was impossible far-fetched  ridiculous. She insisted again on our simply sneaking away by night with her. But Fred wasted no time on argument, and took the upper hand.

Take us or leave us, Lady Waldon, as we are! Weve an unwritten rule that none of us has ever thought of breaking, that binds us to obey the member of the party whose plan we have adopted. On this occasion we have agreed to Mr. Yerkes plan, and youve got to obey him implicitly if you want to have part with us! We will not leave our men or Brown of Lumbwa behind, and we will not change the plan by a hairs breadth! Will you or wont you obey?

She yielded then very quickly. It seemed a relief to her at last to subject her views to those of men whose purpose was merely honest. Will took up the reins at once.

Weve talked over buying the boat, he said, but thats hopeless. The more we paid for it the louder the owner would brag. The Germans would be on in a minute. Weve simply got to steal it. Its up to you to find out the mans proper name and address, and well send him the money from the first British post-office we reach.

Don Quixote de la Mancha! she said critically. Well  we steal the boat and you pay for it afterward. The owner will think you are crazy, and if the Germans ever discover it they will take the money away from him by some legal process. But go on!

Weve plenty of money, said Will, so theres no need to worry about too many supplies to begin with. But well need scant rations for ourselves and all our men until we reach some place where more are to be bought. And weve got to get them on board the dhow secretly. The first question is, how to do that.

She told us at once of a path going round by the back of the hill behind us, that would make the trip to the dhow in the dark a matter of over two miles, but that avoided all sentries and habitations. We agreed that all three of us should climb to the top of the hill, which was not out of bounds  and study the track next morning. On the fateful night we must take our chance, just as she had done, of avoiding the sleepy-eyed sentry who kept watch over the Greeks.

Well talk to Brown of Lumbwa on the morning and afternoon march around the township, Will went on. Brown must whisper to Kazimoto through the corrugated iron partition in the jail at night, and have them all ready to break loose at the signal and bring him along with them. We must be careful to show Brown just where the dhow is. He has been sober quite a while. Maybe hell remember if we direct him carefully.

What is to be the signal? she asked.

Just what Im coming to, said Will. A fire-alarm on the first windy night! The next question is, who is to start the fire? Well need a good one! Yet if we do it, were likely to be caught by the crowd coming running to deal with it.

Coutlass! she answered suddenly. Coutlass and his two friends!

Youll perhaps pardon me, Fred answered, but none of us would trust those Greeks as far as a hen could swim in alcohol!

Yet you must! Leave them to me! They dont know that the sand in my glass has run down. Let me go to them presently, pretending that I went direct to them and am afraid of being seen by you. I will tell them that the Germans want a good excuse for putting you three men in jail and that they will be sent away free as a reward if they will start a fire and charge you afterward with arson! I will tell them to choose the first windy night, so as to have a really spectacular blaze worth committing perjury about!

Better arrange a signal, Will advised. They might otherwise fire before we were ready!

Very well. You men give me the word at midday of the day of the start, and I will spread red, white and blue laundry on the roof of the commandants house for the Greeks to see.

Good enough! agreed Will. Now one more stunt! We simply must have firearms. The Germans have taken ours away and locked them up. At a pinch I suppose we could manage with one rifle, provided we had lots of ammunition. We would rather have one each. In fact, the more the merrier. One we must have! What about it?

She thought for several minutes. At last she told us that one of the commandants rifles and one of Schillingschens stood leaning in a corner of the living-room beside a book-case. Whether she could make away with one or both of those without detection she did not know, and she would have to use her wits regarding ammunition. It was always kept locked up.

Why not kill an askari and take his rifle and cartridges? she asked. The sentry on duty watching the Greeks will be in the way. Knock him on the head from behind!

Thank you! grinned Will, exchanging glances with us. We shall have about enough on our consciences setting fire to half the township. Well not kill except in self-defense.

But you wont set the town on fire! The Greeks will do that!

Dont lets argue ethics! Fred interrupted, for Wills ears were getting red. Can you tell us for certain, Lady Waldon, whether all the askaris and German sergeants really run to a fire? Or do a certain number remain in the boma?

Oh, I know about that, she answered. Until the prisoners are all locked in  that is to say, in case of fire in the daytime  six or eight askaris remain inside the boma. The minute they are locked in, if the fire is serious, and in case of fire by night, they all go except two, who stand on the eastern boma wall, one at each corner. From there they are supposed to be able to see on every side except the water-front. Nobody guards the water-front; I dont know why, unless it is that the gate on that side is kept locked almost always and the wall runs along the waters edge.

As a matter of fact, said I, those two sentries on the wall will be too busy staring at the fire, if the Greeks really make a big one, to see anything else unless we march by under their noses with a brass band.

Bah! sneered Lady Waldon. If I get that rifle I would dare shoot them both for you myself!

If you overstep one detail of Wills plan, I guarantee to put you ashore on the first barren island we come to! said Fred. Leave shooting to us!

The next problem was to draw away from the Greeks the attention of the askari at the cross-roads. We could not see him, for it was one of those black African nights when the stars look like tiny pin-pricks and there are no shadows because all is dark. To go out and look what he was doing would have been to arouse his suspicion. Yet there was always a chance that he might be patrolling down near the Greek camp; doubtless acting on orders, he had a trick of approaching their tents very closely once in a while.

So when Lady Waldon had slipped out into the darkness we lit half a dozen lamps and started a concert, Fred playing and we singing the sort of tunes that black men love. He took the bait, hook, sinker, and all; in the silence at the end of the first song we heard his butt ground on the gravel just beyond the cactus hedge in front of us; and there he stayed, we entertaining him for an hour. By that time we were quite sure that Lady Waldon had passed along the road behind him; so Fred went out and gave him tobacco.

Its time you went and looked at those Greeks again! he advised him.
You would be in trouble if they slipped away in the night!

Now that a plan of campaign was finally decided on, there seemed much less to do than we had feared. Mapping out in our minds the way round the back of the hill to the dhow was perfectly simple; we went and smoked on the hilltop, and within an hour after breakfast had every turn and twist memorized. Fred drew a chart of the track for safetys sake.

Persuading Brown of Lumbwa proved unexpectedly to be much the most difficult task. Added to the fact that the askaris who marched behind and the Greeks who marched in front were unusually inquisitive, Brown himself was afraid.

Well all be shot in the dark! he objected.

Would you rather, Will asked, be shot in the dark with a run for your money, or fed to the crocks in the doctors pond? And he told him about the crocodiles to encourage him.

Theyll have to let me out of jail at the end of the month, Brown argued.

Dont you believe it! In less than a week from now well all be in on one and the same charge of filibustering! Theyll not let you go back to British East to tell tales about their treatment of the rest of us, Will assured him.

But Brown proved tinged with a little streak of yellow somewhere. It was not until the afternoon march that Fred and Will, one on either side of him, by appeals to his racial instinct and recalling the methods of the military court, induced him to do his part. Once having promised he vowed he would see the thing through to the end; but he was the weak link; he was afraid; and he disbelieved in the wisdom of the attempt.

It was Kazimoto in the end who kept Brown up to the mark, and shamed him into action by superior courage. Fred found a chance to speak to him as the long string rested al noon under the narrow shade of a cactus hedge, and warned him in about fifty words of what was intended. (The askaris, almost as leg-weary as the gang, were sprawling at the far end of the line, gambling at pitch-and-toss.)

Be sure you sleep as near to the partition as you can. Get details of the plan from Mr. Brown, and then drill the porters one by one! Dont let them tell one another. You tell each one of them yourself!

Then he walked down the line and ordered the porters in a loud voice to obey the askaris implicitly, and to work harder in return for the good food and care they were getting, winking at the same time very emphatically, with the eye the askaris could not see.

The night work was the hardest, because, although we were quite sure about direction, even in the dark, it was another matter to feel our way and carry unaccustomed loads. By day we decided what to take and what to leave behind, and we cut down what to take with us to the irreducible, dangerous minimum. Then we broke that up into thirty- or forty-pound packages, so that when we all three made the trip to the dhow the most we took at one time was about a hundred pounds weight. In the condition I was in I could take not more than one trip to the others two; after the first it was agreed that I would better stay behind and keep an eye on the askari. The minute he showed symptoms of becoming inquisitive I was to invent some way of keeping his attention; so all unsuspected by him I lay in the sand by the roadside within three yards of him, while the ants crawled over me and he dozed leaning on his rifle. Once a long snake crawled over my wrist and my very marrow curdled with fear and loathing; but except for mosquitoes, who were legion and sucked their fill, there was no other contretemps. I dont know what I would have done if the askari had taken alarm and set off to investigate. I trusted to intuition should that happen.

The work of arranging the stuff in the dhow was the most difficult of all, because we dared not light a lantern, yet we also dared not stow things carelessly for fear of confusion when the hour of action came. The space was ridiculously small for ourselves and all those men, and every inch had to be economized. In addition to that the dhow had to be worked backward off the mud far enough to be shoved off easily, and then made fast by a rope to the bushes in such way as not to be noticeable. Most of the ropes turned out to be rather rotten, and we could only guess at the condition of the sails; the feel of them in the dark gave us small assurance. But fortunately we had a couple of hundred feet of good half-inch manila in camp with us, and that Fred and Will took out and stowed in the hold the night following.

We bought such things at the D.O.A.G. as we could without arousing suspicion, as, for instance, a quantity of German dried pea-soup  not that the porters would take to it kindly, but it would go a long way among them at a pinch. Live stock we did not dare buy, for fear of the noise it would make; but we laid in some eggs and bananas. Most of the thirty-pound loads were rice.

It troubled us sorely to leave our good tents, beds, and equipment behind, yet all we could take was the blankets and one gladstone bag packed with clothes for us all. Kettles and pots and pans were a noisy nuisance, yet we had to have them, and blankets for all those porters, who would escape from jail practically naked, were an essential; but fortunately we had a sixty-pound bale of trade-blankets among our loads.

Not one word did we exchange all this while with Coutlass and his friends. Not one overture did we make to them, or they to us. But there was no doubt of their intention to do their worst. They gloated over us  eyed us with lofty disdain and scornful superior knowledge. They were so full of the notion of having us jailed for their misdeed that they positively ached to come and jeer at us, and I believe were only saved from doing that by the shortness of the time.

At last, three days after decision had been reached, we threw our blankets with a red one uppermost over the top of both tents in the sun; and within thirty minutes after that Lady Saffren Waldon had spread on the commandants roof a blue cotton dress, a white petticoat, and a blazing red piece of silken stuff. There and then the Greeks and the Goanese pledged one another out in the open with copious draughts in turn from the neck of one whisky bottle, and we began to pray they might not get too drunk before night. Judging by their meaning glances at us, they considered us their mortal and cruel enemies whom it would be an act of sublime virtue to bring to book.

The trial of the natives for murder had taken place, accompanied by the usual amount of thrashing of witnesses and the usual stir throughout the countryside. These were charged with having murdered an askari near their village  a big bully sent to arrest a man, who had taken leave to help himself to more than rations, and had made a lot too free with the village women. So German military honor had to be upheld exemplarily. Condign vengeance was sure and swift. The execution was to take place on the drill-ground on the day we chose for our departure.

There was no risk of investigations that day. Had we known it, we could have gone away in all likelihood in broad daylight, so busy was the garrison in marshaling into place and policing the swarms of villagers brought in from as far as sixty miles away to witness German justice. Even the customary parade of the band was canceled for that occasion, and that was our only real ground for uneasiness, for it prevented our having a last talk with Brown of Lumbwa and assuring ourselves that courage would not fail him in the pinch.

We worried in plenty without cause, as it seems that humans must do on the eve of putting plans, however well laid, to the test. We had a thousand scares  a thousand doubts  and overlooked at least a thousand evidences that fortune favored us. Toward the end our hearts turned to water at the thought that Kazimoto would probably fail to do his part, although why we should have doubted him after his faithful record, and knowing his hatred of German rule, we would have found it hard to say.

Several times that morning we showed ourselves about the town, with the purpose of allaying any possible suspicion and saving the authorities the trouble of asking what we were up to. With the same end in view we attended the execution in the afternoon, and sincerely wished before it was over that we had stayed away.

On this occasion even the chain-gangs were included among the spectators, in the front row, on the ground that, being proved criminals, they needed the lesson more than the hempen-noose-food not yet caught and tried and brought to book.

The same sort of sermon, only this time more fiery and full of ranting humbug about German righteousness, was preached by the commandant. The miserable victims had received a simple death sentence, but he explained that in virtue of his superior office he had seen fit to add to it. Death he explained, would certainly rid the German protectorate of such conscienceless scalawags as these, but might not be enough to discourage the bad element that disliked German rule. Natives must be taught that the very name of all that is German must be reverenced, and that German punishment is as terrible and sure as the German arm is long! And be sure of this! he continued. The ear of the German government is as far-reaching as its arm! In your villages  in your homes  in your families  there is always an agent of the government listening! Your own brother  your wife  your child may be that agent of the government! Now, watch carefully and see what happens to men with bad hearts  aye, and to women with bad hearts, who conspire against German rule!

What followed was more impressive because of the determination we had heard of to bring all Africa under the German yoke. In vain should the wretched natives in after years escape by the hundreds northward in the hope of living under British government. The fools  the easy people  the folk who gave without a price  the truth tellers  the men who wish to forget  the unwise, cocksure, cleaner-living, unbelievably credulous, foolishly honest British officials would be all gone. The pikelhaube and the lash, blackmail and coercion would take the place of generosity. Africa would better be back under the Arabs again, for the Arabs had no system to speak of and were inefficient. Some Arabs have a heart  some a very soft heart.

The crowd grew bright-eyed, little children straining forward between their elders in the bull-fight frenzy  that same intoxication of the senses that held the Roman freemen spellbound at the sight of suffering.

One at a time, that the last might see the torture of the first, the victims were noosed by the heel (one heel)  thrown with a jerk  hauled heel-first to the overhanging branch  and flogged into unconsciousness with slow blows, the lieutenant standing by to reprove the askaris if they struck too fast, for that would have been merciful. Not until the victims ceased to struggle were they lowered and thrown on the ground, to lie bleeding, awaiting their turn to be hanged.

The last two  supposed to have been the culprits who actually held the spear that pierced the marauding askaris heart  were hauled up heel-to-heel together, and hanged presently in the same noose, the commandant laughing at their struggles and Professor Schillingschen studying their agony with strictly scientific interest.

When the last had ceased struggling Schillingschen permitted himself one more pleasure. He strolled over to us and blocked Freds way, standing with hands behind him and out-thrust chin.

You flatter yourself, dont you! he sneered. He was just drunk enough to be boastful, while thoroughly sure of what he was saying. You expect to tell a fine tale! I know the psychology of the English! I know it like a book! Let me tell you two things: First, your English would not believe you. They are such supremely cocksure fools that they can not be made to believe that another so-called civilized nation would act as they, in their egoism, would be ashamed to act! Civilization! That is a fine word, full of false meanings! Civilization is prudery  sham  false pride  veneer! Only the Germans are truly civilized, because they alone are not afraid to face naked animalism without its mask! The British dare not! They hide from it  shut their eyes! The fools! If you could tell them their story they would never listen!

Second: You will never tell the story! Being English, you were such dull-witted fools that you did not even hide the cartridge cases, or the bones of the Masai you shot! Bah-ha-ha-ha-hah! You can escape hanging yet by telling your secret. Jail you can not escape! Try it if you dont believe me! Try to escape  go on!

He turned on his heel and left us, striding heavily with the strength of an ox and about the alertness of a traction engine, turning his head every once in a while to enjoy the spectacle of our discomfort.

We judged it best to appear concerned, as if that was indeed our first realization of the extent of the case against us and the nature of the evidence. But we did not find it difficult. We were all three startled by the fear that in some way he had got wind of our plans, and that he meant to play with us cat-and-mouse fashion.

That night it stormed  not rain, but wind from east to west, blowing such clouds of dust that one could scarcely see across the narrow streets. Every element favored us. Even the askari at the cross-roads, supposed to be watching the Greeks, turned his back to the wind, and what with rubbing sand in and out of smarting eyes and fingering it out of his ears, heard and saw nothing. It was scarcely sunset when we saw both Greeks and the Goanese sneak out of the camping place in Indian file with their pockets full of cotton waste. They had soaked the stuff in kerosene right under our eye that afternoon.

There ought to have been a sliver of moon, but the wind and dust hid it. Fifteen minutes after sundown the only light was from the lamps in windows and the cooking fires glowing in the open here and there. Thirty minutes later there began to be a red glow in three directions. Less than one second after we saw the first indications of the holocaust a regular volley of shots broke out from the boma as the sentries on duty gave the general alarm. Less than five minutes after that the whole of the southern, grass-roofed section of the town was going up in flames, and every living man, black, white, gray, mulatto, brown and mixed, was running full pelt to the scene of action.

We waited ten minutes longer, rather expecting the Greeks to double back and begin denouncing us at once. In that case we intended to stretch them out with the first weapons handy. I sat feeling the weight of an ax, and wondering just how hard I could hit a Greeks head with the back of it without killing him. Fred had a long tent-peg. Will chose a wooden mallet that our porters carried to help in pitching tents.

But the Greeks did not come, and there streamed such a perfect screen of crimson dust, sparkling in the reflected blaze and more beautiful than all the fireworks ever loosed off at a coronation, that it was folly to linger. We each seized the load left for that last trip (Freds included the hammer, pincers, and cold chisel for striking off the porters chain) and started off quietly round the hill, not beginning to hurry until the hill lay between us and the burning town.

There was not much need for caution. The roar of flames, the shouting, the excitement would have protected us, whatever noise we made, however openly we ran. Over and above the tumult we could hear Schuberts bull-throated bellowing, and then the echo to him as the sergeants took up the shout all together, ordering Off with the grass roofs! Off with the roofs!

The white officials were more than interested, and had no time for anything but thought for the blaze. As we crossed the shoulder of the far side of the hill we could see them standing on the drill-ground all together, clearly defined against the crimson flare. Schillingschen was with them.

There was no sign of what had happened at the boma. The gang would have to emerge from a little-used gate at the northern end, provided they could break the lock or secure the key to it; otherwise their only chance was to climb the wall by the cook-house roof and jump twenty feet on the far side. I was for running to the little gate and bursting it in from the outside, but Fred damned me for a mutineer between his panting for breath, and Will, who was longer-winded, agreed with him.

Have to leave their end of the plan to them! Lets do our part right!

As it turned out, we were last at the rendezvous. We heard the chain clanking in the dark just ahead of us, and try how we might, could not catch up. Then, near the boat bow, Kazimoto suddenly recognized Fred and nearly throttled him in a fierce embrace, releasing all his pent-up rage, agony, resentment, misery, fear in one paroxysm of affection for the man who cared enough to run risks for the sake of rescuing him. Fred had to pry him off by main force.

Into the boat with you! Will ordered them. Chain-gang first! Get down below, and lie down! The first head that shows shall be hit with a club! Quickly now!

Clanking their infernal chain like all the ghosts from all the haunted granges of the Old World, they climbed overside and disappeared. There were more figures left on shore then than we expected. Brown we could make out dimly in the dark: he was chattering nervously, and admitted that but for Kazimoto he would not be there. The faithful fellow had broken down the corrugated iron partition and had dragged him out by main force. He was rather resentful than grateful.

Hauled here by a nigger  think of it!

We ordered Brown on board and below, pretty peremptorily. Lady Saffren Waldon stepped out of the darkness next, holding a rifle and two bandoliers so full of cartridges that she could hardly raise her arms. We took the load from her, and helped her overside. Fred took the rifle and succumbed to the hunters habit of opening the breach first thing. It was a German sporting Mauser, with a hair trigger attachment and magazine, as handy and useful a weapon as the heart of man could wish. He had scarcely snapped the breach to again when a voice we all recognized made the hair rise on my neck. Fred jumped and raised the rifle. Will swore softly  endlessly.

Gassharrrrammminy! You men took us for damned fools, didnt you? You thought to get away and leave us! By hell, no! We go or you stay! Birds of a feather fly together! One of you is American  I am American! Two of you are English  I am English, and can prove it! My friends come with me!

Fred leveled the rifle at him.

About face! Off back to town with you! he barked.

Not on your tin-type! Coutlass yelled. Im no mans popinjay!
Shoot if you dare, and Ill spoil the whole game! Help! He-e-e-lp!
He-e-e-e-lp!

The other Greek and the Goanese joined in the shout, the dark man setting up such an ululating screech that the very storm dwindled into second place in comparison. It was true, the unearthly yelling was carried out over the water, and very likely not a sound of it reached twenty yards inland; but it rattled our nerves, nevertheless. The skin grew prickly all up and down my backbone, and the men on the chain-gang inside the hull began shouting to know what the matter was.

Will remembered then that he was captain for the day, and made virtue of necessity.

In with you! he ordered. Quick!

With a grin that was half-triumph, half-cunning, and wholly glad, Coutlass helped his companions over the bow, and had the civility to stand there with hand outstretched to help us in after him. We sent him below with his friends, but he came up again and insisted on leaning his weight on the poles with which we began shoving off into deeper water. It was hard work, for with her human cargo and several hundred gallons of water that had leaked through her gaping seams, the dhow was down several inches. Her hull had just begun to feel the wind and to rise and fall freely, when a white figure ran screaming down toward the waters edge and stood there waving to us frantically.

Leave her! said Lady Waldon excitedly, clutching my arm. I was up on the bow, just about to lay the pole along the deck and haul on the halyards. She spoke very slowly right in my ear. That, is my maid Rebecca. The faithless slut

Coutlass began to shout, trying to pole the dhow back to land single-handed.

We cant leave that woman behind there! Fred shouted, hardly making himself heard against the wind.

Cant we! shouted Lady Waldon. Give me that rifle, and Ill solve the problem for you!

But Coutlass solved it in another way by jumping overboard, over his head in deep water, taking our hempen warp with him (I had made one end of it fast to the bitts, meaning to be able to find it in the dark).

There was quite a sea running, even as close inshore as that, and for a moment I doubted whether the Greek would make it. By that time it was all we could do to see the womans white figure, still gesticulating, and screaming like a mad thing. Presently, however, the warp tightened, and then by the strain on it I knew that Coutlass was trying to haul us back inshore. Failing to do that, for the strength of the wind was increasing, he seized the Syrian woman by the waist and plunged into the water with her. I saw them disappear and hauled on the warp hand-over-hand with all my might, Lady Waldon leaning over to strike at my hands until I shouted to Fred to come and hold her. Then she begged Fred again for the rifle, promising to kill the two of them and reduce our problem to that extent if we would only let her.

Will and I hauled the dripping pair on board, and Coutlass carried the maid to the stern. She had fainted, either from fright or from being half-drowned, there was no guessing which. Then in pitch blackness with Wills help I got the ship beam to the wind and began to make sail.

Now danger was only just beginning! I was the only one of them all who knew anything whatever about sails and sailing. I was too weak to get the sail up single-handed, had no compass, knew nothing whatever of the rocks and shoals, except by rumor that there were plenty of both. There appeared to be no way of reefing the lateen sail, which was made of no better material than calico, and I was entirely unfamiliar with the rigging.

Behind us, as we payed before the gaining wind, was brilliant blaze that showed where Muanza was. Against the blaze stood out the lakeward boma wall. I stood due east away from it, and discovered presently that by easing on the halyard so as to lower the long spar I could obtain something the effect of reefing.

I set Fred and Will to making a sea-anchor of buckets and spars in case the sail or rotten rigging should carry away, leaving us at the mercy of the short steep waves that fresh-water lakes and the North Sea only know. The big curved spar, now that it was hanging low, bucked and swung and the dhow steered like an omnibus on slippery pavement. Luckily, I had living ballast and could trim the ship how I chose. They all began to grow seasick, but I gave them something to think about by making them shift backward and forward and from side to side until I found which way the dhow rode easiest.

When Fred had finished the sea-anchor he got out the tools and began striking off the iron rings on the porters necks through which the chain passed. The job took him two hours, but at the end of it we owned a good serviceable chain, and a crew that could be drilled to take the brute hard labor off our shoulders.

Coutlass meanwhile was busy on the seat in the stern beside me making Hellenic inflammatory love to Lady Waldons maid, whom he had wrapped in his own blanket and held shivering in his arms. Lady Waldon herself sat on the other side of me, affecting not to be aware of the existence of either of them. The other Greek and the Goanese had been driven below, where they started to smoke until I saw the glow of their pipes and shouted to Will to stop that foolishness. He snatched both pipes and threw them overboard. The thought of being seen from shore was almost incitement enough for murder. They refused to turn a hand to anything that night, but sat sulking below the sloping roof of reeds and tarpaulin that did duty for a deck, wedged alongside of seasick Wanyamwezi.

It was Kazimoto who chose the least disheartened of the gang, beat them and stung them into liveliness, and set them to bailing. There was a trough running thwartwise of the ship into which the water had to be lifted from the midship well. It took the gang of eight men, working in relays, until nearly dawn to get the water out of her; and to keep her bottom reasonably dry after that two men working constantly.

I knew vaguely that the great island of Ukerewe lay to the northwestward of us. Between that and the mainland, running roughly north, was a passage that narrowed in more than one place to less than a hundred yards. That would have been the obvious course to take had we not been afraid of pursuit, had we dared get away by daylight, and provided I had known the way. As it was I intended to add another hundred miles to the distance between us and the northern shore of the lake, by sailing well clear of and around Ukerewe, trusting to the less frequented water and the wilder islands to make escape easier.

I judged it likely that the moment we were missed, the launch would be sent off in search of us, and that the Germans would search the narrow passage first. They would expect us to take the narrow passage, as the shortest, and depend on their ability to steam a dozen miles an hour to overhaul us, even should we get a long start on the outside course.

With gaining wind, a following sea, a little ship crowded to suffocation, and a sail that might blow to shreds at any minute, it was not long before I began to pray for the lee of Ukerewe, and to stand in closer toward where I judged the end of the island ought to be than perhaps I should have done. It was lucky, though, that I did.

In making calculations I had overlooked the obvious fact that, steaming three miles to our one, the launch could very well afford to take the outside course to start with. Then they could take a good look for us in the open water next morning, and, failing to find us, steam all around Ukerewe, come back down the inside passage, and catch us between two banks.

It was Lady Saffren Waldon on my left hand, looking anywhere but at her maid and sweeping the dark waste of water with eyes as restless as the waves themselves, who gave the first alarm.

What is that light? she asked me.

Following the direction of her hand I saw a red glow on the water to our left, not more than a mile behind.

Reflection from the burning town, I answered, but I had no sooner said it than I knew the answer was foolish. It was the glow that rides above hot steamer funnels in the night.

Fred! I shouted, for fear took hold of the very roots of my heart, for the love of God make every one keep silence! Show no lights! Dont speak above a whisper! Keep all heads below the gunwale! That cursed German launch is after us!

We were in double danger. I could hear surf pounding on rocks to starboard. I did not dare to come up into the wind because nobody but I knew how the spar would have to be passed around the mast, and in any case the noise and the fluttering sail might attract attention.

Look out for breakers ahead! I ordered. Im going to hold this course and hope they pass us in the dark!


CHAPTER ELEVEN

DAVID PREVAILED
(I. Sam. 17:50)

Be glad if ye know the accursed thing
And know it accurst, for the Gift is yours
Of Sight where the prophets of blindness sing
By the brink of death. And the Gift endures;
Ye shall see the last of the sharpened lies
That rivet privileges gripe.
Be still, then, ye with the opened eyes,
Come away from the thing till the time is ripe.

Be glad that ye loathe the accursed thing,
It is given to you to foreknow the end.
But they who the unwise challenge fling
Shall startle foe at the risk of friend
As yet unready to endure  
And can ye fend Goliaths swipe?
The slowly grinding mills are sure,
Let terror alone till the time is ripe.

Be glad when the shout for the spoils, and the glee,
The hoofs and the wheels of the prophets of wrong,
Out thunder the warning of what shall be;
Be still, for the tumult is not for long.
The Finger that wrote, from a polished wall
As surely the closed account shall wipe;
The accursed thing ye feared shall fall
To a boy with a sling when the time is ripe.

If the dhow had been seaworthy; if the crew had understood the rigging and the long unwieldy spar; if we had had any chart, or had known anything whatever of the coast; if nobody had been afraid; and, above all, if that incessant din of surf pounding on rocks not far away to starboard had not threatened disaster even greater than the Germans in the steam launch, our problem might have been simple enough.

But every one was afraid, including me who held the tiller (and the lives of all the party) in my right hand. Lady Saffren Waldon disguised fear under an acid temper and some villainously bad advice.

Steer toward them! she kept shouting in my ear. Steer toward them!
Ram them! Sink them!

Coutlass, on my other hand, made feverish haste with his love-affair, fearful lest discovery by the Germans should postpone forever the assuaging of his hungry hearts desire.

Steer toward shore! he urged me. Who cares if we run on rocks? Cant we swim? Gassharamminy! Take to the land and give them a run for it!

He seized the tiller to reinforce the argument, and wrenched at it until I hit him, and Fred threatened him with the only rifle.

Get up forward! Fred ordered; but Georges Coutlass would not go.

Gassharamminy! he snarled. You want my girl! I will fight the whole damned crew before I let her out of the hollow of my arm.

All right, touch that tiller again and Ill kill you! Fred warned him.

Touch my girl, and you kill me or get out and swim! Coutlass retorted.

Will was up forward with Brown, looking out for breakers through the spray that swept over us continually. I watched the glow that rode above the launchs funnel, marveling, when I found time for it, at the mystery of why the cotton sail should hold. The firm, somewhere in Connecticut, who made that export calico, should be praised by name, only that the dye they used was much less perfect than the stuff and workmanship; their trademark was all washed out.

Suddenly Will dodged under the bellying sail, throwing up both hands, and he and Brown screamed at me: To your left! Go to your left! Rocks to the right!

The Germans had passed us, but not by much, for the short steep seas were tossing their propeller out of the water half the time. Because of the course I had taken the wind was setting slightly from us toward them, and I could have sworn they heard Wills voice. Yet there was nothing for it but to put the helm over, and as I laid her nearly broadside to the wind a great wave swept us. At that the Greek, the Goanese, and all the natives in the hold set up a yell together that ought to have announced our presence to the Seven Sleepers.

I held the helm up, and let her reel and wallow in the trough. Now I could see the fangs of rock myself and the white waves raging around them. See? I could have spat on them! There was a current there that set strongly toward the rocks, for a backwash of some sort helped the helm and we won clear, about a third full of water, with the crew too panicky to bail.

Hold her so! yelled Fred in my ear. Dont ease up yet! If we get too close and they see us, Ive the rifle! They havent seen us yet!

Rocks ahead again! yelled Will. To the left again!

We were in the gaping jaws of a sort of pocket, and it was too late to steer clear.

Throw the anchor over! I roared, and let go everything.

Will attended to the anchor. Fred was too anxious for the safety of the only rifle to trust it out of hand, and he hesitated. Georges Coutlass saved the day by letting go the shivering Syrian maid and slashing at the halyard with his knife. Down came the great spar with a crash, and as the dhow swung round in answer to anchor and helm, Fred, Will and Brown, between them, contrived to save the sail, Brown complaining that we were the first sailors he ever heard of who did not have rum served them for working overtime in dirty weather.

So we lay, then, wallowing in the jaws of a crescent granite reef, and watched the red glow above the German launch move farther and farther away from us. We waited there, wet and hungry, until dawn dimmed the flame from the burning roofs of Muanza, Lady Isobel Saffren Waldon loudly accusing us all at intervals of being rank incompetents unfit to be trusted with the lives of fish, and Coutlass afraid of nothing but interruption. The things he said to the maid, in English  the only language that they had apparently in common  would have scandalized a Goanese harbor guide or a Rock Scorpion from the lower streets of Gib. He did not mention marriage to her, beyond admitting that he had half a dozen wives already, and had been too bored by convention ever to submit to the yoke again. The maid seemed enraptured  delirious in the bight of his lawless arm, forgetful of her wetting, and only afraid when he left her for a minute.

We dared not try to cook anything, even supposing that had been possible. Forward was a box full of sand to serve as hearthstone, but the little scraps of fuel we had brought with us were drenched and unburnable, even if the risk of being seen were not too great. Lady Saffren Waldon told us we were toe-rag contrivers. In fact, now that she was out of reach of the men she feared and hated most, she reverted to type and tried to domineer over us all by the simple old recipe  audacious arrogance. Luckily, she slept for an hour or two.

A little before dawn, when it began to be light enough to let us see the outline of the shore, we sent Kazimoto aloft to reeve our hemp rope through the hole that did duty for block, and by the time the sun had pushed the uppermost arc of his rim above the sky-line we once more had the sail set.

The wind was still blowing a gale; the seamanlike precaution would have been to lie where we were at anchor until fairer weather; but daring is forced on the fearfullest, and there was nothing for it but to study out the method by which the unwieldy spar should be made to pass the mast when tacking, drill Fred, Will, Brown and Kazimoto, and then haul up the anchor and sail away before people on shore could see us.

We had to tack toward Muanza for a quarter of a mile with fear in our arms to make them clumsy before I dared believe we were clear of the reefs; but when I put the helm down at last there was neither launch in sight nor any other boat that might contain an enemy. The southern spur of Ukerewe stuck out like a wedge into boiling water not many miles ahead, and once around that we should be sheltered. The only fly in the ointment then was the probability that the launch would be waiting for us just around the spur, or else under the lee of another smaller island in the offing to our left, but what we could not see in that hour could not upset us much.

Every one clamored for food. The porters, already forgetful of the chain that had galled them, and the whips that had flayed them day and night, demanded to be set ashore to build a fire and eat. Lady Saffren Waldon awoke to fresh bad temper, and Coutlass, too, grew villainously impatient. His Greek friend, from under the shelter of the leaky reed-and-tarpaulin deck, offered him Greek advice, and was cursed for his trouble. One curse led to another, and then they both had to be beaten into subjection with the first thing handy, because when they fought Lady Saffren Waldon egged them on and the maid tried to savage the other Greek with a brooch-pin, which brought out the Goanese to the rescue. That crowded dhow was no place for pitched battles, plunging and rolling between the frying-pan of Muanza and the fire of unknown things ahead.

One more outbreak from you, and I shoot! Fred announced, patting the rifle. But, he did not mean it, and Coutlass knew he did not. The English temperament does not turn readily on even the most rascally fellow beings in distress. Besides, it was an indubitable fact that we all much preferred Coutlass, with his daring record, and now a most outrageous love-affair on hand, to the other Greek or the Goanese, who were now disposed to bid for our friendship by abusing him. Georges Coutlass was no drawing-room darling, or worthy citizen of any land, but he had courage of a kind, and a sort of splendid fire that made men forget his turpitude.

We were a seasick, cold and sorry company that rounded the point at last and came to anchor in a calm shallow bay where fuel grew close down to the waters edge. Having no small boat, we had to wade ashore and carry the women, Coutlass attending to his own inamorata. Lady Saffren Waldons picric acid rage exploded by being dropped between two porters waist-deep into the water. It was her fault. She insisted one was not enough, yet refused to explain how two should do the work of one. Sitting on their two shoulders, holding on by their hair, she frightened the left-hand man by losing her balance and clutching his nose and eyes. She insisted on having both men flogged for having dropped her, and Freds refusal was the signal for new war, our rescue of her being flung at once on to the scrap heap of her memory.

She counted with cold cynicism on our unwillingness to leave her again at the mercy of the Germans, and had no more consideration of our rights or feelings than the cuckoo has for the owner of the nest in which she lays her eggs.

Beat those fools! she ordered. Beat them blue and give them no breakfast!

Do you see that rock over there, Lady Waldon? Fred answered. Go and spread your clothes to dry. When weve cooked food well send Rebecca to you with your share.

If you send that slut to me I will kill her! she answered, flying into a new fury.

Whom do you call slut? demanded Coutlass (and he had no compunctions of any kind  particularly none about women, and calling names. He was simply feeling gallant after his own fashion, and alert for a chance to show off.) Lady Waldon backed away from him.

Of course, she sneered, if you loose your bully at me, I am no match at all!

Fred promptly kicked Coutlass until he ran limping out of range, to sit and nurse his bruises with polyglot profanity. The Syrian Rebecca went over to comfort him, and eying the two of them with either malice or else calculation (it was impossible to judge which) Lady Waldon retreated toward the rock that Fred had pointed out.

We cooked a miserable meal, neither daring to make too great inroad into our stores before making sure we could replenish them, nor caring to make more smoke than we could help. We hoped to escape being seen even by natives, but Lady Waldon upset that part of our plan by setting up such a scream when she saw three islanders crossing a ridge three hundred yards away, that they could not help hearing her, and came to investigate. She was forced to dress faster than ever in her life before, and came running to demand that we flog all three to teach them manners. She had perfectly absorbed the German attitude toward all black men.

From the natives we learned that there was no telegraph wire along that coast, and that the only German settlements were semi-permanent camps where they were cutting wood, for fuel for their own launch and for the steamers the British were building to serve the lake ports, Muanza included.

With that good news for encouragement we made the three natives a small present in the vain hope that they might be induced not to talk about us, and put to sea again. The weather was fairer and growing intolerably hot. Even before the sun grew high the dhow was a comfortless indecent thing, more crowded than anything Noah can have had to tolerate: and we lacked Noahs faith in omniscient guidance, in addition to sailing in a hotter latitude, and having more fleas on board than the pair he is reported to have carried.

As we crept up-coast, leaning to this or that side when the gusts of wind varied, the only enviable ones were the three in the bow, posted there to keep a look-out for the launch or any other enemy. They had room enough to sit without touching one another, and air to breathe that mostly had not been tasted half a dozen times. Fred, Will and Brown took turns commanding the foredeck look-out, keeping it awake and its units from quarreling. The rest of us found no joy in life, and not too much hope even when Freds concertina lifted the refrain of missionary hymn-tunes that even the porters knew, and most of us sang, the porters humming wordless melancholy through their noses. (When that happened Lady Saffren Waldons scorn was something the arch-priests of Babylon would have paid to see.)

There was never room on the tiny after-deck for more than six people sitting elbow to elbow and back to back or knee to knee. Lady Waldon simply refused to yield her corner seat on any account at any time to any one. Coutlass refused to leave his new sweetheart, for the freely-voiced reason that then Brown might make love to her; and we did not care to send both of them below for obvious reasons. That reduced open-air accommodation to a minimum, because the reed-and-tarpaulin deck was scarcely strong enough to bear the weight of two men at a time, and we did not care to throw the whole deck overboard for fear of rain.

And by-and-by the rain came  out of season, but no less violent because of that. It rained three days and nights on end  three windless days and starless nights, during which we had to linger alongshore close to the papyrus. In order to keep mosquitoes out we had to light a smudge in the sand-box below. The smudge added to the heat, and the heat drove men to the open air to gasp a few minutes in the rain for breath and go down again to make room for the next in turn.

Sleep on shore was impossible, for thereabouts were crocodile and snake swamps, fuller of insect life than dictionaries are of letters. Poling was next to impossible, because the soft mud bottom gave no purchase. And the oars we made out of poles were clumsy affairs; there was not room for more than two boys to try to use them at a time, even if the deck would have stood the strain of more feet, which it certainly would not have done.

Lady Waldon slept seated in her corner, with her head wrapped in a veil over which the mosquitoes prospected in gangs. Coutlass and his lady-love endured rain and insects in the open, too, but suffered less, because of mutual distraction. The rest of us took turns with the natives below, lying packed between them, much as sardines nestle in a can, wondering whether the famous Black Hole of Calcutta was really such a record-breaker as they say. Brown was of the opinion that the Black Hole was a nosegay compared to our lot Besides which, they probably had rum with em! he added.

Some of the porters grew sick under the strain of heat, fear, excitement and inactivity. The native suffers as much from unaccustomed inconvenience as the white man, and more from close confinement. The third night out the man next me began coughing, shaking my frame as much as his own as he racked himself, for we were wedged together with only the thickness of his blanket and mine between us, and I was jammed tight against the ships side. Toward morning he grew quiet  grew colder, too. When dawn came we found that he had coughed up the most of his lungs on my white English blanket.

I gave them the blanket to bury him in, and we poled the Queen of Sheba inshore to find a place to dig a hole, leaving the body stretched on some tree-roots while we prospected. We should have known enough by that time to leave four or five men on guard close by; as it was, when the men still on board the dhow began kicking up a babel, Fred and I came running and jumping back through the marsh just in time to see a crocodile wriggle off into the water, with the corpse in his jaws feet first. Fred fired a shotted salute, but missed, and that ended that funeral.

By day we passed villages on higher ground, where we might have procured more food if we had dared run the risk of meeting Germans. It was likely enough the villagers were so used to dhows that they would not trouble to report having seen us in the distance; but it was perfectly certain that if we paid them a visit they would pass word along from mouth to mouth with that astonishing, undiscoverable ease that is at once the blessing and bane of governments.

So Fred wasted hot hours with the only rifle, trying to hunt meat on a shore where all the four-legged game had been ran down by the natives, or butchered by the German machine-guns long ago (for to teach Sudanese mercenaries the art of rapid fire in action their officers marched them out to practise on herds of antelope. There was game in plenty away from the lake, but none where the German officer could conveniently practise his profession.)

We tried to shoot ducks and geese; but a rifle at long range is not the best weapon for that sport. We shot very few, and then only to discover the invincible repugnance natives have to eating dagi as they call all birds. We kept ourselves alive, but did not solve the problem of the ever-diminishing supplies of rice for our men.

Somebody thought of fishing. We found hooks in a crevice in the Queen of Shebas bow, and made lines from a frayed rope. But although the shore was lined with traps in which the inhabitants no doubt took fish in proper season, all that we caught was one miserable finny specimen, all head and mouth and tail, that the natives said would poison any one who ate it. The truth was, of course, that they preferred rice to anything, and, African native-like, would eat nothing else as long as rice was to be had, having no earthly notions of economy. When the rice was all gone on the fifth day out of Muanza they raided a banana plantation before we knew what they were up to, and came back gorged, with bunches enough to feed them for two or three more days.

The fat was in the fire then, of course. We paid the owners handsomely, giving them their choice of money or blankets when they bore down on us in long canoes demanding vengeance. They voted for blankets and money, but vowed they would far rather have the bananas, because now their own people would be on short commons to make up for the surfeit of ours.

We left them never doubting that they would send word to the nearest German officer. (They told us there was a wood-cutting station within a few hours, and we prayed he might be only a non-commissioned man in charge of it, but knew that prayer was too sweetly reasonable to be answered where the German Gott makes war on foreigners.) Kazimoto assured us he heard them telling one another they would make complaint against us within the day.

It remained, then, only to guess where that steam launch might be. We were approaching the northern end of Ukerewe, not a days sail, if the light wind held, from the narrow mouth of the channel between Ukerewe and the mainland. That was the likeliest place for the launch to lie in wait; it was where we would have waited had we been pursuers and they the pursued. So we decided after a council of war to put the helm over and sail almost due westward, hoping to meet with an island where we might stop for a few days, catch fish and dry them, and caulk the leaky dhow, without the risk of letting the Germans know our whereabouts. (It is a peculiar fact that whatever the native secret system of transferring messages may be, it does not work across water.)

Not all the little gods of Africa were fighting for the Germans, although it began to seem so. An hour after putting up the helm we sighted a school of hippopotami  fifty at least, and for half a day we chased them, Fred trying to shoot one until Will and I objected to further waste of ammunition. A dead hippo would have provided us with meat enough for a month for the whole ships company. We could have towed the carcass ashore somewhere and dried the meat in slabs. But the glare on the water made shooting very nearly impossible (Freds eyes were sore from it); and if we should meet the Germans those remaining cartridges would be our only hope. But the diversion took us out of sight of land, and that stood us in better stead presently than tons of fresh meat.

Whether the Germans heard us, or were merely quartering that part of the lake in wait, we never knew. Probably they heard the shooting in the distance and gave chase. At any rate, within ten minutes of Freds last wasted shot Coutlass caught sight of smoke and announced the fact with his favorite oath.

Gassharamminy! The launch!

At first we were all in a stew because there was no land near, where we might have beached the dhow and scattered. It was an hour before our advantage of position dawned on us, and all the while the launch approached us leisurely. She had plenty of fuel; the wood was piled high above her gunwale in a stack toward the stern; but those on board her seemed to take more pleasure in contemplation of our defenselessness than in speed. She steamed twice around us slowly before closing in; and then we made out Schillingschens hairy shape, leaning against the cord-wood with a rifle between his hands.

Shoot him! Shoot him, by Jiminy! urged Coutlass, but Fred was not so previous as that. We were not yet on the defensive. We counted five rifles, in addition to Schillingschens protruding above the launchs side, and we all took cover in the hope either that they might decide we were not the dhow they waited for, or else that they might come very close out of curiosity. For Fred had a plan of his own. Rifle in hand, he crawled under the hot tarpaulin and lay flat on the reed deck, Will crawling after him to snatch the rifle in case Fred should be hit.

Steer straight toward em! Fred called to me, as soon as it was evident that the launch did not intend to pass us by. Keep headed toward them!

That was not easy in the light wind, until Schillingschen tired of staring at us and gave an order to the engineer. Then they laid the launch broadside on to our bow at about two hundred yards range, and without a word of warning opened fire on us from all six rifles, Schillingschen devoting his first attention to myself at the helm.

Our lone rifle cracked in reply, but they could not see Fred and did not guess where to shoot in order to search him out. They came no nearer, but circled slowly around us, only Schillingschens bullets appearing to come anywhere near the target, until a yell from below showed what their real plan was and I understood why the sail was not ripped and no bullets whistled overhead. They were shooting through the planking of the dhow, endeavoring to massacre the helpless crowd below, and no doubt to sink her and drown us as soon as she was full enough of holes.

A wounded Nyamwezi came scrambling on deck, spouting blood from his neck and crazed with fear. He jumped overboard and tried to swim toward the launch, but one of the Germans hit him in the head at the third shot and he disappeared. Then one of Schillingschens elephant bullets slit my sleeve, and the next one pierced my helmet.

Put one into Schillingschen, Fred! I shouted, but Fred did not answer. He kept up a very steady succession of shots that were doing no good at all that I could see.

Another German bullet found its mark below deck in the thigh of the Goanese. He might have known enough to lie quiet, having some alleged white blood in him, but instead he, too, came struggling to the after-deck, bellowing like a mad-man. Coutlass knocked him back below with a blow on the chin, and he there and then threw the whole crowd into a panic by screaming and kicking. They all began to try to swarm together through the narrow opening, and those in the rear tore at the reed deck.

Into that pandemonium went Coutlass, armed with nothing but Hellenic fury, thoughtful of nothing but his lady-love  surely reckless of his own skin. He beat, kicked, bit, scragged, banged their foolish heads together, cursed, spat, gouged, and strangled as surely no catamount ever did. Brown leaped in to lend a hand, and into the midst of that inferno three more bullets penetrated, each wounding a man. Lady Waldon, mad with some idiotic strategy of her own sudden devising, seized the tiller and tried to wrench it from my hand. The Syrian Rebecca, imagining new treachery and fearful for her Greek lover, tried to prevent her with teeth and nails. The Germans raised a war-whoop of wild enjoyment. And just at the height of all that, Freds three-and-twentieth shot went home.

There was a loud report, followed by instant nothing except stampede on the part of the Germans to get out of reach of something. Then the something grew denser; invisible hot vapor became a pall of steam that bid the launch from view, three more shots from Freds rifle finding the proper mark by sheer accident, for there was another explosion; the cloud increased and the launch stopped dead.

That gray sheet of metal wasnt her boiler at all! Fred shouted back to me. The first shot pierced the boiler when I found out where to aim! I think three of them are scalded badly  hope so!  high pressure steam  superheated  did you see? Now leave em to find their own way home!

See if you cant get Schillingschen! said I.

But Schillingschen was invisible in the white cloud, and Fred refused to waste one of the half-dozen cartridges remaining. The light wind that bore us away from the launch also spread the screen of steam between us and them. A shot or two from Schillingschens rifle proved him to be still alive, and still determined, but missed us by so much that we began to dare to sit upright. Then Fred went below to sort out wounded men, plug holes in the dhow, and stop the panic, and we all prayed for wind with a fervor they never exceeded in Nelsons fleet.

When Will had gone below to help Fred, the panic had ceased, two dead men had been thrown overboard, and six of the crew had been set to work bailing in deadly earnest to keep ahead of the new leaks, there was time to consider the position and to realize how hugely better off we were than if the launch had caught us somewhere close inshore. Now we could sail safely northward, every puff of wind carrying us nearer to British water and safety, whereas unless they could mend that high-pressure boiler, they would have to lie there for a week, or a month  die unless some one came in search of them. Had we holed their boiler near the shore they would have been able to take to the land until they found canoes. Good canoes, well manned, could have overhauled us hand over fist like terriers after a rat.

It was fifteen minutes yet before we were out of rifle range, and Schillingschen tried to make the most of them when the steam thinned, exposing his beefy carcass recklessly. But by the time it had thinned down sufficiently to let him really see us we were too far away to make sure shooting. He slit the sail, giving us half a nights work to mend it, and made three more holes in our planking, but hurt nobody.

That was the only launch the German government had on the lake in those days, an almost perfect toy with an aluminum hull and more up-to-date gadgets on her machinery than a battleships engineer could have explained the purpose of in a watch. They had lavished a whole appropriation on one show. From the minute we were out of range of Schillingschens big-bore elephant gun we ran risk of starvation, and perhaps surprise, but no longer of pursuit, and we headed the Queen of Sheba as nearly as we could guess for British East with feelings that even Lady Waldon shared, for she grew distantly polite again, and complimented Fred on his cool nerve and accurate shooting.

We should have suspected treachery, for she made no attempt to retaliate on Rebecca for scratching her face. Unnatural inaction should have put us on our guard. She even went so far as to compliment the maid on finding such a great, strong, brave man as Coutlass to cherish her. The Greek simply cooed at that  threw out his great chest and rearranged with his fingers the whiskers that had almost totally disguised him.

(There was not one of us but looked like a pirate by that time. The natives of that part of Africa shave every particle of hair from their bodies whenever they get the chance, and prefer their heads as shiny and naked as any other part of them. But the German prison system, devised to break the spirit of whoever came within its clutches, included prohibition of shaving, so that we had the woolliest crowd of passengers imaginable.)

We found it impossible to help being sorry for Lady Waldon, or even for the maid, who suffered in spite of Coutlasss kisses and strong arms. The obvious fact that the dhow was no place for a woman made us overlook the conduct of both of them over and over again, shutting eyes and ears to Lady Waldons meanness and the maids increasing impudence.

Lady Waldon actually began to set her own cap at Coutlass, encouraging him to boast to the porters, and pretending to admire the gift with which he told them tales in Kiswahili that would have made even her blush if she had understood the half of them. At intervals the maid grew jealous, and had to be kissed back to serenity by Coutlass, who was no less in love with her because of any mere addition to the number of his interests. He could have made hot love to six women, and have enjoyed it. There were times when he really flattered himself that Lady Waldon admired his looks and fine physique.

Food was now the chief concern. We trailed a fishing line behind us, but caught nothing. Brown said there were too many crocodiles for fish to be plentiful, but on the other hand, Kazimoto, who surely should have known, swore that the water was full of big fish, and that the islanders lived on little else. Whatever the truth of it, we caught nothing; and when we reached an island whose shore was lined with fish-traps made of stakes and basket-work we searched all the traps in vain. The natives we saw in the distance all ran away from us, and there were no crops that we could see of any kind, which rather bore out Kazimotos story.

Crocks eggs are what those savages eat, I tell you! Brown insisted. Theyre wholesome and dont taste worse than a rotten hens egg. We offered him his own price if he would eat one himself in the presence of us all; but hungry though we were all beginning to be, he refused, and we needed his example.

After that first island we began to sail among a regular archipelago, most of them scarcely better than granite rocks on which the crocodiles could crawl to sun themselves, but some of them a half-mile long, or longer. Nearly all of them were barren, but at last, when we judged ourselves well inside the British portion of the lake, we came on a very large one that had a mountain in the middle of it, and contained a fair-sized village hidden among trees.

It was dark, and we were all famished when we reached it, so when we had poled the dhow into a little bay between granite boulders big enough to hide her, mast and all, we went ashore, made fires, and served out the last handfuls of rice, skimping our own allowance to increase those of the porters, whose larger stomachs afforded vaster yearning power. They were pitiably meager rations  a mere jest  an insult to hungry men; but we found before we had cooked and finished them that we had witnesses who thought us fortunate.

They came so silently that even the porters did not notice them at first  gaunt black shadows flitting in the deeper shadows, and coming presently to squat outside the edge of the circle of firelight, until a tribe, men, women and little children, were all gathered around us burning up the darkness with their eyes.

They were hungrier than we! Our food, that looked so scant to us, to them was a very feast of the gods! They all had pieces of leather or plaited grass drawn tight around their middles to lessen the pangs of hunger, and the chief, who sat rather apart from the rest, gnawed at a piece of bark.

None of them wore any clothes. Those that had goat-skin aprons had them on behind, and they were as free from self-consciousness as the trees in winter. Some of them had spears, and they all had knives, yet none offered violence, or as much as begged. There were three or four hundred of them, at the lowest reckoning, yet they allowed us to finish our meal in the dark in peace.

There was nothing to say when we had finished. We knew what the matter was, and they knew we knew. We had nothing to share with them, and they knew that, for they could see the empty rice bags that the porters had shaken and beaten to get out the very dust. We did not know their language; even Kazimoto professed himself ignorant of any dozen words that could unlock their understanding.

Presently, under the eyes of all of them, Fred got out the rifle from its wrappings and proceeded to clean and oil it carefully, as every genuine hunter should before he sleeps.

Then it was evident at once that new hope for some reason had been born among that silent crowd. The chief, uninvited, drew nearer and watched every detail of Freds husbandry with glittering eye.

Give him the oily rag to suck! suggested Brown, but that proved not to be the key to his interest, for he thrust the rag back into Freds hand and motioned to him to continue cleaning.

Finally Fred examined the last handful of cartridges carefully one by one, and filled the magazine. Then, after making sure the sights were in order, he began to wrap the rifle again.

But at that the chief held out a lean long arm and stopped him. Coutlass sprang to his feet in a hurry, imagining that was a signal to attack at last, but Fred ordered him to sit down, and Lady Waldon, who seemed possessed for the once by uncanny calmness, asked him to give her an arm to the dhow, where she proposed to try to sleep. Coutlass felt flattered, and obeyed. The maid got up and followed them both in a fury of jealousy, and they three were lost to view in a moment among the shadows cast by our four flickering fires. The other Greek got up and followed them, leaving the Goanese already snoozing by the fire.

Then, just as the half of a brilliantly pale moon rose above the papyrus, the chief came a pace nearer and touched Freds hand. Then he beckoned. Then he touched the hand again and retreated backward. Glancing around I saw the shadows that were his tribe leaning toward us in strained attention, with eyes for nothing but their chief and Fred. Understanding there was something that the chief desired him to go and do, Fred passed the rifle to Will and rose to his feet.

With patience that was simply pathetic the chief shook his head and tried to explain something in weary-motioned pantomime. Fred took the rifle back from Will. The chief nodded. Fred started to follow him, and then the whole tribe sighed, with a sound like the evening wind rustling through the papyrus.

It being clear now that he was to shoot something, Fred took the wrappings off the rifle, threw them to me, and walked into the dark, the chief trotting ahead like a phantom and glancing back to beckon about once a minute. Not caring to miss the play, we followed in Indian file, I bringing up the rear.

The whole tribe rose at once and flitted along beside us on our landward side. We could not hear a footfall, or a breath. They passed through dry grass without rustling, neither stumbling nor crowding one another, but all so governed by one all-absorbing thought that they acted in absolute unison. That the thought was food did not, even in their starving state, make them forget the crowning need for silence. We with our leather boots made more noise than all they together.

We passed along the lake shore for half a mile, until suddenly the chief, looking tall as a stripped tree in the pale uncertain light, threw up an arm and waved it in a circle. Instantly the whole tribe vanished. It was as if a puff of wind had blown them; or as if they had been figures thrown on a screen by a magic lantern and suddenly switched off at the performers whim. Then the chief continued forward, we marching more carefully.

Now he turned to the half-right and followed a narrow track across a neck of land that jutted out into the lake. We approached a low rise, and as he drew near the top of that he went down on hands and knees, crawling up the last few yards so cautiously that I had to stare hard to be sure he was there at all.

As soon as Fred came near he made frantic signals to him to get down and crawl too; so we all knelt down and crawled behind Fred, striving to make no noise and filling the unhappy chief so full of fury at the noise we did make that he writhed in nervous torment.

On top of the rise Fred stopped and in imitation of the chief thrust his head forward very gradually. One by one we followed suit until, lying prone in line along the ridge within thirty paces of the water, we saw at last what we were after.

Bathed in the moonlight, head and shoulders clear of the mirror-like water, a great bull hippopotamus surveyed the scenery, drinking in contentment through his little placid eyes. Out there nothing troubled him, as for instance the mosquitoes troubled us. He had eaten his fill, for some sort of green stuff hung from his jaws; and he was beginning to feel sleepy, for he opened his enormous mouth and yawned straight toward us  three tons of meat on the hoof, less than a hundred yards away, stock-still, and unsuspicious!

The chief began whispering unintelligible warnings in a voice so low that it sounded like the drone of insects. Fred thrust the rifle forward inch by inch and, taking his time about it, settled himself comfortably for the shot. It was no easy shot in that uncertain light at a downward angle. The glare of the sun on the lake had troubled his eyes during the last few days. The shimmer of the moonlight was deceptive now. I wished he would pass the rifle to Will, or even to Brown of Lumbwa, who was digging his fingers into the earth beside me in almost uncontrollable excitement. But Fred was unperturbed, and the chief, who was nervous enough to detect the slightest sign of nervousness in Fred, did not seem to mistrust him for one second.

Three times I saw Fred breathe deeply, as if about to squeeze the trigger, but each time he was only makkin sikkar, and eased his lungs again. The target a hippo offers to a Mauser rifle bullet is not much more than half the size of a mans hand, including only the ear and eye and the narrow space between them. By daylight at a hundred yards that is nothing for a cool shot to complain about, but in half-moonlight, at that angle, it is none too much. I swore silently, wishing again and again that Fred would pass the rifle to Will, or to Brown  or to me! Yet if he had passed it to me I should have trembled worse than any one.

Visions began to haunt me of what would happen if Fred should miss! What would the effect be on wild folk tortured by hunger and keyed to the pitch of frenzy by suspense? Then, even while we watched, another problem added itself. Over on the water there began to come a wind, driving ripples and little waves in front of it. The moment those came near the hippo he would vanish from view, for they only care for moonlight when they can see it mirrored on a perfectly still surface.

I cursed Fred between set teeth, almost loud enough for him to hear me; for the hippo did move. His head was a foot nearer water-level; he had seen or heard something that alarmed him. He was in the act of sinking under water when Fred made sure of the sights at last and the rifle spoke, ringing out into the still night like the crack of Judgment Day, more startling because we had waited so long for it in such suspense.

Instantly the amazing happened. A yell burst out behind us that split the night apart. Where stilly blackness had been, now four or five hundred crazy shadows leaped and danced, murdering the silence with marrow-curdling noises intended to express joy.

Out on the water the stricken hippo pitched head downward and plunged like a mountain of meat gone mad, thrashing up great waves that were darkened with his life-blood. A whole herd, several hundred strong, emerged shoulder-high from the water to take one swift look at him and flee. The arriving wind overswept the little whirlpools they all made in the moonlight, as they dived to seek seclusion somewhere and no doubt to choose themselves a new bully after terrific fighting.

Our quarry plunged a last time, and stayed under. Now was new anxiety. In twenty minutes or half an hour he should rise to the surface again, but no man could guess where, and the wind and currents would very swiftly hide his great carcass somewhere amid the acres of papyrus unless sharp eyes were alert.

But the papyrus was friend as well as foe. In a space of time to be measured by seconds the yelling young men of the tribe had uncovered three canoes, hidden from marauding enemies among the more-than-man-high reeds, and the rest of the tribe  men, women and young ones  scattered along the shore to watch from between the stalks.

In less than fifteen minutes some one yelled, and even the very old men, who had stayed beside us to gape at Freds rifle and our clothes and boots, began running like hares toward the sound. In twenty minutes after that, with the aid of grass ropes and leather thongs, they had hauled the huge carcass to the shore and rolled it out of the water, where it lay glistening in moonlight, stumpy, foolish, legs uppermost.

The butchers work  the feast  did not begin yet. There was time-honored custom to obey, which Kazimoto knew all about even if those ignorant wachenzie* would have fallen to without ceremony. He drove them off. A white man had slain that animal; therefore the white mans choice of meat was first, and he very leisurely and skillfully cut out the enormous tongue for us and fifty pounds of meat for our following before he would let them as much as touch the carcass with a dagger. [* Plural of machenzie, man from way back, rube, simp.]

Then, though, the tribe fell to, naked, with little naked knives  tearing off the thick hide in foot-wide strips, and hacking the red flesh into lumps that they ate, raw and quivering, while they worked. The little bits of children, each chewing raw bloody meat, brought baskets for the overflow, dragging them to wherever they could find a space between the legs of struggling men, the women emptying the baskets almost as fast as the children filled them, and chewing until their jaws ran blood.

Nothing was wasted. The blood was caught in pools in part of the hide, spread like an apron on the earth, and lapped up by whoever could get to it. The very guts were gathered up in baskets to be cooked. And where the last little soft iron dagger had done its work, the blood had been drunk, and the last scrap of hide bad been cut into strips, to be chewed when the meat and its memory were things of the past, the enormous ribs lay glistening in the moonlight like those of an abandoned wreck, picked as clean as if the kites had done it.

Have we done a commendable thing? laughed Fred, looking at the crowds distended paunches. Theres a good bull hippo the less. Weve saved the lives for a time of several hundred gluttons. They know neither grace nor gratitude.

But he was wrong. They did. They brought Fred a woman  their fattest, ugliest; which means she was skin and bone and uglier than Want, also she was more afraid of Fred than Satan is said to be of shriving. The chief led her by the hand, she hanging back and hiding her face under one arm (which left the rest of her nakedness unprotected). He seized Freds hand and put the womans in it.

Now youre spliced! Brown explained. Married to the gal forever in presence of legal witnesses!

Kazimoto confirmed the fearful news.

Married in regular form an accord with tribal custom! Brown continued, nodding solemnly.

Divorce me  soon and swiftly, somebody! Fred demanded.

We appealed to Kazimoto for information, but only threw him into a quandary, and he proceeded to add to ours. The usual price for a woman, it seemed, was cows  many or few according as she was lovely or her father rich. In case of divorce, custom decreed that the cows with their offspring should be given back. The objection to any other property than cows changing hands to bind or loose in wedlock was that food, for instance, when eaten was not returnable.

Married to the gal for good an! all! Brown grinned, nudging Will and me to note Freds consternation. Youd better stay here an take the chiefs job when he kicks the bucket  possibly you can speed the day by overfeedin him!

Some mens luck, Will murmured, but stopped in mid-sentence, for interruption came in the form of a weird figure, gesticulating like a windmill, stumbling and careening through the gloom, shouting as it came. Not until it was thirty yards away did an intelligible sound explain at least who the apparition was.

Gassharamminy! Give me that gun!

Coutlass burst in among us so out of breath that he could not force through his teeth another rational syllable, but he made his intentions partly clear by snatching at Freds rifle, persisting until Will and I pulled him off.

The dhows gone! he panted at last. Give me that rifle, or come yourself! Hurry! Theres a wind! Youll be too late!

Youre dreaming or drunk! Fred answered, but Coutlass refused to be disbelieved, and in another moment we were all running as fast as we dared through the darkness toward the camp-fires, where we had left the Goanese snoozing and the dhow snugly moored among the rocks.

The chief and his followers far outdistanced us in spite of their gorged condition  all except the woman, who jogged dutifully, although unhappily, behind Fred. When we reached the campfires they were standing gazing out on the lake, where we could just make out the bellying sail of the Queen of Sheba leaning like a phantom away from the gaining wind. The distance was not to be judged in that weak uncertain light. We all shouted together, but there came no answer and we could not tell whether the sound carried as far as the dhow or not.

Gassharamminy!  why dont you shoot! shouted Coutlass, dancing up and down the bank in frenzy. Give me that rifle! Ill show you! Ill teach them!

I believe I would have fired if the rifle had been in my hands. Brown, last to arrive and most out of breath, joined with Coutlass in angry shouts for vengeance. Will offered no argument against sending them a parting shot. Fred set the butt of the rifle down with a determined snort, walked over toward the fire, stirred the embers, threw on more fuel, and looked about him when the dry wood blazed.

If she has left as much as one blanket among the lot of us, I dont see it anywhere! he said, taking his seat on a rock.

A blanket? sneered Coutlass. She has even your money! Worse than that  she has my woman! You were a gum-gasted galoot not to shoot at her!

Fred patted the bulging pocket of his shooting jacket.

Most of the money is here, he said quietly, and we all sighed with relief.

Take canoes and chase them! shouted Coutlass, beginning to dance up and down again.

Theres time enough Fred answered. We know the winds of these parts well enough by this time. This will blow until midnight. Then calm until dawn. After dawn a little more wind for an hour or two, then doldrums again until late afternoon. Theyll run on a rock in all likelihood. If they do we can catch them at our leisure, supposing we can get these islanders to paddle. If it should blow hard, then we cant catch them anyhow. Sit down and tell us what happened, Coutlass!

The Greek cursed and swore and pranced, but all in vain. Fred was inexorable. We others grew calmer when the problem of who should paddle the canoes solved itself suddenly with the arrival of fourteen of our own men. Discovering themselves left behind, they had run along the bank in vain hope of catching the dhow somehow  perchance of swimming through the crocodile-infested water, and returned now disconsolate, to leap and laugh with new hope at sight of us and of the red meat that Kazimoto had thrown on the ground near the fire. They came near in a cluster. Will hacked off a lump of meat for them, and they forthwith forgot their troubles, as instantly as the birds forget when a sparrow-hawk has done murder down a hedge-row and swooped away.

Not everything was gone after all. Kazimoto found the pots we had cooked the rice in, and started to boil the hippos tongue for us.

Come, Coutlass  sit down before we eat and tell us what happened,
Fred suggested.

The Greek paced up and down another time or two, and at last calmed himself sufficiently to laugh at Freds woman, who had squatted down patiently in the shadow behind him.

Easy for you! he grinned savagely, squatting on the far side of the fire. You have a woman! Mine is God knows where! She said to me  that hell-damned Lady Saffren Waldon said to me  we sat all three together in the stern of the dhow, I with my arm around Rebecca, and she said to me

Ill see if I cant make a dicker for the chiefs canoes, Will interrupted. We can hear the Greeks tale any old time.

Trade my woman for them! Fred suggested cheerfully. Go on,
Coutlass!

The Greek gritted his teeth savagely. She said  that hell-damned Lady Saffren Waldon said, as we sat there in the dhow, How about the kicking Fred Oakes gave you on the island, Mr. Coutlass? Where is your Greek honor?  Do you see? She worked on my bodily bruises and my spiritual courage at the same time  the cunning hussy! That Fred Oakes will win this Rebecca away from you very soon! she went on. I have watched him.

Fred smiled about as comfortably as a martyr on the grid. The presence of the dusky damsel, confirmed by her smell behind him, made him touchy on the subject of sex.

Presently she said to me, I have my own affairs that will adjust themselves all the better for their absence when I get to British East. As for you, they will simply report you to the authorities for raiding those cattle of Browns. Can you imagine that creature Brown forgiving you? He will have you thrown in jail! Why wait? But we must not leave the Goanese or the other porters, and we must hurry! You go, she said, and send the Goanese and the rest of the porters on board!

So I did go. I kicked de Sousa awake, and he cursed me, because my toe landed once or twice on his thigh where the bullet wounded him. I drove him on board, and she put him to work with Kamarajes getting up the sail. Then I went off to get those cursed porters. I could not find them! The dogs had gone to the village, to find women I dont doubt! I tell you what I would do to them if they were mine!

Never mind that! Fred cut in. We could all guess what form the punishment would take. Get on with the tale! You couldnt find the porters. What next?

I decided to leave the dogs behind, and serve them right! I went back to the dhow in a great hurry. She was gone! Vanished! Disappeared as if the lake had opened up and swallowed her! I could just see the sail in the distance. I shouted! No answer! I shouted again. I heard Rebecca call to me! Then I heard laughter  Lady Isobel Saffren Waldons laughter! Gassharamminy! I will run red-hot skewers into that woman when I catch her! Do you see how she has vengeance on Rebecca? Do you see now why she took sides between me and Kamarajes and de Sousa? Do you see how she has plotted? What will she do now? What Will she do?

He began to pace up and down again furiously, shaking both fists at the unresponsive stars.

She will do Rebecca an injury! She will give that girl to de Sousa or to that old Kamarajes! We shall never catch them! Gassharamminy! Oh, Absalom! You should have fired when I told you! That she-dog has a trick of some kind up her sleeve yet! How shall we catch her? Why do we wait? Give me that rifle! I will take a canoe and go after them alone! You do not know what Greek spirit is! I am American sometimes  English when it suits me  always Greek when I am wronged!

You certainly have been put upon Fred answered. Tell us how your
Greek spirit justified deserting us.

Why not? snarled Coutlass. Do you love me? What would you do to me if you could get me to British East in your power? You would hand me over as a cattle thief!

You bet I will! admitted Brown of Lumbwa. You dog, youve ruined me!

What did I tell you? demanded Coutlass. Why, then, should I not look out for myself?

I think wed better leave you on this island, Fred told him quietly. We cant trust you out of sight. The only way to prevent you from stealing this rifle and murdering us all would be to lie awake in turns.

Bah! grinned the Greek, striding back toward the fire. How many cartridges have you left? Five, eh? After I had murdered all of you, how many would remain?

Youll have to think of a better argument than that, smiled Fred, and for the first time I suspected he was speaking in deadly earnest. Coutlass suspected it, too, and grew still. The sweat burst out on his face, and his eyes bulged from their sockets.

You will leave me here? he stammered.

Fred nodded, smiling up at him.

You see, youre such on all-in scoundrel! Brown assured him.

You! You poor drunkard! Coutlass turned his back on Brown, and faced Fred squarely. You are a man, Mr. Oakes! I can speak to you as to my brother.

Fred smiled blandly.

I will speak to you Gods truth!

Fred grinned.

I will tell you where the ivory is!

Fred threw his head back and laughed outright.

I speak to you on my honor! That mother of misery, Lady Saffren Waldon, stole a map from Shillingschen. Before I would agree to set the town on fire I made her give me that for a hostage, lest she should prove treacherous and leave me behind after all! I have it now! It is marked with a circle to show where Schillingschen believes the stuff must be, because he has searched everywhere else!

If that map is worth anything, Fred countered, how did Lady Saffren
Waldon care to leave you behind with it?

The harridan forgot it! answered Coutlass. She was so delighted to get vengeance on Rebecca by taking her away from me that she did not care for anything else! She hates you! She hates me! She hates Rebecca! Those who hate  as I can hate!  would rather have revenge than all the riches of Africa! Do you think I would hesitate between money and revenge on her?

All right, Fred answered. The map, then  what about it?

Take me with you and the map is yours!

Show it to me, then!

I must have a share of the ivory!

Show me the map first!

Coutlass searched inside his flannel shirt  swiftly  more swiftly  angrily. His jaw dropped. Even between the fire-light and the moonlight one could judge that his color changed  and changed again.

Show me the map before we bargain! Fred insisted. Hurry, man!
Theres Mr. Yerkes with the canoe. We cant wait here all night!

It is gone! admitted Coutlass. Some one stole it!

I could have told you that in the first place, Fred informed him, rising to his feet. I have the map in my pocket.

You stole it? Coutlass gasped.

Certainly not. Rebecca stole it while she was supposed to be sleeping in your arms!

Gassharamminy! I might have known it! Those Syrians  she meant to give us all the slip and find the ivory herself!

Nothing of the Sort! said Fred. She stole it from you, to give it to Lady Saffren Waldon! Kazimoto saw her do it  saw where Lady Waldon hid it  and stole it from her while she slept to give to me, believing it to be something of mine. Here it is!

Fred let the end of a folded map protrude from his inner pocket just far enough for Coutlass to recognize it by the fire-light. The Greek turned on his heel.

All right! he said ruefully, swinging suddenly round again. If you were alone I would fight you, my knife against your rifle! I can not fight all four of you! Go away then, and be damned! I have nothing to offer. There is nothing I can do. Leave me, and I will look after myself!

Now youre talking like a man. said Fred.

Leave me that woman of yours, and go to hell, all of you! laughed the
Greek.

Fred seemed suddenly possessed of a bright idea. He turned to the woman and beckoned her to rise. Then in unmistakable pantomime he went through the motions of presenting her to Coutlass. The woman gasped  stammered something that was positively not consent  stared with frightened eyes at Coutlass  shook her shaven head violently  and ran away into the darkness, pursued by roars of laughter that speeded her on her way.

A clear case of desertion! announced Fred judicially. You men are witnesses! Then he turned once more to Coutlass. I dont think well leave you to raise Cain on this island. It depends on you whether we find you a lonelier island  turn you loose or hand you over to the authorities in British East!

Good! Coutlass shouted. By Jingo, you are a gentleman! You are the best man in the world! I will treat you as my brother!

Thanks! said Fred dryly.

Arent you men ever coming? asked Will, striding out of the shadows. Ive made the dicker  found a man whod been on the mainland and knows Swahili. The chiefs agreeable to loan us two canoes in place of deeding you the woman. I took your name in vain, Fred, and consented to that while your back was turned  kick all you like  the deed is done! Four of his savages come with us as far as we want to go, we feeding em meat and paying em money. Its agreed theyre to eat just as often as we do. They paddle the canoes back home when were through with them. Are you all ready? Then all aboard! Lets hurry!


CHAPTER TWELVE

MANY THAT ARE FIRST SHALL BE LAST; AND THE LAST FIRST

When the last of the luck has deserted and the least of the chances
has waned,
When theres nowhere to run to and even the pluck in the smile
that you carry is feigned;
When grimmer than yesterdays horror to-morrow dawns hungry and cold,
And your faith in the coming unknown is denied in regret for the
known and the old,
Then youre facing, my son, what the Fathers from Abraham down to to-day
Have looked on alone, and stood up to alone, and each in his several way
Oercame (or he shouldnt be Father). So ye shall oercome: while
ye live,
Though yeve nothing but breath and good-will to your name ye must
stand to it naked, and give!

Ye shall learn in that hour that the plunder ye won by profession is
nought  
And false was the aim ye aspired with  and dross was the glamour
ye sought  
The codes and the creeds that ye cherished were shadows of clouds
in the wind,
(And ye can not recall for their counsel lost leaders ye dallied
behind!)
Ye shall stand in that hour and discover by agonys guttering flame
How the fruits of self-will, and the lees of ambition and
bitterness all are the same,
Until, stripped of desire, ye shall know that was death. Then the
proof that ye live
Shall be knowledge new-born that the naked  the fools and the felons,
can give!

Then the suns and the stars in their courses shall speedily swing
to your aid,
And nothing shall hinder you further, and nothing shall make you afraid,
For the veriest edges of evil shall challenge your joy, and no more,
And room for the right shall shine clear in your vision where wrong
was before.
Then the stones in the road shall be restful that used to be traps
for your feet,
Then the crowd shall be kind that was cruel before, and your
solitude sweet
That was want to be gloomy aforetime and gray  when the proof that ye
live
Is no longer the pain of desire, but the will  and the wit  and
the vision, to give!

The canoes were the usual crazy affairs, longer and rather wider than the average. The bottom portion of each was made from a tree-trunk, hollowed out by burning, and chipped very roughly into shape. The sides were laboriously hewn planks, stitched into place with thread made from papyrus.

Some of the men left behind were our personal servants. Counting them and Kazimoto, there were twenty natives remaining with us, making, with the four men lent us by the chief, an allowance of twelve to each canoe. If we had had loads as well it would have been a problem how to get the whole party away; but as Lady Saffren Waldon had left us nothing but three cooking-pots, we just contrived to crowd the last man in without passing the danger point, Fred taking charge of the first canoe with Brown of Lumbwa and Kazimoto, and leaving Coutlass with the other canoe to Will and me. We agreed it was most convenient to keep the Greek and the rifle separated by a stretch of water.

There is one inevitable, invariable way of starting on a journey by canoe in Africa. Somebody pushes off. The naked paddlers, seated at intervals down either side, strain their toes against a thwart or a rib. The leading paddler yells, and off you go with a swing and a rhythmic thunder as they all bring their paddles hard against the boats side at the end of each stroke. Fifty  sixty  seventy  perhaps a hundred strokes they take at top speed, and the passenger settles down to enjoy himself, for there is no more captivating motion in the world. Then suddenly they stop, and all begin arguing at top of their lungs. Unless the passenger is a man of swift decision and firm purpose there is frequently a fight at that stage, likely to end in overturned canoes and an adventure among the crocodiles.

Our voyage broke no precedents. We started off in fine style, feeling like old-time emperors traveling in state; and within ten minutes we were using paddles ourselves to poke and beat our men into understanding of the laws of balance, they abusing one another while the canoes rocked and took in water through the loosely laid on planks.

The fiber stitching began to give out very soon after that, because when not in use the canoes were always hauled out somewhere and the dried-out fiber cracked and broke. We had all to sit to one side while some one restitched the planking. Later, when a wind came up and the quick short sea arose peculiar to lakes, we were very glad we had done that job so early.

It was only the first mile that as much as suggested enjoyment. Never accustomed to much paddling in any case, our own men had suffered from hunger and confinement in the reeking hot dhow. Then, hippo meat needs hours of cooking to be wholesome (our own share of it was still in the pot, waiting to be boiled more thoroughly at the next halting place). They had merely toasted their tough lumps in the camp-fire embers and gobbled it. The result was a craving for sleep, noisily seconded by the chiefs four men, who had eaten the stuff without cooking at all, and in enormous quantities.

We began with a keen determination to overhaul the dhow, that dwindled as we had time to think the matter over; wondering what we should do with two such women in case we should capture them, and how we should prevent Coutlass in that case from acting like a savage.

Why dont we leave em to make their own explanations? I proposed at last. We can claim our few belongings at any time if we see fit. But the suggestion took time to recommend itself.

That night until nearly morning we fretted at every rest the paddlers took  drove them unmercifully  ran risks of overturning on the slippery shoulders of partly submerged rocks  took long turns ourselves to relieve the weary men, Coutlass working harder than the rest of us. It would have been a bad nights work if we had overhauled the dhow and loosed him to do his will.

Think of the baggage! he kept shouting to the night at large. Lying in the arms of Georges Coutlass, kissing and being kissed, simply to rob him  Coutlass  me! Think of it! Only think of it. She lay in the hook of my right arm and only thought of how to win back the favor of the other she-hellion! And I was deceived by such a cabbage! Wait though! Nobody ever turned a trick on Georges Coutlass more than once! Wait till we catch them! See what I do to them! I dont forget Kamarajes either, or that bastard de Sousa, also pretending they were friends of mine! Heiah! Hurry! Drive the paddles in, you lazy black men!

It was more his hunger for revenge than any other one thing that tipped the scales of indecision and called us off the chase. A little before morning, at about that darkest hour, when the stars have seen the coming sun but the world is not yet aware of it, Fred called to us to turn in toward a barren-looking hill of granite that rose almost sheer out of the water but at one corner offered a shelving landing place. There we all clambered out to stretch cramped muscles and make a fire to cook the hippos tongue, Coutlass cursing us for letting what he called idleness come between us and revenge.

Kazimoto had scarcely more than gathered an armful of wood, thrown it down, and gone to hunt for more; one of the other boys had struck a match, and the first little flicker of crimson fire and purple smoke was starting to curl skyward, when Fred jumped on it and stamped it out.

Silence! he ordered. Keep still every one! and repeated it twice in Kiswahili for the natives benefit.

We could not see at first which way he was staring through the darkness. It was more than two minutes before I knew what had alarmed him, and then it was sound, not sight that gave me the first clue. There came a purring from the lake; and when I had searched for a minute for the source of it I saw the glow we had watched from the dhow in the storm the first night out  the telltale crimson stain on the dark that rides above a steamers funnel, and at intervals a stream of sparks to prove they were burning wood and driving her at top speed.

It cant be the German launch, said I.

Why not? demanded Fred irritably. He knew I knew it was the German launch as certainly as he did.

How can they have patched her boiler? I asked.

How many beans make five? Theyve done it, and there she goes! No other launch on the lake can make that speed! Ive heard the British railway people have a launch or two, but theyre small enough to have traveled down the line on ordinary trucks. Thats the German launch and Schillingschen as surely as we stand here!

We waited there until dawn, arguing at intervals, not daring to light a fire, nor caring to sleep, Coutlass sitting apart and laughing every now and then like a hyena.

If the men werent so dead beat Id be for carrying on, said Fred.

Whats the use? argued Brown. We cant catch the bally launch, can we? Soon as its daylight theyd see us, like as not. I hope to get drunk once more before I die! Schillingschen ud run us down, an good-by us!

Id say follow them if the men could make it, Will agreed. But whats the odds? Its us theyre after. Theyll dare do nothing to the women on the dhow  in British waters.

Thats so, I agreed, not believing a word of it, any more than they. One had to calm ones feelings somehow; the men were too weary to drive the canoes another mile at anything like speed. Coutlass, who had heard every word of the argument, burst out into such yells of laughter that Fred threw a rock at him. Curse you, you ghoul!

Coutlass changed his tone from demoniacal delight to quieter, grim amusement.

They will do nothing, eh? It is I, Georges Coutlass, who need do nothing! I have my revenge by proxy! Wait and see!

Fred threw a second rock, and hit him squarely.

Gassharamminy! swore the Greek. Do you know that rock is harder than a mans head?

Fred let the boys light a fire when the sun had risen high enough to make the little blaze not noticeable. Most of the men were asleep, but though our eyes ached with the long vigil we could not have copied them. About three hours after daylight we breakfasted off slices of hot boiled hippo tongue and cold lake water, without salt or condiments of any kind, and with discontent increased by that unpleasing feast we aroused the boys and drove them into the canoes.

We forced the pace again, and picked up smoke on the sky-line an hour before noon, but it was not from a steamers funnel. It was lazy, flat-flowing, spreading smoke with a look of iniquity about it that sent our hearts to our mouths. We paddled toward it with frenzied energy, and long before any of us could make out details Coutlass, standing balancing himself amidships, told us what we knew was true and flatly refused to believe.

Its the Queen of Sheba burning to the water-line!

Sit down, you fool, or youll upset us!

Shes gutted already  the flame is about finished! nothing now but smoke!

Sit down, you lying idiot, and hold your tongue!

I can see the smoke of the German launch now! Dont you all see it? Straight ahead beyond the smoke of the dhow! Theyve burned the dhow and steamed away! Ill bet you a million pounds theyve killed everybody  shot em, or burned em alive, or drowned em!

Did you hear me tell you to sit down? Ill tip you overboard and make you swim for shore  dye see those crocodiles? Ugh! Look at the brutes! In you go among the crocks if you dont sit down at once!

Coutlass took no notice of the threat, but rocked the canoe recklessly as he stood on tiptoe.

Think of their gall! By Bacchus, theyre steaming for British East! I bet you five million pounds to a kick they think theyve drowned the lot of us! Theyre going to steam in and report the accident!

We got him to sit down at last by ordering the paddlers nearest him to throw him overboard, but nothing would stop his evil croaking any more than flat refusal to admit the truth of what he gloated over lessened our real conviction.

Long before we reached the dhow there was no room left for unbelief. The stern planks were charred, but stood erect, unburned yet, and the blue and white paint smeared on them was surely that of the Queen of Sheba. When we came within fifty yards the water was full of loathsome reptiles; our paddles actually struck them as they swarmed after the prey, snapping at one another and at our canoes  long, slimy-looking monsters, as able to smell carrion in the distance as kites are to see.

There were garments on the water  blankets  and one soaked, torn, lacy thing that certainly had been a womans. More than a dozen crocodiles fought around that. We tried to go close enough to see whether there were dead bodies in the dhows charred hull, but as if the very ripple from our paddles were the last straw, the wreck dipped suddenly ten feet from us and plunged, the crocodiles following it down into deep water with lashing tails  swifter than fish.

We paddled about for an hour in the blistering sun, searching stupidly for what we knew we could never find; crocodiles remove traces of identity more swiftly than kites and crows.

Ill bet you they thought we were on board! gleed Coutlass. Ill bet you they opened fire, and when we didnt answer came to the conclusion we had no ammunition. Then they steamed close enough to throw kerosene on board and light it! I bet you they steamed round and round and watched the people jump as the flames drove them overboard! Or dyou think they shot them all, and then threw them overboard and fired the dhow? No  then theyd have known we werent on the dhow; theyd have steamed back then to find us; they thought we were in the dhow! They thought we were hiding below deck! Theyre going to British East to take their Bible oaths they saw us burn and drown! Isnt that a joke! Isnt that a good one! Gassharamminy! But Id give my hope of heaven to know whether they shot the women first or watched them jump among the crocodiles when the heat grew fierce!

We paddled to another rocky island  one that had trees on it, and rested through the heat of the day when we had killed all the snakes that had forestalled us in the shade. There, after again eating hippo-tongue unseasoned and ungarnished, we held a council of war, and Fred produced the map that Rebecca stole from Coutlass.

If we make for a township now  Kisumu is the nearest  about five and twenty miles away, said Fred, we can give ourselves the pleasure of surprising Schillingschen, and of course we can get a square meal and some clothes and soap and so on  incidentally perhaps some rifles and ammunition. But we cant prove a thing against Schillingschen, and he has enough pull with British officials to make things deuced unpleasant for us, for a time at least. Consider the other side of it. Suppose we dont make for a station. Schillingschen reports us dead. Nobody looks for us  unless perhaps out on the lake for a hat or some scrap of clothing by way of corroborative evidence. Suppose we paddle out of this gulf and take to shore somewhere along the north end of the lake. Weve no food, no tents, only one gun, next to no ammunition, nothing but money and a purpose. We dont know what chance we have of getting supplies, and particularly rifles, without letting any one know where we are, but we do know weve a clear field and a straight mark for Elgon, where rumor says  and Courtney said  and Schillingschen thinks  and this map says the ivory ought to be! The odds are against us  climate  starvation  wild beasts  savages  last and not least, the government, if they ever get wind of our being beyond bounds. Are we willing to take the chance, or are we not?

We talked it over for an hour, Coutlass listening all ears to most of what we said, although we drove him to the farthest limit of the shade trees. We were in two minds whether or not it mattered if he listened, and made the usual two-minds hash of it. Finally we put it to a vote, letting Brown have a voice with the rest of us. He was in favor of anything that offered prospect of a gamble; and we remembered the letter in code we had given the missionary to mail to Monty. We had told him in that that we should make tracks for Elgon, and we all voted the same way.

In other words grinned Fred, were perfect idiots, and ready and willing to prove it! Good! If you fellows had voted the other way Id have gone forward to Elgon alone!

It was then that Georges Coutlass took a hand in the game again. He came striding through the trees with something of his old swagger, and sat down among us with an air.

Count me in! he demanded.

Dyou mean in the lake? suggested Fred.

In on the trip to Mount Elgon!

Weve had nearly enough of you! Fred answered. I know whats coming! If you dont come with us youll tell tales? Blackmail, eh? Well, it wont work! Well set you ashore on the mainland, and if you dare show yourself to Schillingschen or any British official, well run that risk cheerfully!

But Coutlass was imperturbable for once. He laid a hand on Freds knee, and changed his tone to one of gentle persuasion between friend and friend.

Ah! Mr. Oakes, I know you now too well! You are not the man to leave me in the lurch! These others perhaps! You never! You know me, too. You have seen me under all conditions. You are able to judge my character. You know how firm a friend I can be, as well as how savage an enemy! You know I would never be false to a friend such as you  to a man whom I admire as I do you!

Will Yerkes, who had tried to keep a straight face, now went off into peals of laughter, rolling over on his back and rocking his legs in the air  a performance that did not appear to discourage Coutlass in the least. Brown was far from amused. He advised throwing the Greek into the lake.

Remember those cattle o mine! he insisted.

Yes! agreed Coutlass. Remember those cattle! Consider what a man of quick decision and courage I am! How useful I can be! What a forager! What a guide! What a fighting man! What a hunter! What a liar on behalf of my friends! What a danger for my friends enemies! What are the cattle of a drunkard like Brown  the poor unhappy sot!  compared to the momentary needs of a gentleman! Ah! By the ordeal! I am a gentleman, and that is the secret of it all! You, Mr. Oakes, as one brave gentleman, can not despise the right hand of friendship of Georges Coutlass, another gentleman! I know you can not! You havent it in you! You were born under another star than that! I have confidence! I sit contented!

You good-for-nothing villain! Fred grinned. Ill take you at your word! and Brown of Lumbwa gasped, the very hairs of his red beard bristling.

I knew you would! said Coutlass calmly. These others are not gentlemen. They do not understand.

If your word is good for anything, Fred continued.

My word is my bond! said the Greek.

And you really want to prove yourself my friend

I would go to hell for you and bring you back the devils favorite wife!

I will set you on the mainland, to go and recover those cattle of Mr.
Browns from the Masai who raided them! Return them to Lumbwa, and
Ill guarantee Brown shall shake hands with you!

Pah! Brown! That drunkard!

See here! said Brown, getting up and peeling off his coat. Ive had enough of being called drunkard by you. Put up your dukes!

But a fight between Brown and the Greek with bare fists would have been little short of murder. Brown was in no condition to thrash that wiry customer, and we in no mood to see Coutlass get the better of him.

Dont be a fool, Brown! Sit down! ordered Fred, and having saved his face Brown condescended readily enough.

What you saids right, he admitted. Let him get my cattle back afore hes fit to fight a gentleman!

And so the matter was left for the present, with Georges Coutlass under sentence of abandonment to his own devices as soon as we could do that without entailing his starvation. We had no right to have pity for the rascal; he had no claim whatever on our generosity; yet I think even Brown would not have consented to deserting him on any of those barren islands, whatever the risk of his spoiling our plans as soon as we should let him out of sight.

From then until we beached the canoes at last in a gap in the papyrus on the lakes northern shore, we pressed forward like hunted men. For one thing, the very thought of boiled meat without bread, salt, or vegetables grew detestable even to the natives after the second or third meal, although hippo tongue is good food. We tried green stuff gathered on the islands, but it proved either bitter or else nauseating, and although our boys gathered bark and roots that they said were fit for food, it was noticeable that they did not eat much of it themselves. The simplest course was to race for the shore with as little rest and as little sleep as the men could do with.

However, we were not noticeably better off when we first set foot on shore. There was nothing but short grass growing on the thin soil that only partly hid the volcanic rock and manganese iron ore. Victoria Nyanza is the crater of a once enormous, long ago extinct volcano, and we stood on a shelf of rock about a thousand feet below what had been the upper rim  a chain of mountains leading away toward the north higher and higher, until they culminated in Mount Elgon, another extinct volcano fourteen thousand feet above sea level.

It was not unexplored land where we stood, but it was so little known that the existence of white men was said to be a matter of some doubt among natives a mile or two to either side of the old safari route that passed from east to west. We could see no villages, although we marched for hours, the loaned canoe-men tagging along behind us, hungrier than we, until at last over the back of a long low spur we spied the tops of growing kaffir corn.

At sight of that we broke into a run and burst on the field of grain like a pack of the dog-baboons that swoop from the hills and make havoc. We seized the heads of grain, rubbed them between our hands, and had munched our fill before we were seen by the jealous owners. A small boy herding hump-backed cattle down in the valley watched us for a minute, and then deserted his charge to report to the village hidden behind a clump of trees. Ten minutes after that we were surrounded by naked black giants, all armed with spears and a personal smell that outstank ones notions of Gehenna.

We had nothing to offer them, except money, for which they obviously had not the slightest use. None of us knew their language. From their point of view we were thieves taken in the act, all but one of us unarmed as far as they knew, to be judged by the tribal standard that for more centuries than men remember has decreed that the thief shall die. They were most incensed at the four unhappy islanders, probably on the same principle that dogs pick on the weakest, and fight most readily with dogs of a more or less similar breed.

It was Coutlass who saved that situation. He instantly went crazy, or the next thing to it, wrinkling up his black-whiskered face into a caricature, yelling a Greek monologue in a refrain consisting of five notes repeated over and over, and dancing around in a wide ring with one leg shorter than the other and his arms executing symbols of witchcraft.

The chief was the biggest man  not an inch less than seven feet  black as ebony, from the curly hair, into which his patient wives had plaited fiber to hang in a greasy lump over his neck, all down his naked body to the soles of his enormous feet. Each time he came in front of that individual Coutlass paused and executed special finger movements, like the trills of a super-pianist, ending invariably in a punctuation point that made the savage shiver.

The fifth time round, to avoid the accusing fingers, the giant dodged behind a smaller man, who dodged behind a woman, who promptly turned and ran, swinging in the wind behind her a bustle like a horses tail that was her only garment. Her flight was the touch that settled the decision in our favor. We all began to do a mumbo-jumbo dance around Coutlass, and in five seconds more the whole armed party was in full retreat, holding their spears behind them as some sort of protection against magic.

After that, said Coutlass proudly, will you still dismiss me from your party, gentlemen?

Youve got to go and find Browns cattle and return them to him! Fred answered firmly. But we none of us felt like sending him packing until he was better fed and some provision could be made for his safety on the road. It was wonderful, the number of excuses that flocked through my mind for befriending the ruffian, and later on I found it was the same with Fred and Will. Brown, on the other hand, affected indignation at his being allowed to go with us another yard.

Make a rope o grass an hang the swine! he grumbled.

We decided to march on the village, retreat being obviously far too dangerous, and the only likely safe course being to follow up the chance success. Sleep another night in the open among the mosquitoes and wild beasts, besides making us wretched at the mere suggestion, was likely to bring us all down with fever. We preferred the thought of fever to the loneliness; for man is unlike all other nomads, and that is why the dog takes kindly to him; he must have a home of his own  a portable one, if you will  a tub like Diogenes  a Bedouins tent  a cave, or a hole in the ground  something, so be he may rent it or own it or know for a fact he may sleep there when night comes. Life in the open is only good fun when there is cover to take to at will.

All the way along the winding foot-track leading in every imaginable direction except toward the village, and only turning suddenly toward it when we had grown disgusted and decided to leave it and try to find another, Brown kept pointing out trees with suitable overhanging arms to which we might hang Coutlass. The Greek, with eyes for nothing but the fat, hump-backed village cattle in the distance, seemed to think only of them, until Will commented on the fact, and Fred saw fit to drop a hint.

Steal as much as a young calf, Coutlass, and well let Brown choose the tree! Try it on if you dont believe me!

The villagers closed their gate against us by dragging great piles of thorn across the gap in the rough palisade, but, as Coutlass pointed out, they would have to open it up again to let the cattle in before dark, so we sat down and ate the remaining fragments of the hippo tongue  no ambrosia by that time; it had to be eaten, to save it from utter waste!

Then Coutlass once more did a first-class devil dance backward and forward this time before the gate, putting genius into it and fear into the hearts of the defenders. Kazimoto helped even more than he by discovering a native within the palisade who could speak a common tongue.

Their villagers held a very noisy council on their side of the thorn obstruction, under the apparent impression that it was sound- and bullet-proof. It was beginning to be pretty obvious that a man who advised volleying through the crevices with spears was winning the argument when Kazimoto detected familiar accents and raised his voice. After that the barricade was dragged aside within ten minutes and we entered, if not in honor, at least in temporary safety.

Luxury is a question of contrast. That evening in a hut assigned to us by the chief, squatting on the trodden cow-dung floor, leaning against the dried-mud sides, with a little fire of sticks in the midst to give us light and keep mosquitoes at a distance at the expense of almost unbearable heat, we ate porridge made from mtama as they call their kaffir corn, and washed it down with milk  good rich cows milk, milked by Kazimoto into our own metal pot instead of their unwashed gourds. Lucullus never dined better.

The feast was only rather spoiled by two things: we all had chiggers in our feet  the minute fleas that haunt the dust of native villages and insert themselves under toe-nails to grow great and lay their eggs. (Nearly every native in the village had more than one toe missing.) And the chief felt obliged to insert his smelly presence among us and ask innumerable idiotic questions through the medium of his interpreter and Kazimoto. He received some astonishing answers, but would not have been satisfied with anything more reasonable. We wanted him satisfied, and gave our interpreter free rein.

The main trouble was we had nothing of value to offer him. Money was something he had no knowledge of. He wanted beads of a certain size and color; for two handfuls of them he expressed himself willing to be our friend for life. We had to educate him about money, and Kazimoto assured him that the silver rupees Fred produced from a bag were so precious that governments went to war to get them away from other governments.

But the impression still prevailed that we were wasikini  poor men; and that is a fatal qualification in the savage mind.

Why have you only one gun?

In vain Kazimoto assured him that we had dozens of guns at home  that Freds landed possessions were so vast that two hundred strong men walking for a month would be unable to march across them  that Freds wives (Fred seemed to live under a cloud of sexual scandal in those days) were so many in number they had to be counted twice a day to make sure none was missing.

The chief had eighteen wives of his own to show. He could prove his matrimonial felicity. Why had Fred left his behind? How did he dare? Who looked after them? Had he left the guns behind to guard the women? Why did such a rich man travel without food for his men? The chief had seen us with his own eyes devour porridge as if we were starving.

To have told him the truth would have been worse than useless. To have mentioned such a thing as shipwreck would only have stirred the savage instinct to prey off all unfortunates. Failing evidence of wealth in our possession, the only feasible plan was to claim so much that he might believe some of it, and it was Coutlass, drawing a bow at a venture, who ordered Kazimoto to tell him that we expected a party in a few days bringing tents, provisions and more guns.

There will be blue-and-white beads of the sort you long for among those loads, added Kazimoto on his own account; and that eased the chiefs mind for the night. Fred gave him a half-rupee, and promised him to exchange it when the loads should come for as many of the beads as he could seize in his two fists. The chief went out to brag to the village, opening and closing his fists to see how huge their compass was; and later that night his wives had to be beaten for fighting. They were jealous because the fattest and the youngest new one had both been promised double shares.

There was another fight because our porters emerged from their hut and demanded that a barren cow out of the village herd be butchered. They made their meaning perfectly clear by taking the cow by the horns and tail and throwing her on her back. Fred decided that argument with a thick stick about four feet long.

The unusual spectacle of some one taking sides against his own men, whatever the rights or wrongs of it, so affected the chief that he entered our hut next morning disposed to hold us up for double promises of beads. It was evident we had to deal with a born extortioner. He would increase his demands with every fresh concession.

Oh, whats the odds! laughed Coutlass. Promise him anything! The only loads likely to come along this way for a year or two are Schillingschens!

Fred told the chief he would think the matter over, and chased him out of the hut. Coutlass had given us all a new idea in an instant, and he was the only one who did not see its point  he, the only one who did not give a snap of the fingers for the laws of any land!

Dyou suppose

Too good to hope for!

If he thinks were dead  ?

And if he believes in that map

Hell not need the map. Hell have memorized it. Theres only a circle drawn on it to mark the Elgon district. All the old pencil marks have been rubbed out as he searched the other likely places and drew them all blank.

Hell travel without military escort?

Sure! He wont want witnesses! Hell make believe its a scientific trip. Remember, hes a professor of ethnology. Thats how he puts it all over the British and goes where he pleases without as much as by-your-leave.

Say, fellows! Its a moral cinch that when we broke away from Muanza he made up his mind in a flash to return to British East and destroy us on the way. He thinks he made a clean job of that. Ill bet he loaded the launch down with stuff for a long safari, and thinks now he has a clear run and can take his time!

If thats how the cards lie, the games ours!

Coutlass saw the point at last and offered himself on the altar of forgiveness and friendship.

Make me your partner, gentlemen, and if he travels within a hundred miles of this I will crawl into that Schillingschens tent in the night and slit his throat! I would murder him as willingly as I eat when I am hungry!

Your job has been assigned you! answered Fred. When Mr. Browns cattle are back in Lumbwa perhaps well give you something else to do!

Nevertheless, Coutlass had outlined in a flash the limits of the plan. We would draw the line at murdering even Schillingschen, but must help ourselves to his outfit as our only chance of re-outfitting without betraying our presence in British East. But the plan was not without rat-holes in it that a fool could see.

Schillingschens boys will escape and run to the nearest British official with the story!

And the British official will be so full of the importance of Schillingschen and the need of protecting his beastly carcass  to say nothing of the everlasting disgrace of letting him be scoughed on British territory  and the official reprimand from home thats sure to follow  that hell come hot-foot to investigate!

Well have to provide against that, said Fred, and we all laughed, including Coutlass. Talk of provisions is easy when you have no means out of which to provide. It did not occur to include Coutlass in the calculations, or to dismiss him from them; but without exchanging any remarks on the subject it was clear enough to all of us that no such plan could hope to succeed with the Greek at large, at liberty to spoil it. We saw we should have to keep him in our party for the present.

Dont forget, said Coutlass, more accustomed than we to seizing the strategic points of desperate situations, that Schillingschen will have his own boys with him from German East.

I didnt see any with him on the launch, I objected.

He would never have come without them Coutlass insisted. He made them lie below the water-line out of reach of bullets at the only time when you might have seen them! He wouldnt trust himself to British porters. My word, no! That devil knows natives! He knows some of them might be British government spies! Hell have his own boys,  if they cant carry all his loads hell buy donkeys at Mumias; there are always donkeys to be bought at that place, brought down from Turkana by the Arab ivory traders. Do donkeys talk?

At any rate, we talked, and made no bones at all about including Georges Coutlass in the conversation. It was his suggestion that we should send natives to look out for Schillingschen, and Freds amendment that reduced the messengers to one, and that one Kazimoto. Any of the others might decide to desert, once out of sight, and we could scarcely have blamed them, for their path had not lain among roses in our company.

Kazimoto had a million objections to offer against going alone on that errand, as, for instance, that the chigger fleas would invade our toe-nails disastrously without his cunning fingers to hunt them out again. He also prophesied that without him to interpret there would swiftly be trouble between us and the chief; but we saw the other side of that medal and rather looked forward to an interval when the chief should not be able to talk to us at all.

At last, on the second morning after our arrival at the village, Kazimoto wrapped an enormous mound of cold mtama pudding in a cloth and went his way, prophesying darkly of murder and sudden death lurking behind rocks and trees, as unwishful to be alone as a terrier without a master, but much too faithful to refuse duty.

The chief saw a side of the medal that we had not guessed existed. He came and sat beside us like an evil-smelling shadow, satisfied that now we could not dismiss him, he being under no obligation to understand gestures. Curiosity was the impelling motive, but he was not without suspicion. Fred said he reminded him of a Bloomsbury landlady whose lodgers had not paid their board and rooming in advance.

Will solved that problem by taking the rifle, and one cartridge that Fred doled out grudgingly, and after a long days stalking among mosquitoes in the papyrus at the edge of the lake five miles away, at imminent risk of crocodiles and an even worse horror we had not yet suspected, shooting a hippopotamus. Forthwith the whole village, chief included, went to cut up and carry off the meat, and there followed revelry by night, the chiefs wives brewing beer from the mtama, and all getting drunk as well as gorged. Coutlass and Brown got more drunk than any one.

Will came back with flies on his coat  three large things like horse-flies, that crossed their wings in repose, resembling in all other respects the common tetse fly. He said the reeds by the lake-side were full of them.

Remembering tales about sleeping sickness, and suspicion of conveying it said to rest on a tetse fly that crossed its wings, I went out the following day and walked many miles east-ward, taking with me the only two sober villagers I could find. They came willingly enough for five miles, thinking, I suppose, that I intended to follow Wills example and kill some more meat (although, as I did not take the rifle with me, they were not guilty of much dead-weight reasoning).

At the bank of the fifth stream we came to they stopped, and refused to go another yard. Thinking they were merely lusting after the meat and beer in the village, I took a stick to drive them across the stream in front of me, but they dodged in terror and ran back home as if the devil had been after them.

I crossed the stream and continued forward alone about another mile toward a fairly large village visible between great blue boulders with cactus dotted all about. There was the usual herd of cattle grazing near at hand, but the place had an unaccountable forlorn look, and the small boy standing on an ant-hill to watch the cattle seemed too listless to be curious, and too indifferent to run away. The big brown tetse flies, that crossed their wings when resting, were everywhere, making no noise at all, but announcing themselves every once in a while by a bite on the back of the hand that stung like a whip-lash. They seemed to have special liking for coat-sleeves, and a dozen of them were generally riding on each side of me. One could drive them off, but they came back at once, as horse-flies do when poked off with a whip.

When I drew near the village nobody came out to look at me, which was suspicious in itself. Nobody shouted. Nobody blocked the way, or dragged thorn-bushes across the gateway. There were black men and women there, sitting in the shadows of the eaves, who looked up and stared at me  men and women too intent on sitting still to care whether their skins were glossy  unoiled, unwashed, unfed, by the look of them  skeletons clothed in leather and dust, desiring death, but cruelly denied it.

One man, thin as a wisp of smoke, rushed at me from the shadow of a hut door and tried to bite my leg. The merest push sent him rolling over, and there he lay, too overcome by inertia to move another inch, his arm uplifted in the act of self-defense. Nobody else in the village stirred. There were more huts than people, more kites on the roofs than huts. Some of the littlest children played in the hut doors, but nearly all of them were listless like the grown folk. The only sign of normal activity was the big black earthen jars that witnessed that the women performed part at least of their daily round by bringing water from the lake.

I returned late that afternoon, walking, as it were, out of a belt of tetse flies. On one side of a narrow stream they were thick together; to the west of it there were scarcely any, although the wind blew from east to west.

Theres no fear of news about us reaching any government official, I announced. Theres a curtain of death between us and the government that even suspicion couldnt penetrate!


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE SLEEP THAT IS NO SLEEP*

Ten were the plagues that Israel fled, and leaving left no cure,
Whose progeny self-multiplied a million-fold remain,
The cloak of each one ignorance, idolatry its lure,
And death the goal till, clarion-called, lost Israel come again.
Till then that loaded lash that bade the tale of bricks increase
(Eye for an eye, and limb for limb!) shall fail not though
ye weep;
The conquerors heel for Africa!  The fear that shall not cease!  
Desire, distrust, the alien law!  The sleep that is no sleep!

     * It is a characteristic of the so-called Sleeping Sickness that is decimating the tribes around Victoria Nyanza that the victim, although he goes into a coma, never actually sleeps from the time of taking the disease until the end, usually more than a year later. The natives, a tribe that came originally down from Egypt, themselves say that the dreaded sickness is a visitation by way of revenge on them for former sins, although what sins, and whose vengeance, they are at a total loss to explain.      

Kazimoto was gone five days, and then came preceded by proof of the news he brought. He came in the evening. In the morning, unaccountably from the northward, instead of from the westward where Uganda lay,  avoiding the regular safari route and the belt of sleeping sickness villages, came a genial, sleek, shiny Baganda, arrayed in khaki coat, red fez, and bordered loin-cloth, gifted with tongues, and self-confident beyond belief.

He knew nothing of us at first, for we sat in our hut with a smudge going, nervous about flies, even Coutlass, reckless as a rule of anything he could not see, and perfectly indifferent to death for others, now fidgety and afraid to swagger forth.

One of our Nyamwezi porters suddenly made a great shout of Hodi!* and came stooping through the low door, standing erect again inside to await our pleasure. We could hear others outside, listening under the eaves. When we had kept him waiting sufficiently long to prevent his getting too much notion of his own importance, Fred nodded to him to speak. [* Hodi! Equivalent to May I come In!]

Is it true, bwana, he asked, that the Germans will come soon and conquer this part of Africa?

Certainly not! said Fred.

There is one out here, a Baganda, who says they will surely come. He says the religion of Islam will be preached from end to end of everywhere, and that the Germans are the true priests of Islam. They will come, says he, when the time is ripe, and call on all the converts of Islam to rise and slay all other people, including all white folk, like the English, who do not accept that creed. If that is true, bwana, whither shall we go, and whither shall you go, to escape such terrible things?

Does the Baganda know there are white men in this village? Fred asked.

Not yet, bwana.

Dont tell him, then, but bring him in here. Tell him there are folk in here who say he is a liar.

The Nyamwezi backed out, and we heard whispering outside. There is precious little performance in Africa without a deal of talk. At the end of about ten minutes the porter again shouted Hodi! and this time was followed in by the stranger, seven other of our own men, uninvited, bringing up the rear.

Jambo!* said the Baganda, with a great effort at bravado, when his eyes had grown accustomed to the gloom and the first severe surprise of seeing white men had worn off. He was a very cool customer indeed. [* Jambo! Kiswahili equivalent of How dyou do?]

Whose pimp are you? demanded Fred, without answering the salutation.

The man fell back on insolence at once. There is no native in Africa who takes more keenly to that weapon than the mission-schooled Baganda.

I am employed by a gentleman of superior position, he answered in perfectly good English.

In what capacity? demanded Fred.

I am not employed to tell his secrets to the first strangers who ask me!

Do you obey him implicitly?

I do. I am honorable person. I receive his pay and do his bidding.

Is his name Schillingschen?

The Baganda hesitated.

All right, said Fred. I know his name is Schillingschen. You have boasted that you do what he orders you. These men tell me you have said that the Germans are coming to conquer the country and destroy all people, including the English, who have not accepted Islam!

The man hesitated again, glancing over his shoulder to discover his retreat cut off by our porters, and eying Fred with malignity that reminded one of a cornered beast of prey. He could control his face, but not his eyes.

Oh, no, sir! he answered after swallowing a time or two. How could they tell such lies against me! I am a person born in Uganda, now a British protectorate and enjoying all blessings of British rule. I am educated at the mission college at Entebbe. How should I tell such a tale against my benefactors?

That is what you are here to explain! Fred answered. No! You cant escape, you hellion! Squat down and answer!

All this stuff is pretty familiar, Will interrupted. In the States there are always people going the rounds among our darkies preaching some form of treason. Over there we can afford to treat it as a joke  now and then an ugly one, and on the darkies!

This is an ugly joke on a darkie, too! grinned Fred.

The Baganda made a sudden dive and a determined struggle to get through the door, but our porters were too quick and strong for him.

Confession is your one chance! said Fred.

Put hot irons to his feet! advised Coutlass. (The native beer had left him villainously evil-tempered.) Gassharamminy! Leave me alone with that fat Baganda for half an hour, and I will make him tell me what is on the far side of the moon, as well as what his mother said and did before she bore him!

Shall I hand you over to this Greek gentleman? suggested Fred.

Oh, my God, no! the Baganda answered, trembling. Hand me over to the bwana collector! He will put me in jail. I am not afraid of British jail! It will not be for long! The English do not punish as the Germans do! You dare not assault me! You dare not torture me! You must hand me over to the bwana collector to be tried in court of law. Nothing else is permissible! I shall receive short sentence, that is all, with reprieve after two-thirds time on account of good conduct!

Make him prisoner in the sleeping sickness village you told us about! advised Coutlass, lolling at ease on his elbow to watch the mans increasing fear.

Oh, no, no! Oh, gentlemen! That is not how white Englishmen behave!
You must either let me go, or

He made another terrific dive for liberty, biting and kicking at his captors, and finally lying on his back to scream as if the hot irons Coutlass had recommended were being applied in earnest.

What shall we do with the beast? asked Fred. The hut was so full of his infernal screaming that we could talk without his hearing us.

Tie him up, I said. If we let him go hell run straight to
Schillingschen.

Leave him here with Coutlass and me! urged Brown. (He and Coutlass had grown almost friendly since getting drunk together on the native beer.)

I recommend, said Will, that we take the law in our own hands

The Baganda ceased screaming and listened. For some reason he suspected Will of being the deciding factor in our councils  perhaps because Will had said least.

  take the law in our own hands, and thrash him soundly. Later on we can report what we have done to the British government, and ask for condonation under the circumstances or pay whatever piffling fine they care to impose for the sake of appearances. The point is, theres no court of law in these parts to hand him over to, and he needs punishing.

I agree, said Fred. Lets thrash him to begin with.

Lets thrash him, went on Will, as thoroughly as weve seen his friends the Germans do the job!

Both sides! agreed Brown.

Oh, no, no, no! You can not do that, gentlemen!

Lay him out! ordered Fred. Lets begin on him. Who shall beat him first?

At a nod from Fred our porters stretched him face downward on the dry dung floor, and knelt on his arms and legs. One of them staffed a good handful of the dry dung into his mouth to stop his yelling.

Of course, said Will, rather slowly and distinctly, if he told us about Schillingschen, wed have to let him off. Lets hope he holds his tongue, for I never wanted to flog a man so much in all my life!

The most palpable absurdity at the moment was that there was nothing in the hut to beat him with. There were dozens of strips of the recently shot hippo hide hanging in the sun outside to dry, with stones tied to the end of each, to keep them taut and straight, but nobody made a move to bring one in.

Take off his loin-cloth! ordered Fred. It wont hurt him enough with that thing on!

The Baganda spat the cow-dung from his mouth and struggled violently.

Oh, no, no! he shouted. I will tell! I will tell everything!

Too late now! said Will jubilantly.

No, gentlemen, no! Not too late! I tell all  I tell quickly! Only listen! Bwana Schillingschen will shoot me if he knows! He is very bad man  very kali  very fierce  and oh, too clever! You must protect me!

He could hardly get the words out, for the knees of our porters pinned him down, and his chin was pressed hard on the floor.

I ordered that loin-cloth removed! was all Fred commented. One of the porters attended to the task, and the Baganda hurried with his tale, drawing in breath in noisy gasps like a man with asthma because of the weight of his captors on him and the strained position of his neck.

Bwana Schillingschen is sending me and many other men  not all Baganda, but of many tribes  to go through all parts and say Islam is the only good religion  all Germans are high-priests of Islam  soon the Germans are coming with great armies to destroy the British and all other foolish people who have not accepted Islam as their creed! All are to get ready to receive the Germans.

Where is Schillingschen now? demanded Fred.

Beyond Mumias.

How far beyond Mumias?

Who knows? He is marching.

In which direction? What for?

To Mount Elgon. I do not know what for.

How do you know he is going to Mount Elgon?

He told me to go there and find him after my work is done.

How long were you to continue at what you call your work?

A month or five weeks.

So he expects to stay a long time up there?

Yes.

Why?

I do not know.

Has he many loads with him?

Very many provisions for a long time.

Guns?

Several. I do not know how many. He gives guns to some of his men when he gets to where the government will not know about it.

How many men has he?

Not many. Ten, I think.

How can they carry all those loads?

He brought a hundred porters from Kisumu to Mumias, and there bought more than forty donkeys, sending the porters back again.

Then are the men he has with him his own?

Yes.

From German East?

Yes.

What orders did he give you besides to tell these lies about German conquest?

None.

Pass me that whip! ordered Fred. There was no whip, but the Baganda could not know that.

He gave the same order to all of us, he yelled. We are to stay out a month or five weeks unless we meet white men. If we meet white men we are to discover the white mens plans by talking with their servants, and then hurry to him and report.

Ah! How many other spies has he out in this direction?

None.

Why dont you pass me that whip when I ask for it? demanded Fred.

None! None! None, bwana! I am the only man in this direction! He has sent them north, south, east and west, but I am the only one down here.

He has a lot more to tell yet, said Coutlass. Let me put hot irons on his feet!

Fred demurred. He couldnt march with us if we did that! he said with a perfectly straight face.

Who cares whether or not he marches! answered Coutlass. To tell all he knows is his business! Wait while I heat the iron!

The Baganda began to scream again, babbling that he knew no more. He assured us that Schillingschen had set the closest watch along the old caravan route, and toward his own rear in the direction of Kisumu, whence officials might come on chance errands.

All right, said Fred. Truss him up tight and keep him prisoner among our men in their hut.

Our men are likely to get drunk tonight, warned Will.

Let me watch him! urged Coutlass. Leave me with him alone!

To the Greeks disgust we decided to trust the prisoner with our own men, and to keep very careful watch on them, threatening them with loss of all their pay if they dared get drunk and lose him  a threat they accepted at its full face value, but resented because of Browns and the Greeks behavior the night before. They begged to get a little drunk  to get half as drunk as Brown had been  half as drunk as Coutlass had been  not drunk at all, but just to drink a little. We were adamant, and Brown added to their resentment by preaching them a sermon in their own tongue on the importance of being respectful toward white folk.

Kazimoto came in toward dark, foot-weary, but primed with news, and most of what he had to say confirmed the Bagandas story. Schillingschen, he said, was making for Mount Elgon in very leisurely stages, letting his loaded donkeys graze their way along, and spending hours of his time in questioning natives along the way on every subject under the sun.

Besides the fact of his leisurely progress, which was sufficiently important in itself, we learned from Kazimoto that Schillingschens own ten boys were unable to speak the language of the country beyond a few of the commonest words  that they all slept in a tent together at night, usually quite a little distance apart from Schillingschens  and that the donkeys were usually picketed between the two tents in a long line. He also told us the ten men had five Mauser rifles between them, in addition to the Germans own battery of three guns, one of which he carried all day and kept beside his bed at night; the other two were carried behind him in the daytime by a gun-bearer.

That was good news on the whole. Coutlass went out on the strength of it and began to drink beer from the big earthenware crock in which the women had just brewed a fresh supply. Brown joined him within five minutes, and at the end of an hour, they were swearing everlasting friendship, Coutlass promising Brown his cattle back, and Brown assuring him that Greece and the Greeks had always held his warmest possible regards.

Thermopylae, yknow, old boy, an Marathon, an all that kind o thing! How many miles in a day could a Greek run in them days? Gosh!

They two drank themselves to sleep among the gentle cattle in the circular enclosure in the midst of the village, and we  going out in turns at intervals to make sure our own boys were not drinking  matured our plans in peace.

We were too few to dare undertake the task in front of us without the aid of Brown and the Greek. It was a case of who was not against us must be for us, and the end must justify both men and means. We tried to work out ways of managing without them, but when we thought of our Baganda prisoner, and the almost certainty that both he and Coutlass would race to give our game away to Schillingschen if let out of sight for a minute, the necessity of making the best, not the worst, of the Greek seemed overwhelming.

Early next morning, before the village had awakened from its glut of beer and hippo meat, we shook Coutlass and Brown to their feet none too gently, and, with the Baganda firmly secured by the wrists between two of our men, started off, Fred leading.

The village awoke as if by magic before we had dragged away the thorns from the gate, and the chief leaped to the realization that the beads he had promised his women were about as concrete as his drunken dreams. He and a swarm of his younger men followed us, begging and arguing  mile after mile  growing angrier and more importunate. It was by my advice that we crossed the stream into the sleeping sickness zone and left them shuddering on their own side. Our own men did not know so much about the ravages of that plague, and in any case were willing to dare whatever risks we despised. But we took a long bend back and crossed the stream again higher up as soon as the chief and his beggars were out of sight. It was a pity not to keep exact faith and give them the promised beads, if only for the sake of other white men who might camp there in the future; but more than two tons of hippo meat was not bad pay for their hospitality.

We wished we had as good price to offer at the villages on our way, for sleep under cover we must, if we hoped to escape the ravages of fever; and the primitive savage, at least in those parts, had the principle down fine of nothing whatever for nothing. Yet as it turned out, the very man whose company we looked on as a nuisance proved to be a key to all gates. We marched along the track the Baganda had taken. The chiefs of all villages knew him again; and the men who dared take such a prophet of evil prisoner were looked upon as high government officials at least.

We accepted that description of ourselves, letting it go by silent assent, and explained our lack of tents and almost every other thing the white man generally travels with as due to haste. Heaven only knew what lies Kazimoto told those credulous folk, to the perfectly worthy end of making our lot bearable, but we were fed after a fashion, and lodged after a worse one all along our road. And who should send in reports about us  and to whom? Obviously white men with a prisoner, marching in such a hurry toward the north, were government officials. Who should report officials to their government? As for the tale about our having left our loads behind  are not all white people crazy? Who shall explain their craziness?

From being a nuisance the Baganda became a joke. When it dawned on his fat intellect that we were hurrying toward Schillingschen with only one rifle among us and no baggage at all, he jumped at once to the conclusion we must be Schillingschens friends; and his fear that we intended to hand him over to that ruthless brute for summary punishment was more melting to his backbone than the dread of our imaginary whip, that had caused him to give Schillingschen away.

He tried to bite through the thongs that held him, but Will twisted for him handcuffs out of thick iron wire that we begged from a chief, who had intended to make ornaments with it for his own legs. We did not dare let the man escape, nor care to prevent our men from using force when he threw himself on the ground and wept like a spoiled child.

I will tell you he said at last, deciding he might as well be hanged for mutton as for lamb, what Bwana Schillingschen is searching for! I will tell you who knows where to find it! I will tell you where to find the man who knows! Only let me run away then to my own home in Uganda, and I will never again leave it! I am afraid! I am afraid!

But that was only one more reason for keeping him with us, and no ground at all for delay. He would not tell unless we loosed his hands first, so we pressed on, camping late and starting early, until about noon of the fourth day we caught sight of Schillingschens tents in the distance, and gathered our party at once into a little rocky hollow to discuss the situation.

Behind us the land sloped gradually for thirty or forty miles toward a sharp escarpment that overlooked the level land beside the lake. At times between the hills and trees we could glimpse Nyanza itself, looking like the vast rim of forever, mysterious and calm. In front of us the rolling hills, broken out here and there into rocky knolls, piled up on one another toward the hump of Elgon, on which the blue sky rested. In every direction were villages of folk who knew so little of white men that they paid no taxes yet and did no work  marrying and giving in marriage  fighting and running away  eating and drinking and watching their women cultivate the corn and beans and sweet potatoes  without as much as foreboding of the taxes, work for wages, missionaries, law and commerce soon to come.

Schillingschen was more than taking his time, he was dawdling, keeping his donkeys fat, and letting his men wander at pleasure to right and left gathering reports for him of unusual folk or things. We came very close to being seen by one of them, who emerged from a village near us with a pair of chickens he had foraged, followed by the owner of the luckless birds in a great hurry and fury to get paid for them.

Schillingschens tent could fairly easily be stalked from the far side in broad daylight, and I was for making the attempt. There was the risk that one of our porters might grow restless and break bounds if we waited, or that the Baganda might take to yelling. We gagged him as soon as I talked of the danger of that.

Coutlass and Brown, however, were the only two who would agree with me. Like me, they were weary to death of mtama porridge, with or without milk, and the sight of Schillingschens distant campfire with a great pot resting on stones in the midst of it whetted appetite for white mans food. They and I were for supping as soon as possible from the Germans provender, and sleeping under his canvas roof.

But Fred and Will insisted on caution, claiming reasonably that surprise would be infinitely easier after dark. It was unlikely that Schillingschen would post any sentries, and not much matter if he did. His knowledge of natives and natural air of authority made him quite safe among any but the wildest, and these were a comparatively peaceful folk. In all probability he would sit and read by candle light, with his boys all snoring a hundred yards away. There was no making Fred and Will see the virtue of my contention that a sudden attack while his boys were scattered all about among the villages would be just as likely to succeed; so we settled down to wait where we were with what patience we could summon.

It was a miserable, hungry business, under a blazing hot sky, packed tightly together among men who objected to our smell as strongly as we to theirs. It is the fixed opinion of all black people that the white man smells like bad water; and no word seems discoverable that will quite return the compliment. That afternoon was reminiscent of the long days on the dhow, when nobody could move without disturbing everybody else, and we all breathed the same hot mixed stench over and over.

We posted two sentries to lie with their eyes on the level of the rim and guard against surprise. But there was so little to watch, except kites wheeling overhead everlastingly, that they went to sleep; and we were so bored, and so sure of our hiding-place and Schillingschens unsuspicion that we did not notice them. I myself fell asleep toward five oclock, and when I awoke the sun was so low in the west that our hollow lay in deep gloom.

Fred was lying on his elbow, sucking an unfilled, unlighted pipe. Will lay on his side, too, with back toward both of us, ruminating. Coutlass and Brown were both asleep, but Coutlass awoke as I rolled over and struck him with my heel. Nearly all the porters were snoring.

It was a sharp exclamation from the Greek that caused me to sit up and face due westward. The others lay as they were. It was the gloom in our hollow  the velvety shadows in which we lay with granite boulders scattered between us, and no alertness on our part that saved that day, although Coutlass acted instantly and creditably, once awake.

Schillingschen stood there looking down on us, with his feet planted squarely on the rim of the hollow, and Mauser rifle under one arm. His great splay beard flowed sidewise in the evening wind. One hand he held over his eyes, trying to make out details in the dark, as stupid as we were. He stood with his back to the setting sun, exposing himself without any thought of the risk he ran, his huge, filled-out head refusing stubbornly to take in the truth of what had happened. Once convinced, the Prussian mind is not readily unconvinced. He had assured himself long ago that our party was at the bottom of Victoria Nyanza.

The second he did make out details he was swift to act, but that was already too late, although he did not know it at the moment. He threw up his rifle and laughed  a great deep guffaw from the stomach, that awoke every one.

So, so! he gloated. So Mr. Oakes and his fellow escaped convicts are alive after all! Ha-ha-ho-ho! So you followed me all this way, only to forget that kites are curious! A fine comfortless journey you must have had, too! There were twenty kites wheeling over you. I counted, and wondered. Curiosity drove me to come and see. The first man who moves a finger, Mr. Oakes, will die that instant! Let your rifle lie where it is!

It would be no use pretending the man had not courage, at all events of the sort that glories in the upper hand of a fight. He chuckled, and reveled in our predicament, taking in, now that his eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness of our hollow, the utter lack of comforts or provisions, and enjoying our disappointment. He certainly knew himself master of the situation.

I suspect you have a man of mine down there with you! he announced presently. Is not that my Baganda? Is he gagged? Is he bound? Loose him, Mr. Oakes, at once! I say at once! Otherwise you die now!

He pointed his rifle directly at Fred, and the next second fired it, but not intentionally. Coutlass sprang from behind him, having crawled out through a shadow, and hit him so hard with a stone on the back of the skull that he loosed off the rifle and pitched head-foremost down among us. The Greek promptly jumped on top of him with a yell like a maniacs, failing to land with both heels on his backbone by nothing but luck. As it was, he lost balance and sat down so hard on Schillingschens head that there was no need of the energy with which we all followed suit, piling all over him to pin him down like hounds that have rolled their quarry over.

The German was stunned  knocked into utter oblivion  breathing like a sleeping drunkard, and bleeding freely from the nose. Coutlass jumped off him and began to execute a war dance up and down, yelling like a madman until Fred threatened him with the rifle and Will gagged him from behind.

Do you want his armed men down on us, you ass?

Gassharamminy! he laughed. I forgot about them! Let us go and eat their supper! He spoke as a man who had full right now to be considered a member in good standing. We all noticed it, and exchanged glances; but that was no time for argument about mens rights.

Brown was already over the rim of the hollow and making in the direction of the tents. We called him back and compelled him to stay on guard over the prisoners, to his awful disgust, for he suspected there was whisky among Schillingschens chop-boxes. But so did we! We left all our boys with him except Kazimoto, threatening them with hitherto unheard of penalties if they dared as much as show a lock of hair above the rim of the hollow while we were gone.

Then the rest of us, with Fred leading and Kazimoto last of all, crept out and sought the lowest level along which to reach the camp. Will had taken Schillingschens rifle and went next after Fred. Coutlass followed so close on my heels that more than once he trod on them, and once so nearly tripped me that Fred called a halt behind some bushes and cursed me for clumsiness.

But it turned out to be easy hunting. The ten boys had tied the donkeys up to a rope in line and sat crooning while their supper cooked at a long bright fire. We came up to Schillingschens tent from behind, crept around the side of it, and in a moment had three more good weapons, I taking the big-bore elephant gun that had dealt with us so savagely on the lake, Coutlass seizing another Mauser, and Kazimoto adopting the shot-gun.

The rest was childs play. We marched out of the tent all abreast and called on the ten boys to surrender, making them put up their hands until Coutlass had found their five rifles and ammunition. They were too astonished even to ask questions. Accustomed to Schillingschens despotic orders, they obeyed ours silently, showing no symptoms of trying to bolt, having nowhere to bolt to; but we took precautions.

Kazimoto ran back to bring our party, and we took a coil of iron wire from Schillingschens trade goods and fastened every prisoners hands firmly behind his back, including the unconscious Germans. That done, we ate the meat, beans and vegetable supper that the ten had cooked.

Brown and Coutlass found Schillingschens whisky after that, and under its influence again swore ceaseless friendship beneath the non-committal stars. While they feasted we took Coutlass rifle away as a plain precaution.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

PARCERE SUBJECTIS?

When the devils at bay
Ye may kneel down and pray
For a year and a day
To be spared the distress of dispatching him,
But the longer ye kneel
The more squeamish yell feel
Cause the louder hell squeal,
And at brotherly talk theres no matching him.
Discussions his aim,
And as sure as youre game
To give heed to the same,
You regarding extremes with compunction,
You may bet hell requite
Your compassion with spite,
Knifing you in the night
With much probonopublico unction.

For a while we looked like having trouble with Coutlass. We gave Brown a rifle, and distributed the other Mausers among Kazimoto and our best boys, but we did not dare trust the Greek with a weapon he might use against us, and he resented that bitterly. He had an answer to Freds subterfuge that as a white man he would need a license before daring to carry firearms. I dare do anything! I care nothing for law! he argued, and Fred nodded.

That night we reveled in luxury, for after the life we had led recently it took time to reaccustom any of us to the common comforts. Schillingschen traveled with every provision for his carcass and his belly; and we plundered him.

We put the prisoners and our own porters in a hut in the nearest native village (less than half a mile away) under the watchful eye of Kazimoto and the shot-gun, dividing Schillingschens two large tents between ourselves. The others offered me the camp-bed as a recent invalid, but I refused, and Will won it by matching coins. We divided the blankets in the same way, and all the spare underwear. Brown and Coutlass had to be satisfied with cotton blankets from a bale of trade goods; but when they had rifled enough to build up good thick mattresses as well as coverings, there were still two apiece for our boys and all the porters.

The chop-boxes were a revelation. The man had with him food enough for at least a years traveling, including all the canned delicacies that hungry men dream about in the wilderness. Before we slept we ate so enormously of so very many things that it was a wonder that we were able to sleep at all.

We all hoped Schillingschen would die, for it was a hard problem what to do with him. He had no papers in his possession, beyond a diary written in German schrift that even Will could not make head or tail of, for all his knowledge of the language; and a very vague map bearing the imprint of the British government, filled in by himself with the names of the villages he had passed on his way. There was no proof that we could find that would have condemned him of nefarious practises in a British court of law.

And believe me, argued Will, sprawling on the plundered bed, blowing the smoke of a Melachrino through his nose, your local British judges would take the word of Professor Schillingschen against all of ours, backed up by simply overwhelming native evidence! Theyre so in awe of Schillingschens professorial degree, and of his passports, and his letters of introduction from this and that mogul that they wouldnt believe him guilty of arson if they caught him in the act!

Somethings got to be done with him pretty soon, though, answered Fred from the floor, lying at ease on a pillow and a folded Jaeger blanket, smoking a fat cigar.

Coutlass and Brown were singing songs outside the tent and I sat in a genuine armchair with my feet on a box full of canned plum pudding. (Nobody knows, who has not hungered on the high or low veld  who has not eaten meat without vegetables for days on end, and then porridge without salt or sugar  how good that common, export, canned plum Pudding is! To sit with my feet on the case that contained it was the arrogance of affluence!)

We have his stores and his papers, said I. We have his Baganda; and as time goes on, and his other spies begin to come in, we shall have them, too, if were half careful. Why dont we let him go, to tell his own tale wherever he likes?

Maybe hell die yet! said the optimist on the camp-bed, blowing more cigarette smoke.

Suppose he doesnt. Weve done our best to keep him alive. Hes quit bleeding. Suppose we let him go, and he lays a charge against us. Suppose they send after us and bring us in. Weve his diary and his men  evidence enough, said I.

You bally ass! Fred murmured.

Cuckoo! laughed Will.

I dont believe hed dare approach a British official with his story, said I.

Incredible imbecile! Fred answered. He has the gall of a brass monkey.

And magnetism  loads of it, Will added. Hed make the Pope play three-card monte.

To say nothing, continued Fred, of the necessity of not letting the government know were here! Rather than turn him loose, Id march him into Kisumu and hand him over. But, as Will says wisely, our proconsuls would believe him, and put us under bonds for outraging a distinguished foreigner.

Well, then, said I, what the devil shall we do with him? Offer something constructive, you two solons!

Have the four men we borrowed from the island bolted home yet? wondered Will.

They hadnt this evening, I answered. I dont believe theyll venture home until we stop feeding them. They were hungry on their island. Our shortest commons then seemed affluence. Now theyre in heaven!

Their canoes must be where they left them in the papyrus.

Sure. Whod steal a canoe?

Whoever could find them, Fred answered. But theyre skilfully hidden. Why dont we put Schillingschen and his ten pet blacks into those canoes, with a little food and no rifles  and show them the way to German East?

Because, said I, they wouldnt go. Theyd turn around and paddle for Kisumu, to file complaint against us.

Dont you suppose, suggested Will, that Schillingschens own men ud insist on going home? Out on the water, ten to one, without guns or too much food, they wouldnt have the same fear of him they had formerly.

That chance is too broad and long and deep, said Fred. Altogether too bulky to be taken. Lets sleep on it. This cigars done, and Im drowsy. Are you quite sure Schillingschens hands are fast behind him? Then good night, all!

The problem looked no easier next morning, with Schillingschen recovered sufficiently to be hungry and sit up. There was a look in his eye of smoldering courage and assurance that did not bode well for us, and when we untwisted the iron wire from his wrists to let him wash himself and eat he looked about him with a sort of quick-fire cunning that belied his story of headache.

He was much too astute a customer to be judged superficially. I whispered to Fred not to shackle him again too soon, and sat near and watched him, close enough for real safety, yet not so close that he might not venture to try tricks. He said nothing whatever, but I noticed that his eye, after roving around the tent, kept returning again and again to a chop-box that stood near the foot of the bed.

Now I had unpacked that chop-box and repacked it the previous night. I knew everything it contained  exactly how many cans of plum pudding. It was the box I had rested my feet on. I felt perfectly sure he knew as well as I what the box contained, and to suppose he would sit there planning to recover canned food, however dainty, was ridiculous.

Wherefore it was a safe conclusion he was trying to deceive me as to his real intention. I put my foot on the box again, and he frowned, as much as to say I had forestalled his only hope. Pretending to watch the box and him, I examined every detail of the tent, particularly that side of it opposite the box, away from where it seemed he wanted me to look.

The human eye is a highly imperfect piece of mechanism and the human brain is mostly grayish slush. It was minutes before I detected the edge of his diary, sticking out from the pocket of Freds shooting coat that itself protruded from under the folded blanket on which Fred had slept. It was nearer to Schillingschen than to me. After watching him for about fifteen minutes, during which he made a great fuss about his headache, I was quite sure it was the diary that interested him.

I stooped and extracted it from the coat pocket. The grimace he made was certainly not due to headache.

Fred! I called out, and he and Will came striding in together.

That diarys the key, I said. Its important. It holds his secrets!

Will was swift to put that to the test.

What will you offer? he asked Schillingschen. We want you to go back direct to German East. Will you go, if we give you back your diary?

Schillingschen blundered into the trap like a buffalo in strange surroundings.

Ja wohl! he answered. Give me that, and yon shall never see me again!

At that Fred threw himself full length on his blanket and took one of
Schillingschens cigars.

Of course, he said, you would give anything for leave to take those words back! You neednt try to hide the wince  we fully appreciate the situation! What do you say, you fellows? How about last nights idea? Who mooted it? Shall we send him back by canoe to German East, with a guarantee that if he doesnt go well hand over diary and him to our government?

Better send the book to the commissioner at Nairobi, or Mombasa, or wherever he is, suggested Will. Then if the prof here doesnt get a swift move on hes liable to be overtaken by the cops, I should say.

Lets make no promises, said I. I vote we simply give him time to get away.

At that the Germain saw the weak side of our case in a flash.

If you dared give that diary to your government, he growled, you would do so without bargaining with me! Why do you propose to let me go? Out of love for me? No! But because you dare not appeal to your government! Give me that diary, and I will go at once to German East, not otherwise! It is only a diary, he added. Nothing important  merely my private jottings and memoranda.

Fred turned toward me so that Schillingschen could not see his face.

Are you willing to start for Kisumu at once with that book? he asked, and I nodded. He winked at me so violently that I could not trust myself to answer aloud and keep a straight face.

Very well, he said. Suppose you start with it to-morrow morning. At the end of a week well turn the professor home to follow his own nose!

Schillingschen shrugged his shoulders and refused to be drawn into further argument. We gave him a good meal from his own provisions, and then once more made his hands fast with wire behind him and left him to sleep off his rage if he cared to in a corner of the tent.

Later that morning we sent for the Baganda  gave him a view of
Schillingschen trussed and helpless  and questioned him about the man
he boasted he knew, who could tell us what Schillingschen was after.
He was so full of fear by that time that he held back nothing.

He assured us the German was after buried ivory. There was a man, who had promised to meet Schillingschen, who knew where to find the ivory and would lead the way to it. He did not know names or places  knew only that the man would be found waiting at a certain place, and was not white.

How did you get that information? Fred demanded.

By listening.

When? Where?

At night, months ago, in Nairobi, outside the professors tent. I lay under the fly among the loads and listened. The man came in the dark, and went in the dark. I did not see him. I did not hear him called by name. He must have been an old man. Speaking Kiswahili, he admitted he knew where the ivory is. He said he saw it buried, and that he alone survives of all men who buried it. He promised to lead the professor to the place on condition that the Germans shall release his brother, and his brothers wife, and two sons whom they keep in prison on a life-sentence. The professor agreed, but said, Wait! There are first those people who also think they know the secret. Perhaps they do! Wait until after I have dealt with them. Then you shall take me to the place! After that your criminal relations shall be pardoned! Here is money. Go and wait for me at the place we spoke of when we talked before.

We each cross-examined him in turn, but could not make him change his story in any essential. He merely exaggerated the parts that he guessed might please us, and begged to be allowed to run before Schillingschen could break loose and get after him.

By noontime, when we gave him his second meal, Schillingschen had made up his own mind that his case was desperate and called for heroic remedy.

All right, he growled. I need that diary. Hand it to me and Ill tell you how to find what youre after!

You mean about the man whos to meet you? suggested Fred blandly.

Schillingschen started as if shot.

One of your men is an eavesdropper, Fred assured him with a cheerful nod. That plug has been pulled already, Professor!

Lets play the cards face up! Will interrupted impatiently. Listen, Schillingschen. Youre an all-in scoundrel. Youre a spy. Youre a bloody murderer of women and defenseless natives. If we could prove that we wouldnt argue with you. We know you burned that dhow with the women in it, but weve got no evidence, thats all. We know the German government wants that ivory, and we know why. We also want it. Our only reason for secrecy is that we hope for better terms from the British government. Weve nothing to fear, except possible financial loss. If you prefer to come with us to Kisumu and have the whole matter out in court, all you need do is just say so. On the other hand, if you want to get out of this country before your diary can reach the hands of the British High Commissioner  youd just better slide, thats all!

Youve only until dawn to think it over, remarked Fred. You poor boob! continued Will. You imagine were criminals because youre one yourself! The difference between your offer and ours is that youre bluffing and we know it, whereas were not bluffing by as much as a hair, and the quicker you see that the better for you!

Oh, rats! Lets take him in with us to Kisumu! said I, and at that
Professor Schillingschen capitulated.

Very well, he said. Kurtz und gut. I will leave the country. Permit me to take only food enough, and my porters, and one gun!

No guns! said Fred promptly.

Schillingschen sighed resignedly, and we went out of the tent to talk over ways and means. In spite of our recent experience of Germanys colonial government we were still so ignorant of the workings of the mens germanica that we took his surrender at face value.

The problem of getting him down to the lake shore safely was none too simple. I was soft hearted and headed enough to propose that we should loose his hands, now that he had surrendered, and permit him reasonable liberty. Will  least inclined of all of us to cruelty  was disposed to agree with me. We might have overborne Freds objections if Coutlass and Brown, returning from walking off their overnight debauch together, had not shouted and beckoned us in a mysterious sort of way, as if some new discovery puzzled them.

We walked about a hundred and fifty yards to where they stood by a row of low ant-hills. Neither of them was in a sociable frame of mind. It was obvious from the moment we could see their faces clearly that they had not called us to enjoy a joke. They stood like two dumb bird-dogs, pointing, and we had to come about abreast of them before we knew why we were summoned.

There lay five clean-picked skeletons, one on each ant-hill. One was a big birds; one looked like a dogs; the third was a snakes; the fourth a young antelopes; and the fifth was certainly that of a yellow village cur, for some of the hairs from the tip of its tail were remaining, not yet borne off by the ants.

The skeletons lay as if the creatures had died writhing. There were pegs driven into the earth that had evidently held them in position by the sinews. Most peculiar circumstance of all, there was a camp-chair standing very near by, with its feet deep in the red earth, as if a very heavy man had sat in it.

I went back to the camp and told Kazimoto to bring one of the professors men. Kazimoto had to do the talking, for we did not know the mans language, nor he ours.

Yes, the professor always did that to animals. He liked to sit and watch them and keep the kites away. He said it was white mans knowledge (science?). Yes, the animals were pegged out alive on the ant-hills, and the professor would sit with his watch in his hand, counting the minutes until they ceased from writhing. It was part of the duty of the ten to catch animals and bring them alive to him in camp for that purpose. No, they did not know why he did it, except that it was white mans knowledge. No, natives did not do that way, except now and then to their enemies. The professor always made threats he would do so to them if they ran away from him, or disobeyed, or misbehaved. Certainly they believed him! Why should they not believe him? Did not Germans always keep their word when they talked of punishment?

We decided after that to let Schillingschen lie bound, whether or not the iron wire cut his wrists. We did not trouble to go back to inquire whether he needed drink, but let him wait for that until supper-time. The remainder of that afternoon we spent discussing who should have the disagreeable and not too easy task of taking the professor to the lake and sending him on his way. We sat with our backs against a rock, with the firearms beside us and a good view of all the countryside, very much puzzled as to whether to leave Coutlass behind in camp (with Brown and the whisky) or send him (with or without Brown) and one or two of us on the errand. He was a dangerous ally in either case.

Evening fell, and the good smell of supper came along the wind to find us still undecided. We returned to the tent thinking that perhaps something Schillingschen himself might say would help us to decide one way or the other.

Better see if the brute wants a drink, said Fred, and I went in ahead to offer him water.

He was gone! Clean gone, without a trace, or a hint as to how he managed it! I called the others, and we hunted. The sides of the tent were pegged down tight all around. The front, it is true, was wide open, but we had sat in full view of it and not so much as a rat could have crept out without our seeing. There were no signs of burrowing. He was not under the bed, or behind the boxes, or between the sides of the tent and the fly. The only cover for more than a hundred yards was the shallow depression along which we had come to the capture of the camp, and that was the way he must have taken. But that, too, had been practically in full view of us all the time.

We counted heads and called the roll. Coutlass was close by. It did not look as if he had played traitor this time. Brown was sleeping off his headache in the shade. Kazimoto and all the boys were accounted for. The prisoners were safe. No donkeys were missing  no firearms  and no loads. The earth had simply opened up and swallowed Schillingschen, and that was all about it!

He had not made off with his pocket diary. Fred had that. There and then we packed it in an empty biscuit tin and buried it under a rock, Will and I keeping watch while Fred did the digging and covering up. It was too likely that Schillingschen would come back in the night and try to steal it for any of us to care about keeping it on his person.

It was too late to look far and wide for him that evening. A hunter such as he could have lain unseen in the dark with us almost stepping on him. Gone was all appetite for supper! We nibbled, and swore, and smoked  locked up the whisky  defied either Brown or Coutlass to try to break the boxes open  and arranged to take turns on sentry-go all that night, Will, Fred, and I  declining very pointedly offers by the other two to have their part in keeping watch. In spite of lack of evidence we suspected Coutlass; and we knew no particular reason for having confidence in Brown.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE SONG OF THE DARK-LORDS

Turn in! Turn in! The jungle lords come forth
Cat-footed, blazing-eyed  the owners of the dark,
What though ye steal the day! We know the worth
Of vain tubes spitting at a phantom mark
With only human eyes to guide the fire!
Tremble, ye hairless ones, who only see by day,
The night is ours! Who challenges our ire?
Urrumph! Urrarrgh! Turn in there! Way!

Ye come with iron lines and dare to camp
Where we were lords when Daniel stood a test!
Where once the tired safaris used to tramp
On noisy wheels ye loll along at rest!
Tremble, ye long-range lovers of the day,
Twas we who shook the circus walls of ancient Rome!
The dark is ours! Take cover! Way there! Way!
Urmmph! Urrarrgh! Take cover! Home!

The man who tries to explain away coincidences to men who were the victims of them is likely to need more sympathy than he will get. The dictionary defines them clumsily as instances of coinciding, apparently accidental, but which suggest a casual connection.

Lions paid us a visit that first night after Schillingschens escape  the first lions we had seen or heard since landing on the north shore of the lake. We prayed they might get Schillingschen, yet they and he persisted until morning  they roaring and circling never near enough for the man on guard to get a shot  he also circling the camp, calling to his ten men, whom we had transferred from the native village to the second tent under guard of Kazimoto and our own men as a precaution.

Our boys slept as if drugged, but not his. He called to them in a language that even Kazimoto did not understand, and they kept answering at intervals. Once, when I was listening to locate Schillingschen if I could, the lions came sniffing and snuffing to the back side of the tent. I tried to stalk them  a rash, reprehensible, tenderfoot trick. Luck was with me; they slunk away in the shadows, and I lived to summon Fred and Will. We tried to save the donkeys, but the lions took three of them at their leisure, and scared the rest so that they broke out of the thorn-bush boma we had made the boys build (as a precaution against leopards, not lions). Next morning out of forty we recovered twenty-five, and wondered how many of them Schillingschen got.

Remembering how we ourselves had managed, without ammunition or supplies, we did not fool ourselves with the belief that Schillingschen, with his brutal personal magnetism and profound knowledge of natives, would not do better. The probability was he would stir up the countryside against us.

He had been doing missionary work; it might be the natives of that part were already sufficiently schooled to do murder at his bidding.

We decided to leave at once for a district where he had not yet done any of his infernal preaching.

You should set a trap and shoot the swine! Coutlass insisted. Will was inclined to agree with him, but Fred and I demurred. The British writ had never really run as far as the slopes of Elgon, and we could see them ahead of us not very many marches away. If Schillingschen intended to dog us and watch chances we preferred to have him do that in a remote wilderness, where our prospect of influencing natives would likely be as good as his, that was all.

Part of our strategy was to make an early start and march swiftly, taking advantage of his physical weariness after a night in the open on the prowl; but after a few days in camp it is the most difficult thing imaginable to get a crowd of porters started on the march. It was more particularly difficult on that occasion because none of our men were familiar with Schillingschens loads, and the captured ten, even when we loosed their hands and treated them friendly, showed no disposition to be useful. We gave them a load apiece to carry, but to every one we had to assign two of our own as guards, so that, what with having lost the fifteen donkeys, we had not a man to spare.

It was after midday when we got off at last. We had not left the camp more than half a mile behind when I looked back and saw Schillingschen where his great tent had stood, cavorting on hands and feet like an enormous dog-baboon, searching every inch of the ground for anything we might have left. We three stood and watched him for half an hour, sweating with fear lest he chance on the place where his diary lay buried in the tin box. We began to wish we had brought it with us. I said we had done foolishly to leave it, although I had approved of Freds burying it at the time.

Suppose, I argued, he sets the natives of that village to searching! Whats to prevent him? You know the kind of job theyd make of it  blade by blade of grass  pebble by pebble. Where they found a trace of loosened dirt theyd dig.

Did you bury something, then? inquired a voice we knew too well. By the ace of stinks, those natives can smell out anything a white man ever touched!

We turned and faced Coutlass, whom we had imagined on ahead with the safari. If he noticed our sour looks, he saw fit to ignore them; but he took an upperhanded, new, insolent way with us, no doubt due to our refusal to shoot Schillingschen. He ascribed that to a yellow streak.

I was right. Gassharamminy! I could have sworn I saw two of you on watch while the third man dug among the stones! What did you bury? I came back to talk about Brown. The poor drunkard wants to head more to the east. I say straight on. What do you say?

We told him to go forward. Then we looked in one anothers eyes, and said nothing. Whether or not the original decision had been wise, there was no question now what was the proper course.

Instead of tiring out Schillingschen we made an early camp by a watercourse, and built a very big protection for the donkeys against lions  a high thorn enclosure, and an outer one not so high, with a space between them wide enough for the two tents and half a dozen big fires. Before dark we had enough fuel stacked up to keep the fires blazing well all night long.

Neither Coutlass nor Brown had had a drink of whisky that day, so it was all the more remarkable that Coutlass lay down early in a corner of the tent and fell into a sound sleep almost at once. We were thoroughly glad of it. Our plan was for two of us to creep out of camp when it was dark enough, and recover the contents of that tin box before Schillingschen or the blacks could forestall us.

The lions began roaring again at about sundown, but they love donkey-meat more than almost any except giraffe, and it was not likely they would trouble us. We were so sure the task was not particularly risky that Fred, who would have insisted on the place of greater danger for himself, consented willingly enough to stay in camp while Will and I went back. Our original intention was to take Schillingschens patent, wind-proof, non-upsettable camp lantern to find the way with and keep wild beasts at bay; but just as Will went toward the tent to fetch it (Freds back was turned, over on the far side where he was seeing to the camp-fires) we both at once caught sight of Coutlass creeping on hands and knees along a shadow. We had closed the gap in the outer wall of thorn, but he dragged aside enough to make an opening and slipped through, thinking himself unobserved.

To have followed him with a lantern would have been worse than my crime of stalking lions in the dark. Will ran to tell Fred what had happened while I followed the Greek through the gap, and presently Will and I were both hot on his trail, as close to him as we could keep without letting him hear us.

Fred says, Will whispered, if we catch him talking with Schillingschen, shoot em both! Fred wont let him into camp again unless we bring back proof hes not a traitor!

We were pursuing a practised hunter, who at first kept stopping to make sure he was not followed. He took a line across that wild country in the dark with such assurance, and so swiftly that it was unbelievably hard to follow him quietly. It was not long before we lost sound of him. Then we ran more freely, trusting to luck as much as anything to keep him thinking he had the darkness to himself.

Our short days journey seemed to have trebled itself! We were leg-weary and tired-eyed when at last we reached, and nearly fell into a hollow we recognized. Will went down and struck a match to get a look at his watch.

There ought to be a moon in about ten minutes, he whispered. Were within sight of the place. Suppose we climb a tree and scout about a bit.

It was not a very big tree that we selected, but it was the biggest; it had low branches, and the merit of being easy to climb.

When the pale latter half of the moon announced itself we could dimly make out from the upper branches all of the flat ground where the camp had been. There was no sign of Coutlass. None of Schillingschen. A lioness and two enormous lions stood facing one another in a triangle, almost exactly on the spot where the larger tent had stood, not fifty yards from us.

Gee! whispered Will excitedly. We nearly stumbled on em!

Shoot! I whispered. My own position on the branch was so insecure that I could not have brought my rifle into use without making a prodigious noise. Will shook his head.

I can see Coutlass now! Look at that rock  hes hiding behind it  see, hes climbing! And look, theres Schillingschen!

Neither man was aware of the others presence, or of ours. They were out of sight of each other, Coutlass on the very rocks against which we had leaned to watch the tent the afternoon before, and neither man really out of reach of anything with claws that cared to go after them in earnest.

The arrival of the dim moon seemed to give the lions their cue for action. The lioness turned half away, as if weary of waiting, and then lay down full-length to watch as one lion sprang at the other with a roar like the wrath of warring worlds. They met in mid-air, claw to claw, and went down together  a roaring, snarling, eight-legged, two-tailed catastrophe  never apart  not still an instant  tearing, beating  rolling over and over  emitting bellows of mingled rage and agony whenever the teeth of one or other brute went home.

Even as shadows fighting in the shadows they were terrible to watch. They shook the very earth and air, as if they owned all the primeval bestial force of all the animals. And the she-lion lay watching them, her eyes like burning yellow coals, not moving a muscle that we could see.

Iron could not have withstood the blows; the thunder of them reached us in the tree! Steel ropes could not have endured the strain as claws went home, and the brutes wrenched, ripped, and yelled in titanic agony. Their fury increased. Wounds did not seem to enfeeble them. Nothing checked the speed of the fighting an instant, until suddenly the lioness stood erect, gave a long loud call like a cats, and turned and vanished.

She had seen. She knew. Like a spring loosed from its containing box one of the lions freed himself in mid-air and hurtled clear, landing on all-fours and hurrying away after the lioness with a bad limp. The other lion fell on his side and lay groaning, then roared half-heartedly and dragged himself away.

The second lion had hardly gone when Coutlass descended gingerly from the rock, peering about him, and listening. He evidently had no suspicion of our presence, for he never once looked in our direction. It was Schillingschen, not lions, he feared; and Schillingschen, clambering over the top of another rock, watched him as a night-beast eyes its prey. Another one-act drama was staged, and it was not time for us to come down from the tree yet.

Satisfied he was not followed and that Schillingschen was elsewhere, Coutlass crept from rock to rock toward the little cluster of small ones where, by his own confession, he had seen Fred bury the box. Schillingschen stalked him through the shadows as actively as a great ape, making no sound, as clearly visible to us as he was invisible to Coutlass.

There was not a trace of mist  nothing to obscure the dim pale light, and as the moon swung higher into space we could see both mens every movement, like the play of marionettes.

Down on his knees at last among the small loose rocks, Coutlass began digging with his fingers  grew weary of that very soon, and drew out the long knife from his boot  dug with that like a frenzied man until from our tree we heard the hard point strike on metal. Then Schillingschen began to close in, and it was time for us to drop down from the tree.

We made an abominable lot of noise about it, for the tree creaked, and our clothing tore on the thorny projections of limbs that seemed to have grown there since we climbed. To make matters worse, I stepped off the lowest branch, imagining there was another branch beneath it, and fell headlong, rifle and all, with a clatter and thump that should have alarmed the village half a mile away. And Will, not knowing what I had done but alarmed by the noise I made, jumped down on top of me.

We picked ourselves up and listened. We could hear the short quick stabs of the knife as Coutlass loosed and scooped the earth out. Among the myriad noises of the African night our own, that seemed appalling to us, had passed unnoticed  or perhaps Schillingschen heard, and thought it was the injured lion dragging himself away. (Nobody needed worry about the chance of attack from that particular lion for many a night to come; he would ask nothing better than to be left to eat mice and carrion until his awful wounds were healed.)

Reassured by the sound of digging we crept forward, knowing pretty well the best path to take from having seen Schillingschen stalking. But it was more by dint of their obsession than by any skill of ours that we crept up near without giving them alarm. Coutlass was still on his knees, throwing out the last few handfuls of loose dirt. Schillingschen stood almost over him, so close that the thrown dirt struck against his legs.

We took up positions in the shadow, one to either side, almost afraid to breathe, I cursing because the rifle quivered in my two hands like the proverbial aspen leaf. The prospect of shooting a white man  even such a thorough-paced blackguard white as Schillingschen  made me as nervous as a school-girl at a grown-up party.

At last Coutlass groped down shoulder-deep and drew the box out.

Give that to me! Schillingschen shouted like a thunder-clap, making me jump as if I were the one intended.

The moonlight gleamed on the tin box. Coutlass did not drop it but turned his head to look behind him. Schillingschen swung for his face with a clenched fist and the whole weight and strength of his ungainly body. He would have broken the jaw he aimed at had the blow landed; but the Greeks wit was too swift.

He kicked like a mule, hard and suddenly, ducking his head, and then diving backward between the Germans legs that were outspread to give him balance and leverage for the fist-blow. Schillingschen pitched over him head-forward, landing on both hands with one shoulder in the hole out of which the box had come. With the other arm he reached for the knife that Coutlass had laid on the loose earth. Coutlass reached for it, too, too late, and there followed a fight not at all inferior in fury to the battle of the lions. Humans are only feebler than the beasts, not less malicious.

Will reached for the tin box, opened it, took out the diary, closed it again, put the diary in his own inner pocket, and returned the box; but they never saw or heard him. The German, with an arm as strong as an apes, thrust again and again at Coutlass, missing his skin by a baits breadth as the Greek held off the blows with the utmost strength of both hands.

Suddenly Coutlass sprang to his feet, broke loose for a second, landed a terrific kick in the Germans stomach, and closed again. He twisted Schillingschens great splay beard into a wisp and wrenched it, forcing his head back, holding the knife-hand in his own left, and spitting between the Germans parted teeth; then threw all his weight on him suddenly, and they went down together, Coutlass on top and Schillingschen stabbing violently in the direction of his ribs.

Letting go the beard, Coutlass rained blows on the Germans face with his free fist. Made frantic by that assault Schillingschen squirmed and upset the Greeks balance, rolled him partly over and, blinded by a very rain of blows, slashed and stabbed half a dozen times. Coutlass screamed once, and swore twice as the knife got in between his bones. The German could not wrench it out again. With both hands free now, the Greek seized him by the throat and began to throttle him, beating with his forehead on the purple face the while his steel fingers kneaded, as if the throat were dough.

We were not at all inclined to stop Coutlass from killing the man. We came closer, to see the end, and Coutlass caught sight of us at last.

Shoot him! he screamed. Gassharamminy! Shoot him, cant you, while
I hold him!

As he made that appeal the German convulsed his whole body like an earthquake, wrenched the knife loose at last, and as Coutlass changed position to guard against a new terrific stab rolled him over, freed himself and stood with upraised hand to give the finishing blow. Then suddenly he saw us and his jaw dropped, the beastly mess that had been his well-kept beard dropping an inch and showing where the Greeks fist had broken the front teeth. But that was only for a second  a second that gave Coutlass time to rise to his knees, and dodge the descending blow.

I made up my mind then it was time to shoot the German, whatever the crimes of the Greek might be; but Coutlass had not grown slower of wit from loss of blood. As he dodged he rolled sidewise and seized my rifle, jerking it from my hand. He jerked too quickly. The German saw the move and kicked it, sending it spinning several yards away. We all made a sudden scramble for it, Schillingschen leading, when the German turned as suddenly as one of the great apes he so resembled, tripped Will by the heel, wrenched the rifle from his right hand, pounced on the empty tin box, and was gone!

Too late, I remembered my own rifle and fired after him, emptying the magazine at shadows.

Wills rage and self-contempt were more distressing than the Greeks spouting knife-wounds.

By blood and knuckle-bones! Give me that gun of yours, will you! I go after the swine! I cut his liver out! Where is my knife? Ah, there it is! Stoop and give it me, for my ribs hurt! So! Now I go after him!

We held Coutlass back, making him be still while we tore his shirt in strips, and then our own, and tried to staunch the blood, Will almost blubbering with rage while his fingers worked, and the Greek cursing us both for wasting time.

He has the box! he screamed. He has the rifle!

He has no ammunition but whats in the magazine, said I; and that started Will off swearing at himself all over again from the beginning.

You damned yegg! he complained as he knotted two strips of shirt. This would never have happened if you hadnt sneaked out to steal the contents of the box!

Suddenly Coutlass screamed again, like a mad stallion smelling battle.

There he is! There the swine is! I see him! I hear him! Give me that

He reached for my rifle, but I was too quick that time and stepped back out of range of his arm. As I did that the blood burst anew from his wounds. He put his left hand to his side and scattered the hot blood up in the air in a sort of votive offering to the gods of Greek revenge, and, brandishing the long knife, tore away into the dark.

I see him! he yelled. I see the swine! By Gassharamminy! To-night his naked feetll blister on the floor of hell!

We followed him, enthralled by mixed motives made of desire and a sort of half-genuine respect for the courage of this man, who claimed three countries and disgraced each one at intervals in turn. We did not go so fast as he. We were not so enamored of the risks the dark contained.

Suddenly there came out of the blackness just ahead a marrow-curdling cry  agony, rage, and desperation  that surely no human ever uttered  roar, yelp of pain, and battle-cry in one.

Help! yelled Coutlass. Help! Oh-ah! Ah!

We raced forward then, I leading with my rifle thrust forward. A second later I fired; and that was the only time in my life I ever touched a lions face with a rifle muzzle before I pulled the trigger! The brute fell all in a heap, with Coutlass underneath him and the Greeks long knife stuck in his shoulder to the hilt. The lion must have died within the minute without my shot to finish him.

Coutlass lay dead under the defeated beast that had crawled away to hide and lick his wounds. We dragged his body out from under, and in proof that Schillingschen, the common enemy, lived, a bullet came whistling between us. The flash of my shot had given him direction. Perhaps he could see us, too, against the moon. We ducked, and lay still, but no more shots came.

Hes only got four left, Will whispered. Maybe hell husband those!

Maybe he knows by now that box is empty! said I. Hell stalk us on the way back!

Us for the tree, then, until morning! said Will.

Sure! I answered. And be shot out of it like crows out of a nest!

But Will had the right idea for all that. He was merely getting at it in his own way. After a little whispering we went to work with fevered fingers, stripping off the bloody bandages we had tied on the Greeks ribs  stripping off more of his clothes  then more of ours  tying them all into one  then skinning the mangled lion with the long knife that had really ended his career, tearing the hide into strips and knotting them each to each. In twenty minutes we had a slippery, smeary, smelly rope of sorts. In five more we had dragged the Greeks dead body underneath the tree.

Then I went back to the vantage point among the rocks and waited until Will had thrown the rope with a stone tied to its end over an upper branch. Presently I saw Coutlass dead body go clambering ungracefully up among the branches, looking so much less dead than alive that I thought at first Will must have tangled the rope in the crotch of the tree and be clambering up to release it.

The ruse worked. Georges Coutlass served us dead as well as living. Out of the darkness to my left there came a flash and a report. I did not look to see whether the corpse in the tree jerked as the bullet struck. Before the flash had died  almost before the crack of the report bad reached my ear-drums I answered with three shots in quick succession.

Did you get him? called Will.

I dont know, I answered. If I didnt, hes only got three cartridges left!

We left the Greeks body in the tree for Schillingschen to shoot at further if he saw fit; it was safer there from marauding animals than if we had laid it on the ground, and as for the rites of the dead, it was a toss-up which was better, kites and vultures, or jackals and the ants. We saw no sense that night in laboring with a knife and our hands to bury a body that the brutes would dig up again within five minutes of our leaving it.

Schillingschen has three cartridges, sad Will. One each for you, me and Fred Oakes! Ill stay and trick him some more. Ill think up a new plan. I dont care if he gets me. Id hate to face Fred without my rifle, and have to tell him the enemy is laying for him with it through my carelessness.

It was my first experience of Will with hysteria, for it amounted to that. I remembered that to cure a bevy of school-girls of it one should rap out something sharply, with a cane if need be. Yet Will was not like a school-girl, and his hysteria took the pseudo-manly form of refusal to retreat. I yearned for Freds camp-fires, and Freds laugh, hot supper, or breakfast, or whatever the meal would be, and blankets. Will, with a ruthless murderer stalking him in the dark, yearned only for self-contentment. All at once I saw the thing to do, and thrust my rifle in his hands.

Take it, I said. Hunt Schillingschen all night if you want to. Im going back to tell Fred Ive lost my rifle, and was afraid to face you for fear youd laugh at me. Go on  take it! No, youve got to take it!

I let the rifle fall at his feet, and he was forced to pick it up. By that time I was on my way, and he had to hurry if he hoped to catch me. I kept him hurrying  cursing, and calling out to wait. And so, hours later, we arrived in sight of Freds fires and answered his cheery challenge:

Halt there, or Ill shoot your bally head off!

Lions had kept him busy making the boys pile thornwood on the fires. He had shot two  one inside the enclosure, where the brute had jumped in a vain effort to reach the frantic donkeys. We stumbled over the carcass of the other as we made our way toward the gate-gap, and dragged it in ignominiously by the tail (not such an easy task as the uninitiated might imagine).

Once within the enclosure I left Will to tell Fred his story as best suited him, Fred roaring with laughter as he watched Wills rueful face, yet turning suddenly on Brown to curse him like a criminal for laughing, too!

Go and fetch that Mauser of yours, Brown, and give it to Mr. Yerkes in place of what hes lost! Hurry, please!

It was touch and go whether Brown would obey. But he happened to be sober, and realized that he had committed tho unpermissible offense. Fred might laugh at Will all he chose; so might I; either of us might laugh Fred out of countenance; or they might howl derisively at me. But Brown, camp-fellow though he was, and not bad fellow though he was, was not of our inner-guard. He might laugh with, never at, especially when catastrophe brought inner feelings to the surface.

Take the shot-gun if you care to, Fred told him, as he passed Will the rifle. Ill unlock the chop-box presently, and let you have some whisky!

This last was the cruellest cut, but it did Brown good. When Fred kept his promise and produced a whole bottle from the locked-up store Brown refused to touch it, instead insulting him like a good man, cursing him  whisky, whiskers, whims and all, using language that Fred good-naturedly assured him was very unladylike.

Before dawn the boys, peering through the gaps between the camp-fires, to distinguish lions if they could and give the alarm before another could jump in and do damage, swore they saw Schillingschen, rifle in hand, stalking among the shadows. Nothing could convince them they had not seen him. They said he stooped like a man in a dream  that big beard was matted, and his shirt torn  that he strode out of darkness into darkness like a man whose mind was gone. We purposely laughed at their story, to see if we could shake them in it. But they laughed at our incredulity.

My eyes are good eyes answered Kazimoto. What I see I see! Why should I invent lies?

It was not pleasant to imagine Schillingschen, mind gone or not, with or without three cartridges and a rifle, prowling about our camp awaiting opportunity to do murder.

Come to think of it, said Fred, weve no proof he hasnt a lot more than three cartridges. Its hardly likely, but he might have cached some in reserve near where we found his camp pitched. More unlikely things have happened. But the bally man must go to sleep some time. He seems to have been awake ever since he escaped. Well be off at dawn, and either tire him out or leave him!

Ill bet hes got one or more of those donkeys, I answered. Hell not be so easy to tire.

Suppose you and Will go and sleep, suggested Fred. Otherwise well all go crazy, and all get left behind!

There did not remain much time for sleeping. The porters, being used to the tents and their loads now, got away to a good start, heading straight toward the frowning pile of Elgon that hove its great hump against a blue sky and domineered over the world to the northward.

There were plenty of villages, well filled with timid spear-men and hard-working naked wives. Now that we had trade goods in plenty there was no difficulty at all about making friends with them. They had two obsessing fears: that it might not rain in proper season, and the people as they called themselves would have too much hunger; and that the men from the mountain might come and take their babies.

Which men, from what mountain?

Bad men, from very high up on that mountain! They pointed toward
Elgon, shuddered, and looked away.

Why should they take your babies?

They eat them!

What makes you think that?

We know it! They come! Once in so often they come and fight with us, and take away, and kill and eat our fat babies!

All the inhabitants of all the villages agreed. None of them had ever ventured on the mountain; but all agreed that very bad black men came raiding from the upper slopes at uncertain intervals. There was no variation of the tale.

One thing puzzled us much more than the cannibal story. We heard shooting a long way off behind us to our right  two shots, followed by the unmistakable ringing echo among growing trees. Had Schillingschen decided to desert us? And if so, how did he dare squander two of his three cartridges at once  supposing he were not now mad, as our boys, and his, all vowed he was? His own ten men began to beg to be protected from him, and the captured Baganda recommended in best missionary English that we seek the services of the first witch doctor we could find.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE SONG OF THE ELEPHANTS

Who is as heavy as we, or as strong?
Ho! but we trample the shambas down!
Saw ye a swath where the trash lay long
And tall trees flat like a harvest mown?
That was the path we shore in haste
(Judge, is it easy to find, and wide!)
Ripping the branch and bough to waste
Like rocks shot loose from a mountain side!
Therefore hear us:

(All together, stamping steadily In time.)

Twas we who lonely echoes woke
To copy the crash of the trees we broke!
Goad, nor whip, nor wheel, nor yoke
Shall humble the will of the Ivory Folk!

Once we were monarchs from sky to sky,
Many were we and the men were few;
Then we would go to the Place to die  
Elephant tombs* that the oldest knew,  
Old as the trees when the prime is past,
Lords unchallenged of vale and plain,
Grazing aloof and alone at last
To lie where the oldest had always lain.
So we sing of it:

       * The legendary place that every Ivory hunter hopes some day to stumble on, where elephants are said to have gone away to die of old age, and where there should therefore be almost unimaginable wealth of ivory. The legend, itself as old as African speech, is probably due to the rarity of remains of elephants that have died a natural death.         

(All together, swinging from side to side in time, and tossing trunks.)

Twas we who lonely echoes woke
To copy the crash of the trees we broke!
Goad, nor whip, nor wheel, nor yoke
Shall govern the strength of the Ivory Folk!

Still we are monarchs! Our strength and weight
Can flatten the huts of the frightened men!
But the glory of smashing is lost of late,
We raid less eagerly now than then,
For pits are staked, and the traps are blind,
The guns be many, the men be more;
We fidget with pickets before and behind,
Who snoozed in the noonday heat of yore.
Yet, hear us sing:

(All together, ears up and trunks extended.)

Twas we who lonely echoes woke
To copy the crash of the trees we broke!
Goad, nor whip, nor wheel, nor yoke
Have lessened the rage of the Ivory Folk!

Still we are monarchs of field and stream!
None is as strong or as heavy as we!
We scent  we swerve  we come  we scream  
And the men are as mud neath tusk and knee!
But we go no more to the Place to die,
For the blacks head off and the guns pursue;
Bleaching our scattered rib-bones lie,
And men be many, and we be few.
Nevertheless:

(All together, trunks up-thrown, ears extended, and stamping in slow time with the fore-feet.)

Twas we who lonely echoes woke
To copy the crash of the trees we broke!
Goad, nor whip, nor wheel, nor yoke
Shall humble the pride of the Ivory Folk!

We had laughed at Freds suggestion that Schillingschen might have ammunition cached away. Fred had sneered at my guess that the German might ride donkey-back and not be so easily left behind. Now the probability of both suggestions seemed to stiffen into reality.

Day followed day, and Schillingschen, squandering cartridges not far away behind us, always had more of them. He seemed, too, to lose interest in keeping so extremely close to us, as we raced to get away from him toward the mountain. If he was really crazy, as his trembling boys maintained, then for a crazy man blazing at everything or nothing he was shooting remarkably little. On the contrary, if he was sane, and shooting for the pot, he must have acquired a big following in some mysterious manner, or else have lost his marksmanship when Coutlass bruised his eyes. He fired each day, judging by the echo of the shots, about as many cartridges as we did, who had to feed a fairly long column of men, and make presents of meat, in addition, to the chiefs of villages. It began to be a mystery how he carried so much ammunition, unless he had donkeys or porters.

Soon we began to pass through a country where elephants bad been. There was ruin a hundred yards wide, where a herd of more than a thousand of them must have swept in panic for fifteen miles. There were villages with roofs not yet re-thatched, whose inhabitants came and begged us to take vengeance on the monsters, showing us their trampled enclosures, torn-down huts, and ruined plantations. They offered to do whatever we told them in the way of taking part, and several times we marshaled the men of two or three villages together in an effort to get a line to windward and drive the herd our way.

But each time, as the plan approached development, ringing shots from behind us put the brutes to flight. It became uncanny  as if Schillingschen in his new mad mood was able to divine exactly when his noise would work most harm. Our fool boys told the local natives that a madman was on our heels, and after that all offers of help ceased, even from those who had suffered most from the elephants. We began to be regarded as mad ourselves. Efforts to get natives to go scouting to watch Schillingschen, and report to us, were met with point-blank refusal. Rumor began to precede us, and from one village that had suffered more than usually badly from passing elephants the inhabitants all fled at the first sign of Brown, leading our long single column.

We followed the herd. Its track was wide, and easier than the winding native foot-paths; and we were willing enough to jettison loads of trade-goods if only we could replace them with tusks. The chase led up toward Elgon, over the shoulder of an outlying spur, and upward toward the mountains eastern slopes.

As long as we kept in the wake of the herd the going presented no difficulties. We knew by the state of the tracks and the dung that the herd was never far ahead. Frequently we heard them crashing through trees in front of us. Yet whenever we came so close as to hope for a view, and a shot at a tusker, invariably a regular fusillade from the eastward to our rear would start the herd stampeding with a din like all the avalanches.

Streams by the dozen flowed down from the mountains sides, their banks crushed into bog where the elephants had crossed. Our donkeys grew used to being tied by the head in line and hauled across (for in common with all herds of donkeys, there were a few of them that swam readily, and many that either could not or refused). The flies in the wake of the elephants were worse than the tetse that haunted the shore of Nyanza.

We had no trouble now from our boys. We could even let the Bagandas hands loose. They feared the cannibals of the higher slopes, but were much more afraid of the madman to our right rear. Our difficulty lay in compelling them to keep a course sufficiently to eastward, and in calling a halt each day before men and animals were too utterly tired out. Yet for all their hurry, we did not gain on the man who made them so afraid.

Elephants, once thoroughly scared, will run away forever. Our boys openly praised the herd in front for its speed and stamina, hoping it would continue on its course and oblige us to keep the madman with the rifle at a safe distance to our rear. But it seemed he had an easier line than we, or else his frenzy gave him seven-league boots, for he even began to gain on us, keeping along our right flank at a distance of several miles, and driving us nearly mad in the frantic effort to keep our column from turning and running away to the westward. If we had relaxed our vigilance for a moment they would have broken line and fled.

It was old volcanic country we were marching through, densely wooded, virgin forest for the most part, with earth so warm at times that it was not easy to believe the crater of Elgon quite extinct. Even at that low level we came on blow-holes nearly filled in with dirt and trash, serving as fine caves for beasts of prey. We went into one for about three hundred paces before it narrowed into nothing, and would have camped in it but for the stink. It smelt like a place where the egg of original sin had turned rotten. Fred said that was sulphur, with the air of a man who would like it believed that he knew.

At last the enemy must have made a night march, for he passed us, and the following dawn we heard him shooting to our right in front. That morning it was simply impossible to make the boys break camp. They swore that the ghost of Schillingschen had gone in league with the elephants to destroy us, and they preferred to be shot by us rather than murdered by witchcraft.

Beyond doubt they would have bolted and left us had that camp not been an almost perfect one, on rising ground with two great wings of rock almost enclosing it, and a singing brook galloping through the midst. There was only one gap by which elephant or man could enter (unless they should fall from the sky), and they closed that by rolling rocks and dragging up trunks of trees.

After a useless argument, during which we all lost our tempers and they were reduced to the verge of panic, we decided to leave them there in charge of Brown and those porters, except Kazimoto, who had rifles. The armed men promised faithfully to die beside Brown in the only place of exit rather than permit a man to pass out; and the rest all agreed it would be right to shoot them if they attempted to desert; but we left the camp together  Fred, Will, I, and Kazimoto, with Wills personal servant and mine bringing up the rear  wondering whether we should ever see any member or part of the outfit again. It felt like going to a funeral  or rather from it  more than likely Browns.

Kazimoto and the other two should have been carrying spare rifles; but Brown had refused to remain behind unless we left him all but the one apiece we absolutely needed. We took the boys more from habit than for any use they were likely to be; and my boy and Wills bolted back to the camp almost before we were out of sight of it, Kazimoto begging us to shoot them in the back for cowards.

Huh! he grunted. They are afraid of death. Teach them what death is!

We heard Brown challenge them as they approached the camp, and hoped he thrashed them soundly. But it turned out he did not. He himself had grown afraid; for the fear of a crowd is contagious, and spreads nearly as readily from black to white as from white to black. He broke open a chop-box and consoled himself with whisky.

Forcing our way through vegetation that crowded around a spur of volcanic rock, it soon became evident that the whole of the huge herd was breakfasting not far in front of us, tearing off limbs of trees, and crashing about as if noise were the only object. We climbed and attempted to look down on them, only to discover that the part of the forest where we were consisted of a narrow belt, with a mile-wide open space beyond it between us and the elephants. The wind was from them toward us, but that did not wholly account for the amount of noise that reached us. It was the fact that the herd was twice as big as we imagined. There were elephants in every direction. We could see and hear branches breaking with reports like cannon-fire.

Kazimoto was as steady as an old soldier, a great grin spreading across his ugly honest face, and his eyes alight with enthusiasm. This was the profession he had followed when he was Courtneys gun-bearer, and he kept close to Fred with a handful of cartridges ready to pass to him, whispering wise counsel.

Get close to them, bwana! Go close! Go close! Wind coming our way  smell coming our way  noise coming our way  elephant very busy eating  no hurry! No long shooting! Go right up close!

It was easier said than done. The elephants had spread broadcast through the forest, and there was no longer one well-defined swath to follow, but a very great number of twisting narrow alleys through elastic undergrowth between great unyielding trees. We had to separate, to gain any advantage from our number, so that we emerged into the open more than a hundred yards apart, with Fred at the far left and Will in the center. Fred, with Kazimoto close at his heels, was more than fifty yards in front of either of us.

And crossing that mile of open land was no simple business. It was a mass of rocks and tree-roots, burned over in some swift-running forest fire and not yet reseeded, nor yet rotted down. There were winding ways all across it by the dozen that the elephants, with their greater height and better woodcraft, could follow on the run, but great stumps and rocks higher than a mans head (that from a distance had looked like level land) blocked all vision and made progress mostly guesswork.

However, the latter half-mile was more like level going  I emerged from between two boulders, wondering whether I could ever find my way back again, and envied Fred, who had found a better track and had the lead of me now by several hundred yards. Will was as far behind him as I, but had gone over more to the left, leaving me  feeling remarkably lonely  away in the rear to the right.

Kazimoto followed Fred so closely, stooping low behind him, that the two looked like some strange four-legged beast. They were headed for the forest in front of them at a great pace, increasing their lead from Will, who, like me, was more or less winded. I stooped at a pool to scoop up water and splash my face and neck. When I looked up a moment later I could see none of them.

At that instant, when I could actually smell the great brutes crashing in the forest, unseen within a hundred yards of me, and would have given all I had or hoped for just to have a friend within speaking distance, a shot rang out in the forest ahead, and rattled from tree to tree like the echo of a skirmish. It was not from Freds gun, or Wills. It was the phantom rifleman at work again. Schillingschen  Schillingschens ghost  or whoever he was, he could not have timed his fusillade better for our undoing. The first shot was followed by six more in swift succession. And then chaos broke loose.

Toward where I stood, from every angle to my front, the whole herd stampeded. No human being could have guessed their number. The forest awoke with a battle-din of falling trees and crashing undergrowth, split apart by the trumpeting of angry bulls and the screams of cows summoning their young ones. The earth shook under the weight of their tremendous rout. I heard Freds rifle ring out three times far to my left  then Wills a rifle nearer to me; and at that the herd swung toward its own left, and the whole lot of them came full-pelt, blind, screaming, frantic, straight for me.

There was no turning them now. None but the very farthest on the flank could have turned, given sense enough left to do it. It was a flood of maddened monsters, crazed with fear, pent by their own numbers, forced forward by the crowd behind, that invited me to dam them if I could! As they burst into the open, more shots rang out in the forest to lend their fury wings!

I glanced behind, to right and left, but there was no escape, I had come too far into the open to retreat! There were big rocks to the rear to have scrambled on, but there was no time. There was one big rock in front of me that divided their course about in halves; to pass it they must open up, although they would almost surely close again. I took my stand in line with that, as a man on trial for life takes refuge behind an unestablishable alibi.

They talk glibly about mens whole lives passing in review before them in the instant of a crisis. That may be. That was a crisis, and I saw elephants  elephants! I remembered some of what Courtney had told us  some of the mad yarns Coutlass spun when liquor and the camp-fire made him boastful. All the advice I ever heard; all my previous imaginings of what I should do when such a time came, seemed to be condensed into one concrete demand  shoot, shoot, shoot, and keep on shooting! Yet my finger, bent around the trigger, absolutely would not act!

The oncoming gray wave of brutes split apart at the rock, as it must do, some of them screaming as they crashed into it breast on and were crushed by the crowd behind. In the van of the right-hand wing, brushing the rock with his shoulder, charged an enormous bull with tusks so large that the heavier had weighed down his head to a permanent rakish angle. He caught sight of me  trumpeted like a siren in the Channel fog  and came at me with raised ears and trunk outstretched. I heard shooting to the left, and more shots from the forest, where the very active ghost or madman was keeping up a battle of his own. I felt the fear, that turns a mans very heart to ice, grip hold of me  felt as if nothing mattered  imagined the whole universe a sea of charging elephants  accepted the inevitable  and suddenly received my manhood back again! My forefinger acted! I fired point-blank down the throat of the charging bull. And it seemed to have no more effect on him than a pea-shooter has on a railroad train!

I had left Schillingschens heavy-bored elephant gun behind with Brown, considering it too cumbersome, and was using a Mauser with flat-nosed bullets. I fired four shots as fast as I could pump them from the magazine straight down the monsters hot red throat; and he continued to come on as if I had not touched him, hard-pressed on either flank by bulls nearly as big as he.

Perhaps the reason why my past history did not flash review was that my time was not yet come! I continued to see elephant  nothing but elephant!  little bloodshot eyes aflame with frenzy  great tusks upthrown  a trunk upraised to brain me  huge flat feet that raged to tread me down and knead me into purple mud! I kept the last shot with a coolness I believe was really numbness  then felt his hot breath like a blast on my face, and let him have it, straight down the throat again!

He screamed  stopped  quivered right over me  toppled from the knees  and fell like a landslide, pushed forward as he tumbled by the weight behind, and held from rolling sidewise by the living tide on either flank. I tried to spring back, but his falling trunk struck me to earth. On either side of me a huge tusk drove into the ground, and I lay still between them, as safe as if in bed, while the herd crashed past to right and left for so many minutes that it seemed all the universe was elephants  bulls, cows and calves all trumpeting in mad desire to get away  away  anywhere at all so be it was not where they then were.

Blood poured on me from the dead brutes throat  warm, slippery, sticky stuff; but I lay still. I did not move when the crashing had all gone by, but lay looking up at the monster that had willed his worst and, seeking to slay, had saved me. Those are the moments when young men summon all their calf-philosophy. I wondered what the difference was between that brute and me, that I should be justified in slaying; that I should be congratulated; that I should have been pitied, had the touch-and-go reversed itself and he killed me. I knew there was a difference that had nothing to do with shape, or weight, or size, but I could not give it a name or lay my finger on it.

My reverie, or reaction, or whatever it was, was broken by Freds voice, flustered and out of breath, coming nearer at a great pace.

I tell you the poor chaps dead as a door-nail! Hes under that great bull, I tell you! Hes simply been charged and flattened out! What a dog I was  what a green-horn  what a careless, fat-headed tomfool to leave him alone like that! He was the least experienced of all of us, and we let him take the full brunt of a charging herd! We ought to be hung, drawn and quartered! I shall never forgive myself! As for you, Will, it wasnt half as much your fault as mine! You were following me. You expected me to give the orders, and I ought to have called a halt away back there until we were all three in touch! Ill never forgive myself  never!

I crawled out then from between the tusks, and shook myself, much more dazed than I expected, and full of an unaccountable desire to vomit.

Damn your soul! Fred fairly yelled at me. What the hell dyou mean by startling me in that way! Why arent you dead? Look out! Whats the matter with the man? The poor chaps hurt  I knew he was!

But that inexplicable desire to empty all I had inside me out on to the trampled ground could no longer be resisted, that was all. The aftermath of deadly fear is fears corollary. Each bears fruit after its kind.

To my one tusker Will and Fred had brought down five and six respectively. That made twenty-three tusks, for one was an enormous singleton. We sent Kazimoto back alone to try to persuade some of our porters to come and chop out the ivory with axes, bidding him promise them all the hearts, and as many tail-hairs as they chose to pull out to keep witches away with. Then, since my sickness passed presently and left me steady on my legs, Fred made a proposal that we jumped at.

Lets go and lay Schillingschens ghost! If that was Schillingschen shooting in the forest, weve a little account with him! If it wasnt I want to know it! Come along!

We advanced into the forest and toiled up-hill along the tracks the stampeding elephants had made, amid flies indescribable, and almost intolerable heat. The blood on my clothing made me a veritable feeding-place of flies, until I threw most of it off, and then began to suffer in addition from bites I could not feel before, and from the sharp points of beckoning undergrowth. My bare legs began to bleed from scratches, and the flies swooped anew on those, and clung as if they grew there.

Will climbed a huge tree, at imminent risk of pythons and rotten branches, and descried open country on our right front. We made for it, I walking last to take advantage of the others wake, and after more than an hour of most prodigious effort we emerged on rolling rocky country under a ledge that overhung a thousand feet sheer above us on the side of Elgon. To our right was all green grass, sloping away from us.

There was a camp half a mile away pitched on the edge of the forest  a white mans tent  a mule  meat hanging to dry in the wind under a branch  two tents for natives  and a pile of bags and boxes orderly arranged. We could see a man sitting under a big tent awning. He was reading, or writing, or something of that kind. He was certainly not Schillingschen. We hurried. Fred presently broke into a run; then, half-ashamed, checked himself and waited for me, who was beyond running.

When we came quite close we saw that the man was playing chess all by himself with a folding board open on his knees. He did not look up, although by that time he surely should have heard us. Fred began to walk quietly, signaling to the camp hangers-on to say nothing. We followed him silently in Indian file. As he came near the awning Fred tip-toed, and I felt like giggling, or yelling  like doing anything ridiculous.

He who played chess yawned suddenly, and closed the chess-board with a snap. He got up lazily, smiled, stretched himself like a great good-looking cat, faced Fred, and laughed outright.

Glad to see you all! Did you get many elephants? he asked.

Monty, you old pirate  I knew it was you! said Fred, holding a hand out.

Monty took it, and forced him into the chair he had just vacated.

You damned old liar! he said, nodding approvingly.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THEY TOIL NOT, NEITHER DO THEY SPIN

Now for opulence and place
And the increment unearned
We will thieve and stab and cover it with perjury,
Contemptuous of grace
And the lesson never learned
That the Rules are not amenable to surgery.
We will steal a neighbors tools
In the quest for easy cash,
Aye, jump his claim and burrow to the heart of it,
But the innocents and fools
Get all the goods, and we the trash,
And thats the most exasperating part of it!

Nobody in camp slept that night. When the tusks had been chopped out, and our camp carried across and pitched beside Montys  ivory weighed  lion-proof boma built  and elephant-heart portioned out to the men, who gorged themselves on it in order that their own hearts might grow great and strong; when all the myriad matters had been seen to that make camping in the tropics such a business, then there were tales to be told. We demanded Montys first; he ours; and because his was likely to be much the shortest we won that argument.

Wait one minute, though, he insisted. Before I begin, have you any notion who a man with a beard could be  bruised face-broken front teeth  Mauser rifle  big dark beard cut shovel-shape  enormously powerful by the look of his shoulders and arms? I came on him three, no, four days march back.

Schillingschen! we exclaimed with one voice.

Show me Schillingschen! echoed Brown, who was very drunk by that time, nearly ready to be put to bed. Show me Schillingschen, an Ill show you a corpse!

Hes right, nodded Monty. The mans dead. Blew his brains out with his last cartridge. Looked to me to have lost himself. Slept in trees, I should say. Clothing all torn. Hadnt been dead long when some of my boys came on him and drove away the jackals. Had he been in a fight, do you know?

But we would not tell him that tale until we had his own.

Mines short and simple, he began. Some ruffians boarded my ship at Suez, who made such eyes at me, and so obviously intended to do me damage at the first opportunity, that I talked it over with the captain (giving him a hint or two of the possible reason) and he agreed to slip me off secretly at Ismailia. It was easy  middle of the night, you know  had the doctor isolate the ruffians on the starboard side while the ship anchored  some cooked-up excuse about quarantine  and kept em out of sight of what was happening until the ship went on again. Very simple.

Go on, Didums  well be all night talking  what did you do with the
King of Belgium? Fred demanded.

Nothing. Didnt go near the King of Belgium. I was quarantined at
Ismailia on wholly imaginary grounds for fourteen days; and who should
come smiling into the same lazaretto on the last day but Frederick
Courtney  a very old friend of mine!

He was to go to Somaliland, I said.

So he told me. Hes on his way there now. Decided for reasons of his own to enter the country by way of Abyssinia. Told me of the advice hed given you fellows, and assured me hed seen King Leopold himself on the very matter scarcely a year before. Of course, he said, I might succeed where he failed, using influence and all that sort of thing, but he assured me Leopold was hard to deal with, and difficult to tie down. His advice was, go back to Elgon, and hunt for the stuff there.

Thats what he kept advising us, said Will. But why should he give away his information free? And if its good, where did he get it?

Courtneys no dog in the manger, Monty answered. He told me of this man Schillingschen. Said he had sent in a report about him to the Home Government, but couldnt for the life of him get documentary evidence with which to back up his charges.

Will whistled, and drew out the diary he had rescued from the tin box.
Fred nodded. Will threw it to Monty, who caught it.

He told me this Schillingschen had searched the whole country over for the stuff  had it straight from Schillingschens boys  I dare say you know how Courtney can make a native tell him all he knows. Schillingschen, he said, had eliminated pretty nearly all the likely places until Mount Elgon was about all there is left. Courtney said, too, that there were always so many thousands of elephants near Elgon that Tippoo Tib probably gathered a harvest there. We discussed probabilities, and agreed it wasnt likely he would carry the stuff far in order to hide it. It seemed likely to both of us, too, that if the quantity the old man hid was anything like what rumor says, then there were probably half a dozen hiding-places, not one. Most of the stuff may be in the Congo Free State, and well do well to leave that to Leopold of Belgium and his pet concessionaires. Some of it may be near here. I stayed in the lazaretto an extra day with Courtney, talking it over. One other thing he remembered to tell me was that Schillingschen had hunted high and low for Tippoo Tibs old servants, and had finally managed to have the relatives of that man Hassan  I remember, Fred, you called him Johnson in Zanzibar  thrown in jail in German East for some alleged offense or other.

Monty stopped to scrape out a faithful pipe, fill it, press down tobacco with a practised thumb, and reach toward the campfire for a burning brand. Then he smoked for two minutes reflectively.

I offered Courtney a share should we find the stuff. Knew you fellows would agree. Pause. Courtney wouldnt hear of it. Pause. Said good-by to him, and took a coastwise trading steamer back to Mombasa. Delightful trip  put in everywhere  saw everything. Saw a lot of the Galla  fine tribe, the Galla.

Suppose you cut the travelogue stuff until later on! suggested Will.

Landed at Mombasa, and learned the first day that you fellows had managed to make more enemies than friends. Put in a number of days on heavy social labor  lingered at the club  drank too much of their infernal gin-and-black-pepper appetizer  but made you fellows right, I think.

Were not interested in the slumming. Go on and tell us what you did! urged Fred.

That is what I did  and undid. I made friends. Soon I had all the other junior officials in a state of mind to help me if they could. Then I began to inquire for Hassan. They drew the dragnet tight, and discovered him at Nairobi! A young assistant district superintendent of police, who will rise in the service, I hope, before long, discovered a woman  who was jealous of a man  who was just then making love to the dusky damsel particularly favored by Hassan; and in that roundabout way we discovered that Hassan intended to take a trip very soon toward Mount Elgon, where, if you please, he was to take part in Professor Schillingschens ethnological studies. On condition that he held his tongue until I gave him leave to talk, I promised that young policeman  to put him en rapport with Schillingschens doings as swiftly as may be. Then I returned to Mombasa, and got your code letter saying you would head this way. It all fitted in like a game of chess.

How in the world did you get that letter so soon? demanded Fred.
The missionary chap was to mail it in Ujiji, via Salisbury, Rhodesia.

I suppose he simply didnt do that, thats all, Monty answered. The bank manager told me he received it in the mission mail bag  from Ujiji, yes, but by way of Muanza, Tabora, and Dar es Salaam. It reached me in the nick of time. I must have been marching nearly parallel with you chaps for about a week!

If coincidence of evidence means anything, said Will were all on a red-hot scent! That Baganda we have in our outfit is our prisoner. One of Schillingschens pet pimps. He swears Hassan  or rather some old native whose name he doesnt know  was to meet Schillingschen in these parts and lead him to where he actually helped bury the ivory, years ago!

We may have difficulty finding him, said I. Mount Elgons big!

What about Brown? asked Monty. I hope you havent made him partner?
I agree, of course, if you have, but I hope not!

Nothing doing!

No. Why should we?

Browns all right, but a present ought to satisfy him.

We began to tell Monty about Browns cattle that Coutlass stole, and the Masai looted from Coutlass and us.

Were they branded? asked Monty.

Branded and hoof- and ear-marked, said I.

Then they ought to be traceable, even among the huge herds the Masai have. I think Ive influence enough by this time with this government to have those cattle traced and returned to Brown.

Theyre his only love! said I. Do that for him, and hell never wait to receive a present!

Dawn found us still recounting our adventures and Monty alternately laughing and frowning.

I regret Coutlass he said, shaking the ashes from his pipe at last when Kazimoto brought our breakfast. I regretted having to throw him out of the hotel in Zanzibar. I wish he could have escaped with his life  a picturesque scoundrel if ever there was one! Id rather be robbed by him than flattered by ten Schillingschens or Lady Saffren Waldons. I suppose if Id been with you Id have killed him. Its well I wasnt. I might have regretted it all my days!

We buried our newly won ivory under a tree, locating the spot exactly with the aid of Montys compass, and broke camp, starting sleepless up the mountain. As Monty said:

No use meandering around the mountain. Hassan might be higher up or lower down. If he is there you may depend on it hes tired of waiting. Hes looking for a safari. Lets climb where we can be seen from miles away.

So climb we did, thousand after thousand feet, until the night air grew so cold that the porters teeth chattered and they threatened to desert us. They grew afraid, too, remembering the tales the villagers had told them down below.

Wow! You are not fat babies! Kazimoto told them. Who would eat such stringy meat as you?

We came to caves that none of the men dared enter  vast, gloomy tunnels into the mountain through which the chill wind whistled like a dirge. Yet the caverns were warmer than the wind, and not bad camping-places if we could have persuaded the boys to take advantage of them.

The earth, too, all over the mountain and the range to eastward of it was warm in spite of the wind. In places there were warm springs bubbling from the rock, and at night and early morning a blanket of white mist that was remarkably like steam covered everything. It was a land of thunderless lightning  lightning from a clear sky, flashing here and there without warning or excuse. On the high slopes there was little or no game, and no signs whatever of inhabitants, until late one afternoon the porters shouted, and we saw an old man racing toward us along the top of a ridge.

He held his hands out, and shouted as he ran  a round-faced, big-bellied man, although not nearly so fat as when we saw him last; unclean, unkempt, in tattered shirt and crushed-in fez  a man with one desire expressed all over him  to see, and touch, and talk with other men. He ran and threw himself at Montys feet, clasped his legs, and blubbered.

Bwana! Oh, bwana! Oh, bwana!

Get up, Johnson! Fred took him by the arm and raised him. Tell us whats the matter.

Men who eat men! Men who eat men! I had three porters to carry my tent and food. Now I have none. They have eaten them! Now they hunt me!

Well, youre safe, said Monty. Calm yourself.

But you are not Bwana Schillingschen! I am here to wait for him.
Have you seen him? Where is he?

Fred answered him. Dead!

Hassan threw himself on the ground again at Montys feet.

Oh, what shall I do? he blubbered. I am an old man. Who shall take my people out of jail? Who shall go to Dar es Salaam and make Germans give them up?

If youre willing to show us what you intended to show
Schillingschen, said Monty, Ill do what I can for your relations.

What can you do? Oh, what can you do? No man but a German can make these Germans cease from punishing!

Monty beckoned to the Baganda who had once done Schillingschens dirty work.

Dyou see this man? This is a German spy. The German will be willing to hand over your relations in exchange for a promise not to make a fuss about this man. Wait a minute, though! Are your relations criminals?

No, bwana! No, bwana! My relations honorable folk! Formerly living in Zanzibar  going to Bagamoyo to serve in German family by invitation of person attached to German Consulate  no sooner landed than thrown in jail on charges they know nothing whatever about. Then Schillingschen he finding me, and say to me, You show where is that Tippoo Tibs ivory, and your relations shall go free! And Tippoo Tib, he say to me, You take first step to show any man where is that ivory, and you shall be fed to white ants by my faithful people! And Schillingschen he catch two of them faithful people, and feed em to white ants when nobody looking that way! Schillingschen terrible! Tippoo Tib terrible! What shall do? Tippoo Tib, he one time making me go long trip with Bwana Coutlass, very bad Greek. Bwana Coutlass wanting ivory  me pretending showing him  leading him wrong way. Coutlass very bad man, beating me ngumu sana.* All the same, me more afraid of Tippoo Tib and Bwana Schillingschen. Not long ago Tippoo Tib sending me with Bwana Coutlass second time, making bad threats against me if I not lead him wrong. Then Schillingschen he send for me and making worse threats! Oh, what shall do! Oh, what shall do! [* Ngumu sana, very severely.]

You shall show us where that ivory is! Monty answered him. Stop blubbering! Get up! Look here! See this! (Get me that diary, Will.) If the Germans wont release your relations from jail on account of this Baganda, this is a written book that will make them do it! In this book are the names of men who have broken treaties and the law of nations. When the Germans know the British Government in London has this book under lock and key, they will think it a little thing to release your relations for the sake of avoiding trouble!

Promise me, bwana! You promise me!

I promise I will do my best for you.

Word of an Englishman  promise!

Word Of an Englishman  I promise to do my best!

That was a proud enough moment on the shoulder of a mountain, with wilderness in every direction farther than the highest eagle in the air above could see, to have that helpless, hopeless ex-slave, part Arab, part machenzie, put his whole stock-in-trade  his secret  all he had on earth to bargain with for those he loved  in the balance on the promise of an Englishman. It was a tribute to a race that has had its share, no doubt, of bad men, but has won dominion over half the earth and pretty much all the sea by keeping faith with men who could not by any means compel good faith.

Then I tell! said Hassan. Then I show!

But now a new fear seized him, and he clung to Monty, trembling and jabbering.

The men who eat men! The men who eat men!

Pah! Cannibals! sneered Fred. Theyre always cowards!

Tippoo Tib, he afraid of nothing  nobody! He is hiding the ivory where men who eat men can guard it and none dare come!

Lead on, McDuff! Fred grinned, shouldering his rifle.

All of us except Monty had beards by that time that fluttered in the wind, and looked desperate enough for any venture. Considering the rifles and our uncouth appearance, Hassan took heart of grace. He insisted on an armed guard to walk on either side of him, and nearly drove Kazimoto frantic by ducking behind rocks at intervals, imagining he saw an enemy; but he did not refuse any longer to show the way.

It seemed that in expectation of Schillingschens early arrival he had camped within a mile of the place where the stuff was hidden, taking unreasoning courage from the bare fact of having the redoubtable Schillingschen for friend. But the cannibals (who must have been a hungry folk, for there were no plantations, and almost no animals on all those upper slopes) had pounced on his three lean porters, missing himself by a hairs breadth.

In hiding, he had watched his three men killed, toasted before a fire in a cavern-mouth, and eaten. Then he had run for his life, following the shoulder of the mountain in the hope of meeting Schillingschen, munching uncooked corn he had in a little bag, hiding and running at intervals for a day and a night until he chanced on us. For an old man almost sick with fear he was astonishingly little affected by the adventure.

We took longer over the course than he had done, because he wanted to find cannibals, and teach them, maybe, a needed lesson. Freds theory was that we should surprise them and pen them into a cavern, discovering some means of talking with them when hunger brought them out to surrender and cringe.

So we threw out a line of scouts, and pounced on cave-mouths suddenly, entering great tunnels and following the course of them in ages-old lava until sometimes we thought ourselves lost in the gloom and spent hours finding the way out again.

Time and again we found bones  bones of wild animals, and of birds, and of fish; now and then bones that perhaps had been monkeys, but that looked too suspiciously like those of the fat babies mothers mourned for in the villages below for the benefit of the doubt to be conceded without something more or less resembling proof. But never a human being did we see until we rounded the northeastern hump of the mountain in a bitter wind, and spied half a hundred naked men and women, thinner than wraiths, who scampered off at sight of us and volleyed ridiculous arrows from a cave-mouth. The arrows fell about midway between us and them, but threw Hassan into a paroxysm of fear, out of which it was difficult to shake him.

Those are the people who ate my men! That is the cavern where Tippoo Tib hid the ivory! That is where my mens bones are! See  they have torn my tent for clothing for their naked women!

We put Hassan under double guard for fear lest he bolt again and leave us. And all that day, and all the next we hunted for cannibals through mazy caverns that seemed to extend into the mountains very womb. There were times when the stench was so horrible we nearly fainted. We stumbled on mens bones. We collided with sharp projections in the gloom  fell down holes that might have been bottomless for aught we knew in advance  and scrambled over ledges that in places were smooth with the wear of feet for ages. Everlastingly to right, or left of us, or up above, or down below we could hear the inhabitants scampering away. Now and then an arrow would flitter between us; but their supply of ammunition seemed very scanty.

At night we camped in the cavern mouth to cut off all escape, and resumed the hunt at dawn. But the caverns were hot  hotter by contrast with the biting winds outside; and when in the afternoon of the second day we all came out to breathe and cool off the running sweat, we saw the whole tribe  scarcely more than fifty of them  emerge from an opening above, whose existence we had not guessed, and go scampering away along a ledge like monkeys. Some of them stopped to throw stones at us  impotent, aimless stones that fell half-way; and Fred sent three bullets after them, chipping bits from the ledge, after which they showed us a turn of speed that was simply incredible, and vanished.

Now for the great disillusionment! laughed Will. Hassan! Go forward, and show us where that hoard of ivory ought ta be!

We all expected disillusionment. Brown, who was under no delusion as to his share in the venture, scoffed openly at the idea of finding anything buried, in a land where every living crittur, as he put it, was a thief from birth. But Hassan led on in, fearless now that the cannibals were gone, and positive as if he led into his own house and would show his house-hold treasures.

He stopped before a black-mouthed chasm, two or three hundred yards along the smallest subdivision of the cavern, and called for lights and a rope. We lit lanterns, and he showed us mens bones lying everywhere in grisly confusion.

Tippoo Tib his men! he remarked. They throwing ivory in here, then byumby men who eat men kill and eat them. I alone living to tell! Plenty men who eat men in those days  all mountains full of them!

He tied a lantern to a rope and lowered it down what looked like an old vent-hole in the lava. But the little light was lost in the enormous blackness, and we could see nothing.

Send a man down! he counseled.

We leaned over the edge and sniffed. There was a faint smell of what might be sulphur, but not enough to hurt.

Wholl go? asked Monty, and I thought he was going to volunteer himself.

I go down! announced Kazimoto cheerfully, and promptly proceeded to divest himself of every stitch of clothing.

We made our stoutest line fast under his arm-pits, gave him a lantern and lowered him over the edge. For fifty or sixty feet he descended steadily, swinging the lantern and walking downward, held almost horizontally by the slowly paid-out rope. Then he stopped, and we heard him whistling.

What do you see? we called down.

Pembe! (Ivory.)

Much of it?

Teli! (Too much!) Oh, teli, teli! Teli, teli, teli, TELI!

His voice ended with the very high-pitched note that natives use when they want to multiply superlatives. Then he whistled again. Next he called very excitedly.

Very bad smell here, bwana! Pull me out quickly!


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

LENVOI

The dry death-rattle of the streets
Asserts a joyless goal  
Re-echoed clang where traffic meets,
And drab monotony repeats
The hour-encumbered role.
Tinsel and glare, twin tawdry shams
Outshine the evening star
Where puppet-show and printed lie,
Victim and trapper and trap, deny
Old truths that always are.
So fare ye, fare ye well, old roofs!
The syren warns the shore,
The flowing tide sings overside
Of far-off beaches where abide
The joys ye know no more!
The salt sea spray shall kiss our lips  
Kiss clean from the fumes that were,
And gulls shall herald waking days
With news of far-seen water-ways
All warm, and passing fair.
Theyve cast the shore-lines loose at last
And coiled the wet hemp down  
Cut picket-ropes of Kedars tents,
Of time-clock task and square-foot rents!
Good luck to you, old town!
Oh, Africa is calling back
Alluringly and low
And few they be who hear the voice,
But they obey  Lots wifes the choice,
And we must surely go!
So fare ye, fare ye well, old roofs!
The stars and clouds and trees
In place of you! The heaped thorn fire  
Delight for the towns two-edged desire  
For thrice-breathed breath the breeze!
For rumble of wheels the lions roar,
Glad green for trodden brown
For potted plant and measured lawn
The view of the velvet veld at dawn!
Good-by to you, old town!

If all is well that ends well, and only that is well, then this story fails at the finish, for we never caught the cannibals, so never taught them the lesson in housekeeping and economics that they needed. But there is no other shortcoming to record.

It is no business of any ones what terms we made in the end with the Protectorate Government; but thanks to Montys tact and influence, and to their sense of fair play, we were treated generously. And if, when the world war at last broke out and the Germans undertook to put in practise the treachery they had so long planned, there was a secret fund of hugely welcome money at the disposal of the out-numbered defenders of British East, its source will no doubt be accounted for, as well as its expenditures, to the proper people, by the proper people, at the proper time and place.

But those who are curious, and are adept at unraveling statistics might learn more than a little by studying the export figures relating to ivory during the years that preceded the war. They say statistics never lie; but those who write them now and then do, and it may be that camouflage was understood and went by another name before the great war made the art notorious and popular.

Some of the ivory in that huge hole was ruined by the heat that still lives in Elgons womb. Some of it was splintered by the fall when yoked slaves tossed it in. Rats had gnawed some of it, to get at the soft sweet core.

But the men who keep the keys of the bursting ivory vaults by London docks could tell how much of it was good, and what huge stores of it reached them. For some strange reason they are not a very talkative breed of men.

We did not haul the ivory out ourselves. That would have been too public a proceeding. But any one who attempted during the years that followed nineteen hundred to make a trip to Elgon can truthfully inform whoever cares to know, how jealously and wakefully the Protectorate Government guarded those lonely trails. And there are folk who saw the hundred-man safaris that came down from that way every week or so, carrying old ivory, said to be acquired in the way of trade. But that is really all government business, and looks impertinent in print.

We did not make enough money to establish Monty in the homes of his ancestors at Montdidier Towers and Kirkudbrightshire Castle; for that would have been an unbelievable amount; it takes more than mere affluence to keep up an earldom in the proper style. But we all got rich.

Brown received his cattle back after a long wait, as well as a present of money that set him up handsomely for life. And certain dissatisfied Masai were fined so many cows and sheep for raiding across the border that they talked of migrating out of spite to German East  but did not do it.

A youthful red-headed assistant district superintendent of police was unaccountably alert enough to round up and bring into court more than a dozen natives who had preached sedition. And, being lucky enough to secure convictions in every case, he was promoted. The last I heard of him he was fighting in the very heart of German East in command of a whole brigade. So it is advantageous sometimes to do favors for stray noblemen, provided you are clever enough, and man enough to make good when the favors are repaid.

And while on the subject of favors, the four homesick islanders who had lent us their canoes and came with us all that journey, were sent back to their island followed by a launch towing two barges full of corn  free, gratis, and for nothing burre tu, as the natives say, meaning that the English are certainly crazy and giving away food without a pull-back to it simply and solely because the people have too much nja. Nja is the nastiest word in all those languages. It means the one thing everybody dreads  the thing that only the English seem to know charms against  want  emptiness  HUNGER.

At our expense, but by the favor of the government, there went to that island food enough in boxes and strong sacks  and seeds, treated against insects  and tools with which the wives could chop the soil up (for you cant expect the owner of a wife to work) to keep that island and its friendly folk from hunger for many a day.

THE END
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Chapter One Parthians, Medes and Elamites

SALVETE!

Oh ye, who tread the trodden path
And keep the narrow law
In famished faith that Judgment Day
Shall blast your sluggard mists away
And show what Moses saw!
Oh thralls of subdivided time,
Hours Measureless I sing
That own swift ways to wider scenes,
New-plucked from heights where Vision preens
A white, unwearied wing!
No creed I preach to bend dull thought
To see what I shall show,
Nor can ye buy with treasured gold
The key to these Hours that unfold
New tales no teachers know.
Yell need no leave o the laws o man,
For Visions wings are free;
The swift Unmeasured Hours are kind
And ye shall leave all cares behind
If ye will come with me!
In vain shall lumps of fashioned stuff
Imprison you about;
In vain let pundits preach the flesh
And feebling limits that enmesh
Your goings in and out,
I know the way the zephyrs took
Who brought the breath of spring,
I guide to shores of regions blest
Where white, uncaught Ideas nest
And Thought is strong o wing!
Within the Hours that I unlock
All customed fetters fall;
The chains of drudgery release;
Set limits fade; horizons cease
For you who hear the call
No trumpet note  no roll of drums,
But quiet, sure and sweet  
The self-same voice that summoned Drake,
The whisper for whose siren sake
They manned the Devon fleet,
More lawless than the gray gulls wait,
More boundless than the sea,
More subtle than the softest wind!

* * * * * *

Oh, ye shall burst the ties that bind
If ye will come with me!

It is written with authority of Tarsus that once it was no mean city, but that is a tale of nineteen centuries ago. The Turko-Italian War had not been fought when Fred Oakes took the fever of the place, although the stage was pretty nearly set for it and most of the leading actors were waiting for their cue. No more history was needed than to grind away forgotten loveliness.

Freds is the least sweet temper in the universe when the ague grips and shakes him, and he knows history as some men know the Bible  by fathoms; he cursed the place conqueror by conqueror, maligning them for their citys sake, and if Sennacherib, who built the first foundations, and if Anthony and Cleopatra, Philip of Macedon, Timour-i-lang, Mahmoud, Ibrahim and all the rest of them could have come and listened by his bedside they would have heard more personal scandal of themselves than ever their contemporary chroniclers dared reveal.

All this because he insisted on ignoring the history he knew so well, and could not be held from bathing in the River Cydnus. Whatever their indifference to custom, Anthony and Cleopatra knew better than do that. Alexander the Great, on the other hand, flouted tradition and set Fred the example, very nearly dying of the ague for his pains, for those are treacherous, chill waters.

Fred, being a sober man and unlike Alexander of Macedon in several other ways, throws off fever marvelously, but takes it as some persons do religion, very severely for a little while. So we carried him and laid him on a nice white cot in a nice clean room with two beds in it in the American mission, where they dispense more than royal hospitality to utter strangers. Will Yerkes had friends there but that made no difference; Fred was quinined, low-dieted, bathed, comforted and reproved for swearing by a college-educated nurse, who liked his principles and disapproved of his professions just as frankly as if he came from her hometown. (Her name was Van-something-or-other, and you could lean against the Boston accent  just a little lonely-sounding, but a very rock of gentle independence, all that long way from home!)

Meanwhile, we rested. That is to say that, after accepting as much mission hospitality as was decent, considering that every member of the staff worked fourteen hours a day and had to make up for attention shown to us by long hours bitten out of night, we loafed about the city. And Satan still finds mischief.

We called on Fred in the beginning twice a day, morning and evening, but cut the visits short for the same reason that Monty did not go at all: when the fever is on him Freds feelings toward his own sex are simply blunt bellicose. When they put another patient in the spare bed in his room we copied Monty, arguing that one male at a time for him to quarrel with was plenty.

Monty, being Earl of Montdidier and Kirkudbrightshire, and a privy councilor, was welcome at the consulate at Mersina, twenty miles away.

The consul, like Monty, was an army officer, who played good chess, so that that was no place, either, for Will Yerkes and me. Will prefers dime novels, if he must sit still, and there was none. And besides, he was never what you could call really sedative.

He and I took up quarters at the European hotel  no sweet abiding-place. There were beetles in the Denmark butter that they pushed on to the filthy table-cloth in its original one-pound tin; and there was a Turkish officer in riding pants and red morocco slippers, back from the Yemen with two or three incurable complaints. He talked out-of-date Turkish politics in bad French and eked out his ignorance of table manners with instinctive racial habit.

To avoid him between meals Will and I set out to look at the historic sights, and exhausted them all, real and alleged, in less than half a day (for in addition to a lust for ready-cut building stone the Turks have never cherished monuments that might accentuate their own decadence). After that we fossicked in the manner of prospectors that we are by preference, if not always by trade, eschewing polite society and hunting in the impolite, amusing places where most of the facts have teeth, sharp and ready to snap, but visible.

We found a khan at last on the outskirts of the city, almost in sight of the railway line, that well agreed with our frame of mind. It was none of the newfangled, underdone affairs that ape hotels, with Greek managers and as many different prices for one service as there are grades of credulity, but a genuine two-hundred-year-old Turkish place, run by a Turk, and named Yeni Khan (which means the new rest house) in proof that once the world was younger. The man who directed us to the place called it a kahveh; but that means a place for donkeys and foot-passengers, and when we spoke of it as kahveh to the obadashi  the elderly youth who corresponds to porter, bell-boy and chambermaid in one  he was visibly annoyed.

Truly the place was a khan  a great bleak building of four high outer walls, surrounding a courtyard that was a yard deep with the dung of countless camels, horses, bullocks, asses; crowded with arabas, the four-wheeled vehicles of all the Near East, and smelly with centuries of human journeys ends.

Khans provide nothing except room, heat and water (and the heat costs extra); there is no sanitation for any one at any price; every guest dumps all his discarded rubbish over the balcony rail into the courtyard, to be trodden and wheeled under foot and help build the aroma. But the guests provide a picture without price that with the very first glimpse drives discomfort out of mind.

In that place there were Parthians, Medes and Elamites, and all the rest of the list. There was even a Chinaman. Two Hindus were unpacking bundles out of a creaking araba, watched scornfully by an unmistakable Pathan. A fat swarthy-faced Greek in black frock coat and trousers, fez, and slippered feet gesticulated with his right arm like a pump-handle while he sat on the balcony-rail and bellowed orders to a crowd mixed of Armenians, Italians, Maltese, Syrians and a Turk or two, who labored with his bales of cotton goods below. (The Italians eyed everybody sidewise, for there were rumors in those days of impending trouble, and when the Turk begins hostilities he likes his first opponents easy and ready to hand.)

There were Kurds, long-nosed, lean-lipped and suspicious, who said very little, but hugged long knives as they passed back and forth among the swarming strangers. They said nothing at all, those Kurds, but listened a very great deal.

Tall, mustached Circassians, with eighteen-inch Erzerum daggers at their waists, swaggered about as if they, and only they, were historys heirs. It was expedient to get out of their path alertly, but they cringed into second place before the Turks, who, without any swagger at all, lorded it over every one. For the Turk is a conqueror, whatever else he ought to be. The poorest Turkish servant is race-conscious, and unshakably convinced of his own superiority to the princes of the conquered. One has to bear that fact in mind when dealing with the Turk; it colors all his views of life, and accounts for some of his famous unexpectedness.

Will and I fell in love with the crowd, and engaged a room over the great arched entrance. We were aware from the first of the dull red marks on the walls of the room, where bed-bugs had been slain with slipper heels by angry owners of the blood; but we were not in search of luxury, and we had our belongings and a can of insect-bane brought down from the hotel at once. The fact that stallions squealed and fought in the stalls across the courtyard scarcely promised us uninterrupted sleep; but sleep is not to be weighed in the balance against the news of eastern nights.

We went down to the common room close beside the main entrance, and pushed the door open a little way; the men who sat within with their backs against it would only yield enough to pass one person in gingerly at a time. We saw a sea of heads and hats and faces. It looked impossible to squeeze another human being in among those already seated on the floor, nor to make another voice heard amid all that babel.

But the babel ceased, and they did make room for us  places of honor against the far wall, because of our clean clothes and nationality. We sat wedged between a Georgian in smelly, greasy woolen jacket, and a man who looked Persian but talked for the most part French. There were other Persians beyond him, for I caught the word poul  money, the perennial song and shibboleth of that folk.

The day was fine enough, but consensus of opinion had it that snow was likely falling in the Taurus Mountains, and rain would fall the next day between the mountains and the sea, making roads and fords impassable and the mountain passes risky. So men from the ends of earth sat still contentedly, to pass earths gossip to and fro  an astonishing lot of it. There was none of it quite true, and some of it not nearly true, but all of it was based on fact of some sort.

Men who know the khans well are agreed that with experience one learns to guess the truth from listening to the ever-changing lies. We could not hope to pick out truth, but sat as if in the pit of an old-time theater, watching a foreign-language play and understanding some, but missing most of it.

There was a man who drew my attention at once, who looked and was dressed rather like a Russian  a man with a high-bridged, prominent, lean nose  not nearly so bulky as his sheepskin coat suggested, but active and strong, with a fiery restless eye. He talked Russian at intervals with the men who sat near him at the end of the room on our right, but used at least six other languages with any one who cared to agree or disagree with him. His rather agreeable voice had the trick of carrying words distinctly across the din of countless others.

What do you suppose is that mans nationality? I asked Will, shouting to him because of the roar, although he sat next me.

Ermenie! said a Turk next but one beyond Will, and spat venomously, as if the very name Armenian befouled his mouth.

But I was not convinced that the man with the aquiline nose was Armenian. He looked guilty of altogether too much zest for life, and laughed too boldly in Turkish presence. In those days most Armenians thereabouts were sad. I called Wills attention to him again.

What do you make of him?

He belongs to that quieter party in the opposite corner. (Will puts two and two together all the time, because the heroes of dime novels act that way.) Theyre gipsies, yet Id say hes not

He and the others are jingaan, said a voice beside me in English, and I looked into the Persians gentle brown eyes. The jingaan are street robbers pure and simple, he added by way of explanation.

But what nationality?

Jingaan might be anything. They in particular would call themselves
Rommany. We call them Zingarri. Not a dependable people  unless

I waited in vain for the qualification. He shrugged his shoulders, as if there was no sense in praising evil qualities.

But I was not satisfied yet. They were swarthier and stockier than the man who had interested me, and had indefinite, soft eyes. The man I watched had brown eyes, but they were hard. And, unlike them, he had long lean fingers and his gestures were all extravagant. He was not a Jew, I was sure of that, nor a Syrian, nor yet a Kurd.

Ermenie  Ermenie! said the Turk, watching me curiously, and spitting again. That one is Ermenie. Those others are just dogs!

The crowd began to thin after a while, as men filed out to feed cattle and to cook their own evening meal. Then the perplexing person got up and came over toward me, showing no fear of the Turk at all. He was tall and lean when he stood upright, but enormously strong if one could guess correctly through the bulky-looking outer garment.

He stood in front of Will and me, his strong yellow teeth gleaming between a black beard and mustache. The Turk got up clumsily, and went out, muttering to himself. I glanced toward the corner where the self-evident gipsies sat, and observed that with perfect unanimity they were all feigning sleep.

Eenglis sportmen! said the man in front of us, raising both hands, palms outward, in appraisal of our clothes and general appearance.

It was not surprising that he should talk English, for what the British themselves have not accomplished in that land of a hundred tongues has been done by American missionaries, teaching in the course of a generation thousands on thousands. (There is none like the American missionary for attaining ends at wholesale.)

What countryman are you? I asked him.

Zeitoonli, he answered, as if the word were honor itself and explanation bound in one. Yet he looked hardly like an honorable man. The chilabi are staying here? he asked. Chilabi means gentleman.

We wait on the weather, said I, not caring to have him turn the tables on me and become interrogator.

He laughed with a sort of hard good humor.

Since when have Eenglis sportmen waited on the weather? Ah, but you are right, effendi, none should tell the truth in this place, unless in hope of being disbelieved! He laid a finger on his right eye, as I have seen Arabs do when they mean to ascribe to themselves unfathomable cunning. Since you entered this common room you have not ceased to observe me closely. The other sportman has watched those Zingarri. What have you learned?

He stood with lean hands crossed now in front of him, looking at us down his nose, not ceasing to smile, but a hint less at his ease, a shade less genial.

I have heard you  and them  described as jingaan, I answered, and he stiffened instantly.

Whether or not they took that for a signal  or perhaps he made another that we did not see  the six undoubted gipsies got up and left the room, shambling out in single file with the awkward gait they share in common with red Indians.

Jingaan, he said, are people who lurk in shadows of the streets to rob belated travelers. That is not my business. He looked very hard indeed at the Persian, who decided that it might as well be supper-time and rose stiffly to his feet. The Persians rob and murder, and even retreat, gracefully. He bade us a stately and benignant good evening, with a poetic Persian blessing at the end of it. He bowed, too, to the Zeitoonli, who bared his teeth and bent his head forward something less than an inch.

They call me the Eye of Zeitoon! he announced with a sort of savage pride, as soon as the Persian was out of ear-shot.

Will pricked his ears  schoolboy-looking ears that stand out from his head.

Ive heard of Zeitoon. Its a village on a mountain, where a man steps out of his front door on to a neighbors roof, and the women wear no veils, and

The man showed his teeth in another yellow smile.

The effendi is blessed with intelligence! Few know of Zeitoon.

Will and I exchanged glances.

Ours, said Will, is the best room in the khan, over the entrance gate.

Two such chilabi should surely live like princes, he answered without a smile. If he had dared say that and smile we would have struck him, and Monty might have been alive to-day. But he seemed to know his place, although he looked at us down his nose again in shrewd appraisal.

Will took out tobacco and rolled what in the innocence of his Yankee heart he believed was a cigarette. I produced and lit what he contemptuously called a boughten cigaroot  Turkish Regie, with the scent of aboriginal ambrosia. The Zeitoonli took the hint.

Yarim sa at, he said. Korkakma!

Meanin? demanded Will.

In half an hour. Do not be afraid! said he.

Before I grow afraid of you, Will retorted, youll need your friends along, and theyll need knives!

The Zeitoonli bowed, laid a finger on his eye again, smiled and backed away. But he did not leave the room. He went back to the end-wall against which he had sat before, and although he did not stare at us the intention not to let us out of sight seemed pretty obvious.

That half-hour stuff smacked rather of a threat, said Will. Suppose we call the bluff, and keep him waiting. What do you say if we go and dine at the hotel?

But in the raw enthusiasm of entering new quarters we had made up our minds that afternoon to try out our new camp kitchen  a contraption of wood and iron we had built with the aid of the mission carpenter. And the walk to the hotel would have been a long one, through Tarsus mud in the dark, with prowling dogs to take account of.

Im not afraid of ten of him! said I. I know how to cook curried eggs; come on!

Who said who was afraid?

So we went out into darkness already jeweled by a hundred lanterns, dodged under the necks of three hungry Bactrian camels (they are irritable when they want their meal), were narrowly missed by a mules heels because of the deceptive shadows that confused his aim, tripped over a donkeys heel-rope, and found our stairway  thoroughly well cursed in seven languages, and only just missed by a Georgian gentleman on the balcony, who chose the moment of our passing underneath to empty out hissing liquid from his cooking pot.

Once in our four-square room, with the rags on the floor in our especial honor, and our beds set up, and the folding chairs in place, contentment took hold of us; and as we lighted the primus burner in the cooking box, we pitied from the bottom of compassionate young hearts all unfortunates in stiff white shirts, whose dinners were served that night on silver and laundered linen.

Through the partly open door we could smell everything that ever happened since the beginning of the world, and hear most of the elemental music  made, for instance, of the squeal of fighting stallions, and the bray of an amorous he-ass  the bubbling complaint of fed camels that want to go to sleep, but are afraid of dreaming  the hum of human voices  the clash of cooking pots  the voice of a man on the roof singing falsetto to the stars (that was surely the Pathan!)  the tinkling of a three-stringed instrument  and all of that punctuated by the tapping of a saz, the little tight-skinned Turkish drum.

It is no use for folk whose finger-nails were never dirty, and who never scratched themselves while they cooked a meal over the primus burner on the floor, to say that all that medley of sounds and smells is not good. It is very good indeed, only he who is privileged must understand, or else the spell is mere confusion.

The cooking box was hardly a success, because bright eyes watching through the open door made us nervously amateurish. The Zeitoonli arrived true to his threat on the stroke of the half-hour, and we could not shut the door in his face because of the fumes of food and kerosene. (Two of the eggs, like us, were travelers and had been in more than one bazaar.)

But we did not invite him inside until our meal was finished, and then we graciously permitted him to go for water wherewith to wash up. He strode back and forth on the balcony, treading ruthlessly on prayer-mats (for the Moslem prays in public like the Pharisees of old).

Myself I am Christian, he said, spitting over the rail, and sitting down again to watch us. We accepted the remark with reservations.

When we asked him in at last, and we had driven out the flies with flapping towels, he closed the door and squatted down with his back to it, we two facing him in our canvas-backed easy chairs. He refused the genuine Turkish coffee that Will stewed over the primus. Will drank the beastly stuff, of course, to keep himself in countenance, and I did not care to go back on a friend before a foreigner, but I envied the man from Zeitoon his liberty of choice.

Why do they call you the Eye of Zeitoon? I asked, when time enough had elapsed to preclude his imagining that we regarded him seriously. One has to be careful about beginnings in the Near East, even as elsewhere.

I keep watch! he answered proudly, but also with a deeply-grounded consciousness of cunning. There were moments when I felt such strong repugnance for the man that I itched to open the door and thrust him through  other moments when compassion for him urged me to offer money  food  influence  anything. The second emotion fought all the while against the first, and I found out afterward it had been the same with Will.

Why should Zeitoon need such special watching? I demanded. How do you watch? Against whom? Why?

He laughed with a pair of lawless eyes, and showed his yellow teeth.

Ha! Shall I speak of Zeitoon? This, then: the Turks never conquered it! They came once and built a fort on the opposite mountain-side, with guns to overawe us all. We took their fort by storm! We threw their cannon down a thousand feet into the bed of the torrent, and there they lie to-day! We took prisoner as many of their Arab zaptiehs as still were living  aye, they even brought Arabs against us  poor fools who had not yet heard of Zeitoons defenders! Then we came down to the plains for a little vengeance, leaving the Arabs for our wives to guard. They are women of spirit, the Zeitoonli wives!

Word reached Zeitoon presently that we were being hard pressed on the plains. It was told to the Zeitoonli wives that they might arrange to have pursuit called off from us by surrendering those Arab prisoners. They answered that Zeitoon-fashion. How? I will tell. There is a bridge of wood, flung over across the mountain torrent, five hundred feet above the water, spanning from crag to crag. Those Zeitoonli wives of ours bound the Arab prisoners hand and foot. They brought them out along the bridge. They threw them over one at a time, each man looking on until his turn came. That was the answer of the brave Zeitoonli wives!

And you on the plains?

Ah! It takes better than Osmanli to conquer the men of Zeitoon! he gave the Turks their own names for themselves with the air of a brave fighting man conceding his opponent points. We heard what our wives had done. We were encouraged. We prevailed! We fell back to-ward our mountain and prevailed! There in Zeitoon we have weapons  numbers  advantage of position, for no roads come near Zeitoon that an araba, or a gun, or anything on wheels can use. The only thing we fear is treachery, leading to surprise in overwhelming force. And against these I keep watch!

Why should you tell us all this? demanded Will.

How do you know we are not agents of the Turkish government?

He laughed outright, throwing out both hands toward us. Eenglis sportmen! he said simply.

Whats that got to do with it? Will retorted. He has the unaccountable American dislike of being mistaken for an Englishman, but long ago gave up arguing the point, since foreigners refuse, as a rule, to see the sacred difference.

I am, too, sportman. At Zeitoon there is very good sport. Bear.
Antelope. Wild boar. One sportman to another  do you understand?

We did, and did not believe.

How far to Zeitoon? I demanded.

I go in five days when I hurry. You  not hurrying  by horse  seven  eight  nine days, depending on the roads.

Are they all Armenians in Zeitoon?

Most. Not all. There are Arabs  Syrians  Persians  a few Circassians  even Kurds and a Turk or two. Our numbers have been reenforced continually by deserters from the Turkish Army. Ninety-five per cent., however, are Armenians, he added with half-closed eyes, suddenly suggesting that masked meekness that disguises most outrageous racial pride.

It is common report, I said, that the Turks settled all Armenian problems long ago by process of massacre until you have no spirit for revolt left.

The report lies, that is all! he answered. Then suddenly he beat on his chest with clenched fist. There is spirit here! There is spirit in Zeitoon! No Osmanli dare molest my people! Come to Zeitoon to shoot bear, boar, antelope! I will show you! I will prove my words!

Were those six jingaan in the common room your men? I asked him, and he laughed as suddenly as he had stormed, like a teacher at a childs mistake.

Jingaan is a bad word, he said. I might kill a man who named me that  depending on the man. My brother I would kill for it  a stranger perhaps not. Those men are Zingarri, who detest to sleep between brick walls. They have a tent pitched in the yard.

Are they your men?

Zingarri are no mans men.

The denial carried no conviction.

Is there nothing but hunting at Zeitoon? Will demanded.

Is that not much? In addition the place itself is wonderful  a mountain in a mist, with houses clinging to the flanks of it, and scenery to burst the heart!

What else? I asked. No ancient buildings?

He changed his tactics instantly.

Effendi, he said, leaning forward and pointing a forefinger at me by way of emphasis, there are castles on the mountains near Zeitoon that have never been explored since the Turks  may God destroy them!  overran the land! Castles hidden among trees where only bears dwell! Castles built by the Seljuks  Armenians  Romans  Saracens  Crusaders! I know the way to every one of them!

What else? demanded Will, purposely incredulous.

Beyond Zeitoon to north and west are cave-dwellers. Mountains so hollowed out that only a shell remains, a sponge  a honeycomb! No man knows how far those tunnels run! The Turks have attempted now and then to smoke out the inhabitants. They were laughed at! One mountain is connected with another, and the tunnels run for miles and miles!

Ive seen cave-dwellings in the States, Will answered, unimpressed.
But just where do you come in?

I do not understand.

What do you propose to get out of it?

Nothing! I am proud of my country. I am sportman. I am pleased to show.

We both jeered at him, for that explanation was too outrageously ridiculous. Armenians love money, whatever else they do or leave undone, and can wring a handsome profit out of business whose very existence the easier-going Turk would not suspect.

See if I cant read your mind, said Will. Youll guide us for some distance out of town, at a place you know, and your jingaan-gipsy brethren will hold us up at some point and rob us to a fare-you-well. Is that the pretty scheme?

Some men would have flown into a fury. Some would have laughed the matter off. Any and every crook would have been at pains to hide his real feelings. Yet this strange individual was at a loss how to answer, and not averse to our knowing that.

For a moment a sort of low cunning seemed to creep over his mind, but he dismissed it. Three times he raised his hands, palms upward, and checked himself in the middle of a word.

You could pay me for my services, he said at last, not as if that were the real reason, nor as if he hoped to convince us that it was, but as if he were offering an excuse that we might care to accept for the sake of making peace with our own compunctions.

There are four in our party, said Will, apropos apparently of nothing.
The effect was unexpected.

Four? His eyes opened wide, and he made the knuckle-bones of both hands crack like caps going off. Four Eenglis sportman?

I said four. If youre willing to tell the naked truth about whats back of your offer, Ill undertake to talk it over with my other friends. Then, either well all four agree to take you up, or well give you a flat refusal within a day or two. Now  suit yourself.

I have told the truth  Zeitoon  caves  boar  antelope  wild boar.
I am a very good guide. You shall pay me handsomely.

Sure, well ante up like foreigners. But why do you make the proposal?
Whats behind it?

I never saw you until this afternoon. You are Eenglis sportmen.
I can show good sport. You shall pay me. Could it be simpler?

It seemed to me we had been within an ace of discovery, but the mans mind had closed again against us in obedience to some racial or religious instinct outside our comprehension. He had been on the verge of taking us into confidence.

Let the sportmen think it over, he said, getting up. Jannam! (My soul!) Effendi, when I was a younger man none could have made me half such a sportmanlike proposal without an answer on the instant! A man fit to strike the highway with his foot should be a judge of men! I have judged you fit to be invited! Now you judge me  the Eye of Zeitoon!

What is your real name?

I have none  or many, which is the same thing! I did not ask your names; they are your own affair!

He stood with his hand on the door, not irresolute, but taking one last look at us and our belongings.

I wish you comfortable sleep, and long lives, effendim! he said then, and swung himself out, closing the door behind him with an air of having honored us, not we him particularly. And after he had gone we were not at all sure that summary of the situation was not right.

We lay awake on our cots until long after midnight, hazarding guesses about him. Whatever else he had done he had thoroughly aroused our curiosity.

If you want my opinion thats all he was after anyway! said Will, dropping his last cigarette-end on the floor and flattening it with his slipper.

Cut the cackle, and lets sleep!

We fell asleep at last amid the noise of wild carousing; for the proprietor of the Yeni Khan, although a Turk, and therefore himself presumably abstemious, was not above dispensing at a price mastika that the Greeks get drunk on, and the viler raki, with which Georgians, Circassians, Albanians, and even the less religious Turks woo imagination or forgetfulness.

There was knife-fighting as well as carousal before dawn, to judge by the cat-and-dog-fight swearing in and out among the camel pickets and the wheels of arabas. But that was the business of the men who fought, and no one interfered.


Chapter Two How did sunshine get into the garden? By whose leave came the wind?

A TIME AND TIMES AND HALF A TIME

When Cydnus bore the Taurus snows
To sweeten Cleopatras keels,
And rippled in the breeze that sings
From Kara Dagh, where leafy wings
Of flowers fall and gloaming steals
The colors of the blowing rose,
Old were the wharves and woods and ways  
Older the tale of steel and fire,
Involved intrigue, envenomed plan,
Man marketing his brother man
By dread duress to glut desire.
No peace was in those olden days.
Hope like the gorgeous rose sun-warmed
Blossomed and blew away and died,
Till gentleness had ceased to be
And Tarsus knew no chivalry
Could live an hour by Cydnus side
Where all the heirs of evil swarmed.
And yet  with every swelling spring
Each pollen-scented zephyrs breath
Repeats the patient news to ears
Made dull by dreams of loveless years,
It is of life, and not of death
That ye shall hear the Cydnus sing!

We awoke amid sounds unexplainable. Most of the Moslems had finished their noisy ritual ablutions, and at dawn we had been dimly conscious of the strings of camels, mules and donkeys jingling out under the arch beneath us. Yet there was a great din from the courtyard of wild hoofs thumping on the dung, and of scurrying feet as if a mile-long caravan were practising formations.

So we went out to yawn, and remained, oblivious of everything but the cause of all the noise, we leaning with elbows on the wooden rail, and she laughing up at us at intervals.

The six Zingarri, or gipsies, had pitched their tent in the very middle of the yard, ambitious above all other considerations to keep away from walls. It was a big, low, black affair supported on short poles, and subdivided by them into several compartments. One could see unshapely bulges where women did the housekeeping within.

But the woman who held us spell-bound cared nothing for Turkish custom  a girl not more than seventeen years old at the boldest guess. She was breaking a gray stallion in the yard, sitting the frenzied beast without a saddle and doing whatever she liked with him, except that his heels made free of the air, and he went from point to point whichever end up best pleased his fancy.

Travelers make an early start in Asia Minor, but the yard was by no means empty yet; some folk were still waiting on the doubtful weather. Her own people kept to the tent. Whoever else had business in the yard made common cause and cursed the girl for making the disturbance, frightening camels, horses, asses and themselves. And she ignored them all, unless it was on purpose that she brought her stallions heels too close for safety to the most abusive.

It was only for us two that she had any kind of friendly interest; she kept looking up at us and laughing as she caught our eyes, bringing her mount uprearing just beneath us several times. She was pretty as the peep o morning, with long, black wavy hair all loose about her shoulders, and as light on the horse as the foam he tossed about, although master of him without a seconds doubt of it.

When she had had enough of riding  long before we were tired of the spectacle  she shouted with a voice like a mellow bell. One of the gipsies ran out and led away the sweating stallion, and she disappeared into the tent throwing us a laugh over her shoulder.

Dyou suppose those gipsies are really of that Armenians party?
Will wondered aloud. Now, if she were going to Zeitoon  !

Feeling as he did, I mocked at him to hide my feelings, and we hung about for another hour in hope of seeing her again, but she kept close. I dont doubt she watched us through a hole in the tent. We would have sat there alert in our chairs until evening only Fred sent a note down to say he was well enough to leave the hospital.

We found him with his beard trimmed neatly and his fevered eyes all bright again, sitting talking to the nurse on the veranda about a niece of hers  Gloria Vanderman.

Chicken in this desert! Will wondered irreverently, and Fred, who likes his English to have dictionary meanings, rose from his chair in wrath. The nurse made that the cue for getting rid of us.

Take Mr. Oakes away! she urged, laughing. He threatened to kill a man this morning. Theres too much murder in Tarsus now. If he should add to it

You know it wasnt on my account, Fred objected. It was what he wrote  and said of you. Why, he has had you prayed for publicly by name, and you washing the brutes feet! Let me back in there for just five minutes, and Ill show what a hospital case should really look like!

Take him away! she laughed. Isnt it bad enough to be prayed for? Must I get into the papers, too, as heroine of a scandal?

The head missionary was not there to say good-by to, life in his case being too serious an affair to waste minutes of a precious morning on farewells, so we packed Fred into the waiting carriage and drove all the way to Mersina, where we interrupted Montys mid-afternoon game of chess.

Fred Oakes and Monty were the closest friends I ever met  one problem for an enemy  one stout, two-headed, most dependable ally for the lucky man or woman they called friend.

Oh, hullo! said Monty over his shoulder, as our names were called out by the stately consular kavass.

Hullo! said Fred, and shook hands with the consul.

Thought you were due to be sick for another week? said Monty, closing up the board.

I was. I would have been. Bed would have done me good, and the nurse is a darling, old enough to be Wills mother. But they put a biped by the name of Peter Measel in the bed next mine. Hes a missionary on his own account, and keeps a diary. Seems be contributes to the funds of a Welsh mission in France, and they do what he says. He has all the people he disapproves of prayed for publicly by name in the mission hall in Marseilles, with extracts out of his diary by way of explanation, so that the people who pray may know what theyve got on their hands. The special information I gave him about you, Monty, will make Marseilles burn! Hes got you down as a drunken pirate, my boy, with no less than eleven wives. But he asked me one night whether I thought what hed written about the nurse was strong enough, and he read it aloud to me. Youd never believe what the reptile had dared suggest in his devils log-book! Im expelled for threatening to kill him!

The nurse was right, said the consul gloomily. Therell be murder enough hereabouts  and soon!

He was a fairly young man yet in spite of the nearly white hair over the temples. He measured his words in the manner of a man whose speech is taken at face value.

The missionaries know. The governments wont listen. Ive been appealed to. So has the United States consul, and neither of us is going to be able to do much. Remember, I represent a government at peace with Turkey, and so does he. The Turk has a side to his character that governments ignore. Have you watched them at prayer?

We told him how close we had been on the previous night, and he laughed.

Did you suppose I couldnt smell camel and khan the moment you came in?

That was why Sister Vanderman hurried you off so promptly! Fred announced with an air of outraged truthfulness. Faugh! Slangy talk and stink of stables!

I was talking of Turks, said the consul. When they pray, you may have noticed that they glance to right and left. When they think there is nobody looking they do more, they stare deliberately to the right and left. That is the act of recognition of the angel and the devil who are supposed to attend every Moslem, the angel to record his good deeds and the devil his bad ones. To my mind there lies the secret of the Turks character. Most of the time hes a man of his word  honest  courteous  considerate  good-humored  even chivalrous  living up to the angel. But once in so often he remembers the other shoulder, and then there isnt any limit to the deviltry hell do. Absolutely not a limit!

I suppose we or the Americans could land marines at a pinch, and protect whoever asked for protection? suggested Monty.

No, said the consul deliberately. Germany would object. Germany is the only power that would. Germany would accuse us of scheming to destroy the value of their blessed Baghdad railway.

A privy councilor of England, which Monty was, is not necessarily in touch with politics of any sort. Neither were we; but it happened that more than once in our wanderings about the world things had been forced on our attention.

They would rather see Europe burn from end to end! Monty agreed.

And I think theres more than that in it, said the consul. Armenians are not their favorites. The Germans want the trade of the Levant. The Armenians are business men. Theyre shrewder than Jews and more dependable than Greeks. It would suit Germany very nicely, I imagine, to have no Armenians to compete with.

But if Germany once got control of the Near East, I objected, she could impose her own restrictions.

The consul frowned. Armenians who thrive in spite of Turks

Would skin a German for hide and tallow, nodded Will.

Exactly. Germany would object vigorously if we or the States should land marines to prevent the Turks from applying the favorite remedy, vukuart  that means events, you know  their euphemism for massacre at rather frequent intervals. Germany would rather see the Turks finish the dirty work thoroughly than have it to do herself later on.

You mean, said I, that the German government is inciting to massacre?

Hardly. There are German missionaries in the country, doing good work in a funny, fussy, rigorous fashion of their own. Theyd raise a dickens of a hocus-pocus back in Germany if they once suspected their government of playing that game. No. But Germany intends to stand off the other powers, while Turks tackle the Armenians; and the Turks know that.

But whats the immediate excuse for massacre? demanded Fred.

The consul laughed.

All thats needed is a spark. The Armenians havent been tactful. They dont hesitate to irritate the Turks  not that you can blame them, but it isnt wise. Most of the money-lenders are Armenians; Turks wont engage in that business themselves on religious grounds, but theyre ready borrowers, and the Armenian money-lenders, who are in a very small minority, of course, are grasping and give a bad name to the whole nation. Then, Armenians have been boasting openly that one of these days the old Armenian kingdom will be reestablished. The Turks are conquerors, you know, and dont like that kind of talk. If the Armenians could only keep from quarreling among themselves they could win their independence in half a jiffy, but the Turks are deadly wise at the old trick of divide et impera; they keep the Armenians quarreling, and nobody dares stand in with them because sooner  or later  sooner, probably  theyll split among themselves, and leave their friends high and dry. You cant blame em. The Turks know enough to play on their religious prejudices and set one sect against another. When the massacres begin scarcely an Armenian will know who is friend and who enemy.

Dyou mean to say, demanded Fred, that theyre going to be shot like bottles off a wall without rhyme or reason?

Thats how it was before, said the consul. Theres nothing to stop it. The world is mistaken about Armenians. Theyre a hot-blooded lot on the whole, with a deep sense of national pride, and a hatred of Turkish oppression that rankles. One of these mornings a Turk will choose his Armenian and carefully insult the mans wife or daughter. Perhaps he will crown it by throwing dirt in the fellows face. The Armenian will kill him or try to, and there you are. Moslem blood shed by a dog of a giaour  the old excuse!

Dont the Armenians know whats in store for them? I asked.

Some of them know. Some guess. Some are like the villagers on
Mount Vesuvius  much as we English were in 57 in India, I
imagine  asleep  playing games  getting rich on top of a volcano.
The difference is that the Armenians will have no chance.

Did you ever hear tell of the Eye of Zeitoon? asked Will, apropos apparently of nothing.

No, said the consul, staring at him.

Will told him of the individual we had talked with in the khan the night before, describing him rather carefully, not forgetting the gipsies in the black tent, and particularly not the daughter of the dawn who schooled a gray stallion in the courtyard.

The consul shook his head.

Never saw or heard of any of them.

We were sitting in full view of the roadstead where Anthony and Cleopatras ships had moored a hundred times. The consuls garden sloped in front of us, and most of the flowers that Europe reckons rare were getting ready to bloom.

Would you know the man if you saw him again, Will? I asked.

Sure I would!

Then look!

I pointed, and seeing himself observed a man stepped out of the shadow of some oleanders. There was something suggestive in his choice of lurking place, for every part of the oleander plant is dangerously poisonous; it was as if he had hidden himself among the hairs of death.

Him, sure enough! said Will.

The man came forward uninvited.

How did you get into the grounds? the consul demanded, and the man laughed, laying an unafraid hand on the veranda rail.

My teskere is a better than the Turks give! he answered in English.
(A teskere is the official permit to travel into the interior.)

What do you mean?

How did sunshine come into the garden? By whose leave came the wind?

He stood on no formality. Before one of us could interfere (for he might have been plying the assassins trade) he had vaulted the veranda rail and stood in front of us. As he jumped I heard the rattle of loose cartridges, and the thump of a hidden pistol against the woodwork. I could see the hilt of a dagger, too, just emerging from concealment through the opening in his smock. But he stood in front of us almost meekly, waiting to be spoken to.

You are without shame! said the consul.

Truly! Of what should I be ashamed!

What brought you here?

Two feet and a great good will! You know me.

The consul shook his head.

Who sold the horse to the German from Bitlis?

Are you that man?

Who clipped the wings of a kite, and sold it for ten pounds to a fool for an eagle from Ararat?

The consul laughed.

Are you the rascal who did that?

Who threw Olim Pasha into the river, and pushed him in and in again for more than an hour with a fishing pole  and then threw in the gendarmes who ran to arrest him  and only ran when the Eenglis consul came?

I remember, said the consul.

Yet you dont look quite like that man.

I told you you knew me.

Neither does to-days wind blow like yesterdays!

What is your name?

Then it was Ali.

What is it now?

The name God gave me?

Yes.

God knows!

What do you want here?

He spread out his arms toward us four, and grinned.

Look  see! Four Eenglis sportman! Could a man want more?

Your face is hauntingly familiar, said the consul, searching old memories.

No doubt. Who carried your honors letter to Adrianople in time of war, and received a bullet, but brought the answer back?

What  are you that man  Kagig?

Instead of replying the man opened his smock, and pulled aside an undershirt until his hairy left breast lay bare down to where the nipple should have been. Why a bullet that drilled that nipple so neatly had not pierced the heart was simply mystery.

Kagig, by jove! Kagig with a beard! Nobody would know you but for that scar.

But now you know me surely? Tell these Eenglis sportman, then, that I am good man  good guide! Tell them they come with me to Zeitoon!

The consuls face darkened swiftly, clouded by some notion that he seemed to try to dismiss, but that refused to leave him.

How much would you ask for your services? he demanded.

Whatever the effendim please.

Have you a horse?

He nodded.

You and your horse, then, two piasters a day, and you feed yourself and the beast.

The man agreed, very bright-eyed. Often it takes a day or two to come to terms with natives of that country, yet the terms the consul offered him were those for a man of very ordinary attainments.

Come back in an hour, said the consul.

Without a word of answer Kagig vaulted back across the rail and disappeared around the corner of the house, walking without hurry but not looking back.

Kagig, by jove! It would take too long now to tell that story of the letter to Adrianople. Ive no proof, but a private notion that Kagig is descended from the old Armenian kings. In a certain sort of tight place theres not a better man in Asia. Now, Lord Montdidier, if youre in earnest about searching for that castle of your Crusader ancestors, youre in luck!

You know its what I came here for, said Monty. These friends of mine are curious, and Im determined. Now that Freds well

Im puzzled, said the consul, leaning back and looking at us all with half-closed eyes. Why should Kagig choose just this time to guide a hunting party? If any man knows troubles brewing, I suspect be surely does. Anything can happen in the interior. I recall, for instance, a couple of Danes, who went with a guide not long ago, and simply disappeared. There are outlaws everywhere, and its more than a theory that the public officials are in league with them.

What a joke if we find the old family castle is a nest of robbers, smiled Monty.

Still! corrected Fred.

I was watching the consuls eyes. He was troubled, but the prospect of massacre did not account for all of his expression. There was debate, inspiration against conviction, being fought out under cover of forced calm. Inspiration won the day.

I was wondering, he said, and lit a fresh cigar while we waited for him to go on.

I vouch for my friends, said Monty.

It wasnt that. Ive no right to make the proposal  no official right whatever  Im speaking strictly unofficially  in fact, its not a proposal at all  merely a notion.

He paused to give himself a last chance, but indiscretion was too strong.

I was wondering how far you four men would go to save twenty or thirty thousand lives.

Youve no call to wonder about that, said Will.

Suppose you tell us what youve got in mind, suggested Monty, putting his long legs on a chair and producing a cigarette.

The consul knocked out his pipe and sat forward, beginning to talk a little faster, as a man who throws discretion to the winds.

Ive no legal right to interfere. None at all. In case of a massacre of Armenians  men, women, little children  I could do nothing. Make a fuss, of course. Throw open the consulate to refugees. Threaten a lot of things that I know perfectly well my government wont do. The Turks will be polite to my face and laugh behind my back, knowing Im helpless. But if you four men

Yes  go on  what?

Spill it! urged Will.

  should be up-country, and I knew it for a fact, but did not know your precise whereabouts, Id have a grown excuse for raising most particular old Harry! You get my meaning?

Sure! said Will. Montys an earl. Freds related to half the peerages in Burke. Me and him  I was balancing my chair on one leg and he pushed me over backward by way of identification just pose as distinguished members of society for the occasion. I get you.

It might even be possible, Mr. Yerkes, to get the United States
Congress to take action on your account.

Dont you believe it! laughed Will. The members for the Parish Pump, and the senators from Ireland would howl about the Monroe Doctrine and Washingtons advice at the merest hint of a Yankee in trouble in foreign parts.

What about the United States papers?

Theyd think it was an English scheme to entangle the United States, and theyd be afraid to support action for fear of the Irish. No, Englands your only chance!

Well, said the consul, Ive told you the whole idea. If I should happen to know of four important individuals somewhere up-country, and massacres should break out after you had started, I could supply our ambassador with something good to work on. The Turkish government might have to stop the massacre in the district in which you should happen to be. That would save lives.

But could they stop it, once started? I asked.

They could try. That ud be more than they ever did yet.

You mean, said Monty, that youd like us to engage Kagig and make the trip, and to remain out in case of  ah  vukuart until were rescued?

Cant say I like it, but thats what I mean. And as for rescue, the longer the process takes the better, I imagine!

Hide, and have them hunt for us, eh?

Would it help, I suggested, if we were to be taken prisoner by outlaws and held for ransom?

It might, said the consul darkly. Id take to the hills myself and send back a wail for help, only my plain duty is here at the mission. What I have suggested to you is mad quixotism at the best, and at the worst  well, do you recall what happened to poor Vyner, who was held for ransom by Greek brigands? They sent a rescue party instead of money, and

Charles Vyner was a friend of mine, said Monty quietly.

Fred began to look extremely cheerful and Will nudged me and nodded.

Remember, said the consul, in the present state of European politics theres no knowing what can or cant be done, but if you four men are absent in the hills I believe I can give the Turkish government so much to think about that therell be no massacres in that one district.

Whistle up Kagig! Monty answered, and that was the end of the argument as far as yea or nay had anything to do with it. Prospect of danger was the last thing likely to divide the party.

How about permits to travel? asked Will. The United States consul told me none is to be had at present.

The consul rubbed his thumb and forefinger together.

It may cost a little more, thats all, he said. You might go without, but youd better submit to extortion.

He called the kavass, the uniformed consular attendant, and sent him in search of Kagig. Within two minutes the Eye of Zeitoon was grinning at us through a small square window in the wall at one end of the veranda. Then he came round and once more vaulted the veranda rail, for he seemed to hold ordinary means of entry in contempt. His eye looked very possessive for that of one seeking employment as a guide, but he stood at respectful attention until spoken to.

These gentlemen have decided to employ you, the consul announced.

Mashallah! (God be praised!) For a Christian he used unusual expletives.

They want to find a castle in the mountains, to hunt bear and boar, and to see Zeitoon.

I shall lead them to ten castles never seen before by Eenglismen! They shall kill all the bears and pigs! Never was such sport as they shall see!

He exploded the word pigs as if he had the Osmanli prejudice against that animal. Yet he wore a pig-skin cartridge belt about his middle.

They will need enormous lots of ammunition! he announced.

What else would the roadside robbers like them to bring?

No Turkish servants! They throw Turks over a bridge-side in Zeitoon!
I myself will provide servants, who shall bring them back safely!

It seemed to me that he breathed inward as he said that. A Turk would have added Inshallah!  if God wills!

Make ready for a journey of two months, he said.

When and where shall the start be?

It would obviously be unwise to start from the consulate.

From the Yeni Khan in Tarsus, said Will.

That is very good  that is excellent! I will send Zeitoonli servants
to the Yeni Khan at once. Pay them the right price. Have you horses?
Camels are of no use, nor yet are wheels  you shall know why later!
Mules are best.

I know where you can hire mules, said the consul, with a Turkish muleteer to each pair.

Oh, well! laughed Kagig, leaning back against the rail and moving his hands palms upward as if he weighed one thought against another. What is the difference? If a few Turks move or less come to an end over Zeitoon bridge

It was only for moments at a time that he seemed able to force himself to speak as our inferior. A Turk of the guide class would likely have knelt and placed a foot of each of us on his neck in turn as soon as he knew we had engaged him. This Armenian seemed made of other stuff.

Then be on hand to-morrow morning, ordered Monty.

But the Eye of Zeitoon had another surprise for us.

I shall meet you on the road, he announced with an air of a social equal. Servants shall attend you at the Yeni Khan. They will say nothing at all, and work splendidly! Start when you like; you will find me waiting for you at a good place on the road. Bring not plenty, but too much ammunition! Good day, then, gentlemen!

He nodded to us  bowed to the consul  vaulted the rail. A second later he grinned at us again through the tiny window. I am the Eye of Zeitoon! he boasted, and was gone. A servant whom the consul sent to follow him came back after ten or fifteen minutes saying he had lost him in a maze of narrow streets.

His latter, offhanded manner scarcely auguring well, we debated whether or not to search for some one more likely amenable to discipline to take his place. But the consul spent an hour telling us about the letter that went to Adrianople, and the bringing back of the answer that hastened peace.

He was shot badly. He nearly died on the way back. Ive no idea how he recovered. He wouldnt accept a piaster more than the price agreed on.

Lets take a chance! said Will, and we were all agreed before he urged it.

Theres one other thing, said the consul. Ive been told a Miss
Gloria Vanderrnan is on her way to the mission at Marash

Gee whiz! said Will.

The consul nodded. Shes pretty, if thats what you mean. It was very unwise to let her go, escorted only by Armenians. Of course, she may get through without as much as suspecting troubles brewing, but  well  I wish youd look out for her.

Chicken, eh?

Will stuck both hands deep in his trousers pockets and tilted his chair backward to the point of perfect poise.

Cuckoo, you ass! laughed Fred, kicking the chair over backward, and then piling all the veranda furniture on top, to the scandalized amazement of the stately kavass, who came at that moment shepherding a small boy with a large tray and perfectly enormous drinks.


Chapter Three Sahib, there is always  work for real soldiers!

WHERE TWO OR THREE

Oh, all the world is sick with hate,
And who shall heal it, friend o mine?
And who is friend? And who shall stand
Since hireling tongue and alien hand
Kill nobleness in all this land?
Judas and Pharisee combine
To plunder and proclaim it Fate.

Days when the upright dared be few
Are they departed, friend o mine?
Are bribery and rich largesse
Fair props for fat forgetfulness,
Or anodynous of distress?
Oh, would the world were drunk with wine
And not this last besotting brew!

Oh, for the wonderful again  
The greatly daring, friend o mine!
The simply gallant blade unbought,
The soul compassionate, unsought,
With no price but the priceless thought
Nor purpose than the brave design
Of giving that the world may gain!

So we took two rooms at the Yeni Khan instead of one, not being minded to sleep as closely as the gentry of Asia Minor like to. Will hurried us down there for a look at the gipsy girl. But the tent was gone and the gipsies with it, and when we asked questions about them people spat.

Your good Moslem  and a Moslem is good in those parts who makes a mountain of observances, regarding mole-hills of mere morals not at all  affects to despise all giaours; but a giaour, like a gipsy, who has no obvious religion of any kind, he ranks below the pig in order of reverence. It did not redound to our credit that we showed interest in the movements of such people.

Monty brought an enormous can of bug-powder with him, and restored our popularity by lending generously after he had treated our quarters sufficiently for three days stay. Fred did nothing to our quarters  stirred no finger, claiming convalescence with his tongue in his cheek, and strolling about until he fell utterly in love with the khan and its crowd, and the khan with him.

That very first night he brought out his concertina on the balcony, and yowled songs to its clamor; and whether or not the various crowd agreed on naming the noise music, all were delighted with the friendliness.

Fred talks more languages fluently than he can count on the fingers of both hands. He began to tell tales in a sing-song eastern snarl  a tale in Persian, then in Turkish, and the night grew breathless, full of listening, until pent-up interest at intervals burst bonds and there were Ahs and Ohs all amid the dark, like little breaths of night wind among trees.

He found small time for sleep, and when dawn came, and four Zeitoonli servants according to Kagigs promise, they still swarmed around him begging for more. He went off to eat breakfast with a khan from Bokhara, sitting on a bale of nearly priceless carpets to drink overland tea made in a thing like a samovar.

All the rest of that day, and the next, sleeping only at intervals, while Monty and Will and I helped the Zeitoonli servants get our loads in shape, Fred sharpened his wonder-gift of tongues on the fascinated men of many nations, giving them London ditties and tales from the Thousand Nights and a Night in exchange for their news of caravan routes. He left them well pleased with their bargain.

Monty went off alone the second day to see about mules. The Turk with a trade to make believes that of several partners one is always easier than the rest; consequently, one man can bring him to see swifter reason than a number can. He came back that evening with twelve good mules and four attendants.

One apiece to ride, and two apiece to carry everything. Not another mule to be had. Unpack the loads again and make them smaller!

Fred came and sat with us that night before the charcoal brazier in his and Montys room.

They all talk of robbers on the road, he said. Northward, through the Circassian Gates, or eastward its all the same. Theres a man in a room across the way who was stripped stark naked and beaten because they thought he might have money in his clothes. When he reached this place without a stitch on him he still had all his money in his clenched fists! Quite a sportsman  what? Imagine his juggling with it while they whipped him with knotted cords!

What have you heard about Kagig?

Nothing. But a lot about vukuart.* Its vague, but theres something in the air. Youll notice the Turkish muleteers are having nothing whatever to say to our Zeitoonli, although theyve accepted the same service. Moslems are keeping together, and Armenians are getting the silence cure. Armenians are even shy of speaking to one another. Ive tried listening, and Ive tried asking questions, although that was risky. I cant get a word of explanation. Ive noticed, though, that the ugly mood is broadening. Theyve been polite to me, but Ive heard the word shapkali applied more than once to you fellows. Means hatted man, you know. Not a serious insult, but implies contempt.

    * Turkish word: happenings, a euphemism for massacre.     

Nothing but comfort and respectability ever seemed able to make Fred gloomy. He discussed our present prospects with the air of an epicure ordering dinner. And Monty listened with his dark, delightful smile  the kindliest smile in all the world. I have seen unthoughtful men mistake it for a sign of weakness.

I have never known him to argue. Nor did he then, but strode straight down into the khan yard, we sitting on the balcony to watch. He visited our string of mules first for an excuse, and invited a Kurdish chieftain (all Kurds are chieftains away from home) to inspect a swollen fetlock. With that subtle flattery he unlocked the mans reserve, passed on from chance remark to frank, good-humored questions, and within an hour had talked with twenty men. At last he called to one of the Zeitoonli to come and scrape the yard dung from his boots, climbed the stairs leisurely, and sat beside us.

Youre quite right, Fred, he said quietly.

Then there came suddenly from out the darkness a yell for help in English that brought three of us to our feet. Fred brushed his fierce mustaches upward with an air of satisfaction, and sat still.

Theres somebody down there quite wrong, and in line at last to find out why! he said. Ive been waiting for this. Sit down.

We obeyed him, though the yells continued. There came blows suggestive of a woman on the housetops beating carpets.

Dyou recollect the man I mentioned at the consulate  the biped Peter Measel, missionary on his own account, who keeps a diary and libels ladies in it? Well, hes foul of a thalukdar* from Rajputana, and of a Prussian contractor, recruiting men for work on the Baghdad railway. I wasnt allowed to murder him. I see why now  finger of justice  Id have been too quick. Sit down, you idiots! Youve no idea what he wrote about Miss Vanderman. Let him scream, I like it!

    * Punjabi Word  landholder.     

Come along, said Monty. If he were a bad-house keeper he has had enough!

But Will had gone before us, headlong down the stairs with the speed off the mark that they taught him on the playing field at Bowdoin. When we caught up he was standing astride a prostrate being who sobbed like a cow with its throat cut, and a Rajput and a German, either of them six feet tall, were considering whether or not to resent the violence of his interference. The German was disposed to yield to numbers. The Rajput not so.

Why are you beating him? asked Monty.

Gott in Hinimel, who would not! He wrote of me in his diary  der
Liminel!  that I shanghai laborers.

Do you, or dont you? asked Monty sweetly.

Kreutz-blitzen! What is that to do with you  or with him? What right had he to write that people in France should pray for me in church?

The Rajput all this while was standing simmering, as ready as a boar at bay to fight the lot of us, yet I thought with an air about him, too, of half-conscious surprise. Several times he took a half-pace forward to assert his right of chastisement, looked hard at Monty, and checked mid-stride.

Youve done enough, said Monty.

Who are you that says so? the German retorted.

He  who  will  attend  to  it  that  you  do  no  more! Montys smooth voce had become without inflection.

Bah! That is easy, isnt it? You are four to one!

Five to one!

The Rajputs gruff throat thrilled with a new emotion. He sprang suddenly past me, and thrust himself between Monty and the German, who took advantage of the opportunity to walk away.

Lord Montdidier, colonel sahib bahadur, burra salaam!

He made no obeisance, but stood facing Monty eye to eye. The words, as be roiled them out, were like an order given to a thousand men. One almost heard the swish of sabers as the squadrons came to the general salute.

I knew you, Rustum Khan, the minute I set eyes on you. Why were you beating this man?

Sahib bahadur, because he wrote in his book that people in France should pray for me in church, naming my honorable name, because, says he  but I will not repeat what he says. It is not seemly.

How do you know what is in his diary? Monty asked.

That German read it out to me. We were sitting, he and I, discussing how the Turks intend to butcher the Armenians, as all the world knows is written. They say it shall happen soon. Said he to me  the German said to me I know another, said he, who if I had my way should suffer first in that event. Saying which he showed the written book that he had found, and read me parts of it. The German was for denouncing the fellow as a friend of Armenians, but I was for beating him at once, and I had my way.

Where is the book? demanded Monty.

The German has it.

The German has no right to it.

I will bring it.

Rustum Khan strode off into the night, and Monty bent over the sobbing form of the self-appointed missionary. We were all alone in the midst of the courtyard, not even watched from behind the wheels of arabas, for a fight or a thrashing in the khans of Asia Minor is strictly the affair of him who gets the worst of it.

Will you burn that book of yours, Measel, if we protect you from further assault?

The man sobbed that he would do anything, but Monty held him to the point, and at last procured a specific affirmative. Then Rustum Khan came back with the offending tome. It was bulky enough to contain an account of the sins of Asia Minor.

Fred and I picked the poor fellow up and led him to where the cooking places stood in one long row. Will carried the book, and Rustum Khan stole wood from other folks piles, and fanned a fire. We watched the unhappy Peter Measel put the book on the flames with his own hands.

Youre old enough to have known better than keep such a diary! said Monty, stirring the charred pages.

I am at any rate a martyr! Measel answered.

The man could walk by that time  he was presumably abstemious and recovered from shock quickly. Monty sent me to see him to his room, which turned out to be next the Germans, and until Will came over from our quarters with first-aid stuff from our chest I spent the minutes telling the German what should happen to him in case he should so far forget discretion as to resume the offensive. He said nothing in reply, but sat in his doorway looking up at me with an expression intended to make me feel nervous of reprisals without committing him to deeds.

Later, when we had done our best for the martyred biped Measel, as Fred described him, Will and I found Rustum Khan with Fred and Monty seated around the charcoal brazier in Montys room, deep in the valley of reminiscences. Our entry rather broke the spell, but Rustum Khan was not to be denied.

You used to tell in those days, Colonel sahib bahadur, he said, addressing Monty with that full-measured compliment that the chivalrous, old East still cherishes, of a castle of your ancestors in these parts. Do you remember, when I showed you the ruins of my family place in Rajputana, how you stood beside me on the heights, sahib, and vowed some day to hunt for that Crusaders nest, as you called it?

That is the immediate purpose of this trip of ours, said Monty.

Ah! said the Rajput, and was silent for about a minute. Fred Oakes began to hum through his nose. He has a ridiculous belief that doing that throws keen inquirers off a scent.

Colonel sahib, since I was a little butcha not as high as your knee I have spoken English and sat at the feet of British officers. Little enough I know, but by the beard of Gods prophet I know this: when a British colonel sahib speaks of immediate purposes, there are hidden purposes of greater importance!

That well may be, said Monty gravely. I remember you always were a student of significant details, Rustum Khan.

There was a time when I was in your honors confidence.

Monty smiled.

That was years ago. What are you doing here, Rustum Khan?

A fair enough question! I hang my head. As you know, sahib, I am a rangar. My people were all Sikhs for several generations back. We converts to Islam are usually more thorough-going than born Moslems are. I started to make the pilgrimage to Mecca, riding overland alone by way of Persia. As I came, missing few opportunities to talk with men, who should have been the lights of my religion, I have felt enthusiasm waning. These weeks past I have contemplated return without visiting Mecca at all. I have wandered to and fro, hoping for the fervor back again, yet finding none. And now, sahib, I find you  I, Rustum Khan, at a loose end for lack of inspiration. I have prayed. Colonel sahib bahadur, I believe thou art the gift of God!

Monty sought our eyes in turn in the lantern-lit darkness. We made no sign. None of us but he knew the Rajput, so it was plainly his affair.

Suit yourself, said Will, and the rest of us nodded.

We are traveling into the interior, said Monty, in the rather doubtful hope that our absence from a coast city may in some way help Armenians, Rustum Khan.

The Rajput jumped to his feet that instant, and came to the salute.

I might have known as much. Colonel Lord Montdidier sahib, I offer fealty! My blood be thine to spill in thy cause! Thy life on my head  thine honor on my life  thy way my way, and God be my witness!

Dont be rash, Rustum Khan. Our likeliest fate is to be taken prisoner by men of your religion, who will call you a renegade if you defend Armenians. And what are Armenians to you?

Ah, sahib! You drive a sharp spur into an open sore! I have seen too much of ill-faith  cruelty  robbery  torture  rapine  butchery, all in the name of God! It is this last threat to the Armenians that is the final straw! I took the pilgrimage in search of grace. The nearer I came to the place they tell me is on earth the home of grace, the more unfaith I see! Three nights ago in another place I was led aside and offered the third of the wealth of a fat Armenian if I would lend my sword to slit helpless throats  in the name of God, the compassionate, be merciful! My temper was about spoilt forever when that young idiot over the way described me in his book as  never mind how he described me  he paid the price! Sahib bahadur, I take my stand with the defenseless, where I know thou and thy friends will surely be! I am thy man!

It is not included in our plans to fight, said Monty.

Sahib, there is always work for real soldiers!

What do you fellows say? Shall we let him come with us?

I travel at my own charges, sahib. I am well mounted and well armed.

Sure, let him come with us! said Will. I like the man.

He has my leave to come along to England afterward, said Fred, if hell guarantee to address me as the gift of God in public!

I left them talking and returned to see whether the martyred biped Measel needed further help. He was asleep, and as I listened to his breathing I heard voices in the next room. The German was talking in English, that being often the only tongue that ten men have in common. Through the partly opened door I could see that his room was crammed with men.

They are spies, every one of them! I heard him say. The man I thrashed is of their party. You yourselves saw how they came to his rescue, and seduced the Indian by means of threats. This is the way of the English. (Curse them! said a voice.) They write notes in a book, and when that offense is detected they burn the book in a corner, as ye saw them do. I saw the book before they burned it. I thrashed the spy who wrote in the book because he had written in it reports on what it is proposed to do to infidels at the time ye know about. I tell you those men are all spies  one is as bad as the other. They work on behalf of Armenians, to bring about interference from abroad.

That he had already produced an atmosphere of danger to us I had immediate proof, for as I crossed the yard again I dodged behind an araba in the nick of time to avoid a blow aimed at me with a sword by a man I could not see.

All your charming is undone! I told Fred, bursting in on our party by the charcoal brazier. Almost breathless I reeled off what I had overheard. Theyll be here to murder us by dawn! I said.

Will they? said Monty.

We were up and away two hours before dawn, to the huge delight of our Turkish muleteers, who consider a dawn start late, yet not too early for the servants of the khan, who knew enough European manners to stand about the gate and beg for tips. Nor were we quite too early for the enemy, who came out into the open and pelted us with clods of dung, the German encouraging from the roof. Fred caught him unaware full in the face with a well-aimed piece of offal. Then the khan keeper slammed the gate behind us and we rode into the unknown.


Chapter Four We are the robbers, effendi!

THE ROAD

There is a mystery concerning roads
And he who loves the Road shall never tire.
For him the brooks have voices and the breeze
Brings news of far-off leafiness and leas
And vales all blossomy. The clinging mire
Shall never weary such an one, nor yet their loads
Oercome the beasts that serve him. Rock and rill
Shall make the pleasant league go by as hours
With secret tales they tell; the loosened stone,
Sweet turf upturned, the bees full-purposed drone,
The hum of happy insects among flowers,
And Gods blue sky to crown each hill!
Dawn with her jewel-throated birds
To him shall be a new page in the Book
That never had beginning nor shall end,
And each increasing hour delights shall lend  
New notes in every sound  in every nook
New sights  new thoughts too wide for words,
Too deep for pen, too high for human song,
That only in the quietness of winding ways
From tumult and all bitterness apart
Can find communication with the heart  
Thoughts that make joyous moments of the days,
And no road heavy, and no journey long!

The snow threatened in the mountains had not materialized, and the weather had changed to pure perfection. About an hour after we started the khan emptied itself behind us in a long string, jingling and clanging with horse and camel bells. But they turned northward to pass through the famed Circassian Gates, whereas we followed the plain that paralleled the mountain range  our mules feet hidden by eight inches of primordial ooze.

Wish it were only worse! said Monty. Snow or rain might postpone massacre. Delay might mean cancellation.

But there was no prospect whatever of rain. The Asia Minor spring, perfumed and amazing sweet, breathed all about us, spattered with little diamond-bursts of tune as the larks skyrocketed to let the wide world know how glad they were. Whatever dark fate might be brooding over a nation, it was humanly impossible for us to feel low-spirited.

Our Zeitoonli Armenians trudged through the mud behind us at a splendid pace  mountain-men with faces toward their hills. The Turks  owners of the animals another man had hired to us  rode perched on top of the loads in stoic silence, changing from mule to mule as the hours passed and watching very carefully that no mule should be overtaxed or chilled. In fact, the first attempt they made to enter into conversation with us was when we dallied to admire a view of Taurus Mountain, and one of them closed up to tell us the mules were catching cold in the wind. (If they had been our animals it might have been another story.)

Their contempt for the Zeitoonli was perfectly illustrated by the difference in situation. They rode; the Armenians walked. Yet the Armenians were less afraid; and when we crossed a swollen ford where a mule caught his forefoot between rocks and was drowning, it was Armenians, not Turks, who plunged into the icy water and worked him free without straining as much as a tendon.

The Turks were obsessed by perpetual fear of robbers. That, and no other motive, made them tolerate the hectoring of Rustum Khan, who had constituted himself officer of transport, and brought up the rear on his superb bay mare. As he had promised us he would, he rode well armed, and the sight of his pistol holsters, the rifle protruding stock-first from a leather case, and his long Rajput saber probably accomplished more than merely keeping Turks in countenance; it prevented them from scattering and bolting home.

His own baggage was packed on two mules in charge of an Armenian boy, who was more afraid of our Turks than they of robbers. Yet, when we demanded of our muleteers what sort of men, and of what nation the dreaded highwaymen might be they pointed at Rustum Khans lean servant. At the khan the night before one of them had pointed out to Monty two Circassians and a Kurd as reputed to have a monopoly of robbery on all those roads. Nevertheless, they made the new accusation without blinking.

All robbers are Armenians  all Armenians are robbers! they assured us gravely.

When we halted for a meal they refused to eat with our Zeitoonli, although they graciously permitted them to gather all the firewood, and accepted pieces of their pasderma (sun-dried meat) as if that were their due. As soon as they had eaten, and before we had finished, Ibrahim, their grizzled senior, came to us with a new demand. On its face it was not outrageous, because we were doing our own cooking, as any man does who has ever peeped into a Turkish servants behind-the-scene arrangements.

Send those Armenians away! he urged. We Turks are worth twice their number!

By the beard of Gods prophet! thundered Rustum Khan, who gave camp-followers the right to impose advice?

They are in league with highwaymen to lead you into a trap! Ibrahim answered.

Rustum Khan rattled the saber that lay on the rock beside him.

I am hunting for fear, he said. All my life I have hunted for fear and never found it!

Pekki! said Ibrahim dryly. The word means very well. The tone implied that when the emergency should come we should do well not to depend on him, for he had warned us.

We were marching about parallel with the course the completed Baghdad railway was to take, and there were frequent parties of surveyors and engineers in sight. Once we came near enough to talk with the German in charge of a party, encamped very sumptuously near his work. He had a numerous armed guard of Turks.

A precaution against robbers? Monty asked, and I did not hear what the German answered.

Rustum Khan laughed and drew me aside.

Every German in these parts has a guard to protect him from his own men, sahib! For a while on my journey westward I had charge of a camp of recruited laborers. Therefore I know.

The German was immensely anxious to know all about us and our intentions. He told us his name was Hans von Quedlinburg, plainly expecting us to be impressed.

I can direct you to good quarters, where you can rest comfortably at every stage, if you will tell me your direction, he said.

But we did not tell him. Later, while we ate a meal, he came and questioned our Turks very closely; but since they were in ignorance they did not tell him either.

Why do you travel with Armenian servants? he asked us finally before we moved away.

We like em, said Monty.

Theyll only get you in trouble. Weve dismissed all Armenian laborers from the railway works. Not trustworthy, you know. Our agents are out recruiting Moslems.

Whats the matter with Armenians?

Oh, dont you know?

Im asking.

The German shrugged his shoulders.

Ill tell you one thing. This will illustrate. I had an Armenian clerk. He worked all day in my tent. A week ago I found him reading among my private papers. That proves you cant trust an Armenian.

Ample evidence! said Monty without a smile, but Fred laughed as we rode away, and the German stared after us with a new set of emotions pictured on his heavy face.

Late in the afternoon we passed through a village in which about two hundred Armenian men and women were holding a gathering in a church large enough to hold three times the number. One of them saw us coming, and they all trooped out to meet us, imagining we were officials of some kind.

Effendi, said their pastor with a trembling hand on Montys saddle, the Turks in this village have been washing their white garments!

We had heard in Tarsus what that ceremony meant.

It means, effendi, they believe their purpose holy! What shall we do  what shall we do?

Why not go into Tarsus and claim protection at the British consulate? suggested Fred.

But our friends of Tarsus warn us the worst fury of all will be in the cities!

Take to the hills, then! Monty advised him.

But how can we, sir? How can we? We have homes  property  children! We are watched. The first attempt by a number of us to escape to the hills would bring destruction down on all!

Then escape to the hills by twos and threes. You ask my advice  I give it.

It looked like very good advice. The slopes of the foot-hills seemed covered by a carpet of myrtle scrub, in which whole armies could have lain in ambush. And above that the cliffs of the Kara Dagh rose rocky and wild, suggesting small comfort but sure hiding-places.

Youll never make me believe you Armenians havent hidden supplies, said Monty. Take to the hills until the fury is over!

But the old man shook his head, and his people seemed at one with him. These were not like our Zeitoonli, but wore the settled gloom of resignation that is poor half-brother to Moslem fanaticism, caught by subjection and infection from the bullying Turk. There was nothing we could do at that late hour to overcome the inertia produced by centuries, and we rode on, ourselves infected to the verge of misery. Only our Zeitoonli, striding along like men on holiday, retained their good spirits, and they tried to keep up ours by singing their extraordinary songs.

During the day we heard of the chicken, as Will called her, somewhere on ahead, and we spent that night at a kahveh, which is a place with all a khans inconveniences, but no dignity whatever. There they knew nothing of her at all. The guests, and there were thirty besides ourselves, lay all around the big room on wooden platforms, and talked of nothing but robbers along the road in both directions. Every man in the place questioned each of us individually to find out why we had not been looted on our way of all we owned, and each man ended in a state of hostile incredulity because we vowed we had met no robbers at all. They shrugged their shoulders when we asked for news of Miss Gloria Vanderman.

There was no fear of Ibrahim and his friends decamping in the night, for the Zeitoonli kept too careful watch, waiting on them almost as thoughtfully as they fetched and carried for us, but never forgetting to qualify the service with a smile or a word to the Turks to imply that it was done out of pity for brutish helplessness.

These Zeitoonli of ours were more obviously every hour men of a different disposition to the meek Armenians of the places where the Turkish heel had pressed. But for our armed presence and the respect accorded to the Anglo-Saxon they would have had the whole mixed company down on them a dozen times that night.

Im wondering whether the Armenians within reach of the Turks are not going to suffer for the sins of mountaineers! said Fred, as we warmed ourselves at the great open fire at one end of the room.

Rot! Will retorted. Sooner or later men begin to dare assert their love of freedom, and you cant blame em if they show it foolishly. Some folk throw tea into harbors  some stick a kings head on a pole  some take it out for the present in fresh-kid stuff. These Zeitoonli are men of spirit, or Ill eat my hat!

But if we ourselves had not been men of spirit, obviously capable of strenuous self-defense, our Zeitoonli would have found themselves in an awkward fix that night.

We supped off yoghourt  the Turkish concoction of milk  cows, goats, mares, ewes or buffalos (and the buffalos is best)  that is about the only food of the country on which the Anglo-Saxon thrives. Whatever else is fit to eat the Turks themselves ruin by their way of cooking it. And we left before dawn in the teeth of the owner of the kahvehs warning.

Dangerous robbers all along the road! he advised, shaking his head until the fez grew insecure, while Fred counted out the coins to pay our bill. Armenians are without compunction  bad folk! Ay, you have weapons, but so have they, and they have the advantage of surprise! May Allah the compassionate be witness, I have warned you!

There will be more than warnings to be witnessed!, growled Rustum Khan as he rode away. Those others, who sharpened weapons all night long, and spoke of robbers, have been waiting three days at that kahveh till the murdering begins!

That morning, on Rustum Khans advice, we made our Turkish muleteers ride in front of us. The Zeitoon men marched next, swinging along with the hillman stride that eats up distance as the ticked-off seconds eat the day. And we rode last, admiring the mountain range on our left, but watchful of other matters, and in position to cut off retreat.

The last time a Turk ran away from me he took my Gladstone bag with him! said Fred. No, only Armenians are dishonest. It was obedience to his prophet, who bade him take advantage of the giaour  quite a different thing! Ibrahims sitting on my kit, and Im watching him. You fellows suit yourselves!

We passed a number of men on foot that morning all coming our way, but no Armenians among them. However, we exchanged no wayside gossip, because our Zeitoonli in front availed themselves of privilege and shouted to every stranger to pass at a good distance.

That is a perfectly fair precaution in a land where every one goes armed, and any one may be a bandit. But it leads to aloofness. Passers-by made circuits of a half-mile to avoid us, and when we spurred our mules to get word with them they mistook that for proof of our profession and bolted. We chased three men for twenty minutes for the fun of it, only desisting when one of them took cover behind a bush and fired a pistol at us with his eyes shut.

Think of the lies hell tell in the kahveh to-night about beating off a dozen robbers single-handed! Will laughed.

Lets chase the next batch, too, and give the kahveh gang an ear-full!

I rather think not, said Monty. Theyll say were Armenian criminals.
Lets not be the spark.

He was right, so we behaved ourselves, and within an hour we had trouble enough of another sort. We began to meet dogs as big as Newfoundlands, that attacked our unmounted Zeitoonli, refusing to be driven off with sticks and stones, and only retreating a little way when we rode down on them.

Shoot the brutes! Will suggested cheerfully, and I made ready to act on it.

For the lords sake, dont! warned Monty, riding at a huge black mongrel that was tearing strips from the smock of one of our men. The owner of the dog, seeing its victim was Armenian, rather encouraged it than otherwise, leaning on a long pole and grinning in an unfenced field near by.

The consul warned me they think more of a dogs life hereabouts than a mans. In half an hour thered be a mob on our trail. Take the Zeitoonli up behind us.

Rustum Khan was bitter about what he called our squeamishness. But we each took up a man on his horses rump, and the dogs decided the fun was no longer worth the effort, especially as we had riding whips. But skirmishing with the dogs and picking up the Armenians took time, so that our muleteers were all alone half a mile ahead of us, and had disappeared where the road dipped between two hillocks, when they met with the scare they looked for.

They came thundering back up the road, flogging and flopping on top of the loads like the wooden monkeys-on-a-stick the fakers used to sell for a penny on the curb in Fleet Street, glancing behind them at every second bound like men who had seen a thousand ghosts.

We brought them to a halt by force, but take them on the whole, now that they were in contact with us, they did not look so much frightened as convinced. They had made up their minds that it was not written that they should go any farther, and that was all about it.

Ermenie! said Ibrahim. And when we laughed at that he stroked his beard and vowed there were hundreds of Armenians ambushed by the roadside half a mile ahead. The others corrected him, declaring the enemy were thousands strong.

Finally Monty rode forward with me to investigate. We passed between the hillocks, and descended for another hundred yards along a gradually sloping track, when our mules became aware of company. We could see nobody, but their long ears twitched, and they began to make preparations preliminary to braying recognition of their kin.

Suddenly Monty detected movement among the myrtle bushes about fifty yards from the road, and my mule confirmed his judgment by braying like Satan at a side-show. The noise was answered instantly by a chorus of neighs and brays from an unseen menagerie, whereat the owners of the animals disclosed themselves  six men, all smiling, and unarmed as far as we could tell  the very same six gipsies who had pitched their tent in the midst of the khan yard at Tarsus.

Then in a clearing at a little distance we saw women taking down a long low black tent, and between us and them a considerable herd of horses, mostly without halters but headed into a bunch by gipsy children. Somebody on a gray stallion came loping down toward us, leaping low bushes, riding erect with pluperfect hands and seat.

Ive seen that stallion before! said I.

And the girl on his back is looking for somebody who owns her heart! smiled Monty. Hullo! Are you the lucky man?

She reined the stallion in, and took a good, long look at us, shading her eyes with her hand but showing dazzling white teeth between coral lips. Suddenly the smile departed, and a look of sullen disappointment settled on her face, as she wheeled the stallion with a swing of her lithe body from the hips, and loped away. Never, apparently, did two men make less impression on a maidens heart. The six gipsies stood staring at us foolishly, until one of them at last held his hand up palm outward. We accepted that as a peace signal.

Are you waiting here for us? Monty asked in English, and the oldest of the six  a swarthy little man with rather bow legs  thought he had been asked his name.

Gregor Jhaere, he answered.

For some vague reason Monty tried him next in Arabic and then in Hindustanee, but without result. At last he tried halting Turkish, and the gipsy replied at once in German. As Monty used to get two-pence or three-pence a day extra when he was in the British army, for knowing something of that tongue, we stood at once on common ground.

Kagig told us to wait here and bring you to him, said Gregor Jhaere.

Where is Kagig? Monty asked, and the man smiled blankly  much more effectively than if he had shrugged his shoulders.

We obey Kagig at times, he said, as if that admission settled the matter. Then there was interruption. Rustum Khan came spurring down the road with his pistol holsters unbuttoned and his saber clattering like a sutlers pots and pans, to see whether we needed help. He had no sooner reined in beside us than I caught sight of Will, drawn between curiosity and fear lest the muleteers might bolt, standing in his stirrups to peer at us from the top of the track between the hillocks. Somebody else caught sight of him too.

There came a shrill about from over where the women were packing up, and everybody turned to look, Gregor Jhaere included. As hard as the gray stallion could take her in a bee line toward Will the daughter of the dawn with flashing teeth and blazing eyes was riding ventre a terre.

Maga! Gregor shouted at her, and then some unintelligible gibberish. But she took no more notice of him than if he had been a crow on a branch. In a minute she was beside Will, talking to him, and from over the top of the rise we could hear Fred shouting sarcastic remonstrance.

She is bad! Gregor announced in English. It seemed to be all the
English he knew.

Are you her father? Monty asked, and Gregor answered in very slipshod German:

She is the daughter of the devil. She shall be soundly thrashed!
The chalana!* And he a Gorgio!* *

    * Chalana  She jockey (a compliment). * * Gorgio  Gentile (an insult).     

Suddenly Fred began to shout for help then, and we rode back, the gipsies following and Rustum Khan remaining on guard between them and their camp with his upbrushed black beard bristling defiance of Asia Minor. Our Turkish muleteers had decided to make a final bolt for it, and were using their whips on the Zeitoonli, who clung gamely to the reins. As soon as we got near enough to lend a hand the Turks resigned themselves with a kind of opportune fatalism. The Zeitoonli promptly turned the tables on them by laying hold of a leg of each and tipping them off into the mud. Ibrahim showed his teeth, and reached for a hidden weapon as he lay, but seemed to think better of it. It looked very much as if those four Zeitoonli knew in advance exactly what the interruption in our journey meant.

Will was out of the running entirely, or else the rest of us were, depending on which way one regarded it. He had eyes for nobody and nothing but the girl, nor she for any one but him, and nobody could rightfully blame either of them. Yankee though he is, Will sat his mule in the western cowboy style, and he was wearing a cowboy hat that set his youth off to perfection. She looked fit to flirt with the lord of the underworld, answering his questions in a way that would have made any fellow eager to ask more. Strangely enough, Gregor Jhaere, presumably father of the girl appeared to have lost his anger at her doings and turned his back.

Fred, smiling mischief, started toward them to horn in, as Will would have described it, but at that moment about a dozen of the gipsy women came padding uproad, fostered watchfully by Rustum Khan, who seemed convinced that murder was intended somehow, somewhere. They brought along horses with them  very good horses  and Fred prefers a horse trade to triangular flirtation on any day of any week.

The gipsies promptly fell to and off-saddled our loads under Gregor Jhaeres eye, transferring them to the meaner-looking among the beasts the women had brought, taking great care to drop nothing in the mud. And at a word from Gregor two of the oldest hags came to lift us from our saddles one by one, and hold us suspended in mid-air while the saddles were transferred to better mounts. But there is an indignity in being held out of the mud by women that goes fiercely against the white mans grain, and I kicked until they set me back in the saddle.

Monty solved the problem by riding to higher, clean ground near the roadside, where we could stand on firm grass.

Seeing us dismounted, the gipsies underwent a subtle mental change peculiar to all barbarous people. To the gipsy and the cossack, and all people mainly dependent on the horse, to be mounted is to signify participation in affairs. To be dismounted means to stand aside and let George do it.

Gregor Jhaere became a different man. He grew noisy and in response to his yelped commands they swooped in unprovoked attack on our unhappy muleteers. Before we could interfere they had thrown each Turk face downward, our Zeitoonli helping, and were searching them with swift intruding fingers for knives, pistols, money.

The Turk leaves his money behind when starting on a journey at some other mans expense; but they did draw forth a most astonishing assortment of weapons. They were experts in disarmament. Maga Jhaere lost interest in Will for a moment, and pricked her stallion to a place where she could judge the assortment better. Without any hesitation she ordered one of the old women to pass up to her a mother-o-pearl ornamented Smith & Wesson, which she promptly hid in her bosom. Judging by the sounds he made, that pistol was the apple of Ibrahims old eye, but he had seen the last of it. When we interfered, and he could get to her stirrup to demand it back, Maga spat in his face; which was all about it, except that Monty made generous allowance for the thing when paying the reckoning presently. As our servants, those Turks were, of course, entitled to our protection, and besides that weapon we had to pay for five knives that were gone beyond hope of recovery.

Monty paid our Turks off (for it was evident that even had they been willing they would not have been allowed to proceed with us another mile). Then, as Ibrahim mounted and marshaled his party in front of him, he forgot manners as well as the liberal payment.

Mashallah! (God be praised!) he shouted, with the slobber of excitement
on his lips and beard. Now I go to make Armenians pay for this!
Let the shapkali,* too, avoid me! Ya Ali, ya Mahoma, Alahu! (Oh,
Ali, oh, Mahomet, God is God!)

    * Shapkali  hatted man-foreigner.     

Lets hope they havent a spark of honesty! said Monty cryptically, watching them canter away.

Why on earth  ?

Lets hope they ride back to the consul and swear they havent received one piaster of their pay. That would let him know were clear away!

Optimist! jeered Will. That consuls a Britisher. Hed take their lie literally, and deduce were no good!

For the moment the girl on the gray stallion had ridden away from Will and was giving regal orders to the mob of women and shrill children, who obeyed her as if well used to it. Gregor Jhaere and his men stood staring at us, Gregor shaking his head as if our letting the Turks go free had been a bad stroke of policy.

Arent you afraid to travel with all that mob of women and cattle? asked Monty. Weve heard of robbers on the road.

We are the robbers, effendi! said Gregor with an air of modesty. The others smirked, but he seemed disinclined to over-insist on the gulf between us.

Hear him! growled Rustum Khan. A thief, who boasts of thieving in the presence of sahibs! So is corruption, stinking in the sun!

He added something in another language that the gipsies understood, for Gregor started as if stung and swore at him, and Maga Jhaere left her women-folk to ride alongside and glare into his eyes. They were enemies, those two, from that hour forward. He, once Hindu, now Moslem, had no admiration whatever to begin with for unveiled women. And, since the gipsy claims to come from India and may therefore be justly judged by Indian standards, and has no caste, but is beneath the very lees of caste, he loathed all gipsies with the prejudice peculiar to men who have deserted caste in theory and in self-protection claim themselves above it. It was a case of height despising deep in either instance, she as sure of her superiority as he of his.

There might have been immediate trouble if Monty had not taken his new, restless, fresh horse by the mane and swung into the saddle.

Forward, Rustum Khan! he ordered. Ride ahead and let those keen eyes of yours keep us out of traps!

The Rajput obeyed, but as he passed Will he checked his mare a moment, and waiting until Wills blue eyes met his he raised a warning finger.

Kubadar, sahib!

Then he rode on, like a man who has done his duty.

What the devil does he mean? demanded Will.

Kubadar means, Take care! said Monty. Come on, what are we waiting for?

That was the beginning, too, of Wills feud with the Rajput, neither so remorseless nor so sudden as the womans, because he had a different code to guide him and also had to convince himself that a quarrel with a man of color was compatible with Yankee dignity. We could have wished them all three either friends, or else a thousand miles apart two hundred times before the journey ended.

As we rode forward with even our Zeitoonli mounted now on strong mules, Maga Jhaere sat her stallion beside Will with an air of owning him. She was likely a safer friend than enemy, and we did nothing to interfere. Monty pressed forward. Fred and I fell to the rear.

Haide!* shouted Gregor Jhaere, and all the motley swarm of women and children caught themselves mounts  some already loaded with the gipsy baggage, some with saddles, some without, some with grass halters for bridles. In another minute Fred and I were riding surrounded by a smelly swarm of them, he with big fingers already on the keys of his beloved concertina, but I less enamored than he of the company.

    * Haide!  Turkish, Come on!     

Women and children, loaded, loose and led horses were all mixed together in unsortable confusion, the two oldest hags in the world trusting themselves on sorry, lame nags between Fred and me as if proximity to us would solve the very riddle of the gipsy race. And last of all came a pack of great scrawny dogs that bayed behind us hungrily, following for an hour until hope of plunder vanished.

That little she-devil who has taken a fancy to Will, said Fred with a grin, is capable of more atrocities than all the Turks between here and Stamboul! She looks to me like Santanita, Cleopatra, Salome, Caesars wife, and all the Borgia ladies rolled in one. Theres something added, though, that they lacked.

Youth, said I. Beauty. Athletic grace. Sinuous charm.

No, probably they all had all those.

Then horsemanship.

Perhaps. Didnt Cleopatra ride?

Then what? said I, puzzled.

Indiscretion! he answered, jerking loose the catch of his infernal instrument.

Dont be afraid, old ladies, he said, glancing at the harridans between us. Im only going to sing!

He makes up nearly all of his songs, and some of them, although irreverent, are not without peculiar merit; but that was one of his worst ones.

The preachers prate of fallen man
And choirs repeat the chant,
While unco guid with unction urge
Repression of the joys that surge,
And jail for those who cant.
The poor deluded duds forget
That something drew the sting
When Adam tiptoed to his fall,
And made it hardly hurt at all.
Of Mother Eve I sing!

CHORUS
Oh, Mother Eve, dear Mother Eve,
The generations come and go,
But daughter Eves as live as you
Were back in Eden years ago!

Oh, hells not hell with Eve to tell
Again the ancient tale,
But Edens grassy ways and bowers
Deprived of Eve to ease the hours
Would very soon grow stale!
Red cherry lips that leap to laugh,
And chic and flick and flair
Can make black white for any one  
The task of Sisyphus good fun!
So what should Adam care!

CHORUS
Oh, daughter Eve, dear daughter Eve,
The tribulations go and come,
But no adventures ever tame
With you to make surprises hum!


Chapter Five Effendi, that is the heart of Armenia burning.

THE PATTERAN

(I)

Aye-yee  I see  a cloud afloat in air af amethyst
I know its racing shadow falls on banks of gold
Where rain-rejoicing gravel warms the feeding roots
And smells more wonderful than wine.
I know the shoots of myrtle and of asphodel now stir the mould
Where wee cool noses sniff the early mist.
Aye-yee  the sparkle of the little springs I see
That tinkle as they hunt the thirsty rill.
I know the cobwebs glitter with the jeweled dew.
I see a fleck of brown  it was a skylark flew
To scatter bursting music, and the world is still
To listen. Ah, my heart is bursting too  Aye-yee!

Chorus:
(It begins with a swinging crash, and fades away.)

Aye-yee, aye-yah  the kites see far
(But also to the foxes views unfold)  
No hour alike, no places twice the same,
Nor any track to show where morning came,
Nor any footprint in the moistened mould
To tell who covered up the morning star.
Aye-yee  aye-yah!

(2)
Aye-yee  I see  new rushes crowding upwards in the mere
Where, gold and white, the wild duck preens himself
Safe hidden till the sun-drawn, lingering mists melt.
I know the secret den where bruin dwelt.
I see him now sun-basking on a shelf
Of windy rock. He looks down on the deer,
Who flit like flowing light from rock to tree
And stand with ears alert before they drink.
I know a pool of purple rimmed with white
Where wild-fowl, warming for the morning flight,
Wait clustering and crying on the brink.
And I know hillsides where the partridge breeds. Aye-yee!

Chorus:
Aye-yee, aye-yah  the kites see far
(But also to the owls the visions change)  
No dawn is like the next, and nothing sings
Of sameness  very hours have wings
And leave no word of whose hand touched the range
Of Kara Dagh with opal and with cinnabar.
Aye-yee, aye-yah!

(3)
Aye-yee  I see  new distances beyond a blue horizon flung.
I laugh, because the people under roofs believe
That last years ways are this!
No roads are old! New grass has grown!
All pools and rivers hold New water!
And the feathered singers weave
New nests, forgetting where the old ones hung!
Aye-yah  the muddy highway sticks and clings,
But I see in the open pastures new
Unknown to busne* in the houses pent!
I hear the new, warm raindrops drumming on the tent,
I feel already on my feet delicious dew,
I see the trail outflung! And oh, my heart has wings!

Chorus:
Aye-yee, aye-yah  the kites see far
(But also on the road the visions pass)  
The universe reflected in a wayside pool,
A tinkling symphony where seeping waters drool,
The dance, more gay than laughter, of the wind-swept grass  
Oh, onward! On to where the visions are!
Aye-yee  aye-yah!

     * Busne  Gipsy word  Gentile, or non-gipsy.      

Russia, Rumania, Bulgaria, Bohemia, Persia, Armenia were all one hunting-ground to the troupe we rode with. Even the children seemed to have a smattering of most of the tongues men speak in those intriguing lands. Will and the girl beside him conversed in German, but the old hag nearest me would not confess acquaintance with any language I knew. Again and again I tried her, but she always shook her head.

Fred, with his ready gift of tongues, attempted conversation with ten or a dozen of them, but whichever language he used in turn appeared to be the only one which that particular individual did not know. All he got in reply was grins, and awkward silence, and shrugs of the shoulders in Gregors direction, implying that the head of the firm did the talking with strangers. But Gregor rode alone with Monty, out of ear-shot.

Maga (for so they all called her) flirted with Will outrageously, if that is flirting that proclaims conquest from the start, and sets flashing white teeth in defiance of all intruders. Even the little children had hidden weapons, but Maga was better armed than any one, and she thrust the new mother-o-pearl-plated acquisition in the face of one of the men who dared drive his horse between hers and Wills. That not serving more than to amuse him, she slapped him three times back-handed across the face, and thrusting the pistol back into her bosom, drew a knife. He seemed in no doubt of her willingness to use the steel, and backed his horse away, followed by language from her like forked lightning that disturbed him more than the threatening weapon. Gipsies are great believers in the efficiency of a curse.

Nothing could be further from the mark than to say that Will tried to take advantage of Magas youth and savagery. Fred and I had shared a dozen lively adventures with him without more than beginning yet to plumb the depths of his respect for Woman. Only an American in all the world knows how to meet Young Woman eye to eye with totally unpatronizing frankness, and he was without guile in the matter. But not so she. We did not know whether or not she was Gregor Jhaeres daughter; whether or not she was truly the gipsy that she hardly seemed. But she was certainly daughter of the Near East that does not understand a state of peace between the sexes. There was nothing lawful in her attitude, nor as much as the suspicion that Will might be merely chivalrous.

Americas due for sex-enlightenment! said I.

Warn him if you like, Fred laughed, and then steer clear! Our
America is proud besides imprudent!

Fred off-shouldered all responsibility and forestalled anxiety on any ones account by playing tunes, stampeding the whole cavalcade more than once because the horses were unused to his clanging concertina, but producing such high spirits that it became a joke to have to dismount in the mud and replace the load on some mule who had expressed enjoyment of the tune by rolling in slime, or by trying to kick clouds out of the sky.

And strangely enough he brought about the very last thing he intended with his music  stopped the flirtations immediate progress. Maga seemed to take to Freds unchastened harmony with all the wildness that possessed her. Some chord he struck, or likelier, some abandoned succession of them touched off her magazine of poetry. And so she sang.

The only infinitely gorgeous songs I ever listened to were Magas. Almighty God, who made them, only really knows what country the gipsies originally came from, but there is not a land that has not felt their feet, nor a sorrow they have not witnessed. Away back in the womb of time there was planted in them a rare gift of seeing what the rest of us can only sometimes hear, and of hearing what only very few from the world that lives in houses can do more than vaguely feel when at the peak of high emotion. The gipsies do not understand what they see, and hear, and feel; but they are aware of infinities too intimate for ordinary speech. And it was given to Maga to sing of all that, with a voice tuned like a waterfalls for open sky, and trees, and distances  not very loud, but far-carrying, and flattened in quarter-tones where it touched the infinite.

Fred very soon ceased from braying with his bellowed instrument. Her songs were too wild for accompaniment  interminable stanzas of unequal length, with a refrain at the end of each that rose through a thousand emotions to a crash of ecstasy, and then died away to dreaminess, coming to an end on an unfinished rising scale.

All the gipsies and our Zeitoonli and Rustum Khans lean servant joined in the refrains, so that we trotted along under the snow-tipped fangs of the Kara Dagh oblivious of the passage of time, but very keenly conscious of touch with a realm of life whose existence hitherto we had only vaguely guessed at.

The animals refused to weary while that singing testified of tireless harmonies, as fresh yet as on the day when the worlds were born. We rattled forward, on and upward, as if the panorama were unrolling and we were the static point, getting out of nobodys way for the best reason in the world  that everybody hid at first sight or sound of us, except when we passed near villages, and then the great fierce-fanged curs chased and bayed behind us in short-winded fury.

The dogs bark, quoted Fred serenely, but the caravan moves on!

An hour before dark we swung round a long irregular spur of the hills that made a wide bend in the road, and halted at a lonely kahveh  a wind-swept ruin of a place, the wall of whose upper story was patched with ancient sacking, but whose owner came out and smiled so warmly on us that we overlooked the inhospitable frown of his unplastered walls, hoping that his smile and the profundity of his salaams might prove prophetic of comfort and cleanliness within. Vain hope!

Maga left Wills side then, for there was iron-embedded custom to be observed about this matter of entering a road-house. In that land superstition governs just as fiercely as the rest those who make mock of the rule-of-rod religions, and there is no man or woman free to behave as he or she sees fit. Every one drew aside from Monty, and he strode in alone through the split-and-mended door, we following next, and the gipsies with their animals clattered noisily behind us. The women entered last, behind the last loaded mule, and Maga the very last of all, because she was the most beautiful, and beauty might bring in the devil with it only that the devil is too proud to dawdle behind the old hags and the horses.

We found ourselves in an oblong room, with stalls and a sort of pound for animals at one end and an enormous raised stone fireplace at the other. Wooden platforms for the use of guests faced each other down the two long sides, and the only promise of better than usual comfort lay in the piles of firewood waiting for whoever felt rich and generous enough to foot the bill for a quantity.

But an agreeable surprise made us feel at home before ever the fire leaped up to warm the creases out of saddle-weary limbs. We had given up thinking of Kagig, not that we despaired of him, but the gipsies, and especially Maga, had replaced his romantic interest for the moment with their own. Now all the mans own exciting claim on the imagination returned in full flood, as he arose leisurely from a pile of skins and blankets near the hearth to greet Monty, and shouted with the manner of a chieftain for fuel to be piled on instantly For a great man comes! he announced to the rafters. And the kahveh servants, seven sons of the owner of the place, were swift and abject in the matter of obeisance. They were Turks. All Turks are demonstrative in adoration of whoever is reputed great. Monty ignored them, and Kagig came down the length of the room to offer him a hand on terms of blunt equality.

Lord Montdidier, he said, mispronouncing the word astonishingly, this is the furthest limit of my kingdom yet. Kindly be welcome!

Your kingdom? said Monty, shaking hands, but not quite accepting the position of blood-equal. He was bigger and better looking than Kagig, and there was no mistaking which was the abler man, even at that first comparison, with Kagig intentionally making the most of a dramatic situation.

Kagig laughed, not the least nervously.

Mirza, he said in Persian, duzd ne giriftah padshah ast! (Prince, the uncaught thief is king.)

He was wearing a kalpak  the head-gear of the cossack, which would make a high priest look outlawed, and a shaggy goat-skin coat that had seen more than one campaign. Unmistakably the garment had been slit by bullets, and repaired by fingers more enthusiastic than adept. There was a pride of poverty about him that did not gibe well with his boast of being a robber.

Thats the first gink weve met in this land who didnt claim to be something better than he looked! Will whispered.

Hopeless, I suppose! Fred answered. Never mind. I like the man.

It was evident that Monty liked him, too, for all his schooled reserve. Kagig ordered one of the owners sons to sweep a place near the fire, and there he superintended the spreading of Montys blankets, close enough to his own assorted heap for conversation without mutual offense. Will cleaned for himself a section of the opposite end of the platform, and Fred and I spread our blankets next to his. That left Rustum Khan in a quandary. He stood irresolute for a minute, eying first the gipsies, who had stalled most of their animals and were beginning to occupy the platform on the other side; then considering the wide gap between me and Monty. The dark-skinned man of breeding is far more bitterly conscious of the color-line than any white knows how to be.

We watched, disinclined to do the choosing for him, racial instinct uppermost. Rustum Khan strolled back to where his mare was being cleaned by the lean Armenian servant, gave the boy a few curt orders, and there among the shadows made his mind up. He returned and stood before Monty, Kagig eying him with something less than amiability. He pointed toward the ample room remaining between Monty and me.

Will the sahib permit? My izzat (honor) is in question.

Izzat be damned! Monty answered.

Rustum Khan colored darkly.

I shared a tent with you once on campaign, sahib, in the days before  the good days before  those old days when

When you and I served one Raj, eh? I remember, Monty answered. I remember it was your tent, Rustum Khan. Unless memory plays tricks with me, the Orakzai Pathans had burned mine, and I had my choice between sharing yours or sleeping in the rain.

Truly, huzoor.

I dont recollect that I mouthed very much about honor on that occasion. If anybodys honor was in question then, I fancy it was yours. I might have inconvenienced myself, and dishonored you, I suppose, by sleeping in the wet. You can dishonor the lot of us now, if you care to, by  oh, tommyrot! Tell your man to put your blankets in the only empty place, and behave like a man of sense!

But, huzoor

Monty dismissed the subject with a motion of his hand, and turned to talk with Kagig, who shouted for yoghourt to be brought at once; and that set the sons of the owner of the place to hurrying in great style. The owner himself was a true Turk. He had subsided into a state of kaif already over on the far side of the fire, day-dreaming about only Allah knew what rhapsodies. But the Turks intermarry with the subject races much more thoroughly than they do anything else, and his sons did not resemble him. They were active young men, rather noisy in their robust desire to be of use.

The gipsies, with Gregor Jhaere nearest to the owner of the kahveh and the fireplace, occupied the whole long platform on the other side, each with his women around him  except that I noticed that Maga avoided all the men, and made herself a blanket nest in deep shadow almost within reach of a mules heels at the far end. I believed at the moment that she chose that position so as to be near to Will, but changed my mind later. Several times Gregor shouted for her, and she made no answer.

The place had no other occupants. Either we were the only travelers on that road that night or, as seemed more likely, Kagig had exercised authority and purged the kahveh of other guests. Certainly our coming had been expected, for there was very good yoghourt in ample quantity, and other food besides  meat, bread, cheese, vegetables.

When we had all eaten, and lay back against the stone wall looking at the fire, with great fanged shadows dancing up and down that made the scene one of almost perfect savagery, Gregor called again for Maga. Again she did not answer him. So he rose from his place and reached for a rawhide whip.

I said she shall be thrashed! he snarled in Turkish, and he made the whip crack three times like sudden pistol-shots. Will did not catch the words, and might not have understood them in any case, but Rustum Khan, beside me, both heard and understood.

Atcha! he grunted. Now we shall see a kind of happenings. That girl is not a true gipsy, or else my eyes lie to me. They stole her, or adopted her. She lacks their instincts. The gitanas, as they call their girls, are expected to have aversion to white men. They are allowed to lure a white man to his ruin, but not to make hot love to him. She has offended against the gipsy law. The attaman* must punish. Watch the women. They take it all as a matter of course.

    *Attaman, gipsy headman.     

Maga! thundered Gregor Jhaere, cracking the great whip again. I thought that Kagig looked a trifle restless, but nobody else went so far as to exhibit interest, except that the old Turk by the fire emerged far enough out of kaif to open one eye, like a sly cats.

The attaman shouted again, and this time Maga mocked him. So he strode down the room in a rage to enforce his authority, and dragged her out of the shadow by an arm, sending her whirling to the center of the floor. She did not lose her feet, but spun and came to a stand, and waited, proud as Satanita while he drew the whip slowly back with studied cruelty. The old Turk opened both eyes.

Nothing is more certain than that none of us would have permitted the girl to be thrashed. I doubt if even Rustum Khan, no admirer of gipsies or unveiled women, would have tolerated one blow. But Will was nearest, and he is most amazing quick when his nervous New England temper is aroused. He had the whip out of Gregors hand, and stood on guard between him and the girl before one of us had time to move. The old Turk closed his eyes again, and sighed resignedly.

Our preux chevalier  preux but damned imprudent! murmured Fred. Lets hope theres a gipsy here with guts enough to fight for title to the girl. It looks to me as if Will has claimed her by patteran* law. The only man with right to say whether or not a woman shall be thrashed is her owner. Once that right is established

    * Patteran, a gipsy word: trail.     

Touch her and Ill break your neck! warned Will, without undue emotion, but truthfully beyond a shadow of a doubt.

The gipsy stood still, simmering, and taking the measure of the capable American muscles interposed between him and his legal prey. Every gipsy eye in the room was on him, and it was perfectly obvious that whatever the eventual solution of the impasse, the one thing he could not do was retreat. We were fewer in number, but much better armed than the gipsy party, so that it was unlikely they would rally to their mans aid. Kagig was an unknown quantity, but except that his black eyes glittered rather more brightly than usual he made no sign; and we kept quiet because we did not want to start a free-for-all fight. Will was quite able to take care of any single opponent, and would have resented aid.

Suddenly, however, Gregor Jhaere reached inside his shirt. Maga screamed. Rustum Khan beside me swore a rumbling Rajput oath, and we all four leapt to our feet. Maga drew no weapon, although she certainly had both dagger and pistol handy. Instead, she glanced toward Kagig, who, strangely enough, was lolling on his blankets as if nothing in the world could interest him less. The glance took as swift effect as an electric spark that fires a mine. He stiffened instantly.

Yok! he shouted, and at once there ceased to be even a symptom of impending trouble. Yok means merely no in Turkish, but it conveyed enough to Gregor to send him back to his place between his women and the Turk unashamedly obedient, leaving Maga standing beside Will. Maga did not glance again at Kagig, for I watched intently. There was simply no understanding the relationship, although Fred affected his usual all-comprehensive wisdom.

Another claimant to the title! he said. A fight between Will and Kagig for that woman ought to be amusing, if only Will werent a friend of mine. Watch America challenge him!

But Will did nothing of the kind. He smiled at Maga, offered her a cigarette, which she refused, and returned to his place beyond Fred, leaving her standing there, as lovely in the glowing firelight as the spirit of bygone romance. At that Kagig shouted suddenly for fuel, and three of the Turks seven hoydens ran to heap it on.

Instantly the leaping flames transformed the great, uncomfortable, draughty barn into a hall of gorgeous color and shadows without limit. There was no other illumination, except for the glow here and there of pipes and cigarettes, or matches flaring for a moment. Barring the tobacco, we lay like a barons men-at-arms in Europe of the Middle Ages, with a captive woman to make sport with in the midst, only rather too self-reliant for the picture.

Feeling himself warm, and rested, and full enough of food, Fred flung a cigarette away and reached for his inseparable concertina. And with his eyes on the great smoked beams that now glowed gold and crimson in the firelight, he grew inspired and made his nearest to sweet music. It was perfectly in place  simple as the savagery that framed us  Freds way of saying grace for shelter, and adventure, and a meal. He passed from Annie Laurie to Suwannee River, and all but made Will cry.

During two-three-four tunes Maga stood motionless in the midst of us, hands on her hips, with the fire-light playing on her face, until at last Fred changed the nature of the music and seemed to be trying to recall fragments of the song she had sung that afternoon. Presently he came close to achievement, playing a few bars over and over, and leading on from those into improvization near enough to the real thing to be quite recognizable.

Music is the sure key to the gipsy heart, and Fred unlocked it. The men and women, and the little sleepy children on the long wooden platform opposite began to sway and swing in rhythm. Fred divined what was coming, and played louder, wilder, lawlessly. And Maga did an astonishing thing. She sat down on the floor and pulled her shoes and stockings off, as unselfconsciously as if she were alone.

Then Fred began the tune again from the beginning, and he had it at his finger-ends by then. He made the rafters ring. And without a word Maga kicked the shoes and stockings into a corner, flung her outer, woolen upper-garment after them, and began to dance.

There is a time when any of us does his best. Money  marriage  praise  applause (which is totally another thing than praise, and more like whisky in its workings)  ambition  prayer  there is a key to the heart of each of us that can unlock the flood-tides of emotion and carry us nolens volens to the peaks of possibility. Either Will, or else Freds music, or the setting, or all three unlocked her gifts that night. She danced like a moth in a flame  a wandering woman in the fire unquenchable that burns convention out of gipsy hearts, and makes the patteran  the trail  the only way worth while.

Opposite, the gipsies sprawled in silence on their platform, breathing a little deeper when deepest approval stirred them, a little more quickly when her Muse took hold of Maga and thrilled her to expression of the thoughts unknown to people of the dinning walls and streets.

We four leaned back against our wall in a sort of silent revelry, Fred alone moving, making his beloved instrument charm wisely, calling to her just enough to keep a link, as it were, through which her imagery might appeal to ours. Some sort of mental bridge between her tameless paganism and our twentieth-century twilight there had to be, or we never could have sensed her meaning. The concertinas wailings, mid-way between her intelligence and ours, served well enough.

My own chief feeling was of exultation, crowing over the hooded city-folk, who think that drama and the tricks of colored light and shade have led them to a glimpse of the hem of the garment of Unrest  a cheap mean feeling, of which I was afterward ashamed.

Maga was not crowing over anybody. Neither did she only dance of things her senses knew. The history of a people seized her for a reed, and wrote itself in figures past imagining between the crimson firelight; and the shadows of the cattle stalls.

Her dance that night could never have been done with leather between bare foot and earth. It told of measureless winds and waters  of the distances, the stars, the day, the night-rain sweeping down  dew dropping gently  the hundred kinds of birds-the thousand animals and creeping things  and of man, who is lord of all of them, and woman, who is lord of man  man setting naked foot on naked earth and glorying with the thrill of life, new, good, and wonderful.

One of the Turks seven sons produced a saz toward the end  a little Turkish drum, and accompanied with swift, staccato stabs of sound that spurred her like the goads of overtaking time toward the peak of full expression  faster and faster  wilder and wilder  freer and freer of all limits, until suddenly she left the thing unfinished, and the drum-taps died away alone.

That was art  plain art. No human woman could have finished it. It was innate abhorrence of the anticlimax that sent her, having looked into the eyes of the unattainable, to lie sobbing for short breath in her corner in the dark, leaving us to imagine the ending if we could.

And instead of anticlimax second climax came. Almost before the echoes of the drum-taps died among the dancing shadows overhead a voice cried from the roof in Armenian, and Kagig rose to his feet.

Let us climb to the roof and see, effendim, he said, pulling on his tattered goat-skin coat.

See what, Ermenie? demanded Rustum Khan. The Rajputs eyes were still ablaze with pagan flame, from watching Maga.

To see whether thou hast manhood behind that swagger! answered
Kagig, and led the way. No man ever yet explained the racial aversions.

Kopek!  dog, thou! growled the Rajput, but Kagig took no notice and led on, followed by Monty and the rest of us. Maga and the gipsies came last, swarming behind us up the ladder through a hole among the beams, and clambering on to the roof over boxes piled in the draughty attic. Up under the stars a man was standing with an arm stretched out toward Tarsus.

Look! he said simply.

To the westward was a crimson glow that mushroomed angrily against the sky, throbbing and swelling with hot life like the vomit of a crater. We watched in silence for three minutes, until one of the gipsy women began to moan.

What do you suppose it is? I asked then.

I know what it is, said Kagig simply.

Tell then.

Effendi, that is the heart of Armenia burning. Those are the homes of my nation  of my kin!

And good God, where dyou suppose Miss Vanderman is? Fred exclaimed.

Will was standing beside Maga, looking into her eyes as if he hoped to read in them the riddle of Armenia.


Chapter Six Passing the buck to Allah!

LAUS LACHRIMABILIS

So now the awaited ripe reward  
Your cactus crown! Since I have urged
Get ready for the untoward
Ye bid me reap the wrath I dirged;
And I must show the darkened way,
Who beckoned vainly in the light!
Ill lead. But salt of Dead Sea spray
Were sweeter on my lips to-night!

Oh, days of aching sinews, when I trod the choking dust
With feet afire that could not tire, atremble with the trust
More mighty in my inner man than fear of men without,
The word I heard on Kara Dagh and did not dare to doubt  
Timely warning, clear to me as starlight after rain
When, sleepless on eternal hills, I saw the purpose plain
And left, swift-foot at dawn, obedient, to break
The news ye said was no avail  advice ye would not take!

Oh,  nights of tireless talking by the hearth of hidden fires  
On roofs, behind the trade-bales  among oxen in the byres  
Out in rain between the godowns, where the splashing puddles warn
Of tiptoeing informers; when I faced the freezing dawn
With set price on my head, but still the set resolve untamed,
Not melted by the mockery, by no suspicion shamed,
To hide by day in holes, abiding dark and wind and rain
That loosed me straining to the task ye ridiculed again!

Oh, weeks of empty waiting, while the enemy designed
In detail how to loot the stuff ye would not leave behind!
Worse weeks of empty agony when, helpless and alone,
I watched in hiding for the crops from that seed I had sown;

For dust-clouds that should prove at last Armenia awake  
A nation up and coming! I had labored for your sake,
I had hungered, I had suffered. Ye had well rewarded then
If ye had come, and hanged me just to prove that ye were men!

But all the pride was promises, the criticism jeers;
Ye had no heart for sacrifice, and I no time for tears.
I offered  nay, I gave! I squandered body and breath and soul,
I bared the need, I showed the way, I preached a goodly goal,
I urged you choose a leader, since your faith in me was dim,
I swore to serve the chief ye chose, and teach my lore to him,
So he should reap where I had sown. And yet ye bade me wait  
And waited till, awake at last, ye bid me lead too late!

And so, in place of ripe reward,
Your cactus crown! And I, who urged
Get ready for the untoward
Must drink the dregs of wrath I dirged!
Ye bid me set times finger back!
And stage anew the opened fight!
Ill lead. But slime of Dead Sea wrack
Were sweeter on my lips this night!

The first thought that occurred to each of us four was that Kagig had probably lied, or that he had merely voiced his private opinion, based on expectation. The glare in the distance seemed too big and solid to be caused by burning houses, even supposing a whole village were in flames. Yet there was not any other explanation we could offer. A distant cloud of black smoke with bulging red under-belly rolled away through the darkness like a tremendous mountain range.

We stood in silence trying to judge how far away the thing might be, Kagig standing alone with his foot on the parapet, his goat-skin coat hanging like a hussars dolman, and Monty pacing up and down along the roof behind us all. The gipsies seemed able to converse by nods and nudges, with now and then one word whispered. After a little while Maga whispered in Wills ear, and he went below with her. All the gipsies promptly followed. Otherwise in the darkness we might not have noticed where Will went.

That proves she is no gipsy! vowed Rustum Khan, standing between
Fred and me. They, would have trusted one of their own kind.

They call her Maga Jhaere, said I. The attamans name is Jhaere.
Dont you suppose hes her father?

If he were her father he would have no fear, the Rajput answered. All gipsies are alike. Their women will dance the nautch, and promise unchastity as if that were a little matter. But when it comes to performance of promises the gitana* is true to the Rom.* * It is because she is no gipsy that they follow her now to watch. And it is because men say that Americans are Mormons and polygamous, and very swift in the use of revolvers, that all follow instead of one or two!

    * Gitana, gipsy young woman. * * Rom  Gipsy husband, or family man.     

Go down then, and make sure they dont murder him! commanded Monty, and Rustum Khan turned to obey with rather ill grace. He contrived to convey by his manner that he would do anything for Monty, even to the extent of saving the life of a man he disliked. At the moment when he turned there came the sound of a troop of horses galloping toward us.

I will first see who comes, he said.

The blood of Yerkes sahib on your head, Rustum Khan! Monty answered.
At that he went below.

But neither were we destined to remain up there very long. We heard colossal thumping in the kahveh beneath us and presently the Rajputs head reappeared through the opening in the roof.

The fools are barricading the door, he shouted. They make sure that an enemy outside could burn us inside without hindrance!

At that Kagig came along the roof to our corner and looked into Montys eyes. Fred and I stood between the two of them and the parapet, because for the first few seconds we were not sure the Armenian did not mean murder. His eyes glittered, and his teeth gleamed. It was not possible to guess whether or not the hand under his goat-skin coat clutched a weapon.

It is now that you Eenglis sportmen shall endure a test! he remarked.

Exactly as in the Yeni Khan in Tarsus when we first met him there was a moment now of intense repulsion, entirely unaccountable, succeeded instantly by a wave of sympathy. I laughed aloud, remembering how strange dogs meeting in the street to smell each other are swept by unexplainable antipathies and equally swift comradeship. He thought I laughed at him.

Neye geldin? he growled in Turkish. Wherefore didst thou come? To cackle like a barren hen that sees another laying? Nichevo, he added, turning his back on me. And that was insolence in Russian, meaning that nobody and nothing could possibly be of less importance. He seemed to keep a separate language for each set of thoughts. Let us go below. Let us stop these fools from making too much trouble, he added in English. One man ought to stay on the roof. One ought to be sufficient.

Since he had said I did not matter, I remained, and it was therefore I who shouted down a challenge presently in round English at a party who clattered to the door on blown horses, and thundered on it as if they had been shatirs* hurrying to herald the arrival of the sultan himself. There was nothing furtive about their address to the decrepit door, nor anything meek. Accordingly I couched the challenge in terms of unmistakable affront, repeating it at intervals until the leader of the new arrivals chose to identify himself.

    * Shatir, the man who runs before a personages horse.     

I am Hans von Quedlinburg! he shouted. But I did not remember the name.

Only a thief would come riding in such a hurry through the night! said I. Who is with you?

Another voice shouted very fast and furiously in Turkish, but I could not make head or tail of the words. Then the German resumed the song and dance.

Are you the party who talked with me at my construction camp?

We talk most of the time. We eat food. We whistle. We drink.
We laugh! said I.

Because I think you are the people I am seeking. These are Turkish officials with me. I have authority to modify their orders, only let me in!

How many of you? I asked. I was leaning over at risk of my life, for any fool could have seen my head to shoot at it against the luminous dark sky; but I could not see to count them.

Never mind how many! Let us in! I am Hans von Quedlinburg. My name is sufficient.

So I lied, emphatically and in thoughtful detail.

You are covered, I said, by five rifles from this roof. If you dont believe it, try something. Youd better wait there while I wake my chief.

Only be quick! said the German, and I saw him light a cigarette, whether to convince me he felt confident or because he did feel so I could not say. I went below, and found Monty and Kagig standing together close to the outer door. They had not heard the whole of the conversation because of the noise the owners sons had made removing, at their orders, the obstructions they had piled against the door in their first panic. Every one else had returned to the sleeping platforms, except the Turkish owner, who looked awake at last, and was hovering here and there in ecstasies of nervousness.

I repeated what the German had said, rather expecting that Kagig at any rate would counsel defiance. It was he, however, who beckoned the Turk and bade him open the door.

But, effendi

Chabuk! Quickly, I said!

Che arz kunam? the Turk answered meekly, meaning What petition shall I make? the inference being that all was in the hands of Allah.

Of ten men nine are women! sneered Kagig irritably, and led the way to our place beside the fire. The Turk fumbled interminably with the door fastenings, and we were comfortably settled in our places before the new arrivals rode in, bringing a blast of cold air with them that set the smoke billowing about the room and made every man draw up his blankets.

Shut that door behind them! thundered Kagig. If they come too slowly, shut the laggards out!

Who is this who is arrogant? the German demanded in English.

He was a fine-looking man, dressed in civilian clothes cut as nearly to the military pattern as the tailor could contrive without transgressing law, but with a too small fez perched on his capable-looking head in the manner of the Prussian who would like to make the Turks believe he loves them. Rustum Khan cursed with keen attention to detail at sight of him. The man who had entered with him became busy in the shadows trying to find room to stall their horses, but Von Quedlinburg gave his reins to an attendant, and stood alone, akimbo, with the firelight displaying him in half relief.

I am a man who knows, among other things, the name of him who bribed the kaimakam.* on Chakallu, Kagig answered slowly, also in English.

    * Kaimakam, headman (Turkish).     

The German laughed.

Then you know without further argument that I am not to be denied! he answered. What I say to-night the government officials will confirm to-morrow! Are you Kagig, whom they call the Eye of Zeitoon?

I am no jackal, said Kagig dryly, punning on the name Chakallu, which means place of jackals.

The German coughed, set one foot forward, and folded both arms on his breast. He looked capable and bold in that attitude, and knew it. I knew at last who he was, and wondered why I had not recognized him sooner  the contractor who had questioned us near the railway encampment along the way, and had offered us directions; but his manner was as different now from then as a bullys in and out of school. Then he had sought to placate, and had almost cringed to Monty. Everything about him now proclaimed the ungloved upper hand.

His party, finding no room to stall their horses, had begun to turn ours loose, and there was uproar along the gipsy side of the room  no action yet, but a threatening snarl that promised plenty of it. Will was half on his feet to interfere, but Monty signed to him to keep cool; and it was Montys aggravatingly well-modulated voice that laid the law down.

Will you be good enough, he asked blandly, to call off your men from meddling with our mounts? He could not be properly said to drawl, because there was a positive subacid crispness in his voice that not even a Prussian or a Turk on a dark night could have over-looked.

The German laughed again.

Perhaps you did not hear my name, he said. I am Hans von Quedlinburg. As over-contractor on the Baghdad railway I have the privilege of prior accommodation at all road-houses in this province  for myself and my attendants. And in addition there are with me certain Turkish officers, whose rights I dare say you will not dispute.

Monty did not laugh, although Fred was chuckling in confident enjoyment of the situation.

You need a lesson in manners, said Monty.

What do you mean? demanded Hans von Quedlinburg.

Monty rose to his feet without a single unnecessary motion.

I mean that unless you call off your men  at once this minute from interfering with our animals I shall give you the lesson you need.

The German saluted in mock respect. Then he patted his breast-pocket so as to show the outline of a large repeating pistol. Monty took two steps forward. The German drew the pistol with an oath. Will Yerkes, beyond Fred and slightly behind the German, coughed meaningly. The German turned his head, to find that he was covered by a pistol as large as his own.

Oh, very well, he said, what is the use of making a scene? He thrust his pistol back under cover and shouted an order in Turkish. Monty returned to his place and sat down. The newcomers at the rear of the room tied their horses together by the bridles, and Hans von Quedlinburg resumed his well-fed smile.

Let it be clearly understood, he said, that you have interfered with official privilege.

As long as you do your best in the way of manners you may go on with your errand, said Monty.

Suddenly Fred laughed aloud.

The martyred biped! he yelped.

He was right. Peter Measel, missionary on his own account, and sometime keeper of most libelous accounts, stepped out from the shadows and essayed to warm himself, walking past the German with a sort of mincing gait not calculated to assert his manliness. Hans von Quedlinburg stretched out a strong arm and hurled him back again into the darkness at the rear.

Tchuk-tchuk! Zuruck! he muttered.

It clearly disconcerted him to have his inferiors in rank assert themselves. That accounted, no doubt, for the meek self-effacement of the Turks who had come with him. Peter Measel did not appear to mind being rebuked. He crossed to the other side of the room, and proceeded to look the gipsies over with the air of a learned ethnologist.

You speak of my errand, said Hans von Quedlinburg, as if you imagine I come seeking favors. I am here incidentally to rescue you and your party from the clutches of an outlaw. The Turkish officials who are with me have authority to arrest everybody in this place, yourselves included. Fortunately I am able to modify that. Kagig  that rascal beside you  is a well-known agitator. He is a criminal. His arrest and trial have been ordered on the charge, among other things, of stirring up discontent among the Armenian laborers on the railway work. These gipsies are all his agents. They are all under arrest. You yourselves will be escorted to safety at the coast.

Why should we need an escort to safety? Monty demanded.

Were you on the roof? the German answered. And is it possible you did not see the conflagration? An Armenian insurrection has been nipped in the bud. Several villages are burning. The other inhabitants are very much incensed, and all foreigners are in danger  yourselves especially, since you have seen fit to travel in company with such a person as Kagig.

What has Peter Measel got to do with it? demanded Fred. Has he been writing down all our sins in a new book?

He will identify you. He will also identify Kagigs agents. He brings a personal charge against a man named Rustum Khan, who must return to Tarsus to answer it. The charge is robbery with violence.

Rustum Khan snorted.

The violence was only too gentle, and too soon ended. As for robbery, if I have robbed him of a little self-conceit, I will answer to God for that when my hour shall come! How is it your affair to drag that whimpering fool through Asia at your tail  you a German and he English?

The German had a hot answer ready for that, but the Turks had discovered Maga Jhaere in hiding in the shadows between two old women. She screamed as they tried to drag her forth, and the scream brought us all to our feet. But this time it was Kagig who was swiftest, and we got our first proof of the mans enormous strength. Fred, Will and I charged together round behind the newcomers horses, in order to make sure of cutting off retreat as well as rescuing Maga. Monty leveled a pistol at the Germans head. But Kagig did not waste a fraction of a second on side-issues of any sort. He flew at the Germans throat like a wolf at a bullock. The German fired at him, missed, and before he could fire again he was caught in a grip he could not break, and fighting for breath, balance and something more.

One of the gipsies, who had not seen the need of hurrying to Magas aid, now proved the soundness of his judgment by divining Kagigs purpose and tossing several new faggots on the already prodigious fire.

Good! barked Kagig, bending the struggling German this and that way as it pleased him.

Seeing our man with the upper hand, Monty and Rustum Khan now hurried into the melee, where two Turkish officers and eight zaptieh were fighting to keep Maga from four gipsies and us three. Nobody had seen fit to shoot, but there was a glimmering of cold steel among the shadows like lightning before a thunder-storm. Monty used his fists. Rustum Khan used the flat of a Rajput saber. Maga, leaving most of her clothing in the Turks hands, struggled free and in another second the Turks were on the defensive. Rustum Khan knocked the revolver out of an officers hand, and the rest of them were struggling to use their rifles, when the German shrieked. All fights are full of pauses, when either side could snatch sudden victory if alert enough. We stopped, and turned to look, as if our own lives were not in danger.

Kagig had the German off his feet, face toward the flames, kicking and screaming like a madman. He whirled him twice  shouted a sort of war-cry  hove him high with every sinew in his tough frame cracking  and hurled him head-foremost into the fire.

The Turks took the cue to haul off and stand staring at us. We all withdrew to easier pistol range, for contrary to general belief, close quarters almost never help straight aim, especially when in a hurry. There is a shooting as well as a camera focus, and each man has his own.

Pretty badly burnt about the face and fingers, Hans von Quedlinburg crawled backward out of the fire, smelling like the devil, of singed wool. Kagig closed on him, and hurled him back again. This time the German plunged through the fire, and out beyond it to a space between the flames and the back wall, where it must have been hot enough to make the fat run. He stood with a forearm covering his face, while Kagig thundered at him voluminous abuse in Turkish. I wondered, first, why the German did not shoot, and then why his loaded pistol did not blow up in the heat, until I saw that in further proof of strength Kagig had looted his pistol and was standing with one foot on it.

Finally, when the beautiful smooth cloth of which his coat was made bad taken on a stinking overlay of crackled black, the German chose to obey Kagig and came leaping back through the fire, and lay groaning on the floor, where the kahvehs owners seven sons poured water on him by Kagigs order. His burns were evidently painful, but not nearly so serious as I expected. I got out the first-aid stuff from our medicine bag, and Will, who was our self-constituted doctor on the strength of having once attended an autopsy, disguised as a reporter, in the morgue at the back of Bellevue Hospital in New York City, beckoned a gipsy woman, and proceeded to instruct her what to do.

However, Hans von Quedlinburg was no nervous weakling. He snatched the pot of grease from the womans hands, daubed gobs of the stuff liberally on his face and hands, and sat up  resembling an unknown kind of angry animal with his eyebrows and mustache burned off except for a stray, outstanding whisker here and there. In a voice like a bulls at the smell of blood he reversed what he had shouted through the flames, and commanded his Turks to arrest the lot of us.

Kagig laughed at that, and spoke to him in English, I suppose in order that we, too, might understand.

Those Turks are my prisoners! he said. And so are you!

It was true about the Turks. They had not given up their weapons yet, but the gipsies were between them and the door, and even the gipsy women were armed to the teeth and willing to do battle. I caught sight of Magas mother-o-pearl plated revolver, and the Turkish officer at whom she had it leveled did not look inclined to dispute the upper hand.

You Germans are all alike, sneered Kagig. A dog could read your reasoning. You thought these foreigners would turn against me. It never entered your thick skull that they might rather defy you than see me made prisoner. Fool! Did men name me Eye of Zeitoon for nothing? Have I watched for nothing! Did I know the very wording of the letters in your private box for nothing? Are you the only spy in Asia? Am I Kagig, and do I not know who advised dismissing all Armenians from the railway work? Am I Kagig, and do I not know why? Kopek! (Dog!) You would beggar my people, in order to curry favor with the Turk. You seek to take me because I know your ways! Two months ago you knew to within a day or two when these new massacres would begin. One month, three weeks, and four days ago you ordered men to dig my grave, and swore to bury me alive in it! What shall hinder me from burning you alive this minute?

There were five good hindrances, for I think that Rustum Khan would have objected to that cruelty, even had he been alone. Kagig caught Montys eye and laughed.

Korkakma! he jeered. Do not be afraid! Then he glanced swiftly at the Turks, and at Peter Measel, who was staring all-eyes at Maga on the far side of the room.

Order your pigs of zaptieh to throw their arms down!

Instead, the German shouted to them to fire volleys at us. He was not without a certain stormy courage, whatever Kagigs knowledge of his treachery.

But the Turks did not fire, and it was perfectly plain that we four were the reason of it. They had been promised an easy prey  captured women  loot  and the remunerative task of escorting us to safety. Doubtless Von Quedlinburg had promised them our consul would be lavish with rewards on our account. Therefore there was added reason why they should not fire on Englishmen and an American. We had not made a move since the first scuffle when we rescued Maga, but the Turkish lieutenant had taken our measure. Perhaps he had whispered to his men. Perhaps they reached their own conclusions. The effect was the same in either case.

Order them to throw their weapons down! commanded Kagig, kicking the German in the ribs. And his coat had been so scorched in the fierce heat that the whole of one side of it broke off, like a cinder slab.

This time Hans von Quedlinburg obeyed. For one thing the pain of his burns was beginning to tell on him, but he could see, too, that he had lost prestige with his party.

Throw down your weapons! he ordered savagely.

But he had lost more prestige than he knew, or else he had less in the beginning than be counted on. The Turkish lieutenant  a man of about forty with the evidence of all the sensual appetites very plainly marked on his face  laughed and brought his men to attention. Then he made a kind of half-military motion with his hand toward each of us in turn, ignoring Kagig but intending to convey that we at any rate need not feel anxious.

It was Maga Jhaere who solved the riddle of that impasse. She was hardly in condition to appear before a crowd of men, for the Turks bad torn off most of her clothes, and she had not troubled to find others. She was unashamed, and as beautiful and angry as a panther. With panther suddenness she snatched the lieutenants sword and pistol.

It suited neither his national pride nor religious prejudices to be disarmed by a gipsy woman; but the Turk is an amazing fatalist, and unexpectedness is his peculiar quality.

Che arz kunam? he muttered  the perennial comment of the Turk who has failed, that always made Kagig bare his teeth in a spasm of contempt. Passing the buck to Allah, as Will construed it.

But disarming the mere conscript soldiers was not quite so simple, although Maga managed it. They had less regard for their own skins than handicapped their officer, and yet more than his contempt for the female of any human breed.

They refused point-blank to throw their rifles down, bringing a laugh and a shout of encouragement from the German. But she screwed the muzzle of her pistol into the lieutenants ear, and bade him enforce her orders, the gipsy women applauding with a chorus of Ohs and Ahs. The lieutenant succumbed to force majeure, and his men, who were inclined to die rather than take orders from a woman, obeyed him readily enough. They laid their rifles down carefully, without a suggestion of resentment.

So. The women of Zeitoon are good! said Kagig with a curt nod of approval, and Maga tossed him a smile fit for the instigation of another siege of Troy.

The gipsy women picked the rifles up, and Maga went to hunt through the mule-packs for clothing. Then Kagig turned on us, motioning with his toe toward Hans von Quedlinburg, who continued to treat himself extravagantly from our jar of ointment.

You do not know yet the depths of this mans infamy! he said. The world professes to loathe Turks who rob, sell and murder women and children. What of a German  a foreigner in Turkey, who instigates the murder  and the robbery  and the burning  and the butchery  for his own ends, or for his bloody countrys ends? This man is an instigator!

You lie! snarled Von Quedlinburg. You dog of an Armenian, you lie!
Kagig ignored him.

This is the German sportman who tried once to go to Zeitoon to shoot bears, as he said. But I knew he was a spy. I am not the Eye of Zeitoon merely because that title rolls nicely on the tongue. He has  perhaps he has it in his pocket now  a concession from the politicians in Stamboul, granting him the right to exploit Zeitoon  a place he has never seen! He has encouraged this present butchery in order that Turkish soldiers may have excuse to penetrate to Zeitoon that he covets. He wants you Eenglis sportmen out of the way. You were to be sent safely back to Tarsus, lest you should be witnesses of what must happen. Perhaps you do not believe all this?

He stooped down and searched the Germans coat pockets with impatient fingers that tugged and jerked, tossing out handkerchief and wallet, cigars, matches that by a miracle had not caught in the heat, and considerable money to the floor. He took no notice of the money, but one of the old gipsy women crept out and annexed it, and Kagig made no comment.

He has not his concession with him. I can prove nothing to-night. I said you shall stand a test. You must choose. This German and those Turks are my prisoners. You have nothing to do with it. You may go back to Tarsus if you wish, and tell the Turks that Kagig defies them! You shall have an escort as far as the nearest garrison. You shall have fifty men to take you back by dawn to-morrow.

At that Rustum Khan turned several shades darker and glared truculently.

Who art thou, Armenian, to frame a test for thy betters? he demanded, throwing a very military chest. And Will promptly bridled at the Rajputs attitude.

Youve no call to make yourself out any better than he is! he interrupted. And at that Maga Jhaere threw a kiss from across the room, but one could not tell whether her own dislike of Rustum Khan, or her approval of Wills support of Kagig was the motive.

Fred began humming in the ridiculous way he has when he thinks that an air of unconcern may ease a situation, and of course Rustum Khan mistook the nasal noises for intentional insult. He turned on the unsuspecting Fred like a tiger. Montys quick wit and level voice alone saved open rupture.

What I imagine Rustum Khan means is this, Kagig: My friends and I have engaged you as guide for a hunting trip. We propose to hold you strictly to the contract.

Kagig looked keenly at each of us and nodded.

In my day I have seen the hunters hunted! he said darkly.

In my day I have seen an upstart punished! growled the Rajput, and sat down, back to the wall.

Castles, and bears! smiled Monty.

Kagig grinned.

What if I propose a different quarry?

Propose and see! Monty was on the alert, and therefore to all outward appearance in a sort of well-fed, catlike, dallying mood.

This dog, said Kagig, and he kicked the Germans ribs again, has said nothing of any other person he must rescue. Bear me witness.

We murmured admission of the truth of that.

Yet I am the Eye of Zeitoon, and I know. His purpose was to leave his prisoners here and hurry on to overtake a lady  a certain Miss Vanderman, who he thinks is on her way to the mission at Marash. He desired the credit for her rescue in order better to blind the world to his misdeeds! Nevertheless, now that she can be no more use to him, observe his chivalry! He does not even mention her!

The German shrugged his shoulders, implying that to argue with such a savage was waste of breath.

What do you know of Miss Vandermans where-abouts? demanded Will, and Maga Jhaere, at the sound of another womans name, sat bolt upright between two other women whose bright eyes peeped out from under blankets.

I had word of her an hour before you came, effendi, Kagig answered. She and her party took fright this afternoon, and have taken to the hills. They are farther ahead than this pig dreamed  once more he kicked Von Quedlinburg more than a days march ahead from here.

Then well hunt for her first, said Monty, and the rest of us nodded assent.

Kagig grinned.

You shall find her. You shall see a castle. In the castle where you find her you shall choose again! It is agreed, effendi!

Then he ordered his prisoners made fast, and the gipsies and our
Zeitoonli servants attended to it, he himself, however, binding the
Germans hands and feet. Will went and put bandages on the mans burns,
I standing by, to help. But we got no thanks.

Ihr seit verruckt! he sneered. You take the side of bandits.
Passt mal auf  there will be punishment!

The Zeitoonli were going to tie Peter Measel, but he set up such a howl that Kagig at last took notice of him and ordered him flung, unbound, into the great wooden bin in which the horse-feed was kept for sale to wayfarers. There he lay, and slept and snored for the rest of that session, with his mouth close to a mouse-hole.

Then Kagig ordered our Zeitoonli to the roof on guard, and bade us sleep with a patriarchal air of authority.

There is no knowing when I shall decide to march, he explained.

Given enough fatigue, and warmth, and quietness, a man will sleep under almost any set of circumstances. The great fire blazed, and flickered, and finally died down to a bed of crimson. The prisoners were most likely all awake, for their bonds were tight, but only Kagig remained seated in the midst of his mess of blankets by the hearth; and I think he slept in that position, and that I was the last to doze off. But none of us slept very long.

There came a shout from the roof again, and once again a thundering on the door. The move  unanimous  that the gipsies right hands made to clutch their weapons resembled the jump from surprise into stillness when the jungle is caught unawares. A second later when somebody tossed dry fagots on the fire the blaze betrayed no other expression on their faces than the stock-in-trade stolidity. Even the women looked as if thundering on a kahveh door at night was nothing to be noticed. Kagig did not move, but I could see that he was breathing faster than the normal, and he, too, clutched a weapon. Von Quedlinburg began shouting for help alternately in Turkish and in German, and the owner of the place produced a gun  a long, bright, steel-barreled affair of the vintage of the Comitajes and the First Greek War. He and his sons ran to the door to barricade it.

Yavash! ordered Kagig. The word means slowly, as applied to all the human processes. In that instance it meant Go slow with your noise! and mine host so understood it.

But the thundering on the great door never ceased, and the kahveh was too full of the noise of that for us to hear what the Zeitoonli called down from the roof. Kagig arose and stood in the middle of the room with the firelight behind him. He listened for two minutes, standing stock-still, a thin smile flickering across his lean face, and the sharp satyr-like tops of his ears seeming to prick outward in the act of intelligence.

Open and let them in! he commanded at last.

I will not! roared the owner of the place. I shall be tortured, and all my house!

Open, I said!

But they will make us prisoner!

Kagig made a sign with his right hand. Gregor Jhaere rose and whispered. One by one the remaining gipsies followed him into the shadows, and there came a noise of scuffling, and of oaths and blows. As Gregor Jhaere had mentioned earlier, they did obey Kagig now and then. The Turks came back looking crestfallen, and the fastenings creaked. Then the door burst open with a blast of icy air, and there poured in nineteen armed men who blinked at the firelight helplessly.

Kagig  where is Kagig?

You cursed fools, where should I be!

Kagig? Is it truly you? Their eyes were still blinded by the blaze.

Shut that door again, and bolt it! Aye  Kagig, Kagig, is it you!

It is Kagig! Behold him! Look!

They clustered close to see, smelling infernally of sweaty garments and of the mud from unholy lurking places.

Kagig it is! And has all happened as I, Kagig, warned you it would happen?

Aye. All. More. Worse!

Had you acted beforehand in the manner I advised?

No, Kagig. We put it off. We talked, and disagreed. And then it was too late to agree. They were cutting throats while we still argued. When we ran into the street to take the offensive they were already shooting from the roofs!

Hah!

That bitter dry expletive, coughed out between set teeth, could not be named a laugh.

Kagig, listen!

Aye! Now it is Kagig, listen! But a little while ago it was I who was sayin Listen! I walked myself lame, and talked myself hoarse. Who listened to me? Why should I listen to you?

But, Kagig, my wife is gone!

Hah!

My daughter, Kagig!

Hah!

A third man thrust himself forward and thumped the butt of a long rifle on the floor.

 

They took my wife and two daughters before my very eyes, Kagig! It is no time for talking now  you have talked already too much, Kagi,  now prove yourself a man of deeds! With these eyes I saw them dragged by the hair down street! Oh, would God that I had put my eyes out first, then had I never seen it! Kagig

Aye  Kagig!

You shall not sneer at me! I shot one Turk, and ten more pounced on them. They screamed to me. They called to me to rescue. What could I do? I shot, and I shot until the rifle barrel burned my fingers. Then those cursed Turks set the house on fire behind me, and my companions dragged me away to come and find others to unite with us and make a stand! We found no others! Kagig  I tell you  those bloody Turks are auctioning our wives and daughters in the village church! It is time to act!

Hah! Who was it urged you in season and out of season  day and night  month in, month out  to come to Zeitoon and help me fortify the place? Who urged you to send your women there long ago?

But Kagig, you do not appreciate. To you it is nothing not to have women near you. We have mothers, sisters, wives

Nothing to me, is it? These eyes have seen my mother, ravished by a Kurd in a Turkish uniform!

Well, that only proves you are one with us after all! That only proves

One with you! Why did you not act, then, when I risked life and limb a thousand times to urge you?

We could not, Kagig. That would have precipitated

He interrupted the man with an oath like the aggregate of bitterness.

Precipitated? Did waiting for the massacre like chickens waiting for the ax delay the massacres a day? But now it is Come and lead us, Kagig! How many of you are there left to lead?

Who knows? We are nineteen

Hah! And I am to run with nineteen men to the rape of Tarsus and Adana?

Our people will rally to you, Kagig!

They shall.

Come, then!

They shall rally at Zeitoon!

Oh, Kagig  how shall they reich Zeitoon? The cursed Turks have ordered out the soldiers and are sending regiments

I warned they would!

The cavalry are hunting down fugitives along the roads!

As I foretold a hundred times!

They were sent to protect Armenians

That is always the excuse!

And they kill  kill  kill! A dozen of them hunted me for two miles, until I hid in a watercourse! Look at us! Look at our clothes! We are wet to the skin  tired  starving! Kagig, be a man!

He went back to his mess of blankets and sat down on it, too bitter at heart for words. They reproached him in chorus, coming nearer to the fire to let the fierce heat draw the stink out of their clothes.

Aye, Kagig, you must not forget your race. You must not forget the past, Kagig. Once Armenia was great, remember that! You must not only talk to us, you must act at last! We summon you to be our leader, Kagig, son of Kagig of Zeitoon!

He stared back at them with burning eyes  raised both bands to beat his temples  and then suddenly turned the palms of his hands toward the roof in a gesture of utter misery.

Oh, my people!

That glimpse he betrayed of his agony was but a moment long. The fingers closed suddenly, and the palms that had risen in helplessness descended to his knees clenched fists, heavy with the weight of purpose.

What have you done with the ammunition? he demanded.

We had it in the manure under John Zimisces cattle.

I know that. Where is it now?

The Turks discovered it at dawn to-day. Some one had told. They burned Zimisces and his wife and sons alive in the straw!

You fools! They knew where the stuff was a week ago! A month ago I warned you to send it to Zeitoon, but somebody told you I was treacherous, and you fools listened! How much ammunition have you left now?

Just what we have with us. I have a dozen rounds.

I ten.

I nine.

I thirty-three.

Each man had a handful, or two handfuls at the most. Kagig observed their contributions to the common fund with scorn too deep for expression. It was as if the very springs of speech were frozen.

We summon you to lead us, Kagig!

Words came to him again.

You summon me to lead? I will! From now I lead! By the God who gave my fathers bread among the mountains, I will, moreover, be obeyed! Either my word is law

Kagig, it is law!

Or back you shall go to where the Turks are wearing white, and the gutters bubble red, and the beams are black against the sky! You shall obey me in future on the instant that I speak, or run back to the Turks for mercy from my hand! I have listened to enough talk!

Spoken like a man! said Monty, and stood up.

We all stood up; even Rustum Khan, who did not pretend to like him, saluted the old warrior who could announce his purpose so magnificently. Maga Jhaere stood up, and sought Wills eyes from across the room. Fred, almost too sleepy to know what he was doing (for the tail end of the fever is a yearning for early bed) undid the catch of his beloved instrument, and made the rafters ring. In a minute we four were singing For hes a jolly good fellow, and Kagig stood up, looking like Robinson Crusoe in his goat-skins, to acknowledge the compliment.

The noise awoke Peter Measel, and when we had finished making fools of ourselves I walked over to discover what he was saying. He was praying aloud  nasally  through the mouse-hole  for us, not himself. I looked at my watch. It was two hours past midnight.

You fellows, I said, its Sunday. The martyred biped has just waked up and remembered it. He is praying that we may be forgiven for polluting the Sabbath stillness with immoral tunes!

My words had a strange effect. Monty, and Fred, and Will laughed. Rustum Khan laughed savagely. But all the Armenians, including Kagig, knelt promptly on the floor and prayed, the gipsies looking on in mild amusement tempered by discretion. And out of the mouse-hole in the horse-feed bin came Peter Measels sonorous, overriding periods:

And, O Lord, let them not be smitten by Thine anger. Let them not be cut down in Thy wrath! Let them not be cast into hell! Give them another chance, O Lord! Let the Ten Commandments be written on their hearts in letters of fire, but let not their souls be damned for ever more! If they did not know it was the Sabbath Day, O Lord, forgive them! Amen!

It was a most amazing night.


Chapter Seven We hold you to your word!

LIBERA NOS, DOMINE!

A priest, a statesman, and a soldier stood
Hand in each others hand, by ruin faced,
Consulting to find succor if they could,
Till soon the lesser ones themselves abased,
Their sword and parchment on an altar laid
In deep humility the while the priest he prayed.

He prayed first for his church, that it might be
Upholden and acknowledged and revered,
And in its opal twilight men might see
Salvation if in truth enough they feared,
And if enough acknowledgment they gave
To ritual, and rosary, and creed that save.

Then prayed he for the state, that it should wean
Well-tutored counselors to do their part
Full profit and prosperity to glean
With dignity, although with contrite heart
And wisdom that Tradition wisdom ranks,
That church and state might stand and men give thanks.

Last prayed he for the soldier  longest, too,
That all the honor and the aims of war
Subserving him might carry wrath and rue
Unto repentance, and in trembling awe
The enemy at length should fault confess
And yield, to crave a peace of righteousness.

Behind them stood a patriot unbowed,
Not arrogant in gilt or goodly cloth,
Nor mincing meek, and yet not poorly proud;
With eyes afire that glittered not with wrath;
Aware of evil hours, and undismayed
Because he loved too well. He also prayed.

Oh, Thou, who gavest, may I also give,
Withholding not  accepting no reward;
For I die gladly if the least ones live.
Twice righteous and two-edged be the sword,
Neath freedoms banner drawn to prove Thy word
And smite me if Im false! His prayer was heard.

The remainder of that night was nightmare pure and simple  mules and horses squealing in instinctive fear of action they felt impending  gipsies and Armenians dragging packs out on the floor, to repack everything a dozen times for some utterly godless reason  Rustum Khan seizing each fugitive Armenian in turn to question him, alternating fierce threats with persuasion  Kagig striding up and down with hands behind him and his scraggly black beard pressed down on his chest  and the great fire blazing with reports like cannon shots as one of the Turks sons piled on fuel and the resinous wet wood caught.

The Turk and his other six sons ran away and hid themselves as a precaution against our taking vengeance on them. With situations reversed a Turk would have taken unbelievable toll in blood and agony from any Armenian he could find, and they reasoned we were probably no better than themselves. The marvel was that they left one son to wait on us, and take the money for room and horse-feed.

Remember! warned Monty, as we four sidled close together with our backs against the wall. Until were in actual personal danger this trouble is the affair of Kagig and his men!

I get you. If we horn in before we have to well do more harm than good. Give the Turks an excuse to call us outlaws and shoot instead of rescue us. Sure. But what about Miss Vanderman? said Will.

I foresee shes doomed! Fred stared straight in front of him. It looks as if well lose our little Willy too! One woman at a time, especially when the lady totes a mother-o-pearl revolver and about a dozen knives! If you come out of this alive, Bill, youll be wiser!

Fond of bull, arent you! Youd jest on an ant-heap.

Theres nothing to discuss, said I. If theres a lady in danger somewhere ahead, we all know what were going to do about it.

Monty nodded.

If we can find her and get word to the consul, that ud be one more lever for him to pull on.

Dyou suppose theyd dare molest an Englishwoman? I asked, with the sudden goose-flesh rising all over me.

Shes American, said Will between purposely set lips. But I did not see that that qualified the unpleasantness by much.

One of the Armenians, whom Rustum Khan had finished questioning, went and stood in Kagigs way, intercepting his everlasting sentry-go.

What is it, Eflaton?

My wife, Kagig!

Ah! I remember your wife. She fed me often.

You must come with me and find her, Kagig  my wife and two daughters, who fed you often!

The daughters were pretty, said Kagig. So was the wife. A young woman yet. A brave, good woman. Always she agreed with me, I remember. Often I heard her urge you men to follow me to Zeitoon and help to fortify the place!

Will you leave a good woman in the hands of Turks, Kagig? Come  come to the rescue!

It is too bad, said Kagig simply. Such women suffer more terribly than the hags who merely die by the sword. Ten times by the count  during ten succeeding massacres I have seen the Turks sell Armenian wives and daughters at auction. I am sorry, Eflaton.

My God! groaned Will. How long are we four loafers going to sit here and leave a white woman in danger on the road ahead? He got up and began folding his blankets.

The Armenian whom Kagig had called Eflaton threw himself to the floor and shrieked in agony of misery. Rustum Khan stepped over him and came and stood in front of Monty.

These men are fools, he said. They know exactly what the Turks will do. They have all seen massacres before. Yet not one of them was ready when the hour set for this one came. They say  and they say the truth, that the Turks will murder all Europeans they catch outside the mission stations, lest there be true witnesses afterward whom the world will believe.

But a woman  scarcely a white woman? This from Will, with the tips of his ears red and the rest of his face a deathly white.

Depending on the woman, answered Rustum Khan. Old  unpleasing He made an upward gesture with his thumb, and a noise between his teeth suggestive of a severed wind-pipe. If she were good-looking  I have heard say they pay high prices in the interior, say at Kaisarieh or Mosul. Once in a harem, who would ever know? The road ahead is worse than dangerous. Whoever wishes to save his life would do best to turn back now and try to ride through to Tarsus.

Try it, then, if youre afraid! sneered Will, and for a moment
I thought the Rajput would draw steel.

I know what this lord sahib and I will do, he said, darkening three or four shades under his black beard. It was for men bewitched by gipsy-women that I feared!

Will was standing. Nothing but Montys voice prevented blows. He rapped out a string of sudden rhetoric in the Rajputs own guttural tongue, and Rustum Khan drew back four paces.

Send him back, Colonel sahib! he urged. Send that one back!
He and Umm Kulsum will be the death of us!

Fred went off into a peal of laughter that did nothing to calm the
Rajputs ruffled temper.

Who was Umm Kulsum? I asked him, divining the cause.

The most immoral hag in Asian legend! The aggregated essence of all female evil personified in one procuress!

Say, Ill have to teach that gink

Monty got up and stood between them, but it was a new alarm that prevented blows. A fist-blow in the Rajputs face would have meant a blood-feud that nothing less than a mans life could settle, and Monty looked worried. There came a new thundering on the door that brought everybody to his feet as if murder were the least of the charges against us. Only Kagig appeared at ease and unconcerned.

Open to them! he shouted, and resumed his pacing to and fro.

Our Armenian servants ran to the door, and in a minute returned to say that fifty mounted men from Zeitoon were drawn up outside. Kagig gave a curt laugh and strode across to us.

I said you Eenglis sportmen should see good sport.

Monty nodded, with a hand held out behind him to warn us to keep still.

I said you shall shoot many pigs!

Lead on, then.

Turks are pigs!

Monty did not answer. To have disagreed would have been like flapping a red cloth at a tiger. Yet to have agreed with him at once might have made him jump to false conclusions. The consuls last words to us had been insistent on the unwisdom of posing as anything but hunters, legitimately entitled to protection from the Turkish government.

I would like you gentlemen for allies!

You are our servant at present.

Would you think of holding me to that? demanded Kagig with a gesture of extreme irritation. It is only the West that can joke at itself in the face of crisis.

If not to that, said Monty blandly, then what agreements do you keep?

Kagig saw the point. He drew a deep impatient breath and drove it out again hissing through his teeth. Then he took grim hold of himself.

Effendi, he said, addressing himself to Monty, but including all of us with eyes that seemed to search our hearts, you are a lord, a friend of the King of Eengland. If I were less than a man of my word I could make you prisoner and oblige your friend the King of Eengland to squeeze these cursed Turks!

Rustum Khan heard what he said, and made noise enough drawing his saber to be heard outside the kahveh, but Kagig did not turn his head. Three gipsies attended to Rustum Khan, slipping between him and their master, and our four Zeitoonli servants cautiously approached the Rajput from behind.

Peace! ordered Monty. Continue, Kagig.

Kagig held both hands toward Monty, palms upward, as if he were offering the keys of Hell and Heaven.

You are sportmen, all of you. Shall I keep my word to you? Or shall I serve my nation in its agony?

Monty glanced swiftly at us, but we made no sign. Will actually looked away. It was a rule we four had to leave the playing of a hand to whichever member of the partnership was first engaged; and we never regretted it, although it often called for faith in one another to the thirty-third degree. The next hand might fall to any other of us, but for the present it was Montys play.

We hold you to your word! said Monty.

Kagig gasped. But my people!

Keep your word to them too! Surely you havent promised them to make us prisoner?

But if I am your servant  if I must obey you for two piasters a day, how shall I serve my nation?

Wait and see! suggested Monty blandly.

Kagig bowed stiffly, from the neck.

It would surprise you, effendi, he said grimly, to know how many long years I have waited, in order that I may see what other men will do!

Monty never answered that remark. There came a yell of Fire! and in less than ten seconds flames began to burst through the door that shut off the Turks private quarters, and to lick and roar among the roof beams. The animals at the other end of the room went crazy, and there was instant panic, the Armenians outside trying to get in to help, and fighting with the men and animals and women and children who choked the way. Then the hay in the upper story caught alight, and the heat below became intolerable. Monty saw and instantly pounced on an ax and two crow-bars in the corner.

Through the wall! he ordered.

Fred, Will and I did that work, he and Kagig looking on. It was much easier than at first seemed likely. Most of the stones were stuck with mud, not plaster, and when the first three or four were out the rest came easily. In almost no time we had a great gap ready, and the extra draft we made increased the holocaust, but seemed to lift the heat higher. Then some of the Zeitoonli saw the gap, and began to hurry blindfolded horses through it and in a very little while the place seemed empty. I saw the Turkish owner and several of his sons looking on in fatalistic calm at about the outside edge of the ring of light, and it occurred to me to ask a question.

Hasnt that Turk a harem? I asked.

In another second we four were hurrying around the building, and Will and I burst in the door at the rear with our crow-bars. Monty and Fred rushed past us, and before I could get the smoke out of my eyes and throat they were hurrying out again with two old women in their arms  the women screaming, and they laughing and coughing so that they could hardly run. Then Will made my blood run cold with a new alarm.

The biped! he shouted. The Measel in the corn-bin!

They dropped the old ladies, and all four of us raced back to our hole in the wall  plunged into the hell-hot building, pulled the lid off the corn-bin (it was fastened like an ancient Egyptian coffin-lid with several stout Wooden pegs), dragged Measel out, and frog-marched him, kicking and yelling, to the open, where Fred collapsed.

Measel, said Will, stooping to feel Freds heart, if youre the cause of my friend Oakes death, Lord pity you!

Fred sat up, not that he wished to save the biped any anguish, but the wise man vomits comfortably when he can, the necessity being bad enough without additional torment.

See! said a voice out of darkness. He empties himself! That is well. It is only the end of the fever. Now he will be a man again. But the sahibs should have left that writer of characters in the corn-bin, where he could have shared the fate of his master without troubling us again!

Rustum Khan strode into the light, with half his fierce beard burned away from having been the last to leave by the front entrance, and a decided limp from having been kicked by a frantic mule.

What have you done with the German? demanded Monty.

I, sahib? Nothing. In truth nothing. It was the seven sons of the Turk  abetted I should say by gipsies. It was the German who set the place alight. The girl, Maga Jhaere they call her, saw him do it. She watched like a cat, the fool, hoping to amuse herself, while he burned off his ropes with a brand that fell his way out of the fire. When another brand jumped half across the room he set the place alight with it, tossing it over the party wall. He was an able rascal, sahib.

Was? demanded Monty.

Aye, sahib, was! In another second he released the Turkish lieutenant and shouted in his ear to escape and say that Armenians burned this kahveh! Gregor Jhaere slew the Turk, however. And Maga followed the German into the open, where she denounced him to some of the Zeitoonli who recently arrived. They took him and threw him back into the fire  where he remained. I begin to like these Zeitoonli. I even like the gipsies more than formerly. They are men of some discernment, and of action!

Man of blood! growled Monty. What of the Turkish owner and his seven sons?

They shall burn, too, if the sahib say so!

If they burn, so shall you! Where is Kagig?

Seeing that the sahibs horses are packed and saddled. I came to find the sahibs. According to Kagig it is time to go, before Turks come to take vengeance for a burned road-house. They will surely say Armenians burned it, whether or not there is a German to support their accusation!

Then we heard Kagigs high-pitched Haide  chabuk! and picked up
Peter Measel, and ran around the building to where the horses were
already saddled, and squealing in fear of the flames. We left the
Turk, and his wives and seven sons, to tell what tale they pleased.


Chapter Eight I go with that man!

LO HERE! LO THERE!

Ye shall not judge men by the drinks they take,
Nor by unthinking oath, nor what they wear,
For look! the mitered liars protest make
And drinking know they lie, and knowing swear.
No oath is round without the rounded fruit,
Nor pompous promise hides the ultimate.
In scarlet as in overalls and tailored suit
To-morrows truemen and the traitors wait
Untold by trick of blazonry or voice.
But harvest ripens and there come the reaping days
When each shall choose one path to bide the choice,
And ye shall know men when they face dividing ways.

To those who have never ridden knee to knee with outlaws full pelt into unknown darkness, with a burning house behind, and a whole horizon lit with the rolling glow of murdered villages, let it be written that the sensation of so doing is creepy, most amazing wild, and not without unrighteous pleasure.

There was a fierce joy that burned without consuming, and a consciousness of having crossed a rubicon. Points of view are left behind in a moment, although the proof may not be apparent for days or weeks, and I reckon our mental change from being merely hunters of an ancient castle and big game-tourists-trippers, from that hour. As we galloped behind Kagig the mesmerism of respect for custom blew away in the wind. We became at heart outlaws as we rode  and one of us a privy councilor of England!

The women, Maga included, were on in front. The night around and behind us was full of the thunder of fleeing cattle, for the Zeitoonli had looted the owner of the kahvehs cows and oxen along with their own beasts and were driving them helter-skelter. The crackling flames behind us were a beacon, whistling white in the early wind, that we did well to hurry from.

It was Monty who called Kagigs attention to the idiocy of tiring out the cattle before dawn, and then Kagig rode like an arrow until he could make the gipsies hear him. One long keening shout that penetrated through the drum of hoofs brought them to a walk, but they kept Maga in front with them, screened from our view until morning by a close line of mounted women and a group of men. The Turkish prisoners were all behind among the fifty Armenians from Zeitoon, looking very comfortless trussed up on the mounts that nobody else had coveted, with hands made fast behind their backs.

A little before dawn, when the saw-tooth tips of the mountain range on our left were first touched with opal and gold, we turned off the araba track along which we had so far come and entered a ravine leading toward Marash. Fred was asleep on horseback, supported between Will and me and snoring like a throttled dog. The smoke of the gutted kahveh had dwindled to a wisp in the distance behind us, and there was no sight or sound of pursuit.

No wheeled vehicle that ever man made could have passed up this new track. It was difficult for ridden horses, and our loaded beasts had to be given time. We seemed to be entering by a fissure into the womb of the savage hills that tossed themselves in ever-increasing grandeur up toward the mist-draped heights of Kara Dagh. Oftener than not our track was obviously watercourse, although now and then we breasted higher levels from which we could see, through gaps between hill and forest, backward along the way we had come. There was smoke from the direction of Adana that smudged a whole sky-line, and between that and the sea about a dozen sooty columns mushroomed against the clouds.

There was not a mile of the way we came that did not hold a hundred hiding-places fit for ambuscade, but our party was too numerous and well-armed to need worry on that account. Monty and Kagig drew ahead, quite a little way behind the gipsies still, but far in front of us, who had to keep Fred upright on his horse.

My particular need is breakfast, said I.

And Wills is the woman! said Fred, admitting himself awake at last. Will had been straining in the stirrups on the top of every rise his horse negotiated ever since the sun rose. It certainly was a mystery why Maga should have been spirited away, after the freedom permitted her the day before.

Rustum Khan has probably made off with her, or cut her head off! remarked Fred by way of offering comfort, yawning with the conscious luxury of having slept. I dont see Rustum Khan. Lets hope its true! That ud give the American lady a better chance for her life in case we should overtake her!

Will and Fred have always chosen the most awkward places and the least excuse for horseplay, and the sleep seemed to have expelled the last of the fever from Freds bones, so that he felt like a schoolboy on holiday. Will grabbed him around the neck and they wrestled, to their horses infinite disgust, panting and straining mightily in the effort to unseat each other. It was natural that Will should have the best of it, he being about fifteen years younger as well as unweakened by malaria. The men of Zeitoon behind us checked to watch Fred rolled out of his saddle, and roared with the delight of fighting men the wide world over to see the older campaigner suddenly recover his balance and turn the tables on the younger by a trick.

And at that very second, as Will landed feet first on the gravel panting for breath, Maga Jhaere arrived full gallop from the rear, managing her ugly gray stallion with consummate ease. Her black hair streamed out in the wind, and what with the dew on it and the slanting sun-rays she seemed to be wearing all the gorgeous jewels out of Ali Babas cave. She was the loveliest thing to look at  unaffected, unexpected, and as untamed as the dawn, with parted lips as red as the branch of budding leaves with which she beat her horse.

But the smile turned to a frown of sudden passion as she saw Will land on the ground and Fred get ready for reprisals. She screamed defiance  burst through the ranks of the nearest Zeitoonli  set her stallion straight at us  burst between Fred and me  beat Fred savagely across the face with her sap-softened branch  and wheeled on her beasts haunches to make much of Will. He laughed at her, and tried to take the whip away. Seeing he was neither hurt nor indignant, she laughed at Fred, spat at him, and whipped her stallion forward in pursuit of Kagig, breaking between him and Monty to pour news in his ear.

A curse on Rustum Khan! laughed Fred, spitting out red buds. He didnt do his duty!

He had hardly said that when the Rajput came spurring and thundering along from the rear. He seemed in no hurry to follow farther, but drew rein between us and saluted with the semi-military gesture with which he favored all who, unlike Monty, had not been Colonels of Indian regiments.

I tracked Umm Kulsum through the dark! he announced, rubbing the burned nodules out of his singed beard and then patting his mares neck. I saw her ride away alone an hour before you reached that fork in the road and turned up this watercourse. By the teeth of God, said I, when a good-looking woman leaves a party of men to canter alone in the dark, there is treason! and I followed.

I offered the Rajput my cigarette case, and to my surprise he accepted one, although not without visible compunction. As a Muhammadan by creed he was in theory without caste and not to be defiled by European touch, but the practises of most folk fall behind their professions. A hundred yards ahead of us Maga was talking and gesticulating furiously, evidently railing at Kagigs wooden-headedness or unbelief. Monty sat listening, saying nothing.

What did you see, Rustum Khan? asked Fred.

At first very little. My eyes are good, but that gipsy-womans are better, and I was kept busy following her; for I could not keep close, or she might have heard. The noise of her own clumsy stallion prevented her from hearing the lighter footfalls of my mare, and by that I made sure she was not expecting to meet an enemy. She rides to betray us to her friends! said I, and I kept yet farther behind her, on the alert against ambush.

Well?

She rode until dawn, I following. Then, when the light was scarcely born as yet, she suddenly drew rein at an open place where the track she had been following emerged out of dense bushes, and dismounted. From behind the bushes I watched, and presently I, too, dismounted to hold my mares nostrils and prevent her from whinnying. That woman, Maga Jhaere, knelt, and pawed about the ground like a dog that hunts a buried bone!

In front of us Maga was still arguing. Suddenly Kagig turned on her and asked her three swift questions, bitten off like the snap of a closing snuff-box lid. Whether she answered or not I could not see, but Monty was smiling.

I suspect she was making signals! growled Rustum Khan. To whom  about what I do not know. After a little while she mounted and rode on, choosing unerringly a new track through the bushes. I went to where she had been, and examined the ground where she had made her signals. As I say, my eyes are good, but hers are better. I could see nothing but the hoof-marks of her clumsy gray brute of a stallion, and in one place the depressions on soft earth where she had knelt to paw the ground!

Monty was beginning to talk now. I could see him smiling at Kagig over Magas head, and the girl was growing angry. Rustum Khan was watching them as closely as we were, pausing between sentences.

It may be she buried something there, but if so I did not find it. I could not stay long, for when she rode away she went like wind, and I needed to follow at top speed or else be lost. So I let my mare feel the spurs a time or two, and so it happened that I gained on the woman; and I suppose she heard me. Whether or no, she waited in ambush, and sprang out at me as I passed so suddenly that I know not what god of fools and drunkards preserved her from being cut down! Not many have ridden out at me from ambush and lived to tell of it! But I saw who she was in time, and sheathed my steel again, and cursed her for the gipsy that she half is. The other half is spawn of Eblis!

A hundred yards ahead of us Kagig had reached a decision, but it seemed to be not too late yet in Magas judgment to try to convert him. She was speaking vehemently, passionately, throwing down her reins to expostulate with both hands.

Kagig isnt the man youd think a young woman would choose to be familiar with, Fred said quietly to me, and I wondered what he was driving at. He is always observant behind that superficial air of mockery he chooses to assume, but what he had noticed to set him thinking I could not guess.

Rustum Khan threw away the cigarette I had given him, and went on with his tale.

That woman has no virtue.

How do you know? demanded Will.

She laughed when I cursed her! Then she asked me what I had seen.

What did you say?

To test her I said I had seen her lover, and would know him again by his smell in the dark!

What did she say to that?

She laughed again. I tell you the woman has no shame! Then she said if I would tell that tale to Kagig as soon as I see him she would reward me with leave to live for one whole week and an extra hour in which to pray to the devil  meaning, I suppose, that she intends to kill me otherwise. Then she wheeled her stallion  the brute was trying to tear out the muscles of my thigh all that time  and rode away  and I followed  and here I am!

How much truth is there in your assertion that you saw her lover?
Will demanded.

None. I but said it to test her.

Why in thunder should she want it believed?

God knows, who made gipsies!

At that moment the advance-guard rode into an open meadow, crossed by a shallow, singing stream at which Kagig ordered a halt to water horses. So we closed up with him, and he repeated to us what he had evidently said before to Monty.

Maga says  I let her go scouting  she says she met a man who told her that Miss Gloria Vanderman and a party of seven were attacked on the road, but escaped, and now have doubled on their tracks so that they are far on their return to Tarsus.

Rustum Khan met Montys eyes, and his lips moved silently.

What do you know, sirdar? Monty asked him.

The woman lies!

Maga was glaring at Rustum Khan as a leopardess eyes an enemy. As he spoke she made a significant gesture with a finger across her throat, which the Rajput, if he saw, ignored.

To what extent? demanded Kagig calmly.

Wholly! I followed her. She met no man, although she pawed the ground at a place where eight ridden horses had crossed soft ground a day ago.

Kagig nodded, recognizing truth  a rather rare gift.

If the Rajputs guess was wrong and Maga did know shame, at any rate she did not choose that moment to betray it.

Oh, very well! she sneered. There were eight horses. They were galloping. The track was nine hours old.

Kagig nodded without any symptom of annoyance or reproach.

There is an ancient castle in the hills up yonder, he said, in which there may be many Armenians hiding.

He took it for granted we would go and find out, and Maga recognized the drift.

Very well, she said. Let that one go, and that one, pointing at Fred and me.

Youll appreciate, of course, said Monty, that its out of the question for us to go forward until we know where that lady is.

Kagig bowed gravely.

I am needed at Zeitoon, he answered.

Then Maga broke in shrilly, pointing at Will:

Take that one for hostage! she advised. Bring him along to Zeitoon.
Then the rest will follow!

Kagig looked gravely at her.

I shall take this one, he answered, laying a respectful hand on Montys sleeve. Effendi, you are an Eenglis lord. Be your life and comfort on my head, but I need a hostage for my nations sake. You others  I admit the urgency  shall hunt the missionary lady. If I have this one  again he touched Monty I know well you will come seeking him! You, effendi, you understand my  necessity?

Monty nodded, smiling gravely. There was a fire at the back of Montys eyes and something in his bearing I had never seen before.

Then I go with my colonel sahib! announced Rustum Khan. That gipsy woman will kill him otherwise!

Better help hunt for the lady, Rustum Khan.

Nay, colonel sahib bahadur  thy blood on my head! I go with thee  into hell and out beyond if need be!

You fellows agreeable? asked Monty. There is no disputing Kagigs decision. Were at his mercy.

Weve got to find Miss Vanderman! said Will.

You are not at my mercy, effendi, grumbled Kagig. The man was obviously distressed. You are rather at my discretion. I am responsible. For my nations sake and for my honor I dare not lose you. Who has not seen how a cow will follow the calf in a wagon? So in your case, if I hold the one  the chief one  the noble one  the lord  the cousin of the Eenglis king (Montys rank was mounting like mercury in a tube as Kagig warmed to the argument) you others will certainly hunt him up-hill and down-dale. Thus will my honor and my countrys cause both profit!

Monty smiled benignantly.

Its all one, Kagig. Why labor the point? Im going with you.
Rustum Khan prefers to come with me. Kagig looked askance at Rustum
Khan, but made no comment. One hostage is enough for your purpose.
Let me talk with my friends a minute.

Kagig nodded, and we four drew aside.

Now, demanded Fred, who knew the signs, what special quixotry do you mean springing?

Shut up, Fred. Theres no need for you fellows to follow Kagig another yard. Hell be quite satisfied if he has me in keeping. That will serve all practical purposes. What you three must do is find Miss Vanderman if you can, and take her back to Tarsus. There you can help the consul bring pressure to bear on the authorities.

Rot! retorted Fred. Didums, youre drunk. Where did you get the drink?

Monty smiled, for he held a card that could out-trump our best one, and he knew it. In fact he led it straight away.

Dyou mean to say youd consider it decent to find that young woman in the mountains and drag her to Zeitoon at Kagigs tail, when Tarsus is not more than three days ride away at most? You know the Turks wouldnt dare touch you on the road to the coast.

For that matter, said Fred, the Turks ud hardly dare touch Miss
Vanderman herself.

Then leave her in the hills! grinned Monty. Kagig tells me that the Kurds are riding down in hundreds from Kaisarich way. He says theyll arrive too late to loot the cities, but theyre experts at hunting along the mountain range. Why not leave the lady to the tender ministrations of the Kurds!

One ud think you and Kagig knew of buried treasure! Or has he promised to make you Duke of Zeitoon? asked Will. Tisnt right, Monty. Youve no call to force our band in this way.

Name a better way, said Monty.

None of us could. The proposal was perfectly logical.

Three of us, even supposing Kagig should care to lend us some of his Zeitoonli horsemen, would be all too few for the rescue work. Certainly we could not leave a lady unprotected in these hills, with the threat of plundering Kurds overhanging. If we found her we could hardly carry her off up-country if there were any safer course.

Time  time is swift! said Kagig, pulling out a watch like a big brass turnip and shaking it, presumably to encourage the mechanism.

The fact is, said Monty, drawing us farther aside, for Rustum Khan was growing restive and inquisitive, Ive not much faith in Kagigs prospects at Zeitoon. He has talked to me all along the road, and I dont believe he bases much reliance on his men. He counts more on holding me as hostage and so obliging the Turkish government to call off its murderers. If you men can rescue that lady in the hills and return to Tarsus you can serve Kagig best and give me my best chance too. Hurry back and help the consul raise Cain!

That closed the arguments, because Maga Jhaere slipped past Kagig and approached us with the obvious intention of listening. She had discovered a knowledge of English scarcely perfect but astonishingly comprehensive, which she had chosen to keep to herself when we first met  a regular gipsy trick. Fred threw down the gauntlet to her, uncovering depths of distrust that we others had never suspected under his air of being amused.

Now, miss! he said, striding up to her. Let us understand each other! This is my friend. He pointed to Monty. If harm comes to him that you could have prevented, you shall pay!

Maga tossed back her loose coils of hair and laughed.

Never fear, sahib! Rustum Khan called out. If ought should happen to my Colonel sahib that Umm Kulsum shall be first to die. The women shall tell of her death for a generation, to frighten naughty children!

You hear that? demanded Fred.

Maga laughed again, and swore in some outlandish tongue.

I hear! And you hear this, you old She called Fred by a name that would make the butchers wince in the abattoirs at Liverpool. If anything happens to that man,  she pointed to Will, and her eyes blazed with lawless pleasure in his evident discomfort I myself  me  this woman  I alone will keel  keel  keel  torture first and afterwards keel your friend at you call Monty! I am Maga! You have heard me say what I will do! As for that Rustum Khan  you shall never see him no more ever!

Kagig pulled out the enormous watch again. He seemed oblivious of Magas threats  not even aware that she had spoken, although she was hissing through impudent dazzling teeth within three yards of him.

The time, he said, has fleed  has fled  has flown. Now we must go, effendi!

I go with that man! announced Maga, pointing at Will, but obviously well aware that nothing of the kind would be permitted.

Maga, come! said Kagig, and got on his horse. You gentlemen may take with you each one Zeitoonli servant. No, no more. No, the ammunition in your pockets must suffice. Yes, I know the remainder is yours; come then to Zeitoon and get it! Haide  Haide! Mount! Ride! Haide, Zeitoonli! To Zeitoon! Chabuk!


Chapter Nine And you left your friend to help me?

WITH NEW TONGUES

Oh, bard of Avon, thou whose measured muse
Most sweetly sings Elizabethan views
To shame ungentle smiths of journalese
With thy sublimest verse, what words are these
That shine amid the lines like jewels set
But ere thine hour no bard had chosen yet?
Didst thou in masterly disdain of too much law
Not only limn the truths no others saw
But also, lord not slave of written word,
Lend ear to what no other poet heard
And, liberal minded on the Mermaid bench
With bow for blade and chaff for serving wench
Await from overseas slang-slinging Jack
Who brought the new vocabulary back?

So we three stood still in a row disconsolate, with three ragged men of Zeitoon holding our horses and theirs, and watched Monty ride away in the midst of Kagigs motley command, he not turning to wave back to us because he did not like the parting any better than we did, although he had pretended to be all in favor of it.

Kagig had left us one mule for our luggage, and the beast was unlikely to be overburdened, for at the last minute he had turned surly, and as he sat like a general of division to watch his patch-and-string command go by he showed how Eye of Zeitoon only failed him for a title in giving his other eye  the one he kept on us  too little credit. It was a good-looking crowd of irregulars that he reviewed, and every bearded, goat-skin clad veteran in it had a word to say to him, and he an answer  sometimes a sermon by way of answer. But he saw every item that we removed from the common packs, and sternly reproved us when we tried to exceed what he considered reasonable. At that he based our probable requirements on what would have been surfeit of encumbrance for himself.

Empty your pockets, effendim! he ordered at last. Six cartridges each for rifle, and six each for pistol must be all. Your cartridges I know they are. But my people are in extremity!

When he rode away at last, sitting his horse in the fashion of a Don Cossack and shepherding Maga in front of him because she kept checking her gray stallion for another look at Will, he left us no alternative than to take to the mountains swiftly unless we cared to starve. We watched Montys back disappear over a rise, with Rustum Khan close behind, and then Fred signed to one of the three Zeitoonli to lead on.

All three of the men Kagig had left with us were surly, mainly, no doubt, because they disliked separation from their friends. But there was fear, too, expressed in their manner of riding close together, and in the fidgety way in which they watched the smoke of burning Armenian villages that smudged the sky to our left.

If they try to bolt after Kagig and leave us in the lurch Im going to waste exactly one cartridge as a warning, Fred announced. After that  !

Probably Kagig ud skin them if they turned up without us, remarked Will.

There was something in that theory, for we learned later what Kagigs ferocity could be when driven hard enough. But from first to last those men of Zeitoon never showed a symptom of treachery, although their resentment at having to turn their backs toward home appeared to deepen hourly.

With strange unreason they made no haste, whereas we were in a frenzy of impatience; and when Fred sought to improve their temper by singing the songs that had hitherto acted like charms on Kagigs whole command, they turned in their saddles and cursed him for calling attention to us.

Inch goozek? demanded one of them (What would you like?), and with a gesture that made the blood run cold he suggested the choice between hanging and disembowelment.

Will solved the speed problem by striving to push past them along the narrow track; and they were so determined to keep in front of us that within half an hour from the start our horses were sweating freely. Then we began to climb, dismounting presently to lead our horses, and all notions of speed went the way of other vanity.

Several times looking back toward our right hand we caught sight of Kagigs string threading its way over a rise, or passing like a line of ants under the brow of a gravel bank. But they were too far away to discern which of the moving specks might be Monty, although Kagig was now and then unmistakable, his air of authority growing on him and distinguishing him as long as he kept in sight.

We saw nothing of the footprints in soft earth that Maga had read so offhandedly. In fact we took another way, less cluttered up with roots and bushes, that led not straight, but persistently toward an up-towering crag like an eye-tooth. Below it was thick forest, shaped like a shovel beard, and the crag stuck above the beard like an old mans last tooth.

But mountains have a discouraging way of folding and refolding so that the air-line from point to point bears no relation to the length of the trail. The last kites were drooping lazily toward their perches for the night when we drew near the edge of the forest at last, and were suddenly brought to a halt by a challenge from overhead. We could see nobody. Only a hoarse voice warned us that it was death to advance another yard, and our tired animals needed no persuasion to stand still.

There, under a protruding lock as it were of the beard, we waited in shadow while an invisible somebody, whose rifle scraped rather noisily against a branch, eyed every inch of us at his leisure.

Who are you? he demanded at last in Armenian, and one of our three men enlightened him in long-drawn detail.

The explanation did not satisfy. We were told to remain exactly where we were until somebody else was fetched. After twenty minutes, when it was already pitch-dark, we heard the breaking of twigs, and low voices as three or four men descended together among the trees. Then we were examined again from close quarters in the dark, and there are few less agreeable sensations. The goose-flesh rises and the clammy cold sweat takes all the comfort out of waning courage.

But somebody among the shadowy tree-trunks at last seemed to think he recognized familiar attitudes, and asked again who we might be. And, weary of explanations that only achieved delay our man lumped us all in one invoice and snarled irritably:

These are Americans!

The famous Open sesame that unlocked Ali Babas cave never worked swifter then. Reckless of possible traps no less than five men flung themselves out of Cimmerian gloom and seized us in welcoming arms. I was lifted from the saddle by a man six inches shorter than myself, whose arms could have crushed me like an insect.

We might have known Americans would bring us help! he panted in my ear. His breath came short not from effort, but excitement.

Fred was in like predicament. I could just see his shadow struggling in the embrace of an enthusiastic host, and somewhere out of sight Will was answering in nasal indubitable Yankee the questions of three other men.

This way! Come this way! Bring the horses, oh, Zeitoonli! Americans!
Americans! God heard us  there have come Americans!

Threading this and that way among tree-trunks that to our unaccustomed eyes were simply slightly denser blots on blackness, Will managed to get between Fred and me.

Were all of us Yankees this trip! he whispered, and I knew he was grinning, enjoying it hugely. So often he had been taken for an Englishman because of partnership with us that he had almost ceased to mind; but he spared himself none of the amusement to be drawn out of the new turn of affairs, nor us any of the chaff that we had never spared him.

Take my advice, he said, and try to act youre Yanks for all youve got. If you can make blind men believe it, you may get out of this with whole skins!

I expected the retort discourteous to that from Fred, who was between Will and me, shepherded like us by hard-breathing, unseen men. But he was much too subtly skilful in piercing the chain-mail of Wills humor  even in that hour.

Sure! he answered. I guess any gosh-durned rube in these parts ll know without being told what neck o the woods I hail from. Schenectadys my middle name! Im

Oh, my God! groaned Will. We dont talk that way in the States.
The missionaries

Im the guy who put the oh! in Ohio! continued Fred. Im running mate to Colonel Cody, and Ive ridden herd on half the cows in Hocuspocus County, Wis.! I can sing The Star-Spangled Banner with my head under water, and eat a chain of frankforts two links a minute! Im the riproaring original two-gun man from Tabascoville, and any gink who doubts it has no time to say his prayers!

There were paragraphs more of it, delivered at uneven intervals between deep gasps for breath as we made unsteady progress up-hill among roots and rocks left purposely for the confusion of an enemy. At first it filled Will with despair that set me laughing at him. Then Will threw seriousness to the winds and laughed too, so that the spell of impending evil, caused as much as anything by forced separation from Monty, was broken.

But it did better than put us in rising spirits. It convinced the Armenians! That foolish jargon, picked up from comic papers and the penny dreadfuls, convince more firmly than any written proof the products of the mission schools, whose one ambition was to be American themselves, and whose one pathetic peak of humor was the occasional glimpse of United States slang dropped for their edification by missionary teachers!

By jimminy! remarked an Armenian near me.

Gosh-all-hemlocks! said another.

Thenceforward nothing undermined their faith in us. Plenty of amused repudiation was very soon forthcoming from another source, but it passed over their heads. Fred and I, because we used fool expressions without relation to the context or proportion, were established as the genuine article; Will, perhaps a rather doubtful quantity with his conservative grammar and quiet speech, was accepted for our sakes. They took an arm on either side of us to help us up the hill, and in proof of heart-to-heart esteem shouted Oopsidaisy! when we stumbled in the pitchy dark. When we were brought to a stand at last by a snarled challenge and the click of rifles overhead, they answered with the chorus of Ta-ra-ra-boom-de-ay, a classic that ought to have died an unnatural death almost a quarter of a century before.

Suddenly we smelt Standard oil, and a man emerged through a gap in ancient masonry less than six feet away carrying a battered, cheap hurricane lantern whose cracked glass had been reenforced with patches of brown paper. He was armed to the teeth  literally. He had a long knife in his mouth, a pistol in his left hand, and a rifle slung behind him, but after one long look at us, holding the lantern to each face in turn, he suddenly discarded all appearances of ferocity.

You know about pistols? he demanded of me in English, because I was nearest, and thrust his Mauser repeater under my nose. Why wont this one work? I have tried it every way.

Lordy! remarked Will.

Lead on in! I suggested. Then, remembering my new part, Itll have to be some defect if one of us cant fix it!

The gap-guard purred approval and swung his lantern by way of invitation to follow him as he turned on a naked heel and led the way. We entered one at a time through a hole in the wall of what looked like the dungeon of an ancient castle, and followed him presently up the narrow stone steps leading to a trap-door in the floor above. The trap-door was made of odds and ends of planking held in place by weights. When he knocked on it with the muzzle of his rifle we could hear men lifting things before they could open it.

When a gap appeared overhead at last there was no blaze of light to make us blink, but a row of heads at each edge of the hole with nothing but another lantern somewhere in the gloom behind them. One by one we went up and they made way for us, closing in each time to scan the next-comers face; and when we were all up they laid the planks again, and piled heavy stones in place. Then an old man lighted another lantern, using no match, although there was a box of them beside him on the floor, but transferring flame patiently with a blade of dry grass. Somebody else lit a torch of resinous wood that gave a good blaze but smoked abominably.

What has become of our horses? demanded Fred, looking swiftly about him.

We were in a great, dim stone-walled room whose roof showed a corner of star-lit sky in one place. There were twenty men surrounding us, but no woman. Two trade-blankets sewn together with string hanging over an opening in the wall at the far end of the room suggested, nevertheless, that the other sex might be within ear-shot.

The horses? Fred demanded again, a bit peremptorily.

One of the men who had met us smirked and made apologetic motions with his hands.

They will be attended to, effendi

I know it! I guarantee it! By the ace of brute force, if a horse is missing  ! Arabaiji!

One of our three Zeitoonli stepped forward.

Take the other two men, Arabaiji, and go down to the horses. Groom them. Feed them. If any one prevents you, return and tell me. Then he turned to our hosts. Some natives of Somaliland once ate my horse for supper, but I learned that lesson. So did they! I trust I neednt be severe with you!

There was no furniture in the room, except a mat at one corner. They were standing all about us, and perfectly able to murder us if so disposed, but none made any effort to restrain our Zeitoonli.

Now were three to their twenty! I whispered, and Will nodded.
But Fred carried matters with a high hand.

Send a man down with them to show them where the horses are, please!

There seemed to be nobody in command, but evidently one man was least of all, for they all began at once to order him below, and he went, grumbling.

You see, effendi, we have no meat at all, said the man who had spoken first.

But you dont look hungry, asserted Fred.

They were a ragged crowd, unshaven and not too clean, with the usual air of men whose only clothes are on their backs and have been there for a week past. All sorts of clothes they wore  odds and ends for the most part, probably snatched and pulled on in the first moment of a night alarm.

Not yet, effendi. But we have no meat, and soon we shall have eaten all the grain.

Well, said Fred, if you need horse-meat, gosh durn you, take it from the Turks!

Gosh durn you! grinned three or four men, nudging one another.

They were lost between a furtive habit born of hiding for dear life, a desire to be extremely friendly, and a new suspicion of Freds high hand. Freds next words added disconcertment.

Where is Miss Vanderman? he demanded, suddenly.

Before any one had time to answer Will made a swift move to the wall, and took his stand where nobody could get behind him. He did not produce his pistol, but there was that in his eye that suggested it. I followed suit, so that in the event of trouble we stood a fair chance of protecting Fred.

What do you mean? asked three Armenians together.

Did you never see men try to cover a secret before? Will whispered.

Or give it away? I added. Six of the men placed themselves between Fred and the opening where the blankets hung, ostentatiously not looking at the blankets.

Have you an American lady with you? Fred asked, and as he spoke he reached a hand behind him. But it was not his pistol that he drew. He carries his concertina slung to him by a strap with the care that some men lavish on a camera. He took it in both hands, and loosed the catch.

Have you an American lady named Miss Vanderman with you? he repeated.

Effendi, we do not understand.

He repeated in Armenian, and then in Turkish, but they shook their heads.

Very well, he said, Ill soon find out. A mission-school pupil might sing My Country, Tis of Thee or Suwannee River or Poor Blind Joe. You know Poor Blind Joe, eh? Sung it in school? I thought so. Ill bet you dont know this one.

He filled his impudent instrument with wind and forthwith the belly of that ancient castle rang to the strains of a tune no missionaries sing, although no doubt the missionary ladies are familiar with it yet from where the Arctic night shuts down on Behring Sea to the Solomon Islands and beyond  a song that achieved popularity by lacking national significance, and won a war by imparting recklessness to typhus camps. I was certain then, and still dare bet to-day that those ruined castle walls re-echoed for the first time that evening to the clamor of   a hot time in the old town to-night!

Seeing the point in a flash, we three roared the song together, and then again, and then once more for interest, the Armenians eying us spell-bound, at a loss to explain the madness. Then there began to be unexplained movements behind the blanket hanging; and a minute later a woman broke through  an unmistakable Armenian, still good-looking but a little past the prime of life, and very obviously mentally distressed. She scarcely took notice of us, but poured forth a long flow of rhetoric interspersed with sobs for breath. I could see Fred chuckling as he listened. All the facial warnings that a dozen men could make at the woman from behind Freds back could not check her from telling all she knew.

Nor were Will and I, who knew no Armenian, kept in doubt very long as to the nature of her trouble. We heard another womans voice, behind two or three sets of curtains by the sound of it, that came rapidly nearer; and there were sounds of scuffling. Then we heard words.

Please play that tune again, whoever you are! Do you hear me?
Do you understand?

Boston! announced Will, diagnosing accents.

You bet your life I understand! Fred shouted, and clanged through half a dozen bars again.

That seemed satisfactory to the owner of the voice. The scuffling was renewed, and in a moment she had burst through the crude curtains with two women clinging to her, and stood there with her brown hair falling on her shoulders and her dress all disarrayed but looking simply serene in contrast to the women who tried to restrain her. They tried once or twice to thrust her back through the curtain, although clearly determined to do her no injury; but she held her ground easily. At a rough guess it was tennis and boating that had done more for her muscles than ever strenuous housework did for the Armenians.

Who are you? she asked, and Will laughed with delight.

I reckon youll be Miss Vanderman? suggested Fred in outrageous
Yankee accent. She stared hard at him.

I am Miss Vanderman. Who are you, please.

I sat down on the great stone they had rolled over the trap, for even in that flickering, smoky light I could see that this young woman was incarnate loveliness as well as health and strength. Will was our only ladies man (for Fred is no more than random troubadour, decamping before any love-affair gets serious). The thought conjured visions of Maga, and what she might do. For about ten seconds my head swam, and I could hardly keep my feet.

Will left the opening bars of the overture to Fred, with rather the air of a man who lets a trout have line. And Fred blundered in contentedly.

Ill allow my name is Oakes  Fred Oakes, he said.

Please explain! She looked from one to the other of us.

We three are American towerists, going the grand trip. (Remember, a score of Armenians were listening. Freds intention was at least as much to continue their contentment as to extract humor from the situation.) You being reported missing we allowed to pick you up and run you in to Tarsus. Air you agreeable?

The women were still clinging to her as if their whole future depended on keeping her prisoner, yet without hurt. She looked down at them pathetically, and then at the men, who were showing no disposition to order her release.

I dont understand in the least yet. I find you bewildering. Can you contrive to let us talk for a few minutes alone?

You bet your young life I can!

Fred stepped to the wall beside us, but we none of us drew pistol yet. We had no right to presume we were not among friends.

Thirty minutes interlude! he announced. The man who stands in this room one minute from now, or who comes back to the room without my leave, is not my friend, and shall learn what that means!

He repeated the soft insinuation in Armenian, and then in Turkish because he knows that language best. There is not an Armenian who has not been compelled to learn Turkish for all official purposes, and unconsciously they gave obedience to the hated conquerors tongue, repressing the desire to argue that wells perennially in Armenian breasts. They had not been long enough enjoying stolen liberty to overcome yet the full effects of Turkish rule.

And oblige me by leaving that lady alone with us! Fred continued.
Let those dames fall away!

Somebody said something to the women. Another Armenian remarked more or less casually that we should be unable to escape from the room in any case. The others rolled the great stone from the trap and shoved the smaller stones aside, and then they all filed down the stone stairs, leaving us alone  although by the trembling blankets it was easy to tell that the women had not gone far. The last man who went below handed the spluttering torch to Miss Vanderman, as if she might need it to defend herself, and she stood there shaking it to try and make it smoke less until the planks were back in place. She was totally unconscious of it, but with the torch-light gleaming on her hair and reflected in her blue eyes she looked like the spirit of old romance come forth to start a holy war.

Now please explain! she begged, when I had pushed the last stone in place. First, what kind of Americans can you possibly be? Do you all use such extraordinary accents, and such expressions?

Dont I talk American to beat the band? objected Fred. Sit down on this rock a while, and Ill convince you.

She sat on the rock, and we gathered round her. She was not more than twenty-two or three, but as perfectly assured and fearless as only a well-bred woman can be in the presence of unshaven men she does not know. Fred would have continued the tomfoolery, but Will oared in.

Im Will Yerkes, Miss Vanderman.

Oh!

I know Nurse Vanderman at the mission.

Yes, she spoke of you.

Fred Oakes here is

Is English as they make them, yes, I know! Why the amazing efforts to

I stand abashed, like the leopard with the spots unchangeable! said Fred, and grinned most unashamedly.

Theyre both English.

Yes, I see, but why

Its only as good Americans that we three could hope to enter here alive. Theyre death on all other sorts of non-Armenians now theyve taken to the woods. We supposed you were here, and of course we had to come and get you.

She nodded. Of course. But how did you know?

Thats a long story. Tell us first why youre here, and why youre a prisoner.

I was going to the mission at Marash  to stay a year there and help, before returning to the States. They warned me in Tarsus that the trip might be dangerous, but I know how short-handed they are at Marash, and I wouldnt listen. Besides, they picked the best men they could find to bring me on the way, and I started. I had a Turkish permit to travel  a teskere they call it  see, I have it here. It was perfectly ridiculous to think of my not going.

Perfectly! Fred agreed. Any young woman in your place would have come away!

She laughed, and colored a trifle. Women and men are equals in the States, Mr. Oakes.

And the Turk ought to know that! I get you, Miss Vanderman! I see the point exactly!

At any rate, I started. And we slept at night in the houses of Armenians whom my guides knew, so that the journey wasnt bad at all. Everything was going splendidly until we reached a sort of crossroads  if you can call those goat-tracks roads without stretching truth too far  and there three men came galloping toward us on blown horses from the direction of Marash. We could hardly get them to stop and tell us what the trouble was, they were in such a hurry, but I set my horse across the path and we held them up.

As any young lady would have done! Fred murmured.

Never mind. I did it! They told us, when they could get their breath and quit looking behind them like men afraid of ghosts, that the Turks in Marash  which by all accounts is a very fanatical place  had started to murder Armenians. They yelled at me to turn and run.

Run where? I asked them. The Turks wont murder me!

That seemed to make them think, and they and my six men all talked together in Armenian much too fast for me to understand a word of it. Then they pointed to some smoke on the sky-line that they said was from burning Armenian homes in Marash.

sWhy didnt you take refuge in the mission? I asked them. And they answered that it was because the mission grounds were already full of refugees.

Well, if that were true  and mind you, I didnt believe it  it was a good reason why I should hurry there and help. If the mission staff was overworked before that they would be simply overwhelmed now. So I told them to turn round and come to Marash with me and my six men.

And what did they say? we demanded together.

They laughed. They said nothing at all to me. Perhaps they thought I was mad. They talked together for five minutes, and then without consulting me they seized my bridle and galloped up a goat-path that led after a most interminable ride to this place.

Where they hold you to ransom?

Not at all. Theyve been very kind to me. I think that at the bottom of their thoughts there may be some idea of exchanging me for some of their own women whom the Turks have made away with. But a stronger motive than that is the determination to keep me safe and be able to produce me afterward in proof of their bona fides. Theyve got me here as witness, for another thing. And then, Ive started a sort of hospital in this old keep. There are literally hundreds of men and women hiding in these hills, and the women are beginning to come to me for advice, and to talk with me. Im pretty nearly as useful here as I would be at Marash.

And youre  lets see  nineteen-twenty  one  two  not more than twenty-two, suggested Fred.

Is intelligence governed by age and sex in England. she retorted, and Fred smiled in confession of a hit.

Go on, said Will. Tell us.

Theres nothing more to tell. When I started to run toward the  ah  music, the women tried to prevent me. They knew Americans had come, and they feared you might take me away.

They were guessing good! grinned Will.

She shook her head, and the loosened coils of hair fell lower. One could hardly have blamed a man who had desired her in that lawless land and sought to carry her off. The Armenian men must have been temptation proof, or else there had been safety in numbers.

I shall stay here. How could I leave them? The women need me. There are babies  daily  almost hourly  here in these lean hills, and no organized help of any kind until I came.

How long have you been here? I asked.

Nearly two days. Wait till Ive been here a week and youll see.

We cant wait to see! Will answered. Weve a friend of our own in a tight place. The best we can do is to rescue you

I dont need to be rescued!

  to rescue you  take you back to Tarsus, where youll be safe until the troubles over  and then hurry to the help of our own man.

Who is your own man? Tell me about him.

Hes a prince.

Really?

No, really an earl  Earl of Montdidier. White. White all through to the wish-bone. Whitest man I ever camped with. Hes the goods.

If youd said less Id have skinned you for an ingrate! Fred announced. Monty is a man men love.

Miss Vanderman nodded. Where is he?

On the way to a place called Zeitoon, answered Will.

Hes a hostage, held by Armenians in the hope of putting pressure on the Turks. Kagig  the Armenians, thats to say  let us go to rescue you, knowing that he was sufficiently important for their purpose.

And you left your friend to help me?

Of course. What do you suppose?

And if I were to go with you to Tarsus, what then?

He says were to ride herd on the consulate and argue.

Will you?

Sure well argue. Well raise particular young hell. Then back we go to Zeitoon to join him!

Would you have gone to Tarsus except on my account?

Will hesitated.

No. I see. Of course you wouldnt. Well. What do you take me for? You did not know me then. You do now. Do you think Id consent to your leaving your fine friend in pawn while you dance attendance on me? Thank you kindly for your offer, but go back to him! If you dont Ill never speak to one of you again!


Chapter Ten When I fire this Pistol

THESE LITTLE ONES

If Life were what the liars say
And failure called the tune
Mayhap the road to ruin then
Were cluttered deep wi broken men;
Wed all be seekers blindly led
To weave wi worms among the dead,
If Life were what the liars say
And failure called the tune.

But Life is Father of us all
(Dear Father, if we knew!)
And underneath eternal arms
Uphold. Well mock the false alarms,
And trample on the neck of pain,
And laugh the dead alive again,
For Life is Father to us all,
And thanks are overdue!

If Truth were what the learned say
And envy called the tune
Mayhap twere trite what treason saith
That man is dust and ends in death;
Wed slay with proof of printed law
Whatever was new that seers saw,
If Truth were what the learned say
And envy called the tune.

But Truth is Brother of us all
(Oh, Brother, if we knew!)
Unspattered by the muddied lies
That pass for wisdom of the wise  
Compassionate, alert, unbought,
Of purity and presence wrought,  
Big Brother that includes us all
Nor knows the name of Few!

If Love were what the harlots say
And hunger called the tune
Mayhap wed need conserve the joys
Weighed grudgingly to girls and boys,
And eat the angels trapped and sold
By shriven priests for stolen gold,
If Love were what the harlots say
And hunger called the tune.

But Love is Mother of us all
(Dear Mother, if we knew!)  
So wise that not a sparrow falls,
Nor friendless in the prison calls
Uncomforted or uncaressed.
Theres magic milk at Mercys breast,
And little ones shall lead us all
When Trite Love calls the tune!

Naturally, being what we were, with our friend Monty held in durance by a chief of outlaws, we were perfectly ready to kidnap Miss Vanderman and ride off with her in case she should be inclined to delay proceedings. It was also natural that we had not spoken of that contingency, nor even considered it.

We never dreamed of your refusing to come with us, said Will.

We still dont dream of it! Fred asserted, and she turned her head very swiftly to look at him with level brows. Next she met my eyes. If there was in her consciousness the slightest trace of doubt, or fear, or admission that her sex might be less responsible than ours, she did not show it. Rather in the blue eyes and the athletic poise of chin, and neck, and shoulders there was a dignity beyond ours.

Will laughed.

Dont lets be ridiculous, she said. I shall do as I see fit.

Freds neat beard has a trick of losing something of its trim when he proposes to assert himself, and I recognized the symptoms. But at the moment of that impasse the Armenians below us had decided that self-assertion was their cue, and there came great noises as they thundered with a short pole on the trap and made the stones jump that held it down.

At that signal several women emerged from behind the hanging blankets  young and old women in various states of disarray  and stood in attitudes suggestive of aggression. One did not get the idea that Armenians, men or women, were sheeplike pacifists. They watched Miss Vanderman with the evident purpose of attacking us the moment she appealed to them.

If you dont roll the stones away I think therell be trouble, she said, and came and stood between Will and me. Fred got behind me, and began to whisper. I heard something or other about the trap, and supposed he was asking me to open it, although I failed to see why the request should be kept secret; but the women forestalled me, and in a moment they had the stones shoved aside and the men were emerging one by one through the opening.

Then at last I got Freds meaning. There was a second of indecision during which the Armenians consulted their women-folk, in two minds between snatching Miss Vanderman out of our reach or discovering first what our purpose might be. I took advantage of it to slip down the stone stairs behind them.

The opening in the castle wall was easy to find, for the star-lit sky looked luminous through the hole. Once outside, however, the gloom of ancient trees and the castles shadow seemed blacker than the dungeon had been. I groped about, and stumbled over loose stones fallen from the castle wall, until at last one of our own Zeitoonli discovered me and, thinking I might be a trouble-maker, tripped me up. Cursing fervently from underneath his iron-hard carcass I made him recognize me at last. Then he offered me tobacco, unquestionably stolen from our pack, and sat down beside me on a rock while I recovered breath.

It took longer to do that than he expected, for he had enjoyed the advantage of surprise while hampered by no compunctions on the ground of moderation. When the agony of windlessness was gone and I could question him he assured me that the horses were well enough, but that he and his two companions were hungry. Furthermore, he added, the animals were very closely watched  so much so that the other two, Sombat and Noorian, were standing guard to watch the watchers.

But I am sure they are fools, he added.

This man Arabaiji had been an excellent servant, but decidedly supercilious toward the others from the time when he first came to us in the khan at Tarsus. Regarding himself as intelligent, which he was, he usually refused to concede that quality, or anything resembling it, to his companions.

That is why I was looking for you when you hit me in the dark with that club of a fist of yours, I answered. I wanted to speak with you alone because I know you are not a fool.

He felt so flattered that he promptly let his pipe go out.

While Sombat and Noorian are keeping an eye on the horses, I want you to watch for trouble up above here, I said. In case the people of this place should seek to make us prisoner, then I want you to gallop, if you can get your horse, and run otherwise, to the nearest

He checked me with a gesture and one word.

Kagig!

What about him? I demanded.

If I were to bring Turks here, Kagig would never rest until my fingers were pulled off one by one!

If you were to bring Turks here, or appeal to Turks, said I, Kagig would never get you.

How not?

Unless he should find your dead carcass after my friends and I had finished with it!

What then?

He lighted his pipe again by way of reestablishing himself in his own esteem, and it glowed and crackled wetly in the dark beside me in response to the workings of his intelligence.

In case of trouble up here, and our being held prisoner, go and find other Armenians, and order them in Kagigs name to come and rescue us.

Those who obey Kagig are with Kagig, he answered.

Surely not all?

All that Kagig could gather to him after eleven years!

In that case go to Kagig, and tell him.

Kagig would not come. He holds Zeitoon.

Are you a fool?

Not I! The other two are fools.

Then do you understand that in case these people should make us prisoner

He nodded. They might. They might propose to sell you to the
Turks, perhaps against their own stolen women-folk.

Then dont you see that if you were gone, and I told them you had gone to bring Kagig, they would let us go rather than face Kagigs wrath?

But Kagig would not come.

I know that. But how should they know it?

I knew that he nodded again by the motion of the glowing tobacco in his pipe. It glowed suddenly bright, as a new idea dawned on him. He was an honest fellow, and did not conceal the thought.

Kagig would not send me back to you, he said. He is short of men at Zeitoon.

Never mind, said I. In case of trouble up above here, but not otherwise, will you do that?

Gladly. But give it me in writing, lest Kagig have me beaten for running from you without leave.

That was my turn to jump at a proposal. I tore a sheet from my memorandum book, and scribbled in the dark, knowing he could not read what I had written.

This writing says that you did not run away until you had made quite sure we were in difficulties. So, if you should run too soon, and we should not be in difficulties after all, Kagig would learn that sooner or later. What would Kagig do in that case?

He would throw me over the bridge at Zeitoon  if he could catch me! Nay! I play no tricks.

Good. Then go and hide. Hide within call. Within an hour, or at most two hours we shall know how the land lies. If all should be well I will change that writing for another one, and send you to Kagig in any case. No more words now  go and hide!

He put his pipe out with his thumb, and took two strides into a shadow, and was gone. Then I went back through the gap in the dungeon wall, and stumbled to the stairs. Apparently not missing me yet, they had covered up the trap, and I had to hammer on it for admission. They were not pleased when my head appeared through the hole, and they realized that I had probably held communication with our men. I suppose Fred saw by my face that I had accomplished what I went for, because he let out a laugh like a foxs bark that did nothing toward lessening the tension.

On the other hand it was quite clear that during my absence Miss Vanderman had not been idle. Excepting the two men who had admitted me, every one was seated  she on the floor among the women, with her back to the wall, and the rest in a semicircle facing them. Two of the women had their arms about her, affectionately, but not without a hint of who controlled the situation.

What have you been doing? Fred demanded, and he laughed at Gloria
Vanderman with an air of triumph.

Making preparations, I said, to take Miss Vanderman to Tarsus.

I wish I could set down here a chart of the mixed emotions then expressed on that young ladys face. She did not look at Will, knowing perhaps that she already had him captive of her bow and spear. Neither did Will look at us, but sat tracing figures with a forefinger in the dust between his knees, wondering perhaps how to excuse or explain, and getting no comfort.

If my guess was correct, Gloria Vanderman was about equally distracted between the alternative ignominy of submitting her free will to Armenians or else to us. Compassion for the women in their predicament weighed one way  knowledge that our friend Monty was in durance vile contingent on her actions pulled heavily another Fred was frankly enjoying himself, which influenced her strongly toward the Armenian side, she being young and, doubtless the idol of a hundred heart-sick Americans, contemptuous of forty-year-old bachelors.

Of course we shall not let you go! one of the Armenians assured her in quite good English, and I began fumbling at the pistol in my inner pocket, for if Arabaiji was to run to Zeitoon, then the sooner the better. But it needed only that imputation of helplessness to tip the beam of Miss Glorias judgment.

You can attend to the sick ones. You can play music for us all.
Doubtless these other two have qualifications.

I was too busy admiring Gloria to know what effect that announcement had on Fred and Will. She shook herself free from the women, and stood up, splendid in the flickering yellow light. There was a sort of swift move by every one to be ready against contingencies, and I judged it the right moment to spring my own surprise.

When I fire this pistol, I said, producing it, a man will start at once for Zeitoon to warn Kagig. He has a note in his pocket written to Kagig. Judge for yourselves how long it will take Kagig and his men to reach this place!

The nearest man made a very well-judged spring at me and pinned my elbows from behind. Another man knocked the pistol from my hand. The women seized Gloria again. But Fred was too quick  drew his own pistol, and fired at the roof.

Twice, Fred! I shouted, and he fired again.

There! said I. Do what you like. The messenger has gone!

And then Gloria shook herself free a last time, and took command.

Is that true? she demanded.

I nodded. The best of our three men was to start on his way the minute he heard the second shot.

Then I was sure she was Boadicea reincarnate, whether the old-time
British queen did or did not have blue eyes and brown hair.

I will not have brave men brought back here on my account! Kagig must be a patriot! He needs all his men! I dont blame him for making a hostage of Lord Montdidier! I would do the same myself!

Will had evidently given her a pretty complete synopsis of our adventure while I was outside talking with Arabaiji. It is always a mystery to the British that Americans should hold themselves a race apart and rally to each other as if the rest of the Anglo-Saxon race were foreigners, but those two had obeyed the racial rule. They understood each other  swiftly  a bar and a half ahead of the tune.

This old castle is no good! she went on, not raising her voice very high, but making it ring with the wholesomeness of youth, and youths intolerance of limits. The Turks could come to this place and burn it within a day if they chose!

The Turks wont trouble. Theyll send their friends the Kurds instead,
Fred assured her.

Ah-h-h-gh! growled the Armenians, but she waved them back to silence.

How much food have you? Almost none! How much ammunition?

Ah-h-h-h! they chorused in a very different tone of voice.

Dyou mean youve got cartridges here? Fred demanded.

Fifty cases of cartridges for government Mauser rifles! bragged the man who was nearest to Will.

Gee! Kagig ud give his eyes for them! (Will devoted his eyes to the more poetic purpose of exchanging flashed encouragement with Gloria.)

Men, women and children  how many of you are there?

Who knows? Who has counted? They keep coming.

No, they dont. Youve set a guard to keep any more away for fear the food wont last  I know you have! Well  what does it matter how many you are? I say let us all go to Zeitoon and help Kagig!

Oh, bravo! shouted Fred, but it was Wills praise that proved acceptable and made her smile.

Second the motion!

I added a word or two by way of make-weight, that did more as a matter of fact than her young ardor to convince those very skeptical men and women. No doubt she broke up their determination to sit still, but it was my words that set them on a course.

Kagig will be angry when he comes. Hes a ruthless man, said I, and the Armenians, men as well as women, sought one anothers eyes and nodded.

Kagig must be more of a ruthless bird than we guessed! Will whispered.

Counting women, there was less than a score of refugees in the room, and if we had only had them to convince, our work was pretty nearly done. There was the guard among the trees down-hill that we knew about still to be converted, or perhaps coerced. But just at the moment when we felt we held the winning hand, there came a ladder thrust down through the hole in the corner of the roof, and a man whom they all greeted as Ephraim began to climb down backward. He was so loaded with every imaginable kind of weapon that he made more noise than a tinkers cart.

Nor was Ephraim the only new arrival. Man after man came down backward after him, each man cursed richly for treading on his predecessors fingers  a seeming endless chain of men that did not cease when the room was already uncomfortably overcrowded. Some of these men wore clothes that suggested Russia, but the majority were in rags. The ladder swayed and creaked under them, and finally, at a word from Ephraim, the last-comers sat on the upper rungs, bending the frail thing with their weight into a complaining loop.

Several of the newcomers had torches, and their acrid smoke turned the twice-breathed air of the place into evil-tasting fog.

Three men put their faces close to Ephraims and proceeded to enlighten him as to what had passed. He seemed to be recognized as some sort of chieftain, and carried himself with a commanding air, but so many men talked at once, and all in Armenian, that we could not pick out more than a word or two here and there. Even Fred, with his gift of tongues, could hardly make head or tail of it.

We three pressed through the swarm and took our stand beside Gloria, not hesitating to thrust the other women aside. They dragged at their men-folk to call attention to us, but the argument was too hot to be missed, and the women clawed and screamed in vain.

I believe we could get out! I shouted in Wills ear. But he shook his head. At least six men were standing on the trap, and we could not have driven them off it because there was no other space on the floor that they could occupy. So I turned to Fred.

Couldnt we shake those ruffians off the ladder, and climb up it and escape? I shouted. But Fred shook his head, and went on listening, trying to follow the course of the dispute.

At last somebody with louder lungs than any other man made Ephraim understand that it was I who sent the messenger to Zeitoon. Instantly that solved the problem to his mind. I should be hanged, and that would be all about it. He gesticulated. The men swarmed down off the ladder to the already overcrowded floor, and mistaking Will for me several men started to thrust him forward. A face appeared through the hole in the roof and its owner was sent running for a rope. I had not recovered my pistol, and my rifle was slung at my back where I could not possibly get at it for the crowd. But Fred had a Colt repeater handy in his hip-pocket and he promptly screwed the muzzle of it into Ephraims ear. What he said to him I dont know, but Ephraims convictions underwent a change of base and he began to yell for silence. The men who had seized Will let go of him just as the rope with a disgusting noose in the end was lowered through the roof. And then Ossa was imposed on Pelion.

A new face appeared at the hole. Not that we could see the face. We could only see the form of a man who shook the bloody stump of a forearm at us, and shrieked unintelligible things. After thirty seconds even the men in the far corner were aware of him, and then there was stony silence while he had his say. He repeated his message a dozen times, as if he had it by heart exactly, spitting foam out of his mouth and never ceasing to shake the butchered stump of an arm. At about the dozenth time he fainted and fell headlong down the ladder bringing up on the shoulders of the men below.

What does he say? I bellowed in Freds car. But Fred was forcing his way closer to Gloria, to tell her.

He says the Kurds are coming! He says two regiments of Kurdish
cavalry have been turned loose by the Turks with orders to rescue
Armenians. They are on their way, riding by night for a wonder.
They cut both his hands off, but he got away by shamming dead.

He says they are cutting off the feet of people and bidding them walk to Tarsus. They are taking the women and girls for sale. Old women and very little children they are making what they call sport with. Have you heard of Kurds? Their ideas of sport are worse than the Red-mans ever were.

Every tongue in the room broke loose. In another second every man was still. They looked toward Ephraim. He who could order a hanging so glibly should shoulder the new responsibility.

But Ephraim was not ready with a plan, and could not speak English.
Wild-eyed, he seized the lapel of my coat in trembling fingers, and
with a throat grown suddenly parched, crackled a question at me in
Armenian. I could have understood Volopuk easier.

What does he say, Fred?

He wants to know how soon Kagig can be here.

Kagig! Ephraim echoed, clutching at my collar. Yes, yes, yes!
Kagig! Come  how soon?

We shall be all right, said another man in English over on the far side of the room. His hoarse voice sounded like a bellow in the silence. Kagig will come presently. Kagig will butcher the Kurds. Kagig will certainly save us.

Kagig! Ephraim insisted. Come  how soon?

But I knew Kagig would not come, that night or at any time, and Ephraim shook me in frenzied impatience for an answer.


Chapter Eleven That mans dose is death, and he dies unshriven!

MALE AND FEMALE CREATED HE THEM

The ancient orders pass. The fetters fall.
All-potent inspiration stirs dead peoples to new birth.
And over bloodied fields a new, clear call
Rings kindlier on deadened ears of earth.
Man  male  usurping  unwise overlord,
Indoctrinated, flattered, by himself betrayed
And all-betraying since with idiot word
He bade his woman bear and be afraid,
Awakes to see delusion of the past
Unmourned along with all injustice die,
Himself by woman wisdom blessed at last
And her unchallenged right the reason why.

Now for a moment I became the unwilling vortex of that mob of anxious men and women  I who by, my own confession knew Kagig, I who had sent Kagig a message, I who five minutes ago was on the verge of being hanged in the greasy noose that still swung above the ladder through the hole in the roof  I who therefore ought to be thoroughly plastic-minded and obedient to demands.

The place had become as evil smelling as the Black Hole of Calcutta. Everybody was sweating, and they shoved and milled murderously in the effort to get near me and learn, each with his own ears from my lips, just when Kagig might be expected. Ephraim, their presumptive leader, got shuffled to the outside of the pack  the only silent man between the four walls, watchful for new opportunity.

With my clothing nearly torn off and cars in agony from bellowed questions, the only remedy I could think of was to yell to Fred to start up a tune on his concertina; I had seen him change a crowds temper many a time in just that way. But even supposing my advice had been good, he could not get his arms free, and it was Gloria Vanderman who saved that day.

Whoever has tried to write down the quality that makes the college girl, United States or English, what she is has failed, just as whoever has tried to muzzle or discredit her has failed. She is something new that has happened to the world, not because of men and women and the priests and pundits, but in spite of them. Part of the reason can be given by him who knows history enough, and commands almost unlimited leisure and page; but that would only be the uninteresting part that we could easily dispense with. The college girl has happened to the world, as light did in Genesis 1:3.

Gloria Vanderman, with her back against the wall, struggled and contrived to get her foot on Wills bent knee. Another struggle sent her breast-high above the sea of sweating faces. There was fitful light enough to see her by, because the man who held a pine torch was privileged. If there had not been hot sparks scattering from the thing doubtless they would have closed in on him and crushed it down, and out, but he had elbow-room, and accordingly Glorias face glowed golden in its frame of disordered chestnut hair. One heard her voice because it was clear, and sweet with reasonableness, so that it vibrated in an unobstructed orbit.

Surely you are not cowards? she began, and they grew silent, because that idea called for consideration.

Kagig is a patriot. Kagig is fighting for all Armenia. Surely you are not the men to let brave Kagig be tempted away from his post of danger at Zeitoon? If I know you men and women you will hasten to meet Kagig, taking your food, and weapons, and children with you. You will hurry  hurry  hurry to meet him  to meet him as near Zeitoon as possible, so as to turn him back to his post of duty!

Then Ephraim saw his chance. Some whisperer translated to him and he owned a voice that was worth gold for political purposes.

He took up the tale in Armenian, working himself up into a splendid fervor, and so amplifying the argument that he could almost fairly claim it as his own before he was half-done. She had introduced the light, but he exploited it, and he knew his nation  knew the tricks of speech most likely to spur them into action.

Within five minutes they were shoving the stones off the trap at imminent risk of anybodys legs, and the ladder bent groaning under the weight of twice as many as it ought to bear, as half of them essayed the short cut over the roof. A blast of sweet air through the opened trap ejected most of the smoky ten-times-breathed stuff out with the climbers; and as the room emptied and we wiped the grimy sweat from our faces I heard Will talking to Gloria Vanderman in a new tongue  new, that is to say, to the old world.

Good goods! Stampeded em! Theyll vote for you for any office  your pick! If that guy Ephraim plans buttering the slide well set him on it  watch!

You bet, she answered sentimentally. I wasnt cheer leader for nothing. Besides, I delivered the valedictory  say, what are we waiting here for?

Come on, then! I urged her. Well leave our mule-load behind in case theyve eaten your horse. Come with us to the stables and

But she interrupted me.

You men go down and get the horses. Do what you can with the crowd. Ill get the women into something like order if thats possible, and well all meet wherever theres open ground and moonlight at the foot of the hill.

Ill come with you, Will proposed. Youll need

No you wont! The women are easy. Theyve been taught to obey orders! Itll take all the wit you three men own between you to get the men in line! Lets get busy!

The men had treated the hanging blankets with the respect the ancient Jews accorded to the veil of the Holy of Holies. (We learned afterward that there was an Armenian man of the party who had followed a circus one summer all across the States, and had brought that sensible precaution home with him as rule number one for successful management of mixed assemblies.) Gloria Vanderman made a run for the curtain and dived behind it. We heard the women welcome her.

Lets go! said Will.

Will had ever been our ladies man in all our wanderings, because women could never resist his unaffected comradeship. Even among Americans he was rare in his gift of according to women equality not only of liberty, but of understanding and good sense, and it went like wine to the heads of some we had met, so that Will was seldom without a sex-problem on his hands and ours. But Will was too good a comrade to be surrendered to any woman lightly.

Damn that chicken! murmured Fred by way of praying fervently, pausing in the breach in the wall to rub his shin. Feel that bruise, will you! No young woman ever brought me luck yet!

What are you waiting for? complained a voice from outer darkness.
Come on, you rummies!

Fred sat down on the protruding stone that had injured his shin, and detained me with his arm across the opening.

Mark my words! In order that that young woman may be educated to consider Will Yerkes a paragon of unimaginable virtues, we  you and I  are going to have to do what he calls hustle. Were going to see speed, and were going to sweat, trying to catch up. There isnt a scatterbrained adventure conceivable that were not going to be forced into, nor an imaginable peril that were not going to have to pull him out of. Were going to be cursed for our trouble, and ridiculed to make amusement for her majesty. And at the end of it all were going to be patronized for a couple of ignorant damned fools who dont know better than be bachelors. Whats worse, were going to submit tamely. What is infinitely worse, were going to like it! There are times when I doubt the sanity of my whole sex!

Have you guys taken root? demanded the familiar voice and we heard
Wills returning footsteps.

No, America. But I have to sit down when my shin hurts and Im seized with the gift of prophecy.

Huh! Well find Miss Vanderman tired of waiting for us with the women. Since when has a crack on the shin made a baby of you? You used to be tough enough!

Dyou get the idea? chuckled Fred. Were coming, Will, were coming.

Perfectly unconsciously Will took the lead, and most outrageously he drove us. Not that his driving was not shrewd, for his usually practical and quick mind seemed to take on added brilliancy. And since we first joined partnership  he and Monty and Fred and I  we had always been contented to follow the lead of whichever held it at the moment. But there was new efficiency, and impatience of a brand-new kind that would not rest until every man and animal had been rummaged in darkness out of that old ruin, and men, horses, cows, goats, bags of grain, and fifty cases of cartridges were driven down through the forest like water forced through a sieve, and were gathered in the only open space discoverable.

There we cooled our heels, fearful and full of vague imaginings until Miss Vanderman should bring the women, not at all encouraged by shouts in the distance that well might be the exulting of plundering Kurds, nor by occasional rifle-shots that sounded continually nearer, nor by the angry crimson glow of burning roofs that lighted half the horizon.

We waited an hour, Will objecting whenever either of us proposed to return and speed Miss Vanderman.

Aw, whats the use? Dyou suppose she doesnt know were waiting?

At last Fred proposed that Will himself go and investigate. He went through the form of demurring, but yielded gracefully.

The spirit, Fred chuckled, is weak, and the flesh is willing!

Will handed his mules reins to an Armenian and started alone up-hill through the pitch-dark forest; and because the world is mixed of unexpectedness and grim jest in fairly equal proportions, five minutes after he left us Gloria Vanderman came leading the women by another path.

To avoid confusion with our part, and for sake of silence, she had led them a circuit, and except for the occasional wail of a child and a little low talking that blended like the hum of insects with the night, they made very little noise. The rear was brought up by the strongest women carrying the sick and wounded on litters that had been improvised in a hurry, and like most things of the sort were much too heavy.

Your mule is ready, said I. But she shook her head.

You gentlemen must give your mules up to the sick and wounded.
We well ones can walk.

I did not know how to answer her, although I knew she was wrong. The way to organize a marching column is not to level down to the ability of the weakest, although the pace of the weakest may have to be the measure of speed. We, who had to protect the column and shepherd it, would need our mounts; without them we should all be at the mercy of any enemy, with no corresponding gain to any one except the litter-bearers. All the same, I did not care to take issue with that capable young woman then and there. She would have put me in the wrong and left me speechless and indignant, after the fashion that is older than poor Shylocks tale.

But Fred is made of sterner stuff than I, and was never above amusing himself at the expense of anybodys dignity.

Will is the youngest, he answered. Besides, hes keeping us all waiting with his love-affairs! He ought to be made to walk!

His love-affairs?

He went into the woods to see a woman, Fred answered imperturbably.
Let him forfeit his mule. Here he comes. Did you find her, America?

Will emerged out of gloom with a grin on his face.

Just my luck! he said simply. What are we waiting for? I can hear the Kurds. Lets start.

At that Gloria got excited.

Dyou mean youre willing to leave a woman behind alone in that forest? she demanded, and Wills jaw dropped.

Fred nudged my ribs.

Come on! Weve given em a ground for their first quarrel. Theyll never thank us if we wait a week. Mount! Walk  ride!

We sent our two Zeitoonli in advance to show the way. True to his word, Arabaiji had left us, mule and all, and we missed him as we strove to get the unwieldy column marshaled and moving in line. We did not see Will and Gloria again that night, except when they passed between us, walking, arguing  Will explaining  we sitting on our mules on either side of the track until the last of the swarm tailed by. Then we brought up the rear together, to drive the stragglers and look out for pursuit.

Not that I know what the devil well do if the Kurds get after us! said Fred.

Lets hope they make for the castle to-night, and waste time plundering that.

Piffle! he answered.

Why?

Because, you ass, if they get to the place and find if empty theyll deduce, being less than idiots, that were not far off and that were at their mercy in the open! Lets hope to God they funk attacking in the dark, and wait out of range of the walls until daylight. In that case weve a chance. Otherwise  Ive still got six rifle cartridges, and four for my pistol. How many have you?

Six of each.

Then you owe me one for my pistol.

I passed it to him.

So. Now were good for exactly twenty-two Kurds between us. If were pursued I propose to give those two young lovers a chance by making every cartridge count from behind cover.

Theyd hear the shooting and

Not if we drop far enough behind.

Theyd hear shooting and Will, at any rate, would ride back.

He couldnt! Hed have to look after the girl and the column.

All the same  Wills

I know he is. Very well. Ill arrange it another way. You wait behind here.

So I rode along slowly, and he spurred his horse to a trot. But he did not hold the trot long. I could hear him objurgating, coaxing, encouraging, explaining, and the shrill voices of women answering, as he tried at one and the same time to pass the unfortunates in the dark and to make them see the grim necessity for speed. Soon I grew as busy as he, bullying litter-bearers and mothers burdened with crying babies. In times of massacre and war, survivors are not necessarily those who enjoyed the best of it. Nearly-drowned men brought to life again would forego the process if the choice were theirs, and there were nearly twenty women who would have preferred death to that nights march. But I did not dare load my horse with babies, since it would likely be needed before dawn for sterner work.

It was more than an hour before Fred loomed in sight again, standing beside his horse in wait for me. He, too, had resisted the temptation to relieve mothers of their living loads (not that they ever expected it).

How did you manage? I asked, for I could tell by his air that the errand had been successful.

I lied to him.

Of course. What did you say?

Said if the straggling got bad you and I might fall a long way behind and fire our pistols, so as to give the impression Kurds are in pursuit. That would tickle up the rear-end to a run!

And he believed that? Will knew as well as I Freds not exactly subtle way of maneuvering to get the post of greatest danger for himself.

Hed have believed anything! Hes head-, heart-and heels-over-end in love with the girl, and shes as bad as he is. Theyre talking political economy and international jurisprudence. When I reached em theyd just arrived at the conclusion that the United States can save the world, maybe  maybe not, but nothing else can. I was decidedly de trop. Theyre pretty to watch. No, he hasnt kissed her yet  you could tell that even in the dark. Its my belief he wont for a long time; Americas way with women is beyond belief. Theyre telling each other all they know, and like, and dislike, and believe, and hope. It ud take a bullet to divide their destinies. I delivered my message, and they were so devilish polite youd think I was the parson come to marry em. Theyd forgotten my very existence. When it dawned on em who I was they were so keen to be rid of me theyd have agreed to anything at all. So it was easy.

Good.

No, its bad. Wills a friend of mine. I hate to see him squandered on a woman. However, I did better than that.

How so?

As I spoke there loomed out of the darkness just ahead of us eight men surrounding something on the track, their rifles sticking up above their shoulders.

Ive found eight men with rifles all alike that fit the ammunition in the boxes. Its stolen Turkish government ammunition, by the way. The rifles come from the same source. The point is that a man caught with a stolen government rifle and ammunition in his possession would be tortured. Incidentally the men seem game. Therefore, if we have to fight a rear-guard action we can reasonably count on them. Haide! he called to the eight men, and they picked up the case of cartridges, and resumed the march just ahead of us.

Fred lit his pipe contentedly, as he always is contented when he can make satisfactory arrangements to sacrifice himself unselfishly and pretend to himself he is a cynic. Whether because the armed guard of their own people put new courage in them, or because rifles at their rear made them more afraid, the stragglers gave less trouble for the next few hours. Perhaps they were growing more used to the march, and some of them were numb with anxiety, while not so weary yet that feet would not carry them forward.

Somewhere in advance a man with a high tenor voice began to sing a wild folk-song, of the sort that is common to all countries whose heritage is hope unstrangled. He and others like him with love and music in their brave hearts sang the tortured column through its night of agony, keeping alive faint hope that hell must have an end. Dawn broke sweet and calm. For it makes no matter if a nation writhes in agony, or man wreaks hate on man, the wind and the sky still whisper and smile; and the scent of wild flowers is not canceled by the stench of tired humanity.

Fred knocked his pipe out and rode to the top of shoulder of rock beside the track, beckoning to me to follow. We could see our column, astonishingly long drawn, winding like a line of ants in and out and over, following the leaders in a dream because there seemed nothing else to do or dream about. Once I thought I caught sight of Will on his horse, passing between trees, but I was not sure. Fred turned his horse about and looked in the direction we had come from. Presently, he nudged me.

That smoke might be the castle we were in last night. See  its red underneath. Whatll you bet me Kurds dont show up in pursuit before the days an hour old?

That was nothing to bet about, and that kind of dawn is not the hour for roseate optimism.

If they come, said I, I hope I dont live to see what theyll do to the women.

Fred met my eyes and laughed.

Thats all right, he said. You ride on. This rock commands the track. Ill follow later when pursuits called off.

Ride on yourself! I answered, and he chuckled as he lighted his pipe again.

One of the men had a kerosene can filled with odds and ends of personal belongings. I turned them out in a hollow of the rock, and sent him to fill the can with drinking water at a spring. Then Fred and I chose stations, and Fred went to vast pains lecturing every one of us on how to keep cover. We had nothing to eat, and therefore no notion of putting up anything but a short fight. Our best point was the surprise that unexpected, organized resistance would be likely to produce on plundering Kurds.

It was pleasant enough where we lay, and reminded both of us of far less strenuous days. The little animals that are always curious to the point of their undoing came out and investigated our tracks as soon as the noise of the stragglers had ceased. The Armenians took no notice of the wild life; persecuted people seldom do, having their own hard case too much in mind; but Fred knew the name of nearly every bird and animal that showed itself, and even ceased smoking as his interest increased.

Ever go fishing as a boy? he asked.

Didnt I!

Get up before daylight and escape from the house by the back way

Stealing bread and cheese from the pantry on the way out

And stopping where the grass was long near the watering place to dig worms

And unchain the dog with frantic efforts to keep him from barking

Yes, but the rascal always would do it  bark and wake everybody!
Lucky if nobody saw you as you slipped through the gate into the fields!

Ah! But then what a time the dog had  it was almost as good fun as the fishing to watch him scamper. And how hungry he got  and he ate more than his share of the bread and cheese, so that youd have had to go home early because of the aching void if it hadnt been for the cottage where they gave a fellow milk out of a brown dish.

Yumm! Didnt that country milk taste good! Snff  snff  they were mornings just like this at home when I went fishing. Cool and sweet and full of scent. Snff  snff!

We sat still behind the ledge and let the air and scenery revive kind memories. The only noise was what our horses made cropping the grass in a hollow behind us, for the Armenians were well content to ruminate. Most likely they would have fallen asleep if we had not been there to keep an eye on them, for prolonged subjection to too much fear is soporific, so that tortured poor wretches sleep on the tightened rack.

I was very nearly asleep myself, having had practically none of it for two nights in succession, and had taken to watching the horses to keep my mind busy, when the movement of my horses ears struck me as peculiar. Presently he ceased grazing and raised his head. I thought he was going to whinny, and turned to see Fred squinting down his rifle at something that was not in the range of my vision.

Here they come! he whispered.

As he spoke a Kurd stepped out from between the trees, and we could see that he had tied his horse to a branch in the gloom behind him. He had the long sleeves reaching nearly to the ground peculiar to his race, and the unmistakable sheeny nose and cruel lips. From the rifle that he carried cavalierly over his shoulder hung a womans undergarment, with a dark stain on it that looked suspiciously like blood. My horse whinnied then, and his beast answered. At that he brought his rifle to the ready and nearly jumped out of his skin.

Im judge, jury, witness, prosecutor and executioner! Fred whispered.
That mans dose is death, and he dies unshriven!

Then he fired, and Fred could not miss at that range if he tried. The Kurd clapped a hand to his throat and fell backward, and one of our Armenians ran before we could stop him to seize the tied horse, and any other plunder. One of the things he brought back with him, besides the horse and rifle and ammunition belt, was a womans finger with the ring not yet removed. He said he found it in the cartridge pouch.

In proof that organized defense was the last thing they reckoned on, nine more Kurds came galloping down the track pell-mell toward the place where they had heard the solitary rifle-shot, doubtless supposing their own man had come upon the quarry. We fired too fast, for the Armenians were not drilled men, but we dropped two horses and five Kurds, and the remaining four fled, with the riderless animals stampeding in their wake.

What next? said I, as Fred wiped out his rifle-barrel.

Theyll return in greater force. Wed better change ground. Dyou notice how this rock is covered by that other one a quarter of a mile to the right? Higher ground, too, and the last place theyll look  come on!

The man with the water-can spilled it all, for the sake of his medley of possessions, and I had to send him all the way back for more. But we took up our new stand at last with the horses well hidden and enough to drink to last the day out, and then had to wait half an hour before any Kurds came back to the attack.

They came on the second time with infinite precaution, lurking among the trees on the outskirts of the clearing and firing several random shots at our old position in the hope of drawing our fire. Finally, they emerged from the forest thirty strong and rushed our supposed hiding-place at full gallop.

They were not even out of pistol range. Fred used the Mauser rifle taken from the dead Kurd, and then we both emptied our pistols at the fools, the Armenians meanwhile keeping up a savage independent fire so ragged and rapid that it might have been the battle of Waterloo.

The Kurds never knew whether or not we were another party or the first one. They never discovered whether our former post was deserted or not. We never knew how many of them we hit, for after about a dozen had tumbled out of the saddle the remainder galloped for their lives. For minutes afterward we heard them crashing and pounding away in the distance to find their friends.

Our loot consisted of two wounded prisoners and four good horses, in addition to rifles and cartridges. We let the dead lie where they were for a warning to other scoundrels, and we looked on while our Armenians searched the bodies for anything likely to be of slightest use. They found almost nothing originally Kurdish, but more Armenian trinkets than would have stocked a traveling merchants show-case, including necklaces and earrings.

Fred took the two prisoners aside and in Persian, which every Kurd can understand and speak after a fashion, offered them their choice between telling the whole truth or being handed over to Armenians. And as there isnt a bloody rascal in the world but suspects his intended victims of worse hankerings than his own, they loosed their tongues and told more than the truth, adding whatever they thought likely to please Fred.

They say there were only about fifty of them in this raiding party to begin with, and several came to trouble before they met us. Seems there are Armenians hidden here and there who are able to give an account of themselves. Ten or twelve elected to stay near the castle we were in last night. Theyve burned it, but they have some captured women and propose to enjoy themselves. Shall we ride back and break in on the party?

He meant what he said, but it was out of the question. The party weve just trounced will give the alarm, I objected. Wed only ride into a trap. Besides, youve no proof these prisoners are not lying to you.

They say their raiding party is the only one within thirty miles.
They rode ahead of the regiments to get first picking.

Were none of us fit for anything but food and sleep, said I, and
Fred had to concede the point.

Fortunately the food problem was solved for the moment by the Kurds, who had a sort of cheese with them whose awful taste deprived one of further appetite. We ate, and tied our two wounded prisoners on one horse; and as we had nothing to treat their wounds with except water they finished their trip in exquisite discomfort. Surprise that we should attend to their wounds at all, added to their despondency after they had time to consider what it meant. There was only one burden to their lamentation:

What are you going to do with us? We will tell what we know! We will name names! We are your slaves! We kiss feet! Ask, and we will answer!

They thought they were being kept alive for torture, and we let them keep on thinking it. Fred tied their horse to his own saddle and towed them along, singing at the top of his lungs to keep the rest of us awake; and for all his noise I fell asleep until he reached for his concertina and, the humor of the situation dawning on him, commenced a classic of his own composition, causing the morning to re-echo with irreverence, and making all of us except the prisoners aware of the fact that life is not to be taken seriously, even in Armenia. The prisoners intuitively guessed that the song had reference to ways and means they would rather have forgotten.

Ow! My name it is orrible Enery Emms,
And I ails from a ell of a ole!
The things I ave thought an the deeds I ave did
Are remarkable lawless an better kep hid,
So if Morgan you think of, an Sharkey an Kidd,
Forget em! To name such beginners as thems
An insult, so shivver my soul! Yow!
In every port o the whole seven seas
I ave two or three wives on the rates,
For Im free wi my fancy an fly wi my picks,
And Ive promised em plenty, an given em nix,
But have left evry one in a ell of a fix!
Ooever said Bluebeard was brother to mes
Either jealous or misunderstates!

Wow! For awful atrocity, murder an theft,
For battery, arson and hate,
From breakin the Sabbath to coveting cows,
An false affidavits an perjurin vows,
Im adept at whatever the law disallows,
And the gallowsmen gape at the noose that I left,
For I flit while the bally fools wait!

Fred kept us awake all right. Like most of his original songs, that one had sixty or seventy verses.


Chapter Twelve Americas way with a woman is beyond belief!

CUI BONO?

Did caution keep the gates of Greece,
Ye saints of safety first!
Twixt Thessaly and Locris when
Leonidas thousand men
Died scornful of the proffered peace
Of Xerxes the accurst?
Watch ye have kept, ward ye have kept,
But watch and ward were vain
If love and gratitude have slept
While ye stood guard for gain.

Or ye, who count the niggard cost
In time and coin and gear
Of succoring the under-dog,
How often have ye seen a hog,
Establishing his glutton boast,
Survive a famine year?
Fast ye have kept, feast ye have made;
Vain were the deeds and doles
If it was fear that ye obeyed
To save your coward souls.

Ye banish beauty to the stews
For lack of eyes that see,
And stifle joy with deadly rote
As empty as the texts ye quote,
The while forgiveness ye refuse
Lest wrath dishonored be.
Gray are your days, drab are your ways,
Strong are your fashioned bars,
But, ye who ask if service pays  
Who polishes the stars?

Spring in Armenia is almost as much like heaven as heaven itself could be, if it were not for the unspeakable Turk, but his blight rests on everything. I could have kept awake that morning without Freds irreverent music, simply for sake of the scenery, if its freshness had been untainted. But there hung a sickly, faint pall of smoke that robbed the green landscape of all liveliness. One breathed weariness instead of wine.

We could not possibly have lost the way, because our crawling column had left a swath behind it of trampled grass and trodden crossing-places where the track wound and rewound in a game of hide-and-seek with tinkling streams. But we began to wonder, nevertheless, why we caught up with nobody.

It was drawing on to ten in the morning, and I had dozed off for about the dozenth time, with my horse in pretty much the same condition, when I heard Wills voice at last, and looked up. He was standing alone on a ledge overlooking the track, but I could see the ends of rifles sticking up close by. If we had been an enemy, we should have stood small chance against him.

Where are the rest of you? I asked, and he laughed!

Women, kids and wounded all swore a pitched battle was raging behind them. Most of them wanted to turn back and lend a hand. I thought you guys mighty cruel to put all that scare into a crowd in their condition  but I see

Guests, America! My countrys at peace with Turkey! Where shall we stow our guests?

Theres a village below here.

He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. But behind him was the apex of a spur thrust out in midcurve of the mountainside, and one could not see around that. We had emerged out of the straggling outposts of the forest high above the plain, and to our right the whole panorama lay snoozing in haze. The path by which we had turned our backs on Monty and Kagig went winding away and away below, here and there an infinitesimal thin line of slightly lighter color, but more often suggested by the contour of the hills. Our Zeitoonli in their zeal to return to their leader had been evidently cutting corners. If the smudge of smoke to the right front overhung Marash, then we were probably already nearer Zeitoon than when we and Kagig parted company.

Come up and see for yourselves, said Will.

Fred passed the line that held his prisoners in tow to an Armenian, and we climbed up together on foot. Around the corner of the spur, within fifty feet of where Will stood, was an almost sheer escarpment, and at the foot of that, a thousand feet below us, with ramparts of living rock on all four sides, crouched a little village fondled in the bosom of the mountains.

Theyve piled down there and made emselves at home. The place was deserted, probly because it ud be too easy to roll rocks down into it. But I cant make em listen. Ours is a pretty chesty lot, with guts, and our taking part with em has stiffened their courage. They claim theyre goin to hold this rats nest against all the Turks and Kurds in Asia Minor!

Thats where the rest of us are, said Will

Wheres Miss Vanderman?

Asleep  down in the village. There all asleep. You guys go down there and sleep, too. Ill follow, soon as Ive posted these men on watch. That small square hut next the big one in the middle is ours. Shes in the big one with a crowd of women. Now dont make a fool row and wake her! Tie your horses in the shade where you see the others standing in line; theres a little corn for them, and a lot of hay that the owners left behind.

So we undertook not to wake the lady, and left Will there carefully choosing places, in which the men fell fast asleep almost the minute his back was turned. Sleep was in the air that morning  not mere weariness of mind and limb that a man could overcome, but inexplicable coma. Whole armies are affected that way on occasion. There was a man once named Sennacherib.

Sleepy hollow! said Fred, and as he spoke his horse pitched forward, almost spilling him; the rope that held the prisoners in tow was all that saved the lot of them from rolling down-hill. Fred dismounted, and drove the horse in front of him with a slap on the rump, but the beast was almost too sleepy to make the effort to descend.

There was no taint of gas or poison fumes. The air tasted fresh except for the faint smoke, and the birds were all in full song. Yet we all had to dismount, and to let the prisoners walk, too, because the horses were too drowsy to be trusted. The path that zigzagged downward to the village was dangerous enough without added risk, and the eight Armenian riflemen refused point-blank to lead the way unless they might drive the animals ahead of them.

Even so, neither we nor they were properly awake, when we reached the village. We tied up the horses in a sort of dream  fed them from instinct and habit  and made our way to the hut Will had pointed out like men who walked in sleep.

Nobody was keeping watch. Nobody noticed our arrival. Men and women were sleeping in the streets and under the eaves of the little houses. Nothing seemed awake but the stray dogs nosing at mens feet and hunting hopelessly among the bundles.

The little house Will had reserved for our use contained a stool and a string-cot. On the stool was food  cheese and very dry bread; and because even in that waking dream we were conscious of hunger, we ate a little of it. Then we lay down on the floor and fell asleep  we, and the prisoners, and the eight Armenian riflemen. Within a quarter of an hour Will followed us into the house, but we knew nothing about that. Then he, too, fell asleep, and until two or three hours after dark we were a village of the dead.

To this day there is no explaining it. Certainly no human watch or ward saved us from destruction at the hands of roving enemies. I was awakened at last by a brilliant light, and the effort made by our two prisoners, still tied together, to crawl across my body. I threw them off me, and sat up, rubbing my eyes and wondering where I was.

In the door stood Kagig, with a lantern in his right hand thrust forward into the room. His eyes were ablaze with excitement, and between black beard and mustache his teeth showed in a grin mixed of scorn and amusement.

Next I beard Wills voice: Jimminy! and Will sat up. Then Fred gave tongue:

That you, Kagig? Wheres Monty? Wheres Lord Montdidier?

Kagig strode into the room, set the lantern on the floor, struck the remnants of the food from off the little stool, and sat down. I could see now that he was deathly tired.

He is in Zeitoon, he answered.

Noises from outside began then to assert themselves in demonstration that the village was awake at last  also that the population had swollen while we slept. I could hear the restless movement of more than twice the number of horses we had had with us.

Kagig began to laugh  a sort of dry cackle that included wonder as well as rebuke. He threw both hands outward, palms upward, in a gesture that complemented the motion of shoulders shrugged up to his ears.

All around  high hills! From every side from fifty places rocks could have been rolled upon you! So  and so you sleep!

I set guards! Will exploded.

Eleven guards I found  all together in one place  fast asleep!

He showed his splendid teeth and the palms of his hands again in actual enjoyment of the situation. For the first time then I saw there was wet blood on his goat-skin coat.

Kagig  youre wounded!

He made a gesture of impatience.

It is nothing  nothing. My servant has attended to it.

So Kagig had a servant. I felt glad of that. It meant a rise from vagabondage to position among his people.

Of all earthly attainments, the first and most desirable and last to let go of is an honest servant  unless it be a friend. (But the difference is not so distinct as it sounds.)

A huge fear suddenly seized Fred Oakes.

You said Monty is in Zeitoon  alive or dead? Quick, man! Answer!

Should I leave Zeitoon, Kagig answered slowly, unless I left a better man in charge behind me? He is alive in Zeitoon  alive  alive! He is my brother! He and I love one purpose with a strong love that shall conquer! You speak to me of Lord what-is-it? Hah! To me forever he is Monty, my brother  my

Wheres Miss Vanderman? I interrupted.

Here! she said quietly, and I turned my head to discover her sitting beside Will in the shadow cast by Kagigs lantern. She must have entered ahead of Kagig or close behind him, unseen because of his bulk and the tricky light that he swung in his right hand.

Kagig went on as if he had not heard me.

There is a castle  I think I told you?  perched on a crag in the forest beside Zeitoon. My men have cut a passage to it through the trees, for it had stood forgotten for God knows how long. Later you shall understand. There came Arabaiji, riding a mule to death, saying you and this lady are in danger of life at the hands of my nation. I did not believe that, but Monty  he believed it.

And Ill wager you found him a hot handful! laughed Fred. Not so hot. Not so hot. But very determined. Later you shall understand. He and I drove a bargain.

Dammit! Fred rose to his feet. Dyou mean you used our predicament as a club to drive him with?

Kagig laughed dryly.

Do you know your friend so little, and think so ill of me? He named terms, and I agreed to them. I took a hundred mounted men to find you and bring you to Zeitoon, spreading them out like a fan, to scour the country. Some fell in with a thing the Turks call a hamidieh regiment; that is a rabble of Kurds under the command of Tenekelis.

What are they?

Tenekelis? The word means tin-plate men. We call them that because of the tin badges given them to wear in their head-dress. In no other way do they resemble officers. They are brigands favored by official recognition, that is all. Their purpose is to pillage Armenians. While you slept in this village, and your watchmen slept up above there, that whole rabble of bandits with their tin-plate officers passed within half a mile, following along the track by which you came! If you had been awake  and cooking  or singing  or making any sort of noise they must have heard you! Instead, they turned down toward the plain a little short distance too soon  and my men met them  and there was a skirmish  and I rallied my other men, and attacked them suddenly. We accounted for two of the tin-plate men, and so many of the thing they call a regiment that the others took to flight. Jannam! (My soul!) But you are paragons of sleepers!

Do you never sleep? I asked him.

Shall a man keep watch over a nation, and sleep? he answered.
Aye  here a little, there a little, I snatch sleep when I can.
My heart burns in me. I shall sleep on my horse on the way back
to Zeitoon, but the burning within will waken me by fits and starts.

He got up and stood very politely in front of Gloria Vanderman, removing his cossack kalpak for the first time and holding it with a peculiar suggestion of humility.

You shall be put to no indignity at the hands of my people, he said. They are not bad people, but they have suffered, and some have been made afraid. They would have kept you safe. But now you shall have twenty men if you wish, and they shall deliver you safely into Tarsus. If you wish it, I will send one of these gentlemen with you to keep you in countenance before my men; they are foreigners to you, and no one could blame you for fearing them. The gentleman would not wish to go, but I would send him!

She shook her head, pretty merrily for a girl in her predicament.

I was curious to meet you, Mr. Kagig, but thats nothing to the attraction that draws me now. I must meet the other man  is it Monty you all call him  or never know a moments peace!

You mean you will not go to Tarsus?

Of course I wont!

Of course! laughed Fred. Any young woman

Of course? Kagig repeated the extravagant gesture of shrugged shoulders and up-turned palms. Ah, well. You are American. I will not argue. What would be the use?

He turned his back on us and strode out with that air that not even the great stage-actors can ever acquire, of becoming suddenly and utterly oblivious of present company in the consciousness of deeds that need attention. Generals of command, great captains of industry, and a few rare statesmen have it; but the statesmen are most rare, because they are trained to pretend, and therefore unconvincing. The generals and captains are detested for it by all who have never humbled themselves to the point where they can think, and be unselfishly absorbed. Kagig stepped out of one zone of thought into the next, and shut the door behind him.

A minute later we heard his voice uplifted in command, and the business of shepherding those women and children was taken out of our hands by a man who understood the business. The intoxicating sounds that armed men make as they evolve formation out of chaos in the darkness came in through open door and windows, and in another moment Kagig was back again with a hand on each door-post.

You have brought all those cartridges!

He thrust out both hands in front of him, and made the knuckles of every finger crack like castanets. In another second he was gone again. But we knew we were now forgiven all our sins of omission.

Somewhere about midnight, with a nearly full moon rising in a golden dream above the rim of the ravine, we started. And no wheeled vehicle could have followed by the track we took. It was no mean task for men on foot, and our burdened animals had to be given time. Whether or not Kagig slept, as he had said he would, on horse-back, he kept himself and our prisoners out of sight somewhere in the van; and this time the rear was brought up by a squadron of ragged irregular horse that would have made any old campaigner choke with joy to look at them.

Drill those men knew very little of  only sufficient to make it possible to lead them. No two men were dressed alike, and some were not even armed alike, although stolen Turkish government rifles far predominated. But they wore unanimously that dare-devil air, not swaggering because there is no need, that has been the key to most of the sublime surprises of all war. The commander, whose men sit that way in the saddle and toss those jokes shoulder over shoulder down the line, dare tackle forlorn hopes that would seem sheer leap-year lunacy to the martinet with twenty times their number.

Whod have thought it? said Fred. Weve all heard the Turk was a first-class fighting man, but Id rather command fifty of these, than any five hundred Turks I ever saw.

There was no gainsaying that. Whoever had seen armies with an understanding eye must have agreed.

Turks dont hate Armenians for their faults, I answered. From what I know of the Turk he likes sin, and prefers it cardinal. If Armenians were mere degenerates, or murdering ruffians like the Kurds, the Turk would like them.

Fred laughed.

Then if a Turk liked me, youd doubt my social fitness?

Sure I would, if he liked you well enough to attract attention.
The fact that the Turk hates Armenians is the best advertisement
Armenians have got.

We were entering the heart of savage hills that tossed themselves in ever increasing grandeur up toward the mist-draped crags of Kara Dagh, following a trail that was mostly watercourse. The simple savagery of the mountains laid naked to view in the liquid golden light stirred the Armenians behind us to the depths of thought; and theirs is a consciousness of warring history; of dominion long since taken from them, and debauched like pearls by swine; of hope, eternally upwelling, born of love of their trampled fatherland. They began to sing, and the weft and woof of their songs were grief for all those things and a cherished, secret promise that a limit had been set to their nations agony.

In his own way, with his chosen, unchaste instrument Fred is a musician of parts. He can pick out the spirit of old songs, even when, as then, he hears them for the first time, and make his concertina interpret them to wood and wind and sky. Indoors he is a mere accompanist, and in polite society his muse is dumb. But in the open, given fair excuse and the opportunity, he can make such music as compels mens ears and binds their hearts with his in common understanding.

Because of Freds concertina, quite without knowing it, those Armenians opened their hearts to us that night, so that when a day of testing came they regarded us unconsciously as friends. Taught by the atrocity of cruel centuries to mistrust even one another, they would surely have doubted us otherwise, when crisis came. Nobody knows better than the Turk how to corrupt morality and friendship, and Armenia is honeycombed with the rust of mutual suspicion. But real music is magic stuff. No Turk knows any magic.

At dawn, twisting and zigzagging in among the ribs of rock-bound hills, we sighted the summit of Beirut Dagh all wreathed in jeweled mist. Then the only life in sight except ourselves was eagles, nervously obsessed with goings-on on the horizon. I counted as many as a dozen at one time, wheeling swiftly, and circling higher for a wider view, but not one swooped to strike.

Once, as we turned into a track that they told us led to El Oghlu, we saw on a hill to our left a small square building, gutted by fire. Twenty yards away from it, on top of the same round hill, strange fruit was hanging from a larger oak than any we had seen thereabouts  fruit that swung unseemly in the tainted wind.

Turks! announced one of Kagigs men, riding up to brag to us. That square building is the guard-house for the zaptieh, put there by the government to keep check on robbers. They are the worst robbers!

The man spoke English with the usual mission-school air suggestive of underdone pie. As a rule they go to school at such great sacrifice, and then so limited for funds, that they have to get by heart three times the amount an ordinary, undriven youth can learn in the allotted time. But by heart they have it. And like the pie they call to mind, only the surface of their talk is pale. Because their heart is in the thing, they under-stand.

By hanging Turkish police, said Fred, you only give the Turks a good excuse for murdering your friends.

Come! said the man of Zeitoon. See.

He led the way down a path between young trees to a clearing where a swift stream gamboled in the sun. Down at the end of it, where the grass sloped gently upward toward the flanks of a great rock was a little row of graves with a cross made of sticks at the head of each  clearly not Turkish graves.

Three men  eleven women, our guide said simply.

You mean that the Turkish police

There were fifteen on their way to Zeitoon. One survived, and reached Zeitoon, and told. Then he died, and we rode down to avenge them all. The Turks took the three men and beat them on the feet with sticks until the soles of their feet swelled up and burst. Then they made them walk on their tortured feet. Then they beat them to death. Shall I say what they did to the women?

What did you do to the Turks? said I.

Hanged them. We are not animals  we simply, hanged them.

Somewhere about noon we rode down a gorge into the village of El Oghlu. It was a miserable place, with a miserable, tiny kahveh in the midst of it, and Kagig set that alight before our end of the column came within a quarter of a mile of it. We burned the rest of the village, for he sent back Ephraim to order no shelter left for the regiments that would surely come and hunt us down. But the business took time, and we were farther than ever behind Kagig when the last wooden roof began to cockle and crack in the heat.

Will and Gloria were somewhere on in front, and Fred and I began to put on speed to try to overtake them. But from the time of leaving the burned village of El Oghlu there began to be a new impediment.

We are not taking the shortest way, said Ephraim. The shortest way is too narrow  good for one or two men in a hurry, but not for all of us.

We were gaining no speed by taking the easier road. There began to be vultures in evidence, mostly half-gorged, flopping about from one orgy to the next. And out from among the rocks and bushes there came fugitive Armenians  famished and wounded men and women, clinging to our stirrups and begging for a lift on the way to Zeitoon. Zeitoon was their one hope. They were all headed that way.

Fred detached a dozen mounted men to linger behind on guard against pursuit, and the rest of us overloaded our horses with women and children, giving up all hope of overtaking Gloria and Will, forgetting that they had come first on the scene. In my mind I imagined them riding side by side, Will with his easy cowboy seat, and Gloria looking like a boy except for the chestnut hair. But that imagination went the way of other vanities.

There was neither pleasure nor advantage in striding slowly beside my laboring horse, nor any hope of mounting him again myself. So I walked ahead and, being now horseless, ceased to be mobbed by fugitives. At the end of an hour I overtook two horses loaded with little children; but there was no sign of Gloria and Will, and losing zest for the pursuit as the sun grew stronger I sat down by the ways-side on a fallen tree.

It was then that I heard voices that I recognized. The first was a womans.

Im simply crazy to know him.

A mans, that I could not mistake even amid the roar of a city, answered her.

Youve a treat in store. Monty is my idea of a regular he-man.

Is he good-looking?

Yes. Stands and looks like a soldier. Ive seen a plainsman in Wyoming whod have matched him to a T all except the parted hair and the mustache.

I like a mustache on a tall man.

It suits Monty. The first idea you get of him is strength  strength and gentleness; and it grows on you as you know him better. Its not just muscles, nor yet will-power, but strength that makes your heart flutter, and you know for a moment how a woman must feel when a fellow asks her to be his wife. Thats Monty.

I got up and retraced a quarter of a mile, to wait for Fred where
I could not accuse myself of listening in.

Fred, I said, when he overtook me at last and we strode along side by side, you were right. Americas way with a woman is beyond belief!

I told him what I had heard, and he thought a while.

How about Maga Jhaeres way, when she and Will and the Vanderman meet? he said at last, smiling grimly.


Chapter Thirteen Take your squadron and go find him, Rustum Khan! And I, sahib, obeyed my lord bahadurs orders.

TO-MORROW WE DIE

All that is cynical; all that refuses
Trust in an altruist aim;
Every specious plea that excuses
Greed in necessitys name;
Studied indifference; scorn that amuses;
Cleverness, shifting the blame;
Selfishness, pitying trust it abuses  
Treason and these are the same.
Finally, when the last lees ye shall turn from
(Een intellectuals flinch in the end!)
Ashes of loneliness then ye shall learn from  
All thats worth keepings the faith of a friend.

Never to be forgotten is that journey to Zeitoon. We threaded toward the heart of opal mountains along tracks that nothing on wheels  not even a wheel-barrow  could have followed. Perpetually on our right there kept appearing brilliant green patches of young rice, more full of livid light than flawless emeralds. And, as in all rice country, there were countless watercourses with frequently impracticable banks along which fugitives felt their way miserably, too fearful of pursuit to risk following the bridle track.

There is a delusion current that fugitives go fast. But it stands to reason they do not; least of all, unarmed people burdened with children and odds and ends of hastily snatched household goods. We found them hiding everywhere to sleep and rest lacerated feet, and there was not a mile of all that distance that did not add twenty or thirty stragglers to our column, risen at sight of us out of their lurking places. We scared at least as many more into deeper hiding, without blame to them, for there was no reason why they should know us at a distance from official murderers. Hamidieh regiments, the militia of that land, wear uniforms of their own choosing, which is mostly their ordinary clothes and weapons added.

With snow-crowned Beirut Dagh frowning down over us, and the track growing every minute less convenient for horse or man, word came from the rear that the hamidieh were truly on our trail. Then we had our first real taste of what Armenians could do against drilled Turks, and even before Fred and I could get in touch with Will and Gloria we realized that whether or not we took part with them there was going to be no stampede by the men-folk.

Nothing would persuade Gloria to go on to Zeitoon and announce our coming. Kagig came galloping back and found us four met together by a little horsetail waterfall. He ordered her peremptorily to hurry and find Monty, but she simply ignored him. In another moment he was too bent on shepherding the ammunition cases to give her a further thought.

Men began to gather around him, and he to issue orders. They had either to kill him or obey. He struck at them with a rawhide whip, and spurred his horse savagely at every little clump of men disposed to air their own views.

You see, he laughed, unanimity is lacking! Then his manner changed back to irritation. In the name of God, effendim, what manner of sportmen are you? Will not each of you take a dozen men and go and destroy those cursed Turks? (They call every man a Turk in that land who thinks and acts like one, be he Turk, Arab, Kurd or Circassian.)

It was all opposed to the consuls plan, and lawless by any reckoning. To attack the troops of a country with which our own governments were not at war was to put our heads in a noose in all likelihood. Perhaps if he had called us by any other name than sportmen we might have seen it in that light, and have told him to protect us according to contract. But he used the right word and we jumped at the idea, although Gloria, who had no notions about international diplomacy, was easily first with her hat in the ring.

Ill lead some men! she shouted. Wholl follow me? Her voice rang clear with the virtue won on college playing fields.

Nothing to it! Will insisted promptly. Here, you, Kagig  Ill make a bargain with you!

Watch! Fred whispered. Will is now going to sell two comrades in the market for his first love! Dyou blame him? But it wont work!

Send Miss Vanderman to Zeitoon with an escort and we three

What did I tell you? Fred chuckled.

  will fight for you all you like!

But Gloria had a dozen men already swarming to her, with never a symptom of shame to be captained by a woman; and others were showing signs of inclination. She turned her back on us, and I saw three men hustle a fourth, who had both feet in bandages, until he gave her his rifle and bandolier. She tossed him a laugh by way of compensation, and he seemed content, although he had parted with more than the equivalent of a fortune.

That girl, said Kagig, from the vantage point of his great horse, is like the brave Zeitoonli wives! They fight! They can lead in a pinch! They are as good as men  better than men, for they think they know less!

Fred swiftly gathered himself a company of his own, the older men electing to follow his lead. Gloria had the cream of the younger ones  men who in an earlier age would have gone into battle wearing a womans glove or handkerchief  twenty or thirty youths blazing with the fire of youth. Will went hot-foot after her with most of the English-speaking contingent from the mission schools. Kagig had the faithful few who had rallied to him from the first  the fighting men of Zeitoon proper, including all the tough rear-guard who had sent the warning and remained faithfully in touch with the enemy until their chief should come.

That left for me the men who knew no English, and Ephraim was enough of a politician to see the advantage to himself of deserting Freds standard for mine; for Fred could talk Armenian, and give his own orders, but I needed an interpreter. I welcomed him at the first exchange of compliments, but met him eye to eye a second later and began to doubt.

Im going to hold these men in reserve, I told him, until I know where theyll do most good. You know this country? Take high ground, then, where we can overlook whats going on and get into the fight to best advantage.

But the others will get the credit, he began to object.

Ill ask Kagig for another interpreter. Wait here.

At that he yielded the point and explained my orders to the men, who began to obey them willingly enough. But he went on talking to them rapidly as we diverged from the path the others had taken and ascended a trail that wild goats would have reveled in, along the right flank of where fighting was likely to take place. I did not doubt he was establishing notions of his own importance, and with some success.

Firing commenced away in front and below us within ten minutes of the start, but it was an hour before I could command the scene with field-glasses, and ten minutes after that before I could make out the positions of our people, although the enemy were soon evident  a long, irregular, ragged-looking line of cavalry thrusting lances into every hole that could possibly conceal an Armenian, and an almost equally irregular line of unmounted men in front of them, firing not very cautiously nor accurately from under random cover.

It became pretty evident, after studying the positions for about fifteen minutes and sweeping every contour of the ground through glasses, that the enemy had no chance whatever of breaking through unless they could outflank Kagigs line. I held such impregnable advantage of height and cover and clear view that the men I had with me were ample to prevent the turning of our right wing. Our left flank rested on the brawling Jihun River that wound in and out between the rice fields and the rocky foot-hills. There lay the weakness of our position, and more than once I caught sight of Kagig spurring his horse from cover to cover to place his men. Once I thought I recognized Fred, too, over near the river-bank; but of Will or of Gloria I saw nothing.

It was obvious that if reserves were needed anywhere it would be over on that left flank by the fordable Jihun. Ephraim saw that, and proceeded to preach it like gospel to the men before consulting me. Then, arrogant in the consciousness of majority approval, he came and advised me.

Those  ah  hamidieh not coming this  ah  way. We cross over to  ah  other side. Then Kagig is being pleased with us. I give orders  yes?

He did not propose to wait for my consent, but I detained him with a hand on his shoulder. It would have taken us two hours to get into position by the river-bank.

Find out how many of the men can ride, I ordered.

Taken by surprise he called out the inquiry without stopping to discover my purpose first. It transpired there were seventeen men who had been accustomed to horseback riding since their youth. That would leave nine men for another purpose. I separated sheep from goats, and made over the nine to Ephraim.

You and these nine stay here, I ordered, and hold this flank until
Kagig makes a move. I did not doubt Kagig would fall back on Zeitoon
as soon as he could do that with advantage. Neither did I doubt
Ephraims ability to spoil my whole plan if he should see fit. Yet
I had to depend on his powers as interpreter.

There are two ways of relieving a weak wing, and the obvious one of reenforcing it is not of necessity the best. I could see through the glasses a bowl of hollow grazing ground in which the dismounted Kurds had left their horses; and I could count only five men guarding them. Most of the horses seemed to be tied head to head by the reins, but some were hobbled and grazing close together.

Tell these seventeen men I have chosen that I propose to creep up to the enemys horses and steal or else stampede them, I ordered.

Ephraim hesitated. Glittering eyes betrayed fear to be left out of an adventure, disgust to see his own advice ignored, and yet that he was alert to the advantage of being left with a lone command.

But we should  ah  cross to the  ah  other side and  ah  help Kagig, he objected. Perhaps he hoped to build political influence on the basis of his own account to Kagig afterward of how he had argued for the saner course.

Please explain what I have said  exactly!

He continued to hesitate. I could see the Kurdish riflemen responding to orders from their rear and beginning to concentrate in the direction of our left wing. Our center, where Gloria and Will were probably concealed by rocks and foliage, poured a galling fire on them, and they had to reform, and detach a considerable company to deal with that; but two-thirds of their number surged toward our left, and if my plan was to succeed almost the chief element was time.

But Kagig will

One of the men had a hide rope, very likely looted from the village we had burned. I took it from him and tied a running noose in the end. Then I made the other end fast to the roots of a tree that had been rain-washed until they projected naked over fifty feet of sheer rock.

Now, I said, explain what I said, or Ill hang you in sight of both sides!

I wondered whether he would not turn the tables and hang me. I knew I would not have been willing to lessen Kagigs chances by shooting any of them if they had decided to take Ephraims part. But the politician in the man was uppermost and he did not force the issue.

All right, effendi  oh, all right! he answered, trying to laugh the matter off.

Explain to them, then!

I made him do it half a dozen times, for once we were on our way along the precipitous sides of the hills the only control I should have would be force of example, aided to some extent by the sort of primitive signals that pass muster even in a kindergarten. If they should talk Turkish to me slowly I might understand a little here and there, but to speak it myself was quite another matter; and in common with most of their countrymen, though they understood Turkish perfectly and all that went with it, they would rather eat dirt than foul their months with the language of the hated conqueror.

But, once explained, the plan was as obvious as the risk entailed, and they approved the one as swiftly as they despised the other. The Kurds below were not oblivious to the risk of reprisals from the hills, and we spent five minutes picking out the men posted to keep watch, making careful note of their positions. At the point where we decided to debouch on to the plain there were two sentries taking matters fairly easy, and I told off four men to go on ahead and attend to those as silently as might be.

Then we started  not close together, for the Kurds would certainly be looking out for an attack from the hills in force, and would not be expecting individuals  but one at a time, two Armenians leading, and the rest of them following me at intervals of more than fifty yards.

At the moment of starting I gave Ephraim another order, and within two hours owed my life and that of most of my men to his disobedience.

You stay here with your handful, and dont budge except as Kagig moves his line! Few as you are, you can hold this flank safe if you stay firm.

He stayed firm until the last of my seventeen had disappeared around the corner of the cliff; and five minutes later I caught sight of him through the glasses, leading his following at top speed downward along a spur toward the plain. The Kurds on the lookout saw him too and, concentrating their attention on him, did not notice us when we dodged at long intervals in full sunlight across the face of a white rock.

There was little leading needed; rather, restraining, and no means of doing it. Instead of keeping the formation in which we started off, those in the rear began to overtake the men in front and, rather than disobey the order to keep wide intervals, to extend down the face of the hill, so that within fifteen minutes we were in wide-spaced skirmishing order. Then, instead of keeping along the hills, as I had intended, until we were well to the rear of the Kurdish firing-line, they turned half-left too soon, and headed in diagonal bee line toward the horses, those who had begun by leading being last now, and the last men first. Being shorter-winded than the rest of them and more tired to begin with, that arrangement soon left me a long way in the rear, dodging and crawling laboriously and stopping every now and then to watch the development of the battle. There was little to see but the flash of rifles; and they explained nothing more than that the Kurds were forcing their way very close to our center and left wing.

Not all the fighting had been done that day under organized leadership. I stumbled at one place and fell over the dead bodies of a Kurd and an Armenian, locked in a strangle-hold. That Kurd must have been bold enough to go pillaging miles in advance of his friends, for the two had been dead for hours. But the mutual hatred had not died off their faces, and they lay side by side clutching each others throats as if passion had continued after death.

The sight of Ephraim and his party hurrying across their front toward Kagigs weak left wing had evidently convinced the Kurds that no more danger need be expected from their own left. There can have been no other possible reason why we were unobserved, for the recklessness of my contingent grew as they advanced closer to the horses, and from the rear I saw them brain one outpost with a rock and rush in and knife another with as little regard for concealment as if these two had been the only Kurds within eagles view. Yet they were unseen by the enemy, and five minutes later we all gathered in the shelter of a semicircle of loose rocks, to regain wind for the final effort.

Korkakma! I panted, using about ten per cent. of my Turkish vocabulary, and they laughed so loud that I cursed them for a bunch of fools. But the man nearest me chose to illustrate his feeling for Turks further by taking the corner of his jacket between thumb and finger and going through the motions of squeezing off an insect  the last, most expressive gesture of contempt.

The horses were within three hundred yards of us. On rising ground between us and the Kurdish firing-line was a little group of Turkish officers, and to our right beyond the horses was miscellaneous baggage under the guard of Kurds, of whom more than half were wounded. I could see an obviously Greek doctor bandaging a man seated on an empty ammunition box.

But our chief danger was from the mounted scoundrels who were so busy murdering women and children and wounded men half a mile away to the rear. They had come along working the covert like hunters of vermin, driving lances into every possible lurking place and no doubt skewering their own wounded on occasion, for which Armenians would afterward be blamed. We could hear them chorusing with glee whenever a lance found a victim, or when a dozen of them gave chase to some panic-stricken woman in wild flight. Through the glasses I could see two Turkish officers with them, in addition to their own nondescript tin-plate men; and if officers or men should get sight of us it was easy to imagine what our fate would be.

That thought, and knowledge that Gloria Vanderman and Will and Fred were engaged in an almost equally desperate venture within a mile of me (evidenced by dozens of wild bullets screaming through the air) suggested the idea of taking a longer chance than any I had thought of yet. A moments consideration brought conviction that the effort would be worth the risk. Yet I had no way of communicating with my men!

I pointed to the Turkish officers clustered together watching the effort of their firing-line. From where we lay to the horses would be three hundred yards; from the horses to those officers would be about two hundred and fifty yards farther at an angle of something like forty degrees. Counting their orderlies and hangers-on we outnumbered that party by two to one; and the fish starts stinking from the head as the proverb says. With the head gone, the whole Kurdish firing-line would begin to be useless.

I tried my stammering Turkish, but the men were in no mood to be patient with efforts in that loathly tongue. None of them knew a word in English. I tried French  Italian  smattering Arabic  but they only shook their heads, and began to think nervousness was driving me out of hand. One of them laid a soothing hand on my shoulder, and repeated what sounded like a prayer.

To lose the confidence of ones men under such circumstances at that stage of the game was too much. I grew really rattled, and at random, as a desperate man will I stammered off what I wanted to say in the foreign tongue that I knew best, regardless of the fact that Armenians are not black men, and that there is not even a trace of connection between their language and anything current in Africa. Zanzibar and Armenia are as far apart as Australia and Japan, with about as much culture in common.

To my amazement a man answered in fluent Kiswahili! He had traded for skins in some barbarous district near the shore of Victoria Nyanza, and knew half a dozen Bantu languages. In a minute after that we had the plan well understood and truly laid; and, what was better, they had ceased to believe me a victim of nerves  a fact that gave me back the nerve that had been perilously close to vanishing.

We paid no more attention to the firing-line, nor to the mounted Kurds who were drawing the coverts nearer and nearer to us. It was understood that we were to sacrifice ourselves for our friends, and do the utmost damage possible before being overwhelmed. We shook hands solemnly. Two or three men embraced each other. The five who by common consent were reckoned the best rifle shots lay down side by side with me among the rocks, and the remainder began crawling out one by one on their stomachs toward the horses, with instructions to take wide open order as quickly as possible, with the idea of making the Kurds believe our numbers were greater than they really were.

When I judged they were half-way toward the horses we six opened fire on the Turkish officers. And every single one of us missed! At the sound of our volley the devoted horse-thieves rose to their feet and rushed on the horse-guards, forgetting to fire on them from sheer excitement, and as a matter of fact one of them was shot dead by a horse-guard before the rest remembered they had deadly weapons of their own.

I remedied the first outrageous error to a slight extent by killing the Turkish colonels orderly, missing the commander himself by almost a yard. My five men all missed with their second shots, and then it was too late to pull off the complete coup we had dared to hope for. The entire staff took cover, and started a veritable hail of fire with their repeating pistols, all aimed at us, and aimed as wildly as our own shots had been.

Meanwhile the mounted Kurds at the rear had heard the firing and were coming on full pelt, yelling like red Indians. I could see, in the moment I snatched for a hurried glance in that direction, that the purpose of cutting loose and stampeding the horses was being accomplished; but even that comparatively simple task required time, and as the Kurds galloped nearer, the horses grew as nervous as the men who sought to loose them.

But conjecture and all caution were useless to us six bent on attacking the colonel and his staff. We crawled out of cover and advanced, stopping to fire one or two shots and then scrambling closer, giving away our own paucity of numbers, but increasing the chance of doing damage with each yard gained. And our recklessness had the additional advantage of making the staff reckless too. The colonel kept in close hiding, but the rest of them began dodging from place to place in an effort to outflank us from both sides, and I saw four of them bowled over within a minute. Then the remainder lay low again, and we resumed the offensive.

The next thing I remember was hearing a wild yell as our party seized a horse apiece and galloped off in front of the oncoming Kurds  straight toward Kagigs firing-line. That, and the yelling of the horsemen in pursuit drew the attention of the riflemen attacking Kagig to the fact that most of their horses were running loose and that there was imminent danger to their own rear. I only had time to get a glimpse of them breaking back, for the Turkish colonel got my range and sent a bullet ripping down the length of the back of my shooting jacket. That commenced a duel  he against me  each missing as disgracefully as if we were both beginners at the game of life or death, and I at any rate too absorbed to be aware of anything but my own plight and of oceans of unexplained noise to right and left. I knew there were galloping horses, and men yelling; but knowledge that the Turkish military rifle I was using must be wrongly sighted, and that my enemy had no such disadvantage, excluded every other thought.

I had used about half the cartridges in my bandolier when a Kurds lance struck me a glancing blow on the back of the head. His horse collapsed on top of me, as some thundering warrior I did not see gave the stupendous finishing stroke to rider and beast at once.

There followed a period of semi-consciousness filled with enormous clamor, and upheavings, and what might have been earthquakes for lack of any other reasonable explanation, for I felt myself being dragged and shaken to and fro. Then, as the weight of the fallen horse was rolled aside there surged a tide of blissful relief that carried me over the border of oblivion.

When I recovered my senses I was astride of Rustum Khans mare, with a leather thong around my shoulders and the Rajputs to keep me from falling. We were proceeding at an easy walk in front of a squadron of ragged-looking irregulars whom I did not recognize, toward the center of the position Kagig had held. Kagigs men were no longer in hiding, but standing about in groups; and presently I caught sight of Fred and Will and Kagig standing together, but not Gloria Vanderman. A cough immediately behind us made me turn my head. The Turkish colonel, who had fought the ridiculously futile duel with me, was coming along at the mares tail with his hands tied behind him and a noose about his neck made fast to one of the saddle-rings.

Much obliged, Rustum Khan! I said by way of letting him know I was alive. How did you get here?

Ha, sahib! Not going to die, then? That is good! I came because Colonel Lord Montdidier sahib sent me with a squadron of these mountain horsemen  fine horsemen they are  fit by the breath of Allah to draw steel at a Rajputs back!

He sent you to find me?

Ha, sahib. To rescue you alive if that were possible.

How did he know where I was?

An Armenian by name of Ephraim came and said you had gone over to the Turks. Certain men he had with him corroborated, but three of his party kept silence. My lord sahib answered I have hunted, and camped, and fought beside that man  played and starved and feasted with him. No more than I myself would he go over to Turks. He must have seen an opportunity to make trouble behind the Turks backs. Take your squadron and go find him, Rustum Khan! And I, sahib, obeyed my lord bahadurs orders.

Where is Lord Montdidier now?

Who knows, sahib. Wherever the greatest need at the moment is.

Tell me what has happened.

You did well, sahib. The loosing of the horses and the shooting behind their backs put fear into the Kurds. They ceased pressing on our left wing. And I  watching from behind cover on the right wing  snatched that moment to outflank them, so that they ran pell-mell. Then I saw the mounted Kurds charging up from the rear, and guessed at once where you were, sahib. The Kurds were extended, and my men in close order, so I charged and had all the best of it, arriving by Gods favor in the nick of time for you, sahib. Then I took this colonel prisoner. Only once in my life have I seen a greater pile than his of empty cartridge cases beside one man. That was the pile beside you, sahib! How many men did you kill, and he kill? And who buried them?

Where is Miss Vanderman? I asked, turning the subject.

God knows! What do I know of women? Only I know this: that there is a gipsy woman bred by Satan out of sin itself, who will make things hot for any second filly in this string! Woe and a woman are one!

Not caring to listen to the Indians opinions of the other sex any more than he would have welcomed mine about the ladies of his own land, I made out my injuries were worse than was the case, and groaned a little, and grew silent.

So we rode without further conversation up to where Fred and Will were standing with Kagig, and as I tumbled off into Freds arms I was greeted with a chorus of welcome that included Glorias voice.

Thats what I call using your bean! she laughed, in the slangy way she had whenever Will had the chance to corrupt her Boston manners.

It feels baked, I said. I used it to stop a Kurds lance with.
Hullo! Whats the matter with you?

I stopped a bullet with my forearm!

She was sitting in a sort of improvised chair between two dwarfed tree-trunks, and if ever I saw a proud young woman that was she. She wore the bloody bandage like a prize diploma.

And Ive seen your friend Monty, and hes better than the accounts of him!

I glanced at Will, alert for a sign of jealousy.

Monty is the one best bet! he said. And his eyes were generous and level, as a mans who tells the whole truth.


Chapter Fourteen Rajput, I shall hang you if you make more trouble!

LO, THIS IS THE MAN
(Psalm 52)

Choose, ye forefathers of to-morrow, choose!
These easy ways there be
Uncluttered by the wrongs each other bears,
And warmly we shall walk who can not see
How thin some other fellows garment wears,
Nor need to notice whose.

Choose, ye stock-owners in to-morrow, choose!
The road these others tread
Is littered deep with jetsam and the bones
Of their dishonored dead.
What altruism for defeat atones?
Have ye not much to lose?

Choose, ye inheritors of ages, choose!
What owe ye to the past?
The burly men who Magna Charta wrung
From tyranny entrenched would stand aghast
To see the ripples from that stone they flung,
They, too, had selfish views.

Choose, ye investors in the future, choose!
Ye need pick cautious odds;
To-morrows fruit is seeded down to-day,
And unwise purpose like the unknown gods
Tempts on a wasteful way.
Ware well what guide ye use!

We went and bivouacked by the brawling Jihun under a roof of thatch, whose walls were represented by more or less upright wooden posts and debris; for Kagig would not permit anything to stand even for an hour that Turks could come and fortify. None of us believed that the repulse of that handful of Kurdish plunderers and the capture of a Turkish colonel would be the end of hostilities  rather the beginning.

Kagig, when Gloria asked him what he proposed to do with Rustum Khans prisoner, smiled cynically and ordered him searched by two of the Zeitoonli standing guard. Rustum Khan was standing just out of low ear-shot absorbed in contemplation of the lie of the country. I noticed that Fred began to look nervous, but he did not say anything. Will was too busy fussing with Glorias wound, making a new bandage for it and going through the quite unnecessary motions of keeping up her spirits, to observe any other phenomena. An Armenian woman named Anna, who had attached herself to Gloria because, she said, her husband and children had been killed and she might as well serve as weep, sat watching the two of them with quiet amusement.

The Turk offered no further objection than a shrug of his fatalist shoulders and a muttered remark about Ermenie and bandits. Even when the mountaineers laughed at the chink of stolen money in all his pockets he did not exhibit a trace of shame. They shook him, and pawed him, and poured out gold in little heaps on the ground (out of the magnanimity of his official heart he had doubtless left all silver coin for his hamidieh to pouch); but Kagig only had eyes for the papers they pulled out of his inner pocket and tossed away. He pounced on them.

Hah! he laughed. There! Did I tell you? These are his orders  signed by a governors secretary  countersigned by the governor himself  to set forth with his troops and rescue Armenians in the Zeitoon district. Rescue them! Have you seen? Did you observe his noble rescue work? Here  see the orders for yourselves! Observe how the Stamboulis propose to prove their innocence after the event!

Since they were written in Turkish they were of no conceivable use to any one but Fred and Rustum Khan. Fred glanced over them, and shouted to Rustum Khan to come and look. That was a mistake, for it called the Rajputs attention to what had been happening to his prisoner. He came striding toward us with his black beard bristling and eyes blazing with anger.

Who searched him? he demanded.

He was searched by my order, Kagig answered in the calm level voice that in a man of such spirit was prophetic of explosion.

Who gave thee leave to order him searched, Armenian?

I left you his money, Kagig answered with biting scorn, pointing to the little heaps of gold coin on the ground.

I had no means of knowing what peaks of friction had already been attained between the two, and it was not likely that I should instantly choose sides against the man who within the hour had saved my life at peril of his own. But Will saw matters in another light, and Fred began humming through his nose. Will left Gloria and walked straight up to Rustum Khan. He had managed to shave himself with cold Jihun water and some laundry soap, and his clean jaw suggested standards set up and sworn to since ever they gave the name of Yankee to men possessed by certain high ideals.

Kagig needs no leave from any one to order prisoners searched! he said, shaping each word distinctly.

Rustum Khan spluttered, and kicked at a heap of coin.

Perhaps you have bargained for your share of all loot? I have heard that in America men

Rajput! said Kagig, looking down on him from slightly higher ground,
I will hang you if you make more trouble!

At that I interfered. I was not the only one in Rustum Khans debt; it was likely his brilliant effort at the critical moment had saved our whole fighting line. Besides, I saw the Turk grinning to himself with satisfaction at the rift in our good will.

Suppose we refer this dispute to Monty, I proposed, reasoning that if it should ever get as far as Monty, tempers would have died away meanwhile. Not that Monty could not have handled the problem, tempers and all.

I refer no points of honor, growled the Rajput. I have been insulted.

Rot! exclaimed Fred, getting to his feet. When his usually neat beard has not been trimmed for a day or two he looks more truculent than he really is. Ive been listening. The insolence was on the other side.

Do you deny Kagigs right to question prisoners? I asked, thinking
I saw a way out of the mess.

Can I not question him? Rustum Khan turned on me with a gesture that made it clear he held me to no friendship on account of service rendered.

He strode toward his prisoner, with heaven knows what notion in his head, but Fred interposed himself. The likeliest thing at that moment was a blow by one or the other that would have banished any chance of a returning reign of reason. Rustum Khan turned his back to the Turk and thrust out his chest toward Fred as if daring him to strike. Even the kites seemed to expect bloodshed and circled nearer.

It was Gloria who cut the Gordian knot. It was her unwounded hand, not Freds, that touched the Rangars breast.

Rustum Khan, she said, I think better of you than to believe you would take advantage of our ignorance. Youre a soldier. We are only civilians trying to help a tortured nation. We know nothing of Rajput customs. Wont you go to Lord Montdidier and tell him about it, and ask him to decide? Well all obey Monty, you know.

Rustum Khan looked down at her bandaged wrist, and then into violet eyes that were not in the least degree afraid of him but only looking diligently for the honor he so boasted.

Who can refuse a beautiful young woman? he said, beginning to melt. But he refused to meet her eyes again, or even to acknowledge our existence.

I give you the prisoner! He made her a motion of arrogant extravagance with his right hand as if performing the act of transfer. Then he turned on his heel with a little simultaneous mock salute, and striding to his bay mare, mounted and rode away.

Kagig took over the prisoner at once without comment and began to question him under a tree twenty yards away, paying no attention to the riflemen who matched one another, laughing, for the plundered money. We four went back to the shelter of the thatch roof, for the plan was to remain behind with the company of Zeitoonli whom Kagig had placed carefully at vantage points, and give stragglers a chance to save themselves before we resumed the journey to Zeitoon.

Naturally enough, Rustum Khan and his fiery unreason was the subject we discussed, and Fred laid law down as to how he should be dealt with whenever the chance should come to bring him to book. But Rustum Khan was a bagatelle compared to what was coming, if we had only known it. While we talked I saw Gregor Jhaere, the attaman of gipsies, ride down the track on a brown mule and dismount within ten yards of Kagig. He hobbled his mule, and went and sat close by Kagig and the Turk, engaging in a three-cornered talk with them. Kagig seemed to have expected him, for there was no sign of greeting or surprise.

There was nothing disturbing about Gregors arrival on the scene; he was evidently helping Kagig to cross-examine the Turk and check up facts. Within their limits gipsies are about the best spies obtainable because of their ability to take advantage of credulity and their own immeasurable unbelief in protest or appearances. It was the individual who followed Gregor at a distance, and dismounted from a gray stallion quite a long way off in order not to draw attention to herself, who made my blood turn cold. I caught sight of Maga Jhaere first because the others had their backs toward her. Then the expression of my face brought Fred to his feet. By that time Magi had vanished out of view unaware that any one had seen her, creeping like a pantheress from rock to rock.

Whats the matter? Fred demanded, sitting down again, ill-tempered with himself for being startled.

Maga Jhaere!

How exciting! said Gloria. Im crazy to meet her.

But Will looked less excited and more anxious than I had ever seen him, and we all three laughed.

All right! he said. I tell you its no joke. That woman believes shes got her hooks in.

We tried to go on talking naturally, but lapsed into uncomfortable silence as the minutes dragged by and no Maga put in her appearance. Fred began humming through his nose again in that ridiculous way that he thinks seems unconcerned, but that makes his best friends yearn to smite him hip and thigh.

I guess you were mistaken, Will said at last, spreading out his shoulders with relief at the mere suggestion. But I was facing the direction of Zeitoon, as he was not, and again the expression of my face betrayed the facts.

There were two large stones leaning together, with a small triangular gap between them, less than thirty feet from where we sat. In that gap I could see a pair of eyes, and nothing else. They had almost exactly the expression of a panthers that is stalking, not its quarry, but its mortal foe. In spite of having seen Maga approaching, I would have believed them an animals eyes, only that from experience I knew an animals eyes betray fear and anger without reason, whereas these blazed with the desperate reasoning that holds fear in contempt. Panthers can hate, be afraid, sweep fear aside with anger, and plan painstakingly for murderous attack; but it is only behind human eyes that one may recognize the murder  purpose based on argument.

I see her, I said. I suspect shes got a pistol, and

I had not known until that moment that the short hair was standing up the back of my head, but I felt it go down with a creepy cold chill as I spoke. Then once more it rose. Knowing she was seen and recognized, Maga got to her feet and stood on the larger of the two stones, looking down on us. Her hands were on her hips, and I could see no weapon, but her lips moved in voiceless imprecation.

Are you Maga Jhaere? asked Gloria, first of us all to recover some measure of self-command.

Maga nodded. She was barefooted, clothed only in bodice and leather jacket and a rather short ochre-colored skirt that blew in the gaining wind and showed the outline of her lithe young figure. Her long black hair billowed and galloped in the wind behind her.

I am Maga Jhaere, she said slowly, addressing Gloria. Who are you?

My name is Gloria Vanderman.

And that man beside you  who is he?

Gloria did not answer. Will looked more embarrassed than the devil caught in daylight, and Fred recovered his mental equilibrium sufficiently to chuckle.

Is he your husband?

No.

Then what you want with im?

No one said a word. Only, Fred made a movement with his hand behind him that Maga noticed and spurned with a toss of her chin.

You coming to Zeitoon?

Gloria nodded. Glancing over toward Kagig I saw that he was aware of Maga and was watching her out of the corner of his eye while he talked with Gregor and the Turk. They were both getting angry with the Turk and using gestures suggestive of impending agony by way of emphasis. The Turk was growing fidgety.

Maga spread her arms out as if she were embracing all the universe and called it hers.

Then  if you ar-re coming to Zeitoon  you choose first a usband. There are  many usbands. Some ave lost a wife  some ave sick wife  some not yet never ad no wife. Plenty Armenians  also two other men there  but you let that one  Will  alone! Choose a usband  marry,im  then you come to Zeitoon! If you come without a usband  I will keel you  do you understand?

Now then, America! grinned Fred in a stage aside that Maga could hear as clearly as if it had been intended for her. Lets see the eagle scream for liberty!

Eagle scream? said Maga, almost screaming herself. What you know about eagles? You ol fool! That man Will is thinking you ar-re is frien. You ar-re not is frien! Let im come with me, an I will show im what ar-re eagles  what is freedom  what is knowledge  what is life! I know. You ol fool, you not know! You ol fool, you marry that woman  then you can bring er to Zeitoon an she is safe! Otherwise

She reached in the bosom of her blouse and drew out, not the mother-o-pearl-plated pistol that I feared, but a knife with an eighteen-inch blade of glittering steel. Instantly Fred covered her with his own repeater, but she laughed in his face.

You ol fool, you ar-re afraid to shoot me!

If she meant that Fred would feel squeamish about shooting before she hurled the knife, then she was certainly right. But she knew better than to make one preliminary motion. And Kagig knew better than to permit further pleasantries. I saw him whisper to Gregor, and the gipsy attaman started on hands and knees to creep round behind her. But Magas eyes were practised like those of all other wild creatures in detecting movement behind her as well as in front. She spat, and gave vent to a final ultimatum.

You ave eard. I said  you let that man Will Yerr-kees alone!
An dont you dare come to Zeitoon without a usband!

Then she turned and dodged Gregor, and ran for her gray stallion  mounted the savage brute with a leap from six feet away, and rode like the wind toward the gut of the pass that shut off Zeitoon from our view. A minute later a shell from a small-bore cannon screamed overhead, and burst a hundred yards beyond us on a sheet of rock.

Not bad for a ranging shot! said Fred, suddenly as self-possessed as if the world never held such a thing as an untamed woman.

Observe, you sportmen all! Kagig exclaimed, getting to his feet. The Turkish nobility are proceeding to rescue poor Armenians. Behold, their charity comes even from the cannons mouth! It is time to go now, lest it overtake us! No cannon can come in sight of Zeitoon. Follow me.

With his usual sudden oblivion of everything but the main objective Kagig mounted and rode away, followed by Gregor in charge of the prisoner, and by a squadron or so of mounted Zeitoonli who attempted no formation but came cantering as each detachment realized that their leader was on the move. We found ourselves last, without an armed man between us and the enemy, although without a doubt there were still dozens of fugitive poor wretches who had not had the courage or perhaps the strength to overtake us yet.

Kagig had had the forethought to leave comparatively fresh mules for us to ride, and there was not any particular reason for hurry. Will went ahead, with Gloria and Anna beside him on one mule  Gloria laughing him out of countenance because of his nervousness on her account, but he insistent on the danger in case of repeated gun-fire. Fred rode slowly beside me in the rear, for we still hoped to encourage a few stray fugitives to come out of their hiding holes and follow us to safety.

A second cannon shot, not nearly so well aimed as the first had been, went screaming over toward our left and landed without bursting among low bushes. A third and a fourth followed it, and the last one did explode. That was plainly too much for some one who had dodged into hiding when the second shot fell; we saw him come rushing out from cover like a lunatic, unconscious of direction and only intent on shielding the top of his head with his hands.

Is the poor devil hurt? I said, wondering. But Fred broke into a roar of laughter; and he is not a heartless man  merely gifted more than usual with the hunters eye that recognizes sex and species of birds and animals at long range. I can see farther than Fred can, but at recognizing details swiftly I am a blind bat compared to him.

The martyred biped! he laughed. Peter Measel by the God of happenings!

We rode over toward him, and Peter it was, running with his eyes shut. He screamed when we stopped him, and sobbed instead of talking when we pulled him in between our mules and offered him two stirrup leathers to hold. He seemed to think that standing between the mules would protect him from the artillery fire, and as we were not in any hurry we took advantage of that delusion to let him recover a modicum of nerve.

And the moment that began to happen he was the same sweet Peter Measel with the same assurance of every other bodys wickedness and his own divinity, only with something new in his young life to add poignancy.

What were you doing there? demanded Fred, as we got him to towing along between us at last.

I was looking for her.

For whom?

For Maga Jhaere.

Fred allowed his ribs to shake in silent laughter that annoyed the mule, and we had to catch Measel all over again because the beasts crude objections filled the martyred biped full of the desire to run.

Somebody must save that girl! he panted. And who else can do it? Who else is there?

Theres only you! Fred agreed, choking down his mirth.

Im glad you agree with me. At least you have that much blessedness, Mr. Fred. Dyou know that girl was willing to be a murderess? Yes! She tried to murder Rustum Khan. Rustum Khan ought to be hanged, for he is a villain  a black villain! But she must not have blood on her hands  no, no!

Why didnt she murder him? demanded Fred. Qualms at the last moment?

No. Im sorry to say no. She has no God-likeness yet. But that will come. She will repent. I shall see to that. It was I who prevented her, and she all but murdered me! She would have murdered me, but Kagig held her wrist; and to punish her he gave an order that I should preach to her morning, afternoon, and evening  three times a day. So I had my opportunity. There was a guard of gipsy women set to see that she obeyed.

Continue, said Fred. What happened?

She broke away, and came down to see the fighting.

Why did you follow her? Werent you afraid?

Oh, Mr. Fred, if you only knew! Yet I felt impelled to find her.
I could not trust her out of sight.

Why not? She seems fairly well able to look after herself.

Oh, I can not allow wickedness. I must make it to cease! It entered my head that she intended to find Kagig!

Well? Why not?

Oh, Mr. Fred  tell me! You may know  you perhaps as well as any one, for you are such an ungodly man! What are her relations with Kagig? Does he  is he  is there wickedness between them?

Dashed if I know. Shes a gipsy. Hes a fine half-savage. Why should it concern you?

Oh, I could not endure it! It would break my heart to believe it!

Then why think about it?

How can I help it? I love her! Oh, I love her, Mr. Fred! I never loved a woman in all my life before. It would break my heart if she were to be betrayed into open sin by Kagig! Oh, what shall I do? What shall I do? I love her! What shall I do?

Do? said Fred, looking forward in imagination to new worlds of humor, why  make love, if you love her! Make hot love and strong!

Will you help me, Mr. Fred? the biped stammered. You see, shes rather wild  a little unconventional  and Ive never made love even to a sempstress. Will you help me?

Certainly! Fred chuckled. Certainly. Ill guarantee to marry her to you if youll dig up the courage. Have you a ring?

Peter Measel produced a near-gold ring with a smirk almost of recklessness, a plain gold ring whose worn appearance called to mind the finger taken from a dead Kurds cartridge pouch. It may be that Measel bought it, but neither Fred nor I spoke to him again, for half an hour.


Chapter Fifteen Scenery to burst the heart!

THE REBELS HYMN

The seeds that swell within enwrapping mould,
Gray buds that color faintly in the northing sun,
Deep roots that lengthen after winters rest,
The flutter of years youth in Aprils breast
As young leaves in the warming hour unfold  
These and my heart are one!

Go dam the river-course with carted earth;
Or bind with iron bands that riven stone
That century on century has slept
Until into its heart a tendril crept,
And in the quiet majesty of birth
New nature broke into her own!
Or bid the sun stand still! Or fashion wings
To herd the heavens stars and make them be
Subservient to will and rule and whim!
Or rein the winds, and still the oceans hymn!
More surely ye shall manage all these things
Than chain the Life in me!

Great mountains shedding the reluctant snow,
Vision of the finish of the thing begun,
Spirit of the beauty of the torrents song,
Unconquerable peal of carillon,
And secrets that in conquest overflow  
These and my heart are one!

Yet another night we were destined to spend on the Zeitoon road, for we had not the heart to leave behind us the stragglers who balked fainting in the gut of the pass. Some were long past the stage where anything less than threats could make impression on them, and only able to go forward in a dull dream at the best. But there were numbers of both men and women unexpectedly capable of extremes of heroism, who took the burden of misery upon themselves and exhibited high spirits based on no evident excuse. Nothing could overwhelm those, nothing discourage them.

To Zeitoon! somebody shouted, as if that were the very war-cry of the saints of God. Then in a splendid bass voice he began to sing a hymn, and some women joined him. So Fred Oakes fell to his old accustomed task, and played them marching accompaniments on his concertina until his fingers ached and even he, the enthusiast, loathed the things bray. In one way and another a little of the pall of misery was lifted.

Kagig sent us down bread and yoghourt at nightfall, so that those who had lived thus far did not die of hunger. Women brought the food on their heads in earthen crocks  splendid, good-looking women with fearless eyes, who bore the heavy loads as easily as their mountain men-folk carried rifles. They did not stay to gossip, for we had no news but the stale old story of murder and plunder; and their news was short and to the point.

Come along to Zeitoon! was the burden of it, carried with a singsong laugh. Zeitoon is ready for anything!

Before we had finished eating, each two of them gathered up a poor wretch from our helpless crowd and strode away into the mountains with a heavier load than that they brought.

Come along to Zeitoon! they called back to us. But even Freds concertina, and the hymns of the handful who were not yet utterly spent, failed to get them moving before dawn.

We did not spend the night unguarded, although no armed men lay between us and the enemy. We could hear the Kurds shouting now and then, and once, when I climbed a high rock, I caught sight of the glow of their bivouac fires. Imagination conjured up the shrieks of tortured victims, for we had all seen enough of late to know what would happen to any luckless straggler they might have caught and brought to make sport by the fires. But there was no imagination about the calls of Kagigs men, posted above us on invisible dark crags and ledges to guard against surprise. We slept in comfortable consciousness that a sleepless watch was being kept  until fleas came out of the ground by battalions, divisions and army corps, making rest impossible.

But even the flea season was a matter of indifference to the hapless folk who lay around us, and although we fussed and railed we could not persuade them to go forward before dawn broke. Then, though, they struggled to their feet and started without argument. But an hour after the start we reached the secret of the safety of Zeitoon, without which not even the valor of its defenders could have withstood the overwhelming numbers of the Turks for all those scores of years; and there was new delay.

The gut of the pass rose toward Zeitoon at a sharp incline  a ramp of slippery wet clay, half a mile long, reaching across from buttress to buttress of the impregnable hills. It was more than a ridden mule could do to keep its feet on the slope, and we had to dismount. It was almost as much as we ourselves could do to make progress with the aid of sticks, and we knew at last what Kagig had meant by his boast that nothing on wheels could approach his mountain home. The poor wretches who had struggled so far with us simply gave up hope and sat down, proposing to die there. The martyred biped copied them, except that they were dry-eyed and he shed tears. To think that I should come to this  that I should come to this! he sobbed. Yet the fool must have come down by that route, and have gone up that way once.

We should have been in a quandary but for the sound of axes ringing in the mountain forest on our left  a dense dark growth of pine and other evergreens commencing about a hundred feet above the naked rock that formed the northerly side of the gorge. Where there were axes at work there was in all likelihood a road that men could march along, and our refugees sat down to let us do the prospecting.

It would puzzle Napoleon to bring cannon over this approach, and the Turks dont breed Napoleons nowadays! Fred shouted cheerily. Give me a hundred good men and Ill hold this pass forever! Wait here while I scout for a way round.

He tried first along the lower edge of the line of timber, encouraged by ringing axes, falling trees, and men shouting in the distance.

It looks as if there once had been a road here, he shouted down to us, but nothing less than fire would clear it now, and everything is sopping wet. I never saw such a tangle of roots and rocks. A dog couldnt get thought!

Will volunteered to cross to the right-hand side and hunt over there for a practicable path. Gloria stayed beside me, and I had my first opportunity to talk with her alone. She was very pale from the effects of the wound in her wrist, which was painful enough to draw her young face and make her eyes burn feverishly. Even so, one realized that as an old woman she would still be beautiful.

I watched the eagles for a minute or two, wondering what to say to her, and she did not seem to object to silence, so that I forced an opening at last as clumsily as Peter Measel might have done it.

What is it about Will that makes all women love him? I asked her.

Oh, do they all love him?

Looks like it! said I.

She still wore the bandolier they had stripped from the man with the bandaged feet, although Will had relieved her of the rifles weight. To the bottom of the bandolier she had tied the little bag of odds and ends without which few western women will venture a mile from home. Opening that she produced a small round mirror about twice the size of a dollar piece, and offered it to me with a smile that disarmed the rebuke.

Perhaps its his looks, she suggested.

I took the mirror and studied what I saw in it. In spite of a cracking headache due to that and the gaining sun (for I had lost my hat when the Kurd rode me down with his lance) the episode of Rustum Khan carrying me back out of deaths door on his bay mare had not lingered in memory. There had been too much else to think about. Now for the first time I realized how near that lance-point must have come to finishing the chapter for me. I had washed in the Jihun when we bivouacked, but had not shaved; later on, my scalp had bled anew, so that in addition to unruly hair tousled and matted with dry blood I had a week-old beard to help make me look like a graveyard ghoul.

I beg pardon! I said simply, handing her the mirror back.

At that she was seized with regret for the unkindness, and utterly forgot that I had blundered like a bullock into the sacred sanctuary of her newborn relationship to Will.

Oh, I dont know which of you is best! she said, taking my hand with her unbandaged one. You are great unselfish splendid men. Will has told me all about you! The way you have always stuck to your friend Monty through thick and thin  and the way you are following him now to help these tortured people  oh, I know what you are  Will has told me, and Im proud

The embarrassment of being told that sort of thing by a young and very lovely woman, when newly conscious of dirt and blood and half-inch-long red whiskers, was apparently not sufficient for the mirth of the exacting gods of those romantic hills. There came interruption in the form of a too-familiar voice.

Oh, thats all right, you two! Make the most of it! Spoon all you want to! My girls in the clutches of an outlaw! Kiss her if you want to  I wont mind!

I dropped her hand as if it were hot lead. As a matter of fact I had hardly been conscious of holding it.

Oh, no, dont mind me! continued the martyred biped in a tone combining sarcasm, envy and impudence.

Shall I kill him? I asked.

No! no! she said. Dont be violent  dont

Peter Measel, whom we had inevitably utterly forgotten, was sitting up with his back propped against a stone and his legs stretched straight in front of him, enjoying the situation with all the curiosity of his unchastened mind. I hove a lump of clay at him, but missed, and the effort made my headache worse.

If you think you can frighten me into silence youre mistaken! he sneered, getting up and crawling behind the rock to protect himself. But it needed more than a rock to hide him from the fury that took hold of me and sent me in pursuit in spite of Glorias remonstrance.

Viewed as revenge my accomplishment was pitiful, for I had to chase the poor specimen for several minutes, my headache growing worse at every stride, and he yelling for mercy like a cur-dog shown the whip, while the Armenians  women and little children as well as men  looked on with mild astonishment and Gloria objected volubly. He took to the clay slope at last in hope that his light weight would give him the advantage; and there at last I caught him, and clapped a big gob of clay in his mouth to stop his yelling.

Even viewed as punishment the achievement did not amount to much. I kicked him down the clay slope, and he was still blubbering and picking dirt out of his teeth when Will shouted that he had found a foot-track.

Do you understand why youve been kicked? I demanded.

Yes. Youre afraid Ill tell Mr. Yerkes!

Oh, leave him! said Gloria. Im sorry you touched him. Lets go!

It was as much your fault as his, young woman! snarled the biped, getting crabwise out of my reach. Youll all be sorry for this before Im through with you!

I was sorry already, for I had had experience enough of the world to know that decency and manners are not taught to that sort of specimen in any other way than by letting him go the length of his disgraceful course. Carking self-contempt must be trusted to do the business for him in the end. Gloria was right in the first instance. I should have let him alone.

However, it was not possible to take his threat seriously, and more than any man I ever met he seemed to possess the knack of falling out of mind. One could forget him more swiftly than the birds forget a false alarm. I dont believe any of us thought of him again until that night in Zeitoon.

The path Will had discovered was hardly a foot wide in places, and mules could only work their way along by rubbing hair off their flanks against the rock wall that rose nearly sheer on the right hand. From the point of view of an invading army it was no approach at all, for one man with a rifle posted on any of the overhanging crags could have held it against a thousand until relieved. It was a mystery why Kagig, or some one else, had not left a man at the foot of the clay slope to tell us about this narrow causeway; but doubtless Kagig had plenty to think about.

He and most of his men had gone struggling up the clay slope, as we could tell by the state of the going. But they were old hands at it and knew the trick of the stuff. We had all our work cut out to shepherd our poor stragglers along the track Will found, and even the view of Zeitoon when we turned round the last bend and saw the place jeweled in the morning mist did not do much to increase the speed.

As Kagig had once promised us, it was scenery to burst the heart! Not even the Himalayas have anything more ruggedly beautiful to show, glistening in mauve and gold and opal, and enormous to the eye because the summits all look down from over blowing cloud-banks.

There were moss-grown lower slopes, and waterfalls plunging down wet ledges from the loins of rain-swept majesty; pine trees looming blue through a soft gray fog, and winds whispering to them, weeping to them, moving the mist back and forth again; shadows of clouds and eagles lower yet, moving silently on sunny slopes. And up above it all was snow-dazzling, pure white, shading off into the cold blue of infinity.

Men clad in goat-skin coats peered down at us from time to time from crags that looked inaccessible, shouting now and then curt recognition before leaning again on a modern rifle to resume the ancient vigil of the mountaineer, which is beyond the understanding of the plains-man because it includes attention to all the falling water voices, and the whispering of heights and deeps.

We came on Zeitoon suddenly, rising out of a gorge that was filled with ice, or else a raging torrent, for six months of the year. Over against the place was a mountainside so exactly suggesting painted scenery that the senses refused to believe it real, until the roar and thunder of the Jihun tumbling among crags dinned into the ears that it was merely wonderful, and not untrue.

The one approach from the southward  that gorge up which we trudged  was overlooked all along its length by a hundred inaccessible fastnesses from which it seemed a handful of riflemen could have disputed that right of way forever. The only other line of access that we could see was by a wooden bridge flung from crag to crag three hundred feet high across the Jihun; and the bridge was overlooked by buildings and rocks from which a hail of lead could have been made to sweep it at short range.

Zeitoon itself is a mountain, next neighbor to the Beirut Dagh, not as high, nor as inaccessible; but high enough, and inaccessible enough to give further pause to its would-be conquerors. Not in anything resembling even rows, but in lawless disorder from the base to the shoulder of the mountain, the stone and wooden houses go piling skyward, overlooking one anothers roofs, and each with an unobstructed view of endless distances. The picture was made infinitely lovely by wisps of blown mist, like hair-lines penciled in the violet air.

Distances were all foreshortened in that atmosphere, and it was mid-afternoon before we came to a halt at last face to face with blank wall. The track seemed to have been blocked by half the mountain sitting down across it. We sat down to rest in the shadow of the shoulder of an overhanging rock, and after half an hour some one looked down on us, and whistled shrilly. Kagig with a rifle across his knees looked down from a height of a hundred and fifty feet, and laughed like a man who sees the bitter humor of the end of shams.

Welcome! he shouted between his hands. And his voice came echoing down at us from wall to wall of the gorge. Five minutes later he sent a man to lead us around by a hidden track that led upward, sometimes through other houses, and very often over roofs, across ridiculously tiny yards, and in between walls so closely set together that a mule could only squeeze through by main force.

We stabled the mules in a shed the man showed us, and after that Kagig received us four, and Anna, Glorias self-constituted maid, in his own house. It was bare of nearly everything but sheer necessities, and he made no apology, for he had good taste, and perfect manners if you allowed for the grim necessity of being curt and the strain of long responsibility.

A small bench took the place of a table in the main large room. There was a fireplace with a wide stone chimney at one end, and some stools, and also folded skins intended to be sat on, and shiny places on the wall where men in goat-skin coats had leaned their backs.

Two or three of the gipsy women were hanging about outside, and one of the gipsies who had been with him in the room in the khan at Tarsus appeared to be filling the position of servitor. He brought us yoghourt in earthenware bowls  extremely cool and good it was; and after we had done I saw him carry down a huge mess more of it to the house below us, where many of the stragglers we had brought along were quartered by Kagigs order.

Wheres Monty? Fred demanded as soon as we entered the room.

Presently! Kagig answered  rather irritably I thought. He seemed to have adopted Monty as his own blood brother, and to resent all other claims on him.

The afternoon was short, for the shadow of the surrounding mountains shut us in. Somebody lighted a fire in the great open chimney-place, and as we sat around that to revel in the warmth that rests tired limbs better than sleep itself, Kagig strode out to attend to a million things  as the expression of his face testified.

Then in came Maga, through a window, with self-betrayal in manner and look of having been watching us ever since we entered. She went up to Will, who was squatted on folded skins by the chimney corner, and stood beside him, claiming him without a word. Her black hair hung down to her waist, and her bare feet, not cut or bruised like most of those that walk the hills unshod, shone golden in the firelight. I looked about for Peter Measel, expecting a scene, but he had taken himself off, perhaps in search of her.

She had eyes for nobody but Gloria, and no smile for any one. Gloria stared back at her, fascinated.

You married? she asked; and Gloria shook her head. You eard me, what I said back below there!

Gloria nodded.

You sing?

Sometimes.

You dance?

Oh, yes. I love it.

Ah! You shall sing  you shall dance  against me! First you sing  then I sing. Then you dance  then I dance  to-night  you understan? If I sing better as you sing  an if I dance better as you dance  then I throw you over Zeitoon bridge, an no one interfere! But if you sing better as I sing  an if you dance better as I dance  then you shall make a servant of me; for I know you will be too big fool an too chicken earted to keel me, as I would keel you! You understan?

It rather looked as if an issue would have to be forced there and then, but at that minute Gregor entered, and drove her out with an oath and terrific gesture, she not seeming particularly afraid of him, but willing to wait for the better chance she foresaw was coming. Gregor made no explanation or apology, but fastened down the leather window-curtain after her and threw more wood on the fire.

Then back came Kagig.

Where the devils Monty? Fred demanded.

Come! was the only answer. And we all got up and followed him out into the chill night air, and down over three roofs to a long shed in which lights were burning. All the houses  on every side of us were ahum with life, and small wonder, for Zeitoon was harboring the refugees from all the district between there and Tarsus, to say nothing of fighting men who came in from the hills behind to lend a hand. But we were bent on seeing Monty at last, and had no patience for other matters.

However, it was only the prisoners he had led us out to see, and nothing more.

Look, see! he said, opening the heavy wooden door of the shed as an armed sentry made way for him. (Those armed men of Zeitoon did not salute one another, but preserved a stoic attitude that included recognition of the other fellows right to independence, too.) Look in there, and see, and tell me  do the Turks treat Armenian prisoners that way?

We entered, and walked down the length of the dim interior, passing between dozens of prisoners lying comfortably enough on skins and blankets. As far as one could judge, they had been fed well, and they did not wear the look of neglect or ill-treatment. At the end, in a little pen all by himself, was the colonel whom Rustum Khan had made a present of to Gloria.

Whats the straw for? Fred demanded.

Ask him! said Kagig. He understands! If there should be treachery the straw will be set alight, and he shall know how pigs feel when they are roasted alive! Never fear  there will be no treachery!

We followed him back to his own house, he urging us to make good note of the prisoners condition, and to bear witness before the world to it afterward.

The world does not know the difference between Armenians and Turks! he complained again and again.

Once again we arranged ourselves about his open chimney-place, this time with Kagig on a foot-stool in the midst of us. Heat, weariness, and process of digestion were combining to make us drowsily comfortable, and I, for one, would have fallen asleep where I sat. But at last the long-awaited happened, and in came Monty striding like a Norman, dripping with dew, and clean from washing in the icy water of some mountain torrent.

Oh, hello, Didums! Fred remarked, as if they had parted about an hour ago. You long-legged rascal, you look as if youd been having the time of your life!

I have! said Monty. And after a short swift stare at him Fred looked glum. Those two men understood each other as the clapper understands the bell.


Chapter Sixteen What care I for my belly, sahib, if you break my heart?

IT WAS VERY GOOD
(Genesis 1:31)

I saw these shambles in my youth, and said
There is no God! No Pitiful presides
Over such obsequies as these. The end
Alike is darkness whether foe or friend,
Beast, man or flower the event abides.
There is no heaven for the hopeful dead  
No better haven than forgetful sod
That smothers limbs and mouth and ears and eyes,
And with those, love and permanence and strife
And vanity and laughter that they thought was life,
Making mere compost of the one who dies.
To whose advantage? Nay, there is no God!
But He, whose other name is Pitiful, was pleased
By melting gentleness whose measures broke
The ramps of ignorance and keeps of lust,
Tumbling alike folly and the fool to dust,
To teach me womanhood until there spoke
Still voices inspiration had released,
And I heard truly. All the voices said:
Out of departed yesterday is grown to-day;
Out of to-day to-morrow surely breaks;
Out of corruption the inspired awakes;
Out of existence earth-clouds roll away
And leave all living, for there are no dead!

After we had made room for Monty before the fire and some one had hung his wet jacket up to dry, we volleyed questions at him faster than he could answer. He sat still and let us finish, with fingers locked together over his crossed knee and, underneath the inevitable good humor, a rather puzzled air of wishing above all things to understand our point of view. Over and over again I have noticed that trait, although he always tried to cover it under an air of polite indifference and easy tolerance that was as opaque to a careful observer as Freds attempts at cynicism.

In the end he answered the last question first.

My agreement with Kagig?

Yes, tell them! put in Kagig. If I should, they would say I lied!

Its nothing to speak of, said Monty offhandedly. It dawned on our friend here that I have had experience in some of the arts of war. I proposed to him that if he would take a force and go to find you, I would help him to the limit without further condition. Thats all.

All, you ass? Didums, I warned you at the time when you let them make you privy councilor that you couldnt ever feel free again to kick over traces! Dammit, man, you can be impeached by parliament!

Quite so, Fred. I propose that parliament shall have to do something at last about this state of affairs.

Youll end up in an English jail, and God help you!  social position gone  milked of your last pound to foot the lawyers bills  otherwise theyll hang you!

Let em hang me after Im caught! Ive promised. Remember what Byron did for Greece? I dont suppose his actual fighting amounted to very much, but he brought the case of Greece to the attention of the public. Public opinion did the rest, badly, I admit, but better badly and late than never. Im in this scrimmage, Fred, until the last bell rings and they hoist my number.

Fine! exclaimed Gloria, jumping to her feet. So am I in it to a finish!

Monty smiled at her with understanding and approval.

Almost my first duty, Miss Vanderman, he said kindly, will be to arrange that you can not possibly come to harm or be prejudiced by any course the rest of us may decide on.

Quite so! Will agreed with a grin, and Fred began chuckling like a schoolboy at a show.

Nonsense! she answered hotly. Ive come to harm already  see, Im wounded  Ive been fighting  Im already prejudiced as you call it! If youre an outlaw, so am I!

She flourished her bandaged wrist and looked like Joan of Arc about to summon men to sacrifice. But the argument ready on her lips was checked suddenly. The night was without wind, yet the outer door burst open exactly as if a sudden hurricane had struck it, and Maga entered with a lantern in her hand. She tried to kick the door shut again, but it closed on Peter Measel who had followed breathlessly, and she turned and banged his head with the bottom of the lantern until the glass shattered to pieces.

That fool! she shouted. Oh, that fool! Then she let him come in and close the door, giving him the broken lantern to hold, which he did very meekly, rubbing the crown of his head with the other hand; and she stood facing the lot of us with hands on her hips and a fine air of despising every one of us. But I noticed that she kept a cautious eye on Kagig, who in return paid very little attention to her.

Fight? she exclaimed, pointing at Gloria. What does she know about fighting? If she can fight,  let her fight me! I stand ready  I wait for er! Give er a knife, an I will fight er with my bare ands!

Gloria turned pale and Will laid a hand on her shoulder, whispering something that brought the color back again.

Maga!

Kagig said that one word in a level voice, but the effect was greater than if he had pointed a pistol. The fire died from her eyes and she nodded at him simply. Then her eyes blazed again, although she looked away from Gloria toward a window. The leather blind was tied down at the corners by strips of twisted hide.

She began to jabber in the gipsy tongue  then changed her mind and spat it out in English for our joint benefit.

All right. She is nothing to do with me, that woman, and she shall come to a rotten end, I know, an that is enough. But there is some one listening! Not a woman  not with spunk enough to be a woman! That dirty horse-pond drinking unshaven black bastard Rustum Khan is outside listening! You think e is busy at the fortifying? Then I tell you, No, e is not! E is outside listening!

The surprising answer to that assertion was a heavy saber thrust between the window-frame and blind and descending on the thong. Next followed Rustum Khans long boot. Then came the man himself with dew all over his upbrushed beard, returning the saber to its scabbard with an accompanying apologetic motion of the head.

Aye, I was listening! He spoke as one unashamed. Umm Kulsum (that was his fancy name for Maga) spoke truth for once! I came from the fortifying, where all is finished that can be done to-night. I have been the rounds. I have inspected everything. I report all well. On my way hither I saw Umm Kulsum, with that jackal trotting at her heel  he made a scornful gesture in the direction of Peter Measel, who winced perceptibly, at which Fred Oakes chuckled and nudged me and I followed Umm Kulsum, to observe what harm she might intend.

Black pig! remarked Maga, but Rustum Khan merely turned his splendid back a trifle more toward her. His color, allowing for the black beard, was hardly darker than hers.

Why should I not listen, since my heart is in the matter? Lord sahib  Colonel sahib bahadur!  take back those words before it is too late! Undo the promise made to this Armenian! What is he to thee? Set me instead of thee, sahib! What am I? I have no wives, no lands any longer since the money-lenders closed their clutches on my eldest son, no hope, nor any fellowship with kings to lose! But I can fight, as thou knowest! Give me, sahib, to redeem thy promise, and go thou home to England!

Sit down, Rustum Khan!

But, sahib

Sit down! Monty repeated.

I will not see thee sacrificed for this tribe of ragged people,
Colonel sahib!

Monty rose to his feet slowly. His face was an enigma. The Rajput stood at attention facing him and they met each others eyes  East facing West  in such fashion that manhood seemed to fill the smoky room. Every one was silent. Even Maga held her breath. Monty strode toward Rustum Khan; the Rajput was the first to speak.

Colonel sahib, I spoke wise words!

It seemed to me that Monty looked very keenly at him before he answered.

Have you had supper, Rustum Khan? You look to me feverish from overwork and lack of food.

What care I for my belly, sahib, if you break my heart? the Rajput answered. Shall I live to see Turks fling thy carcass to the birds? I have offered my own body in place of thine. Am I without honor, that my offer is refused?

Monty answered that in the Rajput tongue, and it sounded like the bass notes of an organ.

Brother mine, it is not the custom of my race to send substitutes to keep such promises. That thou knowest, and none has reason to know better. If thy memories and honor urge thee to come the way I take, is there no room for two of us?

Aye, sahib! said the Rajput huskily. I said before, I am thy man. I come. I obey!

Obey, do you? Monty laid both hands on the Rajputs shoulders, struck him knee against knee without warning and pressed him down into a squatting posture. Then obey when I order you to sit!

The Rajput laughed up at him as suddenly sweet-tempered as a child.

None other could have done that and not fought me for it! he said simply. None other would have had the strength! he added.

Monty ignored the pleasantry and turned to Maga, so surprising that young woman  that she gasped.

Bring him food at once, please!

Me? I? I bring him food? I feed that black

Yes! snapped Kagig suddenly. You, Maga!

Magas and Kagigs eyes met, and again he had his way with her instantly. Peter Measel, standing over by the door, looked wistful and sighed noisily.

Why should you obey him? he demanded, but Maga ignored him as she passed out, and Fred nudged me again.

A miracle! he whispered. Did you hear the martyred biped suggest rebellion to her? Hell be offering to fight Kagig next! Guess what is Kagigs hold over the girl  can you?

But a much greater miracle followed. Rather than disobey Monty again; rather than seem to question his authority, or differ from his judgment in the least, Rustum Khan forebore presently from sending for his own stripling servant and actually accepted food from Magas hands.

As a Mahammadan, he made in theory no caste distinctions. But as a Rajput be had fixed Hindu notions without knowing it, and almost his chief care was lest his food should be defiled by the touch of outcasts, of whom he reckoned gipsies lowest, vilest and least cleansible. Nevertheless he accepted curds that had been touched by gipsy fingers, and ate greedily, in confirmation of Montys diagnosis; and after a few minutes he laid his head on a folded goat-skin in the corner, and fell asleep.

Then Monty sent a servant to his own quarters for some prized possession that he mentioned in a whisper behind his hand. None of us suspected what it might be until the man returned presently with a quart bottle of Scotch whisky. Kagig himself got mugs down from a shelf three inches wide, and Monty poured libations. Kagig, standing with legs apart, drank his share of the strong stuff without waiting; and that brought out the chief surprise of the evening.

Ah-h-h! he exclaimed, using the back of his hand to wipe mobile lips. Not since I drank in Tonys have I tasted that stuff! The taste makes me homesick for what never was my home, nor ever can be! Tonys  ah!

What Tonys? demanded Will, emerging from whispered interludes with Gloria like a man coming out of a dream.

Tonys down near the Battery.

What  the Battery, New York  ?

Where else? Tony was a friend of mine. Tony lent me money when I landed in the States without a coin. It was right that I should take a last drink with Tony before I came away forever.

Fred reached into the corner for a lump of wood and set it down suggestively before the fire. Kagig accepted and sat down on it, stretching his legs out rather wearily.

I noticed youve been remembering your English much better than at first, said Will. Go on, man, tell us!

Kagig cleared his throat and warmed himself while his eyes seemed to search the flames for stories from a half-forgotten past.

Werent the States good enough for you? Will suggested, by way of starting him off.

Good enough? Ah! He made all eight fingers crack like castanets. Much too good! How could I live there safe and comfortable  eggs and bacon  clean shirt  good shoes  an apartment with a bath in it  easy work  good pay  books to read  kindness  freedom  how could I accept all that, remembering my people in Armenia?

He ran his fingers through his hair, and stared in the fire again  remembering America perhaps.

There was a time when I forgot. All young men forget for a while if you feed them well enough. The sensation of having money in my pocket and the right to spend it made me drunk. I forgot Armenia. I took out what are called first papers. I was very prosperous  very grateful.

He lapsed into silence again, holding his head bowed between his hands.

Why didnt you become a citizen? asked Will.

Ah! Many a time I thought of it. I am citizen of no land  of no land! I am outlaw here  outlaw in the States! I slew a Turk. They would electrocute me in New York  for slaying the man who  have you heard me tell what happened to my mother, before my very eyes? Well  that man came to America, and I slew him!

Why did you leave Armenia in the first place? asked Gloria, for he seemed to need pricking along to prevent him from getting off the track into a maze of silent memory.

Why not? I was lucky to get away! That cursed Abdul Hamid had been rebuked by the powers of Europe for butchering Bulgars, so he turned on us Armenians in order to prove to himself that he could do as he pleased in his own house. I tell you, murder and rape in those days were as common as flies at midsummer! I escaped, and worked my passage in the stoke-hole of a little merchant steamer  they were little ships in those days. And when I reached America without money or friends they let me land because I had been told by the other sailors to say I was fleeing from religious persecution. The very first day I found a friend in Tony. I cleaned his windows, and the bar, and the spittoons; and he lent me money to go where work would be plentiful. Those were the days when I forgot Armenia.

He began to forget our existence again, laying his face on his forearms and staring down at the floor between his feet.

What brought it back to memory? asked Gloria.

The Turk brought it back  Fiamil  who bought my mother from four drunken soldiers, and ill-treated her before my eyes. He came to the Turkish consulate, not as consul but in some peculiar position; and by that time I was thriving as head-waiter and part-owner of a New York restaurant. Thither the fat beast came to eat daily. And so I met him, and recognized him. He did not know me.

Remember, I was young, and prosperous for the first time in all my life. You must not judge me by too up-right standards. At first I argued with myself to let him alone. He was nothing to me. I no longer believed in God. My mother was long dead, and Armenia no more my country. My money was accumulating in a savings bank. I was proud of it, and I remember I saw visions of great restaurants in every city of America, all owned by me! I did not like to take any step that should prevent that flow of money into the savings bank.

But Fiamil inflamed my memory, and I saw him every day. And at last it dawned on me what his peculiar business in America must be. He was back at his old games, buying women. He was buying American young women to be shipped to Turkey, all under the seal of consular activity. One day, after he had had lunch and I had brought him cigarettes and coffee, he made a proposal. And although I did not care very deeply for the women of a free land who were willing to be sold into Turkish harems, nevertheless, as I said, he inflamed my memory. A love of Armenia returned to me. I remembered my people, I remembered my mothers shame, and my own shame.

After a little reflection I agreed with Fiamil, and met him that night in an up-stairs room at a place he frequented for his purposes. I locked the door, and we had some talk in there, until in the end he remembered me and all the details of my mothers death. After that I killed him with a corkscrew and my ten fingers, there being no other weapon. And I threw his body out of the window into the gutter, as my mothers body had been thrown, myself escaping from the building by another way.

Not knowing where to hide, I kept going  kept going; and after two days I fell among sportmen  cow-punchers they called themselves, who had come to New York with a circus, and the circus had gone broke. To them I told some of my story, and they befriended me, taking me West with them to cook their meals; and for a year I traveled in cow camps. In those days I remembered God as well as Armenia, and I used to pray by starlight.

And Armenia kept calling  calling. Fiamil had wakened in me too many old memories. But there was the money in the savings bank that I did not dare to draw for fear the police might learn my address, yet I had not the heart to leave behind.

So I took a sportman into my confidence, and told him about my money, and why I wanted it. He was not the foreman, but the man who took the place of foreman when the real foreman was too drunk  the hungriest man of all, and so oftenest near the cook-fire. When I had told him, he took me to a township where a lawyer was, and the lawyer drew up a document, which I signed.

Then the sportman  his name was Larry Atkins, I remember  took that document and went to draw the money on my behalf. And that was the last I saw of him. Not that he was not sportman  all through. He told me in a letter afterward that the police arrested him, supposing him to be me, but that he easily proved he was not me, and so got away with the money. Enclosed in the package in which the letter came were his diamond ring and a watch and chain, and he also sent me an order to deliver to me his horse and saddle.

He explained he had tried to double my money by gambling, but had lost. Therefore he now sent me all he had left, a fair exchange being no robbery. Oh, he was certainly sportman!

So I sold his watch and chain and the horse  but the diamond ring I kept  behold it!  see, on Magas hand!  it was a real diamond that a woman had given him; and with the proceeds I came back to Armenia. In Armenia I have ever since remained, with the exception of one or two little journeys in time of war, and one or two little temporary hidings, and a trip into Persia, and another into Russia to get ammunition.

How have I lived? Mostly by robbery! I rob Turks and all friends of Turks, and such people as help make it possible for Turks as a nation to continue to exist! I  we  I and my men  we steal a cartridge sooner than a piaster  a rifle sooner than a thousand roubles! Outlaws must live, and weapons are the chief means! I am the brains and the Eye of Zeitoon, but I have never been chieftain, and am not now. Observe my house  is it not empty? I tell you, if it had not been for my new friend Monty there would have been six or seven rival chieftains in Zeitoon to-night! As it is, they sulk in their houses, the others, because Monty has rallied all the fighting men to me! Now that Monty has come I think there will be unity forever in Zeitoon!

He turned toward Monty with a gesture of really magnificent approval.
Caesar never declined a crown with greater dignity.

You, my brother, have accomplished in a few days what I have failed to do in years! That is because you are sportman! Just as Larry Atkins was sportman! He sent me all he had, and could not do more. I understood him. Why did he do it? Simply sportman  that is all! Why do you do this? Why do you throw your life into the hot cauldron of Zeitoon? Because you are sportman! And my people see, and understand. They understand, as they have never understood me! I will tell you why they have never understood me. This is why:

I have always kept a little in reserve. At one time money in a bank. At another time money buried. Sometimes a place to run and hide in. Now and then a plan for my own safety in case a defense should fail. Never have I given absolutely quite all, burning all my bridges. Had I been Larry Atkins I would not have gambled with the money of a man who trusted me; but, having lost the money, I would not have sent my diamond and the watch and chain! Neither, if the horse and saddle bad been within my reach would I have sent an order to deliver those! That is why Zeitoon has never altogether trusted me! Some, but never all, until to-night!

My brother

He stood up, with the motions of a man who is stiff with weariness.

I salute you! You have taught me my needed lesson!

I wonder! whispered Fred to me. Remember Peter at the fireside? Methinks friend Kagig doth too much protest! Well see. Nemesis comes swiftly as a rule.

I shoved Fred off his balance, rolled him over, and sat on him, because cynicism and iconoclasm are twin deities I neither worship nor respect. But at times Fred Oakes is gifted with uncanny vision. While he struggled explosively to throw me off, the door began resounding to steady thumps, and at a sign from Kagig, Maga opened it.

There strode in nine Armenians, followed closely by one of the gipsies of Gregor Jhaeres party, who whispered to Maga through lips that hardly moved, and made signals to Kagig with a secretive hand like a snakes head. I got off Freds stomach then, and when he had had his revenge by emptying hot pipe ashes down my neck he sat close beside me and translated what followed word for word. It was all in Armenian, spoken in deadly earnest by hairy men on edge with anxiety and yet compelled to grudging patience by the presence of strangers and knowledge of the hours necessity.

When the gipsy had finished making signals to Kagig be sat down and seemed to take no further interest. But a little later I caught sight of him by the dancing fire-light creeping along the wall, and presently he lay down with his head very close to Rustum Khans. Nothing points more clearly to the clarifying tension of that night than the fact that Rustum Khan with his notions about gipsies could compel himself to lie still with a gipsys head within three inches of his own, and sham sleep while the gipsy whispered to him. I was not the only one who observed that marvel, although I did not know that at the time.

The nine Armenians who had entered were evidently influential men. Elders was the word that occurred as best describing them. They were smelly with rain and smoke and the close-kept sweat beneath their leather coats  all of them bearded  nearly all big men  and they strode and stood with the air of being usually heard when they chose to voice opinion. Kagig stood up to meet them, with his back toward the fire  legs astraddle, and hands clasped behind him.

Ephraim says, began the tallest of the nine, who had entered first and stood now nearest to Kagig and the firelight, that you will yourself be king of Armenia!

Ephraim lies! said Kagig grimly. He always does lie. That man can not tell truth!

Two of the others grunted, and nudged the first man, who made an exclamation of impatience and renewed the attack.

But there is the Turk  the colonel whom your Indian friend took prisoner  he says

Pah! What Turk tells the truth?

He says that the Indian  what is his name? Rustum Khan  was purposing to use him as prisoner-of-war, whereas in accordance with a private agreement made beforehand you were determined to make matters easy for him. He demands of us better treatment in fulfilment of promise. He says that the army is coming to take Zeitoon, and to make you governor in the Sultans name. He offered us that argument thinking we are your dupes. He thought to

Dupes? snarled Kagig. How long have ye dealt with Turks, and how long with me, that ye take a Turks word against mine?

But the Turk thought we are your friends, put in a harsh-voiced man from the rear of the delegation. Otherwise, how should he have told us such a thing?

If he had thought you were my friends, Kagig answered, he would never have dared. If you had been my friends, you would have taken him and thrown him into Jihun River from the bridge!

Yet he has said this thing, said a man who had not spoken yet.

And none has heard you deny it, Kagig! added the man nearest the door.

Then hear me now! Kagig shouted, on tiptoe with anger. Then he calmed himself and glanced about the room for a glimpse of eyes friendly to himself. Hear me now. Those Turks  truly come to set a governor over Zeitoon. I forgot that the prisoner might understand English. I talked with this friend of mine  he made a gesture toward Monty. Perhaps that Turk overheard, he is cleverer than he looks. I had a plan, and I told it to my friend. The Turk was near, I remember, eating the half of my dinner I gave him.

Have you then a plan you never told to us? the first man asked suspiciously.

One plan? A thousand! Am I wind that I should babble into heedless ears each thought that comes to me for testing? First it was my plan to arouse all Armenia, and to overthrow the Turk. Armenia failed me. Then it was my plan to arouse Zeitoon, and to make a stand here to such good purpose that all Armenia would rally to us. Bear me witness whether Zeitoon trusted me or not? How much backing have I had? Some, yes; but yours?

So it was plain that if the Turks sent a great army, Zeitoon could only hold out for a little while, because unanimity is lacking. And my spies report to me that a greater army is on the way than ever yet came to the rape of Armenia. These handful of hamidieh that ye think are all there is to be faced are but the outflung skirmishers. It was plain to me that Zeitoon can not last. So I made a new plan, and kept it secret.

Ah-h-h! So that was the way you took us into confidence? Always secrets behind secrets, Kagig! That is our complaint!

Listen, ye who would rather suspect than give credit! He used one word in the Armenian. It was my plan  my new plan, that seeing the Turks insist on giving us a governor, and are able to overwhelm us if we refuse, then I would be that governor!

Ah-h-h! What did we say! Unable to be king, you will be governor!

I talked that over with my new friend, and he did not agree with me, but I prevailed. Now hear my last word on this matter: I will not be governor of Zeitoon! I will lead against this army that is coming. If you men prevent me, or disobey me, or speak against me, I will hang you  every one! I will accept no reward, no office, no emolument, no title  nothing! Either I die here, fighting for Zeitoon, or I leave Zeitoon when the fighting is over, and leave it as I came to it  penniless! I give now all that I have to give. I burn my bridges! I take inviolable oath that I will not profit! And by the God who fed me in the wilderness, I name my price for that and take my payment in advance! I will be obeyed! Out with you! Get out of here before I slay you all! Go and tell Zeitoon who is master here until the fight is lost or won!

He seized a great firebrand and charged at them, beating right and left, and they backed away in front of him, protesting from under forearms raised to protect their faces. He refused to hear a word from them, and drove, them back against the door.

Strange to say, it was Rustum Khan who gave up all further pretense at sleeping and ran round to fling the door open  Rustum Khan who took part with Kagig, and helped drive them out into the dark, and Rustum Khan who stood astraddle in the doorway, growling after them in Persian  the only language he knew thoroughly that they likely understood:

Bismillah! Ye have heard a man talk! Now show yourselves men, and obey him, or by the beard of Gods prophet there shall be war within Zeitoon fiercer than that without! Take counsel of your women-folk! Ye (he used no drawing-room word to intimate their sex) are too full of thoughts to think!

Then he turned on Kagig, and held out a lean brown hand. Kagig clasped it, and they met each others eyes a moment.

Am I sportman? Kagig asked ingenuously.

Brother, said Rustum Khan, next after my colonel sahib I accept thee as a man fit to fight beside!

We were all standing. A free-for-all fight had seemed too likely, and we had not known whether there were others outside waiting to reinforce the delegation. Rustum Khan sought Montys eyes.

You have the news, sahib?

Kagig laughed sharply, and dismissed the past hour from his mind with a short sweep of the hand.

No. Tell me, said Monty.

The gipsy brought it. A whole division of the Turkish regular army is on the march. Their rear-guard camps to-night a days march this side of Tarsus. Dawn will find the main body within sight of us. Half a brigade has hurried forward to reenforce the men we have just beaten. Are there any orders?

Freds face fell, and my heart dropped into my boots. A division is a horde of men to stand against.

No, said Monty. No orders yet.

Then I will sleep again, said Rustum Khan, and suited action to the word, laying his head on the same folded goat-skin he had used before and breathing deeply within the minute.

Nobody spoke. Rustum Khans first deep snore had not yet announced his comment on the situation, and we all stood waiting for Kagig to say something. But it was Peter Measel who spoke first.

I will pray, he announced. I saw that gipsy whispering to the Indian, and I know there is treachery intended! O Lord  O righteous Lord  forgive these people for their bloody and impudent plans! Forgive them for plotting to shed blood! Forgive them for arrogance, for ambition, for taking Thy name in vain, for drinking strong drink, for swearing, for vanity, and for all their other sins. Forgive above all the young woman of the party, who is not satisfied with a wound already but looks forward with unwomanly zest to further fighting! Forgive them for boasting and

Throw that fool out! barked Kagig suddenly.

O Lord forgive

Fred was nearest the door, and opened it. Maga laughed aloud. I was nearest to Peter Measel, so it was I who took him by the neck and thrust him into outer darkness. Kagig kicked the door shut after him; but even so we heard him for several minutes grinding out condemnatory prayers.

Now sleep, sportmen all! said Kagig, blessing us with both hands.
Sleep against the sport to-morrow!


Chapter Seventeen I knew what to expect of the women!

AND DELILAH SAID

Always at fault is the fellow betrayed
(Majorities murder to prove it!)
As Samson discovered, Delilah lies,
The stigmas stuck on by the cynical wise,
And nothing can ever remove it.
Well cast out Delilah and spit on her dead,
(That revenge is remarkably human),
And pity the victim of underhand tricks
So be that its moral (the sexes dont mix);
But, oh, think what the cynical wise would have said
If Judas were only a woman!

We slept until Monty called us, two hours before dawn, although I was conscious most of the night of stealthy men and women who stepped over me to get at Kagig and whisper to him. His marvelous spy system was working full blast, and he seemed to run no risks by letting the spies report to any one but himself. Fred, who slept more lightly than I did, told me afterward that the women principally brought him particulars of the workings of local politics; the men detailed news of the oncoming concrete enemy.

There was breakfast served by Maga in the dark  hot milk, and a strange mess of eggs and meat. For some reason no one thought of relighting the fire, and although the ashes glowed we shivered until the food put warmth in us.

By the light of the smoky lamp I thought that Monty wore a strangely divided air, between gloom and exultation. Fred had been wide awake and talking with him since long before first cock-crow and was obviously out of sorts, shaking his head at intervals and unwilling more than to poke at his food with a fork. I crossed the room to sit beside them, and came in for the tail end of the conversation.

I might have known it, Didums, when I let you go on alone. Ill never forgive myself. I had a premonition and disobeyed it. You pose as a cast-iron materialist with no more ambition than money enough to retrieve your damned estates, and all the while youre the most romantic ass who ever wore out saddle-leather! Found it, have you? Then God help us all! I know whats coming! Youre about to vert back to Crusader days, and try to do damsilly deeds of chivalry without the war-horse or the suit of mail!

No need for you to join me, Fred. You take charge of the others and get them away to safety.

Take charge of hornets! Id leave you, of course, like a shot! But can you see Will Yerkes, for instance, riding off and leaving you to play Don Quixote? Damn you, Didums, cant you see  ?

Destiny, Fred. Manifest destiny.

Cant you see crusading is dead as a dead horse?

So am I, old man. Im no use but to do this very thing. I can serve these people. If Im killed, therell be a howl in the papers. If Im taken, therell be a row in parliament.

You dont intend to be taken  I know you!

Honest, Fred, I

Have I known you all these years to be fooled now? Smelling rats ud be subtle to it  I can feel the air bristling! You mean to raise the Montdidier banner and die under it, last of your race. But youre not last, you bally ass!

Last in the direct line, Fred.

Yes, but theres that rotter Charles ready to inherit! If youre bent on suicide

Im not. You know Im not.

  you might have the decency to kill that miserable cousin first and bring the line to an end in common honor! Hell survive you, and as sure as I sit here and swear at you, hell bring the Montdidier name into worse disgrace than Judas Iscariots!

Ive no intention of suicide, Fred. I assure you

But Fred waved the argument aside contemptuously, and stood up to gather our attention.

Listen! He thrust forward his Van Dyke beard that valiantly strove to hide a chin like a piece of flint. Monty has found the robbers nest that used to belong to his infernal ancestors. I charge any of you who count yourselves his friends to help me prevent him from behaving like an idiot!

Thatll do, Fred! said Monty, pressing him back against the wall. The fact is, he twisted at his black mustache and eyed us each for a second in turn, looking as handsome as the devil, that I have found what I originally set out to look for. It overlooks Zeitoon, hidden among trees. I propose to use it. As for quixotism  is there any one here not willing to fight in the last ditch to help Kagig and these Armenians?

Im with you! laughed Gloria, and she and Will had a scuffle over near the fireplace.

I knew what to expect of the women, said Monty rather bitterly.
Im speaking to Fred and the men!

Wheres Peter Measel? I asked. But the others did not see the connection.

Come along, said Monty. Seems to me were wasting time, and he strode out through the window on to the roof of the house below  usually the shortest way from point to point in Zeitoon. Kagig followed him, and then Rustum Khan. The stars were no longer shining in the pale sky overhead, but it was dark where we were because of the mountains that shut out the dawn. Fred came last, grumbling and stumbling, too disturbed to look where he was going.

Fancy me acting Cassandra at my time of life and none to believe me! he muttered. Then, louder: I warn you all! I know that fellow Monty. If he comes out of this alive itll be because we haul him out by the hair! Wont you listen?

Outside the window I remembered the field-glasses I had laid down in a corner, and returned to get them. In the room were Maga and the woman Anna, who had appointed herself Gloria Vandermans maid; they were apparently about to sweep the floor and tidy the place, but as I crossed the room an older gipsy woman entered by the door, and she and Maga promptly drove Anna out through the window after my party. Then the old woman came close to me, her beady bright eyes fixed on mine, and went through the suggestive gipsy motions that invite the crossing of a palm with silver.

There seemed at first no excuse for listening to her. Every gipsy will beg, whether there is need or not, and knowledge of their habits did not make me less short-tempered; besides I had no silver within reach, nor time to waste.

Not now! I said, pushing her aside.

But Maga came to her rescue, and clutched my arm.

See! she said, and took a Maria Theresa dollar from some hiding-place in her skirt. I give silver for you. So. The old hag pouched the coin with exactly the same avidity with which she would have taken it from me. Now she will make magic. Then I see. Then I tell you something. You listen!

It began to dawn on me that I would better listen after all. Every human is superstitious, whether or not he admits if to himself; but the particular fraud of pretending to tell fortunes never did happen to find the joint in my own armor. It seemed likely these two women had some plan that included the preliminary deception of myself, and the sooner I knew something about it the better. So I sat down on Kagigs stool, to give them a better opinion of their advantage over me, there being nothing like making the enemy too confident. Then I held out the palm of my hand for inspection and tried to look like a man pretending he does not believe in magic. Whatever Maga thought, the old hag was delighted. She began to croak an incantation, shuffling first with one foot, then with the other, and finally with both together in a weird dance that almost shook her old frame apart. Then she went through a pantomime of finger-pointing, as if transferring from herself to Maga the gift of divining about me.

Presently, standing a little to one side of me, with eyes on the old hags and my hand held between her two, Maga began chanting in English. The fact that her voice was musical and low where the bags had been high-pitched and rasping heightened interest, if nothing else.

You now four men, she began, with a little pause, and something like a swallow between each sentence. You all love one another ver much. You all like Kagig. Kagig is liking you. But Turks are coming presently, and they keel Kagig  keel heem, you understan? That man Monty is also keel  keel dead. That man Fred  I not know  I not see. You I see  you I see two ways. First way, you marry that woman Gloria  you go away  all well  all good. Second way  you not marry her. Then you all die  dam quick  Monty, Fred, Will, you, Gloria, everybody  an Zeitoon is all burn up by bloody Turks!

She paused and looked at me sidewise under lowered eyelids. I stared straight in front of me, as if in the state of self-hypnotism that is the fortune-tellers happy hunting-ground.

You understan?

Yes, I said. I think I see. But how shall I marry Miss Gloria?
Suppose she does not want me?

You must! Never mind what she want! Listen! This is only way to save your friens and Zeitoon! I am giving men  four  five  six men. They are seizing Gloria. You go with them. They take you safe away. Then Zeitoon is also safe, an your friens are also safe.

Monty, too? I asked.

Yes, then he is also safe. But  I felt her hands tremble slightly as she said that.

Do you mean I should leave him? I asked.

You must! You must! She almost screamed at me, and shook my hand between her two palms as if by that means to drive the fact into my consciousness. The old hag had her eyes fixed on my right temple as if she would burn a hole there, and between them they were making a better than amateur effort to control me by suggestion. It seemed wise to help them deceive themselves. Maga let go my hand gently, and began passing her ten fingers very softly through my hair, and there are other men who will bear me witness that there exists sensation less appealing than when a pretty girt does that.

You must! she said again more quietly. That is the only way to save Zeitoon. God is angry.

What do you know about God? I asked unguardedly, knowing well that whatever their open pretenses, gipsies despise all religion except diabolism. They study creeds for the sake of plunder, just as hunters study the habits of the wild.

Maybe nothing  maybe much! Peter Measel, he say

She paused, as if in doubt whether she was using the right argument. And in that moment I recalled what Rustum Khan had once said about her being no true gipsy.

Go on, I urged her. Peter Measel is an expert. Hes a high priest.
He knows it all.

Peter Measel is saying, God is ver angry with Zeitoon and is sending to destroy such bloody people what plan fighting and rebellion.

Ill think it over, I said, moving to get up. But independent thinking was the last thing that Maga intended to permit me.

No, no! No, no, no! You must dee-cide now  at once! There is no time. Now  now I give you five  six mens  now they seize that woman Gloria  now you carry er away into the mountains  now you make er yours  your own, you understan, so as she is ashamed to deny it afterward  yes?  you see?

Where are the men? I demanded.

I fetch them quick!

I could see the hilt of her knife, and the bulge of her repeating pistol, but I could also feel the weight of my own loaded Colt against my hip. I did not doubt I could escape before her men could arrive on the scene, but that would have been to leave some secret only part uncovered. There was obviously more behind this scheme than met the ear. It is my experience that if we throw fear to the winds, and are willing to wait in tight places for the necessary inspiration, then we get it.

Very well, I said. I agree. Bring your men.

You wait. I get em.

I nodded, and she said something in the gipsy language to the old hag, who went out through the door in a hurry. Alone with Maga I felt less than half as safe as I had been. She proceeded to make use of every moment in the manner they say makes millionaires.

Gloria, she is ver nice girl! She made a wonderful gesture of both hands that limned in empty air the curves of her detested rival. You will love her. By-and-by she love you  also ver much.

The thought flashed through my head again that I ought to escape whole while I had the chance; but the answer to that was the certainty that she would thence-forward be on guard against me without having given me any real information. I was perfectly convinced there was a deep plot underlying the foolishness she had proposed. The fact that she considered me so venial and so gullible was no proof that the hidden purpose was not dangerous. The mystery was how to seem to be fooled by her and yet get in touch with my friends. Then suddenly I recalled that she and the hag had been trying to use the gipsys black art. Unless they can trick their victim into a mental condition in which innate superstition becomes uppermost, players of that dark game are helpless.

Yet gipsies are more superstitious than any one else. Hanging to her neck by a skein of plaited horse-hair was the polished shell of a minute turtle  smaller than a dollar piece.

Give me that, I said, for luck, and she jumped at the idea.

Yes, yes  that is to bring you luck  ver much luck!

She snatched it off and hung it around my neck, pushing the turtle-shell down under my collar out of sight.

That is love-token! she whispered. Now she love you immediate!
Now you ave ver much luck!

The last part of her prophecy was true. The luck seemed to change. That instant the key was given me to escape without making her my relentless enemy, a voice that I would know among a million began shouting for me petulantly from somewhere half a dozen roofs away.

What in hells keeping you, man? Heres Monty getting up a tourist party to his damned ancestral nest and youre delaying the whole shebang! Good lord alive! Have you fallen in love with a woman, or taken the belly-ache, or fallen down a well, or gone to sleep again, or all of them, or what?

Coming, Fred! I shouted. Coming!

Youd better!

He began playing cat-calls on his concertina  imitation bugle-calls, and fragments of serenades. For a second Maga looked reckless  then suspicious  then, as it began to dawn on her from studying my face that I, too, was afraid of Fred, relieved.

Does he know anything? I asked her.

He? That Fred? No! No, no, no! An you no tell im. You ear me? You no tell im! You go now  go to im, or else e is get suspicious  understan? My men  they go an get that woman. When they finish getting that woman, then I send for you an you come quick  understan?

I nodded.

Listen! If you tell your friens  if you tell that Frrred, or those others  then I not only keel you, but my men put out your eyes first an then pull off your toes an fingers  understan?

I shrugged my shoulders, suggesting an attempt to seem at ease.

Besides  I warn you! You tell Kagig anything against me an Kagig is at once your enemy!

I nodded, and tried to look afraid. Perhaps the speculation that the last boast started in my mind helped give me a look that convinced her.

Fred began calling again.

You go! she ordered imperiously, with a last effort to impress me with her mental predominance. Go quickly!

I made motions of hand and face as nearly suggestive of underhanded cunning as I could compass, and climbed out through the window without further invitation. Seeing me emerge, Fred beckoned from fifty yards away and turned his back. Morning was just beginning to descend into the valley, suddenly bright from having finished all the dawn delays among the crags higher up; but there were deep shadows here and especially where one roof overhung another.

Jumping from roof to roof to follow Fred, I was suddenly brought up short by a figure in shadow that gesticulated wildly without speaking. It was below me, in a narrow, shallow runway between two houses, and I had been so impressed by my interview with Maga that assassination was the first thought ready to mind. I sprang aside and tried to check myself, missed footing, and fell into the very runway I had tried to avoid.

A friend unmistakable, Anna  Glorias self-constituted maid  ran out of the darkest shadow and kept me from scrambling to my feet.

Wait! she whispered. Dont be seen talking to me. Listen!

My ankle pained considerably and I was out of breath. I was willing enough to lie there.

Maga has made a plot to betray Zeitoon! She has been talking with that Turkish colonel who was captured. I dont know what the plot is, but I listened through a chink in the wall of the prison, and I heard him promise that she should have Will Yerkes!

What else did you hear?

Nothing else. There was wind whistling, and the straw made a noise.

At that moment Fred chose to turn his head to see whether I was following. Not seeing me, he came back over the roofs, shouting to know what had happened. I got to my feet but, although he hardly looks the part, he is as active as a boy, and he had scrambled to a higher roof that commanded a view of my runway before my twisted ankle would permit me to escape.

So thats it, eh? A woman!

Keep an eye on Miss Gloria! I whispered to Anna, and she ducked and ran.

If I had had presence of mind I would have accepted the insinuation, and turned the joke on Fred. Instead, I denied it hotly like a fool, and nothing could have fed the fires of his spirit of raillery more surely.

Ive unearthed a plot, I began, limping along beside him.

No, sir! It was I who unearthed the two of you!

See here, Fred

Look? Id be ashamed! No, no  I wasnt looking!

Fred, Im serious!

Entanglements with women are always serious!

I tell you, that girl Maga

Two of em, eh? Worser and worser! Youll have Will jealous into the bargain!

Have it your own way, then! I said, savage with pain (and the reasons he did not hesitate to assign to my strained ankle were simply scandalous). Ill wait until I find a man with honest ears.

Try Kagig! he advised me dryly.

And Kagig I did try. We came on him at our end of the bridge that overhung the Jihun River. Our party were waiting on the far side, and Fred hurried over to join them. Kagig was listening to the reports of a dozen men, and while I waited to get his ear I could see Fred telling his great joke to the party. It was easy to see that Gloria Vanderman did not enjoy the joke; nor did I blame her. I did not blame her for sending word there and then to Anna that her services would not be required any more.

As soon as Kagig saw me he dismissed the other men in various directions and made to start across the bridge. I called to him to wait, and walked beside him.

Ive uncovered a plot, Kagig, I began. Maga Jhaere has been talking with the Turkish prisoner.

I know it. I sent her to talk with him!

She has bargained with him to betray Zeitoon!

For answer to that Kagig turned his head and stared sharply at me  then went off into peals of diabolic laughter. He had not a word to offer. He simply utterly, absolutely, unqualifiedly disbelieved me  or else chose to have it appear so.


Chapter Eighteen Per terram et aquam.

AND HE WHO WOULD SAVE HIS LIFE SHALL LOSE IT

The fed fools beat their brazen gong
For gods ears dulled by blatant praise,
Awonder why the scented fumes
And surplices at evensong
Avail not as in other days.
Shrunken and mean the spirit fails
Like old snow falling from the crags
And priest and pedagog compete
With nostrums for the age that ails,
But learn not why the spirit lags.
Tuneless and dull the loose lyre thrums
Ill-plucked by fingers strange to skill
That change and change the feverd chords,
But still no inspiration comes
Though priest and pundit labor still.
Lust-urged the clamoring clans denounce
Whateer their sires agreed was good,
And swift on faith and fair return
With lies the feud-leaders pounce
Lest Truth deprive them of their food.
Dog eateth dog and none gives thanks;
All crave the fare, but grudge the price
Their nobler forbears proudly paid,
That now for moonstruck madness ranks  
The only true coin  Sacrifice!

The man who is a hero to himself perhaps exists, but the surface indications are no proof of it. I dont pretend to be satisfied, and made no pretense at the time of being satisfied with my share in Magas treachery. But I claim that it was more than human nature could have done, to endure the open disapproval of my friends, begun by Freds half-earnest jest, and continued by my own indignation; and at the same time to induce them to take my warning seriously.

Will avoided me, and walked with Gloria, who made no particular secret of her disgust. Fred naturally enough kept the joke going, to save himself from being tripped in his own net. He had probably persuaded himself by that time that the accusation was true, and therefore equally probably regretted having made it; for he would have been the last man in the world to give tongue about an offense that he really believed a friend of his had committed.

Monty, who believed from force of habit every single word Fred said, walked beside me and was good enough to give me fatherly advice.

Not the time, you know, to fool with women. I dont pretend, of course, to any right to judge your private conduct, but  you can be so awfully useful, you know, and all that kind of thing, when youre paying strict attention. Women distract a man.

All, things considered, I might have done worse than decide to say no more about the plot, but to keep my own eyes wide open. (I was particularly sore with Gloria, and derived much unwise consolation from considering stinging remarks I would make to her when the actual truth should out.)

Monty began making the best of my, in his eyes, damaged character by explaining the general dispositions he and Kagig had made for the defense of Zeitoon.

According to my view of it, he said, this bridge weve just crossed is the weakest point  or was. I think we can hold that clay ramp you came up yesterday against all comers. But theres a way round the back of this mountain that leads to the dismantled fort you see on this side of the river. That is the fort built by the Turkish soldiers whom Kagig told us the women of Zeitoon threw one by one over the bridge.

He stopped (we had climbed about two hundred feet of a fairly steep track leading up the flank of Beirut Dagh) and let the others gather around us.

You see, if the enemy can once establish a footing on this hill, theyll then command the whole of Zeitoon opposite with rifle fire, even if they dont succeed in bringing artillery round the mountain.

Between us and Zeitoon there now lay a deep, sheer-sided gash, down at the bottom of which the Jihun brawled and boiled. I did not envy any army faced with the task of crossing it, even supposing the bridge should not be destroyed. But they would not need to cross in order to make the town untenable.

The Zeitoonli are, you might say, superstitious about that bridge, Monty went on. They refuse as much as to consider making arrangements to blow it up in case of need. Another remarkable thing is that the women claim the bridge defense as their privilege. That doesnt matter. They look like a crowd of last-ditch fighters, and were awfully short of men. But were almost equally short of ammunition; and if it ever gets to the point where were driven in so that we have to hold that bridge, we shall be doling out cartridges one by one to the best shots! I have tried to persuade the women to leave the bridge until theres need of defending it, and to lend us a hand elsewhere meanwhile; but theyve always held the bridge, and they propose to do the same again. Even Kagig cant shift them, although the women have been his chief supporters all along.

Fred interrupted, pointing toward a few acres of level land to our left, below Zeitoon village but still considerably above the river level.

Is that Rustum Khan?

He it is, said Kagig. A devil of a man  a wonder of a devil  no friend of mine, yet I shook hands with him and I salute him! A genius! A cavalryman born. Our people are not cavalrymen. No place for horses, this. Yet, as you have seen, there are some of us who can ride, and that Rustum Khan found many others  refugees from this and that place. See how he drills them yonder  see! It was the gift of God that so many horses fell into our hands. Some of the refugees brought horses along for food. Instead, Rustum Khan took mens corn away, to feed the hungry horses!

We could never have held the place without Rustum Khan, said Monty. As it is weve a chance. The last thing the Turks will expect from us is mounted tactics. Allowing for plenty of spare horses, we shall have two full squadrons  one under Rustum Khan, and one Ill lead myself. From all accounts theyre bringing an awful number of men against us, and we expect them to try to force the clay ramp. In that case  but come and see.

He led on up-hill, and after a few minutes the well-worn track disappeared, giving place to a newly cleared one. Trees had been cut down roughly, leaving stumps in such irregular profusion that, though horses could pass between them easily, no wheeled traffic could have gone that way. The undergrowth and the tree-trunks had been piled along either side, so that the new path was fenced in. It was steep and crooked, every section of it commanded by some other section higher up, with plenty of crags and boulders that afforded even better cover than the trees.

Discovered this the first day I got here, said Monty. Asked about bears, and a man offered to show me where a dozen of them lived. I was curious to see where a dozen bears could live in amity together  didnt believe a word of it. We set out that afternoon, and didnt reach the top until midnight. Worst climb I ever experienced. Lost ourselves a hundred times. Next day, however, Kagig agreed to let me have as many men as could be crowded together to work, and I took a hundred and twenty. Set them to cutting this trail and another one. They worked like beavers. But come along and look.

How about the bears? Fred demanded. Did you get them?

Smelt em. Saw one  or saw his shadow, and heard him. Followed him up-hill by the smell, and so found the castle wall. Havent seen a bear since.

Hssh! said Kagig, and sprang up-hill ahead of us to take the lead. There are guards above there, and they are true Zeitoonli  they will shoot dam quick!

They did not shoot, because we all lay in the shadow of a great rock as soon as we could see a ragged stone wall uplifted against the purple sky, and Kagig whistled half a dozen times. We plainly heard the snap of breech-blocks being tested.

They are weary of talking fight! Kagig whispered.

But the sixth or seventh whistle was answered by a shout, and we began to climb again. Close to the castle the tree-cutters had been able to follow the line of the original road fairly closely, and there were places underfoot that actually seemed to have been paved. Finally we reached a steep ramp of cemented stone blocks, not one of which was out of place, and went up that toward an arch  clear, unmistakable, round Roman that had once been closed by a portcullis and an oak gate. All of the woodwork had long ago disappeared, but there was little the matter with the masonry.

Under the echoing arch we strode into a shadowy courtyard where the sun had not penetrated long enough to warm the stones. In the midst of it a great stone keep stood as grim and almost as undecayed as when Crusaders last defended it. That castle had never been built by Crusaders; they had found it standing there, and had added to it, Norman on to Roman.

The courtyard was littered with weeds that Kagigs men had slashed down, and here and there a tree had found root room and forced its way up between the rough-hewn paving stones. Animals had laired in the place, and had left their smell there together with an air of wilderness. But now a new-old smell, and new-old sounds were awakening the past. There were horses again in the stables, whose roof formed the fighting-platform behind the rampart of the outer wall.

Monty led the way to the old arched entrance of the keep, and pointed upward to a spot above the arch where some one had been scraping and scrubbing away the stains of time. There, clean white now in the midst of rusty stonework, was a carved device  shield-shaped  two ships and two wheat-sheaves; and underneath on a scroll the motto in Latin  Per terram et aquam  By land and sea  in token that the old Montdidiers held themselves willing to do duty on either element. The same device and the same motto were on the gold signet ring on Montys little finger.

Whats happening on top of the keep? demanded Will.

Fred laughed aloud. We could not see up from inside, for at least one of the stone floors remained intact.

Cant you guess? demanded Fred. Didnt I tell you the man has verted to Crusader days?

But Monty explained.

Theres an old stone socket up there that used to hold the flag-pole. Two or three fellows have been kind enough to haul a tree up there, and theyre trimming it to fit.

If we were wise wed hang you to it, Didums, and save you from a lousy Turkish jail!

Thank you, Fred, Monty answered. There are capitulations still, I fancy. No Turk can legally try me, or imprison me a minute. Im answerable to the British consul.

Theyre fine, legal-minded sticklers for the rules, the Turks are!
Fred retorted.

But weve a net laid for the Turks! smiled Monty.

Fred shook his head. Monty led the way toward stone steps, whose treads bad been worn into smooth hollows centuries before by the feet of men in armor.

Up above on the outer rampart we could see Kagigs sentries outlined against the sky, protected against the chilly mountain air by goat-skin outer garments and pointed goat-skin hats. We mounted the stone stair, holding to a baluster worn smooth by the rub of countless forgotten hands, as perfect yet as on the day when the masons pronounced it finished; and emerged on to a wide stone floor above the stables, guarded by a breast-high parapet pierced by slits for archers.

From below the breathing of the pines came up to us, peculiarly audible in spite of the Titan roar of Jihun River. Immediately below us was a ledge of forest-covered rock, and beyond that we could see sheer down the tree-draped flank of Beirut Dagh to the foaming water. We leaned our elbows on the parapet, and stared in silence all in a row, stared at in turn by the more than half-suspicious sentries.

How does it feel, old man asked Will at last, standing on ramparts where your ancestors once ruled the roost?

Stranger than perhaps you think, Monty answered, not looking to right or left, or downward, but away out in front of him toward the sky-line on top of the opposite hills.

I bet I know, said Will. You hate to see the old order passing.
Youd like the old times back.

Youre wrong for once, America! Monty turned his back on the parapet and the view, and with hands thrust deep down in his pockets sought for words that could explain a little of his inner man. Fred had perhaps seen that mood before, but none of the rest of us. Usually he would talk of anything except his feelings. He felt the difficulty now, and checked.

How so? demanded Will.

Ive watched the old order passing. Im part of it. Im passing, too.

Gloria watched him with melting eyes. Fred turned his back and went through the fruitless rigmarole of trying to appear indifferent, going to the usual length at last of humming through his nose.

Thats what I said. Youd like these castle days back again.

Youre wrong, Will. I pray they never may come back. The place is an anachronism. So am I!  useless for most modern purposes. Youd have to tear castle or me so to pieces that wed be unrecognizable. The world is going forward, and Im glad of it. It shall have no hindrance at my hands.

If men were all like you began Gloria, but he checked her with a frown.

You can call this castle a robbers nest, if you like. Its easy to call names. It stood for the best men knew in those days  protection of the countryside, such law and order as men understood, and the open road. It was built primarily to keep the roads safe. There are lots of things in England and America to-day, Will, that your descendants (being fools) will sneer at, just as its the fashion to-day to sneer at relics of the past like this  and me!

Whos sneering? Not I! Not we!

This castle was built for the sake of the countryside. Ive a mind to see it end as it began  thats all.

Aw  whats eating you, Monty?

Shut up croaking, you old raven! grumbled Fred.

Show us the view you promised. This isnt it, for there isnt a
Turk in sight.

Monty knew better than mistake Freds surliness for anything but friendship in distress. Without another word he led the way along the parapet toward a ragged tower at the southern corner. It had been built by Normans, evidently added to the earlier Roman wall.

Now tell me if the old folk didnt know their business, said Monty. Very careful, all! The steps inside are rough. The roof has fallen in, and the ragged upper edge thats left probably accounts for the castle remaining undetected from below all these years  looks like fangs of discolored rock.

We followed him through the doorless gap in the tower wall, and up broken stone stairs littered with fragments of the fallen roof, until we stood at last in a half-circle around the jagged rim, our feet wedged between rotten masonry, breasts against the saw-edge parapet, and heads on a level with the eagles. From that dizzy height we had a full view between the mountains, not only of the immediate environs of Zeitoon, but of most of the pass  up which we ourselves had come, and of some of the open land beyond it.

Dyou see Turks now?

Monty pointed, but there was no need. Dense masses of men were bivouacked beyond the bottom of the wide clay ramp. Through the glasses I could see artillery and supply wagons. They were coming to make a thorough job of rescuing Zeitoon this time! After a while I was able to make out the dark irregular line of Kagigs men, and here and there the lighter color of freshly dug entrenchments. None of Zeitoons defenders appeared to be thrown out beyond the clay ramp, but they evidently flanked it on the side of the pass that was farthest from us.

Now look this way, and youll understand.

Monty pointed to our right, and the significance of the voices we had heard so close to us when Fred was searching for a path around the clay on the morning of our arrival, was made plain instantly. Down from the ledge on which the castle stood to a point apparently within a few yards of the clay ramp there had been cut a winding swath through the forest, along which four horses abreast could be ridden, or as many men marched.

How did you do all that in time? demanded Will. It looks like one of those contractors jobs in the States  put through while you wait and to hell with everything!

It follows the old road, Monty answered. There was too much cobble-paving for the trees to take hold, and most of what they had to cut was small stuff. That accounts, too, for the freedom from stumps. But, do you get the idea? The trees between the end of the cutting and the clay ramp are cut almost through  ready to fall, in fact. Im afraid of a wind. If it blows, our screen may fall too soon! But if the Turks try to storm the ramp, well draw them on. Then, hey  presto! Down go the remaining trees, and into the middle of em rides our cavalry!

Whats the use of cavalry four abreast? demanded Fred, in no mood to be satisfied with anything.

Rustum Khan is concentrating all his energy on teaching that one maneuver, Monty answered. We come

Thought it ud be we! Your place is at the rear, giving orders!

We come down the track at top speed, and the impetus will carry us clear across the ramp. Some of the horsesll go down, because the slope is slippery. But the remainder will front form squadron, and charge down hill in line. Then watch!

All right, Fred grumbled. But how about you rear while all thats going on? The Turk must have worked his way around Beirut Dagh on former occasions  or how else could he ever have built and held that dismantled fort? Whats to stop him from doing it again?

Its a fifteen-mile fight ahead of him, Monty answered, with riflemen posted at every vantage-point all the way

Who is in charge of the riflemen?

Kagig leaned back until he looked in danger of falling, and tapped his breast significantly three times.

I  I have picked the men who will command those riflemen and women!

Well, Fred grumbled, what are your plans for us?

For the last time, Fred, I want you, old man, to help me to persuade these others to escape into the hills while theres still a chance, and I want you to go with them.

I also! exclaimed Kagig. I also desire that!

Now youve got that off your chest, Didums, suppose you talk sense, suggested Fred. What are your plans?

Monty recognized the unalterable, and set his face.

You first, Miss Vanderman. Theres one way in which we can always use a gentlewomans services.

Maynt I fight? she begged, and we all laughed.

Fraid not. No. The women have cleared out several houses for a hospital. Please go and superintend.

Damn! exclaimed Gloria, Boston fashion, not in the least under her breath.

I am sending word, said Kagig, that they shall obey you or learn from me!

The rest of us, Monty went on, will know better what to do when we know what the Turk intends, but I expect to send all of you from time to time to wherever the fighting is thickest. Kagig, of course, will please himself, and my orders are subject to his approval.

Ill go, then, said Gloria. Good-by! And she kissed Will on the mouth in full view of all of us, he blushing furiously, and Kagig cracking all his finger-joints.

Go with her, Will! urged Monty, as she disappeared down the steps.
Go and save yourself. Youre young. Ive notions of my own that
Ive inherited, and the world calls me a back number. You go with
Miss Vanderman!

I seconded that motion.

Go with her, Will! Ive warned you shes unsafe alone! Go and protect her!

Will grinned, wholly without malice.

Thanks! he said. Shes a back number, too. Som I! If I left Monty in this pinch shed never look at me, and Id not ask her to! Inherited notions about merit and all that kind of thing, dont you know, by gosh! No, sir! She and I both sat into this game. She and I both stay! Wish Esau would open the ball, though. Im tired of talking.


Chapter Nineteen Such drilling as they have had  such little drilling!

ICH DIEN

Is honor out of fashion and the men she named
Fit only to be buried and defamed
Who dared hold service was true nobleness
And graced their service in a fitting dress?
Are manners out of date because the scullions scoff
At whosoever shuns the common trough
Liking dry bread better than the garbled stew
Nor praising greed because the style is new?
Let go the ancient orders if so be their ways
Are trespassing on decency these days.
So I go, rather than accept the trampled spoil
Or gamble for what great men earned by toil.
For rather than trade honor for a mobs foul praise
Ill keep full fealty to the ancient ways
And, hoistinq my forebears banner in the face of hell,
Will die beneath it, knowing I die well!

Fifteen minutes after Gloria Vanderman left us I saw a banner go jerkily mounting up the newly placed flag-pole on the keep. A man blew a bugle hoarsely by way of a salute. I raised my hat. Monty raised his. In a moment we were all standing bare-headed, and the great square piece of cloth caught the wind that whistled between two crags of Beirut Dagh.

Fred, our arch-iconoclast, stood uncovered longest.

Who the devil made it for you? he inquired.

Stitched on the banner in colored cloth were the two wheat-sheaves and two ships of the Montdidiers, and a scroll stretched its length across the bottom, with the motto doubtless, although in the wind one could not read it.

The women. Good of em, what? Miss Vanderman drew it on paper.
They cut it out, and sat up last night sewing it.

I suppose you know thats filibustering, to fly your private banner on foreign soil?

They may call it what they please, said Monty. I cant well fly the flag of England, and Armenia has none yet. Lets go below, Fred, and see if theres any news.

Yes, there is news, said Kagig, leading the way down. I did not say it before the lady. It is not good news.

Thats the only kind that wont keep. Spit it out! said Will.

Kagig faced us on the stable roof, and his finger-joints cracked again.

It is the worst! They have sent Mahmoud Bey, against us. I would rather any six other Turks. Mahmoud Bey is not a fool. He is a young successful man, who looks to this campaign to bolster his ambition. He is a ruthless brute!

Which Turk isnt? asked Will.

This one is most ruthless. This Mahmoud is the one who in the massacres of five years ago caused Armenian prisoners to have horse-shoes nailed to their naked feet, in order, he said, that they might march without hurt. He will waste no time about preliminaries!

Kagig was entirely right. Mahmoud Bey began the overture that very instant with artillery fire directed at the hidden defenses flanking the clay ramp. Next we caught the stuttering chorus of his machine guns, and the intermittent answer of Kagigs riflemen.

Now, effendim, one of you down to the defenses, please! There is risk my men may use too many cartridges. Talk to them  restrain them. They might listen to me, but His long fingers suggested unhappy fragments of past history.

You, Fred! said Monty, and Fred hitched his concertina to a more comfortable angle.

Fred was the obvious choice. His gift of tongues would enable him better than any of us to persuade, and if need were, compel. We had left our rifles leaning by the wall at the castle entrance, and in his cartridge bag was my oil-can and rag-bag. I asked him for them, and he threw them to me rather clumsily. Trying to catch them I twisted for the second time the ankle I had hurt that morning. Fred mounted and rode out through the echoing entrance without a backward glance, and I sat down and pulled my boot off, for the agony was almost unendurable.

That settles your task for to-day, laughed Monty. Help him back to the top of the tower, Will. Keep me informed of everything you see. Will  you go with Kagig after youve helped him up there.

All right, said Will. Wheres Kagig bound for?

Round behind Beirut Dagh, Kagig announced grimly. Thats our danger-point. If the Turks force their way round the mountain He shrugged his expressive shoulders. Only he of all of us seemed to view the situation seriously. I think we others felt a thrill rather of sport than of danger.

I might have been inclined to resent the inactivity assigned to me, only that it gave me a better chance than I had hoped for of watching for signs of Maga Jhaeres promised treachery. Will helped me up and made the perch comfortable; then he and Kagig rode away together. Presently Monty, too, mounted a mule, and rode out under the arch, and fifteen minutes later fifty men marched in by twos, laughing and joking, and went to saddling the horses in the semicircular stable below me. After that all the world seemed to grow still for a while, except for the eagles, the distant rag-slitting rattle of rifle-fire, and the occasional bursting of a shell. Most of the shells were falling on the clay ramp, and seemed to be doing no harm whatever.

Away in the distance down the pass, out of range of the fire of our men, but also incapable of harm themselves until they should advance into the open jaws below the clay ramp, I could see the Turks massing in that sort of dense formation that the Germans teach. Even through the glasses it was not possible to guess their numbers, because the angle of vision was narrow and cut off their flanks to right and left; but I sent word down to Monty that a frontal attack in force seemed to be already beginning.

For an hour after that, while the artillery fire increased but our rifle-fire seemed to dwindle under Freds persuasive tongue, I watched Monty mustering reenforcements in the gorge below the town. He overcame some of the womens prejudice, for it was a force made up of men and women that he presently led away. I was rather surprised to see Rustum Khan, after a talk with Monty, return to his squadron and remain inactive under cover of the hill; that fire-eater was the last man one would expect to remain willingly out of action. However, twenty minutes later, Rustum Khan appeared beside me, breathing rather hard. He begged the glasses of me, and spent five minutes studying the firing-line minutely before returning them.

The lord sahib has more faith in these undrilled folk than I have! he grumbled at last. Observe: he goes with that bullet-food of men and women mixed, to hide them in reserve behind the narrow gut at the head of the ramp. The Turks are fools, as Kagig said, and their general is also a fool, in spite of Kagig. They propose to force that ramp. You see that by Frredd sahibs orders the firing on our side has grown greatly less. That is to draw the Turks on. See! It has drawn them! They are coming! The lord sahib will send for Frredd sahib to take command of that reserve, to man the top of the ramp in case the Turks succeed in climbing too far up it. Then he himself will gallop back to take charge of my squadron below there; and I take charge of his squadron up here. He and I are interchangeable, I having drilled all the men in any case  such drilling as they have had  such little, little drilling!

The Turks began their advance into the jaws of that defile with a confidence that made my heart turn cold. What did they know? What were they depending on in addition to their weight of numbers? Mahmoud Bey had evidently hurried up almost his whole division, and was driving them forward into our trap as if he knew he could swallow trap and all. Not even foolish generals act that way. It needs a madman. Kagig had said nothing about Mahmoud being mad.

Listen, Rustum Khan! I said. Go with a message to Lord Montdidier. Tell him the whole Turkish force is in motion and coming on as if their general knows something for certain that we dont know at all. Tell him that I suspect treachery at our rear, and have good reason for it!

Rustum Khan eyed me for a minute as if he would read the very middle of my heart.

Can you ride? he asked.

Of course, I answered. Its only walking that I cant do.

Then leave those glasses with me, and go yourself!

Why wont you go? I asked.

Because here are fifty men who would lack a leader in that case.

The answer was honest enough, yet I had my qualms about leaving the post Monty had assigned to me. The thought that finally decided me was that I would have opportunity to gallop past the hospital, two hundred yards over the bridge on the Zeitoon side, and make sure that Gloria was safe.

Have you seen Maga Jhaere anywhere? I asked.

No, said the Rajput, swearing under his breath at the mere mention of her name.

Then help me down from here. Ill go.

He muttered to himself, and I think he thought I was off to make love to the woman; but I was past caring about any ones opinion on that score. Five minutes later I was trotting a good horse slowly down the upper, steeper portion of the track toward Zeitoon, swearing to myself, and dreading the smoother going where I should feel compelled to gallop whether my ankle hurt or not. As a matter of fact I began to suspect a broken bone or ligament, for the agonizing pain increased and made me sit awkwardly on the horse, thus causing him to change his pace at odd intervals and give me more pain yet. However, gallop I had to, and I reached the bridge going at top speed, only to be forced to rein in, chattering with agony, by a man on foot who raced to reach the bridge ahead of me, and made unmistakable signals of having an important message to deliver.

He proved to be from Kagig, with orders to say that every man at his disposal was engaged by a very strong body of Turks who had spent the night creeping up close to their first objective, and had rushed it with the bayonet shortly after dawn.

Order the women to stand ready by the bridge! were the last words (the man had the whole by heart), and then there was a scribbled note from Will by way of make-weight.

This end of the action looks pretty serious to me. Were badly outnumbered. The men are fighting gamely, but  tell Gloria for Gods sake to look out after herself!

I could hear no firing from that direction, for the great bulk of
Beirut Dagh shut it off.

How far away is the fighting? I demanded.

Oh, a long way yet.

I motioned to him to return to Kagig, and sent my horse across the bridge, catching sight of Gloria outside the hospital directly after I had crossed it. She waved her hand to me; so, seeing she was safe for the present, I let the message to her wait and started down the valley toward Monty as fast as the horse could go. I had my work cut out to drive him into the din of firing, for it was evidently his first experience of bursting shells, and even at half-a-mile distance he reared and plunged, driving me nearly crazy with pain. I found Monty shepherding the reserves he had brought down, watching through glasses from over the top of the spur that formed the left-hand wall of the gut of the pass.

I left Rustum Khan in my place, I began, expecting to be damned at once for absenting without leave.

Glad you came, he said, without turning his head.

I gave him my message, he listening while he watched the pass and the oncoming enemy.

I tried to warn you of treachery this morning! I said hotly. Pain and memory did nothing toward keeping down choler. Wheres Peter Measel? Seen him anywhere? Wheres Maga Jhaere? Seen her, either? Those Turks are coming on into what they must know is a trap, with the confidence that proves their leaders have special information! Look at them! They can see this pass is lined, with our riflemen, yet on they come! They must suspect weve a surprise in store  yet look at them!

They were coming on line after line, although Fred had turned the ammunition loose, and the rifle-fire of our well-hidden men was playing havoc. Monty seemed to me to look more puzzled than afraid. I went on telling him of the message Kagig had sent, and offered him Wills note, but he did not even look at it.

Ah! he said suddenly. Now I understand! Yes, its treachery.
I beg your pardon for my thoughts this morning.

Granted, said I, but what next?

Look! he said simply.

There were two sudden developments. What was left of the first advancing company of Turks halted below the ramp, and with sublime effrontery, born no doubt of knowledge that we had no artillery, proceeded to dig themselves a shallow trench. The Zeitoonli were making splendid shooting, but it was only a question of minutes until the shelter would be high enough for crouching men.

The second disturbing factor was that in a long line extending up the flank of the mountain, roughly parallel to the lower end of the track that Monty had caused to be cut from the castle, the trees were coming down as if struck by a cyclone! There must have been more than a regiment armed with axes, cutting a swath through the forest to take our secret road in flank!

That meant two things clearly. Some one had told Mahmoud of our plan to charge down from the height and surprise him, thus robbing us of all the benefit of unexpectedness; and, when the charge should take place, our men would have to ride down four abreast through ambush. And, if Mahmoud had merely intended placing a few men to trap our horsemen, he would never have troubled to cut down the forest. Plainly, he meant to destroy our mounted men at point-blank range, and then march a large force up the horse-track, so turning the tables on us. Considering the overwhelming numbers he had at his disposal, the game to me looked almost over.

Not so, however, to Monty. He glanced over his shoulder once at the men and women waiting for his orders, and I saw the women begin inspiriting their men. Then he turned on me.

Now damn your ankle, he said. Try to forget it! Climb up there and tell Fred to choose a hundred men and bring them down himself to oppose the enemy in front if he comes over the top of that ditch. Then you gallop back and get word to Rustum Khan to bring both squadrons down here. Tell him to stay by Fred and hold his horses until the last minute. Then you get all the women you can persuade to follow you, and man the castle walls! Hurry, now  thats all!

There was a man holding my horse. I tied the horse securely to a tree instead, and told the man to help me climb, little suspecting what a Samson I had happened on. He laughed, seized me in his arms, and proceeded to carry me like a baby up the goat-track leading to the hidden rifle-pits and trenches. I persuaded him to let me get up on his shoulders, and in that way I had a view of most of what was happening.

Monty led his men and women at a run across the top of the ramp flanked by the full fire of the entrenched company below; and his action was so unexpected that the Turks fired like beginners. There were not many bodies lying quiet, nor writhing either when the last woman had disappeared among the trees on the far side. Those that did writhe were very swiftly caused to cease by volleys aimed at them in obedience to officers orders. It began to look as if Glorias hospital would not be over-worked.

The tables were now turned on the Turks, except in regard to numbers. In the first place, as soon as Montys command had penetrated downward through the trees parallel with the side of the ramp, he had the entrenched company in flank. It did not seem to me that he left more than ten or fifteen men to make that trench untenable, but the Turks were out of it within five minutes and in full retreat under a hot fire from Freds men.

Then Monty pushed on to the far side of the castle road and held the remaining fringe of trees in such fashion that the Turks could not guess his exact whereabouts nor what number he had with him. Cutting down trees in a hurry is one thing, but cutting them down in face of hidden rifle-fire is most decidedly another, especially when the axmen have been promised there will be no reprisals.

The tree-felling suddenly ceased, and there began a close-quarters battle in the woods, in which numbers had less effect than knowledge of the ground and bravery. The Turk is a brave enough fighter, but not to be compared with mountain-Armenians fighting for their home, and it was easy to judge which held the upper hand.

I found Fred smoking his pipe and enjoying himself hugely, with half a dozen runners ready to carry word to whichever section of the defenses seemed to him to need counsel. He could see what Monty had done, and was in great spirits in consequence.

Ive bagged two Turk officers to my own gun, he announced. Murder suits me to a T.

I gave him the message.

Piffle! he answered. They can never take the ramp by frontal attack! The right thing to do is hold the flanks, and wither em as they cone!

Montys orders! I said, and Ive got to be going.

Damn that fellow Didums! he grumbled. All right. But its my belief hes turning a classy little engagement into a bloody brawl! Cut along! Ill pick my hundred and climb down there.

Cutting along was not so easy. My magnificent human mount was hit by a bullet  a stray one, probably, shot at a hazard at long range. He fell and threw me head-long; and the agony of that experience pretty nearly rendered me unconscious. However, he was not hit badly, and essayed to pick me up again. I refused that, but he held on to me and, both of us being hurt in the leg on the same side, we staggered together down the goat-track.

Down below we found the horse plunging in a frenzy of fear, and he nearly succeeded in breaking away from both of us, dragging us out into full view of the enemy, who volleyed us at long range. Fortunately they made rotten shooting, and one ill-directed hail of lead screamed on the far side, causing the horse to plunge toward me. The Armenian took me by the uninjured foot and flung me into the saddle, and I left up-pass with a parting volley scattering all around, and both hands locked into the horses mane. He needed neither whip nor spur, but went for Zeitoon like the devil with his tail on fire.

I suppose one never grows really used to pain, but from use it becomes endurable. When Anna ran out to stop me by the great rock on which the lowest Zeitoon houses stand, and seized me by the foot, partly to show deference, partly in token that she was suppliant, and also partly because she was utterly distracted, I was able to rein the horse and listen to her without swearing.

She is gone! she shouted. Gone, I tell you! Gloria is gone! Six men, they come and take her! She is resisting, oh, so hard  and they throw a sack over her  and she is gone, I tell you! She is gone!

Where is Maga?

Gone, too!

In which direction did they take Miss Gloria?

I do not know!

I rode on. There were crowds of women near the bridge, all armed with rifles, and I hurried toward them.

But they refused to believe that any one in Zeitoon would do such a thing as kidnap Gloria, and while I waited for Anna to come and convince them a man forced himself toward me through the crowd. He was out of breath. One arm was in a bloody bandage, but in the other hand he held a stained and crumpled letter.

It proved to be from Will, addressed to all or any of us.

Kagig is a wonder! it ran, He has put new life into these men and weve thrashed the Turk soundly. Hows Gloria? Kagig says, Can you send us reenforcements? If so we can follow up and do some real damage. Send em quick! Make Gloria keep cover! WILL.


Chapter Twenty So few against so many! I see death, and I am not sorry!

THOU LAND OF THE GLAD HAND

Thou land of the Glad Hand, whose frequent boast
Is of the hordes to whom thou playest host!
Whose liberty is full! whose standard high
Has reached and taken stars from out the sky!
Whose fair-faced women tread the streets unveiled,
Unchallenged, unaffronted, unassailed!
Whose little ones in park and meadow laugh,
Nor know what cost that precious cup they quaff,
Nor pay in stripes and bruises and regret
Ten times each total of a parents debt!
Thou nation born in freedom  land of kings
Whose laws protect the very feathered things,
Uplifting last and least to high estate
That none be overlooked  and none too great!
Is all thy freedom good for thee alone?
Is earth thy footstool? Are the clouds thy throne?
Shall other peoples reach thy hand to take
That gladdens only thee for thine own sake?

To get word to Rustum Khan was simple enough, for he himself came riding down to get news. The minute he learned what Monty wanted of him he turned his horse back up-hill at a steady lope, and I began on the next item in the program.

Nor was that difficult. The reading aloud of Wills letter, translated to them by Anna, convinced the women that their beloved bridge was in no immediate danger, and no less than three hundred of them marched off to reenforce Kagigs men behind Beirut Dagh. I reckoned that by the time they reached the scene of action we would have a few more than three thousand men and women in the field under arms  against Mahmoud Beys thirty thousand Turks!

There remained to scrape together as many as possible to man the castle walls; and what with wounded, and middle-aged women, and men whose weapons did not fit the plundered Turkish ammunition, I had more than a hundred volunteers in no time. The only disturbing feature about this new command of mine was that it contained more than a sprinkling of the type of malcontents who had bearded Kagig in his den the night before. Those looked like thoroughly excellent fighting men, if only they could have been persuaded to agree to trust a common leader.

Not one of them but knew a thousand times more of Zeitoon, and their people, and the various needs of defense than, for instance, I did. Yet they clustered about me for lack of confidence in one another, and shouted after the women who marched away advice to watch lest Kagig betray them all. Not for nothing had the unspeakable Turk inculcated theories of misrule all down the centuries!

I led them up to the castle, they carrying with them food enough for several days. We passed Rustum Khan coming down with the horsemen, and I fell behind to have word with him.

Which of these men shall I pick to command the rest? I asked him.
Youve more experience of them.

Any that you choose will be pounced on by the rest as wolves devour a sheep! the Rajput answered.

Should I have them vote on it?

They would elect you, he answered.

Ive got to be free to look for Miss Gloria. Shes kidnapped  disappeared utterly!

Rustum Khan swore under his breath, using a language that I knew no word of.

A woman again, and more trouble! he said at last grimly. Let like cure like then! Choose a woman herdsman! he grinned. It may be she will surprise them into obedience!

Ill take your advice, said I, although I resented his insinuation that they were a herd  so swiftly does command make partisans.

The last thing you may take from me, sahib! he answered.

How so?

So few against so many! I see death and I am not sorry. Only may
I die leading those good mountain-men of mine!

It was part and parcel of him to praise those he had drilled and scorn the others. I shook hands and said nothing. It did not seem my place to contradict him.

Let us hope these people are the gainers by our finish! he called over his shoulder, riding on after his command. They are not at all bad people  only un-drilled, and a little too used to the ways of the Turk! Good-by, sahib!

Within the castle gate I found a woman, whom they all addressed as Marie, very busy sorting out the bundles they had thrown against the wall. She was putting all the food together into a common fund, and as I entered she shouted to her own nominees among the other women to get their cooking pots and begin business.

Still pondering Rustum Khans advice, in the dark whether or not be meant it seriously, I chose Marie Chandrian to take command. She made no bones about it, but accepted with a great shrill laugh that the rest of them seemed to recognize  and to respect for old acquaintance sake. She turned out to have her husband with her  an enormous, hairy man with a bulls voice who ought to have been in one or other of the firing-lines but had probably held back in obedience to his better half. She made him her orderly at once, and it was not long before every soul in the castle had his or her place to hold.

Then I mounted once more and rode at top speed down the new road that Monty was defending, taking another horse this time, not so good, but much less afraid of the din of battle.

I found Monty scarcely fifty paces from the track, on the outside edge of the fringe of trees that the Turks had been unable to cut down. There were numbers of wounded laid out on the track itself, with none to carry them away; and the Turks were keeping up a hot fire from behind the shelter of the felled trees and standing stumps. The outside range was two hundred yards, and there were several platoons of the enemy who had crept up to within thirty or forty yards and could not be dislodged.

I pulled Monty backward, for he could not hear me, and he and I stood behind two trees while I told him what I had done, shouting into his ear.

Ive got to go and find Gloria! I said finally, and he frowned, and nodded.

Go first and take a look at the ramp through the trees. Tell me whats happening.

So I limped down to the end of the track and made my way cautiously through the lower fringe of trees that had been cut three-parts through in readiness for felling in a hurry. Just as I got there the Turks began a new massed advance up the ramp, as if in direct proof of Montys mental alertness.

The men posted on the opposite flank to where I was opened a terrific fire that would have made poor Kagig bite his lips in fear for the waning ammunition. Then Fred came into action with his hundred, throwing them in line into the open along the top, where they lay down to squander cartridges  squandering to some purpose, however, for the Turkish lines checked and reeled.

But Mahmoud Bey had evidently given orders that this advance should be pressed home, and the Turks came on, company after company, in succeeding waves of men. There were some in front with picks and shovels, making rough steps in the slippery clay; and I groaned, hating to go and tell Monty that it was only a matter of minutes before the frontal attack must succeed and the pass be in enemy hands.

Here goes Armenias last chance! I thought; and I waited to see the beginning of the end before limping back to Monty.

And it was well I did wait. I had actually forgotten Rustum Khan and his two squadrons. Nor would I ever have believed without seeing it that one lone man could so inspirit and control that number of aliens whom he had only as much as drilled a time or two. It said as much for the Zeitoonli as for Rustum Khan. Without the very ultimate of bravery, good faith, and intelligence on their part he could never have come near attempting what he did.

He brought his two squadrons in line together suddenly over the brow of the ramp, galloped them forward between Freds extended riflemen, and charged down-hill, the horses checking as they felt the slippery clay under foot and then, unable to pull up, careering head-long, urged by their riders into madder and madder speed, with Rustum Khan on his beautiful bay mare several lengths in the lead.

Cavalry usually starts at a walk, then trots, and only gains its great momentum within a few yards of the enemy. This cavalry started at top speed, and never lost it until it buried itself into the advancing Turks as an avalanche bursts into a forest! No human enemy could ever have withstood that charge. Many of the horses fell in the first fifty yards, and none of these were able to regain their feet in time to be of use. Some of the riders were rolled on and killed. And some were slain by the half-dozen volleys the astonished Turks found time to greet them with. But more than two-thirds of Rustum Khans men, armed with swords of every imaginable shape and weight, swept voiceless into an enemy that could not get out of their way; and regiments in the rear that never felt the shock turned and bolted from the wrath in front of them.

I climbed out to the edge of the trees, and yelled for Fred, waving both arms and my hat and a branch. He saw me at last, and brought his hundred men down the ramp at a run.

Join Monty, I shouted, and help him clear the woods.

He led his men into the trees like a pack of hounds in full cry, and I limped after them, arriving breathless in time to see the Turks in front of Monty in full retreat, fearful because the Rajputs cavalry had turned their flank. Then Monty and Fred got their men together and swung them down into the pass to cover Rustum Khans retreat when the charge should have spent itself.

The Rajput had managed to demoralize the Turkish infantry, but Mahmouds guns were in the rear, far out of reach. Bursting shells did more destruction as he shepherded the squadrons back again than bullet, bayonet and slippery clay combined to do in the actual charge itself. Monty gave orders to throw down the fringe of trees and let them through to the castle road, so saving them from the total annihilation in store if they had essayed to scramble up the slippery ramp. And then Freds men joined Montys contingent, helping them fortify the new line  deepening and reversing the trench the Turks had dug below the ramp, and continuing that line along through the remaining edge of trees that still stood between the enemy and the castle road.

But by cutting down the fringe at the end of the road to let Rustum Khan through we had forfeited the last degree of secrecy. If the Turks could come again and force the gut of the pass, nothing but the hardest imaginable fighting could prevent them from swinging round at that point and making use of our handiwork.

That castle has become a weakness, not a strength, Colonel sahib! said Rustum Khan, striding through the trees to where Monty and Fred and I were standing. I have lost seven and thirty splendid men, and three and forty horses. One more such charge, and

No, Rustum Khan. Not again, Monty answered.

What else? laughed the Rajput. That castle divides our forces, making for weakness. If only

We must turn it to advantage, then, Rustum Khan!

Ah, sahib! So speaks a soldier! How then?

Mahmoud knows by now that the trees are down, said I. His watchers must have seen them fall. Some of the trees are lying outward toward the ramp.

Exactly, said Monty. His own inclination will lead him to use our new road, and we must see that he does exactly that. The guns are making the ramp too hot just now for amusement, but let some one  you, Fred  run a deep ditch across the top of the ramp; and if we can hold them until dark well have connected ditches dug at intervals all the way down.

Looking over the top of the trees I could just see the Montdidier standard bellying in the wind.

Ill bet you Mahmoud can see that, too! said I, drawing the others attention to it.

Lets hope so, Monty answered quietly. Now, Rustum Khan, find one of those brave horsemen of yours who is willing to be captured by the enemy and give some false information. I want it well understood that our only fear is of a night attack!

You say, Colonel sahib, there will be no further use for cavalry?

Not for a charge down that ramp, at any rate!

Then send me! My word will carry conviction. I can say that as a Moslem I will fight no longer on the side of Christians. They will accept my information, and then hang me for having led a charge into their infantry. Send me, sahib!

Monty shook his head. Rustum Khan seemed inclined to insist, but there came astonishing interruption. Kagig appeared, with arms akimbo, in our midst.

Oh, sportmen all! he laughed. This day goes well!

Thank God youre here! said Monty. Now we can talk.

That Will  what is his name?  Will Yerkees is a wonderful fighter! said Kagig, snapping his fingers and making the joints crack.

He accuses you of that complaint, said I.

Me? No. I am only enthusiast. The road behind Beirut Dagh is rough and narrow. The Turks had hard work, and less reason for eagerness than we. So we overcame them. They have fallen back to where they were at dawn, and they are discouraged  he made his finger-joints crack again discouraged! The women feel very confident. The men feet exactly as the women do! The Turks are preparing to bivouac where they lie. They will attack no more to-day  I know them!

Listen, Kagig! Monty drew us all together with a gesture of both hands. These Turks are too many for us, if we give them time. Our ammunition wont last, for one thing. We must induce Mahmoud to attack to-night  coax him up this castle road, and catch him in a trap. It can be done. It must be done!

I know the right man to send to the Turk to tell him things! Kagig answered slowly with relish.

That is my business! growled Rustum Khan, but Kagig laughed at him.

No Turk would believe a word you say  not one leetle word! he said, snapping his fingers. You are a good fighter. I saw your charge from the castle tower; it was very good. But I will send an Armenian on this errand. Go on, Lord Monty; I know the proper man.

Thats about the long and short of it, said Monty. If we can induce Mahmoud to attack to-night, weve a fair chance of hitting him so hard that hell withdraw and let us alone. Otherwise

Kagigs finger-joints cracked harder than ever as his quick mind reviewed the possibilities.

Have you any idea what can have happened to Miss Vanderman? I asked him.

Miss Vanderman? No? What? Tell me!

He seemed astonished, and I told him slowly, lest he miss one grain of the enormity of Magas crime. But instead of appearing distressed he shook his bands delightedly and rattled off a very volley of cracking knuckles.

That is the idea! We have Mahmoud caught! I know Mahmoud! I know him! The man I shall choose shall tell Mahmoud that Gloria Vanderman  the beautiful American young lady, who is outlawed because of her fighting on behalf of Armenians  who  who could not possibly be claimed by the American consul, on account of being outlawed  is in the castle to-night and can be taken if he only will act quickly! Oh, how his eyes will glitter! That Mahmoud  he buys women all the time! A young  beautiful  athletic American girl  Mahmoud will sacrifice three thousand men to capture her!

Monty ground his teeth. Fred turned his back, and filled his pipe.
Rustum Khan brushed his black beard upward with both hands.

Suppose you go now and try to find Miss Vanderman, said Monty rather grimly to me. If you find her, hide her out of harms way and communicate with Will!

So Fred helped me on the horse and I rode back to the castle, where I explained the details of the fighting below to the defenders, and then rode on down to Zeitoon by the other road. It was wearing along into the afternoon, and I had no idea which way to take to look for Gloria; but I did have a notion that Maga Jhaere might be looking out for me. There was a chance that she might have been in earnest in persuading me to elope, and that if I rode alone she might show herself  she or else Glorias captors.

Failing signs of Maga Jhaere or her men, I proposed to ride behind Beirut Dagh in search of Will, and to get his quick Yankee wit employed on the situation.

So, instead of crossing the bridge into Zeitoon I guided my horse around the base of the mountain, riding slowly so as to ease the pain in my foot and to give plenty of opportunity to any one lying in wait to waylay me.

It happened I guessed rightly. The track swung sharp to the left after a while, and passed up-hill through a gorge between two cliffs into wilder country than any I had yet seen in Armenia. From the top of the cliff on the right-hand side a pebble was dropped and struck the horse  then another  then a third one. I thought it best to take no notice of that, although the horse made fuss enough.

The third pebble was followed by a shrill whistle, which I also decided to ignore, and continued to ride on toward where a clump of scrawny bushes marked the opening out of a narrow valley. I heard the bushes rustle as I drew near them, and was not surprised to see Maga emerge, looking hot, impatient and angry, although not less beautiful on that account.

Fool! she began on me. Why you wait so long? Another half-hour and it is too late altogether! Come now! Leave the horse. Come quick!

Wondering what important difference half an hour should make, it occurred to me that Will was probably impatient long ago at receiving no news of Gloria. If I judged Will rightly, he would be on his way to look for her.

Come quick! commanded Maga.

I cant climb that cliff, said I. Ive hurt my foot.

I help you. Come!

She stepped up close beside me to help me down, but that instant it seemed to me that I heard more than one horse approaching.

Quick! she commanded, for she heard them, too, and held out her arms to help me. Quick! I have two men to help you walk!

I could have reached my pistol, but so could she have reached hers, and her hand and eye were quicker than forked lightning. Besides, to shoot her would have been of doubtful benefit until Glorias whereabouts were first ascertained. She put an arm round me to pull me from the saddle, and that settled it. I fell on her with all my weight, throwing her backward into the bushes, and kicking the horse in the ribs with my uninjured foot. The horse took fright as I intended, and went galloping off in the direction of the approaching sounds.

I had not wrestled since I was a boy at school, and then never with such a spitting puzzle of live wires as Maga proved herself. I had the advantage of weight, but I had told her of my injured foot, and she worked like a she-devil to damage it further, fighting at the same time with left and right wrist alternately to reach pistol and knife.

I let go one wrist, snatched the pistol out of her bosom and threw it far away. But with the free and she reached her knife, and landed with it into my ribs. The pain of the stab sickened me; but the knowledge that she had landed fooled her into relaxing her hold in order to jump clear. So I got hold of both wrists again, and we rolled over and over among the bushes, she trying like an eel to wriggle away, and I doing my utmost to crush the strength out of her. We were interrupted by Wills voice, and by Wills strong arms dragging us apart.

Catch her! I panted. Hold her! Dont let her go!

Never fear! he laughed.

Her men have kidnapped Gloria! Tie her hands!

Will had two men with him, one of whom was leading my runaway horse.
They gazed open-eyed while Will tied Magas wrists behind her back.

Kagig  what will he say? one of them objected, but Will laughed.

What you do with me? demanded Maga.

Take you to Kagig, of course. Wheres Miss Vanderman?

Then suddenly Magas whole appearance changed. The defiance vanished, leaving her as if by magic supple again, subtle, suppliant, conjuring back to memory the nights when she had danced and sung. The fire departed from her eyes and they became wet jewels of humility with soft love lights glowing in their depths.

You do not want that woman! she said slowly, smiling at Will. You give er to this fool! She glanced at my bleeding ribs, as if the blood were evidence of folly. You take me, Will Yerkees! Then I teach you all things  all about people  all about land, and love, and animals, and water, and the air  I teach you all!

She paused a moment, watching his face, judging the effect of words. He stood waiting with a look of puzzled distress that betrayed regret for her tied wrists, but accepted the necessity. Perhaps she mistook the chivalrous distress for tenderness.

I ave tried to make that man Kagig king! I ave tried, and tried! But e is no good! If e ad obeyed me, I would ave made im king of all Armenia! But e is as good as dead already, because Mahmoud the Turk is come to finish im  so! She spat conclusively. So now I make you king instead of im! You let that Gloria Vanderman go to this fool, an I show you ow to make all Armenians follow you an overthrow the Turks, an conquer, an you be king!

Will laughed. Better stick to Kagig! Im going to take you to him!

You take me to im?

She flashed again, swift as a snake to illustrate resentment.

Yes.

Then I tell im things about you, an e believe me!

Lets bargain, laughed Will. Show me Miss Vanderman, alive and well, and

Steady the Buffs! I warned him. Glorias not far away. There were pebbles dropped on my horse. There may be a cave above this cliff  or something of the sort.

Will nodded.   and I wont tell Kagig you made love to me! he continued.

Poof! Pah! Kagig, e know that long ago!

Will turned to his two men and bade them tie the horses to a bush.

How are the ribs? he asked me.

Nothing serious, said I.

Do you think you can watch her if I tie her feet?

Shes slippery and strong! Better tie her to a tree as well!

So between them Will and the two men trussed her up like a chicken ready for the market, making her bound ankles fast to the roots of a bush. Then he led the two men up the cliff-side, and Maga lay glaring at me as if she hoped hate could set me on fire, while I made shift to stanch my wound.

But she changed her tactics almost before Will was out of sight beyond a boulder, beginning to scream the same words over and over in the gipsy tongue and struggling to free her feet until I thought the thongs would either burst or strip the flesh from her.

The screams were answered by a shout from up above. Then I heard Will shout, and some one fired a pistol. There came a clatter of loose stones, and I got to my feet to be ready for action  not that my hurts would have let me accomplish much.

A second later I saw three of Gregor Jhaeres gipsies scurrying along the cliff-side, turning at intervals to fire pistols at some one in pursuit. So I joined in the fray with my Colt repeater, and flattered myself I did not do so badly. The first two shots produced no other effect than to bring the runaways to a halt. The next three shots brought all three men tumbling head over heels down the cliff-side, rolling and sliding and scattering the stones.

One fell near Magas feet and lay there writhing. The other two came to a standstill in a hideous heap beside me, and I stooped to see if I could recognize them.

What happened after that was almost too quick for the senses to take in. One of the gipsies came suddenly to life and seized me by the neck. The other grasped my feet, and as I fell I saw the third man slash loose Magas thongs and help her up.

My two assailants rolled me over on my back, and while one held me the other aimed blows at my head with the butt of his empty pistol. Once he hit me, and it felt like an explosion. Twice by a miracle I dodged the blows, growing weaker, though, and hopeless. He aimed a fourth blow, taking his time about it and making sure of his aim, and I waited in the nearest approach to fatalistic calm I ever experienced.

In a strange abstraction, in which every movement seemed to be slowed down into unbelievable leisureliness, I saw the butt of the pistol begin to approach my eye  near  nearer. Then suddenly I heard a woman scream, and a shot ring out.

Instead of the pistol butt the gipsys brains splashed on my face, and the man collapsed on top of me. Next I realized that Gloria Vanderman was wiping my face with a cloth of some kind, holding a hot pistol in her other hand, while Will was standing laughing over me, and Maga Jhaere with the other gipsy had disappeared altogether.

Did you shoot Maga? I mumbled.

No, Will laughed. Id hate to shoot a woman whod offered to make me king! She ought to be hung, though, for a horse-thief! She and that other gipsy got away with the mounts! Never mind  there are four of us to carry you, if Gloria lends a hand!

But I have no notion how they carried me. All I remember is recovering consciousness that evening in the castle, to discover myself copiously bandaged, and painfully stiff, but not so much of an invalid after all.


Chapter Twenty-one Those who survive this night shall have brave memories!

FRAGMENT

Oh, fear and hate shall have their spate
(For both of the twain are one)
And lust and greed devour the seed
That else had growth begun.
Fiercely the flow of death shall go
And short the good mans shrift!
All hells awake full toll to take,
And passions hour is swift.

But there be cracks in evils tracks
Where seed shall safe abide,
And living rocks shall breast the shocks
Of overflowing tide.
Castle and wall and keep shall fall,
Prophet and plan shall fail,
And they shall thank nor wit nor rank
Who in the end prevail.

Looking back after this lapse of time there seems little difference between the disordered dreams of unconsciousness and the actual waking turmoil of that night. At first as I came slowly to my senses there seemed only a sea of voices all about me, and a constant thumping, as of falling weights.

There were great pine torches set in the rusty old rings on the wall, and by their fitful light I saw that I lay on a cot in the castle keep. Monty, Fred, Will, Kagig and Rustum Khan were conversing at a table. Gloria sat on an up-ended pine log near me. A dozen Armenians, including the elders who had disagreed with Kagig, stood arguing rather noisily near the door.

What is the thumping? I asked, and Gloria hurried to the cot-side. But I managed to sit up, and after she had given me a drink I found that my foot was still the most injured part of me. It was swollen unbelievably, whereas my bandaged head felt little the worse for wear, and the knife-wound did not hurt much.

Theyre bringing in wood, she answered.

Why all that quantity?

The thumping was continuous, not unlike the noise good stevedores make when loading against time.

To burn the castle!

At that moment Rustum Khan left the table, and seeing me sitting up strode over.

Good-by, sahib! he said, reaching out for my hand.

The lord sahib has given me a post of honor and I go to hold it.
Those who survive this night shall have brave memories!

I got to my feet to shake hands with him, and I think he appreciated the courtesy, for his stern eyes softened for a moment. He saluted Gloria rather perfunctorily as became his attitude toward women, and strode away to a point half-way between the door and Monty. There he turned, facing the table.

Lord sahib bahadur! he said sonorously.

Monty got up and stood facing him.

Salaam!

Salaam, Rustum Khan! Monty answered, returning the salute, and the others got to their feet in a hurry, and stood at attention.

Then the Rajput faced about and went striding through the doorless opening into the black night  the last I was destined to see of him alive.

May we all prove as faithful and brave as that man! said Monty, sitting down again, and Kagig cracked his knuckles.

Gloria and I went over and sat at the table, and seeing me in a state to understand things Monty gave me a precis of the situation.

Were making a great beacon of this castle, he said. Three hundred men and women are piling in the felled logs and trees and down-wood  everything that will burn. We shall need light on the scene. Rustum Khan has gone to hold the clay ramp and make sure the Turks turn up this castle road. Fred is to hold the corner; weve fortified the Zeitoon side of the road, and Fred and his men are to make sure the Turks dont spread out through the trees. Kagig, Will and I, with twenty-five very carefully picked men for each of us, wait for the Turks at the bottom of the road and put up a feint of resistance. Our business will be to make it look as little like a trap and as much like a desperate defense as possible. We hope to make it seem were caught napping and fighting in the last ditch.

Last ditch is true enough! Fred commented cheerfully. Fred was obviously in his best humor, faced by a situation that needed no cynicism to discolor it  full of fight and perfectly contented.

Practically all of the rest of the men and women who are not watching the enemy on the other side of Beirut Dagh, Monty went on, are hidden, or will be hidden in the timber on either side of the road. Were hoping to God theyll have sense enough to keep silent until the beacon is lighted. Youre to light the beacon, since youre recovering so finely  you and Miss Vanderman.

Yes, but when? said I.

When the bugles blow. Weve got six bugles

Only two of them are cornets and ones a trombone, Fred put in.

And when they all sound together, then set the castle alight and kill any one you see who isnt an Armenian!

Or us! said Fred. Youre asked not to kill one of us!

As a matter of fact, said Monty, I rather expect to be near you by that time, because we dont want to give the signal until as many Turks as possible are caught in the road like rats. At the signal we dose the road at both ends; Rustum Khan and Fred from the bottom end, and we at the top.

Most of the murder, Fred explained cheerfully, will be done by the women hidden in the trees on either flank. As long as they dont shoot across the road and kill one another itll be a picnic!

How do you know the Turks will walk into the trap? I asked.

Ten traitors, said Monty, have let themselves get caught at intervals since noon. One of Kagigs spies has got across to us with news that Mahmoud means to finish the hash of Zeitoon to-night. His men have been promised all the loot and all the women.

Except one! Fred added with a glance at Gloria.

Two! Except two! remarked Kagig with a glance at the door. We looked, and held our breath.

Maga Jhaere stood there, with a hand on the masonry on each side!

You fool, Kagig, what you fill this castle full of wood for? she demanded.

Kagig beckoned to her.

To burn little traitoresses! he answered tenderly. Come here!

She walked over to him, and he put his arm around her waist, looking up from his seat into her face as if studying it almost for the first time. She began running her fingers through his hair.

Is she not beautiful? he asked us naively. Then, not waiting for an answer: She is my wife, effendim. You would not have me be revengeful  not toward my wife, I think?

Your wife? Why didnt you tell us that before?

Gloria seemed the most surprised, as well as the most amused, although we were all astonished.

Not tell you before? Oh  do you remember Abraham  in the Bible  yes? She has been my best spy now and then. As Kagigs wife what good would she be? Yet, had I not married her, I should have lost the services of most of my best spies  Gregor Jhaere for one. He is not her father, no. They call her their queen. She is daughter of another gipsy and of an Armenian lady of very good family. She has always hoped to see me a monarch!

He laughed, and cracked his finger-joints.

To make of me a monarch, and to reign beside me! Ha-ha-ha! I did those gipsies a favor by marrying her, for she was something of a problem to them, no gipsy being good enough in her eyes, and no busne (Gentile) caring for the honor until I saw and fell in love! Oh, yes, I fell in love! I, Kagig, the old adventurer, I fell in love!

He drew her down and kissed her as tenderly as if she were a little child; then rose to his feet.

You forgive her, effendim? he asked. You forgive her for my sake?

None answered him. Perhaps he asked too much.

Never mind me, then, effendim. Not for my sake, but for the good work she has so often done, and for the work she shall do  you forgive her?

We all looked toward Gloria. It was her prerogative. Gloria took
Magas left hand in her right.

I dont blame you, she said, for coveting Will. Ive coveted him myself! But you neednt have let your men handle me so roughly!

No? said Maga blandly. Then why did you urt two of them so badly that they run away? Did not you shoot that other one? So  I give im to you. I give you that Will Yerkees

Thanks! put in Will, but Maga ignored the interruption.

  not because you are cleverer than me  or more beautiful. You are uglee! You can not dance, and as for fighting, I could keel you with one and! But because I like Kagig better after all!

At that Kagig suddenly dismissed all such trivialities as treachery and matrimony from his mind with one of his Napoleonic gestures.

It is time, effendim, to be moving! He led the way out without another word, I limping along last and the Armenian elders following me.

It was pitchy dark in the castle courtyard, and without the light from numerous kerosene lanterns it would not have been possible to find the way between the heaped-up logs. There was only a crooked, very narrow passage left between the keep and the outer gate, and they had long ago left off using the gate for the lumber, but were hoisting it over the wall with ropes. One improvised derrick squealed in the darkness, and the logs came in by twos and tens and dozens. No sooner were we out of the keep than women came and tossed in logs through the door and windows, until presently that building, too, contained fuel enough to decompose the stone. And over the whole of it, here, there and everywhere, men were pouring cans and cans of kerosene, while other men were setting dry tinder in strategic places.

There was no moon that night. Or if there was a moon, then the dark clouds hid it. No doubt Mahmoud thought he had a night after his own heart for the purpose of overwhelming our little force; for how should he know that we were ready for the massed battalions forming to storm the gorge again. At a little after eight oclock Mahmoud resumed the offensive with his artillery, and a messenger that Monty sent down to watch returned and reported the shells all bursting wild, with Rustum Khans men taking careful cover in the ditches they had zigzagged down the whole face of the ramp.

An hour later the Turks infantry was reported moving, and shortly before ten oclock we heard the opening rattle of Rustum Khans stinging defense. There was intended to be no deception about that part of our arrangements; nor was there. The oncoming enemy was met with a hail of destruction that checked and withered his ranks, and made the succeeding companies only too willing to turn at the castle road instead of struggling straight forward.

Nor was the turn accomplished without further loss; for our Zeitoonli, still entrenched on the flank of the pass, loosed a murderous storm of lead through the dark that swept every inch of the open castle road, and the turn became a shambles.

But Mahmoud had reckoned the cost and decided to pay it. Company after company poured up the gorge in the rear of the front ones, and turned with a roar up the road, butchered and bewildered, but ever adding to the total that gained shelter beyond the first turn in the road.

Those, however, had to deal at once with Monty, Will and Kagig, who opened on them guerrilla warfare from behind trees  never opposing them sufficiently to check them altogether, but leading them steadily forward into the two-mile trap. From where I stood on the top of the castle wall I could judge pretty accurately how the fight went; and I marveled at the skill of our men that they should retire up the road so slowly, and make such a perfect impression of desperate defense. Gloria refused from the first to remain inactive beside me, but went through the trees down the line of the road, crossing at intervals from side to side, urging and begging our ambushed people to be patient and reserve their fire until the chorus of bugles should blow.

About eleven oclock a breathless messenger came to say that the Turks had renewed the attack on the other side of Beirut Dagh; but I did not even send him on to Kagig. If the attack was a feint, as was probable, intended to distract us from the main battle, then there were men enough there to deal with it. If, on the other hand, Mahmoud had divided forces and sent a formidable number around the mountain, then our only chance was nevertheless to concentrate on our great effort, and defeat the nearest first. There was not the slightest wisdom in sending down a message likely to distract Monty or Will or Kagig from their immediate task.

The women kept piling in the pine trees, until I thought the very weight of lumber might defeat our purpose by delaying the blaze too long. But Kagig had requisitioned every drop of kerosene in Zeitoon, and the stuff was splashed on with the recklessness that comes of throwing parsimony to the winds. Then I grew afraid lest they should fire the stuff too soon, or lest some stray spark from a mans pipe or an overturned lantern should do the work. Every imaginable fear presented itself, because, having no active part in the fighting, I had nothing to distract me from self-criticism. It became almost a foregone conclusion after a while that the nights work was destined to be spoiled entirely by some oversight or stupidity of mine.

The battle down in the valley dinned and screamed like the end of the world, although the Turks could not use their artillery for fear of slaughtering their own men. I could hear Fred hotly engaged, holding the corner of the turn where the Turks were seeking in vain to widen it. Probably the Turks supposed he was put there with a hundred men to defend the road, instead of to drive their thinned battalions up it.

In the end it was an accident that set the bugles blowing, and probably that accident saved our fortunes. Monty shouted to a man to run and ask for news of the fighting below. Mistaking the words in the din, the messenger ran to the rock in the clearing on which the musicians waited, and a minute later the first bars of the Marseillaise rang clearly through the trees.

The almost instant answer was a volley from each side of the road that sounded like the explosion of the whole world. And the Turks hardly half into the trap yet! Monty and Will and Kagig brought their men back up the road at the double, as the only way to escape the fire of our ambushed friends. I was two minutes fumbling with matches in the wind before I could light the kindling set ready in the entrance arch; and it was about three minutes more before the first long flame shot skyward and the beacon we had set began to do its appointed work.

Then, though, that castle proved to be a very Vesuvius, for the draught poured in through the doorless arch and hurried the hot flames skyward to be mushroomed roaring against the belly of black clouds. None of us knew then where Mahmoud was, nor that he had given the order that minute to his trapped battalions to halt, face the trees on either side, and advance in either direction in order to widen their front.

The firing of the castle, for some mad reason of the sort that mothers every catastrophe, caused them to disobey that order and, instead, to charge forward at the double. In a moment the new fury (for it was not panic, nor yet exactly the reverse) communicated itself all along the road, and the regiments at the rear, in spite of the murderous fire from our ambush, yelled and milled to drive the men in front more swiftly.

Then Fred saw the castle flames, and led his men forward to plug up the lower end of the road. Next Rustum Khan saw it, and advanced three hundred down the ramp to hold the ditch at the bottom and prevent reserves from coming to the rescue.

It was then, so he told us afterward, that Fred realized who was the person in authority who had sought to change the line of battle at the critical moment. Mahmoud himself, surrounded by his staff, had ridden forward to see what the true nature of the difficulty might be, and had got caught in the trap when Fred closed it and Rustum Khan cut off the flow of men!

Fred did his best by rapid fire to put an end to Mahmoud, staff and all. But the light from the castle did not reach down in among the trees, and when he told the nearest men who the target was that only made the shooting wilder. Nor was Mahmoud a man without decision. Realizing that he was trapped, at any rate from behind, he galloped forward with his staff, scattering bewildered men to right and left of him, to find out whether the trap could not be forced from the upper end, knowing that there were plenty of men on the road already to account for any possible total we could bring against them, if only they could be led forward and deployed.

So it came about that Mahmoud on a splendid war-horse, and five of his mounted staff, arrived at the head of the oncoming column; and Kagig saw them in a moment when the flare from the castle roared like a rocket hundreds of feet high and scattered all the shadows on that section of the road. Kagig passed the word along, but it was Monty who devised the instant plan, and one of Wills men who came running to find me.

So I forgot pain and disability in the excitement of having a part to play. Gloria had found her way back to the castle, and it was she who rallied all the men and women who had worked at piling fuel, and brought them to where I lay. Then I begged her to get back somewhere and hide, but she laughed at me.

Our business was to burry down the road and plug it against Mahmoud and his men, while Kagig got behind him by sheer hand-to-hand fighting, and Monty and Will approached him from the flanks. We had to be cautious about shooting, because of Kagig, for one thing, but for another, Will had sent the message, Dont kill Mahmoud. And that, of course, was obvious. Mahmoud alive would be worth a thousand to us of any Mahmoud dead.

Gloria ran down the road beside me, and Will caught sight of her in the dancing light. I heard him shout something in United States English about women and hell-fire and burned fingers, but beyond that it was not polite, and was intended for me as much as for Gloria, I did not get the gist of it. Then the battle closed up around us, and we all fought hand to hand  women harder than the men  to close in on Mahmoud and drag him from his horse.

Three times in the fitful dark and even more deceptive dancing light we almost had him. But the first time he fought free, and his war-horse kicked a clear way for him for a few yards through the scrimmage. Then Kagig closed in on him from the rear. But three of the staff engaged Kagig alone, and twenty or thirty of Mahmouds infantry drove Kagigs men back on the still advancing column. Kagig went down, fighting and shouting like a Berserker, and Monty let Mahmoud go to run to Kagigs rescue.

Monty did not go alone, for his men leapt after him like hounds. But he fought his way in the lead with a clubbed rifle, and stood over Kagigs body working the weapon like a flail. That was all I saw of that encounter, for Mahmoud decided to attempt escape by the upper way again, and it was I who captured him. I landed on him through the darkness with my clenched fist under the low hung angle of his jaw and, seizing his leg, threw him out of the saddle. There Gloria helped me sit on him; and the greater part of what we had to do was to keep the women from tearing him to pieces.

At last Gloria and I, with a dozen of them, took Mahmoud up-hill and made him sit down in full firelight with his back against a rock. He had nothing to say for himself, but stared at Gloria with eyes that explained the whole philosophy of all the Turks; and she, for sake of the decency that was her birthright, went and stood on the far side of the rock and kept the bulge of it between them.

Then I sent for Kagig, and Monty, and Will; And after they had seen to the barricading of the upper end of the road with fallen trees and a fairly wide ditch, Kagig and Will came, followed by half a dozen of the elders, who had been lending a stout hand during that part of the nights work. Kagig was out of breath, but apparently not hurt much.

They came so slowly that I wondered. Gloria, who could see much farther through the dark than I, gave a little scream and ran forward. I saw then by a sudden burst of flame from the castle that they were carrying something heavy, and I guessed what it was although my heart rebelled against belief; but I did not dare leave Mahmoud, who seemed inclined to take advantage of the first stray opportunity. I stuck my pistol into his ear and dared him to move hand or foot.

Gloria came back in tears, and took Mahmouds cape and my jacket, and spread them on the ground. On these they laid Monty very tenderly, Kagig looking on with cracking finger-joints that I could hear quite plainly in spite of the awful rage of battle that thundered and crashed and screamed among the woods. It was as one sometimes hears the ticking of a watch beneath the pillow in a nightmare.

Monty was alive, but in spite of what Gloria could do the dark blood was welling out from a sword gash on his right side, and we had not a surgeon within miles of us. From somewhere out of the darkness Maga appeared, bringing water, her face all black with the filth of fighting among trees, and her eyes on fire.

Monty seemed to be listening to the noise of battle  Kagig to think of nothing but his loss. He pointed at Mahmoud, who was eying Monty curiously.

See the prisoner! he said. Ha! I would give a hundred of him a hundred times for Monty, my brother!

Monty turned his head to see Mahmoud, and appeared partly satisfied.

You hold the key, he said painfully. Mahmoud will make terms. But it will take time to stop the fighting. You must send down reserves to Fred and Rustum Khan  that is where the strain is  you must see that surely  the enemy from below will be trying to come forward, and those in the trap to return. Fred and Rustum Khan are bearing all the brunt. Relieve them!

It did not look good to me that Will should leave Gloria again; and Kagig must surely stay there to do the bargaining. So I took Montys hand to bid him good-by, and limped off through the dark to try to find men who would come with me to the shambles below. It wag Kagig and Will together who overtook me, picked me off my feet, and dragged me back, and Will went down alone, with a wave of the hand to Gloria, and a laugh that might have made the devil think he liked it.

Then began the conference, I holding a mere watching brief with a pistol reasonably close to Mahmouds ear. And for a time, while Monty lived, the elders supported Kagig and insisted on the full concession of his demands. But Monty, with his head on Glorias lap, died midway of the proceedings; and after that the elders suspicion of Kagig reawoke, so that Mahmoud took courage and grew more obstinate. Kagig called them aside repeatedly to make them listen to his views.

You fools! he swore at them, cracking his knuckles and twisting at his beard alternately. Do you not realize that Mahmoud is ambitious! Do you not understand that he must yield all, if you insist! Otherwise we hang him here to a tree in sight of the burning castle and his own men! No ambitious rascal is ever willing to be hanged! Insist! Insist!

Ah, Kagig! one of them answered. Speak for yourself. You would not like to be hanged perhaps! But we must concede him something, or how shall he satisfy ambition? He must be able to go back with something to his credit in order to satisfy the politicians.

Oh, my people! Oh, my people! grumbled Kagig. Can you never see?

But they went back to Mahmoud with a fresh proposal, milder than the first; and eventually, after yielding point by point, until Kagig begged them kindly to blow his brains out and bury him with Monty, they reached a basis on which Mahmoud was willing to capitulate  or to oblige them, as he expressed it.

He won his main point: Zeitoon was to accept a Turkish governor. They won theirs, that the governor was to bring no troops with him, but to be contented with a body-guard of Zeitoonli. For the rest: Mahmoud was to go free, taking his wounded with him, but surrendering all the uninjured Turkish soldiers in the trap as hostages for the release of all Armenian prisoners taken anywhere between Tarsus and Zeitoon. It was agreed there were to be no subsequent reprisals by either side, and that hostages were not to be released until after Mahmouds army corps should have returned to whence it came.

Kagig wrote the terms in Turkish by the light of the holocaust in Montys ancestral keep, and Mahmoud signed the paper in the presence of ten witnesses. But whether he, or his brother Turks, have kept, for instance, the last clause of the agreement, history can answer.


Chapter Twenty-two God go with you to the States, effendim!

ARMENIA

First of the Christian nations; the first of us all to feel
The fire of infidel hatred, the weight of the pagan heel;
Faithfullest down the ages tending the light that burned,
Tortured and trodden therefore, spat on and slain and spurned;
Branded for others vices, robbed of your rightful fame,
Clinging to Truth in a truthless land in the name of the ancient Name;
Generous, courteous, gentle, patient under the yoke,
Decent (hemmed in a harem land ye were ever a one-wife folk);
Royal and brave and ancient  haply an hour has struck
When the new fad-fangled peoples shall weary of raking muck,
And turning from coward counsels and loathing the parish lies,
In shame and sackcloth offer up the only sacrifice.
Then thou who hast been neglected, who hast called oer a world in vain
To the deaf deceitful traders ears in tune to the voice of gain,
Thou Cinderella nation, starved that our appetites might live,
When we come with a hand outstretched at last  accept it, and forgive!

The fighting lasted nearly until dawn, because of the difficulty of conveying Mahmouds orders to the Turks, and Kagigs orders to our own tree-hidden firing-line. But a little before sunrise the last shot was fired, at about the time when most of the castle walls fell in and a huge shower of golden sparks shot upward to the paling sky. The cease fire left all Zeitoons defenders with scarcely a thousand rounds of rifle ammunition between them; but Mahmoud did not know that.

An hour after dawn Fred joined us. He had the news of Montys death already, and said nothing, but pointed to something that his own men bore along on a litter of branches. A minute or two later they laid Rustum Khans corpse beside Montys, and we threw one blanket over both of them.

I dont remember that Fred spoke one word. He and Monty had been closer friends than any brothers I ever knew. No doubt the awful strain of the fighting at the corner of the woods had left Fred numb to some extent; but he and Monty had never been demonstrative in their affection, and, as they had lived in almost silent understanding of each other, hidden very often for the benefit of strangers by keen mutual criticism, so they parted, Fred not caring to make public what he thought, or knew, or felt.

Kagig, not being in favor with the elders, vanished, Maga following with food for him in a leather bag, and we saw neither of them again until noon that day, by which time we ourselves had slept a little and eaten ravenously. Then he came to us where we still sat by the great rock with Mahmoud under guard (for nobody would trust him to fulfil his agreement until all his troops had retired from the district, leaving behind them such ammunition and supplies as they had carried to the gorge below the ramp).

We had laid both bodies under the one blanket in the shade, and
Kagig pointed to them.

I have found the place  the proper place, effendim! he said simply.
Maga has made it fit.

Not knowing what he meant by that last remark, we invited some big Armenians to come with us to carry our honored dead, and followed Kagig one by one up a goat track (or a bear track, perhaps it was) that wound past the crumbled and blackened castle wall and followed the line of the mountain. Here and there we could see that Kagig had cleared it a little on his way back, and several times it was obvious that there had been a prepared, frequented track in ancient days.

It took time to find, said Kagig, glancing back, but I thought there must be such a place near such a castle.

Presently we emerged on a level ledge of rock, from a square hole in the midst of which a great slab had been levered away with the aid of a pole that lay beside it. All around the opening Maga had spread masses of wild flowers, and either she or Kagig had spread out on the rock the great banner with its ships and wheat-sheaves that the women had made by night in Montys honor.

We could read the motto plainly now  Per terram et aquam  By land and sea; and Kagig pointed to some marks on the stone slab. Moss had grown in them and lichens, but he or else Maga had scraped them clean; and there on the stone lay the same legend graven bold and deep, as clear now as when the last crusader of the family was buried there, lord knew how many centuries before.

The tomb was an enormous place  part cave, and partly hewn  twenty feet by twenty by as many feet deep at the most conservative guess; and on four ledges, one on each side, not in their armor, but in the rags of their robes of honor, lay the bones of four earlier Montdidiers  all big men, broad-shouldered and long of shin and thigh.

We did not need to go down into the tomb and break the peace of centuries. Under the very center of the opening was a raised table of hewn rock, part of the cavern floor, about eight feet by eight that seemed to have been left there ready for the next man, or next two men when their time should come.

Down on to that we lowered Montys body carefully with leather ropes, and then Rustum Khans beside him, Rustum Khan receiving Christian burial, as neither he nor his proud ancestors would have preferred. But his line was as old as Montys, and he died in the same cause and the selfsame battle, so we chose to do his body honor; and if the prayers that Fred remembered, and the other cheerfuller prayers that Gloria knew, were an offense to the Rajputs lingering ghost, we hoped he might forgive us because of friendship, and esteem, and the homage we did to his valor in burying his body there.

We covered Montys body with the banner the women had made, and Rustum Khans with flowers, for lack of a better shroud; then levered and shoved the great slab back until it rested snugly in the grooves the old masons had once cut so accurately as to preserve the bones beneath.

Then, when Gloria had said the last prayer:

What next, Kagig? Will demanded.

Kagig was going to answer, but thought better of it and strode away in the lead, we following. He did not stop until we reached the open and the smoking ruins of the castle walls. When he stopped:

Has any one seen Peter Measel? I asked.

Forget him! growled Will.

Why? demanded Maga. Will you bury him in that same hole with them two?

Has any one seen him? I asked again, uncertain why I asked, but curious and insistent.

Sure! said Maga. Yes. Me I seen im. I keel im  so  with a knife  las night! You not believe?

Whether we believed or not, the news surprised us, and we waited in silence for an explanation.

You not believe? Why not? That dog! E make of me a dam-fool! E tell me about God. E say God is angry with Zeitoon, an Kagig is as good as a dead man, an I shall take advantage. E ope e marry me. I ope if Kagig die I marry Will Yerkees, but I agree with Measel, making pretend, an e run away to talk is fool secrets with the Turks. Then I make my own arrangements! But Mahmoud is not succeeding, and I like Kagig better after all. An then last night in the darkness Peter Measel he is coming on a orse with Mahmoud because Mahmoud is not trusting him out of sight. An I see him, an e see me, an e call me, an I go to im through all the fighting, an e get off the orse an reach out is arms to me, an I keel im with my knife  so! An now you know all about it!

What next? Will demanded dryly.

Next? said Kagig. You effendim make your escape! The Turks will surely seek to be revenged on you. I will show you a way across the mountains into Persia.

And you? I asked.

Into hiding! he answered grimly. Maga  little Maga, she shall come with me, and teach me more about the earth and sky and wind and water! Perhaps at last some day she shall make me  no, never a king, but a sportman.

Come with us, said Will. Come to the States.

No, no, effendi. I know my people. They are good folk. They mistrust me now, and if I were to stay among them where they could see me and accuse me, and where the Turks could make a peg of me on which to hang mistrust, I should be a source of weakness to them. Nevertheless, I am ever the Eye of Zeitoon! I shall go into hiding, and watch! There will come an hour again  infallibly  when the Turks will seek to blot out the last vestige of Armenia. If I hide faithfully, and watch well, by that time I shall be a legend among my people, and when I appear again in their desperation they will trust me.

Will met Glorias eyes in silence for a moment.

Ive a mind to stay with you, Kagig, and lend a hand, he said at last.

Nay, nay, effendi!

We can attach ourselves to some mission station, and be lots of use,
Gloria agreed.

Use? said Kagig, cracking his fingers. The missions have done good work, but you can be of much more use  you two. You have each other. Go back to the blessed land you come from, and be happy together. But pay the price of happiness! You have seen. Go back and tell!

Tell about Armenian atrocities? said Will. Why, man alive, the papers are full of them at regular intervals!

Kagig made a gesture of impatience.

Aye! All about what the Turks have done to us, and how much about us ourselves? America believes that when a Turk merely frowns the Armenian lies down and holds his belly ready for the knife! Who would care to help such miserable-minded men and women? But you have seen otherwise. You know the truth. You have seen that Armenia is undermined by mutual suspicion cunningly implanted by the Turk. You have also seen how we rally around one man or a handful whom we know we dare trust!

True enough! said Will. Ive wondered at it.

Then go and tell America, Kagig almost snarled with blazing eyes, to come and help us! To give us a handful of armed men to rally round! Tell them we are men and women, not calves for the shambles! Tell them to reach us out but one finger of one hand for half a dozen years, and watch us grow into a nation! Preach it from the house-tops! Teach it! Tell it to the sportmen of America that all we need is a handful to rally round, and we will all be sportmen too! Go and tell them  tell them!

You bet we will! said Gloria.

Then go! said Kagig. Go by way of Persia, lest the Turks find ways of stopping up your mouths. Monty has died to help us. I live that I may help. You go and tell the sportmen all. Tell them we show good sport in Zeitoon  in Armenia! God go with you all, effendim!


GUNS OF THE GODS
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Old Troy reaped rue in the womb of years
For stolen Helens sake;
Till tenfold retribution rears
Its wreck on embers slaked with tears
That mended no heart-ache.
The wail of the women sold as slaves
Lest Troy breed sons again
Dreed oer a desert of nameless graves,
The heaps and the hills that are Trojan graves
Deep-runneled by the rain.

But Troy lives on. Though Helens rape
And ten-year hold were vain;
Though jealous gods with men conspire
And Furies blast the Grecian fire;
Yet Troy must rise again.
Troys daughters were a spoil and sport,
Were limbs for a labor gang,
Who crooned by foreign loom and mill
Of Trojan loves they cherished still,
Till Homer heard, and sang,

They told, by the fire when feasters roared
And minstrels waited turns,
Of the might of the men that Troy adored,
Of the valor in vain of the Trojan sword,
With the love that slakeless burns,
That caught and blazed in the minstrel mind
Or ever the age of pen.
So maids and a minstrel rebuilt Troy,
Out of the ashes they rebuilt Troy
To live in the hearts of men.

Yasmini

Set down my thoughts not yours if the tale is to be worth the pesa.

The why and wherefore of my privilege to write a true account of the Princess Yasminis early youth is a story in itself too long to tell here; but it came about through no peculiar wisdom. I fell in a sort of way in love with her, and that led to opportunity.

She never made any secret of the scorn with which she regards those who singe wings at her flame. Rather she boasts of it with limit-overreaching epithets. Her respect is reserved for those rare men and women who can meet her in unfair fight and, if not defeat her, then come close to it. She asks no concessions on account of sex. Mens passions are but weapons forged for her necessity; and as for genuine love-affairs, like Cleopatra, she had but two, and the second ended in disaster to herself. This tale is of the first one that succeeded, although fraught with discontent for certain others.

The second affair came close to whelming thrones, and I wrote of that in another book with an understanding due, as I have said, to opportunity, and with a measure of respect that pleased her.

She is habitually prompt and generous with her rewards, if far-seeing in bestowal of them. So, during the days of her short political eclipse that followed in a palace that had housed a hundred kings, I saw her almost daily in a room  her holy of holies  where the gods of ancient India were depicted in three primal colors working miracles all over the walls and where, if governments had only known it, she was already again devising plans to set the world on fire.

There, amid an atmosphere of Indian scents and cigarette smoke, she talked and I made endless notes, while now and then, when she was meditative, her maids sang to an accompaniment of rather melancholy wooden flutes. But whenever I showed a tendency to muse she grew indignant.

Of what mud are you building castles now? Set down my thoughts not yours, she insisted, if your tale is to be worth the pesa.

By that she referred to the custom of all Eastern story-tellers to stop at the exciting moment and take up a collection of the countrys smallest copper coins before finishing the tale. But the reference was double-edged. A penny for my thoughts, a penny for the Wests interpretation of the East was what she had in mind.

Nevertheless, as it is to the West that the story must appeal it has seemed wiser to remove it from her lips and so transpose that, though it loses in lore unfortunately, it does gain something of directness and simplicity. Her satire, and most of her metaphor if always set down as she phrased it, would scandalize as well as puzzle Western ears.

This tale is of her youth, but Yasminis years have not yet done more than ripen her. In a land where most women shrivel into early age she continues, somewhere perhaps a little after thirty, in the bloom of health and loveliness, younger in looks and energy than many a Western girl of twenty-five. For she is of the East and West, very terribly endowed with all the charms of either and the brains of both.

Her quick wit can detect or invent mercurial Asian subterfuge as swiftly as appraise the rather glacial drift of Western thought; and the wisdom of both East and West combines in her to teach a very nearly total incredulity in human virtue. Western morals she regards as humbug, neither more nor less.

In virtue itself she believes, as astronomers for example believe in the precession of the equinox; but that the rank and file of human beings, and especially learned human beings, have attained to the very vaguest understanding of it she scornfully disbelieves. And with a frankness simply Gallic in its freedom from those thought-conventions with which so many people like to deceive themselves she deals with human nature on what she considers are its merits. The result is sometimes very disconcerting to the pompous and all the rest of the host of self-deceived, but usually amusing to herself and often profitable to her friends.

Her ancestry is worth considering, since to that she doubtless owes a good proportion of her beauty and ability. On her fathers side she is Rajput, tracing her lineage so far back that it becomes lost at last in fabulous legends of the Moon (who is masculine, by the way, in Indian mythology). All of the great families of Rajputana are her kin, and all the chivalry and derring-do of that royal land of heroines and heroes is part of her conscious heritage.

Her mother was Russian. On that side, too, she can claim blood royal, not devoid of at least a trace of Scandinavian, betrayed by glittering golden hair and eyes that are sometimes the color of sky seen over Himalayan peaks, sometimes of the deep lake water in the valleys. But very often her eyes seem so full of fire and their color is so baffling that a legend has gained currency to the effect that she can change their hue at will.

How a Russian princess came to marry a Rajput king is easier to understand if one recalls the sinister designs of Russian statecraft in the days when India and warm sea-water was the great objective. The oldest, and surely the easiest, means of a perplexed diplomacy has been to send a woman to undermine the policy of courts or steal the very consciences of kings. Delilah is a case in point. And in India, where the veil and the rustling curtain and religion hide womans hand without in the least suppressing her, that was a plan too easy of contrivance to be overlooked.

In those days there was a prince in Moscow whose public conduct so embittered his young wife, and so notoriously, that when he was found one morning murdered in his bed suspicion rested upon her. She was tried in secret, as the custom was, found guilty and condemned to death. Then, on the strength of influence too strong for the czar, the sentence was commuted to the far more cruel one of life imprisonment in the Siberian mines. While she awaited the dreaded march across Asia in chains a certain proposal was made to the Princess Sonia Omanoff, and no one who knew anything about it wondered that she accepted without much hesitation.

Less than a month after her arrest she was already in Paris, squandering paper rubles in the fashionable shops. And at the Russian Embassy in Paris she made the acquaintance of the very first of the smaller Indian potentates who made the grand tour. Traveling abroad has since become rather fashionable, and is even encouraged by the British-Indian Government because there is no longer any plausible means of preventing it; but Maharajah Bubru Singh was a pioneer, who dared greatly, and had his way even against the objections of a high commissioner. In addition he had had to defy the Brahman priests who, all unwilling, are the strong supports of alien overrule; for they are armed with the iron-fanged laws of caste that forbid crossing the sea, among innumerable other things.

Perhaps there was a hint of moral bravery behind the warrior eyes that was enough in itself and she really fell in love at first sight, as men said. But the secret police of Russia were at her elbow, too, hinting that only one course could save her from extradition and Siberian mines. At any rate she listened to the Rajahs wooing; and the knowledge that he had a wife at home already, a little past her prime perhaps and therefore handicapped in case of rivalry, but never-the-less a prior wife, seems to have given her no pause. The fact that the first wife was childless doubtless influenced Bubru Singh.

They even say she was so far beside herself with love for him that she would have been satisfied with the Gandharva marriage ceremony sung by so many Rajput poets, that amounts to little more than going off alone together. But the Russian diplomatic scheme included provision for the maharajah of a wife so irrevocably wedded that the British would not be able to refuse her recognition. So they were married in the presence of seven witnesses in the Russian Embassy, as the records testify.

After that, whatever its suspicions, the British Government had to admit her into Rajputana. And what politics she might have played, whether the Russian gray-coat armies might have encroached into those historic hills on the strength of her intriguing, or whether she would have seized the first opportunity to avenge herself by playing Russia false,  are matters known only to the gods of unaccomplished things. For Bubru Singh, her maharajah, died of an accident very shortly after the birth of their child Yasmini.

Now law is law, and Sonia Omanoff, then legally the Princess Sonia Singh, had appealed from the first to Indian law and custom, so that the British might have felt justified in leaving her and her infant daughter to its most untender mercies. Then she would have been utterly under the heel of the succeeding prince, a nephew of her husband, unenamored of foreigners and avowedly determined to enforce on his uncles widow the Indian custom of seclusion.

But the British took the charitable view, that covering a multitude of sins. It was not bad policy to convert the erstwhile Sonia Omanoff from secret enemy to grateful friend, and the feat was easy.

The new maharajah, Gungadhura Singh, was prevailed on to assign an ancient palace for the Russian widows use; and there, almost within sight of the royal seraglio from which she had been ousted, Yasmini had her bringing up, regaled by her mother with tales of Western outrage and ambition, and well schooled in all that pertained to her Eastern heritage by the thousand-and-one intriguers whose delight and livelihood it is to fish the troubled waters of the courts of minor kings.

All these things Yasmini told me in that scented chamber of another palace, in which a wrathful government secluded her in later years for its own peace as it thought, but for her own recuperation as it happened. She told me many other things besides that have some little bearing on this story but that, if all related, would crowd the book too full. The real gist of them is that she grew to love India with all her heart and India repaid her for it after its own fashion, which is manyfold and marvelous.

There is no fairer land on earth than that far northern slice of Rajputana, nor a people more endowed with legend and the consciousness of ancestry. They have a saying that every Rajput is a kings son, and every Rajputni worthy to be married to an emperor. It was in that atmosphere that Yasmini learned she must either use her wits or be outwitted, and women begin young to assert their genius in the East. But she outstripped precocity and, being Western too, rode rough-shod on convention when it suited her, reserving her concessions to it solely for occasions when those matched the hand she held. All her life she has had to play in a ruthless game, but the trump that she has learned to lead oftenest is unexpectedness. And now to the story.


Chapter One

Royal Rajasthan

There is a land where no resounding street
With babel of electric-garish night
And whir of endless wheels has put to flight
The liberty of leisure. Sandaled feet
And naked soles that feel the friendly dust
Go easily along the never measured miles.
A land at which the patron tourist smiles
Because of gods in whom those people trust
(He boasting One and trusting not at all);
A land where lightning is the lovers boon,
And honey oozing from an amber moon
Illumines footing on forbidden wall;
Where, stead of pursy jewelers display,
Parading peacocks brave the passer-by,
And swans like angels in an azure sky
Wing swift and silent on unchallenged way.
No land of fable! Of the Hills I sing,
Whose royal women tread with conscious grace
The peace-filled gardens of a warrior race,
Each maiden fit for wedlock with a king,
And every Rajput son so royal born
And conscious of his age-long heritage
He looks askance at Burkes becrested page
And wonders at the new-ennobled scorn.
I sing (for this is earth) of hate and guile,
Of tyranny and trick and broken pledge,
Of sudden weapons, and the thrice-keen edge
Of womans wit, the sting in womans smile,
But also of the heaven-fathomed glow,
The sweetness and the charm and dear delight
Of loyal woman, humorous and right,
Pure-purposed as the bosom of the snow.

No tale, then, this of motors, but of men
With camels fleeter than the desert wind,
Who come and go. So leave the West behind,
And, at the magic summons of the pen
Forgetting new contentions if you will,
Take wings, take silent wings of time untied,
And see, with Fellow-friendship for your guide,
A little how the East goes wooing still.

Gold is where you find it.

Dawn at the commencement of hot weather in the hills if not the loveliest of Indias wealth of wonders (for there is the moon by night) is fair preparation for whatever cares to follow. There is a musical silence cut of which the first voices of the day have birth; and a half-light holding in its opalescence all the colors that the day shall use; a freshness and serenity to hint what might be if the sons of men were wise enough; and beauty unbelievable. The fortunate sleep on roofs or on verandas, to be ready for the sweet cool wind that moves in advance of the rising sun, caused, as some say, by the wing-beats of departing spirits of the night.

So that in that respect the mangy jackals, the monkeys, and the chandala (who are the lowest human caste of all and quite untouchable by the other people the creator made) are most to be envied; for there is no stuffy screen, and small convention, between them and enjoyment of the blessed air.

Next in order of defilement to the sweepers,  or, as some particularly righteous folk with inside reservations on the road to Heaven firmly insist, even beneath the sweepers, and possibly beneath the jackals  come the English, looking boldly on whatever their eyes desire and tasting out of curiosity the fruit of more than one forbidden tree, but obsessed by an amazing if perverted sense of duty. They rule the land, largely by what they idolize as luck, which consists of tolerance for things they do not understand. Understanding one another rather well, they are more merciless to their own offenders than is Brahman to chandala, for they will hardly let them live. But they are a people of destiny, and India has prospered under them.

In among the English something after the fashion of grace notes in the bars of music  enlivening, if sharp at times  come occasional Americans, turning up in unexpected places for unusual reasons, and remaining  because it is no mans business to interfere with them. Unlike the English, who approach all quarters through official doors and never trespass without authority, the Americans have an embarrassing way of choosing their own time and step, taking officialdom, so to speak, in flank. It is to the credit of the English that they overlook intrusion that they would punish fiercely if committed by unauthorized folk from home.

So when the Blaines, husband and wife, came to Sialpore in Rajputana without as much as one written introduction, nobody snubbed them. And when, by dint of nothing less than nerve nor more than ability to recognize their opportunity, they acquired the lease of the only vacant covetable house nobody was very jealous, especially when the Blaines proved hospitable.

It was a sweet little nest of a house with a cool stone roof, set in a rather large garden of its own on the shoulder of the steep hill that overlooks the city. A political dependent of Yasminis father had built it as a haven for his favorite paramour when jealousy in his seraglio had made peace at home impossible. Being connected with the Treasury in some way, and suitably dishonest, he had been able to make a luxurious pleasaunce of it; and he had taste.

But when Yasminis father died and his nephew Gungadhura succeeded him as maharajah he made a clean sweep of the old pension and employment list in order to enrich new friends, so the little nest on the hill became deserted. Its owner went into exile in a neighboring state and died there out of reach of the incoming politician who naturally wanted to begin business by exposing the scandalous remissness of his predecessor. The house was acquired on a falling market by a money-lender, who eventually leased it to the Blaines on an eighty per cent. basis  a price that satisfied them entirely until they learned later about local proportion.

The front veranda faced due east, raised above the garden by an eight-foot wall, an ideal place for sleep because of the unfailing morning breeze. The beds were set there side by side each evening, and Mrs. Blaine  a full ten years younger than her husband  formed a habit of rising in the dark and standing in her night-dress, with bare feet on the utmost edge of the top stone step, to watch for the miracle of morning. She was fabulously pretty like that, with her hair blowing and her young figure outlined through the linen; and she was sometimes unobserved.

The garden wall, a hundred feet beyond, was of rock, two-and-a-half men high, as they measure the unleapable in that distrustful land; but the Blaines, hailing from a country where a neighbors dog and chickens have the run of twenty lawns, seldom took the trouble to lock the little, arched, iron-studded door through which the former owner had come and gone unobserved. The use of an open door is hardly trespass under the law of any land; and dawn is an excellent time for the impecunious who take thought of the lily how it grows in order to outdo Solomon.

When a house changes hands in Rajputana there pass with it, as well as the rats and cobras and the mongoose, those beggars who were wont to plague the former owner. That is a custom so based on ancient logic that the English, who appreciate conservatism, have not even tried to alter it.

So when a cracked voice broke the early stillness out of shadow where the garden wall shut off the nearer view, Theresa Blaine paid small attention to it.

Memsahib! Protectress of the poor!

She continued watching the mystery of coming light. The ancient citys domed and pointed roofs already glistened with pale gold, and a pearly mist wreathed the crowded quarter of the merchants. Beyond that the river, not more than fifty yards wide, flowed like molten sapphire between unseen banks. As the pale stars died, thin rays of liquid silver touched the surface of a lake to westward, seen through a rift between purple hills. The green of irrigation beyond the river to eastward shone like square-cut emeralds, and southward the desert took to itself all imaginable hues at once.

Colorado! she said then. And Arizona! And Southern California!
And something added that I cant just place!

Sins added by the scow-load! growled her husband from the farther bed.
Come back, Tess, and put some clothes on!

She turned her head to smile, but did not move away. Hearing the mans voice, the owners of other voices piped up at once from the shadow, all together, croaking out of tune:

Bhig mangi shahebi! Bhig mangi shahebi! (Alms! Alms!)

I can see wild swans, said Theresa. Come and look  five  six  seven of them, flying northward, oh, ever so high up!

Put some clothes on, Tess!

Im plenty warm.

Maybe. But theres some skate looking at you from the garden. Whats the matter with your kimono?

However the dawn wind was delicious, and the night-gown more decent than some of the affairs they label frocks. Besides, the East is used to more or less nakedness and thinks no evil of it, as women learn quicker than men.

All right  in a minute.

Ill bet theres a speculator charging em admission at the gate, grumbled
Dick Blaine, coming to stand beside her in pajamas. Sure youre right,
Tess; those are swans, and thats a dawn worth seeing.

He had the deep voice that the East attributes to manliness, and the muscular mold that never came of armchair criticism. She looked like a child beside him, though he was agile, athletic, wiry, not enormous.

Sahib! resumed the voices. Sahib! Protector of the poor! They whined out of darkness still, but the shadow was shortening.

Better feed em, Tess. A mans starved down mighty near the knuckle if hell wake up this early to beg.

Nonsense. Those are three regular bums who look on us as their preserve. They enjoy the morning as much as we do. Beggings their way of telling people howdy.

Somebody pays them to come, he grumbled, helping her into a pale blue kimono.

Tess laughed. Sure! But it pays us too. They keep other bums away.
I talk to them sometimes.

In English?

I dont think they know any. Im learning their language.

It was his turn to laugh. I knew a man once who learned the gipsy bolo on a bet. Before hed half got it you couldnt shoo tramps off his door-step with a gun. After a time he grew to like it  flattered him, I suppose, but decent folk forgot to ask him to their corn-roasts. Careful, Tess, or Sialporell drop us from its dinner lists.

Dont you believe it! Theyre crazy to learn American from me, and to hear your cowpuncher talk. Were social lions. I think they like us as much as we like them. Dont make that face, Dick, one maverick isnt a whole herd, and you cant afford to quarrel with the commissioner.

He chose to change the subject.

What are your bums names? he asked.

Funny names. Bimbu, Umra and Pinga. Now you can see them, look, the shadows gone. Bimbu is the one with no front teeth, Umra has only one eye, and Pinga winks automatically. Wait till you see Pinga smile. Its diagonal instead of horizontal. Must have hurt his mouth in an accident.

Probably he and Bimbu fought and found the biting tough. Speaking of dogs, strikes me we ought to keep a good big fierce one, be added suggestively.

No, no, Dick; theres no danger. Besides, theres Chamu.

The bums could make short work of that parasite.

Im safe enough. Tom Tripe usually looks in at least once a day when youre gone.

Toms a good fellow, but once a day  . A hundred things might happen.
Id better speak to Tom Tripe about those three bums  hell shift them!

Dont, Dick! I tell you they keep others away. Look, here comes Chamu with the chota hazri.

Clad in an enormous turban and clean white linen from head to foot, a stout Hindu appeared, superintending a tall meek underling who carried the customary little breakfast of the country  fruit, biscuits and the inevitable tea that haunts all British byways. As soon as the underling had spread a cloth and arranged the cups and plates Chamu nudged him into the background and stood to receive praise undivided. The salaams done with and his own dismissal achieved with proper dignity, Chamu drove the hamal away in front of him, and cuffed him the minute they were out of sight. There was a noise of repeated blows from around the corner.

A big dog might serve better after all, mused Tess. Chamu beats the servants, and takes commissions, even from the beggars.

How do you know?

They told me.

Um, Bing and Ping would better keep away. Theres no obligation to camp here.

Only, if we fired Chamu I suppose the maharajah would be offended.
He made such a great point of sending us a faithful servant.

True. Gungadhura Singh is a suspicious rajah. He suspects me anyway.
I screwed better terms out of him than the miller got from Bob White,
and now whenever he sees me off the job he suspects me of chicanery.
If we fired Chamu hed think Id found the gold and was trying to hide it.
Say, if I dont find gold in his blamed hills eventually  !

Youll find it, Dick. You never failed at anything you really set your heart on.
With your experience

Experience doesnt count for much, he answered, blowing at his tea to cool it. Its not like coal or manganese. Gold is where you find it. There are no rules.

Finding its your trade. Go ahead.

Im not afraid of that. What eats me, he said, standing up and looking down at her, is what Ive heard about their passion for revenge. Every one has the same story. If you disappoint them, gee whiz, look out! Poisoning your wifes a sample of what theyll do. Its crossed my mind a score of times, little girl, that you ought to go back to the States and wait there till Im through

She stood on tiptoe and kissed him.

Isnt that just like a man!

All the same

Go in, Dick, and get dressed, or the sun will be too high before you get the gang started.

She took his arm and they went into the house together. Twenty minutes later he rode away on his pony, looking if possible even more of an athlete than in his pajamas, for there was an added suggestion of accomplishment in the rolled-up sleeves and scarred boots laced to the knee. Their leave-taking was a purely American episode, mixed of comradeship, affection and just plain foolishness, witnessed by more wondering, patient Indian eyes than they suspected. Every move that either of them made was always watched.

As a matter of fact Chamus attention was almost entirely taken up just then by the crows, iniquitous black humorists that took advantage of turned backs (for Tess walked beside the pony to the gate) to rifle the remains of chota hazri, one of them flying off with a spoon since the rest had all the edibles. Chamu threw a cushion at the spoon-thief and called him Balibuk, which means eater of the temple offerings, and is an insult beyond price.

Thats the habit of crows, he explained indignantly to Tess as she returned, laughing, to the veranda, picking up the cushion on her way. They are without shame. Garud, who is king of all the birds, should turn them into fish; then they could swim in water and be caught with hooks. But first Blaine sahib should shoot them with a shotgun.

Having offered that wise solution of the problem Chamu stood with fat hands folded on his stomach.

The crows steal less than some people, Tess answered pointedly.

He preferred to ignore the remark.

Or there might be poison added to some food, and the food left for them to see, he suggested, whereat she astonished him, American women being even more incomprehensible than their English cousins.

If you talk to me about poison Ill send you back to Gungadhura in disgrace. Take away the breakfast things at once.

That is the hamals business, he retorted pompously. The maharajah sahib is knowing me for most excellent butler. He himself has given me already very high recommendation. Will he permit opinions of other people to contradict him?

The words opinions of women had trembled on his lips but intuition saved that day. It flashed across even his obscene mentality that he might suggest once too often contempt for Western folk who worked for Eastern potentates. It was true he regarded the difference between a contract and direct employment as merely a question of degree, and a quibble in any case, and he felt pretty sure that the Blaines would not risk the maharajahs unchancy friendship by dismissing himself; but he suspected there were limits. He could not imagine why, but he had noticed that insolence to Blaine himself was fairly safe, Blaine being super-humanly indifferent as long as Mrs. Blaine was shown respect, even exceeding the English in the absurd length to which he carried it. It was a mad world in Chamus opinion. He went and fetched the hamal, who slunk through his task with the air of a condemned felon. Tess smiled at the man for encouragement, but Chamus instant jealousy was so obvious that she regretted the mistake.

Now call up the beggars and feed them, she ordered.

Feed them? They will not eat. It is contrary to caste.

Nonsense. They have no caste. Bring bread and feed them.

There is no bread of the sort they will eat.

I know exactly what you mean. If I give them bread theres no profit for you  theyll eat it all; but if I give them money youll exact a commission from them of one pesa in five. Isnt that so? Go and bring the bread.

He decided to turn the set-back into at any rate a minor victory and went in person to the kitchen for chupatties such as the servants ate. Then, returning to the top of the steps he intimated that the earth-defilers might draw near and receive largesse, contriving the impression that it was by his sole favor the concession was obtained. Two of them came promptly and waited at the foot of the steps, smirking and changing attitudes to draw attention to their rags. Chamu tossed the bread to them with expressions of disgust. If they had cared to pretend they were holy men he would have been respectful, in degree at least, but these were professionals so hardened that they dared ignore the religious apology, which implies throughout the length and breadth of India the right to beg from place to place. These were not even true vagabonds, but rogues contented with one victim in one place as long as benevolence should last.

Where is the third one? Tess demanded. Where is Pinga?

They professed not to know, but she had seen all three squatting together close to the little gate five minutes before. She ordered Chamu to go and find the missing man and he waddled off, grumbling. At the end of five minutes he returned without him.

One comes on horseback, he announced, who gave the third beggar money, so that he now waits outside.

What for?

Who knows? Perhaps to keep watch.

To watch for what?

Who knows?

Who is it on horseback? A caller? Some one coming for breakfast?
Youd better hurry.

The call at breakfast-time is one of the pleasantest informalities of life in India. It might even be the commissioner. Tess ran to make one of those swift changes of costume with which some women have the gift of gracing every opportunity. Chamu waddled down the steps to await with due formality, the individual, in no way resembling a British commissioner, who was leisurely dismounting at the wide gate fifty yards to the southward of that little one the beggars used.

He was a Rajput of Rajputs, thin-wristed, thin-ankled, lean, astonishingly handsome in a high-bred Northern way, and possessed of that air of utter self-assuredness devoid of arrogance which people seem able to learn only by being born to it. His fine features were set off by a turban of rose-pink silk, and the only fault discoverable as he strode up the path between the shrubs was that his riding-boots seemed too tight across the instep. There was not a vestige of hair on his face. He was certainly less than twenty, perhaps seventeen years old, or even younger. Ages are hard to guess in that land.

Tess was back on the veranda in time to receive him, with different shoes and stockings, and another ribbon in her hair; few men would have noticed the change at all, although agreeably conscious of the daintiness. The Rajput seemed unable to look away from her but ignoring Chamu, as he came up the steps, appraised her inch by inch from the white shoes upward until as he reached the top their eyes met. Chamu followed him fussily.

Tess could not remember ever having seen such eyes. They were baffling by their quality of brilliance, unlike the usual slumbrous Eastern orbs that puzzle chiefly by refusal to express emotion. The Rajput bowed and said nothing, so Tess offered him a chair, which Chamu drew up more fussily than ever.

Have you had breakfast? she asked, taking the conscious risk. Strangers of alien race are not invariably good guests, however good-looking, especially when ones husband is somewhere out of call. She looked and felt nearly as young as this man, and had already experienced overtures from more than one young prince who supposed he was doing her an honor. Used to closely guarded womens quarters, the East wastes little time on wooing when the barriers are passed or down. But she felt irresistibly curious, and after all there was Chamu.

Thanks, I took breakfast before dawn.

The Rajput accepted the proffered chair without acknowledging the butlers existence. Tess passed him the big silver cigarette box.

Then let me offer you a drink.

He declined both drink and cigarette and there was a minutes silence during which she began to grow uncomfortable.

I was riding after breakfast  up there on the hill where you see that overhanging rock, when I caught sight of you here on the veranda. You, too, were watching the dawn  beautiful! I love the dawn. So I thought I would come and get to know you. People who love the same thing, you know, are not exactly strangers.

Almost, if not quite for the first time Tess grew very grateful for Chamu, who was still hovering at hand.

If my husband had known, he would have stayed to receive you.

Oh, no! I took good care for that! I continued my ride until after I knew he had gone for the day.

Things dawn on your understanding in the East one by one, as the stars come out at night, until in the end there is such a bewildering number of points of light that people talk about the incomprehensible East. Tess saw light suddenly.

Do you mean that those three beggars are your spies?

The Rajput nodded. Then his bright eyes detected the instant resolution that Tess formed.

But you must not be afraid of them. They will be very useful  often.

How?

The visitor made a gesture that drew attention to Chamu.

Your butler knows English. Do you know Russian?

Not a word.

French?

Very little.

If we were alone

Tess decided to face the situation boldly. She came from a free land, and part of her heritage was to dare meet any man face to face; but intuition combined with curiosity to give her confidence.

Chamu, you may go.

The butler waddled out of sight, but the Rajput waited until the sound of his retreating footsteps died away somewhere near the kitchen. Then:

You feel afraid of me? he asked.

Not at all. Why should I? Why do you wish to see me alone?

I have decided you are to be my friend. Are you not pleased?

But I dont know anything about you. Suppose you tell me who you are and tell me why you use beggars to spy on my husband.

Those who have great plans make powerful enemies, and fight against odds. I make friends where I can, and instruments even of my enemies. You are to be my friend.

You look very young to

Suddenly Tess saw light again, and the discovery caused her pupils to contract a little and then dilate. The Rajput noticed it, and laughed. Then, leaning forward:

How did vou know I am a woman? Tell me. I must know. I shall study to act better.

Tess leaned back entirely at her ease at last and looked up at the sky, rather reveling in relief and in the fun of turning the tables.

Please tell me! I must know!

Oh, one thing and another. It isnt easy to explain. For one thing, your insteps.

I will get other boots. What else? I make no lap. I hold my hands as a man does. Is my voice too high  too excitable?

No. There are men with voices like yours. Theres a long golden hair on your shoulder that might, of course, belong to some one else, but your ears are pierced

So are many mens.

And you have blue eyes, and long fair lashes. Ive seen occasional
Rajput men with blue eyes, too, but your teeth  much too perfect for a man.

For a young man?

Perhaps not. But add one thing to another

There is something else. Tell me!

You remember when you called attention to the butler before I dismissed him? No man could do that. Youre a woman and you can dance.

So it is my shoulders? I will study again before the mirror. Yes, I can dance. Soon you shall see me. You shall see all the most wonderful things in Rajputana.

But tell me about yourself, Tess insisted, offering the cigarettes again.
And this time her guest accepted one.

My mother was the Russian wife of Bubru Singh, who had no son. I am the rightful maharanee of Sialpore, only those fools of English put my fathers nephew on the throne, saying a woman can not reign. They are no wiser than apes! They have given Sialpore to Gungadhura who is a pig and loathes them instead of to a woman who would only laugh at them, and the brute is raising a litter of little pigs, so that even if he and his progeny were poisoned one by one, there would always be a brat left  he has so many!

And you?

First you must promise silence.

Very well.

Woman to woman!

Yes.

Womb to womb  heart to heart  ?

On my word of honor. But I promise nothing else, remember!

So speaks one whose promises are given truly! We are already friends.
I will tell you all that is in my heart now.

Tell me your name first.

She was about to answer when interruption came from the direction of the gate. There was a restless horse there, and a rider using resonant strong language.

Tom Tripe! said Tess. Hes earlier than usual.

The Rajputni smiled. Chamu appeared through the door behind them with suspicious suddenness and waddled to the gate, watched by a pair of blue eyes that should have burned holes in his back and would certainly have robbed him of all comfort had he been aware of them.


Chapter Two

Thaw on Olympus

Bright spurs that add their roweled row
To clanking sabers pride;
Fierce eyes beneath a beetling brow;
More license than the rules allow;
A military stride;
Years use of arbitrary will
And right to make or break;
Obedience of men who drill
And willy nilly foot the bill
For authorized mistake;
The comfort of the self-esteem
Deputed power brings  
Are fickler than the shadows seem
Less fruitful than the lotus-dream,
And all of them have wings
When blue eyes, laughing in your own,
Make mockery of rules!

And when those fustian shams have flown
The wise their new allegiance own,
Leaving dead form to fools!

Friendships friendship and respects respect, but dutys what Im paid to do!

The man at the gate dallied to look at his horses fetlocks. Tesss strange guest seemed in no hurry either, but her movements were as swift as knitting-needles. She produced a fountain pen, and of all unexpected things, a Bank of India note for one thousand rupees  a new one, crisp and clean. Tess did not see the signature she scrawled across its back in Persian characters, and the pen was returned to an inner pocket and the note, folded four times, was palmed in the subtle hand long before Tom Tripe came striding up the path with jingling spurs.

Morning, maam,  morning! Dont let me intrude. Id a little accident, and took a liberty. My horse cut his fetlock  nothing serious  and I set your two saises (grooms) to work on it with a sponge and water. Twenty minutes  will see it right as a trivet. Then Im off again  Ive a job of work.

He stood with back to the sun and hands on his hips, looking up at Tess  a man of fifty  a soldier of another generation, in a white uniform something like a British sergeant-majors of the days before the Mutiny. His mutton-chop whiskers, dyed dark-brown, were military mid-Victorian, as were the huge brass spurs that jingled on black riding-boots. A great-chested, heavy-weight athletic man, a few years past his prime.

Come up, Tom. Youre always welcome.

Ah! His spurs rang on the stone steps, and, since Tess was standing close to the veranda rail, he turned to face her at the top. Saluting with martinet precision before removing his helmet, he did not get a clear view of the Rajputni. As Ive said many times, maam, the one house in the world where Tom Tripe may sit down with princes and commissioners.

Have you had breakfast?

He made a wry face.

The old story, Tom?

The old story, maam. A hair of the dog that bit me is all the breakfast
I could swallow.

I suppose if I dont give you one now youll have two later?

He nodded. I must. One now would put me just to rights and Id eat at noon. Times when Im savage with myself, and wait, I have to have two or three before I can stomach lunch.

She offered him a basket chair and beckoned Chamu.

Brandy and soda for the sahib.

Thank you, maam! said the soldier piously.

Wheres your dog, Tom?

Behaving himself, I hope, maam, out there in the sun by the gate.

Call him. He shall have a bone on the veranda. I want him to feel as friendly here as you do.

Tom whistled shrilly and an ash-hued creature, part Great Dane and certainly part Rampore, came up the path like a catapulted phantom, making hardly any sound. He stopped at the foot of the steps and gazed inquiringly at his masters face.

You may come up.

He was an extraordinary animal, enormous, big-jowled, scarred, ungainly and apparently aware of it. He paused again on the top step.

Show your manners.

The beast walked toward Tess, sniffed at her, wagged his stern exactly once and retired to the other end of the veranda, where Chamu, hurrying with brandy gave him the widest possible berth. Tess looked the other way while Tom Tripe helped himself to a lot of brandy and a little soda.

Now get a big bone for the dog, she ordered.

There is none, the butler answered.

Bring the leg-of-mutton bone of yesterday.

That is for soup today.

Bring it!

Chamu was standing between Tom Tripe and the Rajputni, with his back to the latter; so nobody saw the hand that slipped something into the ample folds of his sash. He departed muttering by way of the steps and the garden, and the dog growled acknowledgment of the compliment.

Tesss Rajput guest continued to say nothing; but made no move to go. Introduction was inevitable, for it was the first rule of that house that all ranks met there on equal terms, whatever their relations elsewhere. Tom Tripe had finished wiping his mustache, and Tess was still wondering just how to manage without betraying the sex of the other or the fact that she herself did not yet know her visitors name, when Chamu returned with the bone. He threw it to the dog from a safe distance, and was sniffed at scornfully for his pains.

Wont he take it? asked Tess.

Not from a black man. Bring it here, you!

The great brute, with a sidewise growl and glare at the butler that made him sweat with fright, picked up the bone and, at a sign from his master, laid it at the feet of Tess.

Show your manners!

Once more he waved his stern exactly once.

Give it to him, maam.

Tess touched the bone with her foot, and the dog took it away, scaring
Chamu along the veranda in front of him.

Why dont you ever call him by name, Tom?

Bad for him, maam. When I say, Here, you! or whistle, he obeys quick as lightning. But if I say, Trotters! which his name is, he knows hes got to do his own thinking, and keeps his distance till hes sure whats wanted. A dogs like an enlisted man, maam; ought to be taught to jump at the word of command and never think for himself until you call him out of the ranks by name. Trotters understands me perfectly.

Speaking of names, said Tess, Id like to introduce you to my guest,
Tom, but Im afraid

You may call me Gunga Singh, said a quiet voice full of amusement, and Tom Tripe started. He turned about in his chair and for the first time looked the third member of the party in the face.

Hoity-toity! Well, Im jiggered! Dash my drink and dinner, its the princess!

He rose and saluted cavalierly, jocularly, yet with a deference one could not doubt, showing tobacco-darkened teeth in a smile of almost paternal indulgence.

So the Princess Yasmini is Gunga Singh this morning, eh? And heres Tom Tripe riding up-hill and down-dale, laming his horse and sweating through a clean tunic  with a threat in his ear and a reward promised that hell never see a smell of  while the princess is smoking cigarettes

In very good company!

In good company, aye; but not out of mischief, Ill be bound! Naughty, naughty! he said, wagging a finger at her. Your ladyshipll get caught one of these days, and where will Tom Tripe be then? Ive got my job to keep, you know. Friendships friendship and respects respect, but dutys what Im paid to do. Heres me, drill-master of the maharajahs troops and a pension coming to me consequent on good behavior, with orders to set a guard over you, miss, and prevent your going and coming without his highness leave. And heres you giving the guard the slip! Somebody tipped his highness off, and I wish youd heard whats going to happen to me unless I find you!

You cant find me, Tom Tripe! Im not Yasmini today; Im Gunga Singh!

Tut-tut, Your Ladyship; that wont do! I swore on my Bible oath to the maharajah that I left you day before yesterday closely guarded in the palace across the river. He felt easy for the first time for a week. Now, because theyre afraid for their skins, the guard all swear by Krishna you were never in there, and that Ive been bribed! How did you get out of the grounds, miss?

Climbed the wall.

I might have remembered youre as active as a cat! Next time Ill mount a double guard on the wall, so theyll tumble off and break their necks if they fall asleep. But there are no boats, for I saw to it, and the bridge is watched. How did you cross the river?

Swam.

At night?

The blue eyes smiled assent.

Missy  Your Ladyship, you mustnt do that. Little ladies that act that way might lose the number of their mess. Theres crockadowndillies in that river  aggilators  what dye call the damp things?  mugger. They snap their jaws on a leg and pull you under! The sweeter and prettier you are the more they like you! Besides, missy, princesses arent supposed to swim; its vulgar.

He contrived to look the very incarnation of offended prudery, and she laughed at him with a voice like a golden bell.

He faced Tess again with a gesture of apology.

Youll pardon me, maam, but dutys duty.

Tess was enjoying the play immensely, shrewdly suspecting Tom Tripe of more complaisance than he chose to admit to his prisoner.

You must treat my house as a sanctuary, Tom. Outside the garden wall orders I suppose are orders. Inside it I insist all guests are free and equal.

The Princess Yasmini slapped her boot with a little riding-switch and laughed delightedly.

There, Tom Tripe! Now what will you do?

Ill have to use persuasion, miss! Tell me how you got into your own palace unseen and out again with a horse without a soul knowing?

Come into my net and get caught, said the hunter; but the leopard is still at large. Teach me your tracks, begged the hunter; but the leopard answered, Learn them!

Hells bells!

Tom Tripe scratched his head and wiped sweat from his collar. The princess was gazing away into the distance, not apparently inclined to take the soldier seriously. Tess, wondering what her guest found interesting on the horizon all of a sudden, herself picked out the third beggars shabby outline on the same high rock from which Yasmini had confessed to watching before dawn.

Will your ladyship ride home with me? asked Tom Tripe.

No.

But why not?

Because the commissioner is coming and there is only one road and he would see me and ask questions. He is stupid enough not to recognize me, but you are too stupid to tell wise lies, and this memsahib is so afraid of an imaginary place called hell that I must stay and do my own

I left off believing in hell when I was ten years old, Tess answered.

I hope to God youre right, maam! put in Tom Tripe piously, and both women laughed.

Then I shall trust you and we shall always understand each other, decided Yasmini. But why will you not tell lies, if there is no hell?

Im afraid Im guilty now and then.

But you are ashamed afterward? Why? Lies are necessary, since people are such fools!

Tom Tripe interrupted, wiping the inside of his tunic collar again with a big bandanna handkerchief.

How do you know the commissioner is coming, Your Ladyship? Phew! Youd better hide! Ill have to answer too many questions as it is. Hed turn you outside in!

There is no hurry, said Yasmini. He will not be here for five minutes and he is a fool in any case. He is walking his horse up-hill.

Tess too had seen the beggar on the rock remove his ragged turban, rewind it, and then leisurely remove himself from sight. The system of signals was pretty obviously simple. The whole intriguing East is simple, if one only has simplicity enough to understand it.

Can your horse be seen from the road? Yasmini asked.

No, miss. The saises are attending to him under the neem-trees at the rear.

Then ask the memsahibs permission to pass through the house and leave by the back way.

Tess, more amused than ever, nodded consent and clapped her hands for Chamu to come and do the honors.

Ill wait here, she said, and welcome the commissioner.

But you, Your Ladyship? Tom Tripe scratched his head in evident confusion. Ive got to account for you, you know.

You havent seen me. You have only seen a man named Gunga Singh.

Thats all very fine, missy, but the butler  that man Chamu  he knows you well enough. Hell get the story to the maharajahs ears.

Leave that to me.

You dassent trust him, miss!

Again came the golden laugh, expressive of the worldly wisdom of a thousand women, and sheer delight in it.

I shall stay here, if the memsahib permits.

Tess nodded again. The commissioner shall sit with me on the veranda,
Tess said. Chamu will show you into the parlor.

(The Blaines had never made the least attempt to leave behind their home-grown names for things. Whoever wanted to in Sialpore might have a drawing-room, but whoever came to that house must sit in a parlor or do the other thing.)

Is it possible the burra-sahib will suppose my horse is yours? Yasmini asked, and again Tess smiled and nodded. She would know what to say to any one who asked impertinent questions.

Yasmini and Tom Tripe followed Chamu into the house just as the commissioners horses nose appeared past the gate-post; and once behind the curtains in the long hall that divided room from room, Tom Tripe called a halt to make a final effort at persuasion.

Now, missy, Your Ladyship, please!

But she had no patience to spare for him.

Quick! Send your dog to guard that door!

Tom Tripe snapped his fingers and made a motion with his right hand. The dog took up position full in the middle of the passage blocking the way to the kitchen and alert for anything at all, but violence preferred. Chamu, all sly smiles and effusiveness until that instant, as one who would like to be thought a confidential co-conspirator, now suddenly realized that his retreat was cut off. No explanation had been offered, but the fact was obvious and conscience made the usual coward of him. He would rather have bearded Tom Tripe than the dog.

Yasmini opened on him in his own language, because there was just a chance that otherwise Tess might overhear through the open window and put two and two together.

Scullion! Dish-breaker! Conveyor of uncleanness! You have a son?

Truly, heavenborn. One son, who grows into a man  the treasure of my old heart.

A gambler!

A young man, heavenborn, who feels his manhood  now and then gay  now and then foolish

A budmash! (Bad rascal.)

Nay, an honest one!

Who borrowed from Mukhum Dass the money-lender, making untrue promises?

Nay, the money was to pay a debt.

A gambling debt, and he lied about it.

Nay, truly, heavenborn, he but promised Mukhum Dass he would repay the sum with interest.

Swearing he would buy with the money, two horses which Mukhum Dass might seize as forfeit after the appointed time!

Otherwise, heavenborn, Mukhum Dass would not have lent the money!

And now Mukhum Dass threatens prison?

Truly, heavenborn. The money-lender is without shame  without mercy  without conscience.

And that is why you  dog of a spying butler set to betray the sahibs salt you eat  man of smiles and welcome words!  stole money from me? Was it to pay the debt of thy gambling brat-born-in-a-stable?

I, heavenborn? I steal from thee? I would rather be beaten!

Thou shalt be beaten, and worse, thou and thy son! Feel in his cummerbund, Tom Tripe! I saw where the money went!

Promptly into the butlers sash behind went fingers used to delving into more unmilitary improprieties than any ten civilians could think of. Tripe produced the thousand-rupee note in less than half a minute and, whether or not he believed it stolen, saw through the plan and laughed.

Is my name on the back of it? Yasmini asked.

Tom Tripe displayed the signature, and Chamus clammy face turned ashen-gray.

And, said Yasmini, fixing Chamu with angry blue eyes, the commissioner sahib is on the veranda! For the reputation of the English he would cause an example to be made of servants who steal from guests in the house of foreigners.

Chamu capitulated utterly, and wept.

What shall I do? What shall I do? he demanded.

In the jail, Yasmini said slowly, you could not spy on my doings, nor report my sayings.

Heavenborn, I am dumb! Only take back the money and I am dumb forever, never seeing or having seen or heard either you or this sahib here! Take back the money!

But Yasmini was not so easily balked of her intention.

Put his thumb-print on it, Tom Tripe, and see that he writes his name.

The trembling Chamu was led into a room where an ink-pot stood open on a desk, and watched narrowly while he made a thumb-mark and scratched a signature. Then:

Take the money and pay thy puppys debt with it. Afterward beat the boy. And see to it, Yasmini advised, that Mukhum Dass gives a receipt, lest he claim the debt a second time!

Speechless between relief, doubt and resentment Chamu hid the banknote in his sash and tried to feign gratitude  a quality omitted from his list of elements when a patient, caste-less mother brought him yelling into the world.

Go!

Tom Tripe made a sign to Trotters, who went and lay down, obviously bored, and Chamu departed backward, bowing repeatedly with both hands raised to his forehead.

And now, Your Ladyship?

Take that eater-of-all-that-is-unnamable, (she meant the dog), and return to the palace.

Your Ladyship, its all my lifes worth!

Tell the maharajah that you have spoken with a certain Gunga Singh, who said that the Princess Yasmini is at the house of the commissioner sahib.

But its not true; theyll

Let the commissioner sahib deny it then! Go!

But, missy

Do as I say, Tom Tripe, and when I am maharanee of Sialpore you shall have double pay  and a troupe of dancing girls  and a dozen horses  and the title of bahadur  and all the brandy you can drink. The sepoys shall furthermore have modern uniforms, and you shall drill them until they fall down dead. I have promised. Go!

With a wag of his head that admitted impotence in the face of womans wiles Tom strode out by the back way, followed at a properly respectful distance by his eater-of-all-that-is-unnamable.

Then the princess walked through the parlor to the deeply cushioned window-seat, outside which the commissioner sat quite alone with Mrs. Blaine, trying to pull strings whose existence is not hinted at in blue books. Yasmini from earliest infancy possessed an uncanny gift of silence, sometimes even when she laughed.


Chapter Three

No Tresspass!

Theres comfort in the purple creed
Of rosary and hood;
Theres promise in the temple gong,
And hope (deferred) when evensong
Foretells a morrows good;
Theres rapture in the royal right
To lay the daily dole
In cash or kind at temple-door,
Since sacrifice must go before
The saving of a soul.
The priests who plot for power now,
Though future glory preach,
Themselves alike the victims fall
Of law that mesmerizes all -
Each subject unto each -
Though all is well if all obey
And all have humble heart,
Nor dare to hold in cursed doubt
Those gems of truth the church lets out;
But wheres the apple-cart,
And wheres the sacred fiction gone,
And whos to have the blame
When any upstart takes a hand
And, scorning what the priests have planned,
Plays Harry with the game?

Give a woman the last word always; but be sure it is a question, which you leave unanswered.

He was a beau ideal commissioner. The native newspaper said so when he first came, having painfully selected the phrase from a Dictionary Of Polite English for Public Purposes edited by a College graduate at present in the Andamans. True, later it had called him an overbearing and insane procrastinator an apostle of absolutism  and, plum of all literary gleanings, since it left so much to the imagination of the native reader, laudator temporis acti. But that the was because he had withdrawn his private subscription prior to suspending the paper sine die under paragraph so-and-so of the Act for Dealing with Sedition; it could not be held to cancel the correct first judgment, any more than the unmeasured early praise had offset later indiscretion. Beau ideal must stand.

It was not his first call at the Blaines house, although somehow or other he never contrived to find Dick Blaine at home. As a bachelor he had no domestic difficulties to pin him down when office work was over for the morning, and, being a man of hardly more than forty, of fine physique, with an astonishing capacity for swift work, he could usual finish in an hour before breakfast what would have kept the routine rank and file of orthodox officials perspiring through the day. That was one reason why he had been sent to Sialpore  men in the higher ranks, with a pension due them after certain years of service, dislike being hurried.

He was a handsome man  too handsome, some said  with a profile l ike a medallion of Mark Antony that lost a little of its strength and poise when he looked straight at you. A commissionership was an apparent rise in the world; but Sialpore has the name of being a departmental cul-de-sac, and they had laughed in the clubs about Irish promotion without exactly naming judge OMally. (Mrs. OMally came from a cathedral city, where distaste for the conventions is forced at high pressure from early infancy.)

But there are no such things as political blind alleys to a man who is a judge of indiscretion, provided he has certain other unusual gifts as well. Sir Roland Samson, K. C. S. I., was not at all a disappointed man, nor even a discouraged one.

Most people were at a disadvantage coming up the path through the Blaines front garden. There was a feeling all the way of being looked down on from the veranda that took ten minutes to recover from in the subsequent warmth of Western hospitality. But Samson had learned long ago that appearance was all in his favor, and he reenforced it with beautiful buff riding-boots that drew attention to firm feet and manly bearing. It did him good to be looked at, and he felt, as a painstaking gentleman should, that the sight did spectators no harm.

All alone? he asked, feeling sure that Mrs. Blaine was pleased to see him, and shifting the chair beside her as he sat down in order to see her face better. Husband in the hills as usual? I must choose a Sunday next time and find him in.

Tess smiled. She was used to the remark. He always made it, but always kept away on Sundays.

There was a party at my house last night, and every one agreed what an acquisition you and your husband are to Sialpore. Youre so refreshing  quite different to what were all used to.

Were enjoying the novelty too  at least, Dick doesnt have much time for enjoyment, but

I suppose he has had vast experience of mining?

Oh, he knows his profession, and works hard. Hell find gold where there is any, said Tess.

You never told me how he came to choose Sialpore as prospecting ground.

Tess recognized the prevarication instantly. Almost the first thing Dick had done after they arrived was to make a full statement of all the circumstances in the commissioners office. However, she was not her husband. There was no harm in repetition.

The maharajahs secretary wrote to a mining college in the States for the name of some one qualified to explore the old workings in these hills. They gave my husbands name among others, and he got in correspondence. Finally, being free at the time, we came out here for the trip, and the maharajah offered terms on the spot that we accepted. That is all.

Samson laughed.

Im afraid not all. A contract with the British Government would be kept.
I wont say a written agreement with Gungadhura is worthless, but

Oh, he has to pay week by week in advance to cover expenses.

Very wise. But how about if you find gold?

We get a percentage.

Every word of that, as Tess knew, the commissioner could have ascertained in a minute from his office files. So she was quite as much on guard as he  quite as alert to discover hidden drifts.

Im afraid therell be complications, he went on with an air of friendly frankness. Perhaps Id better wait until I can see your husband?

If you like, of course. But he and I speak the same language. What you tell me will reach him  anything you say, just as you say it.

Id better be careful then! he answered, smiling. Wise wives dont always tell their husbands everything.

Ive no secrets from mine.

Unusual! he smiled. I might say obsolete! But you Americans with your reputation for divorce and originality are very old-fashioned in some things, arent you?

What did you want me to tell my husband? countered Tess.

I wonder if he understands how complicated conditions are here.
For instance, does your contract stipulate where the gold is to be found?

On the maharajahs territory.

Anywhere within those limits?

So I understand.

Is the kind of gold mentioned?

How many kinds are there?

He gained thirty seconds for reflection by lighting a cigar, and decided to change his ground.

I know nothing of geology, Im afraid. I wonder if your husband knows about the so-called islands? There are patches of British territory, administered directly by us, within the maharajahs boundaries; and little islands of native territory administered by the maharajahs government within the British sphere.

Something like our Indian reservations, I suppose?

Not exactly, but the analogy will do. If your husband were to find gold  of any kind  on one of our islands within the maharajahs territory, his contract with the maharajah would be useless.

Are the boundaries of the islands clearly marked?

Not very. Theyre known, of course, and recorded. Theres an old fort on one of them, garrisoned by a handful of British troops  a constant source of heart-burn, I believe, to Gungadhura. He can see the top of the flag-staff from his palace roof; a predecessor of mine had the pole lengthened, Im told. On the other hand, theres a very pretty little palace over on our side of the river with about a half square mile surrounding it that pertains to the native State. Your husband could dig there, of course. Theres no knowing that it might not pay  if hes looking for more kinds of gold than one.

Tess contrived not to seem aware that she was being pumped.

Dyou mean that there might be alluvial gold down by the river? she asked.

Now, now, Mrs. Blaine! he laughed. You Americans are not so ingenuous as you like to seem! Do you really expect us to believe that your husbands purpose isnt in fact to discover the Sialpore Treasure?

I never heard of it.

I suspect he hasnt told you.

Ill bet with you, if you like, she answered. Our contract against your job that I know every single detail of his terms with Gungadhura!

Well, well,  of course I believe you, Mrs. Blaine. Were not overheard are we?

Not forgetful of the Princess Yasmini hidden somewhere in the house behind her, but unsuspicious yet of that young womans gift for garnering facts, Tess stood up to look through the parlor window. She could see all of the room except the rear part of the window-seat, a little more than a foot of which was shut out of her view by the depth of the wall. A cat, for instance, could have lain there tucked among the cushions perfectly invisible.

None of the servants is in there, she said, and sat down again, nodding in the direction of a gardener. Theres the nearest possible eavesdropper.

Samson had made up his mind. This was not an occasion to be actually indiscreet, but a good chance to pretend to be. He was a judge of those matters.

There have been eighteen rajahs of Sialpore in direct succession father to son, he said, swinging a beautiful buff-leather boot into view by crossing his knee, and looking at her narrowly with the air of a man who unfolds confidences. The first man began accumulating treasure. Every single rajah since has added to it. Each man has confided the secret to his successor and to none else  father to son, you understand. When Bubru Singh, the last man, died he had no son. The secret died with him.

How does anybody know that theres a secret then? demanded Tess.

Everybody knows it! The money was raised by taxes. Minister after minister in turn has had to hand over minted gold to the reigning rajah

And look the other way, I suppose, while the rajah hid the stuff! suggested Tess.

Samson screwed up his face like a man who has taken medicine.

There are dozens of ways in a native state of getting rid of men who know too much.

Even under British overrule?

He nodded. Poison  snakes  assassination  jail on trumped-up charges, and disease in jail  apparent accidents of all sorts. It doesnt pay to know too much.

Then were suspected of hunting for this treasure? Is that the idea?

Not at all, since youve denied it. I believe you implicitly. But I hope your husband doesnt stumble on it.

Why?

Or if he does, that hell see his way clear to notify me first.

Would that be honest?

He changed his mind. That was a point on which Samson prided himself.
He was not hidebound to one plan as some men are, but could keep
two or three possibilities in mind and follow up whichever suited him.
This was a case for indiscretion after all.

Seeing were alone, and that youre a most exceptional woman, I think Ill let you into a diplomatic secret, Mrs. Blaine. Only you mustnt repeat it. The present maharajah, Gungadhura, isnt the saving kind; hes a spender. Hed give his eyes to get hold of that treasure. And if he had it, wed need an army to suppress him. We made a mistake when Bubru Singh died; there were two nephews with about equal claims, and we picked the wrong one  a born intriguer. Id call him a rascal if he werent a reigning prince. Its too late now to unseat him  unless, of course, we should happen to catch him in flagrante delicto.

What does that mean? With the goods? With the treasure?

No, no. In the act of doing something grossly ultra vires  illegal, thats to say. But youve put your finger on the point. If the treasure should be found  as it might be  somewhere hidden on that little plot of ground with a palace on it on our side of the river, our problem would be fairly easy. Thered be some way of  ah  making sure the fund would be properly administered. But if Gungadhura found it in the hills, and kept quiet about it as he doubtless would, hed have every sedition-monger in India in his pay within a year, and the consequences might be very serious.

Who is the other man  the one the British didnt choose? asked Tess.

A very decent chap named Utirupa  quite a sportsman. He was thought too young at the time the selection was made; but he knew enough to get out of the reach of the new maharajah immediately. They have a phrase here, you know, to hate like cousins. Theyre rather remote cousins, but they hate all the more for that.

So youd rather that the treasure stayed buried?

Not exactly. But he tossed ash from the end of his cigar to illustrate offhandedness. I think I could promise ten per cent. of it to whoever brought us exact information of its whereabouts before the maharajah could lay his hands on it.

Ill tell that to my husband.

Do.

Of course, being in a way in partnership with Gungadhura, he might

Let me give you one word of caution, if I may without offense. We  our government  wouldnt recognize the right of  of any one to take that treasure out of the country. Ten per cent. would be the maximum, and that only in case of accurate information brought in time to us.

Arent findings keepings? Isnt possession nine points of the law? laughed Tess.

In certain cases, yes. But not where government knows of the existence somewhere of a hoard of public funds  an enormous hoard  it must run into millions.

Then, if the maharajah should find it would you take it from him?

No. We would put the screws on, and force him to administer the fund properly if we knew about it. But hed never tell.

Then how dyou know he hasnt found the stuff already?

Because many of his personal bills arent paid, and the political stormy petrels are not yet heading his way. Hes handicapped by not being able to hunt for it openly. Some ill-chosen confidant might betray the find to us. I doubt if he trusts more than one or two people at a time.

It must be hell to be a maharajah! Tess burst out after a minutes silence.

Its sometimes hell to be commissioner, Mrs. Blaine.

If I were Gungadhura Id find that money or bust! And when Id found it

Youd endow an orphan asylum, eh?

Id make such trouble for you English that youd be glad to leave me in peace for a generation!

Samson laughed good-naturedly and twisted up the end of his mustache.

Pon my soul, youre a surprising woman! So your sympathies are all with Gungadhura?

Not at all. I think hes a criminal! He buys women, and tortures animals in an arena, and keeps a troupe of what he is pleased to call dancing-girls. Ive seen his eyes in the morning, and I suspect him of most of the vices in the calendar. Hes despicable. But if I were in his shoes Id find that money and make it hot for you English!

Are you of Irish extraction, Mrs. Blaine?

No, indeed Im not. Im Connecticut Yankee, and my husbands from the West. I dont have to be Irish to think for myself, do I?

Samson did not know whether or not to take her seriously, but recognized that his chance had gone that morning for the flirtation he had had in view  very mild, of course, for a beginning; it was his experience that most things ought to start quite mildly, if you hoped to keep the other man from stampeding the game. Nevertheless, as a judge of situations, be preferred not to take his leave at that moment. Give a woman the last word always, but be sure it is a question, which you leave unanswered.

Youve a beautiful garden, he said; and for a minute or two they talked of flowers, of which he knew more than a little; then of music, of which he understood a very great deal.

Have you a proper lease on this house? he asked at last.

I believe so. Why?

Ive been told theres some question about the title. Some ones bringing suit against your landlord for possession on some ground or another.

What of it? Suppose the other should win  could he put us out?

I dont know. That might depend on your present landlords power to make the lease at the time when he made it.

But we signed the agreement in good faith. Surely, as long as we pay the rent  ?

I dont know, Im sure. Well  if theres any trouble, come to me about it and well see what can be done.

But who is this who is bringing suit against the landlord?

I havent heard his name  dont even know the details. I hope youll come out of it all right. Certainly Ill help in any way I can. Sometimes a little influence, you know, exerted in the right way  well  Please give my regards to your husband  Good morning, Mrs. Blaine.

It was a pet theory of his that few men pay enough attention to their backs,  not that he preached it; preaching is tantamount to spilling beans, supposing that the other fellow listens; and if he doesnt listen it is waste of breath. But he bore in mind that people behind him had eyes as well as those in front. Accordingly he made a very dignified exit down the long path, tipped Mrs. Blaines sais all the man had any right to expect, and rode away feeling that he had made the right impression. He looked particularly well on horseback.

Theresa Blaine smiled after him, wondering what impression she herself had made; but she did not have much time to think about it. From the open window behind her she was seized suddenly, drawn backward and embraced.

You are perfect! Yasmini purred in her ear between kisses. You are surely one of the fairies sent to live among mortals for a sin! I shall love you forever! Now that burra-wallah Samson sahib will ride into the town, and perhaps also to the law-court, and to other places, to ask about your landlord, of whom he knows nothing, having only heard a servants tale. But Tom Tripe will have told already that I am at the burra commissioners house, and Gungadhura will send there to ask questions. And whoever goes will have to wait long. And when the commissioner returns at last he will deny that I have been there, and the messenger will return to Gungadhura, who will not believe a word of it, especially as he will know that the commissioner has been riding about the town on an unknown errand. So, after he has learned that I am back in my own palace, Gungadhura will try to poison me again. All of which is as it should be. Come closer and let me

Child! Tess protested. Do you realize that youre dressed up like an extremely handsome man, and are kissing me through a window in the sight of all Sialpore? How much reputation do you suppose I shall have left within the hour?

There is only one kind of reputation worth the having, laughed Yasmini; that of knowing how to win!

But whats this about poison? Tess asked her.

He always tries to poison me. Now he will try more carefully.

You must take care! How will you prevent him?

By quite unconscious stages Tess found herself growing concerned about this young truant princess. One minute she was interested and amused. The next she was conscious of affection. Now she was positively anxious about her, to use no stronger word. Nor had she time to wonder why, for Yasminis methods were breathless.

I shall eat very often at your house. And then you shall take a journey with me. And after that the great pig Gungadhura shall be very sorry he was born, and still more sorry that be tried to poison me!

Tell me, child, havent you a mother?

She died a year ago. If there is such a place as hell she has gone there, of course, because nobody is good enough for Heaven. But I am not Christian and not Hindu, so hell is not my business.

What are you, then?

I am Yasmini. There is nobody like me. I am all alone, believing only what I know and laughing at the priests. I know all the laws of caste, because that is necessary if you are to understand men. And I have let the priests teach me their religion because it is by religion that they govern people. And the priests, she laughed, are much more foolish than the fools they entice and frighten. But the priests have power. Gungadhura is fearfully afraid of them. The high priest of the temple of Jinendra pretends to him that he can discover where the treasure is hidden, so Gungadhura makes daily offerings and the priest grows very fat.

Who taught you such good English? Tess asked her; for there was hardly even a trace of foreign accent, nor the least hesitation for a word.

Father Bernard, a Jesuit. My mother sent for him, and he came every day, year after year. He had a little chapel in Sialpore where a few of the very low-caste people used to go to pray and make confessions to him. That should have given him great power; but the people of this land never confess completely, as he told me the Europeans do, preferring to tell lies about one another rather than the truth about themselves. I refused to be baptized because I was tired of him, and after my mother died and she was burned with the Hindu ritual, he received orders to go elsewhere. Now there is another Jesuit, but he only has a little following among the English, and can not get to see me because I hide behind the purdah. The purdah is good  if you know how to make use of it and not be ruled by it.

They were still in the window, Yasmini kneeling on the cushions with her face in shadow and Tess with her back to the light.

Ah! Hasamurti comes! said Yasmini suddenly. She is my cheti.
(Hand-maiden.)

Tess turned swiftly, but all she saw was one of the three beggars down by the little gate twisting himself a garland out of stolen flowers.

Now there will be a carriage waiting, and I must leave my horse in your stable.

The beggar held the twisted flowers up to the sun-light to admire his work.

I must go at once. I shall go to the temple of Jinendra, where the priest, who is no mans friend, imagines I am a friend of his. He will promise me anything if I will tell him what to say to Gungadhura; and I shall tell him, without believing the promises. One of these days perhaps he will plot with Gungadhura to have me poisoned, being in agreement with the commissioner sahib who said to you just now that it is not good to know too much! But neither is it good to be too late! Lend me a covering, my sister  see, this is the very thing. I shall leave by the little gate. Send the gardener on an errand. Are the other servants at the back of the house? Of course yes, they will be spying to see me leave by the way I came.

Tess sent the gardener running for a basket to put flowers in, and when she turned her head again Yasmini had stepped out through the window shrouded from head to heels in a camel-hair robe such as the Bikanir Desert men wear at night. The lower part of her face was hooded in it.

Provided you wear a turban you can wear anything else you like in India without looking incongruous. It is the turban that turns the trick. Even the spurs on the heels of riding-boots did not look out of place.

Youll sweat, laughed Tess. That camel-hair is hot stuff.

Does the panther sweat under his pelt? I am stronger than a panther.
Now swiftly! I must go, but I will come soon. You are my friend.

She was gone like a shadow without another word, with long swift strides, not noticing the beggars and not noticed by them as far as any one could tell. Tess sat down to smoke a cigarette and think the experience over.

She had not done thinking when Dick Blaine returned unexpectedly for early lunch and showed her a bag-full of coarsely powdered quartz.

Theres color there, he said jubilantly. Rather more than merely color!
Its not time to talk yet, but I think Ive found a vein that may lead somewhere.
Then wont Gungadhura gloat?

She told him at great length about Yasminis visit, dwelling on every detail of it, he listening like a man at a play, for Tess had the gift of clear description.

Go a journey with her, if you feel like it, Tess, he advised. You have a rotten time here alone all day, and I cant do much to liven it. Take sensible precautions but have a good time anyway you can.

Because Yasmini had monopolized imagination she told him last of all, at lunch, about the commissioners call, rehearsing that, too, detail by detail, word for word.

Wants me to find the treasure, does he, and call the game on Gungadhura? What does he take me for? One of his stool-pigeons? If its a question of percentage, Id prefer one from the maharajah than from him. If I ever stumble on it, Gungadhura shall know first go off the bat, and Ill see the British Government in hell before Ill answer questions!

Theyd never believe Gungadhura hadnt rewarded you, said Tess.

What of it? he demanded. What do we care what they believe? And supposing it were true, what then? Just at present Im in partnership with Gungadhura.


Chapter Four

Jinendras Smile

Deep broods the calm where the cooing doves are mating
And shadows quiver noiseless neath the courtyard trees,
Cool keeps the gloom where the suppliants are waiting
Begging little favors of Jinendra on their knees.
Peace over all, and the consciousness of nearness,
Charity removing the remoteness of the gods;
Spirit of compassion breathing with new clearness
Theres a limit set to khama; theres a surcease from the rods.
Blessed were the few, who trim the lights of kindness,
Toiling in the temple for the love of one and all,
If it were not for hypocrisy and gluttony and blindness,
Smiles the image of Jinendra on the courtyard wall.

The law …. is like a python after monkeys in the tree-tops.

Yasmini, hooded like a bandit in the camel-hair cloak, resumed an air of leisurely dignity in keeping with the unhurried habit of Sialpore the moment she was through the gate. It was just as well she did, for Mukhum Dass, the money-lender, followed by a sweating lean parasite on foot, was riding a smart mule on his customary morning round to collect interest from victims and oversee securities.

He was a fat, squat, slimy-looking person in a black alpaca coat, with a black umbrella for protection from the sun, and an air of sour dissatisfaction for general business purposes  an air that was given the lie direct by a small, acquisitive nose and bright brown eyes that surely never made bad bargains. Yasminis hooded figure brought him to a halt just at the corner, where the little road below the Blaines wall joined the wider road that led down-hill. Business is business, and time a serious matter only for those who sign promissory notes; he drew rein without compunction.

This house is yours? she asked, and he nodded, his sharp eyes shining like an animals, determined to recognize his questioner.

There is a miscalculating son of lies who brings a lawsuit to get the title?

He nodded again  a man of few words except when words exacted interest.

Dhulap Singh, is it not? He is a secret agent of Gungadhura.

How do you know? Why should the maharajah want my property?

He hunts high and low for the Sialpore treasure. Jengal Singh, who built this house, was in the confidence of Gungadhuras uncle, and a priest says there will be a clue found to the treasure beneath the floor of this house.

A likely tale indeed!

Very well, then  lose thine house!

Yasmini turned on a disdainful heel and started down-hill. Mukhum Dass called after her, but she took no notice. He sent the sweating parasite to bring her back, but she shook him off with execrations. Mukhum Dass turned his mule and rode down-hill after her.

True information has its price, he said. Tell me your name.

That also has its price.

He cackled dryly. Natives cost money only to their owners  on a hundi.
(Promissory note.)

Nevertheless there is a price.

In advance? I will give a half-rupee!

Once more Yasmini resumed her way down-hill. Again Mukhum Dass rode after her.

At any rate name the price.

It is silence firstly; second, a security for silence.

The first part is easy.

Nay, difficult. A woman can keep silence, but men chatter like the apes, in every coffee shop.

His bargain-drivers eyes watched hers intently, unable to detect the slightest clue that should start him guessing. He was trying to identify a man, not a woman.

How shall I give security for silence? he asked.

I already hold it.

How? What? Where?

The money-lender betrayed a glimpse of sheer pugnacity that seemed to amuse his tormentor.

Send thy jackal out of ear-shot, tiger.

He snapped at his parasite angrily, and the man went away to sit down. Then:

Where are the title-deeds of the house you say you own? she asked him suddenly.

Mukhum Dass kept silence, and tried to smother the raging anger in his eyes.

Was it Mukhum Dass or another, who went to the priest in the temple of Jinendra on a certain afternoon and requested intercession to the god in order that a title-deed might be recovered, that fell down the nullah when the snakes frightened a mans mule and he himself fell into the road? Or was it another accident that split that car of thine in two pieces?

Priests cackle like old women, growled the money-lender.

Nay, but this one cackled to the god. Perhaps Jinendra felt compassionate toward a poor shroff (money-lender) who can not defend his suit successfully without that title-deed. Jengal Singh died and his son, who ought to know, claims that the house was really sold to Dhulap Singh, who dallies with his suit because he suspects, but does not know, that Mukhum Dass has lost the paper  eh?

How do you know these things?

Maybe the god Jinendra told! Which would be better, Mukhum Dass  to keep great silence, and be certain to receive the paper in time to defend the lawsuit,  or to talk freely, and so set others talking?

Who knows that it might not reach the ears of Jengal Singh that the title-deed is truly lost?

He who tells secrets to a priest, swore the money-lender, would better have screamed them from the housetop.

Nay  the god heard. The priest told the god, and the god told a certain one to whom the finder brought the paper, asking a reward. That person holds the paper now as security for silence!

It is against the law to keep my paper!

The law catches whom it can, Mukhum Dass, letting all others go, like a python after monkeys in the tree-tops!

From whom am I to get my paper for the lawsuit at the proper time?

From Jinendras priest perhaps.

He has it now? The dogs stray offspring! I will

Nay, he has it not! Be kind and courteous to Jinendras priest, or perhaps the god will send the paper after all to Dhulap Singh!

As to what shall I keep silence?

Two matters. Firstly Chamu the butler will presently pay his sons debt. Give Chamu a receipt with the number of the bank-note written on it, saying nothing.

Second?

Preserve the bank-note carefully for thirty days and keep silence.

I will do that. Now tell me thy name?

Yasmini laughed. Do thy victims repay in advance the rupees not yet lent? Nay, the price is silence! First, pay the price; then learn my name. Go  get thy money from Chamu the butler. Breathe as much as a hint to any one, and thy title-deed shall go to Dhulap Singh!

Eying her like a hawk, but with more mixed emotions than that bird can likely compass, the money-lender sat his mule and watched her stride round the corner out of sight. Then, glancing over her shoulder to make sure the mans parasite was not watching her at his masters orders, she ran along the shoulder of the hill to where, in the shelter of a clump of trees, a carriage waited.

It was one of those lumbering, four-wheeled affairs with four horses, and a platform for two standing attendants behind and wooden lattice-work over the windows, in which the women-folk of princes take the air. But there were no attendants  only a coachman, and a woman who came running out to meet her; for Yasmini, like her cousin the maharajah, did not trust too many people all at once.

Quick, Hasamurti!

Fussing and giggling over her (the very name means Laughter), the maid bustled her into the carriage, and without a word of instruction the coachman tooled his team down-hill at a leisurely gait, as if told in advance to take his time about it; the team was capable of speed.

Inside the carriage, with a lot more chuckling and giggling a change was taking place almost as complete as that from chrysalis to butterfly. The toilet of a lady of Yasminis nice discrimination takes time in the easiest circumstances; in a lumbering coach, not built for leg-room, and with a looking-glass the size of a saucer, it was a mixture of horse-play and miracle. Between them they upset the perfume bottle, as was natural, and a shrill scream at one stage of the journey (that started a rumor all over Sialpore to the effect that Gungadhura was up to the same old game again) announced, as a matter of plain fact that Yasmini had sat on the spurs. There was long, spun-gold hair to be combed out  penciling to do to eye-brows  lac to be applied to pretty feet to make them exquisitely pretty  and layer on layer of gossamer silk to be smothered and hung exactly right. Then over it all had to go one of those bright-hued silken veils that look so casually worn but whose proper adjustment is an art.

But when they reached the bottom of the long hill and began twisting in and out among the narrow streets, it was finished. By the time they reached the temple of Jinendra, set back in an old stone courtyard with images of the placid god carved all about in the shade of the wide projecting cornice, all was quiet and orderly inside the carriage and there stepped out of it, followed by the same dark-hooded maid, a swift vision of female loveliness that flitted like a flash of light into the temple gloom.

It was not so squalid as the usual Hindu temple, although so ancient that the carving of the pillars in some places was almost worn away, and the broad stone flags on the floor were hollowed deep by ages of devotion. The gloom was pierced here and there by dim light from brass lamps, that showed carvings blackened by centuries of smoke, but there was an unlooked-for suggestion of care, and a little cleanliness that the fresh blossoms scattered here and there accentuated.

There were very few worshipers at that hour  only a woman, who desired a child and was praying to Jinendra as a last recourse after trying all the other gods in vain, and a half-dozen men  all eyes  who gossiped in low tones in a corner. Yasmini gave them small chance to recognize her. Quicker than their gaze could follow, a low door at the rear, close beside the enormous, jeweled image of the god, closed behind her and the maid, and all that was left of the vision was the ringing echo of an iron lock dying away in dark corners and suggesting nothing except secrecy.

The good square room she had entered so abruptly unannounced was swept and washed. Sunlight poured into it at one end through a window that opened on an inner courtyard, and there were flowers everywhere  arranged in an enormous brass bowl on a little table  scattered at random on the floor  hung in plaited garlands from the hooks intended to support lamps. Of furniture there was little, only a long cushioned bench down the length of the wall beneath the window, and a thing like a throne on which Jinendras high priest sat in solitary grandeur.

He did not rise at first to greet her, for Jinendras priest was fat; there was no gainsaying it. After about a minute a sort of earthquake taking place in him began to reach the surface; he rocked on his center in increasing waves that finally brought him with a spasm of convulsion to the floor. There he stood in full sunlight with his bare toes turned inward, holding his stomach with both hands, while Yasmini settled herself in graceful youthful curves on the cushioned bench, with her face in shadow, and the smirking maid at her feet. Then before climbing ponderously back to his perch on the throne the priest touched his forehead once with both hands and came close to a semblance of bowing, the arrogance of sanctity combining with his paunch to cut that ceremony short.

Send the girl away, he suggested as soon as he was settled into place again. But Yasmini laughed at him with that golden note of hers that suggests illimitable understanding and unfathomable mirth.

I know the ways of priests, she answered. The girl stays!

The priests fat chops darkened a shade.

There are things she should not know.

She knows already more in her small head than there is in all thy big belly, priest of an idol!

Beware, woman, lest the gods hear sacrilege!

If they are real gods they love me, she answered, If they have any sense they will be pleased whenever I laugh at your idolatry. Hasamurti stays.

But at the first imaginary insult she will run with information to wherever it will do most harm. If she can be made properly afraid, perhaps

Yasminis golden laugh cut him off short.

If she is made afraid now she will hate me later. As long as she loves me she will keep my secrets, and she will love me because of the secrets  being a woman and not a belly-with-a-big-tongue, who would sell me to the highest bidder, if he dared. I know a Brahman. Thou and I are co-conspirators because my womans wit is sharper than thy greed. We are confidants because I know too much of thy misdeeds. We are going to succeed because I laugh at thy fat fears, and am never deceived for a moment by pretense of sanctity or promises however vehement.

She said all that in a low sweet voice, and with a smile that would have made a much less passionate man lose something of his self-command. Jinendras priest began to move uneasily.

Peace, woman!

There is no peace where priests are, she retorted in the same sweet- humored voice. I am engaged in war, not honey-gathering. I have lied sufficient times today to Mukhum Dass to need ten priests, if I believed in them or were afraid to lie! The shroff will come to ask about his title-deed. Tell him you are told a certain person has it, but that if he dares breathe a word the paper will go straight to Dhulap Singh, who will destroy it and so safely bring his lawsuit. Then let Dhulap Singh be told also that the title-deed is in certain hands, so he will put off the lawsuit week after week, and one who is my friend will suffer no annoyance.

Who is this friend?

Another one who builds no bridges on thy sanctity.

Not one of the English? Beware of them, I say; beware of them!

No, not one of the English. Next, let Gungadhura be told that Tom
Tripe has ever an open-handed welcome at Blaine sahibs

Ah! he objected, shaking his fat face until the cheeks wabbled. Women are all fools sooner or later. Why let a drunken English soldier be included in the long list of people to be reckoned with?

Because Gungadhura will then show much favor to Tom Tripe, who is my friend, and it amuses me to see my friends prosper. Also I have a plan.

Plans  plans  plans! And whither does the tangle lead us?

To the treasure, fool!

But if you know so surely where the treasure is, woman, why not tell me and

Again the single note of mocking golden laughter cut him off short.

I would trust thee with the secret, Brahman, just as far as the herdsman trusts a tiger with his sheep.

But I could insure that Gungadhura should divide it into three parts, and

When the time comes, she answered, the priest of Jinendra shall come to me for his proportion, not I to the priest. Nor will there be three portions, but one  with a little percentage taken from it for the sake of thy fat belly. Gungadhura shall get nothing!

I wash my hands of it all! the priest retorted indignantly. The half for me, or I wash my hands of it and tell Gungadhura that you know the secret! I will trust him to find a way to draw thy cobra from its hole!

Maybe he might, she nodded, smiling, after the English had finished hanging thee for that matter of the strangling of Rum Dass. Thy fat belly would look laughable indeed banging by a stretched neck from a noose. They would need a thick rope. They might even make the knot slippery with cow-grease for thy special benefit.

The priest winced.

None can prove that matter, he said, recovering his composure with an effort.

Except I, she retorted, who have the very letter that was written to Rum Dass that brought him into thy clutches  and five other proofs beside! Two long years I waited to have a hold on thee, priest, before I came to blossom in the odor of thy sanctity; now I am willing to take the small chance of thy temper getting the better of discretion!

You are a devil, he said simply, profoundly convinced of the truth of his remark; and she laughed like a mischievous child, clapping her hands together.

So now, she said, there is little else to discuss. If Gungadhura should be superstitious fool enough to come to thee again for auguries and godly counsel

He comes always. He shows proper devotion to Jinendra.

Repeat the former story that a clue to the treasure must be found in
Blaine sahibs house

In what form? He will ask me again in what form the clue will be, that he may recognize it?

Tell him there is a map. And be sure to tell him that Tom Tripe is welcome at the house. Have you understood? Then one other matter: when it is known that I am back in my palace Gungadhura will set extra spies on me, and will double the guard at all the doors to keep me from getting out again. He will not trust Tom Tripe this time, but will give the charge to one of the Rajput officers. But he will have been told that I was at the commissioner sahibs house this morning, and therefore he will not dare to have me strangled, because the commissioner sahib might make inquiries. I have also made other precautions  and a friend. But tell Gungadhura, lest he make altogether too much trouble for me, that I applied to the commissioner sahib for assistance to go to Europe, saying I am weary of India. And add that the commissioner sahib counseled me not to go, but promised to send English memsahibs to see me. (She very nearly used the word American, but thought better of it on the instant.)

He will ask me how I know this, said the Brahman, turning it all over slowly in his mind and trying to make head or tail of it.

Tell him I came here like himself for priestly counsel and made a clean breast of everything to thee! He will suspect thee of lying to him; but what is one lie more or less?

With that final shaft she gathered up her skirts, covered her face, nudged the giggling maid and left him, turning the key in the lock herself and flitting out through gloom into the sunlight as fast as she had come. The carriage was still waiting at the edge of the outer court, and once again the driver started off without instructions, but tooling his team this time at a faster pace, with a great deal of whip-cracking and shouts to pedestrians to clear the way. And this time the carriage had an escort of indubitable maharajahs men, who closed in on it from all sides, their numbers increasing, mounted and unmounted, until by the time Yasminis own palace gate was reached there was as good as a state procession, made up for the most part of men who tried to look as if they had made a capture by sheer derring-do and skill.

And down the street, helter-skelter on a sweating thoroughbred, came Maharajah Gungadhura Singh just in time to see the back of the carriage as it rumbled in through the gateway and the iron doors clanged behind it. Scowling  altogether too round-shouldered for the martial stock he sprang from  puffy-eyed, and not so regal as overbearing in appearance, he sat for a few minutes stroking his scented beard upward and muttering to himself.

Then some one ventured to tell him where the carriage had been seen waiting, and with what abundant skill it had been watched and tracked from Jinendras temple to that gate. At that he gave an order about the posting of the guard, and, beckoning only one mounted attendant to follow him, clattered away down-street, taking a turn or two to throw the curious off the scent, and then headed straight for the temple on his own account.


Chapter Five

An Audit by the Gods

(I)

Thus spoke the gods from their place above the firmament
Turning from the feasting and the music and the mirth:
There is time and tide to burn;
Let us stack the plates a turn
And study at our leisure what the trouble is with earth.

Down, down they looked through the azure of the Infinite
Scanning each the meadows where he went with men of yore,
Each his elbows on a cloud,
Making reckoning aloud -
Till the murmur of God wonder was a titan thunder-roar.

War rocks the world! Look, the arquebus and culverin
Vanish in new sciences that presage T. N. T!
Lo, a dark, discolored swath
Where they drive new tools of wrath!
Do they justify invention? Will they scrap the Laws that Be?

Look! Mark ye well: where we left a people flourishing
Singing in the sunshine for the fun of being free,
Now they burden man and maid
With a law the priests have laid,
And the bourgeois blow their noses by a communal decree!

Where, where away are the liberties we left to them -
Gift of being merry and the privilege of fun?
Is delight no longer praise?
Will they famish all their days
For a future built of fury in a present scarce begun?

Most Precious friend … please visit me!

The one thing in India that never happens is the expected. If the actual thing itself does occur, then the manner of it sets up so many unforeseen contingencies that only the subtlest mind, and the sanest and the least hidebound by opinion, can hope to read the signs fast enough to understand them as they happen. Naturally, there are always plenty of people who can read backward after the event; and the few of those who keep the lesson to themselves, digesting rather than discussing it, are to be found eventually filling the senior secretaryships, albeit bitterly criticized by the other men, who unraveled everything afterward very cleverly and are always unanimous on just one point  that the fellow who said nothing certainly knew nothing, and is therefore of no account and should wield no influence, Q. E. D.

And as we belong to the majority, in that we are uncovering the course of these events very cleverly long after they took place, we must at this point, to be logical, denounce Theresa Blaine. She was just as much puzzled as anybody. But she said much less than anybody, wasted no time at all on guesswork, pondered in her heart persistently whatever she had actually seen and heard, and in the end was almost the only non-Indian actor on the stage of Sialpore to reap advantage. If that does not prove unfitness for one of the leading parts, what does? A star should scintillate  should focus all eyes on herself and interrupt the progress of the play to let us know how wise and beautiful and wonderful she is. But Tess apparently agreed with Hamlet that the plays the thing, and was much too interested in the plot to interfere with it. She attended the usual round of dinners, teas and tennis parties, that are part of the system by which the English keep alive their courage, and growing after a while a little tired of trivialty, she tried to scandalize Sialpore by inviting Tom Tripe to her own garden party, successfully overruling Tripes objections.

Between you and I and the gate-post, lady, they dont hanker for my society. If somebody  especially colonels, or a judge maybe,  wanted to borrow a horse from the maharajahs stable,  or perhaps theyd like a file o men to escort a picnic in the hills,  then its Oh, hello, good morning, Mr. Tripe. Hows the dog this morning? And oh, by the way Then I know whats coming an what I can do for em I do, for I confess, lady, that I hanker for a little bit o flattery and a few words o praise Im not entitled to. I dont covet any mans money  or at least not enough to damn me into hell on that account. Findings keeping, and a bets a bet, but I dont covet money more than that dog o mine covets fleas. He likes to scratch em when he has em. Me the same; I can use money with the next man, his or mine. But I wouldnt go to hell for money any more than Trotters would for fleas, although, mind you, Im not saying Trotters hasnt got fleas. He has em, same as hells most folks destiny. But when it comes to praise that aint due me, lady, Im like Trotters with another dogs bone  Ive simply got to have it, reason or no reason. A common ordinary bone with meat on it is just a meal. Praise Ive earned is nothing wonderful. But praise I dont deserve is stolen fruit, and thats the sweetest. Now, if I was to come to your party Id get no praise, maam. Id be doing right by you, but theyd say I didnt know my place, and by and by theyd prove it to me sharp and sneery. Ill be a coward to stop away, but Sensible man, theyll say. Knows when he isnt wanted. You see, maam, yours is the only house in Sialpore where I can walk in and know Im welcome whether youre at home or not.

All the more reason for coming to the party, Tom.

Ah-h-h! If only you understood!

He wagged his head and one finger at her in his half-amused paternal manner that would often win for him when all else failed. But this time it did not work.

I dont care for half-friends, Tom. If you expect to be welcome at my house you must come to my parties when I ask you.

Lady, lady!

I mean it.

Oh, very well. Ill come. Ive protested. That absolves me. And my hides thick. It takes more than just a snub or two  or three to knock my number down! Am I to bring Trotters?

Certainly. Trotters is my friend too. I count on him to do his tricks and help entertain.

Theyll say of you, maam, afterward that you dont know better than ask Tripe and his vulgar dog to meet nice people.

Theyll be right, Tom. I dont know better. I hope theyll say it to me, thats all.

But Tess discovered when the day came that no American can scandalize the English. They simply dont expect an American to know bow to behave, and Tom Tripe and his marvelous performing dog were accepted and approved of as sincerely as the real American ice-cream soda  and forgotten as swiftly the morning following.

The commissioner was actually glad to meet Tripe in the circumstances. If the man should suppose that because Sir Roland Samson and a judge of appeal engaged in a three-cornered conversation with him at a garden party, therefore either of them would speak to the maharajahs drill-master when next they should meet in public, he might guess again, that was all.

One of the things the commissioner asked Tripe was whether he was responsible for the mounting of palace guards  of course not improperly inquisitive about the maharajahs personal affairs but anxious to seem interested in the fellows daily round, since just then one couldnt avoid him.

In a manner, and after a fashion, yes, sir. Im responsible that routine goes on regularly and that the men on duty know their business.

Ah. Nothing like responsibility. Good for a man. Some try to avoid it, but its good. So you look after the guard on all the palaces? The Princess Yasminis too, eh? Well, well; I can imagine that might be nervous work. They say that young lady is  ! Eh, Tripe?

I couldnt say, sir. My duties dont take me inside the palace.

Now, now, Tripe! No use trying to look innocent! They tell me shes a handful and you encourage her!

Some folks dont care what they say, sir.

If she should be in trouble I dare say, now, youd be the man shed apply to for help.

Id like to think that, sir.

Might ask you to take a letter for instance, to me or his honor the judge here?

The judge walked away. He did not care to be mixed up in intrigue, even hypothetically, and especially with a member of the lower orders.

Id do for her what Id do for a daughter of my own, sir, neither more nor less.

Quite so, Tripe. If she gave you a letter to bring to me, youd bring it, eh?

Excepting barratry, the ten commandments, earthquake and the act of God, sir, yes.

Without the maharajah knowing?

Without his highness knowing.

Youd do that with a clear conscience, eh?

Tom Tripe screwed his face up, puffed his cheeks, and struck a very military attitude.

A soldiers got no business with a conscience, sir. Conscience makes a man squeamish o doing right for fear his wifes second cousin might tell the neighbors.

Ha-ha! Very profoundly philosophic! I dare wager youve carried her letters at least a dozen times  now come.

Again Tom Tripe puffed out his cheeks and struck an attitude.

Men dont get hanged for murder, sir.

For what, then?

Talking before and afterward!

Excellent! If only every one remembered that! Did it ever occur to you how the problem might be reversed ?

Sir?

There might one day be a letter for the Princess Yasmini that, as her friend, you ought to make sure should reach her.

Id take a letter from you to her, sir, if thats your meaning.

Sir Roland Samson, K. C. S. I., looked properly shocked.

There are few things so appalling as the abruptness with which members of the lower orders divest diplomacys kernel of its decorative outer shell. What I meant is  ah He set his monocle, and stared as if Tripe were an insect on a pin-point. Since you admit youre in the business of intriguing for the princess, no doubt you carry letters to, as well as from her, and hold your tongue about that too?

If I should deliver letters theyd be secret or theyd have gone through the mail. Id risk my job each time I did it. Would I risk it worse by talking? Once the maharajah heard a whisper

Well  Ill be careful not to drop a hint to his highness. As you say, it might imperil your job. And, ah (again the monocle,)   the initials r. s.  in small letters, not capitals, in the bottom left-hand corner of a small white envelope would  ah  you understand?  youd see that she received it, eh?

Tom Tripe bridled visibly. Neither the implied threat nor the proposal to make use of him without acknowledging the service afterward, escaped him. Samson, who believed among other things in keeping all inferiors thoroughly in their place decided on the instant to rub home the lesson while it smarted.

Youd find it profitable. Youd be paid whatever the situation called for.
You neednt doubt that.

Tess, talking with a group of guests some little distance off, observed a look of battle in Tom Tripes eye, and smiled two seconds later as the commissioner let fall his monocle. Two things she was certain of at once: Tom Tripe would tell her at the first opportunity exactly what had happened, and Samson would lie about it glibly if provoked. She promised herself she would provoke him. As a matter of fact Tom gave her two or three versions afterward of what his words had been, their grandeur increasing as imagination flourished in the comfortable warmth of confidence. But the first account came from a fresh memory:

No money youll ever touch would buy my dogs silence, let alone mine, sir! If youve a letter for the princess, send it along and Ill see she gets it. If she cares to answer it, Ill see the answer reaches you. As for dropping hints to the maharajah about my doing little services for the princess,  a gentlemans a gentleman, and dont need instruction  nor advice from me. If I was out of a job tomorrow Id still be a man on two feet, to be met as such.

A man of indiscretion, and a diplomat, must have fireproof feelings. As Tess had observed, Samson blenched distinctly, but he recovered in a second and put in practise some of that opportunism that was his secret pride, reflecting how a less finished diplomatist would have betrayed resentment at the snub from an inferior instead of affecting not to notice it at all. As a student of human nature he decided that Tom Tripes pride was the point to take advantage of.

Youre the very man I can trust, he said. Im glad we have had this talk. If ever you receive a small white envelope marked r. s. in the left-hand bottom corner, see that the princess gets it, and say nothing.

Trust me, eh? Tripe muttered as Samson walked away. You never trusted your own mother without you had a secret hold over her. I wouldnt trust you that far! He spat among the flowers, for Tom could not pretend to real garden-party manners. And if she trusts you, letters or no letters, Ill eat my spurs and saber cold for breakfast.

Then, as if to console himself with proof that some one in the world did trust him thoroughly, Tom swaggered with a riding-master stride to where Tess stood talking with a Rajput prince, who had come late and threatened to leave early. The prince had puzzled her by referring two or three times to his hurry, once even going so far as to say good-by, and then not going. It was as if he expected her to know something that she did not know, and to give him a cue that he waited for in vain. She felt he must think her stupid, and the thought made her every minute less at ease; but Toms approach, eyed narrowly by Samson for some reason, seemed to raise the Rajputs spirits.

If only my husband were here, she said aloud, but at the last minute  there was blasting, you know, and

The prince  he was quite a young one  twenty-one perhaps  murmured something polite and with eyes that smoldered watched Tom take a letter from his tunic pocket. He handed it to Tess with quite a flourish.

Some one must have dropped this, maam.

The envelope was scented, and addressed in Persian characters. She saw the princes eyes devour the thing  saw him exchange glances with Tom Tripe  and realized that Tom had rather deftly introduced her to another actor in the unseen drama that was going on. Clearly the next move was hers.

Is it yours, perhaps? she asked.

Prince Utirupa Singh bowed and took the letter. Samson with a look of baffled fury behind the monocle, but a smile for appearances sake, joined them at that minute and Utirupa seemed to take delight in so manipulating the sealed envelope that the commissioner could only see the back of it.

The prince was an extremely handsome young man, as striking in one way as Samson in another. Polo and pig-sticking had kept him lean, and association with British officers had given him an air of being frankly at his ease even when really very far from feeling it. He had the natural Oriental gift of smothering excitement, added to a trick learned from the West of aggressive self-restraint that is not satisfied with seeming the opposite of what one is, but insists on extracting humor from the situation and on calling attention to the humor.

I shall always be grateful to you, he said, smiling into Tesss eyes with his own wonderful brown ones but talking at the commissioner. If I had lost this letter I should have been at a loss indeed. If some one else had found it, that might have been disastrous.

But I did not find it for you, Tess objected.

Utirupa turned his back to the commissioner and answered in a low voice.

Nevertheless, when I lose letters I shall come here first!

He bowed to take his leave and showed the back of the envelope again to Samson, with a quiet malice worthy of Torquemada. The commissioner looked almost capable of snatching it.

Mrs. Blaine, he said with a laugh after the prince had gone, skill and experience, I am afraid, are not much good without luck. Luck seems to be a thing I lack. Now, if I had picked up that letter Ive a notion that the information in it would have saved me a years work.

Tess was quite sure that Tom had not picked the letter up, but there was no need to betray her knowledge.

Do you mean youd have opened a letter you picked up in my garden? she demanded.

His eyes accepted her challenge.

Why not?

But why? Surely

Necessity, dear lady, knows no law. Thats one of the first axioms of diplomacy. Consider your husband as a case in point. Custom, which is the basis of nearly all law, says he ought to be here entertaining your guests. Necessity, ignoring custom, obliges him to stay in the hills and supervise the blasting, disappointing every one but me. Im going to take advantage of his necessity.

If he had seen the swift glance she gave him he might have changed the course of one small part of history. Tess knew nothing of the intrigue he was engaged in, and did not propose to be keeper of his secrets; if he had glimpsed that swift betrayal of her feelings he would certainly not have volunteered further confidences. But the poison of ambition blinds all those who drink it, so that the safest men unburden themselves to the wrong unwilling ears.

Walk with me up and down the path where every one can see us, wont you?

Why? she laughed. Do you flatter yourself Id be afraid to be caught alone with you?

I hope youd like to be alone with me! I would like nothing better. But if we walk up and down together on the path in full view, we arouse no suspicion and we cant be overheard. I propose to tell some secrets.

Not many women would resist the temptation of inside political information. Recognizing that by some means beyond her comprehension she was being drawn into a maze of secrets all interrelated and any of them likely to involve herself at any minute, Tess had no compunction whatever.

Ill be frank with you, she said. Im curious.

Once they walked up the path and down again, talking of dogs, because it happened that Tom Tripes enormous beast was sprawling in the shadow of a rose-bush at the farther end. The commissioner did not like dogs. Something loathsome about them  degrading  especially the big ones. She disagreed. She liked them, cold wet noses and all, even in the dark. Tom Tripe, stepping behind a bush with the obvious purpose of smoking in secret the clay pipe that be hardly troubled to conceal, whistled the dog, who leapt into life as if stung and joined his master.

The second time up and down they talked of professional beggars and what a problem they are to India, because they both happened as they turned to catch sight of Umra with the one eye, entering through the little gate in the wall and shuffling without modesty or a moments hesitation to his favorite seat among the shrubs, whence to view proceedings undisturbed.

Those three beggars that haunt this house seem to claim all our privileges, she said. They wouldnt think of letting us give a garden party without them.

Say the word, he said, and Ill have them put in prison.

But she did not say the word.

The third time up the path he chose to waste on very obvious flattery.

Youre such an unusual woman, you know, Mrs. Blaine. You understand whatevers said to you, and dont ask idiotic questions. And then, of course, youre American, and I feel I can say things to you that my own countrywoman wouldnt understand. As an American, in other words, youre privileged.

As they turned at the top of the path she felt a cold wet something thrust into her hand from behind. She had never in her life refused a caress to a dog that asked for one, and her fingers closed almost unconsciously on Trotters muzzle, touching as they did so the square unmistakable hard edges of an envelope. There was no mistaking the intent; the dog forced it on her and, the instant her fingers closed on it, slunk out of sight.

Wasnt that Tripes infernal dog again?

Was it? I didnt see. She was wiping slobber on to her skirt from an envelope whose strong perfume had excited the dogs salivary glands. But it was true that she did not see.

May I call you Theresa?

Why?

It would encourage confidences. There isnt another woman in Sialpore whom I could tell what Im going to say to you. The others would repeat it to their husbands, or

I tell mine everything. Every word!

Or theyd try to work me on the strength of it for little favors

Wait until you know me! Little favors dont appeal to me. I like them big  very big!

Honestly, Theresa

Better call me Mrs. Blaine.

Honestly, theres nothing under heaven that

That you really know about me. I know there isnt. You were going to tell secrets. Im listening.

Youre a hard-hearted woman!

She had contrived by that time to extract a letter from the envelope behind her back, but how to read it without informing Samson was another matter. As she turned up the path for the sixth time, the sight of Tom Tripe making semi-surreptitious signals to attract her attention convinced her that the message was urgent and that she should not wait to read it until after her last guests were gone. It was only one sheet of paper, written probably on only one side  she hoped in English. But how -

Suddenly she screamed, and Samson was all instant concern.

Was that a snake? Tell me, was that a snake I saw. Oh, do look, please!
I loathe them.

Probably a lizard.

No, no, I know a lizard. Do please look!

Unbelieving, he took a stick and poked about among the, flowers to oblige her; so she read the message at her leisure behind the broad of his back, and had folded it out of sight before he looked up.

No snakes. Nothing but a lizard.

Oh, Im so glad! Please forgive me, but I dread snakes. Now tell me the secrets while I listen properly.

He noticed a change in her voice  symptoms of new interest, and passed it to the credit of himself.

Theres an intrigue going on, and you can help me. Sp  people whose business it is to keep me informed have reported that Tom Tripe is constantly carrying letters from the Princess Yasmini of Sialpore to that young Prince Utirupa who was here this afternoon. Now, its no secret that if Gungadhura Singh were to get found out committing treason (and Im pretty sure hes guilty of it five days out of six!) wed depose him

You mean the British would depose him?

Depose him root and branch. Then Utirtipa would be next in line. Hes a decent fellow. Hed be sure of the nomination, and hed make a good ruler.

Well?

I want to know what the Princess Yasmini has to do with it.

It seems to me youre not telling secrets, but asking favors for nothing.

Not for nothing  not for nothing! Theres positively nothing that I wont do!

In return for  ?

Sure information as to what is going on.

Which you think I can get for you?

Im positive! Youre such an extraordinary, woman. Im pretty sure it all hinges on the treasure I told you about the other day. Whoever gets first hold of that holds all the trumps. Id like to get it myself. That would be the making of me, politically speaking. If Gungadhura should get it hed ruin himself with intrigue in less than a year, but he might cause my ruin in the process. If the local priests should get it  and thats likeliest, all things considered  thered be red ruin for miles around; money and the church dont mix without blood-letting, and you cant unscramble that omelet forever afterward. I confess I dont know how to checkmate the priests. Gungadhura I think I can manage, especially with your aid. But I must have information.

Is there any one else whod be dangerous if he possessed the secret?

Anybody would be, except myself. Anybody else would begin playing for political control with it, and thered be no more peace on this side of India for years. And now, this is what I want to say: The most dangerous individual who could possibly get that treasure would be the Princess Yasmini. The difficulty of dealing with her is that shes not above hiding behind purdah (the veil), where no male man can reach her. There are several women here whom I might interest in keeping an eye on her  Tatums wife, and Miss Bent, and Miss OHara, and the Goole sisters  lots of em. But theyd all talk. And theyd all try to get influence for their male connections on the strength of being in the know. But somehow, Theresa, youre different.

Mrs. Blaine, please.

I know Tom Tripe thinks the world of you. I want you to find out for me from him everything he knows about this treasure intrigue and whatevers behind it.

You think hed tell me?

Yes. And I want you to make the acquaintance of the Princess Yasmini, and find out from her if you can what the letters are that she writes to Utirupa. Youll find the acquaintance interesting.

Tess crumpled a folded letter in her left hand.

If you could give me an introduction to the princess  they say shes difficult to see  some sort of letter that would get me past the maharajahs guards, she answered.

I can. I will. The girls a minor. Ive the right to appoint some one to visit her and make all proper inquiries. I appoint you.

Give me a letter now and Ill go tonight.

He stopped as they turned at the end of the path, and wrote on a leaf of his pocket-book. Behind his back Tess waved her secret letter to attract Tom Tripes notice, and nodded.

There. said Samson. Thats preliminary. Ill confirm it later by letter on official paper. But nobody will dare question that. If any one does, let me know immediately.

Thank you.

And now, Theresa

You forget.

I forget nothing. I never forget! Youll be wondering what you are to get out of all this

I wonder if youre capable of believing that nothing was further from my thoughts!

Dont think I want all for nothing! Dont imagine my happiness  my success could be complete without

Without a whisky and soda. Come and have one. I see my husband coming at last.

Damn! muttered Samson under his breath.

She had expected her husband by the big gate, but he came through the little one, and she caught sight of him at once because through the corner of her eye she was watching some one else  Umra the beggar. Umra departed through the little gate thirty seconds before her husband entered it.

Blaine was so jubilant over a sample of crushed quartz he had brought home with him that there was no concealing his high spirits. He was even cordial to Samson, whom he detested, and so full of the milk of human kindness toward everybody else that they all wanted to stay and be amused by him. But Tess got rid of them at last by begging Samson to go first ostentatiously and set them an example, which he did after extracting a promise from her to see him tete-a-tete again at the earliest opportunity.

Then Tess showed her husband the letter that Toms dog had thrust into her hand.

You dine alone tonight, Dick, unless you prefer the club. Im going at once. Read this.

It was written in a fine Italic hand on expensive paper, with corrections here and there as if the writer had obeyed inspiration first and consulted a dictionary afterward  a neat letter, even neat in its mistakes.

Most precious friend, it ran, please visit me. It is necessary that you find some way of avoi  elu  tricking the guards, because there are orders not to admit any one and not to let me out. Please bring with you food from your house, because I am hungry. A cat and two birds and a monkey have died from the food cooked for me. I am also thirsty. My mother taught me to drink wine, but the wine is finished, and I like water the best. Tom Tripe will try to help you past the guards, but he has no brains, so you must give him orders. He is very faithful. Please come soon, and bring a very large quantity of water. Yours with love, YASMINI.

He read the letter and passed it back.

Dyou think its on the level, Tess?

I know it is! Imagine that poor child, Dick, cooped up in a palace, starving and parching herself for fear of poison!

But how are you going to get to her? You cant bowl over Gungadhuras guards with a sunshade.

Samson wrote this for me.

Dick Blaine scowled.

I imagine Samsons favors are paid for sooner or later.

So are mine, Dick! The beast has called me Theresa three times this afternoon, and has had the impudence to suggest that his preferment and my future happiness may bear some relation to each other.

See here, Tess, maybe Id better beat him and have done with it.

No. He cant corrupt me, but he might easily do you an injury. Let him alone, Dick, and be as civil as you can. You did splendidly this evening

Before I knew what hed said to you!

Now youve all the more reason to be civil. I must keep in touch with that young girl in the palace, and Samson is the only influence I can count on. Do as I say, Dick, and be civil to him. Pretend youre not even suspicious.

But say, that guys suggestions aggregate an ounce or two! First, Im to draw Gungadhuras money while I hunt for buried treasure; but Im to tip off Samson first. Second, Im to look on while he makes his political fortune with my wifes help. And third  whats the third thing, Tess?

She kissed him. The third is that youre going to seem to be fooled by him, for the present at all events. Lets know whats at the bottom of all this, and help the princess and Tom Tripe if its possible. Are you tired?

Yes. Why?

If you werent tired I was going to ask you to put a turban on as soon as its dark, and dress up like a sais and drive me to Yasminis palace, with a revolver in each pocket in case of accidents, and eyes and ears skinned until I come out again.

Oh, Im not too tired for that.

Come along then. Ill put up a hamper with my own hands. You get wine from the cellar, and make sure the corks have not been pulled and replaced. Then get the dog-cart to the door. Ill keep it waiting there while you run up-stairs and change. Hurry, Dick, hurry  its growing dark! Ill put some sandwiches under the seat for you to eat while youre waiting in the dark for me.


Chapter Six

An Audit by the Gods

(2)

Loud laughed the gods (and their irony was pestilence;
Pain was in their mockery, affliction in their scorn.
The ryotwari cried
On a stricken countryside,
For the scab fell on the sheepfold and the mildew on the corn).

Write, Chitragupta!* Enter up your reckoning!
Yum* * awaits in anger the assessment of the dead!
We left a law of kindness,
But they bowed themselves in blindness
To a cruelty consummate and a mystery instead!

Write, Chitragupta! Once we sang and danced with them.
Now in gloomy temples they lay foreheads in the dust!
To us they looked for pleasure
And we never spared the measure
Till they set their priests between us and we left them in disgust.

Fun and mirth we made for them (write it, Chitragupta!
Set it down in symbols for the awful eye of Yum!)
But they traded fun for fashion
And their innocence for passion,
Till they murmur in their wallow now the consequences come!

Look! Look and wonder how the simple folk are out of it!
Empirics are the teachers and the liars leading men!
We were generous and free -
Aye, a social lot were we,
But they took to priests instead of us, and trouble started then!

Peace, Maharajah sahib! Out of anger came no wise counsel yet!

Tom Tripp had done exactly what Yasmini ordered him. Like his dog Trotters, whom he had schooled to perfection, and as he would have liked to have the maharajahs guards behave, he always fell back on sheer obedience whenever facts bewildered him or circumstances seemed too strong.

Yasmini had ordered him to report to the maharajah a chance encounter with an individual named Gunga Singh. Accordingly he did. Asked who Gunga Singh was, he replied he did not know. She had told him to say that Gunga Singh said the Princess Yasmini was at the commissioners house; so he told the maharajah that and nothing further. Gungadhura sent two men immediately to make inquiries. One drew the commissioners house blank, bribing a servant to let him search the place in Samsons absence; the other met the commissioner himself, and demanded of him point-blank what he had been doing with the princess. The question was so bluntly put and the mans attitude so impudent that Samson lost his temper and couched his denial in blunt bellicose bad language. The vehemence convinced the questioner that he was lying, as the maharajah was shortly informed. So the fact became established beyond the possibility of refutation that Yasmini had been closeted with Samson for several hours that morning.

Remained, of course, to consider why she had gone to him and what might result from her visit; and up to a certain point, and in certain cases accurate guessing is easier than might be expected for either side to a political conundrum, in India, ample provision having been made for it by all concerned.

The English are fond of assuring strangers and one another that spying is un-English; that it isnt done, you know, old top; and the surest way of heaping public scorn and indignation on the enemies of England is to convict them, correctly or otherwise, of spying on England secretly. So it would be manifestly libelous, ungentlemanly and proof conclusive of crass ignorance to assert that Samson in his capacity of commissioner employed spies to watch Gungadhura Singh. He had no public fund from which to pay spies. If you dont believe that, then ponder over a copy of the Indian Estimates. Every rupee is accounted for.

The members of the maharajahs household who came to see Samson at more or less frequent intervals were individuals of the native community whom he encouraged to intimacy for ethnological and social reasons. When they gave him information about Gungadhuras doings, that was merely because they were incurably addicted to gossip; as a gentleman, and in some sense a representative of His Majesty the King, he would not dream, of course, of paying attention to any such stuff; but one could not, of course, be so rude and high-handed as to stop their talking even if it did tend toward an accurate foreknowledge of the maharajahs doings that was hardly cricket.

As for money, certainly none changed hands. The indisputable fact that certain friends and relatives of certain members of the maharajahs household enjoyed rather profitable contracts on British administered territory was coincidence. Everybody knows how long is the arm of coincidence. Well, then, so are its ears, and its tongue.

As for the maharajah, the rascal went the length of paying spies in British government offices. There was never any knowing who was a spy of his and who wasnt. People were everlastingly crossing the river from the native state to seek employment in some government department or other, and one could not investigate them really thoroughly. It was so easy to forge testimonials and references and what not. One of Samsons grooms had once been caught red-handed eavesdropping in the dark. Samson, of course, took the law into his own hands on that occasion and thrashed the blackguard within an inch of his treacherous life; and in proof that the thrashing was richly deserved, some one reported to Samson the very next day how the groom had gone straight to the maharajah and had been solaced with silver money.

It was even said, although never proved, that the fat, short-sighted young babu Sita Ram who typed the commissioners official correspondence was one of Gungadhuras spies. There was a mystery about where he spent his evenings. But his mothers uncle was a first-class magistrate, so one could not very well dismiss him without clear proof. Besides, he was uncommonly painstaking and efficient.

One way and another it is easy to see that Gungadhura had a deal of dovetailed information from which to draw conclusions as to the probable reason of Yasminis alleged visit to the commissioner. One false conclusion invariably leads to another, and so Samson got the blame for the secret bargain with the Rangar stable-owner, with whose connivance Yasmini had contrived to keep a carriage available outside her palace gates. Her palace gates having closed on the carriage now, the guards would pay attention that it stayed inside, but there was no knowing how many riding horses she might have at her beck and call in various khans and places. Doubtless Samson had arranged for that. Gungadhura sent men immediately to search Sialpore for horses that might be held in waiting for her, with orders to hire or buy the animals over her head, or in the alternative to lame them.

As for her motive in visiting the commissioner, that was not far to seek. There was only one motive in Sialpore for anything  the treasure. No doubt Samson lusted for it as sinfully and lustily and craftily as any one. If, thought Gungadhura, Yasmini had a clue to its whereabouts, as she might have, then whoever believed she was not trafficking with the commissioner must be a simpleton. The commissioner was known to have written more than one very secret report to Simla on the subject of the treasure, and on the political consequences that might follow on its discovery by natives of the country. The reports had been so secret and important that Gungadhura had thought it worth while to have the blotting paper from Samsons desk photographed in Paris by a special process. Adding two and two together now by the ancient elastic process, Gungadhura soon reached the stage of absolute conviction that Yasmini was in league with Samson to forestall him in getting control of the treasure of his ancestors; and Gungadhura was a dark, hot-blooded, volcanic-tempered man, who stayed not on the order of his anger but blew up at once habitually.

We have seen how he came careering down-street just in time to behold Yasminis carriage rumble into her stone-paved palace courtyard. After ordering the guards not to let her escape again on pain of unnamed, but no less likely because illegal punishment, he rode full pelt to the temple of Jinendra, whence they assured him Yasmini had just come, and his spurs rang presently on the temple floor like the footfalls of avenging deity.

Jinendras priest welcomed him with that mixture of deference and patronage that priests have always known so well how to extend to royalty, showing him respect because priestly recognition of his royalty entitled him in logic to the outward form of it  patronage because, as the wisest fool in Christendom remarked, No bishop no king! The combination of sarcastic respect and contemptuous politeness produced an insolence that none except kings would tolerate for a moment; but Jinendras fat high priest could guess how far he dared go, as shrewdly as a marksmans guesses windage.

She has betrayed us! That foreign she-bastard has betrayed us! shouted Gungadhura, slamming the priests private door behind him and ramming home the bolt as if it fitted into the breach of a rifle.

Peace! Peace, Maharajah sahib! Out of anger came no wise counsel yet!

She has been to the commissioners house!

I know it.

You know it? Then she told you?

The priest was about to lie, but Gungadhura saved him.

I know she was here, he burst out. My men followed her home.

Yes, she was here. She told.

How did you make her tell? The she-devil is more cunning than a cobra!

Jinendras high priest smiled complacently.

A servant of the gods, such as I am, is not altogether without power.
I found a way. She told.

I, too, will find a way! muttered Gungadhura to himself. Then to the priest: What did she say? Why did she go to the commissioner?

To ask a favor.

Of course! What favor?

That she may go to Europe.

Then there is no longer any doubt whatever! By Saraswati (the goddess of wisdom) I know that she has discovered where the treasure is!

My son, said the priest, it is not manners to call on other gods by name in this place.

By Jinendra, then! Thou fat sedentary appetite, what a great god thine must be, that he can choose no cleverer servant than thee to muddle his affairs! While you were lulling me to sleep with dreams about a clue to be found in a cellar, she has already sucked the secret out from some cobras hole and has sold it to the commissioner! As soon as he has paid her a proportion of it she will escape to Europe to avoid me  will she?

But the commissioner refused the desired permission, said the priest, puffing his lips and stroking his stomach, as much as to add, Its no use getting impatient in Jinendras temple. We have all the inside information here.

What do you make of that? demanded Gungadhura.

The priest smiled. One does not explain everything to a mere maharajah. But the mere maharajah was in no mood to be put off with smiles just then. As Yasmini got the story afterward from the bald old mendicant, whose piety had recently won him permission to bask on the comfortable carved stones just outside the window, Gungadhura burst forth into such explosive profanity that the high priest ran out of the room. The mendicant vowed that he heard the door slam  and so he did; but it was really Gungadhura, done with argument, on his way to put threat into action.

The mildest epithet he called Yasmini was Widyadhara, which meant in his interpretation of the word that she was an evil spirit condemned to roam the earth because her sins were so awful that the other evil spirits simply could not tolerate her.

It is plain that the commissioner fears to let her go to Europe! swore Gungadhura. Therefore it is plain that she and he have a plan between them to loot the treasure and say nothing. Neither trusts the other, as is the way of such people! He will not let her out of sight until he can leave India himself!

He has promised to send European memsahibs to call on her, said the priest, and the maharajah gnashed his teeth and swore like a man stung by a hornet.

That is to prevent me from using violence on her! He will have frequent reports as to her health! After a time, when he has his fingers in the treasure, he will not be so anxious about her welfare!

There was another matter that she told me, said the priest.

Repeat it then, Belly-of-Jinendra! Thy paunch retains a tale too long!

Tripe, the drill-master, is a welcome guest at the house built by Jengal Singh.

What of it?

He may enter even when the sahibs are away from home. The servants have orders to admit him.

Well?

The priest smiled again.

If it should chance to be true that the princess knows the secret of the treasure, and that she is selling it to the commissioner, Tripe could enter that house and discover the clue. Who could rob you of the treasure once you knew the secret of its hiding-place?

It was at that point that the maharajah grew so exasperated at the thought of anothers knowledge of a secret that he considered rightly his own by heritage, that his language exceeded not only the bounds of decorum but the limits of commonplace blasphemy as well. Turning his back on the priest he rushed from the room, slamming the door behind him. And, being a ruminant fat mortal, the priest sat so still considering on which side of the equation his own bread might be buttered as to cause the impression that the room was empty; whereas only the maharajah had left it. And a little later the babu Sita Ram came in.

Gungadhura was in no mood to be trifled with. He knew pretty well where to find Tom Tripe during any of the hours of duty, so he cornered him without delay and, glaring at him with eyes like an animals at bay, ordered him to search the Blaines house at the first opportunity.

Search for what? demanded Tripe.

For anything! For everything! Search the cellar; search the garden; search the roof! Are You a fool? Are you fit for my employment? Then search the house, and report to me anything unusual that you find in it! Go!

After several stiff brandies and soda Gungadhura then conceived a plan that might have been dangerous supposing Yasmini to have been less alert, and supposing that she really knew the secret. He spent an evening coaching Patali, his favorite dancing girl, and then sent her to Yasmini with almost full powers to drive a bargain. She might offer as much as half of the treasure to Yasmini provided Gungadhura should receive the other half and the British should know nothing. That was the one point on which Patalis orders permitted no discretion. The whole transaction must be secret from the British.

Reporting the encounter afterward to her employer Patali hardly seemed proud of her share in it. All the information she brought back was to the effect that Yasmini denied all knowledge of the treasure, and all desire to possess it.

I think she knows nothing. She said very little to me. She laughed at the idea of bargaining with Englishmen. She said you are welcome to the treasure, maharajah sahib, and that if she should ever find its hiding-place she will certainly tell you. She plays the part of a woman whose spirit is already broken and who is weary of India.

Having a very extensive knowledge of dancing girls and their ways, Gungadhura did not believe much more than two per cent. of Patalis account of what had taken place, and he was right, except that he grossly overestimated her truthfulness. And even with his experienced cynicism it never entered his head to suppose that Patali was the individual who warned Yasmini in advance of the preparations being made to poison her by Gungadhuras orders. Yet, as it was Patalis own sister who made the sweetmeats, and tampered with the charcoal for the filter, and put the powdered diamonds in the chutney, it was likely enough that Patali would know the facts; and as for motives, dancing girls dont have them. They fear, they love, they desire, they seek to please. If Yasmini could pluck heart-strings more cleverly than Gungadhura could break and bruise them, so much the worse for Gungadhuras plans, that was all, as far as Patali was concerned.

For several days after that, as Yasmini more than hinted in her letter to Tess, repeated efforts were made to administer poison in the careful undiscoverable ways that India has made her own since time immemorial. But you can not easily poison any one who does not eat, and who drinks wine that was bottled in Europe; or at any rate, to do it you must call in experts who are expensive in the first place as well as adepts at blackmail in the second. Yasmini enjoyed a charmed life and an increasing appetite, Gungadhuras guards attending to it however, that she took no more forbidden walks and rides and swims by moonlight to make the hunger really unendurable. Supplies were allowed to pass through the palace gate, after they had been tampered with.

Finally Gungadhura, biting his nails and drinking whisky in the intervals between consultation with a dozen different sets of priests, made up his mind to drastic action. It dawned on his exasperated mind that every single priest, including Jinendras obese incumbent, was trying to take advantage of his predicament in order to feather a priestly nest or forward plans diametrically opposed to his own. (Not that recognition of priestly deception made him less superstitious, or any less dependent on the priest; if that were the way discovery worked, all priests would have vanished long ago. It simply made him furious, like a tiger in a net, and spurred him to wreak damage in which the priests might have no hand.)

Whisky, drugs, reflection and the hints of twenty dancing girls convinced him that Jinendras priest especially was playing a double game; for what was there in the fat mans mental ingredients that should anchor his loyalty to an ill-tempered prince, in case a princess of wit and youth and brilliant beauty should stake her cunning in the game? Why was not Yasmini already ten times dead of poison? Nothing but the cunning inspired by partnership with priests, and alertness born of secret knowledge, could have given her the intelligence to order her maids to boil a present of twenty pairs of French silk stockings  nor the malice to hang them afterward with her own hands on a line across her palace roof in full view of Gungadhuras window!

Hatred of Yasmini was an obsession of his in any case. He had loathed her mother, who dared try to wear down the rule that women must be veiled. Even his own dancing girls were heavily veiled in public, and all his relations with women of any sort took place behind impenetrable screens. He was a stickler for that sort of thing and, like others of his kidney, rather proud of the rumors that no curtains could confine. So he loathed and despised Yasmini even more than he had detested her mother, because she coupled to her mothers Western notions about freedom a wholly Eastern ability to take advantage of restraint. In other words she was too clever for him.

On top of all that she had dared outrage his royal feelings by refusing to be given in marriage to the husband be selected for her  a fine, black- bristling, stout cavalier of sixty with a wife or two already and impoverished estates that would have swallowed Yasminis fortune nicely at a gulp. Incidentally, the husband would have eagerly canceled a gambling debt in exchange for a young wife with an income.

There was no point at which Yasmini and himself could meet on less than rapier terms. Her exploits in disguise were notorious  so notorious that men sang songs about them in the drinking places and the khans. And as if that were not bad enough there was a rumor lately that she had turned Abhisharika. The word is Sanskrit and poetic. To the ordinary folk, who like to listen to love-stories by moonlight on the roofs or under trees, that meant that she had chosen her own lover and would go to him, when the time should come, of her own free will. To Gungadhura, naturally, such a word bore other meanings. As we have said, he was a stickler for propriety.

Last, and most uncomfortable crime of all, it seemed that she had now arranged with Samson to have English ladies call on her at intervals. Not a prophet on earth could guess where that might lead to, and to what extremes of Western fashion; for though one does not see the high-caste women of Rajputana, they themselves see everything and know all that is going on. But it needed no prophet to explain that a woman visited at intervals by the wives of English officers could not be murdered easily or safely.

All arguments pointed one way. He must have it out with Yasmini in one battle royal. If she should be willing to surrender, well and good. He would make her pay for the past, but no doubt there were certain concessions that he could yield without loss of dignity. If she knew the secret of the hiding-place of the treasure he would worm it out of her. There are ways, he reflected, of worming secrets from a woman  ways and means. If she knew the secret and refused to tell, then he knew how to provide that she should never tell any one else. If she had told some one else already,  Samson, for instance, or Jinendras priest  then he would see to it that priest or commissioner, as the case might be, must carry on without the cleverest member of the firm.

But he must hurry. Poison apparently would not work and he did not dare murder her outright, much as he would have liked to. It was maddening to think how one not very violent blow with a club or a knife would put an end to her wilfulness forever, and yet that the risk to himself in that case would be almost as deadly as the certainty for her. But accidents might happen. In a land of elephants, tigers, snakes, wild boars and desperate men there is a wide range for circumstance, and the sooner the accident the less the risk of interference by some inquisitive English woman with a ticket-of-admission signed by Samson.

An accident in Yasminis palace, he decided would be nearly as risky as murder. But he had a country-place fifty miles away in the mountains, to which she could be forcibly removed, thus throwing inquisitive Englishwomen off the scent for a while at any rate. That secluded little hunting box stood by a purple lake that had already drowned its dozens, not always without setting up suspicion; and between the city of Sialpore and the Nesting-place of Seven Swans lay leagues of wild road on which anything at all might happen and be afterward explained away.

As for the forcible abduction, that could best be got around by obliging her to write a letter to himself requesting permission to visit the mountains for a change of air and scenery. There were ways and means of obliging women to write letters.

Best of all, of course, would be Yasminis unconditional surrender, because then he would be able to make use of her wits and her information, instead of having to explain away her accident and cope alone with any one whom she might already have entrusted with her secret. There should be a strenuous effort first to bring her to her senses. Physical pain, he had noticed, had more effect on peoples senses than any amount of argument. There had been a very amusing instance recently. One of his dancing girls named Malati had refused recently to sing and dance her best before a man to whom Gungadhura had designed to make a present of her; but the mere preliminaries of removing a toe-nail behind the scenes had changed her mind within three minutes.

Then there were other little humorous contrivances. There is a way of tying an intended convert to your views in such ingenious fashion that the lightest touch of a finger on taut catgut stretched from limb to limb, causes exquisite agony. And a cigarette end, of course, applied in such circumstances to the tenderer parts has great power to persuade.

As to accomplices, those must be few and carefully chosen. Alone against Yasmini he knew he would have no chance whatever, for she was physically stronger than a panther, and as swift and graceful. But there are creatures, not nearly yet extinct from Eastern courts, known as eunuchs, whose strongest quality is seldom said to be mercy, and whose chief business in life is to be amenable to orders and to guard with their lives their masters secrets. Three were really too many to be let into such a secret; but it had needed two to hold Malati properly while the third experimented on the toe-nail, and Yasmini was much stronger than Malati; so he must chance it and take three.

The only remaining problem did not trouble him much. The palace guards were his own men, and were therefore not likely to question his right to ignore the first law of purdah that forbids the crossing of a womans threshold, especially after dark, unless she is your property. Besides, they all knew already what sort of prowl-by-night their master was, and laws, especially such laws, were, made for other people, not for maharajahs.


Chapter Seven

A bloody enlisted man  thats me,
A peg in the officers plan  maybe.
Drunk on occasion, Disgrace to a nation
And proper societee.
Yet Ive a notion the sky  pure blue
Aint more essential than I  clear through.
Im a man. I can think.
In the chain of eternal
Affairs Im a link,
And the chain aint no stronger than me  or you.

That will be the end of Gungadhura!

It took longer to get the hamper ready than Tess expected, partly because it did not seem expedient to have the butler Chamu in the secret. By the time she and her husband were up side by side in the dog-cart there was already a nearly full moon silvering the sky, and the jackals were yelping miserably on the hillside. Before they reached the stifling town a slow breeze had moved the river-mist, until a curtain shut off the whole of the bazaar and merchants quarters from the better residential section where the palaces stood. It was an ideal night for adventure; an almost perfect night for crime; one could step from street to street and leave no clue, because of the drifting vapor.

Here and there a solitary policeman coughed after they had passed, or slunk into a shadow lest they recognize and report him for sleeping at his post. All sahibs have unreasonable habits, and not even a constable can guess which one will not make trouble for him. An occasional stray dog yapped at the wheels, and more than once heads peered over roof-tops to try and glimpse them, because gossip  especially about sahibs who are out after dark  is a coinage of its own that buys welcome and refreshment almost anywhere. But nothing in particular happened until the horse struck sparks from the granite flagstones outside Yasminis gate, and a sleepy Rajput sentry brought his rifle to the challenge.

Then it was not exactly obvious what to do next. Tess felt perfectly confident on the high seat, with the pistol in her husbands pocket pressing against her and his reassuring bulk between her and the sentry; but everywhere else was insecurity and doubt. One does not as a rule descend from dog-carts after dark and present half-sheets of paper by way of passports for admission to Rajput palaces. The sentry looked mildly interested, no more. He had been so thoroughly warned and threatened in case of efforts to escape from within, that it did not enter his head that any one might want to enter. However, since the dog-cart continued to stand still in front of the gate, he turned the guard out as a matter of routine; one never knew when sahibs will not complain about discourtesy.

The guard lined up at attention  eight men and a risaldar (officer)  double the regular number by Gungadhuras orders. The risaldar stepped up close to the dog-cart and spoke to the man he imagined was the sais, using, as was natural, the Rajput tongue. But Dick Blaine only knew enough of the language for fetch and carry purposes  not enough to deceive a native as to his nationality after the first two words.

Now I feel foolish! said Tess, and the risaldar of the guard thrust his bearded face closer, supposing she spoke to him. Dick answered her.

Shall I drive you home again, little woman? Say, the word and were off.

Not yet. I havent tried my ammunition.

She pulled out Samsons scribbled permit and was about to offer it to the guard. But there was a risk that whatever she did would only arouse and increase his suspicions, and she offered it nervously.

What if he wont give it back to you? asked her husband.

Oh, Dick, youre a regular prophet of evil tonight!

However, she withdrew the paper before the guards fingers, closed on it. The next moment a figure like a phantom, making no noise, almost made her scream. Dick produced a repeating pistol with that sudden swiftness that proves old acquaintance with the things, and the corporal of the guard sprang back with a shout of warning to his men, imagining the pistol was intended for himself. Tess recovered presence of mind first.

Its all right, Dick. Put the gun out of sight.

She stretched out her hand and a cold nose touched her finger-ends, sniffing them. A dogs forefeet were on the shaft, and his eyes gleamed balefully in the carriage lamp light.

Good Trotters! Good boy, Trotters!

She remembered Tom Tripes lecture about calling dogs by name, wondering whether the rule applied to owners only, or whether she, too, could make the creature do this own thinking. Before she could decide what she would like the dog to think about he was gone again as silently as he had come. The guard was thoroughly on the qui vive by that time, if not suspicious, then officious. How should one protect the privacy of a palace gate if unknown memsahibs in dog-carts, with saises who knew English but did not answer when spoken to in the native tongue, were to be allowed to draw up in front of the gate at unseemly hours and remain there indefinitely. The risaldar ordered Tess away without further ceremony, making his meaning plain by taking the horses head and starting him.

Dick Blaine drew the horse back on his haunches and cursed the man for that piece of impudence, in language and with mannerisms that banished forever any delusions as to his nationality; and it occurred to the officer that his extra complement of men, standing in a row like dummies at attention, were not there after all for nothing. He despatched two of them at a run to Gungadhuras palace, the one to tell the story of what had happened and the other to add to it whatever the first might omit. Between them they were likely to produce results of some sort.

Now were done for! sighed Tess. No chance tonight, Im afraid.
If only Id done what she told me to and consulted with Tom Tripe first.
Better drive home now, Dick, before we make the case worse.

The unreasonableness of the attempt convinced and discouraged her. It was like a nightmare. But as Dick reined the horse about there came out of the mist the sound of another horse at a walk, and two men marching in step. Then a mans voice broke the stillness. Dick reined in, and a second later Trotters huge paws rested on the shaft again. Tess could see his long, unenthusiastic tail wagging to and fro.

Tom! she called. Tom Tripe!

Coming, lady!

Three figures emerged out of the gloom, one of them mounted and loquacious.

Id like to know what these rascally guards are doing off their post! Give these sons of camp-followers an inch and theyll take three leagues, every mothers son of them! Halt, there, you! Now then, wheres your officer? Give an account of yourselves!

There followed an interlude in Rajasthani.* Tom Tripe becoming more
blasphemously vehement as it grew clearer that the risaldar had done
entirely right.
[* The native language of Rajputana.]

Lady, he said presently, riding round to Tesss side of the dog-cart. Im going to have hard work to convince this man. Id orders from Gungadhura to search your house, Krishna knows what for, and I rode up to ask your leave to do it, hoping youd be alone after the party. Chamu told me you and your husband had gone out, and one of the three beggars gave me a message intended for you that tallied pretty close with one I knew youd received already, so I guessed where to head for, and sent the dog in advance. He came back with his hair on end reporting trouble, and then as luck would have it I rode into these two men on their way to Gungadhura. If theyd reached him, wed all have had to make new plans tomorrow morning! You want to see the princess, of course? But what have you got that can get by the guard?

Tess produced Samsons scribbled note, and he studied it in the carriage lamplight. Then she recalled Yasminis warning that Tom Tripe had no brains and must be told what to do. Her own wits began to work desperately.

Im the lady doctor, Tom. That is my written order from the burra sahib. (Commissioner).

Tom scratched his head and swore in a low voice fervently.

The difficultys this, lady: since the escape from the palace across the river, the maharajah has taken the posting of palace guards out of my hands entirely. Ive still the duty to inspect and make sure theyre on the job  Oh, I see! I have it!

He turned on the corporal with all the savagery that the white man generates in contact with Eastern subordinates.

What do you mean, he demanded in the mans own language, by standing in the way of the maharajah sahibs orders? Heres his highness sending a lady doctor to the princess for an excuse to confine her elsewhere and have all this trouble off our hands, and you, like a blockhead, stand in the way to prevent it! See  theres the letter!

The Rajput looked perplexed. All the world knows what privileges the rare American women doctors enjoy in that land of sealed seraglios.

But it is written in English, he objected. The maharajah sahib does not write English.

Idiot! Of what use would a letter in Persian be to an American lady doctor?

But to me? It is I who command the guard and must read the letter.
How can I read the letter?

Ill read it to you. Whats more, Ill explain it. The princess has been appealing to the commissioner sahib

The Rajput nodded. It was all over town that Yasmini had been closeted with the commissioner on the morning of her recent escape. She herself had deliberately sown the seeds of that untruth.

So the commissioner sahib and the maharajah sahib had a conference

The Rajput nodded again. It was common knowledge, too that the commissioner and Gungadhura had had a rather stormy interview the day before; and it was none of the corporals privilege to know that all they had argued about was the ill-treatment of prisoners in the Sialpore jail.

  It was agreed at the conference that if the princess can be proved mad, then the maharajah sahib may do as hes minded about sending her away into the hills. If shes not mad, then hes to give her her liberty. Do you understand, you dunderhead?

Hah! I understand. But why at night? Why not the maharajah sahibs signature in his own writing?

Son of incomprehension! Does the maharajah sahib wish still more scandal than already has been by permitting such a visit in the daytime? Strike me everlasting dumb if he hasnt had more than enough already! Does he want the responsibility? Does he wish the British to say afterward that it was all the maharajahs doing? No, you ass! At the conference be agreed solely on condition that the commissioner sahib should sign the letter and relieve his highness of all blame in case of a verdict of madness. And it was decided to send an American, lest there be too much talk among the British themselves. Now, do you understand?

Hah! I understand. If all this is true the matter is easy. I will send one of the guard with that letter to the maharajah sahib. He will write his name on it and send it back, and all is well.

Suit yourself! sneered Tom Tripe. The maharajah sahib is with his dancing girls this minute. What happened to the last man who interrupted his amusements?

The Rajput hesitated. The answer to that question could be seen any day near the place they call the Old Gate, where beggars sit in rags.

Shall I offer him money? whispered Tess.

For Gods sake, no, lady! The mans a decent soldier. Hed refuse it and wed all be in the apple-cart! Leave him to me.

He turned again on the Rajput.

You know who I am, dont you? You know its my duty to see that the palace guards attend to business, eh? Thats why Im here tonight. His highness particularly warned me to see that if anything unusual wanted doing it should get done. If you want to question my authority youll have it out with me before his highness in the morning first thing.

The Rajput obviously wavered. Everybody knew that the first thing in the morning was no good time to appear on charges before a man who spent his nights as Gungadhura did.

Who is to enter? A man and a woman?

No, you idiot! A lady doctor only. And nobodys to know. Youd better warn your men that if theres any talk about this nights business the palace guard will catch the first blast of the typhoon. Gungadhuras anger isnt mild in these days!

Show me the letter again, said the Rajput. Let me keep it in case
I am brought to book.

Tom translated that to Tess and her husband.

Its this way, maam. If you let him keep the letter I suspect hell let you go in. But he may show it to the maharajah in the morning, and then therell be hot fat in the fire. If you dont let him keep it, perhaps hell admit you and perhaps he wont; but if you keep the letter, and trouble comes of it, he and Ill both be in the soup! Never mind about me. Maybe Im too valuable to be sent packing. Ill take the chance. But this mans a decent soldier, and hed be helpless.

Let him keep it, said Tess.

Tom turned on the Rajput again.

Heres the letter. Take it. But mark this! What his highness wants tonight is discretion. There might be promotion for a man whod say nothing about this nights work. If, on top of that, he was soldier enough to keep his men from talking hed be reported favorably to his highness by Tom Tripe. Who got you made risaldar, eh? Who stood up for you, when you were charged with striking Gullam Singh? Was Tom Tripes friendship worth having then? Now suit yourself! Ive said all Im going to say.

The Rajput muttered something in his beard, stared again at the letter as if that of itself would justify him, looked sharply at Tess, whose hamper might or might not be corroborative evidence, folded the letter away in his tunic pocket, and made a gesture of assent.

Now, lady, hurry! said Tom. And heres hoping youre right about there being no hell! Ive told lies enough tonight to damn my soul forever! Once youre safely through the gate Ill have a word or two more with the guard, and then your husband and I will go to a place close by that I know of and wait for you.

But Tess objected to that. Please dont leave me waiting for you in the dark outside the gate when I return! Why not keep the carriage here; my husband wont mind.

Might make talk, maam. Ill leave Trotters here to watch for you. Hell bring word in less than a minute.

Tom Tripe dismounted to help her out of the dog-cart. The Rajput struck the iron gate as if he expected to have to wake the dead and take an hour about it. But it opened suspiciously quickly and a bearded Afridi, of all unlikely people, thrust an expectant face outward, rather like a tortoise emerging from its shell, blinking as he tried to recognize the shadowy forms that moved in the confusing lamplight. He seemed to know whom to expect and admit, for he beckoned Tess with a long crooked forefinger the moment she approached the gate, and in another ten seconds the iron clanged behind her, shutting her off from husband and all present hope of succor. The chance of any rescuer entering the palace that night, whether by force or subtlety, was infinitesimal.

The strange gateman  he had a little kennel of a place to sleep in just inside the entrance  snatched the hamper from Tess and led her almost at a run across an ancient courtyard whose outlines were nearly invisible except where the yellow light of one ancient oil lantern on an iron bracket showed a part of the palace wall and a steep flight of stone steps, worn down the middle by centuries of sandals. Everything else was in gloom and shadow, and only one chink of light betrayed the whereabouts of a curtained window. The Afridi led her up the stone steps, and paused at the top to hammer on a carved door with his clenched fist; but the door moved while his fist was in mid-air, and the merry-eyed maid who opened it mocked him for a lunatic. Dumb, apparently, in the presence of woman, he slunk down the steps again, leaving Tess wondering whether it were not good manners to remove her shoes before entering. Natives of the country always removed their shoes before entering her house, and she supposed it would be only decent to reciprocate.

However, the maid took her by the hand and pulled her inside without further ceremony, not letting go of the hand even to close the door, but patting it and making much of her, smiling the welcome that they had no words in common to express. The little outer hall in which they stood was shut off by curtains six yards high, all smothered in a needlework of peacocks that generations of patient fingers must have toiled at. Pulling these apart the maid led her into an inner hall fifty or sixty feet long, the first sight of which banished all diffidence about her shoes; for never had she seen such medley of East and West, such toning down of Oriental mysticism with the sheer utility of European importations; and that without incongruity.

The lamps, of which there were dozens, were mostly Russian. Some of the furniture was Buhl, some French. There were hangings that looked like loot from the Pekin Summer Palace, and tapestry from Gobelin. In a place of honor on a side wall was an ikon, framed in gold, and facing that an image of the Buddha done in greenish bronze, flanked by a Dutch picture of the Twelve Apostles with laughably Dutch faces receiving instruction on a mountain from a Christ whose other name was surely Hans.

Down the center of the hall, leading to a gallery, was a magnificent stairway of marble and lapis lazuli, carpeted with long Bokhara strips so well joined end to end that the whole looked like one piece. And at the top of those stairs Yasmini stood waiting, her golden hair illuminated by glass lamps on either marble column at the stairhead. She was as different from the Gunga Singh of riding boots and turban as the morning is from night  the loveliest, bewitchingest girl in silken gossamer that Tess had ever set eyes on.

I knew you would come! she shouted gleefully. I knew you would get in! I knew you are my friend! Oh, Im glad! Im glad!

She pirouetted a dozen times on bare toes at the top of the stairs, spinning until her silken skirts expanded in a nimbus, then danced down-stairs into Tesss arms, where she clung, panting and laughing.

Im so hungry! Oh, Im hungry! Did you bring the food?

Im ashamed! Tess answered. The man set it down outside the door and I left it there.

But Yasmini gave a little shrill of delight, and Tess turned to see that another maid had brought it.

How many of you are there?

Five.

Thank heaven! Ive brought enough for a square meal for a dozen.

We have eaten a little, little bit each day of the servants rice, washing it first for hours, until today, when two of the servants were taken sick and we thought perhaps their food was poisoned too. Oh, were hungry!

Hasamurti, Yasminis maid, opened the basket on the floor and crowed aloud. Tess apologized.

I knew nothing about the caste restrictions, but Ive put in meat jelly  and bread  and fruit  and rice  and nuts  and milk  and tea  and wine  and sugar

Yasmini laughed.

I am as Western as I choose to be, and only pretend to caste when
I see fit. My maids do as I do, or they seek another mistress. Come!

Hasamurti would have spread a banquet there on the floor, but Yasmini led them up-stairs, holding Tess by the hand, turning to the right at the stairhead into a room all cream and golden, lighted by hanging lamps that shone through disks of colored glass. There she pulled Tess down beside her on to a great soft divan and they all ate together, the maids munching their share while they served their mistress. They devoured the milk, and left the wine, eating, all things considered, astonishingly moderately.

Now we ought all to go to sleep, announced Yasmini, yawning, and then bubbling with delighted laughter at the expression of Tesss face. The people outside might wait!

Great heavens, child. Do you suppose I can stay here indefinitely? Tess demanded. I must be gone in an hour or my husband will murder the guard and force an entrance!

I will have just such a husband soon, announced Yasmini. When I send him one little word, he will cut the throats of thirty men and come to me through flames! Let us try your husband, she added as an afterthought  then laughed again at Tesss expression of dissent, and nodded.

I, too, will be careful how I risk my husband! Men are but moths in a womans hands  fragile  but the good ones are precious. Besides, we have no time tonight for sport. I must escape.

Evidently Tess was causing her exquisite amusement. The thought of being an accomplice in any such adventure stirred all her Yankee common sense to its depths, and she had none of the Eastern trick of not displaying her emotions.

Nonsense, child! Let me go to the commissioner and warn him that you are being starved to death in this place. I will threaten him with public scandal if he doesnt put an end to it at once.

Pouf! laughed Yasmini. Samson sahib would make a nice clumsy accomplice! He would send me to Calcutta, where I should be poisoned sooner or later for a certainty, because Gungadhura would send agents to attend to that. They would wait months and months for their opportunity, and I can not always stay awake. Meanwhile Samson sahib would claim praise from his government, and they would put some more initials at the end of his name, and promote him to a bigger district with more pay. No! Samson sahib shall have another district surely, but even he in his conceit will not consider it promotion! There will not be room for Samson sahib in Sialpore when I am maharanee!

You maharanee? It was you yourself who told me that Gungadhura has lots of children, who all stand between you and the throne. Do you mean  ?

Again the bell-like laugh announced utter enjoyment of Tesss bewilderment.

No, I will kill nobody. I will not even send snakes in a basket to Gungadhura. That scorpion shall sting himself to death if he sees fit, with a ring of the fire of ridicule all about him and no friends to console him, and no hope  nothing but disappointment and fear and rage! I will kill nobody. Yet I will be maharanee within the month!

Suddenly she grew deadly serious, her young face darkening as the sky does when a quick cloud hides the sun.

What is your husbands contract with Gungadhura? May he dig for gold anywhere? He is digging now, isnt he, close to the British fort on the island in our territory  that fort with the flagstaff on it that can be seen from Gungadhuras roof? He is wasting time!

He has found a little vein of gold, said Tess, that will likely lead to a bigger vein.

He is wasting time! Sita Ram, who has a compass, and who knows all that goes on in Samson sahibs office, sent me word that the little vein of gold runs nearly due north. In another week at the rate the men are digging your husband will be under the fort. That is English territory. The English have nothing to do with Gungadhuras contract. They will take the gold your husband finds and give him nothing. Then Samson sahib would be considered a most excellent commissioner and would surely get promotion! Pouf!

Perhaps my husband can make a separate bargain with the English.

Pouf! Samson sahib is an idiot, but he is not fool enough to give away what would be in his hands already! I myself, hidden beneath your window, heard him give you clear warning on that point! No, there must be another plan. Your husband must dig elsewhere.

But, my dear, Gungadhura knows already that my husband has found a leader. He is all worked up about it, and goes every day to watch the progress.

Surely  knowing as well as I do that the vein is leading toward the fort. He goes afterward to the priests, and prays that the vein of gold may turn another way and save him from bankruptcy! Listen? I speak truth! I speak to you woman to woman  womb to womb! I will count myself accursed, and will let a cobra bite me if I tell you now one word that is not true! Do you believe I am going to tell you the truth?

Tess nodded. Yasmini, by her own admission, would lie deliberately when that suited her; but the truth tells itself, as it were, and there is no mistaking it, except by such as lie invariably, of whom there is a multifarious host.

If your husband continues digging near the fort he will get nothing, because the English will take it all. If he digs in a certain other place he will get a very great fortune!

But, my dear, supposing that is quite true, how shall he convince Gungadhura, after all the outlay and expense of the present operations, that its best to abandon them and begin all over again in another place?

Yasmini lay back on the cushions, drew something out from under one of them, and laughed softly, as if enjoying a deep underflow of secret information.

Gungadhura himself shall insist on it!

What? On starting again in a new place?

Yasmini nodded.

Only do as I say, and Gungadhura himself shall insist.

What do you wish me to do?

Tess was beginning to feel alarmed again. She knew to a rupee how much Gungadhura had been obliged to pay out for the digging. To make herself responsible even in degree for the abandonment of all that outlay would be risky, even if no other construction could be placed on it.

Has Tom Tripe been told to search your house?

Yes, so he says.

Do you know the cellar of your house?

Yes.

It is dark. Are you afraid to go there?

No. Why?

Is there a flat stone in a corner of the cellar floor that once had a ring in it but the ring is broken out?

Yes.

Good. Then Sita Ram did not lie to me. Take this. She gave her a little silver tube, capped at either end and sealed heavily with wax. There is a writing inside it  done in Persian. Hide that under the stone, and let Tom Tripe search the cellar and find it there; but forbid him to remove it.

If I only knew what you are driving at! said Tess with a wry smile.

A clumsier conspirator might have lost the game at that point by over-emphasis, for Tess was wavering between point-blank refusal and delay that would give her time to consult her husband. But Yasmini, even at that age, was adept at feeling her way nicely. Again she lay back on the cushion, and this time lit a cigarette, smoking lazily.

The stake that I am playing for  the stake that I shall surely win, she said after a minute, is too big to be risked. If you are afraid, let us forget all that I have said. Let us be friends and nothing more.

Tess did not answer. She recognized the appeal to her own pride, and ignored it. What she was thinking of was Gungadhuras beastliness  his attempts to poison Yasmini  his treatment of women generally  his cruelty to animals in the arena  his viciousness; and then, of how much more queenly if nothing else, this girl would likely be than ever Gungadhura could be kingly. It was tempting enough to have a hand in substituting Yasmini for Gungadhura on the throne of Sialpore if the chance of doing it were real.

Yasmini seemed able to read her thoughts, or at all events to guess them.

When I am maharanee, she said, there will be an end of Gungadhuras swinishness. Moreover, promises will all be kept, unwritten ones as well as written. Gungadhuras contracts will be carried out. Do you believe me?

Yes, I think I believe that.

Let Tom Tripe find that silver tube in your cellar then. But listen! When Gungadhura comes to your husband and insists on digging elsewhere, let your husband bargain like a huckster! Let him at first refuse. It may be that Gungadhura will let him continue where he digs, and will himself send men to start digging in the other place. In that case, well and good.

I would prefer that, said Tess. My husband is a mining engineer.
I think he would hate to abandon a true lead for a whim of some ones else.

Yasminis bright eyes gleamed intelligence. She was only learning in those days to bend people to her own imperious will and to use others virtues for own ends as readily as their vices. She recognized the necessity of yielding to Tesss compunctions, more than suspecting that Dick Blaine would color his own views pretty much to suit his wifes in any case. And with a lightning ability peculiar to her she saw how to improve her own plan by yielding.

That is settled, then, she said lazily. Your husband shall continue to dig near the fort, if he so wishes. But let him show Samson sahib some specimens of the gold  how little it is  how feeble  how uncertain. Be sure he does that, please. That will be the end of Gungadhura. And now it is time to escape from here, and for you to help me.

Tess resigned herself to the inevitable. Whatever the consequences, she was not willing to leave Yasmini to starve or be poisoned.

Im ready! she said. Whats the plan?

I shall leave all the maids behind. They have food enough for the morning. In the morning, after it is known that I have escaped, word shall be sent to Samson sahib that the women in this palace have nothing but poisoned food to eat. He must beard Gungadhura about that or lose his own standing with the English.

But how will you escape?

Nay, that is not the difficulty. Your husband and Tom Tripe are waiting with the carriage. My part is easy. This is the problem: how will you follow me?

I dont understand.

I must wear your clothes. In the dark I shall get past the guard, making believe that I am you.

Then how shall I manage?

You must do as I say. I can contrive it. Come, the maids and I will make a true Rajputni of you. Only I must study how to walk as you do; please walk along in front of me  that way  follow Hasamurti through that door into my room. I will study how you move your feet and shoulders.

Looking back as she followed Hasamurti, Tess witnessed a caricature of herself that made her laugh until the tears came.

It is well! said Yasmini. This night began in hunger, like the young moon. Now is laughter without malice. In a few hours will be bright dawn  and after that, success!


Chapter Eight

An Elephant Interlude

Watch your step where the elephants sway
Each at a chain at the end of a day,
Hurrumdi-didddlidi-um-di-ay!
Nothing to do but rock and swing,
Clanking an iron picket ring,
Plucking the dust to flirt and fling;
Keep et ceteras out of range,
Anything out of the way or strange
Suits us elephant folk for change -
Various odds and ends appeal
To liven the round of work and meal.
Curious trunks can reach and steal!
Fool with Two-tails if you dare;
Help yourself. But fool, beware!
Whatever results is your affair!
We are the easiest beasts that be,
Gentle and good and affectionate we,
You are the monarchs; we bow the knee,
Big and obese and obedient  um!
Just as long as it suits us  um!
Hurrumti-tiddli-di-um-ti-um!

(Unfortunately at this point Akbars attention was diverted to another matter, so the rest of his picket-song goes unrecorded.)

Theyre elephants and Im a soldier. The trouble with you is nerves, my boy!

There was brandy in the place that Tom Tripe knew of  brandy and tobacco and a smell of elephants. Dick Blaine, who scarcely ever touched strong liquor, having had intimate acquaintance with abuse of it in Western mining camps, had to sit and endure the spectacle of Toms chief weakness, glass after glass of the fiery stuff descending into a stomach long since rendered insatiable by soldiering on peppery food in a climate that is no mans friend. He protested a dozen times.

We may need our wits tonight, Tom. Suppose we both keep sober.

Man alive, Ive been doing this for years. Brandy and brains are the same in my case. Keep me without it, and by bedtime Im an invalid. Give me all I want of it, and Im a crafty soldier-man.

Dick Blaine refilled his pipe and watched for an opportunity. He had heard that kind of argument before, and had conquered flood and fire with the aid of the very men who used it, that being the gift (or whatever you like to call it) that had made him independent while the others drew monthly pay in envelopes.

It was a low oblong shed they sat in, with a wide door opening on a side street within four hundred yards of Yasminis palace gate. It was furnished with a table, two chairs and a cot for Tom Tripes special use whenever the maharajahs business should happen to keep him on night duty, his own proper quarters being nearly a mile away. Alongside the shed was a very rough stable that would accommodate a horse or two, and the back wall was a mere partition of mud brick, behind which, under a thatched roof, were tethered some of the maharajahs elephants. There were two windows in the wall, through which one could see dimly the great brutes rumps as they swayed at their pickets restlessly. The smell came through a broken pane, and every once in a while the Blaines horse, standing ready in the shafts outside with a blanket over him, squealed at it indignantly.

Toms horse dozed in the rough shed, being used to elephants.

Dick got up once or twice to peer through the window at the brutes.

Are they tethered fore and aft? he wondered.

No, Tom answered. One hind foot only.

Whats to stop them from turning round and breaking down this rotten wall?

Nothing  except that theyre elephants. They could break their picket chains if they were minded to, same as I could break Gungadhuras head and lose my job. But I wont do it, and nor will they. Theyre elephants, and Im a soldier. The trouble with you is nerves, my boy. Have some brandy. Youre worried about your wife, but I tell you shes right as a trivet. Id trust my last chance with that little princess. Ive done it often. Brandys the stuff to keep your hair on. Have some.

The bottle had only been three parts full. Tom poured out the last of it and set a stone jorum of rum in readiness on the table over against the wall.

Wish we had hot water handy, he grumbled.

Which of the elephants are tethered here? asked Dick. That big one that killed a tiger in the arena the other day?

Yes. Did you see that? Akbar was scarcely scratched. Quickest thing ever I saw  squealed with rage the minute they turned stripes loose  chased him to the wall  downed him with a forefoot and crushed him into tiger jelly before you could say British Constitution!

I guess that tiger had been kept in a cage too long, said Dick.

Dont you believe it. He was fighting fit. But theyd given old Akbar a skinfull of rum, and that turns him into a holy terror. Hes quite quiet other times.

Dick looked at his watch. Tess had been in the palace about three hours, and he was confident she would come away as soon as possible, if for no other reason than to put an end to his anxiety. She was likely to appear at the gate at any minute. At any minute Tom Tripe was likely to attack the jorum, and if present symptoms went for anything, it would not take much of it to make him worse than useless. At present he was growing reminiscent.

Once old Akbar had a belly-ache and they gave him arrak. They didnt catch him for two days! He pulled up his picket-stake and lit out for the horizon, chasing dogs and hens and monkeys and anything else be could find that annoyed him. Screamed like a locomotive. Horrid sight!

Where does this road outside lead to? asked Dick.

Dont lead anywhere. Blind alley. Why?

Oh, nothing.

Dick was examining the wall between the shed they sat in and the stable-place next door. It was much stronger than the mud affair between them and the elephants. Tom Tripe had nearly finished his tumbler-full, and there was madness in the air that night that made a man take awfully long chances.

Do you suppose a man could lose his way in the dark between here and the palace gate?

Not even if he was as drunk as Noah. All hed have to do ud be hold on to the wall and walk forward. The road turns a corner, but the walls are all blind and theres no other way but past the palace. You sit here, though, my boy. No need to try that. Your wifes all right.

Well, maybe Id better stay here.

Sure.

Do you suppose I could back the dog-cart into the shed where your horse is? I hardly like to leave my horse standing any longer in the open, yet hes better in the shafts in case we want him in a hurry.

Yes, the doors wide enough.

Then Ill do it.

Suit yourself. But take some of that rum before you go outside. The night airs bad for your lungs. Help yourself and pass the bottle, as the Queen said to the Archbishop of Canterbury.

All right, I will.

Dick poured a little on his handkerchief, thrust the handkerchief through the broken pane and waved it violently to spread the smell. It was cheap, immodest stuff, blatant with its own advertisement. Then he set the jorum down on the end of the table farthest from the wall, to the best of his judgment out of reach from the window.

Come along, Tom, he said then. Help me with the horse.

Whats your hurry? Take a drink first.

No, lets take one together afterward.

He took Tom by the shoulder and pushed him to his feet.

The horse might break away. Come on, man, hurry!

Over his shoulder Dick could see a long trunk nosing its way gingerly through the broken pane and searching out the source of the alluring smell. He pushed Tripe along in front of him, and together they backed the dog-cart into the stable-place, making a very clumsy business of it for three reasons: Tom Tripe was none too sober: the horse was nearly crazy with fear of the uncanny brutes just beyond the wall; and Dick was in too much hurry for reasons of his own. However, they got horse and cart in backward, and the door shut before the crash came.

The crash was of a falling mud-brick wall, pushed outward by the shoulders of a pachyderm that wanted alcohol. The beast had had it out of all sorts of containers and knew the trick of emptying the last drop. The jorum was about his usual dose.

About two minutes later, while Dick and Tom Tripe between them held a horse in intolerable durance between the shafts, and Toms horse out of sympathy kicked out at random into every shadow he could reach, the door and part of the wall of Toms shed fell outward into the pitch dark street as Akbar, eleven feet four inches at the shoulder, strode forward conjecturing what worlds were yet to conquer. The other elephants stood motionless at their pickets. A terrified mahout emerged through the debris like a devil from bells bunkers, calling to his elephant all the endearing epithets he knew, and cursing him alternately. The horses grew calmer and submitted to caresses, like children and all creatures that have intimate contact with strong men; and presently the night grew still.

Dyou suppose that brute swiped my liquor? wondered Tom Tripe.
You mind the horses while I look.

But suddenly there was a savage noise of trumpeting up-street, followed by a bark and a yelp of canine terror.

God! swore Tom. Thats Trotters coming to fetch us! Akbars chasing him back this way! Hang on to the horse like ten men! Ill go see!

He was outside before Dick could remonstrate. Between them they had lashed the dog-cart wheels during the first panic, but even so Dick had his hands full, as the trumpeting drew nearer and the horse went into agonies of senseless fear. It was a fight, nothing less, between thinking man and mere instinctive beast, and eventually Dick threw him with a trick of the reins about his legs, and knelt on his head to keep him down. By the grace of the powers of unexpectedness neither shafts nor harness broke.

Outside in the darkness Tom Tripe peered through brandied eyes at a great shadow that hunted to and fro a hundred yards away, chasing something that was quite invisible, and making enough noise about it to awake the dead.

Trotters! he yelled. Trotters!

A moment later a smaller shadow came into view at top speed, panting, chased hotly by the bigger one.

Trotters! Get back where you came from! Back, dye hear me! Back!

Within ten yards of his master the dog stopped to do his thinking, and the elephant screamed with a sort of hunters ecstasy as he closed on him with a rush. But thought is swift, and obedience good judgment. The dog doubled of a sudden between Akbars legs and the elephant slid on his rump in the futile effort to turn after him  then crashed into the wall opposite Tripes dismantled shed  cannoned off it with a grunt of sheer disgust  and set off up-street, once more in hot pursuit.

That brute got my good rum, damn him! said Tom, opening the stable door. Hello! Horse down? Any harm done? Right-oh! Well soon have him up again. Better hurry now  Trotters came for us.


Chapter Nine

So many look at the color,
So many study design,
Some of em squint through a microscope
To judge if the texture is fine.
A few give a thought to the price of the stuff,
Some feel of the heft in the hand,
But once in a while there is one who can smile
And  appraising the lot  understand.
Look out,
When the seemingly sold understand!
Alls planned,
For the cook of the stew to be canned
Out o hand,
When the due to be choused understand!

It means, the toils are closing in on Gungadhura!

Within the palace Tess was reveling in vaudeville In the first place, Yasmini had no Western views on modesty. Whatever her mother may have taught her in that respect had gone the way of all the other handicaps she saw fit to throw into the discard, or to retain for use solely when she saw there was advantage. The East uses dress for ornament, and understands its use. The veil is for places where men might look with too bold eyes and covet. Out of sight of privileged men prudery has no place, and almost no advocates all the way from Peshawar to Cape Comorin.

And Yasmini had loved dancing since the days when she tottered her first steps for her mothers and Bubru Singhs delight. Long before an American converted the Russian Royal Ballet, and the Russian Royal Ballet in return took all the theatre-going West by storm  scandalizing, then amazing, then educating bit by bit  Yasmini had developed her own ideas and brought them by arduous practise to something near perfection. To that her strength, agility and sinuous grace were largely due; and she practised no deceptions on herself, but valued all three qualities for their effect on other people, keeping no light under a bushel.

The consciousness of that nights climactic quality raised her spirits to the point where they were irrepressible, and she danced her garments off one by one, using each in turn as a foil for her art until there was nothing left with which to multiply rhythm and she danced before the long French mirrors yet more gracefully with nothing on at all.

Getting Tess disrobed was a different matter. She did not own to much prudery, but the maids eyes were over-curious. And, lacking, as she knew she did, Yasminis ability to justify nakedness by poetry of motion, she hid behind a curtain and was royally laughed at for her pains. But she was satisfied to retain that intangible element that is best named dignity, and let the laughter pass unchallenged. Yasmini, with her Eastern heritage, could be dignified as well as beautiful as nature made her. Not so Tess, or at any rate she thought not, and what one thinks is after all the only gage acceptable.

Then came the gorgeous fun of putting on Tesss clothes, each to be danced in as its turn came, and made fun of, so that Tess herself began to believe all Western clothes were awkward, idiotic things  until Yasmini stood clothed complete at last, with her golden hair all coiled under a Paris hat, and looked as lovely that way as any. The two women were almost exactly the same size. Even the shoes fitted, and when Yasmini walked the length of the room with Tesss very stride and attitude Tess got her first genuine glimpse of herself as anothers capably critical eyes saw her  a priceless experience, and not so humiliating after all.

They dressed up Tess in mans clothes  a young Rajputs  a suit Yasmini had worn on one of her wild excursions, and what with the coiled turban of yellow silk and a little black mustache adjusted by cunning fingers she felt as happy as a child in fancy dress. But she found it more difficult to imitate the Rajput walk than Yasmini did to copy her tricks of carriage. For a few minutes they played at walking together up and down the room before the mirror, applauded by the giggling maids. But then suddenly came anti-climax. There was a great hammering at the outer door, and one of the maids ran down to investigate, while they waited in breathless silence.

The news the maid brought back was the worst imaginable. The look-out at the northern corner of the wall (Yasmini kept watch on her captors as rigorously as they spied on her) had run with the word to the gateman that Gungadhura himself was coming with three eunuchs, all four on foot.

Almost as soon as the breathless girl could break that evil tidings there came another hammering, and this time Hasamurti went down to answer. Her news was worse. Gungadhura was at the outer gate demanding admission, and threatening to order the guard to break the gate in if refused.

What harm can he do? demanded Tess. He wont dare try any violence in front of me. Let us change clothes again.

Yasmini laughed at her.

A prince on a horse may ride from harm, she answered. When princes walk, let other folk ware trouble! He comes to have his will on me. Those eunuchs are the leash that always hunt with him by night. They will manhandle you, too, if they once get in, and Gungadhura will take his chance of trouble afterward. The guard dare not refuse him.

What shall we do? Tess wondered. Can we hide? Then, pulling herself together for the sake of her race and her Western womanhood: If we make noise enough at the gate my husband will come. Were all right.

If there are any gods at all, said Yasmini piously, they will consider our plight. I think this is a vengeance on me because I said I will leave my maids behind. I will not leave them! Hasamurti  you and the others make ready for the street!

That was a simple matter. In three minutes all five women were back in the room, veiled from head to foot. But the hammering at the front door was repeated, louder than before. Tess wondered whether to hope that the risaldar of the guard had already reported to Gungadhura the lady doctors visit, or to hope that he had not.

We will all go down together now, Yasmini decided, and promptly she started to lead the way alone. But Hasamurti sprang to her side, and insisted with tears on disguising herself as her mistress and staying behind to provide one slim chance for the rest to escape.

In the dark you will pass for the memsahib, she urged. The memsahib will pass for a man. Wait by the gate until the maharajah enters, while I stand at the door under the lamp as a decoy. I will run into the house, and he will follow with the eunuchs, while the rest of you slip out through the gate, and run before the guard can close it. Perhaps one, at least, of the other maids had better stay with me.

A second maid volunteered, but Yasmini would have none of that plan. First and last the great outstanding difference between her and the ordinary run of conspirators, Western or Eastern, was unwillingness to sacrifice faithful friends even in a pinch  although she could be ruthlessness itself toward half-hearted ones. Both those habits grew on her as she grew older.

By the time they reached the little curtained outer hall the maids were on the verge of hysteria. Tess had herself well in control, and was praying busily that her husband might only be near enough to hear the racket at the gate. She was willing to be satisfied with that, and to ask no further favors of Providence, unless that Dick should have Tom Tripe with him. Outwardly calm enough, she could not for the life of her remember to stride like a man. Yasmini turned more than once to rally her about it.

Yasmini herself looked unaccountably meek in the Western dress, but her blue eyes blazed with fury and she walked with confidence, issuing her orders in a level voice. The gateman had come to the door again to announce that Gungadhura had issued a final warning. Two more minutes and the outer gate should be burst in by his orders.

Tell the maharajah sahib that I come in person to welcome him! she retorted, and the gateman hurried back into the dark toward his post.

There were no lights at the outer gate. One could only guess how the stage was set  the maharajah hooded lest some enemy recognize him  the eunuchs behind him with cords concealed under their loose outer garments  and the guard at a respectful distance standing at attention. There was not a maharajahs sepoy in Sialpore who would have dared remonstrate with Gungadhura in dark or daylight.

Only as they passed under the yellow light shed by the solitary lantern on the iron bracket did Tess get an inkling of Yasminis plan. Light glinted on the wrought hilt of a long Italian dagger, and her smile was cold- uncompromising  shuddersome.

Tess objected instantly. Didnt you promise youd kill nobody? If wed a pistol we could fire it in the air and my husband would come in a minute.

How do we know that Gungadhura hasnt killed your husband, or shut him up somewhere? Yasmini answered, and Tess had an attack of cold chills that rendered her speechless for a moment. She threw it off with a prodigious effort.

But Ive no weapon of any kind, and you cant kill Gungadhura, three eunuchs and the guard as well! she argued presently.

Wait and see what I will do! was the only answer. Gungadhura caused my pistols to be stolen. But the darkness is our friend, and I think the gods  if there are any gods  are going to assist us.

They walked to the gate in a little close-packed group, and found the gateman stuttering through the small square hole provided for interviews with strangers, telling the maharajah for the third or fourth time that the princess herself was coming. Gungadhuras voice was plainly audible, growling threats from the outer darkness.

Stand aside! Yasmini ordered. I will attend to the talking now.

She went close to the square hole, but was careful to keep her face in shadow at the left-hand side of it.

What can His Highness, Gungadhura Singh, want with his relative at this strange hour? she asked.

Open the gate! came the answer. He was very close to it  ready to push with his shoulder the instant the bolt was drawn, for black passion had him in hand. But in the darkness he was as invisible as she was.

Nay, how shall I know it is Gungadhura Singh?

Ask the guard! Ho, there! Tell her who it is demands admission!

Nay, they might lie to me! The voice sounds strange. I would open for Gungadhura Singh; but I must be sure it is he and no other.

Look then! he answered, and thrust his dark face close to the opening.

Even the utterly base have intuition. Nothing else warned him. In the very nick of time he stepped back, and Yasminis long dagger that shot forward like a stab of lightning only cut the cheek beneath the eye, and slit it to the corner of his mouth.

The blood poured down into his beard and added fury to determination.

Guards, break in the gate! he shouted, and Yasmini stood back in the darkest shadow, about as dangerous as a cobra guarding young ones. With her left hand she signed to all six women to hide themselves; but Tess came and stood beside her, minded in that minute to give Gungadhura Western aftermath to reckon with as well as the combined present courage of two women. Wondering desperately what she could do to help against armed men she suddenly snatched one of the long hat-pins that she herself had adjusted in her own hat on Yasminis head.

Yasmini hugged her close and kissed her.

Better than sister! Better than friend! she whispered.

Gungadhura had not been idle while he waited for his message to reach Yasmini, but had sent some of the guard to find a baulk of timber for a battering-ram. The butts of rifles would have been useless against that stout iron.

The gate shook now under the weight of the first assault, but the guards were handling the timber clumsily, not using their strength together. Gungadhura cursed them, and spent two valuable minutes trying to show them how the trick should be worked, the blood that poured into his beard, and made of his mouth a sputtering crimson mess, not helping to make his raging orders any more intelligible.

Presently the second crash came, stronger and more elastic than the first. The iron bent inward, and it was plainly only a matter of minutes before the bolt would go. The gateman came creeping to Yasminis side, and, with yellow fangs showing in a grin meant to be affectionate, displayed an Afghan tulwar.

Ismail! she said. I thought you were afraid and ran to hide!

Nay! he answered. My life is thine, Princess! Gungadhura took away all weapons, but this I hid. I went to find it. See, he grinned, feeling the edge with his thumb, it is clean! It is keen! It will cut throats!

I will not forget! Yasmini answered, but the words were lost in the din of the third blow of wood on iron.

The odds began not to look so bad  two desperate women and a faithful Northern fighting man armed with a weapon that he loved and understood, against a wounded blackguard and three eunuchs. Perhaps the guard might look on and not interfere. There was a chance to make a battle royal of it, whose tumult would bring Dick Blaine and Tom Tripe to the rescue. What was the dog doing? Tess wondered whether any animal could be so intelligent after all as Tom pretended his was. Perhaps the maharajah had seen the dog and killed him.

Listen! she urged. Tell your maids to stampede for the street the instant the door breaks in. That will give the guard their work to do to hold them. Meanwhile

Thump! came the timber on the gate again, and even the hinges shook in their stone setting.

Listen! said Yasmini.

There was another noise up-street  a rushing to and fro, and a trumpeting that no one could mistake.

I said that

Thump! came the baulk of timber  not so powerfully as before. There was distraction affecting the team-work. The scream of an elephant fighting mad, and the yelp of a dog, that pierces every other noise, rent the darkness close at hand.

I said that the gods

There came the thud of a very heavy body colliding with a wall, and another blood-curdling scream of rage  then the thunder of what might have been an avalanche as part of a near-by wall collapsed, and a brute as big as Leviathan approached at top speed.

There was another thud, but this time caused by the hulk of timber falling on the ground, as guard, eunuchs and Gungadhura all took to their heels.

Allah! Il hamdul illah! swore the gateman. (Thanks be to God!)

I said that the gods would help tonight! Yasmini cried exultantly.

O Lord, what has happened to Dick? groaned Tess between set teeth.

The thunder of pursuit drew nearer. Possessed by some instinct she never offered to explain, Yasmini stepped to the gate, drew back the bolt, and opened it a matter of inches. In shot Tom Tripes dog, with his tongue hanging out and the fear of devils blazing in his eyes. Yasmini slammed the gate again in the very face of a raging elephant, and shot the bolt in the nick of time to take the shock of his impact.

It was only a charge in half-earnest or he would have brought the gate down. An elephant is a very short-sighted beast, and it was pitch-dark. He could not believe that a dog could disappear through a solid iron gate, and after testing the obstruction for a moment or two, grumbling to himself angrily, he stood to smell the air and listen. There was a noise farther along the street of a stampede of some kind. That was likely enough his quarry, probably frightening other undesirables along in front of him. With a scream of mingled frenzy and delight he went off at once full pelt.

Oh, Trotters! Good dog, Trotters! sobbed Tess, kneeling down to make much of him, and giving way to the reaction that overcomes men as well as women. Wheres your master? Oh, if you could tell me where my husband is!

She did not have long to wait for the answer to that. It took the two men a matter of seconds to get the horse on his feet, and no fire-engine ever left the station house one fraction faster than Dick tooled that dog-cart. The horse was all nerves and in no mood to wait on ceremony, which accounted for a broken spoke and a fragment of the gate-post hanging in the near wheel. They forgot to unlash the wheels before they started, so the dog-cart came up-street on skids, as it were, screaming holy murder on the granite flags  which in turn saved the near wheel from destruction. It also made it possible to rein in the terrified horse exactly in front of the palace gate; another proof that as Yasmini said, the gods of India were in a mood to help that night. (Not that she ever believed the gods are one bit more consequential than men.)

Yasmini drew the bolt, and the gate creaked open reluctantly; the shock of the elephants shoulder had about ended its present stage of usefulness. Tom Tripe, dismounting from his horse in a hurry and throwing the reins over the dog-cart lamp, was first to step through.

Wheres my dog? he demanded. Wheres that Trotters o mine?
Did Akbar get him?

A cold nose thrust in his hand was the answer.

Oh, so there you are, you rascal! There  lie down!

That was all the ceremonial that passed between them, but the dog seemed satisfied.

Tess was out through the gate almost sooner than Tom Tripe could enter it. They brushed each others shoulders as they passed. Up in the dog-cart she and her husband laughed in each others arms, each at the others disguise, neither of them with the slightest notion what would happen next, except that Dick knew the dog-cart wheels would have to be unlashed.

How many people will the carriage hold? Yasmini called to them, appearing suddenly in the lamp-light. And Dick Blaine began laughing all over again, for except for the golden hair she looked so like the wife who sat on his left hand, and his wife so like a Rajput that the humor of the situation was its only obvious feature.

I must not take my carriage, for they would trace it, and besides, there is too little time. Can we all ride in your carriage? There are six of us.

Probably. But where to? Dick answered.

I will direct. Ismail must come too, but he can run.

It was an awful crowd, for the dog-cart was built for four people at the most, and in the end Tess insisted on riding behind Tom Tripe because she was dressed like a man and could do it easily. Ismail was sent back to close the gate from the inside and clamber out over the top of it. There was just room for a lean and agile man to squeeze between the iron and the stone arch.

Let the watchmen who feared and hid themselves stay to give their own account to Gungadhura! Yasmini sneered scornfully. They are no longer men of mine!

Now, where away? demanded Dick, giving the horse his head. To my house? Youll be safe there for the present.

No. They might trace us there.

Yasmini was up beside him, wedged tightly between him and Hasamurti, so like his own wife, except for a vague Eastern scent she used, that he could not for the life of him speak to her as a stranger.

Listen! she said excitedly. I had horses here, there, everywhere in case of need. But Gungadhura sent men and took them all. Now I have only one horse  in your stable  I must get that tonight. First, then, drive my women to a place that I will show you.

Away in the distance they could hear the trumpeting of Akbar, and the shouts of men who had been turned out to attempt the hopeless task of capturing the brute. At each scream the horse trembled in the shafts and had to be managed skillfully, but the load was too heavy now for him to run away with it.

If that elephant will continue to be our friend and will only run the other way for a distraction, so that we are not seen, one of these days I will give him a golden howdah! vowed Yasmini.

And Akbar did that very thing. Whoever was awake that night in Sialpore, and was daring enough to venture in the dark streets, followed the line of destruction and excitement, gloating over the broken property of enemies or awakening friends to make them miserable with condolences. The dog-cart threaded through the streets unseen, for even the scarce night-watchmen left their posts to take part in the hunt.

Yasmini guided them to the outskirts of the town in a line as nearly straight as the congenital deviousness of Sialpores ancient architects allowed. There was not a street but turned a dozen times to the mile. At one point she bade Dick stop, and begged Tess to let Tom Tripe take her home, promising to see her again within the hour. But Tess had recovered her nerve and was determined to see the adventure through, in spite of the discomforts of a seat behind Toms military saddle.

They brought up at last in front of a low dark house at the very edge of the city. It stood by itself in a compound, with fields behind it, and looked prosperous enough to belong to one of the maharajahs suite.

The house of Mukhum Dass! Yasmini announced.

The money-lender?

Yes.

Dick made a wry face, for the mans extortions were notorious. But Yasmini never paused to cast up virtue when she needed assistants in a hurry; rather she was adept at appraising character and bending it to suit her ends. Ismail, hot and out of breath from running at the cart-tail, was sent to pound the money-lenders door, until that frightened individual came down himself to inquire (with the door well held by a short chain) what the matter was.

I lend no money in the night! was his form of greeting. He always used it when gamblers came to him in the heat of the losers passion at unearthly hours  and sometimes ended by making a loan at very high interest on sound security. Otherwise he would have stayed in bed, whatever the thunderous importunity.

Yasmini was down at the door by that time, and it was she who answered.

Nay, but men win lawsuits by gathering evidence! Are title-deeds not legal in the dark?

Who are you? he demanded, reaching backward for a little lamp that hung on the wall behind him and trying to see her face.

I am the same who met you that morning on the hilltop and purchased silence from you at a price.

He peered through the narrow opening, holding the lamp above his head.

That was a man. You are a woman.

For answer to that she stood on tiptoe and blew the lamp out. He would have slammed the door, but her foot was in the way.

By dark or daylight, Mukhum Dass, your eyes read nothing but the names on hundis (notes)! Now, what does the car say? Does the voice tell nothing?

Aye, it is the same.

You shall have that title-deed tomorrow at dawn  on certain terms.

How do I know?

Because I say it  I, who said that Chamu would repay his sons loan,  I, who knew from the first all about the title-deed,  I, who know where it is this minute,  I, who know the secrets of Jinendras priest,  I, whose name stands written on the hundred-rupee note with which the butler paid his sons debt!

The princess! The Princess Yasmini! It was her name on the note!

Her name is mine!

The money-lender stood irresolutely, shifting his balance from foot to foot. It was his experience that when people with high-born names came to him by night mysteriously there was always profit in it for himself. And then, there was that title-deed. He had bought the house cheap, but its present value was five times what he gave for it. Its loss would mean more to him than the loss of a wife to some men  as Yasmini knew, and counted on.

Open the door and let me in, Mukhum Dass! The terms are these

Nay, we can talk with the door between us.

Very well, then, lose thy title-deed! Dhulap Singh, thine enemy, shall have it within the hour!

She took her foot out from the door and turned away briskly. Promptly he opened the door wide, and called after her.

Nay, come, we will discuss it.

I discuss nothing! she answered with a laugh. I dictate terms!

Name them, then.

I have here five women. They must stay in safety in your house until an hour before dawn.

God forbid!

Until an hour before dawn, you hear me? If any come to inquire for them or me, you must deny any knowledge.

That I would be sure enough to do! Shall I have it said that Mukhum
Dass keeps a dozen women in his dotage?

An hour before dawn I will come for them.

None too soon!

Then I will write a letter to a certain man, who, on presentation of the letter, will hand you the title-deed at once without payment.

A likely tale!

Was it a likely tale that Chamu would repay his sons debt?

Well  I will take the hazard. Bring them in. But I will not feed them. And if you fail to come for them before dawn I will turn them out and it shall be all over Sialpore that the Princess Yasmini

One moment, Mukhum Dass! If one word of this escapes your lips for a month to come, you shall go to jail for receiving stolen money in payment of a debt! My name was on the money that Chamu paid you with. You knew he stole it.

I did not know!

Prove that in court, then!

Bring the women in! he grumbled. I am no cackler from the roofs!

Yasmini did not wait for him to change his mind but shepherded her scared dependents through the door, and called for Ismail.

Did you see these women enter? she demanded.

Aye. I saw. Have I not eyes?

Stay thou here outside and watch. Afterward, remember, if I say nothing, be thou dumb as Tom Tripes dog. But if I give the word, tell all Sialpore that Mukhum Dass is a satyr who holds revels in his house by night. Bring ten other men to swear to it with thee, until the very children of the streets shout it after him when he rides his rounds! Hast thou understood? Silence for silence! But talk for talk! Hast thou heard, too, Mukhum Dass? Good! Shut thy door tight, but thy mouth yet tighter! And try rather to take liberties with hornets than with those five women!

Before he could answer she was gone, leaving Ismail lurking in the shadows. Tess had dismounted from behind Tom Tripe and climbed up beside her husband so that there were three on the front seat again.

Now, Tom Tripe! Yasmini ordered, speaking with the voice of command that Tom himself would have used to a subordinate. Do you as the elephant did, and cause distraction. Draw Gungadhura off the scent!

Hells bells, deary me, Your Ladyship! he answered. All the drawing Ill do after this nights work will be my last months pay, and lucky if I see that! Lordy knows what the guardll tell the maharajah, nor what his ragell add to it!

Nonsense! Gungadhura and the guard ran from the elephant like dust before the wind. The guards are the better men, and will be back at their post before this; but Gungadhura must find a discreet physician to bind a slit face for him! Visit the guard now, and get their ear first. Tell them Gungadhura wants no talk about tonights work. Then come to Blaine sahibs house and search the cellar by lamplight, letting Chalmu the butler see you do it, but taking care not to let him see what you see. What you do see, leave where it lies! Then see Gungadhura early in the morning

Lordy me, Your Ladyship, hell

No, he wont. Hell want to know how much you know about his behavior at the gate. Tell him you know everything, and that youve compelled the guard to keep silence. That ought to reconcile the coward! But if he threatens you, then threaten him! Threaten to go to Samson sahib with the whole story. (But if you do dare really go to Samson sahib, never look me in the face again!) Then tell Gungadhura that you searched the cellar, and what you saw there under a stone, adding that Blaine sahib was suspicious, and watched you, and afterward sealed the cellar door. Have you understood me?

I understand theres precious little sleep for me tonight, and hell in the morning!

Pouf! Are you a soldier?

Im your ladyships most thorough-paced admirer and obedient slave!
Tom answered gallantly, his mutton-chop whiskers fairly bristling with a grin.

Prove it, then, this night!

As if I hadnt! Well  alls well, Your Ladyship, Im on the job! Crib, crupper and breakfast-time, yours truly!

When you have finished interviewing Gungadhura, find for Blaine sahib a new cook and a new butler, who can be trusted not to poison him!

If I can!

Of course you can find them! Tell Sita Ram, Samson sahibs babu, what is wanted. He will find men in one hour who have too much honor, and too little brains, and too great fear to poison any one! Say that I require it of him. Have your understood? Then go! Go swiftly to the guard and stop their tongues!

Tom whistled his dog and rode off at a canter. Dick gave the horse his head and drove home as fast as the steepness of the hill permitted, Yasmini talking to him nearly all the way.

You must dismiss Chamu, she insisted. He is Gungadhuras man, and the cook is under the heel of Chamu. Either man would poison his own mother for a days pay! Send them both about their business the first thing in the morning if you value your life! Before they go, let them see you put a great lock on the cellar door, and nail it as well, and put weights on it! If men come at any time to pry about the house, ask Samson sahib for a special policeman to guard the place!

But what is all this leading to? demanded Dick. What does it mean?

It means, she said slowly, that the toils are closing in on Gungadhura!

The way I figure it, he answered, some one else had a pretty narrow shave tonight!

Yasmini knew better than to threaten Dick, or even to argue with him vehemently, much less give him orders. But each man has a line of least resistance.

Your wife has told you what Gungadhura attempted? she asked him.

Yes, while you were at the money-lenders  something of it.

If the guard should tell Gungadhura that your wife was in the palace with me and could give evidence against him, what do you suppose Gungadhura would do?

Damn him! Dick murmured.

There are so many ways  snakes  poison  daggers in the dark

What do you suggest? he asked her. Leave Sialpore?

Yes, but with me! I know a safe place. She should come with me.

When?

Tonight! Before dawn.

How?

By camel. I had horses and Gungadhura took them all, but his brain was too sotted to think of camels, and I have camels waiting not many miles from here! I shall take my horse from your stable and ride for the camels, bringing them to the house of Mukhum Dass. Let your wife meet me there one hour before dawn.

Dick! said Tess, with her arm around him. I want to go! I know it sounds crazy, and absurd, and desperate; but Im sure it isnt! I want you to let me go with her.

They reached the house before he answered, he, turning it over and over in his mind, taking into reckoning a thousand things.

Well, he said at last, once in a while theres the strength of a man about you, Tess. Maybe Im a lunatic, but have it your own way, girl, have it your own way!


Chapter Ten

In odor of sweet sanctity I bloom,
With surplus of beatitude I bless,
Im the confidant of Destiny and Doom,
Im the apogee of knowledge more or less.
If I lie, it is to temporize with lying
Lest obliquity should suffer in the light.
If I prey upon the widow and the dying,
They withheld; and I compel them to do right.
I am justified in all that I endeavor,
If I fail it is because the rest are fools.
Im serene and unimpeachable forever,
The upheld, ordained interpreter of rules.

Discretion is better part of secrecy!

Some of what follows presently was told to Yasmini afterward by Sita Ram,
some of it by Tom Tripe, and a little by Dick Blaine, who had it from
Samson himself. The rest she pieced together from admissions by
Jinendras fat priest and the gossip of some dancing girls.

Sir Roland Samson, K. C. S. I., as told already, was a very demon for swift office work, routine pouring off him into the hands of the right subordinates like water into the runnels of a roof, leaving him free to bask in the sunshine of self-complacency. But there is work that can not be tackled, or even touched by subordinates; and, the fixed belief of envious inferiors to the contrary notwithstanding, there are hours unpaid for, unincluded in the office schedule, and wholly unadvertised that hold such people as commissioners in durance vile.

On the night of Yasminis escape Samson sat sweating in his private room, with moths of a hundred species irritating him by noisy self- immolation against the oil lamp-whose smoke made matters worse by being sucked up at odd moments by the punkah, pulled jerkily by a new man. Most aggravating circumstance of all, perhaps, was that the movement of the punkah flickered his papers away whenever he removed a weight. Yet he could not study them unless he spread them all in front of him; and without the punkah he felt he would die of apoplexy. He had to reach a decision before midnight.

Babu Sita Ram was supposed to be sitting tinder a punkah in the next room, with a locked door between him and his master. He was staying late, by special request and as a special favor, to copy certain very important but not too secret documents in time for the courier next day. There were just as many insects to annoy him, and the punkah flapped his papers too; but fat though he was, and sweat though he did, his smile was the smile of a hunter. From time to time he paused from copying, stole silently to the door between the offices, gingerly removed a loose knot from a panel, and clapped to the hole first one, and then the other avidious brown eye.

Samson wished to goodness there was some one he dared consult with. There were other Englishmen, of course, but they were all ambitious like himself. He felt that his prospects were at stake. News had reached the State Department (by channels Sita Ram could have uncovered for him) that Gungadhura was intriguing with tribes beyond the northwest frontier.

The tribes were too far away to come in actual touch with Sialpore, although they were probably too wild and childish to appreciate that fact. The point was that Gungadhura was said to be promising them armed assistance from the British rear  assistance that he never would possibly be able to render them; and his almost certain intention was, when the rising should materialize, to offer his small forces to the British as an inexpensive means of quelling the disturbance, thus restoring his own lost credit and double-crossing all concerned. A subtle motive, subtly suspected.

It was no new thing in the annals of Indian state affairs, nor anything to get afraid about; but what the State Department desired to know was, why Sir Roland Samson, K. C. S. I., was not keeping a closer eye on Gungadhura, what did he propose as the least troublesome and quietest solution, and would he kindly answer by return.

All that was bad enough, because a beau ideal commissioner rather naturally feels distressed when information of that sort goes over his head or under his feet to official superiors. But he could have got around it. It should not have been very difficult to write a report that would clear himself and give him time to turn around.

But that very evening no less an individual than the high priest of Jinendra had sent word by Sita Ram that he craved the favor of an interview.

And, had added Sita Ram with malicious delight, it is about the treasure of Sialpore and certain claims to it that I think he wants to see you.

Why should he come by night? demanded Samson.

Because his errand is a secret one, announced the babu, with a hand on his stomach as if he had swallowed something exquisite.

So Samson was in a quandary, going over secret records getting ready for an issue with the priest. His report had to be ready by morning, yet he hardly dared begin it without knowing what the priest might have in mind; and on his own intricate knowledge of the situation might depend whether or not he could extract, from a man more subtle than himself, information on which to base sound proposals to his government. His reputation was decidedly at stake; and dangerous intrigue was in the air, or else the priest would never be coming to visit him.

Sita Ram kept peeping at him through the knot-hole, as a cook peers at a tit-bit in the oven, to judge whether it is properly cooked yet.

Jinendras priest had had time for reflection. True to his kidney, he trusted nobody, unlike Yasmini who knew whom to trust, and when, and just how far. It was all over the city that Gungadhuras practises were hastening his ruin, so it was obviously wise not to espouse the maharajahs cause, in addition to which he had become convinced in his own mind that Yasmini actually knew the whereabouts of the Sialpore treasure. But he did not trust Yasmini either, nor did he relish her scornful promise of a mere percentage of the hoard when it should at last be found. He wanted at least the half of it, bargains to the contrary notwithstanding; and he had that comfortable conscience that has soothed so many priests, that argues how the church must be above all bargains, all bonds, all promises. Was there any circumstance, or man, or woman who could bind and circumscribe Jinendras high priest? He laughed at the suggestion of it. Samson was the man to see  Samson the man to be inveigled in the nets. So he sent his verbal message by the mouth of Sita Ram  a very pious devotee of Jinendra by Yasminis special orders; and, disguising his enormous bulk in a thin cloak, set forth long after dark in a covered cart drawn by two tiny bulls.

There were two doors to Sita Rams small office; two to Samsons large one  three doors in all, because they shared the connecting one (that was locked just now) in common. At the first sound of the long- awaited heavy footsteps on the outer porch Sita Ram hurried to do the honors, and presently ushered into Samsons presence the enormous bulk of the high priest, spreading a clean cloth for him on an easy chair because the priests caste put it out of the question for him to sit on leather defiled by European trousers.

Then, while the customary salaams were taking place, and the customary questions about health and other matters that neither cared a fig about, Sita Ram ostentatiously drew a curtain part-way over the connecting door, and retired by way of the other door and the passage to remove the knot from its hole.

It was part of Samsons pride, and one of his stoutest rungs in the ladder of preferment, that be knew more Indian languages than any other man of his rank in the service, and knew them well. There were asterisks and stars and twiggly marks against his name in the blue book that would have passed muster as a secret code, and every one of them betokened passed examinations in some Eastern tongue. So he was fully able to meet the high priest on his own ground, as well as conscious of the advantage he held to begin with, in that the priest had come to him instead of his going to the priest.

Well? he demanded, cutting the pleasantries short abruptly as soon as Sita Ram had closed the door.

I came to speak of politics.

I listen.

Samson leaned back and scrutinized his visitor with deliberate rudeness.
Having the upper hand he proposed to hold it.

But Jinendras high priest was no beginner either in the game of Beggar-my-neighbor. He understood the value of a big trump to begin with, provided there is other ammunition in reserve.

The whereabouts of the treasure of Sialpore is known!

The deuce it is! said Samson, in good plain English. Who knows it? he demanded.

The high priest smiled.

Samson, as was natural, felt that tingling up and down the spine and quickening of the heart-beats that announces crisis in ones personal affairs, but concealed it admirably. It was the high priests turn to speak. He waited.

Half of that treasure belongs to the priesthood of Jinendra, said the priest at last.

Since when?

Since the beginning.

Why?

We were keepers of the treasure once years ago, before the English came. There came a time when the reigning rajah deceived us by a trick, including murder; and ever since the English took control the priests have had less and less authority. There has been no chance to  to bring any  to put pressure  to reestablish our rights. Nevertheless, our rights in the matter were never surrendered.

What do you mean by that exactly?

The English are now the real rulers of Sialpore.

Samson nodded. That was a significant admission, coming from a
Brahman priest.

They should claim the treasure. But they can not claim it without knowing where it is. The priests of Jinendra are entitled to their half.

You mean you are willing that my government should take half the treasure, provided the priests of Jinendra get the other half of it?

The priest moved his head and his lips in a way that might be taken to mean anything.

If you know where the treasure is, dig it up, said Samson, and you shall have your answer!

Yasmini in the heat of excitement had called Samson an idiot, but he was far from being that, as she knew as well as any one. He judged in that moment that if Jinendras priest knew really where the treasure was, he would never have come to drive a bargain for the half of it, but would have taken all and said nothing. On the other hand, it well might be that Gungadhuras searchers had stumbled on it. In that case, there was that secret letter from headquarters hurriedly placed in his top drawer when the priest came in, that would give good excuse for putting screws on Gungadhura. A coup detat was not beyond the pale of possibility. As a champion of indiscretion and a judge of circumstances, he would dare. The gleam in his eyes betrayed that he would dare, and the priest grew uneasy.

It is not I who know where the treasure is. I know who knows.

You mean Gungadhura knows!

The priest smiled again. The commissioner was not such a dangerous antagonist after all. Samsons eyes betrayed disappointment, and the priest took heart of grace.

For one-half of the treasure I will tell you who it is that knows. You can take possession of the of the person. Then

Illegal. By what right could I arrest a person simply because some one else asserts without proof that that person knows where the treasure is?

Not arrest, perhaps. But you might protect.

From whom? From what?

Gungadhura suspects. He might use poison  torture  might carry the person off into hiding

He paused, for Samsons eyes were again a signal of excitement.
He had it! He knew as much as the priest himself did in that instant!
There was one particular individual in Sialpore who fitted that bill.

Nonsense! he answered. Gungadhura would be answerable to me for any outrages.

The priest showed a slight trace of dejection, but went forward bravely to defeat.

There is danger, he said. If Gungadhura should lay hands on all that money, there would be no peace in Rajputana. I should not bargain away what belongs to the priesthood, but discretion is permitted me; if you will agree with me tonight, I will accept a little less than half of it.

Samson wanted time to think, and he was through with the priest  finished with the interview,  not even anxious to appear polite.

If you bring me definite information, he said slowly, and on the strength of that my government should come in possession of the Sialpore treasure, I will promise you in writing five per cent. of it for the funds of the priesthood of Jinendra, the money to be held in trust and administered subject to accounting.

Jinendras high priest hove his bulk out of the leather chair and went through the form of taking leave, contenting himself, too, with the veriest shell of courtesy  scorn for such an offer scowling from his fat face. Samson showed him to the door and closed it after him, leaving Babu Sita Ram to do the honors outside in the passage.

I kiss feet! said the babu. You must bless me, father. I kiss feet!

The priest blessed him perfunctorily.

Is there anything I can do, holy one? Anything a babu such as I can do to earn merit?

Rolling on his ponderous way toward the waiting bull-cart, the priest paused a moment  eyed Sita Ram as a python eyes a meal  and answered him.

Tell that woman from me that if she has a plan at all she must unfold it swiftly. Tell her that this Samson sahib is after the treasure for himself; that he invited me to help him and to share it with him. Let her have word with me swiftly.

What treasure? asked Sita Ram ingenuously. Having had his ear to the knot-hole throughout the interview, it suited him to establish innocence. The priest could have struck himself for the mistake, and Sita Ram, too, for the impudence.

Never mind! he answered. Tell her what I say. Those who obey and ask no unwise questions oftentimes receive rewards.

Inside the office Samson sat elated, wiping his forehead and setting blotter over writing-paper lest sweat from his wrists make the ink run. It was a bender of a night, but he saw his way to a brilliant stroke of statecraft that would land him on the heights of official approval forever. Heat did not matter. The man at the punkah had fallen asleep, but he did not bother to waken him. Back at the knot-hole, babu Sita Ram watched him scribble half a dozen letters, tearing each up in turn until the last one pleased him. Finally he sealed a letter, and directed it by simply writing two small letters  r. s.  in the bottom left-hand corner.

Sita Ram! he shouted then.

The babu let him call three times, for evidence of how hard it was to hear through that thick door. When he came it was round by the other way in a hurry.

You called, sir?

You need not copy any more of those documents tonight, Sita Ram. I shall send a telegram in the morning and keep my report in hand for a day or two. But theres one more little favor I would like to ask of you.

Anything, sahib! Anything! Am only desirous to please your excellency.

Do you know a man named Tripe  Tom Tripe  drill-instructor to the
Maharajahs Guard?

Yes, sahib.

Could you find him, do you think?

Tonight, sahib?

Yes, tonight.

Sahib, he is usually drunk at night, and very rough! Nevertheless, I could find him.

Please do. And give him this letter. Say it is from me. He will know what to do with it. Oh, and Sita Ram

Yes, sahib.

You will receive two days extra pay from me, over and above your salary, for tonights extra work.

Thank you, sahib. You are most kind  always most generous.

And  ah  Sita Ram

Sahib?

Say nothing, will you? By nothing I mean nothing! Hold your tongue, eh?

Certainly, sahib. Aware of the honor of my confidential position, I am always most discreet!

What are you doing with that waste-basket?

Taking it outside, sahib.

The sweeper will do that in the morning.

Am always discreet, sahib. Discretion is better part of secrecy! Better to burn all torn-up paper before daylight always!

Very good. Youre quite right. Thank you, Sita Ram. Yes, burn the torn paper, please.

So Sita Ram, piecing together little bits of paper got a very good idea of what was in the letter that he carried. The bonfire in the road looked beautiful and gladdened his esthetic soul, but the secret information thrilled him, which was better. He crossed the river, and very late that night he found Tom Tripe, as sober as a judge, what with riding back and forth to the Blaines house and searching in a cellar and what-not. He gave him the letter, and received a rupee because Toms dog frightened him nearly out of his wits. Tom swore at the letter fervently, but that was Toms affair, who could not guess the contents.

Almost exactly at dawn Sita Ram, as sleepy as a homing owl, reached his own small quarters in the densest part of town. He had his hand on the door when another hand restrained him from behind.

You know me? said a voice he did not know. A moment later his terrified eyes informed him.

Mukhum Dass? I owe you nothing!

Liar! You have my title-deed! Hand it over before I bring the constabeel!

I? Your title-deed? I know nothing of it. What title-deed?

Mukhum Dass cut expostulation short, and denied himself the pleasure of further threatening.

See. Here is a letter. Read it, and then hand me over my title-deed!

Ah! That is different? said Sita Ram, pocketing Yasminis letter, for precautions sake. Wait here while I bring it!

Two minutes later he returned with a parchment in a tin tube.

Do I receive no recompense? he asked. Did I not find the title-deed and keep it safe? Where is the reward?

Recompense? growled Mukhum Dass. To be out of jail is recompense! The next time you find property of mine, bring it to me, or the constabeel shall have work to do!

Dog! snarled the babu after him. Dog of a usurer! Wait and see!


Chapter Eleven

To cover a trail is less than half the work, for any dog with a nose can smell it out. You should make a false trail afterward to deceive the clever folk. -Eastern Proverb

Say: that little girl youre wanting to run off with is my wife!

The other side to the intrigue developed furiously up at the Baines house on the hillside. Yasmini gave directions from Tesss bedroom, where Tess hid her from prying servants, she electing to change clothes once more  this time into her hostess riding breeches, boots and helmet. But she insisted on Tess retaining the Rajput costume, only allowing a hand-bag to be packed with womans things, skirt, blouse and so on.

If I am seen there must be no mistake about me. They must swear that I am you! It doesnt matter who they believe that you are. Above all, Chamu the butler must not see me. When he is dismissed in the morning he will tell tales for very spite, and take his chance of my accusing him of theft; so be sure that he sees Tom Tripe search the cellar. Then he will confirm to the maharajah afterward that Tripe did search  and did see something  and that Blaine sahib did lock the cellar door afterward in anger, and put weights on it. That is the important thing. Blaine sahib must drive the carriage again to the house of Mukhum Dass; and be sure that I am not kept waiting there  we must start before the dawn breaks! Now give me paper and a pen to write the chit (letter) for Mukhum Dass.

There was no ink in the bedroom; Dick took her into the place he called his study, and locked the door, glad of the excuse. He was minded to know more of the intrigue before letting his wife go off again that night on any wild adventure, second thoughts having stirred his caution. He began by offering to lend her money, suspecting that a fugitive princess would need that more than anything. But she replied by drawing out from her bosom a packet containing thousands of rupees in Bank of India notes, and gave him money instead  not much, but she forced it on him.

For the three beggars. Ten rupees each. Pay it them in silver in the morning. They have been very useful often, and may be so again.

He watched her write the letter and seal the envelope. Then:

Say, he said, dont you think youd be doing right by telling me more of this? Ill say nothing to a soul, but that little girl youre wanting to run off with is my wife, and Ill admit Im kind o concerned on her account.

Yasmini met his iron-gray eyes, judged him and found him good.

I never trusted man yet, not even the husband I shall marry, with all
I shall tell you, she answered. Will you give me silence in return for it?

Mum as the grave, he answered. And Dick Blaine kept his word, not even hinting to Tess on the long drive afterward that there had been as much as a question asked or confidence exchanged. And Tess respected the silence, not deceived for a minute by it. He and Yasmini had been longer in that room together than any one-page letter needed, and she was sure there was only one subject they discussed.

Dick brought Yasminis horse to the gate, not to the door, and she mounted outside in the road for additional precaution. Instantly, then, without a word of farewell she was off like the wind down-hill.

Itll be all over town tomorrow that Im dead or dying, if anybody sees her! Dick told his wife. Theyll swear that was you, Tess, riding full pelt for the doctor!

Soon after that Tom Tripe came, and made Chamu hold a light for him while he searched the cellar.

Hold the candle and your tongue too, confound you! he told the grumbling butler, indignant at being brought from bed.

Dick had already put the silver tube in place. Tom Tripe raised the stone and saw it  uttered a tremendous oath  and dropped the heavy stone back over the hole.

What are you doing? Dick demanded from the ladder-head, appearing with a lantern from behind the raised trap.

Looking for rum! Tom answered. Then he turned on Chamu. Did you see what I saw? Speak a word of it, you devil, and Ill tear your throat out! Silence, dyou understand?

Come out of there! Dick ordered angrily. Ill have to lock this cellar door! I cant have people prospecting down there! Ive got reasons of my own for keeping that cellar undisturbed! Im surprised at you, Tom Tripe, taking advantage of me when my backs turned!

The minute they were up he put a padlock on the trap, and nailed it down to the beams as well. Then, summoning Toms aid, he levered and shoved into place on top of it the heavy iron safe in which he kept his specimens and money.

Thatll do for you, Chamu! he said finally. I dont care to keep a butler who takes guests into the cellar at this hour of night! You may go. Ill give you your time in the morning.

Chamu showed his teeth, by no means for the first time. It was a favorite method of his for covering up bad service to fall back on his reference.

Maharajah sahib who is recommending me will not be pleased at my dismissal!

You and your maharajah go to hell together! Dick retorted. Tell him from me that I wont have inquisitive people in my cellar! Now go; theres nothing more to talk about. Fire the cook, too, as soon as he wakes! Tell him I dont like ground glass in my omelette! Not been any in it? Well, what do I care? I dont want any in it  thats enough! Im taking no chances. Tell him hes fired, and you two pull your freight together in the morning first thing!

Ten minutes alone with Yasmini had worked wonders with Dick Blaine. Given to making up his mind and seeing resolution through to stern conclusions, he was her stout ally from the moment when he unlocked the study door again until the end  a good silent ally too busy, apparently, about his own affairs to be suspected. Certainly Samson never suspected his real share in the intrigue  Samson, the judge of circumstances, indiscretions, men and opportunity.

He sent Tom Tripe packing, with a flea in his ear for Chamus benefit, and a whispered word of friendship. Later he drove Tess down-hill in the dog-cart, first changing his own disguise for American clothes because the saises might be up and about when he returned at dawn, and for them to see him in the costume of a sais would only have added to the risk of putting Gungadhuras men on the scent of Yasmini. Saises are almost the most prolific source of rumor, but he had a means of stilling their tongues.

There was little to say during the dark drive. They were affectionate, those two, without too many words when it came to leave-taking, each knowing the others undivided love. Tess had money  a revolver  cartridges  some food  sufficient change of clothing for a week  sun-spectacles; he reassured himself twice on all those points.

If youre camel-sick, fetch it up and carry, on, he advised, itll soon pass. Then a hot bath, if you can get it, before you stiffen. Failing that, oil.

The camels, with Yasmini and her women already mounted, were kneeling in the darkness outside the house of Mukhum Dass.

Come! called Yasmini. Hurry!

Dick kissed his wife  waved his hand to Yasmini  helped Tess on to the last camel in the kneeling line  and they were off, the camel-men not needing to shout to make those Bikaniri racers rise and start. They were gone like ghosts into the darkness, making absolutely no noise, before Dick could steady his nervous horse.

Then Ismail wanted to tie Yasminis abandoned horse to the tail of the dog-cart, but Dick sent him off to stable it somewhere at the other side of town to help throw trackers off the scent. He himself drove home by a very wide circuit indeed, threading his cautious way among the hills toward the gold-diggings, where he drove back and forward several times around the edges of the dump, in order that the saises might see the red dirt on the wheels afterward and believe, and tell where he had been.

There was some risk that a panther, or even a tiger might try for the horse in the dark, but that was not the kind of danger that disturbed Dick Blaine much. A pistol at point-blank range is as good as a rifle most nights of the week. He arrived home after daylight with a very weary horse, and ordered the saises to wash the wheels at once, in order that the color of the dirt might be impressed on them thoroughly. They were quite sure he had been at the mine all night. Then he paid off Chamu and the cook and sent them packing.

He was looking for the beggars, to pay them, when Tom Tripes dog arrived and began hunting high and low for Tess. Trotters had something in his mouth, wrapped in cloth and then again in leather. He refused to give it to Dick, defying threats and persuasion both. Dick offered him food, but the dog had apparently eaten  water, but he would not drink.

Then the three beggars came, and watched Dicks efforts with the interest of spectators at a play.

Messenge! said Bimbu finally, nodding at the dog. That much was pretty obvious.

Princess! he added, seeing Dick was still puzzled. It flashed across Dicks mind that on the dresser in the bedroom was Tesss hat that Yasmini had worn. Doubtless to a dogs keen nose it smelt of both of them. He ran to fetch it, the dog followed him, eager to get into the house. He offered the hat to the dog, who sniffed it and yelped eagerly.

Bang goes fifty dollars, then! he laughed.

He took the hat to Bimbu.

Can you ride a camel? he demanded.

The man nodded. Another would drive it.

Do you know where to get one?

Bimbu nodded again.

Take this hat, so that the dog will follow you, and ride by camel to the home of Utirupa Singh. Here is money for the camel. If you overtake the princess there will be a fabulous reward. If you get there soon after she does there will be a good reward. If you take too long on the way there will be nothing for you but a beating! Go  hurry  get a move on! And dont you lose the dog!


Chapter Twelve

There are they who yet remember, when the depots forty jaws
Through iron teeth that chatter to the tramping of a throng
Spew out the crushed commuter in obedience to laws
That all accord observance and that all agree are wrong;
When rush and din and hubbub stir the too responsive vein
Till head and heart are conquered by the hustle roaring by
And the sign looks good that glitters on the temple gate of Gain, -
There are spaces just as luring where the leagues untrodden lie!

There are they who yet remember mid the fever of exchange,
When the hot excitement throttles and the millions make or break,
How a camels silent footfall on the ashen desert range
Swings cushioned into distances where thoughts unfettered wake,
And the memory unbidden plucks an unconverted heart
Till the glamour goes from houses and emotion from the street,
And the truth glares good and gainly in the face of change and mart:
There are deserts more intensive. There are silences as sweet!

Ready for anything! If I weaken, tie me on the camel!

There are camels and camels  more kinds than there are of horses. The Bishareen of the Sudan is not a bad beast, but compared to the Bikaniri there are no other desert mounts worth a moments consideration. Fleet as the wind, silent as its own shadow, enduring as the long hot- season of its home, the trained Bikaniri swings into sandy distances with a gait that is a gallop really  the only saddle-beast of all that lifts his four feet from the ground at once, seeming to spurn the very laws of gravity.

They are favored folk who come by first-class Bikaniri camels, for the better sort are rare, hard held to, and only to be bought up patiently by twos and ones. Fourteen of them in one string, each fit that instant for a distance-race with death itself, was perhaps the best proof possible of Yasminis influence on the country-side. They were gathered for her and held in readiness by men who loved her and detested Gungadhura.

Normally the drivers would have taken a passenger apiece, and seven of the animals would have been ample; but this was a night and a dawn when speed was nine-tenths of the problem, and Yasmini had spared nothing  no man, no shred of pains or influence,  and proposed to spare no beast.

They rode in single file, each man with a led camel ridden by a woman, except that Yasmini directed her own mount and for the most part showed the way, her desert-reared guide being hard put to keep his own animal abreast of her. There is a gift  a trick of riding camels, very seldom learned by the city-born; and he, or she, who knows the way of it enjoys the ungrudged esteem of desert men all the way from China to Damascus, from Peshawar to Morocco. The camels detect a skilled hand even more swiftly than a horse does and, like the horse, do their best work for the rider who understands. So the only sound, except for a gurgle now and then, and velvet-silent footfalls on the level sand, was the grunts of admiration of the men behind. They had muffled all the camel-bells.

When they started the night was deepest purple, set densely with a mass of colored jewels; even the whitest of the stars stole color from the rest. But gradually, as they raced toward the sky-line and the stars paled, the sky changed into mauve. Then without warning a belt of pale gold shone in the west behind them, and with the false dawn came the cool wind like a legacy from the kindly night-gods to encourage humans to endure the day. A little later than the wind the true dawn came, fiery with hot promise, and Tess on the last camel soon learned the meaning of the cloak Yasmini had made her wear. Worn properly it covers all the face except the eyes, leaving no surface for the hot wind to torture, and saving the lips and lungs from being scorched.

In after years, when Yasmini was intriguing for an empire that in her imagination should control the world, she had the telegraph and telephone at times to aid her, as well as the organized, intricate system of British Government to manipulate from behind the scenes; but now she was racing against the wires, and in no mood to appeal for help to a government that she did not quite understand as yet, but intended to foot royally in any case.

The easiest thing Gungadhura could do, and surest thing he would attempt once word should reach him that she had vanished from Sialpore would be to draw around her a network of his own men. Watchers from the hills and lurkers in the sand-dunes could pass word along of the direction she had taken; and the sequel, if Gungadhura was only quick enough, would depend simply on the loneliness or otherwise of the spot where she could be brought to bay. If there were no witnesses his problem would be simple. But if murder seemed too dangerous, there was the Nesting-place of Seven Swans up in the mountains, as well as other places even lonelier, to which she and Tess could be abducted. Tess might be left, perhaps, to make her own way back and give her own explanation of flight with a maharajahs daughter; but for Yasmini abduction to the hills could only mean one of two things: unthinkable surrender, or sure death by any of a hundred secret means.

So the way they took was wild and lonely, frequented only by the little jackals that eat they alone know what, and watched by unenthusiastic kites that always seemed to be wheeling in air just one last time before flying to more profitable feeding ground. Yet within a thousand paces of the line they took lay a trodden track, well marked by the sun-dried bones of camels (for the camel dies whenever he feels like it, without explanation or regret, and lies down for the purpose in the first uncomfortable place to hand).

Yasmini and the guide between them, first one, then the other assuming the direction, led the way around low hills and behind the long, blown folds of sand netted scantly down by tufted, dry grass, always avoiding open spaces where they might be seen, or hollows too nearly shut in on both sides, where there might be ambush.

Twice they were seen before the sun was two hours high, the first time by a caravan of merchants headed toward Sialpore, who breasted a high dune half a mile away and took no notice; but that would not prevent the whole caravansary in the citys midst from knowing what they had seen, and just how long ago, and headed which way, within ten minutes after they arrived  as, in fact, exactly happened.

The second party to catch sight of them consisted of four men on camels, whose rifles, worn military fashion with a sling, betrayed them as Gungadhuras men. Desert police he called them. Takers of tenths was the popular, and much more accurate description. The four gave chase, for a caravan in a hurry is always likely to pay well for exemption from delay; and coming nearly at right angles they had all the advantage. It was crime to refuse to halt for them, for they were semi-military, uniformed police. Yet their invariable habit of prying into everything and questioning each member of a caravan would be certain to lead to discovery. They had a signal station on the hill two miles behind them, to keep them in touch with other parties, north, south, east and west. It looked like Yasminis undoing, for they were gaining two for one along the shorter course. Tess fingered the pistol her husband had made her bring, wondering whether Yasmini would dare show fight (not guessing yet the limitless abundance of her daring), and wondering whether she herself would dare reply to the fire of authorized policemen. She did not relish the thought of being an outlaw with a genuine excuse for her arrest.

But the four police were oversure, and Yasmini too quick-witted for them. They took a short cut down into a sandy hollow, letting their quarry get out of sight, plainly intending to wait on rising ground about a thousand yards ahead, where they could foil attempts to circumvent them and, for the present, take matters easy.

Instantly Yasmini changed direction, swinging her camel to the right, down a deep nullah, and leading full pelt at right angles to her real course. It was ten minutes before the men caught sight of them again, and by that time they had nearly drawn abreast, well beyond reasonable rifle range, and were heading back toward their old direction, so that the police had lost advantage, and a stern chase on slower camels was their only hope but one. They fired half a dozen shots by way of calling attention to themselves  then wheeled and raced away toward the signal station on the hill.

Yasmini held her course for an hour after that, until a spur of the hillside
and another long fold of the desert shut them off from the signalers view.
There she called a halt, unexpectedly, for the camels did not need it.
She was worried about Tess  the one untested link in her chain of fugitives.

Can you keep on through all the hot day? she asked. These other women are as lithe as leopards, for I make them dance. They are better able to endure than cheetahs. But you? Shall I put two women on one camel, and send you back to Sialpore with two men?

Tesss back ached and she was dizzy, but her own powers had been tested many a time; this was not more than double the strain she had withstood before, and she was aware of strength in reserve, to say nothing of conviction that what Yasminis maids could do she herself would rather perish than fall short of. There is an element of sheer, pugnacious, unchristian human pride that is said to damn, while it saves the best of us at times.

Certainly not! I can carry on all day! she answered.

Yasmini emitted her golden bell-like laugh that expressed such immeasurable understanding and delight in all she understands. (It has overtones that tell of vision beyond the ken of folk who build on mud.)

The maids shall knead your muscles for you at the other end, she answered. Courage is good! You are my sister! You shall see things that the West knows nothing of! If those thrice-misbegotten Takers of Tenths had not seen us, we would have reached our goal a little after midday. As it is, they have certainly signaled to another party of Gungadhuras spawn somewhere ahead of us, who will be coming this way with eyes open and a lesson in mind for those who disregard their comrades challenge to halt and be looted! When I am maharanee there shall be a new system of protecting desert roads! But I dare not try conclusions now. We must take a wide circuit and not reach our destination until night falls. Are you willing?

Ready for anything! said Tess. If I weaken, tie me on the camel!

Good! So speaks a woman! One woman of spirit is the master of a dozen men  always.

They all drank sparingly of tepid water, ate a little of the food each had, and were off again without letting the camels kneel  heading now away from the hills toward a dazzling waste of silver sand, across which the eyes lost all sense of perspective, and all power to separate three objects in a row; a land of mirage and monotony, glittering in places with the aching white of salt deposits.

The heat increased, but the speed never slackened for an instant. Flies emerged from everywhere to fasten on to unprotected skin, and the only relief from them was under the hot cloaks that burned them with the heat absorbed from sun and wind. But even in that ghastly wilderness there were other living things. Now and then a lean leopard stole away from in front of them; and once they saw a man, naked and thinner than a rake, striding along a ridge on heaven knew what errand. There were scorpions everywhere.

Hour after hour, guided by desert-instinct that needs no compass, and ever alert for sky-line watchers, Yasmini and the headman took turns in giving direction, he yielding to her whenever their judgment differed. And whether she was right or not in every instance, she brought them at last to a little desert oasis, where there was brackish water deep down in a sand-hole, and a great rock offered shadow to rest in.

There they lay until the sun declined far enough to lose a little of his power to scorch, and the camels bubbled to one another, thirstless, unwearied, dissatisfied, as the universal way of camels is, kneeling in a circle, rumps outward, each one resentful of the others neighborhood and, above all, disgruntled at mans tyranny.

By now, laughed Yasmini, smoking one of Tesss cigarettes in the shadow of the rock, Gungadhura knows surely that my palace is empty and the bird has flown. Ten dozen different people will have carried to him as many accounts of it, and each will have offered different explanation and advice! I wonder what Jinendras fat priest has to say about it! Gungadhura will have sent for him. He would hardly ride to the priest through the streets, even in a carriage, with that love-token still raw and smarting with which I marked his face! Two reliable reports will have reached him already as to which direction I have taken. Yet the telegraph will have told him that I have not been seen to cross the border, and he will be wondering  wondering. May he wonder until his brains whirl round and sicken him!

What can he do? suggested Tess.

Do? He can be spiteful. He will enter my palace and remove the furniture, taking my mothers legacies to his own lair  where I shall recover them all within three weeks  and his own beside! I will be maharanee within the month!

Arent you a wee bit previous? suggested Tess.

Not I! I never boast. My mother taught me that. Or when I do boast it is to put men off the scent. I boasted once to Samson sahib when be offered to have me sent to college, telling him I was in the same school as himself and would learn the quicker. He has wondered ever since then what I meant. Krishna! she laughed impiously. I wonder what Samson sahib would not give to have me in his clutches at this minute! Have I told you that Gungadhura plots with the Northwest tribes, and that the English know it? No? Didnt I tell you? Samson sahib would give me almost anything I asked, if he knew that it was I who told his government of Gungadhuras plots; he would know then that with my knowledge to guide him he would be more than a match for Gungadhura, instead of a ball kicked this and that way between Gungadhura and the English! Sometimes I almost think he would consent to try to make me maharanee!

Why not give him the chance then?

For two reasons. The English too often desert their commissioners. My sure way is better than his blundering attempts! The other reason is an even better one, and you shall know it soon. I think  I do not know  I think, and I hope that the fat high priest of Jinendra is playing me false, and has gone to Samson sahib to make a bargain with him. Samson sahib will consent to no bargains with that fat fool, if I am any judge of hucksters; but he will have his ears on end and his eyes sore with over- watchfulness from now forward! Oh, I hope Jinendras priest has gone to him! I tried to stir treachery in his mind by brow-beating him about the bargain that be tried to force from me!

But what are you and the priest and Samson all bargaining about? demanded Tess.

The treasure of Sialpore! But I make no bargains! I, who know where the treasure is! Why should I offer to share what is mine? I will have a marriage contract drawn, and you shall be a witness. That treasure is my dowry. Listen! Bubru Singh my father died without a son  the first of all that long line who left no son to follow him. The custom was that he should tell his son, and none else, the secret of the treasure. He hated Gungadhura; and, not knowing which the English would choose for his successor, Gungadhura or another man, he told no one, making only hints to my mother on his death-bed and saying that if I, his daughter, ever developed brains enough to learn the secret of the treasure, then I might also have wit enough to win the throne and all would be well.

And you discovered it? How did you discover it?

Not I.

Who then?

Your husband did!

My husband? Dick Blaine? But that cant be true; he never told me; he tells me everything.

Perhaps he would have told if he had understood. He hardly understands yet. Only in part  a little.

Then how in the world  ?

Yasminis golden laugh cut short the question as she rose to her feet with a glance at the westering sun.

Let us go. Two hours from now we shall cross the border into another state. Two hours after night-fall our journey is ended. Then the last game begins  the last chukker  and I win!

Tess wished then that they had never halted! The rest had given her muscles time to stiffen, and her nerves the opportunity to learn how tired they were. As the camels rose jerkily and followed their leader in line at the same fast pace as before she grew sick with the agony of aching bones and the utter weariness of motion repeated again and again without varying or ceasing. Every ligament in her body craved only stillness, but the camels unaccustomed thrust and sway continued, repeated to infinity, until her nerves grew numb and she was hardly conscious of time, distance, or direction.

Once again there was pursuit, but Tess was hardly conscious of it  hardly realized that shots were fired  clinging to the saddle in the misery of a sickness more weakening and deathly than the sort small boats provide at sea. The sun went down and left her cooler, but not recovered. She knew nothing of boundaries, or of the changing nature of the country- side. It meant nothing to her that they were passing great trees now, and that once they crossed a stream by a wide stone bridge. The only thought that kept drumming in her mind was that Dick, the ever dependable, had misinformed her. She had fetched it up  a dozen times. True to his instruction, she had carried on. But it did not pass! She felt more sick, more agonized, more weary every minute.

But at last, because there is an end even to the motion of a camel, in this world of example instances, about two hours after nightfall the caravan halted in the shadow of great trees beside a stone house with a wall about it. Her camel knelt with a motion like a landslide, and Tess fell off forward on the ground and fainted, only snatched away by strong hands in the nick of time to save her from the camels teeth. Uncertain, unforgiving brutes are camels  ungrateful for the toil men put them to. For an hour after that she was only dimly conscious of being laid on something soft, and of supple, tireless womens hands that kneaded her, and kneaded her, taking the weary muscles one by one and coaxing them back to painlessness.

So she did not see the dog arrive  Trotters, the Rampore-Great Dane, cousin to half the mongrel stock of Hindustan, slobbering on a package that his set jaws hardly could release; Yasmini, scornful of the laws of caste and ever responsive to a true friend, pried it loose with strong fingers. It was she, too, who saw to the dogs needs  fed him and gave him drink  removed a thorn from his forefoot and made much of him. She even gave Bimbu food, with her own hands, and saw that his driver and camel had a place to rest in, before she undid the string that bound the leather jacket of the package.

Bimbu on the camel had led the dog by the short route and, having nothing to be robbed of, had had small trouble with policemen on the way.

The first thing Tess was really conscious of when she regained her senses was a great dog that slumbered restlessly beside her own finger-marked, disheveled, dusty, fifty-dollar hat on the floor near by, awaking at intervals to sniff her hand and reassure himself  then returning to the hat to sleep, and gallop in his sleep; a rangy, gray, enormous beast with cavernous jaws that she presently recognized as Trotters.

Then came the maids again, afraid for their very lives of the dog, but still more mindful of Yasminis orders. They resumed their kneading of stiff muscles, rubbing in oil that smelt of jasmine, singing incantations while they worked. They lifted the bed away from the wall, and one of the women danced around and around it rhythmically, surrounding Tess with what the West translates as influence  the spell that all the East knows keeps away evil interference.

Last of all by candlelight, Yasmini came, scented and fresh and smiling as the flower from which she has her name, dressed now in the soft-hued silken garments of a lady of the land.

Where did you get them? Tess asked her.

These clothes? Oh, I have friends here. Have no fear now  there are friends on every side of us.

She showed Tess a letter, pierced in four places by a dogs eye-teeth.

This is from Samson sahib. Do you remember how I prayed that Jinendras priest might think to play me false? I think he has. Some one has been to Samson sahib. Hear this:

The Princess Yasmini Omanoff Singh,
Your Highness,
Word has reached me frequently of late of pressure brought
to bear on you from certain quarters, and hints have been dropped
in my hearing that the object of the pressure is to induce you to
disclose a secret you possess. Let me assure you that my official
protection from all illegal restraint and improper treatment is at your
service. Further, that in case your secret is such as concerns vitally
the political relations, present or future, of Sialpore the proper
person to whom to confide it is myself. Should you see your way to
take that only safe course, you may rest assured that your own
interests will be cared for in every way possible.
I have the honor to be,
Your Highness obedient servant,
Roland Samson, K. C. S. I.

That looks fair enough, said Tess. I dislike Samson for reasons of my own, but

Hah! laughed Yasmini. He makes love to you! Is it not so? He would make love to me if I gave him opportunity! What a jest for the gods if I should play that game with him and make him marry me! I could! I could make of Samson a power in India! But the man would weary me with his conceit and his orders from higher up within a week. I can have power without his help! What a royal jest, though, to marry Samson and intrigue with all the jealous English wives who think they pull the strings of government!

Youd get the worst of it, laughed Tess.

Maybe. I shall never try it. I am more of the East than the West. But I will answer Samson. Bimbu shall remain here lest he talk too much, but the dog shall take a letter to Tom Tripe at dawn. Samson knew hours ago that I have flown the nest. He will wonder how Tom Tripe holds communication with me, and so swiftly, and will have greater respect for him  which may serve us later.

Let me add a letter to my husband then, to tell him Im safe.

Surely. But now eat. Eat and be strong. Can you stand? Can you walk?
Have the maids put new life in you?

Tess was astonished at her swift recovery. She was a little stiff  a little weak  a little tired; but she could walk up and down the room with her natural gait and Yasmini clapped her hands.

I will order food brought. Listen! Tonight I am Abhisharika. Do you know what that is  Abhisharika?

Tess shook her head.

I go to my lover of my own accord!

That sounds more like West than East!

You think so? You shall come with me and see! You shall play the part of cheti (the indispensable hand-maiden)  you and Hasamurti. You must dress like her. Simply be still and watch, and you shall see!


Chapter Thirteen

Of what use were the gift of gods,
The buoyant sweetness of a virgin state,
The blossomy delight of youth
Ablow with promise of fruit consummate;
What use the affluence of song
And marvel of delicious motion meet
To grace the very revelings of Fawn,
Could she not lay them at anothers feet?

I am a kings daughter!

That was a night when the full-moon rose in a sea of silver, and changed into amber as it mounted in the sky. The light shone like liquid honey, and the shadowed earth was luminous and still. The very deepest of the shadows glowed with undertones of half-suggested color. Hardly a zephyr moved.

You see? said Yasmini. The gods are our servants! They have set the stage!

Hand in hand  Yasmini in the midst in spotless silken white; Tess and Hasamurti draped in black from head to foot  they left the house by a high teak door in the garden wall and started down a road half hidden by lacy shadows. All three wore sandals on bare feet, and Tess was afraid at first of insects.

Have no fear of anything tonight, Yasmini whispered. The gods are all about us! Wasuki, who is king of all the snakes, is on our side!

One could not speak aloud, for the spell of mystery overlay everything. They walked into the very heart of silent beauty. Overhead, enormous trees, in which the sacred monkeys slept, dropped tendrils like long arms yearning with the love of mother earth. Here and there the embers of a dying fire glowed crimson, and the only occasional sound was of sleepy cattle that chewed the cud contentedly  or when a monkey moved above them to change his roost. Once, a mans voice singing by a fireside conjured back for a moment the worlds hard illusion; but the stillness and the mystery overcame him too, and all was true again, and wonderful.

Hand in hand they followed the road to its end and turned into a lane between thorn hedges. Now the moon shone straight toward them and there was no shadow, so that the earth was bright golden underfoot  a lane of mellow light on which they trod between fantastic woven walls. At the end of the lane they came into a clearing at a forested-edge, where an ancient ruined temple nestled in the shadow of great trees, its stone front and the seated image of a long-neglected god restored to more than earthly sanctity and peace by the cool, caressing moonlight.

Jinendra again! Yasmini whispered. Always Jinendra! His priests are rascals, but the god himself is kind! When I am maharanee, that temple shall stand whole again!

In front of the temple, between them and the trees, was a pond edged with carved stone. Lotus leaves floated on the water, and one blue flower was open wide to welcome whoever loved serenity.

Still hand in hand, they crossed the clearing mid-way to the pond, and there Yasmini bade them stand.

Draw no nearer. Only stand and watch.

She had a great blue flower in her bosom that heaved and fell for proof of her own emotion. Hasamurtis hand was trembling as she nestled closer, and Tess felt her own pulsing to quick heart-beats as she clasped the girls.

Yasmini left them, and walked alone to the very edge of the pond, where she stood still for several minutes, apparently gazing at her own reflection in the moonlit water  or perhaps listening. There was no sign of any one else, nor sound of footfall. Then, as if the reflection satisfied, or she had heard some whisper meant for her and none else, she began to dance, moving very slowly in the first few rhythmic steps, resembling a water-goddess, the clinging silk displaying her young outline as she bent and swayed.

She might have been watching her reflection still, so close she danced to the waters edge with her back turned to the moon. But presently the dance grew quicker, and extended arms that glistened in the light like ivory increased the sinuous perfection of each pose. Still there was nothing wild in it  nothing but the very spirit of the moonlight, beautiful and kind and full of peace. She moved now around the water, in a measured cadence that by some unfathomable witchery of her devising conveyed a thought of maidenhood and modesty. It dawned on Tess, who watched her spell-bound, that there was not one immodest thought in all Yasminis throng of moods, but only a scorn of all immodesty and its pretensions. And whether that was art, or sheer expression of the truth within her rather than a recognition of the truth without, Tess never quite determined; for it is easier to judge spoken word and unexpected deed than to see the thought behind it. That night Yasminis mood was simpler and less unseemly than the very virgin dress she wore.

Presently she danced more swiftly, making no sound, so phantom-light and graceful that the rhythm of her movement carried her with scarce a touch to earth. That was strength as well as art, but the art made strength seem spiritual power to float on air. Gaiety grew now into her cadences  the utter joy of being young. She seemed to revel in a sense of buoyancy that could lift her above all the grim deceptions of the world of wrath and iron, and make her, like the moonlight, all-kind, all-conquering. Three times round the pond she leapt and gamboled in an ecstasy of youth undisillusioned.

Then the dance changed, though there was yet in it the heart of gaiety. There moved now in the steps a sense of mystery  a consciousness of close infinity unfolding, far more subtly signified than by the clumsy shift of words. And she welcomed all the mystery  greeted it with outstretched arms  was glad of it, and eager-impetuous to know the new worlds and the ways undreamed of. Minute after minute, rhapsody on rhapsody, she wooed the near, untouchable delights that, like the moonbeams, seem but empty nothing when the drudges seize them for their palaces of mud.

Nor did she woo in vain. There were stanzas in her dance of simple gratitude, as if the spirit of the mystery had found her mood acceptable and dowered her with new ability to see, and know, and understand. Even the two watchers, hand in hand a hundred paces off, felt something of the power of vision she had gained, and thrilled at its wonder.

Borne on new wings of fancy now her dance became a very image of those infinite ideas she had seen and felt. She herself, Yasmini, was a part of all she saw  mistress of all she knew  own sister of the beauty in the moonlight and the peace that filled the glade. The night itself  moon, sky and lotus-dappled water  trees -growth and grace and stillness, were part of her and she of them. Verily that minute she, Yasmini, danced with the gods and knew them for what in truth they are  ideas a little lower, a little less essential than the sons of men.

Then, as if that knowledge were the climax of attainment, and its ownership a spell that could command the very lips of night, there came a mans voice calling from the temple in the ancient Rajasthani tongue.

Oh, moon of my desire! Oh, dear delight! Oh, spirit of all gladness! Come!

Instantly the dance ceased. Instantly the air of triumph left her. As a flowers petals shut at evening, fragrant with promise of a dawn to come, she stood and let a new mood clothe her with humility; for all that grace of high attainment given her were nothing, unless she, too, made of it a gift. That night her purpose was to give the whole of what she knew herself to be.

So, with arms to her sides and head erect, she walked straight toward the temple; and a man came out to meet her, tall and strong, who strode like a scion of a stock of warriors. They met mid-way and neither spoke, but each looked in the others eyes, then took each others hands, and stood still minute after minute. Hasamurti, gripping Tesss fingers, caught her breath in something like a sob, while Tess could think of nothing else than Brynhilds oath:

O Sigurd, Sigurd,
Now hearken while I swear!
The day shall die forever
And the sun to darkness wear
Ere I forget thee, Sigurd….

Her lips repeated it over and over, like a prayer, until the man put his arm about Yasmini and they turned and walked together to the temple. Then Hasamurti tugged at Tess, and they followed, keeping their distance, until Yasmini and her lover sat on one stone in the moonlight on the temple porch, their faces clearly lighted by the mellow beams. Then Tess and Hasamurti took their stand again, hand in each others hand, and watched once more.

It was love-making such as Tess had never dreamed of,  and Tess was no familiar of hoydenish amours; gentle  poetic  dignified on his part  manly as the plighting of the troth of warriors sons should be. Yasminis was the attitude of simple self-surrender, stripped of all pretense, devoid of any other spirit than the will to give herself and all she had, and knowledge that her gift was more than gold and rubles.

For an hour they sat together murmuring questions and reply, heart answering to heart, eyes reading eyes, and hand enfolding hand; until at last Yasmini rose to leave him and he stood like a lord of squadroned lances to watch her go.

Moon of my existence! was his farewell speech to her.

Dear lord! she answered. Then she turned and went, not looking back at him, walking erect, as one whose lover is the son of twenty kings. Without a word she took Tess and Hasamurti by the hand, and, looking straight before her with blue eyes glowing at the welling joy of thoughts too marvelous for speech, led them to the lane  the village street  and the door in the wall again. The man was still gazing after her, erect and motionless, when Tess turned her head at the beginning of the lane; but Yasmini never looked back once.

Why did you never tell me his name? Tess asked; but if Yasmini heard the question she saw fit not to answer it. Not a word passed her lips until they reached the house, crossed the wide garden between pomegranate shrubs, and entered the dark door across the body of a sleeping watchman  or a watchman who could make believe he slept. Then:

Good night! she said simply. Sleep well! Sweet dreams! Come,
Hasamurti  your hands are cleverer than the other womens.

Daughter of a king, and promised wife of a son of twenty kings, she took the best of the maids to undress her, without any formal mockery of excuse. Two of the other women were awake to see Tess into bed  no mean allowance for a royal ladys guest.

Very late indeed that night Tess was awakened by Yasminis hand stroking the hair back from her forehead. Again there was no explanation, no excuse. A woman who was privileged to see and hear what Tess had seen and heard, needed no apology for a visit in the very early hours.

What do you think of him? she asked. How do you like him? Tell me!

Splendid! Tess answered, sitting up to give the one word emphasis.
But why did you never tell me his name?

Did you recognize him?

Surely! At once  first thing!

No true-born Rajputni ever names her lover or her husband.

But you knew that I know Prince Utirupa Singh. He came to my garden party!

Nevertheless, no Rajputni names her lover to another man or woman  calling him by his own name only in retirement, to his face.

Why  he  isnt he the one who Sir Roland Samson told me ought to have been maharajah instead of Gungadhura?

Yasmini nodded and pressed her hand.

Tomorrow night you shall see another spectacle. Once, when Rajputana was a veritable land of kings, and not a province tricked and conquered by the English, there was a custom that each great king held a durbar, to which princes came from everywhere, in order that the kings daughter might choose her own husband from among them. The custom died, along with other fashions that were good. The priests killed it, knowing that whatever fettered women would increase their sway. But I will revive it  as much as may be, with the English listening to every murmur of their spies and the great main not yet thrown. I have no father, but I need none. I am a kings daughter! Tomorrow night I will single out my husband, and name him by the title under which I shall marry him  in the presence of such men of royal blood as can be trusted with a secret for a day or two! There are many who will gladly see the end of Gungadhura! But I must try to sleep  I have hardly slept an hour. If a maid were awake to sing to me  but they sleep like the dead after the camel-ride, and Hasamurti, who sings best, is weariest of all.

Suppose I sing to you? said Tess.

No, no; you are tired too.

Nonsense! Its nearly morning. I have slept for hours. Let me come and sing to you.

Can you? Will you? I am full of gladness, and my brain whirls with a thousand thoughts, but I ought to sleep.

So Tess went to Yasminis room, and sat beneath the punkah crooning Moody and Sankey hymns and darky lullabies, until Yasmini dropped into the land of dreams. Then, listening to the punkahs regular soft swing, she herself fell forward on her arms, half-resting on the bed, half on the chair, until Hasamurti crept in silently and, laughing, lifted her up beside Yasmini and left her there until the two awoke near noon, wondering, in each others arms.


Chapter Fourteen

He who is most easily persuaded is perhaps a fool, for the world is full of fools, and it is dangerous to deal with them. But perhaps he is a man who sees his own advantage hidden in the folds of your proposal; and that is dangerous too.  Eastern Proverb

Acting on instructions from Your Highness!

It tickled Gungadhuras vanity to have an Englishman in his employ; but Tom Tripe never knew from one day to another what his next reception would be. On occasion it would suit the despots sense of humor to snub and slight the veteran soldier of a said-to-be superior race; and he would choose to do that when there was least excuse for it. On the other hand, he recognized Tom as almost indispensable; he could put a lick and polish on the maharajahs troops that no amount of cursing and coaxing by their own officers accomplished. Tom understood to a nicety that drift of the Rajputs martial mind that caused each sepoy to believe himself the equal of any other Rajput man, but permitted him to tolerate fierce disciplining by an alien.

And Tom had his own peculiarities. Born in a Shorncliffe barrack hut, he had a feudal attitude toward people of higher birth. As for a prince  there was almost no limit to what he would not endure from one, without concerning himself whether the prince was right or wrong. Not that he did not know his rights; his limitations were not Prussian; he would stand up for his rights, and on their account would answer the maharajah back more bluntly and even offensively than Samson, for instance, would have dreamed of doing. But a prince was a prince, and that was all about it.

So, on the morning following the flight of Yasmini and Tess, Tom, sore-eyed from lack of sleep but with an eye-opener of raw brandy inside him, and a sense of irritation due to the absence of his dog, roundly cursed nine unhappy mahouts for having dared let an elephant steal his rum  drilled two companies of heavy infantry in marching order on parade until the sweat ran down into their boots and each miserable man saw two suns in the sky where one should be  dismissed them with a threat of extra parades for a month to come unless they picked their feet up cleaner  and reported, with his heart in his throat, at Gungadhuras palace.

As luck would have it, the Sikh doctor was just leaving. It always suited that doctor to be very friendly with Tom Tripe, because there were pickings, in the way of sick certificates that Tom could pass along to him, and shortcomings that Tom could overlook. He told Tom that the maharajah was in no mood to be spoken to, and in no condition to be seen.

Then you go back and tell his highness, Tom retorted, that Ive got to speak with him! Business is business!

The doctor used both hands to illustrate.

But his cheek is cut with a great gash from here to here! He was testing a sword-blade in the armory, last night, and it broke and pierced him.

Hasnt a soldier like me seen wounds before? I dont swoon away at the sight of blood! He can do his talking through a curtain if hes minded!

I would not dare, Mr. Tripe! He has given orders. You must ask one of the eunuchs  really.

I thought you and I were friends? said Tom, with whiskers bristling.

Always! I hope always! But in this instance

Tom folded both arms behind his back, drill-master-on-parade fashion.

Suit yourself, he answered. Friendships friendship. Scratch my back and Ill scratch yours. I want to see his highness. I want to see him bad. Youre the man thats asked to turn the trick for me.

Well, Mr. Tripe, I will try. I will try. But what shall I tell him?

Tom hesitated. That doctor was a more or less discreet individual, or he would not have been sent for. Besides, he had lied quite plausibly about the dagger-wound. But there are limits.

Tell him, he said presently, that Ive found the man who left that sword in his armory o purpose for to injure him! Say I need private and personal instructions quick!

The doctor returned up the palace steps. Ten minutes later he came down again smiling, with the word that Tom was to be admitted. In a hurry, then, Toms brass spurs rang on Gungadhuras marble staircase while a breathless major-domo tried to keep ahead of him. One takes no chances with a man who can change his mind as swiftly as Gungadhura habitually did. Without a glance at silver shields, boars heads, tiger-skins, curtains and graven gold ornaments beyond price, or any of the other trappings of royal luxury, Tom followed the major-domo into a room furnished with one sole divan and a little Buhl-work table. The maharajah, sprawling on the divan in a flowered silk deshabille and with his head swathed in bandages, ignored Tom Tripes salute, and snarled at the major-domo to take himself out of sight and hearing.

Soldier-fashion, as soon as the door had closed behind him Tom stood on no ceremony, but spoke first.

There was a fracas last night, Your Highness, outside a certain palace gate. He pronounced the word to rhyme with jackass, but Gungadhura was not in a mood to smile. An escaped elephant bumped into the gate and bent it. The guard took to their heels; so Ive locked em all up, solitary, to think their conduct over.

The maharajah nodded.

Good! he said curtly.

I cautioned the relieving guard that if they had a word to say to any one theyd follow the first lot into cells. It dont do to have it known that elephants break loose that easy.

Good!

Subsequently, acting on instructions from Your Highness, I searched the cellar of Mr. Blaines house on the hill, Chamu the butler holding a candle for me. What did he see? What did that treacherous swine see? snapped Gungadhura, pushing back the bandage irritably from the corner of his mouth.

Nothing, Your Highness, except that he saw me lift a stone and look under it.

What did you see under the stone?

A silver tube, all wrought over with Persian patterns, and sealed at both ends with a silver cap and lots o wax.

Why didnt you take it, you idiot?

Two reasons. Your Highness told me to report to you what I saw, not to take nothing. And Mr. Blaine came to the top of the cellar ladder and was damned angry. Hed have seen me if Id pinched a cockroach. He was that angry that he locked the cellar door afterward, and nailed it down, and rolled a safe on top of it!

Did he suspect anything?

I dont know, Your Highness.

What did you tell him?

Said I was looking for rum.

Doubtless he believed that; you have a reputation! You are an idiot! If you had brought away what you saw under that stone, you might have drawn your pension today and left India for good!

Tom made no answer. The next move was Gungadhuras. There was silence while a gold clock on the wall ticked off eighty seconds.

You are an idiot! Gungadhura broke out at last. You have missed a golden opportunity! But if you will hold your tongue  absolutely  you shall draw your pension in a month or two from now, with ten thousand rupees in gold into the bargain!

Yes, Your Highness. (A native of the country would have begun to try to bargain there and then. But there are more differences than one between the ranks of East and West; more degrees than one of dissimulation. Tom gravely doubted Gungadhuras prospect of being in position to grant him a pension, or any other favor, a month or two from then. A native of the country would have bargained nevertheless.

Keep that guard confined for the present. You have my leave to go.

Tom saluted and withdrew. He was minded to spit on the palace steps, but refrained because the guard would surely have reported what he did to Gungadhura, who would have understood the act in its exact significance.

As he left the palace yard he passed a curtained two-wheeled cart drawn by small humped bulls, and turned his head in time to see the high priest of Jinendra heave his bulk out from behind the curtains and wheezily ascend the palace steps.

A little ghostly consolation for the maharajahs sins! he muttered, as he headed toward his own quarters for another stiff glass of brandy and some sleep. He felt he needed both  or all three!

If its true theres no hell, then Im on velvet! he muttered. But Im a liar! A liar by imputation  by suggestion  by allegation  by collusion  and in fact! Now, if I was one o them Hindus I could hire a priest to sing a hymn and start me clean again from the beginning. Trouble is, Im a complacent liar! Ill do it again, and I know it! Brandys the right oracle for me!

But there was no consolation, ghostly or otherwise, being brought to Gungadhura. Jinendras fat high priest, short-winded from his effort on the stairs, with aching hams and knees that trembled from exertion, was ushered into a chamber some way removed from that in which Tom Tripe had had his interview. The maharajah lay now with his head on the lap of Patali, his favorite dancing girl, in a room all scent and cushions and contrivances. (That was how Yasmini learned about it afterward.)

It was against all the canons of caste and decency to accord an interview to any one in that flagrant state of impropriety  to a high priest especially. But it amused Gungadhura to outrage the priests alleged asceticism, and to show him discourtesy (without in the least affecting his own superstitious scruples in the matter of religion.) Besides, his head ached, and he liked to have Patalis resourcefulness and wit to reenforce his own tired intuition.

The priest sat for several minutes recovering breath and equipoise. Then, when the pain had left his thighs and he felt comfortable, he began with a bomb.

Mukhum Dass the money-lender has been to me to give thanks, and to make a meager offering for the recovery of his lost title-deed! He has it back!

Gungadhura swore so savagely that Patali screamed.

How did he find it? Where?

Mukhum Dass had told the exact truth, as it happened, but the priest had drawn his own conclusions from the fact that it was Samsons babu who returned the document. He was less than ever sure of Gungadhuras prospects, suspecting, especially since his own night-interview with the commissioner, that some new dark plot was being hatched on the English side of the river. Having no least objection to see Gungadhura in the toils, he did not propose to tell him more than would frighten and worry him.

He said that a hand gave him the paper in the dark. It was the work of Jinendra doubtless.

Pah! Thy god functions without thee, then! That is a wondrous bellyful of brains of thine! Do you know that the princess has fled the palace?

Jinendras priest feigned surprise.

Is it not as clear as the stupidity on thy fat face that the ten-times casteless hussy is behind this? Bag of wind and widows tenths! Now I must buy the house on the hill from Mukhum Dass and pay the brute his price for it!

Borrowing the money from him first? the priest suggested with a fat smirk. None guessed better than he how low debauch had brought the maharajahs private treasury.

Go and pray! growled Gungadhura. Are thy temple offices of no more use than to bring thee here twitting me with poverty? Go and lay that belly on the flags, and beat thy stupid brains out on the altar step! Jinendra will be glad to see thy dark soul on its way to Yum (the judge of the dead) and maybe will reward me afterward! Go! Get out here! Leave me alone to think!

The priest went through the form of blessing him, taking more than the usual time about the ceremony for sake of the annoyance that it gave. Gungadhura was too superstitious to dare interrupt him.

Better tell that Mukhum Dass to sell me the house cheap, said the maharajah as a sort of afterthought. Patali had been whispering to him. Tell him the gods would take it as an act of merit.

Cheap? said the priest over his shoulder as he reached the door. I proposed it to him. (That was not exactly true. He had proposed that Mukhum Dass should give the title to the temple as an act of grace.) He answered that what the gods have returned to him must be doubly precious and certainly entrusted to his keeping; therefore he would count it a deadly sin to part with the title now on any terms!

Go! growled Gungadhura. Get out of here!

After the priest had gone he talked matters over with Patali, while she stroked his aching head. Whoever knows the mind of the Indian dancing girl could reason out the calculus of treason. They are capable of treachery and loyalty to several sides at once; of sale of their affections to the highest bidder, and of death beside the buyer in his last extremity, having sold his life to a rival whom they loathe. They are the very priestesses of subterfuge  idolators of intrigue  past  mistresses of sedition and seduction. Yet even Patali did not know the real reason why Gungadhura lusted for possession of that small house on the hill. She believed it was for a house of pleasure for herself.

Persuade the American gold-digger to transfer the lease of it, she suggested. He is thy servant. He dare not refuse.

But Gungadhura had already enough experience of Richard Blaine to suspect the American of limitless powers of refusal. He was superstitious enough to believe in the alleged vision of Jinendras priest, that the clue to the treasure of Sialpore would be found in the cellar of that house, where Jengal Singh had placed it; impious enough to double-cross the priest, and to use any means whatever, foul preferred, to get possession of the clue. But he was sensible enough to know that Dick Blaine could not be put out of his house by less than legal process. Patali, watching the expression of his eyes, mercurially changed her tactics.

Today the court is closed, she said. Tomorrow Mukhum Dass will go to file his paper and defeat the suit of Dhulap Singh. He will ride by way of the ghat between the temple of Siva and the place where the dead Afghan kept his camels. He must ride that way, for his home is on the edge of town.

But Gungadhura shook his head. He hardly dared seize Mukhum Dass or have him robbed, because the money-lender was registered as a British subject, which gave him full right to be extortionate in any state he pleased, with protection in case of interference. He could rob Dick Blaine with better prospect of impunity. Suddenly he decided to throw caution to the winds. Patali ceased from stroking his head, for she recognized in his eyes the blaze of determination, and it put all her instincts on the defensive.

Pen, ink and paper! he ordered.

Patali brought them, and he addressed the envelope first, practising the spelling and the none too easily accomplished English.

Why to him? she asked, watching beside his shoulder. If you send him a letter he will think himself important. Word of mouth

Silence, fool! He would not come without a letter.

Better to meet him, then, as if by accident and

There is no time! That cursed daughter of my uncle is up to mischief.
She has fled. Would that Yum had her! She went to Samson days ago.
The English harass me. She has made a bargain with the English to
get the treasure first and ruin me. I need what I need swiftly!

Then the house is not for me?

No!

He wrote the letter, scratching it laboriously in a narrow Italian hand; then sealed and sent it by a messenger. But Patali, sure in her own mind that her second thoughts had been best and determined to have the house for her own, went out to set spies to keep a very careful eye on Mukhum Dass and to report the money-lenders movements to her hour by hour.

In less than an hour Dick Blaine arrived by dog-cart in answer to the note, and Patali did her best to listen through a keyhole to the interview. But she was caught in the act by Gungadhuras much neglected queen, and sent to another part of the palace with a string of unedifying titles ringing in her ears.

There was not a great deal to hear. Dick Blaine was perfectly satisfied to let the maharajah search his cellar. He was almost suspiciously complaisant, making no objection whatever to surrendering the key and explaining at considerable length just how it would be easiest to draw the nails. He would be away from home all day, but Chamu the butler would undoubtedly admit the maharajah and his men. For the rest, he hoped they would find what they were looking for, whatever that might be; and he sincerely hoped that the maharajah had not hurt his head seriously.

Asked why he had nailed the cellar door down, he replied that he objected to unauthorized people nosing about in there.

Who has been in the cellar? asked Gungadhura.

Only Tom Tripe.

Are you sure?

Quite. Until that very evening I always kept the cellar padlocked. Its a Yale lock. Theres nobody in this mans town could pick it.

Well  thank you for the permission.

Dont mention it. I hope your head dont hurt you much. Good morning.

Dick little suspected, as he drove the dog-cart across the bridge toward the club, chuckling over the quick success of Yasminis ruse, that he himself had set the stage for tragedy.


Chapter Fifteen

He who sets a tiger-trap
(Hush! and watch! and wait!)
Cant afford a little nap
Hidden where the twigs enwrap
Lest  it has occurred  mayhap
A jackal take the bait.
So stay awake, my sportsman bold,
And peel your anxious eye,
Theres more than tigers, so Im told,
To test your cunning by!

Me for the princess!

It is not always an entirely simple matter in India to dismiss domestic servants. To begin with it was Sunday; the ordinary means of cashing checks were therefore unavailable, and Dick Blaine had overlooked the fact that he had no money of small denominations in the house. It was hardly reasonable to expect Chamu and the cook to leave without their wages.

Then again, Sita Ram had not yet sent new servants to replace the potential poisoners; and Chamu had put up a piteous bleating, using every argument, from his being an orphan and the father of a son, down to the less appealing one that Gungadhura would be angry. In vain Dick reassured him that he and cook and maharajah might all go to hell together with his, Dick Blaines, express permission. In vain he advised him to put the son to work, and be supported for a while in idleness. Chamu lamented noisily. Finally Dick compromised by letting both servants remain for one more day, reflecting that they could not very well tamper with boiled eggs; lunch and dinner he would get at the English club across the river; for breakfast on Monday he would content himself again with boiled eggs, and biscuits out of an imported tin, after which he would cash a check and send both the rascals packing.

So the toast that Chamu brought him he broke up and threw into the garden, where the crows devoured it without apparent ill-effect; he went without tea, and spent an hour or so after breakfast with a good cigar and a copy of a month-old Nevada newspaper. That religious rite performed, he shaved twice over, it being Sunday, and strolled out to look at the horses and potter about the garden that was beginning to shrivel up already at the commencement of the hot weather.

If I knew who would be maharajah of this state from one week to the next, he told himself, Id get a contract from him to pipe water all over the place from the hills behind.

He was sitting in the shade, chewing an unlit cigar, day-dreaming about water-pressure and dams and gallons-per-hour, when Gungadhuras note came and he ordered the dog-cart at once, rather glad of something to keep him occupied. As he drove away he did not see Mukhum Dass lurking near the small gate, as it was not intended that he should. Mukhum Dass, for his part, did not see Pinga, the one-eyed beggar with his vertical smile, who watched him from behind a rock, for that was not intended either. Pinga himself was noticed closely by another man.

The minute Dick was out of sight Mukhum Dass entered the small gate in the wall, and called out for Chamu brazenly. Chamu received him at the bottom of the house-steps, but Mukhum Dass walked up them uninvited.

The cellar, he said. I have come to see the cellar. There is a complaint regarding the foundations. I must see.

But, sahib, the door is locked.

Unlock it.

I have no key.

Then break the lock!

The cellar door is nailed down!

Draw the nails!

I dare not! I dont know how! By what right should I do this thing?

It is my house. I order it!

But, sahib, only yesterday Blaine sahib dismissed me in great anger because I permitted another one as much as to look into the cellar!

If the tale Yasmini told him on the morning of her first visit to Tess had not been enough to determine Mukhum Dass, now, with the lost title-deed recovered, the conviction that Gungadhura wanted the place for secret reasons, and Chamus objections to confirm the whole wild story, he became as set on his course and determined to wring the last anna out of the mystery as only a money-lender can be.

With what money did you repay to me the loan that your son obtained by false pretenses? he demanded.

I? What? I repaid the loan. I have the receipt. That is enough.

On the receipt stands written the number of the bank-note. I have kept the bank-note. It was stolen from the Princess Yasmini. Do you wish to go to jail? Then open that cellar door!

Sahib, I never stole the note! wept Chamu. It was thrust into my cummerbund from behind!

But Mukhum Dass set his face like a flint, and the wretched Chamu knew nothing about the law against compounding felonies. Wishing he had had curiosity enough himself to search the cellar thoroughly before the door was nailed down, he finally yielded to the money-lenders threats and between them, with much sweating and grunting, they pushed and pulled the safe from off the trap. Then came the much more difficult task of drawing nails without an instrument designed for it. Dick Blaine kept all his tools locked up.

There is an outside door to the cellar, behind the house, said Chamu.

But that is of iron, idiot! and bolts on the inside with a great bar resting in the stonework. Are there no tools in the garden?

Chamu did not know, and the money-lender went himself to see. There Pinga with the vertical smile saw him choose a small crow-bar and return into the house with it. Pinga passed the word along to another man, who told it to a third, who ran with it hot-foot to Gungadhuras palace.

Once inside the house again Mukhum Dass lost no time, arguing to himself most likely that with the secret of the treasure of Sialpore in his possession it would not much matter what damage he had done. He would be able to settle for it. He broke the hasp of the door, and levered up the trap, splintering it badly and breaking both hinges in the process, while Chamu watched him, growing green with fear.

Then he ordered a lamp and went alone into the cellar, while Chamu, deciding that a desperate situation called for desperate remedies, went up-stairs on business of his own. It took Mukhum Dass about two minutes to discover the loose stone  less than two more to raise it  and about ten seconds to see and pounce on the silver tube. He was too bent on business to notice the man with the vertical smile peering down at him through the trap. Pinga escaped from the house after seeing the money-lender hide the tube inside his clothes, and less than a minute later a lean man ran like the wind to Gungadhuras palace to confirm the firsts report.

With a wry face at the splintered trap-door, and a shrug of his shoulders of the kind he used when clients begged in tears for extra time in which to pay, Mukhum Dass looked about for Chamu with a sort of half-notion of giving him a small bribe. But Chamu was not to be seen. So he left the house by the way he had come, mounted his mule where he had left it in a hollow down the road, and rode off smiling.

Ten minutes later Chamu and the cook both left by the same exit. Chamu had with him, besides his own bundle of belongings, a revolver belonging to Dick Blaine, two bracelets belonging to Tess, a fountain-pen that he had long had his heart on, plenty of note-paper on which to have a writer forge new references, a half-dozen of Dicks silk handkerchiefs and a turquoise tie-pin. The revolver alone, in that country in those days, would sell for enough to take him to Bombay, where new jobs with newly arrived sahibs are plentiful. The cook, not having enjoyed the run of the house, had only a few knives and a pound of cocoa. They quarreled all the way down-hill as to why Chamu should and should not defray the cooks traveling expenses.

A little later, in the ghat between Sivas temple and the building, where the dead Afghan used to keep his camels, Mukhum Dass, smiling as he rode, was struck down by a knife-blow from behind and pitched off his mule head-foremost. The mule ran away. The money-lenders body was left lying in a pool of blood, with the clothing torn from it; and it was considered by those who found the body several hours afterward and drove away the pariah dogs and kites, that the fact of his money having been taken deprived the murder of any unusual interest.

Late that evening Dick Blaine, returning from a desultory dinner at the club across the river, very nearly fell into the trap-door, for the hamal had run away too, thinking he would surely be accused of all the mischief, and no lamps were lit.

Well! he remarked, striking a match to look about him, dad-blame me if that isnt a regular small town yeggs trick! Youd think after I gave Gungadhura the key and all, hed have the courtesy to use it and draw the nails! His head cant ache enough to suit me! Me for the princess! If Id any scruples, believe me, bo, theyre vanished  gone  Vamoosed! That young womans going to win against the whole darned outfit, English, Indian and all! Me for her! Chamu! Wheres Chamu? Why arent the lamps lit?

He wandered through the house in the dark in search of servants, and finally lit a lamp himself, locked all the doors and went to bed.


Chapter Sixteen

The buildings rear immense, horizons fade
And thought forgets old gages in the ecstasy of view.
The standards go by which the steps were made.
On which we trod from former levels to the new.
No time for backward glance, no pause for breath,
Since impulse like a bowstring loosed us in full flight
And in delirium of speed none aim considereth
Nor in the blaze of burning codes can think of night.
The whirring of sped wheels and horn remind
That speed, more speed is best and peace is waste!
They rank unfortunate who tag behind
And only they seem wise who urge, and haste and haste.
New comforts multiply (for there is need!)
Each ballot adds assent to law that crowds the days.
None pause. None clamor but for speed  more speed!
And yet  there was a sweetness in the olden ways.

And since, my Lords, in olden days

Trotters, fed on chopped raw meat by advice of Tess, and brushed by Bimbu for an hour to get the stiffness out of him, was sent off in the noon heat with a double message for his master, one addressed to Samson, one to Dick Blaine, and both wrapped in the same chewed leather cover, that the dog might understand. The mongrel in him made him more immune to heat than a thoroughbred would have been. In any case, he showed nothing but eagerness to get back to Tom Tripe, and, settling the package comfortably in his jaws, was off without ceremony at a steady canter.

If all my friends were like that one, said Yasmini, I would be empress of the earth, not queen of a little part of Rajputana! However, one thing at a time!

It was hardly more than a village that Tess could see through the jalousies of her bedroom windows. The room was at a corner, so that she had a wide view in two directions from either deep window-seat. There were all the signs of Indian village life about her  low, thatched houses in compounds fenced with thorn and prickly pear,  temples in between them,  trades and handicrafts plied in the shade of ancient trees,  squalor and beauty, leisure, wealth, poverty and lordliness all hand in hand. She could see the backs of elephants standing in a compound under trees, and there were peacocks swaggering everywhere, eating the same offal, though, as the unpretentious chickens in the streets. Over in the distance, beyond the elephants, was the tiled roof of a great house glinting in strong sunlight between the green of enormous pipal trees; and there were other houses, strong to look at but not so great, jumbled together in one quarter where a stream passed through the village.

Yasmini came and sat beside her in the window-seat, as simply dressed in white as on the night before, with her gold hair braided up loosely and an air of reveling in the luxury of peace and rest.

That great house, she said, peering through the jalousies, is where the ceremony is to be tonight. My fathers father built it. This is not our state, but he owned the land.

Doesnt it belong to Gungadhura now? Tess asked.

No. It was part of my legacy. This house, too, that we are in. Look, some of them have come on elephants to do me honor. Many of the nobles of the land are poor in these days; one, they tell me, came on foot, walking by night lest the ill-bred laugh at him. He has a horse now. He shall have ten when I am maharanee!

Wont the English get to hear of this? Tess asked.

Yasmini laughed.

Their spies are everywhere. But there has been great talk of a polo tournament to be held on the English side of the river at Sialpore. The English encourage games, thinking they keep us Rajputs out of mischief  as indeed is true. This, then, is a conference to decide which of our young bloods shall take part in the tournament, and who shall contribute ponies. The English lend one another ponies; why not we? The spies will report great interest in the polo tournament, and the English will smile complacently.

But suppose a spy gets in to see the ceremony? Tess suggested.

Yasminis blue eyes looked into hers and there was a Viking glare behind them, suggestive of the wintry fjords whence one of her royal ancestresses came.

Let him! she said. It would be the last of him!

Tess considered a while in silence.

When is the tournament to be? she asked presently. Wont the English think it strange that the conference about men and ponies should be put off until so late?

They might have, Yasmini answered. They are suspicious of all gatherings. But a month ago we worked up a dispute entirely for their benefit. This is supposed to be a last-hour effort to bring cohesion out of jealousy. The English like to see Rajputs quarrel among themselves, because of their ancient saw that says Divide and govern! I do not understand the English altogether  yet; but in some ways they are like an open book. They will let us quarrel over polo to our hearts content.

There is something very close to luxury in following the thread of an intrigue, sitting on soft cushions with the sunlight sending layers of golden shafts through jalousies into a cool room; so little of the strain and danger of it; so much of its engagement. Tess was enjoying herself to the top of her bent.

But when the ceremony is over, she said, and you yourself have proclaimed Prince Utirupa king of Sialpore, there will still remain the problem of how to make the English recognize him. There is Gungadhura, for instance, to get out of the way; and Gungadhuras sons  how many has he?

Five, all whole and well. But the dogs must suffer for their breeding. Who takes a reverters colt to school into a charger? The English will turn their eyes away from Gungadhuras stock.

But Gungadhura himself?

Is in the toils already! Say this for the English: they are slow to reach conclusions  slower still to change their policy; but when their mind is made up they are swift! Gungadhura has been sending messages to the Northwest tribes. How do I know? You saw Ismail, my gateman? His very brother took the letters back and forth!

But why should Gungadhura risk his throne by anything so foolish?

He thinks to save it. He thinks to prove that the tribes began the dickering, and then to offer his army to the English  Tom Tripe and all! Patali put him up to it. Perhaps she wants a necklace made of Hill-mens teeth  who knows? Gungadhura went deeply into debt with Mukhum Dass, to send money to the Mahsudis, who think more of gold than promises. The fool imagines that the English will let him levy, extra taxes afterward to recoup himself. Besides, there would be the daily expenses of his army, from which he could extract a lakh or two. Patali yearns for diamonds in the fillings of her teeth!

Did you work out all this deep plot for yourself? Tess asked.

I and the gods! The gods of India love intrigue. My father left me as a sort of ward of Jinendra, although my mother tried to make a Christian of me, and I always mistrusted Jinendras priest. But Jinendra has been good. He shall have two new temples when I am maharanee.

And you have been looking for the treasure ever since your father died?

Ever since. My father prophesied on his death-bed that I should have it in the end, but all he told to help me find it was a sort of conundrum. Whoever looks for flowers, be said, finds happiness. Who looks for gold finds all the harness and the teeth of war! A hundred guard the treasure day and night, changing with the full moon! So I have always looked for flowers, and I am often happy. I have sent flowers every day to the temple of Jinendra.

Who or what can the hundred be, who guard the treasure day and night?
Tess wondered.

That is what puzzled me. At first, because I was very young, I thought they must be snakes. So I made friends with the snakes, learning how to handle even cobras without fear of them. Then, when I had learned that snakes could tell me nothing, but are only Widyadharas  beautiful lost fairies dreadfully afraid of men, and very, very wishful to be comforted, I began to think the hundred must be priests. So I made friends with the priests, and let them teach me all their knowledge. But they know nothing! They are parasites! They teach only what will keep men in their power, and women in subjection, themselves not understanding what they teach! I soon learned that if the priests were treasure-guards their charge would have been dissipated long ago! Then I looked for a hundred trees, and found them! A hundred pipal trees all in a place together! But that was only like the first goal in the very first chukker of the game  as you shall learn soon!

Then surely I know! said Tess excitedly. In the grounds of the palace across the river, that you escaped from the night before you came to see me, there is quite a little forest of pipals.

Nine and sixty and the roots of four, Yasmini answered, her eyes glowing as if there were fire behind them. The difficulty is, though, that they dont change with the full moon! Pipal trees grow on forever, never changing, except to grow bigger and bigger. They outlive centuries of men. Nevertheless, they gave me the clue, not only to the treasure but to the winning of it!

The afternoon wore on in drowsy quiet, both of the girls sleeping at intervals  waited on at intervals by Hasamurti with fruit and cooling drinks  Yasmini silent oftener than not as the sun went lower, as if the details of what she had to do that night were rehearsing themselves in her mind. No amount of questioning by Tess could make her speak of them again, or tell any more about the secret of the treasure. At that age already she knew too well the virtue and fun of unexpectedness.

They ate together very early, reclining at a low table heaped with more varieties of food than Tess had dreamed that India could produce; but ate sparingly because the weight of what was coming impressed them both. Hasamurti sang during the meal, ballad after ballad of the warring history of Rajasthan and its royal heroines, accompanying herself on a stringed instrument, and the ballads seemed to strike the right chord in Yasminis heart, for when the meal finished she was queenly and alert, her blue eyes blazing.

Then came the business of dressing, and two maids took Tess into her room to bathe and comb and scent and polish her, until she wondered how the rest of the world got on without handmaidens, and laughed to think that one short week ago she had never had a personal attendant since her nurse. Swiftly the luxurious habit grows; she rather hoped her husband might become rich enough to provide her a maid always!

And after all that thought and trouble and attention she stood arrayed at last as no more than a maid herself  true, a maid of royalty; but very simply dressed, without a jewel, with plain light sandals on her stockinged feet, and with a plain veil hanging to below her knees  all creamy white. She admitted to herself that she looked beautiful in the long glass, and wished that Dick could see her so, not guessing how soon Dick would see her far more gorgeously arrayed.

Yasmini, when she came into the room, was a picture to take the breath away,  a rhapsody in cream and amber, glittering with gems. There were diamonds sparkling on her girdle, bosom, ears, arms; a ruby like a princes ransom nestled at her throat; there were emeralds and sapphires stitched to the soft texture of her dress to glow and glitter as she moved; and her hair was afire with points of diamond light. Coil on coil of huge pearls hung from her shoulders to her waist, and pearls were on her sandals.

Child, where in heavens name did you get them all? Tess burst out.

These? These jewels? Some are the gifts of Rajput noblemen. Some are heirlooms lent for the occasion. This  and this she touched the ruby at her throat and a diamond that glittered at her breast like frozen dew he gave me. He sent them by his brother, with an escort of eight gentlemen. But you should wear jewels, too.

I have none  none with me

I thought of that. I borrowed these for you.

With her own hands she put opals around Tesss neck that glowed as if they were alive, and then bracelets on her right arm of heavy, graven gold; then kissed her.

You look lovely! I shall need you tonight! No other human guesses how I need you! You and Hasamurti are to stand close to me until the end. The other maids will take their place behind us. Now we are ready. Come.

Outside in the dark there were torches flaring, and low gruff voices announced the presence of about fifty men. Once or twice a stallion neighed; and there was another footfall, padded and heavy, in among the stamping of held horses.

The night was hot, and full of that musty mesmeric quality that changes everything into a waking dream. The maids threw dark veils over them to save their clothing from the dust kicked up by a crowd, and perhaps, too, as a concession to the none-so-ancient, but compelling custom that bids women be covered in the streets.

Yasmini took Tess by the hand and walked out with her, followed closely by Hasamurti and the other women, between the pomegranates to the gate in the garden wall. From that moment, though, she stood alone and never touched hand, or sought as much as the supporting glances of her women until they came back at midnight.

A watchman opened the gate and, Yasmini leading, they passed through a double line of Rajput noblemen, who drew their sabers at some ones hoarse command and made a steel arch overhead that flashed and shimmered in the torchlight. Beyond that one order to draw sabers none spoke a word. Tess looked straight in front of her, afraid to meet the warrior eyes on either hand, lest some one should object to a foreigner in their midst on such a night of nights.

In the road were three great elephants standing in line with ladders leaning against them. The one in front was a tusker with golden caps and chains on his glistening ivory, and a howdah on his back like a miniature pagoda  a great gray monster, old in the service of three Rajput generations, and more conscious of his dignity than years. Yasmini mounted him, followed by Tess and Hasamurti, who took their place behind her in the howdah, one on either side, Hasamurti pushing Tess into her proper place, after which her duty was to keep a royal fan of ostrich plumes gently moving in the air above Yasminis head.

The other women climbed on to the elephant behind, and the third one was mounted by one man, who looked like a prince, to judge by the jewels glittering in his turban.

His brother! Hasamurti whispered.

Then again a hoarse command broke on the stillness. Horses wheeled out from the shadow of the wall, led by saises, and the Rajput gentry mounted. Ten of them in line abreast led the procession, while some formed a single line on either hand, and ten brought up the rear. Men with torches walked outside the lines. But no one shouted. No one spoke.

Straight down the quiet road under the majestic trees, with the monkeys, frightened by the torchlight, chattering nervously among the branches,  to the right near the lane Yasmini used the night before, and on toward the shadowy bulk of the great house in the distance the elephant trod loftily, the swing and sway of his back suggesting ages of past history, and ever-lasting ages more to come. The horses kicked and squealed, for the Rajput loves a mettled mount; but nothing disturbed the elephants slow, measured stride, or moved the equanimity of his mahout.

Villagers came to the walls, and stood under the roadside trees to smile and stare. Every man and child salaamed low as the procession passed, and some followed in the dust to feast their curiosity until the end of it; but not a voice was raised much above a whisper, except where once or twice a child cried shrilly.

Why the silence? Tess asked in a whisper, and without turning her head Yasmini answered:

Would you have the English know that I was hailed as maharanee through the streets? Give them but leave and they would beat the tomtoms, and dance under the trees. These are all friends here.

The great house was surrounded by a high wall, but a gate was flung wide open to receive them and the procession never paused until the leading elephant came to a halt under a portico lit by dozens of oil lamps. Standing on the porch were four women, veiled, but showing the glint of jewels and the sheen of splendid dresses underneath; they were the first that night to give tongue in acclamation, raising a hub-bub of greeting with a waving of slim hands and arms. They clustered round Yasmini as she climbed down from the elephant, and led her into the hall with arms in hers and a thousand phrases of congratulation and glad welcome.

Four queens! Hasamurti whispered.

Tess and Hasamurti followed, side by side, not down the main hall, but to the left, into a suite of rooms reserved for women, where they all removed their veils and the talking and laughter began anew. There were dozens of other women in there  about half as many ladies as attendants, and they made more noise than a swarm of Vassar freshmen at the close of term.

The largest of the suite of rooms was higher than the rest by half a dozen steps. At its farther end was a gilded door, on either side of which, as far as the walls at each end, was a panel of very deeply carved wood, through the interstices of which every whisper in the durbar hall was audible when the women all were still, and every man and movement could be seen. Yasmini took her stand close to the gilded door, and Tess and Hasamurti watched the opportunity to come beside her  no very easy matter in a room where fifty women jockeyed for recognition and a private word.

But there came a great noise of mens voices in the durbar hall, and of a roll-call answered one by one, each name being written in a vellum book, that none might say afterward he was present, who was not, and none might escape responsibility. The women grew silent as a forest that rustles and shivers in the night wind, and somebody turned down the lights, so that it was easier to see through the carved panel, and not so easy to be seen. Immediately beyond the panel was a dais, or wide platform, bare of everything except a carpet that covered it from end to end. A short flight of steps from the center of it led to the durbar floor below.

The durbar floor was of polished teak, and all the columns that supported the high roof were of the same wood, carved with fantastic patterns. From the center hung a huge glass chandelier, its quivering pendants multiplying the light of a thousand candles; and in every corner of the hall were other chandeliers, and mirrors to reflect the light in all directions.

Grouped in the center of the hall were about two hundred men, all armed with sabers,  men of every age, and height and swarthiness, from stout, blue-bearded veterans to youths yet in their teens,  dressed in every hue imaginable from the scarlet frock-coat, white breeches and high black boots of a risaldar-major to the jeweled silken gala costume of the dandiest of Rajputs youth. There was not a man present who did not rank himself the equal of all reigning kings, whatever outward deference the exigency of alien overrule compelled. This was a race that, like the Poles, knew itself to have been conquered because of subdivision and dissension in its ranks; no lack of courage or of martial skill had brought on their subjection. Not nearly all their best were there that night  not even any of the highest-placed, because of jealousy and the dread of betrayal; but there was not a priest among them, so that the chance was high that their trust would be well kept.

These were the pick of Rajputanas patriots  the men who loved the old ways, yet admitted there was virtue in an adaptation of the new. And Yasmini, with a gift for reading mens hearts that has been her secret and her source of power first and last, was reviving an ancient royal custom for them, to the end that she might lead them in altogether new ways of her own devising.

The roll-call ended, a veteran with a jeweled aigrette in his turban stood apart from the rest with his back toward the dais steps and made a speech that was received in silence, though the women peering through the panel, fluttered with excitement, and the deep breathing in the durbar hall sounded like the very far-off murmur of a tide. For he rang the changes on the ancient chivalry of Rajasthan, and on the sanctity of ancient custom, and the right they had to follow what their hearts accounted good.

And as in ancient days, he said, our royal women chose their husbands at a durbar summoned by the king; and because in ancient times, when Rajasthan was a land of kings indeed and its royal women, as the endless pages of our history tell, stood proved and acclaimed as fit to govern, and defend, and die untarnished in the absence of their lords; therefore we now see fit to attend this durbar, and to witness and give sanction. Once again, my Lords, a royal daughter of a throne of Rajasthan shall choose her husband in the sight of all of us let come of it what may!

He ceased, and the crowd burst into cheers. Yasmini translated his speech afterward to Tess. He said not a word of Gungadhura, or of the throne of Sialpore, leaving that act of utter daring to the woman who was, after all, the leader of them all that night.

Now all eyes were on the dais and the door behind it. In the inner room the women stirred and whispered, while a dozen of them, putting on their veils again, gathered around Yasmini, waiting in silence for her to give the cue. She waited long enough to whet the edge of expectation, and then nodded. Hasamurti opened the door wide and Yasmini stepped forth, aglitter with her jewels.

Ah-h-h! was her greeting  the unbidden, irrepressible, astonished gasp of mixed emotion of a crowd that sees more wonder than it bargained for.

The twelve princesses took their place beside her on the dais, six on either side. Immediately behind her Tess and Hasamurti stood. Yasminis other maids arranged themselves with their backs to the gilded door. She, Tess and Hasamurti were the only women there unveiled.

She stood two minutes long in silence, smiling down at them while Tesss heart-beats drummed until she lost count, Tess suspecting nervousness because of her own nerves, and not so wildly wrong.

Youre not alone, she whispered. Youve a friend behind you  two friends!

Then Yasmini spoke.

My Lords. The word Bahadur rolled from her golden throat like chords of Beethovens overture to Leonori. You do our olden customs honor. True chivalry had nearly died since superstition and the ebb and flow of mutual mistrust began to smother it in modern practises. But neither priest nor alien could make it shame for maidenhood to choose which way its utmost honor lies. Ye know your hearts delight. Goodness, love and soundless fealty are the attributes your manhood hungers for. Of those three elements is womanhood. And so, as Shri  goddess of all good fortune  comes ever to her loved one of her own accord and dowers him with richer blessing than he dreamed, true womanhood should choose her mate and, having chosen, honor him. My Lords, I choose, in confidence of your nobility and chivalry!

Pausing for a minute then, to let the murmur of assent die down, and waiting while they stamped and shuffled into three long lines, she descended the steps alone, moving with a step so dignified, yet modest, that no memory of past events could persuade Tess it was artistry. She felt  Tess was sure of it, and swore to it afterward  in her heart of hearts the full spiritual and profound significance of what she did.

Beginning at the left end of the first line, she passed slowly and alone before them, looking each man in the eyes, smiling at each one as she passed him. Not a man but had his full meed of attention and the honor due to him who brings the spirit of observance and the will to help another man succeed.

Back along the second line she went, with the same supreme dignity and modesty, omitting not even the oldest veteran, nor letting creep into her smile the veriest suggestion of another sentiment than admiration for the manliness by whose leave she was doing what she did. Each man received his smile of recognition and the deference due his pride.

Then down the third line, yet more slowly, until Tess had cold chills, thinking Utirupa was not there! One by one she viewed them all, until the last mans turn came, and she took him by the hand and led him forth.

At that the whole assembly milled into a mob and reformed in double line up and down the room. The same voice that had thundered in the darkness roared again and two hundred swords leapt from their scabbards. Under an arch of blazing steel, in silence, Yasmini and her chosen husband came to the dais and stood facing the assembly hand in hand, while the swords went back to their owners sides and once more the crowd clustered in the center of the hall.

There was a movement in among them then. Some servants brought in baskets, and distributed them at about equal intervals amid the forest of booted legs. When the servants had left the hall, Yasmini spoke.

My Lords, in the presence of you all I vow love, honor, fealty and a wifes devotion to the prince of my choosing  to my husband who shall be  who now is by Gandharva ceremony; for I went to him of my own free will by night! My Lords, I present to you

There was a pause, while every man present caught his breath, and the women rustled like a dove-cot behind the panel.

  Gunga Khatiawara Dhuleep Rhakapushi Utirupa Singh  Maharajah of Sialpore!

Two hundred swords sprang clear again. The chandeliers rattled and the beams shook to the thunder of two hundred throats.

Rung Ho! they roared.

Rung Ho!

Rung Ho! bringing down their right feet with a stamp all together that shook the building.

Then the baskets were cut open by the swords points and they flung flowers at the dais, swamping it in jasmine and sweet-smelling buds, until the carpet was not visible. The same black-bearded veteran who had spoken first mounted the dais and hung garlands on Yasmini and her prince, and again the hall shook to the roar of acclamation and the sharp ringing of keen steel.

But Yasmini had not finished all she had to say. When the shouting died and the blades returned to scabbards, her voice again stirred their emotions, strangely quiet and yet reaching all ears with equal resonance, like the note of a hidden bell.

And since, my Lords, in olden days it happened often that a Rajput woman held and buttressed up her husbands throne, honoring him and Rajputana with her courage and her wit, and daring even in the arts of war, so now: this prince shall have his throne by womans wit. Before another full moon rises he shall sit throned in the palace of his ancestors; and ye who love royal Rajasthan shall answer whether I chose wisely, in the days to come!

They answered then and there to the utmost of their lungs. And while the hall resounded to the crash and clangor of applause she let go Utirupas hand, bowed low to him, and vanished through the gilded door in the midst of her attendant women.

For two hours after that she was the center of a vortex of congratulation  questions  whisperings  laughter and advice, while the women flocked about her and she introduced Tess to them one by one. Tess, hardly understanding a word of what was said to her, was never made so much of in her life, sharing honors with Yasmini, almost as much a novelty as she  a Western woman, spirited behind the purdah by the same new alchemy that made a girl of partly foreign birth, and so without caste in the Hindu sense of it, revive a royal custom with its antecedents rooted in the very rocks of time. It was a night of breathless novelty.

There were the inevitable sweetmeats  the inevitable sugared drinks. Then the elephants again, and torches under the mysterious trees, with a sabered escort plunging to the right and left. The same torch-lit faces peering from the village doors and walls; and at last the gate again in the garden wall, and a bolt shot home, and silence. Then:

Did I do well? Yasmini asked, leaning at last on Tess. Oh, my sister!
Without you there to lend me courage I had failed!


Chapter Seventeen

How about the door! Did somebody lock it?
I, said the Chairman, had the key in my pocket.
Who shut the windows? I, said the vice.
I shut the window, it seemed to me wise.
I, said the clerk, looked under the table
And out on the balcony under the gable.
Then who let the secret out? Who overheard?
Maybe a mouse, or the flies, or a bird!

Suppose I lock the door?

Tom Tripe felt like a new man, and his whiskers crackled with self- satisfaction. For one thing, his dog Trotters was back again  sore-footed, it was true, and unable at present to follow him on his rounds; and rather badly scratched where a leopard must have missed his spring on the moonlit desert; but asleep in the stable litter, on the highroad to recovery.

Tom had ridden that morning, first to Dick Blaine up at the gold mine, because he was a friend and needed good news of his wife; then across the bridge to Samson, straightening out the crumpled letter from Yasmini as he rode, and chuckling to himself at the thought of mystifying the commissioner. And it all worked out the way he hoped, even to the offer of a drink  good brandy  Henneseys Three Star.

How did you manage it? asked Samson. The princess has disappeared. Theres a rumor shes over the border in the next state. Gungadhura has seized her palace and rifled it. How did you get my letter to her, and her answer so swiftly?

Ah, sir, said Tom Tripe mischievously, we in the native service have our little compensations  our little ways and means!

That was better than frankincense and myrrh, to mystify a genuine commissioner! Tom rode back to his quarters turning over the taste of brandy in his mouth  he had made a martial raid on Samsons tantalus  and all aglow with good humor.

Not so Samson. The commissioner was irritable, and more so now that he opened the scented letter Tom had brought. It was deuced curt, it seemed to him, and veiled a sort of suggested laughter, if there was anything insinuative in polite phrases.

The Princess Yasmini Omanoff Singh, it ran, hastens to return thanks for Sir Roland Samsons kind letter. She is not, however, afraid of imprisonment or of undue pressure; and as for her secret, that is safe as long as the river runs through the state of Sialpore.

Not a word more. He frowned at the letter, and read and reread it, sniffing at the scent and holding up the paper to the light, so that Sita Ram very nearly had a chance to read it through the knot-hole in the door. The last phrase was the puzzler. It read at first like a boast  like one of those picturesque expressions with which the Eastern mind enjoys to overstate its case. But he reflected on it. As an Orientalist of admitted distinction he had long ago concluded that hyperbole in the East is always based on some fact hidden in the users mind, often without the users knowledge. He had written a paper on that very subject, which the Spectator printed with favorable editorial comment; and Mendelsohn K. C. had written him a very agreeable letter stating that his own experience in criminal cases amply bore out the theory. He rang the desk bell for Sita Ram.

Get me the map of the province.

Sita Ram held it by two corners under the draughty punkah while Samson traced the boundaries with his finger. It was exactly as he thought: without that little palace and its grounds, the state of Sialpore would be bounded exactly by the river. Take away the so-called River Palace with the broad acres surrounding it, and the river would no longer run through the state of Sialpore. That would be the end, then, of the safety of the secret. There was food for reflection there.

What if the famous treasure of Sialpore were buried somewhere in the grounds of the River Palace! Somewhere, for instance, among those gigantic pipal trees.

He folded the map and returned it to Sita Ram.

Im expecting half a dozen officers presently. Show them in the minute they come. And  ah  youd better lock that middle door.

Sita Ram dutifully locked the door on Samsons side, and drew the curtain over it. There was a small hole in the curtain, of peculiar shape  moths had been the verdict when Samson first noticed it, and Sita Ram had advised him to indent for some preventive of the pests; which Samson did, and the hole did not grow any greater afterward.

Samson had had to call a conference, much though he disliked doing it. The rules for procedure in the case of native states included the provision of an official known as resident, whose duty was to live near the native ruler  and keep a sharp eye on him. But Samson, prince of indiscretion, had seen fit three months before to let that official go home to England on long leave, and to volunteer the double duty in his absence. The proposal having economic value, and there being no known trouble in Sialpore just then, the State Department had consented.

The worst of that was that there was no one now in actual close touch with Gungadhura. The best of it was that there was none to share the knowledge of Samsons underlying scheme  which was after all nothing but to win high laurels for himself, by somewhat devious ways, perhaps, but justified in his opinion in the circumstances. And the very worst of it was that good form and official precedent obliged him to call a conference before recommending certain drastic action to his government. Having no official resident to consult, he had to go through the form of consulting somebody; and the more he called in, the less likelihood there was of any one man arrogating undue credit to himself.

They were ushered in presently by Sita Ram. Ross, the principal medical officer came first; it was a pity he ranked so high that he could not be overlooked, but there you were. Then came Sir Hookum Bannerjee, judge of the circuit court  likely to have a lot to say without much meaning in it, and certainly anxious to please. Next after him Sita Ram showed in Norwood, superintendent of police; one disliked calling in policemen, they were so interfering and tactless, but Norwood had his rights. Then came Topham, acting assistant to Samson, loaned from another state to replace young Wilkinson, home on sick leave, and full-back on the polo team  a quiet man as a rule, anxious to get back to his own district, and probably reasonably safe. Last came Lieutenant-Colonel Willoughby de Wing  small, brusk and florid  acting in command of the 88th Sikh Lancers, and preferring that to any other task this side of heaven or hell; Nothing to do with politics, my boy,  not built that way  dont like em  never understood em anyhow. Soldierings my business.

It was well understood it was to be a secret conference. The invitations had been marked Secret.

Suppose I lock the door, suggested Samson by way of additional reminder; and he did that, resuming his chair with an expression that permitted just the least suggestion of a serious situation to escape him. But he was smiling amiably, and his curled mustache did not disguise the corners of a wilful mouth.

There is proof conclusive, he began,   Ive telegrams here that you may see in confidence, that Gungadhura has been trafficking with Northwest tribes. He has sent them money, and made them promises. There isnt a shade of doubt of it. The evidence is black. The question is, whats to be done?

They passed the telegrams from hand to hand, Norwood looking rather supercilious. (The police could handle espionage of that sort so much better.) But it was the youngest mans place to speak first.

Depose him, I suppose, and put his young son in his place, suggested
Topham. Theres plenty of precedent.

The doctor shook his head.

I know Gungadhura. Hes a bad strain. Its physiological. Ive made a study of these things, and Im as certain as that I sit here that any son of Gungadhuras would eventually show the same traits as his sire. If you can get rid of Gungadhura, get rid of his whole connection by all means.

What should be done with the sons, then? asked Sir Hookum Bannerjee, father of half a dozen budding lawyers.

Oh, send em to school in England, I suppose, said Samson. Theres precedent for that too. But theres another point. Mukhum Dass the money-lender has been foully murdered, struck down by a knife from behind by some one who relieved him of his money. Either a case of simply robbery, or else

Or else what? Colonel Willoughby de Wing screwed home his monocle.

Thats as obvious as twice two. That rascal Mukhum Dass was bound to die violently sooner or later. He was notoriously the worst usurer and title-jumper on this side of India. He charged me once a total of eighty-five per cent. for a small loan  and legally, too; kept within the law! I know him!

On the other hand, said Samson, Ive been informed that the cellar of the house at present occupied by those Americans on the hill  the gold-miner, you know  Blaine  was burgled last Sunday morning. Blaine himself complained to me. It seems that he had given Gungadhura leave to search the cellar, at Gungadhuras request, for what purpose Blaine professes not to know. Blaine himself, you may remember, lunched and dined at the club last Sunday and gave three of us a rather costly lesson in his national game of poker. It took place while he was with us at the club. He has been able to discover, by cross-examining some witnesses  beggars, I believe, who haunt the house,  that Mukhum Dass got to the place ahead of Gungadhura, burgled the cellar, removed something of great value to Gungadhura, and went off with it. On the way home he was murdered.

The murder of Mukhum Dass was known very soon afterward, of course, to the police, said Norwood. But we cant do anything across the river without orders. Why didnt Mr. Blaine bring his complaint and evidence to me?

Because I asked him not to! answered Samson. Were mixed up here in a political case.

Damn all politics! growled Willoughby de Wing.

If it can be proved that Gungadhura murdered Mukhum Dass, or caused him to be murdered, I should say arrest him, try the brute and hang him! said Topham. Confound these native princes that take law into their own hands!

I should say, lets prove the case if we can, said Samson, and use that for an extra argument to force Gungadhuras abdication. No need to hang him. If hed killed a princess, or an Englishman, wed be obliged to take extreme measures; but, as De Wing says, Mukhum Dass was an awful undesirable. If we hanged Gungadhura, wed almost have to put one of his five sons on the throne to succeed him. If be abdicates, we can please ourselves. I think I can persuade him to abdicate  if Norwood, for instance, knows of any way to gather secret evidence about that murder  secret, you understand me, Norwood. We need that for a sword of Damocles.

Whos to succeed him in that case? asked Ross, the P. M. O.

I shall recommend Utirupa Singh, said Samson, with his eyes alert.

Ross nodded.

Utirupa is one of those men who make me think the Rajput race is not moribund.

A good clean sportsman! said Topham. Plays a red-hot game of polo, too!

Pays up his bets, moreover, like a gentleman! said Colonel Willoughby de Wing.

I feel sure, said Sir Hookum Bannerjee, seeing be was expected to say something, that Prince Utirupa Singh would be acceptable to the Rajputs themselves, who are long weary of Gungadhuras way. But he is not married. It is a pity always that a reigning prince should be unmarried; there are so many opportunities in that case for intrigue, and for mistakes.

Gad! exclaimed Willoughby de Wing, dropping his monocle. What a chance to marry him to that young Princess Whatshername  you know the one I mean  the one thats said to masquerade in mens clothes and dance like the devil, and all that kind of thing. I know nothing of politics, but  what a chance!

God forbid! laughed Samson. That young woman is altogether too capable of trouble without a throne to play with! I suspect her, as it happens, of very definite and dangerous intentions along another line connected with the throne of Sialpore. But I know how to disappoint her and stop her game. I intend to recommend  for the second time, by the way  that she, also, should be sent to Europe for a proper education! But the point Im driving at is this: are we agreed as to the proper course to take with Gungadhura?

They nodded.

Then, as I see it, theres no desperate hurry. Norwood will need time to gather evidence; Ill need specific facts, not hearsay, to ram down Gungadhuras throat. Ill send a wire to the high commissioner and another to Simla, embodying what we recommend, and  what do you say to sending for a battery or two?

Good! said Willoughby de Wing. A very good thought indeed! I know nothing of politics, except this; that theres nothing like guns to overawe the native mind and convince him that the games up! Lets see  whod come with the guns? Coburn, wouldnt he? Yes, Coburn. Hes my junior in the service. Yes, a very good notion indeed. Ask for two batteries by all means.

Ill tell them not to hurry, said Samson. Its hot weather. They can make it in easy stages.

By jove! said Topham. Theyll be here in time for the polo. Wont they beef!

Talking of polo, whos to captain the other side? Is it known yet? asked
De Wing.

Utirupa, answered Topham. There was never any doubt of that.
Weve got Collins to captain us, and Latham and Cartwright, besides me.
Well give him the game of his life!

That settles quite an important point, said Samson. The polo tournament  after it, rather  is the time to talk to Utirupa. If we keep quiet until then  all of us, I mean  therell be no chance of the cat jumping before the State Department pulls the string. I feel sure, from inside information, that Headquarters would like nothing known about this coup detat until its consummated. Explanations afterward, and the fewer the better! Have a drink anybody?

In the outer office beyond the curtain Sita Ram cautiously refitted the knot into its hole, and sat down to write hurriedly while details were fresh in mind. Ten minutes afterward, when the conference had broken up in small-talk, he asked permission to absent himself for an hour or two. He said he had a debt to pay across the river, to a man whose wife was ill.

One hour and a half later by Sita Rams wrist watch, Ismail, an Afridi gate-keeper at present apparently without a job, started off on a racing camel full-pelt for the border, with a letter in his pocket addressed to a merchant by way of ostensible business, and ten rupees for solace to the Desert Police. Tucked away in the ample folds of his turban was a letter to Yasmini, giving Sita Rams accurate account of what had happened at the secret conference.


Chapter Eighteen

Safe rules for defeating a rascal are three,
And the first of them all is appear to agree.
The second is boggle at points that dont matter,
Hold out for expense and emolument fatter.
The third is put wish-to-seem-wise on the shelf
And keep your eventual plan to yourself.
Giving heed to the three with your voice and eyes level
You can turn the last trick by out-trumping the devil.

Be discreet, Blaine  please be discreet!

Meanwhile, Gungadhura was not inactive, nor without spies of his own, who told him more or less vaguely that trouble was cooking for him in the English camp. A letter he expected from the Mahsudi tribe had not reached him. It was the very letter he had hoped to show to Samson in proof of Mahsudi villainy and his own friendship; but he rather feared it had fallen into secret service hands, in which case he might have a hard time to clear himself.

Then there was the murder of Mukhum Dass. He had not been able to resist that opportunity, when Patali reported to him what Mukhum Dass had been seen to make away with. And now he had the secret of the treasure in his possession  implicit directions, and a map! He suspected they had been written by some old priest, or former rajahs servant, in the hope of a chance for treachery, and hidden away by Jengal Singh with the same object. There were notes on the margins by Jengal Singh. The thing was obviously genuine. But the worst of it was Patali knew all about it now, and that cursed idiot Blaine had complained to Samson of burglary, after he learned that the cellar door was broken open by the money-lender. Why hadnt he come to himself, he wondered, and been satisfied with a string of promises? That would have been the courteous thing to do. Instead of that, now Samsons spies were nosing about, and only the gods knew what they might discover. The man who had done the murder was safely out of the way  probably in Delhi by that time, or on his way there; but that interfering ass Norwood might be awake for once, and if the murderer should happen to get caught, and should confess  as hired murderers do sometimes  it would need an awful lot of expert lying and money, too, to clear himself.

With funds  ample extravagant supplies of ready cash, he felt he could even negotiate the awkward circumstance that he himself was deeply in debt to Mukhum Dass at the time of the murder. Money and brains combined can accomplish practically anything. Delhi and Bombay and Calcutta were full of clever lawyers. The point was, he must hurry. And he did not dare trust any one with knowledge of his secret, except Patali, who had wormed out some and guessed the rest, because of the obvious risk of Samson getting wind of it through spies and so forestalling him. He felt he had Samsons character estimated nicely.

Arguing with himself  distracted between fear on one hand, and Patalis importunity on the other, he reached the conclusion that Dick Blaine was his only safe reliance. The American seemed to have an obsession for written contracts, and for enforcing the last letter of them. Well and good, he would make another contract with Dick Blaine, and told Patali so, she agreeing that the American was the safest tool to use. She saw herself already with her arms up to the shoulders in the treasure of Sialpore.

The American has few friends, she said. He smokes a pipe, and thinks, and now that they say his wife has gone away there is less chance than ever of his talking.

He will need to be paid, said Gungadhura.

There will be plenty to pay him with! she answered, her eyes gleaming.

So Gungadhura, with his face still heavily bandaged, drove in a lumbering closed carriage up the rough track to the tunnel Dick had blasted in the hill-side. The carriage could not go close to the tunnel-mouth, because the track was only wide enough just there for the dump-carts to come and go. So he got out and walked into the tunnel unattended. Dick was used to seeing him about the works in any case and never objected to explaining things, several times over on occasion.

He found Dick superintending the careful erection of a wall of rock and cement, and he thought for an instant that the American looked annoyed to see him there. But Dick assumed his poker expression the moment afterward, and you couldnt have guessed whether he was glad or sorry.

You block the tunnel? the maharajah asked.

The veins disappeared, said Dick. The rocks all faulty here this and that way. Im shoring up the end to keep the roof from falling down on us, and next Im going to turn sharp at right angles and try to find the end of the vein where it broke off.

You are too near the fort in any case, said the maharajah. No use driving under the fort.

What do you propose I should do? Dick answered a trifle testily.

Dig elsewhere.

What, and scrap this outlay?

Yes. I have a reason. A particular  eh  reason.

Dick nodded, poker face set solid.

The maharajah paused. His advantage was that his face was all smothered in the bandages, and the dim light in the tunnel was another good ally. His back, too, was toward the entrance, so that the Americans chance of reading between the words was remarkably slight. Dicks back was against the uncompleted masonry.

Could I  eh  count on you for  eh  very absolute silence?

I talk like that parrot in the story, Dick answered.

You  eh  know a little now of Sialpore, Mr. Blaine. You  eh  understand how easily  eh  rumors get about. A little  eh  foundation and  eh  up-side-down pyramids of fancy  eh? You comprehend me?

Sure, I get you.

Eh  you have a good working party.

Fine! said Dick. Just about broke in. Got the gang working pretty well to rights at last.

Would you  eh  it would take a long time to get such another party of laborers  eh  trained to work well and swiftly?

Months! said Dick. Unless youve got tame wizards up your sleeve.

Eh  I was wondering  eh  whether you would be content to  eh  take your working party and  eh  do a little work for me elsewhere?

Im right set on puzzling out this fault in the reef, Dick answered promptly.
My contract reads

For compensation, of course, said Gungadhura. You would be adequately  eh  there could be a contract drawn.

I wouldnt cancel this one  not for hard cash, Dick retorted.

No, no. I do not ask that. It would  eh  not be necessary.

Well, then, whats the proposal?

Dick settled himself back against the masonry crossed his feet, and knocked out ashes from his pipe. The maharajah walked twice, ten yards toward the entrance and back again.

How long would it take you  eh  to  eh  what was it you said?  to puzzle out this fault?

No knowing.

A short  eh  additional delay will hardly matter?

Not if I kept the gang in harness. Twouldnt pay to let the team-work slide. Costs too much in time and trouble to break em in again.

Then  eh  will you go and dig for me elsewhere?

On what terms?

The same terms.

You pay all expenses and  what am I to dig for?

Gold!

Do I get my percentage of the gross of all gold won?

Yes. But because this is a certainty and  eh  I pay all expenses  eh  of course, in  eh  return for secrecy you  eh  should be well paid, but  eh  a certain stated sum should be sufficient, or a much smaller percentage.

Suppose we get down to figures? Dick suggested.

Fifty thousand rupees, or one per cent.

At my option?

Gungadhura nodded. Dick whistled.

Thered have to be a time limit. I cant stay and dig forever for a matter of fifty thousand dibs.

Gungadhura grew emphatic at that point, using both clenched fists to beat the air.

Time limit? There must be no time lost at all! Have you promised to
be silent? Have you promised not to breathe one little word to anybody?  
Not to your own wife? Not to Samson?  Above all not to Samson?
Then I will tell you.

Gungadhura glanced about him like a stage conspirator.

Go on, said Dick. Theres nobody here knows English except you and me.

You are to dig for the treasure of Sialpore! The treasure of my ancestors!

Fifty thousand dibs  or one per cent. at my option, eh? Make it two per cent., and draw your contract!

Two per cent. is too much!

Get another man to dig, then!

Very well, I make it two per cent. But you must hurry!

Draw your contract. Time limit how long?

Two weeks  three weeks  not more than a month at the very utmost! You draw the contract in English, and I will sign it this afternoon. You must begin to dig tomorrow at dawn!

Where?

In the grounds of the River Palace  across the river  beginning close to the great pipal trees.

Theyre all outside the palace wall. How in thunder can I keep secret about that?

You must begin inside the palace wall, and tunnel underground.

Dirts all soft down there, said Dick. Well need to prop up as we go.
Lots of lumber. Cost like blazes. Wheres the lumber coming from?

Cut down the pipal trees!

Man  wed need a mill!

There is no lumber  not in such a hurry.

Whatll we do then? Cant have accidents.

Pah! The lives of a few coolies, Mr. Blaine

Nothing doing, Maharajah sahib! Murders not my long suit.

Then pull the palace down and use the beams!

Youd have to put that in writing.

Include it in the contract then! Now, have we agreed?

I guess so. If I think of anything else Ill talk it over with you when I bring the contract round this afternoon.

Good. Then I will give you the map.

Better give it me now, so I can study it.

The  eh  risk of that is too great, Mr. Blaine!

Seems to me your risk is pretty heavy as it is, Dick retorted. If I was going to spill your secret, I could do it now, map or no map!

Three times again Gungadhura paced the tunnel, torn between mistrust, impatience and anxiety. At last he thrust his bandaged face very close to Dicks and spoke in a level hard voice, smiling thinly.

Very well, Mr. Blaine. I will entrust the map to you. But let me first tell you certain things  certain quite true things. Every attempt to steal that treasure has ended in ill-luck! There have been many. All the conspirators have died  by poison  by dagger  by the sword  by snake-bite  by bullets  they have all died  always! Do you understand?

Dick shuddered in spite of himself.

Then take the map!

Gungadhura turned his back and fumbled in the folds of his semi-European clothing. He produced the silver tube after a minute, removed the cap from one end, and shook out a piece of parchment. There was a dull crimson stain on it.

The blood of a man who tried to betray the secret! said Gungadhura. See-the knife of an assassin pierced the tube, and blood entered through the hole. It happened long ago.

But he did not pass the tube to Dick that he might examine the knife mark.

These notes on the edge of the map are probably in the hand of Jengal Singh, who stole it. He died of snake-bite more than a year ago. They are in Persian; he notes that four of the trees are dead and only their roots remain; therefore that measurements must allow for that. You must find the roots of the last tree, Mr. Blaine, and measure carefully from both ends, digging afterward in a straight line from inside the palace wall by compass. Is it clear?

I guess so. Leave it with me and Ill study it.

The maharajah kept the tube and left the parchment in Dicks hands.

This afternoon, then?

This afternoon, said Dick.

When he had gone, Dick resumed the very careful building of the masonry, placing the last stones with his own hands. Then he went out into the sunlight, to sit on a rock and examine the parchment with a little pocket magnifying-glass that he always carried for business purposes. He studied it for ten minutes.

Its clever, he said at last. Dashed clever. It ud fool the Prince of Wales! (Dick had astonishing delusions as to the supposed omniscience of the heir to the throne of England.) The ink looks old, and its not metallic ink. The parchments as old as Methuselah  Ill take my oath on that. Theres even different ink been used for the map and the margin notes. But thats new blood or my names Mike! That bloods not a week old! Phew! I bet its that poor devil Mukhum Dass! Now  lets figure on this: Mukhum Dass burgled my house, and was murdered about an hour afterward. I think  I cant swear, because he didnt let me hold it, but I think that tube in Gungadhuras hand was the very identical one that I hid under the cellar floor  that Mukhum Dass stole  and that the maharajah now carries in his pocket. This map has blood on it. Whats the inference?

He filled his pipe and smoked reflectively.

The inference is, that Im accessory after the fact to the money-lenders murder, unless -

He finished the pipe, and knocked the ashes out.

  unless I break my promise, and hand this piece of evidence over to Norwood. I guess hes arch-high-policeman here.

As if the guardian angel of Dicks conscience was at work that very minute to torment him, there came the sound of an approaching horse, and Samson turned the corner into view.

Oh, hullo, Blaine! Hows the gold developing?

So-so. Have they found the murderer of Mukhum Dass yet?

Samson dropped his reins to light a cigar, and took his time about it.

Not exactly.

Hum! You either exactly find the murderer, or you dont!

Weve our suspicions.

Leading anywhere?

Too soon to say.

If I was to offer to put you next to a piece of pretty evidence, howd that suit you?

Samson had to relight the cigar, in order to get opportunity to read Dicks face before he answered.

I dont think so, Blaine, thank you  at least not at present. If youve direct evidence of an eye-witness, of course

Nothing like that, said Dick.

Well, Ill be candid with you, Blaine. We know quite well who the murderer is. At the right moment we shall land on him hammer and tongs. But you see  we need to choose the right moment, for political reasons. Now  technically speaking  all evidence in criminal cases ought to go to the police, and the police might act too hastily  you understand me?

If you know who the man is, of course, said Dick, theres nothing more I need do.

Except to be discreet, Blaine! Please be discreet! We shall get the man. Dont doubt it! You and your wife have set us all an example here of minding nobodys business except your own. Id be awfully obliged if youd keep yourself as far as possible out of this mess. Should we need any further evidence than weve got already, Id ask you for it, of course.

Suits me all right, said Dick. Im mum.

Thanks awfully, Blaine. Can I offer you a cigar? Im on my way to take a look at the fort. Seems like an anachronism, doesnt it, for us to keep an old-fashioned fort like this so near our own border in native territory. Care to come with me? Well, so long then  see you at the club again, I suppose?

Samson rode on.

A narrow squeak that! said Dick to himself, stowing away the map that he had held the whole time in his right hand in full view of the commissioner.


Chapter Nineteen

The East to Columbia

Sister Columbia, wonderful sister,
Weariless wings on aerial way!
Tell us the lore of thy loftiness, sister,
We of the dark are astir for the day!
Give us the gift of thy marvelous wings,
Spell us the charm that Columbia sings!

Oversea sister, affluent sister,
Queen inexclusive, though out of our reach!
How is thy genius ever unruffled?
What is the talisman altitudes teach?
Measureless meed of ability thine,
What is the goal of thy hearts design?

How shall we learn of it? How shall we follow?
Heavy the burden of earth where we lie!
Only a glimpse of thy miracle stirs us,
Stay in our wallow and teach us to fly!
How shall we spring to Columbias call?
Oh, that thy wings could unweary us all!

I am as simple as the sunlight!

Tess was in something very near to paradise, if paradise is constant assuaging of the curiosity amid surroundings that conduce to idleness. There were men on that country-side in plenty who would not have dared admit a Western woman into their homes; but even those could hardly prevent wives and daughters from visiting Yasmini in the perfectly correct establishment she kept. And there were other men, more fearless of convention, who were willing that Tess, if veiled, should cross their private thresholds.

So there followed a round of visits and return calls, of other marvelous rides by elephant at night, because the daytime was too hot for comfort, and oftener, long drives in latticed carriages, with footmen up behind and an escort to ride before and swear at the lethargic bullock-men  carriages that bumped along the country roads on strange, old-fashioned springs.

Yasmini was welcome everywhere, and, in the cautious, tenfold guarded Eastern way, kept open house. The women reveled in her free ideas and in the wit with which she heaped scorn on the priest-made fashions that have kept all India in chains for centuries, mocking the priests, as some thought, at the risk of blasphemy.

Almost as much as in Yasminis daring they took ingenuous delight in Tess, persuading Yasmini to interpret questions and reply or, very rarely, bringing with them some duenna who had a smattering of English.

All imprisoned folk, and especially women in the shuttered zenanas of the East, develop a news-sense of their own that passes the comprehension of free-ranging mortals. They were astonishingly well informed about the outer world  even the far-flung outer world, yet asked the most childish questions; and only a few of them could have written their own names,  they who were titled ladies of a land of ancient chivalry.

Wait until I am maharanee! Yasmini said. The women have always ruled India. Women rule the English, though the English hate the thought of it and make believe otherwise. With the aid of women I will change the face of India,  the women and the gods!

But she was careful of her promises, holding out no prospects that would stir premature activity among the ranks she counted on.

Promise the gods too much, she said, and the gods overwhelm you. They like to serve, which is their business, not to have you squandering on them. Tell the women they are rulers, and they will start to destroy their empire by making public what is secret! If you tell the men that the women rule them, what will the men do?

Shut them up all the closer, I suppose, suggested Tess.

Is that what they ever did? No. They will choose for them certain offices they can not fill because of inexperience, and put the noisiest women in them, and make mock of them, and laugh! Not for a long time yet must India know who rules her!

Child, where did you learn all your philosophy? Tess asked her, one night when they were watching the stars from the bedroom window-seat.

Oh, men taught me this and that thing, and I have always reversed it and believed the opposite. Why do men teach? To make you free, or to bind you to their own wheel? The English teach that English ways are good for the world. I answer that the world has been good to England and the English would like to keep it so! The pundits say we should study the philosophies. They made me study, hours and hours when I was little. Why? To bind me to the wheel of their philosophy, and keep me subject to them! I say philosophy is good for pundits, as a pond is good for frogs; but shall I be a frog, too, and croak about the beauties of the mud? The priests say we should obey them, and pray, and make offerings, and keep the religious law. I say, that religion is good for priests, which is why they cherish it, and add to it, and persuade foolish women to believe it! As for the gods, if they are anything they are our servants!

Your husband is going to have an interesting time, laughed Tess.

Yasminis blue eyes suddenly turned soft and serious.

Do you think I can not be a wife  she asked. Do you suppose there is no mother-love in me? Do you think I do not understand how a man needs cherishing? Do you think I will preach to my husband, or oppose his plans? No! I will do as the gods do when the priests are asleep! I will let him go his own way, and will go with him, never holding back; and little by little he will learn that I have understanding. Little by little he will grow into knowledge of the things I know  and he will be a very great man!

There were no visits whatever from Utirupa, for the country-side would have been scandalized. Only, flowers came every day in enormous quantities; and there was a wealth of horses, carriages, jewels and armed men at his brides disposal that proved he had not forgotten her existence or her needs. She had claimed marriage to him by Gandharva rite, and he had tacitly consented, but she was not ready yet to try conclusions with the secret, octopus influence of the priests; and there was another reason.

If it should get to Samsons cars that he and I are married, that would be the end of his chance of the throne of Sialpore. Samson is English of the English. He would oppose to the end the nomination of a maha-rajah, whose wife has notions of her own  as I am known to have! They like him  my husband  because he plays good polo, and will bet with them, and can play cricket; and because he seems to follow no special line of politics. But if it were known he had a clever wife  me for wife  they would have none of him! I shall be a surprise for them when the die is cast!

Tess was in almost daily communication with Dick, for, what with Tom Tripe and Sita Ram and about a dozen other sworn accomplices, Yasmini had messages coming and going all the time. Camels used to arrive long after dark, and letters were brought in, smelly with the sweat of loyal riders who had hidden them from too inquisitive police. Most of them carried back a scribbled word for Dick. But he said nothing about the treasure in his curt, anonymous, unsigned replies, being nervous about sending messages at all.

Only, when in one letter he mentioned digging in another place, and Tess read the sentence aloud, Yasmini squealed with delight. The next day her own advices confirmed the hint, Sita Ram sending a long account of new developments and adding that Samson sahib is much exercised in mind about it.

All goes well! Yasmini belled in her golden voice. Samson has seen the hidden meaning of my letter! If I had told him bluntly where the treasure is, he would have laughed and forgotten it! But because he thinks he reads the secret of my mind, he flatters himself and falls into the trap! Now we have Samson caught, and all is well!

It would be a very canny person who could read the secret of your mind,
I should say! laughed Tess.

I am as simple as the sunlight! Yasmini answered honestly. It is
Samson who is dark, not I.

Yasmini began making ready for departure, giving a thousand orders to dependents she could trust.

At the polo game, she asked Tess, when the English ask questions as to where you have been, and what you saw, what will you tell them?

Why not the truth? Samson expressly asked me to cultivate your acquaintance.

Splendid! Tell them you traveled on camel-back by night across the desert with me! By the time they have believed that we will think of more to add to it! We return by elephant to Sialpore together, timing our arrival for the polo game. There we separate. You watch the game together with your husband. I shall be in a closed carriage  part of the time. I shall be there all the time, but I dont think you will see me.

But you say they have rifled your palace. Where will you sleep? Tess asked.

At your house on the hill!

But that is in Gungadhuras territory. Arent you afraid of him?

Of Gungadhura? I? I never was! But now whoever fears him would run from a broken snake. I have word that the fool has murdered Mukhum Dass the money-lender. You may trust the English to draw his teeth nicely for him after that! Gungadhura is like a tiger in a net he can not break!

He might send men to break into the house, Tess argued.

There will be sharper eyes than any of his watching!

But Tess was alarmed at the prospect. She did not mind in the least what the English might have to say about it afterward; but to have her little house the center of nocturnal feuds, with her husband using his six-shooters, and heaven only knew what bloodshed resulting, was more of a prospect than she looked forward to.

Sister, said Yasmini, taking her by both hands. I must use your house.
There is no other place.

No one could refuse her when her deep blue eyes grew soft and pleading, let alone Tess, who had lived with her and loved her for a week.

Very well, she answered; and Yasminis eyes softened and brightened even more.

I shall not forget!

Getting ready was no childs play. It was to be a leisurely procession in the olden style, with tents, servants, and all the host of paraphernalia and hangers-on that that entails; not across the desert this time, but around the edge of it, the way the polo ponies went, and out of Gungadhuras reach. For, however truly Yasmini might declare that she was not afraid of Gungadhura (and she vowed she never boasted), she was running no unnecessary risks; it takes a long time for the last rats to desert a sinking ship, (the obstinate go down with it), and just as long for the last assassins to change politics. She was eager to run all the risks when that was the surest strategy, but cautious otherwise.

The secret of her safety lay in the inviolable privacy surrounding womans life in all that part of India  privacy that the English have respected partly because of their own inherent sense of personal retirement, partly because it was the easiest way and saved trouble; but mainly because Indias women have no ostensible political power, and there is politics enough without bringing new millions more potential agitators into light. So word of her life among the women did not travel swiftly to official ears, as that of a male intriguer would certainly have done. Utirupa was busy all day long with polo, and the Powers that Be were sure of it, and pleased. What Gungadhura knew, or guessed, was another matter; but Gungadhura had his own hands full just then.

So they formed part of a procession that straggled along the miles, of elephants, camels and groups of ponies, carts loaded with tents, chattering servants, parties of Rajput gentlemen, beggars, hangers-on, retainers armed with ancient swords, mountebanks, several carriage-loads of women, who could sing and dance and were as particular about their veiling as if Lalun were not their ancestress, the inevitable faquirs, camel-loads of entertainers, water-carriers, sheep, asses, and bullock-drawn, squeaking two-wheeled carts aburst with all that men and animals could eat. Three days and nights of circus life, as Tess described it afterward to Dick.

Yasmini and Tess rode part of the way on an elephant, lying full-length in the hooded howdah with a view of all the country-side, starting before dawn and resting through the long heat of the day. But monotony formed no part of Yasminis scheme of life, and daring was the very breath she breathed. Most of the time they rode horseback together, disguised as men and taking to the fields whenever other parties drew too close. But sometimes Yasmini left Tess on the elephant, and mingled freely with the crowd, her own resourcefulness and intimate knowledge of the language and the customs enough protection.

Nights were the amazing time. A great camp spread out under ancient trees  bonfires glowing everywhere, and native followers squatted around them,  long, whinnying horse-lines  elephants, great gurgling shadows, swaying at their pickets  shouting, laughter, music,  and, over all, soft purple darkness and the stars.

For it was something more than a mere polo tournament that they were traveling to. It had grown out of a custom abolished by the government, of traveling once a year to Sialpore to air and consider grievances  a custom dating from long before the British occupation, when the princes of the different states were all in rival camps and that was about the only opportunity to meet on reasonably friendly terms. In later years it had looked like developing into a focus of political solidity; so some ingenious commissioner had introduced the polo element, eliminating, item after item, all the rest. Then the date had been changed to the early hot weather, in order to reduce attendance; but the only effect that had was to keep away the English from outlying provinces. It was the one chance that part of Rajputana had to get together, and the Rajputs swarmed to the tournament  along the main trunk road that the English had reconstructed in early days for the swifter movement of their guns. (It did not follow any particular trade route, although trade had found its way afterward along it.)

Yasmini saw Utirupa every night, she apparently as much a man as he in turban and the comfortable Rajput costume  shorter by a bead, but as straight-standing and as agile. Tess and Hasamurti used to watch them under the trees, ready to give the alarm in case of interruption, sometimes near enough to catch the murmured flow of confidence uniting them in secrecy of sacred, unconforming interviews. It was common knowledge that Yasmini was in the camp, but she was always supposed to be tented safely on the outskirts, with her women and a guard of watchful servants all about her. There was no risk of an affront to her in any case; it was known that Utirupa would attend to that.

Each night between the bonfires there was entertainment  men who walked tight-ropes, wrestlers, a performing horse, ballad-singers and, dearest delight of all, the tellers of Eastern tales, who sat with silent rings of men about them and reeled off the old, loved, impossible adventures of the days when the gods walked with men on earth  stories of miracles and love and derring-do, with heroes who could fight a hundred men unscathed, and heroines to set the heart on fire.

Then off again before sunrise in the cool amid the shouting and confusion of a breaking camp, with truant ponies to be hunted, and everybody yelling for his right of road, and the elephants sauntering urbanely through it all with trunks alert for pickings from the hay-carts. They were nights and days superbly gorgeous, all-entertaining, affluent of humor.

Then on the third day, nearing Sialpore toward evening they filed past two batteries of Royal Horse Artillery, drawn up on a level place beside the road to let them by  an act of courtesy not unconnected with its own reward. It is never a bad plan to let the possibly rebellious take a long look at the engines of enforcement.

Ah! laughed Yasmini, up in the howdah now beside Tess on the elephant, the guns of the gods! I said the gods were helping us!

Look like English guns to me, Tess answered.

So think the English, too. So thinks Samson who sent for them. So, too, perhaps Gungadhura will think when he knows the guns are coming! But I know better. I never promise the gods too much, but let them make me promises, and look on while they perform them. I tell you, those are the guns of the gods!


Chapter Twenty

A bad man ruined by the run of luck
May shed the slime  theyve done it,
Times and again theyve done it.
That turn to aspiration out of muck
Is quick if hearts begun it,
If hearts desires begun it.
But ware revenge if greater craft it is
That jockeyed him to recognize defeat,
Or greater force that overmastered his  
Efficiency more potent than deceit
That craved his crown and won it!
Safer the she-bear with her suckling young,
Kinder the hooked shark from a yardarm hung,
More rational a tiger by the hornets stung
Than perfidy outcozened. Shun it!

Millions! Think of it! Lakhs and crores!

The business of getting a maharajah off the throne, even in a country where the overlords are nervous, and there is precedent, is not entirely simple, especially when the commissioner who recommends it has a name for indiscretion and ambition. The government of conquered countries depends almost as much on keeping clever administrators in their place as on fostering subdivision among the conquered.

So, very much against his will, Samson was obliged to go to see a high commissioner, who is a very important person indeed, and ram home his arguments between four walls by word of mouth. He did not take Sita Ram with him, so there is a gap in the story at that point, partly bridged by Samsons own sketchy account of the interview to Colonel Willoughby de Wing, overheard by Carlos de Sousa Braganza the Goanese club butler, and reported to Yasmini at third hand.

There were no aeroplanes or official motor-cars at that time to take officials at outrageous speed on urgent business. But Samsons favorite study in his spare time was Julius Caesar, who usually traveled long distances at the rate of more than a hundred miles a day, and was probably short-winded from debauch into the bargain. What the great Julius could do, Samson could do as well; but in spite of whip and spur and post, ruthless robbery of other peoples reserved accommodation, and a train caught by good luck on the last stage, it took him altogether seven valuable days and nights. For there was delay, too, while the high commissioner wired to Simla in code for definite permission to be drastic.

The telegram from the secretary of state pointed out, as Samson had predicted that it would, the desirability of avoiding impeachment and trial if that were possible, in view of the state of public unrest in India and the notorious eagerness of Parliament at home to interfere in Indian affairs.

Get him to abdicate! was the meat of the long message.

Can you do it? asked the high commissioner.

Leave that to me! boasted Samson. And now this other matter. These islands as theyre called. Its absurd and expensive to continue keeping up a fort inside the maharajahs territory. Theres no military advantage to us in having it so near our border. And there are totally unnecessary problems of administration that are entailed by the maharajah administering a small piece of territory on our side of the river. Ive had a contract drawn for your approval  Sir Hookum Bannerjee drew it, hes a very able lawyer  stipulating with Utirupa, in consideration of our recognition of himself and his heirs as rulers of the State of Sialpore, that he shall agree to exchange his palace and land on our side of the river against our fort on his side. What do you think of it?

It isnt a good bargain. He ought to give us more than that in the circumstances, against a fort and  and all that kind of thing.

Its a supremely magnificent bargain! retorted Samson. Altogether overlooking what well save in money by not having to garrison that absurd fort, its the best financial bargain this province ever had the chance of!

How dye mean?

Samson whispered. Even those four solid walls were not discreet enough.

The treasure of Sialpore is buried in the River Palace grounds! Millions!
Think of it  Millions! Lakhs and crores!

The high commissioner whistled.

That ud mean something to the province, wouldnt it! Show me your proofs.

How Samson got around the fact that he had no actually definite proofs, he never told. But he convinced the high commissioner, who never told either, unless to somebody at Simla, who buried the secret among the State Department files.

Ill wire Simla, said the high commissioner presently, for permission to authorize you to set your signature to that contract on behalf of government. The minute I get it Ill wire you to Sialpore and confirm by letter. Now youd better get back to your post in a hurry. And dont forget, it would be difficult in a case like this to err on the side of silence, Samson. Wholl have to be told?

Nobody but Willoughby de Wing. Ill have to ask him for troops to guard the River Palace grounds. Theres a confounded American digging this minute in the River Palace grounds by arrangement with Gungadhura. Hell have to be stopped, and Ill have to make some sort of explanation.

Whats an American doing in Sialpore?

Prospecting. Has a contract with Gungadhura.

Um-m-m! Well have Standard Oil in next! Better point out to Utirupa that contracts with foreigners arent regarded cordially.

Thats easily done, said Samson. Utirupa is nothing if not anxious to please.

Yes, Utirupa is a very fine young fellow  and a good sportsman, too,
Im told.

There is no reason why Utirupa should recognize the contract between Gungadhura and the American. It was a private contract  no official sanction. If Gungadhura isnt in position to continue it

Exactly. Well  good-by. Ill look forward to a good report from you.

By train and horse and tonga Samson contrived to reach Sialpore on the morning before the day set for the polo tournament. He barely allowed himself time to shave before going to see Dick Blaine, and found him, as he expected, at the end of the tunnel nearly a hundred yards long that started from inside the palace wall and passed out under it. The guards at the gate did not dare refuse the commissioner admission. So far, Dick had not begun demolition of the palace, but had dragged together enough lumber by pulling down sheds and outhouses. He was not a destructive-minded man.

Will you come outside and talk with me? Samson shouted, amid the din of pick and shovel work.

Sure.

Dicks poker face was in perfect working order by the time they reached the light. But he stood with his back to the sun and let Samson have the worst of the position.

Youre wasting time and money, Blaine. Ive come to tell you so.

Now  thats good of you.

Your contract with Gungadhura is not worth the paper its written on.

How so?

He will not be maharajah after noon today!

You dont mean it!

That information is confidential, but the news will be out by tomorrow. The British Administration intends to take over all the land on this side of the river. Thats confidential too. Between you and me, our government would never recognize a contract between you and Gungadhura. I warned you once, and your wife a second time.

Sure, she told me.

Well. You and I have been friends, Blaine. Id like you to regard this as not personal. But

Oh, I get you. Im to call the men off? That it?

Youve only until tomorrow in any case.

And Gungadhura, broke, to look to for the pay-roll! Well  as you say, whats the use?

Id pay your men off altogether, if I were you.

Theyre a good gang.

No doubt. Weve all admired your ability to make men work. But therell be a new maharajah in a day or two, and, strictly between you and me, as one friend to another, therell be a very slight chance indeed of your getting a contract from the incoming man to carry on your mining in the hills. Id like to save you trouble and expense.

Real good of you.

Er  found anything down there? Samson nodded over his shoulder toward the tunnel mouth.

Not yet.

Any signs of anything?

Not yet.

Samson looked relieved.

By the way. You mentioned the other day something about evidence relating to the murder of Mukhum Dass.

I did.

Was it anything important?

Maybe. Looked so to me.

Would you mind giving me an outline of it?

You said that day you knew who murdered Mukhum Dass?

Yes. When I got in this morning there was a note on my desk from Norwood, the superintendent of police, to say that theyve arrested your butler and cook, and the murderer of Mukhum Dass all hiding together near a railway station. The murderer has squealed, as you Americans say. They often do when theyre caught. He has told who put him up to it.

Guess Ill give you this, then. Its the map out of the silver tube that Mukhum Dass burgled from my cellar. Gungadhura gave it to me with instructions to dig here. Youll note theres blood on it.

Samsons eyes looked hardly interested as he took it. Then he looked, and they blazed. He put it in his inner pocket hurriedly.

Too bad, Blaine! he laughed. So you even had a map of the treasure, eh? Another day or two and youd have forestalled us! I suppose youd a contract with Gungadhura for a share of it?

You bet!

Well  it wasnt registered. I doubt if you could have enforced it.
Gungadhura is an awful rascal.

Gee! lied Dick. I never thought of that! I had my other contract registered all right  in your office  you remember?

Yes. I warned you at the time about Gungadhura.

You did. I remember now. You did. Well, I suppose the wife and Ill be heading for the U. S. A. soon, richer by the experience. Still  I reckon Ill wait around and see the new maharajah in the saddle, and watch what comes of it.

Youve no chance, Blaine, believe me!

All right, Ill think it over. Meanwhile, Ill whistle off these men.

The next man Samson interviewed was Willoughby de Wing.

Let me have a commissioners escort, please, he demanded. Im going to see Gungadhura now! Youd better follow up with a troop to r eplace the maharajahs guards around his palace. We cant put him under arrest without impeaching him; but  make it pretty plain to the guard theyre there to protect a man who has abdicated; that no ones to be allowed in, and nobody out unless he can explain his business. Then, can you spare some guards for another job? I want about twenty men on the River Palace at once. Caution them carefully. Nobodys to go inside the grounds. Order the maharajahs guards away! Its a little previous. His officers will try to make trouble of course. But an apology at the proper time will cover that.

Whats the new excitement? asked the colonel. More murders?
More princesses out at night?

This is between you and me. Not a word to a living soul, De Wing!
Samson paused, then whispered: The treasure of Sialpore!

What  in the palace?

In the grounds! Theres a tunnel already half-dug, leading toward it from inside the palace wall. Ive proof of the location in my pocket!

Gads teeth! barked Willoughby de Wing. All right, Ill have your escort in a jiffy. Have a whisky and soda, my boy, to stiffen you before the talk with Gungadhura!

A little less than half an hour later Samson drove across the bridge in the official landau, followed by an officer, a jemadar, a naik and eight troopers of De Wings Sikh cavalry. Willoughby de Wing drove in the carriage with him as a witness. They entered the palace together, and were kept waiting so long that Samson sent the major-domo to the maharajah a second time with a veiled threat to repeat, said slowly:

Say the business is urgent and that I shall not be held responsible for consequences if he doesnt see me at once!

Gad! swore De Wing, screwing in his monocle. Id like a second whisky and soda! I suppose theres none here. I hate to see a man broke  even a blackguard!

Gungadhura received them at last, seated, in the official durbar room. The bandages were gone from his face, but a strip of flesh-colored court-plaster from eye to lip gave him an almost comical look of dejection, and he lolled in the throne-chair with his back curved and head hung forward, scowling as a man does not who looks forward to the interview.

Samson cleared his throat, and read what be had to say, holding the paper straight in front of him.

I have a disagreeable task of informing Your Highness that your correspondence with the Mahsudi tribe is known to His Majestys Government.

Gungadhura scowled more deeply, but made no answer.

Amounting as it does to treason, at a time when His Majestys Government are embarrassed by internal unrest, your act can not be overlooked.

Gungadhura made a motion as if to interrupt, but thought better of it.

In the circumstances I have the honor to advise Your Highness that the wisest course, and the only course that will avoid impeachment, is abdication.

Gungadhura shook his head violently.

I can explain, he said. I have proofs.

Samson turned the paper over  paused a moment  and began to read the second sheet.

It is known who murdered Mukhum Dass. The assassin has been caught, and has confessed.

Gungadhuras eyes that had been dull, and almost listless hitherto, began to glare like an animals.

I have here Samson reached in his pocket, a certain piece of parchment  a map in fact  that was stolen from the body of Mukhum Dass. Perhaps Your Highness will recognize it. Look!

Gungadhura looked, and started like a man stung. Samson returned the map to his pocket, for the maharajah almost looked like trying to snatch it; but instead he collapsed in his chair again.

If I abdicate? he asked, as if his throat and lips could hardly form the words.

That would be sufficient. The assassin would then be allowed to plead guilty to another charge there is against him, and the matter would be dropped.

I abdicate!

On behalf of His Majestys Government I accept the abdication. Sign this, please.

Samson laid a formal written act of abdication on the table by the throne.
Gungadhura signed it. Willoughby de Wing wrote his signature as witness.
Samson took it back and folded it away.

Arrangements will be made for Your Highness to leave Sialpore tomorrow morning, with a sufficient escort for your protection. Provision will be made in due course for your private residence elsewhere. Be good enough to hold yourself and your family in readiness tomorrow morning.

But my son! exclaimed Gungadhura. I abdicate in favor of my son!

In case of abdication by a reigning prince, or deposition of a reigning prince, said Samson, the Government of India reserves the right to appoint his successor, from among eligible members of his family if there be any, but to appoint his successor in any case. There is ample precedent.

And my son?

Will certainly not be considered.

Gungadhura glanced about him like a frenzied man, and then lay back in a state of near-collapse. Samson and De Wing both bowed, and left the room.

Poor devil! said De Wing, Im sorry for him.

Would you be a good fellow, said Samson, and send off this wire for me? There  Ive added the exact time of the abdication. Ive got to go now and summon a durbar of Gungadhuras state officers, and tell them in confidence whats happened. I shall hint pretty broadly that Utirupa is our man, and then ask them which prince theyd like to have succeed.

Good! said De Wing. Nothing like tact! Why not meet me at the club for a whisky and soda afterward?

Inside the durbar hall Gungadhura sat alone for just so long as it took the sound of the closing door to die away. Then another door, close behind the throne chair opened, and Patali entered. She looked at him with pity on her face, and curiosity.

That American sold you, she said after a minute.

Eh?

I say, that American sold you! He sold you, and the map, and the treasure to the English!

I know it! I know it!

If I were a man

She waited, but he gave no sign of manhood.

If I were a man I know what I would do!

Peace, Patali! I am a ruined man. They will all desert me as soon as the news is out. They are deserting now; I feel it in my bones. I have none to send.

Send? It is only maharajahs who must send. Men do their own work!
I know what I would do to an American or any other man, who sold me!


Chapter Twenty-One

The king sent his army and said, Lo, I did it. Consider my prowess and my strategy! But the gods laughed.  Eastern proverb

The guns of the gods!

Very shortly after dawn on the morning of the polo game Yasmini left the Blaines house on business of her own. The news of Gungadhuras abdication was abroad already, many times multiplied by each mouth until two batteries of guns had become an army corps. But what caused the greatest excitement was the news, first of all whispered, then confirmed, that Gungadhura himself was missing.

That disturbing knowledge was the factor that prevented Yasmini from returning to her own rifled palace and making the best of it; for it would take time to hedge the place about properly with guards. There was simply no knowing what Gungadhura might be up to. She judged it probable that he had seen through her whole plot in the drear light of revelation that so often comes to stricken men, and in that case her own life was likely in danger every second he was still at liberty. But she sent word to Utirupa, too, to be on the alert. And she saw him herself that morning, in her favorite disguise of a rangar zemindari, which is a Rajput landowner turned Muhammadan. The disguise precluded any Hindu interference, and Muhammadans on that country-side, who might have questioned her, were scarce.

The polo did not take place until late afternoon, because of the heat, but the grounds were crowded long before the time by a multi-colored swarm in gala mood, whom the artillerymen, pressed into service as line-keepers, had hard work to keep back of the line. There was a rope around three sides of the field, but it broke repeatedly, and in the end the gunners had to be stationed a few feet apart all down the side opposite the grand-stand to keep the crowd from breaking through.

There were carriages in swarms, ranging from the spider-wheel gig of a British subaltern to the four-in-hand of Rajput nobility  kept pretty carefully apart, though. The conquerors of India dont mix with the conquered, as a rule, except officially. And there were half a dozen shuttered carriages that might have contained ladies, and might not; none knew.

It was a crowd that knew polo from the inside outward, and when the ponies were brought at last and stood in line below the grand-stand, each in charge of his sais, there grew a great murmur of critical approval; for the points of a horse in Rajputana are as the lines of a yacht at Marblehead, and the marks of a dog in Yorkshire; the very urchins know them. The Bombay side of India had been scoured pretty thoroughly for mounts for that event. The Rajputs had on the whole the weight of money, and perhaps the showiest ponies, but the English team, nearly all darker in color as it happened, except for one pie-bald, looked trained up to the last notch and bore the air of knowing just what to expect, that is as unmistakable in horses as in men.

Tom Tripe was there with his dog. Trotters had the self-imposed and wholly agreeable task of chasing all unattached dogs off the premises. But Tom Tripe himself was keeping rather in the background, because technically, as a servant of Gungadhura, he was in a delicate position. A voice that he could swear he almost recognized whispered to him in the crowd that the English were going to forbid the next maharajah to have any but employees of his own race. And a laugh that he could pick out of a million greeted his change of countenance. But though he turned very swiftly, and had had no brandy since morning to becloud his vision, he failed to see his tormentor.

Tess and Dick drove down in ample time, as they had imagined, and found hard work to squeeze the dog-cart in between the phalanxes of wheels already massed on the ground. When they went to the grand-stand it was to find not a seat left in the rows reserved for ordinary folk; so Samson, who arrived late too, magnificent in brand-new riding-boots, invited them to sit next him in front.

The ground was in perfect condition  a trifle hard, because of the season, but flat as a billiard table and as fast as even Rajputs could desire. A committee of them had been going over it daily for a week past, recommending touches here, suggesting something there, neglecting not an inch, because the finer stick-work of the Rajput team would be lost on uneven ground; and the English had been sportsmen enough to accommodate them without a murmur.

When a little bell rang and the teams turned out for the first chukker in deathly-silence, it was evident at once what the Rajput strategy would be. They had brought out their fastest ponies to begin with, determined to take the lead at the start and hold it.

One could hear the crowd breathe when the whistle blew; for in India polo is a game to watch, not an opportunity for small talk. Instantly the ball went clipping toward the English goal, to be checked by Topham at full-back, who sent it out rattling to the right wing. But the Rajput left-wing man, a young cousin of Utirupa, cut in like an arrow. The ball crossed over to the right wing, where Utirupa took it, galloping down the line on a chestnut mare that had the speed of wind. Topham, racing to intercept the ball, missed badly; a second later the Rajput center thundered past both men and scored the goal, amid a roar from the spectators, less than a minute from the start.

Dick! Tess exclaimed. You ought to be ashamed of me! Im rooting for the Rajputs against my own color!

Som I! he answered. I wish to glory there was some one here to bet with!

Samson overheard.

Which way do you want to bet? he asked.

A thousand on the Rajputs.

Thousand what?

Dollars. Three thousand rupees.

Confound it, you Americans are all too rich! Never mind, Ill take you.

A bet! Dick answered, and both men wrote it down.

About nine words were said by the captain of the English team as they rode back to the center of the field, and when the ball was in play again there was no more of the scattering open play that suited the other side, but a close, short-hitting, chop-and-follow method that tried ponies tempers, and a scrimmage every ten yards that made all unavailing the Rajputs speed and dash. Whenever a stroke of lightning wrist-work sent the ball clipping down-field Topham returned it to the center and the scrimmage began all over again. The first chukker ended in mid-field, with the score 1  0.

Both sides brought out fresh ponies for the second, and the Rajputs tried again to score with their favorite tactics of long-hitting and tremendous speed. But the English were playing dogged-does-it, and Topham on the pie-bald at full back was invincible. Nothing passed him. Nor were the English slow. Three times they seized opportunity in mid-field and rode with a burst of fiery hitting toward the Rajput goal. Three times the gunners down the line began to yell. The English team were getting together, and the Rajputs a little wild. But the chukker ended with the same score, 1  0.

How dyou feel about it now? asked Samson, looking as calm as the
English habitually do whenever their pulse beats furiously.

Id like to bet too! Tess laughed, leaning across.

What  the same sized bet?

No, a hundred.

Dollars ?

Rupees! she laughed. Im not so rich as my husband.

Cant refuse a lady! Samson answered, noting the bet down. I shall be a rich man tonight. They play a brilliant game, those fellows, but we always beat them in the end.

How do you account for that? Dick asked, suspecting what was coming.

Oh, in a number of ways, but chiefly because they lack team-loyalty among themselves. Theyre all jealous of one another, whereas our fellows play as a unit.

As if in confirmation of Samsons words the Rajput team seemed rather to go to pieces in the third chukker. There was the same brilliant individual hitting, and as much speed as ever, but the genius was not there. In vain Utirupa took the ball out of a scrimmage twice and rode away with it. He was not backed up in the nick of time, and before the end of the third minute the English scored.

Youd better go and hedge those bets, laughed Samson when the chukker ended. There are plenty of the native gentry over yonder whod be delighted to gamble a fortune with you yet!

Dick scarcely heard. He was watching Utirupa, who stood by the pony-line where a sais was doing something to a saddle girth. A rangar came up to the prince and spoke to him  a slim, young-looking man, a head the shorter of the two, with a turban rather low over his eyes, and the loose end of it, for some reason, across the lower half of his face. Dick nudged Tess, and she nodded. After that Utirupa appeared to speak in low tones to each member of his own team.

I beg your pardon. What was that you said? asked Dick.

I say youd better hedge those bets.

Ill double with you, if you like!

Good heavens, man! Ive wagered a months pay already! Go and bet with Willoughby de Wing or one of the gunner officers.

The rangar disappeared into the crowd before the teams rode out for the fourth encounter, and Tess, who had made up her mind to watch the shuttered carriages that stood in line together in a roped enclosure of their own, became too busy with the game. Something had happened to the Rajputs. They no longer played with the gallery-appealing smash-and-gallop fury that won them the first goal, although their speed held good and the stick-work was marvelous. But they seemed more willing now to mix it in the middle of the field, and to ride off an opponent instead of racing for the chance to shine individually. It became the English turn to drive to the wings and try to clear the ball for a hurricane race down-field; and they were not quite so good at those tactics as the other side were.

All the rest of that game until the eighth, chukker after chukker, the Rajputs managed to reverse the usual procedure, obliging the English team to wear itself out in terrific efforts to break away, tiring men and ponies in a tight scramble in which neither side could score.

It looks like a draw after all, said Samson. Bets off in that case, I suppose?
Disappointing game in my opinion.

Tisnt over yet, said Dick.

The Rajputs were coming out for the last chukker with their first and fastest ponies that had rested through the game; and they were smiling. Utirupa had said something that was either a good joke or else vastly reassuring. As a matter of fact he had turned them loose at last to play their old familiar game again, and from the second that the ball went into play the crowd was on tiptoe, swaying this and that way with excitement.

In vain the English sought to return to the scrimmage play; it was too late. The Rajputs had them rattled. Topham at full-back on the pie-bald was a stone wall, swift, hard-hitting and resourceful, but in vain. Swooping down the wings, and passing with the dextrous wrist-work and amazing body-bends that they alone seem able to accomplish, they put the English team on the defensive and kept them there. Once, at about half-time, by a dash all together the English did succeed in carrying t he ball down-field, but that was their last chance, and they missed it. In the last two minutes the Rajputs scored two goals, the last one driven home by Utirupa himself, racing ahead of the field with whirling stick and the thunder of a neck-and-neck stampede behind him.

Thatll be your months pay! laughed Dick. I hope you wont starve for thirty days!

The crowd went mad with delight, and swarmed on to the ground, shouting and singing. Samson got up, looking as if he rather enjoyed to lose three thousand rupees in an afternoon.

If youll excuse me, he said, Ill go and shake hands with Utirupa. He deserves congratulation. It was head-work won that game.

I wonder what she said to him at the end of the third chukker, Tess whispered to Dick.

Samson found Utirupa giving orders to the saises, and shook hands with him.

Good game, Utirupa! Congratulate you. By the way: theres going
to be a meeting on important business in my office half an hour from now.
When youve had a tub and a change, I wish youd come and join us.
We want a word with you.

Where are the gunners going to? asked Tess. The men who kept the line  look! Theyre all trooping off the ground in the same direction.

Dunno, said her husband. Lets make for the dog-cart and drive home.
If we hang around Samsonll think were waiting for that money!

Half an hour after that, Utirupa presented himself at Samsons office in the usual neat Rajput dress that showed off his lithe figure and the straightness of his stature. There was quite a party there to meet him  Samson, Willoughby de Wing, Norwood, Sir Hookum Bannerjee, Topham (still looking warm and rather weary after the game)  and outside on the open ground beyond the compound wall two batteries of horse-guns were drawn up at attention. But if Utirupa felt surprise he did not show it.

To make a short story of a long one, Prince Utirupa, Samson began at once, as you know, Gungadhura abdicated yesterday. The throne of Sialpore is vacant, and you are invited to accept it. I have here the required authority from Simla.

Utirupa rose from his chair, and bowed.

I am willing to accep, he answered quietly. His face showed no emotion.

There is one stipulation, though, said Samson. We are tired of these foolish islands  our territory in yours and yours in ours. Theres a contract here. As your first official act  theres no time like the present  we want you to exchange the River Palace, on this side of the river, for out fort on your side.

Utirupa said never a word.

Its not a question of driving a bargain, Samson went on. We dont know what the palace may be worth, or what is in it. If there is any valuable furniture youd like removed, well waive that point; but on the terms of the contract we exchange the fort, with the guns and whatever else is there except the actual harness and supplies of the garrison, against the land and palace and whatever it contains except furniture.

Utirupa smiled  perhaps because the guns in that fort were known to date from before the Mutiny.

Will you agree?

I will sign, said Utirupa. And he signed the contract there and then, in presence of all those witnesses. Ten minutes later, as he left the office, the waiting batteries fired him a fourteen-gun salute, that the world might know how a new maharajah occupied the throne of Sialpore.

Meanwhile, up at the house on the hill Tess and Dick found Yasmini already there ahead of them, lying at her ease, dressed as a woman of women, and smoking a cigarette in the window-seat of the bedroom Tess had surrendered to her.

What was it you said to him after the third chukker? was the first question Tess asked.

You recognized me?

Sure. So did my husband. What did you say to him?

Oh, I just said that if he hoped to win he must play the game of the English, and play it better, that was all. He won, didnt he? I didnt stay to the end. I knew he would win.

Almost as they spoke the fourteen-gun salute boomed out from across the river, and echoed from the hills.

Ah! said Yasmini. Listen! The guns of the gods! He is maharajah now.

But what of the treasure? Tess asked her. Dick told me this morning that the English have a guard all round the River Palace, and expect to dig the treasure up themselves.

Perhaps the English need it more than he and I do, Yasmini answered.

That evening Tom Tripe turned up, and Yasmini came down-stairs to talk with him, Trotters remaining outside the window with his ash-colored hair on end and a succession of volcanic growls rumbling between flashed teeth.

Whats the matter with the dog, that he wont come in? asked Tess.

Nothing, maarm Hes just encouraging himself. He stays here tonight.

Trotters does? Why?

Its known all over Sialpore that her ladyships staying here, and
Gungadhuras at large somewhere.

Youre well guarded; thats been seen to, but Trotters stays for double inner-guard. One or two men might go to sleep. Gungadhura might pass them a poisoned drink, or physic their rations in some way. And then, theyre what you might call fixed point men here, one there, with instructions theyll be skinned alive and burned if they leave their exact position. Trotters has a roving commission, to nose and snarl whenever hes minded. You cant poison him, for he wont eat from strangers. You cant see to knife him in the dark, because hes ash-colored and moves too swift. And if Gungadhura comes an shoots at where Trotters eyes gleam  well  Mr. Dick Blaine is liable to wake up an show his highness how Buffalo Billy imitates a Gatling gun! The house is safe, but I thought Id come and mention it.

When will my palace be ready? Yasmini asked.

Tomorrow or the next day, Your Ladyship. There wasnt so much taken out after all, though a certain amount was stolen. The first orders the new maharajah gave were to have your palace attended to; and some of the stolen stuff is coming in already; word went out that if stuff was returned thered be nothing said, but if it werent returned thered be something brand-new in the line of trouble for all concerned. The priests have been told to pass the word along. No obedience from priests, no priests at the coronation ceremony!  Its my belief from about two hours observation that weve got a maharajah now with guts, if youll excuse my bad French, please, maam.

What does it matter to you, Tom, whether he is good or not? Yasmini asked mischievously. Isnt there a rumor that the English wont allow any but the native-born instructors after this?

Ah, naughty, naughty! he laughed, shaking a gnarled forefinger. I thought it was your voice in the crowd. Your Ladyship ud like to have me all nervous, wouldnt you? Well  if Tom Tripe was out of a job tomorrow, the very first person hed apply to for a new one would be the Princess Yasmini; and shed give it him!

What have you in your hand? Yasmini asked.

Gungadhuras turban that he wore the night when Akbar chased him down the street.

Yasmini nodded, understanding instantly.

Five minutes later, after a rousing stiff night-cap, Tom took his leave.
They heard his voice outside the window:

Trotters!

The dogs tail beat three times on the veranda.

Take a smell o this!

There was silence, followed by a growl.

If he comes,  kill him! Dye understand? Kill him! There  theres the turban for you to lie on an memorize the smell! Kill him! Ye understand?

A deep growl was the answer, and Tom Tripe marched off toward the stables for his horse, whistling Annie Rooney, lest some too enthusiastic watcher knife him out of a shadow.

When I am maharanee, said Yasmini, Tom Tripe shall have the title of sirdar, whether the English approve of it or not!


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Creator caused flowers to bloom in the desert and buried jewels in the bosom of the earth. That is lest men should grow idle, wallowing in delights they have, instead of acquiring merit in the search for beauty that is out of reach.  Eastern Proverb

Making one hundred exactly.

Technically, Yasmini was as much maharanee of Sialpore as she would ever be, the moment that the fourteen-gun salute boomed out across the river. For the English do not recognize a maharanee, except as courtesy title. The reigning prince is maharajah, and, being Hindu, can have one wife or as many as he pleases. Utirupa and Yasmini claimed to have married themselves by Gandharva rite, and, had she chosen, she could have gone to live with him that minute.

But that would not have paid her in the long run. The priests, for instance, whom she despised with all her character, would have been outraged into life-long enmity; and she knew their power.

It is one thing, she told Tess, to determine to be rid of cobras; but another to spurn them with your hand and foot. They bite!

Then again, it would not have suited her to slip quietly into Utirupas palace and assume the reins of hidden influence without the English knowing it. She proposed taking uttermost advantage of the purdah custom that protects women in India from observation and makes contact between them and the English almost impossible. But she intended, too, to force the Indian Government into some form of recognition of her.

If they acknowledge me, they lock swords with every woman in the country. Let them deny me afterward, and all those swords will quiver at their throats! A womans sword is subtler than a mans.

(That was the secret of her true strength in all the years that followed. It was never possible to bring her quite to bay, because the women pulled hidden strings for her in the sphere that is above and below the reach of governments.) So she moved back into her own palace, where she received only Tess of all the Anglo-Saxon women in India.

Why dont you keep open house to English women, and start something?
Tess asked her. But Yasmini laughed.

My power would be gone. Do you fight a tiger by going down on all-fours with him and using teeth and claws? Or do you keep your distance, and use a gun?

But the English women are not tigresses.

If they were, I would laugh at them. Trapping tigers is a task the jungle coolies can attend to well! But if I admit the English women into my palace, they will come out of curiosity. And out of pity, or compassion or some such odious emotion they will invite me to their homes, making an exhibition of me to their friends. Should I be one of them? Never! Would they admit other Indian women with me? Certainly; any one I cared to recommend. They would encourage us to try to become their social equals, as they would call it, always backing away in front of us and beckoning, we striving, and they flattered. No! I will reverse that. I will have the English women striving to enter our society! They shall wake up one day to discover there is something worth having that is out of reach. Then see the commotion! Watch the alteration then! Today they say, when they trouble to think of us at all, Come and visit us; our ways are good; we will not hurt you; come along, as the children call to a kitten in the street. Then they will say, We have this and that to offer. We desire your good society. Will you admit us if we bring our gifts? That will be another story, but it will take time.

More than time, Tess answered. Genius.

I have genius. That is why I know too much to declare war on the priests. I shall have a proper wedding, and priests shall officiate, I despising them and they aware of it. That will be their first defeat. They shall come to my marriage as dogs come to their mistress when she calls  and be whipped away again if they fawn too eagerly! They will not dare refuse to come, because then war would be joined, and I might prove to people how unnecessary priests are. But they are more difficult to deal with than the English. A fat hypocrite like Jinendras high priest is like a carp to be caught with a worm, or an ass to be beaten with a stick; but there are others  true ascetics  lusting for influence more than a bellyful, caring nothing for the outside of the power if they hold the nut  nothing for the petals, if they hold the seed. Those men are not easy. For the present I shall seem to play into their hands, but they know that I despise them!

So great preparations were made for a royal wedding. And when Samson heard that Yasmini was to be Utirupas bride he was sufficiently disgusted, even to satisfy Yasmini, who was no admirer of his. Sita Rams account of Samsons rage, as he explained the circumstance to Willoughby de Wing, was almost epic.

Damn the woman! And damn him! Shes known for a trouble-maker. Simla will be asking me why on earth I permitted it. Theyll want to know why I didnt caution Utirupa and warn him against that princess in particular. Shes going to parade through the streets under my very nose and in flat defiance of our government, just at the very time when Ive gone on record as sponsor for Utirupa. Ive assured them he wouldnt do an ill-advised thing, and I specifically undertook to see that he married wisely. But it was too early yet to speak to him about it. And here he springs this offense on me! Its too bad  too bad!

Youll be all right with Simla, said Willoughby de Wing. Dig up the treasure and theyll recommend you for the K. C. B., with the pick of all the jobs going!

They dont give K. C. B.s to men in my trade, Samson answered rather gloomily. They reserve them for you professional butchers.

He was feeling jumpy about the treasure, and dreaming of it all night long in a way that did not make the waking fears more comfortable. A whole company of sappers bad been sent for; and because of the need of secrecy for the present, a special appropriation had had to be made to cover the cost of lumber for the tunnel that Dick began, and that the sappers finished. They had dug right up to the pipal trees, and half-killed them by tunneling under their roots along one side; but without discovering anything so far, except a few old coins. (The very ancient golden mohur in the glass case marked Sialpore in the Allahabad Museum is one of them.) Now they were going to tunnel down the other side and kill the ancient trees completely.

Being a man of a certain courage, Samson had it in mind  perhaps  to send the map to an expert for an opinion on it. Only, he hated experts; they were so bent always on establishing their own pet theory. And it was late  a little late for expert opinions on the map. The wisest way was to keep silent and continue digging, even if the operation did kill ancient landmarks that one could see  from across the river, for instance.

And, of course, he could not refuse to recognize the wedding officially and put on record the name, ancestry and title of the maharajahs legal first wife. Nor could he keep away, because, with amazingly shrewd judgment, Yasmini had contrived the novelty of welding wedding and coronation ceremony and festival in one. Instead of two successive outbursts of squandering, there would be only one. It was economic progress. One could not withhold approval of it. He must go in person, smile, give a valuable present (paid for by the government, of course), and say the proper thing.

One modicum of consolation did ooze out of the rind of Samsons situation. It would have been no easier, be reflected, to say the right thing at the right time at the coronation ceremony, especially to the right people, if that treasure should already have been dug up and reposing in the coffers of the Indian Government. After a certain sort of bargain, ones tongue feels unpleasant in ones cheek.

Sialpore, however, was much more taken up with preparations for the colossal coronation-wedding feast than with Samsons digging. Yasmini went on her palace roof each day to see how the trees leaned this and that way, as the earth was mined from under them. And Tom Tripe, standing guard on the bastion of the fort to oversee the removal of certain stores and fittings before the English should march out finally and the maharajahs men march in, could see the destruction of the pipal trees too. So, for that matter, could Dick Blaine, on the day when he took some of the gang and blocked up the mouth of the mine on the hill with cemented masonry  to prevent theft; and cursed himself afterward for being such a fool as to brick up his luncheon basket inside the tunnel, to say nothing of all the mens water bottles and some of their food and tools. But nobody else in Sialpore took very much notice of Samsons excavation, and nobody cared about Dicks mine.

Every maharajah always tries to make his wedding and coronation ceremonies grander, and more extravagant and memorable than anybodys else have been since history began; and there are plenty whose interest it is to encourage him, and to help him do it; money-lenders, for instance. But Utirupa not only had two magnificent ceremonies to unite in one, but Yasmini to supply the genius. The preparations made the very priests gasp (and they were used to orgies of extravagance  taught and preached and profited by them in fact.)

Once or twice Tess remonstrated, but Yasmini turned a scornfully deaf ear.

What would you have us do instead? Invest all the money at eight per cent., so that the rich traders may have more capital, and found an asylum where Bimbu, Umra and Pinga may live in idleness and be rebuked for mirth?

Bimbu, Umra and Pinga might be put to work, said Tess. As for mirth, they laugh at such unseemly things. They could be taught what proper humor is.

Have they not worked? Yasmini asked. Has one man got into your house, without you, or the guard set to watch you, knowing it? Could any one have done it better? Did it not have to be done? As for humor  have they not enjoyed the task? Has it not been a sweeter tale in their ears than the story-tellers at the corner, because they have told it to themselves and acted a part in it?

Well, said Tess, you cant convince me! There are institutions that could be founded with all that money you and your husband are going to spend on ceremony, that would do good.

Institutions? Yasminis eyes grew ablaze with blue indignant fire. There were institutions in this land before the English came, which need attention before we worry ourselves over new ones. Play was one of them, and I will revive it first! The people used to dance under the trees by moonlight. Do they do it now? It is true they used to die of famine in the bad years, growing much too fat in good ones, and the English have changed that. But I will give them back the gladness, if I can, that has been squeezed out by too many institutions!

You would rather see Bimbu, Umra and Pinga happy, than prosperous and well-clothed?

Which would you rather? Yasmini asked her. You shall see them well clothed in a little while. Just wait.

There were almost endless altercations with the priests. Utirupa himself was known to have profound Sikh tendencies  a form of liberalism in religion that produced almost as much persecution at one time as Protestantism did in Europe. To marry a woman openly who had no true claim to caste at all, as Yasmini, being the daughter of a foreigner, had not, was in the eyes of the priests almost as great an offense as Yasminis fathers, who crossed the kali pani (ocean) and married abroad in defiance of them. So the priests demanded the most elaborate ritual of purification that ingenuity could devise, together with staggering sums of money. Utirupas eventual threat to lead a reform movement in Rajputana brought them to see reason, however, and they eventually compromised, with a stipulation that the public should not be told how much had been omitted.

There was feasting in the streets for a week before the great inauguration ceremony. Tables were set in every side-street, where whoever cared to might eat his fill of fabulous free rations. Each night the streets were illuminated with colored lights, and fireworks blazed and roared against the velvet sky at intervals, dowering the ancient trees and temple-tops with momentary splendor.

All day long there were performances by acrobats, and songs, and story-telling whenever there was room for a crowd to gather. Faquirs as gruesome and fantastic as the side-shows at a Western fair flocked in to pose and be gaped at, receiving, besides free rations and tribute of small coin, gratification to their vanity in return for the edifying spectacle.

There were little processions, too, of princes arriving from a distance to be present on the great day, their elephants of state loaded with extravagant gifts and their retainers vying with peacocks in efforts to look splendid, and be arrogant, and claim importance for their masters. Never a day but three or four or half-a-dozen noble guests arrived; and nobody worked except those who had to make things easy for the rest; and they worked overtime.

One accustomed spectacle, however, was omitted. Utirupa would have none of the fights between wild animals in the arena that had formed such a large part of Gungadhuras public amusement. But there was ram-fighting, and wrestling between men such as Sialpore had never seen, all the best wrestlers from distant parts being there to strive for prizes. Hired dancers added to the gaiety at night, and each incoming nobleman brought nautch girls, or acrobats, or trained animals, or all three to add to the revelry. And there was cock-fighting, and quail-fighting, of course, all day long and every day, with gambling in proportion.

When the day of days at last arrived the city seemed full of elephants. Every compound and available walled space had been requisitioned to accommodate the brutes, and there were sufficient argumentative mahouts, all insisting that their elephants had not enough to eat, and all selling at least half of the pr-vided ration, to have formed a good-sized regiment. The elephants daily bath in the river was a sight worth crossing India to see. There was always the chance, besides, that somebodys horses would take fright and add excitement to the spectacle.

Up in the great palace Utirupa feasted and entertained his equals all day long, and most of the night. There was horse-racing that brought the crowd out in its thousands, and a certain amount of tent-pegging and polo, but most of the royal gala-making was hidden from public view. (Patali, for instance, reckless of Gungadhuras fall and looking for new fields to conquer, provided a nautch by herself and her own trained galaxy of girls that would not have done at all in public.)

Yasmini kept close in her own palace. She, too, had her hands full with entertaining, for there were about a dozen of the wives of distant princes who had made the journey in state to attend the ceremony and watch it from behind the durbar grille  to say nothing of the wives of local magnates. But she herself kept within doors, until the night before the night of full moon, the day before the ceremony.

That night she dressed as a rangar once more, and rode in company with Tess and Dick, with Ismail the Afridi running like a dog in the shadows behind them, to the fort on the hill that the English had promised to evacuate that night. They never changed the garrison in any case except by night, because of the heat and the long march for the men; and as near the full moon as possible was the customary date.

As they neared the fort they could see Tom Tripe, with his huge dog silhouetted on the bastion beside him, standing like Napoleon on the seashore keeping vigil. From that height he could oversee the blocked-up mouth of Dicks mine, and in the bright moonlight it would have been difficult for any one to approach either mine or fort without detection; for there was only one road, and Dicks track making a detour from it  both in full view.

He caught sight of them, and Dick whistled, the dog answering with a cavernous howl of recognition. Tom disappeared from the bastion, and after about ten minutes turned up in the shadow where they waited.

Come to watch the old march out and the new march in? he asked.
Ill stand here with you, if I may. Theyre due.

Is everything ready? asked Yasmini.

Yes, Your Ladyship. Theyve been ready for an hour, and fretful. Theres a story gone the rounds that the fort is haunted, and if ever a garrison was glad to quit its this one! Lets hope the incoming garrison dont get wind of it. A Sepoy with the creeps aint dependable. Hullo, here they come!

There came a sound of steady tramping up-hill, and a bugle somewhere up in the darkness announced that the out-going garrison had heard it and were standing to arms. Presently Utirupa rode into view accompanied by half a dozen of his guests, and followed by a company from his own army, officered by Rajputs. If he knew that Yasmini was watching from the shadow he made no sign, but rode straight on up-hill. The heavy breathing of his men sounded through the darkness like the whispering of giants, and their steady tramp was like a giants footfall; for Tom Tripe had drilled them thoroughly, even if their weapons were nearly as old-fashioned as the fort to which they marched.

After an interminable interval there came another bugle-blast above them, and the departing garrison tramped within ear-shot.

Now count them! Yasmini whispered, and Tess wondered why.

They were marching down-hill as fast as they could swing  a detachment of Punjabi infantry under the command of a native subahdar, with two ammunition mules and a cartful of their kits and personal belongings  all talking and laughing as if regret were the last thing in their minds.

Ninety-seven, said Tess, when the last had passed down-hill.

Did you count the man beside the driver on the cart?

Yes.

There was one sick man in a dhoolie. Did you count him?

NO.

Ninety-eight, them Tom!

Your Ladyship?

Werent there some English officers?

Two. A captain and a subaltern. They left late this afternoon.

Making? said Yasmini.

Exactly a hundred, answered Tess.

Let us go now, said Yasmini. We must be up at dawn for the great day. I shall expect you very early, remember. Tom! You may ride back with us. His highness will mount the guard in person. Youre to come to my palace. Ive a present waiting for you.


Chapter Twenty-Three

It is better to celebrate the occasion than to annoy the gods with pretended virtue and too many promises.  Eastern Proverb

Three amber moons in a purple sky.

The day of the great inauguration ceremony dawned inauspiciously for somebody. For one thing, the blasting powder laid ready by the sappers under the pipal trees for explosion the day following, blew up prematurely. Some idiot had left a kerosene lamp burning in the dug-out, probably, and a rat upset it; or some other of the million possibilities took place. Nobody was killed, but a dozen pipal trees were blown to smithereens, and the ghastly fact laid bare for all to see that in the irregular chasm that remained there was not a symptom of the treasure  as Samson was immediately notified.

So Samson had to attend the ceremony with that disconcerting knowledge up his sleeve. But that was not all. The night signaler, going off duty, had brought him a telegram from the high commissioner to say that all available military bands were to be lent for the day to the maharajah, and that as many British officers as possible, of all ranks, were to take part in the procession to grace it with official sanctity.

That was especially aggravating because it had reached his ears that the Princess Yasmini intended to ride veiled in the procession, and to sit beside her husband in the durbar hall unveiled. He was therefore going to be obliged to recognize her more or less officially as consort of the reigning prince. Simla did not realize that, of course; but it was too late to wire for different instructions. He had a grim foreboding that he himself would catch it later on when the facts leaked out, as they were bound to do.

(It was babu Sita Ram who caught it first, though. Within two days Samson discovered that Sita Ram had been sending official telegrams in code on his own account, very cleverly designed to cause the high commissioner to give those last minute instructions. It was obvious that a keener wit than the babus had inspired him; but, though he was brow-beaten for an hour he did not implicate Yasmini. And after he had been dismissed from the service with ignominy she engaged him as a sort of secretary, at the same pay.)

But that was not all, either. The murderer of Mukhum Dass was refusing stolidly to plead guilty to another charge, and Blaines butler had come out with the whole story of the burglary. Parliament would get to hear about it next, and then there would be the very deuce to pay. The police were offering the murderer what they called inducements and persuasion; but he held out for money down, and did not seem to find too unendurable whatever it was that happened to him at intervals in the dark cell. There are limits even to what an Indian policeman can do, without making marks on a man or compelling the attention of European officers.

On top of all that, Samson had to hand Dick Blaine a check amounting to a months pay, look pleasant while he did it, and  above all  look pleasant at the coming durbar.

On the other hand, there were people who enjoyed themselves. Sialpore, across the river, was a dinning riot of excitement  flags, triumphal arches, gala clothes and laughter everywhere. Dick Blaine, driving Tess toward Yasminis palace in the very early dawn, had to drive slowly to avoid accident, for the streets were already crowded. His own place in the procession was to be on horseback pretty nearly anywhere he chose to insert himself behind the royal cortege, and, not being troubled on the score of precedence, he had Tom Tripe in mind as a good man to ride with. Tom could tell him things.

But he waited there for more than an hour until the royal elephants arrived, magnificent in silver howdahs and bright paint, and watched Tess emerge with Yasmini and the other women. Tess wore borrowed jewels, and a veil that you could see her face through; but Yasmini was draped from head to foot as if the eyes of masculinity had never rested on her, and never might. Things were not going quite so smoothly as they ought, although Tom Tripe was galloping everywhere red-necked with energy, and it was nearly half an hour more before the escort of maharajahs troops came in brand-new scarlet uniforms, to march in front, and behind, and on each side of the elephants. So Dick got quite a chance to josh Tess, and made the most of it.

But things got under way at last. Dicks sais found him with the horse he was to ride, and the procession gathered first on the great maidan (open ground) between the city and the river, with bands in full blast, drums thundering to split the ears, masters of ceremony shouting, and the elephants enjoying themselves most of all, as they always do when they have a stately part to play in company.

Utirupa led the way in a golden howdah on Akbar, the biggest elephant in captivity and the very archetype of sobriety ever since his escapade with Tom Tripes rum. Akbar was painted all over with vermilion and blue decorations, and looked as if butter would not melt in his mouth.

Next after Utirupa the princes rode in proper order of rank and precedence, each with two attendants up behind him waving fans of ostrich plumes. Then came a band. Then Samson, and a score of British officers in carriages whose teams were nearly frantic from the din and the smell of elephants and had to have runners to hold their heads  all of which added exquisite amusement. Then another band, and a column of the maharajahs troops. Then more elephants, loaded with the lesser notables; and after them, a column nearly a mile long of Rajput gentry on the most magnificent horses they could discover and go in debt for.

After the Rajput gentry came a third band, followed by more maharajahs troops, and then Yasmini on her elephant, followed by twenty princesses and Tess, each with a great beast to herself and at least two maids to wave the jeweled fans. Then more troops, followed by Dick and Tom Tripe together on horseback leading the rank and file. Trotters jogged along between Tom and Dick, pausing at intervals to struggle with both forefeet to remove a collar bossed with solid gold that he regarded as an outrage to his dogly dignity.

And the rank and file were well worth looking at, for whoever could find a decent suit of clothes was marching, shouting, laughing, sweating, kicking up the dust, and having a good time generally. The water-sellers were garnering a harvest; fruit- and sweetmeat-peddlers were dreaming of open-fronted shops and how to defeat the tax-collector. The police swaggered and yelled and ordered everybody this and that way; and nobody took the slightest notice; and the policemen did not dare do anything about it because the crowd was too unanimously bent on having its own way, and therefore dangerous to bully but harmless if not hit.

Half-way down the thronging stream of men on foot came another elephant  a little one, alone, carrying three gentlemen in fine white raiment  Bimbu and Pinga and Umra to wit, who, it is regrettable to chronicle, were very drunk indeed and laughed exceedingly at most unseemly jokes, exchanging jests with the crowd that would have made Tesss hair stand on end, if she could have heard and understood them. From windows, and roofs that overhung the street, people threw flowers at Bimbu, Pinga and Umra, because all Hindustan knows there is merit in treating beggars as if they were noblemen; and Bimbu wove himself a garland out of the buds to wear on his turban, which made him look more bacchanalian than ever.

In and out and around and through the ancient city the procession filed, passing now and then through streets so narrow that people could have struck Utirupa through the upper story windows; but all they threw at him was flowers, calling him Bahadur and king of elephants, and great prince, and dozens of other names that never hurt anybody with a sense of pageantry and humor. He acted the part for them just as they wanted him to, sitting bolt upright in the howdah like a prince in a fairy story, with jeweled aigrette in his turban and more enormous diamonds flashing on his silken clothes than a courtesan would wear at Monte Carlo. And all the other princes were likewise in degree, only that they rode rather smaller elephants, Akbar having no peer when he was sober and behaved himself.

And when Yasmini passed, and Tess and all the other princesses, there was such excitement as surely had never been before; for if you looked carefully, with a hand held to keep the sun from your eyes, you could actually see the outlines of their faces through the veils! And such loveliness! Such splendor! Such pride! Such jewels! Above all, such fathomless mystery and suggestion of intrigue! Pageantry is expensive, but  believe Sialpore  it is worth the price!

And then in front of the durbar hall in the dinning, throbbing heat, all the animals and carriages and men got mixed in a milling vortex, while the notables went into the hall to be jealous of one anothers better places and left the crowd outside to sort itself. And everything was made much more interesting by the fact that Akbar was showing signs of ill-temper, throwing up his great trunk once or twice to trumpet dissatisfaction. His mahout was calling him endearing names and using the ankus alternately, promising him rum with one breath and a thrashing with the next. But Akbar wanted alcohol, not promises, and none dared give him any before evening, when he might get as drunk as he wished in a stone-walled compound all to himself.

Then Samsons horses took fright at Akbars trumpeting, he getting out of the carriage at the durbar door only in the nick to time. The horses bolted into the crowd, and an indignant elephant smashed the carriage; but nobody was hurt beyond a bruise or two, although they passed word down the thunderous line that a hundred and six and thirty had been crushed to death and one child injured, which made it much more thrilling, and the sensation was just as actual as if the deaths had really happened.

And inside the durbar hall there was surely never such a splendid scene in history  such a sea of turbans  such glittering of jewels  such a peacocking and swaggering and proud bearing of ancient names! Utirtipa sat on the throne in front of a peacock-feather decoration; and-marvel of marvels!  Yasmini sat on another throne beside him, unveiled!  with a genuine unveiled and very beautiful princess beside her, whom nobody except Samson suspected might be Tess. She wore almost as many jewels as the queen herself, and looked almost as ravishing.

But the Princess Yasminis eyes  they were the glory of that occasion! Her spun-gold hair was marveled at, but her eyes  surely they were lent by a god for the event! They were bluer than the water of Himalayan lakes; bluer than turquoise, sapphire, the sky, or any other blue thing you can think of  laughing blue,  loving, understanding, likable, amusing blue  two jewels that outshone all the other jewels in the durbar hall that day.

And as each prince filed past Utirupa in proper order of precedence, to make a polite set speech, and bow, and be bowed to in return, he had to pass Yasmini first, and bow to her first, although he made his speech to Utirupa, who acknowledged it. So, when Samsons turn came, he, too, had to bow first to Yasmini, because as a gentleman he could hardly do less; and her wonderful eyes laughed into his angry ones as she bowed to him in return, with such good humor and elation that he could not help but smile back; he could forgive a lovely woman almost anything, could Samson. He could almost forgive her that no less than nineteen British officers of various ranks, as well as one-hundred-and-three-and-twenty native noblemen had seen him with their own eyes to make an official bow to the consort of a reigning maharajah. He had recognized her officially! Well; he supposed he could eat his aftermath as well as any man; and he drove home with a smile and a high chin, to unbosom himself to Colonel Willoughby de Wing over a whisky and soda at the club, as Ferdinand de Sousa Braganza reported in some detail at the Goanese Club afterward.

Late that night, when the fireworks were all over and the lights were beginning to be extinguished on the roofs and windows, it was a question which was most drunk  Akbar, the three beggars, or Tom Tripe. Akbars outrageous trumpeting could be heard all over the city, as he raced around his dark compound after shadows, and rats, and mice and anything else that he imagined or could see. What Tom Tripe saw kept him to his quarters, where Trotters watched him in dire misery. The three beggars, Bimbu, Pinga and Umra, saw three amber moons in a purple sky, for they said so. They also said that all the world was lovely, and Yasmini was a queen of queens, out of whose jeweled hand the very gods ate. And when people scolded them for blasphemy, they made such outrageously funny and improper jokes that everybody laughed again.

Drunk or sober (and more than ninety-nine per cent. of Sialpore was absolutely sober then as always) every one had something to amuse and entertain, except Samson, whose mental vision was of a great empty hole in the ground in which he might just as well bury all his hopes of ever being high commissioner; and poor Tom Tripe, who had worked harder than anybody, and was now enjoying the aftermath perhaps least.

Sialpore put itself to bed in great good temper, sure that princes and elephants and ceremony were the cream of life, and that whoever did not think so did not deserve to have any pageantry and pomp, and that was all about it.

Next morning early, Dick Blaine drove down to look for Tom Tripe, found him  bound him in a blanket  shoved him, feet first, on to the floor of the dog-cart, and drove him, followed by Trotters in doubt whether to show approval or fight, to his own house on the hill, where Tess and he nursed the old soldier back to soberness and old remorse.

By that time Bimbu and Pinga and Umra were back again at the garden gate, sitting in the dust in ancient rags and whining, Bhig mangi, saheebi! Alms! heavenborn, alms!


Chapter Twenty-Four

You are a fool, said the crow. Am I? the hen answered. Certainly you are a fool. You sit in a dark corner hatching eggs, when there are live chickens for the asking over yonder. So the hen left her nest in search of ready-made chickens, and the crow, made a square meat.  Eastern Proverb

A hundred guarded it.

It began to be rumored presently that Utirupa had declined to recognize Blaines contract with his predecessor. Samsons guarded hints, and the fact that the mouth of the mine remained blocked with concrete masonry were more or less corroborative. But the Blaines did not go, although Dick put in no appearance at the club.

Then Patali, who was sedulously cultivating Yasminis patronage, with ulterior designs on Utirupa that were not misunderstood, told Norwoods wifes ayahs sisters husband that the American had secured another contract; and the news, of course, reached Samsons ears at once.

So Samson called on Utirupa and requested explanations. He was told that the mining contract had not received a moments consideration and, with equal truth, that the American, being an expert in such matters and on the spot, had been asked to undertake examination of the forts foundations. The new maharanee, it seemed, had a fancy to build a palace where the fort stood, and the matter was receiving shrewd investigation and estimate in advance.

Samson could not object to that. Those foundations had not been examined carefully for eight hundred years. A perfectly good palace had been wrested away by diplomatic means, on Samsons own initiative, and there was no logical reason why the maharajah should not build another one to replace it. The fort had no modern military value.

I hope youre not going to try to pay for your new palace out of taxes?
Samson asked bluntly.

But Utirupa smiled. He hoped nothing of that kind would be necessary. Samson could not go and investigate what Blaine was doing, because he was given plainly to understand that the new palace was the maharanees business; and one does not intrude uninvited into the affairs of ladies in the East. The efforts of quite a number of spies, too, were unavailing. So Dick had his days pretty much to himself, except when Tess brought his lunch to him, or Yasmini herself in boots and turban rode up for a few minutes to look on. The guards on the bastions, and in the great keep in the center, knew nothing whatever of what was happening, because all Dicks activity was underground and Tom Tripe, with that ferocious dog of his, kept guard over the ancient door that led to the lower passages. Dick used to return home every evening tired out, but Tom Tripe, keeping strictly sober, slept in the fort and said nothing of importance to any one. He looked drawn and nervous, as if something had terrified him, but public opinion ascribed that to the snakes on the night of the coronation.

Then about sundown one evening Tom Tripe galloped in a great hurry to Utirupas palace. That was nothing to excite comment, because in his official capacity he was always supposed to be galloping all over the place on some errand or another. But after dark Utirupa and Yasmini rode out of the palace unattended, which did cause comment, Yasmini in mans clothes, as usual when she went on some adventure. It was not seen which road they took, which was fortunate in the circumstances.

Tess was up at the fort before them, waiting with Dick outside the locked door leading to the ancient passages below. They said nothing beyond the most perfunctory greetings, but, each taking a kerosene lantern, passed through the door in single file, Tom leading, and locked the door after them. That was all that the fort guards ever knew about what happened.

Ive not been in, said Dicks voice from behind them. All Ive done is force an entrance.

From in front Tom Tripe took up the burden.

And I wouldnt have liked your job, sir! It was bad enough to sit and guard the door. After youd gone o nights Id sit for hours with my hair on end, listening; and the dog ud growl beside me as if he saw ghosts!

Maybe it was snakes, Yasmini answered. They will flee from the lantern-light

No, Your Ladyship. Im not afraid of snakes  except them Scotch plaid ones that come o brandy on top o royal durbars! This was the sound o some one digging  digging all night long down in the bowels of the earth! Look out!

They all jumped, but it proved to be only Toms own shadow that had frightened him. His nerves were all to pieces, and Dick Blaine took the lead. The dog was growling intermittently and keeping close to Toms heels.

They passed down a long spiral flight of stone steps into a sort of cavern that had been used for ammunition room. The departing British troops had left a dozen ancient cannon balls, not all of which were in one place. The smooth flags of the floor were broken, and at the far end one very heavy stone was lifted and laid back, disclosing a dark hole.

I used the cannon balls, said Dick, to drop on the stones and listen for a hollow noise. Once I found that, the game was simple.

Leading down into the dark hole were twelve more steps, descending straight, but turning sharply at the bottom. Dick led the way.

The next sights gruesome! he announced, his voice booming hollow among the shadows.

The passage turned into a lofty chamber in the rock, whose walls once had all been lined with dressed stone, but some of the lining had fallen. In the shadows at one end an image of Jinendra smiled complacently, and there were some ancient brass lamps banging on chains from arches cut into the rock on every side.

This is the grue, said Dick, holding his lantern high.

Its light fell on a circle of skeletons, all perfect, each with its head toward a brass bowl in the center.

Ugh! growled Tom Tripe. Those are the ghosts that dig o nights!
Go smell em, Trotters! Are they the enemy?

The dog sniffed the bones, but slunk away again uninterested.

Nothing doing! laughed Dick. You havent laid the ghost yet, Tom!

Have you got your pistols with you? Tom retorted, patting his own jacket to show the bulge of one beneath it.

Those, said Yasmini, standing between the skeletons and holding up her own light, are the bones of priests, who died when the secret of the place was taken from them! My father told me they were left to starve to death. This was Jinendras temple.

Dyou suppose they pulled that cut stone from the walls, trying to force a way out? Dick hazarded. The lid of the hole we came down through is a foot thick, and was set solid in cement; they couldnt have lifted that if they tried for a week. Everythings solid in this place. I sounded every inch of the floor with a cannon ball, but its all hard underneath.

I would have gone straight to the image of Jinendra, said Yasmini. Jinendra smiles and keeps his secrets so well that I should have suspected him at once!

I went to that last, Dick answered. It looks so like a piece of high relief carved out of the rock wall. As a matter of fact, though, its about six tons of quartz with a vein of gold in it  see the gold running straight up the line of the nose and over the middle of the head?  I pried it away from the wall at last with steel wedges, and theres just room to squeeze in behind it. Beyond that is another wall that I had to cut through with a chisel. Who goes in first?

Who looks for gold finds gold! Yasmini quoted. The vein of gold you have been mining was the clue to the secret all along.

She would have led the way, but Utirupa stopped her.

If there is danger, he said, it is my place to lead.

But nobody would permit that, Yasmini least of all.

Shall Samson choose a new maharajah so soon as all that? she laughed.

Let the dog go first! Tom proposed. Trotters was sniffing at the dark gap behind Jinendras image, with eyes glaring and a low rumbling growl issuing from between bared teeth. But Trotters would not go.

Finally, in the teeth of remonstrances from Tess, Dick cocked a pistol and, with his lantern in the other hand, strode in boldly. Trotters followed him, and Tom Tripe next. Then Utirupa. Then the women.

Nothing happened. The passage was about ten feet long and a yard wide. They squeezed one at a time through the narrow break Dick had made in the end of it, into a high, pitch-dark cave that smelt unexplainably of wood-smoke, Dick standing just inside the gap to bold the lantern for them and help them through  continuing to stand there after Tess had entered last.

Jee-rusalem! he exclaimed. This is where I lose out!

The first glance was enough to show that they stood in the secret treasure-vault of Sialpore. There were ancient gold coins in heaps on the floor where they had burst by their own weight out of long-demolished bags  countless coins; and drums and bags and boxes more of them behind. But what made Dick exclaim were the bars of silver stacked at the rear and along one side in rows as high as a man.

My contract reads gold! he said. A percentage of all gold. Theres not a word in it of silver. Whod ever have thought of finding silver, anyhow, in this old mountain?

Your percentage of the gold will make you rich, said Utirupa. But you shall take silver too. Without you we might have found nothing for years to come.

A contracts a contract, Dick answered. I drew it myself, and it stands.

Look out! yelled Tom Tripe suddenly. But the warning came too late.

Out of the shadow behind a stack of silver bars rushed a man with a long dagger, stabbing frantically at Dick. Toms great barking army revolver missed, filling the chamber with noise and smoke, for he used black powder.

Down went Dick under his assailant, and the dagger rose and fell in spasmodic jerks. Dick had hold of the mans wrist, but the dagger-point dripped blood and the fury of the attack increased as Dick appeared to weaken. Utirupa ran in to drag the assailant off, but Trotters got there first  chose his neck-hold like a wolf in battle  and in another second Dick was free with Tess kneeling beside him while a life-and-death fight between animal and man raged between the bars of silver.

Gungadhura! Yasmini shouted, waving her lantern for a sight of the struggling mans face. He was lashing out savagely with the long knife, but the dog had him by the neck from behind, and he only inflicted surface wounds.

Hells bells! Hell kill my dog! roared Tom. Hi, Trotters. Here, you  Trotters!

But the dog took that for a call to do his thinking, and let go for a better hold. His long fangs closed again on the victims jugular, and tore it out. The long knife clattered on the stone floor, and then Tom got his dog by the jaws and hauled him off.

You cant blame the dog, he grumbled. He knew the smell of him.
Hed been told to kill him if he got the chance.

Gungadhura! said Yasmini again, holding her lantern over the dying man. So Gungadhura was Tom Tripes ghost! What a pity that the dog should kill him, when all he wanted was a battle to the death with me! I would have given him his fight!

Dick was in no bad way. He had three flesh wounds on his right side, and none of them serious. Tess staunched them with torn linen, and she and Tom Tripe propped him against some bags of bullion, while Utirupa threw his cloak over Gungadhuras dead body.

How did Gungadhura get in here? wondered Tess.

Through the hole at the end of the mine-shaft, I suppose, said Dick. I built up the lower one  he came one day and saw me doing it  but left a space at the top that looked too small for a man to crawl through. Then I blocked the mouth of the tunnel afterward, and shut him in, I suppose. Hes had the mens rice and water-bottles, and they left a lot of faggots in the tunnel, too, I remember. That accounts for the smell of smoke.

But what was the digging Ive heard o nights? demanded Tom. Im not the only one. The British garrison was scared out of its wits.

Utirupa was hunting about with a lantern in his hand, watching the dog go sniffing in the shadows.

Come and see what he has done! he called suddenly, and Yasmini ran to his side.

In a corner of the vault one of the great facing stones had been removed, disclosing a deep fissure in the rock. One of Dick Blaines crow-bars that he had left in the tunnel lay beside it.

He must have found that by tapping, said Tom Tripe.

Yes, but look why he wanted it! Yasmini answered. Tom, could you be as malicious as that?

As what, Your Ladyship?

See, he has poured gold into the fissure, hoping to close it up again so that nobody could find it!

But why didnt he work his way out with the crow-bar? Dick objected from his perch between the bags of bullion.

What was his life worth to him outside? Yasmini asked. Samson knew who murdered Mukhum Dass. He would have been a prisoner for the rest of his life to all intents and purposes. No! He preferred to hide the treasure again, and then wait here for me, suspecting that I knew where it is and would come for it! Only we came too soon, before he had it hidden!

But it was Patali afterward, between boasting and confession, who explained that Dick was Gungadhuras real objective after all. He preferred vengeance on the American even to a settled account with Yasmini. He must have found the treasure by accident after crawling into the unsealed crack in the wall to wait there against Dicks coming.

The money must stay here, and be removed little by little, said Utirupa.

First of all Blaine sahibs share of it! Yasmini added. Who shall count it? Who!

Never mind the money now, Tess answered. Dicks alive! When did you first know youd found the treasure, Dick?

Not until the day that Gungadhura found me closing up the fault, and asked me to dig at the other place. The princess told me I was on the trail of it that night that you went with her by camel; but I didnt know Id found it till the day that Gungadhura came.

How did you know where it was? Tess asked, and Yasmini laughed.

A hundred guarded it. I looked for a hundred pipal trees, and found them  near the River Palace. But they were not changed once a month. I looked from there, and saw another hundred pipal trees  here, below this fort  exactly a hundred. But neither were they changed once a month. Then I counted the garrison of the fort  exactly a hundred, all told. Then I knew. Then I remembered that who looks for gold finds gold, and saw your husband digging for it. It seemed to me that the vein of gold he was following should lead to the treasure, so I pulled strings until Samson blundered, trying to trick us. And now we have the treasure, and the English do not know. And I am maharanee, as they do know, and shall know still better before I have finished! But what are we to do with Gungadhuras body? It shall not lie here to rot; it must have a decent burial.

Very late that night, Tom Tripe moved the guards about on the bastions, contriving that the road below should not be overlooked by any one. The moon had gone down, so that it was difficult to see ten paces. He produced an ekka from somewhere  one of those two-wheeled carts drawn by one insignificant pony that do most of the unpretentious work of India; and he and Ismail, the Afridi gateman, drove off into the darkness with a covered load.

Early next morning Gungadhuras body was found in the great hole that Samsons men had blasted in the River Palace grounds, and it was supposed that a jackal had mangled his body after death.

(That was what gave rise to the story that the English got the treasure after all, and that Gungadhura, enraged and mortified at finding it gone, had committed suicide in the great hole it was taken from. They call the great dead pipal tree that is the only one left now of the hundred, Gungadhuras gibbet; and there is quite a number, even of English people, who believe that the Indian Government got the money. But I say no, because Yasmini told me otherwise. And if it were true that t he English really got the money, what did they do with it and why was Samson removed shortly afterward to a much less desirable post? Any one could see how Utirupa prospered, and he never raised the taxes half a mill.

Samson had his very shrewd suspicions, one of which was that that damned American with his smart little wife had scored off him in some way. But he went to his new post, at about the same time that the Blaines left for other parts, with some of the sting removed from his hurt feelings. For he took Blaines rifle with him  a good one; and the horse and dog-cart, and a riding pony  more than a liberal return for payment of a three- thousand rupee bet. Pretty decent of Blaine on the whole, he thought. No fuss. No argument. Simply a short note of farewell, and a request that he would find the horses a home and a use for the other things. Not bad. Not a bad fellow after all.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Lenvoi

Down rings the curtain on a tale of love and mystery,
Clash of guile and anger and the consequence it bore;
The adventurers and kings
Disappear into the wings.
The puppet play is over and the pieces go in store.

Back, get ye back again to shop and ship and factory,
Mine and mill and foundry where the iron yokes are made;
Ye have trod a distant track
With a queen on camel-back,
Now hie and hew a broadway for your emperors of trade!

Go, get ye gone again to streets of strife reechoing -
Clangor of the crossings where the tides of trouble meet;
For a while on fancys wing
Ye have heard the nautch-girls sing,
But a Great White Way awaits you where the Klax-on-horns repeat.

Back, bend the back again to commonplace and drudgery,
Beat the shares of vision into swords of dull routine,
Take the trolley and the train
To suburban hives again,
For ye wake in little runnels where the floods of thought have been.

Speed, noise, efficiency! Have flights of fancy rested you?
A while we set times finger back, and was the labor vain?
If so we whiled your leisure
And the puppets gave you pleasure,
Then say the word, good people, and well set the stage again.

And that is the whole story



Smoking a cigarette lazily on Utirupas palace roof, Yasmini reached for Tesss hand.

Come nearer. See  take this. It is the value, and more, of the percentage of the silver that your husband would not take.

She clasped a diamond necklace around Tesss neck, and watched it gleam and sparkle in the refracted sunlight.

Dont you love it? Arent they perfect? And now  youve a great big draft of money, so I suppose youre both off to America, and good-by to me forever?

For a long time.

But why such a long time? You must come again soon. Come next year. You and I love each other. You teach me things I did not know, and you never irritate me. I love you. You must come back next year!

Tess shook her head.

But why?

They say the climate isnt good for them until theyre eighteen at least  some say twenty.

Oh! Oh, I envy you! What will you call him? It will be a boy  it is sure to be a boy!

Richard will be one name, after my husband.

And the other? You must name him after me in some way. You can not call a boy Yasmini. Would Utirupa sound too strange in America?

Rupert would sound better.

Good! He shall be Rupert, and I will send a gift to him!

(That accounts for the initials R. R. B. on a certain young mans trunk at Yale, and for the imported pedigree horse he rides during vacation  the third one, by the way, of a succession he has received from India.)

And that is the whole story, as Yasmini told it to me in the wonderful old palace at Buhl, years afterward, when Utirupa was dead, and the English Government had sent her into forced seclusion for a while  to repent of her manifold political sins, as they thought  and to start new enterprises as it happened. She had not seen Theresa Blaine again, she told me, although they always corresponded; and she assured me over and over again, calling the painted figures of the old gods on the walls to witness, that but for Theresa Blaines companionship and affection at the right moment, she would never have had the courage to do what she did, even though the guns of the gods were there to help her.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. Get the vote an everything.

STEAM never killed Romance. It stalks abroad under the self-same stars that winked at Sinbad and Aladdin, and the only thing that makes men blind to it is the stupid craze for sitting in judgment on other people instead of having a good time with them.

He who hates a thief is a thief at heart, runs the eastern proverb that nevertheless includes in its broad wisdom no brief at all for dishonesty.

If you hated thieves in El-Kalil you would be busy and, like the toad under the harrow, inclined to wonder where the gaps are; you can see the graves of the men who have tried it, in any direction, from any hill-top; and Romance, which knows nothing of any moral issue, comes at last with the liquid moonlight making even whited tombs look sociable. But it is better to be sociable while you live, if only for the sake of having some good yarns to tell the other fellows during pauses in between the rounds of feasting in Valhalla, when you get there. El-Kalil is Hebron of Old Testament fame  the oldest known city in the world apart and aloof in the Judean Hills  dirt delightful and without one trace of respect for anything but tradition, courage and cash.

Yet it was contrary to all tradition that an American citizen should be on his way there with almost unlimited authority to up-end everything, and, after spilling all the beans, to sort out the speckled undesirables. We ran into lots of courage, but it was fear of an uprising and its consequences that set the ball rolling. And as for hard cash, it was lack of it that brought the courage out, providing only two young men and some cigarettes wherewith to hold calm and lawful the most turbulently lawless city in the Near East.

Grim took me along for several reasons but the chief one was that he chose so to do.

Having been commissioned in the British army as an American, he had stuck to more than one national peculiarity, of which that first and the sweetest was doing as he gosh darn pleased as long as he could get away with it. Having made good all along that line, he could get away with almost anything; and by that time, having risked a neck or two together, we were friends.

The second most important reason, I believe, was that he, and the few in authority over him, had discovered that I had no ax to grind. Life isnt worthwhile to me if Ive got to worry over other peoples morals or be a propagandist; to my way of looking at it, a man has a hard enough job to keep his own conscience from getting indigestion, while getting all the fun in sight, and theres no fun whatever in forcing your opinions on other folk. And the other fellows job is difficult enough without our offering ignorant advice. Lifes a great game and the measure of our own cussedness is the measure with which we get cussed. Amen.

So I had fitted unofficially into one or two tight places and officialdom was therefore pleased to let down the bars that restrain the general tourist. But there was a third reason: I was utterly unknown in Hebron, and it is the unknown entity that upsets most calculations, like the joker in a pack of cards.

There were likely enough other reasons, but I did not know them. Behold Grim and me on a blossomy May morning, mounted on two Bikaneeri camels left over from the war, swinging along the road to Hebron in gorgeous sunshine at a cushiony, contenting clip.

The camels were less conspicuous in that landscape than the regulation Ford car would have been and you cant travel fast enough even with gasoline to get ahead of the wind-borne word of mouth that ever since the Deluge has proved nearly as quick, if not quite so truthful always as the telegraph. To make us even less worth comment we wore the Arab costume that fits even a white man into the picture, and is comfortable past belief. Our other clothes were in the saddle-bags.

I know why the Jews want Palestine. I would want it too, if the world werent so full of other things I havent yet seen and admired. You feel like Abraham, on camel-back up in those hills, only without his responsibilities.

One of Abrahams direct descendants met us coming the other way, close to where the road winds by the Pools of Solomon. He was in a one-horse carriage of the mid-Victorian era, drawn by an alleged horse of about the same date or vintage. On his head was a Danbury-made Derby hat and he had a horse-shoe stick-pin in his necktie, his thumbs stuck into his suspenders and his feet on the seat in front. But he passed us the time of day in ancient Hebrew, and Grim, who has studied that language for Intelligence Department purposes, stopped to answer him.

At the end of half-a-dozen sentences it was obvious that Grim knew more of the language than the other did. The revival of dead speech takes time, and there are not so many in the country yet who can use the old tongue fluently although Zionists usually begin a conversation with it for propaganda purposes.

Talk English, Grim suggested.

What? You know English? Where dyou learn it?

In the States. Where else?

What? You lived in the States? What did you come back here for? Lots of room in the States for you fellers  good money  good living  get the vote an everything. Wheres your home now? Hebron?

Grim nodded. The Jew pulled out a cigar.

Well, Ive just come from telling em in Hebron that they all ought to emigrate to the U.S.A.

Would they listen?

Good listeners. They listened so good, they got my watch and chain while I was talkin, an theyd have had my pocket-book if I hadnt locked it up in Jerusalem before I came away. Smoke cigars? Try this one. Say: if you come across a gold watch an chain with the initials A.C. done on it in a monogram across the back, just send word to Aaron Cohen at the New Hotel Jerusalem, and therell be a good reward for you. I went an complained at the Governorate, but that schoolboy theyve made governor cant do nothing about it. Take it from me, hes got no brains and no police-force. Ill buy the watch back and you tell em so  a good reward to whoever brings it, and no questions asked. Better have this cigar, hadnt you?

But you dont smoke cigars on camel-back, at least not if you want to avoid being taken for a foreigner.

Was the watch valuable? Grim asked him.

Would I worry about it if it was a cheap one? If it was a nine- carat case dyou think Id have called the young governor all the names I did, and risk my life in the suk [Bazaar] afterwards against his orders, arguin with a lot o knifers? Eighteen-carat  twenty-two jewels  breguet spring  say: get me that watch back an Ill give you twenty U.S. dollars for yourself!

Dont want em, said Grim, smiling down placidly from the superior height of the camel.

What  you dont want dollars? Quit your kiddin! Theres nobody in this land dont want dollars.

How badly dyou want that watch?

Oh, all right  twenty-five, then: but thats the limit.

Dollars wont do. I know you for a good scout, Aaron Cohen, or Id let you lose your watch for abusing young de Crespigny. That boys got his hands full. Howd you like to be Governor of Hebron?

Not bloody likely! Id sooner be King of the Irish! Hes not a bad feller at that, only too thick with Arabs. He gave me a drink after Id done criticizing. But say: what do you know about me?

And your emigration business? Nearly as much as you do!

Who are you, anyway?

My name is Grim.

What? Him they call Jimgrim? Pardon me! Somehow I thought you didnt talk like an Arab. Well, youre the very man Im looking for. I want my watch back, Major Grim. Ive got no money in my pocket or Id give it to you, but theres fifty dollars you can use however you please, and Ill pay it on your say-so  no questions asked. Could anything be fairer than that?

Dyou want it badly enough to turn back?

What  to that nest o thieves? To Hebron? To El-Kalil? Um-m-m! I got no money for one thing.

Ill lend you whatever you need.

Your risk! If they skin it from me, its your money!

All right.

You must have some mighty strong reason for wanting me back in Hebron!

I have. Youll be all right for a day or two. Theres a hotel.

Yey  I been there. The bugs in it have red-hot bear-traps on their feet and the food aint fit for niggers!

Well, dyou want the watch?

Youll get it for me?

Yes, if you turn back.

Uh! If you were English I wouldnt trust you; Id say you were kiddin yourself or kiddin me. Go on, Ill take a chance.

See you at the hotel then.

Grim and I rode on and in five minutes hardly the dust of Cohens carriage was visible behind us.

We rode side by side, but it is not easy to talk from camel-back, although the beasts feet make hardly any noise; Ive a notion that the habitual reticence of the desert-folk is partly due to enforced silence for long periods on the march, when the swing and sway of the camels and the cloth over the riders mouth make conversation next to impossible. Grims information came in snatches.

Good fellow, Cohen. Clever devil. Zionist. Thinks he can provide land here for Jews by encouraging Arabs to emigrate. Money behind him. Settle em on land in Arkansas and Tennessee. Kind fellow. Hot-air merchant. Good at bottom. Shrewd. Strange mixture of physical fear and impudent courage.

What makes you so sure you can recover the watch?

Experience of Hebron. I was governor there once.

* * * * *

FOR an hour after that we padded along in silence through a country dotted with enormous herds of black goats in charge of patriarchal-looking shepherds. The only trees in sight were occasional ancient olives; but as we drew near Hebron the hillsides were all divided by stone walls into orchards and we passed between miles of grape-vines, interspersed with mishmish, as they call their apricots.

You dont see Hebron until the road begins to descend into it, and then the first view is of a neat modern village with the German influence predominant; for there, as everywhere else in Palestine, the Germans had not been content with making plans; they built good stone houses. The ancient city lies beyond all that, utterly untouched by science  a chaotic jumble flaunted in the face of discipline.

We stopped in front of the Governorate, and that, of course was a German building, a neat little residence with a garden in front and a stone wall all about it, in sight of the jail which, equally of course, was Turkish. The Turks built nothing so good as their jails and the Germans strengthened them, but it took the British to clean them of vermin, and filth and untried prisoners.

The Hebron jail is outside the city for more good reasons than one. Where ninety-nine per cent of a citys population is eligible for rigorous confinement on one ground or another and the cleverest thieves on earth are trained besides, no mere iron bars within the city limits would serve the purpose; you need open spaces all around for rifle and machine-gun fire  except of course, in famine time, when most of the population plans to be arrested and fed two square meals a day, at the foreign tax-payers expense.

Captain de Crespigny came out of the Governorate to greet us, smiling all over as a man should whose only dependable assistant has the tooth-ache.

You know the wire is down behind you? he said pleasantly.

Since when?

An hour ago. Im rather worried about a Jew named Cohen. I let him start for Jerusalem this morning. Fraid now he may get scuppered on the way.

Its all right; we met him. Hes on his way back.

Oh, did you get wind of trouble here?

Not a thing. Wanted Cohen here for a special reason. Whats up?

I tried to phone through to Jerusalem for a machine gun. Theres nobody to send. Weve a motor-cycle, but its napoo. That fellow Cohen lost his watch and I arrested a local Arab on suspicion soon after Cohen had gone. Hes over there in the jail now and four thousand of his friends have sworn an oath to take him out again by force. Ive ten policemen  one first-class man and nine with the wind up them.

Are you sure the wires down? Grim asked him.

Perfectly. Id call that luck, only now youve come. They couldnt exactly have blamed me for bluffing the business through without orders and I think I could have tackled it. However, I suppose you take over?

Not if I know it! Grim answered. Make over to me when youve had enough, but no sooner.

Thanks. Come in and have a drink. Whos your friend?

Ramsden  a countryman of mine.

Grim introduced me and for the hundredth time in that mans land I experienced the unmitigated delight of being accepted as an equal, instead of as a possibly objectionable person, on the strength of his mere say-so. As a general rule you cant get past that suave screen the British use to camouflage their real thoughts, without a guide whom they know and trust; but when youre in, youre in.

De Crespigny was nothing unusual; clean-shaven, almost always laughing about something, looking about twenty although really twenty-six, probably not brilliant, but capable of swift judgment and astounding impudence in tight places. Obviously one of those well-bred young gentlemen, who have kept an empires borders by daring and straight dealing while the politicians did the bragging and the profiteers made hay. He wore several ribbons for distinguished service, but the only thing he seemed really proud of was a mixture he called a Hebron cocktail, made without ice from a recipe of his own invention.

It was a comfortable room we entered, for the Germans had left their furniture behind them and the walls were hung besides with deadly weapons taken away from the local cut-throats by this de Crespigny child, his one assistant, the one bold native policeman and the nine with the wind up them.

The assistant came in while we watched the secret ritual of cocktail shaking in an ex-beer bottle; another boy, two years younger than his chief and, barring the tooth-ache, even more amused by the certainty that mass-murder was afoot. You could sum him up instantly. When a man thinks of his job first, and tooth-ache merely as a handicap, bet on him. Besides his name was Jones and that is a well-known label.

Just come from the jail, he announced. Had to put Ali ben Hamza in a cell by himself; he was propaganding among the other prisoners. Perfectly friendly, though; assured me that you and I will both be dead before morning and offered to pull my tooth out with his fingers. Said he hated to see me suffer and that having your throat cut doesnt hurt a bit.

Thought you were going to the doctor, said de Crespigny.

No time. He has his hands full anyhow. Hospitals chock-a- block, and no one to help him operate. Any news?

Wires down.

Oh, good! That means Jerusalem cant interfere and tell us not to do things. But glancing at Grim and me   are you still in charge, Crep?

Ive no orders to take over, Grim assured him. De Crespigny may pass the buck when he sees fit.

Pretty decent of you.

Suppose you fellows put me wise, though, Grim suggested. Well call it unofficial, but in case of need it might be wholesome for me to know the facts.

Its all very simple, said de Crespigny. Aaron Cohen came here with a scheme for exporting Arabs to your country to make room for Jews. He offers to buy out their holdings for cash, to arrange their passage to the States, get passports for them and all that, and provide them with good land to settle on at the other end on easy terms. Perfectly fair and above-board if they wanted to do it, but they dont.

On top of that, the Jews in this place are Orthodox and hate the Zionists worse than they do pork. They made the mistake of telling the Arabs that Cohen was no good, whereas hes quite a decent fellow really, if it werent for his infernal cheek. No need to tell you what the Moslems of this place are like. They stole Cohens watch for a joke and he said what he thought of them. They admit the truth of all he said  you know how engagingly frank they are about themselves  but take exception to criticism by any kind of Jew.

Now they say that the Orthodox Jews put Cohen up to it and only went back on him afterwards because they were afraid. They say its really the Orthodox Jews of this place who are planning to get their holdings; and as most of them owe money to the Jews they propose to make short work of the lot of them. Theyve cut the wire to prevent our phoning for Sikhs and machine guns and the game is probably scheduled to begin tonight.

Before de Crespigny had finished speaking two men came into the room and one of them, obviously a middle-aged Scotsman, sat down without waiting to be invited. The other, an Arab long past middle age, remained standing. Grim made a sign to me that I interpreted as a call to behave in keeping with the Arab costumes we were wearing and I hid my face as much as I reasonably could in the folds of the kufiyi.

Allah ysabbak bilkhair! [God give you a happy morning!] the old Arab began as soon as he could get a word in.

Ahlan wasahlan! [A thousand times welcome!] said de Crespigny. What is it, Yussuf?

You young men go! Go to your mothers! Go home and marry wives!

Why this sudden interest in our future, Yussuf?

It is not sudden. I am an old man, and have seen many young men die. I have yet to see the good that came of killing them. Go home.

Men die when their time comes, said de Crespigny. Moreover, they dont marry wives in my land until the woman is willing. Ive got no money and the girls wont look at me.

It is not good to answer with jests when an old man speaks in earnest. I, who must see death soon in the natural course of things, advise you as a father speaking to his sons. Go home. It is better to beget sons than to die young.

You old raven! What are you croaking about?

The Arab stroked his gray beard and thought a minute before he answered. Then:

I have seen the blood flow in the runnels of the streets of El- Kalil like red storm-water. I was here when the Turks took vengeance on the city for certain matters. I have seen the seven districts of the city at war with one another and the executions afterwards. All those are as nothing in comparison to what comes! It is written that not one Jew shall remain alive in El-Kalil!

Any date to that prophecy? asked de Crespigny quite calmly.

They are whetting the swords now!

Theyll have us to reckon with before they begin on the Jews.

Truly, my son. Therefore go, before the sacrifice begins! What can you few do against so many? Can you send for help? I think not. I am told the wire is cut. Could a horseman or man on foot get through to Jerusalem alive? Not he! They would let you escape, but not your messenger; and if you stay, you die!

Supposing I chose to run away, theyd be fools to let me, de Crespigny answered. Thered be lorry-loads of Sikhs here two or three hours after I reached Jerusalem.

And the Sikhs will bury the dead Jews! Listen, my son. You British are not Turks. Who in this place is afraid of British vengeance, after living under the Turks heel so many years? The Sikhs will come and shoot a handful. There will be a trial, at which every witness will tell lies. Those who have the fewest friends will be convicted; some will be hanged and some imprisoned. For four thousand Jews slain will forty Moslems hang? Better go before the sacrifice begins!

You go back into the city, said de Crespigny, as calmly as if he were ordering the streets cleaned, and tell your friends this: Theres only one authority in this place, and thats me! Say they have me to deal with before they can start on the Jews!

You and these few and ten policemen! The old Arab smiled and spread out his hands in a gesture of something like despair. They will go first to the jail, pillage it and set the prisoners free. Next they will come here, for there are rifles here and cartridges. In less time than the muezzin needs to cry his summons they will slay you and take the rifles. After, the Jews! And after that, if it is written that the Sikhs shall come, then that is written, and who shall stay the hand of God?

Go and tell them to come here first before they try the jail, said de Crespigny calmly. That is all I have to say. Go and tell them.

Allah ysallmak! [God save you!] said the Arab sadly.

Allah yihfazak! [God keep you!] de Crespigny replied, and the old man turned and went.

Doc, said de Crespigny, turning toward the Scotsman, there are two camels outside. Better take them. Put Miss Gordon on one and you and she make a break for Jerusalem. This situation looks none too good.

Doctor Cameron laughed dryly, wrinkling up his eyes as he looked keenly at each of us in turn. He was a big man, with a powerful head and a firm, good- tempered mouth under a scraggly gray moustache. He looked like an old soldier, but had never actually worn any other uniform than the mask and apron of the operating-room.

Five-and-twenty years Ive been here, he replied. Can you see me running away?

But the nurse  Miss Gordon?

Shes a fine girl. Shell stand by. Ask her if youd rather. Ill not interfere.

Better send her to this place, then.

You young Hector! Shes safer in my hospital. Theyll do no murder there; were far too useful to them. I stood by them through the war as a Turks prisoner; theyll remember that. Theres hardly a man in Hebron hasnt been to me for help at one time or another. But what do you lads propose to do?

Brazen it out, said de Crespigny.

Youll need all your brass, Im thinking. He looked hard at Jones. That boys in no fit state to give the best thats in him. I brought my bag with me. Let me see that lower jaw.

He took Jones head in capable, enormous hands and tilted it toward the light.

Open. Wider. Um-m-m! Sit on that stool. Reach me the bag, de Crespigny.

He unwrapped a lancet and a pair of ugly forceps, then got behind Jones and gripped his head firmly between his knees.

By rights ye ought to have an anaesthetic for a job like this, but your mother had to endure a lot worse when ye came into the world. Well see if youre half as good a man as your mother. Now!

It was a bloody business and not convenient to watch, but we all looked on like spectators at a play, pretending not to feel the skin creep up our spines. It was several minutes before the last piece of a broken tooth was tossed into the brass basin that a servant brought.

Now lie down. If I ever meet your mother Ill tell the lady that her labor was worthwhile. Yell feel finely by and by. He might have an ounce or two of whisky.

He wrapped up his tools, turned down his shirt-sleeves, and started for the door.

If I can be of any further use, my boys, yell know where to find me. The best advice I can give is, always let the Arab know youre not afraid of him, and make him suspect yeve something in reserve. And by the way  yed better all join me at the hospital, if things look too bad. I think the rascals will respect that place. Therell be bad news from Jerusalem before night or my name isnt Cameron.

De Crespigny glanced swiftly at Grim. Grim nodded. That was puzzling, for there had been no signs of disturbance that I could see when we came away that morning.

Cameron jerked his head and snapped his fingers in the doorway. Theyd never talk so bold here if they didnt know of trouble brewing in Jerusalem to keep the troops occupied, he said, and strode out as if any sort of trouble were the merest commonplace.

I found it utterly impossible, sitting in that quiet room, to believe that we were in imminent danger; but that may have been because I had no official job to lose if everything should go wrong. A man doesnt fear for his life as a rule until the raw facts stare him in the face; it is economic and administrative problems that cause terror in advance. I thought that even Grim, who hardly ever shows more emotion than the proverbial red Indian in times of stress, looked serious.

And someone else arrived just then, who took no trouble to conceal his feelings. Aaron Cohen had himself announced by the Arab servant and followed him into the room without waiting for an invitation. He did not speak at first, but stood looking from one to the other of us with an expression on his face mixed of comedy and desperation.

Nice way to bring a feller back to this place! he said at last. I went to the hotel and they wouldnt let me in. Said theyd trouble enough in store without me. Gave me a fine talk, they did. Pogrom  thats the name of it! Down at that hotel theyre saying all the Jews in Hebron will be dead before morning and theyre blaming me for it. What have I done? He faced Grim and glared at him. Dyou call that acting on the level, to bring me back to this place when you knew what was in the air?

Youd never have reached Jerusalem alive, said de Crespigny.

Has that young feller been knifed? asked Cohen, pointing at Jones on the couch. He was still spitting blood at intervals, so the question was excusable.

Sit down, Cohen, Grim answered. Youre as safe here as anywhere at present. Will you have his bag brought in, de Crespigny? Now, Cohen, you didnt start this trouble, but your talk brought it to a head. Its up to us to smooth the thing out if we can, but its going to be no joking matter. Im asking you to keep quiet and to help us if theres an opportunity. Will you?

Sure, Ill help, said Cohen. But what can I do?

Dunno yet, Grim answered. Captain de Crespignys in charge. Well see.


CHAPTER II. These are two good boys.

THE Scots doctors prognostications were proven accurate sooner than expected. Rumor travels on swallows wings in that land and almost as soon as Cohens bag had been carried in there came a native policeman looking pallid under the bronze, who saluted precisely and then talked to de Crespigny and Jones with the familiarity of an old nurse to children.

Word has come that the Jews in Jerusalem are massacring Moslems! Shall ten of us prevent the Moslems here from turning the tables on the Jews? Better let it be known at once that we intend to stand aside. Then let them get the business over with. Afterward will be the proper time to make arrests.

He looked like a perfectly good policeman, but there had not been time enough yet to educate out of him Turkish notions of convenience.

Who brought the news? asked de Crespigny.

He is outside.

Bring him in.

A burly-looking ruffian with more white to his eye than sheer straightforwardness begets, clad in a smelly sheepskin coat and with a long knife tucked into his sash, was ushered in and stood uncomfortably in the middle of the room.

Are you from Jerusalem? de Crespigny asked him.

Yes.

Since when?

I have just come.

And you left Hebron after seven oclock this morning to my knowledge! Have you got so virtuous and truthful that youve suddenly grown wings?

I went half-way and met three men, who said the Jews of Jerusalem have risen and have already killed three thousand Moslems. So I came back.

To talk about it, eh? Well, if I hear of your repeating such a lie in Hebron Ill clap you in the jail, d you understand me? Go home and hold your tongue.

Taib [All right].

The man slouched out again, but three more reports arrived by way of the back door within the next ten minutes, the last one giving the total of slain at exactly four thousand eight hundred and one Moslems, adding that the Jews were parading through Jerusalem in triumph.

All of which probably means that a Jew has been killed and the Moslems are looting, Grim commented quietly.

The next alarm was a message from the Arab jailer to say that his prisoners were getting out of hand and that a crowd was collecting outside the jail.

Jones volunteered to go and investigate, but before he could leave the room two policemen came running in with word that the crowd was swarming up- street toward the Governorate. We could hear them a moment later. They were taking their time about it, singing as they came, pausing at intervals to dance a few steps in measure and then surging on. The song was like the Carmagnole of the Terror. De Crespigny got up from his chair  thought better of it  sat down again and lighted a cigarette. After that he passed the case around and we each took one, Cohen included.

Whats going to happen? asked Cohen. Those guys coming to kill us? He looked less afraid than I felt. Well, I guess its up to you fellers to fix this.

Ill go out and talk to them, said de Crespigny.

Take your time, Grim advised him. Let them wait for you.

It was obvious that de Crespigny and Jones felt better for Grims being there, although to my mind he was stretching his policy of non- interference to absurd limits. I had seen enough of his influence with Arabs at one time and another to convince me that he could do nearly what he liked with them and I itched to tell him to take charge and use his resourceful wits. He made no move whatever, but sat like a wooden Indian in front of a tobacco store, blowing out the cigarette-smoke through his nose.

The crowd  there must have been two or three thousand of them  came thundering up-street, chanting over and over again a rape-and- murder chorus in response to the stanzas of a solo sung by a man who was carried shoulder-high in their midst waving a sword. I could see his sword through the window, over the top of the shrubs and the stone wall. They halted in front of the gate and the song ceased. In the silence that followed when the shuffling of feet had died down you could hear them breathe.

I suppose theyll swipe our camels? I suggested.

Not yet, Grim answered. Theyll do nothing much yet unless they think were rattled. Take your time, de Crespigny.

The Governor of Hebron got out of his chair again with all the stately dignity of twenty-six amusing years, and lighted another cigarette with a deliberately steady hand.

Do I look as if Id got the wind up me, or any rot like that? he asked.

You look good, Grim assured him. Be sure you smile, though. Youll pull it off all right.

Shall I come with you? asked Jones.

No. Better not. They might think we were scared, if two of us went. So long.

De Crespigny walked out, doing the most difficult thing in the world perfectly, which is to act exactly like your normal self when fear is prompting you to bluster and look preternaturally clever. Jones began talking in a matter-of-fact voice to Cohen about his emigration scheme.

Care to come with me? asked Grim; and he and I went upstairs to watch from a bedroom window, screening ourselves carefully behind the curtains.

These are two good boys, said Grim. More depends on them than you guess. If they can hold Hebron quiet for two days, alls well. If not, the next thing will be a march on Jerusalem, and every Moslem in the country is likely to follow suit.

Couldnt the British machine guns deal with that?

Of course. But who wants to slaughter em?

Pity the wires down, said I.

Uh-uh! Wouldnt be any good. All the troops Jerusalem could spare would only whet these fellows appetites for blood. Judging by the symptoms before we came away I should say Jerusalem will have its hands full for the next forty-eight hours or so. But watch de Crespigny.

* * * * *

THE crowd in the street was packed so densely that those nearest were pressed against the gate and de Crespigny could not open it. There was only one gap in their midst, where one of our camels lay and the other stood moving his jaw phlegmatically. Camels get excited only when they shouldnt, and insist on taking human climaxes with the indifference they possibly deserve; those two beasts were the only meditative creatures within view, although the crowd was silent enough  sweating in the hot sun  a sea of faces set in the white frames of kufiyis, angry, but intensely anxious to know what this youngster of an alien race proposed to do.

De Crespigny did not hesitate. He vaulted on to the wall, stood on it for a minute to judge the number of the crowd and get a birds-eye view of what was happening on its outskirts, then sat down on the wall facing them, with his feet hanging on a level with their breasts. They could have seized him easily. A fool would have stood up and tried to look dignified out of reach.

Now, dont all speak at once, he began. What do you want?

Of course they all did speak at once, at the top of their lungs for the most part and he waited until the tumult died.

Suppose one or two of you speak for the rest, he suggested at last.

A burly man of middle age took that duty on himself and de Crespigny had to draw his legs up, for the men in front were crushed tight against the wall by those behind who wanted to hear better. So he set his feet on the shoulders of the men beneath him and they seemed rather to like it.

We are told that the Jews in Jerusalem are murdering our co- religionists!

Ive heard that story too, said de Crespigny. If its true, its bad.

Give us rifles, then! We are going to Jerusalem to help our friends!

I wouldnt do that if I were you. The military might mistake your motive; then thered be an accident. Lets find out the truth first; Im as keen to know it as you are. Tell you what: the wires down, so I cant phone, but see those two camels. Why dont you choose two men whose word you can depend on, let them take those camels, and bring back word? Ill write a pass that will get them by the guard outside Jerusalem; and Ill give them a letter asking the authorities to let them see whats happening. How about it?

The sweet reasonableness of that offer was too much even for their fanaticism, but there were men at the back of the crowd to whom it did not appeal for various reasons  the chief of them, no doubt, that it postponed the hour of looting.

Ali Baba ben Hamza is in the jail on a Jews complaint! they yelled. Let him out! Give him back to us!

Certainly not! laughed de Crespigny. Ive had most of you in the jail at one time or another! Which of you was ever jailed unfairly? Ali Baba ben Hamza stays in until hes had a fair trial. Anything else?

How do we know the Jews in the jail havent killed him already?

You know quite well Id never let them. There are only three Jews in the jail, and Ali Baba has a cell to himself. However  choose a committee of five or six of you, and Ill issue a permit for the committee to visit him and make sure.

Let him out! Let him out!

Certainly not! Choose your committee if you want to. But youre wasting time. Send two men to Jerusalem on the camels and bring us all back that news.

Kill him! yelled some one from behind, but no other voice repeated it and the man who had made the suggestion was elbowed further to the rear. De Crespigny pretended not to have heard.

I could recognize that fellow again, said I.

Never mind him, Grim answered.

Youd all better go away now and wait in your homes until the camels get back, said de Crespigny. Ill see the head- men inside the city in the mejliss [council] hall half an hour from now. Take care that all the head-men come! Who are going on the camels? What are their names?

It did not take them a minute to choose delegates, for among Arabs there never seems any doubt as to which mans evidence is to be preferred before that of others. De Crespigny took their names, vaulted off the wall, and went into the house to write a pass for them. Before he returned with it the crowd had already begun to disperse, relieving the pressure so that he could open the gate this time and go out among them. The pass was written in English for the benefit of British sentries, but he read it aloud to the nearest men, translating into Arabic to satisfy them that they were not being tricked; and the moment the camel-men were off the crowd went too, in the opposite direction. They seemed to have forgotten about Ali Baba ben Hamza in the jail.

That gives us eight hours breathing space at all events, de Crespigny laughed when we rejoined him in the room downstairs. Next question is what to do with it. Ill interview the head-men presently and use strong language, but what after that?

Stage a side-show, Grim answered.

Easy to say, but what? How?

Suppose we call that my end? Grim suggested.

All right, sir. Thatll suit me. De Crespigny turned to Jones. Hows the jaw now? I think perhaps youd better show yourself in the city. Walk about the place and show them were not panicky; itll do our policemen as much good as anyone to see were cool and on the job. How many men are on guard outside the jail?

Three.

Take one away. Tell the other two theyre such fine fellows that twos plenty. Let the third man walk through the streets behind you, itll do his guts good. Ill stroll about too, after Ive seen the head-men. Meet here for dinner, eh? Leave you to your own devices, I suppose? he added, smiling cheerfully at Grim.

Yes. I shall visit the jail first. So long.

Cohen heaved a huge sigh as de Crespigny and Jones walked out.

Eight hours, eh? Well, thats something! But why, if two o them knifers can go to Jerusalem on camels, cant some other feller go and ask for troops? What this place needs is Sikhs  lots of em, with the corks off the end o their bayonets! Why not indent for a regiment quick an lively?

Because, Grim answered slowly, theyve plenty to worry them just now in Jerusalem without our adding to it. The troops at Ludd are being held in readiness to go elsewhere and all the men in Jerusalem are hardly enough to keep order. If we cant handle this without the Sikhs, were it, thats all.

And youre going out? And him? He going with you? Im to sit alone in this place? What dyou take me for?

A man.

Say; Ill go with you to the jail!

Uh-uh! Jews indoors just now! If the Arabs were to fall foul of you and draw blood, thered be no stopping them. Sit here and read. Youll be all right.

I felt strong sympathy for Cohen. Perhaps what Grim had said of him while we were on the way had something to do with that, but I think I would have liked him in any case, not being one of those unfortunates so prejudiced that they loathe Jews simply because there was once a man named Judas. There were and are others.

Grim was obviously working him thoughtfully, no doubt in order to bring to the top the particular quality or mood he then had use for  that being Grims way. I have never known him try to convert a man, or waste much time on futile argument; so far as I have been able to analyze Grims method from close study of it, I should say he accepts the world exactly as he finds it and then looks keenly for something he can use. He invariably seems to find it somewhere in the heap, although not by any means always on top.

Doin things is easy, Cohen grumbled. Sittin still expectin things to happen is what eats you.

All the same, sit here, Grim answered. Therell be plenty for you to do presently. We shall need the use of your wits and all your pluck. Out in the street theyd very likely kill you and Ive never seen a dead mans brains real active. Im off to get your watch.

Shucks! Let em keep it! Dont get startin more trouble!

Did you ever see a forest fire in the States checked by setting another one?

Grim answered. Sit tight, Cohen; well be back for dinner.

But we did not start out in the Arab clothes we were still wearing. Upstairs in de Crespignys bedroom Grim got into his majors uniform and I changed into flannels  it was hot enough for a bathing suit. The room was full of curios de Crespigny had picked up in the course of eight years foreign service and Grim used up a minute or two studying a picture of Japanese Shintoist priests performing the Hi-Watterai stunt of walking barefooted on a bed of burning charcoal.

Who was it said that about the world being full of a number of things? he remarked. Are you ready? Come on.

In the street he began to let fall little scraps of information in that aggravating way he has, that starts you conjecturing and guessing until you realize that you know less than you thought you did before.

This old Ali Baba ben Hamza that de Crespigny has put in jail is the very man I left Jerusalem to come and see. Hes the father of Mahommed ben Hamza, who helped us at El-Kerak you remember, and again to some extent at Ludd. The old boy has sixteen sons and grandsons, and theyre about the toughest gang this side of Chicago. If theyve got Cohens watch we ought to be able to stave off a holy war.

I never heard anything sound more like a complete non sequitur, said I.

Thieving has been a poor trade in Hebron lately, he answered. When professional thieves come on hard times, Ramsden, they pray for trouble as a rule and usually help to start it, with a view to loot. Thereve been strange doings by night in this town of late. Lets hope Doc Cameron has plenty of chemicals.

What on earth for?

Weve got to stage a bluff or go fluey.

It was not far to the jail and there were not many people in the street to see us pass; but those who did see us recognized Grim and were respectful, if not exactly obviously glad to know he was in town. I saw one man go running off in the direction of the city to carry the news.

The jail was a long stone structure with a stone roof and iron-barred windows, looking not altogether unlike an American armory on a small scale. The two dark-gray-uniformed policemen on guard outside it became suddenly possessed by a new spirit at sight of Grim and beamed at him as they presented arms. He stopped for a minute to address each of them by name and make some familiar joke in Arabic.

Nothing to be afraid of, he assured them.

They laughed, shrugged their shoulders and seemed to revert at once to their former state of gloom.

If only there were Sikhs here! Our two officers are very young and there are only ten of us! The men in the city are calling us traitors, being Moslems born in this place yet taking the pay and obeying the orders of the British, who are foreigners! And now come these tales from Jerusalem! We are willing to die like men but, in the name of God, Jimgrim, this is no joking matter!

Who am I, that you should think I joke about it? Grim answered. I am a foreigner. I take the pay and obey the orders of the British. They and you and I are here to keep the peace, that is all. Our honor is concerned in the matter. There is more honor in being ten than ten thousand, when the ten are right and the others wrong. As for the youth of your officers  which would you prefer, young capables or old fools?

True  true, Jimgrim! We will stand! Depend on us!

Those fellows property would be the first to be looted, if looting should begin, said Grim as we entered the jail. Its a Hell of a test for men who were fighting for the Turks two years ago! The rest of us think were men of principle and all that, but we dont know what temptation is! Id like to know I was as brave as one of those policemen.

The jail was as clean as the proverbial new pin, divided up on the Turkish system into stone-floored cells, with room in each for twenty or thirty miserables on occasion, although now there were only two or three men clad in coarse jail suits who peered through each barred door curiously. They looked fat and on the whole not dissatisfied.

The cell we sought was at the far end, and it seemed empty; but the Arab jailer who had followed us unlocked it and slammed the iron door shut again in a hurry behind us, as if afraid some wild beast might escape. Yet all we found inside was a meek-looking old patriarch with a long blue-gray beard, who sat in a corner telling amber beads so piously that he could hardly spare us attention. They had not dressed him in a jail suit; he was arrayed in all the full-flowing Arab dignity that is very far from being a mere mask. It is the outward and visible sign of an inner quality that makes those who know the Arab well prefer to condone his roguery.

Marhaba, Ali Baba!

Allah yafik, Jimgrim! It is time! Behold the indignity to which that young whelp of an Englishman has put me! I have grandsons older than him! Yet he put me in this cell, laughing when I cursed him, as if an old mans curse had no weight. When I threatened him, he offered me tobacco  the young spawn of an adder! Tell the jailer to bring in two chairs, Jimgrim, and some tea, so that I can offer you hospitality! You and your friends will all be dead by midnight, but what of it? There is no malice between me and thee. Speak through the door to the jailer.


CHAPTER III. But we be honest men!

GRIM sat down on one of the clean stone floor-slabs and leaned his back against the wall.

It is not good, Ali Baba, to see you in this place, he said.

Mashallah! It is easy to spare your feelings, Jimgrim. Say the word to the jailer and you shall see me in the street in a minute!

I sat down opposite and watched. Grims expression was wholly of good humor, but under the old Arabs mask of friendly dignity I thought I could detect suppressed excitement. His eyes  soft-brown as a does  had fire behind them and he kept on telling his beads automatically, flicking each one forward with his thumb, as if in some way that relieved internal pressure.

Have you been searched? Grim asked him unexpectedly.

No. I have suffered all indignities but that. Inshallah [If God wills], I shall be spared the searching and the prison bath.

Suppose you give me Aaron Cohens watch, then.

Grim held his hand out. The Arab shook his head.

The Jews watch? To the Devil with the Jew and the watch as well! I know nothing of either of them.

I suppose, said Grim considerately, when a man gets to your age, Ali Baba, his memory usually fails. Well, never mind; here is a nice clean cell, where you can sit and refresh your memory. Meditation may bring recollection. There is no hurry.

Truly no hurry! Before dawn I shall be free. If the Jew still needs a watch by that time, the thing can be buried with him.

You think the crowd is coming to release you, eh?

The old man nodded.

You are wrong, said Grim.

If not tonight, then tomorrow night.

That would bring sure eventual disaster on themselves, if they try to take you out of here by force.

Am I not Ali Baba? They will come.

Ali Baba, the thief!

Ali Baba ben Hamza, the captain of thieves!

The old man made that boast as proudly as ever Roman captain gloried in his legion, and Grim smiled comprehendingly.

Youre not going to be here when they come, old friend. Well save them the trouble of pulling the jail down.

Ah! That is wisest, Jimgrim. To spoil this good jail were a pity. And there are mean rascals in here whom they would release, but who ought to remain for the hangman. It is best to let me go; you were always a man of discernment.

Who mentioned letting you go? Grim retorted, letting his face grow suggestively harder. There is a less troublesome way than that.

Allah! Shi muhal? [What does this talk mean?] You would hang me? You?

Not necessarily  at least, not yet. Do you think you know me?

As a father his son; as a farmer knows the weather; as a fox the hunter! Were you not once governor here?

Am I a liar?

Nay. A deceiver. A cunning and most bold contriver and twister of surprises. A man who smothers knowledge under smiles. A follower of dark ways. A danger, because of great subtlety and daring. But no liar. When you say a thing, Jimgrim, whoever has good sense believes it.

Believe me now, then. You shall hang before you are rescued. Neither your sixteen sons and grandsons, nor any mob incited by them, shall get you alive out of our hands.

Allah! You talk boldly, Jimgrim!

I have pledged my word.

Shu halalk! [What talk is this!] I know the situation. Jerusalem can spare no troops. There is going to be short shrift in El-Kalil, and none can prevent it. Nevertheless, you shall have the Jews watch, if that is all you want of me.

It is not all.

Then what else?

Give me the watch first.

It is not here. On my honor, Jimgrim, in the name of the Most High God and of his Prophet, it is not here!

I thought not. Let me feel under your girdle. Not there? Under your arm? No. In the leg of your pantaloons then? Ah! I knew Id heard it ticking.

Grim drew up the old mans cotton trousers and exposed the hairy leg. The watch was suspended by its gold chain just below the knee.

So thats attended to. Now well go out of here and make you more comfortable at the Governorate. Cohen is there. You may give him the watch yourself if youd rather.

You will take me to the Governorate? Taib! [All right!] They will burn that place down instead of this!

All right, theyd better. Cost less. Come along.

Grim called the jailer, who let us out in a hurry and seemed more glad to be rid of that mild-looking old gentleman than if he had horns and a tail; but he took care to have Grim make the necessary entries in the prison book, and returned to Ali Baba the sweetest, silvery, long, gold-handled dagger in an ivory sheath that ever I set eyes on. I offered to buy it from him right away, but he saw only humor in that.

You shall have it in your belly before morning! he assured me. Keep your money until then!

Take him on the whole, he was the most delightful rascal I had met in Palestine. It was a sheer pleasure to walk the street in his company, Grim on one side and I on the other, lest he take it into that old splendid head of his to make a break for liberty. The very stride of the man was poetry; every gesture was romance. He was inconvertible to modern ways and incorruptible by modern thought  past history incarnate and unwilling to depart from ancient manners; as conventional in his own way as any of the ancient kings who once made war on Abraham.

You would have thought he owned the Governorate by the way he entered it and the lecture he gave Aaron Cohen before returning his watch might have been taken out of the Book of Genesis.

A rash man and his goods are like the wheat and the chaff, he told him. A wind blows and they are separated. Yet there is compassion even for fools, and the heart of the wise discerns it. I am not willing to be enriched with your goods, lest you should meditate envy and bring evil into the world; for the little are envious and only the great have understanding. I give you back your watch.

Is he to have the fifty dollars for it? Cohen asked. A feller with a nerve like him dont need money, but Ill stand by what I said to you.

Does he speak of money? Tell him to think rather on damnation that awaits him after death! said Ali Baba, turning his back. I offered you tea in the jail, Jimgrim.

Grim chuckled.

Shall I order tea? Its too bad the Koran forbids wine.

Whisky is not wine. I have read the Koran through two hundred times and never found the word whisky mentioned in it.

Grim set a whisky bottle down on the table in front of him and the old man helped himself to a tumblerful.

Now, said Grim, well send for your sixteen sons and grandsons. Write them an invitation. He set paper and ink in front of him and looked on, smiling like the Sphinx.

No, that wont do. Try again. Take another sheet. Nothing about politics this time. Tell them youre out of jail and quite comfortable in the Governorate as my guest. Say youve some advice to give them and that they can come without fear, all sixteen of them.

But they will be busy. They are preparing certain matters.

I know it. I wont interfere. They may go away afterward and make all the preparations they like.

Ali Baba wrote painstakingly and passed the finished note to Grim, who studied it for half a minute before calling a servant.

To Mahommed ben Hamza in the suk. Come straight back here. Dont wait for an answer or stop to answer questions.

The man went off at a run and Grim sat down in the window-seat.

Come and sit by me, Ali Baba. Now, you infernal old scoundrel, lets understand each other. Im going to watch you like a fox stalking a bird, and I warn you not to make one signal to your gang. If you want to know what Ill do if you disobey me, just make one signal to your gang and see! These boys here made a mistake, didnt they, when they clapped you in jail? That gave you a chance to stir ructions, didnt it? And get rescued and fill your caves with loot after the rioting. Well, youll tell that gang of yours that youre out of jail now, so that part of the program that called for an attack on the jail is off  absolutely off  you understand?

Ali Baba nodded. His eyes were watching Grims intently, trying to read the plan behind the spoken word.

Theyll ask you whether youre free yet. Youll answer what?

I am not free  yet!

No. Thats the wrong answer. By the time they get here you will be free.

Taib! I am willing! I will go with them.

Yes. But you and I will have a private understanding first.

What struck me most as I watched the faces of the two men was a difference less of nationality and thirty years or so than of a couple of dozen centuries. And in spite of cunning and cocksureness won by half a century of practically unpunished and profitable crime; in spite of the fact, clear enough by now, that the Arab could count confidently on thousands of his fanatical friends to use direct force against us, who were an insignificant handful, for the moment out of reach of help, the impersonation of past history looked helpless against the young American.

I suspected Grim of being up to his old game of spotting the spark of elemental decency that is always hidden somewhere and fanning it into flame for his own use. Cohen, who knew Arabic better than I did, seemed equally aware of re-enforcements not yet seen. The expression on the Jews face was of masked alertness, as distinguished from Grims businesslike good humor.

I know your game, said Grim. See if I dont. Theres a Moslem insurrection in Jerusalem, of which youve had full advance particulars. Theres trouble in Egypt and Constantinople that keeps the army at Ludd under orders for instant service elsewhere; some one has told you of that, too. Ill deal with that someone later. Youve had it in for the Jews here for a long time

Fi idak! [That is certainly true!] They lend money to Moslems and collect the debts in the governors court! It is forbidden by the Koran to lend money at usury.

And you figure that the moment is therefore auspicious for a massacre.

Haida haik [Quite true]. It is going to take place.

You know there will be punishment afterward.

Perhaps that is written.

But as you dont propose to murder any Jews yourself, or at any rate dont intend to be seen murdering them, and have plenty of friendly witnesses in any case, you yourself expect to get off scot-free with lots of loot. Isnt that so?

I shall prove an alibi.

I know you will! Im going to help you!

Mashallah! What does this talk mean?

You have a son, by name Mahommed ben Hamza.

Truly. My youngest. He will be here soon.

When I came here to act as governor a year ago, he was in the jail under sentence of death.

Truly. But the charge was false. The witnesses had lied.

Do you remember who set him free?

Ali Baba did not answer, but the expression of his eyes changed and by just the fraction of an inch he hung his head. He looked even better that way  more patriarchal than ever, blending savagery and humility.

Do you remember the talk you and I had at the time I set him free? I knew who had done the murder he was to have been hanged for, didnt I?

It was no murder, the old man answered. That mans father slew my father. It was justice.

Nevertheless, you committed legal murder and I might have hanged you. What says the Koran? Does it bid return evil for good? Does it say in the Koran that a captain of thieves has no honor and need not keep promises? What are you and I  friends or enemies?

Jimgrim, you know I am your friend! All my sons and grandsons are your friends. You know it!

That is what I have been told, but I have yet to see it proved.

What can I do? I am an old man. Can I stay a massacre by wagging a gray beard in the suk?

That remains to be seen. I will tell you what I have done. I have a true friend in Jerusalem  a friend unto death. Also, those in authority in Jerusalem listen when I speak; to them I gave certain writings, sealed before I came away this morning. It was known how serious the situation is in this place; so it was agreed before I came away that if these boys de Crespigny and Jones should be killed  and of course I shall die with them in that case

God forbid, Jimgrim!

Then that seal shall be broken, and because of what shall be found written the first to be hanged when reprisals begin shall be the sixteen sons and grandsons of Ali Baba ben Hamza. But the seal shall not be broken otherwise.

Jimgrim, shall the sons be slain for the fathers fault? That is not justice!

But concerning Ali Baba ben Hamza himself I made a different agreement. I said to that friend of mine in Jerusalem, who is a friend unto death: Ali Baba ben Hamza of El-Kalil, said I, has said he is my friend, but hitherto has not yet proved it. At this time my life will be in Ali Babas hands. If he keeps faith, well; but if not, attend thou to it, making sure meanwhile that the bayonet is sharp.

A bayonet? That is no thing to mention between friends, Jimgrim!

No, but between enemies a final argument! I claim you as a friend. But if you are not willing, I shall know what to do next. It is doubtless written whether I am to die or not at this time; but the consequence of that is also written and the fruits of the tree of friendship, Ali Baba, are always sweeter than the excrements of enmity!

What can I do? I am old. And the fire is laid!

Can the old not keep their promises? Are the old ungrateful? Do the old, because they are old, forget their friends?

Nay, Jimgrim, on the contrary! But you must not be too hard with me.

The only thing about Grim that suggested militarism was his uniform. Shut your eyes to that and he was a business man driving a difficult bargain through to completion.

His iron eyes were steady, but not overbearing; they looked capable of dreaming as well as of discriminating, and faithful beyond measure.

His voice too, had a quality of sympathy, so that when he was most threatening he seemed most persuasive; and along with the good-tempered smile there was an ability that neither words nor attitude expressed, but that was unmistakable  to understand and allow for the other fellows point of view.

Is it hard, O captain of thieves, to keep faith? he asked.

To keep faith? Ali Baba paused and stroked his beard. That is all that God asks of any man. But it is often very difficult.

I shall keep faith with you, Grim answered, smiling genially. You owe me two lives  yours and your youngest sons.

Taib! I will pay two lives. Nay, I will do better; I will repay fifteen for the two! Seventeen for two! Thy life, Jimgrim, and the two youngsters who have tried to rule here and these  even this Jew  the doctor at the mission hospital and the woman who helps him and your ten policemen; go all of you, and on my head be it if harm befalls you on the way! Go safely to Jerusalem. I give you leave to go!

Grim laughed and leaned back to light a cigarette. It did not seem to me that he had won his case, but he acted as if there were almost nothing more to talk about, and Ali Babas old brown eyes beamed with a new light.

You have spoken, Ali Baba. Seventeen for two, and well call the account balanced. But the seventeen are yourself and your sixteen sons. And the account  that shall be the account I shall give of El-Kalil when I return to Jerusalem. My life and the life of all these is on the heads of Ali Baba and his sixteen sons and grandsons!

Allah!

Certainly, said Grim. Let Allah witness!

Then Ali Baba did a thing that hardly fitted into the modern frame. He stood up and I thought he was going to denounce us all, for he was trembling and his lips quivered.

His eyes were on Grims, as steady as the Westerners now, and for the space of half a minute he stood erect, seeming to grow in height as the dignity of olden days descended on him. Then, to my astonishment and Cohens, he took Grims hand and bowed and kissed it.

It is written, he said. Life for life. Friendship in return for friendship. In this affair thy way and mine are one, Jimgrim.

Grim nodded.

I knew youd do the right thing, Ali Baba. Now sit down again and lets discuss the details. When your sons and grandsons come what do you propose to say to them?

Let your heart speak to them with my tongue. Surely they will listen.

What do you suggest?

Nay, I am in your hands. We seventeen are thieves, but we be honest men. With our lives and all that we have we are your servants until this affair is over.

There hasnt got to be any affair, said Grim.

Allah! I have seen a tree stand up against the hail, but the hail fell. I have seen the stones withstand the locusts, but the locusts came. Shall a river turn backwards in its course because Jimgrim bids it and seventeen thieves stand with him and say yes?

What is your story then, about you and your sixteen working miracles?

That is different. That is the fire-gift that we won by entering the tomb of Abraham.

Youve been using it by all accounts to stir up the city for a massacre of Jews.

Truly. Fire begat fire in mens hearts. Shall it now put out the fire it lit?

Certainly.

Allah! Shi muhal! You speak in riddles, Jimgrim!

Not I. Tell your sons and grandsons to repeat their miracle tonight. Youd better go along and help them. See that you all do your best. Only, instead of proclaiming that the massacre should be tonight, you must announce that tomorrow is the great night.

And then?

Simply this  if a greater miracle than yours should take place tomorrow night, admit it. Confess that it is greater than yours and tell the crowd that it puts yours in the shade and makes the massacre inadvisable. In that way youll save the situation and your own reputation as well. Will you do that?

Taib.

As the old man gave his consent, reluctantly and only half-convinced, there came the stuttering ram-or-Goddamn-you roar of a motorcycle from the direction of Jerusalem. It stopped before the gate and in a minute a dusty British corporal stood saluting in the door.

Dispatch for Captain de Crespigny! he announced, in the matter-of-fact voice of a postman delivering the mail.

Ill take it, answered Grim.


CHAPTER IV. I feel like Pontius Pilate!

HAVE you ever had an official dispatch passed to you to read, marked SECRET, that has been brought at sixty miles an hour by a grimy man on a motorcycle? It feels good, never mind what serious news it contains. Grim tore open the envelope, glanced at the single sheet and handed it to me; whereat I enjoyed all the sensations that attach themselves to unauthorized participation in events, all the thrills that come of reading tragic news  as if I were a spectator and not actor in a drama  and pride besides, because Cohen, of course, belonged to an inferior breed and might not read it.

Any trouble on the way? asked Grim.

Nothing to speak of, sir. Fired at nine or ten times, but only one bullet through my tunic.

Think you can get back all right?

Have a try, sir. Sixty mile an hours a poor target. Gettin dark too.

Did you notice any signs of concerted action as you came along?

Cant say I did, sir. I was comin that fast I didnt dare tike me eyes off the road. Them what fired at me was snipers.

Grim took the dispatch from me and handed it to Cohen. I had to recall deliberately that I liked Cohen. He read it in the manner of a dry-goods dealer opening the morning mail. What was worse, he read it aloud, destroying secrecy and ninety-nine percent of the Romance. What was the use of marking the thing SECRET in big black letters if it was to be treated like a newspaper, and in the presence, too, of the corporal who had risked his life to bring it? But the British are a strange race and Grims way with some of their conventions was even more surprising.

Jerusalem, read Aaron Cohen, is fairly well in hand. I suppose they mean by that the Moslems have quit knifin for twenty minutes to go an say their prayers! Several Jews and Moslems have been killed and a considerable number of both sides wounded. Youll notice theres nothin about British officers an Sikhs. They aint a side; theyre on top! All gates have been closed and a guard set on the ramparts. Thats to keep Jews from escapin while the Moslems do the dirty work! There is no reliable news from Hebron and it is therefore assumed that all is well there. Say, aint that English for you! The present moment is not favorable for sending detachments of troops, small or otherwise, to outlying places and it is therefore hoped that you will tide over the emergency without assistance. Hey! Im going to remember that! Thats a pippin! Next creditor that writes me for something on account, Im going to answer the present moment is not favorable for sending remittances, small or otherwise, to out o town dealers, an it is therefore hoped Oh, thats a lallopolooser! Word from you by bearer would be welcome, with any particulars that you think important. Cant read his signature  looks like a G and an X and three Ws and a twiggly mark. Calls himself staff-major. I call him a genius! That man ud be worth any firms money!

He passed the letter back to Grim.

Goin to answer it? Let me answer it! I bet you Ill bring the Sikhs here in motor-trucks in two hours! What this Administration needs most is a course in business correspondence. Let me give him some particulars that I think important! Ill tell him!

Grim, signing himself as acting in temporary absence of the governor, wrote a few lines in a hurry and showed them to Cohen and me before he sealed them up.



Nothing unmanageable here yet, but when available a machine gun might be advisable for demonstration purposes. Expect to be able to carry on meanwhile without assistance, but advise that a company of Sikhs be sent as soon as possible.

 James Schuyler Grim.



You might be an out-o-town drummer askin the firm for samples! was Cohens comment on that. What that firm needs is orders Send hardware quick by express and men to demonstrate!

Thats all, said Grim, handing the corporal the envelope; and the man saluted and was gone. Two minutes later the bark of his exhaust began echoing off the stone walls and in a minute more our last link with civilized force had vanished out of hearing.

Then, as the galloping explosions died in the distance the Governorate servant came in with the news that sixteen men were waiting at the gate. Grim told him to admit them and we went into the long hall to await their coming, sitting on a bench at the end like three kings on a throne, Grim, Cohen, and I, with Ali Baba standing like a lord high chancellor beside us.

They filed in one by one, mysterious and curious, peering this and that way in the deepening twilight, strangely heavy-footed in spite of a manner suggesting conspiracy, and not in the least at ease until Ali Baba spoke to them. I noticed that Grim was watching the old man narrowly; if a signal had passed I think he would have known it.

They were led by a giant  a bulky, bearded stalwart about forty years old, in a sheepskin coat that only half-concealed the heft of his shoulders. He wore a long knife in a sheath at his middle, but looked able to slay men, as Samson did, without it. The naked, hairy calf that showed for a moment through a slit in his saffron-colored smock was herculean with lumpy muscle, and he bowed to us with rather the air of a strong man favoring weaker brethren. But his smile  a streak of milk-white in the midst of glossy dark hair  was winning enough, for his brown eyes smiled too and were wide enough apart to look good-natured.

None of the rest was as tall as the first man, or as good-looking, although they were a magnificent gang and quite aware of it. They were used, those fellows, to the middle of the road and the deference the physically weaker pay to athletes who know their strength and value it. They seemed to own the earth they stood on.

There was a one-eyed man among them and one fellow much shorter than the rest, who made up for lack of inches by prodigious breadth and arms like a gorillas, reaching nearly to his knees. Almost the last to enter I recognized our old friend Mahommed ben Hamza, grinning good-humoredly as ever, and swaggering with all the old the world is mine oyster manner that distinguished him at El-Kerak, when he held Grims life and mine for a day or so in the hollow of his hand.

They were a strong-smelling company, but otherwise comforting to meet, since they were not to be enemies. There was a vague suggestion about them of a pack of hound-pups, ready to howl on a scent and tear their quarry in pieces, or to wag their tails and play; whichever might suit the huntsmans mood.

I dare say the lot of them weighed a ton and a half, and if you had boiled them down for fat you might have harvested a dozen pounds; but excepting that one characteristic of hard condition the only strong family resemblance that they all shared was a certain plastic serenity of forehead and breadth between the eyes.

Show your respect to the gentlemen, Ali Baba ordered sternly, whereat they formed in double line across the hall and bowed with great dignity.

Your father Ali Baba has a word to say to you all, announced Grim.

We listen when he speaks, said the big man.

Go on, Ali Baba.

The Jews are not to die tonight. Jimgrim has spoken. Between us and Jimgrim is a covenant of blood. See ye to it that our honor is whole in this matter.

Then the fire-gift? What of that? asked the giant.

Use ye the fire-gift as before. Use it this night. I come too, for Jimgrim has done me honor and set me free. But let it be known that it is not written for tonight. Perhaps tomorrow night, but not tonight by any means may Jews be killed.

There was a murmur of half-rebellion along both ranks, and an exchange of quick glances.

Jimgrim is our brother, said the big man, but who will listen now? They will smite us in the teeth and throw stones if we say now that what we said before was false! Moreover, they will draw their swords in spite of us.

I rather expected Grim would join in the argument at that point, but nothing of the kind.

This is your gang, Ali Baba, was all he said, and sat well back, rather ostentatiously at ease. And the old man took the cue from him.

Never have I seen such fury  such sudden change from patriarchal dignity to blazing wrath; nor ever more surprising meekness in the face of it.

The old man raised both clenched fists and the very hairs of his beard seemed to stand apart and stiffen with the intensity of his frenzy.

Shall I curse my sons? he screamed. Are these the men I got  the children of my loins that sneer in my face like idiots and answer Nay to my Yea? Is my old age a mockery that sixteen louts should dare know better than I? Leave me! I will marry wives and God will give me other sons! I will find me better sons in the suk! Is it not enough to be jailed by an infidel for the sake of a heretic Jew, that my own sons must come and mock my face and my gray hairs? Truly is Allah great and his judgment past discerning! All these years have I nurtured snakes, believing I was blessed in them. And so at last Allah clears my old eyes and shows me the poison in their teeth! Go! Go! I am a childless man! Better the dogs of the street than sons who mock their father! Go, I order you!

But they did not go. Nor did they take his terrific reproof other than abjectly. They closed up and fawned on him, more than ever like hound-pups, looking more enormous than ever because of his age and comparative frailty  begging, imploring, coaxing him, calling him respectful names, making him promises that would have made Aladdins eyes start, even after his experience with the wondrous lamp. Finally the biggest of them put their arms about him and bore him off in the midst of the sixteen, they still fawning and he protesting.

So that settles that, said Grim, getting off the bench.

Call that a settlement? asked Cohen. All youve done, as far as I can see, is to turn a lot of knifers loose on the town and nothin gained but their own admission that they cant do a thing! Theyll talk that old rooster over as soon as they get outside. Here it is dark already and a pogrom slated for tonight! Seems to me youre  Say, what do you figure youve done, anyway?

But Grim is not given to explaining things much; he told me more than once he has a notion that discussing half-formed plans lets off the pressure and drowns the spark. He looked at Cohen critically, but with that gleam of tolerant amusement that always takes the sting out of a remark:

Weve still got Aaron Cohen to fall back on, he answered quietly. Ill bet with you, Aaron  my silver watch against your gold one that there wont be a throat cut in Hebron as long as you play the game!

Me? What game? Call this a game? Here, take the watch! Ill have no use for it this time tomorrow!

Ill trade with you. There, take mine. Now Ill bet with you the other way about. My gold watch against your silver one that you darent play my game and pull this fat out of the fire!

May as well play your game as any mans! laughed Cohen. Are you thinkin of issuing rain checks in case the knifings put off till tomorrow?

Ive offered to bet you that you darent.

Darent what?

Play my game.

Blind? All right, its a bet! You show me the thing I darent do!

Ill try! Grim answered. But Id take ten cents for my option on your watch!

De Crespigny and Jones came in together just then, laughing about some incident in the city; and the servant began laying the table for dinner with a brave effort to seem cheerful too, as if he hoped we might live to eat it. He was a wizened old city Arab, deeply pitted with smallpox marks, who had seen his share of trouble in Hebron and retained little except poverty and a huge capacity to doubt.

The citys quiet, announced de Crespigny, as we started on the soup. Either theyre waiting for the men on the camels to bring back a report, or theyve made up their minds to cut loose at midnight. Theres no knowing which. I acted Dutch uncle to the head-men in the mejliss hall.

How old was the youngest of them? I asked him.

Lord knows. Why? What difference does his age make? I told them they are responsible for good order in the city and that Ill hold their noses to it. The Jews made the most fuss; theyre naturally scared. They demanded a curfew rule  everybody to be within doors after eight oclock.

Did you agree to that? Grim asked  a shade sharply it seemed to me. He left off eating soup and waited for the answer.

Didnt dare. Couldnt enforce it with ten policemen. So I pretended to give the idea a minutes consideration and then told em the head-men might make any ruling they liked and that at the first sign of disorder the head-men will be the ones wholl catch it! On top of that I told em Ive decided not to send for troops as long as they behave themselves; thought that might explain away the fact that we cant get troops!

Good boy! said Grim.

I feel like Pontius Pilate! laughed de Crespigny.

He was better off; he had about a hundred men, said Jones. All the same, youve done what he did. I was all through the city. Youve jolly well got P. Pilate Esquire looking like a silver-plater cantering behind the crowd at the end of a season.

Thanks!

What I mean is, I think youve kept on top. You were so jolly cool they think youve got a red ace up your sleeve.

Im hoping Grim has, said de Crespigny.

Sure  Ive got Cohen, answered Grim.

Cohen laid his spoon down and looked about him.

Red ace? Me? Up anybodys sleeve? Say, quit your kiddin!

All right. Youre to do the kidding from now on.

Kid myself, I suppose? Kid myself my stummik dont feel creepy each time theres a new noise in the street!

Yes, kid yourself. Youre going to be an Arab after dinner.

Well, give me a long knife then! Maybe Ill wave it an preach a holy war an lead all the Arabs in rings around the country until they get sore feet an die o homesickness? Thats a better idea than any Ive heard yet.

Youve got to lead Jews, not Arabs, Grim answered.

Me? In this place? It cant be done. Theyre all Orthodox here. There isnt one of em would listen to me.

Well see, Grim answered and he would not say another word on the subject all through dinner.

It was not an easy meal. There were constant interruptions by mysterious men from the city who sought word with de Crespigny. Most of them were men who feared for their property in case of an outbreak of violence  for the Moslems loot pretty indiscriminately when the game begins, and he who has an enemy does well to watch him. But two or three of them were on the official list of spies and their reports were not reassuring.

However, we reached the stage of nuts and port wine without having been fired at through the window, which was something, and although there was an atmosphere of overhanging danger, not lessened by the smoky oil lamps and the shadows they cast on the wall, or by the dead silence of the street outside, broken only at intervals by the cough of the solitary sentry. I, for one, did not feel like a doomed man; and I suspected Cohen of feeling less afraid than he pretended. I think he was actually more nervous about what Grim had in store for him than creepy about Arab knives.

* * * * *

AFTER dinner the house was ransacked for Arab garments that would fit him, and in half an hour he was trigged out well enough to deceive any one. The Jewish are not unlike Arab features, in the dark especially, and there was less risk of his being detected than of my making some bad break that would give the three of us away; although by that time under Grims tuition I had learned how to act an Arab part pretty well, provided I held my tongue.

Cohen could talk Arabic as easily as English, being a linguist like most Jews, as against my mere beginners efforts. But Grim would not hear of leaving me behind. I am convinced that over and over again if he had left me out of things he could have accomplished his purpose more easily, but he has a sort of showman instinct under his mask of indifference to side-issues, coupled to a most extravagant devotion to his friends.

I should say that his weakest point is that. He is inclined to run absurd risks to do a friend a favor, and takes a childs delight in springing a weird surprise on you, often for his purpose treating regulations and such encumbrances as if they never existed. And his friends are strictly of his own choosing. Nationality, creed, social standing, even morality, mean nothing to him when it comes to likes and dislikes, so that you often find yourself in strange company if you are lucky enough to stumble into his astonishing circle, as I did.

He and Cohen and I left the house by the front door  I with strict instructions to keep silent and much occupied with the difficulty of walking like a native. We went past the jail, where the man on duty did not recognize us, for he challenged gruffly and cautioned us to go home; then straight on down the empty street toward the city, where hardly a light hinted that more than twenty thousand people dwelt.

Parts of the ancient wall are standing, but there are no gates left and it was only as the street grew narrower and crooked that we knew we were within. There was no moon; so although the purple sky was powdered with blazing jewels, the shadows were black as pitch and it was more by watching the roof- line than the pavement that we found our way.

Now and then we passed under tunnels where ancient houses with six-foot- thick walls were built over the street; but those were generally lighted by dim oil lamps that flickered wanly, suggesting stealthy movements in the dark ten feet away.

It was clean enough underfoot, for those two boys had set at naught the Palestinian obsession for saving water that is as old as the tanks they preserve the rain in; but as the camel-load-wide street shut in on us, the smells of ancientry awoke, until we came to the ghetto and a stench like rotting fish put all other sensations for the moment out of mind.

You can get a suggestion of the same smell in New York in the small streets where the immigrants live awhile before they begin to absorb America.

There an iron lamp hung on a bracket and shed gold on the flanks and floor of a plain stone arch. There had been a great gate, for the hinges were there, but the gate was gone. Under the arch, beyond the farthest rays of lamplight was the night in its own home, blacker than the gloom of graveyards. There was not a sound or a suggestion of anything but mother-night, that you might lean against.

Grim led the way in. It felt like groping your way forward into a trap, for in spite of the insufferable silence  or because of it  there was a sensation after the first few yards of being watched by eyes you could not see and waited for by enemies who held their breath.

Twenty yards down a passage so narrow that you could touch both sides at once without fully extending your arms Grim stopped and listened, and it was so dark that Cohen and I cannoned into him. Little by little then, you became aware of infinitely tiny dots of lights, where doors and shutters did not quite fit and once or twice of a footfall about as noisy as a cats. There was teeming life behind the scenes, as awake and watchful as the jungle creatures that wander between the thickets when men go by.

Suddenly Grim began to call aloud in Hebrew, sending the mellow, rounded vowels booming along between the walls, but getting no response except the echo of his own voice. Three times he repeated what sounded like the same words and then turned back.

Quick! Out of this! An Arab isnt safe here!

By comparison the gloom of the street looked like daylight. We made for it like small boys afraid of graveyard ghosts.

What did you say to them? I asked and Cohen snickered.

A verse from the Psalms in the original Come, behold the works of the Lord. He maketh wars to cease unto the end of the earth; he breaketh the bow, and cutteth the spear in sunder; he burneth the chariot in the fire. Be still, and know that I am God…. The Lord of hosts is with us; the God of Jacob is our refuge.

Now whos kiddin himself? asked Cohen. You think they wouldnt sooner know the Sikhs were coming?

Dyou know the history of your own people? Grim answered. There isnt a man in that ghetto who hasnt a sharp weapon of some kind. If they thought the Sikhs were on the way theyd very likely start something for the Sikhs to finish. Thats crowd psychology. Get a number of people all in one place, hating one thing or afraid of one thing and any fool can stampede them into violence. Jews are fighters; dont forget it; if they werent theyd have been exterminated long ago. If the Jews start anything tonight were done for. That voice in the dark may make them think. Come on.

Where are we going now?

To the Haram.

Gee!

There was no need to explain to Cohen what that meant and the deadly danger of it. Beneath the mosque in the Haram is the cave of Machpelah in which Abrahams bones are said to lie. The Arabs claim descent from Abraham in the line of Ishmael and Esau, and dwell lingeringly on the story of how both men lost their birthright, as they hold, unfairly; so now that they have the tables turned and own the tomb of the common ancestor, they take delight in keeping out the descendants of Jacob, and the death of a Jew caught in that place would be swift. Jews and other infidels with rare exceptions are allowed as far as the seventh step leading upward from the street, but not one inch nearer.

Are we going inside? asked Cohen.

May as well.

Youve got your nerve!

Well be safe if youve got yours.

Cohen did not answer and I would have given a lot to know just what was going on in his mind. If the prospect of entering that mosque thrilled me it must have meant vastly more to him, however broad his disrespect and loose his faith might be; for not a Jew had stood within stone-throw of the tomb of Abraham for nearly two thousand years, and all the Jews of the world, Orthodox or not, look back through the mists of time to Abraham at least as thoughtfully as does New England to the Pilgrim Fathers.

If he regarded Abraham as myth it was none the less an adventure to tread where no Jew had dared show himself for nineteen centuries; but I dont think he did, for you need not scratch the most free-thinking Jew particularly deep before you find a pride of ancestry as stiff as any mans. Cohen was not one of those international fire-brands that offend by denying race as well as creed, but a mighty decent fellow as the sequel showed.

Grim knew the way through the dark streets as a fox knows the rabbit- runs, and led without a moments hesitation. His point of view was not so puzzling as Cohens; he was like a knife that goes straight to the heart of things, as unconscious of resistance as a blade that is fine enough to slip between what heavier tools must press against and break.

Making our way continually southward, we threaded the quarter of the glass-blowers and the quarter of the water-skin makers, past endless shuttered stalls where lamp-light filtered dimly through the cracks in proof that the city was not asleep.

There was very little sound, but an atmosphere of tense expectancy. A few men were abroad, but they avoided us, slinking into shadows; for it is not wise to be recognized before the looting starts, lest an enemy denounce you afterwards.

The wise  and all Hebron prides itself on wisdom in affairs of lawlessness  were indoors, waiting. You felt as if the city held its breath.

When we drew near the Haram at last there was more life in evidence. It began with the street dogs that always leave their miserable offal-hunting to slink and be curious around the circle of mens doings. We had to kick them out of the way and were well saluted for our pains so that our arrival on the scene was hardly surreptitious.

Over the south entrance of the Haram a great iron lantern burned, and we could see the wall beyond it, of enormous, drafted, smooth-hewn blocks as old as history. Men were leaning against it and standing in groups, some of them holding lanterns and every one armed.

The men of Hebron, who pride themselves on fierceness, are at pains to look fierce when violence is cooking and the Arab costume lends itself to that. I think Cohen shuddered and I know I did.

Grim led straight on, as if he owed no explanation to the guardians of the place and did not expect to be called upon to give any.

But they stopped us at the entrance, an arch no wider than to admit two men abreast, and, because Grim was leading, hands that were neither too respectful nor over-gentle thrust him back, and fierce, excited faces were thrust close to his.

Allah! Where are you coming? Who are you?

Heaven preserve you, brothers! Mahommed Hadad and two friends, Grim answered.

What do you want?

To see the fire-gift.

Whence do you come?

From Beersheba, where all men tell of the great happenings in El- Kalil.

Ye come to spy on us!

Allah forbid!

Then to steal! Beersheba is a rain-washed bone; ye come to help loot El-Kalil and afterwards leave us to bear the blame for it!

Shu halalk? [What talk is this?] We be honest men. In the name of the Merciful, my brothers, we seek admittance.

Are there Jews with you?

That is a strange jest! Who would bring a Jew to this place?

Nevertheless, let us see the others.

There were long, keen knives in their girdles. As Cohen and I raised our faces to be looked at we offered our throats temptingly and the goose-flesh rose all down my arms and thighs. Only a Jew can guess what Cohen felt; but a Jew looks exactly like an Arab when his face is framed in the kufiyi. Neither of us spoke. I stepped forward after Grim, trying to look as if I knew my rights in the matter, and Cohen followed me. In another second we were past the guard and mounting steps up which sudden death is the penalty for trespass.


CHAPTER V. The mummery they call the fire-gift.

WHAT with darkness and the crowd and the fact that everyone was busy with his own excitement we were safe enough until we reached the mosque door. The Haram is a big place with all manner of buildings opening off it  dwellings for dervishes for instance, a place for people known as saints, and a home for the guardians, who live separate from the saints and are said to have a different sort of morals altogether. The court was packed with men among whom we had to thread our way, and the steps leading up to the mosque were like a grandstand at a horse-race with barely foot-room left for one man at a time up the middle.

Directness seemed to be Grims key. That as a fact is oftenest the one safe means of doing the forbidden thing. Your deferent, too cautious man is stopped and questioned, while the impudent fellow gets by and is gone before suspicion lights on him. But at the top of the steps we were met by the Sheikh of the mosque, who had eyes that could cut through the dark and a nose begotten out of criticism by mistrust; a lean, long-bearded man so steeped in sanctity and so alert for the least suspicion of a challenge to it that I dont believe a mouse could have got by uninvestigated. You could guess what he was the moment his eye fell on you and even by the dim light cast by an iron lantern on a chain above him his cold stare gave me the creeps.

It was baleful and made more so because he wore a turban in place of the usual Arab head-dress that frames and in that way modifies the harshness of a mans face. His beard accentuated rather than softened the pugnacious angle of his jaw, and if I am any judge of a mans temper his was like nitroglycerine, swift to get off the mark and to destroy.

But explosives, too, are forbidden things. If you mean to handle them the simplest way is best. Grim walked straight up to him.

Allah ybarik fik! [God preserve you!] I bring news, he announced.

Every alley-thief brings tales tonight! the other answered. Who are you? And who are these?

I bring word from Seyyid Omar, the Sheikh of the Dome of the Rock of El-Kudz [Jerusalem].

Allah! At this time?

What does necessity know of time? How many ears have you?

It was pretty obvious that there were thirty pairs of ears straining to catch the conversation.

You may follow me alone then.

But Grim knew better than to leave us two on the steps at the mercy of questioners. At the outer gate he had said we were from Beersheba in order to avoid the honor of an escort to the Sheikh. Now he claimed heralds honors for all three of us, for the same purpose of avoiding close attention.

Three bore the news, not one, he answered.

One is enough to tell it. I have not three sets of ears, snapped the Sheikh.

Then you wish me to leave these two outside to gossip with the crowd?

Allah! What sort of discreet ones has Seyyid Omar chosen! Let them follow then.

So we fell in line behind him and passed through the curtains hung to shield from infidel eyes an interior that in the judgment of many Moslems is nearly as sacred as the shrine at Mecca.

Like so many of the Moslem sacred places it was once a church, built by the crusaders on the site of earlier splendor that the Romans wrecked  a lordly building, the lower courses of whose walls are all of ten-ton stones  a place laid out with true eye for proportion by men who had no doubt of what they did. For that has always been known as the veritable tomb of Abraham; no one has ever doubted it until these latter days of too much unbelief.

The higher critics will deny one of these days that Grants body was ever buried in Grants Tomb; but the lower critics, who are not amused by proof that twice two isnt four, will read of Grant and go and see and be convinced.

And Abraham hearkened unto Ephron: and Abraham weighed unto Ephron the silver, which he had named in the audience of the sons of Heth, four hundred shekels of silver, current money with the merchant. And the field of Ephron, which was in Machpelah, which was before Mamre, the field, and the cave which was therein, and all the trees which were in the field, that were in all the borders round about, were made sure unto Abraham for a possession in the presence of the children of Heth, before all that went in at the gate of the city.

And after this Abraham buried Sarah his wife in the cave of the field of Machpelah before Mamre: the same is Hebron in the land of Canaan…. Then Abraham died in a good old age and his sons Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the cave of Machpelah, in the field of Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite, which is before Mamre; the field which Abraham purchased of the sons of Heth: there was Abraham buried, and Sarah his wife.

You dont have to believe that straight-forward account, of course, if you dont want to. And if you care to imagine that the Jews and Arabs, who set so much store by Abraham, would ever have forgotten the exact site of his burial-place, so that later arrivals on the scene could not identify it, imagination, even of that sort, does not have to be assessed for income tax. Go to it.

But you cant pass through those curtains into the mosque and not believe. Not more than twenty non-Moslems in a thousand years have been in there, and each has told the same tale of calm conviction afterward. I heard Cohen catch his breath.

The whole place was full of men, who squatted on the priceless rugs that cover every inch of a floor larger than some cathedrals boast. We passed among them down the center aisle between two cenotaphs that mark the graves of Isaac and Rebecca; for they and Jacob and his wife as well, are buried in the same cave under the mosque floor. But the Sheikh did not pause there; there were too many who might listen, and the dim light from lamps that hung on chains shone in their eyes as they watched us, and on the hilts of swords, so that we seemed to be trespassing where ghouls brewed wrath.

At the north end the Sheikh led into an octagonal-shaped chapel, with the cenotaphs of Abraham and Sarah draped with green and crimson in the midst; and why that place was deserted just at that time was a mystery, for there was no barrier to exclude any one. Not a soul moved in there; none whispered in the shadows. The Sheikh and we three squatted down on a Turkoman rug above Abrahams bones and faced one another unlistened to, unseen.

What now? said the Sheikh. Be quick with your message. This is no time for gossip. I have my responsibilities.

As Cohen had remarked, Grim had his nerve with him. Face to face with that explosive-minded Sheikh he came straight to the point. I have seen lion- tamers act the same way; they dont pretty-pussy the beast through the bars, but go right in and seize the upper hand.

Seyyid Omar of El-Kudz [Jerusalem], Sheikh of the Dome of the Rock, demands to know why you dare permit this place to be polluted by the mummery they call the fire-gift! All the City is talking of it.

Allah! Am I dreaming? Who are you that dare speak such insolence to me?

Seyyid Omars messenger.

Show me a writing from him.

Grim shook his head and sneered.

It is from you that there must be a writing. I come with two witnesses to hear me ask the question and to prove that I report your answer truly. Shall I ask a second time?

The Sheikh glared back and bit his beard, tortured I thought, between indignation and fear. I guessed Grim was on pretty safe ground now, for he knew Sheikh Seyyid Omar of El-Kudz intimately, and to my knowledge had done him a greater service than could ever be lightly overlooked; he was truly delivering a message from him for aught I knew; more improbable things have happened. True message or not, he waited with the air of a man who represents high authority.

What business is it of Seyyid Omars? Let him mind his own mosque!

It is his judgment, Grim answered, that this place is lapsing into disrepute. If that is true it is his duty to accuse you. If the fault is not yours, although the charge is true, it is his purpose to help you remedy the matter.

It is not my fault.

But the charge is true?

Allah pity us, it is true! But how can Seyyid Omar help  a fat man with both hands full of troubles of his own?

He has sent us three.

If you were three angels with the trumpet of Gabriel I fail to see how you could set matters straight. There are seventeen thieves of El-Kalil who have tricked me and won the upper hand. May the curse of the Most High break their bones forever!

Who are they?

Ali Baba ben Hamza and his brood of rascals.

I have heard of them. Such ignorant men can surely never get the better of us.

They have it! Listen. That old dog Ali Baba ben Hamza came to me and said: I am old and my sins weigh heavy on me. I saw a vision in the night. A spirit appeared to me and said I must pray all night at the tomb of Abraham, I and my sixteen sons, together with none watching. So I may obtain mercy and my sons shall have new hearts. That was fair speaking, was it not? Who am I that I should stand between a man and Allahs mercy? But they are thieves, those seventeen, and the charge of this mosque is mine; so I would not lock them in the place alone, as they desired. I and another entered with them on a certain night and locked the door.

Leaving no guard outside? asked Grim.

Leaving seven men outside, whose orders were to stay awake. But they slept. When the door was locked those seventeen devils took me and the man who was with me, and laid cloths over our faces, having first saturated the cloths with a drug they had stolen from the hospital. I know that, because the foreign doctor made complaint afterwards that his drugs had been stolen. So I and the man who was with me also slept, I do not know how long. When we awoke we were deathly sick and vomited.

Where were the seventeen thieves by that time? Grim asked him, for the Sheikh seemed too disturbed by the memory to go on with the tale.

They were here, where we sit now. But I did not go in to them at once. They had laid me and the man who was with me in the northern porch not far from the cenotaphs of Jacob and his wife, and to reach them I had to pass by the entrance to the cave that has been sealed up these eight hundred years. Then I made a terrible discovery. Allah! But my eyes popped out of my head with unbelief! Yet it was so. The masonry had been broken through! They had been down into the tomb of Abraham!

Did you go and see what they had done down there? Grim asked.

Shi biwakkif! [Who could think of such a thing!] Allah! I did not dare! Eight hundred years ago a Turkish prince defied the guardians of the mosque and entered the tomb alone. He came groping his way out with eyesight gone, and could never tell what befell him, for his speech was also taken. After that the opening was sealed. Nay, I did not dare go. Who knows what spirits dwell in that great cave? But when my fear was a little overcome and wrath succeeded it I came in here to see what manner of curse had fallen on those seventeen men. They were breathing fire! As I sit here and Allah is my witness, they were breathing flame! It shot forth from their mouths as I stood and watched them!

And the man who was with you? What did he do all this time?

He came and stood beside me and saw all that I saw and bore witness. I took courage then, having another with me, and together we approached Ali Baba, who sat where you sit, and I demanded what it all might mean. The old thief  the old trespasser  the old damned rake answered that while he and his sons prayed there came an angel, who touched with his fingers the masonry that closed the entrance to the cave, so that it fell.

How did he account for your not seeing this? asked Grim.

He said that, the vision not being intended for me, the presence of the angel overpowered me and the man who was with me and we swooned. I accused him of having drugged us, but he answered that we must have dreamed that. The dog of a thief!

Well, go on. What next?

He said that the angel beckoned and he and his sixteen rascals followed into the tomb of Abraham, where a spirit came and breathed on them and they all received the gift of fire. In proof of it every one of the sixteen eggs of Satan belched fire from his mouth as the father of thieving spoke.

You should have summoned your seven men, and have sent them for others, and have had Ali Baba and his thieves jailed for sacrilege, said Grim.

But I tell you the seven men slept! I opened the door and shouted for them, but none came; and Ali Baba and his sixteen dogs pushed past me through the door and were gone! So after we had locked the door again I and the other man who was with me took counsel together and I was for sending for the Governor of Hebron; but he said that would be to make a public scandal, which it were well to avoid.

He said that the Moslems of Hebron would not be pleased with us if it were known that we had let ourselves be tricked in such a matter and that they would be yet less pleased with us if we should appeal to foreigners. Moreover, he confessed himself afraid. He said that after all the story of the angel might be true and that if we denied it there might be a tumult. There are many wild fools in El-Kalil!

But you, not he, are the Sheikh of the mosque, said Grim.

Truly. Yet he refused to follow the course I favored. He vowed that he would tell what he had seen with his own eyes and no more: to wit, the broken masonry and seventeen men all breathing fire in this place where we sit. He insisted that the wisest course for both of us would be to say nothing and to wait and see what Ali Baba and his sons might have to say first; to that course he was willing to agree.

There is wisdom in silence; so he and I carried in cement and replaced the broken masonry with great care, agreeing to tell no word of it to any man until circumstances should reveal to us the right course. And the day following he ran away, Allah knows whither; so I am all alone to bear the brunt of this matter. Allah send a poor man wisdom that I may avoid disgrace!

Well  what account has Ali Baba given of it?

Have you not heard? He and his brood go belching Hell-fire through the streets, saying they went into the cave and have a gift of prophecy. When men came to see the entrance of the cave and found it sealed up, that old father of lies declared that one angel had broken the masonry, and afterwards another came and closed it. They could see that the cement was fresh and the stones slightly disarranged and that convinced them! Do you realize my predicament? My choice lay between confession that I had not guarded the cave faithfully, or saying nothing. I have said nothing. I continue to say nothing. Let Allah speak, or the spirit of Abraham, for I am dumb!

I find that you have been unwise, said Grim after a minutes pause; and for half a minute after that the Sheikh battled with his own priestly pride. For many and many a year he had been fault-finder-in-chief in Hebron, and the licensed critic of others seldom suffers judgment dociley. However, he swallowed the verdict, Grim watching him as if a chemical experiment were taking place in a test-tube.

But not unfaithful, Grim added, when the right second seemed to have come to drop that new ingredient into the mixture of emotions.

The Sheikhs eyes that had been blazing grew as grateful as a dogs.

Moreover, I find that the wisdom of your subsequent silence offsets the former foolishness and I shall say so to Seyyid Omar when I go back to El-Kudz.

Istarfrallah! [I beg Gods pardon!]

In silence there is dignity, and out of dignity may come deliverance, said Grim.

Inshallah! [If God wills!]

Those seventeen thieves are not men of keen intellect, are they? Grim asked him suddenly.

Allah! They are rogues with the brains of foxes  no better and no less.

How should they have thought of such a scheme as this?

Shi ajib. [It is a strange thing.] Who can fathom it?

There must be a brain behind them.

Perhaps the brain of Satan! Who knows?

Think! said Grim. Is there any foreigner in Hebron who might have put them up to it?

I know of none.

Has there been no stranger here, who perhaps took a particular interest in the entrance to the cave?

Ah! There was one, yes  about a month ago. But he was a dervish out of Egypt  a mere fanatic  a fool who did tricks with coins and eggs to amuse folk and begged his living.

Where is he now? asked Grim.

They say he lives in a cave near Abrahams Oak.

You say a mere mountebank?

No better.

Grim proceeded to dismiss that subject as beneath consideration. If I had dared air my Arabic I would have urged him to follow it up further and by the look in Cohens eye he felt the same about it; but the most that either of us dared do was to sit still and call as little attention to ourselves as possible. Nothing but the fact that Grim had forced the Sheikh on the defensive from the start was preserving us from being questioned in a way that would have exposed me certainly, and Cohen probably.

And this fire-gift  they are going to display it now? asked Grim, as if he did not know.

Aye, now. And I, who am Sheikh of this mosque, must eat humility and watch them. Truly are the ways of Allah past discerning. Verily dust is dust.

Amen! said Grim. But did you never see a vision? May the Sheikh of a mosque such as this not talk with spirits now and then?

The Sheikh stared back at him with his jaw down. You could have put anything into his mouth that you cared to and he wouldnt have known it; the suggestion had hit home.

If seventeen thieves can see an angel, Grim went on, as if propounding a conundrum, how many can the Sheikh of this mosque see?

But the fire-gift? These men show a miracle. How to answer that?

With another.

But  but  I am no mountebank. I can do no tricks with fire.

New tricks would do no good without a prophecy, said Grim. In a matter of prophecy, whose word would be listened to, yours or theirs?

Inshallah, mine!

And which is wiser: to confound your adversary with his own arguments, or yours?

With his. Surely with his, for then he has no retort.

So then  these seventeen thieves say that the fire-gift came out of the tomb of Abraham. If you were to say that because they are thieves the fire-gift must return again; if you were to say that an angel had appeared to you and told you that, would not all Hebron listen?

It might be. But Ali Baba and his sixteen sons have preached a killing of the Jews. The swords of El-Kalil are sharpened. They are ready to begin.

Yes, and if they do begin all Hebron will say afterwards that the fire-gift and the prophecy were true. Ali Baba will be reckoned a true prophet and you will have a competitor on your hands.

Truly.

Therefore the massacre must not begin. Therefore you must stand up in the mosque now, and say you have seen a vision.

But if I tell them there must be no massacre they will hurry all the faster to begin it; for that is the way of the men of El-Kalil.

Not if you promise the chance of a greater miracle.

But what then? What shall I promise?

Say that the angel said to you, These seventeen men are thieves and stole the fire-gift. Therefore there is a condition made. Not one Jew must be slain until the Jews shall have their chance to bring the fire-gift back. If they do bring it back, well; they are reprieved. They have one day and night in which to do it, and if a Jew is slain meanwhile there will be a vengeance on El-Kalil such as never yet befell  a vengeance of wrath and death and ruin. But if the Jews shall fail to bring it back, let them take the consequences!

These are dark words, said the Sheikh.

They are wise words.

Inshallah, the plan can do no harm. If the Jews can make no miracle, at least I shall have taken something of the influence away from Ali Baba. This massacre is not good; delay might prevent it and avoid the punishment the British would mete out afterwards. Good. I will stand in the mosque and say I have seen a vision!

Better do it now, said Grim. Its getting late.

Come ye, and sit in the mosque then, and listen!


CHAPTER VI. Fortune favors the man who favors fortune.

VIEWED in the light of what subsequently happened it seems possible that Grims whole plan might have ended in disaster, if at that critical moment circumstances out of his control had not shaped themselves to aid him. But after a deal of blundering and being blundered up and down the worlds by-ways I have learned and know by heart now these two fundamentals: there is nothing so unprofitable as to speculate in terms of might have been; and fortune favors the man who favors fortune.

That last sounds like heresy, or one of those Delphic deliveries that can be read in any of a dozen ways. Well, so it is and so it can be. All accepted doctrine was heresy at some time; and since no two men are quite alike, no two interpretations match exactly. If you call fortune luck, luck is a chancy entity, and you will govern yourself and be governed accordingly.

I have heard of Washington and Lincoln both described as lucky, yet take leave to doubt that either of them gave a fig for luck. Both men, according to my reading of events, were fortunate. Fortune is fair and absolute and kind and generous. They favored her and so she favored them. In all the intimate and various relations that I had with Grim he never once referred to luck in terms of envy or esteem, but very often did describe himself as fortunate. Luck was the other fellows talisman  the enemys; fortune, his.

When luck came his way he laughed and mistrusted it. On the other hand, when fortune met him in the way he seemed to know the lady at the first glance, which is a rather rare advantage and accounts, I suspect, for some men being senators while others clean the streets.

So, as the old tale-craftsmen used to phrase it in the days when men thought more and squandered less, it fortuned that those camel-men returned from Jerusalem while we were entering the Mosque of Abraham. They went first to the Governorate and it fortuned that de Crespigny advised them to keep the camels until morning for their better convenience in spreading the news. So they lost no time; and being Hebron men with an inborn understanding of the citys ways, they came straight to the Haram where they felt sure in a time of excitement of finding the greatest possible number of men assembled in one place.

They gave their news to the crowd outside and entered the mosque by the south door exactly at the moment when the Sheikh at the opposite end turned into the center aisle with his mind made up to ascend the pulpit and tell his story of having seen a vision.

So he waited until they had done unburdening themselves of tidings to the swarm that closed around them. An Arab would rather have news to tell than a bellyful, and he likes his meal at that; so the two men made quite a ceremony of it, neither of them feeling inconvenienced or disappointed by being the center of attention. You could hear every word as they made the most of brief importance; and they were not unconscious of the obligation they owed to be accurate, since it was no small honor to have been selected to be witnesses of grave events.

The story of a massacre by Jews is not true. There has been fighting. The Jews started it by insulting Moslems. A few were killed. Many hundred of both sides have been wounded. But the troops are now in control. There are barriers across the streets. The city gates are shut. We saw the administrator and he assigned an officer to show us all we cared to see. The Moslem holy places are intact and guarded by British troops.

We asked the administrator whether troops would be sent to Hebron and he said no, there was no need; but we think that is because there are no troops that can be spared. He said there are plenty of troops, but we did not believe him; there are enough to hold the City quiet but no more. It is our belief that there is no further danger of the Jews massacring Moslems in Jerusalem. Moreover, that administrator is a man to be reckoned with, with whose wrath it is not wisdom to take chances.

Grim began whispering to the Sheikh, who was stroking that sacerdotal beard of his in a conflict of emotions. It was a serious enough crisis in his affairs, for if he should give the wrong advice or make the unacceptable statement at that moment it was likely his own influence would be gone forever, and possibly the salaried position with it.

It was by Grims urging that he mounted the ancient pulpit  a marvel of a thing, made of Cedar of Lebanon for a Christian bishop in crusader times.

We three squatted in darkness by the wall and watched him. I thought Grim looked worried. The worst kind of fool on earth and the likeliest to make irreparable blunders is the man who is thinking of his own position first, as that Sheikh was undoubtedly. He stood stroking his beard, sharp-eyed and hook-nosed as an eagle, peering this and that way into all the shadows until the crowd became aware of him and spread itself to squat down on the mats to listen to him.

There is a peculiar democracy about the Moslem faith. Their whole law is religious, and they recognize no other legislation if they can help it. Once let him convince them that a given course is indicated in the Koran and any one can do almost as he likes with them. Anyone can get a hearing; but they usually concede to their appointed officials the right to speak first, after which they are ready to argue endlessly, so that the first speaker does well to be primed with something solid that can stand the devastating discussion which is sure to follow.

The Sheikh was an old hand at making an impression. He let the silence settle down and grow intense before he spoke and then began acridly with an accusation.

Ye listen to this and that man and the latest comer has your ear. The wind brings dust and ye call that news. A camel coughs in the suk, and ye say a prophet speaks. The breath of your mouthings fills the air like bad smells from a dung-heap, and ye call that wisdom. Ye pray, and to what end? That your vain imaginings may take form. Ye ask Allah, the all-wise, to change the universe to suit your foolishness, imagining that fools are competent to give advice to the Creator. It is written that the fool shall rue his folly, and the headstrong man shall dread the day of reckoning!

He had their attention pretty thoroughly by that time, for nothing takes hold of the mind of a crowd so quickly as a string of platitudes, especially when they sting. Flattery is the weapon for the demagogue who seeks to stir a crowd to action; if he would rather hold them and win delay, a dozen acid generalities about their sins work wonders. But those are rules that all the mob-leaders understand.

While ye looked for wisdom in the cesspools, he went on scornfully, I turned to the Book. And while I read and prayed there came an angel and I saw a vision  here in this place where the footstep of the Prophet is imprinted in the stone on which he stood. Here above the tomb of Abraham I saw a true vision!

There was silence for a moment in which you could hear one man cracking the joints of his toes nervously. Then a voice cried out that Allah is all- powerful, and one after another repeated it until they were all chanting the first principles of Moslem faith, whose repetition seems to prepare them to believe anything  do anything  submit to anything.

God is God. There is no God but God. Mahommed is his prophet.

The great roof hummed with the chant for about two minutes, until it suddenly occurred to them that they had not heard the details of the vision yet, and they ceased as suddenly as the frogs cease piping when a stone is thrown into the pond.

The angel who appeared to me was angry. I was afraid and my bones shook, the man in the pulpit snarled; for he was one of those who take religion without sugar and grow nasal as they speak of sacred things. He told me that the fire that came forth from the tomb of Abraham is in the hands of thieves, who took it in order to stir strife against the Jews. Because they are thieves, said he, they are unfit to return it; yet unless it be returned there will be a judgment on El-Kalil. So I laid my forehead on the floor and prayed to know by whose hand that fire may be returned, that the city may be saved from judgment. And he said, Lo: against the Jews it was taken. Therefore let the Jews return it and they shall save themselves. For a day and a night let them have time given them; and if they return it, well, they have saved themselves and are reprieved. For a day and a night let not a Jew in El-Kalil be slain. But if they do not return it, then shall their blood be on their own heads.

Then the angel left me and my strength returned so that the bones of my legs no longer shook; but for a little while my eyes were still dazed by the brightness, so that I could neither see nor grope my way. After certain minutes my sight came again and then I lost no time, but came hither; and now ye know the vision I have seen. I have not kept it secret from you. As for him who chooses not to listen, let his blood be on his head. My hands are henceforth clean in this matter.

For a leader hes easily led, Grim whispered. But for a liar hes not half bad. Now if Ali Baba ben Hamza has only done his end of the talking too, we ought to manage nicely. Drat him! Is he going to read to them? This sessionll last all night if we dont look out.

The Sheikh had opened a great illuminated copy of the Koran and was turning over the pages in search of some passage that would suit the occasion. But just as he began to roll his tongue around the opening syllables the south door opened and a man called into the mosque that the fire-gift was about beginning.

That was too much for the congregation. It was like announcing to a Sunday school that the circus was outside. Perhaps they would have sat still if the vision he had told of had not been related to the fire-gift. As it was they rose like one man and surged through the door to see this thing again that caused so much concern among the angels. We followed at the tail of the procession.

But it was hopeless to try to see from the steps. The men in front had been forced forward by those behind, who now blocked the door and stood jammed like herrings, while the men below tried to regain the vantage of the steps for a better view.

Follow me! said Grim suddenly and led us at a run back into the mosque, where we overtook the Sheikh at the north end and were just in time to get out through a side door after him before he locked it. Grim seemed to know the way perfectly, for he did not hesitate but led across a small court, and making use of a buttress in a corner climbed up on a wall built of gigantic blocks of dressed stone. It was three feet wide on top, and at the end of thirty yards or so it gave us a perfect view of the court of the Haram and the crowd that milled below.

That was a sight worth seeing, for the fitful light of two oil lanterns shone on a sea of savage faces and, except where an occasional lantern swung in a mans hand, the rest was all black shadow. It was as if the night had a thousand heads. Not one body was visible from where we stood. Countless faces swam in a sea of darkness. And presently they sang, as the men of El-Kalil have always done when more than a dozen of them get together.

It would have been effective singing anywhere, at any time. The tune was as old as El-Kalil, which was a city in the time of Abraham. One man sang the words of a song that had no rhyme, but only a wavering, varying meter; and whenever they thought he had trolled out enough of it they suddenly thundered out the same refrain, bowing their heads together like pouter-pigeons making love. And the least apparent thing was its absurdity. It was the heart of El- Kalil responding to the voice of ages plucking at the strings of memory and stirring the racial passion.



And he [Ishmael] will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every mans hand against him; and he shall dwell in the presence of his brethren.



That night I almost understood the ancient curse, or blessing  whichever it is  that has lived with the Arabs since Hagar, their first mother, was driven forth into the desert to face the fruits of jealousy alone. You cant explain the Arab in any other way. In his heart and generally near enough the surface is the sense of being heir to the wrongs of ages, and a sort of joy in outlawry as birthright. It lives in his scant music, in the primitive, few measures of his dance, in his poetry, in his nomadic instinct; and it comes to the surface at the least excuse or without any, whenever a crowd gathers  simple, savage, manly, not easy to condemn.



There are fields, there are olives, there are grapes in El- Kalil.

ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!

There are mountains all about her where the black goats graze, where the herdsmen keep the cattle, where the barley laughs and rustles in the wind.



ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!

There are springs of lovely water never-failing, and the almond and the mishmish bloom and fruit in El-Kalil.

ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!

In a valley on a mountain like a virgins bosom, fair and full of scent is El-Kalil.

ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!

Up among the stars, the colored stars of heaven, much desired of other men, the city of our fathers, the city of Er-Rahman, the home of Ali Bakka, the place of the Kashkala, the tomb, the tomb of Jesse, the place of Forty Martyrs, the delight of all the saints is El-Kalil.

ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!

Like her flowers, like the soft eyes of her daughters, like her honey, like the bloom upon her bosom in the morning is the glass of El-Kalil.

ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!

And the swords of El-Kalil, the keen swords, the strong swords swinging in her sons hands  mighty are the swords of El-Kalil!

ALLAH! OH! IL-ALLAH!



The song was beginning to get dangerous. The desert centuries have taught the Arab that beauty and peace are but oases in the midst of cruelty; and just as he must leave the place of meditative calm to strive against hot winds and drought and bitterness before he can rest again, so his mind moves swiftly from delight in beauty to the thought of cruelty and death.

But a path was cleft suddenly down the midst of the sea of faces like the winding, narrow channel of black water when the ice breaks up in Spring; and down the middle of that came Ali Baba, prancing with his skirts tucked up and followed by his sixteen sons. Each one of them breathed orange-colored flame out of his mouth at intervals and danced between-whiles, swaying to right and left to belch fire at the crowd and frighten them.

It was weird  astonishingly well-staged. You could only see arms, legs, bodies for a moment when the fire flashed; then the velvet darkness of the night between walls swallowed all but faces that milled and surged as if borne on an inky river.

The seventeen thieves passed swiftly, too well-versed in the lore of trickery to give spectators time for keen inspection. They vanished through the outer gate into the night and the gap closed up behind them. Then the song began again, starting this time on the theme of blood and sacrifice. Swords began to leap out and a roar went up from the outer circles of the throng that gained in volume as infection grew, and at the end of about two minutes some one with a bulls voice thundered:

Now for the Jews! In the name of Allah, kill the Jews!

To the sword with them in the name of Allah! another yelled from the darkness just below us. And a pause followed, of sudden, utter silence. They were wondering. They had heard strange things that night and seen strange sights. The yeast of uncertainty was working.

Then Grim took a long chance. We were thirty feet above them out of reach and there were no stones they could have flung; but the risk was infinitely greater than that. If he failed to touch the right chord of emotion; if he said the wrong word or overplayed the right appeal; if one ill-considered phrase should seize their fancy and fire imagination to take flight in violence, or one careless hint spur resentment, they would surge out of the Haram like a flood. The Governorate would be the first point of attack; then the Jews; then, perhaps, when the looting was over there would be a march on Jerusalem and a mess midway to the tune of stuttering machine guns.

Grims voice broke the silence like a prophets; for you have to speak in measured cadence if you hope to make an impress on the Moslem mind when the wild man heritage is uppermost and fierce emotion sways him. They could see only the outline of his figure against the deep purple setting of the stars and in those Arab clothes he looked enough dignified to be a true seer. Cohen and I drew away from him to give him the full dramatic force of loneliness.

Brothers! The bones of Abraham lie under us. It is written that They plotted, but Allah plotted and of plotters Allah is the best. When Abraham went forth to war with kings, he waited for the word that should send him forth, and he took no share of the plunder, lest one should say an enemy and not Allah had enriched him. Who are ye but sons of Abraham?

We have heard and seen strange things this night, continued Grim. And it is written, When ye prided yourselves on your numbers it availed you nothing. Is it wiser to be headstrong at the bidding of the rash or to wait for the appointed time and see? For all is written. Who shall set forward by an hour the courses of the stars or change the contour of the hills or postpone judgment? Allah ykun maak! [God be with you!]

He had struck the right note. He had them. A murmur of low voices answered him and though the words were hardly audible the purport was plain; it was something about Almightiness and Allah. You can not separate the Moslem from his fatalism and it works either way, making him fierce or meek according to circumstance and the method of appeal. Unless some unexpected incident should occur to change their mood again it was likely they would cut no throats that night.

But the risk entailed by lingering another minute on the scene would have been deadly. Questions and answers might have produced the very spark needed to fire them to fanatical zeal again. The cue was to disappear at once, leaving the dramatic effect at its height and there was only one way to do that.

Black shadow lay behind us and beneath. I could just make out a suggestion of something solid that might be a roof and might not, but there was no time for investigation. Grim seemed to step off the wall into nothing and the darkness swallowed him. I jumped and Cohen lay down on the wall and rolled off, clinging to the edge with both hands.

That wasnt a roof. Grim had landed feet-foremost on a lower wall that met ours at right angles and it was the shadow cast by that that looked like something solid. I fell for a life-time, wondering what death would be like when the earth should rise at last and meet me, and was disgusted  disappointed  maddened when the end came.

They cover up the water as a rule in Hebron ; but that stone tank was open and the green scum floated on it inches thick. There were long green slimy weeds that clung and got into your mouth and eyes and if the water of the Styx tastes worse than that Id rather live in this world for a while yet.

But it was not all bitterness. There was Cohen. He had to jump, too; and when I had scrambled out I told him all about it and then waited until his fingers lost their hold on the wall and he came catapulting down for his green bath just as I had done; and he liked it even less. He made remarks in Yiddish that I couldnt understand and refused to apologize for having splashed me.

Then Grim came, cool and dry, having found some goats stairway down to terra firma.

Both alive? he asked. Well  whats the general impression? What do you think of it all?

Me? said Cohen. Think? God damn it all! Ive got to follow them thieves down into Abrahams cave or bust with curiosity!

Youll bust then, for it cant be done! said Grim.


CHAPTER VII. Your friends, Jimgrim, dont forget it!

WE hurried back to the Governorate as straight as you can go through the mazy streets of Hebron and found Jones asleep in his boots on the bench at the end of the hall. De Crespigny was dozing on the window-seat in the sitting-room, and made a show of being angry with Jones for not having gone to bed.

Fat lot of use youll be this time tomorrow!

Do you see me bedded down, while you face the music alone? Jones answered testily.

Seems to me Ive heard somewhere of juniors obeying orders!

You told me to go and get some sleep. I did.

Grim recounted what had happened at the Haram, while de Crespigny mixed drinks and a sleepy Arab servant stripped Cohen and me of our slimy wet garments.

So you can both sleep safely until morning, Grim assured them. Tell you what: I shant need Cohen until after breakfast. Let him sleep in the hall. Hell give the alarm if a mouse breaks in. Hes nervous.

Noivous? Me? After breakin into a mosque an doin a Hippodrome high-divin stunt into a dark tank? You mean noivy!

I mean sleep, said Grim. Theres a bellyful in store for you tomorrow. Thought Id try you out this evening. Youve made good. Tomorrow you win the game for us.

If youre countin on me to make a home run Ill start now! said Cohen. Give me one o them camels and Ill make it quicker! Mnyum-m! Never knew a hot cocktail could sink without makin you sick. Does the business, too. Saves ice. Start a new fashion if I live through this. Warm drinks! Sure, give me another one!

Can you spare me one policeman, Crep?

Which?

Any one at all who knows Abrahams Oak and the caves thereabouts, Grim answered.

Righto! Ill dig you out a man.

Tell him to bring handcuffs.

When dyou want him?

Now. Ive got to move quickly. Our side-shows scheduled for tomorrow night and we dont want a rival act playing the same pitch. Weve got to pull up that fire-gift by the roots. Besides, we need the makings. Some of the notables are likely to call on you at dawn, Crep, and tell you their version of tonights events. If I were you Id take the line that youll permit crowds in the streets leading to the Haram tomorrow night to see the Jews return the fire-gift; but make them swear by their beards there shall be no bloodshed if the Jews dont disappoint them. Take their pledge in writing for it. Then how would it be if you offered to grace the ceremony with your official presence?

Good. Thatll do to remind em of what theyve promised. But Lord help us if you fail, Grim! Are you sure of the Jews?

Thats Cohens end.

Say, see here, put in Cohen, Ive told you moren once these Jews are Orthodox. Theyd no more listen to me than if I was a Piute Indian. Theyd sooner listen to an Indian!

Go to sleep on the bench and dream of a way of persuading them, Grim suggested pleasantly. Policeman ready, Crep?

The servant had found me dry clothes belonging to the estate of an Arab who had been hanged for triple murder a couple of weeks before, and Grim and I left by the front door again with the policeman shouldering a loaded rifle just behind us.

This time instead of turning toward the city we went almost to the opposite direction, between orchard walls, by a path so stony that you tripped at every second step. The policemans steel-capped boots struck sparks behind us and the noise we made set little foxes scampering, then brought them back again to leap on the wall and look. Surely all nature wonders at the clumsiness of man.

* * * * *

WE were in open country at the end of half a mile, but that brought us small advantage, for the tilled hillsides to left and right of us were so much blackness, and how in the world Grim proposed to find any given cave, or the man who hid in it, was more than I could guess. You could see dim ghosts that were thousand-year-old olive-trees and goblins that were limestone rocks. Little owls screamed mockery from almost arms length and one or two hyenas dogged our steps snickering obscenity. The rest was black, unfathomable night.

But we came at last to a lane that led due northward by the pole-star and Grim led the way up that, following a cart-wheel track beside a wall. And presently we emerged into a clump of pine-trees that were startling because so unexpected in that land, where men have cut for fuel whatever bears no fruit that men can eat and the goats have seen to it that nothing grows again. There were thirty or forty pines with grass beneath them, clean and well-kept.

Care to see Abrahams Oak? asked Grim  showman again; he could not rest until you had seen everything. I think Ali Baba and his gang will come here before dawn; they always used to. Well have to beat it soon, but youve time to see the tree. Therell be no time afterward.

It stood within two hundred feet of us, surrounded by a stone wall and an iron railing  a veritable oak, so huge and ancient that a mans life seemed an absurd thing as we stood beneath. Under the stars, with shadows all about, it looked vaster than by daylight, its dignity unmarred by signs of decay and only its age and hugeness to be wondered at  those and the silence that it seemed to breathe.

They had to fence it to keep thieves away, said Grim. No, not only souvenir-sharps. The thieves of Hebron used to meet under the pines and set their fires against this oak. Abraham is supposed to have pitched his tent under this identical tree, so it must have been big then, and thats three thousand years ago. It has been a rendezvous ever since. Ali Baba loves the spot. Come on.

We passed through a gate and up-hill to where big buildings and a tower loomed lonely against the sky, I too busy wondering about Abraham and that old tree to take any interest in modern convents. The patriarch came from Ur of the Chaldees, wherever that was. What sort of tents did he have, and how many? According to Genesis he must have had a small tribe with him; what did they look like camped around that tree and how were his slaves and retainers armed?

Modern happenings amuse me more when I can follow their roots back into the subsoil of time; but that leads to brown study and hurt shins. I barked mine against a modern American plow, as Grim turned aside along the hilltop and picked up a big stone, to thunder with it on the wooden door of a high square tower.

It stood apart from the convent buildings, modern and unlovely  might have been a belfry, for all you could tell in the dark  perhaps one of those vainglorious beginnings the religious congregations make with thousands of yet-to-be-solicited contributors in mind. The door was opened presently by an old Russian female in a night-cap, who screamed at sight of us.

She knew no Arabic  no English. Grim beckoned the policeman, and his rifle turned out to be a theme she comprehended, for she crossed herself in a quick-fire flurry and stood aside. Grim gave her a coin, for which she blessed him profusely  or so I suppose; the words were Russian  and we entered a square room dimly lighted by a night-light that burned before an ikon in a corner. It formed the whole ground-story of the tower, bedroom and living-room in one, and was chock-a-block with rubbishy furniture, but clean.

In the corner opposite the ikon was an iron stair with a hand-rail, like one of those that stokers use to emerge by from the boiling bowels of a ship. Grim started up it, but told the policeman to stay below and keep the door shut, presumably to prevent the old lady from communicating with her friends outside  for you never know in Palestine what innocents are earning money on the side by acting as thieves telegraph. I followed Grim.

Story after story the iron ladder twisted on itself in pitchy blackness, until we came out at last on a flat roof with a waist-high parapet, crossed by two ropes on which the beldames washing hung  not edifying as a spectacle, nor pleasant when the wind drove it in your face. There was nothing else to see there except the stars that looked almost within reach. Grim leaned his back against the parapet and proceeded to admire them.

What next? I asked, for since the only ones I can ever identify are the dipper and the pole-star I soon grow inattentive to astronomy.

Youd better sleep. Nothing more till sunrise.

So I did. It was pretty chilly up there without a blanket three thousand feet above sea-level, but some of the old ladys damp laundry helped to temper it and the balance went under me to soften contact with the roof. For a few minutes I lay listening to Grims mellow voice chanting familiar lines, staring upward drowsily and growing almost dizzy with a sense of vastness.

When I consider thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars, which thou hast ordained…

But when he changed to Hebrew and boomed out the psalm as it was written by a man who may have wondered at the same sky from the very hill on which we were, I dozed off. Nothing can send you to sleep quicker than a monolog in Hebrew, and I recommend it to the nurse-maids.

When I awoke Grim was still keeping watch, but the stars were paling in the mauve and gold of coming dawn. The policeman had come up. I suppose Grim had been below to fetch him without waking me, and an annoying sense of having been babied by both of them helped dissipate the stiff discomfort and the civilized yearning for a tooth-brush and hot coffee. Besides, I might have missed something.

I came and stood between them where they leaned over the parapet staring downhill past the convent in the direction of the clump of pines and the iron-fenced oak. The great tree developed slowly out of pearl-colored mist as the sun rose, looking weary and decrepit now that the cloak of night was off, its gnarled, gray lower limbs propped up on wooden beams and the huge trunk split under the weight of centuries.

But Grim had seen that tree a hundred times. It needed more than another view of it at dawn to make him and an Arab policeman, born within a mile of it, hang by the waist over that parapet and stare like mast-headed seamen in an Atlantic fog.

Dahrak! Shuf! said the policeman suddenly, and both men ducked until their heads were almost level with the masonry. A slight puff of wind rolled the mist apart, producing the effect of turning on more light, and through the iron railings above the wall surrounding the oak I could make out the figures of men squatted in a circle. They might have been gambling, for they faced inward and their heads were close together. Secretive and at least a bit excited they were certainly.

Now watch em! said Grim. For Gods sake watch em! I think he mistrusted his own eyes after the long vigil.

When the comet-tail of the mist had vanished along the valley in front of a wind that shook down the dew in jeweled showers, the men who sat under the tree rose in a hurry as if they had let time steal a march on them and helped one another over the fence in something of a panic. Then, in single file, they started across country toward the opposite hillside. I counted eighteen of them and the man who led was someone I had never seen before  a man who walked with a limp and wore a tarboosh wrapped in calico. The others were unmistakable even at that distance  old Ali Baba and his sons.

If we lose sight of them were done for! Tell you what, said Grim, you and the policeman stay up here. Ill follow them. We ought to manage it between us that way. If it seems to you Im off the trail, give one long shout; theyll think its a herdsman rounding up stray cattle, Ill understand and cast again, or wait for you. If you see Im surely on their heels, you two follow and catch up as fast as you can.

He repeated the instructions to the policeman in Arabic and vanished. While we watched him run down-hill the old woman came up panting, to abuse me in voluble Russian about her crumpled cotton underclothes; but Russian is one of several things I dont know, so we didnt grow intimate. The policeman bundled all her laundry up and threw it off the roof, which seemed to me hardly tactful in the circumstances; so I gave her a coin and she blessed me and we let it go at that.

Thereafter I could hardly watch Grim and the swiftly retreating eighteen for wondering at the view. You could see clear across the whole of Palestine  the Moab Hills beyond the Dead Sea to the eastward, and over to the west the blue of the Mediterranean and thirty miles of white surf pounding on golden sand. A little, little country, that had managed to make more impression on the world than many a big one!

Grim followed as far as the road we had come by in the night without troubling to conceal himself. After that, though, he took to hiding behind rocks and running forward in spurts when he dared. But all that trouble turned out to be unnecessary, for before long we saw all eighteen men disappear behind a scrawny olive-tree in such extraordinary fashion that a cave at that spot was the only possible explanation. It was two thirds of the way up the opposite hill, about a mile, or something less, from where we watched.

So the policeman shooed me off the roof as if I were a goat out of bounds  grumbled at me for taking so much time on the ladder and at the old dame downstairs for not having breakfast ready for us  and panted behind me down the hill with a running comment on the weight of his rifle and the absurdity of racing when a sensible man might walk. He was a perfectly good policeman, raised in the dont-do-it school, and faithful as an old work-horse, with a horses sense of what is due him on the grades.

We found Grim waiting for us behind a big rock, and when the Arab had recovered breath enough to swear with we got orders to engage.

Can you see the back of a mans head just beyond the olive- tree? No, not that; thats a hawk feeding; look ten feet to the left. There. See him move? Mahommed ben Hamza keeping lookout. Never occurred to the fool to look this way, or hed have seen you two experts maneuvering! Now theres just a chance theyll prove ugly. One of us may go West this trip. Spread, and come on them from three sides; then if they cut up rough therell be at least one of us to break back with the news. Ill snoop up this side and approach first. You two get over the brow of the hill and watch what happens to me. Re-enforce me as required or when I beckon.

So we made a short circuit and ran and lay a hundred yards apart on top of the hill. The policeman raised his rifle and as soon as Grim caught sight of it he left cover and walked straight forward, singing a shepherd song. But quite as clearly as Grims voice I could hear the drumming of an airplane flying low from the direction of Ludd; and the man outside the cave was watching that intently, so that he neither saw nor heard Grim until he was close up.

The plane circled twice over Hebron and departed. Grim went closer and spoke. I couldnt hear what he said, but Mahommed at the cave-mouth jumped and then put his hands up. Grim ordered him down into the cave and beckoned to us. I did not know until then that Grim had as much as a pistol with him.

The cave was the usual thing. All that country is full of caves and every one of them has been a sepulcher until another generation or any army came and robbed it. There was a low, hewn entrance that you had to stoop to get by, and a short dark passage with a sharp turn, beyond which you could imagine anything you liked. You could enter at your peril; a man couldnt possibly defend himself in the gut where the passage turned.

They know now whos here, said Grim. Im going to take a chance. Theyve had time to make their minds up. Youd better stay outside.

But I had not had that run on an empty stomach just to cool my heels outside a cave and told him so.

All right, he laughed. Suit yourself. Well leave Mustapha.

But the policeman wouldnt hear of it either and got point-blank mutinous. He asked what sort of figure he would cut going back to the Governorate to report that we had had our throats cut while he looked on. He said he did not mind getting killed, since that was likely to happen just now at any time, and demanded to go in first. So Grim let him fix his bayonet and follow me, with strict orders not to start anything unless we were attacked first.

And after all that fuss there was not any opposition, although there well might have been. Twenty feet beyond the turn the passage opened into an egg- shaped cave, where all eighteen men sat solemnly around a lighted candle. The eighteenth  he of the tarboosh wrapped in calico  looked like a lunatic. They had taken his long knife away  old Ali Baba had it laid across his knees  and two of the sons  the giant and the fellow with the long arms  were sitting one on either side of him, leaning inwards, with the obvious purpose of seizing him if he tried to move.

I have never seen a more ferocious-looking devil. He had a lean, mean face with scars on it and loose lips like an animals that seemed to have been given him for the purpose of hurling incentive language at a crowd; they made a sort of trumpet when he thrust them out. He had a cataract in one eye, but the other made up for it by being preternaturally bright and black and cunning; and his ears were set far back like an angry dogs.

Peace! Peace! urged Ali Baba, as Grim and Mustapha and I stood upright with our backs to the entrance. Grim had put his pistol out of sight, but the policeman stood on guard like a terrier watching rats.

Peace! Peace! all sixteen sons repeated after the patriarch.

Fools! Idiots! yelled the eighteenth man and tried to spring to his feet, but the men on either side restrained him. I think even a gorilla would have been helpless in those titanic arms that pressed him downward like a cork into a bottle until he seemed a full foot shorter than he actually was and gasped under the strain.

What will you, Jimgrim? asked Ali Baba.

Grim nodded in the direction of the eighteenth man.

Ive come for him.

But the gentleman did not propose to be fetched, and he had a way of his own of making the objection obvious. He couldnt move, for the giant on one side and the monstrous-armed fellow on the other continued to lean their weight on him; but he could speak and yell blasphemy and threaten; and he surely did, filling the cave with a clamor like a dog-fight.

The blasphemy was his great mistake, for they were simply a pious gang of thieves, despite their own sacrilege, and his coarsely mouthed Egyptian liberties with sacred words hurt their feelings. They might have taken his part with more determination but for that.

You fools! Kill them! Kill all three of them! he yelled and followed it with frightful imprecations  foul, filthy epithets all mixed up with the names of angels and Allah so that Ali Baba protested and his sixteen sons clucked after him in chorus like a lot of scandalized hens.

What else have you got in the cave besides that beauty? Grim inquired.

Nothing, Jimgrim. This is but a meeting-place, said Ali Baba.

Um-m-m! Nothing under that stone youre sitting on?

Nothing, Jimgrim. I am old. The floor of the cave is cold. My sons give me the place of honor.

Suppose you let me look.

Ali Baba hesitated and collected eyes like a hostess breaking up a dinner- party. It was perfectly obvious that at a word from their chief the whole gang would resist, but Grim stepped into the midst of the circle very coolly with his back to the most dangerous men and waited smiling. I knew what he had in mind. At the first symptom of attack he was going to put his foot on the candle. I got ready to bolt into the throat of the cave ahead of him where, with one rifle and one pistol he and I could keep the lot of them at bay while the policeman could run for help. He told me afterwards that he would have sent me running and kept the policeman by him; so the imaginary glory of a scrap that never happened is not mine after all.

What saved the situation was the Egyptians tactics. Fired by his own savage imagination he supposed Grim was going to lay hands on Ali Baba and he was one of the all-too-plentiful gentry who believe that numbers are the only unanswerable argument.

Idiots! Kill him! he screamed and began to struggle with the men who held him, burying his yellow teeth in the giants hand and striking out like a great ape simultaneously with arms and legs.

Now that giant was a great good-natured fellow  the apple of old Ali Babas eye and the pride of the gang. The blood squirted from his hand and the patriarch sprang up from his place to interfere, but not so quickly as the youngest, Mahommed, he who had helped us once at El-Kerak. He sprang across the floor from behind Grim and beat the Egyptian over the eyes with a fist like an olive-knot until he let go, stunned.

Then, while they crowded to make a fuss about the big mans injury Grim very calmly lifted up the stone on which Ali Baba had been sitting. Funnily enough, I expected to see jewels and all the rest of the trimmings of the legendary robbers cave  golden money at any rate and perhaps a big iron chest with rings to lift it by. But Grim looked perfectly contented with the little paper packages that lay in the hole, neatly fastened with red string and laid in a circle like a clutch of flattened eggs.

Who stole these from the doctor? he asked, stowing them carefully away about his person. You, Ali Baba?

Allah forbid! I would not rob the hakim. This dog of an Egyptian was in the hospital to have his eyes healed. He knows English and can read the names on labels.

Did you put him up to it?

Not I! He begged a meal from us afterwards and offered to show us how he fooled foreigners for money in the hotels of Massa [Egypt]. So we came with him to this cave, where he had hidden what he stole; and here he breathed fire, and showed us how to do it. But he kept the secret to himself of how to mix the powders, putting the stuff on our tongues and teaching us until we could do it perfectly.

So you cant work the fire-gift without him, eh?

More is the pity!

That settles that, then! Did you tell the people what I said about postponing action until tonight?

I and my sons. We all spoke of it. Some were angry with us. Some were pleased. Some doubted. But we, who had the fire-gift, had the last word. Jimgrim, we have kept faith.

I went over and looked at the Egyptian, who was still stunned, gurgling through his gruesome mouth and bleeding pretty freely from Mahommeds blows that would have felled a lion. The scars on his face looked like burns at close quarters; and that was likely, for they say that nearly all beginners at that tricksters trade have ghastly accidents.

What is this about the fire-gift going back, Jimgrim? Ali Baba asked.

It goes back tonight.

And we? Do you mean to put us to shame? Are we to have no hand in this? Is our honor not in your keeping?

The gang crowded close on Grim to hear his answer, and Mustapha clucked nervously between his teeth, rattling the rifle to call attention to it.

I was as scared as he was, but if Grim minded in the least he did not show it.

Whats this talk about honor? he asked. Are you trying to add to the terms of a bargain after it is made?

No, no, no! they chorused and he laughed at them.

What then?

We are your friends, said Ali Baba. Inshallah, a man such as you is thoughtful for his friends!

Your friends, Jimgrim, dont forget it!

Think of El-Kerak, Jimgrim!

Who provided camels for you when you went in pursuit of the Beersheba thieves?

When you were governor here, who brought word about the man from Bethesda  he who sought to knife you in the night? Remember that, Jimgrim!

Yes, and who slew the fakir who had gone mad?

Didnt we save the life of the British officer, who had offended everybody and was mobbed?

Yes, and lied afterwards to save him from his own people! We have done everything that you ever asked of us, Jimgrim; isnt our father Ali Babas honor in your keeping?

Well, what is it you want? asked Grim.

That we shall not be made the laughing-stock of El-Kalil! Ali Baba answered solemnly. And at that they all sat down, in a circle as before, with Grim standing in the midst. So he moved the stone deliberately with his foot and sat down too, whereat they all clothed themselves in a new contentment. The Arab thinks far more highly of a judgment given sitting.

This is a new bargain, Grim began after a moments thought.

Inshallah!

The terms are these: The old bargain continues until the end of this affair.

Naam, naam. [Yes, yes.]

Ali Baba shall retain such personal dignity as I can contrive for him, but the method must be mine.

Naam, naam.

In return for it, Ali Baba and all his sixteen sons and grandsons shall be the friends of the present governor, de Crespigny, and of his assistant Jones.

Taib! They are worthy of it. They are bold. The right spirit is in both of them! We agree!

And nothing in this agreement shall be construed to mean that Ali Baba and his gang shall not all or severally go to jail, if convicted of breaking the law in future. They go to jail in the proper spirit, without malice, if caught and convicted.

Taib! Agreed!

Very well, said Grim. Now three or four of you pick up that Egyptian, and take him to the jail at once!


CHAPTER VIII. Carry on, boys!

SO we, who had gone forth that night but a party of three, returned a twenty-man platoon, dumping our prisoner at the jail en route. They lugged him like a corpse with heels trailing, and he hardly recovered consciousness before being locked up, which was a good thing for him as well as us, for he began acting like a caged wild animal at once, yelling as he wrenched at the cell bars, setting both feet against them, cracking huge shoulder-muscles in the effort to break loose.

There was almost a mutiny when Grim insisted on six of Ali Babas gang offering themselves at once to Dr. Cameron for a body-guard.

Ask him to come soon, and you hold that Egyptian while he attends to him.

But Jimgrim, why? Surely such a man is better dead! And he is cunning. Later, when the rage has left him he will make plans and talk to the other prisoners through the bars.

Grim laughed. And give away the secret of the fire-gift, eh? Tell em you havent it any longer? Too bad!

One might go in there and kill him, as if it were by accident, suggested Mahommed ben Hamza genially  he who had done the damage in the first place. Or I could strike him through the bars, thus!

You for the gallows if you dare! Grim answered. Theres a row of old cells below-ground. Some of you men go down and clean out one of them thoroughly. Ill have him put down there after the doctors through with him; then, if alls well and you all play the game straight, he shall be taken to Jerusalem.

All except six of them and Ali Baba trooped down-stairs with the easy familiarity of old frequenters of the place. They knew where the brooms and buckets were  whom to ask for soap  where to draw water; the whole routine of that establishment was at their fingers ends.

But Ali Baba and the six who went to offer their strong service to the doctor had to cool their heels. He was at the Governorate to breakfast, and had brought the nurse with him  a big, raw-boned Scots virgin from the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides, where they call fish fush and the girl who cannot do the work of two southron men is not thought much of. I think she could have licked that Egyptian single-handed. She and Cohen were already in an argument about religion, and just as we came in she was telling him he would better mend his doctrine while there was time.

For Hells an awful place!

Maybe you know? he suggested. Tell me some more, miss.

She talked to him about fire and brimstone all through breakfast without any kind of malice but a perfectly sincere desire to scare him into Christianity.

Aint you afraid youll get killed before night? he asked, trying at last to turn the subject.

But she was not afraid of anything except bad doctrine, and only of that in case it should get by her unrebuked. As Cameron had said the day before, she was a good lass; she would stand.

Tell me about Heaven, sighed Cohen. Im tired of hearin about Hell.

Man, man! You may be in Hell before bedtime! she answered and Grim laughed aloud.

Shes quite right, Aaron. Initiation takes place directly after breakfast. Third degree follows, and Hell tonight!

All through breakfast there were interruptions. De Crespigny had to keep leaving the table to interview local notables, who called to complain that the city was growing more turbulent every hour and they could not fairly be held responsible.

Jones swallowed a few mouthfuls and started off alone to look alert and confident in the swarming suk, since to appear the reverse of afraid was about the only available resource, though that seemed limitless. And just as breakfast finished there came once more the splutter and bark of a motorcycle down-street.

Can you beat that? asked de Crespigny, coming in and handing the dispatch to Grim. They let me look at it; in fact, it was passed around the table afterward, although the envelope was stamped SECRET as usual in enormous letters:



Your message of yesterday received. Troops here are busy. Governors of outlying places are expected to carry on accordingly. A demonstration will be made by airplane from Ludd this morning; the pilot will be expected to report whether all is quiet or otherwise. In the event of his reporting all quiet no action is expected to be taken in your direction before tomorrow morning, when a Sikh patrol will be sent with machine guns if it can be spared. Please report by bearer if there are any symptoms of a concerted attack on Jerusalem, rumors having reached us.



It was signed by the same staff-major who had written the message of the day before. But this time there was a foot-note, not typewritten but in the angular long-hand of the administrator himself.

Carry on, boys. Kettle.



That postscripts typical of Pots and Pans, said Grim. Ill bet hes sent help to some of the weak sisters elsewhere and counts on you fellows to worry through. Theres probably a raid in force coming up from the Jordan Valley and every available man in Jerusalem combed up to deal with it. How will you answer?

De Crespigny wrote two lines and showed them:



Carrying on, sir. No sign of attack on Jerusalem from this place yet. Sikhs welcome when available.



Good! said Grim. He likes telegrams. Man fired at on the way?

Says not.

That proves nothing, put in Cameron. Ive been five-and-twenty years here, and know their ways. Theyre flocking into the city. So the fields are deserted. The Turks understood how to deal with them. The Turks, in a crisis like this, would have hanged out of hand any man found in the streets who did not belong to the city. Ive seen them strung up in front of the jail in a row like haddock drying in the sun. Djemal Pasha would have straightened out this business in less than half a day. He was a rascal, though; hed have lined his pockets afterwards with fines that would have kept them all too poor to make trouble for a year to come! Well, were not Turks and theyre gone. But I heard ex-president Roosevelt speak in Egypt. Rule or get out! That was his advice. Speaking as a missionary, Id say take the latter half of it  get out! Teach, yes, if theyll listen; but teach em what? Theyre as moral as we are. Teach em our Western commercialism? God forbid! Literature? We dont read our own books, so why should they? Which of you can quote me half a line from Robbie Burns?

Speaking of burns, Doc, put in Grim, Youve got to teach me some chemistry before lunch  something to prevent them.

Im a very busy man.

Have you plenty of drugs?

Ive plenty of nothing! Fifteen hundred pounds a year our Mission scrapes together for this hospital, and out of that must come my salary, if, as and when I choose to draw it. Ive drawn it seven times in twenty years. Yed think Hebron would contribute something; it did at times under the Turks; but now all the rascals do is steal my stores. Teach, eh? Come wi me to the hospital and Ill show ye how one man and one trained nurse care for eighty patients in a forenoon.

* * * * *

SO Cohen, Grim and I walked over with him and the lady from the Hebrides and he barked with pleasure at sight of the paper packets that Grim laid on his office table in the trim stone mission building.

This man Cohen has got to be made fire-proof! Grim announced.

Cameron smiled.

Has Miss Gordons sermon made him so afraid of Hell as that?

The point is, can you do it for us, Doc? Or must we experiment?

Well, there are preparations that so indurate the cuticle as to render it insensible to a very high degree of heat.

Are the ingredients in these packets?

Aye, some of them. These could be improved on.

What would you add?

Quicksilver, but Ive none to spare. I think I can recall a formula, though, that I once used for the hands of a Turkish soldier who was employed in the castle armory on some hot metal work. Lets see  mnmn  spirit of sulfur  onion juice  essence of rosemary  sal ammoniac  thats all. You could make a paste of these drugs on the table, but it would be liable to form a hard film that might crack, with dangerous consequences. The others better; Ive a notion its what they used in mediaeval times when people went through the ordeal by fire  walking on hot plow-shares, ye know, and all that hocus-pocus.

Heres your patient, said Grim. Make him Hell- proof, please!

He pulled Cohen forward by the arm and the poor chaps face changed color under the tan.

Why me? Say, Im not afraid of Hell! You quit your kiddin! Ive had about enough of this practical jokin! That tank in the dark was my positively last performance!

Listen, old man  weve nobody but you, said Grim. Youve got to carry the big end. All we can do is support you and watch points. You know perfectly well it would be no use trying to argue with the Jews of this place; weve got to show them. If you prove to them you can handle fire without getting burned and I prove to them that theyll all be dead before night unless they sit into the game, we can make at least some of them play. Its the only chance. If you should back down now, were done for! Go ahead, Doc  mix the devils undershirt. See that Satan has nothing on this man when it comes to squatting on the slag!

What? Have I got to sit on fire? Without pants?

No, not as bad as that.

Theres a word of advice Ill give ye, said Cameron. Its a simple matter to treat a mans skin so that he can sit on hot coals, or walk on them, or take them in his hands. Ye may even put them in your mouth; but theres the danger. Thats very dangerous. Ye can treat the inside of a mans mouth so that flame wont hurt it; but ye cant reach the membrane of the throat or the lungs and I wouldnt change places with the man who breathed flame inward!

Thats how most of these fire-eaters ye see performing in Cairo and places like that come to a bad end. They dont die so quickly but theyve time to suffer the agony of the damned. Id recommend ye to be very careful. And mind ye, Im not asking what yere up to. Its none o my business.

It was a long job squeezing out the juice of onions and mixing up the different ingredients, but Grim and I lent a hand and Cohen watched like a victim getting ready for the stake. He had a feeling, that nobody could blame him for, of being put upon; and his naturally alert business instinct made him suspicious of taking what looked like more than his share of the risk, to say nothing of the physical danger involved in fooling with fire.

But Grim kept talking to him and did not make the mistake of minimizing what he had to do. He took the other line, making use of rather subtle flattery, saying how lucky we were to have a genuine, sure-fire American Jew to show the Orthodox crowd of Hebron how to save themselves.

But there wasnt really the least doubt about Cohen. He would kick and complain for the simple business purpose of emphasizing his stake in the proceedings; that much was second nature. And he was certainly afraid; but so was I, and I dont think Grim felt any too confident under his mask of cool amusement. But if Grim had told Cohen he was slated for sure death, though he would have argued the point undoubtedly, Im pretty sure he would have gone ahead.

As a matter of fact, none of us was fooling himself very seriously about the chance of surviving that nights work. The prospect was too slim altogether. There were too many opportunities for a slip, however carefully and cunningly Grim might stage-manage the affair. Besides, we had not yet converted the Orthodox Jews of Hebron to our plan; and to lift up a mountain by the roots and plant it in the sea might prove not much more difficult than to persuade those frozen-souled conservatives.

It was best not to try to imagine what might happen if we were detected playing tricks with Moslem prejudices  as might easily turn out. The Sheikh of the mosque, for instance, might turn cold at the last minute and denounce us as the best way out of his own predicament.

But Cohen was finally stripped to the waist to an accompaniment of joshing, and every inch of his skin was covered carefully with the preparation. Then that was allowed to dry and the whole performance was repeated, until at last Cameron pronounced him fire-proof from the waist upwards. But he doubted it volubly, until Grim struck a match and made the first test, holding the flame against his body in a dozen places without producing the least sensation.

After that it was vaudeville. Cohens spirits rose and his imagination with them. He staged a whole performance, and bally-hooed it in the bargain like a small-town circus side-show performer.

Ladies and gents, you maynt believe it, but the guy who ought to spill the talk for me is sick. After my performance at the last town I was red-hot and he feared Id set the bed on fire. So he took a bucket of water and threw it over me. The water turned to steam and scalded him. Now watch! The original and only noncombustible asbestos man!

Cameron had to hurry through his hospital and then go to the jail to attend to the Egyptian, held down by the iron hands of Ali Babas men. So he lent Grim a battered old book on ancient magic and left us.

Cohen was so full of high spirits and original ideas for stunts by that time that it was quite a job to get him to pay attention, but Grim took as much pains with him as if he were a performing animal. Ali Baba had to be brought in, anointed with the dope and taught too, for the old Arabs accomplishment was crude and limited, although he was a first-class showman in his own way.

Thereafter the whole plan for the nights unlawful ritual had to be worked out in detail and there Ali Baba was a great help, for he understood the Arab mind and knowing Hebron of old could judge to a nicety just what would produce an effect and what would not. The hardest thing was to get Cohen imbued with a proper sense of solemnity, for he had a perfectly entire disrespect for every kind of ritual and was constitutionally inclined to make low comedy of it.

Again and again Grim impressed on him, Ali Baba seconding, the certainty that we, and every Jew in Hebron, would be killed that night unless he kept a straight face. He had no feeling for tribal history; none for pageantry; every suggestion Grim made he capped with a caricature of it.

Say, when I reach the mosque steps, suppose I throw the fire in the Sheikhs face and set alight to his beard, what then?

The rehearsal was cut short by the noise of rioting. We were hardly a quarter of a mile from the Governorate and through the open window came the yelling of a mob that surged by the Governorate gate. It bore no resemblance to the singing of the men who had come dancing up-street the previous day, but was shriller voiced, without rhythm, and there was the ominous mob-growl underneath it like the anger of a hundred upset hives.

Ah! remarked Ali Baba dryly. That will be the end of it all! No fire-gift tonight! Better run, Jimgrim! Run for Jerusalem while there is time! I would be sorry to see you with your throat cut!

Grim was listening and signed to Ali Baba to be still. It was difficult to pick out words from the babel of noise down-street, for the uproar came from a thousand throats; but it was clear they were shouting for de Crespigny, and that was a good sign as far as it went. If they had intended murder they would have rushed the building, instead of calling for the governor to come and talk to them.

Suddenly Grim ran from the room and I after him. I didnt stop to reason it out, but followed intuitively  partly from a sense of dependence on his swift wit and also because its easier, though not nearly always wiser, to meet trouble half-way than to sit and wait for it.

We ran out through a side door into a garden and followed a wall fronting on the road. At the far end was a rambling old barn-like building that nearly faced the Governorate. We entered that by climbing the wall at the end of the garden and in another minute were lying on the roof overlooking the crowd.

Good Lord! said Grim. Theyve got the Chief Rabbi with them! Its all up to young Crep now!

To say they had the Rabbi was to state it very mildly. They had dragged him by the beard and driven him with blows. They held him now in their midst, bruised and terrified, while thirty or forty young Jews and one pathetically brave policeman strove to force their way through the crowd and rescue him  all yelling at the top of their lungs and being yelled at.

When de Crespigny came to the gate at last he was not smiling. I think that boy could have smiled in the face of torturers, for he had the priceless gift of self-control and an inborn faith in the value of a grin. But, as he said afterward, crowds vary; sometimes it pays to laugh at them, but at others the suggestion of a smile will goad them into fury. The man who smiled at that crowd would probably have paid for the indiscretion with his life.

As he reached the gate they thrust the Rabbi forward to confront him; but if the Jew deduced from that that he was going to get first word in he was wildly wide of the mark. Ten Arabs, holding the old man by the clothing, foaming at the mouth with emphasis and gesticulating like fish-wives, denounced him to the governor all together, while the crowd tossed in reminders and the Jews on the outskirts shrilled rejoinders. You couldnt make head or tail of it, except that they were threatening de Crespigny. And as everybody talked at once he couldnt understand them either.

Touch and go! said Grim to me. Creps got the wind up! Lord send he keeps his head!

De Crespigny watched his chance and then picked out the noisiest, most violent man to do the talking  a very wise move that, for it let off steam.

Now, he demanded, what is it?

This cursed Jew is a thing they call a Rabbi. He is their leader. He should die. He has defied us and says you will protect him. The Sheikh of the Mosque of Er-Rahman had a vision concerning the fire-gift. It was stolen by thieves for use against the Jews, so the Jews are to return it or be slain! We went to this Rabbi to tell him what he must do tonight, and to make arrangements; but the father of lies swore he knew nothing about it and, what is more, would do nothing!

Nothing! I know nothing, nothing! What do I know of any fire- gift? said the Rabbi.

Perhaps he doesnt! said de Crespigny.

He lies! He does! One was released from the jail this morning, who says he knows the thieves no longer have the fire-gift. So the Jews must have it! Who else?

Kill the liar! Kill him! yelled the rear ranks that were close enough to hear.

De Crespigny looked up, for inspiration probably, and caught sight of Grims face peering over the roof. Grim nodded violently, that being the only available signal for go ahead. De Crespigny seemed to understand, and smiled at last.

I know a way to persuade the Jews, he said. They no doubt have the fire-gift and they shall return it tonight. Leave the Rabbi and his friends here. Ill see justice done!

Good boy! Grim muttered. That young Crep has gall and guts. Couldnt be better! Now weve got the Rabbi with the wind up where he cant talk back and cant refuse! Oh, good!


CHAPTER IX. I am Rabbi, not governor!

CROWDS in those latitudes gather and disperse as suddenly as storms and, like the storms, leave a change of atmosphere behind them. In a sense they resemble waterspouts, destructive as the very devil if allowed to boil along unchecked  always fooling themselves that they are doing good, and hiding their real motive from themselves under a noisy pretense of moral purpose. And they can be handled in much the same way as a waterspout, with pretty much the same result. If you can sever the nexus, as it were, between the clouds and the sea  remove the connecting link between a mob and its desire  alls calm again; or, if not calm, then at any rate much safer. There are typhoons, too, that have to be ridden out.

The nexus in this instance was the Jews and the underlying motive, loot. Ever since the heel of the Turk had been lifted the Moslems of Hebron had been aching to loot somebody. Turkish governor after governor had wrung from them in fines and taxes every piastre that he could and given nothing at all in return for it. So they were poor; and if the Jews werent rich, they were supposed to be.

Not even the Hebron crowd that prides itself on thieving will lay plans to loot a whole quarter of the town and cut three thousand throats without establishing a moral issue first to stalk behind. All humans act that way in the mass and if Hebron is not thoroughly human it is nothing. So old Ali Baba and his fire-gift had come, like many another apparent miracle, in the nick of time to salve the public conscience.

I never found out just to what extent Ali Baba had been opportunist. He may have planned the whole thing with a view to looting; but I think not. I think he only boasted of having planned it, after receiving instruction in the cave from that Egyptian devil; for Ali Baba and all his sixteen sons and grandsons were too childish and direct to have thought the thing out in the first instance. It takes Egypt to invent such a dark scheme.

But whoever invented it, Grim saw through it. He knew Hebron too intimately not to be sure that the Jews would be in deadly danger whenever any sort of uprising occurred anywhere in southern Palestine. Given loyal troops enough, anyone can suppress a mob; but the trouble had come at a moment when all the troops were occupied elsewhere, so the solution demanded genius. And genius is always simple, although it has a way of seeming subtly baffling to the onlooker.

It would be absurd to pretend that I, or any one but Grim himself, saw until afterward the thin thread of principle he followed to the final solution. But you can see it now. He established a clear issue. Without once showing his own hand, he pinned the Moslems down to a definite claim against the Jews.

All that remained after that was to get the Jews to pay the claim. Even a fanatically angry mob that receives what it demands needs time in which to formulate a new cause; and time meant the arrival of Sikhs and their machine guns.

But the Jews of Hebron are a cagey, self-reliant and suspicious crew. Anyone who had survived among Moslems under Turkish rule in that place would have to be. They no more trusted Grim and de Crespigny than Aaron Cohen, whom they despised as a renegade; and to get them to see the point and play Grims game until troops should come was about as easy as getting Scottish Highlanders to invest in foreign loans.

The crowd dispersed sulkily, shepherded by the lone policeman gamely parading his authority, and leaving the Rabbi and his friends in the Governorate, where they crowded the hall full and noisily abused de Crespigny for having permitted their Chief Rabbi to be outraged. They seemed to think, or pretended to think that the whole affair was his sole fault, and that he could restore order in a minute if he chose to.

We went and fetched Cohen from the hospital and thrust our way through their midst into the sitting-room, where Grim sent for the Rabbi at once. He refused to come in alone, but brought three friends with him, so we made a party of eight, facing one another across the table; and the din in the hall was so prodigious that whoever spoke had to bellow in order to be heard. Have you ever noticed how the need to shout at a man makes for rising temper? There was not much love lost at that session.

The Rabbi began by refusing point-blank to have anything to do with the fire-gift. He consulted his friends in Spanish, which none of us could understand; and they agreed with him. You would have thought we were asking for a loan of money on poor security to see the look of scandalized disapproval on their faces.

Asked by de Crespigny why he should refuse to countenance a plan that had been devised for the safety of himself and his people, the Rabbi answered that he had nothing to do with politics and refused to interfere.

Suppose we were to refuse to interfere and just let you get massacred? de Crespigny retorted.

But that is your business! said the Rabbi. You are the governor. You receive a salary to keep the peace. I am Rabbi, not governor!

Have you any alternative suggestion? de Crespigny asked him.

Give us rifles! We will defend ourselves.

In the first place, said, de Crespigny, I havent them.

The Rabbi looked utterly incredulous.

Theres one each here for the police and the jailer, two or three revolvers and a pistol. Thats all. Theres hardly any ammunition. What other suggestion can you make?

Grim was sitting back watching faces. I dont know whether he had a solution in mind or not; it looked like an impasse.

The Rabbi turned and talked in Spanish with his friends.

It is your business, he said at last in Arabic. We are not able to do anything. If we are attacked, we shall defend ourselves to the last. If you wish to prevent a massacre you should send for Sikhs.

Theres no knowing when the Sikhs can get here, said de Crespigny. Youre asked to help us gain time by pretending to return that fire-gift to the tomb of Abraham. Surely thats not much?

Ah! It will be said afterward that we took liberties with the Moslem religion. It will only be a further excuse for a massacre. We must have made a strange picture arguing the point over that table with its near-art cover and the flowers between us crammed into two brass cartridge cases that the Germans had left behind. De Crespigny and Cohen were the only men in modern costume. The Rabbi and his friends were dressed pretty much as the Pharisees were in Bible days, and bearded in keeping with it. Their faces wore the ivory pallor that comes of ghetto life, and were blanched beneath it with fear that has already passed through all the panic stages and is obstinate at last. They were minded to commit themselves to nothing, those men; skeptical of all promises; incredulous of any mans good-will.

De Crespigny began to lose his temper. It is bad enough at twenty-six to have the lives of thousands on your hands, without being regarded as an enemy by the men you are trying to save.

God damn you, Rabbi! Dont you see that your refusal means a death sentence for us all?

Tch-tch! I sentence no one! I am not responsible for this. I will take no part in it!

De Crespigny glanced at Grim hopelessly.

I pass, Grim. Can you say anything?

Grim nodded.

Cut loose, Cohen. Tell em your views.

I dont know whether Cohen took Grim by surprise or not. He surely astonished the rest of us. Ive never seen a man handle a meeting with half such passionate wrath. He grew suddenly red in the face as if he could command his rage to order; stood up; threw off his jacket on the floor; rolled up his shirt sleeves, and sat down again. Then he brought his fist down on the table with a crash that upset both vases and, as Grim had suggested that he should, cut loose.

Arabic was the speech he used, with occasional bursts of English when expletives failed him; and he reeled off a list of the faults of the ancient Jewish race with a completeness and fervor that would start a riot if set down in print.

You old moss-backs! he fairly yelled at last. You silly old suckers! You think I care, perhaps, if you all get your throats cut! Guess again! Youre dummies, thats what you are! Marionettes! Youre goin to be used! Whos goin to use you? Me! Yours truly!

Then back into Arabic again, reeling out abuse until he gasped for breath.

Gimme a drink, some one! Now, you left-overs, listen to me! You havent a word to say! Youll do izzactly as youre told! This plans all thought out, an youll fall in with it! That fire goes back tonight  see? Im the feller that takes it back  I take the risk, too! Ill show you  watch!

He sprang to his feet again and stripped himself naked to the waist; then seized the lamp on the side-board, jerked out the wick arrangement, poured kerosene into his hand and rubbed it on his stomach. Next he struck a match and set it alight. There! Thats what! He smothered the fire with his hands again.

Tonight I go to the Ghetto. Ali Baba breathes on me and I burn like the Fourth o July. Im a Jew, and youll acknowledge me! Two hundred Sephardim will come along behind me in procession to the tomb of Abraham, chantin hymns, an doin it all in first-class style, or Ill take the fire an throw it in your face, and tell the Moslems to go get it from you! Dyou believe me? So help me God, Ill do it!

And that would be the end of every living Jew in El-Kalil, said Grim, quietly approving.

You are a bad man to talk that way! the Rabbi objected.

Bad man? Sure, Im a Hell of a bad man! Throwin fire in fellers faces is meat to me! Dye see this young officer here? Hes a decent feller. Dye see these others? Theyre friends o mine  bad men  bad as me  worse! Dye think Im goin to stand by an see them get their throats cut without makin sure that you goody-goodies get yours first? Huh! If theres goin to be a massacre tonight it starts in the Ghetto, an the Rabbi is goin to be number one for the knife! So suit yourselves, only make your minds up quick!

We shall stay here  here in this place! the Rabbi announced suddenly.

Not you! Im goin to kick you out into the street five minutes from now!

The governor must protect us!

Must he? You try him! Here he is listenin to what I say! I happen to know izzactly what hell do; soon as Ive kicked you out, hell call for his cops to chase you down to the Ghetto where you belong! No; youve got your last chance; take or leave it! Whos got a watch? Clock em, some one. Give em three minutes to decide!

Grim pulled out Cohens own gold watch that had been the means of introducing him to all the trouble and laid it on the table ostentatiously, face upward.

Time starts now! he announced.

Cohen proceeded to put his shirt on, as if he always made a point of doing that before committing acts of violence; he looked something like a gladiator fitting on his mail  a muscled, beefy man, perfectly able to carry out his threat.

The Rabbi looked imploringly at de Crespigny for any sign of weakness, but was met by a smile whose enigmatic corners suggested anything but that. He tried to consult with his friends, but they thrust back the responsibility on him with shrugging shoulders and something vague about making complaint to Jerusalem later on.

Thirty seconds more! announced Grim and Cohen started for the door to open it.

It is a scandal; but you compel me! said the Rabbi, throwing up both hands, palms upward.

Compel nothing! Cohen retorted hotly. You choose!

I have no choice. I am in the hands of determined men; what can I do?

Do you agree to the proposal? asked de Crespigny. I must!

No side-stepping! said Grim. We want a definite affirmative. Will you or wont you?

Very well, I will. But there should be a writing  something in writing to prove afterwards that I am not responsible. This is none of my doing. I must not interfere with Moslem prejudices. I cannot accept the blame for it. You must absolve me. Grims eyes met de Crespignys curiously across the table.

How about it, Crep? If the old bird wants to be nasty afterward they may have to make an official goat of someone.

Oh, whats the odds? Ill sign it.

Dont you! broke in Cohen. Im the guy that forced him. Let me sign it! No reason why you should lose your job for this. The worst they can do to me is fire me out of the country. Come on, write him out a paper and Ill sign it.

Youre a good scout, Aaron, Grim answered, but we wont let you do it all. Rabbi, you write your own acquittal and Ill put my name on it. Im responsible for this.


CHAPTER X. We must score the last trick with the deuce of spades!

COHEN took charge of the training of the Rabbi and his men; not that they would not have preferred almost anyone else, for their scorn of him was marrow-deep. He had a certain amount of kindly feeling for them; they none for him whatever. Those timid old last-ditch conservatives had clung to their orthodoxy in the face of worse calamity than Cohen had ever dreamed of; and the pride that accompanies all conservatism had fossilized their humanity to a point where almost nothing mattered except form and ritual.

Most of them traced descent to ancestors who had been driven from Spain by Ferdinand and Isabella and so added to a natural pride of race and creed an unnatural, exotic arrogance copied from the Dons.

But Cohen was for that very reason exactly the man to handle them. He had just enough sympathy to understand them and know what verbal shafts would surest sting them into obedience. He knew enough to threaten  too much to strike; to mock their pride and yet play up to it. And his business brain was working; he had grasped the extent of the possibilities and was keener now on making the most of the situation than on saving his own skin and ours.

I suspect that at the back of that bull-necked head of his he already had a scheme for making money out of the adventure somehow; if so, I am equally sure he abandoned it afterward, because, although a man of his parts might build up a business with the Hebron suk, the same amount of energy and intrigue expended elsewhere would bring at least ten-fold return. But he went at the training of those Orthodoxies, as he called them, with the zeal of a man who sees money at the other end.

That left Grim free for equally important things and he took them in proper order.

Crep, he said, will you be a good fellow and go to the Mosque  dont send, go yourself  and bring the Sheikh here. Im going to curl up and sleep until he comes.

All right. In a hurry to see him?

No. My guess is that the more parading about the city you do the better. You and Jonesy and the Sheikh might do worse than interview the notables. Get the crowd so keen on tonights show that theyll have no time to think of much else. Times the main thing, remember. We must gain time. Every minute of delay brings the arrival of the Sikhs a minute nearer. Better time the affair for ten oclock. That may mean that some of emll be too sleepy afterward to care for anything but bed. Dawn may see the Sikhs on the road. Bring the Sheikh here when youre good and ready  any time before dark will do. But for the love of Mike, Crep, dont tell him who I am  yet!

Your name means something in this place.

Maybe. But if he learns in advance that Ive been in his mosque in disguise with a Jew and another American hell get rabies! Afterward it wont matter; well have the goods on him afterward! You keep up the fake about my being a messenger from Seyyid Omar of El-Kudz, or well have the whole nest of wasps about our ears yet!

So de Crespigny rode horseback into the city, acting on the well- established principle that however clumsy and inconvenient the horse might be in narrow streets, the man on his back looks like personified authority and commands more respect from the crowd than a man on foot.

That is particularly true in the case of Arabs, who think more of a man on a horse than in a motor-car. No mechanical appliance less than a machine gun makes much impression on their minds; the gun means power; the horse means dignity; most other modern trappings either excite cupidity or else contempt.

Grim curled up like a dog and slept on the window-seat as soon as de Crespigny had gone  unconscious almost the moment that he closed his eyes. That trick of sleeping like an animal whenever you so choose is only a forgotten gift; most men can pick it up again, like the sense of smell, that belongs to men as much as to the beasts and is far more valuable, really, than sight or hearing.

A deaf and blind man can still smell his way along, and know more of his surroundings than the ordinary man with eyes and ears intact, who hardly uses them. And as for that trick of sleep, it makes you independent of the clock and furlongs in the race ahead of others, who have to go to bed at stated intervals. It is one of the great good things that living in towns has stolen from us.

But Grim was not destined to sleep long. At the end of about an hour Jones came in looking worried and sat down to write a letter to his girl in England. That was hardly a good symptom. Grim came out of his sleep one eye at a time, the way a dog does exactly, without apparent cause, and lay still for about two minutes watching Joness back.

Whats wrong, Jonesy? he asked suddenly.

Oh, you awake? Weve a chance left  one! You couldnt get much for it!

Whats happened?

News from Jerusalem. A couple of men got through on foot with word that the Moslems there have been pretty thoroughly suppressed. They say the administrator has taken the part of the Jews and the Jews are crowing about it. So the Moslems cornered Crep in the city and demanded permission to march on Jerusalem and help their co-religionists. He refused, of course; and they dont want to miss tonights show  theyll wait for that. Wed better spin it out, because as soon as its over theyre going to put us out of business and cut loose!

But hasnt Crep got a pledge from the head-men?

Sure. Theyll stand by that. They say that if the Jews of this place bring back the fire-gift tonight as promised theyll spare them. But they havent made any promise to spare us and theyre going to blot out the Jerusalem Jews whether we like it or not. They wont believe there are no rifles in the Governorate, so theyre coming here first  soon as the shows over!

Whats Crep doing now?

Arresting a few of the noisiest ones. I brought along half a dozen and left them in the jail. Im going back there now to stand by and stiffen the jail guard. So long, in case my numbers up!

He went out again, examining his revolver and Grim got off the window- seat to pace the floor a time or two.

Maybe Id better send you, he said. Its thirty miles. Dyou think you could reach Jerusalem on foot by midnight?

Whats the matter with a camel?

Youd be held up. Youre all right until the camel hits a good sharp clip; after that theyd spot you for a white man from a mile away. Youll have to walk in that disguise, and take your chance with the sentries outside Jerusalem.

Ask for Sikhs, I suppose?

Yes. Sorry to have to do it. Fraid we must. Id hoped to help these boys pull through without squealing. Do em both good with the Administration. Having to yell for help means theyll get no credit for all thats gone before. Damnit! I hate to do it.

So did I hate it. Setting aside the mere physical exertion of the thirty- mile run, with a good chance of getting knifed or potted on the way and an even better one of being spiked by a British sentry in the dark under Jerusalems walls, I did not want to miss the big event.

If I get mine on the road, I objected, youll be no better off than you were before.

No. But youll have done your best along with the rest of us.

You couldnt answer that. I pulled my boots off, to put soap on my socks.

Better give me some grub in a handkerchief and lend me a gun, then.

Sure.

But he did nothing about it. He was pacing the floor again, thinking.

No! he said suddenly. Two of Ali Babas men must make the trip. If one gets scuppered, the other may get through. Ill give them two identical letters. Theyll hate to do it, but I can talk the old man round and theyll obey him. But its rotten having to squeal after all this! Damn! I hate it! Jiminy! No! Wait! By gorry, man; Ill be durned if I wont try that first!

Try what?

But one of a dozen things you can never make Grim do is talk over the details of a plan that is only half-formed in his mind. He quit pacing the floor, and went and squatted Arab-fashion on the window-seat again.

* * * * *

I DID not get a glimmer of what he intended until half an hour later de Crespigny came in, bringing the Sheikh of the mosque with him. Grim gave the Sheikh the window-seat and took the darker corner for himself; taking the hint, I squatted in the curtained alcove leading to the hall, where I might be presumed to be door-keeper and could overhear without being too much seen.

Grim began by asking the Sheikh what arrangements he had made for the night and listened gravely, making no comment.

Do you think the whole plan is good? he asked at last.

Allah! It is your plan! How should you ask that?

I propose to call it off! said Grim and even de Crespigny gasped.

Ma bisir abadan! [That will never do!] Call it off now, after I have stood up in the mosque before all the people and told of a vision and persuaded them and all? How can you call it off? They will simply massacre the Jews!

No. It seems to me it would be simpler after all to tell the truth about it.

Who will believe you?

Every one! I have the man who invented the whole trick as well as those who carried it out. They are all Moslems. I propose to tell the people quite simply that the whole thing was a trick, with you a party to it. I can go and talk to them when they gather before the mosque tonight. They might kill the Jews then, afterward, but attend to you first!

And you! They would kill you too!

Perhaps. But why me? I dont think that in the circumstances they would kill a British officer, who had exposed you for playing tricks on them!

A British officer? I dont understand.

Im a British officer.

You?

Sure. Used to be Governor of Hebron. Grims my name. Im better known as Jimgrim.

Hah! Then that is simple! Denounce me tonight. Taib! I will denounce you for having entered the mosque by a trick. I will denounce you for sacrilege!

All right. Then theyll kill us both.

But what good will that do you, Jimgrim?

No good.

Nor me either! The Sheikh laughed like a man who believes he is conversing with a lunatic.

If you dont want to be exposed tonight, said Grim, youd better offer to make terms.

Terms about what?

You know as well as I do that the mob is planning to attack this Governorate after tonights ceremony, kill everybody in it, plunder it of arms, and march on Jerusalem.

I can do nothing about that.

Yes you can.

Allah!

You can think up some way of keeping the crowd idle until morning.

I? They will not listen to me outside the mosque.

All right. Talk to em inside the mosque.

I have talked enough. I have already accepted risk enough. My place is enough in danger as it is.

Cant you have another vision?

Mustahil! [Impossible!] They have had enough of visions! They are simple people, but determined. They intend to march on Jerusalem to protect their co-religionists before it is too late. Who can stop them?

You can. You can hold them until its too late to make the attempt.

I? How?

You know as well as I do what will happen to them. Theyll be met by machine guns outside the walls of Jerusalem and mowed down.

I cannot help that!

Yes you can. Its up to you. If that happens it will be on your head! Now, if were willing to go through with this performance tonight to save your position for you at the mosque, you ought to be willing to go a step further to save that crowd from the machine guns. Never mind about us. Consider the crowd.

Ya hain! [Oh, the pity of it!] How I regret that I did not denounce those thieves in the first place!

Regrets no good! What are you going to do now; thats the point. See here: If youll  yes, thatll do the trick!  most of the ringleaders will be inside the mosque, for theyre a holy lot of rascals!  if youll get up in the pulpit and give them a long harangue to the effect that your spirit tells you to warn them  to go slow  to be cautious  to wait for the word; and that youll give em the word at the proper minute  you can leave the rest to us; and well fix it so that you get credit as a prophet. Will you do that?

Taib. I will do it. But I doubt that it will do any good.

All right, thats a bargain, then. Grim turned to the governor. Crep, old boy, trumps are all out; we must score the last trick with the deuce of spades!


CHAPTER XI. Allahu akbar! La illahah il-allah!

YOU know that feeling at a melodrama of the old sort, when all the villains plans are prospering and a ghastly death stares the hero in the face; even although some fool has told you the plot in advance, so that you know what the end is going to be, you cant pretend not to be all worked up about it. And most men  and more women  have faced at some time the imminent risk of death, with just one chance of pulling through.

Well, we enjoyed both sensations that night. We were spectators of a play and actors in it, not knowing yet whether it was comedy or tragedy. We hoped we could foresee the end, but werent at all sure.

Were betting on the merest guess, said Grim. We may as well not fool ourselves. Perhaps we can hold the crowd until tomorrow morning. Perhaps not. If we succeed, perhaps the Sikhs will come. Were betting theyll come. If they do, good; Crep and Jonesyll be slated for promotion. If they dont, well none of us need rations ever any more, amen! Lets go.

It was about nine oclock  no moon  and the roar of El-Kalil was like the voice of a long tunnel full of railway trains, made all the more unholy by utter darkness. After a long consultation de Crespigny had left two policemen on guard at the jail and taken the other eight with him.

The lonely little one-horse plan finally decided on, as the best possible in the event of an outbreak, was for de Crespigny and his eight police to fight their way to the jail, gather up the two guards, the jailer and his assistant, leave the jail and prisoners to the mob, and fall back on the Governorate. The rest of us were to join de Crespigny if we could and Doctor Cameron and the nurse were to take their chance of being unmolested at the hospital, seeing that neither of them would hear of any other course.

It was decided that to make a last stand at the hospital, supposing we could ever reach it, would only seal the fate of two people whom the mob might otherwise treat as noncombatants.

De Crespigny had ridden off, with his eight policemen tramping stolidly behind him, awfully afraid, yet proud as Lucifer to be the bodyguard of Law where no law would be otherwise, and encouraged by the sight of his brave young back bolt-upright in the saddle. A mans back often tells a truer story than his face.

Grim and I went on foot  to the Ghetto first, leaving Jones alone in the Governorate; for somebody had to hold headquarters, and the joyless job is the juniors by right of precedent. Grim had a word to say to the jail-guards on the way and we reached without incident the narrowing gut where the street passes into the city by a fragment of the ancient wall.

From that point onward it was one long struggle to force a way through the crowd. All Hebron was out, trying to win to the Ghetto gate and see the preliminaries. There was not room in the street for seven men to stand abreast, nor space by the Ghetto for a crowd of fifty; yet several thousand men were milling and crushing for a front view, like long-horn steers that smell water  and all in the dark. You couldnt see the face of a man three paces off.

We soon got jammed up hopelessly and only contrived to keep together by clinging and wrestling. The hilt of a mans sword took me under the ribs and pressed until I nearly yelled aloud with agony. I trod on his instep to give him a different sense of direction and if he could have drawn the sword I should have learned the feel of its sharper end. He started an argument, spitting out the savage abuse within six inches of my face and I did not dare answer him for fear of betraying myself with an obviously foreign accent. Grim saved that situation by a trick as old as Hebron is  a trick that has saved armies before now.

He started to sing, choosing the lilting air the Hebron men love most, and making up the words to it, as nearly every singer does in that town of surviving customs.



Oh, fortunate and famous are the men of El-Kalil!
Allah watches them! Oh, Allah watches them!
They are gallant to the stranger, to the stranger in the gates!
Allah watches them! Oh, Allah watches them!



They caught the refrain and throat after throat took it up, beginning to sway a little in time to it and ceasing from the cattle-thrust all in one direction that was pinning them choked and helpless between walls. The man who wanted my blood laughed and began to sing too.



Hither came Er-Rahman [Abraham], hither across deserts, hither to make friendship with the men of El-Kalil!
Allah watches them! Oh, Allah watches them!
None else had befriended him. None had housed the stranger. Wondering he wandered to the tents of El-Kalil!
Allah watches them! Oh, Allah watches them!



Now the whole street was thundering the refrain and a rival singer took up the story of Abraham, for rivalry is keen among the bards of that place and no sweet singer lets a new man hold attention long if he can help it. And because the men of El-Kalil, like those of other cities, have their own moods and their own expressions of emotion they began to form groups and face inward, little by little easing the forward pressure as the men in the rear made room to sway and swing in time to the improvised ballad.

Grim did not waste time then. He grabbed me by the arm and hauled me into a doorway, kicked on the door until a woman opened and then without a word of explanation rushed past her up a rickety old stair-way to the roof. We were followed by a dozen men before she could get the door closed again and whether Grim knew the way or not they showed it to us  up over roof after roof  flat ones, domed ones,  along copings  jumping here and there across dark ditches that were Hebron streets and frequently scaring women off the roofs in front of us  pursued all the way by the thunder of the song Grim started.



Allah watches them! Oh! Allah watches them!



You could have recognized the Ghetto by the change of smells. But there was a glow of light there too, and rival music snarling from somewhere out of sight, tinny and thin but carrying its theme through endless bars instead of pausing to repeat, as Arab music does.

We lay at the end of a roof and looked over  down on a sight so weird that the modern world and all that belonged to it became a dream forthwith. Not that this looked real; there was nothing real any longer. Life was a myth. We were dreamers, peering down into the vale of dreams.

Have you ever seen the ancient Jewish costume? Purple and apricot-color  ancient Jews in turbans, with their long, curled earlocks, and the gestures that signify race-consciousness refusing not to be expressed? And the Jewish boys, togged out like their sires, gawky and awkward in the ancient costume, full of all the fiery zeal of their race and not yet trained to self-suppression?

It was a courtyard below us, connected to the street by that dark passage we had entered the evening before. The passage was still as black as pitch, but open windows facing on the court bathed that in golden-yellow light. Framed in the windows there were Jewesses  Esthers, Rachels, Rebeccas  crowding for a front view, bejeweled with long gold ear-rings, open-mouthed, afraid  gleaming-eyed women.

There was a committee of Arabs, thirty or forty strong, armed to the teeth, standing back to the wall around two sides of the court, eying the whole scene with owlish attention to detail. Back to the entrance of the passageway stood Ali Baba, with his sixteen sons behind him in a semi-circle; and behind them again, dimly discernible in shadow was an old muballir chanting nasally from a copy of the Koran held with both hands on his lap. The Jewish music, out of the darkness in the corner opposite was, presumably by way of opposition to that heresy.

The most striking figure of them all was Cohen, standing in the midst, facing Ali Baba, with the Chief Rabbi on his right hand and another on his left. He wore a turban, to which false ringlets had been pinned, and was nearly naked to the waist, his skin gleaming in the mellow light.

They had togged him out like an Orthodox Jew, but there was a girdle about his waist and all the upper part of his clothing hung down from that, so that he looked like a butcher about to slay according to ancient ritual.

The armed Arabs began to grow impatient and two or three of them called out, but I could not catch what was said. The cry was taken up by the younger Jews behind, and without waiting for the muballir to finish chanting Ali Baba stepped up to Cohen and breathed fire on him.

Instantly the whole of Cohens torso seemed to leap into flame  blue flame, of the sort that dances on a Christmas pudding  flame that crawled snake-fashion, changing shape to disappear in one place and appear in another. The Arabs roared delight; the women shrilled in the windows, and the young Jews at the rear set up a dogfight din that might have meant anything.

Cohen took something in his hands  a sponge it might have been  pressed it to his breast, and that, too, caught fire. The flame died down on his body and flickered out, but the thing in his hands burned on. Ali Baba bowed to the ground in front of it, all his sons following suit; then the sons made way down their midst for him and turned behind him four abreast as he started for the street. The band of Jewish musicians struck up a lively air with cymbals, and Cohen started after them, followed by two Rabbis and at least two hundred other Jews, all chanting, while the Arabs waited to come last, flashing their swords in air and yelling in praise of Allah.

The last I saw of the procession just then was a ball of fire in the black passage that rose and fell as Cohen tossed it and the weird sheen on his arms and breast as the blue light flashed on them.

Lets go! said Grim and we crossed by an arch above a dark street that was all one voice of roaring men, who milled and mobbed to get out of the way of the fire-gift, urged to it by men on wiry gray ponies who pricked at them with spear-tips and cursed in the name of the Most High. The Jewish music penetrated through and above the din like the wail of forgotten ages; but every minute or so every other sound was suddenly drowned beneath the Moslem roar that answers all arguments, confounds all doubters, satisfies all requirements.



Allahu akbar! La illahah il-allah! God is great. There is no god but God!



We got down into a side street by a wall and set of steps and ran in a circuit to head off the crowd. But it was useless to try to reach the mosque by the south entrance, for every available inch of footing along the route was crammed with men, who sang in groups, each group with a soloist making up songs for them and all thundering the refrains, so that the winding, dark street-canyons were one interminable roar. And there was a reek of human sweat you could have leaned against.

But there was an old minaret, disused because unsafe, that overlooked the whole of the Haram court, and whose good, stout olive-wood door, hinged like a treasure-chest, was only fastened by a cheap brass Brummagem padlock.

Grim broke that with the first rock handy and we climbed the stone stairs that rocked now and then in their setting, scaring out bats that like to haunt disused buildings. We emerged on a rickety platform, whose broken iron railing hung loose above a sea of heads.

The whole Haram court was chock-a-block with men. You could see de Crespignys horse nodding and champing nervously outside in the street, where one of the policemen held him. The rest of the police were up beside de Crespigny on the mosque steps behind the Sheikh, whose gaunt, Old Testament face was a picture of mingled dignity and nervousness.

On the steps below the Sheikh, but leaving a narrow gangway for him, were about twenty notables; and there was a narrow cleared space, two men wide perhaps, leading all the way from them to the South Gate. There was plenty of light on the scene; for, besides the great iron bracket-lanterns, many of the men had kerosene lanterns, swung on sticks to keep them safe above the struggling crowd.

We were none too soon. The circuit we had made had used up time. We could hear the cymbals already, and the chanting penetrating through the roar from Moslem throats. In another minute I caught sight of a dancing ball of blue fire; and then, through a wide gap between two roofs, I saw Cohen.

He said afterwards that he was in deadly fear all the while, but I believe he was enjoying himself. At intervals between tossing the fire and catching it he would bathe his arms in it, and wave them, blazing blue, until the crowd gasped. And he looked as solemn as if he had been born to the trade of making miracles.

Ali Baba and his gang of sixteen thieves marched on ahead of him with all the righteous dignity of men who have given back what they might not keep  there is no higher sanctity than that in El-Kalil  and, swinging to the left at the sharp turn by the gate, marched through like old-time priests, forming two abreast, now, because of the narrow passage. They came up the enormous entrance steps and paraded, dignified and solemn, straight up to the Sheikh, where Ali Baba bowed very low and said something  I couldnt hear what, though the crowd inside the Haram was absolutely still by that time.

But Cohen did not dare go past the seventh entrance step from the bottom, where a hole in the wall is, that they say  in order to pacify the Jews  connects like a whispering tube with the tomb of Abraham a hundred yards away beneath. No Jew dare go past that seventh step on pain of death.

He stood on it and tossed the fire, while Ali Baba did the heralding and the music of the Jews outside blended with a roar of excited voices. Then Ali Baba started back to carry the fire to the mosque, since no Jew must come nearer and Grim caught hold of my arm.

Well miss the big scene if we stay here. Come!

Down these rickety steps we went again among the bats and bugs, hurrying all the faster because of the risk of falling masonry  clambered by a lean-to up on to the same wide-topped wall that had stood us in good stead the night before  ran along it to the end, unchallenged for two reasons: we were up in shadow above the dancing lights, and the crowd was intoxicated with the sight of something else. The fire-gift was in Ali Babas hands now, being carried up the narrow path between them all.

At the end of the wall we slid down a buttress and passed into the mosque through the Sheikhs own private door. But there we were nonplused for the moment. You could have walked on the heads of men who sat, all facing away from us in the direction of the south door, where the Sheikh was welcoming the fire-gift  a level, multi-colored lake of heads.

No one noticed us. We slipped along the wall as far as the pulpit. The little wooden door at the foot of it was hanging on the latch and we slipped through unseen, to stand in deep shadow on the upper steps with a view of every square foot of all that great mosque.

At the far end, not thirty feet from the southern door, is a little arched recess in the wall with an ornamental brass lamp hanging in it. Beneath the lamp is a perfectly round hole that leads through the solid black rock to the cave beneath. The hole is about twelve inches in diameter and the Moslems kneel and pray through it to Father Abraham, and drop little messages down to him written on slips of paper. There was a space kept clear around that hole and a gangway from it to the door.

Up that gangway presently, preceded by the Sheikh, came Ali Baba carrying the fire, shaking it to make the flame burn fiercely, and the roar that God is Great went up into the mosque roof from the throats of the seated throng by way of greeting. The Sheikh stopped at the hole and turned to face the congregation.

Behold! he cried out. Before the eyes of all of you that which was taken is returned! At that Ali Baba  rather lingering, as if he hated to be parted from his treasure  dropped the blue fire down the hole and for about a minute nothing happened, while the congregation watched in utter silence. Then however the ten or twenty thousand little slips of paper on the cave floor caught alight and a column of blue-gray smoke emerged like the jinnee out of the fishermans jar in the Arabian Nights tale  formed a great query mark in mid- air  and rose leisurely to mushroom and spread against the roof.

That was a true miracle if ever men sat and saw one. The congregation moaned like the wind in a forest, swaying their bodies and murmuring that God is great. Ali Baba went out by the south door, minded, I expect, to tell the crowd outside what marvels had been seen to happen. And the Sheikh, minded too, to make the most of things while the impression was still at its height, began to thread his way toward the pulpit.

Wed better beat it quick! said Grim and to save time we vaulted over the pulpit-rail into the utter darkness between the back wall and the door we entered by. There we stayed to hear the Sheikh do what he could to keep the crowd quiet until morning.

But the Sheikh had had a change of heart since Grim last talked with him. Something in his lean, mean face made me suspicious the minute he reached the pulpit and paused to look about him while the congregation faced his way. There was a thin smile and a sneer; and a strange light in his eye.

My God! Hes going back on us! Grim whispered. But we stayed to listen. I suppose most men would rather hear themselves condemned to death than have the sentence pronounced in their absence.

You could see in a second how the Sheikh had argued it. The miracle had happened. The fire-gift was returned. His own reputation in the community was likely to be stronger now than ever. The only risk to him was that certain men in the secret might betray him, and of those Ali Baba and his sons would obviously keep the secret for their own sake. Why not then, get rid of the handful of white men who were almost sure to talk in clubs and messes? It was easy enough.

Allah is all-majesty! he began, and paused while they murmured a response. Ye have seen. Your eyes have seen. Your ears heard the vision from my lips. Ye know now that these dogs of Jews of El-Kalil are to be spared awhile. But I have yet to see the vision  I have yet to hear the word explaining why the Moslems of Jerusalem should lay their necks beneath the feet of Jews, at the bidding of alien rulers. What says the Book? And God drove back the infidels in their wrath; they won no advantage; for God is strong, mighty! No vision yet has told me why the aliens in this place  are they not few, and ye so many  should stand between you and your faith in an hour when

Here! Lets beat it quick! said Grim and led the way.

We shinnied up the wall again and down by the lower wall that Grim had used the night before. The same roar was throbbing in the main streets, louder than before if anything; but Grim knew all the byways, and we made for the Governorate with the fear of death dogging our heels, every swell of the tumult sounding in our ears like the beginning of the end and every deep shadow looking like an ambush.

I dont think Grim had anything in mind except to get back to the Governorate. I know I hadnt. The place where a mans friends are, or ought to be, draws him when the hunt begins as his home earth draws the fox. The fact that the Governorate couldnt possibly be defended for ten minutes made no difference; that was home and we ran for it sobbing for breath, I with a stitch in my side like a knife-wound, and Grim lending a hand at intervals to pull me when wind gave out altogether.

And in the end we reached the widening street, where the city leaves off and suburb begins, at almost exactly the same moment as de Crespigny, riding well-content with his eight good, dark-skinned legionaries tramping along behind him.

Whats your hurry? he asked.

Grim laid a hand on his saddle, fighting for breath to speak with.

The Sheikhs gone back on us! he gasped. He feels hes safe  wants to keep the secret in the family  the swines advising them to scupper us!

All up, eh? said de Crespigny. Well, we gave em a run for their money! Take a stirrup each and run beside me. He turned to the faithful eight and gave his orders in an unchanged voice:

Tention! Quick march! Double!


CHAPTER XII. Lets have supper now and drink to them seventeen thieves!

WE stopped at the jail and brought the guard away, jailers and all, leaving the prisoners to whatever fate awaited them. Most mobs empty the jail first thing, if only for the sake of mischief, but de Crespigny took care that the outer door was locked and bolted.

Cohen arrived in a state of jubilant joy two or three minutes after we reached the Governorate; and then we had a surprise. Ali Baba turned up with his sixteen sons.

What do you want here? asked de Crespigny.

They are coming to kill you officers.

Well?

I and my sons have pledged ourselves to be your friends. Give us guns. We will fight for you until the end comes.

Ive got no guns, O father of true promises.

Taib. We have knives.

There wasnt any comment you could make exactly. De Crespigny shook hands with him and Jones posted them in the hall, where in a free-for-all fight against an invading mob knives could be used to the best advantage.

Cohen disappeared, and came back ten minutes later with the bitterly protesting Scots nurse. He could not have brought her by force, for she was stronger than any two of him, but he had threatened to murder the doctor unless he ordered her away to the Governorate; and the doctor had smiled and given in, saying that the presence of a woman might help the boys. But she was angry. My word, she was angry! And she set about fixing up a first-aid place at once in de Crespignys bedroom, although I did not see what good that would do if the mob came on in earnest.

And sure enough, they came within the hour, bringing torches with them, roaring up the street like bulls turned loose. They paused before the jail to hold a consultation, but after five minutes of noise decided not to open it; then came on again, singing about the swords of El-Kalil. And because it was dark and you couldnt guess their numbers, it seemed as if the whole East were surging along to swamp and roll over us and surge along forever.

Ill take mine on the steps with the police, said Jones and went out through the front door, where we heard the breech-bolts clicking as he examined the mens rifles in the window-light.

Poor old Jonesys got the wind up badly! said de Crespigny. Ill go out to the gate and talk to them. Grim, will you do what you can to hold the place if they scough me?

He followed Jones out through the door and Grim sent me to the roof with a revolver and orders to use my wits if I had any left. So I saw what took place better than any one did.

De Crespigny mounted the wall and stood this time, for they could not have seen him otherwise, while the mob milled and sang songs at him. You could see their eyes by the light of the lanterns they carried  that and the sheen on swords and knives, nothing more. It was a long time before he could make his voice heard and then they laughed at him, which is a very bad sign among Moslems.

What do you want? he demanded.

Rifles!

I have none.

Liar! Father of lies! Kill the liar and loot his stores!

De Crespigny held one hand up for silence and because they were used to giving him a hearing they gave him a last one now.

Now for your own sakes, dont be fools! You can kill me; thats easy. You can loot the Governorate, although youll find that tough work and not worthwhile. Then you can start for Jerusalem; and the Sikhs will meet you on the way! Ive done my best for you. If youll go back to your homes now there shall be no reprisals for this nights work. Go home, and act like sensible men!

Some one threw a rock at him, but missed and it broke a lower window. They laughed and he held up a hand for silence again. It was then that I heard a row like the grumble of far-off thunder and looking to the right saw a string of swiftly moving lights  very strong lights, one behind the other, heading this way from Jerusalem. That was Sikhs in lorries; it couldnt be anything else. They were coming like a fourth-alarm turn-out to a fire.

A minute later, while de Crespigny was trying to make himself heard above the growing tumult, the men on the crowds edge heard too, and looked and yelled. Ten minutes later ten great lorries came to a halt in line in an utterly empty street in front of the Governorate, disgorging two machine guns and more hairy Sikhs than you would have believed could be possibly crowded into that space.

The Sikhs were angry. They had been skirmishing for a day and a night without sleep. They wanted nothing on earth so much as a crowd to glut their temper on and stood about outside, grumbling their disappointment. But one enormous man with a beard like the mans on the chutney-bottle in the grocers window thrust his way into the Governorate, calling aloud for Jimgrim.

Ah! he exclaimed at sight of him and came to attention. Not dead, then, sahib! And the man I was to reckon with  that Ali Baba person  where is he?

Grim introduced them and the eyes of Sikh and Arab met for thirty full seconds.

Then Narayan Singh the Sikh grinned hugely and thrust his bayonet forward. Ali Baba answered the threat by touching his knife and pointed to his sixteen sons.

The more the better! said Narayan Singh, perfectly ready to accept odds of seventeen to one.

Inshallah!

We will see, whenever the time comes!

Inshallah! repeated Ali Baba sweetly.

Lovin couple, aint they! put in Cohen. Say; dont you fellows ever eat supper in this joint? Im dyin o thirst! What time is it?

Ah! Grim laughed. That reminds me; heres your watch back. I allow youve won the bet. Wheres mine?

Gimme mine first.

Grim obeyed and Cohen pocketed the thing.

Like to kid yourself, dont you! Think Ill part with yours? Nothin doing! Ill keep this blame thing for a souvenir  souvenir o the first time I was made a stark starin sucker out of and wasnt sorry! But say; lets have supper now and drink to them seventeen thieves!

THE END


 

JIMGRIM AND ALLAHS PEACE
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To Jimgrim: 

whose real name, rank, and military distinctions,
I promised never to make public.


Chapter One

Look for a man named Grim.

There is a beautiful belief that journalists may do exactly as they please, and whenever they please. Pleasure with violet eyes was in Chicago. My passport describes me as a journalist. My employer said: Go to Jerusalem. I went, that was in 1920.

I had been there a couple of times before the World War, when the Turks were in full control. So I knew about the bedbugs and the stench of the citadel moat; the pre-war price of camels; enough Arabic to misunderstand it when spoken fluently, and enough of the Old Testament and the Koran to guess at Arabian motives, which are important, whereas words are usually such stuff as lies are made of.

El Kudz, as Arabs call Jerusalem, is, from a certain distance, as they also call it, shellabi kabir. Extremely beautiful. Beautiful upon a mountain. El Kudz means The City, and in a certain sense it is that, to unnumbered millions of people. Ludicrous, uproarious, dignified, pious, sinful, naively confidential, secretive, altruistic, realistic. Hoary-ancient and ultra-modern. Very, very proud of its name Jerusalem, which means City of Peace. Full to the brim with the malice of certainly fifty religions, fifty races, and five hundred thousand curious political chicaneries disguised as plans to save our souls from hell and fill some fellows purse. The jails are full.

Look for a man named Grim, said my employer. James Schuyler Grim, American, aged thirty-four or so. Ive heard he knows the ropes.

The ropes, when I was in Jerusalem before the war, were principally used for hanging people at the Jaffa Gate, after they had been well beaten on the soles of their feet to compel them to tell where their money was hidden. The Turks entirely understood the arts of suppression and extortion, which they defined as government. The British, on the other hand, subject their normal human impulse to be greedy, and their educated craving to be gentlemanly white mans burden-bearers, to a process of compromise. Perhaps that isnt government. But it works. They even carry compromise to the point of not hanging even their critics if they can possibly avoid doing it. They had not yet, but they were about to receive a brand-new mandate from a brand-new League of Nations, awkwardly qualified by Mr. Balfours post-Armistice promise to the Zionists to give the country to the Jews, and by a war-time promise, in which the French had joined, to create an Arab kingdom for the Arabs.

So there was lots of compromising being done, and hell to pay, with no one paying, except, of course, the guests in the hotels, at New York prices. The Zionist Jews were arriving in droves. The Arabs, who owned most of the land, were threatening to cut all the Jews throats as soon as they could first get all their money. Feisal, a descendant of the Prophet, who had fought gloriously against the Turks, was romantically getting ready in Damascus to be crowned King of Syria. The French, who pride themselves on being realistic, were getting ready to go after Feisal with bayonets and poison-gas, as they eventually did.

In Jerusalem the Bolsheviks, astonishingly credulous of secret news from Moscow, and skeptical of every ones opinion but their own, were bolsheviking Marxian Utopia beneath a screen of such arrogant innocence that even the streetcorner police constables suspected them. And Mustapha Kemal, in Anatolia, was rumoured to be preparing a holy war. It was known as a Ghazi in those days. He had not yet scrapped religion. He was contemplating, so said rumour, a genuine old-fashioned moslem jihad, with modern trimmings.

A few enthusiasts astonishingly still laboured for an American mandate. At the Holy Sepulchre a British soldier stood on guard with bayonet and bullets to prevent the priests of rival creeds from murdering one another. The sun shone and so did the stars. General Bols reopened Pontius Pilates water-works. The learned monks in convents argued about facts and theories denied by archaeologists. Old-fashioned Jews wailed at the Wailing Wall. Tommy Atkins blasphemously dug corpses of donkeys and dogs from the Citadel moat.

I arrived in the midst of all that, and spent a couple of months trying to make head or tail of it, and wondering, if that was peace, what war is? They say that wherever a man was ever slain in Palestine a flower grows. So one gets a fair idea of the countrys mass-experience without much difficulty. For three months of the year, from end to end, the whole landscape is carpeted with flowers so close together that, except where beasts and men have trodden winding tracks, one can hardly walk without crushing an anemone or wild chrysanthemum. There are more battle-fields in that small land than all Europe can show. There are streams everywhere that historians assert repeatedly ran blood for days.

Five thousand years of bloody terrorism, intermingling of races, piety, plunder, politics and pilgrims, have produced a self- consciousness as concentrated as liquid poison-gas. The laughter is sarcastic, the humour sardonic, and the credulity beyond analysis. For instance, when I got there, I heard the British being accused of imperialistic savagery because they had removed the leprous beggars from the streets into a clean place where they could receive medical treatment.

It was difficult to find one line of observation. Whatever anybody told you, was reversed entirely by the next man. The throat-distorting obligation to study Arabic called for rather intimate association with educated Arabs, whose main obsession was fear of the Zionist Jews. The things they said against the Jews turned me pro-Zionist. So I cautiously made the acquaintance of some gentlemen with gold-rimmed spectacles, and the things they said about the Arabs set me to sympathizing with the sons of Ishmael again.

In the midst of that predicament I met Jimgrim  Major James Schuyler Grim, to give him his full title, although hardly any one ever called him by it. After that, bewilderment began to cease as, under his amused, painstaking fingers, thread after thread of the involved gnarl of plots and politics betrayed its course.

However, first I must tell how I met him. There is an American Colony in Jerusalem  a community concern that runs a one-price store, and is even more savagely criticized than the British Administration, as is only natural. The story of what they did in the war is a three-year epic. You cant be epic and not make enemies.

A Chicago Jew assured me they were swine and horse-thieves. But I learned that the Yemen Jews prayed for them  first prayer  every Sabbath of the year, calling down blessings on their heads for charitable service rendered.

One hardly goes all the way to Palestine to meet Americans; but a journalist cant afford to be wilfully ignorant. A British official assured me they were good blokes and an Armenian told me they could skin fleas for their hides and tallow; but the Armenian was wearing a good suit, and eating good food, which he admitted had been given to him by the American Colony. He was bitter with them because they had refused to cash a draft on Mosul, drawn on a bank that had ceased to exist.

It seemed a good idea to call on the American Colony, at their store near the Jaffa Gate, and it turned out to be a very clean spot in a dirty city. I taxed their generosity, and sat for hours on a ten-thousand-dollar pile of Asian rugs behind the store; and, whatever I have missed and lost, or squandered, at least I know their story and can keep it until the proper time.

Of course, you have to allow for point of view, just as the mariner allows for variation and deviation; but when they inferred that most of the constructive good that has come to the Near East in the last fifty years has been American, they spoke with the authority of men who have lived on the spot and watched it happen.

You see, the Americans who have come here havent set up governments. Theyve opened schools and colleges. Theyve poured in education, and taken nothing. Then there are thousands of Arabs, living in hovels because theres nothing better, who have been to America and brought back memories with them. All that accounts for the desire for an American mandate  which would be a very bad thing, though, because the moment we set up a government we would lose our chance to be disinterested. The country is better off under any other mandate, provided it gives Americans the right to teach without ruling. Americas mission is educational. Theres an American, though, who might seem to prove the contrary. Do you see him?

There were two Arabs in the room, talking in low tones over by the window. I could imagine the smaller of the two as a peddler of lace and filigree-silver in the States, who had taken out papers for the sake of privilege and returned full of notions to exploit his motherland. But the tall one  never. He was a Bedouin, if ever a son of the desert breathed. If he had visited the States, then he had come back as unchanged as gold out of an acid bath; and as for being born there  

That little beady-eyed, rat-faced fellow may be an American, I said. In fact, of course he is, since you say so. But as for being up to any good

Youre mistaken. Youre looking at the wrong man. Observe the other one.

I was more than ever sure I was not mistaken. Stately gesture, dignity, complexion, attitude  to say nothing of his Bedouin array and the steadiness with which he kept his dark eyes fixed on the smaller man he was talking to, had laid the stamp of the desert on the taller man from head to heel.

That tall man is an American officer in the British army. Doesnt look the part, eh? They say he was the first American to be granted a commission without any pretense of his being a Canadian. They accepted him as an American. It was a case of that or nothing. Lived here for years, and knew the country so well that they felt they had to have him on his own terms.

You can believe anything in Jerusalem after you have been in the place a week or two, so, seeing who my informant was, I swallowed the fact. But it was a marvel. It seemed even greater when the man strolled out, pausing to salute my host with the solemn politeness that warfare with the desert breeds. You could not imagine that at Ellis Island, or on Broadway  even on the stage. It was too untheatrical to be acting; too individual to be imitation; to unself-conscious to have been acquired. I hazarded a guess.

A red man, then. Carlisle for education. Swallowed again by the first desert he stayed in for more than a week.

Wrong. His name is Grim. Sounds like Scandinavian ancestry, on one side. James Schuyler Grim  Dutch, then, on the other; and some English. Ten generations in the States at any rate. He can tell you all about this country. Why not call on him?

It did not need much intelligence to agree to that suggestion; but the British military take their code with them to the uttermost ends of earth, behind which they wonder why so many folks with different codes, or none, dislike them.

Write me an introduction, I said.

You wont need one. Just call on him. He lives at a place they call the junior Staff Officers Mess  up beyond the Russian Convent and below the Zionist Hospital.

So I went that evening, finding the way with difficulty because they talk at least eighteen languages in Jerusalem and, with the exception of official residences, no names were posted anywhere. That was not an official residence. It was a sort of communal boarding-house improvised by a dozen or so officers in preference to the bug-laden inconvenience of tents  in a German-owned (therefore enemy property) stone house at the end of an alley, in a garden full of blooming pomegranates.

I sent my card in by a flat-footed old Russian female, who ran down passages and round corners like a wet hen, trying to find a man-servant. The place seemed deserted, but presently she came on her quarry in the back yard, and a very small boy in a tarboosh and knickerbockers carried the card on a tray into a room on the left. Through the open door I could hear one quiet question and a high-pitched disclaimer of all knowledge; then an order, sounding like a grumble, and the small boy returned to the hall to invite me in, in reasonably good English, of which he seemed prouder than I of my Arabic.

So I went into the room on the left, with that Bedouin still in mind. There was only one man in there, who got out of a deep armchair as I entered, marking his place in a book with a Damascus dagger. He did not look much more than middle height, nor more than medium dark complexioned, and he wore a majors khaki uniform.

Beg pardon, I said. Ive disturbed the wrong man. I came to call on an American named Major Grim.

Im Grim.

Must be a mistake, though. The man Im looking for is taller
than you  very dark  looks, walks, speaks and acts like a
Bedouin. I saw him this afternoon in Bedouin costume in the
American Colony store.

Yes, I noticed you. Sit down, wont you? Yes, Im he  the
Bedouin abayi* seems to add to a mans height. Soap and water
account for the rest of it. These cigars are from the States.
[*Long-sleeved outer cloak.]

It was hard to believe, even on the strength of his straight statement  he talking undisguised American, and smiling at me, no doubt vastly pleased with my incredulity.

Are you a case of Jekyll and Hyde? I asked.

No. Im more like both sides of a sandwich with some army mule- meat in the middle. But I wont be interviewed. I hate it. Besides, its against the regulations.

His voice was not quite so harshly nasal as those of the Middle West, but he had not picked up the ultra-English drawl and clipped-off consonants that so many Americans affect abroad and overdo.

I dont think a wise crook would have chosen him as a subject for experiments. He had dark eyes with noticeably long lashes; heavy eyebrows; what the army examination-sheets describe as a medium chin; rather large hands with long, straight fingers; and feet such as an athlete stands on, fully big for his size, but well shaped. He was young for a major  somewhere between thirty and thirty-five.

Once he was satisfied that I would not write him up for the newspapers he showed no disinclination to talk, although it was difficult to keep him on the subject of himself, and easy to let him lose you in a maze of tribal history. He seemed to know the ins and outs of every blood-feud from Beersheba to Damascus, and warmed to his subject as you listened.

You see, he said, by way of apology when I laughed at a string of names that to me conjured up only confusion, my beat is all the way from Cairo to Aleppo  both sides of the Jordan. Im not on the regular strength, but attached to the Intelligence  no, not permanent  dont know what the future has in store  that probably depends on whether or not the Zionists get full control, and how soon. Meanwhile, Im my own boss more or less  report direct to the Administrator, and hes one of those men who allows you lots of scope.

That was the sort of occasional glimpse he gave of himself, and then switched off into straight statements about the Zionist problem. All his statements were unqualified, and given with the air of knowing all about it right from the beginning.

Theres nothing here that really matters outside the Zionist- Arab problem. But thats a big one. People dont realize it  even on the spot  but its a world movement with ramifications everywhere. All the other politics of the Near East hinge on it, even when it doesnt appear so on the surface. You see, the Jews have international affiliations through banks and commerce. They have blood-relations everywhere. A ripple here may mean theres a wave in Russia, or London, or New York. Ive known at least one Arab blood-feud over here that began with a quarrel between a Jew and a Christian in Chicago.

Are the Zionists as dangerous as the Arabs seem to think? I asked.

Yes and no. Depends what you call danger. Theyre like an incoming tide. All you can do is accept the fact and ride on top of it, move away in front of it, or go under. The Arabs want to push it back with sword-blades. Cant be done!

Speaking as a mere onlooker, I feel sorry for the Arabs, I said. It has been their country for several hundred years. They didnt even drive the Jews out of it; the Romans attended to that, after the Assyrians and Babylonians had cleaned up nine-tenths of the population. And at that, the Jews were invaders themselves.

Sure, Grim answered. But you cant argue with tides. The
Arabs are sore, and nobody has any right to blame them. The
English betrayed the Arabs  I dont mean the fellows out here,
but the gang at the Foreign Office.

I glanced at his uniform. That was a strange statement coming from a man who wore it. He understood, and laughed.

Oh, the men out here all admit it. Theyre as sore as the Arabs are themselves.

Then youre on the wrong side, and you know it? I suggested.

The meat, he said, is in the middle of the sandwich. In a small way you might say Im a doctor, staying on after a riot to stitch up cuts. The quarrel was none of my making, although I was in it and did what I could to help against the Turks. Like everybody else who knows them, I admire the Turks and hate what they stand for  hate their cruelty. I was with Lawrence across the Jordan  went all the way to Damascus with him  saw the war through to a finish  in case you choose to call it finished.

Vainly I tried to pin him down to personal reminiscences. He was not interested in his own story.

The British promised old King Hussein of Mecca that if hed raise an Arab army to use against the Turks, there should be a united Arab kingdom afterward under a ruler of their own choosing. The kingdom was to include Syria, Arabia and Palestine. The French agreed. Well, the Arabs raised the army; Emir Feisul, King Husseins third son, commanded it; Lawrence did so well that he became a legend. The result was, Allenby could concentrate his army on this side of the Jordan and clean up. He made a good job of it. The Arabs were naturally cock-a-hoop.

I suggested that the Arabs with that great army could have enforced the contract, but he laughed again.

They were being paid in gold by the British, and had Lawrence to hold them together. The flow of gold stopped, and Lawrence was sent home. Somebody at the Foreign Office had changed his mind. You see, they were all taken by surprise at the speed of Allenbys campaign. The Zionists saw their chance, and claimed Palestine. No doubt they had money and influence. Perhaps it was Jewish gold that had paid the wages of the Arab army. Anyhow, the French laid claim to Syria. By the time the war was over the Zionists had a hard-and-fast guarantee, the French claim to Syria had been admitted, and there wasnt any country left except some Arabian desert to let the Arabs have. Thats the situation. Feisul is in Damascus, going through the farce of being proclaimed king, with the French holding the sea-ports and getting ready to oust him. The Zionists are in Jerusalem, working like beavers, and the British are getting ready to pull out as much as possible and leave the Zionists to do their own worrying. Mesopotamia is in a state of more or less anarchy. Egypt is like a hot-box full of explosive  may go off any minute. The Arabs would like to challenge the world to mortal combat, and then fight one another while the rest of the world pays the bill

And you?

The French, for instance. Their army is weak at the moment. Theyve neither men nor money  only a hunger to own Syria. They dont play what the English call on side. They play a mean game. The French General Staff figure that if Feisul should attack them now he might beat them. So theyve conceived the brilliant idea of spreading sedition and every kind of political discontent into Palestine and across the Jordan, so that if the Arabs make an effort theyll make it simultaneously in both countries. Then the British, being in the same mess with the French, would have to take the French side and make a joint campaign of it.

But dont the British know this?

You bet they know it. Whats the Intelligence for? The French are hiring all the Arab newspapers to preach against the British. A child could see it with his eyes shut.

Then why in thunder dont the British have a showdown?

Thats where the joker comes in. The French know theres a sort of diplomatic credo at the London Foreign Office to the general effect that England and France have got to stand together or Europe will go to pieces. The French are realists. They bank on that. They tread on British corns, out here, all they want to, while they toss bouquets, backed by airplanes, across the English Channel.

Then the war didnt end the old diplomacy?

What a question! But I havent more than scratched the Near East surface for you yet. Theres Mustapha Kemal in Anatolia, leader of the Turkish Nationalists, no more dead or incapacitated than a possum. Hes playing for his own hand  Kaiser Willy stuff  studying Trotzky and Lenin, and flirting with Feisuls party on the side. Then theres a Bolshevist element among the Zionists  got teeth, too. Theres an effort being made from India to intrigue among the Sikh troops employed in Palestine. Theres a very strong party yelling for an American mandate. The Armenians, poor devils, are pulling any string they can get hold of, in the hope that anything at all may happen. The orthodox Jews are against the Zionists; the Arabs are against them both, and furious with one another. Theres a pan-Islam movement on foot, and a pan-Turanian  both different, and opposed. About 75 per cent of the British are as pro-Arab as they dare be, but the rest are strong for the Zionists. And the Administrators neutral!  strong for law and order but taking no sides.

And you?

Im one of the men who is trying to keep the peace.

He invited me to stay to dinner. The other members of the mess were trooping in, all his juniors, all obviously fond of him and boisterously irreverent of his rank. Dinner under his chairmanship was a sort of school for repartee. It was utterly unlike the usual British mess dinner. If you shut your eyes for a minute you couldnt believe that any one present had ever worn a uniform. I learned afterward that there was quite a little competition to get into that mess.

After dinner most of them trooped out again, to dance with
Zionist ladies at an institute affair. But he and I stayed, and
talked until midnight. Before I left, the key of Palestine and
Syria was in my hands.

You seem interested, he said, coming with me to the door. If you dont mind rough spots now and then, Ill try to show you a few things at first hand.


Chapter Two

No objection; only a stipulation.

The showmanship began much sooner than I hoped. The following day was Sunday, and I had an invitation to a sort of semi-public tea given by the American Colony after their afternoon religious service.

They received their guests in a huge, well-furnished room on the upper floor of a stone house built around a courtyard filled with flowers. I think they were a little proud of the number of fierce-looking Arabs, who had traveled long distances in order to be present. Ten Arab chieftains in full costume, with fifteen or twenty of their followers, all there at great expense of trouble, time and money, for friends sake, were, after all, something to feel a bit chesty about. Every member of the Colony seemed able to talk Arabic like a native and, as they used to say in the up- state papers, a good time was being had by all. The Near East adores ice-cream, and there was lots of it.

Two of the Arab chiefs were Christians; the rest were not. The peace and war record of the Colony was what had brought them all there. Hardly an Arab in the country was not the Colonys debtor for disinterested help, direct or indirect, at some time in some way. The American Colony was the one place in the country where a man of any creed could go and be sure that whatever he might say would not be used against him. So they were talking their heads off. Hot air and Arab politics have quite a lot in common. But there was a broad desert-breath about it all. It wasnt like the little gusty yaps you hear in the city coffee-shops. A lot of the talk was foolish, but it was all magnificent.

There was one sheikh named Mustapha ben Nasir dressed in a blue serge suit and patent-leather boots, with nothing to show his nationality except a striped silk head-dress with the camel-hair band around the forehead. He was a handsome fellow, with a black beard trimmed to a point, and perfect manners, polished no doubt in a dozen countries, but still Eastern in slow, deferential dignity. He could talk good French. I fell in conversation with him.

The frankness with which treason is mooted, admitted and discussed in the Near East is one of the first things that amaze you. They are so open about it that nobody takes them seriously. Apparently it is only when they dont talk treason openly that the ruling authorities get curious and make arrests. To me, a total stranger, with nothing to recommend me but that for an hour or two that afternoon I was a guest of the American Colony, Mustapha ben Nasir made no bones whatever about the fact that the was being paid by the French to stir up feeling over Jordan against the British.

I receive a monthly salary, he boasted. I am just from Damascus, where the French Liaison-officer paid me and gave me some instructions.

Where is your home? I asked him.

At El-Kerak, in the mountains of Moab, across the Dead Sea. I start this evening. Will you come with me?

Je men bien garderai!

He smiled. Myself, I am in favor of the British. The French pay my expenses, that is all. What we all want is an independent Arab government  some say kingdom, some say republic. If it is not time for that yet, then we would choose an American mandate. But America has deserted us. Failing America, we prefer the English for the present. Anything except France! We do not want to become a new Algeria.

What is the condition now at El-Kerak?

Condition? There is none. There is chaos. You see, the British say their authority ceases at the River Jordan and at a line drawn down the middle of the Dead Sea. That leaves us with a choice between two other governments  King Husseins government of Mecca, and Feisuls in Syria. But Husseins arm is not long enough to reach us from the South, and Feisuls is not nearly strong enough to interfere from the North. So there is no government, and each man is keeping the peace with his own sword.

You mean; each man on his own account?

Yes. So there is peace. Five  fifteen  thirty throats are cut daily; and if you go down to the Jordan and listen, you will hear the shots being fired from ambush any day.

And you invite me to make the trip with you?

Oh, that is nothing. In the first place, you are American. Nobody will interfere with an American. They are welcome. In the second place, there is a good reason for bringing you; we all want an American school at El-Kerak.

But I am no teacher.

But you will be returning to America? It is enough, then, that you look the situation over, and tell what you know on your return. We will provide a building, a proper salary, and guarantee the teachers life. We would prefer a woman, but it would be wisest to send a man.

How so? The woman might not shoot straight? Ive some of our
Western women do tricks with a gun that would

There would be no need. She would have our word of honour. But every sheikh who has only three wives would want to make her his fourth. A man would be best. Will you come with me?

On your single undertaking to protect me? Are you king of all that countryside?

If you will come, you shall have an escort, every man of whom will die before he would let you be killed. And if they, and you, should all be killed, their sons and grandsons would avenge you to the third generation of your murderers.

Thats undoubtedly handsome, but

Believe me, effendi, he urged, many a soul has been consoled in hell-fire by the knowledge that his adversaries would be cut off in their prime by friends who are true to their given word.

Meaning to back out politely, I assured him I would think the offer over.

Well and good, he answered. You have my promise. Should you decide to come, leave word here with the American Colony. They will get word to me. Then I will send for you, and the escort shall meet you at the Dead Sea.

I talked it over with two or three members of the Colony, and they assured me the promise could be depended on. One of them added:

Besides, you ought to see El-Kerak. Its an old crusader city, rather ruined, but more or less the way the crusaders left it. And that craving of theirs for a school is worth doing something about, if you ever have an opportunity. They say they have too much religion already, and no enlightenment at all. A teacher who knew Arabic would have a first-class time, and would be well paid and protected, if he could keep his hands off politics. Why not talk with Major Grim?

It was a half-hours walk to Grims place, but I had the good fortune to catch him in again. He was sitting in the same chair, studying the same book, and this time I saw the title of it  Walter Paters Marius the Epicurean  a strange book for a soldier to be reading, and cutting its pages with an inlaid dagger, in a Jerusalem semi-military boarding-house. But he was a man of unexpectedly assorted moods.

He laughed when I told of ben Nasir. He looked serious when I mooted El-Kerak  serious, then interested, them speculative. From where I sat I could watch the changes in his eyes.

What would the escort amount to? I asked him.

Absolute security.

And whats this bunk about Americans being welcome anywhere?

Perfectly true. All the way from Aleppo down to Beersheba. Men like Dr. Bliss* have made such an impression that an occasional rotter might easily take advantage of it. Americans in this country  so far  stand for altruism without ulterior motive. If wed accepted the mandate they might have found us out! Meanwhile, an American is safe. [*President of the American College at Beirut. Died 1920, probably more respected throughout the Near East than any ten men of any other nationality.]

Then I think Ill go to El-Kerak.

Again his eyes grew speculative. I could not tell whether he was considering me or some problem of his own.

Speaking unofficially, he said, there are two possibilities. You might go without permission  easy enough, provided you dont talk beforehand. In that case, youd get there and back; after which, the Administration would label and index you. The remainder of your stay in Palestine would be about as exciting as pushing a perambulator in Prospect Park, Brooklyn. Youd be canned.

Id rather be killed. Whats the alternative?

Get permission. I shall be at El-Kerak myself within the next few days. I think it can be arranged.

Dyou mean I can go with you? I asked, as eager as a schoolboy for the circus.

Not on your life! I dont go as an American.

Recalling the first time I had seen him, I sat still and tried to look like a person who was not thrilled in the least by seeing secrets from the inside.

Well, I said, Im in your hands.

I think he rather liked that. As I came to know him more intimately later on he revealed an iron delight in being trusted. But he did not say another word for several minutes, as if there were maps in his mind that he was conning before reaching a decision. Then he spoke suddenly.

Are you busy? he asked. Then come with me.

He phoned to some place or other for a staff automobile, and the man was there with it within three minutes. We piled in and drove at totally unholy speed down narrow streets between walls, around blind right-angle turns where Arab policemen stood waving unintelligible signals, and up the Mount of Olives, past the British military grave-yard, to the place they call OETA.* The Kaiser had it built to command every view of the countryside and be seen from everywhere, as a monument to his own greatness  the biggest, lordliest, most expensive hospice that his architects could fashion, with pictures in mosaic on the walls and ceilings of the Kaiser and his ancestors in league with the Almighty. But the British had adopted it as Administration Headquarters. [*Headquarters: Occupied Enemy Territory Administration.]

All the way up, behind and in front and on either hand, there were views that millions* would give years of their lives to see; and they would get good value for their bargain. Behind us, the sky-line was a panorama of the Holy City, domes, minarets and curved stone roofs rising irregularly above gray battlemented walls. Down on the right was the ghastly valley of Jehoshaphat, treeless, dry, and crowded with white tombs dry bones in the valley of death. To the left were everlasting limestone hills, one of them topped by the ruined reputed tomb of Samuel  all trenched, cross-trenched and war-scarred, but covered now in a Josephs coat of flowers, blue, blood-red, yellow and white. [* This is no exaggeration. There are actually millions, and on more than one continent, whose dearest wish, could they have it, would be to see Jerusalem before they die.]

There were lines of camels sauntering majestically along three hill-tops, making time, and the speed of the car we rode in, seem utterly unreal. And as we topped the hill the Dead Sea lay below us, like a polished turquoise set in the yellow gold of the barren Moab Mountains. That view made you gasp. Even Grim, who was used to it, could not turn his eyes away.

We whirled past saluting Sikhs at the pompous Kaiserish entrance gate, and got out on to front steps that brought to mind one of those glittering hotels at German cure-resorts  bad art, bad taste, bad amusements and a big bill.

But inside, in the echoing stone corridors that opened through Gothic windows on a courtyard, in which statues of German super- people stared with blind eyes, there was nothing now but bald military neatness and economy. Hurrying up an uncarpeted stone stairway (Grim seemed to be a speed-demon once his mind was set) we followed a corridor around two sides of the square, past dozens of closed doors bearing department names, to the Administrators quarters at the far end. There, on a bare bench in a barren ante-room, Grim left me to cool my heels. He knocked, and entered a door marked private.

It was fully half an hour before the door opened again and I was beckoned in. Grim was alone in the room with the Administrator, a rather small, lean, rigidly set up man, with merry fire in his eye, and an instantly obvious gift for being obeyed. He sat at an enormous desk, but would have looked more at ease in a tent, or on horseback. The three long rows of campaign ribbons looked incongruous beside the bunch of flowers that somebody had crammed into a Damascus vase on the desk, with the estimable military notion of making the utmost use of space.

Sir Louis was certainly in an excellent temper. He offered me a chair, and looked at me with a sort of practical good-humour that seemed to say, Well, here he is; now how shall we handle him? I was minded to ask outright for what I wanted, but something in his attitude revealed that he knew all that already and would prefer to come at the problem in his own way. It was clear, without a word being said, that he proposed to make some sort of use of me without being so indiscreet as to admit it. He reminded me rather of Julius Caesar, who was also a little man, considering the probable qualifications of some minor spoke in a prodigious wheel of plans.

I understand you want to go to El-Kerak? he said, smiling as if all life were an amusing game.

I admitted the impeachment. Grim was standing, some little way behind me and to one side; I did not turn my head to look at him, for that might have given a false impression that he and I were in league together, but I was somehow aware that with folded arms he was studying me minutely.

Well, said Sir Louis, theres no objection; only a stipulation: We wouldnt let an Englishman go, because of the risk  not to him, but to us. Any fool has a right to get killed, but not to obligate his government. All the missionaries were called in from those outlying districts long ago. We dont want to be held liable for damages for failure to protect. Such things have happened. You see, the idea is, we assume no responsibility for what takes place beyond the Jordan and the Dead Sea. Now, if youd like to sign a letter waiving any claim against us for protection, that would remove any obstacle to your going. But, if you think that unreasonable, the alternative is safe. You can, stay in Jerusalem. Quite simple.

That had the merit of frankness. It sounded fair enough. Nevertheless, he was certainly not being perfectly frank. The merriment in his eyes meant something more than mere amusement. It occurred to me that his frankness took the extreme form of not concealing that he had something important in reserve. I rather liked him for it. His attitude seemed to be that if I wanted to take a chance, I might on my own responsibility, but that if my doing so should happen to suit his plans, that was his affair. Grim was still watching me the way a cat watches a mouse.

Ill sign such a letter, said I.

Good. Here are pen and paper. Lets have it all in your handwriting. Ill call a clerk to witness the signature.

I wrote down the simple statement that I wished to go to El-Kerak for personal reasons, and that I waived all claim against the British Administration for personal protection, whether there or en route. A clerk, who looked as if he could not have been hired to know, or understand, or remember anything without permission, came in answer to the bell. I signed. He witnessed.

Sir Louis put the letter in a drawer, and the clerk went out again.

How soon will you go?

I told about the promised escort, and that a day or two would be needed to get word to ben Nasir. I forgot that ben Nasir would not start before moonrise. It appeared that Sir Louis knew more than he cared to admit.

Cant we get word to ben Nasir for him, Grim?

Grim nodded. So did Sir Louis:

Good. Therell be no need, then, for you to take any one into confidence, he said, turning to me again. As a rule it isnt well to talk about these things, because people get wrong ideas. There are others in Jerusalem who would like permission to go to El-Kerak.

Ill tell nobody.

He nodded again. He was still considering things in the back of his mind, while those intelligent, bright eyes smiled so disarmingly.

How do you propose to reach the Dead Sea? he asked. Ben
Nasirs escort will probably meet you on the shore on this side.

Oh, hire some sort of conveyance, I suppose.

Couldnt we lend him one of our cars, Grim?

Grim nodded again.

Well do that. Grim, can you get word to ben Nasir so that when the escort is ready he may send a messenger straight to the hotel with the information? Dyou get my meaning?

Sure, said Grim, nobody else need know then.

Very well, said Sir Louis. He rose from his chair to intimate that the precise moment had arrived when I might leave without indiscretion. It was not until I was outside the door that I realized that my permission was simply verbal, and that the only document that had changed hands had been signed by me. Grim followed me into the ante-room after a minute.

Hadnt I better go back and ask for something in writing from him? I suggested.

You wouldnt get it. Anyhow, youre dealing with a gentleman. You neednt worry. I was afraid once or twice you might be going to ask him questions. Hed have canned you if you had. Why didnt you?

I was not going to help Grim dissect my mental processes.

Theres a delightful air of mystery, I said, Id hate to spoil it!

Come up on the tower, he said. Theres just time before sunset. If youve good eyes, Ill show you El-Kerak.

It is an enormous tower. The wireless apparatus connected with it can talk with Paris and Calcutta. From the top you feel as if you were seeing all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time. There are no other buildings to cut off the view or tamper with perspective. The Dead Sea was growing dark. The Moab Hills beyond it looked lonely and savage in silhouette.

Down there on your left is Jericho, said Grim. That winding creek beyond it is the Jordan. As far eastward as that theres some peace. Beyond that, there is hardly a rock that isnt used for ambush regularly. Let your eye travel along the top of the hills  nearly as far as the end of the Dead Sea. Now  dyou see where a touch of sunlight glints on something? Thats the top of the castle-wall of El-Kerak. Judge what strategists those old crusaders were. That site commands the ancient high road from Egypt. They could sit up there and take toll to their hearts content. The Turks quartered troops in the castle and did the same thing. But the Turks overdid it, like everything else. They ruined the trade. No road there nowadays that amounts to anything.

It looks about ten miles away.

More than eighty.

The sun went down behind us while we watched, and here and there the little scattered lights came out among the silent hills in proof that there were humans who thought of them in terms of home.

Venus and Mars shone forth, yellow and red jewels; then the moon, rising like a stage effect, too big, too strongly lighted to seem real, peering inch by inch above the hills and ushering in silence. We could hear one muezzin in Jerusalem wailing that God is God.

That over yonder is savage country, Grim remarked. I think maybe youll like it. Time to go now.

He said nothing more until we were scooting downhill in the car in the midst of a cloud of dust.

You wont see me again, he said then, until you get to El- Kerak. There are just one or two points to bear in mind. Dyou care if I lecture?

I wish you would.

When the messenger comes from ben Nasir, go to the Governorate, just outside the Damascus Gate, phone OETA, say who you are, and ask for the car. Travel light. The less you take with you, the less temptation therell be to steal and that much less danger for your escort. I always take nothing, and get shaved by a murderer at the nearest village. If you wash too much, or change your shirt too often, they suspect you of putting on airs. Cant travel too light. Use the car as far as Jericho, or thereabouts, and send it back when the messenger says hes through with it. After that, do whatever the leader of the escort tells you, and youll be all right.

How do I cross the Dead Sea?

Thats ben Nasirs business. Theres another point Ill ask you
to bear in mind. When you see me at El-Kerak, be sure not to
make the slightest sign of recognition, unless and until you
get word from me. Act as if youd never seen me in your
life before.

I felt like an arch-conspirator, and there is no other sensation half so thrilling. The flattery of being let in, as it were, through a secret door was like strong wine.

Is your memory good? Grim asked me. If you make notes, be sure you let everybody see them; youll find more than one of them can read English. If you should see or overhear anything that youd particularly like to remember because it might prove useful to me, note it down by making faint dots under the letters of words youve already written; or  better yet  take along a pocket Bible; theyre all religious and respect the Bible. Make faint pencil lines underneath words or letters, and theyll think youre more than extra devout. Theres nothing special to watch out for; just keep your ears and eyes open. Well, heres your hotel. See you again soon. So long.

I got out of the car and went to get ready for a Christian dinner served by Moslems, feeling like a person out of the Arabian Nights, who had just met the owner of a magic carpet on which one only had to sit in order to be wafted by invisible forces into unimaginable realms of mystery.


Chapter Three

Do whatever the leader of the escort tells you.

I never learned exactly how Jim Grim got word to ben Nasir. My suspicion is that he took the simple course of getting the American Colony to send one of their men; but as they never referred to it afterwards, and might have their own reasons for keeping silence, I took care not to ask them. We have most of us seen harm done by noisy gratitude for kindness, better covered up.

I kept close to the hotel for three days, studying Arabic. By the fourth afternoon discouragement set in. I began to believe that the whole affair had petered out; perhaps on reflection the Administrator had decided I was not a proper person to be turned loose out of bounds, and nobody could have blamed him for that, for he knew next to nothing about me. Or Grim might have been called off for some other important business. The chances seemed all against my going after all.

But on the fourth evening, just at sunset, when the sandwiches I had ordered in advance were all thoroughly stale and I had almost decided to unpack the small hand-grip and try to forget the whole affair, I noticed an Arab standing in the door of the hotel scrutinizing every one who passed him. I watched him for five minutes. He paid no attention to officers in uniform. I left my chair in the lobby and walked past him twice.

He had one eye, like a gimlet on a universal joint; he turned it this and that way without any corresponding movement of his head. It penetrated. You felt he could have seen you with it in the dark.

I started to pass him a third time. He held his hand out and thrust a small, soiled piece of paper into mine. The writing on it was in Arabic, so I went back to the seat in the far corner, to puzzle it out, he standing meanwhile in the doorway and continuing to quiz people as if I had meant nothing in his life. The message was short enough:

Bearer will accompany you to a place where the escort will be in readiness. God give your honour a good journey. Mustapha Ben Nasir.

I went to the Governorate and phoned for the car to come and pick me up outside the Jaffa Gate. The Arab followed me, and he and I were both searched at the gate for weapons, by a Sikh who knew nothing and cared less about Near East politics. His orders were to search thoroughly. He did it. The man whose turn was next ahead of mine was a Russian priest, whose long black cloak did not save him from painstaking suspicion. He was still indignantly refusing to take down his pants and prove that the hard lump on his thigh was really an amulet against sciatica, when the car came for me.

It was an ordinary Ford car, and the driver was not in uniform. He, too, had only one eye in full commission, for the other was bruised and father swollen. I got in beside him and let the Arab have the rear seat to himself, reflecting that I would be able to smell all the Arab sweat I cared to in the days to come.

We are governed much more by our noses than we are often aware of, and I believe that many people  in the East especially  use scent because intuition warns them that their true smell would arouse unconscious antagonism. Dogs, as well as most wild animals, fight at the suggestion of a smell. Humans only differ from the animals, much, when they are being self-consciously human. Then they forget what they really know and tumble headlong into trouble.

The driver seemed to know which road to take, and to be in no particular hurry, perhaps on account of his injured eye. He was an ex-soldier, of course: one of those under-sized Cockneys with the Whitechapel pallor overlying a pugnacious instinct, who make such astonishing fighting-men in the intervals between sulking and a sort of half-affectionate abuse of everything in sight. Being impatient to begin the adventure, I suggested more speed.

Oh! he answered. So youre another o these people in an urry to get to Jericho! Its strynge. The last one was a Harab. Tyke it from me, govnor, Ive driven the very last Harab as gets more than twenty-five miles an hour out o me, so elp me

He tooled the car out on to the road toward Bethany, and down the steep hill that passes under the Garden of Gethsemane, before vouchsafing another word. Then, as we started to climb the hill ahead, he jerked his chin in the direction of the sharp turn we had just passed in the bottom of the valley. Took that corner las time on one wheel!

For the Arab?

Aye. Taught me a lesson. Never agayn! I aint no Arabian
Night. Nor yet no self-immolatin Indoo invitin no juggernauts
to make no pancykes out o me. Enceforth, I drives reasonable.
All Harabs may go to ell for all o me.

He was itching to tell his story. He was likely to tell it quicker for not being questioned; your Cockney dislikes anything he can construe into inquisition. I remarked that the road didnt seem made for speed  too narrow and too rough  and let it go at that.

He said no more until we reached the village of Bethany, and drew abreast of Lazarus reputed tomb, where a pack of scavenger-dogs awoke and yelped around the wheels. He did his best to run over one of them, but missed. Then he could not hold his story any longer.

Two nights ago, he said, they gives me orders to take a Harab to a point near Jericho. After dark, I starts off, im on the back seat; engine aint warm yet, so we goes slow. He leans forward after a couple o minutes, an says Yalla kawam! * So I thinks to myself Ill show the blighter a thing or two, me not bein used to takin orders from no Harabs. Soon as the engines ot I lets rip, an you know now what the roads like. When we gets to the top o that ill above Gethsemane I lets extry special rip. Thinks I, if you can stand what I can, my son, youve guts. [*Hurry up.]

Well, we its all the igh places, and lands on a bit o level road just often enough to pick up more speed  comes round that sharp bend on alf a wheel, syme as I told you  kills three pye- dogs for sure, an maybe others, but I dont dare look round  misses a camel in the dark that close that the air on my arms an legs fair crawled up an down me its a lump o rock that comes near tippin us into the ditch  an carries on faster an ever. By the time we gets ere to Bethany, thinks I, its time to take a look an see if my passengers still in the bloomin car. So I slows down.

The minute I turns my ead to ave a peer at im. Kawam! e says. Quick! Quick!

So it strikes me I werent in no such urry after all. Why urry for a Harab? The cars been rattlin worse n a tinkers basket. I gets down to lave a look  lights a gasper*  an takes my bloomin time about it. You seen them yellow curs there by Lazarus tomb? Well, they come for me, yappin an snarlin to beat ell. Im pickin up stones to break their eads with  good stones aint such easy findin in the dark, an every time I stoops alf a dozen curs makes a rush for me  when what dyou suppose? That bloomin Harab passenger o mine vaults over into my seat, an afore I could say ells bells es off. Id left the engine runnin. By the luck o the Lord I angs on, an scrambles in  back seat. [*Anglice  canteen cigarette.]

I thought at first Id reach over an get a half-nelson on im from behind. But, strike me blind! I didnt dare!

Look where we are now. Can you see the air-pin turn at the bottom of this ill, with a ditch, beyond it? Well, we takes that turn in pitch-dark shadow with all four wheels in the air, an youd a thought we was a blinkin airplane a doin stunts. But es a hexpert, e is, an we olds the road. From there on we goes in one oly murderin streak to a point about alf-way up the ill where the Inn of the Good Samaritan stands on top. There we as two blow-outs simultaneous, an thinks I, now, my son, Ive got you! I gets out.

You can drive, I says, like Jehu son o Nimshi what made Israel to sin. Lets see you make bricks now without no bleedin straw! I knew there werent no tools under the seat  there never are in this ere country if youve left your car out o your sight for five minutes. You take off them two back tires, I says, while I sit ere an meditate on the ways of Harabs! Maybe youre Moses, I says, an know ow to work a miracle.

But the only miracle about that blokes is nerve. E gets out, an begins to walk straight on upill without as much as a by- your-leave. I shouts to im to come back. But e walks on. So I picks up a stone off the pile I was sittin on, an I plugs im good its im fair between the shoulder-blades. Youd think, if e was a Harab, thatud bring im to is senses, wouldnt you? But what dyou suppose the blighter did?

Did you notice my left eye when you got in the car? E turns back, an thinks I, es goin to knife me. But that sport could use is fists, an believe me, e done it! I can use em a bit myself, an I starts in to knock is block off, but e puts it all over me  weight, reach an science. Mind you, science! First Arab ever I see what ad science; an I dont more than alf believe it now!

Got to and it to im. E was merciful. E let up on me the minute e see Id ad enough. E starts off upill again. I sits where ed knocked me on to a stone pile, wishin like ell for a drink. It was full moonlight, an you could see for miles. After about fifteen minutes, me still meditatin murder an considerin my thirst I seen em fetch a camel out o the khan at the Inn o the Good Samaritan; an next thing you know, es out o sight. Thinks I, thats the last of im, an good riddance! But not a bit of it!

The men what fetched the camel for im comes down to me an says the sheikh as left word Im to be fed an looked after. They fixes me up at the inn with a cot an blankets an a supper o sorts, an I lies awake listenin to em talkin Arabic, understandin maybe one word out of six or seven. From what I can make o their conjecturin, they think e aint no sheikh at all, but a bloomin British officer in disguise!

Soon as morning comes I jump a passing commissariat lorry. As soon as I gets to Jerusalem I reports that sheikh for arson, theft, felo de se, busting a govment car, usin is fists when by right e should ha knifed me, an every other crime I could think of. An all I gets is laughed at! What dyou make of it? Think e was a Harab?

I wondered whether he was Jimgrim, but did not say so. Grim had not appeared to me like a man who would use his fists at all readily; but he was such an unusual individual that it was useless trying to outline what he might or might not do. It was also quite likely that the chauffeur had omitted mention of, say, nine-tenths of the provocation he gave his passenger. What interested me most was the thought that, if that really was Jimgrim, he must have been in a prodigious hurry about something; and that most likely meant excitement, if not danger across the Dead Sea.

We caught sight of the Dead Sea presently, bowling past the Inn of the Good Samaritan and beginning to descend into the valley, twelve hundred feet below sea level, that separates Palestine from Moab. The moon shone full on the water, and it looked more wan and wild than an illustration out of Dantes Inferno. There was no doubt how the legends sprang up about birds falling dead as they flew across it. It was difficult to believe that anything could be there and not die. It was a vision of the land of death made beautiful.

But the one-eyed Arab on the rear seat began to sing. To him that view meant home, sweet home. His song was all about his village and how he loved it  what a pearl it was  how sweeter than all cities.

Ark at im! The driver stopped the car to fill his pipe. Youd think e lived in eaven! Ive fought over every hinch o this perishin country, an tyke it from me, guvnor, there aint a village in it but whats composed of ovels wi thatched roofs, an eaps o dung so you cant walk between em! Any one as wants my share o Palestine can ave it!

We bumped on again down a road so lonely that it would have felt good to see a wild beast, or an armed man lurking in wait for us. But the British had accomplished the impossible: They had so laid the fear of law along those roads that, though there might be murders to the right and left of them, the passer-by who kept to the road was safe, for the first time since the Romans now and then imposed a temporary peace.

At last, like two yellow streams glistening in moonlight, the road forked  one way toward Jericho. The other way appeared to run more or less parallel with the Dead Sea. At that point the one-eyed Arab left off singing at last and clutched the drivers shoulder.

All right! All right! he answered impatiently, and stopped.
Out you get, then!

He did not expect the tip I gave him. He seemed to think it placed him under obligation to wait there and talk for a few minutes. But my one-eyed guide waved him away disgustedly with the hand that did not hold my bag, and we stood in the road watching until he vanished up-hill out of sight. Then the guide plucked my sleeve and I followed him along the righthand road. We walked half a mile as fast as he could set foot to the ground.

At last we reached a pretense of a village  a little cluster of half-a-dozen thatched stone huts enclosed within one fence of thorn and cactus. Everything showed up as clearly in the moonlight as if painted with phosphorus. The heavy shadows only made the high lights seem more luminous. A man and two donkeys were waiting for us outside the thorn hedge. The man made no remark. My guide and I mounted and rode on.

Presently we turned down a track toward the Dead Sea, riding among huge shadows cast by the hills on our right hand. The little jackals they call foxes crossed our path at intervals. Owls the size of a robin, only vastly fluffier, screamed from the rocks as we passed them. Otherwise, it was like a souls last journey, eerie, lonely and awful, down toward River Styx.

Long before we caught sight of the water again, through a ragged gap between high limestone rocks, I could smell a village. The guide approached it cautiously, stopping every minute or so to listen. When we came on it at last it was down below us in abysmal darkness, one light shining through a window two feet square in proof we were not hesitating on the verge of the infinite pit.

The donkeys knew the way. They trod daintily, like little ladies, along a circling track that goats made and men had certainly done nothing to improve. We made an almost complete ellipse around and down, and rode at last over dry dung at the bottom, into which the donkeys feet sank as into a three-pile carpet. You could see the stars overhead, but nothing, where we were, except that window and a shaft of yellow light with hundreds of moths dazzled in it.

We must have made some noise in spite of the donkeys vetvet foot-fall. As we crossed the shaft of light a door opened within six feet of the window. A man in Arab deshabille with a red tarboosh awry, thrust out his head and drew it in again quickly.

Is that the American? he asked. He held the door so that he could slam it in our faces if required.

The guide made no answer. I gave my name. The man opened the door wider.

Lailtak saidi, effendi! Hishkur Allah! Come in, mister! The guide led the donkeys away to some invisible place. I crossed the threshold, my host holding his tin lantern carefully to show the two steps leading down to a flag-stone floor. He bolted the door the moment I was inside. He seemed in a great state of excitement, and afraid to make any noise. Even when he shot the bolt he did it silently.

It was a square room, moderately clean, furnished only with a table and two chairs. There were other rooms leading off it, but the stone partitions did not reach as high as the thatch and I could hear rustling, and some one snoring. I sat on one of the chairs at his invitation, and rather hoped for supper, having had none. But supper was not in his mind; it seemed he had too much else to worry him. He looked like a man who worried easily, and likely enough with good reason, for his long nose and narrow eyes did not suggest honesty.

There was to be an escort to meet me here, I said.

Yes, yes. Thank God, mister, you have come at last. If you had only come at sunset! Ali has gone to bring them now.

Who is Ali?

He with one eye. He who brought you. Your escort came at sunset. Because I am Christian they would not listen to me or wait for you in my house. There are twenty of them, led by Anazeh, who is a bad rascal. They have gone to raid the villages. There has been trouble. I have heard two shots fired. Now they will come back to my house, and if the Sikh patrol is after them they will be caught here, and I shall be accused of helping them. May the fires of their lying Prophets Eblis burn Anazeh and his men forever and ever, Amen! May God curse their religion!

That was a nice state of affairs. I did not want to be caught there by a lot of truculent Sikhs under one of those jocularly incredulous young British subalterns that Sikhs adore. In the first place, I had nothing whatever in writing to prove my innocence. The least that was likely to happen would be an ignominious return to Jerusalem, after a night in a guard-house, should there be a guard-house; failing that, a night in the open within easy reach of Sikhs bayonets. In Jerusalem, no doubt, Sir Louis would order me released immediately. But it began to look as if the whole mystery after all was nothing but a well- staged decoy, using me for bait. Not even tadpoles enjoy being used for live-bait without being consulted first. I began to spear about for remedies.

If youre an honest man, I said, youd better simply deny all connection with the raid.

Hah?

He shrugged his shoulders. He did not look like an honest man.
He wasnt one. He knew it. He retorted gloomily:

Anazehs scoundrels will have raided sheep, and perhaps cattle. If any one has resisted them, there will be wailing widows crying out for vengeance. They will put the sheep and cattle in their boats in which they came over the sea this afternoon. The boats will be found by the Sikhs, hauled up on the sand-pit just below my house, with my motor-boat beside them. I am ruined!

Well, my own predicament was better than that. Nobody was likely to accuse me of having stolen sheep. But I could not feel sorry for my host, because he was so sorry for himself. He was one of those unfortunates who carry the conviction of their own guilt in their faces. I gave up all idea of relying on him in case the Sikhs should come.

My next idea was to ask for the loan of one of the donkeys, and to start back toward Jerusalem. But I had not more than thought of it when mens footsteps pattered on the yard dung, and an indubitable rifle-butt beat on the wooden door.

For Gods sake! hissed the owner of the place. He ran to the door to open it as the thumping grew louder. As he drew the bolt somebody kicked the door open, sending him reeling backwards. For a second I thought the Sikhs had come.

But he was nothing like a Sikh who strode in, with a dozen ruffians at his tail and one-eyed Ali bringing up the rear. He was one of the finest-looking Arabs I had ever seen, although considerably past fifty and wrinkled so that his face was a net- work of fine lines, out of which his big, dark eyes shone with unaged intelligence. He was magnificently dressed, perhaps in order to do me honour. Except for the fact that he carried a modern military rifle on his elbow, in place of a shepherds crook or a spear, he looked like one of those historic worthies who stalk through the pages of the Pentateuch. The dignity and charm with which he bowed to me were inimitable  unconveyable. But he turned on my Christian host like a prophet of old rebuking blasphemy.

Arabic when the right man uses it sounds like tooth-for-a-tooth law being laid down. Hebrew is all music and soft vowels; Arabic all guttural consonants. The Sheikh Anazeh (there was no doubt of his identity; they all kept calling him by name) fulminated. The other bleated at him. I learned his name at last. Ali of the one eye pressed forward, took him by the sleeve, and called him Ahmed. Ali seemed to be adding persuasion to Anazehs threats. Whatever it was they were driving at, Ahmed began to look like yielding. So, as I could not untangle more than one brief sentence at a time from all those galloping arguments, I pulled Ahmed away into a corner.

What do they all want? I asked him. Tell me in ten words.
But he was not a brief man.

They say the Sikhs are after them. They have put the stolen sheep into their boats, as I told you they would, mister. Now they order me to tow them with my motor-boat. But it cannot be done, mister, it cannot be done! I tell them there is government launch near Jericho that the Sikh patrol can use to overtake us. I have a swift boat, but if I take in tow two other loaded boats we shall be caught; and then who will save everything I have from confiscation?

How close are the Sikhs? I asked.

God knows, mister! They can come fast. Unless I consent to let them use my boat, Anazeh will order his men to kill me, and then they will take the boat in any case! There is only one thing: they must leave the sheep behind and all crowd into my boat, but I cannot persuade them!

At that moment another of Anazehs party burst in through the door. He evidently bore bad news. Catching sight of me, he lowered his voice to a whisper, and, whatever he said, Anazeh nodded gravely. Then the old sheikh gave an order, and four of his men came without further ado to seize Ahmed.

Bear me witness! the wretched man called back to me as they dragged him off. I go under protest  most unwillingly!

Somebody struck him with a butt-end. A womans head appeared over the top of the partition, and began to jabber noisily. Several of Anazehs men hurled jests: the highest compliment they paid her was to call her Um-Kulsum, the mother of sin. Anazeh beckoned to me. He did not seem to doubt for an instant that I would follow him.

I was in no mind to wait there and be arrested by the Sikh patrol. I wondered whether they were coming in open order, combing the countryside, or heading all together straight for a known objective; and whether in either case I could give them the slip and head back toward Jerusalem. In that minute I recalled Grims advice:

Do whatever the leader of the escort tells you and youll be all right. You neednt be afraid to trust him.

That settled it. I did not suppose for a minute that Grim had contemplated any such contingency as this; but he had volunteered the advice, so the consequences would be his affair. I followed Anazeh into outer darkness, and one of his men pulled the door to after me.

There was something very like a panic down by the waterside, three hundred yards away from the house. It needed all Anazehs authority to straighten matters out. There were divided counsels; and the raiders were working at a disadvantage in total darkness; the shadow of the hills fell just beyond the stern of the boats as they lay with their bows ashore.

They had already forced Ahmed into his own motor-boat, where he was struggling vainly to crank a cold engine. Some of the others were trying to push off a boat full of bleating sheep. One man was carrying a fat sheep in his arms toward the motor-boat, splashing knee-deep in the water and shouting advice to everybody else, and in the end that was the only piece of plunder they got away with. Suddenly one man, who had been left behind to keep a look-out, came leaping like a ghost among the shadows, shouting the one word askeri! (Soldiers!) He jumped straight into the motor-boat. Anazeh bullied all the rest in after him. I climbed in over the bow. By that time you could not have crowded in one more passenger with the aid of a battering ram.

Yalla! barked Anazeh. But the engine would not start. Blood- curdling threats were hurled at the unhappy Ahmed. Some e of the men got into the water and began to shove off, as if the engine could be encouraged by collaboration.

I was just as keen to escape as any one. I could not imagine a Sikh or subaltern stupid enough to believe me innocent. It was a military government. Soldiers have a drum-head method of leaving nothing to discuss except where the corpse is to be buried.

I forced my way aft  got some gasoline out of the tank into a tin cup  thrust aside Ahmed and two other men  and primed the engine liberally. The engine coughed next time they moved the wheel, and in thirty seconds more we had it going. Ahmed came in for a volley of mockery for having to be shown the way to start his engine; but from the sour way he looked at me I was nearly sure he had stalled deliberately.

We backed away from shore, and Anazeh steered the boats nose eastward. Then somebody at the reversing lever threw it forward too suddenly, and the still chilled engine stopped. It took about another minute to restart it. We were just beginning to gain speed when some one shouted. All eyes turned toward the shore, the overloaded boat rocking dangerously as the crowd bent their bodies all in one direction together.

Down near the shore-line an electric torch flashed on the uniforms of half-a-dozen Sikhs, and we could hear an unmistakably British voice shouting an order.

We were out in the moonlight now, a perfect target. Bullets chanced at us could hardly fail to hit somebody. Two or three well-placed shots might sink us. But Anazeh had presence of mind. He changed helm, so as to present us end-on to the shore. Low in the water though the boat was, we were beginning to make good headway.

The Sikhs lost no time. Shots began to whizz overhead and to splash the water around us. But the boat was painted gray; as we increased the distance we must have looked like a moving patch of darker water with a puzzling wake behind us. The sea was still. The stars were reflected in it in unsteady dots and streaks. The moon cast a silver patch of light that shimmered, and confused the eye. Sikhs are not by any means all marksmen. At any rate, the shots all missed. Though some of our party, Anazeh included, returned the fire, none boasted of having hit any one. And an Arab boasts at the least excuse.

In a few minutes we were out of range and, since there was no pursuing launch in sight, could afford to jeer at the Sikhs in chorus. There were things said about their habits and their ancestry that it is to be hoped they did not hear, or at any rate understand, for the sake of any Arab prisoners they might take in future. It always struck me as a fool game to mock your enemy. If you fall in his power at any time he would be almost more than human if he did not remember it. It seemed to me unlikely that those Sikhs would forget to avenge the Arab compliments that must have sizzled in ears across that star-lit sea. After that the only immediate danger was from the wind that sometimes blows down in sudden gusts from between the mountain-tops. It would have needed only half a sea to swamp us. But the Dead Sea was living up to its reputation, quiet, inert, like a mercury mirror for the stars  a brooding place of silence.

The Arabs spirits rose as we chugged toward their savage hills. They began to sing glorious songs about women and mares and camels. Presently Anazeh improvised an epic about the nights raid, abortive though it had been. He left out all the disappointing part. He sang first of the three shore-dwelling fools whose boats they had stolen. Then of the baffled rage of those same fools when they should learn their property was lost forever. Presently, as he warmed to the spirit of the thing, he sang about the wails of the frightened villagers from whom they had plundered sheep and goats; and of the skill and resourcefulness with which the party had escaped pursuit under his leadership, Allah favoring, and blessed be His Prophet!

Last, he sang about me, the honoured stranger, for whom they had dared everything and conquered, and whom they were taking to El- Kerak. He described me as a prince from a far country, the son of a hundred kings.

It was a good song. I got Ahmed to translate it to me afterwards. But I suspect that Ahmed toned it down in deference to what he may have thought might be my modesty and moralistic scruples.


Chapter Four

I am willing to use all means  all methods.

Ahmed knew the Dead Sea. He knew its moods and a few of its tricks, so he was suitably scared. He was more of raid of the treacherous sea than of his captors. They werent treacherous in the least. They were frankly disobedient of any law except their own; respectful of nothing but bullets, brains and their own interpretation of the Will of Allah. They showed sublime indifference to danger that always comes of ignorance. Ahmed was for running straight across to cut the voyage short, because of the wind that sometimes blows from the south at dawn. He said it might kick up a sea that would roll us over, for the weight of the Dead Sea waves in a blow is prodigious.

They overruled his protest with loud-lunged unanimity and lots of abuse. Anazeh continued to steer a diagonal course for a notch in the Moab Hills that look, until you get quite close to them, as if they rose sheer out of the sea. The old chief was pretty amateurish at the helm, whatever his other attainments. Our wake was like a drunkards.

What with the danger in that overcrowded boat, and the manifestly compromising fact that I had now become one of a gang who boasted of the murder they had done that night, I did some speculation that seems ridiculous now, at this distance, after a lapse of time. It occurred to me that Grim might be disguised as a member of Anazehs party. As far as possible in the dark I thoroughly scrutinized each individual. It is easy to laugh about it now, but I actually made my way to Anazehs side and tried to discover whether the old Sheikhs wrinkles and gray-shot beard were not a very skillfully done make-up. At any rate, I got from that absurd investigation the sure knowledge that Grim was not in the boat with us.

I could not talk with Anazeh very well, because when he tried to understand my amateurish Arabic and to modify his flow of stately speech to meet my needs, he always put his head down, and the helm with it. It seemed wisest to let him do one unaccustomed thing at a time. I did not care to try to talk with any of his men, because that might possibly have been a breach of etiquette. Arab jealousy is about as quick as fulminate of mercury: as unreasonable, from a western viewpoint, as a love-sick womans.

But there did not seem any objection to talking with Ahmed. He was at least in theory my co-religionist, and not a person any Moslem in that boat was likely to be jealous of. He jumped at the notion of making friends with me. He made no secret of the reason.

You are safe, effendi. They will neither rob you, nor kill you, nor let you get killed. You are their guest. But as for me, they would cut my throat as readily as that sheeps, more especially since they have discovered that you know how to start the engine. My best chance was to make them believe that the engine is difficult to understand. Because of your knowledge they now feel independent of me. So I must yield to them in everything. And if they force me to swear on a Bible, and on my fathers honour, and in the name of God, that I will not give evidence against them, I shall have to swear.

An oath given under compulsion I began. But he laughed cynically.

Ah! You do not know this land  these folk, effendi. If I were to break such an oath as that, they would burn my house, steal my cattle, ravish my wife, and hunt me to the death. If I ran away to America, Arabs in Chicago and New York would continue the hunt. This is a land where an oath is binding, unless you are the stronger. I am weak  an unimportant person.

What is your business? I asked.

There is no business for a man like me. The regulations forbid commerce in the only goods for which there is a real demand among Bedouins.

So youre a smuggler, eh?

He laughed, between pride and caution, and changed the subject.

I shall do what they order me, effendi. I think they will keep my boat over there to bring you back again. But when I get back the Sikhs will arrest me. So I ask you to bear me witness that I was compelled by threats and force to go with these people. In that way, with a little ingenuity  that is to say, the ingenious use of piastras  perhaps I can contrive to get out of the difficulty without being punished by both Arabs and British.

I promised to tell no more than I had seen and heard. On the strength of that we became as fast friends as suspicion permitted. We trusted each other, because we more or less had to, like a couple of thieves on the lam. It suited me. He was a very good interpreter and slavishly anxious to please. But I lived to regret it later. When my evidence had cleared him of collusion in the raid, he chose on the strength of that to claim me as his friend for life. He turned up in the United States and tried to live on his wits. I had to pay a lawyer to defend him in Federal Court. He writes me piously pathetic letters from Leavenworth Penitentiary. And when he gets out I suppose I shall have to befriend him again. However, at the moment, he was useful.

It was just dawn when old Anazeh ran the launch into a cove between high rocks. Ahmed let out a shriek of anguish at the violence done the hull. They pitched the sheep overboard to wade ashore without remembering to untie its legs; it was almost drowned before it occurred to any one to rescue it. Perhaps it was dead. I dont know. Anyhow, one fellow prayed in a hurry while his companion cut the sheeps throat to make it lawful meat.

God is good, old Anazeh remarked to me, and blessed be His Prophet, who forbade us faithful, even though we hunger, to defile ourselves with the flesh of creatures whose blood did not flow from the knife of the slayer.

After that they all prayed, going first into the oily-feeling, asphaltic water for the ceremonial washing. They were quite particular about it. Then they spread prayer-mats, facing Mecca. Every single cut-throat had brought along his prayer-mat, and had treasured it as carefully as his rifle.

Ahmed and I sat on a rock and watched them. Ahmed pretended he wanted to pray, too. To impress me, he said he was a very devout Christian and that nothing should prevent the practice of his religion. But he was very quick to take my advice not to start anything that might bring on a breach of the peace. Old Anazehs short preliminary sermon to his followers, about the need of always keeping God in mind, was not addressed to us.

Prayers finished, they proceeded to cut up and cook the sheep. Ahmed and I subdued the voice of conscience without noticeable effort and ate our share of the stolen goods. Ahmed said that, seeing how little was left for him when the rest had all been served, he sinned only in small degree, but that my share, as an honoured guest, was huge, and the sin proportionate. So I gave him some of my meat, and he ate it, and we were equally sinful  one more bond cementing an eternal friendship!

We had hardly finished eating when an Arab on a gray horse came riding furiously down a ravine that looked like a dry water- course. He was brought up all-standing fifty yards away. Every man in the party leveled a rifle at him. Anazeh beckoned me to come and get behind him for protection. He was very angry when I refused. He cursed the language and religion of whatever fool had taught me manners in a land where pigs are lawful food. However, after they had all had a good look at the horseman they let him draw near, and there followed a noisy conference, the man on the horse calling on Allah repeatedly with emphasis, and Anazeh and his followers all doing the same thing, but from an opposing viewpoint. I persuaded Ahmed to go up close and listen.

The man is from El-Kerak, he said presently, while they all still fought with words, using tremendous oaths by way of artillery. A council of the tribes has been summoned, to meet at El-Kerak, but each sheikh is only to take two men with him, because of the risk of fighting among themselves. Anazeh says there can be no proper council without his being present, and that he will attend the council; but as for taking only two men, he has pledged his word to escort you with twenty men to El- Kerak. He swears that he will carry out that pledge, even should he have to fight the whole way there and back again!

Anazeh suddenly cut short the war of words. His gesture suggested that of Joshua who made the sun stand still. He tossed a curt order to one of his men, who went off at a run toward a village, whose morning smoke rose blue over a spur of the range a mile away. Then Anazeh sat down to await events, and took no more notice of the horsemans arguments. That did not worry the horseman much. He kept on arguing. Every few minutes one of Anazehs men would go to him and repeat some tid-bit, as if the old sheikh had not heard it; but all he got for his pains was a gesture of contemptuous dismissal.

Ahmed kept growing more and more uncomfortable all the time. He had attended to his boat, making it properly fast and covering the engine, under the eyes of four men who were at pains to see that he did not crank up and desert. Now he was back beside me, trying to bolster up his own courage by making me afraid.

They have determined to take me along with them to prevent me from escaping, he complained. That man on the horse is saying that if more men go with Anazeh than you and two others, there will certainly be fighting. And Anazeh answers, he has pledged his word. Can you not say something to persuade Anazeh?

I would rather have tried to persuade a tiger. Short of knocking the old raider on the head and standing off his twenty ruffians, I could not imagine a way of turning him from his set purpose. And at that, I had not a weapon of any kind. I was the goods, and the game old sportsman intended to deliver me, right side up, perhaps, but all in one piece and to the proper consignee.

I dont see anything to worry about, said I.

Wait till you hear the bullets! Ahmed answered. Nevertheless, bullets or no bullets, I did not see what I could do about it. Again I remembered Grims advice: Do what the leader of the escort tells you. I had begun to feel sorry for Ahmed in spite of his self-pity, but his fear wasnt contagious and his advice wasnt worth listening to.

Effendi, you are Anazehs guest. He must do as you demand, if you ask in the Name of the Most High. Tell him, therefore, that you have an urgent business in El-Kudz. Demand that he send you back, with me, in my boat!

You are not his guest. He would simply shoot you and destroy the boat, I answered.

It was not more than half-an-hour before I saw horses coming in our direction from the village. At sight of them the man on the gray horse lost heart. With a final burst of eloquence, in which he spread his breast to heaven and shook both fists in witness that he was absolved and no blood-guilt could rest on his head, he rode away at top speed straight up the ravine down which he originally came.

The horses proved to be a very mixed lot  some good, some very bad, and some indifferent. But again they treated me as honoured guest and provided me a mare with four sound legs and nothing much the matter except vice. She came at me with open teeth when I tried to mount, but four men held her and I climbed aboard, somehow or other. As a horseman, I am a pretty good sack of potatoes.

That was the worst saddle I ever sat in  and Anazehs second- best! The stirrups swung amidships, so to speak, and whenever you tried to rest your weight on them for a moment they described an arc toward the rear. Moreover, you could not sit well back on the saddle to balance matters, because of the high cantle. The result, whether you did with stirrups or without them, was torture, for anybody but an Arab, who has notions of comfort all his own.

They put Ahmed on a wall-eyed scrub that looked unfit to walk, but proved well able to gallop under his light weight. One of Anazehs men took my bag, with a nod to reassure me, and without a word we were off full-pelt, Anazeh leading with four stalwarts who looked almost as hard-bitten as himself, six men crowding me closely, and the remainder bringing up the rear.

That is the Arab way of doing things  rush and riot to begin with. The steepness of the stony ravine we rode up soon reduced the horses to a walk, after which there was a good deal of attention to rifle-bolts, and a settling down to the more serious aspects of the adventure. The escort began to look sullenly ferocious, as only Arabs can.

There was a time, during the Turkish regime before the War, when Cooks Agency took tourists in parties to El-Kerak, and all the protection necessary was a handful of Turkish soldiers, whose thief employment on the trip was to gather fuel and pitch tents. Some one paid the Arabs to let tourists alone, and they normally did. But the War changed all that. A post-Armistice stranger in 1920, with leather boots, was fair quarry for whoever had rifle or knife.

We passed by a village or two, tucked into folds in the hills and polluting the blue sky with a smell of ageing dung, but nothing seemed disposed to happen. A few men stood behind stone walls and stared at us sullenly. The women looked up from their grindstones at the doors, covered their faces for conventions sake, and uncovered them again at once for curiosity. There was nothing you could call a road between the villages, only a rocky cattle-track that seemed to take the longest possible way between two points; and nobody seemed to own it, or to be there to challenge our right of way.

But suddenly, after we had passed the third village and were walking the horses up a shoulder of a steep hill-top, three shots cracked out from in front of us to left and right. Nobody fell, but if ever there was instantaneous response it happened then. Anazeh and his four galloped forward up-hill, firing as they rode for the cover of a breast-high ridge. One man on the off-side tipped me out of the saddle, so suddenly that I had no chance to prevent him; another caught me, and two others flung me into a hole behind a stone. I heard the rear-guard scatter and run. Two men pitched Ahmed down on top of me, for he was valuable, seeing he could run an engine; and thirty seconds later I peered out around the rock to get a glimpse of what was happening.

There was not a man in sight. I could see some of the horses standing under cover. The firing was so rapid that it sounded almost like machine-gun practice. A hairy arm reached out and pushed my head back, and after that, whenever I made the least movement, a man who was sniping from behind the sheltering rock swore furiously, and threatened to brain me with his butt-end. Beyond all doubt they regarded me as perishable freight; so I hardly saw any of the fighting.

Judging by the sound, I should say they fought their way up-hill in skirmish order, and when they got to the top the enemy  whoever they were  took to flight. But that is guesswork. There were two casualties on our side. One man shot through the arm, which did not matter much; he was well able to lie about what had happened and to boast of how many men he had slain before the bullet hit him. The other was wounded pretty seriously in the jaw. They came to me for first aid, taking it for granted that I knew something about surgery. I dont. I had a bad time bandaging both of them, using two of my handkerchiefs and strips from the protesting Ahmeds shirt. However, I enjoyed it more than they did.

When Anazeh shouted at last and we all rode to the hilltop there was a dead man lying there, stripped naked, with his throat cut across from ear to ear. One of our men was wiping a long knife by stabbing it into the dirt. There was also a led horse added to the escort. Anazeh looked very cool and dignified; he had an extra rifle now, slung by a strap across his shoulders. He was examining a bandolier that had blood on it.

We rode on at once, and for the next hour Ahmed was kept busy interpreting to me the lies invented by every member of the escort for my especial benefit. If they were true, each man had slain his dozen; but nobody would say who the opposing faction were. When I put that question they all dried up and nobody would speak again for several minutes.

It turned out afterward that there had been a sort of armistice proclaimed, and all the local chiefs had undertaken to observe it and cease from blood-feuds for three days, provided that each chief should prove peaceful intention by bringing with him only two men. Three men in a party, and not more than three, had right of way. The engagement may have been a simple protest against breach of the terms of the armistice, but I suspect there was more than that in it.

At any rate, we were not attacked again on the road, although there were men who showed themselves now and then on inaccessible-looking crags, who eyed us suspiciously and made no answer to the shouted challenge of Anazehs men. When the track passed over a spur, or swung round the shoulder of a cliff, we could sometimes catch sight of other parties  always, though of three, before and behind us, proceeding in the same direction.

We sighted the stone walls of El-Kerak at about midafternoon, and rode up to the place through a savage gorge that must have been impregnable in the old days of bows and arrows. It would take a determined army today to force itself through the wadys and winding water-courses that guard that old citadel of Romans and crusaders.

We approached from the Northwest corner, where a tower stands that they call Burj-ez-Zahir. There were lions carved on it. It looked as if the battlements had been magnificent at one time; but whatever the Turks become possessed of always falls into decay, and the Arabs seem no better.

Beside the Burj-ez-Zahir is a tunnel, faced by an unquestionable Roman arch. Outside it there were more than a dozen armed men lounging, and a lot of others looked down at us through the ruined loop-holes of the wall above. Their leader challenged our numbers at once, and refused admission. Judging by Anazehs magnificently insolent reply it looked at first as if he intended fighting his way in. But that turned out to be only his diplomatic manner  establishing himself, as it were, on an eminence from which he could make concessions without losing dignity.

The arrangement finally agreed to was Anazehs suggestion, but showed diplomatic genius on both sides. The old man divided up his party into sets of three, and asserted that every set of three was independent. There were twenty-two of us all told, including Ahmed, but he described Ahmed as a prisoner, and offered to have him shot if that would simplify matters.

There was a great deal of windy discussion about Ahmeds fate, during which his face grew the color of raw liver and he joined in several times tearfully. Once he was actually seized and half-a-dozen of the castle guards aimed at him; but they compromised finally by letting him go in with hands tied. Nobody really wanted the responsibility of shooting a man who had smuggled stolen cartridges across the Dead Sea, and might do it again if allowed to live.

We rode for eighty or a hundred paces through an echoing tunnel into a city of shacks and ruined houses that swarmed with armed men, and it was evident that we were not the only ones who had ignored the rule about numbers. Anazeh explained in an aside to me that only those would obey that rule who did not dare break it.

Whoever makes laws should be strong enough to enforce them, he said sagely. And whoever obeys such a law is at the mercy of those who break it, he added presently, by way of afterthought. To make sure that I understood him he repeated that remark three times.

Every house had its quota of visitors, who lounged in the doorways and eyed us with mixed insolence and curiosity. There were coffee-booths all over the place that seemed to have been erected for the occasion, where, under awnings made of stick and straw, men sat with rifles on their knees. Those who had provender to sell for horses were doing a roaring trade  short measure and high price; and the noise of grinding was incessant. The women in the back streets were toiling to produce enough to eat for all that host of notables.

To have had to hunt for quarters in that town just then would have been no joke. There was the mosque, of course, where any Moslem who finds himself stranded may theoretically go and sleep on a mat on the floor. But we rode past the mosque. It was full. I would not have liked a contract to crowd one more in there. Perhaps a New York Subway guard could have managed it. The babel coming through the open door was like the buzzing of flies on a garbage heap.

I was trying to sit upright in that abominable saddle and look dignified, as became the honoured guest with a twenty-man escort, when a courteous-looking cut-throat wearing an amber necklace worth a wheat-field, forced his way through a crowd and greeted Anazeh like a long lost brother. I examined him narrowly to make sure he was not Grim in disguise, but he had two fingers missing, and holes in his ears, which decided that question.

After he had welcomed me effusively he led us through a rat-run maze of streets to a good-sized house with snub-nosed lions carved on the stone doorposts and a lot of other marks of both Roman and crusader. No part of the walls was less than three feet thick, although the upper story had been rebuilt rather recently on a more economical and much less dignified scale. Nevertheless, there was a sort of semi-European air about the place, helped out by two casemented projections overhanging the narrow street.

There was no need to announce ourselves. The clatter of hoofs and shouts to ordinary folk on foot to get out of the way had done that already. Sheikh ben Nazir opened the door in person. His welcome to me was the sort that comes to mind when you read the Bible story of the prodigal son returning from a far-off country. I might have been his blood-relation. But perhaps I am wrong about that; bloodfeuds among blood-relations are notoriously savage. He was the host, and I the guest. Among genuine Arabs that is the most binding relation there is.

He was no longer in blue serge and patent-leather boots, but magnificent in Arab finery, and he was tricked out in a puzzling snowy-white head-dress that suggested politics without your knowing why. He had told me, when I met him at the American Colony, that he had made the pilgrimage to Mecca more than once; but that white linen thing had nothing to do with his being a haji, any more than the expensive rings on the fingers of both hands had anything to do with his Arab nationality.

After he had flattered and questioned me sufficiently about the journey to comply with etiquette I asked him whether Ahmed might not be untied. The thong cutting the mans wrists. Sheikh hen Nazir gave the necessary order and it was obeyed at once. The liquid-eyed rascal with the priceless amber necklace then led away the escort, Ahmed included, to some place where they could stall the horses, and  side-by-side, lest any question of precedence should be involved, Anazeh and I followed ben Nazir into the house.

We were not the only guests there. He ushered us into a square room, in which outrageous imported furniture, with gilt and tassels on it, stood out like loathsome sores against rugs and cushions fit for the great Haroun-al-Raschids throne room. Any good museum in the world would have competed to possess the rugs, but the furniture was the sort that France sends eastward in the name of culture  stuff for savages to sit on and be civilized while the white man bears the burden and collects the money.

There were half-a-dozen Arabs reclining on two bastard Louis- something-or-other settees, who rose to their feet as we entered. There was another man, sitting on a cushion in a corner by himself, who did not get up. He wore a white head-dress exactly like our hosts, and seemed to consider himself somebody very important indeed. After one swift searching glance at us he went into a brown study, as if a mere sheikh and a Christian alien were beneath his notice.

We were introduced first of all to the men who had stood up to greet us, and that ceremony took about five minutes. The Arab believes he ought to know all about how you feel physically, and expects you to reciprocate. When that was over ben Nazir took us to the corner and presented, first me, then Anazeh to the solitary man in the white head-dress, who seemed to think himself too important to trouble about manners.

Anazeh did not quite like my receiving attention first, and he liked still less the off-handed way in which the solitary man received us. We were told his name was Suliman ben Saoud. He acknowledged my greeting. He and old Anazeh glared at each other, barely moving their heads in what might have been an unspoken threat and retort or a nod of natural recognition. Anazeh turned on his heel and joined the other guests.

In some vague way I knew that Saoud was a name to conjure with, although memory refused to place it. The mans air of indifference and apparently unstudied insolence suggested he was some one well used to authority. Presuming on the one thing that I felt quite sure of by that time  my privileged position as a guest  I stayed, to try to draw him out. I tried to open up conversation with him with English, French, and finally lame Arabic. He took no apparent notice of the French and English, but he smiled sarcastically at my efforts with his own tongue. Except that he moved his lips he made no answer but went on clicking the beads of a splendid amber rosary.

Ben Nazir, seeming to think that Anazehs ruffled feelings called for smoothing, crossed the room to engage him in conversation, so I was left practically alone with the strange individual. More or less in a spirit of defiance of his claim to such distinction, I sat down on a cushion beside him.

He was a peculiar-looking man. The lower part of his cheek  that side on which I sat  was sunk in, as if he had no teeth there. The effect was to give his whole face a twisted appearance. The greater part of his head, of course, was concealed by the flowing white kaffiyi, but his skin was considerably darker than that of the Palestine Arab. He had no eyebrows at all, having shaved them off  for a vow I supposed. Instead of making him look comical, as you might expect, it gave him a very sinister appearance, which was increased by his generally surly attitude.

Once again, as when I had entered the room, he turned his head to give me one swift, minutely searching glance, and then turned his eyes away as if he had no further interest. They were quite extraordinary eyes, brimful of alert intelligence; and whereas from his general appearance I should have set him down at somewhere between forty and fifty, his eyes suggested youth, or else that keen, unpeaceful spirit that never ages.

I tried him again in Arabic, but he answered without looking at me, in a dialect I had never heard before. So I offered him a gold-tipped cigarette, that being a universal language. He waived the offer aside with something between astonishment and disdain. He had lean, long-fingered hands, entirely unlike those of the desert fraternity, who live too hard and fight too frequently to have soft, uncalloused skin and unbroken finger-nails.

He did not exactly fascinate me. His self-containment was annoying. It seemed intended to convey an intellectual and moral importance that I was not disposed to concede without knowing more about him. I suppose an Arab feels the same sensation when a Westerner lords it over him on highly moral grounds. At any rate, something or other in the way of pique urged me to stir him out of his self-complacency, just as one feels urged to prod a bull-frog to watch him jump.

He seemed to understand my remarks, for he took no trouble to hide his amusement at my efforts with the language. But he only answered in monosyllables, and I could not understand those. So after about five minutes I gave it up, and crossed the room to ben Nazir, who seized the opportunity to show me my sleeping-quarters.

It proved to be a room like a monastery cell, up one flight of stone steps, with two other rooms of about the same size on either side of it. At the end of the passage was a very heavy wooden door, with an iron lock and an enormous keyhole, which I suppose shut off the harem from the rest of the house; but as I never trespassed beyond it I dont know. I only do know that a womans eye was watching me through that key-hole, and ben Nazir frowned impatiently at the sound of female giggling.

The Sheikh Anazeh will have the room on this side of you, he said, and the Sheikh Suliman ben Saoud the room on the other. So you will be between friends.

Suliman ben Saoud seems a difficult person to make friends with, I answered.

Ben Nazir smiled like a prince out of a picture-book  beautiful white teeth and exquisite benignance.

Oh, you mustnt mind him. These celebrities from the centre of Arabia give themselves great airs. To do that is considered evidence of piety and wisdom.

I sat on the bed  quite a civilized affair, spotlessly clean. Ben Nazir took the chair, I suppose, like the considerate host he was, to give me the sensation of receiving in my own room.

He wears the same sort of head-dress you do. What does it mean? I asked.

I wear mine out of compliment to him  not that I have not always the right to wear it. It is the Ichwan head-dress. It is highly significant.

Of what?

He hesitated for a moment, and then seemed to make up his mind that it did not much matter what he might divulge to an ignorant stranger soon to return to the United States.

It is difficult to explain. You Americans know so little of our politics. It is significant, I might say, of the New Arabia  Arabia for the Arabs. The great ben Saoud, who is a relative of this man, is an Arabian chieftain who has welded most of Arabia into one, and now challenges King Hussein of Mecca for the caliphate. Hussein is only kept on his throne by British gold, paid to him from India. Ben Saoud also receives a subsidy from the British, who must continue to pay it, because otherwise ben Saoud will attack Hussein and overwhelm him. That, it is believed, would mean a rising of all the Moslem world against their rulers  in Africa  Asia  India  Java  everywhere. It began as a religious movement. It is now political  although it is held together by religious zeal. You might say that the Ichwans are the modern Protestants of Islam. They are fanatical. The world has never seen such fanaticism, and the movement spreads day by day.

You dont look like a fanatic, I said, and he laughed again.

I? God forbid! But I am a politician; and to succeed a politician must have friends among all parties. My one ambition is to see all Arabs united in an independent state reaching from this coast to the Persian Gulf. To that end I devote my energy. I use all means available  including money paid me by the French, who have no intention of permitting any such development if they can help it.

And the British?

For the present we must make use of them also. But their yoke must go, eventually.

Then if America had accepted the Near East mandate, you would have used us in the same way?

Certainly. That would have been the easiest way, because America understands little or nothing of our politics. Americas money  Americas schools and hospitals  Americas war munitions  and then good-bye. I am willing to use all means  all methods to the one end  Arabia for the Arabs. After that I am willing to retire into oblivion.

Nevertheless, ben Nazir did not convince me that he was an altruist who had no private ends to serve. There was an avaricious gleam in ben Nazirs eyes.


Chapter Five

Dyou mind if I use You?

For all his care to seem hospitable before any other consideration, ben Nazir looked ill at ease. He led me down again to a dining-room hung with spears, shields, scimitars and ancient pistols, but furnished otherwise like an instalment-plan apartment. He watched while a man set food before me. It seemed that Anazeh had gone away somewhere to eat with his men.

Ben Nazirs restlessness became so obvious that I asked at last whether I was not detaining him. He jumped at the opening. With profound apologies he asked me to excuse him for the remainder of the afternoon.

You see, he explained, I came from Damascus to Jerusalem, so I was rather out of touch with what was going on here. This conference of notables was rather a surprise to me. It will not really take place until tomorrow, but there are important details to attend to in advance. If you could amuse yourself

The man who could not do that in a crusader city, crammed with sons of Ishmael who looked as if they had stepped out of the pages of the Old Testament, would be difficult to please. I asked for Ahmed, to act as interpreter. Ben Nazir volunteered to provide me with two men in addition as a sort of bodyguard.

Because Ahmed is a person who is not respected.

It did not take ten minutes to produce Ahmed and the two men.
The latter were six-foot, solemn veterans armed with rifles
and long knives. With them at my heels I set out to explore
El-Kerak.

There is nothing to see, said Ahmed, who did not want to come. But Ahmed was a liar. There was everything to see. The only definite purpose I had in mind was to find Grim. It was possible I might recognize him even through his disguise. Failing that, he could not help but notice me if I walked about enough; if so, he would find his own means of establishing communication.

But you might as well have hunted for one particular pebble on a beach as for a single individual in all that throng. Remembering Grims disguise when I first saw him, I naturally had that picture of him in mind. But all the Bedouins looked about as much alike as peas in a pod. They stared at me as if I were a curio on exhibition, but they did not like being stared back at.

There was no hint of violence or interference, and no apparent resentment of an aliens presence in their midst. The loud- lunged bodyguard shouted out to all and sundry to make way for the Amerikani, and way was made forthwith, although several times the bodyguard was stopped and questioned after I had passed, to make sure I was really American and not English. Ahmed assured me that if I had been English they would have massacred me. In view of what transpired he may have been right, though I doubt it. They might have held me as hostage.

Not that they were in any kind of over-tolerant mood. There was a mans dead body hanging by one foot from a great hook on a high wall, and the wall was splattered with blood and chipped by bullets. I asked Ahmed what kind of criminal he might be.

He did not agree with them. They are for war. He was in favor of peace, and he made a speech two hours ago. So they accused him of being a traitor, and he was tried and condemned.

Who tried him?

Everybody did.

War with whom? I asked.

The British.

Why?

Because they favor the Zionists.

And that is what the conference is all about?

Yes. There is a man here from Damascus, who urges them to raid across the Jordan into Palestine. He says that the Palestinian Arabs will rise then, and cut the throats of all the Zionists. He says that Emir Feisul is going to attack the French in Syria, and that the British will have to go and help the French, so now is the time for a raid.

Is my host, ben Nazir, the man who is talking that way? He has been to Damascus.

No. Another, named Abdul Ali  a very rich sheikh, who comes here often with caravans of merchandise, and gives rich presents to notables.

Has ben Nazir anything to do with it?

Who knows? Mashallah! The world is full of mysteries. That Nazir is a knowing one. They say of him: whichever option is uppermost, that is always his opinion. He is a safe man to follow for that reason. Yet it is easier to follow water through a channel underground.

We made our way toward the castle at the south side of the town, but were prevented from entering by a guard of feudal retainers, who looked as if they had been well drilled. They were as solemn as the vultures that sat perched along the rampart overlooking a great artificial moat dividing the town from the high hill just beyond it.

Nobody interfered when I climbed on the broken town wall and looked over. The castle wall sloped down steeply into the moat, suggesting ample space within for dungeons and underground passages; but there was nothing else there of much interest to see, only dead donkeys, a dying camel with the vultures already beginning on him, some dead dogs, heaps of refuse, and a lot more vultures too gorged to fly  the usual Arab scheme of sanitation. I asked one of my bodyguard to shoot the camel and he obliged me, with the air of a keeper making concessions to a lunatic. Nobody took any notice of the rifle going off.

It was when we turned back into the town again that the first inkling of Grims presence in the place turned up. A bulky- looking Arab in a sheepskin coat that stank of sweat so vilely that you could hardly bear the man near you, came up and stood in my way. Barring the smell, he was a winning-looking rascal  truculent, swaggering, but possessed of a good-natured smile that seemed to say: Sure, Im a rogue and a liar, but what else did you expect!

He spoke perfectly good English. He said he wished to speak to me alone. That was easy enough; Ahmed and the bodyguard withdrew about ten paces, and he and I stepped into a doorway.

I am Mahommed ben Hamza, he said, with his head on one side, as if that explanation ought to make everything clear to me at once. From Hebron, he added, when I did not seem to see the light.

The wiser one looks, and the less one says, in Arab lands, the less trouble theres likely to be. I tried to look extremely wise, and said nothing.

Where is Jimgrim? he demanded.

If you can tell me that Ill give you ten piastres, I answered.

I will give you fifty if you tell me!

Why do you want to know?

He is my friend. He said I should see him here. But I have not seen him. He said also I should see you. You are the Amerikani? And you dont know where he is? Truly? Then, when you see him, will you say to him, Mahommed ben Hamza is here with nine men at the house of Abu Shamah? Jimgrim will understand.

I nodded, and the man from Hebron walked away without another word.

Did he steal your watch? asked Ahmed. They are as jealous as children, those Arabs.

There was a second execution while I walked back through the city. A wide-eyed, panic-stricken poor devil with slobber on his jaws came tearing down-street with a mob at his heels. We stepped into an alley to let the race go by, but he doubled down the alley opposite. Before he had run twenty yards along it some one hit the back of his head with a piece of rock. A second later they had pounced on him, and in less than a minute after that he was kicking in the noose of a hide rope slung over a house-beam. I dont know what they hanged him for. No one apparently knew. But they used his carcase for a target and shot it almost to pieces.

I kept on looking for Grim, although the task seemed hopeless. Of course, I could not give a hint of my real purpose. But as Grim knew that the talk about a school-teacher was my passport to the place, it seemed possible that he might use that as an excuse for getting in touch with me. So I told Ahmed to show me the schools.

They werent worth looking at  mere tumble-down sheds in which Moslem boys were taught to say the Koran by heart. The places where Christian missionaries once had been were all turned into stores, and even into stables for the horses of the notables.

So I returned to ben Nazirs house, and found old Sheikh Anazeh sitting outside on the step, as motionless as a tobacco-store Indian but twice as picturesque. He still had his own rifle over his knees, and the plundered one slung over his shoulder by a strap; he never stirred abroad unarmed.

I asked him what the conference of notables was going to be about, and he told me to mind my own business. That struck me as an excellent idea, so, not having slept at all the previous night, I went upstairs and lay on the bed. There was no lock on the door, so I set the chair against it.

Ben Nazir was a man who had traveled a great deal, and picked up western notions of hospitality to add to the inborn eastern sense of sacredness in the relation between host and guest. It seems that an hour or two later he came to take me down to a Gargantuan meal, but, feeling the chair against the door, and hearing snores, he decided it was better manners to let me lie in peace.

So I did not wake up again until after midnight. The moonlight was streaming through a little high-perched window, and fell on the white-robed, ghostly-looking figure of a man, who sat with crossed legs on the end of the bed. I thought I was dead and in hell.

That is no picturesque exaggeration about a mans hair standing when he is terrified. It really does. I would have yelled aloud, if the breath would have come, but there is a trick of sudden fear that seems to grip your lungs and hold them impotent. The thing on the end of the bed had no eye-brows. It grinned as if it knew all about evil, and were hungry, and living men were its food.

I dont know how long I stared at the thing, but it seemed like a week. At last it spoke, and I burst into a sweat with the reaction.

Good job you dont know how to fasten a door with a chair. Ill have to show you that trick, or youll be dying before your time. Sh-h-h! Dont make a noise!

I sat up and looked more closely at him. It was the Ichwan of the afternoon  Sheikh Suliman ben Saoud. And he was speaking unmistakable American. I began again to believe I was dreaming. He chuckled quietly and lit a cigarette.

Arent you wise to me yet?

Grim?

Who else?

But whats happened to your face? Youre all one-sided.

Oh, thats easy. I just take out my false teeth. The rest is done with a razor and some brown stain. I thought you were going to spot me when you first came. Did you? I didnt think so. Did you act as well as all that?

No. Looked all over town for you afterward.

Uh-huh. I thought that was too natural to be acting. Pick up any news in town?

Saw a hanging, and met a man who calls himself Mahommed ben
Hamza. Hes waiting at the house of Abu Shamah.

Any men with him?

Nine.

Three more than he promised. Ben Hamza is the most honest thief and dependable liar in Palestine  a cheerful murderer who sticks closer than a brother. I saved him once from being hung, because he smiles so nicely. Any more news?

I expect none that you dont know. Theres a sheikh named Abdul
Ali from Damascus, preaching a raid into Palestine.

Grim nodded.

Im here to bag that bird.

Where do I come in? I asked.

You are the plausible excuse, thats all. Thanks to you old Anazeh got into El-Kerak with twenty men. Two might not have been enough, even with ben Hamza and his nine.

Then our host ben Nazir is in on your game?

Not he! Up at headquarters in Jerusalem we knew all about this coming conference. These folk are ready to explode. The only way to stop it is to pull the plug  The plug is Abdul Ali. We knew we could count on old Anazeh. But the puzzle was how to get him and his men into El-Kerak. When you told me ben Nazir had invited you, I saw the way to do it. There wasnt anybody else except Anazeh that ben Nazir could have sent to fetch you, and the old boy is a dependable friend of ours.

That did not stop him from raiding two villages on the British side of the Dead Sea, I answered.

Did he?

Sure. I had part of a raided sheep for breakfast.

Um-m-m! Well of all the  damn his impudence! The shrewd old devil must have figured that we cant get after him for it, seeing how hes playing our game. Bloody old horse-thief! Well, he gets away with it, this time. Youll have to be mighty careful not to seem to recognize me. One slip and were done for. Youre safe enough. If they once get wise to me theyll pull me in pieces between four horses.

Whats your plan?

Its vague yet. Got to be an opportunist. Im supposed to be a member of the ben Saoud family, recruiting members for the new sect  biggest thing in Arabia. Im invited to the conference on the strength of my supposed connection with the big Ichwan movement.

Dyou propose to murder this Abdul Ali person, then, or have him murdered? I asked.

Uh-uh! Murders out of my line. Besides, thatud do no good. Worse than useless. Theyd all cut loose. Abdul Ali has got them together. What with bribes and a lot of promises he has them keen on this raid. If he were killed theyd say one of our spies did it. Theyd add vengeance to their other motives, which at present are mainly a desire for loot. No, no. Abdul Ali has got to disappear. Then theyll believe he has betrayed them. Then, instead of raiding Palestine theyll confiscate his property and curse his ancestors. Dyou see the point?

More or less. But what good can I do?

Do you mind if I use you?

I laughed. Thats a hell of a silly question. Any use my minding? Youve already used me. You will do it again without consulting me. I like it, as it happens. But a fat lot you care whether I like it or not. Isnt it a bit late in the day to ask permission?

Oh, well. You know the hangmen always used to beg the victims pardon. Will you obey orders?

Yes. But it might be easier if I know what Im doing.

As soon as I know Ill explain, he answered. Where you can fit into the puzzle at the moment is by rooting for the school idea. The worst robber chieftain from the farthest cluster of huts he calls his home town would like to see an American school here in El-Kerak. If there were one hed send his sons to it.

Okay. Ill root like a dog for a buried bone.

Go to it. That gives you the right to ask questions. That will oblige ben Nazir to introduce you to any one you want to interview. That will explain without any further argument whatever weakness you seem to have for talking to men in the street like Mahommed ben Hamza. It would even explain away any politeness that I might show you in my capacity of Ichwan. For safetys sake, and to create an impression, I take the line of being rude to every one; but I might reasonably toss a few crumbs of condescension to an altruist from foreign parts. At any rate, Ill have to take that chance. Dyou get me?

You mean, youll use me as intermediary? Messages to and from ben Hamza and that sort of thing?

Thats the idea, but theres more to it. Did you bring that Bible along? Are you superstitious? Any notions like Long John Silvers about its being bad luck to spoil a Bible? All right. Keep it in your pocket to make notes in. If you cant get the whole book to me, tear a page out and send that, or give it to me, with the message spelled in dots under the words. Make the dots faint, Ive good eyes.

What sort of notes do you want from me?

You mustnt mistake me for the prophet Ezekiel, he answered, grinning. Thus saith the Lord is all right when you know what youre talking about. All I know for certain is that Ive got to bag Abdul Ali. If you get information that looks important to you, get it to me in the way Ive told you, thats all. Dont be caught talking to me. Dont look friendly. Dont seem interested.

What else?

If you can, keep old Anazeh sober.

Oh!

Grim nodded meaningly: Ive known easier jobs!

The old sport thinks no more of me than of an express package hed been hired to deliver, I answered. Drunk or sober, hed brush me aside like a fly.

Well  wits were given us to use. I guess youll have to use yours. Have you any?

How the hell should I know? I retorted.

If you find I havent any, dont blame me.

I wont, he answered, and I believed him.

What else besides being dry-nurse to the king of the
Amalekites? I asked.

Dont trust Ahmed.

Hes a good interpreter.

Yeh  and a poor peg. Youll have to use him  some. But dont trust him.

Does old Anazeh know you in that disguise? I asked.

No, and he mustnt. Ill tell you why. All these people are religious fanatics. A horrible death is the only fate they would consider for a man caught masquerading as a holy personage the way Im doing. But their fanaticism has a way of petering out when the gangs not there to see. In his own village I think Anazeh would laugh if I talked this ruse over with him  afterwards. But if he knew about it here, with all these other fanatics alert and fanning, he wouldnt dare not to expose me. Its a good job you asked that. If I send any message to Anazeh through you, be sure you dont give me away.

How shall I make him believe the message is from you, then?

Begin with Jimgrim says. Hell recognize the formula. But if he questions that, say A lion knows a lion in the dark. Thatll serve a double purpose  convince him and jog his memory. He ignored a request of mine  once, and I was able to get back at him. Tell you the story some day. Nowadays hes more or less dependable, unless he gets a skin-full of redeye. Well, make the most of your chance to sleep; you may have to go short later. Im going to saw off a cord or two myself.

He left the room as silently as a ghost. I dont doubt that he slept peacefully. Subsequent acquaintance with him convinced me that he can go to sleep almost anywhere in any circumstances. And that is a very great gift, for it enables its owner to wear down any dozen who must sleep for stated hours at fixed intervals. Grim snatches his whenever the chance comes, and goes without with apparent indifference. He told me once that he dreams nearly all the time he is asleep. But the dreams dont seem to trouble him. I believe he dreams out the key to whatever problem puzzles him at the moment.

My own sleep was done for that night, his advice notwithstanding. I lay listening to Anazehs thunderous snores and naturally enough imagining every possible contingency and dozens that were totally impossible. Nothing turned out in the least like any of my forecasts; but that was not for want of trying to foresee it all. I dont seem to possess any of that quiet gift of waiting to deal with each development on its merits, as and when it comes. I have to speculate, and speculation is the ene my of peace.

Looking back, I dont think I felt a bit afraid of the immediate future; but that was due to ignorance of nearly all that the present held. I think that was part of Grims reason for helping me to reach El-Kerak in the first place; he counted on my ignorance of danger to keep me cool-headed. It is true, it did dawn on me that if my host were to suspect me of intriguing under cover of his protection, the protection might cease with disconcerting abruptness. I realized to some extent what a predicament that would be. But on the whole, I think the only real worry was the definite task Grim had given me  the thankless, and very likely desperate, inglorious one of trying to keep old Anazeh sober.

Of course, the Koran forbids wine. But whiskey is not wine. And if you mix whiskey and wine together they cease to be either; they become a commodity of which the Prophet knew nothing and which he therefore did not forbid. But if you introduce such a mixture into the stomach, and thence into the brain of an already fiery Bedouin; and then introduce the Bedouin to trouble; and if, in addition to the trouble, you provide impertinent, alien, and what he calls infidel restraint, it is fair to presume that the mixture might explode.

It seemed to me I had been given too much to do. In order to get introductions to the notables I must first get ben Nazir into a proper frame of mind. Then, stammering in an alien tongue, I must make friends with chieftains who had never even heard of me; and that, when their minds were busy with another matter. I must keep in touch with ben Hamza, and convey his messages to Grim without being seen or arousing suspicion. In addition to all that I must keep sober by some means an old savage armed with two rifles and a knife, who had twenty cut-throats at his beck and call!

While I pondered the problem in all its impossible bearings, loud snores to right and left of me, tenor and bass by turns, announced that Jimgrim and Anazeh were as blissfully oblivious to my worries as the bedbugs were that had come out of hiding and discovered me. I began to feel homesick.


Chapter Six

That man will repay study.

I got my first shot at Anazeh at dawn, when the muezzin began wailing over the city; and I missed badly with both barrels. The old sheikh looked into my room, presumably to see if I was still alive, since he had guaranteed to see me safely back again across the Jordan, before rounding up his rascals for morning prayer. They prayed together whenever possible, Anazeh keeping count of their genuflections.

You could tell he had been drinking the night before the minute he thrust his head into the room. He smelt like the lees of a rum barrel, and the rims of his eyes were red.

Seeing I was awake he gave me the courteous, full-sounding Allah ysabbhak bilkhair, and I asked him where he had dined the night before. He mumbled something into his beard that I could not catch, but he could not have told me much more plainly to go to hell, even in plain English. However, I had to get a foothold somewhere, so I said that I had heard that the liquor in El-Kerak was poisonous.

As far as I understood his answer, he implied that it likely would be poisonous in the sort of place where I would buy it, but that he, Anazeh, need not be told how to suck eggs by any such a greenhorn as me.

I tried him again. I said that liquor taken in quantity would kill a man.

So will one bullet! he answered. But, whereas a bullet in the belly causes pain before death, moiyit ilfadda (aqua fortis) causes pleasure; and a man dies either way.

He turned to go, rattling two rifle-butts against the door, but I had one last try to get on terms and said I hoped to see him at breakfast, or shortly afterward.

God is the giver both of eyesight and the things to see, he answered. I go to pray. God will guide my footsteps afterward.

I did not feel I had really made much headway, but I fared rather better with my host downstairs, who either did not pray with such enthusiasm or else had forestalled the muezzin. At any rate, he was waiting for me near a table spread with sweet cakes and good French coffee. After the usual string of pleasantries he became suddenly confidential, over-acting the part a little, as a man does who has something rather disagreeable up his sleeve that he means to spring on you presently.

I have been busy since an hour before dawn. I have been consulting with my friend Suliman ben Saoud. The situation here is very serious. As long as you are my guest you are perfectly safe; but if I were to send you away, the assembled notables might suspect you of being a spy, and might accuse me of harbouring a spy. Do you see? They would suppose you were returning to Jerusalem with information for the British. That would have most unpleasant consequences  for both of us!

Clearly, Grim in the guise of ben Saoud had been busy, and it was up to me to seize my cue alertly. I was at pains to look alarmed. Ben Nazir grew solicitous.

Rest assured, you are safe as my guest. But Suliman ben Saoud was annoyed to think a stranger should be here at such a time as this. He took me to task about you. He is also my guest, as I reminded him, but he is a truculent fellow. He insisted that the assembled notables have the right to satisfaction regarding your bona fides. It was no use my saying, as I did repeatedly, that I personally guarantee you. He asked me how much I know about you. I had to confess that what I actually know amounts to very little.

Well? I said. What does the old grouch want?

He thinks that you should be presented to the assembled notables at noon today. In fact, he demands that they should catechize you regarding your ideas about a school.

I have no objection.

But, I am sorry to have to add this: it is probable the notables will insist on your remaining in El-Kerak until after that shall have taken place which they have been summoned to decide on. They will not risk your returning before the

Before what?

The  ah  they contemplate a raid!

So Im a prisoner?

No, no! Mon dieu, what do you think of me! Even the fanatical Suliman ben Saoud saw the force of the argument when I spoke of the sanctity of any guest here on my invitation. But he thinks  and I agree with him, that as a precaution you should first call on Sheikh Abdul Ali. You will find him a very agreeable man, who will receive you with proper courtesy. He is here from Damascus, and exercises a great influence. Once his mind is at ease about you, he will satisfy all the others. Are you agreeable?

Why not?

So we smoked a cigarette together after the coffee, and then set forth on foot, for the distance was not great, preceded and surrounded by armed retainers. I imagine the armed men were more for the sake of appearance than protection. Ben Nazir seemed popular. But the escort drove other pedestrians out of the way as roughly as they did the unspeakable dogs that infested every offal-heap. The street that we followed was, of course, the open sewer for the houses on either hand, and its condition was a credit to the mangy curs that so resented our intrusion.

Abdul Alis house, if his it was, was a fairly big square building near the middle of the town. It did not look unlike one of the old-time New York precinct stations, with its big windows protected by iron grilles, and a flight of stone steps leading up to a door exactly in the middle of the front wall.

There were thirty or forty capable-looking men hanging about the place. Abdul Ali owned more than one camel caravan, and every man connected with the business looked on himself as a member of one big feudal family. They were all armed. Most of them had modern rifles.

We were admitted into a room that faced on the street, furnished entirely in the eastern style, except for two gilt chairs against the wall. The walls were hung with carpets and the floor was covered with Bokhara rugs three deep.

No doubt in order to emphasize his own importance, Abdul Ali kept us waiting in that room for ten minutes before he condescended to enter. But when he did come at last he was at pains to seem agreeable, which was not quite his natural attitude.

I had never seen a more offensive personality, although at the first glance he did not arouse actual dislike. Distaste for him dawned, and grew. He was certainly not physically attractive, although the Syrian Arab costume made him picturesque. The first thing I noticed was the fatness of his hands  those of a giver of dishonest gifts. When he shook hands you felt in some subtle way that he was sure your conscience was for sale, that he would purchase it for any reasonable figure, and that he believed he had plenty of money with which to buy you and all your relatives.

He was a little puffy under the eyes, had a firm mouth, rather thick lips, and his small black moustache was turned up like the Kaisers, which gave him a cockily self-assured appearance. For the rest, he was a rather military-looking person, although his flowing robe partly concealed that; stockily rather than heavily built; and of rather more than middle height. He wore one ring  a sapphire of extraordinary brilliance, of which he was immensely proud. When I noticed it he said at once that it had been given him by the late Sultan Abdul Hamid.

He spoke German from choice, so we conversed in German, which annoyed ben Nazir, who could not understand a word of it. And from first to last throughout that interview, and subsequently to the point where Jimgrim out-maneuvered and out-played him, he relied on the German philosophy of self-assertion that teaches how to get and keep the upper hand by making yourself believe in your own super-intelligence and then speaking, acting, making plans in logical accord with that belief. It works finely until somebody spoils the whole thing by pricking the super-intelligence bladder and letting out all the wind.

Although he spoke German, he was not by any means pro-German in his motives. He was at pains to make that clear. Evidently he had been pro-German once, until he saw the writing on the wall. He was conscious of the need to offset past prejudices before suggesting his enormous ability along advanced lines.

You come at an interesting time, he said. You find us in transition. Before the War, and almost until the end of it, most Arabs believed in the German destiny. English gold commanded the allegiance of an Arab army, but every last man in that army was ready to follow the German standard at the proper time. That only shows how ignorant these people are. As soon as it became evident that the Arab destiny lies in the hands of Arabs themselves most of them immediately began to clamour for an American mandate, because that would give them temporary masters who could protect them, yet at the same time who would be too ignorant of real conditions to prevent secret preparations for a pan-Arabian revolt. All very absurd, of course.

He had no idea how absurd he himself appeared. He launched into a tirade designed to make him seem a super-statesman in the eyes of a stranger who did not care what he was. The more he talked himself into a delirium of self-esteem the less his character impressed me. I even ran into the danger of under-estimating him because he liked himself so much.

Im here to look into the prospects for a school, I said.

Yes, yes. Very estimable. You shall have my support. He paused for me to fawn on him, and my neglect to do it spurred him to further self-revelation.

You must look to me for support if you hope for success. There is no cohesion here without me. I am the only man in El-Kerak to whom they all listen, and even I have difficulty in uniting them at times. But a school is a good idea, and under my auspices you will succeed.

For the moment I thought he suspected me of wanting to teach school myself. I hastened to correct the impression:

All I promise to do is to tell people in the States who might be interested.

Exactly. He had been coming at this point all along in his own way. So there is no hurry. It makes no difference that you must stay in El-Kerak a little longer than you intended. You shall be presented to the council of notables under my auspices. In my judgment it is important that you remain here for some little time.

I suppose the men who can analyze their thoughts, and separate the wise impulses from the rash ones, are the people whom the world calls men of destiny and whom history later assigns to its halls of fame. The rest of us simply act from pique, prejudice, passion or whatever other emotion is in charge. I know I did. It was resentment. It was so immensely disagreeable to be patronized by this puffy-eyed sensualist that I could not resist the impulse to argue with him.

I dont see the force of that, said I. My plans are made to return to Jerusalem tomorrow.

I could not have done better as it happened. I suppose there is some theory that has been written down in books to explain how these things work, at any rate to the satisfaction of the fellow who wrote the book. But Grim, referring to it afterward, called it naked luck. I would rather agree with Grim than argue with any inky theorist on earth, having seen too many theories upset. Luck looks to me like a sweeter lady, and more worshipful than any of the goddesses they rename nowadays and then dissect in clinics. At any rate, by naked luck I prodded Abdul Ali where he kept his supply of mistakes. Instead of calling my bluff, as he doubtless should have done, he set out to win me over to his point of view. Whichever way you analyze it in the light of subsequent events, the only possible conclusion is that it was my turn to be lucky and Abdul Alis to make a fool of himself. Nobody could have made a fool of him better than he did.

I must dissuade you, he said, trying to hide wilfulness under an unpleasant smile. I will offer inducements.

Theyll have to be heavy, I said, to weigh against what I have in mind.

He had kept ben Nazir and me standing all this time. Now he offered me one of the chairs, took the other himself, and motioned ben Nazir to a cushion near the window. A servant brought in the inevitable coffee and cigarettes. Then he laid a hand on my knee for special emphasis  a fat, pale, unprincipled hand, with that great sapphire gleaming on the middle finger.

It happens that this idea of a school comes just at the right moment. I have been searching my mind for just some such idea to lay before the notables. As we are talking a language that none else here understands, I can safely take you into confidence. A raid is being planned into British territory.

He paused to let that sink in, and tapped my knee with his disgusting fingers until I could have struck him from irritation.

There is, however, an element of disagreement. There is uncertainty as to the outcome, in the minds of some of the chiefs who live nearest to the border. The feeling among them is that perhaps I am urging them on in order to serve my own ambition at their expense. They appreciate the opportunity to loot; but they say that the British will hit back afterwards, and they, being nearest to the border, will suffer most; whereas I stand to gain all and to lose nothing. Very absurd, of course, but that is their argument.

Surely, I said, you dont expect me to take my coat off and preach a jihad against the British?

Im Gotteswillen! No, no, no! This is my meaning: if I can go before them with the offer of a school for El-Kerak, which the very worst scoundrel among them desires with all his ignorant heart; and if I can produce a distinguished gentleman from America, present among them on my invitation for the sole purpose of making the arrangements for such a school, that will convince them that I have their interests really at heart. Do you see?

Again the irritating fingers drumming on my knee. I did not answer for fear of betraying ill-temper.

I am a statesman, sir. I understand the arguments with which whole nations may deceive themselves. I have made it my profession to detect the trends of thought and the tides of unrest. Psychological moments are for me a fascinating study. I can recognize them.

He laid the fat hand on my shoulder for a change, and tried to look into my eyes; but I was watching the edge of a curtain at the far end of the room.

Now, to you, an American, our local dispute means nothing. This raid is no affair of yours. You wash your hands of it. You, an altruist, are interested only in a school. I offer you opportunity, building, subsidy, guarantees. You reciprocate by giving me a talking point. I shall make use of the opportunity. That is settled. And, let me see, I promised you inducements, didnt I?

He looked, at me and I looked at him. He waited for a hint of some sort, but I made no move to help him out.

What shall we say?

I was as interested in the result of his appraisal as he was in making it. Whether complimentary or not, anothers calculated judgment of your character is a fascinating thing to wait for.

I think you will be getting full value. I shall introduce you to all the notables, he said at last. To a man of your temperament it will be a privilege to attend the council, and to know in advance all that is going to happen. There will be no objection to that, because it is already decided you will remain in El-Kerak until after the  er  raid. The notables will understand from me that your mouth is sealed until after the event. You shall be let into our secrets. There  is that not equitable?

It was shrewd. I did not believe for a minute that he would let me into all their secrets, but he could not have imagined a greater temptation for me. Since I would not have taken his word that black was not white, I did not hesitate to pretend to agree to his terms.

I must have an interpreter, I said. Otherwise I shall understand very little.

I will supply you an interpreter  a good one.

No, thank you. Any man of yours might only tell me what he thought correct for me to hear. If Im to get a price for my services, I want the full price. I want to hear everything. I must be allowed to bring my own interpreter.

Who would he be?

I dont know yet.

That man Ahmed, for instance? I have been told he is one of your party. Ahmed would do very well.

No, not Ahmed.

Who then?

I will find a man.

He hesitated. If ever a man was reviewing all the possible contingencies, murder of me included, behind a mask of superficial courtesy, that man was he.

He should be a man acceptable to the notables, he said at last.
I ought to know his name in advance.

I must have unfettered choice, or I wont attend the mejlis. [Council]

Oh, very well. Only the interpreter, too, will have to remain afterward in El-Kerak.

I looked at that curtain again, for it was moving in a way that no draft from the open window could account for. But at last the movement was explained. Before Abdul Ali could speak again a man stepped out from behind it, crossed the room, and went out through the door, closing it silently behind him. He was a man I knew, and the last man I had expected to see in that place. I suppose Abdul Ali noticed my look of surprise.

You know him? he asked.

By sight. He was at Sheikh ben Nazirs house yesterday.

That is Suliman ben Saoud, a stranger from Arabia, but a man of great influence because of his connection with the Ichwan movement. If you are interested in our types that man will repay study.

Good. Ill try to study him, said I.

It was all I could do to keep a straight face. So Jimgrim was the source of Abdul Alis inspirations! I wondered what subtle argument he could have used to make the sheikh so keen on baiting his hook with the school proposal. His nerve, in waiting behind that curtain until he knew his scheme had succeeded, and then walking out bold as brass to let me know that he had overheard everything, was what amused me. But I managed not to smile.

What time is the mejlis? I asked.

At noon.

Then Ill go and hunt up my interpreter.

Ben Nazir came out with me, in a blazing bad temper. He was as jealous as a pet dog, and inclined to visit the result on me.

Very polite, I am sure! Most refined! Most courteous! In your country, sir, does a guest reward his host for hospitality by talking in a language that his host cant understand? Perhaps you would rather transfer your presence to Abdul Alis house? Pray do not consider yourself beholden to me, in case you would prefer his hospitality!

I tried in vain to pacify him. I explained that the choice of language had been Abdul Alis, and offered to tell him now in French every word that had passed. But he would not listen.

It would not be difficult for a man of your intelligence to make up a story, he said rudely.

Abdul Ali can talk French. If it had been intended that I should know the truth that conversation would have been in French. Shall I send your bag to Abdul Alis house?

No, I said. Give it to Anazeh. He is answerable for my safety until I reach Palestine again. Thank you for a nights lodging.

He walked away in a great huff, and I set out for the house of
Abu Shamah, using my scant store of Arabic to ask the way.
Mahommed ben Hamza was lolling on the stone veranda, gossiping
with half-a-dozen men. He came the minute I beckoned him.

Ive seen Jimgrim, I said. Youre to come with me at noon to the mejlis as my interpreter.

He grinned delightedly.

And see here, you smelly devil: Heres money. Buy yourself a clean shirt, a new coat, and some soap. Wash yourself from head to foot, and put the new clothes on, before you meet me at the castle gate ten minutes before noon. Those are Jimgrims orders, do you understand?

Taht il-amr! (Yours to command) he answered laughing.

I went and bought myself an awful meal at the house of a man who rolled Kabobs between his filthy fingers.


Chapter Seven

Who gives orders to me?

The wonderful thing about Moab is that everything happens in a story-book setting, with illustrations by Maxfield Parrish and Wyeth and Joe Coll, and all the rest of them, whichever way you look.

Imagine a blue sky  so clear-blue and pure that you can see against it the very feathers in the tails of wheeling kites, and know that they are brown, not black. Imagine all the houses, and the shacks between them, and the poles on which the burlap awnings hang, painted on flat canvas and stood up against that infinite blue. Stick some vultures in a row along a roof-top  purplish  bronze theyll look between the tiles and sky. Add yellow camels, gray horses, striped robes, long rifles, and a searching sun-dried smell. And there you have El-Kerak, from the inside.

From any point along the broken walls or the castle roof you can see for fifty miles over scenery invented by the Master-Artist, with the Jordan like a blue worm in the midst of yellow-and-green hills twiggling into a turquoise sea.

The villains stalk on-stage and off again sublimely aware of their setting. The horses prance, the camels saunter, the very street-dogs compose themselves for a nap in the golden sun, all in perfect harmony with the piece. A woman walking with a stone jar on her head (or, just as likely, a kerosene can) looks as if she had just stepped out of eternity for the sake of the picture. And not all the kings and kaisers, cardinals and courtezans rolled into one great swaggering splurge of majesty could hold a candle to a ragged Bedouin chief on a flea-bitten pony, on the way to a small-town mejlis.

So it was worth a little inconvenience, and quite a little risk to see those chiefs arrive at the castle gate, toss their reins to a brother cut-throat, and swagger in, the poorest and least important timing their arrival, when they could, just in advance of an important man so as to take precedence of him and delay his entrance.

Mindful of my charge to keep Anazeh sober, and more deadly afraid of it than of all the other risks, I hung about waiting for him, hoping he would arrive before Abdul Ali or ben Nazir. I wanted to go inside and be seated before either of those gentry came. But not a bit of it. I saw Anazeh ride up at the head of his twenty men, halt at a corner, and ask a question. His men were in military order, and looked not only ready but anxious to charge the crowd and establish their old chiefs importance.

Mahommed ben Hamza, not quite so smelly in his new clothes, was standing at my elbow.

Sheikh Anazeh beckons you, he said.

So the two of us worked our way leisurely through the crowd toward the side-street down which Anazeh had led his party. We found them looking very spruce and savage, four abreast, drawn up in the throat of an alley, old Anazeh sitting his horse at their head like a symbol of the ancient order waiting to assault the new. My horse was close beside him, held by Ahmed, acting servitor on foot.

The old man let loose the vials of his wrath on me the minute I drew near, and Mahommed ben Hamza took delicious pleasure in translating word for word.

Is that the way an effendi in my care should be seen at such a time  on foot? Am I a maskin* that you do not ride? Is the horse not good enough? [*Poor devil]

I made ben Hamza explain that I was to attend the mejlis as
Sheikh Abdul Alis guest. But that only increased his wrath.

So said ben Nazir! Shall a lousy Damascene trick me out of keeping my oath? You are in my safekeeping until you tread on British soil again, and my honour is concerned in it! No doubt that effeminate schemer of schemes would like to display you at the mejlis as his booty, but you are mine! Did you think you are not under obligation to me?

I answered pretty tactfully. I said that Allah had undoubtedly created him to be a protector of helpless wayfarers and the very guardian of honour. Mahommed ben Hamza added to the compliments while rendering mine into Arabic. But though Anazehs wrath was somewhat mollified, he was not satisfied by any means.

Am I a dog, he demanded, that I should be slighted for the sake of that Damascene?

It looked to me like the proper moment to try out Grims magic formula.

You are the father of lions. And a lion knows a lion in the dark! said I.

The effect was instantaneous. He puffed his cheeks out in astonishment, and sucked them in again. The overbearing anger vanished as he leaned forward in the saddle to scrutinize my face. It was clear that he thought my use of that phrase might just possibly have been an accident.

Jimgrim says

Ah! What says Jimgrim? Who are you that know where he is?

A lion knows a lion in the dark! I said again, that there might be no mistake about my having used the words deliberately.

He nodded.

Praised be Allah! Blessings upon His Prophet! What says Jimgrim?

Jimgrim says I am to keep by Anazeh and watch him, lest he drink strong drink and lose his honour by becoming like a beast without decency or understanding!

Mount your horse, effendi. Sit beside me.

I complied. Ben Hamza took the place of Ahmed, who went to the rear looking rather pleased to get out of the limelight.

What else says Jimgrim? asked Anazeh.

There will be a message presently, providing Sheikh Anazeh keeps sober!

To say that I was enjoying the game by this time is like trying to paint heaven with a tar-brush. Youve got to be on the inside of an intrigue before you can appreciate the thrill of it. Nobody who has not had the chance to mystify a leader of cheerful murderers in a city packed with conspirators, with the shadow of a vulture on the road in front, and fanged death waiting to be let loose, need talk to me of excitement.

Well and good, said Anazeh. When Jimgrim speaks, I listen!

Can you beat that? Have you ever dreamed you were possessed of some magic formula like Open Sesame, and free to work with it any miracle you choose? Was the dream good? I was awake  on a horse  in a real eastern alley  with twenty thieves as picturesque as Ali Babas, itching for action behind me!

Abdul Ali of Damascus thinks he will enter the mejlis last and create a great sensation, said Anazeh. That son of infamies deceives himself. I shall enter last. I shall bring you. There will be no doubt who is important!

Just as he spoke there clattered down the street at right angles to us a regular cavalcade of horsemen led by no less than Abdul Ali with a sycophant on either hand. Cardinal Wolsey, or some other wisehead, once remarked that a king is known by the splendour of his servants. Abdul Alis parasites were dressed for their part in rose-coloured silk and mounted on beautiful white Arab horses so severely bitted that they could not help but prance.

Abdul Ali, on the other hand, played more a king-makers role, dark and sinister in contrast to their finery, on a dark brown horse that trotted in a business-like, hurry-up-and-get-it-done- with manner. He rode in the German military style, and if you can imagine the Kaiser in Arab military head-dress, with high black riding boots showing under a brown cloak, you have his description fairly closely. The upturned moustaches and the scowl increased the suggestion, and I think that was deliberate.

A dog  offspring of dogs! Curse his religion and his bed! growled Anazeh in my ear.

The old sheikh allowed his enemy plenty of time. To judge by the way the men behind us gathered up their reins and closed in knee- to-knee, they would have liked to spoil Abdul Alis afternoon by riding through his procession and breaking its formation. But Anazeh had his mind set, and they seemed to know better than to try to change it for him. We waited until noises in the street died down, and then Ahmed was sent to report on developments.

Abdul Ali has gone into the mejlis and the doors are closed, he announced five minutes later. That seemed to suit Anazeh perfectly, for his eyes lit up with satisfaction. Evidently being excluded from the council was his meat and drink. He gave no order, but rode forward and his men followed as a snakes tail follows its head, four abreast, each man holding his rifle as best suited him; that gave them a much more warlike appearance than if they had imitated the western model of exact conformity.

We rode down-street toward the castle at a walk, between very interested spectators who knew enough to make way without being told. And at the castle gate we were challenged by a man on foot, who commanded about twice our number of armed guards.

The hour is passed, he announced. The order is to admit no late-comers.

Who gives orders to me? Anazeh retorted.

It was agreed by all the notables.

I did not agree. Wallah! Thou dog of a devils dung-heap, say you I am not a notable?

Nevertheless

Open that gate!

They opened it. Two of the men began to do it even before their chief gave the reluctant order. Anazeh started to ride through with his men crowding behind. But that, it seemed, was altogether too much liberty to take with the arrangements. Shouting all together, the gate-guards surged in to take hold of bridles and force Anazehs dependents back. Teeth and eyes flashed. It looked like the makings of a red-hot fight.

No retainers allowed within the gate! Principals only! roared the captain of the guard, in Arabic that sounded like explosions of boiling oil.

Anazeh, Mahommed ben Hamza and I were already within the courtyard. Four of Anazehs followers made their way, through after us before any one could prevent them. At that moment there came a tremendous clattering of hoofs and the crowd outside the gate scattered this and that way in front of about a hundred of the other chiefs dependents, who had dutifully stayed outside and had sought shade some little distance off.

Whether the sudden disturbance rattled him, or whether he supposed that all the other truculent ruffians were going to try to follow our example, at any rate the man on duty lost his head and shouted to his men to shut the gate again. Before they could do it every one of Anazehs gang had forced his way through. There we all were on forbidden ground, with a great iron-studded gate slammed and bolted behind us. To judge by the row outside the keepers of the gate had got their hands full.

In front of us was a short flight of stone steps, and another great wooden door set in stone posts under a Roman arch. There were only two armed men leaning against it. They eyed Anazeh and our numbers nervously.

Open!

Anazeh could use his voice like a whip-crack. They fumbled with the great bolt and obeyed, swinging the door wide. I thought for a minute that my arrogant old protector meant to ride up the steps and through the door into the mejlis hall with all his men; but he was not quite so high-handed as that.

After a good long look through the door, I suppose to make sure there was no ambush inside waiting for him, he dismounted, and ordered his men to occupy a stable-building across the courtyard, from which it would have been impossible to dislodge them without a siege. Then, when he had seen the last man disappear into it, he led me and Mahommed ben Hamza up the steps.

Ben Hamza was grinning like a schoolboy, beside himself with delight at the prospect of elbowing among notables, as well as inordinately proud of his new clothes and the smell of imported soap that hung about him like an aura. But Anazeh looked like an ancient king entering into his own. Surely there was never another man who could stride so majestically and seem so conscious of his own ability to override all law.

We passed under the shadowy arch and down a cool stone passage to yet another heavy door that barred our way. Anazeh thundered on it with his rifle-butt, for there were no attendants there to do his bidding. There was no answer. Only a murmur of voices within. So he thundered again, and this time the door opened about six inches. A face peered through the opening cautiously, and asked what was wanted.

What is this? asked Anazeh. Is a mejlis held without my presence? Since when?

You are too late!

The face disappeared. Some one tried to close the door.
Anazehs foot prevented.

Open! he demanded. The butt of his rifle thundered again on the wood.

There was a babel of voices inside, followed by sudden silence. Anazeh made a sign to Mahommed ben Hamza and me. We all three laid our shoulders against the door and shoved hard. Evidently that was not expected; it swung back so suddenly that we were hard put to it to keep our feet. The man who had opened the door lay prone on the floor in front of us with his legs in the air, and Anazeh laughed at him  the bitterest sign of disrespect one Arab can pay to another.

Since when does the word of a Damascene exclude an honourable sheikh from a mejlis in El-Kerak? asked Anazeh, standing in the doorway.

He was in no hurry to enter. The dramatic old ruffian understood too well the value of the impression he made standing there. The room was crowded with about eighty men, seated on mats and cushions, with a piece of carpeted floor left unoccupied all down the centre  a high-walled room with beautifully vaulted ceiling, and a mullioned window from which most of the glass was gone. The walls were partly covered with Persian and other mats, but there was almost no furniture other than water-pipes and little inlaid tables on which to rest coffee-cups and matches. The air was thick with smoke already, and the draft from the broken windows wafted it about in streaky clouds.

Every face in the room was turned toward Anazeh. I kept as much as possible behind him, for you cant look dignified in that setting if all you have on is a stained golf suit, that you have slept in. It seemed all right to me to let the old sheikh have all the limelight.

But he knew better. Perhaps my erstwhile host ben Nazir had understood a little German after all. More likely he had divined Abdul Alis purpose to make use of me. Certainly he had poured the proper poison in Anazehs ear, and the old man understood my value to a nicety.

He took me by the arm and led me in, Mahommed ben Hamza following like a dog that was too busy wagging its tail to walk straight. You would have thought Anazeh and I were father and son by the way he leaned toward me and found a way for me among the crowded cushions.

He had no meek notions about choosing a low place. Expecting to be taken at his own valuation, he chose a high place to begin with. There were several unoccupied cushions near the door, and there were half-a-dozen servants busy in a corner with coffee- pots and cakes. He prodded one of the servants and ordered him to take two cushions to a place he pointed out, up near the window close to Abdul Ali. There was no room there. That was the seat of the mighty. You could not have dropped a handkerchief between the men who wanted to be nearest the throne of influence. But Anazeh solved that riddle. He strode, stately and magnificent, up the middle of the carpet amid a mutter of imprecations. And when one more than ordinarily indignant sheikh demanded to know what he meant by it, he paused in front of him and laid his right hand on my shoulder. (There was a loaded rifle in his left.)

Who offers indignity to a distinguished guest? he demanded.

The question was addressed to everybody in the room. He took care they were all aware of it. His stern eyes traveled from face to face.

My men, who escorted him here, are outside the door. They can enter and escort him away, if there are none here who understand how to treat the stranger in our midst!

There was goose-flesh all over me, and I did not even try to look unembarrassed. A mans wits, if he has any, work swiftly when he looks like being torn to pieces at a moments notice. It seemed to me that the less insolent I appeared, the less likely they were to vent their wrath on me. I tried to look as if I didnt understand I was intruding  as if I expected a welcome.

Good! Anazeh whispered in my ear. You do well.

There was a murmur of remonstrance. The sheikh who had dared to rebuke Anazeh found the resentment turned against himself. Somebody told him sharply to mend his manners. Anazeh, shrewd old opportunist, promptly directed the servant to place cushions on the edge of the carpet, in front of the first row of those who wished to appear important. That obliged the front rank to force the men behind them backward, closer to the wall, so that room could be made for us without our trespassing on the forbidden gangway.

So I sat down in the front row, five cushions from Abdul Ali. Anazeh squatted beside me with his rifle across his knees. Then Mahommed ben Hamza forced himself down between me and the man on my left, using his left elbow pretty generously and making the best of the edges of two cushions. As far as I could see there were not more than half-a-dozen other men in the room who had rifles with them, although all had daggers, and some wore curved scimitars with gold-inlaid hilts.

As soon as I could summon sufficient nerve to look about me and meet the brown, conjecturing eyes that did not seem to know whether to resent my presence or be simply curious, I caught the eye of Suliman ben Saoud in the front row opposite, ten or twelve cushions nearer the door than where I sat. He did not seem to notice me. The absence of eyebrows made his face expressionless. He didnt even vaguely resemble the Major James Grim whom I knew him to be. When his eyes met mine there was no symptom of recognition. If he felt as nervous as I did he certainly did not show it behind his mask of insolent indifference.

There was still a good deal of muttered abuse being directed at Anazeh. The atmosphere was electric. It felt as if violence might break out any minute. Abdul Ali seemed more nervous than any one else; he rocked himself gently on his cushion, as if churning the milk of desire into the butter of wise words. Suddenly he turned to the sheikh on his left, a handsome man of middle age, who wore a scimitar tucked into a gold-embroidered sash, and whispered to him.

Ben Hamza whispered to me: That sheikh to whom Abdul Ali speaks is Ali Shah al Khassib, the most powerful sheikh in these parts. A great prince. A man with many followers.

Ali Shah al Khassib called for prayer to bring the mejlis to order. He was immensely dignified. The few words he pronounced about asking God to bless the assembled notables with wisdom, in order that they might reach a right decision, would have been perfectly in place in the Capitol at Washington, or anywhere else where men foregather to decide on peace or war.

At once a muballir* on his left opened a copy of the Koran on a cushion on his lap and began to read from it in a nasal singsong. There were various degrees of devoutness, and even of inattention shown by those who listened. Some knelt and prostrated themselves. Others, including Anazeh, sat bolt upright, closing their eyes dreamily at intervals. Over the way, Jim Suliman ben Saoud Grim was especially formally devout. His very life undoubtedly depended on being recognized as a fanatic of fanatics. [*A Moslem priest who recites prayers.]

But there were three Christian sheikhs in the room. One of them opposite me pulled out a Bible and laid it on the carpet as a sort of challenge to the Koran. It was probably a dangerous thing to do, although most Moslems respect the Bible as a very sacred book. The manner in which it was done suggested deliberate effort to provoke a quarrel.

Mahommed ben Hamza, dividing his time like a schoolboy in chapel between staring about him and attending by fits and starts, nudged me in the ribs and whispered:

See that Christian! He would not dare do that, only on this occasion they like to think that Moslems and Christians are agreeing together.

The man who was reading to himself from the Bible looked up and caught my eye. He tapped the book with his finger and nodded, as much as to ask why I did not join him. At once I pulled my own from my pocket. He smiled acknowledgment as I opened it at random. Certainly he thought I did it to support his tactlessly ill-timed assertion of his own religion. Very likely my action, since I was a guest and therefore not to be insulted, saved him from violence. Incipient snarls of fanatical indignation died away.

But as a matter of fact my eye was on Jim Suliman ben Saoud Grim. As the reading from the Koran came to an end amid a murmur of responses from all the sheikhs, the crooked-faced Ichwan sat upright. In his sullen, indifferent way, he stared leisurely along the line until his eyes rested on me.

As his eyes met mine I marked the place where the Bible was open with a pencil, and closed the book, suspecting that he might be glad to know where a pencil could be found in a contingency.

He did not smile. The expression of his face barely changed. Just for a second I thought I saw a flicker of amused approval pass over the corners of his eyes and mouth.

So I left the book lying where it was with the pencil folded in it.


Chapter Eight

He will say next that it was he who set the stars in the sky over El-Kerak, and makes the moon rise!

Ali Shah al Khassib was the first to speak. He was heard to the end respectfully, none interrupting. But it seemed obvious from their faces that not a few sheikhs were disposed to question both his leadership and most of what he said. Mahommed ben Hamza kept up a running whisper of interpretation, breathing into my ear until it was wet with condensed breath. I had to use a handkerchief repeatedly.

Ali Shah al Khassib made no definite proposal. He said that a man whom they all knew well had brought news to the effect that Emir Feisul was ready to make war on the French in order to drive them out of Syria. That in a case like that, of Moslems against kafirs,* there could be no question on which side their hearts or their interests lay. That several dependable men had brought word of great unrest in Palestine. That in all likelihood the British would send their army to help the French, in which case the Arabs of Palestine were likely to rise in rebellion in the British armys rear. That was the situation. They were invited to consider it, and to decide what action, if any, seemed called for. [*Unbelievers.]

He sat down without having risked his leadership by any statement of his own attitude. He had simply reported facts that he believed to be true  facts that many of the notables plainly did not yet believe, or believed only in part. There followed a perfect babel of argument, during which the servants passed the coffee and cakes around. After that, during every interval between speeches there was more coffee and more cakes  wonderful cakes made with honey and almonds, immensely filling; but the more full an Arab gets of stodgy food the more his tongue wags, until at last he talks himself to sleep.

For ten minutes men were shouting their opinions to one another to and fro across the room. From what I could make of it there was not a man who did not advocate putting the whole of Palestine to the sword forthwith. But it was noticeable that when their turns came to stand up and address the mejlis their advocacy was considerably toned down. Everybody seemed to want somebody else to father the proposal for a raid, although every man pretended to be anxious to take part in one.

Old Anazeh on my right sat in grim silence, quizzing each talker in turn with puckered eyes. The only comment he made was a sort of internal rumbling, suggestive of the preliminary notice of an earthquake.

At the end of ten minutes Sheikh Ali Shah al Khassib brought proceedings a step forward by calling for confirmation of the news of unrest in Palestine. Man after man got up, and, since he was speaking of others, not of himself, painted the discontent of the Palestinians in lurid terms. Each man tried to outvie the other. The first man said they were anxious regarding the Zionists and keen for a solution of the problem. The second said they hated the Zionists, and could see no way out of their predicament but by rebellion. The third said that no Arab in Palestine could eat for thinking of the Zionist outrage, and that the heart of every man in El-Kerak should bleed for his distressed brethren.

To judge by what the fourth and fifth and sixth said, Palestine was in a state of scarcely suppressed rebellion, and every living Arab in the country was sharpening his sword in secret for the butchering of Zionists at the first opportunity. The seventh man said that the Palestine Arabs had never under Turkish rule suffered and groaned as they did under the British, and that their cry was going up to heaven for relief from the ignominious tyranny of Zionist pretensions.

Ali Shah al Khassib chose that ringing appeal as the cue for his next move in the game. He called on Sheikh Abdul Ali, as well known in Damascus as in this place, to address the mejlis.

There was instant silence. Even the coffee cups ceased rattling. Abdul Ali got to his feet with the manner of a man long used to swaying assemblies. He had just the right air of authority; exactly the right suggestion of deference; the quiet smile of the man with secrets up his sleeve; and he paused just long enough before speaking to whet curiosity and fix attention.

He did not speak floridly or fast, and he indulged in none of those flights of oratory that most Arabs love. There was ample time between his sentences for Mahommed ben Hamza to translate into my wet and itching ear. But every sentence of his speech had measured weight in it, and every word he used was chosen for its poison or its sting.

He began by reminding them of the war and of Emir Feisuls share in it. Of how they, and their fathers, and their sons had fought behind Feisul and helped to establish him in Damascus. Then he spoke of the British promise that the Arabs should have a kingdom of their own, with Damascus for its capital and borders to include all the peoples of Arab blood in the Near East. He paused for a full minute after that. Then:

But the French are in Syria. The French, who also promised us an Arab kingdom. They have assembled at the coast an army that already threatens Emir Feisul. The British are in Palestine, where they are admitting a horde of Zionist Jews to displace us Arabs, rightful owners of the soil. The British are also in Mesopotamia, which they have seized for themselves for the sake of the oil which Allah, in His wisdom, created beneath the fertile earth. Feisul makes ready to defend Syria against the French. But the British will march to the aid of the French. Can anybody tell me how much of that promise to us Arabs has been kept, by either nation, French or British?

So far he was on thoroughly safe ground. A man who preached against the French could hardly be suspected of being hired by the French to do it. There was nobody there but he who could say what Feisuls intentions actually were. You can say what you like against the British anywhere, at any time, and find some one to believe what you say. And it needed no wizardry to prove that the Allies had broken every promise they ever made to the Arabs.

Are you going to sit idle, and let Emir Feisul and the Syrians fight the French alone? he asked, and paused again.

There was a great deal of murmuring  not quite all of it, I thought, entirely in his favour.

What is the alternative to sitting still like camels waiting to be doubly burdened? If you raid Palestine, the local Arabs will all rise to your assistance. The throat of every Zionist from the Lebanon to Beersheba will be cut. There will be plunder beyond reckoning. And you will help Feisul by holding back the British army from marching to the assistance of the French. The question is, are you men?  are you Arabs?  are you true Moslems?  or do you like to look down from these heights of El-Kerak over the home of your ancestors in the hands of so-called Zionists who are nothing but Jews, under a new name?

He sat down before any one could answer him, and whispered to Ali Shah al Khassib, who called on another man to speak at once. It was a pretty obvious piece of concerted strategy, but he got by with it for the moment. The general feeling seemed to be in favour of a raid if only some one would start it. Nobody seemed to mind much how the decision was arrived at, so long as the responsibility was passed to some one else.

The man now called on was a smooth-tongued, tall, lean individual with shifty eyes, and a flow of talk of the coffeeshop variety. At the end of his first sentence any fool would have known that he had been put up to quiz Abdul Ali, in order that Abdul Ali might have an excuse to justify himself. He attacked him very mildly, with much careful hedging and apologetic gesture, on the ground that possibly the Damascene was ignoring their interests while urging them to take action that would suit his own.

Even with that mild criticism he set loose quite a murmur of minority agreement. For the first time since the speech-making began Anazeh barked approval. I thought for a moment the old man was going to get to his feet. But Abdul Ali was up again first, and launched on the seas of self-esteem.

If I had not listened to equally childish political maneuvers in the States, and seen them succeed for the reason that people who want something want also to be fooled into getting it by special arguments, it would have seemed incredible that a man, who had recently boasted of statesmanship, should dare to make such a public ass of himself. Yet, for fifteen minutes he carried the whole meeting with him, and the warmth of his self-satisfied emotion made him ooze resplendent sweat.

Now he speaks of you, effendi, Mahommed ben Hamza whispered; and in confirmation of it Anazeh clutched my arm, as if to keep the tide of eloquence from washing me away.

Had the British done anything for the country this side of Jordan? Anything for the peoples education, for instance? No! Instead, they had taken away the missionaries. Better than nothing were those missionaries. They had their faults. They undermined religion. But they taught. And the British had called them in, giving some ridiculous excuse about danger. It had remained then for him  Abdul Ali of Damascus and of El-Kerak  the same individual who was now urging them to strike for their own advantage  to take the first step for the establishment in El-Kerak of a school that should be independent of the British. He, Abdul Ali, greatly daring because he had the interest of El- Kerak at heart, had introduced that day into the mejlis a distinguished guest from the United States, whose sole desire  whose only object in life  whose altruistic and divine ambition was to establish an American secular school in El-Kerak!

He sat down, glowing with super-virtue. And then the fur flew.
Anazeh was first on his feet.

Princes! he shouted. That Damascene is a father of lies! It was I, Anazeh, who brought this man hither! That corrupter of honesty, who doles out other peoples gold for bidden purposes, seeks to appear as your benefactor! (It was fairly obvious that Anazeh had not received any of the gold.) He will say next that it was he who set the stars in the sky over El-Kerak, and makes the moon rise! He is a foreigner, a father of snakes, and a born liar!

Anazeh refused to sit down again, but stood with rifle on his arm, daring any one to challenge his statements. Abdul Ali flushed angrily, but laughed aloud. The next man on his feet was ben Nazir, my erstwhile host, who had repudiated me. And he repudiated me all over again, accusing me of abusing his hospitality by going over to Abdul Ali, who had never even heard of me before I came to El-Kerak.

There was no making head or tail of the storm of abuse and counter-abuse that followed, except that it did not look healthy for me. There seemed to be four or five different factions, all of whom regarded me as the bone of contention. Rather than betray anxiety I opened the Bible and began to make dots under letters, spelling out a message to Grim to the effect that I had no notion where to find lodgings for the night, and that if Anazeh elected to carry me off I should have to go with him.

I did not know how to get the message to him without arousing suspicion and making matters worse than they were, and it seemed best not to call attention to the fact that I was writing. So I made a few dots at a time, and looked about me. I saw Abdul Ali, laughing cynically, make a gesture with his arm as if he consigned me to the dogs. Then I caught Grims eye  Suliman ben Saouds. He, too, was making capital of my predicament.

He had got the attention of the men around him, and was pointing at the Bible while he reeled off a string of an angry rhetoric that sounded like a cat-fight. He shouted at me, and made angry gestures; but I knew that if he wanted me to understand his signals he would never make them openly, so I ignored them.

The sheikh from Arabia demands to see the book, said Mahommed ben Hamza in my ear.

I passed it over the carpet with the pencil folded in it at the page I had begun to mark; and the men opposite handed it along, with remarks they considered appropriate. Jim Suliman ben Saoud Grim seized the book angrily, glared at it, denounced it, and wrote something on the fly-leaf. He showed it to the men beside him, and they laughed, nodding approval. He wrote again. They approved again. He turned and talked to them. Then, as if he had an afterthought, he wrote a third time. When they wanted to look at that he ran the pencil through it and wrote something else on the other side of the fly-leaf, at which they all laughed uproariously. Presently he tossed the book back to me with all the outward signs of contempt that a fanatic can show for another religion.

I have kept that Bible as a souvenir, with the verses from the Koran written on the flyleaf in Arabic in Grims fine hand. Underneath them, in Greek characters with a pencil line scrawled through them, is the only sentence that interested me at the moment:

This looks good. Keep Anazeh quiet and sober.

Anazeh was beginning to hold forth again, shaking his fist at Abdul Ali and making the roof echo to his mighty bellowing. I tugged at the skirt of his cloak, and after a minute he sat down to discover what I wanted. He seemed to think I needed reassurance. He began to flood me with promises of protection. It was about a minute before I could get a word in edgeways. Then:

Jimgrim says, said I.

Jimgrim! Is he here?

He surely is.

How do you know?

We have a sign. Jimgrim says, Be quiet, and drink no strong drink.

He leaned across to Mahommed ben Hamza, doubting his ears and my
Arabic. I repeated the message, and ben Hamza translated.

I dont believe Jimgrim is here! said Anazeh. I would know him among a million.

It is true, said ben Hamza, grinning from ear to ear, for I myself know where he sits!

Where then? Anazeh demanded excitedly.

Dont you dare! said I, and ben Hamza grinned again.

He is my friend. I say nothing, he answered.

Anazeh put in the next five minutes minutely examining every face within range, while the din of argument rose louder and more violent than ever, and suspicion of me seemed to be gaining.

But suddenly Suliman ben Saoud got to his feet and there was silence. They were all willing to listen to a member of the Ichwan sect, for the news of its power and political designs had spread wherever men talk Arabic. He spoke gutturally in a dialect that ben Hamza did not find it any too easy to follow, so I only got the general gist of Grims remarks.

He said that he had much experience of raids and of making preparations for them. A raid aimed at the Zionists  at this moment  might be good  perhaps. They were better judges of that than he. But it was all-important to know who was in favour of the raid, and exactly why. The words men spoke were not nearly so impressive as the deeds they did. Therefore, when the illustrious Sheikh Abdul Ali of Damascus urged a raid on the one hand, and boasted of provision for a school in El-Kerak on the other, it would be well to examine this foreign effendi, whom Abdul Ali claimed to have introduced. The claim was disputed, but the claim was not made for nothing. In his judgment, based on vast experience of politics in Arabia, motives were seldom on the surface. All depended on the motives of the illustrious Abdul Ali. This stranger from America  he glared balefully at me  should be investigated thoroughly. As a man of vast experience with the interests of El-Islam at heart, he offered respectfully to examine this stranger thoroughly with the aid of an interpreter. He confessed to certain suspicions; should they prove unfounded, then it might be reasonable to credit the rest of Abdul Alis statements; if not, no. He was willing, if the honourable mejlis saw fit, to take the stranger aside and put many questions to him.

When he had finished you could actually physically feel the suspicion directed at me. It was like a cold wind. Anazeh was just as conscious of it, and muttered something about its being time to go. Abdul Ali got up and asked indignantly why the Ichwan from so far away should have such an important voice; he himself stood there ready to answer all questions. Suliman ben Saoud retorted sourly that he proposed to question the Damascene in public after privately interrogating me.

They shall not interfere with you! You are in my charge, Anazeh growled in my ear. I will summon my men at the first excuse.

Jimgrim says, Be quiet! I answered.

There was another uproar. Ali Shah al Khassib openly took the part of Abdul Ali. A dozen men demanded to know how much he had been paid to do it. Finally, Suliman ben Saoud beckoned me. I got up, and with Mahommed ben Hamza at my heels I followed him to a narrow door in a side wall that opened on a stone stairway leading to the ramparts. Anazeh came too, growling like a hungry bear, and after a couple of blood-curdling threats hurled at Suliman ben Saouds back he took up position in the open door, facing the crowd, and dared any one to try to follow. He seemed to have confidence in Mahommed ben Hamzas ability to protect me, if necessary, on the roof.

The roof and ramparts appeared deserted. They were in the ruinous state to which the Turks reduce everything by sheer neglect, and in which Arabs, blaming the Turks, seemed quite disposed to leave things. The Ichwan led the way to the southwest corner, peering about him to make sure no guards were in hiding, or asleep behind projecting buttresses. Overhead the kites were wheeling against a pure blue sky. The Dead Sea lay and smiled below us, with the gorgeous, treeless Judean Hills beyond. Through the broken window of the hall came the clamour of arguing men.

O, Jimgrim! grinned Mahommed ben Hamza when we reached the corner.

Grim turned and faced us with folded arms, leaning his back against the parapet.

Ben Hamza continued: You are a very prince of dare-devils! One word from me  one little word, and they would fling you down into the moat for the vultures to feed on!

I remember a time, Grim answered, when a word from me saved you from hanging.

True, father of good fortune! But a man must laugh. I will hold my tongue in El-Kerak like a tomb that has not been plundered!

Youd better! Youve work to do. Where are your men?

All where I can find them.

Good. Youll get turned out of the mejlis presently. Look down into the moat now.

We all peered over. The lower ramp of the wall sloped steeply, but all the way up the sharp southwest corner the stones were broken out, and a goat, or a very active man could find foothold.

Could you climb that?

Surely. Remember, Jimgrim, when I climbed the wall of El-Kudz
(Jerusalem) to escape from the police!

Bring your men into the moat between dark and moonrise. Have a long rope with you  a good one. You and two men climb up here and hide. The remainder wait below. Oh, yes; and bring a wheat sack  a new, strong one. You may have to wait for several hours. When you see me, take your cue from me; but whatever happens, no murder! You understand? Nobodys to be killed.

Ben Hamza grinned and nodded. He seemed to be one of those good- natured rogues who ask nothing better than the sheer sport of lawless hero-worship. He would have made a perfect chief of staff for any brigand, provided the brigand took lots of chances.

Youll be killed, if anybody finds you up here after dark! You realize that?

Trust me.

Grim nodded. He was good at trusting people, when he had to, and when the selection was his own.

Affairs seem to be drifting nicely, he said, turning to me. Its best not to let Anazeh know who I am just yet, if that can be helped. But if you must, when the time comes, youll have to tell him. Do keep him sober. After the evening prayer therell be a banquet; if he gets drunk were done for. Im going to make you out an awful leper, if you dont mind. They may yell for your hide and feathers before Ive finished, but Anazeh will protect you. If he leaves the hall in a huff, dont make any bones about going with him. Let him ride out of town and wait for me about two miles down the track, at the point where that tomb stands above a narrow pass between two big rocks. Do you remember it?

What if he wont wait?

He must! Tell him Ill have a prisoner with me; then hell be curious. But you can bet on old Anazeh when hes sober. But things may turn out so that its simpler for you to stay and see this through with me. In that case you must persuade him to go without you, after explaining to him just where hes to wait.

How shall I do that? I said. I havent enough Arabic.

Ill write it, he answered. Give me that pencil.

Say something, too, then about his keeping sober.

Grim nodded, and wrote quite a long letter in Arabic on a page of my notebook.

The next move, he said, as I pocketed the letter, is for me to get Abdul Alis goat: I think  and I hope  hell try to bribe me. If he does, hes my meat! The whole question of raid or no raid hangs on their confidence in him. If I throw suspicion on him, and he disappears directly afterwards, theyll abandon the plan, confiscate his goods and chattels, and quarrel among themselves instead of raiding Palestine. Get me?

Um-n-yes. Ive sat on a horse I was warned against  felt safer  and gone to hospital at that.

He laughed.

No hospitals up here! Itll be soon over if they get wise to us. But I think were all right; and youre almost certainly safe. But dont be tempted to talk. Well  weve been up here long enough for me to have put you through the third degree. Better look a bit uncomfortable as you go down, as if Id got under your skin with some awkward questions. You, too, ben Hamza; dont grin; look afraid.

I am not at all afraid, Jimgrim. But I will try.

Grim studied for a moment.

Dont forget, he added, at the first suggestion that youre not wanted, make yourself scarce, and go and round up your men. If youre thrown out pretty roughly, keep your temper and run.

Taht il-amr! (Yours to command.)

Come on, then. Lets go.

The sun was fairly low over the Judean Hills as we turned down the narrow stairs and found Anazeh waiting at the bottom.


Chapter Nine

Feet downwards, too afraid to yell!  

Abdul Ali of Damascus was holding the floor again when we returned. He had abandoned the cold air of mysterious authority and secrets in reserve. His claim to backstairs influence having been challenged, he had resorted to the emotional appeal that is the simplest means of controlling any crowd of men anywhere. The demagog who can find a million men all responsive to the same emotion can swing them as easily as a hundred if he knows his business. Loot was the tune he harped, with the old Ishmael blood-lust by way of obbligato.

He had them by the heart-strings, and there were long-necked bottles of liquor that smelt of aniseed being passed from hand to hand. We returned to our places almost unnoticed, and within the minute some one handed a full bottle to Anazeh; the accompanying cup was big enough to hold any ordinary drunkards breakfast, and the old sheikhs eyes admired the size of it.

I laid my hand on the wrist that held the bottle. He shook it off angrily, and began to pour. Grim, over the way, looked anxious. It was up to me to play this hand, so I led my ace of trumps.

Suddenly, and very clumsily, I rocked sideways to reach my hip- pocket, contriving to jog his elbow and spill what was already in the cup. He turned his head to curse savagely, and I showed him the folded sheet from my notebook. His name was on it in Arabic:

Sheikh Anazeh ben Mahmoud, from Jimgrim.

He seized it, setting the bottle down between his feet, where it was instantly reached for by some one else and handed down the line. Reading was evidently not Anazehs favorite amusement, but he knitted his brows over the letter and wrestled with it word by word, while Abdul Alis fiery declamation made the vaulted roof resound. I could only make out snatches of the appeal to savagery  a word and a sentence here and there.

Who are you, princes? Men with swords, or slaves who must obey?  Raid over the Jordan twenty thousand strong!  What are Jews? Shall Jews take the home of your ancestors? Who says so?  Let the Jews be buried in the land they come to steal!  You say the Jews are cleverer than you. Cut their heads off, then they cannot think!

When did Jimgrim give you this? Anazeh demanded, folding the letter and stowing it in his bosom.

That is the message that I told you would come later if you waited.

Do you know what is in the message?

No. That was perfectly true. I had talked with Grim, but had not read what he had written.

He wishes me to go and wait for him in a certain place

Why not do it?

Rubbama. (Perhaps.)

True-believers! Followers of the Prophet! Sons of warrior kings! thundered Abdul Ali. Will you do nothing to help Feisul, a lineal descendant of the Prophet? You have helped him to a throne. Now strike to hold him there!

Jimgrim says, I may go away and leave you here, growled Anazeh.
What say you?

Ala khatrak. (Please yourself.) Jimgrim is wise.

He is the father of wisdom. Mashallah! I will consider it.
There will be a banquet presently!

And loot! You can help yourselves! shouted Abdul Ali of Damascus. Then he sat down amid a storm of applause. Suliman ben Saoud  Jimgrim  was on his feet before the tumult died away, and again they grew perfectly still to listen to him. If an Arab loves anything under heaven more than his own style of fighting, it is the action and reaction of debate. I could not understand a word of the mid-Arabian dialect, but Abdul Alis retorts were plain enough; and from the way that Grim pointed at me and Mahommed ben Hamza it was fairly easy to follow what was happening.

He denounced me as possibly dangerous, and wondered why they permitted me to have an interpreter, who could whisper to me everything that was being said.

Put out the interpreter! sneered Abdul Ali, and there was a chorus of approval. Mahommed ben Hamza got up and hurried for the door while the hurrying was good and painless to himself, though it was hardly that to other people; forcing his way between the close-packed notables he kicked more than one of them pretty badly and grinned when they cursed him. I saw Abdul Ali of Damascus whisper to one of his rose-coloured parasites, who got up at once and made his way toward the door, too.

The fellow is from Hebron, Abdul Ali sneered in a voice loud enough for all to hear. It is best that he should not go back to Hebron to tell tales! I have attended to it.

My blood ran cold. I tried to catch Grims eye, but he would not look in my direction. I wondered whether he had heard Abdul Alis threat. It seemed to me that if Mahommed ben Hamza were either murdered or imprisoned Grims whole chance of success was gone. The danger would be multiplied tenfold. Anazeh seemed the only remaining hope. The old-rose individual who followed ben Hamza had not reached the door yet.

How about your men? I asked.

They are all right. Anazehs eyes pursued the liquor bottle.

Why not go and see? I suggested.

Ilhamdulillah, they are good men. I know them. If there is trouble they will come and tell me.

The door opened softly. The gorgeous old-rose parasite slipped through. I had a mental vision of Mahommed ben Hamza lying face- downward with his new coat stained with blood. There was nothing for it, it seemed, but the magic formula to move Anazeh.

Jimgrim says, See that ben Hamza gets safely away!

Dog of a Hebron tanners son  let him die! What is that to me?

It is Jimgrims command.

Wallahi haida fasl! (By God, this is a strange affair!) Wait here!

Old Anazeh, with the name of the Prophet of God on his lips, cast an envious glare at the bottle of liquor and seized action by the forelock. There was nothing to excite comment in his getting up to leave the room. A dozen men had done that and come in again. He strode out, straight down the middle of the carpet. Suliman ben Saoud  Jimgrim  went on talking, and to judge by Abdul Ali of Damascus increasingly restless retorts he was getting that gentlemans goat as promised. Finally Abdul Ali got to his feet and said that if the Ichwan would see him alone he would show him certain documents that would satisfy him, but that it would not be policy to produce them in public. He offered to send for the documents, and to show them during or after the banquet.

So Jimgrim sat down, and there was a good deal of quiet nudging and nodding. Every one seemed to understand that the Ichwan was going to be bribed; they seemed to admire his ability to get for himself a share of the funds that most of them had tapped.

A man nearly opposite me leaned over and said in fairly good French, with the manner of a doctor assuring his patient that the worst is yet to come:

It has been decided that you are to be detained here in the castle until there is no danger of your carrying away important news.

While I was turning that over in my mind Anazeh came back, grinning. Something outside had tickled him immensely, but he would not say anything. He sat down beside me and chuckled into his beard; and when his neighbour on the right asked what had amused him he turned the question into a bawdy joke.

Did ben Hamza get away? I whispered.

He only nodded. He continued chuckling until the man on duty by the door announced to the assembled lords and princes that the muezzin summoned them to prayer. All except three Christian sheikhs trooped up the narrow stairway in Ali Shah al Khassibs wake, Anazeh going last with a half-serious joke about not caring to be stabbed in the back.

I expected the three non-Moslems would take advantage of the opportunity to ask me a string of questions. But they took exactly the opposite view of the situation. They avoided me, withdrawing into a corner by themselves. I suppose they thought that to be seen talking to me was more risky than the amusement merited.

So I went up to the ramparts, too, to watch the folk at prayer, minded to keep out of sight, for they dont like being regarded as a curious spectacle; and on the way up I did something that may have had a lot to do with our getting away alive, although I did not give much thought to it and could hardly have explained my motive at the time.

The door at the foot of the stairs opened inward. It was almost exactly the same width as the stairway, so that when it stood wide open you could not have put your hand between its edge and the stairway wall. Lying on the floor of the hall within a few feet of the nearest corner was a length of good sound olive-wood, about three inches in thickness, roughly squared and not particularly squared. Having stepped on it accidentally, I picked it up, and discovered more by accident than intention that it was longer than the width of the stairway. Then I noticed a notch in the stairway wall. Behind the opened door there was a deeper notch in the opposite wall. There was no lock on the door, no bolt. That length of wood had been cut to fit horizontally from notch to notch across the passage. Once that beam was fitted in its place, whoever wished to reach the roof would have to burn or batter down the door. I moved the door and placed the length of olive-wood on end behind it.

I found the view from the ramparts much more interesting than the soul-saving formalities of eighty or so potential cut-throats. While they prayed I stood watching the shadows deepen in the Jordan Valley, as no doubt Joshua once watched them from somewhere near that same spot before he marshalled his invading host. You could understand why people who had wandered forty years in a stark and howling wilderness should yearn for those coloured, fertile acres between the Jordan and the sea: why they should be willing to fight for them, die for them, do anything rather than turn back.

By the time we had filed down  Anazeh last again  the servants had nearly finished spreading a banquet. What looked like bed- sheets had been laid along the strip of carpet, and, the whole length of them was piled with all imaginable things to eat, from cakes and fruit to whole sheep roasted and seethed in camels milk and honey. There were no less than six sheep placed at intervals along the table, with mountains of rice, scow-loads of apricots cooked in various ways, and a good sized flock of chickens spitted and smeared with peppery sauce. At a guess, I should say there were several pounds of meat, about two chickens, and a peck of rice per man, with apricots and raisins added; but they faced the prospect like heroes.

Perhaps what helped them face it was the sight of sundry bottles bearing labels more familiar in the West. Abdul Ali of Damascus, licking his lips like a cat that smells canary, took his place on a cushion up near the window again on the right of Ali Shah al Khassib, who was only the nominal host. Abdul Ali left no doubt in anybodys mind as to who was paying for the feast. It was he who gave orders to the servants in a bullying tone of voice; he who begged every one be seated.

Anazeh looked at the bottles of brandy  looked at me  and prayed under his breath; or, at any rate, it looked and sounded like a prayer. He may have been swearing. He and I were not very far from the door; the seats near the head of the table had all been taken. I sat down at once, so as not to be conspicuous, but Anazeh remained standing so long that at last Abdul Ali called to him to sit down and eat his fill, using the offensively magnanimous tone of voice that some men can achieve without an effort. I think Anazeh had been waiting for just that opening.

I have twenty men outside, he announced. Shall I eat, and not they?

This is a feast for notables, said Abdul Ali.

A little bread with my own men is better than meat and drink at a traitors table, Anazeh answered. Wallahi! (By God!) I go to eat with honest men! He laid a hand on my head. Ye have said this effendi must stay in the castle. Well and good. Whoever harms him or offers him indignity shall answer to me and my men for it! He bowed to me like a king taking leave of his court. Lailtak saidi. Allah yifazak, effendi! (Good night. God keep you, effendi!) With that he stalked out, and the door slammed shut behind him. Everybody, including Abdul Ali, laughed.

The banquet was a boresome business  an interminable competition to see who could eat and drink the most. With my interpreter gone, and everybody else too busy guzzling to trouble to speak distinctly for my benefit, I had to depend on my ayes for information and naturally used them to the utmost. I noticed that Abdul All of Damascus, Jimgrim Suliman ben Saoud and myself were the only men in the room, servants included, who ate and drank within the bounds of decency and reason. One of the servants, walking up and down the table-cloth with brandy and relays of vegetables, was drunk very early in the game and had to be thrown out.

Abdul Ali kept conversation going on the subject of the raid. The more the brandy bottles circulated the easier he found it to keep enthusiasm burning. He talked about me, too, several times, and every time that subject cropped up all eyes turned in my direction. I think he was making the most of the school idea, mixing up the raid with education and serving the mixture hot, as it were, with brandy sauce.

But over the way, about half-way down the table, the Ichwan Suliman ben Saoud, dead-cold-sober and abstemious, as befitted a fanatic, was talking, too. He was quite evidently talking against Abdul Ali, so that the Damascene kept looking at him with a troubled expression. He glanced frequently at the door, too, as if he expected some one who could put an end to Suliman ben Saouds intrigue.

But it was a long time before the door opened and the second of his old-rose parasites came in. I had not noticed until then that the man was missing. He thrust a packet of some sort into Abdul Alis hands. He whispered. The Damascenes face darkened instantly, and he swore like a pirate. Then, I suppose because he had to vent his wrath on somebody, he shouted to me in German all down the length of the table:

Your cursed interpreter has nearly killed my secretary! He struck him in the mouth and knocked all his teeth out. What courteous servants you employ!

What was your secretary trying to do to him? I retorted, but he saw fit not to answer that. He poured some more brandy instead for Ali Shah al Khassib.

So that was what Anazeh had been laughing at! The old humourist had either seen the fracas, or had come on the injured old-rose messenger of death nursing a damaged face. I began to share Grims good opinion of ben Hamza. But though I watched Grims face, and knew that he knew German, I could not detect a trace of interest. He kept on talking against Abdul Ali until after ten oclock. By that time most of the notables were about as full as they could hold. Those who were not too drunk appeared ready for anything in or out of reason.

At that stage of the proceedings they ushered in the dancing girls. The servants cleared away most of the food, removed the table-cloths, and a ring was formed practically all around the room, the notables leaning their backs against the wall to ease overworked bellies. I set my cushion down next to a very drunken man just by the narrow door that opened on the stairway leading to the ramparts. He fell asleep with his head on my shoulder within five minutes, and as that, for some subtle reason, seemed to make me even more unnoticeable I let him snore away in peace.

Over in Abdul Alis corner of the room there was a real council of war going on in whispers. Opposite to him, ten paces or so distant from me, Jimgrim Suliman ben Saoud was holding a rival show. It seemed about an even bet which was making greater headway. Those who were more or less drunk, and all the younger sheikhs had eyes and ears for nothing but the dancing girls.

They were outrageous hussies. They wore more clothes than a Broadway chorus lady, and rather less paint, but if they were symbols of the Moslem paradise (as a learned Arab once assured me that they are meant to be) then, as I answered the Arab on that occasion, me for hell. But none of those sheikhs had ever seen Broadway, so you could hardly blame them.

Abdul Ali of Damascus seemed to have his arrangements with the men in his corner cinched at last to his satisfaction. He walked a little unsteadily across the room, apparently to make his peace with Suliman ben Saoud. He held brazenly in one hand a leather wallet that bulged with paper money  doubtless the documents that he had sent for. He nodded to me as he passed with more familiarity than he had any right to, since he had so ostentatiously dismissed me to the dogs. I suppose he felt so sure of convincing Suliman ben Saoud, and was so bent on offsetting the reaction caused by Anazehs behavior that he had been reviving that project about the school and therefore chose to appear on intimate terms with me. I met him more than half-way; any one who cared to might believe I loved him like a brother.

He stood in front of Suliman ben Saoud, rocking just a trifle from the effects of alcohol and smoke, and there was about five minutes conversation of which, although I missed a lot of it, I caught the general drift. The men who had come under the Ichwans influence kept joining in and raising objections. I gathered that they expected a proportionate percentage of the bribe for which Suliman ben Saoud was supposed to be maneuvering.

But even Abdul Ali, with a pouch of paper money in his hand, was not quite so barefaced as to bribe the Ichwan publicly. At the end of five minutes he suggested a private talk on the parapet. Suliman ben Saoud rose with apparent reluctance. Abdul Ali of Damascus took his arm. It was Suliman ben Saoud who opened the narrow door, and Abdul Ali who went through first. I did not wait for any invitation, but let my snoring neighbor fall on his side, hurried through after them, and closed the door behind me. Groping for the stick in the dark, I jammed it into the notches. It fitted perfectly. It held the door immovable and barred that stairway against all-comers. Then I followed them to the parapet.

The moon was about full and bathing the whole roof, and all the countryside in liquid light. There was a certain amount of mist lower down, and you could only make out the Dead Sea through it here and there; but up where we were, and even in the moat eighty feet below us, it was almost like daylight without the glare and heat. I leaned over, but could see nobody in the moat, and there was no sign of Mahommed ben Hamza.

Abdul Ali led the way toward the corner where Grim had given his orders to ben Hamza that afternoon. Abdul Ali did not seem to realize that I was following. When he turned at last, with his back to the parapet and the moonlight full in his face, he demanded in German:

Wass machen Sie hier?

I was about to answer him when there came a noise like subterranean thunder from the mouth of the stairway. They were trying to force that door below and follow us. The first words I used were in English, for Grims benefit:

I stuck a stick in the door. I should say its good for ten or fifteen minutes unless they use explosives.

That gave the whole game away at once.

So! said Abdul Ali. He thrust the wallet into his bosom. With the other hand he pulled out a repeating pistol. So!

Grim said never a word. He closed with him. In a second we were all three struggling like madmen. The pistol was not cocked; I managed to get hold of Abdul Alis wrist and wrench the weapon away before he could pull back the slide. Then we all three went down together on the stone roof, Abdul Ali yelling like a maniac, and Grim trying to squeeze the wind out of him. Even then, as we rolled and fought, I could still hear the thundering on the door. No doubt the noise they made prevented them from hearing Abdul Alis yells for help.

The mans strength was prodigious, although he was puffy and short-winded. It began to look as if we would have to knock him on the head to get control of him. But even so, there was no rope  no sign of Mahommed ben Hamza and his men. You can think of a lot of things while you fight for your life eighty miles away from help. I wondered whether Grim would throw him over the parapet, and whether we two would have to take our chance of mountaineering down that ragged corner of the wall.

But suddenly about a hundred and eighty pounds of human brawn landed feet-first on my back. A voice said Taib,* Jimgrim! and two other men jumped after him from somewhere on the ruined wall above us. In another second Abdul Ali was held hand and foot, tied until he could not move, and then a wheat-sack was pulled down over his head and made fast between his legs. [*All right.]

Youre late! said Grim. Quick! Wheres the rope? Are your men below?

The thundering on the door had ceased. Either they were coming up the steps already, or had gone to reach the parapet some other way. It did not occur to me, or for that matter to any of us in the excitement of the minute, that they might be holding a consultation below, or might even have abandoned the idea of following, although I think now that must be the explanation, for what we did took more time than it takes to set it down.

Ben Hamza made one end of the rope fast around Abdul Alis feet. He would not listen to argument. He said he knew his business, and certainly the knot was workmanlike. Then he called over the parapet (an Arab never whistles) and a voice answered from the southern side of the moat, where some fallen stones cast a shadow. Then the three of them lifted Abdul Ali over, and lowered him head-first.

It was a slow business, for otherwise he would have been stunned against the first projection. I thought that Grim looked almost as nervous as I felt, but Mahommed ben Hamza was having the time of his life, and could not keep his tongue still.

Head upwards a man can yell, he explained to me, grinning from ear to ear. Feet upwards, too afraid to yell! Then the thundering on the door began again, louder than before it seemed to me. They were using a battering-ram. But they were too late. After what seemed like a long-drawn hour we saw shadowy arms below reach up and seize our prisoner. Then the loose rope came up again hand over hand.

You next! said Grim quietly. He pushed me forward, after carefully examining the loop Mahommed ben Hamza tied in the end of the rope.


Chapter Ten

Money doesnt weigh much!

Well  you dont stand on precedence or ceremony at times like that. Over I went in the bight of the rope. They let me fall about fifteen feet before they seemed to realize that I had let go of the parapet. Added to all that had gone before, that made about the climax of sensation. The pain of barking the skin of knees and elbows against projecting angles of stone was a relief.

I am no man of iron. I havent iron nerves. Not one second of that descent was less than hell. I could hear the thunder of some kind of battering-ram on the door at the foot of the stair. I could imagine the rope chafing against the sharp edge of the parapet as they paid it out hand over hand. The only thing that made me keep my head at all was knowledge that Abdul Ali had had to do the trip feet-upward, with his head in a bag. When they let go too fast it was rather like the half-way stage of taking chloroform. When they slowed up, there was the agonizing dread of pursuit. And through it all there burned the torturing suggestion that the rope might break.

Mother Earth felt good that night, when strong hands reached up and lifted me out of the noose that failed of reaching the bottom by about a mans height. Come to think of it, it wasnt mother earth at that. It was the stinking carcass of a camel only half autopsied by the vultures, that my feet first rested on  brother, perhaps, to the beast I had put out of his agony that afternoon.

The others came down the rope hand-over-hand, Grim last. I suppose he stayed up there with his pistol, ready for contingencies. He had his nerve with him, for he had fastened the upper end of the rope to a piece of broken stone laid across a gap that the crusaders had made in the ramparts, centuries ago, for the Christian purpose of pouring boiling oil and water on their foes. It did not take more than a minutes violent shaking after he got down to bring the rope tumbling on our heads.

Then the next thing he did was to take a look at the prisoner. Finding him not much the worse for wear, barring some bruises and a missing inch or two of skin, he ordered the bag pulled over his head again and gave the order for retreat. Mahommed ben Hamza went scouting ahead. The others picked up Abdul Ali as the construction gangs handle baulks of timber  horizontal  face- downward. When he wriggled they cuffed him into good behaviour.

You have to get down into an Arab moat before you can realize what the Hebrews meant by their word Gehenna. The smell of rotting carrion was only part of it. One stumbled into, and through, and over things that should not be. Heaps, that looked solid in the moonlight, yielded to the tread. Whatever liquid lay there was the product of corruption.

Yet we did not dare to climb out of the moat until we reached the shadows at the northern angle. Though the moonlight shone almost straight down on us it was a great deal brighter up above, and the walls cast some shadow. There was nothing for it but to pick our way in the comparative gloom of that vultures paradise, praying we might find a stream to wade in presently.

Once, looking up behind me, I thought I saw mens heads peering over the parapet, but that may have been imagination. Grim vowed he did not see them, although I suspected him of saying that to avoid a panic. He shepherded us along, speaking in a perfectly normal voice whenever he had to, as if there were no such thing as hurry in the world. When we reached the farther corner of the moat it was he who climbed out first to con the situation. A look-out in a bastion on the ruined town wall promptly fired at him.

I expected him to fire back. I climbed up beside him to lend a hand with the pistol I had filched from Abdul Ali. But Grim shouted something about taking away for burial the corpse of a man who had died of small-pox. The man on the wall commanded us to Allahs mercy and warned us to beware lest we, too, catch that dreaded plague.

Inshallah! Grim answered. Then he summoned our men from the moat.

They passed up Abdul Ali, dragging him feet-first again with one man keeping a clenched fist ready to strike him in the mouth in case he should forget that corpses dont cry out. He looked like a corpse half-cold, as they carried him jerkily along a track that roughly followed the line of the wall. I dont suppose that anything ever looked more like an Arab funeral procession than we did. The absence of noisy mourners, and the unusual hour of night, were plausibly accounted for by the dreaded disease that Grim had invented for the occasion. My golf-suit was the only false note, but I kept in shadow as much as I could, with the unseemly burden between me and the ramparts.

It was a long time before we had the town wall at our backs. A funeral, in the circumstances, might justifiably be rapid; but we could hardly run and keep up the pretense. But at last we passed over the shoulder of a hill into shadow on the farther side, and there was no more need of play-acting.

Yalla bilagel! [Run like the devil.] Grim ordered then, and we obeyed him like sprinters attempting to lower a record.

Twelve men running through the night can make a lot of noise, especially when they carry a heavy man between them. Our men were all from Hebron. Hebron prides itself on training the artfullest thieves in Asia. They boast of being able to steal the bed from under a sleeper without waking him. But even the stealthiest animals go crashing away from danger, and, now that the worst of the danger lay behind, more or less panic seized all of us.

Mahommed ben Hamza refused to follow the regular track, for fear of ambush or a chance encounter in the dark. Grim let him have his way. They dragged the wretched Abdul Ali like a sack of corn by a winding detour, and wherever the narrow path turned sharply to avoid great rocks they skidded him at the turn until he yelled for mercy. Grim pulled off the sack at last, untied his arms and legs, and let him walk; but whenever he lagged they frog-marched him again.

At last we reached a brook where we all waded to get rid of the filth and smell from that infernal moat, and Abdul Ali seized that opportunity to play his last cards. Considering Ben Hamzas reputation, the obvious type of his nine ruffians, the darkness and rough handling, it said a lot for Grims authority that Abdul Ali still had that wallet-full of money in his possession. Sitting on a stone in the moonlight, he pulled it out. His nerve was a politicians, cynical, simple. Its simplicity almost took your breath away.

How many men from Hebron? he demanded.

Ten. Well and good. I have here ten thousand piastres  one thousand for each of you, or divide it how you like. That is the price I will pay you to let me go. What can these other two do to you? Take the money and run. Leave me to settle with these others.

Ben Hamza, knee-deep in the brook, laughed aloud as he eyed the money. He made a gesture so good-humoured, so full of resignation and regret and broad philosophy that you would have liked the fellow even if he hadnt saved your life.

Deal with those two first! he grinned. I would have taken your money long ago, but that I know Jimgrim! He would have made me give it up again.

Jimgrim! said Abdul Ali. Jimgrim? Are you Major James Grim? A good thing for you I did not know that, when I had you in my power in the castle!

Grim laughed. Are we all set? Lets go.

We hurried all the faster now because our legs were wet. The night air on those Moab heights is chilly at any season. Perhaps, too, we were trying to leave behind us the moat-stench that the water had merely reduced, not washed away. A quarter of a mile before we reached the place appointed we knew that Anazeh had not failed to keep his tryst. Away up above us, beside the tomb, like an ancient bearded ghost, Anazeh stood motionless, silent, conning the track we should come by  a grand old savage keeping faith against his neighbours for the sake of friendship.

He did not challenge when he heard us. He took aim. He held his aim until Grim called to him. When our goat track joined the main road he was there awaiting us, standing like a sentinel in the shadow of a fanged rock. And there, if, Abdul Ali of Damascus could have had his way, there would have been a fresh debate. He did not let ten seconds pass before he had offered Anazeh all the money he had with him to lend him a horse and let him go. Anazeh waived aside the offer.

You shall have as much more money as you wish! the Damascene insisted. Let me get to my house, and a messenger shall take the money to you. Or come and get it.

All the answer Anazeh gave him was a curt laugh  one bark like a Foxs.

Where are all the horses? Grim demanded. I could only see five of six.

I wait for them.

Man, we cant wait!

Jimgrim! said the old sheikh, with a glint of something between malice and amusement in his eyes, I knew you in the mejlis when you watched me read that letter! One word from me and He made a click between his teeth suggestive of swift death. I let you play your game. But now I play my game, Allah willing. I have waited for you. Wait thou for me!

Why? What is it?

Anazeh beckoned us and turned away. We followed him, Grim and I, across the road and up a steep track to the tomb on the overhanging rock, where he had stood when we first saw him.

He pointed. A cherry-red fire with golden sparks and crimson- bellied sulphur smoke was blazing in the midst of El-Kerak.

The home of Abdul Ali of Damascus, said Anazeh with pride in his voice. It was the pride of a man who shows off the behaviour of his children. My men did it!

How can they escape? Grim asked him.

Wallah! Will the gate guards stand idle? Will they not run to the fire  and to the looting? But they will find not much loot. My men already have it!

Loot, said Grim, will delay them.

Money doesnt weigh much, Anazeh answered. Here my men come.

Somebody was coming. There came a burst of shooting and yelling from somewhere between us and El-Kerak, and a moment later the thunder of horses galloping full-pelt. Anazeh got down to the road with the agility of a youngster, ordered Abdul Ali of Damascus, the shivering Ahmed and me under cover. He placed his remaining handful of men at points of vantage where they could cover the retreat of the fifteen. And it was well he did.

There were at least two score in hot pursuit, and though you could hardly tell which was which in that dim light, Anazehs party opened fire on the pursuers and let the fifteen through. I did not get sight of Grim while that excitement lasted, but he had two automatics. He took from me the one that I had taken from Abdul Ali, and with that one and his own he made a din like a machine-gun. He told me afterward that he had fired in the air.

Noise is as good as knock-outs in the dark, he explained, while Anazehs men boasted to one another of the straight shooting that it may be they really believed they had done. An Arab can believe anything  afterward. I dont believe one man was killed, though several were hit.

At any rate, whether the noise accomplished it or not, the pursuers drew off, and we went forward, carrying a cashbox now, of which Abdul Ali was politely requested to produce the key. That was the first intimation he had that his house had been looted. He threw his bunch of keys away into the shadows, in the first exhibition of real weakness he had shown that night. It was a silly gesture. It only angered his captors. It saved him nothing.

Four more of Anazehs men had been wounded, all from behind, two of them rather badly, making six in all who were now unfit for further action. But we did not wait to bandage them. They affected to make light of their injuries, saying they would go over to the British and get attended to in hospital. Abdul Ali was put on Ahmeds miserable mount, with his legs lashed under the horses belly. Ahmed, with Mahommed ben Hamza and his men were sent along ahead; being unarmed, unmounted, they were a liability now. But those Hebron thieves could talk like an army; they put up a prodigious bleat, all night long, about that cash-box. They maintained they had a clear right to share its contents, since unless they had first captured Abdul Ali, Anazehs men could not have burned his house and seized his money. Anazehs men, when they had time to be, were suitably amused.

It was not a peaceful retreat by any means. Time and again before morning we were fired on from the rear. Our party deployed to right and left to answer  always boasting afterward of having killed at least a dozen men. I added up their figures on the fly-leaf of the pocket Bible, and the total came to two hundred and eighteen of the enemy shot dead and forever damned! I believe Anazeh actually did kill one of our pursuers.

By the time the moon disappeared we had come too close to Anazehs country to make pursuit particularly safe. Who they were who pursued us, hauled off. We reached the launch, secure in its cove between the rocks, a few minutes after dawn. Anazeh ordered his six wounded men into it, with perfect assurance that the British doctors would take care of them and let them go unquestioned.

When Grim had finished talking with Anazeh I went up to thank the old fellow for my escort, and he acknowledged the courtesy with a bow that would have graced the court of Solomon.

Give the old bird a present, if youve got one, Grim whispered.

So I gave him my watch and chain, and he accepted them with the same calm dignity.

Now hes your friend for life! said Grim. Anazeh is a friend worth having. Lets go!

The watch and chain was a cheap enough price to pay for that two days entertainment and the acquaintance of such a splendid old king of thieves. Anazeh watched us away until we were out of earshot, he and Grim exchanging the interminable Arab farewell formula of blessing and reply that have been in use unchanged for a thousand years.

Then Abdul Ali produced his wallet again.

Major Grim, he said, please take this money. Keep it for yourself, and let me go. Surely I have been punished enough! Besides, you cannot  you dare not imprison me! I am a French subject. I have been seized outside the British sphere. I know you are a poor man  the pay of a British officer is a matter of common knowledge. Come now, you have done what you came to do. You have destroyed my influence at El-Kerak. Now benefit yourself. Avoid an international complication. Show mercy on me! Take this money. Say that I gave you the slip in the dark!

Grim smiled. He looked extremely comical without any eyebrows.
The wrinkles went all the way up to the roots of his hair.

Im incorruptible, he said. The boss, I believe, isnt.

You mean your High Commissioner? I have not enough money for him.

Grim laughed. No, he said, he comes expensive.

What then?

Dont be an ass, said Grim. You know what.

Information?

Certainly.

What information?

You were sent by the French, said Grim, to raise the devil here in Palestine  no matter why. You were trying to bring off a raid on Judaea. Who are your friends in Jerusalem who were ready to spring surprises? What surprises? Whos your Jerusalem agent?

If I tell you?

Im not the boss. But Ill see him about it. Come on  whos your agent?

Scharnhoff.

Grim whistled. That he did not believe, I was almost certain, but he whistled as if totally new trains of thought had suddenly revealed themselves amid a maze of memories.

You shall speak to the boss, he said after a while.

I fell asleep then, wedged uncomfortably between two mens legs, wakened at intervals by the noisy pleading of Mahommed ben Hamza and his men for what they called their rights in the matter of Abdul Alis wallet. They were still arguing the point when we ran on the beach near Jericho, where a patrol of incredulous Sikhs pounced on us and wanted to arrest Ahmed and Anazehs wounded men. Grim had an awful time convincing them that he was a British officer. In the end we only settled it by tramping about four miles to a guard-house, where a captain in uniform gave us breakfast and telephoned for a commisariat lorry.

It was late in the afternoon when we reached Jerusalem and got the wounded into hospital. By the time Grim had changed into uniform and put courtplaster where his eyebrows should have been, and he, Abdul Ali and I had driven in an official Ford up the Mount of Olives to OETA, the sun was not far over the skyline.

Grim had telephoned, so the Administrator was waiting for us. Grim went straight in. It was twenty minutes before we two were summoned into his private room, where he sat behind the desk exactly as we had left him the other morning. He looked as if he had not moved meanwhile. Everything was exactly in its place  even the vase, covering the white spot on the varnish. There was the same arrangement of too many flowers, in a vase too small to hold them.

Allow me to present Sheikh Abdul Ali of Damascus, said Grim.

The Administrator bowed rather elaborately, perhaps to hide the twinkle in his eyes. He didnt scowl. He didnt look tyrannical. So Abdul Ali opened on him, with all bow guns.

I protest! I am a French subject. I have been submitted to violence, outrage, indignity! I have been seized on foreign soil, and brought here by force against all international law! I shall claim exemplary damages! I demand apology and satisfaction!

Sir Louis raised his eyebrows and looked straight at Grim without even cracking a smile.

Is this true, Major Grim?

Afraid it is, sir.

Scandalous! Perfectly scandalous! And were you a witness to all this? he asked, looking at me as if I might well be the cause of it all.

I admitted having seen the greater part of it.

And you didnt protest? Whats the world coming to? I see youve lost a little skin yourself. I hope youve not been breaking bounds and fighting?

He is a most impertinent man! said Abdul Ali, trying to take his cue, and glowering at me. He posed as a person interested in a school for El-Kerak, and afterward helped capture me by a trick!

The Administrator frowned. It seemed I was going to be made the scape-goat. I did not care. I would not have taken a year of Sir Louis pay for those two days and nights. When he spoke again I expected something drastic addressed to me, but I was wrong.

An official apology is due to you, Sheikh Abdul Ali. Permit me to offer it, together with my profound regret for any slight personal inconvenience to which you may have been subjected in course of this  ah  entirely unauthorized piece of  ah  brigandage. I notice you have been bruised, too. You shall have the best medical attention at our disposal.

That is not enough! sneered Abdul Ali, throwing quite an attitude.

I know it isnt. I was coming to that. An apology is also due to the French  our friends the French. I shall put it in writing, and ask you to convey it to Beirut to the French High Commissioner, with my compliments. I would send you by train, but you might be  ah  delayed at Damascus in that case. Perhaps Emir Feisal might detain you. There will be a boat going from Jaffa in two days time. Two days will give you a chance to recover from the outrageous experience before we escort you to the coast. A first-class passage will be reserved for you by wire, and you will be put on board with every possible courtesy. You might ask the French High Commissioner to let me know if there is anything further he would like us to do about it. Now, Ill ring for a clerk to take you to the medical officer  under escort, so that you maynt be subjected to further outrage or indignity. Good evening!

Anything more for me? asked Grim, as soon as Abdul Ali had been led away.

Not tonight, Grim. Come and see me in the morning. Grim saluted. The Administrator looked at me  smiled mischievously.

Have a good time? he asked. Dont neglect those scratches.
Good evening!

No more. Not another word. He never did say another word to me about it, although I met him afterwards a score of times. You couldnt help but admire and like him.

Grim led the way up the tower stairs again, and we took a last look at El-Kerak. The moon was beginning to rise above the rim of the Moab Hills. The land beyond the Dead Sea was wrapped in utter silence. Over to the south-east you could make out one dot of yellow light, to prove that men lived and moved and had their being in that stillness. Otherwise, you couldnt believe it was real country. It looked like a vision of the home of dreams.

Got anything to do tonight? asked Grim. Can you stay awake? I know where some Jews are going to play Beethoven in an upper room in the ancient city. Care to come?


Chapter Eleven

And the rest of the acts of Ahaziah

I have no idea what Grim did during the next few days. I spent the time studying Arabic, and saw nothing of him until he walked into my room at the hotel one afternoon, sat down and came straight to the point.

Had enough?

No.

Got the hang of it?

Yes, I think so, I answered. Allahs peace, as they call it, depends on the French. They intend to get Damascus and all Syria. So they sent down Abdul Ali of Damascus to make trouble for the British in Palestine; the idea being to force the British to make common cause with them. That would mean total defeat for the Arabs; and Great Britain would save France scads of men and money. But you pulled that plug. I saw you do it. I heard Abdul Ali of Damascus tell you Scharnhoffs name. Did you go after Scharnhoff?

No, not yet, he answered. Youre no diplomat.

I knew that. I have never wished to be one, never having met a professional one who did not, so to speak, play poker with a cold deck and at least five aces. The more frankly they seem to be telling the truth, the more sure you may be they are lying.

Neither are you, I answered. Youre a sportsman. Are you allowing Scharnhoff weight for age, and a fair start  or what?

He chuckled. You believed old Abdul-Ali of Damascus? Hes a French secret political agent. So whatever he told us is certainly not true. Or, if it is true, or partially true, then its the kind of truth that is deadlier deceptive than a good clean God-damned lie. Get this: such men as Abdul Ali would face torture rather than betray an associate  unless theyre sure the associate is a traitor or about to become one. A government cant easily punish its own spies on foreign territory. But by betraying them, it can sometimes get the other government to do it. That Abdul Ali betrayed Scharnhoff to me, proves one of two things. Abdul Ali was lying, and Scharnhoff harmless  or in some way Scharnhoff has fallen foul of his French paymasters and they want him punished. Very likely he has drawn French money, for their purposes, and has misused it for his own ends. Or perhaps they have promised him money, and wish to back down. Possibly he knows too much about their agents, and they want him silenced. They propose to have us silence him. Im going to call on Scharnhoff.

You suspect him of double treachery?

I suspect him of being a one-track-minded, damned old visionary.

I had met Hugo Scharnhoff. Long before the War he had been a professor of orientology at Vienna University. At the moment he was technically an enemy alien. But he had lived so many years in Jerusalem, and was reputed so studious and harmless, that the British let him stay there after Allenby captured the city. A man of moderate private means, he owned a stone house in the German Colony with its back to the Valley of Hinnom.

Care to come? Grim asked me.

Yes.

Know your Bible? He proceeded to quote from it: And the rest of the acts of Ahaziah which he did are they not written in the book of the chronicles of the Kings of Israel?

What of it?

That was set down in Aramaic, nowadays called Hebrew, something like three thousand years ago, said Grim. Its Aramaic magic. Lets take a look at it.

We trudged together down the dusty Bethlehem Road, turned to the east just short of the Pool of the Sultan (where they now had a delousing station for British soldiers) and went nearly to the end of the colony of neat stone villas that the Germans built before the War, and called Rephaim. It was a prosperous colony until the Kaiser, putting two and two, made five of them and had to guess again.

The house we sought stood back from the narrow road, at a corner, surrounded by a low stone wall and a mass of rather dense shrubs that obscured the view from the windows. The front door was a thing of solid olive-wood. We had to hammer on it for several minutes. There was no bell.

A woman opened it at last  an Arab in native costume, gazelle- eyed, as they all are, and quite good looking, although hardly in her first youth. Her face struck me as haunted. She was either ashamed when her eyes met Grims or else afraid of him. But she smiled pleasantly enough and without asking our business led the way at once to a room at the other end of a long hall that was crowded with all sorts of curios. They were mostly stone bric-a- brac-fragments of Moabite pottery and that kind of thing, with a pretty liberal covering of ordinary house dust. In fact, the house had the depressing feel of a rarely visited museum.

The room she showed us into was the library  three walls lined with books, mostly with German titles  a big cupboard in one corner, reaching from floor to ceiling  a big desk by the window  three armchairs and a stool. There were no pictures, and the only thing that smacked of ornament was the Persian rug on the floor.

We waited five minutes before Scharnhoff came in, looking as if we had disturbed his nap. He was an untidy stout man with green goggles and a grayish beard, probably not yet sixty years of age, and well preserved. He kept his pants up with a belt, and his shirt bulged untidily over the top. When he sat down you could see the ends of thick combinations stuffed into his socks. He gave you the impression of not fitting into western clothes at all and of being out of sympathy with most of what they represent.

He was cordial enough  after one swift glance around the room.

Brought a new acquaintance for you, said Grim, introducing me. Ive told him how all the subalterns come to you for Palestinian lore

Ach! The young Lotharios! Each man a Don Juan! All they come to me for is tales of Turkish harems, of which I know no more than any one. They are not interested in subjects of real importance. How many wives had Djemal Pasha? How many of them were European? That is what they ask me. When I discuss ancient history it is only about King Solomons harem that they care to know; or possibly about the modern dancing girls of El- Kerak, who are all spies. But there is no need to inform you as to that. Eh? I havent seen you for a long time, Major Grim. What have you been doing?

Nothing much. I was at the Tomb of the Kings yesterday.

Scharnhoff smiled scornfully.

Now you must have some whiskey to take the taste of that untruth out of your mouth! How can a man of your attainments call that obviously modern fraud by such a name? The place is not nearly two thousand years old! It is probably the tomb of a Syrian queen named Adiabene and her family. Josephus mentions it. This land is full  every square metre of it  of false antiquities with real names, and real antiquities that never have been discovered! But why should a man like you, Major Grim, lend yourself to perpetuating falsity?

He walked over to the cupboard to get whiskey, and from where we sat we could both of us see what he was doing. The cupboard was in two parts, top and bottom, without any intervening strip of wood between the doors, which fitted tightly. When he opened the top part the lower door opened with it. He kicked it shut again at once, but I had seen inside  not that it was interesting at the moment.

He set whiskey and tumblers on the desk, poured liberally, and went on talking.

Tomb of the Kings? Hah! Tomb of the Kings of Judah? Hah! If any one can find that, he will have something more important than Ludendorffs memoirs! Something merkwurdig, believe me!

He stiffened suddenly, and looked at Grim through the green goggles as if he were judging an antiquity.

Perhaps this is not the time to make you a little suggestion, eh?

Grims face wrinkled into smiles.

This man knows enough to hang me anyhow! Fire away!

Ah! But I would not like him to hang me!

Hes as close as a clam. Whats your notion?

Nothing serious, but  between us three, then  you and I are both foreigners in this place, Major Grim, although I have made it my home for fifteen years. You have no more interest in this government and its ridiculous rules than I have. What do you say  shall we find the Tomb of the Kings together?

Grim wrinkled into smiles again and glanced down at his uniform.

Yes, exactly! agreed Scharnhoff. That is the whole point. They call me an enemy alien. I am to all intents and purposes a prisoner. You are a British officer  can do what you like  go where you like. You wear red tabs; you are on the staff; nobody will dare to question you. These English have stopped all exploration until they get their mandate. After that they will take good care that only English societies have the exploration privilege. But what if we  you and I, that is to say  between us extract the best plum from the pudding before those miscalled statesmen sign the mandate  eh? It can be done! It can be done!

Grim chuckled:

I suppose you already see a picture of you and me with an ancient tomb in our trunks  say a few tons of the more artistic parts  beating it for the frontier and hawking the stuff afterward to second-hand furniture dealers? Pour me another whiskey, prof, and then well go steal the Mosque of Omar!

Ach! You laugh at me  you jest  you mock  you sneer. But I know what I propose. Do you know what will be found in that Tomb of the Kings of Judah when we discover it?

Bones. Dry bones. A few gold ornaments perhaps. A stale smell certainly.

The Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel! Think of it! A parchment roll  perhaps two or three rolls  not too big to go into a valise  worth more than all the other ancient manuscripts in the world all put together! Himmel! What a find that would be! What a record! What a refutation of all the historians and the fools who set themselves up for authorities nowadays! What a price it would bring! What would your Metropolitan Museum in New York not pay for it! What would the Jews not pay for it! They would raise millions among them and pay any price we cared to ask! The Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel  only think!

But why the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel in the tomb of the Kings of Judah? Grim asked, more by way of keeping up the conversation, I think, than because he could not guess the answer. He is an omnivorous reader, and there is not much recorded of the Near East that he does not know.

Dont you know your history? You know, of course, that after King Solomon died the Jews divided into two kingdoms. The latter-day Jews speak of themselves as Israelites, but they are nothing of the kind; they are Judah-ites. The tribe of Judah remained in Jerusalem, forming one small kingdom; their descendants are the Jews of today. Part of the tribe of Benjamin stayed with them. The other seceding ten tribes called themselves the kingdom of Israel.

Everybody knows that, said Grim. What of it?

Well, the Assyrians came down and conquered the kingdom of Israel  marched all the Israelites away into captivity  and they vanished out of history. From that day to this their Book of Chronicles, so often referred to in the Old Testament, has never been seen nor heard of.

Of course not, said Grim. The King of Assyria used it to wipe his razor on when he was through shaving every morning.

Ach! You joke again; but I tell you I am not joking. Such people as those Hebrews are naturally secretive and so proud that they wrote down for posterity all the doings of their puny kings, would never have let their records fall into the hands of the Assyrians. They themselves were marched away in slave-gangs, but they left their Book behind them, safely hidden. Be sure of it! Ten years ago I found a manuscript in the place they now call Nablus, which in those days was Schechem. Schechem was the capital of the Kingdom of Israel, just as Jerusalem was the capital of the Kingdom of Judah, or the Jews. I sold that manuscript for a good price after I had photographed it. The idiots to whom I sold it  historians they call themselves!  value it only as a relic of antiquity. I made a digest of it  analyzed it  studied it  compared it with other authentic facts in my possession  and came to the definite conclusion that I hold the clue to the whereabouts of that lost Book of Chronicles.

Lets see the photograph, Grim suggested.

It has been impounded with other so-called enemy property by your friends the British. I suppose they thought the German General Staff might get hold of it and conquer the Suez Canal! But what good would the sight of it do? You couldnt understand a word of it. It convinced me, after months of study, that when the Ten Tribes were carried away into captivity by the Assyrians they sent their records secretly to Jerusalem. Ever since the secession the Israelites and Jews had been jealous enemies. But they were relatives after all, boasting a common ancestor, proud of the same history, more or less observing the same religion. And Schechem was only about thirty miles from Jerusalem, which was considered an impregnable fortress until the Babylonians took it later on. So they sent their records to Jerusalem, and the Jews hid them. Where? Where do you suppose?

The likeliest place would be Solomons Temple.

You think so? Then you think superficially, my young friend. Let us return to that Tomb of the Kings again for a moment. That place that you visited is such an obvious fake that even the guide-books make light of it. The one all-important thing in Palestine that never yet has been discovered is the real Tomb of the Kings. Yet Jerusalem, where it certainly must be, has been searched and looted a hundred times from end to end. Therefore  you follow me?  the Jews must have concealed it very cunningly. Answer me, then: would the Jews, who were always a practical people and not corpse-worshippers like the Egyptians, have taken all that trouble to hide the tomb of their kings unless there were important treasure in it? Answer me!

So you expect to find treasure in addition to the lost Book of
Chronicles?

Certainly I do! The treasure will make the whole proceeding safe. Let the British have it! The fools will be so blinded by the glamour of gold, that I shall easily extract the things of real value  the invaluable manuscripts! Then let the men who call themselves historians take a back seat!

He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

Were you looking for the Tomb of the Kings, then, before the
War? Grim asked him.

Not exactly. Under the Turks it was difficult. The Turks were beautifully corrupt. By paying for it I could get permission to excavate on any property owned by Christians. But the minute I touched Moslem places the Turks became fanatical. The Arabs, now, are different  fanatics, too, but with a new sort of fanaticism  new to them, I mean  the kind that made the French revolutionists destroy everything their ancestors had set value on. There are plenty of Arabs so full of this disease of Bolshevism that they would make it easy for me to desecrate what others believe is holy ground. But these idiots of English are worse than the Turks! They have stopped all excavation. They are so afraid of Bolshevism that, if they could, they would imitate Joshua and make the sun stand still!

Well, whats the idea? asked Grim, finishing his whiskey.

Scharnhoff shrugged his shoulders.

You know my position. I am helpless  here on suffrance  obliged by idiotic regulations to sit in idleness. But if I could find a British officer with brains  surely there must be one somewhere!  one with some authority, who is considered above suspicion, I could show him, perhaps, how to get rich without committing any crime he need feel ashamed of.

I could not see Grims eyes from where I sat, and he did not make any nervous movement that could have given him away. Yet I was conscious of a new alertness, and I think Scharnhoff detected it, too, for he changed his tactics on the instant.

Hah! Hah! I was joking! Nobody who is fool enough to be a professional soldier would be clever enough to find the Tomb of the Kings and keep the secret for ten minutes! Hah! Hah! But I have a favour I would like to beg of you, Major Grim.

Ive no particular authority, you know.

Ach! The Administrator listens to you; I am assured of that.

He listens sometimes, yes, then usually does the other thing.
Well, whats the request?

A simple one. There is a risk  not much, but just a little risk that some fool might stumble on that secret of the Tomb of the Kings and get away with the treasure. Now, did you ever set a thief to catch a thief? Hah! Hah! I would be a better watch-dog than any you could find. I know Jerusalem from end to end. I know all the likely places. Why dont you get permission for me to wander about Jerusalem undisturbed and keep my eye open for tomb-robbers? If I am not to have the privilege of discovering that Book of Chronicles, at least I would like to see that no common plunderer gets it. Surely I am known by now to be harmless! Surely they dont suspect me any longer of being an agent of the Kaiser, or any such nonsense as that! Why not make use of me? Get me a permit, please, Major Grim, to go where I please by day or night without interference. Tomb-robbers usually work at night, you know.

All right, said Grim. Ill try to do that.

Ah! I always knew you were a man of good sense! Have more whiskey? A cigar then?

Cant promise anything, of course, said Grim, but you shall have an answer within twenty-four hours.

Outside, as we turned our faces toward Jerusalems gray wall, Grim opened up a little and gave me a suggestion of something in the wind.

Did you see what he has in that cupboard?

Yes. Two Arab costumes. Two short crow-bars.

Did you notice the grayish dust on the rug  three or four footprints at the corner near the cupboard?

Cant say I did.

No. You wouldnt be looking for it. These men who pose as intellectuals never believe that any one else has brains. They fool themselves. Theres one thing no man can afford to do, East of the sun or West of the moon. You can steal, slay, intrigue, burn  break all the Ten Commandments except one, and have a chance to get away with it. Theres just one thing you cant do, and succeed. Hes done it!

And the thing is?

Cheat a woman!

You mean his house keeper? She who answered the door?

Grim nodded.


Chapter Twelve

You know youll get scuppered if youre found out!

Two days passed again without my seeing Grim, although I called on him repeatedly at the Junior Staff Officers Mess below the Zionist Hospital. Suliman, the eight-year-old imp of Arab mischief, who did duty as page-boy met me on each occasion at the door and took grinning delight in disappointing me.

He was about three and a half feet high  coal-black, with a tarboosh worn at an angle on his kinky hair and a flashing white grin across his snub-nosed face that would have made an archangel count the change out of two piastres twice. Suliman and cool cheek were as obvious team-mates as the Gemini, and I was one of a good number, that included every single member of that unofficial mess, who could never quite see what Grim found so admirable in him. Grim never explained.

Taking the cue from his master, neither did Suliman ever explain anything to any one but Grim, who seemed to understand him perfectly.

Jimgrim not here. No, not coming back. Much business.
Good-bye!

Somehow you couldnt suspect that kid of telling the truth. However, there was nothing for it but to go away, with a conviction in the small of your back that he was grinning mischievously after you.

Grim had found him one day starving and lousy in the archway of the Jaffa Gate, warming his fingers at a guttering candle-end preparatory to making a meal off the wax. He took him home and made Martha, the old Russian maid-of-all-work, clean him with kerosene and soft soap  gave him a big packing-case to sleep in along with Julius Caesar the near-bull-dog mascot  and thereafter broke him in and taught him things seldom included in a school curriculum.

In the result, Suliman adored Grim with all the concentrated zeal of hero-worship of which almost any small boy is capable; but under the shadow of Grims protection he feared not even brass- hats nor regarded civilians, although he was dreadfully afraid of devils. The devil-fear was a relic of his negroid ancestry. Some Arab Sheikh probably captured his great-grandmother on a slave-raid. Superstition lingers in dark veins longer than any other human failing.

I think I called five times before he confessed at last reluctantly that Grim was in. That was in the morning after breakfast, and I was shown into the room with the fireplace and the deep armchairs. Grim was reading but seemed to me more than usually reserved, as if the book had been no more than a screen to think behind, that left him in a manner unprotected when he laid it down. I talked at random, and he hardly seemed to be listening.

Say, he said, suddenly interrupting me, you came out of that El-Kerak affair pretty creditably. Suppose I let you see something else from the inside. Will you promise not to shout it all over Jerusalem?

Use your own judgment, I answered.

You mustnt ask questions.

All right.

If any one in the Administration pounces on you in the course of it, youll have to drop out and know nothing.

Agreed.

It may prove a bit more risky than the El-Kerak business.

Couldnt be, I answered.

You cant talk enough Arabic to get away with. But could you act deaf and dumb?

Sure  in three languages.

You understand  Ive no authority to let you in on this. I might catch hell if I were found out doing it. But I need help, of a certain sort. I want a man who isnt likely to be spotted by the gang Im after. Get behind that screen  quick!

It was a screen that hid a door leading to the pantry and the servants quarters. There was a Windsor chair behind it, and it is much easier to keep absolutely still when you are fairly comfortable. I had hardly sat down when a man wearing spurs, who trod heavily, entered the room and I heard Grim get up to greet him.

Are we alone? a voice asked gruffly.

Instead of answering Grim came and looked behind the screen, opened the door leading to the pantry, closed it again, locked it, and without as much as a glance at me returned to face his visitor.

Well, general, what is it?

This is strictly secret.

Ill bet it isnt, said Grim. If its about missing explosives I know more than you do.

My God! Its out? Two tons of TNT intended for the air force gone without a trace? The storys out?

I know it. Catesby sent me word by messenger last night from
Ludd, after you put him under arrest.

Damn the man! Well, thats whats happened. Catesbys fault. Theyll blame me. The truck containing the stuff was run into a siding three days ago. Through young Catesbys negligence it was left there without a guard. Catesby will be broke for that as sure as my name is Jenkins. But, by the knell of hells bells, Grim, more than Catesby will lose their jobs unless we find the stuff! Two tons. Half enough to blow up Palestine!

Too bad about Catesby, said Grim.

Never mind, Catesby. Damn him! Consider my predicament! How can I go to the Administrator with a lame-duck story about missing TNT and nothing done about it?

Nothing done? Youve passed the buck, havent you? Catesby is under arrest, you say.

What do you mean?

I know Catesby, Grim retorted quietly. He made that fine stand at Beersheba  when the Arabs rushed the camp, and you werent looking. He took the blame for your carelessness, and never squealed. You took the credit for his presence of mind, and have treated him like a dog ever since. You expect me to try to save your bacon and forget Catesbys?

Nonsense, Grim! Youre talking without your book. Heres what happened: the stuff arrived at Ludd in a truck attached to the end of a mixed train. The R.T.O.* sent me a memorandum and stalled the truck on a siding. I gave the memorandum to Catesby. [*Railway Traffic Officer.]

He tells me in the note I received last night that you did nothing of the kind.

Then hes a liar. He forgot all about it and did nothing. When the Air Force sent to get the stuff the truck was empty.

And you want me to find it, I suppose?

Yes. The quicker the better!

And be a party to breaking Catesby? I like my job, but not that much!

You refuse then to hunt for the TNT?

I take my orders straight from the Administrator. He expects me in half an hour. You want me to smooth the way for you with Sir Louis. Im much more interested in Catesby, who would face a firing party sooner than soak another fellow for his own fault. Catesby assures me in writing that the first he ever heard of that TNT was when you ordered him arrested after discovery of the loss. His word goes, as far as Im concerned. If you want me to help you, find another goat than Catesby. Thats my answer.

There followed quite a long pause. Perhaps Brigadier-General Jenkins was wondering what chance he would stand in a show-down. Whoever had heard the mess and canteen gossip knew that Jenkins career had been one long string of miracles by which he had attained promotion without in any way deserving it, and a parallel series of even greater ones by which he had saved himself from ruin by contriving to blame some one else.

You want me to white-wash Catesby? he said at last. If you pounce quickly on the TNT, no one need know it was lost.

If you court-martial Catesby, the public shall know who lost it, and who didnt, even if it costs me my commission!

Blast you! Insubordination!

Is your car outside? Grim answered. Why dont you drive me up to the Administrator and charge me with it?

Dont be an idiot! I came to you to avoid a scandal. If this news gets out therell be a panic. Things are touchy enough as it is.

Yes.

Well  if I drop the charge against Catesby  ?

Then I shall not have to fight for him.

Ill see what I can do.

Be definite!

Damn and blast you! All right, Ill clear Catesby.

In that ominous minute, like the devil in an old-time drama,
Suliman knocked at the door leading from the outer hall. Grim
opened it, and I heard the boys voice piping up in Arabic. The
Administrator was in his car outside, waiting to know whether
Major Grim was indoors.

Wheres your car? I heard Grim ask.

I sent the man to get a tire changed, Jenkins answered.

Then Sir Louis neednt know youre here. Do you want to see him?

Of course not.

You can get behind that screen if you like.

I thought Jenkins would explode when he found me sitting there. He was a big, florid-faced man with a black moustache waxed into points, and a neck the color of rare roast beef  a man not given to self-restraint in any shape or form. But he had to make a quick decision. Sir Louis footsteps were approaching. He glared at me, made a sign to me to sit still, twisted his moustache savagely, and listened, breathing through his mouth to avoid the tell-tale whistle of his hairy nostrils. I heard Grim start toward the hall, but Sir Louis turned him back and came straight in.

It occurred to me Id save you the time of coming up to see me this morning, Grim, and look in on you instead before I start my rounds. Any new developments?

Not yet, sir. Ill need forty-eight hours. If we move too fast they may touch the stuff off before we get the whole gang in the net.

Youre sure youd rather not have the police?

Quite. They mean well, but theyre clumsy.

Um-m-m! All the same, the things ticklish. There are rumours about all ready. The Grand Mufti* came to me before breakfast with a wild tale. Ive promised him some Sikhs for special sentry duty. Hed hardly gone before some Zionists came with a story that the Arabs are planning to blow up their hospital; I gave them ten men and an officer. [*The religious head of the Moslem community.]

Is the city quiet? Grim asked him.

Fair to middling. The Jews refused to take their shutters down this morning. I had to issue an order about it. I hear now that theyre doing business about as usual, but Ive ordered the number of men on duty within the city walls to be doubled. At the first sign of disturbance I shall have the gates closed. Are you quite sure youre in touch?

Quite. sure, sir. Im positive of what I told you last night.
Will you be seeing Colonel Goodenough?

Yes, in ten minutes.

Please ask him to hold his Sikhs at my disposal for the next two days. You might add, sir, that if he cares to see sport he could do worse than lend his own services.

Ill do that. You can count on Goodenough. Thats a soldier devoid of nonsense. Anything else?

Thats all.

Keep me informed. Remember, Grim, Im responsible for all you do. Ive endorsed you in blank, as it were. Dont overlook that point.

I wont, sir.

Sir Louis walked out. Almost before his spurs ceased jingling in the tiled hall, Brigadier-General Jenkins strode out in a towering rage from behind the screen.

Pon my soul, a spys trick! he exploded. Had an eavesdropper, did you? Listening from behind a screen while you tricked me into a promise on Catesbys account!

Sure, Grim answered, folding the screen back, and letting his face wrinkle in smiles all the way up to the roots of his hair. Very comical he looked, for his eyebrows were only partly sprouted again. Had two of you to listen in on the Administrator!

Endorses you in blank, eh? How long would he let the endorsement stand if he knew I was behind that screen while he was talking to you?

Try him! Grim suggested. Shall I call him back? He doesnt want to break you  told me so, in fact, last night  but he could change his mind, I daresay. My tip to you is to get back to Ludd as fast as your car can take you, release Catesby, and say as little as possible to any one!

Damn you for a Yankee! Jenkins answered. Youve got me cornered for the moment, and you make the most of it. But wait till my turn comes! As for you, sir, Jenkins turned and looked me up and down with all the arrogance that nice new crossed swords on his shoulder can give a certain sort of man, dont let me catch you trying to interfere in any Administration business, thats all!

I offered him a cigarette, grinning. There was no sense in picking a quarrel. No man likes to discover that a perfect stranger has overheard his intimate confessions. His annoyance was understandable. But he hadnt nice manners. He knocked the cigarette case out of my hand and kicked it across the room. So I got into one of the deep armchairs and laughed at him in self- defense, to preserve my own temper from boiling up over the top.

To hell with both of you! Jenkins thundered, and strode out like Mars on the war-path.

Poor old Jinks! said Grim, as soon as he had gone. As Sir Louis said last night, he has a wife and family besides the unofficial ladies on his string. All theyll have to divide between them soon, at the rate hes going, will be his half-pay. He has fought for promotion all his days, to keep abreast of expenses. What that string of cormorants will do with his four hundred pounds a year, when he oversteps at last and gets retired, beggars imagination! However, lets get busy.

Business consisted in dressing me up as an Arab with the aid of Suliman, and drilling me painstakingly for half-an-hour, both of them using every trick they knew to make me laugh or show surprise, and Grim nodding approval each time I contrived not to. More difficult than acting deaf and dumb was the trick of squatting with my legs crossed, but I had learned it after a fashion in India years ago, and only needed schooling.

Youll get scuppered if youre caught, he warned me. If Suliman wasnt so scared of devils I wouldnt risk it, but I must have somebody to keep an eye on him when the time comes; thatll be tomorrow, I think.

Suppose you tell me the object of the game, I suggested. Im sick of only studying the rules.

Well  your part will be to sit over those two tons of TNT and see that nobody explodes them ahead of time. Theres a conspiracy on foot to blow up the Dome of the Rock.

You mean the Mosque of Omar?

The place tourists call the Mosque of Omar. The site of
Solomons Temple  the Rock of Abraham  the threshing-floor of
Araunah the Jebusite. Next after the shrine at Mecca its the
most sacred spot in the whole Mahommedan world.

Good lord! I said. Are the Zionists so reckless?.

No, the Arabs are. Remember what old Scharnhoff said the other day about the new fanaticism?

Is Scharnhoff mixed up in it?

Hes being watched. If the Arabs pull it off, theyll accuse the Jews of doing it, and set to work to butcher every Jew in the Near East. That will oblige the British to protect the Jews. That in turn will set every Mohammedan in the world specially Indians, but Egyptians, too  against the British. Jihad  green banner  holy war  all the East and Northern Africa alight while the French snaffle Syria. Sound good to you?

Sir Louis knows this?

He, is paid to know things.

And he lets you play cat and mouse with it?

Got to be careful. Suppose we draw the net too soon, what then? Most of the conspirators escape. The story leaks out. The Jews get the blame for the attempt, and sooner or later the massacre begins anyhow. What weve got to do is bag every last mothers son of them, and suppress the whole story  return the TNT to store, and swear it was never missing.

The Administrator has his nerve, I said.

Youll need yours, too, before this games played, Grim answered. Dyou see now why I picked on you for an accomplice?

I do not.

Youre the one man in Jerusalem whom nobody will suspect, or be on the look-out for. The men were up against are the shrewdest rats in Palestine. Theyve got a list of British officers, my name included, of course. Theyll know which men are assigned to special duty, and theyll keep every one of us shadowed.

Wont that  I mean, how can you work if youre shadowed?

Me? I shall catch my spur in the carpet, fall downstairs and break a leg at ten-fifteen. At ten-thirty the doctor comes, and finds me too badly hurt to be moved. He sends word of it to Sir Louis by an orderly who can be trusted to talk to any one he meets on the way. I leave by the back way at ten forty-five. However, heres a chance for you to practise deaf-and-dumb drill. Theres some one coming. Squat down in that corner. Look meek and miserable. Thats the stuff. Answer the door, Suliman.


Chapter Thirteen

You may now be unsafe and an outlaw and enjoy yourself!

The man who entered was a short, middle-aged Jew of the type that writes political reviews for magazines  black morning coat, straw hat, gold pince-nez  a neatly trimmed dark beard beginning to turn gray from intense mental emotion  nearly bald  a manner of conceding the conventions rather than argue the point, without admitting any necessity for them  a thin-lipped smile that apologized for smiling in a world so serious and bitter. He wore a U.S.A. ten-dollar gold piece on his watch chain, by way of establishing his nationality.

Well, Mr. Eisernstein? Trouble again? Sit down and lets hear the worst, said Grim.

Eisernstein remained standing and glanced at me over in the corner.

I will wait until you are alone.

Ignore him  deaf and dumb, Grim answered. Half a minute, though  have you had breakfast?

Breakfast! This is no time for eating, Mister  I beg your pardon, Major Grim. I have not slept. I shall not break my fast until my duty is done. If it is true that the Emperor Nero fiddled while Rome burned, then I find him no worse than this Administrator!

Has he threatened to crucify you? Grim asked. Take a seat, do.

He may crucify me, and I will thank him, if he will only in return for it pay some attention to the business for which he draws a salary! I drove to Headquarters to see him. He was not there. Nobody would tell me where he is. I drove down again from the Mount of Olives and luckily caught sight of his car in the distance. I contrived to intercept him. I told him there is a plot on foot to massacre every individual of my race in the Near East  a veritable pogrom. He was polite. He seems to think politeness is the Christian quality that covers the multitude of sins. He offered me a cigar!

I offered him a telegram blank, with which to cable for reenforcements! He said that all rumours in Jerusalem become exaggerated very quickly, and offered me a guard of one soldier to follow me about! I insisted on immediate military precautions on a large scale failing which I will cable the Foreign Office in London at my own expense. I offered to convince him with particulars about this contemplated pogrom but he said he had an urgent appointment and referred me to you, just as Nero might have referred a question regarding the amphitheatre to one of his subordinates!

Pogroms mean nothing in his young life, Grim answered smiling.
Im here to do the dirty work. Suppose you spill the news.

You must have heard the news! Yet you ignore it! The Moslems are saying that we Zionists have offered two million pounds, or some such ridiculous sum, for the site of Solomons Temple. They are spreading the tale broadcast. Their purpose is to stir up fanaticism against us. The ignorant among them set such value on that rock and the mosque their cut-throat ancestors erected on it that Jews are now openly threatened as they pass through the streets. Yet there is not one word of truth in the story of our having made any such offer.

There are plenty of troops, said Grim. Any attempt at violence could be handled instantly.

Then you will do nothing?

What do you suggest ought to be done?

Here is a list. Read it. Those are the names of fifty Arabs who are active in spreading anti-Zionist propaganda.

Grim read the list carefully.

All talkers, he said. Not a really dangerous man among them.

Ah! There you are! I might have expected it! Eisernstein threw up his hands in a gesture of contempt rather than despair. Nobody cares what happens to Jews. Nobody cares for our sleepless agony of mind. Nobody cares how or what we suffer until afterward, when there will be polite expressions of regret, which the survivors will assess at a true valuation! It is the same wherever we turn. Last night  at half-past one in the morning  a committee of us, every one American, Called at the American consulate to tell our consul of our danger. The consul was unsympathetic in the last degree. Yet our coreligionists in the States are taxed to pay his salary. He said it was not his business. He referred us to the Administrator. The Administrator refers me to you. To whom do you refer me? To the devil, I suppose!

The best thing you can do, said. Grim, is to go ahead and deny that story about the offer to buy the Dome of the Rock. You Zionists have got the most efficient publicity bureau on earth. You can reach the public ear any time you want to. Deny the story, and keep on denying it.

Ah! Who will believe us? To be a Zionist is to be a person about whom anybody will believe anything; and the more absurd the lie, the more readily it will be believed! Meanwhile, the Moslems are sharpening their swords against us from one end of this land to the other!

I suppose that what Eisernstein really needed more than anything was sympathy, not good advice. Grims deliberate coolness only irritated the passion of a man, whose whole genius and energy were bent on realizing the vision of a nation of Jews firmly established in their ancient home. A people that has been tortured in turn by all the governments can hardly be expected to produce un-nervous politicians. He was at the mercy of emotions, obsessed by one paramount idea. A little praise just then of his loyalty to an ideal, to which he had sacrificed time, means, health, energy, everything, would have soothed him and hurt nobody. But the acidity of his scorn had bitten beneath the surface of Grims good humor.

Therell be no pogrom, Grim said, getting up and lighting a cigarette. Therell be nothing resembling one. But that wont be the fault of you Zionists. You accuse without rime or reason, but you yell for help the minute youre accused yourselves. I dont blame the Arabs for not liking you. Nobody expects Arabs to enjoy having their home invaded by an organization of foreigners. Yet if this Administration lifts a finger to make things easier for the Arabs you howl that its unfair.

If the Administrator refuses to arrest Arabs for talking a little wildly, you call him a Nero. Im neither pro- nor anti- Zionist myself. You and the Arabs may play the game out between you for all of me. But I can promise you therell be no pogrom. It is my business to know just what precautions have been taken.

Words! Major Grim. Words! sneered Eisernstein, getting up to go. What do words amount to, when presently throats are to be cut? If your throat were in danger, I venture to say there would be something doing, instead of mere talk about precautions! I hope you will enjoy your little cigarette, he added bitterly. Good morning!

Talk of fiddling while Rome burns! Grim laughed as soon as the Zionist had left the room. Has it ever occurred to you that Nero was possibly smothering his feelings? I wonder how long thered be one Zionist left out here, if we simply stood aside and looked on. Go and change your clothes, Suliman. Its time I broke a leg.

Grim disappeared upstairs himself, and returned about ten minutes later in the uniform of a Shereefian officer  that is to say, of Emir Feisuls Syrian army. Nothing could be smarter, not anything better calculated to disguise a man. Disguise, as any actor or detective can tell you, is not so much a matter of make- up as suggestion. It is little mannerisms  unstudied habits that identify. The suggestion that you are some one else is the thing to strive for, not the concealment of who you really are.

Grims skin had been sun-tanned in the Arab campaign under Lawrence against the Turks. The Shereefian helmet is a compromise between the East and West, having a strip of cloth hanging down behind it as far as the shoulders and covering the ears on either side, to take the place of the Arab head-dress. The khaki uniform had just enough of Oriental touch about it to distinguish it from that of a British officer. No man inexperienced in disguise would dream of choosing it; for the simple reason that it would not seem to him disguise enough. Yet Grim now looked so exactly like somebody else that it was hard to believe he was the same man who had been in the room ten minutes before. His mimicry of the Syrian military walk  blended of pride and desire not to seem proud  was perfect.

Im now staff-captain Ali Mirza of Feisuls army, he announced. Ali Mirza a man notorious for his anti-British rancor, but supposed to be down here just now on a diplomatic mission. Ive been seen about the streets like this for the last two days. But say: that doctor is a long time on the way.

He went to the telephone, but did not call the hospital; that would have been too direct and possibly too secret.

Give me Headquarters  yes  whos that?  never mind whos speaking  say: I cant get the military hospital  something wrong with the wire  will you call Major Templeton and say that Major Grim has had an accident  yes, Grim  compound fracture of the thigh  very serious  ask him to go at once to Major Grims quarters  thanks  thats all. He returned to the fireplace and stood watching me meditatively for several minutes.

If you deceive Templeton, youll do, he said at last. Wait a minute.

He went to the desk and scribbled something in Arabic on a sheet of paper, sealed that in a blank envelope, and handed it to me.

Hide it. Youve two separate and quite distinct tasks, each more important and, in a way, dangerous than the other. The principal danger is to me, not you. If they spot you, my numbers as good as hoisted from that minute. You mustnt kid yourself youre safe for one second until the last card has been played.

Who are they?

Im coming to that. Your first job is to make it possible for me to get the confidence of one or two of these conspirators. Youre a deaf-and-dumb man  stone deaf  with a message for staff- captain Ali Mirza, which you will only deliver to him in person. Suliman does the talking. You say nothing. You simply refuse to hand your message over to any one but me. Theyll appreciate why a deaf and dumb man should be chosen for treasonable business. But perhaps youre scared  maybe youd rather reconsider it? Its not too late.

I snorted.

All right. These conspirators meet at Djemals coffee shop on David Street. They talk to one another in French, because the proprietor and the other frequenters of the place only know Arabic. You know French and Arabic enough to understand a sentence here and there, so keep your ears wide open. I shant show up until a Sikh named Narayan Singh tells me that a certain Noureddin Ali is in there. Hes the bird Im after. Hes a dirty little murderer, and Im going to be right pleasant to him.

You may have to sit in the place all day waiting for me; but wait until after midnight if you must. Sooner or later Noureddin Ali is bound to show up. I shall be hard after him. If they offer you food, take it. Eat with your fingers. Eat like a pig. Lick the plate, if you like. The nearer mad you seem to be, the safer you are. After I get there, hang around until I give you money. Then beat it.

Where to? I cant go to my room at the hotel in this disguise.

Ive thought of that. You know Cosmopolitan Oil Davey, of course? He lives at the hotel. Ill get word to him that he may expect a messenger from me after dark tonight. Hell leave word with the porter downstairs, wholl take you to Daveys room. You can tell Davey absolutely anything. Hes white.

Well, I think I can execute that maneuver. Whats task number two?

To sit on the TNT! But one thing at a time is enough. Lets attend to this one first. Ah! Here comes Templeton!

Damn you, Grim! said a calm voice in the doorway. A tall, lean man in majors uniform with the blue tabs of the medical staff strode in. He had the dried-out look of the Sudan, added to the self-reliance that comes of deciding life and death issues at a moments notice.

The hospital is crowded with patients, and here you immobilize me for half a morning. I cant pretend to set a compound fracture in ten minutes, you know! Why couldnt you break your neck and have me sign a death certificate?

Didnt occur to me, said Grim. But never mind, doc. You need a rest. Heres tobacco, lots to read, and an armchair. Lock yourself in and be happy.

Whos this? asked Templeton, looking down at me.

Deaf and dumb poor devil, earning a few piastres by working for the Intelligence.

Spy, eh? He looks fit for honest work if he had all his faculties. Is he dumb as well as deaf, or because hes deaf?

Dunno, said Grim. He never speaks.

Perhaps I can do something for him. Suppose you leave him here with me. I can give him a thorough examination instead of wasting my time here.

Hes got a job of work to do right now, said Grim.

Does he know the sign language? Have you any way of telling him to come and see me at the hospital?

I give him written instructions in Arabic.

That so? Ill look at his ears  tell you in a minute whether its worth while to come to me.

He took my head between strong, authoritative hands and tilted it sidewise.

Hello! Whats this?

The Arab head-dress I was wearing shifted and showed non-Arab symptoms.

Open that bag of mine, will you, Grim, and pass me that big pair of forceps youll find wrapped in oiled paper on top of everything. Theres something I can attend to here at once.

It was an uncomfortable moment. Grim never cracked a smile. He dug out the instrument of torture and gave it to Templeton. But there were two points that occurred to me, in addition to the knowledge that nothing whatever was the matter with my ear. Doctors in good standing, who are usually gentlemen, dont operate without permission; and the forceps were much too big for any such purpose. So I sat still.

Um-m-m! What he really needs is a red-hot needle run down close to the ear-drum. It wouldnt take five minutes, or hurt him  much. After that I think hed be able to hear perfectly. Suppose we try.

I can wait ten minutes yet, Grim answered.

Very well. Ive a platinum needle in the bag. Ill get out the spirit-lamp and well soon see. To be candid with you, I dont believe the mans any more deaf than you or I.

If you run a hot needle through the lobe of his ear well find out whether he can really talk or not, said Grim in his pleasantest voice. If hes shamming I dont mind. What we need in this service is a man who can endure without betraying himself.

Well, well soon see.

I began to hate Grim pretty cordially. I hated him more when Suliman came in, dressed for the street in a rather dirty cotton smock, with a turban in place of his fez. He told the boy to hold the wooden handle of a paper-knife behind my ear to prevent the hot needle from going too far on its sizzling journey. It didnt seem to me the way to reciprocate volunteer secret service. Sulimans grin at the prospect of seeing a man tortured was enough to provoke murder. I brushed the boy aside, fly-fashion, got up, crossed the room, and sat down again in the corner.

Good enough! laughed Grim. Youll do.

Yes, I think hell do, agreed Templeton.

But I took no notice. I had seen too many games lost and won with the last card. Templeton looked down at Suliman:

Tell him the games over. He may talk now.

Mafish mukhkh! [No brains!] the boy answered, grinning and tapping his own forehead. Magnoon! [Mad!]

I think I can trust them both, said Grim, smiling in my direction. All right, old man; time out! If youd spoken once thered have been nothing more between you and a life of safety and respectability!

Whereas, said Templeton, you may now be unsafe and an outlaw and enjoy yourself! Are you sure they havent marked him? he asked Grim.

Sure! Why should they suspect a tourist? But Ive taken precautions. Word is on the way to the hotel to forward all his mail to Jaffa until further notice. He laughed at me again. I hope youre not expecting important letters!

Suliman had evidently been well schooled in advance, for at a nod from Grim he came over and took my hand, as if I were blind in addition to the other supposed infirmities. He led me out by a back-door, across a yard into an alley, which we followed as far as a main road and then turned toward the Jaffa Gate. Looking back once I saw Grim in his Shereefian uniform striding along behind us; but where the road forked he took the other turning.

There is contentment in walking disguised through crowded streets, even when you are in tow of eight-year-old iniquity that regards you as a lump of baggage to be pushed this and that way. Suliman plainly considered me a rank outsider, only admitted into the game on sufferance. Having said I was magnoon he lived up to the assertion, and warned people to make way for me if they did not want to be bitten and go mad, too; so as a general rule I received a pretty wide berth. But it was fun, in spite of Suliman. It was like seeing the world through a peep-hole. Men and women you knew went by without suspecting they were recognized, and in a puzzling sort of way the world, that had been your world yesterday, seemed now to belong wholly to other people, while you lived in a new sphere of your own.

We had to go slowly as we approached the Jaffa Gate, for the crowd was dense there, and a line of Sikhs was drawn across the gap where the street passes through the city wall. It was the gap the Turks once made by tearing down the wall to let the Kaiser through, when he made that famous meek and humble pilgrimage of his. The Sikhs were searching all comers for weapons, and we had to wait our turn.

Outside the gate, on the left-hand as you faced it, was the usual line of boot-blacks  the only cheap thing left in Jerusalem  a motley two dozen of ex-Turkish soldiers, recently fighting the British gamely in the last ditch, and now blacking their boots with equal gusto, for rather higher pay. Some of them still wore Turkish uniforms. Two or three were redheaded and blue-eyed, and almost certainly descended from Scotch crusaders. (The whole wide world bears witness that when the Scots went soldiering they were efficient in more ways than one.)

The rest of the crowd were mainly peasantry with basket-loads of stuff for market; but there was a liberal sprinkling among them of all the odds and ends of the Levant, with a Jew here and there, the inevitable Russian priest, and a dozen odd lots, of as many nationalities, whom it would have been difficult to classify.

And there was Police Constable Bedreddin Shah. You could not have missed noticing him, although I did not learn his name until afterwards. He came swaggering down the Jaffa Road with all the bullying arrogance of the newly enlisted Arab policeman. He shoved me aside, calling me a name that a drunken donkey-driver would hesitate to apply to a dog in the gutter. He was on his way to the lock-up that stands just inside the gate, and I wished him a year in it.

As he plunged into the crowd that checked and surged immediately in front of the line of Sikhs, a small man in Arab costume with the lower part of his face well covered by the kaffiyi,* rushed out from the corner behind the bootblacks and drove a long knife home to the hilt between the policemans shoulder-blades. I wasnt shocked. I wasnt even sorry. [*Head-dress that hangs down over the shoulders.]

Bedreddin Shah shrieked and fell forward. Blood gushed from the wound. The crowd surged in curiously, and then fell back before the advancing Sikhs. A British officer who had heard the victims cry came spurring his horse into the crowd from inside the gate. In his effort to get near the victim he only added to the confusion.

The murderer, who seemed in no particular hurry, dodged quietly in and out among the swarm of bewildered peasants, and in thirty seconds had utterly disappeared. A minute later I saw Grim offering his services as interpreter and stooping over the dying man to try to catch the one word he was struggling to repeat.


Chapter Fourteen

Windy bellies without hearts in them.

Djemals coffee shop is run by a Turkish gentleman whose real name is Yussuf. One name, and the shorter the better, had been plenty in the days when Djemal Pasha ran Jerusalem with iron ruthlessness, and consequent success of a certain sort. When Djemal was the Turkish Governor, every proprietor of every kind of shop had to stand in the doorway at attention whenever Djemal passed, and woe betide the laggard!

It would not have paid any one, in those days, to name any sort of shop after Djemal Pasha. Even the provider of the rope that throttled the offender would have made no profit, because the rope would simply have been looted from the nearest store. The hangman would have been the nearest soldier, whose pay was already two years in arrears. So Yussufs own name done in Turkish characters used to stand over the door before the British came.

It was Djemal Pashas considered judgment that Yussuf cooked the best coffee in Jerusalem. So whenever the despot was in the city he conferred on Yussuf the inestimable privilege of supplying him with coffee at odd moments, under threat of the bastinado if the stuff were not suitably sweet and hot. The only money that ever changed hands in that connection was when the tax-gatherer came down on Yussuf for an extra levy, because of the added trade that conceivably might be expected to accrue through the advertisement obtained by serving such an exalted customer. The tax-gatherer also threatened the bastinado; and as the man who likes that punishment, or who could soften the heart of a Turkish tax assessor, has yet to be discovered, Yussuf invariably paid.

But when Allenby conquered Palestine between bouts of trying to tame his Australians, and Djemal Pasha scooted hot-foot into exile with a two-hundred-woman harem packed in lorries at his rear, Yussuf remembered that old adage about better late than never. He put Djemals name on the stone arch of the narrow door near the foot of David Street. He did it partly out of the disrespect that a small dog feels for a big one that is now on chain; but he was not overlooking the business value of it.

The first result was that he did quite a lot of trade with British officers, who came primarily because they were sick of eating sand and bully-beef, and drinking sand and tepid water in the desert. Later they flocked there by way of paying indirect homage to a governor who, whatever his obvious demerits, had at any rate never been answered back or thwarted with impunity. (There was a time, after the capture of Jerusalem, when if the British army could have voted on it, Djemal Pasha would have been brought back and given a free hand.)

But the officers began to discover that Yussuf was charging them four or five times the proper price. The seniors objected promptly, and deserted, to the inexpressible delight of the subalterns; but even the under-paid extravagant youths grew tired of extortion after a month or two, and Yussuf had to look elsewhere for customers.

Yussuf did some thinking behind that genial Turkish mask of his. Competition was keen. There are more coffee shops in Jerusalem than hairs on a hogs back, and the situation, down near the bottom of that narrow thoroughfare in the shadow of an ancient arch, did not lend itself to drawing crowds.

But there were others in Jerusalem besides the British officers who yearned for Djemals rule again; and, unlike the irreverent men in khaki, they did not dare to voice their feelings in public. All the old political grafters, and all the would-be new ones savagely resented a regime under which bribery was not permitted; and, as always happens sooner or later, they began to show a tendency to meet in certain places, where they might talk violence without risk of incurring it.

So Yussuf permitted a rumour to gain ground that he, too, was a malcontent and that the British had deserted his coffee shop for that reason. He gave out that Djemal Pashas name over the door stood for reaction and political intrigue. So his place began to be frequented by effendis in tarboosh and semi-European clothes, who could chew the cud of bitterness aloud between walls that the crusaders had built four feet thick. The only entrance was through the narrow front door, where Yussuf inspected every visitor before admitting him.

So Yussufs Cafe Djemal Pasha was the place to go to for politics, of the red-hot, death-and-dynamite order that would make Lenin and Trotsky sound like small-town sports. But first you had to get by Yussuf at the door.

Suliman led me by the hand down David Street, through the smelly- yelly moil of flies and barter, past the meat and vegetable stalls, beneath the crusader arches from which Jewish women peered through trellised windows, across three transversing lanes of the ancient suku,* and halted at Yussufs door. [*Bazaar]

He rapped on it three times. When Yussufs wrinkled face appeared at last Suliman demanded to see Staff-Captain Ali Mirza. Yussufs blood-shot eyes peered at me for a long time before he asked a question.

Atrash!  akras!  majnoon!! [Deaf!  Dumb!  Mad!!] said Suliman. Describing me as mad seemed to give him particular delight. He never overlooked a chance of doing it.

Staff-Captain Ali Mirza is not here. What should a Madman want with him?

He is not very mad  only stupid. He carries a message for the captain.

But the captain is not here. He has not been here.

He will come.

How should a deaf-and-dumb man deliver a message?

It is in writing.

Very well. He may leave the writing with me. If the captain comes I will deliver it.

No. The message is from Esh-Sham (Damascus). He will give it only into the captains own hand.

What is your name?

Suliman.

What is his?

God knows! He came with another man by train; and the other man, who is much more mad than this one, gave me five piastres to bring this one to your kahwi! [Coffe-pot]

Yussuf shut the door, and discussed the proposition with his customers. At the end of two or three minutes his head appeared again.

You say Staff-Captain Ali Mirza is expected here?

So said the man at the station.

What do you know of Staff-Captain Ali Mirza?

Nothing.

Once more the door closed and I could hear the murmur of voices inside  but only a confused murmur, for the door was thick. When it opened again two other heads were peering from behind Yussufs.

Has he money? he asked.

Kif? Ma indi khabar! [How should I know?]

Yussuf opened the door wide and made a sign for me to enter. He seemed in two minds whether to let Suliman come in with me or not, but finally admitted him with a gruff admonition to keep still in one place and not talk.

The place was fairly full. It was a square room, with one window high in the wall on David Street. Around three sides, including that on which was the front door, ran a wooden seat furnished with thin cushions. Facing the front door was another one leading to a dark hole in the rear, where pots were washed and rice was boiled; beside that door, occupying most of the length of the fourth wall, was a thing like an altar of dressed stone, on which the coffee was prepared in dozens of little copper pots.

The benches being pretty well occupied, I was about to squat down on the floor, but they made room for me close to the front door, so I squatted on the corner of the bench and tucked my legs under me. Suliman dropped down on the floor in front of me with his head about level with my knees.

The other occupants of the room were all Syrian Arabs  not a Bedouin among them. All of them wore more or less European clothing, with the inevitable tarboosh, each set at a different angle. You can guess the mentality of the Syrian by the angle of that red Islamic symbol he wears on his head. The black tassel normally hangs behind, and the steady-going conservatives and all who take their religion seriously, wear the inverted flower-pot- shaped affair as nearly straight up as the cranium permits.

But once let a Syrian take up new politics, join the Young Turk Party, forswear religion, or grow cynical about accepted doctrine, and the angle of his tarboosh shows it, just as surely as the angle of the London Cockneys bowler betrays irreverence and the New York gangsters lid expresses self-contempt disguised as self-esteem.

The head-gears were set at every possible angle in that coffee- shop of Yussufs, from the backward tilt of the breezy optimist to the far-forward thrust down over the eye of malignant cynicism, which usually went with folded arms, legs thrust out straight, and heels together on the floor.

Yussuf brought me coffee without waiting to be asked. I paid him a half-piastre for it, which is half the proper price, and utterly ignored his expostulation. He touched me on the shoulder, displayed the coin in the palm of his hand and went through a prodigious pantomime. I did not even try to appear interested. He ordered Suliman to explain to me.

Mafish mukhkh! said the boy, touching his own forehead.

My real motive was to act as differently as possible from the white man, who always pays twice what he should. By establishing the suggestion of accustomed meanness, I hoped to offset any breaks I might make presently. Spies, and people of that kind, usually have plenty of money for their needs, so that by acting the part of a man unused to spending except in minute driblets I stood a better chance of not being detected.

But I was in luck. I have often noticed, so that it has become almost an article of creed with me, that luck invariably breaks that way. It almost never turns up blind. You sit down and wait for luck, and it all goes to the other fellow. But start to use your wits, even clumsily, and the luck comes along and squanders itself on you.

He is certainly from Damascus, laughed one of the customers.
The price is a half-piastre in Damascus at the meaner shops.

I did not know anything about Damascus then  had never been there; but from that minute it never entered the mind of one of those men to doubt that Damascus was my home-city, so easily satisfied by trifling suggestions is the unscientific human. Yussuf went back to his charcoal stove grumbling to himself in Turkish.

But there was still one question in doubt. They seemed satisfied that I was really deaf and dumb, but in that land of countless mission schools and alien speech there is always a chance that even children know a word or two of French. They tested Suliman with simple questions, such as who was his mother and where was he born; but he did not need to act that part, he was utterly ignorant of French.

So they proceeded to ignore the two of us and turn their political acrimony loose in French, discussing the maddest, most unmoral schemes with the gusto of small boys playing pirates. There seemed to be almost as many rival political parties as men in the room. The only approach to unity was when they agreed to accuse and destroy. As for constructive agreement, they had none, and every ones suggestion for improvement was sneered at by all the rest. They were not even agreed about the Zionists, except hating them; they quarreled about what would be the best way to take advantage of them before wiping them out of existence.

But they all saw exquisite humour in the item of news that
Eisernstein had taken so to heart.

That was Noureddin Alis idea! He is a genius! To accuse the Zionists of offering two million pounds for the Dome of the Rock  ah! who else could have thought of it! The story has spread all through Jerusalem, and is on its way to the villages. In two days it will be common gossip from Damascus to Beersheba. In a week it will be known from end to end of Egypt; then Arabia; then India! Ho! When the Indian Moslems get the news  the Indian troops in Palestine will send it by mail  then what a furor! Then what anger! That was finesse! That was true statesmanship! Never was a shrewder genius than Noureddin Ali!

Dont shout his name too loud, said somebody. The
Administration suspects him already.

Bah! Who in this room is a friend of the Administration? The Administrator is a broken shard; the British will summon him home for inefficiency. Besides, there is only one man in Jerusalem of whom Noureddin is in the least afraid  that Major Grim, the American. And whoever would give the price of a cup of coffee for a lease of the life of Major Grim in the circumstances would do better to toss the money to the first beggar he meets!

Hssh!

Hah! All the same, I would not choose to be Noureddins enemy.

There is another one who will share that opinion  or so I have heard. I was told that Bedreddin Shah, a recent recruit in the police, stumbled by accident on certain evidence and demanded a huge sum for silence. Hee-hee! How much will anybody give Bedreddin Shah for his prospect?

Hssh!

What did Bedreddin Shah discover?

Nobody knows.

You mean nobody will tell.

The same thing.

How long could a secret be kept in Jerusalem, if you people were informed of what is going on? You are good for propaganda, that is all! You can talk  Allah! how you all talk! But as for doing anything, or keeping a secret until a thing is done, you are no better than magpies.

The last speaker was a rather fat man, over in the corner by the scullery door. He had a nose like Sultan Abdul Hamids and large, elongated eyes that looked capable of seeing things on either side of him while he stared straight forward. Even in that dark corner you could see they had the alligator-hue that one associates with cruelty. He had the massive shoulders and forward-stooping position as he sat cross-legged on the seat that suggest deliberate purpose devoid of hurry.

They all resented what he said, but none seemed disposed to quarrel with him. One or two remonstrated mildly, but he ignored their remarks, busying himself with digging out a cigarette from a gold case set with jewels; after he had lighted it very thoughtfully and examined the end once or twice to make sure that it burned just right, he let it hang between his lips in a way that accentuated the angle of his bulbous nose. You wondered whether he owned a harem, and what the ladies thought of him.

Will you sit and brag in here all day? he asked after a few minutes. Yussuf must be getting rich, you sip so much coffee. It is not particularly good for Yussuf to get rich; it will make him lazy, as most of you are.

The chattering had ceased, although there were several attempts to break that uncomfortable silence with inane remarks. His ravenish, unpleasant voice seemed to act on the company like a chill wind, depriving treason of its warm sociableness but leaving in the sting.

I said you are good for propaganda, he resumed, tossing away ash with a reflective air. But even that has no value within four walls. If Noureddin Ali should come and learn from me how much talking has been done in here, and how little done outside, I can imagine he will not be pleased. Are there no other kahawi?* Why is that story about the Zionists and their offer to buy the Dome of Rock not being spread diligently? You like the safety of this place with its four thick walls. But I tell you the jackal has to leave his hole to hunt. [*Coffee-shops]

They did not like taking orders, even when they were expressed more or less indirectly; no follower of the new political freedom does like it, for it rather upsets the new conceit. But he evidently knew his politicians, and they him. They got up one by one and made for the door, each offering a different excuse designed to cover up obedience under a cloak of snappy independence. Not one of them drew a retort from him, or as much as a farewell nod.

When the last one was gone, and the process took up all of half- an-hour, he sat and looked down his nose at me for several minutes without speaking. You could have guessed just as easily what an alligator was thinking about, and I tried to emulate him, pretending to go off into the brown study that the Turks call kaif, out of which it is considered bad manners to disturb your best friend, let alone a stranger. But manners proved to be no barrier in his case.

He began talking to me in Arabic  directly at me, slowly and deliberately, but I did not understand very much of it and it was not difficult to pretend I did not hear. However, Suliman was in different case; the boy began to get very restless under the monolog, and I tugged at his back hair more than once to remind him of the part he had to play.

Discovering that the Arabic took no effect on me, the alligator person changed to French.

They speak French in Damascus. I know you are not deaf. You are a spy. I know your name. I know what your business was before you came here. I know why you want to see the staff- captain. You have a letter for him; I know what is in it. No use trying to deceive me; I have ways of my own of discovering things. Do you know what happens to spies who refuse to answer my questions? They are attended to. Quite simple. They receive attention. Nobody hears of them again.

There are drains in Jerusalem  big, dark, smelly, ancient, full of rats  very useful drains. You think the Staff-Captain Ali Mirza will protect you. At a word from me he will make the request that you receive immediate attention. You will disappear down a drain, where even Allah will forget that you ever existed. Staff-Captain Ali Mirza is my old friend. Better let me see that letter.

I felt like laughing at the drain threats although Suliman was still shivering from the effect of the earlier Arabic version. But the statement that he knew the real Ali Mirza might be true, in which case Grims disguise was not going to last long. However, the fact that he had not yet seen through my disguise was some comfort. The wish being father of the thought, I decided he was bluffing first and last. But he had not finished yet. He tried me in English.

The captain will give that letter to me in any case. It is intended for me. I have other business now, and wish to save time, so give it to me at once. Here, I will give you ten piastres for it.

He pulled out a purse and unfolded a ten-piastre note. I took no notice. He shook it for me to see, and I awoke like a pelican at the sight of fish.

Yours for that letter, he said, shaking it again.

I nudged Suliman and nodded to him. He crossed the room, seized the ten-piastre note, and brought it back to me. I stowed it away under my shirt.

Come, now give me the letter.

I took utterly no notice, so he turned his attention to Suliman again, and resumed in Arabic.

Feel in his pocket and find the letter.

Im afraid, the boy answered.

Of what? Of him? I will protect you. Take the letter from him.

Suliman chose to play the small boy, as he could very well indeed when nothing could be gained by being devilish and ultra-grown- up. He shook his head and grinned sheepishly.

Has he any weapons? was the next question.

Ma indi khabar. [I dont know.]

Evidently assault and battery was to be the next item on the program. He had not the eyes or the general air of a man who will part with ten piastres for nothing. He called to Yussuf, who came hurrying out of the scullery place. They held a whispered conference, and Yussuf nodded; then he came over to the front door and locked it, removing the key.

Tell him to hand over that letter! he ordered Suliman.

Mafish mukhkh! said the boy, tapping his forehead once more.

Sulimans notion was the right one after all  at any rate the only one available. Old alligator rolled off his perch and started for me. Yussuf timed his own assault to correspond. They would have landed on me simultaneously, if Suliman had not reminded me that madness is a safe passport nearly anywhere in the East.

So I went stark, raving mad that minute. I once spent a night in the room of an epileptic who had delirium tremens, and learned a lot from him; some of it came to mind just when I needed it. If ever a man got ten piastres worth of unexpected side-show it was that old Syrian with the alligator eyes. By the time I was quite out of breath there wasnt a cushion or a coffee-pot fit for business. Suliman was standing out of reach on the bench in a corner yelling with laughter, while the two men struggled to get through the scullery door, which was too narrow to admit them both at once. I earned that ten piastres. By the same token I did not let the kaffiyi fall off my head and betray my western origin.

Unable to think up any more original motions, and having breath for none, I sat on the floor and spat repeatedly, having seen a madman do that on the Hebron Road and get feared, if not respected for it. There seems to be a theory prevalent in that part of the world that the sputum of a madman is contagious.

But I overdid it. Most amateurs do overdo things.

They got so afraid that they decided to put me out into the street at all costs, where those enemies of society, the police, might demonstrate their ingenuity. Yussuf made a dash for the front door, and I suppose he would have called in help and ended my share in the adventure, if something had not happened.

The something was Noureddin Ali very much something in his own opinion.

Why didnt you open the door sooner? he demanded. I have been knocking for two minutes.

He watched Yussuf lock the door again behind him, and then eyed the disheveled room with amused curiosity. He was a rat-faced little man dressed in a black silk jacket, worsted pants and brown boots, with the inevitable tarboosh set at an angle of sheer impudence  a man at least fifty years old by the look of him, but full of that peppery vigor that so often clings to little men in middle life. On the whole he looked more like a school-teacher, or a lawyer then a conspirator; but Yussuf addressed him with great deference as Noureddin Ali Bey, and even old alligator-eyes became obsequious.

Both Yussuf and the other man began explaining the situation to him in rapid-fire Arabic. I, meanwhile, recovering from the fit as fast as I dared and trying to remember how to do it. Noureddin Ali was plainly for having me thrown out, until they mentioned the name of Staff-Captain Ali Mirza; at that he tried to cross-examine Suliman at great length, but could get nothing out of him. Suliman had evidently overheard Grim talking about Noureddin Ali, and was very much afraid of him.

All right, Noureddin Ali said at last. No more business today, Yussuf. Keep the door locked, but admit the captain. We must find out what this message is about.

Yussuf went to tidying up the place, while Noureddin Ali and the alligator person talked excitedly in low tones in the corner near the scullery door. I lay on the floor with one eye open, expecting Grim every minute; but it must have been four in the afternoon before he came, and all that while, with only short intervals for food and coffee, Noureddin Ali and the other man talked steadily, discussing over and over again the details of some plan.

Shortly after midday Suliman began to whimper for food. Yussuf produced a mess of rice and mutton, of which the two Syrians ate enormously before giving any to the boy; then they put what was left in the dish on the floor in front of me, pretty much in the way you feed a dog, and I hate to remember what I did to it. It is enough that I did not overlook Grims advice to eat like a lunatic, and however suspicious of me Noureddin Ali might otherwise have been he was satisfied at the end of that performance.

Several people tried the door, and some of them made signals on it but Yussuf had a peep-hole where one of the heavy iron nails had been removed, and after a cautious squint through it at each arrival he proceeded to ignore them. One man thundered on the door for several minutes, but was allowed to go away without as much as a word of explanation.

That was the first incident that made me feel quite sure Nourreddin Ali was in fear of the police. All the time the thundering was going on he glanced furtively about him like a rat in a trap. I saw him feel for a weapon under his arm-pit. When the noise ceased and the impatient visitor went away he sighed with relief. The place was certainly a trap; there was no back way out of it.

When Grim came at last he knocked quietly, and waited in silence while Yussuf applied his eye to the nail-hole. When he entered, the only surprising thing about him seemed to me the thinness of his disguise. In the morning, when I had seen him change in ten minutes from West to East, it had seemed perfect; but, having looked for him so long with the Syrian disguise in mind, it seemed impossible now that any one could be deceived by it. He was at no pains to keep the kaffiyi thing close to his face, and I held my breath, expecting to see Noureddin Ali denounce him instantly.

But nothing of that sort happened. Grim sat down, thrust his legs out in front of him, leaned back and called for coffee. It was obvious at once that the alligator person had been lying when he boasted of knowing Staff-Captain Ali Mirza, for he made no effort to claim acquaintance or to denounce him as an impostor. But he nodded to Suliman, and Suliman came over and nudged me.

I let the boy go through a lot of pantomimic argument before admitting that I understood, but finally I crossed the room to Grim and offered him the envelope. He looked surprised, examined the outside curiously, spoke to me, shrugged his shoulders when I did not answer, tossed a question or two to Suliman, shrugged again and tore the letter open. Then his face changed, and he glanced to right and left of him as if afraid of being seen. He stuffed the letter into his tunic pocket and I went back to the corner by the front door.

Yussuf was pottering about, still rearranging all the pots and furniture that I had scattered, but his big ears projected sidewise and suggested that he might have another motive. However, it was a simple matter to evade his curiosity by talking French, and Noureddin All could contain himself no longer.

Pardon me, sir? Staff-Captain Ali Mirza?

Grim nodded suspiciously.

I have heard of you. We have all heard of you. We are proud to see you in Jerusalem. We wish all success to your efforts on behalf of Mustapha Kemal, the great Turkish Nationalist leader. Our prayer is that he may light such a fire in Anatolia as shall spread in one vast conflagration throughout the East!

Who are you? asked Grim suspiciously. (Evidently the real Ali
Mirza had a reputation for gruff manners.)

Noureddin Ali Bey. It may be you have heard of me. I am not without friends in Damascus.

Oh, are you Noureddin Ali? Grims attitude thawed appreciably. We have been looking for more action and less talk from you. I made an excuse to visit Jerusalem and discover how much fire there is under this smoke of boasting.

Fire! Ha-ha! That is the right word! There is a camouflage of talk, but under it  Aha! You shall see!

Or is that more talk?

We are not all talkers. Wait and see!

Oh, more waiting? Has Mustapha Kemal Pasha waited in Anatolia? Has he not set you all an example of deeds without words? Am I to wait here indefinitely in Jerusalem to take him news of deeds that will never happen?

Not indefinitely, my dear captain! And this time there will really be a deed that will please even such a rigorous lover of action as Mustapha Kemal!

Grim shrugged his shoulders again.

I leave for Damascus at dawn, he said cynically. I dont care to be mocked there for bringing news of promises. We have had too many of those barren mares. I shall say that I have found everything here is sterile  the talk abortive  the men mere windy bellies without hearts in them!


Chapter Fifteen

Ill have nothing to do with it!

Noureddin Ali was pained and upset. Grim had pricked his conceit  had sent thrust home where he kept his susceptibilities. He blinked, peered this and that way, exchanged glances with the alligator person, and then tucked his legs up under him.

In me you see a doer! he announced. He looked the part. His lean, pointed nose and beady little eyes were of the interfering, meddling type. You could not imagine him, like the yellow-eyed ruminant next to him, sitting and waiting ruthlessly for things to happen. Noureddin Ali looked more likely to go out and be ruthless.

So they all say! Grim retorted.

Some one should forewarn them in Damascus what a deed will occur here presently. Above all, word should reach Mustapha Kemal, in Anatolia, as soon as possible, so that he may be ready to act.

All day long, said Grim, I have wandered about Jerusalem, listening to this and that rumour of something that may happen. But I have not found one man who can tell me a fact.

That is because you did not meet me. I am  hee-hee! I am the father of facts. You say you leave for Damascus at dawn? You are positive? I could tell you facts that would put a sudden end to my career if they were spread about Jerusalem!

That is the usual boast of men who desire credit in the eyes of the Nationalist Party, Grim retorted.

I see you are skeptical. That is a wise mans attitude, but I must be cautious, for my life is at stake. Now  how do you propose to leave Jerusalem? There is no train for Damascus at dawn tomorrow.

I am on a diplomatic mission, answered Grim. The Administration have placed a car at my disposal to take me as far as the border.

Ah! And tonight? Where will you be tonight?

Why?

Because I propose to make a disclosure. And  ah  hee-hee!  you would like to live, I take it, and not be sent back to Damascus in a coffin? I have  ah  some assistants who  hee-hee!  would watch your movements. If you were to betray me afterwards to the Administration, there would remain at least  the satisfaction  of  you understand me?  the certainty that you would suffer for it!

Grim laughed dryly.

I shall be at the hotel, he answered. In bed. Asleep. The car comes before dawn.

That is sufficient. I shall know how to take essential precautions. Now  you think I am a man of words, not deeds? You were near the Jaffa Gate this morning, for I saw you there. You saw a man killed  a policeman, name Bedreddin. That was an unwise underling, who stumbled by accident on a clue to what I shall tell you presently. He had the impudence to try to blackmail me  me, of all people! You saw him killed. But did you see who killed him? I  I killed him, with this right hand! You do not believe? You think, perhaps, I lack the strength for such a blow? Look here, where the force of it broke my skin on the handle of the knife! Now, am I a man of words, not deeds?

You want me to report to Mustapha Kemal that all the accomplishment in Jerusalem amounts to one policeman killed?

No, no! You mistake my meaning. My point is that having proved to you I am a ruthless man of action, I am entitled to be believed when I tell you what next I intend to do.

Well  I listen.

There is going to be  hee-hee!  an explosion!

Where? When? Of what?

In Jerusalem, within a day or two, and of what? Why, of high explosive, what else?

Much good an explosion in this city will do Mustapha Kemal! Grim grumbled. You may kill a few beggars and break some windows. The British will double the guards afterward at all the city gates, and that will be the end of it; except that some of you, who perhaps may escape being thrown into jail, will apply to Mustapha Kemal for high commissions in his army on the strength of it! Great doings! Mustapha Kemal will have no bastinadoed.

Hee-hee! You are going to be surprised. What would you say to an explosion, for instance, that destroyed the Dome of the Rock?

That might accomplish results.

Hee-hee! You admit it! An explosion to be blamed on the Zionists, who must afterward be protected by the British from the mob! Would that not set India on fire?

It might help. But who is to do it?

You see the doer before you! I will do it.

If I thought such a thing was really going to take place

You would think that news worth carrying, eh? You would hurry to Damascus, wouldnt you? And let me assure you, my dear captain, speed is essential. There are reasons why the explosion has not yet occurred  reasons of detail and difficulties to be overcome. But now there is little further prospect of delay. Everything is nearly ready. The explosive is not yet in place, but is at hand. The authorities suspect nothing. There remains only a little excavation work, and then  hee-hee!  nothing to do but choose the hour when hundreds are in the mosque. Houp-la! Up she goes. Does not the idea appeal to you?

Sensational  very, Grim admitted.

Ah! But the utmost must be made of the sensation. Men must be ready in Damascus to stir public feeling on the strength of it. Word must go to Mustapha Kemal to strike hard while the iron is hot. There must be reprisals everywhere. Blood must flow.

The Europeans, French as well as British, must be goaded into making rash mistakes that will further inflame the populace. It must be shouted from the house-tops that the Jews have blown up a Moslem sacred place, and that the British are protecting them. There must be a true jihad* proclaimed against all non-Moslems almost simultaneously everywhere. Do you understand now how swiftly you must travel to Damascus? [*Holy war.]

Grim nodded. Yet these foreigners are cunning, he said doubtfully. Are you sure your plan is not suspected?

Quite sure. There was one man  a cursed interfering jackanapes of an American, whom they all call Jimgrim, of whom I was afraid. He is clever. He goes snooping here and there, and knows how to disguise himself. But he fell downstairs this morning and broke his thigh in two places. If anything could make me religious, that would! If I were not a nationalist, I would say Glory to God, and blessed be His Prophet, who has smitten him whom we feared!

That broken leg might be a trick to put you off your guard,
Grim suggested pleasantly.

No. I made secret enquiries. He is in great pain. He may lose the leg. The doctor who has charge of the case is a Major Templeton, an irritable person and, like most of the English, too big a fool to deceive anybody. No, luckily for Mister Jimgrim it is not a trick. Otherwise he would have shared the fate today of Bedreddin Shah the constable. The trap was all ready for him. With the inquisitive and really clever out of the way there is nothing to be feared. Now  pardon me, Captain Ali Mirza, but that letter you received just now; would you like to show it to me?

Why? Grim demanded, frowning, and bridling all over.

Hee-hee! For the sake of reciprocity. I have told you my secret. If it were not that I am more than usually circumspect, and accustomed to protect myself, one might say that my life is now in your hands, captain. Besides  hee-hee!  I might add that Jerusalem is my particular domain. I would have no difficulty in seeing that letter in any case. But there should be no need for  hee-hee!  shall we call them measures?  between friends.

I see you are a man of resource, said Grim.

Of great resource, with picked lieutenants. May I see the letter now?

Grim produced it. Noureddin Ali took it between spidery fingers and examined it like a schoolmaster conning a boys composition. But the expression of his face changed as he took in the contents, holding the paper so that alligator-eyes could read it, too.

Who wrote this? he asked.

Cant you read the signature? Enver Eyub.

Who is he?

One of Mustapha Kemals staff.

So. In pursuing your mission you will also take steps to ascertain whether or not Noureddin Ali Bey is a person worthy of confidence. Aha! That is excellent! So Mustapha Kemal Pasha has heard of me?

Grim nodded.

And the rest of your mission?

Is confidential.

And are you satisfied that I am to be trusted?

I think you mean business.

Then you should tell me what is the nature of your secret mission to Jerusalem. Possibly I can give you needed information. If you have obtained information of value, you should confide in me. I can be most useful when I know most.

Grim frowned. He began to look uneasy. And the more he did that, the more delight Noureddin Ali seemed to take in questioning him, but be pleaded his own case, too.

The trouble with the Nationalist movement, he insisted, is lack of unity. There is no mutual confidence  consequently no combination. There are too many intellects working at cross purposes. You should tell me what is being done, so that I may fit in my plans accordingly. When the Dome of the Rock has been blown up there will be ample opportunity for putting into execution a combined plan. You must confide in me.

Suppose I get rid of that messenger and the boy first,
Grim suggested.

Grim felt in his pocket and produced a purse full of bank notes.
But they were all big ones.

Never mind, I have change, said Noureddin Ali. How much will you give him?

No, said Grim. The boy can take him to the hotel. Let him wait for me there. He has no further business here. He should return to Damascus. He had better travel with me in the car tomorrow morning. Take him to the hotel, and wait for me there, you, he added in Arabic to Suliman.

Yussuf came and opened the door. Suliman took my hand and led me out. The door slammed shut behind me, and a great Sikh, leaning on his rifle at a corner thirty feet away, came to life just sufficiently to follow me up-street with curious brown eyes.

That is Narayan Singh, announced Suliman when we had passed him. He is Jimgrims friend.

There was another Sikh just in sight of him at the next corner, and another beyond him again, all looking rather bored but awfully capable. None except the first one took the slightest notice of us.

It was some consolation to know that Jimgrims friend was on guard outside Yussufs. I had no means of knowing what weapons Grim carried, if any, but was positive of one thing: if either Noureddin Ali or the man with alligator eyes should get an inkling of his real identity his life would not be worth ten minutes purchase. Including Yussuf, who would likely do as he was told, there would be three to one between those silent walls, and it seemed to me that Narayan Singh might as well be three miles away as thirty feet. However, there was nothing I could do about it.

It was late afternoon already, and the crowd was swarming all one way, the women carrying the baskets and the men lording it near enough to keep an eye on them. If Suliman and I were followed, whoever had that job had his work cut out, for we were swallowed up in a noisy stream of home-going villagers, whose baskets and other burdens made an effectual screen behind us as well as in front.

The hotel stands close by the Jaffa Gate, and there the crowd was densest, for the outgoing swarm was met by another tide, of city- folk returning. In the mouth of the hotel arcade stood an officer whom I knew well enough by sight  Colonel Goodenough, commander of the Sikhs, a quiet, gray little man with a monocle, and that air of knowing his own mind that is the real key to control of Indian troops. Up a side-street there were a dozen troop-horses standing, and a British subaltern was making himself as inconspicuous as he could in the doorway of a store. It did not need much discernment to judge that those in authority were ready to deal swiftly with any kind of trouble.

But the only glimpse I had of any mob-spirit stirring was when three obvious Zionist Jews were rather roughly hustled by some Hebron men, who pride themselves on their willingness to brawl with any one. Two Sikhs interfered at once, and Goodenough, who was watching, never batted an eyelash.

I was tired, wanted a whiskey and soda and a bath more than anything else I could imagine at the moment. I was eager to get to my room in the hotel. Suliman, being not much more than a baby after all, wanted to go to sleep. We went past Goodenough, who eyed me sharply but took no further notice, and we entered the hotel door. But there we were met by Cerberus in the shape of an Arab porter, who cursed our religion and ordered us out again, threatening violence if we did not make haste.

Suliman argued with him in vain, and even whimpered. There was nothing for it but to return to the arcade, where I sat down on a step, from which a native policeman drove me away officiously. I had about made up my mind to go and speak to Goodenough in English, when Grim appeared. Not even Goodenough recognized him, his Syrian stride was so well acted. He saluted, and the salute was returned punctiliously but with that reserve toward a foreigner that the Englishman puts on unconsciously. When Grim spoke to him in Arabic Goodenough answered in the same language. I did not hear what was said at first, but as I drew closer I heard the sequel, for Grim changed suddenly to English.

If you cant recognize me through that magnifying-glass of yours, colonel, I must be one leopard who can really change his spots. Im Grim. Dont change your expression. Quick: look around and tell me if Im followed.

Hard to say. Such a crowd here. Theres a Syrian over the way with a bulbous nose, who came along after you; hes leaning with his back to the wall now, watching us.

Hes the boy.

I see Narayan Singh has left his post. Did you give him orders?

Yes. Told him to follow any one who followed me. I dont want that fellow interfered with. He may stay there, or more likely hell call others to take his place; theyll watch all night, if theyre allowed to; let them. Wish youd give orders theyre to be left alone. Then, please let Narayan Singh go off duty and get some sleep; Im going to want him all day tomorrow.

All right, Grim; anything else?

First opportunity, I wish youd come to Daveys room upstairs. Now  long distance stuff again, sir  if any Syrian asks you about me, you might say I was making sure the car would come for me at dawn.

They exchanged salutes again as one suspicious alien to another. Grim looked suitably surprised at sight of me, and led me and Suliman back to the hotel, where Suliman wanted him to wreak dire vengeance on the porter; he grew sulky when he discovered that his influence with Grim was not sufficient for the purpose, but forgot it, small boy fashion, ten minutes later, when he fell asleep on the floor in a corner of Daveys room.

Davey did not look exactly pleased to see us, although he seemed to like Grim personally, and was the first that day to see through Grims disguise at the first glance. Mrs. Davey, on the other hand, was radiant with smiles  thrilled at the prospect of learning secrets. She produced drinks and pushed the armchairs up. When she learned who I was, her husband could hardly keep her from putting on a costume too, to make a party of it.

Davey was reserved. He asked no questions. A gray-headed, gray- eyed, stocky, sturdy-looking man, who had made impossibilities come true on three continents, he waited for trouble to come to him instead of seeking it. There was silence for several minutes over the cigars and whiskey before Grim opened fire at last. He talked straight out in front of Mrs. Davey, for she had mothered Cosmopolitan Oil men in a hundred out-of-the-way places. She knew more sacred secrets than the Sphinx.

Any news about your oil concessions, Davey?

No. Not a word. Weve got every prospect in the country marked out. Nothing to do now but wait for the mandate, while the Zionists go behind our backs to the Foreign Office and scheme for the concessions. Its my belief the British mean to favor the Zionists and put us in the ditch. The fact that we were first on the ground, and lodged our applications with the Turks before the war seems to make no difference in their lives.

Well, old man, Ive arranged for you to change your policy, said Grim.

What in thunder do you mean?

Mrs. Davey giggled with delight, but her husband frowned ominously.

Im supposed to be Staff-Captain Ali Mirza of the
Shereefian army.

Ive heard of him. Hes a bad one, Jim. He is one of those Syrian Arabs who will accept any ones money, but who never stays bought. Why masquerade as a scoundrel?

I was in a place just now with a bunch of murderers, whod have made short work of me if I couldnt give them a sound reason for being in Jerusalem just now.

Why not have em all arrested?

For the same reason, Davey, that your Oil Company isnt piping ten thousand barrels a day from Jericho. The time is not yet. Things havent reached that stage. I told them your Oil Company gave up hope long ago of getting a concession from the British, and has decided to finance Mustapha Kemal.

Davey flung his cigar out of the window, and laid both hands on his knees. His face was a picture of baffled indignation. But his wife laughed.

They were tickled to death, Grim continued. Im supposed to be going to Damascus tomorrow morning with a hundred thousand dollars in U.S. gold, obtained from you in ten small bags. Weve got to find some bags and pack them full of something heavy.

Ill have nothing to do with it! Davey exploded at last. Its a damned outrage! Why  this tale will be all over the place. The Jews will get hold of it, and make complaints in London. Next you know, the U.S. State Department will be raising blue hell. Questions asked in Congress. Headlines in all the papers! What do you suppose our people will think of me?

Refer them to your wife, Davey. Shes got you out of much worse messes.

Ill drive the car straight up to OETA and lodge my protest against this in less than fifteen minutes!

No need; Davey, old man. Goodenough will be in here presently.
Kick to him.

Mrs. Davey went into the next room and returned with a roll of coarse cotton cloth.

Ive no bags, Jim, but if this stuff will do I can sew some right now.

Good enough, Emily, go to it.

Dyou want to lose me my job? demanded Davey. But his wife took up the scissors and smiled back at him.

You know better than that. Weve trusted Jim before.

Listen, Davey; this things serious, said Grim.

I know it is! Som I! Nothing doing!

Youre on the inside of an official secret.

Curse all official secrets! My business is oil!

Therell be no oil in this mans land for any one for fifty years if you wont play. Therell be a jihad instead. Theyre planning to blow up the Dome of the Rock.

Jee-rusalem!

Straight goods, Davey. Two tons of TNT stolen, and our friend Scharnhoff, the Austrian, hunting for the Tomb of the Kings  digging for it day and night  conspirators waiting to run in the explosive as soon as the tunnel is complete.

Why not arrest em at once?

We want to catch the principals red-handed, explosive and all. We dont know where the explosive is yet. Bag the lot, and kill the story. Otherwise, dyou see what it means, if the news leaks out? Theyll blame the attempt on the Jews. And the minute the British protect the Jews therell be all Moslem Asia on fire. Get me?

Get you? Yes, I get you. Ill get hell from the home office, though, for meddling in politics.

Goodenough came in then, rather a different man from the stern little martinet who had stood in the throat of the arcade. He was all smiles.

Evening, Mrs. Davey, he said genially. That one man went away, Grim, and three took his place. They shant be disturbed. Narayan Singh has gone off duty. Now, Mrs. Davey, Ive been told that Americans all went dry, on account of a new religion called the Volstead Act. Dyou mean to say youd tempt a thirsty soldier with a dry martini?


Chapter Sixteen

The Enemy is nearly always useful if you leave him free to make mistakes.

The next item on the program was to awaken Suliman. He did not want to wake up. He had lost all interest in secret service for the time being. Even the sight of Mrs. Daveys New York candy did not stir enthusiasm; he declared it was stuff fit for bints,* not men. [*Women]

All right then, Grim announced at last.

School for you, and Ill get another side-partner.

That settled it. The boy, on whose lips the word dog was a foul epithet, was actually proud to share a packing-case bedroom with Julius Caesar the mess bull-dog. School, where there would be other iniquitous small boys to be led into trouble, had no particular terrors. But to lose his job and to see another boy, perhaps a Jew or a Christian, become Jimgrims Jack-of-all-jobs was outside the pale of inflictions that pride could tolerate.

I am awake! he retorted, rubbing his eyes to prove it.

Come here, then. Dyou know where to find your mother?

At the place where I went yesterday.

Take her some of Mrs. Daveys candy. Dont eat it on the way, mind. Get inside the place if you can. If she wont let you in try how much you can see through the door. Ask no questions. If she asks what youve been doing, tell her the truth: say that you cleaned my boots and washed Julius Caesar. Then come back here and tell me all youve seen.

Sending him to spy on his own mother, Jim? asked Mrs. Davey as Suliman left the room with candy in both fists. She paused from stitching at the cotton bags to look straight at Grim.

His mother is old Scharnhoffs housekeeper, Grim answered. Scharnhoff wouldnt stand for the boy, and drove him out. The mother liked Scharnhoffs flesh-pots better than the prospects of the streets, so she stayed on, swiping stuff from Scharnhoffs larder now and then to slip to the kid through the back door. But he was starving when I found him.

Mrs. Davey laid her sewing down.

Dyou mean to tell me that that old butter-wouldnt-melt-in- his-mouth professor is that childs father?

No. The father was a Turkish soldier  went away with the Turkish retreat. If hes alive hes probably with Mustapha Kemal in Anatolia. Old Scharnhoff used to keep a regular harem under the Turks. He got rid of them to save his face when our crowd took Jerusalem. He puts up with one now. But he has the thorough-going Turks idea of married life.

And to think I had him here to tea  twice  no, three times! I liked him, too! Found him interesting.

He is, said Grim.

Very! agreed Goodenough.

If it werent for that harem habit of his, said Grim, some acquaintances of his would have blown up the Dome of the Rock about this time tomorrow. As it is, they wont get away with it. Suliman came and told me one day that his mother was carrying food to Scharnhoff, taking it to a little house in a street that runs below the Haram-es-Sheriff. I looked into that. Then came news that two tons of TNT was missing, on top of a request from Scharnhoff for permission to go about at night unquestioned. After that it was only a question of putting two and two together

Plus Narayan Singh, said Goodenough. I still dont see, Grim, how you arrived at the conclusion that Scharnhoff is not guilty of the main intention. Whats to prove that he isnt in the pay of Mustapha Kemal?

Ill explain. All Scharnhoff cares about is some manuscripts he thinks hell find. He thinks he knows where they are. The Chronicles of the Kings of Israel. I expect he tried pretty hard to get the Turks to let him excavate for them. But the Turks knew better than to offend religious prejudices. And perhaps Scharnhoff couldnt afford to bribe heavily enough; his harem very likely kept him rather short of money. Then we come along, and stop all excavation  cancel all permits  refuse to grant new ones.

Scharnhoffs problem is to dig without calling attention to what hes doing. As a technical enemy alien he cant acquire property, or even rent property without permission. But with the aid of Sulimans mother he made the acquaintance of our friend Noureddin Ali, who has a friend, who in turn has a brother, who owns a little house in that street below the Haram-es-Sheriff.

Strange coincidence! said Goodenough. Itll need a better argument than that to save Scharnhoffs neck.

Pardon me, sir. No coincidence at all. Remember, Scharnhoff has lived in Jerusalem for fifteen years. He seems to have satisfied himself that the Tomb of the Kings is directly under the Dome of the Rock. How is he to get to it? The Dome of the Rock stands in the middle of that great courtyard, with the buildings of the Haram-es-Sheriff surrounding it on every side, and hardly a stone in the foundations weighing less than ten tons.

He reasons it out that there must be a tunnel somewhere, leading to the tomb, if it really is under the Dome of the Rock. I have found out that he went to work, while the Turks were still here, to find the mouth of the tunnel. Remember, hes an archaeologist. Theres very little he doesnt know about Jerusalem. He knows who the owner is of every bit of property surrounding the Haram-es-Sheriff; hes made it his business to find out. So when he finally decided that this little stone house stands over the mouth of the tunnel, all that remained to do was to get access to it. He couldnt do that himself, because of the regulations. He had to approach the Arab owner secretly and indirectly. Thats where Sulimans mother came in handy.

She contrived the introduction to Noureddin Ali. Innocent old Scharnhoff, who is an honest thief  he wouldnt steal money  sacrilege is Scharnhoffs passion  was an easy mark for Noureddin Ali. Noureddin Ali is a red-minded devil, so smart at seeing possibilities that he is blind to probabilities. He is paid by the French to make trouble, and hes the worlds long-distance double-crosser. I dont believe the French have any hand in this job. Scharnhoff needed explosives. Noureddin Ali saw at once that if that tunnel can be found and opened up there could be an atrocity perpetrated that would produce anarchy all through the East.

As bad as all that? asked Mrs. Davey.

Thats no exaggeration, Goodenough answered. Ive lived twenty-five years in India, commanding Sikh and Moslem troops. The Sikhs are not interested in the Moslem religion in any way, but theyd make common cause with Moslems if that place were blown up and the blame could be attached to Jews. Its the second most sacred place in Asia. Even the Hindus would be stirred to their depths by it; theyd feel that their own sacred places were insecure, and that whoever destroyed them would be protected afterwards by us.

Gosh! Whod be an Englishman! laughed Davey.

I dont see that its proved yet that the idea of an explosion wasnt Sharnhoffs in the first place, Goodenough objected.

For one thing, he wouldnt want to destroy antiquities, said Grim. Theyre his obsession. He worships ancient history and all its monuments. No, Noureddin Ali thought of the explosion. He knew that Scharnhoff needed money, so he gave him French money, knowing that would put old Scharnhoff completely in his power. Then he tipped off some one down at Ludd to watch for a chance to steal some TNT. He had better luck than he expected. He got two tons of it. He didnt have all the luck, though. His plan, I believe, was to time the fireworks simultaneously with a French-instigated raid from El-Kerak. But the raid didnt come off.

Scharnhoff will hang! said Goodenough.

I think not, sir. Hell prove as meek as an old sheep when we land on him.

There, will the bags do? asked Mrs. Davey.

What are they for? Goodenough asked.

Were supposed to have a slush fund in this room of a hundred thousand dollars, Davey answered dourly. My Oil Company is supposed to be buying up Mustapha Kemal! I see my finish, if news of this ever reaches the States  or unless my version of it gets there first!

Grim turned to me.

Weve got to find two people to take your place and mine in the car tomorrow morning. Perhaps youd better go in any case; youll enjoy the ride as far as Haifa  stay there a day or two, and come back when you feel like it. Well find some officer to masquerade as me.

But there I rebelled  flat, downright mutiny.

If I havent made good so far, I said, Ill consider myself fired, and hold my tongue. Otherwise, I see this thing through! Send some one else on the joy-ride.

Good for you! said Davey.

Dammit, man! said Goodenough, staring at me through his monocle. The rest of us get paid for taking chances. The only tangible reward you can possibly get will be a knife in your back. Better be sensible and take the ride to Haifa.

My bet is down, said I.

Good, Grim nodded. It goes. All the same, you get a joy- ride. Cant take too many chances. Tell you about that later. Meanwhile, will you detail an officer to come and spend the night in this hotel and masquerade as me at dawn, sir? He can wear this uniform that Ive got on  somebody about my height.

Turner will do that. What are you going to put in the bags? asked Goodenough.

Cartridges. Theyre heavy. You might tell Turner over the phone to bring them with him.

At that point Suliman returned, sooner than expected, with news that made Grim whistle. Suliman had not been inside the place where his mother was. She would not let him. But he had seen around her skirts as she stood in the partly opened door.

There was a hole in the floor, said Suliman, and a great stone laid beside it. Also much gray dust. And I think there was a light a long way down in the hole.

But that was not what made Grim whistle.

What else? Did your mother say anything?

She was ill-tempered.

That Scharnhoff had beaten her.

I knew hed make a bad break sooner or later. What did he beat her for?

Because she was afraid.

Thats a fine reason. Afraid of what?

He says she is to sell oranges. Four wooden benches have been brought, and tomorrow they are to be set outside the door in the street. Oranges and raisins have been bought, and she is to sit outside the door and sell them. She is afraid.

Fruit bought already? Cant be. Was it inside there?

No. It is to come tomorrow. She says she does not know how to sell fruit, and is afraid of the police.

Grim and Goodenough exchanged glances.

She says that if the police come everybody will be killed, and that I am to keep watch in the street in the morning and give warning of the police.

That should teach you, young man, never to take a woman into your confidence  eh, Mrs. Davey? said Goodenough.

Were certainly the slow-witted sex, she answered, piling the finished bags one on top of the other on the table.

Grim took me after that to the hotel roof, whence you can see the whole of Jerusalem. It was just before moonrise. The ancient city lay in shadow, with the Dome of the Rock looming above it, mysterious and silent. Down below us in the street, where a gasoline light threw a greenish-white glare, three Arabs in native costume were squatting with their backs against the low wall facing the hotel.

Noureddin Alis men, said Grim, chuckling. Theyll help us to prove our alibi. The enemy is nearly always useful if you leave him free to make mistakes. You may have to spend the whole night in the mosque  you and Suliman. Ill take you there presently. Two of those men are pretty sure to follow us. One will probably follow me back here again. The other will stay to keep an eye on you. About an hour before dawn, in case nothing happens before that, you and Suliman come back here to the hotel. The car shall be here half-an-hour before daylight. You and Turner pile into it, and those three men watch you drive away. Theyll hurry off to tell Noureddin Ali that Staff-Captain Ali Mirza and the deaf-and-dumb man have really started for Damascus, bags of gold and all.

Turner must remember to drop a couple of bags and pick them up again, to call attention to them. Therell be a change of clothes in the car for you. When youve gone a mile or so, get into the other clothes and walk back. If I dont meet you by the Jaffa Gate, Suliman will, or else Narayan Singh. Things are liable to happen pretty fast tomorrow morning. Lets go.

Im supposed to have found out somehow that youre awful religious and want to pray, so its the Dome of the Rock for yours. Any Moslem who wants to may sleep there, you know. But any Christian caught kidding them hes a Moslem would be for it  short shrift. Hed be dead before the sheikh of the place could hand him over to the authorities. If the TNT were really in place underneath you, which Im pretty sure it wont be for a few hours yet, that would be lots safer than the other chance youre taking. So peel your wits. Let Suliman sleep if he wants to, but youll have to keep awake all night.

But what am I to do in there? Whats likely to happen?

Just listen. The tunnel isnt through to the end yet, Im sure of it. If it were, theyd have taken in the TNT, for it must be ticklish work keeping it hidden elsewhere, with scores of Sikhs watching day and night. But theyre very near the end of the tunnel, or they wouldnt be opening up that fruit stand. Youll hear them break through. When youre absolutely sure of that, come out of the mosque and say Atcha  just that one word  to the Sikh sentry youll see standing under the archway through which well enter the courtyard presently. That sentry will be Narayan Singh, and hell know what to do.

What shall I do after that?

Suit yourself. Either return to the mosque and go to sleep, if you can trust yourself to wake in time, or come and sit on the hotel step until morning. Have you got it all clear? Its a piece of good luck having you to do all this. No real Moslem would ever be able to hold his tongue about it. Theyre superstitious about the Dome of the Rock. But ask questions now, if youre not clear; you mustnt be seen speaking in the street or in the mosque, remember. All plain sailing? Come along, then. If youre alive tomorrow youll have had an adventure.


Chapter Seventeen

Poor old Scharnhoffs in the soup.

We ate a scratch dinner with the Daveys in their room and started forth. Grim as usual had his nerve with him. He led me and Suliman straight up to the three spies who were squatting against the wall, and asked whether there were any special regulations that would prevent my being left for the night in the famous mosque. On top of that he asked one of the men to show him the shortest way. So two of them elected to come with us, walking just ahead, and the third man stayed where he was, presumably in case Noureddin Ali should send to make enquiries.

You must walk through Jerusalem by night, with the moon just rising, if you want really to get the glamour of eastern tales and understand how true to life those stories are of old Haroun- al-Raschid. It is almost the only city left with its ancient walls all standing, with its ancient streets intact. At that time, in 1920, there was nothing whatever new to mar the setting. No new buildings. The city was only cleaner than it was under the Turks.

Parts of the narrow thoroughfares are roofed over with vaulted arches. The domed roofs rise in unplanned, beautiful disorder against a sky luminous with jewels. To right and left you can look through key-hole arches down shadowy, narrow ways to carved doors through which Knights Templar used to swagger with gold spurs, and that Saladins men appropriated after them.

Yellow lamplight, shining from small windows set deep in the massive walls, casts an occasional band of pure gold across the storied gloom. Now and then a man steps out from a doorway, his identity concealed by flowing eastern finery, pauses for a moment in the light to look about him, and disappears into silent mystery.

Half-open doors at intervals give glimpses of white interiors, and of men from a hundred deserts sitting on mats to smoke great water-pipes and talk intrigue. There are smells that are stagnant with the rot of time; other smells pungent with spice, and mystery, and the alluring scent of bales of merchandise that, like the mew of gulls, can set the mind traveling to lands unseen.

Through other arched doors, even at night, there is a glimpse of blindfold camels going round and round in ancient gloom at the oil-press. There are no sounds of revelry. The Arab takes his pleasures stately fashion, and the Jew has learned from history that the safest way to enjoy life is to keep quiet about it. Now and then you can hear an Arab singing a desert song, not very musical but utterly descriptive of the life he leads. We caught the sound of a flute played wistfully in an upper room by some Jew returned from the West to take up anew the thread of ancient history.

Grim nudged me sharply in one shadowy place, where the street went down in twenty-foot-long steps between the high walls of windowless harems. Another narrow street crossed ours thirty feet ahead of us, and our two guides were hurrying, only glancing back at intervals to make sure we had not given them the slip. The cross-street was between us and them, and as Grim nudged me two men  a bulky, bearded big one and one of rather less than middle height, both in Arab dress  passed in front of us. There was no chance of being overheard, and Grim spoke in a low voice:

Do you recognize them? I shook my head.

Scharnhoff and Noureddin Ali!

I dont see now how he recognized them. But I suppose a man who works long enough at Grims business acquires a sixth sense. They were walking swiftly, arguing in low tones, much too busy with their own affairs to pay attention to us. Our two guides glanced back a moment later, but they had vanished by then into the gloom of the cross-street.

There was a dim lamp at one corner of that crossing. As we passed through its pale circle of light I noticed a man who looked like an Arab lurking in the shadow just beyond it. I thought he made a sign to Grim, but I did not see Grim return it.

Grim watched his chance, then spoke again:

That man in the shadow is a Sikh  Narayan Singhs sidekick  keeping tabs on Scharnhoff. Ill bet old Scharnhoff has cold feet and went to find Noureddin Ali to try and talk him out of it. Might as well try to pretty-pussy a bob-cat away from a hen- yard! Poor old Scharnhoffs in the soup!

Quite suddenly after that we reached a fairly wide street and the arched Byzantine gateway of the Haram-es-Sheriff, through which we could see tall cypress trees against the moonlit sky and the dome of the mosque beyond them. They do say the Taj Mahal at Agra is a lovelier sight, and more inspiring; but perhaps that is because the Taj is farther away from the folk who like to have opinions at second-hand. Age, history, situation, setting, sanctity  the Dome of the Rock has the advantage of all those, and the purple sky, crowded with coloured stars beyond it is more wonderful over Jerusalem, because of the clearness of the mountain air.

In that minute, and for the first time, I hated the men who could plot to blow up that place. Hitherto I had been merely interested.

Because it was long after the hour when non-Moslem visitors are allowed to go about the place with guides, we were submitted to rather careful scrutiny by men who came out of the shadows and said nothing, but peered into our faces. They did not speak to let us by, but signified admittance by turning uninterested backs and retiring to some dark corners to resume the vigil. I thought that the Sikh sentry, who stood with bayonet fixed outside the arch, looked at Grim with something more than curiosity, but no sign that I could detect passed between them.

The great white moonlit courtyard was empty. Not a soul stirred in it. Not a shadow moved. Because of the hour there were not even any guides lurking around the mosque. The only shape that came to life as we approached the main entrance of the mosque was the man who takes care of the slippers for a small fee.

Grim, since he was in military dress, allowed the attendant to tie on over his shoes the great straw slippers they keep there for that purpose. Suliman had nothing on his feet. I kicked off the red Damascus slippers I was wearing, and we entered the octagonal building by passing under a curtain at the rear of the deep, vaulted entrance.

Nobody took any notice of us at first. It was difficult to see, for one thing; the light of the lamps that hung on chains from the arches overhead was dimmed by coloured lenses and did little more than beautify the gloom. But in the dimness in the midst you could see the rock of Abraham, surrounded by a railing to preserve it from profane feet. Little by little the shadows took shape of men praying, or sleeping, or conversing in low tones.

The place was not crowded. There were perhaps a hundred men in there, some of whom doubtless intended to spend the night. All of them, though they gave us a cursory glance, seemed disposed to mind their own business. It looked for a minute as if we were going to remain in there unquestioned. But the two spies who had come with us saw a chance to confirm or else disprove our bona fides, and while one of them stayed and watched us the other went to fetch the Sheikh of the Mosque.

He came presently, waddling very actively for such a stout man  a big, burly, gray-bearded intellectual, with eyes that beamed intelligent good-humour through gold-rimmed glasses. He did not seem at all pleased to have been disturbed, until he drew near enough to scan our faces. Then his change of expression, as soon as he had looked once into Grims eyes, gave me cold chills all down the back. I could have sworn he was going to denounce us.

Instead, he turned on the two spies. He tongue-lashed them in Arabic. I could not follow it word for word. I gathered that they had hinted some suspicion as to the genuineness of Grims pretension to be Staff-Captain Ali Mirza. He was rebuking them for it. They slunk away. One went and sat near the door we had entered by. The other vanished completely.

Jimgrim! What do you do here at this hour? asked the sheikh as soon as we stood alone.

Talk French, Grim answered. We cant afford to be overheard.

True, O Jimgrim! It is all your life and my position is worth for you to be detected in here in that disguise at such an hour! And who are these with you?

It is all your life and mosque are worth to turn us out! Grim answered. When was I ever your enemy?

Never yet, but  what does this mean?

You shall know in the morning  you alone. This man, who can neither hear nor speak, and the child with him, must stay in here tonight, and go when they choose, unquestioned.

Jimgrim, this is not a place for setting traps for criminals.
Set your watch outside, and none shall interfere with you.

Shall the heart within be cleansed by washing hands? Grim quoted, and the shiekh smiled.

Do you mean there are criminals within the mosque? If so, this is sanctuary, Jimgrim. They shall not be disturbed. Set watchmen at the doors and catch them as they leave, if you will. This is holy ground.

Therell be none of it left to boast about this time tomorrow, if you choose to insist! Grim answered.

Should there be riddles between you and me? asked the sheikh.

You shall know all in the morning.

The sheikhs face changed again, taking on a look of mingled rage and cunning.

I know, then, what it is! The rumour is true that those cursed Zionists intend to desecrate the place. This fellow, who you say is deaf and dumb, is one of your spies  is he not? Perhaps he can smell a Zionist  eh? Well, there are others! Better tell me the truth, Jimgrim, and in fifteen minutes I will pack this place so full of true Moslems that no conspirator could worm his way in! Then if the Jews start anything let them beware!

By the beard of your Prophet, Grim answered impiously, this has nothing to do with Zionists.

Neither have I, then, anything to do with this trespass. You have my leave to depart at once, Jimgrim!

After the ruin

There will be no ruin, Jimgrim! I will fill the place with men.

Better empty it of men! The more there are in it, the bigger the death-roll! Shall I say afterwards that I begged leave to set a watch, and you refused?

You  you, Jimgrim  you talk to me of ruin and a death-roll? You are no every-day alarmist.

Did you ever catch me in a lie?

No, Jimgrim. You are too clever by far for that! If you were to concoct a lie it would take ten angels to unravel it! But  you speak of ruin and a death-roll, eh? He stroked his beard for about a minute.

You have heard, perhaps, that Moslems are sharpening their swords for a reckoning with the Jews? There may be some truth in it. But there shall be no gathering in this place for any such purpose, for I will see to that. You need set no watch in here on that account.

The time always comes, Grim answered, when you must trust a man or mistrust him. Youve known me eleven years. What are you going to do?

In the name of God, what shall I answer! Taib,* Jimgrim, I will trust you. What is it you wish? [*All right.]

To leave this deaf-and-dumb man and the boy, below the
Rock, undisturbed.

That cannot well be. Occasionally others go to pray in that place. Also, there is a Moslem who has made the pilgrimage from Trichinopoli. I myself have promised to show him the mosque tonight, because he leaves Jerusalem at dawn, and only I speak a language he can understand. There will be others with him, and I cannot refuse to take them down below the Rock.

That is nothing, Grim answered. They will think nothing of a deaf-and-dumb man praying or sleeping in a a corner.

Is that all he wishes to do? He will remain still in one place?
Then come.

One other thing. That fellow who went and fetched you  he sits over there by the north door now  he will ask you questions about me presently. Tell him Im leaving for Damascus in the morning. If he asks what we have been speaking about so long, tell him I brought you the compliments of Mustapha Kemal.

I will tell him to go to jahannam!

Better be civil to him. His hour comes tomorrow.

The sheikh led the way along one side of the inner of three concentric parts into which the mosque is divided by rows of marble columns, until we came to a cavernous opening in the floor, where steps hewn in the naked rock led downward into a cave that underlies the spot on which tradition says Abraham made ready to sacrifice his son.

It was very dark below. Only one little oil lamp was burning, on a rock shaped like an altar in one corner. It cast leaping shadows that looked like ghosts on the smooth, uneven walls. The whole place was hardly more than twenty feet wide each way. There was no furniture, not even the usual mats  nothing but naked rock to lie or sit on, polished smooth as glass by centuries of naked feet.

I was going to sit in a corner, but Grim seized my arm and pointed to the centre of the floor, stamping with his foot to show the exact place I should take. It rang vaguely hollow under the impact, and Suliman, already frightened by the shadows, seized my hand in a paroxysm of terror.

Youve got to prove youre a man tonight and stick it out! Grim said to him in English; and with that, rather than argue the point and risk a scene, he followed the sheikh up the steps and disappeared. Grims methods with Suliman were a strange mixture of understanding sympathy and downright indifference to sentiment that got him severely criticized by the know-it-all party, who always, everywhere condemn. But he certainly got results.

A legion of biblical and Koranic devils owned Suliman. They were the childs religion. When he dared, he spat at the name of Christianity. Whenever Grim whipped him, which he had to do now and again, for theft or for filthy language, he used to curse Grims religion, although Grims religion was a well-kept secret, known to none but himself. But the kid was loyal to Grim with a courage and persistence past belief, and Grim knew how to worm the truth out of him and make him keep his word, which is more than some of the professional reformers know how to do with their proteges. I believe that Suliman would rather have earned Grims curt praise than all the fabulous delights of even a Moslem paradise.

But the kid was in torment. His idea of manliness precluded any exhibition of fear in front of me, if he could possibly restrain himself. He would not have minded breaking down in front of Grim, for he knew that Grim knew him inside out. On the contrary, he looked down on me, as a mere amateur at the game, who had never starved at the Jaffa Gate, nor eaten candle-ends, or gambled for milliemes* with cab-drivers sons while picking up odds and ends of gossip for a government that hardly knew of his existence. In front of me he proposed to act the man  guide  showman  mentor. He considered himself my boss. [*The smallest coin of the country.]

But it was stem work. If there had been a little noise to make the shadows less ghostly; if Suliman had not been full of half- digested superstition; or if he had not overheard enough to be aware that a prodigious, secret plot was in some way connected with that cavern, he could have kept his courage up by swaggering in front of me.

He nearly fell asleep, with his head in my lap, at the end of half-an-hour. But when there was a sound at last he almost screamed. I had to clap my hand over his mouth; whereat he promptly bit my finger, resentful because he knew then that I knew he was afraid.

It proved to be approaching footsteps  the sheikh of the mosque again, leading the man from Trichinopoli and a party of three friends. Their rear was brought up by Noureddin; Alis spy, anxious about me, but pretending to want to overhear the sheikhs account of things.

The sheikh reeled it all off in a cultured voice accustomed to using the exact amount of energy required, but even so his words boomed in the cavern like the forethought of thunder. You couldnt help wondering whether a man of his intelligence believed quite all he said, however much impressed the man from Trichinopoli might be.

We are now beneath the very rock on which Abraham was willing to sacrifice his only son, Isaac. This rock is the centre of the world. Jacob anointed it. King Solomon built his temple over it. The Prophet of God, the Prince Mahommed, on whose head be blessings! said of this place that it is next in order of holiness after Mecca, and that one prayer said here is worth ten elsewhere. Here, in this place, is where King Solomon used to kneel in prayer, and where God appeared to him. This corner is where David prayed. Here prayed Mahommed.

Look up. This hollow in the roof is over the spot where the Prophet Mahommed slept. When he arose there was not room for him to stand upright, so the Rock receded, and the hollow place remains to this day in proof of it. Beneath us is the Bir-el- Arwah, the well of souls, where those who have died come to pray twice weekly. Listen!

He stamped three times with his foot on the spot about two feet in front of where I sat, and a faint, hollow boom answered the impact.

You hear? The Rock speaks! It spoke in plain words when the Prophet prayed here, and was translated instantly to heaven on his horse El-Burak. Here, deep in the Rock, is the print of the hand of the angel, who restrained the Rock from following the Prophet on his way to Paradise. Here, in this niche, is where Abraham used to pray; here, Elijah. On the last day the Kaaba of Mecca must come to this place. For it is here, in this cave, that the blast of the trumpet will sound, announcing the day of judgment. Then Gods throne will be planted on the Rock above us. Be humble in the presence of these marvels.

He turned on his pompous heel and led the way out again without as much as a sidewise glance at me. The spy was satisfied; he followed the party up the rock-hewn steps, and as a matter of fact went to sleep on a mat near the north door, for so I found him later on.

The silence shut down again. Suliman went fast asleep, snoring with the even cadence of a clocks tick, using my knees for a pillow with a perfect sense of ownership. He was there to keep care of me, not I of him. The sleep suggestion very soon took hold of me, too, for there was nothing whatever to do but sit and watch the shadows move, trying to liken them to something real as they changed shape in answer to the flickering of the tiny, naked flame. Thereafter, the vigil resolved itself into a battle with sleep, and an effort to keep my wits sufficiently alert for sudden use.

I had no watch. There was nothing to give the least notion of how much time had passed. I even counted the boys snores for a while, and watched one lonely louse moving along the wall  so many snores to the minute  so many snores to an inch of crawling; but the louse changed what little mind he had and did not walk straight, and I gave up trying to calculate the distance he traveled in zigzags and curves, although it would have been an interesting problem for a navigator. Finally, Sulimans snoring grew so loud that that in itself kept me awake; it was like listening to a hair-trombone; each blast of it rasped your nerves.

You could not hear anything in the mosque above, although there were only eleven steps and the opening was close at hand; for the floor above was thickly carpeted, and if there were any sounds they were swallowed by that and the great, domed roof. When I guessed it might be midnight I listened for the voice of the muezzin; but if he did call the more-than-usually faithful to wake up and pray, he did it from a minaret outside, and no faint echo of his voice reached me. I was closed in a tomb in the womb of living rock, to all intents and purposes.

But it must have been somewhere about midnight when I heard a sound that set every vein in my body tingling. At first it was like the sort of sound that a rat makes gnawing; but there couldnt be rats eating their way through that solid stone. I thought I heard it a second time, but Sulimans snoring made it impossible to listen properly. I shook him violently, and he sat up.

Keep still! Listen!

Between sleeping and waking the boy forgot all about the iron self-control he practised for Grims exacting sake.

What is it? I am afraid!

Be still, confound you! Listen!

How close beneath us are the souls of the dead? Oh, I am afraid!

Silence! Breathe through your mouth. Make no noise at all!

He took my hand and tried to sit absolutely still; but the gnawing noise began again, more distinctly, followed by two or three dull thuds from somewhere beneath us.

Oh, it is the souls of dead men! Oh

Shut up, you little idiot! All right, Ill tell Jimgrim!

Fear and that threat combined were altogether too much for him. One sprig of seedling manhood remained to him, and only one  the will to smother emotion that he could not control a second longer. He buried his head in my lap, stuffing his mouth with the end of the abiyi to choke the sobs back. I covered his head completely and, like the fabled ostrich, in that darkness he felt better.

Suddenly, as clear as the ring of glass against thick glass in the distance, something gave way and fell beneath us. Then again. Then there were several thuds, followed by a rumble that was unmistakable  falling masonry; it was the noise that bricks make when they dump them from a tip-cart, only smothered by the thickness of the cavern floor. I shook Suliman again.

Come on. Were going. Now, let me have a good account of you to give to Jimgrim. Shut your teeth tight, and remember the part youve got to play.

He scrambled up the steps ahead of me, and I had to keep hold of the skirts of his smock to prevent him from running. But he took my hand at the top, and we managed to get out through the north door without exciting comment, and without waking the spy, although I would just as soon have wakened him, for Grim seemed to think it important that his alibi and mine should be well established; however, there were two others watching by the hotel. Ten minutes later I was glad I had not disturbed him.

I gave Suliman a two-piastre piece to pay the man who had charge of my slippers at the door, and the young rascal was so far recovered from his fright that he demanded change out of it, and stood there arguing until he got it. Then, hand-in-hand, we crossed the great moonlit open court to the gate by which Grim had brought us in.

Looking back, so bright was the moon that you could even see the blue of the tiles that cover the mosque wall, and the interwoven scroll of writing from the Koran that runs around like a frieze below the dome. But it did not look real. It was like a dream-picture  perhaps the dream of the men who slept huddled under blankets in the porches by the gate. If so, they dreamed beautifully.

There was a Sikh, as Grim had said there would be, standing with fixed bayonet on the bottom step leading to the street. He stared hard at me, and brought his rifle to the challenge as I approached him  a six-foot, black-bearded stalwart he was, with a long row of campaign ribbons, and the true, truculent Sikh way of carrying his head. He looked strong enough to carry an ox away.

Atcha! said I, going close to him.

He did not answer a word, but shouldered his rifle and marched off. Before he had gone six paces he brought the rifle to the trail, and started running. Another Sikh  a younger man  stepped out of the shadow and took his place on the lower step. He was not quite so silent, and he knew at least one word of Arabic.

Imshi! he grunted; and that, in plain U.S. American, means
Beat it!

I had no objection. It sounded rather like good advice. Remembering what Grim had said about the danger I was running, and looking at the deep black shadows of the streets, it occurred to me that that spy, who slept so soundly by the mosque door, might wake up and be annoyed with himself. When men of that type get annoyed they generally like to work it off on somebody.

Rather, than admit that he had let me get away from him he might prefer to track me through the streets and use his knife on me in some dark corner. After that he could claim credit with Noureddin Ali by swearing he had reason to suspect me of something or other. The suggestion did not seem any more unreal to me than the moonlit panorama of the Haram-es-Sheriff, or the Sikh who had stepped out of nowhere-at-all to Imshi me away.

On the other hand, I had no fancy for the hotel steps. To sit and fall asleep there would be to place myself at the mercy of the other two spies, who might come and search me; and I was conscious of certain papers in an inner pocket, and of underclothes made in America, that might have given the game away.

Besides, I was no longer any too sure of Suliman. The boy was so sleepy that his wits were hardly in working order; if those two spies by the hotel were to question him he might betray the two of us by some clumsy answer. If there was to be trouble that night I preferred to have it at the hands of Sikhs, who are seldom very drastic unless you show violence. I might be arrested if I walked the streets, but that would be sheer profit as compared to half-a-yard of cold knife in the broad of my back.

Take me to the house where you talked with your mother, I said to Suliman.

So we turned to the left and set off together in that direction, watched with something more than mild suspicion by the Sikh, and, if Sulimans sensations were anything like mine, feeling about as cheerless, homeless and aware of impending evil as the dogs that slunk away into the night. I took advantage of the first deep shadow I could find to walk in, less minded to explore than to avoid pursuit.


Chapter Eighteen

But were ready for them.

Without in the least suspecting it I had gone straight into a blind trap, into which, it was true, I could not be followed by Noureddin Alis spy, but out of which there was no escape without being recognized. The moment I stepped into the deep shadow I heard an unmistakable massed movement behind me. Sure that I could not be seen, I faced about. A platoon of Sikhs had appeared from somewhere, and were standing at ease already, across the end of the street I had entered, with the moonlight silvering their bayonets.

Well, most streets have two ends. So I walked forward, not taking much trouble about concealment, since it was not easy to walk silently. If the Sikh cant see his enemy he likes to fire first and challenge afterwards. I preferred to be seen. The sight of those uncompromising bayonets had changed my mind about the choice of evils. The knife of a hardly probable assassin seemed a wiser risk than the ready triggers of the Punjaub. Half-way down the street Suliman tugged at my cloak.

That is the place where my mother is, he said, pointing to a narrow door on the left.

But I was taking no chances in that direction  not at that moment. The little stone house was all in darkness. There were no windows that I could see. No sound came from it. And farther down the street there was a lamp burning, whose light spelled safety from shots fired at the sound of foot-fall on suspicion. I wanted that light between me and the Sikh platoon, yet did not dare run for it, since that would surely have started trouble. It is my experience of Sikhs that when they start a thing they like to finish it. They are very good indeed at explanations after the event.

The Sikhs must have seen us pass through the belt of gasoline light, but they did not challenge, so I went forward more slowly, with rather less of that creepy feeling that makes a mans spine seem to belong to some one else. Toward its lower end the street curved considerably, and we went about a quarter of a mile before the glare of another light began to appear around the bend.

That was at a cross-street, up which I proposed to turn more or less in the direction of the hotel. But I did nothing of the sort. There was a cordon of Sikhs drawn across there, too, with no British officer in sight to enforce discretion.

Come to think of it, I have always regarded a bayonet wound in the stomach as the least desirable of lifes unpleasantries.

So Suliman and I turned back. I decided to investigate that dark little stone house, after all; for it occurred to me that, if that was the centre of conspiracy, then Grim would certainly show up there sooner or later and straighten out the predicament. Have you ever noticed how hungry you get walking about aimlessly in the dark, especially when you are sleepy in the bargain? Suliman began to whimper for food, and although I called him a belly on legs by way of encouragement he had my secret sympathy. I was as hungry as he was; and I needed a drink, too, which he didnt. The little devil hadnt yet included whiskey in his list of vices.

The side of the street an which the little stone house stood was the darker, so we sat down with our backs against its wall, and the boy proceeded to fall asleep at once. The one thing I was sure I must not do was imitate him. So I began to look about me in the hope of finding something sufficiently interesting to keep me awake.

There was nothing in the street except the makings of a bad smell. There was plenty of that. I searched the opposite wall, on which the moon shone, but there was nothing there of even architectural interest. My eyes traveled higher, and rested at last on something extremely curious.

The wall was not very high at that point. It formed the blind rear of a house that faced into a court of some sort approached by an alley from another street. There were no windows. A small door some distance to my left belonged obviously to the next house. On top of the wall, almost exactly, but not quite, in the middle of it, was a figure that looked like a wooden carving  something like one of those fat, seated Chinamen they used to set over the tea counter of big grocers shops.

But the one thing that you never see, and can be sure of not seeing in Jerusalem outside of a Christian church, is a carved human figure of any kind. The Moslems are fanatical on that point. Whatever exterior statues the crusaders for instance left, the Saracens and Turks destroyed. Besides, why was it not exactly in the middle?

It was much too big and thick-set to be a sleeping vulture. It was the wrong shape to be any sort of chimney. It was certainly not a bale of merchandise put up on the roof to dry. And the longer you looked at it the less it seemed to resemble anything recognizable. I had about reached the conclusion that it must be a bundle of sheepskins up-ended, ready to be spread out in the morning sun, and was going to cast about for something else to puzzle over, when it moved. The man who thinks he would not feel afraid when a thing like that moves in the dark unexpectedly has got to prove it before I believe him. The goose-flesh broke out all over me.

A moment later the thing tilted forward, and a mans head emerged from under a blanket. It chuckled damnably. If there had been a rock of the right size within reach I would have thrown it, for it is not agreeable to be chuckled at when you are hungry, sleepy, and in a trap. I know just how trapped animals feel.

But then it spoke in good plain English; and you could not mistake the voice.

Thats what comes of suiting yourself, doesnt it! Place
plugged at both ends, and nowhere to go but there and back!
Thanks for tipping off Narayan Singh  you see, we were all ready.
Heres a pass thatll let you out  catch!

He threw down a piece of white paper, folded.

Show that to the Sikhs at either end. Now beat it, while the goings good. Leave Suliman there. I shall want him when he has had his sleep out. Say: hadnt you better change your mind about coming back too soon from that joy ride? Havent you had enough of this? The next moves dangerous.

Is it my choice? I asked.

We owe you some consideration.

Then Im in on the last act.

All right. But dont blame me. Turner will give you orders.
Get a move on.

I lowered Sulimans head gently from my knee on to a nice comfortable corner of the stone gutter, and went up-street to interview the Sikhs. It was rather like a New York Customs inspection, after your cabin steward has not been heavily enough tipped, and has tipped off the men in blue by way of distributing the discontent. I showed them the safe-pass Grim had scribbled. They accepted that as dubious preliminary evidence of my right to be alive, but no more. I was searched painstakingly and ignominiously for weapons. No questions asked. Nothing taken for granted. Even my small change was examined in the moonlight, coin by coin, to make sure, I suppose, that it wouldnt explode if struck on stone. They gave everything back to me, including my underwear.

A bearded non-commissioned officer entered a description of me in a pocket memorandum book. If his face, as he wrote it, was anything to judge by he described me as a leper without a license. Then I was cautioned gruffly in an unknown tongue and told to imshi! It isnt a bad plan to imshi rather quickly when a Sikh platoon suggests your doing it. I left them standing all alone, with nothing but the empty night to bristle at.

The rest of that night, until half-an-hour before dawn was a half-waking dream of discomfort and chilly draughts in the mouth of the hotel arcade, where I sat and watched the spies, and they watched me. The third man was presumably still sleeping in the mosque, but it was satisfactory to know that the other two were just as cold and unhappy as I felt.

About ten minutes before the car came the third man showed up sheepishly, looking surprised as well as relieved to find me sitting there. He put in several minutes explaining matters to his friends. I dont doubt he lied like a horse-trader and gave a detailed account of having followed me from place to place, for he used a great deal of pantomimic gesture. The other two were cynical with the air of men who must sit and listen to another blowing his own trumpet.

The car arrived with a fanfare of horn-blowing, the chauffeur evidently having had instructions to call lots of attention to himself. Turner came out at once, with the lower part of his face protected against the morning chill by a muffler. Being about the same height, and in that Syrian uniform, he looked remarkably like Grim, except that he did not imitate the stride nearly as well.

He stumbled over me, clutched my shoulder and made signs for the benefit of the spies. Then he whispered to me to help him carry out the money bags. So we each took three for the first trip, and each contrived to drop one. By the time all ten bags were in the car there can hardly have remained any doubt in the conspirators minds that we were really taking funds to Mustapha Kemal, or at any rate to somebody up north.

But Davey was no half-way concession maker. Having lent himself unwillingly to the trick, he did his utmost to make it succeed, like a good sport. He stuck his head out of a bedroom window.

Dont forget, now, to send me those rugs from Damascus! he shouted.

It all went like clockwork. Glancing back as we drove by the Jaffa Gate I saw the three spies walk away, and there is very often more information in mens backs than in their faces. They walked like laborers returning home with a days work behind them, finished; not at all like men in doubt, nor as if they suspected they were followed, although in fact they were. Three Sikhs emerged from the corner by the Gate and strolled along behind them. Detailed preparations for the round-up had begun. The unostentatious mechanism of it seemed more weird and terrible than the conspiracy itself.

There was a full company of Sikhs standing to arms in a side street leading off the Jaffa Road, but they took no notice of us. Their officer looked keenly at us once, and then very deliberately stared the other way, illustrating how some fighting men make pretty poor dissemblers; every one of his dark-skinned rank and file had observed all the details of our outfit without seeming to see us at all.

Were using nothing but Sikhs on this job, said Turner. British troops wouldnt appreciate the delicacy of the situation. Moslems couldnt be trusted not to talk. The Sikhs enjoy the surreptitious part of it, and dont care enough about the politics to get excited. Wish I might be in at the finish, though! Have you any notion what the real objective is?

No, said I, and tried not to feel, or look pleased with myself. But no mere amateur can conceal that, in the moment of discovery, he knows more about the inside of an official business than one of the Administrations lawful agents. That is nine-tenths of the secret of bossed politics  the sheer vanity of being on the inside, in the know. I suppose I smirked. Damn this ride to Haifa! What the hell have you done, I wonder, that you should have a front pew? Is the Intelligence short of officers?

I had done nothing beyond making Grims acquaintance and by good luck tickling his flair for odd friendship. I thought it better not to say that, so I went on lying.

I dont suppose I know any more than you do.

Rot! I posted the men who watched you into Djemals place yesterday, and watched you out again. You acted pretty poorly, if you ask me. Its a marvel we didnt have to go in there and rescue you. I suppose youre another of Grims favorites. He picks some funny ones. Half the men in jail seem to be friends of his.

I decided to change the subject.

I was told to change clothes and walk back after a mile or so, I said. Suppose we dont make it a Marathon. Why walk farther than we need to?

Uh!

I think he was feeling sore enough to take me ten miles for the satisfaction of making me tramp them back to Jerusalem. But it turned out not to be his day for working off grievances. We were bowling along pretty fast, and had just reached open country where it would be a simple matter to change into other clothes without risk of being seen doing it, when we began to be overhauled by another, larger car that came along at a terrific pace. It was still too dark to make out who was in it until it drew almost abreast.

The Administrator by the Horn Spoon! What next, I wonder! Pull up! said Turner. Morning, sir.

The two cars came to a standstill. The Administrator leaned out.

I think I can save you a walk, he said, smiling. How about changing your clothes between the cars and driving back with me?

I did not even know yet what new disguise I was to assume, but Turner opened a hand-bag and produced a suit of my own clothes and a soft hat.

Burgled your bedroom, he explained.

All he had forgotten was suspenders. No doubt it would have given him immense joy to think of me walking back ten miles without them.

Sir Louis gave his orders while I changed clothes.

Youd better keep going for some time, Turner. No need to go all the way to Haifa, but dont get back to Jerusalem before noon at the earliest, and be sure you dont talk to anybody on your way.

Turner drove on. I got in beside the Administrator.

Grim tells me that you dont object to a certain amount of risk. Youve been very useful, and he thinks you would like to see the end of the business. I wouldnt think of agreeing to it, only we shall have to call on you as a witness against Scharnhoff and Noureddin Ali. As you seem able to keep still about what you know, it seems wiser not to change witnesses at this stage. It is highly important that we should have one unofficial observer, who is neither Jew nor Moslem, and who has no private interest to serve. But I warn you, what is likely to happen this morning will be risky.

I looked at the scar on his cheek, and the campaign ribbons, and the attitude of absolute poise that can only be attained by years of familiarity with danger.

Why do you soldiers always act like nursemaids toward civilians? I asked him. Were bone of your bone.

He laughed.

Entrenched privilege! If we let you know too much youd think too little of us!

We stopped at a Jews store outside the city for suspenders, and then made the circuit outside the walls in a whirlwind of dust, stopping only at each gate to get reports from the officers commanding companies drawn up in readiness to march in and police the city.

Its all over the place that disaster of some sort is going to happen today, said Sir Louis. It only needs a hatful of rumours to set Jerusalemites at one anothers throats. But were ready for them. The first to start trouble this morning will be the first to get it. Now  sorry youve no time for breakfast  heres the Jaffa Gate. Will you walk through the city to that street where Grim talked with you from a roof last night? Youll find him thereabouts. Sure you know the way? Good-bye. Good luck! No, you wont need a pass; therell be nobody to interfere with you.


Chapter Nineteen

Dead or alive, sahib.

I did get breakfast nevertheless, but in a strange place. The city shutters were coming down only under protest, because, just as in Boston and other hubs of sanctity, shop-looting starts less than five minutes after the police let go control. There was an average, that morning, of about ten rumours to the ear. So the shop-keepers had to be ordered to open up. About the mildest rumour was that the British had decide to vacate and to leave the Zionists in charge of things. You couldnt fool an experienced Jew as to what would happen in that event. There was another rumour that Mustapha Kemal was on the march. Another that an Arab army was invading from the direction of El-Kerak. But there were British officers walking about with memorandum books, and a fifty-pound fine looked more serious than an outbreak that had not occurred yet. So they were putting down their shutters.

I had nearly reached the Haram-es-Sheriff, and was passing a platoon of Sikhs who dozed beside their rifles near a street corner, when Grims voice hailed me through the half-open door behind them. He was back in his favourite disguise as a Bedouin, squatting on a mat near the entrance of a vaulted room, where he could see through the door without being seen.

This is headquarters for the present, he explained. Soon as we bag the game well run em in here quick as lightning. Most likely keep em here all day, sos not to have to parade em through the streets until after dark. A mans coming soon with coffee and stuff to eat.

Whats become of Suliman?

Hes shooting craps with two other young villains close to where you left him last night. Im hoping hell get word with his mother.

Grim looked more nervous than I had ever seen him. There was a deep frown between his eyes. He talked as if he were doing it to keep himself from worrying.

Whats eating you? I asked.

Noureddin Ali. After all this trouble to bag the whole gang without any fuss theres a chance hes given us the slip. I watched all night to make sure he didnt come out of that door. He didnt. But Ive no proof hes in there. Scharnhoffs in there, and five of the chief conspirators. Noureddin Ali may be. But a man brought me a story an hour ago about seeing him on the city wall. However, heres the food. So lets eat.

He sat and munched gloomily, until presently Goodenough joined us, looking, what with that monocle and one thing and another, as if he had just stepped out of a band-box.

Well, Grim, the nets all ready. If that TNT is where you say it is, in that big barn behind the fruit-stalls near the Jaffa Gate, its ours the minute they make a move.

There isnt a doubt on that point, Grim answered. Why else should Scharnhoff open a fruit-shop? The license for it was taken out by one of Noureddin Alis agents, whose brother deals in fruit wholesale and owns that barn. Narayan Singh tracked some suspicious packages to that place four days ago. Theyll start to carry it into the city hidden under loads of fruit just as soon as the morning crowd begins to pour in. We only need let them get the first consignment in, so as to have the chain of evidence complete. Are you sure your men will let the first lot go through?

Absolutely. Just came from giving them very careful instructions. The minute that first load disappears into the city theyll close in on the barn and arrest every one they find in there. But what are you gloomy about?

Id hate to miss the big fish.

You mean Noureddin Ali ?

It looks to me as if hes been a shade too wise for us. One man swore he saw him on the wall this morning, but he was gone when I sent to make sure. Weve got all the rest. There are five in Djemals Cafe, waiting for the big news; theyll be handcuffed one at a time by the police when they get tired of waiting and come out.

But Id rather bag Noureddin Ali than all the others put together. Hes got brains, that little beast has. Hed know how to use this story against us with almost as much effect as if hed pulled the outrage off.

He had hardly finished speaking when Narayan Singhs great bulk darkened the doorway. He closed the door behind him, as if afraid the other Sikhs might learn bad news.

It is true, sahib. He was on the wall. He is there again.

Have you seen him?

Surely. He makes signals to the men who are loading the donkeys now in the door of the barn. It would be a difficult shot. His head hardly shows between the battlements. But I think I could hit him from the road below. Shall I try?

No, youd only scare him into hiding if you miss. Oh hell! There are three ways up on to the wall at that point. Theres no time to block them all  not if hes signalling now. Hell see your men close in on the barn, sir, and beat it for the skyline. Oh, damn and blast the luck!

At least we can try to cut him off, said Goodenough. Ill take some men myself and have a crack at it.

No use, sir. Youd never catch sight of him. I wish youd let Narayan Singh take three men, make for the wall by the shortest way, and hunt him if it takes a week.

Why not? All right. Dyou hear that, Narayan Singh?

Atcha, sahib.

You understand? said Grim. Keep him moving. Keep after him.

Do the sahibs wish him alive or dead?

Either way, said Goodenough.

If hes gone from the wall when you get there, Grim added, bring us the news. Youll know where to find us

Atcha

The Sikh brought his rifle to the shoulder, faced about, marched out, chose three men from the platoon in the street, and vanished.

Too bad, too bad! said Goodenough, but Grim did not answer. He was swearing a blue streak under his breath. The next to arrive on the scene was Suliman, grinning with delight because he had won all the money of the other urchins, but brimming with news in the bargain. He considered a mere colonel of cavalry beneath notice, and addressed himself to Grim without ceremony.

My mother brought out oranges in baskets and set them on benches on both sides of the door. Then she went in, and I heard her scream. There was a fight inside.

Dyou care to bet, sir? asked Grim.

On what?

Ill bet you a hundred piastres Scharnhoff has tried to make his get-away, and theyve either killed him or tied him hand and foot. Another hundred on top of that, that Scharnhoff offers to turn state witness, provided hes alive when we show up.

All right. Ill bet you he hangs.

Are you coming with us, sir?

Wouldnt miss it for a kings ransom.

The back way out, then.

Grim beckoned the Sikhs into the room, left one man in there in charge of Suliman, who swore blasphemously at being left behind, and led the way down a passage that opened into an alley connecting with a maze of others like rat runs, mostly arched over and all smelly with the unwashed gloom of ages. At the end of the last alley we entered was a flight of stone steps, up which we climbed to the roof of the house on which I had seen Grim the night before.

There was a low coping on the side next the street, and some one had laid a lot of bundles of odds and ends against it; lying down, we could look out between those without any risk of being seen from below, but Goodenough made the Sikhs keep well in the background and only we three peered over the edge. About two hundred yards in front of us the Dome of the Rock glistened in the morning sun above the intervening roofs. The street was almost deserted, although the guards at either end had been removed for fear of scaring away the conspirators. We watched for about twenty minutes before any one passed but occasional beggars, some of whom stopped to wonder why oranges should stand on sale outside a door with nobody in charge of them. Three separate individuals glanced right and left and then helped themselves pretty liberally from the baskets.

But at last there came five donkeys very heavily loaded with oranges and raisins, in charge of six men, which was a more than liberal allowance. When they stopped at the little stone house in front of us there was another thing noticeable; instead of hitting the donkeys hard on the nose with a thick club, which is the usual way of calling a halt in Palestine, they went to the heads and stopped them reasonably gently. So, although all six men were dressed to resemble peasants, they were certainly nothing of the kind.

Nor were they such wide-awake conspirators as they believed themselves, for they were not in the least suspicious of six other men, also dressed as peasants, who followed them up-street, and sat down in full view with their backs against a wall. Yet I could see quite plainly the scabbard of a bayonet projecting through a hole in the ragged cloak of the nearest of those casual wayfarers.

They had to knock several minutes before the door opened gingerly; then they off-loaded the donkeys, and it took two men to carry each basketful, with a third lending a hand in case of accident. Only one man went back with the donkeys, and two of the casual loafers against the wall got up to saunter after him; the other five honest merchants went inside, and we heard the bolt shoot into its iron slot behind them.

How about it, Grim? asked Goodenough then.

Ready, sir. Will you give the order?

We filed in a hurry down the steps into the alley, ran in a zig- zag down three passages, and reached another alley with narrow door at its end that faced the street. Grim had made every preparation. There was a heavy baulk of timber lying near the door, with rope-handles knotted into holes bored through it at intervals. The Sikhs picked that up and followed us into the street.

The mechanism of the Administrations net was a thing to wonder at. As we emerged through the door the peasants who were loafing with their backs against the wall got up and formed a cordon across the street. Simultaneously, although I neither saw nor heard any signal, a dozen Sikhs under a British officer came down the street from the other direction at the double and formed up in line on our lefthand. A moment later, our men were battering the door down with their baulk of timber, working all together as if they had practised the stunt thoroughly.

It was a stout door, three inches thick, of ancient olivewood and reinforced with forged iron bands. The hinges, too, had been made by hand in the days when, if a mans house was not his fortress, he might just as well own nothing; they were cemented deep into the wall, and fastened to the door itself with half- inch iron rivets. The door had to be smashed to pieces, and the noise we made would have warned the devils in the middle of the world.

We shouldnt have let them get in with any TNT at all, said
Goodenough. Theyll touch it off before we can prevent them.

Uh-uh! Theyre not that kind, Grim answered. Theyll fight for their skins. Have your gun ready, sir. Theyve laid their plans for a time-fuse and a quick getaway. Theyll figure the going may be good still if they can once get past us. Look out for a rush!

But when the door went down at last in a mess of splinters there was no rush  nothing but silence  a dark, square, stone room containing two cots and a table, and fruit scattered all over the floor amid gray dust and fragments of cement. Grim laughed curtly.

Look, sir!

The fruit-baskets were on the floor by one of the cots, and the TNT containers were still in them. They had tipped out the fruit, and then run at the sound of the battering ram.

Goodenough stepped into the room, and we followed him. Beyond the table, half-hidden by a great stone slab, was a dark hole in the floor. Evidently the last man through had tried to cover up the hole, but had found the stone too heavy. The Sikhs dragged it clear and disclosed the mouth of a tunnel, rather less than a mans height, sloping sharply downward.

What we need now is mustard gas. Smoke em out, said Goodenough.

Might kill em, Grim objected.

Thatd be too bad, wouldnt it!

We could starve em out, for that matter, said Grim. But theyve probably got water down there, and perhaps food. Every hour of delay adds to the risk of rioting. Weve got to get this hole sealed up permanently, and deny that it was ever opened.

We could do that at once! But I wont be a party to sealing em up alive.

Besides, sir, theyve certainly got firearms, and they might just possible have one can of TNT down there.

All right, said Goodenough. Ill lead the way down.

Ive a plan, said Grim.

He took one of the fruit-baskets and began breaking it up.

Who has a white shirt? he asked.

I was the haberdasher. The others, Sikhs included, were all clothed in khaki from coat to skin. Grims Bedouin array was dark-brown. I peeled the shirt off, and Grim rigged it on a frame of basket-work, with a clumsy pitch-forked arrangement of withes at the bottom. The idea was not obvious until he twisted the withes about his waist; then, when he bent down, the shirt stood up erect above him.

If you dont mind, sir, well have two or three Sikhs go first. Have them take their boots off and crawl quietly as flat down as they can keep. Ill follow em with this contraption. Theyll be able to see the white shirt dimly against the tunnel, and if they do any shooting theyll aim at that. Then if the rest of you keep low behind me weve a good chance to rush them before they can do any damage.

I never met a commanding officer more free from personal conceit than Goodenough, and as I came to know more of him later on that characteristic stood out increasingly. He was not so much a man of ideas as one who could recognize them. That done, he made use of his authority to back up his subordinates, claiming no credit for himself but always seeing to it that they got theirs.

The result was that he was simultaneously despised and loved  despised by the self-advertising school, of which there are plenty in every army, and loved  with something like fanaticism by his junior officers and men.

I agree to that, he said simply, screwing in his monocle. Then he turned and instructed the Sikhs in their own language.

You follow last, he said to me. Now  all ready?

He had a pistol in one hand and a flashlight in the other, but had to stow them both away again in order to crawl in the tunnel. Grim had no weapon in sight. The two Sikhs who were to lead had stripped themselves of everything that might make a noise, but the others kept both boots and rifles, with bayonets fixed, for it did not much matter what racket they made. In fact, the more noise we, who followed, made, the better, since that would draw attention from the Sikhs in front. All we had to do was to keep our bodies below Grims kite affair, out of the probable line of fire.

Nevertheless, that dark hole was untempting. A dank smell came out of it, like the breath of those old Egyptian tombs in which the bones of horses, buried with their masters, lie all about on shelves. You couldnt see into it more than a yard or two, for the only light came through the doorway of the windowless room, and the tunnel led into the womb of rock where, perhaps, no light had been since Solomons day.

But the leading Sikhs went in without hesitation and got down on their bellies. They might have been swallowed whole for all that I heard or saw of them from that minute. You could guess why the Turks and Germans had not really craved to meet those fellows out in No-mans-land.

Grim went in on all-fours like a weird animal, with my shirt dancing on its frame above his back. Goodenough went next, peering through that window-pane monocle like a deep-sea fish. All the rest of the Sikhs went after him in Indian file, dragging their rifle-butts along the tunnel floor and making noise enough to remind you of the New York subway.

I went in at the tail end, trying at intervals to peer around a khaki-covered Punjaub rump, alternately getting my head and fingers bruised by heels I could not see and a rifle-butt that only moved in jerks when you didnt expect it to. My nose was bleeding at the end of ten yards.

But you couldnt keep your distance. Whenever the men in front checked at some obstruction or paused to listen, all those behind closed up; and by the time those behind had run their noses against iron-shod heels the men in front were on their way again. You couldnt see a thing until you rammed your head into it, and then the sense of touch gave you a sort of sight suggestion, as when you see things in a dream. As for sound, the tunnel acted like a whispering gallery, mixing all the noises up together, so that you could not guess whether a man had spoken, or a stone had fallen, or a pistol had gone off, or all three.

Once or twice, when the line closed up on itself caterpillar- fashion, I was able to make out my white shirt dancing dimly; and once, where some trick of the tunnel sorted out the sounds, I caught a scrap of conversation.

Dyou suppose theyll be able to see the shirt?

God knows. I can hardly make it out from here.

When it looks like the right time to you, sir, turn the flashlight on it.

All right. God damn! Keep on going  you nearly knocked out my eye-glass!

Even over my shoulder, looking backward, I could see practically nothing, for what little light came in through the opening was swallowed by the first few yards. There was a suspicion of paleness in the gloom behind, and the occasional suggestion of an outline of rough wall; no more.

Nor was the tunnel straight by any means. It turned and twisted constantly; and at every bend the men who originally closed it had built up a wall of heavy masonry that Scharnhoff had had to force his way through. In those places the broken stones were now lying in the fairway, as you knew by the suffering when you came in contact with them; some of the split-off edges were as sharp as glass.

It was good fun, all the same, while it lasted. If we had been crawling down a sewer, or a modern passage of any kind, the sense of danger and discomfort would, no doubt, have overwhelmed all other considerations. But, even supposing Scharnhoff had been on a vain hunt, and the veritable Tomb of the Kings of Judah did not lie somewhere in the dark ahead of us, we were nevertheless under the foundations of Solomons temple, groping our way into mysteries that had not been disclosed, perhaps, since the days when the Queen of Sheba came and paid her homage to the most wise king. You could feel afraid, but you couldnt wish you werent there.

I have no idea how long it took to crawl the length of that black passage. It seemed like hours. I heard heavy footsteps behind me after a while. Some one following in a hurry, who could see no better than we could, kept stumbling over the falling masonry; and once, when he fell headlong, I heard him swear titanically in a foreign tongue. I called back to whoever it was to crawl unless he wanted to be shot, but probably the words were all mixed up in the tunnel echoes, for he came on as before.

Then all at once Goodenough flashed on the light for a fraction of a second and the shirt showed like a phantom out of blackness. The instant answer to that was a regular volley of shots from in front. The flash of several pistols lit up the tunnel, and bullets rattled off the walls and roof. The shirt fell, shot loose from its moorings, and the leading Sikhs gave a shout as they started to rush forward.

We all surged after them, but there was a sudden check, followed by a babel worse than when a dozen pi-dogs fight over a rubbish- heap. You couldnt make head or tail of it, except that something desperate was happening in front, until suddenly a man with a knife in his hand, too wild with fear to use it, came leaping and scrambling over the backs of Sikhs, like a forward bucking the line. The Sikh in front of me knelt upright and collared him round the knees. The two went down together, I on top of both of them with blood running down my arm, for the man had started to use his knife at last, slashing out at random, and I rather think that slight cut he gave me saved the Sikhs life. But you can make any kind of calculation afterwards, about what took place in absolute darkness, without the least fear of being proven wrong. And since the Sikh and I agreed on that point no other opinion matters.

I think that between the two of us we had that man about nonplused, although we couldnt see. I had his knife, and the Sikh was kneeling on his stomach, when a hundred and eighty pounds of bone and muscle catapulted at us from the rear and sprawled on us headlong, saved by only a miracle from skewering some one with a bayonet as he fell.

He laughed while he fought, this newcomer, and even asked questions in the Sikh tongue. He had my arm in a grip like a vise and wrenched at it until I cursed him. Then he found a leg in the dark and nearly broke that, only to discover it was the other Sikhs. Still laughing, as if blindfolded fighting was his meat and drink, he reached again, and this time his fingers closed on enemy flesh. Judging by the yells, they hurt, too.

There must have been at least another minute of cat-and-dog-fight struggling  hands being stepped on and throats clutched  before Goodenough rolled himself free from an antagonist in front and, groping for the flashlight, found it and flashed it on. The first thing I recognized by its light was the face of Narayan Singh, with wonderful white teeth grinning through his black beard within six inches of my nose.

Damn you! I laughed. You weigh a ton. Get off  you nearly killed me!

Nearly, in war-time, means a whole new life to lose, sahib. Be pleased to make the most of it! he answered.

Within two minutes after that we had eight prisoners disarmed and subdued, some of them rather the worse for battery. The amazing thing was that we hadnt a serious casualty among the lot of us. We could have totaled a square yard of skin, no doubt, and a bushel of bruises (if that is the way you measure them) but mine was the only knife-wound. I felt beastly proud.

By the light of the electric torch we dragged and prodded the prisoners back whence they had come, and presently Grim or somebody found a lantern and lit it. We found ourselves in a square cavern  a perfect cube it looked like  about thirty feet wide each way.

In the midst was a plain stone coffer with its lid removed and set on end against it. In the coffer lay a tall mans skeleton, with the chin still bound in linen browned with age. There were other fragments of linen here and there, but the skeletons bones had been disturbed and had fallen more or less apart.

Over in one corner were two large bundles done up in modern gunny- bags, and Grim went over to examine them.

Hello! he said. Heres Scharnhoff and his lady friend!

He ripped the lashings of both bundles and disclosed the Austrian and the woman, gagged and tied, both almost unconscious from inability to breathe, but not much hurt otherwise.

The Sikhs herded the prisoners, old alligator-eyes among them, into another corner. Grim tore my shirt into strips to bandage my arm with. Goodenough talked with Narayan Singh, while we waited for Scharnhoff to recover full consciousness.

Those murderers! he gasped at last. Schweinehunde!

Better spill the beans, old boy, Grim said, smiling down at him. Youll hang at the same time they do, if you cant tell a straight story.

Ach! I do not care! There were no manuscripts  nothing! I dont know whose skeleton that is  some old king David, perhaps; for that is not Davids real tomb that the guides show. Hang those murderers and I am satisfied!

Your story may help hang them. Come on, out with it!

Have you caught Noureddin Ali?

Never mind!

But I do mind! And you should mind!

Scharnhoff sat up excitedly. He was dressed in the Arab garments I had seen in his cupboard that day when Grim and I called on him, with a scholars turban that made him look very distinguished in spite of his disarray.

That Noureddin Ali is a devil! Together we would look for the Tomb of the Kings. Together we would smuggle out the manuscripts  translate them together  publish the result together. He lent me money. He promised to bring explosives. Oh, he was full of enthusiasm! It was not until last night, when I had broken that last obstruction down and discovered nothing but this coffin, that I learned his real plan. The devil intended all along to fill this tomb with high explosive and to destroy the mosque above, with everybody in it! Curse him!

Never mind cursing him, said Grim, tell us the story.

He sent oranges here, all marked with the labels of a Zionist colony. When I told him that the explosive would arrive too late, he said I should use it to smash these walls and find another tomb. He himself disappeared, and when I questioned his men they told me the explosive would be brought in hidden under fruit in baskets. I waited then in the hope of killing him myself

Hah-hah! laughed Grim.

That is true! But they bound me, and later on bound the woman, and laid us here to be blown up together with the mosque.

Grim turned to Goodenough, who had been listening.

Do I win the bet, sir?

Ten piastoes! said Goodenough. Yes. Narayan Singh says
Noureddin Ali was gone by the time they reached the wall.

Sure, or hed have brought Noureddin Ali. Ive been thinking, sir. Weve one chance left to bag that buzzard. Will you give me carte blanche?

Yes. Go ahead.

Grim crossed the place to the corner where old alligator-eyes stood herded with the other prisoners.

Are you guilty? he demanded.

No. Guilty of nothing. I came out of curiosity to see what was happening here.

Thought so. Can you hold your tongue? Then go! Get out of here!

Alligator-eyes didnt wait for a second urging, nor stay to question his good luck, but went off in a shambling hurry.

You are mad! exclaimed Scharnhoff. That man is the next-worst!

Grim, are you sure thats wise? asked Goodenough.

We can get him any time we want him, sir, Grim answered. He lacks Noureddin Alis gift of slipperiness.

He turned to Narayan Singh.

Follow that man, but dont let him know hes followed. Hell show you where Noureddin Ali is. Get him this time!

Dead or alive, sahib?

Either.


Chapter Twenty

All men are equal in the dark.

The first thing Goodenough did after Grim had sent Narayan Singh off on his deadly mission was to summon the sheikh of the Dome of the Rock. He himself went to fetch him rather than risk having the sheikh bring a crowd of witnesses, who would be sure to talk afterwards. The all-important thing was to conceal the fact that sacrilege had been committed. But it was also necessary to establish the fact that Zionists had had no hand in it.

You see, Grim explained, sitting on the edge of the stone coffin, we could hold Jerusalem. But if word of this business were to spread far and wide, you couldnt hold two or three hundred million fanatics; and believe me, theyd cut loose!

The sheikh must realize that, said I. What do you bet me he wont try to black-mail the Administration on the strength of it?

Ill bet you my job! Watch the old bird. Listen in. Hes downy. He knows a chance when he sees it, and he might try to cheat you at dominoes. But in a big crisis hes a number one man.

While we waited we tried to get an opinion out of Scharnhoff about the coffin and the skeleton inside it. But the old fellow was heart-broken. I think he told the truth when he said he couldnt explain it.

What is there to say of it, except that it is very ancient? There is no decoration. The coffin is beautifully shaped out of one solid piece of stone, but that is all. The skeleton is that of an old man, who seems to have been wounded once or twice in battle. The linen is good, but there is no jewelry; no ornaments. And it is buried here in a very sacred place, so probably, it is one of the Jewish kings, or else one of the prophets. It might be King David  who knows? And what do I care? It is what a man sets down on parchment, and not his bones that interest me!

The sheikh arrived at last, following Goodenough down the dark passage with the supreme nonchalance of the priest too long familiar with sacred places to be thrilled or frightened by them. He stood in the entrance gazing about him, blinking speculatively through the folds of fat surrounding his bright eyes. Goodenough took the lantern and held it close to the prisoners faces one by one.

You see? he said. All Syrians. All Moslems. Not a Jew among them. Ill take you and show you the others presently.

What will you do with them?

Thats for a court to decide. Hang them, most likely. They were plotting murder.

They will talk at the trial.

Behind closed doors! said Goodenough.

Ahum! said the sheikh, stroking his beard. It would not have been compatible with either his religion or his racial consciousness not to try to make the utmost of the situation. This would be a bad thing for all the Christian governments if the tale leaked out. Religious places have been desecrated. There would be inflammation of Moslem prejudices everywhere.

It would be worse for you! Grim retorted. The sheikh stared hard at him, stroking his beard again,

How so, Jimgrim? Have I had a hand in this?

This is your famous Bir-el-Arwah, where, as you tell your faithful, the souls of the dead come to pray twice a week. This is the gulf beneath the Rock of Abraham that you tell them reaches to the middle of the world. Look at it! Shall we publish flashlight photographs?

The sheikhs eyes twinkled as he recognized the force of that argument. He turned it over in his mind for a full minute before he answered.

You cannot be expected to understand spiritual things, he said at last. However, looking up, this is not under the Rock. This is another place.

Goodenough pulled a compass from his pocket, but Grim shook his head.

Go on, said Grim. What of it?

It is better to close up this place and say nothing.

Except this. Goodenough retorted: you will say at the first and every succeeding opportunity that you know it is not true that Zionists tried to blow up the Dome of the Rock.

How do I know they did not try?

Perhaps wed better ask the Administrator to come and inspect this place officially and put the exact facts on the record, Goodenough retorted.

You understand, dont you? said Grim.

Everything weve done until now has been strictly unofficial.
Theres a difference.

And this effendi? he asked, staring at me. What of him?

He is commended to your special benevolence, Grim answered. The way to keep a man like him discreet is to make a friend of him. Treat him as you do me, then we three shall be friends.

The sheikh nodded, and that proved to be the beginning of a rather intimate acquaintance with him that stood me in good stead more than once afterwards. The influence that a man in his position can exert, if he cares to, is almost beyond the belief of those who pin their faith to money and mere officialdom.

The prisoners were marched out. All except Scharnhoff and the woman were confirmed temporarily in the room in which Grim and I had breakfasted. The woman was taken to the jail until an American missionary could be found to take charge of her. They always hand the awkward cases over to Americans, partly because they have a gift for that sort of thing, but also because, in case of need, you can blame Americans without much risk of a reaction.

Goodenough left a guard of Sikhs outside the street entrance, to keep out all intruders until the sheikh could collect a few trustworthy masons to seal up the passage again. Grim, Scharnhoff and I walked quite leisurely to Grims quarters, where Grim left the two of us together in the room downstairs while he changed into uniform.

What will they do with me? asked Scharnhoff. He was not far from collapse. He lay back in the armchair with his mouth open. I got him some of Grims whiskey.

Nothing ungenerous, I said. If you were going to be hanged
Grim would have told you.

Do you  do you think he will let me go?

Not until hes through with you, said I, if Im any judge of him.

What use can I be to him? My life is not worth a minutes purchase if Noureddin Ali finds me  he or that other whom they let go. Oh, what idiots to let Noureddin Ali give them the slip, and then to turn the second-worst one loose as well! Those English are all mad. That man Grim has been corrupted by them!

Grim hardly looked corrupted, rather iron-hard and energetic when he returned presently in his majors uniform. You could tell the color of his eyes now; they were blue-gray, and there was a light in them that should warn the wary not to oppose him unless a real fight was wanted. His manner was brisk, brusk, striding over trifles. He nodded to me.

You sick of this? he asked me.

How many times? I want to see it through.

All right. Your own risk.

He turned on Scharnhoff, standing straight in front of him, with both arms behind his back.

Look here. Have you any decency in that body of yours? Do you want to prove it? Or would you rather hang like a common scoundrel? Which is it to be?

I  I  I  I  do not understand you. What do you mean?

Are you game to risk your neck decently or would you rather have the hangman put you out of pain?

I  I was not a conspirator, Major Grim. If I had known what they intended I would never have lent myself to such a purpose. I needed money for my excavations  it has been very difficult to draw on my bank in Vienna. Noureddin Ali represented himself to me as an enthusiastic antiquarian; and when I spoke of my need he offered money, as I told you already. I never suspected until last night that he and Abdul Ali of Damascus are French secret agents. But last night he boasted to me about Abdul Ali. He laughed at me. Then he

Yes, yes, Grim interrupted. Will you play the man now, if I give you the chance?

If you will accord me opportunity, at least I will do my best.

Understand; youll not be allowed to live here afterward.
Youll be repatriated to Austria, or wherever you come from.
All youre offered is a chance to clean your slate morally before
you go.

I shall be grateful.

Will you obey?

Absolutely  to the limit of my power, that is to say. I am not an athlete  not a man of active habits.

Very well. Listen. Grim turned to me again

Take Scharnhoff to his house. You know the way. When afternoon comes, set a table in the garden and let him sit at it. He may as well read. If nothing happens before dark, take him out a lamp and some food. He mustnt move away. Hed better change into his proper clothes first. Your job will be to keep an eye on him until I come. Youd better keep out of sight as much as possible, especially after dark. Better watch him through the window. And, by the way, take this pistol. If Scharnhoff disobeys you, shoot him.

He turned again on Scharnhoff.

I hope youre not fooling yourself. I should say the chance is two or three to one that youll come out of this alive. If youre killed, you may flatter yourself thats a mighty sight cleaner than hanging. If you come out with a whole skin, you shall leave the country without even going to jail. Time to go now.

I slipped the heavy pistol into my pocket and led the way without saying a word. Scharnhoff followed me, rather drearily, and we walked side by side toward the German Colony, he looking exactly like one of those respectable and devout educated Arabs of the old style, who teach from commentaries on the Koran. We excited no comment whatever.

What will he do? What is his purpose? Scharnhoff asked me after a while. If a man is in danger of death, he likes to know the reason  the purpose of it.

I had a better than faint glimmering of Grims purpose, but saw no necessity to air my views on the subject.

Im amused, said I, at the strictly unofficial status of all this. You see, Im no more connected with this administration than you are. Im as alien as you. You might say, Im a stranger in Jerusalem. Yet, here I am, with a perfectly official pistol, loaded with official cartridges, under unofficial orders to shoot you at the first sign of disobedience. And  strictly unofficially, between you and me  I shant hesitate to do it!

He contrived a smile out of the depths of his despondency.

I wonder  should you shoot me  what they would do to you afterwards.

Something unofficial, I suggested. But well leave that up to them. The point is

Oh, dont worry! You shall have no trouble from me. It took a long time to reach his house, for the poor old chap was suffering from lack of sleep, and physical weariness, as well as disappointment, and I had to let him sit down by the wayside once or twice. Being in hard condition, and not much more than half his age, I had almost forgotten that I had not slept the night before. Keen curiosity as to what might happen between now and midnight was keeping me going.

He could hardly drag himself into the house. But a bath, and some food that I found in the larder restored him considerably. He helped me carry out the table. He chose a book of Schillers poems to take with him, but did not read it; he sat with his elbows on the table and his back toward the front door, resting his chin gloomily on both fists. He remained in that attitude all afternoon, and for all I know slept part of the time.

Between him and the window of the room I sat in were some shrubs that obscured the view considerably. I could see Scharnhoff through them easily enough, but I dont think he could see me, and certainly no one could have seen me from the road. I felt fairly sure that no one saw me until it began to grow dark and I carried out the lamp. Even then, it was Scharnhoff who struck the match and lit it, so that I was in shadow all the time  probably unrecognizable.

It had been fairly easy to keep awake until then, but as the room grew darker and darker, and nothing happened, the yearning to fall asleep became actual agony. It was a rather large, square room, crowded up with a jumble of antiquities. The only real furniture was the window-seat on which I knelt, and an oblong table; but even the table was laid on its side to make room for a battered Roman bust standing on the floor between its legs.

I had left the door of the room wide open, in order to be able to hear anything that might happen in the house; but the only sound came from a couple of rats that gnawed and rustled interminably among the rubbish in the corner.

It must have been nearly eight oclock, and I believe I had actually dozed off at last, kneeling in the window, when all at once it seemed to me that the rats were making a different, and greater noise than I ever heard rats make. It was pitch-black dark. I couldnt see my hand in front of me. My first thought was to glance through the window at Scharnhoff, but something  intuition, I suppose  made me draw aside from the window instead.

Then, beyond any shadow of a doubt, I heard a man move, and the hair rose all up the back of my head. I remembered the pistol, clutched it, and found voice enough for two words: Whos there?

Hee-hee! came the answer from behind the table. So Major Jimgrim lied about a broken leg, and thought to trap Noureddin Ali, did he! Dont move, Major Jimgrim! Dont move! We will have a little talk before we bid each other good-bye! I cannot last long in any case, for the cursed Sikhs are after me. I would rather that you should kill me than those Sikhs should, but I would like to kill you also. If you move before I give you leave you are a dead man, Major Jimgrim! Hee-hee! You cannot see me! Better keep still!

If it was flattering to be mistaken for Grim in the dark, it was hardly pleasant in the circumstances. For a moment I was angry. It flashed across my mind that Grim had planned this. But on second thought I refused to believe he would deceive me about Scharnhoff and use me as a decoy without my permission. I decided to keep still and see what happened.

Do you think you deserve to live, Major Jimgrim? Noureddin Alis voice went on. I heard him shift his position. He was probably trying to see my outline against the dark wall in order to take aim. You, a foreigner, interfering in the politics of this land? But for you there would have been an explosion today that would have liberated all the Moslem world. But for that lie about a broken leg you would have died a little after ten oclock this morning  hee-hee  instead of now! Dont move, Major Jimgrim! You and I will have a duel presently. There is lots of time. The Sikhs lost track of me.

I did move. I stooped down close to the floor, so that he might fire over my head if, as I suspected, he was merely gaining time in order to take sure aim. I tried to see which end of the table he was talking from, but he was hidden completely.

Do you think you should go free, to perpetrate more cowardly interference, after spoiling that well-laid plan? Hee-hee! You poor fool! Busy-bodies such as you invariably overreach themselves. Having tricked me two or three times, you thought, didnt you? that you could draw me here to kill Scharnhoff, that poor old sheep. You were careful, werent you? to let Omar Mahmoud go, in order that he might tell me how Scharnhoff had turned witness against us. And the Sikhs followed Omar Mahmoud, until Omar Mahmoud found me. And then they hunted me. Hee-hee! Dont move! Was that the plan? Simultaneously then, being yourself only a fool after all, you flatter me and underestimate my intelligence. Hee-hee!

You were right in thinking I would not submit to capture and death without first wreaking vengeance. But vengeance on such a sheep as Scharnhoff? With Major Jimgrim still alive? What possessed you? Were you mad? I satisfied myself an hour ago that Scharnhoff was the bait, which the redoubtable Major Jimgrim would be watching. Perhaps I shall deal with Scharnhoff afterwards  hee-hee!  who knows? Now  now shall we fight that duel? Are you ready?

I supposed that meant that he could not see me and had given up hope of it. He would like to have me move first, so as to judge my exact whereabouts by sound. I reached out very cautiously, and rapped the muzzle of my pistol on the floor twice.

He fired instantly, three shots in succession. The bullets went wild to my left and brought down showers of plaster from the wall. I feared he might have seen me by the pistol-flash. I did not fire back. There was no need. Something moved swiftly like a black ghost through the open door. There was a thud  and the ring of a steel swivel  and a scream.

Has the sahib a match? said a gruff voice that I thought
I recognized.

I was trembling  excitement, of course  only children and women and foreigners ever feel afraid! It took me half a minute to find the match box, and the other half to strike a light.

Narayan Singh was standing by the end of the table. He was wiping blood off his bayonet with a piece of newspaper. He looked cool enough to have carried the paper in his pocket for that purpose. I got up, feeling ashamed to be seen crouching on the floor. But Narayan Singh smiled approval.

You did well, sahib. All men are equal in the dark. Until he fired first there was nothing wise to do but hide.

How long have you been here? I asked.

Five minutes. I only waited for a sure thrust. But hah? the sahib feels like a dead man come to life again, eh? Well I know that feeling!

The match burned my fingers. I struck another. As I did that
Grim stood in the doorway, smiling.

Is he dead? he asked.

Surely, sahib. Shall I go now and get that other one  that
Omar Mahmoud?

No need, said Grim. They rounded him up five minutes after he had found Noureddin.

Then have I done all that was required of me?

No, Narayan Singh. You havent shaken hands with me yet.

Thank you, Jimgrim.

The match went out. I struck a third one. Grim turned to me.

Hungry?

Sleepy.

Oh, to hell with sleep! Lets bring old Scharnhoff into the other room, dig out some eats and drinks, and get a story from him. All right, Narayan Singh; therell be a guard here in ten minutes to take charge of that body. After that, dismiss. Ill report you to Colonel Goodenough for being a damned good soldier.

My colonel sahib knew that years ago, the great Sikh answered quietly.
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CHAPTER I

Lead on, Jimgrim sahib. I have seen the day when stronger boars than that one bit the dust!



AS a general rule when Major Jim Grim strode into the administrators office in the former German hospice, now British headquarters in Jerusalem, it was to be greeted with that kind of confident familiarity that, from his official superior, warms the fiber of a mans being. Jims standing in the administrators favor was the cause of a good deal of jealousy; more than one British officer resented the frequent private consultations between Sir Henry Kettle and the American, although they could not prevent them.

They might have felt less jealous if they had known of the wholesale disregard of personal feelings (Jims especially) whenever the administrator considered him at fault.

Jim walked into the administrators private office three mornings after having run to ground the Dome of the Rock conspirators, rather expecting the usual smile and exchange of unusual jokes before broaching the days business. But Sir Henry Kettle opened on him without formality, with blazing eyes and a voice like flint.

Look here, Grim, what the  do you mean by this? Ive received complaint of insolence and insubordination, made against you by Brigadier-General Jenkins. It came in the morning mail from Ludd. Were you insolent to him?

Maybe.

Insubordinate?

Thatud be a matter of opinion, sir.

Do you realize that if he presses these charges therell be a court martial, and youll be broke?

I didnt tell him what I thought of him because he was acting like a gentleman, Jim answered.

That isnt the point. Jenkins may be a lot of things without that excusing you in the least. What I demand to know is, how dare you risk my having to court martial you and lose your services?

There was not any answer Jim could make to that, so he said nothing.

Are you under the impression that because an exception was made in your case, and you were recognized as an American citizen when given a commission in the British Army, that therefore youre at liberty to ignore all precedent and be insolent to whom you please? If so, Ill disillusion you!

Jim knew his man. He wanted none of that kind of disillusionment. He continued to hold his tongue, standing bolt upright in front of the administrators desk.

Apply your own standards if you like. How long would insolence from major to brigadier be tolerated in the United States Army?

That was another of those questions that are best left alone, like dud shells and sleeping TNT.

Jenkins writes that you gave him the lie direct. Is that true?

No. I asked him a question he couldnt answer without telling a lie, or else retracting what hed said.

He says he offered to fight him.

Not quite. He was afraid to go to you with a lame story, and wanted me to help soak Catesby with all the blame for losing that TNT. I know Catesby  know him well. I told Jenkins that if itud make him like himself any better he might put the gloves on with me any time he sees fit. It was unofficial  not in front of witnesses  and it stands. He took me up; said hed give me the thrashing of my life. He also promised not to make a goat of Catesby.

Well, he has charged Captain Catesby with neglect of duty in permitting those two tons of TNT to be stolen from a truck on a railway siding. Catesby is under arrest.

May I say what I think about that, just between you and me?

Certainly not! But for your insolence to Jenkins I could have brought him to book over this business.

Do you see the predicament youve put me in? This isnt the first time Jenkins has covered his own shortcomings by putting blame on a subordinate. Ive been watching my chance to turn you loose on him. He gives it to me by accusing Catesby, and you spoil it! Youre the one man Jenkins is afraid of; but how can I send you to investigate him now without upholding a breach of discipline?

Ill do anything to make amends that you would do, sir, if you stood in my shoes, said Jim.

I cant imagine myself in your shoes, Kettle retorted. I was never guilty of insubordination in my life.

Maybe you never had reason, Jim answered. What I said to him was in private. There were no witnesses, but he promised not to make a goat of Catesby. Its his word against mine, and if he dares press that charge against me I shall call him a liar in open court, and take the consequences.

Youll do nothing of the kind. Youll go to Ludd at once, clear Captain Catesby if you can, find the real culprit, and do your utmost to whitewash Jenkins in the process.

Im leaving for Ludd by motor in twenty minutes myself. I shall see Jenkins and arrange that hell accept an apology, which you will make to him the moment you arrive. Do you understand me?

I understand Im to apologize. Yes, Ill do that, since you wish it.

Stay at Ludd until youve cleaned up, the administration added deliberately. There has been a lot of thieving down there that looks like organized conspiracy. Dig to the bottom of it. Thats all.

* * * * *

Outside the room Jim lit a cigarette and chuckled to himself. If there was one man on earth whom he despised and hated it was Brigadier-General Jenkins.

Nor was he alone in that particular. He more than suspected that the administrator shared his feelings; and he knew for a fact that half the British Army in Palestine loathed the man for his blatant self-advertising.

So to be told to go to work to whitewash Jenkins appealed to his sense of humor, the more so as he divined that underneath the administrators actual words there lay another meaning. Jim and Sir Henry Kettle understood each other pretty accurately as a rule. Discipline was to be upheld at all costs. Well and good; he would apologize. But since half-measures formed no part of Jims philosophy, he decided to carry out the administrators instructions to the letter and to find some way of giving Jenkins such an elegant coat of white as should embarrass even that praise-hungry brigadier.

Fair play and Sir Henry Kettle were synonymous terms. Therefore there was more in this than met the eye. Therefore Forward, march!

He walked down the echoing corridor chuckling to himself, and almost ran into Colonel Goodenough, a commander of Sikhs who cherished a good soldier as he did a horse.

Morning, Grim. Got a K.C. B. or something? Whats the good news? Share it!

Im off to Ludd.

Good Ludd deliver us! Fleas  sand  centipedes  raw recruits  sick horses  thieves  and the mans happy! Are there any more at home like you?

I need one of your men to go with me, sir.

So thats the joke, is it? Well, its on you. You cant have him. Im short of men. There seem to be only two classes of people in universal demand in Jerusalem  Sikhs and jailbirds; jailbirds for the dirty work, and Sikhs to push perambulators. Every man in my regiment has two mens work to do. I wont spare one of them.

Lend me Narayan Singh, sir.

Why  it, hes my best man!

Sure. Thats why I want him.

Hes priceless. If you want my private opinion he could run the regiment better than I can. Why, I use that man to teach my officers their business.

Reward him then, Jim answered. Give him a job after his own heart. Send him with me.

For how long?

Indefinite. Im to smell out the thieves at Ludd.

Well  its true  that would be a picnic for Narayan Singh. He deserves a treat. But if you get him killed or seriously injured Ill murder you. Why, I spent all one night in No Mans Land at Gaza hunting for that man rather than lose him; I wouldnt have done as much for my grandmother.

That how you got the V.C.?

  it, yes. And Narayan Singh got nothing, although I recommended him until I was sick of writing letters. Hed done ten time what I did. If you borrow him I want him back all in one piece marker perishable.

Watch that he doesnt get malaria down at Ludd. Dont overwork him. See that he gets regular meals. I tell you, that mans precious!

How soon can I have him?

Im on my way to the lines now. Come in my car and get him.

* * * * *

They went down the Mount of Olives at Goodenoughs usual speed, which was not based on such considerations as the view, or the nerves either, of Jerusalem, and brought up presently in a cloud of dust in front of a marquee behind a barbed-wire fence on the outskirts of the city. Two minutes later Narayan Singh, lean, enormous, bearded, looked straight into his colonels eyes across the table.

Youre to go with this officer, Narayan Singh.

Atcha, sahib.

Youre to bring him back from Ludd alive.

Atcha, sahib.

Otherwise do whatever he tells you to.

Atcha, colonel sahib.

March with your kit to the station and meet Major Grim there in time for the morning train. Dismiss.

The Sikh saluted and fell away, but his brown eyes met Jims with a flare of gratitude. It was almost ferocious, like the expression of a hound unchained for sport. Jim nodded to him, but neither said a word.

Jim borrowed the colonels car and drove to the junior staff officers mess, where he went upstairs in a hurry. Finding nobody in his own room, he went on up to the attic and stooped over an enormous packing-case. Groping in it, he pulled out a black foot, followed by a small boy, whose wooly hair suggested the Sudan and a mother sold into Arab slavery. His features were certainly Arabic.

You lucky, lucky little devil! Twelve hours sleep out of twenty- four  just think of it! Wake up now and pack you kit; roll it into your blanket and come with me to the station.

What is it, Jimgrim? Are we transferred?

Youve got to learn to ask no questions when you get your marching- orders.

All right, Jimgrim.

Narayan Singh will inspect that kit when you get to the station. Better be careful.

He left the boy sleepily arranging on a blanket all the odds and ends that had appealed to his eight-year-old imagination since Jim discovered him starving one winter night in the drafty archway of the Jaffa Gate. They were pretty much the same things that a small boy born in America would choose  a tin can, a broken knife, a mouth-organ, a picture out of a magazine, an incomplete pack of playing cards, some half-smoked cigarettes and a broken mousetrap  all frightfully important.

Jim packed into his own kit three complete changes of native costume, and was ready first.

Narayan Singh was the only one of Jims friends who did not object to Suliman; the only one who took it for granted that the profit of fostering a small boy might outweigh the trouble, and who was thoroughly willing to share the trouble and forego all profit.

The Sikh took charge of Suliman at the station, made him unroll his kit on the platform, rebuked him because the broken knife-blade was not clean, solemnly suggested proper ways of polishing the outside of a tine box, and invent on the spot the only moral and properly complicated way of packing such possessions in a blanket.

In the flat-wheeled train that bumped and pounded through the gorge leading down from Jerusalem Narayan Singh came forward from the third-class end of the train to find Jim.

The butcha will make a man, sahib, he announced.

Why, whats his latest?

I asked him what he supposes our sahib intends to do with him at Ludd.

Though I could hide in your beard, Narayan Singh, he said, and you have killed your man a dozen times, yet I shall be a soldier before you are. For though you do not know enough not know enough not to ask questions when you have had marching orders, nevertheless I know enough not to answer you. How is that, sahib, from a butcha hardly higher than my knee?

He learns. But see he doesnt smoke too much, and when he swears beat him.

Brigadier-General Jenkins was on the station-platform at Ludd, cutting quite a figure, what with his upstanding bulk and the number of obedient subalterns grouped all about him. The set stage was obvious at once. The administrators motor had evidently come faster than the train. Jenkins had been ordered to accept an apology, and for lack of any better means of showing spite had arranged to make it as public as possible.

Jim, with Narayan Singh at his heels carrying all the baggage, walked straight up to him and saluted.

Well, Major Grim?

I apologize.

Jenkins turned a little to one side in order better to include the crowd.

What for?

For presuming to speak to you as a man and my equal the other day instead of as a person of higher rank. I withdraw all I said, including the imputation. Do you accept?

Jenkins nodded. Having his orders from higher up, it was all he could do. The subalterns smirked as he turned on his heel, and two or three of them winked at Jim. Narayan Singh was the only one who spoke, growling into Jims ear as he once more gathered up the baggage:

Lead on, Jimgrim, sahib. I have seen the day when stronger boars than that one bit the dust!


CHAPTER II

That was only an American devil. This is a Palestine one. They are much worse.



THERE is one good thing, at any rate, about being commissioned under army regulations. It is true that you have to concede gentility to seniors sometimes ignorant of the crudest meaning of the word; but on the other hand you yourself remain a presumptive gentleman until the contrary is proven. You are liable to arrest at the whim of arrogance; but you dont have to find bail, or sit in a cell until your case comes up for hearing.

So Jim found Catesby taking it easy in a deckchair in his tent  a pretty good tent, nicely hung with souvenirs of the East from Cairo to Bokhara, with soda-water siphons in a basket full of wet grass slung from the ridge-pole in the sun to keep them cool, and plenty to read.

Hullo, Uncle Sam. What are you doing here? Come in. Make yourself at home. I heard you were under arrest in Jeroosh.

No. I apologized.

Lucky devil. Wish an apology might fumigate my official rep. Afraid Im damned. How on earth did you manage it? Jinks had been bragging all over the shop that hed as good as broke you. Mother of me! Dyou mean to say youre at liberty and camping on Jinks trail? Oh  what was that word of Roosevelts  oh, bully! Jimgrim, if you get Jenkins number Ill pledge myself to black your boots from now to doomsday.

My orders are to whitewash him.

Oh, damn! That means good-by me. Home for me on a troopship to what used to be Merrie England  broke.

Incidentally Ive orders to clear you.

Cant be done, old man; not if the impeccable Jinks is to save his face. They tell me sub rosa that hes cooking up half a dozen extra charges to make sure of breaking me.

Business is business, Jim chuckled. All this firm asks is orders. Goods delivered while you wait.

But listen; we havent an earthly. Two tons of TNT came in a truck consigned by mistake to this brigade. The R.T.O. (railway man) shot it into a sliding and notified Jinks, who probably lost the advice or lit his pipe with it.

Three days later the Air Force, who were expecting the stuff, began to make inquires  twisted the tail of the R.T.O. to help his memory  went to the siding  found the truck  seals broken  no TNT. Went to Jinks promptly. Jinks blustered as usual  denied all knowledge of the consignment  was shown a copy of the R.T.Os memorandum  remembered a few stale grudges against me, and swore he had give me orders to go and take charge of the stuff the moment it came. I was sent for, and it was the first Id heard of it.

In less than two minutes he had me under arrest to await court martial for culpable negligence and disobedience to orders. I shall plead not guilty, of course. Hell swear he gave me orders. Ill deny it. His word against mine. Maalesh  feenish!  as the Arabs say.

What other charges can he bring against you?

Anything he pleases. Whats the odds? Theres so much thieving going on in this camp  no thieves caught or stuff recovered  that any sort of charge against anyone gets believed. How can you possibly checkmate a brigadier like Jenkins in the circumstances?

Did you ever kill a dog? asked Jim.

Yes.

How?

Bullet. Poison. Why?

They say there are more ways of killing them than by choking them to death with butter; but suppose we try butter just this once.

Jinksll eat all the butter there is and yell for more.

Lets try him. Tell me what you know, or guess, or think, about that TNT. You know Ive discovered the stuff in Jerusalem? There was a Moslem plot to blow up the Dome of the Rock and blame it on the Zionists. Whos the worst fanatic in these parts?

All the Hebron men are fanatics; you know that. Theyre the principal thieves. They hide all over the place, and grease themselves at night, and slip past the sentries. Once in a while one gets skewered with a bayonet or shot, but the look outweighs the risk, and for one that gets napooed twenty get away with it.

Kettle told me it looked like organized conspiracy.

I dont believe it. Its just half-brother Ishmael with his hand against every man and every mans hand against him.

You havent heard of any sheik or priest or trader hereabouts whos getting rich and uppish?

No. Its simply a case of flies around a jam-pot.

See you later, said Jim, grinning to hide from Catesby his own appreciation of the fact that the brigadier held all the trump cards.

He continued to wear the grin by way of self-encouragement.

* * * * *

Every circumstance, condition, situation and characteristic has its advantage, only so few know how to look for them. Still, a more than normally alert man can stumble on advantage now and then; and if he has trained himself he can sometimes make the most of what turns up. Individuals seem to have special values in the eternal scheme. The especial merit of Suliman was that, being a small boy, he hero-worshiped and at the same time believed implicitly in bogies.

The merit of a Sikh is different. He, too, worships heroes, but from another point of view; and the more he happens to believe in the unseen, the more suspicious he is of the unexplainable that can be seen and touched and heard. But this both Sikhs and small boys have in common, that they love the lines and the gossip of the lines.

Narayan Singh, given no orders to the contrary, could not more have kept away from the tents where other Sikhs were idling the time away that Suliman could have done, orders to the contrary of not.

Jim went to the row of tents reserved for visiting officers, discovered his bed already made and kit unpacked, but nothing of Narayan Singh or Suliman. There was a Sikh mounting guard at either end of the short line, but they knew no more than that Narayan Singh had come and gone again, taking the butcha with him. So he set off to explore the camp on his own accord.

Ludd, which was Lystra when they wrote the Bible, is one of those places that fills the military mind with wonder at civilian complacency, and stirs civilians to murmur at the thoughtlessness of army men. The town itself is practically undefendable. Yet there has always been a town there, in a land where raid and robbery are the normal thing; and wherever Jew, Egyptian, Philistine, Syrian, Babylonian, Roman, Mongol, crusader and Turk in turn have razed the place, its inhabitants have always built it up again very much as ants rebuild a ruined hill.

It sits on a sandy plain at the foot of the Judean Hills, from which plunderers can swoop down on it at their discretion. There is practically no water except in the rainy season, when there is a lot too much. There are snakes, mosquitoes, centipedes, bed-bugs, fleas and flies. And the largest army in the Near East was camped there, drawing its drinking-water all the way from Egypt through an iron pipe made in the U.S.A.

The secret of that is that, although the surrounding hills are perfectly contrived by nature to be robbers fastnesses, and the plains below were manifestly meant for robbers meat, you cant supply and maneuver an army readily among the hills, whereas Ludd is not only a railway junction but is an excellent pushing-off place in every direction, with ample room for store- sheds, airplanes, cavalry lines and what not. So the army, depending on mobility for its security, tolerated the climate and conditions, while the thieves descended from places in the hills, like Hebron, and grew fat.

Jim strolled about the camp enjoying himself more or less, as any man must who loves with devouring interest whatever lives. In an armed camp the very gun-mules learn a new intelligence; and the dogs, without which in dozens no British army  or American for that matter  could maintain its social self- respect, come nearer to being impudently human than in any other circumstances.

There is tidiness, even among barbed-wire and prickly-pear entanglements, and a sense of getting the very utmost out of life (which is true humor as well as sound economy) that may become monotonous to those in camp, but thrill the new arrivals. And there are all the minor innovations made by individual commanding officers for making something out of nothing for the mens sake, to be admired, or criticized, if you are half-observant. Nothing much escaped Jims eye or missed its lodgment in his memory. But there was nothing that looked like a cord for hanging Jenkins.

At the end of an hour of all-observant sauntering he returned to the station to interview the R.T.O., a red-necked, overworked, opinionative despot (like the rest of them; it seems you cant run a military railway and be tolerant of other peoples feelings). Someone in the early days of war had dug this man out from a freight-junction in a London suburb, put him in uniform, and he had done the rest. He did not mind who knew it.

Ho! So youre another that wants to know about that TNT? I told all I knew the minute they asked me. Facts at my fingers ends. Made my report in writing. Nothing more to say!

But there are ways of getting under the thick skin even of an R.T.O.

How much truth is there in the story that you get commissions from the thieves who loot the railway?

What, me? Who says that? Hells bells! This gangud accuse their wet- nurse of selling milk! Anything missing? Blame the R.T.O.! Horse breaks away  sepoy get a dose of colic  general lose his shaving-brush? Require explanations in triplicate from the R.T.O.! Train two minutes late? Arrest the R.T.O. for mutiny! Thats the life I lead.

Listen. That TNT arrived in a truck. None o my business. I aint the hen that laid the stuff. I wrote out an advice on the proper form and sent it up to Jenkins, ordered the truck into number nineteen siding, and says to myself, There, thats the end of that  damn it! and as far as Im concerned that is the end of it. Im busy. But if theres a man in Palestine from general downwards who wants to swap me two piasters against all the commissions I get from thieves or anyone, walk him up to my office and well make the trade. Good morning!

There was nothing to be unearthed there. The man was obviously as honest as self-satisfied. Jim strolled back to the camp and through the mule- transport lines, where he found Narayan Singh squatting on the sand in deep converse with a dozen grooms. Six or seven tents away Suliman was smoking a cigarette and gambling with three Arab urchins of about his own age.

He caught Narayan Singhs eye and nodded, passing on without disturbing the group to pounce on Suliman, turn him upside down and shake him until the unearthed increment of small coins fell into the sand to be fought for by the other three.

But not all that money was won from them! Suliman objected.

Good. Teach you not to gamble.

* * * * *

Suliman had to run to keep up and lost breath in the process for the sand made heavy going. But he talked all the way, remonstrating at first about the loss of all that wit-won money, and, when remonstrance failed to produce the least effect, forgetting it in an intermittent flow of gossip. That being exactly what Jim wanted, there began to be abrupt replies that brought forth more.

And, Jimgrim, this Ludd must be an evil place, although I like the mules and horses and dogs and men and everything.

Well, whats the matter with it, then?

There is an iblis.

A devil, is there? What does the devil do?

He is captain of the thieves. He dances at night in the hills, and the thieves bring him what they steal. He is abras.

A leper is he? Have to start to P.M.O. on his trail.

No. They say the chief doctor is afraid of him.

Why?

Because besides being abras he is mukaddas.

Holy, eh?

He is a derwish (dervish). They say he bewitches men by dancing, and after that the sentries cant see to shoot them or kill them with bayonets. I am afraid of the iblis Jimgrim. You will have to let me sleep inside your tent, because it is too dangerous outside under the sky.

Tell me some more about the iblis. What is his name?

They say he has no name.

Where does he live?

Nowhere  that is, everywhere! He comes and goes  first men see him in one place, then in another. They say he wears no clothes except a turban, and has beastly great marks of leprosy all over him. They say that if a soldier sees him, he can never shoot straight again, and when a man touches him, that man dies within the day. Oh, Jimgrim, suppose he should come in the night!

Jim sat down on the deckchair, officers one provided by a thoughtful War Office, and grinned.

Youve given me the right idea, youngster. Just for gambling you shall investigate this iblis.

Allah forbid! I would not even go with you to look at him!

All right. Then you shall wear girls clothes for a year.

Aib! Ana bkul la! (Shame! I say no!) Rather I will promise never to gamble again.

Youve promised before. You have gambled again. Now youve got to choose  forward like a man to find the iblis, or a girls clothes for twelve months.

I could run away to some village, Jimgrim. You would never find me.

Suit yourself.

When you were my age, Jimgrim, would you have gone to look for an iblis?

Sure.

Kizzab mutkarbik! (You are a big liar!)

I hunted one before I was your age and found it was made of a pumpkin, a beanpole and a sheet.

That was only an American devil. This is a Palestine one. They are much worse.

Nothings bad unless youre afraid of it, said Jim.

Not gambling? I am not afraid of that.

But youre afraid of the consequences  girls clothes for a year.

Suliman stamped his foot and swore a steady stream of brimstone Arabic.

Remember, youre only allowed ten swears a day!

I am a man! I will not wear a girls clothes!

Youll find the iblis is a man when you lay hold of him.

How can that be?

Thats for you to find out.

At that moment Narayan Singh arrived silently, and saluted in the tent door.

All the camp is by the ears about a shaitan (devil), sahib. He is said to make thieves invisible and to cast a spell on soldiers so that they can never shoot or stab straight.

So I hear.

They say he may not be hunted because Moslems think his person is sacred. They say, too, he is a leper; yet the medical officer may not arrest him for the same reason. Yet some say he is captain of the thieves. Shall we two take him in hand?

Sure. First thing.

Does your honor want him alive? What if I put his sacredness to the test with a bullet?

Better investigate him first; there may be others. Be ready to come with me after dark.

Atcha, sahib. Shall I place Suliman with friends who will look after him?

La! (No) yelled Suliman. I am a better man that any Sikh! I tell you I go too!


CHAPTER III

Now I wont hear a word from you against Jenkins  not one word!



FROM a cursory inspection of that camp, such as any ordinary visitor might give it, the impression would have been gained that Brigadier-General Jenkins was supreme. That was because his brigade command chance to lie nearest to the station, and his notion of the only way to achieve success in life was through advertisement.

Like many a commercial upstart of the type that he admired, advertisement had done a lot for him, and presently turned his head. To carry the metaphor further, he was becoming overextended, pyramiding futures on the sudden profits of a chancy past. There were others than the administrator in Jerusalem aware of his ambition and the meager grounds for it.

For instance, there was Major-General Anthony V.C. etc., in supreme command at Ludd, whom the public had hardly ever heard of because he cared to serve his country only, not himself. Jim found him in his shirt sleeves in the great marquee that overlooked the whole camp from rising ground at the rear.

Glad to see you, Grim. Sit down. General Kettle was here this morning. He gave you some orders himself, I believe?

Ive apologized already.

Good. Youre in my bad books, though. I was absent in Egypt when that TNT was lost. That gave Jenkins a chance to shift the blame, and he made the most of it. Now, thanks to your recovering the stuff and your block-headed idiocy in falling foul of him, Jenkins gets a new lease.

Between you and me, Grim, he is one of those  politicians. Friends in the War Office, you know, and all that kind of thing.

There seems no way of getting rid of him. He reached his present eminence by being recommended for promotion by one C.O. after another, who couldnt endure him by didnt want to quarrel with his powerful friends.

His career is one long story of innocent fellows punished or broke to hide his shortcomings. Now, thanks to your infernal hot temper, he looks like breaking poor young Catesby, whos an efficient young officer.

Youre the logical man to have followed up that TNT business. You had it in hand and were successful beyond expectation. If youd held your idiotic tongue, instead of telling Jenkins what you thought of him, I could have turned you loose down here, and what with his dislike of you and your brains I dont doubt hed have tripped himself out of the Army in a week or so.

But imagine what a whip hand it would give Jenkins over me if it transpired that I had proceeded against him on charges brought by a major who had been ordered to apologize to him for insubordination only a few days before! Do you see what your hotheadedness has done?

Now I wont hear a word from you against Jenkins  not one word! Youre to investigate the thieving thats going on down here, but I shall make a point of telling Jenkins myself this afternoon that you are here in his interest as much as anyones.

Now  is there anything I can do to simplify matters for you in any way?

I ought to have Catesbys assistance, sir.

But hes under arrest.

Catesby needs time and opportunity to hunt up evidence in his own defense, sir.

He has made no such request to me. It would have to come from him, not you.

Im his next friend. If it comes to a court martial I shall defend him.

I see. You propose to ignore my wigging and fall foul of the brigadier in that way, dont you?

Absolutely no, sir! Ill carry out your orders to the letter.

All right; Ill trust you. A note shall go to Jenkins asking him to release Captain Catesbys parole for fourteen days to enable him to look up evidence. Anything else?

Youve heard of the iblis, of course?

The leper who dances in the moonlight? Yes. Hes quite a problem. I was for having him hunted and bagged alive. The P.M.O. wants him interned as a danger to the health of the whole neighborhood, though where the  hed intern him I dont know. But some politician has been pulling strings. It seems the leper is a religious mystic held in high regard by the Moslems, and orders have come that hes not to be interfered with.

They say in the lines that this iblis is the captain of the thieves.

I know they do. Ive known of things ten times more improbable.

In that case, said Jim, whatever politician pulled the strings is probably interested in the thieving.

The order to let the leper alone came from Egypt.

Why not override it on the ground of military expediency?

Because, the wars over, Grim, and the politicians are getting the upper hand. The way is being paved for civil government, and for every once that I override the political department I get ten defeats. Im disposed now to let the politicians mix their own litter and lie in it.

Jim was a lot too wise to ask permission after that to tackle the iblis. It was sufficient that he had no orders not to tackle him. But he was more mystified than ever. Just as Sir Henry Kettle had done that morning, General Anthony seemed to be deliberately leaving the course unobstructed which, if Jim could find it, might lead to Jenkins undoing. Why in thunder couldnt they tackle Jenkins outright, he wondered.

* * * * *

He went straight to Jenkins ten and sent his name in by the orderly, but was kept waiting five minutes while the brigadier whistled a tune; for there is nothing like cooling a juniors heels, according to some folk.

Can you tell me anything, sir, that might lead to the discovery of who stole the TNT? he asked when he was admitted.

Hah! So our wonderful, astute American has come for assistance, eh? I thought you were such an expert intelligence officer that you never needed anyones advice? Glad to come to me after all, eh? What anticlimax! I dare say you wish now youd made that apology a little more humble and less technical?

There was no one else in the tent, although there might have been some eavesdropper listening behind it, for Jenkins knew no limits when his own advantage was in question. Jim took a grip on himself, and smiled.

Ive been rebuked twice this morning for what I said to you the other day. Twice Ive pledged myself to make amends, if I can, buy getting all possible credit for you out of the clearing up of this thieving business.

Oh!

If there was one thing more than another on which Brigadier-General Jenkins prided himself it was his ability to read men and take advantage of their peculiarities. Next to that he considered his claim to success lay in swift appraisal of subsurface reasons  political judgement in other words.

Jim Grim he assessed as one of those slaves of integrity, who value their own word above all other considerations; a slave, moreover, who had no influential backing. He did not doubt that whatever Jim had promised to do he would do, whoever might be discommoded in the process. There were only two men who could have made Jim promise  Kettle and Anthony  and only someone higher up still who could have actuated them; therefore somebody attached to headquarters in Cairo must have been pulling more than usually effective strings.

There might even have come definite instructions from the Foreign Office in London that the way must be paved for Brigadier-General Jenkins appointment to a civil post. The day of civil government was rapidly approaching. He himself had worked all the backstairs wires. There were more unlikely things.

Jenkins was no simpleton. He understood perfectly that both Kettle and Anthony detested and despised him; and, blinded by his own conceit, he supposed they would be willing to praise him with their tongues in their cheeks in order to get rid of him.

Soho! he remarked, and whistled a bar or two.

Jim, loathing him, skin, bone and stuffing, stood with a straight face, waiting while the brigadier turned his stalwart back to think.

So were to pull together, are we, eh? Well  Im not vindictive. Id half a mind to ruin your career  dyou know that? I wont stand insolence from any man. Nemo me impune lacessit; thats my motto. Ive got teeth, and I like the world to know it. However, as you seem eager to reinforce a lame apology by doing the right thing, Ill bet bygones be bygones and well forget the incident.

Jims memory was reputed to be a trifle more retentive that that, had Jenkins stopped to think, but the brigadier was full steam ahead already on the track of self-advancement with the terminus in view. The brakes werent working.

Sit down. Now this thieving that has been going on in the camp is a perfectly scandalous business. Theres no excuse for it. Not counting that TNT, which was returned to store  thanks to some extent, I believe to your efforts  the Army has lost a hundred and nine rifles in three months, to say nothing of countless rounds of ammunition  blankets  groceries  soap  underclothing  and stores of all kinds. Incompetence, of course. Best not to mention names.

Between you and me, Ive been waiting for the Army auditor to check things up and discover how much is missing. Thats done now. They know in Cairo just how much remissness there has been.

Nows the time, then, for somebody to get credit for changing that state of affairs. Youre a man whos had rapid promotion; theres no need to tell you that the paving of the short cut consists of other mens mistakes. Very well. Somebody will have to pay; but what is that mans poison may turn out to be your meat and mine. Dyou get my meaning?

Perfectly.

Have a cigar. Its obvious to the meanest intelligence  or at least it ought to be obvious, youd think  that these thieves have a headquarters. Any general with half an eye would recognize signs of the thieves being organized. That means theyve got a leader  perhaps two or three men, but more likely one  directing all of them. Is that much clear?

Sounds obvious.

It is. My notion of a good commanding office is a man with his ear to the ground, who listens, and knows what the men are saying. Any man with only one ear, and that half full of wax, would know that its common talk in this camp that the captain of thieves is a notorious leper. Have you heard of him?

Yes.

Have you heard any reasonable explanation as to why hes left at liberty? No, of course you havent, for there is none. Theres a reason given, of course, but its childish. Theyre afraid of offending the Moslems. Now listen to me.

Go ahead. Im listening.

Have a drink. Help yourself. Now who would stand to gain most by stealing weapons? Eh? Who are they who want to possess a country owned by present by Arabs  who are being threatened everlastingly by Arabs  who have no weapons of their own, and whose grip on the country is only made temporarily possible by an army of occupation dependent on the whims of a Foreign Office? The Zionists, eh? Dyou get me?

Then you mean

I mean this: The Arabs have lots of weapons hidden away. The Zionists have none  or had none until this thieving started. The Zionists believe, what Im quite sure of, that theyre going to get left in the lurch by our Foreign Office sooner or later. So theyve hired Arabs to steal rifles for them, for Jews to use against Arabs later on. Dyou follow me?

I see the drift.

Kettle and Anthony and the rest of them imagine that the Zionists are going to have it all their own way with the backing of the British Government. But I know better. I happen to have influential connections at home who keep me posted; and between you and me the Zionists are going to be told before long to paddle their own canoe.

Of course, the Zionists have their own friends at the Foreign Office, who keep them posted, too; they know as well as you and I do whats likely to happen, and that the minute it does theyll be at the mercy of the Arabs unless they can arm themselves in advance. Failing arms, theyll have to get out of the country. Thats inevitable finally; theyll have to get out. You can take my word for it, the solution of this Palestine problem is going to be an Arab kingdom. The Zionists havent a chance.

Jim saw no reason to argue with a man who chose to back a losing horse. He sat still.

I rather think General Anthony himself suspects this thieving is the work of Zionists, Jenkins went on. But hes afraid of Zionists, as well as more than half in favor of them. Im not. I know which side my bread is buttered on, and Im pro-Arab to the core. Are you?

Im extremely partial to Arabs, Jim answered guardedly. Cant help liking them.

So well just take a fall out of the Zionists ahead of time, and let the Arabs know who their individual friends are, with an eye to the future. Get after that iblis, as they call him, Grim, as soon as you like. Scratch him and I think youll find a Jew; if not, youll discover a Jew somewhere back of him.

I thought of getting on his trail tonight, said Jim.

Good. Do. Report to me and to no one else. See you in the morning, then. So long.

* * * * *

Ten minutes later Jim turned up at Catesbys tent.

No home on a trooper for you, old man! This Jenkins bird is going to provide you with work.

But youve got to whitewash the brute!

Sure. The Lord alone knows how yet, but he shall have such an elegant ducking in white paint that it wont ever come off. Your paroles to be raised for fourteen days, and well work together to pump Jinks so full of self- importance that hell burst. Meanwhile, Ill get some sleep. You do the same. Dont forget, if anybody asks, that you need liberty to hunt up evidence to clear yourself. So long.


CHAPTER IV

Moreover, Jimgrim, you are my friend!



NO city in the world can vie with a great camp for binding spells, by night especially; for the city only represents what men have done, whereas the camp allures with what they mean to do. The policeman at a crossing signifies that what today approves tomorrow will repeat. The sentry with firelight dancing on his pointed steel denotes the alertness of unfolding destiny. The entertainment of a city is the fruit of things accomplished, growing rotten, but the thrilling murmur of a camp by night is the prelude to new heavens and a new earth.

There was no moon when Jim led the way between the whickering horse- lines, followed by Catesby, Narayan Singh and Suliman. They were all dressed as Arabs, so that every sentry challenged them, and once a bayonet point pierced through Jims garments to his skin before he could reply; for the Sikh on duty likes his ceremony swift, and takes no chances.

Each time that Jim whispered the password the four were followed into the shadows by wondering, suspicious eyes; then, as if afterthought increased suspicion, the sentrys voice would call out harshly to the next ahead, and three times before they reached the camp gate an officer was fetched to quiz them.

In no single instance did Jim give the names of his party, not even when the guard at the gap in a barb wire fence that they called the south gate held them up for five minutes and scoffed at the slip of paper he produced. He did not want his movements gossiped all over the camp.

So they were all four submitted to search at the gate as presumptive thieves, by a Sikh jemadar who feared no writing nor regarded words.

His disrespectful fingers uncovered naturally three loaded automatic pistols; and  ace of unexpectedness  a Gurkha kukri from under Sulimans shirt. That settled it, of course.

Into the lock-up with them until morning! he ordered, being one of those priceless guardians who are not afraid of responsibility.

The lucks not running my way, grunted Catesby. Thisll give Jinks the finest chance the brute could ask for to show me up in a bad light. My names Walker!

Dont you believe it. Cut loose, Narayan Singh, Jim whispered.

There followed an interlude in the Jat dialect that restored Catesbys normal high spirits, it being one of the conventions of the British Army that an officer of Sikhs must understand the language of his men, whereas the mens knowledge of English is optional and rather rare. It ended in Narayan Singh disrobing in the guardroom light to show his steel bracelet, the steel dagger in his hair, and certain other peculiarities of Sikh attire to which he is more loyal than a Scotsman to his kilts. Those, the language, and an intimate knowledge of he jemadars own personal, private and amusing immortal history proved at last convincing.

But the jemadar kept the kukri. There was not explaining that away.

How shall I hunt an iblis without that thing? demanded Suliman, appealing to Jim in the shadow much too wise to argue with the Sikh.

Where did you get it? Did a Gurkha lend it to you?

No. The fool refused. So I stole it while he drank.

Come on. Weve wasted time enough. You must face the iblis with bare hands.

* * * * *

Now Catesby led, for he knew the lie of the land. Jim followed him, and Narayan Singh brought up the rear in darkness so deep that it was all one could do to keep the leading man in sight. The sky overhead was clear, and the stars shone like scattered diamonds, but they were following a shallow wady (valley) between cactus, and the gloom of the night before the worlds were made seemed to have gathered in it. They went nearly a mile at a slow pace before Catesby stopped to take his bearings. Then Jim missed Suliman.

He did not dare shout for him, for that would have brought to the scene every scrub-haunting thief in the neighborhood. He called once in a low voice, but all the answer was the ghoul-like laugh of a hyena, and a moment later he made out the brutes green eyes, very low to the ground and moving the way a lantern swings.

I rather thought it was a mistake to bring that kid, said Catesby. Didnt like to question your judgement of course, but

He comes. I hear him, sahib, Narayan Singh whispered.

A moment later the hyena snarled and scampered off, looking as big as a lion when his outline showed against the sky. Then they heard whimpering and hard breathing. Something or somebody stumbled, sobbed, and hurried on again toward them. Then Suliman burst into their midst and threw himself face foremost on the earth, heaving for lack of breath. He had something heavy in his hand. Jim picked it up.

The kukri again! You young luss (robber)! How did you get it?

That jemadar gave it to a sentry to hold, and the sentry laid it beside him on the ground where he could feel it with his foot. So I pulled the skirt of his overcoat and took the kukri when he turned. Then I ran.

And he didnt shoot?

No, for I took care that he saw me. Sikhs dont shoot at men of my size, for I have tried before.

Now, said Jim, do you still think I was wrong to bring the kid? Lead on, Catesby.

* * * * *

They took to the top of a sandy ridge that lead gradually upward to a low hill covered with cactus, from which by daylight there would be a fair view of half the camp, although now they could see little more than scattered lights that made the darkness more confusing. There was a short bare ridge on the hilltop, sandy like the rest but free from cactus.

Suppose we lie here till moonrise, Catesby proposed. Last time I saw the iblis was from just this place. I was waiting for a chance at a leopard and friend leper came instead, scaring everything away for miles around. He pretty nearly scared me stiff. Most awful looking brute you ever saw.

You see that hill opposite? You can just make out the outline of it against the sky. He danced on that and made me feel so creepy I vowed Id never dance again. Later he passed along this ridge so close that I thought hed trip over me. Ugh! I was glad he didnt. Hes leprous from head to foot. It beats me how he holds together when he dances.

They lay down on a shoulder of sand that overhung the shallow valley; and now the Arab costume they were wearing proved its virtue, for they could cover faces, hands and ankles from the mosquitoes that attacked in mass formation. Hooded like that under loose robes they looked like dead men. A badger came and sniffed them, then a hyena, then several jackals, remembering perhaps the fat times when men were fighting and the carrion lay thick.

They lay an hour until the moon rose, like a huge blotched lamp beyond the other hill, and by that time Suliman was fast asleep and snoring. Narayan Singh shook him awake  lest he frighten the iblis away, as the Sikh was careful to explain. The notion that the iblis might be afraid of himself was new to Suliman, and he sat up to consider it, fingering the edge of the heavy, curved Gurkha blade.

The game is to catch this beauty alive if we can, said Jim, but above all we mustnt scare him and let him get away from us. Better watch him for a week than rush in and fail. The next most important thing is not to kill him  bear that in mind, Narayan Singh; even you cant make a dead man talk, you know!

I will plunge this kukri in his belly and discover whether an iblis has entrails if he comes near me! vowed Suliman.

But a moment later he returned the great knife to its sheath and crept up close to Jim, with the hair raising so that his turban actually lifted.

Look, Jimgrim! Look! The iblis!

Naked in the reddish moonlight  framed, in fact, exactly in the middle of the orb that rose behind him, about two hundred yards distant from where they lay across the wady  glistening here and there as if his carcass had been smeared with whitish slime, a tall, lean, muscular man stood motionless, gazing toward the lights that indicated Ludd encampment.

The turban on his head but emphasized the nakedness of all the rest of him. Nowhere in the East is the mere absence of clothes remarkable as a rule, although the Arab likes to drape himself in amble, loose array for the sake of dignity and comfort. But the mans nakedness was ghastly  impudent  a calculated, sheer affront  deliberate indecency so flaunted that the moonlight and the loneliness could not absorb it, and it shocked grown men.

He was well shaped. No crippled limbs or unnatural abortion helped to horrify. It was an arrogance of nakedness, made monstrous by the will to assert itself. If he had stood among a hundred naked men, he alone would have seemed unclothed, and if you had clothed him he might likely have seemed naked still because of the outrageous insolence that owned him.

For minute after minute he stood gazing at the camp, with his stomach thrust out in an attitude of self-complacency and his arms folded across his chest. Then, as if the turban on his head were too much concession to the prejudice of other folk, he began to unwind the thing, coiling the yards of cloth around his arm.

What did I tell you? whispered Catesby. Isnt he a horror? Isnt he a gruesome swine?

In my land there are millions with no more than a yard or two of rag apiece; but that thing there is an insult to the gods, and he should die! declared Narayan Singh.

Nevertheless, remember what I said. Dont kill him, Jim answered. He thinks he knows something or he wouldnt like himself so much. Lets find out.

The man began to posture on the hilltop, taking attitudes suggestive of the figures on Egyptian temple walls. He seemed conscious of the fact that the rising moon served to spotlight as well as background, for his movements were deliberately calculated to show up in silhouette. They were slow and strong and snakelike, but little by little the snake idea gained ascendancy until his whole body writhed in serpentine contortions.

Then he began to dance. You could not watch the man and tear yourself away or make a move against him. He had the faculty of stirring curiosity and holding it, so that each move was a fascinating prelude to the next and you had to wait to see.

The dance began with a rapid repetition of the Egyptian poses, so skillfully done that the infinitely tiny pause between each movement served to fix each posture in the watchers vision, and the whole became a motion picture in staccato time.

All that while he kept the turban draped about his arm and it looked like an excrescence  something or other horrible  sometimes as if he had three arms on his right side, two growing out of one. But all at once he began to whirl the thing about him like a lariat until it formed a Saturn ring, in the midst of which he spun like a top on tiptoe, dervish fashion.

Whoever on the countryside saw that would understand the meaning of it. The whirling turban was only an added stroke of genius to emphasize his eminence among his kind.

The dancing dervish claims that by spinning for a length of time on tiptoe he can rid himself of human limitations and see clearly into the infinite. The ordinary dervish apes an arrogant humility before he starts; this fellow was assuming to confer with spiritual essences with banner whirling in the breeze  that was the only difference. There might be Moslems after that who would question his claim to miraculous vision and sanctity, but not many of them, and they would be kept in order by the rest.

Suliman, with the creed of his ancestors half-learned and wholly in his veins, was quite convinced.

That is truly an iblis, he whispered with chattering teeth. There is nothing for us to do but leave him, Jimgrim.

But Jim was thinking then too busily to quiet the superstitious qualms of a small boy.

Narayan Singh!

The Sikh crept closer.

Do you know the lie of the land here?

No, sahib. But I could crawl up close and rush the brute. If I may not slay, I could hold him until you come and bind him with the turban.

Catesby!

The three laid their heads together.

Is there any way of coming up behind him?

No. Not without making a circuit of more than a mile. This hill were on juts out from a ridge that leads in a curve to his hill. Theres a thirty- foot cliff of sand on this side of him, too steep to climb in the dark. If we follow the ridge hed see us coming, unless we could get there before he stops spinning, and at that he has likely got a spy or two on the watch. To come up from behind him through the cactus would take twenty minutes.

Jimgrim, sahib!

Narayan Singh laid a hand on Jims sleeve.

If I steady this automatic on my forearm, the Sikh continued, resting my elbow on the ground  thus  in three or four shots I can hit him in the leg with certainty. Then he will limp, and we can catch him. Only say the word.

No.

The last time I saw him he came straight along the ridge and passed me after hed finished the ballet, whispered Catesby.

Give him a chance to do it again.

The iblis pirouetted interminably, gaining rather than losing speed, the ring of cloth spreading out around him in an ever widening circle. If he really was a leper, then the disease had made strangely little inroad on his stamina.

And for all that whoever watched grew giddy, the iblis himself retained full consciousness. For there came cloaked figures of men, who dodged in the shadows from bush to bush; and as they drew near he was aware of them and began to slow down gradually, letting the turban droop in ever narrowing curves, until he stood stock-still again, back to the moon, like a statue, glistening with sweat that made him shine now from head to foot instead of showing sliminess in patches.

After standing rigid for about two minutes he stretched out his right arm toward the camp, and suddenly his voice boomed like a tenor bell, cursing in Arabic, cursing in the name of Allah the Lord of Creatures, the Prince of the Day of Judgment, cursing man and beast and tent and mechanism  eye, hand, ear and brain.

What do you make of him? he whispered.

Ive seen his kind in the mosques of Mosul and Marash, Catesby whispered. I think hes simply a dancing dervish from up north, driven away very likely because of his leprosy.

But Jim, too, had been in Mosul and Marash and seen the dancing dervishes. He reserved judgment.

The iblis turned at last toward the hooded figures that were crouching near him; and now he stretched out both arms, but whether or not he blessed them was not clear, for he lowered his voice. However, after a minute or two it was quite plain that he urged them to a certain course, for he flung his right hand out like an emperor ordering armies, and his chin went up so imperiously high that he moonlight sheened on his fierce eyes.

The hooded figures vanished. They had come from different directions, but as far as one could judge in the uncertain light they were headed one way in single file when they disappeared into the cactus.

  ! Jim muttered suddenly, and Narayan Singh crept close again.

Yes, sahib? What is it?

Cant you see? The iblis has gone too  and the wrong way for us, durn him!  toward the moon  due east. If we chase him now hell simply run.

I can stalk him, sahib. He will never see me.

No. The others are coming straight along the ridge in the shadows.

We can do better than that. Catesby?

Once again you might have laid a handkerchief on all three heads.

Theyre coming one by one. Bag the last one alive. Narayan Singh, gag him; take Sulimans turban  have it ready in your hand. Ill pin his arms and get his knife away. Ill whistle to startle him, and then all three of us spring together, downing him at once in the shadow where his friends cant see.

They stowed Suliman in a hollow just over the shoulder of the hill, and crawled into position where a foot-track passed between an anthill and a big cactus in a shallow, spoon-shaped depression of the hilltop. They had hardly hidden themselves when the first man came swinging along at a sort of dog-trot, the pace common to most savage and nearly savage people bent on adventure. He passed so close that they might have touched him, and the reek of cotton clothing soaked in oil was unmistakable.

Six men passed, all going at the same pace, all smelling strongly of the same rancid unguent, with about ten yards between each, dog-trotting to the nights work and in no particular concern just yet to conceal themselves. The seventh man lagged a little, being heavier than the rest and not so free- breathing.

As he drew abreast of them Jim whistled. But instead of checking his pace to look about him the man sprang into the air like a shot buck, and landed in his stride intent on sprinting.

Jim, Catesby and Narayan Singh all sprang at the same instant, and crashed their heads together. But for Catesbys Rugby football days they would have missed their man; but instinct, born of following the ball though a whole pack pounce on him, sent Catesbys right arm shooting out of the scrimmage. Groping wildly at the air, he caught the Arabs ankle. It was greased, but the check before the Arab freed it tripped him, and before he could recover balance all three captors were on top of him, crashing together into the cactus bush.

The Arab could not yell with agony, because Narayan Singhs steely wrist clapped on the cotton gag and held it in place, come life come judgment day. And the Sikh, being topmost, got fewest of the cactus stabs, so swore least. Catesby, underneath, with his arms about the fellows legs, cursed like a wet cat, hissing canteen blasphemy between his teeth; and Jim, side by side with the prisoner in a bed of inch-long thorns, kept at his task in panting speechlessness that was just as eloquent. There are few points that hurt more acutely than those of a Holy Land cactus.

Jim got the fellows knife at last, and dropped it in the murderous mess of pikes they fought among. But to hold his arms was another matter. The Arab was greased from head to foot, and his clothes, which might otherwise have served to hold him by were rotten with the oil, tearing whenever they were seized. As the clothing came away from him in rags his naked skin slipped from the grasp more readily than ever; and he was stronger than a bear  sinewy and lithe and, for all his weight, able to wriggle any section of himself that wasnt pegged down tight.

Three or four times he seemed about to slip away from them, struggling like an eel. But Narayan Singhs knee in his stomach combined with the unyielding gag to rob him of breath, so that at last they all rolled out into the open and Jim gasped out a request to Catesby to take his girdle off and bind the fellows hands and feet.

Catesby was only in the nick of time at that. Struggling to his knees, he was aware of something flashing brightly in the moonlight from behind the ruined cactus bush. He sprang into the shadow and caught Sulimans kukri in the act of descending on the Arabs undefended neck, whirled in both hands like an ax by the eight-year-old. He threw Suliman into the cactus to whimper and recover rectitude.

Then when they had trussed their prisoner and had picked most of the thorns out of him they sat and operated on themselves by moonlight, using pocket-knives and fingernails and hard words, giving the Arab time to get his breath and think up some lies to tell them presently.

It was no use trying to pretend they themselves were Arabs any longer, for they had sworn too lustily in English, to say nothing of Jims instructions anent the girdle, and Narayan Singhs hoarse imprecations in another tongue.

Perhaps its as well, laughed Jim. Here, Catesby, be a good chap and dig this thorn out from behind my knee. Hell be so puzzled that perhaps hell lie less, if we can get him to say anything at all. Wheres Suliman?

I am here. I look for the kukri. It was not the act of a true khawaja (gentleman) to throw me in that cactus bush. If you are my mutahid (partner), Jimgrim, you will see that I have full vengeance!

Ill avenge you. Wait and see. Lets ask the prisoner what he thinks about it. Have you found the kukri?

Suliman flourished it in the moonlight. Jim stooped over the prisoner and lifted him into a sitting attitude; at sight of the kukri whirling near his head he ducked and fell over again sidewise; for his hands were tied under his knees and one cant keep balance as well as struggle in that position. Jim lifted him again.

Now, he said in Arabic, this child vows you are an iblis; and he has sworn by the beard of the Prophet to kill the first iblis that he sees. We are his friends, here to help him do it. What do you say to that?

You have caught the wrong one. I am no iblis.

You fight like one, and you smell worse than one. What then are you?

I am a thief.

The man threw such pride into the assertion that Catesby and Narayan Singh both laughed. But Jim was too intent on something else. He shifted his own position so that the moonlight shore directly in the mans face  then nodded.

Look at me carefully, Mahommed ben Hamza. Do you know me?

Jimgrim! Ilhamdilla! (Thank God!) Now I am all right.

No, youre not, you scoundrel!

Man without virtue I may be, since Jimgrim says it, who knows so much; but not for nothing did I help thee at El-Kerak, when a word from me would have ended thy career. I say I am all right. Ilhamdilla!

You think Im easy, Jim answered, but I tell you my friends here are ruthless.

Then you and I will fight them. I am not afraid.

What brought you from thieving in the Hebron suk (market)?

What were you doing yonder?

Jim pointed to the hill two hundred yards away on which the leper had danced.

What but obtaining magic against bullet and bayonet? What else could a dervish do for me? However, he forgot to bless me for ambushment by the way, or even you, Jimgrim, would not have been clever or strong enough to take me, with twice as many men.

Then you think his dance is efficacious?

Surely. All the thieves go to him, and how many get caught? A very few get shot, and a very few get stabbed, but those are the ones who scoffed at him. He is a driver of hard bargains, but his magic works.

Hard bargains, eh?

Lepers bargains. A man must leave two-thirds of all he steals, or the equivalent at a place appointed, or suffer the curse. None dares fail him.

I drive still harder bargains, Jim answered.

Aye, and keep them. Loose my bonds, Jimgrim; thou and I are old friends.

Not so fast. Are your wife and child at Hebron, Mahommed ben Hamza?

Unless ill luck overtook them between yesterday and now.

And you still own the little vineyard  that profitable little vineyard beside the Jerusalem Road?

Surely. That was my fathers legacy to me, his firstborn.

And the stone house in the Haret el-Akkabi (the quarter of the makers of goatskin water-bags)  does that belong to you still?

Aye.

Since I have caught you red-handed on your way to steal from Ludd Camp, and you have confessed in front of witnesses, do you not see I am in position to drive a very hard bargain?

Between friends?

Between a thief and one who can get that thief fined so heavily that there would be no more orchard paying profits on the Jerusalem Road, and no more home in the Haret el-Akkabi to bequeath to an only son.

You would not do that, Jimgrim!

I spoke of a bargain.

Well?

Where is that leper to be found by daylight?

None knows. None dares inquire.

Where is the place appointed for his share of the plunder to be left?

It is never twice the same.

Where have you been told to leave two-thirds of what you proposed to steal tonight?

Ah-h-h!

My friend the Governor of Hebron keeps a nice, clean jail, it is true, said Jim. And my friend Moustapha Aziz the auctioneer obtains good prices, too. There might be a little something left to you after the fine is paid.

Jimgrim, if I though you were a liar I would take my chance. The court would never fine me all that much, for since the Turks left there is a law like mothers milk. But you are such a devil that I think you could arrange it. I suppose you know of other charges you could lay against me, and who shall stand against your persistence? Moreover, you are my friend.

Answer my question then.

I cannot describe the place.

Is it near here?

Yes.

Then lead us to it.

Jimgrim, I am afraid. That dervish who has no name is a capable fellow. He can curse!

And I, who hold you prisoner, know all about your property. Which is the lesser evil  a curse that might miss

Inshalla!

Or my flat promise to get after you in Hebron?

Mahommed ben Hamza smiled as winningly as a child with a cause to plead.

You I know of old, Jimgrim. The dervish is new and talks a lot, but his talking did not save me from being caught tonight. Besides, you are my friend. I will lead you to the place.

Loose his feet, Narayan Singh. Then tie his hands behind his back.

Nay, Jimgrim! Have I questioned your word once, or lied to you once? Did I lie to you at El-Kerak, when at a word from me they would have thrown you from the castle roof?

Jim hesitated. He did not want to be hampered by a prisoner on his hands that night, yet he would have had to return to camp in order to lock him up. But on the other hand he did not want the responsibility of letting him go. The best plan seemed to be to make a stipulation with definite limits, which the man would probably observe implicitly and then vamoose.

Just what do you promise? he asked.

I will lead you to the place where the dervish told us we must leave his bakshish.

All right. Swear to it.

By the holy mosque of El-Kalil  by the tomb of my father, on whom be blessings  by the

That will do. Loose him, Narayan Singh  but keep a close eye on him.

Mashallah! I could not run if I were minded, laughed Mahommed ben Hamza, stretching himself. I would rather a camel knelt on my belly another time than that fellow of yours who gagged me. This way, your honors.

* * * * *

He led them along the ridge toward the spot where the leper had danced, so brightly and at such an angle that whoever was abroad could hardly have helped seeing them the moment they should desert the scant cover of the scrub. Mahommed ben Hamza did not care; his own need of secrecy was at an end for that night, and his part of the bargain was to show the way; he deliberately chose the open path until Jim called a halt, midway along the ridge.

There he left Catesby and Narayan Singh, bidding Suliman mark the place carefully.

Now down on your belly and crawl! he ordered. And if you make a noise or show yourself you shall surely wish I was only a camel; Ill land on top of you like a troop of cavalry! You, too, Suliman  crawl!

On hands and knees, picking out the shadows of the cactus and taking their chance of snake, centipedes and scorpions, they crept up to the spot where the leper had danced, and Jim went aside to examine it, wondering what sort of hollow his pirouetting must have scooped out of the sand. But in place of a hole was an ancient Moslem tombstone long since fallen flat, and now worn smooth in the middle where the mans feet had rubbed it night after night.

Come away, Jimgrim; the place is bewitched! Mahommed ben Hamza whispered.

But Jim was not satisfied until he had worked his fingers under the stone and lifted it to see what might be underneath. For the next three minutes he was busy killing about a dozen of the little deadly vipers that infest the plains of Palestine, using the kukri snatched from Sulimans hand.

What did I tell you? grumbled Mahommed ben Hamza. Did not I say it is bewitched?

After that they crawled downhill, scouting extremely carefully because the moon shone on a smooth surface of sand where cactus and shadow were scant. At the foot of the long slope was a winding nullah, and there, because of the shadow, they dared stand upright. Mahommed ben Hamza led along it to a sandy amphitheater a quarter of a mile away, and stopped in front of one of those open tombs with which all Palestine abounds.

There, that is the place.

Inside or outside?

We were to lay the loot inside.

Go in and see if the leper is in there now.

Allah forbid! Besides, Jimgrim, my bargain is finished. I was to lead to the place, that is all.

True.

Having kept my promise I am now free.

Gee, that was foolish of me! I ordered Narayan Singh to keep an eye on you, and then left him behind.

So now I go. Good-by, Jimgrim. Dont shoot, for the dervish might hear  and besides you are my friend!

But if I catch you away from Hebron before I visit the place, Jim answered, you shall wish I had shot you, do you understand? After all, I think  perhaps

He drew his automatic and cocked it very deliberately; but Mahommed ben Hamza was out of sight among the shadows almost before the spring of the pistol clicked.


CHAPTER V

Aye, father of reprimands, but where?



CATESBY and Narayan Singh waited interminably, watching the moon mount overhead and passing from mere impatient to restlessness to anxiety as more than an hour went by without any sign of Jim. Officer and enlisted man, Englishman and Sikh, they naturally kept their distance, each respecting the others prejudices; and they lay low for fear of scouting desert thieves. Once they heard a shot ring out somewhere in the direction of the camp, but that was nothing unusual since thieves had become so busy.

At last Narayan Singh crawled close to Catesby and with an upward jerk of his thumb toward the moon began to speak in that low voice which is so hugely better than a whisper.

Sahib, I have orders to bring our Jimgrim back to Jerusalem alive!

What do you propose, Narayan Singh?

My orders to take care of him was from my own colonel, sahib. It is good to obey.

Well give him ten more minutes. If he doesnt come then or send the boy for us well try to find him.

Good.

Narayan Singh spent most of the ten minutes examining his pistol and a long, keen knife that he carried under his tunic, arranging both so that he could reach them instantly with either hand. But there remained ninety interminable seconds.

Let me see your pistol, sahib. I have known these automatics to jam. Sand in the fodder kills mules and horses, but I have seen officers die more quickly for lack of a man to detect sand in their pistol locks.

Catesby laughed and handed the weapon over. It is only the raw subaltern who is too proud to be nursed by a war-wise enlisted man. Aware that his weapon was spotless clean, he was too wise to discourage the Sikhs thoughtfulness.

Now are the ten minutes not up?

Thirty seconds, said Catesby, glancing at his wristwatch. Pistol all right?

A little heavy on the pull. Is it a new one?

Yes.

Then take care to aim to the left, sahib, if it has to be used in a hurry. Now  ?

Yes, come on.

Catesby led, but only for the sake of form. Narayan Singhs low voice from just behind did all the counseling.

Jimgrim went first to the place where the shaitan (devil) danced. I saw him.

The shadows were shorter now, and it was not so easy to keep cover and make rapid progress. On the hilltop they abandoned all effort to conceal themselves. Catesby stooped to examine the tombstone, and discovered some of the snakes that Jim had killed with the kukri. But Narayan Singh had seen them first.

Beware, sahib! A snake dies slowly; cut in halves they can bite yet for an hour or two.

He fidgeted until Catesby came away from them.

Now the moon proved friend as well as enemy, for the Sikhs keen eyes picked up the trail Mahommed ben Hamza made in the sand, crossed once in a while by those of Jim and Suliman hurrying from bush to bush. But at the bottom of the long slope where the footsteps turned into the narrow wady they were confused by those of six or seven more men hurrying in single file in the same direction. In the one spot where the moonlight shone on the bed of the wady Narayan Singh stooped and scooped up a handful of earth. It was sticky. He beckoned Catesby into a hollow on one side of the track.

Strike a match, sahib. Carefully! A match can be seen for miles. Thus  ah  blood it is, and almost warm  scarcely begun to harden.

They both examined every inch of the ground for ten or fifteen yards.

There was no fight in this place. Whoever bled got his punishment elsewhere. Perhaps they carried a wounded man  who can tell in this dim light? See  there is blood again, sahib. Shall we follow?

There was nothing else they could do in the circumstances. It was surely contrary to all the rules of warfare, civilized or guerilla, for two men in the dark to stalk seven down a narrow, winding wady, around any turn of which the seven might wait and pounce on them.

But Catesby was no whit behind Narayan Singh in eagerness to serve his friend; and to turn back was unthinkable, for instance, as to let the Sikh go first into danger, even if his were the keenest eyes. There are prerogatives that no man willingly relinquishes. Catesby strode forward.

* * * * *

Fifty-four paces down the wady, by his own count, he tripped and nearly fell over an Arab corpse.

For a minute they took cover near the corpse and listened. Then Narayan Singh knelt beside it and his long, brown fingers searched swiftly. Someone had covered up the face with the headdress and bound the covering fast. He tugged it off.

God be praised, it is not Jimgrim! he growled. The body is quite warm  not dead ten minutes.

His fingers searched inside the clothes and presently found the emergency exit through which the mans life had fled.

He died by a bayonet, sahib. Come and feel. There is no mistaking that wound. Likely a Sikh did it, for the thrust forced the middle rib apart and broke the lower one. These were camp-thieves returning from the nights work, and one got more than he bargained for.

The fingers searched again, feeling skillfully for anything of value; but the mans friends had taken that precaution first, and even the usual amulets and necklace of prayer-beads were missing. However, the father East a man is born the more meticulously detailed is his genius for looting (so that the Punjaubi and the Jew from Bokhara can thrive where the Arab starves, the Chinaman can fatten on what they leave, and the Japanese out-thieves them all).

Presently the Sikh covered the dead mans face again and waited for Catesby to lead on, but the Englishman hesitated. Thieves (supposing that they were thieves) who took such trouble to cover up a dead mans face were hardly likely to leave the body long at the mercy of jackals and hyenas.

There was apparently only one possible way they could take returning. They might send two men back for the body, or return in force. He might leave Narayan Singh in hiding there to watch, and scout forward alone. Narayan Singh could deal alone with two or three men; but six or seven would overwhelm him.

Finally he adopted the inevitable British compromise and, beckoning the Sikh to follow him, turned back a little way to avoid making more footprints on the sand. At the first place where the bank of the wady sloped fairly easily he began to climb it and discovered, as he expected, easy enough going at the top.

Now, Narayan Singh, well scout along together as far as the last point from which we can overlook the wady. There Ill leave you and carry on. If I need you Ill fire my pistol. If you need me, do the same.

You wont be able to see down into the wady, but if anybody comes along it you can hear; in that case scout closer. Shoot to kill if you want to, but mind you dont shoot Jimgrim sahib by mistake!

The Sikhs disgust and disappointment were as plain as if he had dared voice them. A hound would have submitted as cheerfully. He approved neither of dividing forces nor of squandering his own trained senses on any passive form of usefulness.

Forward, sahib! he urged; and the tone of his voice bordered on insolence. Shall Jimgrim and the butcha need us and we play vulture above a carcass?

Catesby laughed dryly.

Do as I say, he ordered.

They were able to go quite a long way without losing sight of the black, velvet-looking belt of gloom that was the wady bottom, and Catesbys plan proved not so contemptible after all. Keeping a company of Sikhs in fighting trim for months past had given him a knowledge of all that countryside that could not desert him in the dark, and presently they reached a low eminence from which they could look down into the wady in either direction.

By that time, too, the moon shone at such an angle that the darkness below them was considerably broken up and patches of sand were beginning to be visible in places. To their left, clearly outlined in the yellow light, lay a sandy amphitheater, and if they had only known it they could see the opening of the tomb to which the Arab had led Jim and Suliman.

Nevertheless they seemed to have missed their opportunity, and Narayan Singh suddenly swore a streak of Indian oaths that would have made a mere comminating prelate shudder with mixed envy and dread. Down below them, passing in single file across a yellow sand-patch to their right, they caught sight of mens figures moving swiftly. Catesby counted five, the Sikh six, but there might have been more because of the shadows, and some might have crossed the patch of light before they saw the others. They were all swallowed in black night again before the brain could get any clear impression of their general appearance.

Catesby made up his mind swiftly enough then, and Narayan Singh approved, since decision entailed action.

Come on! After them from the rear!

They slid down the sandbank into the wady and started to run, keeping in the middle where the track was loose and soft, so as to make less noise. Neither man knew exactly what they meant to do other than force the party ahead to stand and give an account of themselves. If that should entail a free fight, well and good; the Sikh, at least, would sooner fight than not, and Catesby had no objection.

But the one paramount, essential objective was to get tidings of Jim Grim, and neither of them made a single stipulation as to ways of means. They simply ran.

Whether or not they were gaining on their quarry they never knew; for suddenly, down the sandbank just abreast of them, panting, staggering, tripping, tottering, tumbling into their arms to sob and cling to them  Suliman came like a bolt out of the night  too scared and breathless to explain himself, kicking and punching at Narayan Singh because he should comprehend without words  too bewildered to speak English to Catesby, who had scant Arabic.

Catesby was not much of a hand with children. He tried sternness to antidote hysteria, and succeeded only in making his victim cry. So Narayan Singh squatted in the wady as if time were no consideration, and took the boy in his lap.

A brave fellow! he said. Truly a brave fellow! Out in the night alone and not afraid of leopards! A soldier in the making! A swift runner! A man of deeds, not words! A scout who knows friends in the dark and can find them! A skirmisher who takes a cliff-side like a warhorse galloping! Truly a proper friend for such a one as Jimgrim! And what said Jimgrim? I wager had had a message for Narayan Singh?

Curse you religion! Curse your mother and her family! What are you waiting for? Let me go!

The youngster struggled, and struck the Sikhs face with his fists, but stirred no reprisals. Narayan Singh held on an laughed.

Aha! A ruffian! A fighting man! A very Rustum (a famous warrior) at the age of eight. I wager Jimgrim sent him out to fight the iblis!

The word iblis loosened the floods of speech at last. Suliman spat into the Sikhs black beard and followed up the illustration with his text.

Come and get him! Come quick! The iblis sits and spits at him! Jimgrim is bewitched. The iblis curses him. Jimgrims pistol is bewitched; he cant use it. The iblis laughs. I ran to find you and you were gone, so I came back to kill the iblis with my kukri. Now you sit and grin, you son of sixty dogs, while the iblis murders Jimgrim. Have you no heart? Have you no courage? Jimgrim is in danger!

Aye, father of reprimands! But where?

Where? In the cave, of course! In the cave, idiot!

Which cave, O father of whirlwinds?

Which cave, Narayan Singh? As if there were more than one! Can Jimgrim be in two caves?

Can you lead us to the cave?

No! I have lost my way!

That admission was altogether too much for Catesby, who was listening in shadow. He stepped closer to try again what stern authority might do. But Narayan Singh waved him back with an imploring gesture, and resumed the milder method.

Such a scout! Such a father of long memories! I wager he has not forgotten what I taught him in Jerusalem. You were in the cave, Suliman? And you came out of the cave? Then on which side shone the moon  on this or that hand? This hand I wager. No? That one? Ah! And you crossed this wady to reach the place where I waited with the sahib? Ah! Then the cave is this way. Come!

He got up, took the child by the hand and led him along the wady in the opposite direction to that in which they had been running, Catesby following in agonies of impatience. At every projection Narayan Singh would stop and try to get the boy to recognize it, but it was not until they reached the open amphitheater that Suliman gave a gasp of sheer excitement and began to run.

There! There is the cave! I see it! Hurry, Narayan Singh! Curse you for a crawling beetle! Pick me up and carry me, I am halas  finish!

Narayan Singh gathered him up in his hairy arms, gentle as a womans, but as strong as two pythons, and broke into a double. The moonlight shone straight into the cave mouth, and Catesby, having no load, reached it first. By the time Narayan Singh overtook him and had set down Suliman, Catesby was disappearing head first into a black hole, sending his voice ahead of him:

Grim! Hullo! Jim Grim! Hullo, Uncle Sam, are you there? The reserves are coming, Grim  hold on!

Suliman was next into the hole, charging under the Sikhs legs and pulling out his kukri as he scrambled, yelling too:

Oh Jimgrim! Taib (all right) Jimgrim! All right, Jimgrim! Coming! We are here!

They plunged forward into utter darkness; and because Suliman was to busy shouting to think of warning them about the tricks of the place they all three took a header down a four-foot drop into the echoing home of blackness.

Narayan Singh proved heavy, for it is bone and thew that weigh, not fat. It took Catesby two minutes to recover breath, and then at last he struck a match. He held it high over his head, and the light showed all four walls of a cavern.

Grim! Where are you?

The cavern, with a row of sepulchers hewn into the walls, was empty. The echoes mocked them. Catesby struck match after match, and they peered together into every niche and cranny, finding nothing but a dollop of candle- grease to prove that anyone had ever been in there.

Catesby burned his fingers with his last match, and the blackness of the womb of darkness shut them in again.

Too late? Surely not too late? muttered Narayan Singh.

Then Suliman lifted up his voice and yelled:

He is gone! Oh, Jimgrim! Prince of men! That iblis has eaten him! Curse the iblis! Curse his religion and his mother and his eyes and his belly and his teeth! In the name of Allah, may his soul be flung into the fire that burns. May devils torture him forever. Oh, my Jimgrim! Oh-oh  ai-ee- ee!

He flung himself face down and beat the floor of the cavern with his fists, sobbing his heart out for his vanished hero.


CHAPTER VI

Thieves again!



THE worst part of scheming for your own advancement is that sooner or later, and generally sooner, you are forced to employ paid assistance; and in the very nature of things such men as will assist are all self-seekers on their own account. The only safe ambition for even the cleverest men is on behalf of an ideal.

There are plenty of instances. Napoleon obsessed with the thought of lifting France out of the ruck of misery and restoring his country to her right place in the sun was invincible. Napoleon on a throne, scheming to make himself an ancestor of kings, was only dangerous. And Brigadier-General Jenkins was an immeasurable way behind Napoleon, without ever having possessed high ideals of any kind, although he could talk about them in a florid way that deceived some folk.

At about the time when Jim left camp on the trail of the iblis Jenkins was burning overtime oil in the wooden shack that did duty for office, with a corner of one window left uncovered in order that the world might appreciate his devotion to duty.

But he had given up sitting at the desk and rummaging through papers. Papers were the bane of his existence. Covering it under an air of lordly military scorn for trifles, he had been afflicted all his life with carelessness at odd moments, such as would account, for instance, for the R.T.O.s confidence in washing his hands of the stolen TNT. Jenkins had received a memorandum about that explosive and mislaid it; now he had lost another paper, and this time there was no one else on whom he dared lay blame.

If it had been an official document he could certainly have pounced his clerk, but unfortunately it was something about which it was to be hoped the clerk knew nothing. If the clerk did know, then the sooner that unfortunate should leave for far-off parts the better. The worst of it was that he was expecting a visit that evening from the man who had signed the paper, and he had reasons for needing it to flourish under that individuals nose.

He paced up and down the narrow office, casting huge shadows that made his mustache seem like a tea-pot handle and annoyed him, for he was vain of personal appearance as of everything else. Every now and then he paused to rap his forehead with a clenched fist, as if to shake into action that magnificent memory of which he boasted. Then the pacing was resumed, while his lower lip sucked at the corner of the red mustache to present the offending shadow.

One incident kept recurring to mind that he hoped explained the loss away, but he would have given a months pay to be sure of it. He remembered a soiled, creased, dog-eared hundred-piaster note that had come in halves and had to be stuck together. He had sat at his desk  he remembered that distinctly  clipped a strip of paper with the shears, gummed the strip and joined the two halves of the note.

In all likelihood he had crumpled up the remainder of the piece of paper and thrown it into the box that did duty for waste-basket, but of that he could not be certain. It was possible that was the missing document. And he could not for the life of him remember to whom or for what purpose he had paid out the banknote, repaired with a strip of paper that might have Arabic handwriting on it.

He might have paid a mess-bill with it, or settled a bridge account  although he very rarely lost at cards  in which case the note was probably long ago in circulation far enough away to be out of danger. That was to be hoped, but hope is often a fidgety weakling.

An incident nagged his memory. He had paid one hundred piasters on a recent occasion to the man who was coming to see him tonight  the very man under whose nose he wanted to brandish the lost signature.

As he turned for another worried beat up and down the room a Sikh sentry rapped on the door to announce his visitor. He went behind the desk and studied his appearance in the little canteen store looking-glass for a minute before answering, twisting his mustache straight and practicing a couple of grimaces. He believed as thoroughly in advertisement as any manufacturer of patent pills, and never overlooked the cover of the capsule.

* * * * *

For an Arab the visitor seemed overconfident. He was a little man, dressed in expensive European clothes, but with a tarboosh at least a size too small for him so that it sat jauntily on a head that grew very suddenly narrow above the ears; and like many little men he walked mincingly, suggesting an insect  but an insect with a sting, for his smile did not succeed in hiding malice. He was the sort of man one would instinctively keep at a distance. But his voice was like oil on troubled waters.

I have nothing but good news for your honor, he began, smiling jubilantly. I confess myself more than ever amazed at your genius that suggested this plan to organize Arab thieves and blame their thefts on the Zionists. It works! Never was such a thieving  tee-hee-hee! And a fair proportion of the plunder is already stowed in a place owned by the Zionist Committee  hee-hee!  such a joke!  isnt it exquisite?

Sit down! And listen to me, Charkas. How many times have I to tell you that Ive nothing to do with your plans? I wont have you as much as suggest it, even in private. Do you understand me?

Ibrahim Charkas folded one hand on the other, chose the edge of an uncomfortable chair and sat down facing him. The corners of his mouth looked meek, and his eyes immensely mischievous.

Im willing to help you Arabs, sub rosa, so to speak. And Im willing that it should be known in the right quarter at the right time that I have been your friend all along. But nothing indiscreet  you understand me?

Certainly. Yes, indeed. And when the time comes you may rest assured we shall show ourselves most grateful  practically grateful.

Um-m-m! By the way Charkas, do you remember a hundred-piaster note I gave you the other day for expenses? There was a hundred, and I think four fifties and ten tens.

Yes, indeed. You have been most generous. I was wondering tonight whether I might not ask

Dyou happen to have that hundred by you?

I have a hundred piasters

I mean the original bank-note that I gave you.

No, sir. Why?

I suspect its a bad one. Id like to give you another for it.

Tee-hee-hee! You need not worry, general. It has been passed on long ago. Whoever has it now may do the worrying. Hee-hee! But I would like some more money for expenses.

Damn it! Dyou take me for a millionaire?

No, sir. Indeed I know better. But these agitators all need wages, and if we are to work up a proper feeling against the Zionists there must be plenty of paid men at work.

Havent you Arabs any guts, that you cant raise a campaign fund among you?

Ah-h-h! We are mostly poor, and those who are not are inclined to keep out of trouble. My own little business in the suk (bazaar) is not profitable nowadays, because the soldiers buy all they require in the canteen at prices I cannot meet. Now if I had a few hundred piasters tonight

Sorry, Charkas; Ive no cash by me.

But a check, general? A check made out to bearer

What do you take me for? How many times must I repeat that my name doesnt appear in connection with this business? Besides, Im getting sick of it. Its time to bring things to a head. Major Grim has been sent down from Jerusalem to inquire into the thieving, and hes one of those persistent men who generally get what theyre after. The way to make the most of that is to let him discover the loot as soon as possible in the hands of Zionists, and then advertise it here, in Egypt, and in England.

Tee-hee-hee! Exquisite! As I said, a fair proportion of the loot is already

I dont want to know where it is. Dont tell me. News reached me by mail this morning that the feeling at the Foreign Office is turning strongly against the Zionists at present. The fools have been demanding too much, with the result that pro-Arab sentiment is gaining ground. Much the same story comes from Egypt. Anything just now that puts the Zionists in a more unfavorable light would be opportune. You may depend on it, Major Grim will run that loot to ground in short order, so youd better cover up your own tracks.

Oh, my tracks are very well covered.

There was a suggestion of insolence underlying the certainty in the Arabs voice that made Jenkins turn suddenly and face him.

How dye mean?

You are powerful. I look to you for protection in case of necessity. Otherwise

Look here! Are you fooling yourself by any chance? Do you suppose Id budge one inch to protect you? You people have no sense of proportion. To help the Arab cause  sub rosa as I said  is one thing; to ruin my whole career by becoming involved in your intrigues is another, and doesnt appeal to me at all. Id let you hang rather than lift a finger.

He glared at Charkas with dark eyes that had cowed many a subordinate and rescued him in many an awkward moment. He had made a deliberate study of that frown and the attitude that went with it, growing expert in their use but rather overestimating their value on the strength of occasional successes.

The Arab flinched like an animal under the lash. Jenkins turned his back on him. It was more from habit than intention that he strode behind the desk and faced the looking-glass.

Ibrahim Charkas was less cowed that he chose to seem, being one of those men who can keep their wits alert under a protecting mask of physical fear. The moment Jenkins back was turned he leaned toward the desk and began searching the papers that lay scattered all over it in the confusion made by Jenkins himself half an hour previously. His fingers were as swift and supple as a card-shapers, and his eyes, glancing every second at Jenkins back, as wary as a rats.

In less than thirty seconds he had spotted a railway notice of consignments due to arrive. Watching his chance, he flipped it toward the corner of the desk. A second more and he had it in his pocket. Then Jenkins turned on him.

Give that back!

Give what back?

Dont try to argue. I watched you in the glass. Give it here. Its in that pocket. Out with it!

With his head sunk between his shoulders, feet apart, ready to jump for his life, and his eyes looking like black shoe-buttons, the Arab laid the paper on the desk. Jenkins glanced at it.

So-ho! So thats the way of it! Done it before half a dozen times no doubt! Thats how they knew about the TNT, eh? You stole the memorandum off my desk. I remember now, you were in here that morning. What else have you taken?

Nothing else, sir.

I mean on other occasions.

Nothing. I am no thief. I did not take any memorandum. As for this, it was unintentional  mere nervousness  I did it without thinking  I

Oh, piffle! Sit where you are. Now  look up at me. Youve been in here to my knowledge twice since the morning that TNT memorandum came.

On the second occasion you followed up a letter you had written me. You said you had information too important to be put in writing. But you put a lot in that letter, didnt you? It was pretty compromising, wasnt it? And the additional information turned out to be so insignificant that I wondered why you bothered to come.

I know now. I was looking for that letter tonight, and its missing. It lay in this top drawer. You stole it back  now didnt you?

Jenkins fairly yelled the last words at him and Charkas nearly shrank out of his skin.

I did not! On my honor, I swear I did not!

Jenkins reached for a whalebone riding-whip that hung from a nail on the wall.

Admit it, you  , or Ill thrash the life out of you.

To Jenkins surprise, instead of capitulating and confessing the Arab grew suddenly calm.

Why should I confess to what I did not do? he answered. It is you who should be ashamed not I. If you have lost that letter you have betrayed me faithlessly, because anyone who finds it can make use of it to ruin me. If that is so, I hope it will ruin you too.

It was addressed to you. Your name was on it. If I am arrested I shall denounce you. You would better let me get away from here. Give me some money and I will go to Egypt.

Jenkins laughed. But he returned the whip to its nail on the wall, recovering his temper with an effort.

I know what happened to the letter, he said. I tore it up the other day. I was testing you. Seeing you take that paper just now in your  ah  fit of nervousness, I naturally jumped to conclusions and suspected you of other thefts. Thats an old trick, you know, to startle a man into confessing something he did do by accusing him of doing something you know he didnt. You stood the test, Charkas.

Youd better go now, though  its inviting suspicion to be found talking with you in here so late at night. Dont forget  Major Grim is already on the job; so cover up your tracks, and be ready to accuse the Zionists. Good night.

You gave me a severe shock to my nervous system, but  good night, sir.

Jenkins whistled the sentry and gave him orders to escort the Arab to the gate. Then he blew out the lamp, locked the door, and went to his own tent, where he sat for a few minutes humming to himself.

So he stole that TNT memorandum, did he? I wonder if he took that letter too, or whether I destroyed it by accident. Um-m-m! So he thinks he can ruin me, does he? Hes a mean little rat, and he might make trouble.

Pity I accused Catesby, but that cant be helped now. I shall have to get Charkas on some other count  hes best out of the way. Um-m-m! Hullo, whats that!

A rifle shot spat out through the darkness near at hand, and was followed by a deal of shouting.

Thieves again! yelled a subalterns voice, and there was a rush of officers from the mess marquee to lend a hand in the hunt.

Jenkins buttoned up his tunic, buckled on his belt, and hurried after them to add to his laurels by being officious even if he reached the scene too late.

Those night raids take place swiftly, and when discovered the thieves dont wait to be surrounded. He arrived in time to receive the report from three subalterns, all speaking together breathlessly.

Two of our Sikhs wounded, sir, but one of them swears he got home with his bayonet first. Theres blood on the bayonet to prove it. The thieves got away with their dead man, and three rifles and some other stuff that theyd snaffled before they were seen. Thats all, sir.

Quite enough, too, snapped Jenkins. Its a disgraceful business. I shall have an inquiry at once, and fix the blame. Perfectly disgraceful!

He himself passed on the report to General Anthony, who came hurrying up a moment later, followed by his aide.

Ive been giving these rifle raids a lot of thought and close attention, he added in conclusion. Its my belief that when the facts are out youll find Zionists are at the bottom of it all.

Anthony looked hard at him in the light of a sentrys lantern.

Anyone who could prove that would be entitled to great credit, he said slowly. Have you seen that the wounded Sikhs have attention? No, never mind; Ill go myself.


CHAPTER VII

I can deal with twenty-five as easily as one!



IT was Jims intention, once he had found the lepers rendezvous and got rid of the rather embarrassing company of Mahommed ben Hamza, to return for Catesby and Narayan Singh, or perhaps to send Suliman for them if the boy could be induced to go alone.

But there was something about the dark, open mouth of that tomb that fixed his attention for the moment. It did not differ particularly from a thousand others dotted here and there within a radius of a few miles; there was a sort of porch, perhaps a dozen feet deep, roughly hewn out of the hillside without any significant figures; and down in a corner of that was a dark hole of not more than half a mans height, leading no doubt into a natural cave beyond.

But while he looked, wondering what attracted him, a distinct sound emerged from the hole. Noises in the night, propelled from a cave by the echoing walls, are not easy to recognize; but if it sounded like anything familiar it was a human hiccough.

Any of a number of creatures might have made the noise; owls, jackals, hyenas, badgers, rats  for those old tombs, once robbers have plundered them, make the handiest imaginable dens for wild beasts, provided their opening stands above the waterline, as this one did.

They business of being a hunter, whether of animals or men, produced two salient characteristics; a tendency to form opinion in advance as to what the hunted will most likely do, and an equally alert ability to throw preformed opinion to the winds at the first hint.

Jim had made up his mind that the leper would hardly risk waiting at the rendezvous, and for several reasons. In the first place the cave was almost certainly a trap, with only one opening. Whoever waited inside it could form no notion of what was passing outside, and would be at the mercy of superior numbers; men who had risked their lives to steal rifles might likely balk at surrendering the booty to one lone individual within the narrow compass of a grave.

To be morally afraid of a dervish dancing like a devil on a hill was one thing; to fear him at all when face to face within four walls would be another. A man with the knowledge of Arab human nature that the leper had displayed would appreciate that certainty.

On the other hand, to wait at a little distance, watch for returning plunderers, perhaps even warn them sternly from an overlooking point of vantage, and come down to collect the booty after they had placed it in the cave and after making sure that the coast was clear, would be safe, circumspect and sane  cynical, in fact, in keeping with the cynicism that made use of the leprosy and religious emotion for unlawful ends.

Jims first idea consequently was to wait at a point of vantage, too, and descend on the leper in turn and catch him red-handed whenever he should descend to possess the loot.

But there is no accounting for the recklessness of criminals, or the arrogance of men who think that fear gives them a hold over their accomplices. Cunning though he is, and careful though he is in a thousand ways, the charlatan who practices on superstition is once in a while more incautious than a sheep-fed wolf; like the wolf he takes outrageous chances after use has made the game seem simple.

Jim sat down in front of the tomb and listened, while Suliman clung to him in the hysteria of small-boy terror of bogies. For a long time the only movement was Sulimans trembling, and the only sound the footfall of some small night animal borne on an almost imperceptible breeze. But then the cough, or sneeze, or belch, or whatever it was, was repeated and Suliman hid his face in Jims abyi (long-sleeved Arab cloak), shuddering as if he hoped to crawl out of his skin.

Now, said Jim, we decide whether or not you wear girls clothes for a year. Im going in there. Are you coming too?

* * * * *

It was an awful test of courage for a child of eight, with a shameful alternative. But Jim, whose own youth had been one long adventure with hardship and disadvantage, in which the only penalty he had learned to loathe was self- contempt, was not friend of compromise. Shameful alternatives were things he faced and turned his back on in New England at such an early age that decision had become a habit; and what a man has done repeatedly himself he finds it hard to believe another cannot do. Suliman knew perfectly well from grim experience that Jim would be as good as his word.

I am a man, not a woman. I will not wear girls garments. Must I go in first?

No; Ill lead.

Lead on then, Jimgrim.

Good for you, youngster.

But Jim was minded to test him to the utmost.

Seeing youre willing, you may stay outside if you like.

No. I am a man. Lead on.

All right. But listen; not a word to me in English. Hold your tongue  listen with all your might  and try to take your cue from me. Now are you ready?

Jim produced a pocket electric torch and, stooping beside the black hole, flashed the light across the opening. Little by little, as nothing happened, he directed the light down into the hole, keeping himself out of the path of possible bullets. But it was a long passage and not straight, high enough inside for a man to stand without stooping and wide enough to carry in a body on a bier, but turning so abruptly after fifteen or twenty feet that there was nothing to be gained by peering in.

The fact that the flashlight had not scared out any animal was possibly presumptive proof that a man was in there who had scared the usual denizens to flight already; but in that case all that he had certainly done so far was to give the man notice of his coming.

So he crouched into the opening and stepped down and forward without further preliminary, flashing the light again and trusting to its glare to spoil the aim of any man or beast disposed to murder. Suliman, forgetting the solace of the kukri, clung to the skirts of his abyi and followed breathlessly.

He took the turn in a hurry, for there is nothing to be gained by giving your enemy time to think until you have the weather gage of him so surely that thinking may induce him to surrender. But again nothing happened, and Sulimans teeth were chattering so loudly that Jim could not be sure whether or not he heard something moving in the darkness.

Immediately beyond the turn the passage sloped steeply into a natural cave, with a sheer drop at the end of three or four feet to the cave floor. Somebody might easily be crouching there, so he switched the light off suddenly and took the last lap with a run and a jump, leaving Suliman at the corner, scared out of his wits but grimly silent. The instant his feet touched the floor he faced about and turned on the light again, rather expecting to see the leper rise from beneath the opening and start to scramble away. But again nothing happened, except that Suliman took hold of courage with clenched teeth and came charging down after him, blinded by the torchlight in his eyes and pitching into the cave head foremost, unhurt by a miracle.

The tomb proved to be low, but long and wide  thirty feet at least each way, with a smooth floor showing traces of the chisel, although the roof was in its natural state. A swift examination of the walls by the torchlight showed deep recesses cut into the sides about four feet above the floor, each one doubtless in its day a separate sepulcher. Jim started to examine them one by one, commencing from the nearest to the entrance, and got no farther. His man was there  alive, alert, apparently amused.

Squatting in the mouth of a hole that once held human bones, like an Indian idol, except that most of the Indian gods lack humor, the leper smiled and said nothing, resting his chin in the hollow of one hand and his elbow on one knee, blinking at the light.

He looked abominably leprous. Whole patches of his skin from face to heels were glistening white and scaly. Yet his muscles seemed as firm as a horses and as magnificently molded underneath the skin, while the expression on his face was not that of a man grown used to gnawing agony or the leprous local anesthesia. His eyes shown healthy in the torchlight, and except for the disgusting state of parts of his skin he looked more like an athlete in condition than a sick man.

For two minutes no one spoke. Then the leper reached behind him with his left hand, and Jim covered him instantly with his pistol.

But all that the groping hand brought forth was a candle-end and a match. The iblis set the candle-end on a ledge in the broken wall of the recess and lit it, never moving the rest of his body or shifting the position of his chin. So Jim put out the torch, to save the meager battery.

Shoot him, Jimgrim, Suliman whispered unable to bear the tension any longer.

Said, ya Jimgrim! boomed the iblis.

Having snatched Jims name out of the silence as it were, he saw fit to speak. Moreover, having apparently only his sharp wits for a weapon, he proposed to take the upper hand by assuming the role of questioner.

What manner of name is Jimgrim? What sort of Arab prowls by night with such a name for the diba (hyenas) to laugh at?

The mans voice was pleasant, though his consonants were hard and vowels coarse. Being an Egyptian his opinion on the subject of Arab names was certain to be at fault as well as unimportant. The Arabs themselves gave Jimgrim his name. Jim answered instantly, mocking him in turn.

Do the lepers of Egypt all smear on the sickness form a paint- pot? he asked.

The iblis blinked steadily, still smiling, but saw fir not to answer.

And smear so clumsily that the pain peels off at the edges here and there? Jim asked again.

What kind of cursed mother of impudence brought thee forth? asked the iblis.

One whose son can smell an Egyptian from half a mile away, and knows the look of paint, O father of unimportant questions, Jim replied.

Come close. Touch me then, and count how many days until you too have leprosy! sneered the iblis.

Suliman clutched at Jim to hold back, but Jim was no fledgling to take a dare and step within reach of those bronze arms. The mans fingers looked strong enough to pull out an opponents muscles as an ape pulls off a chickens head, and the candlelight was in his favor.

Shoot him, Jimgrim; shoot him!

Suliman, with no affairs of state to complicate the issue, could imagine only that one remedy.

Are you afraid to? Give me the pistol. I am not afraid.

The iblis answered that by putting out his tongue between his teeth, screwing his face into a hideous likeness of the prince of darkness, and hissing like an angry cat. Suliman screamed and jumped back against the far wall.

Shoot, Jimgrim! If he spits and it hits you, you will die!

The iblis took the hint and spat, wide of the mark on purpose, as a warship fires an angry blank across anothers bows. Past master of bluff and opportunity; he was too wise to spit straight and prove his ammunition harmless. It obviously disconcerted him that Jim stood still.

What do you want? he demanded.

Nothing more than I can have, Jim answered.

Fool! sneered the iblis. He who wants no more than that is like the rat that craves a bellyful. Get out of here. Ruh min hene!

Not until I have what I can have.

What is it then?

Partnership.

Thou  dog of an Arab  son of a mother of abominations  spat-upon offspring of sixty dogs  fuel for the fire of Eblis  partnership with me?

Aye, with you, father of impotent curses.

The iblis laughed again.

Shoot! he jeered. No bullet can harm me.

And whether the man really believed that or not Jim was at a loss to know. A deal of fanatical self-confidence goes to the attainment of such dancing and deviltry as his.

The bark of the pistol will bring my friends in any case, said Jim.

The bark of a jackal summons the pack to eat carrion, the iblis answered; but one roar of a lion sends them scurrying.

Jim pointed the pistol straight at him, and met his eyes along the blued steel barrel. The iblis did not flinch, and Jim felt in rather a predicament. He, too, was bluffing, for he had not the slightest intention of killing the man  even in self-defense if he could help it.

Dead the rascal would be useless. Alive there was the possibility of making him uncover all the ramifications of his plans. If Jim managed to call Catesby and Narayan Singh they could easily capture the man between the three of them. By gagging him and waiting near the cave they might even secure a few of the thieves when they came to deliver loot.

But Jim knew better than to suppose that this imitation leper was without influential backing, and he wanted the men higher up. One or two words that Jenkins dropped had convinced him that the brigadier was making use of the most tempting of all tools to the unscrupulous ambitious man  the criminal network of the underworld, and he did not propose to play into Jenkins hands by destroying the evidence too soon.

He suspected that nothing would suit the brigadiers purpose better at the moment than to have this particular tool safely under lock and key. The iblis had served his purpose by producing a condition, out of which Jenkins proposed to get credit by destroying it and then attributing the blame to his superiors, adopting the U.S. brand of cheap city politics transported to another sphere, without quite all the subtlety or half the brains.

Better shoot soon, grinned the iblis, probably mistaking Jims deliberation for superstitious funk.

Jim lowered the pistol. He decided to summon his two friends by other means.

Suliman, he said, come here a minute.

But Suliman had had enough of it and had vanished, creeping like a ghost among the shadows. A moment later he heard the boy scramble out of the passage into the entrance and take to his heels.

The child is wiser than the man, the iblis grinned maliciously.

Jim went to the entrance and leaned with his back against the opening, cutting off the one way of retreat and hoping that the iblis might not force the issue by attacking him. For he was fully resolved not to shoot if that could be avoided by any means; and strong though he knew himself to be he suspected that the iblis had twice his strength.

More depended on Suliman in the next few minutes than he cared to dwell on, and he went through the alternating cold chills and hot sweat that always attacked him when success or failure depended for the moment on someone else. It was Jims besetting weakness that he could not rest easily unless the key to a given crisis were in his own hand, and he suffered more in such minutes than a victim on the rack.

There were so many possibilities. Suliman might even be killed by a leopard. A hyena might overcome natural cowardice sufficiently to attack a boy of that size. Or he might lose his way.

Catesby and Narayan Singh might have grown impatient and have tried to follow, in which case Suliman might fail to find them. Perhaps they were already scouting in the wrong direction. Or lurking thieves might make away with the boy. If the camp-thieves should return and catch him alone with the iblis he would be in a fine predicament.

And all the while the iblis sat quite still, blinking beside the candle in what, if not amusement, was a most astounding bluff at it. Insolently naked, impudently confident, he seemed aware of hidden resources of which Jim knew nothing.

He was certainly an unusual malefactor. Nine criminals out of ten caught in a corner and held at pistol-point would have at least pretended to consider that partnership proposal, if only with a view to subsequent treachery. In fact, all that redeemed the proposal itself from treachery was certainty that the iblis would never dream of playing fair. Jim might have gained an insight into the inner workings of the scheme while the other sought to gain time, that was all.

When your friends come they will be as impotent as you are, said the iblis after a few minutes.

His tone of voice was that of an agent of the Inquisition discussing the next item on the program for a victims benefit.

It was tempting to answer threat with threat, but that is a poor game. Threats are always launched either to unmask the others batteries or else to undermine self-command and blind an opponent to his wisest course. There is not exception to that rule, even though threateners dont always analyze it and the threatened seldom do.

Feeling like a bear that has treed his man, Jim waited in expectant silence, little guessing, in spite of all his hard-won understanding of Eastern human nature, what a consummate player of surprise hands he had to deal with.

Allah makes all things easy. I can deal three or four of you as easily as one, remarked the iblis after a long silence.

Jim did not answer.

I can deal with twenty-five as easily as one.

Why not deal with one first, while you have the chance? laughed Jim.

For answer to that the iblis pressed out the candle with his thumb and threw the cave into instant, utter blackness. He did not make a sound, but by the time Jim could get the flashlight from his pocket and press the button there was no sign of him anywhere. He had vanished as completely as the darkness did under the electric glare.

Jim gripped his pistol and flashed the light all over the cave, turning the rays into the other recesses one by one. As far as he could see from where he stood they all seemed empty, but he did not dare leave his place by the entrance to look more carefully because that would have given the iblis a chance to bolt. If there was a passage leading through one of the recesses into another cave he could afford to wait and look for that after the arrival of Catesby and Narayan Singh, because however many their ramifications, those ancient tombs of Palestine never have more than one small opening to the world outside.

He kept the light turned steadily on the floor in front of him to guard against surprise, and presently he knew why the iblis had chosen just that moment for disappearance. Jims own ears are exceptionally sharp, but the others must have been sharper. He could hear approaching footsteps now. Catesby and Narayan Singh were coming.

He did not look around to greet them. From somewhere in the coal-black shadow of one of the recesses the iblis began barking like a jackal. Most fanatics use some form or other of animal noise to goad themselves into action. He kept his eyes alert in front of him and, since he did not choose to betray his nationality to the iblis yet, called aloud to his friends in Arabic.

Taala, islab; ma fi darar! (Come on, you fellows; theres nothing the matter!)

The iblis barked again, and footsteps in the winding tunnel behind him doubled their speed. He set his back more squarely against the opening, for if the iblis proposed to make a rush for if the iblis proposed to make a rush for liberty now was his last chance; or his active muscle might count on surprise and speed to upset men groping through a narrow passage with the light behind them.

The iblis changed his bark into a yell. Jim stiffened himself for action. Less than a second later a hand reached forward from behind him and seized his throat in a grip there was no breaking. He tried to fire backward over his shoulder, but another hand seized his wrist and nearly broke it, wrenching the pistol free.

Then two men jumped on him, and when the steely fingers on his throat had squeezed him half-unconscious they bound both wrists behind him with a leather thong and threw him face downward on the floor. There he lay still, making no effort yet to look about him, concentrating all his faculties on regaining breath and recovering from the physical pain. He was stunned, hurt and ashamed of himself for being taken by surprise; and as soon as he could breathe without agony he battled down and beat the unmanning suggestions of self-accusation that have put many more stout men out of business than ever surprise or defeat did.

Shall we cut his throat? inquired a gruff-voice casually.

There was no immediate answer. Jim lay with the gooseflesh rising and receding on his back in tidal waves, while an Arab whom he could not see stood across him with a foot on either side, ready at a nod to do the butcher work.

Someone lighted the candle-end. Another someone blew it out. There began to be whispering over in a corner. Other men came in through the tunnel and threw heavy objects on the floor, one or two of which rattled with the sound of rifle swivels.

It seemed that there was quite an argument going on, although Jim could not distinguish the voice of the iblis. They hissed over in the corner like a lot of snakes, once and again a low growl breaking out by way of emphasis. The man who stood athwart Jims ribs grew restless and struck a long knife on the palm of his hand.

Oh, lets cut his throat and be done with it, he grumbled, stooping to fumble for Jims forehead and bend his head back for the sacrifice.

To have started to struggle at that moment would have meant death certain; the Arab would have taken the decision on himself. But it was nervous work to lie still with throat bent convex, taut and ready.

One other thought monopolized Jims brain at that minute. Knife or no knife, he was ready to let out a yell of warning if he could catch sound of his friends footsteps in time. If he died for it the next second, he must save them from advancing into the trap, and he listened desperately.

He thought it was all up when the whole gang began to cross the floor toward him. Then he put up the best fight possible, which wasnt much in the circumstances. Just before the first man reached him he rose to his knees with a jerk and tossed the would-be executioner over his head.

The man who had annexed his flashlight discovered how to turn it on, but held it sidewise, and nine men stood revealed, all eyes turned on the new toy. Jim charged the nearest of them head forward and butted him in the belly, sending him sprawling. But the rest fell on him, tripped him up, beat him and pulled a bag over his head.

They bound a cloth tightly over his mouth outside the bag, and a moment later he was being hustled out of the cave, pricked on from behind by the knife- point of the wrathful one who had been butted.

By Allah! growled an angry voice behind him. There shall be a high price exacted for that rams pleasantry! By morning you shall wish Um Kulsum (an utterly unrighteous harridan of Arab legend) had never brought you forth.


CHAPTER VIII

Allah makes all things easy!



JIM had not the least idea where they were taking him. His trained sense of direction was checkmated by a simple precaution that they took outside the cave, pushing him from one to the other and spinning him in a sort of savage blindmans buff. To end that ignominy he lay down at last, whereat they kicked and dragged him up again and hurried on their way.

It was all he could do to breathe through the combination of gag and gunny-bag. That effort and the pain in his wrist kept his normally keen intuition in abeyance; but he did experience the sensation of passing between high walls, and suspected accordingly that their course lay south, along the wady through which he had reached the tomb. He could not tell whether the iblis was with them or not. The very few words that passed were in a low whisper. But by the jingle of metal on metal he knew that some of his captors were carrying looted rifles; and once they stopped to gather up something heavy and several of them carried along afterward in turns between them. Whatever that load might be, they drove away jackals from it before stopping to pick it up.

Supposing that his surmise was correct that they were hurrying down the wady, then he was sure that they turned nearly due west at the end of it; but after that the windings of the course were altogether too mazy to remember. He had begun by counting his steps from the point where they left off hazing him, but realized the uselessness of that after the eighth or ninth turn.

Strangely enough, in spite of the gag and the pain in his wrist he was fairly cheerful. If they had proposed to kill him, he argued, they would have done it in the tomb; and it was his natural New England-born conviction that no set of circumstances are irretrievable until so proven. He even saw humor in the situation, now that he was sure that Catesby and Narayan Singh would not rush headlong into ambush.

He could not smile or even chuckle under the smothering gag; but mirth does not really need expression, as the red man knew, who regarded laughter as womanly weakness. The imaginary picture of Sulimans rage on finding the cave empty  of Catesbys better bread chagrin  and of Narayan Singhs grim, muttered vengefulness gave him the full feeling of laughter without its compromising form.

Even in that predicament he did not think with any approval of the prospect of swift death for the iblis. He wanted facts first; after those let come what might.

Jim has altogether peculiar qualities that some consider cold-blooded; it never gave him the slightest twinge of satisfaction to see a criminal land in jail at the end of a long battle between wits, nor yet to see a murderer hung. What interested him at the moment  and so deeply that he would rather die than fail to unearth the lowest root of it  was the scheme behind the criminal. He had a sort of sporting admiration for the man himself, provided only he was game, much as a real hunter has a friendly feeling for the animal that does its fighting utmost.

Nevertheless it amused him to imagine the iblis fool enough to wait there in the tomb and be discovered by Narayan Singh. Narayan Singh knew no such nice distinctions; his was the direct, unwavering desire to get his man, with death as the only logical and satisfying finish to a criminal career.

The iblis would likely learn quite a lot about physical pain if he should fall into the Sikhs hands and refuse to give information; with his own wrist aching like a tooth that thought did not exactly make Jim worry.

Unless you kill outright a man who can amuse himself in that way, thinking of other things in spite of his predicament while captors hurry him helpless toward an unimaginable fate, you never can have the best of him. For he is not mesmerized by circumstance. Fear gets no chance to do its paralyzing work. Though the fact seems exactly the reverse, the odds are really in his favor.

Jims captors were obsessed by the knowledge that they had a prisoner who must be disposed of in some way; and the longer they put him off the less simple and convenient the solution was going to seem. Jim, on the other hand, was thinking of anything except that prospect, so that when the next development was staged he faced it quite unconvinced of desperation.

Most captors imagine they had imprisoned a mans wits when they have tied his hands, and many prisoners believe it too; but the wise man when he is bound thinks of Shakespeare and the musical glasses until his moment comes. Jim began to consider the probably past history of that cavernous tomb he had left, while they hustled him through the darkness and worried one another with horse whisperings.

* * * * *

They crossed the railway at last, for he tripped twice on the metals, which meant that they had turned from the west or thereabouts to very nearly due east. Ten minutes hurry after that brought them to some sort of stone building, where they let him lean against the wall while one of the party wrestled with a rusty lock and key.

He tried to work his hands loose by rubbing the thong against the stonework, but made small progress because of the pain in his wrist, and only succeeded in working off his scarab ring.

The door swung open at last on creaking hinges. Two men took him by the shoulders and thrust him forward. He tripped on a stone still, and they jeered as he landed face downward on a rough stone floor. A second later the door slammed shut behind him and he heard the scream of the complaining key.

He lay still and listened for several minutes to discover whether he was alone or not. Hearing nothing, he scrambled to his feet and, backing until he reached the wall, began to feel his way along it, hunting some projection against which he might chafe the leather thong. The room he was in was circular, which set him thinking.

Part way around the circuit he felt some steps, and a rusty iron rod supporting the handrail. There were better tools that that for cutting rawhide, but the rawhide was eating into his wrists, and necessity sharpens patience.

First against the edge of a stone step, then against the rusty iron, then against the step again, he chafed and sawed, injuring his own skin almost as often as the leather, and without any means of measuring progress. During a pause while he strained at the thong to test it he heard a sound that seemed familiar.

In a flash his thought went back to the entrance of the tomb and the dry, peculiar noise that had induced him to enter. It sounded like the same cough or belch or whatever it was. Yet he could hear no breathing.

He changed the order of proceedings then and knelt, working his face up and down against the step to get the gag off, and succeeded after several minutes in forcing it down over his chin, where it hung loose. But it was not so simple to get the bag off his head. He managed that finally by bending his head downward and shaking it until the blood surged up behind his eyes and the universe seemed like a sea of fire with purple stars in it.

It was a minute after he had got rid of the sack before he could see at all, although the circular room in which he found himself was not absolutely dark. Faint moonlight filtered through a small iron-barred window set twelve feet above the floor, and dimly illuminated the bare walls.

He stared about him for another minute before his eyes recovered sufficiently to make out a shadowy shape beneath the window. Little by little, as he grew accustomed to the dim light, he made out the outline of a man, who sat so still as to seem dead, although it was an uncommon posture for a dead man, squatting Moslem-fashion, elbow on knee. He was about to approach to investigate when the man moved, and then he recognized the iblis.

The movement was in character. He had been sitting shrouded in a brown cloak, but threw it back now from his shoulders and sat naked, eyeing Jim with scornful curiosity, much as he might have watched the antics of a beetle on a pin. Jim set his back against the steps and resumed his labor at the thong, pressing hard and rubbing with as little noise as possible.

I can deal with you with your hands free, said the iblis after a minute or two.

Try it, Jim suggested, and threw caution to the winds.

Pretending to chafe more violently at the thong, measure the distance with his eyes meanwhile, he went for the iblis with a sudden run and jump, intending to land feet foremost on him. But without any obvious muscular effort, the iblis shifted his position just as suddenly half a yard to the right, and Jims feet hit the wall.

He made a prodigious effort to recover balance and jump again, but fell on his back, and having lost his Arab headdress when he shook the bag free, contact with the stone floor nearly stunned him. So he lay still, and the iblis leaned down to peer into his face, with that unchanging, curiously scornful smile that was half-sneer, half-amusement.

I can deal with three  or thirty  or three hundred of you.

Jim did not answer. With his hands free, half-stunned or not, he would have taken his chance in a free-for-all fight, though the iblis was as strong as two of him; but to tempt providence in his present position would have been sheer lunacy. He was constitutionally unable to believe himself down and out as long as consciousness remained, so he lay and wondered whence his opportunity would come and what form it would take.

The iblis provided it. He was evidently of an economical turn of mind, for he produced from a pocket in the discarded cloak the self-same stub of candle that had served his purpose in the tomb, and lit it. Jim set his teeth, thinking at first that torture was to be the next item on the program; for in the fingers of an expert a lighted candle can do as much mischief as a red-hot iron. But the iblis only looked about for a place to set the light on, and leaned over finally to drip wax on the floor and stick it there out of reach.

So Jim scrambled to his feet again. The iblis looked up at him and laughed.

See what is upstairs, he suggested.

Untie my wrists! said Jim.

The iblis did it, not troubling to get to his feet but turning Jim around and unknotting the thong with fingers that were strong enough to have unraveled wire. Standing, chafing his wrists to restore circulation and get some of the pain out of the swollen one, Jim realized how utterly helpless he would be if he tried to fight. It was true that he had boots on and could kick, but unless you are very certain of your aim, and equally sure of surprising your adversary, one blow wins no battle.

So he decided to try the stairs and see. But the iblis sprang across the room in front of him and prevented him by sitting on the bottom step.

Not now, he grinned.

Why the change of mind?

Go back to the wall and sit down.

Jim went back and leaned against the wall, holding his hot wrist against the cool stone, grateful for any way of gaining time, for time was obviously in his favor. For one thing, Catesby would probably report him missing; and Narayan Singh would certainly not rest until he had found him dead or alive.

If he could only guess what the iblis purpose was in bringing him to that place he would have a great deal more than time in his favor, for the man with definite plans and a nefarious purpose is always at a disadvantage as compared to an equally determined man aware of both plan and purpose and bent on spoiling both.

He felt his way along the wall to the door and tested the lock while he weighed the situation in his mind. The lock was set into an immensely heavy wooden door and was unbreakable without tools; but a little enlightenment dawned as he watched the iblis, who sat smiling at his futile effort to escape.

Upstairs there was probably loot  most likely rifles. That would account for the iblis being willing for him to go up there with his hands tied, and unwilling otherwise. Supposing that only five per cent of the loot stolen from the British camp in the last month or two was up there, the iblis certainly would not carry it away alone, and probably would not dare leave it where it was much longer. Therefore it was likely that he was waiting for men, who would come before morning to remove the stuff; nobody would be fool enough to run that risk after daybreak.

Jims spirits began to rise. If his guess was correct, then he was on the trail of something vastly more important than the mere thieves. The ultimate receivers of the loot were worth all risks to bring to book. Certainly the iblis could be nothing more than a mere agent, because a naked dervish trying to dispose of rifles for any purpose or in any market would fall foul of the law within an hour, even if he tried to employ agents on his own account. There was somebody higher up  not a doubt of it.

It began to seem wisest to play the other fellows game and wait patiently, if only because that might force the iblis to move next and show something of his hand. He might be a lunatic like many another pseudo- religious sensation-maker; but it was much more likely that he was a very shrewd expert in human nature, busily applying all the simple principles he knew, after the fashion of a drill-sergeant, or a jailer, or a trainer of wild beasts. His strength was circumstantial and physical; all the conditions were in his favor, as much as if he had deliberately decoyed his prisoner to chosen ground. His weak points were two  vanity and time.

So Jim sat down. And curiosity took hold of him so completely as to obliterate the pain in his wrists along with all sense of his own danger. Satisfied that the iblis had a definite objective and a motive behind every move, he cared for nothing but to discover what they were.

The same spirit that had made him study Arabic until he knew the language better than most Arabs did, gripped him in the same way that the laboratory scientist is seized. It would have annoyed him at that moment to be discovered by his friends and rescued.

Dont forget; his two weak points are time and vanity!

That thought was like a formula running through the mind of a chemist bending over his retorts.

Even vanity was not strong enough to blind the iblis to the element of time, although it made him so sure of his own perceptive faculty that he never suspected his prisoner might be other than a local Arab. It was evidently no part of his plan to waste time letting the sense of mystery grow thin.

Allah makes all things easy, he announced again. I can tell your fathers name and your mothers, and the name of the village you come from.

If Jims curiosity had been of a non-scientific turn he would have dared the man to do it; and the iblis no doubt would have side-stepped by refusing to commit himself. He would not have been one step nearer to discovery.

Vanity and time  vanity and time  those are his weak points!

Time could look after itself, for the minutes go by changeless measure. Jim decided to tickle vanity, which is usually dangerous until well fed.

That is indeed a great gift, he said respectfully. I remember that you called me by my right name in the tomb tonight. To be able to tell a mans name, and those of his father and mother, and his village  that is wonderful!

Allah makes all things easy, smiled the iblis self- complacently. I not only have gifts, I confer them. I not only have power, I can pass it on to others.

There was something vaguely familiar about that statement. Jim had heard it, not exactly in those words, but near enough, in a back room in Boston where an occultist held forth; and again in New York City in a barroom where a political gang-leader held brief sway. Only this man, being half-savage and believing he dealt with another like himself, made his boasts a little bit more definite. Possibly, like the politician and the occultist, he half believed his own assertions.

How does a man attain such gifts? Jim asked him.

It is all in the Koran, said the iblis. Allah makes all things easy.

They say that all knowledge is written in the Koran, Jim answered. But who shall understand it?

Ah!

The iblis chuckled from the depths of his immense conceit.

There is no profit in ignorance. But there is wisdom in obeying those who understand.

And you understand? Shall I obey you?

You must obey me. I could kill you here  now  with these fingers.

That was probably perfectly true. Jim did not choose to dispute it; he would have had as much chance against a gorilla.

I could let you go and cause you to drop dead within fifty paces, continued the iblis. I, who know your name, and your birthplace, can curse them all and

No, no! Jim protested. It was just as easy to pretend terror as to laugh. Dont do that! In the name of Allah, Lord of Creatures, dont do that!

Then obey me.

I must. What else can I do? You have made me afraid, said Jim, wondering just how many superstitious potential thieves had been initiated in that room.

If you disobey in one thing you shall turn to worms  in one day  in two days  in three days  according to the measure of disobedience.

That was clever. Every victim was sure to disobey in some particular, but delay in fulfillment of the overhanging threat could only be held to qualify the disobedience, and the fear would remain.

For disobedience you shall turn to worms. Your roof shall fall in. Your relatives shall die of want.

But what if I obey? Jim asked him.

Ah!

The iblis chuckled again, as if reviewing in his mind the wondrous list of prizes.

Those who are obedient have protection. Provided with protection they may help themselves. Allah makes all things easy!

Why do you pretend to be a leper? Jim asked suddenly and at that the iblis flew into such a rage that every muscle in his huge frame trembled.

His eyes blazed. His lips, thrust outward like an apes, uncovered yellow teeth that could have crushed a forearm. Fingers strong enough to pluck out a victims sinews one by one twitched with desire, and his long toes kept time with them. Suddenly he spat, writhing up his face into hideous contortions, and hissing as he had done in the cave.

Cursed dog of an unbelieving fool! he snarled. Son of sixty dogs and a cesspool! Impudent, insolent, abominable lump of earth about to perish! Bloodless, loveless, senseless, hopeless pig! Eater of worms and dung! Idiot!

Foam bubbled through his teeth and ran down on his chin in slime. It was not difficult to be afraid of him.

Come and touch me! Come and see how soon I can make you a leper!

Not to obey, of course, was disobedience. On the other hand, to obey would be to call the bluff, which might oblige the iblis to take some unimaginably desperate course. There was no guessing what tricks he had in store, so Jim played safe.

No, no! he begged. In the name of Allah the compassionate, not that!

I can make abras (leprous) whom I will!

That was Jims cue to do a little sensational acting. Plainly the purpose was to make him thoroughly afraid, so to get at the motive behind the purpose he would have to seem afraid; and he set to work to do that. Most of Jims successes had been won by keeping his head in emergencies; he had not much experience of the outward effects of terror on himself. He had to risk overacting the part, putting in practice all he could remember of the symptoms of Arab panic.

His teeth stubbornly refused to chatter, and he could not make the cold sweat come; but he could slobber and mutter Koran text and beg for mercy, throwing himself forward to beat on the floor with the palms of his hands and call the iblis such names as prince of wizards  lord of potent curses  father of terrors and captain of calamities, names which pleased the iblis very much indeed.

After that he flew into a panic, making believe he thought the iblis would rush at him. He scrambled to his feet and hugged the wall like an animal trying to escape, then beat on the door with his fists, and finally came to a stand with open mouth and glaring eyes as if hope were gone and he could only await the inevitable.

The iblis appeared to consider himself a judge of such symptoms, and was not quite satisfied yet. He, too, seemed to await the inevitable, as if fear always ran an appointed course and he preferred to see the thing complete.

Jim, aping abject terror, stood and wondered what the  the man expected more. What should an Arab in fear of witchcraft do in proof of utter lack of self-control? He had it! He sprang at the candle and stamped out the light with his foot, screaming instantly in added terror of darkness and scrambling around the wall to the door again to bear on it and shout for help.

At last the iblis appeared satisfied. It was time to turn the last trick.

Allah makes all things easy. I can find you in the dark! he boomed.

In answer Jim groaned and muttered enough to satisfy the very hellions who stoke the fires of Eblis.

I can make you abras without touching you!

Oh no, no, no! Shi mamkut! Mnain hashshakawi! (That is abominable! How could you be so wicked!)

Or I can spare you if I will.

Spare me then, father of afflictions!

Or I can spare you for a little while, and reach you with my curses at a distance if you disobey me.

Damn him, I wish hed hurry up, thought Jim. Im getting tired of this.

But he managed to keep up a pretty good semblance of terror; and either the iblis was getting tired, too, or else time began to press.

Be still. I will spare for the present.

Ilhamdillah! (God be praised!)

Jim collapsed into a squatting posture on the floor, moving his head this and that way to try and see the other in the dark; but the iblis black skin made that impossible. Apparently, however, the iblis could see Jim and guessed his purpose.

I can be invisible whenever I choose.

O father of darkness, what do you want with me?

Ah! What do I want with you? What but to make of you a wizard like myself. I recognize the spirit of obedience, but there must be a test.

Father of terrors, I have been too much tested!

Malaish. (No matter.) There is another. Fail in this and you shall see the leprosy seize you in an hour.

Having exhausted all the outward forms of fear he could think of, Jim sat still.

My servants will come presently, said the iblis. They are not such as you, fit to become wizards, but servants  mean men  dogs. They will take things away from here to another place. Go with them, but say nothing to them. Answer no questions. Watch where they put the things. Then return and bring word of it to me.

I obey, father of happenings, Jim answered meekly.

It was almost the hardest thing he ever did to keep a note of triumph from his voice that minute.

Speak one word to them  answer one question  and the curse shall rot the carcasses of you and yours!

I am silent  silent!

Then be silent!

For another half hour Jim and the iblis faced each other in darkness, Jim on the floor with his back against the wall and the iblis on the bottom step. What with headache, hunger, pain in his wrist and general weariness Jim almost fell asleep; but just as the first false light before dawn brightened the narrow window there came a stealthy, subdued knocking on the door that brought the iblis to his feet. He crossed the room, put on his brown cloak, produced an enormous key, went to listen at the door, and after a backward, precautionary glance in Jims direction opened it.


CHAPTER IX

The butcha speaks wisdom.



CATESBY and Narayan Singh had no more matches; and Suliman had none, for they searched him. They tried to fathom the caves recesses in the dark, but gave that up as hopeless; even the Sikhs eyes could not penetrate the Stygian darkness that began where the faintly reflected starlight ceased, a yard or two from the entrance hole.

So they climbed out, and with Suliman disconsolate on Narayan Singhs knees held a consultation. Catesby, of course, began it.

Which shall we do? Return to camp and report Major Grim missing, or hunt about and try to find him?

But Suliman spoke next, being only a stickler for etiquette when he could score by it.

I will not go back to camp! If that iblis has eaten Jimgrim, then Narayan Singh must kill the iblis and cut his belly open and let Jimgrim out.

Catesby laughed, but Narayan Singh knew better. It is not only the children in that land who believe in goblin stories.

If we go back to camp without him, sahib, half the camp will call us liars and the other half will believe henceforth all the tales about the iblis, and twice as many more tales of their own invention. Moreover, my orders are to bring that Jimgrim back to Jerusalem alive.

But where to look? wondered Catesby.

There was cactus-covered sandy hill and dale in every direction. They might chance on footprints, but likely enough it would be easier and quicker work to follow rumor through Jerusalem city than such a trail by moonlight.

Let us ask the butcha, said Narayan Singh, preferring to be charged with talking nonsense rather than seem to rebuke an officer.

Etiquette in his case was something only to be broken in a pinch.

Catesby produced a cigarette, and swore, remembering he had no matches. Narayan Singh, with mutiny in mind if Catesby should insist on going back to camp, proceeded after a fashion of his own to draft a proposition.

Now Suliman-jee, son of the warrior Rustum, how much have you learned from Jimgrim?

Everything.

That is a very great deal. Tell me some of it. Where would thieves sell loot, for instance?

In the suk (bazaar).

That might be. But if they feared to go into the suk, what then?

They might run away over the hills to Hebron.

In that case we cannot follow them tonight. But if they were going to the suk, would they go by night?

No.

Why not, father of ready answers?

They would be shot. None but thieves enter a town by night.

And if they had loot with them, would they wait to be caught with it?

They would bury it, or hide it somewhere.

And then  what then?

One or two would go into the town at daybreak. Later a cart would come, or a camel, or an ox; and the loot would be taken to the suk by daylight, covered up. That is how all the thieves behave.

Father of good scouting! And would they hide the loot on this side of the railway track, or beyond?

That is a foolish question. If they hid it on this side, whoever came afterward to fetch it would have to carry it across the track by daylight, and the track is always watched.

True, father of knavery! Whereas between the track and the town  ?

Who would search a cart or a camel between the town and the railway line? The car leaves town and returns; that is nothing. It is carts and camels crossing the track that are always searched.

True. True. At night thieves could cross the track unseen

Easily.

But they could not enter the town unseen. That is so. And if we should watch the open land between the railway and the town at daybreak, we might learn something. Do you hear him, sahib? The butcha speaks wisdom.

Catesby yawned, and then laughed.

All right, Narayan Singh. I see your minds set on not going back to camp. Suits me. Better a night in the open than a lame tale for General Jenkins! Besides, I like your kind of guts. Come on, well head for the railway line.

* * * * *

The Sikh carried Suliman, who promptly fell asleep with his head hanging downward over the stalwart shoulder like a dead sheeps, swinging in time to the stride.

That kids a nuisance, Catesby commented. However, I suppose he cant be expected to wake up and walk in this sand, and we cant leave him. Ill carry him turn about with you.

Nay, sahib, it is nothing. Let him sleep. In the morning when he wakes he may serve a purpose.

But full rations ever since Jim had rescued him from starving in the Jaffa Gate had filled out the boys stocky frame, and it was no easy matter to carry him for mile after mile across that loose desert land. Even when they came to cultivation the going was still heavy, and Catesby took his turn, wondering after five minutes of it at the Sikhs endurance.

They had to put the boy down, and wake him, and make him walk when they neared the railway because, being in Arab costume, they were certain to be fired at unless they took cover and watched their chance. Finally, after slinking for half an hour among long shadows, they crawled through a culvert and emerged on the far side without being challenged, although two Gurkas on patrol passed within ten yards of where they hid.

Within three hundred paces of them, then, was a cluster of ruined buildings, shot to pieces in the war and never since rebuilt, but patched here and there as if someone had tried to make them habitable. In the moonlight, they looked like a medieval castle with its upper story gone, for part of what might have been the keep reared jagged and broken above the rest.

What is that place, sahib? asked Narayan Singh.

Nothing much. It used to be an Arab village with a mosque in the middle. Our guns shelled it, and most of it was burned. That tower you see is all thats left of the minaret. Nobody uses the place now.

Hah!

The Sikhs one monosyllable suggested a world of reservations rather than assent.

That placell be full of lice and bedbugs, Catesby warned.

Aye, and these days the peace have made us fat, sahib. They will have good feasting! The top of that broken tower is the place from which to watch.

Come on, then. Lets get bitten.

But it was not easy to reach the buildings without risking being seen by sentries on patrol, and they had to crawl under cover of a ridge of sandy earth that held more thorns and insects to the square yard than a brush has bristles. Then a pariah dog smelled them and yelped to the pack, and for five minutes they were the center of abominable noise.

They did not dare shoot, any more than the curs dared come close enough to be killed with a stick. Throwing lumps of dirt and sticks only increased the yelping; and there werent any stones. But finally another pariah yelped in the distance and the pack raced off to fight him for his find.

After that it was an easy matter to approach the ruined mosque, but quite another task to climb the tower. The cluttered village street was all in shadow, but the moon shone full on the mosque wall, showing it all in ruins with the broken tower beside it, erect and unclimbable.

The place was of typical Arab culture  jumbled, tumbled, cluttered, evil-smelling, verminous; war had only multiplied the normal chaos. That minaret had been the only decent building, and it remained the only thing worth anybodys trouble.

There was one little slit of a window visible almost directly facing the moon. It looked faintly luminous.

Dyou suppose theres glass in it? asked Catesby. Does that look like reflected light to you?

Narayan Singh scouted closed to investigate. The window was much too high to reach, but he climbed on a broken wall to reach its level and returned at the end of ten minutes, stopping on his way to examine the ground close to the door. A slash of while across the blackness of his beard betrayed that he was pleased with the result.

I heard no sound, sahib; but there is no glass, and there is a light within. Moreover, I found this.

He put a scarab ring into Catesbys hand.

Jimgrim sahibs! cried the Sikh.

How dyou know? Theyre common enough. It might be anyones.

Ask the butcha.

Suliman examined it and grew exited at once.

Taib! That is Jimgrims. I have cleaned it for him fifty times.

I suppose theyve killed him.

Catesby had been too much of late under the brigadiers harrow to be an optimist.

Nay, sahib. More likely he dropped it there for me to find. If they had killed him we should have found his naked body in the cave or thereabouts. If they had looted the ring and dropped it when they reached this place, they would have missed it and have looked. It lay in full moonlight on the flat side of a broken stone against the wall.

Then I go, said Suliman, to break that door down with this kukri.

Ahsti, ahsti! said the Sikh. What is your judgment, sahib?

* * * * *

Catesby was in high spirits again.

It took a Jenkins to depress him, and not much more than a symptom of encouragement to set him up.

No sense in rushing things. If hes dead, hes dead. If hes alive in there well get him. Is there another door?

None, sahib. I saw all around the place.

Then well watch this one until morning, and creep up close enough to hear if anything happens. Look about for a beam to have handy in case we should want to burst the door in.

Together they pulled a roof-beam out from a mess of fallen thatch, and laid it where they could find it in the dark that would shut down when the moonlight waned. Then Narayan Singh crept close to the door and listened. He was grinning again when he returned.

He is in there, and alive. I heard his voice. I could not hear the words. He seemed to be close to the door and to be carrying on a conversation. Shall I go back and rap on the door softly as a signal?

No. It might be the signal for his death. How many voices did you hear?

One other.

Hed be sure to yell if they tried to murder him. In that case, down with the door. But if we go to his rescue before he needs us we might spoil his game.

Atcha, sahib, said the Sikh; but he examined both pistols again and plainly did not like the inactivity.

It relieved his anxiety a little, however, when Catesby chose a black hole to hide in among the tumbled ruins of the mosque within twenty paces of the minaret door.

* * * * *

Nobody who has not tried it, out hunting or in war, can guess how hard it is to listen attentively and scratch himself at the same time. Suliman, who not so many months ago had been clothed in little else than paupers lice and had hardly had time to forget the indifference that goes with it, suffered least. Perhaps, too, his carcass was less appetizing.

But the Sikh is a clean race, prone to look down on even the tubbed and scrubbed British officer as none too particular. And that heap of ruins was alive with myriads of body-insects, whose seed is in themselves and that exist apparently eternally on nothing until warm-blooded provender arrives.

Yet they did not dare move away. The moon was too low in the sky, and whoever had brought Jim to that place would likely to make a move of some kind before morning, or at least soon after sunrise. If this were a rendezvous of thieves, whoever approached it would likely do some careful scouting in advance. There was nothing for it by to lie still and scratch  and swear  and scratch.

The Sikhs ears were sharpest, and once he swore he heard the voice of a man begging for mercy.

Maybe Jimgrim has a man down? ventured Suliman.

But the other two grew nervous, and this time it was Catesby who crawled to the door to listen while Narayan Singh watched the coast. Catesby, too, distinguished the voices of two men, or thought he did; but the door was too thick for him to hear one word or establish Jims identity. He crept back again into hiding in that divided frame of mind from which small comfort ever comes, wondering what he would think of himself should it turn out afterward that Jim had been all along in peril of his life  already dead perhaps; yet recalling Jims words earlier that night, that it would be better to wait for a week than spoil things by a false move.

When dawn came, what with insects and indecision they were thoroughly miserable, stiff, sore, hungry and depressed by the zero-hour self- consciousness that sheds the drear light of cold unreason on every circumstance. Suliman, who had been blubbering, fell asleep again.

Catesbys thoughts were back on Jenkins and the hopelessness of clearing himself of a false charge in view of the brigadiers notorious ability to lie plausibly. Narayan Singh was squatting with eyes half-closed, dreaming in another language and another dimension, for that matter; not even the Sikhs can tell each other what thoughts reach them when the far-away look settles on their faces.

None of them saw the morning visitors arrive until the twelfth and last of them came abreast and the first one struck the door with cautious knuckles. They were ordinary-looking fellaheen  villagers, that is  and each man carried some ordinary-looking load or other  baskets, mats, bags, a patchwork quilt.

The last man led a donkey  one of those bruised and tortured little insects that make less noise than a ghost and eat endless Arab blows and insult in return for overwork. None of the men had a weapon as far as it was possible to see; for lack of the customary thick club the last man used his fist on the donkeys nose as a hint that it was time to stand still.

The leading man knocked half a dozen times; then the door opened and they all filed in, but from where the watchers lay it was not possible to see who opened it. The donkey went in too, and the lock squealed again behind her.

There followed further agonies of indecision and impatience; for, weapons or no weapons, there is no limit at all to the senseless cruelty of which the fellaheen are capable. Like their prototypes of Egypt the Palestinians have such a heritage of oppression to look back on that their actions are simply a matter of mood.

They smolder, as it were, in childlike harmlessness for periods whose probably duration no psychologist can guess; and burst out into senseless, superstitious fury without any apparent cause. Fear they understand always; fair treatment never, having no education in it. Jim would be about as safe in their hands as among sheep or wolves, whichever mood was uppermost.

It was probably intuition that held Catesbys hand. Narayan Singh was all for action  for storming the door and holding up the crowd within at pistol- point, his one obsession being that order given him half-jokingly by Colonel Goodenough to bring Jim back to Jerusalem alive. He snarled between his teeth at Catesby, urging force, and laughing. It is a bad sign when a Sikh does that.

Hold your tongue, Catesby ordered him.

Having to control the other did him good. He realized almost for the first time how the court martial hanging over his head had lowered his own opinion of himself to a degree that the Sikhs more subtly receptive mind had found contagious. He braced himself deliberately.

Hitherto he had almost unconsciously admitted to the rule that, being technically under arrest, he was technically void of the right to command. Now he fell back on the racial issue. Right or wrong, the white man has his place above the black, and above all the grades of color whether ebony or yellow, Aryan, Mongol or Ethiopian.

Narayan Singh recognized the change. The world being what it is, a product of history, improving only gradually, men still like leaders; and the braver and more self-disciplined the man the less he appreciates a leader in whose face he may sneer with impunity.

There was absolutely nothing menial about Narayan Singh; he was a high- chinned man, who would polish his officers boots for pride in the well-groomed officer. But the officer good enough to have his harness cleaned by him and lead him must know his own mind. He would rather be told to hold his tongue by a mistaken strong man than be allowed his own way by a weakling. If it were not so, there would be no leaders and no led.

Having made up his mind to await the event and shoulder the full responsibility, Catesby scratched himself philosophically. He was no longer a victim, nor could the fact that he was lousy lower his self-respect. Whatever he had done rightly hitherto that night was due to intuition and old habits of thinking that survive under imposed disgrace, making it impossible for a true man to become untrue, or a leader incapable of leading, except gradually, step by step.

Now it was as if a cloud of depression vanished. He did thenceforward what he consciously chose to do, captain of his own soul and master of his destiny. Even Suliman, waking drowsily, sensed the difference.

They did not wait very long. The door opened again and the donkey came forth first, loaded so heavily that it could barely stagger and showing its teeth because of the biting tightness of the cords that kept the load in place.

Over it all like a Josephs coat of many colors they had tied the patchwork quilt, knotting it under the animals belly; the suggestion that conveyed, whether it was intentional or not  you cant ever gage the fellaheens simplicity or artfulness  was that they were honest villagers removing their household goods. Only a very suspicious observer would have balked at their having no women with them to carry the heaviest burdens.

The men filed out one by one after the donkey, each with a heavier load than he took in with him, but using what he had brought to cover or contain what he had come for  sacks  baskets  mats and an old tarpaulin knotted by the corners and carried between two men. The only remarkable difference was that whereas twelve men had entered, thirteen now came out, and there remained at least one inside to lock the door after them.

The thirteenth man looked cleaner than the rest, and carried no bundle. Also his right wrist was raw and seemed painful; and when he rubbed it with the other hand a bright red weal became visible on the left wrist too.

Suddenly Suliman leaped to his feet. Catesby clapped a hand on his mouth and dragged him down again only in the nick of time.

Keep quiet, you little  ! he whispered. Yes, I know its Jimgrim.

He knew exactly what to do now; needed no advice or urging from Narayan Singh. He waiting only until he could speak without risk of the twelve men hearing him. There was not the slightest need to hurry. He let them go a hundred yards and disappear beyond the ruined village wall before he gave an order. Then:

Narayan Singh, you wait here and watch the door. If anyone comes out, arrest him. If anyone else goes in, all right; wait and watch. But in that case dont let anyone out on any terms; drive em back with your pistol; shoot if you must, but hold em in there somehow until help comes. If nothing happens dont show yourself. Do you understand?

Malum, sahib.

Now Suliman  how long is it since you begged? Have you forgotten? Off with your boots  socks too  leave em here. Youre dirty enough, Lord knows. Better leave your head-gear too. Tear your pants a bit; youre too well cared for to look plausible. Now some more dust in your hair. Youll do.

Follow now, and beg from Jimgrim. Dont look back at me, and dont take no for an answer. If they turn and beat you, stick to them. Pretend youre so hungry that you dont mind being hurt. Cut along.

He lifted the youngster out of the dark hole and pitched him on to his feet outside. A moment later he followed as far as the gap in the wall. From that point he could watch what happened without any risk of being seen.

* * * * *

The missionaries and police know best what perfectly consummate actors Arab children are. Their elders have grown set in the accepted ways, so that a grown man or woman seldom varies from a given method; usually the people of one village thieve and lie to a pattern, and are all at sea when anyone gets acquainted with their habit.

But the children are less conservative, until the years bring on that eastern intellectual inertia that is partly due to Koran teaching and partly to polygamy. Suliman had lost none of his natural alertness yet, and he had not been long enough in Jims control to lose delight in mischief for the sake of lawlessness.

So he accepted that part perfectly. Running until he was breathless  fingering the sweat into the corners of his eyes until it looked like tears  plucking grass as he ran, to chew and make the corners of his mouth filthy with green slime, he overtook the procession and begged alms in the name of Allah.

Nor did he go to Jim first, but singled out the owner of the donkey; for the beggars principle is to flatter with first attention whoever had most in view of this worlds goods, thus sometimes stirring a ridiculous unconscious sense of rivalry. Human nature is absurd stuff, or the beggars would all be at work producing.

Clearly those twelve men were in no mood to be generous. They cursed the boy as he approached them one by one; and when he would not go, but clung to them like one of those persistent Palestinian flies, bleating his parrot-cry of hunger with the same indifference to imshi! (Clear out!) that the flies show to an angry hand, they picked up clods to heave at him. But he dodged those, cursed the throwers as a matter or etiquette, and came back with the same persistence.

If the thirteenth man recognized him he gave no sign of it; and Suliman seemed to consider him not worth an effort, judging him with the beggars rule in mind as a maskin (poor man) because he walked last. It would have been an insult to the rest and rank bad form, clods notwithstanding, to have begged from him before giving the men ahead first chance to show their quality.

So when he did at last approach Jim and cling to the skirt of his abyi nobody suspected old acquaintance. Jim told him gruffly to imshi, like the rest of them, although one corner of his mouth quivered slightly in the faint beginnings of a smile. He might as well have tried to imshi the weather. Suliman clung on, and begged like an old hand at the game. The East believes in importunity and sets as high a value on reiteration as do the advertisers of the West.

The clod-throwing ceased because, unlike the curses that did not cease, one could not throw them any longer without hitting Jim. So Jim had to pause a minute to shake the persistent little nuisance off. And as most of the other twelve were shouting coarse obscenities, that gave him a chance to whisper without being overhead.

Get away, you little  ! Then, in sotto voce  

Where is Captain Catesby?

He is in sight. Oh, in the name of Allah

Let Allah feed you! (Follow me then.) Go and scavenge. Go and steal. Am I God that I should feed you?

Bleating piteously, and shedding tears that would have made the fabulous weeping crocodile look like a very poor actor indeed, Suliman turned aside to squat by the side of what had once been a cart-road but had grown to a mere track since bombardment wiped the village out. But he did not stay in that position much longer than was needed to be out of range of missiles.

* * * * *

The normal daylight activity of camp and town was under way. Bugles were blowing. Guards had been relieved. Long strings of mules and horses were being led to water at the troughs. Engines were moving in the station yard, and strings of Egyptian laborers were slouching sullenly to work in the railroad sheds. Donkeys, women and other beasts of burden were emerging from the town, where the muezzin had long since finished wailing his injunction to the four winds.

One cartload of merchandise was already on its way from railway to town, and the kites were patrolling overhead on the watch for offal and remains. Suliman had a perfect right to head for the town, too, if he saw fit.

So had Catesby, looking like any other shiftless Arab mediating breakfast. He strolled along the cart track leisurely with his head down, imitating the measured native gait that looks so dignified but oftener than not means merely pride in laziness.

As he walked, fingering the pistol under his heavy brown cloak, he began wondering just how much the nights work had accomplished in the matter between Jenkins and himself. Adding it all up he could not make the total come to anything at all.

Suddenly he laughed, though. There was a hundred-piaster bank-note taken from a dead man! But Narayan Singh had found that, and if the real ownership should never be established no doubt it would be awarded to the Sikh. He took out the crumpled note and examined it, taking care to keep Suliman in sight.

He was not at all expert in Arabic, but presently he whistled, for he could spell out the thin, cramped, right-to-left writing when he took the time. An Arab writing with a fine pen can condense a deal of information on a half- sheet of ordinary notepaper.

The strip that fastened the halves of the note together was of generous proportions; it had been cut off with scissors, and looked like the lower third of a half-sheet. The gum used was very ordinary office paste, with the result that one corner had come loose and curled upward, betraying writing on both sides.

And because of the fact that Arabs write from right to left and, like some careless Westerners, reverse the sheet by turning it end over end, the name of the man to whom the document had originally been addressed and of the man who wrote it were both on the cut-off strip of paper. The fist name  that on the gummed side  was Brigadier-General Jenkins. The other name was your honors humble servant, Ibrahim Charkas.

Having spelled out the information, Catesby returned the note to his pocket and hurried forward, for Suliman was just entering the town street. He was not going to be fool enough to trust Suliman with the hundred piasters to pass along to Jim, having considerable less than Jims high opinion of the boy. That was reciprocated.

Catesbys specialty was Sikhs. Being an Arab, Sulimans gift lay in personal devotion to whoever fed, clothed and favored him. It is not a bad gift, that personal loyalty, but there is nothing in it of the Sikhs wider idealism that attaches him to persons only because those persons stand for honorable service. Catesby lacked Jims ability, which is wholly American, to ferret out the strong points of any breed whatever and play those sky-high.

The result was unfortunate. Suliman followed the party of thirteen to a small shed that stood beside a big one near the farther limit of the town. Into that they disappeared, donkey and all.

Suliman lurked in the doorway a hundred yards off, and Catesby watched him from a point of vantage behind the awning of a fruit-sellers shop. From where he stood he could read the name of the Zionist Commission on the door of the big shed.

At the end of about twenty minutes the donkey and the thirteen men emerged, Jim last again. The twelve went about their business separate ways, but Jim sat down to warm himself, Arab-fashion, in the early sun and lighted a cigarette.

When the last of the twelve was out of sight Suliman approached Jim with the beggars whine again. They talked for about two minutes, and a coin changed hands for appearances sake. Then Suliman came up-street to beg from Catesby. There was no one to overhear them  no need to beat about the bush.

Jimgrim says you are to go back to Narayan Singh and tell him not to kill the iblis, who is in that place he is watching. He says you should stay with Narayan Singh, so that when Jimgrim wants you he can find you.

* * * * *

Now if a Sikh had brought that message Catesby would have accepted it without demur. Moreover, he would have given that hundred-piaster note to a Sikh to give to Jim. But the eight-year-old Arab was different.

Go back and say I have something for him. Ask him whether I shall go to him, or will he come to me. Say its important.

Give me whatever it is. He told me to come back to him.

Do as I say.

There followed a considerable waste of time. Suliman did not dare to go running back with the message, knowing well enough that inquisitive observers might draw conclusions. He had the practical common sense to enter a shop and buy two native cigarettes for the khawaja sitting yonder in the sun, as he was careful to explain.

The shopman was inquisitive, and had to be lied to in extenso, which took up more time. Finally Jim received the cigarettes and returned one to the messenger as gratuity. Thanks to Suliman there was nothing to call for comment.

But Jim had to sit and smoke the cigarette in order to complete the innocent picture, and it was several minutes before he strolled up the street to where Catesby waiting and went through the forms of pleased surprise and the lengthy Arab greeting of an unexpected friend. After that they strolled side by side, very slowly as befitted Arabs in the circumstances, and that entailed further delay.

Catesby gave him the hundred-piaster note. Jim examined it and whistled softly  a thing no Arab ever does; but the revelation startled him, and there was no one to overhear. Catesby explained briefly how he came by it; and then they went through the formula of leave-taking for the benefit of onlookers, which consumed another minute or two.

At last, however, Catesby went off alone to share Narayan Singhs vigil, and took his time on the way because no Arab ever hurries if that can possibly be helped. So it was twenty minutes more before he reached the deserted village and another five minutes after than before he discovered Narayan Singh.

The Sikh was lying in a dead mans tortured posture on the ground, and just beginning to recover consciousness. A stone the size of a coconut lay beside his head. It was ten more minutes before Catesby could get a word out of him.

The door opened, sahib, and the iblis showed his head. I ordered him in again. He shut the door, and I watched it. A few minutes after that he showed himself over the top of the wall, and I, having orders not to shoot him, merely observed. Then he threw three stones at me, and the third one struck my head.

How long ago did this happen? Soon after I left?

Nay. A long time after you left. I have been stunned  how should I know how long? But I think it happened just a very little while ago.

Catesby tried the door, but it was locked. So he set a charred beam against the wall and climbed, to peer in through the window. As far as he could see the place was empty; and presently, scouting about, he found the imprints of two enormous naked feet in the dust. They were pointed away from the door, and he hardly could doubt they were those of the escaping iblis.


CHAPTER X

Acting on information received.



ALL the ambitious men and women of history have come to grief finally by walking straight ahead into the same old simple trap. It is painted differently for different men, and the bait is big or little as the case may be. The goads that made them restless, so that they move when the trap is ready instead of staying still are pretty much the same in most cases; and, just as in the case of the tiger in his prime, there are usually jackals giving bad advice.

Jenkins was no exception. Taking advantage of the long-drawn interim between the armistice and the issuing of mandates, he had made of that camp at Ludd a very breeding-ground of politics.

As a fighter he had obtained distinction by stealing the credit for other mens successes for himself and by contriving to blame others for his failures. And he had no use for credit except as a means for making profit. So of course he had jackals tugging his heels impatiently, men who admired his disrespect for all the accepted rules of fair play and who would have outdone his methods if they had dared. One of them was Captain Aloysius Ticknor.

Ticknor likewise had ambitions, and was perfectly ready to sacrifice Jenkins at any moment for their attainment. But for the present Ticknor saw more immediate profit in working for his chiefs advancement, like a man who rears a ladder to climb by, meaning to kick it down afterward or leave it leaning, just as suits him.

They were not in each others secrets, because Jenkins never trusted anyone if he could help it. He preferred to make hints and innuendoes, on the strength of which a subordinate made good, then Jenkins got the credit; if the subordinate failed there was only one more victim on the long list of ruined youngsters Jinks had left behind him.

So Aloysius Ticknor, who would lose money to Jenkins at cards, for instance, and generally win it back with something added from junior subalterns, was exactly in the position of a jackal craving meat who did not know the tigers real intentions although sure of the tigers hunger. Jackal fashion he diagnosed the brigadiers nervous restlessness and offered the sort of advice he felt sure would be acceptable.

He was another pro-Arab, anti-Zionist, of course. You had to be that if you hoped to stay in Jenkins good books for a minute.

Why dont you send me into town, sir, to look things over.

Might fall foul of the provost-marshal, Jenkins answered. Hes one of those stuffy shits who resent what they call interference.

If you show him up as incompetent by finding a cache of rifles under his very nose suggested Ticknor.

Hm-m-m! Be a joke, wouldnt it? Not difficult either. The fool has his eye on Arabs all the time. There isnt an Arab store or dwelling that he hasnt searched. If the Arabs had one rifle hidden hed have found it. He seems to think Jews are gentle angels who wouldnt do anything secretive if you paid them money for it.

Suppose I look the Zionist quarters over, sir?

Im not going to give you orders over the provost-marshals head, if thats what youre driving at. If you can think of another excuse

Oh, easily. You remember those three condemned huts? Theyre to be advertised for sale. I could go and inquire whether the Zionists would like to have them  promise nothing, of course, but offer to use influence.

Yes, you might do that. But be sure you promise nothing. I shant need you this morning. You can go for a stroll if you like, he added. Buy yourself some souvenirs.

And he made a note in his diary there and then that he had given Ticknor personal leave of absence. He did it in pencil to be inked in later, so that he might change personal to particular if he should see fit.

* * * * *

So Captain Aloysius Ticknor, with nice red tables on his collar and the glow of astuteness radiating from him till he looked like light personified, started out with two dogs at his heels, swinging his service cane. Half an hour later, sweating rather more than he liked, because it offset his studied air of omniscient aloofness, he arrived in front of the Zionist store-shed on the far end of the town.

The door was locked, but a short, broad-shouldered, sweaty little Jew in black New York-made pants and a gray shirt was busy nailing scrap tin over a broken window-pane.

Are you in charge here? Ticknor asked him.

The Jew laid down the hammer and eyed his suspiciously. It was no more than hereditary mistrust of uniform because officialdom has always meant oppression for the Jew; but it was enough in itself to stir the lees of Ticknors racial arrogance.

Cant you answer? I asked, are you in charge here?

In charge of this hammer, yes. It is not my hammer. I make repairs  see?

Wheres the key of the place?

I have it.

Open the door then.

The Jew did not cringe, having left that uningratiating voice behind him in Moscow when he emigrated to America, but he obeyed with alacrity that might have disarmed Ticknors suspicion. But Ticknor was feeling jubilant. He had come prepared to hide his real mission under a cloak of friendly interest and was naturally relieved to find that he could lay aside the hypocrisy. There might have been someone there who would have resented intrusion  some Zionist official on his dignity; and of all things in the world that he hated, he worst was having to be polite to people he disliked.

He walked straight into the great musty-smelling shed the instant the door opened, seeing in imagination a sort of pirates stronghold piled full of contraband. But when his eyes grew used to the dim light he saw only very ordinary stores  spare hospital supplies, flour in barrels, clothing in bundles, tar, tools and calico in bales  extremely disappointing.

However, Jews are secretive and cunning. Doubtless there were rifles hidden in the bales  ammunition in the barrels. He nosed about all over the place, pushing things aside to see what lay behind or underneath them. Presently he found a bale that had been opened and wired up again.

Come here, you! he called. Here, open this!

The overstepped the limit of forbearance even of the individual in black pants. He came in, scratched the back of his head, rubbed his nose and went through the motions with his other hand suggestive of deference and blunt refusal that fought one with the other. A slight shrug of the shoulders indication absence of responsibility; but he said nothing.

Dyou hear me? Open it!

But why?

The answer aroused suspicion to the danger-point. Where prejudice is strong judgment is always weak. Ticknor set to work to do the job himself, twisting at the wires with impatient fingers under the eyes of the bewildered Jew. He had got one wire undone when someone else darkened the doorway.

* * * * *

What is this?

Ticknor turned impatiently to see a Jew of another type altogether watching him from the door through gold-rimmed pince-nez  the very man he did not want to meet that morning, but for whose benefit he had come prepared with the plausible excuse about the condemned huts. Aaronsohn was one of the intellectuals, a man of considerable private means, journalist and poet, who had thrown his whole fortune and energy into the Zionist movement.

Caught in the act of trespass without authority, and with dust clinging to the sweat on his face and neck, he felt at a disadvantage that Aaronsohn appreciated fully. There seemed nothing for it but to bluff the thing through.

Acting on information received, he said, I am searching for stolen Government property.

Acting on circumstantial evidence, I am now on my way to General Anthony to lodge a complaint against you, Aaronsohn answered with a grim smile. But perhaps you have something in writing?

No need of it, Ticknor answered.

No? We will see about that. Perhaps I had better see first what damage you have done.

Perhaps youd better open that bale and satisfy me whats inside it, sneered Ticknor.

Aaronsohn obliged him. And because the bale stood wedged between others, which made it awkward to unbind, he and the man in black pants dragged it out to the middle of the floor between them. There proved to be nothing in it but gray flannel shirts, each marked at the neck with the name of a New York manufacturer.

Aaronsohn chose to be sarcastic, twenty-five years use of an acid pen having left that habit on the surface.

I will leave you in charge of the plunder, he said, smiling with thin lips. Stay here, and let me ask General Anthony to send you assistance.

Conscious of the strength of his position, and too old a hand at reprisals to waste invective on a man he could annihilate by much more concrete means, he walked straight out at that, leaving the door wide open.

Ticknor swore under his breath, reviewing his own position without getting any comfort from it. He knew he might depend on Jenkins to let him down completely, for he was under no delusion as to the brigadiers method of self- preservation.

It occurred to him presently that his one meager chance lay in still discovering what he came to find. It might be after all that Aaronsohns indignation was a well-acted bluff.

What had brought the Jew there at that critical moment? What could possibly have brought him there but nervousness? What could have sent him hurrying off to Anthony but the hope of stopping the search before the secret was uncovered.

Thinking thus, his eye fell on the twelve square feet of floor where the bale had stood before they dragged it clear. He saw hinges  the butt-ends of long strap hinges passing under the next bale on the left.

Whats under the floor? he demanded.

Nothing, said the man in black pants.

Drag that next bale away.

He helped him do it, and uncovered a trapdoor.

Hope ran ace-high again. He was the same alert, astute Aloysius Ticknor who had started forth that morning dreaming of high politics. Even his two dogs, sniffing for rats in a corner, seemed to appreciate the change, for they left their pressing business to come and wag their tails at him.

Open her up! he ordered.

Might as well be broke for burglary as trespass. Besides, all successful men take chances.

But the trapdoor would not raise. It was fastened down with one long nail driven in to the head. The man in black pants produced a crowbar from a corner and lent the strength of his stocky shoulders.

Ill remember that in your favor, said Ticknor, not supposing that the Jews readiness to help might be due to anything but the instinct of self- preservation.

Some men can convince themselves of anything they want to believe. Ticknor would have betted a years pay that minute on there being loot under the floor, and another years pay on top of that that both Aaronsohn and this man knew it.

So he was not surprised, he was merely elated and self-complacent when the nail came splintering out of the wood and the door creaked back at last. He did not stop to consider why the hinges should have yielded so reluctantly, or to study the rust on the ancient nail. There was too much down below to interest him  rifles, cartridges, revolvers, bayonets  the plunder of months from Ludd encampment!

That was a minute of triumph, worth ten times the sting of Aaronsohns sarcastic insolence. Lord, wouldnt Jenkins be pleased! And think of Aaronsohns chagrin! And the provost-marshals, who had had his eye well wiped!

He jumped down into the cellar, struck a match and looked about him, but did not trouble to go as far as the end wall because there was hardly headroom and he had to stoop. Beside there might be snakes and vermin. So he did not notice a door at the end, communicating with the smaller shed next door, nor see the print of footsteps leading from it.

He climbed out again, sweating and dusty but almost busting with pleasure at his good luck. The Jew in black pants, peering down into the hole beside him, felt it incumbent to translate his thoughts into speech that might be understood.

Well, I never! Those Arabs, mister, there is nothing they stop at! As a snake in the grass so is an Arab!

Lies about Arabs wont help you, my lad! Youd better stay here. Understand me?

Sure I stay here.

Ticknor laughed.

Youre a strange race. I never saw such perfectly acted conscious innocence. Talk of Chinamen  theyre not in it with you.

He went to the door and looked up and down the street, hoping to catch sight of a soldier or policeman  anyone at all who might be sent to bring the provost-marshals men; or better yet, sent running with a note to Jenkins.

There was no one in uniform in sight. He scribbled a note on the back of a private letter, replaced it in its envelope, readdressed it to the brigadier, contrived to seal it after a fashion by relicking the old gum, and beckoned a small boy who was sitting smoking outside a shop on the opposite side of the street fifty yards away.

Preferring not to advertise his find too widely for the moment, he judge it better to do his talking inside the building. So the small boy got a good view of the trapdoor, and a glimpse of what lay underneath.

Listen. Do you know General Jenkins?

The small boy nodded. There were few things he ever forgot, once he had rubbed acquaintance with them.

Do you know how to find him?

He nodded again.

Take this letter to him, but dont show it to anybody else. If you come back quickly with an answer Ill give you five piasters.

The bribe was enormous. The small boy took the envelope and started off at a run. Ticknor returned to the trapdoor to gloat over his discovery and smoke a cigarette of triumph.

So again he missed something that might have given him thought. The boy stopped at the shop near which he had been sitting, and called through the open door.

Oh, Jimgrim!

A man in Arab costume came and stood in the shadow between the door- posts.

Over there in the big shed there is a trapdoor. It is open. Underneath are rifles. An officer gave me this.

Who is it for?

General Jenkins.

All right. Run with it.

Suliman sat and pulled his boots off, for they were a concession to convention, not adjunct to speed. Stringing them around his neck by the laces he set off as fast as youth would let him.

Jimgrim turned back into the shop, smiling with tired eyes, to resume his conversation with a real Arab where it had broken off.

Now, Ibrahim Charkas. Lets have that over again. No lies this time or Ill wring your neck.


CHAPTER XI

There is money...take it and go away.



WHEN Jim received the hundred-piaster note from Suliman he went at once into Mahommed Kaftars coffee-shop and steamed it over the kettle until it fell into the original three pieces  two ragged halves and a strip of gummed paper. Then he drank coffee leisurely until the paper dried, turning it over on his knee and chuckling to himself.

Mustnt say a word against Jenkins  um-m-m!

Sir Henry Kettles and General Anthonys injunction began to fit, still vaguely, into something suggestive of strategy based on information.

Give a rascal rope enough and hes sure to hang himself.

But one must take precautions lest he trip too many others with the rope before the end comes. He made up his mind to see Ibrahim Charkas at once, not that there would be any obvious advantage to the community in saving that evasive rascal from the consequence of dallying with Jinks spider web; but he did have instructions to discover who stole that TNT, and if one thing should lead to another, and that to Jinks downfall, he would still be obeying orders.

Ibrahim Charkas ran one of those nondescript Arab stores in which everything was sold from sewing thread to tinned biscuits and souvenir photographs. He had even sold whisky until the provost-marshal interfered. Loss of the surreptitious liquor trade had cost him the custom of Sikhs and Gurkhas in addition to a staggering fine, so that business was not what it used to be and the stock in trade looked the part.

Dogged at a little distance by Suliman, who would not have traded his employment just then for a promise of paradise, Jim strolled up-street looking like an Arab whose wives were attending to business for him, lord of the earth and of leisure. There were plenty of other Arabs in the street and he had to be careful, but he watched his chance outside Charkas shop to toss Suliman a coin in which to buy breakfast and tell him to wait until call. Then he went in ostensibly for cigarettes.

Charkas came out obsequiously from a little room in the rear to greet him, for the day was past when the store would support an assistant, except for a mere fetch-and-carry nonentity, who could hardly be trusted to sweep the place out least he steal whatever he could reach. Just then the nonentity was away on some kind of errand.

Shu bitrid, ya khawaja? (What do you want, sir?)

Jim countered in English, and opened with his heaviest gun, laying down the two portions of the bank-note on a table at the back of the shop.

Just take a look at those. When did you see them last?

Charkas did not seem to know which to be surprised at more  the question or being addressed in English.

Who are you that prefer a foreign language to your own?

None of your business! This is your business  this note  its important  when did you see it last?

How should I know? I never saw it. I dont accept torn money.

Look again. It was pasted together when you saw it last. I know where you had it from, but how did you get rid of it?

To whom should I pay a hundred piasters? Tee-hee-hee! Absurd! The business of this store is no longer that much in a week.

Did you ever see this? Jim asked him, turning over the strip of paper in both hands so as to show first the signature of Charkas on one side and then Jenkins name on the other. It came of the back of that note.

Charkas began to look like a cornered rat. The pupils of his eyes became pin-points, and narrow teeth showed prominently between his thin, parted lips. He made a quick motion with his hand, but Jim was quicker and seized him by both arms. Jim put his foot on it, and then picked up the strip of paper he had had to let fall.

Better not try to make a hanging matter of it. Better use your head. Its fairly easy to make sense out of this writing. Its a letter from you to General Jenkins describing what certain men are doing, what they intend to do, and stating why you need more money. Jenkins gave you that hundred piasters. What did you do with it?

There naturally flashed across Charkas mind his recent interview with Jenkins, of which Jim knew nothing, any more that Jim knew that the man from whom the hundred-piaster note had been taken did not come by it from someone else, who in turn might have had it from a third man. Charkas decided that Jenkins must have betrayed him, more than making good the threat not come to his aid if needed. But he was still cautious.

Who are you? he asked again.

In strategy there is no sounder rule that to follow up one surprise with another one, the second if possible more unexpected than the first. The first one destroys confidence; the second promotes hysteria.

Im a man who found in Jerusalem the TNT that was stolen from the railway here.

Charkas turned to look about wildly for a weapon. Swift murder and sudden flight were all he could think of. He looked twice longingly toward a desk in the dingy back office.

Come in here, he said mysteriously.

Jim kicked the knife into the corner and followed him so quickly that he reached the desk abreast of him. Their hands closed on the lid simultaneously. Jims right hand forced Charkas into a chair. With his left he raised the lid.

Thought so!

There was a revolver and a dagger with a wavy edge.

Which would you have used? Um-m-m! I guess youre scared enough to have fired and alarmed the town. Lets see what else is in here  sit still, now! Dont move or Ill get a rope out of the store and tie you.

He put his foot on the Arabs lap to keep him from bolting while he searched through a litter of papers at random. They were mostly bills, receipts and private letters. Nothing of obvious importance.

There is money at the back, said Charkas. Take it and go away.

Jim whistled. Charkas shuddered. There is nothing in the world some Arabs hate so much as that. They say only the devil whistles. One can never know beforehand for certain, of course, but Charkas was hardly the kind of man one would expect to believe in that superstition.

Adding the shudder to the offer of the bribe; Jim drew a false conclusion that led nevertheless to discovery. Supposing that Charkas anxiety was for the papers in the desk, he went on searching; whereas the man actually was past fear on that account, thinking now of nothing but how to escape; and his nerves were in such a state that the whistle tortured him.

Jim found the money, glanced at it and tossed it aside. Then he turned over the papers again, stacking them one on top of the other, and presently whistled again.

What in thunder did you keep this for? he asked, removing his foot from Charkas lap as he turned his back to the desk and laughed. Are you the ringleader of thieves here, and keep the proof of it to show like a Government certificate?

Suddenly a fragment of Charkas native wit returned and he remembered why he had kept it.

That is the memorandum informing General Jenkins that two tons of TNT were in a truck in the siding.

So I see. Well?

General Jenkins gave it to me  into my hand!

If Jenkins proposed to betray him, then two could play at that game. All the bitterness and venom that the Arab mind inherited from Ishmael and cultivated under Turkish rule came to the surface. Revenge looked sweeter at that minute than safety. Thoughts of flight vanished.

General Jenkins gave me that hundred-piaster note. He has given me other sums from time to time. I will swear to it in court. He has been paying me to organize the thieving.

Why?

In order to blame it on the Zionists. He hates Zionists. He is pro- Arab.

And he gave you that memorandum so that you could steal the TNT?

So that my men could steal it, yes.

Jim tried not to look incredulous. It would take more than Charkas word to convince him that Jenkins would be such a fool as that.

When did he give it to you?

On the third, I think it was. Yes, on the evening of the third.

At what time?

Five oclock.

Are you sure?

Yes, because I met the afternoon train and walked up to his office afterwards.

This is dated the third at four oclock. He could only have just received it. Was he in the office when you went there?

He reached it just ahead of me. The messenger brought the note; he signed for it, read it, and handed it to me.

Jim laughed.

You mean he turned away and you stole it off his desk  now dont you?

Charkas denied that hotly  swore by the God of his fathers and by Mohammed and all the saints in paradise that Jenkins had given him the paper. But that was too obviously stupidly untrue. A blundering, fatuous schemer Jenkins might be, but not such a simpleton as that. There was proof on that slip of paper in Jims pocket that Jenkins had known a lot about the thieving  probably proof enough to ruin him; but Jims task was to let the brigadier ruin himself. In all likelihood Anthony would refuse to listen if he should come with the blackest proof imaginable.

Look here, he said, youre all in  dyou realize it? Youve only got one chance  kings evidence. Come across with a clean story and Ill do my best for you.

The rat instinct for sudden flight crossed the Arabs mind again. He rolled his eyes toward the door secretively, but Jim saw that and put his foot back on the mans lap.

Stay put! he laughed, shoving him once or twice hard in the stomach. Come on, spill the story. Whos the iblis?

Charkas looked relieved. He even chuckled.

He is an Egyptian. I do not know his name, but he is a great charlatan, who left Egypt because of the police. Now he is very much disturbed  tee-hee-hee! He is expert at encouraging thieves. He gives them magic against bullets  tee-hee-hee!  and he demands two-thirds of all the plunder in return.

But he cannot dispose of his share of the plunder without assistance; and he does not know where the men who come for it have hidden it. Tee-hee! He is very much exercised.

I happen to know where they have hidden it, said Jim.

Charkas snickered scornfully.

I dont believe you. How could you know?

I was with the iblis most of last night, and I went with the men who came at dawn to hide the stuff away. The iblis is waiting for me now to come back and tell him where they hid it.

Charkas threw his hands up in despair.

You must be a bigger devil than the iblis himself!

Maybe. Well discuss that later if you like. The point is, are you going to come across, or would you rather Id arrest you now and take you straight to Jenkins?

What do you want of me?

The names of all your men. Heres a pencil. Heres paper. Write them down.

Charkas hesitated for a moment, then tried to wet the pencil on his dry lips and obeyed him.

I will make a full confession because you have promised I shall escape imprisonment by doing so.

Jim laughed again.

I dare say your sentence will be cut in half, he answered. Thats the best you can hope for. You can withdraw all youve said if you like, plead not guilty and take the consequences.

No, no, no! I will confess and plead guilty.

It was at this point that Suliman called out through the doorway and Jim went out to speak with him, first pocketing the Arabs dagger and revolver, but forgetting the knife he had kicked into a corner. Charkas had not forgotten it, but when Jim returned to the inner office he was back in the chair again.

Here is the list of names, he said, offering the sheet of paper.

Jim started to read it. All the light there was came through the office door and a dusty glass window set in the partition. He turned to let the light fall on the paper, and suddenly sprang backward.

The knife missed his stomach by a fraction of an inch. The blow was so savage that Charkas could not check it; his fist swung three-quarters of a circle and drove the knife nearly to the hilt into the wall behind.

Nice sort of scorpion, arent you! Leave the knife sticking there. Now sit back and tell me your story all over from the beginning.

This time Charkas was really convinced of helplessness, and beyond that he lied about everybody else and tried to present himself as a more or less innocent weakling involved in crime unwillingly by Jenkins, told a moderately truthful tale.

By the time he had finished the brigadier himself came clattering down- street on horseback, jubilant at the news of Ticknors discovery. Ten minutes of so later a platoon of British Tommies marched up, sweating freely, and took charge of the Zionist store-shed. Jenkins rode away again, red-faced with triumph, and Ticknor followed him on foot.

It was not ten minutes after that when Catesby came hurrying in search of Jim. He had shed his disguise and was back in uniform; and he had overtaken Suliman, who was returning tired and breathless for his five piasters from Ticknor. Suliman pointed out the shop door and followed Ticknor back again up- street.

Whats new? asked Jim.

Bad news for you. The iblis pretty nearly brained Narayan Singh with a piece of coping-stone, and scooted God knows where. I had to take Narayan Singh back to camp to have his head dressed, and the doctor ordered him to bed. What are you looking happy about?

The prospect of breakfast and sleep. Did you see Jinks?

Yes, looking as pompously pleased as a ripe tomato. The brute didnt acknowledge my salute.

Never mind. Jinks is his sure-enough name, old man. Youll be out from under arrest almost before you know it. Too bad about the iblis, but well get him yet. Meanwhile, theres this critter.

Now you understand, Charkas, this officer is going to stay here and watch you until the provost-marshals men come, and youll go with them under arrest. Take my advice and say nothing. Dont talk to anyone. Dont answer questions.

Let General Jenkins say what he pleases and do what he pleases. Hold your tongue until you see me again. So long, Catesby.

He left the shop and strolled up-street toward the camp as leisurely as if the heritage of all Allah were sleeping in his veins. Presently Suliman tagged along after him, grinning with contentment for a five-piaster note.


CHAPTER XII

Good sunny night to you! Sweet dreams!



HAVING faced the iblis in the dark and slept at frequent intervals afterward, Suliman considered the lid on gambling lifted and set forth to stake the five piasters against the capital of certain small boys of the lines, in a mysterious card game that did not call for a complete pack, and of which only he knew the rules.

Jim got into uniform, found the provost-marshal and then went straight to Jenkins office. The brigadier was radiant and red-faced in the center of flattering juniors, pouting his lips as he made little of the mornings work.

Very simple. Obvious to anyone with eyes in his head. I gave Ticknor his instructions, and there you are. Oh, hullo, Grim: Wiped your eyes for you. Didnt need you after all. I told you wed find Zionists at the bottom of this. What have you been doing?

Very little, Im afraid. I arrested Ibrahim Charkas, though, this morning. Left him in charge of Captain Catesby until the provosts men could come and get him.

Jenkins changed colors, flushing redder than ever, so that his ears and the back of his neck resembled rare roast beef.

Catesby is under arrest himself, he snapped.

His parole was lifted, sir, to give him opportunity to gather evidence in his own case.

I know that. It was my doing. I wanted to give him every chance. I signed the order releasing him; but that doesnt give him authority to arrest people and hold prisoners. I shall have to look into this.

Jim hoped he would look into it, and held his tongue. Jenkins began to grow more obviously nervous every minute. The flatterers only irritated now, and he turned on them savagely.

What are we all loafing here for? Is there nothing to do  no orders? You wait here a minute, Major Grim; I want to speak with you.

The juniors remembered urgent business suddenly, and left in different directions. Jenkins, jerking at his buffalo-horn mustache, turned and faced Jim.

What did you arrest Charkas for?

On his own confession of his part in stealing the TNT.

Um-m-m!

The brigadier paced up and down the narrow room.

What did he say?

That this is a full list of the thieves he has been employing.

Jenkins seized the sheet of paper.

Excellent! Excellent! We can seize all these men and theyll be implicating one another within ten minutes. But you ought to have brought Charkas here to me before the provost interviews him. If this list is correct Charkas ought to be treated as a kings witness and released after the trail. However, Ill send this list to the provost with my compliments; itll make him wince. Did you get the iblis?

No.

Pouff! sneered Jenkins.

Jim deliberately fed the fires of scorn, judging the man nicely.

I thought Id get some sleep, sir, and then go after him again.

Sleep! Sleep! Pon my soul! Is that an American habit, to sleep while your hunted man runs? All right, go to sleep then! Ill attend to the rest of this myself. Good sunny night to you! Sweet dreams!

But Jim did not sleep yet a while. He went first to Narayan Singh in the great hot hospital marquee. The Sikh was fretting in impotent fury at being out of action, lying down because that had been ordered, but tossing like a fritter on a pan.

I am all right, sahib. My head hurts, but that is nothing. I was stunned for a few minutes by a stone from the paw of that black ape that calls himself an iblis; but it would take ten such stones all striking in the same place to make me give up the hunt. Catesby sahib, who is a precaution-wallah, ordered me in there and I obeyed.

You let me out again, Jimgrim sahib, and turn me loose with a rifle and bayonet. I will bring back that iblis for you like a beetle on a pin.

Jim had seen the doctors memorandum of the case.

Do you want to go after him?

When was I ever chicken-hearted, Jimgrim sahib, that you ask me that?

All right, go to sleep them. When it stands written on your report card that youve had five hours sleep Ill fetch you out of here and well see.

The Sikh promptly shut his eyes and lay down flat on the cot. But Jim had hardly turned his back before he signaled the Jat orderly.

Oh, brother, he said, the doctor sahib will ask if I have slept, in order to write the report of it on a card. You know what the answer will be?

Always from me a truthful answer. So and so long you were sleeping  so and so long restless  so and so long talkative  so and so many drinks of water  temperature this and that. I am seeking promotion.

Ah! Do they promote cripples, these dakitars?

Nay. A man needs strength to lift great carcasses like thine.

If that dakitar learns I have not slept for five hours straight on end, you will be an orderly too badly crippled for promotion. This is my word. I have said it  I, Narayan Singh.

The orderly returned to his stool by the door, grumbling about the trials of a man who seeks to rise in his profession, and Narayan Singh, with his mind at least quite relieved, dropped off into the land of dreams, from which he was awakened at intervals by the sound of Sulimans voice behind the tent quarreling with two other urchins about the ever changing rules of chance.

At the end of an hour or two, when all the money in sight had found its way into Sulimans pocket, the three boys sat back against the tent to smoke stale cigar butts and gossip. It was in that way that Narayan Singh picked up some information that he put to good use later on.

* * * * *

Jim meanwhile met Catesby coming into camp ahead of Ibrahim Charkas, who was in charge of the provosts men.

Theres one thing for you to do now, he said. Get conclusive proof of where you were on the afternoon of the third between four and five oclock. The buffalo is going to blunder. I can see it coming.

Thats easy.

Get your proof then, and keep it absolutely to yourself.

Jim still had one small errand before he could go to sleep himself. He went to General Anthonys marquee, and found to his delight that Jenkins was there ahead of him. The Zionist-journalist Aaronsohn was in there too, looking horribly uncomfortable in a thin-lipped, calm and collected way. Jenkins was still holding forth.

The evidence is all in. Ive asked the provost-marshal to exert himself in rounding up that list of Charkas men. Charkas himself will swear that he was paid by the Zionists to steal rifles for them. The rifles were found in the Zionists store. What more do you want?

General Anthony uncrossed his legs and recrossed them, tapping on his desk with a pencil. He said nothing  not at all a rare habit of his.

Ive one thing more to add, said Jenkins. I saw Charkas fifteen minutes ago. He tells me Major Grim has found the original memorandum from the R.T.O to me about the TNT that was stolen  found it in Charkas desk. Charkas proposes to turn kings witness, and he vows he had the memorandum from Captain Catesby, to whom he paid money for it.

Anthony looked visible distressed. Jim tried hard to do the same.

Dont you think wed better cancel that parole altogether and order Catesby under close arrest? said Jenkins stiffly.

Butter would not have melted in his mouth. You could tell at a glance how he hated to be mixed up, even in a judicial way, with such abominable misconduct in an officer.

Yes, said Anthony. Yes, yes, Im afraid so.

He took pen and paper.

One moment, sir, Jim interposed. May I ask a question?

Fire away, Grim.

Not you, sir; General Jenkins.

Well?

There was fire in Jinks eyes, by way of reminder that he who can break captains can break majors just as easily. But Jims first words disarmed suspicion.

About Charkas. He told me a long-winded story. I didnt write it down, but from memory I should say it bears out certain points of which youve just said.

Jenkins almost purred aloud. This was the handsome way to make amends. He there and then forgave Jim even that left-handed apology on the railway- station platform.

Charkas told me among other things how he came to know about the existence of that railway memorandum. If what he said is true it may help cinch the case.

He says you were down on the afternoon of the third; that he followed you up, because he wanted to ask some sort of favor; that you and he reached your office at about the same time; and that he saw you receive and open the memorandum. He says you laid it down for a minute, but he didnt have time to more than glance at it. So he formed the idea of getting hold of it somehow in order to learn the exact details. Does that correspond with your recollection of that afternoon?

Yes, I think it does. Yes, I did meet the train that day. Yes, I remember Charkas came to the office to bother me about something.

About five oclock, he said.

Must have been almost exactly five oclock.

Anthony began scribbling on a pad.

Are you definite on that point, General Jenkins?

Certainly. My memorys exact. Charkas must have gone straight to Catesby and got the memorandum from him, because I gave Catesby his orders  as I explained at the time when the theft was discovered  within twenty minutes of receiving the memorandum.

Anthony drew out a file of papers from a drawer of his desk, and turned them over slowly.

I see you say in your original complaint against Catesby  made while I was away in Egypt  that you were not sure of the exact time when you gave him the memorandum and orders to take over the TNT.

I remember now, though. Grims question brought the facts to mind.

Youre ready to swear to it now at the court martial?

Certainly.

Very well. Have Catesby rearrested. Is there anything else, Grim?

The iblis, sir. I interviewed him last night.

The deuce you did!

Ive evidence enough against him to call for his arrest on military grounds.

All right. Ill sign a warrant. Do you know where he is?

Not at the moment.

Are you sure we can convict him?

Perfectly.

Without more ado Anthony began to fill out a regulation form.

Better describe him as a person unknown  colored  believed to be a leper  accused of plotting to loot the military camp. There.

He handed it to Jim. The printed portion was couched in the customary legal verbiage intended to convey the meaning without too formal crudity, that the prisoner should be caught, brought in and delivered alive or dead.

Jim put it in his pocket and went to his tent to sleep until late afternoon. Brigadier-General Jenkins, on the other hand, after restating his opinion of the Zionists for Aaronsohns benefit, marched down to the place where they confined civilian prisoners, to see Charkas alone and drill him on his part. A very cautious, forehanded brigadier was Albert Jenkins, although given to expressing triumph rather sooner than was wise.

He had the ill taste to laugh aloud on his way back, as he passed Catesby in his tent, this time with two armed sentries standing on guard in front of it.


CHAPTER XIII

The chains complete.



IT was growing dark when Jim emerged from his tent feeling less at ease than he cared to admit to himself. A note had come from Catesby, who was now to all intents and purposes incommunicado, to the effect that from five until six on the evening of the third he had been inquiring, at Jenkins verbal request, into an accident that had taken place several days previously. A civilian had had his leg broken by a gun-wheel, and civilian witnesses had been difficult to find; but he had unearthed one, and was questioning him at the time when Jenkins pretended he had given the order about the TNT. Now he could not find the man again to prove the fact.

Jim had the note in his hand. As Catesbys next friend he had the right to visit him in any circumstances, just as a lawyer may go to his client in jail.

Things looked pretty bad at the moment. Bull-buffalo Jenkins was caught in a net of lies, certainly; but like many another buffalo before him he was going to be able to blunder out of it by brute force unless the unexpected happened. But it always does.

There seems to be a natural law that when chicanery has reached a certain stage of ripeness, and the elements of decency begin to rebel, all the clues required to link the crimes with the criminal appear on the surface one by one, almost exactly as when two chemicals are mixed and one of them disintegrates. Examination of the career of any criminal or of any public scandal will confirm the phenomenon.

It is easy to talk airily of luck and coincidence. Luck is an element of crime and loose thinking. The fact is that honest persistency sets natural laws to working, with the result, for instance, that an inventor on the trail of one idea discovers an entirely different one that he never dreamed of; a general, wholly bent on a definite, ably worked-out line of strategy discovers an unexpected flaw in the enemys design that he would have missed if his own arrangements had been careless. There is no luck about it. It is law.

So, although Jim was surprised and rather annoyed at the moment, he stumbled that minute on a clue. Aaronsohn, the vitriolic journalist in gold- rimmed glasses, was sitting outside the tent on a camp-stool, a hand on either knee in an attitude of suppressed impatience. He got to his feet the instant Jim appeared.

You are Major Grim, I think. I would like to talk to you.

Im in a hurry, Jim warned him.

I am not. Why not do your errand and I will wait here for you? I have waited already two hours. You were asleep and I did not care to disturb you.

Something important, eh?

To me, yes. To you, perhaps not.

All right. Wait in my tent. Help yourself to cigarettes, and Ill be right back.

Instead of going to Catesby as he had intended, Jim went straight to the hospital tent, where he found Narayan Singh sitting at the end of the cot in glowering impatience.

Have you slept? he asked him.

Ask the orderly, sahib.

Jim beckoned the orderly and put the question.

Hah! Never was such a sleeper! He has snored so for five hours on end that the very tent-poles shook, and I had to wake him twice lest the other patients get out of bed to murder him.

Jim laughed and went to find the doctor.

Is Narayan Singh fit to be discharged? he asked.

No, but Ill discharge him like a shot. Most Sikhs enjoy a short spell in hospital, but that man has more excuses for discharging him than a porcupine has bristles. Hes an interesting specimen, and not badly hurt; three days would see him as right as a trivet. Ive talked with him on and off for about three hours just for the fun of it.

Hasnt he slept at all?

Not much. But you know what Sikhs are; they can go without sleep for a tremendous time, and make it up afterwards. The last excuse he tried on me was a story that his father died of hydrophobia because he couldnt stand hospital environment at night, and he suggested the disease might be hereditary.

Sure, Ill let him out  a liar like that deserves anything. Tell him to come back and have his head dressed again after he has seen the lady.

Outside between the tents Jim gave Narayan Singh his warrant to arrest the iblis.

Have you any idea where to look for him? he asked.

Surely, sahib. That Suliman played a game with other young sprouts of wickedness outside the place where I lay. Afterwards they talked until Suliman grew sleepy and went off with all their money.

They told the gossip of the lines: how certain men had seen the iblis cross the railway line this morning, but were afraid to interfere with him. He was heading due east. I think, sahib, he will dance again tonight to summon thieves and learn from them how much has happened. If he does  !

Youd better take some men with you.

Aye, sahib  four men if I may choose them.

Will you go in disguise?

Not I! We will take rifles with bayonets, wear our uniforms and bring back that iblis in the name of a Sikh, whose head is no proper target for roof-stones. There is honor involved.

All right.

Jim made arrangements for Narayan Singh to have the selection of four volunteers, and got written permits for them all to leave camp after dark. Then he returned to Aaronsohn.

* * * * *

The Zionist had lit the lamp and was reading a Hebrew magazine in Jims chair with that peculiar manner of armed intensity that characterizes the thinkers of the movement. His Vandyke beard and thin, Semitic nose, and a narrow shawl thrown loosely over his shoulders, made him look in that uncertain light like one of the statesmen-priests who used to intrigue in medieval history.

Now Im at your service.

I have come to appeal to you as a fellow American, Major Grim.

Dont forget Im in British uniform.

I am also an American, as it were in service under British rules and regulations.

The positions seem different to me. However

You are the only American in British uniform to whom I can appeal. I am not under arrest for the present. They have spared me that indignity, although I understand that General Jenkins demanded it.

I am charged with plotting to steal British rifles, and with hiding them under the floor of our store-shed, where they were discovered this morning by a Captain Ticknor. Now I know nothing about those rifles. We have never used that space beneath the floor. We only hire the place.

I have no notion how the rifles got there; how should I have? I am only quite sure that no Zionist had a hand in it, for I know what every Zionist in Ludd has been doing all the time. But how can I prove it?

I am told you exposed a plot against Zionists in Jerusalem. Will you help us now?

Jim sat down on the bed and smiled. Aaronsohn took the smile for mere politeness covering hesitation, and turned loose all his persuasive power.

Whatever your racial prejudices, Major Grim, the predicament we Zionist are placed in surely must appeal to you. On the one hand the British Government promises us everything  a national home for Jews in Palestine  assistance  fair play; and some of their officers try to make good that promise. I give them full credit. They havent much intelligence from our point of view, but they act according to their lights.

On the other hand some of the officers, General Jenkins among them, stop at nothing to put us in a bad light, and do everything within their power to handicap us in every way. Such men have even less intelligence than the others, but their official position gives them opportunity.

The British are not all fools, said Jim.

That is after all a matter of opinion. Certainly some of them are just according to their lights; but it is the very sense of justice that I dread in this instance.

General Anthony will order a court martial on me and a handful of others. All the officers who are anti-Zionist will exert themselves to discover circumstantial evidence against us. We have none whatever

Oh, yes, you have, said Jim.

But what? I have been allowed to visit the place since the discovery, and it is true that it can be shown that the rifles were carried in through a door connecting with a place next door that is own by Arabs.

But they will answer, What does that prove? Only that we paid Arabs to do the stealing for us! I am told that Ibrahim Charkas, who is the worst kind of criminal, will swear that we Zionist paid him.

Dont worry about that, said Jim. I think I know enough to prick that bubble. Ill provide you with some evidence when the time comes.

But what? What do you know? Tell me  I insist.

It ud take too long, said Jim. Besides, the value of what I know largely depends on my discovering something else that seems to have nothing to do with it. Im interested in that just now. Im at my wits end, and want time to think.

Let me try to help you. We will help each other.

You cant help.

How do you know? State the case and try me.

I must find an Arab named Sayed Haurani, who was talking to Captain Catesby by halfway between the station and the town on the afternoon of the third between five and six oclock. I need him in a hurry.

Aaronsohn looked startled.

I suppose you have orders to gather further evidence against Zionists? he asked acidly.

No.

It was Jims turn to sit up and take notice.

Is Sayed Haurani a Zionist? Of course he isnt. But what dyou know of him?

Why do you want to know?

To save Captain Catesby from being cashiered on a false charge.

Sayre Haurani was my messenger. I dismissed him on that occasion for returning an hour late from the station, because I disbelieved his story.

Jim lay back on the bed and threw his legs in the air.

Can you find him? he asked.

Certainly.

Tonight?

Yes.

The chains complete! Go and find him. Produce him at eight oclock tomorrow morning in General Anthonys office and the worlds your oyster!

I have no desire to eat a world on the half-shell, Major Grim.

You shall have Jenkins head on a slaver!

Pardon me, I am not Salome.

What in thunder could a man want more than that? Go on, Aaronsohn  find your man! Produce him at eight A.M. and leave the rest to me.

In vain Aaronsohn coaxed, cajoled and persuaded. Jim shut up like a clam; but his eyes betrayed such infinite enjoyment that even Aaronsohn at last took comfort from it and went away to find the discharged messenger.

* * * * *

The minute he was gone, Jim went over to Catesbys tent and called out to him, standing between the sentries rather that run the risk of stirring Jenkins any further by being seen entering the tent.

All right, old son, youre cleared. Be at headquarters at eight oclock. Theyll fetch you anyhow.

Whats happened?

Good news, thats all. Go to sleep and dream about promotion.

From there he went straight to General Anthony, who looked worried. He called Jim into an inner room and shut the door.

Whats at the bottom of all this, Grim? Have you any idea?

It looks to me as if Jenkins is going to get away with murder once again. He has got the whole camp by the ears. We shall have the provost-marshal sending in his resignation next. After that I suppose therell be a decoration sent out from home for me to pin on Jenkins!  it, the mans luck in unbelievable!

Jim put his tongue in his cheek.

Ive not a word to say against him, sir!

What have you come here for, then?

Merely to suggest that if you think both cases are sufficiently important you might order a preliminary hearing first thing tomorrow morning  all witnesses to be present as a matter of fair play.

Why? Have you got something?

Id like to see Jenkins given an early chance to take all the credit to himself. Maybe he deserves it, Jim answered.

Oh! Very well. By gad, Grim, if you let Jenkins get away with this Ill have you sent back to America. You think Catesby ought to have a hearing too tomorrow morning, eh?

He ought to come first, sir.

Yes, he has the right to that. What else?

Nothing else. If youll issue the necessary orders, sir, I know of nothing that need spoil your appetite for dinner or your sleep tonight.

That so? Ahem! Somebody blundered, eh?

Good night, sir.


CHAPTER XIV

Proceed with the case.



NEXT morning the office at G.H.Q. was crowded, for the provost-marshal was there with all his prisoners; and there were a score of witnesses in addition, to say nothing of Brigadier Jenkins in his glory, and Aaronsohn, who was halfway between prisoner and witness. The latter had a nondescript, rebellious-looking Arab beside him, who had had to be bribed to come at all.

Catesby was sitting in a corner by himself, in theoretical charge of two sentries, who stayed outside the office door.

Anthony came in punctual to the second.

Major Grim here?

To Jenkins fidgety disgust Jim was busy talking to Charkas over against the wall.

I think hes too busy interfering with witnesses to answer his name, snapped the brigadier.

Major Grim!

Yes, sir.

What are you doing over there?

Cautioning a prisoner to tell the truth for his own sake.

Ahem! I understand you appear for Captain Catesby? You want the case heard?

If you please.

I object to that, said Jenkins. Captain Catesby is an important witness in the next case.

I will invite comment from you at the proper time, general, said Anthony without looking up. Call the prisoner.

Catesby marched up and faced the desk.

Then I want the room cleared, Jenkins blustered.

I want all my witnesses, including Charkas, in the room for the present, Jim said quietly.

I particularly want Charkas out of the room, insisted Jenkins. He has got nothing to do with this case.

Has he? asked Anthony.

Yes, sir, answered Jim.

The defense is within its rights, said Anthony.

And Jenkins, not exactly knowing why, but intuitively sensing disaster, turned about three shaded redder in the face.

Im ready to hear what you have to say, general, Anthony announced; and Jenkins opened fire on the unhappy Catesby, charging him first with culpable neglect and disobedience to orders in permitting two tons of TNT to be stolen from a truck, and secondly with felony in having given the railway memorandum to Charkas, enabling him to steal the stuff.

Also with being an accessory to a felony before and after the fact, and with conduct in general unbecoming to an officer and a gentleman.

At that point Jim produced the railway memorandum and laid it on the table.

In case of need I may ask to have it examined for fingerprints, he said. I expect to be able to prove that those of Captain Catesby are not on it, whereas those of General Jenkins and Ibrahim Charkas are. But that may not be necessary.

Are you making any implication? demanded Jenkins.

No, sir.

Proceed with the case, commanded Anthony.

Jenkins had a peroration all prepared; he was constitutionally incapable of doing anything without calling attention to his own virtues, and he dissertated at length on the high calling of an officer until Anthony cut him short and demanded evidence.

Jenkins bit his mustache, and swore under his breath.

My charge in itself is evidence, he said, sufficient evidence to hold the prisoner. I am withholding my chief witness for the next case.

You mean that you appear as prosecutor and witness? asked Anthony.

Yes  on the charge of culpable negligence.

Im willing that charge should be taken first by itself, said Jim, and Jenkins looked vastly relieved and nodded to him.

Go on oath if youre a witness, ordered Anthony, and Jenkins duly kissed the well-worn Testament.

Now go ahead. Ill write down your evidence.

* * * * *

Jenkins described then in great detail as to his own feelings in the matter, but vaguely as to time, how he had given orders to Catesby on the evening of the third to go and take charge of the TNT, which was subsequently stolen and recovered in Jerusalem.

And I ask, he said, that the prisoner be held for court martial on this charge, and that the other charges be taken tomorrow.

Certainly not, said Anthony. Any questions, Major Grim?

Jim pinned Jenkins down to giving the exact time  first, however, getting him to boast about his excellent memory. Driven to it, Jenkins swore on oath that he had given the memorandum to Catesby shortly after five oclock in the afternoon of the third.

You gave it into his hand?

Yes.

You swear to that?

Certainly.

Jim put up Catesby, who told a perfectly straight story of having questioned a man named Sayed Haurani for an hour, beginning before five oclock, at a point more than a mile away from Jenkins office, and by Jenkins orders on that date.

Jenkins reserved cross-examination. With his eye on Charkas, whose face was the picture of indecision and mixed emotions, Jim called Sayed Haurani. The man identified Catesby and confirmed his story in all particulars.

Jenkins tried to break down the story by bullying the witness, but failed. The man was insolently confident.

I ask to have the hearing postponed until I can look up this mans antecedents, said Jenkins. Hes an obvious liar. This is what comes of turning an accused officer loose to suborn evidence in the bazaar.

Anthony waved the objection aside, and Jenkins grew still more uncomfortable.

Either this witness is committing perjury, or I did, he blustered. Its no joking matter.

Obviously, said Anthony, again without looking up. Call your next witness if you have one, Major Grim.

Then Aaronsohn stood up before the desk and confirmed Sayed Hauranis evidence, explaining how he had disbelieved the man at the time and had dismissed him for returning from the station late. He gave the Arab a high character for everything except discipline, describing him as an insolently disobedient man, who did not trouble himself to lie about things as a rule, but shook off rebuke with an air of bold indifference.

At last Anthony began to look very hard at Jenkins, who avoided his gaze by pretending to look about the room for someone who was not there. Jim had his eye on Charkas. A great deal depended now on the effect that what had gone before had had on Charkas.

Perhaps youd like to re-examine General Jenkins yourself sir? he asked Anthony.

Anthony took the cue, and grilled the brigadier on each point of his evidence, reducing him at last to a state of boiling anger bordering on insubordination.

If Im charged with lying on oath Id like to know it, he snapped.

Stand down, sir, ordered Anthony.

Ibrahim Charkas, ordered Jim.

He met Charkas eye and glanced meaningly at Jenkins, but there was no need. The Arab had seen which way the cat was jumping, and decided there was more profit for himself in contributing to Jenkins downfall than in trying to support him.

He could not tell the truth, of course; that would have been too much to expect of him. But he blurted out the whole story of the plot to ruin the Zionists, and accused Jenkins of having not only suggested it but of having paid for it as well. And instead of admitting the theft of the TNT memorandum, he accused Jenkins of having given it to him.

* * * * *

That was enough for that morning. It was only a preliminary hearing, not a court martial.

Anthony decided to postpone the hearing of the case against Charkas and the other thieves. He dismissed charges against Catesby, entering against them the two words honorably discharged for future reference. The two soldiers who had stood guard over Catesby were then formally transferred to Jinks, who marched off to his own tent a prisoner.

Anthony had turned to Aaronsohn to tell him that pending the trial of the thieves there would be no restraint on his movements or implication against him, when there was a disturbance at the door. A sentry came to explain.

Admit him, said Anthony, and in marched Narayan Singh, with his uniform in shreds and the marks of a strenuous fight all over him.

He was bleeding slightly in one or two places, and one eye was nearly closed.

Well? demanded Anthony. What does this mean?

The iblis, sahib.

What of him?

I took four men and stalked him all through the night. He was dancing again. We came up with him and he ran. We followed. He ran very fast, skipping like a he-goat, but the moon favored us and we kept him in view.

He came to bay at last in a nullah, and we called on him to surrender. He did not answer, but started to make magic to frighten us, waving with his arms thus  and thus. I gave the order to make him prisoner. So we left our rifles in charge of one man, and four of us rushed in to seize him.

And didnt find it so easy, eh?

Nay, sahib, far from easy. He fought as I have never known a man to fight. He was stronger than a leopard. He struck with hands and feet  bit with his teeth  and all but tore the four of us limb from limb. And the man who held the rifles could not shoot because of the darkness and the risk of killing one of us. At last he had three of us senseless, but I broke loose from his hold and limped back for my rifle.

Senseless, eh? Where are they now?

In hospital, general sahib. They were able to crawl home.

You havent told us where the iblis is, said Jim.

Safe in jehannum, sahib.

Dead, dyou mean? asked Anthony. How?

He died a natural death, general sahib.

What  fell dead, dyou mean? Apoplexy  over-exertion or something?

Nay, sahib; my bayonet took him under the ribs and so upwards. He was a good fighter. The account is square between us.

Wheres the body? Did you leave it there?

Nay, general sahib. It says on the paper I should bring the prisoner in. We dragged it all the way between us, taking turns. The dakitar sahib says it weighs two hundred pounds.

Dismissed, then. Go and get your wounds dressed, ordered Anthony.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. See here, Jim, you quit the British army!

Dyou remember Mark Twains advice to read the Bible? Its good. Theres one verse in particular in Genesis that quotes old Israels dying words.

He says to his son Joseph  

Deal kindly and truly with me; bury me not, I pray thee, in Egypt.

To my mind that sums up Egypt perfectly.

No sensible man can blame the Israelites for wanting to get away. It charms you for a while, but leaves you wondering why; and theres a sting in all of Egypts favors just as surely as theres a scorpion or an adder underneath the first stone you turn, and a hidden trick in every bargain.

Like old Israel, Id rather my carcass were disposed of almost anyhow than buried in Egypts finest mausoleum. But it isnt bad fun all the same to sit on the big front veranda of Shepheards Hotel in Cairo and watch the world go by. Sooner or later all trails cross at Cairo. Its a sort of adventurers Clapham Junction.

James Schuyler Grim, Jeremy Ross, and Narayan Singh were with me in 1920, and Cairo was complaining bitterly that she hadnt a tourist to rob. All of us except Narayan Singh sat at a little table in the corner of Shepheards Hotel veranda, with Jeremy bubbling jokes at intervals and none of us knowing what would happen next.

My friend Narayan Singh had borrowed a five-pound note from me and broken his rule of only getting drunk once in three months. His periodical debauch wasnt due for six or eight weeks  which was why I had dared to lend him money  but we had found his bedroom empty that morning of everything except an equally empty whisky bottle. He had even put the furniture out of the window, possessed by some distorted notion of getting even with the world for old wrongs, and we neither knew what had become of him, nor dared inquire.

He might be standing stark naked on top of the Pyramid, delivering a lecture on Swadeshi to the kites. Or he might be trying to invade a harem, proclaiming himself the deliverer of lost princesses. Basing conjecture solely on past occurrences, he was possibly at that minute storming the house of the High Commissioner, flourishing sheets of scribbled paper, wearing no trousers; and demanding to be washed in wine. He was certainly being bold, probably prayerful, and perhaps using scandalous language; but subject to those provisos there was no limit to what he might be doing.

The one sure thing was that we were his friends and would hear of it, if he should fall foul of the authorities. And the one best bet was not to call official attention to ourselves or him meanwhile. We werent going to leave Narayan Singh in the lurch, for he was a man and a brother who had risked his neck with us; but we should have been idiots to go about asking for him at the moment. So we sat still and refused to worry, while Jeremy exploded jokes until he suddenly grew deadly serious and turned his fire on Grim.

See here, Jim, he said, tossing his head to get the chestnut hair out of his eyes. You quit the British Army!

Why? demanded Grim, looking calmly at him, unastonished.

You never are astonished at anything Jeremy says or does, once youve known him for a few days.

Ill tell you why. I know the British Army. Theyll serve you the same they served us Anzacs every time after a war was won  kick you and tell you to go to Hell. Got any money? No! Got a profession? No! Can you write signs  shear sheep  shave lumbermen  sell canned goods  cook for a fourpenny buster outfit? Those are the chaps who dont have to worry when the job slips out from under them. Can you splice wire rope, or ballyhoo the greenhorns outside a one-ring circus in a bush town? No! And youll starve, when the British Armys through with you! There you sit, waiting for a red-necked swab with gold lace on his collar and the rim of a monocle eating the skin of his nose to tell you youre fired!

Grim laughed.

Dyou think its as bad as that, Jeremy?

Its worse! Ive seen your sort  sacked from the army to cover a bad break made by some sore-bags in an armchair. They come to Australia in shoals. Sydney and Melbourne are lousy with them. Most of em would suicide if they werent too proud to steal a gun. They end by joining the Salvation Army and calling with a can from house to house for swill and spud-peel! You grin  good lord! With that in front of you!

Dont you think I could land a job out here as interpreter or something? Grim suggested pleasantly.

Youve a better chance of a contract to serve ice-cream in Hell! You one- track Yankee visionary! Youre so dead set on cleaning up Arabia that you cant see daylight for the dust youve made. For the love of luck, think a minute. Will they fire you for knowing too much, and let you stay here in the country? Golly! Ill tell you exactly whats going to happen. The French Ambassador will tell the King of England to roll his hoop, and the Prince o Wales will be sent to deputize. Hell apologize for your having saved the French from doing worse dirt than they did to Feisul; and Downing Street will be so bull-angry at having to know of your existence that theyll grease the cables and suspend all other business until youre cashiered in disgrace. Youll be kicked through your headstall, theyll be in such a hurry! Itll be: Out o the country quick! No recommendation. No pension. Your back pay held up for a year in case of possible claims against you. Watch your step on the way out, and dont ever let us see your face again! The U.S. consul will refuse to ship you to the States because you arent a distressed seaman. The British wont ship you anywhere because youre not British. And in the end youll have to do exactly what you might do now, if youd listen to sense!

Sing on, Cassandra! Grim laughed.

Who the Hells Cassandra? demanded Jeremy.

A lady in ancient Troy, who got out the Evening News.

Well, Im no lady. Jim, you fire the British Empire before it fires you! Write out your resignation and file it, with compliments, before the French Ambassador has time to ring the front-door bell at Windsor Castle! If they ask you what for, tell em the Wars over; maybe they dont know it!

Id still be out of a job, Grim suggested.

Join Ramsden and me. Grim, Ramsden, and Ross. Thirty-three and a third per cent. apiece of kicks as well as hapence. Well take along Narayan Singh as office murderer. What do you say?

Grim cocked one bushy eyebrow.

Ive got no money, so I cant buy into your firm, old scout. Thats all about it.

Jeremy thrust out his jaw, and drummed his fingers on the table. Ive a draft for two thousand pounds in my pocket, and I dont know how much in the bank in Sydney. Havent been home for five years and the bank may have busted, but I guess not. Rammy heres been saving two thirds of his income ever since pa died. Never mind what Rammy says at the moment, hell put in two pounds to my one; take my word for it. Well make you senior partner, Jim, cause youre the one wholl get the worst of it if we lose out, so youll be cautious. Rammy can do the hard work; Ill think up ideas. I know millions of ways of making money.

That was the first I had heard of any such partnership, but I made no comment, for a man had come up the front steps whom I hadnt seen for years, but whom I have crossed two oceans more than once to have a talk with  a man of about my own size but twenty years older, upstanding and hale, without a gray hair on his head, although carrying rather more stomach than I would care to tote around. He saw me, smiled, and nodded, but turned to the left, choosing a table at the other end of the veranda, where he buried himself at once behind a newspaper.

Wake up, Rammy! said Jeremy, kicking my shin under the table. Tell him youll kill him if he dont come in with us! Tell him its true that youve got capital. Go on!

Its true that Ive saved something, I answered. But a mans a fool who risks his savings. Id like a partnership with you and Grim, if youve a prospect; but we ought to be able to work it without staking both capital and energy. There are lots of men with capital.

Not in Egypt, said Jeremy. All theyll buy here is manicure sets and big expensive cars. Were selling guts and gumption. Wed find ten Gyppies in five minutes to stake money for a crooked deal, but

Suppose you argue a while with Grim, I answered. Ill go talk with Meldrum Strange.

Who the Hells Meldrum?

One of the nine richest men in the world. I made a million for him once. Wherever Meldrum Strange is, somethings doing. Hes on the level, but a durned hard nut.

Go crack him! answered Jeremy. Ill stay here and comb Jim out of the army like a louse out of a dogs hair. So long.


CHAPTER II. We three now havent a parasite between us.

I sat down beside Meldrum Strange without saying anything and it wasnt until the chair creaked under my weight that he laid the newspaper down.

Oh, hello, he said then.

Hello yourself, said I. Hows business?

Ive gone out of business.

I looked hard at him and he at me. He was good to look at, with a face carved out of granite and a neat black beard. There was a suggestion of Ulysses Grant, with the same look of good humor balancing an iron will.

Ive come all the way from the States to see you, he said.

Nothing else?

Just that, he answered, biting the end of a dark cigar.

I dont believe you, I answered, but Ill smoke while you elaborate the fiction.

Youre going out of business too, he said, passing me his leather case.

I did that during the first year of the War, I answered. Cleaned up in Abyssinia and quit for keeps.

Uh. Who was behind that Abyssinian thing? You put it up to me. Cohn and Campbell fell, didnt they? Make anything?

Three times what they put in.

Uh. What did you get?

Enough, I answered.

He nodded and began chewing his cigar.

Well, he said presently, I heard you were wandering in these parts. Tried to reach you by cable, but youd left no address.

Any banker out here would have delivered a message sooner or later, I answered, puzzled. Im not used to being in such demand.

I daresay. Nothing to keep me in Chicago. Came to look for you  P & O from Marseilles. Saw your name on the hotel register.

Did you ask for me?

No. No hurry. Met some people. Up at Government House. Seems youve been trying your hand at international politics?

Ive a friend who was interested. Helped him, I said.

Did you like it? he asked suddenly, looking sharply at me.

You bet! We spiked a crooked game and pulled a good man out of a tight place.

Im in that game nowadays, he said.

He took hold of his chin in his left hand and eyed me steadily.

Can you afford to be independent?

I nodded.

Got enough, eh? Good. Couldnt use a man who thought he needed money badly.

Whats eating you? I asked. The only time I handled your dollars you had me bonded.

Couldnt get a bond to cover this. Need a man used to acting on his own responsibility, not given to talking  be depended on to keep important secrets  act coolly in emergency  knows the world in the widest sense  willing to have no other ambition than to unknot the international snarls. Youll fill the bill.

Youre wrong, I said. My gifts are mechanical. You need a man with brains for a job like that. James Schuyler Grim is the man for you.

Ah. Now let me see; they mentioned Grim  Major Grim, isnt he? American? Um-m-m. What do you know of him?

How dyou rate my opinion?

Ace-high, or I wouldnt have gone to this trouble to find you.

I rate Grim ace-high plus, or I wouldnt have gone to Damascus with him on any such risky business, I answered.

What else can you say for him?

The British Government thought highly enough of him to keep him in their Intelligence Department, while they were retrenching in every direction.

Expects the sack now, does he?

Jeremy is trying to persuade him to resign.

Whos Jeremy?

Jeremy Ross  Australian. Knows Arabic as well as Grim does. Kidnaped in the War and carried off into the heart of Arabia. Made good. Escaped  gathered a following  led them the whole length of Arabia  discovered a gold-mine  worked it  dollied out more than two thousand pounds  made himself a power in the land  and was finally rescued by Grim and me with the help of Narayan Singh and some Arabs. Made a present of his mine to Feisul the other day, as a private contribution to the Arab cause.

Um-m-m. Mine any good?

Best I ever saw.

Gave it to the Arabs, eh? Whos Narayan Singh?

Sikh. Friend of Grims. Sepoy in the British Army. On a bat just now  discouraged.

Broke?

Not while Ive a nickel left.

How long have you been acting banker to broken men? Meldrum Strange demanded, looking at me curiously.

Nothing to it, I answered. But Ill back a good man when hes down the same way you helped the market in the 1907 panic. Maybe itll pay me, same as buying stocks paid you. If it dont Ill take my loss, and you wont be any the wiser, Meldrum Strange.

Extraordinary! he said. Most extraordinary! World full of coincidences. Time was Id have doubted this. Looks too good.

Same here, I said. Few things fit without blacksmith-work and blasting. Study this right carefully before you submit proposals. Wed hate to let you down.

 We?  he asked.

All or none, I said. When you showed up we were just beginning to talk partnership.

Those your two friends opposite?

He sat and looked at them for several minutes.

The one with his back turned is Ross, I take it, and the other Grim? he said at last. You vouch for both of them, eh? Im inclined to think you may be right.

He sat for five more minutes saying nothing, chewing steadily at the stump of his cigar, and every now and then casting a sidewise glance at me. At last he threw away the cigar with a gesture that meant he had made his mind up.

Anyhow, he said, men like you are scarce. Its like looking for a dime and finding a dollar bill. Bring em over here!

I caught Grims eye; and he and Jeremy strolled over, laughing at one of Jeremys jokes. I introduced them and they sat down.

You the old robber who cornered platinum? asked Jeremy.

In my youth I was guilty of that, Strange answered dryly.

Hah! My old dad bought International Platinum stock at bottom on margin, and followed you all the way up! He invested the proceeds in a sheep station. My regards! said Jeremy, with a wave of the hand that signified a lot of things. You big whales all have barnacles on your belly. We three now havent got a parasite between us.

Isnt there a drunken Sikh? Strange answered.

Theres a Sikh who happens to be drunk, said Jeremy. If you want to see some fun, old top, come with us. Grim can tell you. Grims had to tidy up after him half-a-dozen times.

Grim volunteered no information. All he knew yet was that Meldrum Strange was a multimillionaire with a reputation for titanic thoroughness.

Came to make Ramsden a business offer, said Strange abruptly. He tells me you three are inseparable.

Agreed five minutes ago, smiled Jeremy, with the air of a man raking in a jack-pot. Were Grim, Ramsden, and Ross.

What are you going to do? asked Strange.

Oh, anything. The worlds full of things to do, said Jeremy. What dyou want? Were charter members of the Jack-of-all-trades Union. Exploring expeditions fixed up while you wait. Kings dethroned and national boundaries rearranged to order. Mines discovered, opened up, and worked. Revolutions produced or prevented. Horses swapped. Teeth pulled by the piece or dozen. Everything contracted for, from flaying whales to raising potatoes on Mount Everest, wholesale jobs preferred. All youve got to do is name your requirements, write your check, and sign your contract on the dotted line. We do the rest. Shoot, old top; were listening.

Strange glanced at me. He looked over at Grim, with no more result. Having agreed to be Jeremys partners, there was nothing further for us to say in his behalf; and Strange saw the obvious logic of that after a minute.

You didnt mention keeping secrets in your list of offerings, he said, holding out his cigar case.

Jeremy took one, balanced it on the end of one finger, tossed it, caught it between his teeth, apparently swallowed it whole, and handed the case back.

Count em, was all he said.

There was the same number of cigars in the case as before, but one of them bore teeth-marks. Strange pulled it out, examined it, and tossed it with a laugh to Jeremy, who caught it, spun it point-downward on the table like a top, and while it still spun brought down the flat of his hand on it as if driving a nail into the wood. He removed his hand instantly, showing it empty. The cigar had disappeared, but a second later he produced it undamaged from his mouth with the other hand. It was superbly done, like all his tricks.

Do you know how to do that? he asked.

No, said Strange.

I know you dont. Ive kept that secret twenty years. Show you another.

No, Strange answered. I get the drift of your genius. Major Grim, I understand youre senior partner of this unusual firm.

Were ready to listen to your proposal, said Grim.

Can I depend on your silence if you shouldnt like the offer after Ive made it?

Ive kept Government secrets for a number of years, Grim answered. Depend on all three of us absolutely.

Suppose you all come to my room.

Heres the best place, Grim answered. We can see all ways, and cant be overheard.

So, as happens I daresay oftener than folk suspect, a secret that had never yet passed the lips of its first guardian was trotted out, not within four walls, but in full view of the street.

Ill begin at the beginning, said Strange, biting on a new cigar. Im an egoist. Nothing matters to a man but what he does. Not what he gets, but what he does. Thats my religion, and the whole of it. Ive amassed an enormous fortune. Never had partners. I regard my fortune as the product of my own use of natural gifts in compliance with universal laws. I never consciously broke a written law accumulating it, but Ive often done things that experience has since taught me are not in the general interest, and I believe that what I do in the general interest is the only thing that counts as far as Im concerned. Im face to face with a fact, a question, and a condition. I have the fortune. What am I going to do with it? No good comes of doing things for people. Thats the problem. What shall I do? Its up to me to use my money in the general interest.

Why worry? Pay off a part of your national debt, and go to sleep, suggested Jeremy.

Huh! Id lie awake to curse myself if I wasted a nickel in that way, Strange retorted. Our government would simply buy an extra battleship. If we all refused to pay for war there would be none. Ive finished paying for it.

Oh, are you one of those men without a country? asked Jeremy blandly. One red flag for all of us, and a world doing lockstep in time to the Internationale.

Strange liked that. The question threw light on Jeremys own view-point. He laughed  just one gruff bark like a watchdogs.

The man who doesnt put his country first might as well neglect his own body and expect to do business, he answered. On the other hand, a state is composed of individuals, of whom Im one, with an opinion. I obey the laws. Theres not even wine in my cellar. But I make use of every opening the law allows to escape paying for armaments that I dont approve of. I lose income by it, because the tax-exempt securities come high; but that loss is part of my contribution to the general interest. Thats what I, personally, do in that particular instance, and intend to keep on doing.

Do you propose to start a society or hire us to preach? Jeremy suggested.

I belong to no societies. Im an individualist, believing that what I do is my concern, and what other folk do is their concern, subject to the law as it stands on the statute books. Charity leaves me unconvinced. I dont care to endow colleges. I paid the men who taught me what I wanted to know, with money that I earned.

Well? Where are we getting to? demanded Grim.

To this: I made my money all over the world. I propose to use it all over the world. Nobody can fool me with a bald statement that peoples are self- governing. They should be, but theyre not given a chance to be. Theyre herded up in mobs, blarneyed, coaxed, cheated, and made fools of; and because some of them have free institutions, theyre blamed for the result, while the real culprits get away with the plunder. Im after the real culprits. I want you men to join me.

Grim whistled. So did Jeremy. So did I. Three notes of a rising scale.

Dyou suppose youve any right to take that on yourself? asked Jeremy.

As much right as any reformer has, and more, Strange answered, for I intend to pay my own expenses! Ill make it my business to fall foul of these international crooks, who are laughing behind the scenes at the worlds misery. My business is to seek those swine out, force an issue  a personal issue, mind  and swat them!

You want to be a sort of international police? suggested Grim.

I do not. An international police would be answerable to an international government, and there is none. These devils Im after obey no government. Governments are tricked by them into furthering their designs. Governments are made up of individuals, each of whom can be worked, persuaded, bribed, blackmailed or deceived at some time in some way. The rascals Im after play with kings and cabinets like pieces on a chess-board. They play crooked boss with the whole world for a stage, and theyre safe because theyve only got to deal with the representatives of majorities. Theyre persons, dealing with impersonal ministries. Im going to make it a personal issue with them in every instance. But I have to work in secret, or Ill last about a minute and a half. Thats how you three men happen to be the first who ever heard a word from me on a subject that Ive been pondering for five-and-twenty years.

Strange, old boy, said Jeremy. You altruists are all plausible; and you all turn out in the end to be feathering your own nests.

My impression of you is that youre honest, Strange answered.

Honest? You dont know me, laughed Jeremy. I posed as a prophet of Islam in an Arab village. They used to pay me to make the dead talk from their tombs, and I charged em so much extra for every ten years the corpse had been dead and buried. Sure Im honest.

You keep good company, Strange answered. How about you, Ramsden? Are you interested?

Interested, yes, I answered. Grim is the senior partner. Lets hear what he has to say.

How about it, Major Grim?

How would it pay? Grim asked.

Five thousand dollars a year for each of you, and all expenses.

Would you expect us to obey you blindly? The answer is No in that case, Grim assured him.

Strict confidence, and the best judgment of all of you. Once we agree together on a course my instructions must be carried out.

How about additions to the staff? Id have to choose the men Ill work with, said Grim.

I approve of that.

Very well, Mr. Strange. We three will talk it over and give you a definite answer tonight, said Grim; and we got up together and left Strange sitting there.


CHAPTER III. I have sworn a vow. Henceforward I serve none but queens!

We had not yet made up our minds, but were dining with Meldrum Strange under a great ornamental palm by a splashing fountain, discussing anything from China to Peru that had no bearing on Stranges offer, when a coal-black Egyptian servant, arrayed in fez, silver-laced purple jacket, and white cotton smock, brought Grim a scented envelope. The scent had a peculiar, pervading strength that commanded attention without challenging. The envelope was made from linen, stiff, thick, and colored faintly mauve, but bore no address. The seal was of yellow wax, poured on liberally and bearing the impress of a mans thumb. No woman ever had a thumb of that size. Grim turned the thing over half a dozen times, the servant standing motionless behind his chair. When he tore it open at last the contents proved equally remarkable. In English, written with a damaged quill pen, was a message from Narayan Singh that looked as if he had held the paper in one unsteady hand at arms length, and made stabs at it with the other. But it was to the point.



If the sahib will bring the other sahibs, he shall look into the eyes of heaven and know all about hell. The past is past. The future none knoweth. The present is now. Come at once.  NARAYAN SINGH.



Grim asked the servant for more particulars  his masters name, for instance, and where he lived. He answered in harsh Egyptian Arabic that he had been told to show us the way. He absolutely refused to say who had sent him, or whose paper the message was written on; and he denied all knowledge of Narayan Singh. All he professed to know was the way to the house where we were wanted immediately. So we all went upstairs and packed repeating pistols into the pockets of our tuxedos.

Meldrum Strange agreed to follow us in a hired auto, and to take careful bearings of whatever house we might enter; after which he would watch the place from a distance until midnight. If we didnt reappear by twelve oclock, it was agreed that he should summon help and have the place raided.

Looking back, I rather wonder that we took so much precaution. Cairo was quiet. There hadnt been a political disturbance for six weeks, which is a long time as things go nowadays. The soldiers of the British garrison no longer had to go about in dozens for self-protection, and for more than a fortnight the rule against gathering in crowds had been suspended. Nevertheless, we were nervous, and kept that assignation armed.

A carriage waited for us in the luminous shadow in front of the hotel steps. It was a very sumptuous affair, drawn by two bay thoroughbreds and driven by another graven ebony image, in fez, blue frock-coat with silver buttons, and top-boots. There was a footman in similar livery, and behind the carriage, between the great C springs, was a platform for the enigma who had brought the message.

We were off at a clattering trot almost before the door slammed shut, swaying through the badly lighted streets to the tune of silver harness bells and the shouts of the driver and footman.

Mere pedestrians had to imshi and do it quick.

Lord! That was a carriage. We struck matches to admire the finery. It was lined with velvet, on which an artist had painted cupids and doves. There were solid silver brackets, holding silver tubes, that held real orchids  cypropedium expensivum, as Jeremy identified them.

The curtains that draped the windows were hand-made lace  Louis the Something-or-other  half as old as France; and the thing to put your feet on was covered with peacocks bosoms done in wood, inlaid with semiprecious stones. There were mirrors galore to see your face in, but no way of seeing out of the windows without tearing the lace, and we didnt feel afraid enough to do that.

There was nothing to remind us of the ordinary, hum-drum world, except the noisy exhaust of Meldrum Stranges hired car closely pursuing us, and even that sounded detached, you might say, like the sounds of next-door neighbors whom you dont yet know.

We didnt have to worry about what direction we were taking, since Strange was attending to that, but there seemed to be no effort made to confuse us. We kept to the straight, wide streets, and crossed an arm of the Nile by the stone bridge into the better residential quarter, where mansions stand amid palms and shrubbery behind high stone walls. Nor did we leave the Nile far behind us.

The faintly lighted interior of the carriage grew suddenly as dark as death as we passed under an echoing arch, and out again on gravel between an avenue of trees. We caught the click behind us of an iron gate, and wondered what Meldrum Strange would do, but hardly had time to think of him before the carriage came to a stand under a portico and the door was opened with a jerk.

We stepped out into a realm of mystery. We could see part of the outline of a great stone house, built in the semi-Oriental, barbaric style of modern Egypt; but the only light was from a Chinese paper lantern in the middle of the portico roof, throwing quivering golden shadows on a front door that was almost entirely covered with bronze Chinese dragons.

To right and left was a silhouette of fragrant shrubs against the blue Egyptian night; and there wasnt a sound except what we made. When the carriage drove away and the click of horseshoes vanished somewhere around a corner there was utter silence, until the man who had brought the message stepped up to the front door like a ghost and pushed an electric bell.

Did it ever strike you that sound has color? The din that bell made was dazzling, diamond white, reflecting all the colors of the prism in its facets. When I spoke of it afterwards I found that Grim had noticed the same thing.

It was about two minutes before the door opened. Two black six-footers, who looked smug enough to be eunuchs, swung both leaves of the door wide open suddenly, and stood aside with chins in the air to let us pass.

* * * * *

We entered a restfully lighted hall that might have belonged to a monastery, for it was all white stone without an ornament except simplicity. The ceiling was supported by plaster stone arches, and the whole effect was so unexpectedly different from that outside that it froze you into silence. It was like looking forward to the circus and finding yourself in church. There was even dim organ music descending from somewhere out of sight.

The stairs were on our right hand, of stone, severely plain, with a hand- forged iron balustrade that might have been plundered from an old New England mansion. The same black-visaged minion who had brought the note and rung the bell led the way up them, we following abreast, in step and silent until Jeremy whistled the first few bars of the Dead March from Saul.

This feels like kissing a fish, he exclaimed. Theres no afterglow. Lets warm things up!

But there was no need. We passed into yet another world before the echo of his words had died. I hardly mean that figuratively either. Through a high, warm gray-and-silver curtain at the stair-head we stepped into a nearly square, enormous room at the back of the house. Four, high-arched, open windows along one side overlooked the Nile.

Maybe youve seen the Nile through a window at night, with the curved spars of boats as old as Moses motionless against the purple sky and the moonlight bathing everything in silver silence? Its worth the trip.

The light within the room was of several colors, shining through stained- glass shades and causing all the rich furniture to glow in a sort of opalescent mystery. Simplicity was as much the key-note here as below; but this was simple extravagance. The carpet alone  one piece of old rose hand-work reaching from wall to wall  was likely worth the High Commissioners years salary; and the tapestry that covered the long wall facing the windows probably contributed to the fall of Marie Antoinette by helping bankrupt the poor devils who had to pay for it.

There was an Oriental touch, produced by long divans with silken cushions ranged against the walls. A door at the far end was hidden by a curtain of amber beads  old amber, each piece polished into ripeness on a womans breast; I walked over and examined them.

We sat down facing the windows, sinking a foot deep into silken cushions  and sniffed; there was the same scent that was on the envelope  jasmine, I think, mixed with some subtler stuff  and still the same far-away chords of organ music.

Lets sing hymns! suggested Jeremy. Or shall I do tricks? I know a dandy one with cushions.

Please do both. I would love to watch you! said a womans voice; and though we hadnt heard the door move, we could see her behind the amber curtain. She came forward at once.

Zelmira Poulakis, she announced, when we had told our names.

I may as well say right now, and have done with it, that I know nothing about women of her kind. My mother was a wrinkled old gray-haired lady with nothing subtle about her, but rather a plain straight-forwardness that made you understand; and somehow, she has always stood for Woman in my memory, most of the other types being incomprehensible  welcome to anything if they will let me alone in the smoking-room.

I suppose Zelmira Poulakis is a type, although Ive never seen another like her. She is Levantine, and those she-Levantines while they are still young are supple, vivacious, with eyes that say more than their lips, and lips that can kiss, curse or coax with equal genius. She had on a frock all stitched with glittering beetles wings, that just a little more than reached her shins, and they were very shapely shins; it was charity and art to show them.

She had the poise and ease and grace that go with the sort of education women get, who are presented at the smaller European courts, and her jewels, which were few, were splendid, but hardly more so than her eyes.

Jeremy  you cant put him out of countenance  drew up a sort of throne made of elephants tusks, and she sat down facing us, laughing, speaking English with only trace enough of accent to make it pretty.

You look rather bewildered and I cant blame you, she began. What must you have thought! But Ive heard such wonderful accounts of you that I couldnt resist the temptation. Will you forgive me?

Not we! laughed Jeremy. Forgiveness would imply that we didnt like being here. If Narayan Singh is in your hands hes all right.

But he isnt! Oh, he isnt! If only he were! she exclaimed with a comical grimace.

Suppose you shut up, Jeremy, and let her tell us, Grim suggested.

Well, she told us. She was good at telling things, and a beautiful woman in a gorgeous setting is hypnotic, mistrust her how you will. We three listened to the end without interrupting to challenge her statements.

Last night, she began, there was a ball at the Greek Legation. My husband was Greek, although I am not. I was returning from the ball in my carriage with a friend at about half-past four this morning, and had stopped at the door of my friends house about a mile from here to set her down; in fact, she had already left the carriage and my footman was in the act of closing the carriage door, when he was suddenly thrust aside by an enormous Indian dressed in a turban and a blue serge suit. My footman is a giant, but the Indian flung him aside with one hand with hardly an effort, and Im afraid I screamed.

She appeared to be ashamed of having screamed, but Narayan Singh with two quarts of whisky inside him would frighten the Sphinx.

My footman returned to the rescue very pluckily, she went on, but the Indian threw him under the horses, which frightened them so badly that the coachman had all he could do to keep them from running away. My friend did run away. She has told me since that she ran indoors to get the servants, but by the time she had aroused them I was gone; so she went to bed, and hoped for the best. Philosophic, wasnt she?

Grim was sitting on my right hand. He made no remark, and didnt change his facial expression; but I did notice a sudden stiffening of his muscles. Youll see exactly the same thing when an experienced hunter becomes aware of big game creeping out from cover.

I dont know what the Indian intended in the first place. she continued, but my scream apparently fired his imagination. He swore terribly in English  said that protecting queens in distress was his only occupation  and jumped into the carriage, shutting the door behind him with a slam that sounded like a big gun going off. That was too much for the horses altogether; they went off at a gallop. Luckily the footman had scrambled out from under their feet, and there is a foot-board behind the carriage; he caught hold of that and climbed on. The carriage went so fast that it was all he could do to hang on, although he tried to climb on the roof and come to my assistance that way; the top of the carriage is smooth and slippery, and the feat proved impossible.

Really, it was the worst predicament! it was almost totally dark, but I could see the whites of the Indians eyes, and his white teeth gleaming in the middle of his black beard, and I nearly fainted. But he sat down opposite me with his arms folded across his breast, and presently I grew calmer and began to think. You gentlemen, who are used to all sorts of wild adventures, would doubtless have known what to do; but I didnt.

I even began to suspect my coachman and footman of being parties to a plot to carry me off somewhere; and the fact that the Indian did not try to molest me made it seem as if he might be acting on behalf of someone else. I found words at last and asked him in English what he wanted.

 Nothing under heaven but your Majestys instructions! he answered. I am Narayan Singh, your servant. Say but the word, your Majesty, and I will accomplish marvels  I will pull the heads off these Egyptians as a crow pulls worms out of a plowed field! Command me! Set me a task! My honor is involved! I have sworn a vow. Henceforward I serve none but queens!

Can you imagine it? I asked him to stop the horses! I couldnt think of anything else to tell him to do! I knew by the overpowering smell of whisky that he was intoxicated, but he seemed mad in the bargain. I wanted to get rid of him and Im afraid the thought occurred to me that he might get killed in making the attempt, although I hardly hoped he would really try.

However, he didnt hesitate for a second. The carriage was swaying all over the street, with the wheels grating against a curbstone one minute and skidding sidewise the next, and it was all I could do to keep my seat, to say nothing of standing up. But he opened the door, climbed out, swung himself up on the box beside the coachman, seized the reins, and tugged at them, discovered that was no use, and jumped on to the back of the near-side horse! Both horses nearly fell, and in the time they had recovered he had their heads together and was tugging them to a standstill! Strength  such strength  he nearly wrenched their heads off! And he brought them to a standstill beside a street lamp at a crossing, trembling and too thoroughly conquered to bolt again whatever happened!

The footman jumped down then, and the Indian struck him, calling him names and ordering him to go and stand at the horses heads. Then the Indian came to the window and asked what he should do next, and before I could think of anything to tell him to do he was back in the carriage with folded arms, shouting to the coachman to drive on.

My servants didnt obey him at once, and he was going to get out and kill them, I think, so I called to them to drive straight home, thinking I might be able to get rid of the Indian at the gate. But not so. There is a servant who lives in the gate-house. He opened the gate as soon as he heard the carriage coming but before we entered I called out to the coachman to stop, which he did, with the horses heads underneath the arch and the carriage outside. Then I thanked the Indian for having protected me and bade him good night. He bowed and got out; but instead of going away he climbed up behind on the foot-board and called to the coachman to drive on in.

Nothing would make him get down again. He swore that he was my only protector, and that none should deprive him of the honor. He threatened to pull to pieces anyone who sought to interfere, and used such frightful language, and made such a noise that I was afraid he would wake the whole neighborhood and cause a scandal.

It occurred to me that I have an Indian in the house who might be able to manage him  a gentle old philosopher, who used to be my husbands friend, and whom I have allowed to live here since my husband died, because the house is so big, and he so quiet, and so dependent on charity in his old age, that it would have been hard-hearted not to. He is a wonderful old man. I have seen him calm human passions in a moment by his mere beneficence.

So I made the best of an awkward situation by telling the coachman to drive on in. And Narayan Singh entered the house behind me, behaving like a family servitor except that he made more noise than ten ordinary men, and demanded to know which was my apartment, in order that he might lie down across the threshold and protect me. Narendra Nath  that is the name of my old Indian friend  sleeps very little, spending most of the night on the floor above this one in meditation. I brought Narayan Singh into this room, and sent for Narendra Nath, who seemed to appreciate the situation without my saying anything. He is a very wise old man, and never makes unnecessary fuss. He began talking to Narayan Singh in his own language, and within five minutes the two of them were on their way upstairs together, as friendly as you please.

I retired. It was already after dawn, and I needed rest after all that excitement. But déjeuner was brought to me a little after midday, and after my toilet was made I sent for both Indians, hoping to get to the bottom of the affair and perhaps to glean some amusement from it. Believe me, I was more than amused; I was amazed.

Narayan Singh, although not yet sober, had begun to return to his senses, and the two men had struck up a strong friendship. The surprising thing was not that Narayan Singh should worship Narendra Nath, for he is a venerable old man, but that Narendra Nath, who has so few friendships, should reciprocate. The two men had sworn to be inseparable, and old Narendra Nath implored me with tears in his eyes to take Narayan Singh into my service.

How could I refuse? I would do almost anything to oblige Narendra Nath. But a difficulty arose at once, which seemed to admit of no solution. It seems that Narayan Singh is a deserter from the British Army and liable to arrest for that at any minute. What was to be done? I couldnt imagine.

Narayan Singh spoke constantly of a certain Jimgrim and his two friends Ramsden and Jeremy  he spoke of you tout court  gave you no titles  and he vowed that you could accomplish anything  simply anything  between you. He spent about two hours telling me astonishing stories of your prowess, and it occurred to me at last that possibly you could get him out of the army in some way without his having to pay the penalty for desertion.

But the problem then was how to reach you, and how to persuade you to take the necessary action, without letting the Indians whereabouts be known. I thought of a hundred methods. I even considered calling on you at Shepheards Hotel, where he told me you were staying. But finally I hit on the solution of getting Narayan Singh to write a letter, and sending my carriage for you, hoping that perhaps curiosity would induce you where persuasion might have failed.

However, the task of persuading remains, doesnt it! Can you arrange it, Major Grim, that Narayan Singh shall be discharged from the British Army, so that he may enter my service?

Her smile as she asked that favor was the product of experience. She had tried it on a thousand different sorts of men, and used it now confidently. But Grim is a dry old rock, for all his vein of kindness.

If I could see Narayan Singh himself, alone he suggested. And she found him harder to refuse than he did her, because his request was reasonable.


CHAPTER IV. Jaldee jaldee Secret Society Shaitan-log Eldums Range Kabadar!

Madame Zelmira Poulakis did not argue the point, but smiled exceedingly graciously and left the room by the amber curtain route.

The beads hadnt ceased clicking behind her when Jeremy started humming the words of one of those songs that follow the British army eastward  

Widows are wonderful …

You had to admit it. Wonderful she was. But no wise fowler ever caught Grim yet by putting wonderful salt on his tail. He was unconvinced, and looked it.

Did you spot any flaws in her story? he asked, and I remembered that stiffening of the muscles I had noticed.

To Hell with her story and your spots? said Jeremy. Shes perfect. Who cares if a woman draws a long bow? Lets go odd man out to see who takes her to dinner tomorrow eight. Dyou want to bet me I dont pull it off?

Dine with her, Grim answered, but explain this first: Why did her friend not send servants for the police?

Scared stiff, of course, Jeremy retorted. What Cairene woman wouldnt be?

Well, her servants wouldnt be, for they hadnt seen the Sikh. Why didnt they run for the police without her orders? Did! she forbid them? If so, why?

How dyou know they didnt go for the police? Jeremy objected.

Its obvious. The police would have come here, questioned the servants, and taken Narayan Singh away. But theres another point; while the horses were running away they must have passed more than one policeman standing on duty. Why didnt the footman yell for help?

Too busy trying to climb on the carriage roof, Jeremy suggested.

Dyou believe that? You saw the footman. The carriage was the same we came in, for the paint was off the wheels where they hit the curb when the horses bolted. Im no athlete, but I could climb from that rear platform to the roof. I dont care how fast the thing was going.

Mm-mm, yes. But the footmans a Gyppy. He was scared, objected Jeremy. She told a straight story. Straight enough anyhow. Theres a gentleman friend somewhere, I suppose. You cant expect her to drag him in.

Tell me, if you can, why the gateman here didnt call the police, when the carriage stopped under the arch and Narayan Singh refused to go away. Couldnt the gate-man, the coachman, and the footman have kept one Sikh outside the gate until the police came?

She didnt want to wake the neighbors, Jeremy remembered.

Tut! Two more tuts! Half a hundred tuts! Grim said. You know Egypt as well as I do. There are only two things sacred in the whole country. Graft and privacy. You can commit any social crime in Egypt as long as you dont trespass around the ladies quarters after dark. If she had summoned the neighbors, theyd have had their servants kill Narayan Singh. His body would have been tossed into the Nile and that would have been the end of the story. She knows that perfectly well. Now answer another question:

Do you believe that drunk or sober Narayan Singh would desert from the Army, or pretend to desert, or imagine himself a deserter? Hed be much more likely to march up to Government House and accuse the High Commissioner of treason! Listen!

The music that seemed to come downward from the roof, and might reasonably be supposed to come from the upper story of the next house, suddenly pealed louder for a moment, and just as suddenly grew quiet, as if someone had opened the door of a music-room and closed it,

It may have been thirty seconds before the door closed again  if that was the secret of the burst of sound. It left all three of us feeling strangely disturbed. I have felt the same sensation when tigers prowled close to a tent at night. When the amber beads rattled even Jeremy gave a nervous start, although cool gall is his life blood.

But it was only Zelmira Poulakis back smiling and looking archly shy. I got the idea that she knew what Grim had been saying. An idea, according to Heine the German poet, is any damned nonsense that comes into a mans head. However, you dont have to let people know everything thats in your thought; Grim made a pretty good bluff at looking cordial, I followed suit, and Jeremy is always cordial to a good-looking woman.

I am going to ask you to come with me, she said.

She stood playing with the amber beads  stage-acting. She would have held breathless any audience that had paid for its seats; but you might say we were deadheads, a class that is notoriously super-critical.

And now, you fellows who are never afraid of women, laugh if you like. As I got off the divan I turned to hide the movement of my right hand, making sure that the automatic pistol wasnt caught in the pocket lining. The dead weight of it felt good. Thats how much Zelmira Poulakis had me hypnotized.

Grim strode forward, and before he reached the curtain I whispered to Jeremy to keep behind me with both eyes lifting. He was humming a tune to himself, and his careless mood annoyed me.

I cant explain why I felt that way. Fear was ridiculous, as in the last analysis it always is; but I can close my eyes today and recall the sensation as vividly as if it had happened an hour ago.

She led us almost completely around the house through a series of magnificently furnished rooms with polished floors that must have needed an army of servants to keep them in shape. Some of the rooms had cut-glass electric chandeliers that blazed like clustered diamonds. And she walked through it all on high French heels as a goldfish swims in water  her natural habitat  she would have missed it if it werent there, I daresay, but as it was, thought no more about the splendor than the air she breathed.

She led us at last up a rosewood stairway that had rose satin panels painted with Venuses and cupids, up two flights to a floor on which simplicity seemed all the rule again. There was a big, square landing done in plain white plaster, with an open stairway at each end and six oak doors on either side set deep in the wall.

And now we were in the midst of that infernal music. You could recognize it now. It was the stuff they play in Hindu temples when the entrance is barred to visitors and lord knows what strange rites are going on inside. It makes goose-flesh rise all over you  perfectly bloodsome stuff.

Zelmira Poulakis opened a door on the right without knocking and led the way into a room so blue with incense smoke that for a moment you could hardly breathe or see. There werent any windows. Such light as there was came from about a dozen glowing colored lamps, and when your eyes got used to the smoke the place looked like the interior of a temple.

There was a high, gold-painted screen at one end, carved into the semblance of writhing snakes; and a huge wooden image of a god with more than his share of arms was set on a platform in the middle with its back up against the screen. The music was coming over the top of the screen, and through it, permeating the whole place, so that you seemed to breathe that beastly noise instead of air. There were a few rugs and cushions on the floor. And on our side of the screen the room had only two occupants besides ourselves.

Facing us as we entered, cross-legged on a small rug with his back toward the image of the god, sat Narayan Singh, scarcely recognizable. He was naked to the waist. The hair on his breast was glistening with a mixture of sweat and scented oil. His beard, which is usually curled and crisp, was straggling wild. And his long black hair, that he usually keeps tucked under a turban so neatly that you dont guess its there, was knotted drunkenly to one side.

But his eyes were the worst of him. Half as large again as usual, as if he had been staring into the hell he promised we should know all about if we obeyed his summons. Yet they were hardly the eyes of a drunkard. At the first glance they looked terror-stricken, but the suggestion of fear vanished as you watched them. He seemed to be gazing out of this world into the next, and although Grim called him by name he took no notice whatever.

Facing Narayan Singh, cross-legged on a second rug, Narendra Nath sat meditating; and, as our hostess had assured us, he was venerable. Have you ever seen a man so advanced in years and free from care that he looks actually almost young again? That was Narendra Nath. He had a white beard falling nearly to his waist, thinner than a Westerners beard would be, showing the line of his lean jaw. He was as bald as a bone, but had bushy eyebrows, underneath which shone luminous dark eyes.

The moment we entered he clapped a turban on his head, which made him look twenty years younger. To look from his eyes to his hands was like bridging a century in half a second. His hands were like a mummys, but his eyes were a youths, full of laughter and love  though love of what might be another problem.

Zelmira Poulakis and we three all greeted him, but he merely glanced once at us and said something in an undertone to Narayan Singh, who nodded almost imperceptibly. The Sikh seemed to be in a trance, and I suspected hasheesh on top of the whisky.

You see, he is not really in a fit state to go away, said our hostess. Narendra Nath will care for him, and under that kind influence he will soon recover. But the days will go by and the offense of desertion from the Army will increase. Now that you have seen him, cant you do something about it?

Old Narendra Naths bright orbs sought Grims as if a great deal hung on the verdict, and for a space of several seconds I alone observed Narayan Singh. His eyes moved at last, closing in the process to their natural size. He studied each face swiftly, making sure he was unobserved, caught my eye, winked, smiled, nodded, and resumed his former mask of semi-hypnotized immobility.

I didnt hear what Grim said in answer to Zelmira Poulakis. Sure now that the Sikh was neither totally drunk nor drugged out of his senses  Sikhs can stand an enormous amount of both  I began edging toward the golden screen. But before I got close enough to see through its interstices, old Narendra Nath came thoroughly to life and jabbered in broken Arabic:

Stop! Stop! Not there! Turn back! That is not for your eyes! Turn your head away!

It was dark beyond the screen. I didnt get a chance to see through it. But the disturbance served my real purpose, for our hostess joined her protests to Narendra Naths, and that gave me full excuse for facing about immediately in front of Narayan Singh with my heels on the mat that he squatted on.

None of us ever interfere here, Madame Poulakis then explained. It is understood that Narendra Nath has perfect privacy. We never spy on him in any way. Even my husband when he was living never looked behind that screen.

Her statement didnt seem quite to tally with her manner of entering the room without the formality of knocking. However, I wasnt disposed to quarrel with it. I stood with my thick legs together like a Prussian on parade and made apologies, while Narayan Singh tucked something carefully into my patent-leather shoe.

Havent we seen enough? our hostess asked. I know how terribly such an intrusion must have broken up Narendra Naths meditation. No such thing has happened since he came to live here, but it couldnt be helped for this once  could it? You forgive me, Narendra Nath?

I guess old velvet-eyes knew English well enough. He bowed with the air of a philosopher too wise to bear resentment, but with just the added touch of authority required to suggest that he wasnt pleased, and Zelmira Poulakis marshaled us out of the room. The comparative silence in the plastered hall outside was like heaven after the grating, ghastly temple music, which again sounded more like organ notes now that the thick door shut it off.

Our hostess seemed in a hurry to get us away from that scene, but I paused long enough to stick a finger in my shoe. I found a folded piece of paper, and opened and read it as we followed downstairs and through room after room in Indian file.

In the middle of the first room I slipped it into Jeremys hand from behind. He read it, laughed back over his shoulder at me, and passed it on to Grim, who read it in turn and crumpled it into his pocket. It was written on the same sort of note-paper as the message we received at the hotel, in the same unsteady hand, and with the same spread nib.

Jaldee jaldee Secret Society Shaitan-log Eldums Range Kabadar.

It wasnt hard to interpret superficially. Jaldee in Hindustanee means quick, or quickly. Shaitan-log means devil-folk. Eldums Range suggested Meldrum Strange, although there was room for doubt on that point, for so far as we were aware Narayan Singh had no knowledge of our millionaire friend. Kabadar means take care, or beware. Narayan Singh had evidently been interrupted before he could finish, for there was the beginning of another word  quite illegible  and the whole thing had been badly blotted by folding while the ink was wet. I took the message to mean:

I must write in a hurry. There is a secret society whose members are bad people. Look out for Meldrum Strange.

True, it might have meant beware of Meldrum Strange, but that was improbable. Joining secret societies wouldnt be in Stranges line, and his motives were indubitably honest.

When we reached that great reception room, and looked out on the Nile flowing lazily in moonlight with the secrets of fifty centuries safe-kept under its abundant mud, I didnt feel enamored of Meldrum Stranges business proposal. Felt more like leaving him to paddle his own canoe.

Lets get Narayan Singh out of this, thought I, and beat it for a white mans country.

But we were in her net already, and the lines were tightening.

We sat again on the divan with Zelmira Poulakis before us on the ivory throne affair.

Cant you do anything for him? she asked.

Im no longer in any way connected with the Army, and consequently I have no authority or influence, Grim answered.

She began humming to herself, drumming on the ivory with her finger-tips, and knitting her brows in deep thought. The frown made a dark shadow that suggested evil.

Leave it to me, she said suddenly. Please dont tell where he is. I must have time to consider. It was very kind of you to come. Now Ill ask your forgiveness again and order my carriage for you.

Ill forgive you only on condition that you dine with us three tomorrow night! Jeremy answered.

She laughed. No woman refuses Jeremy lightly.

I couldnt come alone of course.

Bring a friend. Bring two friends.

Shepheards? Do you know a Mr. Meldrum Strange who is staying there?

No, Grim answered before Jeremy could get a word in, and for about a second after that the frown on her forehead disappeared. She was palpably relieved to know that we didnt know Meldrum Strange.

May I leave the answer to your invitation until the morning? she asked. I will send you a note.

Then she rang the bell and we talked pleasantries until the carriage came.


CHAPTER V. The policy of the man in armor.

There was no sign of Meldrum Strange when we drove out of the great gate. Unable to see through the carriage windows, Jeremy and I opened both doors and leaned out to look for him until we reached the Nile bridge and there seemed no further use. All we learned by the maneuver was that nobody was riding on the rear platform, and I mentioned the fact to Grim, who had built a sort of fence of silence around himself. The men who make a practice of that can be counted on to spring surprises. He came out of his reverie the moment I spoke.

Lets get out and walk home! Quick! he said. Dont stop the carriage.

Dress a man in blue box-cloth with silver buttons, put him up in full view of passers-by, and hell look straight in front of him, either from pride or shame, whichever way hes constituted. Let him be used to getting down and opening the carriage door at a journeys end, and hell behave as if it couldnt come open without his permission. Nobody heard. Nobody saw.

Jeremy, who jumped out last, closed the door after him, and we went and leaned over the bridge parapet, staring at the Nile, in full view of a policeman on point duty, who noticed nothing remarkable about the arrival from nowhere of three men in evening dress.

Excepting the Gyppy policeman we had the bridge all to ourselves.

There being three of us, we naturally had three opinions; and as Jeremy wasnt under the weather or anything like that, he naturally voiced his first, vaulting onto the parapet and sitting with his back to the moon.

Black is black, he said emphatically. Thats why we insist on a white Australia. You can turn a white man yellow, but you cant make yellow white. Narayan Singh came mighty near to being white, but, you see, hes verted, That message is just drunken stuff. Hes full of hashish. Hes had a handsome offer of employment. Hes fallen back at the same time under the influence of Hindu superstition. And hes just sufficiently sober to remember the Army and us, and to feel ashamed. So he sent for us and then invented that bunk about a secret society in order to excuse himself. The best thing we can do is to send an ambulance for him, and engage a smart lawyer to defend him at court martial on the ground of temporary insanity.

Why wasnt Meldrum Strange waiting for us outside? He agreed to wait until midnight, was Grims only comment at the moment.

Lets go back and get Narayan Singh, I said. He has chanced his arm along with us and never failed us. The drunker he is, and the more crazy in the head he is, the less excuse weve got for leaving him.

Narayan Singh is neither drunk nor crazy, Grim said at last with an air of absolute finality. One bottle of whisky makes him crazy, but the effect wears off in an hour or two. Did you notice his eyes? Thats an old trick; lots of Indians can do it. He was sober enough to write two messages; sensible enough to slip the second into your shoe, and sane enough to have asked to be rescued if there were need of that. As for verting, he was never anything but a darned good Sikh and he never pretended, hoped, or wanted to be anything else. He has stumbled on the trail of something, and its our job to follow up.

Jeremy laughed. Young countries like Australia produce men who are young eternally. Unless accident overtakes him, Jeremy will probably be laughing at the world long after Grim and I have died of taking what we know too seriously.

Youre making roo-tail soup too early, he said. Old man roos not shot yet. All youve got is salt and water. See here; if thats a secret society how do they come to send for us, and why did she let us see all that temple stuff and learn where the Sikh is and all that? That isnt the way to keep secrets. Posh! The little widow, bless her, wants Narayan Singh. Probably some other rich woman in Cairo has a Sikh to wait on her, and our little friend is jealous. You can see through her make-up with half an eye. Shes probably monkeying with five or six religions  takes up every new craze that comes along  believes in reading palms, astrology, Raja Yoga, Ouija, Spirit-raising, Black Magic, and flirting. You watch: Narayan Singh will be carrying love-letters before the weeks out.

Its obvious she wants Narayan Singh, Grim answered. She needs him so badly that when he insisted on sending for us she had to give in to him. The perfectly good excuse about being a deserter is proof that hes in his right senses. He doesnt know Ive resigned my commission, and thinks he cant be accused of desertion after reporting his whereabouts to me. No. Theres a deep game on. Why did Zelmira Poulakis ask us whether we know Strange, and why wasnt he waiting outside for us as he promised?

Why did you tell her we didnt know him? Jeremy retorted.

For the same reason that you dont tell people how your tricks are done, Grim answered, looking at his watch. Its time to go now. The carriage has reached the hotel. Theyll look for us and drive away again. Lets get off the bridge and down a side street before they return this way.

So off we went arm-in-arm, Jeremy whistling truculently because he believed Grims argument to be all nonsense, and Grim with his thinking cap on, indifferent to criticism. He never seems to worry about another mans opinion.

We had left the bridge and were down a side street when an auto in a hurry overtook us and Meldrum Strange called out to me.

Jump in, all three of you, quick! he exclaimed as the car slowed close to the curb, and almost before we had time to jump in the car was off again. It wasnt the same car that he had started out in that evening. He hardly resembled the same man. His urbanity had vanished and his lower lip protruded beyond the upper one pugnaciously. He sat with one elbow thrown back on the folded hood and his right fist clenched on his thigh. Somebody was going to catch it, head, heels, and bank account; no question about that.

You men sleepy? he snapped. Bed? No? Go on, go on! he barked at the chauffeur. Drive faster!

Going to show us the red light district? wondered Jeremy. Im surprised at a man of your standing! What would the minister say?

Red ruin! Strange exploded. Somebody shall pay for this nights work! Are you open to consider the offer I made you this morning? Dont answer me! Dont answer me! Wait till youve heard details. I wont take No for answer till youve heard the facts!

Fire away, old top! said Jeremy pleasantly. Weve been seeing things too  luxury  Oh, Lord!  heaven on one floor with Venus presiding  hell above it and the devil making music through thick smoke! Hell on top of heaven, think of that! Talk to me; the other two are crazy!

Ill not talk for this chauffeur, Strange snapped. Wait till we  wheres a good place? Tell the fellow where to go to.

Gizeh! Grim ordered, and we swung off westward in the direction of the Great Pyramid, where one of Egypts few good motor roads runs straight as a die between overarching trees.

It was as lonely and silent a road as you could find in the universe. The trees on either hand loomed up like nothing earthly, against a purple sky powdered with stars, and a cool breeze, laden with the stench of Egypt, dried up the sweat on our foreheads. Flat lands, and irrigated fields criss-crossed by motionless shadow spread themselves in a scene that would have made an angel melancholy  until we sighted the Great Pyramid, and were glad we had come.

It looms up on your left above the trees some time before you get to it, and is so enormous that your senses refuse to adjust themselves to its proportions; for youve nothing else that you ever saw to compare it to, and the comparisons they give you in the guide books have no meaning. Men built it; thats the amazing thing  built it three thousand years before the Christian era, using blocks of stone that weigh eight hundred tons apiece. They not only jacked them into place, but fitted them so skillfully that after fifty centuries of constant movement of the earths crust, with earthquakes thrown in at intervals, you still cant shove a knife-blade in between the joints. Go and try, if you dont believe me.

Its purpose surely is to flatten the conceit of anyone who thinks himself a marvel-maker  architect, artist, engineer, politician, financier, labor-leader, or whatever he may be. It fills the bill, and Lord, it makes modern Egypt look a mean, unmanly place.

We left the car by the Mena House gate, with the chauffeur fast asleep in it the moment we turned our backs on him, and walked the rest of the way, none of us saying a word until we came out on top of a new-made government road beside a newly opened tomb, and could see the vast pile dwarfing the two monsters that stand in line with it. Then Jeremy said imshi suddenly, and we came to our senses  awake again in modern Egypt with its professional pests.

You wouldnt think a jackal could approach unseen across that moonlit level ground that hides the pyramids foundations. You wouldnt think, for the silence, that a creature stirred, and least of all that anyone would come and beg in that magnificent loneliness. But a hooded Arab had seen us and crept out of a tomb or somewhere to offer his services as guide, and the hale, well-fed ruffian whined as if God had forgotten him.

Nor would he go away. He spoke English, and insisted on his right to act as guide to any stranger coming there. Jeremy kicked him, at which he showed fight  a distinct relief after the whimpering. Then Meldrum Strange unwisely gave him money, and he went to call his friends, who came in a troop, all tugging at our sleeves and demanding backsheesh for nothing whatever.

Finally I made a bargain with the whole tribe. We would pay the market price for being guided through the pyramid passages, but wouldnt go in. Instead, we would sit down outside for as long as suited us, and they should keep watch at a decent distance, making sure that we didnt run off with the pyramid, and protecting us from interruption at the same time.

That being something for practically nothing, they agreed. We sat down on the lowest course of Gizehs uncovered base, watched from fifty yards away by a row of hooded ghouls, who quarreled in whispers over how much more tribute they might have made us pay.

Perhaps I was hardly fair with you fellows this morning, Strange began. Its not my habit to discuss private affairs with anyone. Perhaps I gave the impression of inviting you to join me in a hunt that hadnt started yet. If so it was a false impression.

There is nothing new in this affair. The scene has only shifted from Chicago and New York to Cairo. Ive been following this up since long before the War. During the War our Government engaged my services at a dollar a year, and I was forced to let this slide; but directly after the armistice was signed I took it up again.

Thought you didnt approve of war? Jeremy interrupted.

I dont. But the War was a fact, and I tried to help win it, Some time prior to the War I became interested in shipping  not in a big way  there were four ships of fourteen thousand tons or so that I had to take over if I didnt want to lose all my investment. They were British ships, at that time in the harbor of Alexandria, without cargoes, and not particularly marketable. I planned to transfer them to the U.S. flag, without having much notion at the time what all that involved, and I sent a representative to Egypt to see if he couldnt drum up a cargo for the States that would pay expenses over.

There was lots of cotton being shipped from Egypt to the States  millions of dollars worth. My man made a bid to carry some of it, and ran foul of a contract between the Egyptian Board of Commerce and a British steamship line, that gave the British a monopoly of that traffic. The ships werent transferred yet to the U.S. flag, you understand, but there was one British company that had all the business.

My man stormed around, but got nowhere. I cabled him at last to get any old cargo that would do for ballast, and to bring the ships over. He met a merchant named Poulakis, who agreed to charter the ships. Have you any idea how tricky a thing is a charter party? That man Poulakis either bribed my agent or blackmailed him  I never could discover which; some men corrupt others automatically. My agent signed an agreement that had more flaws in it than youd think possible to crowd on to one sheet of paper. I couldnt countermand it; my man had full authority, and our consul in Alexandria registered the contract. Damn it! I can see Poulakis smiling now!

Poulakis? said Grim. Was he married?

You bet he was married. Prettiest woman you ever set eyes on; but let me tell you first what happened to those ships. You never saw such a contract. It was stipulated Poulakis was to have unrestricted use of them at a ridiculously low figure for two voyages from Alexandria to New York or Boston, and for six months in any case. Dyou get that? Six months. Money paid down in advance to bind the contract, and our consuls seal and signature on the document. Everything absolutely legal, and binding me hand and foot. Yet the name of Poulakis didnt appear. At the last minute he rang in a corporation in which he held shares.

He had no trouble in getting cotton cargoes for all four ships. I daresay he could only get away with it once, but once was all he needed. He cut rates and loaded the ships full. Sent em to Boston. Loaded up a return cargo of Springfield rifles, ammunition, dynamite, bayonets, some quick-firing guns, revolvers, and lord knows what else  all down on the manifest as hardware. Ordered the ships to sea, and tried to run those cargoes into Egypt for some damned revolution or other!

Maybe you dont know the law. I wasnt as familiar with it then as I am now! Those ships of mine were still under the British flag, you understand. Well, Poulakis spent no money on repairs or overhaul; one ship put into Gibraltar with her condensers out of kilter, and it took a week to fix em, but it didnt take the British a tenth of that time to learn what was under her hatches. They let her proceed on her voyage, but as each ship drew near the Egyptian coast, bum-boats came out at night to run the contraband. British caught em red-handed of course. British flag; British law; inside the three-mile limit. Confiscated everything, ships included.

If Id already transferred em to the U.S. flag, I might have been able to protect my investment. I dont know. As it was, all I could do was to fire the fool who had got me into the infernal mess, and try to get Poulakis into jail in order to clear my own character. I sent a trustworthy man to Egypt with orders to hire the best lawyer in the country and dig to the roots of the whole business. Youd think that should be easy, wouldnt you? Nothing more difficult.

Dyou know what the courts are like here? Each foreign consul has jurisdiction over his own nationals. Poulakis claimed he was a Greek, and set up a cast-iron alibi of being an innocent shareholder in the corporation that chartered the ships. The corporation was bankrupt and the directors had all bolted abroad.

On top of that the British had their hands full of local politics and didnt want the abortive revolution advertised. The lawyer wed hired was an Englishman, and I daresay honest, but English first, as am I all the time. I dont blame him. From his point of view I was an American providing ships for gun-runners and trying to fix the blame on someone else. Besides, I wasnt on the spot; busy with another lawsuit in the States that might have cost me a couple of million if Id neglected it.

Nevertheless, it seemed to me that something should be done about Poulakis. Its a public duty to jump on a brute like that, and I owed it to myself to clear my name. So I saw the British Embassy in Washington and  you know how they are  made friends with them. Kind of politeness that reminds you of the way they finish the bearings of their machinery  but nothing doing  no ships back  only a friendly offer to soak Poulakis if that could be done without international complications. And mind you, theyre men of their word.

They must have got after Poulakis promptly; for the next thing Poulakis himself arrived in New York with a brand new wife, damned good looking woman she was, and she contrived to meet me at the house of a friend.

I couldnt help be interested. She was wearing diamonds paid for from the profit made out of my ships, and that gave me a parental interest, you might say. Amused me, too, to figure out what her game might be. She wasnt more than twenty-two or twenty-three. It was possible shed blab out just the hint I needed to flatten her husband thoroughly. And a pretty woman is  well  damn.

Weve seen her too, said Jeremy. Go on.

What do you mean?

If youve seen her, you know very well what I mean! Finish your story and well tell you ours.

Well, she was direct; Ill say that for her, She had the impudence of a modern college girl with the skill of an old campaigner. I dont dance. We sat out in a corner of my friends conservatory, and she asked me point blank whether Id had enough of defeat at her husbands hands, I assured her I hadnt started on him yet, and she laughed.

 Isnt he clever? she asked me.

 Damned smart, said I.

 Then why not make a truce with him, said she, and form a partnership, and have the benefit of all his brains?

When a thing like that is sprung on you, youre mighty clever if you have an adroit answer ready. To draw out more information I asked her what sort of partnership her husband had to offer.

 He doesnt offer, she answered. He compels!

I naturally smiled at that, and she elaborated, Mr. Poulakis, she said, never makes friends until after he has given a taste of his power. If I could tell you the whole story of his courtship, you would understand me thoroughly. He loved me, but he did not marry me until my parents as well as I were aware that he could ruin all of us if we opposed him, and now I love him all the more because I know his power. His is the policy of the man in armor. The weak ones, who yield too easily, he makes use of, never trusting them; from among the strong ones he picks his friends. He has given you a taste of his strength, and unlike other rich men I could name you have started to fight back. When you went to the British Embassy you caused him inconvenience. He inquired about you, and came to have a look at you, unknown to yourself. Then he made ready to destroy you; and now that he is quite ready he has sent me to tell you this  that you may choose between peace or war.

Imagine listening to that kind of talk from a twenty-three-year-old girl in a house on Fifth Avenue! I didnt know whether to laugh or get furious.

Why didnt you kiss her and make her furious? suggested Jeremy.

Thats precisely what I did! Strange answered. But I asked her first what peace between a man like Poulakis and me would mean.

 You would give guarantees, she said, and join us.

I asked her what she meant by us, and then she let the cat out of the bag.

 Were the most powerful secret organization in the world, she answered. Much more powerful than the Camorra. We make use of others, and leave to them the sardines, as it were, that are too small for our big net. We are so secret that we havent a name. Our existence is known and terribly feared by many governments, but none can identify us. Our affairs are conducted by individuals, but very few individuals know more than two or three other members, so none can betray us.

 And what do you mean by guarantees? I asked.

 You will find them profitable, she answered. You will be given a chance to redeem your losses over that ship transaction, in course of which you will break the laws of the United States and two or three other countries. And you will receive protection just as long as you behave. If you were to misbehave, you would be exposed and go to jail. There wouldnt be much that you could tell, but if you should try to be indiscreet you would be killed; and all the newspapers would denounce the Black Hand or the Ku Klux Klan, or the Camorra, or some other society that has a name. And if you dont accept this opportunity, Mr. Meldrum Strange, you will be hammered and whipped and bullied and defeated at every turn until you change your mind; for my husband is one who never allows another human to refuse him. If you elect to give your answer now to me, you will save yourself trouble. Otherwise the taming of Meldrum Strange will begin tomorrow morning!

 All right, said I. Ill give you my answer. Tell Poulakis Ive kissed his wife. I take it hell know what that means!

The most remarkable thing about it was that she didnt resist  at least, not much. She wouldnt let me kiss her a second time.

 I like you, she said. Youre the kind of man its fun to fight with! So its war, is it? Well, take this.

She took a diamond ring off the third finger of her left hand and gave it to me. Send or give that back to me whenever you admit youre beaten! she said.

That was the last word Ive had with her from then until now, although she sent me her photograph by mail at the time of her husbands death, or shortly after it. He died in his bed like a Christian, and Im told the funeral was attended by representatives of every foreign government that keeps a consulate in Egypt. Heres the ring.

Meldrum Strange pulled out his watch chain, and unfastened from its end a hoop ring set all around with diamonds. The stones werent very big, but when he passed us the ring to examine and Jeremy struck a match they flashed splendidly; and they were set, with skill that is rare nowadays, in a briar branch carved from platinum. It wasnt a ring that could he easily mistaken for another one; there was probably not another like it in the world; and inside it the initials Z.P. were inlaid in yellow gold.

The fight began next morning at nine oclock sure enough, said Strange. The office safe in which I kept my private ledger was broken open when I reached the office, and the ledger was missing with most of my secrets in it. A few securities that were in there hadnt been touched.


CHAPTER VI. The more Im defeated the harder I fight.

Strange paused to light a cigar, clasped the ring on the end of his chain again, and smoked in silence for several minutes. The only creatures moving were the bats flitting between us and the moonlight, and the only sound was the murmur of the Arabs voices from a hundred yards away, still discussing ways and means of making us pay tribute. The shadow of the Sphinx looked like the pit that silence came from.

Youve no idea what the loss of that ledger meant to me, Strange went on. It wasnt so much the difficulty of recalling intricate details of business known to few except myself. Whoever stole it had the inside facts of my positions. If Id chanced to be overextended at the time Id have met my Waterloo. I still was disposed to laugh at the notion of war waged on me by a secret society; but within two days I had to fight like the Old Guard to keep myself out of the receivers hands,

Every interest I owned was attacked simultaneously. Id no sooner holstered up one angle than I was squeezed in another. Rumors began to be whispered in the street about my solvency. Bankers who had hitherto trusted me implicitly began to ask for detailed statements at awkward moments, and to call loans without any definite excuse.

It was no use squealing. You cant go to the police with a yarn like that. Theyd laugh at you; and if Id gone with it to bank directors theyd have shut down on my credit like a ton of bricks. There wasnt a thing to do but fight on the defensive against an invisible enemy; and as always happens, when you really take your coat off and show what youre made of, it left me stronger than I started. It forced me to concentrate on stability, building up real resources. I had a clean stable by the time I had won the first round.

So when the War came the fall of prices on the Stock Exchange didnt mean much to me, except that bankers who had sent for me a few months before began coming around to talk with me instead. I had big sums on demand deposit  and the shoe was on the other foot. I made millions supporting the market, saved the bacon of men whod have been tickled to death six months before to see me down and out.

And Id learned principally this  that governments are figureheads. Governments dont want war. Nations dont want it, when they think; but theyre never given a chance to think. War is brought on by the rascals who profit by it. They work the game in a thousand ways, irritating first one nation and then the other. The men who do the actual irritating are mostly blind victims of an inner clique of devils, who make mischief for sheer delight in doing it.

Id been twenty-five years pondering over the why of things, and that sharp experience I had served to tear away the veil. When we got into the War our Government put me just where I wanted to be, for Im a hard man to put anywhere else. I was attached to the Secret Intelligence Department. and youd be amazed to know what trails and cross-trails came under my notice. Of course, the game was to win the War. Id no time to follow up ninety percent of what came my way, but I learned what my business was going to be after the War.

I made up my mind, in the same way that other men take up charity or education. I decided to go devil-hunting. Thats the name I call it by. And I didnt see why I shouldnt start on this Poulakis gang first of all.

So I went to the British Embassy again, and had a long talk. That was rather like pulling the plug before starting, but it couldnt be helped, for I had to establish understanding with men who might otherwise put insuperable obstacles in the way of my doing anything.

I did the same thing at the French and Italian Embassies, with the result that I have carte blanche as far as they can give it to me. On the other hand, in every instance someone in the embassy reported the conversations Id had, and there were three separate attempts made to murder me within the week. On top of that, I was sent for by our people and cautioned not to take law into my own hands.

It would take too long to tell you now all the ramifications of what followed. I had to lie low for a while, and I occupied the time in rearranging my affairs, making investments that cant be shaken as long as the U.S. holds together, and quietly picking up a man here and another there whod be the makings of a first-class team. Then this man Poulakis died. I was rather sorry. Id hoped to lay him by the heels, and I supposed his death would mean the end of his organization. However, he hadnt been dead and buried thirty days when a man walked into my office as calm as you please and asked me for Mrs. Poulakiss diamond ring!

He gave his name as Andrieff Alexis, and he said with a smile like a well-fed cats that he supposed I understood on what terms he would accept the ring back. We had quite a chin together. He told me the name of every man Id talked with at the different embassies; the name of every man Id hired for my private team, together with some of their past history; and many details of the steps Id already taken toward the task I have in view.

He ended by offering to take me over, gang and all, and he promised me more power in the world than Id ever dreamed of if Id swallow my prejudices and come on in. He said incidentally that Poulakis had only been a minor agent of the society, which he assured me was stronger than ever but in need of some new genuine American blood.

So I threw him out of the office. He had the impudence to call the police, and I had to give bail for appearance in the magistrates court; but when the case was called he didnt appear to prosecute. Hed gone. Left the country.

Well, I sent one of my best men to Egypt  a fellow who knew French and Arabic  with orders to do nothing but mix with the people and investigate. He lasted two months. He sent me a letter every day reporting progress, and by the time his information was beginning to be worthwhile theyd got him, and all that he knew of me into the bargain. He married a Levantine woman, and hes in the jail in Alexandria this minute on account of some dirty work. The truth is theyd no further use for him, so put him out of the way.

I sent out a second man, with three assistants. Strict orders to do nothing but investigate, and to report to me in code. Fortunately its one of those codes that can be changed completely in ten seconds, for the Poulakis-Alexis people had possession of it in a week, and actually had the gall to write me a letter composed in it. It was a clever letter, and the joke was on me, I admit.

So I cabled for those fellows to come home and this time I sent a woman  a rip-snorter  Angel Halliday  a she-devil if ever there was one, but true to her salt. Shed worked for newspapers, and for several years for a detective agency. Face like a frozen chorus girl, and a brain that was one perennial question mark. She lasted three months, and got drowned  by accident according to the coroner  in a boating party out at Ramleh. They tell me theres a dreadful undertow at that place. They said she got drunk and fell overboard, but Ill believe it when I see that stone Sphinx the worse for liquor.

I dont know how you men are, but the more Im defeated the harder I fight. Casting about for ways and means I thought of Ramsden and decided to come here and see whether he wouldnt lend a hand. I took every precaution: started West by train, and returned to New York by auto in the night  boarded the Adriatic secretly under an assumed name, and kept in my stateroom all the way to Southampton. There, if you please, I was met by a gentleman who called himself Antonio Gambetta, who said hed reserved a compartment for me on the London Express, and presented the compliments of Madame Zelmira Poulakis and Mr. Andrieff Alexis! Can you beat it?

I had a powwow in the British Foreign Office in London next day. They gave me afternoon tea and a letter to the High Commissioner out here, requesting him to accord me facilities, whatever those mean.

I saw the High Commissioner, and hes a dandy. He explained more Egyptian politics in an hour than I could have picked up in a year from other people. Told me with one of his dry, explosive laughs that if Id uncover that gang Im after hed resign his job in my favor! Made no bones about their being too much for his people. Says theyve undermined the whole police force and corrupted every politician who wasnt already rotting to pieces! He admitted quite frankly that even if martial law were re-imposed thered be no chance of scotching any but the small fry.

Nothing remarkable happened between that talk I had with you fellows this morning and dinner-time, except that I was conscious once or twice of being watched; and in the afternoon, when I went to call on the bank through which I propose to draw on New York for funds, the manager told me that business firms had been making inquiries about me. He refused to name anyone in particular; said the inquiries had come through regular business channels.

Can you wonder that when that note came during dinner I was willing to follow you in the auto? It crossed my mind that the message was a trick to get you fellows away from me. When you drove off, and I followed, four men got into the car behind and followed me. They kept their distance, and when we reached that bridge they had disappeared for the time being. But when you fellows drove through the gate of that house and it shut behind you I made my man drive to a corner, where there was a street lamp, and told him to put up the top.

It occurred to me Id be invisible inside the car then, but the car itself would be standing in a flood of light so that nobody could approach unseen, and I could watch the house conveniently.

Well, he put the top up  sulkily muttering to himself; and hed just finished when the auto that I had thought was following dashed up from the opposite direction  must have driven around several blocks to take me by surprise. Did it too. I was caught napping.

The four men jumped out and into my car, knocking my chauffeur aside. Two of them sat on the seat in front of me with pistols pointed at my head, one man drove the car, and the other sat beside him. They werent native Egyptians; they were Cairene dudes with polished finger-nails, physically contemptible, and out of breath from excitement and the mere jumping from one car into the other. But they had business-like guns, and I sat still, and I didnt make any motion that would suggest I had a gun of my own.

Im not given to making a fuss. The other fellows sure to say something if you keep still long enough. The dude who sat on my left had a long, inquisitive, triangular nose with a smart smile underneath it, and he couldnt keep silent to save his soul.

 Let us hope for your sake that you have the ring with you, Mr. Meldrum Strange  the ring of Madame Poulakis, he said. We are working on the theory that you have decided to be sensible. We are willing to pretend to believe that you came to Egypt for the sole purpose of capitulating. We are generous enough to suppose that you accumulated all those nice liquid resources in America, and arranged with bankers here, in order to be able to contribute substantially to our funds. At the house to which we will escort you, you will find all facilities in readiness for writing instructions to your bank; we even have a gold pen for you with a diamond on the end to scratch your nose with.

Well, as soon as he said that, of course, I realized that the odds were in my favor. A dead man cant write checks; they wanted me alive and fit for business. The car wasnt going fast; the driver didnt seem to know his business very well, and they were running every corner they came to, with the idea, I suppose, of confusing my sense of direction; and as luck would have it we ran right into an accident. Two huge limousines with women in them had collided and were swung across the street. There were two Egyptian policemen, about eight extravagantly dressed females, two chauffeurs, and two footmen all arguing at the top of their lungs, and a crowd was collecting to watch the fun.

The driver of my car tried to pass on the sidewalk, and he used the crowd as if they were weeds and he driving a mower. But a lamp-post stopped him, and I just opened the door and stepped out. I guess theyd have used their guns in that pinch, but you see the cops were sore with them for disobeying the order to stop. Theyd come near hurting quite a bunch of people. Maybe the cops wanted a change of argument anyway. They had to put their guns out of sight in a hurry, and I was glad I hadnt exhibited mine.

I cleared out, as you may suppose. Didnt run. No need to. Simply walked back in the direction wed come from. Hadnt much notion where I was, but guessed Id find my way to somewhere if I kept on walking. I had it in mind to ask for police headquarters and start a hue and cry for you fellows, but hadnt much faith in the police after that talk with the High Commissioner.

Walked along weighing the pros and cons of it, keeping to the broadest streets and out of the shadows as much as possible.

I cant have been far away from the house you fellows entered  I knew I was heading toward the Nile  when my four friends turned up again in the same car, overtaking me; and although there were two or three carriages in sight, and half a dozen pedestrians, they slowed down while three of them opened fire.

They made poor shooting, Lord be praised. Broke a window and splintered a painted wooden gate, but missed me by yards. However, I made believe I was mortally hit. Spun round once, and fell, as I once saw a man do on Fourteenth Street New York when the gangsters were fighting outside Sharkeys Bar. And same as he did, I got up as soon as their backs were turned.

Nobody inquired whether I was hurt or not. The carriages hurried by. The people on foot ran for cover, and no one seemed to be home in the house with the broken window. Not a cop in sight. I walked on, cursing the authorities and everybody. My dress suit was in a beastly mess.

However, I came on an auto that had just brought someone home, and the chauffeur had a whisk-broom. Made him brush me down, and hired him for the night at any price he asked. Then, as it wasnt yet midnight, I drove to a street corner near the end of the bridge and waited. Didnt have to wait long. Saw that unmistakable carriage go by with the doors open and two of you fellows rubbering  waited a while longer to find out whether you were being followed  came after you  saw you standing on the bridge  and there you are. Now tell me what happened to you, and after that whether you wont all three help me bring these swine to book.

We had told him about half of our experience, first Jeremy, then I taking up the tale, with Grim tossing in a word or two at intervals, when I noticed a disturbance among the Arabs who were watching us. Desert moonlight outlines everything sharply, yet conceals all details; at a fair distance you can see a man distinctly, but cant tell his face from the back of his head. However, it seemed to me that some of that gang of licensed freebooters had turned about and were looking the other way. At the end of a couple of minutes I was sure of it.

Jeremy bit off a word mid-way. All four of us froze motionless in answer to that eerie thrill that warns you of something that is going to happen in the dark. It was absurd to imagine danger out in that place, for those Arabs would be deprived of their perquisites if visitors should come to serious harm. Yet danger frequently is absurd. Absurdity makes it dangerous. You refuse to believe in it, and it gets you while you laugh.

But we were in no mood to feel safe anywhere that night. If those pyramid custodians had suddenly attacked us none of us would have been surprised. But as a matter of fact it was their business alertness that saved our skins whole, and when it came to settling with them I never paid extravagant largess more willingly.

Their claim is, and they enforce it chiefly by grace of clamor and importunity, that no man may approach those pyramids without their escort and without paying them for the privilege. Its a sure thing nobody gets by them.

The hotel, near which we had left our car, was well beyond normal earshot, as well as out of sight, so we had heard no other car come to a stand there. However, a car had come. During the interval while our chauffeur was being interrogated, the Arabs sat still, with some of them facing toward us and the rest turned about on the alert for new arrivals. So that, although six men presently came creeping uphill, avoiding the white road, the Guardians of Gizeh spotted them as owls spot mice; only, unlike owls, they promptly made a noise about it, not swooping down on silent wing, but setting up a view-halloo as they leapt to their feet and ran to meet the intruders half-way.

Quite a number of them  four or five at any rate  continued to watch us, and even came closer, lest in the disturbance we should escape without paying our scot.

About twelve of then pounced on the newcomers, and the cat-and-dog-fight argument that followed was typical of Egypt  wonderful, colorful calm slit to tatters by foul cursing that sounds like smashing dishes!

I dont care how phlegmatic you are by temperament, youll hate that voice of Egypt, cursed and cursing. Its the mother of bad tempers and the poisoner of judgment, and how the British have lived and ruled in the midst of it these fifty years passes understanding. Though I am told there are idiots who envy them and want to grab their heritage.

Hell! Lets get out of this! exclaimed Jeremy. Tourists, Ill bet you, come to knock souvenirs off monuments! Rammy, you pay the holdup men. Jim, Ill give you and Strange a minutes start and race you to the car.

Instead, we laughed. Danger had announced itself, incongruous again. As if answering Jeremys proposal for a race, the starting shot rang through the stillness and a nickel bullet clicked on the ancient stone behind us, neatly bisecting the distance between Meldrum Strange and me.


CHAPTER VII. Were invading the United States this year, you know!

You couldnt pick a worse place in which to attack four able-bodied men possessed of repeating pistols  provided they know the Great Pyramid intimately, as we did not. Wed all of us read about the thing, and seen pictures of it; I had even been inside it twenty years before, and had a rather hazy memory of the entrance passage. I knew it led upward at a sharp angle, after first starting downward, but forgot all about Al Mamouns forced opening that leads into the ascending passage, enabling you to reach the so-called Kings Chamber without first tackling the rather difficult descent.

The Mamoun opening was before us. In the dark I mistook it for the proper one, which is several courses higher up; and the others clambered up to it after me. Imagining ourselves well in the mouth of the only entrance, peering out like insects from ninety million cubic feet of granite and limestone, we laughed to another tune, minded to stay there until morning if necessary.

But again the unexpected happened. The pyramid Arabs decamped.

I suppose that having no firearms they preferred to watch the battle from a distance, and Id be hard put to it to say why they should have risked being shot in order to prevent strangers of an alien race from shooting one another.

The Arabs had hardly vanished before the game, whatever the game might he, was on in deadly earnest.

The enemy were not using pistols after the first few rounds. They had rifles fitted with Maxim silencers, and made damned straight shooting. Out of seven shots, for instance, they put three through Jeremys tuxedo jacket; he was propping it on a stick and fooling them beautifully, but there arent many men who could beat that shooting at three hundred yards by moonlight, especially when you consider we were fifty feet above ground level. These evidently werent the dudes with polished finger-nails who had missed Strange in the street. They were gunmen.

Because of the silencers we couldnt tell for a long time how many men there were. They were behind some débris thrown out of a newly excavated tomb, but the clip-clip of bullets kept up so steadily all around us that we supposed at least six men were blazing away. It was Grim who spotted there were only three of them.

Ive been watching the flash. Three men shooting to keep us occupied. What are the other three up to?

Laying a blasting charge under the Pyramid! suggested Jeremy. Who cares what theyre up to? I like to see em work!

I had said we were safe in the only entrance, and we had all been intent on watching the shadow creep slowly sidewise as the moon pursued her destiny, inch by inch uncovering the ground our enemy had chosen. They lay at last distinctly visible  three men crouching on a heap of broken rock  three parallel dark blots. And there had certainly been six men.

I counted six, said Meldrum Strange. His voice sounded nervous.

Six there surely were, said Grim. If theyre active men they may have climbed on the pyramid somewhere behind us. They could come along one of the upper courses and then jump on us from above.

If thats all, we neednt worry, I answered. Dropping down on top of us in face of their friends fire would be a bit too dangerous for men whore not committing suicide. All we need do is retire farther into the hole whenever theres a pause in the shooting.

It was conjurer Jeremy who saved that night for us, and only in the nick of time.

The hand deceives the eye, he said, and whistled. Theres a game on. Weve watched three. The other three worked it. We didnt build this pyramid. Who said its solid? Jim, youre skipper; shoot!

All right. Back into the hole! Grim answered. The lightll be in our favor if they try to rush the entrance.

Strange struck a match, but the draft blew it out. We entered in single file, Grim leading, all bending low because the bullets coming upward at an angle threatened nothing but our heads. Its no use trying to tell how dark it was. Each kept one hand on the shoulder of the man in front and we did a lockstep into the womb of dreadful night, pursued by bullets that clicked overhead and sent noises like the ticking of an enormous mechanism along into the dark ahead of us. Those sounds and their echoes were almost our undoing, for they prevented our hearing others that were less assertive and more deadly.

Mamouns forced entrance that we were in isnt very long. We began to see ahead of us a patch of darkness less opaque. Whereas we might have been blind before, there was proof now that we had eyes; we could actually see the darkness, which was puzzling because the farther we advanced the less light there ought to have been. But we had forgotten about Mamouns passage. It was Grim, groping the way in the lead, who first got the hang of things and realized that our passage was a false one, leading at an angle into the real.

Something wrong, he said. The stones all rough.

His voice went booming away ahead of us until the echoes died in a gurgle somewhere. Then suddenly he shouted:

Down everybody! Flat down!

If our nerves hadnt been strung to the jumping point, that would have been our last experience in this world. But we went down like a set of ninepins all together, just as two pistols each flashed three times, and I swear I could feel the wind of a bullet breathe along my backbone as I fell prone alongside Jeremy.

Ive never been able to believe those tales about taking in a whole situation by pistol-flash. I think theyre usually what the French call lesprit descalier  the things that occur to a man on the way down-stairs, that he might have thought of at the time if hed had wit enough. The first and only instinct aroused by a pistol flash a few yards from my face is the necessity to fight like two men and a boy; and Ill answer for four men on that occasion  Grim, who has met as many emergencies as any fellow living; Strange, a millionaire, whose fighting had all been done hitherto in law-courts and on the Stock Exchange; Jeremy, self-trained for the love of it in the art of legerdemain, which means swift hand, swifter eye, and swiftest wit; and myself. Not one of us knew quite what had happened. Not one of us failed to fight back instantly.

Our antagonists came on before we had time to draw our own pistols. Having the advantage of surprise they made the most of it, and were on top of us before the after-flash had left our eyes. But they were on top of the wrong outfit for what youd call a comfortable time, and three to four in the bargain, which is awkward odds.

I dont know what the others did. I got a mans leg in both hands, and a kick in the teeth from Grims heel that didnt pacify me any to speak of; and Id hate to have to go through life with what was left of the fellows leg when I had finished with it. We werent fighting in the dark any more, for they loosed their pistols off like fireworks; but a gunman is at a disadvantage at close range, for he puts faith in his weapon and is just that much handicapped. Theres a little nick in my right ear that I came by that night, and Jeremys cheek got hurried a bit; Grims left hand was barked by a bullet; Strange got a kick in the stomach that took his wind and made him vomit, and a bullet through the skin under his lower left rib. Otherwise, although they had emptied their pistols before we really got going, those three men had nothing much to brag about.

SO FAR so good. I dare say thirty seconds saw the end of them with my great rump planted firmly on the stomach of a man too stunned to squirm much, and Strange close beside me making noises like a sea-sick excursionist. Jeremy was holding down two men  the one whose leg Id twisted and another, and Grim was already scouting forward to see whether by any chance the enemy had reserves in hiding around the corner in the other passage.

I guess we should have been caught again, and done for this time, if one of Jeremys prisoners hadnt started screaming.

Funny, isnt it, how old memories crop up. The only man I ever had heard scream that way was a tramp, who was being washed against his will in a small-town lock-up; you could hear him all over town, and the women sent a committee of twenty to investigate. That was forty years ago, but the whole picture came to mind that instant; the tramp was given ham and eggs for supper and five dollars, which at the time impressed my schoolboy mind in a way no scream ever did.

Yet I dont believe I recalled the incident for thirty-five years until that fellow started screaming in the pyramid passage, and I knew he wasnt hurt but merely summoning the neighbors.

They came with rifles, in place of ham and eggs  three of them, scrambling up the rough stone blocks outside  and I heard them, thanks to that uncleanly but strategic tramp, whose shade may Allah bless!

Out of this! I shouted. Straight on  up the ramp  into the Kings Chamber  we can hold out up there till Christmas!

Grim led the way with a hand on the wall; Jeremy pulled Strange along, half-supporting half-dragging him until his wind should recover; and having nothing else to do with one hand, I seized the fellow who was doing all the screaming and dragged him last.

I was possessed of a good notion and a bad one, although opinions may differ as to which was which.

I thought that a man who could feel so sorry for himself, if made a mite more sorry, could be induced to tell tales out of school. And it further seemed to me that, since he had been so keen to summon the riflemen, he might as well act as a shield between us and their bullets. He wasnt much of a shield, for he wriggled like an eel and didnt weigh more than a hundred and twenty pounds or so; moreover, he managed to draw an ordinary pocket-knife and tried to stab me with it, neglecting fortunately in his panic to open the blade. If I had let him have his way and break free he would have been shot dead by his friends, for we were hardly around the bend in the passage before the three riflemen stopped to fire a volley, and I guess they fired low by the way the bullets acted.

They surely were ruthless. It didnt matter to them whom they hit, provided they killed us in the bargain. The man I had been sitting on was shot, for I heard him yell, and the other fellow, whom Jeremy had been holding, roared out to them in French to hold their fire. They dropped him with the second volley. It didnt seem to me to be a good gang to belong to, and I wondered whether they had drawn lots, or what, for the privilege of taking us in the rear. Anyhow, I had saved the life of my enemy, so for once I was a Christian in deed if not by intention.

Have you ever seen a diagram of the inside of the Great Pyramid? The passages bear about the same proportion to the whole bulk that a worm-hole does to an apple. Theres a long, low, straight, narrow passage leading upward at an angle of twenty-five degrees that opens into what is called the Grand Gallery, which leads upward again to the very center of the Pyramid and to what guide-books call the Kings Chamber. The authorities had laid wooden boards on the narrow floor of the ascending passage with frets across to make the ascent easier for tourists; so, once Grim had groped for the lower end in the dark, we went up at a fair pace, Jeremy falling back behind me as soon as Strange had his second wind, shooting his pistol off at random to delay pursuit.

Theres a well-shaft, leading down into a cavern in the foundations at a break in the floor, and another passage leading into the small Queens Chamber at the point where the ascending ramp opens into the Grand Gallery, and there we stopped to consider matters. Provided we kept back out of the line of fire we were safe there against anyone or anything unless they tried to smoke us out, which was almost an impossibility without cans of poison gas, for it would take hours and limitless fuel to produce smoke enough. Neither did running away any farther from three men, although they had rifles, seem to be the game.

Lets go for them! said Jeremy, who never recommended or enjoyed Fabian tactics in all his life.

The words were hardly out of his mouth when a fool at the bottom of the ramp switched on a flashlight, and the man beside him fired a shot at random. All four of us returned the shot. The flashlight fell, with the switch on, and across the pool of light it made we saw the legs of three men vanishing. I guess two of them were pretty badly hit, and Jeremy, who went down at once to get the flashlight, reported considerable blood on the stone at the foot of the ramp.

It looked rather like the end of hostilities for that night. It was dusty and hot inside that mountain of stone; we were all getting thirsty, especially Strange, and there was nothing amusing in the prospect of a vigil in there until dawn. But, as Grim remarked, wed probably get sniped on our way out if we tried to escape before daylight.

And besides, weve a prisoner.

Jeremy turned the flashlight on him. He started to yell again as if he were being tortured.

Youre making a noise too soon, said Grim. Were going to question you, and if your statements dont tally with what we know, were going to put the glowing ends of cigarettes to all the tender places we can find.

I disliked the prospect of that nearly as much as our prisoner did. When Grim says a thing he means it, and I would not have refused to help him.

The prisoner was a good-looking fellow, a little bit too smoothly groomed and rounded off to win instant favor with any but the underworld. His silk suit was torn, but he still looked foppish. One side of his face was almost intellectual, the other obviously criminal, and both sides were impudent, his bright eyes peering at you sharply like a sparrows. There was a something pathetic about him that you couldnt exactly diagnose, and he had little bits of feet encased in patent-leather shoes, and jeweled rings on three fingers of each hand.

Well take you where your yells cant be heard, said Grim. Wheres the Kings Chamber, Ramsden?

You couldnt miss the way, now that we had a light  up the Grand Gallery, climbing along the ramp on one side  under a low block that they call the Granite Leaf  through a tiny antechamber  and into the Mystery of Mysteries, the oblong room with unadorned, polished granite walls, containing a stone-sarcophagus that never held mummy nor had lid. Ive read eight or nine books that pretend to tell the secret of that thirty-four by seventeen room in the midst of ninety million cubic feet of squared stone and dont believe that any of them have it right. Its still the mother of all secrets  as the Sphinx, smiling outside in the desert admits  and the very place in which to hear secrets told. We sat our prisoner down on the dusty floor with his back to the sarcophagus, and Grim, squatting down in front of him, got busy.

Grim is an expert. He goes at his man as if unraveling a knot, picking out the key-snarl cannily. I would have asked what the fighting meant, beginning at the loose end, as it were, but not so he. He began by requesting us all to light cigarettes, so we leaned with our backs against the wall facing the entrance and smoked, although the sweat was streaming from us and tobacco tasted like salt fish; but the hint wasnt lost on our prisoner.

You gentlemen wouldnt do such a thing as that? he whined in English. You look like decent men, surely you wouldnt demean yourselves by burning a little man like me? Youre not seriously injured, and it wasnt I who

Answer me! Grim commanded. On what terms may Mr. Meldrum Strange surrender, and to whom?

If he had turned and shot me, I wouldnt have been more astonished. The face of Meldrum Strange was good to see.

Why  to Madame Poulakis  he must marry Madame Poulakis  that is understood. He must marry her and make settlement.

Strange coughed explosively, too contemptuous for words.

Maybe Id do instead? Jeremy suggested. Id settle a rosy future on her. Strange, old boy, why not hire me to act substitute?

Its not too late to surrender? demanded Grim.

Our prisoner answered excitedly:

Why no; no, no; of course not! Our people would be quite satisfied  only we all have to commit ourselves, you know, or thered be no loyalty.

Your people, eh? Whats your name? Quick! Out with it!

Oh, I dont mind telling you Poulakis is my name. Im a nephew of the great Poulakis; everybody knows that. Ask anyone in Cairo, and theyll tell Im mixed up in all the Hig Lif. But you cant get evidence against me; thats where the rub comes in! Ive been tried lots of times. Ive even been court-martialed. Hee!

He was recovering his vanity, which is what some men pack instead of pluck. Its often hard to tell the difference, until you prick the container.

Suppose we take off one of those silk socks and a pretty patent-leather shoe. They say theres a place between a mans toes where fire hurts horribly, said Grim.

Mr. Poulakis junior sat on both feet at once like a Turk and shuddered. Jeremy held the spotlight on him steadily and he hadnt a private emotion left  couldnt glance timidly sidewise at us without Grim knowing it.

What proof have we, demanded Grim, that if Mr. Meldrum Strange surrenders he wont be murdered?

No proof. Absolutely none. We never offer proof. We simply keep our promises. Never fail to do that. Never, never. Thats all the trouble with that man Strange; we promised wed get him if he didnt accept the offer that was made him, and well do it; you neednt doubt that for a minute. Well certainly do it. If we broke promises thered be no fear of us or faith in us.

Are you authorized to make promises? Grim asked him.

Oh, no, not at all. Im working my way in, you know. Im what we call a gentleman cadet. You see, I had influence of the best sort, being the great Poulakiss nephew.

Knew awkward secrets I suppose? Grim suggested.

Oh, yes. I knew a thing or two. But that wouldnt have helped. It was even a disadvantage. But the family connection helped to offset that. Oh, thats no secret; everyone in Cairo knows my influence. I get more practice than perhaps youd think.

Practice?

Oh yes. Im a lawyer. Believe me, I win cases for the right people. If the people who are slated to lose bring a case to me, I tell them Im too busy and send them elsewhere.

Why should Mr. Meldrum Strange marry Madame Poulakis? Grim demanded. Wouldnt settlements be enough without that?

Oh dear no. We find wives for all the big fish that come into our net. Theyll make me marry, when Im strong enough to be dangerous. The rule is that you mustnt trust a man without a woman to keep him from turning honest. So many men, you know, get sentimentally moral as they grow successful.

Madame Poulakis is considered strong enough to manage Mr. Meldrum Strange?

Oh certainly. But, if you want my candid opinion, shes a bit of a handful for them as things are. Shes inclined to be romantic, and thats the deuce. All Cairo has heard of her goings-on. She believes in esoteric foolishness. Keeps an Indian magician to study the stars and do hocus-pocus. Ive heard a story about her being in love with Meldrum Strange. No doubt she wants to be the wife of an American millionaire, and that would suit our people finely. Were invading the United States this year, you know.

You want Mr. Meldrum Strange to go back there and work for you?

Yes, thats it. Hed be heavy artillery, wouldnt he! Of course, as I told you, Im not in the inner council, only a gentleman cadet. We have cadets, too, who arent gentlemen, but they never learn anything except how to do the rough work. The five who were with me tonight were Plain cadets. They just do what theyre told. The highest promotion they can get is to be master-craftsmen; except that theres said to be one grand-master-craftsman who is on the inner council. But I dont really know about that; only members of the inner council know who the inner council really are.

Fortunate we caught you, isnt it! said Grim.

For me, yes. Not for you, unless youre sensible. Your only chance of escaping with your lives is to be sensible and yield. We never fail to keep our promises.

How dyou make it out fortunate for you that we caught you? Grim demanded.

Well, you see  thats obvious, isnt it? I was sent out tonight to get you. If Id gone back with a failure against me, I expect that would have been the end of my prospects. But if I deliver you alive theyll consider me for a more important post. Im glad to have this chance to talk with you. You can kill me, but that wont help you. You can take me back with you to Cairo, perhaps, and lodge me in the jail  also perhaps; but I think you would never reach Cairo. If you do reach Cairo, you can report all Ive said; somebody will write down your statement with his tongue in his cheek, and you can all four solemnly swear to it. Unofficially quite a number of people will believe you, because you will be telling what quite a number of people know. But the newspapers will say you are mad, and officially your story will be described as a mere mares nest. Also, you will die. Our agents are everywhere.

Whereas, if Mr. Meldrum Strange surrenders? Grim suggested.

Ah! Then it is equally simple. If he surrenders and gives proper guarantees, there will then be initiation. Once initiated, he may recommend you others. If recommended, you will be given a chance to prove your availability. But if he prefers not to recommend you, you will be killed, of course, in order to protect him.

What is the use of listening to you, if youre not allowed to make promises? Grim asked him.

I am allowed to accept the surrender of Meldrum Strange.

At that he raised his voice, and his eyes sought those of Meldrum Strange among the shadows.

Let Meldrum Strange take a leaf out of our book, he said slowly. Let him remember promises. Im told that once in New York he kissed Madame Poulakis and said to her, When youre tired of your crook of a husband, come to me. Im single. They tell me Meldrum Strange has never married. What a romance for him! What an adventure! I wish I were in his shoes!

Grim thought a minute, in the way a man studies a chess-board, taking his chin in his left hand.

Give me that torch, and take him out of earshot, Jeremy, he said at last.

So Jeremy took our prisoner by the shoulder and shoved him out under the Granite Leaf, through the so-called anteroom into the Grand Gallery, whispering out of the corner of his mouth as he handed the torch to Grim  

Cast my vote, Jim.

Grim waited until Jeremys whistle announced that he had reached the farther end of the Grand Gallery; but he had already made his mind up, and his face as he went and leaned his back against the sarcophagus was a picture of satisfied amusement. How about it, Strange? he asked. If Grim, Ramsden, and Ross agree to join this hunt with you, are you game to surrender to that gang and track things down to a conclusion?


CHAPTER VIII. Indiscreet subjected to sympathy.

Meldrum Strange hesitated palpably. He didnt like handing over to Grim the direction in general, which was what Grims proposal amounted to. I dont think he was afraid of being killed; but he didnt enjoy the possibility of being found with proof on his person of connection with crooks. Obviously, if ever the crooks should begin to suspect him, their simplest course would be to expose him and leave the law to take its course.

You see, said Grim, making the flashlight dance on the ancient wall in front of him, the only possible way to destroy this organization is from the inside. Their strength must lie in having accomplices in government departments. So if we join them and try to protect ourselves at the same time by informing the authorities, some spy in a high place is sure to give our game away. Its the whole hog or nothing. Either quit, and escape with our lives  which I think I can show you how to do; or turn our backs on society and plunge right in, trusting to clear ourselves at the proper time. My advice to you, Strange, is to back out of it and run for cover. Thats personal; man to man.

I wont do that, Strange answered, beginning to chew one of his cigars. I suppose we could take the High Commissioner into our confidence.

Grim laughed.

Hed put the hat on the whole thing right away. Imagine yourself High Commissioner. Imagine an American millionaire coming to you with any such proposal. Think what a fix youd be in if he should get scuppered, with the U.S. newspapers roaring for your blood, and the members of this secret gang working to prove that the dead millionaire was really responsible for all the sins of Egypt! You would tell the millionaire to get out of the country quick. You made a bad break consulting him yesterday, if you dont mind my talking frankly.

Then you propose to join this gang?

Exactly. There has got to be a point of contact. You cant catch fish on dry land. You cant squelch crime from an armchair. Youve got to dig down in.

Good enough, but Hell, you heard what was said about guarantees. Theyll expect me to commit a murder, or something like that.

Theyll know you wouldnt take to murder. They know human nature. Theyll have everything arranged. Depend on it, if you accept their terms, theyll take a first mortgage on your freedom, as well as considerable cash. And after that, if one of us makes one false step, Mafeesh  finish! as the Arabs say. Watch your step, Strange!

We discussed the pros and cons for half an hour; and little by little, what with the ancient mystery of the place with its four smoke-blackened, hand-rubbed granite walls that have stood for five thousand years without as much as hinting at their purpose, the excitement of fighting in that ancient place, and all his determination that had brought him as far as Egypt on a quixotic mission, Strange did what was inevitable.

Ill go you, Grim, he said at last. Ive no family to speak of; only distant relatives, wholl contest my will if I dont outlive them. There are clubs I belong to that  oh, well, all that looks rather small from this distance. Call your friend Jeremy. Ill go you.

So I whistled and Jeremy drove Poulakis junior along in front of him, taking the flashlight back from Grim and turning it on each of our faces. He didnt need to ask questions. Neither did Poulakis.

How should I communicate with Madame Poulakis? Strange demanded.

Easily! Poulakis answered perkily. Send me. If you were to leave this pyramid without sending me in advance, you would never reach Cairo alive, you know. Even if I were with you, that wouldnt help. Theyd kill me too! The only thing is for me to let the right people know that youve surrendered at discretion.

How do you propose to return to Cairo? Strange demanded.

Well, I shall not use your car, for it will not be there. By the way, you owe me for the hire of that car. I paid the man two pounds and sent him off, so as to get him out of the way. I expected to recoup myself out of your pockets after we had shot you. I have saved you three pounds; you had agreed to pay him much too much. Suppose you liquidate the obligation; honor between thieves, you know!

It was as good as a show to see Strange battle with emotion as he peeled two 1-pound notes off a wad and passed them over. He enjoyed it about as much as a missionary would like putting wood under a cannibals cooking pot, and Grim turned his face away to hide a smile. But Jeremy jumped to the occasion, establishing himself firmly in the good opinion of Poulakis junior.

Match you for it! he said instantly. Come on. Ill toss you for the two pounds!

Jeremys silver coin hung in the air. Poulakis cried Heads! and Jeremy gave him two more pounds, hardly glancing at the coin as he caught it.

Again  double or quits! he insisted, and this time it was Poulakis who spun a coin; but Jeremy cried Tails, and it was Jeremy who caught it in mid-air, and displayed it in his palm head-upward. He passed over two more pounds.

Ive only one pound left, he said then. Want to toss for that?

Poulakis won. Jeremy paid with a laugh. Grim took the flashlight and led the way out into the Grand Gallery, Jeremy falling behind to whisper to Strange and me.

Let that sort of snipe think youre a gambler and hes easy forever after. Play high and lose to em. Nothing makes em trust you sooner. Lets all bet like the Devil whenever we think were being watched. Show the cash. We can straighten up afterward.

If Jeremy could have his way, the world would be run like a Gilbert and Sullivan opera, with Jeremy flitting from pillar to post uncovering laughs as swiftly as the audience could stand it. We agreed to become gamblers.

At the foot of the first ascending passage the blood had almost vanished, soaked up in the limestone dust. There was no sign of a dead man, although there was blood on the floor of Al-Mamouns tunnel, where the rifle-volley had just missed us and caught our opponents. Our assailants had sneaked in and carried away their fallen. Moreover they had gone, for the pyramid entrance was blocked by the Arab guides, who clamored for their money, demanding ten times what they had bargained for because of what had taken place. Poulakis himself drove a bargain with two of them to carry him as far as the Mena House Hotel because the sand might get into his shoes.

So they bore him off, we continuing to sit there yawning, watching the dawn rise mauve and golden, watched in turn by the remainder of the guides. We didnt propose to pay them as long as they would sit there and protect us by their presence from another surprise attack, any more than they proposed to let us out of arms reach until they had our money.

And you know, the dawn makes an awful lot of difference to the aspect of a plan. Be as enthusiastic as you choose within four walls in the dark, youll need to be a man of iron resolution to feel the same way outdoors in the early morning. The earth begins to look more real, and the ideas visionary. Difficulties, that in the dark were part of the dark and as intangible and vague, grow raw and real in daylight. If anyone had come to us then with an ounce of common-sense persuasiveness I believe he could have talked even Grim into abandoning the plan within five minutes.

But no one came who had any interest in changing our course, and none of us cared to hoist the white feather, so we sat there in as deep silence as the Arab guides permitted  which is to say in the midst of a crows chorus  until the two who had carried Poulakis came back to tell us that a car was waiting for us near the Mena House Hotel. Even so, we didnt pay them until they had accompanied us all the way to the Mena House, and seen us into the car. They formed a fine unconscious body-guard, and we were sorry to leave them.

The car was a truly magnificent affair, with leopard-skin robes and a driver who outshone any darky ever seen in the States. All traffic rules  if there were any  went by the board, and we drove to meet destiny at fifty miles an hour, bellowing through a horn like Gabriels trumpet to the early farmer-folk to clear the ways. They cleared it, too, right into the ditch quite frequently, being used to the ways of the Egyptian pasha.

I really dont know what we expected  what we supposed our destination was. I had a vague notion that we were on the way to Madame Poulakiss palace where conspiracy would be already working full blast. But that was leaving Egypt out of the reckoning. Few criminals are habitually early risers.

We were taken straight to Shepheards Hotel, where the only suggestion of intrigue was two scented envelopes handed to Grim by a sleepy Sudanese porter, who professed not to know who had brought them. The first was from Madame Poulakis, addressed to us all:



You dears, how happy I am! I have sat up waiting for the news and fearing the worst! How I congratulate you! And myself! And all of us! Mon dieu, how you must be tired and sleepy, for I can hardly keep my own eyes open, yet you must have spent ten nights in one. So rest yourselves. This evening must find you well recovered. It is with delight that I accept your kind invitation to dine with you. As I shall take such advantage of your kindness as to bring three friends, please perfect your generosity by inviting Meldrum Strange to your dinner to meet me! After the dinner, if agreeable, we will all attend a little rendezvous chez moi.
Yours most cordially, Z.



The second was from Narayan Singh, written in a much more sober hand than his former communications.



To Major J.S. Grim, the respectful salaam of Sepoy Narayan Singh.
Jimgrim, sahib,
Fortune that forever favors your honors interest sent me to this house suitably drunk, in which condition brain is too torpid to expel what enters ears, and eyes are too slumberous to avoid seeing things not meant to see. Subject your approval, shall continue to debauch, disposing of drink and drugs unofficially but accumulating official intoxication. Key to situation is Memsahib, who might prove indiscreet if subjected to sympathy. Details of little affair in Gizeh already known to many people. There are several spies in the hotel, but small danger until this evening, when the memsahib will attend dinner with other memsahibs appointed to prevent indiscretion. Much murder, including memsahib and all of us, will definitely take place after midnight unless plans regarding Strange sahib work without hitch.
In haste, Your honors obedient servant, Narayan Singh.



Damn it! Is that Sikh for us, or against us? Strange demanded, passing the letter back to Grim.

Grim answered. He has the eastern view-points, Grim answered. Hell not respect western squeamishness. But hes one of us, first, last, and all the time!


CHAPTER IX. I understand you have changed sides!

It wasnt any use sitting there wondering what Narayan Singh might mean by indiscreet if subjected to sympathy. We disgusted the hotel folk by ordering light breakfast, and went to bed as soon as we had swallowed it, doubling up for extra safety. Then we disgusted the hotel folk a second time by insisting on lunch at three oclock. So far we might have been prepaid tourists, seeing sights in the sweat of our brows.

But three-thirty brought an ambassador on the wings of impudence, if thats the right name for an imported, sporty-model car painted maroon and yellow, with a brace of pug-nosed Egyptian pages in the rumble up behind. And Lord, how that ambassador did like himself!

We were sitting on the veranda in cane armchairs when he approached, doffing his imported straw hat daintily and pulling off his yellow, imported gloves. He wiped his forehead with an imported silk handkerchief that smelt of imported opopanax, lifted the knees of his London trousers to display his Paris socks, and sat down uninvited in the chair in front of us. Them he smiled to show his nice white imported American teeth, and waited for us to say something. We said nothing, all four of us simultaneously and with one mind.

He consulted his gold wrist-watch; but if he meant that for a hint we didnt take it. As he polished his finger-nails with the inside of a glove he kept looking at Strange as if expecting him to speak first.

I never saw a man I liked less. I think he had rouge on his cheeks, although I wont swear to that; it may have been a high complexion resulting from a little admixture of Hamitic blood. There was a dark, suggestive iris on the finger-nails he polished so thoughtfully that entitled him to the benefit of the doubt regarding rouge.

What made the effeminacy worse was an evident strength of physique. He had a swordsmans wrist and was wiry from head to heel, packing none of that fat under the ribs that makes most Cairenes over thirty years of age incapable of serious exercise.

His face was sly and arrogant  the face of a rascal who understands human weakness and habitually trades on it  almost classical at the first glance, totally repellent the second. You could see he was confident of possessing influence, contemptuous of all who might lack it, but really brave or courageous never.

No man possessing his combination of inquisitive nose, cruel mouth, and yellowish eyes that strip naked whatever they see, could sell me a quarter for twenty-five cents, let alone get information from me. But he was used to being treated with great respect, and our silence rattled him.

A little different to our last meeting in New York, isnt it, Mr. Strange? he said at last, with a hint of a sneer in his unexpectedly musical voice. I guess he sang love-songs to a guitar in his less inhuman moments. You remember me, of course?

I remember kicking you out of my office, Strange answered.

No need to tell you, then, that I am Andrieff Alexis. I propose that we take the rough-handling to which you were subjected last night as tit for tat, and call the personal score even, Mr. Strange. Is that agreeable to you?

Strange growled something or other half under his breath and went on chewing one of his cigars, sitting back with his stomach out and both hands gripping the arms of the chair. It was surprising that with all that stomach for handicap he had been able to throw out such a man as this who called himself Alexis. Maybe it gave a true line on the latters courage.

Good. Let us call that balanced, then. I understand you have changed sides.

Strange made no answer. I began to suspect that Alexis was putting a bold front to a weak position, and the glint in Grims quiet eyes confirmed my guess.

You see, he went on, we dont allow personal quarrels among members. Before a new member can be admitted there is inquiry into such questions as whether any member has a grudge against him. Unless I were to give my personal assurance on that score you couldnt be approved. People who apply for admission but fail to be approved are put out of the way. I made up my mind to do the handsome thing and call on them to bury the hatchet.

At that Strange showed his caliber. He seized the upper hand.

I guess you mean your mind was made up for you, he retorted. Youre not the kind of person who gets kicked and forgives it. Your organization made war on me because they want my help. They wont let such a little matter as your personal feelings stand in the way of my joining them. Thats what brings you here, now isnt it?

I assure you

No use your assuring me of anything! I challenge your authority to represent anyone except yourself!

Oh, very well, Alexis answered. If you prefer to keep on quarreling

Quarreling? said Strange. Ten men like you couldnt quarrel with me! If you want to make your peace with me, you can do it by taking care not to offend me in future.

Alexis showed his false teeth in a smile that was meant to suggest resources in reserve, but it hardly hid exasperation.

Well, he said after half a minute, weve no use, of course, for sentiment. Nobody expects you to kiss me on both cheeks. I accept your statement that you have no personal quarrel with me. I have none with you. My dealings with you have been official. Your assault on me in New York was therefore as impersonal as that of one soldier on another on a battlefield. I am glad you appreciate that. But let me tell you something, by way of warning; a rule of our society is that members must submit their personal differences to a committee of three, whose decision is absolute. A new member who picked a quarrel with one of long standing would be sentenced to death. A case of that sort happened recently to my knowledge.

Is my understanding correct that I am to be passed on for membership tonight? demanded Strange.

I believe perfectly correct.

Will you be present?

Er  no. No, I imagine not.

Umph! You have to report to someone, though, that youve made your peace with me?

I shall do that presently.

Very well. Will you carry a message from me?

I am willing to repeat it.

Tell em this, then. If theres to be peace its between your organization and mine. These men you see with me are members of my organization. They come in with me or I stay out. Theres nothing to argue about.

But youre in no position to dictate on what terms you will come in, Alexis answered rather hotly. Were self-perpetuating; we select our membership.

Thats my message, Strange retorted, They come in with me, or I stay out.

I will convey your message.

I assure you

Alexis sat fanning himself with an ivory-handled, horse-tail fly-switch. I think he expected us to offer him a drink. At the end of three or four minutes silence he got up, doffed his wonderful straw hat very gracefully, and drove away in the maroon-and-yellow car with the exhaust wide open to call attention to his finery.

Grim nodded. Excellent! Hell report every word of that!

Were being watched, said Jeremy. Gamble. Quick!

We began to play Two tip, Australian style, betting in pounds and fives and tens on every toss of the coin. Lord knows how many hundred pounds of Stranges money changed hands in twenty minutes, for its amazing how the luck runs when you mean to return your winnings afterward. We were hard at it, when another individual crossed from the far end of the veranda and took the chair vacated by Alexis. Grim glanced once at him and kicked my shin. I nudged Strange and Jeremy. We stopped the game and ordered whisky-and-soda, which gave the new arrival an opportunity to show his hand. He looked like an Englishman who had been drilled  perhaps a retired Army officer.

I wish you men would invite me to drink with you, he said suddenly. Ive just come here from Kantara on purpose to talk with you and I dont want to attract attention.

We obliged him and he studied all the other people on the veranda rather dramatically before broaching his subject.

My name is supposed to be McAlister, he began then, sipping slowly at his drink. You, I believe, are Mr. Meldrum Strange and Mr. Ramsden, Americans; Major Grim, also an American but of the British Army; and Mr. Jeremy Ross, Australian. Am I right?

There was a slight slip, but Grim didnt correct him; technically, perhaps, he still was of the British Army, and anyhow, it isnt wise to squander information at the first excuse.

The Administration is quite familiar with most details of your present predicament, the man who called himself McAlister went on. All that took place at the Pyramid last night is known. The Arabs reported it.

Oh, Im glad to hear that, said Grim. What did they say took place inside?

They reported everything  told all about the fighting, and how you carried a man named Poulakis down to the Kings Chamber. Everythings known.

Grim nodded  more to us than to him, and there was a smile behind his eyes. Strange started chewing a new cigar. The Arabs werent there when the fighting took place; they couldnt possibly have seen us carry off Poulakis, and that was all about it.

Its understood, of course, he continued, that your sole purpose is to expose this gang. Ive been brought special to Cairo to get in touch with you and act as liaison officer between you and the Administration. So if youll take me into confidence, well set a trap for this gang and catch the principals.

Grim shook his head.  Fraid not, he answered. After what took place last night, wed be afraid. It seems perfectly clear to us that the Administration police are honeycombed with crookedness, and weve decided to let things take their course.

Well, at least youll give evidence? asked McAlister with an air of being scandalized.

I guess not, Grim answered. Wed only get murdered. We prefer to live.

McAlister said no more, but swallowed the remainder of his drink and walked away.

Page one, chapter one of our initiation, Grim remarked when he was out of earshot.

Clumsy stuff! Strange added.

The funny part is, said Grim, that I know that fellow. Ive a long memory for names and faces. His real name is Smith. He was cashiered out of the Army for misappropriating money, and I suppose the poor devil picks up a living however he can. Hes no insider. He hasnt brains enough to be.

The next man they sent to test us was more dangerous. He was an honest-to- goodness Government official, with the title of pasha and a suitably worried air  a neat, nice-looking little man, wearing a red tarboosh but otherwise dressed in European style; and in order to establish his identity beyond all question, he had one of the hotel under-managers come and introduce him to us.

Ibraim Noorian Pasha!

He accepted a cigarette, lighted it nervously, and smoked for a minute or two with his knees close together and his ebony cane laid over them; damned diffident he was.

Hem! I am a department secretary. Police department. No, nothing to drink. Ahem! That affair last night. At the Pyramid. Disagreeable business. Going altogether too far. We shall get a bad name here in Egypt. Ahem! No sooner self-government in sight than things like this happen. Wont do! No. It must be stopped. Hellish individuals spoiling the future for everybody else. Spoiling everything.

What do you propose? asked Grim.

Ahem! Delicate matter. His voice, too, was delicate. He had delicate brown eyes that kept you thinking of a mouse. Quite frankly, Im taking my life in my hands to talk to you.

Oh, nonsense! answered Grim.

No, not nonsense! Unfortunately the police are totally corrupt. Cant depend on anyone. All the fault of the English. Things completely out of hand. A few of us might straighten matters out, if we had assistance. Ahem! I want you gentlemen to help me  confidentially. Quite confidentially. We have spies. Police department spies. They bring us information. Ahem! The rascals who attacked you last night hope to get you to go to America. Work for them there. Bold people. Agents everywhere. Quite too many for us, unless we get assistance. Police need people like you. Now  ahem! Why dont you pretend to agree with them? Then expose them to us? Im quite frank with you. Im hoping for reformation that would almost be revolution in the police department. A coup such as that would promote me to be head of the department. We would have a practically new police force in no time. I can guarantee your protection meanwhile. Ahem! Will you do it?

No! said Grim. I dont believe in your police protection. How much were we protected last night?

At that Ibraim Noorian Pasha taxed us with supine immorality. The white races are growing degenerate! he announced with an air of pained conviction. But Grim uncovered the weakness of his position.

If you dont like our attitude why dont you arrest us as material witnesses? he asked.

Pffaah. The English would order you released immediately.

And he got up and left us, walking away in a fine fit of assumed anger with his tarboosh set at an angle that made him look like a bantam rooster.

Here endeth the second lesson! announced Jeremy.

Nothing further transpired until we dressed for dinner and came down again to the veranda to await Madame Poulakis and her friends. There is no limit to Egyptian surprises. They came half an hour ahead of the appointed time in two closed carriages that wouldnt have looked badly at a coronation. Up on the platform behind the front carriage stood no other than Narayan Singh, sober as a judge, gorgeous in new turban, and silk from shoulder to heel, with a scimitar, if you please, tucked into the sash at his waist. It was he who got down to open the carriage door and escort Madame Poulakis up the hotel steps.

We had ordered a special dinner. There was no use going to the dining-room at once, for it wouldnt be ready. The three women whom Madame Poulakis had brought were married, if rings on their hands meant anything, and well used to being waited on hand and foot with all the luxuries. Cocktails in a corner! Wholl play? asked Jeremy, striking an attitude  and they would all play, obviously.

Jeremy led the way to a corner lounge, and Grim managed to get a word to me.

Cairene women are never punctual, he said. Theres purpose in this. Suppose you walk right on through and see whether Narayan Singh doesnt follow you.

* * * * *

Making no excuses, I shoved both fists into my jacket pockets and strolled through to the palm garden. There I sat down on a bench beyond the big fountain in the center, with both eyes lifting to make sure there were no spies in close attendance. It is in just such simple ways that fish escape from nets and plots crack open. Nobody paid any attention when Narayan Singh, dressed as a servant, followed me through the hall ostensibly toward the rear where he belonged. He came straight to where I was waiting, and sat down beside me.

Sahib, he said, our Jimgrim has a dangerous friend in Meldrum Strange. It is all one to the gods whether a man is drunk or sober, and at times they need a drunken man. Yesterday in the very early morning I was drunk. But the whisky was good, and I only had a bottle of it. I rang for more, but the black badmash who answered told me impudently that the bar was shut; so, being wrathful and indignant at such limitations, I set the furniture outside on the veranda, leaving a naked room, and went out in search of some place where conviviality knows no limit and a mans thirst isnt held answerable to the clock.

But they run this city like an army canteen, sahib! I walked far, but found no liquor. And having found fault with an Egyptian policeman, who refused to direct me to an open drinking-place, and who blew his whistle lustily from underneath the garbage in a night-cart into which I thrust him to teach him manners, I set out to put great distance between this hotel and me, not wishing that you sahibs should be disturbed on my account.

So I crossed the Nile by a bridge, cursing the water for being unintoxicating stuff; and if curses have value, sahib, the Nile in its next life will be a sewer flowing in the dark under unclean city streets! Ever seeking whisky, I walked on and on, not drunk enough to be unreasonable, but with a certain ardor in my veins for conquest and the clash of forces. My intellect was alert and rational, for I recalled that I spoke to myself in English, French, and German as I walked along; but my heart had the mastery, and intellect could only serve the heart that night. First I desired more whisky; but after that I longed above all else to find a damsel in distress and to smite her enemies. At that hour the gods had use for a man exactly in that mood!

There was a fracas, sahib, a fracas in the dark, and it was music to me! I approached a house that resembled nothing else so much as one of those new palaces our fat, degenerate rajahs build  a pastry-cooks delirium, made up of all new fashions blended, with sufficient of the old to cause the lot to ferment like indecency within an old mans body. Phaugh! A house of money without brains! There was a great carriage outside this abortion of a house, and a woman within it screaming; so I came swiftly.

No fewer than nine men, sahib  for they seem to call such creatures by the name of men in Egypt  were endeavoring to drag this woman from the carriage. And another woman helped them, while only two men took the other side, and they timidly, using more voice than violence. All this I saw as I came upon them, thinking how I might best apply my strength and whatever skill I may have picked up in course of a few campaigns.

It was nothing to me what those Egyptians wanted with the woman, but a very great deal it meant to stand between them and their desire. I burst on them as a typhoon smites the trees. I hurled, flung, smote! I threw them under the horses! I trod men underfoot. To their eyes I must have seemed to be a dozen men! I was swift, crashing their heads together, attacking now this and then that one, aided a little at last by the coachman and footman, who took courage.

The other woman ran. I know not what became of her. She may have entered the house. A fool aimed a pistol at me dwelling on the trigger and I ducked. I seized him around the belly, he firing as I lifted him. I flung him under the horses, hoping they would tread him into red mud, and what with his carcass striking their forelegs, and the pistol-shot, the horses, which were mettled beasts, took fright and bolted, but not before the coachman had scrambled up and seized the reins.

The gods take charge of a mans intellect in moments such as that, sahib. I was minded neither to remain and defend myself against the men, nor to forego the acquaintance of that lady in the carriage, who might wish to acquire merit by thanking me for service rendered. So I seized the carriage and jumped in, she screaming. I doubt not that in the dark I was an apparition to terrify any woman, with my turban all awry amid one thing and another.

 O Queen, said I, I will defend you against your enemies. There is no need to fear me at all.

And I sat on the front seat with my arms folded thus, that she might see I had no intention of affronting her. Even so in the dark I could see that she was young, and more beautiful than the moon and stars; and I thanked the thoughtful gods who had brought me there. I had just sufficient whisky in my belly to make me adventurous, without unsettling discretion. Clear, reasonable, discreet my mind was.

 O lady, I have sworn an oath this night to serve in future none but queens, said I, so if you are not yet a queen, lo! I will make you into one. Trust me! said I.

 If you have ten-thousand enemies, they shall die ten thousand deaths, one each, and that is all about it! Charge me with a service. Name but a deed, and I will do it!

So she bade me stop the horses, which were galloping pell-mell, we swaying this and that way like a big gun going into action, first this wheel and then that striking against a curb-stone as the coachman wrenched at the reins.

 If you could save us from an accident, she said, by doing something that would stop the horses, that would be a kindness beyond words.

Well, sahib, that seemed a very little thing to me in the state of mind that I was in. I climbed out on to the drivers seat. I thrust aside the coachman, whose wits fear had taken from him, I leaped on the back of the near horse. I come of a race of horsemen, sahib. No pair of horses lives that can say yea to my nay for more than a minute or two. Presently they stopped, and I climbed back into the carriage, sitting as before with folded arms.

By that time the lady had regained her self-command, and eyed me curiously rather than with fear. She began to question me, asking my name and who I might be; and I, not squandering truth as some men do when strong drink is in them, but inspired by the gods to tell the first lie that crossed my mind, said I was a deserter from the British Army.

Whereat, sahib, she clapped her hands delightedly and offered me a place to hide, saying I should be her private bodyguard and strong protector. And I, caring nothing what the future should bring forth, would only that the present should continue interesting, fell in with her suggestion, protesting with great oaths that I would tear up Egypt by the roots at a word from her.

And after a while we came to the palace in which you found me. There at the gate the carriage stopped, and the footman, who had ridden on the platform behind the carriage, opened the door and offered me insolence. I was minded to pull his head out by the roots, but she checked me in time to save his life. She said it would not look well for me to ride into the house inside the carriage with her so I sprang on the footboard. Thus we drove in, the footman walking, hugging at his throat where I had twisted it, and the great gate clanged behind us.

So far, good. My walk had produced no whisky, but some amusement nevertheless. I was in a mood for great adventures, sahib. Said I: O queen, lead me to your apartment, that I may sleep in front of the door and guard you. Impudent devils who would try to drag you from your carriage would stop at nothing less than such an obstacle as me! These servants of yours are muzzled dogs that cant bite, I said; and she laughed with no little reassurance.

So we entered that palace in which you found me, and she led me to a great room like a chamber in paradise, overlooking the Nile, which nevertheless is no heavenly river. And she sent for Narendra Nath, an old fool of a Hindu soothsayer. His perpetual study is of all the worlds religions. His wisdom is a patchwork of craziness. He is teller of fortunes. He had foretold to her that she would be attacked, as any child might have done, knowing already what Narendra Nath knew; for she tells him everything.

Narendra Nath said that the gods had sent me, which is doubtless true. She bade me go with him and learn what is required of me, he saying to her in an undertone that a little drunkenness in the circumstances was no bad thing. My ears are sharp, sahibs. So I feigned greater drunkenness, behaving as one from whose brain the fumes of liquor are fading, which is a stage in which few men have their wits about them; and he took me to the room upstairs in which you found me, where certain bigger fools than he set up a wailing on wind instruments such as is never heard outside of India, and only there in the performance of certain secret rites during which they hypnotize the neophyte. None can hypnotize any man, sahib, who is not afraid to do his own thinking  which, I take it, is why the British govern India.

Narendra Nath plied me with drugs, which he said would relieve my headache. But Jeremy sahib has been teaching me legerdemain, and I was able to palm the pills and make away with them. Nevertheless, observe, sahib; see how I can make my eyes grow large, as if drugs had dazed them. That is a muscular trick; I have used it to get into hospital at the end of arduous service, when I needed a rest and a change of diet.

When he believed me under the influence of drugs and music, he sent for her; and they asked me questions about you sahibs. I left nothing unsaid in praise of you. I recalled a multitude of things that never happened. I magnified real deeds until they sounded like the miracles of gods. Then they asked me about Meldrum Strange; but knowing nothing about him, I said less than nothing, being satisfied to look perplexed.

 Too many men prefer to look wise, sahib, when they know nothing, which causes the sensitive gates of uncertainty to close on confidence; whereas a look of perplexity tempts indiscretion.

So they told me about Meldrum Strange, believing me to be hypnotized and receptive to all manner of suggestions. She told me how her husband had been a member of a society so secret that it has no name. And then Narendra Nath took up the burden of the tale, and told how the lady Poulakis had continued to be a member of the society, because of their rule that none may escape from membership except through the door of death.

 She is a bird in the net, said he, too young to wish to die; too potentially useful for them to desire to kill her; yet doomed to death, unless she shall serve their present purpose.

 And their suspicions of her, said he, are well founded. She is weary of this wicked business. She is anxious to be free from them, yet can find no way out of the net. So little do they trust her, said he, that, as you yourself have seen, they sought to make her prisoner in another womans house, where the pressure of tenfold fear could be brought to bear on her. Therefore, let your duty and your highest pleasure be to guard her day and night. Be devoted to her service.

To which I, speaking as a man who dreams, made answer that I am liable to be arrested for desertion; for it seemed to me, sahib, that that might open a way of communication with Jimgrim. As in truth it did. Later on, when they had well considered matters, they bade me write a letter, as you know.

Then they had an argument as to whether they should tell me more, he taking the nay and she the yea of it, and she prevailing, as a woman will. His inner mind, said she, is opened. It will be an inner secret, to be well kept, and will add to the inner impulse that governs his waking brain. That is the way people argue, sahib, who have a smattering of occult knowledge.

So she told me, Narendra Nath unwillingly consenting. Said she: I am required to marry Meldrum Strange, whom they seek to control for the purpose of great financial undertakings in America. Now I am not unwilling, said she, to marry Meldrum Strange, having met him and not disliking him at all. He offers my one path of escape. But there is this great difficulty  he undoubtedly believes me to be a wicked woman, and he is the last man who would choose a wife from among a society of criminals. Yet unless he consents to marry me they will murder him. And unless I succeed in this matter they will murder me. So what can I do but protect myself, if that is possible, and hope for the best, and see what happens?

I made no answer to all that, sahib, being supposed to be in a sort of trance, and aware also that folk who made use of such practices believe themselves able to arouse all the wisdom hidden in the recesses of a mans inner mind, so that, although he cannot answer, being in a trance, he will none the less apply great wisdom to his conduct in the matter when the trance is ended.

So then she retired to her apartment, and old Narendra Nath continued his schooling of me, suggesting to me that it were an act of wisdom to involve all you four sahibs in this matter, by persuading you to conceal my whereabouts, thus conniving at my desertion; by which means a certain hold over you might be obtained, with the aid of which a pressure could be brought to bear that might compel you to act on behalf of Madame Poulakis. But to tell the truth, sahib, the old man is at his wits end, not knowing what to say or do, yet afraid to admit to them that his occultism and astrology and what not are of no avail.

After a while it seemed good to him to put me into a deeper trance, which suited my convenience exactly. Life in the Army, sahib, is a matter of discipline, which has its profit as well as loss  profit of self-control to balance loss of liberty. Certain things are done at certain times, and a man who has the soldier spirit to begin with soon learns to sleep lightly and to wake himself, whether at the right time or at the first unusual sound. A little liquor makes no difference  not such a little as I had had. So I fell asleep with perfect confidence that I would wake when necessary. And so I did. But I awoke with only one eye open, and closed that almost instantly.

There came into the room a heavy man of coarse build but with a voice like oil. He had puffy, white hands, with a large emerald ring on the right one; but I saw little else, for the first thing he did was to examine me.

 He is in a trance, said Narendra Nath.

But the man kicked me three times to make sure, putting me to the utmost exercise of self-control. I have prayed that I may break his neck for those three kicks he gave me. Never have I suffered sharper pain, even when wounded on the battlefield. Yet I lay still; and he believed I was in a trance.

 Who and what is he? he demanded.

 Merely a madman, said Narendra Nath. I have calmed him by the exercise of certain powers I possess.

 Mad he must be! said the other fellow. Is he that devil who made ninepins out of nine of us early this morning in the street and drove away in the Poulakiss carriage? The same, eh? And you have him hypnotized? Well, he has qualities that we can use to good advantage. Youd better pour some sense into his ear while hes in that trance. Hell make good gallows-meat. And another matter, while I think of it; what has come over the servants in this house? I had to threaten them before theyd admit me!

Narendra Nath swore he knew nothing about that; but the other threatened him with dire consequences if it ever should happen again. Said he:

Youre only allowed to live here as a spy on her. Its your business to see that her servants understand to whom to look for orders. She has been growing willful of late, he said, and her servants follow suit.

Narendra Nath was very humble in reply, and then the other in a voice more oily than ever went on to say really why he had come.

 Cast her a new horoscope! said he. Cast her a horoscope in which her second husband is an American millionaire. Make it clever. Let there be a dividing of the ways; if she takes the right hand way and becomes the Americans wife, good; if she takes the other, and refuses, promise her a terrible death! Better hear voices, hadnt you? And one other thing; if Meldrum Strange should refuse hell be too dangerous to leave at large. Hell have to be disposed of. Well make use of this fool. Hypnotize him! Tune him up, and keep him tuned!

Then he went away, I seeing nothing but his back, which was not remarkable, except that his neck was thicker than ordinary, with a roll of fat protruding above the collar. And I slept on and off like a fox until evening.


CHAPTER X. And, no boaster though I be

It was past the dinner hour and Narayan Singh caught me looking at my watch.

They will think I have gone to the servants quarters, sahib. Madame Poulakis knows my real purpose. It is important to hear the end of this.

Jimgrim will invent an excuse for me, I said. Go on.

Aye, trust him, sahib. Well, as I lay between sleeping and waking, I thought; for there was nothing else to do. And when the gods have use for a man they give him wise thoughts. So when Madame Poulakis came again and brought note-paper, and I wrote you the note that brought you to the house, I wrote a second note and hid it. That second note was the one that I slipped into your shoe. And at the same time I pretended to recover entirely from the trance and made no small fuss about being a deserter, who could be arrested and put in prison; so that they were all the more eager to get you here, and sent a carriage with the note.

Then Narendra Nath gave me more drugs, and tried to put me to sleep again, she maintaining that you sahibs would insist on taking me away if I should be too sane in appearance. Moreover, I was of the same mind, and I did not wish to be taken away, having taken great pity on this woman, who flutters like a bird in the net. The gods had also put into my head a rather high opinion of Narendra Nath. The old man is a charlatan and practises much nonsense, but nevertheless he believes the half of what he says and persuades himself of the other half. Thought I: he loves her, and the poor old fool would help her out of the net if he could contrive it.

And while I made believe to fall asleep, she cooked up with Narendra Nath a story to tell you sahibs that should account for my presence without disclosing secrets; for she and he are in terror of disclosing a hint of the secret societys doings. It was Narendra Naths idea to have that music playing while you were in the house. He said it would help to bewilder your minds and make you amenable to the right suggestion. Men whose minds are superstitious are readily trapped in just such ways, and he did not know you are not superstitious.

Well, sahib; after you had come and gone again, I spoke to old Narendra Nath as man to man. Said I, My father, you seem to me like one who struggles in a whirlpool, seeking to save another but unable to stem the current, which carries you round and round. And he stared at me, making no answer.

 Furthermore, said I, it must be plain to you that your sorcery doesnt always work, for here am I, who have deceived you easily, even while drunk. I have heard and I have seen all that took place in this room, said I, and I know that you are an honest old man, in so far as you understand honesty, although not nearly as wise as you wish to believe. Whereas, I told him, I not only am an honest man but a wise one also, the proof of which is that I became drunk when the gods wished!

 You are not only an impudent trickster, he answered me, but a conceited Sikh heretic as well!

 Nevertheless, said I, I crave to acquire merit by defending the distressed, which is the essence of the Sikh doctrine.

Said he, If I raise my voice there will come men, who are less merciful than any in your experience!

 I, too, can be merciless, I said. I gave nine of them a taste of my quality already, and no boaster though I be, I tell you this house will never hold enough Levantines to keep me prisoner should the gods once cause me to dislike the place. I am the father of typhoons, said I, and I know four sahibs, all true friends of mine, who compared to me in cunning and strength and fury are as mammoths to a mouse!

Well, sahib; the old man stared at me, and began to think like a man instead of like an abstraction.

 There are five miscreants, said he, who direct this present wickedness. They call them the executive committee. They have no books, nor any written rules or records, and it might be that if something were to happen to those five this whole accursed society might fall to pieces. This executive committee is, as it were, the neck between the body and the head of the thing. The head would die and the body would die if the neck were severed!

That was mans talk, but old Narendra Nath cannot remain a man, sahib, for too long at a time, since charlatanry grows into a habit. He closed his eyes and murmured for a while then, describing a vision he had seem of strangers from the East and from the West, who came and smote a devil with five heads, thus setting free her who is nearest to his old heart. I knew that he made up the vision even while he spoke, for that is the way of self-deception. Was I not born in India? Hah! My mothers uncle was just such an one as this Narendra Nath, forever seeing visions after the event and claiming to be a prophet!

Then came Madame Poulakis again with news that you sahibs had been tracked to the Great Pyramid, where gunmen had doubtless already murdered you.

 And that means that they will next come and murder me, she said, for they will think me of no further use, as well as dangerous.

But I reassured her on that point, saying that you sahibs are difficult men to murder, and moreover that first they must murder me before they can kill her. And instead of being shocked to discover that I had not been in a trance at all, she seemed overjoyed at it, declaring that she had found a man at last who has brains as well as courage!

Then there came more news. I was thrust hurriedly behind that gilded screen, and the music-makers were sent away. Unseen, I could hear all and see a little. There came three men, he of the thick neck not among them, and the first, who had a little black beard of a sort some missionaries wear, said:

 Your future is yet before you, Madame Poulakis. Is it true that you are invited to dinner at Shepheards Hotel? Then write a note of acceptance, with the request that Meldrum Strange be included in the party. Where is that drunken Indian?

They said I was very sick, and had been put to bed. Narendra Nath said darkly:

 He will recover. He is under the influence. It has seemed wise to me to attach him to Madame as personal servant. He will account for her, for I have found in him fine qualities of obedience and faithfulness, which can be trained into the proper channel.

They were pleased at that, sahib; for they understood him to mean that I would slay her at a word from Narendra Nath. And Madame Poulakis, who has a womans quickness, made believe to be afraid of me. Whereat those three men, thoroughly believing Narendra Nath to be their tool, insisted that I shall be Madames bodyguard, she consenting only with reluctance. Then said the man with the missionarys face:

 This man Strange has surrendered to us. We shall put him and his friends to various tests this afternoon, and if they do not walk into the traps, so that we believe their surrender to be genuine, then tonight there will be initiation.

 Thereafter you must marry him, Zelmira. Among the guarantees that we shall insist on will be the settlement of enormous sums on you. So we have brought these papers for you to sign now. They are cleverly drawn. They consist of records of various supposititious transactions of a financial nature extending over a period of years, resulting in a loss to you of more than a million pounds.

You will sign these papers now, admitting liability; but you will say nothing about them to Strange. We shall require him to accept responsibility for your debts when he makes the marriage settlement; and when the proper time comes we shall collect, either from him, or from you, or from both of you. In the event of his death these papers would be extremely valuable.

 So make yourself attractive, he went on, and after the dinner at the hotel bring him and his friends to the house you know of, where the Five will have a final session with him. If he agrees then to our terms, well and good  you will be married at the United States consulate tomorrow morning. But if we find flaws in his attitude, that will be the last of him and his friends  and incidentally of anyone whose existence might make us nervous. You understand me, Zelmira?

And at that, sahib, one of the three piped up in a thin voice and asked what means would be used for making away with Strange and four others, if that should prove necessary. He said it would be hardly as simple as killing unknown men. And the man with the face like a missionary laughed.

 Did you never hear of Sarajevo? he demanded. Who slew the Archduke of Austria? A fool of a fanatic. What about this Indian then? He came here from Syria with those friends of Meldrum Strange. What could be simpler than to have him kill them all? The safest tool that can be used is a religious fanatic, or an anarchist fanatic. Let Narendra Nath fill the Indian up with hashish and whisper the right suggestions to him. Then, even if someone else must do the actual killing, that wont matter; we can come out like honest men and accuse the Indian. What defense will he have? He will be an Indian who ran amok under the influence of hashish, and we will provide him with a lawyer at his trial, who will get him hanged as surely as we sit here!

They all seemed to agree that that was an excellent proposal, sahib, and after they had made Madame Poulakis sign those papers they went away. She became hysterical for a while, but Narendra Nath comforted her, and I made great boastings such as women love to hear. This afternoon they fitted me up with this livery you see. Do I look like a popinjay? Hah! I smell action, sahib! There will be blood on this scimitar before morning, or I am a poorer prophet than Narendra Nath! Tell me, sahib: of what is this Meldrum Strange made  iron or beeswax?

Iron, said I, and not much rust.

Good! Then get my news to Jimgrim, and all is well. But how to get the news to him? Those women who accompanied madame are spies.

I did not know how to answer him for wondering.

There is a spirit in man That, and nothing else, occurred to me. Whoever wrote the Book of Job answered with another riddle any question you can ask about humans and their ways. How a Sepoy  a number on the muster-roll of the British Army, and drunk at that  should have been selected by what he called the gods to uncover evil, that was a mystery that seemed to dwarf all others at the moment.

Were taught to regard colored people as the agents of the enemy of man. Our missionaries go out to convert them, lest the heathen in their blindness overwhelm the world in another chaos any old night.

Theyve educated us, these missionaries have, into believing things that arent so; and we commit the indecency, in consequence, of being astonished when a man with colored skin acts white.

I ought to have known better. I was so surprised by the resourcefulness and courage of Narayan Singh, to say nothing of his wit, that I could hardly summon presence of mind enough to order him to the kitchen, while I went forward to devise some means of getting an account of his doings to Grim.


CHAPTER XI. Its nice to know a millionaire who isnt wiser than the rest of us!

It was no easy matter to discover a means of getting Grim to leave the dinner-table without exciting comment or arousing the suspicion of the three women who had accompanied Madame Poulakis.

They were probably already exercised about my absence. In addition to that, there were probably spies keeping watch on us, who might, in fact, already have seen me talking with Narayan Singh, although I did not think so.

Guests entered the dining-room at Shepheards from the corridor at one end, so that anyone expecting me would watch in that direction. Our table was in mid-room, preserved from being conspicuous by a fountain and palms, which shut off the view of people coming in. I figured all that out, and looked for a side door opposite to where Jeremy was sitting. The door I selected was locked, but the gardener had left a hoe under some bushes near-by, and the lock came away without much noise or effort. I opened the door and stepped inside, finding myself behind a screen, as I expected. Watching from between the end of the screen and a palm, I could see our table, and particularly Jeremy, who faced me  was near enough, too, to hear almost every word that was said.

Being no respecter of sedateness or convention, Jeremy was doing tricks with table-knives, producing day-old chicks out of napkins, and all that sort of foolishness. One of the guests at a near table had a huge dog lying beside him, and Jeremy used his ventriloquial gifts to make the beast talk, getting off comments on Egyptian society from what he called a dogs-eye point of view. The attention of half the people in the room and of everybody at our table was fixed on him. But when Jeremy is doing tricks his own bright eyes are wandering everywhere, and it wasnt many minutes before he caught sight of me.

And hes quick, is friend Jeremy. He didnt check or falter in the patter he was reeling off  made no signal to me  glanced away, in fact  and finished the trick he was doing to an outburst of laughter and applause. It was his favorite old trick of pulling a live day-old chick in halves and making two of it, after producing chick number one in the first instance from a hard-boiled egg or a billiard ball.

Oh, thats nothing, he said airily. I know a much better one. But youll believe Ive had help if I let Grim sit at the table. Ill prove he isnt my accomplice. Grim, old top, suppose you go and hide behind that screen, where you cant see me and I cant see you. Dont come back till I call. Its going to take me several minutes to accomplish this. Now, watch my hands, everybody.

Grim got up with an air of thinking the whole business childish, and strolled over to the screen; but the instant he stepped behind it he was like a spring, coiled ready to go off.

Quick! Spill it! Whats the news? he demanded.

Well, I tried to condense into a fifty-word telegram all that Narayan Singh had told me. Try it for yourself, and judge what luck I had! Jeremy saved the day by purposely blundering his trick and beginning all over again, calling out apologies to Grim for keeping him waiting.

Now think! I said when I had finished and for the love of Mike tell me what to do; for Ill be blowed if I can figure it out.

I dont believe that men like Grim do think, as a matter of fact, on such occasions. Its a species of instinct or intuition, or both combined. Long experience and a habit of meeting emergencies combine to produce a state of mind that figures instantly, like one of those adding machines.

Grim glanced at the door I had come through, looked me full and fairly in the eye, and gave his orders  terse  quick  unmistakable  as if the automatic wheels inside his mind had cut them out of steel that instant.

Let your eye follow a line diagonally across our table from Meldrum Strange to Jeremy. Carry straight on for twenty feet. Small round table. There sits Kennedy. Gray-haired man  evening dress  Intelligence Department  all alone. Go out here; come in the front way; make some excuse; sit down at his table. Tell him everything.

Promptly Grim returned to the dinner-table, resuming his bored expression, and I went out into the garden. All the way around the building I racked what brains I have for an excuse to approach this man Kennedy without arousing the suspicion of spies. Im not a man who can walk into a public dining-room unobserved; I look bigger than ever in evening dress, and I was sweating with anxiety lest some stupidity of mine should upset Grims calculations.

But I was reckoning without the other fellow, which I take it is the cause of ninety-nine per cent. of this worlds difficulties. Kennedy got up and came to meet me the minute I entered the room  a lean-flanked man of fifty-five or sixty, with a sort of literary look due to his iron-gray hair and quiet manners. He had extraordinary bright eyes with heavy gray eyebrows, and a deep cleft in his chin.

But his most remarkable asset was a penetrating voice that he seemed to have in absolute control; when he first spoke, every word he said carried all over the room, but presently, when he reached his table and sat down, although to all appearance he was talking normally, and certainly didnt whisper, I dont believe the nearest waiter could have heard a word he said.

Youre Mr. Ramsden, arent you? You can do me a favor, if youll be kind enough. They tell me youve hunted elephants in the Lado Enclave. My leave starts tomorrow, and Im going there. Wont you sit at my table for half an hour and give me some pointers?

I told him that my friends would have to be asked to excuse me first; so he took my arm, and made his own excuses to the party, begging for what he was pleased to call the use of me for half an hour. None of the women liked it, but they couldnt very well refuse, and Jeremy had their attention again almost before we had turned away.

The moment Kennedy and I sat down together I began on him.

Grim has just told me to take you entirely into confidence, I said. I dont know why. If youre off elephant hunting a thousand miles from here

Im not, he answered. However, theres no hurry; wait until Ive ordered you some wine and sent for your dinner to this table. Ive been watching that little side-play behind the screen.

I understand there are others watching, I warned him.

No, I think not. There were five, just before dinner began; one waiter, a headwaiter, an ex-Englishman in evening dress, a Cairene cotton-jobber, and an Italian. Theyre in the lock-up. Its now eight-thirty. By nine oclock your party  the men, I mean, yourself included, would also have been under arrest for your own protection unless one of you had made this move. Ever since Meldrum Strange called on the High Commissioner weve been considering some such step. We have Poulakis junior under lock and key, and fortunately we bagged him without any of his gang knowing anything about it. Caught him in the house of a woman whom he visits now and then, and locked them up together. Shes an agent of ours. He talked.

So when the waiter had brought my dinner I talked too, telling Kennedy everything I knew about the whole affair, he laughing quietly most of the time, behaving, in fact, as if I were recounting reminiscences.

Tell me, he said when I had finished, do you know of any other nation than America that could produce a man like Meldrum Strange? The man is right, but not within his rights. What would you think of me, for instance, if I went to America and did there what he proposes to do here? However, its too late to help that now. Weve got to go forward. Ill say this for him; he has forced our hand, and personally Im in his debt; Ive been trying for months to bring this gang to book, but there was obstruction at headquarters. Tonight were going to let the law go hang, act ultra vires, and feed these devils some of their own medicine. Im likely to lose my job over it, but that doesnt matter, Im about ready to retire. Out of a hundred and eighteen murders, we know of ninety in recent months that have been committed at the instigation of this gang or by its members. Cant prove a thing. If we bring them to trial theres no evidence. We shant get the real ring-leaders tonight, but well get the five who call themselves executive committee, and lets hope theyre ugly!

No search-warrants. Didnt dare apply for them. Information would have leaked out. Weve got a special, hand-picked force made up entirely of British officers, whove no connection with the police. Theyre supposed to be on their way to a party; and if they should suddenly become a rescue party, that would possibly not involve the Administration in a breach of its own laws. Individually the officers may find themselves in rather hot water, but theyre willing to run that risk for the sake of rendering a public service.

Where are the officers now? I asked him.

In this room.

I looked about me. There were twenty or thirty officers in uniform dining at different tables  no unusual number. You would never have suspected them of being there with a common purpose. There were not more than two dining together, and they were of various ranks, from major downward.

Tell me, said I, have you had any communication with Grim about this business?

He chuckled. No. Grims an old crony of mine. We all know Grim in the Intelligence. When he sent in his resignation we wondered. When we saw him linking up with Meldrum Strange we knew. Grims an old war-horse  answers to the trumpet. Cant help himself  goes for the heart of trouble automatically like a needle to a magnet. Grim saw me on the job once yesterday and twice today  spotted me here as soon as he entered the room  saw that head-waiter taken in charge by one of my men  and possibly drew his own conclusions. However, weve discussed elephants long enough. Suppose you join your friends. Just go ahead with the evenings performance. Protect that Poulakis woman if you can; shes in danger. Theyll suspect her of having betrayed them. Dont be surprised by anything that happens!

* * * * *

So I joined our party, and was aware of being suspected by the women. None of the three was in the Poulakis class. They had neither her charm nor her well-bred self-control; they laughed too noisily, ate too greedily, and laid a lot too much emphasis on their own importance, besides making jokes about Strange and Zelmira Poulakis that would have been in rotten bad taste in any circumstances. It was difficult not to laugh at Strange, for he was getting red under the collar and almost ready to explode.

Nobody was drinking much. We laughed through dessert with Jeremy until the dark-eyed woman sitting on my left began hinting that it was time to go. Then, and not until then, Zelmira Poulakis began to betray signs of nervousness, mastering herself with difficulty, looking suddenly much older, and apparently at a loss for words. However, she managed to smile, and to make the next move gracefully.

Now for the experience of your lives! she said. You will learn that this dinner has been a delightful overture to Grand Opera  Faust, let us say, for you are going to meet Mephistopheles!

Narayan Singh came forward to meet us in the hall, looking solemn and magnificent in all that finery, and escorted Zelmira Poulakis to the carriage as only an Indian can. He induced the impression that she was a semi-deity, in whose footsteps flowers should spring up presently; whereas the rest of us were merely to be tolerated, on the ground that she had condescended to acknowledge us. I suspect that half the reason why aristocracy is dying out is that impresarios as skillful as Narayan Singh are scarce in these days; a woman or man on social stilts needs a clever rogue to go in front and provide the proper atmosphere. On the way out I tried to speak to Grim, but one of the three chaperones spotted it and prevented by coming between us. It was her suggestion that he should ride in the front carriage with the women, and Grim couldnt well refuse.

Looking back as we drove away I saw automobiles assembling in the dark in front of the hotel steps, and not long afterward we began to be pursued at a distance by the purring of six or eight cars. One passed us, and stopped to let us pass again under pretext of a stalled engine; but the others kept well to the rear, trusting to the first to keep us in view.

We drove over the Nile and past the Poulakis mansion, down two or three streets to another house bigger than hers, standing gloomy and aloof with its sides all wan in moonlight. The shadow of one tree fell in the shape of a human skull across the front of it, and the urns on the pillars of the great gate looked like those you see over a cemetery wall. It was a perfect house for the sort of performance we were in for.

Close enough to the Nile for dumping corpses without unnecessary scandal, as Jeremy sweetly expressed it. Feel like a swim, you fellows? How about it, Strange? They tell me swimming with your throat cuts easy  no work to it  just drift down with the stream!

Have we all got guns? he demanded, as we drove in through the echoing gate and it clanged shut. Strange had none. I offered him mine and he refused it testily, for his nerves were on edge.

No use for one, he answered. Out of my line. I was a fool to bring you fellows on this errand. Save yourselves if theres any trouble, and

Sure youre a fool! laughed Jeremy, but we like you, Strange, old top. Its nice to know a millionaire who isnt wiser than the rest of us! Here we are! Now for act one! But they kept our carriage waiting several minutes before the first moved on and let ours draw up opposite the front door.


CHAPTER XII. Crooks are just crooks.

I wonder how many men there are who can go forward into the unknown without making mental pictures in advance of whats coming. I believe Grim can. I know I cant. It may be that ability to refrain from imagining vain things leaves you free to imagine truly and successfully. We who imagine in advance form judgments in advance and I expect thats why were so frequently wrong.

I fully expected to find Grim and all four women waiting for the rest of us, either outside the door of the house or else just inside it. I also expected to find Narayan Singh standing there, for he had ridden on the platform behind the womens carriage, and would naturally get down to open the carriage door for them. I couldnt have guessed wider of the mark. It was a one hundred per cent. miss.

We stepped out into darkness. The other carriage was already disappearing into deeper gloom, and ours proceeded to follow it. There was a porch in such deep shadow that you could hardly see its outlines, but enough dim light came out through the partly opened front door to prove that nobody was standing outside. Somebody standing behind the door opened it wide, and we walked in one by one, Strange leading.

The door clicked softly shut behind us, and it was almost too dark to see, for there was only one lamp in the hall, and that shrouded with black silk; but we could dimly discern three solemn individuals dressed in black from head to foot, who stood in line to receive us. They looked like undertakers.

Your weapons, please! said the man in the center in sepulchral tones; and all three held their right hands out.

Do we get brass checks? asked Jeremy. The middle man of the three didnt answer, but continued holding out his hand. Meldrum Strange said crustily that he had no weapons.

Do you mean that we wont be admitted otherwise? I demanded.

There was still not a word said in reply, but the first and third men each took a threatening step toward Jeremy and me. They obviously meant to search us, and I cant say what I would have done about it, except that I never yet did surrender a weapon to anybody on demand, and old dogs find it difficult to learn new tricks.

But Strange solved the problem for us, by going clear off his head. I guess the nervous strain was too much for a man of his temperament, used to having his own way in the world.

You swine! he said; and clenching his right fist he swung with all his strength and weight for the chin of the man in the middle. It was the sort of blow that wins worlds championships. Any man caught off-guard would have gone down under it. The fellow in black collapsed like a corpse.

Im entitled to no credit for what followed. Jeremy did the thinking. I simply followed suit, doing the only thing I could do. Jeremy closed with his man, and I believe hit him with the butt-end of his Colt. The fellow in front of me tried to stop my left fist with the peak of his jaw, and the men who can do that successfully bulk about twice his size.

It was all over in half a second almost noiselessly, for they fell on thick carpet, making no remarks. There was a door on Jeremys left and he opened it.

Quick! he whispered. Heres an empty room.

You couldnt see a thing, but Jeremy picked up one man, hove him in there, and turned to help me with the second. I had already gathered up Stranges victim. If youve ever watched the U.S. Navy police throwing their captured drunks into a boat in some foreign port youll realize that an unconscious man can be handled pretty roughly without being seriously hurt; its only when they struggle that bones get broken.

I tossed number two through the door on top of Jeremys number one  or so I supposed  and together we picked up the third man. We swung him like a sack and let go. It was only then, as his feet disappeared through the opening, that we realized that all three had fallen, not on to a floor, nor down-stairs, but down a dark hole where a flight of stairs had probably once been.

They made no noise and we didnt stop to investigate. We locked the door and Jeremy pocketed the key.

If you allow two minutes from the time the front door clicked behind us until that other key was in Jeremys pocket youll be well on the right side. The next thing Jeremy did was to find the front-door latch, slide it back, and fix it in that position, so that any rescue party would simply have to turn the big brass knob outside and walk in unannounced. But what to do then was too much for even Jeremy to guess, so I said:

Grims inside somewhere. We cant leave Grim and Narayan Singh.

There was nothing in that to argue about; but you can suggest as many explanations of what followed as you like without being sure you have given the right one. A friend in the U.S. Secret Service, whom I have known for twenty years, laughed when I told him it couldnt be explained; he said:

Me boy, thats aisy. Crooks are just crooks. Ivery mothers son has a quirk in him that works wan way. If it werent for that wed niver catch the smart wans. Theyre all alike. They play safe. Be damned, they take more pains playin safe than a boid takes buildin a nest. But did you iver see a boid take an inventory wance the nest was built an the eggs laid? They figure that when precautions took, its took. An thats where we come in. We look for their precautions. Its as plain as the nose on yr face that those crooks had set three men at the front door at they knew they could bet on. An bet they did. An bettins chancy. Chance is scaircely iver on the side of the law, because the law dont dale in chances, but in the long run its always agin the crook!

Maybe Clancy put his finger on it  I dont know. The gang upstairs had certainly left the guarding of the entrance hall exclusively to those three men. They were careless when they least could afford to be. We went forward.

There was no furniture in the hall, except two carpets one on top of the other presumably to deaden footfall, and that one dim hanging lantern shrouded in black silk. The stairs turned around to the right in front of us, and we walked up as softly as we could, I leading this time and going slowly.

After making two turns they gave on to a dark landing, also thickly carpeted, and we found ourselves faced by six shut doors, with a window on our left that admitted moonlight through its narrow top pane; the rest was curtained. There was nobody waiting to receive us, but we could hear voices. I cleared my throat loudly; and a wooden shutter moved on the panel of the door immediately in front of us, exposing a small round hole. Light streamed through the hole and was shut off instantly by the head of someone who scrutinized us for about a minute. Then the whole panel moved downward, and his face appeared in the opening, but you couldnt see much of it; the upper half was covered with a black mask; the lower part, that you could see, framed a mean, anemic smile.

Simon should have brought you upstairs, he complained suspiciously. Why didnt he?

Jeremy lied with genius  for I suppose that is genius which gets believed.

There were three men downstairs, he said. Two of em went and stood on the porch in the dark. Simon closed the front door and told us to come on up.

Oh. Well, Simon knows his business. Come in here.

We entered a room about ten by eight that had doors on either hand opening into other rooms. We were in the middle of a suite of apartments. The heat in this small connecting room was stifling, for there was no window and the light came from a huge oil-lamp against which about a hundred moths were busy beating themselves to death.

The man who admitted us had evening clothes on, but over them, in addition to the mask, a black cloak like a pew-openers that reached his heels, and he seemed to be sweating more than was good for him.

Wheres Grim? demanded Jeremy.

He didnt answer but, whether intentionally or not, permitted the front of his cloak to open and show a heavy revolver in a holster. Through the door on the left we could hear womens voices  mens through the door on the right; no words were distinguishable. There was no furniture in the room except a carpet, a camp-stool, and the lamp on a bracket on the wall. Our host sat down on the stool between the two side doors, and there seemed to be nothing for us to do but wait and look at him. But waiting isnt Jeremys favorite amusement.

Damned uninteresting cage! he said. Whats in the next one?

Wait for your turn! the man in the mask answered.

Turn? said Jeremy. Were done to a turn! So are you. Let some air in. If you dont, I will!

Keep quiet! said the man in the mask.

What dyou take us for? asked Jeremy, purposely raising his voice, and striding forward to open one of the doors. But his purpose was already accomplished. The door on our left opened suddenly and Narayan Singhs face appeared; he smiled, said nothing whatever, and closed the door again at once. Strange looked alarmed, for when Narayan Singh is deliberately trying to look like a hasheesh-maddened fanatic a sight of him would freeze his own mothers marrow-bones. But there wasnt anything reassuring that I could safely say to Strange just then in front of that fellow with a mask.

Jeremy was just about to irritate him further when somebody tapped out a signal on the right-hand door, and with a bad-tempered sneer at us the fellow got off his camp-stool and produced a key from under his cloak. He very nearly unmasked us in the process, for as he made that movement Jeremy and I both felt for our pistols. Luckily he was too intent on fitting the key into the door to notice it.

We went in one by one, passing around a high black screen beyond the door, and found ourselves in a square room furnished with a long mahogany table in the midst, and about a dozen high-backed chairs. There was no other furniture, except for a bench against one wall on which three men were seated.

Facing us at the table as we entered were five men, all in evening clothes. Those on the bench against the wall wore long black cloaks exactly like that of the fellow in the anteroom. Every one of the eight men in the room was masked to the tip of his nose; but the middle one of the five was recognizable from Narayan Singhs account, for he had rolls of fat protruding over his collar, and the end man on our right had a short beard of the kind that missionaries wear.

We heard the key turn in the lock behind us, which was hardly reassuring, but there were no weapons in evidence, and there was nothing on the table except blotting-paper, pens, ink-pots, and a lot of printed blanks that looked like checks and promissory notes.

Good evening, Mr. Meldrum Strange! Good evening, gentlemen! said the man with the fat neck. Pray be seated.

Evening! Strange answered gruffly.

Wheres Grim? demanded Jeremy.

Be seated  be seated, gentlemen!

Wheres Grim?

You will learn that presently. Be seated.

We sat down facing the five. There was a door in the middle of the wall behind their backs, and another door on our right, so that we were obviously open to attack from two sides and behind, to say nothing of the three attendants on the bench. There wasnt much to be gained in the circumstances by glancing about the room nervously, so I concentrated my attention on the fat-necked man, reasoning that if there were going to be any violence he would be the one to give the signal. Strange concentrated on him too.

See here, Strange began, with his right fist set characteristically on the table in front of him. I made my conditions plain this afternoon. Negotiations are to be between my organization and yours. One of my men, who entered this house ahead of us, is missing. Where is he? He has got to sit here on this side of the table before negotiations can begin!

Pardon me, Mr. Meldrum Strange, said the thick-necked man, with that sort of suave inflection that suggests sarcasm without exactly expressing it. Do you consider yourself in a position to dictate to us?

I do! If you think you can deal with me on any but my own conditions, youll discover your mistake, Strange answered, pulling out a cigar case. Produce my friend Grim, or therell be no conference!

He proceeded to chew the cigar. One of the five pushed over a box of matches. Strange ignored it.

Well, Mr. Strange, said the thick-necked man, I may as well tell you first as well as last that your friend Grim has been in here and has been examined. The examination was unsatisfactory  to him, I mean. Your organization will have to get along without him.

Just exactly what the Hell dyou mean by that? demanded Strange.

The thick-necked rascal smiled.

We asked him two questions. The first was, whether he is willing, in the possible event of your rejecting our proposal, to cut your throat in our presence. The second was whether he is willing to commit suicide. He answered both questions in the negative. His answer to the first made it clear to us that he is not to be depended on; his answer to the second proves him to be a man who is blind to his own best interest. Suicide is easy; murder is unfortunately sometimes  well  you know how ill-mannered and rough the underworld can be!


CHAPTER XIII. Ho!

My dear Mr. Strange

Meldrum Strange snapped his jaw shut and sat bolt upright. The cigar dropped to the floor; he had bitten off the end of it.

Ill have no dealings with you whatever until you produce Major Grim! he said sharply.

My dear Mr. Strange, the thick-necked man repeated, you have put yourself entirely in our power. Do let me impress that on your mind! You have no weapons. We have an assortment of them. Your party consists of three. There are three men sitting on that bench. If they should fail, there are plenty more in the next room, and we five are not exactly impotent or without experience. No noise that you might make would do you any good, for the houses to right and left are each more than a hundred yards away, and incidentally they are both empty. So, unless we come to terms

You have my ultimatum! answered Strange. Produce Major Grim!

All five men smiled; and the masked men on the bench moved restlessly, perhaps to call attention to themselves. The man with the thick neck took up the argument again.

Of course, Mr. Strange, we appreciate that we are dealing with a gentleman of iron nerve and resolution. In fact, we pay you the highest compliment in our power when we invite you to apply for membership in our society. Permit me to elaborate that. Our rule is that applicants for membership must pass through a great number of degrees, entailing severe tests as each higher degree is reached. There is a system of constantly increasing guarantees. We require every member to be so involved in illegal transactions that his liberty and even his life rests on our discretion. Hitherto there have been hardly any exceptions to that rule; but we have decided to make you an exception. You see, Mr. Strange: it is our experience that only men of high character, whose habit is to keep their given word, and at the same time to be ruthless in their dealings, are fit to share the control of our society. We consider you that kind of man.

Strange pulled out another cigar and started to chew it, but made no answer. The thick-necked man continued:

We have decided after due deliberation that all we shall require from you  without specifying for the moment the financial part; that we will come to later  is an apparent crime. To a man in your peculiar circumstances murder would be exceedingly distasteful and might even result in undermining your nerve. In our profession we find the study of psychology extremely useful. And after all, what courts consider evidence is the principal thing. So, if you and your two friends will carry the bodies of the two men whom you shot in the Pyramid passage, and throw them into the Nile in the presence of witnesses, whom we have ready, we will be satisfied.

You say we killed two men? Strange demanded.

Well, not exactly. You killed one. The other was injured, and if we had taken him to hospital there might have been inconvenient inquiries. The corpses are downstairs. The way to the Nile lies straight down the garden belonging to this house.

Hell! exclaimed Jeremy. I hoped we were in for a real initiation, with red-hot pokers and a black goat! Soon as Im a member therell be changes made! I know stacks of ways of making an initiation hum. Well have it creepy, and

The whole executive committee waved aside the interruption.

Permit me to continue, said the chairman. Mr. Strange, we may as well outline the whole of our requirements to begin with. You must agree and give the required guarantees, or share the fate of Major Grim. Now, among the guarantees we require that you shall marry Madame Zelmira Poulakis, and settle on her cash or negotiable securities to the amount of a million pounds. She is a charming widow, on whose account you will have no qualms when introducing her as your wife into United States society. At the same time she appreciates and understands our point of view and is sufficiently controlled by us to make her a suitable consort for you. She is waiting close at hand, with witnesses, to sign a marriage contract.

You lucky old stiff! laughed Jeremy, nudging Strange in the ribs. Accidentally he nudged the spot that the bullet had touched in the Pyramid passage, and Strange swore explosively.

For the treasure chest of the Society, the chairman went on, all that we require from you is half a million pounds. We propose to make further enormous sums with your aid in the United States. An agent of ours in the United States, who has access to the income tax returns, has informed us that your accumulated resources amount to nearly a thousand million dollars. We have no wish to impoverish you. Our plan is that you shall select certain stocks dealt in on the New York Stock Exchange and, after notifying us, accumulate them steadily. We shall buy the same stocks. What is called a bull market will ensue, and we will all unload on the public when you give the signal.

Meldrum Strange began to smile at last, and I think the chairman mistook that for a symptom of complaisance.

You see, he said, we are not requiring you to engage in a business that you dont thoroughly understand. This Society likes nothing so well as to see its individual members prosperous  although too much prosperity is not always good for the lower ranks and is seldom permitted for that reason. We like power. We enjoy the power that the secret use of money and influence provides. We keep the power in the right hands. We keep an absolute hold over all our members. Subject to that, you may say we have no use for an indigent or helpless member.

Youve heard my condition, said Strange. Produce Major Grim before Ill as much as consider your proposal.

The chairman didnt answer, but changed his tone.

Mr. Strange, permit me to show you the reverse side of this exceedingly attractive medal. Let us suppose that you are unwise enough to reject this offer. What then? Well, in the first place, your two friends will be killed at once. You will see that happen, and for the sake of its effect on you the process will be painful and somewhat prolonged. After that, you will be given your choice between a swift, quite painless death or one even more atrociously disagreeable than theirs that you will have witnessed. For the privilege of dying painlessly, you will have to pay whatever sum we name, signing before witnesses such papers as we shall set before you; and, as it wont make much difference to a dead man how much money he has paid to escape torture, the sum demanded will be  er  well  immodest!

Let us clearly understand one another, Mr. Strange. This business will be settled in this house this night, one way or the other, and you have no alternative but to join our Society or die. Moreover, you can only become a member on the terms we stipulate.

Undoubtedly psychology did form one of the principal ingredients in that executive committees method. They had their moves worked out carefully. The chairman brought his speech to an end by rapping on the table with an ebony ruler, and the answer to that was as instant as if the actors in the drama had been drilled for weeks.

We heard the voice of Narayan Singh raised in a babel of Punjabi, pitched high and quarrelsome, behind the door we had entered by. It was followed by a terrific pounding on the door; but as that only made the executive committee smile, none of us was much disturbed by it. Nevertheless, something was going to happen, that was obvious. Something staged in advance.

The voice behind the door was that of a fanatic declaiming. The words seemed a jumble of jabbering nonsense, out of which kill  kill  kill in its various tenses emerged in a frequent scream. Then the speech changed to English.

I tell you I have killed him! Let me show them! They called me a coward! They said I did not dare! They said I loved him! They lied! They lied! Let me through to prove they lied! I will show them the corpse! I will cut the head from the shoulders in their presence! Open that door and let me show them, or I will slay you! Open, I say! Open!

The pounding on the door resumed more fiercely, to the accompaniment of blasphemous torrents in three languages, such as the half-breeds use in Bombay when the drink is in and they revile both sets of ancestors; only it was worse than I ever heard from a half-breed, for it had more imagination. The chairman leaned over the table and smiled at us.

That is your Indian friend, he said. No doubt he looked nice and mild this evening in attendance on Madame Poulakis. We selected him on purpose, because of his known previous loyalty to you. A little hypnotism goes a long way with Indians, but a little drug that we use in such cases goes longer yet! It makes even a white man murdering mad. But you shall see for yourselves.

He made a sign to the men on the bench and one of them walked over to the door, where he tapped a signal. A moment later we heard the key rattling in the lock, and then, knocking down the screen before him like a whirlwind, Narayan Singh strode in with blazing eyes, brandishing his scimitar and dragging Grim by the collar with his left hand.

Grim hung inert and dropped to the floor like a sack when Narayan Singh let go of him. I couldnt detect the slightest sign of breathing, and when I stooped to feel his back  for he lay face-downward  Narayan Singh swore savagely and lunged with his scimitar within two inches of my neck.

You wouldnt have believed he was the same man who had talked with me in Shepheards Hotel an hour or so before. There was spittle running down his beard. His mouth was all awry with frenzy. His breath came in volcanic gasps, as if the fires of Hell were burning in him, and every muscle in his body seemed to be twitching in unnatural excitement. We three jumped to our feet; there was no sitting down in face of that ghastliness  at least, not for us; the committee seemed to like it.

Yah! he yelled, brandishing the scimitar until the air whistled and the blade rang. I am Hathi the elephant, and I am musth, and whom I love I kill! I am the wrath of all the gods! I slay! I am the sword of the Avenger! I work for Yum!

I dont know what the next amazement of the program would have been. Incredulity fought against the evidence of eyes and ears. There lay my good friend Grim stone dead, so what was the use of recalling what the Sikh had said when sober? He was drunk and drugged now  worse than a blood-crazed wolf. It crossed my mind to shoot him, but Meldrum Strange without meaning to or knowing what had crossed my mind stepped between us.

You swine! he thundered, facing the committee. You dogs! You dirty, cowardly, sneaking, filthy swine! Kill me and be damned to you! That suits me perfectly. Kill me and see what happens! If theres a God, as I believe, the whole foul pack of you will hang!

But you see, were not superstitious, smiled the chairman, veiling savagery under a quiet sneer. Very well, we shall have to kill you, for you mustnt escape to tell tales about us. We always keep our promises. Guards!

The three men rose together from the bench and started for us  in no hurry  they seemed very sure of themselves.

Jeremy and I drew our pistols. Instantly one of then shouted for help; but he only got one word out, for I drilled him clean and he dropped. The crack of my repeating pistol turned chaos loose.

Grim came suddenly to life almost between my legs  Narayan Singh turned sane and sober. Grim rushed the table on all fours  upturned it on the committee of five  and shoved me with all his might, saying nothing. Jeremy and Narayan Singh took either end of it, and shoved too, upsetting all five chairs. I heard Narayan Singh laugh, and the pistols going like a machine-gun as the scrambling committee tried to shoot through the table-top, or under, or around it  loosing off like crazy men as they struggled among the chairs, hoping to kill with a chance shot, or summon help, or both.

But I couldnt stop to help or look, I had my hands full. One of the three guards rushed for the right-hand door and tugged at it, shouting to someone on the other side, and the third man opened fire on me at a distance of twelve feet. I shot him, but too low, for he lay on the floor and continued to blaze away at me. He got me in two places, and I felt the bone of my left forearm go numb. Meanwhile, the third man had dragged the door open; and a dozen men, all masked, came running in with knives and pistols. It looked like our good-by, whatever else it might be.

* * * * *

I stepped in front of Meldrum Strange, who was out of breath from shoving at the table, and managed to drop three men, one after another, as they entered; a fourth fell over the first three, and that ended my present usefulness, for my pistol was empty, and with my left arm out of action I couldnt reload it, although I had a spare clip in my vest pocket. I shouted to Jeremy, who cut loose in my stead, and the room began to look like a shambles. Meldrum Strange reloaded my pistol, fumbling with excited fingers, and the enemy beat a retreat to consider a new method of attack, slamming shut the door they had entered by, and smashing a panel in order to shoot through it from cover.

But everything happened at once. None of us was clear afterward as to the exact sequence of events. I balked the hole-in-the-door game by picking up the bench the three men had sat on throughout the interview and upending it against the door  a temporary stop-gap, but a good one while it lasted. Strange came and added his weight to mine. They smashed a second panel, but we lifted up the bench and held it crosswise. It seemed there was a narrow passage outside that prevented them from bringing all their weight to bear against the door, and we two held it shut for I dare say two minutes.

Meanwhile Grim and Narayan Singh, both without firearms  for the men downstairs had deprived Grim of his pistol at the front door  were beginning to have the worst of it. They had the table shoved all the way back against the third door with its legs against the wall; and in the space so left, crouching among upset chairs, the committee of five were about impregnable. Narayan Singh was alert with his scimitar to swipe at the first hand or head that showed, and Jeremy stood back with pistol ready, but it was likely to be only a matter of seconds before a volley of shots should end that situation.

Then two things began to happen simultaneously. Men began trying to burst open the door behind the table, but the table, committee, and chairs added to the weight of Grim and Narayan Singh prevented that for the moment, until it dawned on the five that they only had to set their legs against the wall and shove in order to release the door and admit their friends.

Just as they commenced doing that, the door by which we had entered the room burst open and five screaming women struggled in, forcing along in front of them the masked man who had admitted us. He was trying to help four of them restrain Zelmira Poulakis, who was using a long thing like a hat-pin to some purpose. And just as the struggling potpourri of women forced him backward into the room the man drew his revolver and aimed at Zelmiras head point blank. Jeremy shot him promptly, drilling a hole exactly through his temples.

That staggered the four women for a moment  three of them were the same who had attended our dinner-party  and Zelmira shook herself partly free of them. She was a wild sight with her bronze hair down and her clothes ripped nearly off her, bleeding where the other women had torn her with their finger-nails, but beautiful in spite of it  or maybe because of it, for there was courage there, as well as frenzy; furious action in place of masked intrigue.

Kill those five  the committee of five! she screamed. Kill those monsters! Are you men! Kill those devils before you die!

Strange and I could no longer hold that door we had propped the bench against. They burst it off its hinges and we sprang back to the center of the room. I shot the first two men who entered, Jeremy shot another, but the rest rushed, and when my pistol was empty a second time three of them closed with me. I had only one hand to fight with. Three more of them pounced on Strange, and one man, standing in the door, fired on Zelmira, but missed her and killed one of the other women.

Kill those five! Oh, kill them! Zelmira Poulakis screamed. Never mind the others! Do a good deed! Kill those five monsters!

Then the door behind the table burst inward and half a dozen men stepped forward cautiously between the upset chairs and the scrambling committee. The committee got to their knees to shoot over the table-edge and it looked as if the end had come.

There they are! Kill them! Zelmira screamed.

I saw them killed. I was down under three men, struggling to break the neck of one, whose head was in chancery under my right arm. A second lay still on top of me, for Jeremy had brained him with the butt-end of his pistol, and the third was trying to hold my legs, which is no job for a weakling. I turned my head to see what was happening to Strange, whom Jeremy was doing his best to preserve alive until the last possible second, when that scimitar flashed across my line of vision  flashed like Summer lightning under the hanging lamp.

Gosh! But I never saw the like of it  I, who have seen the sword-dance under Sikaram when the rival clans were showing off before the women! Ive seen a shark, too, taking fish  left-right, left-right, and away again; and more than once Ive seen a lion spring between the watch-fires, make his kill, and escape. But never, on all the continents, have I seen action that could hold a candle to that sword-work of Narayan Singhs.

He slew those five committee-men in five strokes so swift that they resembled one, and then went blazing, berserker mad in mid-room, swinging, swiping, lunging, shouting Ho! as his blade struck home, and driving the astonished foe in front of him as a bull clears men out of a field.

Some of them fired, but fired and ran too quickly for straight aim, most of them facing him, but crowding backward in one anothers way; and in thirty seconds more the thing was over. Kennedy stood in the door of the anteroom in evening dress, smiling, holding a loaded pistol behind his back.

That will do now, he said quietly. His voice had that peculiar penetrating quality that I had noticed in the hotel when he first came forward to meet me.

And it did do, for behind him, and through both the other doors, his hand- picked corps of officers came surging in; and one of the most peculiar things in this cantankerous old world is the resemblance between a sudden fight and an explosion. When its over, its over  done with  nothing left of it but wreckage and the acrid smell of powder.

Kennedys arrangements had been neat, and they worked in the nick of time, which of course is a sign of genius; but as Grim argued afterward, over a whisky and soda with a man whose name must not appear, if he hadnt been so particularly careful to catch all the small fry by first surrounding the house and then having his posse enter from every side at once, he might have taken those five principals alive; and that in turn might have led to the capture of worse rascals higher up.

But, as Kennedy suggested, it wasnt a bad nights work for all that. There were ambulances ready, and we had twenty-eight living prisoners including women to stow in them, all of whom had seen the committee-men killed and, no longer having them to fear, were anxious to tell all they knew.

Some of the officers drove away with the prisoners, to see them safely under lock and key, and the rest of us, with Zelmira Poulakis, foregathered in another room to patch up wounds and compare notes.


CHAPTER XIV. I but acted as other men would act!

Zelmira Poulakis had the floor first, when old Narendra Nath had finished putting strips of plaster on her scratches. We found the old man cowering in another room, making magic under cover of a purple cloak.

I dont care what happens now, she said. I have been a criminal ever since I was married; first because Poulakis taught me, and it seemed good fun; later on because I was compelled. I hoped this forced marriage to Mr. Meldrum Strange might prove a way of escape for me. I didnt believe he would marry me, and yet I half-hoped he would, because there was no other hope in sight.

And then this Indian, Narayan Singh, said that if Major Grim and his friends had anything to do with Meldrum Strange, then Meldrum Strange was pakka, as he called it, and he offered to wager his right hand against my slipper that if he could only talk with any of the sahibs there would be no doubt of the outcome. So it was agreed that when we reached the hotel this evening he should seize his opportunity.

She speaks truth, said Narayan Singh. But I have told my end of the tale already to Ramsden sahib. Let Jimgrim tell the rest. Those women had orders to bring Jimgrim in their carriage, and I had orders to slay him; but old Narendra Nath, who brought the order to me, knowing well by that time that his magic took no effect on me, bade me not slay.

 I am an old man, said he, and I dare not wholly disobey these men; but I have seen a vision, and the stars are favorable. So I say; slay not, but make believe to fall in with the plan.

And so I did as he said, being minded to do so in any case, whether he so advised or not. And when we reached this house, and the men at the door disarmed Jimgrim, I seized him from behind, whispering two words in his ear; and I dragged him upstairs into a room beside that in which the women waited. There he and I held a conference, and later I did as Jimgrim bade me.

Then it wasnt true, I asked, that Grim was taken before the committee and examined ahead of us?

No, not a word of truth in that, Grim answered. Narayan Singh gave me the general layout; and I knew that Kennedy had most of the facts from Ramsden, so it was a reasonable gamble, as well as our only chance, that Kennedy would act swiftly. Ive worked under Kennedy, and know his method fairly well; I figured hed surround the house and rush it. So the one important thing to do was to gain time. Narayan Singh had orders to produce me  dead  at a given signal. They thought he was hypnotized and were sure hed obey. So I had him drag me into the anteroom, and he looked so wild that the fellow in there didnt dare examine me to see whether I was properly dead. But the credit for the whole business belongs to Narayan Singh. My share in it was

Nay, nay, sahib! the Sikh answered. I but acted as any other man would act. I take no credit. I did no more than to scout a little, and convey my information to the proper quarter. Yet, if there is any little merit in what I did  if burra sahib Kennedy considers that the sirkar is beholden to me  then, there is a favor I might ask, if permission were granted.

What is it? demanded Kennedy. I cant grant requests, you know. I can only recommend that they be granted.

The lady Zelmira, sahib  what is to become of her? I swore to serve her to the end of this affair. I beg, then, that she be not thrown in jail. That is surely a little thing; will the sahib grant it?

Kennedy laughed. Everybody laughed, except Zelmira Poulakis and Narayan Singh. The Sikh looked offended, and she miserable.

I suppose it must be amusing, since you all find it so, she said, holding her chin up bravely. But it does not seem funny to me. What do you intend to do with me? May I go home first and get some things?

I humbly beg your pardon, Kennedy answered. We were laughing at our friend Narayan Singhs naïveté, not at your predicament. I dont know, Madame, what is to be done with you. My authority is limited. But if you should offer to turn States Evidence

Which I do! she interrupted.

  and should undertake to help the Administration in every way possible to bring the members of this gang to their deserts

Which I certainly will! she assured him.

  then I would take upon myself the responsibility of requesting you to return to your own home, where, if you will stay indoors and keep quiet, you will be subjected for the present to no other inconvenience than a trustworthy guard, who will protect you from gang-vengeance. If your evidence should be accepted by the State, you would afterward be set entirely free.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. We can reconstruct the whole of human history.

WELL, you know how the firm of Grim, Ramsden, & Ross had its beginnings. We have had to use all our wits to save ourselves from being used by one government against another; rivals for political power have tried to employ us for their own ends and have succeeded more than once. Youd need the brains of an arch-angel and Satan combined to see through all the proposals that get brought to us. But theres reasonable money in it, and its good fun; weve cracked a hard-boiled egg or two, and spilled some beans.

Strange gave Grim sole charge of the near-East end, purchased Narayan Singhs discharge from the army, and left the two of them in Cairo, planting Jeremy in London. Strange and I went to the States, where, with the aid of his old office staff, we hammered through the organizing and incorporation; and while we were in the middle of all that, the first view forward came over the wires from Grim. Strange was in Washington.



MEET JOHN BRICE NEW YORK S. S. OLYMPIC. O.K. FOLLOW UP. GRIM.



I boarded the Olympic along with the pilot away outside Sandy Hook. It was early morning, but Brice was pacing the deck with a companion, and I observed them both for several minutes after a steward had told me who they were.

Brice was short, with a close-clipped gray beard, wiry, dried out, and resolute-looking. He stepped forward gamely with a decided limp, and made way for other people apparently unconsciously. I guessed his age between fifty and fifty-five.

His companion was about two inches taller, angular, and lean, a Scot whichever way you viewed him; a fellow with one of those noses that warn you not to waste persuasion on him, hell decide for himself. He had heavy, sandy-colored eyebrows, broad shoulders, and a sort of side-swing that went with them. He wore a heathercolored Highland tam-o-shanter and a small leather bag slung over his shoulder by a strap. The steward told me his name was Allison, and that he had shared Brices stateroom on the voyage.

I introduced myself, and Brice chose one of those leather-upholstered corners in the smoking-room, and curled himself up cross-legged, staring at me frankly and fairly. He made no effort to disguise the fact that he was making an inventory of my pros and cons. His companion, seated next to him, did the same, perhaps not quite so sympathetically.

We met Grim in Cairo, Brice began at last. Allison and I are Egyptologists; weve been nineteen years in Egypt on behalf of the British Museum. The Egyptian law as regards antiquities is strict, and no kind of excavating is allowed without a permit, which is only granted to representatives of such institutions as the British Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of New York, and so on. All discoveries have to be reported, and nothing may be removed from the spot without permission in writing.

Allison and I have specialized in the period during which the Israelites were in Egypt, with particular reference to Moses. Very little is known about Moses, historically speaking. In the biblical account not even the name is given of the Egyptian princess who is said to have discovered him among the reeds. It was our purpose, if possible, to throw light on all that period, establishing as many facts as might be

And exploding a number of absur-r-d traditions, put in Allison. Weve disproved more than yed imagine possible.

We have established the fact definitely that Moses did exist, Brice continued. Whether or not one man wrote the Decalogue; whether or not one individual led that horde of Israelites and established the ten commandments and the law, we have proved that Moses did exist. He lived at a time that corresponds roughly with that of the Israelitish colony in Egypt. Our proofs, however, are missing.

Do you expect to find them in New York? I asked. Youll find Moses family is not extinct.

Our quest has nothing to do with Jews, Brice answered.

The most astonishing thing about the Jewish race is their indifference to the monuments of their own past. Allison and I discovered a temple in which Moses undoubtedly studied that learning of the Egyptians with which he is credited. There, we found the symbols and insignia that he used in the performance of the secret rites. Those have been stolen, and it might occur to you that Jews would be the logical people on whom suspicion should rest. But Jews have nothing whatever to do with it.

We kept our discovery secret. It was so important, and the finds themselves were of such intrinsic value that it seemed wisest to close up everything until we could confer with the proper authorities regarding the disposal of what could be easily removed.

One of our staff was an Abyssinian, an individual named Gulad, who had been educated in America. He had served us faithfully for nine or ten years, and you know the proverb, If a comrade in arms is what you need, buy a Nubian slave; if you want to grow rich, buy an Abyssinian. That fellow Gulad was the finest steward of resources that we ever had. Nothing escaped his notice. Nobody  not even a desert Bedouin  could steal from him, and he was sufficiently educated to appreciate the importance of antiquities, aside from the mere price they might bring in the open market.

We had entered the temple through a hole in one corner of the wall after tunneling through sand for more than a hundred yards, shoring up the tunnel with timber as we went. Most of the important finds were in a great stone chest weighing several tons, almost the exact counterpart of the so-called sarcophagus in the Kings Chamber in the Great Pyramid, only having a lid that fits tightly in place. The chest in the Great Pyramid has no lid.

Whatever had been found outside the stone chest we placed inside it except for one small item. Then, with the aid of Gulad and ten men, we lifted the lid back, cemented up the breach we had made in the temple wall, pulled down about a dozen cross-pieces of timber from the roof of our tunnel, so as to let the sand fall in and close the passage against thieves, and came away, leaving Gulad on the spot in charge.

You understand, put in Allison, we never mistrusted Gulad for a minute.

Never for a minute, Brice agreed. He was as enthusiastic as ourselves. He used to sit and talk with us in the evenings, displaying an intricate knowledge of Bible history. He had theories of his own on a number of things that have puzzled antiquarians. He could read hieroglyphics. We used to give him worn and broken inscriptions to decipher, and he had a fair average of success with them.

Aye, we were well taken in, said Allison. We might ha known its not in the nature of an honest black man to be receiving letters from all quarters of the globe.

Brice laughed.

It never occurred to us to ask what his voluminous correspondence was about. Now and then wed see him writing until long after midnight in his tent by candle-light.

Wed see his shadow on the side of the tent, ye understand, put in Allison. We respected his privacy exactly as if he were a white man like ourselves.

Well, Brice continued, we left Gulad in charge, and took the train for Cairo. That meant a day on camel-back before we reached the railway, and a day and a night in the train. When we reached Cairo Galbraith, the official we had to see, was away; and we had to wait three days for him.

When Galbraith returned  he arrived at midnight, and we kept him up all that night talking, though he was tired out  he thought our news so important that he made up his mind to return with us and have our find uncovered in his presence. That meant more delay. One way and another, it was eleven days after our departure before we arrived with Galbraith at sunset, tired and hungry on the scene of our excavations. The camp had completely disappeared! There did not remain one trace of it!

Nothing to eat! Nowhere to go! said Allison.

No lanterns or candles  nothing but a box or two of matches  no servants, except the two Arabs who had come with us to look after the camels we rode  no firearms  not a word of explanation. Nothing but Egyptian darkness, and the black mouth of a tunnel leading underground! We slept in the tunnel that night.

Speak for yourself! remarked Allison dryly.

When morning came there was a little dim light down the tunnel, for it points due eastward, and for a short while the rising sun penetrates almost to the end. We saw then that the tunnel was not as we had left it. The overhead beams had been replaced, the loose sand carried out, and then three beams had been removed again to let sand once more block the tunnel. In other words, somebody had paid a visit to our find.

It was three more days before we could get together another gang and dig through to our temple. The digging took another whole day, and then we saw that whoever had paid the visit in our absence hadnt taken the trouble to reset the masonry. The hole yawned as wide as if wed never blocked it up, and nearly all the stones were pushed inside the building.

I examined the cement at once, said Allison. The masonry had been broken down before our backs were turned. That put outside conspir-racy out of the question. There was only one man who knew enough and had intelligence enough to dig straight to the spot and use crow-bars before the cement was dry. It was Gulads doing.

Be that as it may, said Brice, we proceeded to examine the temple. Its a wonderful temple

Per-r-fect! exclaimed Allison. The pattern and inspiration of the chastity of later Greek. design! But well not bore ye with technicalities. Proceed.

Nothing in the main hall had been touched, said Brice. We entered the smaller priests chamber at the rear, in which we had discovered the great stone chest; and I told you how we had replaced the lid. That lid weighed a ton. It was set leaning against a wall. The stone chest was empty. Absolutely empty!

Man, yed have wept! said Allison. There were portraits done on gold of thirty-two initiates of the mystery, with their names inscribed; and beneath each portrait was writing of a kind never before unearthed in an Egyptian temple. Do ye know Sanskrit? Look at this. This is the single item we took with us that convinced Galbraith hed better come back with us.

Allison undid his leather satchel and unwrapped from tissue paper a rectangular gold plate, about nine inches by six and more than a quarter of an inch in thickness. Its weight was prodigious. One side was entirely covered with writing etched into the soft metal. Allison laid that side downward on the table, and bade me consider the obverse.

Dont touch! Thats Moses! he said, sitting back to enjoy the expression of my face.

The gold had been cut away smoothly to leave a portrait of a man in high relief. My previous mental picture of Moses had been taken from the cover of a school atlas. I imagined a man with whiskers like those of the man of Liskeard in the limerick, breaking in his fury two stone tablets by the light of lightning, and kicking over a golden calf, while crowds of Israelites prostrated themselves in terror before him.

The picture I had in mind of him was gigantic  six or seven times as big as other men  clothed in a thing like a purple bathrobe and with his toes sticking out from sandals that suggested seven-league boots.

This man had Jewish features subtly modified to pass Egyptian scrutiny. The beard was trimmed and curled like those of the statues of Pharaoh, and the headdress was the linen one of ancient Egypt, including the jeweled brow-band shaped like a snake.

Yet it hadnt been done by an Egyptian artist. You could easily recognize the touch of an Indian hand, betrayed by the skill with which the folds of cloth were handled and a kind of alive, compassionate humanity that the Egyptians never tried to picture  having none.

It was a face that you could stare at by the hour  attracting  fascinating  nothing repellent about it  amazing. It expressed not only humor, but the whole great cycle of the virtues, including wisdom. Not wisdom as the Egyptians represented it, static and cold. Wisdom that was so entirely wise that it could sympathize, and laugh with instead of at. Ive never seen anywhere a face like that one, done in gold in Pharaohs day.

Can ye read Sanskrit? demanded Allison. That first line below the picture reads  

Moses, son of Amram, an Initiate inducted to these
Mysteries at the appointed time.

The lines below that and on the reverse are the words of a hymn rather closely resembling the Rig Veda, but with significant changes that suggest parts of the first chapter of Genesis. Its conclusive proof that all known religion had its origin in India, as the Indians have always maintained. It proves that the man Moses was a living fact, and ergo that theres at least some truth in the legends attached to his name.

Man! he exclaimed excitedly. Dye realize that that Sanskrit may be Moses actual handwriting? That he may have done it himself with a sharp tool after the Indian whoever he was had finished the likeness! Dye appreciate what that means? If we can get back the thirty-one others that Gulad the Abyssinian stole we can reconstruct the whole of human history!

Well, there we were, steaming through the Narrows into New York harbor with a yellow quarantine flag at the masthead, staring at a portrait of Moses, who crossed the Red Sea without half as much mechanism to assist him and no steam at all. We were possibly handling a piece of gold that Moses actually touched.

Its wonderful, I said. I hope you succeed in catching Gulad and recovering the things he stole. But I dont believe this is a case that our firm would care to handle. You should try the regular detective agencies.

Wait while we tell you the rest of it! Brice answered. Itll be hours yet before the port authorities let us land.


CHAPTER II. Moses Miles.

PASSENGERS began invading the smoking-room, but nobody interfered with us.

It wasnt too late to preserve the temple, Brice resumed.

Galbraith sent for a police guard, after we had once more blocked up the entrance, and the three of us returned to Cairo to see what could be done.

There are two ways of getting anywhere in Egypt  the railway and the Nile. Theyre both easy to police, said Allison. If we had acted when we fir-r-st discovered the theft, the police might have

Ive had dealings with Gyppy policemen, I interrupted.

The size of the bribe is the only question. How did Grim get wind of this?

The heads of departments did their best, said Brice. But all the subordinates are Gyppies, and the Gyppies havent learned anything in forty years. The police didnt lose the trail, because they never as much as pretended to pick it up. They said it was a mystery, and shrugged their shoulders.

And meanwhile, said Allison, we had to submit to sar-r-castic r-remar-r-ks from men who never found more than imitation scarabs in second-century tombs, if ye know what that means.

At last we had a talk with the High Commissioner, Brice resumed. It was he who suggested our seeing Grim about it.

Yeve a genius in that man Grim, said Allison. We found Mr. Grims quarters in Cairo occupied by a Sikh named Narayan Singh, who said he was Grims confidential assistant. He asked us for the story, and  you know how they bring you coffee in Egypt at the least excuse? Well, almost before Id started a servant brought in coffee. He didnt seem to know any English; when I asked him in English for some cold water he didnt understand me. But instead of leaving the room after serving coffee the man squatted on the mat by the door and went into a sort of day-dream.

When Id finished telling the story to Narayan Singh, the servant collected the coffee cups and left the room. I asked if that was another of Grims confidential assistants.

Why, no, the Sikh answered. That is Jimgrim sahib himself!

He came in presently in European clothes and apologized, explaining that we had caught him unawares, and that for the sake of practice he habitually stood and faced even little, unimportant emergencies. As he wisely remarked, big events are only little ones projected on a larger scale.

Mon, the mons a genius! said Allison.

Fortunately for us he knows the Near East like a book, Brice continued. He analyzed what we had given him and boiled it down to the essential fad that Gulad is an Abyssinian, who was educated in the U.S.A. He found other Abyssinians in Cairo, and discovered that most of them regarded Gulad as a religious heretic, or backslider or something. Following that trail, Grim took a quick trip to Jerusalem, where there is an Abyssinian church. He was gone four days and returned with a light in his eye. Those Abyssinians had told Grim all they knew about him.

Thats the beauty of rel ee gion, explained Allison. Yeve always a thousand corel ee gionists getting ready to expose ye at the proper time.

Well, it seems that after Gulads return from the United States he became a minor official of that Abyssinian church in Jerusalem. However, the seniors were jealous of him. He had studied Mormonism in the U.S.A., with particular reference to its success along business lines; and he pointed out that the colored people in the U.S.A. would prove a fertile field for propaganda of the sort he had in mind. But they turned him down; and the more he argued, of course, the more points he provided them on which to denounce him as a heretic.

Ye see, explained Allison, all novelty is heresy, new ways of getting rich included.

At any rate, they turned him out of the church, said Brice, and between that time and the day when he joined us he made various unsuccessful efforts to become a religious leader.

Your friend Grims reasoning was marvelous. He said to me that he considered one point obvious. If this fellow Gulad were a petty grafter, he would have stolen from you long ago. But he didnt steal. He has had charge of your petty cash for years, and actually saved you lots of money. If he were a petty grafter he might try to sell a goose that should lay golden eggs. Being a patient schemer, hell set that goose to laying eggs instead. Hell play for power. You remember the plates of gold that the Mormons are said to have? That was all Grim said to me for several days.

But yell recall no doubt that I said things to ye, said Allison.

Yell remember my mentioning a per-r-fect catalogue o new religious movements started by some chiel possessing a relic.

Brice ignored the interruption.

Grim discovered in Jerusalem that Gulads heresy, for which the Abyssinian elders excommunicated him, hinged on his interpretation of the law of Moses. Thats important in the circumstances, Gulad has in his possession thirty-one gold plates covered with ancient writing, each of them bearing a portrait of a contemporary of Moses, and found in a temple in which Moses officiated. Even if he cant read Sanskrit, which is a practical certainty, he can show them to ignorant people and interpret them to suit his plans.

And it becomes in consequence a verra reasonable theory, said Allison, that Gulad entered our service because he knew we were sear-r-ching for evidence of Moses actual existence. He persisted for about nine years. Ye cant restrain a measur-r-e of admir-r-ation for the r-rascals deliber-r-ate per-r-tinacity.

I still dont see where Grim, Ramsden, and Ross enter into it, I said.

Grim saw at once. Youll see presently, said Brice. Just listen. Grim pursued his inquiries day and night, not overlooking the important point that Gulad was educated in the U.S.A. He made another flying trip to Jerusalem, and this time I went with him.

There was an American woman in Jerusalem, about whom nobody knew much. She was posing as a woman of wealth and making a clever display with what small private means she had. You know how a certain sort of enthusiast worships the very stones of Jerusalem? Well, she was that kind. But she seemed to want to own Jerusalem.

Grim and I called on her after making a few inquiries. The U.S. consul knew more than he cared to tell, for in answer to Grims questions he merely pursed his lips and shook his head. One or two Americans declared she was a rank impostor, but that was very likely personal pique. She was apparently more of a social climber than a politician. Impostor hardly seemed the right word.

She was living in a pretty good house outside the city walls that she had coaxed from the Administration at a low rent. She had a way of worshiping a handsome British officer that some of them couldnt easily resist.

Forty, I should say she is  forty-two  somewhere around that age. A big, handsome woman with unusual blue eyes and fine teeth. She had quite a household  four or five men and women from the States  nonentities, who did her bidding meekly. They seemed to consider her almost as important as she thought herself, and it was from a very mild, hen-pecked-looking man of sixty that Grim learned an important point while we waited in the sitting room. She kept us waiting. She is the kind of person who does that.

When she came down at last Grim had pumped the henpecked person dry, and after a few of the usual banalities about the weather and the Zionists Grim mentioned the name of a mutual acquaintance in Cairo. The personage being rather important she claimed to know him better than she really did, which suited Grims purpose exactly. In that apparently purposeless way of his he touched on the subject of her home town somewhere in West Virginia and said untruthfully that the mutual acquaintance had told him that she was the leader of quite an important sect there. According to Grim, this mutual acquaintance had said that in West Virginia, Isobel Aintree was a name to conjure with. It was the hen-pecked person who had said that really.

She was visibly disturbed, but walked straight into the trap. He had touched her vanity. She couldnt resist showing off. She had never mentioned this sect of hers to anybody in Jerusalem, but once she was under way Grim wouldnt let her stop. He pretended to find it the most interesting subject in the world, and under his fire of questions she admitted rather vaguely that her teaching was based on the Law of Moses.

She came down finally under his persistent questioning to the bald fact that her sect has twenty-seven white adherents, and several hundred colored, none of whom were with her in Jerusalem. She said she felt that her mission in life was to benefit the colored people and she had hopes that the sect would grow. That brought up the subject of Gulad.

She admitted that she knew Gulad. She had received correspondence from him. She had met him in Egypt on her way to Palestine. Grim pinned her down again by saying he knew Gulad intimately. He spoke rather as if Gulad were somebody whom only discerning people knew how to appreciate, and the rather subtle flattery of that proved too much for her discretion. She admitted that Gulads correspondence had provided the main incentive for her journey to Jerusalem. She had hoped with his assistance to make Jerusalem headquarters of a sect that would some day include hundreds of thousands of colored people in all quarters of the world.

There was nothing superficially vicious about that, of course. Scores of people have tried the same sort of thing, and a few have succeeded. Most of them go to the wall sooner or later. It looked like a single case of personal ambition masquerading as divine fire. But Grim asked her quite casually when she had seen Gulad last, and her whole character lay bare that instant.

She wanted to lie, but that hen-pecked person was watching her as if pearls of price were pouring from her lips. She hesitated palpably, flushed red, tried to laugh it off, and floundered:

Really, Mr. Grim, Id rather not answer that question. I must ask you to excuse me.

From the look on his face youd have thought Grim was shocked by the very idea of being inquisitive. She hinted it was time to go, but he sat still and flattered her a little more. That woman can eat up flattery like a furnace swallowing coal. He said that he should think she was the very woman to make something of Gulad.

The fellow needs a guiding hand, he told her. They say he has great plans. Do you know anything of them?

She flushed and refused to commit herself. Grim asked her how long she expected to remain in Jerusalem, and she answered that she felt her work in the holy city was about done; she might go at any time. Then we took our leave, and discovered that evening by asking questions all over the place that she was planning to leave for the States as soon as she could get passage.

Still, we hadnt really connected her up with Gulad. We merely had strong suspicions, amounting in Grims case to intuition. Wed no ground on which to accuse her, and as Grim remarked, she was likely to be careful of herself.

Shes the kind of person, he said, who likes to save the world by making her followers take chances. Shes a kind of spiritual politician. If an idea works, its hers; if it fails, its the other fellows, and shell be the first to blame him.

A great student of character is your friend Grim. Everything turned out the way he said it would.

We went up to Headquarters and dropped a hint that she might be intending to smuggle antiquities out of the country, and then Grim thought of another idea:

Gulad, he said, isnt likely to trust that plunder to anothers keeping. Shes probably much too wise to risk being caught with the goods at present. If theyre in cahoots (as he called it) therell be some slick work done.

We went back to Egypt and searched the files of permits to travel and found to our astonishment that a passport had been issued to a man named Gulad, described as a French subject of Abyssinian origin, who had already left from Port Said by a steamer that called nowhere short of Boston. There was a warrant out; so we sent a cablegram and arranged to have Gulad arrested as soon as the ship reached port in about seventeen days time. Now Id have sat down and waited after that, but Grim didnt. He inserted a few lines in the newspaper, and sent a marked copy to Mrs. Isobel Aintree in Jerusalem. Also, he tipped off all the customs officials to keep a bright look-out, and arranged by telegraph to have word sent to us of all her plans. You see, we thought shed have to engage passage and apply for a travel permit.

But that woman is a wily one. She had obtained her permit two months before, available for six months, entitling her to travel in any direction she pleased. She sent a man down to book tickets on the train for Egypt, and we got word of that within two hours, over the Government wire. Then, if you please, she shipped the bulk of her luggage by freight to the United States, including nothing in it, of course, that was objectionable, and left northward for Syria in two motorcars with her household. Didnt use the train at all on British territory!

The Arab government had fallen, and the French had not yet secured control; there were no officials at the border to hold her up. Once over the border she took train for Damascus, where the French were only too glad to put her on the train for Beirut with every facility for leaving Syria at once.

The motor-cars were hired ones. When they returned from over the border the news was out. There were two separate accounts, from two drivers, and copies of both were wired to Grim; checking them up he reached the conclusion that a colored man, described as her kavass, who traveled with the party, might be Gulad. He went to Jerusalem in a hurry for the third time, and decided that the fellow certainly was Gulad; so the plot began to clear decidedly. Gulad was in her house when we first called on her! Another man traveling in Gulads name had shipped from Port Said to the United States with a French passport; and thats the point that baffled us.

You see, the original warrant for Gulads arrest had been issued over the French consuls signature. When we went to the consulate again to ask to have the French authorities in Beirut arrest that whole party, Gulad included, we found ourselves in check-mate. The man in charge was a typical bureaucrat, who asked whether there were two Gulads. A warrant had already been issued. Gulad was on his way to Boston, where he would be arrested by the United States police. No man could possibly be in Beirut and on the high seas simultaneously; and therefore he would not issue another warrant, because he did not propose to make himself absurd.

Well, we tried to approach the French in Beirut more directly. But the cable was out of order. It is when international incidents are taking place. The overland wire by way of Palestine had been cut  by Bedouins, the French said; a coincidence that must have saved their censor a lot of trouble. The long and short of that was that Mrs. Aintree and her party, Gulad included, got clear away from Beirut. And in spite of all the ridiculous passport formalities at every frontier they contrived to cross Europe without our being able to learn which route they had taken until the information was too belated to be any use. So much for passports!

We finally traced them to London, and Grim cabled to Jeremy Ross to pick the trail up there. He cabled back the same day to the effect that he had got in touch.

Meanwhile, Brice continued, Grims assistant, the Sikh Narayan Singh, proceeded on the assumption that Gulad could not be wholly without intimates after nine years in Egypt.

That was my idea, explained Allison. It appealed to my sense of the rid ee culous that any man should ignore the cir-rcum-stance of Gulad having fr-r-equently received v-ee-sitors in camp; and the equally impor-r-tant cir-r-cumstance, that every one o the v-ee-sitors was black. They used to spend days at a time in our camp. I was at some pains on more than one occasion to discover whether they were being enter-r-tained at our expense, and was gr-ratified as well as surpr-r-ized to ascertain that they paid their own footing.

As long as he accounted in full for our stores and petty cash it was only reasonable to accord him the pr ee vileges due to any selfrespecting man. Nevertheless, the unprecedented meticulousness of his honesty  in such a land as Egypt, mind ye, with Brice and me not scr-r-upling to feed our own guests from the expeditions stores  aroused my curiosity. So I discussed the matter with Narayan Singh, and he and I together ar-r-ived at certain definite conclusions. However, ye were speaking, Brice. Continue.

Well, said Brice, Narayan Singh discovered quite a little colony of U.S. darkies, more or less distributed in Alexandria, Port Said, and Cairo. Quite a number were sailors, who had deserted under your peculiar shipping law. Some were harder to account for on any theory of lawful activity, but they all seemed to eke out a living, and a few were prosperous. They were distinctly possessed of class-consciousness, mainly evidenced by insolence toward white men who chanced into contact with them.

Among them were quite a number of the missionarypreacher type. Narayan Singh found at least a dozen who were living off the rest in fairly easy circumstances. Four or five seemed to be well educated, and at least one  a man named Moses Miles  had a bank account. I want you to notice that name Moses; it proved to be an important clue.

We let Moses Miles carefully alone at first, and made a study of the others. It would not have been the slightest use for a white man to approach any of them. But their distrust and resentment, directed at all white men, apparently made them all the more inclined to accept the confidence of the Sikh. I dont pretend to explain it, but theres the fact. They seemed to despise the native African, to loathe the white man, and to regard the Indian as a possible friend.

Narayan Singh discovered that Moses Miles was preaching a new brand of religion among those darkies. His name, it appears, was not originally Moses, but Horatio Augustus. He changed it when he adopted the new creed. The doctrine hinges on Mosaic law, and every initiate into its mysteries has to change his first name to Moses. Only initiates are allowed to preach. Other members are known as aspirants, and their chief duty seems to be to contribute handsomely to the support of the initiates. But there is an intricate ritual that

Verra heathenish, abominable rites! growled Allison, changing his position restlessly.

  a ritual that is much too cleverly devised to have been worked out by Moses Miles, who possesses a dominant personality, and education of a kind, but no really high order of intelligence. Narayan Singh sought admission to the sect  People of Pisgah they call themselves. He failed, but he found out this: That these People of Pisgah through Moses Miles, were momentarily awaiting instructions from the United States, on receipt of which and accompanying funds four of their initiates and eight aspirants were to leave for South Africa and begin an intensive all-black campaign among the natives there  a campaign consisting of religion mixed with politics. And the interesting point is this: That the name of the great high-priestess whose orders they awaited is Isobel Aintree.


CHAPTER III. A P.O.P. original charter member.

THAT liner had a clean bill of health, but did not proceed to her pier. There began to be indignation meetings wherever there was room for twenty passengers to get together. But I noticed my friend Casey of the Federal Secret Service. Casey regards the public as a herd of silly sheep with goats distributed among the herd at intervals. Regarded in the main, he doesnt love them; but I suspect that like a good sheep-dog he would grow old before his time and die of sheer disgust if deprived of his job. And wherever Casey strolls with both fists in his pockets and a look of bland indifference on his round, red face, you may safely bet there are human wolves or goats to be fixed to rights as he describes it.

After an hour or two he strolled into the smoking room and noticed me.

Where are you from this time? he demanded, sitting down beside us. China? Borneo?

I told him, and came back with the obvious question.

Oh, nothing much, said Casey. We got our man. Wed no picture of him and didnt know what name hed travel under, but hes locked in his stateroom now with a bull to keep him company. Well be alongside in about an hour. I hear yeve gone into the detective business with Meldrum Strange. Ye look like it! My boy, yell have to learn never to look interested. Unless theyre clever men whore making trouble its not interesting at all, and if they are clever ye cant afford to let em worry ye!

Judge for yourself, I answered. This looks like a case for you, not me. Youll admit its interesting and romantic.

Then it certainly isnt for me! Theres no romance in my business, Ramsden, my boy. I deal in card-indexes and photygraffs and thumb-prints. Romance looks pretty in the newspapers and the books o Doctor Conan Doyle. But romance and crime dont mix, no more than the smell of onions mixes with ice-cream sodies. But Ive an hour, and Im willing to be amused. Which are ye going to do  talk elephants an gold-mines, which I believe ye know about, or discuss this marvelous, romantic case with me like a hen discussing water with a duck?

I preferred the farm-yard to the zoo, and made a start by introducing Brice and Allison.

Now take his breath away, I said. Produce the gold plate. He studied it in silence for a minute.

A picture of Moses, eh? Ive seen Jews look like him. Take a stroll with me, and Ill point out to ye twenty or thirty men who might have sat for that picture. I suspect yeve man-handled the thing so that the thumb-prints are all overlaid. Whats the writing all about? Some sort o code? Have ye a key to it? It dont look to me like Yiddish.

Casey turned the plate over and over, holding it by the edges, for he regards thumb-prints as other men do first editions.

Never mind, he went on. Criminologically speaking, Moses is dead. How do ye propose to get this gold plate through the customs? Have ye declared it? Whos set a value on it?

We havent declared it, Brice answered. We have a permit authorizing us to take it out of Egypt in trust. Allison and I are personally responsible for it. Without this one we might find it difficult to identify absolutely the thirty-one others that were stolen, whereas with this

Casey whistled. Hes a man of habit like the rest of us. The first bars of the last line of the chorus of a song that was beginning to grow whiskers in the war with Spain form his invariable, only war-cry  

Therell be a hot time

Have ye traced the thief over here? Yed better tell me all about it. Here, Ill slip it in me pocket, and yell have no trouble with the customs men. Which hotel? All right, Ill give it back to ye at the Waldorf this afternoon. Ill take good care of it. Now tell me all ye know.

Brice laughed; it might be a tall order to tell all he knew.

Well, said Casey, I understand yeve come after thirty-wan plates like this wan. Tis a big country, where theres room to hide such trifles.

Trifles! exploded Allison. Theyre as impor-r-tant as Old Testament manuscripts.

The Hell you say! Have ye any idee who took them. That might help.

Brice mentioned Gulads name.

Gulad? Gulad? Let me think a minute. There was a man named Gulad. Let me see. Yes, I remember. We held him in Boston. Colored man. The English would send from Aygypt for him. Hell be sent back to where he came from. Ye can arrest him over there in Aygypt.

Who cares about him? snorted Allison. We believe that the real Gulad is over here, and that either he or a Mrs. Isobel Aintree has the plates.

Aintree? Aintree? Isobel Aintree? Where have I heard that name? said Casey. Oh, yes. Go ahead; tell me some more. His eyes had a harder, keener look.

According to Mr. Ross, the representative in London of Grim, Ramsden, and Ross, she returned to the United States by way of London, bringing the real Gulad with her, and also presumably those gold plates, said Brice.

But how did Gulad get into the States? Casey demanded.

It seems hes a citizen. Gulad applied for in London, and obtained an American passport. The witnesses who identified him were Isobel Aintree and two of her followers, who all swore to having known him for a number of years.

Ah! Its easy when theyve been naturalized, said Casey. I havent a doubt he landed safely, if hed papers. Between you and me and that sideboard yonder, if the Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C. was missing overnight, Id suspect Mrs. Aintree as soon as any wan. She has a new religion, I believe, and wans enough. Well, were coming alongside. Ill say a word to the customs superintendent thatll save ye time.

* * * * *

HAVING seen Brice and Allison to the hotel, I went to the office, where I found two letters on top of the morning pile, one from Grim and the other from Jeremy. Grims was short and to the point.



Confirming my wire, Brice and Allison are O.K. in all respects. Re theft, consult the federal police. Our interest consists in unearthing a conspiracy to control the colored races of the world. Headquarters in U.S.A. Will report Egyptian developments as fast as they occur, and await instructions.
JAMES SCHUYLER GRIM.



Jeremys, on the other hand, ran to ten or eleven pages, and included a humorously accurate description of Brice and Allison.

He wrote:



Theres a sort of colored revival, combining religion and politics and using a secret religious ritual to bind all the darkies together. Mrs. Aintree is perhaps the head of it, and she and Gulad are as thick as thieves. She seems to have a hold on him or else he has on her, I hardly know which. I dont know what they have done with the stolen plates. There is a dusky bishop here  he calls himself an initiate  who undoubtedly has seen them. Calls himself Moses Johnson. He is from Baltimore, and the name on his passport is Charles Abraham Ulysses Johnson. He is preaching  since be saw the Aintree woman  about the return of Moses to lead all African peoples into a promised land of their own; and he says that, whereas the law was written formerly on stone tablets, it is graven on gold plates now, together with portraits of the angels  thirty-one of them, he says; and he claims to know the name of every angel on the list. All the texts he uses in his sermons are from the Book of Exodus, and his favorite one seems to be the part about how the Israelites spoiled the Egyptians, looting all their gold and silver before they started for the promised land. Cable instructions.
 JEREMY.



A little before three oclock I called on Brice and Allison, who were discussing their prospects rather gloomily in a bedroom. Allison had made his mind up that my friend Casey was an impostor, who would melt down that gold plate and turn it into cash.

In which case, he was saying as I entered the smoke-filled room, you and I, Brice, are discr-r-edited and ruined men. Nor are we entitled to sympathy. Were simpletons.

Allison refused to be comforted by me. He had reached the stage of doubting everything and everybody.

Mon, I know nothing at all about ye, he protested. However, Casey came in presently, well pleased with himself, and laid the gold plate on the bed.

Ive a man Id like ye to meet. Shall I bring him in?

There appeared an undersized, wizened colored man, who stood in the door spinning a derby hat on one finger, eying us all nervously. He wasnt actually crippled, but produced the effect by shrugging himself up inside a blue serge suit a size or two too large for him. His white collar was about four sizes too big, and he had a thin neck like a tortoises, all wrinkled horizontally as if he could lengthen or shorten it at will. What with gold-rimmed spectacles, white spats over brown shoes, and a big diamond ring, he was a strange enough apparition even for New York.

You all wanted me? he asked.

His voice was wistful. The expression of his mouth was somewhere between a smile and the beginning of a shout for help. He was bold, and yet fearful and suspicious, as one who has made up his mind to a course, but dreads the consequences.

Come in. Stand there, said Casey, and the colored man obeyed. Tell these gentlemen what your name is.

They calls me Aloysius Jackson.

Where are you from? demanded Casey.

Appleton, West Virginny.

Live there all the time?

Mos all the time.

Belong to all the lodges in the place?

They aint but one. Is soopreme, gran

Sure you are. How about religion, now? Member of any church in Appleton?

Sholy. The spirit o man mus be nutrified, Misto Casey. Is a P.O.P. original charter member.

Whats P.O.P?

People o Pisgah. Maybe you nevo heard. Folks has lots o things theys ignorant about.

Who runs that show?

Taint no circus, Misto Casey.

We wont argue that. Who runs it?

It runs itsef. De inspiration o de Lod providin tongues o flame, it jes nacherly spreads. Wes not conscripted into limits. De P.O.P.

Will pop, by thunder if you dont answer me! Who bosses the show? Who holds the money? Who gives orders? Casey demanded.

Missis Isobel Aintree is de Lods appointed leader in this heah present dispensation, Misto Casey. Shes white folks. Aloysius Jackson folded both hands in front of him and stood easy, apparently throwing one hip clear out of joint. It seemed that as far as he was concerned having white folks for a leader settled everything. Casey thought otherwise.

Where is Mrs. Aintree? he demanded.

De Lod knows.

So do you. In New York?

Aloysius Jackson opened and shut his mouth, and his Adams apple moved, but he said nothing.

Youve seen her this morning, havent you? said Casey.

Misto Casey, Is dumb. Is spiffically laid on not to make no mention o the movements of de leader of de P.O.P. I claims privilege.

All right, Casey answered. Ever hear of jail? Ever been in Georgia?

Aloysius Jacksons face underwent a subtle change of color and then set hard. Casey continued:

Take a hold of yourself and think a minute! George Munroe, from Truckton, Georgia, wont go back for quite a while, unless his ghost walks. You recall him? President of the Indaypindent order o Something-or-other wi weekly cash benefits attached. Misused the mails, and razored the Federal officer who went to arrest him. That black man talked. He was a great talker. He died talking. You werent his secretary now, by any chance?

Aloysius Jackson seemed to prefer not to enter the ranks of great talkers. He swallowed his Adams apple, regurgitated it, and made no comment.

You werent the secretary who couldnt be found to give evidence at the trial, I suppose. Another name, o course in those days, but as likely as not the identical same fingerprints. Name of Alexander Hammond in those days, I think. That wasnt you?

Oh no, no, no, Misto Casey. Youre grievously mistooken. That wasnt me at all.

Uh-huh! Youre not on your trial  yet. Take care and dont commit yourself.

I shoh wont, Misto Casey!

It ud be easy to prove. Youd get ten years.

Statute o limitations, Misto Casey! I provokes that statute. I provokes it consequentially.

Invoke the Monroe doctrine, if you want to, answered Casey. You dont know the law, my son. But, as I said, dont commit yourself. The Justice Department wont be bothered with you, unless you get rambunctious.

Mr. Casey, sah, Is the least rambunctiousest nigger at you all know.

Got pinched the other day, though?

Yes, sah, Misto Casey, Ah got rested, but Ahm not guilty; no, sir.

Loaded bones, and liquor on the side?

True nuff.

Possessing counterfeited money, too, I think?

Yes, Misto Casey, sah, that was indicted against muh, but Ahs the victim o conspiracy. Ahs the goat, sah.

Out on two thousand dollars. Who bailed you? Mrs. Aintree?

Yes, sah, that lady took compassion on mah predicative.

Why did she do that? asked Casey.

Isnt I a charter riginal member o the P.O.P., an arent she leader?

Thats a part of her duties, eh?

A part o her prerogmative, Misto Casey, sah. Shes de Lods anointed, an she acts the part, sah, to perfection. She certainly do indeed.

Youve nothing against her, eh?

Against de Lods anointed? No, sah, Misto Casey.

Youd not be scared to have all her doings known?

Ah convokes privilege. De fust rule of the P.O.P. is not to break de ninth commandment o Moses by bearin witness against her doings.

Do you know anything about her that would make you afraid to report her doings?

Ah do, sah. Ahd be plumb skeered to report her doings.

Why?

Havent Ah said at shes de Lods anointed? Ahs not xacly anxious to be smitten, no, sah.

So shes a smiter, eh? Then if she had some gold plates in her possession, and you happened to know it, you wouldnt admit it?

Ah admits nothin. Posimetively nothin. Ahm dumb.

Even in view of that case down in Georgia? Even in view of this charge of possessing counterfeited money? Even in view of the fact that you know Im a Federal officer  and might  might I said  be able to get the case against you dropped  youre dumb, eh? Kind of a  fool, arent you?

What you mean, Misto Casey, sah, bout having the case against muh dropped? You mean Ah could go free?

If youre just a plain  ijjit, Casey answered, youll go to jail anyhow. Come on; what dye know.

Shes de Lods anointed.

Did she bring any gold plates back with her from Jerusalem?

Ahve not seen um, Misto Casey, sah.

Youve heard about em, maybe?

Aloysius Jackson swallowed his Adams apple again, and looked miserable, but didnt answer.

All right, said Casey. Ever hear of a man named Gulad?

No, sir.

That answer was prompt and obviously truthful. You could see by the look of relief on the colored mans face that he was glad to be able to answer unguardedly at last. But Casey wasnt satisfied.

She was in Jerusalem; you know that? How many people returned in her party?

Seven, sah. The sacred numbah, sah.

Good. There were six when she left the States. Who is the seventh?

Misto Moses.

First or last name?

He aint got but the one.

Just plain Moses, eh?

Jes Moses, sah.

What sort of looking man is this plain Moses? Casey demanded.

Colored gelman, sah.

What else? Tall  short  fat  thin  medium  two legs or wan  ears or fingers missing  scars?

Medium, Misto Casey, sah. Medium jes about scribes him.

What kind of medium? Goes off into a trance. Spiritualist? That sort o medium?

Medium-size, sah. His spirit aint medium. Hes de leas mediumest spirit ever was.

You know him intimately?

No, sah. Ahs jes heard him talk.

What did he talk about?

Doctrine o Moses, sah, an spoilin the Gyptians an promised lan.

Where was that?

Colored folks promis lan in Africa, Misto Casey, sah.

I mean, where was it that you heard him talk?

Aloysius Johnson closed his mouth tight and put both hands into his hip pockets.

Ah dont xacly member, sah.

Show him that gold plate, said Casey, turning suddenly to Allison; and Allison unwrapped it carefully.

Ever see one like it? Casey demanded.

No, sah.

He was obviously lying. His eyes nearly popped out of his head, and he fidgeted nervously, shifting from foot to foot.

Youve seen a couple o dozen or more of em recently, now havent you?

No, sah.

All right, said Casey, thats as good as Yes.  He opened the door and whistled; a plain-clothes policeman appeared.

Take him downstairs and keep an eye on him until you hear from me, he ordered; and Aloysius Jackson went out as he came in, walking like a cripple.


CHAPTER IV. His name was Gulad.

THE door had no sooner shut on Aloysius Jackson than Caseys air of optimism left him.

Yeve a bad case, he said. The plates werent stolen from ye. They were taken from this old temple whiles yr backs were turned, and maybe thats agin the law of Agypt, but ye havent proved that this man Gulad took them, nor what he did with them. If Mrs. Aintree has them how are ye going to prove that she didnt come by them legally? Possession, me boy, is nine points of the law. That colored man who came to Boston under the name o Gulad will be sent back, for its illegal to enter the country under a false name. But the real Gulad, whos a citizen, didnt change his name until after he got here; and he has a perfect right to call himself Moses or Murphy if he wants to, as long as his passport is O.K.

Yeve got to prove first that the gold plates exist at all except in somebodys imagination. Then yeve got to prove that he has no right to them, and that you have the right to charge him with the theft. Then yell have to produce an extradition warrant, and on top o that yell have to satisfy a judge that hes the identical man, and that theres evidence enough to justify his extradition. It dont look good to me. Theres no law against importing bullion or antiquities. This isnt a case for me at all. Ive nothing to do with romance, as I told me friend Ramsden this morning. But though the son-of-a-gun looks like an iliphant, Ramsden is really as romantic as a schoolgirl. Its a clear case for him and his new daytective company. Yed better hire Ramsden to look into the romantic end of it, and ye might make use of Aloysius Jackson to begin with.

How? demanded Brice and Allison together.

Me friend Jeff Ramsden must consider that. Its my guess that if that black man is brought to trial the jury will acquit him. But I can throw a scare into him, and I will. Ill see him prisently, and send him up here for Ramsden to confabulate with. And now Ill have to be leavin ye, for Ive work to do. Me friend Jeff Ramsden knows how to get in touch with me at any time. Brice and Allison sat looking at each other gloomily. They didnt recover, even when Aloysius Jackson came shambling in again.

But Aloysius Jackson was another who had not recovered. He was suffering from the Appleton, West Virginny, blues  sick at the stomach with dread of Terence Casey and the law, and of me in the bargain. When I shifted my bulk to answer the bedroom phone Aloysius Jackson jumped.

It was Casey at the phone.

Yr mans amenable, he advised. Me and the bull downstairs had a session with him, and hell eat out o your hand from now forward. Keep him scared, and threaten him with me if he gets sassy.

Casey rang off, and I surveyed Aloysius Jackson for a minute.

In addition to him I had to impress Brice and Allison, for a mistrustful client is bad, and two are worse  especially if one of the two is a normally suspicious Scotsman. I didnt feel nearly as confident as I may have looked.

I said, Do you want to die?

No, sah, Misto Ramsden.

Do you want to be all smashed up with this?

I showed him a fist, and neither of mine is ornamental.

Mr. Ramsden,sah, Ah nevo done you no harm.

Youve got to do me some good.

Ahs shoh willin.

Where does Mrs. Aintree stay?

Partment seven, Roscoe House, Riverside Drive, sah.

Where are the P.O.P. meetings held?

Fifty-ninth an Ninth. Big top room, sah.

How many entrances to the big top room?

Two, sah. Front way up fr ornary members. Rear way, back stairs fr nitiates.

Whens the next meeting? Morrow night, sah, nine oclock.

Any gallery in that big room?

Yessah. Back stairs go on up.

You take me there tomorrow night, said I, and if you dont hold your tongue you know whats coming to you.

Misto Ramsden, sah, they search that air gallery fr strangers. You-all is a stranger.

Youre the one who does the searching then, I answered. No back talk! Your only chance of a whole skin is to do exactly as youre told.

Yessah, Misto Ramsden.

Meet me at my office tomorrow evening at six-thirty.

* * * * *

HE slunk out of the room looking utterly despondent. It was tough to have to go back on the white folks who had bailed him out of the Tombs. Ive met colored men who wouldnt have done it, however scared they might be, for being afraid has nothing to do with being yellow. The test is, will you jettison your friends to save yourself, or to save them will you swallow your gruel  screaming or smiling  it doesnt really matter which? There is no other criterion. Aloysius Jackson was yellow.

That night I received carte blanche from Meldrum Strange who saw in a moment the international significance of Mrs. Aintrees doings. Shes playing for power. Some women take to that quicker than hop, he grunted. Go after her hard. Spare no expense. Follow up without waiting to consult me, but keep me posted.

It was nine oclock when I left him. I went straight from his hotel to Roscoe House on Riverside Drive to call on Mrs. Aintree; and I had the advantage of her, for she did not know me from Adams off ox.

It wasnt exactly easy to get to see her, though, for her corps of followers had a system for keeping unwelcome visitors outside the door. They seemed to regard her as a she-pope, whom it would be sacrilege to intrude upon. However, the janitor downstairs regarded her otherwise. He said he intended to ask the agent to put her out, because all the other tenants were complaining.

She rented the apartment furnished, he said. Came alone, and. asked particularly whether the house was quiet. Didnt want dogs, children, or noisy house-parties. Looked good to me, and I fell. She moved in with five others, and theyve been receiving colored people all day long ever since  one after another  sometimes twos and threes. Ive refused them the elevator; theyve had to walk up, but they keep on coming. One comes half-a-dozen times a day. Hes up there now if Im not mistaken.

I was met at the apartment door by five of the inner-guard, and said that I brought news from Jerusalem for Mrs. Aintrees private ear. They were meek, but meekness is a much more difficult thing to deal with than audacity. They stuck to it that they were qualified to receive any message for Mrs. Aintree. They insisted that she was not at home to visitors, and might not be disturbed. However, I stumbled on the combination presently.

My message is from Moses in Jerusalem, I said. Ill tell it to nobody but Mrs. Aintree.

How did you discover her address? a mild man of sixty asked suspiciously.

Moses of Jerusalem referred me to Moses of New York, said I, and they let me in.

Is your name Moses? they asked me. But I couldnt guess the right answer to that, so said nothing.

The room I was ushered into was just the place for a woman to sub-rent, whose means were nothing remarkable, and who wanted to make the utmost possible display. There was ten thousand dollars worth of furniture in that one room  Louis the Lover stuff, all gilt and rosy cupids, with mirrors wherever there was room for one. You couldnt turn without seeing yourself reflected; and you could see whoever else was in the room from every possible angle by the simple process of selecting the right mirror.

Mrs. Aintree came in presently, and the meek fraternity retired  two men and two women, all going out through the same door without waiting to be told to; the fifth member of the household was in the kitchen, for I heard a clattering of dishes through the open door.

There was plenty of time to look at Mrs. Aintree, for she waited until the last of her team had left the room, and tried the door after them to make sure it was properly closed. I saw her from every viewpoint.

She weighed considerably more than two hundred pounds, but carried the weight well. She would pass for a fine, big woman. A low-necked green and gold evening dress displayed her heavy shoulders, and exaggerated the forward tilt of her neck, producing an effect of great power; it was probably power of will, but there was somehow a suggestion of the washtub and physical strength won by leaning over it.

Her hair was carefully curled and dressed, a shade between brown and gold. She had a fine, bold forehead, that could wrinkle into angry vertical creases when she chose to be overbearing; and her big, full face was almost manly. She might have been a tomboy in her teens, and never have lost the yearning to compete with men.

But her most remarkable features were her eyes and mouth. The eyes were magnificent: large and brilliantly blue, looking frankly at you, not afraid to challenge, possessed of a certain humor, too, that seemed to boast of seeing through you and being on the whole amused. Her lips were perpetually parted, displaying fine white teeth a little too widely spaced. The two upper incisors touched her lower lip, and gave the key to her character  vampire will-power, drawing sustenance from living people. That woman had no use for dead ones.

I suspected her of considerable subtlety when put to it, but she chose to open on me with the crudest kind of hail-fellow-well-met stuff that ever a stock-salesman practised.

Mr. Ramsden? So glad to meet you. I was a little disturbed by an unknown caller at this hour, but the first glance reassured me. We become psychologists, dont we, as we gain experience. Id know you instantly for a man of calm and honorable purpose. Im sure youve something tremendously interesting to talk about.

I have, said I; and she looked hard at me.

Subtlety may be good, but I have none, and I hate it; dont want any.

Ive come to talk about your P.O.P. society, I said.

Do you mean that you wish to join the P.O.P.? she asked.

I want to know about it. What is its basis?

The Mosaic Law.

Is it a secret society?

No, she answered. How can any universal law be a secret? But the Mosaic Law has always been misinterpreted. It was held to apply in the first place to the Israelites in Egypt, and to them only, but there is nothing universal about that. Every race, every people must eventually have its Moses who will lead them out of bondage; and everybody is a Moses who knows what Moses knew and acts as he did.

Everything included? I asked her.

How is one to make exceptions? she asked. Who shall draw the line, and where?

Murder and spoiling the Egyptians are not objectionable? I asked her.

Killing isnt always murder, she retorted. Nor is spoiling the Egyptians theft  if done in the right way. Moses said: Thou shalt not steal. But he spoiled the Egyptians.

And you are preaching that to ignorant people? I asked her.

Everyone is ignorant who doesnt understand the Law of Moses, she retorted. My field, however, is among the colored races, who need their Moses as badly as ever the Israelites needed theirs.

Have you thought of the consequences? I asked. If they interpret literally your teaching that killing is not murder, spoiling isnt theft, can you imagine what might take place in the United States, for instance?

What happened to the Egyptians? she answered. Tyranny entrenched has no rights that anybody need respect. If people insist on suppressing the colored races, they must take the consequences, just as the Egyptians did. If the British insist on suppressing the colored races within their borders, they must also take the consequences. The same applies to the French, the Portuguese, the Spaniards, the Brazilians, the Italians  to every people that is holding colored races in subjection.

And why should you be the Moses for the colored races? I asked. Youre not colored.

No, she said. Neither was Moses an Israelite. Whoever understands the law of Moses becomes a Moses. I accept no responsibility. I teach. I do not make laws, but teach the law that was propounded on Sinai centuries ago.

Why do you call your sect the P.O.P? I asked.

People of Pisgah? It was from Pisgah that Moses saw the Promised Land. My followers rise to Pisgah heights and see what lies before them. They become prophets, in a degree that depends on individual inspiration and zeal.

Do they perform miracles? I asked, casting about for questions that might tempt her to keep on talking.

They become able to accomplish their purposes in ways that unenlightened people can not understand. I will give you an instance: Just as the Israelites were given laws engraved on stone tablets, and the Mormons have writing on gold, we needed a standard by which to test our authority and our actions. Well; you are familiar with the Bible, Mr. Ramsden? You recollect how patient Moses was? How he went into the wilderness for forty years

Yes, I said; he murdered an Egyptian and ran away into hiding.

He found what he needed in the wilderness, she answered severely. An initiate of ours did the same thing. He, too, went into the wilderness  the same Egyptian wilderness. In considerably less than forty years he was led to find exactly what was needed  the law engraved on gold by the very hand of the original Moses himself!

Id like to see that, I suggested.

Mr. Ramsden, that is presumption. Among the Israelites none was allowed to enter the Holy of Holies. You must attain to the level of high-priesthood before it would be even safe to show you what our initiate found. That initiate of ours was led to find the gold plates through great self-abnegation and sincerity; and none can get the right to see what he found, in any other way.

Was his name Gulad? I asked her, and she looked startled, but recovered instantly.

Yes, she said; his name was Gulad.

Mameluke Gulad?

Yes. But he has taken the name of Moses. That is the prerogative, and in fact the duty of all initiates.

Id like to see him, I said. Is he in New York?

She paused a long time before answering that. Finally she lied by innuendo.

No, she said, you cant possibly see him at present.

The janitor told me that he is in your apartment now.

That janitor! She smiled, but looked hideously angry  then fell back on flattery.

Mr. Ramsden, she said at last, I told you that those who understand the Law of Moses attain to more than the usual measure of discernment. It is clear to me that you are no ordinary man. Whether you are destined to be one of us or not, I do not know, but I feel impelled to grant your request. Honesty is a key that opens doors.

She pressed an electric button, and the door was opened by the meek man of sixty, who smiled like a verger viewing a bishop, at close quarters. She tossed him her order, and in another minute in came Gulad, the meek individual closing the door behind him silently.

Moses, this is Mr. Ramsden. He has expressed a strong desire to see you.

Gulad-Moses looked irritated. He was black of countenance, with quite a lot of yellow in the whites of his brown eyes. Patient I dare say; cynical certainly. Dressed in black evening clothes, with a fair-sized diamond in his shirt-front. An upstanding, lithe figure, as are many Abyssinians, but with the unmistakable Abyssinian head that doesnt provoke confidence, whichever angle you view it from.

Moses-Gulad looked at me, failed to make me feel uncomfortable, recognized my suspicion of him, and made no effort to seem friendly.

Why do you wish to see me? he demanded.

He stood with that sort of sneer on his handsome lips that can be turned into a smile on the instant if necessary  standing deliberately close in order to compel me to look up at him, which is a trick understood by most bullies. It was mighty tempting to send him staggering back on his heels.

I came to see those gold plates you brought from the Near East, I answered.

Who told you anything about them?

If youve never heard an Abyssinian trying to take the upper hand of a white man you dont know insolence. Mrs. Aintree looked positively scared, and something that may have been tact, or may have been just foolishness, impelled me to save the situation for her.

A gentleman named Brice described them to me, I answered. Gulad-Moses began to betray nervousness, but covered it pretty well.

Mr. Brice will have to be arrested if he tries to interfere with me! he retorted. Brice heard of my discovery, and has been trying ever since to get possession of the plates on all sorts of pretexts. He and Allison are nuisances  two crooks  who dont yet realize what kind of man they have to deal with! Tell them from me that Ive stood all the nonsense Im going to.

Im not a public messenger, said I. Im interested in those gold plates.

He laughed cynically, and turned his back. But the mirrors served my purpose as well as his. Instead of his catching the expression of my face off-guard as he intended, he betrayed his own. It was malignant, alert, cunning, and combined with a dislike of me and a suddenly born distrust of Mrs. Aintree  or so I read it. He threw one swift look sidewise at her that should have made her blood run cold if she had seen it. Then, facing suddenly about again, he sneered:

I suppose you are one of those newspaper people? Tell your newspaper that for a million dollars they may see the box in which the plates are kept, and that is all!

Really, Mr. Ramsden, they cant be shown to any except initiates, Mrs. Aintree explained, in an effort to calm the atmosphere. Gulad-Moses was beginning to pace the floor and work himself into a passion.

Already too many have seen them! the black man snarled, pausing in front of her. Too many fools have seen them! I warned you. I warned you. I warned you! I told you what would happen if you talked! A man is a fool to trust a woman! You admitted to this person that you had seen the plates  you fool!

She bit her lip. Before she could answer him he turned on me.

I dont care for your newspapers! Tell your newspaper, and tell Brice and Allison that I laugh at them. The police shall arrest Brice and Allison if they annoy me. I am an American. I have a lawyer who will protect my interests. Brice and Allison are liars and crooks, and that is all I have to say!

At that he stalked out of the room and slammed the door.

You must excuse him, said Mrs. Aintree. Possession of those plates and the responsibility have wrought on his nerves. He is hardly himself. He is normally the very essence of politeness. But even Moses of the Exodus, you know, used to fly into a rage at times. We who have spiritual vision, Mr. Ramsden, have more to bear than other people, and should be excused if at times our tempers get the better of us. Is he right in assuming that you represent a newspaper?

No, I said. Brice and Allison interested me, thats all.

I suppose that is the Mr. Brice who called on me in Jerusalem along with a Mr. Grim. I wondered at the time what their real object was. Gulad tells me they have been persecuting him for years. He says that Brice managed to steal the most important of the plates. Did Mr. Brice confess to you that he has one of the plates in his possession?

Im not Mr. Brices confessor, I answered. You havent told me yet about your plans.

You mean the agenda of the P.O.P? We have none in the usual meaning of the word. We will bring light to the colored races and let the light do its own work. When you take two and multiply by two, you dont choose the result; it becomes four automatically. When we teach what we know to people who are as yet in darkness, the result is equally logical and takes care of itself. It is our business to sow the seed. The growth is sure to upset human calculations.

Ive heard anarchists make statements similar to that, I said.

Ah! Anarchists. Well, they have the courage of conviction, hut no knowledge. We have both. Moreover, we have authority in writing done thousands of years ago by the man who gave the ten commandments to the Israelites.

Then you mean to upset the world, if you can? I asked her.

Do you deceive yourself that the world is worth leaving as it is? she retorted.

My impression is that you and your friends are planning wholesale murder, anarchy, rape, ruin, and misery simply for sake of the power it may bring you personally.

Strange! she said. My intuition told me you are capable of understanding  even of being one of us. But we sometimes make mistakes. Youve nothing to do with the police? Well, Mr. Ramsden, let me give you some advice. For your own sake let this matter drop! Dont try to interfere with us! You would find yourself up against a knowledge  a power  a force that you are incapable of understanding. You will be ground to powder! And now I have important work to do, and must bid you good evening.

We shook hands, and I laughed and went. But she did not laugh. In the mirrors I could see her scowling at my back.


CHAPTER V. Oh you Promis Lan!

GREAT men and women have great vision but can keep their two feet on the ground. Frogs who would be oxen let their vision carry them away into realms of sheer absurdity, where all sense of proportion vanishes.

I dont doubt Mrs. Aintree had tremendous vision. I dont doubt she thought she was entirely right. She fondly imagined Gulad was a man of destiny sent to help her by the Powers that Be, whereas he was an obvious character, using her for his own purposes. The worst of it is that the visionaries seem able to do more harm in twenty minutes than the other fellows can accomplish good in twenty years.

I had seen and heard enough to convince me that Mrs. Aintree was contemplating not much less than revolution under the thin veneer of religion.

So I pulled Meldrum Strange out of bed at his hotel and thrashed the problem out with him from the beginning. Finally we sent for Brice and Allison at midnight, and they agreed to place the whole investigation in our hands; but Allison was so anxious over his loss of the plates that he made me the strangest proposal I ever listened to.

Man, he said, yell be honest as long as it pays d ee vidends, I havent a doubt of it. Im a poor man, but Ill mak it profitable for ye to be honest. In the course o cir-r-cumstances, if yeve any skill in following clues, the r-rascals whove stolen those plates away will be offering ye money to corrupt ye  more by a verra great deal than I could pay ye. But I take it yere a reasonable man. Ye talk like one who has a fair pride. Yell keep a fair bar-r-gain. So if yell turn down any offer o cor-r-uption, Ill give ye the half o my savings, just to encourage ye. Ye shall have an auditors cer-rtificate, and the half of all Ive got! It isnt much, Im warning ye, but honest money will feel better in yr pur-r-se than a lar-r-ger sum gotten by standing in wi Gulad and his like.

I hardly knew whether to laugh or swear at him, and ended by doing both. He would have been far more satisfied if I had agreed to take his money. The next thing the dour old faithful did was to hire another detective agency to keep an eye on me. Their man came to me perfectly frankly that afternoon, and to save trouble I promised to write out a daily report of my doings and mail it to his firm!

* * * * *

WHEN evening came, and Aloysius Jackson put in his appearance, I took a taxi to the corner of Fifty-ninth and Ninth, where Aloysius pointed out a narrow door in a red brick, building less than half a block away. There were stores on either side of the front entrance, but the four upper stories were all shuttered and there was nothing to show what use was made of them, except for the three letters P.O.P. done roughly in white paint on the lefthand side of the dim hallway, where one cobwebby light burned overhead. But the wooden stair-treads showed the marks of countless heavy feet, and the recently varnished handrail was already beginning to show fresh signs of wear.

I made Aloysius go up first, and followed him, as a precaution against surprise, but there was nobody up there yet. The echo of our footsteps died away as we rested at last in front of a door, on which some former employees of a tailoring concern had scrawled their opinion of the boss together with an alleged portrait of the gentleman.

That air gallery is inside here, Misto Ramsden, sah. Got no key, sah.

He felt less afraid of me at the moment than of the dusky brethren who might call him to account for admitting me. You all might bus that ole door in, he suggested, trembling.

Open her up, I said, or

A look at my fist convinced him. He pulled out his clasp-knife, inserted the big blade cleverly, forced back the catch, and stood aside to let me pass through on to a narrow gallery that extended the whole length of one end of a room about sixty feet by thirty. The walls were white-washed, the windows shuttered, and the only light came down from a dusty factory skylight that reflected the glare from an electric advertisement on a neighboring roof. The floor of the room below was arranged to seat about a hundred people on inexpensive folding chairs, and at the end opposite to the gallery was a small platform covered with red carpet, against which, along one side, stood a piano that had decidedly seen better days.

There was a pile of reserve chairs stacked against the gallery railing near one end; so I spread those out a little, cautioned Aloysius Jackson, and shut myself in. The only entertainment during the hour that followed was provided by a rat, whom curiosity devoured, but who stubbornly refused to make friends because I had no food to offer him except tobacco.

Then came the sound of voices, footsteps on the stairs below, a snatch of song, and the jingle of keys, followed by Aloysius Jackson opening the door to search the gallery for strangers. The lights in the hall were switched on suddenly, and the fear on Jacksons face was something to marvel at. He shut the door behind him, walked the length of the gallery noisily to call attention to the fact that he was doing his duty, cautioned me with a finger raised to his lips, and let himself out again, slamming the door with a noise like a thunderclap. A minute later I heard him reporting to somebody below that the gallery was empty.

The hall began to fill rapidly with colored men, and one of them went to the piano, beginning to play all the latest ragtime airs with that peculiar careless ease that no white man ever seems able to imitate successfully. Some of them pushed chairs out of the way and began to dance, and when a dozen colored women entered, the place was in an uproar for several minutes. It was about as little like a religious meeting as a bicycle resembles Camembert cheese.

The initiates began to arrive after a while, and sat on the platform in a row with their backs against the wall, all dressed alike in well-tailored black suits. Aloysius Jackson, who seemed to be acting janitor for the day, shuffled about arranging chairs, glancing up in my direction every now and then. Through the interstices of the stacked-up chairs I counted nine initiates, running the gamut of shades between black and ivory. They were a self-satisfied, well-fed, smug-looking lot.

* * * * *

THE ragtime continued almost until the moment when Mrs. Aintree walked up the aisle in evening dress with orchids on her bosom, followed by Gulad-Moses. Then the tune changed, and everybody stood up, bursting into song  



If theres a devil, and its true, true, true,
Whod rob the devil of his due, due, due  ?



It stopped when she reached the platform. There she stood facing them with one hand raised, her back to the initiates, and Gulad stood half a pace behind her. The utter silence in which the congregation waited for her to speak was fair evidence of her hold over them. They didnt even shift their feet or glance about. You could hear the long gasp as one or another grew tired of holding his breath.

Friends, she began after a full minute, and then paused. She knew the full value of keeping them waiting. I am glad to see so many of you here this evening. Has the gallery been searched? From the back of the hall Aloysius Jackson answered that it had been, his voice quavering.

Who is that? she demanded. You, Aloysius? You searched? Very well. I want to emphasize the need of always doing that. We cannot be too careful. Anyone might lurk up there and overhear things that must not be made public for the present.

No general commanding ever addressed his staff with more aplomb than she displayed. Her voice rang with emphasis, and her attitude was one of absolute command.

We will have only one hymn tonight, she went on, and we will leave that for the end of the meeting. There have been complaints about the noise we make, and the sooner we get our own hall, where we can follow inspiration without restraint, the better. Let there be more whole-heartedness! Let me see you give more generously  fewer dimes and quarters, and many more dollar bills! Show by your generosity in giving to our cause  that your claim to be entitled to self-determination is not nonsense, as your critics say it is. Let the key-note of your loyalty be Give  Give more  Give magnificently!

I did not dare move to look around, but it struck me that her speech was falling flat. The initiates behind her, who presumably drew salaries to pay for their fine clothes, beamed approval, but I heard no murmur from the congregation signifying eagerness to pour cash into the coffers. She sensed the backwardness, for she changed her tone.

Why am I your leader? Because in no other way can you enter your promised land and come into your God-given rights. Remember the Children of Israel. Before they were able to spoil the Egyptians they had to obey their leader and give all their gold and silver to the common fund. It was after they had done that, not before, that their leader showed them how to appropriate the wealth of their taskmasters and then led them through the wilderness into a land flowing with milk and honey.

That suited them better. There began to be a little restlessness. Talk about plunder just over the skyline was more agreeable than demands for cash down.

Perhaps you are bewildered,she went on. Perhaps your courage fails when you think of the power of the people who oppress you, who grow richer every day from your starved and unappreciated efforts. But the children of Israel labored under the whip to make bricks without straw, and they broke the yoke! How? By concerted effort in obedience to their divinely chosen leader! Remember that we have the precise instructions of that identical leader engraved on gold, and buried away in the sands of Egypt until at the appointed time your new Moses rediscovered them!

At that reference to himself Gulad did not actually pat himself on the back, or make any specific gesture; nor did he smile broadly, or say anything; but he came out of a mood of meditative discontent into the broad sunshine of complacency like a butterfly emerging from a chrysalis, and I could almost feel his self-esteem physically from where I crouched.

Perhaps you feel discouraged by the thought that all your promised land is occupied by alien peoples, Mrs. Aintree went on. I answer you: Remember the children of Israel. They were four hundred years in bondage. It was often their fate, as yours has been, to be carried away into captivity. But they returned, laden with the spoils of their captors.

They applauded that part of her speech, clapping and stamping their feet, the noise increasing until one big buck in the middle of the hall bawled out:

Oh you promis lan! Oh you lil land o milk an honey! Wes on our way!

She held her hand up, and silence fell as if she had touched the button that controlled them.

It may seem an insuperable obstacle to you, she continued, that that vast continent of Africa  your native land  your birthright  is all staked out by European powers, whose trespass is upheld by armed men and artillery. But remember again the children of Israel! They marched into a land that also was occupied by trespassing nations whose military power was considered overwhelming in that day. And what happened? The Lord fought for the children of Israel, and the trespassers were put to the sword and driven out in confusion. The Lord will fight for you, if you obey your leader and respect this new Moses.

The new Moses preened himself again, but she did not step aside to let him make a speech, and I began to get the hang of the situation. There was rivalry between her and Gulad. He had the gold plates. She had the congregation and the gift of speech. They had tried to combine in partnership, but were as jealous of each other as a pair of rival politicians. I think it crossed his mind to step forward and begin to say something, but she forestalled him with a contralto voice that rang down the hall magnificently.

You are known as the People of Pisgah. Why? Because you have vision. Because you can rise to the heights of inspiration and discern the destiny in store for you  destiny that depends on strict obedience! You are more fortunate than the children of Israel  for many reasons  in many ways.

Oh you promis lan! You promis lan! You milk an honey, we is on our way!

You have their example. You have the record of mistakes they made. You can judge how they failed and suffered when they disobeyed. But when they were utterly obedient how they surged on to one success after another, becoming possessed, because they were obedient, of all the wealth of their enemies! On those terms, will you obey or not?

That got them. The hall broke into tumult. They were willing to promise anything on terms of quid pro quo, and their enthusiasm broke bounds until she once more raised her hand. This time she had more difficulty in getting them to be quiet, and it was two or three minutes before she could make her voice heard. Then she struck the vein of promises again.

You are more fortunate than the children of Israel! They had a land of milk and honey to go to, but it was a little land with limitations, surrounded on every side by enemies. You have a whole vast continent surrounded by the sea! The sea that surrounds Africa will protect you! They had a waterless desert to traverse, and it took them forty years. For you there is only a friendly sea that can be crossed in fourteen days, or less! They had to enter a land that was full from end to end of enemies. For you there waits a continent, where millions of your own race will receive you with open arms  with tumults of rejoicing! They will make common cause with you to drive the tyrants from your coasts.

That set pandemonium loose. Some of them began singing. I caught fragments of three different hymns from opposite ends of the room, and one bull throat drowned out all the others, roaring  



Oh, youve got to be a lover of the Lord, of the Lord,
If you want to go to heaven when you die



The man at the piano struck a chord, and in a moment they were on their feet; but she stilled them with a gesture of magnificent command. A weaker woman, a less clever one in her own way, would have let them shout themselves hoarse and sing themselves into hysteria. But she chose to show authority and check them in the same sort of way that a skillful driver controls his horses after giving them their heads for half-a-minute. There was lightning in her eyes and regal power in her gesture. They grew still.

You are more fortunate than the children of Israel! They walked. They had to content themselves with such trifles as were considered wealth in those days. They drew on the resources of Egypt in a hurry, taking what could be obtained to balance their account with the Egyptians, who were poverty-stricken compared with your oppressors. You are in no hurry! You have the wealth of a continent to draw on, such as neither Babylon or Rome could show in their palmiest days. Is obedience a too great price to pay for that advantage?

Then came the gist of her address  the rhubarb in the sugarcoated pill  the point that made Gulad blink and swallow, taking all the gilt off the ginger-snap of being the new Moses.

Obey me, she thundered, and your continent  your promised land  is yours!

Obey her, not Gulad.

Well, they promised her. They rose like one man to their feet and filled that hall with a din surpassing the dust-laden tumult of political conventions. It was no wonder that complaints had been received about the noise. The pianist cut loose like one man playing a duet, but made no impression on the din; I could see his hands moving and his figure swaying, but heard no note of the music; and the dry dust rising off the floor and swaying in clouds about the hanging electric lights made me cough until the tears came. But I was perfectly safe up there; they were much too excited to hear me.

It must have been fifteen minutes before order was restored. There were individuals who had to be forcibly suppressed. One man upset half-a-dozen chairs and danced until their occupants fell on him and forced him to the floor, where he lay under the lot screaming with idiotic laughter. And through it all Mrs. Aintree stood smiling patronizingly, every now and then turning to say a word to Gulad, who sulked and said nothing. When more or less silence fell at last I thought she was going to bring Gulad forward and let him say something; but not a bit of it.

It does my heart good, she said, to see you so enthusiastic in a righteous cause  so enjoying your clear vision of success. But dont forget that from your Pisgah height you see the promised land without the miles that lie between. There are difficulties to be overcome that lie in wait for you, difficulties not surmountable except by patience and persistence. We need courage, pertinacity, and secrecy combined. Courage that will throw off tyranny. Pertinacity that shall not flinch or falter when your tyrants bring about delay in order to keep you a while longer in thrall to them. Secrecy that shall confound the enemy by keeping him in the dark as to our plans. Dare all things! Persevere in the face of delay! Say nothing! Tell nobody! These are my injunctions to you.

She paused to let another outburst of enthusiasm have a full two minutes lease before continuing with the self-satisfaction of the demagogue who feels the crowd helpless under hand.

And why this secrecy? Are we afraid? Not we! But if you warn the Egyptians in advance your chance will be gone. We have work to do before we make our exodus. Our missionaries must go out to Africa and prepare our friends yonder for what is coming. We must raise funds. We must teach. Our propaganda must extend to the towns and hamlets, not only of New York and West Virginia, but of all the United States, and Canada and South America as well!

Most of you are destined to be missionaries. As porters, as hotel servants, as laborers  in all the menial capacities to which your tyrants have reduced you  you will go forth and sow the seed, working whenever opportunity presents itself. And since every laborer is worthy of his hire, your expenses will be paid from the contributions to our cause that you yourselves take up. The half of every dollar that you take, you keep; the other half you forward to headquarters, where it will be used to swell the general fund. There will be no auditing; no check on you. We People of Pisgah must learn to trust one another before we can expect to have an empire at our feet.

That sentiment struck home! Neither South Sea Bubble nor Blue Sky Mining stock ever looked better to investors than that proposal to share and share alike in all the voluntary contributions without audit. The few faces that I could see took on an expression of hopeful avarice that would have passed muster in the zoo at mealtime, and the initiates on the row of chairs at the rear of the platform beamed almost drunkenly.

And now, she said, we have made almost noise enough in this neighborhood for one night. It is our usual course to conclude these meetings with prayer suitable to the occasion; but there is a stipulation in the lease that we must be out of this hall by ten oclock, and I shall have to trust you to say your prayers at home on this occasion.

We will conclude our meeting with your favorite hymn that I wrote specially for you, and that I think most of you know by heart. During the course of the hymn our initiates will pass among you and take up a collection, and at the conclusion I will ask you to pass out of the hall quietly and disperse, calling as little attention to yourselves as possible.

The man at the piano struck up. They rose to their feet excitedly, and burst into the song I had heard earlier in the evening:



If theres a devil, and its true, true, true,
Whod rob the devil of his due, due, due?
In the dark the devils lurking,
For our downfall ever working,
But well laugh to see his finish in his own bad brew!
Let the devil wear the shackles that he forged  so  well!
Ours shall be the kernel, his the empty shell!
For the Lord the earth is ridding
Of the fools who did his bidding,
And theyll tumble with the devil into Hell  Hell  Hell!



I didnt stay to hear any more, but took my chance of opening the gallery door unseen and slipping out. Nevertheless I was seen from the platform, or at any rate the door was seen to move. Four big black men came out of the door below and intercepted me, demanding insolently what I wanted.

Is this where the K. of P. meetings are held? I asked.

Caint yo read? demanded one of them. Dont it say P.O.P. down thah on that wall?

What was you doin? asked another one, crowding me close. He may have got his muscle heaving coal, and he seemed rather to relish the prospect of a scuffle with a white man. Its fortunate that colored men have good thick skulls, or there would have been a case for the coroner. One made the gross mistake of getting between me and the stairs to bar my way, and as his jaw was thrust out quarrelsomely I hit that first. He went over backwards and crashed downstairs on his head and shoulders before the other three could razor in, and I took the stairway at a running jump, landing on my victim as I passed, taking out of him any wind that might have remained, and surely delaying pursuit because he lay across the stairs and they had to feel their way over him in semidarkness.

Once outside there was no further danger. Men whom Meldrum Strange had sent came on the run the minute I showed myself. They were most of them colored men, who had worked for banks and suchlike institutions, but two were white. I ordered the colored men to shadow the initiates; the white mens job was to watch Mrs. Aintree and her accomplice Gulad, not interfering with them but instantly reporting the first sign of any contemplated move.

Then I phoned Meldrum Strange and set off in a hurry to find Terence Casey, for I wanted his advice. But hurry did not help me much. That boast of his that I would know where to get in touch with him at any time was easy to say off-handedly but not demonstrable. I chased him from pillar to post, by phone, messenger, taxicab, and on foot, being sent on from one place to another by secret-service men, every one of whom had seen him that evening because he had been the rounds and given them instructions for what they said was an important case.

And I found him at last near midnight, in a little back room over a place that had once been a saloon, pulling off his socks preparatory to getting into bed with his shirt and trousers on. There was a telephone beside the bed, and I guess he used that place habitually.

Well? he said smiling, as an old woman ushered me into the room. Hows the new case coming? Have ye cut yr eye-teeth yet?

I told you it was a case for the police, I answered, and it is.

Sit ye down on the bed, Ramsden me boy, and unburden the sorrows av yr soul. Tell me all about it.

I repeated to him word for word all that I could remember of Mrs. Aintrees speech, and added my own comments.

Damn, said Casey, when I had finished. Go home and sleep, unless ye want to share this bed with me. Thats nothing! Ye should have heard the devils talk in Butte around the mining camps. Shes just a hot-air expert out for exercise and small change. You go home to bed, me boy, and dream about yr fee yell get from Brice and Allison!


CHAPTER VI. No form of abstinence. No fasts. No saints days.

MELDRUM STRANGE tried to interest the Attorney Generals department, but without success. Terence Caseys secret report on the subject was a deciding factor. He denied to me having sent in any such report, but with a smile in his eye.

Yere like all amatchoor daytectives, Ramsden, me boy. Ye think that yr case is a lallapolooser, and all the departments are banded together wi red tape to keep ye from savin the body politic. Yeve been reading Sherlock Holmes  good reading too; I dont blame ye. But Im busy. Go an tend to yr case an dont worry me. When yere weary of such foolishness; go back to huntin iliphints  a game ye understand.

But we dont have to be guided by political considerations or by the barometric state of someones bile in Washington, D.C. We put our whole force on the problem, regardless of expense. Jeremy wrote from London that two white missionaries and a number of colored ones were actively preaching similar doctrines to Mrs. Aintrees in the London slums and other places where the floating colored population could be found. And Grim wrote from Egypt to much the same effect, adding that the story of the gold plates had spread southward into the Sudan and was causing the Administration no small concern. Moses being regarded as a mighty prophet by Christian and Mohammedan alike, the colored missionaries were finding no difficulty in spreading their new doctrine, which found readier acceptance because it included the expulsion of all the white races from Africa forever. Grim wrote:



The thing looks bad, and is growing worse. The natives are getting cockier than ever and less inclined to reason. The story of those gold plates has gone to their heads. Theyre beginning to talk already about reversing the position and subjecting the white races to their dark authority.

The mystery is where all the money comes from to finance these missionaries. None of them do any work. Ive traced a small part of their funds to random subscriptions taken up locally, but there seems to be a central fund that baffles discovery. The money being spent out here greatly exceeds the receipts from donations, so its obvious someone is paying the piper. These missionaries out here live like fighting cocks, and are growing arrogant. One thing that makes their propaganda easy is that they preach no form of abstinence. No fasts. No saints days. No Ramadan with its forty days of thirst and hunger. The conventional moralities are all scoffed at. A man according to their doctrine may have as many wives as he can support, or can be induced to support him. They object to too much prayer, and teach that a mans instincts are his own best guide. You can imagine how such a doctrine as that will draw adherents from all quarters.

Theres someone in authority. When a missionary gets orders to go elsewhere, he goes, and another takes his place. They teach absolutely strict obedience, and keep the source of the orders a mystery; but theres a man who calls himself Moses who gets cables in code from New York. Ive managed to get copies of some of the cables, but cant puzzle out the code because I cant discover what book the numbers refer to.

This is all too ably thought out and organized to be the work of Mrs. Aintree. That woman is only half-clever. I believe you will find that theres some much abler man or woman behind her, who uses her for a stalking horse to hide his or her own identity. Whoever it is certainly displays a knowledge of the native races far beyond the ordinary as well as an understanding of crowd-psychology in general.

If you examine Mrs. Aintrees antecedents you may discover from whom she got her ideas. Theyre distinctly second-hand. And my advice is the same old stuff I was always rubbing into you when we hunted together in Arab country. Get close. Be patient. Stay on the job until you force a showdown. Appear to give the enemy a free hand and Stop, Look, Listen! Watch out you dont get murdered. Mrs. Aintree, I think, would draw the line at murder personally, but not impersonally. I know her sort; they preach, and some fanatic does the killing, as happened in the case of Lincoln and McKinley and lots of others I could mention.

Above all, dont be discouraged by official cold water and what may look like official impediments placed in your way. Dont talk, or consult authorities. Root right in until youve found the individual whos really running things, and then go for him bald-headed. Yours for peace without perquisites.

 GRIM.



As a matter of fact we had already followed in most respects the line Grim recommended. For instance, we had looked up Mrs. Aintrees past, and nothing could afford better proof of Grims almost uncanny judgment than the result of our inquiries. She had been connected with a School of Esoteric Thought conducted in Boston, Massachusetts, by an East Indian named Pananda, whose teachings had had considerable vogue until Mrs. Aintree, who seems to have been his favorite pupil, led a revolt against him and tried to set up a school of her own in opposition.

* * * * *

I MADE a trip to Boston and called on this man Pananda. He was living in style in a house in the Fenway, had a Chinese butler, and kept me waiting in an extravagantly furnished anteroom for three quarters of an hour as if he were an up-to-date physician with a fashionable practice. I might have been more impressed by his importance if there had been anybody else on the waiting list, or if I hadnt been curious enough to look about me. There was a peculiar arrangement of mirrors in the room that brought to mind the somewhat similar arrangement in Mrs. Aintrees apartment, so I sat still and examined them, going about it as carefully as if I knew I were being watched.

Mirrors are mighty puzzling things, unless you are accustomed to manipulating them. If you dont believe that, just arrange a piece of paper so that you can see it in a mirror, and without looking at the paper, but observing its reflection in the glass, try to draw a square and then to cross the square with diagonal lines. It was quite a long time before I had figured out that those mirrors were so arranged that a person looking into one of them from one angle would get a full view of anyone who happened to be in the room.

It wasnt so difficult after that to discover that the point from which the view was to be had was in the middle of the wall above where I was sitting, so that I had my back to the view-point and face toward the light. I chose another chair and examined that wall. There were two mirrors, draped with magnificent eastern hangings, and between them a thing shaped like a Persian shield, only instead of being solid it was pierced to form an intricate pattern. Anyone could see easily through its interstices, provided there were a corresponding hole in the wall behind it, but he would have to be standing on a support of some kind, because the lower edge of the shield was more than six feet from the floor. I returned to the first chair and set my foot on it, with the idea of examining the shield more closely, and it was exactly at that instant that the Chinese butler opened the door to announce that Swami Pananda would see me. He saw my foot on the chair, but made no comment.

I was ushered into a large, square room, hung like the first with Eastern draperies but containing very little other furniture. A magnificent carpet covered the entire floor, and at one end of the room were a short couch and an armchair made of teak.

Against the wall on my left, at a point that corresponded with the Persian shield in the anteroom was a gilded image of the Buddha, an enormous thing more than eight feet high, and the large plate-glass windows opposite suffused it with light, making it the one outstanding object in the room. The whole effect was sumptuous, yet magnificently simple and produced a far from disagreeable impression.

Pananda was seated on the couch, and rose to meet me. He was a rather fat man but not flabby, dressed in semi-Indian clothes of yellow silk  a sort of comfortable compromise between the easiness of India and Western notions about decorum. He wore yellow silk socks and yellow, soft, morocco-leather slippers, but no jewelry whatever. For the rest, he was a mild-looking person with remarkable brown eyes, a rather bulging, broad forehead half-concealed under a yellow silk turban, and a smile that was winning, to say the least of it.

Welcome, Mr. Ramsden. Pray take that easy chair. So you came to talk to me, but I shall do most of the talking, if you permit. You saw through my little device for analyzing visitors; my Chinese butler interrupted your investigation; its part of his business to keep an eye on strangers. Youd be interested, I dare say, to see how the arrangement works; the head of the Buddha swings outward on a hinge  look!

He got off the couch and showed me, pressing a very simple swing catch behind the Buddhas ear. The whole head swung forward like the leaf of a door, disclosing the rear of the Persian shield through a small hole in the wall.

You see? By standing on the Buddhas lap I can observe anyone in the next room from every angle. I often have a lot of quiet amusement, watching visitors unknown to themselves. The longer I keep them waiting, the more completely they give themselves away as a general rule. Then they come in here and tell me silly little lies about themselves and other people. I introduce themselves to themselves for the first time usually. They go away astonished. Sometimes I charge them a big fee, sometimes not, depending on the circumstances. I shall not charge you anything, for instance.

I had no intention of paying you a fee, I answered.

I know you hadnt. You came here to investigate me. My brother, youre a very easy man to read; rather honest, but not nearly as honest as you think you are; a hunter  you have done a lot of killing in your time; a resolute man, and a very faithful friend  those are your two strong points; not quarrelsome, but combative  too willing to settle any argument by strength and brute force. You are one of the strongest men physically, and even in some ways mentally, whom I have met in recent years. As for your present purpose  you came to talk to me about Mrs. Aintree. Am I right?

How did you know that? I demanded.

Oh, thats very simple. I notice youre not a policeman; you have none of the earmarks of the hired investigator, and I confess that puzzled me for a while. But I put two and two together, you know; thats my business, and Im an old hand at it. Look at this.

I read the words Isobel Aintree in a bold, thick handwriting at the foot of a letter that he pulled out of his pocket.

Isobel Aintree is disturbed, he explained. Shes beginning to be sorry that she left my fold  I give lessons, you know. She called me on long-distance, and I went to see her in that apartment she has leased in New York. She wanted advice. Ha-ha! They all come back to their teacher in the end! She told me something of her great plans, and begged me to tell her how to manage an individual named Gulad, who seems to be giving her a lot of trouble. I interviewed this Gulad, and he was very angry with her for having summoned me. He accused her of talking too much, and gave me to understand that she had been especially indiscreet toward a man whose name he didnt mention, but who he said came to see her one evening. That man was obviously yourself! He eyed me humorously as if he expected me to see the connection and enjoy the joke. But I didnt.

I recognized you at once, he said. She learned that arrangement of mirrors in a room from me. When you sat down in my anteroom I noticed that you recognized the same arrangement. I had quite a little fun observing how long you took to puzzle out the sequence of reflections from mirror to mirror. Gulad had described to me an individual fairly well answering your description. I have in my pocket a letter from Mrs. Aintree, in which she complains that some agency in no way connected with the police is  to use her eloquent description  camping on her trail. She states that all her former friends have been cross-questioned, and her whole past has been inquired into, and begs me to answer no questions in case that anyone should apply to me. When my butler brought your card I added all that together, and the total amounted to Mr. Jeff Ramsden here to ask questions about Mrs. Aintree. Not very clever, was I, after all?

Do you intend to answer my questions? I asked him.

Certainly. Why not? And now you are wondering just how much credence you can place in my answers. Hah! My friend, if you had studied people as scientifically as I have, you would never wonder at my being able to read your thought in that way. Your emotions flit over your face one after another like the pictures on a screen, Mr. Ramsden. Well, as your expression suggested a moment ago, I am something of a mountebank, it is true, but a rather more than usually honest one. I used to be an altruist, as I thought, pure and simple, but have awakened since to consciousness of a vein of absurdity underlying all my efforts to improve the human race.

My diligent and more promising pupils mostly deserted me in a half-taught condition, as Mrs. Aintree did, for instance, and set up in opposition, sometimes even going so far as to denounce me as an impostor. The stupid pupils simply wouldnt learn, and what they did learn often disagreed with them. So I have been gradually discontinuing to teach, and devote myself nowadays more to giving advice to folk in difficulties, sometimes for a fee, and sometimes gratuitously. I make the rich ones pay, believe me! To that extent I am a mountebank. I frequently charge for performing tricks as simple as the one I played on you just now. On the other hand, I believe I do no harm in the world, and I know I have frequently done good.

No harm in the world? I retorted. You admit that you taught that Aintree woman, and then turned her loose to

Pardon me, my friend, I did not turn her loose. She left me in peculiarly irritating circumstances, and not only set up an opposition class of her own but told lies about me. She accused me of immoralities and I dont know what else. However, I bear no malice. Malice, my friend, poisons whoever entertains it rather than the one against whom it is supposedly directed, and one of the first lessons I teach is the absurdity of harboring malice.

When she sent for me the other day I went at once. And I gave her some very good advice. It was so good, and so disagreeable, that she did not offer to pay my expenses to New York and back  not that I would have accepted the money; but she did not know that I would not accept. One of my first principles is never to accept money from anyone whom I have not helped or am unable to help. There is no helping her in her present mood; she is headed toward disaster.

You might save a lot of trouble for other people,I suggested, by helping to speed her disaster before she involves too many in it.

I would hardly do that, he answered. Good does not come out of evil, although the opposite argument looks plausible at times. The confidences of my pupils, or of people in distress who come to me for advice, are absolutely sacred. It must be obvious that I could not conduct my activities on any other basis. I would go to prison before I would violate a confidence. But a pupil who is disloyal, and who uses my teachings corruptly, as Mrs. Aintree, for instance, does, forfeits in a degree the right to be treated in that manner; in a degree, please understand me, only in a degree.

You said you would answer my questions about her.

I did. But my answers will depend upon the questions. I did not tell you in what way I will answer them. Suppose you try me with a sample question to begin with.

Very well, I said. Who is coaching Mrs. Aintree? It isnt Gulad, for hes a rather ordinary smart-Aleck; and the scope is much too vast for any woman of her caliber. Who is directing her from behind the scenes?

Shrewd! he remarked. Much too shrewd for you, in fact, my friend! Obviously she is not the only one who receives coaching! Someone else suggested that question to you. Am I right?

Yes. But who is coaching Mrs. Aintree?

It is no breach of confidence to answer that, he said meditatively. Bhopal Gosh  a Hindu  more or less a countryman of mine.

A teacher like you?

Not at all like me; but a teacher nevertheless. He has also been known as The True Mahatma, The Golden Guru, The Buddha Redivivus  and by some of his American reporter critics as The Perfect Piece of Cheese. He has other self conferred titles, too many to remember. I believe that in his heart, to himself in private, he candidly admits that he is the wisest man on earth. He once had the effrontery to make to me proposals that were laughable. I am not ambitious, unless to bring a little comfort into a distressed world, and I gave him what I believe was very good advice  in this room; he was sitting in that armchair. My advice enraged him. He is an immensely powerful man physically. I should say he is even more muscular than you are. He has a temper like a typhoon. I had my work cut out, to escape from the interview uninjured, and before he left he swore to make me sorry I had ever met him.

Well, Mr. Ramsden, I am not given to regretting experiences. They are the chief part of our education. But I knew that that man would destroy me if he could. It was for me to prove that he could not destroy me. He commenced a campaign against me by propaganda, which was less difficult to deal with than if it had been more subtle. At that time he, too, was conducting classes in Boston, charging prodigious fees and appealing in the main to women, which made it rather easy for him to approach my women-pupils indirectly and win some of them away from me.

Mrs. Aintree was the first to go, and she took several others, five of whom are still with her. She has subjected those five to her arrogant will, by making believe to possess inspired knowledge that is really far beyond her present power of attainment. She is a great play-actor. I made the mistake of teaching her too much psychology before her character was ready to digest such dangerous knowledge; and Bhopal Gosh, who is a man without any conscience but with a rare ability, proceeded to cram her foolish head with much more of the same sort; so that she has become a creature who is clever and foolish by fits and starts.

She mistrusts Bhopal Gosh, because no one can have intimate dealings with him without discovering his crude dishonesty of purpose; but she respects his knowledge and his adroitness, to use the least objectionable word that seems applicable. And she is certainly afraid of him. He has taken good care that she shall be afraid of him. That is his invariable method. He has excited her ambition and fed it; and now he makes her believe that with one stroke of the wand, so to speak, he can throw her in the discard and deprive her of all chance to attain the influence over people that she yearns for.

Why should she come to you for advice, if she thinks so highly of Bhopal Gosh? I asked.

Because he has left her in New York with rather more responsibility than she can manage. Mere ambition, Mr. Ramsden, doesnt confer ability. She has what Freud might call the emperor-complex. She seeks to dominate, and knows enough to take the first steps toward her goal. But the first steps are the easiest and the most deceptive; they lead to a stage of bewilderment, which she has reached. And in that peculiar stage of mind she sent for me to give her good advice, having so far lost her sense of right and wrong under Bhopal Goshs tuition that she actually believed I would help her to consummate his evil purposes in his absence. She said that as my former pupil she was entitled to advice from me. Well, so she is. I gave her some; but she is very far from taking it.

Where has Bhopal Gosh gone,? I asked him.

That might be difficult to discover. He is one of those crafty individuals who expects his victims to tell him all their secrets as a point of good faith between pupil and teacher, but who keeps his own counsel perfectly. He makes his preparations a long while ahead. The mere fact that he has started on a journey, let us say westward, is no proof that the East is not his real objective. He has made a tremendous amount of money, because some of his pupils have been successful in business, and it has been easy for him to get inside knowledge of stock exchange transactions. One of his pupils, who afterwards went to prison, was in the confidence of one of the largest brokers in Boston. So he is able to pay for what he cannot obtain in other ways.

Do you suppose he has gone abroad?

Possibly. He started for West Virginia, where this P.O.P. society of Mrs. Aintrees had its beginnings. If he has gone abroad from there he probably applied for his passport and booked his steamer passage months ago.

I stared at Pananda for more than a minute.

And now you are wondering, he said, whether it is jealousy of Bhopal Gosh that makes me talk of him in this way, and just how far my information may be trusted. I hardly blame you. Every human being is dishonest  with himself, if not with other people; when we overcome dishonesty we shall cease to be humans and become something better. But I am doing my best for you, and that is very likely better than you could get elsewhere on the particular subject of which we are talking. I am not jealous of Bhopal Gosh. It would annoy him intensely to know that I pity him, yet that is the fact. However, I pity a great deal more the unfortunates who have been inveigled under his control. You may believe implicitly every word I have told you about him.

I dare say you could tell me a great deal more? I suggested.

Possibly. I could tell you a great deal more about some of his victims, if that were permissible. But you see my position. I am already half a charlatan, because I descend to such tricks as that hole in the wall behind the Buddhas head. I would be wholly a charlatan if I betrayed confidences made to me in good faith. The truth of the whole matter is that I am a lazy man, extremely willing and, in many cases, able to give comfort to others, but fond of my own comforts also. You would like me to enter the lists with you against Bhopal Gosh and Mrs. Aintree. That thought has been hovering across your mind for several minutes. I shall disappoint you, Im afraid.

Ive got work out of lazier men than you, I answered.

I dont doubt it. But you see, they werent clever men. You cant get work out of a clever man who doesnt wish to work. I am rather clever, and besides, I have no wish to avenge myself on Bhopal Gosh. Revenge is too costly altogether, and not worth while.

Arent you interested in protecting Bhopal Goshs victims? I demanded. He and this Aintree woman are planning to throw the world into the devil of a mess.

My interest lies only in helping those who actually come to me for help, he answered. You came to me. I have tried to help you. But my gifts are limited. I can give you advice, but not material assistance.

Have you heard anything about some stolen gold plates? I demanded.

Oh yes. Mrs. Aintree told me all about them. If you wish me to talk of them you must tell me everything that you know about them first. Then I shall be able to determine how much I can say to you without infraction of others confidences. So I told him, beginning with Brices story and ending with an account of the meeting at Fifty-ninth and Ninth, New York.

Very interesting, Pananda exclaimed at last. Most deeply interesting. There is very little that I can add to your information, but I can give you some good advice. Those plates are, comparatively speaking, harmless in the hands of the Abyssinian Gulad or of Mrs. Aintree, because they both lack the necessary brains to use them to the full advantage. But in the hands of Bhopal Gosh  they would be worse than poison gas and dynamite combined! If you can prevent his getting them, you will be rendering the world a service. Bhopal Gosh is possessed of devilish ingenuity. He knows perfectly well how to excite mens passions by an appeal to their religious instincts or their superstition. Those plates would better be destroyed than in the hands of Bhopal Gosh.

What is he? Crazy for power?

He has power! He is mischievous. Go after Bhopal Gosh but take care for yourself; for he is more dangerous than all the other dangerous men you have ever met, all put together!


CHAPTER VII. Murdered at seven fifteen.

I LEFT Panandas house with mixed feelings, but on the whole felt inclined to trust his information. The difficulty to my mind was to believe that here in the United States one man  and he a foreigner  could have the gall to plan the world-wide outrage that was apparently intended.

Nevertheless, by the time I reached New York next morning I was inclined to believe, in spite of what I have seen in various quarters of the world in the way of lightning-like adoption of a new idea by widely scattered colored races, that the whole thing was a mares nest; that the gold plate incident was a simple case of theft; that the P.O.P. was a harmless organization that might keep out of mischief otherwise possibly turbulent individuals; and that Mrs. Aintree was a simply ambitious crank, who would melt presently in the heat of her own hot air.

But Meldrum Strange, who was waiting for me in the office, stolidly chewing one of his dark cigars, threw another light on things. He showed me the collected and typed-out reports of our men in the field. They were from all over the United States, and described secret meetings of the P.O.P., followed by local strikes, violence, and trouble on a small scale generally. There had been a particularly bad local outbreak at Appleton, West Virginia.

And this is the latest, he said, passing me a longhand report from one of our New York men. It was too late to get into the morning papers.

He looked delighted. He was in his element, sitting there in the middle of the net like a strong, good-natured spider, feeling the threads of events vibrate to his touch. Along with his deliberate altruism there is a schoolboy passion for intrigue. It was rapidly coming to the point where a murder to him produced the same sort of effect that news of a necessary operation does on a young surgeon. He was almost audibly chuckling. And murder it was, according to our mans account.

Mameluke Gulad was murdered at 7.15 this morning in his room at Rileys Hotel on Ninth Avenue by an unknown colored man, who entered through the fire-escape. Nothing in the bedroom was disturbed, but Gulads jaw was nearly wrenched off by the assailant, who gagged him and then stabbed with a broad-bladed knife. No knife was found, but the wound under the ribs on the left side is several inches long. Death must have been nearly instantaneous. The police have charge of the body.

Our man phoned in at 8.30, said Strange. I happened to be down here early, and the first thing I did was to phone to Mrs. Aintree and tell her all about it. Shell be round here before long, unless Im much mistaken.

I began to tell him about Pananda and Bhopal Gosh, but his surmise was accurate enough. Mrs. Aintree sent her card in before I was half-through, and the two of us received her in Stranges private office.

She was dressed up to kill, in a lavender creation, with a hat that would have looked too youthful on a maiden of seventeen, and breezed into the office with that sort of unsolicited familiarity that annoys you by its insincerity. She marched on Strange with her hand held out:

Are you Mr. Ross? Mr. Ramsden I know already, and I met Mr. Grim in Palestine.

My name is Strange, he answered, bowing slightly.

Strange? Are you the gentleman who telephoned to say that Gulad has been killed? Pardon me, but how like the pictures of General Grant you look!

Be seated, madam, and tell me what you want, he answered.

Are you connected with the police in any way? she asked, trying to ignore his brusqueness.

No, maam.

What is this firm? There is no description on the door or in the telephone book.

We do an international business.

How did you learn about Gulads death? she asked.

One of our men was passing the place, and saw the assassin escape.

Well? she said. You know something about Gulad or you wouldnt have telephoned to me at once.

Gulad stole thirty-one ancient gold plates from an Egyptian temple, and brought them to this country with your connivance, Strange answered. Where are the gold plates, Mrs. Aintree?

She hesitated, and Strange took a long shot  took it deliberately, as if he were firing at a mark.

You may stand accused of having that man murdered for the possession of those gold plates, he said. This firm has been commissioned to recover those plates for their lawful owners. If you know where they are youd better say so.

I dont know where they are, she answered. The pity of it is, I dont know.

She wrung her hands and seemed inclined to cry.

Gulad would trust nobody with them. He lived in that little back bedroom in Rileys. Hotel  a very third-rate place with all kinds of undesirable characters frequenting it constantly, and we begged him to be careful with them and not leave them in his room.

Who besides yourself was sufficiently interested to caution him? Strange interrupted.

She hesitated palpably; again. It was my turn to take a long shot.

Was his name Bhopal Gosh? I asked.

How did you know? she demanded.

Continue, maam, said Strange. What happened to the plates?

I dont know. I wish I did. If I knew where to lay my hands on them I would dispute their ownership with anyone! Ive consulted a lawyer. We were quite within our legal rights in keeping them; but now I dont know what to do. Youve no notion how much depends on the possession of those plates! Who has commissioned you? Why dont you take the commission from me instead? Ill pay you anything in reason to get them back. If you find them and hand them over to anybody else youll be robbing me  us.

What do you think Gulad did with them? asked Strange.

There was nothing in his bedroom when the corpse was found. The man who escaped was carrying no package. You must have some idea. What might Gulad have done with them? Did he rent a strong-box?

I dont know. He had a little money, and opened a bank account at the up-town branch of the Cotton and Woollen National Bank. I went there on my way here, and they wouldnt tell me anything.

I signaled Strange and walked out, leaving the two of them talking. A taxi took me to the Cotton and Woollen National, in less than five minutes, and I was admitted at once into the managers office.

Does a man named Gulad rent a strong-box here? I asked. He has been murdered. Youd better seal the box up.

He took me down into the strong-room, and showed me an entry in the day-book. The box had been opened and its contents removed that morning, exactly three minutes after nine oclock. A colored man, apparently a negro and giving his name as Simon Borrow, had arrived with a letter signed by Gulad authorizing him to open the strong-box. As a photograph of Simon Borrow together with his signature was attached to the letter the bank had had no alternative. Borrow had gone away five minutes later in the same taxi that brought him, leaving the strong-box empty. The bank detective had fortunately noted down the taxis number, and of course the bank had kept the letter and photograph.

I studied the picture of Simon Borrow carefully, and was far from being convinced of his negro origin. He looked more like a native of Bengal. it was the picture of a heavy man in the prime of life, with massive shoulders, an enormously thick neck, and a big, round head, broad forehead, heavy jaw, a rather pug nose, and a smile of supreme self-satisfaction. His eyes were large, heavylidded, and cunning, and there was a scar underneath the right one. The individual features were strong and not ill-proportioned. Taken together they depicted an immeasurable guile, contempt of other peoples intelligence, and ruthlessness.

The strong-room clerk told me that the mans physical strength was prodigious. He had put the contents of the strongbox into a leather valise, and had carried it out with one hand with less apparent effort than most men would seem to exert if the bag were empty, although the weight had made the bottom of the valise sag out of shape.

Id hate to be the cop who has to tackle him, said the clerk, as he affixed the banks seal to the empty strong-box.

* * * * *

THE next step was to track down the taxi in which Simon Borrow had driven away, and that presented no difficulties. But before assigning a man to that job I telephoned police headquarters. They promised us facilities whatever those are, and my friend Casey looked in, in the course of the morning to learn how to be a daytective as he expressed it. He grew ribald when I showed him our condensed reports from all over the U.S.A.

Me boy, dye think the State Department hasnt ten times that much dope? I could go to Washington and lay me hands on evry word ye have there, only much better systematized. But suppose ye let me have a copy o that, just for riference.

He was waiting for the copy to be typed when Brice and Allison came in, each flourishing a different news paper giving Central News accounts of Gulads death. Allison looked heartbroken, and Brice hardly any better. Both had made their minds up that the gold plates were lost forever, and Allison was in favor of returning at once to England.

Were discr-r-edited, disgr-r-aced, and ruined men. We found the most impor-r-tant records in the whole world, and let them be stolen from us. For pitys sake lets have the decency to retir-r-e into well-merited obl-ee-vion.

Rot! I answered. Weve a better chance than ever. You have the most important plate.

Aye, yeve said the word! The key to all the others  as useless as a barren cow without the others  as useless as the lost ones are wiout our key! Man, man; if I only knew that the thief were a scholar o par-r-ts, Id r-rather hed stolen the key too than know that such invaluable witnesses o history were rendered dumb by separ-r-ation!

Where do ideas come from? I suppose if you could tell me that you could answer all the riddles of the universe. I was satisfied that

Simon Borrow and Bhopal Gosh were one and the same person.

And now Allison, bemoaning his disaster, provided an idea that was like a beacon on a dark night.

Weve hardly started our investigation yet, I said. If I assure you that Ive confidence in being able to recover those plates, will you stay and lend a hand?

Yes! said Brice instantly. Certainly, yes.

Man, yere daft! said Allison with withering scorn. Yed heap a ruinous expense on what is much too bad already! Well gang hame to obl-ee-vion.

I happen to be the senior member of this commission, Brice retorted quietly. Well stay.

Allison, yielded without another word. Brice understood him pretty thoroughly, for the two had worked together in desert places, and there is no better way to get a true line on your partner. Having made his protest as a matter of principle, Allison was only too glad to concede the point. I then propounded mine.

The man who has taken those plates, I said, will be as quick as anyone to recognize the value of the key to them. He has committed a murder. Hell have to stay in hiding as long as the police hue and cry lasts. He wont dare try to go aboard ship, for thats the surest way of getting caught. Hes a cunning devil. The only way to catch him is to let him know that the one key-plate that completes the set and makes translation of the whole lot possible is in the United States. Hell try to get hold of it. In that way well get hold of him.

Ye mean well use the one we have to bait a mouse-trap with? asked Allison.

Something like that.

Whats your plan then? Brice demanded.

The murder was committed, and those plates were stolen, I said, by a man named Bhopal Gosh, a Bengali who has all along in secret been the guiding hand behind this P.O.P. He is likely to have half-a-dozen different alibis. Hes a thoughtful rascal, who leaves nothing to chance but takes swift advantage of other peoples carelessness. Weve got to appear to be careless. Weve got to parade that plate around the country in such a manner that hell get to hear of it; and the best way we can do that, I believe, is to do it in connection with the P.O.P.

Yed have a lot of black men juggling with it? Allison demanded, shocked.

Id have a lot of black men discussing it, I answered. I propose that we join the P.O.P.

Ye mean yed take part in their heathenish abominations? Yed have us show our plate and let those black men wor-r-ship it? Ill lend idolatry no countenance on any ter-r-ms at all, snapped Allison. The P.O.P. is a weekid schism!

Ill join anything, if we can get those plates back, Brice said quietly.

Yell join? Then bang goes my last atom o respect for ye! exclaimed Allison. Yell join? Oh, verra well. I recognize the adamantine nature o yr willfulness. Ill have to join along wi ye, but Lord, whod ha thought wed come to this!

That being settled, I went into the next office to talk the proposal over with Strange. He already had particulars about the taxi; the driver reported having driven a full-sized colored man, from the Cotton and Woollen National Bank as far as the Washington Square Arch, where his fare got out and mounted an uptown omnibus. That occurring to him as peculiar, he had followed the omnibus back for several blocks out of idle curiosity, and recalled its number. But that got us nowhere. A passenger with a valise can disappear from the top of an omnibus at any point he pleased along Fifth Avenue without exciting comment. Later, when I questioned the conductor he didnt as much as remember having carried him.


CHAPTER VIII. He likes notes of rather large denominations.

EVENTS began to follow now in swift succession. The first was a conference at police headquarters, by police request, in the course of which Strange and I told the whole story as far as we knew its details. The police had grilled Mrs. Aintree thoroughly, but got small change out of her. Since seeing Strange and me in the office she had executed a complete volte face  denied knowing much about Gulad, beyond that he returned with her party from Palestine  denied ever having seen any gold plates, although she admitted knowing that Gulad had imported something of the sort  had no knowledge of any one who would be likely to murder Gulad for the sake of the gold plates, but had her suspicions of a certain Mr. Brice, who Gulad had said was capable of anything and who, for all she knew, might be in New York  and was, generally speaking, indignant as well as carefully vague.

She gave the police permission to search her apartment, which they promptly did, but found nothing incriminating. The police knew nothing about Bhopal Gosh until I mentioned his name; and then knew no more of him than I did. However, within five minutes after that we had settled on a plan of action. I went straight to Mrs. Aintrees apartment, where, in addition to one of our men in the uniform of a hall-porter, there was a pretty obvious plain-clothes policeman on duty in the vestibule.

She sent out word that she was indisposed, but I answered that she could choose between interviewing me or the police, and she decided to see me alone in the room with the mirrors. She was black-angry. The creases in her forehead resembled a devils finger-marks, and her wonderful blue eyes were alight with what I analyzed as treachery. If ever a man or woman stood ready to throw over a whole cause to save herself, that one was she  or so I read the situation.

Have you seen the police? I asked her.

They have seen me. I was never more insulted in my life, she answered.

They tell me that you deny ever having seen those gold plates, I answered.

Can you prove that I have seen them? she retorted. Can you prove that they exist?

Youre going to prove that! I answered. When did you last see Bhopal Gosh?

She turned white on the instant and bit her lip.

Who told you about Bhopal Gosh? she answered.

Mrs. Aintree, I said. The police dont know  yet  that Bhopal Gosh murdered Gulad to obtain those gold plates. But I know it, and so do you. The police theory is that you were jealous of Gulad and instigated someone else to murder him. Youve got one way out.

What is it? she demanded.

Help bring Bhopal Gosh to book!

She caught her breath.

I wouldnt dare! she answered in a hoarse voice. I wouldnt dare!

Youve got to dare! I retorted. My firm is willing to protect you. We regard you as the mere tool of Bhopal Gosh. But youve got to be frank and tell us all you know about him.

He is the real organizer of the P.O.P., she said, speaking almost like a woman in a dream. He is the power behind the throne. He promised me the throne, but he was always to be the power behind it.

I know all that, I answered, and she looked startled. There is nothing under heaven so effective as telling your informant that you know what has just been told you. They jump to the inaccurate conclusion that you knew it before they spoke.

I d-d-darent turn on him! she stammered. If he murdered Gulad, what is to stop him from murdering me?

I have promised you protection.

You dont know him! He is stronger than two men, and more cunning than ten! More than cunning; he is inspired.

By the devil?

Probably. To hear him talk you would believe him the greatest of philosophers. Mr. Ramsden, let that man alone! Dont drag me into this! I swear to you I had nothing whatever to do with Gulads murder. I didnt know he had been murdered  hadnt a suspicion, until Mr. Strange telephoned this morning. This business has ruined me. I shall have to abandon my connection with the P.O.P.

Why?

B-because of the plates, she stammered. I am totally discredited.

Youve made arrangements to show those plates at secret meetings of the P.O.P.?

She nodded.

Hadnt they been shown, to anybody yet?

Gulad wouldnt show them. He was afraid of losing them. He was difficult to manage. He seemed to think that he was being jockeyed out of his proper place at the head of the movement. He had extraordinary fits of jealousy, and I sent for Bh

Yes, I said. Go on; you sent for Bhopal Gosh. What for?

I had to have advice. Bhopal Gosh was my teacher  the most resourceful man I ever knew. He came  interviewed Gulad  told me that he would manage him for me  and went away again, leaving Gulad more unmanageable than before. So I sent for another man from Boston  Pananda  a man who was my teacher formerly. But all he did was to advise me to abandon the P.O.P. I shall have to abandon it. I cant help myself.

Pananda gave you good advice, I answered, but youre going to undo some of the harm youve done before you just step back! Youre going to help catch Bhopal Gosh!

I cant! I darent!

Very well; come with me to police headquarters. My firm will turn its information over to the police.

Mr. Ramsden, you dont know what you ask.

Better than you do! Im better able to judge the amount of harm youve done already all over the world.

It was Bhopal Gosh, not I. Every move we made, every detail of our propaganda, has all been thought out and directed by him in advance. He had an intellect that I sometimes think is godlike, and  look at Gulad, for instance  poor Gulad, who, I suppose, refused to do his bidding! I tell you, Mr. Ramsden, that man Bhopal Gosh will get you, and get me too, if he isnt let alone! Leave him to the police! Leave me out of it!

Youre in it already, I answered.

Have you no pity or respect for womanhood? I laughed at that. I couldnt help it. Pitiable or respectable womanhood is far from the picture she presented.

Ill protect you from Bhopal Gosh, I answered. The point is: Will you or wont you help willingly? My time is limited. I pulled my watch out, and I stood up. She was still hesitating.

I must consult a lawyer.

Theyll let you see one at police headquarters. Theres an officer down-stairs, wholl call a taxi if you

No, no, dont do that! Im innocent. I can prove it. Very well, Mr. Ramsden, Ill do all I can. I sat down again and tossed my hat onto the floor.

Have you severed your connection with the P.O.P.? I asked.

Not yet. There wasnt time.

Several white members beside yourself?

Yes. Cant always rely on colored people to keep the real end in view. Besides, whites are quite essential when it comes to hiring halls and things like that.

Admit three more white members.

Who are they?

Brice, Allison, and myself.

My nomination is all that would be necessary. But what is your idea?

Have you called off future arrangements  canceled dates for meetings  anything like that?

There hasnt been time. Gulad and I were scheduled to go on tour with those plates and show them in secret session to all the members everywhere.

Dont call that off. Brice and Allison have the most important of the gold plates  the only one that wasnt stolen. You can show it and say the others are in safe-keeping. Admit some more colored members, too. Ill give you a list of their names. When are you scheduled to go on tour?

Wednesday of next week.

Give me a list of the places and dates.

She took a list from her writing cabinet, and I put it in my pocket.

I suppose your word is absolute among your followers? I asked.

She nodded, a bit shamefacedly. It was the first sign I had seen in her of any really decent feeling.

Contradict officially, then, any rumors about those plates having been stolen. The story will be kept out of the newspapers if possible. If it should leak out, contradict it.

Very well.

And report to me instantly any effort on the part of Bhopal Gosh to get in touch with you. If he writes, dont answer him without consulting me. Will you do that?

Yes. But he wont try. Hes far too clever.

Well see. Answer no questions from outsiders.

I surely wont. Ive enough trouble already.

One more point. Until further notice, Mrs. Aintree, the power behind the throne as you have described it, of the P.O.P., will be Grim, Ramsden, and Ross! You understand me? The control has passed.

She looked daggers, but said nothing. She was not in the least convinced that she had done wrong, but regarded herself as a martyr, whose failure was due to meddlers and to circumstances over which she had no control. But she hadnt the martyrs courage, for she surrendered utterly.

I had a talk down-stairs with the man we had posted on watch, and went from there to the office on Lexington Avenue where the clerical business of the P.O.P. was done. The police had been there ahead of me, but I was permitted to make copies of the lists of foreign correspondents. There was no trace of any secret code. But there were letters that suggested a secret headquarters and an unnamed individual to whom all questions of importance, and most financial matters, were referred.

I had the lists of correspondents typed out, and mailed a copy of each to Grim and Jeremy, together with a long letter of instructions.

* * * * *

HAVING mailed those, the next thing was to track down as many pupils of Bhopal Gosh as possible. So I hurried back to Boston, and with some difficulty persuaded the Indian Pananda to supply me with another dozen names. The pupils whom I interviewed turned out to be in all sorts of professions. Several were extremely well-to-do. The more prosperous they were, the more highly they still seemed to think of Bhopal Gosh; a lawyer in particular was loud in his praises.

Bhopal Gosh is a profound philosopher, he said. He understands the law of sequence and consequence. He is a great logician. He sees behind the trivial pretenses of so-called morality, and shows those whom he teaches how to avail themselves of universal laws, in business and in other ways.

He has made money for you? I suggested.

My prosperity is due to his teaching.

Have you made any money for him?

The lawyer hesitated. I may say Ive had several dealings with him  eminently satisfactory, all above board and, from a financial standpoint, amazing.

Do you know his present whereabouts?

No. He has discontinued teaching. Things he taught went to the heads of immature individuals, some of whom got into serious trouble; but that was not his fault. I havent heard from him for weeks.

I found three of the ex-pupils in the penitentiary.

Im a crook, said one of them. I pleaded guilty. But I wouldnt have been a crook except for that man. I paid him two hundred and fifty dollars for a course of lessons in how to be dishonest without being found out. Thats all it amounted to. I was found out. Im glad I was caught before it got worse. The other two were even more indignant. One of them stated his intention of laying for Bhopal Gosh as soon as he was free again.

The man taught what isnt so. He had two hundred and fifty dollars of my money, and I got five years. Hes going to get eternity when I get out of this  you watch!

The prosperous pupils were all full of his praises. The disappointed ones  and there were several  all swore he was an archimpostor who taught dishonesty as other men teach chemistry or mathematics.

And its the hardest thing in the world to forget his teachings, one of them asserted. She was, a woman, by the way.

He makes you believe that black is white by calling it gray and then leading you on by one step at a time. You catch yourself forever afterwards hesitating between right and wrong, wondering whether wrong really is as bad as its painted.

None of them knew Bhopal Goshs present whereabouts, not even the prosperous ones, all of whom admitted having let their teacher stand in with them from time to time in some successful deal or other.

Why not? was their invariable comment.

Bhopal Gosh had run no risks. He had taught a sort of hairline course of crookedness, and left his pupils free to follow it. When they succeeded he fattened on their sense of gratitude. When they failed he let them go to jail. Until he murdered Gulad apparently he had let others take the whole responsibility while he shared profits only. From that time on the chase began to assume a new phase. Hitherto it had been a sort of intellectual problem, but now all my old hunters instincts came to the surface, and I set out to finish Bhopal Gosh as personally keen on the job as if he had been a man-eating tiger. I made no bones about it. Didnt deceive myself. Gold plates or no gold plates, I was out to get my man.

* * * * *

THAT he wasnt going to be easy to get became more and more evident as I looked over the latest reports of the case in the New York office. Inquiries had revealed the fact, for instance, that he had no passport in the name of Bhopal Gosh, but that for more than three years a Bengali named Lajpat Shuddi had constantly renewed one, and the photograph attached to Lajpat Shuddis application blank bore a striking resemblance to that of the alleged negro Simon Borrow. Ergo, Lajpat Shuddi, Simon Borrow, and Bhopal Gosh were one and the same individual, and likely to prove an uncommonly elusive trinity.

That he was at large and in full possession of self-confidence was made clear while I was reading that dossier. The man I had left on duty phoned in to say that Mrs. Aintree had just had a longdistance call from Chicago. He had been interfered with while trying to listen in; some of her meek ones had come down-stairs and practically driven him away from the switchboard. However, he had found out that the call came from a public pay-station somewhere within the Loop.

I hurried around. Mrs. Aintree lied sturdily at first  said the call was from a friend in Springfield, Massachusetts, who was sick and wanted to borrow money. But she wilted when I threatened her with the police again.

Im not guessing, I assured her. I know you had a call from Chicago. Was it Bhopal Gosh?

She nodded.

What did he say?

Mr. Ramsden, I wont  I darent repeat it.

Why not?

He forbade me!

Very well. Youre helping him to escape the clutches of the law. Ill call in the police.

Mr. Ramsden, I am not helping him! He is not guilty! He called up to tell me about the murder. He said it was unfortunate that the plates had been stolen, and that the murderer was probably too smart for the police. However, he said he is confident of finding the man, and meanwhile he himself feels that it will be wisest to lie low, both because suspicion may rest on him mistakenly at present, and also because he will stand a better chance in that way of catching the real culprit.

Did you tell him theres a warrant out against him?

Yes.

You promised me you wouldnt answer any communication from him without consulting me first!

I couldnt help it, she answered with rising anger. You dont know that man! I do know him! I have a perfect right to tell him there is a warrant out for his arrest. Perhaps he will surrender to the police. Who knows!

My ye-e-es! Who knows! Did you tell him anything about the other gold plate?

No. He asked whether the P.O.P. members knew that the plates had been stolen, and I told him no. Then he said a little ingenuity would show me some way out of the predicament of having no plates to show to the members, and that he might send me a suggestion before long.

What else?

No more. He rang off then.

Has he ever sent you any money? I demanded.

Once. A sum to cover expenses.

How did he send it? Check  draft  money-order  letter of credit?

In hundred-dollar bills by registered mail.

From what postoffice?

I dont know. I threw the envelope away.

When was it that he sent you money?

About three weeks ago.

Have you ever seen his check?

Never. All the payments I have ever seen him make were in bills.

Have you ever paid money to him?

Often. I have turned over contributions to him.

Cash or check?

Cash, always. He likes notes of rather large denominations.

Are those transactions shown on any book?

I dont know. I suppose so. He keeps the secret books himself.

Dont you know where he banks the money?

No.

That closed another avenue of search effectually. The banks are thoroughly organized among themselves for mutual protection, and more crooks are caught with their aid than in any other way, but it was safe to say that we would have to run down Bhopal Gosh without the banks assistance.


CHAPTER IX. And if they all offers me a lil sweetnin, Capn?

DOWN on the southern deserts of this country there is a reptile they call the Sidewinder. Hes a rattlesnake by habit, history, and profession, and seems to like it, not having changed his habits since the first Conquistadores came. His chief characteristic is that he invariably heads south when traveling west. Besides, he carries a rattle on his tail, packs a murderous disposition and has all the other rattlesnake peculiarities.

We became Sidewinders. We had Mrs. Aintree, basking hardly in the sun but in the limelight of importance. She would have been happy on the gallows if only a fair-sized crowd were there to stare at her. We carried that gold plate along, with the idea of rattling it until every darky and most of the white folks in the towns we visited should be aware of it, and us. Our party pretty nearly filled a Pullman car, which made a fine long snake of us, of assorted colors. And we headed south while traveling west. The murderous disposition was a poor thing, but mine own; and by way of fangs we had some Smith & Wessons straight from the factory in Springfield.

The car that we engaged, and that Meldrum Strange paid for, was one of those steel composite affairs with sets of drawingrooms at either end and regulation Pullman berths in the middle.

So there was plenty of accommodation for Mrs. Aintree and her party at one end, Brice, Allison, myself and three other white men at the other, and our dusky confraternity amidships, so to speak. They were about as fine a collection of U.S. darkies as you could assemble anywhere. Some had been to college; some had worked for banks and suchlike institutions; some had been the rounds of vaudeville, and half a dozen of them had rustled soft coal in the bowels of foreign-going ships. We knew all about every one of them from the day he was born; more than they thought we knew in certain instances  for example, that our middle-weight prize-fighter and cleverest corner-man had served a term in jail  and we had every one deeded up as a full-fledged member of the P.O.P. They ranked as aspirants, in good standing, subscription paid, and knew the secret ritual by heart; in fact they invented quite a lot of new stuff on the train, for the benefit of small-town hicks who hadnt yet received the latest light.

Brice turned out to be a splendid traveling companion, and Allison a tolerable one, although Allison could see no humor in the business, and was much more exercised over the expense than Meldrum Strange, who had to stay in New York but was paying for it all.

Man, the ineequity upsets ma mind. Its a blasphemous and beastly or-r-ganization run by the very hoore o Babylon hersel. Thats bad enough. But we add the offense o squanderin dollars as if money werent the verra blood that should be cir-r-culating in the veins o ceevilization!

He regarded every man with us as a religious renegade, and himself as the worst of all.

Brice is a pagan  Ive long had ma doots o Brice  a good, brave little body but a her-r-etic in matters o rel ee gion. I rue the day I said Id go with ye on this exped-ee-tion, but a mans wor-r-d is his wor-r-d, and theres no takin it back. But Lord forgie us!

He was the sort of man who would have endured the rack a couple of centuries ago rather than yield on the interpretation of some obscure Greek particle in one of Pauls Epistles  the kind of man who came over to this continent and founded a new nation out of guts, resource, and pure pig-headedness. He went in fear of Hell that whole long journey, solely from a sense of duty and determination not to be outdone by Brice. He reminded us of our sins a little too frequently, but he kept us awake by preaching when we should have been asleep, and that, as it happened, provided us with the clue that solved the problem in the end.

* * * * *

ONE of the members of Mrs. Aintrees party  the meekest of them all and the most obsequious in looking after her  was a man named Carter. According to Brice he was the individual who had told Grim too much in Jerusalem and so had started our investigation rolling. He had made up for it since by the most painstaking discretion; in fact, he. seemed afraid to comment on the weather without getting Mrs. Aintrees permission first. He was a silver-haired man, somewhere between fifty and sixty, who always wore a black morning coat and carefully creased trousers, but economized on pocket-handkerchiefs.

He had a way of walking about the car, treading cat-wise, making no noise, and if ever we left the door of our drawing-room open he would trip past two or three times, glancing in, smiling and saying something pleasant if we noticed him, but, if we didnt notice him, only too glad to get by without saying anything at all. I wont say he aroused our suspicions, because after the event you always think you were suspicious from the first; thats human nature. We told one another we had suspected him, but Im inclined to believe that we fooled ourselves on that score. Allison refused to sleep in a compartment by himself because he had the gold plate in his satchel, and Brice, being rather tired of him in some ways, begged me to take turns sharing the responsibility. So the first night out Allison and I slept together, and Brice alone; but there was a door between the two compartments that we left unlocked. Brice, having nothing to worry about, and not being a nervous sort of man, forgot to lock the other door of his compartment leading into the corridor. Brice was in compartment A, in which the three of us had sat talking all the afternoon. I had the upper berth in compartment B, and Allison the lower, with the satchel under his pillow; and for a long time after we put the lights out Allison lay underneath, me, quoting pessimistic verses from the Book of the Lamentations of Jeremiah.

Now Im not a miserable-minded man.

It gets my goat to have to listen too long to a sermon on original sin. I believe in original decency  monkeys are perhaps descended from man, for instance, certainly not man from monkeys  just as I believe in original gold in the everlasting hills. The only thing I ever knew, except toothache, that could make me sleepless is just such a sermon on the baseness of the human race as Allison got off his chest that night.

So I lay awake, listening to Brices snoring and wishing that Allison hadnt set his suit-case so as to keep the door from closing by about an inch. But I was too lazy to get down and move the thing.

It was about midnight when I heard the door of Brices compartment open softly. For a moment I thought it was Brice on the prowl. But he snored on, and I heard the door click shut again, as if some pussy-foot had sneaked in. Then Allison, fast asleep, started pitching about as if undergoing in imagination all the torments foretold by Jeremiah. I took advantage of that disturbance to get down from the upper berth without making much noise, and instead of opening the door between the two compartments, which would only have scared the intruder into flight, I slipped out into the corridor through the door of compartment B, closed it behind me, and walked forward to the door of compartment A. I moved the latch, and let the door swing open as if the intruder hadnt fastened it behind him and the motion of the train had done the rest  then stood back in the dimly lighted corridor and looked in.

It was our white-haired acquaintance Carter, black morning coat and all. He heard the door swing open, but I was in time to see him withdraw his hand from under Brices pillow. He started to close the door again, and actually had his hand on it when he caught sight of me.

Now Ive met with gall from Maine to Shanghai, all the way around the earth and back again  all sorts, all grades, and all degrees; but nothing to equal his. I guess youve got to be meek before you can think of such a thesis as he propounded.

I came to stop Mr. Brice from snoring, he said. Hes annoying Mrs. Aintree.

Mrs. Aintrees compartment was at the front end of the car, at least fifty feet away, and between ours and hers were thirty colored men, putting up among them such a saw-mill chorus as youd never hear anywhere outside of a lumber camp or a kraal in Africa. I pushed him back into Brices compartment and turned the light on, locking the door behind me.

Well, really! he exclaimed; and Brice woke up with a start.

The next thing, Allison came stalking through the communicating door with an old-fashioned dueling-pistol cocked in front of him. In his pajamas, with that pained, intense expression on his face and his long nose following the pistols aim, he looked like one of those cartoons of a Frenchman hunting sparrows that they used to print in England when Fashoda was the main topic of discussion. I asked him to put the pistol away, for Ive seen accidents happen with those things; but he wouldnt listen to me.

Well, really! remarked the silver-haired intruder for the second time.

Yell know its real when yeve a bullet in ye! answered Allison. Disar-r-m the man, one of ye!

You might as well have talked about disarming an old woman. If he had had a weapon  and he had none  it would have been perfectly safe to leave him in possession of it. He wasnt exactly frightened, he was more like Daniel in the lions den, obedient to what he considered first principles and confident that some way of escape would open out  a much more difficult kind of man to deal with than the blustering sort, who always throw their hands up when weapons fail.

Sit down in that corner, I said, and tell us what you were looking for under Brices pillow. I saw your hand under it.

The chiel was sear-r-ching for the gold plate! put in Allison contemptuously. That answers too obvious to need confir-rmation.

Let me go, please, said our unwilling guest. I am a member of this party with a perfectly legal right to come and go in the car as I please. I came in here to stop this gentleman from snoring. Let me go, please.

Allison swore under his breath. Brice looked at me whimsically.

Did Mrs. Aintree send you on this errand? I demanded.

She couldnt sleep. She asked me to do what I could about it. An idea occurred to me that instant. If you call it intuition, that doesnt explain what intuition is, any more than calling the differential calculus a method of fluxions brings you closer to an understanding of it.

Youd better get out of here, I said. Knock next time youve any message to deliver!

He walked out without comment, and I slammed the door behind him, opening it again instantly and stepping out into the corridor to watch. He never once looked back. The impression I got was that he was hurrying to reach his own end of the car before he should be seen by someone else. If that was so he didnt make it.

As he passed midway down the car the curtain of a lower berth drew back, and a kinky, dusky head appeared. It wasnt curiosity that drew that head out, but conspiracy. The difference in expression of those two emotions is far too wide to permit of a mistake. Carter appeared disconcerted  really disconcerted for the first time  whispered something hurriedly, and passed on. The kinky head grinned and retired inside the curtains, but only for a minute, for as soon as Carter had regained his own compartment I went and pulled those curtains aside again.

Sam!

Thah?

He had two false front teeth, which he removed at night, and couldnt speak at that hour without lisping.

Follow me down to compartment A.

He struggled into his overcoat, looking more like a chimpanzee than a human, although owning a good-natured grin that offset certain other peculiarities. His pug nose resembled a dark piece of india-rubber and looked as if you could punch it steadily for an hour or two without causing its owner much inconvenience. He had a retreating jaw that must have been hard to hit in the prize-ring, and one cauliflower ear. Nevertheless, his bright little eyes gleamed with unusual intelligence, as I backed him up against the door of our compartment.

Dyou want to get back into the Federal prison, Sam?

Dont know nothin about no Federal prithon, thah.

Well, I do know. Your term was reduced to two years and eight months for good behavior. You came out exactly a year and eleven months ago. The point is, dyou want to get in again?

Capn, how come you athk me that? Good conducs ma middle name. Ah signed on thith heah outfit jes cause you-all said as you wanted a good conduc fightin man. Ahs good conduc, an

Certainly. You were living straight, so we decided to give you a chance.

That wath thertainly good of you-all, Capn.

Well then, why dont you reciprocate?

Rethiprocate, thah? Ah dont zacly get youah meanin?

Does Mr. Carter, or does Mrs. Aintree know that youve been in jail?

Mithith Aintree, she knowth it, thah.

How did she find it out?

Capn, thay, it wath she what put me in! It was she what had me rested in the futht inthtanth.

I see. So she came to you now with a proposal?

If you all want to call what she thaid a propothal, thath mebbe youah senthe o humor, Capn. Ahd call it a threat, Ah would, jes like that.

Out with it! What did she say?

Thaid Ah might do her a thmall favor, an lowed shed do me a big un.

Wouldnt let on about having been in jail, I suppose?

That it, thah, Capn, zacly. F Ahd send her lil telegram byum-by, thoon as she gives the word to let er go, shell say nothin bout my unfortunate ekthperienthe.

Telegram to whom?

Dunno, Capn, thah. Not seen it yet.

Where were you to send it from?

Thome thathion along the line, Capn.

Cautioned you to say nothing about it?

Shoah did.

Why didnt you come and tell me?

Capn, thah, you-all nevah said no word to me bout not thendin no telegrams.

Thats true. That clears you.

Goonight, Capn!

Wait a minute! Did Mr. Carter have anything to say about that telegram?

No, thah.

Then what were you expecting from him when he returned along the car just now?

Ah dont xacly know, Capn. Mithter Carter, he thaid, Mithith Aintreeth order, an hed go tyour compartment long about thith time an get a lil package fr me to keep, an along come moning hed tell me what to do with it. Mebbe ordahs ud be for me to take it offn train an go thomewheres, but hed let me know bout that. Then he come long an aint got no parthel, an he look tho dithappointed I come mighty near laffin in his face.

* * * * *

IT sounded true. Sam Carson had fallen foul of the Mann Act, which like many other laws unavoidably lends itself to blackmail and occasional injustice.

When Strange investigated Sams references and discovered that he had been in jail, even the deputy prosecuting attorney who had secured Sams conviction admitted that there might have been a miscarriage of justice. He had eloped into another state with Mrs. Aintrees colored maid at a time when he had a fairly large cash forfeit posted for a match against one of the most notorious ring-sharpers in the game, and the combination of circumstances had been too strong for him.

The woman was persuaded to accuse him, partly by Mrs. Aintree, who resented the inconvenience of losing her personal maid, and partly by the men who stood to keep Sams forfeit money if he should fail to appear at the ring-side. Sam may have told the truth when he pleaded not guilty at his trial, and I was pretty nearly certain that he was telling the exact truth to me that night.

All right, Sam, I said. Take anything they give you. If they give you a telegram, get off the train and send it.

F you thay tho, Capn.

Dyou think you could make a copy of it first?

Ah aint no writin expert, Capn. Fightins ma peculiarity, he answered with a grin.

Can you read?

Yeth thah, Ah can read good.

Have you a good memory?

Ah can member mos evrythin ever happened.

If they were to give you a telegram, and you were to read it over twenty or thirty times, dyou think you could memorize the whole of it?

Ahs a fus-class memorizer. Ah members the zac wodin o the telegram at Jack Johnson send to his ole mother, time he knock the stuffin out o Misto Jeff at Reno. Ah members

Thatll do. The most interesting part of their telegram will be the name and address of the party its sent to. Get that into your head so youll remember it a thousand years, if you live that long. Then remember as much of the rest as possible. Dyou get me?

Ahll do ma bes, Capn. Anything to blige.

Thats all, except hold your tongue. Dont say a word to a soul about your talk in here with me tonight.

An if they all offers me a lil sweetnin, Capn?

Take it. But no blackmail, mind! Youre not to ask them for a cent. If they give you nothing, go ahead and send the telegram just the same. There are no side-pickings on this trip, unless you get hurt in a scrap later on, and in that case well take care of you. Are you all clear on that?

All cleah, Capn. Goonight, thah. Goonight, gents. He went off looking like a scarecrow in an overcoat with sleeves much too short for his long arms. Delight in being on the inside of conspiracy made him do a sort of double-shuffle down between the berths, and huge hands flapping at the ends of loose arms heightened the illusion. But he made good on the memory test.

They left us on a side-track at a wayside junction in Virginia in the early morning, and we had to stay there until nearly noon before a local mixed rolled in and they hitched us to its rear end en route for Appleton. Our gang piled out to invade the shortorder places that stood three in a row within fifty yards of the depot, and that gave Mrs. Aintree the perfect opportunity. None of her party left the car, but Brice, Allison, and I watched Sam go lolloping off toward the Western Union office, and presently he came back toward us muttering to himself.

We let him keep on muttering. It wasnt in the game to let the Aintree party know that we suspected them of using Sam to upset our calculations. He looked well-paid and satisfied, and sat in the car with his feet on the seat in front of him, moving his lips like a monk at prayer, until a crap game started at the Aintree end, and what with one disturbance and another it looked safe enough to send for him to our compartment.

He stood with his back to the door, his enormous feet together, and his hands behind his back, displaying two removable gold teeth in a grin like a souvenir of Halloween, and rattled off his piece as though he went by clockwork and had been over-wound or something.
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What name and address were on the bottom of the telegram? I asked him.

Caroline Watts, Nine West Twenty Third Street, New York City, thah.

Well, with the aid of a pencil and paper, and by dint of making Sam repeat the message over and over, it took about twenty minutes to make sense of it all. He couldnt remember it unless he said it quickly, and when he said it quickly it was totally impossible to understand him. To him it seemed to have no meaning anyhow, except that he had been told to keep the change out of a twentydollar bill. However, we got the hang of it finally, and let him go forward, well-pleased with himself.

Nor was Sam the only person who was pleased. If the telegram meant anything at all, it was that Bhopal Goshs alibi and present address were now in my possession. I had never heard of Lakelock, but knew that Sparks is in Nevada, so it was fair to presume that Lakelock was somewhere near.

Caroline Watts was clearly the nom de plume of Mrs. Aintree. Antonio Vittori was equally certainly Bhopal Gosh. If I could once catch sight of the brute I didnt doubt I could corner him, so I decided to make Appleton, and after that to cancel all the rest of the schedule and head straight for Sparks, Nevada.


CHAPTER X. Res egaliter omnibus!

IT was nearly dark when we arrived at Appleton, among bleak hills that had been stripped of trees. There were a few truck gardens, the inevitable roped cows, unthrifty-looking goats by the dozen, and of course pigs, but nothing that resembled farming. It looked like one of those places that import everything in tin cans, milk included, and the empty cans made up most of the scenery. Yet it wasnt such a small place. It had evidently spread during the war, and had begun to dwindle subsequently. All the straggling, outlying parts of the town consisted of mere shacks, no longer painted, and inhabited exclusively by colored folk, who had come there for wartime wages and remained because it was the easiest thing to do. There were rows and rows of empty cottages, and the white folks houses, on a hill at one end of the town, wore a deserted look, as did most of the mines, although the pit-head gear in places appeared to be in working order.

Take it on the whole, Appleton was as perfect a place as you could find for brewing discontent. You could hardly be happy there if you tried, what with falling wages, falling population, falling houses, trade, ambition, everything. Mrs. Aintree pointed out her home  a large frame house on a hill-top, standing in considerable grounds, but empty, and I didnt wonder that she lacked desire to live in it. She said that her late husband had controlled half the mines in the place, but the coal was low-grade stuff and hardly paid for mining any longer.

Mrs. Aintree had engaged the town hall ten days in advance, and the place was placarded with notices of a P.O.P. revival meeting that evening for members and their friends; but I turned our gang loose through the town to do a little word-of-mouth advertisement, and, having sat idle in the train so long, they were eating their heads off for mischief. The advance announcements of Noahs Flood probably sounded something like the news they spread through Appleton.

Mrs. Aintree seized opportunity to mail a letter. She said it was to her friend in Springfield, but she wore her dark look as she spoke, and I knew she was lying. The postmistress wouldnt give me any information, so I wrote a short letter myself to Meldrum Strange and registered it. While the postmistress copied the address into her book I got a look at the previous entry, and  as I expected  it bore the name of Antonio Vittori, Lakelock, California. That was perfectly satisfactory. However quickly we might get away from Appleton, it was a certainty that mail would reach the border of California ahead of us, for our car would be hitched on to local trains and dandled to a dead march across the continent.

The more time Antonio Vittori Bhopal Gosh should have to mature his plans, the more likely he would be to fall into our trap. Mrs. Aintree had served the purpose so far perfectly. It would be time for her to send another telegram a day or so before our premature arrival on the scene. So I didnt tell her anything about our change of schedule until after we left Appleton next morning, and Sam received private instructions in the meantime. When she did give him a telegram he kept it in his pocket until I gave the word to send it off.

The P.O.P. was a platform for her self-esteem and no more. She cared nothing for the disappointment of her dupes. Only her own predicament disturbed her seriously, and she believed that her only port in the storm was partnership with Bhopal Gosh, the man who had supplied the brains from the beginning. She realized as well as I did that the one gold plate we had with us would be an irresistible temptation to the man who had the other thirty-one.

Bhopal Gosh probably knew Sanskrit. If so, he could appreciate and probably had told her that the stolen thirty-one plates were unintelligible without the thirty-second, the key plate. He probably told her in imaginative oriental phrases how stupendously important the complete set would be; and as a matter of plain fact he could hardly have exaggerated. The original law of Moses, engraved on gold, could be used to produce a more effective world upheaval than any scrap of paper signed at Versailles. Consider what the Mormons did, and are doing. What Mohammed did. And there are others.

Mrs. Aintree had faith in Bhopal Gosh and his adroit intellect. She trusted him to contrive some means of stealing it. Her one remaining chance of wielding the world-wide influence she craved was to help Bhopal Gosh and then, if necessary, blackmail him. Otherwise her folly in consenting to make the journey with us in that car would be inexplicable.

Money did not appeal to her much except as a means to a definite end. The end that she never lost sight of, was self-importance. She yearned to be looked up to  admired  reverenced. She was willing to go through anything, to compromise to any extent, to condone any wickedness with specious argument, provided only that her own sense of importance should be bolstered in the end. And Bhopal Gosh, who knew that side of human nature, being built of just such stuff himself, understood, and laughed at her, as the sequel proved.

Of course, this is ex-post-facto analysis. It is extremely easy to deceive yourself when looking backward and imagine you were wise about it all from the beginning. The truth is that I had some uncommonly discouraged moments and, for instance, while we were waiting for our evening entertainment I went and interviewed the chief of the Appleton police. I took him quite a long way into confidence.

* * * * *

IT was a hectic evening from the start, for Darktown turned out and filled the hall long before we got there. According to the chief of police there had been nearly a score of free-lance agitators in the town during the past few weeks, every one of whom had left a standing grouch behind him.

So they were ready to be preached to. They wanted to be told that heaven lay just beyond the hill and could be reached by revolution. We had our own men scattered about the hall before it filled, and one or two of them made alleged impromptu speeches before the opening ceremony, with the idea of keeping good humor as near the surface as possible; for it was a risky game we were going to play  the sort of game that follows better on a joke or two than on solemnity.

Our fellows had the ritual down fine, and had even improved on it. It had mostly been designed by Mrs. Aintree with a view to the superstitious appeal, and in order to lend solemnity to her ridiculous pretensions. For instance, after a dreamy hymn, there was a solemn parade around the hall in Indian file, each man doing the lock-step with his hands on the shoulders of him in front; that was supposed to represent the wanderings of Israelites in the wilderness for forty years, and it might have gone right well on this occasion if our men hadnt interjected sotto voce jokes reminiscent of the A.E.F. One laugh led to another, and they drowned out the piano finally by singing the old songs that some of them had howled in France.

So by the time Mrs. Aintree entered, pompous as a peacock with her staff around her, they were ready for pretty nearly anything except serious business. We had ten trumpeters, who represented the Israelitish heralds sounding the blast that blew down the walls of Jericho. Five trumpeters stood on each side of the door, as she entered surrounded by meek white minions and followed at a decent distance by Brice and Allison carrying the gold plate framed upright on a tea-tray. I came last and received an ovation, although I did not know why until Sam informed me afterwards that he had advertised me as the champeen heavy-weight long-distance African golfer of the whole wide world.

At the sound of the first blast they all got to their feet. There were five more blasts while Mrs. Aintree strode up the aisle magnificently, at each of which they were supposed to shout:

Glory Hallelujah! The kingdom is at hand!

By the seventh blast Mrs. Aintree had reached the platform and they all sat down, throwing one leg over the other to signify that the walls had fallen and that all they had to do now was to enjoy the feasting and the loot.

There was quite an obvious difference between members and their friends. Members knew which leg to throw over which, for instance  a very important point. They also knew the responses, and were all the more readily tickled into ribald laughter by the new ones interjected by our men.

Mrs. Aintree came to the front of the platform, and stood there holding up a hand for silence. But silence was a long time coming. Circumstances were against her. The tattered old crimson canvas drop-curtain had not been raised to the full distance, and she stood exactly underneath the daubed, recumbent undraped figure of a fat and silly-looking Bacchus, engaged in pouring a stream of yellow wine out of a blue cornucopia. He was leering down at her. It was only a matter of seconds, apparently, before the stream of wine would splash on her head. The audience refused to stop laughing until somebody went behind and raised the curtain to its full height. Then  

What is the sacred number? she demanded in ringing tones.

Seven! they answered.

Come eleven! shouted one of our men, and a roar of laughter greeted that, which she did her best to ignore.

Oh you little lucky, lovely, rollin bones! said someone with a bass voice like a bulls, and that pretty nearly brought the house down. However, she continued  

How many are the tenets of the P.O.P.?

Seven! they answered.

What are they? she went on instantly, giving nobody a chance to interpose a joke.

The reply sounded like a Sunday-school class reciting the catechism in quick time:



Brotherly love for all black races,
Brotherly blacks in portant places,
Wilderness once crossed is over,
Tired ones have a right to clover,
Handsome is as handsome does,
Whatever is good is good for us,
Res egaliter omnibus!



(Even dog-Latin, you see, to give it a properly scholarly flavor.)

Ahs agwine ride in dat omnibus! someone shouted from the rear of the hall. No moah flat-footin them ole deserts! Ahs hit them ties too off en! Hee-hee! Ahs agwine ride!

Getup! yelled someone else.

No, chillun, this heahs a motor-bus. Aint agwine be no mewls this trip!

Honk-honk! Ting-a-ling! Pah-pah! Who aint paid his fare? Mrs. Aintree tried to laugh it off good-naturedly, but her anger was rising. Her frown betrayed her, and the audience realized that perfectly. They set themselves deliberately to annoy her, and succeeded beyond their wildest expectations.

She tried to make a speech, but they interrupted with cornerman remarks. The more she tried to browbeat them with eloquence, the worse they got out of hand, egged on by our conspirators strategically posted to produce the most effect.

My friends! she began. I have brought you a surprise from New York  or rather from beneath the sands of ancient Egypt.

Ah trembles wid antiquity! Oh, hold ma hand!

You were promised the privilege of feasting your eyes on the thirty-one plates

Wi turkey on um, an sweets, an gra-avy  Oh you Tha-anksgivin! Show me them eats!

  but we have a greater privilege in store for you tonight. Instead of bringing the thirty-one plates that were promised, and which would have been a cumbersome and difficult thing to do

Not nuff room in dat ole omnibus! Plates no use anyhaow widout knives an forks! Yah-hah! Mebbe Gyptians didnt use no knives an forks. Fingers plenty good nough for them Gyptians!

  we have brought you the most wonderful thing in the world  the veritable key plate  drafted by the hand of Moses himself  the original Moses  think of it!  and bearing a portrait of Moses done by an artist of his day, engraved on the original solid gold plate on which, in Sanskrit, an ancient tongue, are inscribed the key words by which, with proper understanding, the secret, mystic, marvelous writings on the other thirty-one may be interpreted! She paused for breath, and they were really silent for the first time. That was quite a bomb to spring on any audience, and there was quite a number of them in the hall who had been sufficiently filled beforehand with a sense of the seriousness of what they called their Pisgah Vision to have won the rest over, had she known enough to keep their attention fixed on the treasure, instead of redirecting it toward herself. But she was so constituted that she couldnt help herself, being quite capable of being jealous of an inanimate object if that should detract for half-a-minute from her own importance.

Since I ceased to live among you, she resumed, being called elsewhere to higher duties

Leaky ole roof needs mendin  wouldnt spen nuff dollars on de ole roof, thats what!

Tenant, hes gone too! He said,   ole house not fit for man to live in! He va-a-moose an pay no rent!

Somes been dug all the taters out o tater patch. Yeah! No more taters!

Winows all bus in! House begins look like hes hanted!

Rats in dat ole house biggern possums! O-o-oh!

  I have always had a kindly feeling  more, a passion in my heart for Appleton

Doggone ole slag-heap aint got no passion lef. Kiss muh, honey Appleton, an say goobye! Ahs gwine follow whar Lady Luck done up an went  shes mah beau!

  and therefore it is you, from out of all the hosts of lodges of the P.O.P., who are the first to set your eyes on this priceless heirloom of the centuries!

Oooh! Our eyes ache lookin at yuh, honey boy! Moses, yo sho resembles Lady Lucks genlemn frien! Ooey! You is good to see!

Dawgonnit! Dat stuffs yaller go-o-old! You-all done hear dat, niggahs?

I patted my hip-pocket, which was bulging rather ostentatiously as I stood at the end of the line next to Brice and Allison, who were holding the tray between them. Allison nudged me and moved his lips as if I were responsible for the safety of his only child, and for a moment I feared he intended to snatch up the plate and decamp with it, which would have started a riot almost certainly. But in the pause that followed the last negros remark, Mrs. Aintree swept into her stride once more. She was full of courage of a kind, that woman, and not minded to be laughed out of countenance.

But you seem to be in an impudent mood tonight, she went on. Some spirit of unrest has made you forget your manners. You seem inclined to overlook the fact that I have come all the way from New York at tremendous cost and inconvenience to show you what many other men  and white folks too!  would almost give their eyes to see! I find you in no mood of reverence. The years I spent among you, teaching, must have had effect, but tonight you forget yourselves! I bear no malice; but I see no humor in your stupid jests, and you certainly cant expect me to stand here and talk to you unless my words fall on properly attentive ears.

Wes lisnin, honey! Wes de lisninest folks what is!

Yah-hoo! Mah haids stuff up wiv lisnin, an I aint heard nuffin yet!

Silence! Order! Niggah, shut yo mouf!

And so I think it better for tonight that one of your own people should address you. Perhaps youll give him a more attentive hearing. Perhaps when you realize how deeply one of your own people is impressed by the sacredness and vast importance of this relic that you are being privileged to see  perhaps then you will listen to him more respectfully and try to show your appreciation of the unheard-of good fortune that is yours tonight.

She stepped back a pace or two, and one of my men at the back of the stage produced a chair for her. Allison and Brice took chairs as well, but I didnt care to sit down, for I knew what was coming, more or less, and the others didnt  least of all Mrs. Aintree, who supposed I had provided a speaker capable of undoing the P.O.P. with faint praise. But my man stepped forward from the rear with a grin on his face that might have disillusioned her if she hadnt been paying so much attention to the set of her skirts. He was a big, stout darky  a college graduate  who had spent most of his time trying to force his way on to the legitimate stage, earning his living meanwhile in small-town vaudeville, with occasional side-excursions as a member of a quartette and, now and then when times were bad, a spell of ballyhooing for a one-ring circus. He had a magnificent baritone voice, and was not only dressed in evening clothes, which suited his ambition finely, but was drawing the best pay he had ever come in contact with outside dreamland  Tom Tulliver by name, as decent and as clean-living a colored man as I want to have any dealings with, and an expert in the psychology of his own race, as well as a born actor.

Folks! he began, and if he had been a white man with burned cork on he could have held any audience after that first word. I wuz agwine to call you jokes, but you-all aint funny enough for that. You aint got nuff nthusiasm to crank a car with. You aint aware o all your opportunities, what stands heah starin yo in the face, an you all gapin back at em wiv eyes as bright an lively as fried aigs stuck on yo faces!

This heahs an epoch, thats what this is  an epoch up an becknin yo. And an epoch is as diffrunt from a shepoch as dimonds is from the losers end of a game o crap. Youve all met up wiv shepochs; there aint no use o my standin heah tellin you at shepochs aint no good. Ahd be a-wastin o youah time, an times the valuablest commodity what is, speciaily in this heah flourishin an hustlin community. Were dealin wiv a he poch, an thats somethin else again, as the Jew said when he saw the fire department comin.

I aint agwine to waste youah time. I aint agwine to waste nothin. Ahs jes agwine tell yo all  ahs jes agwine point out to yo a half-a-dozen o the leadin circumstances what this heah pictchah as yo all see dazzlin yo optics means. An then ef yo aint the gratefullest niggahs what is, ahs agwine be the mos mistakenest one.

This heahs Moses. You all done heard o Moses. He led the chillun o Isrel into a lan at wuz flowin wiv milk an honey, after hed showed em how to plunder the Gyptians. An the Gyptian police what chased em to recover the dimond brooches an the watch-chains an the stick-pins as theyd dopted fore they made their getaway was flummoxed by de good Lod an drowned. Plum daid, evry one of em, an the chillun of Isrel scaped.

They wuz Gyptians, those police was. Mebbe the plice in this heah lan o bondage is all Gyptians too. I aint looked em over nuff sos to be able to give yo stric information on that point. Youll jes hev to make use o your discriminations an discover that point for yoselves. But that aint the point izzacly as I wuz drivin at.

Im agwine discuss wiv you tonight about Moses. He killed a Gyptian pliceman  did it easy, cause the plice in those days didnt have no shootin irons, an Moses was that indignunt, what wiv the cops fresh line o talk an one thing and another, that he smit him good an hard. He nonplused that Gyptian, lef his carcase lyin there, an beat it. The Gyptians sicked their bloodhounds after him, but the dogs in those days hadnt no more nose than jackrabbits, an Moses giv em the ha-ha, tendin sheep sos to have somethin in the envelope when pay-day come aroun.

He tended sheep for forty years out on a ranch somewheres, till the statute o limitations run out an his pictchah in the rogues gallery wuz all faded  an him so changed, what with the mean livin on the ranch, and him growin a beard, an gettin older, an gettin a new suit o cloes  til them Gyptians couldnt recognize him no more. Then he come back, cause the ranchin werent the fondest thing that he wuz of by no means. He was plum fed up with it. But he knew moren he once did. There wasnt nothing you could tell him bout sheep.

Well, he come back; an he found the ol house up on the hill, where he used to live, all fallin to rack an ruin  winows busted in  no more taters in the tater-patch  rats runnin roun big as possums  place looked as if it wuz hanted; an Moses looks aroun an sees a lot o sheep on two laigs, workin for the Gyptians. That started him off thinkin.

He went an sat up on top o the big Pyramid an figured it all out, watchin them Chillun of Isrel workin so hard for the Gyptians down below there; an finally he came to a conclusion, them bein things at any feller comes to when he makes his ol bean work furious. An Moses, he wuz plum furious all through. He didnt want to go back an live in that ole rack-an-ruin shack of a place, full o rats an hants an no tater-patch nor anything. So he come to a conclusion, Moses did, an him knowing what he did about sheep, he mighty soon got busy.

Pretty soon he had all them Chillan o Isrel chippin in to a fund, an him keepin the money, an he says to em, Whats the use o you all makin bricks without straw, when Ah knows a place where yo kin all live easy without doin a stroke o work  an all the honey an milk yo wants? Supposin you-all down tools an come along o me, says Moses. An he shows em how to plunder the Gyptians first, him havin no more feelin o pugnaciousness about plicemen an rather theyd do it for him. An by-an-by he has em comin after him like sheep, all carryin the brooches an the gold earrings, an they come to the Red Sea, an he gets em over, an the Gyptians is drowned, and theys all singin an lookin forward. An then he says to em, March! says he, an bes foot forward, for you cant go back or the copsll get yo, so theres nothin else for it! An he keep em paradin in the desert there for forty years.

Walkin the ties in Arizona werent nothin to it, for there werent no ties nor yet no water-tanks. There werent nothin, cep jes desert, an mebbe sage-brush, an insecs, an rattlers an all kinds o pizen snakes; an when they did come on water it was all full of alkali so they could hardly drink it. And there werent no bootleggers, chinks an dagoes, sellin em liquor to sweeten their stomachs. No, sir, them Chillan of Isrel did their hikin bone-dry; an they plum wore out ole Moses wiv their complainin an all till he quit cold; an he was all that fed up wiv em at he wouldnt have no funeral or nothin but lowed hed find himself a cave somewheres an go an die in that.

But fore he died he took em up on Pisgah mountain, an he says to em, Thars yr promis lan; go fight for it, yo suckers! An he shows em the promis lan a mighty long ways off, all full o folks theyd got to xterminate. Twerent no big lan neither. An they couldnt see no honey less they worked to git, same as they did in Egyp.

Now, heres the point Ise comin to. Taint no little lan were aimin for to git. Wese agwine git us a continent! When it comes to spoilin Gyptians fust, we aint magpies pickin here an there an flittin off, wes wholesalers! Were chesty. Were gwine hep ourselves proper! They aint nothin wes agwine leave behind! Wes agwine laff at evrybody, plice included! Were the really true an only genuine P.O.P., which O stan for omnibus an means wes agwine take evrything, an ride, not walk! The white folks in this lan o bondage is agwine sit still an lock the plice inside the station house, sos we kin do it easy  jes as ea-easy, as sayin it!

An hike? Say; who are yo kiddin? Wese agwine ride the whole way! How come, you spose, that German fleet got sunk way over thar in Europe? Did you folks never hear nothin bout dispensations? That wuz one o them dispensations. Wese agwine lif that fleet o ships right up from th bottom o the North Sea, an use em. How come? Hows we agwine fer to do that? Eeasy! Jes as ee-asy! Wes agwine put tubes down under the sea an blow those ole ships fuller o hot air than a bloon is o laughin gas, an theyll come floatin up to the top jes like a lot o ducks. Then wes agwine ride in em to Africa. Thats what! Thems our omnibus.

An Africa? Oh boy! That aint agwine turn out to be no delusion. Wes all agwine be kings an emprors when we gits there. Sure! Evry lazy good-for-nothing blackll have an elephant to ride on, an a big umbrella over his haid fer to keep the sun offn him. Therell be eats enough to go round, an no work to do but rollin bones jes to keep the money circulatin. I aint foolin yo! An thats all gwine come about jes cause o this heah pictchah on a gole plate what white folks had fetched fm Egyp!

By that time he had to keep pausing between sentences to let the howls of laughter die before he could get another word in. The whole hall seemed to be rocking to and fro with mirth, and about the only two people in the place who werent grinning from ear to ear were Allison and Mrs. Aintree. Allison could see no humor in it.

Are they all dementit? Is the body makin jokes? he asked me behind uplifted hand.

And Mrs. Aintree could see nothing in it all but gross indignity inflicted on herself; nor could I blame her, especially as she floundered straight into the mud-puddle that I half-feared she would see in time. She went in with a splash  all two hundred pounds of her, and the noise of it gave birth to silence for about ten seconds.

Stop! she thundered, with both fists raised. Ill not have another word of this! Its bad enough to have to sit here breathing this atmosphere without being insulted as well! Ill summon the police and have the hall cleared if I hear another word of sacrilege and treason!

That turned the trick. The twenty or thirty initiates and aspirants who had seen their way clear to an easy living on the strength of her unusual doctrines, and who even yet had hopes, perhaps based on money unaccounted for, began to take Mrs. Aintrees part noisily. About fifty men got to their feet. Allison whipped the plate off the tray and stowed it in his satchel.

Take that precious plate out of here! bawled Mrs Aintree.

Take it away from their profane eyes!

She was half-crazy with wounded vanity, but if she had been wholly mad she couldnt have made a worse break from her own stand-point, or a better one from mine.

Its our gole plate! Its the P.O.P. gole plate! somebody bellowed, and there began a rush for it as sudden as those gusts of wind that pick up a dust-whorl in the desert. It was exactly simultaneous with a rush by our own men, who reached the platform first, and just about sixty seconds in advance of an invasion by the Appleton police, who kicked the locked door open and wasted no time on preliminaries.

Its no use telling me there wont be fights in heaven. Twouldnt be heaven if that were so. Valhalla! We had to wade in! That crowd had had its laugh, and the laugh had kept it goodhumored. But youll find it safer to take a beef-bone from a wolfhounds jaws than to disillusion any swarm of men, colored or otherwise. The more they have laughed while the disillusioning went on, the swifter and the fiercer the reaction afterwards. Half those fellows realized that they had been made fools of from the first by Mrs. Aintree; others didnt know what to think, but decided to get the gold plate anyhow. The mob spirit accounts for the remainder. They all came on the run, some of them hurling chairs at us over the heads of the men in front.

It was one of the toughest jobs I ever faced, to get that gold plate and Mrs. Aintree out of Appleton town hall without injury to either. Sam was a wonder. He took the corner of the stage where the flight of steps led up from the floor, and none who saw him, or who met the calculated, swift ferocity of his attack, could ever more wonder why he wasnt wanted in the ring that time when they pocketed his forfeit money and railroaded him to jail instead. But there were too many of them, even for him; he got an ugly slash with a razor, and I had to leave Mrs. Aintree to the gangs protection and go to his aid. Since they had drawn razors I had no compunction about using chair-legs, and I bucked the swarm, brandishing one after the style of Samson when he slew those thousand Philistines with the jawbone of an ass. Only no ass jaw, nor chair-leg could break a black mans skull, swat you never so emphatically.

The surprising part was that nobody pulled a gun on us. I had a pistol in my pocket, but didnt propose to use it against our own invited guests, except perhaps as an absolutely last recourse; and there was never a moments real doubt of the outcome, with the police working their way toward the stage with the aid of nightsticks, going through their mob-drill like automatons, and turning suddenly at intervals to drive the rear of the mob out into the street. I dare say the whole business was over in five minutes, but it was a jewel of a fracas while it lasted; a jewel of a speech, too, that the chief of police, made from the front steps of the hall to the disgruntled remnants who remained to rub their heads and hear him.

An thats the last of this P.O.P. foolishness well have in this town, if yez have any sinse at all! Wan more word about it, an Ill P.O.P. pop the lot of yez into the coop, an what with foines an jailsintences yell wish yed never heard o Moses, let alone seen his photograph! Get along home now, all of yez, an step smart! And as for you, maam, he went on, turning on Mrs. Aintree, Im sorry to say Im ashamed of ye! Ye ought to know better, for yeve lived here long enough. I knew yr old dad an your husband, or Id say more. Good night, maam!

He turned to me last, accepted a cigar, cocked it upward at the stars between his teeth, and grinned.

Well have peace here for a while, he said; but  thats a wonderful pair o fists ye have. Where the divvle did yez learn to use em?


CHAPTER XI. Man, the plates gone!

I WONT go so far as to pretend that relations as between Mrs. Aintree and myself had been exactly cordial hitherto. They had not. But up to the point of that lodge meeting in Appleton we had been able to observe the amenities. We had presented to the world at large a reasonably amicable front. She detested and despised me, and while I did not overestimate her charms or her integrity I was rather sorry. for her, so we had managed to exist on the same Pullman car without exploding.

But to be made ridiculous was too much. I had committed the unforgivable offense. She hadnt a forgiving disposition at the best of times, but I had passed the Rubicon. She could no longer look at me without glaring; could not even see me without muttering; could not frame polite words in answer to the customary social salutations; and, on top of all that, she was imbecile enough to suppose that I wasnt alert for her vengeance.

It is only the secret enemy who is dangerous. The man or woman who makes faces at you, or defies you openly, is as easy as a rattler to contend with, for you have had notice. Her lust for revenge was as venomous as concentrated snake-juice, but she seemed to think herself possessed of a fairy-book cloak that rendered her hatred invisible.

A half-witted man would have realized the absurdity of her continuing another mile with us unless she were planning to upset my calculations.

When I canceled all arrangements next morning, and had to send sheaves of telegrams to shorten our itinerary and provide connections that would take us by the shortest route to Sparks, Nevada, it must have been obvious to her that I had some other motive than to break up a P.O.P. lodge meeting. The P.O.P. was done for. Ridicule would finish it. Sparks, according to our reports, was the center where the movement had made less progress than anywhere else. But such people as Mrs. Aintree  and there are lots of them  are more fatalistic than the Moslem, and ascribe every unexpected move to a calculating Destiny. She wanted to get to Sparks. I had changed all plans and decided to go to Sparks at once. Therefore, obviously, Destiny was playing her game, and in due course would deliver me to destruction, ably and vindictively assisted by herself. If you look around youll find any number of people who habitually argue with themselves in some such way as that.

There began to be a sort of surreptitious glee observable in Mrs. Aintrees manner  a confident cocksureness blended with the hate, that would have forewarned an ostrich with its head stuck in the sand. She began to make an awful fuss over Sam, dressing his wound about three times as often as was necessary, and flattering him with honeyed words for having fought so nobly, as she expressed it, in defense of womanhood. Sam liked it. There never was a darky who didnt enjoy that kind of treatment. But when she gave him a telegram to send to Sparks he brought it to me immediately, and I let him keep it in his pocket for several days before dispatching it.



ANTONIO VITTORI, LAKELOCK, CALIFORNIA. ALL ARRANGEMENTS SUDDENLY CHANGED. EXPECT WHOLE PARTY AT SPARKS EVENING OF THIRTEENTH. CONFIDENT IN YOUR ABILITY TO DEVISE AND ARRANGE SOLUTION. COUNT IMPLICITLY ON ME TO CARRY OUT INSTRUCTIONS, BUT WOULD LIKE THEM AS SOON AS POSSIBLE. YOUR PUPIL.

* * * * *

From the morning of our leaving Appleton until the thirteenth the railway people treated us to the losers end of every gamble on connections. But we reached Sparks at last after an almost endless crawl across sage-brush desert that lies waiting for nothing but pumps and persistence to make a new Garden of Eden of it, and almost before the train rolled to a standstill half-an-hour after sunset our game began again in earnest. They cut our car off, and bunted it in the direction of the engine sheds  then trundled it back into a bit of rusty siding, where we could stay until Sparks became paradise, if we happened to feel that way about it and for all that anybody cared.

A fellow with a neck like raw beefsteak cross-rabbeted into furrows allowed that that would do, and turned his back to superintend the moonrise, and there we were  plus the local sheriff, two Italians  one of whom looked like a bootlegger and the other like Dante come to life again  and, marvel of all marvels, Terence Casey stepping forward out of semi-darkness, like a ghost in an old-time play!

Yes, me boy, the  its me, an a fine fools errand yeve brought me on! Not send for me? I know ye didnt! Did ye write to Meldrum Strange, though? Did he sind five-an-twenty telegrams to Washington, until they transferred me to this job, or did he not? And did I take the Overland, an arrive here a day ahead av ye? I sure did. And of all the Devils own places to have to waste time in, this is the Devils choice, or my names Moses, same as so many o your friends! Ill introduce ye now to Mr. Arthur Brandon, county sheriff. Maybe ye dont know a man any longer when ye meet wan. This is him. Sheriff, this is Mr. Jeff Ramsden, elephant hunter and now lunatic at large; watch out fr his grip, hes hefty!

I looked straight into the eyes of the real West, the quiet, all-observing eyes that are used to vastness and afraid of nothing. He was as big as I am, standing with two fingers of his left hand hitched into his trousers pocket. His right came forward slowly for me to shake, and I liked him, warts, freckles, wrinkles, old gray flannel shirt, and all.

Forty years old, or a little more, with eyes of twenty-five; skin like leather; a ready smile; and a way of standing that pretended nothing, asserted nothing, except his own faith in the universe and his permission to all concerned to share it with him if they chose. After the manner of his kind, he said nothing, conceding the first deal, or shot if you like, to the stranger.

Im watching those two whaps, I said. It may be one or other of them has a message for someone in the car; if so, I want to know it.

Casey took that hint and drew apart to observe both car-ends from a point of vantage.

I hope Casey has saved time by telling you most of the details of this business, I said, and he nodded.

Casey and I had a talk last night, Mr. Ramsden. He doesnt seem to think much of your alarm.

Are you willing to look into it with me?

You bet.

Do you know a man named Antonio Vittori, a dago living just over the border at Lakelock? He nodded again. Yes. Quiet man. Great studyer. Eyetalian, not a dago. They say hes all right.

Hes the man Im after.

Hell and damnation! Supposed to have murdered a colored man, isnt he? Do you figure that killing is always a crime, Mr. Ramsden?

I guess you and I would agree on most points, if we had time to discuss them, I answered. Antonio Vittori is an Indian.

Is that so?

Im here to convince you. How far does your authority extend?

No further than the borders of this county. But therell be no difficulty about getting the California bunch to help us out. You expect this Antonio Vittori here tonight?

Maybe. I suspect those two Italians. Are you sure hes not in Sparks this minute?

We can find out. Does he figure on killing a few more blacks? I notice youve brought along a lot of live-bait.

Weve a gold plate with us that hes nuts on. He killed that colored man to get the rest of the set  but the sets worth not much more to him than bullion without the one weve got, and he knows where it is. I believe hell try to get it.

New York State warrant in order?

Sure. Federal warrant, too, I believe; ask Casey about that.

Well take him and see whats in this. Well, Casey, what dyou make of it?

Ramsdens right. That whap with a face like Montezuma passed a letter to Mrs. Aintree. Shes writing. Hes on the platform waiting for an answer. The other whap beat it; I guess hes gone to tell someone that the letter was delivered.

Well soon see.

The sheriff turned to one of his assistant deputies, who was leaning against the side of the car, chewing tobacco, and listening alertly without asserting himself in any way.

Shorty, I think its up to you to follow that Italian who was here a minute ago. Dyou know where he went?

Shore. I cn see him now.

See where he goes, and bring me word. Ill be here awhile yet.

The deputy walked off without comment, rolling himself a cigarette as he went, resembling by no means a salaried proponent of the written law. He looked more like a dry-goods clerk on his vacation, except for a certain measured litheness in his walk.

Just a minute, said the sheriff. Theres one thing I can do right now.

He walked to the end of the car  the end that he had been watching across my shoulder  and reached it at the same moment that the Italian with the Dantesque face began coming down the steps.

What are you doing? he demanded. Been stealing a ride? No? What have you got there?

All-righta, boss, I jus taka letter, thass all.

You  liar! Youve been stealing!

No, boss! Honest to God! Strika me dead, I taka da letter.

Cut the talk! Prove it!

The Italian pulled an envelope out of his hip pocket. The sheriff snatched it out of his hand, glanced at it, showed it to me, and gave it back. It was addressed in a womans hand in pencil to Mr. A. V.

All right. You get by this time.

The Italian hurried off.

Have you got time to follow that man, Casey? asked the sheriff, and Casey strolled away with both hands in his pockets.

What did you figure on doing with this minstrel troupe youve brought along? the sheriff asked me, and I countered with another question  

Have you had any trouble in Sparks with a colored society called the P.O.P.?

Not what wed call trouble in this part of the world. Theres quite a number in the railway sheds. They hired an iron shack on the edge of town, and the talk in there went to their heads a bit. They got to pushing white men off the sidewalk. That was as far as it went. They dont use that shed no longer.

Where do they meet now? I asked.

They dont. They were in that shed when we started to haul the uprights out from under it. Theres a donkey-engine in the next lot, and we had a chain passed round the drum with a hook at the other end made fast to a couple of four-by-fours. They came out like black bats flitting out of Hell, and since then they been kind of superstitious about holding meetings. Why do you ask?

My plan was, supposing you agree, to turn my outfit loose and let them get in touch with these P.O.P.s. I hope to discover whether Antonio Vittori has been mixed up with the P.O.P. in this town. If so, well have another line on him, and

Hell! the sheriff interrupted. Between you and Casey weve got lines enough. Well pop over into California in my car, get a search warrant and a couple of deputies from over there, and look him up. If youve got the evidence, well fix him.

Mrs. Aintree  she who wrote that note just now, and sent it by the Italian  is an accomplice of Vittori-Bhopal Gosh, I answered. She has been sending him telegrams. He expects us here. He knows weve brought along a gold plate that he wants. Hell make a desperate attempt to get it; and he has almost certainly made arrangements for getting away directly afterwards. Hes a damned clever rascal, and the last person in the world to find cooped up at home at a time like this.

Whats your idea anyway? he answered, scratching the back of his head. To set some kind of trap for him?

Id hate to get Bhopal Gosh without the gold plates, and he may have hidden them.

Ill give you any help I can.

This colored gang of mine is hand-picked, I answered. Let them circulate, and if they can find one of their race here in touch with Bhopal Gosh theyll send word that theyre loyal P.O.P.s, and can steal that remaining plate and get it to him. He wants it badly enough to take a chance.

Hm! Sounds rather like trapping a bear with sealing wax, but maybe I dont quite get the value of that plate  to him, I mean. As you say, if hes half-clever wed hardly find him at home. All right, turn your gang loose. Youd better caution them. Weve been cleaning up this town. Some of the boys might conclude to make a fresh start.

Our colored crew were interested in one subject only at the moment  supper, naturally. They were standing around us close enough to call attention to themselves, and no pack of hounds at a days end could have looked more wistfully anxious.

Brice and Allison were packing up, methodical men both. They always arranged their compartment as if they expected visitors. Allison liked to have his spare shoes and slippers at the bottom of the bag, with the things on top laid neatly, so the business of tidying up took time. I wanted to call them out and introduce them, and had turned to do it, when something occurred to put that for the moment out of mind.

* * * * *

THERE came a herd of colored men from the direction of the station platform, mostly in overalls, lurching along and laughing, obviously of one mind  a big, hefty-looking lot, and maybe forty of them. They approached our crew and began making the idiotic P.O.P. signs. In less than a minute there was a regular reunion taking place, with the sheriff and myself more or less in the midst of it.

Things seem to be working out to suit you, said the sheriff.

I was looking about for Sam, he being the one who usually caught on to a notion quickest, and had just spotted him on the outside of the crowd, when Mrs. Aintree came hurrying heavily down the car steps and pushed her way toward me, shoving the darkies away to right and left as if they were so many nine-pins. She was in one of her towering passions  full of what she imagined was divine fire  so wrathy with self-righteousness that nothing but her own ideas and her own convenience had any weight as far as she was concerned.

You wicked devil! she began, marching right up to me. I suppose you are planning to stage another sacrilegious farce! Who is this man?

The men of the West have manners. The sheriff drew back until he was obscured in shadow, and began to take apparently intense interest in the conversation of the darkies.

You will pay for all your doings! Mrs. Aintree went on. You think youre very smart. I know your thoughts; you think the money and the praise youll get for this is recompense enough for all the harm youre doing! Youre being well paid for it, and you simply ooze self-satisfaction! Youre a disgusting sight, Mr. Ramsden, let me tell you that!

Ill give you permission to tell me that, if thats whats troubling you, I said.

Troubling me? I am far from troubled! she retorted. I am simply trying to stop you before you destroy yourself with your own wickedness! You could do good if you chose, but you chose evil. The way of the transgressor is hard, Mr. Ramsden! You are laying up hell for yourself, and I would save you from it if I could! She meant every word of it, although, by holding my attention she was also forwarding an almost perfect piece of cunning. I believe she was obeying orders. She caught her breath for another outburst, but there came an interruption from the other end of the car  behind me in the dark.

Help! Help!

It was Allisons voice. I went to the rescue, but Im a trifle slow at starting and the sheriff reached the steps ahead of me, swung himself up by the hand-rail, and was first into the car. I brought up short behind him. The doors of compartments A and B were fastened together, handle to handle, by a piece of stout wire twisted as if someone had used pliers for the purpose. It took time to unfasten them, for the wire was too thick to cut with an ordinary clasp knife, and all the while Allison kept wrenching at the door from the inside, taking up the slack and making our work more difficult. However, we got both doors open at last, and Allison came stumbling out with blood all over his face. Brice was lying unconscious on the sofa, bleeding too.

Have ye got him? Allison demanded.

Got whom? asked the sheriff.

Ye mean yeve let him get away? Ye mean  My God! Dye know whats happened? Did ye not see where he went? Are ye stricken daft? Oh this exped-ee-tion! I knew from the verra first it was for-r-e-doomed!

Sit down and tell us, said the sheriff quietly, pushing him by the shoulders while I gave a hand to Brice, who seemed to be recovering consciousness.

Man, the plates gone! There cam a dark-faced loon through yon door wi a girt stick in his han, and wiout sayin one wor-r-d he struck at Brice an me as if we were cattle an he a flesher wi a pole-ax! I held up ma han to save Brice, for the fir-r-st blow was aimed at him, an there  look!  theres where the blow landed on ma for-r-earm. Then he str-r-uck me in the face wi his other fist, an grabbed ma satchel. The strap broke! Then he struck Brice, who was up an comin for him. Then he struck me again, an we were baith unconscious for I dinna ken how long  an then I tried to get out an ca for help, an the door was fastened! An so the plates gone  the only one we had, left  gone for good and a! An poor Brice dead  a good little man, a good little frien was Brice; Ill not forgie masel

Your plans dont seem to be going quite so good, do they? said the sheriff, eying me with a dry smile.


CHAPTER XII. Feller, you were right just now!

ALLISON, whose arm had really received the worst damage, insisted on having Brice taken to the hospital and mourned over him like a lost child. Maybe in that way the edge of his grief over the stolen plate was softened in some degree, which was as well, for only antiquarians can guess what pangs he suffered. However, neither the sheriff nor Terence Casey showed more inclination than I did to take the theft for what diplomatists call a fait accompli. Casey and the sheriffs deputy returned together, and Casey was the first to get the hang of the situation.

Those two whaps just walked about town, he said. They knew they were being followed. They were decoys. I asked your deputy to lock up both av em up and theyre in the coop now. There was nothing in the letter that wan av em carried. He knew it. It was blank paper.

I get you, said the sheriff. And these blacks, I guess, were sent down here to keep the other blacks from standing in the way inside the car.

Then Mrs. Aintree came and bawled me out, said I, to hold our attention while the trick was being worked. Bhopal Gosh sneaked up to the car from the far side, got a word in her ear, and  it all fits.

Fits foine! said Casey. Just a minute. Mrs. Aintree had shut herself into her compartment. Casey mounted the steps and rapped on her door. One or two of her meek minions tried to prevent him, but he kept on hammering until she called out Come.

Youre under arrest  you and the lot av ye! he informed her through the open door. Wheres that letter ye received just now by the Dago?

He came out swearing and laughing alternately, and showed us a handful of ashes.

She burned it, he said, and darn her, she broke up all the ashes in the spittoon! Ye can photograph whole ashes, but not broken wans!

Well, theres no place in our coop for a lady, said the sheriff.

Well leave her in the car, and Ill set someone to keep watch. Weve about one chance to take Vittori, or Gosh, or whatever his name is. Nevadas kind of big. If he once gets into the mountains, hell be difficult to catch  have to send a posse after him and comb the woods. Homes the likeliest place where hed cache the New York loot sos to have it ready for a getaway. Hell figure on beating back home  had his car parked somewheres close at hand. Hell aim to pick up the loot he cached at home and head for California. Thats my guess. Any o you good at guessing?

Anyone you can phone to in Lakelock? I suggested.

Wires been down since yesterday. Trees are always falling across the wires. Not much of a job to fix, but devils own time to get there, specially when the gangs are busy. If Gosh has a highpowered car and his nerve  and it looks as if he had  hes going to be hard to overtake. My cars ready.

Taking one thing with another, Bhopal Gosh had twenty minutes start of us, including five at a cafeteria where we threw some food into the car. Then we went like the fire chief to an all turn out alarm, with Casey and one deputy on the rear seat, and there was some scuse it please driving as we slipped out through the home-going cars of the railway hands and their families, most of them driven by women, and followed the trolley-line by way of Reno.

* * * * *

WE left the interurban car standing still, and whooped through Reno out on to the concrete pike without having killed anybody so far. Then the sheriff opened her out, and we really took a chance or two past Steamboat Springs, where the vapor from the cauldrons underground hung like great ghosts over the landscapes. The only casualty as far as Carson was a cat that ought to have known better. It was a black cat, and Casey swore seriously.

If it had been a white wan, now, that would have been the same as killing bad luck. But yeve killed the good luck, divvle take it!

However, at Carson we got news, and knew, we were on the right trail. The sheriff drew up at a hotel where they once used to lay out the victims of shootings on the pool table, but now sell meals to ranchers wives. There were half-a-dozen loungers in the bar busy bewailing the old days.

Got anything to drink? the sheriff asked.

Nothing worth while, said the barkeep.

Serve us some o that. Anybody know Antonio Vittori  Lakelock way?

Sure. Two men knew him. He passed through Carson in his car twenty minutes back.

What sort of car? What make?

Didnt notice.  Hes no auto thief. He dont need to steal nothin.

Big car or little one?

Twerent a Ford  Hup  Overland  Reo  some such make  nothing a guy like him would help himself to. Hes got money, Im telling you.

Well get him! Come on. Night, you fellers. Did he go by Truckee or

No, not Truckee. Up to the right  nearest way home I reckon.

We piled in, and the sheriff let her go again.

That hills going to slow him to a walk. Lets hope the gangs fixed the road for winter; no small car can clear the ridges without slowing for them, and if thats so well nab him inside Washoe County. Up she goes! Feel this brute purr  never knew a son-of-a-gun like this for eating hills.

The conversation grew disjointed, for the sheriff set his teeth and drove to suit Jehu son of Nimshi. The fellows behind were clinging to the seat, for the road-gang had put the ridges in; and every fifty or a hundred yards the car would kick like a cow pony just off grass.

The moon shone clearly enough to show the precipices on our left hand  sheer, gosh-grizzly things that fell away from under us for hundreds of feet with never a yard of clearance if another car should want to pass; and our lights showed hair-pin curves ahead such as made the reputations of the old stage-drivers. I kept my hair on by remembering that the sheriff would hardly use all that speed unless he knew the road intimately, but the little he said was scarcely reassuring.

Thats where the stage went over last June with eleven passengers, he said once. Werent missed till next morning. Boys found em all dead but one, and hes still in hospital. This next curve were coming tos a bitch. Hold tight! There, didnt I tell you. Therell be something happen there one o these days; they ought to set that ridge about a rod this side of where theyve got it. Tell those men behind to take a look at their guns. This Indian friend of yours may try conclusions. Darned good places hereabouts for a man to stand you up  that clump of trees ahead for instance. A few shots through your radiator. Sit tight here now!

We swept around a curve with a yawning cliff six inches from the near wheels, and saw the whole of the finest valley in Nevada stretched in moonlight a couple of thousand feet below. Ahead, the road curved to the left at last, and we could see it snaking along, nearly milk-white, for a mile or two.

There he is! See his lights? Hes in trouble. No, hes off again. Changed a tire, I guess. Well, weve got him now.

Unless he takes to the woods, I suggested.

If the sucker does that weve got him sure! said the sheriff.

Holding a line through these woods is quite a trick; wed have him inside fifteen minutes. Sit tight, all, Im going to step on her!

* * * * *

IT came pretty close to being his last act in this world  close to being the curtain on the four of us. We were still mounting, but the grade was not so stiff and the speed indicator touched forty-five, then nearly fifty as we slid into the shadow of tall sugarpines that loomed above the road on our right hand. Then, neatly as the picture of a screen slips off and gives place to another one, we swerved aside and went headlong over a steep bank. There was lots of time to think. It was like riding in an aeroplane, with all that moonlit valley smiling up at us.

The sheriff leaned forward and switched off the spark as the car took a sidewise tilt in mid-air, and we crashed into splintering tree-tops. The car remained up there, with one front wheel spinning on apparently forever in the calm moonlight, dumping cushions, tools, and us on to a ledge below that provided foothold for the friendly trees. I remember I thought it an awful shame that the trees should break our fall at such immense cost to themselves, but a fellow has strange thoughts sometimes in a crisis.

That was a Hell of a way we came! said the sheriffs voice from somewhere in the dark beside me. Look at where we left the track way back there! We coasted through the air forever, pretty near! My foots busted. Anybody else hurt worth mentioning?

Im killed! said Caseys voice. Theres nothing holding me, but I cant move!

The other man didnt answer, and I moved about trying to find him. When I stumbled on him he was breathing, and I lugged him and Casey to the sheriffs side, so that the two of us could feel them over, but you couldnt make sure in the dark.

How did it happen? I asked the sheriff.

Hell. I caught sight of it too late. You remember we thought hed changed a tire? All hed done was fasten thick wire at an angle across the track, just high enough to ditch us; Smart, Ill say! Suppose you climb up and unhitch the wire before someone else comes along and gets hurt.

I climbed up. The wire was of the same thick gage that had been used to fasten the door-handles in the Pullman, and was wound three times around a tree-trunk, led across the road, and then made fast to a rock. If we had hit it straight we might have jumped or broken it, but the angle was such that you couldnt have hit it straight. Even going at slow speed it would have turned us outward over the side of the cliff, and it was nothing but the speed we were using that landed us among the trees instead of on the rocks this side of them. I let the wire down the cliff-side for a holdfast, and clambered down to hoist those three men one at a time to the road. The sheriff came easiest; his ankle was very badly sprained, but he could help with two hands and the other foot. The other two had to be carried, and it took, I dare say, half-an-hour. Casey said he was in no pain, but felt numb all over, and the other fellow was obviously suffering from concussion.

Dyou suppose youd be all right if I leave the three of you here? I asked the sheriff.

Sure. Going back for help? Therell be someone along in the early morning; well get picked up all right. Still, if youd rather

Will you be all right? I asked him.

Sure. Whats eating you?

Then Ill go on. Give me directions how to reach that damned house. Ill go get him, or have a durned good try.

Feller, you were right just now, the sheriff answered. You and I would agree on most things. I guess Ill swear you in as deputy. Hold up your right hand; so, well call you sworn. Casey, youre witness. Remember: If you get him the California side of the line youve no jurisdiction. In that case plug him and do the arguing about it afterwards. If you catch him this side, plug him, and there wont be no argument. Have you got a good gun? Take mine.

This ones an old friend.

Now remember. He may go slow now, figuring on having ditched us good. I guess he saw our lights as we went over. I hate to lose that good car. Listen: Five miles up the road on the right-hand side theres a shack belonging to a man named Norcross. If his phones working, call up every police station within a radius of thirty miles, and get a crowd started on the way to meet you at your mans house. Maybe old Norcrossll lend you a rig; but hes moody; youll be taking a chance if you borrow his rig without asking.

Ill take another chance or two, I said.

Good boy. Now theres this: Bhopal Gosh may have his plans all laid for crossing Lake Tahoe by boat.

How bigs the lake? I asked.

Thirty miles by sixteen, and more than a mile deep where theyve found bottom  coldest water anywhere  drowns you quick, and never gives up its dead. If hes got a boat, you try to get a car  take his maybe  and get around the lake to head him off. Youll be able to see his boat all the way across in this moonlight. Stop wherever theres a phone and keep the gangs wised up. Whatever you do dont follow him alone across the water. Hell spill you, and you wont stand a chance. Besides, a bit of a wind across that lakell upset any but a stout craft, and the best are none too safe.

Howll I find his house?

Cant mistake it. Follow this road about nine miles as straight as shell take you. The side-tracks to the right all go to milliondollar huts where the Californians lead the simple life in Summertime. You keep straight on. His house is on the left, facing the lake. Theres a garage in line with it big enough to hold four cars, and the house is a brown shingle affair with a big roof pitched steep like a hillside. It stands by a clump of sugar-pines, and whether hes got servants, or any one to help him put up a fight I cant say. Get to a phone, like I told you, and then watch the place and wait for help to reach you. Good luck! Its usually luckiest to shoot first; remember that!

Ye owld amachoor daytective! Ill bet ye the drinks yell never get him! murmured Casey by way of farewell.

* * * * *

I VERY nearly overtook my man at the end of about two miles, for he really did have tire trouble and a hard job changing shoes. I came on the discarded shoe with a loaded revolver near it that he had let fall in the dust when he took his coat off, and saw his tail-light disappearing around a turn not three hundred yards ahead of me. He was not going fast. Either his engine was badly overheated, or else he was sure of having killed us, and overconfident. But no matter how fast you walk, a car going at only fifteen or twenty miles an hour is going to leave you pretty nearly standing still, and I didnt catch sight of his tail-light again. In ordinary circumstances I would have reveled in that walk, instead of cursing every bend in the road that only showed another bend as soon as you rounded it  and that again another bend beyond. Some six or seven thousand feet above sea-level, the air was perfect and the scenery as wild as any man could wish. I even saw a bear lolloping across the road in front of me, and hove a rock at him out of sheer envy, because he might enjoy the solitude, whereas I must hurry on.

I made what I took to be Norcrosss shack well within the hour, but there was nobody home. I made noise enough to wake anyone a mile away, and tried to break the door to get to the phone, but failed. However, there was a gray horse standing in the shed, and a spider-wheel rig that would just about hold together as long as the horse refrained from coughing. So I wrote a note on a leaf from my note-book, saying that the rig had been taken by a deputy sheriff and would be returned next morning, and drove away at a slow trot  the best that nag could offer. He had only three gaits anyhow; the second was a walk, and the third was to sit down on his rump between the shafts and think a while. So I let him trot, five miles an hour, or maybe six.

And try how I would I could find no telephone. All the places except one that I tried were unoccupied. In that place there was a Chinaman, who grinned and said, No can do. He proved it, too, by letting me try the phone; it was as dead as Gulad the Abyssinian. So I drove, and it began to feel lonely under those huge trees, with nothing to disturb the silence except an occasional windmoan and the clop-clop-clop of that disreputable horse.

As far as my experience goes its untrue that a fellow reviews his whole career in a moment of time when death looks him straight in the face. But this I have found true  that when youre going forward to what you expect will be a crisis, all the circumstances that led up to it review themselves whether you will or not, until you are sick at heart from recognizing half-a-million mistakes you made and two or three opportunities you overlooked.

After I left the Norcross shack I dare say I thought of thirty better ways to bring Bhopal Gosh to account.

Nevertheless, strangely enough, and unexpectedly enough, I didnt experience the slightest fear, until the old horse trotted around one last turn between sepulchral pines and cedars; and on my left hand, in a clearing, loomed the house that must be that of Bhopal Gosh, if the sheriffs description of it was correct. Then fear struck me like a cold breath. There were no lights visible. There seemed to be nobody about. But I could hear an engine purring in the darkness by the front door, and the horse threw up his head and neighed.


CHAPTER XIII. Lake Tahoe dont give up her dead.

IT occurred to me to go at once and put that car out of commission. I might possibly need it for pursuit, but setting off one possible contingency against another it seemed wisest to dish the car. So I tied my borrowed Rosinante to a tree, walked up the drive, and tore out the wires leading through the dashboard to the switch. That was decidedly enough to delay Mr. Bhopal Gosh if he had not gone already.

However, as it turned out I made a mistake. I could have caught him handily by leaving that car purring away peacefully with its lights full on. But the minute I tore out that handful of wires the circular glow of white light cast by the lamps on the front of the house vanished simultaneously.

It didnt occur to me until then that Bhopal Gosh would not have left the house in darkness, with all that illumination on the outer wall, unless there was something to be gained by it. Its not easy to puzzle out the other fellows motives at a time when the least false move is likely to lose you the game. A crook thinks crookedly. If youve spent your waking moments for thirty or forty years endeavoring to think straight youre out of harmony with a villains reasoning.

All that I accomplished by extinguishing the light was to give Bhopal Gosh notice that someone was close on his trail. That glare on the house wall had been visible from the lake shore, a quarter of a mile away, and I now saw somebody come carrying a lantern from the lake toward the house. He was coming in a hurry  didnt notice that the lights had gone out until he nearly reached the road, still well out of pistol range, perhaps two hundred yards from where I waited. Then he saw my gray horse, for the moon had dispersed the shadow in which I left him standing.

I tried to figure out what I would do if the positions were reversed, but gave it up. I didnt know why he was returning to the house. I remembered one of Terence Caseys sayings that crooks, me boy, always overlook something, for thats the natur of a crook. Ye catch em because they blow their noses on a dead mans handkerchief, or some such idiotic stunt as that.

That didnt help much. Bhopal Gosh wasnt blowing his nose. In fact, I couldnt see him, I could only see the lantern. I watched the lantern steadily for several minutes, until it dawned on me that it was hanging from a twig and its owner had gone elsewhere. The odds were now that he was hunting me. As he knew the ground and I didnt those odds were a hundred to one in his favor. I elected to stay where I was for the moment, between the car and the front door, listening for a footfall that would give me a hint of his whereabouts. I heard two sounds  first, the pop from the exhaust of a motor-boat engine down by the lake shore. But he hadnt had time to reach the boat. I decided that the boat was moored, with its engine running, ready to get under way the moment its owner should come.

The next sound came from the direction of my rig. I heard the shafts fall to the ground  a smart slap as somebody hit the horse  and then the click of hooves as the beast started off homeward at an easy trot. It was like a game of Freeze-out  funny, if Id been in a mood to laugh. I had put out of action a car that he possibly didnt want, and had demobilized myself as far as possible pursuit went; he had discovered that not more than two men were on his trail; for that rig would have broken down under the weight of more than two. And he had cut off my retreat.

What puzzled me most was, why he didnt make straight for the motor-boat. I heard his heavy footsteps over to my right behind a row of trees, and he was walking as if he weighed a ton, breaking twigs and crashing through the undergrowth like an elephant at feeding-time. I elected not to walk into that trap. Time was all in my favor.

If I had been sure that he hadnt another car waiting at the rear of the house I would have headed for the boat at once and put that out of commission; but it was possible he was calculating on my doing just that, and did have a car in reserve; so I waited, not so much reasoning really as acting from intuition and habit developed in hunting days. It was that refusal to come out in the open and be seen that forced his hand. He had to try to unmask my batteries somehow, and took a rather silly way of doing it.

He began to scream like a beast in agony, pausing to wait for a reply and then screaming louder. As that had no result he yelled in English that he was caught by the leg in a bear-trap. If it was true I was glad to hear it; he might stay in the trap. I was certainly not going to be such a fool as to go and investigate; and what was more, he had done me the favor of demonstrating that he was all alone, for obviously any one within hail would have gone to his assistance; but nobody did go. He left off yelling after a few minutes, as a man at all prone to yelling would hardly do with his leg caught in the iron jaws of a bear-trap. Those things hurt.

Continuing to puzzle away at the problem I decided that he had gone down to the motor-boat to get the engine started, and had then come back to the house for his treasure. Perhaps there had been some doubt in his mind whether he could start the engine, and he had preferred to make sure before committing himself to that means of escape. If those heavy gold plates were in the house yet it was hardly likely that both he and they would escape me before morning.

But he had grown suspiciously quiet again, and I listened intently, wishing that contact with cities and railroads hadnt dulled my hunting ear. I could hear the motor-boat popping away steadily, but not one sound from Bhopal Gosh. The lantern, swaying gently on its twig, still burned brightly where he had left it.

His next move took me utterly by surprise. The porch light was switched on suddenly from inside the house, and I stood exposed between the door and the car at point-blank pistol range. I ducked around behind the car, astonished that I wasnt fired at; and, from that position, peering under the top, I caught sight of his face looking through a window to the right of the front door. I pulled the wrong pistol from my pocket  his that I had picked up in the road beside the abandoned tire  took a snap shot at him, and missed. But he didnt shoot back. It dawned on me that I had his only firearm! True to Terence Caseys dictum, the arch-crook had overlooked one simple, necessary point!

That settled it. I smashed in the window with the pistol-butt, and scrambled in, cutting my hand, but as luck would have it not badly enough to make it useless. The door at the end of that room slammed in my face, and I heard the key turn on the outside, but I took a heavy chair and swung it ax-fashion, breaking the door down in less than a minute. That let me through into the hall. He had switched the light off, and was doing something in a devil of a hurry, for I could hear his heavy breathing not far off. Then I caught the metallic hum of a safe opening, and the rattle of the handle of the inner, sheet-iron door as he fumbled with it in the dark. By the sound I judged he was at the end of the hall, so I fired the same pistol I had used before to try and catch sight of him by the flash  or hit him if I happened to be lucky. What I did see was the wall-button that controlled the electric current. I heard another door slam, and by the time I had switched the light on Bhopal Gosh was gone; but he had not removed the plunder, although he did get away with the key to the inner door of the safe.

The safe stood under the main stairway, and was an inexpensive affair with a combination lock on the outer door, which he had left unfastened in his hurry. I dare say I could have forced that inner door without much trouble if given time, but it seemed wiser in the circumstances to leave the treasure in there and return when I had reckoned with the man. He wasnt likely to be doing nothing while I fooled with the safe.

So I went back for another chair and smashed the door on the right-hand side of the safe that he had disappeared through. It was a good, heavy office chair with an iron revolving screw in it and iron-braced legs, so the door went down in short order; but at that I wasnt in time. There was a cellar below-stairs piled high with old, dry cord-wood, and as the door crashed outward a stinging cloud of white smoke met me with the crackling of blazing bark and splinters.

I charged through, with the idea of catching him before he could take advantage of the smoke to give me the slip altogether. I was holding his pistol in my right hand, having shoved it in my hip pocket while I used the chair for a battering-ram, making two pistols in one pocket, and as I rushed through I grabbed the first one that my fingers closed on. Bhopal Gosh was waiting for me just inside the door, and seized me by both arms from behind.

It needed no expert in intuition to guess what his game was then. He meant to hurl me down into the blaze below, and return for the contents of the safe. And it was a new experience to discover myself almost helpless in the arms of a stronger man. All up and down the world I have only met three amateurs who could beat me with their fists or on the mat, and they had to work for their laurels. But this fellow twisted the revolver out of my right hand with the ease of a gorilla, and flung it down the cellar stairs into the galloping holocaust below us.

Yah-ah-ah! he laughed.

But it was an expensive little joke, for as he let go my right hand to hurl the weapon away I swung sharp round to face him and crashed my fist into his mouth, cutting it a second time on his magnificent teeth, but giving him far the worst of the exchange. However, he had me by the wrist again before I could reach for my own revolver, and luckily  so swift he was  before he even guessed that that was my intention!

The heat was already terrific. Once or twice when a draft caught them the flames licked over the top of the cellar stairs, and he started to force me backward toward that hell, grinning in my face malevolently as he stepped forward like a great fat dancingmaster  only it was muscle that made him bulk so big. It was the first time I ever felt really helpless in the grasp of a stronger man, and after the first strain that warned me of his enormous power I wasted no more energy on trying that issue with him. I relaxed my muscles suddenly. By the light that roared behind me I could see the triumphant malice in his face; but he was in no hurry; he was enjoying the foretaste of victory  grinning like a great ape. You could see bow he had been so easily mistaken for Italian by men who were not suspicious of an alias, yet his face grew more Mongolian as you examined it. And he took care that I should examine it, thrusting it close to mine in order to peer into my eyes.

You feel the fire behind? he sneered. The brute wasnt even out of breath.

You are going down into it backwards! But we will wait just a minute or two and let the flames take hold, because there is a door leading from that cellar to the garden, and you seem to have a gift for breaking doors!

He thrust his great, dark face still closer to mine, so that his enormous shoulders rose higher than his neck. I guessed him at fifty inches around the chest, with every other detail in proportion, but he may have been bigger than that.

I am curious about you! he went on. You are not of the police. Are you one of those poor fools who discovered a treasure that they could not keep? You are too unwise for Providence  I suppose you would call it Providence?  to leave it in your hands! You would not know how to use it. I do. I shall use it! I shall leave you roasting here, and take it away with me! Youre not talkative! Its your last chance to talk, you know, until you come into the world reincarnated as a beetle or a rat! You dont like the prospect of being burned to death? It terrifies you? Too bad! You would prefer the butt of Malmsey wine selected by the Duke of Clarence?

Even the least astute of us become one-horse philosophers as we grow older. When any man starts boasting in my face I take courage. Boasting is the inevitable prelude of disaster. Im convinced of that, and an ounce of conviction is worth a ton of any bodys argument. I knew that minute that he might hurl me down into the fire, but if so he was coming with me, and I guessed I could face those flames as well as he could.

Maybe he read the determination in my face. He started there and then to force me backward, and I tried to throw him with a trick of the heel. He saved himself from that, but lost his balance; and I got my left fist free, gaining a good two yards away from the flames and sending my left home three times, once into his wind and twice into the region of his jaw. He had to let go my right wrist to protect himself, and I got my right home into his left eye before he closed.

Then, gripping like a bear, he began to force me backward once more, lifting me as my ribs cracked under his pressure. He had me under the arms, which left both fists free; and I rained blows on his mouth and eyes that would have taken some of the fight out of a Spanish bull. I guess I blinded him for the moment. I could feel the sickening scorch of the flames behind me as the floor-beams and door-posts caught; but I caught him by the neck and swung clear, and if I hadnt been in too much of a hurry he would have gone down into the cellar instead of me, for I drove for the region of his ear with my right fist, and the blow went wild. Then I thought of my own revolver in my right hip-pocket, and he thought of all outdoors. The smoke and flame were blinding; the back of my jacket was smoldering, and I think his coat was too. At any rate, with his eyes half-shut and with the floor-beams beginning to crack under our combined weight, he lowered his head and charged me like a bull. Instead of meeting him with my knee, as I should have done, I stepped aside, took a shot at him, and missed! Missed him at fifteen inches! So much for smoke in the face.

We both went out of the house like rabbits running from a grass fire, he straight by way of that nodding lantern for the motorboat, and I after him, with the flames behind us lighting up all the windows now as they caught the draft from the open front door. It was only a matter of seconds before the whole house was a raging furnace.

I was out of breath, for he had crushed my ribs in badly, and on top of that I had swallowed a lungful of acrid smoke. What was worse, I am built rather for heavy work than running races; and for a man of his prodigious weight and strength he was fleetfooted. But he ran with his hands to his eyes. I had done him harm enough to equalize the odds.

Moreover, he wasted energy. His shortest course to the motorboat was not by way of the lantern. In order to take the lantern en route he had to cover two sides of a broad-based triangle, giving him at least an extra hundred yards to run. Yet he did that, and I took the shorter route to cut him off, wondering what strange frenzy possessed him and supposing that his eyes might be so badly hurt that he was running half-blindly for whatever he could see.

Yet he didnt pick up the lantern. He paused there for half-a-second, tugging at something else that shook the lantern to the ground as it came loose from the tree, and carried whatever it was away with him. He was still in the lead by a dozen yards, and I tried a shot as I ran, with no result except apparently to increase his speed; and of course I had to slow down for a second in order to take aim, which gave him a few more yards of advantage.

I had now four shots left, and no spare cartridges. On the other hand, in spite of the pace, I was beginning to feel better as the smoke got pumped out of my lungs. Moreover, the fire by now was enough to alarm the countryside; they would turn out to save the forest trees if nothing else, and it was likely I would have help any minute.

Yet he was gaining on me  careering like a hippopotamus for his own element, covering an ell to my yard as he crashed through and over everything. I never saw any man take such enormous strides as he did, and all the way with his hands before his face, as if I had done his eyes real damage.

He was easily fifty yards ahead when he reached the waters edge and hesitated before jumping to the beach below. In that uncertain moonlight, and with my hand no doubt trembling from the run, it seemed like a fools chance to take another shot; yet I took it  stopped dead, aimed carefully, and fired. I hit him. He dropped something that was hanging from his arm, clapped his hand to his side, and toppled sidewise over the bank.

I did that last fifty yards in record time  my record at all events. I figured on jumping on him from the top of the bank and finishing the business. But when I reached the bank he was clambering off a short plank pier into the boat and snatching feverishly at the lines to cast loose. He had made the boat fast in two places, which was in my favor; but he got both lines free; and the instant he had thrown the clutch into gear and opened up the gas, he crouched below the boats side.

I remembered then that there is such a thing under heaven as horse sense. I could have easily wasted my three remaining shots in an effort to plug him but the boat was a considerably larger target. I fired all three deliberately, plunk into the boat, and one of them damaged the engine.

It doesnt take much to stop one of those single-cylinder affairs. I hadnt done much harm to the engine, for he got it going again in less than a minute; but during that minute the water must have made headway through two bullet-holes, and by the time he began to pay attention to it the water was swishing all over the bottom. What with the state of his eyes and the darkness he couldnt find the trouble. For a minute or two after that he seemed to be lifting off the seat-covers and looking for a pump, but there was none, for he began bailing with a small tin can. Then the engine gave a final cough and quit for good.

I lit a cigar. Im willing to take oath that if there had been a boat within reach I would have put off and tried to save him for the hangman. But there wasnt any boat. I dare say he had taken care there shouldnt be. And as for swimming  he might swim in that nearly ice-cold water if so minded; I tested it with my hand and knew that I for one couldnt stay afloat in it for two minutes.

One of my bullets must have done much more than bore a hole in the hull, for he could have bailed against two or even against three bullet-holes. But though he worked like fury the water gained on him, and I could see the hull submerging inch by inch. He lost his courage in the end completely. The chill of that rising water around his legs gave him too definite a foretaste of what was coming. He began to scream for help and to call on some Deity I never heard of. I tore two planks off the pier and hurled them as far as I could out into the lake, but he was a quarter of a mile away, and I doubt even if he saw me throw them. He could never have reached them anyhow.

He went down screaming, and the cold calm water closed over him with a ring of ripples that danced in the moonlight until the last, ever-widening circle nearly reached the shore. Then I turned to examine whatever it was that he had dropped when my bullet touched him, and clambering up the bank discovered nothing less than Allisons leather satchel.

* * * * *

YOULL be right if you suppose that I unbuckled the flap with trembling fingers. Maybe I shouted  I dont know  when I discovered the gold plate safe inside. But it was badly damaged. My bullet had struck it near one corner, ploughed through the soft gold for several inches, itself expanding as it went, and finally had gone clear through to expand its last momentum on the ribs of Bhopal Gosh. The plate had been further damaged when he dropped it, for it was bent out of shape, and I think he must have stepped on it, because a good deal of the scripture was obliterated. Nevertheless, it was the plate, and I had at least something to return to poor old Allison.

There was no more chance of recovering the other plates than of gleaning snow on the plains in midsummer. We had left the outer safe-door open, and the whole house was a roaring furnace. It might be possible, when the ashes should cool off, to recover a shapeless mass of nearly pure gold; but it was far more likely that the safe had tilted forward as the beams gave way underneath it and the stuff as it melted had run out and got lost so thoroughly that its recovery would cost more than the game was worth.

I tried to get some of the fellows who came racing to the fire to help find a boat and look for Bhopal Gosh, hut when I told them sufficient of the circumstances they laughed at the idea.

Never dragged a corpse out o that lake yet, unless in the shallows inshore. The cold sets them solid. The body dont form no gas, and they stay down there a mile deep. No; Lake Tahoe dont give up her dead, and never will till Judgment Day.

So I borrowed a big car instead, and got two of them to come back along the road and help me with the sheriff, Terence Casey, and the deputy. Less than an hour later, as we drove dead-slow around a bend, I heard the sheriffs voice  

I notice you got your man! he called out.

Now I dont know how he knew that, nor would he tell me how he knew; but he swore that he knew it from the moment that our headlights came in sight around the corner.

I asked the deputy about it, who was not much the worse for his experience by that time, and he laughed.

Shore he knew! he answered. He werent guessing. He told us two that youd got your man fore ever he spoke to you at all. Didnt he, Casey?

He did that, said Casey. It all comes o running over that black cat. Any man in his senses knew that somebody was going to get the gate tonight. Well, Lord be praised it wasnt me! Im due for me pension. Hey, steady! Lift me easy  easy, you! Im not the inimy, Ramsden! Yere after pulling me to bits!

* * * * *

SO if you should have the good luck to visit London one of these days, and should have the sound horse sense and taste to pass a portion of your time in the British Museum, turn first into the Egyptian Gallery. And if you see there in a glass case by itself a battered gold plate with a great trough plowed across it so as to obliterate the head and shoulders of what was once the portrait of a man, youll understand how it came there. They have marked it,

Very ancient; probably period of Israelitish occupation; mostly illegible; purpose unknown.

For they are cautious men who conduct that institution.

But theres a middle-aged Scotsman attached with no very definite duties to that department. They say he is rather a mental wreck, and has been more or less pensioned in that way. Hell tell you the whole story of that gold plate, and better by far than I have done. But better not mention my name to him, for he vows, and will vow to his dying day, that I know quite well where the rest of the plates are, and that I mean to unbury them some day and offer them for sale when I suppose the game is safe.

But just ye watch! hell tell you, in case you should mention me. Ill balk him! Ill expose the chiel! Ill bring him to his downfall yet!

Brice, on the other hand, is still digging for antiquities in Egypt; and he and I are great friends.

And if you should happen to meet Terence Casey  hell be guarding a President, or tracking down a forger, or some such childs play  you might remember me to him; and if he says to you, as he surely will the minute that you mention me  

My friend Ramsden is a well-meanin man, Ill have ye know, and a good man of his inches. He knows a lot about ilyphints, and if he had his rights hed be with a circus, or curatin at the Bronx Park Zoo. But hes gone into the amachoor daytective business, and thats not a fit subjec for conversation  not with prohibition running wild!

If he says that to you, as he will, you might remind him that he owes me a round of drinks  a point that he unaccountably forgot when he came out of hospital. And you might add, that as good drinks are hard to come by these days, Id be grateful if hed come across.

And as for what became of Mrs. Aintree, and of the foreign entanglements of the P.O.P., most of which we had to straighten out before our job was done, let me remind you all once more of those Indian story-tellers, who invariably pause and pass the hat when it would seem that their audience has had its moneys worth.



Kull khadami tilzam. Allah yihfazak; and may all your ways be peace!

THE END
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INTRODUCTION

It has happened, times out of number, that in mid-Africa, in India, in the deserts of Transjordan*  on an ant-heap in the drought, or in the mud of the tropical rain  I have felt a yearning for white lights, a dress suit and a tall silk hat, that corresponds, I suppose, in some degree to the longing a city man feels for those open spaces and far countries which it has been my destiny to wander in and to write about. A traveler, if he is wise, comes home at intervals to meet old friends and to remind himself that a gentler, more conventional world exists, in which events occur and problems arise, and in which delightful people live and move and have their being.

Writing books is only another phase of living life  reliving it, perhaps, in which the appeal of the stiff white shirt transforms itself into a desire to write civilized stories. So this story, which is in an entirely different field from my usual haunts in Africa and India, may be said to represent a home-coming, between long journeys; and I hope the public, which has followed me with such encouraging persistence to comparatively unknown places, will concede that I still know how to behave myself in a civilized setting.

But this story is no more mine than is the life of the big cities into which I plunge at long, uncertain intervals. To Bradley King, chief of the Thomas H. Ince staff of editors, belongs the credit for the plot; her genius, art and imagination, and the creative vision of my friend Thomas Ince combined to produce a plan of narrative, now lavishly offered to the eye in a motion picture, which appealed me so strongly that the impulse to transform it into a written book was irresistible. The writing has been a delight to me, and I trust it may prove as entertaining to the public.

Bradley King detected, tracked, ran down and caught the idea for the story  a much more difficult thing to do than those who have never hunted such elusive game will ever guess. She trained it to perform; I wrote this book; and Mr. Ince has made the picture. We hope the book will be accepted by the reader, as it was written, purely to entertain; and that fellow newspaper men will recognize the friendly and entirely sympathetic illustration of the way in which the mighty and far-reaching power of the Press occasionally is abused by individuals.

 T.M.


CHAPTER 1.

A scene  a scandal  at church  on Easter Sunday of all days in the year  with nearly everybody in the county looking on!

There is an hour of promise, and a zero hour; the promise first; and promises are sometimes even sweeter than fulfillment. Jacqueline Lanier was unconscious of her hour of blossoming, and so the outlines of young loveliness had not been hardened by habitual self-assertion. Since she came under Desmios care her lot had been cast in very pleasant places, and she was aware of it, wondering a little now and then, between the thrills of appreciation; but at seventeen we are not much given to philosophy, which comes later in life when we are forced to try to explain away mistakes.

She had come into the world a stormy petrel, but Consuelo and Donna Isabella were the only ones who remembered anything of that, and Consuelo took as much pains to obscure the memory as Donna Isabella did in trying to revive it. Both women were acceptable because everything whatever that belonged to Desmio was perfect  must be. Jacqueline used to wonder what under heaven Desmio could have to confess to on the occasions when he went into the private chapel to kneel beside Father Doutreleau. She herself had no such difficulties; there were always thoughts she had allowed herself to think regarding Donna Isabella. It had cost Jacqueline as much as fifty pater nosters on occasion for dallying with the thought of the resemblance between Donna Isabella and the silver-and-enamel vinegar cruet on the dining-room sideboard. And there was always Consuelo, fruitful of confessions; for you accepted Consuelo, listened to her comments, and obeyed sometimes  exactly as might happen.

Consuelo presumably had been born middle-aged and a widow, and so would remain forever, as dependable as the silvery Louisiana moon that made the plantation darkies love-sick, and as the sun that peeped in every morning between the window-sill and the lower edge of the blind.

You brush your own hair at the convent, but that makes it no less desirable to have it brushed for you at home during the Easter Congé, especially if the hair grows in long dark waves like Jacquelines. At the convent you stand before a small plain mirror, which in no way lessens the luxury of a chair at your own dressing-table, in your own delightful room fronting on the patio balcony, in Desmios house, while Consuelo fixes you.

At the convent you wear a plain frock, all the girls dressed alike; but that does not detract from the virtue of silken underwear and lacy frocks at home.

Hold your head still, Conchita!

All Easter week Consuelo had been irritable, and Jacquelines blue eyes watched curiously in the mirror the reflection of the duennas plump face and the discontented set of the flexible mouth. There was a new atmosphere about the house, and the whole plantation vaguely re-suggested it, as if Desmios indisposition were a blight. Yet Desmio himself, and the doctor and Father Doutreleau, and Consuelo had all been at pains to assure her that the illness was nothing serious. True, Donna Isabella had dropped ominous hints; but you could not take Donna Isabellas opinions quite seriously without presupposing that there was nothing good in the world, nor any use hoping for the best.

Why are you worried, Consuelo?

The critical lips pursed, and the expression reflected, in the mirror became reminiscent of younger days, when a child asking questions was discreetly foiled with an evasive answer.

Because your hair is in knots, Conchita. At the convent they neglect you.

I am supposed to look after myself in the convent.

Tchutt! There is no reason why they should teach you to neglect yourself.

They dont. The sisters are extremely particular!

Tchutt! They dont know whats what! Its a mystery to me they havent spoilt your manners

Why  Consuelo!

Nobody can fool me. Youll never have to look after yourself, Conchita  whoever says it!

That was one of those dark sayings that had prevailed all week. Jacqueline lapsed into silence, frowning; and that made Consuelo smile, for as a frown it was incredible; it was just a ripple above lake-blue eyes.

You cant tell me! exclaimed Consuelo, nodding to her own reflection in the mirror as she put the last few touches to the now decorously ordered hair. Next days rearrangement at the convent would fall short of this by a whole infinity.

Cant tell you what, Consuelo?

Pursed lips again. But the evasive answer was forestalled by a knock on the door, and Jacqueline drew the blue dressing-robe about her; for there was no doubt whose the knock was, and you never, if you were wise, appeared in disarray before Donna Isabella. You stood up naturally when she entered. As the door moved Consuelos face assumed that blank expression old servants must fall back on when they dare not look belligerent, yet will not seem suppressed.

Jacqueline

Donna Isabella alone, in all that house, on all that plantation, called her Jacqueline and not Conchita.

  dont keep the car waiting.

Jacqueline glanced at the gilt clock on the dressing-table. There was half an hour to spare, but she did not say so, having learned that much worldly wisdom. She watched Donna Isabellas bright brown eyes as they met Consuelos. Consuelo left the room.

Donna Isabella Miro stood still, looking like one of those old engravings of Queen Elizabeth, until the door closed behind her with a vicious snap in token of Consuelos unspeakable opinion.

It was one of her characteristics that she kept you standing at attention quite a while before she spoke.

She had her brothers features, lean and aquiline, almost her brothers figure; almost his way of standing. Dressed in his clothes, at a distance, she might even have been mistaken for him. But there the resemblance ended. To Jacqueline, Don Andres Miro had been Desmio ever since her three-year-old lips first tried to lisp the name. It had been easiest, too, to say Sabella, but at three and a half the Donna had crept in, and remained. At four years it had frozen into Donna Isabella, without the slightest prospect of melting into anything less formal.

I hope, Jacqueline, that in the days to come you will appreciate how pleasant your surroundings were.

Do I seem not to appreciate them, Donna Isabella?

The older woman smiled  her brothers smile, with only a certain thinness added, and an almost unnoticeable tightening of the corners of the lips.

I hope Don Andres kindness has not given you wrong ideas.

Donna Isabella, how could Desmio give anybody wrong ideas? Hes  hes

Words always failed when Jacqueline tried to say what she thought of Desmio.

He is absurdly generous. I hope he has not ruined you, as he would have ruined himself long ago, but for my watchfulness.

Ruined me? How could he?

By giving you wrong notions, Jacqueline.

Wrong, Donna Isabella?

Jacqueline had all her notions of lifes meaning from Desmio. His notions! None but Donna Isabella would have dreamed of calling them by that name! They were ideals; and they were right  right  right  forever right!

Wrong notions about your future, Jacqueline. Fortunately  how fond she was of the word fortunately! Don Andres can never adopt you legally. There is no worse nonsense than adopting other peoples children to perpetuate a family name, and we have cousins of the true stock.

Lanier blood is good, and Jacqueline knew it; but, as Consuelo said, the convent had not spoiled her manners. She said nothing.

So  incredibly kind though Don Andres has been to you  you have no claim on him.

The frown again  and a half-choke in the quiet voice; Claim? Im grateful to him! Hes

But words failed. Why try to say what Desmio was, when all the world knew?

Do you call it gratitude  after all he has done for you  knowing what his good name and his position in the country means to him  to make a scene  a scandal  at church on Easter Sunday, of all days in the year, with nearly everybody in the county looking on?

I made no scene, Donna Isabella.

Jacqueline! If Don Andres knew that Jack Calhoun had walked up the middle of the aisle during High Mass, and had given you an enormous bouquet which you accepted

Should I have thrown the flowers into the aisle? Jacqueline retorted indignantly. I put them under the seat

Accepted them, with half the county looking on!

I didnt want to make a scandal

So you encouraged him!

Jacqueline controlled herself and answered calmly, but the incorrigible frown suggested mirth in spite of her and Donna Isabellas lean wrists trembled with suppressed anger.

I have always avoided him. He took that opportunity for lack of a better, Donna Isabella.

Can you imagine a young gallant bringing flowers to me during High Mass?

It was easy to believe that the whole world contained no gallant brave enough for that effrontery! Her narrow face was livid with malice that had seemed to increase since Desmios illness.

If Don Andres knew that for months Jack Calhoun

Let me tell him! urged Jacqueline. Her impulse had been to tell him all about it long ago. He would have known the fault was not hers, and would have given her good advice, instead of blaming her for what she could not help; whereas Donna Isabella  

Donna Isabella stamped her foot.

I forbid! You cause a scandal, but you never pause to think what it will mean to those it most concerns! As if your name were not enough, you drag in one of the Calhouns  the worst profligates in Louisiana. The shock will kill him  I forbid you to say a word!

One learns obedience in convents.

Put your frock on now, and remember not to keep the car waiting. You can say good-by to Don Andres in the library, but dont stay too long in there. He mustnt be upset. Try this once to be considerate, Jacqueline.

There is virtue even in spitefulness, for it makes you glad when people go, which is better after all than weeping for them. Jacquelines quick movement to open the door for Donna Isabella failed to suggest regret. Consuelos  for her hand was on the door-knob on the far side  deliberately did not hint at eavesdropping; she was buxom, bland, bobbing a curtsey to Donna Isabella as she passed, and in haste to reach the closet where the frocks hung in two alluring rows.

The lilac frock, Conchita?

Then the door closed, a pair of heels clip-clipped along the balcony, and Consuelos whole expression changed as instantly as new moons change the surface of the sea. With a frock over her arm she almost ran to Jacqueline, fondling her as she drew off the dressing robe.

What did she say, honey? Conchita  was she cruel? Was she unjust?

But at seventeen we are like birds, who sing when the shadow of the hawk has passed, and Jacquelines smile was bright  invisible for a moment  smothered under a cloud of lilac organdy.

Careful, Consuelo! Theres a hook caught in my hair!

Whereat much petting and apology. Clumsy, Consuelo  kindness crystallized  and adding injury to insult! Consuelo self-abased:

Mi querida  tell me  did she speak of that young cockerel?

There are some fictions we observe more carefully the more opaque they are. Consuelo had been listening, and Jacqueline knew it. The evasive answer works both ways.

She said I must be quick, Consuelo.

Hats  a galaxy of hats  Consuelo would have had her try on half a dozen, but Jacqueline snatched the first one and was gone, as a young bird leaves the nest. Sunlight streamed into the patio and touched her with vague gold as she sped along the balcony. Down the wide stone stairs latticed shadows of the iron railing produced the effect of flight, as if the lilac organdy were wings. Then  for they teach you how to walk in convents  across the courtyard between flowers and past the gargoyle fountain toward Desmios library, Jacqueline moved as utterly unconscious of her charm as Consuelo, watching in the bedroom doorway, was aware of it.

And something of the fear that she had seen in Don Andres eyes of late, clutched at the old nurses heart. Lanier beauty  Lanier grace  the Lanier heritage of sex attraction  Jacqueline had them all. An exquisite tropical butterfly, fluttering on lifes threshold, unconscious of covetous hands and covetous hearts that would reach out to possess her. What lay ahead of those eager little feet?

Oh, Mary, take care of her! she muttered  adding more softly, Poor Calhoun! Then thoughts reverting to Donna Isabella She would turn my honey-lamb out into the world! Not while I live! Not while I have breath in me!

But Jacquelines only thought was Desmio. It banished for the moment even the memory of Donna Isabella. We can be whole-hearted at seventeen; emotions and motives are honest, unconcerned with side-issues. She entered the library as she always did, frank and smiling, glad to see him and have word with him, and as she stood for a moment with the sunlight behind her in the doorway, he rose to greet her. Father Doutreleau rose too, out of the depths of an armchair, eager to persuade his friend to sit down again, but neither priest nor physician lived who could persuade Don Andres to forego courtesy.

So you are on your way again, Conchita  and so soon!

It was your wish that I should attend the convent Desmio.

How is the heart? she asked him.

Yours, Conchita! You should know best!

So he had always spoken to her. Never, from the day when Consuelo carried her in under the portico, and Desmio had taken her into his arms and keeping, had he ever treated her as less than an equal, less than a comrade.

He was not more than middle-aged, but his hair and the grandee beard were prematurely gray. Short lines about the corners of his bright brown eyes hinted that to walk the earth with no dignity is no way of avoiding trouble and responsibility. He sat in the high-backed chair as one of his forebears might have sat to be painted by Velasquez, and it called for no great power of imagination to visualize a long rapier at his waist, or lace over the lean, strong wrists. Yet, you were at ease in his presence.

You will come to see me, Desmio?

His answering smile was much more eloquent than if he had said of course. It implied that his indisposition was only temporary; it mocked his present weakness, and promised improvement, asking no more for himself than a moments forbearance. If he had said wild horses should not prevent him from visiting Jacqueline at the convent, words would have conveyed less than the smile.

I shall come to the convent to listen to the Sister Superiors report of you  and shall return to Father Doutreleau to sit through a sermon on pride!

Desmio, you are incorrigible.

So says Father Doutreleau! The fault is yours, Conchita. How shall I not be proud of you?

Jacqueline leaned on the arm of the chair and kissed him, making a little moue at Father Doutreleau, who sat enjoying the scene as you do enjoy your patrons happiness. There was a world of understanding in the priests round face, and amusement, and approval; better than most, he knew Don Andres sheer sincerity; as priest and family confessor, it was his right to approve the mans satisfaction in such innocent reward. But it was the priests face that cut short the farewell. Jacqueline detected the swift movement of his eyes, and turned to see Donna Isabella in the door.

Consuelo is waiting for you in the car, Jacqueline.

Don Andres frowned. He disliked thrusts at Jacqueline. For a moment his eyes blazed, but the anger died in habitual courtliness toward his sister. Blood of his blood, she was a Miro and entitled to her privileges.

Good-by, Conchita, he said, smiling.

Jacquelines hand, and Father Doutreleaus kept him down in the chair, but he was on his feet the moment she had started for the door. She glanced over her shoulder to laugh good-by to him, but did not see the spasm of pain that crossed his face, or the uncontrolled movement of the hand that betrayed the seat of pain. She did not see Father Doutreleau leaning over him or hear the priests urging:

Wont you understand you must obey the doctor?

All Jacqueline heard was Donna Isabellas voice beside her, as usual finding fault:

Perhaps, while you are at the convent we may be able to keep Don Andres quiet. At the convent try to remember how much you owe to Don Andres generosity, Jacqueline  and dont dally with the notion that he owes you anything. Good-by.


CHAPTER 2.

One may safely leave fond nurses to discover ways and means.

And so to the convent, with Donna Isabellas farewell pleasantry not exactly ringing (nothing about that acid personage could be said to ring, true or otherwise) but dull in her ears. Consuelo did not help much, she was alternately affectionate and fidgety beside her  fearful of Zekes driving, and more afraid yet of the levees, where the gangs were heaping dirt and piling sand-bags against the day of the Mississippis wrath.

Consuelo bemoaned the dignified dead days of well matched horses. But, like everything else that was Desmios, Jacqueline loved the limousine. Stately and old-fashioned like its owner, it was edged with brass, and high above the road on springs that swallowed bumps with dignity. Desmios coat-of-arms was embroidered on the window-straps; and, if the speed was nothing to be marveled at, and Zekes driving a series of hair-breadth miracles, it had the surpassing virtue that it could not be mistaken for anybody elses car. Men turned, and raised their hats before they could possibly have seen whether Desmio was within or not.

You throw away your smiles, Conchita!

Should I scowl at them, Consuelo?

Nonsense, child! But if you look like an angel at every jackanapes along the road, what kind of smile will you have left for the right man, when the time comes  the Blessed Virgin knows, thats why young Jack Calhoun

Jacqueline frowned.

Mary, have pity on women! she muttered half under her breath. I wish I might tell Desmio.

Tchutt! You must learn for yourself, Conchita. Don Andres has enough to trouble him.

The frown again. Learn for herself. In the convent they teach you the graces; not how to keep at bay explosive lovers. Though he had seized every opportunity for nearly a year to force himself on her notice, she had never been more than polite to Jack Calhoun, and she had been a great deal less than polite since she had grown afraid of him.

Consuelo had studied that frown for seventeen years.

Youll be safe from him in the convent, honey, she said, nodding, and Jacqueline smiled.

But as they drove along the convent wall toward the old arched gateway  the smile changed suddenly, and something kin to fear  bewilderment at least  wonder, perhaps, that the world could contain such awkward problems  brought back the frown, as Consuelo clutched her hand.

Look daggers at him, child!

You cant look daggers with a face like Jacquelines. That is the worst of it. You must feel them first, and faces are the pictured sentiments that we are born with, have felt, and wish to feel. Not even at Jack Calhoun could she look worse than troubled. And it needed more than trouble  more than Consuelos scolding  more than Zekes efforts at the throttle and scandalized, sudden manipulation of the wheel, to keep Jack Calhoun at a distance. He had been waiting, back to the wall, twenty paces from the gate, and came toward them sweeping his hat off gallantly. One hand was behind him, but it would have needed two mens backs to hide the enormous bouquet. Love  Calverly  Calhoun brand, which is burning desire  was in eyes and face  handsome face and eyes  lips a little too much curled  chin far too impetuous  bold bearing, bridled  consciousness of race and caste in every well-groomed inch of him. He jumped on the running-board as Zeke tried vainly to crowd him to the wall, and the bouquet almost choked the window as he thrust it through.

Miss Jacqueline

But a kettle boiling over on the stove was a mild affair compared to Consuelo. She snatched the flowers and flung them through the opposite window.

There, that for you! She snapped her fingers at him, and Jacqueline learned what looking daggers means. I know you Calhouns! Be off with you!

Jack Calhoun laughed. He liked it. Lambs in the fold are infinitely more sweet than lambs afield. He loved her. He desired her. So should a Calhouns wife be, as unattainable as Grail and Golden Fleece, that a Calhoun might prove his mettle in the winning. He had a smile of approval to spare for Consuelo; her wet cat welcome left him untouched, just as Jacquelines embarrassment only piqued his gallantry.

Miss Jacqueline

He had a set speech ready. He had phrased and memorized it while he waited. By the look of his horse, tied under a tree a hundred yards away, he had been there for hours, and it was a pity that the fruit of all that meditation should be nipped by the united efforts of a Consuelo and a Negro coachman. But so it fell; for Zeke leaned far out from the drivers seat and tugged at the big bell-handle by the gate; and Consuelo, leaning her fat shoulder on the car door, opened it suddenly, thrust herself through the opening and, forced Jack Calhoun down into the dust.

That much for you! she exploded, and he laughed at her good-naturedly; so that even Consuelos angry brown eyes softened for the moment. He had breeding, the young jackanapes, and the easy airy Calhoun manners. She almost smiled; but she could afford it, for the convent gate swung open and lay-sister Helena stepped out under the arch to greet Jacqueline.

Jack Calhoun was balked, and realized the fact a second too late. He ran around the limousine; but by the front wheel Zeke blocked the way with the wardrobe trunk, and Jacqueline was already exchanging with Sister Helena the kiss the convent rules permitted.

Accept defeat at the hands of women and a Negro coachman, God forbid! Jack Calhoun ran around the limousine again, jumped through the door and out on the convent side, too quick for Consuelo, who tried in vain to interpose her bulk.

Miss Jacqueline  !

Sister Helena drew Jacqueline over the threshold. That was sanctuary. Not even a Calhoun would trespass there without leave; and there were Zeke and Consuelo, beside ample lay-help near at hand. Also, there was human curiosity  the instinct of the woman who had taken vows, which in no way precluded interest in anothers love-affair.

May I  wont you say good-by to me, Jacqueline?

Why not! What wrong in shaking hands at convent gates? Sister Helena glanced at Consuelo, but Consuelo was inclined to pass responsibility; her guardianship ended where the convent wall began, and she was definitely frankly jealous of the sisters. She looked vinegary, non-committal.

It will be so long before I can see you again!

Jacqueline shrank back for no clear reason, but instinctively. There was a look in his eye that she did not understand. It suggested vaguely things the convent teaching did not touch on, except by way of skirting deftly around them with mysterious warnings and dim hints. The wolf knows he is hungry. The lamb knows she is afraid. The onlooker reckons a sheepfold or a convent wall is barrier enough.

Wont you tell me good-by, Jacqueline?

She held out her hand, with the other arm around Sister Helena, ashamed of her own reluctance. Why! By what right should she refuse him common courtesy? He had never done a thing to her but pay her compliments. Jack Calhoun crossed the threshold, seized her hand and kissed it. She snatched the hand away, embarrassed  half-indignant  still ignorant of causes.

There  there  now youve had your way  be off with you! Consuelo thrust herself between them, back toward Jacqueline and face to the enemy.

Calhoun backed away, hardly glancing at Consuelo, watching Jacqueline over the fat black-satined shoulders. There was acquisition in his eyes now  the look of the practiced hunter whose time is not quite yet, but who has gauged his quarrys points and weakness. Three paces back he bumped into Zeke with the trunk. The trunk fell on his feet but he ignored it; if it hurt him, none but he knew; Zekes protestations fell on deaf ears. Midway between gate and limousine he stood watching the trunk rolled in, and Consuelos wet- eyed leave-taking  watched Consuelo come away, and saw the great gate slowly closing  watched like a hunter. Then, with the gate half-shut, he caught Sister Helenas eye, and the appeal in his made her pause. Hearts melt under dark-blue habits easily. The gate re-opened by as much as half a foot, disclosing Jacqueline again. Eyes met hers brimming full of tenderness for Consuelo, who had said such foolishness as nurses do say  tender, and then big with new surprise.

It was Jack Calhouns heart leaping now. Had he won already? Was she as glad as all that for another glimpse of him? The hot blood rose to his temples, and the hot assurance to his lips. He would have been no Calverly-Calhoun if he could keep that tide within limits.

I love you, Jacqueline  I love you! he almost shouted. Then the gate shut  tight. He heard the chain-lock rattle and the key turn; and he laughed.

Consuelos voice beside him brought him out of reverie.

Shes not for you  not for the likes of you!

Did you hear me say I love her, Consuelo?

He was watching Consuelos face, pondering how to turn an adversary into a confederate, probing to uncover her weakness. She being Consuelo, and he a Calverly-Calhoun, he was absolutely certain to guess wrong as he was sure his guess would be infallible.

Consuelo looked almost panic-stricken, and Jack Calhouns lip curled again in that heredity-betraying smile. He thought he saw the joint in her armor. Old nurses, pension in view, may well dread dismissal and the search for new employment. Doubtless Don Andres would visit his wrath on Consuelo if he should think she had failed in her task as duenna. He knew the Calhoun reputation and could guess what Don Andres thought of it.

I will call on Don Andres, he repeated.

No, no! She was almost imploring now. Worry on Miss Jacquelines account would kill him! He is seriously ill. You must

What then, he interrupted. His hand went to his pockets, and the offer of a bribe was plain enough if she would care to take it.

What then, Senor? Arent you a Calhoun? Arent you a gentleman?

He put his hands behind him  legs apart  head thrown back handsomely. He had Consuelo at his mercy; he was sure of it; and none ever accused the Calverly-Calhouns of being weakly merciful.

To oblige you, Consuelo, Ill say nothing to Don Andres at present  provided you reciprocate.

In what way, Senor?

He laughed. One may safely leave fond nurses to discover ways and means, he answered. Are letters mailed to young ladies at the convent censored by the nuns?

Of course, Senor. What are you thinking of?

If you will smuggle in a letter to Miss Jacqueline, I will not mention to Don Andres that you have permitted me more than one interview with her. Otherwise,  my sentiments toward her being what they are  you leave me no alternative.

For a second his eyes glanced away from Consuelos. She understood the glance; Zeke was listening. Jack Calhouns smile left his lips and crept into his eyes. Consuelo began to stammer something, but he interrupted.

I will write a letter to Miss Jacqueline. Tomorrow I will call on Don Andres to inquire after his health. If you should meet me in the patio, and take the letter, I will make no intimate disclosures to Don Andres. Are we agreed?

Consuelo bit her lip, and nodded.

Tomorrow then  in the patio  shortly before noon. Dont disappoint me!

Consuelo could not trust herself to answer, but stepped into the limousine, nodding to him a second time through the window. Words would have choked her. Jack Calhoun, smiling as his father used to smile when ships left port with contraband, gave Zeke a fifty-dollar bill  checked the old darkys exclamations with a gesture  waved the limousine on its way  and stood watching until it was nearly out of sight. Then he went for his horse and rode homeward at full gallop, using the spurs unmercifully.

My Jacqueline! My Jacqueline! he sang as he rode. I love her and shes mine! My Jacqueline!

The gangs mending a levee had to stop work and scatter to let him pass. His horse knocked a man down, and a foreman cursed him for it, calling him by name.

Ye darent get off that horse and act like a man! Yere all dogs, you Calhouns!

Jack did not hesitate a second, but reined it and dismounted. When he rode away five minutes later the foreman was a bruised and bleeding wreck, unfit for work for a week to come.


CHAPTER 3.

Andres, I have distressing news for you.

Consuelo, leaning back against the cushions in the limousine, her fat bosom heaving as if she had run uphill, did not dare trust herself to let a thought take shape for twenty minutes. She could not have defined her own emotions. Fury  indignation  fear for Jacqueline  contempt for Zeke, who had accepted a bribe  an old nurses faithful love, that can be tigerish as well as sacrificing  a ghastly, sinking sense of the dilemma facing her  and helplessness, were all blended into one bewildering sensation. And through that drummed the certainty that she, Consuelo, must do something about it.

She knew that Don Andres loved Jacqueline with infinitely more delight that he had loved his own daughter, whose resemblance to Donna Isabella had been too obvious, even at the age of ten, to stir paternal sympathies. Her death, leaving him with no direct heir and a widower, had hurt his family pride more than his affection, and it was not until Jacqueline entered his household that his inmost heart was really touched. Jacqueline, at three, had stepped into an empty place, and filled it. Spanish herself, Consuelo knew the depths of Don Andres distaste for public scandal. Gossip and the name of Calverly-Calhoun were almost synonymous terms. Gossip and Don Andres Miro were as fire and water.

Zeke being nearest, was the first who must be dealt with. She began at once:

How much did he give you, Zeke? she asked, sliding back the glass panel behind the drivers seat.

Zeke attended to the driving thoughtfully for a good long minute before he showed her the crows-footed corner of an eye and a silhouette of snub nose over pursed protruding lips.

Didnt yo see?

He returned to his driving. His shoulders grew eloquent of marvelous unconcern for Consuelo, or anything connected with her.

You  Zeke  why did he give it to you?

Another minutes silence  then Zekes eye, wide-open trying to look around the corner of his head, and thick lips opened impudently:

He likes muh  dont you spose?

Enough of Zeke. He would tell what he knew, or not tell, with or without exaggerations, as Calhoun might instruct. Meanwhile, he would use his own discretion, and by night the servants hall would have three versions of the affair, as surely as Zeke would have a headache on the morrow. And by morning Donna Isabella would have her own embittered version of the scandal.

Consuelo leaned back again against the cushions, thinking. Hers was a lone hand. Somewhere midway between master and domestics, with no clearly defined position in the household now that Jacqueline was growing up, she had the distrust of both sides to contend with. Insofar as she ever came in contact with Don Andres he was kind and courteous to her, but Donna Isabella had taken care to prevent confidential relations between master and nurse, and pride kept Don Andres from interfering with his sisters authority in the household. Yet she did not dare go to Donna Isabella and take her into confidence. As well ask a she-wolf to be sympathetic.

And she knew the Calverly-Calhouns  knew that Jack Calhoun would hesitate at nothing. Worse still  the boy had brains. It was likely enough to dawn on him that Donna Isabella was the key to the situation. What was to prevent him from approaching her? And what was more likely than that Donna Isabella would exaggerate the scandal? Her jealousy knew no limits. She might succeed in convincing Don Andres that marriage to Jack Calhoun was the only way to prevent Jacqueline from becoming a subject of light gossip of the countryside.

There was one way left then  deadly dangerous to herself. She must go to Don Andres, and tell him everything. That thought brought memories. Once  a year or two before the convent days  there had been a governess, who had dared to approach Don Andres with complaints about Donna Isabellas injustice to Jacqueline. Of all insufferable indignities the one Don Andres tolerated least was tale-bearing against those whom it pleased him to honor, and the governess had left the house that night. She had been young, with new positions open to her; Consuelo, well past fifty, with about three hundred dollars in a savings bank, had no delusions as to how the world would treat her, once dismissed. But she thought of Jacqueline, and the little dancing frown above the lake-blue eyes:

Mother of God, protect me! I will tell Don Andres, she said, half- aloud, as if afraid to hear her own voice. She crossed herself, knelt in the limousine, and prayed.

She was dry-eyed  dry-lipped  businesslike, when the limousine rolled under the portico and Zeke waited for her to climb out as she pleased. Consuelo would have scolded him for it at any other time, but she was in no mood for trivialities; great resolution had her by the shoulders; she rang the old-fashioned door-bell with a jerk and a clang that startled her. But they knew it was only Consuelo, and the footman kept her waiting.

She heard his footsteps at last on the tiles, and heard him pause in the hall, midway between patio and front door, where dining-room and drawing-room opened off to the right and left. When he came to the door his black face was a dumb enigma, and she saw beyond him the figure of Donna Isabella, frowning sourly under the drawing-room portière. She would have walked past with the usual old-fashioned bobbing curtsey, but Donna Isabella stopped her:

Why do you use the front door, Consuelo?

Silence. Pursed lips. Attention.

The fact that you are an old servant is no excuse for forgetting your manners.

Consuelos manners at that moment were a galleons in full sail down- wind. She had cut her cables  thrown away her charts  was forth on lifes last adventure.

Forget her manners? She dipped her pennant and sailed on, leaving Donna Isabella to put what construction she might choose on utter silence.

Straight to her own room. Off with her hat and cape, firm-lipped and resolute  crossing herself before the image of the Virgin. Out again, straight to the patio and toward the library.

Then, at the library door, sudden weak knees and emptiness. The zero hour! She was keyed up for sacrifice; but what if it should be in vain?

Her knuckles rapped the door  so hard that they hurt before she could prevent them.

Come!

Too late! O Mother of God, put courage into me, and words into my mouth! I dont know what to say to him

The door was shut behind her, and she was midway across the room, hardly knowing how it had happened. Don Andres was in the high-backed chair, laying down a book, his other lean, long, veined hand resting on the chair-arm.

What is it, Consuelo?

Then, suddenly, all fear and all discretion to the winds! Words came  from somewhere  sounding to Consuelo like another womans speaking in a voice she hardly knew.

Don Andres  have I been a good servant to you?

I have always thought so, Consuelo.

He was too courteous to seem surprised. His eyes looked kind, not critical. How could it be that such a man had enemies? Consuelo dropped on her knees on the floor beside the footstool, clasping her hands on her bosom.

Don Andres  I come to you as your servant now! I mean no harm to any one, and if I offend you, dismiss me and I will go in silence. Only hear me to the end first!

You may tell me what is in your mind, Consuelo.

Don Andres  it is about Miss Jacqueline  Mr. Jack Calhoun is making love to her. He made a scene at the convent gate, and I could not keep him away from her, although I tried!

He nodded, looking grave. He was perfectly sure how faithfully Consuelo would have tried.

He made a scene at church on Easter Sunday.

Don Andres frowned.

Why has Jacqueline not told me of all this?

She was forbidden  she wished to, Don Andres,  she was forbidden months ago to tell you anything.

Did you advise her not to tell me?

God forbid! Don Andres, that innocent has never had another secret from you. As God is my witness, there is nothing in her life until this, that you did not know.

He nodded again. There was only one other individual in the household who might have imposed restraint. But his nod was in recognition of Consuelos tact in not mentioning the individuals name.

Does she respond to Mr. Calhouns attentions?

She fears him, Don Andres! What does she know of men? She shrinks away from him, and he pursues her! She does not understand. She only knows there is something that she doesnt understand. He fascinates her  he has made up his mind  he is set on winning her  and  Don Andres  you know those Calverly-Calhouns!

He overlooked the last part of her speech. The Calverly-Calhouns for generations had been his equals.

Have you had speech with him with reference to this? he asked after a moments pause.

So Consuelo told him all that Jack Calhoun had said, and of the bribe to Zeke, and of her own unspoken promise to meet Jack Calhoun in the patio next day and take a letter from him. She stammered over the last part, for she had not been in that household fourteen years without knowing the masters method with servants who consented to intrigue. His deep frown frightened her  it was only a matter of moments now.

Stand up, Consuelo, he said at last, and she struggled to her feet, biting her lip, awaiting her dismissal.

Did he offer you money? he asked.

I dont think he dared, Don Andres.

You agreed to smuggle his letter into the convent?

Don Andres  what else could I dot?  I havent the power to manage him otherwise  Im an old woman, and he laughs at me  unless he thinks he can use me hell go to  to some one else  and theyll make a scandal between them to  to

The nod again  cryptic  dry. The dark eyes deadly serious. A too long pause, as if he were unmercifully framing words. The thin lips tightly set.

You were always a good servant, Consuelo.

Were! So the end had come. Her heart sank, for the awaited is not less terrible when it arrives. She bowed her head, remembering she would go in silence.

I am not ungrateful for good service, or unconscious of my obligation to reward it. You may leave that part to me. But I will tolerate no insubordination in my house. You understand me?

She did not. She looked hurt now  amazed. She had never been insubordinate. A little of the meekness left her: She would not go in silence after all. She would tell him to his face what a faithful servant suffered constantly at Donna Isabellas lips  how much had to be endured for his sake  she would seize an old womans privilege of speech and pour out all she knew! But he spoke again before she could begin and even in that moment of indignation she could not force herself to interrupt him.

You must continue as if this interview with me had never taken place. You understand?

Slowly his meaning dawned on her.

Am I not dismissed? she asked, her face reddening.

He ignored the question. There must be no impudence or disobedience. No dark looks, Consuelo. No suggestion of an understanding with me behind anothers back. No Spying. No tales to me. No indignities to  any one.

Consuelo bobbed her old-fashioned curtsey. Words would have been empty in the presence of that magnificent consistency. For his prides sake she would let Donna Isabella drive nails into her  poison her  malign her  and she would say nothing! Followed emotion, making the stout bosom nearly burst the black satin bodice. Tears. Smothered, sobs into a handkerchief.

There  that will do. He loathed anything undignified. I will ask Donna Isabella to excuse you from duty until tomorrow morning.

Consuelo went without another word. Don Andres did not pick up the book again but sat staring into vacancy  alone  dismally lonely, and too proud to admit it even to himself. The house, and his whole life, were empty without Jacqueline. She was all the brightness he had ever known and to send her to school at the convent was his master-sacrifice. He broke into a smile as he thought of her, and the smile died away into a swordsmans frown, teeth showing through the parted lips, as he remembered stage by stage the fight he had waged for her  a memory that Consuelos news had only sharpened. So an affair with Jack Calhoun was to be the next difficulty! He wondered how deeply Isabella was already mixed in it.

Well he understood his sister Isabella. She had opposed his determination to accept the childs guardianship; and that failing, she had tried to wean Jacqueline away from him and make her a dried-up image of herself  even as she had succeeded in doing with his own only child. But his own child had been a Miro. He did not disguise from himself that the Miro blood was dying  the direct Miro line near its end. Isabella had succeeded with that daughter of his; the weak twig of an ancient tree had come easily under her sway, had wilted under it, and died. But nothing in Jacquelines nature had provided Isabella any thing to work on. Rather she responded to his own lavished affection and Consuelos mothering; and that had given Isabella deeper offense than the original crime of introducing the child into the household.

He had made up for Isabellas bitterness, by giving Jacqueline every advantage and every privilege within his means. And the means of the Miros in Louisiana are beyond the scope of most mens dreams.

So the house was lonely now Jacqueline was at the convent  felt like a tomb, for all its decorous luxury. Don Andres Miro, possibly the best loved, certainly the richest and most respected among the old Louisiana Settlers, felt like a man with no occupation left. He was much too proud to feel sorry for himself; he would have smiled if run through with a rapier. But pride heals no heart-ache  fills no empty nest.

And Calverly-Calhoun? He knew that breed! No scion of that stock for Jacqueline! He had intimately known two generations of Calhouns, and could guess the hourly anguish of the women they had married. Good women dont reform bad men, they only irritate them; he knew that. He would rather, if necessary, see Jacqueline married to some young fellow without family, but of decent means and good repute, who would know enough to appreciate her and treat her with respect. But there was fortunately no hurry about that, and only need for vigilance. Meanwhile  

He would have one more try  if necessary he would call in the United States Attorney-General himself  to find some flaw in the Miro trust deed. If, subject to provision for his sister Isabella, he might leave by will the whole of his estates to Jacqueline, then  

Again the proud smile. That would be a true gift given from the heart  the reply complete to Isabella  and, by no means the least amusing part of it, a full expression of contempt for John Miro, his distant cousin, now heir legal and presumptive, whose Lynn shoe-factory was a disgrace and scandal to the Miro name. If by any legal means it might be possible, he would bequeath to Jacqueline every last acre and investment of the Miro fortune.

To that end he must preserve his health. It was important that he should have his wits about him and the strength to see possible law-suits to a conclusion; for it was no part of his determination to leave a mere document behind him, over which and his dead body Jacqueline should have to fight the gum shoe-maker. She would have no chance unless, he, Andres Miro, should do the fighting for her. He would do that, bitter though he knew the fight might be.

The difficult days, he recognized, were coming. All that lay behind was childs-play compared to the road ahead. Obstruct Calhoun and there would be other suitors to be fenced with. When a rumor should creep abroad, as it inevitably must, that the estates might fall to Jacqueline, every needy adventurer on the countryside would add his importunities to the confusion. Then more than ever Jacqueline would need his comradeship and guidance. He must throw the weight of years aside, and attend to it that his company should be a pleasure to her and not a burden. To that end, he must resume his youth and be more spirited and companionable than any of the young bloods she should meet. Well  he considered that not impossible. Only he must get well. A man needs health before he can be young again; and doctors  he did not know how much faith to place in even his family physician; the man never seemed to know his own mind  but then, the Miros were ever a long-lived breed. Why theorize about disease, when long life was hereditary fact?

His reverie was interrupted by Father Doutreleau who came and went in that house pretty much as his own pleasure dictated. He was as close to Andres on the one hand as Jacqueline was on the other, so that apart altogether from his office of confessor, François Doutreleau was intimate in Miros councils, knew his secrets, and was one of the three men who discussed them with him.

Forgive me if I remain seated, François. Its your own medicine! Ring the bell, wont you, and well have some wine brought in.

There was wine enough in the Miro cellar to last another generation, and it was normal routine to have sherry and biscuits served in the library on afternoons when Miro was home. As a rule Doutreleau looked forward to it; his well filled figure and declining years responded gratefully to Old-World hospitality, and he knew good wine. But on this occasion he showed less than his usual satisfaction, and a hesitation that was rare with him. When Andres had filled two glasses, Doutreleau merely raised his glass and set it down untasted.

What is new, François? Have you seen the papers?

Andres, I have distressing news for you. Be a brave man, and prepare yourself.

Doutreleau swallowed his wine at a gulp then. He had crossed the Rubicon.

I trust it is not distressing to yourself, François. If it concerns me alone I shall find a way to bear it.

It concerns us all. Andres  Doctor Beal has been to see me.

I can well imagine your distress! The man has bored me with his platitudes for thirty years! Has he said you are too fat? I disagree with him. Take courage, François, and be comfortable. I am lean, and I assure you it has disadvantages.

Andres, he has told me what he had not the courage to tell you.

Pusillanimity! However  I myself have often confessed to you, François, sins that I would detest to have to tell the world.

He spoke of you, Andres.

And that distressed you, François! Take some more sherry. Choose a livelier subject for discussion next time!

He understood there was genuinely bad news coming, and he prepared to meet it as he would meet death, or any other evil, proudly  conceding it no right to disturb his outer dignity.

Andres, he has told me you have not long to live.

Not a flinch. Not a tremor of the steady eyelids. Not a moments relaxation of the smile; rather it increased, and grew kindlier.

So you were distressed to hear that of me, my friend? I am grateful for the compliment. Did Beal in his omniscience set the date of termination of my mortal activities?

He gives you a few months, Andres. Possibly a year.

I hope he doesnt think I suspect him of malpractice! Assure him, I am convinced he has done his best!

Andres, I admire your courage. But to Jacqueline  to your household and dependents  to the parish  to myself  this is disaster. Wont you promise me to do all in your power to remain with us as long as possible? Wont you obey Beal? Wont you let him call in specialists? I want your promise, Andres, as friend to friend.

For a full minute Miro did not answer. When he spoke at last his voice was normal, suggesting no echo of battles going on within him.

I would prefer to exact a promise from you first, François.

Name it, my friend. If it is anything permissible

Oh, none of the deadly sins! Promise to keep this news a secret, and to impress on Beal the same obligation.

For myself, of course, I promise. But Beal will want to call in the specialists, and

Let Beal be answerable for their silence. Impress that on him.

Then you will see the specialists?

On that condition, yes. But not in this house, or there would be talk about it. Let Beal arrange for me to visit them.

François Doutreleau rose, turning his back to Miro, and then, still keeping his face averted, went behind Miros chair, where he laid his hand on the iron-gray head that he had blessed so often, but never before so fervently.

Brother  my friend he began, but his voice choked and he could not trust himself to speak.

Miro reached upward for the fat hand and drew it down to the chair-arm.

I am proud of our friendship, François, although I am unworthy of it, he said in a steady voice; but he did not look up at the priest. We shall be making an indecorous exhibition of ourselves unless were careful. Would you care to leave me for a while to think this out alone? Suppose you take dinner with us? After dinner we can talk again.

Doutreleau walked to the door, saying a prayer under his breath, and Miro watched him, still smiling,  until the priest turned at the door.

You will dine with us tonight then, François?

Doutreleau nodded, for he could not trust himself to speak, and left the room.

Then, with no witnesses, Don Andres Miro sat at bay, looking death and its full consequences in the eyes. Little by little it dawned on him what his death would mean to Jacqueline. He had given so much thought to caring for her that his mind refused at first to readjust itself, and for a while he still thought of her as his ward, his hearts darling, whose destiny was in his keeping.

So this was the end of his plans! It might need years to engage the best legal talent in the land and force through the courts a new trust deed that should settle the estates on Jacqueline! If Beal was right, in a year at most the gum shoe-maker would be in possession, and Jacqueline at the mercy of the world and Isabella, with a few paltry thousands in cash to make her an even choicer prey for wolves.

He had raised her in exquisite luxury, and his death now would plunge her helpless and unprotected into the world he had prevented her from understanding!

What had he taught her, except gentleness and goodness? Nothing  unless pride, that would make her suffer in silence. He supposed that Consuelo perhaps might have told her things that a mother usually tells a young girl, but he rather doubted it, he had said nothing to Consuelo about that, and she was not given to taking liberties.

Haggard and worn  older than he had ever seemed  he leaned back in the chair and faced the facts  then suddenly grew resolute again. He was a Miro. He had months to live! The fire returned into his eye  the Miro heritage  the stubbornly resourceful Miro spirit that had never confessed defeat, nor ever yielded to a lesser force than Providence. Had he wronged Jacqueline? Then he had will to set the matter right, and time in which to think.

He thanked God that he saw the wrong before it was altogether too late. He was ready to flinch from nothing. Somehow, by some means, Jacqueline should not be loser by his guardianship; he, Andrew Miro, would attend to that, and then die cheerfully.

But how? Isabella could be absolutely counted on to thwart whatever plans he might make; he could not take Isabella into confidence. He could provide a moderate sum of money out of cash in hand, and deliver it to a trustee, to be paid to Jacqueline after his death; but the income from it would be no more than a pittance, and Jacqueline would be almost as unprotected as before. Nevertheless; that was something nothing like enough, but he would do that first.

He could make good provision for Consuelo, on condition that she keep watch over Jacqueline. But Consuelos influence would wane as Jacqueline grew older, and, besides, he could hardly expect a spirited girl to submit forever to the dictates of an old nurse. To an extent, too, that would imply indignity to Jacqueline.

She was worthy of dignity  fitted by breeding and character to be heiress of the Miro fortune and estates. Yet he could not make her that, unless  unless  

There came another, new light in his eyes. He sat bolt-upright  smiled. The invisible, long rapier again. He hardly resembled a sick man, but a great adventurer, when the library door opened and Donna Isabella looked in, even more sourly than her wont. He rose with his usual courtesy to greet her.

No wonder this house lacks discipline and the servants give themselves airs! she grumbled.

Surely nothing has displeased you, Isabella!

Something seems to have pleased you! she retorted. It will be dinner time in ten minutes, Andres, and you sit there grinning to yourself like a lunatic. How can you expect a well ordered household, when the master is late for his meals? Is it fair to me!

Don Andres smiled without a visible trace of sarcasm, and bowed to her cavalierly as he left the room.

Donna Isabella nodded after him, thin lipped and exasperated. She would have liked him much better if he had turned on her and shown ill-temper.


CHAPTER 4.

Come now. Listen to me, Consuelo.

No disobedience! No insubordination! No indignities to any one!

Consuelo went about her duties with those all too definite limitations humming in her head. All morning long Donna Isabella invented aggravating tasks, as if with the deliberate intention to force rebellion. All her efforts were unsatisfying; weariness was dubbed unwillingness; silent endurance was the sulks; a breathless answer was impertinence.

And it neared noon. Jack Calhoun was coming. Consuelo had made up her mind to get that letter from Jack Calhoun and to take it straight in to Don Andres. There would be no insubordination about that. Don Andres thereafter could take any course he pleased about it, and surely not even Donna Isabella could accuse her of remissness or intrigue.

But the worst of it was that Donna Isabella had a chair set in the patio, not far from the front hall, whence she could oversee everything, and Consuelo could think of no excuse for getting between her and the front door.

At last in desperation she suggested putting fresh flowers in the drawing- room.

Always some excuse for being lazy! snorted Donna Isabella. Go and change the curtains on the bedroom windows.

No disobedience! No insubordination! But what were the Blessed Virgin and the saints all doing? Consuelo, with aching thighs, mounted the stairs to the balcony, and from one of the bedroom windows watched Jack Calhoun come cavaliering in to pay his compliments. She was not surprised that Donna Isabella should receive him courteously; Zeke had already disgorged his several versions of the scene at the convent gate, and Donna Isabella was no fool, to begin by snubbing a man who might help her to be rid of Jacqueline; she invited young Calhoun to sit beside her. Consuelo saw him glance repeatedly to right and left, and knew what he was looking for, but she could not make him see her at the bedroom window, though she prayed to at least a dozen saints to make him look upward, instead of around.

And, as Consuelo had admitted to herself, young Jack Calhoun had brains.

He was a man of his word, of course, but he had not promised to say nothing to Donna Isabella. He and Donna Isabella sat considering each other while he made polite inquiries about Miros health; and he made a much better guess at her character than he had done at Consuelos. In turn Donna Isabella summed him up perfectly. He was the necessary man headstrong, handsome, with a fortune not yet squandered.

Don Andres is not well enough to see you. Have you any particular message for him? she asked; and something in her bright eyes suggested expectation. He did not hesitate.

Is he too ill for me to talk to him about Miss Jacqueline?

You may talk to me.

He proved a fluent talker, without convincing Donna Isabella in the least. But jealousy will hesitate no more than passion does, to gain its end.

What chance have I? he asked her finally.

None, if you go to Don Andres and ask him.

I am asking you.

That is different. You say that she reciprocates your feelings?

My God! I believe so. Donna Isabella, I can see her eyes now  innocent and pure and wonderful! I said good-by to her at the convent gate. I kissed her hand.

And she stood watching me as I went, with her eyes full of love  My God! Donna Isabella, I would go through fire for Jacqueline! Her eyes haunt me!

Consuelo, of course, permitted you to talk with her?

For a second his eyes met Donna Isabellas in a flash of scrutiny as swift as pistol-fire. The Calverly-Calhouns are born quick on the trigger.

Aha! Yes. Shes diplomatic, Consuelo is. Im told the nuns read love- letters, and thats not decent  no more decent than it would be for me to employ Consuelo with out your knowledge. I have hopes of Consuelos stocking, however, if youve no absolute objection! Of course, I give you my word I wouldnt put anything into a letter to Jacqueline that shouldnt pass a reasonable censor  but you know what nuns are.

Donna Isabella smiled  a wee bit mischievously, as old ladies may who are asked to forward love-affairs.

What do you think Don Andres would say, if he heard I ever contemplated permitting anything of the sort?

Who cares what hed say as long as he doesnt know? Calhoun answered with one of his contagious laughs. Come now, Donna Isabella, you were young once, and Ill bet youve been in love! Havent I been frank with you? Arent you going to lend a pair of surreptitious wings to Cupid? Jack Calhouns your worshiper for ever more if youll help him this once!

Don Andres would never forgive me.

No need. Hell never know.

Have you brought the letter with you?

He produced it, and Consuelo, watching through the bedroom window, saw it change hands. Donna Isabella sat still for several minutes, turning it over and over in her fingers. Fascinated  unable to wrench her gaze away  Consuelo saw the library door open, and then close again, as if Don Andres had seen, or overheard, and, after deciding to interrupt, had changed his mind.

Donna Isabella heard the movement of the door, and took the hint. The letter went into her bosom. Jack Calhoun received his congé and was shown out by the footman. Donna Isabella went to the drawing-room, which Andres never visited if he could invent excuse for staying away, and five minutes later the footman came in search of Consuelo. On her way across the patio she passed Don Andres, but he gave her no inkling whether he knew what was going on or not. Nevertheless, the sight of him encouraged her.

Donna Isabella, seated in shadow in the drawing-room, kept Consuelo waiting with the sun in her face for several minutes before she condescended to speak at last.

What do you mean by permitting Mr. Calverly-Calhoun to speak to Miss Jacqueline on her way to the convent?

Consuelo did not answer. If she had spoken she would have rebelled; she held her tongue by a miracle.

You have nothing to say? What do you mean by spying through a bedroom window all the time I was talking to Mr. Calverly-Calhoun?

Absolute silence. No answer was possible, unless Consuelo chose to deny the fact or to be openly insolent. She would do neither. She merely hung on  clung to her faith in Don Andres and stood there, looking almost as miserable as she felt.

If Don Andres were not so ill, I would report you to him. Donna Isabella paused between her sentences like an inquisitor selecting new implements of torture. You have been careless and unfaithful. If Don Andres knew

Consuelo bit her lip  on the verge of rebellion  or tears, she hardly knew which.

  but he must not know, for the present. Now you neednt look sullen at me; I am not going to discharge you.

Another pause  another long keen scrutiny. And then:

I understand that you promised Mr. Calverly-Calhoun to take a letter to Miss Jacqueline.

No answer, but a little jerkily defiant nod. Donna Isabella had a definite purpose behind the mornings course of cruelty; she was demanding tears as evidence of good faith. Better for Consuelo to break down and have done with it!

If you were not an old and trusted servant I would deal more harshly with you. Are you not ashamed to have so abused the confidence we have always placed in you?

Donna Isabella was as near the end of her resources now as Consuelo was. Unless Consuelo were humbled, repentant, ashamed, she could not use her. She was growing really angry, but disguised it with an effort, forcing her voice to seem almost kind.

I should have though that after all these years your affection for Miss Jacqueline would have been more faithful.

That did it! It was anger, but it served. Poor Consuelo burst into tears of indignation  rage  contempt  rebellion; flung herself on her knees and buried her face in an armchair. And Donna Isabella, smiling to herself, put her own interpretation on it all.

There, there now, Consuelo. If youre sorry, Ill forgive you.

Sorry? Consuelo? She bit the chair to keep brimstone Spanish execration in.

Come, come, Consuelo. If youre sorry it can possibly be mended. Sit up now and listen to me.

Never  not once in fourteen years  had Donna Isabella spoken half so kindly, and it enraged Consuelo all the more, for she was not an animal, to be first beaten and then tamed. But her natural Spanish shrewdness came to her rescue. Donna Isabella must need something and need it badly. So Consuelo went on sobbing.

Come now, Consuelo. Sit up and stop crying, and well see what can be done.

Tears  idle tears  and rapt attention! Hands over ears, but lots of room between Consuelos fingers to let words filter through!

The harms done now. We must make the best of it. Above all, in his present state of health, we must keep any scandal from Don Andres.

Nothing new about that! So another paroxysm of sobs and moans, interpreted by Donna Isabella as signs of panicky fear of her brother. She permitted herself another of her thin rare smiles.

Come now, listen to me, Consuelo. She need not have worried. Consuelo was all ears. You have promised to take the letter. We cant break promises, especially when theyre made to people of the standing of Mr. Calverly-Calhoun. Besides, if you dont take the letter, Im afraid hell grow impetuous and perhaps do something we would all regret.

An old servant is either a consummate actress, or out of work. Consuelo let herself come slowly out of the weeping spell, consenting to sit on a chair at last, but using tears and handkerchief enough to hide her real emotion. So it was as simple as all that! She could have laughed into the handkerchief! Jack Calhoun had seen the key to Jacqueline and seized it  had he? Had he? Did Donna Isabella really think she could hoodwink an old nurse?

We cant expect a young girl like Jacqueline not to lose her head over her first love-affair, Consuelo. You may take her the letter, but you must talk to her and warn her not to do anything rash.

More handkerchief. So that was it! She was to take a letter to turn a poor innocents head, and then put thoughts of rashness into the same young head by preaching against it.

I am agreeing to this, as much as anything to save your face, Consuelo.

The face went into the handkerchief, red and confused.

I am going to count on you to be extremely circumspect and tactful.

Quite right. Depend on it! Consuelo nodded vehemently over the handkerchief, both hands holding it tightly to her face.

You must impress on Miss Jacqueline the absolute necessity for keeping all this from Don Andres. He would be furious, and the shock might kill him.

More nods. Consuelos black chignon bobbed to and fro like the top-knot on a mechanical mandarin.

You must contrive to manage this without a scandal. Of course, when Don Andres learns that Miss Jacqueline is in love with Mr. Calhoun, he will give his consent, I suppose. I dont see how he can withhold it after all this clandestine business. So distasteful to him, Consuelo. Im surprised you didnt think of that before you let it go so far. However, now its too late to remedy that, we must consider Miss Jacqueline, and not break her heart as well as his. My own heart was broken at a very early age, Consuelo. It was the fault of my parents. They interfered, exactly as Don Andres would be likely to. I could not endure to see Jacquelines heart broken as mine was, and her whole life blighted.

More tears into the handkerchief; then at last orderly, dutiful, controlled words, cautiously emitted between sobs:

I will be careful and obedient, Donna Isabella!

Truthful Consuelo! Careful! She would fight to keep young Calverly- Calhoun away from Jacqueline as she-wolf never fought for cub! Obedient? Watch her! She would take the letter  to the convent! She was jealous of the convent sisters  Yes, she would certainly take the letter.

When, Donna Isabella?

Next week, when Don Andres sends the usual flowers and candy will be time enough.


CHAPTER 5.

Put not your trust in princes, Jacqueline.

There were hours, especially during the first few days after her return, when it seemed to Jacqueline that in the convent she had Desmio for her very own even more than when she was under his roof and able to see him constantly. For in the convent there was no Donna Isabella to make acrid comments and to interrupt her day-dreams with bitter fault-finding.

From the Sister Superior down to the darky gardener, they all knew Desmio and loved him. He had left his imprint on the place  windows for instance, in the chapel, and the big bronze bell. And he had promised to come to see her, so there was always that to look forward to, which took the drag out of routine.

Not that the life was irksome; far from it. Don Andres being her guardian and sponsor, Jacqueline received no definitely better treatment than the other girls, except that she was one of the few who had a single bedroom; but there was always an indefinite, and very pleasant suggestion that much was expected of her.

There was no loneliness; almost never a moments solitude. No girls were allowed to wander alone, or even in pairs, among the trees and well shrubbed acres within the wall, there was always a sister in attendance on every group, whose presence grew to seem as natural as did the absence of anything really reprehensible.

No definitely better treatment; but indefinitely  yes. For it was well understood that Jacqueline was destined for high places, and young girls are at least as shrewd as their elders. There was keen competition to make friends with her, with an eye to the future. The flattery might have turned her head, if she had not been reared by a man who understood and scorned ever subterfuge of that stuff. She undoubtedly lorded it a little.

And she was good to see, in the neat blue convent dress, that could not hide a line of her young figure, or a graceful movement. Dancing was a part of the convent regimen, and there were private lessons by a visiting professional for those whose talent was worth cultivating. At Don Andres request, Jacqueline had learned old Spanish dances, and since she would rather please him than anything else she could conceive of, she had thrown her heart into it, with the result that she walked as rhythmically as the poets sing; and the rest was sweetness, happiness, health and day-dreams.

For in a convent such as that one, what life may turn out to be after leaving is a dream not quite distinguishable from a pictured heaven. One could make magnificent conjectures, fairy prince or prancing horse included, with the saints to draw from and the stories of the saints to pattern human conduct by.

Jacqueline was not so afraid of Jack Calhoun from within the convent walls. And she did not think of Donna Isabella, lest suggestions of a tail and cloven hoofs should cause embarrassment and lead to irksome penances. The subject of Jack Calhoun leaked out in a recreation hour and rather thrilled her. There were girls who had witnessed the scene in church on Easter Sunday, and of all the rapturously fascinating, irrepressible and newsy themes in a convent, none can hold a candle to a love-affair.

Handsome Jack Calhoun! Young  wealthy, or so reputed  lord of a great plantation, with estates in Cuba, too, good family  horseman  with a reputation for gaiety that had reached young ears well filtered  

Jacqueline, do tell  what did he say when he gave you the flowers?

Jacqueline, dear  does he  does he write to you?

Tell us all about it. Were simply crazy to hear!

But Desmio had taught the art of self-command, and Donna Isabellas jealousy had bitten the teaching home. Jacqueline was not to be surprised into embarrassing admissions. And then Sister Michaela, wanting to know what the talk was all about, approached the group under the trees without seeming to cloak vigilance.

What is the joke, Jacqueline?

Ill tell you if you like.

It was Sister Michaelas business to be told things. Except when she was ringing the convent bell, the chief excuse for her existence was that gift of hers for winning confidence.

She drew Jacqueline aside, and had the whole story of Jack Calhoun in two minutes, asking only three deft questions in a voice that would have coaxed out serpents from the sea, it was so bell-like and sympathetic.

Have you spoken to him alone?

No, Sister Michaela, I dont know why, but he frightens me. Im not afraid of any of the other men I meet.

Have you talked about him to any one?

Only to Consuelo.

Does Don Andres know anything of this?

No  or I dont think so. Donna Isabella and Consuelo said I mustnt tell him because of his ill-health. I wish I might tell him. Desmio always knows just what to do about everything.

Sister Michaela diagnosed much deeper than the surface, and her words went promptly to the very roots of what she saw:

Dont take it seriously, Jacqueline. Dont believe too much. Remember this: Other people are not all as tender-hearted, and credulous as you are. They dont always say what they mean or always believe what they pretend to believe. As long as you know your own mind, and are good, you can afford to laugh at any ones unwelcome attentions.

Consuelo told me to look daggers at him! laughed Jacqueline.

You?

Sister Michaela smiled, and Jacquelines frown appeared. She rather resented the suggestion that she could not look ferocious if she tried. From under her white bandeau, Sister Michaela watched the frown as if it were plain writing by a moving finger in a language that she understood.

Put not your trust in princes, Jacqueline, she said at last. Some of them are frauds, and some are weak. Always trust your own intuition. Thats the Blessed Virgins voice that warns you.

Good advice, but not quite comforting. There was something ominous about it, as if Sister Michaela had foreseen dark events. She went off to toll the bell, leaving Jacqueline feeling rather depressed; but perhaps that was intended, since advice that leaves no sting is all the easier forgotten.

Does she mean Desmio is the prince I should not trust? Jacqueline wondered, and the frown vanished, as she threw that thought away, dismissed it, scorned it too utterly to waste displeasure on it. But she remembered Sister Michaelas words, and pondered them all through the French lesson, so that she had to be reprimanded for inattention; and if it had not been that a dancing lesson followed that she might have pondered them all day. But there was nothing ponderous or ominous about dancing, and it banished every consideration except high spirits and an appetite. When Sister Michaela tolled the bell for dinner there was nothing in Jacquelines mood but laughter and a yearning for beef and vegetables; the future, insofar as it existed in her thoughts, was foreshortened to one day ahead, when she would have been back a week and Desmio would probably drive over in the limousine with his usual offering of candy for herself and flowers for the chapel altar.

Desmio! What on earth did she care for princes, as long as he came once a week! But the next day it was Consuelo, and not Desmio, who came. Consuelo was ushered into the great quiet drawing-room, where all guests were received, and was kept waiting there until she could interview the Sister Superior before Jacqueline was sent for. The request in itself was surprising, for Consuelo was well known at the convent and usually Jacqueline was brought straight to her and allowed to talk with her alone for half an hour. Consuelo strutted down the corridor fuming, bobbed her curtsey at the threshold, collapsed into becoming humility, was smiled at and addressed by name, bobbed her curtsey again and laid a sealed envelope on the desk.

A letter for Miss Jacqueline, please.

A sweet wise smile by way of answer  a little nod of acknowledgment and a glance at the address on the envelope. Nothing incorrect, or even unusual. Letters intended for young ladies in the convent never reach them until after they have been opened and read, but Consuelo might have handed it to any of the sisters; nevertheless, it was very right and proper of Consuelo to take such full precaution. Anything else? Certainly she might see Miss Jacqueline. Another smile from under a snow-white bandeau; then the face disappeared as the head bent forward, and a hand such as Tintoretto painted went on writing, writing with a golden pen. Consuelo bobbed her way out backward, all the steam gone out of her.

Then Jacqueline in the drawing-room in the plain blue dress that Consuelo hated, and with her hair mismanaged scandalously, and Consuelo unaccountably wet-eyed, which led, of course, to instant urgent questions about Desmio. But Desmio had sent kind messages, along with the flowers and a veritable load of chocolates, and was feeling so much better that he hoped to be able to come neat week.

Then why are you crying, Consuelo?

Honey, dear, I dont know  Ive done my best for you, thats all. Oh, honey, and you so innocent! And them so bent on  Listen, be still a while and listen!

Consuelo looked up through the tears at Jacqueline, who was standing beside her with her arm on the chair-back, wondering. The young heart was beating almost as violently as the old one. Every imaginable fear was in the air  the worse  the most unspeakable  that Consuelo might have fallen foul at last of Donna Isabella and have been dismissed.

Conchita, dont admit a thing! Dont let them trick you into a confession that youve given that Calhoun boy as much as a glimpse of a smile!

But I have smiled, Consuelo.

Dont admit it! Theres a trap laid, child. Theyre going to catch you in it, if youre not careful, and marry you off to that jackanapes  and theyll make Don Andres agree to it by pretending to him that youve been giving Calhoun encouragement on the sly.

But I havent, Consuelo. You know that.

Lord knows I know it, honey.

Who are they, Consuelo?

Him and her  the jackanapes and Donna Isabella.

How I do wish Desmio knew!

He does, honey. I told him.

Instant electric change in the whole world atmosphere, and Jacqueline herself again! She laughed aloud  kissed Consuelo  petted her  had Consuelo smiling in a minute  praised her  danced, to the scandal of the image of Saint Pierre in the niche above the mantelpiece  (or perhaps he was a saint who knew a good thing when he saw it, for there are such)  made such a merry noise of steps and laughter that Sister Helena came in to discover what on earth was happening, and laughed too.

Showing her the new dance, Jacqueline? Do you think you ought to do that in here, dear? Things should be kept in their proper places.

Isnt everywhere a proper place to dance when you feel happy? Jacqueline answered. She would have danced with Sister Helena and devil take the consequences, if that had not been a place where they understand the management of buoyant young humans. Sister Helena forestalled indignity by meeting Jacqueline midway and, with an arm on her shoulder, switched attention firmly on Consuelo.

How nice that she should be so glad to see you. You must come again.

Which was hint sufficient. Under Donna Isabellas regime one learned to read hints swiftly, and Consuelo hurried her departure as if she were almost guilty of sacrilege in having stayed so long. Jacqueline was led back to the study hall, both arms full of chocolate, and turned loose to distribute them. She was kept back that day after the lesson and was made to do six sums on the blackboard; but not even that subdued her thoroughly, and her eyes were full of laughter even when she was summoned to the Sister Superiors office before supper.

But you could feel subdued in the Sister Superiors presence. You could not feel otherwise. It needed no sense of guilt  no evil conscience to make you stand silent before the desk and wait until the veined patrician hand laid down the golden pen, the bandeau was slowly raised, and the face framed in white looked at you searchingly.

How many letters, since you have been in the convent, have you received from Mr. Calverly-Calhoun, Jacqueline?

None, Sister Theresa.

The answer was prompt, and qualified by nothing except surprise. Jacquelines frown appeared, aggravatingly mischievous, but the Sister Superior was not to be easily deceived by surface indications.

Are you quite sure, Jacqueline?

Quite sure, Sister.

A letter has come addressed to you from Mr. Calverly-Calhoun, and I have been told that he saw you to the convent gate on your return from the Easter Congé. Does Don Andres know of his attentions to you?

Yes, Sister.

That answer was triumphant  not a doubt of it.

Does he approve?

I  I dont know  I havent spoken to him.

The frown again, followed by the first shade of doubt in the Sister Superiors eyes.

You were always such a good girl, Jacqueline. We have been so proud of you.

Silence  the frown dancing on her forehead, making pretense of all the comical emotions which Jacqueline did not feel.

In his letter, Mr. Calhoun mentions previous notes that he has written to you.

Jacqueline shook her head.

Have you received none? You are sure?

Again the head-shake.

None at home during the Congé?

None at any time, Sister.

Long silence. Eyes, hidden by the white bandeau, studying something which a book on the desk concealed from Jacqueline.

Then why should Mr. Calverly-Calhoun distinctly assert that he has written to you repeatedly, and upbraid you for not answering?

Rebellion  high chin and flashing eyes  Jacqueline at her very loveliest, indignant.

I dont know, Sister Theresa. I know nothing of his letters, I dont know why he should write or pretend to have written.

Triumph again  a short, angry little nod. Desmio knew, and that settled it.

How do you account for it that Mr. Calverly-Calhoun should write you a letter couched in most ardent terms, and make pointed reference to previous letters, if you have given him no encouragement, Jacqueline?

May I see the letter, Sister?

No. I will send it to Don Andres.

No  no! Oh, please dont. Desmio is ill and a shock might

The last word froze on frightened lips. She could not force herself to speak of the horror of Desmios possible death on her account. But fear is all too easily misinterpreted, and those little furrows over her eyes suggested panic without explaining it.

You should have thought of that before you let yourself be led into this. Now go to your own room, Jacqueline, and search your heart and consider whether you have told me the whole truth.

Fiat lex! There was no appeal from the Sister Superiors decision, nor any argument permitted once the order had gone forth. Jacqueline went to her room. The Sister Superior sat reconsidering a letter in a mans handwriting  almost able to discern the handsome, impetuous, bold graceless features of the man who wrote, in the sentences that all began carefully and all ended in a hurry, in disorder, with a dash in place of full stop.

Dearest, most delightful Jacqueline!

You know you are mine  you know it! Why be cruel to me? Why first encourage me with those smiles that set my heart on fire, and then treat me coldly?  Again and again I have written to you  am I never to receive an answer?

Are you afraid of me? Then why? Would I not rather die than do you injury or see you harmed? Jacqueline! Love such as mine can not be refused! It is all- conquering! You are mine  you are mine  for I love you!

Loveliest torturer! Be generous! Unwelcome business drags me away to Cuba, where I must attend to my estates  estates that you shall some day turn into heaven for me. Must I eat my heart out all these miles away, wondering what your silence means? Jacqueline, I must go in two days. Write to me! Or at the least send me word by Consuelo that I may hope  that you are not cold toward me  that, if only a little, you reciprocate my love!

Forever and forever yours with all my heart,

Jack Calverly-Calhoun.

The Sister Superior returned the letter to its envelope and placed that into a larger one along with a two-page letter in her own fine Italian hand addressed to Don Andres. Five minutes later the sister on duty carried it out and locked it into the mail bag with the rest  a hundred or more letters (all censored) to a hundred homes, and a score or so of business communications, all looking just as harmless on the outside.

And in her room up two flights of polished stairs Jacqueline lay on her bed torn between triumph, indignation and anxiety. Search her heart? She had nothing to search it for! She did not know whether the letter from Jack Calhoun had come through the post or whether Consuelo had brought it, but she suspected Consuelo naturally  else why the tears? Was that what Consuelo meant by saying she had done her best? It was rather bewildering. She felt confused, and inclined to cry, the whole thing was so underhanded and contemptible.

But emotions came in waves, and presently were mixed in a maelstrom of perplexity. Why had the Sister Superior doubted her? What did she mean by suspecting her of not having told the whole truth? Excepting only Donna Isabella, nobody before in all her life had dared so much as to hint she was a liar. The thought made her furious. It made her even more furious that a shock of any kind should come to Desmio through her.

She did not doubt Desmio loved her more than anything else in the world, since he had said so more than once, and he never said what was not absolutely true. It was cruel  unjust  wicked! How dared Jack Calhoun insert himself into her life?

What did that Jack Calhoun mean by daring to say she had received other letters from him? What did he intend by it? He must have known the letter would be intercepted. Not even Consuelo would have dared to bring her a letter without the Mother Superiors knowledge. Was it a trick then? Was that what Consuelo meant by saying a trap was laid for her?

Then came the thought of running away. If the Sister Superior thought her a liar, she would not stay under the roof another minute! She would escape  run all the way on foot back home to Desmio. She would make sheets into a rope, the way they did in story-books, and let herself down from the window and run  perhaps not go straight to Desmio, but hide somewhere and send for him. But she knew all the while she could never escape from the convent, however hard she might try. The impossibility of escaping made her feel angrier than ever.

Sleep. Even an ocean wearies in the end. Calm follows a typhoon. Deep dreamless sleep from which  all powers be praised!  no misery can keep any of us too long.

So  bringing supper on a tray  Sister Michaela found her with one arm under head, her hair disheveled, and her body looking as if waves had tossed it on the beach of time. Even with the electric light turned on, she did not wake for several minutes, and Sister Michaela stood watching her, telling beads by habit rather than intention. She had reached the thirteenth bead before Jacqueline awoke.

Are you feeling better, Jacqueline?

She sat up, recognized a friend and answered  as Sister Michaela noted  without the least trace of a desire to hide her thoughts.

I dont know, Im all different, I feel as if something had happened. Its

A long pause, only broken by the regularly measured click-click-click of beads, like the sound of water dripping.

Sister Michaela  what did you mean by telling me not to put my trust in princes?

Youll find out. Only remember, dear. And dont forget the rest of it  always to trust your intuition. That is the Voice within. Now eat your supper, and Ill come for the tray by and by.

Sister Michaela went straight to the Sister Superior and talked to her without emphasis, but with assurance.

She is perfectly innocent. But shes romantic, and she has a capacity for building mountains out of molehills. Her geese are all swans. She will magnify evil in the same way unless taught not to.

Even the best ones sometimes have to learn that in a hard school, said the Sister Superior, nodding comprehension.


CHAPTER 6.

Poison  brewed in mine own house!

Don Andres Miro, inheritor of self-command as well as too much pride, never cared to show his hand until he judged the proper moment had arrived. The drawers of his desk, and the safe in the closet, were always locked. He kept his own keys and counsel.

So Donna Isabella did not even know that a letter came from the Mother Superior, although she carried in the mail-bag and sat down facing her brother. She had had no further word with Consuelo about Jack Calhouns love letter, being minded to let the nurse bear the full weight of responsibility in case of accident. The Sister Superior would certainly write to Don Andres. Donna Isabella was determined to be on hand and informed of that move of events in order to snatch the advantage and tell her own version of Jacquelines intrigue with Jack Calhoun at the moment when it would have most weight.

I am expecting one or two important letters, Andres. Wont you please open the bag?

His eyes met hers incuriously. His voice was exactly as usual.

Important letters? Certainly, Isabella. I will send them to you as usual in the drawing-room.

They are letters I dont wish the servants to see. Open the bag and give them to me, Andres.

But he did not yield an inch of ground, or fail of a moments courtesy.

In that case I will bring them to you with my own hand, Isabella.

She mastered her exasperation and contrived to smile. Why trouble, Andres? With your heart so weak you should spare yourself. Give me the letters now.

When my health is too far gone to permit me to cross the patio it will be time for me to change all my old habits, he answered suavely. For the present I am aware that habits cling to me.

God aids him who changes! she retorted, quoting the old Spanish proverb. Then she rose and left the room with all the air of indifference she could master  which was rather less than she could wish. Don Andres eyes smiled as the door shut with a snap behind her, and he inserted the key in the mail-bag lock.

The Sister Superiors letter emerged first. He sat turning it over and over without opening it. He scented danger  nodded  put the letter in his pocket and began to sort over the rest of the contents of the bag. Two minutes later he crossed the patio and opened the drawing-room door.

No letters for you, Isabella.

She felt obliged to look surprised, and he looked sorry to have brought her disappointing news, but that was all. She decided she had hoped too soon. The next days mail, or the next, would bring it.

But Don Andres returned to the library and sat for a whole hour reading and rereading  first the Sister Superiors fine script  and then the bold impulsive hand of Jack Calhoun, that began its sentences so downrightly and ended them in a scrawl and a dash toward the next.

It hurt. For a while his face grew ashen-gray as the weakening heart- valves failed under the mental pressure. He leaned his head back on the chair.

Slowly at first, and then with a wave of energy, Don Andres seemed almost to renew his youth. His face grew hard  the mask was off. He returned the letters to his pocket. No need to read them again, for he had them by heart and could see them, paragraph by paragraph, as if projected on a screen before his eyes.

  a good girl, and always truthful. What I do not understand is the young mans reference to previous letters, which he complains of her not answering. She denies all knowledge of them.

No and about it! Jacqueline denies. That ends the argument.

He knew who the enemy was, although characteristically even then he named no names  not even to himself unheard and unseen in a room regarded as his sanctuary. He rose, surprised at his own weakness and, summoning physical strength by an effort of will, walked over to the door and locked it. Then he sat down again to review the situation in all its bearings.

Poison, he muttered to himself. A pen dipped in poison brewed in mine own house!

He recalled Consuelos impassioned outburst, word by word, and the orders he had given her.

Good, faithful woman! he said, nodding. She shall be trusted further.

He smiled as he recalled his sisters anxiety about the mail-bag  naming no names  merely smiling. He understood that some one was in league with young Calhoun. Sufficient that he understood it.

Jack Calhoun. Forbid him the house? Perhaps, after all, not necessary. Cuba. Very fortunate for all concerned, including Jack Calhoun, whose absence would preserve him from indignity. There were rumors of financial trouble in connection with that Cuban plantation; and he rather thought, Don Andres did, that before Mr. Jack Calhoun could return from Cuba circumstances would have changed surprisingly  whereafter he at least hoped Jack Calhoun would know enough to keep his hands off.

There is no other way  at any rate no better way, he muttered.

It annoyed him that he had been so long in making up his mind, but he knew that it was only his anxiety on Jacquelines account that had made him over-cautious. Now he threw, not caution, but procrastination to the winds. He went first of all to the desk and answered the Sister Superiors letter, lest Jacqueline should suffer an unnecessary moments anguish.

  grateful to you for your vigilance, and, if that were possible, more sure than ever of your judgment since you confirm my own conviction that she is always truthful.

For the rest, I will immediately take steps to prevent a recurrence of such unsolicited attentions to Jacqueline and their consequent annoyance to yourself. I will write to you again, in confidence, about this at the proper time.

May I suggest to you, meanwhile, if that may be done without presumption, that nothing would be lost by permitting Jacqueline to forget the incident, since I can well believe she has already suffered as much as if she were really guilty of grave indiscretion. I feel quite sure of her innocence.

With renewed expression of my confidence

When he had sealed that letter he wrote a telegram  short, definite and urgent  then rang the bell and unlocked the door.

Send Consuelo!

No suggestion of conspiracy  no hint to Consuelo of a secret held between them  not a question concerning how or when that letter from Jack Calhoun had reached the convent.

Take the limousine, Consuelo, and deliver this letter into the Sister Superiors hand. On your way send this telegram.

She understood. Her eyes shone. Don Andres already knew then  knew her part in it  and she was being trusted!

But she had to cross the patio to reach the servants quarters and give orders for the limousine; and as the Holy Virgin was her witness, she was not invisible! She could not make herself unseen by Donna Isabella, although she would have sunk into the ground for choice.

Where are you going in such a hurry, Consuelo? What did Don Andres want with you?

Well  Mother of God have pity on her!  she had lied a hundred times to save Miss Jacqueline, and had always done the penances imposed by Father Doutreleau, exacting though he was! She could lie again  and pay for it again  

To the drug-store, Donna Isabella.

Why?

For medicine.

Where is the prescriptions

It is loyalty that is the mother of invention.

Doctor Beal promised he would leave it at the drugstore.

Why didnt you tell Don Andres that I have given you other tasks? Go about your own business, I will send one of the footmen.

But a library window overlooked the patio, and Don Andres appeared in the doorway to the rescue, saying nothing, merely observant, shutting the door with a slam behind him to call attention to himself.

Andres, why do you send Consuelo on an errand! Shes forever finding some excuse for laziness. Ill send one of the footmen for your medicine.

The footmen have bad memories, he answered.

Nonsense! Write it down for him.

I have  given  Consuelo  my instructions  Isabella!

Brother and sister faced each other, and Consuelo fled; it was none of her business to witness a family quarrel. Don Andres smiled faintly as he watched her go, assured that he was right, she could be trusted.

Your illness is no excuse, Andres, for putting me to gross indignity before a servant!

No, he said, no illness could excuse that, could it!

From her window, fifteen minutes later, she could see the limousine away in the distance, driving in the opposite direction to the village where the drug-store was that Andres usually patronized. It was headed straight for the convent.

So! That settled that! The news was out, and Consuelo must have turned the trick against her! What an idiot she had been to trust that woman  to endure her in the house!

It was too much already to have had to endure Jacqueline. Perhaps Andres thought that by insisting on keeping Jacqueline he could irritate her into leaving his roof and taking up quarters elsewhere. If so, he fooled himself! She had her rights  the legal right, not only to an income out of the estate, but to reside in the Miro mansion. No more than any Miro would she ever relinquish one privilege!

Well  so it was war, was it, between Andres and herself? She might as well look the fact in the face.

The bone of contention was Jacqueline. The only ally whom she could think of for the moment was Jack Calhoun. What had the young fool gone to Cuba for? Why couldnt he have waited?

Andres knew now about Calhouns attentions to Jacqueline; that much was obvious. Give him enough scandal, and he would force Jacqueline into a marriage with Jack Calhoun or any other man!

Why in the name of ninety saints had the young fool gone away to Cuba?

Well  he could come back, couldnt he? He looked impetuous enough for anything!

Donna Isabella sat down at her escritoire and wrote to Jack Calhoun one of those guarded communications that stir the recipients imagination by suggestion of what they leave unsaid.

  Don Andres Miro has heard of your attentions to Miss Lanier and is taking steps to prevent a recurrence.

I am quite ignorant of his plans. He has not consulted me. I have no actual proof that he has in mind some other individual of his own choosing, who perhaps he thinks will make a better husband for Miss Lanier

Donna Isabella smiled over that sentence. If anything could bring Jack Calhoun hurrying back from Cuba, that would. She sealed up the letter and took exquisite delight in dropping it into the mail-bag in her brothers presence and watching him turn the key, insuring trouble for himself. It made her sunny-tempered for an hour.

However, at the end of the hour she was on the horns of anxiety again; for it was she in person who received over the telephone a telegram from New Orleans. Curtis Radcliffe would arrive in time for dinner.

What was Andres up to now? Curtis Radcliffe had the reputation of being the cleverest lawyer in Louisiana, and that was synonymous in Donna Isabellas mind with treachery and underhanded cunning.

Andres might be thinking of changing his will, but he would hardly send for such an expensive man as Radcliffe in a hurry about that, because the estates and investments were practically all included in the Miro trust deed, and there was not a great deal else that Andres had to bequeath. Was he proposing to try to change the trust deed? Then she need not worry! He had tried that once before. Radcliffe had advised him it would need his sisters signature as well as that of the cousin who manufactured gum shoes. Andres would be too proud even to approach the gum shoe-maker, and as for herself, wild horses should not make her sign anything!

Summoning all her self-control she went to the library and announced the telegram.

Curtis Radcliffe is on his way.

I supposed so. I have just written notes to Doutreleau and Beal, inviting them to dinner too, to meet him.

Really, Andres! Do you call that fair to me? How can I arrange a dinner for three guests at a moments notice? Couldnt you have spoken sooner?

No.

Why not?

Because I do not like to speak before I have decided, Isabella.

How could anybody be affectionate to such a man! It was all she could do to avoid precipitating an open quarrel  more than she could do to retire without firing a Parthian shot.

Im evidently nothing more than your housekeeper!

Not evidently, Isabella!

Now what in the name of all the martyrs did he mean by that? Something sly undoubtedly. She slammed the door, and made up her mind that the dinner- party should not go down in the Miro annals as a joy to be recalled and lingered over.

Nevertheless, not even her sardonic humor spoiled the feast, for Andres was at his best and gave his own instructions to the butler about wine. And Curtis Radcliffe was a man whose conversation flourished on Chateau Margeaux 84  who knew good jokes about the priesthood that made François Doutreleau chuckle and hold his sides  who was far too discerning to annoy Beal with equally good digs at the doctors  and whose stories about lawyers were as merciless as they were funny.

You appear to glory in the baseness of your own profession! snorted Donna Isabella.

As the good sun glories in the darkness it dispels! said Doutreleau.

As courtesy delights in opportunity  or a surgeon likes  what is it that a surgeon aspires to, Beal? asked Andres.

Partnership, with Radcliffe and myself! said Doutreleau. Beal never had an answer ready.

It was an old-fashioned house, with the old time-honored ways unchanged. The men sat over the nuts and wine when the hostess had withdrawn, and Donna Isabella wandered about the patio moodily, listening to laughter that annoyed her all the more because she knew it masked seriousness. They would not talk business in the dining room, she knew that; Andres was a man who did everything at the appointed time and in the proper place. Whatever secret scheme had brought these four together would be discussed in the library and probably behind a locked door.

But the night was warm, and three of the library windows faced the lawn. Donna Isabella had a perfect right to enjoy the flowers and the moonlight shimmering on undulating landscape  perfect right to summon a footman and have a chair set for herself beneath an open window. She had a perfect right to sit still and nearly choke herself with a handkerchief trying to suppress a cough (for the night was a trifle chilly after all) when she heard the four men enter the library and felt, rather than saw the lights turned on.

She could hear Radcliffe making the circuit of the bookshelves. Doutreleau, she knew was already in an armchair. She heard Beal clear his throat, and heard his chair creak as he turned it toward Andres. Then her brothers calm voice; she could imagine him, with his back to the fireplace, smiling;

Now, Beal, out with it! How long am I likely to live?

Ten thousand devils take the man! Beal never answered promptly  hummed and ha-a-ed like a nincompoop, as if afraid of his own voice. And Donna Isabella  whether she was startled or felt chilled because she had not brought her shawl  coughed, and smothered a second cough into a handkerchief.

A moment later she heard Andres stride to the window. He closed it and pulled the shade down without deigning to glance out to see who might be sitting underneath it. He could guess too easily  preferred too magnificently not to know.


CHAPTER 7.

Some ones going to suffer, Sherry Mansfield, but Ill make it!

Affairs in Cuba might be  usually are  and were, in point of fact, precarious. Not even a Calverly-Calhoun may mortgage an estate however rich, pay ten percent interest, endure one hurricane, one drought, and one years blight, entrust the management of the estate to an alien  and not face consequences. However, one can sometimes postpone settlement, especially if one happens to be twenty-seven, with a letter in ones pocket that has stirred the very lees of urgency and therewith, too, the poison of inborn recklessness.

So bankers in Havana locked new notes away, and Jack Calhoun paced the deck of a New Orleans-bound steamer, wishing whip and spurs might take the place of coal. It was a slow boat  just his luck!  crawling along with the hose on a hot main-bearing and a screen of seaweed like a petticoat. But the smoking-room was good enough  capable steward and plenty to drink  with a scattering of passengers less impatient than himself, whose conversation served at intervals to help pass time.

Clinton Wahl, for instance, special correspondent of the New Orleans Star, on his way back from covering political events in Cuba; quite a personage in a way, and not unconscious of it, but not so bad to talk to, if only he would not think in head-lines and pretend to see ambitious motive at the back of every event. A cad, of course, but amusing.

And young Sherwood Mansfield, not a cad by any means, but son of the owner of the San Francisco Tribune, and likely to inherit millions  meanwhile, worshipful of Clinton Wahl because a star reporter looks like Betelgeuse to a newspaper man whose career is yet to make.

It was rather good fun to watch the by-play between those two  Wahl obviously cultivating the friendship of the younger man for opportunist reasons, and Sherry Mansfield thrilled by intimacy with some one who signed his own special articles, and whose photograph appeared at the head of every syndicated column that he wrote. Between spells of furious deck-pacing Jack Calhoun struck up acquaintance with the pair.

There were those, especially later on, and Clinton Wahl among them, who assessed young Jack Calhoun as a mere profligate who never took thought and who always acted on the impulse of the moment. But that is the point of view induced by ribbon headlines. There were wheels within wheels  phases  moods  alternating passions  shrewdness beside impulse  swift discernment in addition to overbearing recklessness  and an element of kindness and good humor in his composition. He would not have been a Calverly-Calhoun if he had not had wit, and an instinct for making himself agreeable.

When Clinton Wahl grew weary of Sherry Mansfields hero-worship and took a turn on deck, Jack Calhoun, vastly and intuitively preferring the younger man, entered the smoking-room and took a seat beside him. Mansfield was a companionable young chap, sturdy, frank and full of enthusiasm, with earnest gray eyes that could light up when he laughed; and his laugh was contagious.

He had puzzled Jack Calhoun, who had the notorious Calhoun gift for appraising people swiftly, and who only did not profit by it (as all his forebears had done) because he was too lazy. They sat at the same dining table, and he had found Sherry Mansfield even more interesting than the three girls opposite, who obviously preferred young Mansfield to himself  an unusual enough experience in Jack Calhouns life to intrigue him thoroughly. There was a peculiar, half-wistful, wholly determined look about Sherry Mansfields mouth that increased his attractiveness. When he was not smiling he looked as if his own courage and his own good timber had enabled him to survive it, without obliterating the memory.

Young Sherwood Mansfield liked to talk to men  with any man; but froze in the presence of women, not apparently nervous, but stone-cold suddenly, and colder yet as they made advances to him. Habitual lady-killer, Jack Calhoun drew exquisite amusement from the drama, thrice daily at meals, as those three young women opposite them at table tried to make themselves agreeable to Sherry Mansfield, and invariably were out their pains. He himself for excellent reasons was on his best behavior that voyage, indulging in no flirtations, minded for this once to lay a pure, if overbold heart at the feet of his adored; but he was deadly curious to know why this handsome young chap, with money, and so much life in him, should set him such a marvelous example.

Sherwood Mansfield did not look, nor talk, like a man in love. There is intuitive freemasonry between men whose hearts are aflame with that divine passion, and Mansfield was the one on the boat with whom Jack Calhoun would have deigned to discuss his own idolatry, as one equal to another. But the few hints he had let drop fell on barren ground; Sherry Mansfield simply avoided the usually, all-absorbing subject of women and their lure, frowning slightly on occasion, but more often seeming to fall vaguely on guard  then smiling the moment the subject was changed.

There was not another subject in the world that he was not apparently willing to talk about, and with intelligence. Because of his keenness to tread in his fathers footsteps, world news was at his finger-tips, and he took the same sort of delight in it that some fellows take in baseball scores. Sooner or later, whatever the subject, he worked it round to the newspaper angle, and it was then that almost all his wistfulness vanished, his smile was most contagious, and his eyes shone brightest.

Dont you think Clinton Wahls a wonder? he asked Calhoun.

Wonders never cease, Jack answered, but they vary, suh. I should say he has brains of a sort, but theyre no good without breeding. Hed have been a professional gambler or a fake-stock salesman if he hadnt struck his gait at journalism.

Wahls no journalist! Sherry snorted. Hes a newspaper man.

Profound apology! But whats the difference, may I ask?

Sherry ignored the question. One does not talk of ones religion to outsiders.

As for gambling  Wahl did more than any one to expose the Cuban lotteries and the New Orleans policy ring. Didnt you read of it?

Cant say I did. Hows your dad these days? I suppose he owns San Francisco?

Well, hardly! But hes made the Tribune the biggest thing in the West. Its all the life he cares for, and he lives it  doesnt even play golf.

Wahl came sauntering in again and sat down with his arms on the table facing the other two. Calhoun knew that look in the cavernous eyes and race- track mouth. Young men of wealth soon learn to recognize it, or they cease from being rich. Studying the thin nose and the movement of the long lean neck, Calhoun knew exactly how far he would trust him.

Theres a woman in a deck-chair near the bulletin board, Wahl said, smiling at Sherry. I saw her in Santiago once or twice, but hadnt time to get to know her. If you asked me  theres a yen in her eye, and shes lonely. If I were as young and good-looking as you are

Oh, to hell with her! said Sherry Mansfield, and Jack Calhoun noticed the return of the peculiar wistful look that was so intriguing.

To hell with her certainly, by all means, he agreed politely. Then, hazarding a shrewd guess: but whats wrong with the sex?

Sherry Mansfield frowned and rose from his seat.

I think Ill take the air a while, he announced; and at the thought of fresh air the momentary ill-humor left him. He was whistling by the time he reached the door.

Likable youngster, said Wahl, and the women seem crazy about him, but hell go far, for he mistrusts em!

Jack ordered drinks. Old story, I suppose, he answered. I remember at his age I mistrusted the whole sex for a week, or maybe nine days. It was after the wife of a man in Key West turned virtuous and went back to her husband.

Ungrateful female! Wahl commented; and Jack Calhoun bridled a bit; he instinctively resented having Wahl in agreement with him on any point. However, it does not much matter with whom you talk on board ship; and just at that moment the steward brought the drinks.

I never knew a grateful woman, Wahl went on, unless its true that gratitude is a foretaste of ambition. In that case, yes. If not, no. Its the scheming sex.

Its the delightful sex, said Jack Calhoun. I drink to them.

Its the criminal sex, Wahl continued, warming up to what might be his favorite subject. If youd been on newspapers as long as I have youd agree that nine-tenths of the crime in the world, and nearly all the trouble is due to women. Theyve a natural flair for posing as virtuous

The Lord made em female and marvelous lovely! Jack interrupted.

  and theres a fixed tradition that theyre incapable of evil motive or the brutal passions. But watch em at a prize fight! Wahl went on. Watch em at a gambling resort! Above all, Ive learned to watch em when Im on a story! Cherchez la femme is good scripture. If its theft, arson, crooked politics, or murder, you may safely bet your last coin theres a woman at the bottom of it, deliberately responsible and secretly pleased  usually a young woman, with a face like a Madonnas and a mouth that butter wouldnt melt in.

I call that disgustin cynicism, Jack remarked. I should say you get devilish small fun out of life.

Oh, I dont know, Wahl answered. Ive had my share of fun. They dont spare us; why should we spare them? The thing to do is to keep awake and not let a woman put one over on you. I remember

But Jack Calhoun lit a cigar and got up yawning. It did not amuse him to hear of the amours of a person like Wahl, and he went out to pace the deck with Sherry.

For a while as they strode side by side around the deck they talked at random, and Sherry spoke so eagerly of New Orleans and the probable hour of arrival that Jack Calhoun suspected more than ever that there was a love-affair not running smoothly. He worked the conversation round to women by remarking that the Creoles of New Orleans are earths loveliest daughters; and when the wistful expression returned instantly to Sherrys face Jack felt sure he had uncovered the secret.

When the fair sex is adamant, or damned elusive, he remarked with a far- away reminiscent air, the key to loves young dream consists in gettin your hearts darlin into difficulties, and then helpin her out. Theyve a genius for sufferin over trifles. The ones most worth lovin furiously are the easiest to scare. Im head over heels in love myself with a perfect little angel in a convent  and theyre like jails, yknow, those places. Its easier to get money out of a banker than to get your adored out of a convent. Im hopin minell get fired out. Ive cooked up a scheme, to make the pope or somebody believe shes been gettin letters from me on the sly. That ought to work it. Once youve saved your adored from a predicament youre Romeo in her eyes  and a worshipful fair woman, suh, is a brighter jewel in a gentlemans eye than art, or religion, or even patriotism! Youll excuse me if I speak with feeling. Im in love myself.

But Sherry Mansfield astonished by not excusing him. He was hardly polite. He looked offended, as if Jack Calhoun had touched on some secret that he had no right to probe  something that hurt him almost physically. The pained look brought the cruelty in Jack Calhoun to the surface; sympathy vanished; and as Sherry Mansfield turned back into the smoking-room Jack resumed his walk alone with a smile of satisfied amusement.

A soft streak in him somewhere, he reflected. Only lovely women, in his theory of life, were entitled to that form of weakness.

But Sherwood Mansfields discontent had its roots in the past, not the present; he was thinking in terms of the future, and smiling, when he entered the smoking-room and sat down beside Wahl. Possible desire to cover up whatever it might be that tortured him, made him seize with all the greater energy on any subject that held optimism. And Wahl was a man who had done things, not a spendthrift like Calhoun. He glanced at Wahl with diffidence, and began to speak to him, as, not so long ago, he would have confided in the captain of the college team  manly, and sure enough of what he had to say, but deferent.

Youve spoken once or twice of news and head-lines. I think your flair for news is marvelous. I wonder if youd think it cheek on my part to suggest that youre simply wasted on the New Orleans Star? None of my business, of course, but

Dont apologize. Im interested.

That was no exaggeration. Wahls eyes glittered. My dads always hunting for brains. He hopes Ill step into his shoes some day, and, of course, so do I, but thats a long way off. It occurred to me that if I should wire him something to the effect that youd consider an offer

Theres a wireless operator on this boat, said Wahl.

  hed appreciate my having kept the Tribunes interests in mind; and, of course, hes keen to see how I shape up. It wouldnt hurt me with him if he knew Id picked a winner so early in the game  if you dont mind my picking you; that is. And of course, I cant promise anything. Dad owns the Tribune, and he manages it; there isnt any one on earth who can dictate to him.

Thats what makes the Tribune good, said Wahl. It wont hurt to send your dad a wire. Youre not going back to Frisco then?

Not yet. Dad wired me to stay over in New Orleans and cover the flood stuff if it happens. Hes always trying to put a big chance my way.

His eyes were alight with enthusiasm as he spoke of that; but Wahl smiled with cynical amusement.

You wont call flood stuff a big chance when youre my age. You can sit at your desk and write up all the floods from Noahs to next years. Nothing to it  unless you can tie the blame to some one, or get the goods on Shem with Hams wife. The crowdll read flood headlines if theyre peppy, and then turn to the divorce news and the story of a soubrette blinding another womans lover with carbolic acid. However, I suppose your dad figures youre passing through and youd better cover it on the off-chance. Take my tip and dont get too enthusiastic. Stories of broken levees and drowned cattle  lists of dead and missing  estimates of damage  cost as much over the wires as a magnates passion for a chorus girl, and believe me, theres nothing to it when it comes to which sells papers. Feed the public what it wants, and itll feed you. Thats religion. Suppose we draft a wire to Mansfield senior. Id rather be on the Tribune than on all the other papers put together.

Mansfield produced a pencil and began to write the telegram, but it was Clinton Wahl who shaped it, deftly suggesting phases, head-line fashion, and although Sherry was hardly aware of it, the telegram was almost wholly Wahls when it was finished and the final draft approved. Wahl took it to the operator, smiling to himself. This was opportunity, and it knocks at a mans door only once!

But Wahl knew too much to depend altogether on young Sherry Mansfields influence with his father; men of the type who can build a San Francisco Tribune out of nothing are not given to flash decisions based on a youngsters capacity for hero-worship. Opportunity may knock, but it calls for ability to open the door wide enough.

Thats on the way, he said, returning to sit beside Sherry. Now, if only a story would break! If I could wire the Tribune something juicy and exclusive

Why not cover the Mississippi floods with me? asked Sherry generously. Something might happen. Your flair for news

Boy  Ive written up the Mississippi once a year regularly since I cut my eye-teeth! Tell you what  Ill sit here and write your story for you, head-lines and all! Put it in your pocket, and use it as your own if the levees break. If they dont, keep it for next year. Itll come in handy sometime.

But therein Wahl showed misjudgment. Sherrys was the ambition that would rather win its own spurs. His bright face clouded over and he changed the subject, not exactly deftly:

Wheres the best place in New Orleans to hire a car by the day? he asked. Im not going to waste time in the city.

Hm! Story up his sleeve, thought Wahl. Ill do the levees with him after all.

A taste of opportunity acted on Wahl as the scent of blood stirs a wolf. It brought his ruthless, tireless news-sense uppermost. He became as restless as Jack Calhoun and went outside to join his promenade. Those two were as the poles apart in temperament, but something remotely resembling a fellow-feeling comforted both of them as they fell into stride together.

The more Jack Calhoun saw of Wahl, in fact, the less he liked him; yet, strangely, enough, the less he cared to avoid him. To keep his mind off his own impatience, he encouraged Wahl to talk, and Wahl was at least no mealy-mouthed apologist; he made no secret of his views.

Then youd regard a friends affairs as news, suh  ?

Certainly. Anythings news that sells papers. Im not sold on friendship. When a man gets over-friendly I suspect him.

Pardon my curiosity, suh, and dont answer me unless you wish, but Im impelled to ask whether youre married.

Me?

Wahl laughed sardonically.

You were never in love? Jack asked him curiously, and Wahls smile grew broader than before.

Ive seen a lot of the effects of love, he answered. It makes front- page news as a rule.

Then you dont believe in pure love  out-and-out devotion  chivalry on one side, faithfulness and adorable dependence on the other?

Show me pure love before Ill believe in it! Wahl answered. Ive never seen any yet, and I try to keep my eyes open. Devotion, yes  to bread and butter and a roof  or to diamonds and a limousine. But faithfulness? Chivalry? Who in the world is faithful to anything except bad habits? Who is chivalrous, when his ambition is at stake? A woman is a rogue at heart, and a man who adores her either fools himself like a lunatic, or else he suffers from too much appetite. The same man would eat himself to death, or die of drink and drugs in different circumstances. Whats more, all women understand that.

What a weird conviction! I should say you are the devils own, suh! I would rather die than think as you do, Jack remarked.

Ive seen scores die, and thousands go broke for thinking the orthodox rot about women, Wahl answered. And Ive never met a woman whose real motives would bear investigation, although Ill admit to you Ive seen great actresses. Theyre all born with the buskins on.

Suh, you astonish me! I would never have believed a man could walk the earth and hold such notions!

That pleased Wahl enormously. Like every other newspaper man in the South, he knew more or less of the Calhoun family history, and a lot about Jacks escapades. It tickled his sense of humor to be able to scandalize a man who thought himself made of such vastly superior clay.

They should vivisect emotions and traditions instead of guinea-pigs, he said, to find out why nine-tenths of the world is gullible and the other tenth helps itself.

The blood of the Calhouns was boiling, in Jack by then.

Pon my soul, suh, he exploded, if I were not aware I had invited your disgusting confidence, Ill be damned if I wouldnt insult you!

Wahl grinned more delightedly than ever.

You might call me the devils own, for instance! he suggested.

During what was left of the short voyage, Jack Calhoun avoided Wahl as he would never have shunned the devil. When the ship docked in New Orleans he hurried ashore and vanished, not even troubling to say good-by to Sherry Mansfield, whom he thought contaminated by Wahls company.

Now, if  only hed get into a mix-up with some woman Id have a front-page story for the Tribune! said Wahl, watching him go. The Calverly- Calhouns are as well known in Frisco as in New Orleans. Jack belongs to the two best clubs there, and his father used to own the Lion Line.

Its up to you to get some stories, now, laughed Sherry Mansfield. Heres a wire from dad.

Wahl snatched it eagerly, fingers twitching and eyes glinting, but as he read the telegram his expression changed to sour displeasure.

Hell! he exploded bitterly. Is that all? Special correspondent in New Orleans for the San Francisco Tribune  space rates! Damn! I expected from what you said theyd send for me to Frisco. However, Ill make it yet  you watch! He met young Mansfields eyes for a moment, and showed his teeth in a determined leer. Id skin the wives and daughters of the whole Supreme Court to get on the Tribune staff. Some ones going to suffer, Sherry Mansfield, but Ill make it!


CHAPTER 8.

You are a prince and I will put my trust in you!

The convent was never unbearable, but for the first time in her experience, Jacqueline began to find it dissatisfying. The Sister Superior took Don Andres Miros letter literally, and permitted Jacqueline to forget the unpleasant incident. But it is possession, not permission, that is nine points of the law. Jacqueline possessed, and was possessed by, a sensation. Fluttering heart-beats warned her that though conditions on the surface might seem almost normal, there was something dreadful moving underneath.

Even the surface was not what it had been. You may inhibit and decree, but not the Pope himself can keep young girls from talking, more particularly in the gigglesome between-bell interludes. Two girls had told of Jacquelines love-affair; one hundred and ninety-nine discussed it enviously; and the one who was silent was Jacqueline herself.

She was aware she was being talked about and miserable because the whole trouble seemed so unjust. What was Desmio thinking of it all? The sting lay there. She had only received one letter from him since her return to the convent, and in that he had appeared his usual courteous and generous self, quietly humorous as ever, and as usual telling her the day-by-day events of the plantation without as much as a hint that life could ever be less than dignified and sane. Not a word of Jack Calhoun  no hidden reference to him, though she tried through tears to read between the lines. And of Donna Isabella nothing, except that she was well and wished to be remembered. That silence was the dreadful part of it.

So she wrote to him in the same vein in which he wrote to her, giving him the usual news of dancing lessons and of what the visiting Jesuit lecturer had said  of a bon mot by fat old Father Pierre  and of a broken pane in one of the stained-glass windows. And she wondered whether Desmio would think she was a hypocrite.

For he knew about Jack Calhoun now, and she felt sure that Donna Isabella was busy making as much as possible of the incident. She knew Desmio would never willingly turn against her; but she also knew intuitively that, as dropping water wears away stone, a proud man may be influenced little by little until his judgment is no longer his.

At last on the day when Desmio should have come there was a summons instead from the Sister Superior, and with it wild misgivings. She stood trembling while the calm face watched her from under the bandeau.

Don Andres Miro wishes you to return home, Jacqueline. Your trunk will be packed, and Consuelo will come for you tomorrow morning.

Blue, bewildered eyes  the puzzling frown  no, answer  only a question!

Is he  is Don Andres well?

I believe so. I have not heard to the contrary.

Jacqueline was hardly conscious after that of the Sister Superiors voice; certainly no word of the brief admonition that followed penetrated through the veil of her emotion. She felt like something blown along by the wind: without volition of her own; and the wind, she felt sure, was Donna Isabella, blowing cold  so cold and comfortless that she shuddered.

Have you caught cold, Jacqueline?

She did not even realize that she was being spoken to. Fear gripped her, and was much more dreadful because it had no name nor any plausible excuse for being fear at all. Somehow she reached her own room, she knew that, for there she was in the room, on the chair beside the bed, with Sister Michaela speaking to her kindly, and her shoes off. Who took her shoes off? Why? She began to undress herself, and Sister Michaela laughed, although she did not interfere, and even helped her. Why should she laugh? Was there anything in the world to laugh about? It was broad daylight, but Sister Michaela drew the shade down, and how good the pillow felt! Somebody  Sister Michaela she supposed  was folding away her clothes and moving up and down the little room with matter-of-fact steps; but all that belonged to a world she had left behind  a world that had no more use for her, nor she for it  a world whose day-dreams all vanished in a mystery that she craved nothing better than escape from.

Jacqueline slept until the convent bell at dawn awoke her, and never a dream had entered to interrupt her visit to the plane where all is absolute and nothing is unsolved. Sleep wrought its miracle. She awoke refreshed, and wondering what the turmoil had been all about. Was she not going home to Desmio? What fear could lie in that?

She laughed at herself; and was singing all the while she dressed. She felt gay, and full of spirits. It seemed like the dawn of something. And the convent, funnily enough, seemed distant, although she was still in it. Nothing had been said about her not returning after this visit home, but no logic and no reasoning can change the promptings of a heart, and she knew, somewhere inside herself, that she no longer formed any part of those surroundings. As she knelt by her desk she was conscious of trying to memorize everything.

Yet afterward, whenever she did call it up from memory, there always came first that feeling of standing, or rather kneeling on the threshold of great events. Then, Sister Michaelas face looking straight at her. Thereafter, always, the gray eyes filled her memory, and the quiet voice saying:

Put not your trust in princes! Trust your intuition, Jacqueline!

She attended no class that morning. Consuelo came early, almost with the dew on her from rising before dawn for the forty-mile journey, and the leave- taking was hurried through as if there were something furtive about it  not orthodox and if not frowned on, wondered at. Yet Consuelo looked so red-faced and important that Jacqueline, who knew her old nurse nearly as well as the nurse knew her, could draw nothing but buoyant conclusions. That fat-hen fussiness hid secrets. Consuelo had good news up her sleeve, or else Jacqueline knew nothing.

But it was little more than nothing that she learned for two hours after they left the convent gate. Zeke tooled the car cautiously along the road below the levee, for the flood was high and there were places where the mud was hub-deep and the gangs were toiling to stop further seepage. Whenever Jacqueline asked questions, Consuelo grew violently worried about the driving and got into an argument with Zeke through the sliding glass panel. Zekes retorts would have made an archangel furious, and Consuelo naturally did not expect to be an angel for a long time, not even in the lower ranks. So Jacqueline, although she asked a lot of questions, ascertained little and that in snatches.

Why has Desmio sent for me, Consuelo?

Zeke youll break the wheels! Ill report you to Don Andres!

Consuelo, why did

Hush, honey! Oh, that nigger  hell be the death of us! Zeke! Drive slowly!

Consuelo, is Desmio well?

Yes, honey.

Why did he send for me?

Zeke, youll be off the road in a minute! Cant you see that ditch?

Consuelo, has anything happened?

It will, honey, if that Zeke isnt careful. Zeke!

Ahs at de ole stand!

Drive faster! If that levee breaks

About a third of Consuelos nervousness was genuine. The other two-thirds were a screen behind which she tried to disguise from Jacqueline that she was nearly bursting with information; and Jacqueline understood that perfectly.

There! Theres the last of the levee and were safe. Now you can tell me the news, Consuelo.

Just you wait, honey.

Why? Ill have to know presently.

All I hope is I can get your hair done properly before Don Andres sees you. Listen, honey: the less you know the better. Then if she sees you first, you can tell her what the dodo said to the horse-marines!

Then doesnt Donna Isabella know Im coming home?

Theres no knowing how much she guesses, honey. Shell know somethings up when she orders the limousine after breakfast and discovers she cant have it. Lets hope she doesnt see you first, thats all. Ive prayed to the Blessed Virgin to shut her ears and eyes for her, and strike her dumb, and

Consuelo!

Well, I did, honey, and thats the truth!

Be still, Consuelo!

Honey, Im too excited. Ive got to say something or Ill burst!

Say something nice then about Donna Isabella!

All right, honey, I can say it. She may be this and that and the other thing, and what I know she is. But the days gone by when she could do you a hurt.

Then youve forgiven her, Consuelo? I did. I forgave her everything this morning at prayers before you came.

Honey, dear, you cant forgive everything when you dont know all shes done! And when you do know what shes tried to do, you can forgive it even less!

When the limousine rolled under the portico the front door was open, and Donna Isabella was revealed standing in the hall, a dozen feet back from the threshold, smiling a bitter-lipped welcome. She almost ignored Jacqueline, as a stern judge ignores a convicted prisoner who was once a privileged acquaintance. She knew nothing of Don Andres plans, but felt sure that her brother was simply removing the girl from one convent to another.

Go to your room, she said, permitting herself to be kissed respectfully on one cheek.

It was on Consuelo that the vials of wrath were poured. How had Consuelo dared to take the limousine without permission?

Answer me  dyou hear! Dont dare to glare at me in that shameless manner!

The din of that salvo brought up the reserves, as Consuelo hoped. Don Andres appeared, crossing the patio from the direction of the library. He stood at the end of the hall, looking and speaking as if he had heard nothing  seen nothing of the browbeating.

Isabella

She turned to face him like a she-wolf interrupted. I will speak to Consuelo.

Don Andres made a gesture of the head and Consuelo followed him into the patio.

You have brought her?

Yes, Don Andres. But I would like to do her hair, and

Bring her into the library.

Not a word about Donna Isabella. Not even a hint. Yet Consuelo understood that she was required to offer herself again, if necessary, as a target between jealousy and Jacqueline.

So Jacqueline came dancing down the balcony steps again, with Consuelo panting in her wake, and wondered why she should be told to wait at the foot of the stairs instead of skipping across the patio and bursting in through the library door after her usual fashion. If Consuelos manner had not been so tremulous with compressed excitement, she might have felt anxious. As it was, there was a rather pleasant sense of mystery, and she submitted to be shepherded demurely across the patio, infected by Consuelos agitation and thrilled by expectation of something wonderful.

God bless you, honey! said Consuelo, and pushed her in through the library door, closing it suddenly behind her.

As Desmio rose to greet her she looked to him lovelier than she had ever looked. She wore the same organdie frock in which she had left for the convent, but no hat now, and there was nothing to throw in shadow the lake-blue brilliance of her eyes. Her attitude was half-startled, half-mischievous  suggestive of Christmas morning, when gifts lay on the library table and she was sent for to glimpse them for the first time.

That impression of her held Don Andres silent, as she hesitated near the door. Her youth, more than her beauty, reached out to him with a poignancy that was almost pain.

Desmio  what does all this mean?

She ran to him now, and he took her in his arms with a laugh of unmixed gratitude, kissing her on the forehead, as he always did when she returned from school. Then  unusually soon  his statelier manner returned, as he retired a pace or two and stood with his back to the fireplace.

Jacqueline! He very seldom called her that.

Yes, Desmio.

I have something to say to you, which I hope you will believe is said in earnest, after much reflection, and with thought for your best interests, not mine.

Her heart leaped. Splendid! He was going to tell her what he had heard about Jack Calhoun! No doubt he had thought of a way out of the difficulty that would bring no discredit on any one, and whatever that way was, she would take it unquestioning.

Whoever seeks to provide for anothers future, Jacqueline, needs wisdom. I have not been altogether wise, nor altogether kind to you.

Desmio!

She stepped closer to lay her hands on him and look up into his face. Unwise, and unkind? He was wisdom! He was kindness! It was on her lips to tell him so, but something in his eyes and bearing warned her that was not the right moment for expostulation. She waited with parted lips to hear the rest of it.

I judge myself and I blame myself

That was altogether too much, and she had to speak.

Please dont, Desmio!

He laid one hand on her shoulder, and she nestled close to him, her eyes a few inches from the watch-chain that rose and fell over his heart. Why did his heart thump so? Why was he so agitated?

He was outwardly calm enough, and his voice was steady, as he continued:

I have inconsiderately placed you in a false position. You have every right to expect a great deal of this world, yet no means of realizing expectations. Without me to make provision for you, you would have very little. And I shall not be here with you forever.

Desmio, dont talk like that! I would hate the world without you in it!

She did not see him smile as she said that, but she saw the movement of the watch-chain, and it rather scared her.

I have consulted the best legal man in Louisiana  and incredible though it may seem  I have not the legal right even to protect you, Jacqueline.

She wished he would not call her Jacqueline. It sounded so solemn. What was he going to say? Only she wished he would hurry up and say it, because this being torn between one emotion and another was  

I can not adopt you, owing to the terms of the Miro trust deed, according to which none but a Miro may inherit any part of the fortune. Otherwise I would have adopted you when you first came to me.

She squeezed his hand, not knowing exactly what legal adoption meant, but quite sure it meant something dignified and generous.

And it is intolerable to me, Jacqueline, that I am in no legal position to protect you against any one  a Jack Calhoun, for instance, or  or any other individual, who, may have designs on you of which I disapprove, and, against which you are too inexperienced to protect yourself.

Good! Jack Calhoun at last! Now she would tell him all about it. She looked up at his face  and the words she intended to say died still- born. She never in her whole life saw him before with that expression. Was he afraid to tell of his decision? Why else was he nervous? And yet  he looked secretly glad about something.

Yet, Jacqueline, I am fonder of you by far than I ever was of my own child. Your father was my closest friend, and Lanier blood is as good as Miro. I have watched you grow and develop, and I know that the Miro estates and the Miro name would be much safer in your keeping than in that of the gum shoe-maker. John Miro is my second cousin, and a Miro by blood, therefore he can inherit, and will eventually, unless I can forestall him. He would probably put one of his gum-shoe advertisements across the front of the house and asphyxiate the whole neighborhood with the smell of rubber and sulfuric acid!

Jacqueline laughed in spite of herself. She knew it was not the time to laugh, for Desmio was in deadly earnest and was confiding to her his inmost thoughts. He was not joking about John Miro. He could hardly bring himself to read a newspaper, because of John Miros advertisements that sometimes blared his infamous misuse of an honored name across a whole page, and San Francisco was as Sodom and Gomorrah because John Miro lived there!

But I have thought of a way to defeat that rascal!

Her heart thumped delightedly. Good Desmio! But had he sent for her from the convent just to tell her about his second cousin? It would seem so.

I have never asked you any return for what I have been privileged to do for you, Conchita.

Conchita at last! She welcomed it with a smile that would have melted sterner hearts than his.

And I would not now unless I was sure I could offer you, in return for the sacrifice I am going to request, advantages otherwise beyond your reach.

Desmio, I will do anything in the world for you!

I believe you, dear. That is why I have decided to crave the honor of your hand in marriage!

Her heart sank. What did he mean? Could the law make Jack Calhoun  

Marriage to whom, Desmio?

To me, Conchita.

You, Desmio!

He nodded, watching her. She had stepped a pace away from him. Her face showed blank astonishment  bewilderment. She understood the meaning of his words  she knew he never said a word he did not mean  but it sounded like a fairy-tale  like  

Desmio!

I want you to marry me, Conchita, and to go straight back to the convent afterward. You will be my wife in name, and when I die you will inherit these estates.

Every word he added only increased the unreality. She seemed to be wide awake  and dreaming! So this was the cause of Consuelos suppressed excitement! Thought of Consuelo produced a smile at last, and the smile grew radiant as she remembered that whatever Desmio might wish, that would she do with her whole heart, gratefully. But his next words drove the smile away, and the frown returned.

If there were a prospect of my living long enough to handicap your future, Conchita, I would still endeavor to find some other way out of the difficulty. However, there is very small prospect of my living, and by the time you are old enough to form your own judgment you will undoubtedly be free to exercise it.

She began to want to cry. She knew she would much rather herself suffer in any way than have anything happen to this generous friend of hers. She felt he was giving her the greatest gift within his power, and her heart warned her not to accept it, giving no reasons, because hearts are autocratic and not talkative.

One of these days you will meet some splendid fellow, whose love will be worthy of you, and whom you will love, Conchita.

No, Desmio! Nobody will ever take your place! she protested, and he smiled, knowing what she said was true. But he was equally aware that he could never fill that other, greater place in her heart that would open some day.

I wish to preserve you from present pitfalls, dear, in order that you may marry happily later on.

Desmio, how can you talk like that! Theres nobody under heaven like you! Ill never love any one as I do you!

You must trust me not to mislead you, Conchita. Very much wisdom is given to none of us in this world, and I am only asking you to do what seems best and wisest after a thorough consideration of all the facts, and after conference with my most intimate friends. I believe my proposal of marriage is in your highest interest; and as for myself  the privilege of having established you as mistress of these estates will be the utmost I would care to ask . But the final word is yours, dear. Would you like time to consider it?

Time? What difference could time make in her relation to Desmio? There was nothing he could ask that she would dream of refusing. And if he loved her so much as all that, it was likely she might help him to live for twenty years yet. What was her heart tugging at her for? She stepped up to him and laid her hands on his shoulders.

Desmio, she said, wondering to herself why she should use these words, you are a prince and I will put my trust in you!

You will marry me, Conchita?

Yes.

And return to the convent?

Desmio, I will do anything you say.

He kissed her on the forehead and she hugged him as she used to when he gave her extravagant gifts on birthdays and at Christmas.


CHAPTER 9.

Do it again, Desmio!

No more tugging of the heart-strings now! A new world, hand in hand with Desmio, full of new thrills  and the wildest first! It needs a little fear to make excitement perfect. There is not much fun in victory unless the enemy has teeth to gnash! And there was malice, even in Jacqueline Lanier.

Desmio rang the bell; and not for kingdoms, not for her souls salvation would Consuelo have missed being first on the scene. She came in answer to the bell  curtsied twice  and was kissed by Jacqueline.

Oh, honey, Im proud! Do you see now why I wouldnt say a word!

Don Andres cut those congratulations short; but there was a smile in his eye, and the hand that held Jacquelines squeezed harder than he knew.

Present my compliments to Donna Isabella, Consuelo, and request her to be good enough to come and see me here at once.

As Donna Isabella entered the library there fell the same tenseness as when duelists engage and watch each others eyes. Desmio, with Jacquelines hand in one of his, smiled his courtliest and was no more nervous than his sister. Her face was flint, and his steel, but his was masked by a desire to carry off the encounter without unseemliness. He was about to do the courteous thing in announcing his betrothal to his sister first, and he hoped she would recognize the courtesy.

Isabella, I have the honor to present to you my future wife!

Andres  youre mad!

Too late he realized the storm was breaking. Donna Isabella ignored Jacqueline  scorned her  conceded her no ground  and faced her brother with all the brimstone venom of her nature uppermost.

You chicken-hearted fool! You

But not even she could force a domestic scene on him before a witness  not, that is, without being turned out of his counsels forever, which was the last fate she proposed for herself, since it would leave Jacqueline triumphant. His gesture checked her in mid-speech. He put his arm on Jacquelines shoulder and whispered. Jacqueline ran, as she would run from a cyclone  out to the patio, where Consuelo greeted her with fussy tenderness and a comical, respectful homage due to her new estate.

Oh, honey, what did she say to him? Was she furious? Tell me, honey!

I dont know. Desmio sent me out of the room. Im frightened, Consuelo. Lets stay and see what happens.

Come to your own room, honey. Hes as good as ten of her! Nothingll happen. Come to your room and tell me all about it  Im just simply dying to listen!

Jacqueline let herself be coaxed upstairs, and from the window they presently saw Donna Isabella beating a retreat, not looking blatantly victorious, but so prematurely aged and sour that Jacqueline was almost sorry for her.

She called him chicken-hearted! she said, watching with big round, reproachful eyes.

Never you mind what she called him, honey  it was all lies! Shes down and out, and youll be mistress in less than a week! Listen, Conchita  did he tell you? Youre to be married three days from now! Therell be no time to fix up a wedding like you ought to have, but Father Doutreleau and I are to do our best for you. Three days from now youll be a Miro, and Donna Isabella takes a back seat!

Enthusiasm was contagious. Jacqueline knew no more of what marriage means than any other young girl does who has been convent-reared, and sheltered. She began to wonder what Sister Michaela and the other girls at the convent would think when they heard the news, and which of them should be asked to the wedding, and what the sisters would say, and what it would feel like to return to the convent afterward  a married woman!

What will I wear, Consuelo? How can I get dresses made in time!

God bless you, honey, weve thought of all that. Don Andres wants everything as Spanish as can be. So youre to wear the Spanish costume that hed ordered in secret from Madrid for you to wear at your coming-out ball  nearly all lace, and a head-dress that ud make an angel envious! Ill show it to you presently, soon as I get my breath back. Honey, youll be a dream! And everybodys coming. Theres to be a special train from New Orleans, and reporters from the newspapers; and all the plantation hands are to have two days holiday. The housell be chock-a-block with guests, and well all go crazy but who cares! Roget of New Orleans has orders to do the catering and spare no expense. Therell be fireworks  I thought of that  and another thing I thought of was a troupe of dancers from Brazil  theyve made quite a stir in New Orleans at one of the theaters, and theyre on their way to San Francisco. Oh, youll have a wedding, honey, spite of the short notice! Don Andres didnt say so, but I know he wants it in the papers sos his cousin John Miro will learn of it and know he cant inherit the estates! Yes, honey, youre to make a list of your special friends at the convent, and Zekell take it over this afternoon to the Sister Superior  just as many as you wish  only you cant ask every one, because well never know where to put them all as it is. Yes, honey, Father Doutreleau conducts the service if he isnt dead of writing invitations and sending telegrams before the time comes. And before the ceremony theres to be documents signed, with the trustees witnessing, to make it all yours  and I can hear Donna Isabellas teeth gnash now when the pen goes in the ink. There  wasnt I a wonder to keep all that in, when you asked me so many questions in the limousine!

Consuelo, praised sufficiently, brought out the Spanish dress from its hiding place all wrapped in tissue-paper, and there was an hour of unmixed happiness as the dress was tried on. Nurse and nursling! None understood better than Consuelo the pure profundity of Jacquelines innocence. She had kept strictly the letter and the spirit of Don Andres instructions, and had never breathed a word to Jacqueline on the subject of marriage. This wedding, she knew, was grouped in Jacquelines mind along with festivals, and going to the circus, and a hundred other exciting experiences.

So it was Jacquelines party, only greater fun than any previous one had been, because to this one grown-ups were invited and Donna Isabella had no voice in anything. Father Doutreleau and Consuelo were at pains to accentuate Jacquelines youthfulness, rather than to veil it in pretended womanhood; the wedding was a fiesta in her honor, at which Jacqueline was simply to be one party to a legal contract, the church consenting. So Donna Isabellas grim displeasure was forgotten in the whirl of exciting events.

In the seclusion of her own apartment, Donna Isabella sulked like Achilles, until she actually had to send for Beal to treat her for vertigo.

But only Beal knew about that, and he was a man whose disability for conversation amounted almost to genius. He said nothing, and not even Father Doutreleau guessed the extent of the jealousy that was eating the arrogant heart out. Beal looked worried when her name was mentioned, but Beal always looked worried about something; and the one dark domestic who was admitted to Donna Isabellas apartment did not even dare to discuss her mistress in the servants hall. Don Andres courteous inquiries, sent in twice daily, were ignored, and he was having to be much too careful of his own health to think of seeking her and arguing her into a more reasonable attitude.

A marriage in the Miro family could never be less than a nine-day wonder in Louisiana. This suddenly announced match between the middle-aged Don Andres and the seventeen-year-old Lanier beauty caused more local stir than any war in Europe ever did; and even Europe learned over the wires what was about to take place, since Andres Miro was persona grata at more than one European Court and had friends everywhere. There was not a prominent newspaper in the United States, or in any of the capitals in Europe that did not at least mention the news briefly, with the consequence that cablegrams and telegrams arrived in shoals. Beal thought it safe to let Don Andres answer some of the telegrams; but he soon regretted it. There came one from San Francisco which aroused such prodigious anger that for a while he feared for his patients life.

Congratulations. I last saw Jacqueline when she was seven years old, and if the promise she showed then has fulfilled itself she must be fully worthy of the Miro traditions. Why not grace the great occasion suitably by shaking hands? John Miro.

Hypocrite! Cad! Renegade!

Andres Miro crumpled up the telegram and hurled it through the window. He was pierced through the joints in his armor, and not all the self-mastery he had learned in fifty years could suppress his indignation. He could pity a criminal, be courteous to an impudent enemy, forget gross injury  but forgive John Miro and his gum-shoes, never!

It needed Jacqueline and all her understanding sympathy to restore him to a state of mind in which Beal dared to leave him. And what stopped him at last was the realization that Jacqueline was laughing!

You laugh, Conchita. You astonish me! I am ashamed to have sworn in your presence.

Do it again, Desmio, she giggled. I like it! It always sounds vulgar when other men swear. You do it with such distinction. Theres nobody like you in the world!

You must forget that you heard me, Conchita.

She shook her head, and the lake-blue eyes laughed merrily. You said what I feel, Desmio!

For a moment he was puzzled, and she did not explain, but the least little gesture of her head toward the open window gave him the clue to her thoughts. He smiled at last, and the two nodded understandingly.

There came a sharp dry cough from outside the window. Donna Isabella had left her apartment, and would be present at the wedding ceremony after all.


CHAPTER 10.

Let me speak to her! Just one word with her!

The wedding was set for afternoon, to allow for the arrival of the special train from New Orleans, and to give guests from neighboring counties time to come by motor. The dining-room and Don Andres private chapel being much too small for all that crowd, a bower of flowers was set up in the garden, where the ceremony might take place in full view of every one. The wedding breakfast was to take place in the patio directly after the ceremony, and an army of experts took charge of that; the patio looked like a hanging garden in ancient Babylon roofed by a canopy of flowers, under which the gargoyle fountain took on the resemblance of a heathen idol grinning four ways simultaneously.

By dawn the plantation darkies were already celebrating; by nine oclock the whole countryside was swarming through the grounds, for there was no question of Don Andres popularity, and no doubt that anything he might do would be worth recording in the annals of Louisiana. Grand seigneurs are a dying race, and out of fashion, but liberal when they let the bars down. There were probably a thousand guests, invited and uninvited (the papers said three thousand); and there were a thousand reasons for being there, not least of which was curiosity, which Jacqueline assuaged in full.

She was here, there, everywhere, enjoying the supreme day of existence and lovelier than blossom in the spring  first, down where the darkies were holding high festival and dancing mad breakdowns to melodeon and drum; then, back into the garden by the rear porch where Ramon the Brazilian and Pepita with her monkey repeated their entertainment that had made a hit in New Orleans; next, at top speed to the front door when the bus arrived from the convent with two sisters and as many of Jacquelines schoolmates as could be crowded in. Then all to be done over again, because her friends and the sisters must see everything. And from first to last she was unconscious of the fact that she  her own innocent self  was the paramount attraction.

She had to be hunted for, and brought back from the farthest end of the grounds, when Curtis Radcliffe arrived with the legal documents and spread them before the trustees and Don Andres on the library table. Living each hour as it came, with dignity, Don Andres chose that that ceremony should be as August as the signing of a treaty between nations; so when Jacqueline came at last, with Consuelo, and Sister Michaela and, two girl friends, there was another long pause while some one went in search of Donna Isabella.

She arrived dressed in black, and refused to be seated, but stood glaring at Jacqueline across the table. Her face was like a deaths head. Deep dark rings under her eyes betrayed the ravages of jealousy  that weapon whose hilt is sharper than its point and cuts deepest whoever uses it. None spoke or smiled after she came in  not even Jacqueline when she wrote her name on the line at Radcliffes gestured invitation and gave the gold pen back to Desmio. It was he who at last broke silence:

Isabella, will you sign your name next, at the head of the list of witnesses?

He forced a smile, and his manner was deferent and courteous, but she answered him in a cracked dry voice from which the very juice of civility was squeezed:

I refuse to be a party to this outrageous proceeding. I give you notice now, Andres, that my rights under that trust deed must be respected to the last letter.

She turned her back at that and left them, marching down between the flower-laden tables in the patio toward the drawing-room, like glooms ambassador.

Donna Isabella paused in the hallway. The front door was open and it was hard to see into the light, but the footman was answering the questions of some one whose voice she thought she recognized. In another second she knew it; Jack Calhouns! Her eyes gleamed, as she met his and beckoned him into the drawing-room.

So youve come!

By God, Ive come! But

Youve come too late!

Donna Isabella, what does this mean? Its an outrage! Its a rape, thats what it is! That old man marrying Jacqueline  its incredible.

Its true!

Are they married already?

No, but this afternoon

Then Ill stop it! Donna Isabella, that girl loves me! I heard of this last night  saw it in the evening paper in New Orleans, and rushed to my lawyers house to find out if he knew anything. He did, by gad, and he spilled the beans! Believe me, I mean to see Jacqueline and have this out with her! Where is she?

H-s-s-h! If Don Andres learns youre here, hell prevent you from seeing her.

Dont tell him, then! Let me see Jacqueline alone a moment. If not, Ill go to Miro and denounce him for a

H-s-s-h.

Donna Isabellas face looked mischievous, and Jack Calhoun could be shrewd at that early stage of excitement. Storming tactics were the basis of his whole philosophy of life  go get it, and the devil take the hindermost!  but he could pause and browbeat an ally into line with him. He imagined he was forcing Donna Isabellas hand, as every Calverly-Calhoun has always thought himself the master of whoever designed to use his energy.

It wont do any good. Youre defeated

Not while theres breath in me!

If you want to see Jacqueline your only chance is to go into the garden and wait for her there.

Ill do that.

He was in the mid-stride for the door, turning his head to nod one of his swift adieux, when something in Donna Isabellas eye arrested him. She looked too satisfied to suit him  too mischievous.

Are you sure youre not side-trackin me? he asked. Cause, if you think to do that, Ill

H-s-s-h! Close the door again. I had hopes,  I regret youre too late  If I could prevent this ridiculous wedding, there is nothing would please me better.

He nodded. He was shrewd enough to believe her; not so shrewd as to guess that her sole motive was to submit her brother to scandal and indignity.

Keep out of Don Andres sight, she warned him; and he nodded again, and hurried from the room.

It was easy enough. There were crowds in the patio, and on the rear porch; crowds on the steps watching Ramon the Brazilian and his mother Cervanez, whom every one supposed was his wife; more crowds around Pepita and her monkey  crowds in the garden again. Jack Calhoun shouldered his way through, avoiding all who might have recognized and greeted him, and took his stand on the outskirts of the largest crowd of all, where people were gaping at the reporters and their cameras. From that point of vantage he watched the rear door and the steps, down which Jacqueline would have to come in order to reach the garden. He pulled his watch out  gave her fifteen minutes. If she did not appear within that time he would reenter the house and look for her. He hardly had his watch back in his pocket when a voice accosted him.

An unexpected pleasure! Glad to meet you again, Mr. Calverly-Calhoun.

Jack turned with a smothered oath of disgust, and looked into the eyes of Clinton Wahl.

What are you doin here? he demanded. His manner and tone of voice indicated that what Wahl was doing interested him less than anything on earth.

Oh, just covering the wedding.

Thought you were a star in the newspaper firmament. Dyou condescend to this sort of thing?

As a rule I dont, said Wahl. But doesnt a marriage between a seventeen-year-old beauty and a millionaire of fifty-five strike you as interesting news?

Suggests cradle-robbing to me! Jack snorted, and Wahl grinned ingratiatingly. He scented a real story at last. Recalling conversations on the steamer, he was not blind to the possibility that Jack Calhoun might be in love with Jacqueline.

Have you known Miss Lanier long? he asked.

Longer than Ive known you, Jack answered rudely, and moved off. Whereat Wahl was convinced that it might pay him well to keep both eyes open. He could eat up impoliteness as a cormorant swallows fish, but he flattered himself none had ever snubbed him without paying for it. Lets see  called me The devils own, didnt he? Good head-line that: Jack Calhoun sups with the devil! Has he brought a long spoon, I wonder? He looks to me full-cocked on a hair-trigger. Hell bear watching.

So Wahl, who had been candidly bored by the whole proceeding, chose a garden seat behind a bank of roses, whence he could keep Calhoun in view without that individual knowing it, and began at last to take what he called a human interest.

Jack gradually edged his way back again toward the foot of the steps, where Ramon and Cervanez were finishing a dance. He was hardly noticeable in the crowd when Jacqueline appeared at last on the porch above him. She certainly did not see him. She stood with each arm around a girl friend, laughing as the crowd turned away from the Brazilians to cheer her. Some one cried out that she should dance at her own wedding, and that started a tumult of applause, she hanging back and her girl friends pushing her forward, until suddenly Don Andres himself appeared and added his voice to the rest. It was out of all question to refuse him. She nodded, laughing, and the guitar and mandolin orchestra that had played for the Brazilian struck up a Spanish air as she came running down the steps to the stone-paved path below.

Glancing back at Desmio for his approval, she commenced one of those lively Castilian dances that make of modesty a grace adorning motion. Her girlish figure, supple, and strong, and young, lent itself more perfectly to those than to any other steps imaginable, and they had taught her at the convent, as they did whatever they touched, thoroughly. Ramon, the Brazilian, watched, nudging his companion and commenting under his breath, as she rose to the occasion  wine of applause in her head  blue eyes alight with happiness  and danced more wonderfully than her teachers ever guessed was in her, until even Desmios enthusiasm broke bounds and Beal and Father Doutreleau, each taking an arm, forced him back into the house.



If Jacqueline had known that Jack Calhoun was there, and if she had deliberately sought to set his heart on fire, she could not have bettered that performance!

Clinton Wahl left his hiding-place behind the roses and, beckoning an assistant from over near the cameras, came as close to Jack Calhoun as he could without attracting his quarrys attention to himself.

Go and see what sort of car Jack Calhoun came in, and whos in it now. If its a chauffeur, get word with him. Look the car over. Find out anything you can, and bring back word to me, he whispered.

The assistant hurried off, anxious to please Wahl, whose word in a cub- reporters favor might go far toward promotion. Wahl edged nearer yet to Jack Calhoun. He knew the signs that herald violence  knew by the look in Calhouns eye, and by the taut-drawn tenseness of his attitude, that a story of some kind was going to break, and break swiftly, and soon.

He heard Ramon the Brazilian whisper to Cervanez next to him: A touch  a pinch more daring  a weeks experience and she would beat us all! And he made a mental note of that, for use in his story presently, but he never once looked at Jacqueline until she ceased dancing and ran back up the steps amid storms of applause. Then Calhoun thrust himself forward through the crowd, and by the expression on his face Wahl knew that Jacqueline had seen him. It was then that he spared a moment to glance at her, and caught the look of guilt, as he diagnosed it, that checked her laughter and made her seem suddenly afraid.

Wahls cavernous eyes grew bright then, and his lips set tightly. There was no more mercy on his face than on a weasels. News! He scented it!

Jack Calhoun pushed his way through the crowd, and ran up the steps just as Consuelo came out of the house in search of Jacqueline. Wahl saw Consuelo interpose her bulk between the two, while Jacqueline stood hesitating, obviously in a panic, wondering whether to run or stand her ground. Wahl judged he might get thrashed if he followed Calhoun, so he started to run around the house with the idea of entering by the front door and coming on the party from the rear. Nobody noticed him.

Senor Jack, what do you want? Consuelo demanded angrily. She was afraid, but stood her ground, and he could not get past her to Jacqueline without knocking her over, a stage of violence that he had hardly yet reached.

Word with Miss Jacqueline! Out of my way  quick!

No, Senor! Consuelo glanced over her shoulder. Run, Conchita!

Jacqueline fled through the door, and Consuelo fought a rearguard action, retreating backward and actually wrestling with Jack Calhoun. Fear lent her strength. She blocked the door ahead of him, aware that Jacqueline was hugging the corner less than a yard away.

Shall I call the servants, Senor Jack?

Dammit, Consuelo, Ill get even with you for this! Let me speak to her! Just one word with her!

No, Senor!

Jack Calhoun drew a bow at a venture, and the shot struck, but not as he intended.

Donna Isabella said I might.

I dont believe you, Senor! She must give me that order personally. Then over her shoulder, Run, Conchita! Run!

So Jack Calhoun saw one exasperating glimpse of Jacqueline as she fled along the passageway; and even he knew better than to follow at that moment and create a scene inside the house.

Ill report you to Donna Isabella, he said savagely, and turned his back.

So all that Wahl saw, as he came hurrying along the passage, was Consuelo, panting and as red-faced as a turkey-cock, but looking proud enough to face a hundred kings.

Anything happened? Been an accident? he asked sharply, using that voice of authority that cracks so many nut-shells for the press.

Have you heard theres to be a wedding? she retorted.

Wheres Mr. Calverly-Calhoun?

Smoking, she answered meaningly, and sailed past him, leaving him to draw his own conclusions. Wahl went in search of Calhoun.

Consuelo found Jacqueline in her room, pale-faced and as nervous as a young bird in view of a hawk.

What shall I do, Consuelo? You said he was in Cuba, and

Do nothing, honey. Ive attended to him. He has her permission, so

Ill tell Desmio.

No, no, honey! Dont you give him another thing to worry over and strain that heart. Well manage this between us. You go to Don Andres now  he wants to talk to you  and Ill find two or three gentlemen  Mr. Addison, and Mr. Mowblay, and Mr. Cartwright  theyll do. Theyll fix Mr. Calverly-Calhoun so hell know where he belongs.

Dont let them hurt him, Consuelo! Hes

Yes, I know, Conchita  hes in love. He needs cold water. The horse-pond

They mustnt, Consuelo! I wont have it! Listen to me! Hes a gentleman, and

The blue-blooded senor twisted my wrist till the skin nearly came off the flesh! Ill show the wrist to Mr. Addison, and see what he says. Now listen, honey; pull yourself together, and then, when youre all calm, run down to Don Andres. Dont tell him a word of this, but be quick back. Ill be waiting for you. You must hurry and get dressed, or youll be late for your own wedding!

The old nurses fingers picked and pulled, setting Jacquelines frock to rights, and rearranging her hair, so that in a minute the traces of panic were beyond all discernment by masculine eyes. Any woman would still know she had been terrified, but even women would set that down to stage fright.

Now, be quick, honey  and use those blue eyes! Smile at him!

She crossed the patio under close guard, Consuelo elbowing her between the tables; and as usually happened, the moment she entered the library all nervousness left her and she smiled naturally. Don Andres rose to greet her with even more than his usual eagerness; but the outworn heart was being overworked, and he nearly collapsed against the armchair. Pardon me, Conchita.

Iron will now, and nothing else, was holding him together. He managed to master himself  to joke about his infirmity  to recover and sit upright on the arm of the chair, and even his eyes grew bright again; but he was burning up his last strength, and Jacqueline was aware of new anxiety, a thousand times more poignant than her recent dread of Jack Calhoun.

What is it, Desmio! Are you keeping something from me?

Conchita, I keep nothing from you. My heart, my life, and my possessions are all yours! I invited you to come, that I might make you my final gift before the wedding.

He put an ancient locket on a golden chain over her head.

That chain and locket were a wedding gift to the wife of the first Miro in Louisiana. Every Miros wife since then has worn it, and the loveliest last!

She opened the locket and looked inside it, not knowing what to say. It contained his portrait, done by hand on ivory.

Desmio!

You are pleased with it?

It is the best of all gifts.

He smiled, but he was least of all men prone to self-deception.

But a day will come, Conchita, when you will wish to put some other lucky fellows portrait in there.

No, Desmio! Never!

When the day does come, remember that you have my leave  that I would wish it  that my one hope is that the fortunate man may be worthy of you!

There wont be any one else! His words and his gentle way of speaking made her want to cry, but she battled bravely with it. I love this gift best, Ill wear it always!

I would be grieved, he answered, if I thought your loyalty to me could spoil your future happiness or your love for some one else. In the years to come will you try to remember that?

What did he mean? She nodded, because she could summon no words to answer him. Nor could she force herself to ask him what he meant. Thoughts came to her, that she dared not face  that she shut her mind against. And then came memory of Sister Michaelas warning: Trust your intuition, Jacqueline!

How trust it, when it told her nothing? All she could feel was vague fears, and not on her own account but Desmios. What could be the use of trusting that? Should she believe then that he was dying? What then? Should she refuse at the very last minute to marry him? Would that help? Would it save his life?

What troubles you, Conchita?

Nothing, Desmio  at least nothing that I understand  just thoughts. She could not force herself to lie to him.

Tell me them.

How ill are you, Desmio?

He looked startled; she had caught him for once off guard.

Not seriously ill, Conchita. I need rest, that is all. We Miros have iron constitutions.

I feel you are in danger, Desmio.

He laughed  an old swordsmans ringing laugh. What did he care about danger! He was safeguarding her and in less than an hour she would be mistress of the Miro fortune. Let happen after that what might!

I am in love, he answered mockingly. They tell me love is always dangerous. But there  who is knocking? He called, and Consuelo opened.

Come, Conchita! Quickly, honey, or Ill never get you into your dress in time.


CHAPTER 11.

By God! The devils own!

Consuelo worked with nimble fingers, tying this, adjusting that, while Jacqueline did her best not to move too often at critical moments. But you cant stand still before a looking-glass  not while a wedding frock is being hung on you that looks as if angels made it in a lacy paradise beyond the clouds. You absolutely must turn suddenly to see how it looks behind; and if you dont jump excitedly, and sway your supple body to see how perfectly it fits about the waist and under the arms, youre not human and seventeen.

It was all so exciting and wonderful that it drove Jack Calhoun out of mind, until Consuelo glanced at the clock and caught her breath.

In seven minutes, Conchita! And I havent found Mr. Addison, or Mr. Mowblay, or Mr. Cartwright. Stay here, honey, while I run and look for them again. Ill be back in a moment.

So Jacqueline stood alone, not in love with her own reflection, because she could not make herself believe that the marvelous being in the mirror was not some one else altogether  a stranger whom she did not know: but in a rapture, nevertheless. It was all much too good to be true, and too wonderful to be real. So she went down on her knees and prayed, turning away from the glass that she might give full attention to the prayer. And so she did not see the door move open, and though she heard it, she supposed it was Consuelo coming back. It was when she rose, from her knees that she saw Jack Calhouns reflection in the mirror.

He was standing with his back to the door, and the door shut tight behind him. She was too afraid of him to scream. She could not speak. She could not ask him how he dared to be there. But intuition told her that the act of prayer had been her sanctuary  that he had not dared to approach her while she knelt. She turned toward the bed to throw herself on her knees again and bury her face in her hands, but he sprang between her and the bed and would not let her kneel.

Jacqueline!

That broke the dream-spell. It was real then! Besides, she could feel him  he had hold of her wrist, and it hurt  and her own heart was fluttering so wildly that it nearly choked her.

Go away! she cried suddenly, and tried to release her wrists; but his grip was like iron. His eyes burned in a way that terrified her, for they seemed not to see her dress at all, but to look through it and make her creepy and ashamed. His breath came in hot gasps through parted lips.

I will go away, but I will take you with me, Jacqueline!

She felt her knees weakening under her, but knew she was not going to faint; there was nothing merciful like that in sight. She opened her mouth to scream, but not a sound came, or if it did she never heard it, for Jack Calhoun began pouring forth excited words that dinned in her ears, and she felt like a bird in a trap, too paralyzed by fear to move or do anything.

Jacqueline! I love you, and you love me! You know it!

She shook her head.

You cant love old Andres Miro! He cant make you marry him! Hes old enough to be your grandfather! I wont permit it! Im takin you out of this! Come on!

He tugged at her wrist. All she could do was to shake her head violently and hang back.

Come on, dear! Dont be afraid!

But he was frightening her horribly. She saw the humor of that. It was funny that he should terrify her so, and tell her not to feel fear. A smile flickered on her lips for half a second.

There! Thats better! Once youre out of the house he hasnt a legal leg to stand on. Ive a car outside, and when youre in that and away hell have to sit down and cool off! Ive a marriage license  look!

He pulled it from his pocket, shaking it so violently before her eyes that it might have been blank paper for all she knew.

Come on, Jacqueline!

He shoved the license back into his pocket and made as if to pick her up and carry her. She felt his strong arm around her, and it was that that gave her power of speech; fear grew so acute that it broke its own spell.

No! Go away, please! You mustnt stay in here another second!

Not another second! he answered, laughing like a maniac; and he threw the other arm around her and tried to kiss her. How she did it she never knew, but she escaped him, and part of her veil came away in his hand. There was a chair between him and her now, but she could not have answered how it got there.

Something in her face and attitude seemed to arrest him. She was gaining strength  mental strength, womanhood was dawning. Never in her whole life until now had she stood and faced danger alone. Her very innocence was coming to her aid.

You are not behaving like a gentleman! she said quietly. Go out of here!

He laughed more like a maniac than ever.

Jacqueline! Do you love that old man? Are you crazy? Are you fool enough to throw away your young life, when you know I love you! God! Its horrible! Tell me  do you think you love him!

She was actually calm now. Dimly she was beginning to comprehend strange mysteries. She could pity him. You dont understand, she answered. I dont love anybody in the way you mean. I love Desmio because he is noble, and generous, and good. I dont love you at all.

She had said too much. Jack Calhoun did not believe one word of it, and all the blood of all the Caverly-Calhouns rose boiling at opposition. He desired. She could see the madness in his eyes, and shrank away from it; but a wolf does not sheathe his fangs because the lamb is frightened. His hand went to his pocket, and she glimpsed the butt of a pistol.

Jacqueline, Ill kill you before Ill let you marry that man! Come away with me now, or take the consequences!

Leave the room at once! she answered, stamping her foot.

Now it was he who had made the wrong appeal. She was not afraid of that. She would rather be killed than submit. Her eyes met his gravely, but their challenge only stirred his passion to the point where he lost all self-control. He pointed the pistol straight at her heart.

Ill kill you, Jacqueline, if you dont come with me!

He hesitated, hoping she would yield, for he saw sudden fear in her eyes  and did not know the door was opening behind him. She saw Desmio. He only saw her sudden change of expression.

Ill love you forever if you come away with me. If not

What does this mean, sir?

The voice in the door was like the ring of tempered steel, and Jack Calhoun turned on his heel swiftly. One of Don Andres hands was behind his back  the other on the door-knob. It was true, Don Andres might have had a pistol in his right hand, but Jack Calhoun was long past the thinking stage. He acted on impulse  aimed  and fired.

Thereafter nightmare  all a wild dream, blurred  yet, burned into her memory. Don Andres, face forward dead  shot through the heart; and the first into the room was Clinton Wahl, cavernous-eyed, with a mouth that smiled like the satyrs on the gargoyle fountain in the patio. He glanced down at Don Andres, not even stooping to see whether he still lived. Three strides, and he was face to face with Jacqueline.

By God! The devils own!

That was jack Calhouns voice. It was followed instantly by a second pistol-shot. Wahl scarcely turned his head. One swift glance showed him Jack Calhoun with a hole in his brain, lying bleeding on the rug beside the bed. His eyes on Jacquelines again, fascinated  froze her cold.

And because her heart felt dead, her very soul numb; terror and grief and amazement made her sick and weak; because all her universe had crumbled and was swept away in a moment  that little frown danced and trembled on her forehead over the clear pure eyes, and it seemed to Wahl that the eyes were mocking him.

Cherchez la femme!

He seized her wrist, as Jack Calhoun had done. What happened? he demanded. Tell me all about it! And she knew she hated him ten times worse than she had ever dreamed of hating Donna Isabella.

Come on now  tell me! he repeated. It was he who preserved her from actually fainting, for she hated him so that it gave her a connecting link with consciousness.

Pity? There was no more pity for her in Clinton Wahls mind than a vivisectionist has for the stray dog he tortures. This was the story that should get him transferred to the Tribune. News! Front-page headlines! Feed the public what it wants, and it will make you famous! He shook her.

Now out with it! How did Calhoun get in here?

Then Consuelo  hurrying in like a hen whose one beloved chick is in danger  hustling Wahl  boxing his ear with a stinging smack like another pistol-shot, that did nothing to soften Wahls asperity. Then Father Doutreleau. And then the crowd.

Memory grew vaguer after that. She knew she flung herself on Desmios body  and there was blood on her hands and on the torn bridal veil, and in blotches on the lace of the Spanish dress. She knew she kissed his lips, but they were lifeless. Next, she was sobbing on Consuelos bosom, being petted, and drawing no comfort whatever from the words:

Oh, Conchita! Oh, my poor child! Oh, my baby!

She did not want to be comforted. There was nothing left she did want  no Desmio, nor anything in all the world except Wahls hateful eyes and leering lips, accusing her  accusing her  of what? And Desmio dead! Did he think she had killed him? That million-times worse brute than Jack Calhoun  did he  didnt he know she would have torn her heart out with her own hands rather than let one least injury be done to Desmio!

Jack Calhoun had he shot himself, or had Wahl killed him? She was vague about that. She could only remember Jack Calhouns bitter laugh and his last words:

By God! The devils own!

Was Wahl the devil? He looked like it!

Then along the balcony and downstairs, Consuelo coaxing her, and across the patio between the loaded tables amid a murmur of voices, under the gaze of what felt like a thousand eyes, with her face all smothered in her veil on Consuelos shoulder; and once  only once she looked up. Why? What made her do it? Was there no hiding-place? Was she in hell? For there stood Donna Isabella blocking the way in front of her between two tables, glaring and pointing with a lean forefinger at the blood on her hands and dress.

You wicked, wicked girl! Is that my brother Andres reward for caring for you?

Suddenly a smash  of crockery she supposed  and a chorus of Oh! Ah! Say! Did you see that? Consuelo threw a plate, or a dish, or something at Donna Isabella, and upset the table, and everybody cried out. And what became of Donna Isabella she did not know, but the next she remembered she was burying her face in the pillow on the bed in Consuelos room, and Consuelo was trying to get her wedding dress off, sobbing, and crying.

Oh, Conchita! Oh, honey! Oh, my poor darling baby! Oh, how could the Holy Virgin let this happen!

The door was locked, for she heard people knocking but no one could get in. Once Consuelo went to the door, she remembered, and scolded through it  scolded scandalously. There were threats from some one in the passage, and she thought she heard Wahls voice, and cried out!

Dont let him in! Dont you dare let him in! Hes the devil, Consuelo!

After that there was nothing to remember except agony of mind and emptiness  grief too dreadful to be recognized for what it was, transmuting itself into physical pain, when her thought grew too numb to register impressions, and racking her whole body in nervous torture until she screamed aloud. No unconsciousness. No peace. No hiding-place from something indescribable  not a thought, for it had no name  nor a thing, for it was shapeless  but a haunting pale-green fear that she felt, that she knew would hound her until she turned on it.

And she was too afraid to turn on it  did not know how. And Desmio was gone forever. She cried aloud to God to bring him back to life and to let her die instead of him, while Consuelo tried to comfort her, coaxing.

Hush, honey! Hush, Conchita! Oh, my baby dear, you dont know what youre saying, child! Oh, honey dear, do hush!


CHAPTER 12.

Me  Im made!

Wahl was in his element. First on the scene  the only man who had thought of watching Jack Calhoun  witness of the last half of the tragedy  personal success at stake  he went to work with the cold determined zeal of the kind that crowns efforts. He could visualize the headlines, even hear the newsboys, while he conned the situation.

He made no notes, asked hardly any questions. No need. It was Wahls fingers that removed the marriage license from Jack Calhouns side-pocket; his eyes that read it first; and he put it back into the pocket lest the other reporters should see it too soon and spoil his beat. He had all the makings of a perfect scoop.

Jacqueline Lanier  beautiful, young, talented  convent- reared  cold-hearted  dancing like Herods daughter, while her lover looked on, throwing smiles to the gray-haired Miro, whom she was presently to marry for his money  guiltily startled as she sees her lover  flight  the lover pursues her to her bedroom  knows the way to it!  the lover pleads, offers to marry her at once, and shows the license  she sneers and refuses. Enter old Miro. High words. Double tragedy! Outcry? Fainting? Not a bit of it! Calmness  eyes full of mocking laughter! A modern Borgia! A Catherine de Medici at seventeen! Herodias!

Principals  the richest and best known planter in Louisiana, cousin of the famous gum-shoe magnate! The profligate son of the famous Frank Calhoun, who owned the most successful blockade-runners in the Civil War and afterward founded the Lion line of steamships in San Francisco  a man as well known in California as in the South! The orphan daughter of the last of the Laniers, a family that for generations past had been intimate with all the highest in the land, and the beauty of whose women was a by-word. Perfect! Why ask questions? Let the League of Nations and the next elections rot! Wahl had a story  a whale of a story!

There were questions, though, that he did ask. He had a gift for going straight to the meat of things and probing sources others overlooked. He found Donna Isabella  forced his way into her apartment  scandalized her into hysteria  and by darkly hinting that she might possibly be blamed, induced her to scream her version at him.

Jacqueline was a heartless, impudent, designing minx, who had nearly broken Don Andres and her own heart by flirting with Jack Calhoun, and then had hypnotized Don Andres to the point of marrying her, so that she might have his money and estates! But she had missed her mark, thank heaven! Don Andres death had come an hour too soon, and she was penniless. She, Isabella Miro, who had loved the girl and had tried to be kind and affectionate, had been rewarded by a plate of cakes thrown in her face. Mr.  what was his name?  Clinton Wahl must excuse her from further conversation; she was crushed on account of her dear brothers death. And if truth were in question, she looked it. Wahl bowed himself out, and heard the key turn on the inside. Perfect! She would see no more reporters.

An effort then to find Jacqueline and force a confession from her; but there he failed. He discovered which room she was in by the sobbing and the cries of Consuelo trying to comfort her. He hammered on the door  used threats  tried to force the door down with his shoulder. But Consuelo answered threat for threat, and vowed she would kill him if he passed the threshold.

Then occurred what might have enlightened Wahl, if he had been seeking light and not sensation. There came a Negro footman down the passage; Wahl offered him twenty dollars to help force the door down. He was not much of a Negro  none too big; but he and Wahl could have broken the door between them. He showed the whites of his eyes, and Wahl raised the offer of twenty dollars to fifty. The next he knew, he was reeling backward along the passage from a smash in the jaw from the footmans fist. There was plainly some one in the house besides her nurse who thought the world of Jacqueline. Negro footmen dont hit white men in Louisiana without knowing they undertake a gruesome risk. Wahl might have drawn deductions, had he seen fit.

But rubbing his jaw, he ran into the garden, and around the house in search of the window of Consuelos room  found it  heard sobbing  and started to swing himself up on the window-sill. A Negro gardener came running, threatened him with a rake and began shouting for help. One beating by a Negro was enough for even Wahls enthusiasm, so he ran for his car and drove off in a whirl of dust for the nearest telegraph office, mapping out his story while he broke all speed-laws.

He would be in time for the evening edition in New Orleans and San Francisco, provided he rushed and had the copy at his fingers ends; and that was his specialty  all brain work and no notes  clean copy, headlines and all. He could dictate it straight to the telegrapher if only the fellow had sufficient skill.

Hunches beat a full house! Id a hunch to cover this wedding, he reflected. Gee! The story of the year, and my first to the Tribune! Ill bet Im on my way to Frisco in a week! Id a hunch Jack Calhoun would break out on the front page presently  and holy smoke, that Lanier girls a pippin! Me  Im made!


CHAPTER 13.

Facts presented with a punch!

There were no women on the San Francisco Tribune staff. John Covert Mansfield so decreed  the Iron Old Man, whose vitriolic pen and point of view, reinforced by a beavers energy, had raised the Tribune from tenth to third place among daily newspapers. He was more than owner and managing editor; he was the power, the newspaper itself, and notorious as the ablest and most exacting editor alive. It was an education  a cachet for advancement elsewhere  to have worked under Mansfield on the Tribune.

He had a son, so he must have had a wife, and there was a legend, seldom mentioned, that an unfortunate marriage had embittered him against all women. Dad Lawrence, the Tribunes social reporter, who had been on the paper longer than any one except Mansfield himself, knew more about the facts than he generally cared to tell. Dad was privileged  almost intimate with Mansfield  even had a key to Mansfields so-called cabin in the mountains and spent his rare vacations up there, and was about the only man in the Tribune Building who ever dared to oppose the old mans wishes or to criticize him to his face.

Once in a while, when the subject cropped up in some twenty-minute breathing spell between editions, Dad would have a word or two to say. He never entered into details, but he had his own philosophy of life, which differed in most respects from that of the Tribune as chalk does from cheese.

I never married  and for the same reason that the old man never should have; only in his case theres ten times more reason. Look at him, he has a hotel apartment, that he visits every other day or so, and theres even a telephone beside the bath. Most nights he sleeps on a couch in the office, and grudges the time spent eating and shaving. Eighteen hours out of twenty-four, he works; during five, hes asleep, more or less; that leaves an hour for meals and all the rest of it. Where does a wife come in? He married the Tribune when he took it; over-tried for a while to be a bigamist  and failed. I dont blame Mrs. Mansfield, or any other woman who would kick under such conditions. I dont blame Mansfield either. Hes the Tribune. Thats all there is to him.

Hes sure got teeth! said Barnes, the city editor. Barnes had just come out from a stormy session with Mansfield and spoke with feeling.

He knows news! He can smell it. I believe theres something in his bones that tells him half an hour before a story breaks, remarked Gunning, of the telegraph desk. Hes restless now.

You bet he is! said Barnes. Hell walk me, if I dont step on her.

He knows what the public wants, thats his secret. And he feeds it to em peppered and smoking hot, said Gunning. Here she comes!  I told you  special-rush  exclusive  Clinton Wahl  thats the New Orleans man  hello  Calverly-Calhoun  thats the Lion Line outfit  Miro  Lanier  Gee whiz! Boy! The whole bench is asleep, Goddamit! Boy!

Two minutes later Mansfield strode in, holding a roughly scribbled sheet of copy-paper in his right hand. He took no notice of any one, except the three at the telegraph desk at one end of the big news-room, where Dad and Barnes were watching Gunning. Gunning, pencil in hand, was reading telegrams, with his left hand ready to snatch the next sheet from the operator at the desk beside him. Saying nothing, Mansfield looked over Gunnings shoulder, watching for several minutes as sheet after sheet of Wahls message came off the wire.

Special! he said, nodding. Great stuff. Now, boys, for Gods sake dont mess it this time! Boy! Tell Mr. Trig I want him. He pulled out his watch. Weve forty minutes. Make over the whole front page and spread this on four columns thirty-six point head. Spike the Board of Trade stuff. Dad  cover Calhoun, and all the dope about his father. What do you know of the Laniers? Dig em out of the morgue, and play it uprush now!

Dad ran to his desk. Trig came hurrying from the stone, wiping black hands on a cotton waste and dashed away again, grinning. Mansfield returned to his office to telephone the circulation manager, and a new, acute, accentuated din was added to the normal clatter of the news-room as the story of Jacqueline Lanier was rushed through the string of miracles that tread on one anothers heels in the throes of birth of a special edition  until the huge building began to tremble to the thump of mighty engines, and the big vans backed into the alley-ways to receive the finished bundled copies.

In the pause that followed, when the last big van had roared away, Dad strolled into Mansfields office and found him reading the front page, smiling over it.

Thats a good story, said Mansfield, looking up at Dad and laying down the paper. Im going to send for Wahl.

He has a fair rep, Dad answered.

Rep be damned! He has brains! Hes turned in a big beat! Give me one a day like that, and Ill treble the circulation. Look at his stuff compared with yours! Good God, youve written up the Calverly-Calhouns as if theyd just donated something to the Y.M.C.A.  and the Laniers  old ladies tea-fight! Read Wahls stuff. Theres a man who knows how to cover a story.

Dad picked up the paper and read the heavy black type down to the foot of the column. (His own was on the inside page.)

Its sensational enough, he said presently.

Sensational? Its facts presented with a punch,

Oh, its cleverly written, Dad conceded. Theres nothing there, I suppose, thats libelous. But suppose the facts have been misrepresented? Her reputations gone. Its cruel.

Cruel? So is life! said Mansfield. Were face to face with life. Our business is to let the public know whats going on. News is the breath they breathe, and we supply it.

Thats the dope rings argument, and the bootleggers standby, Dad retorted. They claim they give the public what it wants. The question is  just what is news?

Mansfield laughed. Dads point of view always amused him. He liked the man, and kept him on the paper more because he dared to beard him in his den than for any other reason.

News is neither law, nor religion, nor morals; its sometimes about law, religion and morals  sometimes about other things. How often must I tell you that? asked Mansfield with an air of rather weary patience. The public pays, and calls the tune. We dance to it. A paper has to interest the public and anything that interests it is news. Come over here and watch.

He walked to the window and beckoned Dad to follow him. For several minutes they stood in silence watching the home-going crowds on the sidewalk and the newsboys at the street-corner over the way yelling the EXTRA DOUBLE TRAGEDY! headlines. They were selling papers as fast as they could hand them out.

That, Dad, is news and what it does, said Mansfield. A peace conference in Europe, or a political convention, would sell less than half as many papers. Thats why Im sending for Wahl, and why Im troubled about my boy, Sherry.

Whats wrong with Sherry? demanded Dad.

Nothing but a sentimental streak. Hes soft somewhere. Hes bright  did splendidly at college  and hes keen. Ive taught him to mistrust women, and done all I can to toughen him. I dont think hell fall for the usual traps and hell go far  but run a successful newspaper?  I doubt it. A man like Wahl may do him good. I think Ill let Sherry work under Wahl for a year or so.

Ive never met Wahl, Dad answered, but I love Sherry. Hes the nicest boy I know. Ive read Wahls stuff, and I hate it. My bet is that Sherry has guts enough to stand off you and Wahl both, and to carve his own line.

Well see, said Mansfield dryly. Wahl has promised us a two-page feature and some photos for the Sunday Section. Lets hope he lands a good one of the Lanier girl. Get all you can about Jack Calhouns record in Frisco, and be ready to feed Wahl the minute he comes. Let Wahl write the stuff, but feed him facts. And by the way, when Wahl comes, treat him nicely. Take him for a week-end to my cabin in the mountains, or something. Now get out of here  Im busy!


CHAPTER 14.

Consuelo  what is a coroner?

Women suffer more than men. For millions of years they have undergone the agony, while men provided it. Capacity to suffer is inherent in the whole sex, and to recover and forget in the joy of having brought forth. But where was joy for Jacqueline Lanier? What had she brought forth but disillusion?

She lay on the bed in Consuelos room during uncounted hours, eating when Consuelo told her to, not knowing what she ate, not caring what should happen, not even trying to escape one pang of grief; for she hoped the grief would kill her. She did not cry any longer; there was nothing left to cry about. She did not pray; there was nothing to pray for. When Consuelo knelt and prayed before the image of the Virgin on the little table in the corner, she watched and wondered dumbly what was the use.

Consuelo did much more than pray, however. She saved Jacquelines life  saved her reason. She recognized the instinct, that humans share with animals, to hide in a dark place when wounded. Consuelo drew the shades down, set furniture against the door, and held that fort against all comers, not wasting words on her patient when her own first paroxysms of despair were over, but watching, letting nature take its own course.

And it was no joke holding that fort. Police  one lone policeman, rather deferent, extremely curious, and not so sure of his rights. Then Donna Isabella.

You may pack up and leave the house at once, Consuelo. Im not going to keep you a minute longer.

You never kept me yet! Im here in spite of you! Ill go when Im ready, and no sooner!

Oh, very well, Ill have to have you put out!

You dare! Just you dare, thats all! Wait and see what Ill say at the inquest! Wait till they ask me on oath who sent me with a letter to the convent from Calhoun! Wait till Ive told all I know about you! Ive not talked to the reporters yet. Turn me out of here, and straight I go to them!

Youre a false, ungrateful, wicked woman! snarled Donna Isabella. What is Jacqueline doing in your room?

Dying, for anything youd care!

She may go to her own room and stay there until I send for her!

Shell do nothing of the sort!

Well, your wages ceased yesterday. And Jacqueline has no claim on the estate. She may take her own belongings, but you may tell her not to look to me for

Shell find she has more friends than you have! Consuelo snapped, and slammed the door in Donna Isabellas face.

None of those encounters made the least impression on Jacqueline, though they were noisy enough. She heard, and simply did not care. Donna Isabellas venom stung no longer, and there was no future  could be none  nothing but the vision of Desmio lying dead in a pool of blood, with Wahls terrible face looking into hers and saying Now then, out with it! She buried her face in the pillow and screamed when she thought of Wahl.

It was the devil, Consuelo! Jack Calhoun cried out he was the devils own! He haunts me!

Hush, honey dear. Youve never seen the devil and never will. Try to forget him.

I cant. I see his face all the time!

Come, Conchita, drink a little warm milk, theres a honey, and then sleep.

She was obedient, but she could not sleep. But there was no time when Donna Isabellas malice slept. They brought her the New Orleans papers  four or five of them  and all with screaming headlines, photographs of Don Andres Miro, Jacqueline, Jack Calhoun, and even of herself. Of leaded type the shame of the Miros stared her in the face, a million times more degrading than the gum shoe-makers half-page display on the back sheet.

Only one paper  Wahls  the New Orleans Star gave her any comfort. As she read that she almost forgave Wahl for having dared to burst into her room. That paper told the whole truth. It showed up Jacqueline  described her as a monster of iniquity  pictured her as a vampire, with two love-affairs at seventeen, and a laugh on her lips and lying eyes when the bodies of lover and aged bridegroom lay dead at her feet.

But, oh, the black, aching shame of it! The Miro name dragged into the mud! The Miro pride humbled for the mob to laugh about! They spoke of the inquest, and of the facts that were expected to be brought out, of the witnesses who would be examined  herself, Consuelo, Jacqueline, the servants. She the proudest woman in Louisiana, was to be pilloried in public and browbeaten by a shoddy coroner  confronted with Consuelos lies no doubt  and all because of Jacqueline!

Well, Consuelo and her tongue notwithstanding, at least she would show that girl what she had brought down on the house that had befriended her. She hunted for her keys. There was a pass-key on the ring, that opened all doors in the house except those behind which Don Andres had kept his private papers. Then she rang her bell.

Let me know when Consuelo goes to the kitchen. Dont say a word to her.

Spite ran its full course. Donna Isabella tiptoed along the corridor, and entered Consuelos room, closing the door quietly. She laid the copy of the New Orleans Star on the pillow close to Jacquelines face, and stood watching, thin-lipped, saying nothing. But Jacqueline did not stir.

Read it! she said suddenly, and Jacqueline looked up at last, but showed no surprise, no interest.

Read it, you wicked girl, and see what youve brought down on others!

She pointed to the newspaper and left the room, not exactly anxious to be caught in there by Consuelo. Jacqueline sat up and held the paper to the dim light coming through the blind; and the first thing she saw was her own portrait! Then Desmios and Jack Calhouns enclosed in circles in the middle of the page. Then, slowly, big black type took shape, and she could not tear her eyes away from it.

Each line she read was like a stab at the heart which she had thought could feel no longer. Was this what the world would now believe of her? It likened her to Herodias  and she knew that story. It called her a seventeen year-old Jezebel. It as good as said she had killed Desmio, and that she laughed to see him lying dead. It said her eyes mocked the reporter, and that she threw crockery in the face of the aged Donna Isabella, in the presence of scores of people, because Donna Isabella sent her to her room. It said she had locked herself into her room and would be seen by nobody, but hurled foul invective through the door when any one tried to gain admission. It said she would be haled before the coroner  whoever he might be  and made to give explanation; that the courtroom was expected to be crowded

Who is the coroner? she asked quite quietly, as Consuelo entered with the beef tea. It was the quietness of absolute despair, and Consuelo recognized it.

Mother of God! Who gave you that, child? Where did you get the newspaper?

Consuelo snatched it away from her and tore it up savagely. She had already seen a copy in the kitchen.

Donna Isabella brought it in. What is a coroner, Consuelo?

That womans worse than a murderess! Here, honey, be good now and take some beef-tea!

Consuelo, I want to know what a coroner is.

Never you mind, honey.

I must know. You must tell me. Im to be hauled before a coroner tomorrow afternoon. What is a coroner?

Take your beef-tea, honey!

Not until you tell me what a coroner is.

Hes a sort of judge, dear. Hell ask questions, and youll have to answer him.

I wont! I wont answer people who believe those things of me!

Im afraid youll have to, honey. It wont be so bad. Ill be there, and Ill sit beside you while you just say yes or no to what he asks you. Then well

I wont go, Consuelo.

But theyll make you, Conchita. Theyll come and fetch you, and me too, honey. You must make up your mind to

Its made up! I shall not be here when they come for me, Consuelo. I wont answer people who believe those things of me!

Honey dear, dont talk nonsense.

Im telling you the truth.

Conchita, what do you mean?

Im going away.

Where, honey?

I dont know. Im just going. I shall not be here when they come for me.

There was no mistaking the note now. It was calm, without emphasis, without trace of hysteria. But she would go, or she would die. It was Consuelo who felt hysterical.

But, Conchita, youve no money, and nowhere to go, and none to look after you  and the Holy Virgin knows you cant look after yourself.

Im going.

When?

Now. Tonight.

Honey dear, dont be absurd! Dyou think Id let you go? Be good now, and take your beef-tea, its getting cold. You couldnt walk  theyd find you in an hour!  and whos to carry your things? You cant go without anything!

Im going, Consuelo.

Take your beef-tea, honey. Would you leave me to face it all alone?

You may come with me if you wish, Jacqueline answered, in the same quiet voice.

Consuelo set the cup and saucer down and cried; but it was no use. Jacqueline was unemotional, but firmer than a rock; no longer terrified, long past the stage where fear could touch her. There was a courage in the blue eyes now, and the hint of a faraway vision, as if she saw one little ray of hope beyond the edge of things. It unnerved Consuelo, and then made her stare until she crossed herself and shuddered. She knew it was no use urging; she must give in, or there would be another death, or madness on her hands.

Sister Michaela told me to trust my intuition. Thats why Im going, Consuelo. Im going to turn my back on everything.

Honey dear, wait until morning. We cant walk. We must take clothes with us. Ive money in the savings bank, and we can draw that out. Give me until morning, and Ill pack meanwhile and see if I cant get a car, and some things to eat in a basket, and

We must be gone before daybreak, Consuelo.

Honey, youre too impatient! They dont open banks that early, and  

You neednt come unless you want to. Id just as soon go now.

Will you go to sleep, honey, if I leave you and pack your things?

If you promise, Consuelo.

Yes, I promise, dearie. Well go before daylight, even if we have to walk.

Jacqueline let her head fall on the pillow and was asleep within five minutes, relaxed, and breathing steadily. So hope can change all in a moment. There was something certain  one step visible ahead; and the past was gone; and youth resumed its sway. Consuelo watched her for a while; then, sure she was sleeping, locked her in and hurried by the back way into the garden  down through the gate in the wall at the end, and across three fields in the dark to a row of cottages where the colored hands lived.

Zeke! Zeke!

Here I is, Miss Consuelo.

Only the glow of his pipe and the whites of his eyes were visible. He was sitting on a log under the shadow of a tree between two cottages, and his manner was much more deferential than it had been recently; he even got to his feet and set his thumb over the bowl of the pipe. Consuelo paused to get her breath, and took in the situation with a general eye.

What are you doing here? Why arent you indoors?

Theres hants in there, miss.

Are you a good Catholic, Zeke?

Ah is, but Ahs scared mos nearly daid.

Thats because you took the bribe from Mr. Jack Calhoun

Miss Consuelo, you aint gwine tell agin me bout that fore de coroner?

If we werent here, we wouldnt have to go before the coroner.

Wheres we gwine?

You may drive Miss Jacqueline.

Wheres she gwine?

Never you mind. Shell tell you. If youre outside the garden gate with one of the cars an hour before daylight, the coroner can whistle, cant he?

Zeke shook his head, beginning slowly and increasing the speed until the whites of his eyes made a horizontal streak in the darkness.

Why not?

Deys done locked de garage, an took mah key.

For a second, Consuelo was nonplussed, but she had laid bare Zekes obsessing terror, and pursued her advantage blindly.

Cant you get another car? Not for Miss Jacquelines sake? Not to do a good deed for Don Andres now hes dead? Remember, the coroner

Wheres Ah gwine git him, honey?

Horses then?

Yo means plantation horses? Deys some. Deys mos dat ole deys bout daid. Bes ones was all spatched fer de mergency. Deys haulin dirt for de levee tree days now. .

Well, if there are two left, you can take them without being seen, cant you?

Ah spose.

Take one of the old four-wheel buggies from the barn, harness the two best horses, and be at the garden gate an hour before daylight, Zeke. If youre there, and hold your tongue, Ill hold mine. You understand me?

Dat buggy haint had no grease put in him sence

Grease it yourself, then, you lazy nigger! I cant waste time talking to you. Either you do or you dont; which is it? I shall tell the coroner

Miss Consuelo, Ahs yo bes frien! Ahs gwine grease dat buggy good. Ahs gwine drive you-all anywhere! Ah sholy is.

If youre late

Ahs gwine be dere, miss!

But Zekes promise was nothing much to build on; there were too many possibilities of greater fears that might occur to him, or that he might take some one into his confidence, or be seen taking the horses, and Consuelo returned to the house with her heart in her throat.

She found Jacqueline awake again and already dressed, moving up and down the room restlessly, packing Consuelos clothes into a straw valise  to save time, as she explained it  with no more idea what to pack, and what to leave behind, than she had of where she was going.

There, Conchita  wasnt that thoughtful of you!

Consuelo swallowed her chagrin and left her occupied while she crept up to Jacquelines room and crowded bare necessities into a dressing-bag, including all the jewelry  wry-faced as she reflected that the trinkets and the few good stones were only too likely to change owners presently.

That task accomplished, she began to wish she had ordered Zeke to be ready sooner. She used up an hour undoing Jacquelines handiwork, and another fifteen minutes foraging in the larder for provisions to take with them; but then there was nothing left to do but sit and wait  hour after interminable hour of inaction, with Jacqueline demanding to know why. Once she went out to find Zeke, but failed in her search, and that only increased anxiety. If Zeke had decided to run away on his own account, as was quite likely, they were done for!

Where shall we go? she asked at last, hoping to give Jacqueline something to occupy her mind. She had made up her own mind on that point long ago.

Oh, anywhere.

Well go first to the city, honey, where I can find something to do. Ill try the employment agencies, and then perhaps I can get something in another state and take you along. But we mustnt take the train from our station. We must drive thirty miles to the junction, and buy tickets in the wrong direction, sos to put them off the scent.

Have you any money, Consuelo?

Enough for the fares, honey.

More than an hour before Zeke was due they were waiting for him in the shadow of the garden wall, startled by every sound and racked with anxiety. But a buggy that had not been greased came squeaking through the dark at last, and they climbed in, Zeke saying nothing.

Drive along the levee to the junction, Zeke.

Dat ole levees perlous near bustin!

Did you hear me tell you!

Sho  Ah aint deef  Giddap!

And so they left behind the haven of Jacquelines girlhood and girlhood with it. Desmios mansion and the wall surrounding it passed away behind them into darkness like a dream, and were out of sight when morning came. But Jacqueline never looked back for a last glimpse; some sort of future had been born in travail and heavy labor; the past was dead, and she had no more use for it, nor it for her  nor much use for the future, though it had begun to glimmer dimly, like the morning, when the creaking wheels moved.

There was a light mist like a bridal-veil along the bottoms in the shelter of the levee, and she thanked heaven for it, since, though the wheels squeaked a mournful warning to all the countryside, they were hardly visible at twenty paces. And they passed very few people, even after daybreak. Those who saw them were mostly Negroes, and all hurrying one way in answer to the whistles that announced danger at a point along the levee  the awful summons to every able-bodied man to turn out and help pile dirt. None of those straggling, sparse laborers was likely to turn back and report having seen them.

Later, they began to pass fugitives driving cows and hurrying toward them in carts loaded high with household goods. Those shouted warnings that terrified Zeke nearly out of his senses. The levee looked like breaking at a point about a mile ahead.

She aint agwine las anuvver hour! You-all bes turn dem horses aroun!

Zeke elected to follow that advice, but the wheels were in soft ruts nearly hub-deep and though the horses plunged under the whip they only nearly broke the pole, and one of the wheels cracked ominously.

Oh, Oh, whatll we do? Oh, honey dear, youll drown!

More fugitives came pouring down on them, blocking the road, and Zeke jumped on to a passing cart, yelling to them to follow suit. Consuelo wrung her hands in impotent despair, and then bethought of her image of the Blessed Virgin, which she had packed in the straw suit-case with underwear tucked carefully around it. She crossed herself, unpacked it, held it up:

Now! she cried. Now! Ive prayed to you often enough! Preserve us now!

It was Jacqueline whose courage rose to the occasion. Fear seemed to hold no further terrors, or if it did, she faced the horror that she did not know in front, in preference to the terror she had turned her back on. She climbed up to the drivers seat and took the reins that Zeke had draped over the dashboard.

Conchita! Conchita! Youre crazy! Come down here!

But the buggy went forward with a lurch and Consuelo sat down on the rear seat suddenly. They plunged into the mist, that by a freak of wind had gathered suddenly and rolled toward them. Out of the mist and silence ahead a mans voice cried out  a mile, or a hundred yards away, there was no telling, but as clear as the summons of Judgment Day:

Christ! Shes going, boys! Jump!

Something thundered like wind in a sail, and the horses reared and broke the pole at last. There came a roar like a waterfall. The levee on their left hand broke apart like lumps of chocolate on the edge of a cake. The world shook. Three converging floods of dark-brown water, darker than the mist and yet a part of it, swept down on them exactly as the scenes change in a dream. The panorama swung. Dream-horses, kicking madly in the tangled harness, came over backward into the buggy on a dark-brown wave.

Conchita!

Consuelo!

Two screams, drowned in the deafening roar of water, and then a sense of being swept along forever, whirling, whirling, tossed up and down again, half-conscious, in a skirt that wrapped itself around helpless legs, with logs and dead things, and the timber of broken houses plunging to right and left  a momentary glimpse of sky  then mouth, eyes, all under water again  up once more, to gasp and cling to something that gave way  again the deluge.

Jacqueline was glad! She was drowning  dying! She felt young again! Her heart sang, the while her lungs ached and her ears tortured her, and every nerve and instinct in her fought for life! She struggled without knowing it  clung to branches without knowing that she clung  welcomed death, and fought it as a young life fights forever  until a barn-roof swinging in mid-stream, nearly knocked the last life out of her, and she held on, not knowing that she held. A great branch, backed up by an eddy, hove itself from beneath her. Roof and branch turned inward in opposing circles, and the movement tossed her, unconscious at last, on the roof as it whirled away downstream.


CHAPTER 15.

Conchita!

To Wahls surprise, and hardly veiled contempt, Sherry Mansfield declined to be shown around New Orleans  refused to take lunch  did not wish to be introduced to local celebrities  consented to visit the Star office, but turned down Wahls handsome offer to send him as his own substitute to cover the Miro wedding, news of which had just come in over the wire  and asked nothing but to be led to the best garage in town, where he might hire a car in which, as he called it, to head up-country.

I told you what the floodsll be, said Wahl.

My dad said floods. Ill cover em!

Youll learn to take his orders and put your own interpretation on them some day, Wahl assured him.

Wait till youve met dad.

So Sherry bought blankets and a thermos bottle, chucked the lot into a hired car, invented a rig to hold his typewriter so that he might use it on the run, and ordered the darky driver to follow the left bank of the Mississippi until further orders.

Step on her. Ill pay the fine, said Sherry. If there is a flood, Ill write it!

After four days of tireless activity, he learned what fifteen minutes inquiry in New Orleans would have supplied him at no expense  the exact position of the real danger-point. And there he planted his car with its wheels hub-deep in mud, face to the enemy, and waited, writing down the symptoms of the sick brown bank. He knew to a decimal point how many tons of dirt the dump-carts brought  how many thousand bags of sand were piled  how many men were working. And the levee held. Sherry Mansfield nearly wept.

He was mortified when Wahl showed up in a big car, late one afternoon and turned his satyr-smile on the situation. If he could, he would have sunk into the ground before Wahl saw him, but there was very little that Wahl did not see  even to the brief-bag full of typewritten description.

Glad I found you, youngster.

Sherry made note of the change of address, and was not too glad, and looked it.

You missed a big thing when you turned that wedding down. Double tragedy. Best story of the year.

Wait till the levee breaks!

It wont. Never does when its watched. I wired the story of that wedding to the Tribune. Your dad sent for me at once  got his wire last night. Thought Id do you a turn in exchange  you see, I owe it to you two ways; for recommending me in the first place, and for making me cover the wedding myself! So I decided to catch the Limited at the junction, and make it by road on the chance of running into you. Ive brought a copy of the paper  here, take it  whole front page.

Sherry took the paper absent-mindedly and stuffed it in his pocket, which annoyed Wahl.

Be advised, and read it, youngster. Thats a story. Its what got me on the Tribune.

Sherry looked rather more interested, but his eye was on the levee all the while, and on a man in overalls on top of the bank who stood remarkably still, with his hands in his pockets, whistling. Wahl continued:

It occurred to me youd like a chance to clean up on the story. Youll get more of it than from the Mississippi in a hundred years. Ive got to go  Im wired for, and the Limited wont wait. You pick up the story where I left off. Its your big chance!

Sherry met his eyes  nodded  looked back at the levee. He was hardly listening.

The girls names Lanier. Jacqueline Lanier. Get her story from her own lips. I hadnt time to make her talk, and she wont see any one, but theyll haul her out before the coroner tomorrow; but shes one of those deep-eyed wise ones, who wont tell much. You use your wits and get next to her somehow. Believe me, youll have a story you can sign!

Sherry glanced down at the paper protruding from his pocket and smiled politely.

Thanks, he said, Ill read it.

Well, Im off. See you in Frisco, I suppose. Good-by.

Good-by, said Sherry, suddenly remembering to shake hands. Good of you, Im sure. Thanks awfully. He had almost forgotten the incident  had forgotten the paper entirely, before Wahls car was out of sight. He was dreaming dreams and seeing visions  planning  letting ideas come to him from where they would  imagining a future Mississippi Valley, drained and safely banked with all the flood-waters stored up a thousand or more miles away  being a boy with a mans brain. The boy watched like a lynx to see the mud-bank go. The man schemed reconstruction.

It was the whistling man with hands deep in his pockets on the levee who invited him at last to join him in a launch and see the night patrol through by water.

Suit yoursef, son, but of youll excuse me the observation, you seem interested. If so minded, you may sleep, suh. But if youd keep that searchlight moving in the bow, youd see more, and help me. How about it?

All that night long Sherry stayed awake, plying the electric searchlight as the launch patrolled the bank, returning again and again to the point of most imminent danger, while the leisurely individual who gave the orders stood by the whistle to sound the alarm, and the gangs ashore kept toiling under kerosene flares.

Ef the river dont drop by dawn, shell open up, was the only comment the inspector made; but he made it more than once.

However, dawn came, and the levee held. The searchlight paled and was switched off. Sherry yawned, considering coffee and a razor. An hour after dawn, the inspector ran the boats nose against the bank, threw a line to some one ashore, glanced behind him casually  and sprang for the whistle like a fiend let loose. He gave three long blasts; and as if that were the signal for the whole worlds end, the levee broke at the danger-point three hundred yards below them. A new brown river burst through to the bottom-lands. The very river-current changed, and the launch at full speed forward fought to keep the rope from breaking.

Drowned the gangs? asked Sherry.

Mebbe.

The levee kept going in sections, leaving islands here and there that cut up the flood into hurrying torrents in which it looked impossible for anything to live. The inspector cut the bow-rope with an ax, and after thirty paralyzing seconds at the helm contrived to work the launch out into the river, where he headed up-stream and worked slowly around in a semicircle until they were a hundred yards above the scene of the first break.

Time to make its now, I guess, he said quietly, in Sherrys ear.

Make what?

Pick up a few. Therell be some swimmin  an some not. You swim, son?

Sherry nodded.

Soak her all she has now, Mose!

It was gorgeous madness, and Sherry laughed aloud. The long lean inspector at the wheel pulled out a plug of tobacco from his overalls, bit off a piece, and handed the rest to Sherry.

Gee, shes openin up! Shell fill the bottoms most a hundred mile one way. Therell be funerals. Aint she got no moren that, Mose? Hang on, all!

The launch plunged like a bit of driftwood but the inspector kept her headed almost straight for the middle of the broadest gap, where a torrent a quarter-mile wide now poured with a roar like Niagara.

Get yr boat-hook, son, an ketch em if you see one. Youll have to make it snappy.

Sherry unfastened the boat-hook from its rack and stood amidships. But it was impossible to see anything except driftwood and drowned cattle in that hurrying brown flood. It was fifteen minutes before they reached water that was slack enough for the engine to hold its own, and five minutes after that before Sherry stuck the boat-hook into something black that was jammed in the fork of a floating tree.

What ye got, son?

Woman, I guess.

Kickin too, by the look of her! Lend a hand, Mose!

She was less than half-drowned, but all-hysterical, and angrier at the boat-hook than a she-tiger at the cleaners rake; what with wet clothes and a basket she still clung to, her weight was enormous; but they hauled her aboard between them, and set her gasping against the engine housing.

Name, please, Sherry asked her, remembering his chosen profession.

Consuelo Martinez.

The answer was automatic  the subconscious functioning of a mind nearly unhinged by the experience she had come through. Her first act was equally automatic. She undid the basket and pulled out an image of the Virgin, beginning to cry as she saw the paint and gilt had suffered.

Friends? asked Sherry, feeling for his pencil and scrap of paper. Relatives? Any one with you when you got lost?

For a second she looked blankly at him, then set the image of the Virgin down, rose staggering to her feet, and screamed: Conchita! Conchita!

Whos she? asked Sherry, while the launch chugged steadily ahead in search of other victims.

Conchita! Oh! Oh! Conchita! My baby! Conchita! Conchita!

She leaned over the side of the launch and screamed at the brown flood, striking angrily at Sherry when he tried to calm her, pointing at driftwood  at dead cattle  at anything that moved or showed itself for a second on the water.

There she is! There she is! Conchita!

Ill put her ashore first chance, said the inspector, and Sherry left off trying to question her. But it made no difference; she ran from one to the other, striking at them, even wrenching at the wheel, demanding that they find Conchita, then returning to lean overside and spread her arms out, crying the same name again and again until her voice cracked and nothing came forth but a hoarse whisper. The inspector touched his forehead, and Sherry nodded.

They pulled out two drowned men after that, and towed a living horse behind them to a bank, where a raised road checked the flood and people were already building fires. There were several corpses laid out in a row, and there were signs that the inevitable somebody had taken charge and had begun to form the nucleus of a rescue station.

You bes stan by that woman till shes fixed up, said the inspector, as they landed the dead freight feet-first. Consuelo was trying to jump ashore, still screaming, still imagining she saw Conchita everywhere. Sherry went to help her and she fell on him, bearing him down head-under into the water at the banks edge, but she scrambled out first and up the bank ahead of him, crying to the groups of men beside the fires and wringing her hands. Sherry took her basket and went after her, and before he could turn his head the launch had gone.

Consuelo collapsed at last from lack of breath, and Sherry found a woman who promised to look after her. With breathlessness came a trace of returning sanity. She clung to Sherry, begging him to find Conchita and even trying to describe her:

Blue eyes  dark hair  seventeen

Ill look for her, said Sherry.

Promise me!

When he promised she let go of him  drove him away  screamed at him to make haste, and the last he heard as he followed the road toward what looked like a village a mile away, was her cracked, hoarse shriek: Conchita! Conchita!

He could not have forgotten the name if he had tried. A few minutes later he found a man struggling to launch a flat-bottomed plank boat that had been cast up against the bank with oars still chained to the rowlocks. He helped him, and volunteered to row with him in search of victims, so they set off, paddling slowly until the current swept them around a bend and outward toward the main stream. Then the other man broke his oar in frenzied efforts to force the half-filled boats head shoreward, and one oar was worse than useless. Sherry sat still.

Suit yourself! said the other man suddenly, and jumped for a tree that rolled and whirled by.

Sherry did suit himself, and sat still in the sinking boat, while the great tree rolled and bobbed and ducked, and he lost sight of the man altogether. Then he saw something moving faster than the water, fifty yards away to his right, toward mid-stream, and began to kick his boots off. The boat would sink in a minute or two. He might as well go and lend that strong swimmer encouragement, if nothing more. So he ran his belt through his coat sleeves, tied his boots to it by the laces and, towing the coat, plunged in.

He used the crawl stroke, and he was a strong enough swimmer to have reached shore by quartering the current, but that obviously living head being borne along in front of him was a challenge that stirred his pluck, and he struck out in pursuit. It was about the time that the current began to get the mastery and to sweep him farther toward mid-stream that he discovered he was following a dog.

He drew abreast, and the dog looked at him piteously, beating the water to raise itself and coughing up a plaintive whine.

All right, doglums! he cried out, and swam closer, keeping far enough away to prevent the dog from pawing him.

A minute or two later he overhauled a section of an old board fence, and seizing the dogs collar helped him on to it. Swimming was easier then; he clung to the planks and more or less floated with the stream, only the fool dog would not keep still, although he cursed him loud and fervently. At last, barking his mongrel head off at a barn-roof, the dog tipped the planks too far, lost his balance, and fell into the water panic-stricken, swimming in rings. Sherry seized him by the collar, and struck out for the barn-roof; but he hardly made it; he was more tired than he knew, and the flood was running with the full weight of the Mississippi heaped behind it.

But the barn-roof swung, and he caught a corner of it with his left hand. He had to let go of the dog to do that, and the dog yelped miserably as the current carried him away. Sherry did not like half-doing things. Or it was possibly the streak of sentiment, that gave his father so much uneasiness. He went back for the dog.

Then the roof swung around again toward him in the vortex of the flood. He seized the side of it  threw the dog up high and dry  and hauled himself out with his last remaining strength. After that he did not remember much for a long time, except that he was sleepy and that the sky turned around and around overhead.


CHAPTER 16.

Sherry and nuts

A cold wet nose thrust into her ear awoke Jacqueline. She tried to brush it away and go on sleeping, for there was a rather delightful sensation of being rocked gently in a cradle, although her left hip ached a little where she lay on something hard. But the wet nose reasserted itself several times, and she opened her eyes; whereat a mongrel dog promptly began licking her face, and she was aware of brown water everywhere, and a blue sky overhead.

The funny part was that she felt  if not exactly happy  confident; perhaps because the dog was friendly; first impressions when you wake make a world of difference. She sat up, pulled her shoes off, and poured the lees of water out of them. She was wet to the skin, but not so very wet; her clothes felt as if they were drying  tickled horribly, and she stood up to let the wind blow through them.

That gave her a view of the whole horizon, for the low-pitched roof on which she found herself was slowly revolving in mid-stream. There was a shore on either side, but a long way off, and there seemed no end to the water in the direction the roof was taking.

Consuelo! she called.

Then she remembered that Consuelo was certainly drowned  and felt very sorry for Consuelo, but not for herself  and wondered why not. What she did not know was that she had been crushed to the limit of endurance, that youth was now asserting its resilience and that there would come a sort of ground-swell of depression presently. She tried to feel ashamed of not wanting to cry because Consuelo had gone with every other thing she ever cared for. But she could neither cry nor feel ashamed.

Then she felt hungry and wondered if the dog was hungry too. The dog had climbed up to the ridge of the roof and was barking. He disappeared over the top, was gone a minute and returned to bark at her again. He was a shaggy affectionate fool of a mongrel dog, of the sort that you like in spite of him, or because of his comic lack of anything resembling class. Again he disappeared, and returned, barking. There was something on the other side of the roof, she supposed. It might even be Consuelo. Her heart leaped at that thought. She climbed up on hands and knees to see, tearing her stocking on a shingle-nail.

She checked a scream, and her blood ran cold as she peered over the top, for a young mans face looked into hers hardly two feet away. He, had a crumpled collar  a two days growth of dark whiskers  and his coat was hanging to his waist from his belt. He looked as annoyed to see her as she was to discover him; and the fool dog stood on the ridge between them wriggling with delight and trying to lick both their faces. Some one had to speak. One says idiotic things on such occasions.

I was looking for Consuelo, she remarked.

Oh, are you Miss Conchita?

Yes.

Oh! Well, your mothers all right. I fished her out with a boat-hook. Shes ashore somewhere and being looked after. Better sit on the ridge, hadnt you? Its easier. Here, use my coat.

He undid his coat from the belt and made a cushion for her on the ridge.

There. Sit on that.

It was interesting to be ordered about, and she was too dazed to resent it. She sat facing one way, and he perched himself on the ridge about two yards away from her, facing the other way. Then he called the dog and began petting him.

Had a long swim, didnt you, doglums!

She wondered what sort of a person he was. You could not possibly tell from his clothes, for they were wrinkled and soiled; and the two days growth of whiskers made him look rather tough. But he spoke nicely, although his voice was a shade sullen, and he was certainly kind to the dog.

What are we going to do? she asked him presently.

Sit here, I suppose. This roofll hit something sometime.

Cant you swim? she asked.

Yes, but I cant leave you here.

She did not feel embarrassed  and he did, which was funny. It ought to have been the other way around, for it was the first time in all her life that she had been alone with a male of anywhere near her own age. She did not dare to ask about Consuelo, for fear of being questioned in turn; she had begun to remember that she mustnt tell any one who she was, and his one idea seemed to be to avoid saying anything, if possible. She decided she was not a bit afraid of him, and wondered again and again whether, after all, it would not be safe to ask about Consuelo, but decided not to for a while. But she thought he was distinctly rude.

Is this your roof? she asked him presently.

No, he said looking at her sharply.

Why?

Oh, I thought perhaps it was.

He laughed at that, and though the tone of it was hardly courteous his whole face lit up when he smiled, and she decided at once that she liked him.

I beg pardon, he said. Havent I done what I can to make you comfortable? Would you like my shirt too?

He looked as if he expected her to say yes, and for the life of her she did not know why she was not angry with him. But something rather wistful about his mouth and eyes made her keep on looking at him when she thought he was not looking at her; and that was quite easy to do, because he seemed to turn his eyes the other way as much as possible.

Have you lost everybody, too? she asked at last.

No, he said curtly, then glanced at her sharply again.

I told you your mothers safe. Shes dry by now.

It was on the tip of her tongue to say that Consuelo was not her relative, but she suddenly remembered the shrieking headlines of the newspaper, and in a panic she decided to say nothing. He played with the dog until the dog crawled on to his lap, curled up and went to sleep.

What is the dogs name? she asked at last, feeling that was surely a safe subject.

I dont know.

Isnt he your dog?

From now on yes, probably. I fished him out of the water.

Oh, then lets give him a name!

Not Buster! he said instantly. Every dam-dog anybody finds gets called that.

Whats your name? she asked.

Mansfield  Sherry Mansfield. San Franciscos my home. Sorry  I ought to have mentioned it.

Sherry? Thats rather nice. Nuts go with sherry, dont they? Call him Nut.

He nodded, reappraising her. His name is Nut from now on, he answered. Whats yours? Ive told mine.

He looked straight at her and she shrank back with reawakened panic  fearing above all that he might see that she was afraid. So that little frown that always mocked her real emotion began dancing above the blue eyes, and he thought she was puzzled by his own stupidity.

Oh, of course, he said, I remember. Conchita  lets see, what was your mothers name  Martinez  Conchita Martinez then. Spanish, eh?

Spanish ancestry, she answered, wondering at her own readiness, and thankful she had not told a downright lie. The Lanier blood is mixed of French and Spanish and New England.

Your mother looked more like a

Like a Dago? she suggested, looking mischievous. Anything to keep him going!

More like a Spaniard than you do, he said, laughing. My own folks come from England, but were mixed up like all the rest. Id a hot tamale grandmother  never saw the lady, but they say she turned my granddads head over the top of a fan in Mexico City, and killed him finally.

Oh! How old was he when

When he checked out? Ninety. They say he died all tired out.

He was perfectly serious. Her little answering bubble of laughter puzzled him, and that made her laugh all the more, until it got beyond control, and the dog woke up and wagged his tail, and barked in sympathy. So Sherry Mansfield had to laugh too. She did not sound hysterical, although she felt so.

Hey! Were going to miss it! he said suddenly, and jumped up. Give me your hand  quick! Bring my coat! Where are your shoes?

Ive got them.

Come on now  and jump when I tell you!

She could jump and she did not need assistance. But she liked the way he told her to carry his coat, and she liked the way he thought about her shoes; so she let him hold her hand, and ran down the roof beside him. They had drifted close to a barn that stood hay-loft-high out of the water, and the roof they were on was slowly swinging so that a corner of it would miss the barn by not much.

Now never mind if you fall in  Ill look after you. Come here, Nut!

He picked up the dog and seized Jacqueline unceremoniously by the wrist.

Now!

They jumped in together through a hay-loft door, the dog struggled free from Sherrys arms to go careering about, barking at imaginary rats and what not. At one end there was a sort of cubicle without a door, and the rest of the space was a kind of general storehouse, in which all sorts of odds and ends looked as if they had been accumulating for a generation. There was very little hay. The cubicle faced a stair-head and Sherry went at once with a businesslike air to see where the stairs might lead to. He turned back looking glum.

The second step downs under water, he said. Were still marooned.

Jacqueline shrugged her shoulders, which seemed to surprise him. He returned to the open door and swung himself outward to look for a means of escape; but there was nothing in view except water, and beyond that miles of mud. Suddenly the dog began barking furiously in a corner where the hay was heaped, and Jacqueline ran to see what the matter might be.

Quickly-call him off! she cried out.

Whats wrong?

Cat  and bits of baby kittens!

Sherry came over and watched the engagement. Nut knew better than to go too near. The cat and five kittens had their backs up against the hay. Nut was satisfied to annoy them from outside scratching-range.

Call Nut off! Jacqueline insisted, down on her knees, trying to soothe the cats fears.

I wouldnt worry if I were you, Sherry answered rudely.

Jacqueline heaped the kittens into her lap and drove Nut away with a broken piece of wood, the first thing handy.

What do you mean? she asked, looking up at Sherry with puzzled frown, that he thought mocked him.

I mean shes not a woman, shell look after her own young, he answered.

Will you keep the dog away? she demanded.

She felt her own temper rising. Something in his manner, rather than his words, had stung like a rebuke, and she was not in the least accustomed to being rebuked by strangers.

Not answering, he found a piece of twine and tied Nut to one of the cubicle stanchions. Then he began whistling as if he had forgotten the incident altogether and started to explore the cubicle.

Oh, good! he called out. Eats! Lots of em! These coons seem to cache stuff just like magpies! Nearly a whole case of canned soup  peanuts  stale bread  soap  shaving-brush  oh, hell! Just my luck: Its an old-fashioned one.

Old-fashioned what?

Razor. I use a safety. And theres no mirror. Damn!

It looks like a coons shaving brush! she said, coming to peer over his shoulder.

I dont care if a dozen coons have used it. Im going to shave! Maybe youd like to eat, though. Ill open a can of soup.

No, you may shave first. Perhaps youll talk more nicely when you look clean.

He flashed another of his sudden, searching glances at her.

Have I been rude? he said. Im sorry.

But again, in a moment, he seemed to dismiss the thought from mind. Next minute he was whistling again, and trying to sharpen the razor on an old piece of leather harness.

Care if I do this in this light? he asked. If I bleed much you can look the other way.

He smiled as he said that, and she knew intuitively that however he might talk, he was no savage. She guessed he would not willingly hurt anything or any one  unless perhaps himself.

You might wait behind the partition, he suggested.

But the cubicle was dark and rather smelly. She preferred to watch him, and sat down in the hay beside cat the and kittens. She had seen men being shaved through barber-shop windows on her rare visits to New Orleans, and had watched the Negroes shaving one another in the lane outside the shacks on Don Andres estate; it had always struck her as a comical performance, but reaction from the terror she had passed through made this one seem utterly ridiculous.

Let me help, she suggested, giggling.

Wish youd find a mirror! he answered testily.

He lay on his stomach and leaned as far as he dared out through the barn door, trying to see his reflection in the muddy water. But that was no good; he could not even use his arms in that position, and he was getting angrier every minute. Jacqueline, sputtering with laughter, went and hunted in the cubicle, but the nearest thing she could find to a mirror was a soup-can. She held that, end toward him; but the tin was too dull, and she could not hold it nearly still enough because of suppressed giggles.

Damn! he exploded at last. I wish I hadnt begun this.

Shall I try to finish it? she asked him.

Yes! You cant do worse than Ive done!

She had not expected him to answer yes, and she would have given a million dollars that minute, if she had them, to take her words back. But he pulled out a box, and sat on it with his face to the light in such a matter-of- fact, determined way that she did not see how to refuse. She wondered what Consuelo would think about it, if she knew, and that made her smile.

Dip your brush in the water at the foot of the stairs and put more soap on first, he said. Then scrape the soap off with the edge of the razor. Never mind if I swear  I dont mean anything.

She had never been spoken to exactly like that before in all her life. There was not a trace of flattery or of anything false or assumed in his manner. He addressed her as an equal, except that he gave her orders; and he even gave orders as if it were the most natural thing in the world, with no possibility of his attitude being misunderstood. She could imagine him taking orders from some one else in the same way.

It was the strangest experience she had ever had, but she left off laughing, for in a convent they do not teach you how to shave men and she was mortally afraid of cutting him. She remembered having seen old-fashioned prints in which the barber held his victim by the nose (presumably to keep his head from waggling) and she wondered whether he would be able to breathe if she did that.

Carve away! he urged.

So she tried holding his nose, and he laughed so that she nearly dropped the razor.

If Im not to hold your nose, how are you to keep your head still? she asked after one or two dangerous experiments. Oh, look! Ive got some hair off already!

She showed him the hairs on the razor-edge. But youll have to hold still, you know.

He tried leaning back with his head against the side of the barn, but she could not get at him that way. He tried standing up, but that was worse. Finally he sat down on the box again, and leaned against her, letting his head fall back against her shoulder, she steadying herself with one knee on the box behind him. Which was a rather intimate arrangement, but it worked. She made a few small cuts on his cheek but shaved him clean, and laughed triumphantly.

Im much obliged, he said, and went to wash the soap and blood off at the stairway. Jacqueline watched him with her frown going sixteen to the dozen. Some how he might have said more than that. He might have looked back at her and smiled. And yet  he did not give her the impression now of being rude exactly. All of the men she had known hitherto would have spent the time loading her with compliments, and yet not one of them would have inspired her with the confidence that this blunt individual did. She would have felt afraid to be alone with any of the others. She did not feel alone with this man  did not need the least protection from him  knew she could trust him absolutely.

Then came one of those strange freaks of memory, that persist in the most unlikely places, apropos of nothing. Sister Michaelas gray eyes, and sober face, and quiet voice

Trust your intuition, Jacqueline!

And she in a barn  with a man  with the floods all around, and no relief in sight  and a soapy razor in her hand! She looked at the razor wondering. What had Desmio meant when he said the world was dangerous? It did not seem to be!

Sherry Mansfield broke into her reverie by bringing out three cans of soup and opening them with a broken axe. There were no plates or spoons. They had to dip stale bread into the stuff, and use fingers, and laugh, and act like savages, feeding Nut and the cat between-times, and discovering that Nut could do tricks. Then peanuts for dessert, and soup brown water to drink that Sherry dipped up in one of the empty cans and swore was better than the coffee they gave him in France. She hoped Consuelo was having real bread and hot coffee. She felt she had known Sherry a hundred years when the meal was over, and, girl-like, wondered whether he might be the individual who got the socks she knitted during the war. She even asked him whether he thought it possible.

Dunno, he answered. I know I got some awful misfits.

Not a shadow of a smile. He was stating a fact simply.

Have you a mother? she asked him suddenly. It was the subject of socks that connected up the train of thought. She was thinking wildly of anything that would keep the past out of her mind and was only putting the first question that occurred to her as she sat watching him from the other end of the hay bale. He looked as if he had a mother.

But the very mention of the word brought a frown to his face. He got up without answering her, and went to rummage in the cubicle, turning things over and taking a long time about it. He seemed to spend as much time in there as he could find excuse for, rearranging everything, and setting the cans of soup in a row along the wall. When he came out at last his manner was distant. He said nothing, but went and stood in the doorway with his hands in his pockets, staring out at the flood.

She felt sorry for him and wondered why. He was rude, and she should have been angry. But his face, as he watched the water, had resumed that wistful expression she had noticed when they first met, and the effect it had on her was to make her feel he needed sympathy.

She found him so intensely interesting that he helped her to forget her own predicament, and only wondered how she could find out what the matter was with him without offending him once more. It hurt her to offend him as much as it seemed to hurt him. For all his bluntness he seemed astonishingly sensitive  in fact he seemed to try to cover it up with bluntness.

Sherry Mansfield watched the frown over her eyes with deep, almost embarrassing interest.

What puzzles you? he asked at last.

You, Mr. Mansfield!

I dont feel like a mystery. Whats the conundrum?

I was wondering  dont be angry, please

Go on. Ask anything. What is it?

Are you  I promise not to tell, but  that is  have you, done anything bad? Are you dangerous? I dont mean that, I mean

His roars of laughter stopped her  huge, amused, immense laughter, followed by a look of pity that cut her to the bone, although he meant it kindly and she knew it. He got up, looked about him, and brought her the razor, holding it out on the palm of his hand.

Take this and keep it by you to protect yourself! he said, grinning.

She took the thing and flung it through the open door into the flood. She rose and tried to glare at him. But the glare would not work; the frown danced funnily above the blue eyes and brought an answering smile from him.

Now you cant shave me any more! he said.

At least you know Im not afraid of you! she retorted; but she could not make it sound brave, for her voice was choking.

If I thought you were afraid of me Id swim off and leave you, he answered, puzzled.

She was panic-stricken instantly. She would kill herself if left alone with her own thoughts. She sat down on the hay and started crying, hating herself, yet crying more the more she struggled not to. She felt suddenly alone, and sick at heart  aching, yearning to be comforted. She longed for Consuelo. The dog came and pushed his nose between her hands. She hugged him to herself, squeezing him so tightly that he whimpered. She wished this man would go away leave her  swim off as he had threatened to. But he kept on standing near her, not touching her or saying anything, but just standing still. Perhaps he was waiting for his dog. She let the dog go.

Say: please tell me what its all about, Sherry asked at last, in a different tone of voice to any he had used yet. She shook her head violently, her face between her hands, wishing he would not stand there.

Is it me? Have I done anything?

His appeal was simply pitiful; she could not endure it. She left off crying as suddenly as she had begun, and sat up, staring at him through the tears.

Why did you laugh at me? she asked. You looked sad and I was sorry for you. Werent you cruel to laugh?

He looked utterly incapable of cruelty; that truth forced itself on her as he stood dumbly wondering what to say. He looked like a big bewildered boy with his eyes full of tenderness.

I dont see why you felt sorry for me, he said, as if he were groping for the reason. I know I feel mighty sorry if Ive made you feel badly. I dont know what I did. Wont you tell me?

Neither did she know what he did, now that he asked her! She only did know that she felt compassion for him  that his tenderness and his wistfulness, so utterly different from the other brusk manner, were due to some great grief inside him. Her heart told her that.

He sat down on the other end of the hay-bale, waiting for her to tell him wherein he had wronged her, as puzzled as she was, only much more master of himself.

I think you ought to tell me, he said quietly.

There was nothing to tell! She watched him for a full long minute, he keeping his eyes averted in order not to increase her embarrassment. She began to feel not embarrassed, and to know that he was to understand that she had injured him, not he her.

What did you mean  ? she asked suddenly; then stopped. It was none of her business after all. He was a stranger. He had respected her privilege  had asked her nothing that she might not care to answer.

Ask anything you like, he said quietly, still looking straight in front of him. Ill answer if I can.

What did you mean by saying what you did about the cat and her kittens?

His eyes looked swiftly, straightly into hers. They were challenging  on guard instantly. Her frown was working busily, but it had begun to dawn on him that it might not mean mockery, else why the tears? The blue eyes underneath were brimming with honesty. Wondering, she watched the change of his expression, as he deliberately lowered his guard. He had made up his mind to trust her  she knew it  thrilled.

Id bore you if I told you that.

No you wouldnt! she answered, pleading with him and when Jacqueline was in that mood none less adamant than Donna Isabella could resist.

You recall you asked me if I have a mother?

She nodded. The dog came and fussed with her. She laid a hand on him to keep him still.

Well, I have  or I had  I dont know which to call it. He was looking away again and his lips were set as if he hated to tell what was coming.

I knew my mother until I was nine years old. She meant a lot to me. I loved her. So did dad. She left him  quit him and me. He divorced her. Now you know.

But  but why did she go away?

God knows. Dad says because she was a woman! She broke his heart all right, and hes a man, mind you.

Because she was a woman?

Sure. Woman are the only creatures, except fish and alligators, that desert their young! That cat wouldnt. Shed fight all-comers.

So  so you hate all women?

No. Id find it easy if I did. But Ive seen what happened to dad. And if she  my mother  acted that way, where are you going to draw the line?

You hate your mother?

No.

Jacqueline let out a huge sigh of relief, that made him look at her again. The frown was busy but he could not doubt her eyes. He was conscious that he had not half-explained himself and went on, forcing out the words, but looking straight at her now.

You see  when you love anybody that much  and  she deserts you  you dont care to talk about it, but you cant grin even when you think about it. Get me? he ended savagely.

Are you sure she  deserted you, as you call it?

She went away. She left us flat  and not a word of explanation.

Perhaps it was something she couldnt explain.

Sherry stared at her. There was a choke in Jacquelines voice as she went on:

It has happened to women that they were forced into a position, in which no explanation was possible or would do any good  because they wouldnt be believed. So they just ran away, and said nothing  and tried to forget.

She forgot me all right!

Are you sure!

He nodded.

Have you forgotten her?

You see I havent.

Then how do you know shes forgotten you, Mr. Mansfield?

He got up and began to walk about the floor, with his head down and his hands behind him.

I hadnt thought of that, he said, flashing another of his swift penetrating glances at her.

I feel quite sure your mothers a darling, she said with the all- challenging conviction of innocence and seventeen.

He stopped and stood in front of her again.

All I know is, she made dad bitter  and hes made me bitter  and it stays put. He did it thoroughly. Most women dont make any difference. But I cant talk to a woman I like real well, without the image of my mother cropping up, and coming in between. Theres nothing to it after that. I quit.

He went to the door  sat down with his back against the frame  found a can of damp tobacco and his pipe  and, smoked in silence, staring out at the flood.

Some onell come sometime, he said at the end of ten minutes.

Then, at the end of twenty minutes more:

Tell me when you want something to eat.

Half an hour after that he again found his tongue:

Ill fix you a soft place in the hay whenever you feel like lying down. Say: look at that cat and dog!

Cat, dog and kittens were all coiled up in a lump together, fast asleep.


CHAPTER 17.

Whod believe a word of it?

Perhaps it was the dog and cats. Force of example is enormous. There was Brace and the spider, for instance. We are as easily moved by trifles into courses as a horse is by heel and rein.

It grew dark, and Sherry Mansfield opened more soup, arguing that they must eat while they could see to do it. Then he found a pitchfork, broke up the bale of hay, and arranged a comfortable bed for Jacqueline.

Where are you going to sleep? she demanded.

Oh, anywhere. Ill be all right.

Im not going to take all the hay and leave you uncomfortable, she answered.

Ill have to watch for rescue-parties. Theyll be coming with searchlights before long.

Ill sit up, too. She did not dare to lie down in darkness, for fear of the thoughts that might overtake her.

I wont let you sit up.

She went over to the door and stood there watching the first pale stars appear. Sherry went on forking hay, piling it into a heap against the wall and spreading it. There, he said at last, its all ready.

I told you, I dont want to.

He came over and stood beside her in the doorway, leaning on the pitchfork, smiling.

I say, dont lets quarrel.

She could not help smiling when he did.

Make a bed for yourself, she answered.

There isnt enough hay for two. Wed both be cold and comfortless instead of one of us. Whats the use? Youre the woman.

Thats not my fault, Mr. Mansfield.

But you are.

Undoubtedly she was. She sat down in the doorway with her back against the frame and hands crossed over her knees.

Look. The moons rising, she answered. The moonlight was wan and lonely- looking but better than the darkness.

Sherry was totally uninterested in the moon. He walked back to the hay and prodded it in the dark. The dog yelped.

Damn! he grumbled. The whole menagerie has gone and camped on your bed. Can you beat that? Shes toted all her kittens up here!

Did you hurt Nut? she asked anxiously.

No, nothing serious  just struck him sidewise with a prong. Get off that hay, you rascal!

No, let them all stay there. Im not going to use it.

He walked back to the doorway, and sat down facing her.

Now listen, Miss Martinez, wont you be reasonable? he began. He could see her face quite clearly in the moonlight now, and she could see his. He looked delightfully worried, and that was satisfying, though she did not know why. Reason did not enter into it.

Why dont you lie down? she suggested. Im not tired yet.

There was a long pause. He found his pipe and began smoking.

I believe you are afraid of me, he said after a while.

Jacqueline was looking at the moonlight on the water, but she knew he had not once taken his eyes off her face.

Not one little, tiny bit! she answered, still not looking at him.

Youre quite right, of course  and yet  I suppose  somehow, you ought to be, he said awkwardly.

Why? she asked, meeting his eyes at last. She was not afraid of him, she would be terrified if he should go away and leave her. The frown began working overtime.

He did not answer, and there was another long silence, broken only by the lapping of water, and a rustling as the dog settled down more snugly into the hay.

Im damned if I see any sense in this! he said, looking at her suddenly. The dog and the cats are the only ones who are scoring!

Im going to sit here just as long as you do! she answered.

Jacqueline did not know just why she said that, except that it was interesting to oppose him and see him frown. She wondered at herself. She knew that if she could only contrive to let Consuelo know she was all right she would not feel downhearted in the least  only frightened of her own thoughts. She began to hope there was only an allowance of so much misery to each individual, and she had used all hers.

Why should you worry about me? she asked him. He flashed another of his sharp glances at her.

Dont you women like us to worry about you?

She had not grown used yet to being spoken of as a woman. But she confessed to herself that she felt like one; she had left the convent days, years behind, although only the day before yesterday  

She checked that thought. It hurt. She did not dare to look backward.

Do you worry about your mother? she asked him.

Always. I cant talk to dad about her, for he simply blows up. But Im always wondering where she is, and what shes doing  and whether shed laugh if she knew I worried  and

Oh, I know she wouldnt!

How do you know? According to dad, you women are all alike, and you like nothing better than to have a man eating his heart out. He says the best of you are like that secretly, only some of you can keep up the pretense longer than others.

Do you believe him, Mr. Mansfield? she asked; if he could have seen her frown he might have thought his father was quite right after all. But all he could see was her eyes. They were hurt  wondering.

Sometimes, he answered. Dads dead wise about most things.

I think youre both horrid! she exploded.

She got up, and walked over to the hay, where she lay down presently between the animals and the wall, grateful for the cats luxurious purring because it made her feel less lonely, and watching Sherrys silhouette against the stars in the doorway. She did not think he was horrid, but it made her angry that he should deceive himself with such thoughts. And then she began to worry because she knew that Consuelo would be worrying. Poor Consuelo would think she was drowned and would be crying.

Sherry sat frowning for a long while in the doorway, and at last relit his pipe. He supposed she was right; he was horrid  felt so, anyway. Well, he couldnt help that. Dad had lectured him, and shown him God knew how many hundred examples in print, and had told him he must cut women out of his life until he was at least thirty  had even made that condition of advancement on the Tribune. He supposed a fellow must pay a price for everything, and it was best, no doubt, that this girl should think him a monster. He only wished he thought the same of her! He did not  damn it!

He was a fool not to swim away and leave her. Should he do that? Absolutely no! There was not one hint of a doubt in his mind on that score! He had never seen anything in all his life half so beautiful  and her eyes were incredible  haunted him  they seemed to hold torture hidden in their blue depths.

Bah! They were just eyes. One pair of eyes is the same as another, and the whole world is full of them! But what a strange thing that hers should be that fathomless blue when her mothers, he remembered, were brown and quite ordinary. She did not resemble her mother in any way in fact. This girl, even in crumpled dress and disordered hair, seemed to have breeding in every inch of her; and she spoke deliciously  no other word for it  deliciously.

Damn! He would think about somebody else. For instance, Wahl. He wondered what Wahl was doing. Had the Limited got through? Or had the track been washed away, and was Wahl back again covering the flood-stuff after all? It made him smile to think of Wahl doing the story he despised so heartily.

Then  he heard her crying. It was unlike the outburst of the afternoon that had held the reaction of hysteria. It was stealthy  as if she were afraid he would hear  and pitiful and forlorn, broken now and then by sobs that brought back memories of a big room  solitude  and a child sobbing for his mother.

He crossed to her, cursing himself for a thoughtless brute, and knelt beside her.

Oh, I say  Miss Martinez  dont cry. Are you worried about your mother?

The crying stopped. Jacqueline became still  he could sense the effort for control.

Have I been rude again? She shook her head. Im sorry. Would you like me to talk to you? Would that help any?

A hand, tear-wet from being beneath her cheek, touched his. Nobody can help me, Mr. Mansfield, and please dont worry. You must be tired. Theres lots of room for you on the outside of the hay.

He was dumb for nearly half a minute. Was his father right? Or was he right? He was willing to bet she was as innocent as her voice sounded. And he knew his own attitude. But would he be doing the right thing to accept the invitation? Suppose some one came and found them? Suppose Wahl found them!

I cant see you in the dark, he said at last. I might crowd you or roll over on the cats or something.

Be careful then! she answered.

Well  that was a sensible answer. Maybe the most sensible thing to do was to take her at her word and lie down. He crawled on to the outside edge of the pile, and after he had done pulling hay out of his ears and neck, lay for a long time listening to her breathing, and to the occasional rustling of the menagerie that lay between them, and then at last his own weariness overcame him and he fell asleep.

When he awoke it was just beginning to be daylight. He felt something on his shoulder that touched his chin, and thought for a second it must be the dog who had wearied of the cats company. He was going to shake it off, when it occurred to him it could not be the dog  not heavy enough  not hairy. Hardly moving his head, he managed to look slantwise along his face. Jacquelines fingers were touching his chin. Her arm was on his shoulder.

He lay still and considered that for a few minutes  liked it decidedly, but wondered what to do. At last he turned over, inches at a time. She was lying face toward him, fast asleep, with a great lock of dark hair falling loose over her shoulder, and her head pillowed on his folded jacket. She looked as if she had been crying again, but that, he figured, was impossible  he would have heard her. The cats and dog were equally fast asleep in a glomeration near her knees. He managed to roll clear without waking her, and spent five minutes in mid-floor studying the situation.

Whod believe a word of it? he asked himself. Not Wahl, at any rate!

That girls good! he muttered. Shes O.K. I wish I knew whats wrong!

Then Nut woke up and yawned, and the cat followed suit; but Jacqueline went on sleeping. Sherry went to the door and stared out at the flood, but there was no relief in sight.

He tried to see around the barn, but failed, so stripped off everything except his underclothing and plunged in, Nut following. But although he swam around the barn he did not learn much, except that the flood-water was wider than he thought. They seemed to be about two miles away from the nearest shore.

Even Nut, barking and shaking himself, did not wake Jacqueline. That did not happen until the kittens started climbing all over her and she sat up, slipping them. But she buried her face in the folded coat again, at once. Sleep  why couldnt she sleep forever? She felt she could not bear the load of returning consciousness. Memory made her brain ache and her heart numb. It was long, long minutes before she recalled who Sherry was, and that he had been kind to her the day before. She wished though, that he would not stand there looking at her.

Dont you wish we had some coffee? asked Sherry.

He felt overwhelmingly sentimental all at once, and extravagant. He would like to give that girl not only coffee but coffee in a Dresden china cup, served on snow-white napery amid luxurious surroundings. She ought to be wearing wonderful clothes, and to have servants waiting on her. She ought to have everything her heart desired.

After breakfast he found some old nails, and with the aid of broken bits of wood contrived steps by which to climb on to the roof. She insisted on climbing up after him, and he was surprised by the thrill it gave him to put his arms under hers and lift her bodily up the last stage of the climb. He had danced with scores of girls, and lifted lots of them over awkward places; most of them had annoyed him  one, he recalled  had kissed him; and nine out of ten had expected to be kissed, or at least flirted with. He had never experienced this thrill before, or the feeling that he held something precious in his arms. It made him speechless.

They sat together on the roof, until the sun got too hot, watching for rescuers; but none came within hail, although they saw boats moving in the distance. There was no doubt they would be rescued before long, and he wondered vaguely why he did not welcome the thought. Several times, when he turned to look at her, he discovered she was looking at him, which embarrassed both of them, and they both pretended at once that they were looking at something else.

Youll get sunstroke if you sit here any longer, he said at last. Ill help you down.

Thanks, Im used to the sun.

Nonsense! Youve no hat. Give me your hand, and Ill lower you to the top step. Both hands!

He was as masterful as if he owned her, and as considerate as if she owned him! He had to kneel, and her laughing blue eyes came close to his. He could have kissed her easily  would have loved to  she was adorable as she smiled up at him with parted lips. And he knew he would no more kiss her than let her fall.

When he reached the hay-loft he sat down in the doorway and began smoking  not that he wanted to smoke, or that tobacco tasted good, but because he felt the need of mastering himself and of studying the situation.

Damn! He would see straight or bust! Here was a girl  Gosh, what a girl! Prettier than blazes  breeding in every inch of her  and plucky  There he was again, looking at only one side of it!

Spike that  admit it if you like  who is she? How much did he know about her? Nothing! Funny old fat mother with hysterics and elastic- sided boots and cotton stockings. He smiled as he remembered the fat legs.

What are you smiling at? she asked.

She was sitting on the hay-pile, fooling with the kittens and keeping the jealous Nut away from them with one hand.

Oh, was I smiling? Some darned thought  I forget now what it was!

Suppose he should come right out and ask her who she was? Why not? The question would be civil. He was quite willing to tell her who he was. Would it be fair? Perfectly. But would it? And how about her? She knew nothing whatever about him  except that he made some beastly rude remarks to her about women in general. She was all alone; and she was trusting him implicitly had paid him the compliment of never once doubting him. The white thing to do was to wait until he found her friends, and had backing, and could use unembarrassed judgment. Then  

Oh, look! she exclaimed suddenly. Ive found something for you to read! It must have fallen out of your coat pocket.

She held up a folded newspaper, torn and pulpy-looking from having been soaked through  then suddenly threw it away from her, biting her lip. She wished she had bitten her tongue off before she spoke. A newspaper meant only one thing to her  Wahl and his story!

Lets look through the advertisements! said Sherry. He picked the paper up and sat beside her.

Jacqueline steeled herself and set her teeth. Sherry unfolded the paper, back page first, but it was not very legible; the ink was rubbed off where the folds had been. There was a column of swaps that made humorous reading, and he laughed over that for a while, rather wondering why she did not laugh too. Then he turned to the front page, and remembered why Wahl had given him the paper.

There was a triangular tear extending one-third down the page, and one illustration was missing; but Wahls face was there sure enough our special correspondent  grinning in his box on top of column one, and most of the headlines were intact. It was the story of Jacqueline Lanier, and Sherry in front of Jacqueline  she looking over his shoulder, with her hair three inches from his face  began reading it aloud.

It was a full minute before it dawned on him that something was the matter. He glanced over his shoulder. Jacqueline was not reading the paper; she was staring at it. Her hands were trembling. Her face was horror-stricken, and deathly white.

Whats wrong? he asked her. He was afraid she was going to faint.

She did not answer. Instead, she snatched the paper, tore it down the middle, crumpled it in both hands, and threw it to the floor, where Nut promptly pounced on it and finished the destruction, ripping it into a thousand pieces. Sherry decided she was not going to faint; her eyes were blazing with indignation, and she watched Nut tearing up the paper as if that gave her comfort.

Do tell me whats wrong, he begged her.

She made no answer, and the indignation in her eyes seemed to melt into something else that he could not quite place; but it was tragic  he was sure of that.

Wont you tell me?

She shook her head.

Was it the paper?

She nodded.

He saw tears brimming very near the surface, and knew she was fighting gamely to keep them back. He admired that. He found it hard to take his eyes off her, she looked so tragically unhappy, and brave, and more beautiful than anything he remembered to have seen. But it was only decent to turn his back, to give her a chance, he occupied himself with picking up the scraps of newspaper and throwing them out into the flood.

Damn that man Wahl! Hes a jinx! he muttered. When he turned at last to look she was still sitting on the hay-pile, staring straight in front of her, but her expression had changed. She looked as if everything she ever loved was lost; he never saw such grief, or such a proud, brave air of hopelessness.

Say, he said, you stirred my memories yesterday, and did me lots of good by talking to me about them. If youd like to tell me yours, maybe I can help you.

Her eyes seemed to be searching his desperately. She was hanging on to something  hanging on like grim death.

Did you  did you read that paper? she asked him breathlessly.

No  didnt have time to.

He was going to say something else, but checked himself. The look of relief that suddenly crossed her face was just as if acute physical torture had come to an end.

Im glad you didnt.

Why?

It was cruel. I think it was as cruel as what happened to your mother.

I dont quite get you. My mother simply left us  went away without a word of

I tell you I know she ran away because she simply had to! There was no other way out. She had reached a place where she couldnt endure life another minute, and she ran  ran  ran  hoping nobody would ever find or recognize her. And you all said she was a criminal. And then she read the papers, I suppose, and  and of course she couldnt ever come back.

But how are the cases similar? That was the story of a girl named Lanier, wasnt it? Wahl asked me to interview her  said she was a scheming little vamp, who

He checked himself again. There was fear now, as well as anger in her face. He had said something that hurt her terribly, he was sure of that.

Who  who did you say asked you to interview her?

Clinton Wahl. Hes a reporter  special correspondent  just joined the Tribune. My dad owns the San Francisco Tribune. Why  why  whats the matter?

Nothing, Mr. Mansfield!

She got up and left him  walked over to the hay-loft door. For a moment he thought she was going to throw herself into the water, and every muscle in his body tightened to spring after her.

But Jacqueline did not do that because she knew very well he would jump after her. She had nothing left but pride. The world was gone again. She did not propose to be fished back and made to face her agony. Her heart was numb, and her head was dizzy with that last blow. But she would face it. The world might beat her down; but she would face it. Desmio would have done that.

She would turn and face this gentleman  this kind and most considerate gentleman  this friend of the devils own  and not let him know she was stung in the heart  sick, lonely, and afraid.

She did turn, standing bravely upright, just fingering the locket with Desmios picture in it, because that seemed to give her courage.

Isnt it time the animals were fed? she asked; and her own voice surprised her, it was so natural and unstrained.


CHAPTER 18.

Tell me  Conchita

The meal, however, progressed under difficulties. Even Nut seemed to sense a tension and refused to sit up or look interested.

Maybe hes tired of soup, Jacqueline said, with a wan attempt at humor.

Sherrys answering laugh failed to suggest mirth.

Ill go up to the roof and watch for rescuers, he announced, avoiding her eyes.

Jacqueline made no effort to stop him. Why should she? He wasnt hers. She had nothing  never could belong to any one  not even to Consuelo. All morning and all afternoon she lay, and tossed, and let her heart ache, hoping it would break and kill her. Why had this man been allowed to come into her life to hurt her cruelly again with the thought of what companionship might have been?

Sherry swung himself into the doorway at last and stood looking in her direction, with the evening glow behind him accustoming his eyes to the darkness within.

No rescue in sight? she asked, feeling she must say something; he looked so solemn and determined.

No. Not yet. At least I havent seen any  Conchita.

She felt startled  electrified. She almost jumped, and her heart beat so that it frightened her.

That is your name, isnt it?

Its one of my names.

She could not lie to him! She would not lie to him. If he asked for her real name, she would simply refuse to answer.

Would you mind coming over to the light? I cant see you in there. I want to see your face distinctly.

Had he seen that newspaper before it was torn, and was he going to try to identify her from memory? If so, she would lie to him! There she stood looking at him, she against one side of the frame, he against the other. It was a long time before he spoke, even then, but he began with a rush at last, as if he had to force himself to it and the resistance had broken suddenly.

Conchita  Ive been pondering all afternoon how to tell you what I want to say  and I dont know now  but Im going to say it  and I want you to listen, please. And by the way, my names Sherry. I dont want you to call me Mr. Mansfield any longer.

Heart-beats  so furious that she could not say a word! As for Sherry it was already obvious enough to him that he was in for failure, so he set his jaw hard.

Will you please call me Sherry?

Yes, Sherry.

Gee! That sounded better. Hitherto he had always rather disliked his name  wished it were George, or Frank, or something regular.

You dont know much about me

Except that she liked him awfully!

And I dont want you to tell me a word about yourself  until afterward. Any one with half an eye can see youre in trouble, Conchita. I want you to understand that Im going it blind  that I dont know what the trouble is, and dont care, except that I hate to see you in trouble of any kind. And its awful nerve of me, and all that  I know it is; and I wouldnt say what Im going to, if I wasnt sure youre in a difficulty and may need some one who has a right to stand by you and raise hell generally. Ill stand by you. Im good at that.

Good at it? He looked like bravery itself! Tears came into her eyes. How was she ever going to lie to him?

You see  I want you to know that I love you as the way I find you. I dont care a damn what sort mix-up youve got into; Im for you. You can tell me all about it afterward; and when youve told me, Ill tell you again, what I say now, that I love you. But I want you to understand that part first  that there arent any strings to it. Ill fight a way for you out of any sort of mess.

She could not speak. She wanted to stop him, but not a word would come. She held her hand up, but let it fall again.

He misinterpreted the gesture, naturally.

Well  I know I have made a bad break, Conchita. Id no right to talk to you this way. But youve changed my whole ideas about women. I know now theres one woman in the world, at any rate, who isnt mean and selfish; and youve made me see that my mother may have been so badly up against it that she couldnt help herself. Damn! I cant put it into words. Ive seen your soul! I love you! There you are. If Ive said anything offensive  if Ive done wrong  Im sorry. I havent meant to offend.

Mr. Mansfield  Sherry! But you havent! Im so grateful I dont know what to say, but

But what, Conchita?

It was getting very dark. He could hardly see her eyes now  only her outline leaning back against the door-frame, and he thought she looked more distressed, and terribly weary, than grateful.

But there are reasons, Sherry  serious reasons why

Why what?

Why I cant

Cant what? You havent got to tell me anything. What Ive said stands forever, without

Why I cant!

Of course, if you cant love me  is that it? he asked, and his tone was resolute; there was no self-pity in it.

She shook her head. She could not lie to him. She meant to say she did not love him; but she did  she did! She loved him desperately, and her heart was faint at the thought of having to refuse him.

That isnt it, Conchita?

No answer. She could not speak. He came a pace toward her, and she struggled desperately to summon all her resolution  thought of Desmio  of Sister Michaela  of Consuelo. Then for a second Wahls cavernous eyes leered between her and Sherry; Sherrys replaced them, and looked into hers. She could feel his breath, and oh! how her heart was beating. She had no resolution  none whatever! She simply loved him.

Tell me, little girl. Do you love me, too?

Silence  averted eyes.

Conchita  do you?

Yes!

Then oh, what utter heaven for a minute as he took her into his arms! They were strong arms  comforting  and she could lean on him. He was kissing the top of her head, for her face was buried in his shoulder, and she was not even thinking, she was living. Desmio seemed quite near  and he was right, wasnt he, after all? He said, someday there would be another man, and  

Lookup first, Conchita. Wont you lookup?

Their lips had not yet touched when a blinding ray of light swept by them  back again  wavered a moment, and then played on them steadily. Nut began barking. The light came from a pin-point in the distance, and they heard the chugging of a motor-launch.

Damn! exclaimed Sherry. Theyve come for us!

They held hands and watched the light. To Jacqueline it was the hideous eye of doom  of nemesis, from which there was no escape. She expected to see Wahl in the launch. She did not hear what Sherry said to her although she knew he was saying something; she stood dumb, numbed again, shuddering at nameless fear. She might have known this dream was too good to be true.

Cold? Here, put my coat on!

He slipped the coat over her shoulders, hugged her a moment, and ran to gather up the cats, herding them into a basket he found on a nail on the wall. Then he came back and waited beside her, holding the dog on a string.

Soon as we get ashore well find your  was that your mother by the way?

She did not answer, for a mans voice called out of the night:

How long have you all been here? Are you all right? Just two of you? Steady now  back her a bit  thatll do, Mose. Why  hello, feller! You again?

The inspector of levees, gaunt and unshaven, held out a lean hand to Jacqueline, and she stepped down into the world she dreaded. Sherry followed and spilled cats on the seat beside her.

Go ahead, Mose.


CHAPTER 19.

You to repay

The launch ran down a lane between two shimmering reflections of the watch fires, and shoved its nose into a bank where a state militiaman leaned on a rifle and yelled Hi, there! Heres two more! There was a murmur of voices, and a great deal of moving to and fro in the shadows between the fires  dogs barking  the lowing of a cow  a chorus of squalling infants. Army tents loomed out of the gloom. There was a smell of wet clothes, and hot soup; and some one  a small boy probably  was beating an empty bucket with an iron spoon.

Step lively, advised the militiaman, theres others waiting.

Jacqueline took Sherrys hand and stepped on to the bank. Nut barked like an idiot, and the cats all tried to get out of the basket at the same time, until Sherry took the lot to a Negro mammy, who laughed and said La-a-an sakes! and walked off with them, nobody could guess where.

Back her a bit, Mose! So-o-easy now. Go ahead!

The launch chugged away and was lost between the liquid lanes of firelight. Sherry put his arm around Jacquelines waist and led her toward a great tree where some boxes were piled in disorder and another militiaman stood half in shadow with firelight gleaming on his rifle barrel and on the brass of his accouterments.

Now, sweetheart mine, said Sherry, will you sit on a box right here while I scout around a bit! Stay put, though, wont you! Looks like a thousand people here. Ill never find you again if you move away.

He spoke to the militiaman, who nodded. Jacqueline sat still, feeling as if she were dreaming, and watched Sherry walk off with Nut at his heels. She watched him pass into the firelight by a tent not fifty paces off, and pause there to ask a question of some one in the tent. A man came running out  shook hands with Sherry. She felt herself trembling; but she wasnt cold. She had Sherrys coat on.

She heard the mans voice, and thought she recognized it.

  No, they took no chances  stopped the Limited before the levee broke, so I had to do flood-stuff after all. Fair story, too. Where have you been? Say: did you read that newspaper I gave you? The Lanier girl bolted  I told you she was a bad lot. The latest is that she got caught in the flood and was drowned  theyve found the horses, and got the nigger who drove her. He says he thinks she was drowned, but he doesnt know, and Ive a hunch she wasnt. Now if you can find her, we can make this flood read like history!

He turned with his face toward the firelight. She nearly screamed. It was Wahl!

Flight  instant flight  anywhere! Only a pause for a second to lay Sherrys coat down on the box. Then off into the shadows  running  running. The militiaman called something after her, but that only lent her wings. She was fleet of foot always  ran like a roused doe  anywhere  out into the night, away from the people and the fires  away from Wahl, with his ghouls eyes haunting her  and the bedroom scene burning in her brain, and Wahls hand on her wrist, and his mean voice: Now then  out with it! Tell me all you know!

She stumbled  hit things in the dark  ran on, sobbing for breath  fell  rose again  was frightened nearly out of her wits by a big dog that gave chase, but stumbled over a stick, picked it up, and struck the dog, sending him off yelping  ran on again, and at last fell breathless at the root of a tree, where she lay sobbing with a stitch that gnawed her side. When her head ceased swimming at last she could see the outline of the camp a mile away, and people moving back and forth before the fires.

She had no notion what to do, except to keep on going as soon as her body would let her. Sherry would tell Wahl about her  why shouldnt he?  and Wahl would recognize the description. They were both newspaper men. Sherry would believe Wahl. Of course he would. Why not? So she must never see Sherry again. And oh, how that thought hurt. It was far worse than the pain in her side. Never mind, she was glad  she was glad! He had loved her for a minute. She would love him forever!

Up again  voices  she must run. No path now, only a track that might lead anywhere, and was full of places where you fell, and things that stuck out and struck you, and strange noises. On  on  stockings torn, hands bruised, and Wahls face ever behind her, grinning out from the circle at the top of a page, or leering at her over Desmios body. She could not get away from him, and yet she must, or she would go mad.

Black darkness  forward! A blind step  and nothing underfoot  down  down, forever it seemed  and then soft earth came up and hit her, and she lay for a minute squeezing mud between her fingers, moving herself carefully, to learn if anything was broken. But she was only bruised, and Wahl was there behind her. On again!

Then light between chinks in a shutter straight ahead  house?  cabin?  it was something, anyhow  somewhere to hide. Perhaps they would let her stay there a little while, until she was able to go on again. She was dreadfully tired. They wouldnt know who she was, and she would be gone before morning. She must think of something to say though. Well, she couldnt think just then. She would do that later.

What an awful time they were about opening the door! She could hear them  could hear them talking. Wouldnt they ever come? She would fall down dead, if they didnt open in a minute! Ah!

Light flashed in her face, and a woman screamed.

Conchita!

She shut her eyes and fell forward into Consuelos arms, half-consciously aware of curious faces that peered over-shoulder at her  and of cigarette smoke  and of a fire that burned brightly in a grate. Then she was on the floor, with her head in Consuelos lap, and Consuelo sobbing over her, running fingers through her hair and crying to the Blessed Virgin. There was a child fast asleep in blankets before the fire, and some kind of animal coiled up beside the child. And she could see a mans feet; he had bell-bottomed trousers, and was sitting in a chair that was tilted backward on two legs. She wondered how long the chair would balance that way without falling. The man was speaking to some one, and she could not see who the other person was, but after a while she caught a word or two. They were talking some foreign language. Funny: it sounded like Spanish, and yet she could not understand a word of it, although she knew Spanish rather well. The man had a pleasant voice; the other was a womans  not Consuelos, and not so pleasant. It jarred a little.

Another funny thing: she knew that Consuelo understood what they were saying. Not that Consuelo joined in the conversation, or said anything, or made any sign. She just knew it, that was all, the way you know things in a dream. They were talking about herself, and Consuelo was listening without letting them know she understood. She was as sure about that as if Consuelo had told her so.

Presently the man began to speak in English to Consuelo; and now it was Jacquelines turn to listen without anybody knowing it. She closed her eyes. The man spoke as if he were smiling, and she could almost see him flourishing a cigarette.

Senora, we have  my mother and I  have made  what is it?  a spic  no, speculation. We do ourselves the honor to propose  as a favor to you  and assuming to ourselves a certain risk  that if la bella senorita is consenting  you and she  she and you should favor us with your accompaniment to San Francisco.

Thats a long way. Weve no money, Consuelo answered sternly, almost belligerently.

Gracias a Deus, Senora, we  I and my mother, that is  are  less unfavorably situated. At the moment we have a small sufficiency. We do ourselves the honor to propose to you  a small loan  in proportion to our no great affluence a trifle a mere bagatelle  in ordinary circumstances  doubtless  beneath your distinguished consideration  but sufficient for such pressing needs as billets de voyage. Repayable  to my mother and to me  at your honorable convenience.

And on your terms, I suppose! Consuelo almost snapped the words at him.

The Senora may justly be pardoned for speaking with  acerbity. But we are not  I and my mother are not  money-lenders. There does appear  nevertheless  Senora, the indication of a predicament, in which you  discover yourself  and out of the vast fortune that  

You think you can make money out of us! How? snapped Consuelo.

It amuses the Senora to be sarcastic. Surely  does the Senora think

Never you mind what I think just at present, Senor Ramon. Youre not offering to lend me money for my good looks. Whats in your head? Im listening.

The man hesitated. You recall, doubtless, Senora, that my mother and I were privileged to

You were at the wedding, yes.

La Conchita danced.

So thats it? You expect her to go on the stage? To dance at garden parties? To

He laughed apologetically. Pardon, Senora, one moment! There would have to be preliminaries before that could happen. It is true, La Conchita dances like a seraph, but the public does not pay to be entertained seraphically. There is lacking  what is the word?  what the French name diablerie.

Youd like to make her devilish? The Lord forbid!

Senora, it is the  assumption of diablerie that entertains. The article itself is of no value. Permit me to assure you that  the greater the appearance of diablerie  and the less there actually is of it  the more the public is eager to pay for admission. But surely there is no need to discuss that  my mother and I

Youll have to show me! snapped Consuelo.

Senora, why not? To one of your noted intelligence and serious concern for the beloved

Shes asleep now. When she wakes, well hear what she says. But understand this, Senor Ramon: If she accepts any money from you, shell never be out of my sight for a minute!

Senora, you fill me with admiration! The adorable Conchita is indeed fortunate! My compliments!

Consuelo seemed to care very little for his compliments.

Put your proposal into plain words, she demanded.

A brief memorandum of agreement, Senora. We  my mother and I  advance expenses. You to repay

Suppose we cant repay?

He laughed that ridiculous suggestion to the four winds.

Oh  in that case  hah! absurd  why build imaginary pictures?  still, in that case hah  conceive of it  then I would have to teach the pep-zip-snap! Could she not dance! Is she not beautiful! The world is full of money and if we please the public, some of the money becomes ours  why not?

Consuelo was merely sparring with him  inclined to clutch at straws, but thoroughly distrustful. These people knew who Jacqueline was, and understood perfectly that she was running away, and why, for they had seen the newspaper. Her only chance of getting them to hold their tongues would be to accept their proposal, otherwise they would almost certainly give information for the sake of possible reward.

Leave us alone. I will talk to her, she demanded.

There is but the one room, Senora.

There is outdoors, isnt there?

The door was slammed as if one person, if not two, resented an imposition. Then Jacqueline opened her eyes  sat up  and looked around the cabin.

What place is this?

Its a foremans cabin, dear. Ramon paid him for the use of it, so as to get away from the refugees. Were you asleep, honey, or were you listening?

I heard.

What do you think of it?

Im not thinking, Consuelo. I cant. I want to run away forever!

Honey child, youre starving! Where have you been? What happened? No, dont tell me now  there isnt time. We must make up our minds about Ramons offer.

Jacqueline had no in intention of telling. She knew that, if nothing else. She would never tell any one in all the world about Sherry Mansfield. That was her secret, to be hugged in her heart and remembered.

It makes no difference to me what happens, Consuelo, as long as we go where nobody can find us.

Listen, honey. Ramon and his mother were talking Portuguese, and I understand it, although I cant talk it much. They think youll have money by and by. Cervanez was saying to Ramon that youre only running away from scandal, and thats true, honey, you know that. Cervanez thinks that sooner or later the lawyers will have to advertise for you, and then theyll get a big reward for having taken care of you. We must do something, honey. Ive lost the bank-book, and the good Lord knows how long its going to take to get my three hundred dollars; and if I ever get it, itll be gone in no time. Weve lost all your jewelry. Weve simply nothing. They offer to pay our expenses to San Francisco. Shall we let them?

Jacqueline nodded. There was something about the word San Francisco that suggested vague forebodings; but her thoughts were hardly functioning. She did not consciously associate Sherry or Wahl with San Francisco  did not associate them, in fact, with any place. Wahl was the devils own  the absolute of evil  darkness. Sherry was heavens own  light.

We must run away. I saw Wahl, she said quietly, and Consuelo shuddered. Reason may fail, when fear has become an obsession, and there was something ominous in Jacquelines lack of interest.

I will get you some food now, honey.

Jacqueline shook her head.

Beyond a doubt Consuelo saved Jacquelines life, for the desire to live was lacking. Even seventeen was hopeless. Hope had to be supplied by some one else, and no hope could have reached her without loves all-penetrating flux. Consuelo alternately prayed, coaxed, petted, scolded, stormed  came near to slapping her!  then hugged and babied her back to some semblance of animation.

But the rest of that night, and all the next day, and the next were like a waking dream to Jacqueline. She remembered that at dawn they began to walk interminable miles, that a monkey sat on her shoulder part of the time, and that some one named Pepita cried a great deal and was scolded. But she had been in a train two days before she began to respond to Pepitas sympathy; the child climbed on her lap and baby-talked in broken English until Jacqueline found herself responding  and awoke.

It was not until then that she knew how her hands and knees hurt, where she had bruised them in falling; or that she was dressed in Cervanez second- best skirt; or that people in the train were curious about her. Life began to be interesting  as if she had died, and were beginning life all over once more somewhere else. Ramon came in from the smoking-car at intervals and made himself agreeable. He was very respectful  called her senorita  and seemed to be a handsome, care-free, amusing fellow. When the train waited in a station long enough, he took them all to the baggage car to visit with the monkey, who chattered and clung to Pepita every time, but seemed to like Jacqueline next best. And in the dining-car Ramon turned every meal into a great event, even making funny, little speeches in mispronounced English that caused roars of laughter. He was good-tempered even when his mother, Cervanez, scolded him for extravagance, and no matter how much Cervanez nudged him, or what pointed hints she let fall, he always ordered odds and ends of things, such as celery and olives, that made the fare appetizing.

Although he was Brazilian, not Spanish, he had all the graceful Spanish manners, and the little, straight side-whiskers he wore gave him a picturesque appearance that went well with his laughing eyes and his romantic way of walking. He did everything gracefully, even when he gave the dining-car waiter about half the usual tip, and  although he smoked incessantly he never had to buy cigars or cigarettes because the men in the smoking-room forced theirs on him.

He is perfect  best of all men in the world, my son! Cervanez confided in one of her more melting moods. Nothing never happen too bad but he succeed always! Only always spending too much, she added. By and by he is spending too much money for you. I watch him!

Pepita, Jacqueline learned, was an adopted orphan whom Ramon hoped to educate into a great dancer one of these days.

Little by little Jacqueline awoke to what was happening, feeling her way as it were into a new universe, with which the old had no connection. Being naturally strong and healthy, her body recovered first; so that Ramon, and others, began to admire her before her own intelligence made her aware of the fact. Consuelo said very little to her on the train, but watched as meticulously as Cervanez watched Ramon, not knowing whether to be alarmed or gratified by what she observed.

For a strange process was going on. Life grows out of death in every phase of nature, and Jacqueline was no exception. Protection, seclusion, sheltered affluence all gone; the past dead; the future unrevealed; a new ability was dawning. There was being born in Jacqueline, as gradually yet as certainly as sap springs in trees at winters end, a power to adjoin herself to new conditions. It came as a shock to Consuelo to discover that the child had grown into a woman almost overnight, and that as her brain recovered from its dazed condition she accepted, as if they were natural, conditions against which the older womans habit-bound soul stubbornly revolted. It began to be Consuelo who was lonely and bewildered; Jacqueline who knew how to make the best of things.

What made it worse for Consuelo was conviction that Jacqueline was keeping a secret from her; that in order to keep her secret she preferred Cervanez and Pepitas company; and that the secret was not just a mood, but something definite that had taken place. For you cant deceive an old nurse, though you can keep her in the dark.


CHAPTER 20.

Not easy to trace.

Plunge hot metal into cold water, and you learn its nature. Steel takes on temper. Sherry Mansfield talked with Wahl, turned back to find Jacqueline  and did not lose his head for a fraction of a second. But he reacted. The Gods who forge men on the anvils of circumstance had chosen good steel  and the moment.

Where did she go? he asked the militiaman.

Search me! Looked that a-way  seen somethin  an jes ran.

Which way?

Any of way, if you ast me! Me, I yells to her, but shes crazy, I guess. Skeered out of her wits.

Wahl  slowly for the first ten strides, then swiftly, making no noise  approached from the direction of the tent, and Sherry was first aware of him when the militia-man moved his eyes. He faced about, conscious of a revolution in his own attitude. He suddenly mistrusted Wahl.

Whats wrong? Wahl demanded, possessed of a new sharp air of authority since he had heard from Mansfield senior.

Nothing serious, Sherry answered.

Wahl disbelieved him. He had overheard a part of what the sentry said; but he also recognized the hint of something sealed in Sherrys face. He decided to pump Sherry first, and the sentry later.

Theres your choice of bootleg, cocoa or coffee in the tent. Come and tell me where youve been.

Sherry went with him. Anything to throw Wahl off the scent. As clearly as that pin-point of light from the launch had shone on the hayloft door, and as suddenly it had dawned on Sherry that the subject of Wahls whole front page in the New Orleans Star, and the girl he knew he loved, might be one and the same. It was a shock, and he braced himself to meet it, falling back on silence which is the first and last resource of strength.

She had not told him her real name, he remembered; or at least, she had not stated that her real name was Conchita Martinez. Was she Jacqueline Lanier? Maybe. Much nicer name! If so, was she what Wahl had said she was? Not if Sherry Mansfield knew anything! If she was Jacqueline Lanier, then she needed help; and if he was Sherry Mansfield, she should have it!

Cocoa? Coffee? Where were you all this time? Wahl asked him, offering an empty box to sit on. Where did you get that mongrel? Youve been in the water, I can see that.

Oh, I swam in after the dog and nearly got drowned, but reached a floating roof, and lay on that a long time. Fellow rescued me in a launch finally.

Anybody with you?

No.

Thought I saw a girl get out of that launch when you did.

Oh, he rescued her too.

Before he found you, or afterward?

She was in the launch when I got into it.

Know her name?

No.

Good lord, man  and you a reporter!

I was nearly drowned, said Sherry.

Wahl turned away, to look at him suddenly sidewise in the lantern-light. He was suspicious, and Sherry was perfectly aware of that. He could hardly sit still and drink coffee for anxiety to do two things: he must go at once in search of her; and he must find that levee-inspector, and persuade him to tell Wahl nothing. But his good sense warned him that it was more important at the moment to stay where he was and checkmate Wahl.

Have you a list of the refugees in the camp? he asked.

Wahl tossed him several sheets of paper, and Sherry glanced them over until he found the name of Consuelo Martinez.

What does it mean when you put three stars after a name?

Taken care of by some one  no longer destitute.

There were three stars after Consuelos name.

Where can I find out who has taken care of whom?

Maybe I can tell you. Who are you interested in?

Nobody in particular. I asked a question.

Well, theres more or less confusion. Once theyre off the destitute list theyre not easy to trace.

Wahl was now more than suspicious; he was nearly positive that Sherry was concealing something. He decided to go out and question the sentry while the mans memory was still fresh.

Will you stay here? he asked. Ill be back in a minute.

Wahl strolled out, not hurrying until he thought himself out of Sherrys sight. Then he moved swiftly. But the sentry had been relieved, and another man stood in his place.

Wheres the other fellow gone? Wahl demanded.

Search me! Hed be turnin in, only they wanted men to go an round up stray cows or somethin. Bill knows cows, so the sergeant ordered him to volunteer.



Wahl returned to the tent in disgust. The tin cup, half full of coffee yet, stood exactly in the middle of the box, on which Sherry had been sitting. Sherry was missing. Wahl went to the tent-door and shouted. Another reporter came hurrying, eager to know what the great Clinton Wahl could be in so much stew about.

Harris  Look here: Theres a launch starting before daylight to make connections with the train above where the levee broke. Im off for San Francisco; heres a chance for you. You know who Jacqueline Lanier is!

You bet! Youve told the world that all right!

Shes around here somewhere!

Hell, no! She was drowned  they found the horses and buggy.

Dont you believe it! Shes been rescued. Shes hiding somewhere probably under a false name. Now listen: you find her, and wire the San Francisco Tribune. Bet on me to make it worth your while. Get her story if you can, and if you do, wire that. But lets know the minute youve found her. Itll be the biggest thing youve ever done, and Ill see you get credit.

Say, thats mighty decent of you! Say

Get busy! Wahl interrupted.

Wahl himself went in search of the launch that had rescued Sherry, and found it after a while nosing into the bank lower down. Again he was too late; the inspector and engineer had been relieved, and had gone away to sleep, nobody knew where. So he went in search of Sherry, but might as well have hunted for a needle in a haystack.

Sherry Mansfields brain was working with a kind of cold frenzy. He never wavered once. He faced the possibility that that girl was Jacqueline Lanier, and that some one of her actions might have justified Wahl in mistaking her for an adventuress, and he did not care. Wahl presumably had all the evidence, and he, Sherry Mansfield, had none. He needed none. He would back one look into her eyes against all Wahls reasoning and experience. She was good. She was pure and innocent. What was more  and he said it again and again, for the sheer joy of stabbing at his own dead misconceptions  he, Sherry, loved her.

God, Ill prove it too! he muttered.

But to begin to prove it, he must find her. He thought at first that the dog might recognize her scent, but either Nut was no sort of bloodhound, or else too many other folk had crossed the trail. Nuts chief ambition seemed to be not to lose sight of his new owner. Urging was sheer waste of time.

Then he thought of Consuelo Martinez; but she had been marked with three stars, and though he went to the tent inquire for her, all that the woman in charge could tell him was that Consuelo had recognized some friends and had gone away with them.

I seem to remember they were foreigners, but Im not sure. The poor woman was distracted, but she suddenly saw people she knew and ran to them. They said they had somewhere to go, and some money, and agreed to look after her. At least, I think thats right. Theres been much

But Sherry had gone already, and she found herself talking to the night.

Funny! he told himself. Two days ago Id have been cynical about that. Another case of a mother deserting her child! Makes me feel sure now that that fat old thing wasnt her mother after all. God! I hope her name is Jacqueline; I like it.

More systematically than he ever rooted at a story Sherry searched the camp all night in widening rings, and when dawn came he met Harris in the mouth of the porters tent  both men in search of food.

Doing anything? asked Harris, with his mouth full of bread and cocoa. Tell you why. Ive been tipped off that Jacqueline Laniers somewhere about. Like to help me find her?

Sherry nodded, looking over the edge of a tin mug, sizing up his man. He could lick him; he was sure of it. If they two should find Jacqueline, there would only be one who would identify her!

Saw you talking to Clinton Wahl, said Harris. Know him well?

Only slightly.

What paper are you for?

None just now.

That was cold truth. There was not a newspaper under heaven that could come just then between Sherry Mansfield and his quest. He had made up his mind to face his father, and if need be, to defy him. There was nothing to argue about; nothing to compromise. Whether or not that girl was Jacqueline Lanier, she was his girl  his forever.

Finished? Come on then, said Harris. There are some cabins down on the bottoms beyond here. Lets search them first.

At the end of twenty minutes rather random walking they crossed a trail where Sherry saw small footprints in the mud, and Nut grew unaccountably excited  not behaving as a hunting dog would, but as the good-for- nothing, cheery mongrel that he was, who recognized something familiar.

This way, said Sherry.

That ways no good, thats a cow-path.

Suit yourself.

Sherry took his own line, turning to the right, and Harris followed more for the sake of preventing Sherry from forestalling him than because he thought it a likely trail to follow. It was not very long before the track led down a steep bank, with imprints in the mud below that looked as if someone had fallen there. And two hundred yards beyond that, in a hollow, there was a neat, clean cabin with a faint wisp of smoke emerging from the chimney.

Hell! Whod ha thought it? said Harris.

But Sherry said nothing; only his clenched fist went into his hip pocket for some reason.

This is my story. Ill go ahead, said Harris.

No, you wont.

Say  look here

You heard me!

Who the hell

Youll wait here until I see whats in there. Would you rather fight?

That right fist was still in the hip pocket, and Harris suspected a gun.

Whats the big idea? he demanded.

If you think you can lick me, go ahead and try!

Ill watch, said Harris.

Stay right here then!

Sherry walked ahead, and Harris, who was awfully tired and sleepy, sat down. Whatever his other argument was, he kept it to himself. The cabin door was latched, but not locked; Sherry opened it, and entered.

There was nobody there, but the embers of a dying fire were smoking on the hearth and there was plenty of evidence that the place had been occupied quite recently. However, the chair-seats were no longer warm, although mud in several places on the floor was hardly dry. Some one had probably left within the hour; within two hours at the utmost.

He found a hairpin, and threw it in the fire, lest Harris should find it too, and draw conclusions. Next his eye fell on a scrap of torn lace on the floor not far from the hearth. It was crumpled and mud-stained, but he could almost swear that it tallied with the pattern of the edging and collar of the dress she had worn. No mere man, he admitted, could be quite sure of a thing like that from memory; but he had a strong hunch, and Nut was acting interested.

There was a rug between mid-room and hearth; it looked as if someone had sat on it, for it was rumpled. Sherry kicked up the rumpled edge and suddenly pounced on a piece of pale blue ribbon.

Its been in the water. Its knotted and tied the same way. Same color. Same

He held it to the light. Six or eight strands of long dark hair were caught tightly in the knot.

Ill bet my last dollar!

He folded the ribbon and hair into the same envelope, and began to look about for further evidence, but there was nothing; and he was presently aware of Harris peeking through the chink of the half-open door. The key was on the inside.

You can come in if you want to, he called.

Found anything? asked Harris.

No. You have a look.

They passed each other in the doorway. Sherry took the key with him. The moment Harris was inside Sherry shut the door quietly and locked him in: whereafter he walked around the cabin and observed that the shutters were all in place and fastened on the outside with iron bars.

So much for Harris. Sherry began quartering the ground in front of the cabin, and presently found footsteps in the mud. There was no doubt of the direction. They were the footprints of three women and a man, and he set out along the muddy track as fast as he could lay foot to the ground.

But the track turned up a high bank to a road, and on the road he lost all trace of footprints; nor was Nut the least use. It was more than an hour before he found an old darky, who told him the road would lead to a railroad depot if he followed it far enough. But the darky didnt know how far  couldnt member.

Sherry lost more time questioning strangers whom he met; and several times he went far off the road to inquire at cabins, but without result. It was nearly noon before he reached a railroad station, and learned that there would be no more trains northward until evening. He questioned the station agent.

Refugees? Scores of em. Three full train-loads this morning.

Any buy tickets here?

Some. Most had passes from the Relief Committee.

Sherry described Jacqueline as accurately as he could. She had two legs, for instance  two arms  was about so high  dark hair  probably no hat  

She wore a locket on a gold chain

Blue eyes, you say? Deep blue? Sure  I guess I member em. Pretty little miss, all tired out, layin her head on a big fat womans shoulder over on the bench there. No, they didnt buy no tickets. Lemme see.

The agent scratched his head.

Yeah. There was a  Wop  or a Dago, mebbe n another woman with him, n a kid yes, sure there was a kid. Aye, n they had a monkey  or the kid had. Four an a half to Frisco, n two sections was what they wanted. Told em I couldnt do it. Had to send em on to the junction, but I phoned for em, I member. Sure  Frisco  thats it. Yeah  the Wop had the money. It was all one party. I member. N-o-o, son. Six oclock to the junctions your first train, n you can catch the midnight on from there for Frisco by way o St. Louis.

Sherry wished now he had kept that newspaper, instead of letting the dog tear it into shreds. At least he could have read Wahls story, and have analyzed it; that would be better than pacing the platform and waiting for a damned slow train. He was pretty nearly sure now that Conchitas name was really Jacqueline; and absolutely sure that by that, or any other name, she was wonderful, and that he loved her.

But why had she run away from him? The militiaman said she looked scared to death. What suddenly frightened her? Wahl? He wished he knew what Wahl had done to her when he got that story. It was possible she saw Wahl when he came out of the tent.

Why had he ever liked Wahl, he wondered. Clever devil, certainly; but a devil  a mean devil, with a mean face. And who was this gang she was with? A kid and a monkey sounded like an organ grinders outfit. The big fat woman might be Consuelo Martinez. But who were the Wop, or the Dago, and the other woman?

Sherry was still pacing the platform when two sisters in convent dress approached the station agent, and one of them questioned him so persistently that he scratched his head. Sherry did not pay much attention to them but, once, he saw the station agent jerk a thumb in his direction  heard him address one of the women as Sister Michaela  and saw the sisters gray eyes focused on himself.

The next time he passed them his ears caught one sentence, spoken in a voice as level as the gray eyes: Will you please not give information about this, then, to anybody else?

And after that, for fifteen minutes, he was conscious of Sister Michaelas gray eyes watching him, until the six oclock train rolled in, and he boarded it and left both sisters standing on the platform.


CHAPTER 21.

Bells obey the ears that listen

No star, however small and distant, leaves its course without a Cosmos feeling it. Convents are small universes. None in the convent spoke openly of Jacqueline, for that was forbidden. Sister Michaelas duty had been done; the pistol-shots had hardly more than announced a tragedy in Miros house before she gathered up her brood of bidden guests, herded them into the bus and hurried them back to safety within convent walls. They knew practically nothing of what had happened, and she instructed them to tell not even that much. But the convent drooped none the less, and even the bell tolled miserably. Bells obey the ears that listen.

A week went by in silence, emphasized by routine sounds, none naming tragedy, yet everybody conscious of it. Lessons continued, and the silence gradually took effect. The waves on the surface ceased. But there was a ground-swell. The sisters had all read the papers. Don Andres Miro had been lavish with enduring gifts. All had loved Jacqueline.

Routine  but Sister Michaela absent more than once, and another in her place to toll the bell, not quite successfully. No hint of where she had been on her return, except that it was known that she was closeted for hours with the Sister Superior. And none except the lay sister at the gate knew when John Miro drove up in a muddied car; and when the Sister Superior and Sister Michaela interviewed him in the drawing-room, only they three knew what took place.

John Miro was a taller, sprightlier Don Andres, with the least suggestion of more energy well gloved under a cultivated calm. He was about the same age  possessed of the same unchallengeable dignity; but one could imagine that he viewed life humorously, rather than as a procession of pious duties. Both sisters felt a little on guard against him, although they tried not to betray that by their manner. He glanced, perhaps, a mite too keenly at their faces under the deep white bandeaux.

I came about Jacqueline Lanier, he said abruptly, breaking ground at once.

The Sister Superior bowed in silence. It was Sister Michaela whose eyes seemed to offer a suggestion of encouragement.

I dont propose to believe she was drowned in the flood until thats proved conclusively, he went on. I have fifty men out searching for her, but theyve found no trace, although the horses, and the carriage she drove away in were found the first day. All the other missing bodies have been found. Hers and Consuelos are the only two unaccounted for. Presuming then that shes alive, can you give me an inkling of what might have happened to her?

You read the newspapers, Mr. Miro? the Sister Superior asked him.

He smiled  exactly as Don Andres would have done  like a swordsman.

Yes. I have also spoken with Donna Isabella. That is why I am doing everything in my power to find Jacqueline. If ever a poor little woman needed help, I think she does. She shall have it, if I can find her.

If she is alive, she surely needs your help, Mr. Miro. But I dont think you will find her in Louisiana.

Why not? he asked abruptly.

Sister Michaela believes she has traced her to a railroad station, and there seems to be a possibility that she went to San Francisco with some refugees from the flood whose names are unknown.

Pardon me. Didnt you follow up that clue? Did you do nothing about it?


CHAPTER 22.

The underworld

Life in lodgings is only miserable when you are old, or too used to it. At seventeen, all that is new is amusing at first, unless it actually hurts, and it was Consuelo, not Jacqueline, who cried at sight of the dingy back- bedroom they must share between them in a noisy San Francisco back street, not far from the almost equally dingy café where Ramon and Cervanez were booked for a months engagement.

They were hardly in the place when Consuelo snorted and rebelled.

My word! Well soon be out of this, Conchita!

But how, Consuelo, since we have no money?

Theres plenty of money in San Francisco, honey. Mr. John Miro lives here. Hes rich. Just you see what happens when Ive been to him and

No, Consuelo! That man was Desmios enemy.

Because she herself was loyal, Consuelo understood. Almost as much as Jacqueline, she had become imbued with Don Andres Miros Old-World notions of fealty and pride.

Very well, honey, she answered meekly. But I dont think even Don Andres enemy would let you stay in this place, if he knew.

Hell never know, said Jacqueline, shutting her mouth tight.

It was one of those lodging-houses known to the trouping fraternity, where late hours and equally late rising were understood; where you could cook things in your bed room and do more or less as you pleased as long as your bill was paid.

Down-at-heel, but delightfully gay individuals conversed over stair-rails in shirt-sleeves. The landlady wore slippers and a cotton bath-robe. The blowsy old thing amused Jacqueline; and the things she knew that Jacqueline did not know were like new chapters, with colored illustrations, in the fascinating book of life.

Yes, my dear, I was as pretty as you are, and the same age, when I began trouping; but the life soon wears you out. Running this joint is restful compared to it, although you neednt kid yourself the boys dont drive me crazy  and the girls are worse! You take my tip and save your money. But, love you, were all the same way when were young, and youll not be guided by me! All the same, youre pretty and Im telling you; watch the men! Theyre artful. Theyll work you to death, and theyll spend all you earn  not that I blame em if theres fools enough to fall for it! Lets hope your heads screwed on right.

Consuelo gasped at that picture of the life, but Jacqueline smiled at it, because it was different from anything she had ever contemplated. It was all rather amusing, and vague, and intriguing; not to be taken seriously.

Ramon took her with him that very first afternoon down a grimy back street to the back door of a café, and up to the stage to watch him practise. Cervanez smoked cigarettes and pounded the piano, and Jacqueline watched critically.

It seemed to her that she could do as well as that  at any rate with a little practise. And then it occurred to her there was something pitiful in that mans need to dance like a marionette to support his mother and Pepita  a thought that brought a blush of shame with it. Did he work so hard for his money, and then lend to herself and Consuelo! And how were they to repay him? Did he always dance alone? No  she remembered he had danced in Louisiana with Cervanez.

Cervanez herself answered that thought, by inviting Jacqueline to play the piano for a while, so that she herself might practise new steps with her son. But Jacqueline had taken music lessons at the convent because they were compulsory, not because she had the slightest natural gift in that direction, and though she made the attempt it was worse than useless. Cervanez came and pushed her almost roughly off the piano stool. Chagrin. Self-abasement. Ramon noted it, and gallantly did what he could to put her at ease again.

There is something the senorita can do better than us all! he exclaimed, with one of his extravagant gestures. Come, Senorita  do me the favor  yes?

He danced with her and the dancing did her good; it brought the color to her cheeks, the light back into her eyes, and made her glow all over healthfully.

Consuelo burst in on the scene after a while and protested violently. But Ramon danced with her for two hours, until she could almost have dropped from weariness. He seemed to take delight in teaching her, making her do the same steps over and over again, and sometimes pausing to gesticulate with both hands and lecture her: Senorita Conchita, permit me! You have left the convent! You are not  no longer  any more afraid to show beautiful legs, which may scandalize those who have taken the vows of religion, but which the public adores! Faces are good, but legs are very good! He snapped his fingers. Pep  zip  snap, Senorita! Now again!

But whenever he glanced at his mother she would light another cigarette and nod. Consuelo sat dumb through it all, after lodging her first protest. As she tried to describe it afterward, she felt like a shepherd whose ewe-lamb has gone to the butcher.

Honey dear, its awful! Theyll be asking you to dance in public next!

But it did not seem awful to Jacqueline, although her legs ached and her head swam with fatigue. It was novelty, and she was doing something. She rather reveled in the recklessness.

And Ramon was cute! He strolled home afterward like a troubadour out of a story-book, flourishing a cigarette and throwing his shoulders back, paying her extravagant compliments and boasting of what they might do poco tiempo  soon  not very long, Senorita. Dance with me, Senorita, and the crowd he burst the walls! Then, you see! We go up, up, up! La Conchita becomes famous! Ramon, he take back seat! For Conchita  diamonds, flowers, limousine! For Ramon to salute her when she passes, hoping for just one condescension from the beautiful blue eyes! A nod in passing  no more! And Ramon will die happy!

Evening with Consuelo was the worst part, for she locked the bedroom door and kept all-comers at bay, lest the lodging-house manners and views should defile her darling. Jacqueline wanted to lie on the bed and stretch luxuriously, or talk with the frowzy old landlady. But Consuelo would have none of that; she was as frightened as a hen that has hatched one duckling and sees it take to water. There was a wonderful fat man from the floor above, whose pants were shiny at the knees, and who came in shirt-sleeves and suspenders and sang songs to Consuelo through the key-hole, making Jacqueline nearly die of giggling but arousing such wrath in Consuelo that she finally stuck a hat-pin through the key-hole and almost pierced the fat mans eye. He pretended she had blinded him, and assured her he had one eye left, which was also at her service.

She was so tired that she slept all night without dreaming; and shortly after daybreak she had to get up to admit Pepita and her monkey. The monkey got on the bed and nearly scared Consuelo out of her senses, which would have been good fun if only Consuelo had not been so angry and hysterical. She began to be very fond of Pepita, and the monkey was a darling, with its hands in everything including Consuelos false hair.

Breakfast at eleven oclock Jacqueline admitted was not so good. The eggs tasted shop-worn, and there was still the blended smell of cigars and cabbage from the day before. Nobody was at his best at breakfast, and the fat man with the shiny black pants made disagreeable noises with his teeth, which were false and did not fit properly. The landlady was cross because some one had skipped in the night without paying his bill. And the coffee, to quote the fat man, tasted as if a crocodile had wept it. Even the canary in its cage over by the window seemed melancholy, and the red-and-gray parrot on a stand in the corner dropped his head and never said a word.

However, breakfast did not last forever, and absorbing topics followed it, that blew all drabness to the winds. Cervanez opened fire, half- jealously:

Ramon, he say you learn so good, he buy you costume if you dance instead of me!

Then I should only be owing you more money, answered Jacqueline.

What most surprised her was that Consuelos prophecy should be so soon fulfilled.

What is a little more or less? Cervanez retorted; but there was a greedy glitter in her eye. Ramon, he is lending you much money

Senorita  my mother means  she is not so young  not so very young and active. Rheumatism  now and then it makes her a hard agony; yet she must dance. She means  if now there were perhaps an understudy  a young lady kind enough to take her place in case of sickness

He was watching those lake-blue eyes, but affecting not to. He had hit the mark. He looked at her frankly at once and waved his cigarette in the grand manner that dismissed real essentials as trifles beneath consideration.

And for an understudy there must be a costume  naturally. If the senorita consents  ?

Jacqueline could not refuse that. The request appealed to every nerve of her generosity.

If you think I could do it in a pinch

And so outdoors, into the roaring city, with her arm through Ramons;

For in a sense we are partners now, Senorita. I am proud!

Cervanez and Consuelo tagged along behind, Consuelo unprotesting because she knew no protest would avail. They took a trolley to a street where a costume shop was jammed between a pawnbrokers and a second-hand clothiers. In the shop was a beady-eyed fat Jewess, who seemed to know everybody in the world by the first name and to want to talk about them all at once, while she looked at you and registered impressions with a sixth sense. Presently, without so much as being asked to do it, she brought out armfuls of elaborate frocks, all of which Ramon sent back again unglanced at, with a magnificent gesture of his left hand.

There seemed to be no possible chance of their getting together on the prices, until suddenly Cervanez nudged Ramon and took Jacqueline and Consuelo out of the shop. They looked in the pawnbrokers window for about five minutes, when Ramon suddenly emerged and it seemed to Jacqueline that he was suppressing a smile of triumph. She supposed he had his own way. She caught him exchanging a swift glance with Cervanez. Yet his first words intimated that the guess was wrong.

Senorita, it is well that I was present, or she would have charged twice  three times as much. Bear me witness that I did my utmost to reduce the cost. You begin to see now what expenses there are in our profession. It is debt that makes us dance! The cost of traveling  the price of pork and beans  the extortions of a landlady  the unreasonable price of costumes  the salary, so low that it becomes a weekly insult  moreover, the fees to agents! It is well we dance! Believe me, it is necessary! We dance one step, and no more, ahead of the devil all the time!

Ahead of the devil! She thought of Wahl instantly, and her face clouded. Cervanez, who noticed everything, promptly improved on Ramons little sermon.

Conchita, all these bills  they, mount up. You will be owing us many hundred dollars.

She did not like to be called Conchita by Cervanez, but they had agreed on that as the name she should be known by; and it was well understood that nobody was to call her Jacqueline or as much as drop hints about her past. But she liked still less the prospect of being in debt to these people, and began to be troubled about it. But, when she questioned Ramon or Cervanez they became vague, and said it all depended; and the more vague they were, the more miserable Consuelo grew.

Jacqueline was finding some sort of balance at last  at least knew what she wished to forget, and what she would always remember. She would never forget Desmio; but she would remember him as he was when he gave her that locket with his portrait in it, and told her there would some day be another man whom she would love. She would always wear the locket next her heart. And she would never forget Sherry Mansfield, although she must never see him again.

Meanwhile, there was something in life after all. The title of understudy gave her a thrill of pride. It felt almost like earning your own living, and she was not quite such a burden to these people as she had been. And so back to the practise on the shabby El Toro stage.

It needed nothing but Ramons critical coaching to turn Jacqueline into a superb dancer. The convent had given her all the grounding necessary. She had perfect command of her muscles, poise and balance; all Ramon had to do was to subtract some elements of super-modesty, and add what he called pep-zip-snap in place of it.

Papa Pantopoulos, the owner of the café, in nobodys confidence yet, but with an imagination of his own, sat at a table and began to figure advertising space rates with a stub of pencil on the back of yesterdays menu card. He presently went out to buy four more secondhand tables.

Ramon was a dancer who improved incredibly if a partner inspired him to it, and he liked to lavish praise, because it cost nothing and yet made him feel generous. Jacqueline flourished under praise like a flower in the rays of the sun; it did not turn her head, but made her try harder than ever. And as it was Ramons habit to fall cavalierly in love with every pretty girl in sight, in or out of turn, it was only a matter of hours before Jacqueline discovered a new problem on her hands.

She talked it over that night with Consuelo, but received no help of the sort she wanted. Consuelos idea of how to keep a man at bay was limited to boiling-water, hat-pins, and looking daggers at him, with maybe some vinegary comment thrown in. So Jacqueline had to work it out for herself, and lay awake long after midnight puzzling over how to manage Consuelo too; for if Consuelo were to grow too tart with Ramon and Cervanez there would soon be an explosion, by which nobody would be the gainer.

She prayed long and earnestly. But it was Mother Eve who came to her assistance  original feminine art and an inborn gift for rising to occasions. She would flirt with Ramon. Why not? She would let him hope all he cared to. Then, if Consuelo should grow too quarrelsome, perhaps Ramons ambition might help to keep him good tempered.

Having reached which decision, Jacqueline slept in the same undisturbed peace that doubtless once breathed oer Eden  calm, because she was quite sure that the Blessed Virgin had heard her prayer and answered it.


CHAPTER 23.

The Tribune be damned!

The Tribune Building in San Francisco hummed to the throb of the enormous presses. The news-room grew suddenly quiet, and then noisy with voices, as it always did when an edition had gone to press. Sherry Mansfield, back into routine a week ago and looking as if he had never seen dirt or muddy water, stood in the big window with both hands in his pockets, staring moodily at the street. Dad Lawrence beckoned the city editor, and walked out with him for coffee and cigarettes that were almost a part of the daily ritual, in a dingy, smoky little café down a side-street  a place where any one could find them in a hurry, and where the entire staff often drifted in during the half-hour between editions. Dad had almost reached the elevator, when John Covert Mansfields door opened with a jerk.

Dad  I want you.

Dad strolled in with both hands in his pockets. Mansfield senior resumed the seat at the desk, that he never vacated for a minute longer than he could help, stuck an unlighted cigar in his mouth, and looked up at Dad Lawrence with one of the peculiar dry grimaces that implied dissatisfaction coupled with combativeness.

Seen much of Sherry since he got back? he asked.

About as much as usual, Dad answered.

Whats the matter with him?

He seems well.

Mansfield made a gesture of impatience. Id call in a doctor, not you, if I thought he had a bellyache! he answered. Is he in love, or something?

He hasnt said so to me.

Find out, will you?

Why? Are you and he not hitting it?

No! Mansfield answered, biting off the end of the cigar and looking up at Dad again. For the first time I dont know what hes thinking about. He mopes and says nothing  works all to hell, too  look at that drivel! He tossed some sheets of paper across the desk. Calls that trying his hand at editorials!

Any specific reason for supposing hes in love? Dad inquired, stroking his chin and eying Mansfield quizzically.

What else would have made him act like a plain born fool? demanded Mansfield. If hes in love, Im going to know it, and bring him to his senses before some woman ruins him. Wahl tells me he suspects Sherry knows something about that Lanier girl  and by the way, thats a corking good Sunday feature Wahls made of her. Have you seen it?

Wahl would suspect the Almighty, Dad answered. Why dont you ask Sherry himself?

I have  twice. The boys lying to me, and he never was a liar before in all his life. Wahl says Sherry was missing two days, and turned up in a launch with a girl, who disappeared a moment afterward. He says Sherrys conduct that night was elusive, to put it mildly. Wahl wanted to leave Sherry on the job to clean up that story; he doesnt believe the Lanier girl was drowned, and they havent found her body. Its quite likely shes alive. Sherry gave Wahl the slip, so Wahl found a man named Harris and left him in charge. Now comes a letter from Harris complaining that a young man named Mansfield locked him into a cabin, and adds that he suspects this Mansfield of having aided the girl to escape. Mansfield is unquestionably Sherry. Sherry pretends to know nothing at all about it. Lie number one.

Does sound fishy, doesnt it? Dad agreed.

Fishy as hell. Yesterday Sherry walked in and asked me for ten days off.

Did he give any reason?

No. Refused. So I refused the request. He got off some damfool stuff about my having known him a number of years, and that its time I could trust him without an argument.

Well, cant you?

Not if hes in love!

Dad stroked his chin again, and worked his jaw as if he were shaving.

I think Id trust Sherry anywhere, he answered. But I tell you, the boys lying! Ill bet ten thousand dollars theres a woman in it! I thought Wahl might do him good, but they dont hit it off; he seems to hate Wahl. Youre no constellation, Dad, but Sherry likes you, and so do I. Im going to turn him over to you for a while. Trot him around with you to do the social stuff, and keep your eyes peeled, but get this: Im not asking you to run and tell me tales about him.

No, I guessed you knew better than that, Dad said quietly.

Watch him and give him the right steer. Use your influence to try to get him to tell me whats on his mind. I want it straight from him. I want to feel he and I are friends again.

Suppose he came and told you hes in love? Dad suggested.

Thered be a fight, of course. But Id win! Id hold him to his promise to have no truck with women until hes thirty.

Was that a promise that he made you definitely, with his eyes wide open? Dad asked.

It was a stipulation I made. If he wanted to come on the Tribune with me, that was the condition.

Dad wrinkled his mouth up and straightened it again. Well, Ill do my best, he answered. Have you told Sherry?

No, you tell him. Take him in charge until you hear again from me.

So Sherry came off the regular schedule, and roved with Dad all over the city, covering odd assignments at odd hours, interviewing hostesses, who liked to have their names in print, and attending weary social functions interspersed with occasional plays and road-house openings. Dad knew San Francisco as a dock rat knows the water-front, and had reduced to a fine art the subdivision of a crowded evening; knew where to stay longest, and where just to nose in and disappear. But there were occasional functions where they had to stay an hour or two, as at Mrs. Carstairs-Coningsbys, for instance. As the wealthy American wife of an equally wealthy Englishman, she felt it incumbent on her to know everybody and do everything; there were always surprises at her house, and she knew enough to spring them not too early in the evening. Dance  supper  tableaux vivants ran the invitation; and Sherry and Dad attended, expecting to get copy out of it, but also to be bored.

Mrs. Carstairs-Coningsby made rather a fuss over Sherry; if not a lion just yet, he was likely to be one some day. So she took him in hand and introduced him right and left.

His father owns the Tribune, Mr. Miro. Mr. Mansfield, surely youve heard of John Miro?

I support his fathers paper! Miro answered, with a glittering twinkle in his eyes. Simply outrageous advertising rates! I presume, Mr. Mansfield, you are one of the reporters I have been hiding from.

Havent you Louisiana relatives? Sherry asked him.

The smile remained, but the eyes grew subtly softer.

Did you know Andres? he countered. Did you know his protegée, Miss Lanier?

Sherrys jaw set tight. It was an utterly unconscious change of expression, and the older man diagnosed it instantly. It could only have one of two possible meanings, either of which included the fact that Sherry was on guard.

You believe she was all that the papers said, or you dont. Which is it? Miro asked.

I dont, said Sherry, looking combative.

Neither do I, Miro answered, smiling. Thats why Ive refused to be interviewed about her. Have you time to talk with me?

Sherry almost gasped. John Miro had, and enjoyed hugely, the reputation of being hard to corner. His advertisements blazed on night horizons from border to border, and coast to coast: every newspaper of importance heralded his MIRACULOUS RUBBERS in big black type; but he had never been interviewed. It was even rumored that he cultivated aloofness and a sort of mystery for its publicity value.

Miro glanced swiftly around the packed reception room and led the way to a lounge under a flight of stairs, offered Sherry a cigar, and lolled back against embroidered cushions without seeming to lose one atom of his subtle alertness.

Sherry in the corner faced him, with a feeling that his inmost thoughts were all going to be laid bare unless he watched himself. He bit off the end of the cigar with a vicious snap, and Miro smiled.

So you knew Andres?

No, but I was covering the Mississippi floods, when Calhoun killed him.

Did you write that stuff that appeared in the Tribune?

I did not!

No, I imagine you wouldnt. It was the most malignant fabric of lies I have ever seen, said Miro; but he was smiling as pleasantly as ever. The glitter in his eyes was not perceptible to Sherry, because of the shadow cast by the stairs. The worst part of the tragedy was the cruelty to little Jacqueline. I only knew her as a small girl  all legs and long hair, eight, or perhaps nine years old when I last saw her. Her character was hardly formed, of course, but as I live, and must some day face my Maker, she was incapable of growing into anything but a sweet  a noble  a pure woman. In addition she had the enormous advantage over other girls of constant association with my cousin Andres.

I was told that you and he were enemies, said Sherry.

Hah! I admired him. I may say I loved him. He chose to quarrel with me because, when I began my national advertising, I used the family name instead of some imaginary one. When I heard he was to marry little Jacqueline I realized at once that he simply intended to make her his legal heir, and to prevent me from inheriting anything under the Miro trust deed. I admired him for it, and sent him a telegram, which he saw fit not to answer. He was a splendid fellow and his death grieved me more than I can tell you. However, we can endure grief. It is anger that insists on remedy. I am still enraged in every fiber of my being by the fate of poor Jacqueline.

He did not look enraged. His attitude suggested anything but that, and Sherrys sensation was almost that of being played with, yet not quite; there was a sort of vague tenseness.

You are wondering, said Miro, why I make you these confidences. I will give you the answer. You are the only individual I have met who does not believe what the newspapers say about Jacqueline. And that is all the more interesting, because you yourself are a newspaper man.

Sherry said nothing, but got up and stood where he could see Miros face. He felt torn four ways at once, and meant to be sure of his ground before he trusted any one. He did not even know that he really knew Jacqueline. He knew he loved a girl, who might be, and probably was Jacqueline, that was all. This man might be an ally  or might be a very formidable enemy.

Sit down again, suggested Miro pleasantly. I propose to win your confidence. I dont believe Jacqueline was drowned.

Why not? Sherry demanded.

For one reason, because you dont appear to believe it. I suspect you of knowing something. For another, because they have not found her body, although I paid fifty men for a week to search for it, and they found neither Jacqueline nor her nurse.  Every  other  person  lost  in that flood  has been accounted for. A third reason is, that I think the natural impulse of a nice girl, raised in a convent, and suddenly plunged into a cruel scandal, would be to run away and hide. In addition to all that, I have a clue.

Did you visit the scene yourself? asked Sherry.

I did. I received a telegram from Isabella Miro  Andres sister  so peculiarly worded that I took the next train. Of course I would have attended the funeral in any case. Isabella looked to me like a very sick woman, but she was dressed to receive me in the patio; and the air of conspiracy with which she greeted me  the obvious delight she took in being rid of Jacqueline  the malice she betrayed  and the things that she said to me about Jacquelines character, all pointed to one conclusion. I suspect insanity. That is a woman poisoned by in-growing spleen. That is what might happen to any Miro, unless  as in my case  some new outlet were discovered for the racial pride, which is as inseparable from us as our breath. I said things to Donna Isabella, which I now rather regret. Truth is not good physic for the insane. She found my remarks unpalatable, and, I regret to learn, took to her bed. But what she said in reply convinced me that any proud and innocent young girl placed in Jacquelines position would have run away, as Jacqueline in fact did. And if she had brains, as I understand Jacqueline had, she might easily take advantage of the flood to disappear entirely. Do you follow me thus far?

Sherry nodded.

I determined to find her, Miro continued, smoking away quietly as if determination with him entailed neither excitement nor exercise. But I realized that it would be a mistake to advertise for her through the usual channels because, if you will pardon the expression, your damned newspaper, and others, would seize on that to excuse further scurrilous publicity. I have considered the big detective agencies.  Have you? he asked suddenly.

Sherry frowned.

Exactly? We are agreed again, said Miro, smiling. Now be kind enough to tell me what you know. Sherry described his flood experience in fifty words. And if shes the same girl, shes in San Francisco, he ended abruptly.

What makes you imagine that?

Sherry pulled an envelope from his pocket, showed a scrap of lace, and a piece of ribbon with several strands of long dark hair knotted into it, and told of his inquiries at the railroad station.

Shes with two Dagos, a fat woman, whos probably Consuelo Martinez, a kid of some sort, and an organ-grinders monkey!

Consuelo Martinez, Miro said slowly, but his eyes were glittering again, is Jacquelines old nurse. I had her name from Isabella Miro. There is no doubt left in my mind that the little girl you spent two days with in a barn, and my little friend Jacqueline are one and the same.

Are you quite sure youre her friend? asked Sherry.

Miro smiled broadly. Pardon me, it is still my turn to ask for confidence. You have not yet told me all you know.

Yes I have, said Sherry.

By inference, perhaps. I invite you to be frank. What is your motive for finding her?

I love her, Sherry answered promptly.

Permit me to admire your good taste. Are you aware that she has no money?

Dont know anything about her affairs, Sherry answered with his jaw set rather tight again.

Your father, is  ah  in your confidence?

Not he. Ive lied to him.

And if he should learn?

There would be one Hades of a row!

You are willing to face that? Have you money of your own?

Only my salary.

Miro smiled, and Sherry noticed it. And you know that she has none.

Never even stopped to consider that, said Sherry.

You also understand how extremely difficult it will be to disprove these newspaper charges against her?

Sherry nodded. Miro continued to smile, and for several minutes they faced each other in silence, Sherry growing more and more uneasy. He wondered whether he was not beginning to be able to see through the mans mask, perhaps because the other so intended.

On what grounds do you base your belief in her innocence? asked Miro.

Its not a question of belief. Im damned well sure of it, said Sherry.

Loves unreason, eh? I propose we carry on the search for her together. Such enthusiasm

Sherry frowned again. All sorts of forebodings occurred to him, but he said nothing.

I think I understand you perfectly, said Miro, watching his face. And you are quite right. If she is hiding, we have no right whatever to force her into the limelight, with the inevitable consequences. The difficulty will be to avoid further publicity. I suppose, if you find her

The Tribune be damned! answered Sherry.

Miro nodded. In my business I would fire a man who entertained any such sentiment. However, you are quite right, although it does not always pay to be right. For your sake I propose that we carry on the search independently. You do your best to keep reporters off the trail. I defray expenses. How does that suit you?

Sherry looked sullen  jealous, suspicious. Miro seemed amused. As a bachelor he understood the reason perfectly.

I have a few men in my organization on whom I can thoroughly depend, he said. I have already turned them loose on San Francisco.

Meanwhile, said Sherry, the Tribunes going to run a brute of a Sunday special about her, and I cant stop it  darent even try. If I said a word theyd be on to the fact that I know shes alive. They suspect me already.

Say nothing then.

Its a rotten job. That beast Wahl did it  the same who wrote the first story. Im the fool who recommended him to the Tribune! If she ever sees it

Sunday, eh? Five days from now. We might find her in five days, said Miro. Poor Jacqueline! My cousin Andres undoubtedly taught her to be more sensitive than you or I would be to anything of that kind. Well  are we agreed?

Sherry nodded, but ungraciously. He felt he had told Miro much more than he should have done. For all he knew to the contrary marrying young girls might be an hereditary predisposition with middle-aged Miros! Millions maketh manners. His own father was a case in point. There would be no controlling Miro  no possible check on him. However, he forced a smile; for it occurred to him that, though Miro might spirit Jacqueline away, and even persuade her to marry him to escape from her predicament, that would be better for her than not to be found at all.

Miro understood his attitude, and rather liked him for it. Used to being flattered and toadied to, he enjoyed this irreverence and recognized the good stuff underneath. He stood up and offered his hand.

I see Im not in the same boat with little Jacqueline, he said, smiling. You wont accept me at face value, eh? If you find yourself in difficulties, try me  and call on me for money if you need it. You know my address? Lets see  what shall I have? A headache will do, I think. If you see our hostess, please assure her that my temporary indisposition is not due to her sandwiches, because I didnt eat any. Good night.

Miro went for his coat, and Sherry found Dad by going straight toward the sandwiches and champagne.

Lets get out of here, he urged, and Dad, having made a good supper, needed no extra persuasion. Out on the sidewalk he took Sherrys arm.

Noticed you with Miro, he said. Get a story?

No, Sherry answered brown-studying. He did.

Dont you know hes cousin to the Andres Miro, who was killed in Louisiana? Dad demanded. You young bone-head! I felt sure you were getting a column out of him. Man  hes front-page stuff! Didnt you talk to him about the Lanier girl?

I did.

What did he say?

Nothing for publication.

Dad looked keenly at him in the light of a street lamp. He was deadly curious; but he decided that questioning might only drive Sherry more into himself.

If youve something on your mind, why dont you tell your father? he asked, putting a hand on Sherrys shoulder.

Because hed kick like hell! Sherry answered, not exactly shaking off the hand, but widening the space between them. I dont want to have to fight him  or you either. See?

Dad whistled softly. He was still whistling when they boarded a car. He whistled all the way back to the Tribune office, and there were lots of flat notes, and several sharp ones. It was nothing that even resembled a hopeful or contented tune.


CHAPTER 24.

Young nicee girlee  catchee lich man!

It was a Sunday morning when Jacqueline was forced at last to stand and face destiny. You may make your bed in hell, as the Psalmist proposed, or in a cheap boarding-house, which is less intriguing, but problems follow you.

The moulting parrot watched the breakfast table with a melancholy eye, and the fat man from upstairs made the usual remarks about the food. Nine or ten people were buried behind the rustling sheets of the Sunday paper, and Jacqueline found nothing to do but stare at back-page advertisements and wonder why the underworld, as Consuelo insisted upon calling it, preferred breakfast in slippers and curl-papers. She had come to hate the sight of newspapers; their rustling made her nervous.

Even Cervanez, careful about appearances as a rule, because she gloried in being mistaken for Ramons wife, came down untidy and sour  prodded fried eggs with a fork  sipped the coffee  swore in English  snatched at the magazine section of Ramons paper, and up-ended it against the cruet. There was no conversation. The fat man declared he had found a beetle in the prune-juice, and made remarks about it; but that was a monologue. Nobody cared.

Even the monologue had ceased, and there was nothing but the yawping of an incredulously opportunist cat to relieve monotony, when Jacqueline became uncomfortably conscious of Cervanez eyes staring at her over the top of the newspaper. She had never before seen quite that stony look on Cervanez face. It was no longer calculating; it had calculated  no mistaking that.

Jacqueline forced a smile, but Cervanez said nothing, which only made it worse. She nudged Ramon, and made him read the part of the newspaper that was propped open in front of her. Ramon, reading slowly, glanced up too, but with different expression. His eyes hinted that new calculations were beginning. Jacqueline felt the goose-flesh rising, and that ghastly sick sensation that accompanies vague fear. But she tried to pretend to herself that it was the breakfast odors that made her feel faint, and gave that excuse to Consuelo as she left the room.

Consuelo followed her upstairs and found her trembling on the bed.

Consuelo, I cant stand this place a minute longer! Oh, why havent we some money?

Weve a little, honey. Look,  eleven dollars.

Where did you get it, Consuelo?

Consuelo hesitated. It is never quite easy to dissemble in the face of innocence.

You didnt steal it, Consuelo?

The frown danced furiously, and the lake-blue eyes looked horrified.

Conchita! How could you think that? (Consuelo bit her lip, though.) I found a friend this morning, while you were asleep, and borrowed.

But Jacqueline was nervous, horror trod on horrors heels that morning. She knows who you are, then. Shell tell! Theyll discover me! Consuelo, we must run!

Honey, well go this very minute! Id as soon die as see you stay in this place!

Panic overwhelmed both of them. They felt like frightened animals who ran without rhyme or reason, and began packing, each in the others way,  throwing their few belongings into a cheap straw valise. Neither of them heard the door open until Cervanez coughed. Then they faced about like detected criminals, and Consuelo, feeling cornered, flared up:

Were going!

Going where? asked Cervanez harshly, standing with one hand on her hip and her back to the door.

Never mind where. Were going. You and your cheap restaurants and public dancing!

Cervanez glared angrily, flourishing the Sunday paper like a weapon in front of her.

And that money what you owe us  me and Ramon? she demanded.

Well pay when we can, said Consuelo, standing her ground.

When you can? Cervanez screamed. Can! Can! You make us fools! Look! Read! She shook the paper in their faces. It say you have no money  never! You not marry Miro  you get nothing  nix  an you know that all along! Now you see paper and you run away! I call police! I show you! Who pay back all that money to me an Ramon?

Jacqueline shrank away, the New Orleans paper in mind. It did not occur to her that any other paper might be repeating the story. But Consuelo fought back:

You wont tell how much we owe! she retorted.

How much? How much you pay me? Cervanez screamed, and the noise of that brought Ramon, suave and imperturbable as ever. Cervanez moved away from the door to let him through, and he stood surveying the scene with the air of a toreador. There was triumph in his eye  a firm smile on his lips. He was magnificent.

Ramon, they run! They get no money! They desert us! Cervanez exclaimed tragically.

Ramon nodded comprehension. Nevertheless, he retained the air of gallantry and faced the bedroom like a lord of the arena. Poor Jacqueline shrank farther back than ever. To her his triumphant smile meant only one thing, he would betray who she was and revel in her public shame!

Deus! he said, smiling. There is more money in Conchitas feet than in a mine of Minos Gaeres! She will dance. Is it not so, Senorita?

Cervanez looked incredulous, and the tortoise-shell comb, that propped her black hair in a high pile, trembled with indignation, but she was no more angry than Consuelo. Consuelo stamped her foot, anger rising, as the other womans fell, like fluid passing from one to the other.

She shall not dance! She shall not be at your service! She, who is fit to be a queen, and you who are  pah!  underworld! I will take her away! I will work my hands to the bone for her! She shall not dance!

But she reckoned without Jacqueline, whose eyes were on Ramons. Seventeen is the midway point between youth and maturity. Childish fears and innocence persist, but riper judgment dawns, and the one gives place to the other alternately.

Pride is a constant equation, always to be reckoned with. There are limits beyond which inborn pride can not be pressed by fear.

Jacqueline stepped toward Ramon. Consuelo strode between them, trying to keep Jacqueline behind her. Ramon smiled, and signaled with one eloquent eyebrow to his mother to be still. Jacqueline avoided Consuelos outstretched arm.

I will speak to him, Consuelo.

Ramon bowed with sufficient dignity to cover up the hint of mockery in his handsome eyes, and Consuelo yielded faute de mieux, ready, though, to slap Ramons face at the first excuse.

Senor Ramon, if I refuse to dance for you, will you tell who I am?

Cervanez was about to answer, but Ramon checked her, smiling his handsomest. The swift, revengeful Latin flash that lit up his mothers eyes found no reflection in his. He was too good an actor. He could carry off a situation to the last bluff  until the last bet. His elbow, sticking out jauntily from his side as if a mantilla were draped on it, signaled to his mother to leave this play to him. He knew Jacqueline was not bluffing; nobody could fail to recognize the honesty in those blue eyes. He met dignity with dignity and honesty with something that at least held up a mirror to it.

Senorita Conchita, I would tear out this heart with my hands before I would betray you! When I said

Am I free to go?

Si, Senorita La Conchita is as free as she is adorable! My mother and I are happy to have been of service. That bagatelle  the insignificant sums we have advanced  accept them, Senorita, as our gift  and our apologies that we had no more to give!

But Jacqueline could see his mothers face behind him and the malice in that pair of black eyes steeled her. Pride chilled the steel. She was willing to face anything that minute  even exposure  even Wahl, and mock heroics stirred her true heroism.

If I go, you will tell no one my real name?

Never, Senorita!

Cervanez gasped, but Ramon smiled steadily. He enjoyed the drama. He foresaw victory, and he was right.

Then I will dance for you! said Jacqueline.

Ramon betrayed then that his gold was tinsel; he turned his head swiftly to exchange a boastful smirk of triumph with his mother. But Jacqueline did not see that; she had Consuelo on her hands.

No, no, honey! Never! You shall not! I will not have it! You shall not dance in public!

But the bird had flown the nest. The child was no longer in a nurses keeping. Pride, breeding, courage, all had charge.

Consuelo, we cant owe these people money. We must repay them, and there isnt any other way.

Hundreds and hundreds of dollars! Cervanez interjected.

Consuelo flared up again at that.

You give us no accounting! You wont say how much we owe! You! Do you expect us to work for you for ever?

Ramon faced about swiftly, his eyes blazing. He motioned to his mother to leave the room. He did not propose to have victory spoiled by a fresh exchange of incivilities and Cervanez knew better than to disobey. But she turned on him outside the bedroom door.

You, Ramon, you take such a hazard! You are mad! Ramon put his arm around Cervanez waist and kissed her, as if she were his sweetheart.

We could sell her to the newspaper for more than she owes us! he answered, smiling. But why show the trump, when you can win with the low card?

You! Ramon! Oh, you clever rogue! But she must begin to dance. We are in debt. We run risks, Ramon. And we run greater risks if any one recognizes her, because then she will surely run away!

He motioned Cervanez to her own room, knocked on Jacquelines door again and entered. Consuelo stormed and ordered him out, but he appealed over her shoulder to Jacqueline with one of those cavalier gestures that graced every situation in which he found himself. He was like a toreador apologizing whimsically to the audience for the clumsiness of the bull. It made Jacqueline smile.

Have you come to issue your commands? she asked.

Never, Senorita! He bowed with his hand on his heart. I am a suppliant!

For what?

For forgiveness.

Jacqueline blushed.

Circumstances are relentless, Senorita.

What do you mean, Ramon?

We are broke, Senorita!

She knew well enough what that word meant, although she never associated it in her own thoughts with her own condition. She thought only of Ramon, and that instantly.

Oh, Ramon! Consuelo  Consuelo has a friend who lends her money. Borrow some for Ramon, Consuelo!

Never had Ramon so enjoyed a situation! No phase of it was lost on him  humor  pathos  irony  he saw it all. He even knew who Consuelos friend was.

Senorita, you overwhelm me! But

But what? asked Jacqueline. Surely you

I am truly embarrassed by your loyal generosity. But  he smiled proudly you who are so proud will understand. And there is another way. Senorita

Dont be afraid. Tell me.

Consuelo, watching from the bed, guessed how little fear he felt, but that did not prevent Ramon from acting self-abasement perfectly.

That Greek, Senorita, who owns the café, would gladly pay us to begin dancing tomorrow, instead of next week. For me alone he offers little, but for the two of us

He paused as if frightened at his own boldness.

You mean that you depend on me? asked Jacqueline.

Ramon gestured away the scandalous notion of imposing on her.

Deus! That would be unforgivable! But, if the senorita wishes to repay us  and it is convenient  then let the Greek serve his purpose! Why not? If the senorita should dance in a mask, none would ever recognize her, and

No, Conchita! Tell him you will not! urged Consuelo.

Yes, Ramon, I will begin tomorrow night, Jacqueline said quietly. She was disappointed in Consuelo. To have a convenient friend who lent money, and not to be willing to borrow to help people to whom one was under obligation, was not praiseworthy. She signified with a little regal nod that Ramon had her leave to go, and when he had bowed himself out she turned to deal with the old duenna as a responsibility rather than an asset. Poor Consuelo, recognizing disdain in the beloved blue eyes, tried very hard to smile.

You should have offered Ramon those eleven dollars that you borrowed, Consuelo.

Honey dear! But Consuelo could not argue  could not speak. She covered her face with her red, rough hands and wept into them.

Come now, dont cry, Consuelo. Why are your hands so red? Why are you crying? There, there, never mind! Youve had a dreadful time, havent you? And its not so easy for you as it is for me, because Im young. But youve always been so loyal and generous to me that I was surprised when you didnt offer that money to Ramon. Hes been good to us.

Consuelo dried her tears, pulled out a cheap apron she had packed into the straw valise, and began to tie it on. Her face became resigned  yet not without a sort of meek determination.

Where are you going, Consuelo?

Nowhere special, honey. Just downstairs. I promised  I promised  Id talk with the landlady. Ill be back soon. Lie down, dear, and take a nap.

A nap was Consuelos perennial recipe for all complaints, or for none, she never having quite forgotten Jacqueline as a baby in arms; and much the easiest way to avoid argument was to pretend to comply, so Jacqueline lay down and Consuelo went downstairs to have her gossip. But Consuelo was gone a long time, and Jacqueline with nothing else to do, lay on the bed awake, considering things.

For one thing she wondered why Cervanez had only just discovered that she would not inherit money. Had she kept that New Orleans paper all this time and not read it until now? People were funny. She did not mind dancing with Ramon  if that were a way of getting out of debt. It is only pretentious ill-breeding that resents inferiority. Real breeding is self-reliant, and it was much less distressing to Jacqueline to associate with Ramon and Cervanez  and with Pepita and a monkey  than it was for Consuelo, who scorned the little Brazilian orphan as sincerely as she loathed the performing animal (whereas Jacqueline made pets of them both).

Anything was better than to worry about the disastrous past. Desmios death haunted her, and the thought of Sherry Mansfield filled her with hopeless yearning, whenever she dared to think; and she could not think of the days before that  not even of Sister Michaela  without passing, as it were, through the neck of a bottle, re-living dreadful seconds in Desmios house, with two dead bodies on the floor, and Wahls hand on her wrist  seconds that made her feel like going mad. One thing, though, was possible. She could open the gold locket, and see Desmios face as he was when he gave her that last wedding-gift, without letting her mind move forward to the tragedy.

She was looking at Desmios portrait, wondering what he would think of her dancing in public, and rather sure he would approve of her earning her own living in the only way she could when Ramon knocked at the door again. There was no mistaking his knock. She made up her mind on the instant not to admit him.

So she opened the door six inches, and set her toe against it. Ramon thrust his handsome face into the gap.

What do you want? she asked, trying to make her voice sound unafraid. Her education had not included the art of holding a bedroom door against an amorous Brazilian.

You, Conchita! Loveliest lady  you! Let me in! Ramon began to use pressure and set his foot into the opening. She could not force the door shut again. She tried with all her might and lost ground inch by inch. Go away or Ill scream!

He laughed. He knew that house, and knew where Consuelo was. A woman would have to scream uncommonly loud and desperately before any one would think twice about it. Women in Ramons experience, and especially young ones, like gallantry with a touch of force in it  the velvet glove and iron hand. He shoved his hardest and Jacqueline resolved to face him on her own ground. She jumped back suddenly letting him stagger into the room, which was not very dignified, and rather disconcerted him.

He tried to seize her hand and kiss it, but she snatched it away, not yielding another inch of ground.

Conchita, I love you! I adore you! he said, laying one hand on his heart. Make me the happiest of men.

I wont dance with you at all unless youre sensible.

Adorable one, let us dance through life together! Ramon urged. Dance until you have limousines and diamonds  until the past is an empty dream, and the future, an assured fame! There is nothing in all the universe that those blue eyes and twinkling feet can not attain in partnership with me!

He paused, not for lack of breath, or for words, but because she was laughing at him. Try how she might (and she was not trying very hard) she could not take Ramon seriously.

If you behave yourself, I will dance with you until my debt is paid off, she answered. Otherwise

She could not have managed him better. Unwittingly she had touched the stop that made him abject. Avarice was stronger than desire. But even so he tried to beat a retreat with dignity.

Adorable Conchita, I am Ramon Braganza Manoel. It is love for you, not for myself that makes this heart burn! I am unselfish! Test me! Possibly you have not known me long enough

A cough at the door checked him suddenly. Cervanez entered, wearing that look of much too utter innocence that is more unconvincing than a stammered lie.

Do you not mean to rehearse? she asked.

That suited Jacqueline. She nodded. Cervanez took Ramons arm, but he did not seem to want an interview with his mother at that moment.

Let us escort Conchita to the stage, he said with one of his superb bows.

No, Ill join you there, Jacqueline answered. Without analyzing, she was conscious of the upper hand over Ramon, and the natural instinct of self- preservation warned her that she might lose it unless she were careful. So she would take Consuelo with her, and encourage Ramon just sufficiently from within the protecting range of Consuelos vision.

Ramons mother led him from the room, and turned on him like a tigress the second the door was closed behind them.

Lucky for you I interrupt, Ramon!

You listen at key-holes! he retorted angrily.

Yes! And I hear madness! One more minute and you promise that girl everything! She make damfool of you

Jacqueline listened until their voices died away on the lower stairs, and then went in search of Consuelo.

Consuelo! she called down the back stairs that led to the kitchen.

But there was no answer. There was a green baize door down there, intended to shut off the kitchen noises from the rest of the house. She would have to go down the back stairs and open that door before she could make Consuelo hear.

She went down gingerly, never having visited that part of the house before and feeling rather like a trespasser and anxious not to be heard or seen. The green door swung quietly on a hinge that worked both ways, and she pushed it open without making the least noise. Inside there was a long twilight passage, and a sound of something moving steadily  then of something knocking against a tin pail; and there was a smell quite unmistakable. She let the door swing shut behind her, and it was about a minute before her eyes grew used to the dimness.

Consuelo! she called in a low voice.

Yes, honey! Yes! What is it?

I thought you were talking to the landlady. Consuelo, who was kneeling, struggled to her feet  threw a scrubbing brush into the bucket  wiped her hands  and tried to untie the wet apron; but her soap-and-hot-water-soaked fingers could not manage the knot. What have you been doing, Consuelo?

Scrubbing, honey.

The tone was apologetic and ashamed.

Why?

Oh, the landlady was worried, and the scrubwoman didnt turn up, so I thought Id help her out.

Why, Consuelo  youve scrubbed all this long passage  and the walls  theyre still wet.

It was nothing, honey

Youre all tired out! Have you ever done this before? Is this what made you so tired the other day  and what has made your hands so rough and red ever since the day after we came here? Consuelo  tell me the truth at once! Is this how you got those eleven dollars? Is this the friend you borrowed from?

Honey dear  we  we had to get some money somewhere. Ive lost my bank-book, you know that

And this is how youve been buying me candy and hair-ribbons?

Conchita, dear, dont scold me!

And I asked you if you stole the money! Consuelo, give me that scrubbing- brush at once! Go upstairs and wait for me! She spoke quickly to cover a sudden choke in her throat.

No, honey.

Consuelo  I tell you I will do it! Do you hear me? Is this the board you kneel on? Give me your apron then.

Jacqueline undid the knot, and tied the wet apron on herself.

Honey, dear, you cant! You dont know how!

I will! Go upstairs and lie down, Consuelo! Kiss me first  you dear! You dear old faithful! Now  you have your orders! Be off with you, and rest!

Jacqueline was on her knees already, dipping soft hands into the lye.

Please, honey!

Go and rest. Then put your hat on. Youre to watch me rehearse.

Consuelo obeyed. There was nothing else for it; and Jacqueline splashed water on the floor  and scrubbed, and scrubbed  using both hands to the brush, and wondering however Consuelo had found strength for the task.

The Chinese cook came out through the kitchen door, and stood still, watching her. She worked all the harder, wishing her arms would not ache so. She was not going to rest while he looked at her  not going to have to make excuses to a Chinaman. Why didnt he go away?

Scrub-scrub-scrub  and how her arms ached! The Chinaman lit the gas, and watched her steadily, until she felt she would like to throw the brush at him.

You no sabe, he said at last in a perfectly matter-of-fact voice.

She stopped scrubbing then, and looked up at him. He had a wrinkled old face, and bright eyes that looked older than the world. He was not smiling, not scowling; he simply looked at her.

You no sabe sclubbe, he repeated.

Nonsense! Any one can do this.

She resumed the scrubbing, but he took the pail away from her and set it down on the far side of the kitchen door.

No can do, he announced simply, and stood and watched her again. He seemed to be a Napoleonic sort of Chinaman. She got to her feet and he took the board away.

Bring those back! Jacqueline commanded. I must finish or the landlady will find fault.

Belong my pidgen, he answered. Landlady come back bime-by  to- mollow maybe.

But she must be here! She paid Consuelo to do this.

He shook his head.

Consuelo said so.

All same tellee lie. Belong my pidgen. Me pay Consuelo leben dollars. This floor, dollar time. Kitchen floor, dollar-fifty time. You sabe?

Jacqueline did sabe. Consuelo had been working for a Chinaman! She blushed up to her ears, and was more glad than ever that she had insisted on relieving her. She would finish the job now to the bitter end!

Bring that pail back here! she commanded.

The Chinaman did not even move  did not frown  did not smile  just looked at her.

No can do, he answered her in his own good time. You young nice girlee. This old woman job. Consuelo can do  dollar  dollar-fifty  catchee little, not much. Consuelo getting no bime-by. All finish up. Dead soon. You plenty bime-by. You plitee girlee-catchee lich man. Catchee Consuelo  make sclub. You sabe?

He was impregnable, entrenched in a philosophy totally foreign to Jacquelines comprehension. She did not know how to answer him. But there were elements of kindness in his creed. He was willing to teach; to advise.

You catchee lich man, he insisted. Lamon no good. Lamon no good Portugee, catchee little money one time  bime-by all gone. You sabe? All same Consuelo then, you sclubee floor  one dollar  dollar-fifty. Lamon catchee nother damfool girlee. This house cheap place. You no belong cheap place. You belong big hotel. Plenty lich men come. Lich man like plitee girlee. Soft for you. You sabe?

Jacquelines frown was going sixteen to the dozen, and her blue eyes were rounded with astonishment. Dimly she did understand what he meant, but only dimly. Yet his manner was not impudent; and she realized it would not be the slightest use to be angry with him. It was like being talked to by an automaton.

You no walkee stleet, he went on. Catchee bum  catchee cop  catchee Clistian Sociation. No good. Catchee lich man, big hotel. Can do. Me fix it. Mollow  nex day  me makee langement. You lun away from here dam-quick. Catchee plenty lich man, big hotel. You sabe?

Jacqueline understood enough  enough, at all events to know she wanted no more of his advice. She turned away from him and hurried through the green baize door, glancing back over her shoulder only once as the door swung shut. He was mopping the floor dry, thrusting the pole back and forth mechanically in the gaslight, with exactly the same expression on his face that was there when she first looked up at him.

If he was thinking of her, or of anything in the world except to get that floor dry, he gave no sign of it. Down at the far end of that long passage, he looked like the automatic demon of the underworld, sure of the ultimate victory of evil, and indifferent as to how long any process took. Yet not unkind. He was the voice of the subcellar and the gas-jet.


CHAPTER 25.

Whos that girl?

Papa Pantopoulos was one hundred percent American. He could prove it. He had papers. He was no impractical theorist, but did in San Francisco as the San Franciscan does  bought protection regularly at the going rate, and supplied the best brands of bootleg to patrons who knew the ropes. With the aid of dinginess, Levantine waiters, tomato ketchup and spaghetti he had slowly built up a reputation for Bohemian excellence, and now with fresh paint, new tablecloths and a Czechoslovakian orchestra of five pieces he was bidding for a more expensive clientele.

Bidding high, too. He had his advertising matter written by a Hebrew who had failed at Hollywood, and he was all ready to rush into print when Ramon informed him on a Sunday afternoon that La Conchita would be his partner instead of Cervanez and they would begin dancing for him the next evening, instead of a week later as expected.

He had a gorgeous poster made in three colors  painted by hand by the same gentleman who drew the duchesses in underwear for the department-store advertisements; and he himself personally nailed it up, under the new glass portico that he had bought at a bargain from an up-town failed competitor.

El Toro, that had been a dive  a joint  a café by courtesy  was now a restaurant. And Papa Pantopoulos, even with his bank-account down somewhere near the zero mark in consequence of advertising space rates, was no small sport. Every newspaper editor in San Francisco, all the sporting writers, the dramatic and musical critics, and some of the managers of leading hotels received two free tickets for dinners on the opening night, in a pink envelope marked Personal  Important  Rush! The tickets had the menu printed on the back, and on the face was a portrait of La Conchita done in black and gold and green in memory, by an artist who had heard a good description of her from Papa himself. The black mask was the most nearly accurate part of the picture; the rest of it was mainly twirling legs and suggestiveness.

But Jacqueline knew nothing about any of that. She had been told that important people would be present; Papa Pantopoulos bragged to her about it after she and Ramon rehearsed that Sunday afternoon. But Ramon told her afterward the important people would all send substitutes, if they did anything at all, and that Papa was a fool for his pains.

It is our dancing, Senorita, that will produce the results, not his vile cooking. We will dance until all San Francisco clamors at his door! And then we will accept a real engagement elsewhere and the crowd will follow us!

Jacqueline thought that an ungrateful  almost an immoral proposition; but she was too excited to dare to argue, knowing very well she would get nervous if she did. It had occurred to her that Ramon, Cervanez, Pepita, Consuelo, and even the adorable monkey were all dependent on her success; and Cervanez rubbed that in unfeelingly on the way back to the boarding-house.

Consuelo was already so nervous that there was no comfort to be had from her. Jacqueline went upstairs and spent the rest of the afternoon with Pepita and the monkey, playing games she had almost forgotten and singing the old nursery songs that used to irritate Donna Isabella because they are foolish, and the niggers sing them, Jacqueline. She could imitate a darky perfectly, and Pepita so enjoyed the fun that Jacqueline forgot all about her own troubles.

But they were all heaped on her once more at the evening meal. The fat man, who seemed to be a fixture in the upstairs hall-room and to know everybodys business, lectured her on stage fright  warned her not to eat too much  advised her to drink brandy and champagne before going on  and above all, not to say her prayers.

The stage an the angels aint on speaking terms, he assured her. Ive known young girls who prayed for hours before their first appearance  went to mass an all that  flopped, every darn one of em. The most successful young one I recall was a girl named Juanita  that was her stage name anyway. I tried to kiss her, and she got so mad-angry you couldnt hold her. Sore? Believe me! She was boiling! When her turn came she went on like a whirlwind  sang an danced em out o their seats, and they called her back a dozen times. Made her! It sure did. She was a headliner from that minute  until she tripped on an untied lace one night an went to hospital. Busted her hip, or something  complications  doctors did the rest  died under chloroform, without ever thinking o thanking me for having tried to kiss her. Would it make you angry if I kissed you  honey? he asked, imitating Consuelos accent and wiping cabbage from his lips with a paper napkin.

He would have made the attempt, but for Ramons suggestive action with a table-knife. Cervanez, on the horns of anxiety, tried to turn the conversation into safer channels, but the fat man had started the ball rolling and nearly everybody at the table followed suit with tales of stage-fright and disaster. Then some one with his mouth full blurted out that Papa Pantopoulos was running El Toro on a shoestring.

Give him one week. If your turn dont crowd the place hes done for. Those Greeks all cut each others throats for a living. Theres three Greeks he owes bills to for beef an supplies, an theyll take the joint over if hes a day late with the money. Has he paid you in advance Ramon? Oh, you poor boob! Youve a fat chance!

That sent Cervanez into hysterics. The meal broke up to the shrilling of her fear, all hurled at Jacqueline.

We find her  we be good to her  Ramon squander money on her  an now we starve! You all hear what he say  now we starve!

They carried her upstairs kicking; but she recovered soon enough to invade Jacquelines room while she was dressing and to chase out Pepita.

That child is jinx, I tell you! We bring her all the way from Brazil, an all she do is cost us money! Eat  she eat all the time! Work? Never! When it is not one excuse it is the other  truant officers  police  the doctors! She is only good for play with monkey  I get rid of her! Scat  you little nuisance!

That helped decide the nights fate for Jacqueline. She had one more to defend and protect. Consuelo first, and now little Pepita. She would do or die, for the sake of Pepita! She would make a reputation as a dancer, and earn money, in order to be able to take that child away from such surroundings. The thought aroused all her courage. She grew angry  even as the fat man recommended  and ordered Cervanez out of the room  was obeyed too. Cervanez gasped at her, and went. Consuelo knelt before the washed-out image of the Virgin Mary in the corner by the end of the bed, and snuffled as she prayed; but Jacqueline dressed herself as if she were putting on armor  tied on the mask like a visor behind which she would do battle with the world  and announced herself ready.

Consuelo bade her kneel and say her prayers. Youll need all the help you can get tonight, honey darling!

No!

Conchita!

Ive done no wrong. Im going to do my best. If Heaven wont help me tonight without my asking, Ill never pray again, Consuelo?

She was adamant. The blue eyes blazed through the holes in the mask, and her lips were set hard beneath it. Go and tell Ramon I am ready.

Ramon came dressed as a toreador in white and tinsel, looking handsomer than Satan, fresh from a curtain-lecture by Cervanez and carrying off his irritation under a veneer of swagger. He stumbled over a big teddy-bear that Pepita had left on the floor, and kicked it under the bed with a brimstone oath in Portuguese before he offered his arm to Jacqueline. He could not have done better. That act brought the very lees of her anger to the surface. Jacqueline refused his arm.

Bring that back here, Ramon!

Senorita!

Do you hear me?

The senorita jests!

Oh, very well. Dance alone, then! Consuelo, dont you dare to do it for him!

Ramon studied her a moment; but Jacqueline stood stock-still waiting for him to obey or take the consequences.

Temperament! he muttered. Oh, well!

Placing a towel on the floor he knelt on it and reached under the bed, recovering the toy and bringing it to her with an attempt at half-humorous chivalry, expecting at least a smile in return. But instead she flashed him a look of indignation, took the teddy-bear, and ran upstairs to return it to Pepita, lingering so long up there to exchange good nights that Ramon bit his fingernails and swore. Consuelo had to go at last and bring her down.

Then, on the way to the back entrance of El Toro, Cervanez indulged herself anew in the luxury of high-pitched railing against providence.

We walk! My God, we walk like street-women! Not even a cab! We must drag ourselves through dirt like the tramps to the back door of a bum show  and all because you throw our money away, Ramon! Does that Greek not know enough to send a taxi for us?

But three blocks  three or four blocks  what is that? asked Ramon.

My dignity  is that nothing? she retorted. In Rio de Janeiro we would have a voiture if we crossed the street! You bring us to the devil, Ramon! Down  down  down you bring us. Three hundred dollars for that dress that Conchita is wearing! And me  I walk!

Jacqueline had no pity to waste on Cervanez that night. She had only scorn for ill-breeding and selfishness.

Be still, she commanded. You shall have your money back, and the walk will do you good.

Money back? I like to see it! I kiss myself good-by to it when Ramon buy you that dress! Cervanez retorted.

So between the boarding-house and the stage-door Jacqueline was given no chance to recover her temper. She was angrier than she had ever been in all her life. When Ramon suggested she should remove her gold chain and locket before dancing, because it did not go with the dress, she could hardly keep herself from slapping him. Desmios last present to her was the only thing she was wearing that was her very own.

You are impertinent! She answered. Why are we waiting? Why dont we begin?

The place had been a theater at one time, and the stage extended all across one end of what was now the restaurant. Papa Pantopoulos had given his last hostage to bankruptcy by ordering in potted palms and a gorgeous back-drop recommended by the electrician  a youth with the world before him, and an eye for Jacqueline, intent on making miracles to satisfy her.

There was a clatter of knives and forks from beyond the curtain, but not much laughter, and much less noise of conversation than there should have been. Papa Pantopoulos came hurrying behind the scenes, hot, napkin under arm, and almost frantic with anxiety.

My God! he exclaimed. It drags. It goes like a funeral!

Goin to look like one, too, without another spotlight! Dont say I didnt tell you! warned the electrician.

I spent too much! Pantopoulos answered. I close this place tomorrow! Oh, my God! Miss (He hurried over to where Jacqueline stood, and began to paw her hands in his anxiety.)   do me the little favor, please! Begin! My place is full  there is not a seat left  but the black murderer in the kitchen put too much tomato in the soup, and unless you make them all forget it I am ruined! Dont wait until nine oclock. Begin now!

Jacqueline caught Ramons eye. Not a word passed. She commanded him with a gesture. Pantopoulos hurried out to instruct the orchestra. Consuelo sat down on a wobbly chair in the flies and began fanning herself with a handkerchief. Cervanez struck a gong and hauled up the curtain hand-over-hand. The clatter of plates and forks increased. The stage became a sudden stunning sea of light. Ready? asked Ramon. She hardly waited for him.

For a moment the hum of conversation rose  then dwindled, gradually. Some one said Bravo! and two or three people clapped. Jacqueline grew conscious of scores of eyes all focused on her  dimly saw the heads of the orchestra below the stage, and beyond them a wilderness of faces and white tables  hated every detail of it all  and danced.  Danced like the devil  stamped her heel into the stage and outdanced Ramon  made him sweat and change and improvise to keep up with her  tossed him scornful glances over-shoulder through the mask, laughed as she thought of sudden new expedients to bewilder him  closed with him to dance the tango steps that were his special pride, and outdanced him again until he was nothing more than an accompaniment to her pas seul. She hated him, the audience, and all the world  cared for nothing but to pay her debt, and give the brutes their moneys worth! And the audience  for whom she cared nothing  nothing!  rose in their seats to get a better view, clapping so thunderously when she finished to the last drumming chords of the cymbalum that Cervanez had to raise the curtain five times, while Jacqueline stood stock-still in mid-stage, head erect, not even nodding thanks for the applause  still furious.

Conchita, we are famous!

Ramon took her hand to lead her to the wings. Cervanez came running to put an arm around her. She snatched away her hand  ignored them both. Papa Pantopoulos came hurrying behind, perspiring and excited, to beam with gratitude; she turned her back on him. Consuelo threw a wrap over her shoulders, and she found a few words at last.

We will get out of debt now, Consuelo! and you wont scrub any more!

Ramon sulked. Cervanez sang to a new tune, setting a chair for her, standing by to flatter and rearrange stray wisps of hair that had gone adrift in the violence of dancing.

You are marvelous, Conchita, marvelous! We make a fortune! How you dance like that? What make you inspiration?

Inspiration came that instant. Jacqueline looked over her shoulder, her hand in Consuelos lap. Pepita! she answered. Im dancing for her! If youre ever cruel to that child again, that will be the last time I will dance for you!

Oh, Pepita! The little one, eh? Hah! So she pay dividend at last!

More inspiration! That remark disgusted Jacqueline more than if she had seen Pepita being slapped. She snatched her hand away from Consuelo, unable to endure even a true friends petting, she was so furious. If she must dance  and she would dance, to pay the debt, and free herself, and Consuelo, and Pepita  she would give her whole attention to that. There was nothing to talk about  nothing! If she must make of herself a public spectacle, it should be no poor one  nothing to regret! Only something to hate, and hate, and hate  and triumph over!

How glad she was that Sherry did not even know her right name, and that Desmio had not lived to see her earn her living on a tawdry stage! This was that man Wahls doing. In imagination she could see Wahls face grinning at her  the very devils own, delighting in her downfall! She wished he were there to see her now, and yet she knew she would run from him if he were there! She would like to prove to him that he could not destroy her with his lies; and yet she knew he could! She knew that if Wahl discovered her, and told who she was, and wrote more lies about her in the papers, she would run  run  run  perhaps even kill herself.

And in a corner of the restaurant, at a table under the balcony, Clinton Wahl sat devouring free guinea-chicken and asparagus vis-à-vis to a woman who was on much better than nodding terms with most of the men around her. Mansfield senior had received the two free tickets in pink envelopes, and had dispensed them as patronage in the usual way, to whoever had the day off and cared to ask. It amused Wahl to take a woman to a dinner that cost him nothing. He had not the remotest intention of writing up the El Toro restaurant or its proprietor, but Papa Pantopoulos fussed over him, and supplied him with surreptitious cocktails in coffee cups, expecting in return at least a quarter of a column on an inside page.

Whos that girl? Wahl asked him, ten minutes after Jacquelines first dance, when Pantopoulos reappeared to hustle his waiters. Is Conchita her real name?

Aha! She is a discovery  a mystery  my discovery! Pantopoulos answered, grinning. Nobody knows who she is  not even I! But listen: (he whispered behind his hand) will you try a Conchita cocktail? That is another discovery, not quite as good, but

Wahl nodded. He would try anything on the free list. Pantopoulos hurried away to his secret locker.

You got a crush on that dancer? asked Wahls companion. Cant you keep it till tomorrow? Youre out with me tonight.

Her face fell sulkily as she looked into Wahls eyes. They were glittering. His face looked tense and set, as if he were trying to remember something and the memory held vestiges of humor.

You seen her before somewhere?

Wahl did not answer. It was a part of his creed never to answer a question unless it suited him, but to demand answers from everybody else. Papa Pantopoulos came hurrying back with a flask under his arm-pit.

Something to help you remember La Conchita! he whispered. Is she not marvelous? Is she not worth a column on a front page?

Wahl almost terrified the Greek with the sudden vehemence with which he seized his arm and pulled him closer.

You want a write up! Front page? Introduce me to her then!

Ah, no, sir, she must be a mystery  for a while  for the sake of the advertising, Papa answered coaxingly. Ask me later on, sir. Not tonight.

Before I leave this place! Wahl answered. If shes who I think she is, youll have all San Francisco in here before Im through!

My God! exclaimed the Greek. I will do my best to feed them! Wait until after the next dance, and I will see what can be done.

I must see her without the mask on, Wahl insisted. Will she dance down here on the floor?

Not tonight, sir. Tomorrow I will move some of the tables up to the balcony, and clear a space for the guests to dance. Then perhaps I can persuade her to come down once from the stage

Where does she live? Wahl demanded.

The Greek shook his head, pretending not to know.

I could follow her home, of course, Wahl said with one of his cold smiles.

What  an leave me flat? asked his companion. Wahl ignored her. He was watching Pantopoulos, recognizing speculation in the Greeks eyes. The Greek was obviously weighing two chances in the balance.

If I catch her outside here, Ill write her up without mentioning you, of course, Wahl assured him, tossing off the rest of the Conchita cocktail.

I will see what I can do, sir.

Pantopoulos hurried away, still undecided, but with a new and brilliant notion in his head, which he allowed to simmer there while he ran to and fro, between restaurant and kitchen.

Service, children! Service! Smile! Get a move on! Oh, my God! A man who runs a restaurant ought to have his head examined. Luigi, that is not the way to serve cold artichoke. Where you work last? In jail? Take that back to the kitchen!

Cervanez rang the gong, and the curtain rose for the second dance, disclosing Ramon and La Conchita glittering white and silver in a pool of light. The orchestra swung into a lazy waltz strain that set the guests humming, and Conchita swayed slowly out of Ramons arms, For a second Ramon was non-plussed  stood looking at her, wondering what next; but the audience thought that was part of the performance, and in a moment he was improvising, dancing up to her, pursuing her in circles, every effort he put forth serving to emphasize her art, as the obbligato serves a tune. If her mood was not mischievous it surely seemed so from where the audience sat, and the black mask increased the delusion.

Thunder! exclaimed Wahl. If shes the same girl, shes had teaching since. She danced like an amateur when I saw her last.

Where did you see her? his companion asked, trying sulkily to make the best of the situation.

Not sure that I ever did see her, Wahl answered, watching the stage like a hawk. But I think Ive seen the man, too.

Well? What of it?

Big story! Wahl answered.

Oh, you make me sick! Why cant you give me a write up? Arent I interesting? You said I was!

You wouldnt interest the public, Harriet. Humpty-Dumptys no good after hes smashed, and you never had far enough to fall to make an echo!

He was watching the stage  watching Jacqueline as if his eyes could pierce the mask, talking as if he were thinking aloud. He understood as well as any one in the room that the dance was marvelous, but all that did to him was to make it seem more worth while to pillory the artist, if it could be done without risk of suit for libel.

I think youre a devil, Clinton! his companion said suddenly. Youd rather ruin any one than see them get away with it.

The audience had risen out of the chairs again. The orchestra had speeded up the tune in response to La Conchitas mood, and the dance was ending in a wild delirious swirl of silken skirt and stockings, with Ramon improvising faun-like leapings here and there that were a million times better than anything he had ever rehearsed. The curtain came down amid storms of clapping, and rose again repeatedly, showing La Conchita stock-still, panting, in mid-stage, and Ramon in the background, not daring to come near her. But it looked as if he were modestly conceding her the whole applause.

Papa Pantopoulos went hurrying to the kitchen to speed up the service, and Wahl, watching the fat back disappear through the swinging door, snatched opportunity.

Stay here, or take a taxi home, I dont care which, he said to his companion, and started in a hurry for the door beside the stage.

Why bother to wait for introductions? Why ask questions? Why not snatch that mask from the girls face? If she turned out, as he expected, to be Jacqueline Lanier, good; if not, he could apologize. He had done more impudent things than that a score of times, and had only once been thrashed at all seriously, for he could use his fists a great deal better than the average.

But the door to the stage was locked, and he could not force it without attracting too much notice. He wanted this story to himself in order to do it justice, and to score another beat for the Tribune. There was a door leading under the stage from the curtained enclosure that half-concealed the orchestra. He ducked under the curtain, stepped behind the piano, kicked the door open and entered.

Just as he expected, there were steps leading up to a trap-door. The trap- door was bolted from below, and he had no difficulty in raising it. It brought him out into the wings to the right of the stage, opposite to where Jacqueline was sitting beside Consuelo. He started straight for her, almost running; but Cervanez, walking across-stage with her back toward him, heard him  turned suddenly  and sprang toward him, meeting him in the narrow gap between two flies.

Who are you? What do you want? she demanded. Instead of answering, he tried to avoid her, dodging around the fly, but she dodged the other way and met him face to face again.

What do you want? she insisted.

An interview. Im from a newspaper.

No-thing do-ing! Cervanez spread her elbows between the flies and blocked the way.

Why not? he demanded. Im from the Tribune. Dont you want good publicity?

There was nothing that Cervanez wanted more; but she knew she had her choice between secrecy and losing La Conchita.

No! she answered, signaling wildly to Ramon with her hands behind her back. This is private. Keep out!

Who is that girl? Tell me all about her.

Wahl was trying to see past her, but the stage was only dimly lit now and the shadow was confusing. What he did see was that there was no one near enough to run to this womans assistance; and all he needed was one glimpse behind the dancers mask. He rushed Cervanez suddenly and sent her reeling backward on her heels; but you dont dance for a living for forty years or so without becoming as wiry as a cat, and Cervanez sprang back at him, seized him by both arms, and screamed.

Ramon! Ramon! Reporters! Run! Quick!

Damn you! Hold your noise! Wahl hissed at her, struggling to wrestle loose from the strong lean hands. He struck her on the elbow, and she let go, screaming with the pain. But he was too late. As he leapt across the stage he saw a door on the far side slam, and heard a key turn. Then Papa Pantopoulos came running to know what the excitement was all about, and Cervanez appealed to the Greek noisily, rubbing her elbow and gesticulating like a fish-wife.

Nobody threatened Wahl, or talked of calling the police; he noticed that fact. Papa Pantopoulos used persuasion, and Cervanez, instead of abusing him for having struck her, began pleading.

Please, Mr.  er  Wahl, please do not come behind here! urged the Greek, taking him by the sleeve and trying to lead him off-stage by the door that connected with a passage between restaurant and kitchen.

Please! Cervanez seconded. She is very nervous and highly temperamental! If she is frightened she will not dance!

Wahl allowed himself to be led back to the dining-room, but he felt nearly sure now of the dancers identity. He was wondering whether he dared to make the assertion in print that she was Jacqueline Lanier, without first getting absolute proof.

Nothing like keeping on harping on the same string, when you had a real story! Just sufficient time had elapsed since the first scandal to make its reappearance fresh and interesting. Perfect! The seventeen-year-old Herodias pretending to be drowned, and turning up in San Francisco on a cabaret stage, masked, and dancing a Bacchanale! Did he dare?

Not yet, he decided. He must see her without that mask on.

Take a taxi and go home, he advised the saddened Harriet. Im going to hang around outside here, and watch where La Conchita goes.

Papa Pantopoulos, coming up behind with cocktails to soothe injured feelings, overheard him, and the notion he had carried in his head for an hour crystallized at once into a purpose.

There, sir  another Conchita! Genuine gin from over the line, and a secret recipe of my own. What a pity we cant advertise it! Hah-hah!

Wahl tossed off the cocktail and bade him good night curtly, hardly giving the discouraged Harriet time to gather up her wraps. Papa Pantopoulos hurried to the stage again and summoned Ramon and Cervanez from behind the locked door, where they were guarding Jacquelines retreat.

Where is she? Not gone away? he asked excitedly.

She is hiding with Consuelo in a room upstairs.

Ah! Listen to me. That man who came on the stage just now is from a newspaper. I heard him say he will wait outside to learn where she goes when she leaves here.

My God! We shall lose her! wailed Cervanez.

Listen to me! Pantopoulos insisted. But you couldnt listen with Consuelo coming down creaky stairs and jerking at the door to get it open.

Who was it? Consuelo demanded breathlessly.

A Mr. Wahl, from the Tribune newspaper, said Pantopoulos.

Wahl? Whats his first name? Clinton?

The Greek nodded. Consuelo turned instantly, horror-struck, to open the door and run upstairs again. Cervanez set her back against the door.

Let me through! Let me through! Consuelo almost screamed, tugging at the door-knob. She will kill her self if that man finds her!

Listen to me  please! Pantopoulos insisted. If you leave this place tonight that man will see her, for he waits at the back door. Let her stay here. Why not all stay here? There is an apartment upstairs  a good apartment  several rooms, all furnished. You may have them. You must fulfill your contract. I can not afford to lose you, after all the expenses I have made. If you will stay upstairs I will charge you nothing for the apartment; and there are only two doors to upstairs  this one, and one to the kitchen; we will keep them both locked!

Ramon stroked his chin, struck his attitude of Old-World dignity, and smiled.

You are not the only one who can not afford things, he said suavely. We must pay our bill at the other place before the dragon will permit me to remove our belongings. Now if the senor would make payment in advance

The Greek sighed. Pay! he exclaimed. It is I who must pay everything! Where do I get the money, when half of the dinners tonight are not paid for? Am I Midas?

You are he who must decide! smiled Ramon with a low ironic bow.

Ten minutes later Ramon left the El Toro back door with money in his pocket, striding with the swagger suitable to cash in hand. A man stepped out of a shadow suddenly, confronting him, blocking the sidewalk, thrusting cavernous eyes up close to his.

What is your pleasure, Senor? Ramon asked mildly.

Arent you La Conchitas dancing partner? Come now, tell me who she is and Ill make it worth your while!

But I dont know, Senor!

Let me see her then!

She left for her apartment directly after the second dance, Ramon answered without hesitating.

Where does she live?

I dont know, Senor!

Rot! Wahl answered. Of course you know. See here; whats the use of your trying to hide her? I know who she is, but I want proof of it. The minute I have proof, youre famous! Cant you see the value of that?

But what is fame without a fortune, Senor? Ramon asked. No  I regret  I dont know who she is  or where she is just now  or who you are, he added.

Ill soon prove to you who I am!

Of what use, Senor? The acquaintance would no doubt be very interesting to us both, but

He bowed magnificently. Wahl leered spitefully. Ramon strode away down- street in the opposite direction from the boarding-house, glancing over his shoulder, at the first corner to see whether he was followed. But Wahl decided not to waste time tracking him. He knew of at least one better way to get results, and began to feel sorry he had put Ramon and Pantopoulos on their guard.


CHAPTER 26.

I hate the Tribune!

Wahl reached the Tribune office just in time to catch Mansfield senior. They met face to face in the downstairs lobby, and Mansfield turned back to the elevator. He could read in a mans face that a story had broken, without having to be told in so many words and neither said anything until Mansfield sat at his desk. Then Wahl cut loose in short excited sentences.

The Lanier girl  Ive found her  sure of it!

Go to it then! snapped Mansfield.

Dont dare. Cant identify her positively. Cant get to her. Shes dancing masked under the name of La Conchita at that El Toro place you gave me tickets for.

Ought to be easy, said Mansfield.

Tisnt. Shes guarded by the gang shes dancing for, I watched the back door. Nothing doing. I think shes living in rooms over the restaurant. Listen, though: if shes the girl Sherry brought back with him in the boat that night, as I suspect, hell recognize her. Where are those photographs that came from New Orleans?

Mansfield opened his desk drawer and laid on the blotter six pictures of Jacqueline Lanier.

Doesnt look like a criminal, does she? he said, examining them one by one.

The real ones never do, Wahl answered. Why not lay those on Sherrys desk, and watch him.

Send for Dad, snapped Mansfield.

So Dad Lawrence left an account of Mrs. Somebody-or-others function in the middle of a word and sauntered in with both hands in his pockets.

Wheres Sherry? Mansfield demanded.

Gone home.

Get here ahead of him tomorrow, and put those on his desk. If he seems disturbed by them, try to get him to come and talk to me.

Good lord! Dad exclaimed. Why dont you go home and pull him out of bed, and have it out with him? Whats new now?

I dont care to have him tell me lies, Mansfield answered. Id rather he said nothing. But heres the point: Wahl thinks he has found that Lanier girl. He also thinks  and Im inclined to agree with him  that Sherry really met the Lanier girl, and fell in love with her when he was down there in Louisiana. If so, hes in a bad way. Wahl believes the Lanier girl is dancing at a café called  whats the name of it?

El Toro, sad Wahl.

And whats her alibi?

La Conchita.

Dyou think Sherry knows? asked Mansfield.

Neither man could answer that. Wahl was inclined to think not. Dad ventured no opinion.

Well  put those photos on his desk, and watch him, said Mansfield. If he recognizes her, hell show it. If this La Conchita really is the Lanier girl  and if thats whats the matter with Sherry  Ill break her on the wheel for his sake if for nothing else. By God! Ill not have Sherry ruined by a female of that type! Well drive her out of San Francisco! Head-line her, until even that blind young idiot sees shes a bad lot! Dyou understand me, Dad? Im looking to you and Wahl to help me save Sherry. Shes the worst type of woman there is!

Dad stroked his chin. Wahl grinned.

All right. See you boys tomorrow then, said Mansfield, and walked out with an unlit cigar between his teeth. Wahl and Dad stood and faced each other.

Itll make a hell of a good story, said Wahl.

Im not fond of breaking women on the wheel, Dad answered, but if shes a real bad lot

Shes one of the worst!

  and its a case of saving Sherry

Hed be pap for her! She knows his dads a rich man. Shell play him the way she did Calhoun in Louisiana  and marry his dad under the boys nose if shed half a chance! Wahl said grinning. Shes a stunner to look at  dances like the devil  and the mask adds the attractive mystery. Shell vamp young Sherry to a fare-you-well, and hes the kind of youngster who takes it seriously.

Yes  I guess well have to interfere, Dad answered gloomily.

Tell you what, then. Wahl laid a finger on the middle button of Dads waistcoat. Ive scared em. Theyll be on the watch for me. Suppose you go there tomorrow night and see if you cant get next to her. Worm your way in, and strip that mask off her. Get her story. Force a confession. Ill meet you outside afterward.

They agreed on that, but Dad did not like it. He did not like Wahl for one thing, and for another  he was useless as a muckraker  altogether too soft-hearted, and too inclined to help the under-dog.

However, he was no more willing than was Mansfield senior to see Sherry caught in the net of a designing female, so he fell in with Wahls plan.

He tossed on his bed that night in the room in a boarding-house that he had occupied for fifteen years, wondering just why he felt miserable at the prospect of the task in front of him. He decided at last it was Wahl. He had utterly no use for Wahl  detested him.

That devil cant do right  cant be on the right side of anything! he muttered.

Strangely enough, he felt better when he came to that decision. He was glad that he, and not Wahl, had the task of cornering La Conchita and disillusioning Sherry.

Dad was not due at the office normally until three oclock but he was there the next afternoon at two, laid the photographs of Jacqueline on Sherrys desk, and sat down at his own to smoke cigarettes and wait. Sherry came in ten minutes ahead of time and sauntered over with rather discouraged air, leaning against his desk and waiting until Dad should choose to say what the afternoon assignments were. It was several minutes before he noticed the photographs; but he showed then the kind of timber he was made of. His heart went to his mouth; he could not help giving a start of surprise; but he covered it. He turned his back toward Dad. Then, when he was sure of himself, he picked up the photos, examined them, dropped them casually on the desk and looked out of the window.

Wahl sent for those from New Orleans, said Dad. He thought youd like to look them over.

Why? asked Sherry, without betraying the slightest interest.

Wahl believes that girls in San Francisco.

But Sherry was surprise-proof. He had good reason to believe that too. He knew the whole office, his father included, suspected him of having met Jacqueline Lanier, and he was not fool enough to doubt that those photos were laid on his desk for a trap. So Dad Lawrence was also league against him! He understood now why his father had turned him over to Dad to do this idiotic social stuff. All right. He was all the more glad he had not taken Dad into his confidence, as he had once thought of doing.

Where do we go from hear? he demanded with a bored air. What dummy gets gilded this afternoon?

Well keep together until dinner-time, Dad answered. After that well have to divide forces. Theres a concert youll have to cover at the Auditorium while I do the El Toro.

Sherry looked relieved, but said nothing. He could cover the concert by asking for a program at the door; a fool could write up a concert without sitting through it, and that would give him several hours to hunt for Jacqueline. He had a notion this time of searching through the hospital wards for her, and after that, if there was any time left, of questioning the matron at the Y.W.C.A., although he would have to do that carefully for fear of starting others on the trail.

He did not quite deceive Dad Lawrence. Dad noticed the look of relief on his face when he learned he was to be alone that evening; and Dad had covered far too many concerts in the same way not to guess what Sherry intended. He was not quite sure that when Sherry first saw the photos he had not checked a movement of surprise; and he was more than ever, if as vaguely as ever, sure, that some sort of love-affair was at the bottom of his young friends discontent.

You seem to have no ambition left. Whats the matter with you? he demanded.

I hate the Tribune, thats all! Sherry exploded. Im sick of the whole damned business!

That answer settled it, as far as Dad was concerned. Of all conceivable disasters, the worst would be for Sherry to fail to follow in his fathers footsteps! It would break old Mansfields heart a second time; and the result of that would be nothing that a man could calculate, except that it would be hell with the lid shut down! The Tribune would cease to be a newspaper; it would become a slaughterhouse! The old man would turn on Sherry and cast him off. Thereafter he would relapse into the condition he was in for a year after Mrs. Mansfield left him  almost a maniac, with his bitterest resentment turned on his truest friends, and obsessed by one purpose: to destroy whatever womans reputation he could get his claws on.

Rather than that, Dad would probe any womans anonymity, and help, if necessary, to hound her out of San Francisco!

The afternoon hardened Dads resolution. Whether or not her name was Jacqueline Lanier  whether or not she and La Conchita were the same  some woman was having a disastrous effect on Sherry. It could not be anything else than a woman. The boy was not drinking. He was not a gambler. He had no low companions. He was simply moping; taking no interest in his work; brown-studying all the time, and looking almost sick with worry. The least that Dad felt he could do was to investigate this dancer in a mask and either expose her identity or otherwise eliminate her from the list of possibilities. Something had to be done, and done soon, or Sherry would go all to pieces.

So by the time Dad reached the El Toro restaurant he was as nearly in an iron mood as he ever had been in his life. He chose a table under the balcony, midway down the room, from which he could watch the stage without attracting attention to himself, and ordered dinner. News of La Conchita had already spread among the folk who dine in cabarets; some of the morning papers had carried short paragraphs about her; there were owners of other cabarets there, as well as a much better-dressed crowd than the El Toro had ever entertained before; the place was full, and it was not going to be easy to pull anything without attracting notice. Papa Pantopoulos was hurrying to and fro with illegal drinks under his jacket, doing a roaring business, sudden prosperity going to his head, as his Conchita cocktails were going to the heads of some of the guests.

There were seven in the orchestra tonight, instead of five. Flowers on the tables. Four new waiters. Even the balcony was crowded. The space that had been cleared for dancing in the middle of the floor was as small as Papa had dared to make it, to allow for extra tables, which were jammed so close together that the guests could hardly sit without nudging one anothers elbows.

Dad caught Pantopoulos by the coat-tails as he hurried by, and the Greek jumped swiftly at conclusions. Cocktail, sir? he whispered behind his hand. La Conchita cocktail  very good! Have to serve it in a coffee cup and charge for service, but

Dad nodded. Tell me, will La Conchita come off stage?

Not tonight, sir. Cant persuade her. Between you and me, shes a mystery. Ive heard it whispered shes a member of the Russian royal family, escaped from Siberia! Ill swear shes not used to dancing in public  though shes wonderful  wonderful! Shes not so nervous as she was. Perhaps tomorrow night  my advice is, come again tomorrow night, sir! Meanwhile

He hurried away with a sidewise grin, to chivvy waiters and mix cocktails in a closet between dining-room and kitchen; and he was hardly gone before a gong rang and the curtain rose. For the next five minutes, Dad sat spell- bound.

He had seen more finished dancing  any amount of it; although none much more so than Ramons. It was something indefinable about La Conchitas movements that made him oblivious to the dinner growing cold in front of him. He could not explain to himself just what it was. The black mask made her look mischievous; yet experience had taught Dad a lot about reading faces, and he could not force himself to believe that the lips below the mask were hard or calculating. They were kissable; and if there was anything else remarkable about them, they possibly suggested sadness.

Her whole appearance struck Dad as incongruous in that second-rate restaurant. It seemed to him that, while she was not at all too skillful to be dancing there, showing only great natural gift and a little stage training, she was none the less out of her element. Her dancing looked pathetic; what seemed to the rest of the crowd to be diablerie struck him as deliberate courage, although he could not analyze the impression. She was wild at moments; but it seemed to him that in those moments she had thrown her very heart away and was dancing to kill her own thoughts. When the curtain came down  and rose half a dozen times  Dad felt almost positive that she took no pleasure in the storm of applause; she stood stone-still, and looked defiant.

Well, of course, if shes the Lanier girl she was nicely raised, and that accounts for some of it, he told himself. But if shes a devil, shes a brand-new type. What beats me is, why  with all that talent, and those good looks, and her newspaper notoriety, if she is the Lanier girl  and if shes the devil Wahl says  why  in-the-name-of-Satan  does she dance in this joint, and hide her identity, instead of selling her soul for much fine money? Why doesnt she court publicity? Theres something out of focus somewhere!

He received the same impression during the second dance, only if anything more definitely. There was something in her dancing-partners attitude that was more than clever trouping; something in her attitude toward Ramon that was more than art. Ramon was nervous, it seemed to Dad; he hardly dared to lay his hands on her when they came together and swayed into a tango step, and more than once she whirled away from him when he seemed least to expect it. If the man had not been a skillful improviser the dance would have collapsed.

Probably Dad was the only individual in the room who was watching critically; the rest were swept away by La Conchitas good looks, and by the novelty of seeing anything so beautiful in such a tawdry setting. It seemed to Dad that she was doing something she detested; that she was furious at being forced to do it; and that that fury was the secret of the plan with which the dance went over.

Which makes it possible she may be the Lanier girl, he admitted to himself.

She appeared four times, and in the intervals the guests milled in a helpless mob on the floor between the tables while the orchestra helped them to deceive themselves that they were dancing. At the end of La Conchitas fourth turn Dad began to consider ways and means, and plucked at Papas jacket as he hurried by.

Whats it worth to introduce me to La Conchita? he asked.

Aha! Thats what they all want! said the Greek, and slipped away.

Dad considered the situation. It was no use trying to reach the stage by the door at the side, because everybody would be able to see him and the waiters would undoubtedly interfere. Wahl had alarmed them the night before, or so he said, and the Greek would be on the alert. There would be a back door leading from stage to street undoubtedly; in fact, Wahl had said there was; but that would almost certainly be locked. There would be a fire-escape, though  and neighboring roofs. Dad paid his bill, and went outside to see. He hesitated for a long time in the shadow of a doorway, and was at great pains to make sure there were no witnesses, before he made up his mind to try the fire-escape, which he had to reach by standing on an ash-can in order to jump and catch the lower rung.


CHAPTER 27.

All the news the public wants.

Jacquelines second evening was more distressing than the first. The novelty was gone. She had a feeling in her bones that the mask did not disguise her. Ramon and Papa Pantopoulos had both been bragging about the first nights success, and Ramon had shown her clippings from the morning papers. She was nervous. Cervanez made her more so by over-friendliness, trying to caress her when the one thing in the world she wanted was to be let alone.

Then Ramon grew impossible. He had entered her room upstairs on some pretext and made such a scene that Consuelo finally drove him out with a hat- pin.

Conchita, I adore you! I idolize you! Marry me, or I will kill you and myself!

The threat brought ghastly reminiscences  not that Jacqueline, or Ramon himself, or any one believed a word of it. Not even his mother Cervanez was in the least alarmed about his killing himself. The fact was that he and Cervanez had laid their heads together and decided it must be now or never; he must marry her before offers of better engagements should begin pouring in. Jacqueline understood that perfectly; and Ramon had enough self-esteem to believe that no young woman could withstand his tempestuous ardor; enough imagination, too, to believe himself really in love for the moment.

There is in me the blood of the Braganzas, he assured her when she turned away from him. That is royal blood, Senorita. I am not of no account! My ancestor was one of the first founders of Brazil. I am poor, it is true, but I have dignity and together we might grow rich!

It would have been comic, if it had not been so mortifying. She must dance in public, with this man! She owed him money. And she suspected, just as she could see through his amorous protests to the avarice beneath, that he would betray her at the first profitable opportunity. It made her almost physically sick to think that her fate lay in the keeping of him and his mother.

It was that afternoon that Jacqueline first thought of suicide. The meanness  the utter drabness of the life  the confinement  hiding like a felon in shabby rooms above a third-rate restaurant, with the key kept by a Greek, and the meals sent up in secret, so that even the kitchen staff should not know for certain where she was staying  the thought of what the newspapers would print about her, if they should ever discover her identity, and the likelihood that they might discover it at any minute, all seemed to be heaped on her at once and made her so homesick and wretched that death looked infinitely preferable.

She wished a thousand times over that Calhoun had shot and killed her when he killed Desmio and himself. Pray, dear  pray to the Blessed Virgin, Consuelo urged, setting the example so often that it became monotonous to watch. But Jacqueline did not want to pray. She was rebellious against heaven. There was nothing to pray for. Desmio was dead. Sherry was dead as far as she was concerned. The devil, in the shape of Wahl, had painted her black, and she would never  never  disgrace Sherry by letting his name be associated with her in any way. She wished she had never met him  wished she had been drowned before he found her  anything! It was cruel to have met and loved him, for it made her heart ache so terribly whenever her thought dwelt on him for as much as a second  made it ache even more than when she thought of Desmio.

But you couldnt commit suicide with Consuelo looking on. And she knew it would be wicked. But what did it matter if she were wicked? What had she ever done to merit all this misery? And could anything be worse? Some one had told her that suicides go wandering for ever and ever in empty space, with nowhere to go and nobody to love them and nothing to do; but would that be worse than this?

And then came supper-time  and time to dress  and then the summons to go down and dance; and she was still alive, and still regretted it! She could hardly endure the sight or touch of Ramon. He seemed common. Her whole nature was revolting against vulgarity and against the mean expedients of poverty  against manners laid on over corking avarice, and the thought of being beholden to such people. She could have screamed when Ramon put his arm around her as the curtain rose. But courage bred and born in her; the harder it was tried the more it seemed to rally in emergency and there were deeper depths to which she might sink; she knew that since the Chinaman had talked to her in the basement about plittee girlee catchee lich man. And so her dancing was even more full of energy and recklessness than on the preceding night. She flung herself into it. She would not fail. She would not let those people see her broken and frightened and sick at heart. She hated them all, and herself more than all of them together. But they should not know she was broken-hearted. And she would not yield to her own distress. She would be brave. Desmio had always said that bravery was the last true test of character.

The crowd was even noisier than on the previous night, but the applause meant nothing to her. The brightness in her eyes was not pleasure, nor even excitement, it was the stuff with which battles are fought; and after the fourth turn Ramon knew better than to accede to the Greeks importunity and try to persuade her to dance a fifth time. Ramon went on alone and did creditably, keeping the crowd spending its money in the hope that Jacqueline would reappear. Consuelo sat at the foot of the stairs on guard against any one who might try to invade the stage, as Wahl had done the night before. Jacqueline went upstairs alone.

She felt there was only one thing in the world that could keep her from breaking down. She must see Pepita  wake the child if necessary. She must love some one who was not afraid. Some one who was not afraid must love her. There was fear behind her  fear in front  fear in the shadows at the corners of the stair  fear of Wahl! She could see Wahls face in the dark whichever way she looked  dreaded to see him step out from a corner  almost felt his cold hand on her wrist and behind Wahl, again was the Chinaman. Plittee girlee Pepita was only afraid of bogies. Jacqueline could laugh at bogies, and that might help her to feel easy about Wahl. She must do something. Pepita was the only chance.

But when she entered the shabby bedroom at the end of a long dark passage Pepita was fast asleep, with the monkey curled up on the blankets beside her; and she had not the heart to wake either of them. She would have loved to pick up the monkey and hug it to her breast, but the little animal looked so like a child as it lay there, and so comfortable, that she could not bring herself to disturb it. She waited for several minutes, hoping Pepita would wake of her own accord; then looked about her, wondering what to do next. She knew she would grow hysterical if she went to her own room.

The gas was turned low, but her eyes soon grew accustomed to the dim light. There was a newspaper on the floor, with a pair of scissors lying near it; Pepita must have been cutting up the paper before bed-time. She stooped for the scissors, half-entertaining a wild idea of opening a vein in her wrist, as she had read of women doing in old story-books. But her eye fell on the newspaper, and she forgot the scissors. She saw her own name, and a picture beneath it. It was the magazine section of the Sunday Tribune, open at Wahls feature story. It was signed by Clinton Wahl.

Her first impulse was to tear the paper into shreds. Her second was to know the worst that Wahl could say about her. But where should she go to read it! She could not endure her own room, and besides, Consuelo might come in there, and Consuelo would snatch the paper away. The thought of reading it had begun to fascinate her. Once in Louisiana she had crept close and peered at a dead Negro in a ditch with almost exactly the same sensation. She must see  shrunk from it, and yet could not resist.

So she tiptoed out of Pepitas room and went up another flight of stairs to the flat roof, where she had been that morning to breathe the only fresh air obtainable. There were sky-signs all around her, some of them quite close  notably a big one two blocks away announcing in letters of golden flame that  

MIROS MIRACULOUS RUBBERS MEAN LONG LIFE

She made up her mind that instant never to wear rubbers. She hoped to die young. Life was no good  nothing that Desmios enemy recommended could be any good. Then, for a little while she thought of how John Miro must have come into possession of the heritage that should have been hers, and hated him a little  not on her own account, but because he had prevailed against Desmios wishes.

The light from some of the nearer signs threw a reflection on the roof. She chose the place where the glare was strongest, and sat on the edge of a skylight to read the paper, holding it with both hands, because they trembled so and the trembling of one off-set the other. But she left off trembling after a while. She grew numb. The thing was so incredible  so indecent  so untrue that she almost lost all feeling.

There was a drawing supposed to be her in her night-dress. Another drawing represented her en deshabille laughing over Desmios dead body. Yet another showed her laughing while Jack Calhoun shot himself. At the bottom of the page she was represented dancing, as if with delight that her lovers were dead; and there were illustrations woven into the title at the top of the page, representing Herodias with John the Baptists head, and Jezebel, and two or three other notorious characters, along with a great bat supposed to be a vampire.

The story was in keeping with the illustrations. It pointed a moral. It posed as a warning to the public against unscrupulous women. It represented her as having vamped an old man and a young one simultaneously  the old man for his money, and the young one for his looks  of having lured them both to their ruin, and of having been amused to see the outcome. It suggested, without exactly saying so, that Jack Calhoun had squandered all his fortune on her, and had shot himself in her presence, after killing Miro, because she sneered when he told her his fortune was all spent.

It dwelt lingeringly on the fact that Jack Calhoun had known the way to her bedroom only too well, and that he had been surprised in there with her at the very hour of wedding to the older man. The imputation, though she hardly understood it, made her sick. It gave an imaginary description of her flight in the dawn to escape the questions of the coroner, and wound up with the question Having lost the enormous Miro fortune because she could not resist the delight of a last embrace from the handsome lover, was she really drowned in the Louisiana flood or, is she in hiding, watching for an opportunity to lure rich mens sons into her toils?

And that was Sherrys newspaper! That was no doubt Sherrys opinion of her! Oh, how she hoped he would never discover that the girl he had met in that barn in the flooded bottoms and Jacqueline Lanier were the same! She hoped she might die before he ever could find out the truth.

There was nothing else to hope for  only that, that Sherry might never know. She turned her back to the light and walked toward the darkest corner of the roof, for there was something about darkness now that was comforting. She was no longer afraid of it. She did not want to be able even to see herself. She wanted to be nothing  nowhere!

She shrank against the brickwork of a chimney, and looked down into the street. It was a long way down. It made her shudder, and she looked up again, straight across the street. Then she almost screamed  just checked herself  she must not let anybody hear her scream. In letters of gold against the sky in front of her, perhaps a dozen blocks away, was the sky-sign over the building where they printed Sherrys fathers newspaper  the one that had blackened her forever:  

THE TRIBUNE

ALL THE NEWS THE PUBLIC WANTS

She stared at the great yellow letters of fire until they all seemed to run together and make one word. NEWS! She was news! It was there on the end of a yellow forefinger, pointing at her. There was no escape from it! News, in a night-dress, with bare legs, admitting a clandestine lover through the window! News, in her underwear, laughing at dead men! News, dancing on her lovers grave!

Obey your intuition, Jacqueline!

She could see Sister Michaelas gray eyes, and could almost hear the words as if they were spoken from close by. Yes  she would obey her intuition. She could feel relief at last. It was in the air, waiting for her. Her heart told her this was the end. It did not need courage to fall to the street. And when they should come to pick her up, she would be all broken and unrecognizable, so that Sherry would never know. Yes  she would obey her intuition.

She climbed up on the waist-high parapet, and said one short prayer at last  the first in three days. It was for Sherry, that he might never know.

  and please make him happy, Amen.

Then she closed her eyes tight, and let herself droop forward.

When she felt an arm close suddenly around her and lift her back on to the roof she thought at first that it was an angels, and that she was already dead. She was rather relieved and surprised to learn that it had not hurt when she struck the sidewalk. But the voice that spoke to her was too gruff for an angels (she had always thought of them as feminine) and the feathers she laid her cheek against felt strangely like a mans coat. So she opened her eyes, and realized that her mask was gone  that she was on the roof  in a mans arms  looking straight into a mans face.

Her heart began to flutter like a birds now. She was coming to life again, as it were, and feeling all the terror of it. She struggled, too frightened to scream, and the man set her down on the edge of the skylight, and then sat down beside her, holding her hand very firmly and kindly. He had his heel set on the newspaper she had been reading, but he seemed to be unconscious of it. He was holding her mask in his other hand.

Tell me, arent you Jacqueline Lanier? he asked her. For a second she thought of lying to him, but she looked into his eyes, and they were kind. She could not force herself to lie, it seemed so useless.

Why, youre only a child! he said suddenly, and with so much feeling in his voice that she could hardly keep the tears from coming; only she did not want to cry before a stranger.

Tell me, why were you trying to jump off the roof? he asked. Youre too young, you know, and lifes too full of promise, for anything like that. Why did you want to do it?

Life was too full of promise? She looked up, and there stared the Tribune sky-sign at her! She looked down, and there lay the Sunday Tribune at her feet!

Oh! I get you. Have you been reading that stuff?

She nodded. She would have choked if she had tried to say anything.

For the first time?

She nodded again, biting her lip to keep it from trembling.

How much of it is true? he asked. And he spoke so kindly that she felt he really wanted to know it wasnt true.

None! she answered, choking.

None whatever?

She managed to find words somehow:

Jack Calhoun did shoot Desmio and then

Yes, I know that. But about you? Why did you run away?

Things like that were in all the papers! she answered with a shudder. A dreadful man named Wahl

Sure. Clinton Wahl. I know him.

You  you know Wahl?

Sure. Im on the same newspaper. My names Lawrence. They call me Dad Lawrence, he answered, more kindly than ever. Now, dont be afraid of me, you poor little woman! I think I understand whats happened. Im not Wahl. Im not his friend. I hate him, if thats any solace to you. Dont run away  I wont hurt you. Sit here; and suppose you tell me your version of it all. You may tell me in confidence. If I think youre telling me the truth, I Ill do the best I can for you. There now, sit on my overcoat. Thats all right  cry if it helps any; but just tell me. Suppose I ask some questions  howll that be?

He put an arm around her shoulder, and she felt more comforted by it than by anything that had happened to her since she ran away from Sherry that night in the dark. She just lay her head on his shoulder and sobbed. He seemed like an angel after all!

Did you ever meet Sherry Mansfield? he asked.

She sat bolt-upright instantly, and her frightened blue eyes stared at him through the tears.

I see you did, he said quietly. Have you seen him since he came ashore in the same launch with you?

She shook her head.

Does he know where you are?

I  I hope not! she stammered. Please dont tell him!

Her eyes sought the newspaper, and then the Tribune sky-sign. It was rather obvious why she did not want Sherry to know her whereabouts. Dad looked at her with emotion that very nearly had the better of him.

No, he answered, making his mind up that instant. I wont tell him. Tell me this, though: did you and he  here, come, Miss Lanier! Im your friend. Tell me your whole story.

He took her hands and held them in his own, obliging her to face him, yet doing it so gently that she felt no impulse to resist.

You wont tell Sherry?

No. I wont tell him a word. And Im your friend. But thats all I promise.

Her eyes met his, and she began haltingly, almost in spite of herself. And then, at the end of the first few stammered sentences, it began to feel good to tell him. It was almost like a confession to Father Doutreleau. Dad listened with such a world of sympathy, and so obviously believed every word she said, that one thing led to another and almost before she knew it she was showing him Desmios portrait in the locket, and discovering the same old difficulty in finding words that were good enough to sound Desmios praises.

Yes, he said, yes, go on. Im listening.

She spoke very little of the tragedy; but she told how Wahl had come in, and had seized her wrist, and of the awful things that Wahl had written in the New Orleans papers. And then of how she and Consuelo had left the house before dawn, with the idea of running away anywhere.

Didnt know where you were going?

No. Where was there to go? she asked.

Any money?

No. I had some jewelry, but we lost that in the flood.

Go on. Tell me about the flood.

That was soon told. She did not remember much of the first part, except the rush of water and the sensation of being overwhelmed, with the horses coming backward over the carriage, and then of being plunged and whirled interminably in dark-brown water.

And then I came to on a roof that was floating  and, the sky going round and round  and a dog came and sniffed me.

Yes, hes got the dog now. Nut, his name is  an awful mongrel, but as cute as the dickens.

Oh, hes got Nut! Oh, Im so glad. I did so want to know what had happened to Nut.

Nuts all right. Tell me about him.

I just love him, Mr. Lawrence! He crawled up one side of the roof, and I crawled up the other, and we met at the top, and you would never believe how rude he was!

Oh, yes I can believe it! Dad laughed. I know Sherry.

But he was a perfect dear. He ordered me around, and bossed me. And he swore dreadfully, after we got into the barn and he found a blunt razor and no looking-glass. After a while I shaved him! Yes, I did. We were more friendly after that. And then we got talking about his mother  and I said what I thought about her  and he listened  and  and

All Sherry ever needed was to fall in love! Dad blurted suddenly. Ive said so to his father time and again.

Oh, he must! I hope he will! He must fall in love with some one and forget me! Ill never forget him, but  but arent men different?

Some are, Dad answered dryly. Youve promised, havent you? You have promised? You wont say a word to Sherry?

Not one word! Dad answered.

And you wont tell the newspaper youve found me?

I will not!

Ill be gone soon, Mr. Lawrence. As soon as I can pay my debt to these people Ill run away and hide again. Sherry mustnt ever know who I am. It might ruin him. The disgrace of being mixed up with me, after what the papers said, could never be lived down. Could it? And you know, hes obstinate; he might think it was his duty to go in spite of everything, when, of course, it isnt his duty at all, and  and  he is obstinate! Isnt he?

Yes, I hope  I mean, yes  hes a great hand to stick to anything he starts.

Jacquelines blue eyes, as innocent and truthful as the sky, looked through the tears into Dads, and he was not fooled by that frown of hers for a second; it only made him believe her all the more, if that were possible.

I was only two days with him, but I know him so well, Mr. Lawrence. And its because I know hes obstinate that Im never going to let him find me. I dont mind what happens to me any more. I just love Sherry, and I wont have him ruined. You know him quite well of course?

You might say intimately, Dad answered.

Tell me: does he  is he  do you think he has forgotten me? I want him to, she added, forcing herself to say it.

He doesnt talk about you, Dad answered.

Is he happy?

No, I dont think he is. In fact, Im sure hes not.

Oh, Mr. Lawrence  do you think it would make him any happier if I let them identify me, so that hell know Im the one they wrote all that about? Perhaps hed hate me then, and put me out of his mind. Ill  Ill make any sacrifice for Sherry!

She was trembling at the thought of it. Dad knew that, for he was holding her hand.

No, he answered. Sherrys not that kind of fellow. How long have you got to dance in this place?

Until Ive paid my debt.

How much do you owe them?

I dont know!

Dad smiled broadly. How even Wahl could have mistaken her for a vampire was beyond him. He wished his own bank-account were not down somewhere near the twenty-dollar mark. However, he did not doubt he could borrow if he looked around, and meanwhile there was at least something he could do to help her.

You feel better now, dont you? he asked. Just keep on dancing for another night or two, and meanwhile Ill do my best for you. Remember, youve got a friend. Ill stand by you through thick and thin, and if I can keep the papers from finding out who you are, I will.

And you wont tell Sherry?

Oh, no, I wont tell him, Dad answered; but he could not keep the evasiveness out of his voice, and she detected it  looked alarmed. He did not choose to be committed any deeper at the moment, not having quite made up his mind what he did intend to do. Ill have to go, he said, or there may be some one else nosing on your trail. Is there any way of my going down through the house without being seen?

She shook her head.

All right. Ill use the fire-escape again. Now remember, little woman, Im your friend! No more nonsense, eh? No jumping off roofs! Promise!

He was gone before she could say good-by to him, but she leaned over the parapet and caught one glimpse of his face as he looked up smiling.

Now remember, he called, youve promised!

Dad swung himself down from the fire-escape, shoved his hands in his pockets, and sauntered around to the main entrance. Wahl was about due. He must think of something to say to Wahl  something with a trace of probability about it; and he must get absolute control of himself, so that Wahls too alert suspicion should not be aroused. Lord, how he hated and despised  mischievous devil! But O mischief, thou art swift! he quoted.

And old Mansfield thinks hes a snorter. So he is. God Damn him! Sells newspapers. So he does  and damn the swine who buy them! Were a rotten lot of vultures raising a stink with our claws and wings in the sewer! And the publics worse  it likes to see it  pays money for it! Wahl would crucify that girl, if the law would let him, and the public would go broke buying ringside seats! To hell with the whole dirty business!

However, those reflections were not helping him to think up an alibi to give Wahl. He must invent something convincing, in order to gain time. Lord knew, he needed time if he were going to help the poor little woman. There was nobody  actually nobody he dared to confide in. And if old man Mansfield should ever learn that he had deliberately sidetracked the Tribune on a story, not even a thirty-year-long intimacy would stand between him and dismissal. Jobs are none too plentiful for men of Dads age. He shoved his hands into his overcoat pockets and strode up and down under the El Toro portico, waiting for Wahl to come, and cudgeling his brains for the right solution.

But Wahl came before he had thought of the right one  Wahl with the mean grin, and the cavernous rapacious look in his eyes, evidently anticipating good news.

Well? You had word with her?

No.

Good God! Did you try? What happened?

Dad began improvising  lying right and left at random.

Youre on the wrong scent, Wahl. Its a mares nest. I got close to the stage, and saw her for a moment with the mask off. It came unfastened. She wears that mask to hide a long scar on her right cheek. Shes nothing like the Lanier girls pictures.

Wahl looked very keenly at him. Whats that on your knees? he asked him. Rust?

Dad had forgotten that the fire-escape was rusty. He stooped, and brushed the stuff off.

Wonder where I got that, he remarked.

Theres some on your sleeve, too, Wahl assured him. Dad removed his overcoat and slapped it vigorously.

Did it look like a new scar or an old one? Wahl asked, eying him keenly.

Old. It might be a birth-mark.

How close were you?

Oh, a few feet from the stage.

Ridiculous! You couldnt possibly have seen. It may have been grease- paint  or anything.

Im perfectly sure, Dad answered.

But Wahl felt perfectly sure Dad was lying, and he made no effort to conceal the fact. He favored Dad with one long searching glance, and turned away without another word, walking off as if he knew exactly where he was going, and what he would do next.

Hes got a joker up his sleeve, thought Dad. I wonder what next. Something damnable, and under the belt, Ill bet! Well: that girl has one chance  Sherry! Here goes!

With his head down, and hands deep in his pockets, Dad walked slowly toward the Tribune Building.


CHAPTER 28.

Does she remind you of any one?

Dad missed Sherry that night. He found a note on his desk instead.

Heres the program of the concert. For Gods sake write it for me. Cox of the Star said three, nine and eleven were rotten, but the rest got by. House two-thirds full. The mayor and his wife were in a box  nobody else of importance. Two sticks plenty. Explanations later. Sherry.

Sherry had intended to search hospitals, but he was too gloomy and discouraged to feel really set on any course, or nothing less than violence would have changed his purpose. It was John Miro who talked him out of it. They met in the foyer of the Auditorium, where Miro had a lone seat for the evening. Sherry had just obtained his program, and was on his way out in a hurry.

Is it going to be as rotten as all that? asked Miro, with one of his discerning smiles.

Ill find out from you, when its over! said Sherry.

Where are you going?

Sherry told him.

My dear boy; youll be simply wasting time. They account for people in hospitals day by day  you know that surely? And Sister Michaela has been to every one in the city.

Dammit, I must look somewhere! Sherry exploded. I cant sit still!

Let me give you some advice, Miro answered, studying him thoughtfully. Youre giving discouragement the upper hand. That wont do, you know. It isnt fair to her or anybody. Youll be useless when the time comes for action.

If it ever comes!

It will. It will certainly. My men are on a hot scent. Im expecting news of her at any time. Do you play chess? Checkers? Come home with me and play checkers for an hour or two. Lets make a bargain first, though: not one word about Jacqueline! We must both think of something else.

Are you trying to stall me, so your men will find her first? asked Sherry rudely.

Miro took him by the arm. Come along, he said, I knew you needed to play at something for a while!

He almost threw Sherry into a great limousine, and whisked him away to a mansion that was furnished with the loot of Europe. There with suits of armor grinning at them from either side of an enormous fireplace, they played checkers; Miro regaling Sherry at intervals with tales of life as he had lived it  fascinating tales  until the concert-hour was nearly over and it was time to hurry back in search of a reporter who had had sufficient sense of duty to sit through it.

When youve turned in your notes, come back and spend the night with me, said Miro. Then if any of my men bring news of her, youll know it as soon as I do.

Sherry did that; but he offered Dad no explanations the following afternoon; said nothing at all, in fact, until Dad broached the subject of the evenings assignment.

Well go together tonight, said Dad. Theres a place called the El Toro thats been advertising heavily and made something of a stir.

Why together? Cant you do it? Sherry objected.

Its your turn to write something! Dad answered, smiling. I wrote your concert stuff last night.

Say, Dad, Ive got something else to do tonight. Its important. Ill explain it some day. Im not bulling you, its urgent. Cant you go alone tonight, and let me

Nothing doing! Dad answered blandly. You and I dine together at the place I said. Thats orders; and as long as Im your boss

Sherry turned away from him with a gesture of impatience, and sulked over by the window, watching the sidewalk opposite as if he hoped to recognize a lost acquaintance in every passer-by.

And inside the old mans private office Wahl held forth on the carpet in front of the desk. His eyes were glinting, and his long arms were moving in nervous jerks.

But Ive known Dad for thirty years, said Mansfield. Hes a duffer in a lot of ways, but theres no man in San Francisco Id sooner trust. I dont believe he would give us a bum steer. Why should he?

Wahl grinned cynically. I believe he interviewed that girl, he answered. Im dead sure he was lying to me. I believe she put it all over him, the same way she probably put it over Sherry down in Louisiana. Dads soft, and she simply vamped him  played on his pity, I guess. Im willing to bet you weve got her to rights! Well know tonight anyway. Its all O.K. with the Prohibition Chief. I told him theyre selling liquor at the El Toro, and if he doesnt raid the place tonight well roast him good and plenty in tomorrows paper. He gave orders, and theyre going to make a real spectacular raid of it. I make my entrance with the bulls. Therell be a panic when they pull the place, and thatll give me the chance I want to corner the Conchita. Ill have that mask off, if I have to fight her for it. Then well know for sure, and Ive got the story already written. Youll have to see the circulation manager. Shell boom!

All right. Have it your own way, said Mansfield. Will they arrest the girl?

Yes, if they can find the least excuse for it. If theres rum behind the stage, for instance  or if her dress is cut too low  or if she makes a bolt  or anything like that. Gee! If they only pinch her, thatll make it perfect!

Be sure youre on hand when they pull the raid, said Mansfield. We dont want any guess-work.

You bet! Ill wait there at the station, and leave with the raiding squad.

It was a desultory afternoon in the office  one of those days when nothing of importance broke and the men who were normally most active played rummy or did rewrite stuff  the sort of day on which anything gets into the papers  a day beloved of press-agents, propagandists, et hoc genus omne. Wahl spent the afternoon touching up his story in advance, adding high-lights here and there, improving on the head-lines, and telephoning once or twice to the police as a precaution. Dad and Sherry covered a poultry show, and by the time evening came Sherry was about as amiable as a stung bear. He walked into the El Toro behind Dad, and stood surveying the newly, cheaply gilded restaurant with an air of unmitigated disgust.

Those lousy hens were more exciting than this! he grumbled. I suppose now well eat the birds that didnt win prizes.

The place was nearly full already, but Dad contrived to get a table at a corner of the dancing floor, and Papa Pantopoulos recognized him.

Aha! So you took my advice! I told you! She dances one dance on the floor tonight  just one! A Conchita in her honor, sir? Two? Certainly.

Sherry tossed off the cocktail, tasted his soup and answered Dads efforts at conversation in monosyllables. His eyes were all the while roving about the room, and glancing up at every fresh arrival.

Did you see that poster as we came in? Dad asked.

Ye-e-e-s.

What did you think of it?

Pretty rotten.

Dad smiled patiently. It was true, the poster was not art, but he had hoped it might suggest a memory.

Did you notice the name on it?

No.

You havent a reporters nose. Youre no hound! Dad assured him.

Im sick of being a reporter. Its a dirty business, Sherry answered. If it werent for

The orchestra struck up before he finished the sentence, and he turned to face the stage with an air of relief, as if any kind of conversation was a bore. Dad watched him keenly as the gong rang, and the curtain rose on a newly decorated stage; for Papa Pantopoulos had scraped up the wherewithal and plunged on repainted scenery.

La Conchita waltzed on from one wing, Ramon from the other and they met mid-stage, posing for a moment in the spot-light. But there was no recognition in Sherrys face  not a tremor  not a quiver of the eyelids, though Dad was watching him keenly and would have detected the slightest start.

Does she remind you of any one? he asked.

Sherry stuck a fork into something on his plate, and went on eating.

No, he answered. Does she you?

Something vaguely reminiscent. Cant say who, Dad answered.

Sherry looked back at the stage, and Dad thought he caught just a flash of a change of expression, as if some movement of the dancer had touched a chord of memory. But in a moment it was gone again. Sherrys memory was of a blue-eyed girl with untidy hair, in a dress all creased from being wet. The mask made La Conchitas eyes look dark and mischievous, not tender. The stage made her look taller. The dress made her look like a Spaniard and the dance deprived her of all resemblance to the Conchita he had known.

Besides, in his own mind he had taken to calling her Jacqueline since his talk with John Miro. The real name had displaced the other almost totally, as real things have a way of doing. He had imagined her poverty-stricken, crouching away somewhere in hiding, shrinking from publicity; and this girl, who looked years older than Jacqueline, dancing in the limelight with a male companion, conjured up no recognition. She almost fooled Dad Lawrence, she looked so different on the stage, and her mood had altered since the previous night. For her hope had risen since Dad found her. She was no longer rebellious (which was one reason why Papa had been able to persuade her to do one turn tonight between the dining-tables). She had a friend now whom she believed in; and she could not help feeling glad that Sherry was worried about her, even though she was more determined than ever not to let him find her. So she danced with an altogether different élan, using more art, and less sheer recklessness. On the whole, the audience was not so well pleased.

I dont think so much of her, said Sherry when the curtain came down. He began at once to pay attention to his dinner, and did not notice the expression of comic patience on Dads face.

During the interlude, while most of the guests left their seats to surge back and forth in a mob on the dancing floor, Sherry munched away steadily, only offering one observation in response to Dads efforts to beguile the time.

If you can make a story out of this joint, youre a genius! he remarked. The grubs bad. The service is worse. The dancings nothing special, and the orchestra is

As good as the concert you covered last night? Dad suggested with a grin. Where were you? You promised explanations.

But Sherry did not answer. He had become an expert in silence. He said nothing until the curtain rose again and Papa Pantopoulos jerked aside a low screen that concealed newly-placed steps leading down from stage to floor.

Oh, darn this cabaret stuff! Sherry grumbled then. Dont you hate to have em shaking rouge all over you? Why cant they stay on the stage where they belong? They dont look so cheap at a distance.

He would not even look up when the dancers came tripping down steps, amid applause led by Papa Pantopoulos and the waiters. Papa was playing his big stake, and proposed it should go over with a flourish, and the crowd  like most crowds  behaved obediently. There was applause enough to have gratified the Russian Ballet, and for the first time Jacqueline felt fired by it. Ideas are strange intoxicating stuff. Perhaps because the unexpected friend had come to her the night before, like an angel in a rough tweed suit, she began to feel as if the room were full of friends, and to try hard to please them instead of to triumph over them.

Ramon caught the inspiration. He was wonderful at that. As subtly as if he had thought it out for weeks before, he danced in harmony to her new mood, adapting himself to it, suggesting phrases, as it were, and then  catching the approval of the audience  sweeping her into a waltz-step that exaggerated the natural youthful grace of his partners motion. The crowd began to cheer again without any hint from Papa. Twice around the room they whirled in quickening cadences, the orchestra taking its cue from them, when suddenly in mid-room Ramon whispered to her and they parted company, flying like spinning Pierrot and Pierrette in opposite directions.

Jacquelines tangent brought her close to Sherrys corner, and she paused there, hardly knowing what to do next. It was only accident that made her glance at Sherrys table, as she turned her head quickly to take her cue from Ramon. Dad was watching Sherry as if he expected to see him leap from his place. Sherry had looked up at Jacqueline because he could hardly help it. And so their eyes met.

She knew him instantly. Her heart leapt so, it made her gasp; it sounded like a sob. The sea of faces all about her became a haze, with Sherrys head and shoulders like a cameo set in the midst of it. He was staring at her. He would recognize her in a second! He would know her for the girl that Wahl had blackened! He would feel the shame of her dancing in a cabaret! He would  

She did not know whether he had started to his feet or not. Something happened. Something broke the spell of frozen fascination. Something  she did not know what  gave her presence of mind enough to glide into a waltz and spin away toward Ramon, who met her in mid-room; dancing toward her.

What is it, Conchita? he whispered. Courage! Courage! Pep-zip-snap!

Toward the steps! She would have screamed it at him if she had had to say it twice.

He recognized emergency and whirled her in the right direction, but she could not wait to do the dance-up steps that they had practiced all afternoon. She broke away, ran up to the stage, and disappeared into the wings, leaving Ramon to improvise alone.

My God! Cervanez almost screamed, trying to stop her in the wings as she fled toward the stairs. What is wrong? You ruin us!

But Jacqueline did not care who was ruined, provided it should not be Sherry. She knew he would follow if he recognized her; and he was so obstinate that he would probably claim her before all the world, in spite of everything  and be put to open shame, as she had been  and quarrel with his father  and lose his friends. She must run  run! And there was nowhere to run to but upstairs  up to her own room, and lock the door. She must tell Consuelo, and they must think of some way of escape at once! But the bedroom was empty. Consuelo, she remembered now, was downstairs in the kitchen, having supper.

Jacqueline locked the door, and sat on the bed bewildered  nearly fainting.

Sherry, who had almost risen to his feet, sat down again and passed a hand over his eyes. He did not believe them. That could not be the girl he had met in Louisiana. Yet  

Does she remind you now of somebody? asked Dad, and Sherry stared at him.

Say  are you  ? Sherry rose from his chair, his eyes fixed on Dads and all his gloom gone. His chin came forward suddenly. Wait here! he said, and rushed away knocking his chair over.

Ramon was still dancing, with his back to the stage. Sherry ran past him and up the steps, straight into the wings, the way Jacqueline had gone. Cervanez screamed, and ran to intercept him, but he had seen the door leading upstairs that Jacqueline had not quite closed behind her, and ten of Cervanez could not have stopped him. Besides, Dad had followed. Cervanez found herself with two men on her hands; she turned in panic to look for Ramon, who was dancing like a marionette, oblivious of everything except that he must hold the audience and save a situation. The second that she wasted trying to catch Ramons eye was enough for Sherry; he was gone through the door and upstairs; the door slammed shut and Dad stood with his back against it.

S-h-h! Dad warned her. Were friends, not enemies! Dont make a scene!

Cervanez was half-hysterical. One moment she was threatening to scratch Dads eyes out, and the next she was wringing her hands and running to lower the curtain. But she could not pull the curtain down so long as Ramon was on the floor; and Ramon was remembering old acrobatic stunts, compelling the audience to keep their eyes on him. Papa Pantopoulos was at the far end of the restaurant, near the door, trying to organize applause as the best way out of the predicament. If he had run to the stage, about half the audience would very likely have followed him.

Sherry ran upstairs three steps at a time, and found himself in an ill- lit passage with doors to the right and left. There was no sound, although he held his breath and listened until he had to let his breath out in a sudden gasp. He seized the knob of the nearest door  opened it  drew blank  a dark room  nobody in there. He tried the next one; it was locked on the inside. He struck the panel three or four times with his knuckles, and listened again.

Is that you, Consuelo?

He would have known that voice in a thousand! But he did not dare to answer. He rapped with the palm of his hand on the panel and rattled the knob, hoping that was what Consuelo would do in the stress of excitement. He heard the key turn cautiously. That was enough! He burst into the room, shut the door, turned the key behind him, and stood still.

Jacqueline had jumped backward toward the bed, or his violence to the door would have knocked her down. She was still wearing the mask; some instinct of self-preservation had made her retain it, although she usually threw it off the moment she reached her room.

Sherry! she exclaimed. Her hands went out toward him; yet she shrank back.

Sherry came on, smiling.

Sherry! Please!

She had reached the limit of retreat. Her back was against the dressing- table. Sherrys right arm closed around her, and she tried, helplessly, to prevent his other hand from unfastening the mask. He took it off quite gently, dropped it on the floor, and looked into her eyes.

Jacqueline, why did you run away from me? he asked.

But the moment he said the name he saw fear leap into her eyes, and cursed himself for a clumsy fool. He stooped and picked the mask up  held it out to her.

You know now, she said hopelessly. Sherry, Ive tried so hard to hide from you.



He tried to take her into his arms again. But why? he asked. Why hide from me? Didnt you believe me when I said I love you? Jacqueline, dear  that is yo right name, isnt it? You are Jacqueline Lanier?

Yes, Sherry. I wish I werent. I

Hah! She looked startled as he barked that laugh at her; and he stepped into the full heritage of manhood as compassion for her overcame all other thoughts. His own predicament, his own desire  hope  loneliness was nothing in the overwhelming awfulness of hers. Im glad you are! he went on. It gives me a chance to prove I love you! Bless your darling heart, did you think it would make any difference who you are, or what they say about you? Jacqueline dear, look at me again! Look up! Dyou think Im not telling you the truth? Im with you to the end of time  whatever has happened or whatever may happen. Dont you remember I promised that?

But, Sherry, you hadnt read the papers

He dismissed newspapers and all their universe with an impatient jerk of his head. I had seen you, dear! he answered. Did you think Id believe them after that? Jacqueline! Why  oh, why didnt you trust me? I could have saved you so much  all this, for instance. I would have stood by you through thick and thin.

But even then all Jacqueline could shape out of the chaos of thoughts within her was that Sherry knew. He knew  and he still loved her. He didnt believe! But perhaps that was because he did not really know.

Words came tumbling from her lips, sentences blurted almost incoherently, her eyes still frightened (for she feared the worst  that he would turn when he really did know). She tried to tell him all the truth at once  six aspects of it all at once  and he only caught the general drift of it. He laughed, and stopped her with a kiss, taking her into his arms and holding her so tightly she could hardly breathe.

And in his arms, as he kissed her, all the panic and hopelessness were stilled. There was peace. Her arms crept around him. She clung to him. Tears came in a passion of relief; and through the tears a sob  almost a whisper; Sherry  oh, Sherry!

Then memory once more. She drew back startled, thrusting him away from her.

Sherry, you mustnt love me! You must never see me again! You must let me go! I can only do harm  Ill ruin you! I must always hide! I couldnt stand it, to have everybody know who I am  and have them say such awful things  and if they knew you loved me, theyd drag you in

Listen! Listen! he said, holding her tightly again.

Dear, listen to me! They cant hurt me  and dyou think Id care if they did? Im not going to let them hurt you any more, thats all!

He wished he felt as confident of his power to do that as the words sounded; but he could see the effect of the words on her. At least if he could not stop the newspapers he could help her to bear their cruelty.

You cant escape from me, you know! he went on. Youre not going to run away from me again, because there isnt a place you can go to where I wont follow! I love you, and you cant beat that game! Bless your heart, if my dad cant or wont straighten out this newspaper business and put everything right, well go to China or Siam, or some other place where they dont have newspapers  and live on canned soup if we have to, he added, laughing. Say, Jacqueline  I love you. Dont you love me?

She could not keep from smiling at him through the tears. Love him? Who wouldnt?

But, Sherry

Do you, Jacqueline? You do? Well  what else matters?

Nothing else did matter when he held her that way in his arms and kissed her. The feeling of peace returned.

You know, he said. I wasnt joking about canned soup! Well be broke to start with! We may have to

Her answering laugh was what he had been playing for. It brought her back from the dangerous border of hysteria.

Sherry, why  why do you believe in me? she asked him suddenly.

Thats easy, he answered. The question is, do you believe in me yet?

She nodded  met his lips half-way. Absolutely, dear?

Sherry, how could anybody help believing in you?


CHAPTER 29.

Meat and drink for him!

Cervanez had to leave Dad to lower the curtain; but then Dad had Ramon on his hands as well as her, and Ramon was belligerent. His self-esteem was stirred by having saved the day; he felt like a brave man who has fought in the trenches, and returns to find treason at the rear. His right hand went naturally to the dagger-hilt projecting from the sash at his waist; and as Cervanez poured her tale of woe into his ear he began to stalk Dad Lawrence, working around in a strategic semicircle toward the far side of the door, with the obvious intention of rushing Dad and forcing him away from it toward the stage.

And Dad was no matador  no duelist  not even skillful with his fists. He faced the enemy, but gave ground, retreating step by step, his eyes on Ramons. And the farther Dad retreated, the worse Ramons eyes glittered, and the more Cervanez egged him on to teach that thief a lesson! Cervanez was in a mood to see blood. But Ramon was not quite keyed to the point of taking that tremendous risk; he faced about suddenly, with a movement as graceful as a matadors avoiding a bull, and disappeared through the door leading upstairs.

Dad would have followed him, but something else  definite and loud  attracted his attention. He and Cervanez both ran to the curtain and peered around it, one on either side. The whole restaurant was in a panic mixed of indignation and assertive innocence. Women were hiding flasks in their stockings and corsets; a dozen officers in uniform were filing down both sides of the room. Dad saw Wahl standing in the entrance beside a prohibition officer, and the expression on Wahls mean face would have told the story even if the police were not already in there. Cervanez ran to Dad and clutched him by the arms, screaming at him:

You! What is this? What it mean? You do this?

The place is pulled, he answered. Listen! His brain was working like lightning now. He had to defeat Wahl, and that thought spurred him as nothing else could. You stay here  let them search you but refuse to let them pass! Play for delay! You understand? Its your only chance!

He was gone before she could ask him another question  upstairs three steps at a time, and hammering at the only locked door. In the passageway was Ramon, sputtering brimstone Portuguese.

Dad thrust Ramon aside and beat on the door with his fist.

Open, Sherry! Dyou hear? Open! Its me  Dad Lawrence!

Sherry turned the key and went back to Jacqueline, leaving Dad to open the door for himself. But Dad found himself thrust aside in turn; Ramon seized him by both shoulders and whirled him against the wall  then flung the door wide open and stood for a moment magnificently posing on the threshold. Jacqueline was in Sherrys arms again, and Ramons brows came down over his eyes like a thunder-cloud. He said nothing, but his hand went to his knife. Dad Lawrence sprang too late. Jacqueline smothered a scream. Ramons knife went slithering point-first at Sherrys heart.

There was no thought  no time for it. Impulse  instinct  mother  readiness to die for what she loved moved Jacqueline. She pushed at Sherry suddenly  thrust him out of the knifes path, and herself into it. The knife went point-first into her sleeve, and the white stuff grew crimson. Sherry sprang for Ramon, and Dad cut off his retreat.

No! Jacqueline cried out. No, Sherry! No! Look, Im not hurt! Its only a scratch!

Dad saw at a glance she was telling the truth and sprang between Sherry and Ramon  turned his back to Sherry.

Look after her! he shouted over his shoulder. Then to Ramon: Now, you dam fool! Get downstairs! Stop the police from coming up here! If you dont Ill have you pinched for attempted murder! Have you another knife? Theres a man named Wahl down there  stick it into him!

Ramons fight had all oozed out of him. He obeyed Dad meekly, trying to pause on the stairs to explain that he had meant to protect the senorita  that he had mistaken the gentleman for a burglar  that he was sorry  anything, in fact, but guilty of jealousy. But Dad threatened to kick him if he did not hurry downstairs, and Dads mood was a Vikings in that minute. He would have carried out his threat. His frenzy would have prevailed over Ramons strength, and Ramon knew it  ran. Dad rushed back into the bedroom.

Out of this, Sherry! The place is raided!

What do I care? Sherry answered. He was trying to bandage Jacquelines arm with his handkerchief.

Dad took hardly even time to nod to Jacqueline.

Get a move on, you young ass! Get out of here! Wahl staged a raid, and hes here with the bulls! If youre found here, theyll pinch the two of you. You know what that means! The son of Mansfield of the Tribune caught in a room with the notorious

Shut up! growled Sherry.

Damn it, man, I mean it! Dad exclaimed, shaking his arm. There isnt a paper in San Francisco that wont play that up till theyre blue in the face! Theyll ribbon head-line it! Itll be the end of her  and you too! For your dads sake, run! Leave me to look out for her  Ill stay with her whatever happens. Sure  I promise. No, youve no time for kissing  get a move on  scoot! Climb down the fire-escape at the end of the passage.

Sherry saw the point, and having seen it did not hesitate.

Ill be out in the street in front, he said.

Dad  for Gods sake

Sure! Dad answered. Beat it!

There came a hammering on the door. Sherry opened it and cannoned into Consuelo. Dad pulled her in, pushed Sherry out, and locked the door again. Consuelo was in utter panic, too terrified to speak, gasping at Dad like a choking fish and moving her hands up and down spasmodically. It was no use talking to her; Dad turned to Jacqueline.

Listen, little woman, he said as calmly as he could make himself speak. Were in a tight fix. This raid has been staged by Wahl in order to catch you. He wants to identify you, thats all. Hes got his story all written, and its sure to be worse than anything hes done yet; the minute hes identified you hell phone the Tribune to put the story on the press. Hell have you arrested if he can. Youve got to get out of here before he finds you  see? Theres only one place I can think of for you to go. Take this key. Ill find a car, and tell the driver where to take you. Cover up with shawls  veils  anything. Dont be recognized. Weve got to kill that story  see? Be ready now, when I come back.

Dad let himself out, and stood listening outside the door. He could hear a noise coming up from the stage  voices, and heavy footsteps  Cervanez shrilling, reinforced by Ramon  both trying to guard the stairway. Suddenly he felt his leg seized and something jumped on his shoulder from behind, making his blood run cold. A monkey caught hold of his chin and peered into his face! He looked down at a curly-headed child in a night-dress, who clung to his leg and stared up at him.

Who are you? he asked, trying with one hand to keep the monkey from climbing up on his head.

Pepita. I want Conchita! I want Conchita! She said she will come. I want her!

You cant see her now, Dad answered.

Why? I want her! Conchita!

The child began to cry, screwing fists into her eyes and opening her mouth to yell. That was altogether too much for Dads equanimity. He could not hear a dog yelp without wanting to run to the rescue. He dug into his pocket, found a coin, and doubled down beside the child to bring his face on a level with hers.

Hey-hey-hey! Dont cry. Look here  take this. Her fingers closed on half a dollar. And look, your monkeys pulling my hair! Wont you take him off!

I want Conchita!

There was a footstep on the stair now. The situation seemed desperate, but Dad did his best to keep calm.

Shes going away for a few days  just a few days, he answered.

You shall see her when she comes back.

Where? the child demanded. I want to go too!

You cant go to the mountains, he answered, and realized too late that that was a bad mistake. The child began to cry again.

See here, he said, if youll take your monkey, and be a good girl, and run upstairs to bed, and keep quiet Ill take you to see Conchita in the mountains.

When?

Soon. Only you must go now! Run! Be off with you!

Pepita took him at his word, and went, holding the monkey upside-down and stumbling on the end of her night-dress as she climbed the stairs. She had hardly gone when the feet of half a dozen heavy men began tramping upstairs from the stage, and he heard Wahls voice.

Kick open any door you find locked, you men! Youll find something worth while, I promise you!

Dad strode to the head of the stair. He reached it, under the dim gas- jet, just as the leading policeman set his foot on the top step. He could see Wahls face in shadow behind the second man.

Have you a search warrant? Dad asked.

The front man hesitated, glancing back at the man behind him.

Go on, men, said Wahl. Dont mind him!

If you have a search warrant, said Dad, of course, Ive nothing to say. But if you havent, youd better go get one before you take chances. You know me, I think. If you overstep the law, the mayor and the district attorney are going to have the facts before the nights out!

Wahl came striding up past the policemen, pushing them aside.

Say, here, whats this? he demanded.

Didnt you hear? Dad answered.

You killing a story?

Im reporting this raid! said Dad. You men are simply being made catspaws! he called down over Wahls shoulder to the policemen. Youll be the goats if you act illegally. Take my tip and confine yourselves to the job downstairs  or go get a proper warrant. Some of you have known me twenty years. How long have you known Wahl?

Youll know me before Im through with you! Wahl growled savagely. He showed his teeth like a wolf. Youll know what hunting a job means, too, Dad Lawrence! Take my word for it!

But Dad was sure enough already on that score. He knew what Mansfield seniors instant verdict would be. He was as good as fired already. Wahls bolt was shot  held no more terrors.

You fellows take the advice of an old friend, and be sensible! he called down to the policemen; and some one near the foot of the stairs said gruffly:

Bout face! Downstairs  march!

The men tramped down again, but Wahl stood leering savagely with his face thrust close to Dads.

Ill give you one chance! he sneered.

Stand by while I force that door in, or Ill break you forever, as far as any newspapers concerned!

Get to hell out o here! Dad answered calmly. Youre a skunk! Go and make your smell!

Wahls laugh, as he turned and followed the police downstairs, was merciless. It rang like steel struck against stone, sending a cold chill down Dads spine. He wondered what the devil would do next, yet did not dare to wait and see. He knew what he himself had done, and Wahl had twice his brains; the odds were a thousand to one that Wahl would try the fire-escape; but there was just an even chance that if he hurried  

He led the way to the room at the end of the passage, threw the window up, and helped Jacqueline out on the fire-escape. Then he climbed out himself, and fairly hauled Consuelo through after him. Consuelo wanted to feel her way down carefully, but Dad put one arm around her and hurried her down as if flames were curling all about them.

Never mind if you break your leg! Itll mend! he protested. Its your one chance! Hurry!

One of the rusted steps broke under Consuelos weight, but Dad saved her from falling by main strength. Consuelo cried aloud to all the saints, but Dad lugged and hauled at her  the thin iron trembled  Jacqueline called encouragingly from below  and Consuelos faith in guardian angels somehow clung to her as far as the bottom step. But then Jacqueline swung herself over and dropped like a cat to the ground. Saints  angels vanished. Consuelo sat down.

Ill stay here! she announced flatly. Go on! You two go without me! I dont matter  they wont get a word out of me!

She did not know who they were, but she was willing to face devils rather than that long drop to the ground. However, Dad and Jacqueline between them managed it. Dad jumped to the ground and found two garbage cans, one full, the other empty  piled one on the other, and laid a piece of wood on top of all. Jacqueline coaxed, Dad swore, and Consuelo was persuaded; she stepped down, and the whole structure toppled forward under her trembling weight, but it broke her fall, and Dad and Jacqueline between them saved her from breaking her neck.

Then, hand in hand, they hurried up the alley to the street to find an auto. The police patrol wagon was backed up to the front entrance of the El Toro, and they were putting Papa Pantopoulos and several of his waiters into it. Beside the patrol wagon was some ones private car, and Sherry was talking to a man in a dress suit and overcoat about half a head taller than himself, a little to one side, beyond the café entrance. Dad did not look at the man hard enough to recognize him. He hurried the two women past Sherry, and got in Sherrys way to prevent him from dallying with Jacqueline.

Get an auto of some kind  quick! he whispered. Well wait at the next corner!

Dad tugged at the women, for the police were coming out of the El Toro, and Wahl might follow them. The man Sherry had been talking to seemed much too interested. Dad did not dare look at him.

Hurry! he urged. Best foot forward! Keep your faces covered, and look straight in front of you!

But that damned young fool Sherry, instead of running for an auto, was talking to the man again!

Hell! Is the boy crazy?

Dads nerves were nearly as far gone by then as Consuelos. He almost jumped out of his skin when a mans step came hurrying behind him and a mans voice spoke close to his ear.

Pardon me. Why not use my car?

Dad faced about  gasped  grinned  recognized John Miro!

This is perfectly all right, said Miro, smiling. They wont interfere with any lady in my car. Take my arm, Miss Lanier!

She obeyed, with an almost creepy sensation. It was like walking with Desmio, only this man was so much taller! He had the same way of holding her arm, and the same peculiar dignity in his stride. Strange, what idiotic thoughts occur to one in a crisis. She looked down at his feet, to see whether he was wearing the rubbers he so energetically advertised! He was not, and she was almost disappointed! She had not time to feel surprised at meeting him in that extraordinary crisis; in fact she was past being surprised at anything  and so disturbed on Sherrys account that she could not think.

Miro helped her into the car  a great expensive closed one with the Miro coat-of-arms on the panel; then offered his arm to Consuelo. Dad whispered to the chauffeur  fiercely  repeating directions again and again. Miro slammed the door shut, cried Go ahead! and stood between Dad and Sherry, watching as the car threaded its way into the stream of traffic.

Well  so here endeth this lesson! Miro remarked after a moment.

No, it doesnt!

Dad turned and faced him squarely. That swine Wahl, he went on, has his story all written. Its set up, ready to use the minute he phones them to spring it. Whats he doing now? Anybody seen him?

Miro did not know Wahl by sight, and shook his head.

Hes still inside there somewhere, said Sherry.

Damn it! Weve got him beat, said Dad, unless he gets her story out of Ramon! Maybe hes phoning already from the cafe  get in there, Sherry, and see if you cant bust the instrument  or cut the wire. Ill hunt for him upstairs. God! If I catch him in one of the rooms Ill kill him!

Dont quite kill him! advised Miro. Ill wait here for both of you.

But Wahl had stolen a march. He was not yet ready to telephone to the Tribune to use the story. Even he did not dare to turn that scurrilous concoction loose without first positively identifying his victim; and he believed she was still hiding upstairs.

He wasted precious minutes trying to find some other way of invading the upper story, and nearly came to blows with a Negro cook who drove him headlong out of the kitchen by the back way. That brought him into the alley, at the rear, and it was not a minute after that before he thought of the fire-escape. But there were two fire-escapes; and the one he swung himself on to was at the end of the building, serving quite a different set of windows from the one that Dad had used. He peered in vainly at window after window, almost giving up hope, until he reached the top story and at last saw a small girl in a night-dress playing with a monkey on a bedroom floor. Without a moments hesitation then, he wrapped his fist in a handkerchief, smashed a pane of glass, unlatched, the window, and climbed in.

The child ran from him in terror, and Wahl did all he could to increase the terror, believing that would save time. He caught her  backed her up against the wall  made hideous grimaces in the childs face.

Wheres Conchita? he demanded. Tell me or Ill hurt you!

Gone! wailed Pepita. Shes gone. I want her too! But shes gone!

Gone where? Hurry up now! Tell me, if you dont want to be hurt!

A man came and took her to the mountains. He promised hed take me. I want to go soon!

Pepita burst into tears, and Wahl turned away from her, stroking his chin.

Mountains  mountains? The man was Dad Lawrence undoubtedly. He had felt sure Dad was a traitor, but where would Dad take her, or send her to in the mountains? It was hardly likely Dad would go along. He would put her in a car and send her there. Might get the number of the car  no, no time for that, and not much chance of it. Dad must have thought of some place on the spur of the moment  what place?  wished he knew Dad better  Got it! Dad had told him he sometimes spent weekends in Mansfields cabin, and Mansfield himself hardly ever went there! That must be the place  where else? But could he find the way, he wondered. Well  he couldnt find it by standing there stroking his chin. He knew the general direction  everybody in the neighborhood would know where Mansfields cabin was.

He went out by the window just as Dad entered the room in search for him. Dad, leaning out of the window, watched him hurrying down the iron ladder  saw Wahl grin as he recognized the face above him, and guessed the grin meant triumph. He shut the window down, and spent five minutes in comforting Pepita before he could coax the account from her of what Wahl had said and done, and what she had told Wahl. Then he tossed the child on to the bed, covered her, kissed her good night, and ran for it  downstairs  as hard as he could lay foot to the floor. He found Sherry by the phone booth.

Wheres your car? Dad demanded.

In the garage. Havent used it since yesterday.

Take a taxi, and go get it, quick! Wahls wise! Hes after her  to your dads cabin in the mountains! Get on his trail! Smash him if you have to! Use a monkey-wrench! Anything to stop him! If he identifies her

But Sherry was gone. Wahls roadster, in which he had followed the police patrol wagon on the way to the raid, had been parked half a block away. That was gone too.

Its a race now  up to Sherry and a high-powered car, said Dad, joining Miro on the sidewalk.

Race for what? asked Miro. What next?

Dad enlightened him. If Wahl phones the Tribune to spring that story, tomorrows first edition will about kill that girl! The storys all in type. One word from him, and its on the press! All the other papers will copy it, and the evening editions will enlarge on it! Mansfields sure to put it on the wires, and every paper in the country will run columns about it! Shell never be able to live it down.

No, said Miro calmly, she wont. I know what publicity means! He glanced up at his own glaring sky-sign several blocks away. Lets see: I use a lot of space in the Tribune. Ive phoned for my other car  itll be here in a few minutes  Ill go and see Mr. Mansfield!

Dad touched his arm. Be careful! he warned: Mansfields iron! Threats only make him savage.

Miro smiled. He wont care to lose any full-page advertising.

Meat and drink for him! Dad answered. Hell leave the space blank, and run a paragraph in big type in the middle explaining why you canceled your ad! Hes fought and won that kind of fight a dozen times.

Wheres the joint in his armor them asked Miro  almost pleasantly  the way a surgeon might ask to see a patients leg.

Sherry! Dad answered. Mansfield wants to break Miss Lanier because he suspects Sherry of being under her influence. Sherry has as much iron as his father, and wont quit. Mansfield will cut Sherry off without a nickel.

And you? asked Miro.

Oh, Im done for! Ill be hunting a job tomorrow morning.

Try me first, suggested Miro. Heres my car. Well  glad to have met you, Mr.  what name?  Lawrence. And this place in the mountains  just where is it?

Mansfields cabin.

Oh hell know the way then. Good night. Dont forget to come to see me. And before I forget it will you do me a favor? Phone the Ursuline Convent  get Sister Michaela  tell her where Jacqueline is and have a car put at her disposal. Send me the bill. He saw Dads bewilderment. Thats just in case the rest of us fall down.  Good night.


CHAPTER 30.

Ive heard threats before  lots of em!

At seventeen moods flash from one extreme to the other, and Jacqueline in John Miros limousine behind a liveried driver was a totally different person from La Conchita in a shabby cabaret. She began instantly to readjust herself to the new surroundings, and to think in corresponding terms. Noblesse oblige. That is almost the only age-worn proverb that can not be controverted. The other is, Put a beggar on a horse and he will ride you down.

Hedged in by elegance, and safe for the moment, she thought of nothing but Sherry and how to save him from the disaster of being mixed up with herself. She was willing to make any sacrifice for Sherry  but what sacrifice would help? There was no prospect now that Sherry would listen to reason and drop her out of his life; she knew he would stick to her through thick and thin, quarrel with his father, and be ruined  by what? By his own fathers newspapers lies about herself! And reporters were probably already hunting like wolves to discover who the man was who had been in her bedroom, because she had no doubt but that Ramon was already talking.

Who would help? To whom could she turn? Dad Lawrence had been an angel, but what more could he do? John Miro had turned up like a person in a dream, and had helped by lending his car. She supposed he was awfully rich, but  he was just a gentleman, behaving as such  he could hardly have refused the loan of his car  he and Desmio had been at daggers drawn  but Desmio would certainly have done as much for John Miro  it was no use looking to John Miro for any further, aid  besides, he would certainly think she had plotted to deprive him of the Miro estates in Louisiana. He very likely believed the newspapers and that Desmios death was her fault. Why should he not believe the newspapers? Everybody always did.

She almost wished she had stayed and confronted Wahl. If she told him the plain truth, wouldnt he listen? She knew he would not listen! She remembered Wahls face  and his hand on her wrist  knew, too, that she could never force herself to say a word to him; even the memory of him made her feel cold all over.

How did any one come to believe what such a person as Wahl said, she wondered. Why did the people who owned the newspapers place any confidence in him? Why did Sherrys father trust him? Oh, if only she could see Sherrys father, and tell him the truth for one minute, she felt sure she could convince him! She would warn him of Sherrys danger.

Why not? Was he invisible? Was she afraid? Yes! Of what  for herself? Yes! What did that matter? She owed it to Sherry! What was love for if you didnt sacrifice yourself to save the man you loved?

She nudged Consuelo. Tell him to stop! she commanded. But Consuelo had no mind for anything but flight  and the luxury of being in a limousine again.

No, no, honey

Jacqueline leaned forward and slid the glass partition.

Drive first to the Tribune Building! she commanded, and the man swung the car around obediently. The die was cast!

But what are you going to do, honey? Are you

Never you mind. You wait in the car while I attend to something.

Firm lips  eyes full of conquest  seat erect  courage. She wished she knew beforehand what a newspaper office was like. She imagined Mansfield senior in a den between whirring machinery and oil-cans, and supposed she would have to shout her loudest in order to make him hear above the clatter. Well  it would help if she had to shout; she would yell the truth at him, and all his men would hear, and would be convinced too! She had a vision of a dozen men in overalls crowding around Mansfield senior and forcing him to withdraw his accusations against her  forcing him to print a special edition exonerating her  and of Mansfield begging her pardon, just as Sherry would beg anybodys pardon, bluntly, almost rudely, but with absolute sincerity! If they did find out that Sherry had been in her room, it wouldnt matter, if only all the newspapers withdrew all those awful lies about her!

She saw Mansfield senior as a big bloated copy of Sherry, with his coat off and his sleeves rolled up, and one hand on a wheel that controlled all the machinery.

Then, suddenly, there she was in front of the Tribune Building, with her heart in her mouth, and all the inspiration gone! Consuelo begged and implored her not to do anything foolish, but the driver got down and held the door open, which kept her from changing her mind if nothing else did. She wrapped the heavy veil twice around the lower part of her face, jumped out before Consuelo could stop her, and ran into the building.

She thought at first she had made a mistake; it was not in the least like the newspaper den she had imagined  just a great gilded hallway, with well-dressed people hurrying to and fro. But a man in uniform told her which floor to go to, and showed her into the elevator; in another moment she had stepped into a corridor with doors to right and left and a desk at one corner, at which a pale-faced boy sat behind a piece of painted wood marked Information. She supposed that meant that the boy would tell her things.

But it was he who insisted on information. He wanted to know her name and business. Had she a card? Would she write her name then on a slip of paper? When she shook her head the boy grew impudent, and that settled that problem. He learned, at once, at least something about dignity.

Tell Mr. Mansfield that a lady is waiting to see him.

The boy looked at her and left his desk. A moment later he bowed her in through Mansfields office door, and Mansfield senior rose from his leather- covered chair, as she stood hesitating while the door clicked behind her.

It was all so different from what she had imagined that she could not speak at all at first. Mansfield looked something, though not much, like Sherry, and was as well dressed as any man she had ever seen. The office was almost like a private library, with a fireplace, arm-chairs and an expensive carpet. There was no noise. Mansfield remained standing at his desk and seemed to expect her to speak first, and to be very suspicious.

Are you Mr. Mansfield? she asked suddenly.

He nodded, and she walked half a dozen steps toward him.

I  I wanted to talk to you about  about something. His expression showed that he supposed that was why she was there; it was dry  hard  uncompromising. He did not make the slightest effort to put her at her ease.

About what? he asked after a moments pause; and the very abruptness of the question nerved her to the fighting point.

About your newspaper, Mr. Mansfield, and about untruths youve printed, and

There! It was out! But instead of looking startled, Mansfield smiled dryly and motioned her to a chair. Wont you remove your veil? he asked.

No, thank you. Youve printed disgraceful accounts of Jacqueline Lanier, she went on, and I happen to know they are absolutely false. Ive come to tell you that, so that anything you print from now on will be done with your eyes open. Youve ruined Jacqueline Lanier  ruined her life and all her hopes. Youve blackened her character, without knowing anything about the real circumstances and youve reduced her to the point where she simply cant face people  where she is afraid to let people know who she is, because of the things the newspapers have said of her.

Jacqueline paused for breath. Mansfield again motioned her to a chair, but she continued standing, so he leaned back against his desk and stood at ease.

Jacqueline Lanier is one of those evil characters who should be exposed, in the public interest, he answered sternly. We have all the facts about her. Our special correspondent was present at the tragedy that made her notorious. He interviewed her. His impressions and his information are first hand.

He knows nothing! she retorted. Youve let that  that devil destroy a girls character, and  youve worse than murdered her! Shes forced to run away and hide  and now youre trying to kill her all over again!

It is not our fault that she deserves to be pilloried, Mansfield answered calmly. This newspaper owes a duty to the public. However  pardon me  how do you know of our intentions?

Never mind! I know! Your reporters are after her. Youre going to print another story about her, and Im here to ask you not to do it!

Mansfield smiled again. He made no comment, except that his eyes hardened and grew a fraction less wide open as he watched her. He picked up a paper- knife from the desk behind him and began to play with it.

Is that blood on your dress? he asked her suddenly.

Too late, she remembered that her cape had no button in front, and clutched it. Its nothing  only a scratch, she answered, but she saw renewed suspicion in his eyes.

That frown of hers was dancing restlessly, belying indignation, making her look mischievous, and the effect of that was heightened by the veil that she was so careful to keep over her mouth. The veil rather muffled her voice; and the fact that she had on a spangled dancing dress under a cheap cape was decidedly not in her favor. If she had only covered her forehead instead of her chin, those lake-blue eyes might have convinced.

How do you come to know Jacqueline Lanier? Mansfield asked abruptly.

I do know her! she answered. Isnt that enough?

He shook his head. You forget that we know her! he answered.

You dont, Mr. Mansfield! Shes

He interrupted with a gesture. Let me prove to you that we do, he broke in. Dont hesitate to tell me if Im wrong. She is dancing, and has been dancing for several nights past, in a lowdown cabaret called the El Toro, owned by a Greek of unsavory repute. She is living in the company of disreputable foreigners, and dancing in a mask. That, of itself, is evidence of her real character. People have a way of finding their true level, whatever the circumstances of their birth may happen to be. Am I right?

Dont you see that shes there because youve left her nothing else to do, and nowhere to go? Are you going to deprive her of even that poor chance to make a living?

It is part of a newspapers business to expose people of her type, Mansfield answered, studying that dancing frown with increasing dislike. Left to her own devices that girl would very soon repeat past performances. She would ruin more young men  and possibly more old ones. She is a public menace  a type of the greatest public menace in the world today, only she happens to be worse than most of them. Pity would be wasted on her. What pity had she for the man who went to his death on her account, and for poor Jack Calhoun, who shot himself? She laughed! Our correspondent saw her!

She did not, Mr. Mansfield!

How do you know? Were you there? he asked.

Jacqueline hesitated, and the fact did not escape Mansfields notice. She was wondering whether to admit who she was, but the hard look in his eyes warned her that would be worse than useless. She tried another line.

Havent you a son? she asked him.

Yes. What has that to do with it? he snapped back.

Would you like your son to be found guilty by the newspapers, and condemned, and hounded from pillar to post  until there was almost nothing left but suicide?

Her voice almost broke as she said that, but Mansfield snorted and sat down at his desk. He had no intention of being won over by sob-stuff, nor of letting the interview drag out much longer. His eye was on the button at the end of the row on the wall; unless she had something more to the point to tell him, in another minute he would ring the bell and have her shown out. She read his intention, but she was there to save Sherry, and her next words made him sit upright and stare at her again.

Very well, Mr. Mansfield. You have ruined Jacqueline  you cant hurt her any more. But do you realize that youve made her so notorious that any man would be ruined, too, whose name was mixed up with hers?

Thats his look-out! Mansfield answered cynically.

Listen, Mr. Mansfield. Your reporters  or one of them  caused the El Toro to be raided. There was an accident.

Mansfield raised his eyebrows. He thought of the blood he had noticed on her dress, and nodded.

There was some one in La Conchitas room  a young man.

A man, eh?

Yes. And please, Mr. Mansfield, if theres any mercy or justice in you, call off your reporters. Dont let them find out who it was. If they do

Serve him right! snapped Mansfield.

Gesture  expression  attitude  finger ready for the bell  all indicated that the interview had no further possible purpose as far as he was concerned. But he did not press the bell-button; something in Jacquelines manner arrested him. She had grown calm suddenly; the effect was much more tragic than if she had pointed a finger and screamed at him.

The man was your son, Mr. Mansfield! she said quietly.

He was stung! He gaped at her. But then his face began to grow harder than a stone.

I am here to save your son, she went on.

Ill save him! he said suddenly, and grabbed at the desk telephone. Ill let no woman of that type ruin him! Give me the desk! he shouted. Quick! Have every story that comes in about the raid at the El Toro sent to me first. Dyou get that? Print nothing until Ive seen it!

If thats all you came about, you neednt worry, he sneered. Well keep his name out of it!

And hound her?

Certainly!

Well  she had saved Sherry. But divine rage  reckless, righteous anger seized Jacqueline. Suddenly she saw the smallness of this man  his meanness  his cowardice. Scorn arose in her and swamped every other sensation.

You miserable coward! she exclaimed, not raising her voice, but looking at him as if he were a Negro. So your notions of public duty dont include yourself or your son! You contemptible creature! Sherry is worth ten million of you, or I would go myself and tell his name to every newspaper in the city! Dont dare answer me! Listen! You have heard the truth tonight! If Jacqueline Lanier were all that you say she is, then youre worse! But shes nothing of the sort, and youre worse than a murderer  youre a yellow coward, and a liar! Thats all, Mr. Mansfield! You may ring your bell now!

She turned her back to him and waited for the office-boy to show her out, not once looking back at him, and for a moment Mansfield sat still, not enjoying his sensations. It was the first time in his life that any one had dared to say to his face anything remotely resembling Jacquelines words, and what appalled him was her impudence, not his own injustice. To be bearded in his own den and called a liar by  by that creature! For he knew who she was now  hadnt the slightest doubt of it. She was La Conchita  none other than Jacqueline Lanier  the female who had vamped Sherry and cast a spell on him  here in his office to save herself by a hypocritical pretense of pleading for the boy! He grabbed the telephone.

O.K. that Lanier story! he almost shouted. Ive identified her! Rush it through  and say: send some one from the news-room quick, to follow that woman downstairs. Shes just gone down in the elevator  its the Lanier in person  sure!  trace her  have him hurry!

But Jacqueline was into Miros limousine, and away, before the reporter ran out of the building, and all the news he brought back was that some one had told him she drove away in an expensive closed car.

Ham! said Mansfield. Another old man on the string, I dare say. She seems to like two at a time  an old one and a young one! I wonder where Wahl is all this time  he ought to play that up.

About ten minutes later he was rather annoyed than otherwise to learn that John Miro had called, and wished to speak with him. Normally he would have been glad to talk with Miro, as an advertiser nationally known, with whom it was good business to be on friendly terms. He had never met him, and would like to. But just now he wanted to keep his mind on the Lanier story, and to watch for any angle of it that might implicate Sherry. Also he wanted to consider what to say to Sherry  how to discipline him without arriving at an open quarrel. So, though he received Miro graciously enough, he told him he could only spare five minutes.

Times always scant about the time were going to press, he explained.

So I judge, by the way the stuffs written, Miro answered, smiling amiably as he took the proffered arm-chair and crossed one leg over the other. If I rushed into print with my advertisements as casually as you print news, Id be bankrupt or in jail within the month. Will you have a cigar?

No, thanks, snapped Mansfield. What is it I can do for you?

Do you mind if I light one?

Certainly not. Go ahead. But please come to the point  Im rushed off my feet.

Youre going to be rushed a great deal faster presently, said Miro, carefully cutting the end from a cigar and lighting it. Ive a car outside that can catch its own shadow. How are the roads toward the mountains  pretty good?

I wonder what you mean? asked Mansfield, staring at him.

I know you do.

The point  ?

Is this, said Miro. When you make mistakes, are you big enough to retract them? Or are you one of those big I Ams, who have to have it proved to them how small they really are?

What the hell dyou mean? demanded Mansfield, growing angry. Is there anything wrong with your copy? If so, Ill

Oh, no. That all emanates from my office, and is checked up very carefully.

Then what the

I am coming to that.

Then I wish youd be quicker about it!

We will what they call step on her presently, said Miro suavely. I occasionally read your paper.

Mansfields expression softened a little. He was always ready to talk about the Tribune.

The advertisements are now and then excellent, Miro went on  apparently deadly serious now.

Were the greatest advertising medium on the West Coast, said Mansfield.

Yes. Many of your advertisers tell the truth. They make sure of their facts, I suspect, before asking for other peoples money. It occurred to me to ask you why you dont consider taking a feather out of their cap.

For instance?

Mansfield had a hand on each arm of his chair, and his feet were under him, as if he were ready to spring up and fight.

Miss Jacqueline Lanier is the particular instance I have in mind, said Miro, just as suavely as ever, leaning back, blowing smoke rings  nevertheless, watching Mansfield with a pair of very bright brown eyes.

Mansfield struck his fist on the desk. There, he exclaimed, I have you! There was never a case in which we were more certain of our facts!

And never a case where you perpetrated a more rank injustice, Miro answered calmly. Who supplied your facts?

Mansfield ignored the question.

Injustice? Wheres the injustice in exposing a woman of that type? Shes a public menace! Youre the last man who should uphold her! She as good as murdered a relative of yours. Shes the type that breaks up families,  disorganizes society  ruins the lives of young men

Shes a good, sweet, honest little woman, beautifully bred and delicately poised, said Miro, and youve turned her into a poor little soiled bird caught in the lime.

Why pick on me? demanded Mansfield. The Tribune isnt the only paper that has printed her story.

I pick on you because youre handy, and one of the worst offenders, Miro retorted calmly. The cheaper rags will copy you. Is that clear?

Mansfield jerked his drawer open. See here! he snapped. Heres a wire in this afternoon. Another scalp on her belt. Donna Isabella  dead of a broken heart!

And in hell  I suspect, added Miro. I was at Don Andres funeral, although I noticed your reporters overlooked the fact. I had an interview with Donna Isabella. I shall not attend hers. He uncrossed his legs, and laid his gloves and hat down very carefully on the floor before he went on. The funeral of the Tribune is the next that I propose to attend  unless you and I arrive at an understanding before I leave this office!

Hah! Mansfield jumped from his chair with every fighting instinct uppermost. Is that the lay of the land? Cancel your advertising! Good! Just put it in writing!

Not at all, Miro answered calmly. You will carry my advertising as long as your newspaper has a leg to stand on. The contract has nearly a year to run, and I have an option to renew at the same rates.

Then whats your game? snapped Mansfield.

Im not playing any game. Im deadly serious, Miro answered. I propose to confront you with actual facts.

Facts? I know all about her! Mansfield snorted.

More than youd ever guess! Shes been dancing in a low-down cabaret known as the El Toro, and was caught red-handed with

He checked himself. He was not going to implicate Sherry, even in order to confound this man.

I know all about that, Miro answered, smiling. I know the name of the young man who was in her bedroom. I have had some of the brightest young men from my office hunting for Jacqueline Lanier for several days. Two of them, working independently, identified her this evening, and I arrived on the scene just as that raid was pulled off. You, may say  if you like  in your paper that I assisted to rescue her. It was then hardly half an hour ago  that I made up my mind to fight you to your knees.

You? Fight me? demanded Mansfield.

Why not? Miro answered. It will be the sort of public duty that I dote on. I suspect that I own about twenty-five or thirty dollars to your one. I have no family  no heirs whom I care to leave money to. And nothing in the world appeals to me half as much as smashing a public nuisance like your newspaper. There will be libel suits, of course; and you will inevitably lose them; but those will be no more than a preliminary skirmish.

You mean, you propose to dictate to me what the Tribune shall print  whom it shall attack, and whom let alone?

Not at all. I should find that very uninteresting, and I hate above all things to be bored. I propose either to force you to reapproach this whole subject of Jacqueline Lanier with an open mind, and to retract in full  and handsomely  whatever mistakes I may convince you you have made  or else to smash you so completely that you will never raise your head again. I shall also, of course, be at great pains to let the public know why you were smashed.

Go to it! snapped Mansfield. Ive heard threats before  lots of em!

My first step will be to give the true story tonight to all the other newspapers  including the name of your son, said Miro. The other newspapers are just as sensational as yours, and theyll revel in it, but theyll be supplied with proofs  which your  ah  special correspondent overlooked. They will also be permitted an interview with Miss Lanier. It will make great news, wont it, that your son has  ah  taken the part of the lady whom you persist in vilifying!

Mansfield was ready with a retort, but checked it. He was stung. He knew the other newspapers would harp on that string mercilessly. Hating him  jealous of his mounting circulation  they would pounce on the opportunity.

What are these facts and proofs that you hope to convince me with? he demanded, and Miro carefully smoothed out a smile.

I propose, first of all, that you shall come with me and meet Miss Lanier in person, he answered.

Useless! snapped Mansfield. Ive met her! She left this room ten minutes before you entered! I had a long talk with her. She convinced me shes a bad lot!

That statement rather took the wind out of Miros sails. He began to gather up his hat and gloves, but he managed to mask his disappointment.

Very well, he said. Ive had a most delightful interview. I always like to discover a mans weaknesses before I fight him! Thanks for the  ah  intelligence, the armies call it. Good night.

He was striding for the door, when it opened and Dad Lawrence burst in, breathless, nodding to Miro and trying to force himself to feel and look calm.

I just came in to say Im through, he explained. I wont wait to be fired. Thought Id warn you that Wahls on his way to your cabin after Jacqueline Lanier

My cabin! Who sent her there?

I did. I gave her the key!  and Sherrys in his own car hellbent after Wahl. Hell catch him, sure. I doubt if Wahl knows the way, and Sherrys sure to overtake him. Therell be a fight. It seemed a good idea to let you know it.

John Miro stood with his hand on the door-knob, smiling. Dont you think Sherry will win? he asked, watching Mansfields face, which was a picture of all the violent emotions.

Mansfield snatched at the desk telephone. My car! he yelled. Order it round in front  rush!

Why not mine? asked Miro. Yours is probably as unreliable as the news you print! Mines waiting.

Mansfield snatched up the telephone again. Cancel that! he yelled. Ive another car!  Come, then! he snapped at Miro. What are we waiting for?

Only for Mr. Lawrence. Arent you coming? Miro asked; and Dad, nothing loath, hurried behind them into the elevator.

In less than two minutes they were scooting through the traffic like a fire-engine answering a fourth alarm  Mansfield with his hat off, in order that the traffic-cops might recognize him, and let them by.


CHAPTER 31.

The devil  half-roasted!

It cost Sherry exactly twenty minutes to cross town to the garage where he kept his own car, to put in gas and to be under way again. But Wahl lost fifteen minutes asking for directions and procuring a road map; and Sherrys car could overhaul Wahls cheap roadster at the rate of almost two to one. Nothing but traffic and the speed-laws made a real race of it, but the luck was with Wahl from the start; perhaps because his car looked incapable of high speed, he slipped away unnoticed, whereas Sherry was held up twice in the first ten miles and served with notice to appear before the judge; each of those interludes cost him several minutes.

Thereafter Sherry stepped on her in real earnest. But the luck was still with Wahl. A bent nail punctured one of Sherrys rear tires, and he lost six more minutes changing rims  made clumsy by darkness and his own impatience. By the time he had finished that job he knew by consulting his watch and figuring the mileage that it was a serious question whether he could catch Wahl before he reached the Mansfield cabin; the last twenty miles would be rough going over narrow dirt roads, on which high speed would be impossible. To make matters worse, he began to drive into a fog.

But that was not so good for Wahls prospects as might appear.

Like father, like son; Sherry Mansfield was a fighter, the main difference being that Sherry had more compunctions to begin with. Once determined to fight, Sherry would have to be knocked out and killed before the other side could safely claim a victory. And he was no bull-headed combatant, however keen; he used every ounce of energy the engine could be made to give and took all chances at curves and corners, but the back of his mind was busy planning what to do to Wahl in the likely event of his failing to overtake him.

One thing he knew he would do. If Wahl should reach cabin ahead of him, he would stop and cut the telephone wire somewhere on the last half-mile where it was looped from tree to tree beside the track. Then, though Wahl might identify Jacqueline, he could not phone the information to the Tribune. And after that:

Well: Ill beat him up, thats all! Hes yellow. His sort always are. I bet I can lick the enthusiasm out of him!

But Wahls enthusiasm was of a type beyond Sherrys comprehension. The lone hunt suited him perfectly. He liked the fog; it made it difficult. He preferred things the way they were  would not have missed that chase into the mountains for a months pay. It turned the story into an epic. As he drove, his brain shaped headlines  coining phrases, with which to slander his victim without risk of libel suits.

Lanier girl hiding in the mountains!  No, thats not strong enough. Lanier girl takes to the woods  thats better! Sub-head  caught in police net, slips through the fog and is brought to bay by Tribune reporter! Thats a good one! Gee! Ill get a story from her! Ill scare the living lights out of her! Taken in Mansfields cabin of all places! Well have to alibi that  cabin in the mountains is enough  nobodys business whose cabin it was. Soon as Ive identified her positively, Ill phone the Tribune to O.K. what Ive written, and then dictate em a follow-up over the wire. Hope it isnt one of those cursed party lines. Thats not likely, though. Mansfields sure to have had a private wire put in.

He had a keen sense of direction, sharpened by long experience in hunting down elusive victims of his pen. He drove with a road map pinned open on his knees, where he could just see it in the faint light from the dashboard, and he took the right turnings at top speed in the dark and the thickening mist with an almost unerring instinct, only slowing three or four times to read signboards by the way  until at last, near midnight, he came to a sandy road marked deeply by the wheels of one car, and only one, that had gone up recently. Then he knew he was on the right scent, and laughed aloud.

There was a man standing in the dark near that corner, who heard the laugh, and talked of it for many days afterward.

Wahl had no more sense of duty than the hound that hunts a leveret  or the wolf at the heels of a doe. His mind had pictured Jacqueline as something to destroy. The harder she fought for seclusion, the keener his zest to unearth her and strip her naked with his brain and pen. That was what life consisted in. For what was talent, if you did not use it? The public was not his taskmaster, it was his audience, that it delighted him to entertain  his paymaster, yes; the donor of rewards, yes; contributor of applause, as was fitting. In one sense Wahl was an amateur; he craved the laurels far more than his pay. As a man runs a race, he strove to outdo all competitors with the meaty, juicy scandals he brought to light, and colored with the touch of genius.

He felt more satisfaction in rounding up Jacqueline, and bringing her to bay as he intended to describe it, than some men would feel in winning thousands on a horse-race. If there had been no cruelty in his performance, two-thirds of the zest would have been gone.

Take off the law, and thered be bull-fights in a week, playing to standing room only. The public wants to see em suffer! Nine-tenths of slummings for the sake of the thrill they get out of seeing kids go hungry! Hell  I know the public. Ive got a good one for em this time! Lets hope she makes a scene and tries to scratch my eyes out! What sells newspapers is what sells books  Gibbon, for instance  Rabelais  accounts of women and children torn in the arena  salacious stuff  and the censorship makes it easier  you can suggest things without saying em  tickle imagination  and ho! watch the public gloat!

He neither worshiped nor despised the public, any more than a hyena does the other ghouls that it consorts with. Morals did not enter into it; he had no conception of them, other than as standards used by the public for destroying other people. He prided himself, on always having taken good care to have a thoroughly sound moral basis from which to attack his victims.

But lord! I never had such a good one as this. Shes perfect! Brains enough to be a red-hot vamp, and not enough sense to be a hypocrite! Didnt even shed crocodiles tears, with two lovers shot dead in her own bedroom! Shes a hot one! Damn this road! Are we never going to get there?

The sandy track had narrowed until there was room for only one car, and a high bank on the right shut off the moonlight. As he followed a curve rather warily up a steep incline Wahls lights projected at a tangent from the road, their milky whiteness lost among rocks and trees. He leaned forward close to the windshield, keeping his eyes on the edge of the track at the left, slowing more and more, feeling his way  when suddenly his eyes were blinded by the fierce lights of Miros returning limousine coming downhill noiselessly, following its own ruts in the sand, its driver taking the curve at thirty miles an hour without a suspicion that any other car would be on that road at that hour.

Wahl tried to sound his horn, but it did not answer the button. There was just time  possibly just room if he hugged the outside edge. But the wheels held in the rut; he had to use all his strength and step hard on the gas to force the car out of them. He cried out, but the cry was drowned in the din of his own racing engine and as the car jumped clear of the ruts the edge of the soft bank yielded under the sudden weight. The limousine purred by, untouched, before Wahl felt the roadster capsizing and tried to jump to save himself. He was half out of the car and half in it when it turned completely over and pinned him by the shoulders face-downward among grass and leaves. He struggled for a minute, yelling for help and then lay still.

A mile lower down Sherry Mansfield halted the limousine by waiting in mid- track for it with his lights pointing straight uphill. Yes; the driver had delivered the lady and her companion safely. He had opened up the cabin, built a fire on the hearth for the visitors and had come away. Yes, they were all right; yes, he had passed another car on his way back  had nearly collided with it.

Sherry pulled out to let him pass, and drove like fury uphill. If he could not overtake Wahl  but he must! If Wahl identified her, and could use the telephone, that cursed story would be on every breakfast-table. He would kill Wahl first!

But he was driving dead-slow because of the sand at a turn when he saw dancing flame through the fog to his left about twenty feet below the track. He would have passed, believing it a forest fire, only he suddenly remembered it was not the time of year for those, and stared again. The outline of a pair of wheels in air was unmistakable. It was a burning auto, and he got out to investigate.

In less than a minute he discovered Wahl, pinned under the side of the car, breathing, but unconscious and beginning to be scorched by the heat of the burning gasoline.

Let him burn! Serve him right! Thats what hell get in hell! Sherry muttered to himself, and tried at once to lift the car off Wahls shoulders. But he could not move it, and the heat drove him off. He rushed into the fog searching for a pole of some sort  found one  shoved it under the car  lifted it six inches  rested the end of the pole on his shoulders  and dragged Wahl clear.

Now leave him here to rot, damn him!

He picked Wahl up, and carried him up the bank staggering under the weight and swearing each time he caught his breath.

Lie there, you swine, while I turn the car around, Ill dump you at the first house on the road to Frisco, and I hope you die!

He stooped to look at Wahl  switched on his search-light, and looked again.

Dying, I guess. Dad-blame the luck! The brutes got burns on him. Have to do something about those, or hell be gone in fifteen minutes! I wonder if she knows how to fix them! Consuelos sure to  old hens like her know everything! Well  its the only chance the devils got  here goes!

He lifted Wahl again and hoisted him into his own car as carefully as he could.

I hope you die before we get there! he panted, climbing in beside him. I hope you jolt to death!

He drove awfully carefully, getting out once or twice to make sure of the best places in the road, for the fog was denser than ever; and it was about ten minutes before he saw the lights in the cabin window and turned in cautiously through the gap in the rough stone wall. Leaving Wahl in the car, he ran up the cabin steps and opened without knocking.


CHAPTER 32.

Dyou suppose were very wicked people?

There is a destiny doth shape our ends, and destiny itself doubtless governed by intelligence whose vision comprehends the finished scheme. But the business of being shaped is often no more comfortable than a toads under the harrow. One may imagine that the toad resents the teeth and lacks enthusiasm for high farming.

And so Jacqueline. She had time, while John Miros sumptuous limousine devoured leagues of fog-wrapped road toward the mountains, to learn all over again what helplessness and dimness are, the fog and Consuelo seconding young human nature.

The fog made Consuelo nervous, and she tried to drive from the back seat, as she used to when Zeke was piloting Don Andres car below the levees. Jacqueline endured that for an hour, and then her own nerves began to give way under the strain.

Be still, Consuelo! If were lucky, he may drive us over a precipice! I hope he will!

That remark set Consuelo in earnest to the task of mustering herself  a stern fight, needing time. She sat with pursed lips, breathing through her nose, for fifteen minutes able to do no more than to refrain from screaming at the turns, or when headlights appeared suddenly in the fog. But no more that night did she add to Jacquelines burden, and it was not long before she became a very tower of strength.

The fog was a symbol of Jacquelines thoughts. So was the limousine. She felt that she was being swept along, even as she had been when the flood broke through the levees, by a power there was no resisting, through obscurity, toward terrors none could foresee. Was she not in a car that belonged to Desmios enemy? John Miro sky-sign blazed in her memory beside the Tribunes golden boast of ALL THE NEWS THE PUBLIC WANTS. She was news  news  news again  news in her night-dress with a lover coming through the bedroom window. Only this time the lover was Sherry, and her heart ached for him; and that made it worse.

What could she do? There was nothing  nothing to do but to sit there and be bowled along  toward what? She had no notion even of where John Miros car was taking her, except that it was to be somewhere in the mountains. And what then? What after that, but more trouble, and more disgrace, and more awful drawings in the Sunday papers, with people reading them in curl-papers and slippers at the breakfast table?

And if Sherry should stick to her through thick and thin, as he had promised, and as she did not doubt he intended, there would be the ghastly knowledge that she had dragged down the man she truly loved to the hell into which destiny had plunged her.

It was worse, not better, now that Sherry had discovered her. What craziness had induced her to come to San Francisco of all places? Werent there other places where she and Consuelo could have scrubbed floors? Scrubbing only made your back and arms ache, whereas this  But even scrubbing had its mental terror. She recalled the Chinaman. Were there always people after you, whatever you did? People like Wahl and the Chinaman, hungry to sell you in the market-place as news or something worse. She did not know even now just what the Chinaman had meant, and did not want to know; but it was something hideously dreadful, that her whole being shrank from.

Consuelo, dyou suppose were very wicked people, you and I? she asked suddenly. Why else should this happen?

Honey dear, therell be an end to it.

I know there will. I cant stand it much longer.

Consuelo racked her mind for solace, but found none to offer. She felt she was no longer in Jacquelines confidence. Ever since their meeting after the flood she had known there was a secret being kept from her. Dad Lawrences arrival on the scene, and his unexpected, unexplained friendliness had only added to the mystery. And who was the young man who had cannoned into her in the bedroom doorway at the El Toro  whom Lawrence had told to make haste by the fire-escape  and who had waited outside in the street?

Having nothing to say, she said nothing, mastering her own emotions, and waiting watchfully in the hope that Jacqueline would presently take her into confidence.

But she was no nearer to the truth when they reached the Mansfield cabin and the chauffeur set a light to the wood already piled in the great stone fireplace. Jacqueline hardly thanked the man; he belonged to John Miro, who was Desmios enemy, and so hers. But his going made Consuelo feel friendless and afraid, and to keep herself from hysteria she set to work to explore the cabin at once with a housekeepers eye for details. She knew within ten minutes where to lay her hands on everything the place contained.

But Jacqueline knew all that she wanted to know  and more  within thirty seconds after the fire leaped on the hearth. It was an extravagantly luxurious cabin, and on one wall was an oil-painting of Mansfield senior, with a gilt shield attached to the frame, and thereon the legend that the portrait was a token of esteem from the staff of the San Francisco Tribune.

So she was in Mansfields house  his guest!

Well  she would not trouble him long; she would be gone by morning. She would go now, only she felt so tired. And at last she was able to be glad about something; she was in the mountains; there would be caves, or a forest she could hide in. She was glad she had seen Mansfield and had called him names. Perhaps she would leave a note for him on the table before she went away forever, telling him things she had forgotten to say to his face.

She did not think of him as Sherrys father just then, but as a dragon that she had faced in its lair, and that had turned out to be only a coward and a bully after all. She despised him. She felt no longer in the least afraid of him.

But tired  no, not tired  crushed, and almost dead, with no desire to go on living. The world was an awful place, with nothing in it but cruelty. Even her own love for Sherry was a cruel thing, because it would inevitably ruin him, and she wished she had disguised her real feelings when he made love to her in the barn, so that she might have saved him from what must follow.

She wished she might love him without his loving her, because then only she would suffer. But what was the use of wishing? She lay down on the couch before the fire and tried to go to sleep and forget everything.

But Consuelo had found things to eat, and came and warmed them at the fire, and it was useless to try to forget with Consuelo at your elbow urging you to take stuff from a spoon so that youll feel strong again, honey. She did not want to feel strong, and was not strong enough to resist. But even so, she did not eat the stuff, for she spilt it when the door burst open and she saw Sherry framed against the night.

She did not feel glad to see him, although her heart leaped. She felt too weak and tired to endure a scene with him, and to send him away forever as she knew she must do. But life seemed to be just one cruelty after another; and she supposed she must stand up and face it. However, Sherry only flashed one glance at her, as if to make sure she was there, and then made one of his abrupt remarks, to Consuelo, not to her:

Come out here and lend a hand, please.

No explanation  hardly a pause before he had disappeared again, leaving the door wide open and the mist pouring in. Consuelo ran to slam the door with an exclamation of disgust  caught sight of something  exclaimed Heavens and earth, what next!  and disappeared too. Jacqueline was too tired even to feel curious, but got off the couch; and about two minutes after that Sherry and Consuelo came staggering up the steps carrying a man between them. They laid the man on the couch and Jacqueline looked at him. It was Wahl.

Found him under a burning auto. Hell die if hes not seen to, announced Sherry, and then turned to Jacqueline, as if all that were Consuelos business. He tried to take Jacquelines hand, but she snatched it away, seizing on Wahl as the excuse. Anything  anything to postpone argument.

Burns! Burns! cried Consuelo, running for the bathroom, where she knew there were medicines in a cupboard. She came back with arnica, and then found a bedsheet and tore it into strips. Scissors! she demanded. I cant find any.

Sherry produced his pocket-knife, and Consuelo began to rip Wahls clothes off, jerking out orders to Sherry, and muttering to herself as she saw how serious the burns and bruises were. For fifteen or twenty minutes she kept Sherry occupied, and there was nothing for Jacqueline to do but make the strips of the torn sheet into rolls, and to look on. She was looking at Wahls face when he opened his eyes at last, stared straight at her, and closed them again. She thought he had recognized her, but she did not care.

She was surprised to discover how little she feared Wahl, now that he was under the same roof with her. It never once entered her head that, without Consuelo caring for him, he would not recover from his injuries. He was still Wahl  the devils own. But somehow he had lost all terror for her. She was much more afraid of Sherry, because Sherry, she knew, would claim her presently and she would have to steel her heart against him. It was going to be the most difficult thing she had ever done. She kept on looking at Wahl because that made it easier to avoid meeting Sherrys eyes.

Wahl recovered consciousness again and stared straight at her about a minute. She met his gaze steadily, not feeling even a desire to flinch. His eyes were cavernous, and horrible with pain. She found that she even pitied him. When he sat up suddenly and pointed at her with a bandaged arm, she stood her ground  although her frown was dancing over startled eyes. She tried to force herself to smile, so as to make him feel at ease as much as possible. Surely his burns and bruises were discomfort enough.

Think youve scored, dont you! he said, misinterpreting the smile and the frown. He grinned back hatefully, and glanced at Sherry. Hello, young Mansfield! You are a bright one! Tribunes only son and heir, eh? God! Youd have a paper on the rocks in a week! How did I get here? You bring me! Well, theres that in your favor. Bring me that phone, quick! Bring it here  the cords long enough. Call the Tribune, and hold the instrument so I can speak into it.

Sherry did not answer, but laid both hands on Wahls shoulders and pressed him down until his head was on the pillow.

Treason! Wahl yelled at him. Treason! Ive identified her! Bring me that phone, young Mansfield, or

Shut up! Sherry ordered.

Me? You cant do it, youngster! Wahl laughed like a ghoul and struggled to sit up again. Sherry held him down. You cant stop Clinton Wahl  cant shut him up! Cant kill him! Get that? You cant kill him! Im Wahl, youngster! Special  thats me! Bring me that phone! Ill spill em a hot one over the wire! Jacqueline Lanier and Sherry Mansfield He began to say awful things about them both, sliding off into delirium and raving of indecencies the Chinaman had only hinted at. Consuelo shook Sherry by the arm.

Take her outside while I quiet him!

She did not know who Sherry was, nor how she should quiet Wahl, but anything was better than that Jacqueline should hear that raving. Sherry acted almost before the words were spoken  threw Jacquelines cape over her shoulders and led her outside, shutting the door behind them. But he could still hear Wahls voice through the door, so he coaxed her down the steps to the wide gap in the wall that answered for a gate. She shuddered, and he put an arm around her, folding her cape closer with his other hand.

The cabin was above the fog now. The blanket had drifted lower and lay shrouding the valley, creating a weird effect of isolation. Not even a glow was visible above the distant city. They seemed all alone with the moon and stars, above the clouds.

Jacqueline did not speak, and Sherry studied her anxiously. The moonlight seemed to emphasize her beauty, but there was a new paleness in it that worried him; it was almost as if something within her had burned out; as if she had gone as far emotionally as she could go, and was waiting for the inevitable end.

I was on my way to stop Wahl from reaching you when I found him by the roadside under his car, he began.

She turned a little toward him, but showed no emotion. Her eyes were listless, and the color of utterly still pools.

I was afraid it was you who had hurt him, she said. Im so glad you didnt. It doesnt matter about Wahl. He would have found me sooner or later. If not he, some one else like him, and theyve already done their worst to me. That is what I was foolish not to know.

The note of despair was in her voice that always struck such terror into Consuelo, and Sherry felt panic race through him.

Look here, Jacqueline! he said, trying to speak sternly. Youre not to talk that way! You get me? Youre not to think those kind of thoughts! Youve done too much of it already. Im with you now, and nothing

She held up her hand to stop him. Please, Sherry! You only make it harder for me. You only make it hurt all the more. Please go. Consuelo and I are going away

He caught hold of her and turned her toward him, unconscious of his roughness.

Im not going, and youre not going away. Or if you do go, Ill go with you! he answered. Your fight is my fight. Get me? They cant do or say a thing to you without doing or saying it to me. Youre mine, and Im yours. They cant undo that, and neither can we.

It was a pathetic little laugh that answered him, but it held vestiges of life.

It makes me happy, Sherry, to hear you say that. But Jacqueline  your Jacqueline, that is  is dead and cant ever come back to life, because nobody believes her. I learned that tonight.

Good lord! But I believe you! he retorted.

Do you, Sherry? Im so grateful. But you must go away, because I bring only unhappiness to every one who loves me, and I dont want to make you unhappy. Desmio  Jack Calhoun  Consuelo  now you. Its too much, Sherry! And Wahl  Wahl nearly dies trying to reach me. I bring misfortune to every one.

Sherry stared at her, utterly, absolutely sure of his own mind, but wondering what to say. She recognized the consternation in his face, knew she hurt him, and was much more sorry for him than for herself. Tears suddenly blinded her eyes and ran down her face unheeded.

Sherry dear, do go! Will you please go? Your father will not forgive you if you love me. If I hurt you any more than I have done already I couldnt bear it. I love you. See  I tell you, dear, I love you. And if you love me, you will let me go away

Sherrys answer died still-born. There came from close at hand the roar and stutter of a big car being driven uphill. Headlights blazed around the bend.

Who now? Thats not my dads car, Sherry muttered. Maybe its reporters from one of the other papers, he said, throwing his arm around Jacqueline.

Come on, sweetheart  back to the cabin! I wont let em in.

He almost carried her up the steps. But the car came roaring in through the gap, and he had hardly locked the door when a mans fist struck on it and he heard his fathers voice:

Come on now, Sherry  open the door!

He turned the key again, then turned his back and walked to mid-room, beside Jacqueline, where he swung himself around and stood to face his father with his jaw set tight and both fists clenched. Consuelo was sitting on a chair beside Wahl, but rose to her feet when Mansfield entered, closely followed by Dad Lawrence and John Miro. Miro bowed to Jacqueline, undid his overcoat, and walked to the corner of the fireplace, where he stood erect, like a man in armor. Mansfield stood silent, with his back to the door, glancing from Sherry to Wahl and again from Wahl to Sherry. No one spoke for thirty seconds.

It was Wahl who broke the silence. Chief! he yelled. Ive got her! Get to the phone  quick! O.K. that story! Then spill em a follow-up  have em put a live man on the other end! Here she is! Caught in your cabin with your son! Didnt I tell you shed vamp Sherry? Watch her, or shell

Sherry put his clenched fist close to Wahls nose. Shut up! he commanded, or Ill finish you, you beast!

Wahl began to swear excitedly at Sherry, but Dad Lawrence picked up a towel, gagged Wahl with it, and held his head down on the pillow. Sherry turned again to face his father:

Long live the Tribune! he said grimly; and Miro, over by the fireplace, chuckled.

Did you do that to Wahl? demanded Mansfield. Did he hurt you? Did he attack you?

No. I wish he had. Then Id have killed him!

Why?

Because he should be killed! Hes all but killed her, Sherry answered, with a jerk of the head toward Jacqueline but meeting his fathers gaze steadily.

May I ask what possible concern that is of yours? Mansfield tried to keep the sneer out of his voice, but failed, and Sherrys eyes blazed at him.

Sure! he answered. And Ill tell you! Shes the girl I love, thats all. So now you know where I come in.

Sherry, my boy Mansfield was trying hard to master his emotion well have to talk that over later. When a young girl has a reputation

Stop! Sherry held his hand up. None of that, dad! Wahl made her reputation. Wahl is a liar!

But its public property, said Mansfield.

Yes, and whose faults that? But Im not going to argue with you. I dont give a damn what all the papers in Christendom have printed about her, or will print. Shes the girl I love. She has my absolute O.K. Im going to marry her.

Youre not! said Mansfield; and once more John Miro chuckled, striking a match on the chimney-stones to light a cigarette.

It was almost as if the match had set a light to Jacqueline! The spirit returned to her eyes. Before Sherry could prevent her she stepped forward toward Mansfield, and the tragedy written on her face made even him look at her with a changed expression. Dad Lawrence, with his hand on the towel over Wahls mouth, was almost crying. John Miro burned his fingers with the match.

Sherry is not going to marry me, Mr. Mansfield  because I am not going to let him. I have been telling him that, but he will not listen.

Her voice sounded very tired, and Consuelo made a move toward her. Mansfield glanced at Sherry.

That seems final, doesnt it? he said abruptly.

Sherry stepped in front of Jacqueline and faced his father more angrily than ever. Jacqueline felt Consuelos arms behind her and almost collapsed into them. Dad Lawrence left off holding Wahl and came to the rescue with a chair on which Jacqueline collapsed entirely, laying her head back against Consuelos bosom and closing her eyes.

Final? exploded Sherry. This is final  what youre hearing from me now. You, and the other newspapers, have pretty nearly killed her. If you dont do every damn thing you can to put her right again before the world, then Im through with you, not her! Thats final! Im on her side forever. Watch me, if you dont believe it!

He turned toward Jacqueline  tried to thrust Consuelo aside and take her place  failed, might as well have tried to shove a battle-ship  laid a hand on Jacquelines shoulder  and once more faced his father.

Mansfield snorted. How come that you think you know so much about her? he asked, making no effort this time to disguise the sneer. Sherry glared back at him.

Good God! Look at her! Dad, are you crazy? Use your eyes! Here she is! This is the girl youve been flaying alive  this one  here! This is Jacqueline Lanier!

Aye, there she is! Wahl broke in, trying to struggle off the couch. Go to it, Chief! Grab the phone, man Dad Lawrence jumped for the towel again, Wahls yell died down to smothered murmurs, and then ceased.

Mansfield conceded Sherrys point to the extent of scowling at Jacqueline again, his brows meeting over his eyes and his expression like that of a scientist studying a vicious insect.

I will listen to her if she has anything shed care to say, he volunteered ungraciously. Ive heard her once, he added.

When? demanded Sherry, but did not wait for an answer. Jacqueline dear, he said, leaning over her, tell dad what you told me  will you? Tell him all that happened  please  for my sake! Dad, for Gods sake listen to her! And look while you listen! Does she look as if she could lie, even if she would? Jacqueline dear  tell him  wont you!

Jacqueline looked up at Sherry and sighed, feeling she would rather die than drag that awful past before a man who listened almost against his will. She had thought her pride was dead, but it was not. Pride urged her to refuse. But she would have cut off her right hand for Sherry, even as she had cut out her heart for him. Mansfield was staring at her, and that made it worse. She could not think connectedly. Where should she begin?

Please, dear, wont you tell him? Sherry urged. She glanced up at Sherry again, and began playing with the heavy locket on the gold chain.

Desmio

Her voice broke into a sob and she faltered  stopped. Not even for Sherrys sake could she force herself to drag Desmios name through the mud to oblige a stranger. She was not crying. There were no tears. She simply leaned back against Sherrys arm and could not go on  had reached the limit of emotion and endurance.

Who is Desmio? demanded Mansfield, and John Miro threw his cigarette into the fire. He stepped forward, as if to join in the discussion, but said nothing. Consuelo gave him no time.

Wrath  boiling, royal, fearless wrath took hold of Consuelo then, and even Mansfield (terrible himself in wrath) flinched in front of her.

Be quiet now, honey-lamb! she said with one swift turn of tenderness, for Jacqueline had felt rather than seen the coming storm and made the beginning of a move to protest. Ill tell him! With one shove not much less violent than a blow Consuelo thrust Sherry away. Then she stood behind the chair, leaning forward over it, fixing her eyes on Mansfields.

Look! she commanded. She was born into my arms. Ive been with her almost every hour since then, except when she was in the convent. Shes as innocent and sweet and good now, as she was that day I first set eyes on her. You and your newspapers! Ive read your lies! Look! See what your lies have done to her!

Jacqueline tried to protest again, but Consuelo threw both arms around her, kissed her, glared around the room and back at Mansfield.

You ask whos Desmio, she snorted. A better man than ever youll be! It was her name for Don Andres Miro. Hes the gentleman who raised her in his home  and was that proud of her  and loved and worshiped her so well that, when he knew he was dying, he asked her to marry him. He knew her! He understood her! Since she was three years old shed been better than a daughter to him. He couldnt make her his heir any other way, so he took that means to provide a proper mistress for his great estates, and to make sure she would never lack for anything!

Wahl stuck his head up over the end of the couch, tried to struggle to his feet, and shouted:

How about the handsome lover Jack Calhoun?

Dad Lawrence used the towel again, although Mansfield made a gesture of disapproval.

Yes  what of Calhoun? asked Mansfield.

That cockerel! That jackanapes! Consuelo almost screamed her answer at him. He was like the rest of you! He hunted her! He saw a flower and craved to pluck it! He was a beast like you! A monster! A young spendthrift! I know twenty girls hes ruined! Hed liked to have married this lamb, and hed have ruined her life as youve done, only shed have nothing to do with him, and I saw to it that he never once  not once!  saw her alone, until her wedding day, when he sneaked in. My back was turned. Id seen him in the garden. I was looking for gentlemen whod throw him in the horse-pond. That was how he sneaked into her bedroom. Don Andres must have seen him go in there. And when Don Andres went to protect Miss Jacqueline, Calhoun shot him.

Consuelo paused for breath, gulped once or twice, and went on:

But he was better than you are. He had shame! He shot himself! You stand there proud of your dirty work! That beast  that Clinton Wahl  was sneaking like a thief about the house, and he was into the bedroom ahead of me. There the poor darling stood  with the gentleman who should have been her husband in the next five minutes, shot dead at her feet  and Calhoun with his brains on the bed-spread  and that beast Wahl hanging on to her wrist, snarling at her, trying to make her talk to him! Wanted her to tickle his ear with information! I gave him some! He followed us to my room, where I put the poor darling to bed, and threatened us through the keyhole, until one of the nigger footmen knocked him down.

Then he tried to get in through the bedroom window, until a gardener chased him! Then he wrote those lies; and a paper in New Orleans printed them  and she  what else could she do but run away? Think of it, you  you  devil! Can you think? Have you any heart in you? Do you know what it means to be brought up by a gentleman amid refinement  sheltered, and looked up to by the folk of half a dozen counties  and then to see that filth printed about you in a newspaper that goes into peoples homes? Maybe you wouldnt hide yourself; you havent the pride or decency! You dont know what innocence means! She ran away. And I went with her, to look after her  for Id cut off both hands and put my eyes out any minute, if that ud do her one bit of good. And at that, I dont love her more than all the rest of em who knew her!

It was Consuelos hour; the climax of seventeen years devotion. Never before had she addressed an audience, never before had she been quite bereft of meekness. She faced that tribunal, and scorned it as unreservedly as she hoped someday to stand and be judged at the worlds end.

She told all the story of the flight to San Francisco, of Jacquelines bravery, of the debt to Ramon and Jacquelines insistence on dancing with Ramon, in order to pay the debt; and then of Wahls invasion of the stage in the effort to uncover her identity.

The beast would like to strip her naked! she screamed. And youd like to print pictures of it! You dogs! Youve crucified her! And all the while that poor frightened honey-lamb was struggling to pay her debt and hide from your dirty lies, you were printing more lies about her, for the mob to read and gloat over, and to pay you nickels!

Sherry made a bad break then. He approached Consuelo and laid a hand on her shoulder, meaning well enough; he intended to show her there was at least one friend near at hand. But he might as well have tried to stroke a bull in the arena.

Youre one of them! she screamed at him. Youre his son, arent you? Youre the brat of that thing, that owns the Tribune! You  you reckon yourself fit to kiss the ground shes walked on? Dont touch me, you young reptile! Hands off of her!

Sherry made a move toward Jacqueline, and that was Consuelos last straw. She threw her arms around Jacqueline  hugged her Oh, my poor darling  my poor darling honey-lamb!  almost lifted her off the chair, set her down in another one by the fireplace opposite John Miros corner, seized the kettle that she had set on the hearth to boil when she first entered the cabin, and stood at bay. The kettle was full. The scalding water spluttered from spout and lid as she shook it.

Now out of here  the lot of you! Outside  and take that devil with you!

She shook the kettle at Wahl, and narrowly missed scalding him. Dad Lawrence sprang aside, letting go of Wahl, and Wahl sat up again.

Chief! he yelled, Its a beat! Its a whale of a beat! Get to the phone, man! Spill it to em! Lanier girl takes to the woods  slips through prohibition net and stands at bay with scalding water!  Go to it, Chief! Its a pippin!

Mansfield scowled. Dad Lawrence jumped for Wahl and forced his head down on the pillow. Mansfield glanced at Miro, who was smiling and very deliberately lighting another cigarette. He held up his hand.

Put that kettle down, he ordered.

Consuelo glared defiance at him. She feared no man in that minute. She made a move as if to use the kettle and drive them all out of the room. But a tired, despairing voice, that touched her old heart even through the armor of that wrath, spoke from behind her:

Consuelo dear, please put the kettle down.


CHAPTER 33.

And you shall sit in the patio all day long and boss the niggers.

Mansfield walked over to Wahl and looked down at him.

Did you hear what that nurse said just now? he asked.

You bet I did, Wahl answered, sitting upright. Shes a liar, thats all. Mansfields voice and air of authority seemed to bring him to his senses. His eyes looked suddenly less wild. Dont forget, I was there, Chief. I saw it! I got it all first hand.

Did you check your facts? asked Mansfield.

Sure!

Consuelo drew her breath in with a gasp  ready on the instant to renew the fight. Mansfield stopped her, holding up his hand.

How did you check them? he demanded.

Interviewed the sister of Don Andres! Wahl answered. Saw her in private in her own room  got it straight from her. She told me all about the girls character. Donna Isabella wasnt guessing, mind you  shed lived in the same house with her for years!

Mansfield coughed dryly. Consuelo gave another gulp and started forward, words choking in her throat. Mansfield glanced at Sherry with a wry smile, and Sherry answered that by going over to Jacqueline and taking her limp hand in his. It was John Miro who entered the lists, as calmly as he did all other things. He tossed his cigarette into the fire and walked straight up to Mansfield.

The point is, are you man enough to confess mistakes? he said, smiling. As her cousin, and at one time the friend of her family, youll probably admit that I knew as much of Donna Isabellas character as she ever knew of Jacquelines. Donna Isabella was as mad as your man Clinton Wahl. Are you mad too? I rather think not. Suppose you take another look at Miss Lanier. Judge for yourself, whether to believe her, and the nurse, and your own son, and me  or Wahl and Donna Isabella.

Chief! Wahl shouted. Get to the phone! Dont you trust your own men?

Does it occur to you to trust me? Dad suggested. Mansfield glanced at Jacqueline  and at Consuelo  and at Sherry. He was scowling; his brows nearly met over his eyes.

Get to the phone, man! O.K. that story of mine! Wahl yelled at him.

Mansfield looked at Wahl again steadily, for thirty seconds. Then he turned to the phone and took off the receiver.

Thats right, Chief! Wahl shouted. Run your own newspaper, and to hell with

Dad Lawrence used the towel again. There was silence  the tenseness of impending tragedy.

Long distance  quick! said Mansfield. Operator  see how quickly you can get the San Francisco Tribune. There are several wires. Put me in on any of em. This is rush stuff. Step on her!

Miro joined Sherry beside Jacqueline. Dad Lawrence shrugged his shoulders.

Hello  Tribune? Whos speaking? Give me the desk  quick! Hello  this is Mansfield. That you, Blair? Dyou recognize my voice? All right  kill that Lanier story! Whats that? I dont get you. Wont be any first edition? I dont care  I said kill the story  did you hear me?

The instrument buzzed into Mansfields ear for thirty seconds.

Dad, youre white! I knew you were! said Sherry, and leaned over and kissed Jacqueline. Consuelo watched him, fuming. Mansfield held up his hand for silence.

Whats that? You dont believe its Mansfield speaking? Just try disobeying me, and see how soon Ill prove it to you! Cancel the whole edition! If the vans have started, call em back  send people after em. Ill fire the whole outfit if one of those papers goes on sale!

All right, Chief! The words could be heard distinctly all through the room, and Mansfield hung up. He glanced at Wahl.

Put him in one of the bedrooms, he commanded. Dad  stay in there with him, and keep him quiet.

Sherry and Dad Lawrence carried Wahl out. Miro came forward and met Mansfield in mid-room.

You eat crow rather handsomely, he said. I like you for it. Blame it on the system and the public, though, not on that poor burned devil in the bedroom there.

Mansfield almost ignored him. He was thinking of something else. He walked toward Jacqueline, and Consuelo stepped into his way. He smiled at Consuelo, and though she bridled up and caught her breath, she stood aside again, watching him suspiciously. Then:

Miss Jacqueline Lanier! Jacqueline looked up, very woebegone.

I wish to beg your pardon as humbly as a man may. I have never before in all my life retracted or apologized. Your presence is an honor to my cabin and I sincerely regret the cruelty and deep indignity to you for which the Tribune is in part responsible.

Consuelo burst out sobbing, but Jacqueline managed to smile, leaning forward and seizing Consuelos red hand, stroking it.

Mr. Mansfield

But he had not finished yet. He interrupted.

I can promise you a full revenge, Miss Jacqueline! Whatever can be done to restore your fair name and reputation before the world shall be done by the Tribune immediately. I will sign the retraction and the other newspapers will copy it. They will make me look  and feel  extremely foolish.

Mr. Mansfield, I dont want revenge, said Jacqueline. Ill hide, to save Sherry from

You can do that, if hell let you, Mansfield interrupted. But if he does let you Ill never speak to him again.

Jacqueline laughed at last, and Sherry took her into his arms, but he hardly had time to kiss her once before Consuelo interfered. Mansfield turned his back, John Miro used better judgment  recognized the symptoms  knew that Consuelos wrath had left her half-hysterical. She would be trying to scratch Sherrys eyes out in a minute. He stepped between them, and stood smiling down at Jacqueline.

Theres a point weve not explained yet, he said kindly. You surely knew I live in San Francisco, Jacqueline?

She nodded, just a little proudly.

Dyou mind saying why you didnt appeal to me at once for help?

How could I, Mr. Miro? You and Desmio. I could not appeal to Desmios enemy.

John Miro laughed. His enemy? he answered. Jacqueline, I loved the man! He and I were boys together. I knew him too well and intimately not to love him. The dear, old dignified Don Quixote! The only thing we ever quarreled over was my advertising, and at that it was he who quarreled with me, not I with him. I would have crossed the continent at any time for the sheer delight of shaking hands with him.

But, Mr. Miro, I thought  you must have thought  that  that Desmio and I conspired to do you out of the estates. If he had married me

My dear girl, I never wanted your potato patch! I wouldnt know what to do with it. Its yours by every moral right.

But the trust deed, Mr. Miro

All that ever needed was my signature, he answered. Andres could have had it for the asking. The first thing I did after attending Andres funeral was to interview his lawyer Curtis Radcliffe. Youll find your estates are in Radcliffes keeping. As I told Radcliffe, and repeat to you, whatever Andres wished to do with his estates is law as far as Im concerned. Well terminate the Miro trust deed just as soon as Radcliffe submits the papers for my signature.

But  but theres Donna Isabella.

No. Shes dead. I rather think I personally killed her. No, dont look shocked  perhaps I claim more credit than is due me. I told her she was a snob, and it seems that nobody ever thought of telling her the truth before. She took to her bed that afternoon, and died yesterday.

Jacqueline felt genuinely sorry. She would much rather have endured Donna Isabellas vinegary enmity for the rest of her life than hear of her dying all alone. She knew that Donna Isabella had no friends. Even Consuelo drooped at the news. But Mansfield senior made no pretense to any kind of grief; he strode back across the room and faced John Miro.

So youre doing that for her? he said pleasantly. Shell not be penniless, eh?

Not by a million or so, said Miro. Maybe several million. I dont know the figures.

Well  Sherry will have the Tribune. That means at least as much for him.

Dont forget, Miro answered, smiling, that will be my doing too! I would have smashed the Tribune, and you with it, if

Here  shake hands and shut up prodding me said Mansfield. And give me one of your cigars; you drove that infernal car of yours so fast over the bumps that I broke all mine. Are you sleepy? Its nearly morning. Lets go out and hear the birds wake.

They walked out together, smoking. Consuelo, swallowing something in her throat, went into the room where Dad Lawrence was watching Wahl.

Good woman, that, said Mansfield. I was half-afraid, though, shed stay in there and fight with Sherry. These two kids are best left alone now, to settle it between themselves.

They wont have very long, said Miro. Im expecting some one.

You are?

Yes. I used the telephone before I called on you at the Tribune office.

Mansfield turned on him sharply. Not reporters from the other papers!

Wait and see. Thats a car coming now.

It was a closed car that came much more slowly than Miros had done, but which none the less seemed in a hurry. A face framed in white in the window looked almost ghostly in the dim light from the cabin windows  the face of some one who leaned forward, strained and anxious. Miro strode up to the car as it swung in through the gate and stopped. A woman stepped out as he opened the door for her, and another followed.

You have found her? she asked quickly.

Miro nodded

Is she  ?

It was Mansfield, striding out of the shadow behind Miro, who interrupted.

You  Joan? he exclaimed.

She looked startled, but recovered instantly. I came to see Jacqueline, she said firmly.

Some mistake, said Miro. This is  pardon me  Mr. Mansfield  Sister Michaela.

Thanks, answered Mansfield, I know my wifes sister. She was Joan Sherwood before she took vows. Joan  hows Sherrys mother? Do you ever hear from Clara?

Her gray eyes looked straight back at him, and there was a pause before she answered:

I came to save Jacqueline from Claras fate!

Mansfield scowled. Isnt that man she ran away with kind to her?

He was, John.

Was? He looked puzzled.

Was. He bore the blame you turned on him. They were neither of them guilty.

Why didnt she come back to me then? he demanded.

How could she! You were too cruel. You divorced her. You spared her nothing. You and the newspapers were merciless. She was hounded. The notoriety was more than she could bear. She went away.

Where?

Where you will not find her.

My God! You mean

I mean, she saved Sherry all she could. She changed her name  tried to hide  struggled, and then  I have a message from her for Sherry.

Hes in the cabin. Give it to him, said Mansfield, and stood staring down the road.

She turned to Miro and he led the way up the cabin steps, holding the door open for her. She paused on the threshold. Dad Lawrence was standing in the door of the room where they had laid Wahl, and from behind him came the weak voice of a man in delirium, raving:

Takes to the woods  thats a hot one! Caught with Sherry Mansfield  uses scalding water! Get that Chief? Go to it, man! Get to the phone

Sherry and Dad  and Dad was not dry-eyed  were watching Jacqueline. Her hand was on Consuelos shoulder. Consuelo knelt beside her, choking with sobs, her head on her beloveds lap.

Oh, honey

You old dear! Consuelo, you dear, faithful friend! Ive brought all this on you, and youve had much the worst of it. But I love you, Consuelo. And were going back, dear, to Louisiana  and you shall always be with us  and you shall sit in the patio all day long  and boss the niggers,  and  and be just as good and kind to Sherry as youve always been to me. Will you do that? Will you promise?

Honey, dear

THE END


 

THE NINE UNKNOWN

[image: img28.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER I. I cut throats with an outward thrust!

CHAPTER II. Produce but the gold, thou Portuguese!

CHAPTER III. Light and longer weapons.

CHAPTER IV. Heres your Portuguese!

CHAPTER V. The nines spies are everywhere.

CHAPTER VI. They fled before me!

CHAPTER VII. Shakespearean homeopathic remedy!

CHAPTER VIII. He is very dead!

CHAPTER IX. Silence is silent.

CHAPTER X. Cant hatch a chicken from a glass egg.

CHAPTER XI. Allah! Do I live, and see such sons?

CHAPTER XII. I am dead, but the silver cord is not yet cut.

CHAPTER XIII. I felt the tingle of the magic and fell unresisting.

CHAPTER XIV. Weve got your chief!

CHAPTER XV. Abandon cant and cant all ye who enter here!

CHAPTER XVI. Sahibs, that is a true speech!

CHAPTER XVII. There will be no witnesses  say that and stick to it!

CHAPTER XVIII. He has whatever she had!

CHAPTER XIX. Once, when they who keep the secrets

CHAPTER XX. Nevertheless, I will take my sword with me!

CHAPTER XXI. My house is clean again!




[image: img29.jpg]

The first editions cover


CHAPTER I. I cut throats with an outward thrust!

I HAD this story from a dozen people, or thirteen if you count Chullunder Ghose, whose accuracy is frequently perverted. One grain of salt is never enough to add to the fat babus misstatements, although anyone who for that reason elected to disbelieve him altogether would be just as wide of the mark as the credulous who take what he says at face value. Chullunder Ghose should he accepted warily. But the others are above suspicion, as for instance King, Grim, Ramsden, the Reverend Father Cyprian, and Jeremy Ross, all of whom regard the truth from various points of view as economical.

Chullunder Ghose considers all truth merely relative at best  likes to be thought a liar, since under that cloak he can tell diluted truth unblushing. Consequently he is the only one whose real motive for taking part in this magnificent adventure is not discoverable; he scratches his stomach and gives a different reason every time he is asked, of which the likeliest is this:

You see, sahib, bad luck being habitual is bad enough, but better than absolutely no luck. Consequently I took chances, trembling much, stirring innate sluggishness of disposition with galvanic batteries of optimism, including desire to keep wolf from door of underfed family and dependents.

He certainly took chances, and he appears to have survived them, for I had a letter from him only a week ago begging the favor of a character reference and offering in return to betray trade secrets in the event of his securing the desired employment.

Then there is Leonardo da Gama the Portuguese, who is dead and tells no tales; but his death corroborates some part of what he said to me, for one, and to others as will presently appear. His motive seems to have been mercenary, with the added zest of the scientist in search of a key to secrets, whose existence he can prove but whose solution has baffled men for generations.

The Reverend Father Cyprian, past eighty and custodian of a library not open to the public, aimed and still aims only at Hindu occultism. He regards it as the machinery of Satan, to be destroyed accordingly, and it was for that reason he gave King, Grim, Ramsden and some others access to books no human eye should otherwise have seen. For Father Cyprian collects books to be burned, not piecemeal but in one eventual holocaust.

Some lay brother peculiarly conscious of a sin appointed Father Cyprian by will, sole trustee of a purchasing fund, hoping thus to rid the world of the key to such evil as the Witch of Endor practised. For half a century Father Cyprian has been acquiring volumes supposed long ago to be extinct, and it was possibly the last phase of his beleaguered pride that he hoped instead of burning them piecemeal to make one bonfire of the lot and go to his Maker directly afterward.

In that case even pride may serve appropriate ends; for if he had burned the books as fast as acquired, King could never have studied them and drawn conclusions. He took King, Grim, Ramsden and certain others into confidence subject to a stipulation; there were and are still said to be nine super-books whose contents total tip the almost absolute of evil. King and his friends might use what Cyprian already had, and might count on his counsel and assistance; but if they should come on any of the nine books, those were to be Cyprians to be burned along with all the others.

They were not to study the nine books, if obtained, and above all they were not to reveal their contents to any outsider; for Cyprians purpose was, and is, to abolish the very memory of those books existence and the deviltry they teach, or are supposed to teach. (For some say they teach wisdom.) But they might make what use they cared to of information picked up on the side, and they were free to deal with individuals as circumstances and their own discretion might dictate. Father Cyprian, in fact, cared and cares not much for consequences. He believes in cutting off the cause, and he is sure those nine books are the key which, if thrown away, Will leave the cause of necromancy impossible to rediscover. So much for him.

Jeremy Ross came laughing on the scene, laughed with gay irreverence all through the piece, and still laughs, no more inclined to take life seriously than when he faced the Turks in the three-day fight at Gaza, sharing one torn blanket with a wounded Turk and destroying his chance of promotion by calling a British colonel Algy to his face. On the other hand, he is as unconquerably opportunist as when he tramped Arabia, lost, and survived by means of a reputation for performing miracles.

Jeremys admitted motive was desire to learn more tricks and their underlying principles. He is convinced that even the rope trick, so often told of and so invariably unconfirmed, in which a Hindu is supposed to climb a rope into the air and disappear, is simply the result of well-trained ingenuity.

A chap who knows how can do anything, says Jeremy, and he proposed to learn how all the Indian tricks are done.

The motives he did not confess, but which were just as obvious as the laugh on his lips and the sunburn on his handsome face, were loyalty to Athelstan King and Grim and Ramsden, a kind of irresponsibility that makes him plunge for amusement into every game he sees, and a bedrock willingness to fight every combination of men and circumstances for the right to be his own master. He has no use whatever for orders from higher up, for swank, eyewash, stilts, inherited nobility, or what is known as statecraft.

A diplomats like me, says Jeremy, only I call mine tricks and he calls his statesmanship.

It was enough that King and Grim had winded the stronghold of secret tyranny. Instantly Jeremy was game to make a pitched fight and a picnic of the business of destroying it; and he was quicker than either of them at penetrating the outer screen of commonplace deception. He got along remarkably well with Father Cyprian, in fact, astonishingly well, all things considered.

James Schuyler Grim is the protagonist of peace where there is no peace. His passion is to introduce two pauses in the strife of men where only one was formerly, and so little by little to give some sort of new millennium a chance. Arch-pragmatist is Grim. He holds mens lives, his own included, as worthless unless at work, and his highest expression of friendship is to pile task on task almost to the breaking point. He, too, resists interference from higher up, but without Jeremys turbulence and with much more wisdom  nearly satanic at times; which is one reason why Jeremy does not always mock him to his face.

Jeremy does mock Athelstan King, because King is of the seventh generation in the British army and respects accordingly the little odds and ends of precedent and custom that to the Australian resemble idol-worship. Jeremy was a trooper. King was a colonel but is now employed by the same multi-millionaire who furnishes supplies for Grim and Ramsden; in fact, he took Jeremys place, for Jeremy cannot abide the power of purse-strings and would rather juggle by the roadside for his daily bread than yield to any man on the ground of surplus cash.

Jeff Ramsden is another independent, who rather prides himself on being slow of wit and heavy on his feet, whereas he is really a solid thinker, building argument on argument until he is convinced, and setting one foot down before he prospects with the other. He is stronger physically than almost any two normally developed athletes, but it would probably break Jeff Ramsdens heart to lose his comfortable savings, whereas Jeremy loses his last cent as cheerfully as he would win the other mans.

Then there are Narayan Singh, and Ali ben Ali of Siktinderam, soldiers of fortune both, the one a Sikh with pantheistic tendencies and the other a Pathan with seven sons. At any rate, Ali ben Ali is pleased to admit they are his sons, and none denies that he fought and slew the indignant legal owners of the mothers, although there are cynics in the crag-top villages who vow that Ali flatters himself. The mothers statements (there were seven) made for the most part under duress shortly before death were not considered trustworthy evidence in the land that Ali comes from.

Ali has enemies, but is a man, whatever else; and perhaps the highest compliment ever paid Narayan Singh is that Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam respects him and would think three times before challenging the Sikh to fight, even if a mutual regard for Grim and King did not put quarreling out of the question. They are awfully disrespectful of each others gods, but came to an early understanding on the basis propounded by Narayan Singh after a night-long argument:

If your ridiculous Allah objects to my opinions why doesnt he smite me? I challenge him! As for thyself, Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam, thou art worth a dozen Allahs, being less cowardly, more generous, and not afraid to stand up and be seen!

It is a pity about you, Narayan Singh, Ali ben Ali answered nodding tolerantly. I shall make a friend of you in this world only to see you torn by devils in the next. However, that is Allahs business, who is Lord of Mercies.

Who is a big joke! Narayan Singh corrected. He will turn thee into worms! warned he of Sikunderam.

Then I will gnaw the big things belly! said the Sikh.

They agreed to postpone the debate until the next world and to be stout allies in this  a plan which if followed universally would abolish a deal of waste of time.

For if I slew you, or you slew me, said Ali ben Ali, there would only be half our manhood left!

And that was a point on which they could agree at once, for neither of them had a poor opinion of himself, any more than either cared a rap for Grins and Kings idealism. What they chose to follow were the men, they being men, and like attracting if not like at least its tribute.

Burt they were also attracted as much as Chullunder Ghose was by the glamour of the unknown quantity and the lure of fabled treasure; the babu being all acute imagination and alarm, they all adventurous.

Surely ancient sciences meant nothing to them; yet it was pursuit of ancient science and of nothing else that brought the twelve together, and that might have added the thirteenth if the number thirteen had not justified its reputation by proving fatal to da Gama the Portuguese. And that was no pity, but for scientific reasons.

He drank too frequently and inexpensively, and washed too sparingly to be good company. His appetite in all ways was a gluttons, drink included, and he took his erudition as he did champagne or beer or curried anchovies, in gulps.

Nor was he nice to look at  saffron, under shiny black hair, with a pair of coal-black eyes whose whites were yellow and red with long debauch  short  stout  asthmatic  dressed always in rusty black broadcloth and occasionally white drill pants, with black boots tied with broken laces. His face was seamed and lined with tales untenable and knowledge unfit to be known. His finger-ends were swollen and his nails close-bitten. His shirt, which might have been a petticoat for stripe and color, bulged through the gap between his pants and vest, increasingly untidy as the day progressed, and he hitched his pants at intervals. He had a little, black imperial beard that only half-concealed a chin cloven not by nature but by some mans weapon. The cleft had the effect of making him look good-humored for a second when he smiled. The smile began with a sneer malignantly, passed with a peculiar melting moment through an actually pathetic phase, and ended cynically, showing yellow eye-teeth. He had no idea whatever of making himself pleasant  would have scorned himself, in fact, for the attempt if he had ever tried it  and yet he blamed the world and did the world all the injury he could for refusing to love him. He always wore a round black hat like an English clergymans, and never took it off, even indoors, until he was seated, when he held it rolled up as if he kept his thoughts in it and was afraid of spilling them.

It was Chullunder Ghose who decoyed him into the office in the side- street off the Chandni Chowk, which is the famous Street of the Silversmiths in Delhi, and a good street if you know what goodness in a street consists of. Men  all manner of men  go by.

They had an office in a side-street, one flight up over a Maharatta drug-store, with the name Grim, Ramsden and Ross on a brass plate on the door. The next-door building was a warehouse for hides, hair, tallow, gum, turmeric and vicious politics, through the midst of which they had access to a back stairs by arrangement. But the front stairway by which you reached their office was a narrow, steep affair between two buildings, littered with fruit-peel and cigarette ends, and always crowded with folk who used it as a sort of covered grandstand from which to watch the street or merely to sit and think, supposing that anybody could think in all that noise.

You had to pick your way up-stairs gingerly, but going down was easier, because if you placed your foot flat against the back of a mans head, and shoved suddenly, he would topple forward and carry a whole row down with him, due to the fact that they sat cross-legged and not with their feet on the step below as Europeans would.

Existence there would have been precarious, but for Narayan Singh, Ali ben Ali and Chullunder Ghose  the first two truculent and the third a diplomat. It is fashionable nowadays to show contempt for Westerners by pushing them off the sidewalk and making remarks in babu English that challenge reprisals; so that, even though King, Grim and Ramsden can disguise themselves and pass for natives of the East, and Jeremy in plain clothes can make an Arab think he is an Aras in disguise, the firms name on the brass plate would have been enough to start trouble, if it had not been so obvious that trouble would include a Sikh dagger, an Afghan tulwar, and the adders tongue of the least compunctious babu in all India.

It was the babus tongue that drew da Gama past the door. He was afraid of it, in the same way that some politicians are afraid of newspapers, and it may be that he hoped to murder the babu as the simplest road to silence. All are agreed he was surprised and angry when Narayan Singh; swaggering down the narrow passage, bunted into him as he stood hesitating and, picking a quarrel on the instant, shoved him backward through the office door. Inside he found himself confronted by the whole party, for Narayan Singh followed him through and locked the door at his back.

He stood at bay, in silence, for a minute, showing his yellow teeth, his hands making the beginnings of a move toward his pockets and repeatedly refraining. So Ali ben Ali strode up to him and, taking him in one prodigious left arm, searched him for weapons. He pulled out a long knife and a black-jack, exposed them, grinning hugely, in the palm of his right hand and returned them to their owner. There was no pistol. Then he pushed the Portuguese toward the office stool, which was the only seat unoccupied. Da Gama sat on it, putting his heels on the rungs, with his toes turned outward, whereafter he removed his round, black hat and rolled it.

The others sat around the wall on bentwood chairs, or otherwise as temperament dictated, all except Father Cyprian, who had been accorded the desk and revolving chair in deference to age. Cyprian held the desk-lid raised, but lowered it suddenly, and at the noise da Gama started, stared a second, and then swore in Portuguese between his teeth. None in the room understood Portuguese, unless possibly the priest.

You recognize me, I believe? piped Cyprian, almost falsetto, his little bright eyes gleaming through the wrinkles and his mobile lips spreading and spreading away into a smile that advertised amusement and was certainly a mask.

He has a face like a friendly gargoyle, full of human understanding and a sort of merry disdain that goes with it.

Keep to your trade of mumbling Mass! What do these others want? the Portuguese demanded rudely. I have nothing to do with priests!

His low-pitched asthmatic voice was an absolute contrast to the others. So was his surliness. There was no connecting link between them but that one, swift, momentary cloven lapse from hardness as the Portugueses face changed from one scowl to the next. But Cyprian recognized that and was swift, before the human feeling faded:

My friend, he said, it was you who tried to steal my library, and I have never sought to have you punished, for I know the strength of the temptation

You are a miser with your books  a dog in a manger! the Portuguese retorted. You break your own law, which says you shall not hide light under a bushel!

It is darkness that hides! the priest answered with another of his expansive smiles. It was you, my friend, who tried to murder me  a sin from which I only saved you by being one inch to the eastward of your bullets course.

You lie like any other priest! da Gama growled.

No, no. Not all of us are rash. In fact, we  we all of us are  are occasionally careful. Is this not the pistol that you tried to shoot me with?

He raised the lid of the desk again and drew out a surprising thing born of the law against carrying firearms. It was a pistol built of springs and teak-wood, nearly as clumsy as the old museum holster pieces but as able as a cobra to do murder at close range. Da Gama was silent.

My friend, I have not even blamed you, the priest went on, his thin voice squeaking with the rust of years. I have pitied you, and as for me you are forgiven. But there are consequences.

What? the Portuguese demanded, betraying, between scorn and anger, once again that moment of human feeling.

Something is required of him to whom so much has been forgiven, the priest answered firmly.

What? the Portuguese repeated.

Jeremy reached for the pistol and began fooling with the thing, as pleased with its mechanism as he was impatient of preliminaries. Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam drew out his own long knife and thumbed its cutting edge suggestively.

You for twenty-five, and I for fifty years have sought the same thing, the priest said, speaking slowly. You have taken one line, I the other. Mine is best, and now you must follow mine, my friend

For I cut throats with an outward thrust, Ali ben Ali interrupted. The point goes in across the wind-pipe and the knifes heel separates the neck-bones.

It was horribly well spoken. Ali ben Ali failed in his youth for a Bachelors Degree but passed in rhetoric. Da Gama shuddered.

Peace! commanded Cyprian.

For the present, assented he of Sikunderam, stowing the knife away with its hilt projecting. For religious reasons he was careful not to show the alien priest too much respect.

What do you want? da Gama asked.

Father Cyprian reached into his desk and produced a little chamois- leather bag. Opening that he poured about thirty gold coins into his hand and held it out toward the Portuguese, whose eyes changed expression suddenly.

The balance of those, said Cyprian, and the nine books. You may have as much of the money as you can use, my friend, and you may have my share too, for I need none of it. But the books must be mine to do as I choose with.

Da Gama went through all the motions of his smile and ended on the usual sneer. No doubt! If you have the books you will need no money.

I shall do as I please, the priest answered, not choosing to argue that point. Do you know whence these came? Look at them.

He poured the coins into da Gamas open hand, and the Portugueses dark eyes seemed to take fire from behind. None was of more recent date than a thousand years B.C., and one or two were of such soft gold that all the impression had been rubbed and squeezed away.

The little bag  you know the little bag? the priest asked, handing him that too. You recognize it? Yes? You left that, you remember, with the money in it when you tried to shoot me, and my servant pulled your coat off. He would have captured you, but

Da Gama smiled again, beginning and ending meanly, on a note of insolence, but passing inevitably through that momentary human stage.

But never mind, Cyprian went on. You may have them back, except the gun. My servant shall bring your coat. You have been forgiven. But where did you get that money? I must know.

Yes, we must all know that, agreed Ali ben Alis deep voice, and the Northerner drew his knife again, thumbing its edge with a kind of professorial appreciation.

Grim, dressed as a Punjabi, had sat watching da Gamas face. Now he saw fit to betray that really it was he who was in charge of the proceedings.

You understand? he asked. All that Father Cyprian asks for is the books.

And you? da Gama demanded, sneering again. It seemed to be his policy to get on terms with strangers by provoking. You care only for money?

Grim dug into the folds of his loose upper garment and produced a telegram from his employer in New York.

INVESTIGATE AND REPORT ON PERPETUAL DISAPPEARANCE OF SPECIE IN INDIA. MELDRUM STRANGE.

He passed it to da Gama, who read it and cocked one eyebrow:

Your alibi? he suggested, pronouncing the word as if it were Portuguese, which for undiscoverable reasons made it more offensive.

Grim ignored that.

We want to discover what has happened to the billions of dollars worth of gold and silver that has been won from the earth during the thousands of years since mining was first commenced. The cash in circulation doesnt account for one per cent. of it. Where is the rest? he explained.

What if you find it? asked da Gama.

If you help, you may have as much of it as you can use, Cyprian interposed.

Father Cyprian wants the nine books, Grim repeated. He wants to destroy the knowledge that has enabled certain unknown men for thousands of years to drain the world of its supply of gold and silver. I wish to discover where the gold and silver is. You may have enough of it if your help amounts to anything.

I also desire to know where the gold and silver is! remarked Ali ben Ali, from his seat on a cushion in a corner. I, too, desire enough of it! he added, sticking his long-knife point-downward in the floor and laying the palm of his hand on the hilt to stop its trembling. My heart quivers as the knife does!

It was easy to believe him. At that moment his gray-shot beard framed avarice and not much else, except the ruthlessness that gave it energy. His eyes contained the glint of morning on the Himalayan crags. Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam saw many visions at the mention of the magic name of gold and silver.

I cut throats with an outward thrust! he added meaningly, pulling up the knife again and glancing at the Portuguese.

Then Athelstan King took a hand.

The same men who own those nine books keep the secret of the gold and silver coin, he said, speaking downright as his way is.

How do you know? da Gama sneered.

Because like you I have devoted years to the pursuit, King answered; and in his eyes there was the sort of steely gray strength of the hunter who looks up-wind and into sunlight.

Pursuit? Da Gama was at his usual occupation, sneering. Did you catch much?

You, at any rate! King answered; and Chullunder Chose observed the opportunity for self-advertisement.

His honor having given orders to this babu  said babu having followed same, he smirked, wiping sweat from his hairy chest with a handkerchief, perhaps to call attention to the diligence with which he had labored.

Then he chose to emphasize and illustrate dexterity by throwing down the handkerchief and catching it between his toes.

Youre simply a prisoner, said King, looking straight at the Portuguese.

This, said Narayan Singh, on the floor beside Ali of Sikunderam, is the writing of one Dilji Leep Singh, who swears that he helped you steal books out of a temple, but was never paid for it. He will be a witness if required.

Narayan Singh laid a paper on the floor just within range of da Gamas eye, and it was that that really turned the trick. He had imagination. He could see defeat.

You may have a fair share of the money, if we find it with your assistance, Grim reminded.

And I have forgiven you, added Cyprian.

But I cut throats with an outward thrust, said Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam.

Oh, what is it you want? the Portuguese exclaimed, throwing up his clenched fists suddenly  theatrically. Am I briganded and held to ransom after twenty-five years? All right! I surrender! Write down your promises, and I will tell!


CHAPTER II. Produce but the gold, thou Portuguese!

BUT they wrote no promises. It was da Gama, desperate to the point of daring them to take his life and never sure that Ali ben Ali or the Sikh would not accept the challenge, who wrote down terms on a half-sheet of paper.

Hell! There! My minimum! Without you sign that there is not a torture in the universe severe enough to make me talk!

Same being Portuguese opinion, anarchistic possibly! This babu risking personal humiliation volunteers advice  be skeptical! remarked Chullunder Ghose, rolling off-center so as to reach the door of a small cupboard.

He pulled out a gallon jar of whisky and shoved it along the floor sufficiently noisily to attract da Gamas notice. Father Cyprian walked out, saying nothing, and Narayan Singh relocked the office door behind him.

Advice not being asked, same tendered deferentially, which is said the babu, pausing give him one drink, subsequently withholding remainder of contents of gallon jar pending answers to questions. No water on any account! he added, pursing up his lips.

The sweat broke out on da Gamas forehead. He was no hero, but was gifted with imagination. As long as the priest stayed he had banked on that unbegged forgiveness, calculating, too, that the priest would tolerate no illegal violence in his presence. But Cyprian was gone, and he looked around the room. They all knew, and he knew they knew, what the whisky torture meant to a man of his disposition. He shoved the crumpled half-sheet into his pocket and capitulated.

What do you want to know? he demanded hoarsely.

Give him one drink, ordered King, and then, when the Portuguese had tossed that down his throat Where did you find those coins?

In the ruins of a temple. I cannot describe the place.

Why not?

It has no name.

You can lead us to it.

Da Gama nodded.

Yes, he said. I can lead, but you will find nothing. That is, I removed the gold  you see it. You may search a thousand years. I brought it all. I am intelligent  me. You have not the intellectual requirements. Yet I tell you, I know nothing  nothing! Only Cyprian the priest is capable, for he has books. But the fool thinks they are wicked, and he wont tell! He is a dog in a manger  a miser  a

Never mind him. Tell us what you know, King interrupted.

I know that none of you will live unless you cease from interference with the Nine Unknown!

Put that whisky back into the cupboard! Grim ordered.

Chullunder Ghose obeyed. It was stifling in the office and for the second time the Portuguese capitulated.

There is only one course worth trying, he said, trying to moisten his lips, which had grown dry at the mere mention of the whisky jar. His tongue looked a size too large. You must subsidize me  support me. You must get those books from Cyprian and let me read them. You will all fail otherwise. I am the only man who ever lived who carried the search for the Nine Unknown the little way that even I have gone. I am the only one who found anything. They have made several attempts on my life. What chance would you have to escape them? Whisky please.

Grim shook his head.

Then water!

Earn your drink, Grim answered.

Tshaa! Well  it doesnt matter what I tell you! You will be useless without me. You lack the required intelligence. The problem is vertical, not horizontal. All the clues are cut off  blind from underneath. There  you do not understand that. What is the use of telling you? The Nine Unknown are at the top. That is a simple statement. Nine individuals, each independent, collectively forming a self-perpetuating board  each known to all the other eight but to no other individual on earth  not known, that is to say, to any other person in the world as being a member of the Nine. You understand that?

Each of the Nine, then, appoints nine others known only to him, and each of whom supposes his principal to be merely a servant of the Nine. They think the orders they receive from him are second-hand orders, passed along. Thus, there are eighty-one first lieutenants, as it were, who think themselves to be second-lieutenants. And each of those eighty-one employs nine others, in turn known only to himself, making seven hundred and twenty-nine third lieutenants, each of whom knows only eight, at most, of his associates, but all whom are at the service of the Nine, whom they know neither by sight nor name. You follow me?

Every one of the seven hundred and twenty-nine third lieutenants has nine men under him, of his own choosing, each of whom again has nine more. So the chain is endless. There are no clues. If you discover, say, a fourth lieutenant, all he knows is the identity of the individual who gives him orders and, perhaps in addition to his own nine subordinates the names of eight associates, none of whom knows more than he.

When one of the Nine Unknown dies, the other eight elect an individual to take his place. None but they even guesses that a vacancy was filled. None, except the Nine, knows who the Nine are. Each first, second, third, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, eighth lieutenant is responsible for nine; and they to him. Nothing is written. No muster-roll.

How old is this organization? King demanded.

How old is India? the Portuguese retorted. How many dynasties have thought they ruled? They levied taxes and they all paid tribute to the Nine! If the money the Nine have received during all those ages had been invested at compound interest the whole world would be so awfully in debt that people would understand what has been happening and might possibly wake up. But there is wisdom in the books the Nine make use of  one book to a man, each book dealing with a branch of wisdom. They have simply hoarded money, letting the nations use gold as it is won from mines and only taking tribute of principal, not interest. Do you believe that?

King, Grim, Ramsden and Jeremy nodded. Ramsden read aloud from a memorandum book:

Last year the production of silver alone amounted to more than a hundred and sixty million ounces. The East absorbed more than a quarter of that

And is howling for silver again! said King. Where did forty million ounces disappear to? There is some in circulation  not much; ornaments account for some of it; a little has been hoarded by the peasants, but its less in these days of high prices and taxes; where is the balance?

I have none of it, Lord knows! exclaimed Chullunder Ghose, holding up both hands with pious resignation.

Where did it disappear? said the Portuguese. Here is some  he shook the chamois-leather bag but all I found was leavings in a crack of a temple cellar, where they stored the tribute a thousand years ago.

Nevertheless, remarked Chullunder Ghose, India continues swallowing gold and silver in measures of crores , that which is swallowed not reappearing in any discernible shape, contrary to teachings of political economy, which being religion of West is probably poppycock possessing priests with check-books and top-hats. Where is gold and silver? That is whole point.

Babylon had gold and silver, said the Portuguese. Where is it?

Jeremy took twenty sovereigns from his belt. (He always carries them, they constituting his uttermost reserve, never to be spent, but to be bluffed with.) He jingled them from band to hand as if their music inspired him. Da Gama went on talking:

Always India has imported gold and silver  always! But where is it? Some jewelry, but not much; the bracelets of one generation are melted by the next. A very small percentage disappears from wear. Of course, there is a little lost. A little more is buried and forgotten. But the balance  the accumulated surplus of at least six thousand years  I estimate it as a heap as great as the pyramid of Gizeh! And. where is it?

Chullunder Ghose blinked. Ali ben Ali drew his knife and stuck it quivering in the floor again. Narayan Singh breathed sibilantly through set teeth. Jeremy palmed his twenty sovereigns in a pile, and they all disappeared except one, which was fascinating; he did it again and again, and you couldnt tell where the nineteen were until he caught them out of air in his left hand.

What became of the gold of Solomon? da Gama asked. He had so much of it. The records say men thought nothing of gold and silver during his reign. He died, and the gold went  where? Some say Solomon himself was one of the Nine Unknown

Who says that? King demanded.

I for one! da Gama answered. But there are books. Ask Cyprian the priest. He has them. Where is the gold the Spaniards and the Portuguese shipped home from South America and Mexico? Where is all the product of the Rand and of Australia? They took seven billions of dollars worth of gold and silver from the Comstock  just one reef in Nevada  yet tell me: how much gold and silver is there in the world to-day? The greatest hoard  greater than all other known hoards put together  is in the United States Treasury, and it doesnt amount to a hat-full compared to the total that is known to have been mined in the course of history! Where has the rest disappeared?

Thats what were asking you , Grim warned him; and Ali ben Ali drew the handle of his knife back and let go so that it hummed like a thing thrown.

I must see the books that Cyprian the priest has, da Gama answered, looking at the knife and shuddering.

They give no clue to the treasure, King answered.

Da Gama actually laughed, a thing he hardly ever did. It sounded like something breaking. Jeremy laughed too, like breaking water, and palmed all twenty sovereigns with one sweep, instantly showing the same hand empty.

The hand deceives the eye! said Jeremy. And Ive seen written stuff that fooled a bankers clerk!

No book can fool me! said da Gama, slapping his forehead and showing the cloven weakness as he smiled. I know Sanskrit as Max Müller never dreamed of knowing it! Show me the books of Cyprian the priest and I will tell you where the treasure is!

Youre talking rot! said Jeremy. If Father Cyprian has the books and they contain the secret, why cant he go straight and find the treasure? Eh? We wouldnt waste whisky on you!

Pardon me, but it is little whisky that you waste, da Gama answered. As for Cyprian, the man is blinded by fanaticism. He knows a little Sanskrit  just perhaps enough to pass for erudition among ignoramuses  brut he will not read what he sees. He is purblind.

I read what I saw, and I know more than a little Sanskrit, King retorted quietly, but da Gama was more than ever cock-sure and sneered back at him.

If Cyprian the priest were not a fool, he said, he would have set his communicants to stealing books from me! For I have the keys to his books, and he cannot read his without mine. And all my keys are good for is to fit the locks that he guards like a miser! Get me his books, and I will unlock their secrets for you in a week. In ten days I will show you such a heap of gold and silver as will make you mad! I wish to see you mad! Have no fear that I will disappoint you!

Nevertheless, there was not one man in the room who would have dared place Father Cyprians books in the hands of da Gama.

Lets see; you have escaped the vengeance of the Nine how many years? asked Grim, and da Gana laughed again. He saw the point.

Bring us your books, and you shall compare them with Father Cyprians, said King. Thereafter, the books are his, but you shall have as much as you can use of any gold and silver found.

Da Gama hesitated. He had intellect, and worked it  prided himself on that. Few of the human passions, except drink and avarice and infidelity, had any influence with him, so he reviewed the situation on its merits, being candid with himself. Like Grim, he sought no solace but results, and he would have wondered why Grim despised him, had he been aware of it.

I cannot bring my books, he said. They weigh too much.

Well carry them, offered Jeremy.

Give me a drink, da Gama answered, nodding. It was obvious he agreed, with a proviso.

The babu poured forth whisky into the office tumbler and presented it. Da Gama drank.

We should have an understanding, he said, smacking his lips. There was wisdom in the accumulation of gold and silver by the Nine. Dont disregard that. It all has to do with the Kali Yug [*] and its end that was prophesied six thousand years ago. The purpose is to cheapen money by the squandrous abundance of it

Krishna! gasped Chullunder Ghose.

  to abolish capitalism  do you see? da Gama went on. That will be the end of the Kali Yug . Capitalism is the age of darkness. To put in place of money  brains  intellect, that is the idea. To cheapen money by abundance, not of promises to pay, but of veritable gold and silver. Money being worthless, brains will count  intellect  you understand me? Have you intellect? No! Just habits! Have I intellect? Oh yes! But have I the reforming zeal? By no means! I am lazy. Let the world remain material and money-drunk; it suits me better! Can you accomplish anything without my intellect? No indeed. You cannot understand the Sanskrit, which is a language of conundrums. You would turn the floods of money loose and create a havoc. Money would be worthless, and you no better off. In the books the Nine Unknown possess is the only secret of how to prevent the havoc. It means high thinking, and that is hard work  too hard. I say, let us take advantage of the money, and not turn it loose. Let the Kali Yug persist! Let us be rich  wealthy  affluent beyond the dreams

Nay, nay! There is no affluence beyond my dreams! said Ali, plucking at his knife. I could use a million crores of gold and silver! I would buy the North  and build a city  and raise a lashkar [*] such as Iskanders [* *]  and  and speak not of millenniums! The world will burn my day out! Produce but the gold, thou Portuguese!

Produce the books! said Grim.

The Portuguese got down from the high stool and leaned his back against it.

Are we agreed about the money? he asked, looking from eye to eye for disagreement.

His was that disposition. He would promise anything to men in whom the seed of disagreement lay, knowing that the future would hold opportunity. But his wandering eye was fascinated by Jeff Ramsdens clenched, enormous fist. It seemed to symbolize. It was a totem. It did not stand for intellect, but it was heartbreakingly honest, neither Latin in its attitude toward a problem, nor cynical, nor unjust  not too credulous  just aboveboard, and direct, and faithful.

Produce the books! repeated Grim.

But he was dealing with the Latin temperament, which is not frank, reserving always little secret back-ways out from its commitments.

I will go and arrange it, da Gama answered. Whereat Jeremy did three tricks in succession with a coin, as if by way of illustration.

Ill go with you, Ramsden volunteered. I can carry quite a lot of books.

No! said the Portuguese, contriving to look scandalized in the way the Latin nations do when anyone suggests a view of their back-yard. There are my personalities. I mean, I am not a pip-show. I go alone. I will arrange. You may meet me. You shall have the books.

I have seven sons, announced Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam, with his steel eyes focused on infinity, as if he were dreaming of his distant hills.

Well  they would, no doubt, do to carry books, said the Portuguese, not understanding him.

Whereat Ali ben Ali got up and left the room, Narayan Singh locking the door again when he was gone. The others understood that perfectly.

Go and make your arrangements. Where will you meet us? Grim demanded.

Do you know my quarters? There then, said the Portuguese. In an hour? No, that is too soon. I have books in one place and another. They must be collected. Come to-night.

Leave one of those coins with me, said Jeremy. You shall have it back.

Da Gama made a gesture of magnificence and passed the chamois-leather bag. Jeremy tipped the contents into his hand, and chose, holding up a coin between his fingers.

Whats it worth? he asked. You can have it when you like, but

Write me a receipt for it.

Da Gama took a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket and straightened it out, smoothing the reverse side.

This babu advising skepticism, as aforesaid! Safety first! advised Chullunder Ghose, squirming nervously. Same being ancient adage!

I get you, laughed Jeremy, and he waved aside the proffered sheet of paper, which da Gama pocketed again with an air of impudent indifference.

Jeremy produced an English five-pound note from his pocketbook and wrote his name on it. [*]

Take it. Ill trade back whenever you say.

The Portuguese looked disappointed but folded the five-pound note on second thought and slipped it in the lining of his hat.

So, he said tartly, I cannot make use of that one, since it is offered as security. If your excellency had another of the same denomination, to be lent me pending

King pulled out his wallet at once and produced the equivalent of five pounds in Indian currency notes. The Portuguese accepted them, and they needed no signature.

Gracas . To be repaid, señor . Then we meet tonight  at my  ah  hotel.

He bowed magnificently, wholly unaware that the gesture made him look ridiculous. Narayan Singh unlocked the office door, and he backed out, continuing to bow, ignoring nobody, treating Chullunder Ghose to equal deference, the sneer on his yellow face giving the lie offensive and direct to his politeness, and he unconscious of it. He believed he made a most impressive exit.

He is thirsty  very thirsty. And he has five pounds, remarked Chullunder Ghose, as apropos of nothing as the Northerners remark had been about his seven sons.

Lets look at the coin, said Grim, and Jeremy passed it.

Grim is a numismatist, if a job in a museum at the age of eighteen can make a man that. They sent him to the Near East subsequently on the strength of what he knew. He shook his head.

Its the same one Cyprian showed us. Ive never seen one, nor a reproduction of one like it. I believe its older than Cyrene. Its not Indian  at least, that isnt Sanskrit lettering  and its better made than any of the earliest coins we know about. That might be a coin from lost Atlantis!

Pre-Adamite! suggested Jeremy, but Grim was serious.

I tell you, he answered as the door burst open and Ali of Sikunderam strode in, were in touch with the riddle of all history  the riddle of the Sphinx perhaps! Oh Lord, if we can only keep in touch!

By Allah, there are worse responsibilities than seven sons! said Ali ben Ali, grinning. His grin sat crosswise of a black beard like sea-foam in the night. If keeping touch is all your honor asks, then count it done!

Does a watched pot boil? Or a watched thief steal? Or a watched door open? Your sons will interfere with him! remarked Chullunder Ghose, scratching his nose with an action suggestive of thumbing it.

Bellyful of forebodings! They have orders not to interfere with him, the Northerner retorted.

Simply to watch? asked King.

Simply to watch him.

Watch me! said Jeremy. Come close if you like.

He palmed the prehistoric coin in half-a-dozen ways in swift succession, making it move from hand to hand unseen, and plucking it at last from mid-air, said:

Ill bet a fiver the Don steals a march on us.

He will steal nothing!

Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam held up a hand as if declaiming in the mosque.

My seven sons are the cleverest thieves that live! A thief can fool a non-thief, but not a professional. They are seven to one!

But Jeremy laughed. Whereat Ramsden, bearded like the bust of Anthony, unclenched his fist and let go the burden of his thoughts. He was a prospector by profession, used to figuring in terms of residue.

Forty million ounces! he exclaimed. Do you know what only one million ounces a year, say, for six thousand years would mean  how many trains of box-cars it would take to move it? It would need a fleet of ocean liners! Talk of secrecys a joke!

Nine Unknown having kept said secret for six thousand years! Chullunder Ghose retorted.

And whose is the money by right? asked Grim; that being the kind of poser you could count on him for.

The fighters  the finders! shouted Ali of Sikunderam, and Narayan Singh agreed, nodding, saying nothing, permitting his brown eyes to glow. And at that Chullunder Ghose looked owlish, knowing that the soldier wins but never keeps; sacrifices, serves, eats promises, and dies in vain. He did not tell all he knew, being a rather wise civilian. He sighed  Chullunder Ghose did.

There possibly may be enough for all of us! he said, rolling his eyes upward meekly.

Then Cyprian returned from strolling in the Chandni Chowk with that incurious consent of crowds conferred on priests and all old men  between the hours of indignation.

You didnt hurt him? Children, you didnt hurt him? he demanded. Did he drink a little too much? Did he talk?

King and Grim repeated what had happened, Cyprian smiling, shaking his head slowly  possibly because of old-age, yet perhaps not. At eighty years a man knows how to take advantage of infirmity.

The long spoon! he said. The long spoon! It only gives the devil leverage! You should have kept him here.

Ali ben Ali flared up at that, Koran in mind along with many other scriptures that assail the alien priest. My sons he began.

Are children, too, said Cyprian. I credit them with good intentions.

They are men! said Ali, and turned his back.

Then Jeremy, who has no reverence for anyone or anything, but two mens share of natural affection, took Cyprian by the arm and coaxed him away to lunch at a commercial club, promising him a nap on a sofa in a corner of the empty cloakroom afterwards. The ostensible bait he used was an offer to introduce a man who owned an ancient roll of Sanskrit mantras ; but it was Jeremys own company that tempted; Cyprian leans on him, and seems to replenish his aging strength from the Australians superabundant store  a strange enough condition, for as religion goes, or its observances, they are wider than the poles apart.

All things to all men, aint you, Pop! said Jeremy. Come and eat curried quail. The wines on ice.

And there you are! remarked Chullunder Ghose, as the two went out, illustrating the thereness of the areness by catching a fly on the wing with his thumb and forefinger and releasing it through the open window, presumably unharmed. Matters of mystery still lack elucidation, but the wines on ice! How Anglo-Saxon! Wonderful! United States now holding greater part of worlds supply of gold, and India holding total invisible ditto, same are as plus and minus  so we go to lunch! I dishonestly propose to issue bills of exchange against undiscovered empyrean equity, but shall be voted down undoubtedly  verb. sap. as saying is  brow-beaten, sat upon  yet only wise man of the aggregation. Sell stock, that is my advice! Issue gilt-edge scrip at premium, and pocket consequences! Sell in U. S. A. undoubtedly, residing subsequently in Brazil. But there you are! Combination of Christian priest, Sikh, fanatical Moslem, freethinker, agnostic, Methodist ministers son and cynicalist, is too overwhelming for shrewdness to prevail. Myself, am cynicalist, same being syndicalist with opportunist tendencies. I go to tiffin. Appetite  a good digestion  a siesta. Sahibs  humbly wishing you the same  salaam !

Chullunder Ghose, too, bowed himself out backward, almost as politely as the Portuguese had done  indubitably mocking  giving no offense, because, unlike the Portuguese, he did not sneer.


CHAPTER III. Light and longer weapons.

IN their day the Portuguese produced more half-breeds per capita than any other nation in the world; there are stories about a bonus once paid for half-breed babies. Their descendants advertise the Portuguese of Goa without exactly cherishing the institutions of the land that gave them origin. They have become a race, not black nor white, nor even yellow, but all three; possessed of resounding names and of virtues that offset some peculiarities; not loving Goa, they have scattered. A few have grown very rich, and all exist in a no-mans land between the rival castes and races, where some continue to be very poor indeed. Others are cooks, stewards, servants; and a few, like Fernandez de Mendoza de Sousa Diomed Braganza, keep hotels.

His was the Star of India, an amazing place with a bar and a license to sell drinks, but with a separate entrance for people ridden by compunctions. It was an ancient building, timbered with teak but added to with sheets of corrugated iron, whitewashed. Some of the upper rooms were connected with the cellar by cheap iron piping of large diameter, up which those customers who had a reputation to preserve might pull their drink in bottles by a string. Still other pipes were used for whispering purposes. In fact the Star of India Hostelry was known to the police, and was never raided, it being safer to leave villains a place where they thought themselves safe from observation.

As happens in such cases, the Star of India had a respectable reputation. Thieves only haunt the known thieves dens in story books. It was no place for a white man who insisted on his whiteness, nor for Delhi residents, nor for social lions. Nevertheless, it was crowded from cellar to roof with guests belonging by actual count to nineteen major castes, including more or less concealed and wholly miserable women-folk. The women in such a place who keep themselves from contact and defilement suffer worse than souls in the seventh pit of Dantes hell.

Nine out of ten of the guests were litigants in from the country, waiting their turn in the choked courts, tolerating Diomeds hospitality because it was cheap. The farce of caste-restrictions could be more or less observed. Intrigue was easy. You could see the lawyer of the other side. And as for thieves and risks, where are there none? The tenth in every instance was undoubtedly a thief  or worse.

There lived da Gama, pure blooded Portuguese, greatly honoring the half-breed by his presence. Like the caste-women, da Gama kept within the stifling walls by day as a general rule. But, again as in the womens case, his nights were otherwise. They went to the roof then, where such little breeze as moved was hampered by curtains hung on clothes-lines to make privacy. He went to the streets, and was absent very likely all night long, none knowing what became of him, and none succeeding in entering his locked, large, corner room.

That night King, Grim, Ramsden and Jeremy went to Diomeds hotel to keep their tryst with da Gama. They were dressed, except Jeremy, as Jats  a race with a reputation for taking care of itself, and consequently seldom interfered with; surly, moreover, and not given to answering strangers questions. Jeremy wore Arab clothes, that being the easiest part he plays; plenty of Arabs go to Delhi, because of the agitation about the Khalifate, so he excited no, more comment than the other three.

Mainly, in India, the religions keep apart. But that is where the Goanese comes in. He acts as flux in a sort of unacknowledged way, currying favor and abuse from all sides. There were in Diomeds Star of India hotel not only Sikhs and Hindus, but bearded gentry, too, from up Peshawar way, immensely anxious for the fate of women-folk they left behind them, but not so respectful of a Hindus matrimonial prejudices.

So the roof was parceled into sanctuaries marked by lines of sheeting, each stifling square in which a lantern glowed  a seraglio, crossing of whose threshold might lead to mayhem; for nerves were on end those murderous hot nights, and lawsuits had not sweetened dispositions.

To the Northerners the quartering of that roof by night was pure sport, risk adding zest. They were artists at making dove-cotes flutter  past grand masters of the lodge whose secret is the trick of making women coo and blush before their husbands eyes. And not even an angry Hindu husband takes chances, if he can help it, with the Khyber knife that licks out like summer lightning in its owners fist. So there were doings, and a deal of wrath.

King, Grim, Ramsden and Jeremy found da Gamas room and drew it blank. There was a key-hole, but it was screened on the inside by a leather flap that yielded when pushed with a wire without giving a view of the room. Some one  there was always someone lurking in a corner in the Star of India, possibly a watchman and perhaps not  volunteered the information that the excellency sahib  might be on the roof.

Fernandez de Mendoza de Sousa Diomed Braganza, sent for, denied having a pass-key to the room or any knowledge of its occupants movements. He, too, deliberately non-committal, suggested the roof and, deciding there was no money to be made, began to be rude. So Grim offered him fifty rupees for one look at the inside of da Gamas room.

There is nothing in there, Diomed insisted.

Grim raised the offer to a hundred and then pretended to lose interest, starting away; whereat the Goanese chased all possible informers out of the passage, produced an enormous key, and pushed wide the two-inch teak door that was supposed to keep da Gamas secrets.

I told you there was nothing in there! he said, pocketing Grims money.

He was right to all intents and purposes. There were a bed, one chair, a little table, half-a-dozen empty shelves, and a cheap old-fashioned wardrobe, from which such garments as da Gama owned had been thrown out on the floor. For the rest, a dirty tumbler, two empty bottles, a carafe, pens, ink, paper, a dilapidated dictionary and some odds and ends.

Where are his books? Grim asked.

Gone! said the Goanese unguardedly.

Then there were books!

That is to say your excellency, sahib  how should I know? Are you spies for the police? If so Grim showed him another hundred-rupee note.

I am a poor man, said Diomed. I would like your honors money. But I know nothing.

The eyes of a Goanese are like a dogs, mild, meek, incalculably faithful; but to what they are faithful is his own affair. He is likely not faithful to the world, which has broken trust with the half-breed too often for the shattered bits to be repaired. He was afraid of something  some one  and too faithful to the fear to take any liberties.

Nevertheless, the room was dumbly eloquent. It had been raided recently by men who were at no pains to conceal the fact. Even the pockets of the clothes were inside out.

How many men came? Grim demanded.

Sahib  bahadur  your excellencys honor  I do not know! Are you spies for the police? he asked again, and then smiled suddenly at the absurdity of that, for the police dont argue with hundred-rupee notes. I will die rather than say a word! he continued, and crossed himself.

You know Father Cyprian? asked Jeremy in English, so unexpectedly that the Goanese stampeded.

You must all come out! I must lock the door! You must go away at once! he urged. Yes, oh yes, I know Father Cyprian  an old man  veree estimable  oh, yes. Go away!

Take my tip. Confess to Father Cyprian! Lets try the roof, said Jeremy; and as it was no use staying where they were the others followed him.

You see, said Jeremy over his shoulder, pausing on the narrow wooden stairs, with one hand on the rail, if he goes and confesses to Cyprian, Cyprian wont tell us, but hell know, and whats in a mans head governs him. Better have Cyprian know than none of us.

They emerged on the roof into new bewilderment, for there were sheets  sheets everywhere, and shadows on them, but no explanation  only a pantomime in black and white, exaggerated by the flapping and the leaping lights. Somewhere a man sang a Hindu love-song, and an Afghan was trying to sing him out of countenance, wailing his own dirge of what the Afghan thinks is love  all about infidelity and mayhem.

Thats one of Alis seven sons, said King, so Grim cried out, and the man came, swaggering between the sheets and breaking down a few as his elbows came in contact with the string, leaving a chattering rage in his wake that pleased him beyond measure. Nor was it one of the sons at all, but Ali of Sikunderam himself.

Where is the Portuguese? King asked him.

My sons have him in view. I dont know just now where he is.

Where are they?

Thats just it. I dont know. They were to report here one by one, as each watched him for a distance and then turned him over to another.

And none has returned.

No, none yet.

What have you been doing?

By Allah! Quarreling with Hindus. If you sahibs had not come there is one who might have found his manhood presently and made sport

Have you watched da Gamas room? demanded King.

Nay, why should I? Who should watch a bats nest! I have held the roof, where my sons may find me.

Then you dont know who, or how many men went to the Portugueses room? Ramsden asked him.

Ask the Prophet! How should I know! You heard me say I kept roof, he retorted. He had a notion that Ramsden was a subordinate who might be snubbed, because he said less than the others.

Are your sons as wide-awake as you are? Ramsden asked; and Jeremy, seeing his friends fist, drew deductions; he whistled softly and stood aside.

My sons are

The Seven Sleepers! Jeff suggested, finishing the sentence for him; which was cartel and defiance in the raw code of Sikunderam, although Ramsden hardly knew that yet.

He learned it then. Ali whipped his knife out and sprang, being due some education too.

The knife went whinnying through the air and pierced a sheet, where it knocked a Hindu lantern out and was recovered presently. Before a hand could interfere or a word restrain them Ali and Ramsden were at grips. The hairy Northerner within the space of ten grunts lost his footing and began to know the feel of helplessness; for Ramsdens strength is as prodigious as his calmness in emergency.

As easily as he had wrenched the knife away Jeff whirled the Afghan off his feet and shook him, the way a terrier shakes a rat, making his teeth rattle and a couple of hidden knives, some cartridges and a little money go scattering along the roof  shook him until all the kick was out of him  shook him until his backbone ached and even his desperate fingers, weakening, ceased from clawing for a hold.

Then, holding him with one hand by the throat so that he gurgled, Jeff set him on his feet, reserving his other fist for such necessity as might arise.

This had to come, he said. Now  you know English  are we friends or enemies?

He let go with a laugh and shoved Ali back on to his heels, ready to grip again if the other should choose enmity.

By Allah! Wait until my sons learn this! gasped Ali, rubbing the throat under his beard where Jeffs thumb had inserted itself.

I will lick them two at a time when their turn comes. Nows your turn. Whats your answer?

Ali looked in vain for a hint of sympathy. The others stood back, giving the man of their own race full opportunity. There was nothing for Ali ben Ali to do but capitulate or fight. He did not stomach either course contentedly.

If I say friend you will think I am a coward, he retorted.

If you say enemy, I will know you are a fool! said Ramsden, laughing; and that was additional cause for offense, for whatever you do you must not laugh when you speak of weighty issues with Sikunderam.

You laugh at me? By

Ramsden realized his error in the nick of time. Sikunderam would submit to being thrown off the roof rather than be laughed at.

I jested with the thought that you could be a fool, Jeff answered.

It was lame, but it just limped. It gave the Northerner his chance to back down gracefully.

By Allah, I am friend or enemy! Nothing by halves with me! said Ali. I am not afraid of life or death, so take your choice!

No, your choice, Jeff answered.

Mine? Well, I have enemies and by Allah a friend is as scarce as an honest woman! Let these be witnesses. I call you friend!

Shake hands, said Ramsden, and Ali shook, a little warily because of the strength of the grip he had felt.

You have the best of the bargain, he said, striving to grin, not finding it too easy, for he passed in his own land for a man who brooked no insult. You are one man and I eight, for I have seven sons!

If theyre included, answered Jeff, that saves my thrashing them!

They are included, for the sake of thy great thews, said Ali. Now they are yours as well as mine. Your honor is theirs, and theirs yours. We become nine!

Nine again! laughed Jeremy. If anyone were superstitious  !

Jeff thought of a superstition, and of Alis knife that had gone slithering through the sheet and smashed a lamp. The Northern knife is more than weapon. It is emblem, sacrificial tool, insignia of manhood, keeper of the faith, in one. Jeff set out to find the knife and give it back, doing the handsome thing rather more effectively because of clumsiness.

Seizing a handful of the Hindus. slit sheet, he tore the whole thing down, disclosing two inquisitively angry women and a man. The man was stout, and could not speak for indignation, but was not so bereft of his senses that he did not know the value of a silver-inlaid Khyber knife.

Jeff threw the sheet over the women, solving that part of the problem with accustomed common sense, and solved the other with his toe, inserting it under the indignant Hindu, who was exactly wide enough of beam to hover the whole weapon under him diagonally as he sat still with his legs crossed. Jeff seized the long knife, picked up a corner of the bobbing sheet, pushed the Hindu under it to join his women-folk, and offered the knife to Ali, hilt-first.

Thou art my brother! exclaimed Ali, minded to grow eloquent. Emotion urged him to express his fundamental creed, and the easiest thing in the world that minute would have been to start him slitting Hindu throats. Together thou and I will beard the Nine Unknown! he boasted. We nine will show the rest the way! By Allah

He was working himself up to prodigies of boasting, to be followed certainly by equally prodigious feats, for that is how swashbuckling propagates itself; and no mistake is greater than to think swashbuckling is unimportant; the worlds red history has been written with its sword- points.

Thou and I

But there came interruption. One of his sons arrived, striding like a Hillman up the stairs and touching nothing with his garments, as a cat can go through undergrowth. A young man, with his beard not more than quilling out.

Now we shall know! said Ali, and King took the youngsters elbow, swinging him into the midst, where he stood self-consciously.

Where is the Portuguese? King asked him. The Portuguese?

Ali of Sikunderam, magnificently posing, scratched his beard and grew increasingly aware of anti-climax as the meaning of the question was explained. The youngest of the seven sons with his spurs to win and no more than a murder yet to his credit seemed to be lagging behind opportunity  forgot  was stupid.

Oh! Ah! Yes. That little yellow man  him with the little black beard and the black coat  da Gama  him you mean? How should I know where he is? Oh yes, I followed him a little way. But there were others, who left this roost with him, carrying books and rolls and things like that. One beckoned me and ordered me to carry books. Hah! He was a Hindu by the look of him, a man in a yellow smock. Having received my answer, which was a good one, he acknowledged his mistake and paid me a compliment. He said he had not understood. He had been told that porters and dependable guards would come, and had mistaken me for a porter. He asked my forgiveness, standing in mid-street with his arms full of musty books  what sort of books? Allah! How should I know! Not a Koran among them, you may be sure of that!  I wasnt interested in his books  He said that men would soon come from a house in the next street, who would seek to kill him, so would I go to that house  he described it to me, and an evil place it is  and obstruct the men who came out, quarreling if need be? Well  that was a mans work, and I went. I have just come from there.

What of da Gama? What happened? Did you see the Portuguese?

The questions came like pistol-shots in several languages  English, Punjabi, Pushtu, Hindustanee.

No. I dont know what became of the Portuguese. There was a woman there  inside. I followed her in. Men came later, and I hamstrung one of them! When I can find my brothers we will all go to that house, and there will be happenings!

There was nothing to be said. Not even Ali spoke a word. The youngster went rambling on, inventing things he might have said and deeds he might have done if he had thought of them at the time, until it slowly dawned on him that there was something lacking of enthusiasm in his audience. Ali did not even trust himself to utter a rebuke, and none else cared to. The vibrations of bitter disappointment  if that is what they are  made themselves felt at last, and the young man backed away, explaining  to himself  to the night at large:

How should I have known? The man said he would carry books, and would I do the dangerous work? Am I a coward? How could I refuse him? And besides

There came two others of the seven  older men  hard breathing, breaking out in sweat, and anxious for news of Abdullah the youngest. They had seen nothing of the Portuguese at all. In accordance with a plan  a perfect plan as they explained it  they had waited in the appointed shadows to see the Portuguese go by. There were only six streets he could take, and they had watched each one, leaving the youngest to tag along behind the Portuguese and act as communicating link. Whichever way the Portuguese should take, the brother whom he passed would follow; and Abdullah, the youngest, would run to inform the others. The plan was perfect. The Prophet himself could not have devised a better one.

But Abdullah had not come. And another man had come, who said Abdullah was lying belly-upward of a knife-thrust in another street. So. They went to see, Suliman first finding Ahmed, so as to have company and help in case of a brawl. Not finding Abdullah they had come back.

There is Abdullah, remarked Ali dryly. Beat him!

Which they did. Like the immortal Six Hundred at Balaclava, theirs not to reason why. They beat him to the scandal of a whole community that bivouacked on one roof, and rival roofs with no such violence to entertain them cat-called comment to and fro, casting aspersions on the house and good name of Fernandez de Mendoza de Sousa Diomed Braganza, who could not endure that in silence, naturally. He came up on the roof to investigate.

Running into King and cannoning into Grim off Ramsden, Diomed recognized the strangers who had invaded his hotel, paying money for unprofitable answers, and undoubtedly not sent by the police. That was enough. The stranger is the man to turn on, because the crowd is sure to back you up. Besides, he had their hundred rupees, which probably exhausted that source of revenue  and the dry cow to the butcher, every time!

Striking an attitude that would have cheapened Hector on the walls of Troy with his straight black hair abristle like a parokeets crest, Diomed Braganza called on the honorable guests of his hotel to come and throw robbers off the roof,  a dangerous summons on a hot night in a land where passion lies about skin deep and nearly all folk have a bone to pick with Providence.

There had been enough North country horse-play, and enough meek tolerance for once. The womens voices chattered like a hennery aroused at night, and the men responded, from instinct and emotion, which combine into the swiftness and the fury of a typhoon.

I am your servant! I have tried to make you comfortable! These ruffians are too many for me! shouted Diomed. Come and help me, noblemen  my guests!

They came with a rush, the nearest hesitating under cover of the flapping sheets until they saw and felt pressure behind them and the dam went down, not in a tide of courage but of anger with the racial rage on top, which is the swiftest of all, and the fiercest.

That was no time to argue. Ramsden took Diomed by thigh and shoulder, raised him overhead, and hurled him screaming and kicking into the thick of the assault, to create a diversion if the half-breed had it in him. And he hadnt! He had shot his bolt and served his minute. Three or four went down under his impact, but the rest ignored him as the spate screams past an obstacle. And there were knives  clubs  things thrown. Over and through and under all the noise there was a penetrating voice that prodded at the seat of anger:

They are spies! They are government agents! Bande Materam ! [*]

Ramsden held the stairhead for the others to back down one by one, King dragging Ali ben Ali by wrist and neck to keep him from using his Khyber knife that according to his own account of it had leaped from the sheath unbidden. (Ali was not the first, at that, to blame his true reactions on to untrue circumstance.) And even so, King only held him as you hold a hound in leash, until the moment  which occurred when Grim and Jeremy fell backward down the stairs together, struck by a bed hurled at random; wooden frame and loose, complaining springs that whirred like the devil in action. King dodged to avoid the thing, and Ali cut loose to uphold the testy honor of Sikunderam.

So there was a scrimmage for a minute at the stairhead that beat football, Grim and Jeremy returning, forcing their way upward to stand with their friends, and the others all in one anothers way as each insisted on retreating last and all except Ali helped to plug the narrow exit. They had Alis sons in the midst of them, for precaution, but that arrangement did not last long. Alis Khyber knife was whickering and working in the dark a stride or two ahead, and someone reached Ali with a long stick, drawing blood. Ali yelled  not a call for help exactly, yet the same thing, Akbar! Allaho akbar ! the challenging, unanswerable battle-yell of Islam, naming two truths, one implied  that God is great and that the witness of it means to die there fighting.

Might as well have tried to hold a typhoon then as Alis three sons. There was one who had been beaten, with his pride, all raw, aspiring to be comforted in anybodys blood. He broke first, but the other two were only a fraction of a second after him, and there was a fight joined in the dark a dozen feet ahead, where men hurled broken lanterns, bed-legs, copper cooking-pots, friend hitting friend  where a fool with a whistling chain lashed right and left  and answering the Akbar! Akbar! Allaho akbar ! of Sikunderam there rose and fell the Bande Materam ! of someone prodding Sikh and Hindu passion.

Hail motherland! You can stir the lees of almost any crowd with that cry. Thought of retreat had to go to the winds as King, Grim, Ramsden and Jeremy hurled themselves into the fray to disentangle Ali and his illegitimates, if possible  as all things, of course, are possible to men whose guts are in the right place.

Possible, but not so easy! It was dark, for one thing; all the lamps were smashed that had not been extinguished by the women, and Ali had deliberately struck to kill at least a dozen times, using the quick, upturning thrust that lets a victims bowels out. There was blood in quantity that made the foot slip on the roof and, though it was impossible to see how many he had hit  and his own count of a hundred was ridiculous  there was no doubt of the rage for retaliation. The men in front were yelling to the men behind for light and longer weapons, and three or four came running with a pole like a phalanx-spear, while shouts from below announced that some had fallen off the roof.

Another shout, worse, wilder, turned that shambles into panic in which women fought men with their long pins for a footing on the stair.

Fire! And the acrid, stringing smell of it before the cry had died away and left one man  Grim  aware that he who had started the Bande Materam  and he who had cried Fire! were the same! It was the note of cynicism  the mechanical, methodical, exactly timed note  the note of near-contemptuous understanding that informed Grin.

Not that information did him any good, just then. There was a rush of panic-stricken brutes, plunging deathward in the lust for mere life, screaming, stripping, scrambling, striking, tearing at the clothing of the ranks ahead; and the half-inch iron pipe that did for stairhead railing went down like a straw before it, so that men, women, children poured into the opening like meat into a hopper and there jammed, filling the jaws of death too fast! Others leaped on top of that, hoping to unplug the opening by impact, or perhaps beyond hope, crazed. There wasnt anything to do that could be done. No seven men in all the earth could tame that rush  not even Ramsden, who fought like old Horatius on the bridge across the Tiber, and was borne hack on his heels until he swayed above the street and saved himself by a side leap along the low parapet.

Then the smoke came, billowing upward all around the roof, and a scream arose from the people jammed in the stairhead  song of a charnel-house!  hymn of the worst death!  and an obbligato made of crackling. Then the smell, as human flesh took fire, worse even than the Screaming and the roar of flames!

Through all that ran a bellowing  incessant  everlastingly repeated  on another note than the mob-yell from the street and the brazen gong of the arriving firemen  penetrating through the scream and the increasing crash of timbers  giving a direction through the choking smoke as a fog-horn does at sea.

Jimgrim! Oh, J-i-m-g-r-i-m! Oh, J-i-m-g-r-i-m! It is I  Narayan Singh! Come this way, J-i-m-g-r-i-m!

Over and over again, unvarying, on one note, nasal, recognizable at last as bellowed through the brass horn of a phonograph  the summons of a sane man in a sea of fear!

Grim gathered the others. There was light now and a man could see, for the flames had burst the roof. Thirty or forty more of Diomed Braganzas guests swooped this and that way in a herd like mercury on a tipping plate, and one cried that the bellowing through the trumpet was the voice of God! That was the end, of course. Fatalism multiplied itself with fear and they leaped, hand-in-hand some of them, some dead before they reached the street and others killing those they fell on. Sixty feet from coping down to pavement  plenty for the Providence that governs such things!

Jimgrim! Oh, J-i-m-g-r-i-m! Oh, J-i-m-g-r-i-m! It is I  Narayan Singh! Come this way, J-i-m-g-r-i-m!

Grim took to his heels and the others after him, running along the two-foot parapet because the roof was hot and smoking through  leaping the right-angle corner to avoid a flame that licked like a long tongue  making for the middle of the rear end, where the smoke blew back, away from them, and they saw a man like the spirit of the black night shouting through a brass phonograph horn thirty feet away from a roof across the narrow street.

Jimgrim! Oh, J-i-m-g-r-i-m!

Here we all are! What now, Narayan Singh!

Sahib , there is a ladder below you! Reach for it!

Too low! Too late! The ladder lay dimly visible along a ledge ten feet below. They saw it as the roof gave in and a gust of flame scorched upward like the breath of a titanic cannon, illuminating acres. All the secret tubes for conveying drinks and information in the Star of India were carrying draft now. The core of the inferno was white-hot. Kings and Alis clothes began to burn; the others were singeing. Narayan Singhs voice through the brass horn bellowed everlastingly, emphasizing one idea, over and over:

For the love of God, sahib , reach that ladder!

The ladder was out of reach.

I dont cook good! laughed Jeremy, amused with life even in the face of that death. Id sooner die raw! Anybody strong enough to hold my feet? Not you, Jeff  you take his  it calls for two of us. Hurry, some one!

Jeremy leaned on his stomach over the parapet. King seized the long Arab girdle, knotted that around his own shoulders so that the two of them were lashed together in one risk, and laid bold of Jeremys heels.

Over you go, Australia! You belong down-under!

Jeremy laughed and scrambled over. Ramsden laid hold of Kings ankles, setting his own knees against the parapet; and to the tune of crackling flame and crashing masonry the living rope went down  not slowly, for there wasnt time  so fast that to the straining eyes in the street it almost looked as if they fell, and a scream of delighted dread arose to greet them.

Jeremy reached the ladder, grabbed it, and it came away, adding its weight and awkwardness to the strain on Ramsden.

Haul away! yelled Jeremy  not laughing now.

The turn-table motion of the ladder in mid-air was swinging him and King.

Jeff Ramsdens loins and back and arms cracked as he strained to the load. The others, obeying Grim, held him by the waist and thighs to lend him leverage, Grim holding his feet, in the post of greatest danger at the rear, where the flame roared closer every second.

Quick, sahib ! Quick! came the voice of the Sikh through the brass horn.

Ramsden strove like Samson in Philistia, the muscles of his broad back lumped up as his knees sought leverage against the parapet and Kings heels rose in air. (His legs would have broken if Jeff hadnt lifted him high before hauling him in.) Grim, unable to endure the heat behind, put an arm around Jeffs waist and threw his own weight back at the instant when Jeff put forth his full reserve  that unknown quantity that a man keeps for emergency. The ladder and the living rope came upward. And the parapet gave way!

It was Grims arm around Jeffs waist that saved them all, for Jeff hung over by the thighs; the Afghans hold was mainly of Jeffs garments, and they tore. The broken stone hit King and Jeremy, but glanced off, harming no one until it crushed some upturned faces in the crowd. And Jeffs task was easier after all without the stone to lean on. He did not have to lift so high. He could pull more. King, Jeremy and ladder came in, hand over hand.

Quick! Quick! Oh quickly, sahibs ! came the Sikhs voice through the horn.

But the heat provided impulse. There was only one way to get that ladder across from roof to roof. They had to up-end it and let it fall, trusting the gods of accident, who are capricious folk, to keep the thing from breaking  they clinging to the butt to prevent its bouncing over. And it fell straight with four spare rungs at either end. But it cracked with the weight of its fall, and by the light of the belching flame behind them they could see the wide split in the left-hand side-piece. Someone said that Jeff should cross first, because his weight was greatest and the frail bridge would endure the strain better first than last.

Jeff did not argue, but lay on the ladder and crawled out to where the break was, mid-way. Across the midway rung he laid his belly  then set his toes on the last rung he could reach behind him  passed his arms through the ladder  and seized with his hands the rung next-but-one in front. Then he tightened himself and the ladder stiffened.

Come on! Hurry! he shouted.

They had to come two at a time, for the last of the roof was going and they stood on a shriveling small peninsular beleaguered by a tide of flame. The Afghans came afoot, for they were used to precipices and the knife-edge trails that skirt Himalayan peaks, treading along Ramsdens back as surely as they trod the rungs. But King and Grim crawled, King last. And it was when Grims hand was almost on the farther coping, and Kings weight was added to Jeffs midway, that the ladder broke.

Narayan Singh had turbans and loin-cloths twisted through the rungs at his end long ago, and had a purchase around a piece of masonry. So only the rear end of the ladder fell to the street. King clung to Jeffs waist while the other half swung downward against the opposing wall, and the thrilled mob screamed again. Jeff, King and ladder weighed hardly less than five hundred pounds between them. They went like a battering ram down the segment of an arc, spinning as the turbans up above, that held them, twisted.

It was the spin that saved them  that and the madness of Narayan Singh, who snatched at the ladder and tried to break its fall with one hand! Both circumstances added to the fact that the ladder broke unevenly, caused it to swing leftward. It crashed into the wall, but broke again above Jeffs hands, and catapulted both men through the glass of a warehouse window, where Narayan Singh discovered them presently laughing among bales of merchandise. They shouldnt have laughed. There were more than a hundred human beings roasted in the building they had left. Maybe they laughed at the unsportsmanship of Providence.

Narayan Singh was deadly serious, though unexpectedly.

I watched the Portuguese! Sahibs . I thought these seven sons are not the princes of perfection they are said to be! They made a plan in that whispering gallery that you just left! But I kept my own counsel. I followed the Portuguese. I know where he went. The Portuguese has talked. The Nine Unknown are aware of danger! You are spied on. They knew you would come to this place. Someone in their pay set fire to the hotel, and said you did it! Their agents now are telling the mob to tear you in pieces! They say you are secret agents of the Raj, who set fire to the place because a few conspirators have met there once or twice! Sahibs , if you are caught there will be short argument! They saw you from the street. Listen! They come now! What shall we do?

Do? Track the Portuguese! said King. Hows that, Jeff?

Sure! said Ramsden, something like a big dog in his readiness to follow men he liked anywhere, at any time, without the slightest argument.


CHAPTER IV. Heres your Portuguese!

THEY escaped by way of the roof by means of the oldest trick in Asia, which is the home of all the artifices known to man. All thieves know it, and some honest men. You join in the pursuit. You call to the human wolves to hurry. You have seen the fugitive. You wave them on, answering questions with a gesture, saving breath to follow too, glaring with indignant eyes, impatient of delay, but overtaken  passed. So, falling to the rear, you face about at last and, while the wolves yelp; on a hot trail in the wrong direction, you walk quietly in the right one  yours  the opposite  away.

They found a stair down to the street through the house of a seller of burlap, who was edified to learn that they were authorized inspectors. He obeyed their recommendation to shut his roof-door tight. They took some samples of his goods to prove, as they said, by laboratory tests that the fire risk in his house was nothing serious, which made him feel immensely friendly. And out in the street they became customers of the burlap- merchant, hurrying home after a belated bargain  bearing samples  an excuse that let them through the fireline formed of regiments just arrived, whose business seemed to be to drive every one the way he did not want to go.

So presently, behind the drawn-up regiments, they threaded a thinning crowd toward the north, leaving the tumult and the honking motor-horns behind. The streets grew dimly lighted and mysterious, to Jeremys enormous joy. His passion is pursuit of everything unconventional. They strode down echoing alleys where no European ever goes, unless there is a murder or a riot too high-tensioned for the regular police. They stopped and ate awful food in a place where sunlight never penetrated, drinking alongside surly ruffians, who sat on their knives in order to keep conscious of them all the time.

The way they took led by taverns out of which the stink of most abominable liquor oozed  raw, reeking ullage with the King of Englands portrait on a label on the bottle  where women screamed obscenities and yelled in mockery of their own jokes  places where the Portuguese had led his night-life, and had not been loved. Time and again Narayan Singh, with a sheepskin coat hung loosely on his shoulder as a shield, peered into a den  sometimes opium, sometimes drink was the reek that greeted him  to inquire whether the Portuguese had headed back that way by any chance. Invariably he was cursed, and certain gods were thanked, by way of answer. One could gather that da Gama was not liked even relatively in the places he frequented.

Narayan Singh, full of his office of guide, and proud of his accomplishment in having found and blazed da Gamas trail, visited every haunt the Portuguese frequented, talking between-whiles.

It was here they sat, sahib  he and the man who gave orders to the others who carried the books. And the Portuguese told all about our meeting in the office, I listening, pretending to be drunk  so drunk along the floor they all but trod on me! Da Gama desired to play you on a hook, saying he needed money from you. Therefore the other said  nay, sahib , I never saw him before, and dont know who he is, but he wore yellow  the other said the Nine will give da Gama money, if he will go to a place he knows of, where he will discover it left in a bag for him. The Portuguese asked how should he believe that? And the other answered that neither the Nine nor any agents of the Nine tell lies for any reason; moreover, the other added that all you sahibs and your servants  by whom he meant Ali and his sons and me  will be roasted to death within an hour or two. So I rolled out of this kana * into the gutter, which is cleaner, and as soon as I had watched da Gama to another place I ran to warn you. Let us only hope he has not escaped us between then and now.

Cant! laughed Jeremy. Hes no more than a shilling up a conjurers sleeve! Process of elimination gives the answer.

So they harked along da Gamas trail into a rather better quarter of the city, where the ladies of undoubtful reputation ply the oldest trade without severely straining any caste laws. Priests live fatly thereabouts. Whoever entertains a Sikh, for instance, or Mohammedan, or Hindu of a lower caste than hers, may regain purity for payment  which is very shocking to the civilized, who only buy seats in the senate, or perhaps a title, or who use their pull with the press to hush up things the public shouldnt know.

There, in a rather wider street, in a house that had gilded shutters, they sat cross-legged on embroidered cushions vis-à-vis to a lady sometimes known as Gauri, which is a heavenly name. She was pretty besides inquisitive, and the turquois stud in the curve of one side of her nose contributed a piquancy that offset petulance. Her vials of vituperation were about full, and she outpoured almost at the mention of da Gamas name.

Know him? Know that slime of adders stuffed into a yellow skin? She wished she did not! But who were the gentlemen, first, who wished to know about him? Men whom he had robbed? Amazing! What a mystery, that such a pashu * as that Portuguese could win the confidence of anyone and steal as much as one rupee! Yet he had robbed her  truly! Her! A lady of no little experience  He had robbed her of a thousand rupees as lately as yesterday. He had laughed at her to-day! The beast had spent her fortune! Practically all her savings, except for a jewel or two.

And he had robbed others! Although it served the others right! Vowing fidelity to her  the brute  he had intrigued elsewhere, as she had only just discovered, coaxing other womens savings from them. What did he use the money for? To bribe the priests servants to bring him old books out of temples  smelly old books full of magic and ancient history! He said that if he can get the right book he can find so much money in one place that all the rest of the wealth in the world wouldnt be a candle to it! She was to have a tenth of all that. She supposed he made the other women equally tempting offers.

As a rajah on his throne might feel toward a dead dog on a dung-heap; so she felt toward da Gama! She wished the Lords of Death no evil, but she hoped they might have the Portuguese, nevertheless! He had come that afternoon and laughed at her! She had asked him for a little of her money back, and he had mocked her to her face! He had boasted flatly that she would never see one anna of her money back, and had then gone, mocking her even from the street!

Whereat Jeremy, adept at following the disappearing shilling, hinted to King in a whisper. So King made a suggestion, and the priestess of delight blew cigarette smoke through her nose in two straight, illustrative snorts.

She  hide that pashu in her house  now  after all that had happened? There was a day when she had hidden him  a day born in the womb of bitterness, begotten of regret! How vastly wiser she would have been to leave him to the knives of the men he had robbed! He was always a thief. She knew that now, although then she had thought he was persecuted.

King made another suggestion, launching innuendo deftly on the ways of jest as he accepted sherbet from the Gauris maid. She looked as if she wished the drink were poisoned, and retorted without any button on her rapier:

Thug! You would like to search my house to steal the Portugueses leavings! There is nothing! He took all! And it would cost me three hundred rupees to the priest to repurify the place if I let such as you go through it!

Now a fool would have taken her statement at face value, believing or disbelieving as the case might be, and learning nothing. A clever fool would have paid three hundred for the privilege to search, learning that the Portuguese was not there, but otherwise no wiser after it. Wisdom, yoked up with experience, paid attention to the price she quoted and, not liking to be cheated, doubled the price and made a game of it. For, although all cheat him who buys, and some cheat the gambler, the odds against the gambler are so raised already by the gods that some folk let it go at that.

Three hundred for the priest? Ill bet six hundred you dont know where the Portuguese is now! said King.

Her eyes snapped.

Tell for less than a thousand? she retorted scornfully. I am not a spy!

But I am a gambler, King answered. I offered to bet. I will bet you five hundred you dont know where da Gama is this minute.

You said six hundred!

Now I bet five. In a minute I reduce my stake to four. Next minute three

I have no money to bet with, she answered. Da Gama has it all!

Yet, if you were betting on a certainty you wouldnt lose, so you could afford to stake your jewelry, King answered. I will bet five hundred rupees against that necklace of pearls that you cant tell me where the Portuguese is!

Who would hold the stakes? she asked hesitating.

That was a poser, but Ali of Sikunderam was ready for it. He drew forth his silver-hilted knife and made the blade ring on the floor.

You hold them! he said, looking hard at her  upwind, the way he was used to viewing the peaks of Sikunderam. If my friend wins, I come to claim the stakes. I am old in the ways of women, and I come with this in my right hand! Only if you win you keep the stakes.

She judged his eyes, and understood, and nodded. King laid on the carpet five one-hundred rupee notes. She laid her necklace opposite. Ali of Sikunderam raked all the lot together with the point of his weapon and then pushed them toward her. She put on the necklace and folded the notes.

I could send my maid, she said. The place is indescribable.

But the maid of any such mistress as Gauri is more untrustworthy than treachery itself. Having nothing to lose, and the world before her, her eccentric trickery is guaranteed.

I deal with principals. I bet with you, said King.

I cannot go there! I am afraid to go there! It is too far! exclaimed Gauri. It was my maid, not I who followed him. She knows the way. I

Ali of Sikunderam ran a thumb-nail down the keen edge of his knife, and Gauri shuddered, but it was Narayan Singh who voiced the right solution. He leaned over and touched the nearest of Alis sons, who was day-dreaming over the maids delightfulness  perhaps imagining her likeness in the Moslem paradise.

Two horses! he commanded. Instantly!

The youngster came to with a start and glanced at his sire, who nodded. King produced money. Gauri claimed it.

Let the owner of the horses send his bill to me! she insisted, and nearly enough to have bought two horses disappeared into a silken mystery between her breasts.

So Alis youngest went on an errand he could run without much risk of tripping up, but instantly is a word of random application and he was gone an hour before the horses stood incuriously at the door perceived by half a hundred very curious eyes; for the doings of a lady such as Gauri are of deeper interest than chronicles of courts.

It was not until Ramsden came forth, bulking like a rajahs bully, and the others formed up like the riff-raff hirelings who attended, to the unprintable pursuits of aristocracy, that the crowd went its way to imagine the rest and discuss it over betel-nut or water-pipes.

Gauri ceased expostulating when it dawned on her that she would ride escorted by nine assorted footmen. That is an honor and a novelty that comes to few of her position on the stairs of disrepute. And then, there was intrigue, that was meat and drink to her. There was the possibility  the probability of venomous revenge; and a bet to win, if no chance of her money back from the Portuguese.

She began to try to stipulate before the hour was up.

If I find him for you, you must kill him! she insisted.

If you dont find him, you lose your necklace, King retorted.

What if he tells you his secrets? she said suddenly. The pashu will be afraid. He will tell the secret of the treasure! He has had ten thousand rupees of my money! You must tell me what he tells you

She grew silent  looking  reading men and faces, as the third of her profession was. Kings eyes had met Grims and the glance passed all around the circle  not of understanding, but unanimous. They recognized a chance, and without speaking all accepted it. So King conceded terms:

Daughter of Delight, he said, if in obedience to us you help find treasure, you shall have your share of it.

How much? she demanded.

But it is wiser, if you want to shorten argument, to let Easts daughters bear the market for themselves.

How much do you want? King asked and she named the highest figure she could think of that conveyed a meaning. (Crores look nice on paper but are over ambitions head.)

A lakh!  she said, laughing at her own exorbitance.

Good! If your help is worth an anna you shall have a lakh of rupees! King answered.

She demanded, naturally, two lakhs after that, but Ali of Sikunderam declaimed on the subject of unfaithfulness. A lakh she had said; a lakh she should have; his Khyber knife was there to prove it! He was as vehement as if they had the treasure in the room with no more to do than divide it, and she capitulated, more fearful of Alis Northern knife than of all other possible contingencies. She understood the glint in those eyes that were the color of the breeding weather.

A lakh , she agreed; and then the horses came, and fiscal whispers had to be exchanged between the owner of the horses and the maid, who indubitably swindled everybody, though she had to part with a reward to Alis son, that being India  specifically Delhi and the seat of government, where extortion is the one art that survives. The horses were an illustration  crows meat, hungry, made to labor for a last rapacious overcharge.

But nothing more was required of the horses than a walking pace. The two veiled women rode them in the midst of men who were in no haste, because to seem to hasten is to draw attention. It was better to swagger and invite attention, which has a way of producing the opposite effect.

They headed as straight as winding ways permitted toward the northern outer fringe of Delhi, where the ruins of the ancient city lie buried amid centuries growth of jungle. Not a tiger has been seen in that jungle for more than thirty years, but few care to wander at night there, for everything else that is dangerous abides in that impenetrable maze, including fever and fugitives from justice.

As they left the last of the modern streets the moon rose and they followed a track that wound like the course of a hunted jackal between ancient trees whose roots were in much more ancient masonry. The servant of delight, as she preferred to call herself since her mistress was what she was, led with Kings hand on her bridle-rein, recognizing the route by things she was afraid of  ruins shaped like a human skull that drew a scream from her  roots like pythons sprawling in the way  a hole in a broken wall that might be a robbers entrance  terrified, and yet employing terror consciously  enjoying it, as some folk like to sit in a rocking boat and scream. Life to amuse her had to raise the gooseflesh and offend the law, both of which are accomplishments of night in northern Delhi; so her faculties were working where anothers would have turned numb.

They came at last to the worlds end, where a shadow blacker than a coal mines throat declared that life left off, and might have been believed except for moonlight that glistened beyond it along the ragged outline of a broken wall. There, under the bough of an enormous tree, whose tendrils looked like hanged men swinging in the wind, they turned into a space once paved so heavily that no trees grew and only bushes strangled themselves, stunted, between masonry. On the far side was a building, still a building, though the upper part had fallen and the front looked like the broken face of a pyramid.

Once it had been magnificent. The outside and the upper portions had collapsed, from earthquake probably, in such way as to preserve the middle part like the heart of an ant-heap. Partly concealed by bushes was an opening indubitably dug by men through the débris. That they entered, into a tunnel that was once a corridor open on one side to the air. And at the end of fifty dark yards, guided by matches struck two at a time, they turned to the left into a hall, whose marble sides had been quarried off long ago, but whose columns were still standing like rows of twisted Titans holding up the worlds foundation.

There was a platform at one end, on which had stood a throne. But on it now were a canvas camp-bed, an old black hand-bag with a dirty shirt in it, a couple of pairs of filthy blankets, and a lantern. Someone lighted the lantern, and about a million bats took wing; the air was alive with them, and the women hugged their heads, screaming.

A few opened tin cans tossed into a corner showed how someone had contrived his meals; and one meal at any rate was recent, for there was unspoiled soup remaining in a can beside the bed. But no sign of the Portuguese. Not a hint of where he might be. Only the certainty that he had been there that day! There, on the bed, turned inside out and empty, lay the chamois-leather bag that Cyprian had given back to him; but there was no more trace of the coins that had been in it than of da Gama.

Narayan Singh was the first to speak:

Da Gama came for money, sahibs . I heard the boast made that the Nine never lie. He seemed afraid his own word might be doubted since they hadnt found da Gama. Nevertheless  the money that we know he had is missing  gone  where?

He picked up the chamois-leather bag and shook it. Up somebodys sleeve! chuckled Jeremy. Look for the Don and Ill bet you

He spoke English, and the womens exclamations stopped him.

Ramsden went looking, not so talkative but bashfully aware, as big men sometimes are, of strength and an impulse to apply it. It was foolish to go looking in an empty hall, but men who dont pride themselves on intellect occasionally are better served by intuition. He stooped over where a solitary section of a broken marble column lay on top of débris in a corner of the floor, and they heard his joints crack as he shoved the marble off the heap.

Heres your Portuguese! he said quietly.

He might have found a golf-ball. But he, too, spoke English and the women exclaimed at it. The maid seized hold of Jeremys hand and began to examine his fingernails, which inform the practised eye infallibly; but Jeremy snatched his hand away and hurried to hold the lantern and look with the rest at what Ramsden had discovered.

The yellow rays shone on the body of the Portuguese laid dead and hardly cold in a shallow trench hoed in the rubble. The marble column had closed it without crushing what was in there, and the corpse was smiling with the funny, human, easy-natured look that the man had worn in life for fragments of a second as he passed from sneer to sneer. He had died in mid-emotion, and the women vowed the gods had done it. They promised the gods largesse to save them from a like fate.

There was no other explanation than theirs of how he died, nor of who else than the gods had killed him. They searched the body. There was no wound  bruise  no smell of acid poison  no snake- bite  nothing, but a corpse with a scarred chin, smiling! And no hat!


CHAPTER V. The nines spies are everywhere.

FOR those who sacrifice themselves upon the altar of her needs  whether supposititious needs or otherwise  India holds recompense, as such quarters for instance as Father Cyprians, wedged between two gardens in a sleepy street, with the chimney of a long-disused pottery kiln casting a shadow like that of a temple-dome on the sidewalk in the afternoon. From Indias view-point Cyprian was all the more entitled to consideration in that he had never openly conducted any siege against her serried gods. He had saved the face of many a pretending pagan, holding in the privacy of his own conscience that the damned were more in need of comfort than an extra curse. So pagan gratitude had comforted his old bones, unpretending pagans not objecting.

He was housed ascetically; but there is a deal more repose and contentment to be had in quiet cloisters than in the palaces of viceroys, princes, bishops. Tongue in cheek, he had pretended to the arch-pretenders that he thought their magic formulas bewildering, doing it repeatedly for fifty years until it was second nature, and men, whose minds were rummage shops of all the secondhand old-wives tales, not only used their influence to repay flattery but labored, too, to unearth facts for him beyond their understanding. India, surviving Anglo-Saxon worship of the playing fields and all unnecessary sweat, takes her amusement mentally. It was entertainment exquisite to bring to Father Cyprian, the alien albeit courteous priest, new facts and revel in his intellectual amazement. (For in fifty years a man learns how to play parts, and, as Jeremy had noticed, Cyprian was all things to a host of various men.)

He could discuss the metaphysical, remote, aloof though omnipresent All of Parabrahman just as easily as listen to the galloping confession of a Goanese in haste to unburden conscience and, as it were, dump burdens at the padres feet. Shapely, dignified old feet, well cased in patent-leather slippers, resting on a folded Afghan chudder to keep them off the tiled floor.

Fernandez de Mendoza de Sousa Diomed Braganza watched them, as he knelt and searched the very lees of his imagination. He was very proud indeed to confess to Father Cyprian, a rare enough privilege, that of itself, if boasted of sufficiently, would raise him twenty notches in the estimation of the envious world he knew. All he could see below the screen were those old aristocratic-looking slippered feet, but they were reassuring, and he longed to touch them.

And so, father, that Arab, speaking English veree excellentlee, so that in fact I was awfulee taken by astonishment and made suspeecious  yes indeed  recommended me to come to you for confession!

Why did you obey an Arab? wondered Cyprian.

Oh, I think he, was the devil! How else should he speak English and laugh so light-heartedly? I saw his head against the night sky and I think he had horns  oh yes, certainlee!

Cyprian cautioned him.

If he was not thee devil, that one, then the other was  the great brute dressed as a Jat who seized me as if I were trash to be thrown away and hurled me against my customers! Father, I assure you I was like a cannonball! He hurled me and I upset many men  oh yes, decidedlee! And though the whole hotel was subsequently burned, and from below I saw those veree selfsame individuals burning in the flames, I have seen them since! If they are not the devil, they are salamanders

It is not for you to say who the devil is, warned Cyprian, aware of how the Goanese mind leaps from one conclusion to another. How is it you escaped?

Oh, veree simplee. I have been most faithful in the matter of the candles for the altar of Our Lady of Goa, so when that  I am sure he was thee devil!  hurled me into the ranks of my customers I was assured in my conscience that that is enough, and I fled first, before there was a stampede, which I foresaw infalliblee. So when the stampede began I was on the stairs, and there I smelt the smoke and went to see as Moses went to see the burning bush, and seeing flame I ran to thee street and was saved. But my whole hotel and my fortune are up in flame  oh pity me!

So Father Cyprian pitied him with due restraint, and dismissed him after a priceless homily in which he pointed out how profitably Diomed might have given all that property to the Church, instead of keeping it for the devil to make a bonfire of. Whereafter he told his servant to open the slats of the jalousies and admit sufficient of the morning sun to make the place look cheerful.

And a plain, cool, white, stone room with an ancient tiled floor and vaulted ceiling is a great deal easier to make cheerful than any sumptuously furnished boudoir in the world. The delights of mild asceticism are immensely keener than the pleasures of the epicure. The sun came in, obedient, and the light and shadow alternated in long triangles on floor and wall, leaving the rear of the room in shadowed mystery.

There was no sign of the library  merely a breviary, and one or two books liberally marked with penciled slips on a table against the wall. In addition to the chair that Cyprian used there were six others, equally simple and equally almost impossibly perfect in design and workmanship  each chair as old as the Taj Mahal and no two chairs alike, yet all one unity because of excellence.

A man may be ascetic without craving ugliness  an anchorite, in moderation, without shutting out his friends. A bronze bell from a vanished Buddhist temple announced visitors.

The servant  Manoel  another Goanese  soft-footed as a cat and armed with pots of fuchsias came in to announce what he regarded as too many visitors at that hour of the morning.

They are not elegant. Not in the least  oh, no.

Their names? asked Cyprian.

Manoel mispronounced them, was reproved, set the pots down, and departed to admit the visitors, changing his mood like a chameleon, only much more swiftly and with rather less success. For instance, it did not convince Cullender Ghose, who entered first, as impresario.

Hitherto not having poisoned padre sahib , said sacred person being vigilant, you therefore impel malevolent influence of evil eye on these unholy sahibs who are honoring this babu with employment? Stand back, son of miscegenation! Cease from smiling!

Who would smile if addressed in those terms by an arrogantly fat babu? Not a bishops butler. Still less Manoel. He scowled and  so tradition says  a man must smile before he can blast with that dreadful bane called Evil Eye in which the whole of the Orient and most of the newer world believes implicitly. Under the protecting scowl Chullunder Ghose, with his back to Manoel for extra safetys sake, marshaled the party in  Grim, Jeremy, King, Ramsden, Ali of Sikunderam, Narayan Singh, and one of Alis sons who was beckoned in by Chullunder Ghose for keyhole prophylaxis, as the babu explained in an aside. The other sons remained squatting in the dust in the patterned shadow of a great tree opposite. Falstaff never had a raggeder, less royal following as far as mere appearance went  inside or outside the priests house. They all looked like men who trod the long leagues rather than the pavement.

For though in the new, raw world, where twenty centuries have not sufficed to give the sons of men a true sense of proportion, he who would be listened to must masquerade and mountebank in new clothes of the newest cut, India knows better  looks deeper  and is more wise. So in vain that net is laid in sight of her. Viceroys, kings and all their pomp are side-shows, and the noise they make is a nuisance to be tolerated only for the sake of more or less peace. They are heard in the land and not listened to  seen, and appraised like shadows on the sands of time. The men who go in rags out-influence them all.

Manoel the Goanese, for instance, with all European error multiplied within him by miscegenation, scorned that ragged bodyguard beneath the tree for servants of men of no intellect or influence; and even so, a passing constable, with native vision warped by too much European drill, but with all his other faculties and fondnesses alert, paused over the way to meditate how innocence might be made to pay tribute to worldly wisdom  paused, scratching his chin with the butt of a turned wooden truncheon and both eyes roving for a safe accomplice.

That constabeel is a Hindu pig with hair on his liver, who designs an inconvenience to us  by Allah! said one Hill brother to the next.

And all six nodded, in a circle, resembling bears because of sheepskin coats hung loosely on their shoulders.

So within; the padres servant Manoel approached the seventh, who stood guard by the door of Cyprians sitting room, offering cakes to Cerberus.

Taste it, he suggested. Veree excellent  from oversea  the land of my ancestors  it came in a great flagon. Onlee veree distinguished people have been given any.

A hand like a plucked bears paw closed tight on the long glass, and with both eyes on the Goanese the Hillman poured a pint of sweet, strong liquid down his throat, not pausing, not even coughing. The glass was back in the hand of the Goanese before the other had finished his gasp of astonishment.

Tee-hee! You like it, eh? Come, then, into the pantry, where is plentee more. You shall have your fill.

No, for I dont drink wine, said Rahman, wiping his lips on a sleeve. Such dogs as thou know nothing of the Koran, but to drink wine is forbidden.

In vain the Goanese brought more, in a glass jug, tempting scent and vision. Rahman stood with his back to the keyhole, just sufficiently inflamed by one pint of Oporto to have split the Goaneses stomach open at the first excuse, and not quite sure that he hadnt already excuse enough for it. So Manoel kept his distance, and the conference within proceeded safely.

Cyprian began it, naturally, beaming on them with his loose, old lips and eyes that never betrayed secrets.

So you failed? I see you failed, he said, glancing from face to face. He gave you the slip, that Portuguese?

They killed him, Grim answered simply.

Ah! A longer spoon than ever! Too bad! But his hat  you found his hat of course?

No. Missing! answered Jeremy. He had a five-pun note inside the band, with my signature.

Cyprians lips moved, but he said nothing audible.

Worse than that! King added. In his pocket should have been a paper on which he had jotted down terms he was prepared to make with us. We wouldnt sign it, but the terns were down and an enemy would draw conclusions.

Gone too? asked Cyprian.

Yes. Taken, King answered. Pocket was inside-out.

Worse yet! put in Ramsden. All those ancient coins have disappeared. Heres the bag  empty!

All except this one!

Jeremy held up the one he had given pledge for. Cyprian took it, turning it over and over in a hand as soft and smoothly wrinkled as a royal grandmothers.

Coins gone? Hat gone? Eh? said Cyprian. That hat  he kept his memoranda on a strip of parchment inside the sweat-band. If we had the hat  well  if we had the hat, I might have fitted his key into my lock, as it were. Well  so we are worse off than before!

Much worse! remarked Chullunder Ghose. Flesh creeping, holy one! This baba, consumed by elementary anxiety, calls attention to arresting key of situation, which is: Enemy lurking in ambush, is now aware of opponents identity. Opponents being us! Alarming  very! Unseen, and selecting opportunity with exquisite precision, will sneak forth and smite us shrewdly, wasting no time! Verb. sap. ! Your obedient servant, sahibs !

He knows, said Cyprian nodding. He knows.

Ramsden half-unconsciously clenched two enormous fists, and Cyprian laughed.

If we could deal with them in that way their secret would have been the worlds five thousand years ago  wouldnt it? he said whimsically. No, my friends. They may do violence to us; we must admit that possibility. But it behooves us to use other means. We are lost if we try violence  babes in the wood, eh? No whit safer then than Sennacheribs Assyrians. We might as well walk barefoot into a cavern full of snakes! But the Lord slew the Assyrians. The Lord, too, fought against Sisera. Wisdom! We must be wise! You understand me?

He was trying to be all things at the same time to seven men of differing creeds, not one of which was his, and he was much too wise to venture on the freehold of religion, although that, and no other motive, was the impulse that had kept him laboring for fifty years. He knew that Jeremy, for one, would openly rebel at the first suggestion of creed or dogma, to say nothing of Narayan Singh and Ali of Sikunderam, who perhaps were not so important, although quite as unwilling to be compromised.

Nobody understands a damned thing! answered Jeremy. I know what we saw  a dead Don minus hat, and his pockets inside-out. We all know what the woman said. Ive heard you. It all amounts to nothing, plus one gold coin

Perhaps Id better hear about the woman, Cyprian suggested.

Jeremy told him, reproducing the whole scene and Gauris conversation, down to the last remark of Gauri when she saw da Gama lying dead.

See? See? They fooled him, and the fool tricked me! I am a greater fool! I tell you, none but a fakir has the better of a fakir! Men say of me, and such as me, that I learn secrets. Phagh! Go and be fakirs , all of you! Thats what Gauri thought of it, said Jeremy.

And she was right. She was right, said Cyprian.

Whereat Jeremy whistled. He smelt adventure coining down wind  unexpected  just the way he likes it best. Chullunder Ghose, who loves to feel his own flesh creep, made a noise like a stifled squeal and shivered.

Padre sahib , be advised by me! he interrupted. Being far from affluent baba perspiring much for underdone emolument, am nevertheless like package of Autolichus containing products of experience! That Mister Ross can be a fakir , yes. He is so clever, he can even imitate himself, same being most difficult of all cynicisms. But he is Australian. His deity is Nth power of Irreverence, same if brought in contact with high-church parties lacking sense of humor, being much more dangerous than dynamite with fuse and caps! I speak with feeling! Mister Ross will make conjuring tricks with seven-knotted bamboo rod of holiest mahatma, and we are all dead men  families at mercy of the rising generation  oh, my aunt!

Jeremy smiled, pleased; he likes applause. Head suddenly on one side like a terriers who hears the word cat, he watched Cyprians face, alert.

There is truth in what Chullunder Ghose says  truth, and exaggeration, Cyprian announced. There is always danger in attacking deviltry. But exaggeration in such cases is  he was going to say a sin, but checked himself a serious mistake because it terrifies.

Every man in the room except Chullunder Ghose smiled broadly at that. Cyprian smiled too, and none of them, except perhaps the babu, realized that he had chosen that means of eliminating any shade of terror from the argument.

You! he said suddenly, pointing a finger at Jeremy. You! Are you able to govern yourself? Can you understand that if you play this part, one laugh at the wrong minute may mean death?

I hope Ill die laughing  in my boots, responded Jeremy.

Your death  and others!

Whose, for instance? Jeremy came back at him. Ive seen men in India Id kill for sixpence each!

These  your friends, said Cyprian.

Thats different. All right. I dont laugh. I make up as the lousiest-looking holy man you ever saw. What after that? demanded Jeremy.

Cyprian looked hard at him. In one soft palm lay the gold coin, and he tapped it with a forefinger.

This is our only point of contact, he began. You must take it and do tricks. You must challenge the Nine in public! It is dangerous, and others must go with you to prevent abduction. Are you willing?

Bet your life! said Jeremy. Who comes?

Oh, my God! remarked Chullunder Ghose, aware of the wheels of Destiny.

My young friend Jeremy, do you command sufficient self-control to let yourself be disciplined by our babu? asked Cyprian.

The padres lips moved pursily, as if he were masticating something, and his face was toward Jeremy, who grinned, but his mind was already far away considering something else. Grim noticed it and grew aware that Cyprian had made his mind up without waiting for the answer. Quick work! But Grim is constitutionally cautious.

How about the babu? he objected. Can Chullunder Ghose

Cyprian banished the objection with a gesture.

You must be dumb, friend Jeremy  dumb! he went on, forcing deep thought to the surface through a sieve that strained out all unnecessary words  particularly all unnecessary argument. Chullunder Ghose must talk.

My God! You see me shudder? exclaimed the babu, not exaggerating.

His fat shoulders heaved as if an earthquake underlay them, and a kind of grayness settled on his face. Nevertheless, none doubted his intention. A century or two ago he would have braved the Holy Inquisition out of curiosity.

Whatever is said, Chullunder Ghose must say, repeated Cyprian.

Hear me say it now, then! Caesar, moriturus te saluto ! Speech, committing me, silence absolves actual offender! My belly shakes, yet family must eat. Sahibs , increase my microscopical emolument!

Never was a man more serious. Chullunder Ghose, all clammy with anxiety, rolled his handkerchief into a ball and caught it with his naked toes repeatedly; but King moved over, and sat on a cushion on the floor beside him.

You and I have tackled worse than this together, he said.

Ah! Yes. You and I! But this Australian! He would tie a knot in the tail of Hanuman* himself, and trust to irreverence to get him out of it! He will cry, Cooee!  and pretend to a Brahman that such is colloquial lingua franca of the gods!

It is! laughed Jeremy. Australias Gods country. If I cant talk the dialect, who can?

Peace, peace! said Cyprian, smiling. Let us joke afterward. Colonel King, may I trust you to instruct friend Jeremy  drill him, that is? We cannot afford mistakes.

King nodded. In all India there was none else who had traveled, as King had done, from end to end of India in different disguises, penetrating the reputedly impenetrable. If King had but possessed a tithe of Jeremys gift of doing marvels with his hands, he would have been the man to send. But you dont discover jealousy in men of Kings attainments. A trace of that would have made them fail a hundred times. Both he and Grim were safer men than Jeremy, and knew it; but they were also much less brilliant, and knew that too. As far as courage went there was nothing to choose, although they would all have picked on Ramsden if asked who was least amenable to fear; and Ramsden, knowing too well what it cost him to control those thews of his, would have picked Narayan Singh.

You know there is a Hindu festival at Benares very soon? said Cyprian. I am old, or I would go with you. I know those ceremonies. I could guard against mistakes. Now, understand: the danger is abduction! There will be a million men and women in Benares  more! You  disguised  unknown  you could vanish as easily as seven pebbles from the beach! So you must all go, each to watch the others. Be two parties. Jeremy, Chullunder Ghose, Ramsden  one. The other, all the rest of you, pretending to be strangers to the first. But all Hindus, mind  able to claim acquaintance if you must.

We shall be in next world very presently! remarked Chullunder Ghose. What is object of this impropriety?

Cyprian made a noise with his tongue. He did not like the word impropriety. He answered looking anywhere but at the babu.

The Nine Unknown must keep themselves constantly informed. In order to know they must observe. To observe they must go, or send their representatives. To be in touch with the mind of the mass  which their purpose must be certainly  they will take care to attend the festivals, in person or by proxy. If one of their number should go to Benares  as is possible  extra precautions will be taken of course to preserve incognito. But in any case there will be at least one of their principal lieutenants there to bring dependable reports. You understand that? Now

The old man was warming up. He moved in his chair restlessly and kept wiping his lips on a lawn handkerchief. His gestures, losing the indeterminate, painstakingly tactful quality, were becoming imperative.

In cryptographic books in my possession it is laid down as inviolable rule that one of the Nine always visits Benares at this season of the year. They receive money  gold and silver  that accumulation never ceases. And the East changes slowly; without a doubt a great deal of the money even in these days of banks goes to Benares, Hardwar, Prayag and such places by porter at the times of pilgrimage. Someone is there to receive it. You understand?

Ramsden opened his mouth at last. Economy  constructive, pioneer economy was his long suit.

It would take a freight-train to haul the money. The amount that disappears in one year

Could be carried among a million pilgrims without attracting notice, Cyprian retorted. Do you realize your opportunity? Contact is our problem! If, by challenging attention, you can once make contact with the Nine Unknown, you may leave the rest to me! We will presently find the books! Then you may have the money  anyone may have it! The books  those nine books  they are the true goal.

If the cash really goes to Benares, it would take a train to haul it out! Ramsden insisted. In that case we need only watch the railway

Who said the money is hauled out again? Cyprian retorted testily. For all you know there is a hole under a temple in Benares

He checked himself, aware that for the first time he had awakened incredulity. Even Chullunder Ghose allowed an expression of mockery to light his face up suddenly. Ali of Sikunderam exploded:

Allah! If the Hindus had that much money in a hole beneath a temple, the Hills would have smelt it years ago! Moreover would the English not have learned of it? They smell gold as a thirsty horse smells water in the plains. And if the English were afraid to take it on a pretext, would the Hills refrain? Would that bait not have brought the lashkars * yelling down the Khyber? And would guns have held them back in smell of all that loot? Allah! Show me but one sack of gold, and I will show you how hillmen plunder  I and my sons!

But Ali of Sikunderam was wax in Cyprians hands. Swift, subtle flattery turned his indignation into boasting, out of which net there was no retreat.

You and your sons  invaluable! Splendid! You should have a part, but oh, the pity of it! You are Moslems.

Aye! The pity of it! answered Ali. When the sirkar needed men to go to Lhassa who should not upset the heathen bellies of Thibetians with a true religion, was I chosen with three sons to make that journey because we could not act Hindu? Doubtless! Bring me a thousand Hindus, and if one of them can pick me out of a crowd as not being a Hindu of the Chattrya caste, I will go back to my Hills and hold my peace!

But not in Benares. You would not dare in Benares, suggested Cyprian.

By Allah, in Benares they shall think me a double-holy Brahman born in paradise! I will have the sadhus kissing feet within the hour!

So. Excellent! said Cyprian. That is, if you dare.

I would like to see the thing I dare not do  I and my sons! answered Ali.

You speak of them as yours. I would rather heat them pledge themselves, said Cyprian.

By Allah, they will swear to what I bid them swear to! answered Ali. If I say a hill is flat, they prove it! If I say a Hindu wears his belly inside out, they demonstrate that, too, on the nearest unbeliever! If I bid them be Hindus, they will even shave themselves and look that part. Wait and see! I will bring them in.

He strode to the door to tell Rahman, who was standing guard, to go and summon them. Rahman went off to obey and the door was closed again, but opened a minute later by Chullunder Ghose, who leaned his whole weight on the knob and used it suddenly. Manoel, the butler, entered on his knees and fell face-downward, saying nothing, amid silence.

Eavesdropping! exclaimed Cyprian at last.

The Goanese did not answer  too afraid, or too wise. He lay with his face between his hands in an attitude of abject supplication.

Put him outside for the present, ordered Cyprian; and Ramsden took Manoel by the waistband, tossing him into the pantry as you throw a stick into the fire.

I tell you, said Cyprian, we war with powers! The Nines spies are everywhere. More than once I have suspected Manoel, but

The door burst open again. It was like a thunderclap in that quiet sanctuary. Rahman stood with a hand laid flat on either door-post, leaning in, his eyes screwed tip and glinting like the heart of flint.

They are gone! he said.

Allah! My sons gone?

Ali leaped up and drew his knife, though none, not even he, knew why.

All gone! answered Rahman. There was no fight, for there is no blood. I think they went of their own will.

By Allah, then they saw the prospect of a fight! swore Ali.

He stood on feudal right that instant  claimed Ramsdens help, they two having plighted troth over a restored knife, and there is no pledge more inviolable.

Brother, I need thy strength, he said with dignity.

And Ramsden did not hesitate. Believing that his wits are slow and that strength is all he has, he volunteers for all the odds and ends and heavy work, the others conceding the point to avoid discussion, but setting far too high a value on him to risk him unnecessarily. (You may discuss a mans thews to his face, but not his spirit.) So they trooped out behind Jeff, Jeremy leading, leaving only Grim alone in the room with Cyprian.

It had occurred to Grim, as intuitions do come to a thoughtful man in a flash sometimes, that if the guard left in the street had gone so suddenly there was a chance that someone hoped to gain advantage by their absence.

If so, then Cyprian was the obvious objective. If not, even so it would do no harm for one of the party to stay and protect the old man.

He offered no excuse, no explanation; simply stayed.


CHAPTER VI. They fled before me!

HAVING eased his mind concerning the requirements of another world, Fernandez de Mendoza de Sousa Diomed Braganza began to speculate on the improbabilities of this one  improbability of credit in the first place. None had been so foolish as to underwrite the fire risk on his hotel. It was a dead loss. It was equally improbable that any of his erstwhile guests would pay their bills, since the books were burned; they would blame him for the loss of their effects, and probably bring suit against him.

He knew equally well that the police would be in search of him that minute to arrest him on a charge of criminal responsibility. He knew his wisest course would be to go to the police and surrender himself because Father Cyprian, the next-door-to-infallible, had said so, and, deciding to do that, he hurriedly reviewed another long list of improbabilities  acquaintances, who had been friends before the fire, who might be asked, but probably would not consent to furnish bail.

So he turned to the left when the padres front door shut behind him, minded to call on one acquaintance on his way to the police. That circumstance prevented him from seeing the arrival of Grim, Ramsden, Jeremy, King and all the others, who approached Cyprians from the opposite direction. They were within before Diomed turned and retraced his steps. So all he saw were Alis sons in the dust under the tree  them and the constable opposite, who was rubbing at his jaw-bone with the end of a yellow truncheon to assist the processes of thought.

What brought him back was nothing more concrete than one of those changes of mind, like the action of a ship in irons in a light wind; in India they call them disembodied spirits that govern men in their extremity. He had vacillated  thought of another acquaintance, who might be less difficult to pin to than the first. Noticing the constable he chose the other sidewalk, naturally. And with both eyes on the laws hired man from under the sheltering brim of his soft felt hat he just as naturally stepped by accident on the skirts of the sheepskin coat of one of Alis sons.

The men of Sikunderam dont fancy being stepped on. It is even likely they would choose a Goanese last if obliged to name the individual to be permitted some such liberty. Nevertheless, the act was obviously unintentional and nothing more than a mild curse would have followed if Diomed had not, tripping and trying to recover, kicked the hilt of a yard-long northern knife. And that is sacrilege. A Hillman would not kick his own knife.

So the curse that leaped from the lips of one of Alis sons was like the hissing and explosion when you plunge a hot iron into oil. Diomed sprang back as if a snake had bitten him, and even the constable across street awoke out of speculative meditation, for it looked as if the gods had come to life to solve his problem for him. It is good to be alert and on hand when the gods arrange the play.

And as he sprang back Diomed knew the face of his antagonist for one that had cursed him previously  on the roof before the fight and the fire began. He recognized him as a man who had been held back by the others lest he use steel prematurely. And thought in the mind of a Goanese confronted by predicament is as swift and spiteful as an asps. It recoils automatically on the person who aroused it.

Now he could surrender to advantage! Now he need not go empty-handed to the mills of the police that grind so small, and so impartially, so be that they get their grist! This came of confessing his sins to Father Cyprian! Now bail was unimportant. There were dozens who would hurry to his aid if it were known he had scapegoats, locked up in the next cell, ready to be sacrificed.

All of that passed through his mind with the speed of starlight, in between the opening and closing of the Hillmans angry teeth. He beckoned the constable, who came, standing warily a good yard from the sidewalk, not enamored of the chances yet, for they were six to one and the gods not finished shuffling. It is the privilege of the gods to make things easy for a man.

Arrest all these! commanded Diomed, in English for the sake of extra emphasis. They are the villains who set fire to my hotel! I warn you they are dangerous! Arrest them instantlee!

The constable could recognize the danger without help. He was perfectly aware of six long knives  not yet free of their scabbards, but poised between earth and air like Mohammeds coffin. Moreover, the fire was news to him.

Brothers, I said that constabeel designed an inconvenience to us! Stand back-to-back!

The brothers stood so, around the tree-trunk, inoffensive as a third rail.

In case you reefuse to arrest them I will reeport you! This is a highlee important case  veree! said Diomed, pulling out a pencil to write down the constables number. I saw these men set fire to my hotel! he added.

But the constable, preferring life to an eulogium in the Gazette, demurred.

Where are your witnesses? he countered, grinning.

Diomed flew into a rage immediately. He knew the law, or said he did, and threatened to invoke the whole of it, including dark and lawless influence, on the constables unrighteous head. He named names. He cited instances. He mentioned the policemans ancestry. Raising his voice indignantly he summoned all the neighborhood to witness cowardice  corruption  a policeman in receipt of bribes refusing to arrest six murderers!

The neighborhood had no will to associate itself with outside scandal, having plenty of its own, and the few who had been in the street departed  all but one. A man in an orange-yellow smock, with a big, red caste-mark in the middle of his forehead, a twisted orange-yellow turban, and no other visible garment, property or distinction, stood where another great tree marked a narrow cross-street and beckoned, holding his forefinger close up to his eye as if in some way that lent long range to the invitation.

And the constable by now was more enraged than Diomed, with this addition, that his rage was based on absolute injustice; for the things that Diomed had said of his female relatives were not to be borne by a man of spirit and some authority. They had reached the stage of snapping fingers, and Diomeds two arms were waving like semaphores as he leaned forward, showing simian teeth, to spit denunciation in the constables indignant face.

One beckons, said a voice beside the tree.

And you are corrupt  corrupt  everybodee knows it  son of an evil mother  you accept bribes from all and sundree and

He wears a yellow garment, brothers, such as the sadhus * wear, but yellower. He is only one. We could beat him if he lied to us. He beckons, and he signals silence

All together  run, then!

They were gone like leopards flushed from cover, down-street, each with a hand on the hilt of a Khyber knife, as good to stand in way of as the torrents of Sikunderam in spate. They swooped on the man in yellow as if he were foe, not friend, meaning to seize him and whirl him along between them; but he knew the...

...he had evoked, and he stepped down...had vanished when they reached the...lasted half a minute casting this and...of hounds before one of them saw...and the six went full-pelt at a...course, hardly thinking now, but...and three purposes: to outrun the con...to overtake the man in yellow, to keep together.

There! exclaimed Diomed, pausing in a torrent of abuse. Now all thee world can see how you let criminals escape!

And the abuse had got its work in. There is poison in the stuff, that breeds miscalculation. It is like a smoke-screen thrown off by a human skunk to mortify whoever has weak sensibilities. The constable was angry and aware of duty to be done  someone to be arrested. Six criminals, accused of arson, had escaped under cover of the sevenths volleys of abuse, and so the seventh must be guiltier than all! He raised his truncheon  actually to hammer out a signal on the side-walk  but, in Diomeds excited imagination, to attack. And Diomed struck him  twice, in the face, with the flat of his hand, hysterically  struck an officer of the law in execution of his duty!

So the truncheon went to work in earnest, and poor Diomed was beaten over collar-bone and forearm until he wouldnt have dared move them for the agony. Then he was handcuffed ignominiously, swearing, beseeching, praying, and marched away, followed by inevitable small boys as free from the vials of compassion as the monkeys are that some say are their ancestors. They said things that excited Diomed to wilder imprecations yet.

And among the boys there was a dwarf  a man in orange-yellow, taller by half a head than the tallest youngster, and as stocky as two of them, but gifted with the same free movement, so that he passed in the crowd unnoticed. He edged his way closer and closer to the constable, who glanced about him nervously, aware that in these higher education days the riots and the rescuing are done by school boys while their elders do the propaganding in the rear. He hurried, driving his prisoner in front of him with thumps from the truncheon on the backbone just above the trousers-band. It was several minutes before the dwarf could edge close enough to speak low and yet be heard.

You are fortunate! he said at last. Surely you have promotion in your grasp! You have taken the infamous Braganza, who is charged with burning his hotel and murdering a hundred guests!

I knew it! Come and give your evidence! the constable retorted, for the East lies glibly or not at all. He tried to seize the dwarf as a material witness, but missed him in the crowd, and had to hurry on for fear of losing Diomed, whom he charged presently with arson and with employing six Afridis to preserve him from arrest. I fought them all, and they fled before me, he asserted.

Meanwhile, there was a strange assortment of individuals in more or less pursuit of Alis sons, with Ali in the lead, of course, since the sons were his valuable property, and with Chullunder Ghose as naturally in the rear, as utterly indifferent to the sons fate as the noon is to the netting of fish at ebb tide, but on the job and anxious notwithtstanding.

For if an earthquake had emptied Bedlam, releasing affinities of swine of Gadarenes, and if government officials plus editors of daily press were in charge of whole proceedings, that would be diamond-edged sanity compared to this! This is worse than acting on advice of experts! This is  oh, my aunt!

He was not far wide of the mark; for as he waddled, wiping sweat from his fat face, he could see the whole long-drawn line extending down-street, each in his own way calling curious attention. Jeremy, for instance, reveling in being taken for an Arab, looking ready to go mad and do a whirling dervish dance at the first excuse, with the long, loose sleeves of his black coat spread like wings, in full flight after Ali.

Then Ramsden angrily, annoyed with Jeremy for making such a public exhibition of himself yet unable to overtake him and remonstrate, striding along like Samson who slew the Philistines.

King next, side by side with Narayan Singh, neither of them even fractionally off-key, and therefore about as noticeable as two true notes in a flat and sharp piano scale.

Man that is born of a woman is like ginger-pop! remarked Chullunder Ghose, pausing to consider. Cut string  cork flies  and he spills himself! Step one on the path of wisdom is to be wise  ergo  by the waters of this Babylon I sit me down and weep  thus  tree, I greet you, weeping sweat, not tears! Great tree, what a world of men and women you have mocked! Mock me a while, your shade is comforting and your shafts of wit pass overhead! Now let us see  King sahib is remarkable for sanity. Ergo , he will notice me in rear. Observing emulation of Fabius Cunctator by this babu, King sahib will suppress inborn proclivities of Anglo-Saxon and pattern his thought accordingly.

He will follow down that street to next corner, where he will park himself broodily, sending Narayan Singh forward to repeat process. Thus, whenever I proceed as far as corner and become conspicuous, King sahib will observe me and will signal to Narayan Singh. We shall thus be in touch. And the others will behave as the sparks that fly upward, which cant be helped. That is my guess. Being heirs of all the ages, I shall sit in shade and see the world go by. Suspicious? Very!

Chullunder Ghose was right. King did turn the corner in pursuit, and at the next one did sit down on the veranda of a boarding-house for Sikhs, where Narayan Singh, who kept up the pursuit along another street, could find him and whence he himself might see Chullunder Ghose if the babu should see fit to come to the corner and signal. The others, following Ali of Sikunderam, who shouted inquiries a hundred yards ahead, stuck to the pursuit like people in a motion-picture comedy.

Item one, a fool is very foolish, said Chullunder Ghose to himself, leaning his fat back against the tree and flapping flies with an enormous handkerchief. Therefore congenital deficiencies of Alis sons comply with formula. Verb. sap . If they had been attacked said idiots would have stood at bay by door of padres house, in accordance with law that nature abhors a vacuum  doubtless. Empty heads apply, at spigot of authority to be filled with instructions. They would have focussed attention on padres house inevitably. Quad erat  nicht wahr ? Ergo , they were not attacked.

What then? A woman? Much too early in the morning. And again  no fight! If six such idiots pursued a woman, or women, through the streets of Delhi, there would be bad blood spilt as certainly as there are speeches when a politician pursues office. Therefore not a woman. This time not the sex that bringeth forth in sorrow and regretteth same.

Then a man! The unproductive sex! At least as sorrowful but less opaque! Motives more easily discernible. The six translucent jewels of Sikunderam have been decoyed  and by a man, or men  therefore for profit! Whose? Why? I lift a stone. Why do I lift a stone? Because I need the space it sits on  or I wish to throw it  or  if he  they  needed the space on which the sons of Ali sat  or the street in which they sat  I see  I get you Steve, I get you! as Jimgrim says  behold, I see through mystery! Let us hope actions are not so loud as words. Thou tree  thou solid, dumb, obtruding tree, farewell!

There came a tikka-gharri* drawn by one horse on the way home from assisting at the Rishis* * only knew what all-night revelry. Chullunder Ghose signaled the driver, who declined a fare sleepily, without success. The babu waddled to mid-street and had climbed in before the protesting Jehu could whallop his nag to a trot.

Give her gas! said Chullunder Ghose, translating slang learned from Grim into opprobrious vernacular.

So the weary cabman whacked the wearier horse and, better to call attention to himself, the babu stood up screaming that he had a gall-stone and would die unless in hospital within the minute. He was seen, heard, contemplated.

But he only drove two blocks, around a corner, and then paid the astonished cabman the exact fare. If he had overpaid him he would only have multiplied suspicion. Then he walked back three blocks, parallel to the street in which was Cyprians house, and turning the corner suddenly was just in time to see three men in orange-yellow smocks approach Cyprians door and ring the bell. He stood there long enough to watch them enter and see the door shut again behind them.

Kali! he exclaimed then. Let us hope Jimgrim is appreciative! Dogs of the Wife of Siva the Destroyer! Oh, my aunt!

He had been in time to see Ali of Sikunderam charge up the steps and plunge into the building  for the men he hurled his questions at had misdirected Ali and he had covered an unnecessary mile before learning that his precious sons were foul of the law.

He ran like an articulated jellyfish until he reached a corner whence he could see King perched on the boarding-house veranda. There, ignoring all discretion, he pulled his rose-pink turban off and threw the thirty yards of silk in air, whirling it until King raised a hand in answer.

Promptly King leaned out over the veranda-rail at the corner of two streets and made a gesture that Narayan Singh saw from a quarter of a mile away. And the Sikh, not optimistic, having seen too much, but understanding that the gang was wanted back at Cyprians, went at the double to retrieve as many of the gang as possible from a building in front of which two square lamps advertised  POLICE.

Narayan Singh had seen Rahman follow Ali, and then Jeremy, then Ramsden. None had come back down the steps, so he was in no doubt what to do, although he did not know yet how absurdly simple the strategy of the man in orange-yellow had been, nor how simpler and more finished would be that of Jeremy.

Like will-o-the wisp in orange livery he had simply led those six North-country swashbucklers a dance along street after street  up the stairs of the police station  and there had accused the lot of them of theft! There was nothing whatever for the police to do but hold them.

When Ali got there pandemonium was loose, for the six sons weapons had been taken and they were resisting further search as desperately as hells imps would object to baptism  teeth  talons  imprecation  horizontal mostly, with a couple of policemen laboring at each limb and each lot expanding and contracting soddenly in spasms. One policeman  he who had recently arrested Diomed the Goanese  went from lot to lot using a truncheon unapplauded, aiming at the heads of Afghans but oftener hitting his friends. He said nothing about recognizing them, having already claimed to have defeated them in mortal combat. The obvious solution was to stun them lest they recognize himself, but it was extremely difficult to hit their heads.

And into that confusion Ali leaped like a firecracker, knife and all, to be brought to a stand by the officers revolver. The officer was in his place, in charge, behind the desk. There might have been murder done, Ali was in no mood for compliance, with his darlings being whacked and twisted under his eyes. The fact that the police were bleeding, and his sons not more than warming up for a mornings work, added to his zeal, and instinct warned him that the man in yellow was the father of the rumpus. Therefore, Ali was for springing at the man in yellows throat when Jeremy strode in smiling like an illustration from the Book of Ruth, with Rahman yelping like a wolf a step behind him.

Salaam aleikoum ! Peace! Let there be peace! boomed Jeremy in a voice with a ventriloquial note that fills a room. He sounded, as he looked, like a man from the Old Testament. Ali detected magic in the wind and yelled a word that his sons obeyed on the instant. Even so, the police were human and eager for revenge, but Ramsden walked in.

Baring his forearms, he offered to kill with his hands the first three constables who struck a prisoner. So there was peace as Jeremy requested, and the man in yellow took advantage of it, going close to two of Alis sons, who were held fast, with a policeman on each wrist. He said he wanted to identify them. Jeremy observed, and Ramsden observed Jeremy. The officer observed all three, but Jeremys hand is swifter than any eye.

They are the men who stole from me! said the man in yellow. I had a gold coin similar to this one in each hand. Rushing at me, they seized my wrists and took the money, which you will find on their persons. Search them! He drew from a pocket in his smock and displayed one ancient coin that Jeremy and Ramsden identified as having belonged to the Portuguese da Gama.

Search them! ordered the officer, tapping his revolver on the desk.

Wait! First let me also identify! said Jeremy; and he, too, went close to the same two of Alis sons.

He removed and palmed a coin that the man in yellow had secreted in the nearest mans sash.

Not satisfied with that, he walked tip to the police officer and whispered to him. Then, from him, to the man in orange-yellow who was beginning to look less pleased  a mite impatient.

Have I ever seen you anywhere? asked Jeremy. Were you ever in Jerusalem? Jaffa? Alexandria?

No!

He lies! said Jeremy. I know him well! This was a trick by the Hindu to steal a gold watch from your honor, he went on, smiling at the officer as if butter hardly ever melted in his mouth. However, as the Prophet saith, on whom be peace, Let not words and emptiness of speech suffice! Search all three men!

Now Alis sons stood still, submitting, for they had felt what Jeremys nimble fingers did. And Jeremy, with his back to Ramsden, passed to him two gold coins for safetys sake, stepping forward again instantly. The jaw of the man in orange-yellow dropped.

He  that Arab he began.

But the searchers had stripped Alis sons in vain, and it was his turn. The first hand thrust into his pocket drew out the officers gold watch and chain.

Magic! exclaimed the officer. He never once came near me!

Lock him up then! Such as he are dangerous! said Jeremy not turning a hair, and the officer accepted the advice, insisting, too, however, on holding three of Alis sons as witnesses.

It was then, as the door of one cell slammed on all four and a fifth already in there, that Narayan Singh strode in, appraised the situation, and strode out again, leaving as many to follow him as could or would.


CHAPTER VII. Shakespearean homeopathic remedy!

GRIM and Cyprian sat face to face in silence with a shaft of sunlight streaming through the space between them. Infinitely tiny specks of dust  for Cyprian was a martinet and Manoel used cloth and broom incessantly  danced tarantella-fashion, more or less as gnats do, in the golden fairway.

You observe them? said Cyprian presently. Each one of those moving specks is itself made of billions of infinitely tiny specks all in motion. That is the way the universe is made. All atoms  all in motion  in an all-pervading essence known as ether. You know that? It is in the books  the oldest of all books as well as the newest. The ancients knew about it seven thousand years ago, if we accept their heretical chronology. I have their books to prove it. These Nine Unknown are the inheritors of scientific secrets that used to form the basis of the Ancient Mysteries. Yes, thats so. Thats so. There isnt any doubt of it. Not religious secrets, understand me  no, no, they are enemies of all religion! They use scientific truths to stir superstition by pretending their phenomena are miracles! Devils work! They know  the rascals! They have knowledge! Compared to them our modern scientists are just as Julius Cesar would have been if somebody confronted him with Paines fireworks or an eighteen-inch gun or the radio. Clever fellow, Csar. Bright as a button. He would have tried to explain it away; tried  but there would be the phenomena  effect  result of cause; you have to know the cause to understand effect. No use repudiating it. Our moderns fail exactly as Julius Caesar would have done. And the Nine Unknown laugh. Devils!

Nothing suits them better than to have the scientists, the newspapers, the governments, the secret service, the police, all vow that no such knowledge as theirs exists  no such organization. Above all they chuckle because the church denies them. Missionaries are their best friends. To declare they are non-existent without proving it leaves the rascals free to do as they please, without lessening the superstition of the crowd. You understand?

Grim did not. He has the pragmatist-adventurers view of life, dissatisfied with all veils hung between himself and noumenon, and studying each phenomenon from the angle of whats the use of it?

Why deny what you cant prove? Why not discover their science and employ it properly?

Cyprian interrupted him with a frown and a flash of temper that betrayed volcanic will unweakened by his age and only curbed by discipline.

Tchut! Wiser minds than yours decided about that long ago. Beware of the sin of presumption! These people have been branded as magicians  tricksters! Their pretensions, magic  tricks! Humbugs!  evil-workers!  liars!  cheats! They have imposed on superstition. Take the consequences. Banned by the Church. Outlawed. Burn their books! Who shall say then that they have, or ever had, a scrap of scientific knowledge? That is my task  fifty  two-and-fifty years of effort. Burn the books! The nine books! Burn them! They have defied the Church  sed prevalabit !

I dont get you, answered Grim. Knowledge ought to be known. Those books

Are mine! To do as I see fit! Did you not agree? demanded Cyprian.

Grins had agreed, but that did not admit the whole contention. Grim, because he keeps an open mind, has been accused by missionaries of belonging to nearly every heathen cult in turn, but his name stands written on no muster-roll. He is under no vows of obedience. He countered:

King and I have talked this over  lots. King has been on the trail of it for twenty years you know. Are you sure the Nine arent honorable men, who know more than is safe to teach the public?

Cyprian smiled at that like a martyr prepared to die for his convictions.

Only, someone killed the Portuguese, Grim went on. Why? If they know so much, why kill a drunken crook you can afford to pity?

I have told you. They are devils, answered Cyprian.

And while the hotel burned there was a voice urging the crowd to attack us, Grim continued. The same voice shouted, Fire!  deliberated creating panic. Someone had searched the Dons room  carried his books away. Same man  same men more likely  returned to burn their tracks. That hardly seems like men who, as you put it, have inherited the knowledge of the Ancient Mysteries.

The expression of Cyprians face changed. He drew on his mask of patience that at eighty a man has learned to use consummately or not at all. It was quite clear that if he gave discussion rein these colts of other creeds would gallop away with him, Grim particularly. Discipline was out of the question. Whip he had none. Argument was useless. It would do no good to tell a man like Grim to let speculation alone.

Would you go and find my servant Manoel? he asked; for helplessness is like a weapon, in a wise mans hand.

Grim left the room.

Manoel sat cross-legged on a blanket in the corner of the pantry, hardly having moved from the spot where Ramsden dumped him down. The sin of speculation  if it is a sin  could not be laid to him, for he was dumb  determined  obstinate  like a clog that has hidden to escape a thrashing and will neither run away nor come to heel. He did not even shake his head when Grim ordered him into the padres presence; so Grim went back and reported the state of affairs, having more than one purpose in mind.

And it seemed good to Cyprian just then to supply Grim with the wherewithal to take his mind off the subject they had been discussing. Helplessness was put to work again.

I am old. It tires me to undertake these  do you think Mr. Ramsden frightened him too much  I wonder  would you mind, eh? See what you can do with him  persuade him to come in here  yes? Such a rascal as he has been!  no, by no means always honest  but a servant  he has been a comfort. Will you talk to him?

That was tantamount to carte blanche . Grim, incapable of nosing into the domestic secrets of his host, could, would and did crowd every limit to the edge when given leave. He squatted down, cross-legged too, in front of Manoel and waited until the shifty brown eyes had to come to a rest at last and meet his gray ones. (The passport says they are gray, which makes it legal, but no two agree as to their real color. Possibly they change, although his zeal is fixed.)

Youre in luck. Youve one chance! Grim said speaking in Punjabi.

Manoel did not answer; but the word luck probed the very heart of inborn passion.

Da Gama and Braganza had no luck at all, said Grim, and Manoel lowered his eyes, not straight downward but along the arc of an ellipse because of certain racial peculiarities.

Da Gama died. Braganzas house was burned. Do you feel brave? Grim asked him.

Manoel looked up  suddenly.

Who are you?  he asked.

His lips parted loosely. The corners of his mouth dropped, and he shifted his eyes to left and right, showing more than was wholesome of the bloodshot whites.

Dread, unexpected and acute, was unmistakable; it acted like a solvent on the sullenness of fear. Grim saw his chance  almost too long to be called chance; he had nothing to go on but conjecture.

Who do you think I am? he retorted. Look into my eyes! Who am I?

Manoel hesitated, with the expression of self-conscious innocence facing a firing squad. Having double-crossed friend and enemy alike there was nothing to fall back on but his conscience, obviously! Grim bored in, wishing he knew something definite to base assault on.

Didnt you expect me? he demanded.

Yes, but

The million-to-one shot landed! Grims face hardly changed expression, but his eyes had laughter in them that the Goanese was far too scared to recognize.

  but I didnt look for a Punjabi. He who told me wore a yellow smock  a sadhu. I have not had time

Time! Grim retorted, forcing the note of indignation.

I have not had time, and I have not been paid, said Manoel, shifting his eyes again, and then himself, so that Grim, who was all alert suspicion, jumped to a conclusion.

Do you know they killed da Gama? he asked, setting his face like brass, and Manoel shuddered. Do you mean to tell me you have not been paid? he went on, fixing his eyes on the Goanese and speaking slowly.

And whether or not Manoel had pocketed his price, imagination warned him he was helpless, at the mercy of someone who would harvest whether he had sown or not. Admission that he had been paid was no proof of it at all, he being what he was.

But now he knows I was at the keyhole. He will dismiss me. And first he will investigate. So he will find out, and I do not dare! I will give the money back!

That, too, was no proof that he had been paid. But it was proof that he had taken more than one step on the path of treason. Grim turned and swiped at a fly. Again the unhappy Manoel shifted  not so much his eyes this time as his whole person, although his eyes did move. It was because his eyes moved that he did not see Grim looking in the little kitchen mirror.

Give it here! said Grim.

The money? I  I

No. Give it here  or

Let me go then! I must run! I do not dare stay and face his anger!

But Grim knew now, and he is one of those who use knowledge, patiently or promptly as the case may be. He leaned forward. Manoel screamed, as a chicken does when a housewife has her by the legs. Grim seized him by the collar-band, and all ten chocolate fingers closed on the iron wrist. Grim jerked him forward, threw him on his face and sat on him, proceeding then to raise the blanket.

Thought so! Yow! You little scorpion!

He seized his victims wrist and twisted it until a knife dropped  kicked the knife across the floor  glanced at the back of his thigh to observe that it was hardly bleeding  laid the folded blanket on the Goaneses head and sat on that  then lifted what had been beneath the blanket, carefully.

It needed care. It was an old book bound in vellum, crackled with age. Within, in sepia, beautifully written in the Maharatta tongue, with diagrams, on paper yellowed with age and thumbing, was what purported to be a literal translation of a very ancient roll.

The first page, on which the translators name had very likely been, was missing. On the second was a pentagram within the dodeahedron  the geometrical figure on which alchemists assert the universe was built. Beneath that was a diagram of the Hindu cosmogony side by side with the Chaldean. On the third page, in Maharathi at the top, as if continuing a paragraph from page one, was the following:

Whereafter, being certain that the roll would not be missed until (here a name was illegible) should come again, I hid in the cave with the hag who made provision for my needs, and by the light of the unextinguishable lamp I labored at the construing, with haste, that the whole might be accomplished, yet with diligence, lest errors enter in.

This finished volume witnesseth.

Which being done, this shall be hidden in a place known only to the hag. Whereafter, I will endeavor to return the roll lest (the undecipherable name again) should fall under suspicion and stiffer for infidelity. That risk is great, for it is hard to come at the place where the rolls are kept.

But death is no more than the gates of life.

The hag has her instructions. So this fruit of my long husbandry shall fall into the right hands. He who guided hitherto being All-wise to accomplishment.

Then here begins:

On the next page, at the top, in bold Maharathi characters, was the first law of the Cabalists, and of all alchemists and true magicians since the world began.

AS ABOVE, SO BELOW.

Grim read no further, for the stuff absorbed him to the point where near-unconsciousness of every other circumstance prevailed. His whole being yearned to the lure of that musty volume and its secrets. He craved it as some unfortunates crave opium. The merely physical appeal of drugs, prodigious though it is, monopolizes no more than the intellectual attraction of the unknown does a man of Grims temperament. If he had read another page he would have read a dozen, and a dozen would have only whetted appetite. He closed the book with a slap that brought the pungent dust out, and removed himself from Manoels head.

You insect! If you had the original of this Id trade you my right hand for it!

Let me go! sputtered Manoel. Oh, sir; I am afraid to face him! Take the book and let us both go!

But Grim took book and Manoel, each by the back, and shoved the Goanese along in front of him into the padres presence.

He seems to have been keeping this for you, he said and laid the volume on Cyprians knees.

Had he read it? demanded Cyprian.

Oh, no! Oh, no, sir! Oh, father, oh, no, no! It is black magic and forbidden. I would never read it!

What odds? He wouldnt understand a word, said Grim, and Cyprian nodded.

Let him go, said Cyprian. Drive him from the house!

But Grim had spoken English, and the fear that gnawed Manoels bowels multiplied. It dawned on him that he had been tricked. Grim, then, was Father Cyprians friend, and not  

No, no, no! he shouted. No! You must be merciful! This is my sanctuaree! I may not be driven forth! I tell you I did it to save you from murder because you are old! You are ungrateful! You commit a great sin if you drive me forth!

He wanted to throw himself down in the attitude of supplication, but Grim had him by the neck.

He expected somebody, said Grim. Shall we see this through now?

Face the adversary! Cyprian answered.

But age gave way to youth. He waited for Grim to make the next decision. And Grim held his arm out, helping  almost lifting the old man from his chair.

Youd better be seen at the door, he said. Well let them see Manoel go empty-handed.

He turned on the Goanese and shook him.

Listen, asp! Get your belongings. Oh! Only a blanket, eh? Preparations all made  everything out of the house but that?

He followed him to the pantry, watched him through the door, and seized him by the neck again as he emerged.

Now, youve another chance. Dont speak in the street! Show you havent got the book  look scared  walk! You understand me? If you disobey Ill

Oh, oh! Onlee let me not go! I will

Grim stood back. It was Cyprian, trembling with age rather than emotion, who stood in the doorway and sped the errant Goanese with his left hand raised palm-outward and a look of pursed-up horror.

I tell you, father, I did it to preevent murder! sobbed Manoel with great tears running down into his whiskers. Give me benediction then, I

Cyprian did not deny him that. It possibly accomplished more than Grims threat. Manoel departed down-street with his head hung, and the blanket draped over one arm, avoiding all encounters; and a man in orange-yellow by the great tree opposite  where Alis sons had sat  drew such deductions as he saw fit. Grim standing in shadow within saw the man make a signal.

Good! he said. Shut the door now, and Cyprian obeyed as if learning lessons. It was hard, maybe, at eighty to learn to dispense with even a dishonest servant.

They returned to the sitting-room, whence the cloistered peace had gone, although the sunlight still streamed through the spaced jalousies.

Pity the first page is missing, said Grim by way of making conversation.

It isnt! snapped Cyprian, and looked to see.

Confronted by the fact, his last strength seemed to vanish and he sat down, knocking the book to the floor. Grim rescued it.

On the first page, at the top, was the finest cosmogony ever drafted, said Cyprian, and underneath it an explanation of the terns used.

He spoke as if hope were dead forever. Grim changed the subject, or tried to  

Lets hope our crowd dont return too soon!

I should have searched that blanket, Cyprian grumbled. He had the first page wrapped in it. I know he had!

Grim tried again. Tell me what the unextinguishable lamp means on page two, he demanded.

Mind your own business! Cyprian snapped back, struggling to be calm. If I will burn books, shall you rifle their secrets first? Phoenix from the ashes, eh? No, no! Hear no evil  see no evil  know no evil  that is my advice to you, my son! What I burn need not trouble you!

Are your books in this house? Grim asked, suddenly alarmed at a random notion.

But Cyprian chose to be amused at that, shaking his head sidewise with the palsied humor of old age.

Do you think I am in my dotage?

Grim had no time to reply. There came a long peal on the bronze bell, that clanged on its coiled spring as if the temples of all Thibet were in alarm. Grim went to the front door, opened suddenly, and stood back.

Three men entered, all in yellow smocks. They came in swiftly, almost on the run  stopped suddenly  and hesitated. They were surprised to see Grim.

I am the padre sahibs new servant, he said in the dialect, smiling.

Then he turned the key and threw it out through the little round peep-hole that exists somewhere or other in most Indian front-doors.

Father Cyprian is in there, he said, with a jerk of his head in the direction of the sitting-room.

They eyed Grim curiously, saying nothing. Bigger, stronger than Grim as far as appearance went, they wore the impudent expression of men who have been taught from infancy that they are better than the crowd, of other clay  bold, yet with a sort of sly air underlying impudence, and an abominably well-fed look, although they wore the simple smock of the ascetic. Finally they all three smiled at Grim, and one of them motioned him to lead the way into the sitting-room. The man next to him who motioned had a long silk handkerchief in one hand, and on his forehead the crimson signet of the goddess Kali. Grim stepped back instead of forward  ducked  stepped back again  and stood in the pantry entrance with blood chilled and the gooseflesh rising.

My hour is not yet! he assured them.

Except for Grims activity there had hardly been a motion visible, and yet  the handkerchief was in the other hand. The executioner had missed. And if there had been a score of witnesses they would likely all have sworn there had been no attempt made, for the pride of the Thug* is in his swiftness. None sees the strangling when it happens, it is so quick.

All three men smiled with the coppery, cast expression of determination that can bide its time. Grim motioned them again toward the sitting-room, and they went in one by one, the man with the handkerchief first, and the last man turning on the threshold to assure himself that Grim was not bent on reprisal. But no effort was made to exclude him. The door was left open until he walked in after them and closed it  having his own reasons.

Cyprian was very near collapse. The apparition of the three in orange-yellow came like an almost mechanical dénouement, to which Manoels misconduct had been overture  warning perhaps. His old hands clutched and clutched again the carved ends of the chair-arms. But he said nothing. He was fighting for self-mastery. His lips were moving, probably in prayer; and repeatedly his eyes sought Grims, although Grim refused him any answering signal. Grim knew he held the winning hand, and he who knows that is a fool if he fails to play it carefully.

His cue was to make believe he had no weapon  to postpone violence  to unmask purposes  to ascertain facts  before admitting the possession of a forty-five. Even when the orange-yellow exquisite tried thuggery he had not so much as made a gesture to reach his weapon, and the three were fairly satisfied that he was unarmed. They sat down in a row on the long strip of yak-hair rug that covered half the floor, facing the shuttered window, at an angle of forty-five to Cyprian.

Grim went and sat in the corner facing Cyprian, whence he could watch them at an angle athwart the flowing lines of light. They were nearer to the door than he was, but had no forty-fives, which made a difference. They produced what they did have  two old-fashioned muzzle-loading pistols between three of them  cocked, and fitted with percussion caps. Grim looked afraid, and Cyprian was afraid.

You want what? Cyprian demanded, speaking English for no other reason than that those words trembled out first.

Books! replied the middle of the three men, using the same language with a readiness and absence of foreign accent, that astonished because of his bronzeness and the orange-yellow smock. There was no reason why he should not know English, except that he looked like one of those who pride themselves on their refusal to learn it.

What books? asked Cyprian feebly.

But only his voice failed. There was no suggestion in his eye that he dreamed of yielding. Rather, he was recovering self-command as the effect of shock receded.

All the books you have, including that one, the same man answered, pointing at the volume Grim had saved from Manoels clutches.

Cyprian took his own time about answering that, moving his lips and jaws as if first he had to masticate the words and glancing down at Grim repeatedly to see whether Grim had any signals for him.

But Grim sat still, the way a chela sits by the feet of his guru , unpresuming, waiting for the wisdom to come dropping word by word from the privileged lips of age. When the time should come for Grim to give a signal he was minded to make it abrupt and unmistakable.

Who are you men? demanded Cyprian at last; and the three in yellow looked amused. Either they disbelieved that he did not know, or they thought it amusing he should dare to ask; it was not clear which.

We are they who demand the books, answered he with the handkerchief, and his companions nodded.

And if the books are not here? Cyprian asked.

We will take that one, and you with it! Later you will show us where the others are.

Grim heard the noise he was waiting for, but did not move, for the sound was vague as if, on the sidewalk, thought was producing words, not action yet. He hoped the bell would not ring  hoped the key dropped through the hole would be interpreted  hoped Cyprian would not have apoplexy at his next remark. For it was time and he was ready.

Holy one, he said in the dialect, playing the part of the chela still, would it not be wiser if I tell them where a few books are?

He allowed his eyes to wander furtively in the direction of the far wall, where the room was in shadow.

And I win! he exclaimed in English suddenly.

They had turned their heads to follow the direction of his glance. They looked back along the barrel of a forty-five. And of all things in the world that are difficult, the hardest is to tell which of three of you sitting side-by-side will be first in the path of a bullet.

They are hollow-nosed bullets, Grin assured them. Put your hands up, please!

They held their hands up, palms to the front, suggesting Sivas image.

We are not afraid, said the man in the middle. We are watched for. Others come.

Yes, others come, said Grim, aware of noises penetrating through the thick door and thicker walls.

Bet you theyre in here! Whatll you bet? demanded Jeremys voice as the door flew open and the whole crowd poured in, Jeremy leading  all the crowd, that is, who had been in the room before and two besides.

Ali of Sikunderam came last, volcanically angry, muttering Islamic blasphemy into his ruffled beard that either he had tugged at or some other man had pulled.

Narayan Singh went straight for the two pistols and kicked them away from their owners. One went off. A lead ball as large as a pigeons egg was flattened on the stone wall close to Cyprian and the smell of cheap black powder filled the room. Using that as an excuse the three in orange-yellow put the ends of their turbans across their mouths and nostrils, moistening them thoroughly with spittle.

Being very holy men no doubt, oh yes! remarked Chullunder Ghose, picking up both pistols as his own perquisite. Spirits of the cess-pool! Who invoked them? That is the worst-smelling powder! Are infernal regions advertised by Christian missionary actual? My aunt! Shall I open window, holy one?

But Cyprian was losing consciousness. King went at a bound for the door and was in time to stop the three strange visitors with three blows. (India, who knew almost all human knowledge long before the West was born, has yet to learn to use her fists.) He bade Ali and his sons hold them, and returned to discover what the source of the reeking smoke was. He suspected a grenade with some new sort of fuse. But there was only the assassins long silk handkerchief, dropped on the carpet as if by accident. He kicked it and nothing happened, though the smoke did not cease.

Meanwhile, Grim was holding Cyprians head while Ramsden lifted him and Jeremy forced a window. Between them they got the old mans head into the fresh air. He showed signs of recovery. But the three coughed so violently that they could hardly hold him up, and the open window seemed to make no difference inside the room; there was no telling where the smoke came from.

Nor was it actually smoke; rather a thin mist, with a hint of pearliness and green in it. There was a faint suggestion of sweetness and a little ether. It was a compound undoubtedly, and there was lots of it, but neither King nor yet Chullunder Ghose exploring on hands and knees could find its source nor any container that might have held it.

Outside the room, where the gas or whatever it was spread swiftly but not so densely into the hall, Ali and his sons were taking law into their own hands. There was a cellar door  a trap with big strap-hinges  and the weight of the door, with rust and friction added, was as much as two men striving mightily could move. That appealed, and the sons of Ali raised it. Down below was a stonewalled cellar twelve by twelve or so, empty of everything except some builders trash.

Ali with his drawn knife drove the prisoners one at a time until they jumped down in there.

If they break their legs, may Allah mortify the stumps! he requested piously.

Meanwhile, tearing about the room, upsetting things and vowing there were devils loose, Narayan Singh lost equilibrium, fell over Chullunder Ghose, and collapsed with his head near the silken handkerchief. King seized him to drag him from the room, and noticed a burn where his face had touched the silk. Chullunder Ghose picked up the handkerchief and dropped it with a yell.

Ramsden, Jeremy and Grim picked Cyprian up between them and ran for the door with him, meaning to make for the street. They met King dragging the Sikh, and for a second there was a tight jam, into which Chullunder Ghose came headlong.

Oh go! All go! Only go! he shouted. Now I know it! Manicheean magic![*] It is death! It is unquenchable!

Cyprian heard him.

Poison  from the ancient books! he gasped. Come away!

They had reeled through the door in front of the babus impact.

Where are those prisoners? King shouted.

Ali and his sons began to labor at the trap-door, but it had jammed in place and was difficult to start again. Chullunder Ghose, purple with effort and choking, sized the situation up and charged back into the sitting-room.

He came back like a soccer forward, shouting and kicking the handkerchief along in front of him.

Out of my way! Out of house! Quick!

They fled before him  all but Ali and his sons. The men of Sikunderam considered dignity and flight before a babu, at his order, incompatible. They went on working at the trap, and raised it about six inches.

So! Good! Now down again!

The babu kicked the handkerchief through the opening and, as Sikunderam showed no symptoms of obedience, jumped on the trap, forcing it out of their fingers and down into its bed with a report like an explosion. There he squatted, looking like a big bronze temple image.

Now is good! he said. Keep open house until gas shall evanesce! Practitioners of Manicheean deviltry will now be hoist like engineers with own petard! Shakespearean homeopathic remedy! Verb very sap! Oh yes! Tell sahibs , no more danger now!

And saying that, Chullunder Ghose himself keeled over.


CHAPTER VIII. He is very dead!

IN one hot brick cell, closed by an iron door with a peep- hole in it, there were three of the sons of Sikunderam, one Hindu in orange-yellow with a crimson caste-mark on his forehead, who had refused his name, and Fernandez de Mendoza de Sousa Diomed Braganza, whose name and occupation were as well known as his temper was notorious and his predicament acute.

None of the others seemed to worry much. The sons were aware that father Ali and his patrons knew their whereabouts, and it is Law in the North, whence they came, that the feudal claims are first. There would either be a rescue, or a use of influence, or possibly raw bribery this side of midnight. They were sure of that, whether rightly or wrongly.

And he in orange-yellow, having had the trick turned back on him by Jeremy, was none the less apparently at ease. He wore the would-like-to-be- dangerous smile of the hanger-on of priests not subtle, rather threatening  the smile of a man who holds himself superior to others as rule number one of policy. There is nothing in the world more sure than that the priests and politicians always abandon their clients when convenient; nor anything more fixed than the assurance of the due-to-be- abandoned until the miserable fact confronts them.

Diomed, on the other hand, was neither full of faith nor hope; and he never did pin much to charity. Having counted on forgiveness of his sins, he found that there was fortune still to reckon with; and he did not believe that fortune ever favored Goanese much. He supposed he must sin some more.

We are five in one predicament. Shall we compare notes? he suggested.

Being first man in that cell he felt almost in loco parentis , a guise that any innkeeper assumes without much difficulty. That son of Ali whom he had recognized in the street was not one of those detained, so he was unaware of facing men whose enmity he had already, and could not lose without suitable compensation, of which they, and they only, would be judges.

The sons of Ali held their peace. Their knives had been taken from them. Talk is no equivalent for steel. Lacking the one, in the Norths opinion, it is unheroic and incontinent to substitute the other.

Wait! says Sikunderam. The hour of Gods appointing cometh! Wait, saying nothing!

But the man in orange-yellow, regarding Allah as a myth, served an even more destroying goddess, whose devotees are encouraged to seek opportunity, not wait. He spoke, and his voice was strangely reminiscent, so that Diomed stared open-mouthed at him.

Someone set fire to a hotel in the night, he said.

Mine! My hotel!

So there are three, said he in orange-yellow: he who knows the secret, they who wish the secret kept, and he or they who wish to know who did it.

Do you know who did it? demanded Diomed, thrusting his little black-bearded face forward so as to read the others expression better.

But there was no expression, except that cast-copper smile betokening superiority. He in yellow was returning the compliment by watching Diomed, so neither of them saw the rapt attention displayed on the faces of Alis sons. But the men of the North, who are fools, as all India knows, were born with their ears to the whimpering wind. They are easy to deceive, but as to voices and the memory of voices never. Six eyes from Sikunderam, more used to lean, long distances, met in the cell gloom and three heads nodded almost imperceptibly.

They who wish the secret not known may bid first, said the orange- yellow man. Nothing for nothing and from nothing. The key that opens is the key that fits. My necessities are a lock that holds me. Has anyone the key? He stared into the eyes of Sikunderam, impudently, challenging. In the dark of the cell they looked like three young startled animals.

Whoever would take on himself the theft of that policemans watch would have my friendship, said he in orange-yellow.

You know! exclaimed Diomed. You know who burned my hotel!

I know! he confessed, with another of his bronze smiles, glancing surreptitiously, at Alis sons.

His need was to make them understand him. Diomed might shout to heaven that he had stolen the watch, and the world would only vote him mad; but if one of those Hillmen should confess, and the other two should confirm it, what court could help believe?

I will say who set fire to the hotel unless

It was they! It was they! They did it! Diomed interrupted. Now I know them! They are the devils who fought on the roof! They are the sons of evil mothers who

He was silenced by a slap across the mouth, backhanded, that made his lips bleed and cut the knuckles of the smiter. But not one word was said to him. Nor did he who had struck the blow speak at all, for economy is the essence of good teamwork.

It was the second of three self-styled brothers who pointed a lean fore-finger; and the third who gave tongue to what all three had in mind.

Aye! Thou knowest! And we know! We know the voice of him who cried Bande Materam!  That same voice  thy voice  cried Fire! before the fire was set!

Ye were there then? the Hindu answered mockingly; and Diomed, with a half-breeds instinct for coming violence, drew his knees up to his chin on the bench. He screwed himself into the corner to be able to jump either way.

Aye, we were there, seven of us and the father of the seven, a Sikh too, and a Jat and some sahibs , who will swear to that voice of thine, thou raven croaking in a cave! We are not men who can be imposed on! We

The man in orange-yellow interrupted. Like all who pride themselves on their intelligence he underrated that of his would-be victims. He threatened them. Whereas, two things are sure: if you threaten the men of Sikunderam you must be able to make good, and prove it; and if you plead to them, you must prove you are empty-handed  a true supplicant for charity. Between those two poles all earth lies belly-upward to be bargained over. They are poles like light-houses that no man possessed of open eyes could miss. But pride is like box-blinkers.

You Moslems dont like to be hanged. I can call witnesses. Better make terms with me!

The Indian courts of justice war with a system of perjury that is older and more popular than law. The consequent precautions and delays, and the system, that if ten men swear to a thing and twenty swear against it, the twenty win, may lend itself to obvious abuses that, according to Sikunderam, are avoided easiest with cold steel.

The sons of Ali had no steel. Tradition would have counseled patience and dissimulation. But the heat in the cell was growing insufferable for men born where the clean air whistles off everlasting snow-peaks, and stuffiness  being kin to strangulation  breeds hysteria, which in turn brings all innate proclivities to the surface and upsets any calculation based on intellect. He in orange-yellow was an intellectual. He knew the rules. The sons of Ali were no psychologists.

Let him die before he does us injury! Be quick, my brothers!

That was a call for action, understood and never argued, over. He in orange-yellow gave a shout blended of agony and unbelief as fingers like hairy spider-legs closed on his throat. Other parts of his anatomy grew palsied with pain, in a grip that he had no more chance of breaking than a sheep has of breaking the butchers hold. Noise ceased.

It was at that stage of proceedings that the cell-guard, whose ear had been to the peep-hole, hurried to summon his officer. He ached with ill-will, because his sinews had been twisted when the sons of Ali objected to arrest. He wanted to see them dragged out one by one and beaten. But exactly at the same moment there entered from the street three men in orange-yellow, with the caste-mark of Kali on their foreheads, who approached the desk and made signs to the bewildered officer. The bewilderment was all too obvious.

He was as displeased as a magistrate might be to whom an arrested violator of the law made masonic signals; nevertheless, not nearly so certain what to do, since there was no appeal in this case to his honor and the dictates of conscience. He was bluffed before they said a word to him.

This is a day of reckoning, announced the leader of the three. One of ours is in your keeping. He is part of the price. We demand him.

The Moslem officer hardly hesitated. Saying nothing, but livid under the impress of that fatalistic fear which is the only force blackmail has, he started toward the cells and disappeared through a door into the corridor, followed by the cell-guard. The door slammed, but opened again a minute later. The officer stood there beckoning. The three followed him in, and the door, slammed shut a second time.

Look!

The officer flung the cell-door open and the cell-guard brought his carbine to the charge, showing his teeth for extra argument. The three in yellow, self-controlled, peered in like visitors being shown the sights, their bronze faces showing no more emotion than the image on copper coins; but the police-officer was trembling with anxiety.

I ask you to believe he stammered in Punjabi.

One of the three interrupted him, touching his sleeve, not wasting any words.

The three were interested  neither more nor less. There was possibly as much trace of amusement on their lips as you may see on the granite monument of one of the old Pharaohs  semi-humorous acceptance of the iron rule of destiny, observed without surprise. The officer tried speech again.

Beware, most honorables! They are dangerous!

The same quiet hand on his sleeve requested silence. The three had seen all there was to see, but continued looking; for the processes of thought are said to be accomplished best with all eyes on the object.

In front of the door, as if laid there for inspection, was the body of the individual in orange-yellow who had threatened the sons of Sikunderam. Most of his throat had been torn out by human fingers, and the back of his head lay flat against the shoulder-blades in proof of a broken neck. Both arms were twisted so that the hands were around again to where they should be, backs to the floor. The feet were toe to toe, after describing three quarters of an outward circle, and a leg was obviously broken.

He is very dead! remarked the one voice of Sikunderam, speaking for three minds.

The sons of Ali sat back on the bench, backs to the wall, in an attitude that gave them leverage in case one indivisible impulse should decide them to attack. They could launch themselves from the wall like tigers out of ambush. One hint of reprisals and no cell-door on earth would be able to slam quick enough to keep them in.

But unaccountably there grew an atmosphere of calm, as if Allah, Lord of Kismet, had imposed an armistice. The electric tension eased, as it were, and muscles with it. Someone in yellow smiled, and Sikunderam answered in kind through a gap in a black beard. All three men in yellow strode into the cell, stepping over their co-religionist, and one of them turned to beckon in the officer, who, at their suggestion, sent the cell-guard to the office out of sight and hearing.

Is it lawful to imprison these five, of three languages, three races, three religions, in one cell? was the first question. There was only one answer possible:

No, but

The same quiet finger on the same sleeve banished the explanation. Without a word said it was made clear that the legal, or rather the illegal fact was all-sufficient.

Most honorables, that is how your co-religionist in yellow met his death! piped Diomed, emerging out of a catalepsy. Most worthy followers of Kali, these three savages attacked him without excuse and butchered him brutally. I offer to give evidence!

Miscegenated intuition  perverted, that is  told Diomed that his chance lay in taking sides against the man in uniform. The three he addressed were obviously visitors, not prisoners, and the officers fear of them was plain enough.

This policeman threw us into one cell in the face of protests. He is responsible.

He pointed at the officer, who scowled but the three ignored both of them. Instead, the one who acted spokesman launched a question at the sons of Ali that was half-proposal, half-riddle, and breath-taking regarded either way.

You understand, that if you escape from this cell illegally, you are guilty of that in addition to the charge of murdering this man?

And other charges  other charges, señores ! They burned my hotel! Arson! That is what the judges call it  an indictable offense!

One of the sons of Ali smote Diomed over the mouth again, and nobody objected. There was a little something after all in his thought that fortune hardly favors Goanese. The sons of Ali fell back on the code of Sikunderam, which calls for incredulity at all times, but particularly when a Hindu makes a proposition. They looked what they were exactly  men from out of town. The smiter rubbed his knuckles.

Ye speak riddles, said the spokesman.

You understand, that they who might set you at liberty, ignoring authority, would have the power to overtake and kill? asked the man in yellow.

It began to dawn on Sikunderam that these were overtures for a bargain. All three faces closed down in accordance with the code that decrees a bargain shall be interminable and he who can endure the longest shall have the best of it. But the men in yellow were in haste. One of them drew a long silk handkerchief from hand to hand with a peculiar, suggestive flick.

You understand that for all advantages there is a price? Go free!

But  but said the officer.

The finger on his sleeve commanded silence. He obeyed.

Go free, in the fear of Kali, Wife of Siva, the Destroyer! Go free, until a day of reckoning! When Kali asks the price  observe!

As if one thought functioned in the minds of all three, one of the men in yellow stepped toward the Goanese and taking him by the shoulders jerked him to his feet. The Goanese was too astonished to defend himself.

Have I not offered he began; but the second of the three in yellow pushed him sidewise, so that he reeled backward on his heels toward the third.

There was a motion of the handkerchief, as quick as lightning but less visible, and Diomed fell unpicturesquely  dead  a heap of something in a soiled check shirt and crumpled collar  so dead that not a muscle twitched or sigh escaped him.

For a death there must be a death, said one of the men in yellow.

The teeth of Sikunderam flashed white in a grin of pleased bewilderment.

Hee-hee! He didnt slay your yellow man. We did it! chuckled the spokesman.

The Thug was at no pains to explain his beastly creed. It was better to leave the three less cultivated savages to speculate on what the sacrifice had meant. His point was won. He had impressed them. They had seen the swiftness of the silken death. Undoubtedly they would soon begin to ponder on the fact that Diomed was slain in the presence of an officer of police, and to couple that with another mystery.

Go! Let them go! ordered one of the three, and the officer began to fumble with the lock.

He flung the door open with an air of petulant impotence, and it struck the cell-guard, who had crept back to listen. The door hit his heel as he ran and one of the three in orange-yellow stepped out into the corridor without the least suggestion of surprise. He beckoned him. Not a word was said. The second  not he with the handkerchief  held out a hand to warn the sons of Ali that freedom was postponed. The first man continued beckoning, and the cell-guard kept on coming, carbine at the charge, as if he intended violence. But he stepped into the cell with his eyes fixed in a stony stare, as if he had been hypnotized. It was the second mans turn to beckon; and as the wretched, rash, intruding fool obeyed the unspoken call of nemesis, the third man used the handkerchief. The cell-guard fell in a heap on Diomed. The officer picked up the carbine mechanically and laid it on the bench.

Now go! said the spokesman, motioning the Hillmen out with a gesture worthy of the angel of creation bidding the aeons begin. Kali is all-seeing. Ye cannot hide. Kali is all-hearing. Ye may not tell. Kali is unforgetful. Therefore, when a price is set pay swiftly  even as ye saw this man pay! He laid a finger on the officers sleeve, who trembled violently. For if not, ye will pay as these did! He signified the corpses with a gesture. Go!

So the three went, wondering, not troubled as to what the official explanation would be, of three murders in a cell and three lost prisoners. The newspapers next day might call that mystery. To them another mystery was paramount, and all-absorbing:

Who were the men who had released them? Where had they learned that skill with a handkerchief? Why had they slain Diomed? And why had they three been released? Moreover, what would the price be that was mentioned, and would they  three Moslems  be justified in paying it, suppose they could, to the priests, of a Hindu goddess? How much would they dare tell to Ali, their ferocious sire, considering the silence that was laid on them? And if they should tell Ali, and he should tell Jimgrim, for instance, and Jimgrim should consult the others, would the priests of Kali visit vengeance on themselves as the fountainheads of disobedience?

There was more to it besides:

If Kali was all-seeing, as the Three had warned them, did that simply mean that they were being followed?

He in the middle faced about suddenly and walked backwards with his arms in his brothers; but he could see no Hindus in pursuit. They tried a score of tricks that Hillmen use when the stones are lifted in the valleys and the shooting-one-another-season has begun  tricks that the hunted leopard tries, to assure himself that he has left the hunter guessing wild. But though they hid, and strode forth suddenly from doorways, so that passersby jumped like shying horses in fear of highway robbery, they detected no pursuit.

The man in yellow lied to us, said one of them at last. They let us go, and that is all about it.

But why?

They were afraid.

But of what? They could have killed us easily.

Nay! None slays me with a handkerchief! By the Bones of Allahs Prophet

They could have slain the cell-guard in the passage, and could then have shot us with his carbine through the hole in the iron door. They were not afraid of us!

Nevertheless, we three are afraid of them! announced the brother who had spoken first. The other two did not dispute the fact. I say  if we are wise  we will  hold our peace  a little while  and wait  and see  and consider  and if perhaps  there should seem to be a need  and an advantage  then later we might tell. What say you?

Allah! Who put wisdom into thy mouth?

It is wisdom! Let us consider it!

They agreed to use their own term, to leave the proposition belly- upward for a while.


CHAPTER IX. Silence is silent.

CYPRIAN was not in a quandary. He would have known what to do, but his eighty-year-old lungs were too full of a sickly-tasting gas for him to function physically. That which is born of the spirit is spirit, but the brain must wait on material processes. He was just then in Jeremys keeping  held in the Australians arms  being thought for by Jeremy.

And as the stars in their courses once warred against Sisera, circumstances and his reputation combined to trick Cyprian. Never would it have entered Jeremys head that dignity, discipline, responsibility to some one higher tip were necessary ingredients of Cyprians code. Having saved the padres life the only other thing that Jeremy considered was the game.

Then there were the neighbors. Right and left were locked godowns stored with merchandise. Opposite, behind shade trees and a wall were Goanese, who would not have thought it moral, expedient, polite or safe to interfere in the padres doings uninvited, even supposing they had seen what was going on. And the heat prevented their seeing anything, for May was merging into June and none who could afford to stay indoors dreamed of venturing forth.

The remainder of the streets inhabitants were Moslems with a sprinkling of Hindus at the lower end; and every one of those knew Cyprian by reputation as a student, and perhaps a practitioner of black magic  a man to be feared, if not respected; moreover, a man with influence. Nine out of any ten of them would have looked the other way if Cyprians house were burning down. The tenth in nearly every instance would have run as far away as legs or a bicycle could take him.

The constable, whose duty it was to patrol that street, having quitted himself well with one arrest that morning, retired to a basement cellar to brag of his doings and gamble on fighting quails.

On top of all that there undoubtedly had been some deliberate clearing of the street by influences never named but referred to, when spoken of at all, as they. The street was as peculiarly empty as it sometimes is when a royal personage is due for assassination.

The obvious course for a man in Cyprians position, with three would-be assassins in his cellar and his whole house full of anesthetic, was to report at once to the authorities, leaving subsequent developments to take their course. But Cyprian was in no condition to give orders; and none of the others, King included, cared to invoke official skepticism. No man, who confesses to himself that he is searching for a heap of gold as heavy as the Pyramid, and for the books that explain how the heap was accumulated, is exactly unselfconscious when official investigation looms among the possibilities.

There was furthermore Narayan Singh, unconscious  in itself an almost incredible circumstance; for that doughty Sikh is a drinker of notorious attainment and less likely than any of them to succumb to fumes. He had keeled over like a gassed canary. King and Grim were giving him first aid, considering his recovery of vastly more importance than any debatable obligation to call in the police. They knew the police for mere bunglers at best and sheer obstructionists as far as true inquiry was concerned. They knelt on the sidewalk one each side of the Sikh, who breathed like a cow with its throat cut; and Jeremy, holding Cyprian like a baby in his arms, came and watched.

If you can make him vomit, hes yours! he advised. Get something functioning  no matter what. One natural process encourages the next. Knead him in the solar plexus.

King and Grim, having tried all other methods, experimented with Jeremys.

Damn it! Theres an antidote if only we could lay our hands on it, said King. Ive heard about this stuff  saw its effects before. Its a capsule as big as a rupee. They puncture it under a handkerchief. The minute the air gets to it the contents turn to gas. Beastly stuff burns the skin as it emerges, but changes again as it spreads and becomes anesthetic. The thieves who use the stuff carry the antidote with them. Its all in one of Cyprians books.

If pop ud wake, suggested Jeremy. But Cyprian only sighed.

Where are the three Hindus? Grim demanded.

In the cellar. Ali pitched em in there  first-class job. Chullunder Ghose is sitting on the hatch to keep em out of further mischief, Jeremy announced.

Ramsden  wheres Rammy? Grim demanded.

Here.

Jeff, with a cloth about his face well drenched in water, had been exploring the floor of the sitting-room on hands and knees for evidence that would explain the enemys method. He emerged through the front door, panting.

Gas is disappearing, he gasped.

Rammy! Narayan Singh is going West! Get a move on! Get those three Hindus. Make em produce their antidote! Stop at nothing! That was Grim with the mask off  dealer in fundamentals.

So the purple patch that was the shadow of Jeff Ramsden ceased from existence on the white wall  simply ceased. He can be swift when occasion calls for it. Within, where more or less silence had been, was a great noise, as Jeffs weight landed on the trap and that of Chullunder Ghose, capsized, complaining.

Off the trap! Lively!

Ali of Sikunderam and his sons had been lying belly-downward listening in vain for noises from below. Imagination yearned for cries of pain and half-invented them. But the door was too thick, and sat too tightly in its bed for even their fond wish to get itself believed.

By Allah I swear I broke the legs of all three! boasted Ali, face to the wood.

But he said no more, for Ramsden seized him by arm and leg and threw him clear, the sons scampering away on hands and knees before the like indignity could happen to themselves. Then Ramsden got his fingers into the only crevice, strained, grunted, strove and gave it up. The door and frame were jammed hermetically.

Crowbar!

Ali Sikunderam  to employ their estimate  scattered in search of cold iron, while Jeff continued torturing his fingers vainly. One of the sons came in from the street on a run with loot from a Moslem godown. Blood on his forearm told the story  view of a crowbar through a window  action  acquisition.

Good! said Ramsden, and the woodwork began splintering forthwith  old teak, as dry and hard as temple timber, ripping apart with a cry as if it lived, and desired to live.

Get a rope  or a ladder! Ramsden grunted.

Out on the sidewalk, under Jeremys running fire of comment and advice, Narayan Singh had vomited and was showing other signs of resuming the burden of life, as Jeremy had prophesied. Cyprian, on the contrary, had fallen into the easy sleep that overtakes old folk and infants, so that Jeremy, sniffing to make sure the gas was all gone, carried him inside presently and up the narrow stone stairs to the first-floor bedroom  clean, simple, severe as a monastery, yet comfortable, since only the needless things were missing.

The head of the bed was backed against an iron door that was papered over, white like the rest of the walls, with an overlapping fringe to hide the tell-tale crack.

The legs of the bed were set tight against wooden blocks screwed down to the floor, with the obvious purpose of re-enforcing the lock that was low enough down on the door to be hidden by the bed-frame. Jeremy noticed how tightly the casters were jammed against the blocks, as if they had been subjected to tremendous pressure, and it was that, as he laid Cyprian down, that caused him to scrutinize the door more curiously.

He is sure of his senses, having trained them. Too used to deceiving others eyes he disciplines his own. He could have sworn that the door moved  inward  by a fraction of an inch; that is to say toward the wall and away from the head of the bed. He tested it, after making sure again that Cyprian was sleeping, and discovered he could get the fingers of one hand in between the bedpost and the door. And there was a long mark on the wide paper covering the iron door, in proof that it had recently pressed outward against the bed.

So either the lock was unlocked, or it did not function, or else it had been locked again since he entered the room.

Curiosity eats Jeremy like acid. He must know or be miserable. Mystery merely whets appetite. With an, other glance to make sure Cyprian was sleeping, he cautiously pulled the bed clear of the wooden blocks and rolled it a yard along the floor. Then he stooped to examine the keyhole. There was no key in it, and there had not been, for it was still stuffed with soap, and a piece of white paper rubbed on to the soap was in place  Cyprians modest effort at constructive camouflage. On the floor lay an irregularly oblong sliver of white stone  two inches by an inch. The door had been forced from the inside, recently.

Jeremy tore back the paper from door and wall in two considerable strips. The tongue of the old-fashioned lock projected not more than an inch into unprotected stonework and was merely resting now in a neat groove that the fallen sliver fitted. Nothing  on Jeremys side, that is  prevented the door from swinging open. He tested it with his fingers. It refused to yield.

And he could swear he had seen it move when he first laid Cyprian on the bed.

He glanced at Cyprian, half-inclined to wake him  glanced at the iron door again and speculated.

Probably the old boy keeps his books in there. Shock might kill, if he wakes and learns thieves are in the coop. Sleep on, Melchizedek!

Knowing the danger to himself of using firearms, in a country in more or less perennial rebellion, where the carrying of modern weapons is forbidden except for sport, Jeremy looked about him for an implement less compromising to himself. In a corner, behind a cretonne curtain under which the padres garments hung, he found an Irish blackthorn walking stick  a souvenir of Ballyshannon days, where Cyprian once did temporary duty. The stick was as strong as a professional shillalah with twice the length  a deadlier weapon than gun or sword in given circumstances.

Down-stairs Ramsden broke up the trap-door section by section  layer by layer. It was so thick and so well carpentered that nothing less than absolute destruction laid the hinges bare. By the time it was possible to reach the bolt, that swung in place across the whole width of the trap and bit into twelve-inch beams, there was no more sense in fooling with it, for the door was totally destroyed. Jeff used the bolt for a purchase for his rope, the sons of Ali having failed to find a ladder, and went down band over hand into the dark.

Not even the eyes of Sikunderam could see more than an unexpected red light, and trash heaped in a mess below; but there seemed to be less of the trash than when Ali had flung the three into the pit. Where a pile of boxes had been, that should have lessened Jeffs descent, there was nothing to meet his exploring feet and he had to drop the last yard, for the rope was short.

The next they all knew was a roar like a bulls as Jeff joined battle with an unseen foe; and that was followed by an increase of the crimson glow and the indrawn roar of a furnace. It was like a glimpse into the bowels of a great ship, or into Tophet.

Come on! Help, you fellows! was all the explanation Jeff had time for  English at that  a sure enough sign he was excited.

King left Narayan Singh in Grims hands  came on the run  and swung down the rope like a sailor. And Chullunder Ghose was next, so curious as he explained it afterward, resembling a seaman less than any other being in the world, first jammed in the broken trap like a cork in the neck of a bottle  breaking the hold of the wood-work by sheer weight and strength  then suddenly descending with the rope like red hot wire between his hands, to fall the last yard and be met  as it seemed to him  by an ascending floor constructed of upturned splinters.

And down on Chullunder Ghose in that unfortunate predicament there dropped Sikunderam in swift succession, sire and sons, grateful for the cushion  but to Allah, not the babu  and stepping off without pausing to pass compliments.

At the cellars farther end there was a door down, and the whole of Cyprians arrangements for the eventual holocaust of black books were plain to see in the light of a galloping fire. The holocaust was prematurely born. The three had set the match that was to have been Cyprians torch on his last pilgrimage. The books, stacked hundreds in a pile inside an ancient pottery kiln, were all alight and the glue in the backs of some of the more modern ones was priming for the rest.

Cyprian had stacked ample fuel under them in readiness, but to that the three had added trash. There was no fire-door to be shut to exclude a draft; the furnace-jaws gaped wide. The chimney at the junction of Cyprians house and the godown was serving its ancient purpose, and the trap-door that Ramsden broke was letting enough draft to feed the ravening fires of Eblis. Out on the sidewalk Grim saw the shadow of sulphur-and-black smoke belching from the summit of the old quiescent kiln; Narayan Singh was left to do his own recovering, and Grim, guided by instinct, took the stairs four at a stride instead of plunging like an ifrit into Ramsdens broken hole.

He was just in time to see Jeremy swing the blackthorn down two-handed on the back of a head that emerged for reconnoitering purposes through the cautiously opened iron door. The blow would have cut the head clean off if the weapon had only been an ax. A man in yellow fell face-forward and his shoulders prevented the door from shutting, although someone tried to pull him back in by the feet. Simultaneously Grim and Jeremy seized the iron door and wrenched it wide open, and a stab like a fork of lightning missed Grim by the thickness of a moonbeam  missed and was not quick enough, for Jeremy brought the blackthorn down on a long knife with a serpent handle, disarming a yellow, invisible someone, who dropped whatever else he held and retreated into deeper gloom.

Cyprian slept on, moving his lips and old fingers as if dreaming. Jeremy, all-trusting in his own luck, signaled, passed the blackthorn into Grims hand and reached for matches. Grim agreed with him. With their feet they shoved the victim of Jeremys weapon back whence he had come and stepped through over him, closing the iron door at their backs. Then Jeremy struck a match  in time  exactly in the middle of the nick of shaven time. The blackthorn came in use again  crack on a wrist that thrust upward with another such knife as the first man had tried to sting with. The blow broke the wrist. Someone smothered an exclamation.

Curse these matches! exclaimed Jeremy, and struck another.

On the floor of a closet about ten by ten lay two of the Three. The man whom Jeremy had first struck was dead undoubtedly. The others leg was broken  Alis work  and now the wrist was added to his inconveniences. He was writhing in pain, though making no noise, and all mixed up with the dead man. Evidently two of them had been carrying the fellow with the broken leg, and the third had run back through a door that faced the iron one  a rat in a stopped run, panicking this and that way.

Jeremy struck another match and Grim tried the inside door. As he laid his hand on it the fugitive, finding retreat cut off below, came charging back and Grim recoiled against the wall, guarding with the blackthorn like a single stick. The man in yellow lunged at him with a knife such as the other two had used, but as he lurched forward with his weight behind the thrust the point of another knife knocked his upper front-teeth out and cut through his upper lip, emerging an inch or two, then turning crimson in the flow of blood. Through the opened inner door came red light glowing and diminishing  glowing and diminishing  silhouetting Ali of Sikunderam.

It is all in the trick of the thrust, sahibs , announced Ali, stooping over the victim to withdraw his beloved weapon. See  the neck is broken  thus  the point of the knife goes in between two vertebrae, and Allah does the rest!

Whats that fire below there? Grim demanded.

The old kiln. Rammy sahib

Whats burning?

All the priests books, praise Allah!

Grims face looked ghastly in the waning red light. In that moment he saw all his hopes go up in smoke and flame.

Therell be a blaze through the top of the chimney by now thatll bring the whole fire brigade! he announced with resignation.

Not a bit. Trust Ramsden, said another voice.

Athelstan King came up like a stoker from a ships inferno, more than a little singed and sucking burned finger-ends.

Ramsden found an old sheet of corrugated iron underneath the litter and bent it to fit the fire-door. The drafts in control. It was hot work.

And the books? Grim asked him.

Napoo! No more books! Wheres the padre?

Fast asleep.

When he learns this itll kill him, said King with conviction, unconsciously confirming Jeremys first guess.

Ramsden came up the narrow stairway and demanded light. The glow behind him was so low that his bulk in the door obscured it altogether. Grim cautioned him and opened the door into Cyprians room. The light fell on Ramsdens singed beard and his clothes all charred in patches.

All red ash now, he whispered. No more smoke. Jeremy tiptoed into the bedroom and stood looking down at Cyprian. Presently he felt his pulse.

Fever! he whispered. Hes unconscious.

Ramsdell gathered tip the man with the broken wrist and leg and laid him on the floor in Cyprians room. They all trooped in, followed by Ali and his sons, Chullunder Ghose last. The babu was the only one who showed any symptoms of contentment, although he, too, was singed, and burned about the hands.

Expensive consideration for man with family on microscopic stipend! he remarked, removing a burned silk turban and readjusting it. What shall do next?

None answered. None knew exactly what to do. One of Alis sons  the youngest  succumbed to the weak mans impulse to invoke the Blessing of the Platitudes.

Silence is golden, he announced sententiously.

Oh excellent advice! O god out of a Greecian box! O oracle! Chullunder Ghose exclaimed. All the wisdom of all those wicked books is incarnated into this fool! Silence is not only golden, it is silent! Silence is as silence does! Verb very sap! O sahibs , let us muzzle all these men! Shut up this shop until darkness intervenes, then beat it, in jargon of Jimgrim sahib  same expressive  very! Beat all concerned, this prisoner included unless the gives us every information, plus!

Plus what? asked Ramsden.

Plus obedience  not like these sons of Himalayan mothers, whose only virtue is that they economize by sleeping mostly in the jail!

Ali was over by the window, looking out into the street.

My sons are here, he announced grandiloquently, trying to hide a grin.

Where? Outside? Call them in! King snapped. We dont want more publicity.

Ali threw the window open and beckoned. The sons came lumbering up-stairs like half-trained animals.

Tell the sahibs : how did you leave the jail? demanded Ali. Maybe intuition warned him that they had a splendid lie all cooked and ready to serve.

We fought our way out! See  we left our knives in the guts of the police! Each of us slew three men!

Allah! My boys! My sons! exclaimed Ali.

The others all looked down at Cyprian. Jeremy took a towel and put water on the old mans parched lips. None  not even Ali  as much as half-believed the story of the fight with the police, but all knew it was based on lawlessness of some sort that would not add to Cyprians peace of mind when he should recover consciousness.

If he pulls through this, the worry and disappointment will kill him anyhow, said Ramsden, rather ignoring the circumstance that for upward of eighty years Cyprian had been training himself to withstand the slings of fortune.

We might give the old boy a chance, suggested Jeremy. And in his eye there gleamed antipodean mischief.

Ali was still at the window.

Lo, a constabeel! he announced. He observes smoke issuing from the chimney without a tikut.[*] Lo, he speaks with Narayan Singh, who lies to him. A child can tell you when a Sikh lies. Lo, he writes a reeport in his parketbuk.[* *] There will be a summons before municipal magistrates. I know the custom.

Narayan Singh, a little weak yet as to equilibrium, came up-stairs and thrust his head cautiously through the bedroom doorway.

There will be a summons for smoke-nuisance against a Hindu, name of Murgamdass, he announced with a grin.

Grim caught all eyes, glancing from face to face, as a captain measures up his team in an emergency.

Did the policeman appear suspicious? he asked quietly.

Very! Narayan Singh answered. He suspected a Hindu of seeking to avoid payment of fee for necessary permit to use furnace within municipality. I confirmed his plausible suspicion, hoping

Anything else? Grim asked him.

No, sahib . Nothing else.

You fellows game?

Grim caught all eyes again. If they were not game, none are. There were all the brands and all the elements of that geist that is all-conquering because it simply cannot understand defeat.

Two courses, Grim announced. We can call in the police, and quit.

Chullunder Ghose sighed like a grampus coming up for air.

Or we can carry on and face the consequences. Vote please. Those in favor

Chullunder Ghose raised both hands; all the others one.

Ayes have it. Very well. Then after dark well take these two dead yellow-boys and plant them where their friends put da Gama. Meanwhile, take Cyprian somewhere and get a good doctor for him. Dont say who he is. Ali, you and your sons guard the prisoner while we find a good place to hide him in.


CHAPTER X. Cant hatch a chicken from a glass egg.

THAT night there stood in front of Cyprians an ox-cart, tented and painted to resemble the equipage of old-fashioned country gentrys womenfolk. Chullunder Ghose had conjured the thing from somewhere, magnificent Guzerati bullocks included, selecting the form of conveyance least likely to be interfered with by police.

But to make assurance on that ground doubly sure there was Narayan Singh as driver, naked of leg and otherwise garbed as a Hindu, reenforced by Ramsden and two of Alis sons, the latter shaven, and so angry at having to adopt Hindu disguise that it would have called for a whole squad of constabeels to arrest them.

Directed by Ramsden the corpses of the two followers of Kali were laboriously trundled by the oxen as far as possible in the direction of the scene of da Gamas death, and thence carried by Alis protesting sons, who dumped them naked into the débris where the Portuguese had lain, and rolled the same broken pillar over both of them that once had helped to hide da Gamas remains.

Judged as corpses they would have looked more edifying in the orange- yellow smocks they wore in life, but smocks, dyed just that color, are not purchasable in the open market. Thrift is thrift  the careful use of opportunity.

In another part of Delhi a more dangerous negotiation was proceeding, rendered no easier by the almost unconquerable yearning to fall asleep that was the natural consequence of two nights wakefulness in Punjab heat.

It was Jeremys proposal. Grim had seconded. King demurred. Chullunder Ghose had so squealed and chuckled with approval, vowing the whole proposal a stroke of genius better than the gods could think of, that King gave in.

They drove the still unconscious Cyprian, wrapped in a blanket, to Gauris house and lodged him there  a member of an order of strict celibates, in the house of a lady of Rahabs trade!

Whats the odds? He doesnt know it, argued Jeremy.

The lady was over ears and eyes in delicious responsibility  intrigued until her fat ribs shook with giggling  unaware of the patients identity, for they had put him into a nightshirt, but as sure as that the stars were shining, that life  her life as she loved it  was being lived.

If you hold your tongue you shall have for yourself one full share, equal to that of each of us, in whatever we discover, Grim explained to her.

But let one hint drop, and you eat my knife! said Ali. And Gauri believed both of them.

In all lands where the laws are written for the benefit of privilege there are smugglers  not only of contraband jewels and rum, but of contraband knowledge and skill. There are men, who belong to no certified profession, who can do as well for you in the way of experience, and at half the price, as any blockade runner can in the matter of lace or tobacco. No license confers skill, any more than payment of the duty improves art. Many a doctor, barricaded from or pitched out neck and crop from his profession knows more than the exclusive orthodox. But he has to follow Aesculapius and Galen in peril of imprisonment and fine. That is the point. He must not talk.

None knew, and none cared, why Doctor Cornelius MacBarron might not any longer use the title legally that his patients conferred on him gratefully, whether the law approved or not. For one thing he was an Eurasian  fifty-fifty  Caledonian Light Infantry on one side, and a dark mama  no sinecure to go through life with. So he might not choose. What people said to or concerning him he had to tolerate, extracting now and then advertisement, more profitable than solacing, from the scandalous  even if merited  slanders of the regular professionals.

It was bruited abroad in Delhi  behind the drugstore counters, and in mess-rooms, and elsewhere  that at absurdly reasonable prices Cornelius MacBarron would cure anything  and whats more, hold his peace. He was said to have quite a wide following, and to know more secrets than a banker.

Whatever he knew, and whomever he recognized, he said nothing when brought in a cab in broad daylight to the Gauris scandalous abode. With the long, lantern jaws and raw bones of a Scotsman, sad brown eyes, an unenthusiastic presence and a sallow skin, he did not seem to invite conversation or curiosity. Rather he repelled both.

Theres your man, said Jeremy, showing him Cyprian in Gauris scented bed. Cure him if you can.

MacBarron did not ask, Who is he? but Is he hurt?

No. Sick. Old. Thats all, answered Jeremy.

My fee will be fifty rupees  per visit, MacBarron announced, as if saying his prayers.

Jeremy produced the money. MacBarron folded it, and spoke again  

Leave me alone with him, please.

Whereat Jeremy demurred, but was overruled by the others, who conceded, under the inspiration of Chullunder Ghose, that it was reasonable. A man without the right to practise has excuse for dispensing with witnesses.

MacBarron emerged from the bedroom about fifteen minutes later and announced, like a verger opening pews, that in his opinion the patient would recover.

He must lie still. Here is a prescription. Let him drink it as often as he will. You may pay me now for a second visit; that is wiser.

So they paid him, and he was on his way to the waiting cab when King detained him.

Not so swiftly! Weve another job. Do you mind walking?

MacBarron minded nothing if he was paid. King led him through narrow streets to a place where three alleys came together on the right-hand side and a high wall on the left with a narrow door in it concealed the lower story of a minaret, whose mosque had long since succumbed to the ravages of time.

The door opened when King struck three blows on it, and Alis dark face appeared in a challenging scrutiny.

He groans much, but says nothing at all, Ali announced abruptly, and turned his back to lead them in.

The minaret was Alis good provision. Wakf , the system of Moslem endowments for charitable purposes, is as liable to abuse as any other human scheme for standing off the evil day. Alis blood-brother, having lent his sword in a blood-feud to which a wealthy merchant in the Chandni Chowk was party, was now in receipt of a comfortable income and the job of muezzin to a minaret without a mosque. In theory he was supposed to cry the summons to prayer at the appointed times, but in practise he was neither seen nor heard, lest busybodies should inquire into the source of his revenue.

Naturally, no man with a sinecure like that would be willing to share it for nothing. He demanded hotel prices, and was indignant when Ali withheld ten per cent. as his own commission. But the virtue of him was that he was just as much bent on secrecy as anyone, and the watch he kept in consequence was priceless. Even after Ali had admitted King and MacBarron within the wall Alis brother examined them and grumbled at having to entertain half Delhi.

Is this a Salleevayshun-armee-khana ? he demanded.

King led MacBarron by the winding inner stair to a room at the top of the minaret, where the muezzin was supposed to sleep, and whence the now decrepit gallery was reached by a narrow door in the masonry. The door was closed, and such light as was available came through a six-inch slit in the wall, for Alis brother would permit no artificial light for fear of attracting attention.

On a truck bed in the darkest part of the round room lay the sole survivor of the three who had burned Cyprians books. The whites of his eyes gleamed in darkness, but the rest of him was nearly invisible, for they had taken his yellow robe away, and his coppery, dry skin was of a shade that nearly matched the gloom. It was too hot to endure blankets.

MacBarron glanced at him, and then at King without visible emotion.

My fee will be a thousand rupees, he announced.

Check do?

Cash.

King was obliged to return and obtain the money from Grim. That took time, because Grim had to send a messenger to cash his check. When King reached the minaret again the prisoners leg was already in plaster of Paris brought by Ali from a Goanese apothecarys, and the wrist was being manipulated in spite of the Hindus protests. They had tied him to the bed; there was no other way of controlling him. The only thing he had not done to make trouble for them was to cry aloud.

That arm must come off, announced MacBarron five minutes after Kings return. The reason is this

He went into details, deeply technical, displaying the same fearlessness in diagnosis that an engineer does when ordering parts of a locomotive scrapped. His objection to witnesses had vanished, for it was obvious that none of this secretive batch of clients would dare to expose him; and he had sufficient sense for situations not to ask the prisoners permission. The whole conversation was in English until he bent over the bed at last and, looking straight into the victims eyes, said curtly in Punjabi  

Your arm must come off at the elbow.

That produced speech at last  coppery, resonant argument all mixed with threats intended to convey one point of principle: Anything  anything went; they might burn him living; he would not resist. But he would enter whole into the next world, with his right wrist fit for Kalis service! If they sought to take his arm off he would work a vengeance on them! If they did not believe that, let them take the first step!

Hocus-pocus! said MacBarron, not particularly sotto voce .

Is the leg all right? King asked him.

It is set. It will heal. He will limp.

Good enough. Please come again this evening, said King.

To cut the arm off? Very well. That is two visits in twenty-four hours. Two hundred rupees extra. In advance.

King paid him, and he went.

By Allah, we of Sikunderam, who think we will plunder India when the British go, must first take lessons from that man! remarked Ali.

Go below and keep watch! ordered King, and in a minute he and the prisoner were alone together, looking in each others eyes.

Want to lose your arm?

The man grinned in agony. The grin was half-grimace, but there was defiance and even amusement there.

The arm that knows the trick of the handkerchief  the killing arm?

King put as much cruelty and mockery as he could summon into his voice.

But the trouble was that King knew well how far in the worst extremity he would be willing to go. And what was strength of character, too manly to take full advantage of helplessness even for any reward, the other could read but could not understand. He misinterpreted it as weakness  fear. Whereas about the only fear King has (and that unspoken  secret  sacred in his inner-being) is that he may not in some crisis quit himself as if all the decent fellows in the world were looking on.

Will you amputate? asked the Hindu, pointing to the injured wrist with his other hand and grinning again. He had feared MacBarron. He was no more afraid of King than a priest is of policemen. The worst of it was King knew well that, whatever power this fellow might have of summoning assistance without the use of obvious means, he would not use it except in dire necessity.

There is no rule more strict than that, probably because the penalty for breach of it is unimaginably awful. Radio is a joke, a mere clumsy subterfuge, compared to the gift some Indians have of communicating with one another across great distances. Every man who has the least acquaintance with the East knows that. But they dont give up their secret even in extremity, or use it without unquestionable reason.

It was possible that he might tell secrets under the torture and fear of amputation. But King was not morally capable of doing that. Instead he tried bribery  a bargain he would have said.

Keep your arm and join us. You may have one full share in any discovery we make.

The man laughed genuinely  just as copper-voiced as he was copper-skinned. It was as if some devil in an unseen world had reached over and struck a gong in this one  three rising notes and then the overtones, all mockery.

King laughed too, on a descending scale. He appreciated  what few from the Western Hemisphere can realize  that money, a material reward, or any of the compensations that the West deems valuable have no weight whatever in the calculations of the thinking East. The politicians and a few of the bunnia class have swapped old lamps for new, but at the very mention of western money or wisdom the old East laughs. She can afford to.

All right, King said. Where are we then? He turned his face away deliberately, as if discouraged. If I cant overcome you, what do you propose to do with me?

He gave the man time to consider that, then met his eyes again  objective-thinking Anglo-Saxon challenging the East that thinks subjectively or not at all. Neither could pierce the others veil.

You are no use, said the Hindu, letting his head fall back on the folded blanket that served for pillow. His eyes were alight with fever.

In spite of the intolerable heat King made sure that the door leading out to the gallery was locked, for whoever dares set limits to the capacity of esoteric India is likely to find himself surprised. Then he left him, giving orders below to keep on the qui vive and not to give the prisoner water or information. He would let the man torture himself a while and lift his veil in his own way.

And presently at Gauris house, superintended and giggled over by Gauri and her maid, King, Grim and Jeremy put on the three orange-yellow smocks that had been the garb of the enemy, coppering their skins with some compound of vegetable greases that Gauri procured for them, and changing every expression of their faces until Gauri and the rest pronounced them perfect strangers. Then Grim and Jeremy submitted to Kings drill, which was exasperating in insistence on minutest details, Gauri prompting him.

Do you think you could manipulate a handkerchief the way you saw it done? King asked, tossing one of Gauris long silk scarfs to Jeremy.

He imitated perfectly the swift, apparently effortless pass from hand to hand. There is nothing that Jeremy cant imitate. Nothing was lacking except the will to kill by strangling the victim, and the secret of how it is done.

Cant hatch a chicken from a glass egg, he said apologetically. Im safe until I thug somebody.

King was insatiable  drilling, drilling, making them repeat all manner of proposed behavior in emergency, until they struck at last from very weariness, and Gauri brought cooling drinks and comfort in the shape of flattery.

Perfect! she told them.

Nevertheless, this deferential babu, like wholesale tiger smelling traps invariably, would better accompany this expedition, said Chullunder Ghose. Obesity is only disadvantage  curiosity impelling  adipose impeding  striking happy medium at all times

You be still! commanded King.

Certainly, sahib ! I desist! Am silent! Sublime satisfaction in service of noblemen makes obedient babu dumb! Your humble servant. Mums the word, like Yankee skirmisher in No Mans Land! Nevertheless

He paused, looking up under lowered eyelids like a meek, ridiculous, fat schoolgirl.

Grim recognized the reference to a Yankee skirmisher as an appeal to himself. Spill it! he ordered. Be quick.

Silence being self-imposed on all three sahibs , somebody should come along to scintillate with clever verbiage. Self being otherwise unoccupied

Whatever you said would give the game away, Grim interrupted severely.

Even secret hymn to goddess Kali?

He intoned it, throwing out his chest and making a pigs snout of his fat lips around the lower bass notes, that rumble and roll like the voice of the underworld glorifying in destruction, making of cruelty, death and disease sweet satisfaction for the dreadful bride of Siva. Few ever heard that hymn who were not initiates of Kalis dreadful cult, or  

Were you ever held for the sacrifice? King asked him suddenly.

Sahib , I am superstitious! Reference to secret details of risky past might cause repetition of same, which decency forbid! Am dumb!

He would not tell how he had learned that hymn. He knew the value of it, and of silence. He was indispensable.

No extra charge! he announced with pursed lips.

One break and youre fired! said Grim.

One break and we are all dead! he retorted. Awful! Yet  at my age  nevertheless  how many last chances I have had! Cat-o-nine tails is rank outsider compared to most of us! Whoever boasted of dying daily had me in mind. Verb. sap .

They waited until long after dark, when Ramsden reported the safe disposal of two corpses, and was detailed to take care of Cyprian.

Tell him hes in the house of an Indian gentleman, whose wife cant very well interview him in her husbands absence, Grim advised. Say his own place was full of gas, so we had to lock it up. If he asks any more questions, tell him the doctor says he must sleep.

Narayan Singh was told off to await the doctor. Then the three, Chullunder Ghose following, set forth on what was actually a forlorn hope.

Pray, you men! said King, half-laughing. If we cant get an inside track to the Nine through this man, we may as well admit defeat. Hes dry  full of fever  in pain  half-conscious. We can fool him now or never.

They could almost fool themselves. Their shadows on the street wall so resembled the parts they played that they had the sensation of being followed by assassins, the heavy footsteps of Chullunder assisting the suggestion.

They totally fooled Ali of Sikunderam and his suspicious brother. Ali thrust his long knife through the partly opened door in the wall and threatened to disembowel the lot of them unless they made themselves scarce.

By Allah, shall a Hindu set foot on the sacred threshold of a mosque? he demanded, as the rightful keeper of the place shifted a lantern this way and that behind him to expose the intruders better.

The voice of Chullunder Ghose was revelation  impiously making use of holy writ from the shadows in the rear:

And they came unto their own, but their own received them not. Even in A. D. seventy they knew the nature of Sikunderam! Give sop to Cerberus, sahibs ! Price of admission is payable in Beehive brandy!

I knew it all along! said Ali with a curt laugh.

Aye, any fool would know it; his brother agreed.

Open the door then, fools!

Chullunder Ghose waddled in first, pushing aside the two custodians, bowing in his three employers, retiring again behind them to hold up both hands like the leader of an orchestra directing pianissimo . Thereafter not a word was said.

In creaking, bat-winged darkness they four mounted the minaret stairs, pausing each half-dozen steps to listen for sounds from above. Chullunder Ghose, holding a flask of water destined for the prisoners use when he should acquire the right to it by bargain, stopped on the rickety floor below the upper room and sat, cross-legged, with his face toward the opening through which the other three must pass  a square hole at the stair-head. Low sounds  human speech assuredly  emerged through it, using some other than the ordinary language of the streets.

The words ceased as King in the lead reached midway up the last flight of stairs. A face appeared in the opening  coppery even in that dim gloom  a new face, not the prisoners. King, never hesitating, took the next step and the others followed. A word would have betrayed them. But even the babu  he particularly  rose to the heights of instant self- command.

A stanza of the hymn to Kali rose from the babus throat like a burst of faraway organ music, and the face in the opening withdrew. King went on up. He had not hesitated. He was not lost.

Keeping step, not harrying, not looking to the right or left but purposely moving like men in a dream, the other two followed him through and sat down along-side him in the attitude the three book-burners had taken on Cyprians yak-hair carpet, Jeremy at one end.

The owner of the unexpected face thrust his hand against the door that led to the gallery, letting in sufficient star-light to reveal the orange-yellow of his long smock. Then he sat down facing them, with his back to the wall by the head of the bed.

He said something, using a language that is dead  extinct  that never did exist according to some authorities. Instead of attempting to answer, all three bowed low from the waist with their hands palms-outward, like temple images come to life. And again Chullunder Ghoses gorgeous barytone burst forth in praise of death.

There is this about ancient mysteries. Nine-tenths of them, if not more, are forgotten and the words a generation passes to the next one mouth to ear and the word at low breath  if not a substitute are no more than a fragment of lost knowledge. He who had spoken in perhaps the mother-tongue of lost Atlantis was content to carry on in Punjabi.

Ye heard his call, too? Brothers, ye were awake! I came up the outside and broke the lock with a chisel. Ye were cleverer! Ye did not slay, for I hear the voices of the guards down-stairs. Ye did well. Are there orders? Ye are not of my Nine, for ye make no answer to the signal.

Speech was impossible. Their one chance was to pretend to a vow of silence, such as fakirs often take. Instead of speaking Jeremy flicked the handkerchief from one hand to the other with the diabolical, suggestive swiftness of a past-practitioner of Thugee.

The man by the head of the bed betrayed astonishment  maybe disgust.

By whose order should he die? he demanded. I have tested him according to rule. He has not betrayed. His failure is not complete. He  they  two of them are dead  burned all the books because they could take none. This one sent the Silent Call to give us information. He deserves life.

He paused for an answer. And the first sign having succeeded, Jeremy repeated it  as an executioner whose patience was exhaustible.

Promptly, as if they had rehearsed that very combination, Chullunder Ghose sang of the death that is Kalis life, and his voice boomed through the opening in praise of pain that is Kalis ease  and of want that is her affluence.

That tide in the affairs of men that Shakespeare sang was surely at flood that night! It brimmed the dyke. He by the head of the bed was aware of it, restlessly.

The Nines are no longer interlocked as formerly, he grumbled. One Nine has an order that another counteracts. There is confusion. There is too much slaying to hide clumsiness. Our plan was patterned on the true plan of the Nine Unknown, but we are a bad smell compared to their breath of roses! They know, and are Unknown. We do not know, and too many know of us.

A thrill that commenced with King and passed through Grim reached Jeremy, but none of them confessed to it. They sat still, expressionless, three bronze faces staring straight forward, only Jeremys fingers moving in the overture to death. The long silk handkerchief flicked back and forth like a thread in the loom of the Fates.

The man on the bed groaned dismally, and as if that were a signal for the bursting of the dyke that stood between ignorance and understanding  for there always is a dyke between the two, and always a weak point where the dyke will yield if men can only find it  he by the head of the bed called up from his inner-man the lees of long-ago forgotten manliness. Then not in anger, but calmly as became a follower of the Destroyers Wife, he cast his ultimatum at the three.

I, who shall be slain for saying this, yet say this. Listen, ye! Dumb be the spirit in you as the lips your vow has sealed! This man, whom ye have come to kill because he failed, lest failure be a cause of danger to worse devils than ourselves  is my friend!

He paused, appearing to expect some sign of astonishment. Friendship is treason to Kali. Comment was due, and Chullunder Ghose obliged, hymning new stanzas in praise of Her who annihilates.

This man once spared me. I spare him. Ye shall not sacrifice him. Hear me! I came, not knowing who he was. Ye came, knowing. Your orders are to kill him . Mine are to go to Benares and slay one said to be a true Initiate of the Nine. But I am weary of all this. Ye shall not slay; I will not  unless

He paused again, making no motion with his hands. But he left no doubt there was a weapon within reach with which the argument might be continued if convenient to all concerned. Jeremys hands moved, but only to manipulate the handkerchief. He, Grim and King all had pistols, so no need for hurry. King broke silence, sparing words like one who mistrusts speech  

We three have grown so weary of it all that a watch was set on us, lest we fail.

Confirming that, Chullunder Ghoses barytone hymned one more stanza to the Queen of Death. The man on the bed groaned wearily. In the street the sound of revelry  the last verse of a drunkards love-song  announced and disguised the news that Narayan Singh arrived on the scene with the doctor.

If there is only one who watches you, is there any reason why we four should fear him? asked the man by the head of the bed.

That sounded like a trap. In dealing with the secret brotherhoods it is safe to suspect that every other question is asked for precautions sake. The wrong answer would be an astringent, drying up confidence at the source.

So be one died said King, not daring yet to speak openly, because he did not know the key-phrases that identify man to man.

The other nodded.

I am not an executioner, he said. Let your brother use his skill.

And he nodded suggestively at Jeremy. The man on the bed groaned again. Chullunder Ghose was absolutely still. From below came Narayan Singhs carousal song and the voices of Ali and his brother commanding silence in the name of decency.

It began to be clear to King that his suspicion was accurate  that the members of one Nine did not know the members of any other Nine and had no means of challenging. Each Nine reported to its chief, who in turn was one of nine. That was what da Gama said, and though the Portuguese was not to be believed without deliberation, even deliberation must have limits. King took the chance.

I have no means of testing you, he said. You do not respond to my signs.

Nor you to mine, brother! Let us then give pledges satisfactory to each.

If we let this fellow live, King answered, and paused, observing that the man by the head of the bed pricked his ears.

He remembered that as Kalis follower he must not offer to deprive the goddess altogether of her prey. There must be a substitute.

Will you betray the Initiate of the Nine to us in Benares in order that we may not fail to make Her a sacrifice?

No! came the answer  abrupt and firm. Substitute him who sings to Her below there!

It was time for heroic measures. Insofar as reason applies to murder, he was reasonable. And besides, King was aware of a sound in the outer darkness that Chullunder Ghose heard too, for the babu sang to drown it.

I believe you are an impostor! I believe you know nothing of Benares! I believe you are that faithless member of another Nine whom we were told to watch for! If there should be a substitute I think that thou

King pointed an accusing finger at him. Jeremy made the handkerchief perform like a living thing. It even looked hungry.

Nay, nay! said the other.

Show me proofs! said King.

The subtle noises in the night had ceased and there was now no cause for hurry. It was almost possible to see  as one could sense  the pallor on his face as the man by the head of the bed reached out to push the door a little wider open and admit more starlight. Whatever his weapon was, he had to see clearly to use it. As his wrist reached out across the opening a huge hand closed on it  from outside.

It was no use screaming, though the blood ran cold. The followers of Kali train themselves to self-control. It was no use moving, because two repeating pistols, Kings and Grims covered him.

He could not speak. Terror, the stronger for being suppressed, gripped him tighter than the unknown hand that held his wrist against the door-frame like material in a vise.

The door of the minaret below slammed suddenly, and one man was heard to enter. King felt the wheels of destiny turn once and drop the finished solution like a gift into his hand. Destiny had chosen the right man, and his assistants waited on him, saying nothing, offering no advice, not even glancing sidewise to observe him. It was apparent to the man by the head of the bed that they, all three acted on instructions in accordance with a pre-arranged plan, that which is obvious being untrue nine times out of ten.

You are he whom we should watch for, King said slowly. There is talk of your sedition. That is why, they sent you to Benares. That is why you were picked to sacrifice that true Initiate of the Holy Nine.

King paused and took another long chance. Had not the others acted in threes? You were ordered to Benares, where two others should join you. You, who cannot use the handkerchief, were to be decoy. We are they who should have met you in Benares! Yet you can no more tell which of us three are the two than you could escape from the task imposed on you!

The mans jaw dropped. He believed himself taken in the toils of the relentless machine that owned him and a thousand others. There is no more paralyzing fear than that.

You would have cheated HER! said King.

He rose and made a sign to Grim and Jeremy that was not easy to mistake. They lifted the unconscious prisoner off the bed and, taking more care of his bandaged leg than was quite in keeping with the circumstances, carried him down through the opening in the floor. From below came the sound of one short strangling cry.

Clumsy! said King. He lacks practise!

Then there was whispering and the sound of a dead weight being carried down wooden stairs. The door below slammed. There was the noise of mens feet outside  then of wheels. First Grim returned, and then Jeremy. The expression on their faces was of great elation suppressed and crowded to the point of near-explosion.

You will go to Benares. You will lead to the slaying him who was appointed for the sacrifice. You will be judged thereafter by the judges.

Some gesture that King made must have been visible from the outer- gallery, for the hand that held the wrist let go. The door was shut tight from without. In the ensuing darkness King descended, leaving Grim and Jeremy to guard the new prisoner, and Chullunder Ghose, holding both sides in silent laughter that made tears stream down his cheeks, motioned him toward the ground floor. Chullunder Ghose remained where he was, wallowing in exquisite emotion.

Narayan Singh, descending by broken masonry, groping for foothold, found his foot in Kings hands and so reached terra firma .

Sahib , it would seem the gods are with us! The doctor has a place where he can treat that patient better than in this tower. He and I brought a litter on wheels and men to push it. The babu signaled me that there were doings up-stairs, so I climbed by the broken masonry, knowing the value of surprise in an emergency! Shall the doctor amputate?

Tell him no, said King, but keep him incommunicado .


CHAPTER XI. Allah! Do I live, and see such sons?

THERE was a cellar below the minaret  a mere enclosure in between foundations, but no less practicable as a dungeon on that account. Therein they cached the prisoner with Narayan Singh and three of Alis sons on guard, instructed not to show themselves to the man they guarded but to be as rabid as wolves at bay toward all trespassers.

Then, because a good rule is to hold your conferences where not even friends expect you, King Grim and Jeremy went and sat like great owls in the shadow of a wall above a low roof several hundred yards away. There they could see one another and not be seen.

King met Grims eyes. Grim met Kings. The two spoke simultaneously  

You were right!

Pop Cyprian wont believe it though! laughed Jeremy, yawning. Sleep under the stars, you blighters! Here goes then!

He curled himself up, and was breathing like a kitten in a moment.

There are two Nines! King said with conviction.

The real gang, and this Kali outfit! Grim agreed.

Right! But as Jeremy says, Cyprian wont believe it.

King faced toward Grim and as if playing cards they tossed deductions to and fro, each checking each. Ones good. The others bad.

The Kali outfit patterned their organization after the real Nines, in the hope of stumbling on the secret.

Theyve spotted a real Initiate of the Nine.

Bet you! Maybe one of the Nine. Marked him down. Expect him in Benares.

Told off this man-in-yellow to kill him.

What for? Qui bono ? Ring in one of their own thugs to pose as the dead man?

Probably. He might discover something before the remaining Eight get wise.

But why pick a man who cant use the handkerchief, and whose loyalty must have been questionable?

Probably hes the only one who can identify the proposed victim.

If so, theyll watch him.

Which means theyll have watched him to-night!

Uh-huh. They must have seen him enter the minaret.

Good thing we left Narayan Singh on guard.

You bet  and those three sons of Alis who were in trouble with the police. Theyll fight like wolves.

All nerves. Better than watch-dogs. What next?

Sleep! said Grim.

And they did sleep  there on the roof, where none but the stars and the crescent moon could see them and only Chullunder Ghose knew where to track them down.

Chullunder Ghose slept too, hands over stomach and chin on breast, with the broad of his back set flat against a wall and his whole weight on the trap-door that provided access to the cellar  turban over one ear  so asleep that even minaret mice (hungrier than they who live in churches) nibbled the thick skin of his feet without awaking him.

The North  Sikunderam in particular  can sleep, too, when it has no guilty conscience; and it begins to measure guilt at about the deep degree, where squeamish folk leave off and lump the rest into one black category. None the less, although the sons of Ali yawned when Narayan Singh posted them around the iron-railed gallery, with orders to keep one another awake and summon him at the first sign of an intruder, yawning was as much as it amounted to. They sat like vultures on a ledge and listened to the Sikhs enormous snores that boomed in the waist of the minaret. (He calculated that the second floor, midway of either, was the key to the strategic situation.)

Nominally each of Alis sons from where he sat could view a hemisphere, so that their vision actually overlapped. But in practise there was one whose outlook included a high, blank wall, over which it was humanly impossible for an enemy to approach, because there were spikes along the wall, and broken glass, and beyond it were the womens quarters of a much too married rajah.

So that one  Habibullah was his name  was more or less a free lance, able to reenforce the others or to spell them, without that extra loss of self-respect that might otherwise have attended desertion of a fixed post. Narayan Singh had said, Sit here  and here  and here. Burt he had evidently meant Divide the circle up between you. So Habibullah construed it, the other two confirming; but it was an hour before anything happened. Then:

One beckons, said Ormuzd  he facing due east. There was a roof in that direction on which the light from a half-shuttered upper window fell like a sheet of gold-leaf. One sits like a frog in a pool and beckons. Come and see.

So Habibullah, having faced west long enough, changed his position and sat by Ormuzd.

Huh! He beckons. Is his garment yellow, like that of him we slew in the jail, or does the light make it seem so?

They watched with the infinite patience of Hillmen and all hunting animals, until the third brother came around to lend two eyes of flint  just one look and away again, back to his post.

He beckons, he agreed.

Does he beckon to us or

To us! said Habibullah. Moreover, he is clothed in yellow. The light shows it. He is one of those who loosed us from the jail.

As if confirming Habibullahs words, the man on the roof in the pool of light raised up a Himalayan tulwar , shaped so exactly like the one that Ormuzd left in the police station that the two who saw it thrilled like women seeing a lost child. The northern knife is more than knife.

What does he want with us, think you?

Go and see!

That drunken dog of a Sikh who snores within there will awake and

Never mind him. Climb down by the broken edges of the stone. We have done worse many a time in our Hills.

But caution is as strong as curiosity in the mind of Sikunderam. No Highlander who followed Bonnie Charlie to his ruin was as hard to pin down to a course  or harder to turn from one, once on his way. Habibullah sat and weighed the pros and cons  including the likelihood that he in the pool of light might be a shaitan  until the other two cried shame on him. His reason in the end for going to investigate was fear that their loud arguing might wake Narayan Singh and that the Sikh might possibly claim all the credit for some discovery.

Hand over band at last he went down the broken side of the minaret  leaped like a goat on to the street wall above the heads of Ali and his brother, who were sleeping the sleep of innocence in the shadow of the gate  and gained the street.

But none came to meet him, as he had half-hoped. He was left to his own devices to find a way up to the roof the man had beckoned from  not nearly as easy a feat as threading the bat-infested ledges of eternal hills. In one street an unwise constabeel presumed to demand what his business might be; whereat Habibullah ran for half-a-mile in zig-zags, never losing direction; and finally, by way of a stable and the iron roof of a place where they sold chickens, he climbed to a point of vantage whence he could look down from darkness into the pool of light.

His-s-s-t ! he remarked then to attract attention. And a second later his skin crawled like a sloughing snakes all up his spine and then down again.

The man in the pool of light took no notice, but another had leaned out of the darkness almost within arms reach and, flashing a little electric torch, grinned straight into his face.

You should go to him  go to him  he beckons, does he not? Go to him then! he whispered.

The whisper was the worst part of it. If he had spoken out loud Habibullah would have tried a little bombast to reassure himself. As it was, the creepy sensation increased; nor was there any knowing how many other men there might be grinning at him from the darkness  grinning at him who had no knife! He could see one of his brothers  just a shadow motionless among the shadows of the minaret, and the sight made him lonelier than ever.

Why wait for the handkerchief? suggested the voice beside him; and that settled it; Habibullah leaped down on to the roof like a young bear, making all the noise he naturally could.

But the noise did not startle the man in yellow, who sat in the midst of the pool of light. It did not as much as annoy him. He smiled  a beastly, bronze, arrogant smile that chilled the blood of Habibullah worse than the other mans whisper had done.

You beckoned? said Habibullah, forgetting that he who speaks first most often has the worst of it.

The other shifted himself out of the patch of light suddenly, and left Habibullah standing there.

Did I beckon a fool for the police to shoot at? he asked from behind a chimney. Their nets are laid. The order is to seize all strangers from Sikunderam. You and your brothers are as sure of death as the fat sheep in the butchers hands, unless  step this way out of the light, fool!

Habibullah obeyed, and was sorry he obeyed, on general principles.

Who are you ? he asked. He tried to make his voice sound truculent, but it was only desperate. He wished he had not come.

You left the jail without asking who I am. Why ask now? Better obey me.

In what respect?

In all respects!

Obedience is a hard pill to force down the throat of a Hillman. The fact that he thought himself helpless did not sweeten the dose for Habibullah. The other was a Hindu, which made it worse. So he said nothing, as the only way he knew of nursing his disgust, and perhaps the man in yellow believed that silence signified assent (although perhaps not. He was wise in some ways.) Nevertheless, he proceeded to display his ignorance.

There are two men dressed like me in that minaret.

Two men? said Ali, looking hard at him.

Two ! he answered positively. One is injured. One is whole. The whole one is at fault and the injured one has failed. Both die to-night. It is your business to admit three of us into the minaret.

Mine?

Yours and your brothers.

But  Bah! By Allah, what you ask is impossible! We are not alone there. There is a Sikh

True. And a babu. Do they not sleep?

But there are others, who keep watch outside by the door in the wall.

Aye, and they sleep, or how didst thou escape unseen? Kill them, too, and earn merit!

Habibullah withdrew again into the silence, for emotion choked him. He could contemplate killing Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose with comparative calm, even while doubting that three of them could master the turbulent Sikh. But to murder in cold blood, without warning, Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam, sire, tutor, patron, paymaster, hero, bully and belligerent accomplice, was something that not even sons of the Hills could consider, say nothing of do. Hardly believing his ears he bridled speech, the slow, dour cunning of the mountains coming to his aid at last. The limit of amazement being reached  fear having worked its worst  he rose above both like a swimmer coming up for air.

How much will you pay? he demanded.

The man in yellow laughed  a conquering laugh all full of scorn and understanding.

Rupees, a thousand! he answered.

Show me! Pay now!

Habibullah stooped and held his hand out  mocking. He did not believe that man in yellow had a thousand rupees, certainly not that he would part with them. But the other produced a roll and counted the money out in hundreds:

  eight, nine, ten! he said, placing the lot in the Hillmans extended hand. Blood-money! These are witnesses!

He made a sound exactly like the hum of a bronze bell struck with a muted hammer. Instantly two faces, thrust forward into the light like disembodied phantoms, grinned at him.

Go! Kill! And when you have killed set a lantern on the gallery of the minaret!

Habibullah glanced down at the ten bank-notes that his fingers closed on, and all the Hillmans yearning for the hardest bargain ever driven surged in his ambitious breast.

How shall we slay without weapons? he demanded. The police had our tulwars

The man in yellow interrupted him by passing hilt-first the tulwar that he had used to signal with. It was not Habibullahs own. He raised it  possibly to glory in its balance as it quivered like something golden in the window-light  yet even so perhaps not; for the North is quick to use the unsheathed argument.

He was aware of the click of an old-fashioned pistol in the dark not far behind him, so he lowered the tulwar again and thumbed the edge of it. Concession had bred appetite:

We are three, he said. We had three weapons  two more such as this.

Aye, came the instant answer. Thine and anothers. That is not thine. That will be claimed by its owner. Thine and the other may be had for service rendered.

It was shrewd. No knight of the Middle Ages set a value on golden spurs one atom greater than the Hillmans superstitious reverence for his knife. With it he reckons himself a man; without it, something less, and so is reckoned.

Nevertheless, the greater the weight on one side of a bargain, the more determined should the haggling be. That is scripture. Habibullah cast about for an alternative and landed a good one at the first attempt.

You say two yonder must die? My brothers and I might kill those, saving trouble with the Sikh, who is a man of mighty wrath, to kill whom would offend his masters. Better bind him while he sleeps, and tell him afterwards that others did it. Then kill the babu, who is useless and has the tongues of ten women. Whereafter slay  we three could slay  the two men you say are due to die to-night.

That was a long speech for Habibullah. It produced a profound impression and he struck an attitude while the two disembodied faces appeared in the shaft of light again and conversed with number one. They spoke a language he knew nothing of, and displayed skill in the use of light and shade that was beyond his understanding, for although he screwed his eyes, and dodged, he failed to see anything but faces; and in the end he began to be afraid again, more than half-believing number one was speaking with spirits of the air.

Only the spirits dont use pistols, he argued to himself. And twice he heard the click of a pistol hammer as if someone in the dark were testing it, not nervously but as a warning. I would like to lay this blade just once where the neck of that face should be! he thought.

And someone seemed to read his thought, for a pistol in a hand unconnected with any evident body emerged into the light and warned him pointblank.

We should have to see bodies of the slain, said number one at last in plain Punjabi; and the two faces vanished.

All Delhi may see them for ought I care! Habibullab answered, forgetting for the moment that there was only one prisoner in the cellar.

So we should have to enter the minaret.

Lo, I make you a gift of the minaret! laughed Habibullah, growing bolder as he realized his point was gained. These were not such dangerous people after all. How his brothers would wonder when he regaled them with the account of his skilful bargaining!

You will need to arrange for us to enter, said the man in yellow.

Habibullah was silent, scratching his young beard, pondering what that proviso meant.

The guard at the gate must be slain, his interlocutor went on. And Habibullahs beard continued to be scratched, a row of milk-white teeth appearing in a gap in the black hair as his lower lip descended thoughtfully.

Strange arguments appeal to savage minds. The rock on which Habibullahs wit was chafing itself keen just then was not the stipulation to kill Ali of Sikunderam (for that was excluded  imponderable  abstract  not to be reckoned with, and having no weight)  but the puzzling, protruding, concrete circumstance that he in yellow did not dream of entering the minaret by any other way than the front door.

Could he not climb? Was he lazy, or afraid, or proud? What was the matter with him? No man, having murder in his mind and able to command the very captain of the jail, was worth taking seriously if he only thought in terms of front-doors! Habibullah knew exactly what to do now.

There is no other way than to kill those who guard the gate, said he in yellow.

No other way, Habibullah agreed. I will do it.

How will you let us know when the work is done and the gate is unlocked? the other demanded.

We will light a lantern and carry it thrice in a circle around the gallery. Then come swiftly, for we will open the door and wait for you; and we will tell the Sikh afterwards that it was you who bound him, said Habibullah.

He was not sure yet what he meant to do. But he was sure he would outwit the man in yellow, whom he thoroughly despised now, not fearing him even a little, so mercurial, albeit simple are the workings of the Hillman intellect. He had the mans money. Why should he fear him? Who feared fools? Not Habibullah! Father Ali should have reason to boast of one son this night!

Something of his thought exuded  emanated  some vague aureole of ignorant conceit emerging under the cloak of pretended assent.

Remember! warned the man in yellow. This is a part of the price to Kali, payable for your release from jail! There will be more to pay another time. And he who fails to pay Her the least particle of Her demand  is less to be envied than a woman dying as she bears a dead child!

Habibullah shuddered, and recovered. He was not a woman, praise be Allah!

It is time I go, he said abruptly, and in a moment he had swung himself down into the street along which he could see the constabeel vainly pursuing imaginary footsteps. He kept behind the constabeel and gained the minaret without accident. He was minded to beat on the door in the wall and swagger in triumphantly with all that story to relate and a thousand rupees to confirm it with. Only the suspicion that the man in yellow possibly could see him from the roof prevented.

He still did not know how the Hindu should be tricked. He knew that pocketing the money for a murder he had not the remotest intention of committing was only part of the business. They must be fooled to the full taste of Sikunderam, and none  no man on Allahs footstool  could do that half as well as Ali, father Ali, who was sleeping by his brother at the gate  father Ali, wiliness incarnate!

So he climbed the outer-wall like a bear in the hills, making much less noise than he normally did on level ground. And he dropped so lightly into shadow on the other side that Ali did not wake until the hot breath rustled in his ear.

Look, father Ali! Look!

He held the money  all that money!  most incautiously in the rays of the hooded candle that bode in a crevice of the wall against emergency. Ali  waking  seized the money  naturally  even before he rubbed his eyes. It was in the hidden pocket under two shirts, and with a sheepskin jacket double-buttoned over all, before poor Habibullah could protest.

And then, in the righteous wrath of an outraged sire, Ali ben Ali rose and cursed his son for daring to absent himself from post without permission!

Allah! Do I live  and see such sons? The dung a pigeon drops on a ledge will stay there! Yet you leave! O less than ullage! Less than the stink of a debauch  for that clings! Son of all uncleanliness, get to thy perch again!

So Habibullah went, for there was no gainsaying father Ali. He who had slain in seven duels the husbands of the mothers who had borne the sons he claimed, was not to be withstood by one son single-handed in the hour of rising wrath. The necessary element was speed, and Habibullah used it, shuddering as a new curse hounded his retreat.

Nor did he enter the minaret, for that would have been to awaken the babu and the Sikh too soon, before he  Habibullah  should have time to think. He climbed by the broken masonry again like a steeplejack, and swung himself up on the gallery between his wondering brothers.

Mine! said one of them, pouncing on the tulwar .

You shall have it in exchange for mine! said Habibullah, snatching it away. Peace! Listen! He had done his thinking. Father Ali bade me say this: He will beat whichever of you leaves the gallery! He gave me other work to do.

Which untruth being loosed, and therefore off his conscience, Habibullah entered the minaret through the gallery door and descended the creaking stairs, after carefully fastening the door behind him lest his brothers overhear and make a hash of what should be a neat, nice piece of strategy.

He was angry with father Ali  not to the point of rebellion yet, but full of indignation and desirous of revenge. He was minded to take his information to a man who, all his faults considered, was a generous soldier of mettle and resource. The money was gone; but the chance for a creditable deed remained; and if his own brains were insufficient for the task, he knew where to find sufficient ones.

So he stooped over Narayan Singh and checked him in mid-snore. The Sikh seized his wrist and let go again.

The foe? he demanded. Trespassers? (Whoever is not friend comes into Narayan Singhs category of foe, to be dealt with accordingly.)

Hus-s-s-sh! warned Habibullah. Let the babu not hear!

No! Let the babu sleep! Chullunder Ghose called up on his seat on the hatch. There is first the thunder and then these whisperings! My God, for the gift of silence in these precincts! Oh, well, oh, very well, I come! Unfortunate babu is slave of circumstances in all things!

He came waddling up the stairs, and struck a match so suddenly that Habibullah cursed him.

Hillmans curse is Hindus blessing! said the babu piously. Now spill the beans! Unleash the dogs of war and let speech coruscate! Give her gas!

So Habibullah could not help himself. He was obliged to tell his tale to both men, neither of whom believed him because he could not show the thousand rupees that he boasted of having lifted from the man in yellow on the roof. In fact the whole tale was too fishy, coming on top, as it did, of that other yarn about fighting a way out from the police cells.

That I should leave a virgin bed on a trap-door for this! Chullunder Ghose sighed. I lie, thou liest, he lies  what unregenerated Prussian calls die Lust zum Fabulieren ! Gas! I said, and he delivers hot air! Oh, deliver me!

If you could prove a word of it Narayan Singh suggested sleepily I might believe the next word; and if that one were true I would credit a third, and so further. As it is, if you are not back in your place on the gallery within

But Habibullah was desperate, and desperation has resources of her own.

What if I bring the three in yellow to the front gate? Will you help me slay them? he interrupted.

I would like to slay them, said Narayan Singh. Whoever promenades the streets in yellow with the mark of Kali on his forehead ought to be severed between skull and shoulders. Go back to the gallery and keep watch! In the morning I will tell your father Ali to discourage lying with a thick stick!

Lend me a lantern. I will prove it to you! said Habibullah.

Chullunder Ghose arranged his turban sleepily.

Observe a symptom of in vino veritas , he remarked, wine being possibly imagination in this instance. The savage believes what he says, even supposing same is untrue.

Narayan Singh rose with a sigh and discovered a lantern he had hidden where none else would find and adopt it. He lit it with blasphemy, burning his fingers, ordered the babu back with his fat hind-quarters on the trap-door, looked disgustedly at Habibullah, shook himself to make sure the weights were there that told of hidden weapons, and yawned.

Forward! Up-stairs! Prove it! If you fail to prove it, over with you!

Habibullah led the way. With the lantern in the skirts of his sheep-skin coat, lest the enemy catch sight of it before the stage was ready, he stepped out on the gallery, with the Sikh peering over his shoulder suspicious of tricks. Then he ordered his brothers inside, they protesting volubly, making a show of disinclination to desert the post. Narayan Singh was deeply edified.

Dogs on a dung-hill are as noisy and as timid! he said pleasantly. Better kneel in there and pray for good sense  if Allah is listening! Now, show thy proof!

He shoved Habibullah outward to the railing and was close behind, but Habibullah begged him to stay in the open door and watch the light streaming from a window over a roof some way in front of them; and still suspecting trickery the Sikh obliged. He could not stand upright, but bent forward with a hand on either post.

Then Habibullah, holding the lantern in his left hand, turned to the right and made the circuit of the gallery three times, swinging the lantern constantly to call attention to it. And when he had made the third circuit, as it were of the walls of Jerico, the light streaming from the window that Narayan Singh watched went out suddenly  yet not so suddenly as when one switches off the current. Someone invisible had held an obstacle between the window and the minaret. He lowered it, and the light streamed forth again.

They have seen. Now they will conic to the gate to be slain! said Habibullah. And if you, sahib , wish to have the credit for it all, take my advice and climb down this way, not waking father Ali!


CHAPTER XII. I am dead, but the silver cord is not yet cut.

GRIM nudged King. King jerked at Jeremys flowing Arab headgear.

Watch the minaret, Grim whispered.

The crescent moon had gone down. There was no light other than the glorious effulgence of the stars. The minaret  a phallic symbol posing as sublime  rose stately and quiet from a pool of purple darkness. Nothing moved. Not even a dog barked, for a wonder.

Got the creeps? asked Jeremy.

Watch the minaret!

A lantern appeared at the summit and disappeared  flashed for an instant, as it might be from the skirts of a protecting coat. Then, as whoever held it turned, its rays shone full on a man unmistakable  too tall for the door  bent forward in it, bearded and immense  Narayan Singh! The image was gone in an instant, but left no doubt. The Sikh was alert and moving.

Somethings wrong, said Grim.

Wrong with your nut! said Jeremy.

The lantern flashed again, and this time did not disappear. In someones left hand  not Narayan Singhs, for they could see the legs beyond it and they did not move as the Sikhs would  it made the circuit of the gallery three times  then vanished.

What do you suppose that means?

Sons of Ali fell asleep and off their perch. Narayan Singh looking for remains of em! suggested Jeremy.

It wasnt Narayan Singh who made the rounds, King answered. That light to our right front disappeared and came on again after the signal.

Signals, sure! said Grim.

Could the Sikh

No! Grim answered. Narayan Singh is O.K.

Trick-work nevertheless, said Jeremy. There were three of Alis sons on that gallery. They looked like great horned owls and we wondered before we all went to sleep what it was that resembled horns. Remember? Where are the three now?

I vote we investigate, said Grim.

Seconded!

Unanimous!

They reached a dark passage by way of neighboring roofs and dropped to street-level, nearly frightening to death the same policeman who had been disturbed by Habibullah. The servant of the public peace retreated at full speed and left them all that part of Delhi for experiments  assassination  robbery  what they willed. Since nationalism raised standard and voice the streets have not been safe for a lone policeman.

If theyve rescued our prisoner Grim began.

More likely garroted him to keep him from talking, said King.

Well, in either event

Were flummoxed!

King made no secret of his pessimism. He was all for action; all for reprisals; but he felt sure there had been disaster.

If theyve got him, weve lost our inside track. Well never get another! he said miserably.

There were no street sounds as they made their way cautiously along the shadows. Now and then a dog yelped in the distance, but as happens often when the moon has gone down all the neighborhood seemed hushed. Just once they heard  or thought they heard a cry and the thump-thump-thump of something falling. Then all was still again.

Suddenly a voice rose  high-pitched, eager, exultant:

My son! Oh, Allah! Oh, my son!

Another voice, low-growling, cursed the first one into silence. Then a door slammed. Voices again rose and fell in excited talk as it might be behind a wall; they were muted; the resonance was gone.

Grim, in the lead, began running. The others broke into a trot behind him. Grim stopped and drew his pistol. King came abreast feeling for his own weapon. Jeremy did the same on Kings right. They were fifty paces from a man sitting in deepest shadow on a stone by the street-door of the minaret, who held his hand up, saying nothing.

Narayan Singh! said Grim at half-breath.

Hurt? (That was Jeremy.)

The Sikh seemed to be bending over something. He was holding up his hand for silence rather than to ward off an attack. He had recognized friends. They heard him growling in the general direction of the door, as if less talking behind him were what he craved. He rose as they approached, standing astride one fallen object, with another at his feet and a third behind him.

It is good you came, sahibs . If you will drag these corpses in I will climb the wall and break the necks of Alis sons! The sons of evil mothers shut the door on me, and are making more noise than stallions in a horse-camp!

King laid his head to the door in the wall and gave tongue in the guttural speech of Sikunderam:

Open, there, Ali! And silence!

The door opened wide in a moment and Ali stood framed in the gloom:

King sahib! Sahibs ! Allahs blessing! Lo my boy! My Habibullah! Pride of my old heart! He slew three yellow ones with three blows of a tulwar ! Three in three blows! There they lie! Lo! Look! The tulwar ! See the blood on it! See the nick in the blade where it bit too deep and struck the wall beyond! A smites! Ho! A true son of Sikunderam!

Peace! Silence! ordered King, and turned again to help drag in the corpses of three men in yellow smocks.

He shall have a purse and fifty rupees in it! Ali boasted.

But Narayan Singh cut that short, brushing by him, straight forward to essentials, discovering Chullunder Ghose recumbent on the trap-door, acting dead-weight.

Back again, then? said Narayan Singh  it might be scornfully.

In statu quo , the babu answered, smirking. Unless dead, in which case disembodied spirit might emerge unobserved, prisoner is in durance vile beneath me  among rats!

You werent here five minutes ago, said the Sikh. Get off. Let the sahibs see.

I was certainly successful rogue in former incarnation, said the babu, rolling to his hands and knees and heading for the door. Karma * now reversing rôle, I get away with nothing  absolutely!

Narayan Singh raised the trap skeptically. Nevertheless, the prisoner was there. He blinked up at Grim, King and Jeremy. Smocked like himself in yellow they exactly fitted the only mental picture he had. Priest of a dreadful creed, dread was his portion. Likely he was only kept from suicide by the teaching that he who robs Kali of the joy of killing in her own way is doomed to flicker in the astral gloom for aeons, useless and hopeless, until finally he ceases in darkness and never is.

Others were less fortunate than thee. To them no opportunity to make amends and ease the pangs of afterlife! Behold them! King said, speaking as if he himself were Karma, judging dead souls.

One by one  head in one hand, body in the other  Narayan Singh dumped the corpses of three followers of Kali down into the rat-infested dark; and Jeremy held the lantern so that he who had not lost his life yet might see and comprehend.

Consider them , King warned him. They died not by the handkerchief but by the sword, displeasing Her in death as well as life!

And outside, just beyond the rays of the candle set in the niche of the outer wall, Chullunder Ghose held high dispute with Ali of Sikunderam.

Shame? said the babu. I am utterly disreputable. Therefore appreciate value to others of what I lack. I assess shame of Habibullah at rupees a hundred. Ante up, as Jimgrim has it! Make it slippery and soon, as Jeremy sahib would say!

You have no honor! Ali retorted hotly.

None! agreed the babu. All dishonor me  including you! Insult me with rupees a hundred, or I will tell who slew those three! Habibullah will then resemble egg thoroughly sucked by grandmother  all hollow! The money please.

May the curse of the Prophet of Allah, whose name none taketh in vain, wither and disintegrate thy bowels! May the worms that die not eat thee! May food be to thee like ashes and thy drink as bitter as a goats gall! May thy

Certainly! said the babu. Money please! Or else

So Ali of Sikunderam drew painfully from somewhere underneath his shirt  like a man pulling out a long thorn or a well barbed arrow- head  one bank-note for a hundred rupees, and the babu pouched it.

Then it is agreed, said Ali, that Habibullah slew those three with three strokes of his tulwar ?

Agreed, said Chullunder Ghose. Do you wish receipt in writing with stipulation black on white? Will sign same. No extra charge!

See this! said Ali, showing his own knife. The bargain is made. You have the money. Keep faith, or feel this!

My aunt! said the babu, and shuddered. (But the shudder may have been the camouflaging movement under which he slipped the money into hiding.)

King, Grim and Jeremy emerged from within the minaret, listening to Narayan Singh, who wiped his hands on a piece of sacking and talked in low tones.

Give Habibullah credit for it, sahibs . He was afraid of them, but what odds? He and I climbed down by the broken masonry and waited in the shadow of the wall. I would have used a pistol, but feared the police, so when the three came near I said to Habibullah Draw, and smite! The fellows hand was trembling so that he nicked the edge of the tulwar against the wall! And they came on, perhaps thinking we were waiting to welcome them. So I took the tulwar from him and struck three times. Then I gave the weapon back and said: Well smitten! Good sword, Habibullah! And Ali heard, listening through the key-hole. He opened the door and called his bastard in, slamming it again on me. So I waited, hoping no police would come to see the bodies and start trouble.

Grim laughed silently. He had seen the Sikhs harvest before, and could have told his sword-cuts from among a hecatomb.

Habibullahs head will swell, though, if we let him boast of what he didnt do, said King.

Let it swell, sahib . It will fall the easier. These men in yellow are no Sadhus* blessing their enemies. They hold revenge more sweet than a hill-bear does wild honey. Let Habibullah boast of it!

Lets go! said Jeremy suddenly. Im betting all Ive got, those three were watched. For every one Narayan Singh killed therell be ten on our track before morning!

The eyes of all four met in the light of the match that Jeremy struck to light his cigarette. All four men nodded.

Chullunder Ghose!

The babu heard Kings low call and came on the run, like a hippopotamus in flight for water.

Quick now! Think! King ordered. Problem is to evacuate. Take away the prisoner  leave corpses here  all go somewhere safe, unseen. Do you think we can make the office in the Chandni Chowk?

Oh golly! said the babu. You could feel him growing gray that instant. Best imaginable is sane ox-cart used for general obsequies under direction of Ramsden sahib . Same is at Gauris  probably  oxen asleep in gutter and

Go get it! ordered Grim. Narayan Singh, go with him! Send Ramsden back, and wait at Gauris, both of you!

For my emolument I take a manifold of risks! Chullunder Ghose said. Oh, fickle Fortune, I am undone this time! Eimai, Ollola , as Greeks would say! I vanish!

And he did. His adiposity was no apparent handicap when sweet life was at stake. He had the gift of making even Alis sullen brother open swiftly, and the door slammed shut behind babu and Sikh before King and Grim could light their cigarettes from Jeremys. Thereafter he made no more noise than a parish clog would, slinking down dark alleys.

Followed conference. At best they would be a noticeable cortège marching in front and rear of an ox-cart drawn by such magnificent beasts as Chullunder Ghose would bring presently, if luck permitted. And at worst sonic one in yellow would tip off the police to interfere, perhaps accusing them of running contraband. Arrest, then, would be inevitable, and would mean the end of their investigation of the Nine Unknown.

Evidently more than one of the spurious Nines was linked against them, all guided by an unseen hand. There was no guessing whence the next assault would come, although it was fair to presume it would be surreptitious. Ali of Sikunderam, called into conference, turned Jobs comforter:

They say these followers of Kali have noiseless weapons, sahibs ! Tubes that deliver a poisoned dart with accuracy as far as a revolver shoots! The poison is brewed from the venom of cobras and the blood of vampires  very quick stuff. A man struck by it falls conscious, yet stupefied, and in great pain sees himself decompose until the stink from his own body suffocates him in the end!

What do you advise? King asked him.

An exorcism! Let my brother hunt up a brewer of potions, and all the darts of Kali will never hurt us! A man known to my brother brewed me a potion before I returned to the Hills once on a time to establish Habibullabs parentage. Behold me: I live! He who disputed my claim was buried in more than one piece and in more than one place! Ho! I scattered him among the villages as Allah spreads the wind! I hewed him! I

Good! Let your brother go, King interrupted.

There was virtue in the strange proposal. Alis brother was a surly, ill-conditioned brute, too long possessed of a sinecure to be depended on. In a pinch he would be a positive handicap to whichever side he was on, and to be rid of him by any tolerable means was good use of opportunity. The brother himself provided all the absolution necessary.

I should be paid! he objected. They ask to have their lives preserved. They could not find the magician without me. They should pay me rupees fifty!

He could have had more, if he had only known. Grim paid him fifty and spoke him civilly, shoving him out through the gate. It was Jeremy, watching him curiously over the top of the wall where a broken stone provided a safe vantage point  just out of curiosity, to see which way he went, as he explained it afterward  who saw him shot down from behind by a dart that made no noise.

A part, then, of Alis croaking had been accurate! His brother lay, if not dead, motionless. Jeremy, up at his niche in the wall, reported someone in what might be a yellow smock creeping up along the darkest shadows, searching the body, taking money and everything else he could find. Whereat Ali, using Habibullahs back for vaulting horse, leaped on the wall with the stone in his hands that had once sat in Jeremys niche and, standing for better effect, hurled the stone down on the back of the head of the robber  and was gone down like a deep-sea diver in its wake before a voice could check hint. None knew  not even he  whether he had lost his footing or just followed to make sure.

They heard a skull crack under the impact of the stone, and Alis voice, calling before his feet touched earth for the door to be opened for him. King opened and admitted someone else! A man in a yellow robe, exactly like those they three were wearing, strode in and stood with folded arms confronting them  producing the effect of ice on hot imagination! Habibullah raised the candle. Its light shone on beads of sweat on the cruellest face, as the handsomest, that any of the three had ever seen.

Bronze, as the other men had been. Smiling like the Sphinx  an incarnate enigma. Tall. Strong as a gorilla, judging by the heft and set of splendid shoulders. Standing with the air of absolute authority that only years of use of it can give. In majesty, in intellect, and in impressiveness, as far above those others who had hounded them as eagles are above the beasts they watch.

He stood in silence, and in due time with one finger pointed at the tell-tale cigarettes. Those contradicted the disguise of yellow robes and caste-mark. Surprise, or whatever it was that had numbed the minds of all three, now set Kings wits moving again. He wondered why Ali had not taken advantage of the open door, and strode to shut it before any more of the enemy could enter. He with the bronze face touched him on the arm. King kicked the door shut with his foot, and as the spring-lock snapped he turned about to face a weapon he knew well.

He had cut his eye-teeth in the Indian Secret Service, and therefore knew the feel of hypnotism. He knew the only way to stand against it  switched his thought instantly to another object  anything  anything whatever, so be it served to concentrate his will and was outside the thought of the practitioner. Mathematics was Kings formula. They vary. Each man acts on experience, and some withstand while others fail. He worked out in his head the cube of 77, and turned to swing for the jaw of the hypnotist.

His brain felt free but the blow failed. It glanced off as if guarded by a pugilist; and yet the newcomer had not moved. That was descent into subjection  step one! The others would follow swiftly. The man with the bronze face smiled at him, and King faced about  turned his back on him  worked with an ice-cold frenzy at the problem of the square of the hypotenuse  eliminating all else, visualizing the diagram  winning back to self-command and sanity.

The other two stood motionless. As they described it afterward, they thought they had been struck by one of Alis fabled darts, making them inert while still aware of what was happening. They felt no pain, but there was a strange sensation in the ears and behind the eyes.

King was not more than half-in-command of himself. Habibullah and the other two of Alis sons were stricken with superstitious awe. And on the door that King had kicked shut Ali of Sikunderam was now thundering with a fist and the hilt of his knife; it sounded like marriage tom-toms in the distance  somewhere away at the other side of Delhi  yesterday  last week  months ago  anywhere and any time but here and now.

So its up to me, is it? said King to himself.

He sized up his antagonist, and fancied matching strength with him still less than he did the risk of attracting police to the scene. Suddenly he drew his automatic. And as suddenly the man in yellow moved a hand that touched the pistol. A shock like electricity went up Kings arm and he dropped the pistol because he could not help it. The man in yellow, still smiling through his bronze mask, kicked it away into the shadows.

Any more weapons? he asked  in English! His voice was as magnificent as his stature  as surprising.

King knew he counted on the effect of it, for the hypnotist works by rule of thumb and uses one trick after another until the resisting victim yields. He hung on to his remaining self-command like a man over-board clinging to an oar, and was conscious of the sound of wheels advancing tip-street. He could hear bullocks feet. He knew what that meant.

Alis hammering ceased, and just as suddenly began again.

What do you want? King demanded  a very unsafe question to put to a skilful hypnotist, unless you happen to be just as skilful in defense. It was tantamount to lowering his guard by way of tempting an opponent. But he knew that all he had to do was gain time now and keep the mans attention. A hypnotist engaged in trying to master three strong men at once is as oblivious to other sounds and circumstances as his victims will be when he has control of them.

You! said the fellow with the bronze face. Only you! These are not strong enough!

He pushed Grim and Jeremy  brushed them aside with his left hand, and they fell to the ground as if he had pole-axed them. That of itself had almost been enough to overcome the last of Kings resistance, only that Kings face was toward the wall and the bronze man had his back to it. King saw something, the other did not even hear.

You know so much, you shall be a Ninth, and later on perhaps a captain of a Nine! He continued to speak English.

The bronze smile never varied, but the dark eyes changed; they were considering Kings resistance, speculating as to the source of its strength, calculating which next trick to play. Slowly, the way a serpent moves advancing on a spell-bound bird, his right arm began to approach Kings eyes, and every faculty the man owned was concentrated in one immense magnetic effort to induce a responding state of mind in King. King knew that if the finger touched him he would go down under it beaten  for the time at all events.

He stepped back  saw the wall  again saw something else  another, less inhuman hand  stepped back again and shouted to help break the spell:

Rammy!

Jeff boasts that eight of him would weigh a ton. If so, two hundredweight and a half of solid bone and muscle landed from the top of the wall feet-first on the shoulders of the hypnotist  as unexpected and as efficacious as a mine exploded in a crisis! The hypnotist was caught off-guard, and all his deviltry was no more good.

Slow to think and cautious as he always is, Ramsden had lain on the top of the wall to listen and look before jumping. He knew what to do. He had the whole plan mapped out in his mind. But he knew, too, that his only chance of executing it was to keep the bronze enemy engaged. Give him a minutes respite and he would be as dangerous as ever. The two had gone down on the stone flags hard enough to knock the senses out of any ordinary men. But the enemy recovered as swiftly as a snake recoiling for the strike, and Jeff had to wade in fist-first whether he wanted to or not, taking the fight to him, giving him no grace for concentration, forcing him on the defensive, barking his orders at King like irregular explosions from a motor-cars exhaust.

Let Ali in! Out o here! Leave this erne! Get Grim! Get Jeremy! Quick! Quick! Cyprians! Ill fix this

Fixing consisted of catch-as-catch-can, no hold barred, all the fist-work thrown in there was time and room for. He of the bronze face knew his hour was come unless he could break the arms and legs of his heavy assailant. His occult powers were as contingent on environment and suitable conditions as are steam and electricity.

Jeff knew he could expect no quarter. Weight for weight they were a match, and strength for strength  a man who had kept fit by wrestling because he loved the last ounce of the grit and guts he drew from the Great Quartermasters store  and another who had cultivated strength from a delight in mastery, and cruelty, and the ability to go unchallenged. The magic of good nature, slow to wrath, against black magic and relentlessness!

It was not easy to judge which way the odds were.

They tore, wrenched, struck and scrambled for holds like lions in the mating season when the lioness looks on. Once the man in yellow set his teeth into Jeffs collarbone and tried to tear it out; but that only offered Jeff a steady target for his fist; it was as good as a head in chancery; Jeffs fist went home into the others jaw with a blow that put all hypnotism out of the question for the rest of that fight; it was like the thump of a pole-ax in the slaughter yards.

Every hold that either got was broken by fist-work or some other means that would be reckoned fouling in the ring. Again and again each crashed the others head down on the stone flags. They fought beside the stones that had fallen from the summit of the minaret, striving to break each others bones against sharp corners. Once, when the man in yellow drew a deep breath, Jeff got three fingers in under his ribs and all but tore them out. That was the only time when pain drew a cry from either of them. According to Ali, who was hectoring his sons, dragging out the prisoner, helping King to carry out Grim and Jeremy, and narrating his own adventure between breaths, they looked like a tiger battling with a python as they rolled, heaved, struck and snarled for breath under the torture of each others holds. King said they looked like an illustration out of Dantes Hell.

They bled from collision with the masonry. They soon became so slippery with blood that no hold held, and that was when Jeffs advantage gradually told  (if gradually means much in a fight that was as swift as the whirling typhoon is from start to finish.) Ramsden had the others arm bent backward around his head and was twisting it with one hand while he kept a scissors-hold and pounded the mans eyes with the other fist  when King at last got the prisoner and Grim and Jeremy, with Alis sons for guard, into the covered ox-cart.

King came on the run then. He reached the spot as the bronze man broke the scissors-hold and writhed heels-over-head to untwist the tortured arm. And as King picked up a broken stone to brain the enemy, Jeff rose  swept tip his weakening man by neck and leg  lifted him  and with an effort born of twenty years clean living and good will hurled him head-first on to the flags. His skull cracked like an egg.

I said Id fix him. Let him lie, said Jeff beginning to feel himself for damages.

No, bring him, King answered.

Without waiting for the reason Jeff gathered up the still pulsating body and carried it outside to the already crowded bullock-cart. There Ali was holding forth to his sons, talking to them from the drivers seat through the embroidered curtains:

Remember that, sons of forgetfulness! Bury my brother and bear it in mind against the day of revenge. He died like a fool, but I was wise. I felt the tingle of the magic and fell unresisting. Put him in the wagon gently. Lo, they took the rupees Jimgrim gave him! But I live! Hah! I lay considering how to attack that devil from behind! When the tingling left my bones I used my knife-hilt on the door, and if Rammy sahib had not come I

One man make room for this corpse! Let the prisoner make its intimate acquaintance! King interrupted.

So Alis advice to his sons was cut short and one of the guards had to get out and follow the cart, in which were now two corpses, the prisoner, Ali and two sons, and Grim and Jeremy. Ramsden acted as driver, sticking his toes under the bullocks tails in the fashion of Hindustan and steering with a tail in each hand, making noises to the patient brutes pretty closely resembling the cry of an angry parrot.

Ramsden could have passed for a hospital case without extra make-up. His late antagonist had used the losing desperados recipe, disfiguring where he could not break, in the vain hope of destroying the superior mans morale. With hair torn from his black beard  raw seams where the Hindus fingernails had grouted  blood in his hair, and turban gone  torn raiment, and great bruises showing through the rents  Ramsden looked more like a wild man from the Hills than any sort of civilized being. And that was no ill circumstance in itself, for it tended to prevent interference.

The same solitary constable who had run when Grim, Jeremy and King dropped down into the street like highwaymen, came close to regain his own self-respect by bullying these night-farers. But King walked in front in yellow garb, with that red caste-mark on his forehead; one of the sons of Ali with a tulwar walked behind, making the keen steel whistle and announcing that three heads with three blows was his average score. Worst of all, Ramsden sat perched above the shaft-tail, looking capable and willing to pull any man to pieces  growling like a big bear.

So the constable remarked it was a hot night, and Habibullah called him a liar, saying no heat was like that of Tophet, where the enemies all went whom he beheaded three at a time with three blows.

Ho! I scatter their brains for the birds! he shouted, until even father Ali  richer than he had been  considered it expedient to reprimand him.

Have I wasted rupees fifty on an empty boaster? he demanded acidly through the rear embroidered curtains; and thenceforward Habibullah marched sedately, thumbing the tulwar instead of swinging it, reflecting on lifes little ironies no doubt.

Inside the ox-cart Grim and Jeremy recovered presently, not having once lost consciousness. The effect of the bronze mans hypnotism had been like that of the drug curare, paralyzing the nerve centers yet leaving them free to feel and to think as acutely as ever. The hypnosis lasted several minutes after the mans death.

Proving, said Grim, that we ourselves did it to us. All he did was to know how to make us do it.

But that did not help Jeremy. He was disconsolate. Shame ate his heart out that he, the deceiver of thousands, the ventriloquist, the conjurer, should have fallen captive of anothers bow and spear.

For its as much a trick as palming em! he grumbled. I swear its a trick! By crickey, Ill learn it, and by God Ill hypnotize the whole of India! You watch!

Grim lit an oil lamp that hung in a bracket from the roof and, more with the notion, of quieting Jeremy than anything, began to introduce the prisoner to the corpse.

It was no use pretending any longer to the prisoner that they were Indian members of a different Nine; he had heard them speaking English.

But there was a chance that he knew no German, and an almost equally good one that superstition had eaten all his judgment long ago. Grim whispered a long while in German to Jeremy, who presently raised the battered corpse and propped it in the corner, where the feeble lamp-rays shone on the face and the open eyes. The jaw fell, and Grim, watching the prisoners face, settled back into his own dark corner satisfied.

The corpse spoke!

I am dead! it announced in Punjabi through broken teeth that had left their mark indelibly on Ramsdens fist.

The prisoner gasped. Ali and his sons grew gray with fear. Their teeth chattered. Ali would have used the hilt of his long knife on the corpse to beat it into silence but for Grims restraining arm. The atmosphere was perfect for any kind of illusion  stifling, electric, full of panic.

I am dead, but the silver cord is not yet cut, said the corpse.

Even Grim felt a shiver pass through him. He reached up and turned the light out lest the illusion fail, for the jaw had dropped unseemly and betrayed no intention of closing again to frame the words that Jeremy put into it. Nevertheless, they had seen the blood and the broken teeth  enough to account for faults of pronunciation.

I see dimly  only dimly, said the corpse. Who sits against me?

Two of the sons of Ali, deathly frightened, named their names. The corpse went on with sharper accent:

Who else? I smell

The word smell may have had significance unknown to Jeremy. It made the prisoner toe the line. He sat up straight and answered:

I sit in front of you. Why speak Punjabi? Talk in our tongue!

I? I? Who is I? the corpse demanded angrily. Nanak.

Ah! I had looked for Nanak. I was seeking Nanak when the Karma overtook me.* Nanak  listen!

Speak the secret tongue! said Nanak, trembling in his last effort to retain incredulity and self-control.

Grim struck a match and blew it out. The moments flash lit up the dead face, making it seem to move  an accident  one of those accidents that do occur to men who strive persistently. All that Grim had intended was to guard against Nanaks escape.

Nay. For I will not speak twice; and these must understand, said the corpse. Hear thou me, Nanak. These are they of an alien race whom the gods have sent to unmask the Nine Unknown. Obey them, Nanak. For. the Nine Unknown are known to the gods, who have endured them long enough.

The prisoner had passed the point of incredulity and hesitated on the verge of full belief.

If thou speakest truth, he said, tell me, why art thou dead, and I living?

A poser for the priests! But the answer was as prompt as the solution of any trick staged by Jeremy.

Karma* overtook me. The tale of thy years, Nanak, has a while to run. Thy willingness to shield a friend at thy cost has obtained thee a privilege. Obey these men, Nanak, that the gods may love and recompense thee!

The corpse ceased speaking. In the ensuing silence Nanak with a crackling throat sought to induce it to say more, wheedling, imploring, praying for answers to a score of doubts that tortured his bewildered mind.

But if Jeremy knows one thing it is this: Never repeat a miracle! If lightning never strikes the same tree twice, no conjurer need hope to mystify again the same audience in the same place with the selfsame trick.

Grim struck another match and lit the lamp. The corpse looked more dead than even Alis brother did, who lay face-downward with the thin, round end of a brass dart just protruding from the base of his shaved skull. The dead things head lolled sidewise and rolled with each bump of the two-wheeled cart, amid a chorus of quick, low-breathed exclamations of:

Allah! Lord of Mercies! Nay, there is no God but Allah! Allah! Allah!

Then came Chullunder Ghose, near-naked and beside himself, charging by King, not recognizing him, distracted, slippery with sweat. Kings fingers slipped off his arm and failed to bring him to a halt. He ran straight at the big oxen, that will gore a white man but permit the vegetarian Hindu almost any liberties. Setting a foot on the how of the yoke between them he leaped along it and collapsed in Ramsdens lap  a mound of hot flesh on a fellow every inch of whose anatomy was sore.

Oh terrible! Most awful happenings! Rammy sahib

Ramsden, saying nothing, bundled him over the rump of the near ox to the street, where he lay for a minute calling on a pantheon of gods and devils. It was luck that preserved the wheel from passing over him. King turned back; Grim and Jeremy emerged; Chullunder Ghose was hauled clear of hoofs and wheels. Ali of Sikunderam suggested drastic remedies.

A Hindu thinks fire is a god.* Burn him then with latches! Let the god wring speech from him!

Oh, terrible! Oh, awful happenings! moaned the Babu.

They could not wait there in mid-street while Chullunder Ghose rambled of uncertainties. Nor was there room for the babu in the covered cart without removing guards or corpses. Corpses had it. One corpse at least.

Out with him! Into the shadow! In with the babu! Thats it  drive on, Rammy!

Noises that only oxen understand emerged from Jeffs aching throat, and with a tail in each hand again he sent the conveyance forward, only to bring it to a halt a moment later.

Now another apparition raged up-street, as nearly naked as the babu had been  bearded, this one  swift  enormous  with a turban still in place and shaking what looked like a club in his right hand.

Sahibs !

Quick, Narayan Singh! Whats happened?

He could hardly speak for gasping. There was spittle on his black beard  smoke, and its stinging red-rimmed traces in his eyes  a cut across his knuckles where le had guarded a blow  and a bloody, wet mess where a knife of some kind had passed between arm and ribs.

They got my pistol!

Who? How? When? Where?

They did! Now! From behind!

Where, man? Where?

Her house! Gauris!

Wheres Cyprian?

Sahibs ! Sahibs ! Narayan Singh was wilder-eyed than ever. The thing in his hand was no club, but a broken section of a bed-rail. He shook it like a clansman summoning the border-watch.

They have burned the house!

And Cyprian?

My sons! My sons! yelled Ali of Sikunderam. I left four of them at Gauris!

He waited for no ceremony of permission  charged down-street with the remaining sons, waving his Khyber knife, beside Habibullah, bidding him make good his newly won fame as a smiter of three in three blows. And in the nick of time Jeremy pounced on the prisoner, who was seizing the obvious advantage; they fought under the wheels, rolling over and over, hardly noticed until Jeremy found breath to shout for help  a shout that saved Chullunder Ghose.

For while the babu lay in something like hysterics, grateful for the darkness in the covered cart, three men in yellow crept from the rear and groped over the cart-tail, seizing Alis brothers corpse by both the feet and dragging it out in such light as there was for inspection.

Dead! Nay, he is not the boaster! said a voice in Punjabi.

Look! said another. They fight under the cart! Our guru is alive!

Nay, we found the gurus body! Those are others! Slay!

It was then that Jeremy shouted  then that King, Grim and Ramsden darted around the cart  then that one of the men in yellow answered:

Nay, I say I saw the boaster run!

So whether they fled from Grim and Jeremy, or whether Jeffs appearance was too terrifying, or whether they dared all in lust for vengeance on the man who slew three Kali-wallahs with three smites, did not transpire. They fled, dodging the blows aimed left and right at them  dodging even the terrific swipe of Narayan Singhs broken bed-rail  leaving behind neither explanation nor the corpse of the guru with the bronze face  although where they had cached that was another mystery.

King tied the prisoner, Ramsden superintending. They roped him into the cart by arm and legs, while Grim kept watch and Chullunder Ghose gasped up his bad news, sentence about with the Sikh.

They killed the Gauri with a cord!

Sahibs , they fired the house and

They seized me, and

Sahibs , I went for Cyprian, but they had him already. The bed was empty, and I broke it for a club to

Hell, you men! said Ramsden. Why not go to the house and see.


CHAPTER XIII. I felt the tingle of the magic and fell unresisting.

THEY went. They saw. There was not a trace of Cyprian  only the Gauris house in flames and a belated fire-engine in charge of a weary man who said:

These womens houses are a bad risk  jealousy, you know  carousal  anything may happen  lamp upset arson maybe  you police

But the policeman had his hands full and, being a white officer, in a land where they say the white mans bolt is shot, sought excuses for not interfering too much.

Native prejudices, dont you know.

There lay a man in mid-street, belly-downward, with a great wound in his back such as ten lives could have sped through  a northerner  Hillman by the look of him  perhaps Sikunderam. Quarrelsome lot, those tribesmen. Probably he set the fire and died for it.

But what should a wretched policeman do, with the certainty that a Hindu lawyer would he hired by somebody to accuse him of stirring racial passions? He ordered the corpse carried to the morgue, to await identification.

Around a corner hardly a hundred yards away stood Ali of Sikunderam, most bitterly reviling fate between the bouts of explanation that he brandished, as it were, in the teeth of friends:

Sahibs , they slew him as a beast is slain  my Habibullah! They ran from behind and hit him with a butchers cleaver! What can I do? How can I claim the body? The police

But how  listen, Ali! How did they come to pick Habibullah?

Sahibs  have I not said? The house was burning and no ishteamer * yet. And no police. One stood by the corner and asked me as I ran, Who is the great one who can slay three men with three blows? Who am I that I should swallow pride? I answered: Lo! My son, my Habibullah! He slew three with three blows! Will you see him try the feat again? said I. And with that the fellow shouted, Him first! pointing. Whereat about a dozen men ran forth from a doorway, and one of them smote my son with the cleaver!

What did you do? asked Narayan Singh, standing in the shadow of the ox-cart for concealments sake; for he looked like a man who had come hot from fighting.

What could I do? Ishteamers came  two of them  and the police. May Allah blast the lives of the police! I ran  I and my two sons. What else?

No sign of Father Cyprian?

None! Nor of my four sons! answered Ali, running the fingers of both hands through his gray-shot beard. If my sons lie in the ashes yonder, burned by Hindus, may Allah so do to me and more likewise unless I burn half of Delhi to the ground! I will lay India waste! I will raise a lashkar * in the Hills and raid and rape this land until a Hindu wont dare show himself! I

Hs-s-sh! said King. We cant wait here. What next?

What next is where to hide ox-cart! sighed Chullunder Ghose. Characteristic of ox-carts being tractability! Requirements of this party, self included, being absence from the flesh at present! Even the police could trace us by the corpses  like a lot of bottles! Debauch of bloodshed! Self am drunk with blood  inebriated  very! I say office! That is advice of blood-drunk babu! Go to office. Subsequently I lose ox-cart in Chandni Chowk, being goat as usual!

But the prisoner?

I said subsequently, sighed Chullunder Ghose, oppressed in spirit by the worlds obtuseness and its too material demands. To the office with the prisoner; to hell with me. Your servant, sahibs ! Vae victis ! Caught with stolen ox-cart, trying to conceal same under garbage  no friends  no attorney  ten years  verb. sap.  are we going? Yes?

They went, but Ali and one son backed off, promising to turn up at the office by another route. Ramsden, with Jeremy to lend him aid and countenance, sought an Eurasian apothecary, to whom Jeremy told fabulously interesting tales of dark intrigue while Ramsden was sluiced out, salved and bandagedà la queens taste, as the man of drugs described it. Thereafter Jeremy and Ramsden chose a round-about route, using every trick in Jeremys compendium for throwing off pursuit  which brought them, subject to the quirks of Destiny, beneath the window of a building, whence policemen issued  five  that minute freed from extra duty  arguing.

It was a hundred-rupee note! said one of them. Nay, fifty!

I saw!

I likewise!

I say it was fifty!

I saw you take it from his clothes. It was in a leather purse. You threw the purse away. It was a hundred!

Fifty!

Show us then!

They all stood in a group beneath a street light, and the man who had emerged first drew a fifty-rupee note from his pants pocket, carefully unfolded it, and held it in the pale rays.

Good that we were all dismissed together, or it would have been but ten by now! said one of them, and they all laughed.

Who can change it? Ten for each of us!

They laughed again. Not one of them had change. Ramsden and Jeremy were within five paces when the laugh was cut short  turned into the blasphemy of spitting cats  and like the blast that whoops along the valleys of his homeland Ali of Sikunderam with one son swept into the middle of the group, snatched the fifty-rupee note, spat in the face of the man who had held it, and vanished!

Hell! exclaimed Ramsden. Now were it!

He was right, or he would have been, but for Jeremy. Failing the right victim, pick the easiest and shake him down!

The five policemen turned on two who might have money, and who looked easy to convict of almost anything.

Sahibs ! said Jeremy; and the very title flattered them. This is the servant of the Burra-wallah High Commissioner Dipty sahib . He and I recognized those rascals!

The police closed in around them.

This bandaged bear? The Dipty-sahibs butler maybe? A fine tale!

Aye! And an end to it, unless ye use discretion!

Jeremy fell back on dignity of the assumed kind  something that he lacks unless by way of mimicry. To a man those five police were Moslems. Jeremy was robed in the hated garb of a Hindu sect notorious as more fanatical than even the most bigoted True-believers. But the police of most of the cities of the world have experienced the fruits of interference with entrenched ecclesiastics. However lawless, they let them alone if they may, occasionally envying, no doubt, the opportunities for honest increment so hugely greater  so immensely safer than their own.

This follower of Kali doubtless had his own way of exerting influence. It might be true that the Dipty-sahib kept a strong man in his pay for private reasons. If it were a lie, the man in bandages seemed none the less to be befriended by a member of a dangerous cult.

Dogs! snarled Jeremy. Will ye snoot among the garbage, or be laid on a true scent?

He was giving them no option really. No policeman, not the most cantankerous Mahommedan, would dare refuse a clew from a religious personage. None might wear those orange-yellow robes except the recognized initiates of a dreaded mystery. That much was notorious. Surely no initiate would play a trick on the police.

You know where we may find those robbers? one asked with as much deference in his voice and manner as he found compatible with True- believing.

I know, answered Jeremy. But he knew, no more than they, as he recounted afterward, the sheer, stark impudence of the trick he was going to play on them. He was simply spieling, as he called it talking to encourage the ideas to come; and whenever Jeremy does that the unexpected happens.

Show us, sahib .

Jeremys whole facial expression changed. The idea had come to him, smiling from the blue. He wore now the look of rapt intensity with which he holds an audience, while his subtle fingers achieve impossibilities of legerdemain. That look of itself alone would have been sufficient, but for Ramsden; he had to explain away Ramsden satisfactorily, or else to extricate him brazenly, and the difficulty only added to the zest.

You know our house? he asked, selecting his words to avoid a compromising wrong phrase. (He did not even know at that time whether or not the followers of Kali had a temple, or even a meeting-place in Delhi.)

The temple of Kali? Surely, said one of the police. Well  go to that, and

They looked disappointed, and the air of deference waned visibly, as Jeremy noticed; but they did not know he noticed it.

Nay, better; I go with you. Lead on. We will follow to attract less notice.

The police agreed to go four in front, provided one of them might follow behind for discretionary purposes.

They were not capable of quite trusting a Hindu stranger in the circumstances, any more than Jeremy was really sure they could guide him to the enemys headquarters. But the police know scores of things of which they do not comprehend the significance. They led Jeremy and Ramsden to the very door of a temple, on whose front the image of the Dreadful Bride of Siva scowled through her regalia of snakes and skulls.

It was a battered image. Moslem rule and riot each had taken toll of it. The nose was missing. Not a snake or skull of all her ornaments was whole. The dirt of a generation and the tireless energy of time had joined their forces, so that Kalis face was ground like that of the poor  into unrecognition; part of the disguise, that, like the necklaces and snakes. None cared. None visited that temple to ask unpleasant questions. Though the purlieus of the door were clean enough to appease the municipal inspectors, the gloom within was unattractive. He who lurked in a yellow smock in the shadows beyond the threshold was no showman, but a guardian of sacred privacy, whose very glance was a rebuff.

Do ye dare enter? Jeremy asked of the about-to-be-confused police.

They naturally did not dare. It dawned on them that they were fooled, and helpless.

You should look for your Hillmen in a coffee-shop, three streets to your right and straight along for half a, mile, he told them, smiling.

So they smiled back, dejectedly, as victims of a practical joke who do not care to admit they are annoyed. They saw him thrust Ramsden toward the inner temple gloom, and turned away with a grim jest about Hindus and holy places that would have done credit to the Prophet of Allah himself.

Lets sit, suggested Jeremy.

Ramsden sat down, almost on the threshold, almost absolutely invisible in the deep night that precedes dawn; and Jeremy beside him, next the street.

Well give them time to lose sight of us, and then hoof it, said Jeremy. Meanwhile, we know now where the yellow-jackets nest is. If a yellow-belly sees us hell mistake me for a member of the gang.

Not so! said a voice in the dark within a yard of him, in English.

He looked into the eyes of death  of Kali!  of the Goddess of Annihilation!  into the eyes of Sivas awful Bride! Her arm reached out toward him from the darkness. Living snakes, encircling her hair like tresses of Medusa, writhed as in torment. Skulls that might have been of monkeys or of men  that was no telling in that light  rattled like dry gourds on a rope about her shoulders. There was a faint smell, not of a charnel-house, but of herbs that suggested prophylaxis, and by inference the reason for it  blood!

Catch hold of me! gasped Ramsden, reaching for Jeremys hand. But he was fixing his attention elsewhere.

The goddess was young, as with a youth eternal. Full lips, cheeks, breasts  burning eyes aflow with something else than greed  a plump arm, shapely as a serpent  grace of movement  snakes  and dry skulls!

And the smell  the word smell, Jeremy remembered, had brought that yellow-robed prisoner to his senses  the penetrating, subtle smell of herbs did more than offset things. It banished them! They faded out.

Ramsden had lost consciousness, huge and heavy, with his shoulders across Jeremys thighs, until someone took him by both feet and drew him into the temple. Jeremy felt himself going. The gloom swam  full of Kalis glowing eyes  she seemed to have scores of them that everlastingly reduced themselves to two.

I felt the tingle of the magic and fell unresisting.

He remembered Alis boast. He let himself go  lay back in the arms of someone whom he could not see  Kalis arms and her snakes for aught he knew!  and let them drag him unresisting head-first into the darkness that was cool and echoing and dry.

So he was conscious when they slammed a door on him. Nor would he have been Jeremy if he had lain still, uninquisitive. He set to work to grope about a great room, stumbling over Ramsdens inert bulk, until his hand rested on a truckle-bed and his ears heard breathing. He produced matches from the belt in which he kept cigarettes and money under his smock  struck one  saw a face he knew, and burned his fingers while he stared at it.

By God! Pop Cyprian!


CHAPTER XIV. Weve got your chief!

RAMMY, old top!

Jeff Ramsden had moved, and Jeremys voice in the womb of blackness greeted his return to consciousness. But he had to repeat the words several times before there was any answer; Jeff had forgotten where he left off, and lay cautious like the centipede considering how to run.

Listen, its me, Jeremy. Were under Kalis temple, and Pop Cyprians here sleeping like a baby on a full meal. Ive struck matches  seven left  cant find lamp or candle. Ill strike one more, and keep the last six for emergency. Wake up!

It dawned on Jeff that Jeremy did not consider this was an emergency. He laughed.

Good enough! said Jeremy. Dont stare at the match. Its the last, remember.

There are those who dont believe in miracles, but accept the turning on of light as commonplace. Moreover, they may vote, and some are known as educators.

This happened: where nothing was, and no light, suddenly a vaulted crypt developed, glowing with the color of warm gold wherever rays from a mean, imported Japanese match shone on a projection. Agni, leaping from the womb of wood, had wrought another wonder, that was all. (The age of miracles is done.)

Between two shadows of carved pillars lay Cyprian face-upward, like a corpse laid out for burial, but breathing rhythmically, smiling like a man who sees beyond the veil and is agreeably surprised. He lay on army blankets on a bed that could be carried easily, and was covered up to the armpits with a white sheet. The shadows all around him leaped like things alive. Arches appeared and vanished. Jeff tried to guess the height of the vaulted roof above him.

Blast! remarked Jeremy. Thats the fifth time! My fingers are cooked through.

Light vanished, but the momentary picture left its impression on the retina. For seconds, though his eyes were shut, Jeff saw the golden masonry, and Cyprian in an aura that the shadows were closing in like floods to overwhelm.

Ive tried to wake him, said Jeremy. Ive pinched him. He dont move. But his respiration, temperature and pulse all seem about normal. Do you suppose hes hypnotized?

I know Ive been poisoned, Jeff answered. Youll have to pardon my bad French.

He vomited enormously; but even so, with that necessity off his mind, he could not remember what had happened.

You were knocked over by a smell, said Jeremy. It didnt get me.

That was swank unshriven  Jeremy, not long ago a victim of the hypnotist whom Ramsden slew, reasserting his equality. Subsequently, from beneath, as memory always works, the salient points of recent history emerged into Jeffs consciousness, developed by the acid understanding that Jeremy had some need to assert himself.

Wasnt I in a fight? asked Jeff.

No, old top. The other Johnny was. You won. Listen: King, Grim and the rest of em are probly in our office in the Chandni Chowk, waiting for us. Were under the floor, and maybe under the cellar of Kalis temple. A lady runs the place whose hair needs combing  no, not cooties  snakes! She wears mens skulls for ornaments. Vamped em possibly. Our crowd hold one yellow-belly prisoner, and what with Narayan Singh and you weve killed a bag-full. Contrariwise, theyve got us. My guess is were safe enough as long as our crowd is alive and alert. But if they should burn half of Delhi in order to roast our folks alive, why then

Why then you would be spoorlos ,* wouldnt you! said a voice in the dark, that was a mans, but for all the money in the world not Cyprians.

Jeremy accepted that as an emergency and struck match one of the remaining six. A breath blew it out before it finished sputtering. He struck another, sheltering it between his hands. Eyes laughed at him, but a breath blew the match out before he could see the face that framed them. Nevertheless, he was nearly sure that breath and eyes belonged to different individuals. He struck a third match and Jeff prospected in his own way. Jeffs fist, launched not quite at random in the dark, hit someone hard and sent whoever it might be crashing backward against Cyprians cot, upsetting man and cot together  waking Cyprian.

Mercy, where am I? Light! Turn on the light! said the old priest querulously. Memory failed him, too.

But a voice spoke like the resonances of a bronze bell, in a tongue that neither Jeremy nor Ramsden knew, and slowly  almost like aurora borealis  soft light beginning dimly in a dozen places filled the crypt. It seemed to commence among corners and slowly to collect itself into a whole, until at last it framed nine individuals, the chief of whom in the center out-frowned all the others as a mountain dwarfs the hills. He was motionless, immense, a man who had attained the stark simplicity of elemental knowledge and a kind of power that goes with it. Except for one thing he could have passed for a Mahatma  one of those pure embodiments of spirituality, who set the whole world first and themselves last, thus conquering the world. In his eyes there glared the cold fire of ambition. He was proud with the pride of Lucifer, who fell. Pride is the first of all foes that the Mahatma vanquishes, and so this individuals attainment, if prodigious, none-the-less was not good.

Compared to the man whom Jeff fought in the yard of the minaret he was as two to one. Even his physical strength seemed twice that of the former. In poise, calm, majesty of brow, and magnetism he more resembled one of those temple images that sit in the gloom and stare through eyes of amethyst, than any ordinary being. He looked aloof from human standards; yet  the hunger for human power burned in him, and could be felt.

His coppery skin shone, well groomed, although hardly clothed at all, and his muscles were like bronze castings. His smile was thick-lipped, but as static as the rest of him, as if it had been cast in place. On his forehead, under an orange-yellow turban, was the crimson caste-mark of the cruel goddess whom he chose to serve, but he wore no other ornament, nor any clothes except the yellow cloth twisted scantly on his loins. His feet were bare, and he sat with their soles turned upward in the attitude impossible, or at best a torture, to the western races.

Bong!

The word, if it was one, sounded like a hammer on bell-metal, producing overtones that hummed away into infinity. The eight who were with him hurried like supers betrayed by a rising curtain to straighten themselves into rigid attitudes on either hand  all except one, the woman. Jeremy knew her again, although the snakes and skulls were missing. Alone of all of them she sat irregular  apart from the exact arc of a circle that the others kept  like a picture of Herodias, lacking John Baptists head just yet a while. Lovely, if you love that kind of thing. Rich, ripe, full-lipped, with eyes of a challenging candor that had looked with curiosity and some amusement  but no pity  into more and worse evil than the rest of the world suspects there is. Sex-insolence robed in a leopard-skin.

She had jewels on most of her fingers, and on one toe what looked like a wedding-ring set with diamonds; but her nostril had not been pierced for the jeweled stud so much affected by Hindu women, and her earrings were not the usual drooping things but emeralds cut table-shape and set so that even the claws of the setting were invisible.

The others were seven men in yellow smocks, not remarkably different from those who had conducted the offensive hitherto, but possibly a mite more sure of themselves and a shade less anxious, consequently, to create impressions. Seven men so much alike in motive and self-discipline that a kind of graceless unity had settled on them, making of men of varying height and weight one pattern molded by unanimous desire.

Who are these people? Where am I? Cyprian demanded, sitting up.

Instead of answering, the bronze man in the midst pointed a finger at Jeremy and spoke in English: You and he, pick up that bed and set it down between you!

By he he meant Ramsden. By giving a command that would probably not be disobeyed he intended to impose his will. The most imperial control must have beginning, and the hypnotist does not live  nor ever did  who can exert authority without by some means gaining first the victims own consent.

Jeremy was done with being hypnotized.

You go to hell! he answered civilly in English.

Ditto!

Ramsden reenforced him with a gruff voice and a gesture like a gladiators. He feared poison-gas much more than any mental trickery.

Come over here, Pop! Jeremy said to Cyprian. Try to walk.

Cyprian made the attempt, getting his feet to the floor and then thrusting himself up with both hands. He did not do badly. Jeff caught him before he tripped and fell, and set him down like a child between himself and Jeremy, where the old man, leaning against Jeffs shoulder, shut his eyes after one hard look at the nine who faced him. He was conscious, for his lips were moving. He might have been memorizing a formula.

Can you do this? said Jeremy, smiling impudently into the face of the enemys spokesman.

He avoided the womans eyes. She had a long silk handkerchief that she plied between her fingers restlessly. He snatched it without looking at her, and went through the motions of the Thug-assassin, tossing the handkerchief at last into the lap of the immense man in the midst. It was the essence of disrespect  irreverence.

Beat that if you can!

The woman giggled. He who should have been respected spoke in an unknown language.

Bong!  or so it sounded, and about eight other syllables. It was as startling as the gong that checks ten thousand horsepower in mid- turn.

Four of the nine got up and passed behind the pillars to their rear, returning in a minute with a wooden stretcher and a great weight on it. The woman giggled again.

Look! said the man in the midst, again in English.

But Jeremy had looked. His cue was disobedience. It did not interest him to con again the features of the man whom Jeff had fought and killed  whom he had made to sit up and seem to speak in the ox- cart.

I get you! he answered, laughing. Who killed Cock-Robin? That it? Want to bet? Ill bet the man who took his number down can do the same to you! Come! Put your money up!

Disobedience increasing into disrespect, was rising to Jeremys head like wine. His voice and the little curt laugh betrayed it. Cyprians old, lashless eyes opened a trifle  hardly wider than walnuts at a winters end  and his lips ceased moving. When he spoke at last he had pulled himself together and there was the strength in his voice that is the accumulation of half a centurys conceded deference. He spoke as one having authority:

Peace in the presence of death!

Im not joking, Pop, said Jeremy; but the fumes were no longer rising. Rammy can lick that blighter!

Peace! commanded Cyprian.

He was still leaning against Ramsdens shoulder. Jeffs right arm was around his waist as if it had been a girls. Depending on Jeffs grip the old man leaned forward  raised one finger  pointed at the bronze face opposite  opened his eyes wide at last. He seemed to be drawing deep on his reserves of strength.

Peace! Do you hear me! He was speaking English just as Jeremy had done. As long as we are unaccounted for

It was the bronze mans turn to laugh. He and the woman rang a carillon like bells in tune. The other seven smiled, as if the abyss in which their thoughts dwelt swallowed any sound they might have made.

My brother! said the bronze man simply, making a gesture toward the bier. The two words explained the whole of his attitude, although the word did not necessarily imply blood-relationship.

Watch out you dont join him in Hell! sneered Jeremy, bridling, repeating his curt, dry laugh  the danger signal.

So Cyprian reentered the lists, raising his head off Ramsdens shoulder.

You do not dare! he said, pointing a lean forefinger. And again he spoke English. You have no occult power! You can harm no men who are awake. You are a weak thing  a poor thing  helpless  human flesh and blood! You are as helpless in the face of honesty as that!

He pointed at the corpse. Wise, wise old Cyprian! Nine out of any ten religionists would have voiced some tenet of their creed, and so have given the enemy an opening into which to thrust the barbed darts of religious rivalry.

You will never get my library, he went on. Trustees have orders what to do with it. And if you harm me, can you pick the knowledge from my old dead brains?

The woman laughed aloud. The man in bronze smiled triumphantly. Jeff Ramsdens arm closed around Cyprian, and Jeremy leaned forward, as if to interpose his own body between the old man and the shock that was trembling on cruel lips to be launched. News of the burning of his books was likelier than not to unhinge Cyprian. It was a bomb reserved to batter his defenses. Jeff forestalled it  drew the fuse.

Your books are up in smoke, he said. Rather than let them carry even one away we

No need to finish the friendly lie. Cyprian understood that friends had been forehanded with the torch.

All? he demanded.

Every last one, said Jeff.

You know that?

Yes.

Cyprian stiffened himself, almost as if ten years were taken off his age.

I am content. I have deserved it. It was pride that prevented me from burning them long ago. You are certain they are all gone?

Then the old man bowed his head, and the enemy understood there was no more chance in that direction. There is little you can do in that way with a man who owns nothing and asks no more favors of the world. But you may threaten. He tried that next: At your age death without water

Is easier than for you! said Cyprian.

At the mercy of ants

Gods creatures! answered Cyprian. I am old. I can face my end.

Or you may tempt  perhaps.

We know much. You know a little. Add yours to ours, and we can track the Nine down.

Cyprian bent his head again, this time to hide a smile; but the woman saw it. She made some kind of signal to the man. Cyprian was elated. The double confession couched in ten words, that these, too, were hunting the Nine and did not even know their whereabouts, was like a breath of incense.

The man with the bronze smile read the womans signal and appeared to be digesting it. He said nothing for about a minute. Then:

We have a man who knows a member of the Nine by sight.

Jeff and Jeremy looked up, and down again, not daring to complete the exchange of glances. Even so, it was enough. The nine who watched all recognized the movement and interpreted it. The woman held her hands palm- downward about midway from her bosom to the floor and moved them outward in a motion that suggested leveling the earth for new erections.

Your friends hold him prisoner!

You deduce that? Cyprian asked, looking up with a swift bird-movement of the head.

Ignorant himself of whether it was trite or not, he was afraid that Jeff or Jeremy might blurt out an admission. He knew better than to give away one scrap of information. Tell the enemy nothing. Concede nothing. Yield nothing. That was next to being his religion. That was why he bought up books on occultism and the secret sciences. It was part and parcel of him.

Jeff detected Cyprians call for discretion sooner than Jeremy did. His slower wit was working at full power, plugging as it were against obscurity; whereas Jeremy, knowing himself the quicker, was leaping from one possibility to another. Jeremy, if left to it, would have tried to strike a bargain, leaving mother-wit to solve it when the time for double-crossing came. Jeff would have used force. What his mind was pondering, deliberately rather than obtusely, was: Why had he not been searched? The comfortable weights disposed beneath the ragged costume he was wearing were enough proof of the fact. Did these men, knowing not a shot had been fired in the long nights hurly-burly, simply deduce from that a lack of firearms? Were they so careless?

Jeff doubted it. There was another reason. Figuring the probabilities he guessed that only two or three had captured him and Jeremy with the aid of gas, and had been glad enough to get them under lock and key until the others came. But they would hardly dare use gas again with their own unprotected persons in the crypt. Not very swiftly, but as surely as he sets his feet when walking, Jeff reviewed the argument, and then, as if the wound beneath a bandage hurt him, shifted his position.

Jeremy was on another track. He wanted to know what they knew, unlike Jeff, who did not care and only wanted to be out of it. A jest died still-born on Jeremys lips. It would have suited his sense of fitness to make that dead man speak again, and Cyprian, aware of indiscretion in the air, shook nervously.

But he with the bronze smile realized that nothing he had said or done had brought the prisoners nearer to the right subjective state in which he could impose his will on them. And he lost patience. Time seemed to be an element in his immediate affairs, and the woman kept making signals that impressed the others, if not him. Suddenly he moved  about six inches  leaning forward and thrusting his hands in front of him as if they were serpents heads.

You  three  may  not  live  longer  than  you  can  endure  Her  agonies. Unless  you  choose  to  be  of  use! he said.

Each word was separate  almost as if etched  spoken in English with an accent learned at one or other of the universities. And at the word Her his eyes met the womans, as if she were the expert in applied torment.

The younger shall be hurt first. The older shall look on, he said as if it were an afterthought.

How be of use? asked Jeremy.

Like this! said Jeff; and he was on his feet before the words had shaped themselves.

He could be quick when thoughts slow processes had ground out a conclusion. Loosing bold of Cyprian he leaped at the woman and had thrown her into Jeremys lap before Cyprians shoulders hit the floor.

Hang on to her! he yelled.

And then, with every sinew aching from the former fight, he launched himself straight at the man in the middle, landing on his neck before a man could move to his assistance. One tenth of a second then would have been plenty for the whole of Jeffs plan to go up in smoke like Cyprians library, but he was squandering no tenths. With a hand on the back of the neck of his enemy he hurled him forehead-forward to the stone floor  stunned him. And as the seven sprang to assist their chief Jeff dragged him out from under them, cuffing two into unconsciousness and knocking another into the discard somewhere behind the pillars. Then at last he drew his automatic pistol, and throwing his back against a pillar stood at bay, with a foot on the bronze mans stomach and the pistol muzzle threatening him.

Are you heeled? he called to Jeremy.

But Jeremy had his hands too full for any such issue as a gun. He had the daughter of the Ohms to wrestle with. A trapped leopard with the smell of the forest in her lungs would have been a toy compared to her. No python ever wrapped and unwrapped coiling energy so fast, nor struck so swiftly. She was strength and hate and savagery all compressed into the heart of charged springs, and a knife in each hand made her no whit easier to overcome. What was worse, Jeff had only knocked out three of the seven. Four were on their feet and fancy-free  it might be they were doubly dangerous for lack of the control the man in their midst had exercised before Jeff laid him out.

Jeremy with his knee in the womans stomach twisted one wrist until she dropped that knife with a scream of anger. But her right wrist was stronger than his left, and her stomach muscles could resist his knee. She slipped out from under him and kicked the fallen knife. One of the seven pounced on it, and Jeff shot him dead before he could raise his hand to drive the blade into Jeremy.

But that was not Jeffs plan. Noise, that might bring help was likelier to bring more enemies. Gas was what he feared. As long as there were living followers of Kali in the crypt it was hardly likely their friends would turn the gas on. He wished the giant under his foot would show signs of life. If Jeremy should kill the woman and he should shoot all the others there would probably be a greater risk of gas than ever.

But Destiny was overturning. They were down inside the works. Like a pair of interwoven springs released Jeremy and the woman fought in spasms, she using teeth and he his fists at last  for how else should a man release his biceps from unyielding jaws? The underlings in, yellow lurked behind pillars for their opportunity, as likely as not possessed of firearms and afraid to use them yet lest Jeff should finish off their chief. The woman, for a second mastering Jeremy, writhed close to a pillar. Jeff decided he must shoot her  just as two men moved  the man under his foot and Cyprian. Both moved at once  spoke  used the same word  

Cease!

Then: Dont shoot again. Put up your weapon, ordered Cyprian.

He under Jeffs foot shouted something at the woman in a tongue that not even Cyprian understood, and she, with a last dynamic dig with her knife at Jeremys right eye, laughed and relaxed, so that Jeremy scattered his strength and she slipped away from him before he could recover. She had the knife poised for throwing, with the haft against the heel of her hand and her elbow well back, when Jeff coughed and her eye looked down the barrel of his automatic. Jeremy laughed and took the knife and thanked her for it, in return for which she spat so nearly straight into his mouth that he could neither eat nor drink for days without remembering it.

And all that while the light  the pale, cool, unexplained light that had started in a dozen places and appeared to join itself together into one  had continued steadily, casting no shadow in their midst but leaving all the outer portions of the crypt in darkness.

It began to grow dim; not at once, but gradually, as it once came, resolving into separate mysteries, each withdrawing, and each growing less. Jeremy went for the woman again, but she laughed, escaping his clutches easily, mocking him and as the light waned focussing her thought on Cyprian. It was as obvious as the increasing dimness that when darkness came Cyprian was due for her attentions.

So Jeff Ramsden, feeling that his plan was no good after all  but game until the gods should hoist his number  bent his knee rather than his shoulders and seized the man beneath him by the wrist.

Come close, you two! Quick!

Cyprian and Jeremy obeyed him, in a twilight so dim now that the pillars of the crypt resembled tree-trunks in a forest, and the shadows moving in among them, ghosts.

Tie this man, Jeremy!

So Jeremy took the girdle from Cyprians black soutane and kneeling on the bronze man lashed his wrists behind him so that nothing less than sharp steel might set them free again.

Let me go. Im going to turn you out of here, the man protested.

I know you are! Jeff answered.

As he spoke, in front of him, somewhere among the deepening pillar- shadows, an arm moved swiftly and a knife struck the pillar behind him half an inch above his head. The womans laugh rang ghostly like a pixies in the forest, but the broken blade fell on Jeffs trussed prisoner and buried itself in the flesh of his arm. He cursed, and the woman left off laughing. Jeff took aim at where her laugh had seemed to have its origin, and fired. The pistol-flash, like lightning in the night, showed nothing but the pillars  and a gloom beyond  and no less than a dozen faces over yellow smocks, all waiting in the outer dark for something to begin.

Ive four shots left and no spares. Wheres yours? Jeff asked Jeremy.

There was no answer, but the sound of a struggle  strangling it might be  then of heavy breathing through the nose  and  

Bong!

It was the same word in an unknown tongue that had produced obedience before. But it was not the same man using it. It may be that a man with all his wits about him and no other care to subdivide attention might have detected mispronunciation: But there was much to think of. Expectation held its breath. It was pitch-dark now.

Jeremy, feeling for Jeffs hand, guided it to the prisoners mouth, not speaking. Jeff felt a gag made of a turban end, and understood; his two immense hands closed on the victims jaws, and the gag was tightened into place and held there by a pistol-butt. Nevertheless, the voice of the bronze man once more broke the silence  speaking English with an accent learned at one or other of the universities  each word separate.

Good. You  have  won  this  bout. It  is  conceded. Go  free. Your  three  lives  in  exchange  for  mine. My  men  will  show  you  to  the  street  in  . Go  free.

Then Jeremys voice  this time indubitably Jeremys:

All right, cocky! You come with us to the street as guarantee of good faith! And I want to understand each word you say. Feel the knife on your Adams apple? Itll cut in halves the first word you use in any other than the English language! Now  give your orders!

The voice changed to bell-metal.

Lead them to the street and let them go. Let no harm touch them.

Jeremys voice again, high-pitched and disrespectful, taking no man nor his makings seriously:

Weve ten shots and a knife to keep our end up with. Well croak you at the first hitch!

Bell-metal again:

Make haste! The day increases. Lead them to the street.

In darkness! ordered Jeremy. No light to see to shoot us by!

In darkness! said the bell obediently.

There was movement somewhere  almost inaudible footfalls. Then a voice at a little distance, speaking in Punjabi  

This way  come!

Jeremy gathered up Cyprian, who leaned back in the hollow of his arm reserving all strength for emergency. Jeff, holding the gag firmly with the pistol-butt, seized the prisoners neck in fingers like a vise and put such pressure on the jugular and carotid as answered all objections in advance. Together, in an eight-legged group like a spider treading warily, they started for the voice, each touching each  Jeffs strength as taut and alert as dynamite with fuse attached.

All is well. Keep coming! said the same voice.

All ud better be well! remarked Jeremy. Weve got your chief. He gets it first remember!

Whoever controlled that mysterious light obeyed the order to keep it turned off. That made discovery impossible, but eased no nerves. A dozen times the giant whom Jeff was dragging writhed in a sudden effort to eject the gag, and many more than a dozen times between the middle of the crypt and a door set somewhere in its invisible circumference they drew in breath believing they were attacked.

This way, sahibs ! the voice kept calling, too sugar-sweetly to be free from guile; and they kept following, too fearful to refuse. Time and again they cannoned into pillars, as if whoever led them was boxing the compass in a calculated effort to confuse.

The door in less than ten steps, or I shoot! said Jeremy at last.

The click of the slide of his automatic as he tested it confirmed the threat. But they were at the door. He tripped over a step that instant. And if Jeff had not needed his pistol-butt for forcing home the gag there would have been an all-betraying flash  and only Indias gods know what next. Jeff used his fist instead  letting go his prisoner, swinging with all his weight behind a left-hand hay-maker, and hitting he never knew what. It vanished along with what might have been a feminine scream cut short. When he swung again there was nothing there.

Come on! said Jeremy, and:

This way, sahibs ! said the voice.

They mounted invisible steps and came to a ramp sloping upward between stone walls. It seemed to curve around the circumference of three parts of a circle, and they took each step with shoulders against the wall, prospecting carefully, with a foot in advance for fear of traps. Once, when they had mounted for as many minutes as was possible without giving vent to emotion, Jeremy stopped in the lead and forced himself to breathe steadily a dozen times. Then, obtaining self-command:

Remember! No lights! he called out in the bell-metal voice.

No lights! This way, sahibs ! came the answer.

Once or twice bats struck them in the face, but there was no other opposition until a great door creaked on heavy hinges and a darkness something less opaque announced that they were in the temple. It was still impossible to see a hand outstretched a yard before the eyes; but there was another quality to darkness, and the echo changed. The door to the street was shut. They knew it must be daylight, but there was nothing to prove it  not a crack that the faintest ray shone through.

But there was noise. Something  a man by his breathing  labored at a bolt, or it might be at a swinging bar that held the outer door shut. He muttered at his work.

Krishna! was perfectly distinct  not a word you would expect in Kalis temple, she having little in common with the god compassionate.

There was the sound of hoofs  in itself no startling circumstance, for they let the sacred bulls pass freely in and out of many Hindu temples. But the squeak of unoiled wheels was added to it; and if that meant anything it was that the dust of unclean streets had defiled a sacred floor. Dust on a bulls feet is one thing; on wheels another.

He who had led the way out of the crypt drew breath between his teeth and called to his chief in the secret tongue for orders. Jeff set his back against the heavy door to hold it open, Cyprian whispered something neither heard, and Jeremy took chances at a venture. He answered in Punjabi, in the bronze voice:

I will see these to the street. Return, thou, and call the others to attend to this when these have gone!

That certainly was vague enough. But it covered as much of the facts as anybody knew, and there was no need to explain why the chief did not answer in the sacred tongue. How should he dare be misunderstood by the men who held him as their hostage?

The guide seemed disciplined until his own will was an automatic agent of obedience. He turned with a retching of bare feet on stone and started back. Invisible, he sought the invisible door unerringly, and Jeff  invisible as either, and as ignorant of what might happen next as anyone on earth  played by ear, as a musician might, for the peak of the mans jaw as he passed. He hit it, which was a miracle. He sent him stunned down the dark ramp, spinning on his heels and falling backward; and the heavy door shut tight on him before the echo of the blow had ceased.

My aunt! said a voice in English. Now is winter of a babus discontent! O tempora! O mores!

The belaboring of fists on iron was resumed as if in panic.

To the last man and the last rupee  and then the deluge! said the same voice.

The beating on the outer door redoubled  something like the fluttering of a moth against a window-pane, but heavier.

Chullunder Ghose!

O gods whom I have mocked, am I in hell? Who knows my name?

Strike a match, Jeremy!

The light, as the sound of its striking, was nearly swallowed in the blackness of a domed roof. But a few rays showed two oxen yoked to a two- wheeled covered cart, one standing and the other lying down, while a fat man humped against the temple door shielded his eyes with a forearm.

Jeff laughed, and Jeremy heaped swift conclusions into one mess to be brushed away:

Selling out to the enemy? Double-crossing us? Got captured? Whats the secret, babu-ji?

They greet me with an insult! Oh, my elements! A Frenchman would have fallen on my neck! This Anglo-Saxon race is

  in a hurry! Jeremy cut in. Omit the captions  spill beans!

Are spilt! Any one can pick up same! Was suitably engaged in losing ox-cart  uncamouflaged and less amenable to shrinkage than well fed elephant or long-distance cannon. Very exercised in mind  verb, sap . Could neither sell nor give away same for obvious motives. Hyena-headed shroff * approached clandestinely refused to lend even small sum on such security without proof of ownership. Same being non est in legal verbiage, sought to leave oxen straying in public thoroughfare. Brute beasts, having appetites, refused to be lost, and followed lone acquaintance  me!  presumably on off-chance. Most perplexing! Prayed. Not often efficacious, gods who are neglected in between-times continuing stand-offish in emergency as working rule. Nevertheless, bright notion burst bomb-like on imagination. Bring outfit here! Deposit same in midst of enemy, decamping forthwith. Off-shoulder burden of responsibility in lap of adversary, handicapping same! No sooner said than attempted  came here  door open  drove in  caught by curiosity was urged by inner impulses to forage, being poor babu with family in need of aliment. Shut temple-door accordingly in fear of observation from without. Immediately all was dark! Panic! Terror- stricken! Sought to open door again and failed! O God, what shall we do?

Jeff Ramsden felt his way to the temple-door and groped for the fastenings.

Where are our friends? he asked.

Presumably in office wondering what next! Oh, we are in the wrong place for solaces of friendship! O my God, what next!

Jeremy, groping, lifted Cyprian into the ox-cart and asked him to stay in there. Ramsden discovered the trick of the door-fastening and set his strength against a spring that held a beam in place. It yielded inch by inch.

Pull on the door! he grunted.

Chullunder Ghose obeyed and in another second sat down hard on the stone floor, blinded by inrushing light. The street outside was bathed in the early sunshine, and a loiterer or two  the usual beggars and the usual social nondescripts  turned to observe what might he. The least commotion would have brought a crowd wondering. Whatever was to be done must be commonplace  as calm and apparently in keeping with ancient precedent as all the other unnoticed extravagances of a land of paradox.

Jeff glanced behind him, screwing his eyes up to penetrate the gloom.

Chuck the prisoner in!

Leave him! urged Jeremy.

Jeff strode into the dark, felt the prisoner with his toe, gathered him up, and hove him like a sack of potatoes in through the embroidered curtains.

Chullunder Ghose! Get in and sit on him!

The babu knew better than to disobey. Jeff in that mood is force in motion, not to be turned aside or made to cease.

Jeremy! Walk in front!

Jeremy looked once at him, no more afraid of Jeff than of the oxen, yet aware of something else. The idea that had caught Jeff Ramsden in its orbit and was using him as steam can use the locomotive, was irresistible. He grinned, saluted impudently, turned on his heel, and led the way, the rents that the woman had made in his yellow smock making him look more than ever like a member of Indias great uncountered and unquestioned beggar-holymen.

Jeff, with a tail in each hand and his toes at work, tooled the ox-cart carefully out through the temple-door, leaving it gaping wide behind him, not once looking back, assuming to the best of his ability the expression of bored insolence that sits so often on the faces of men who deal with privilege. Even his voice as he cried to the oxen (that refuse to go unless they hear agony) had the tired note of second-hand sanctity. The ox-cart bumped over the cobbles. The splendid, hungry brutes helped themselves at random from frequent sacks of grain beneath the street-side awnings, and from infrequent carts  objurgated, but indifferent from long use. Jeremy reproved with time-worn proverbs someone who kicked the off-side bullock in the mouth for too bold robbery. All was well; or all seemed well, until from behind embroidered curtains at Jeffs back Chullunder Ghose piped up again.

Not knowing plans, not offering to pass on same. Respectfully advise attention, nevertheless! In Chandni Chowk and environments this ox-cart will be as invisible as elephants in Pall Mall! Ford car might pass through unnoticed. Airplane would not cause comment. We are antique anachronism, subject to inquisitive police and mockery of youthful element. I urge judiciousness! Moreover, of two religious personages in my charge, one peeps through the curtains at the rear and the other chokes as if the gag were disagreeing with him. On which one shall I sit?

It was Father Cyprian who solved that riddle  he who eased the gag in the prisoners mouth in time to prevent asphyxiation, and he who whispered to Jeff through the front curtains, annoying Chullunder Ghose, who yearns to enjoy full confidence in everything.

I have seen a friend of mine  Bhima Ghandava by name. I did not know he was in India. He must have just returned from his travels. We shall be safe in his house.

Who is he? Will he admit us? Jeff objected. Jeffs mind was bent on another course, and he yielded ungracefully.

Yes, he will admit us. He will hide this cart. He is my friend.

Which way?

Jeff drove his toe under the tail of the near ox, crying like a sea-bird in the gales lee, and they changed direction, leaving Jeremy to walk the middle of a street alone until he turned of his own accord and took the situation in. Thereafter he strove to follow with dignity, as he had led with grace.

They wended time-hallowed streets, avoiding the great thoroughfares and hunting quiet as the homing pigeon goes. There might have been a compass under the naked crown of Cyprians head. And at last they reached a wide teak gate in a high wall at an alleys end, where Cyprian, reaching from the ox-cart, pulled a brass chain. Eyes scrutinized them through an iron grill.

Can you entertain us? Have you a messenger? asked Cyprian. And a voice with a smile in it answered in English:

Why certainly. Welcome! Come in!

Then someone rattled iron bars, and the great gate swung inward to admit them.


CHAPTER XV. Abandon cant and cant all ye who enter here!

WERE no good!

Athelstan King was spokesman, on a cushion on the office floor with his shoulders wedged into the corner and Grim facing him, on another cushion, backed against the desk. King was suffering from ex-officialitis, a disease that gets men harder in proportion to their length of service. His best work had been done without the shadow of officialdom  over the border, where the longest purse, the longest wit, and the longest knife are Law  but that had not preserved him from official commendation afterward, which is a poison more subtle than cocaine.

Grim, on the other hand, had never been praised by anyone except his enemies, and by them only for ulterior purposes.

I feel good, said Grim, yawning and keeping an eye on the prisoner, who was blindfolded and tied behind the desk.

Phah! Melikani! * remarked Ali of Sikunderam, sitting son-less and despondent with his back against the door. Moreover, shaven and unmarried! What do you know of lifes bitterness?

Nothing! Grim agreed. Lifes sweet.

I have lost my son  my best son! Ali grumbled. Allah is Lord of Mercies, but my Habibullah was a jewel too good to die.

They had heard that a dozen times at least between the night that seemed a thousand years away and morning that was just beginning to describe how villainously filthy was the office window. They spared their comments.

I dare not claim the body, but the Wakf * * will bury it, which is something .

Narayan Singh, his black beard resting on his chest, woke out of a reverie and seemed to consider Ali for the best part of a minute.

Unless your remaining sons are more wakeful and alert than pigs that perish, they will be even as Habibullah, he said presently.

Pigs? Ali bridled at the word. Nerves were on edge that morning. My sons are posted all about us as the eyes of angels! What do you mean by pigs?

I go to see how many of them sleep, the Sikh answered. Let me pass.

Ali moved away from the door ungraciously and as slowly as he dared. If the Sikh had only weighed a little less  had only lacked an inch or so of reach  had only a shade less courage and a shorter list of dead men to his credit  there would have been a fight that minute. As it was, there was only a delay while Ali removed his mat, lest the Sikhs foot subject it to defilement. Narayan Singh strode out, and Ali slammed the door behind him with violence that made the clouded-glass pane rattle.

We erred in demeaning our society, admitting persons without izzat ,* he announced to whom it might concern.

Chup!  said King and Grim together  a very rude word in the circumstances.

Neither of them cared who knew that Narayan Singh might have their blood and bank accounts to back him for the asking.

Theres dust in my lungs! announced King. This office building is a fire-trap. If the enemy marked us down theyll burn the whole block. Well have drawn ill fate on to the heads of a hundred people  or more. Suppose we move on.

Where to? Grim objected. How will Rammy and Jeremy find us? This was the rendezvous.

Was! If they were alive theyd be here.

Lifes longer than that, Grim objected. Then theres Chullunder Ghose

King interrupted, smiling with a tired, wry face  not cynical, but sorry, because of the probabilities:

Theyve caught him with the ox-cart. There must be a million ways to get into trouble with that contraption. We shouldnt have sent him.

But we did, Grim answered. Heres our place until someone shows up.

King knew that. Left to himself he would never have suggested any other course. Had he doubted Grim he would never have voiced his own doubts. But there is comfort in the privilege of pouring forth unwisdom to be contradicted. He had been that kind of rebuttal-witness for many a good man in the toils of discouragement. It was his turn.

Oh, go to hell! he answered wearily.

For an hour after that they sat in silence, listening to the brassy ticking of the export-clock  the quarreling of birds along the roof- edge  all the noises that an Indian population makes in getting ready for the day  unpleasant noises for the most part from the western view. Alternately they slept by fits and starts, but there was always one of them awake, and all three instantly caught the rhythm of Narayan Singhs returning feet. Ali opened the door for him unbidden, forgetful already of the dawns resentment.

And the boys  my sons  ?

Are awake now!  the Sikh assured him, and faced the others to announce his news.

There are tales in the street of an ox-cart, driven by a god some say  some name the god  wandering all night about the city. The bunnias laugh, but the crowd is saying it portends events. Men say the oxen were as big as elephants, and the cart like the Car of Jaggernathi! They say it means India will rise and free herself!

Has the hour come for the North then? wondered Ali, plucking at his knife.

If six men of the North stay awake, I think none in yellow can pass them. But if the enemy should come in pink or green  above all green Narayan Singh went on.

My sons are not fools! Ali countered hotly, getting to his feet.

But Narayan Singh took little notice of him.

If a man in green came, asking for the whereabouts of friends of Father Cyprian, I think our six would let him through unchallenged

You lie! By Allah, in your beard, you lie! said Ali with his left hand on his long knife, thrusting the hilt outward.

I think the man in green is past the inner-guard already, said Narayan Singh, with his ear cocked for the outer passage but his eye on Alis weapon.

A man with green silk lining to his long cloak, and on his forehead a caste-mark such as I never saw  two triangles, one on the other. A man with a womans smile

My sons would gut him! Ali swore.

But Narayan Singh opened the door. A man who answered well enough to the description walked in with the considerate deference of one who needs defer to nobody. The smile was a womans as the Sikh had said, and the face a preserver of secrets, although sunnily handsome. Nothing that that man wanted to conceal would ever become news. He told nothing  gave away nothing, except that he was something of a dandy and comparatively well-to-do. The caste-mark on his brow  two yellow triangles one on the other  told nothing; one could not even guess whether he was Hindu or Mohammedan; his eyes were like a Parsis, and his costume was a compromise  European shoes for instance, and imported socks showing under the green-lined old-gold cloak.

Friends of Father Cyprian? he asked, glancing from face to face.

There was no challenge in his glance, and no fear. He did not see a prisoner in yellow peeping at him from around the desk, but Ali did.

King got off the floor and advanced toward him.

Were anxious for news of Cyprian, he said.

I was told to bring three sahibs  Grim, King and Narayan Singh.

By whom? To bring us where? King asked.

By Father Cyprian. As to where  that is

He hesitated, giving King full opportunity to frame whatever speech he had in mind. And King flung irresolution to the winds:

Fact is, were afraid to be seen on the streets, he confessed. There were incidents last night. Arrest would be inconvenient. We

I have a closed car, the newcomer announced.

But that eased no anxieties. A closed car outside an office in that narrow street would only arouse curiosity. The first inquisitive policeman would learn the cars number after which to trace its course through Delhi would not call for much ingenuity.

But the anonymous messenger told where he had left the car, which of itself was proof that he could only come from friends. Then within the minute, leaving Ali to guard their prisoner and gather the somnolent sons beneath his wings, King, Grim and Narayan Singh were in full flight by the private route, through the warehouse where men dealt in wholesale drugs and outlawed politics  out by a back-door to another street  across that to a sub-cellar gambling-den, whose lawless owner could not afford to tell tales  out by a window into a yard  across the yard into a shed where a Jew swapped camels and was hand-in-glove with all illicit traffickers  through his side-door into a blacksmiths shop, and out of that into a street where a big closed Daimler with crimson curtains waited. It looked like a Maharajahs car, but lacked the royal insignia, and there was no small platform up behind for footmen.

If your honors please

The suave guide, holding his cloak to show as little of the green lining as might he, bowed them in, followed, and slammed the door  which was signal and direction; for without a word said, a driver who looked like a Gourkha but wore spectacles, started away at the highest speed conceivable in those thronged, narrow streets.

In fifteen minutes, by the grace of those who guide the comets in their wild ellipse, having hit nothing, killed nobody, he blew his horn in the throat of a cul-de-sac ; and by the time they reached the end of it a great gate opened, admitting them without reducing speed.

They could hear the great gate slam, and the clang of iron bars that fell in place, but could only see ahead because of the crimson curtains. And ahead was nothing but the whitewashed stall the car belonged in, wide open to receive it. They came to a standstill with the front wheels on its threshold.

But their guide opened the near-side door and they stepped out into a garden of half an acre in which a fountain played. A house, that certainly had been a temple not so long ago, stood face to the fountain, and there were flowers everywhere  in hanging baskets  in niches where perhaps the images of gods had been  on steps and balconies, in windows on a score of ledges, on the roofs raised one above the other  and in masses to right and left of the driveway and the walk that curved between the fountain and the house.

They were thirty yards away from a pillared portico that shaded the house-entrance. Rioting colors, the splash of water and the sunlight on ancient masonry, the quiet, the coo of cloves, and that peace that comes from absolute proportion of design, united to make them feel in another world, or else on another plane in this one. The assurance of their guide completed the effect. Unquestionably he was confident of introducing them to wonders.

Please feel at home, he said, smiling. There should be a sign over this doorway adapted from the famous warning above the gate of Dantes Hell  Abandon CANT and CANT all ye who enter here! Another mystery? Ha-ha! You will understand it after breakfast.

Breakfast! They could smell new-roasted coffee and hot rolls! They were willing to abandon almost anything that instant. Only manners checked a stampede!

I would burn a city for half such impulse! swore Narayan Singh. My belly yearns like a woman for her lover!

But a man came forward in the portico to greet them, who might have checked a royal progress. Not that there was evidence of majesty about him, or of potential violence. There was nothing whatever forbidding in his whole surroundings. He might have been the spirit of the place, but his smile was compact of all the manly elements, and hate omitted.

He was middle-sized, more than middle-aged and yet so hale and well preserved that his age was difficult to guess, nor was his nationality determinable, although like his messenger he wore distinctly oriental clothes  a costume of compromises for the sake of comfort  Hindu on the whole. But he wore no caste-mark. There were no twin triangles on his brow beneath the plain white turban.

His beard, and, as presently appeared, his hair, were iron-gray, not long but affluent and carefully groomed. Hands, face, forehead were netted with tiny wrinkles that seemed to have been smoothed out rather than caused by time; the impression was that he was growing young again, after having faced the worst the world could do to him. Great hunters, great explorers, great law-givers, great sailors have such lines as his. He knew. He had looked in the jaws of infinitely worse than death and had not flinched. Fear for himself had no hold on him. Therefore he was lord of all he surveyed, and not proud, because pride is foolish, whereas he had humor. The humor shone forth from his eyes. Ease made her home with him.

Please feel welcome, he said in English. I am Bhima Ghandava, and this is my house. Your friends are up-stairs. Your wonderful ox-cart is in my stable, the oxen have been fed, and so have your friends and their prisoner. As soon as you have washed you will find breakfast waiting. After that I am sure you would rather talk than sleep, although the sleep would do you more good, so please come to the library.

There was nothing to do but accept his invitation and follow his green-lined chela * into a place where marble, cool water, soap, towels, and the bathroom smell made life for the moment no longer a dream but an exquisite luxury.

The white man thinks the bath is a religion peculiar to himself. The English made a privileged Order of it centuries ago, and it is the only creed that the whole West can agree on. But it also is the one lone recognizable common denominator by which West and East may understand each other in the end  the outward and visible product of an inborn yearning to be clean. There was no difference between Grims and Kings devotion to the ritual and Narayan Singhs, except perhaps the Sikh enjoyed his most.

Then rolls and coffee on white table-linen in a chamber in which priests had kept the Mysteries before men forgot what such things are and what simplicity must go with them.

An atmosphere outlives the men who made it. It is easy to feel lawless in a smugglers den  brave and determined tween-decks in a ship just home from drifting in the polar ice. It was easy to feel then and there that the hatch was off the hold of the impossible and all things waited for accomplishment by them who dared, and knew. There was a sense of being in the very womb of faultless Destiny.

I would trade my whole accomplishment and all my medals, just to know I was worthy to sit here! said Narayan Singh piously  then set his teeth into a buttered roll and washed a titanic mouthful down with coffee that smelt of paradise.

There were no attendants. The messenger in green-lined finery whom their host had called his chela vanished when he had shown them where to go. None intruded on their privacy until the food was all devoured, and even then it was an old acquaintance who burst in on them, weary-eyed and as contented as a bear among the honey-pots.

Sahibs ! Exquisite adventure! Luck at last! Gods whom we have long offended have forgiven us! We are in house of holy adept, whose tobacco is as perfect as his point of view! I swear, thou swearest, he swears! I drink, thou drinkest, he drinks! Rammy sahib consumed one quart of imported stout at seven A. M. Jeremy sahib had whisky-soda. Me, I have drunk cognac, contrary to caste and precedent. Am intoxicated with exuberance! Ghandava sahib drank gin  I am sure  I saw him! He does all things same as everybody. Sahibs , secret is, he doesnt give a damn! He knows too much! He is incorporated essence of accumulated ancient knowledge! Ask him anything  I bet he knows it! He put oil on Rammy sahibs injuries that has made him feel like pigs in clover. You, you incredulate  but me, I know a good thing when I see same. I want somebody to bet with!

Chullunder Ghose sat down cross-legged where a shaft of golden sunshine quivered between the slats of a shutter, and fanned himself with a handkerchief.

Am commanded to escort you three sahibs to sanctum sanctorum soon as gorges rise at thought of further rations. Personally I ate nine rolls and drank a gallon. Emulate me. There is lots more!

They followed him up stone stairs worn by the tread of ancient feet  stairs set in the heart of the masonry by builders who had no need to economize in labor or material, and passed between what once had been the priests rooms, walking on rugs whose origin was Asia from Mongolia to Damascus. At the end of one long passage was a door at least a foot thick carved with the stories of the gods; Chullunder Ghose thumped that with both fists. It opened at once, as if by a hidden mechanism.

They found themselves in what was probably the largest room in the building. It opened by means of high windows on a deep veranda banked with flowers, and its ceiling was vaulted in four sections, with one pillar in the midst to support the inner ends of all four arches. Somewhere were hidden ventilators through which fans drove cool air; the purr of the fans was dimly audible and, just as with Ghandavas costume, there was enough modernity about the place to provide comfort without sacrificing any aspect worth preserving.

The deep, long window-seats, for instance, were upholstered in brocaded cloth, and the stone floor was spread with several layers of rugs. There were books wherever shelves could be fitted between projecting portions of the masonry; and an enormous toucan, neither caged nor chained, sat perched on a bracket projecting from one wall, looking futuristic.

Bhima Ghandava himself rose out of an overstuffed leather armchair to greet them. Ramsden was sprawling in another one. Jeremy sat cross-legged on a divan in a corner near the big bird, whose phonetics he was trying at intervals to imitate. The prisoner, unbound, sat like a big bronze idol on the floor with his back to the window; and Chullunder Ghose resumed the perch he had left at one end of a window-seat. Cyprian was not in sight, but there was a sound of book-leaves quickly turning that suggested him.

Please be at home, smiled Ghandava.

They collapsed into deep armchairs, but Narayan Singh gave up the effort to feel comfortable in his and after a minute squatted on the floor instead, with his back against it. Bhima Ghandava resumed the window-seat vis-a-vis to Chullunder Ghose, and then  as if he might have been watching through a peep-hole for the proper moment  the green-lined chela entered, addressed him as most reverend guru ,* asked whether he needed anything, and was dismissed.

It was conceivable  although not certain by a thousand chances  that that little incident had been designed on purpose to suggest the proper attitude of deep respect. Perhaps the chela had himself conceived it to that end. Ghandava was not in need of the sort of mechanism that surrounds mere royalty. He provided his own atmosphere.

I am trying to make this prisoner feel at home, too, he said with an air of comical regret, but he seems to yearn for brimstone and red-hot coals! This is too tame!

The bronze man sat immobile. Not a feature moved. His wrists were unbound but he had crossed his arms over his breast and held them so as if hypnotized. The proud smile on his thick lips seemed to have been frozen there. He hardly seemed to breathe. He did not blink. When King, Grim and Narayan Singh entered he did not so much as glance at them. He was like a dead man at a feast.

He imprisons himself! said Ghandava. You see before you the embodiment of fear and not the slightest need for it. No combination of physical terrors could reduce him to that condition. He is self-hypnotized. He is afraid with a fear that is within himself  that he has cultivated in himself  that he has used to govern others. Dynamite could hardly loosen it. What shall we do with him?

That was hard to answer.

Hes the head of their gang, and hes dangerous, said Jeff.

To whom? Ghandava asked. He seems safe to us at present!

Whereat Cyprian piped up, emerging from behind the only detached bookcase in the room, wiping spectacles and looking as if he had been cataloging all his life.

You are right! he said sharply. He is only a danger to his friends. I say, release him!

Ghandava glanced at Jeff, whose fist had done the capturing. By right of lex non scripta * the decision was up to him. But Jeff, though an irresistible force when his mind is made up, is no leaper at blind conclusions or interpreter of mens minds. His forte is common sense, applied.

Stow him incommunicado, while we talk, he suggested, and that was carried by acclamation.

Bhima Ghandava summoned the green-lined chela by means of an electric hell.

Such arrogant simplicity! How simple are the great! He who could think and be obeyed! To use a common bell  such meekness! exclaimed Chullunder Ghose, rolling his eyes in an ecstasy.

Bhima Ghandava explained what was required. The chela addressed remarks to the prisoner, who took no more notice of them than the image of Buddha would if a fly had rested on it. King leaned over and prodded Chullunder Ghose in the stomach with a pole meant for closing windows.

Less emotion! he commanded.

Jeff hove himself out of his chair and seized the prisoner under the arms.

Lead the way, he said simply.

But as if the threat of violence and the physical contact were all that were needed to resolve the prisoners fear, he instantly began to struggle, springing upright as if Jeffs touch had released a spring, and smiting Jeff with his clenched fist three times running between the eyes. Jeff reeled backward and then, closing with him, had to fight like Samson to save his neck from breaking; for the bronze man got him by a hold below the arms and, spinning him upside-down, crashed his head against the floor and set his foot on the bent neck. It was only three layers of rugs that saved Jeff from being killed.

For once Rammy old top was in the hands of a stronger adversary. Though he swept the mans legs together with one arm and threw him, thereafter using every artifice he knew, sending home punch after terrific punch when opening offered, he could not pin his adversary down. His previous injuries, though rendered nearly painless by Ghandavas oils, were a handicap. Each sledge-hammer blow that his opponent landed, each volcanic wrench at Jeffs arms and legs, made matters worse.

The end could have only been postponed for seconds. The others began to rush to Jeffs assistance. Even Chullunder Ghose was on tip-toe to plunge into the fray, and Cyprian lay down his spectacles to look for something heavy. But Ghandavas out-stretched hand kept all of them, chela included, standing back, they not knowing what he meant to do, yet certain he could command the situation in a second when he chose. Even Cyprian expected it, and laid down the heavy brass vase he had picked up.

But for half-a-minute the pace was too quick for Ghandava, or so it seemed. Jeff and his prisoner twisted and writhed like bears at war in spring-time. The bronze man hurled Jeff clear, sprang to his feet again, seized a wrought-iron cobra meant to hold a lamp and lifted it to brain him.

The thing weighed about two hundred pounds, and Jeffs forearm, raised to intercept it, would have smashed like kindling.

Yet it was Ghandavas hand  smooth, soft palm upward  that met the full force of the blow, arresting it midway  a hand that looked as if it could not lift the bronze snake, let alone resist it! And he said one word, in Sanskrit possibly, at least in an unknown tongue, that seemed to stiffen the prisoner again from head to foot, so that he stood transfixed with the heavy bronze thing in his hands, arrested in mid-motion.

Now take him away, he said quietly; and instead of Jeff the chela touched him. The giant set down the iron cobra and followed the chela like a man in a dream  out through a door, at the end of the room, that closed on both of them.

If we use force in their way they can conquer us, Ghandava said almost apologetically. It was what you know as luck, friend Ramsden, that enabled you to capture him last night. You took him by surprise, or he would have twisted you as a basket-maker twists the reeds between his hands. The same with every other force they use; if you stand up against it, it will flatten you. You saw me then? What I did was to redirect his energy. If I had turned it inward it would have destroyed him. Instead, I used it to arrest that iron weight in mid-career  used his energy, not mine. It is only a question of knowledge.

Like riding a horse! suggested Jeremy. But how? Tell you what, sir, Ill swap you! Show me that trick, and Ill teach you any two you like of mine!

Ghandava laughed merrily and got back to his place on the window- seat.

I rather doubt my need to know your tricks, he answered, and to learn mine, if you care to call them tricks, would take more years than you believe you have at your disposal. Besides  how should I dare to teach you, if I could?

Why not? asked Jeremy. Im not a crook.

Ghandava smiled again.

Few of us are what we think we are, he answered. You  all of you  are on what Hindus call the Wheel. You are tied to Destiny, the agents of it, bound in your appointed places. Every star  planet  meteorite  each speck of dust that swings into view does so in obedience to law. Order is the first law. None can escape his destiny.

Ah! Now we all get fortunes told! I shiver on brink of expectancy! Am I to be plutocrat? To go to jail? To travel overseas? To be distinguished personage?

Youre going to be prodded in the belly! King assured him.

Ouch! Sahib , there should be a law against this! Cease!

If I could tell fortunes, do you think I would? Ghandava asked.

Cyprian, with his thumb between the pages of a black book, came toward the window and chose a high-backed chair in which he could sit without doubling up like a rag doll. He preferred dignity to any kind of comfort.

To be brief with you, Ghandava, he said, as if calling a meeting to order, we are all in your debt for princely hospitality. Is there more we may expect of you? Our purpose is to expose the Nine Unknown. We want the secrets of the Nine Unknown  their books  their treasure

Their treasure! sighed Chullunder Ghose.

Their treasure and their knowledge! Grim agreed.

Their books! said Cyprian. Can you help us?

Can I, do you mean, or will I? asked Ghandava.

He smiled as if he found the situation funny.


CHAPTER XVI. Sahibs, that is a true speech!

GHANDAVA began to pace the floor with hands behind him.

To begin with, nothing is impossible! he said, with an abruptness that made Cyprian blink.

Chullunder Chose sighed like an epicure in presence of his favorite dish, deftly avoiding Kings attentions with the window-pole. King was in favor of hard facts and no delirium.

Does it strike any of you that this account of the Nine Unknown is ridiculous? Ghandava asked.

Not in the least! said Jeremy promptly, and the others nodded.

We know , said Cyprian.

Da Gama told us, said Chullunder Chose.

Theyve persecuted us ever since we took the field against them, said Narayan Singh.

That is what appears to me ridiculous, Ghandava answered. You presume a body of nine men, inheritors, as you describe them, of the scientific secrets of the ancients. You credit these nine with such wisdom that according to you they have been able to accumulate enormous quantities of gold at regular intervals for thousands of years without anyone discovering either its hiding-place or their method. Yet you say they have persecuted you without success. How do you propose to account for their alleged success along one line, and their rather clumsy series of failures along another? Do the two accounts appear to you compatible?

They dont, Grim said. We decided yesterday that those who are attacking us probably belong to a different organization.

Does it occur to you, Ghandava asked, that these Nines who have attacked you are themselves in search of the real Nine?

That had occurred to this babu, Chullunder Ghose admitted self- complacently, with his hands folded across his stomach.

Why didnt you tell us then? King demanded.

Belly being tender part of my anatomy, have said nothing that might provoke assault on same, the babu answered with both eyes on Kings prodding pole.

Jeremy produced the three coins that remained from Da Gamas original treasure trove. He passed them to Cyprian, who handed them to Ghandava.

Those look like evidence to me, said Jeremy.

Dont forget, said King, weve another prisoner in the office, who swears he was told off to kill a member of the real Nine in Benares.

Ghandava nodded, but Cyprian joined issue with him.

Why believe what he says? The organization is a series of Nines, each member of a Nine being himself a captain of another Nine and so on. I am entirely satisfied on that point. Thus, the only means of control or of investigation is from the top. Da Gama said so. One Nine knows nothing of another. For all we know the Nine Unknown may be at war with one another. A subordinate told off to murder one of the Principals might say in honest ignorance

Ghandava interrupted him with a gesture.

Doubt from the unexpected quarter! I see I must explain, he said; but he paused for almost a minute. His next words were dramatic  

I am myself commissioned by the Nine Unknown! For a second there was silence. Then  

God bless my soul! exclaimed Cyprian.

Ghandava laughed. Cyprian crossed himself unostentatiously. The others betrayed astonishment tinged with incredulity, except that Narayan Singh and Chullunder Chose, while surprised into speechlessness, looked disposed to credit almost anything.

Ghandava on the whole seemed not displeased with the reception of his statement.

The Nine Unknown are known to themselves by another name; and by yet another name to their few confidants; but they do exist, and they are the inheritors of all the scientific knowledge of the ancients, he went on.

And the gold that has vanished in the course of centuries? Are they inheritors of that? asked Ramsden.

My friend, if I should know the secrets of the Nine, does it occur to you that I would tell them?

Their books! Their books! Cyprian muttered, and Ghandava took that up with him.

Others have wanted those. They who burned the library at Alexandria did so in order to secure them, and that was when mens memories were fresher than they are now. They failed, as all others have done. The Emperor Akbar tried to get the books. He plundered India for them. But he died in ignorance of their whereabouts, although in those days some of them were kept within an hours walk of Akbars palace.

Then you know where they are now! Cyprian said excitedly. He could keep neither lips nor fingers still.

My friend, I have just returned from extensive travels. I know nothing , beyond that the Nine sent for me and that I have been commissioned to perform a duty.

Where are the Nine now? Cyprian asked him, and Ghandava laughed.

We wander from the subject, he replied. These spurious Nines, whose organization you describe, have existed for centuries. They seek the undiscoverable secrets of the Unknown Nine. Their own secrets are mere hypnotism, mere trickery, mere evil hidden under the mask of Kali-worship, Thuggee and what not else. In the place of Knowledge they have grafted superstition, and in place of Truth, fear. They rule by fear, over- and under-riding the law by keeping the custodians of public peace in a constant state of fear of them. They have nothing whatever in common with the Nine who have commissioned me, and who are altruists  simply.

Nonsense! exclaimed Cyprian. I mean  pardon me, I beg to differ! If they were altruists, and have the knowledge you pretend, they would reveal it to the world

For the worlds undoing! Ghandava added dryly.

How can the world be undone by useful knowledge? King objected.

Or how can there be too much treasure? asked Chullunder Ghose. Let loose even the dogs of war  devouring monsters!  and give me money enough  This babu will buy the victory for either side! If your principals have all that money, why didnt they buy the best side in the late fracas of 1914 and finish the business swiftly? Ouch! King sahib , I beseech you, lay the pole down!

Why do they not now buy Indias liberty? Narayan Singh demanded. The British tax-payer

Who ever purchased liberty? Ghandava answered. Liberty is earned, or it ceases to exist!

Then what are they hoarding gold for? Ramsden demanded.

Altruism? asked Cyprian with raised eyebrows and wrinkled forehead, looking over his spectacles. Is there no need of altruism at this moment?

Ghandava fell back on his smile.

You assume too much, he answered. Altruism has nothing to do with selfishness.

Then your people are not altruists in any recognized sense of the word! snapped Cyprian.

The old man was getting more and more impatient, possibly because he felt the control of the situation and of the party slipping from his grasp. Yet it was he who had introduced Ghandava. There was not much he could do about it.

You mean their altruism is not comprehensible to you? Ghandava answered. You assume that the gold that has disappeared for centuries is all accumulated in one place and lying useless. I think I can assure you that is not so.

But the knowledge? King objected.

The books! insisted Cyprian.

Ghandava smiled again and pointed a finger at Cyprian.

You, my friend, would burn the books if you could find them! Akbar, if he had found them, would have used the knowledge they contain for the carving of new empires. Those who burned the library of Alexandria would have done at least that. Those whom you call my people have their own interpretation of the books and their own opinion of their proper use.

But knowledge, King objected again, if knowledge is true it cant do harm, can it?

No? Of what is dynamite the product? Of no knowledge? Ghandava retorted. Was it ignorance that built the big guns and invented poison-gas?

The money! The money! Where is the money? Chullunder Ghose exclaimed excitedly.

Gold is not money. Gold is gold, Ghandava replied. Tell me  is humanly comprehensible energy continuous without fuel? Energy must be released  is that not so? Water  coal  petroleum  the tides  harnessing, you call it. Did it never strike you there is more energy contained in a ton of gold than in a million tons of coal? Does that open any vistas? Do you see that to squander gold as money would be only to debauch the world, which is already too debauched, whereas golds energy released in proper ways might change the very face of nature? I am telling you no secrets. All the chemists know what I am hinting at. They dont know how to release the energy from gold or uranium or thorium, thats all.

And you? They chorused the question. He ignored it.

These Nines, who are variously disguised as anarchists and Kali- worshipers, know very well that the day of gold as money is past. Paper based on gold is the present medium. Paper serves the purpose. Presently the gold will go  as money. It is then that its real potency will be discovered. These three coins that I hold in my hand contain sufficient energy to blow the whole of Delhi instantly into smithereens . Can you imagine what might happen if the wrong individuals should learn the secret of releasing that energy?

Inform the right ones then! suggested Cyprian, with an intonation not quite innocent of sneer.

Who are they?  asked Ghandava. Governments? They would use the knowledge to annihilate defenseless nations. Scientists? They would incorporate, and then subdue the world into a new commercial slavery. The. churches?

He turned to Cyprian.

You  your church, my friend, would burn the books containing the secret knowledge  that is by your own admission. And tell me: which of the other churches would you be disposed to trust?

Well, what do you propose to do with the gold, or the energy released from it, or the secret knowledge? Grim demanded.

That, my friend, is fortunately not my province! Ghandava answered, chuckling. Have you money in your purse?

Grim nodded.

Do you know arithmetic?

He nodded again.

Some languages? A little natural science? A reputation possibly? Some skill in diplomacy perhaps? A little self acquaintance, worth more than all the rest? And the sum-total of all that is your capital?

Grim nodded.

What do you propose to do with it?

Grim grinned, beginning to see the point.

Is that my business? asked Ghandava. It is every mans own business what he does with the knowledge that he knows! It is the business of those who keep the ancient secrets to say what they will do with them. As long as they keep the secrets

I am like a flat balloon! Chullunder Ghose broke in. Oh grief, why art thou part of me! I who was all optimism  how my buoyancy solidifies and bears me down! I saw a pyramid of gold. Necessitous by force of Karma ,* how I thanked the gods! And now this holy guru takes the pyramid away and gives us energy! Oh energy! You jade! I love you not! My belly aches for money and a long rest! Ow! King sahib  please!

But if others steal the secret Jeremy suggested.

Ghandava hesitated. If guesswork had a chance of uncovering his thoughts, he was speculating whether it was safe to continue. He seemed most afraid on Cyprians account. They say, with how much truth outsiders never know, that information won by any of his cloth is the property of all of his superiors on demand  and they are a goodly number.

However, Ghandava bound none of them by oath. Instead  again if guessworks aim was true  he limited himself to explanations that would not explain, and to statements capable of more than one interpretation. That is the ancient and accepted way. All prophets and all great teachers have adopted it in self-defense.

I, too, am on the Wheel, he said, pacing the floor between them like an old sea-captain on the poop. I serve my little purpose in the great design, and thereafter disappear. Within my own sphere I am useful; outside it helpless. You recall? You came to me, asking advice and assistance.

Weve heard some bad advice, said Cyprian with the deliberate rudeness that old age claims to justify.

Ghandava took no notice of it. He even avoided the odious alternative of offering the other cheek self-righteously. Not even a fly, departing on the wing, could have been less recognized than Cyprians remark.

You have a plan, I suppose? he suggested.

He addressed them all, but they all looked at Cyprian; for it was he who had been interrupted while laying down the lines of a plan, in his own place, previous to the holocaust of books. He seized the opportunity to resume the reins.

I had a very good plan, he said peevishly. I proposed just now that we let a prisoner go, but you have hidden him somewhere.

Again Bhima Ghandava refused to take offense. An old mans querulousness seemed to mean no more in his philosophy than the barking of dogs a mile away. The absolute indifference to petulance offended Cyprian more than anger might have done and his feeble old hands fidgeted more nervously than ever on the chair-arms.

Jeremy, observing more intently than the others, crossed over and sat beside him. Cyprian laid a hand on his shoulder and ceased trembling. He was always more at ease with Jeremy to lean on.

Suppose you tell the plan, Ghandava suggested, sitting back in one of the deep armchairs.

In that attitude you could imagine him in rooms at Oxford or on a grass-bank under a big tree taking part in a village council. In fact you could imagine him doing almost anything except starting trouble.

Cyprian, seeming to draw strength from Jeremy, obliged himself to smile; but he was plainly subduing passion.

Had I known, Ghandava, that you are connected with the Nine Unknown, I never would have come here. You know that, he said, shaking his head at him.

Yes, I know it, said Ghandava. That is why I never told you, friends though we have been. But now that you are here and know the fact, suppose we make the best of it?

Ghandava was talking at the others now, through Cyprian. It was growing clear that Cyprian had made his mind up to withdraw. Ghandava, realizing that, was equally determined not to lose the men who, by an accident, had come within his orbit.

The best? said Cyprian squeakily. You tell me you are employed by the Nine  in their confidence  and you ask me to tell you my plan for obtaining knowledge of them, and perhaps for capturing their books!

Ghandava continued smiling, but if he had looked superior he would have lost the good-will of every man in the room, especially Jeremy. He was not aggressive; not on the defensive. He was more like a counsel called in to pass judgment on a problem, seeking the solution as he listened.

You speak as if you had the right to the Nines books, he answered quietly. They would dispute that. From certain knowledge I assure you there is nothing on earth more impossible than for you to discover where the books are. You cannot even prove that the books exist!

Have you ever seen them? Cyprian asked him dryly, suddenly motionless, watching under lowered, wrinkled lids.

Ghandava laughed.

I have seen some books. How shall I know to which of them you refer?

All of them! snapped Cyprian.

My friend, I will tell you something, said Ghandava. There are hundreds of thousands of books, each one of which would come within your definition. There are libraries in crypts beneath the desert sands, that represent the knowledge of nations that disappeared before Atlantis took shape. There are books whose very alphabet fewer than nine men know, written in a language compared to which Sanskrit is a modern tongue. There are individual books among those that contain more true scientific knowledge than all the works of all the modern chemists and metallurgists put together. If you had all the books you would have no building big enough to contain a tenth of them. And if you were twenty years old you would not have time to learn the wisdom contained in one book  which book, however, it is not within your power to find.

He spoke as one having authority. But he said no more than is commonly said in the East among men who look deeper than the daily press for fact, and who listen to the real news of the hemispheres that susurrates below or else above the bleatings and bull-boastings of such as sell what they call learning in the market-place. Cyprian, King and Grim, for instance, were not in the least surprised. Narayan Singh nodded. Chullunder Ghose assented less silently:

I have prayed to the gods; I have even bestowed expensive presents on the gods, depriving unfortunate family of necessaries to that end. I have promised the gods, so often and so suppliantly that they cannot help having heard  if there are any gods! I have even told the priests the gist of my intentions, same being probable secret of failure down to date. If I can find one such said ancient book and sell same to American Museum, U. S. A., I will found orphanage with half of proceeds, and no questions asked as to orphans pedigree. Our Ali of Sikunderam may  Ouch! King sahib , please apply pole to proper purposes!

So it amounts to this, Ghandava said. If your purpose is to rid the world of an evil, I am at your services in so far as I agree with you what evil is. If you hope to intrude on those who have commissioned me, I must merely look on. I may possibly prevent you.

Lets make a bargain then, suggested Jeremy.

But Bhima Ghandava had no appetite for bargains.

He made a grimace more suggestive of contempt than anything he had said or done since they entered his house.

I will do what I can do, freely, he answered.

Were your guests. Outline what you will do, Ramsden suggested.

Cyprian agreed to that. There was nothing to lose by listening to what Ghandava might intend. But the trouble was that he intended not to give away his hand.

Father Cyprian had a plan, he said, and folded his arms, leaning back to listen.

Go on, Pop! urged Jeremy. Lead what youve got! Make him play higher or pass!

Cyprian yielded, not as the men of the world yield, but with a sort of dry, implied assertion that surrender is a victory.

We all discussed a plan  we had agreed  hadnt we?  Jeremy to visit Benares  disguised  Chullunder Ghose to talk for him  Jeremy to be dumb fakir  do tricks  Take the coins of course  Display them  By their means attract attention of these rascals

Attention of the rascals  excellent! Ghandava commented.

The others, Cyprian continued, Ramsden, King, Grim, Ali of Sikunderam and all his sons  go to Benares, too  disguised as Hindus, naturally. Watch. When Jeremy attracts attention of the enemy, they watch  they watch. You understand me? Very well then. That was the plan: To watch, and then track down the enemy.

I will help you to watch and track down the enemy, Ghandava said, as a man might who is promising to vote the party ticket.

He was firm, and enthusiastic. Everyone in the room believed him, even Cyprian. But to believe is not perforce to consent.

You understand? For my part, I have made no promises, said Cyprian.

I have asked none, said Ghandava. What I have to give, I give. When do you propose to start? How will you travel? Where will you stay when you reach Benares? I will do this for you, he said, unfolding his arms and sitting forward. When he opened his mouth suddenly in that way the outlines of his jaw and chin showed distinctly through the gray beard and altered his whole appearance. He seemed to age enormously  to be as old as Cyprian  to know, from having suffered it, the whole of earths iniquity  and yet to have retained (perhaps, though, to have gained) a knowledge and assurance beyond human means of measuring. When he moved his mouth again, enumerating what he would do, the look of old-age vanished and he was almost on apparent footing with Ramsden and Narayan Singh.

I will do these things for you; I will arrange for your protection

Cyprian snorted, as if he had taken snuff.

How? he demanded. How?

But Ghandava waved aside the interruption.

I will give you permission to say you represent the Nine Unknown. That will lend authority to Mr. Jeremys claims to be a wizard!

We might say we represented the Nine Unknown without any ones permission! Cyprian objected acidly.

You might . But without permission it would be very dangerous , Ghandava assured him; and again there was none in the room, not even Cyprian, who doubted.

Chullunder Ghose shivered and gasped like a fish out of water, and Narayan Singh, squatting on the floor, leaned forward that his eyes might look closer into Ghandavas.

Not that Ghandava minded any of those demonstrations. He seemed oblivious to praise as well as criticism of himself.

I will provide you with means of traveling to Benares, he went on.

Oh for the wings of the spirit! Give us but a blessing, great Mahatma, and we shall be in Benares in a minute! Put power on us! Ouch!

King returned the window-pole to its place at rest beside him, and Ghandava continued, ignoring the babus rhapsody:

I will provide quarters for you in Benares. And a man shall guide you into secret places.

What in return for all this? Jeff demanded.

Nothing in return. I am proposing to help you in tracking down your enemy, Ghandava answered.

Protection? You spoke of protection, said Cyprian. How do you propose to do that? Black art?

Ghandava smiled at him.

The enemy will use black art, he answered. The enemy will destroy itself. At intervals it does. The hue and cry accumulates, and grows so great at last that the Nine protect themselves by letting ever such a little knowledge pass out into the hands of the enemy. They try to use it, and they die. There was Sennacherib  you have heard of him and his army of Assyrians? I could cite you fifty instances from history, and for every one such there are a thousand that men never heard of.

Then you mean, your Nine masters preserve their precious secrets merely for their own protection? Cyprian demanded.

Mention of Sennacheribs army and other Old Testament victims of imponderable forces roused him like a watch-dog guarding against trespassers. That was his field.

No, but they protect the secrets, and the secrets them, Ghandava answered. I will show you why. If one of you will open the big album on that small table by the door you will find in it more than ten thousand newspaper clippings in more than twenty languages, every one of which is a direct statement of what the nations are preparing to do in the next war. You will see mention of gases that will decimate whole cities in an hour; or submarines that will render the seas not navigable, and so starve peoples; of airplanes carrying two-ton bombs loaded with such poison as will penetrate all known substances and kill men in agony; of guns with a range exceeding a hundred miles; of newly discovered methods of vibration that will shake whole cities into ruins; and of many other things, some even worse than those.

The forces that the Nine Unknown can use are infinitely greater than any those war-devising idiots have dreamt of! Shall they trust their secret to the daily press? And shall they not defend themselves and their secret against the ambitious rogues who stop at nothing to possess themselves of what, if they had it, would put the whole world at their mercy? And they have no mercy, you know, he added reminiscently, as if he had investigated and could bear true witness.

Then youre asking us to track down the enemy so that you may pounce on him? It that it? asked Ramsden.

My friend, I ask nothing! Ghandava answered, leaning forward, laying both hands on his thighs for emphasis. Those who have commissioned me, forever give without exacting or accepting a return.

Narayan Singh nodded gravely.

Sahib , he said, that is a true speech. That is how a man may know that he deals with the Buddhas * and not with rogues. They give, because they will give , and ask nothing because none can recompense them.

Cyprian snorted.

How about the gold then  the gold they hoard like misers?

Did you ever part with gold to them? Ghandava answered, with the first hint of tartness he had allowed to escape him.

Then, as if regretting that lapse, he crossed the floor and laid a hand on Cyprians on the chair-arm.

My old friend, I will never harm you  never! he said quietly. You would like to rid the world of certain knowledge  or rather of the possibility of learning it, for the world is ignorant of its very nature. Well, those who have commissioned me are just as careful to keep that knowledge hidden. The difference is that we preserve it  you would burn it  that is all. There is no chance of its becoming known. But if you will be patient you shall glimpse what might happen if even a millionth part of the knowledge were made known to men not ready for it. You shall see a wonder, and then guess, if you will, what Caesar  who crucified a million Spaniards simply because he had the power and the inclination  would have done with poison gas! Thereafter, consider what the world to-day would do with even one of the secrets kept by those whom you have heard of as The Nine Unknown!

Cyprians eyes were not dry, but a strong light came through the window; he pretended it was that. His lips moved silently. Then  

I will burn all their books I can find! he said in eighty-year falsetto.

All you can find, Ghandava answered, smiling.

I will not go to Benares, Cyprian announced.

He was trembling violently. He looked almost incapable of going home.

Stay in my house. Search my library for forbidden volumes! Ghandava urged him.

Cyprian stood up, steadying himself on Jeremys arm, then brushing Jeremy aside.

These shall go! he said. To Benares! They shall go  and shall see. And if they see books, they shall bring them  bring them back  back to me. I will burn what they bring! Ghandava says he makes no demands. These made me a promise. All the books they find are mine to do with as I please!

He looked about him, as if expecting to be contradicted. But it was true, they had made that promise. None answered.

Now, make whatever plans you like! said Cyprian, sitting down.

Jeff was still pondering the same perplexity, revolving it and overturning all the possibilities to find what lay beneath, just as he would have explored a mineral prospect.

I dont understand yet, he objected, thrusting his lower jaw forward, meaning to understand if it took all day. You ask nothing from us? You ask us to go to Benares, dont you?

No, Ghandava answered. You were going to Benares.

What do you want us to do when we get there? Jeff demanded.

Nothing! said Ghandava. Yet your purpose was  in going there  I think  to get in touch with and to undo  will the word serve?  then to undo an organization calling itself the Nine Unknown. I have offered to help.

You say that it isnt the Nine Unknown, Jeff objected.

Are you less intent on that account? Ghandava asked. When you came this morning you were anxious for an issue with your enemy. You have felt the teeth and talons of the underlings. You asked me for help in discovering the captains. I will help.

You propose to take advantage of us? Jeff suggested. But his smile withdrew the sting.

No more than you of me, Ghandava answered. We go the same way. Let us march together. There will never be a stage of the proceedings at which you are not at liberty to withdraw.

Accept that! ordered Cyprian, pursing his lips up, nearly rising to his feet again, and sitting down.

They accepted, one by one, each meeting Ghandavas gaze and nodding. That was the nearest they came to a pledge at any time.

And, now, Ghandava said, we may as well bring in the prisoner again.

Almost before the last word left Ghandavas lips Chullunder Ghose squealed delightedly. Ghandava rang no bell. No gong announced his pleasure. Yet, exactly as he gave the wish expression the door at the end of the room opened wide and the green-lined chela entered, leading the prisoner as easily as a farm-hand leads a bull.

Did you see that? Sahibs , did you notice

King prodded the babu into breathless silence. The prisoner turned with his back to the window and faced Ghandava, who observed him like a professor of entomology considering a wasp, not unkindly, almost with familiarity, wholly curious. The bronze man seemed no longer to be hypnotized.

What shall be done with you? Ghandava asked.

The prisoner smiled loathsomely  a brute unable to see plain motives. You can do nothing with me! Your law is you may not shed blood, he answered.

If I let you go, will you let these friends of mine go in peace to Benares?

The bronze man hesitated. Then a smile of evil cunning added to the coarseness of his lips, and he drew himself up with an effort to seem princely.

Yes, he said in Hindi  arrogant, according favors. That is granted.

Go then! said Ghandava; and the green-lined chela led the giant out.

Sleep now. You all need sleep, Ghandava said, and none, not even Cyprian, objected when he showed them to cool rooms within thick walls where silence and soft mattresses held promise of delight. They all slept, saving Grim, who lay awake and thought of Ali of Sikunderam alone in the office with a prisoner.


CHAPTER XVII. There will be no witnesses  say that and stick to it!

UNITY is the profoundest law. Man, attempting little bush- league innovations imitates unconsciously the Infinite. So the custom is the same in Naples, or Palermo, or Chicago  Pekin  Delhi  Teheran  Jerusalem  who wages a vendetta does so on his own account, at his own risk, and he recognizes no higher law than his own will.

Police  all governments  are off-side  enemies in common, whom foes should unite to defeat. Whoso calls in the police is despicable in the eyes of friend and enemy alike.

And there is another rule, almost universal throughout nature. The unusual, the unexpected, the unconventional are fighting cues. The sparrow with white feathers, the man with new ideas, the fellow whose weapons are not en règle , alike must meet intense resentment. Fists in a land where daggers are the rule, are more heretical than ragtime in a synod. Heresy is provocation.

So there came to Ali of Sikunderam, in the office up the alley in the Chandni Chowk, a woman  veiled. Men say that was nothing exceptional in his experience. Seven sons by seven mothers are excuse for that witticism on which slander feeds, and scandal is self-multiplying  very breath in the nostrils of the scandalized. Nevertheless, it was nothing unusual for a veiled woman to be seen in that neighborhood. Scores  hundreds of them threaded the alley daily. None paid attention to this one as she climbed the crowded stairs, although that may have been partly because observant eyes  and in India all eyes are observant  might have noticed that several men in rather dingy yellow robes were watching her possessively from up and down the alley. No wise man insists on trouble in such circumstances.

She was veiled when she knocked at the office door. But the instant Ali opened she threw back the veil, as if she knew whom she would find in there and what means was the best for holding his attention. Certainly she seized it on the instant.

Queen of all pearls! Pearl among queens! he said, staring at her.

She being alone, and he well armed, there was nothing about her that he needed to fear; and there was much he found no difficulty in admiring.

She was full-lipped, heavy-breasted, and her long, black, oily hair was coiled in thick ropes that resembled snakes. She had full, bold eyes like Gauris, whom Ali had thought of honoring with his feudal attentions until her house was burned, which made her not worthwhile. And she wore the same air of worldly wisdom and of tolerance for the worlds too-little virtue that had made of Gauri such an easy lady to hold converse with. She was Gauris size  height  so like Gauri that the floors of memory swept Alis caution out from under him. But her golden ornaments were heavier than Gauris. The emeralds in her ears were worth as much as all of Gauris fortune before da Gama looted her. And in one other aspect she was noticeably different.

There was a swelling under her left jaw that looked almost like the mumps, only it was more inflamed and discolored. Someone or something had struck her, not only recently but terrifically hard.

Queen of the queens of Paradise, who hit thee? he demanded.

He spoke tenderly  for him; but the Asian ardor blazed behind his eyes, and no woman not on adventure bent would have faced him without blenching. Ali, however, did not consider that. Men think less alertly after going long without sleep.

Am I in paradise? he asked. Art thou a houri?

She smiled at him. It may be that the smile cost agonies, on account of the swollen jaw, but she answered in a soft, low voice that thrilled with the suggestion of mystery, speaking  marvel of all marvels!  in his own tongue, the guttural, hoarse Pushtu of Sikunderam.

Prince of princes! Captain of the thousands!

Perfect! That is exactly the way to speak to a Northern gentleman. Ali stroked his beard and rearranged the riding-angle of his Khyber knife.

Djereemee-Rass sahib , King sahib , Jimgrim sahib , Ramsden sahib , all send greeting. With the sons of queens, who call thee sire, your honors honor should follow me to a certain place.

She smiled again, and Ali stroked his beard until it shone under his hand as if from brushing.

Who struck thee? he demanded for the second time.

A man in the street  a badmash *  a man in yellow  one of those who worship Kali, she answered.

Ali hesitated. Natural suspicion stirred a naturally shrewd wit, and memory, on the verge of sleep, awoke with one of those starts that bring the recent panorama of events in a flash before the mind. That set him thinking. She had asked him to bring his sons; therefore they had not been waylaid yet. She had a tiny spot of crimson on her forehead, where the caste-mark of the Kali sect had been recently rubbed out. She, if one of the enemy, might know the names of all the white men in the party, because of the five-pound note in da Gamas hat-band, signed by Jeremy, and the sheet of paper in da Gamas pocket on which the Portuguese had jotted down terms  and undoubtedly names. Ali added those circumstances tip and multiplied the total into certainty: She sought to decoy him in order to force from him news of his friends plans and present whereabouts.

Queen of cockatrices! he spat out suddenly, and slapped her with his flat hand over the jaw where the swelling was.

He slapped as he augured, shrewdly. Pain was so sudden and intense that for a minute she could not scream, but lay on the office floor holding both hands to her face and rocking herself. He stooped over her, according to his own account to feel for weapons, but made a commencement by twitching at an emerald ear-stud, and the speed with which she drew a dagger then was swifter than a snakes. He sprang clear, avoiding her upward stab by the width of the goose-flesh on his belly.

Mother of corruption!

She had had her chance and lost it. Whipping out his long knife he knocked her dagger spinning, and with his teeth showing clean as a hounds in a battle-laugh between the gray-shot black of beard and upper-lip he set one foot on her and pressed her to the floor.

Mother of evil tidings! What ill-omen brought thee? Speak!

But she would not speak, although he showed his swordmanship, whirling his blade until it whistled within an inch of her defiant eyes. And from that he drew his own conclusions.

So! Not alone? An escort waits  too far away to hear screams  but will come unless the she-decoy returns in time. Hah!

He removed his foot from between her breasts and she raised herself with a hand on the floor, but he kicked her under the injured jaw again and with the same toe sent her floundering behind the desk, where the prisoner in yellow lay.

Suddenly then it occurred to him that she and the prisoner should not hold intercourse. It only takes a second for the East to tell the East the news. He pounced on her again and dragging her away, flung her across the room, bending then over the man in yellow to make sure his bonds were taut and cursing him for having dared to see what he could not help seeing.

Allah! If I were a hard man I would tear thy tongue out to save talk! Luckily for thee my heart is wax. I am a man of mercy.

He repaid attention to the woman then, and it was time; she was creeping along the wall toward the door. He seized her by one foot and, she kicking like a caught fish, pulled her back to the farthest corner, where he tied her hand and foot with thin string meant for wrapping parcels, using the best part of a ball of the stuff, for Ali was no sailor.

The rest of his task was simple enough  and satisfying. He removed the emeralds from her ears, the gold from her neck, wrists and ankles, and every one of the jeweled brooches that fastened her outer garments.

She called him a pig of an Afghan for that, and he was in the act of gagging her by way of reprisal when another knock sounded on the office door.

He knew it was none of his sons. They had their own private code of signals. He picked up the only rug and heaped it over the woman to conceal her.

Mother of a murrain! he growled in Pushtu. Does death tempt you? If so, make one sound, and die thus!

In pantomime he showed how a Khyber knife goes in below the stomach and rips upward. Then he arranged the rug over her and turned to face the door.

Open! commanded someone  a stranger with a strange voice, speaking Hindu.

There was only one voice. He could only hear one man shifting his feet restlessly. He could not see through the frosted-glass panel of the door, nor through the keyhole for the key was in it.

Who are you? he demanded.

A messenger. The sahibs sons have sent me.

That was an obvious lie. The sons of Ali of Sikunderam knew better than to instruct their furious sire by, deputy.

How many of you? he demanded.

One.

But he suspected, and suspicion was unthinkable without its concrete consequence, with Alis nerves in that state. He struck the glass panel with his knife-point and as the glass broke clapped his eye to it.

He could only see one man  a fellow in a yellow smock, apparently unarmed. He, too, used the broken pane to get a glimpse of Ali. He used it to good purpose. Drawing back suddenly he thrust a long stick through with such force that it drove Ali back on his heels and sent him reeling against the desk. And before he could recover a lean hand beneath a yellow sleeve inserted itself through the broken pane and turned the key. One man walked in, followed by five others, the last of whom closed the door behind him and stood with his back against the broken glass.

Be swift! said the first man. Two belonging to us are here. A woman and a man. Where?

But six to one, though odds enough, were no conclusive argument to Ali of Sikunderam. And there are few, who have not seen it, who are able to imagine the swiftness and the spring-steel savagery of the North at bay. All six drew knives from under their smocks, but all too late  Ali had laid out two of them, gutted and writhing in their own hot bowels, before he had as much as to guard himself. And as the third man advanced with a jump to engage, the sixth screamed; someone in the passage thrust a long knife through the broken glass and pierced him through the kidneys from behind.

The reserves had come! Now three men had to deal with Ali and with six of Alis sons!

But they were three stern fighters, and they, too, had reenforcement.

She on the floor, whom Ali had struck and kicked and covered up, struggled  only ifrits or a sailor could explain how  from the tight-wound string, and seized a knife whose hilt was slippery with the blood of its erstwhile owner. With that she slashed the lashing on her ankles, and a yell from one of Alis sons warned him in the nick of time that she was up on her feet and coming.

Rahmans pantomime saved him. Rahman, speechless with excitement, ducked as he, too, would have ducked if the knife had been swinging at the base of his on skull. And Ali imitated, hardly knowing what he did, guided more by telepathic instinct than by his reason. For the second time the womans knife missed him by a hairs breadth. The back of his neck felt seared as if a hot iron had almost touched it, so close and so terrific was the womans lunge.

But it was her last act, not his. The Norths retort discourteous is quicker than the wild boars jink and rip. The impulse brought her stumbling against his back and he threw her with the chuck they boast in Cornwall  over his shoulders, forward  caught her as she fell  thrust her like a shield with his left hand into an opponent, driving the long knife with his right into her body three times  and then slew the man behind her with a downward blow that split his skull midway to the mouth. The knife stuck in the tough bone. The men in yellow rushed him, taken in the rear themselves by Rahman and the other sons. Ali let go the Khyber knife and drew his dagger; and from that moment there was no more hope or thought of quarter  no hope for whichever side was weaker, unless interruption came. And the odds were five to two, for two of Alis sons were down.

And who should trespass into other mens disputes in Delhi, in these days of non-cooperation and distrust? A man might yell for help the day long, and no more than tire his lungs. There is trouble without wooing it, and he who starts a fight may finish it counting on no interference from strangers.

Now the office was a shambles  blood and bowels on the floor  loose-limbed dead men yielding this and that way to the kicks of the frenzied living  grunts  low, explosive oaths  the sudden, sullen, lightning thrust and parry as the daggers struck or missed  no shouting now.  no breath for it  the stink of raw blood and the electric thrill of deaths wings  thumping of feet growing fewer. No beasts fight as evilly as men.

Three of Alis sons, including Rahman bled to death on the office floor while their sire raged like a typhoon over them, working with a dagger for room and time in which to free the long knife from his victims skull. And then with a foot on the skull and a wrench he had it. So, not neatly, as Narayan Singh would have slain, but roughly like the butchers who cleave meat in a hurry as it hangs, he hacked the two remaining Kali-men to death, saving three sons  one so badly wounded that his only chance was in the hospital.

And so what? he demanded, questioning Allah it might be as he wiped his reeking blade on a victims smock.

The two whole sons asked nothing, but proceeded to the looting, one stripping his dead brothers first of every valuable thing and the other naturally picking out the woman. Ali laughed at him.

Fool! Am I brainless? Should I tie her and not scratch?

He had no more breath for words. Disgust at losing three, it might be four sons in such a mean fight half-unmanned him. With a gesture he ordered the woman thrown under the rug again where he himself had hidden her, and the son obeyed. He did not really know why he ordered that. He was hardly thinking. Rather he was looking about him for a bandage for his sons wounds. Suddenly he thought that if he left the wounded son there, as he must, the presence of the womans body might make lying difficult; and Ahmed would have to lie like history or else say nothing when relief should come. Lying is much the easier of those alternatives, to a man born north of where the Jumna bends by Dera Ghazi Khan.

Take her out! Cover her in that! he ordered; and the prisoner behind the desk, hearing but not seeing, made a mental note of it.

He heard, too, the grunting and heavy footsteps as the two uninjured sons picked up the rug with the womans body and carried it out to be dumped in the unused cellar where rats would eat it, and whoever found bones might conjecture what he pleased.

Then Ali, bandaging his wounded son as carefully as circumstance permitted, gave him water and forbidden whisky from the office gallon jar, and bade him sit there with his back propped in a corner until someone should come from the Moslem hospital  to whom he should lie like a gentleman.

These men in yellow came  broke in  found me and my brothers  attacked us murderously  and were slain by me, Ahmed son of Ali ben Ali of Sikunderam. I know not why they came, nor who they are.

That was the lie, and surely good enough for a man at deaths door, in a land where a trial may take a year awaiting.

There will be no witnesses: Say that and stick to it! said Ali. Beg of the Wakf for proper burial for thy brothers and, it may be, also for thyself!

Then he gagged and blindfolded his prisoner, released his legs and hurried him out between the two uninjured sons through the door at the end of the passage into the warehouse, where all was gloom among the bales and none asked questions in any event. Thence he sent one son running to find a man, whose word was good with the Moslem hospital, and sat down on a bale of aloes to consider.

The problem was how now to get in touch with King, Grim, Jeremy and Ramsden. He was not afraid of being caught, because only his friends had keys to the warehouse door, nor afraid of consequences if he should be caught, since in a land of lies, who lies the best is king. Dead men are not efficient witnesses, and Ahmed had been well trained. But the prisoner was an embarrassment, and he did not care to dispose of him without instructions.

He removed the stuffy blindfold from the prisoner, not from merciful but mercenary reasons. The drugs in the bales all about them were pungent and exceeding dry. He had a thought, that became him as soldier of fortune.

Are you thirsty? it occurred to him to ask.

Unwilling to admit it, for he guessed the motive, the prisoner shook his head. Ali gravely doubted him. He sought a bale of capsicum, and pulling loose a handful crushed the stuff to powder under the prisoners nose. If he had not been thirsty previous to that, his condition now was indisputable.

You shall drink when you tell me where my friends are! he said bluntly.

I dont know that, the prisoner answered.

By Allah, but you do! You saw the fellow with the green-lined cloak, who took my friends the sahibs and the Sikh away with him. You recognized him, for I saw your eyes. Tell me where he lives.

The prisoner coughed up most of the torturing dust.

I will tell you when you tell me what you did with HER, he answered, the water running from his eyes. Where have you hidden her?

I killed her, Ali answered, so promptly and frankly, that the prisoner was sure he lied.

Let me speak with HER, and I will tell you anything you want to know, he answered.

Answer my question. Moreover write an order for a thousand rupees payable to my son, who will collect the money and bring water back with him. Then you shall drink, said Ali; and having thrown more dust of capsicum into the prisoners lips and nostrils, he settled down to bide his time and meditate.

Sleep was overtaking him again. He had to wrestle with his senses. Thoughts shaded into one another, and the outlines blurred until a half- dream and a fact were indistinguishable. He could not guess what capital to make of the prisoners belief that SHE  whoever she was  was still living. He had slain her, that was sure.

The prisoner wished to speak with her, that was also sure. Ergo, she meant something to the prisoner; but what? And what might it all mean to his friends the sahibs ? Ali was forever thoughtful for his friends, when his own immediate and perhaps prospective needs had had attention. How he wished he had brains like Jimgrim sahib , or King sahibs experienced wisdom, or Jeremy sahibs swift intuition, or even the ability to grind an answer out as Rammy sahib did, seeming to compel his intellect to work by brute force! He tried that, but solutions would not come.

He heard his son return and listened dully to the account of how the ambulance was coming presently. He heard the ambulance arrive, as in a dream, and heard the tramping and excited comments of the men, who found all those corpses and one unconscious Hillman in the office, and were suitably impressed. He heard the tramping and the voices die away, and later, as the heat increased, sent one of his two sons for water, which he drank in the prisoners presence. Then, giving orders to his sons to increase the prisoners thirst by all means possible, he fell asleep and dreamed, according to his own account of it, of emeralds and wild-eyed women and of a great high-priest who came and blessed him, making signs in the air as he did so with an unsheathed Khyber knife.

He awoke with a start, and stared into a strange face!

Is this he? a quiet voice asked, and then he heard a voice he would have known in any crowd as Jimgrims:

Sure. Say, Ali? What did you keep the prisoner dry for? And what does the locked-up office and broken glass mean? Bhima Ghandava sahib and I have had to come the back way because of a police guard on the stairs and in the passage. Why?

Ali explained and, drawing the two aside, told partly why he gave the prisoner no drink.

He believes SHE still lives, he added, wondering what Grim would make of it.

Grim glanced at Ghandava.

Loose him and let him go! advised Ghandava, almost instantly.

By gad, sir  by the Big Jim Hill  I do believe youre right! Grim answered.

Ye are mad!  both mad! said Ali, staring stupidly. Good enough. Let the prisoner go! commanded Grim.


CHAPTER XVIII. He has whatever she had!

IT was Grim, returning from the Chandni Chowk that afternoon, awaking them one by one, who summoned another conference in Ghandavas great, cool library. Ghandava had disappeared, but the smell of artful cookery ascended from below-stairs, and the green-lined chela kept himself in evidence at intervals, incurious and yet alert. He never seemed to listen, nor to keep from listening, but hovered in and out like a house-mouse busy with affairs behind the scenes. Once he was gone for a whole hour.

Giving my imagination utmost creeps! as Chullunder Ghose remarked.

Ghandava fears only this, said Grim: The prisoner may be too incensed by Alis ill-treatment. He was a wabbler to start with. You remember, when we caught him in the minaret he was flinching from doing murder in Benares. Hell return to his superiors, because theres nowhere else for him and he may flop hack altogether. Hell say the snake-woman is alive and that weve hidden her. His murderous instincts may have been so stirred up by Ali that hell volunteer to identify and kill us all as opportunity permits.

Why should Ghandava worry about our getting killed? asked Jeremy, unimpressed.

Hes in with us, said Grim.

Where is he?

Gone. Benares!

Jeremy whistled. Again he saw adventure coming to him on the wing down-wind, and liked it.

You see, said Grim, they wont rest while they think weve got that woman. Theyll not look for her corpse while they think shes alive, and theyll probably try to kill us one by one until we give her up.

Tell em shes dead then, and where to find the body, Jeff suggested. Wheres Ali and where did he hide it?

No! Grim answered instantly. Lets get a woman to represent her! Keep them tracking us  you get me? Let them think their woman has swapped horses  joined us. One man weve let go will give them ground for that idea. The other  the big one  will tell em were cahooting with the Nine Unknown

Howll he know that? Jeff objected.

Grim signified the green-lined chela , who had come in through one door, apparently to set a book in place, and walked out through the other at the rear.

He showed him the way out. He told him that, said Grim.

Oh glorious! Oh exquisite! What ignorant West would call Telepathy! Chullunder Ghose exclaimed. Mahatma, knowing what outcome of conference will be, wills that chela shall say thisly and do thusly! Krishna! This is

Billiards! said King, and prodded him in the stomach with the window-pole.

I forsee fortune! Narayan Singh announced. But what he means by fortune is the opportunity to use his faculties, including swordsmanship.

Thou second-sighted butcher! said the babu.

Chup! * commanded King.

You see, its this way, Grim resumed. Ghandava knows how we hit this trail, considers were honest, and says were useful to his employers. Were helping to put the hat on these criminal Nines, whose hour, by his account of it, has come. He plans to reciprocate. Hell let us see what we started after.

The gold? demanded Ramsden.

So I understand him.

Books! Tut-tut! The books! said Cyprian, emerging with a big book in his hands from behind the detached case.

But Grim shook his head. Ghandava had said nothing about showing where the secret books were kept. Cyprian shrugged his shoulders, losing interest, and if he cared that men had died he did not show it. Probably he wanted not to seem to know too much.

Wheres Ali? Ramsden asked again.

Gone with two sons in search of Gauri. She looks enough like the woman of the snakes to pass for her in a pinch with the lights turned low. At any rate, shes our lone chance, Grim answered.

Pooh! said King. Shell funk it.

Broke. House burned. Past the bloom of youth. Funk nothing! Grim retorted. Shell jump at the hope of a lakh of rupees.

Wholl pay her the lakh?  wondered Jeremy.

That was the bargain we made  a lakh in return for her help if we find the money.

And if we cant collect?

Grim, Ramsden and Ross must pay her a solatium.

And if Ali cant find her?

Then the plans down the wind.

But it was not, although Ali came within the hour and swore that neither he nor either of his sons could find the woman.

She is doubtless already in the household of a priest, he swore resentfully. I could have scared the fool! By Allah! She would have obeyed if I had found her!

Oh, my God! Hinc illae lacrimae!  remarked the babu, voicing the collective gloom. We get a mental glimpse of gold and lo, it vanishes physically with the veil of an immodest woman!

But they were reckoning again without the green-lined chela . Fastidious, ascetic, handsome, one would have selected him no more than a church verger to know Gauris whereabouts. Yet he came in smiling  said they should be getting ready  and offered to find Gauri soon enough.

For I have means within means, he explained, without explaining.

Get me a carriage. Send me home! commanded Cyprian.

But that was vetoed instantly. The battle in the office was as sure to cause investigation as a fire does heat. Cyprian might have been seen passing in and out on several occasions, and if inquiry should lead to his house there were the furnace and the ashes of burned books to excite suspicion further.

Stay here, Pop, until we come back from Benares, or our bargains off! said Jeremy.

You mean  you mean?

If you leave this house before we return, and we find books, well keep em!

Take the padre-sahib with us! urged Narayan Singh. He is old and little. Somewhere we can hide him.

Behind the old priests back the green-lined chela shook his head, disparagingly. But there was no need. Cyprian, loaded down with more than weight for age, would have refused that anyhow. Nor did his empty nest, with its secret squirrel-horde of books gone, attract him any more than the prospect of answering awkward questions. There would be no servant  no tidings  none of the associations that had made the place worthwhile.

I will stay here, he said simply, and returned, black book in hand, behind the bookcase.

Then came the game of getting ready. Little, little details are the nemesis of dams, designs and men. They had to think of all the details of manner and habit, and they ended up by lamp-light, weary, with the green- lined chela looking on. Then, after supper in the room below, it was all to do over, for Gauri came with her maid and drilled them, while Ali snored and dreamed of vengeance on every man in India who had worn, did wear, or ever should wear a yellow smock; and it happened thus that their edifice of make-believe was crowned  pluperfect.

For Gauri was a pauper. Shabby clothes were all she had, so she and the maid, whose lack of fortune was involved in hers, were as sharp-eyed and hungry for a chance as adjutants* at dawn.

How did you come here? Ramsden wondered, when they paused between rehearsals.

Gauri glanced at the snoring Ali, shuddered at his long knife, and explained:

They said he  that one  looked for me. I was afraid. His knife is his god. Better trust one who worships his belly. Better trust Chullunder Ghose! I ran and hid. But another in a green-lined cloak came, saying Ali wanted me in behalf of a sahib in the Street of Shah Jihan. One who overheard him told me, and I went to see. There a man with a caste-mark such as I never saw met me and brought me hither. That is how I came. Now  ye say Ali slew that woman whom ye wish me to resemble? Slew her without witnesses?

They nodded, waiting. Something was in the wind, for her eyes shone.

Pay me for my services whatever jewelry she had!

But Jeff Ramsdens thoughts were a bar behind the rest as usual.

She interrupted him.

He has whatever she had, she said simply.

She had cast her die, and she was a gambler heart and soul. Nothing  no argument could change her once the stakes were down; and she had named the stakes  her neck against whatever Alis loot amounted to!

So Ali had to wake up, she protesting that the best way would have been to loot him while he slept. Grim did the explaining, taking all for granted, to save time.

Ali, there is an argument. You settle it. One says, whoever finds this gold should have the whole of it; the others, that all should share and share in any case. What say you?

And if the North loves one thing it is playing Solomon, pronouncing wise decisions, justice in the abstract being one thing and according it another.

We being friends, said he, what injures one is injury to all; and by Allah, what profits one should profit all of us. So we should share and share alike.

Grim looked disappointed  subtlest flattery!

Then if I alone should of my own skill win a treasure, should you share that? he demanded.

By the Prophet of Allah, why not? Ali answered, delighted to have Jimgrim on the hip. Whatever any of us finds while our agreement lasts belongs to all, to be shared between us.

Grim might have jumped him then, but Grim was wise.

Then could the vote of all of us dispose of the discovery of one?

Why certainly, by Allah, yes! said Ali. Was that not agreed in the beginning?

Then let us vote on this, said Grim: Gauri offers her service for the jewels you took from the woman you slew in the office! Someone should propose a motion! Let us see the jewels anyhow.

Trapped  aware that he was trapped, and on the horns of his own verdict  Ali looked about him; for the East may not be made to hurry even in dilemma, having earned that right by studying dignity for thirty thousand years. He had two sons. Conceivably he might tempt Chullunder Ghose, or threaten him, and cast four votes. Omitting Cyprian, who might, or might not vote, that left the odds five to four against hint, for he knew Narayan Singh would side with his Western friends, and there was no doubt in his mind whatever what they would do.

He might refuse to show the loot. He might walk out, explaining he would think the matter over, and naturally not return. He who had lost so many sons had a right to consider himself  to recompense himself as best he could. Yet he was not quite sure of the value of his loot. The gold was heavy enough, but the ear-studs might be glass. In the long, long pause that followed Grims question he even considered the thought of betrayal  for he was born north of Peshawar, where treason and a joke are one. But he knew that if he went to the police, then he would have to do his own explaining of perplexing matters that were best let lie. Moreover, the police might  nay, would search him.

And the men he faced were men. In his own storm-tempered, hillman way he loved them.

It was knowing that myself must first comply with the decision, that I answered as I did, he said with dignity, hitching to the front beneath his shirt the leather-pouch in which he carried his own secrets. Lo, I set example. Look! By Allah, let none say Ali of Sikunderam fell short of an agreement!

Handful after handful he pulled out the necklace  little golden human skulls on a string of golden human hair  the bracelets  the anklets  the brooches  and the earrings last. He tossed the earrings into the midst of the heap, half-hoping none would notice them; but by the light he saw in Gauris eyes he knew that whether they were glass or not they, too, were gone for just so much of the forever as a woman could withstand his siege.

Lo, I have given five sons and now this! he said with dignity. As Allah is my witness, I give, knowing there is recompense.

Someone should make a motion, Grim repeated.

What I give is given, said Ali, gesturing magnificently. I will not vote.

Ramsden picked the necklace up and weighed it in his hand.

This ought to be enough alone, he said. Its worth about  at least

No! No! All or nothing! Gauri screamed, and her eyes looked nearly as infernal as the womans in the temple had done. See! Look! The ear- studs  Kali emeralds!  none like them! Then her voice dropped. I must wear those  all those, she added, confidently, knowing her case was won. The priestess insignia! Mine! Keep your lakh of rupees! I choose these!

They agreed, for they had to. Even Ali agreed to it. But his wintry eyes met hers, and she breathed uneasily as she put her head through the ugly golden necklace and the maid set the studs through the holes in the lobes of her ears.

Each emerald a fortune! the maid whispered. But Ali heard it.

Aye, a fortune! he said nodding. Who should grudge a dowry to the queen of cows? Which was a Hindu compliment, intentional, so understood and shuddered at. She knew the North, or rather the freebooting blades who came thence.

Wear them! Wear them! They become thee! Ali urged her.

So, with the jewels on and her hair arranged in heavy coils, the lady of delights  as Ali called her  looked not so unlike the priestess. All she lacked was, as Chullunder Ghose assessed it, just a year or two of education.

The worst was that she thought a course of visiting from shrine to shrine and making little offerings to gods and goddesses in turn, along with favors to the priests, entitled her to know it all. Of men she was a shrewd enough judge. She could weigh the chance of wrath and pick a living in the trough of evil. But of women  save such women as herself  she knew scarce anything, and that distorted.

Self, knowing women too well, can attempt conversion, said Chullunder Ghose and set to work to try to teach her how a priestess, used to the public eye and awe, would sit, and stand, and move about, and be.

Time and again she flung herself to the floor in tantrums, cursing the fat babu in the names of the whole Hindu Pantheon. Repeatedly he coaxed her back to patience, helped by the maid, who kept reciting what the emeralds were worth  pure music!  music that had charms to soothe the Gauris breast.

Even so they tell me chorus girls are taught to act as duchesses! said the babu. Failing all else shall escape to London and start academy of female manners! Watch me, Gauri  beautiful Gauri  goddess among women, watch me  walk like this!

And in spite of stomach big enough for two men, hams that would have graced a Yorkshire hog, and a costume not intended for solemnities  his turban was pink  he walked across the room with perfect grace  Falstaff playing Ophelia, surpassing good.

She imitated him. He sighed.

Thus, sahiba . None had ever called her that. The title is for wives of honest husbands, and she softened, even to the brink of tears. You are a queen  a goddess. All know it. That is not enough, though. You, you the goddess, know it! You are not afraid of what they think. You do not want them thus to think. They do so think. You know they think. You are a goddess! Now, Bride of the Mountains, walk across the room again.

Aye, Bride of the Mountains! murmured Ali.

Chullunder Ghose had meant a pious compliment, for one of the names of the Daughter of Himavat, the Bride of Siva, Him who sits upon the peaks, is Gauri. But Ali misinterpreted, and Gauri understood. The jewelry was hers; and she was Alis  no escape! She burst into tears again, beat on the floor with her fists, had hysterics, and obliged the poor babu to start again at the beginning.

Then the road! Old India by night in yellow smocks beneath an amber moon, with an ox-cart following, in which the women lay  a two-wheeled, painted cart with curtains, driven by the green-lined chela and drawn by the same two splendid Guzarati beasts well fed and rested in Ghandavas stable! The ancient gate  the guard, too sleepy to make trouble, too respectful to draw curtains, and aware of the weight of silver in shut palms  then the wide way flowing on forever between shadows so silent and drunk with color that the creaking of a wheel alone recalled a solid world.

And Jeremy  drunker than the shadows were! Full  flooded  flowing over with delight; the memory of wild Arabia awake within him and a whole unknown horizon beckoning in moonlight to adventure such as Sinbad knew! He danced. He sang wild Arab songs  as suitable as any, since an unknown tongue was all conditions called for. He flicked a long silk handkerchief with imitative skill. And the few, afraid night-farers drew aside to let the short procession pass.

Jeff Ramsden, striding like a Viking with a rod across his shoulder, meant ostensibly for vicious dogs, a calf like Samsons showing under the yellow smock, and an air of ownership. He owned the earth he trod on. Good to see.

Then King and Grim together, yellow-smocked and striding just as silently, more modern, more in keeping with the picture and matched, as it were, in the setting by Chullunder Ghose, who walked after them without enthusiasm, not needing to pretend, except to creed; pink turban gone, he, too, was in orange-yellow.

Then Narayan Singh, in yellow like the rest, a little too ostensibly unarmed. The hilt of something swinging as he strode was exaggerated by the smock that covered it, and his shadow resembled a monsters.

Then the cart. Then Ali and his two sons, not pleased with playing Hindu, looking like dark spirits of the night whom men might well avoid. Wayfarers beg rides in India even as in the West, but none did that night. None stole a ride. And the multitude, who make it their profession to extort alms by the ancient processes  who watch the highways and by day or dark flock forth like bugs to pester  not recognizing innocence, desisted.

All one night they trudged the highway with the geometrical designs of irrigation ditches glinting in the moonlight all about them; and at dawn they were offered bed and board by a Brahman, who called the green-lined chela holy one. At one end of the garden-compound, of which his house formed the front, was a long shelter subdivided into stalls, in which he said it was his privilege to acquire merit by entertaining pilgrims. He asked no questions  only offered food and asked a blessing in return  so there they slept on string-cots, three to a stall, the women-folk remaining in the closed cart, angrily complaining of the heat.

Then night again and another march, the women, too, on foot; for they left the ox-cart with the Brahman  six or eight miles walk in mellow moonlight to a wayside station, where a Hindu station-master said they honored his poor roof, and where, by dint of lies along the wire, he finally secured a whole reserved compartment for them on a through train for Benares.


CHAPTER XIX. Once, when they who keep the secrets

BENARES! Mother Gunga, who if she would, could tell of the birth of half-a-world, lapping the steps below the ghats . Crimson fire and leaping flame where they cremate the dead. Moonlight on a hundred thousand heads and shoulders, as the heathen stand breast-deep reflected in the stream and pray for blessedness. Built on Benares! For the temples that have stood a thousand years are crumbling above foundations that were ancient cities before Hermes was Hierophant of Mysteries. Troy seven times rebuilt on Troy is but a new thing to Benares.

The train rolled in, panting at the end of awful night; and it was no more to Benares than a new bird added to the hordes of feathered scavengers.

Under the hot iron roof the train disgorged its crowd, itself impersonal, they seeking abstract bliss  an iron-age implement subserving Manu and His laws. It was no more to Benares than the flies that drone around the ghats at dawn.

The green-lined chela led, threading the swarm that checked and gathered itself, bleating for its females and its young like sheep, demanding neither food nor sleep but the view of Mother Gunga and the privilege of plunging in at sunrise.

Gauri and her maid walked beside Chullunder Ghose, both veiled.

One sees us! said the babu. Let the veil fall open.

On the journey they had labored over it, cutting and stitching until if loosed it fell so perfectly that her face could be seen in profile  which was best  and be covered again instantly. Gauri saw a man in yellow staring at her, and snatched the veil together.

He is big, and I am afraid of him!

Good, said the babu.

But he saw I am afraid!

Better! He knows you are not a goddess! You should be afraid of him! Now, not knowing, he will go and say he knows, same being excellent in politics but no good when up against Jimgrim and the green-lined chela  latter being devil very likely, though I think not. Woman, behave fearfully! He turns again and looks.

So Gauri hid behind Chullunder Ghoses bulk, as if she were a merchants wife out for the first time far from home. And the very tall man who had turned and looked beckoned another, shorter, nearly naked one, who came and followed the party, presently beckoning others to keep him company.

So, though they threaded a score of streets not wider than an ox-cart, turning this and that way almost incomprehensibly like ants, and entered at last a high door in a wall, which slammed behind them and was bolted and barred by someone in a cabin like a sentry-box, who performed his task unseen, they knew they were not lost to knowledge. They could hear the footsteps of the spies, who ran to tell their whereabouts to whom it might concern.

And here  in a quiet clean oasis  the green-lined chela seemed no longer in authority. He accepted orders from a man in white, whose bald, bare head was fleshless  skin on bone, as if it had died but still was needed by the body. Only his eyes lived, burning, down deep in the sockets. It seemed he was host.

Introduce us. Whats his name? Grim asked.

No name, the chela answered.

Only then they all remembered that the green-lined chela , too, had given no name, then or at any time.

Whats yours? Grim asked him, but he laughed and shook his head.

So, failing introduction, Grim lined up the party, named them, and began to speak about Ghandava. That name, too apparently meant nothing here. The living skeleton in white took no account of it. He turned on his heel and led them indoors, into an ancient palace, nowadays as plainly furnished as a monastery, and up-stairs to the first floor. There, saying nothing, he made a gesture, signifying that the floor was theirs and, turning to the chela , who had followed, dismissed him with a monosyllable. The chela neither spoke nor displayed the least emotion, but turned and went.

Nevertheless there was an atmosphere of comfort, and even of friendliness. The man in white stood waiting by the door until silent servants brought water and a heap of clean sheets. Others brought food  bread, vegetables, milk  and then, but not till then, the man in white left them, not having said one word except to the chela to dismiss him, yet contriving to convey the thought that they were welcome.

And why not welcome? wondered Jeremy. Bemares looks to me to need jazzing.

My God! Chullunder Ghose exploded.

All the long front of that floor was a veranda, cool and deep, facing the Mother of Rivers above ancient roofs. They had five separate vistas between temple domes, and down one lane of ancientry could see the granite steps, and thousands of naked men, and women veiled in lightest muslin, descending to bathe and pray; for sunrise is the holiest hour of all.

Rafts on the rivers bosom swarmed with Brahmins sitting rigid in the act of meditation. Between the rafts the stream flowed spread with flowers, because none of the thousands had come empty-handed, but with garlands, loose blossoms and plaited strings of buds by way of offering:

The cooing of doves was all about them, and the music of temple-bells. The breath of Mother Gunga, who gives life and takes it, pervaded all  miasmic say the scientists, ignoring truth of a millennium. (They drink the water where the ashes of the dead are strewn, and take no hurt.) Birds everywhere, especially crows lining the ridges of temple roofs with jet black; and down the granite steps to the rivers brink, between the mens bare legs and over the gaudy garments laid aside, monkeys scampering to drink, unfearful and unnoticed.

Good! said Jeremy, sniffing and filling his lungs.

Along a street below them caste-less bearers were carrying the dead on litters, to be bathed a last time at the river brink before being laid out on their funeral pyres. None noticed. In Benares it is life that counts, not death, and life is of the spirit not the senses. When a pilgrim shuffles off his mortal coil they make away with it and burn it swiftly, lest it hamper his efforts to climb higher.

Down another vista lay the ruins of a temple like an island in the stream; for centuries ago, when Gunga rose in spate, she underswept the walls and rooted in among them till the whole enormous building tumbled into the flood. Now a naked fakir stood on the highest stone of its ruins  young, with long hair on his shoulders  poised against the blue sky  

Fancy free! suggested Jeremy. That lad looks happy. Nothing to wear, nor do but stand still! How many meals a day, I wonder?

One, said a voice; and there Ghandava stood, among them, unannounced!

I have creeps! remarked Chullunder Ghose.

He glanced at the door. It was locked on the inside, but Ghandava might have done that  only the lock squeaked badly, and nobody had heard it.

There are three of them. The three are one, Ghandava went on, taking no notice of the babus nervousness. They stand on that stone all day and all night, taking turns, relieving one another.

Why? demanded Jeremy.

It always was so, he answered. But their vigil is nearly ended.

Ghandava was bright-eyed; not from opium, that is a feverish glow, but with the light of the ecstasy men earn, who by denying self attain self-knowledge. Harder work than laying bricks!

Why? demanded Jeremy a second time.

Seek, and to every question you shall know the answer, if you seek well enough, my friend, Ghandava replied. There are others who seek answers, he added cryptically.

Whereat Chullunder Ghose recounted how a man in yellow had set spies to follow them through the streets. Ghandava smiled.

You are protected, he said quietly. You shall decoy them to another place.

For that they may attack us in the other place? Chullunder Ghose asked in consternation.

Because their time is come.

But Ali of Sikunderam grew angry at answers in the shape of conundrums. The Hindu garb and his losses fretted him. He paced the floor like a Hillman, which is a wholly different stride from any Hindus, and rounded on Ghandava at the end of a turn  head and shoulders over him  his fingers on the hilt of something underneath the smock.

By Allah, I have paid already more than all these! Five sons I have given! he exclaimed. Shall my life follow theirs without a reason? Name thy intentions step by step, Mahatma-ji !

He used the word Mahatma as soldiers of fortune of the Middle Ages used the word monk  insultingly, and Ghandava, it seemed, knew better than to smile at him. An air of patronage night have been a spark to fire the tinder of the Hillmans wrath.

Sit down then. I will tell you, said Ghandava, choosing a stool for himself and pausing until all were seated on chairs and mats.

He let it appear that Alis protest was what moved him, and Ali made sly grimaces at his sons to signify that they should learn a lesson in deportment from their sire.

Lo, we listen. By Allah, we have ears, said Ali at last importantly.

You were seen to arrive in Benares, Ghandava began, because the prisoner you let go from my house in Delhi forewarned those who are interested. You were seen to have this woman with you, and they are saying now that their priestess has wormed her way into your confidence, as otherwise she would surely have escaped and returned to them. Now, if one of you were to meet with one of them, and were not afraid, and should confirm that theory, taking an actual message perhaps from Gauri to them, using the formula, She says 

I am not afraid! Narayan Singh said, interrupting. He stood up, and all who saw him knew he told the truth. He was afraid of neither death nor devils.

Ghandava nodded.

I spoke to you all of the Wheel, he said quietly. The Wheel turns and unless we are alert an opportunity is snatched or taken, for us or against us. In a place, which you shall see, the Nine have preserved for centuries a truth  knowledge of a truth, that is; for truth is like skill, unless used constantly it disappears. The time will cone, but is not yet, when that truth may be given to the world with safety. Those in whose hands the ancient secrets are, being human, have made mistakes. Knowledge in the hands of criminals and fools is worse than ignorance. Let me illustrate:

You have heard of the scientist who, seeking without wisdom for the knowledge he could neither weigh nor measure, introduced into America a moth that killed the trees? So. Once, when they who keep the secrets thought the time had come, they entrusted to some chosen individuals instruction concerning the scope of mans mind. But the time was not ripe. They who learned were faithless and self-seeking, so that from that one secret that escaped there sprang the whole evil of witchcraft, sorcery, necromancy, black magic, hypnotism, what is now called mob psychology, the black art of propoganda, and inventions that are even worse.

Again: Surgeons and doctors know no more anatomy than a mechanic knows of alchemy. They who keep the secrets once taught certain men the rudiments of what was common knowledge long before Aesculapius. Those, though, turned the knowledge to their own account, so that it died again of selfishness  which is all-destroying; and all that remains of the art, that it was sought to heal the world with, is the trick by which practitioners of Thuggee kill their victims with a silken handkerchief!

Chemical dyes mean poison gas. The art of flying, which was understood in India ten thousand years ago, means bombing of defenseless cities. Alcohol means drunkenness. Morphia, which is an anodyne, means vice. Only very rarely do the men appear in whose hands knowledge may be trusted. Then, and not until then, the world goes forward.

But those who seek knowledge for selfish ends persist. In that way they are faithful! They seek it like prospectors  at times alone, at times in hordes. And because of the Wheel and the Law, as men unearth gold so these lawless seekers after knowledge draw near at times to the discovery. They would discover. They would possess themselves of secrets and destroy the world, unless they who keep the secrets were alert.

Through alertness it is possible to see that they destroy themselves, as the hosts of Korah, Dathan and Abiram did in your Bible days  as Babylon destroyed itself, from too much wealth  as he who discovered gunpowder destroyed himself; only swiftly, and secretly, lest the world learn too much and inquire for more.

The lawless Nines who hide under the mask of Kali-worship, by elimination and persistence have come near to discovering the place where the secret of gold is kept. The place must be changed  nay is changed; but lest they learn that, they shall be allowed to find the former place and to take the consequences. It is there that the Wheel turns and you enter in.

How so? demanded Ali truculently; but none took any notice of him, which seemed to set him thinking on his own account. He listened attentively, but with a changed expression, while Ghandava went on with his story.

Suddenly Chullunder Ghose threw up his hands in consternation.

Holy one! he exclaimed. Emolument is more than pleasing, same is necessary on this plane on which we function! Is profit barred? Is all excluded but the risk? Myself am text-book of scientific ignorance and not proud, but  family and dependents  impoverished babu  verb. sap. , Most Holy One!

Ghandava chuckled.

You shall see, and may help yourself, he answered.

When shall I go with my message to these people? Narayan Singh asked, standing up again.

Ramsden rose, too, stretching himself, nearly as tall as the Sikh and half-again as heavy  a man to count on in tight places.

Ill go with you, he said quietly, meeting the Sikhs eyes.

Narayan Singh bowed, smiling a little. It was just the smallest inclination of the head, but a whole song set to music could never have answered half as much. He said no word. They understood each other.

When shall we go? asked Ramsden.

When you have seen, Ghandava answered. You must see; and every word you subsequently say to them the woman must say first to you. It is essential that these criminals destroy themselves. All you are asked to do is to make that simple for them!

They ate breakfast all together on the deep veranda, Gauri and her maid as anxious as Chullunder Ghose about the rules of caste they broke, yet none of the three willing to pose as holier than Ghandava, who ate with them and had been a heaven-born until he abandoned caste altogether. Gauri consoled herself with the sight of the plundered emeralds.

I shall have enough to pay the priests, she said aloud, as if answering the voice of conscience.

She did not see Alis flint eyes blazing, nor the sly, secretive acquiescence of his sons; nor did she know why, when the meal was done, the sons threw dice on the veranda floor. No money passed between them, but they threw three times, watching each main breathlessly, and he who lost swore acridly in the name of Allah.

Ghandava watched it all but made no comment, unless, about five minutes later as he faced the Ganges, an adaptation of two of the Apostle Pauls most wholesome axioms that he let fall had bearing on Alis attitude:

Since all things work together for our good, and now is the appointed time, why not? Shall we be going?

He did not say where they were going. They followed curiously, both women keeping close to him and Ali bringing up the rear with his two sons. It was as plain as clay that the North was in the mood of those old Highlanders who followed Prince Charlie once as far as Preston Pans. The rear, where they can do least demoralizing, is the right place for those gentry.

Ghandava led up-stairs  the last way anyone expected  out on to a roof, and up by a winding flight of steps that circled about a tower, with a stone curtain on their right that rendered them invisible from anywhere unless so distant that their heads would be unrecognizable. And then down  through a door at the summit of the tower  round and round a circular stairway in the towers core, with ample air to breathe, but in darkness so deep that Ghandavas reassuring voice seemed to come from another world:

This way! This way!

And the echoes rumbled down into infinity like the voice of an underground stream. Ghandavas spirits seemed to rise as they descended.

Both women screamed at intervals, but there was always somebody for them to cling to, and the voice of Ali behind them proving his own fearlessness  to himself at least  by lecturing his sons.

A man is a man in the dark! A man is a man in the devils face! A man dies fighting, and Allah receives him into Paradise! Fear is a fools religion, sons of Ali!

Aye, and the world is full of fools! Chullunder Ghose confessed. Self being one! Are there snakes?

No snakes! Ghandava answered.

Insects?

None!

Lost souls?

No. They would find no rest here!

We are going down  down! The babus voice boomed hollow. We are surely in Gungas womb!

Not yet!

Oh  , where are we then? I hear the rushing of waters!

Only air  good air, Ghandava called back.

I hear water boiling!

No, for there is none.

The babus trepidation served to keep the women from hysterics, since he voiced another fear than theirs and the two disputed mastery instead of blending into panic and hysteria. Guided by Ghandavas voice and the feel of cool, smooth masonry now on one hand, now the other, they hurried in single file along a tunnel whose floor felt polished under-foot as if a hundred generations has passed over it.

No bats! Chullunder Ghose complained. So there must be devils!

No, no devils, said Ghandava.

Krishna! What then? Look! See! I am blind! I saw another world! I cannot see! I am blinded! I swim in fire! Why do I not burn?

They stopped. They had all seen one flash, and then nothing but its aching image in the retina  light to which a blow-pipe flame would have been gloaming!

Watch! Wait! called Ghandava.

Not again! Not again! cried the babu, and his cry re-echoed in imprisoned space Again, again, again, again, again! Then the light  three flashes.

God!

That was King, clapping both hands to eyes that had been overstrained on active service.

Allah! I saw devils! (That was Ali.)

Holy One, where are we? (That was the babu.)

Under the bed of Ganges!

The fire? Is it Agni?*

Electricity! said Ramsden, speaking from memory of fuses blown out in the wilderness.

No. Ghandava was about to explain, but three more blinding flashes interrupted.

What then? asked Ramsden, positive, from memory.

Gold! fell the answer on breathless silence, in which they could all hear Ali and his two sons loosening their Khyber knives.


CHAPTER XX. Nevertheless, I will take my sword with me!

A PALE-GREEN astral-looking light developed gradually, turning the heart of darkness into twilight. They discerned the shadowy outlines of a cave buttressed with titanic masonry. There were no images, no carvings on walls, nor anything to mar simplicity. The proportions expressed restful, pure and final peace.

There was no smell of dampness, although Ghandava said they were under the bed of Ganges. There were no bats, no filth, no occupants. There was nothing in there  in an acre of earths foundations  but one square altar set against a wall; and thence the light came, seemingly.

Ghandava led to the altar with no more outward reverence than the vergers use who show the crowds around cathedrals. It was of some green substance so like jade to the eye that Ramsden, advancing an incautious finger, touched it. He drew it back with an oath.

Pardon! I should have warned you. Are you hurt? Ghandava examined Jeffs finger. It burns like radium.

Oh, buncombe! said Jeremy, breaking an hours silence. Ive carried gold in my belt for years. My belly hasnt got a mark on it!

Everyone laughed, even Ali, and the women who knew no English. But Ghandava continued as much at ease as if he stood before a blackboard.

You see? he said, and pointed to where the wall arched over the altar in the shape of a shovel, base to the ground, with the apex leaning out above the center of the green stone. Exactly in the middle of the arch emerged what might have been a pipe of some unrecognizable substance, and for a space of two or three feet around it the stone wall seemed to have the consistency of pumice, as if its life had been burned out.

Hot gold drips from that opening, drops on the stone below, and dissipates into electrons!

Hell! said Jeremy.

Men could raise hell with it, couldnt they! Ghandava answered. There is more force in one drop than in a box of dynamite  more in a ton of it than in Vesuvius!

Who tends it? asked Jeremy.

Those whose turn it is, Ghandava answered. They are beyond that wall.

Where is the store of gold? demanded Ali hoarsely.

Gone! Removed!

There can never have been much gold, or who could have moved it in haste? the Hillman sneered, nudging his two sons.

Never more than enough at one time in this place than to keep the drops dripping, Ghandava answered. It has been dripping since long before Atlantis disappeared. Calculate it! There is enough in store to continue the process for as long again. But it must continue elsewhere. We must find another way of purging Gunga.

Riddles! Forever riddles! Ali grumbled. Who believes a word of all this? Allah

Ghandava interrupted him:

Have you ever thought how many thousands bathe in Gunga daily? How many dead, who died of sickness, are laid on the banks for the stream to wash them? How many drink as they stand waist-deep in Gunga? And how few die?

They say its the sunlight, King objected. Ive read that germs of sickness cant live in Ganges water because of the strong sun.

And you believe it? asked Ghandava. If so, why does the sun not kill germs in the Amazon, or the Congo River, or the Jumna or the Irrawaddy?

Damned if I know! said Grim. Go on, Ghandava. Tell.

Billions of people have drunk Ganges water, since the pilgrimages began so long ago that there is no record of them. None ever died of drinking it. They have come with cholera, and plague, and small-pox. For lack of fuel for the pyres they have thrown their dead unburned into the stream. And beside the dead they have drunk the Ganges water, taking no harm. That is because of this.

He signified the altar-stone and paused:

Gold is the greatest purifying agent in the universe. In the words of the Hermetic Mystery: AS ABOVE, SO BELOW. Gold is thus also the root of every evil. Gold, resolved into electrons, is the greatest force available to men. It is also by the same law mens greatest weakness. Released it could abolish labor, lack, necessity for digging coal  or it could obliterate! There is gold enough in the world to usher in the golden age, or to wipe out civilization!

He paused again dramatically, then added:

Nine men know the secret!

The devil they do! said Jeremy.

Many have sought for the secret until a few of them know nearly where to look. A week  a month  a year and they would find this place. It is wisdom to let them find it now. So say those who have commissioned me.

By Allah, I weary of words! shouted Ali, all his patience vanishing into its elements as gold had done. His voice reverberated overhead. Show me as much gold as I can bear away, I and my sons, or

In the dim green light he met Narayan Singhs eyes  could not avoid them. The big Sikh leaned and shoved a shoulder under his chin, shoving him backward so that he could use his right eye only with difficulty; and his sons could not have helped their sire without first passing King and Grim, with Ramsden on Kings left-hand and Grim against the wall.

Friend Ali, peace, I pray thee! said the Sikh.

There was no alternative. The hilt of something underneath the Sikhs long smock made that fact clear.

Ghandava looked up at the spout above the green altar, listening. He said nothing, but started to walk away, and they followed in a frightened group, the women hurrying past him and the men, especially Ali, trying to disguise fear by striding measuredly. Chullunder Ghose gave up that effort.

Lo! I claim merit! My share of the gold is a gift to Mother Gunga! he blustered, struggling to the last to make a joke of it, and ran. Shoving the women in front of him he disappeared into the dark and they could hear his heavy footsteps stampeding until the echoing noise was swallowed in a tunnel-gurgle sounding like a laugh.

The gold is uncontrollable when it begins to drip, Ghandava explained. The process can be started but not stopped. It has been so for a hundred centuries. Not even they who keep the secrets could exist inside the cavern when the drops fall.

As they left the cave a blinding flash burst behind them, casting their shadows forward into the tunnel like the fragments of shelled infantry. Even so, facing away from it, their eyes were hurt. Intellect itself seemed stupefied, and was restored by a breath of indrawn air that reeked of hot Benares, all decaying flowers, humanity and grease.

It ventilates the tunnel, said Ghandava. That air, drawn in, will be burned up in the next explosion.

Where does the product go? Grim asked him.

It is used.

Why doesnt the explosion burst the cave?

It would, but the quantity is measured.

That was all they could extract from hint by way of information. When they asked more questions he reminded them that these were ancient secrets and himself no more than a man commissioned for a task.

Already you have seen more than uninitiated individuals ever saw and lived to tell about , he assured them. And this is only one of very many wonders that are done with gold. This is only a trifling matter compared to what can be  what is  done daily.

Then you are an initiate? asked Grim. But he did not answer that.

Another flash behind them that sent tattered shadows leaping into the dark ahead showed an opening in the right-hand wall, set at such an angle and so narrow that they had passed it on their way down without being aware of its existence. Ghandava led through it now, ignoring the babu and the women, who by then were ascending the circular stair in the panic that will yield to nothing less than daylight.

You shall see, because you must say you have seen, he explained, taking Ramsden and Narayan Singh each by the arm, as the passage widened and turned back nearly in the same direction they had just cone. Evidently they had only made a circuit to pass through the end wall of the cave. Say nothing that is not true, even to the enemy! he added.

And now it felt like entering the workshop where the gloaming is woven of green and golden ether. They approached a cavern  not too close, for he restrained them  in which three men watched as if attending looms, only that these looms were invisible and the shuttles resembled fish that darted to and fro forever on the sane course, each swallowing the other as they met. The pale green light resembled water  the men, great hooded seals  and the silence finished the illusion, so that the ears strained for a sound of waves on some imaginary beach.

But there was no sound  not even a foot-fall; and of gold they saw no more than one bar that a man in a hood brought down steps from a gallery hewn overhead. Even the steps resembled submarine rocks, and the whole illusion was so perfect that they caught themselves not breathing, and wondering how long they could stay submerged.

When Grim started to speak Ghandava held a hand up and restrained him. Silence, it seemed, was part of the twilight mystery. There was no heat, it was cooler there than in the other cave; no light but the dim opalescence in which shuttles made of other light swam. Nothing to understand. It stripped incomprehension naked and left it aware of itself.

Come! said Ghandava. You have seen a workshop older than Benares! You have seen enough!

Ali had seen enough to stir cupidity, and it controlled him. He brushed by with his hand on his knife-hilt and was for plunging into the cavern with his left arm hiding his face. The illusion of green water was too real to be faced without subconscious precaution of some sort. He walked forward with the sidewise pendulum motion of one who wades into the surf  threw up both hands suddenly  turned  and came hurrying back with eyes and tongue protruding. No air! he gasped.

But something else had terrified him  something he could not, and never tried to explain. Followed by his two sons he took to his heels, pursuing Chullunder Ghose and the women up toward daylight; and was first out on the summit of the tower with a view of all Benares, in spite of the others long start, thanks to the legs and the wind of a mountaineer.

Behold, who would worship Allah? asked Narayan Singh; and there being no more Moslems there, none answered.

Slowly, with Ghandava in the lead, they returned by the tunnel and the steps within the tower, none saying much because of breathlessness, nor any climbing better than Ghandava, much the eldest, who waited at least a dozen times for them to overtake him. Up near the summit of the tower he opened a door that admitted to a gallery with a pierced stone screen around it; and there in full sunlight, with eyes aching, and with the sound of Alis voice arguing above, they squatted down facing the Ganges to learn what more Ghandava had in store for them. He sat meditating for ten minutes before he spoke. Then:

Only Truth persists. All things are relative, and pass when they have seen their day. Truth is and all phenomena are Maya.* It is nothing, then, that what you have just seen must vanish. Benares has vanished ten times. The river below you has swallowed city on top of city, and the cavern we were in lies under the foundations of a temple whose steps the Ganges laved long before Egypt grew beside the Nile. This was the Temple of the Mysteries before the Pyramids were built. And now it perishes. But Truth remains.

Were the men we saw below there any of the Nine Unknown? demanded Ramsden.

None of them, Ghandava answered, looking him full in the face. The men you saw are chelas . You will never see the Nine Unknown.

He was growing restless, for Ghandava. There was still the air of contact with eternity that made him so courteous and earned respect for him without his claiming it. But there was a subtle change, nevertheless, though he waited to speak again until he had their absolute attention. Then:

The appointed time is now. I will instruct Mr. Jeremy and those who are to work with him. Are you two ready?

Ramsden and Narayan Singh met each others eyes and nodded gravely.

There is a chela below, who will lead you to the place where the Kali-worshipers make ready. He will leave you there. Gauri, in a minute, taking words from my mouth, will give you a message to deliver. They will believe the message, but will keep you with them unless they are more mad than there is reason to believe. There are grades of madness. Theirs is familiar, and understood. All then that will remain for you to do will be to persuade them to watch Mr. Jeremy, and to follow him to the woman. You will be cared for. Play your parts, tell only truth, say no more than you must, and remember you are rendering a service to humanity.

Nevertheless, I will take my sword with me, announced Narayan Singh.


CHAPTER XXI. My house is clean again!

IT was noon when Narayan Singh and Ramsden, following a chela fifty years of age, chose what shadows were available in streets that baked like ovens between the stifling walls. The chela led them past an opening in a carved wall and gave the agreed signal, passing on as if unconscious of them. They turned and walked boldly into a ruinous temple, whose floor was deep with the dung of sacred bulls and whose only light was from little oil-dishes swung by wires from a roof invisible in gloom.

As the eyes grew used to the dark they were aware of the big bronze man in yellow who had been their prisoner, standing with his back to an inner-door with arms folded over his breast. They could see the white teeth glistening between thick lips, and the whites of his eyes with a glow behind them.

He in no way resembled a spider, yet Jeff thought of him as one. Imagination painted in the web. He looked as if he expected them and, saying nothing, beckoned, with his other hand behind him on the handle of the wooden door. When they were near enough he threw the door open and stood aside to let them pass in.

Jeff led the way with the nerves of his neck all tingling in expectation of a silken handkerchief from ambush. The only thought in his head just then was whether his neck-muscles might not be strong enough to resist the handkerchief for the necessary fraction of a second until his fists could come in play. Imagination! For in step behind him strode the Sikh, who, if nothing more, would have given the alarm in time.

They were in a round room lighted by kerosene lanterns and scant rays filtered through old sacking stretched across openings in the gloom overhead. The walls were the base of a dome, whose arch was dimly visible, and around the walls not less than seventy men in yellow sat facing the center, where a plain stone platform a yard high stood in the midst of pillars that rose up in the form of a pentagon into the dark  a pillar to the apex of each angle.

They wore no masks, but the faces of all alike were stamped with evil and it would have been next to impossible to memorize the varying features. Proud, confident, deliberate crime was the key-note according unity, and it might have been four-score reflections of one face for all that a man could remember otherwise. The enormous bronze man leered at Jeff, thrusting his face so close that it was all that Jeff could do to refrain from punching him again; but all he did was to lead Jeff and Narayan Singh to the platform, where he left them to face whichever way they chose.

You may sit down! said a voice in English.

But they continued standing. To have sat or squatted would have betrayed the long sword under the Sikhs smock  their only weapon. Jeff had left his automatic behind on Ghandavas advice, since  as Ghandava phrased it it is easier not to kill when the means are absent. He who interferes with no mans karma is wisest.

They turned around, peering through the pillars to discover from which face the voice had come. He who had spoken waited until they both faced him, then spoke again  

Where is SHE?

He was a little man  the smallest in the room, and his voice was as tiny and mean as his English accent was ludicrous, stressing each syllable, querulous, excited, full of a kind of schoolmaster authority.

She sent us, Jeff answered, and there was silence for the space of half a minute while they all considered the reply. Then:

That may be so, a voice said from across the room. How else should they know this place?

Why did she send you? asked the little man.

He appeared to be in haste for information. Jeff obliged him.

She said to me and to this other man: Obey me, and be rewarded. Tell those whom you will find in the place I name to follow you to where a fakir in the robe of Kali is performing feats. Follow the fakir to wherever he goes. He will lead to the place of the secrets you two men have seen.

You have seen? What have you seen? They say they have seen!

He translated the information into another tongue, and there was a chorus of exclamations. Then the little man said again  

What have you seen?

Jeff told him: We saw the gold turn liquid and drop on the green anvil. We saw it turn to blinding light with a great explosion. We saw the place behind the wall, where the secret is and the men prepare it. But we only saw one bar of gold.

Bah! Bah! Who cares for the bars of gold if we have the secret! Where is this place?

The gold-light blinded us, Jeff answered. We were led. But the fakir knows the way.

How should he know?

He can make the dead talk, Jeff answered with perfect irrelevance, and there was another pause while they considered that.

Narayan Singh nudged Jeff. A man who had risen from the wall was walking toward them. He came close and looked into their faces, all unconscious of the sword that trembled on the Sikhs thigh. They recognized their first prisoner whom Grim had let go. Without a word he returned to his place by the wall and then, standing:

That is so, he said. These are the same men. Their fakir makes the dead speak, having stolen that secret from the Nine or learned it from the books of Cyprian. One of them slew Kansa, our leader in Delhi, and they brought the corpse a distance in the cart with me. In the presence of all who were in the cart, Kansa spoke to me, being dead, bidding me obey these people.

He sat down. His speech, too, was received in silence.

Why does she not come to us ? asked the man with the squeaky voice at last. And Jeff, primed an hour before by Gauri picking words from Ghandavas lips, was ready with the answer:

She said if we would help her, we may become as you, members of your order, sharing in all things. So we help. It was she who went before us into the place where gold becomes light. She said she will be there waiting, only we must come soon.

What sign did she give? the big, bronze man demanded with a sneer.

And for answer to that Jeff threw into the lap of the little man with the squeaky voice a golden skull twisted from the end of a necklace that morning in spite of Gauris protests. The little man considered it a minute. Then:

This is trite, he said at last. She would not have told the secret signs. See, all of you!

And he sent the gold skull passing around the circle from hand to hand, until it returned to his again.

It was as clear as twice two, even to Jeffs ponderous intellect, that these men were not being taken by surprise. Someone had been there already  someone at Ghandavas instigation probably  warning what they could expect. They were like men strained to the start of a race, so keyed up by expectation that caution was irksome and at most perfunctory.

However, there followed a debate, because some maintained that one of the messengers ought to be kept prisoner while individuals should be sent with the other to investigate the fakir and report. The majority were for obeying the summons immediately. They said She was a seeress and they said other things about her, that would not look well between the covers of a book, but that explained a great deal of their ritual and superstition. And at last the prisoner whom Ali had kept without water got tip on his feet.

Jeff broke into a sweat, and Narayan Singh drew in breath sharply between his teeth, for on this mans temper  so Ghandava said  more depended than was good to contemplate.

But it seemed he was not so revengeful against Ali as to offset that against success: he spoke fluently in a tongue that not even Narayan Singh knew, apparently urging them to obey the summons and make haste  touching his own breast, as a man might who argues that his judgment of a situation was more trustworthy than others. They appeared to yield. Then the big bronze man who had acted janitor raised another point.

He, too, used the secret language but his argument was plain enough. He demanded that Jeff and Narayan Singh be tied and put in his charge. That was agreed to. He had copper-wire in his hand in readiness to tie their wrists together, but the other man who had been prisoner forestalled him with thick twine. He refused to tie their bands behind their backs, as the other wanted to, arguing that that would attract attention passing through the streets, but lashed Jeffs right wrist to Narayan Singhs left. Then someone gave them a basket to carry between them with a cloth thrown over it so that their wrists were hidden.

There was no more said. The man who had tied them lost apparent interest and mingled with the others. The big bronze man leered threateningly in Jeffs face and pointed toward the door, following about one stride behind with the evident intention of killing at the first suspicion of trickery, and the others filed out one by one in solemn procession led by the smallest man of all, who had spoken first.

Seventy men in single file, headed by two stalwarts carrying a basket between them, would arouse comment anywhere but in Benares. There, there are fifty more astonishing processions on almost any day of the year, and all are so absorbed about the business of their own escape from Maya that none disturbs himself about the other mans affairs. They were not even noticed. If one thing about them were remarkable it was that they excited no remarks, despite the yellow smocks and the caste-mark of their dreadful goddess; and when they filed through a gate into a temple-yard and vanished they passed from the mind of the crowd as well.

It was a yard like any of a hundred in that city of clustered shrines. Four walls, carved deep with the forgotten stories of a thousand gods, enclosed an oblong space paved with heavy blocks in front of a temple whose every inch was carved in high relief  and all so black with age and dirt that none might read what legend it embodied. It was hidden lore, as safe from public knowledge as the books whose ashes lay in Cyprians kiln, or as the Mysteries of the Nine themselves.

But on the temple steps in front of the portico a part was being enacted that anyone might interpret how he chose.

A fakir smeared with ashes, and as nearly naked as the law permits, with more meat on his well-ribbed frame than the ordinary run of fakirs boast, was doing tricks with three skulls before a spell-bound gathering of nondescripts. It was amusing stuff, and the effect on the audience was like champagne, laughter being ten times welcome in a place where all else is so serious as in Benares.

For a while he would keep the three skulls circling in the air in the way that any common juggler can contrive; but then, with both arms suddenly extended to their limit, he would cause the game to cease and the skulls came to a dead rest facing the audience, one on the palm of each extended hand and the third on his plain black turban.

Then each skull talked to each, or tossed amusing scraps of wisdom to the audience.

It was perfect foolery, so masterfully done that folly seemed no part of it. To an audience asking only to believe, and dreading more than anything to criticize, it was inspired  miraculous  in keeping with the place  undoubtedly contrived by unseen Powers.

The advent of the seventy in yellow, with two stalwarts bearing a basket at their head, was so plainly a religious portent that the audience, already enraptured, now gave double credence  a condition that reverted on the seventy, causing them, if not to believe in the fakirs occult powers, at least to credit his authority.

The fakir set the jawless skulls again in motion and the seventy sat down to see. Then a fat man with a naked stomach, his sanctity expressed by ashes, and a pink silk turban crowning all, came and sat in front of the fakir , below him on the paving stones, facing both him and the audience. And while the three skulls bobbed and circled in air the fat man spoke in Hindustance, which was the only language likely to be understood by more than a handful of any Benares audience.

Hear what she says! he whined in a nasal singsong. Who is she ? Let any ask who dares! Where is she ? Let him tell, who can find her! What says she ? The skulls will tell! Now listen!

They ceased from circling in air and rested as before on the fakirs head and his extended hands. The fakirs ashen face was motionless, and no breath seemed to come and go now through his slightly-parted lips. Only his head jerked suddenly from side to side from one skull to the other, so that all eyes followed his. He appeared to be wondering as much as they did at the dead things hollow voices.

Hollow they were  maybe to cover mispronunciation and croaking, as may be forgiven dead things. And as each one spoke, it moved, not much, but enough to suggest an unseen lower jaw  although if the fakirs hands moved too no one observed it. Not even his head seemed to nod, to account for the movement of the skull that rested on it. The fakir said never a word.

I am the skull of Akbar! said the left-hand skull.

I am the skull of Iskander! replied the right-hand one.

And ye were two fools! croaked the upper, all eyes watching it as the fakir turned his upward.

I had gold in my day! announced the Akbar skull.

I had more! I had more! the thing that named itself Iskander answered. And the audience thrilled. They were Hindus. Neither of those famous kings had been of their faith.

Where is the gold now? croaked the upper skull. I buried mine! said Akbar.

I buried mine! Iskander answered.

Where? demanded the skull on top.

I forget! said the right-hand skull.

I lost the secret! said the one on the left.

I keep the secret! croaked the upper one.

Who art thou? asked the Akbar skull.

I am a woman in a leopard-skin! I am she who knows the secret! They who have the right should follow me!

Yes! Whoever is not afraid of the spirits that guard the secret, follow! piped the fat man; and the greater part of the audience trembled, glancing sidewise at one another and remaining seated. They were no such fools as to trespass into ancient secrets. Some began to run away, fearing sorcery.

Tossing the skulls from hand to hand the fakir disappeared into the temple. The courtyard emptied. The men in yellow, led by Jeff and Narayan Singh carrying the basket, followed the fakir one by one. Another of Indias every-day marvels was a thing gone by, to be discussed and magnified and finally forgotten or else woven into the fabric of religious legend.

Jeff and Narayan Singh walked swiftly. They wanted to speak, but did not dare, for they could not outdistance the bronze man at their heels; and the others came equally fast, breaking into a run as the fakir disappeared down an opening in the hollow-shaped floor of a dark chamber.

The fakir was all alone, and seemed in haste. (No sign of the fat impresario.) In darkness they could hear the fakirs naked feet shuffling along an echoing tunnel, and the big bronze man urged Jeff and Narayan Singh to run. Jeff kicked something, and a hollow rattle announced a skull bouncing away in the dark ahead of him. The bronze giants toes struck another one, and a man somewhere behind them kicked the third. The fakir had abandoned his dead oracles! He appeared to be in full flight.

That was too much for the giant. He thrust Narayan Singh aside and rushed by, following by ear, bellowing back to the crowd to hurry after him. And as the first half-dozen forced themselves between Narayan Singh and the right-hand wall the blade of a knife passed between his wrist and Ramsdens. The thongs that held them together parted, and a voice said:

Wisely, sahibs ! Hold the basket as before!

They turned to look, but could not see. The tunnel was alive with men who hurried by them, until every man of the seventy had passed, excepting one. He tugged at them.

Now turn back! he urged excitedly.

Who are you Jeff asked, but he could not answer. The Sikh had him by the throat and was burning the darkness with his eyes, trying to recognize him.

Quick! Who are you? Jeff repeated.

As he spoke the faint reflection of a far-off flash of light lifted the darkness, like summer-lightning. Simultaneously Jeff and the Sikh recognized the prisoner whom Ali had kept dry. He was scared  in pain because of fingers clutching at his throat  but unmistakable. The Sikh let go.

Quick! Come away! he gasped, pulling at them,

...wads down a gun-barrel, until it ceased in what seemed vacuum. Lungs ached, and they retched; but a blast of air ice-cold by contrast, came whistling back, providing breath, but no other surcease, for they heard like a flood at war with fire the seething roar of water, and the earths foundations seemed to shake beneath them.

Are you there? yelled Jeremy, groping wildly for his friends.

Narayan Singh gripped him by the shoulder, and the two turned back for Jeff. They stumbled on him, wrapped in death-grip with his adversary. The Sikhs foot struck home into the bronze giants stomach. Jeffs fist, breaking from a python-hold, descended like a poleax on the giants neck, and in a second the three were careering headlong for the tunnels end with the pressure of a full gale and the roar of a boiling flood so near behind them that in their spines they knew the very feel of death. By the arms the two dragged Jeff waist-deep out of surging water that followed and swamped the hollow temple floor, and the three fell all together gasping in the sunshine on the portico.

There presently Chullunder Ghose, still smeared with ashes and half- naked, came to them with the erstwhile prisoner in yellow trying not to appear to walk with him. The babu was triumphant, the man in yellow sheepish, hiding fear under a veneer of pride.

Where is Ali? gasped Narayan Singh.

Gone! said Chullunder Ghose. Sahibs , all is lost but honor! Nonchalantly he toyed with one great emerald ear-stud. Am unfortunate babu, but there are compensations. Devil, being slow on foot presumably, takes hindermost fugitive who is too fat to run  sometimes! There are exceptions. Am same. Exceptional this time  very!

Where has Ali gone?

Where does flame go when any person blows out candle? To where it came from, I suspect. Verb. sap . Ali did come from Sikunderam, same being suitable environment for gent of his kidney. Ali said to me: May Allah do so to this son of my mother, and more likewise, if those sahibs are not asking for destruction. I have lost too many sons. What shall I do about it? There will be police investigation and many corpses to explain.  And this babu, being abject individual, had access of enlightenment, plus memory of much experience with legal luminaries. Am known to the police. Same is reciprocal. Police are also known to me. Nice, isnt it he asked, turning the emerald toward the sunlight.

He was ordered bluntly to explain himself, and to cut the explanation short.

Am not explainable, he answered. Am portion of riddle of universe, but capable of genius on occasion. It occurred to this babu that you are very ballistic sahibs  oh yes, very  likely to be spat forth same as bullets from throat of any cataclysm. Yes  am optimist. Having assisted Jeremy sahib to juggle with skulls in temple compound, am henceforth capable of believing anything  even that Jeremy sahib will survive underworld explosions. Ergo  sahibs , there is no hurry; I tell you Ali has vanished; so has everybody!  ergo, it occurred to this babu most opportunely that scapegoat is needed to obsess intellect of seriously exercised police, who will be spurred to indiscreet enquiries by higher-ups in club armchairs. Who better than Ali? What solution better than elopement to Sikunderam? No sooner thought than said  for a price! Good counsel in emergency is surely worth two emeralds, but an Afghan is more thrifty than Scotchman, Jew, Armenian and Greek combined, plus Yankee trader thrown in. He would only part with one! Pretty, isnt it? Worth, what would you say? How much?

Come now, come  what happened? Ramsden demanded.

Solution happened, sahib , this babu advising, Ali making much haste to elope with lady. Thus. The Gauri knew too much. Too much knowledge, in brain of lady of her mode of living, leading to blackmail sooner than later always, same leading to inveiglement in nets of the police,  distance should therefore lend enchantment to otherwise somewhat faded charms of said enchantress. Nicht wahr ? She has dowry  less one emerald, surrendered as extremely meagre fee to this babu, who explained to her that unless she shall hide her charms in Sikunderam with Ali, who will make her, perhaps and perhaps not, queen of many cutthroats, the police will inevitably capture her and take the jewelry. And to Ali this babu remarked that unless he shall take the Gauri with him, she will most certainly betray to the police his weakness for butchering inoffensive members of Hindu religious sect. And as for the maid, let Alis son take her, she also knowing too much. Advice was accepted  on spot  instantly. Three-fold solution  very excellent. Ali has a wife, who has a dowry. One son has a wife, who has youth and good looks. The other surviving son has an example. They are gone  northward. Can you beat it? as Jimgrim would remark.

Where are King and Grim? demanded Jeff.

Hunting for me, sahib . They are very angry. I cannot imagine why. They suspect me of complicity in flight of Ali. Most unreasonable. I am here to beg your honors confidence  and some additional emolument, not as inducement  oh, no, most unnecessary!  but by way of reward in advance for holding my tongue! Am not altruist, he added significantly.

What do you want here? demanded Jeremy, looking straight into the face of the erstwhile prisoner.

Protection! he answered, rather humbly. Bhima Ghandava has disappeared.

What of it? asked Jeremy.

He is that member of the Nine Unknown whom I was to have killed! I betrayed my party to him, thinking it better that they should all perish. But now Ghandava sahib has disappeared, and I have no friends!

Chullunder Ghose tapped him on the shoulder.

Have you money? he demanded. No? Jewelry? No? Well  am charitable. This babu will give advice in forma pauperis . Go and be a hermit, which is proper course for individual with aching conscience and no friends! Go! Be off! In words of Hamlet, stay not

But the man in yellow was already gone; perhaps he was afraid of King and Grim, angry, sweating, baffled, who came hurrying across the temple courtyard.

Bhima Ghandava has disappeared! King announced out of breath, and then listened while Ramsden related what had happened.

They went and pounded on the door of the house where they had been lodged, but none answered, and they desisted at last in fear of the police. However, the police were all busy on the waterfront, where an ancient ruin on which fakirs used to stand in turns, had vanished into the river  by earthquake, as the newspapers asserted afterward  although no seismographs recorded any earthquake in Benares.

There was nothing to be done but to return to Delhi, and no man but Cyprian to whom they dared to go. To have asked anybody else to obtain European clothing for them would have led too surely to enquiry. They searched for him first at Ghandavas house, but found that empty and deserted. Cyprian was back in his own home, being nursed by Manoel, who looked ashamed  repentant.

The rascal! said Cyprian. The rogue! The impudent, incorrigible sinner! You remember, there was a front page missing from one of my occult books that be had hidden under a blanket in the pantry? Well, he, Manoel had torn it out. I found him  where do you think? I found him in a rear room in a back-street starting a new religion with the aid of that page of symbols! Rascal! But he is not altogether bad. He has been a comfort. See, my sons  my house is clean again!

But why did you leave Ghandavas house? asked Jeremy.

They came and took all the furniture away!

Who did?

I dont know. People I had never seen before. They provided me with a carriage to come home in, but gave no explanations. I hope Ghandava is not in difficulties. He was always a courteous host and a considerate friend, but there is only one possible result of dabbling in occultism and the black arts.

We heard, said Jeremy, that he is one of the NINE  one of the actual NINE UNKNOWN.

Oh, no, said Cyprian. Oh, no! I dont believe it. Whoever the Nine Unknown are, they are devils  men without souls! Bhima Ghandava is a gentleman. No, no, he cant be one of them.

Nevertheless, Pop, I believe he is! said Jeremy.

So do I, said King and Grim together.

Im pretty nearly sure of it, said Ramsden cautiously. Remember: he said that what we saw was merely a trifle  nothing compared to all the other knowledge of the Nine Unknown.

My son, it is easy to say things, said Cyprian.

Aye, exclaimed Narayan Singh, and difficult to know things. But I know . And no man can persuade me I do not know. Bhima Ghandava is one of them.

Knowledge, said Chullunder Ghose, rubbing his fat stomach, what is knowledge for, if not for use? Myself, am pragmatist. Myself, am satisfied that sahibs wisely trusting this babu to hold his tongue will provide same abject individual with continuous employment at a generous remuneration. No, sahibs , no! Am good sport! No  no threat intended! Blackmail not included in my compendium of ways and means! Am gentleman, accepting sportsmanlike standard of West and looking forward to reward

In hell, Im afraid, unless you mend your ways, my, friend! said Cyprian.

THE END


OM: THE SECRET OF AHBOR VALLEY
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This novel was heavily influenced by Mundys new found interest in theosophy (a movement founded in America in the 1870s to explore mystical and occult philosophies). Previously Mundy had been a Christian Scientist for a number of years, but he resigned from that movement in 1923. Naturally enough and probably in keeping with many novelists, Mundy explored his spiritual enquiries through his writing and such was the involvement of his new found interest in the plot that Adventure magazine felt compelled to publish a disclaimer stating that they did not endorse the esoteric movement. By now a publishing routine of sorts had been established and the tale was serialised in Adventure magazine in 1924 and then published in book form by Bobs-Merrill. Despite the narrowness of the subject matter the novel was very well received by critics and the public and Mundy received hundreds of complimentary letters from fans of the book. It has widely been regarded as the most literary of his works and as such, one of his best; Mundy himself wrote that the novel was soaked with sound philosophy and stirring mystery. 

Cottswold Ommony is a remarkable fellow. He is regarded at his gentlemens club in Dehli with a mixture of deep admiration, envy and some suspicion. Not only is he a gifted plantation manager and planter, he has an affinity with animals and is reputed to be able to communicate with tigers; a quiet, mature man, he seems always to succeed and no scandal ever seems to tarnish his reputation; one fellow club member comments, he always gets what he goes after. However, as the story opens Ommony is unaccountably irritable and cynical, reappearing suddenly with his huge wolfhound Diana after a long absence in the hills. This is no holiday, however  Ommony and Diana make their way to a meeting with a fellow Briton, John McGregor and it becomes apparent to the reader from the conversation that Ommony is some form of secret agent, recently returned from a mission. McGregor shows his agent a special piece of jade that apparently has supernatural properties, so much so that Ommony refuses to gaze into it, but McGregor entrusts the stone to his care and instructs Ommony to venture out into the mysterious and perilous Abhor region to investigate the mystery behind the piece of jade. What ancient artefact has it been broken from? What are the mysterious powers it has? How is it connected with a long acquaintance of Ommonys, Hannah Sanburn and her adopted daughter whom no-one has ever seen? It transpires that more people have an interest in the jade than at first thought, including a Tibetan Lama and before long Ommony and Diana are in danger of their lives. 

A bare summary of the first part of the plot of this story cannot adequately convey the intriguing nature of this novel. It is packed with philosophical discourse and ideas that are fascinating, although at times they do distract the mind from the action, rather like the mysterious piece of jade drawing ones thoughts into new directions. Generally speaking, Mundy manages to avoid too much stereotyping on non-European people, as his adverse views of British rule come through loud and clear in the voice of Ommony. It will not appeal to everyone, but for anyone in the present day that has an interest in all things spiritual, esoteric or in the Eastern philosophies, it will be a very entertaining read. 
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CHAPTER I. Cottswold Ommony is no mans fool.

Tides in the ocean of stars and the infinite rhythm of space;
Cycles on cycles of aeons adrone on an infinite beach;
Pause and recession and flow, and each atom of dust in its place
In the pulse of eternal becoming; no error, no breach
But the calm and the sweep and the swing of the leisurely,measureless roll
Of the absolute cause, the unthwarted effect  and no haste,
And no discord, and nothing untimed in a calculus ruling the whole;
Unfolding; evolving; accretion; attrition; no waste.

Planet on planet a course that it keeps, and each swallow its flight;
Comets ellipse and grace-note of the sudden firefly glow;
Jewels of Perseid splendor sprayed on summers purple night;
Blossom adrift on the breath of spring; the whirl of snow;
Grit on the grinding beaches; spume of the storm-ridden wave
Hurled on the north winds ice-born blast to blend with the tropic rain;
Hail and the hissing of torrents; song where sapphire ripples lave
The crest of thousand-fathom reefs upbuilt beneath the main,

Silt of the ceaseless rivers from the mountain summits worn,
Rolled along gorge and meadow till the salt, inflowing tide
Heaps it in shoals at harbor-mouth for continents unborn;
Earth where the naked rocks were reared; pine where the birches died;
Season on season proceeding, and birth in the shadow of death;
Dawning of luminous day in the dying of night; and a Plan
In no whit, in no particle changing; each phase of becoming a breath
Of the infinite Karma of all things; its goal, evolution of MAN.

 Evolution



IF you want views about the worlds news, read what Cottswold Ommony calls the views papers; there is plenty in them that thoroughly zealous people believe. But remember the wise old ambassadors word of caution to his new subordinate And above all, no zeal! If you want raw facts devoid of any zeal whatever try the cafes and the clubs; but you must sort the facts and correlate them for yourself, and whether or not that process shall leave you capable of thought of any kind must depend entirely on your own ability. Thereafter, though you may never again believe a newspaper, you will understand them and if you are reasonably human sympathize.

There used to be a cafe, in Vienna, where a man might learn enough in fifty minutes to convince him that Europe was riding carelessly to ruin; but that was before 1914 when the riders, using rein and spur at last, rode straight for it.

There is still a club in Delhi, where you may pick up odds and ends of information from over the Pamirs, from Nepal, from Samarkand, Turkestan, Arabia and the Caucasus, all mixed up with fragments from the olla podrida* of races known collectively as India. And having pieced them all together you may go mad there, as comfortably as in Colney Hatch, but with this advantage that nobody will interfere with you, provided you pay your bills on the first of the month and refrain from sitting on two newspapers while you read a third.

It is a good club, of the die-hard kind; fairly comfortable, famous for its curry. It has done more to establish empire, and to breed ill-will, than any other dozen institutions. Its members do not boast, but are proud of the fact that no Indian, not even a Maharajah,* has ever set foot over its threshold; yet they are hospitable, if a man knows how to procure the proper introduction (no women are admitted on any pretense), and by keeping quiet in a long-armed chair you may receive an education. You may learn, for instance, who is and who is not important, and precisely why. You may come to understand how the old guard, everywhere, inevitably must die in the last ditch. And, if you have it in you, you will admire the old guard, without trying to pretend that you agree with them.

But above all, you may study the naked shape of modern history as she is never written  history in the bathroom, so to speak. And once in a while, you may piece together a dozen assorted facts into a true story that is worth more than all the printed histories and all the guide-books added together. (Not that the club members realize it. They are usually bored, and almost always thinking about income-tax and indigestion, coupled with why in thunder so-and-so was fool enough to bid no trumps and trust to his partner to hold the necessary ace.)

When Ommony turned up at the club after three years in a forest he produced a refreshing ripple on a calm that had grown monotonous. For a week there had been nothing to discuss but politics, in which there is no news nowadays, but only repetition of complaint. But Cottswold Ommony, the last of the old-time foresters (and one of the few remaining men in India whom the new democracy has not reduced to a sort of scapegoat rubber-stamp), stirred memories and conjecture.

His turn for the guillotine! He has done too damned well for twenty years, not to have his head cut off. Ill bet you some babu* politician gets his job!

Youll have to make that bet with Ommony, if hes mad enough. Didnt you hear poor Willoughby was killed? That leaves Jenkins at the head of Ommonys department, and theyve hated each other since Jenkins turned down Ommonys younger sister and Ommony told him what he thought about it. Not that the girl wasnt fortunate in a way. She married Terry later on and died. Whod not rather die than have to live with Jenkins. Willoughby always considered Ommony to be a reincarnation of Solon or Socrates, plus Aristides crossed on Hypatia.* Willoughby

But everybody knew the ins and outs of that news. A fat babu in a dirty pink turban that would have scared any self-respecting horse, driving a second-hand Ford, with one eye on the Punjabi constabeel at the street crossing, bumped into and broke the wheel of Willoughbys dogcart, setting any number of sequences in motion. The horse bolted, tipped out Willoughby, who was killed under a tram-car, and crashed into Amramchudder Son and Companys open store-front, where blood from the horses shoulder spoiled two bales of imported silk. A lawsuit to recover ten times the value of the silk was commenced against Willoughbys estate that afternoon. (Mrs. Willoughby had to borrow money from friends to carry on with.)

The babu put on full speed, naturally, and tried to escape down a side- street, of which there are as many, and as narrow ones in Delhi as in any city of its size. He ran over a Bengali (which nobody except the Bengali minded very much), knocked down two Sikhs* (which was important, because they were on their way to a religious ceremony; righteous indignation is very bad stuff when spilled in the street), and finally jammed the Ford between a bullock-cart and a lamp-post, where the pride of Detroit collapsed into scrap.

The owner of the bullock-cart, a Jat* with a wart on his nose, which his mother-in-law had always insisted would bring bad luck (she said so at the trial later on, and brought three witnesses to prove it), was carrying, for an extortionate price, a native of a far-northern state, who had recently arrived by train without a ticket, and who knew how to be prompt and violent. The man from Spiti (which is the name of the northern state) descended from his perch at the rear of the cart, picked up a spoke that the collision had broken away, and hit the babu with it exactly once between the eyes. The babu died neatly without saying anything; and a hot crowd of nine nationalities, that was glad to see anybody die with politics the way they had been for a year or two, applauded.

The man from Spiti vanished. The constabeel arrested the owner of the bullock-cart, who turned his face skyward and screamed Ayee-ee-ee! once, which was duly noted in a memorandum book for use as evidence against him. Seventeen onlookers, being questioned, all gave false names and addresses, but swore that the Jat with the wart had attacked the babu; and a wakil (which is a person entitled to practice law), who knew all about the Jats recent inheritance from his uncle, offered legal services that were accepted on the spot. Presently, in the jail, a jemadar* and two constabeels put the Jat through a hideously painful third degree, which left no marks on him but did induce him to part with money, most of which was spent on a debauch that ended in the jemadar being reduced to the ranks since the wakil objected on principle to sharing the loot of the Jat with any one and therefore righteously exposed the jemadars abominable drunkenness.

Meanwhile, the native papers took the matter up and proved to nine points of decimals that the incident was wholly due to British arrogance and the neglect of public duty by an overpaid alien hegemony, demonstrating among other things that the British are a race whose crass materialism is an insult to the spiritual soul of India, and whose playing fields of Eton are an ash-bed from which arise swarms of Phoenixes to suck the life-blood of conquered peoples. (Excellent journalese conceived on the historic principle that if you make sufficient smell you are sure to annoy somebody, and he who is annoyed will make mistakes, which you may then gleefully expose.)

The Sikhs who had been knocked down by the Ford accused the obsequious servants of alien tyranny  meaning the police  of having tried to prevent them from attending their religious ceremony; the fact being that the police had taken them to the hospital in an ambulance. The entire Sikh community in consequence refused to pay taxes, which set up another sequence of cause and effect, culminating in a yell of Bande Materam!* as three or four thousand second-year students, who were not Sikhs, rushed foaming at the mouth into the Chandni Chowk (which is a business thoroughfare) with the intention of looting the silversmiths and putting the whole city to the torch. A fire-engine dispersed them; but the stream of water from the hose ruined the contents of Chanda Pals drug-store.

Chanda Pal called in an actuary who possessed a compound geometrical imagination, and sent in a bill to the government that is still unpaid; and, having failed to collect immediately, he wrote to a friend who was an undergraduate at Oxford, with the result that a Member of Parliament for one of the Welsh constituencies asked at Question Time whether it was true that the Viceroy of India in person had high-handedly confiscated without compensation all the drugs in the Punjab;* and if so, why!

The answer from the Treasury Bench was No, sir; but the foreign correspondents omitted to mention that, so the French, Scandinavian and United States newspapers had it in headlines that British in India inaugurate new reign of terror. Goods confiscated. Revolution threatened. A bishop in South Africa preached a sermon on the subject; thirty-seven members of the I.W.W., who were serving a term in San Quentin, went on a sympathetic hunger strike and were locked up in the dungeon; and a Congressman from somewhere in the Middle West wrote a speech that filled five pages of the Record. Stocks fell several points. Jenkins stepped into Willoughbys official shoes.

However, clocks continued ticking. Roosters crowed. The sun appeared on schedule time. And Willoughbys funeral was marked by dignified simplicity.

Except that he hugely regretted his friend Willoughby, Cottswold Ommony cared for none of these things. He sat near the electric fan in a corner of the club smoking room, aware that he was being discussed, but also quite sure that he did not mind it. He had been discussed, on and off, ever since he came to India. He looked quite unlike Hypatia, whatever Willoughby may have thought of his character.

Willoughby overrated him, said somebody. You cant tell me Ommony or any other man is such a mixture of marvels as Willoughby made out. Besides, hes a bachelor. Socrates wasnt.

Oh, Ommonys human. But  well  you know what hes done in that forest. It was raw, red wilderness when he was sent there. Now you can stand on a rock and see ninety miles of trees whichever way you care to look. Besides, dogs love him. Did you see that great dog of his outside? You cant fool that kind of dog, you know. They say he knows the tigers personally, and can talk the jungle-bat; there was only one other man who ever learned that language, and he committed suicide!

All the same  hes not the only man whos done good work  and Ive heard stories. Do any of you remember Terry  Jack Terry, the M.D., who married Ommonys young sister? One of those delightful madmen who are really so sane that the rest of us cant understand em. Had weird theories about obstetrics. Nearly got foul of his profession by preaching that music was an absolute necessity at child-birth. Wanted the government to train symphony orchestras to play the overture to Leonora while the birth takes place. Perfectly mad; but a corking good surgeon. Always dead broke, from handing out his pay to beggars  broke, that is, until he met Marmaduke. Remember Marmaduke?

Dead too, isnt he? Wasnt he the American who endowed a mission somewhere in the Hills?

Yes, at Tilgaun. Marmaduke was another  ab-so-lutely mad  and as gentle as sunrise. Quiet man, who swore like a trooper at the mention of religion. Made his money in Chicago, slaughtering hogs  or so I heard. Wrote a book on astrology, that only ran to one edition. I sold my copy for ten times what I paid for it. I tell you, Marmaduke was madder than Gandhi. They say he left America to keep the elders of the church he belonged to from having him locked up in an asylum. The mission he founded at Tilgaun caused no end of a stir at the time. Surely you remember that? There were letters to the Times, and an archbishop raised a shindy in the House of Lords. Marmadukes theory was that, as he couldnt understand Christianity, it was safe to premise that people whose religion was a mixture of degraded Buddhism and devil-worship couldnt understand it either. So he founded a Buddhist mission, to teach em their own religion. No, he wasnt a Buddhist. I dont know what his religion was. I only know he was a decent fellow, fabulously rich, and ab-so-lutely mad. He persuaded Jack Terry to chuck the service and become the mission medico  teach hygiene to men from Spiti and Bhutan  like teaching drought to the Atlantic! Jack Terry married Ommonys sister about a week before leaving for Tilgaun, and none of us ever saw them alive again.

Now I remember. There was a nine days scandal, or a mystery, or something.

You bet there was! Terry and his wife vanished. Marmaduke was carpeted, but couldnt or wouldnt explain, and he died before they could make things hot for him. Then they gave Ommony long leave and sent him up to Tilgaun to investigate  that was  by gad! that was twenty years ago  Good lord! how time flies. Ommony discovered nothing; or, if he did discover anything, he said nothing  hes a great hand at doing that, by all accounts. But it leaked out that Marmaduke had appointed Ommony a trustee under his will. There was another trustee  a red-headed American woman  at least I heard shes red-headed; maybe, she isnt  named Hannah Sanburn, who has been running the mission ever since. She was not much more than a girl at the time, I remember. And the third trustee was a Tibetan. Nobody had ever heard of him, and Ive never met a man who saw him; but Im told hes a Ringding Gelong Lama;* and Ive also heard that Ommony has never seen him. The whole things a mystery.

It doesnt seem particularly discreditable to Ommony. What are you hinting at?

Nothing. Only Ommony has influence. Youve noticed, I dare say, he always gets what he goes after. If you asked me, theres an even chance he may get Jenkins, if he cares to.

Thats notorious. Whoever goes after Ommonys scalp gets left at the post. Whats the secret?

I dont know. Nobody seems to. Theres Marmadukes money, of course. Ommony handles some of it. I dont suggest fraud, or any rot like that; but moneys strange stuff; control of it gives a man power. Ommonys influence is out of all proportion to his job. And Ive heard  mind you, I dont know how true it is  that hes hand-and-glove with every political fugitive from the North who has sneaked down South to let the clouds roll by during the last twenty years. They even said Ommony was on the inside of the Moplah business.* You know the Moplahs didnt burn his bungalow, they say he simply asked them not to  can you beat that  and its a fact that he stayed in his forest all through that rebellion.

Ommony was restless over in his corner. His obstinate jaw was only half- concealed by a close-clipped, graying beard, and there was grim humor on his lips. Having done more than any living man to pull the sting out of the Moplah rebellion, hints to the contrary hardly amused him. He was angry  obviously angry. However, one man claimed casual acquaintance and dropped into the next chair.

Expecting to stay long in Delhi?

I dont know. I hope not.

Care to sell me that wolf-hound?

Ommonys reserve broke down; he had to talk to somebody:

That dog? Sell her? Shes the sum total of twenty-years effort. Shes all Ive done.

The inquisitor leaned back, partly to hide his own face, partly to see Ommonys in a more distinct light; he suspected sunstroke, or the after-effects of malaria. But Ommony, having emerged from his reserve, continued:

I dont suppose Im different from anybody else  at least not from any other reasonably decent fellow  made a lot of mistakes, of course  done a lot of things I wish I hadnt  been a bally ass on suitable occasion but Ive worked  damned hard. India has had all the best of me and  damn her!  I havent grudged it. Dont regret it, either. Id do it again. But theres nothing to show for it all

Except a forest. They tell me

A forest, half-grown, that corrupt politicians will play ducks and drakes with; a couple of thousand villagers who are now being taught by those same politicians that everything theyve learned from me is no good; a ruined constitution  and that dog. Thats all I can show for twenty years work  and like some others, Ive had my heart in it. I think I know how a missionary feels when his flock walks out on him. Im a failure  were all failures. The world is going to pieces under our hands. What I have taught that dog is all I can really claim by way of accomplishment.

That particular inquisitor lost enthusiasm. He did not like madmen. He withdrew and considered Ommony in a corner, behind a newspaper, sotto voce. Another not so casual acquaintance dropped into the vacant chair, and was greeted with a nod.

Youve been absent so long you ought to see things with a fresh eye, Ommony. Dyou think Indias breaking up?

Ive thought so for twenty years.

How long before we have to clear out?

The sooner the better.

For us?

I mean for India!

I should have thought you would be the last man to say that. Youve done your bit. They tell me youve changed a desert into a splendid forest. Dyou want to see it all cut down, the lumber wasted and

Ommony pulled out his watch and tapped his finger on the dial.

I had it cleaned and repaired recently, he remarked. The man charged me a fair price, but after I had paid the bill he didnt have the impudence to keep the watch for fear I might ruin it again. India has a perfect right to go to hell her own way. Surgery and hygiene are good, but I dont believe in being governed by the medical profession. Cleaning up corrupted countries is good; but to stay on after weve been asked to quit is bad manners. And theyre worse than breaking all ten commandments. Besides, we dont know much  or wed have done much better.

You think India is ripe for self-government?

When things are ripe, they fall or decay on the tree, said Ommony. Theres a time to stand aside and let em grow. Theres such a thing as too much nursing.

Then youre willing to chuck your forest job?

I have chucked it.

Oh! Resigned? Going to draw your pension?

No. Pension wouldnt be due for two years yet, and I dont need it. India has had the use of me for twenty-three years at a fair price. Id be satisfied, if she was. But she isnt. And Im proud, so Ill be damned if Ill accept a pension.

Ommony was left alone again. That news of his resignation was too good to be kept, even for a minute. Within five minutes it was all over the club, and men were speculating as to the real reason, since nobody ever gives anyone credit (and wisely, perhaps) for the motives that he makes public.

Jenkins has succeeded Willoughby. Ommony knows jolly well that Jenkins has it in for him. Hes pulling out ahead of the landslide  thats what.

I dont believe it. Ommony has guts and influence enough to bust ten Jenkinses. Theres more than that in it. There never was a man like Ommony for keeping secrets up his sleeve. You know hes in the Secret Service?

Thats easy to say, but who said so?

Believe it or not  Ill bet. Ill bet he stays in India. Ill bet he dies in harness. Ill bet any money in reason he goes straight from here to McGregors office. More than that  Ill bet McGregor sent for him, and that he didnt resign from the Forestry without talking it over with McGregor first. Hes deep, is Cottswold Ommony  deep. Hes no mans fool. Theres no man alive but McGregor who knows what Ommony will do next. Anybody want to bet about it?

The remainder of the conversation at the club that noon rippled off into widening rings of reminiscence, all set up by Ommonys arrival on the scene, and mostly interesting, but to stay and listen would have been to be sidetracked, which is the inevitable fate of gossips. There was a story in the wind that, if the club had known it, would have set all Delhi by the ears.


CHAPTER II. Number One Of The Secret Service

He who would understand the Plains must ascend the Eternal Hills, where a mans eyes scan Infinity. But he who would make use of understanding must descend on to the Plains, where Past and Future meet and men have need of him.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



OMMONY did go straight to McGregor but he and Diana, his enormous wolf-hound, walked and club bets had to be called off because there was no cab-driver from whom the chuprassy* could bludgeon information.

Neither his nor Dianas temper was improved by the behavior of the crowd. The dogs size and apparent ferocity cleared a course, but that convenience was not so pleasant as the manners of twenty years ago, when men made way for an Englishman without hesitation  without dreaming of doing anything else.

The thrice-breathed air of Delhi gave him melancholia. It was not agreeable to see men spit with calculated insolence. The heat made the sweat drip from his beard on to the bosom of a new silk shirt. The smell of over- civilized, unnaturally clothed humans was nauseating. By the time he reached an unimaginably ugly, rawly new administration building he felt about as sweetly reasonable as a dog with hydrophobia, and was tired, with feet accustomed to the softness, and ears used to the silence, of long jungle lanes.

However, his spirits rose as he approached the steps. He may have made a signal, because the moment the chuprassy saw him he straightened himself suddenly and ran before him, upstairs and along a corridor. By the time Ommony reached a door with no name on it, at the far end of the building, the chuprassy was waiting to open it  had already done the announcing  had already seen a said-to-be important personage shown out with scant excuses through another door. The chuprassys salaam was that of a worshiper of secrets, to a man who knows secrets and can keep them; there is no more marrow-deep obeisance in the world than that.

And now no ceremony. The office door clicked softy with a spring-lock and shut out the world that bows and scrapes to hide its enmity and spits to disguise self-conscious meanness. A man sat at a desk and grinned.

Sit. Smoke. Take your coat off. Sun in your eyes? Try the other chair. Dog need water? Give her some out of the filter. Now

John McGregor passed cigars and turned his back toward a laden desk. He was a middle-sized, middle-aged man with snow-white hair in a crisp mass, that would have been curly if he had let it grow long enough. His white mustache made him look older than his years, but his skin was young and reddish, although that again was offset by crows-feet at the corners of noticeably dark-gray eyes. His hands looked like a conjurers; he could do anything with them, even, to keeping them perfectly still.

So youve actually turned in your resignation? We grow! he remarked, laughing. Everything grows  except me; Im in the same old rut. Ill get the ax  get pensioned someday  dreadful fate! Did you have your interview with Jenkins? What happened? I can see you had the best of it  but how?

Ommony laid three letters on the desk  purple ink on faded paper, in a womans handwriting. McGregor laughed aloud  one bark, like the cry of a fox that scents its quarry on the fluke of a changing wind.

Perfect! he remarked, picking up the letters and beginning to read the top one. Did you blackmail him?

I did.

I could have saved you that trouble, you know. I could have broke him. He deserves it, said McGregor, knitting his brows over the letter in his hand. Man, man, he certainly deserves it!

If we all got our deserts the world ud stand still. Ommony chose a cigar and bit the end off. Hes a more than half-efficient bureaucrat. Let India suck him dry and spew him forth presently to end his days at Surbiton or Cheltenham.

McGregor went on reading, holding his breath. Have you read these? he asked suddenly.

Ommony nodded. McGregor chewed at his mustache and made noises with his teeth that brought Dianas ears up, cocked alertly.

Man, theyre pitiful! Imagine a brute like Jenkins having such a hold on anyone  and he  good God! He ought to have been hanged  no, thats too good for him! I suppose theres no human law that covers such a case.

None, Ommony answered grimly. But Im pious. I think theres a Higher Law that adjusts that sort of thing eventually. If not, Id have killed the brute myself.

Listen to this.

Dont read em aloud, Mac. Its sacrilege. And Im raw. It was at least partly my fault.

Dont be an idiot!

It was, Mac. Elsa wasnt so many years younger than me, but even when we were kids we were more like father and child than brother and sister. She had the spirituality and the brains; I had the brute-strength and was presumed to have the common sense; it made a rather happy combination. As soon as I got settled in the forest I wrote home to her to come out and keep house for me. I used to trust Jenkins in those days. It was I who introduced them, Jenkins introduced her to Kananda Pal.

That swine!

No, he wasnt such a swine as Jenkins, said Ommony. Kananda Pal was a poor devil who was born into a black art family. He didnt know any better. His father used to make him stare into ink-pools and all that devilment before he was knee-high to a duck. He used to do stunts with spooks and things. Jenkins, on the other hand, had a decent heritage and ditched it. It was he who invited Kananda Pal to hypnotize Elsa. Between the two of them they did a devils job of at. She almost lost her mind, and Jenkins had the filthy gall to use that as excuse for breaking the engagement.

My God! But think if he had married her! Man, man!

True. But think of the indecency of making that excuse! I called in Fred Terry

Top-hole  generous  gallant  gay! Man, what a delightful fellow Terry was! said McGregor. Did he really fall in love with her?  You know, he was recklessly generous enough to

Yes, said Ommony. He almost cured her; and he fell in love. She loved him  dont see how any real woman could have helped it. But Jenkins and Kananda Pal  oh, curse them both!

Amen! remarked McGregor. Well  weve got what we want. How did you hear of these letters?  Just think of it! That poor girl writing to a brute like Jenkins  to give her mind back to her. So that she may  oh, my God!

I saw Kananda Pal before he died. That was recently. He was quite sorry about his share in the business. He tried to put all the blame on Jenkins  you know how rotters always accuse each other when the cats out of the bag. He told me of the letters, so I went to Jenkins yesterday and, having resigned, I was in position to be rather blunt. In fact, I was dam blunt. He denied their existence at first, but he handed em over when I explained what I intended to do if he didnt!

I wonder why hed kept them, said McGregor.

The pig had kept them to prove she was mad, if anyone should ever accuse him of having wronged her, Ommony answered. Do they read like a mad- womans letters?

Man, man! Theyre pitiful! They read like the letters of a drug-addict, struggling to throw off the cursed stuff, and all the while crying for it. Lord save us, what a time Fred Terry must have had!

Increasingly rarely, said Ommony. He had almost cured her. The attacks were intermittent. Terry heard of a sacred place in the hills  a sort of Himalayan Lourdes, I take it  and they set off together, twenty years ago, to find the place. I never found a trace of them, but I heard rumors, and Ive always believed they disappeared into the Ahbor country.

Where they probably were crucified! McGregor added grimly.

I dont know, said Ommony. Ive heard tales about a mysterious stone in the Ahbor country thats supposed to have magic qualities. Terry probably heard about it too, and he was just the man to go in search of it. Ive also heard it said that the Masters live in the Ahbor Valley.

McGregor shook his head and smiled. Still harping on that string?

One hundred million people, at a very conservative estimate, of whom at least a million are thinkers, believe that the Masters exist, Ommony retorted. Who are you and I, to say they dont? If they do, and if theyre in the Ahbor Valley, I propose to prove it.

McGregors smile widened to a grin. Men who are as wise as they are said to be, would know how to keep out of sight. The Mahatmas,* or Masters, as you call them, are a mares nest, Ommony, old man. However, there may be something in the other rumor. By the way: whos this adopted daughter of Miss Sanburn?

Never heard of her.

Youre trustee of the Marmaduke Mission, arent you? Know Miss Sanburn intimately? When did you last see her?

A year ago. She comes to Delhi once a year to meet me on the mission business. About once in three years I go to Tilgaun. Im due there now.

And you never heard of an adopted daughter? Then listen to this.

McGregor opened a file and produced a letter written in English on cheap ruled paper.

This is from Number 888  Sirdar* Sirohe Singh of Tilgaun, who has been on the secret roster since before my time. His home is somewhere near the mission.

Number 888 to Number 1.

Important.

Miss Sanburn of mission near here did procure fragment of crystal jade by unknown means, same having been broken from antiquity of unknown whereabouts and being reputed to possess mysterious qualities. Miss Sanburns adopted daughter get that?   intending to return same, was prevented by theft of fragment, female thief being subsequently murdered by being thrown from precipice, after which fragment disappeared totally. Search for fragment being now conducted by anonymous individuals. Should say much trouble will ensue unless recovery is prompt and secret. Miss Sanburns adopted daughter get that, again?   has vanished. Should advise much precaution not to arouse public curiosity. 888.

What do you make of it? asked McGregor.

Nothing. Never heard of an adopted daughter.

Then what do you make of this?

McGregors left hand went into a desk-drawer, and something the color of deep sea-water over a sandy bottom flashed in the sunlight as Ommony caught it. He held it to the light. It was stone, not more than two inches thick at the thickest part, and rather larger than the palm of his hand. It was so transparent he could see his fingers through it; yet it was almost fabulously green. One side was curved, and polished so perfectly that it felt like wet soap to the touch; the other side was nearly a plane surface, only slightly uneven, as if it had been split off from another piece.

It looks like jade, said Ommony.

It is. But did you ever see jade like it? Hold it to the light again.

There was not a flaw. The sun shone through it as through glass, except that when the stone was moved there was a vague obscurity, as if the plane where the breakage had occurred in some way distorted the light.

Keep on looking at it, said McGregor, watching.

No, thanks. Ommony laid the stone on his knee and deliberately glanced around the room from one object to another. I rebel against that stuff instinctively.

You recognize the symptoms?

Yes. Theres a polished black-granite sphere in the crypt of a ruined temple, near Darjeeling, that produces the same sort of effect when you stare at it. Im told the Kaaba at Mecca does the same, but thats hearsay.

Put the stone in your pocket, said McGregor. Keep it there a day or two. Its the fragment thats missing from Tilgaun, and youll discover it has peculiar properties. Talk with Chutter Chand about it, he can tell you something interesting. He tried to explain to me, but its over my head  Secret Service kills imagination  I live in a mess of statistics and card-indexes that ud mummify a Sybil. All the same, I suspect that piece of jade will help you to trace the Terrys; and, if you dare to take a crack at the Ahbor country

How did you come by the stone? asked Ommony.

I sent C99  thats Tin Lal  to Tilgaun to look into rumors of trouble up there. Tin Lal used to be a good man, although he was always a thorough-paced rascal. But the Service isnt what it used to be, Ommony; even our best men are taking sides nowadays, or playing for their own hand. Indias going to the dogs. Tin Lal came back and reported everything quiet at Tilgaun  said the murders were mere family feuds. But he took that piece of jade to Chutter Chand, the jeweler, and offered it for sale. Told a lame-duck story. Chutter Chand put him off  kept the stone for appraisal  and brought it to me. I provided Tin Lal  naturally  with a year behind the bars  no, not on account of the stone. He had committed plenty of crimes to choose from. I chose a little one just to discipline him. But heres the interesting part: either Tin Lal talked in the jail  or someone followed him from Tilgaun. Anyway, someone traced that piece of jade to this office. I have had an anonymous letter about it; worth attention  interesting. Youll notice its signed with a glyph  Ive never seen a glyph quite like it  and the handwriting is an educated womans. Read it for yourself.

He passed to Ommony an exquisitely fashioned silver tube with a cap at either end. Ommony shook out a long sheet of very good English writing-paper; It was ivory-colored, heavy, and scented with some kind of incense. There was no date  no address  no signature, except a peculiar glyph, rather like an ancient, much simplified Chinese character. The writing was condensed into the middle of the page, leaving very wide margins, and had been done with a fine steel pen.



The stone that was brought from Tilgaun by Tin Lal and was offered for sale by him to Chutter Chand is one that no honorable man would care to keep from its real owners. There is merit in a good deed and the reward of him who does justly without thought of reward is tenfold. There are secrets not safe to be pried into. There is light too bright to look into. There is truth more true than can be told. If you will change the color of the sash on the chuprassy at the front door, one shall present himself to you to whom you may return the stone with absolute assurance that it will reach its real owners. Honesty and happiness are one. The truth comes not to him who is inquisitive, but to him who does what is right and leaves the result to Destiny.



Ommony examined the writing minutely, sniffed the paper, held it to the light, then picked up the tube and examined that.

Who brought it? he asked.

I dont know. It was handed to the chuprassy by a native he says he thinks was disguised.

Did you try changing the chuprassys sash?

Naturally. A deaf and dumb man came. He looked like a Tibetan. He approached the chuprassy and touched his sash, so the chuprassy brought him up to me. He was unquestionably deaf and dumb  stone-deaf, and half of his tongue was missing. The drums of his ears had been bored through  when he was a baby probably. I showed him the stone and he tried to take it from me. I had to have him forcibly ejected from the office; and of course I had him followed, but he disappeared utterly, after wandering aimlessly all over Delhi until nearly midnight. I have had a look-out kept, but he seems to have vanished without trace.

Have you drawn any conclusions?

McGregor smiled. I never draw them before its safe to say theyre proved. But a young woman almost certainly wrote that letter; Miss Sanburns adopted daughter

Who I dont believe exists, said Ommony.

  is reported by 888, who has hitherto always been reliable, to have disappeared. She disappeared, if she ever did exist, from Tilgaun; the stone unquestionably came from Tilgaun, and it seems to have been in Miss Sanburns possession, in the mission. Ergo  just as a flying hypothesis,  Miss Sanburns adopted daughter may have written that letter. If so, shes in Delhi, because the ink on that paper had not been dry more than an hour or two when it reached me.

Have you searched the hotels?

Of course. And the trains are being watched.

Im curious to meet Hannah Sanburns adopted daughter! said Ommony dryly. Ive known Hannah ever since she came to India more than twenty years ago. Ive been co-trustee ever since Marmaduke died, and I dont believe Hannah Sanburn has kept a single secret from me. In fact, it has been the other way; she has passed most of her difficult personal problems along to me for solution. Ive a dozen files full of her letters, of which I dare say five percent are purely personal. I think I know all her private business. As recently as last year, when we met here in Delhi,  well  never mind; but if she had an adopted daughter, or an entanglement of any kind, I think Id know it.

Women are damned deep, McGregor answered. Well; weve not much to go on. Ill entrust that stone to you; if youre still willing to try to get into the Ahbor country, Ill do everything I can to assist. Youve a fair excuse for trying; and youre a bachelor. Dammit, if I were, Id go with you! Of course, you understand, if the State Department learns of it youll be rounded up and brought back. Do you realize the other difficulties? Sven Hedin* is said to have made the last attempt to get through from the North. He failed.

In the last hundred years about a dozen Europeans have had a crack at it. Several died, and one got through  unless Terry and your sister did, and if so, they almost certainly died. When Younghusband* went to Lhasa he considered sending one regiment back by way of the Ahbor Valley but countermanded the order when he realized that a force of fifty thousand men wouldnt stand a chance of getting through.

From time to time the government has sent six Gurkha spies into the country. None ever came back. Its almost a certainty that the River Tsangpo of Tibet flows through the valley and becomes the Brahmaputra lower down, but nobody has proved it; nor has anyone explained why the Tsangpo contains more water than the Brahmaputra. Old Kinthup, the pundit* on the Indian Survey Staff, traced the Tsangpo down as far as the waterfall where it plunges into the Ahbor Valley, and he threw a hundred marked logs into the river, which were watched for lower down; but none of the logs appeared at the lower end, and not even Kinthup managed to get into the valley.

The strangest part about it is, that the Northern Ahbors come down frequently to the Southern Ahbor country to trade, and they even intermarry with the Southern Ahbors. But they never say a word about their valley. The rajah of Tilgaun  the uncle of the present man  caught two and put them to torture, but they died silent. And another strange thing is, that nobody knows how the Northern Ahbors get into and out of their country. The river is a lot too swift for boats. The forest seems impenetrable. The cliffs are unclimbable. There was an attempt made last year to explore by airplane, but the attempt failed; theres a ninety-mile wind half the time, and some of the passes to the south are sixteen or seventeen thousand feet in the air to begin with. Im told carburetors wont work, and they cant carry enough fuel.  So, if youre determined to make the attempt, slip away secretly, and dont leave your courage behind! If it werent that youve a right to visit Tilgaun I should say youd have no chance, but you might make it, if youre awfully discreet and start from the Tilgaun Mission. If its ever found out that I encouraged you

Youve been reeling off discouragement for fifteen minutes!

Yes, but if its known I knew

You neednt worry. What made you say you think this stone will help me to trace the Terrys?

Nothing definite, except that it gives me an excuse for sending you to Tilgaun more or less officially. I employ you to investigate the mystery connected with that stone. As far as Tilgaun youre responsible to me. If you decide to go on from there, youll have to throw me over  disobey orders. You understand, I order you to come straight back here from Tilgaun. If you disobey, you do it off your own bat, without my official knowledge. And Im afraid, old thing, youll have to pay your own expenses.

Ommony nodded.

See Chutter Chand, said McGregor, and dine with me tonight  not at the club  that ud start all sorts of rumors flying  say at Mrs. Cornock-Campbells  her husbands away, but that doesnt matter. Shes the only woman I ever dared tell secrets to. Leave it to me to contrive the invitation  howll that do?

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell is a better man than you or me. Nine oclock. Ill be there, said Ommony, noticing a certain slyness in McGregors smile. He bridled at it. Still laughing about the Masters, Mac?

No, no. Id forgotten them. Not that they exist  but never mind.

What then?

Ill tell you after dinner, or rather someone else will. I wonder whether youll laugh too  or wince? Trot along and have your talk with Chutter Chand.


CHAPTER III. What is fear?

Those who are acquainted with the day and night know that the Day of Brahma is a thousand revolutions of the Yugas, and that the Night extendeth for a thousand more. Now the Maha-Yuga consisteth of four parts, of which the last, being called the Kali-Yuga, is the least, having but four- hundred-and-thirty-two thousand years. The length of a Maya-Yuga is four million three-hundred-and-twenty thousand years; that is, one thousandth part of a Day of Brahma. And man was in the beginning, although not as he is now, nor as he will be... [Here the palm-leaf is broken and illegible]... There were races in the world, whose wise-men knew all the seven principles, so that they understood matter in all its forms and were its masters. They were those to whom gold was as nothing, because they could make it, and for whom the elements brought forth... [Here there is another break]... And there were giants on the earth in those days, and there were dwarfs, most evil. There was war, and they destroyed... [Here the leaf is broken off, and all the rest is missing.]
 Deciphered from a palm-leaf manuscript discovered in a cave in Hindustan.



CHUTTER CHANDS shop in the Chandni Chowk is a place of chaos and a joy forever, if you like life musty and assorted. There are diamonds in the window, Kodak cameras, theodolites, bric-à-brac, second-hand rifles, scientific magazines, and a living hamadryad cobra* in a wire enclosure (into which rats and chickens are introduced at intervals). You enter through a door on either side of which hang curtains that were rather old when Clive was young; and you promptly see your reflection facing you in a mirror that came from Versailles when the French were bribing Indian potentates to keep the English out.

Every square foot of the walls within is covered with ancient curios. A glass counter-show-case runs the full length of the store, and is stuffed with enough jewelry to furnish a pageant of Indian history; converted into cash it would finance a very fair-sized bank. Rising to the level of the counter at the rear is a long row of pigeonholed shelves crowded with ancient books and manuscripts that smell like recently unwound mummies. Between shelf and counter lives (and reputedly sleeps by night) the most efficient jewelers babu in Indian  a meek, alert, weariless man who is said to be able to estimate anyones bank balance by glancing at him as he enters through the front door. But Chutter Chand keeps himself out of sight, in a room at the rear of the store, whence he comes out only in emergency. On this particular occasion there were extra reasons for remaining in the background  reasons suggested by the presence of a special constabeel on duty outside the shop-door, who eyed Ommony nervously as he walked in.

Ommony went straight to the room at the rear and found Chutter Chand at his desk  a wizened, neat little man in a yellow silk turban and a brown alpaca suit of English cut. The suit and his brown skin were almost of the same shade; an amber pin in his yellow necktie corresponded with the color of his laced shoes; the gold of his heavy watch-chain matched the turban; his lemon silk handkerchief matched his socks; his dark-brown, kindly, intelligent eyes struck the keynote of the color harmony.

Unlike so many Indians who adopt a modified European style of dress, he had an air of breeding, poise and distinction.

There is always something interesting when you come, Ommonee! he said, rising and shaking hands. Wait while I remove the specimens from that chair. No, the snakes cannot escape; they are all poisonous, but carefully imprisoned. There  be seated. You are full of news, or you would have asked me how I am. Thank you, I am very well. And you? Now let us get to business!

Ommony grinned at the gibe, but he had his own way of going about things. He preferred to soak in his surroundings and adjust his mind to the environment in silence before broaching business. He lit a cigar, and stared about him at the snakes in cages and the odds and ends of rarities heaped everywhere in indescribable confusion. There were an enormous brass Gautama Buddha resting on iron rollers, a silver Christian crucifix from a Goanese cathedral, and some enamel vases, that were new since his last visit; but the same old cobwebs were still in place in the corners of the teak beams, and the same cat came and rubbed herself against his shins  until she spied Diana in the outer shop and grew instantly blasphemous.

Still saying nothing, Ommony at last produced the lump of jade from his hip pocket.

Yes, said Chutter Chand, I have already seen it. But he took off his gold-rimmed spectacles and wiped them as if he was eager to see it again.

What do you know about it? asked Ommony.

Very little, Sahib. To crystallize hypothesis into a mistake is all too easy. I prefer to distinguish between knowledge and conjecture.

All right. Tell me what little you do know.

It is jade undoubtedly, although I have never seen jade exactly like it  I, who have studied every known species of precious and semi-precious stone.

Then why do you say it is jade?

Because I know that. I have analyzed it. It is chloromelanite, consisting of a silicate of aluminum and sodium, with peroxide of iron, peroxide of manganese, and potash. It has been broken from a greater piece  perhaps from an enormous piece. The example I have previously seen that most resembled this was found in the Kara-Kash Valley of Turkestan; but that was not nearly so transparent. That piece you hold in your hand is more fusible than nephrite, which is the commoner form of jade; and it has a specific gravity of 3.3.

What makes you believe it was broken from a larger piece?

I know by the arc of the curve of the one side, and by the shape of the fracture on the other, that it has been broken by external violence from a piece considerably larger than itself. I have worked out a law of vibration and fracture that is as interesting in its way as Einsteins law of relativity. Do you understand mathematics?

No. Ill take your word for it. What else do you know positively?

Positively is the only way to know, the jeweler answered, screwing up his face until he looked almost like a Chinaman. There was human blood on it  a smear on the fractured side, that looked as if a careless attempt had been made to wipe it off before the blood was quite dry. Also the print of a womans thumb and forefinger, plainly visible under the microscope, with several other fingerprints that certainly were Tin Lals. The stone had come in contact with some oily substance, probably butter, but there was too little of it to determine. Furthermore, I know, Ommonee, that you are afraid of the stone because to touch it makes you nervous, and to peer into it makes you see things you cannot explain.

Ommony laughed. The stone did make him nervous.

Did you see things! he asked.

That is how I know it makes you see them, Ommonee! Compared to me you are a child in such respects. If I, who know more than you, nonetheless see things when I peer into that stone, it is logical to my mind that you also see things, although possibly not the same things. Knowing the inherent superstition of the human mind, I therefore know you are afraid  just as people were afraid when Galileo told them that the earth moves.

Are you afraid of it? asked Ommony, shifting his cigar and laying the stone on the desk.

What is fear? the jeweler answered. Is it not recognition of something the senses cannot understand and therefore cannot master? I think the fact that we feel a sort of fear is proof that we stand on the threshold of new knowledge  or rather, of knowledge that is new to us as individuals.

You mean, then, if a policemans afraid of a burglar, hes

Certainly! He is in a position to learn something he never knew before. That doesnt mean that he will learn, but that he may if he cares to. People used to be afraid of a total eclipse of the sun; some still are afraid of it. Imagine, if you can, what Julius Caesar, or Alexander the Great, or Timour Ilang,* or Akbar would have thought of radio, or a thirty-six-inch astronomical telescope, or a Kodak camera.

All those things can be explained. This stone is a mystery.

Ommonee, everything that we do not yet understand is a mystery. To a pig, it must be a mystery why a man flings turnips to him over the wall of his sty. To that dog of yours it must be a mystery why you took such care to train her. Look into the stone now, Sahib, and tell me what you see.

Not I, said Ommony. Ive done it twice. You look.

Chutter Chand took up the stone in both hands and held it in the light from an overhead window. The thing glowed, as if full of liquid-green fire, yet from ten feet away Ommony could see through it the lines on the palm of the jewelers hand.

Interesting! Interesting! Ommonee, the world is full of things we dont yet know!

Chutter Chands brows contracted, the right side more than the left, in the habit-fixed expression of a man whose business is to use a microscope. Two or three times he glanced away and blinked before looking again. Finally he put the stone back on the desk and wiped his spectacles from force of habit.

Our senses, he said, are much more reliable than the brain that interprets them. We probably all see, and hear, and smell alike, but no two brains interpret in the same way. Try to describe to me your sensations when you looked into the stone.

Almost a brain-storm, said Ommony. A rush of thoughts that seemed to have no connection with one another. Something like modern politics or listening in on the radio when theres loads of interference, only more exasperating  more personal  more inside yourself, as it were.

Chutter Chand nodded confirmation. Can you describe the thoughts, Ommonee? Do they take the form of words?

No. Pictures. But pictures of a sort Ive never seen, even in dreams. Rather horrible. They appear to mean something, but the mind cant grasp them. Theyre broken off suddenly  begin nowhere and end nowhere.

Chutter Chand nodded again. Our experiences tally. You will notice that the stone is broken off; it also begins nowhere and ends nowhere. I have measured it carefully; from calculation of the curvature it is possible to surmise that it may have been broken off from an ellipsoid having a major or axis of seventeen feet. That would be an immense mass of jade weighing very many tons; and if the whole were as perfect as this fragment, it would be a marvel such as we in our day have not seen. I suspect it to have qualities more remarkable than those of radium, and I think  although, mind you, this is now conjecture  that if we could find the original ellipsoid from which this piece was broken we would possess the open sesame to  well  to laws and facts of nature, the mere contemplation of which would fill all the lunatic asylums! I have never been so thrilled by anything in all my life.

But Ommony was not thrilled. He had seen men go mad from exploring without landmarks into the unknown. He laughed cynically.

We fools of nature, he quoted, so horridly to shake our disposition with thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls! Id rather wipe out the asylums.

Or live in one, Sahib, and leave the lunatics outside! Shakespeare knew nothing of the atomic construction of the universe. We have advanced since his day  in some respects. Has it occurred to you to wonder how this stone acquired such remarkable qualities? No! You merely wonder at it. But observe:

You have seen a pudding stirred? The stupidest cook in the world can pour ingredients into a basin and stir them with water until they become something compounded, that does not in the least resemble any one of the component parts. Is that not so? The same fool bakes what he has mixed. A chemical process takes place, and behold! the idiot has wrought a miracle. Again, there is almost no resemblance to what the mixture was before. It even tastes and smells quite different. It looks different. Its specific gravity is changed. Its properties are altered. It is now digestible. It decomposes at a different speed. It has lost some of the original qualities that went into the mixture, and has taken on others that apparently were not there before the chemical process began.

You can see the same thing in a foundry, where they mix zinc with copper and produce brass, and the brass has qualities that neither zinc nor copper appears to contain. A deaf and dumb man, knowing neither writing nor arithmetic, could produce brass from zinc and copper. A savage, who never saw an abstraction, can produce wine from grapes. Good. Now listen, Sahib:

Let us dive beneath the surface of these experiments. The capacity to become brass under certain conditions was inherent to begin with in the zinc and in the copper, was it not? But how so? It was inherent in the atoms, of which the zinc and the copper are composed; and, behind those again, in the electrons, of which the atoms are composed. Let us then consider the electrons.

Suppose that we knew how to pour electrons into a receptacle and make, so to speak, a pudding of them! Could we not work what the world would think are miracles? I have made diamonds in my workshop. I believe I can make gold. What could I not do, if I knew how to manage electrons in the raw  electrons, in every one of which is the capacity to become absolutely anything!

It has possibly not occurred to you, Ommonee, but the more I pursue my studies the more I am convinced that there was once a race of people in the world, or possibly a school of scientists drawn from many then-existent races, who knew how to manage electrons. I think they lived simultaneously with the cave-men. We find the bones of cave-men because those were ignorant people, such as the Bushmen of today, who buried their dead. We do not find the bones of the scientists of that period, because they were enlightened and disposed of corpses in the fire. The art of the cave-men is evidence that there was art of a very high order, which someone presumably taught. They painted pictures in caves into which no sunlight penetrated; therefore, there must have been artificial light of a sort superior to torches or tallow candles, because otherwise the color work would have been impossible. That is proof that there was science in those days, of which the cave-men could avail themselves just as today a lunatic may use electric light. And the fact that we find no traces at present of what we can recognize as a very high order of civilization then existent is no proof that there was none; it may have been totally different from anything with which we are familiar. Furthermore, the world has only been extremely superficially explored.

Be patient, Ommonee. I am coming to my point. I have studied that piece of jade. Three days and nights I studied it without sleep. To me its peculiar properties appear to confirm observations  micro-photographic observations that I have made and recorded during a period of ten years. In its essence, what is photography? It is the practice, by means of chemicals, of rendering visible to the human eye impressions of objects produced by light on a prepared surface. It is necessary to prepare the surface, which we call a dry plate or a film, because we do not yet know how else to render the light-made impression visible to the human eye. But it is there, whether we make it visible or not. And what I have discovered is this: that every particle of matter has a photographic quality, which varies only in degree. You stand against a rock  and not necessarily in sunlight, although sunlight helps; your impression is indelibly photographed on that rock, as I can prove, if you have time to witness some experiments. It is photographed on anything against which you stand. Other images may be superimposed on yours, but yours remains. In rare instances, in certain atmospheric conditions, these impressions become visible without any other chemical process, although it seems to require a certain nervous state of alertness before the human eye can perceive them.

You remember the case of the Brahmin* who hanged himself in a cellar not far from this shop of mine? His body hung there for a day before they found it. For weeks afterward what was supposed to be his ghost was seen  by scores of reputable witnesses  hanging from the beam. That was several years ago. There was a great stir made about it at the time, and there were letters to the newspapers stating instances of similar occurrences. There was an investigation by experts from a research society, who denounced the whole story as an imposture.

However, I was one of those who saw the ghost, and I made notes, and some experiments. Finally I photographed it! That satisfied me. I am sure that the alleged ghost was nothing but a photograph made on the wall, and that it was rendered visible by certain chemical conditions, not all of which I have been able to ascertain.

Now then: if that is possible in one instance, it is possible in every instance. There is no such thing as an exception in nature; we have discovered a law. So take this piece of jade: we see things when we look into it. I deduce that they are photographic. And because no other piece of stone that I know of has the same quality of receiving impressions that are instantaneously visible, it seems probable to me that it has been intelligently treated by someone who knew how to do that.

It might be a natural chemical process, said Ommony.

I think not. Have you noticed that the strange moving images visible within the stone are not the reflections of objects? The stone is not a mirror in the ordinary sense. It does not seem to reflect at all the objects that surround it. I have never succeeded in seeing my face in it, for instance, although I have tried repeatedly, in all sorts of light, from every angle. It appears to me to reflect thought!

Ommony made the peculiar noise between tongue and teeth that suggests polite but otherwise unconditioned incredulity. Chutter Chand, deep in his theme, ignored the interruption.

I believe it reflects character! I believe that every thought that every man thinks, from the day he is born until the day he dies, leaves an invisible impress on his mind as well as a visible impress on his body. You know how changing character affects the lines on the palm of a mans hand, on the soles of his feet, at the corners of his eyes, at his mouth, and so on? Well: something of the same sort goes on in his mind, which is invisible and what we call intangible, but is nevertheless made up of electrons in motion. And those impressions are permanent. I believe that somebody, who knew how to manipulate electrons, has treated this stone in such a way that it reflects the whole of a mans thought since he was born  just as a stone wall, if it could be treated properly, could be shown to retain the photograph of every object that had passed before it since the wall was built.

I believe this was done very anciently, and for this reason: that if any one possessed of such intelligence and skill were alive in the world today, his intelligence would burn itself into our consciousness, so that we could not help but know of him.

I am of opinion that the process to which the jade was subjected rendered it at the same time transparent; because it is not in the nature of jade to be quite transparent normally. And in my mind there is connected with all this the knowledge (which is common property) that the Chinese  a very ancient race  regard jade as a sacred stone. Why? Is it not possible that jade peculiarly lends itself to this treatment, and that, though the science is forgotten, the dim memory of the peculiar property of the stone persists?

Youve a fine imagination! said Ommony.

And what is imagination, Ommonee, if not a bridge between the known and unknown? Between conventional so-called knowledge and the unexplored realm of truth? Have you no imagination? Electricity was possible a thousand years ago; but until imagination hinted at the possibility, who had the use of it?

Ommony returned the stone to his pocket. He was interested, and he liked Chutter Chand, but it occurred to him that he was wasting time.

Youre right, of course, he said, that we have to imagine a thing before we can begin to understand it or produce or make it.

Surely. You imagined your forest, Ommonee, before you planted it. But between imagination and production, there in labor. You see, what the West cant understand it scoffs at, whereas what the East cant understand it calls sacred and guards against all-comers! I think you will have to penetrate a secret that has been guarded for thousands of years. They say, you know, that there are Masters who guard these secrets and let them out a little at a time. May the gods whom you happen to vote for be grateful and assist you! I would like to go on the adventure with you  but I am a family man. I am afraid. I am not strong. That stone has thrilled me, Ommonee!

If you like, Ill leave it with you for some more experiments, said Ommony.

Sahib  my friend  I wouldnt keep it for a rajahs ransom! It was traced to this place  how, I dont know. You noticed the policeman at the door? He is put there to keep out murderers! There has been a ruffian here  a Hillman  a cutthroat who said he came from Spiti*  a great savage with a saw-edge tulwar! Ugh! He demanded the stone. He demanded to know where it was. If it had not been that I had a shop-full of customers, and that I promised to try to get the stone back from the man who now had it, he would have cut me in halves! He said so! I am afraid all the time that he will return, or that some of his friends will come. Oh, I wish I had your lack of an imagination, Ommonee! I could feel his saw-edged tulwar plunging into me! Listen! (Chutter Chand began to tremble visibly.) Who is that?

Ommony glanced into the shop. There were two men, evidently unarmed or the constabeel would never have admitted them, standing talking to the clerk across the show-case-counter. One was apparently a very old man and the other very young. Both were dressed in the Tibetan costume, but the older man was speaking English, which was of itself sufficiently remarkable, and he appeared to be slightly amused because the clerk insisted that Chutter Chand was absent on a journey. Neither man paid the slightest attention to the jewelry in the show case; they were evidently bent on seeing Chutter Chand, and nothing else.

Admit em! whispered Ommony. Ill hide. No, never mind the dog; shell follow them in and sniff them over. If they ask about the dog, say she belongs to one of your customers who left her in your charge for an hour or two. Whats behind that brass Buddha?

Nothing, Sahib. It is hollow. There is no back.

Thatll do then. Help me pull it out from the wall  quick!  quiet!

They made rather a lot of noise and Diana came in to investigate, which was opportune. Ommony gave her orders sotto voce and she returned into the shop to watch the two curious visitors.

Now, dont let yourself get frightened out of your wits, Chutter Chand. Encourage em to talk. Ask any idiotic question that occurs to you. When theyre ready to go, let em. And then, whatever you do, dont say a word to the policeman.

Ommony stepped behind the image of the Buddha. Chutter Chand, leaning all his weight against it, shoved it back nearly into place, but left sufficient space between it and the wall for Ommony to see into an old cracked mirror that reflected almost everything in the room. Then, taking a visible hold on his emotions, Chutter Chand strode to the door and stood there for a moment Looking  listening  trying to breathe normally. He forced a smile at last.

Oh, let them in  I will talk to them, he said to the clerk in English, with an air of almost perfect, patronizing nonchalance. Only a very close observer might have known he was afraid  that fear, perhaps, in him was more than recognition of something that the senses do not understand.


CHAPTER IV. I am one who strives to tread the middle way.

We should ascend out of perversity, even as we ascend a mountain that we do not know, with the aid of guides who do know. None who sets forth on an unknown voyage stipulates that the pilot must agree with him as to the course, since manifestly that would be absurd; the pilot is presumed to know; the piloted does not know. None who climbs a mountain bargains that the guide shall keep to this or that direction; it is the business of the guide to lead. And yet, men hire guides for the Spiritual Journey, of which they know less than they know of land and sea, and stipulate that the guide shall lead them thus and so, according to their own imaginings; and instead of obeying him, they desert and denounce him, should he lead them otherwise. I find this of the essence of perversity.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THE two Tibetans entered, the older man leading, and squatted on a mat which the younger man spread on the floor. Their manner suggested that they had accepted an invitation, instead of having gained admission by persistence; but Ommony, watching every movement in the mirror, noticed that the older man laid his hand on the seat of the chair he himself had just occupied  which, being old, he might have done to help himself down on the mat, but, being active, he almost certainly did for another reason.

Chutter Chand sat at his desk magisterially, wiping at the gold-rimmed spectacles again, waiting for the visitors to speak first. But they were not to be tempted into that indiscretion. They sat still and were bland, while Diana came and deliberately sniffed them over. The hound seemed interested; she lay down where she could watch them both, her jowl on her paws, one ear up, and her tail moving slightly from side to side clearing a fan-shaped pattern in the dust.

The old man was a miracle of wrinkles. He resembled one of those Chinese statuettes in ivory, yellowed by time, that suggest that life is much too comical a business to be taken seriously  much too serious a business to be cumbered with pride and possessions. He was a living paradox in a long, snuff-colored robe, the ends of which he arranged over his lap, leaving the hairy strong legs of a mountaineer uncovered. He helped himself to an enormous quantity of snuff from an old Chinese silver box, that he presently stowed away in a fold of his garment. The pungent stuff appeared to have no effect on him, although Diana, catching a whiff of it, sneezed violently and Chutter Chand followed suit.

The young man was another ivory enigma, absolutely smooth in contrast to the elders wrinkles, and much paler. He, too, wore snuff-colored clothes. His head was wrapped in a turban of gorgeously embroidered brown silk, in contract to the others monkish simplicity, and the cloth of which his cloak was made seemed to be of lighter and better material than the older mans. He was remarkably good-looking  straight-featured and calm-placid, not apparently from self-contentment but from assurance that life holds a definite purpose and that he was being led along the narrow road. There was an air of good temper and wisdom about him, no apparent pride nor any mean humility. His eyes were blue-gray, his hands small, strong and artistic. His feet, too, were small but evidently used to walking. He was in every dimension smaller than the older man, unless mind is a dimension; they appeared to be equals in mental aroma, and they exuded that in the mysterious way of a painting by Goya y Lucientes.

Well, what do you want? Chutter Chand asked at last in English. It was a ridiculous language, on the face of it, to use to a Tibetan; but the older man had been using English in the outer shop, and Chutter Chand knew no Prakrit* dialect.

The answer, in English devoid of any noticeable accent, was given by the older man in a voice as full of humor as his wrinkled face.

The piece of jade, he said, unblinking, ending on a rising note that suggested there was nothing to explain, nothing to argue about, nothing to do but be reasonable. He snapped his fingers, and Diana, normally a most suspicious dog, came close to him. He ran his fingers through her hair and she laid her huge jowl on his knee. Chutter Chand crossed and uncrossed his legs restlessly.

I havent it, said the jeweler. Besides  er  ah  you would have to tell me your  that is  er  you would have to establish first by what right you make such a demand. You understand me?

I have made no demand, the old man answered, smiling. His voice was sweetly reasonable; his bright old eyes twinkled. You have asked what I want. I have told you.

Tell me who you are, said Chutter Chand.

My son, I am a Lama. I am one who strives to tread the Middle Way.

Where from?

From desire into peace!

I mean, what, place do you come from?

From the same place that the piece of jade came from, my son. From the place to which he who desires merit will return it.

Is the jade yours? asked Chutter Chand.

Is the air mine? Are the stars mine? the Lama answered, smiling as if the idea of possessing anything were a joke made by an inquiring child.

Well; what right have you to the piece of jade? Chutter Chand snapped back at him. He let the irritation through without intending it and smiled directly afterward in an attempt to undo the impression. But if the Lama had noticed the acerbity, he made no sign.

None, any more than you have, came the answer in the same mild voice. None has any right to it. I have a duty to return it to whence it came  and a duty to you, to preserve you from impertinence, if that may be. It is not good, Chutter Chand, to meddle with knowledge before the time appointed for its understanding. He who would tread the Middle Way is patient, keeping both feet on the ground and his head no higher than humility will let it reach. Be wise  O man of intellectual desires! Destruction is in rashness.

His fingers touched Dianas collar and twisted it around until the small brass plate, on which Ommonys name was engraved, came uppermost; but his eyes continued to look straight at Chutter Chand. It was the younger man, squatting in silence beside him, his head and body motionless, whose bright eyes took in every detail of the room, not omitting to notice the movement of the Lamas hand. Except for the eyes, his face continued perfectly expressionless.

Well  er  ah  before I answer definitely, I would like you to tell me about the jade, said Chutter Chand. You will find me reasonable. I am not a sacrilegious person. Er  ah  can you not establish to my satisfaction that  ah  I would be doing rightly to  er  let us say, to entrust the piece of jade to you?

I think you know that already, said the Lama, in a voice of mild reproof, as if he were speaking to a child of whom he was rather fond. What does your heart say, my son? It is the heart that answers wisely, if desire has been subdued. I have come a very long way

Desiring the piece of jade! sneered Chutter Chand  regretting the sneer instantly  driving fingernails into the palm of his hand with impatience of himself.

True, said the Lama. Desire is not easy to destroy. Yet I do not desire it for myself. And for you I desire peace  and merit. May the Lord live in your heart and guide you in the Middle Way.

The jeweler moved restlessly. The atmosphere was getting on his nerves. There was an indefinable feeling of being in the presence of superiority, which is irritating to a man of intellect.

You mean, there will be no peace for me unless I give up the piece of jade to you? he asked tartly.

I think that is so, said the Lama gently.

Well; it is not in my possession.

But you know who has it, said the Lama, looking straight at him.

The jeweler did not answer, and the Lamas eyes beamed with intelligence. The young Tibetan moved at last and whispered in his ear. The Lama nodded almost imperceptibly, turning the dogs collar around again with leisurely fingers, whose touch seemed magically satisfying to Diana. He looked once, sharply, at the big brass Buddha, let his eyes rest again on the jewelers, and went on speaking. What a man cannot do is no weight against him. It be the hand of Destiny, preventing him from a mistake. The deeds a man does are the fruits that are weighed in the balance and from which the seeds of future lives are saved. Peace be with you. Peace refresh you. Peace give you peace that you may multiply it, Chutter Chand.

The Lama arose and the younger man rolled up the mat. Diana jumped to her feet. Chutter Chand, made an attempt to get out of his chair with dignity; but the Lama seemed to have monopolized in his own person all the dignity there was in sight, which was embarrassing. Er  ah  I appreciate the blessing. Er  ah  are you going? But you havent told me what I asked about the jade  ah  would you care to come again?  Perhaps

The Lama smiled, stroked Dianas head, bowed, so that his long skirts swung like a bronze bell, and one almost expected a resonant boom to follow, and led the way out, followed by the younger man, who smiled once so suddenly and brightly that Chutter Chands nervous irritation vanished. But it returned the moment they had gone. He jumped at the noise Ommony made pushing the brass Buddha away from the wall.

Damn them both! he exploded. Sahib, I hate to be mystified! I detest to be patronized! I feel I made myself contemptible! I could not think! I could not make my brain invent the questions that I should have asked!

You did pretty well, said Ommony. See em home, girl!

Dianas tail went between her legs, but she did not hesitate; she trotted out of the shop  stood still a moment on the sidewalk  sniffed  vanished.

Sahib, they will send someone to loot this shop of mine! Ommonee

Tut-tut! Those two didnt overlook one detail. The young one read my name on Dianas collar and whispered it to the Lama. The Lama knew I was behind the Buddha. He suspected something when he felt the chair-seat and found it warm.

Worse and worse! said Chutter Chand despondently. To incur the enmity of such people is more dangerous than to tamper with my snakes!

Chutter Chand, his brain full of western and eastern science, his suit from London and his turban from Lahore, yearned to the West for protection from eastern mystery. Ommony, all English, steeped in the Orient for twenty years, had thrown his thought eastward and was reckoning like lightning in terms of Indian thought.

They didnt suspect my presence until after they came in here. Shut up, Chutter Chand! Listen to me!  Theyll have brought a man to watch outside the shop and follow anyone who follows them. They cant have cautioned him about the dog, because they didnt know about the dog, and they would never suspect a dog of having enough intelligence. Their man will be still out there watching the shop-door. Wait here!

He ran into the outer shop, hid behind one of the curtains at the door, and stood facing the mirror that gave him a view of the constabeels back and of fifty yards of crowded street, including the sidewalk opposite. The constabeel appeared to be intently watching somebody, and in less than a minute Ommony picked out the individual  a tall, good-looking, boy-faced Hillman in a costume that suggested Bhutan or Sikkim  shapeless trousers and a long robe over them, with a sort of jacket on top of that. He was trying to look innocent, which is the surest way of attracting attention; and he was so intent on watching the shop-door that passers-by continually bunted into him  whereat he seemed to find it hard to keep his temper. Ommony watched him for a minute or two, and then spoke to the policeman through the curtain.

The policeman nearly gave the game away by turning his head to listen, but spat and scratched himself to cover the mistake. Ommony repeated his instructions carefully and the policeman strolled down-street. Ommony emerged and walked slowly in the opposite direction; over the way, the Hillman began at once to follow him, suiting his pace to Ommonys. Ommony crossed the street; so did the policeman. Ommony turned and walked toward the Hillman; the policeman followed suit, approaching from the rear. Ommony came to a halt exactly in front of the Hillman, feeling dwarfed by the mans big-boned stature and aware of the handle of a long knife just emerging through a slit in a robe that reeked strongly of ghee.* The policeman, nervously fingering his club, halted to the Hillmans rear, six feet away. Passers-by began to detect food for curiosity; there were searching glances and a palpable hesitation; there would have been a crowd in sixty seconds.

Come with me, said Ommony, in Prakrit.

Why? asked the Hillman, staring at him, wide-eyed with surprise at being spoken to in his own tongue.

Because if you do, no harm will come to you; and if you dont youll go to jail.

The Hillmans hand crept instinctively toward his knife, and the policeman made ready to swing for the back of his head with a hard-wood club.

Are you a fool, that you dont know a friend when you meet one? asked Ommony.

I have met enemies, and women, and one or two whom I called master, and many whom I have mastered  but never a friend yet! the Hillman answered. Who art thou?

Come with me and learn, said Ommony.

The Hillman hesitated, but the crowd was distinctly beginning to gather now  a little way off, not sure yet but alert for the first hint of happenings. It grew clear to the Hillman that escape might not be easy.

I fear no man! he said, turning his head and recognizing the policeman, who was hardly two-thirds his size. He spat eloquently for the policemans benefit, missing him neatly by about the thickness of a knife-blade. Whither! he asked then, looking straight into Ommonys eyes.

Ommony led the way across the street into Chutter Chands shop, where he halted to let the Hillman go in first.

Nay, lead on! said the Hillman, stepping aside.

No. For you have a weapon and I have none. Moreover, I have said I am a friend, and I prefer to be a living friend rather than a dead one! Go in first, laughed Ommony.

The Hillman laughed back. There was none of the solemnity about him that enshrouds the men from the Northwest frontier. Eastward along the Himalayas, where the smell of sweat leaves off and the smell of rancid butter begins, laughter becomes part of life and not an insult or indignity. He swaggered into the shop with no more argument and at a nod from Ommony walked straight through to the office at the rear.

Krishna!* exclaimed Chutter Chand. He jumped for a corner, seized a two- handed Samurai sword, drew it from the scabbard, and laid it on the desk. I will let my snakes loose! he almost screamed, in Hindustani.

But the Hillman sat down on the floor, on the exact spot where the Lama had been, and Ommony sat down in the chair facing him, motioning to Chutter Chand to resume the other chair and be sensible.

But this is the ruffian who came and threatened me! said Chutter Chand. That knife of his is saw-edged! Take it from him, Ommonee!

The Hillman appeared to know no English, but seemed to have made up his mind about Ommony. Friendship he might not believe in, but he could recognize good faith. He watched Ommonys face as a child follows a motion picture.

What is your name? asked Ommony.

Dawa Tsering.

Where are you from?

Spiti.

Oh, my God! exclaimed Chutter Chand. Does he say he is from Spiti? They are all devils who come from that country! It is there they practise polyandry, and their dead are eaten by dogs! He is unclean!

Who is that Lama who was in here just now? Ommony went on.

Tsiang Samdup.

Chutter Chand did not catch that name; or, if he did, the name meant nothing to him. Ommony, on the other hand, had to use all his power of will to suppress excitement, and even so he could not quite control himself. The Hillman noticed the change of expression.

Aye, he said, Tsiang Samdup is a great one.

Who is the other who was with him  the young one?

His chela.*

What name?

Samding. Some call him San-fun-ho.

And what have you to do with them?

Instead of answering, the Hillman retorted with a question.

What is thy name? Say it again. Ommonee? That sounds like a name with magic in it. Om mani padme hum!* Who gave thee that name? Eh? Thy father had it? Who was he? How is it a man should take his fathers name? Is the spirit of the father not offended? Thou art a strange one, Ommonee.

Why did you come in here some days ago and threaten Chutter Chand? asked Ommony.

Why not! said the Hillman. Did I not ride under a te-rain, like a leech on the belly of a horse, more hours and miles than an eagle knows of? Did I not eat dust  and nothing else? Did I not follow that rat Tin Lal to this place? Did I not  pretending to admire the cobra in the window  see him with my own eyes sell the green stone to this little lover-of-snakes? I said too much. I did too little. I should have slain them both! But I feared, because I am a stranger in the city and there were many people. Moreover, I had already slain a man  a Hindu, who drove an iron car and broke the wheel of the cart I rode in. I slew him with a spoke from the broken wheel. And it seemed to me that if I should slay another man too soon thereafter, it might fare ill with me, since the gods grow weary of protecting a man too often. So I returned four days later, thinking the gods might have forgotten the previous affair. They owe me many favors. I have treated the gods handsomely. And when this little rat of a jeweler swore he no longer had the stone, I threatened him. I would have slain him if I thought he really had it, but it seemed to me he told the truth. And he promised to get the stone back from someone to whom he had entrusted it. And I, vowing I would sever him in halves unless he should keep faith, went and told Tsiang Samdup, who came here accordingly, I following to protect the old man. I suppose Tsiang Samdup now has the stone. Is that so?

He shall have it, said Ommony.

I think thou art not a liar, said the Hillman, looking straight into Ommonys eyes. Now, I am a liar. If I should have said that to thee, it would only be a fool who would believe me, and a fool is nothing to be patient with. But I am not a fool, and I believe thee  or I would plunge this knife into thy liver! Who taught thee to speak my language?

Ommony saw fit not to answer that. Is it not enough for thee that I can speak it? Where can I find the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup?

Oh, as to that, he is not particularly holy  although others seem to think he is; but I am from Spiti, where we study devils and consider nonsense all this talk about purity and self-abnegation and Nirvana.* Who wants to go to Nirvana? What a miserable place  just nothing! Besides, I know better. I have studied these things. It is very simple. Knife a man in the bowels, as the Gurkhas do with a kukri, or as I do as a rule, and he goes to hell for a while; he has a chance; by and by he comes to life again. Cut his throat, however, and he dwells between earth and heaven; he will come and haunt thee, having nothing else to do, and that is very bad. Hit him here (he laid a finger on his forehead, just above the nose) and he is dead. That should only be done to men who are very bad indeed. And that is the whole secret of religion.

Ommony looked serious. I would like to talk to you about religion

Oh, I could teach you the whole of it in a very short time.

  but meanwhile, I would like to know where the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup is staying.

I dont know, said the Hillman.

You are lying, said Ommony. Is that not so?

Of course. Did you think I would tell you the truth?

No. That hardly occurred to me. Well

Diana came in, waving her long tail slowly. She flopped on the floor beside Ommony and there was silence for about a minute while the Hillman stared at her and she returned the gaze with interest. Finally her lip curled, showing a prodigious yellow fang and Ommony laid a hand on her head to silence a thunderous growl.

That is an incarnation of a devil! said the Hillman. In my country we keep dogs as big as her to eat corpses. Devils, as a rule, are very evil, but I think that one (he nodded at the dog)   is worse than others. Well  I go. Say to that fool at the door that he should not offend me with his little stick, for it may be he desires to live. I am glad I met thee, Ommonee.

He waved his hand, smiled like a Chinese cherub, and walked out, ignoring Chutter Chand as utterly as if he had never seen him; and at the door he smiled at the policeman as the sun smiles on manure. The policeman did his best, but could not keep himself from grinning back.


CHAPTER V. The House at the End of the Passage

He who puts his hand into the fire knows what he may expect. Nor may the fire be blamed.
He who intrudes on a neighbor may receive what he does not expect. Nor may the neighbor be blamed.
The fire will not be harmed; but the neighbor may be. And every deed of every kind bears corresponding consequences to the doer. You may spend a thousand lives repaying wrong done to a neighbor.
Therefore, of the two indiscretions prefer thrusting your own hand into the fire.
But there is a Middle Way, which avoids all trespassing.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



CHUTTER CHANDS usefulness had vanished. His brain did not function now that fear had the upper hand. He could think of nothing but the Hillmans knife and of the possibility that there might be more Hillmen, who would knock down the policeman at the door, storm the shop, loot everything and slay.

I tell you, Ommonee, you have only lived in India twenty years. You do not know these people!

He began hurriedly putting in order a mechanical system of wire and weights by which the snakes might be released in an emergency, all the while complaining bitterly against a government whose laws forbade the keeping of firearms by responsible, reputable, law-abiding citizens.

Ommony laughed and walked out with both fists in his pockets, preceded by Diana, who was a lady of one idea at a time, and that one next door to an obsession. She had seen em home. Ergo, she should now show Ommony where home was, and he was quite satisfied to follow her. To have tracked Dawa Tsering the Hillman would simply have been waste of time, for the man would soon see he was followed and would almost certainly play a great game of follow-my-leader all over town. Moreover, the very name of the Lama-Tsiang Samdup  had excited Ommony in the sort of way that news of an ancient tomb excites an archeologist.

It was well on toward evening  that quarter-of-an-hour when the streets are most densely thronged and every one seems in a hurry to get home or to get something done before starting homeward. All cities are alike in that respect; there is a spate before the slack of supper-time and temple services.

The hound threaded her way patiently through the crowd and turned down a narrow thoroughfare past fruit and vegetable shops, where chafferers were arguing to cheapen produce at the days end and all the races of the Punjab seemed to be mixed in tired confusion  faded and ill-tempered because the evening breeze had not yet come, and walls were giving off the oven-heat they had stored up during the day.

There was no especial need to take precautions. Sufficient time had elapsed since the Lama and his young companion left the Chandni Chowk to convince them they had not been followed; and in any case, the most ill-advised thing Ommony could have done would have been to act secretively. A man attracts the least attention if he goes straight forward.

Those who noticed him at all admired, or feared, the dog, and she paid no attention even to the mongrels of her own genus, who snarled from a respectable distance or fled down alleyways. Diana turned at last down suffocating passages that led one into another between blind walls, where death might overtake a man without causing a stir a dozen yards away. But if you think of death in India, you die. To live, you must think of living, and be interested.

One of the passages opened at last into a square, whose walls were built of blocks that had been quarried from the ancient city; (for cities surrender themselves to posterity, even as human mothers do). The paving was of the same material, still bearing traces of the ancient carving, but rearranged at random so that the pattern was all gone. At the end of the courtyard was a stone building of three stories, whose upper windows overlooked it. (Those below had been bricked up.) There was an open door in the wall, that led into a long arched passage in which other doors to right and left were visible. Diana ran straight to the open door, and stopped.

Ommony began to feel now like a sailor on a lee shore, with rocks ahead and pirates to windward. It was growing dark, for one thing. At any moment the Hillman with the saw-edged knife and the haphazard notions about death might approach down the passage from the rear. Forward lay unknown territory, and a buttery smell that more than hinted at the presence of northerners, whose notions of hospitality might be less than none at all. He could be seen through the window-shutters, but could not see in through them. And he had in his pocket the lump of jade, that had lured men all the way from beyond Tilgaun into the hot plains that they hate. He wished he had left the jade somewhere.

It was the sound of a footstep some distance behind, that might be the Hillmans, which decided him. He strode forward and entered the door, his footsteps echoing under the arch. Diana followed, growling; she seemed to have a feeling they were being watched.

The passage presently turned to right and left in darkness, and Ommony, as he paused to consider, became acutely conscious that his trespass was not only rash, but impudent. He had no vestige of right to intrude himself into the quarters of strangers, nor had he the excuse that he did not know what he was doing. A tourist might commit such an impertinence and be forgiven on the ground of ignorance, but if he should be knifed for ill-manners he would not be entitled to the slightest sympathy. He decided at once to retrace his steps; and as he turned to face the dim light in the doorway a voice spoke to him in English suddenly, making his skin creep.

Diana barked savagely at a small iron grating in a door to one side of the passage, filling the arch with echoes. It took him several seconds to get the dog quiet. Then the voice again:

Go away from here! Go away quickly!

It sounded like a boys voice  young  educated. It was not pitched high; there was no note of excitement  hardly any emphasis. Diana barked again furiously, and there was no time for hesitation; either he was in danger or he was not; the hound said, Yes; the boys voice implied it; curiosity said, Stay! Common sense said, Make for the open quickly! Intuition said, Jump! and intuition is a despot whom it is not wise to disobey.

He reached the courtyard neck and neck with Diana, who nearly knocked him over as she faced about savagely with every hair bristling, fangs bared, eyes aglare. He seized her by collar and tail and threw his weight backward to stop her from springing at the throat of a man in dingy gray, who paused in mid-stride, one hand behind him, in the doorway. There was another man behind him, dimly outlined in the gloom. Their faces, high-cheek-boned and fanatical  almost Chinese  were fiercely confident, and why they paused was not self-evident; for the man who held a hand behind his back was armed, and with something heavy, as the angle of his shoulder proved.

Diana saved that second. Her animal instinct was quicker than Ommonys eye, that read anticipation in the faces in front of him. She nearly knocked Ommony over again as she reversed the direction of effort, broke the collar- hold and sprang past him, burying her fangs in something (Ommony knew that gurgling, smothered growl). She had knocked him sidewise and he spun to regain his balance while a ten-pound tulwar split the whistling air where his back had been. He was just in time to seize the wrist that swung the weapon  seize it with both hands and wrench it forward in the direction of effort. The saw-edged tulwar clattered on the paving-blocks, but the enemy did not fall, for Diana had him by the throat and was wrenching in the opposite direction. It was Dawa Tsering!

The Hillmans hands groped for the hounds forelegs; to wrench those apart was his only chance, unless Ommony could save him. A spring tiger-trap was more likely to let go than Diana with a throat-hold. Ommony took the only chance in sight; he yelled Guard! to Diana, and crashed his fist into the Hillmans jaw, knocking him flat on his back as Diana let up for a fraction of a second to see what the new danger might be. He seized her by the tail then and dragged her off before she could rush in to worry her fallen foe.

Her turn again! Struggling to free herself, she dragged Ommony in a half- circle, nearly pulling him off his feet as the man in the doorway lunged with a long old-fashioned sword. The third man seemed to prefer discretion, for he still lurked in the shadow, but the man with the sword came on, using both hands now and raising the sword above his head for a swipe that should finish the business.

There was nothing for it but to let Diana go. Ommony yelled Guard! again, and jumped for the saw-edged tulwar that had clattered away into the shadow. His foot struck it and he stooped for it as the swordsman swung. The blow missed. Diana seized the foe from behind and ripped away yards of his long cloak. Dawa Tsering struggled to his feet, more stunned by the blow on the back of his head when he fell than mangled by Dianas jaws; he staggered and seemed to have no sense of direction yet.

And now Ommony had the tulwar. He was no swordsman, but neither was his antagonist, who was furthermore worried by Diana from the rear.

Guard, girl! Ommony yelled at her, and discipline overcame instinct. She began to keep her distance, rushing in to scare the man and scooting out of reach when he turned to use his weapon. The third man possibly had no sword, for he still lurked in the doorway. Ommony ran, calling Diana, who came bounding after him, turning at every third stride or so to bark thunderous defiance.

The strange thing was that no crowd had come. The walls had echoed Dianas barks and Ommonys sharp yells to her, that must have sounded like the din of battle in the stone-walled silence. It was almost pitch-dark now, and there were no lights from the upper windows, although the glow of street-lights was already visible like an aura against the sly. The whole affair began to seem like a dream, and Ommony felt his hip pocket to make sure the jade was still there. He paused in the throat of the narrow passage by which he had come, sent the hound in ahead of him, and turned to see if he was followed. He heard footsteps, and waited. In that narrow space, with Diana to guard his back, he felt he could protect himself with the tulwar against all-comers.

But it was only one man  Dawa Tsering  holding a cloth to his throat and walking unsteadily.

Give me back my weapon, Ommonee!

The words, spoken in Prakrit, were intelligible enough but gurgled, as if his throat was choked and hardly functioning. Diana tried to rush at him, but Ommony squeezed her to the wall and grabbed her collar.

Down! he ordered, and she crouched at his feet, growling.

Aye, hold her! I have had enough of that incarnated devil. Give me my knife, Ommonee!

You call this butchers ax a knife! You rascal, its not a minute since you tried to kill me with it!

Aye, but that is nothing. I missed. If you were dead, you might complain. Give me the knife and be off!

Ommony laughed. You propose to have another crack at me, eh?

Not I! Those Lamas area lousy gang! They told me I could come to no harm if I obeyed them and said my prayers! Their magic is useless. That she-devil of thine has torn my throat out! I doubt if I shall ever sing again. Give me the knife, and I will go back to the Hills. I wish I had never left Spiti!

I told you I am a friend, said Ommony, spearing about in his mind for a clue as to how to carry on.

Aye. I wish I had believed you. Give me the knife.

Do you know your way around Delhi?

No. May devils befoul the city! That is, I know a little. I can find my way to the te-rain.

Ommony felt in his pocket, found an envelope, and penciled an address on it in bold printed characters.

Midway between ten and eleven oclock tonight, go out into the streets and get into the first gharry* you meet.

Give that to the driver. If the driver cant read it, show it to passers-by until you find someone who can. Then drive straight to that address, and I will pay the gharry-wallah.* If your throat needs doctoring, it shall have it.

And my knife?

I will return it to you tonight, at that address.

All right. I will come there.

I suppose, if I had given you the knife back now, you would have killed me with it!

Maybe. But you are no fool, Ommonee! You had better go quickly, before those Lamas find some way of making trouble for you.

Ommony accepted that advice, although he did not believe that, if they really were Lamas, they would go out of their way to make trouble for anyone outside their own country. It is one thing to attack an intruder; quite another thing to follow a man through the streets and murder him. He was glad he had hurt nobody. Dawa Tserings hurt was plainly not serious. There is no satisfaction whatever in violence (if it can possibly be avoided) to a man of Ommonys temperament. He walked in a hurry along the narrow, winding passageways and found the street again, bought food for Diana, gave her the package to carry (for she was temperamentally dangerous in a crowd after having used her jaws in action, unless given something definite to do), and after fifteen minutes search found a gharry, in which he drove to McGregors office. McGregor was not there, so he pursued him to his bungalow, where he fed Diana and examined curios for fifteen minutes before deciding what to say.

McGregor understood that perfectly. He might not know Ommony as he knew files, the law of probabilities, and criminal statistics; he might, from deep experience, mistrust his own opinion; but he did know that when Ommony poked around in that way, picking up things and replacing them, it was wise to wait and not ask questions. He smoked and watched his servant putting studs into a clean dress-shirt.

Have you one man you can absolutely bet on, who could take a package to Tilgaun and could be trusted not to monkey with it on the way, or lose it, or let it get stolen? he asked at last.

Number 17  Aaron Macauley, the Eurasian, is leaving for Simla on tonights train. He would probably want to spend a day or two in Simla, but he could go on to Tilgaun after that. Hes quite dependable.

Yes. Id trust Aaron Macauley. I want a small box, stout paper, string and sealing-wax.

McGregor produced them and watched Ommony wrap up the piece of jade and seal it with his own old-fashioned signet-ring. He addressed the package to Miss Hannah Sanburn at the Tilgaun Mission.

Better tell Macauley it contains bank-notes, said Ommony. Thatll give him a sense of importance and keep him from being too curious. Tell him to ask Miss Sanburn to keep the package there for me until I come.

All right. Now whats the theory?

Nothing much. I was attacked just now  not serious. The man who got the worst of it will join us after dinner. Ill give you all the grizzly details then. Might possibly surprise you. See you again at Mrs. Cornock- Campbells.

Who is a fountain of surprises, said McGregor, smiling. Meanwhile, how about protection? Do you want a body-guard? It was not exactly clear why he was smiling.

No, said Ommony, looking contemplatively at Diana, who appeared to have fallen asleep on a Bukhara rug, Ive got a more than usually good one, thanks. Observe.

He started on tiptoe for the door. Diana reached it several strides ahead of him and slipped out first, to sniff the wind and make sure that the shadows held no lurking enemy.

If men were as faithful as dogs, he began. But McGregor laughed:

Theyre not. Faith, very largely, is absence of intelligence. Intelligence has to be trained to be honest; it has no morals otherwise. Without a good Scots grounding in religion, the greater the intelligence the worse the crook.

Oh, rot! said Ommony, and walked out, leaving McGregor chuckling.


CHAPTER VI. Missish-Anbun is mad.

A certain poet, who was no fool, bade men take the cash and let the credit go. I find this good advice, albeit difficult to follow. Nevertheless, it is easier than what most men attempt. They seek to take the cash and let the debit go, and that is utterly impossible; for as we sow, we reap.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



EVEN since the Armistice, when military glory topped the rise and started on the down-grade of a cycle, there are still worse fates than being wealthy in your own right and the wife of a colonel commanding a Lancer regiment  even if your children have to go to Europe to be schooled, and your husband is under canvas half the time. And there are much worse fates than dining with Mrs. Cornock-Campbell, anywhere, in any circumstances. To be in a position to invite yourself to dinner at her Delhi bungalow means that, whatever your occupation, you may view life now and then from the summit, looking downward. Viceroys come and go. Mrs. Cornock-Campbell usually educates their wives.

They say she knows everything  even why the German Crown Prince once cut short a tour of India; and that, of course, means she is no longer in the bloom of youth, and never indiscreet, for you dont learn state secrets by being young and talkative.

Ommony is one of her pet cronies, though they rarely meet (which is the way things happen in India). He looks such a blunt old-fashioned bachelor in a dinner-jacket dating from away before the war, the contrast he creates with modern artificial cynicism is so satisfying, and he so utterly lacks pose or pretense, that he brings out all her vivacity (which is apt to be chilled when imitation people assume manners for the sake of meals).

The talk, for the hour while dinner lasted, was of anything in the world but Ringding Lamas and the Ahbor country. Ommony was probed for epigrams, coined in the depths of his forest, that should make John McGregor wince and laugh  such statements as that You can look for faults or virtue. Vultures prefer ullage. Suit yourself. A man sees his own vices and his own virtues reflected in his neighbor  nothing else! Anothers crimes are what you yourself would commit under equally strong pressure. His virtues are greater than your own, if only because theyre less obvious. The most indecent exhibition in the world is virtue without her cloak on! Not polite exactly, (particularly not to the chief of the Secret Service), but not tainted by circumlocution. And again: They say the fact that people work entitles them to vote. Horses work harder than men! Soap-box nonsense! The only excuse for work is that you like it, and the only honest objection to loafing is that its bad for you.

John McGregor, in the rare hours when he is not feeling the pulse of Indias restless underworld, is an addict of the Wee Free Kirk with convictions regarding the devil.

A personal devil? said Ommony. I wish there was one! Hell breeds more dangerous stuff than that! If I thought there was a devil, Id vote for him. Hed clean up politics.

John McGregor, ganglion of Indias crime statistics and acquainted with all evil at first hand, was shocked, to Mrs. Cornock-Campbells huge delight.

Now, John! What have you to say to that?

McGregor cracked a nut nervously and sipped at his Madeira.

He could find a host of half-baked theorists to praise him for the blasphemy, he said deliberately, but the ultimate appalling circumstance of being damned is a high price for applause.

Ommony laughed. Id rather be thought damned by a man I respect than be praised by damned fools, he retorted. We three will meet beyond the border, Mae. Im looking forward to it. I cant see anything unpleasant in death, except the morbid business of dying. May there be no moaning at the bar when I put out to sea. It looks as if I might be the first of the three of us to take that trip.

So, by a roundabout route, the conversation drifted to its goal. Over her shoulder, at the piano, in the rose and ivory music-room after dinner Mrs. Cornock-Campbell tossed the question that brought secrets to the surface. John says you are going to the Ahbor country.

John McGregors eyes glowed with anticipation, but he crossed his legs and lit a cigarette, throwing himself back into the shadow of an antique chair to hide the smile.

Going to try, said Ommony. My sister and Fred Terry disappeared up there twenty years ago. They left no trace.

Are you sure?

She went on playing from Chopin and Ommony did not notice the inflection of her voice; he was listening to the pianos overtones, vaguely displeased when she closed the piano without finishing the nocturne.

I was at Tilgaun seven months ago, she said. Colin (that was her husband) had to go to Burma, so I went to Darjeeling. I heard of the Marmaduke Mission, and grew curious. I wrote, and Miss Sanburn kindly invited me to come and stay with her. The most delightful place. Please pass me a cigarette.

Did Hannah mention me? asked Ommony.

Indeed she did. You seem to be her beau ideal; and funnily enough she said you, and the Lama Tsiang Samdup must have been twin brothers in a former incarnation! She told me you and he have never met each other, although you are co-trustees with her under Marmadukes will. It sounds like Gilbert and Sullivan. I didnt see the Lama, but I did meet someone else who is quite as interesting.

McGregor crossed his legs and blew smoke at the ceiling.

How well do you know Miss Sanburn? asked Mrs. Cornock-Campbell at the end of a minutes silence. She was watching Diana, stretched out on the bearskin, hunting gloriously in a dream-Valhalla. If she saw Ommonys face it was through the corner of one eye.

Oh, as well as a man can ever hope to know a very unusual woman, said Ommony.

That doesnt go deep  does it! I admit I suspected you at first. Then I remembered how long I have known you and  well  youre unorthodox, and youre a rebel, but  I couldnt imagine you leaving a child nameless.

What on earth do you mean? asked Ommony.

So I suspected Marmaduke  naturally. But all sorts of dates and circumstances turned up quite casually, which eliminated him.I was at Tilgaun a whole month before I was quite sure that Miss Sanburn is not a mother. I was almost disappointed! She is such a dear  I admire her so much  that it would have given me a selfish satisfaction to know such an abysmal secret, and to keep it even on a deathbed! However, the child is not hers. She calls her an adopted daughter, though I doubt that there are any legal papers. The girl is white. Shes about twenty. The strangest part is this: that the girl disappears at intervals.

This is all news to me, said Ommony. Mac said something, but

It isnt news you iconoclast! Its a most romantic mystery. The girl was there when I arrived. She wouldnt have been; but you know what a business it is to get to Tilgaun. I was supposed to wait for ponies and servants from the mission; they didnt come, and as there was a party of rajahs people going, I traveled with them. They were in a hurry, so I reached the mission quite a number of days before I was expected, and I met the girl on the far side of the rope bridge just before you reach Tilgaun  you remember the place? Theres a low steep cliff with only a narrow passage leading out of it. She was sitting there nursing a twisted ankle  nothing serious  but she couldnt get away without my seeing her; and of course it never entered my head to suspect that she would want to avoid me. She told me her name was Elsa.

That was my sisters name, remarked Ommony, who had an old-fashioned way of growing sentimental when that name cropped up among intimates.

I lent her a spare pony and she rode up to the mission with me. Jolly  she was the jolliest girl I have ever seen, all laughter and intelligence  with strange sudden fits of demureness  or perhaps that isnt the right word. Freeze isnt the right word either. She would suddenly lapse into silence and her face would grow absolutely calm  not expressionless, but calm  like a Chinese girls. It was as if she were two distinct and separate women. But shes white. I watched her finger-nails.

Might be Chinese, Ommony suggested. Theyre given to laughter, and their finger-nails dont show the dark lunula when theyre pressed. Hannah Sanburn receives all comers at the mission.

I am certain she is English, Mrs. Cornock-Campbell answered. But as far as I could judge she speaks Tibetan and several dialects perfectly. Her English hasnt a trace of Chi-chi accent. She has been wonderfully educated. She has art in every fiber of her being  plays the piano fairly well  mostly her own compositions, and you may believe me or not, theyre fit to be played by a master. And she draws perfectly, from memory. That night at supper, and afterward, she talked incessantly and kept on illustrating what she meant by drawing on sheets of paper  wonderful things  not caricatures  snap-shots of people and things she had seen. Wait; Ive kept some of them. Let me show you.

She found a portfolio and laid it on Ommonys lap. He turned over sheet after sheet of pencil drawings that seemed to have caught motion in the act  yaks, camels, oxen, Tibetan men and women taken in mid-smile, old monastery doorways, flowers  done swiftly and with humor. There was a sureness of touch that men work lifetimes to achieve; and there was a quality that almost nobody in this age has achieved  a sort of spirit of antiquity, as simple as it was indefinable in words. It was as if the artist knew that things are never what they seem, but was translating what she saw of things origins into modern terms that could be understood. The drawings were of yesterday, clothed in the garments of today and looking forward to tomorrow.

She seemed to see right through you, Mrs. Cornock-Campbell went on. I dont believe the smartest man in the world could fool that girl. She has the something within that men instinctively recognize and dont try to take liberties with. She seemed equally familiar with Tibetan and European thought, as well as life, and to know all the country to the northward. I gathered she had been to Lhasa, which seems incredible, but she spoke of it as if she knew the very street-stones, and youll see there are sketches of bits of Lhasa in that portfolio  notice the portrait of the Dalai-Lama and the sketch of the southern gate.

And all the while the girl talked Miss Sanburn seemed as proud and as uncomfortable as a martyr at the stake! When Elsa began to talk of Lhasa I thought Miss Sanburn would burst with anxiety; you could see she was on the perpetual point of cautioning her not to be indiscreet, but she restrained herself with a forced smile that made me simply love her. I know Miss Sanburn was in agonies of terror all the time.

When Elsa had gone to bed  that was long after midnight  I asked Miss Sanburn what her surname was. She hesitated for about thirty seconds, looking at me

I know how she looked, said Ommony. Like a fighting-man with a heartache. That look has often puzzled me. What did she say?

She said: Mrs. Cornock-Campbell, it was not intended you should meet Elsa. She is my adopted daughter. There are reasons And of course at that I interrupted. I assured her I dont pry into peoples secrets. She asked me whether I would mind not discussing what little I already knew. She said: Im sorry I cant explain, but it is important that Elsas very existence should be known to as few people as possible, especially in India. Of course, I promised, but she agreed to a reservation that I might mention having met the girl, if anything I could say should seem likely to quiet inquisitive people. And that was a good thing, because I had no sooner returned to Delhi than John McGregor came to dinner and asked me pointedly whether I had seen any mysterious young woman at Tilgaun. I think John intended to investigate her with his staff of experts in  what is the right word, John?

Worms-eye views, said McGregor. Not all the kings horses nor all the kings men could have called me off, as you did with a smile and a glass of Madeira. Thus are governments corrupted.

So youre the second individual to whom I have opened my lips about it, said Mrs. Cornock-Campbell, not exactly watching Ommony, but missing none of his expression, which was of dawning comprehension.

Im beginning to understand about a hundred things, he said musingly. Youd think, though, Hannah would have told me.

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell smiled at John McGregor. Didnt you know hed say just that! Wake up, Cottswold! This isnt church! Its because youre her closest friend that youre the last person in the world she would tell. Shes a woman!

Then there were noises in the garden and Diana left off dreaming on the bearskin to growl like an earthquake.

An acquaintance of mine, said Ommony. If you can endure the smell, please let him in. Or we might try the veranda.

Diana had to be forcibly suppressed. The butler, a Goanese (which means that he had oddly assorted fears, as well as a mixed ancestry and cross-bred notions of convention, that were skin-deep and as hard as onyx) had to be rebuked for near-rebellion. And Dawa Tsering, with his neck swathed in weirdly-smelling cloth, had to be given a mat to sit on, lest he spoil the carpet. It needed that setting to make plain how innocent of cleanliness his clothes were; and his reek was of underground donkey-stables, with some sort of chemical added. (There were reasons, connected with possible eavesdroppers, why the deep veranda was unsuitable.)

And the knife, Ommonee? he asked, squatting cross-legged, admiring the room. Is this thy house? Thou art a rich man! I think I will be thy servant for a while. Is the woman thy wife? It is not good to be a womans servant. Besides, I am a poor hand at obedience. Nay, return me my knife and I will go.

Not yet, said Ommony, studying by which roundabout route it might be easiest to elicit information. He decided on the sympathetic-personal. The mans neck had plainly received attention, but the subject served. Shall I get a doctor for your neck?

Nay, Tsiang Samdup made magic and put leeches on it and some stuff that burned. Lo, I recover.

You mean the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup? The Ringding Gelong Lama? He who was at Chutter Chands this afternoon?

Ommony knew quite well whom he meant, but he wanted to convey the information to the others without putting the Hillman on guard. By the look in the Hillmans eye, his mood was talkative  boastful  a reaction from the failure of the afternoon.

Aye, the same.

I should have thought his chela would have attended to that.

Samding! Nay, they say that fellow is too sacred altogether. Not that I believe it; I could cut his throat and show them he dies gurgling and whistling like any other man! But the Lama looks after him like an old wife with a young husband and the boy maynt soil his fingers. Rebuke thy dog, Ommonee  she eyes me like a devil in the dark. So, that is better. Ohe  I wish I had never come southward! Yet, I have seen this house of thine. It is a wonder. It will serve to speak of, when I go back to Spiti and tell tales around the fire.

Ommony translated for the others benefit, and went on questioning.

I suppose you will return to Tilgaun with the Lama and his chela?

May the stars and my karma forbid! I go under the belly of a te-rain, as I came. To Kalka I go; and thence by foot on the old road to Simla, where I know a man who will pay me to carry goods to the rajah of Spiti. That is a long journey and a difficult. I shall be well paid.

Again Ommony translated.

Ask him how and where he learned that trick of riding under trains, said McGregor.

Oh, as to that, said Dawa Tsering, there are few things simpler. In my youth (he spoke as if he were already ancient, instead of perhaps two-or three-and-twenty) I desired a woman of Spiti whose husband was unwise. He should have gone on a journey oftener. And he should not have returned in such haste. I wearied of his homecomings, so I lay in wait and slew him. And the rajah of Spiti, who is a jealous man  liking to attend to all the slaying in that country, which is nevertheless too much for one individual, even if he does have an army of fifty men  fined me three hundred rupees.* Where should I get such a fortune? Yet, unless I paid it, I should have to join his army and gather fuel, which is as scarce in Spiti as an honest woman. So I ran away. And after wandering about the Hills a month or two, enjoying this and that adventure, I reached Simla, where I met a man with whom I gambled, he offering to teach me a new game, not knowing we use dice in Spiti. And his dice were loaded. So I substituted mine. And when I had won from him more than he could pay, he offered to teach me his profession.

Gambling? asked Ommony.

Nay. I never gamble. I take no chances. I do the gods a favor now and then, since it seems from all accounts they need it, but I never trust them. That fellow told me of the te-rains that run from Kalka southward, to and fro, and of the many rupees that the passengers leave in their pockets while they sleep. He supposed I would undertake the dangerous part and thereafter share the loot with him, and he showed me how to hide under a te-rain until nightfall and then  but it was easy. And I found out after a while where he hid the half of our profits, which he claimed as his share after I had done all the climbing in and out of windows in the dark. So I took what he had hidden, and, what with my own savings, the total amounted to more than a thousand rupees. Then I returned to Spiti, and I buried the money in a certain place, and went to the rajah and lied to him, saying I had earned the amount of the fine as a wood-cutter but that a certain one (who was always my enemy) had stolen the money from me on the very first night that I returned. So the rajah transferred my fine to that other man, who had to pay it, and then, of course, I had to leave Spiti again  swiftly. That other man has many friends. But I will find a way to deal with him.

When did you first meet the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup? Ommony asked.

Hah! I returned to the te-rains, being minded to make a fortune, but the gods played a scurvy trick on me. I was doing nicely; but on a certain night a fool of a policeman pounced on me at an istashun* just as I was crawling in under the wheels.

He dragged me out by the leg, and it was not a proper time to kill him, since there were many witnesses. So I raised a lamentation, saying I would ride to Delhi to the bedside of a friend, and that I had no fare. And lo, the Lama Tsiang Samdup stepped out of the te-rain and paid my fare, praying that I would permit him thus to acquire merit. So I rode with him to Delhi, he questioning me all the night-long and I at my wits end to invent sufficient lies wherewith to answer him. And in Delhi I being a stranger in the city, he set out with me to help me find my friend; and, there being no friend, we naturally did not find him, whereat the Lama wept. So it seemed to me he was a man who needed someone to look after him; moreover, he was certainly a very rich man. And I had not yet thought of a way of defeating my enemy in Spiti. Restrain thy she-dog, Ommonee; I like not the look in her eye.

Ommony put Diana outside with orders to guard the front door.

How long ago did this happen? he asked, forcing himself to look only vaguely interested as he resumed his seat.

Oh, maybe a year ago  or longer. The time passes. I agreed to serve the Lama for a while, although he wearied me with his everlasting lectures about merit, and the Wheel, and the gods know what else. Also he keeps low company  actors and singers and such folk. When he left me at Tilgaun on his way northward I was well content to rest from him a while. He gave me money, of which he has plenty although he is much too careful with it; and there were good-looking girls at the mission, which is a marvel of a place with a high wall. But I saw how to climb the wall. So it came about that there was trouble between me and Missish-Anbun  she who is Abbess of the place  a bold woman, who was not afraid to stand up to me and speak her mind. Lo, I showed her my knife and she laughed at it! I speak truth. So by the time the Lama came back from the North I was a by-word and a mockery among the people of Tilgaun, who are a despicable lot but prosperous, and full of a notion that Missish-Anbun is the cause of all good fortune. And she, of course, being a woman and unmarried (which is witchcraft) told tales to the Lama about me when he returned; whereat he (the old fool!) was distressed, saying he was answerable, in that he had left me there during his absence. He spoke much about the Wheel, and merit, and responsibility. And I, who cannot help liking the old fool, although I laugh at him  and at myself for eating rebuke from him  was ashamed. Aye, I was ashamed. He made me promise to perform acts of repentance  as he said, to offset my own sins  but as I think, because he had a use for me.

And now he had Sam-ding with him, the chela, whom all men in that part regard as a reincarnation of some ancient prodigy who has been dead so long that his bones must have dissolved into powder. (But the priests tell just such tales, and who can say they are not true?)

And there was much excitement over a piece of green stone. It had disappeared from somewhere up North, although none mentioned the name of the place whence it had come, but I had heard something, and the rest I saw. There had come a man from Ahbor to the mission, dying of a belly-wound, and if my advice had been asked he would have been left to die outside the wall, because those Ahbors are devils. I have heard they eat corpses, which is a dogs business, and I know none dares to enter their country. But Missish-Anbun is mad, and she took him into the mission, where they stitched up the belly-wound and tried to make him live. But he died, and they found the stone in his clothing, and Missish-Anbun kept it. There was much talk about the stone, for the most part nonsense; some said this, and some said that, but it was clear enough that whoever really owned the stone had set inquiries going and a rumor had been spread that there was danger in possessing it.

I had made up my mind to steal the stone from Missish-Anbun and discover how much it might be worth to a man of some skill in bargaining; for it seemed to me there could not be much danger to me as long as I had my knife.  Where is my knife, Ommonee? Presently? Well, dont forget to return it to me. That knife and my future are one.

As I was saying, I was about to steal the stone. But a girl in the mission  one whose virtue I had satisfactory reason to suspect  forestalled me. She took the stone and ran with it toward the house of Sirdar Sirohe Singh, who is a prince of devils, and a father of lice, and no good. (He had warned me to leave Tilgaun, and I had told him who his father was.)

And there had come a rat of a man named Tin Lal to Tilgaun, too much given to asking questions. Him I was minded to slay, because that girl, whose virtue I say was not such as others seemed to think, no longer smiled at me when I sat in the sun near the mission gate, but took more notice of Tin Lal than was seemly. Night after night I had waited for her, and it came to my ears too late that there was a reason, that concerned me, for the smile in Tin Lals impudent eye. I whetted the edge of my knife on a stone by the image of the Lord Buddha that is set into a niche in the mission wall.

But the girl stole the stone and ran off with it, and Tin Lal waited for her at a narrow place where the path to the sirdars house runs between a cliff on the one hand and a deep ravine on the other  a place where the eagles nest and there is mist ascending from the waterfall below. He pushed her into the ravine and climbed down after her, taking the stone. And then he disappeared. And Sirdar Sirohe Singh, who is a dog  whose liver is crawling lice  whose heart is a dead fish, accused me of the deed. There was talk of bringing me before the rajah, and there was other talk of driving me away.

Nevertheless, I had promised the Lama I would wait for him in Tilgaun. I was not minded that my time had come. Moreover, I am one who keeps promises. So I slew the loudest talkers  very secretly, by night; and after that there was not so much insolence toward me when I passed up and down the village.

Ohe  but I was weary of Tilgaun! And when the Lama came he at first believed I had slain the girl and stolen the stone. But he is not entirely a fool in all respects, and the chela Samding has more brains than a grown man with a beard down to his belly. It was the chela who said that if I had in truth stolen the stone I would certainly have run away with it and not have stayed in Tilgaun like an eagle hatching eggs. And the Lama, having listened to a million lies and discovered the truth like a bird in the mist among them, told me I might earn much merit by following the trail of Tin Lal to the southward and recovering the stone. The Lama Tsiang Samdup said to me, Slay not, but obtain the stone from Tin Lal and I will pay thee more for it than any other dozen men would pay. And he named a price  a very great price, which set me to dreaming of the girls in Spiti, and of a valley where I am minded someday to build a house.

So I, having furthermore a grudge of my own against Tin Lal, agreed, and I followed the rat Tin Lal to Delhi, where, as I have told you, I saw him, through the shop-window where the snake is, sell the stone to Chutter Chand, the jeweler.

But the Lama and Samding had come to Delhi likewise, and to them I told what I had seen, having lost sight of Tin Lal in the crowd. And now give me back the knife, Ommonee, that I may hunt for Tin Lal. I have an extra grudge against him. Has he not robbed me of the price the Lama would have paid me for the stone? Ohe  my honor and my anger and his end are one! Give me the knife, Ommonee.

The Hillman smiled winningly, as one who has talked his way into a hard mans heart. He held his hand out, leaning forward as he squatted on the mat.

Tin Lal is in the jail, said Ommony.

Oh, is that so? That makes it easy. I will wait outside the jail. They will not keep him in there forever.

What is that house, where you tried to kill me this afternoon? Ommony asked.

A place kept by Tibetans, where the Lama stays when in Delhi. That is where the actor people come to see him.

Why did you attack me?

Why not? You had said, the Lama shall have the stone. Therefore it was clear to me that you must have it. Therefore, if I should take it from you I could sell it to the Lama. I am no fool!

Ommony, with something like contentment in his eye, began to translate for the benefit of the others as much as he could remember of Dawa Tserings tale, tossing occasional questions to the Hillman to get him to repeat some detail. It was the company the Lama kept that seemed to interest him most.

If you like, said McGregor, when the tale was finished, Ill have those Tibetans searched.

Ommony was about to refuse that offer, but his words were cut short by an uproar on the porch. Diana  on guard and therefore unable to be tempted from her post  was barking like a battery of six-pounders. He strode into the hall and listened  heard retreating footsteps  someone in no hurry pad-pad-padding firmly on soft-soled shoes toward the garden gate.

He opened the door. Diana glanced angrily at a long, narrow, white envelope that lay on the porch floor under the electric light, and resumed her furious salvoes at the gate.

So-ho, old lady  someone you knew brought a letter, eh? You werent indignant till he threw it down and retreated. You never said a word while he was coming up the path. He wetted his finger and tested the hot night air. Uh-huh  winds toward you  recognized his smell  thats clear enough. All right  good dog  on guard again.

He picked up the envelope and walked into the house. Did you tell the Lama where you were coming tonight? he asked, standing over Dawa Tsering, looking down at him.

Aye. I did. Why not? How should I know, Ommonee, that this was not a trap  and I with no knife to hack my way out of it! Suppose that you had thrown me in the jail  who should then have helped me unless the Lama knew? I am no fool.

Did you tell him I said he shall have the green stone?

Nay! How often must I say I am no fool! Would he buy the stone from me, after I had told him you said he shall have it?

The letter! The letter! exclaimed Mrs. Cornock-Campbell. Are you made of iron, Cottswold? How can you hold a mysterious letter in your hand without dying to know what is in it? Give it to me! Let me open it, if you wont!

Ommony passed it to her. John McGregor lit another cigarette.


CHAPTER VII. Sarcasm? I wonder if that ever pays.

It is the teaching of financiers and statesmen, and of them who make laws, and of most religionists, that of all things a man should first seek safety  for his own skin  for his own money  for his own soul. Yet I find this teaching strange; because of all the dangers in the universe, the greatest lies in self-preferment.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THE letter was written on the same long, ivory-colored paper as that which had reached McGregors office in the silver tube, but this time it was not European hand writing, although the words were English. Someone more used to a brush, such as the Chinese use, and who regarded every pen-stroke as a work of art in true relation to the whole; had taken a quill pen and almost painted what he had to say, in terse strong sentences.



To Cottswold Ommony, Esquire,
At the house of his friend.

May Destiny mete you full measure of mercy. The piece of jade is neither yours nor mine. By deeds in the valley of indecision a soul ascends or descends. You are one to whom reward is no inducement; to whom honor is no more than wealth a pleasing substitute for right doing. There is nothing done in this life that is not balanced by justice in the lives to come and the ultimate is peace. So do. And not by anothers hand are deeds done; nor is the end accomplished without doing all that lies at the beginning. Thus the beginning is the end, and the end the beginning, as a circle having no beginning and no end, from which is no escape but by the Middle Way, which lies not yonder but at the feet of him who searches. Take the stone to Tilgaun, which is one stage of the journey to the place whence it came. From Tilgaun onward let those be responsible on whom the burden falls. There is danger in anothers duty. Peace be with you. Peace give you peace that you may multiply it.

Tsiang Samdup.



Mrs. Cornock-Campbell read the letter aloud. Not smiling, she passed it to Ommony and watched his face. He read it twice, frowning, and gave it to McGregor, who emitted his staccato, fox-bark laugh, which Diana heard and answered with one deep musical bay from the porch. That links him technically-tight, said McGregor, folding the letter with decisive finger-strokes and stowing it into his pocket. Where did he learn to write such English?

Oxford, said Ommony. He took D.D. and LL.D. Degrees, or so Marmaduke told me. Were not the only section of humanity that runs to Secret Service, Mac. We look for one thing, they for another. There isnt much they dont know about us, along the line that interests them.

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell looked incredulous.

A Ringding Gelong Lama  an English Doctor of Divinity? Wonders dont cease, do they! What could he gain by taking that degree? Amusement? Are they as subtle as all that?

Subtle, yes. Amusement, no, said Ommony, frowning darkly. How spike the guns of the persistent missionary, unless they know how the guns are loaded? Thats the gist of one of his letters to me. But damn the man! Why couldnt he meet me by appointment instead of writing this stuff? Ive suspected him for some time of

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell laughed. He evidently knows you, Cottswold, better than you know him.

Know him? Ive never met him! Ommony retorted. I saw him today for the first time, from behind a brass Buddha in Chutter Chands shop. Thereve been lots of times when he ought to have met me, to talk over details in connection with the trusteeship, but it all had to be done by correspondence. He has set his signature to every paper I drew up, and he has agreed to every proposal I have made. Confound him! Why is he afraid of me? Why couldnt he come in, instead of leaving that fool letter on the door-step?

Wise letter! (Mrs. Cornock-Campbell went back to the piano. None but Rimsky-Korsakov could describe her sensations.) He evidently knows how to manage you. Do you ever bet, John? I will bet you five rupees I know whats next!

John McGregor drew a five-rupee note from his pocket and laid it on the piano. Mrs. Cornock-Campbell began playing. Dawa Tsering, his head to one side like a birds, watched her fingers, listening intently.

There are devils inside the machine, he said after a while. Give me my knife, Ommonee, and let me go. But Ommony, pacing the floor, both hands behind him, frowning, took no notice of anyone. He was away off in a realm of conjecture of his own.

Remember: I stand to lose five dibs! McGregor remarked at the end of five minutes. Suppose you put me out of agony. Im Scots, you know!

Damn! Ommony exclaimed. Why cant he take me into his confidence? I hate to suspect a man. Pen and ink anywhere?

I lose, said Mrs. Cornock-Campbell, nodding toward a gilt-and-ivory writing desk against the wall. Take back your five rupees, John. Youll find a five of mine being used as a book-mark in one of those volumes of Walter Pater on the shelf. Put something in its place.

McGregor paid himself. Ommony at the desk tore up sheet after sheet of paper, chuckled at last, and wrote a final draft. There, that should do. Thats obscure enough. That hoists him with his own petard. Why dont women ever have clean blotting-paper?

He showed what he had written to McGregor, who read it aloud, Mrs. Cornock-Campbell playing very softly while she listened.

To the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup, in the place where he has chosen to secrete himself.

I will take the Middle Way if I can find it, and I hope neither of us may get lost. I wish you all success.

Cottswold Ommony.

Sarcasm? said Mrs. Cornock-Campbell. I wonder if that ever pays.

Well see!

Ommony sealed up the envelope, on which he had written simply Tsiang Samdup, and stood over Dawa Tsering.

Take this letter to the Lama. Come back here with proof you have delivered it, and you shall have your knife.

Send him in my dog-cart, McGregor advised. My sais* is one of those rare birds who do as theyre told. He doesnt talk or ask questions.

So Dawa Tsering was seen on to the back seat of the dog-cart, with a horse-blanket under him to keep grease off the cushion, and the conference was resumed. McGregor questioned Ommony narrowly concerning the events of the afternoon, and particularly as to the exact location of the courtyard where the attack had taken place.

It doesnt look to me as if they meant to kill you, he said at last. It seems to me they were hell-bent on merely driving you away. Um-tiddley-um- tum-tum  weve made a mess of this  we should have had that building watched. Katherine, I will bet these ten rupees that our friend from Spiti draws blank.

Men are unintuitive creatures, Mrs. Cornock-Campbell answered. No, John, I wont bet. The obvious thing was to take the Lama at his word and go straight to Tilgaun. I supposed Cottswold would see that, but he didnt  did you? What is the objection?

This, said Ommony, pausing, looking obstinate, he is either my friend, or he isnt. He has every reason to be frank with me. He has chosen the other line. All right.

All wrong! she answered, chuckling. In that letter, in his own way, he invited you to trust him.

I dont! remarked Ommony, shutting his jaws with a snap that could be heard across the room.

He refused to explain himself. He was not quite sure he could have done that, but had no inclination to try. If he had opened his lips it would have been to invite McGregor to throw a plain-clothes cordon around that house at the end of the courtyard, search the place and expose its secrets.

Habitual self-control alone prevented that. Twenty years of living courteously in a conquered country, making full allowance for the feelings of those who must look to him for justice, had bred a restraint that ill-temper could not overthrow. But he did not dare to let himself speak just then. He preferred to be rude  took up a book and began reading.

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell went on playing. John McGregor smoked in silence, pulling out the Lamas letter, reading it over and over, trying to discover hidden meanings. So more than an hour went by with hardly a word spoken, and it was long after midnight when the wheels of McGregors returning dog-cart skidded on the loose gravel of the drive at the rear of the house and Diana awoke on the porch to tell the moon about it.

Dawa Tsering was admitted through the back door and shepherded in by the butler, who held his nose, but who was not otherwise so lacking in appreciation as to shut the door tight when he left the room. Ommony strode to the door, opened it wide, looked into the frightened eyes of the Goanese and watched him until he disappeared through a swinging door at the end of the passage.

Now, he said, shutting the door tight behind him.

The Lama is gone! Dawa Tsering announced dramatically. If I had had my knife I would have slain the impudent devil who gave me the news! Tripe out of the belly of a pig is his countenance! Eggs are his eyes! He is a ragyaba!*

The son of evil pretended not to know me! When I offered him the letter for the Lama he growled that Tsiang Samdup and his chela had gone elsewhere. When I bade him let me in, that I might see for myself, he answered ignorantly.

Ignorantly? How do you mean?

He struck me with a bucket, of which the contents were garbage unsuitable to a man of my distinction. So I crowned him with the bucket  thus  not gently  and his head went through the bottom of the thing, so that, as it were, he wore a helmet full of smells and could no longer see. So then I smote him in the belly with my fist  thus  and with my foot  thus  as he fell. And then I came away. And there is the letter. Smell it. Behold the dirt on it, in proof I lie not. Now give me my knife, Ommonee.

Ommony went into the hall and produced the knife from behind the hat- rack. Dawa Tsering thumbed the edge of the blade lovingly before thrusting the weapon into its leather scabbard inside his shirt.

Now I am a man again, he said devoutly. They would better avoid me with their buckets full of filth!

Ommony studied him in silence for a moment. Did you ever have a bath? he asked curiously.

Aye. Tsiang Samdup and his chela made me take one whenever they happened to think fit. That is how I know they are not especially holy. There is something heretical about them that I do not understand.

I am worse than they, said Ommony. No doubt. They have their good points.

I have none! You must wash yourself as often as I tell you, and I shall give the order oftener than they did! From now on, you are my servant.

But who says so?

I do.

You desire me?

No, because I already have you. I can dispose of you as I see fit, said Ommony. I can send you to the jail for killings and for train-robberies, and for trying to murder me this afternoon. Or I can bid you work out the score in other ways.

That is true, more or less. Yes, there is something in what you say, Ommonee.

It is not more or less true. It is quite true.

How so? Have I not my knife? Would you like to fight me? I can slay that she-dog of thine as easily as I can lay thy bowels on the floor.

No, said Ommony, no honorable man could do that to his master. Are you not an honorable man?

None more so!

And I am your master, so that settles it.

Dawa Tsering looked puzzled; there was something in the reasoning that escaped him. But it is what men do not understand that binds them to others chariot wheels.

Well  I do not wish to return to Spiti  yet, he said reflectively. But about the bath  how often? Besides, it is contrary to my religion, now I come to think of it.

Change your religion, then. Now no more argument. Which way has the Lama gone?

Oh, as to that  I suppose I could discover that. How much will you pay me?

Thirty rupees a month, clean clothing, two blankets and your food.

That is almost no pay at all, said Dawa Tsering. To make a profit at that rate, I should have to eat so much that my belly would be at risk of bursting. There is discomfort in so much eating.

They would give you enough to eat and no more, without money, in the jail, said Ommony, and you would have to obey a babu, and be shaved by a contractor, and make mats without reward. And if you were very well behaved, they would let you rake the head jemadars garden. Moreover, Tin Lal, who is also in the jail, would mock you at no risk to himself, since you would have no knife; and because he is clever and malignant he would constantly get you into trouble, laughing when you were punished. And since he is only in the jail for a short time, and you would be in for a long time, there would be no remedy. However, suit yourself.

You are a hard man, Ommonee!

I am. I have warned you.

Oh, well: I suppose it is better so. A soft knife is quickly dulled, and men are the same way. Yielding men are not dependable. Pay me a months wages in advance, and tomorrow we will buy the blankets.

But beginnings are beginnings. A foundation not well laid destroys the whole edifice.

From now on until I set you free, your desires are nothing, Ommony said sternly. You consider my needs and my convenience. When I have time to consider yours, it will remain to be seen whether I forget or not. Go and wait on the porch. Try to make friends with the dog; she can teach you a lot you must learn in one way or another. If the dog permits you leisure for thought, try to imagine which way the Lama may have gone.

Dawa Tsering went out through the hall, too impressed by the novelty of the situation even to mutter to himself. Ommony went to the window and said two or three words to Diana, whose long tail beat responsively on the teak boards. Presently came the sound of Dawa Tserings voice:

O thou: my time has not come to be eaten.* Have wisdom!

A low rumbling growl announced that Diana was considering the situation, keeping Ommonys command in mind.

I have no doubt thou art a very evil devil!

Again the growl, followed by a thump and the shuffling sound of Dawa Tsering squatting himself on the porch.

So  thus. We will see whether Ommonee knows what he is doing. Attack me, and die, thou mother of fangs and thunder! Then I will know it is not my karma to obey this Ommonee. Lie still, thou earthquake, and I will His voice dropped to a murmur and died away. Thoughts too obscure for expression seemed to have riveted his whole attention. Ommony, peering through the shutter slats, could see him sitting almost within arms reach of the dog, staring straight in front of him at the stars on the north horizon. He turned to Mrs. Cornock-Campbell:

And now Ill go away and let you sleep. When we come to your house, Mac and I invariably forget manners and stay into the wee small hours

But at a sign from her he sat down again. She closed the piano and locked it. Cottswold, she said, tell me what you have in mind. You have said too much or too little.

I have told all I know  that is that I care to tell, even to you, Ommony answered. I suppose, as a matter of fact, Im a bit piqued. That Lama has had scores of opportunities to realize that I wouldnt betray confidences. I am told Im notorious for refusing to tell the government what I know about individuals; and the Lama is perfectly aware of that. Ive risked my job fifty times by insisting on holding my tongue. Am I right, Mac?

You are! McGregor answered with a dry smile. I remember, I once considered it my duty to advise threatening you with drastic penalties. I would have ordered you tortured, but for the cir-r-cumstance that that means of inducement is out of date. And besides, I had ma doots of its efficacy in your instance.

Ommony grinned. He preferred that praise to all the orders in the almanac. So, damn the Lama! he went on fervently. He has kept aloof for twenty years. Im satisfied theres something hes deliberately keeping from me. Ive no notion what it is, but that piece of jade is probably connected with it. Im going to track him  tempt him  force his hand.

Are you sure youve no notion what hes keeping from you? Mrs. Cornock- Campbell asked; and Ommony stared hard at her, while McGregor blew smoke at the ceiling.

Perhaps I have a sort of notion  yes, he answered slowly. Sometimes I suspect he knows what took Fred Terry and my sister to the Ahbor country.

And?

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell studied him with dark blue eyes that seemed to search for something lacking in his mental make-up.

He may know what became of them.

Mrs. Cornock-Campbell smiled and sighed. Well  we three will meet again before you go, I suppose?

No, said Ommony. I expect to be gone before daybreak. Ill write when I get the chance. If we dont meet again this side of Yamas* Bar

This is India  it might happen, she answered. Your friendship has been one of five things that have made my life in India worth while.

Oh, nonsense, he said gruffly. The least trace of sentiment frightened him.

Im glad Ive helped, she went on. Its a privilege to have friends like you and John McGregor, who dont imagine theyre in love when you share their confidences! Good night. I dont believe youre going to your doom. I think Id know it if you were.

Doom? There isnt any! Theres only a reshuffling of the cards, said Ommony. Good night.


CHAPTER VIII. The Middle Way

We live in the eternal Now, and it is Now that we create our destiny. It follows, that to grieve over the past is useless and to make plans for the future is a waste of time. There is only one ambition that is good, and that is: so to live Now that none may weary of lifes emptiness and none may have to do the task we leave undone.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



NO MAN can learn any more of India in twenty years, or in any length of time, than he can learn about himself; and that is a mystery, but it is the door to understanding. And that is why men like Ommony and John McGregor, who have given to India the whole of their active lives, will say in good faith that they know very little about the country. It is also why they are guarded in their praise of viceroys, and candidly suspicious of all politicians; why they listen to the missionary with emotion not entirely disconnected from cold anger; and why, when they return to England in late life, ripened by experience, they do not become leaders of men. Knowing how easily and how often they have deceived others and themselves have been deceived, they do not dare to pose as prophets.

However, there are naturally some things that they do know, guide-books, government reports and experts notwithstanding.

They know (some of them) that news travels up and down India without the aid of wire, semaphore or radio, and faster than any mechanical means yet invented can imitate. It seems to travel almost with the speed of thought, but although it gets noised abroad none will ever tell which individual released it.*

They also know that there are routes of travel, unconnected with the railway lines or trunk roads, not marked by recognizable signposts, and obscure to all who have not the key to them. Some of these routes are suspected to be religious in their origin and purpose; some are political, (and those are better understood). Some, they say, are survivals of forgotten periods of history when conquered people had to devise means of communication that could be kept absolutely secret from the conqueror.

At any rate, the routes are there, and are innumerable, crossing one another like lines on the palm of a mans hand. A man with the proper credentials (and whatever those are, they are neither written nor carried on the person) can travel from end to end of India, not often at high speed, but always secretly; and the strange part is, that he may cross a hundred other routes as unknown to himself as the one he travels by is secret from other people.

The routes are opened, closed and changed mysteriously. The men who use them seldom seem to know their exact detail in advance, and the fact that a man has traveled once by one of them (or even a dozen times) is no proof that he can return the same way. The underground route by which runaway slaves were smuggled from South to North before the Civil War in the United States is a crude and merely suggestive illustration of how the system works; and one thing is certain: these so-to-speak underground communications have nothing whatever to do with the ordinary pilgrim routes, although they may cross them at a thousand points. Like eternity, they seem to have neither beginning, end, nor relation to time; midnight is as high noon, and you cut into them at any time or point you please  provided that you know how.

Hotel, I supposes said McGregor, tooling the dogcart along at a slow trot through the deserted streets. (They were deserted, that is, of apparent life, but there are always scores of eyes alert in India.)

No. Set me down in the Chandni Chowk. Ill tell you where to stop.

Man alive, you cant go scouting in a dinner jacket!

Why not? Ommony asked obstinately.

McGregor did not answer.

Ommony spoke his mind in jerky sentences.

Tomorrow morning  this morning, I mean, be a good chap  pack my things at the hotel  forward them all to Tilgaun. Send some one you can trust. Let him leave them with Miss Sanburn  bring back a receipt to you.

Money? asked McGregor, nodding.

Plenty. If I need more Ill cash drafts on Chutter Chand.

What name will you sign on them? Id better warn him, hadnt I?

No need. Ill make a mark on the drafts that hell recognize.

Going to take the dog with you?

Of course.

McGregor smiled to himself. Ommony noticed it.

By the way, Mac, dont try to keep track of me.

Um-m-m! remarked McGregor.

Ommonys jaw came forward.

I might not know but they would, Mac. You cant keep a thing like that from them. Theyd close the Middle Way against me.

McGregor whistled softly. The Middle Way to Nirvana is no particular secret; anyone may read of it in any of a thousand, books, and he may tread that Path who dares to declare war on desire. But that is esoteric, and no concern of the Secret Service. Exoterically speaking, The Middle Way is a trail that for more than a century the Secret Service has desired to learn with all its inquisitive heart.

I mean it, Mac. All bets are off unless you promise.

You neednt betray confidences, said McGregor. Youre not responsible, if I keep tabs on you.

Thats a naked lie, and you know it, Mac! I can get through, if I burn all bridges. I havent learned what little I do know by letting you know what I was doing. You know that.

Um-m-m! If youre killed  or disappear?

Thats my look-out.

As a friend, youre all right. As an assistant, youre a disappointing, independent devil! said McGregor. Youre as useful as a bellyache to open a can of corned beef with! All right. Dammit. Have your own way. Remember, I shall take you at your word. If youre ditched, theres no ambulance.

Splendid! Then heres where I vanish  pull up by that lamp-post, wont you? Well  so long, old chap. Nothing personal  eh, Mac?

No, damn you! Nothing personal. I wish I were coming with you. Good luck. Good-by, old chap.

They did not shake hands, for that might have implied that there was a dwindling friendship, to be bridged or denied recognition. Diana sprang down from behind and Dawa Tsering followed her. McGregor drove away, not looking back, and the sais  the sole occupant now of the back seat  sat with folded arms, staring straight along the middle of the street. But Ommony took no chances with the sais; he watched until the dog-cart turned a corner before he made a move of any kind.

Then he walked straight to a door between two shop-fronts and pounded on it. He had to wait about three minutes before the door was opened  gingerly, at first, then after a moments inspection, suddenly and wide.

A very sleepy-looking Jew confronted him  a Jew of the long-nosed type, with the earlock that betokened orthodoxy. He had a straggly beard, which he stroked with not exactly nervous but exceedingly alert long fingers.

Ommony! This time of night? he said in perfectly good English; but there was nothing that even resembled English about his make-up. He wore a turban of embroidered silk and a Kashmir shawl thrown over a cotton shirt and baggy pantaloons. His bare feet showed through the straps of sandals.

Let me in, Benjamin.

The Jew nodded and, holding a lantern high, led the way down a passage beside a staircase into a big room at the rear, that was piled with heaps of clothing  costumes of every kind and color, some new, some second-hand, some worthy to be reckoned antiques. There were shelves stacked with cosmetics and aromatic scents. There were saddles, saddle-cloths and blankets; tents and camp-equipment; yak-hair shirts from over the Pamirs; prayer-mats from Samarkand; second-hand dress suits from London; silk-hats, bowlers, turbans; ancient swords and pistols; match-locks, adorned with brass and turquoise and notched in the butt suggestively. And there was a smell of all the ends of Asia, that Diana sniffed and deciphered as a Sanskrit scholar reads old manuscripts.

I will have tea brought, said Benjamin, setting down the lantern and shuffling away in the dark toward the stairs. The impression was that he wanted time to think before indulging in any conversation.

Ommony sat down on a heap of blankets and beckoned Dawa Tsering to come closer to the light.

Now you know where to find me, he said abruptly. When the Jew returns he shall let you out by the back door. Find your way to that house in the courtyard. Tell those Tibetans that unless that letter  you still have it?  is delivered to the Lama, he shall never get that for which he came to Delhi. Do you understand?

Do you take me for a fool, Ommonee? You mean if he receives this letter he shall have the green stone? But that is the talk of a crazy man. Tell him he must buy the stone, and then let me do the bargaining!

Ommony betrayed no more impatience than he used to when he was teaching the puppy Diana the rudiments of her education. I see I have no use for you after all, he said, looking bored.

Huh! A blind man could see better than that. It is as clear as this lantern-light that you and I are destined to be useful to each other. Nay, Ommonee, I will not go away!  What is that? I am not worth paying? Is that so! Very well, I will stay and serve for nothing!  Do you hear me, Ommonee? Huh! Those are the words of a great one  of a bold one  but it is nothing to me that you will not have me thrown into prison if I get hence.  I say I will not go away!  You will not answer, eh?  Very well I will go with the letter and that message. Then we will see! One of these days you will tell me I was right. Where is that Jew bunnia?*

Benjamin came shuffling back along the passage, looking like an elongated specter as he stood in the door with the dark behind him. Dawa Tsering swaggered up to him demanding to be let out, and from behind the Hillmans back Ommony made a signal indicating the back door. Benjamin, very wide awake now and taking in everything with glittering black eyes, picked up the lantern and, leaving Ommony in the dark, led the way into another large room at the rear, out of which a door opened into an alley.

That one not only has a stink, he has a devil! Beware of him, Ommony! he said, returning and sitting down on the blanket pile, making no bones about it, not waiting for an invitation. He and Ommony were evidently old friends. My daughter will bring for us tea in a minute. Hey-hey! We have all grown older since you hid us in that forest of yours  where the ghosts are, Ommony, and the wolves and the tigers! Gr-r-r-agh! What a time that was! Our own people lifting hands against us! None but you believing us innocent! Tch- tch-tch! That cave was a place of terrors, but your heart was good. I left my middle-age in that cave, Ommony. Since fifteen years ago I am an old man!

The daughter came, carrying another lantern and a brass Benares tray,  a large-eyed woman with black hair, plump and the wrong side of forty, dressed in the Hindu fashion, her big breasts bulging under a yellow silk shawl. She made as much fuss over Ommony as if he were a long-lost husband but embarrassed him hardly at all, because she did not use English and the eastern words sounded less absurd than flattery does in any western tongue.

The son-in-law? Aha! said Benjamin, Mordecai does well. He is in Bukhara just now; but that is a secret. He buys Bukhara pieces from the Jews who became poor on account of the Bolshevism. Tay-yay! It is a long way to Bukhara, and no protection nowadays. We win or lose a fortune, Ommony!

The daughter poured tea into China cups that had once been a rajahs and the three drank together as if it were a sacred rite, touching cups and murmuring words that are not in any dictionary. Then the daughter went away and Ommony, leaning back against the wall, with Dianas great head on his lap, discussed things with Benjamin that would have made McGregors ears burn if he had had an inkling of them.

Yes, Ommony, yes. I know which way the Lama travels. How do I know  eh? How was it you knew that a she-bear had a young one with her. Because she ground her teeth  wasnt that so? Well, I didnt know that, but I know a little about the Lama. Let me think. There is danger, Ommony, but  but (Benjamins eyes shone, and his fingers worked nervously, as if they were kneading something concrete out of unseen ingredients)   you love danger as I love my daughter!  You remember the time when you secured the costume business for me in the Panch Mahal in Pegu  when the rajah married and spent a fortune in a week?

Ommony nodded. Together he and Benjamin had done things that are not included in the lives of routine loving mortals  things that are forbidden  things that the orthodox authorities declare are not so. And there is mirth in memories of that kind, more than in all the comedies at which one pays legitimately to look on. Benjamin cackled and stroked his beard reminiscently.

Did the rajah ever learn that you and I were actors in that play? Heh- heh-heh! Did the priests ever discover it? Teh-teh-teh-heh-heh! Oh, my people! Eh-heh! You remember how the nautch-girls* were inquisitive? Ommony, you had the key to the temple crypts in your hand that minute! What actresses they were! What incomparable artists! And what children! The half of them were in love with you, and the other half were so devoured by curiosity  ach, how they wriggled with it!  they would have betrayed the chief priest at a nod from you! And didnt they dislike me! I havent your gift, Ommony, for getting into the hearts; I can only see behind the brains. And what I see  but never mind. What times! What times! Did you never follow that up? Did you penetrate the crypts? Did you now?

No time. Had to get back to work.

Ah, well  you wouldnt tell me, I suppose. But why not once more be an actor? Ommony, you know all the Hindu plays. I have seen you act Pururavas* and  well  believe me  I sat and pinched myself  I am telling you the truth!  and even so  but listen: the Lama Tsiang Samdup is planning to take a company of actors North for certain reasons!

It would have been hard for anyone who did not know him intimately to believe that Ommony, as he sat there against the wall in an ultra-conservative English dinner jacket, could act any part except that of an unimaginative Englishman. There was not one trace of Oriental character about him, nor a hint of artistry. The only suggestion that he might be capable of more than met the eye was Benjamins manifest affection  admiration  half-familiar, half-obsequious respect.

Im ready for anything, he said in a matter-of-fact voice. The question is

Do you dare! That is the question. Hah! You have the courage of a Jew! Dare you act all parts, Ommony? Oh-oh, but the risk is  Listen! There is a troupe of actors

Benjamins long fingers began to knead the air excitedly, but Ommony sat still, staring straight before him, frowning a little  aware that Benjamin was itching to divulge a confidence.

Their director, Ommony, is a man named Maitraya  His best male actor died  He will have to act the leading roles himself unless

I dont see the advantage, Ommony objected. But he did  he saw it instantly.

Listen, Ommony! No bargain is a good one unless all concerned in it are gainers! Maitraya owes me money. He cannot pay. He is honest. He would pay me if he could. I hold his hundis.* I could ruin him. He must do as I say! Now listen! Listen!  there would be a solution of his difficulties, and  I might even be willing to advance just a little more money for his needs. He would not need much  just a little. And he must do as I say you understand! He must take you if I say so. The Lama commissioned me to engage the actors

But wont he want to know all about the actors? Ommony asked guardedly. He knew better than to turn down Benjamins proposals point-blank.

Benjamin grew suddenly calm, shot one keen glance at Ommony  and changed his weapon, so to speak, into the other hand. It began to be clear enough that Benjamin had irons of his own to heat.

Of course, if you ask me, Ommony  if you were to ask my advice  as a man to a man of business  I would ask you, why not go straight to Tilgaun, and there wait for the Lama? He is searching you say for a piece of jade, which is in your possession. Will he not follow you to Tilgaun, if you go straight there? How much trouble you would save! How much risk you would avoid!

And how much information I might lose!

Show me the jade, Ommony.

Cant. Ive sent it to Tilgaun. The Lama doesnt know that. He thinks Ive got it with me.

Well? Then if you go to Tilgaun, wont he follow you?

Undoubtedly. But I prefer to follow him. Its this way: you and I, Benjamin, have been friends for fifteen years, havent we? If you have anything you want to keep from me  I dont doubt there are lots of things  you tell me point-blank, and Im careful to shut my eyes and ears. If I stumble on anything by accident, I dismiss it from mind; I forget it. If you tell me a secret in confidence, I keep it a secret  take no advantage of you. I know you treat me in the same way. But the Lama is supposed to have been my friend for twenty years, although Ive never met him to speak to  never saw him until yesterday. He has always managed not to meet me, without ever giving any reason for it; and he has conveyed the impression that he is keeping some great secret from me, without having the courtesy to ask me to restrain natural curiosity. Now comes this piece of jade, with all sorts of mysterious side-issues. He traces it into my hands. Instead of asking me for it, and asking me, as one friend to another, not to follow up the mystery, he spies on me  deliberately counts on my honesty and courtesy  and keeps out of sight. He plans to meet me at Tilgaun, where his arm might be lots longer than mine. I used to consider him a wise old Saint, but lately he has made me suspect him of deep mischief. His spying on me is an open invitation to me to spy on him. I propose to find out all I can about him. If he has been using me as a stalking-horse all these years

You could begin at Tilgaun, Ommony, just as easily as here, said Benjamin, stroking his beard. His eyes were glittering eagerly, but friendship apparently imposed the obligation to find fault with a plan if possible before helping to carry it out.

No. He wants me to go straight to Tilgaun. I dont propose to play into his hands. The place to begin to unravel a mystery is at one or the other end of it.

He may have traced you to my place, Ommony. If you should go with Maitraya, the Lama will know it. If he thinks you have the stone in your possession, he will

Probably try to steal the stone. Im hoping he will exhaust his ingenuity. I can create a mystery on my own account; hell be puzzled. He wont dare to have me murdered until he knows for certain where the stone is. For fear of losing track of it altogether, hell have to do everything possible to preserve my life and to save me from exposure.

If he is clever, he will go straight to Tilgaun! said Benjamin. That is what I would do in his place. Then you would have to follow him.

If he does that, well and good. But if my guess is right, he has a whole network of intrigue to attend to. He proposed to have me cool my heels in Tilgaun while he attended to business on the way.

Benjamin began to pace the floor between the heaps of assorted clothing. He seemed to be torn between personal interest and desire to give Ommony the soundest possible advice. He muttered to himself. His arms moved as if he were arguing. Once he stood still with his back toward Ommony and bit his nails. Then he walked the floor again three or four times, almost stopping each time as he passed Ommony. At last he stood still in front of him.

If I tell you  things that I should not tell  what will you think of me? he asked.

Ommony laughed abruptly. Suppose I tell you first what I think you have in mind! he said. You old simpleton! Why do you suppose I came straight to you at this hour of the night? (He glanced up at the wall behind him.) You didnt get that devil-mask in Delhi! Its hanging there to inform some sort of Tibetans that theyve come to the right place. Ive known for more than nine years that youre the business agent for a monastery in the Ahbor country. However, its your secret  you dont have to tell me a thing you dont want to.

Benjamin stared at him  a rather scandalized, a rather astonished, a rather sly old Benjamin, with his turban a little to one side and his lower lip drooping. There was a hint of terror in his eyes.

How much else do you know? You? Ommony! he demanded.

Nothing. That is  no more than a blind man who knew you intimately couldnt help knowing. Shut up, if you want to. I dont pry into my friends affairs, and youre not like the Lama. Youve kept nothing from me I was entitled to know.

Not  not like the Lama! Ommony  if you knew! Benjamin began mumbling to himself in Spanish, but there were Hebrew words interspersed with it. Ommony, knowing no Hebrew or Spanish, let him mumble on, frowning as if busy with his own thoughts. There was still an hour before dawn, when the stirring of a thousand other thoughts would inevitably break the chain of this one  plenty of time for Benjamin to outpour confidences  nothing to be gained by urging him.

Tsiang Samdup the Lama is good  he is better than both of us! Benjamin said at last emphatically. He seemed to be trying to convince himself. God forbid that I should play a trick on him! But  but

Not a word from Ommony. To all appearance he was brown-studying over something else, twisting Dianas ear, staring into the shadows beyond the lantern, so intent on his own thoughts that he did not move when a rat scurried over his feet. Benjamin burst into speech suddenly:

Fifteen  nearly sixteen years, Ommony, I have been agent for the Lama Tsiang Samdup! You would never believe the things he buys! Not ordinary things! And he pays with bullion  gold bars! Wait  I show you! He unlocked a safe in the corner of the store and produced three small bars of solid gold, giving them to Ommony to weigh in the palm of his hand. But there was no mark upon them; nothing to identify their place of origin.

I have had dozens like those from him  dozens! But Ommony could not be tempted to ask questions; he knew Benjamin too well  suspected that Benjamin was too shrewd an old philosopher to engage in nefarious trade; also that he was itching to divulge a confidence. If you scratch a man who itches, impulse ceases. Besides, he was perfectly sincere in not wanting to pry into Benjamins private affairs. To listen to them was another matter. Benjamin came and sat down on the pile of blankets  laid a hand on Ommonys shoulder  thrust his chin forward, and screwed his eyes up.

If he should know I told

Hell never learn from me.

Girls! Nice  little  young ones!

Ommony looked startled  stung. There was the glare in his eyes of a man who has been scurvily insulted.

Little European girls! Little orphans! Seven! Eh, Ommony? Now what do you think? And all the supplies for them  constantly  books  little garments. Ah! But they grow, those young ones! Stockings! Shoes! Now, what do you think of that?

Are you lying? Ommony asked in a flat voice.

Would I lie to you! Would I tell it to any other man. First to get the girls  and such a business! Healthy they must be, and well born  that is, nicely born. And the first was a little Jewess, eight years old at that time, from parents who were killed in Stamboul. That was not so very difficult; a Jew and his wife whom I knew intimately brought her as their own child to Bombay; and after that it was easy to dress her as a Hindu child, and to pretend she was a little young widow, and to smuggle her northward stage by stage. And once she reached Delhi there was the Middle Way, Ommony, the Middle Way! Hah! It was not so difficult. And the profit was very good.

Im waiting for you to hedge, said Ommony. So far, I simply dont believe you.

Well: the next was eleven years old, and she made trouble. She was the child of a sea-captain who was hanged for shooting drunken sailors. Some missionaries took care of her; but they said things about her father, and she ran away  from Poona  the mission was in Poona. So, of course, there was a search, and much in the newspapers. We had to hide her carefully. The missionaries offered a reward, but she did not want to go back to the missionaries. In many ways her character was such as Tsiang Samdup wished. And in the end we conveyed her by bullock-gharry all the way from Bombay to Ahmedabad, where we kept her several months in the home of a Hindu midwife. Then the Middle Way. The Middle Way is easy, when you know it.

The third was from Bangalore  and she was only nine months old  no trouble at all  the daughter of a very pretty lady who was engaged to be married but the man died. She gave the baby to my wifes sister. That child went North in the arms of a Tibetan woman from Darjeeling.

And the fourth was from London  a Russian musicians daughter. And the fifth was from Glasgow. And the sixth from Sweden, or so it was said. Those three were all about the same age  six, or seven, or thereabouts.

The seventh  she was nine years old, and the best of them all  was from New York  born in New York  or at sea, I forget which. Her father, an Irishman, died and the mother, who was English, went to visit her people in England. But the people had died too. So she went back to America, and there was some difficulty in connection with the immigration laws. She was not allowed to land. She had to return to England, where there was destitution and I know not what followed after that, though it is easy to imagine things. The mother was dying, and I was told she wished above all things to save the child from being put in an institution. Some people who are well known to me offered to care for the child. It happened I was in London, Ommony. I went and saw the mother; and, since she was dying, I took a chance and told her certain things; and perhaps because she was dying, and therefore could understand and see around the corner, as it were, she agreed. We had conversed, as you might say, heart to heart. It was I who brought that child to India. I had to adopt her legally, and  oh, Ommony, if I could have kept her! She was like my little own daughter to me! But what was there that I could do for her  an old Jew, here in Delhi? Money, yes; but nothing else, and money is nothing. It broke my heart. She went northward by the Middle Way  you know what I mean by the Middle Way?

Ommonys expression was stone-cold; he was speechless. He eyed Benjamin with a hard stare that had reached the rock-bottom of revelation and disgust. He did not dare to speak. Having pledged his word in advance not to betray Benjamins secrets, his word was good; there was no hesitation on that score. A deliberate promise, in his estimation, stood above all obligations, whatever the consequences to himself. But he felt that sickening sensation of having trusted a man who turned out to be rotten after all.

He did not dare to say a word that might give Benjamin an inkling of his real feelings. He must use the man as an ally. In a way he was indebted to him  for information as to the Lamas real activities. No wonder the Lama had kept so carefully aloof! Ommony forced himself to smile  battling with the horror of the thought of being co-trustee with a Tibetan, who with his right hand helped to run a philanthropic mission and with his left imported European girls, for the Powers of Evil only knew what purpose. There are other purposes, as well as crude vice, for which children may be stolen. His own sister  

You say Tsiang Samdup is better than both of us? he remarked at last, surprised at the evenness of his own voice.

Much better! said Benjamin. Ah, Ommony  I see your face. Old I am. Blind I am not. But listen: have you seen what happens to the children whose parents die or desert them? Not the children of the poor; the little girls who are well born, who feel things that other children do not feel. I am a Jew  I know what feeling is! Hah! I have seen animals in cages who were happier! And what is happiness? Provision of necessities? Bah! They provide necessities for men in jail  and will you search in the jails to find happiness? I will show you thousands who have all they want, and nothing that they need! You understand me? Tsiang Samdup

Never mind, said Ommony, Ill find out for myself. He did not want to talk; he was afraid of what he might hear  still more of what he might say. There are some men, who present an impassive face toward the world, who can face death grinning and are not afraid of the terror that moveth by night or the pestilence that stalketh at noonday, who would rather be crucified than reveal the horror they have for a certain sort of traffic. Their emotion, too sacred, or too profane to be discussed, is nameless  indescribable  only to be borne with set teeth.

Ah! I know! said Benjamin. I know you, Ommony! What I have said is secret; therefore you dont wish to hear any more, because you are too much a man to violate what is told in confidence. And you have made no promise to the Lama. Am I right?

Ommony nodded  grimly. That was the one bright point of light.

I could tell  I could tell much, Benjamin went on. But I saw you shut your mind against me. As well pour oil on fire to put it out as talk to a man who mistrusts! Very well. We have been friends, you and I. Remember that, Ommony. And now this: you believe in a devil  some kind of a devil  all Englishmen do. You believe I am a devil  Benjamin, your friend, whom you hid in a cave in your forest  me and my wife and my daughter. We are devils. Very well. A promise that is made to the devil has not to be kept, Ommony! Go and see for yourself. I will help you. When you have seen, you shall judge. Then, after that, if you say I am a devil, you shall break your faith with me. You shall denounce me. I will let you be the judge.

Have you ever been into the Ahbor country? Ommony asked. His voice was sullen now. There was a leaden note in it.

No, Benjamin answered.

And those  those children went to the Ahbor country?

Yes.

Then what proof have you of what the Lama has done with them?

Ommony  as God is my witness  I have none! I think  I  I am almost positively sure  but

He paced the floor twice, and then flung himself down on the blankets beside Ommony, looking up into his face. He was afraid at that moment, if ever man was.

That is why I have told you! I swore never to tell! Find out, Ommony! Tell the truth to me before I die. I am an old man, Ommony. If I have been a devil, I will eat  eat  eat the shame to the last crumb! Ommony, I swear  by my fathers I swear, I believe  I am almost positively sure

He buried his face in his hands; and there was silence, in which Ommony could hear Dianas quiet breathing and his own heart-beats and the ticking of the watch in his vest-pocket.


CHAPTER IX. Gupta Rao

When the actor, having thrown aside the costume and the wig, departs  is he a villain? Shall we take stones and murder him because for our amusement he enacted villainy?
If he should act death in the play because decency demands that, do we therefore burn him afterward and curse his memory? And is his wife a widow?
And is life not like the play? The gods who watch the drama know that somebody must play the villains part, and somebody the paupers. They reward men for the acting. He who acts a poor part well receives for his reward a more important part when his turn shall come to be born again into the world.
He, therefore, who is wise plays pauper, king or villain with the gods in mind.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



DAWN came and no Dawa Tsering. Pale light through cobwebbed windows drove the dark into corners and consumed it, until the devil-mask on the wall over Ommonys head grinned like a living thing and the street noises began, announcing that Delhi was awake. Diana stirred and sniffed, mistrusting her surroundings, but patient so long as Ommony was satisfied to be there. Benjamin shuffled away to the stairs. The daughter came, fussily, fatly hospitable, with chota hazri* on the brass Benares tray  fruit, tea, biscuits, and a smile that would have won the confidence of Pharaoh, Ruler of the Nile.

But Ommonys heart had turned harder than Pharaohs ever did. He could hardly force himself to be civil. He drank the tea and ate the fruit because he needed it, unconscious now of any ritual of friendship in the act, answering polite inquiries with blunt monosyllables, his mind and memory working furiously, independently of any efforts at conversation. His face was a mask, and a dull one at that, with no smile on it. The iron in him had absolute charge.

He was not by any means the sort of man who flatters himself.

You damned, deluded fool! he muttered pitilessly, and Diana opened one eye wide, awaiting action.

He blamed himself, as mercilessly as he always had been merciful to others, for having acted as the Lama Tsiang Samdups foil for twenty years. Above all things he despised a smug fool, and he called himself just that. He should have suspected the Lama long ago. He should have seen through Benjamin. He had believed his trusteeship of the Tilgaun Mission was a clean and selfless contribution to the worlds need. Why hadnt he resigned then from his government job long ago to devote his whole career to the trust he had undertaken? If he had done that, he knew no Lama could have hoodwinked him. No little girls would have been smuggled then into the unknown by way of Tilgaun.

The self-accusation case-hardened him. He set his teeth, and almost physically reached out for the weapons of alertness, patience, persistence, cunning, with which he might redeem the situation. For redeem it he surely would, or else perish in the attempt. Exposure too soon would do no good. He needed full proof. And he cared less to punish the offenders than to rescue the children who had been carried off, and to make anything of the sort impossible in future, wondering, as he considered that, what anyone would be able to do for girls in their predicament. The early years are the most impressionable; their characters would have been undermined. And then a worse thought: was Benjamin the only agent? There might be a regular market for European girls in that unknown corner of the earth, with secret agents supplying it from a dozen sources. If so, he felt and accepted his full share of responsibility. Who else could share it with him? Only Hannah Sanburn. She, too, had shielded the Lama and, if ignorant of what was going on, might at least have suspected.

And thoughts of Hannah Sanburn did not give comfort. He remembered now a dozen incidents that should have made him suspect her years ago. That look in her eyes, for instance, and her nervousness whenever he had urged her to bring about a meeting between the Lama and himself. He recalled now how carefully she had always shepherded him through the mission, under pretext of observing the proprieties; she had never given him a chance to talk alone with any of the mission girls, and like a fool he had believed she did that to prevent the very suggestion of scandal from finding an excuse. He had admired her for it. But there was that room (or was it two rooms) near her own quarters that she had always kept locked, and that he had not cared to ask to inspect, because she said she kept her personal belongings in there.

And now this story, told by Mrs. Cornock-Campbell, a witness as trustworthy as daybreak, of a white girl named Elsa, who spoke English and Tibetan, who had been to Lhasa, and who could draw  for he had seen the drawings  as masterfully as Michael Angelo. And Hannah Sanburns plea for secrecy. And the fact that McGregor had had suspicions.

Marmaduke might not have been the father of this strange girl, but that did not preclude the possibility of Hannah Sanburn being the mother. It seemed likely  more than likely  that the Lama possessed knowledge which enabled him to blackmail Hannah Sanburn; it was easy enough to understand how that well-bred New England woman would fight to preserve her good name, and how, if the Lama had once tempted her into one false position, she could be terrified from bad to worse. There is more deliberate blackmail in the world than most of its indirect victims suspect.

Nevertheless, Ommony wondered that Hannah Sanburn should not have confided in himself. She might have known he would have shielded her and helped her to redeem the situation. She had had dozens of proofs of his friendship. He smiled rather grimly as he thought to what lengths he would have gone to shield and befriend Hannah Sanburn  and yet more grimly  cynically  as it dawned on him to what lengths he might now have to go. Friendship is friendship  unto death if need be.

Benjamin returned; and an hours thought had had its effect on him too. His assistants came, and he chased them out on hurriedly invented errands, barring the shop door behind them.

I have sent for Maitraya, he announced, stroking his beard, watching Ommony sidewise. He seemed to be not quite sure that Ommony might not have changed his mind with daylight.

All right. Hunt me out a costume.

Ommony stepped off the pile of blankets and began to strip himself. Benjamins swift fingers sought and plucked along the shelves, selecting this and that until a little heap of clothing lay ready on a table, Ommony saying nothing but observing almost savagely, like a caged man watching his meal prepared.

There, that is perfect, said Benjamin at last. A dude  a dandy, such as actors are  aping the high caste  too educated to submit to inferiority  a little of this, a little of that  fashionable  tolerated  half-philosopher, half-mountebank

Stark-naked, Ommony confronted him, and Benjamin betrayed the naked fear that has nothing to do with physical consequences. Ommony looked straight into his eyes and analyzed it, as he had done fifteen years ago when he protected Benjamin against accusers.

All right, Benjamin. Ill trust you this once more. But no flinching. See it through.

He dressed himself, Benjamin watching alertly for the least mistake, but that was an art in which no man in the world could give Ommony instruction; he knew costumes as some enthusiasts know postage stamps, and he bound on the cream-colored silk turban without a glance in the mirror that Benjamin held for him.

Ill need an old trunk now, and three or four changes, he said abruptly. No, cow-hide wont do  no, theres glue in that imported thing  observe caste prejudices, even if Im supposed to have none  basketworks the stuff. Thats it. Throw me in a trousseau.

He began to pace the floor, adjusting himself to the costume, finding it not difficult; his natural, sturdy gait learned in forest lanes with a gun under his arm, suggested independence and alertness without a hint of drill, which is the secret of self-assurance; add good manners to that and an intimate knowledge; there is not much acting needed.

He looked stout and a bit important in the flowing cotton clothes. The short beard gave him dignity. His skin, weathered by twenty years of outdoor life, needed no darkening. Even his legs, and his bare feet thrust into red morocco slippers had the ivory color that belongs to most of the higher castes; and an actor must be of Brahmin* or Kshatriya origin if he hopes to be admitted anywhere within the pale from which the lower castes are utterly excluded. His profession makes him technically unclean, but that is rather an advantage than a handicap.

And the name! The honored name! asked Benjamin admiringly.

Gupta Rao. Im a Bhat-Brahmin* of Rajputana.

Benjamin sat down and laughed with his head to one side, nursing a knee.

Oh, Oh, you Ommony! A Jew you should have been! Hey-yey-clever! Now who would have thought of that but you! Yah-tchah! Bhat-Brahmin  of whom even rajahs are afraid! Gossiping tongue! The privilege to slander! Yah-keh-keh-keh! You are a clever one! Not even a Brahmin will challenge you, for fear you will make him a laughing-stock! Keh-hah-hah-hey-hey-hey! Ah, but wait, wait! We forgot the pan. You must have a pouch to carry betel-nut. And the caste-mark  keep still while I paint the caste-mark.

And then at last came Dawa Tsering, not pleased with himself but trying to appear pleased, adjusting his eyes to the dimness as Benjamin let him in by the back door. Where is Ommonee?

He stared about him, brushed past Ommony contemptuously, and at last saw the cast-off dinner jacket and white shirt. He broke into the jargon-Hindustani that serves for lingua franca in that land of a hundred tongues, chattering as he hurried along the passage past the stairs and back again:

Where is he? Is he hiding? Has he gone? Then, shouting at last in something near panic: Oh  Ommonee!

He stared at Diana, but she gave him no information. She lay curled up on the floor, apparently asleep. Benjamin looked non-committal  busy considering something else.

Where is he  thou? the Hillman demanded, coming to a stand in front of Ommony and fingering the handle of his knife. The light was dim just there where the saddles were piled in a ten-foot heap.

Would you know his voice? asked Ommony.

Aye, in a crowd!

Would you know his walk?

None better! Seen from behind, when he is thinking, he rolls thus, like a bear. But who art thou? Where is he?

Ommony turned his back, walked to the heap of blankets by the wall, and sat down.

Would you know him sitting? he asked casually; and suddenly it occurred to Dawa Tsering that he was being questioned in his own tongue.

Thou! he exclaimed. Well, may the devils destroy the place! Art thou then a magician? He sniffed three times. Not even the smell is the same! Was it the Jew who worked the magic? Art thou truly Ommonee?

No, Im changed. Im Gupta Rao. If you ever call me Ommony again without my permission, I will bring to pass a change in your affairs that you will remember! Do you understand?

Gupta Rao  huh? A change  eh? Hmn! And that is not a bad idea. Change me, thou! There are many garments in this place  buy me some of them. That Lama played a dirty trick on me. He has vanished. I found his chela Samding, and I told him the Lama owes me two months pay; and I said Where is the Lama? But Samding, standing by a covered bullock-cart (but the cart was empty, for I looked) laughed at me and said nothing. I would have killed him if I had not thought of that letter, which you said the Lama must receive. So I slapped Samdings face with the letter, and threw it on the ground in front of him, and bade him pick it up and find the Lama or take the consequences. And he said, with that mild voice of his, that I had become very reckless all at once, so I hustled him a time or two, hoping to make him strike me, that I might with justice strike him back. But he has no fight in him. He picked up the letter, holding it thus, because there was dirt on it and he hates to soil his hands. And he said to me, The Lama has no further use for you! Do you hear that, thou  what is thy new name?  Gupta Rao? Did you ever hear the like of it for impudence? You wonder, I suppose, why I didnt smite Samding there and then, so that the Lama would have no further use for him. Trust me, I would have done; but two great devils of Tibetans came out of a doorway and seized me from behind. Lo, before I could draw my knife they had hurled me into a party of Sikh soldiers who were passing, so that I broke up their formation, they blaming me for it, which is just like Sikhs. And it isnt wise to argue with too many Sikhs, so I ran. Now  what is thy name again? Gupta Rao? Well  it would now be fitting to disguise me, so that I may come on that Lama and his chela and the whole brood of them unawares. Then let us see what one man can do to half-a-dozen!

Ommony got up and began to pace the floor again. It would be difficult to disguise Dawa Tsering, even if that were advisable, for the man had a swagger that was as much a part of him as his huge frame, and a simplicity that underlay and would inevitably shine through all cunning. Yet the man would be useful, since he knew more than a little about the Lamas goings and comings; and, once in the Hills, where a man without an armed friend has a short life and a sad one as a rule, he would be almost indispensable.

He had not made up his mind what to do when one of Benjamins assistants hammered on the shop door and announced Maitraya. Dawa Tsering sat down beside Diana, who seemed to have decided he was tolerable, and Maitraya entered stagily, as if he thought he were a god, or wished other people to believe him one. He was not a very big man, but he had a trick of filling up the doorway and pausing there before he strode into the room to seize by instinct the most conspicuous position and command all eyes.

His face was rather wrinkled, but he was richly clothed in new Tussore silk, with a gorgeous golden cummerbund, and his gallant bearing tried to give the lie to fifty years. There were marks on his handsome face that suggested debauch, but might have been due to former hardship; his manner on the whole was one of dignity and conscious worthiness. One could tell at a glance what were his views on the actors art and on the position that actors should hold in the community; in another land he would have pestered the politicians for a knighthood. A pair of gorgeous black eyes, that he knew how to use with effect, glowed under a heavy lock of black hair that he had carefully arranged to fall in apparent carelessness beneath his turban.

You wished to see me, Benjamin?

His voice was tragic, his language Urdu, his diction refined to the verge of pedantry. Benjamin signed to him to be seated on a heap of blankets, but he declined the invitation like Caesar refusing a throne (except that Caesar could not have done it with such super-modesty).

May all the glorious gods, and above all friendly, fortunate Ganesha,* have worked on you and made you change your mind, O stubborn Benjamin! Father of money-bags! Provider of finery for entertaining fools! Patient, but too cautious Benjamin! May all the gods melt butter on you for your former trust in me, Maitraya,  and may they also melt your heart! I need you, Benjamin. I have a bargain with that Lama struck and bound. The man is crazy, and a traitor to all his gods, but he knows a little. God knows they will tear him between wild asses for debauching his religion, when he gets back to Tibet! Believe me or not, Benjamin  although I hope my word rings unsuspicious in your ears  he leans toward modern views! Can you imagine that  in a Ringding Lama from Tibet? He proposes just what I have always preached  to modernize the ancient plays, retaining their charm and morality, but making them comprehensible! The man is mad  mad as an American  but genuinely gifted with imagination. It will make me famous, Benjamin.

Does he offer to pay you? Benjamin asked dryly. Richly! Princely! Like a maharajah  with the difference  aha!  that he will settle regularly, instead of forcing me to borrow from his special money- lenders (as the rajahs do) while I await his slow convenience. I tell you, Benjamin, the Lord Ganesha surely smiled on me in the hour of this Lamas birth!

Did you ask for money in advance? asked Benjamin.

Not I, Benjamin. What do you mistake me for  a parasite? A beggar? A man without dignity? A hanger-on of some courtesan? Nay, nay! I remembered my blessed friend Benjamin, who likes to do business at a reasonable profit, and who will be glad to advance me a little more, in order that I may pay what I already owe. Are we not good friends, Benjamin? Have I ever defrauded you or told you a word of untruth?

A mans word and his deed should be one, Benjamin answered. I hold your hundis that you have not paid. There is interest due on them.

True, Benjamin, true. I have been unfortunate. Who could have foretold smallpox, the death of three actors, and the burning of a theater? But another might have repudiated, Benjamin. Another might have told you to hunt for your money where the smallpox and the fire are born! Kali* can care for her own! Did I repudiate? Did I not come and tell you I will pay in time?

The worst is, you are not the only one, said Benjamin. I have another here, who is heavily in my debt, although a famous actor, more famous than you, and a much finer artist. This is Gupta Rao sahib, of Bikanir.

I never heard of him, said Maitraya, looking slightly scandalized although prepared to condescend.

He is a very great actor, said Benjamin. Whereat Ommony bowed with becoming gravity, and Maitraya took his measure, up and down.

Does he act in that beard? he inquired.

I have lately been acting the part of an Englishman, said Ommony; and his Urdu was as perfect and pedantic as Maitrayas.

An Englishman? There are few who can do that with conviction. Maitraya stepped back a pace. You dont look like an Englishman. No wonder you grew a beard. That is the only way you could have carried off the part at all without looking foolish. It takes a man of my proportions to play an Englishman properly. I have been told that I excel at it. I played once before the officers of a cavalry regiment at Poona, and they assured me they believed I was an English gentleman until I stepped down off the stage. Watch this.

Maitraya inserted an imaginary monocle and gave an outrageous caricature of a stock Englishman as portrayed in comic papers on the European continent.

God-dam fine weather, eh? Not bad, eh? What?

I see you are a genius, said Ommony. I could not do it nearly so well as that.

No, I dare say not. The actors is an art that calls for technique. However, I dare say you are good in conventional parts, said Maitraya, mollified.

I have seen him and I am a good judge of such matters, said Benjamin. What I have to say to you, Maitraya, is that I am anxious about the money which you and Gupta Rao owe me.

Benjamin put on his extra-calculating air, that Jews use to make their customers believe there is something as yet undecided  an alternative course, less profitable to the customer. It is the oldest trick in the world  much older than Moses. Maitraya showed furtive alarm.

My son-in-law is away on a long journey. It is costing too much. I need the money, Benjamin went on. I will not advance you more  no, not a rupee more

Unless? said Maitraya. He was watching the old Jews face, flattering himself that he could read behind the mask and swallowing the bait as simply as a hungry fish.

Unless you take Gupta Rao with you

I could give him small parts, said Maitraya, cautiously yet with a gorgeous magnanimity.

As leading actor, Benjamin went on, on a leading actors salary, so that he may have a chance to pay me what he owes.

But I must first see him act, Maitraya objected. I promised the Lama a company of actors second to none, and

And on this new hundi both your names must go, said Benjamin, so that you are both responsible, and I can take a lien on Gupta Raos salary if I so wish.

That stipulation started a long-winded argument, in which Ommony joined sufficiently to add confusion to it and support Benjamin by pretending to support Maitraya. Benjamins investment in costumes, theatrical properties and cash might be considerable, and there was no reason why the shrewd old merchant should not protect himself. At the end of an hour of expostulation, imprecation, gesticulation and general pandemonium Benjamin had his way, vowing he had never made a more unprofitable bargain in his life, and Maitraya was convinced that Gupta Rao had at least a rich vocabulary. Moreover, as fellow victims of necessity, with their names on a joint promissory note, they had an excuse for friendship, of which Ommony took full advantage.

Being of Brahmin origin, of course I have access to inner circles, and enjoy privileges that are denied to you; and if I were an ordinary Brahmin I would not join forces with you. But we Bhats consider ourselves above caste, and when we find an outcaste of merit and distinction, such as you evidently are, we believe it no dishonor to befriend him. You will find it a great advantage to have me in your company, and for many reasons.

Maitraya was readily convinced of that. A Bhat enjoys more privileges than any scald* did in the Viking days, for there is none who dares to call him in question and nowadays, at least in Northern India, there is no authority that can discipline him. An orthodox Brahmin is very easily kept within bounds, and it is next to impossible for a man of lower caste to pose as a Brahmin successfully because at the first suggestion of suspicion he would be questioned narrowly and be required to give substantial proofs; if the proofs were not forthcoming the Brahmins would simply close their ranks against him. But who shall challenge the College of Heralds on points of etiquette?

The very Pundits themselves, who are the fountainheads of orthodoxy, are at the mercy of the Bhats. A Pundit who should challenge a Bhats veracity or privilege would lay himself open to such scurrilous attack, in song and jest and innuendo, as he could never stand against. He would be in the position of a public man in Europe or America who should dare to defy the newspapers. The only limits to a Bhats audacity are imposed by his own intelligence and his own gift of invective. He may act, sing, dance in public and be undefiled; he may accept gifts whose very shadow no orthodox Brahmin would dare to let fall on his door-step; and that source of strength is the secret of his weakness at the same time, since, like the Press that accepts paid advertising, he has to be careful whose corns he crushes.

Maitraya, finding himself linked with this Gupta Rao by a contract, which Benjamin would certainly enforce, began at once to take good care to establish cordial relations. He was even deferent in his remarks about the beard.

Beautiful it is, and manly  good to see, Gupta Rao, but  for certain parts and certain purposes  will it not be inconvenient?

Ommony conceded that point. He withdrew to a little dark room and removed the beard by candle-light, using a razor belonging to one of Benjamins assistants and, since the skin was paler where the hair had been, rubbing on a little dark stain afterward. While that was going on, Maitraya was regaled by Benjamin with accounts of Gupta Raos audacity and influence.

Then why is he not rich? Maitraya asked. These Bhats are notorious for luxury. Everybody gives them presents, to keep their tongues from wagging.

That is just it, Benjamin explained. Too much luxury! Too many gifts! It spoils them. This one is a gambler and a patron of the courtesans, who favor him exceedingly. Tshay-yay-yay! What a weakness is the love of women! But he is on his good behavior at present because, says he, a Bikaniri broke his heart. But the truth is, she only emptied his pockets.

And that great dog? Maitraya asked. To whom does that belong?

Benjamin stroked his beard and hesitated. But Ommony had heard every word of the conversation through the thin partition.

And that great savage beside the dog  that Northerner  who is he? asked Maitraya.

Ommony emerged, having reached a conclusion at last as to what should be done with Dawa Tsering and Diana. I must count on your honors sympathy and good will, he said, smiling at Maitraya rather sheepishly. That hound is the agent of Hanuman.* The man from Spiti is a simpleton, whose service is to keep the hound in good health and to assist with occasional amorous errands. Our friend Benjamin has not told all the truth. Whose heart is broken while he can communicate with his beloved?

Maitraya smiled. He had acted in too many plays, in which the plot consisted of intrigue between man and woman, not to accept that sort of story at face-value. Life, to him, was either drama or else mere drudgery. Ommony excused himself, to go and talk with Dawa Tsering.

Now this dog is used to a dog-boy, he said sternly. Moreover, she will do as I say, and if you are kind to her, she will be tolerant of you.

Diana smelt Ommony over inquisitively. The strange clothes puzzled her but, having nosed them thoroughly, she lay down again and waited.

She is an incarnation of a devil, said Dawa Tsering. I am sure of it.

Quite right. But she is a very friendly devil to her friends. I am going to tell her to look after you; and she will do it. And I order you to look after her. Keep the fleas off her. Attend to it that she is clean and comfortable.

What then?

The Jew shall provide you with new clothing, after you have cleaned yourself. When I go presently, with that man Maitraya, you are to remain here, and you will see that the dog will remain with you willingly. At the proper time you are to come and find me.

But how, Ommonee? How shall I find you?

Dont call me Ommony! Remember that. My name is Gupta Rao.

That makes you even more difficult to find!

You are going to learn what the dog can do. When I send a messenger, the dog will follow him, but you are to remain here, do you understand? You are not to move away on any condition. When it suits my convenience the dog will return to this place alone and will bring you to wherever I may happen to be. Do you understand?

No, I dont understand, but I will wait and see, said Dawa Tsering. I think you would make a good thief on the te-rains, Om  I mean, Gupta Rao!


CHAPTER X. Vasantasena

Men agree that prostitution is an evil, and they who know more than I do have assured me this opinion is right. But there are many forms of prostitution, and it may be that among the least of them is that of women, bad though that is. I have seen men sell their souls more inexcusably than women sell their bodies  and with more disastrous consequences  to themselves and to the buyer.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



IT TOOK five minutes to convince Diana that she was henceforth responsible for Dawa Tsering, but once that fact had been absorbed she accepted the duty without complaint. There was no whimper from the hound when Ommony accepted Maitrayas invitation to go in search of the Lama. He and Maitraya, side-by-side in a tikka-gharry* drove through the crowded streets, now and then passing Englishmen whom Ommony knew well. Members of the mercantile community, Moslems as well as Hindus, bowed to Maitraya from open shop-windows or from the thronged sidewalk as if he were a royal personage. Men who would not have let his clothing touch them, because of the resulting caste-defilement, were eager to have it known that they were on familiar terms with him; for a popular actor is idolized not only in the West.

You see, they know me! said Maitraya proudly. Men whose names I cant remember pay me homage! Actors are respected more than kings and priests  and justly so. They rule badly and teach nonsense. It is we who interpret  we who hold example up to them!

The mans vanity delivered him tied and bound to Ommonys chariot wheels. There was nothing to do but flatter him, and he would tell all he knew, accepting the flatterer as guide, philosopher and friend appointed for his comfort by the glorious gods.

I am surprised that a man of your attainments should condescend to employment by this Lama person, said Ommony. Of course, if you are willing, so am I, but how did it come about?

You would never believe. He is a very strange Lama  more unusual than rain in hot weather or the sun at midnight; but I have a gift for attracting unusual people. By Jinendra,* Gupta Rao, I have never seen the like of him  even in these days, when everything is upside down! He has a chela by the name of Samding, who has more genius in his little finger than any dozen statesmen have in their whole bodies. Not that it would do to tell him so  I dont believe in flattering beginners  they cant stand it. And he lacks experience. That Lama must be a very expert teacher.

The first time I met him, he was one of a crowd who watched me act Charudatta in The Toy Cart*  a part that I excel in. Afterward, he invited me to witness a performance in private by his chela, and I went with him to a mysterious place kept by some Tibetans at the end of a stone courtyard  the sort of place where you would expect to be murdered for your shoe-leather  a place that smelt of rancid butter and incense and donkey stables. Whoof! I shudder now, to think of it! But the chela was marvelous. Calm  you never saw such equipoise  such balance of all the faculties! And a voice as if a god were speaking! The middle note, true as a bell, like a gong to begin with every time, rising and lowering from that with utter certainty  half-tones  quarter-tones  passion, pathos, scorn, command, exhilaration  laughter like a peal of bells  wait until you have heard it, Gupta Rao! You will be as thrilled as I was. You will say I did not exaggerate. Perfect! If only success doesnt turn the boys head!

What language? asked Ommony.

Prepare to be amazed! Ancient Sanskrit  modern Urdu  with equal fluency and equal grace! Distinct enunciation  and a command of gesture that expresses everything, so that you know what he will say before he speaks! But that is not all. I tell you he is marvelous! He has the modern touch. He understands how to play an ancient part so that it means something to the uninitiated. I am already jealous of him! I tell you, when that boy has had the advantage of my instruction for a while, he will be great  the greatest actor in the world!

What proposal did the Lama make? asked Ommony.

A crazy one. I told you the man is mad. He proposes to give free entertainments  on tour  at places selected by himself  for an indefinite period. I am to provide a troupe of excellent actors, for whom I am to be responsible. There are to be three women among them, but the dancers will be provided by the Lama, as also the music, and Samding the chela is to play the leading female parts.

Im surprised he takes any women at all, said Ommony. Theres a prejudice against actresses. Theyre always a nuisance. Properly trained boys are better. If a man plays leading woman, the women will only make him look absurd by contrast.

Well, that is his affair. I suggested that, but the Lama insisted. And mad though he undoubtedly is, he knows his own mind, and is shrewd in some respects. I lied to Benjamin when I said I had not asked for money in advance. I did my best to hold out for that  naturally. But I suspect the Lama knows a lot about me, and he certainly knows Benjamin; he told me to go to Benjamin and to get what credit I may need from him. Do you see the idea? If he and Benjamin have a private understanding, that gives him an extra hold over me  it makes me practically powerless to oppose him in anything, however ridiculous his demands may turn out to be. You see, I have to pay Benjamins bill. However  here we are.

And where they were was not the least surprising feature of the mystery. The tikka-gharry drew up at an arched gate in a high wall, over which trees leaned in well cared for profusion. There were cut flowers tucked into the carving on the arch, and blossoms strewn on the sidewalk. A dozen carriages, most of them with thoroughbred horses, waited in line near the gate, and the dazzling sun projected on the white wall shadows of thirty or forty men in turbans of every imaginable color, who seemed to have nothing to do but to lounge near the entrance. Some of them nodded at Maitraya; several salaamed to him; one or two were at pains to stare insolently.

In the gateway was a fat chuprassy with a lemon-colored silk scarf, and the whitest clothes that ever any man wore  whiter than the wall, and starched stiff. He stood guard over about fifty pairs of slippers, most of which were expensive, and nearly all of which looked new. There was no question as to what kind of a house it was  or rather, palace; and there was music tinkling in a courtyard, which confirmed the general impression.

Vasantasenas birthday, said Maitraya. They began to celebrate at dawn. But what does that matter? We are not rich fools who have to race to do the fashionable thing. Our presence honors her, however late we come. Have you a present ready? Lend me a piece of gold, will you?

Where should I get gold? asked Ommony  instantly aware that he was teetering on the edge of his first mistake. Maitraya cocked a wondering eye at him; it was quite clear that he knew all about a Bhats resources, even if the Bhat himself, for unimaginable reasons, should choose to have forgotten them.

I will improvise a poem in her honor, Ommony explained. Women enjoy poems, and I am good at them. Give me a glimpse of her, and then see.

Ah, but they like the poem gilded! Women are practical! Moreover, I am no poet, said Maitraya. Now one gold piece from each of us

Ommony smiled. Without the beard he looked as obstinate as ever, but humorous lines were revealed at the corners of his mouth which the beard had hidden. He decided to put his disguise to a severe test now, while the consequences of detection might not be too disastrous.

All right, he said, kicking off his slippers under the archway and accepting the chuprassys salaam with a patronizing nod, as if the fellow were dirt beneath his sacred feet, I will attend to it.

Beyond the arch there was a small paved courtyard, around the walls of which were flowers growing in painted wooden troughs. There were several tradesmen squatting there with trays of jewelry in front of them, silver and even golden images of gods, and all sorts of valuable gifts that a visitor might buy to lavish on the lady who kept house within. The tradesmen were noisy, and sarcastic when not patronized. Maitraya bridled, his vanity not proof against insinuations that he probably had squandered all his fortune long ago on much less lovely women. But one hard stare from Ommony and the banter ceased.

I will sing a song to Vasantasena about the jackals at her gate! he said sternly; whereat one of them offered him money, and another tried to thrust a silver image of a god into his hands. But he brushed all those offers aside.

Shall a Bhat-Brahmin take gifts from such as you? he demanded.

Pranam!* Pranam! Paunlagi! they murmured, raising both hands to their foreheads; whereat he blessed them, as a Brahmin is obliged to, with a curt phrase that means Victory be unto you, and he and Maitraya passed on, through another arch, into a courtyard fifty feet square. There was a fountain in the midst, around which about a dozen well dressed Hindus were gossiping.

I would have taken the fools money, said Maitraya. Are you not entitled to it?

Ommony glanced at him contemptuously. A tiger, if he wishes, may eat mice! he answered. A bear may eat frogs  if he likes them! A pig eats all things! Maitraya looked chastened.

There came across the courtyard, swaggering toward them, an heir to an ancient throne, in rose-pink turban and silken breeches, with silver spurs nearly six inches long, and a little black mustache on his lazy face that looked as if it had been stuck on there with glue. He whacked his long boots with a rhino-hide riding whip and rolled a little in his gait, as if it were almost too much trouble to support his vice-exhausted frame. He was for passing without notice, but Ommony stood by the fountain and mocked him. He knew that youngster  knew him well.

Do they still wean young princes on camels milk and whisky in Telingana? he asked tartly. I have heard tales of changelings. Return, O treasure of a midwife, and hear me sing a song; I know a good one!

The gossipers around the fountain pricked their ears. The prince seemed to come out of a day-dream. Ah! Oh! I kiss feet! he exclaimed, and made as if to pass on. But Ommony was determined to try his hand to a conclusion.

Those boots are not respectful. They offend me! he sneered. Are they cow-skin? They look like it!

Oh, damn! remarked the prince in English. Here, take this and confer a blessing, he went on in Urdu, diving into his pocket.

Gold! warned Ommony. I declare you gave gold to the woman in there. All fees are payable in gold!

Gold? I have none. You must take this, said the prince and passed a handful of crumpled paper money. Pranam.

Victory be unto you, said Ommony, accepting it, and the prince made his escape, muttering under his breath at the insolence of Brahmins, and of Bhats in particular.

But paper money is no good, Maitraya objected. I have paper money, he added, lying for vanitys sake.

But Ommony was creeping into the Bhat-Brahmin part.

Why didnt you say so? Go and buy mohurs* then from the sonar at the gate, he retorted.

Nay, Gupta Rao, you said you would provide the presents. It is only fair. You owe me a consideration. And besides, now I come to think of it, I left most of my money at home.

Ommony thrust the paper money contemptuously into Maitrayas hands, smiling in a way that spared the actor no embarrassment.

Go and buy mohurs at the gate, he said. I wait here.

Maitraya returned presently with four gold coins and offered two of them.

The sonar cheated me  he cheated like a dog! he grumbled, but Ommony shrugged his shoulders and waved the coins aside.

Give them all to the woman. I have another way to make her smile, he said, looking important.

Maitraya approached humility as closely as professional pride would permit.

It occurs to me I did not ask a blessing when we first met. I crave forgiveness. Your honor was so unusually free from false pride that I overlooked the fact you are a Brahmin. Pranam.

Ommony murmured the conventional curt blessing, and dismissed the apology as if it were beneath notice. They passed into another courtyard on which awninged windows opened from three sides. In a corner a dozen musicians were raising Bedlam on stringed instruments, their tune suggestive of western jazz but tainted, too, like Hawaiian music, with a nauseating missionary lilt. Fashionable India, in the shape of thirty or forty younger sons of over-rich Hindus and a sprinkling of middle-aged roses, was amusing itself in a bower of roses and strong-smelling jasmine, while in a corner of the courtyard opposite the music three girls were dancing more modestly than the scene would have led a censor of morals to expect.

It was a gorgeous scene, for the sun beat down on a blaze of turbans and the awnings cast purple shadows that made it all seem unreal, like a vision of ancient history. Maitraya was greeted noisily by a dozen men; he bowed to them right and left, as if accepting applause as he entered a stage from the wings. The girls danced more vigorously, under the eyes of an expert now, whose approval might be of more than momentary value. Professional zeal took hold of the musicians; the tune grew louder and less careless.

Beware! Vasantasena is in a Begums* fury! someone shouted. None can satisfy her. Prince Govinda of Telingana gave her a quart of gold mohurs, and she sent him away because he had dared to call on her in riding boots! I advise you to try her with two quarts of gold, and to crawl on your belly!

A stone stair gave on to the courtyard, through a doorway guarded by two tall serving-men  immaculate, proud images of stern propriety, turbaned and sashed with blazing silk. They looked incapable of smiling, or of anything except the jobs they held, but as gilt, as it were, on the surface of sin they were unsurpassable. Ommonys disguise and manner aroused no suspicion, although swift suspicion was what they drew wages for, and they would have thrown him out into the street if as much as a suggestion had crossed their minds that he might be a European. They scrutinized Maitraya and Ommony and passed them as autocratically as if they were Masters of Ceremony passing judgment on attendants at a royal levee.

But royal levees are easier for outsiders to attend than that one was, and royalty, even in India, is shabby nowadays because its power is at most a shadow of the past and its forms mean nothing more than a cheap desire by unimportant folk to strut in a reflected pseudo-glory. Kings and conquerors go down, but whoever thinks that the power of the Pompadours has waned knows very little of the world or human nature. Vasantasena wielded more influence, and could pull more hidden wires than any dozen maharajahs, and the court she kept, if rather less splendid than a royal one, was alive with the mysterious magnetism of actual personal power. It was almost tangible, and much more visible than if she had been surrounded by men in armor.

Upstairs there was no attempt at glittering display, but art and Old- World luxury in every considered detail. A hall, paneled in carved teak and hung with Rawalia woven curtains and a silver lamp on heavy silver chains, conveyed no suggestion of wickedness; a Christian bishop could have trodden the soft Persian rug (had he dared) and have imagined himself in the midst of sanctity. But as Ommony and Maitraya reached the stair-head the curtains facing them across the hall were parted, and a girl peeped through whom hardly a Wahabi* ascetic would associate with thoughts of Paradise. She was much too paganly aware that life is laughter, and that men are amusing creatures, to be criticized by standard formula; and she looked like a mother o pearl Undine faintly veiled in mist  one of those fabled spirits who may receive a human soul, perhaps, someday, by marriage with a mortal  when she slipped out through the curtains and stood more or less revealed. She was clothed, and from head to foot, but not in obscurity.

She greeted Maitraya with a smile of recognition that suggested no familiarity. She was friendly, but perfectly sure of herself, and as sure of his unimportance. Then she glanced at Ommony, observed the caste-mark on his forehead, and made him a little mock-salaam, covering her eyes with both hands and murmuring Pranam.

This is Gupta Rao sahib. The Joy of Asia will be pleased to see us both, said Maitraya, assuming his courtliest air; whereat the girl laughed at him.

She is not so easily pleased, she answered, glancing at Maitrayas hand. There was not much that her dark eyes missed. He gave her one of the gold mohurs, and then she stared straight at Ommony. Maitraya nudged him, trying to slip a mohur into his hand; but if you are to act the part of a Bhat-Brahmin it is as well not to begin by bribing anyone who can be overawed.

I have a song to sing! said Ommony. Shall I include you in it? Shall I add a verse concerning

Swiftly she drew the curtain back and, laughing impudently over-shoulder at him, signed to him rather than to Maitraya to follow her down a short wide corridor to a door at the end that stood slightly ajar and through which came a murmur of voices. Through that she led without ceremony into a square room in which half a dozen men were seated on a long cushioned divan beneath a window at the farther end. They were wealthy, important-looking men, one or two of middle age. Girls, dressed as unobscurely as the one who had acted guide, were passing to and fro with cigarettes and sitting down between whiles on heaped cushions near the mens feet. In the center of the room a white-robed Hindu was making two costumed monkeys perform tricks, solemnly watched by the men in the window, who took scant notice of Ommony and Maitraya.

Vasantasena was not there. Her richly draped divan under a peacock- colored canopy at the end of the room facing the window was vacant, although two girls with jeweled fans lounged on cushions, one on either side of it, as if she were expected to come presently. The sharp cries of the man with the monkeys and the occasional giggle of a girl punctuated an under-hum of murmured conversation from the men by the window. The atmosphere was loaded with dim incense and cigarette smoke, blown into spirals of bluish mist by a punkah* that swung lazily, pulled by a cord through a hole in the wall. Ommony sat down cross-legged on a cushioned couch against the wall midway between the window and Vasantasenas divan, and Maitraya followed suit. Two girls, possessed of patronizing smiles, brought cigarettes and a little golden lamp to light them by.

It was sixty seconds before Ommony grew aware of the essential fact. He lit a cigarette and blew smoke through his nose before he dared to look a second time, for fear of betraying interest. Having satisfied himself that Maitraya was studying the girls with an air of professional judgment assumed for the perfectly evident purpose of disguising a middle-aged thrill; and that after one glance none of the men in the window was in the least interested in himself, Ommony let his eyes wander again toward the darkest corner of the room beyond Vasantasenas divan. There, on a mat on the floor, sat no other than the Ringding Gelong Lama, Tsiang Samdup, with his chela Samding beside him.

They sat still, like graven images. The Lamas face was such a mass of unmoving wrinkles that it looked like a carved pine-knot with the grain exposed. He was dressed in the same snuff-colored robe that he wore when Ommony first saw him in Chutter Chands back room, and if he was not day-dreaming, oblivious to all surroundings, he gave a marvelous imitation of it.

The chela was equally motionless, but less in shadow and his eyes were missing no detail of the scene; they were keen and bright, expressing alert intelligence, and each time Ommony looked away he was aware that they were watching him with a curiosity no less intense than his own. But they refused to meet his. Whenever he looked straight at the chela, although he could not detect movement, he was sure the eyes were looking elsewhere.

He was also very nearly sure that Samding whispered to the Lama; the calm lips parted a trifle showing beautifully even white teeth, but the Lama made no acknowledgment.

What is the Lama doing in this place? he asked. I dont know, said Maitraya, but he told me to meet him here. Many important plans are laid in this place. Ah! Here she comes!

Maitraya was nervous, suffering from something akin to stage-fright, which consumes the oldest actors on occasion. It was clear enough that, though he had been in the place before it was rather as an entertainer than a guest, and he was not quite sure now how to behave himself. He tried to shelter himself behind Ommony  to push him forward as every one rose to his feet (every one, that is, except the Lama and Samding, who appeared to be glued to the mat).

But Ommony was no mans fool, to rush in where Maitraya feared to tread. He wanted time for observation. He laughed aloud and swung Maitraya forward by the elbow, arousing a ripple of merriment from the women, as a door opened behind where the Lama was sitting and Vasantasena entered to a chorus of flattering comment from every one.

She was worth running risks to see; as gracious, modest to the eye and royal-looking as her attendant women were the opposite. Her dress was not diaphanous, and not extravagant; she wore no jewelry except a heavy gold chain reaching from her shoulders to her waist, long earrings of aquamarine, plain gold bangles on her wrists, and one heavy jeweled bracelet on her right ankle. From head to knees she was draped in a pale blue silk shawl that glittered with sequins.

By far her most remarkable feature was her eyes, that were as intelligent as Samdings, or almost; but her whole face was lit up with intelligence, though as for good looks in the commonplace acceptance of the term, there was none. She was too dynamic to be pretty; too imperious to arouse impertinent emotions. She was of the type that could have ruled a principality of Rajasthan, in the days before those hotbeds of feudalism went under in a cycle of decay.

She took her seat under the canopy, settled herself on one elbow among the cushions, with one small henna-stained foot projecting over the edge of the divan, noticed Maitraya and suddenly smiled. That explained her. Her smile was the miracle of Asia  the expression of the spirit of the East that so few casual observers catch  a willingness to laugh  a knowledge that the whole pageant of life is only maya* after all and not to be taken too seriously  satisfaction that the sins of this life may be wiped out in the next, and the next, and that all inequalities adjust themselves ultimately. The true philosophy is sterner stuff than that; but it was impossible to see that smile of hers and not understand why men of the world paid her homage and tribute; she could see through any make-believe, and pardon any crime but impudence. One could see how she wielded more power than a thousand priests, and would very likely work less evil in the end, although fools were likely to go to swifter ruin in her company than elsewhere. She had force of character, and that is very bad for fools.

Maitraya bowed and stepped forward (for Ommony shoved him). The birthday tribute she had levied already that morning lay in a silver bowl on a little table to her right; Maitraya advanced to add his mite to it, bowed to her profoundly as he passed, and dropped his coins on top of the yellow heap, murmuring platitudes.

Three mohurs! exclaimed one of the fan-girls, and the men near the window laughed.

Liar! Maitraya cried indignantly. I threw in five!

Three! the girl repeated, laughing scornfully, whereat every other woman in the room except Vasantasena, who ignored the whole transaction, mocked him and he went and sat down on the floor near the Lama with his back against the wall, scowling as if poison and daggers were his only joy.

That left Ommony on his feet, wondering whether the Powers, that had treated him exceedingly well in all emergencies until that moment, would still stand by. It would not be correct to say his heart was in his mouth; it was pumping like a big ships engines, humming in his ears, and if it had not suddenly occurred to him that this woman was possibly one of the Lamas agents for the traffic in white children he might have surrendered to nervousness. He forgot that she was too young to have had any hand in the incidents that Benjamin had told about  remembered only that the Lama was there in her house, and that a Bhat-Brahmins tongue should be readier than nitroglycerine to go off and shake the pillars of any society.

O Brighter than the stars!  O Shadow of Parvati*  O Dew upon the Jasmine blossoms! he began. I bring a greater gift than gold.

He was surprised by the ringing arrogance of his own voice. Vasantasena smiled. No man that day had dared to come empty-handed, yet with his mouth so full of brave words. The company had bored her. Here was a man who held out promise of amusement.

What is greater than gold? she inquired in tones that came rolling from her throat like organ-music. And on the instant he challenged her.

Reputation! he answered. Shall I sing thine? For thou and I are both from Rajasthan, O Moon of mens desire!

She frowned and did not answer for a moment. It is quite in order to sing poems to a lady on her birthday, but it is not bad policy sometimes to know the words of the poem before giving a Bhat-Brahmin leave to sing; what scandal they dont know they are almost always willing to invent.

What is thy name? she inquired, smiling again.

Gupta Rao.

Her brows grew reminiscent, as if the name suggested vague connection with the past. She seemed not quite able to place it, but the men in the window scented a delicious piece of scandal and began calling for the song, and that naturally settled it; she was not going to be made foolish before a crowd.

Did you not come with Maitraya? she asked quietly. Is your business not with Tsiang Samdup?

Subject to the Mirror of Heavens smile, said Ommony, making an obeisance that verged on the brink of mockery.

She raised her voice, not very loud, but so that it vibrated with power:

The noblemen who have honored me will find good entertainment in the inner courtyard. I will send down word as soon as I crave to rejoice in your lordships smiles again!

Without a murmur the guests got to their feet and bowed themselves out; if she had been an empress they could not have been more complacently obedient. They went with side-glances at Ommony and nods to one another, implying that a great deal went on at times in that room that they would give their ears to know, but on the whole they more resembled overgrown children turned out to play than middle-aged, bearded courtiers given temporary leave of absence.


CHAPTER XI. All this in the space of one night.

The most important thing is Silence. In the Silence Wisdom speaks, and they whose hearts are open understand her. The brave man is at the mercy of cowards, and the honest man at the mercy of thieves, unless he keep silence. But if he keep silence he is safe, because they will fail to understand him; and then he may do them good without their knowing it, which is a source of true humor and contentment.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THE GIRLS took the seat in the window the men had vacated, and sprawled there like sirens on a rock. Even the fan-girls joined them. It was quite clear there was a secret in the air; the ostentatious way in which the girls kept up a low-voiced chatter to show they were not listening was proof enough of that. Vasantasena lay on the wide divan with a cushion beneath her breast and her chin on both hands, considering Ommony for several minutes before she spoke, presumably curious to know why he had come with Maitraya; possibly she thought the silence and the stare would break him down and make him offer an explanation, but he met her eyes with challenging indifference. Silence is the only safe answer to Silence.

Tsiang Samdup, she said at last, let the girls put your mat here in front of me.

But the Lama would not move. He shook his head. And Samding spoke:

The holy Lama knows where it is best to sit. He is not to be moved for convenience.

The voice was no more astonishing than is anything else that sets a keynote. It was like the rhythm of a tuning-fork. It changed the key  the very atmosphere, asserting fundamental fact, to which everything else must adjust itself or be out of harmony. Vasantasena raised her eyebrows, but yielded and changed her position so as to face the Lama, signing to Ommony to squat down on a cushion beside Maitraya; which was disappointing, because it prevented him from watching the Lamas face. He could see Samdings profile beyond Maitrayas only through the corner of his eye, but he marveled at that; it was as beautiful as a figure of the Buddha done in porcelain.

If I am to let my piece of jade go, Vasantasena asked at last, what reward have I?

None, said the Lama; and that was another fundamental statement, issuing in a voice like the gong that starts the engines. It left nothing whatever to argue about.

Then why should I do it? Vasantasena asked.

Because you wish to do it, and the wish is wise, the Lama answered, as if he were replying to the question of a little child.

How do you know I wish to do it?

How do you know you are alive? the Lama retorted.

Vasantasena laughed. I believe you know where you can sell it! she said, in an obvious effort to lower the conversation to a plane on which she might have the advantage.

I know you do not believe that, said the Lama.

Vasantasena sighed. How do you learn such knowledge? she asked. You seem to know everything. I am not ignorant. A hundred men come here, and none of them can make a fool of me, but

Perhaps you are not a fool, the Lama interrupted.

No, I am not a fool. I can whisper a word here and a word there, and some of the evil that would have been done dies still-born  and some of the good that might never have been born has birth. And as for me, what does it matter? And yet  sometimes I think it does matter about me. And sometimes I think I will give all my money to the poor

And rob them, said the Lama.

Rob them of what? She stared at him blankly.

Of the moment. It is not wise to deprive them of the moment. At the moment of our utmost need, we learn.

Yours is a heartless creed, she retorted, glancing at the money in the bowl beside her. That money would feed a thousand people.

Nothing is heartless, said the Lama. It is better to eat consequences now than to put off the day of retribution. Better the sting of an insect now than a serpents bite a year hence. Better an experience in this life than a thousand-fold the bitterness in lives to come.

What says the Bhat to that? she asked suddenly, glancing at Ommony, and Samding came out of his immobility to give one swift searching glance sidewise.

Privilege has its disadvantages. It is one of the obligations of a Bhat that when appealed to he must say something; and the quicker he says it, the better for his reputation.

I am not your priest. You would like to quote me against him, but I am only interested in learning why I was brought here, Ommony answered.

Vasantasena sneered. Just like a Bhat! You think of nothing but your own convenience. Well, I am glad there is none of your money in my birthday bowl. Rather I will give you some of it. Here  help yourself.

It is unclean money, said Ommony, falling back on the caste-rules that a Bhat may observe if he chooses, even if the other Brahmins refuse him recognition.

Is that true? she asked the Lama. This is not all. I am rich. I have lakhs and lakhs.*

It is yours, the Lama answered. It is your responsibility.

Well, she said, as I told you before, if you will take it all, you may have it. I am about to become Sanyasin.* I think the piece of jade will help me more than all my money. I will keep the jade.

I will not take your money, said the Lama. Nor can you escape responsibility. There is a Middle Way, and the middle of it lies before you.

Vasantasena frowned, her chin on both hands, studying the Lamas face. His bright old eyes looked straight back at her out of a mass of wrinkles, but he did not move; if he smiled, there were too many wrinkles for anyone to be quite sure of it.

Well  I will call the girls, she said at last. I will test you. You must tell me from which of them I received the piece of jade.

She clapped her hands and the girls came hurrying from the far end of the room, standing in a line self-consciously. They were used to being admired, and it was quite in keeping with the probabilities that every one of them had been bought and sold at some early stage of her career, but there was novelty in this ordeal, and they did not seem to know what to make of it.

That one, said Vasantasena, nodding at the nearest, is much the most popular.

She has no other merit, said the Lama, and the girl looked bewildered  piqued.

And that one at the other end is the cleverest. She has the quickest wit of all of them. She might have stolen it.

If so she would have kept it, said the Lama, watching the girls faces. The fourth from this end. She is the one. Let the others go.

At a nod from Vasantasena eight girls returned to the window-seat and one stood still. She was the same who had admitted Maitraya and Ommony, only now all her self-possession had departed; she seemed to fear the Lama as a cornered dove fears a snake. She was trembling.

Why are you afraid? the Lama asked, as gently as if he were talking to a woman he would woo; but the girl made a gesture to her mistress for protection from him.

She is afraid because you have read rightly, said Vasantasena. I, too, am afraid. Are you in league with gods or devils?

That is not well, said the Lama. Whom have I harmed?

You are too wise, said Vasantasena.

Macauley the Eurasian had the stone, the Lama went on in a booming voice. A certain person gave it to him in a package yesterday, to take it to Simla and thence to Tilgaun. That would have been well. But Macauley the Eurasian was weak and dallied with a woman

No Eurasian has ever been in my house! Vasantasena interrupted, flaring.

And the woman had a husband; and the husband was a Sudra* who was seeking education from a Brahmin, so he gave the piece of jade to him. And the Brahmin came hither, and boasted  and took opium

He brought the drug with him. I never gave any man opium! Vasantasena interrupted.

And she took the stone from him and brought it to you. All this in the space of one night, said the Lama.

But how do you know?

I do know.

How do you know it was this girl?

She is the only one who would have given it to you. Any of the others would have kept it.

Ommony managed to master his emotions somehow, but it was not easy, for here was proof of a system of spying that out-spied the Secret Service. How had the Lama learned that the stone had been entrusted to McGregor, to be given in turn to Macauley, to be taken to Tilgaun? Given that much information in the first place it might have been comparatively easy to trace the stone afterward, but  McGregor had surely not talked. Macauley and McGregors sais were the only possibilities.

Vasantasena groped under the cushions and brought out the piece of jade  the same piece that had been in Ommonys possession; there was no mistaking its peculiar shape, or the deep-sea green translucence. The expression of Samdings face changed for a moment; he actually blinked and smiled, and the smile was as attractive as the marvel of the stone. Vasantasena noticed it.

Give me your chela in exchange! she said suddenly. I could endure that chela! He is almost fit to be a god. He needs only passion to awaken him. I cannot understand this stone, which makes me dizzy to look into it, and dark with fear of myself. The chela makes me feel there is a future. I can look into his eyes and know that all wisdom is attainable. I will teach him passion, and he shall teach me pure desire.

The Lama chuckled engagingly. His wrinkles multiplied and his smile was as full of amusement as a Chinese fishermans. Ask him, he said.

Vasantasena smiled at Samding  that same smile that had explained the secret of her influence. It promised unrestraint, indulgence without limit, and thereafter forgiveness. She held up the stone in her right hand, ready to exchange.

A bargain? she asked eagerly.

No  one monosyllable, abrupt and clear  F natural exactly in the middle of the note. A golden gong could not have answered more finally or with less regard for consequences.

Vasantasena started as if stung. Her eyes flashed and her mood changed into savagery like a stirred snakes. The girl who was still standing before her shrank and half-smothered a scream. Maitraya ducked instantly with his face behind his hands. Vasantasena flung the stone at Samding straight and hard. It struck him in the breast, but if it hurt, he gave no sign. He covered the stone with both hands for a moment, as if caressing it, wiped it carefully on a corner of his robe, and passed it to the Lama, who secreted it in his bosom as matter-of-factly as if the entire proceeding were exactly what he had expected.

Go! Vasantasena ordered hoarsely. Begone from here! Never darken my door again! Go, all of you  you, and you  what is a dog of an actor doing here? A Bhat! A Bhat  a casteless Brahmin! You defile my house! A gang of devil-worshipers! Girls  call the men-servants and throw them out!

But the Lama was quite unhurried. He got up from the mat and blessed Vasantasena sonorously in Tibetan, which she did not understand; it might have been a curse for all she knew. Samding rolled up the mat. Maitraya got behind the Lama for protection; and the girls hesitated to obey the order to use violence on anyone as sacred as a Lama, or as dangerous as a Bhat. The Lama led the way out of the room with his skirts swinging majestically, and Ommony brought up the rear, aware that the danger was by no means over. He paused in the door and met Vasantasenas furious stare.

Shall I summon the guests from below? he inquired; for that was the one risk he wanted to avoid. If he proposed it, she might forbid. They would like to hear me sing a song of this! he added.

Go! she screamed. I will have you stabbed! I will have you

Shall I sing to them in the courtyard? he asked; and as she choked, trying to force new threats out of her throat, he shut the door behind him and hurried to follow the Lama, dreading what mood might overtake her during the minute or two before they could reach the street.

But the Lama would not make haste, although Maitraya urged him in sibilant undertones. In the courtyard he chose to think the greetings called out to Maitraya were intended for himself and bowed, bestowing blessings right and left. Then solemnly and very slowly, as if walking were as mathematically exact a process as the precession of the equinox, he led the way into the outer courtyard, where he stood for a moment and studied the fountain as if it contained the answer to the riddle of the universe. The sound of running footsteps did not break his meditation, or upset the equanimity of Samding, but Maitraya, glancing over-shoulder, started for the gate, and Ommony, muttering Oh, my God! had to steel himself not to follow. The two enormous sashed and turbaned janitors who kept the stairway to Vasantasenas upper room came shouting from the inner court  shouting to the man on guard at the outer gate; and Ommonys blood ran cold.

But they stopped shouting when they caught sight of the Lama  stopped running  stopped gesticulating. Very humbly they approached him, offering a present from Vasantasena  gold in a silken bag, and a smaller bag of gold for Gupta Rao the Bhat, with a request that he should remember the donor kindly. They pressed the presents  followed to the gate, imploring, swearing their mistress would take deep offense and think it an ill-omen if the gold were not accepted. When the Lama and Ommony persisted in refusing they tried to force both presents on Samding, and even followed to the street; where they snatched the flowers that were tucked into the carving of the arch and thrust them into the Lamas hands. Not until a strange, old -fashioned one-horse carriage with shuttered sides drew up at the gate and the Lama and Samding stepped into it, signing to Ommony and Maitraya to follow, was it possible to escape from the clamorous importunity; and even when the carriage drove away the voices followed after.


CHAPTER XII. All things end  even carriage rides.

The man who knows he is ignorant is at no disadvantage if he permits a wise man to do the thinking; because the wise man knows that neither advantage to one or disadvantage to another comes at all within the scope of wisdom, and he will govern himself accordingly. But he who seeks to outwit wisdom adds to ignorance presumption; and that is a combination that the gods do not love.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THE HEAT inside the carriage was stifling. No breeze came through the slats that formed the sides, but they had the advantage that one could see out, and sufficient light streamed through to show the Lamas face distinctly at close quarters. The Lama sat perched on the rear seat with Samding beside him, both of them cross-legged like Buddhas, but the front seat was as narrow as a knife-board, and in the space between there was hardly room for Ommonys and Maitrayas legs. Faces were so close that the utmost exercise of polite manners could hardly have prevented staring, and Ommony took full advantage of it.

But the Lama seemed unconscious of being looked at, making no effort to avoid Ommonys eyes, although Samding kept his face averted and stared between the slats at the crowd on the sidewalks. The Lamas eyes were motionless, fixed on vacancy somewhere through Ommonys head and beyond it; they were blue eyes, not brown as might have been expected  blue aging into gray  the color of the northern sky on windy afternoons.

The horse clop-clopped along the paved street leisurely, the clink of a loose shoe adding a tantalizing punctuation to the rhythm, and a huge blow-fly buzzed disgustingly until it settled at last on the Lamas nose.

That is not the right place, he remarked then in excellent English, and with a surprisingly deft motion of his right hand slapped the fly out through the slats. He smiled at Ommony, who pretended not to understand him; for the most important thing at the moment seemed to be to discover whether or not the Lama had guessed his identity and, if not, to preserve the secret as long as possible. From a pouch at his waist that Benjamin had thoughtfully provided he produced pan* and began to chew it  an offensive habit that he hated, but one that every Brahmin practices. The Lama spoke again, this time in Urdu:

Flies, he said, in a voice as if he were teaching school, are like evil thoughts that seem to come from nowhere. Kill them, and others come. They must be kept out, and their source looked for and destroyed.

It is news to me, said Ommony, in his best Bhat-Brahmin tone of voice, that people from Tibet know the laws of sanitation. Now I have studied them, for I lean to the modern view of things. Flies breed in dunghills and rotten meat, from larvae that devour the solids therein contained.

Even as sin breeds in a mans mind from curiosity that devours virtue, said the Lama. He did not smile, but there was an inflection in his voice that suggested he had thought of smiling. Ommony improvised a perfectly good Brahmin answer:

Without curiosity progress would cease, he asserted, well knowing that was untrue but bent on proving he was someone he was not. The Lama knew Cottswold Ommony for a thoughtful man (for twenty years correspondence must have demonstrated that) and, if not profound, at least acquainted with profundity; and it is mens expressions of opinion more often than mechanical mistakes that betray disguises, so he didactically urged an opinion that he did not entertain.

Without curiosity, nine-tenths of sin would cease. The other tenth would be destroyed by knowledge, the Lama replied. Whereat he took snuff in huge quantities from a wonderful old silver box.

Where are we going? asked Ommony suddenly.

I have disposed of curiosity. The Lama dismissed the question with one firm horizontal movement of his right hand.

I have a servant, to whom I must send a message, Ommony objected.

The chela may take it.

Ommony glanced at Samding and the calm eyes met his without wavering; yet he did not have the Lamas trick of seeming to look through a person. Perhaps youth had something to do with that. His gaze betrayed interest in an object, whereas the Lamas looked behind, beyond, as if he could see causes.

Ommony sat still, grateful for the silence, thinking furiously. He had witnessed proof that the Lama commanded a spy-system perfectly capable of discovering even the secret moves of McGregor. The odds were therefore ten to one that he knew exactly who was sitting in the carriage facing him. Samding had read the name Ommony on Dianas collar in Chutter Chands shop. The letter from the Lama had been delivered to Mrs. Cornock-Campbells house. Benjamin was the Lamas secret agent, as well as more or less openly his man of business. Viewed in all its bearings, it would be almost a miracle if the Lama did not at least suspect the real identity of the Bhat-Brahmin who sat chewing betel-nut in front of him.

And the Lama now had the piece of jade for which ostensibly he had come all the way to Delhi. Moreover, he had known where it was, at least for several hours. Then why did he continue to submit to being spied on? Why had he not, for instance, stepped into the carriage and driven away, leaving Ommony on the sidewalk outside Vasantasenas? That would have been perfectly easy. Or he could have denounced Ommony in Vasantasenas presence, with consequences at the hands of the assembled guests that would have been at least drastic, and perhaps deadly. If the Lama really did know who was sitting in the carriage with him, the mystery was increased rather than clarified.

And now there was the problem of Dawa Tsering and the dog. Ommony wished for the moment he had made some other arrangement  until he realized the futility of making any effort to conceal what the Lama almost certainly already knew. He might have left the dog with McGregor, and have had Dawa Tsering confined in jail, but he would have lost two important allies by doing it. A man with a knife and a dog with a terrific set of teeth might turn out to be as good as guardian angels.

On the other hand, the Lama might be planning to disappear along the mysterious Middle Way that baffles all detection. If so, the dog and Dawa Tsering might be exceedingly useful in tracing him. If the offer to send Samding with a message were not a trick, it would at least acquaint the dog with Samdings smell; and it might be that the Lama was ignorant about a trained dogs hunting ability.

Finally, as the carriage dawdled through the sun-baked, thronging streets, Ommony reached the conclusion that he had been guided by intuition when he gave orders to Dawa Tsering. A man who has lived in a forest for the greater part of twenty years, and has studied native life and nature in the raw as methodically as Ommony had done, achieves a faith in intuition that persists in the face of much that is called evidence. He decided to carry on, at least one step farther, trusting again to intuition that assured him he was not in serious danger and wondering whether the Lama was not quite as puzzled as himself. He glanced at the Lamas face, hoping to detect a trace of worry.

But the Lama was asleep. He was sleeping as serenely as a child, with his head drooped forward and his shoulders leaning back into the corner. Samding made a signal not to waken him.

The carriage dawdled on. The Lama stirred, glanced through the slats to find out where they were, and dozed away again. The streets grew narrower, and then broadened into unpaved roads that wandered between high walls and shuttered windows, in a part of Delhi that Ommony only knew by hearsay and from books. It was shabbily exclusive  drab  with plaster peeling from old-fashioned houses and an air of detachment from excitement in all forms. Here and there a Moslem minaret uprose above surrounding flat roofs, and trees peeped over the wall of a crowded cemetery. They were going northward, toward where the ruins of really ancient Delhi shelter thieves and jackals in impenetrable scrub and mounds of debris; a district where anything might happen and no official be a word the wiser.

Suddenly the carriage checked and turned between high walls into an alley with a gate at the farther end. The driver cried aloud with a voice like a prophet of despair announcing the end of all things; the double gate swung wide, not more than a yard in advance of the horses nose; paved stones rang underfoot; the gates slammed shut; and the Lama came to life, opening first one eye, then the other.

All things end  even carriage-rides, he said in English, looking hard at Ommony. But Ommony was still of the opinion it was better to pretend he did not understand that language.

Somebody opened the carriage door from outside  a Tibetan, all smiles and benedictions, robed like a medieval monk  who chattered so fast in a northern dialect that Ommony could not make head or tail of it. Samding cut short the flow of speech by pushing past him, followed by Maitraya. Ommony got out next, his eyes blinded for the moment by sunlight off the white stone walls of a courtyard; and before he could take in the scene the carriage containing the Lama moved on again and disappeared through a gate under an arch in a barrack-like building: the gate was pulled shut after it by someone on the inside.

It was a four-square courtyard, dazzling white, paved with ancient stones, surrounded on three sides by a cloister supported on wooden posts, on to which tall narrow doors opened at unequal intervals. There was no attempt at ornament, but the place had a sort of stern dignity and looked as if it might originally have been a khan for northern travelers. The windows on the walls above the cloister roof were all shuttered with slatted blinds, and there were no human beings in evidence except Samding, Maitraya and the Tibetan who had opened the carriage door; but there were sounds of many voices coming from the shuttered window of a room that opened on the cloister.

Samding stood still, facing Ommony, silent, presumably waiting for the message he was to take. Ommony spoke to him in Urdu:

Is this our destination? Or do we go elsewhere from here?

Here  until tomorrow or the next day, said the quiet voice.

Do you know your way about Delhi? Can you find your way to Benjamin, the Jews, in the Chandni Chowk? Will you take this handkerchief of mine and go to Benjamins, where you will find a very big dog. Show the handkerchief to the dog, and let her smell it. She will follow you to this place.

Samding smiled engagingly, but incomprehensibly; the smile seemed to portend something.

Speak louder, he suggested, as if he were deaf and had not heard the message.

Ommony raised his voice almost to a shout; he was irritated by the enigmatic smile. His words, as he repeated what he had said, echoed under the cloister  and were answered by a deep-throated bay he could have recognized from among the chorus of a dog-pound. A door in the cloister that stood ajar flew wide, and Diana came bounding out like a crazy thing, yelping and squealing delight to see her master, almost knocking him down and smelling him all over from head to foot to make sure it was really he inside the unaccustomed garments. And a moment later Dawa Tsering strode out through the same door, knife and all, blinking at the sunlight, looking half-ashamed.

Ommony quieted Diana, stared sharply at Dawa Tsering, and turned to question Samding. The chela was gone. He just caught sight of his back as he vanished through a door under the cloister, twenty feet away. He questioned the Tibetan, using Prakrit, but the man appeared not to understand him. Dawa Tsering strolled closer, grinning, trying to appear self-confident.

O Gupta Rao, he began. But Ommony turned his back.

Do you know where we are? he asked Maitraya.

Certainly. This is where my troupe was to assemble. Let us hope they are all here and that the Jew has delivered the costumes.

O you, Gupta Rao, Dawa Tsering insisted, laying a heavy hand on Ommonys shoulder from behind to call attention to himself, listen to me: that dog of yours is certainly a devil, and the Jew is a worse devil, and that man there (he pointed at the Tibetan)   is the father of them both! You had not left the Jews store longer than a man would need to scratch himself, when that fellow entered and talked with the Jew. I also talked with the Jew; I bade him supply me with garments according to your command, and two pairs of blankets and a good, heavy yak-hair cloak; and there were certain other things I saw that I became aware I needed. But the Jew said that this fellow had brought word that you had changed your mind regarding me, and that I was to go elsewhere with him. I gave him the lie. I told him who was father of them both, and what their end would be, and they said many things. So I helped myself to a yak-hair cloak, a good one, and lo, I have it with me; and I also picked out one pair of blankets of a sort such as are not to be had in Spiti; and with those and the cloak and some trifles I encumbered myself, so that neither hand was free.

And while I was looking to see what else was important to a man of your standing and my needs, lo, the Jew took the socks you had left behind and gave them to this rascal; and the son of unforgivable offenses showed them to the dog, who forthwith followed him, notwithstanding that I called her many names. He led her out of the shop, and I after him with both arms full, and the Jew after me because of the blankets and what not else. And lo, there was a cart outside having four wheels and sides like the shutters of a te-rain only not made to slide up and down. And the door was at the rear. And there into he led the dog, she following the socks, and I after both of them to bring the dog back. And lo, no sooner was I within the cart  not more than my head and shoulders were within it  than two men like this one, only bigger, seized me and wrapped me in my own blankets and bound me fast, taking my knife.

So they brought me to this place, where they dragged me into that room yonder and released me, returning my knife to me and saying such was your order. And if they had not returned my knife I would have fought them; but as they did return it, and said it was your order, and as the dog appeared satisfied, because they threw the socks to her to guard, it seemed to me there might be something in it after all. Did you give such an order? Or shall I slay these men?

Have you been here before? asked Ommony.

Oh, yes, two or three times. This is not a bad place, and there is lots to eat, well buttered, with plenty of onions. This is a place where they think the Lama Tsiang Samdup is of more importance than a belly-full. But they eat notwithstanding  thrice daily  and much. But tell me: did you give such an order  to have me brought here?

Ommony had a flash of inspiration. The man mistook the order, he answered. (Maitraya was listening; he did not want to take Maitraya into confidence.) I will tell you later what I intend to do about it. Meanwhile, keep silence, keep close to the dog, and keep an eye on me.

But Maitraya was growing more than curious, although he did not understand the Prakrit dialect that Dawa Tsering used.

What is a Bhat-Brahmin doing with such a servant? he asked, stroking his chin, cocking his head to one side like a parrot that sees sugar.

Ommony fell back on the excuse that Benjamin invented:

You were told. He attends to my little affairs of the heart. Isnt the real puzzle, what is he doing with such a master? Why are we standing here? The sun overpowers me.

Maitraya led the way toward the room whence the voices emerged and the Tibetan, seeing they knew where to go, took himself off in the opposite direction. Excepting Dawa Tsering, there were no armed men in evidence; the double gate that opened on the alley was barred, but there was no padlock on the bars, and no guard; it looked as if escape, if once determined on, would be simple enough. If the place was a prison, its system for detaining prisoners was extremely artfully concealed; there did not appear to be even the sort of passive vigilance employed in monasteries.

Maitraya crossed the cloister, opened a door near the window whence the voices came, kicked it so that it swung inward with a bang against the wall, and made an effective stage-entry into a dim enormous room. There was a long row of slippers on the threshold, and he kicked those aside to make room for his own with a leg-gesture that was quite good histrionics.

Six men, three women and two boys, who had been sitting with their backs against a wall, stood up to greet him. They were a rather sorry-looking group, dowdy and travel-worn, without an expensive garment or a really clean turban among them; but that was another form of histrionics; there were bundles on the floor containing finery they did not choose to show yet, lest the sight of it might prevent their paymaster, for his own prides sake, from fitting them out with new, clean clothing. Maitraya looked disgusted. He knew that ancient method of extortion and assessed it for what it was worth.

Such a rabble! Such a band of mendicants! he exclaimed. I am ashamed to present you to his honor the learned Brahmin Gupta Rao, who will play leading parts in our company! He will think it is a company of street-sweepers!

They bowed to Ommony, murmuring Pranam, and he blessed them perfunctorily. It was more important at the moment to examine the room carefully than to make friends with outcaste actors, who pretend to themselves that they despise a Brahmin, but actually fear one like the devil if he takes, and keeps, the upper hand.

The room was about thirty-five feet broad by ninety feet long, extremely high and beamed and cross-beamed with adze-trimmed timbers as heavy as the deck-beams of a sailing ship. There was a faint suggestion of a smell of grain and gunny-bags. Along one end, to the right of the door, was a platform, not more than four feet high nor eight feet deep, with a door in the wall at the end of it farthest from the courtyard; on the platform was a clean Tibetan prayer mat.

The walls were bare, of stone reinforced by heavy timbers, and the only furniture or ornaments consisted of heavy brass chandeliers suspended on brass chains from the ceiling and brass sconces fastened to the timbers of the walls. The place was fairly clean, except for wasps nests and grease on the floor and walls where the illuminating medium had dripped. There were no prayer-wheels, images of gods, or anything to suggest a religious atmosphere, which nevertheless prevailed, perhaps because of the austerity.

Ommony decided to try the platform; as a Bhat-Brahmin he had perfect authority for being impudent, and as a man of ordinary good sense he was justified in taking Dawa Tsering with him, to keep that individual out of mischief; so he beckoned to the dog and Dawa Tsering, climbed to the platform by means of some pegs stuck there for the purpose, and checked an exclamation of surprise. The trunk full of clothes that he had ordered from Benjamin stood unopened in the far dark corner of the platform, where almost no light penetrated. It was strapped, locked, sealed with a leaden disk, and the key hung down from the handle.

He determined then and there to waste no further effort on conjecture. The Lama knew who he was. Benjamin was the informer. Probably on one of the occasions when Benjamin went shuffling along the passage by the staircase in front of his store he had sent a message to the Lama. Luck must favor him now or not, as the Powers who measure out the luck should see fit. He sat down cross-legged in deep shadow on top of the trunk, which creaked under his weight, signed to Dawa Tsering to be seated upon the floor, watched Diana curl herself in patient boredom in the shadow beside him, leaned into the corner, listened to the chattering of the actors and to Maitrayas pompous scolding, and presently fell asleep. Not having slept at all the previous night, he judged it was ridiculous to stay awake and worry. Opportunity is meant for wise mens seizing.


CHAPTER XIII. San-Fun-Ho

Lords of evolving night and day!
Ye spirits of the spaceless dreams!
O Souls of the reflected hills
Embosomed in pellucid streams!
Magicians of the morning haze
Who weave anew the virgin veil
That dews the blush of waking days
With innocence! Ye Rishis*, hail!
I charge that whosoeer may view
This talisman, shall greet the dawn
Degreed, arrayed and ranked anew
As he may wish to have been born!
Prevail desire! A day and night
Prevail ambition! Till they see
They cannot set the world aright
By being what they crave to be!
Be time and space, and all save Karma stilled!
Grant that each secret wish may be fulfilled!
 The Magic Incantation of San-Fun-Ho

HOW LONG Ommony slept he did not know, but probably for at least an hour. At first his doze was broken by the sound of the actors voices, but after a while they may have slept too for lack of better entertainment; the buzz of conversation ceased and he was left to the pursuit of unquiet dreams, in which the Lama plotted and disputed with Vasantasena for possession of Samding in a place in which there was a fountain brim-full of golden mohurs.

He awoke quietly after a while, that being habit, and noticed that Dianas tail was thumping a friendly salute on the platform floor. The next thing he saw was the Lama sitting motionless on the prayer mat, with Samding as usual beside him. Below them, on the floor of the room, stood Maitraya looking upward. The gabble of angry argument that he caught between sleeping and waking made no clear impression on his brain. The first words he heard distinctly were the Lamas, speaking Urdu:

My son, you are convinced of a delusion. That is not good. You believe you are answerable for results, whereas you are not even connected with the cause. You have but to obey. It is I who am burdened with the tribulation of deciding how this matter shall be managed, since I conceived it. From you there is required good will and whatever talent you possess for your profession.

The voice was kind, but it did not allay Maitrayas wrath. He scolded back.

I am famous! I am known wherever we will go. Men will mock me! Am I to be a common mountebank? Vishnu! Vishnu! Why engage me, if you wont listen when I tell you the proper way to do a thing, and what the public will accept and what it will not accept?

The Lama listened patiently, not changing his expression, which was bland and gently whimsical.

All ways are proper in their proper place. Men will usually take what they receive for nothing, he answered after a pause. As for your dissatisfaction, you may go, my son. You may go to Benjamin, and he shall pay you one weeks money.

I have a contract! Maitraya retorted, posturing like Ajax defying lightning.

That is true, said the Lama gently. There would be merit in observing the terms of it.

Maitraya smote his breast, disheveled his turban desperately and turned to throw an appealing gesture to the troupe. But they were a hungry-looking lot, more interested in being fed and paid than in Maitrayas artistic anxieties. The Lama looked kind and spoke gently. In silence, with eye-movements, they took the Lamas side of the dispute.

Prostitutes! exclaimed Maitraya in a frenzy. You will make apes of yourselves for the sake of two months wage! Oh, very well. I will out-ape you! I will be a worse ape than the one who ate the fruit out of the Buddhas begging bowl! Behold me  Maitraya, the prostitute! I will be infamous, to fill your miserable bellies! Then, facing the Lama again with a gesture of heartbroken anguish: But this that you ask is impossible! It is not done  never! My genius might overcome a difficulty, but how can these fools do what they have never learned?

How does the wolf-cub know where to look for milk? the Lama answered, and all laughed, except Maitraya, who tried to rearrange his turban. A woman finished the business for him, grinning in his face as boldly as if there were the slats of a zenana* window in between.

Do you observe that woman? Dawa Tsering whispered to Ommony. Now if she were in Spiti there would be knife-work within the day. She lacks awareness of what might be!

Aware that he, too, lacked that most desirable of assets at the moment, Ommony frowned for silence. There was just a chance that he might pick up a clue to a part of the mystery if he should attract no attention to himself. Maitraya  supposing he knew anything  was in a frame of mind to explode a secret at any moment. He was blowing up again.

Krishna! By the many eyes of Krishna, I swear to you that some of them cannot read! he shouted, strutting to and fro and pausing to throw both arms upward in a gesture of despair.

Krishna is a comprehensive Power to swear by, said the Lama mildly. How many cannot read?

Two women confessed to disability; the third boasted her attainment proudly.

Not so insuperable! said the Lama. That one woman shall read for the three. Thus the two will learn. Give their parts to them. They have almost nothing to say in the first act.

Samding picked up a dozen wooden cylinders with paper scrolls wrapped around them and bundled the lot into Maitrayas hands.

We must cast them, said Maitraya. The cast is all-important. Who shall play which part? It is essential to decide that to begin with.

No, said the Lama, the essential thing is that every one shall understand the play. Give the womens parts to that woman. Distribute the others at random.

Maitraya, with a shrug, chose the biggest scroll for himself and distributed the others. Samding beckoned to Dawa Tsering, who got up leisurely as if in doubt whether obedience was not infra dig, now that he had changed masters. Samding gave him a scroll, which he carried to Ommony, but neither Samding nor the Lama gave a glance in Ommonys direction.

The scroll was written in Urdu in a fine and beautifully even hand, heavily corrected here and there by someone who had used a quill pen. It looked as if Samding might have written and the Lama, perhaps, revised. There was no title at the head, but the part was marked The Saddhu,* and the cues were carefully included. To get light enough to read by Ommony sat at the edge of the platform with his face toward the Lama, and presently began to chuckle. There were lines he liked, loaded with irony.

There followed a long silence while Maitraya glanced over his own fat part and consulted stage directions in the margin; it was he who first broke silence:

O ye critical and all-observing gods! he exclaimed. This is modernism, is it! Who will listen to a play that only has one king in it, and no queen, and no courtiers  but a shoe-maker, and a goat-herd, and a seller of sweetmeats, and three low-caste-women with water-jars, and only one soldier  he not a general but a sepoy, if you please!  and a wandering saddhu, and no vizier to support the king, but a tax-gatherer and a camel- driver, and a village headman, and two farmers  and for heroine  what kind of a heroine is this? A Chinese woman! And what a name! San-fun-ho! Bah! Who will listen to the end of such a play?

I will be the first to listen, said the Lama dryly. Let us begin reading.

And not even a marriage at the end! Maitraya growled disgustedly. None marries the king  not even the Chinese woman and her pigtail! No gods  one goddess! Not even a Brahmin! How do you like that, Gupta Rao? Not as much as one Brahmin to give the play dignity! What part have you? The saddhus?Let us hope it is a better part than mine. Listen to this: I am a king. I enter right, one sepoy following. (O Vishnu! Thy sharp beams burn! A king, and one sepoy for escort!) The sweetmeat seller enters left. Back of the stage the Chinese woman is beside a well under a pipul-tree, talking with three women who carry water-jars  and may the gods explain how a Chinese woman comes to be there! I address the sweetmeat seller. Listen:

Thou, who sellest evanescent joy  and possibly enduring bellyache  to little ones, what hast thou to offer to me, who am in need of many things?  What do you think of that for a speech for a king to make his entry with?

To which, what says the sweetmeat seller? asked the Lama. Who has the sweetmeat sellers part? Read on.

They sat down in a semicircle on the floor, Maitraya standing in the midst of them, and one of the men read matter-of-factly:

Mightiest of kings, thy servant is a poor man, needing money to pay the municipal tax. May all the gods instruct me how to answer! Who am I that I should offer anything to the owner of all these leagues of forest and flowing stream and royal cities? An alms, O image of the sun?

If he were a real king, and this a real play, Maitraya exclaimed, consulting the directions, he would order that sweetmeat seller into jail for impudence! But what does he do? He looks sad, gives the fellow an alms, and turns to face the women at the well. How can he do that? I tell you, he must face the audience. Are they interested in his back? And this is what he says:

Bearers of refreshment! Ye who walk so straight beneath the water-jars! Ye who laugh and tell a citys gossip! Ye who bring new men into the world! What have ye to offer me, whose heart is heavy? Lo, I bring forth sorrow amid many midwives. Wherewith shall I suckle it?  It is just at this point that the audience begins to walk out! said Maitraya.

A woman speaks. What says the woman? boomed the Lama; and the woman who could read held her scroll to the light, speaking sidewise, jerking her head at the Lama, as if he were the king.

O Maharajah, thy servants are but women, who must toil the day long; and the water-jars are heavy! If we bring no man into the world, we are unfortunate; but if we do, we must suckle him, and cook, and keep a house clean, and go to the well thrice daily notwithstanding. Lo, the young one robs us of our strength and increases our labor. We are women. Who are we to offer comfort to a king?

Enter the saddhu, read Maitraya. He leans on a staff and salutes the king with quiet dignity

The saddhu shall have a dog with him, the Lama interrupted. Samding, (he glanced sidewise at the chela) there is merit in the dog. Consider well what part the dog may play.

The chela nodded. He and the Lama seemed to take it quite for granted that the dog and her master were obedient members of the troupe.

Whoever heard of a dog in a play? Maitraya grumbled. Krishna! But the very gods will laugh at us! Read, Gupta Rao. What says the saddhu?

O King, thou art truly to be pitied more than all of these. Mine  the path I take  is the only way from misery to happiness. Alone of all these, I can give advice. Forswear the pomp and glory of a kingdom

Pomp  and one sepoy! Maitraya exploded.

Silence! commanded the Lama, in a voice that astonished everybody. His face was as mild as ever. Ommony continued:

  Discard the scepter. Let the reins of despotism fall, and follow me. I mortify the flesh. I eat no more than keeps the body servant to the soul. No house, no revenues are mine, no other goods than this chance-given staff to lean on and a ragged robe. None robs me; I have no wealth to steal. None troubles me, for who could gain by it? I sleep under the skies, or crawl into a cave and share it with the beasts; for they and I, even as thou and I, O King, are brothers.

Now the king speaks, said Maitraya. Listen to this! Brothers? Yes; but someone has to beat the ox. And who shall rule the kingdom, if the ass and the jackal and the pigeon and the kite are reckoned equals with the king? Answer me that, O Saddhu.

Rule? read Ommony. Are the gods not equal to the task? What is this world but a passage to the next  a place wherein to let the storms of Karma pass and store up holiness? Beware, O King!

The saddhu passes on, turns and stands meditating, Maitraya read, consulting his scroll. A shoemaker approaches. What says the shoemaker?

He salutes the king, said the Lama, and walks up to the soldier. Now, let the shoemaker speak.

A voice piped up from the floor; Thou with the long sword, pay me or kill me!

He turns to the king, the Lama interrupted, read on.

  O mighty king, O heaven-born companion of the gods! This sepoy owes me for a pair of shoes. Nor will he pay. Nor have I any remedy, since all fear him and none will give evidence against him. I am poor, O prince of valor. May the gods answer if there is any justice in the world! As I am an honest laborer, there is none!

To which the king answers, said Maitraya, True. And if you were king, what would you do about it?

The shoemaker: Ah! If I were king!

Now, said the Lama, a crowd collects. They enter left and right, the tax-gatherer, the goatherd, the farmers, the camel-driver and the village headman. They all make complaints to the king.

A crowd of seven people! sneered Maitraya.

There are dancing women also, said the Lama. They are not wanted to dance until later; therefore they may take part in the crowd in various disguises. They have nothing to say. Read on.

Maitraya read: The crowd salutes the king, and the saddhu watches scornfully; the saddhu speaks. Read on, Gupta Rao.

So many men and women, so many fools! Waves crying to an empty boat to guide them! O ye men and women, children of delusion and blind slaves of appetite, how long will ye store up wrath against the hour of reckoning?

Now the shoemaker, said the Lama.

Tell us how to collect our debts, thou Saddhu! Tell us how to feed our young ones! To that we will listen!

Now the tax-collector.

Tell me how to get the tax-money from men who declare they have nothing! Tell me how to conduct a government without a revenue! Tell me what will happen if I fail, O mouther of Mantras!*

The king, said the Lama, and Maitraya spoke with the scroll behind him, to prove how swiftly he could memorize.

Peace, all of you! Ye little know how fortunate ye are to have a king whose only will is that the realm shall ooze contenting justice. Day and night my meditation is to spread contentment through the land. Is this your gratitude?

The Saddhu: To whom? For what? Ommonys voice charged the line with sarcasm that made the Lama glance at him.

A farmer, said Maitraya.

The locusts spread through the land, and there is no ooze of dew, nor any rain. The crops have failed; and nevertheless, the tax-gatherer! He fails not with his visits! Meditate a little on the tax-gatherer, O King.

The Saddhu: Aye, meditate!

A camel-driver, said Maitraya.

O King, they wait beside the mother-camel for the unborn calf. They take from us in taxes at the frontier more than the freight is worth. We fetch and carry, but the profit of the labor goeth to the rich. Our very tents are worn until the women can no longer patch them.

The Saddhu: Live in caves, O brother of the wind!

The shoemaker, said Maitraya.

And the owner of goats charges twice as much as formerly for goatskins!

The goatherd.

Maybe. But he pays me less than half of what is right for herding them!

The soldier.

Listen, all of you! Behold your king  a great king and a good one! Know ye not the nature of a king? Lo, ye should rally to him and support him! A realm is ruled by force of discipline, wherein is strength; and to the strong all things are possible! Rally to your king and bid him lead you to a war on foreigners, who nibble at our wealth like rats and give us no return.

A woman, said the Lama.

Tell us first, whose sons shall fight this war!

Another woman.

And who shall console the widows!

The Saddhu: The widows of the conquered nation will console them. They will naturally see the justice of the war!

The soldier, said Maitraya. He shakes his sword at the Saddhu.

Peace, idiot! They will invade us, unless we first attack them. Then in which cave will you hide? If I had my way, I would send you in the front rank to the war to show us whether your sanctity isnt really cowardice after all!

All laugh at the saddhu, said the Lama. Now the king. And Maitraya postured splendidly.

 Ye men and women, know ye not that I have neither will nor power to make war unless ye brew the war within you as a snake brews venom in its mouth?

The Saddhu: Yet a snake slays vermin!

Maitraya read on: Peace, Saddhu! There is merit everywhere. Am I not king? And how shall I please all, who so unfairly disagree? Ye see these lines that mark my worried brow; ye see this head that bends beneath the burden of your care; and ye upbraid me with more tribulations? What if I should wreak impatience on you all? Am I alone in travail? Is none among you, man or woman, who can offer me a counsel of perfection?

I! It was Samdings voice, resonant and splendid yet peculiarly unassertive. It was as if the tone included listeners in its embrace. All eyes turned to Samding instantly, but he sat motionless.

The crowd divides down the midst, said the Lama. San-fun-ho steps forward from beside the well beneath the pipul-tree. She speaks.

O King! The chelas voice was not unlike a womans, although its strength suggested it might ripen soon into a royal baritone. I come from a far land where wisdom dwells and all the problems that can vex were worked to a solution in the birth of time. Well said, O King, that there is merit everywhere! Well said, ye men and women, that ye have no words nor wealth to offer to your king. Nor could he understand, nor could he listen, since the ears of kings are deaf to common murmurings, even as your ears are deaf to royal overtones. But lo! I bring a talisman  a stone enchanted by the all-wise gods  whose virtue is to change from dawn to dawn the rank, condition, raiment and degree of all who look on it! Avert thine eyes, O King! I would not change thy rank, not even while a day and night shall pass. Look, Saddhu  soldier  goatherd  women  all of you!

She holds up the stone, said the Lama, and they stare at it in superstitious awe. They show astonishment and reverence. Then San-fun-ho intones a mantra.

The chela began to chant in a voice that filled the huge room with golden sound, as solemn, lonely and as drenched with music as a requiem to a cathedral roof. Without an effort Ommony imagined stained-glass windows and an organ-loft. Maitraya bowed his head, and even the other actors, outcaste and irreverent, held their breath. It sounded like magic. All India believes implicitly in magic. The words were Sanskrit, and probably only Ommony, Samding and the Lama understood them; but the ancient, sacred, unintelligible language only added to the mystery and made the spell more real.

None, not even Maitraya, moved or breathed until the chanting ceased. The Lama glanced at Ommony, who was so thrilled by the chelas voice as to have forgotten for the moment that he held the saddhus scroll. He looked at it and read aloud in solemn tones:

I did not look! I turned mine eyes away!

The King: I looked! Maitraya put a world of meaning into that line.

And that, said the Lama, ends the first act.

Too short! Much too short! exclaimed Maitraya.

Too long, said the Lama. I may have to cut one of your speeches. Now there would be merit in the learning of your parts until the gong sounds for dinner. After dinner we will take the second act. Peace dwell with you. Samding!

The chela helped him to his feet, rolled up the mat, and followed him out through the door at the end of the platform, where neither of them paused; someone on the far side of the door opened it as they drew near, pulled back a curtain, admitted them, slammed the door after them, and locked it noisily.

For a moment after that there was no sound. All stared at one another. Ommony felt snubbed. He had intended to force an interview with the Lama at the end of the rehearsal, but the calm old prelate seemed to have foreseen that move!

What do you think of it, Gupta Rao? asked Maitraya.

Crafty! answered Ommony, still thinking of the Lama. I mean, full of craft  I mean, it is a good play; it will succeed.

Perhaps  if he neglects to charge admission! said Maitraya. (But he seemed tempted to share Ommonys opinion.) If he would let me give him the benefit of my experience, it might be made into a real play, he added. And the chela? What do you think of the chela?

I know! said Ommony. He will make all the rest of us, except the dog, look and sound like wooden dummies!

There again! said Maitraya. The dog! Before you know it he will order the chela to write a part for that knife-swinging savage of yours from Spiti!

I wouldnt be surprised. By Vishnus brow, I wouldnt be surprised at anything! said Ommony, and cut off further conversation by returning to the trunk and squatting on it with his back to the light, to study the scroll of the saddhu  or rather, to pretend to study it. He was too full of thoughts of the Lama and the chela, and of his own good fortune in having stumbled into their company, to study anything else.

The Lama knows Im Cottswold Ommony. He knows I know who he is. Is he using his own method of showing me what he knows I want to see? Or is he keeping an eye on me while he attends to his own secrets? Or am I trapped? Or being tested?

He had heard of the extraordinary tests to which Lamas put disciples before entrusting them with knowledge. But I have never offered to be his disciple! he reflected. And then he remembered that Lamas always choose their disciples, and that thought made him chuckle. It is notorious they do not choose them for what would pass for erudition according to most standards.

Id better see how stupid I can be, he decided. I chose Diana without asking her leave, he remembered. She likes it all right. Maybe

But the thought of becoming an ascetic Lamaist was too much like burlesque to entertain, and he dismissed it  puzzled more than ever.


CHAPTER XIV. The Second Act

The ways of the gods are natural, the ways of men unnatural, and there is nothing supernatural, except this: that if a man does a useless thing, none reproves him; if he does a harmful thing, few seek to restrain him; but if he seeks to imitate the gods and to encourage others, all those in authority accuse him of corruption. So it is more dangerous to teach truth than to enter a powder magazine with a lighted torch.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



ALTHOUGH the first act was no more than a prologue, the second was long, constituting almost the entire play, followed by a short third act which was not much more than epilogue. For more than half an hour Ommony studied his part in silence, and the more he studied it the more its grim irony appealed to him. The saddhu typified intolerant self-righteousness and the beautifully written lines were jeremiads of abortive sanctity. Whatever else the Lama, or whoever wrote the play, might be, he was witty and aware of all the arguments of the accusers of mankind.

It appeared that, having refused to look at the magic jade while the mantra was being chanted, the saddhu alone went through the second act unchanged. The king, who had looked although warned not to look, became turned for a day and a night into an incredibly wise man (which was just what he wanted to be) but surrounded by the sweetmeat seller, shoemaker and so on, transformed into members of his court, whose ignorance exasperated him to the verge of insanity. The soldier had become a general, who prated about patriotic duty. The camel-driver was a minister of commerce, who believed that the poor were getting their exact deserts and would be ruined by paternalism. The village headman was a nobleman with vast estates, who rack-rented his tenants and insisted that he did it by divine right. The farmers had become a minister of finance and his assistant, who conspired to bring about a better state of things by wringing the last realizable rupee from the merchant classes. The goatherd, strange to say, became a courtier pure and simple, who had no ambition but to make love to every woman who came within his range. The sweetmeat seller was a chancellor whose duty was to invent laws, and the shoemaker was a judge who had to apply them.

San-fun-ho, it seemed, had also looked into the magic jade, and had become a goddess, with her name unchanged, who came and went, heaping Puck-like irony on every one, king included, and engaging in acid exchanges of wit with the saddhu, who had much the worst of it.

The women with the water-jars had all become court favorites, who lolled on divans and complained of their tedious, unprofitable fate, inclining rather to the saddhus view of things but unwilling to give up sinecures for austerity (which they declared had gone out of fashion long ago) and cynically skeptical of the morals of the dancing women, who entered early in the second act to entertain the court. The long and the short of it was, that nobody was any happier for being changed, and least of all the king, who had only implored the Powers to make him fabulously wise, and who found his wisdom sterile because foolish people could not understand it.

The second act was supposed to take place at night, after a long days experience of the results of the sudden change of character, and at the close they all departed to the well, to greet the dawn and welcome a return to their former condition.

The third act found them at the well-side, changed again, and San-fun-ho, once more a Chinese woman, took them to task for having failed to see the future seeded in themselves, depending for fruition solely on their own use of each passing moment. Because the saddhu had to interject remarks, the whole of San-fun-hos last speech was written on Ommonys scroll, and as he read he chuckled at the saddhus vanquishment. He loved to see cant and pseudo-righteousness exploded. He could imagine the saddhu, typifying all he most loathed, slinking off-stage, brow-beaten, ashamed  and just as bent as ever on attaining Heaven by the exercise of tyranny, self-torture and contempt of fun.

Then San-fun-hos last lines  a mantra  sung to Manjusri,* Lord and Teacher, free from the two-fold mental gloom, as redolent and ringing with immortal hope as sunshine through the rain.

He was reading that when the gong sounded  a reverberating, clanging thing of brass whose din drowned thought and drove the wasps in squadrons through the window-slats. And that brought another problem that invited very serious attention. As a Brahmin  even a Bhat-Brahmin, who is not supposed to be above committing scores of acts the orthodox would reckon unclean  he might not eat in company with actors, nor even in the Lamas company, nor in any room in which non-Brahmins were. He began to exercise his wits to find a way out of the difficulty  only to find that the Lama had foreseen it and had provided the solution.

Long-robed servants entered from the courtyard bearing bowls of hot food for the actors, but none for Ommony or Dawa Tsering or the dog. Instead, a tall Tibetan came, announcing that a meal cooked by a Brahmin would be served in a ritually clean room, if his honor would condescend to be shown the way to it.

The room turned out to be a small one at the far corner of the cloister, and no more ritually clean than eggs are square, nor had the meal been cooked by a Brahmin; but the actors were none the wiser. Dawa Tserings food was heaped in a bowl on a mat outside the door, and he, having no caste prejudices, squatted down to gorge himself, with a wary eye on Diana. Ommony relieved his mind:

She eats only at night. She wont touch food unless I give permission.

Dawa Tsering promptly tried to tempt the dog, but she turned up her nose at the offer, and the Hillman grinned. I think you have more than one devil in you, Gupta Rao! However, maybe they are not bad devils! He nodded to himself; down in the recesses of his mind there was an evolution going on, that was best left to take its own course.

Ommony left him and the dog outside and shut himself into the small square room. There was only one door; one window. He was safe from observation. There was a plain but well-cooked meal of rice and vegetables laid out on a low wooden bench with a stool beside it, and a pitcher of milk that smelt as fresh as if it had come from a model dairy; also a mattress in a corner, on which to rest when the meal was finished  good monastic fare and greater ease than is to be had in many an expensive hostelry.

He finished the meal and sprawled on the mattress, confessing to himself that in spite of the Lamas having avoided him for twenty years, in spite of the evidence of an astonishingly perfect spy-system that had enabled the Lama so infallibly to trace and recover the jade, and even in spite of Benjamins confession, it was next to impossible to believe the old Lama was a miscreant. Because of the story of traffic in white children, reason argued that the Lama was a fiend. Intuition, which ignores deduction, told him otherwise; and memory began to reassert itself.

There was, for instance, twenty years of correspondence from the Lama, mostly in English, with reference to the business of the Tilgaun Mission; not one word of it was less than altruistic, practical and sane; there had never been a hint of compromise with even those conventional lapses from stern principle that most institutions find themselves compelled to make. In fact, he admitted to himself that the Lamas letters, more than anything else during his life in India, had helped him to see straight and to govern himself uprightly.

And now this play. And Samding. Could a man who made victims of children so educate a chela as that one evidently had been educated? Youth takes on the taint of its surroundings. Samding had the calm self-possession of one who knew the inherent barrenness of evil and therefore could not be tempted by it.

And would a man, who permitted himself to outrage humanity by hypnotizing children, write such a play as this one, or approve of it, or stage it at his own expense? The play was not only ingeniously moral, it was radically sound and aimed equally at mockery of wrong ideals and the presentation of a manly view of life. A saint might have written it, and a reckless angel might finance it, but a criminal or a man with personal ambitions, hardly.

Then again, there was the mystery of the Lamas treatment of himself. How much had Benjamin told? The old Jew had sent the trunk, so there had been plenty of chance to send a message with it. Benjamin might have brought the trunk in person. Anyhow, the Lama now unquestionably knew who the Bhat-Brahmin was; and he was evidently willing for the present not only to submit to espionage but to protect the spy!

It might be, of course, that the Lama had views of his own as to what constitutes crime. He had radical views, and was not averse to voicing them before strangers. But if his conception of morality included smuggling children into the unknown Hill country, how was it that he was so careful for the Tilgaun Mission and so insistent on safeguards against mental contamination?

Above all, why was he so careful to avoid an interview? What did he propose to gain by pretending not to see through the Brahmin disguise? True, he had spoken English once or twice, but he had made no comment when the Bhat-Brahmin pretended not to understand him. Was he simply amusing himself? If so, two could play at that game! For the present Ommony had to let the problem go unsolved, but he dismissed the very notion of not solving it and he determined to get at least as much amusement out of the process as ever the Lama should enjoy.

He had about reached that conclusion, and was contemplating a siesta, when the same attendant who had brought him to the room came to announce that the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup was expecting him in the great hall. When he reached the hall rehearsal of the second act was already under way; Maitraya was getting off a speech he had already memorized, strutting, declaiming, trying to impress the Lama and the troupe with his eloquent stage personality. The Lama took no notice as Ommony entered with the dog and Dawa Tsering, but told Maitraya to repeat the lines. Maitraya, rather nettled, gave a different rendering, more pompous, louder and accompanied by gestures more emphatic than the first. The troupe applauded, since Maitraya plainly expected it, but the Lama broke into a smile that disturbed his wrinkles as if they had been stirred with a spoon.

My son, he said quietly, the whistle does not pull the train. Maitrayas jaw dropped. Samding, show him how I like to have those lines read.

Samding spoke the lines from memory, not moving his body at all, and the amazing thing was that while he spoke one forgot he was a chela and almost actually saw a king standing where he was sitting  a king who was bored to distraction and trying to explain kindly to stupid people why their arguments were all wrong. One felt immensely sorry for the king, and saw the hopelessness of his attempt. But all that was between the lines, and in the wonderful inflection of the voice.

And now, my son, try once more, said the Lama. Imagine the audience is on the stage, and speak to them as you would like a king to speak to you; not as you yourself would speak if you were king, but as a king should speak to unwise people.

Maitraya swallowed pride, tried again, and so surprised himself with his second effort that he tried a third time without invitation; and the third rendering was almost good. The man had imitative talent.

The whole of the afternoon was given up to the reading and re-reading of the second act, and Dawa Tsering slept  and snored  throughout the entire performance. Several times the Lama obliged Ommony to repeat his lines, without once calling him by name, and once he made Samding repeat them for him, the chela doing so from memory, apparently knowing the whole play by heart. The Lama was as exacting with Ommony as with Maitraya and the rest. Once he said:

My son, you know the saddhu is a false philosopher. You like to see him ridiculed by San-fun-ho. And that shows wisdom. There is merit in appreciation. But it is not good to forget that you are the saddhu. Those who listen must not be aware that you expect to be worsted in argument. Now speak the lines again.

Ommony complied, and did his best, for he was enjoying the game hugely; and that put Maitraya in a somewhat similar frame of mind; Maitraya imitated anything, including mental attitudes, and the rest of the troupe took example from him. When the East sets forth to play a part in earnest, it becomes audience as well as actor, and accepts the drama for reality. Even the Lama was pleased. He praised them after a fashion of his own.

Because you are doing well, it would not be good to believe you cannot do better. Even the sun and stars are constantly improving. Let vanity not slay humility, which is the spirit reaching upward.

Then, as if that perhaps were too great praise, which might deceive them, he picked out an actor here and there for comforting rebuke:

You must remember that to play the part of a stupid character requires intelligence. You will grow more intelligent as you endeavor. Now let us begin again at the beginning, trying to forget how stupid we have consented to be hitherto. Let us consent to be intelligent.

He did not once betray impatience. When he needed an example he commanded Samding, and the chela spoke at once from memory, occasionally descending to the floor to act as well as speak the lines. Once the chela acted the same part in the same way twice in succession, and then he came in for reprimand:

Samding, no two atoms in all nature are alike. No day is twice repeated. No second breath is like the first. Do that a third time. Do it differently.

Tyrant, however, was no right name for the Lama. There was no sense of oppression, even at the end of a long afternoon, when every faculty, Samdings apparently included, ached from exercise. Samding worked harder than them all together, because all through the second act, in the role of a goddess, he had to come and go and speak the all-important lines on which the action hinged. But when darkness came, and tall monk-like Tibetans, armed with tapers, lit the hanging lights and set candles in the wall-sconces, the chela was as self-possessed and full of life as ever, which he hardly would have been if he had felt imposed on.

At last the Lama dismissed the troupe to the far end of the hall, where they sprawled wearily on the floor and awaited supper. Not moving from the mat, he beckoned Ommony and Dawa Tsering to come and squat on the floor in front of him, not on the platform. They had to look up.

Now for the show-down! Good! thought Ommony, stroking Dianas head as she crouched on the floor beside him. But the Lama spoke to Dawa Tsering, using the northern dialect:

Why did you say to Samding that I owe you two months pay? he asked, not offended, curious.

Oh, I had to say something. I had to have an excuse for seeing you. I had a letter to deliver.

The Lama nodded, but his voice became a half-note sterner: Why did you use violence to Samding?

I am a violent man, and the chela offended me.

What offense did the chela commit?

Oh, he looked too satisfied. He was a fool to stir the devil in me. Also I was disgusted.

Why?

Because he did not look afraid. And I knew he was afraid  of me! Therefore he was a liar. Therefore I smote him with the letter, and hustled him a time or two. He was afraid to hit back. Let him hit me now, if he is not afraid to!

The Lama meditated for a moment  seemed to fall asleep  and then to come out of a dream as if emerging from another universe.

There is a certain merit in you, he said quietly. Are you now the servant of this Brahmin?

I am keeper of the dog. I pick the fleas from her. She is a very wise and unusual devil.

Dawa Tsering glanced at Ommony, who rather hoped he would say something to the Lama about the Bhat-disguise and thus bring that subject to a head; but he was disappointed. Nothing was farther from Dawa Tserings intention; he was thoroughly enjoying what he thought was a perfect imposition on the Lama.

This Gupta Rao, he went on, is a devil even greater than the dog. I like him. He and I are friends.

Well, said the Lama, that seems to be excellent, because friends must stand together. There is a devil needed in this play of mine, and you shall act the devil. You will like that. But remember: there must be no offense to Samding, or to anyone. You and Gupta Rao are together, being, as you say, friends. If I should need to dismiss you, because of wrong-doing, I will dismiss him also. Therefore his safety  do you hear me?  his safety will depend on you, and you must behave accordingly.

The word safety was plainly intended for Ommonys ears and the chela glanced at him, but the Lamas eyes did not move. After a slight pause he continued:

You and the dog will both receive instruction. Then at last he looked at Ommony: Will the dog open her mouth when she is told? he asked.

Ommony ordered Diana to sit upright. He did not need to speak. At a sign from him she opened her mouth wide and yawned.

That is good, said the Lama. That will do. Peace dwell with you, my son. Samding!

The chela helped him to his feet, rolled up the mat, and followed him to the door exactly as on the first occasion, leaving Ommony and Dawa Tsering looking at each other until the Hillman threw his shoulders back and laughed.

Now you see why I have served him all these months! I, who have a devil in me! I, who mean to slay a man in Spiti! I, who hate a long-faced monk as an ape hates the river! Then another thought occurred to him. You must pay me more money, Gupta Rao, else I will offend the old Bag of Wisdom and he will discharge the two of us!

But instead of answering Ommony got up and found his way to the little room reserved for him. Through the slats of the window he could hear Dawa Tsering, squatting beside Diana, taking her into confidence:

It would be amusing, thou, to betray this Ommonee and see what happens. But I am afraid that what would happen might be serious. I think I had better say nothing, because what may happen then will probably be amusing. Thou, I think a person who can teach thee such obedience might be a bad enemy and a good friend!

Tibetans brought the evening meal, with a huge bowl of rice and a bone for Diana, but Diana refused to touch the food although the man set the bowl down in front of her and Dawa Tsering urged. It was not until Ommony gave her permission that she fell to greedily.

Thou, Gupta Rao, put no such spell upon me! Dawa Tsering urged solemnly. I am used to eating when my belly yearns for it!

Ommony finished his meal and decided to find out whether or not he was under any personal restraint. He crossed the courtyard and approached the double gate through which the carriage had entered that morning. There was a Tibetan standing near, who bowed, saw his intention, and opened the gate civilly to let him through! Diana followed, but he sent her back, making her jump the gate, which she managed at the third attempt, and he could hear the Tibetan on the far side laughing good-humoredly. He knocked on the gate from outside and the Tibetan opened it. Plainly there was no restriction on his movements; so he whistled Diana and started strolling down the alley, considering Benjamin and wondering whether the old Jew had lied about the smuggled children  and if so, why? What did Benjamin stand to gain by telling such a tale if it were not true? The more you know of India the less you know! he muttered.

It was Diana who transferred his thoughts to another angle of the problem. She had paused at the end of the alley and was signaling in the way she used to in jungle lanes when she detected a human who had no ostensible right to be there.

Ommony stood still, which obliged her to glance around at him for orders. He signed to her to come to heel and then walked very quietly to the end of the alley, where the corner of a high wall intensified the gathering darkness. No lamps were yet lighted, although there was one fixed on an iron upright at the angle of the masonry above him; it was almost pitch-dark where he sat down, with his back against the wall, giving no orders to Diana, simply watching her.

The hair on the scruff of her neck began to rise; she could hear voices, and so could he presently. He pulled her closer against the wall where she crouched obediently, trembling because she added his alertness to her own. She was quite invisible in the depth of the shadow; Ommony was between her and the road into which the alley opened; but he knew his own figure could be seen, something like a wayside idol, by anyone with sharp eyes who should pass close to the corner.

There were two men approaching very slowly, deep in conversation. One wore spurs. Unexplainably (without delving into such science as Chutter Chand expounds in his room behind the jewelry store) Ommony received an impression that they had been pacing to and fro for a considerable time. They came to a halt around the corner within three steps of where he sat, and when he held his breath he could hear their words distinctly:

You see, Chalmers, if we raid the place without being sure of our ground, all well do is make trouble for ourselves and serve them notice to cover their tracks. We must have evidence thatll make conviction certain, or theyll hold us up as another horrid example of official tyranny.

I tell you, sir, I know the women are in here.

But do you know they are the women? We cant interfere with religion. Wed be in a fine mess if we haled a bevy of legitimate nautch-girls into court. Weve got to have proof.

Pardon me, sir. Lamaism doesnt run to nautch-girls. These people are Tibetans. Theyve no proper business in Delhi, and absolutely no excuse for lugging unexplainable women around the country. The Lama was seen to enter Vasantasenas place, and I myself saw him come out and drive off with his chela and two other people. I had him followed, and I know he drove in here. He hasnt come out since. You know what kind of a place Vasantasena keeps.

Yes, but we also know every member of her household. And shes another individual its deadly dangerous to monkey with unless were certain of our facts.

Weve got circumstantial evidence enough to hang a rajah, sir.

Circumstantial wont do, Chalmers. I spoke with McGregor about it today; he assured me there isnt a thing on the Lama in the Secret archives. He admits theres slavery on the Assam border,* and that slaves are sold into Nepal and Tibet. But that doesnt justify us in raiding this place, warrant or no warrant. Wed be inviting a riot. The way things are at the moment, Moslems and Hindus ud get together and make common cause even with Christians if they thought they could jump on us by doing it  and slit one anothers throats afterward! Theyd call it another Amritsar. Ill tell you what you may do if you like: surround this place and shadow every one who leaves it. That way we may get evidence.

There was silence while someone suppressed ill-temper. Then a voice:

Very well, sir.

A piece of mortar from the top of the wall fell to the ground beside Ommony. He glanced up. It was growing very dark, but he thought he saw the shadow of a mans head, vague against the colored gloom of an overhanging tree. The men who were talking moved on, toward the alley-mouth  passed it  turned, and started back again.

Hullo! said one of them, the taller, he with the spurs. Do you notice the audience? Wait! Dont go down there  thats a nasty, damned dark alley  might be an accident.  Good evening! he said, coming to a stand six feet away from Ommony. I hope we havent disturbed your meditations.

Ommonys hand closed on Dianas muzzle. She crowded herself closer against the wall.

I say, I hope we havent disturbed your meditations!

Ommony did not move.

Maybe he doesnt know English, sir.

Dammit, I cant see his caste-mark. He looks like a Hindu. Havent a flashlight, have you?

The younger of the two men struck a match; its yellow glare showed Ommony in high relief, but darkened the shadow behind him.

By gad, sir, thats the Brahmin who came out of Vasantasenas with the Lama!

The last thing Ommony wanted was police recognition; with the best will in the world the police may bungle any intricate investigation, through over- zeal, and because they must depend on under-qualified subordinates. He was satisfied to learn that McGregor had kept his promise not to unleash the Secret Service on the trail; disturbed to learn the police on the other hand were busy. During thirty seconds, until the match went out, he cultivated the insolent stare to which Brahmins treat unclean intruders.

Brahmin and a Lama keeping company? Thats strange.

Id call it suspicious, if you asked me, sir! Whats he doing here? Hes not even sitting on a mat. That corners ritually unclean  fouled by dogs and God knows what else.

Ill try him in the vernacular.  Im curious to know why you are sitting here, said the man with spurs. Is there anything wrong? Are you ill? Can I help you in any way?

Leave me to my meditation! Ommony answered in a surly tone of voice.

Why meditate just here, O twice-born? This is a bad place  dangerous  thieves, you know. Dont you think youd better move on?

Ommony was in doubt whether or not to answer, but he was afraid Diana might betray her presence unless he could get rid of the inquisitors. He made up an answer on the spur of the moment and growled it indignantly:

A year ago my son died on this very spot, slain by a bullet from a soldiers rifle. Therefore I choose this place to meditate. I abase myself in dirt before the gods who visited that evil on me.

Damned unlikely story, sir, if you asked me!

Everything in this damned country is unlikely! Have him watched. Youd better stand at that corner, and if he moves off, have one of the men follow him. Ill go back and send you twenty or thirty men to surround the place.  Good night, O twice-born! Meditate in peace! Ommony listened until their footsteps died away in the near distance. Then, taking very great care that Diana should understand she was still stalking danger, not defying it, he crept on tiptoe to the gate at the other end of the alley and drummed on it with his knuckles.

There was no answer. He tried the gate, but it was fastened on the inside. So he made Diana jump it, and in less than a minute after that Dawa Tsering came and undid the bars.

O thou, Gupta Rao, there are happenings! he said, showing white teeth that gleamed in the dark.


CHAPTER XV. The Roll-Call by Night

To him who truly seeks the Middle Way, the Middle Way will open. One step forward is enough.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



WITHIN the courtyard there was not confusion but a silent flitting to and fro as purposeful and devoid of collision as the evening flight of bats. Tall, specter-like figures, on the run, were carrying out loads and arranging them in a long row under the cloister. There was no sign of the Lama, nor of Maitraya, and only one dim light was burning  a guttering candle set in a sconce under one of the arches.

They go! said Dawa Tsering. They go! He was excited  thrilled by the atmosphere of mystery. There was a fellow on the wall, along there at the corner of the garden, where the tree is. He came running; and another summoned the Lama; and there was an order given. May devils eat me if they werent quick! They are like ants when the hill is damaged!

Ommony approached the cloister where the candle-light threw dancing shadow, and the first thing he recognized was his own trunk, with the bags and bundles of the other actors laid alongside it, in a line with scores of other loads all roped in worn canvas covers. There was every indication of orderly but swift and sudden flight; and only one reasonable deduction possible. Dawa Tsering voiced it:

Women-trouble! Trouble-women! It is the same thing! They bring a man to ruin in the end!

Ommony sat down on the trunk, and suddenly jumped up again. A womans voice cried out of darkness from an upper story.

Did you hear that?

So screams a woman when the knife goes in! said Dawa Tsering pleasantly. He was having an entirely satisfying time. Look to thyself! There is room to hide dead men in this place, and none the wiser!

But Ommony was not quite sure the womans cry did not hold a suggestion of laughter.

A Tibetan unlocked the door of the great hall in which the rehearsals had taken place, and Maitraya emerged in a tantrum.

Krishna! This is too much! he snorted. Is that you, Gupta Rao? What do you think of it! To lock us in like criminals! To take our luggage  by the Many-armed Immaculate  what is happening?

The other actors trailed out after him, the women last, peering over the shoulders of the men in front. One of them was half-hysterical and, seeing nothing else to be afraid of, screamed at the dog. Ommony retreated into darkness. Dawa Tsering followed him, immensely free as to the shoulders, like an old-time mercenary fighting-man who foresaw trouble of the sort that was his meat and drink.

Have you a weapon, Gupta Rao? If you asked me, I should say you would need one presently!

Ommony dragged the Hillman down beside him and the three  he, Dawa Tsering and the dog  sat with their backs against the wall in impenetrable shadow, out of which they could watch what was passing in the ghostly candlelight.

How many women has the Lama with him? asked Ommony.

Oh, lots! I never counted. There were one or two I had my eye on, but the crafty old Ringding looks after them more carefully than an Afghan watches a harem. He and the chela are the only ones who can get within talking distance. Never mind. We will have our opportunity now, unless I am much mistaken.

Why didnt you tell me about these women before? asked Ommony.

Oh, I thought you knew everything. Besides, you are probably a gay fellow yourself. I dont like interference. If you and I should love the same one

The Lama stepped into the circle of candle-light, entirely unexcited, and as usual Samding was with him. Samding counted all the loads twice over.

Wait until I get my yak-hair cloak and the other things, said Dawa Tsering, and disappeared.

The Lama said one word and Samding promptly commenced a roll-call, from memory, in a clear commanding voice, beginning with a string of northern names, following with Maitraya and all his actors, Ommonys almost last. It was as thrilling as a roll-call on a battle-field.

Gupta Rao!

Here.

Dawa Tsering?

Coming!

And the dog?

Ommony whispered to Diana and she bayed once. Everybody laughed, including the Lama, who stood so upright that he could have passed for a young man until Samding came and stood beside him, when the contrast exposed the trickery of darkness.

The Lama spoke in low tones to a Tibetan, who repeated the order to others, and in a moment all the loads were on mens heads. There was a prodigious number of them; men had arrived like ghosts, apparently from nowhere, and the discipline was perfect. Not a man spoke. There was no sound except for a grunt now and then and the rutching of heavily loaded bare feet on the paving stones; and not a woman yet in evidence except Maitrayas actresses, who seemed too frightened to make a fuss, or too interested to be frightened; it was hard to tell which.

If there was another order given Ommony did not hear it. The procession started across the courtyard, in through the stable-door into which the Lamas carriage had vanished when they first drove in that morning; someone opened the door from inside. The Lama stood in the courtyard watching, Samding beside him counting, and they two entered last, a dozen paces behind Ommony; and the moment they entered the echoing arch the door slammed shut at their backs.

One candle on an iron bracket showed the shadowy outlines of three carriages on the right, and three horses in stalls beyond that. The place seemed clean, with plenty of fresh air, and the stable-smell was not overpowering.

Have you been here before? asked Ommony.

Not I, said Dawa Tsering. Maybe it is here he keeps the women! This is one of those places the police dare not look into lest men accuse them of committing sacrilege. In my next incarnation I will study to be a priest, because then I can laugh at the police instead of being inconvenienced by them.

Diana trotted right and left into the shadows, sniffing, interested but not suspicious. It was she, three or four yards ahead who presently gave warning of danger in the form of steps descending into absolute obscurity. The candle-light did not penetrate to that point and it was impossible to see whether there was a door to conceal the steps when not in use. The voices of three women added to Maitrayas complaining of darkness and danger, answered by cavernous rumbling as someone reassured them, proved that the steps did not go very deep, but there was nothing else to judge by, until, twenty paces beyond the foot of the steps, the tunnel turned and another solitary candle burning at a corner in the distance showed the long procession shuffling toward it.

There were no rats, no dirt, and it was not particularly damp. The tunnel, which was floored and lined with heavy masonry, was roofed in places by the natural rock, but there were spaces beamed with heavy timber and other spaces filled with what looked like fairly modern concrete. The floor and walls seemed very ancient, but the roof had undoubtedly been repaired more than once within the century. The level could not have been more than thirty or forty feet underground, and there was a distinct draught of cool air passing through.

It was not until he came within a dozen paces of the candle that Ommonys ears, growing accustomed to the echoing shuffle of about two hundred feet, detected that not all that noise came from in front. He looked back, and saw shadowy, black-draped figures behind the Lama and Samding. It was impossible to guess how many, since he looked with the light behind him, into darkness, and when he passed the candle the tunnel turned again rather sharply to the right. He stood still at the corner, looking backward, but the Lama boomed to him to go on  boomed so cheerfully and confidently that it would have been churlish to refuse.

Do you suppose those are women behind us? he asked.

I know they are, said Dawa Tsering. For a jest, O Gupta Rao, send thy she-dog to them. There will be a happening!

There was more in that notion than its propounder guessed. Ommony snapped his fingers for attention, and spoke to Diana as loud as he could without letting the Lama hear:

Friends! Go and make friends!

He waved his hand toward the rear. Diana turned and darted past the Lama, who tried to intercept her; failing, he made a curt exclamation whose meaning Ommony could not catch.

What did he say? he asked.

It means to be silent because they are not afraid, said Dawa Tsering.

And whoever they were, they were not afraid, which was sufficient cause in itself for much hard thinking. Diana was as high at the shoulder as a Great Dane; as shaggy and lean and active as a monster from the folklore legends. As an apparition suddenly emerging out of darkness with her eyes aglare in candle-light she was enough to have thrown old hunters into panic. But instead there was nothing but laughter, much snapping of fingers and enticing noises made between the lips, and the laughter was as merry and appealing as the sudden view-hallo of children when a circus-clown kisses a pig. The Lama had to boom a second time for silence, although why he called for silence after that ringing revelation was not exactly clear; surely there was no risk, down there in the tunnel, of the noise being heard by the police. And another thing: his voice was not alarmed, not even anxious or offended; it more resembled that of an engineer who orders steam turned off, or of a clerk convening court  quite matter-of-fact, with hardly the suggestion of command in it.

Ommony let Diana stay behind there making friends. He chuckled to himself. There were few but he who knew the possibilities of that dog. Having once established in her mind that certain individuals were friends, he would have no particular difficulty in using her to penetrate any screen the Lama might contrive. There was no further need to risk an issue with the Lama by appearing over-curious; he could wait for opportunity and let Diana open up communications.

Meanwhile, it would not have helped him in the least to be inquisitive just then. The tunnel turned again and grew pitch-dark  became a stream of echoing noise in which a man could only feel his way by touching the man next to him or elbowing the wall, letting himself flow forward as it were in the general movement, which some forgotten sense reported to the brain.

Then dim light, far ahead, and at last a glimpse of sky, framing half a dozen stars, that made the tunnel seem even darker and a backward glimpse impossible. Diana came sniffing for Ommony and shoved her nose into his hand. Then she suddenly bayed at the sight of the sky in front and raced away to investigate.

Ommony did his best to memorize the details of the tunnel opening, but failed. There were steps, but not many of them. Then he found himself in a courtyard about thirty yards square, with stars overhead and the shadowy columned entrance of a place that looked in the dark like a temple behind him. He was aware that a stone floor had come sliding forward to conceal the flight of steps; a man had shouted to him to hurry lest he be caught in the gap, and he had seen that the sliding stone was two feet thick. There was no sign of the Lama, or of Samding, or the women.

There were camels in the courtyard; he knew that by the smell before he saw them kneeling in two uneven rows. Diana, who hated camels, came to heel, growling to herself in undertones, and Dawa Tsering laughed aloud.

I smell travel and the road that runs north! he said triumphantly. The devil may have these hot plains! Wait while I pick us two good camels  wait here!

He disappeared and within the minute there were sounds of hot dispute  three voices. A camel rose like an apparition from another world, and snarled as if this world were not satisfying. A heavy thump  a louder oath  and Dawa Tsering limped back.

In the belly! Kicked me in the belly! he gasped, unable to stand upright but with enough wind left in him for agonied speech. I would have hamstrung the brute, but  those Tibetan-devils  eh, but it hurts!  they pushed me toward his hoof again and  yow! let me sit so  stand beside me  yah-h, I have a bellyache!

The courtyard was alive with movement, but there was hardly a spoken word. The camels moaned and gurgled, as they always do when loads are being heaped on them, and now and then someone called out for an extra package to balance an animals burden; but on the whole there was even less noise than when Bedouins strike tents and vanish. After a while, as his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, Ommony could make out men who certainly were not Tibetans; they wore turbans and were more like Bikaniri camel-men. Then, huge and shadowy against the sky, there loomed seven elephants with curtained howdahs,* making no noise, effortless, coming through an open gate like phantoms in a dream.

Next there came from behind Ommony, a man in a turban and long cloak, followed by a younger man whose stride seemed familiar, who wore a scimitar at his waist and the dress of a chieftain. Diana knew them instantly and wagged her tail. They were the Lama and Samding, changed almost out of recognition! Ommony followed them wondering at the Lamas strength of gait that he seemed to have acquired along with the change of costume; but they were presently surrounded by Tibetans, who seemed to be receiving whispered instructions. Unable to get close enough to hear what was being said, Ommony turned his attention to the elephants, and noticed that they bore the trappings of a rajah, although he did not know which rajah. He asked one of the mahouts,* who told him gruffly to mind his own business.

He walked up close to one of the camel-men, but it was too dark just there under the wall to see his features.

Whose man are you? he asked.

Mine own man! the fellow answered in a plucked, flat harp-string tone of voice. Have a care! This camel bites!

Ommony jumped in the nick of time to avoid the vicious teeth. Diana flew at the camel;  the heavily loaded brute struggled to its feet, tried to kick four ways at once, and bolted. Ommony grabbed Diana. Nine or ten men chased the camel into a corner, managed it amazingly with forked sticks and compelled it to kneel. It was plainly enough a desert outfit, used to meeting all emergencies without fuss.

Then the shadowy elephants moved in single file across the yard and halted, swaying, at a door beside the one that Ommony had come through; he could see the top of a ladder laid against the first one from the far side, but could not see who mounted it. A moment later, however, he caught sight of the Lama and Samding, the Lama walking like a warrior, skirted, pantalooned, seeming to have thrown off thirty years; they climbed on to the last of the elephants, and moved off first, the others following.

After that there was confusion for about a minute; several more elephants came through the gate, colliding with the loaded ones, and for reasons that were doubtless logical to them, the camels all got up at once and stampeded into the jam. But a little, low-muttered swearing, some sharp cries and a lot of stick-work straightened that out. The camels were herded out into the open behind the elephants; the second lot of elephants came in, and a Tibetan seized Ommonys arm.

Not a word. No explanation. Two other men seized Dawa Tsering, taking no chances with him, pouncing on him from behind and shoving him along toward the same elephant to which the first man led Ommony. Maitrayas voice was raised in protest somewhere in the dark and a woman cried out hysterically, but none answered either of them. The whole party of actors was hauled into curtained howdahs like so much baggage. Diana jumped  Ommony caught her by the scruff of the neck, hauled her in after him, and found himself in a howdah with Dawa Tsering and one Tibetan, who leaned forward, touched Dawa Tsering on the shoulder and shook a finger at him meaningly. For answer the Hillman made a gesture toward his knife.

But they were off, swaying like insects on an earthquake, before that argument could ripen into happenings, and in less than two minutes the Hillman was seasick, hanging on and moaning that he could smell death.

That camel kicked my belly into ruins! Peace! I will get down! I have had enough of this!

But the Tibetan leaned forward and lashed him very neatly to the howdah with a rope.

Cut me loose, Gupta Rao  or I call thee Ommonee!

Nay, lied Ommony, it was my order.

Thou? Oh, very well! OMMONEE! he yelled. Then again between spasms of vomiting, OMMONEE! OMMONEE!

It did not seem to matter. The Tibetan took no notice of it. Such a cry by night, smothered by howdah curtains, was not likely to mean much to chance passers-by. Perhaps Maitraya could hear it on the elephant ahead, but he would not know what it meant. Ommony let his name be yelled until the Hillman wore himself out, hoping the Tibetan would be too disturbed by it to notice anything else. He had his finger through a small hole in the curtain and was tearing it for a better view.

He did contrive to snatch one hurried glimpse before the Tibetan saw what he was doing; but it was dark, there was no moon, and all he saw was a broken wall with trees beside it  nothing that would help him identify the route. The Tibetan touched him on the arm and shook a warning finger, then climbed over to Ommonys side of the howdah and tied up the hole carefully with thread torn from a piece of sacking. He did not seem in the least afraid of the dog, nor did she object to him. On the principle that good dogs know what their masters think subconsciously about a stranger, Ommony decided the Tibetan was quite friendly.

And the process of self-adjustment to mysterious conditions consists rather in keeping adventitious friends than in losing them. It seemed much more important to disarm suspicion and to create a friendly atmosphere than to find out which direction they were taking.

As a matter of fact, Ommony did not much care where he was going. He guessed he was on the Middle Way, and that, if true, was the all-important fact. Details of the route, he knew, might change from hour to hour; the key to it was probably a string of individuals extended all across the country, bound together by a secret interest in common. He decided not to try to memorize the route, but to look out for and identify those men.

However, he made one casual attempt to draw the Tibetan, in the hope of further disarming suspicion by appearing naturally, frankly curious.

Where are we going? he asked in Prakrit.

Wherever the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup wishes, the man answered, almost to himself, as if he were repeating prayers. After which there was long, swaying, hot silence, broken only by the groans of Dawa Tsering and the soft, exactly regular footfalls of the elephant.


CHAPTER XVI. Where are we?

Treason, as between men, is considered worse than theft; for even thieves despise it. He who betrays his country is considered fit for death. But I tell you: he who betrays his own soul has no longer any link with honesty, and there is nothing sure concerning him, except that he will go from bad to worse. And evil grows little by little; he who is faithless in small things will ultimately lose all honor. Therefore, strive eternally to keep faith, not telling secrets nor inquiring uninvited into those of others; for the Great Offense is grounded on an infinite variety of little ones  exactly as Great Merit is the total of innumerable acts of self-control.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



EACH to his own heaven. Some men prefer golf. To Ommony, the seventh heaven of delight  the apex of a heterodox career was reached that hour in a curtained howdah, lurching into unknown night. And the best of it was that he knew the future must hold even more thrilling mysteries. There was going to be no anticlimax.

He was uncomfortable, sweating so that his dripping cotton garments clung to him, breathing the smell of elephant and dog and Dawa Tsering (which is no boudoir mixture), possibly in deadly danger. And he was utterly contented, having no regret, no backward yearning.

The curtains that cut off the view could not limit imagination. He enjoyed a mental picture of the string of camels leading and the elephants mysteriously padding in the wake, beneath colored stars and a blue-black sky, between broken walls and shadowy trees, toward an obscure horizon. The dusty footfalls were as music. The mahouts occasional expletives were an open sesame to mystery beyond the reach of ordinary men  and that, perhaps, explained nine-tenths of the delight. It is doing what the other fellows cannot do, that satisfies; and so, through vanity, the gods make use of us. No millions, nor fame, nor offers of a sterilized and safety-infested Heaven could have tempted Ommony to forego that journey in the howdah, although there were not wanting opportunities to steal away.

Now and then there were halts, when muffled voices of unseen men on foot, who turned up out of the night, delivered terse commands that were barely audible and quite incomprehensible through the howdah curtains. Time and again he could have tumbled out of the howdah and lowered himself to the earth by the elephants tail. But he preferred to act Jonah in a whales belly, especially since the whale was willing.

He knew that with the dogs help he could have tracked the caravan to its destination and so have learned the details of the course it took. But he also guessed that none who saw it pass would answer questions; and at the other end there was the risk that he might find a blank wall, silence, and perhaps a knifes edge for inquisitive intruders. To play for safety  to look for it  to expect it, would be ridiculous. He must run all risks without a gesture of self-protection. He was glad he had not even a revolver with him, for a hidden weapon might betray him into rashness of the wrong kind. He made up his mind, if he were threatened, to rely solely on whatever wits the gods of emergency might sharpen for him at the moment.

Meanwhile, he felt reasonably sure of one thing: that the elephants were a rajahs property. The camels might possibly belong to someone else, but it was more likely they were also the same rajahs. There might be a rajah who would not ask questions, but who was linked in some chain of more or less esoteric brotherhood, akin perhaps to Masonry. If so, the procession would arouse no comment on the countryside, for it is no mans business and to no mans profit to inquire too closely into a rajahs private doings; he who does so may count with almost absolute precision on what the jury will subsequently call an accident. I dont know, I didnt see and I forget are difficult, exasperating pegs on which to hang a chain of evidence.

At the end of two hours swaying Dawa Tserings stomach, void of embarrassing content, began to recover. His sunny disposition followed suit.

Loose me, Gupta Rao. I am sorry I bawled out thy other name. I will slay this fool who heard me. Then none will be the wiser, and thou and I are friends again.

Do you hope ever to see Spiti? Ommony inquired.

By the wind that blows there, and the women who laugh there, surely! I have a treasure tucked away in Spiti  earned on the te-rains. Loose me, Gupta Rao, or I call thee by thy other name again! I can shout louder, now my belly aches less.

Shout, and let us see what happens, Ommony suggested.

The small boys mind that had its kingdom in the Hillmans bulk considered that a moment.

Nay, he said presently, I think that an evil might happen. The luck is not good lately. Who would have thought a camel would kick me? The devils who live in the hills around Spiti owe me for many a good turn I did them. The devils of these parts seem very mischievous. I had better behave myself.

How about a promise? Ommony suggested.

You mean, a promise between me and you? But I would have to keep it. That might be inconvenient.

I would promise for my part to assist you to return to Spiti at the proper time.

Oh, very well. Only I shall judge the proper time by when the devils have turned friendly. Loose me. I will behave myself.

Ommony undid the rope and the Tibetan, far from objecting, stuck a stump of candle on the bare wood of the howdah frame, lighted it, produced a pack of cards, and challenged Dawa Tsering to a game. They played interminably, both men cheating, both appealing to Ommony to settle constant arguments, although there was no money involved.

My honor is at stake, Dawa Tsering grumbled after about a dozen furious disputes. This ignorant Tibetan says I am a liar.

So you are, said Ommony.

That may be. But he has no right to give himself airs. He is the greater one. Look! He has five cards tucked under his knee, whereas I had but two!

He shoved the Tibetan so that his knee moved and uncovered the missing cards, two of which slipped down between the howdah and the elephants flank, thus putting an end to the game.

But I have dice! said Dawa Tsering; and from then until dawn they murdered time and peace with those things, while Diana, her tongue hanging out with the heat, panted and shifted restlessly, but Ommony snatched scraps of sleep, dimly aware that Dawa Tsering was losing more often than he won, growing more and more indignant with devils who refused to bring him luck.

I will obey thee, Gupta Rao, until the luck changes, he said at last. My dice are loaded, yet even so I cannot win! Luck is funny stuff.

It was about ten minutes after dawn, the choicest hour in India, alive with cock-crow and the color-drenched solemnity of waking day, when the tired elephant came to a final halt in some sort of enclosure, and shuffled a slow measure to call the mahouts attention to sore feet. At a sharp word of command the beast lay down, like a hillside falling. Diana sprang out through the curtains and Ommony followed, yawning and sitting down on the elephants forefoot to pretend to watch the mahouts ingenious ministrations to a corn, while he surveyed the scene from under lowered eyelids.

The other elephants, already off-loaded, had shuffled away to a roofed enclosure at the far end of a compound, where great heaps of food awaited them and equally huge vats of water. The camels, still burdened, were lying down in picturesque confusion, carrying on a camel conversation, which consists in snarling at the world in general. Along one side of the compound was a row of mules, tied by the heel with their rumps toward the wall, squealing for breakfast, which was being brought by naked boys, and by a bhisti,* who poured water into buckets from a goatskin bag. The opposite side of the compound was formed by a low two-storied building with a double-decked veranda supported on square wooden posts running the entire length. There were flies, much litter and a most amazing smell.

Over the roof of the building, where a long line of crows formed a mischievously interested audience, there appeared a jumble of other roofs that made no pretense to architecture. Small-town noises, such as a smithy bellows and the hammer-ring on iron, the patter of goats feet and the heavier tread of cattle being driven forth to graze, arose on all sides. There was one minaret in sight, and one Hindu temple-roof ornate with carvings of deific passion. The compound gate was locked and there was a guard of two men standing by, not evidently armed, but obviously sullen and alert. There was no sign of the Lama, nor of any women.

After a minute or two Maitraya looked out from a door midway under the long balcony and greeted Ommony with the familiarity of boon companionship established by journeying together. It only needs one night of shared discomfort on the road to produce that feeling, or else its opposite. One either hates or likes ones fellow traveler; there is no middle ground on the dawn of the second day out.

Do you know where we are? Maitraya asked cheerfully.

Ommony did not know, but he was no such fool as to admit it. In his capacity of wiseacre he gave the mahout good advice regarding elephants corns, about which he knew nothing; in his role of privileged extortioner he demanded arrack from a man who seemed to be the master of the stables, and established friendship with the elephant by giving the grateful beast two-thirds of a bottle full of the atrocious stuff.

Meanwhile, Diana was exploring on her own account, alarming many mules, offending camels, and reducing elephants to a state of old-maidish nervousness, at which their mahouts yelled in chorus, offering to throw sticks, dung and missiles of all sorts, but daring no more than the threat. Diana, solemnly indifferent to abuse, and contemptuous of elephants since she had ridden on the back of one, snooted around in corners until she reached the end door under the balcony; and finding that open, she entered. There was an instant chorus of womens voices. Maitraya grinned.

Gupta Rao, he said, I have seen a many curiosities in my day, but those dancing girls surpass all! If they are Tibetans, Krishna! I will risk my life and go to Tibet! I saw them descend from the elephants, and Vishnu! Vishnu! I assure you my heart thumps! Such beauty! Such chastity redeemed by mirth! Such modesty of manner uncontaminated by humility! I foresee adventures, Gupta Rao! That divinity of yours who broke your pocketbook in Bikanir will have a dozen strong competitors! Krishna! I am impassioned! I am enflamed with love! If I can find a shrine of Hanuman, I will make gifts and a sacrifice this morning!

Diana emerged, led out through the door by Samding, who held her collar; seeing Ommony, the chela signaled to him with a smile to call the dog.

I hate that chela! said Maitraya, grinning. Did I not tell you I had an intuition to be jealous of him! Is it possible those twice-born creatures are the chelas wives?

Whom are you calling twice-born? Ommony demanded, instantly assertive of a Brahmins rights.

Pranam! said Maitraya. But wait until you have seen them!

Impelled by a feeling that perhaps the luck might favor him, and partly in order to live up to his Bhat reputation, Ommony strolled toward the door whence Samding and the laughter had emerged. It was slightly ajar. But he had scarcely reached it when the Tibetan who had been fellow traveler during the night touched him on the shoulder, led him back to a door at the extreme opposite end, and almost violently shoved him into a room furnished with a clean wooden table and a bench. Food was on the table  loads of it  fruit, milk, chapatis, honey, butter, boiled rice, and flowers enough to have graced a wedding feast. The Tibetan slammed the door, and Ommony heard him turn a key on the outside.

However, there were two doors to the room, and the window was not fastened. He went first to the window and made sure that Diana was within hail; she was watching Dawa Tsering gorge his breakfast from a bowl in the shade of the compound wall not fifteen feet away. Having satisfied himself on that score, he discovered that the inner door was not locked, so he attacked the food, that being an important consideration when you dont know what the next five minutes may bring forth. The locked outer door, and the guard on the compound gate were not exactly reassuring.

The Lama came in through the inner door just as Ommony finished eating. He was alone, no longer dressed in the warrior-like garb of the night before, and looking old again  immensely old, because the morning light streamed through the slats of the window and showed all his wrinkles. The snuff-brown color of his robe was streaked with old-gold by the sunlight. In that moment one could believe he was a rather world-weary, very wise old saint; it was next to impossible not to believe it.

Yet there was humor in his eyes and a gaze unconquerable  blue- gray  very wide awake. His frame for the moment seemed shrunken, yet his height, though he stooped from shoulders that seemed almost too weary to support his head, was considerably more than Ommonys.

Peace perfect you in all her ways!

The blessing was solemn but the voice rang with assurance, as if he knew that his will to bless was infinitely overpowering.

And to you, my father, peace, said Ommony. He had stood up when the Lama entered.

And the food was enough? And good enough? the Lama asked. The journey not distressing?

Where are we? Ommony retorted bluntly. But the Lama merely smiled, until his wrinkles were all in movement, and the fearless old eyes shone with kindly humor:

My son, he who knows where he is knows more than all the gods. He who knows what he is knows all things. Is it not enough that each moment we are where we should be? Is not the whole universe a mystery! How shall the part be more comprehensible than the whole, since it must partake of the quality of the whole?

But Ommony did not propose to be put off by wise conundrums. His jaw came forward obstinately.

I was locked in here, he said. I have a right to know why.

To keep out those whose ignorance might cause them to intrude, the Lama answered, exactly as if he were teaching school. It is not good to place temptation in the path of the inquisitive.

Feeling as if stilts had been kicked from under him, Ommony tried again, more bluntly:

You know who I am, he began, speaking English; but the Lama interrupted in Urdu:

My son, if I knew that, I should be wiser than all those whose duty is to rule the stars! You have answered to the name of Gupta Rao.

For Gods sake, said Ommony, again in English, why not tell me outright what your business is? Ill begin by being frank. Im spying on you! I would like to believe you are above suspicion. Im in doubt.

My son, said the Lama, answering in Urdu, no man is above suspicion. The sun and the moon cast their shadows, and therein the destroyers lurk. Doubt is the forerunner of decision. Shadows move. All revelation comes to him who waits.

That sounded like a promise. Ommony jumped at it. We have one interest in common  Tilgaun. Why treat me as an enemy? Why not clear the air now by telling me the truth about yourself?

My son, said the Lama, in Urdu again, no man can ever be told the truth, which either is in him, or it is not in him. If it is, he will see the truth. If it is not, he will see delusion and will confuse himself with surmise. He who looks for negation beholds it. He who looks for truth beholds negation also, but perceives the truth beyond. Wherein have I shown you enmity?

For a moment there was silence. Ommony tried to think of another way of getting past the Lamas guard, but the old mans impersonal dignity was like armor.

There are things you may see, but you must put your own interpretation on them, said the Lama. One by one we attain to understanding. The wise ponder in silence, but the fools are noisy, and the noise precedes them to their doom.

That sounded like a threat, but his face was as kindly as ever, rippled again with quivering wrinkles, as a smile broke and vanished into the recesses of brown-ivory skin.

Come! he said; but instead of opening the door behind him he strode first to the window, threw the shutters back, glanced out and made a clucking noise. Diana jumped in, and Ommony wondered; she was trained to be wary of strangers, and was not given to obeying even her masters friends unless carefully charged with that duty by Ommony himself. She thrust her nose into the Lamas hand before she came and fussed over Ommony.

The Lama led the way into a narrow passage on to which many doors opened to right and left, it extended from end to end of the long building, its walls forming a double support for the heavy beams of the floor above. Two-thirds of the way along it he opened a door on the right and a chorus of womens voices burst through the opening. But there were no women to be seen yet, because the door opened on to a gallery; there was a lower story on that side of the building, and the gallery ran around two sides of a large room, screened from it by a breast-high balustrade. The Lama led the way to the farther end, where the gallery was twenty feet wide and Samding waited, standing beside a spread Tibetan prayer mat, marvelously dressed in ivory white and looking like a young god. However, god or no god, he had to alter the position of the mat by an inch or two before the Lama would sit down, after which he motioned to Ommony to be seated on the floor in the farther corner, where he could see through a slit in the wooden panel and look down on the floor below.

It was a surprising room to discover close to mule- and elephant-stables, but not so surprising as its occupants. The walls were hung with painted curtains, and the floor was strewn with cushions on which Indian women, many of them high-caste ladies, sat chattering with girls who resembled no caste or tribe that Ommony had ever seen anywhere. They were lively, full of laughter, young, but no more beautiful, as far as actual features went, than any gathering of normally good-looking women anywhere. Six or seven of them, if not Tibetans, were at any rate of part-Mongolian origin; but Ommony counted fourteen who fitted into no mental pigeon-hole of races he had seen and studied.

In more than one way those fourteen and the Tibetans were all alike. They were dressed in the same loose, almost Greek, white cotton robes; they all wore stockings, which the native Indian women in the room did not wear; and they used more or less the same gestures, were alert with the same vivacity. But there the resemblance ended.

The fourteen were fair-complexioned; one had golden hair that hung in long plaits  she would have looked like a German Gretchen, if it had not been for the dress and something else  something quite indefinable.

The whole proceedings, the whole scene was like a weird figment of imagination. There was nothing natural about it, simply because it was too natural. It was not India. There were Moslem as well as Hindu ladies in the room, betraying no self-consciousness and no objection to one anothers presence; and there were actually low-caste women  sudras  chatting with the rest apparently on equal footing. True, there was no food being passed around, but every other caste rule seemed to be forgotten or deliberately flouted; yet there was no sign of self-consciousness or strain.

They were talking Urdu, a few of them with difficulty, but it was next to impossible to catch the conversation from the gallery because there was so much of it  so many chattering and laughing all at once.

The fourteen girls in white kept glancing up at the gallery apparently expecting some sort of signal, so Ommony had plenty of opportunity to scan their features. He did not doubt they were the smuggled children Benjamin had spoken of, only there were fourteen instead of seven. There were therefore other agents besides Benjamin. But the fact in no way simplified the mystery; rather it increased it. Their ages ranged at a guess from seventeen to twenty-three or twenty-four which, allowing for the years elapsed, tallied with Benjamins description near enough; and they had grown to wholesome-looking womanhood. Not a trace of shyness. No awkwardness. No vulgarity. Not one symptom of forced manners or repression. The whole thing was incredible; yet there they were. And who had educated them? The Lama? That seemed more impossible than for a river to flow up-hill; he might have made priggish nuns of them, or downright Tibetans, but not that. It began to be evident that there was something worth investigating in the Ahbor country, or wherever else the Lama kept his secrets!

It was the Lama who at last cut short the flow of talk. Sitting still on the mat, where his head was not visible from below, he boomed a word in Tibetan, as commanding as the gong that brings sea-engines to a halt, and there was instant silence as in an aviary when the chattering birds are frightened. Whatever he might be, the old man knew what drama meant  and discipline. He whispered to Samding, and the chela, opening a swinging door in the front of the gallery, walked down a carpeted flight of steps to the floor below.

He was received in silence. He took from his breast the broken piece of jade that Ommony had lost and that the Lama had recovered from the courtesan, and holding it in both hands on a level with his shoulders passed among them, pausing to let each woman in turn devour it with her eyes. Some of them appeared to fall into a state of superstitious rapture; others were curious; all were respectful almost to the point of worship. And the Lama watched them through a slit in the swinging gate as if all destiny depended on the outcome, every tendon in him rigid; the neck tendon stood out like a bow-string. Then suddenly, as if to calm himself, he took snuff and rubbed his nose violently with his thumb.

The chela said nothing, but the women were allowed to touch him and appeared to think the touch conferred a priceless boon. They laid a finger of the right hand on his shoulder as he passed, and one woman, a Moslem, who laid both hands on him and clung almost passionately, was quietly reproved for it by two of the girls in white.

The game begins to look political, thought Ommony, watching the Lama clean a snuff-filled nostril with a meditative forefinger. Vasantasena  umm! Now these women  Ive always wondered why some genius didnt try to conquer India by winning the women first! They rule the country anyhow.

The Lama just then looked as calculating as a medieval cardinal, but despite that air of playing a deep game for tremendous stakes, there was now something almost Puck-like in his attitude. Ommony noticed for the first time that his ears did not lie close to his head, were large and slightly pointed at the top. Seen sidewise in the rather dim light there was a faint suggestion about him of one of those gargoyles that survey the street from a cathedral roof. He was even more interesting to watch than the proceedings on the floor below.

Suddenly the Lama spoke again. When he did that his leathery throat moved like a pelicans swallowing a big fish, and the noise that came out was hardly human  startling  so abrupt that it completely broke the sequence of all other sounds. It monopolized attention. In the ensuing silence he sat back, took snuff again, and seemed to lose all interest in the proceedings.

But to Ommony the interest increased. The girls in white threw black cloaks over their shoulders. The Hindu and Moslem women smothered themselves in the impenetrable veils without which it is pollution to face men-folk out-of-doors; and all of them, in groups of three or four, each little group in charge of one of the Lamas female family, who shielded their faces in masked hoods that formed part of the black cloaks, departed toward the street.

There was no doubt that they did go to the street; a door opened on to a vestibule, and sunlight shone through a street door at its farther end.

Samding returned up the steps and gave the piece of jade to the Lama, who stowed it somewhere in his bosom without glancing at it. Ommony watched the chela narrowly. Was he a European boy? There was something in the clean strong outline of his face and in the lithe athletic figure that might suggest that. But he was too abstract-looking  altogether too impersonal and (the word was as vague as the impression Ommony was trying to fix in his mind) too fascinating. No European youngster could have looked as he did without stirring resentment in whoever watched. Samding aroused in the beholder only admiration and an itching curiosity.


CHAPTER XVII. Diana Rehearses a Part

O ye who look to enter in through Discipline to Bliss,
Ye shall not stray from out the way, if ye remember this:
Ye shall not waste a weary hour, nor hope for Hope in vain,
If ye persist with will until self-righteousness is slain.
If through the mist of mortal eyes, deluded, ye discern
That ye are holier than these, ye have the whole to learn!
If ye are tied with tangled pride because ye learn the Law,
Know then, your purest thoughts deny the Truth ye never saw!
If ye resent in discontent the searchlight of reproof,
Preferring praise, ye waste your days at sins not Souls behoof!
Each gain for self denies the Self that knows the self is vain.
Who crowns accomplishment with pride must build the whole again!
But if, at each ascending step, more clearly ye perceive
That he must kill the lower will, who would the world relieve
And they are last who would be first, their effort thrown away;
Be patient then and persevere. Ye tread the Middle Way!
 The Lamas Law

THE MOMENT the last woman had vanished from the room the Lama let Samding help him to his feet and clucked, snapping his fingers to Diana. She glanced at Ommony, he nodded, immensely curious, and promptly she trotted to the Lamas side as matter-of-factly as if she had known him all her life.

The Lama and the chela went down to the room below, taking Diana with them. The chela spread out the mat, rearranged it in accordance with the Lamas instructions, and the two sat down on it facing the balcony, conversing in low tones, evidently waiting for something preordained to happen. Diana sniffed around the room, inspecting cushions curiously, but they took no apparent notice of her. After a minute or two she sat down and looked bored. Instantly the Lama called to Ommony:

Can you cause the dog to open her mouth, from where you are, without speaking?

Ommony stood up, his head and shoulders visible above the rail, and seeing him Diana pricked an ear. The trick was simple enough; ever since she was a puppy she had always dropped her jaw when he held up a finger at her; by education, for his own amusement, he had simply encouraged and fixed a habit. Her mouth opened, closed and opened wide again.

Samding laughed delightedly, but the Lama very seriously beckoned to Diana to come nearer and she obeyed at a nod from Ommony. She wanted to sit on the mat, but the Lama would not allow that; he pushed her away and she squatted down facing the balcony, watching Ommony, awaiting orders.

Now again! said the Lama.

Ommony raised his finger. The ear went up, the mouth opened and stayed open until the finger was lowered.

The Lama was as pleased as a child with a toy. Diana would have been satisfied to go through all her tricks, but a Tibetan entered through the door the women had used. The Lama froze into immobility and Samding followed suit.

There entered a man whom Ommony knew from his photographs  Prabhu Singh  the almost middle-aged but younger son of a reigning rajah. He knew him well by reputation  had admired him in the abstract because he was notorious for independence and for fair, intelligent, outspoken and constructive criticism of foreign rule. He was said to be an intimate of Gandhi and was, in consequence, about as much appreciated by the ruling powers as a hornet at a tea-party.

He was tall, lean, lithe, big-eyed under a plain silk turban and extremely simply dressed in tussore stuff that showed every line of his athletic figure  not very dark-skinned  clean-shaven except for a black mustache. He wore no jewelry, strode barefooted with manly dignity to a point midway between the Lama and the door, bowed low, and stood still. Diana went up and sniffed him. He showed surprise, but laid his hand on the dogs head and rubbed her ear.

Peace be with you. Peace perfect you in all her ways, the Lama boomed.

And to you, my father, peace, he answered. Was it well done? Was anything lacking for your comfort? Have my servants failed in anything? Were there enough elephants?

It is all good, said the Lama.

And the mission succeeded?

The first part.

The Lamas hand went into his bosom and produced the piece of jade. Prabhu Singh approached to the edge of the mat, received the jade into his hands, and stepped back to examine it, holding it to the light from a window. He did not appear to have any superstitious reverence for it, but handled it as if it were a work of art, rare and valuable.

I am glad, he said simply after about two minutes, handing it back to the Lama, who returned it to his bosom. The chelas eyes were missing nothing.

San-fun-ho! said the Lama suddenly; and the chela stood up on the mat. Was the stage-name his real one? The mystery increased. Prabhu Singhs attitude underwent an instant change. He became embarrassed. He bowed three times with much more reverence than he had shown the Lama, and when the chela smiled the lineal descendant of a hundred kings was as nervous as a small boy being introduced to a bishop. Samding said something to him that Ommony could not catch, and the murmured answer seemed to be no more than a conventional formula of politeness. The chela was as perfectly at ease as if he had been receiving the homage of princes all his life.

Prabhu Singh bowed again three times and retreated backward, stumbling against Diana and recovering his balance awkwardly. He appeared almost physically frightened; yet he was famous on polo fields from end to end of India, and was notorious for speaking his mind bluntly to viceroys at real risk of personal liberty. His back to the door at last, he made his escape with better grace, recovering presence of mind and remembering to salute the Lama.

The moment the door shut the Lama turned on Samding and rebuked him in Tibetan; Ommony could only catch occasional sentences; but it seemed that the Lama was angry because Samding had not put the visitor at ease.

That is only vanity  self-approval. Worshipers are mockers... turned your head... I would rather see you pelted with stones... better for you and for them... break the shell of the egg before the chicken hatches ... sclaappkapp! (whatever that meant)... dirt under your feet will someday cover your grave... all these years and yet you know so little... if you are going to fail you had better not begin... presumption...

It was a wonder of a discourse. Samding listened, standing for a while, then sat down cross-legged  off the mat  facing the Lama  head bowed humbly  not once moving until Diana came and sniffed his neck to find out what the matter was.

That stopped the Lamas flow of speech. He glanced up at the gallery and called to Ommony in an absolutely normal tone of voice, as if he had entirely forgotten the whole incident of Prabhu Singhs visit and the rebuke and all connected with it.

Now again, my son. Make the dog do the acting again.

Samding resumed his position on the mat at the Lamas right hand; he, too, seemed to dismiss the lecture as if it had never taken place; and Ommony, directing from the gallery, made Diana open and shut her mouth. The Lama insisted on her doing it again and again and at last he and Samding chuckled together over it as if it were the greatest joke that ever happened. Still chuckling, they got up and left the room by the door leading to the street, taking the mat with them and locking the door as they went out. No explanation; not a word to Ommony as to what was expected of him; not even a backward glance at the gallery to suggest that they had him in mind. Ommony sat still for a while; then, whistling Diana, he made his way to the gallery door, found that open, and proceeded to explore; but he found all the other doors along the passage locked, except the one at the end that opened into the room assigned to himself.

He looked through the window into the compound, where there were all kinds of noise and confusion. Four men were trying to throw a mule and several other mules had broken loose; an elephant was lying on its back near a water- butt while two mahouts scrubbed its belly; and two bull camels were fighting with everything except their tails while twenty onlookers heaped humorous advice on rather bored-looking experts who were watching for a chance to rope the brutes by the leg and separate them.

And in the midst of all that riot, with the sun pouring down on them and crows and sparrows hopping about among them, Maitraya and his troupe sat on boxes, repeating their lines to one another.

It appeared that the devils part already had been written. Maitraya held a small scroll in addition to his own, and was trying to teach the lines to Dawa Tsering, who was disposed to believe he could play the devil better if left to his own resources.

I tell you, a devil is devilish! he shouted. A devil is like one of those bull camels  you never know what hell do next! Or like a mule  you have to look out for his teeth and heels! This devil of yours is like a pretty gentleman. Here, let me show you how to act the devil!

But Maitraya stuck to it, patiently correcting the Hillmans mispronunciation of the Urdu words. Catching sight of Ommony through the window, he called to him to come out and take part in the rehearsal; but the door was still locked, and though he could have climbed through the window easily enough Ommony hardly liked to confess that he was locked in, not knowing what effect that news might have on Maitraya. After a moments hesitation he excused himself on religious grounds:

I must recite the mantras.

Even Maitraya, possessed by the almost absolute of religious cynicism, respected that Brahmins privilege, so Ommony was left to his own meditations, which were mixed, amused and mystified in turn.

His thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door behind him. The chela came in. He had changed his clothes again and was in the same snuff-colored robe in which Ommony first saw him in Chutter Chands back room. His face was an enigma  a mask with a marvelous smile on it; but the eyes, to Ommony, suggested excitement; or, it might have been, extremely keen amusement; at any rate, some strong emotion was shining through the self- controlled exterior. The remarkable thing was, that the youngsters calm did not suggest fanatical asceticism or conceit. He seemed human, curious and not unfriendly.

Dianas tail thumped on the floor. Flies buzzed in and out through the window. There was nothing in the situation to cause nervousness, and yet Ommony confessed to himself that he felt an inclination to shudder; the sort of inclination that forewarns a man of something that his eyes cannot see. He spoke first, purposely in English, hoping to catch the chela off- guard:

Maitraya has suggested that those young women who are with the party are your wives. That seems improbable. Tell me the truth about it.

If eyes mean anything, the chela understood; he was laughing. No muscle of his face moved. He pretended to assume that the words were some form of greeting, and answered in kind, in Tibetan, then broke into Urdu:

Tsiang Samdup sends a blessing. He is unwilling that you should speak of what occurred this morning.

You mean, of the performance of the dog? asked Ommony.

But the chela appeared to be an expert in dealing with stupidity. Of anything that occurred. Ommony chose another angle of assault:

Whatever the holy Lama wishes. Kindly tell him so. As long as I am his guest, I will be silent. Wait!

The chela had started to go, but Ommony stepped between him and the door and stood with his back to it.

Dont be alarmed.

But the chela had only retreated a pace or two. Excepting that, he seemed hardly more than curious to know what would happen next. It was Ommony who felt uncomfortable. I want you to tell me, he said, whether it was Tsiang Samdup or someone else who educated you and those young women.

The chela, still standing erect, did not answer.

Come on, tell me. There must be someone else besides the Lama.

Is that why you stand between me and the door? the chela asked. The voice was ironic  amused. Ommony tried emphasis:

I wont let you go until you answer a few questions. Tell me

But the chela had already gone. He had crossed the room in three strides, laid a hand on the window-ledge, and vaulted through, tucking his legs up neatly under his chin and landing almost noiselessly on the veranda. He contrived the whole swift maneuver without a moments loss of dignity, and walked away unruffled, not glancing behind him.

Ommony strode to the window feeling cheap, wishing he had gone about things differently; he supposed it would take an interminable time now to establish himself in the chelas confidence; he had possibly totally ruined his chance of doing that. The chela was sure to go straight to the Lama and tell him.

But there stood the Lama, in the midst of the group of actors, with Samding already beside him; and apparently Samding was talking about the play to Maitraya; the Lama seemed to be encouraging Dawa Tsering to rehearse his lines. They did not glance in Ommonys direction. But a minute or two later a Tibetan came and unlocked the door, and when Ommony stepped out under the veranda the Lama turned and beckoned to him.

However, the Lama had nothing to say. He led the entire troupe at once toward the elephant stalls, down a gangway between two of the big beasts, whom he saluted in passing as if they were human beings, and through a gate at the rear into an alley fifty yards long. The alley seemed to have been used as a sheep-corral the preceding night; there were some loose boards that probably served to enclose it. Across its end ran a street, in which a dozen or more nondescript humans lounged in front of back doors. It was a back street; all the houses faced the other way, their rears were an irregular jumble of yards and walls, with empty kerosene cans, rubbish heaps and faded cotton purdahs* much in evidence.

The Lama led straight across the street into a doorway, and down a long passage that admitted to the wings of a fair-sized theater, almost modern in some of its details.

Someone had been busy, for the stage was set. A hideous back-drop had been almost concealed by branches up-ended, that gave a very good suggestion of a clump of trees; and in front of those, in mid-stage, was a wickerwork affair covered with cotton cloth that had been painted to look like the stone-work of an old well; a beam with a rope thrown over it, supported on two uprights completed the illusion well enough. The flies had been very simply painted to resemble house corners at the end of a street, and the whole scene suggested the extreme fringe of a village, with the audience looking out through it toward the open country.

For a wonder, there was electric light, although none too much, and the switchboard was a mystery, painted red and labeled in English Keep away!

At the rear of the theater and along both sides was a balcony for women, screened off with narrow wooden slats that left openings about four inches square. The orchestra pit was a platform, three feet lower than the stage, in full view of the audience. The musicians were already squatting there  Tibetans to a man; four were armed with radongs;* four more had tomtoms; the remaining dozen were provided with stringed instruments. The radongs blew a fog-horn blare to greet the Lama as he stepped on to the stage.

In the opposite wing, no longer in white or in stockings, protected by three stalwart Tibetans, who lounged in the flies, were the women of mystery. They were in costume, which so orientalized them that Ommony almost doubted recognition. Memory plays strange tricks; his took him back to the day when he and Benjamin had played a part at Chota Pegu and the nautch girls had been wild with inquisitive mischief  ready to betray the chief-priest at a nod. These girls now, in gauzy draperies, less naked, but as subtle in their motions, so resembled those nautch-girls at first glance that he was not sure they were the same he had seen in the room among the Hindu ladies until he noticed that they laughed and chattered on a comparatively low note instead of a high-pitched dissonance.

The Lama clapped his hands and sat down inside the well, where he could see out through holes in the painted cloth. Then he told Ommony to make Diana sit down almost exactly in front of the well, and the rehearsal began at once, as if preordained from the beginning of time, the girls in their Indian costume mingling with the stage crowd, and so well versed in their part that they pushed the other actors into place, needing no direction by the Lama.

Ommony had plenty of chance to observe some of them closely, for three had been told to engage the saddhu in mock-conversation during parts of the first act. One  the Gretchen-girl  put an offering into his begging-bowl. But though he missed his cue twice through trying to engage her in real whispered conversation, he failed; she was as evasive as abstract thought  as apparently engaging and as actually distant as a day-dream. She turned every advance he made into an excuse of by-play for the imaginary audiences benefit, and all Ommony accomplished was to draw the Lamas irony from behind the well:

Some saddhus hide lascivious hearts under robes of sanctity, but you are supposed to be one who has truly forsaken the pursuit of women, Gupta Rao!

When the laugh that followed that rebuke had died down Ommony was still not sure of the Gretchen-girls real nationality. He had tried her with English, French, German and two or three Indian languages, watching her face, but detecting no expression that suggested she had understood him. As for the others, one might be a Jewess; but there are many well-bred women, for instance in Rajputana, and in Persia, who are fair-skinned and who resemble Jewesses in profile. Even fair hair was no proof of their origin; most eastern women, but by no means all, have dark hair.

The only really convincing evidence that they were Europeans was their behavior, and even that was offset by the fact that some of them were certainly Tibetans, whose manner was equally unembarrassed in the presence of men, yet equally free from familiarity. The difference from their behavior and that of Maitrayas actresses grew more and more noticeable as the professionals became aware of an atmosphere to which they were utter strangers. They tried at first to imitate it; then grew resentful and sneered; resorting at last to low jests in loud whispers and attempts to scandalize by bold advances to the men  until at last the Lama stood up in the well like a priest in a pulpit and beckoned those three women to come and stand in front of him.

I could show you your secret hearts, he said, in a kind voice that was much more withering than scorn, and ye would die in horror at the sight. It is not good to slay, not even with the rays of truth. So I show you instead what ye may become. Mildly, patiently, a little wearily, as if he had done the same thing very often, he included all his own mysterious family in a gesture that conveyed diffidence and hesitation. Life after life ye shall struggle with yourselves before ye shall come as these. And these are nothing  nothing to what ye may become. The road is long, and there are difficulties; but ye must face it. Take advantage of the moment, for it is easier to imitate than to find the way alone. Ye cannot undo the past, nor can all the gods, nor He who rules the gods, undo it. But now, this moment, and the next one, and the next, forever, ye yourselves by thought and act create the very hairs-breadths of your destiny.  Now let us begin again, from the beginning.

They began again so meekened and subdued that for a while the first act suffered. But that was overcome by Diana, who produced such peals of laughter that the Lama had difficulty in restoring order and had to reprimand the musicians for thrusting their heads above the level of the stage to watch. At a signal from Ommony standing near the wings, Dianas mouth opened and the Lama from inside the well croaked words that sounded, even on the stage, as if the dog were speaking them.

When the shoemaker said Ah, if I were king! Dianas mouth opened wide and the retort came from behind her:

It might be better to be a dog like me and not worry so much!

The illusion was perfect because everybody on the stage looked at the dog as if expecting her to speak; and the best of it was that Diana cocked an ear, put her head to one side, and was immensely interested.

In answer to the saddhus, How long will ye store up wrath against the day of reckoning? there was put into Dianas mouth:

For myself I bury bones, but jackals come in the night and make away with them!

When the king asked, Is this your gratitude? and the saddhu replied, To whom? For what? Dianas retort was:

The saddhu is like the vermin on my back; he helps himself but isnt grateful. And when he is scratched he just goes to another place!

Diana was easy to manage, and Ommonys signals, made with his right hand, were invisible from the front of the theater on his left. But Dawa Tsering was a hard problem; he was supposed to be one of those wandering clown-fakirs who amuse and terrify village gatherings by alternately acting like idiots and pretending they are in communication with the underworld of demons and lost souls. He could neither remember his lines nor keep his head, but blundered in at the wrong cues and then laughed self-consciously. Ommony advised the Lama to dispense with him altogether.

Nay, said the Lama. All things are good in the proper place. There is a part he can play.

Whereat he ordered the stage set for the second act, which was a simple business. The flies reversed suggested a palace interior. Curtains at the rear concealed the greenery. The well was replaced by a carpeted dais with a large throne on top of it, inside which the Lama could conceal himself quite easily. A few heaps of cushions and settees were carried on the stage and while the change was being made the orchestra rehearsed amazing music.

Tomtoms, radongs and stringed instruments thundered, howled and jingled like a storm in the Himalayas with the voices of a thousand disembodied spirits carrying on an argument in the teeth of wind and rain. It was stunning  weird  a sort of cataclysmic din foreboding marvelous events, but music, nevertheless, in every quarter-note of its disturbing harmonies.


CHAPTER XVIII. Diana Adopts Buskins

He who would reform the world must first reform himself; and that, if he do it honestly, will keep him so employed that he will have no time to criticize his neighbor. Nevertheless, his neighbor will be benefited  even as a man without a candle, who at last discerns anothers light.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



WORK. Ommony had been a worker all his days, but had never known the real meaning of the word until that afternoon. The Lama, as placid as a temple idol, as exacting as fate, as tireless as time itself, kept everybody occupied. There was no return to the place across the street where the beasts of burden rested; the only pause between rehearsals was at noon, when food was brought in baskets and all except Ommony munched greasy chapatis in the wings; for him there was special food provided, brought by an ostensible Brahmin and served behind a screen.

A Tibetan make-up man, a master craftsman, spread the tools of his trade on the stage behind the well and took every one in hand in turn under the Lamas critical supervision. Even Diana had to be touched up; daubs of paint were smeared around her eyes to make them look huge and supernatural, and her ordinary gauntness was enhanced by dark streaks that made her ribs appear to stand out prominently.

Trunks full of costumes were dumped in the wings by methodical, matter-of- fact Tibetans, who seemed to have gone through the same performance scores of times and to know exactly what to do, and when, and how. They dressed the protesting actors more or less by main force, ignoring Maitrayas protests, pulling, adjusting, stitching, until every costume hung exactly as the Lama said it should. They provided Dawa Tsering with a devil-mask and a suit of dragon-scales  then showed him himself in a mirror, which entirely solved that problem; he liked himself so well in the disguise that he could have acted Hamlet in it. But all he was required to do was to laugh like a fiend at intervals, and to dance on and off stage whenever the Lama signaled from behind the well. He was supposed to be the spirit of the underworld who mocked mens efforts.

There was no supper; nobody remembered it. Rehearsals continued until they had to lower the curtain because the audience began to straggle in and squat on the matted floor in groups, munching betel-nut. The orchestra tuned up at once. Three quarters of an hour before the curtain was supposed to rise the house was crowded to suffocation. Stunned by the music, which crashed and blared arresting heraldry of doom or something like it (and nothing fascinates as much as doom fore-trumpeted) the audience forgot to talk. When the curtain went up slowly as if raised by the last resounding boom of the radongs there was utter silence, in which the thrill behind the womens gallery grating could almost be felt in the wings.

And at the very last minute, before the king walked on, the Lama, from behind the well, signaled to Dawa Tsering to laugh like a ghoul and dance across the stage. It was inspiration. In a country that believes implicitly in devils, that following the cataclysmic music produced the perfect state of mind in which to watch the play; when Maitraya walked on he was heard with almost agonied attention. There was not a gasp from the audience until it was Dianas turn to speak, when the Lama croaked her line so comically that even the actors laughed; and, presumably because the gods who guard coincidence approved, she put her head to one side and cocked an ear at the audience.

It brought the house down. It was so exactly timed to break suspense, the marvel that a dog should speak was so astonishing, that an earthquake after that could hardly have called the crowds attention to itself. Every spoken word and every move was watched as if earths destiny depended on the actors lips, and Dianas three short speeches were received as if some god in the form of an animal were on the stage. When she had spoken about vermin the Lama tickled her with a straw and she scratched herself; and shrill laughter from behind the womens grille gave evidence that not a gesture of her left hind-foot was missed. When the curtain came down at the end of the prologue the applause out-thundered the orchestra.

It succeeds! announced Maitraya, strutting across the stage in the way of the scene-shifters. I told you so! I said it would! Trust me to know. Acting  good acting-technique can accomplish anything!

The Lama recognized familiar symptoms and was prompt. He gathered all the actors close around him in the wings and what he said was aimed straight at Maitraya, although he appeared to be watching Dawa Tsering through the corner of his eye:

That which is not excellent is not good. There shall be no second act, unless I can be sure of more attention to my signals. I am disappointed. If we can do no better before such an audience as this, what could we hope to do in the large cities?

Dawa Tsering nearly burst the devil-mask with indignation.

Thou! he exploded. Go back to thy monastery! I will entertain these princes and princesses! Hah! This is the greatest success there ever was!

You will not be needed, said the Lama, and at a sign from him, as if they had known from the first what to expect, three Tibetans seized Dawa Tsering and led him away to a small room at the rear where his roars of protest were inaudible.

That was all that was needed. Even the vainglorious Maitraya forced himself into a careful frame of mind, and the second act began as the first had done, with everybody striving to deliver each line as the Lama wished it.

Quite early in the second act the girls came on to dance and entertain the kings court. They were preceded by mysterious music, quiet and rhythmic, pulsing with a tomtom under-throb that made the audience breathe in time to it and sway unconsciously.

They floated on to the stage, barefooted, swinging so perfectly in unison that each seemed to reflect the other. Lowered lights produced a filmy, other-world effect. What little sound they made was swallowed by the pulsing subdued music, until one radong boomed an arresting note and they began to sing, never changing the dance step, weaving in and out and around and around as reflections mirrored in the water weave interminably. Song, step and dimness were all in harmony. There was one mysterious, monotonous refrain that held a hint of laughter, and yet such sadness as is felt when the wild-fowl cry across treeless wastes under a rainy sky.

And there was no more than just enough of it to make the audience feel that it had not had enough  no encore, although the stifling theater became a pandemonium of acclamation and the kings next speech had to be twice repeated from the throne (the Lama, underneath the throne, insisted on it, lest the audience should miss one word of the thought-laden lines).

Diana had only one line in the second act. When the king, worried and perplexed by the ignorant disputing of his courtiers, exclaimed, Oh, who is wise enough to tell these idiots what to do? Diana walked up to the throne, turned at a signal from Ommony to face the audience, and from under the throne the Lama croaked:

A wise dog chooses its own master and obeys him. It saves lots of trouble!

Then she walked off, swaying her long tail contentedly as if she had solved the riddle of the Sphinx. Because of the heat, that made the grease- paint on the actors faces run, her tongue lolled out and she seemed to be grinning in response to the applause as she vanished into the wings.

About midway through the second act Dawa Tsering was set free from durance vile and allowed to resume his ghoulishness, now somewhat chastened by conviction that after all he was not indispensable. There was nothing prearranged about his entrances, whenever a line fell flat or the action seemed to drag a little the Lama signaled for the devil to dance on and arouse laughter. He was particularly useful when Maitraya remembered he was an actor instead of acting the part of a king; the devil was immediately summoned then to take the conceit out of him by burlesque antics.

There was nothing in the play an audience could misinterpret, for it mirrored their own melancholy to them and their own confusion, while Samding in the Chinese robes of San-fun-ho laughed at it triumphantly, his golden voice repeating lines that suggested, hinted, vaguely alluded to a way out of all the difficulties that he knew all about, even if nobody else did. All through the second act Samdings lines were mockingly destructive, as one actor after another, from king to saddhu, tortured imagination with his own ideas of how to make the world convenient to live in. Between them they proposed almost every solution that has ever passed current in the realm of politics, and the saddhu seasoned the stew with peppery religious nostrums; but when, before the curtain fell, they all decided they were better off as shoemakers and goatherds Samding still mocked them. Nevertheless, there was a hint in his last line of a solution if they chose to look for it:

Ye mortals, there is no success in jealousy. There is no comfort in complaint. Ye win no excellence by finding fault.

The applause made the curtain swing and sway but it did not drown the orchestra for quite so long as after the first act. It changed into a buzz of conversation, syncopated, rising from a low note to a higher one in choppy sound-waves of expectancy; and when the curtain rose on the scene by the well at dawn there was silence in which the mouse-note creaking of a door moved by a draught of hot air sounded like whip-cracks.

The rising sun would hardly have passed muster with a western audience. It was a thing of gilded wood, on which the strongest electric light available was focused from the wings, but to the eastern mind, long versed in symbolism, it was intelligible, and the fact that mystic signs were painted on its face enhanced its effect. There was no need to tell anyone that San-fun-ho had used the magic jade at dawn to restore every one to his original condition. There they all were, grouped before the well, with the dancing girls costumed as members of a village crowd and some Tibetans in the background helping to swell the number.

The whole of that last act belonged to San-fun-ho, who stood before the well with the magic jade in his right hand and, with the rising sun behind him, revealed the mystery of hope and courage. The jade gleamed like a living thing whose light came from within. His voice was like a peal of magic bells rung by the gods who keep the secrets of the dawn. His face was lit with reassuring laughter. His manner was as one who had experienced all emotions and had conquered fear.

It was a long speech; its delivery required ten minutes, but the audience received it as the East receives a benediction always, straining breathlessly to catch the subtleties of meaning, preferring allegories and a proverb now and then to meat and drink.

... Does dawn die? Nay, it passes on. It lives forever. Dawn is dawn, and never changes. Discontent is discontent; its fruits are of the elements of discontent  all bitter  none can sweeten them. Who wallows in the mire of jealousy, and blames another for the want he feels, may load his bins aburst with golden goods, but he shall know more smarting jealousy and ache with gnawing wants he never guessed.

But hope  is hope not sweet? And is the fruit of sweetness bitter! Nay. I tell you, Hope is a creative force whose limitless dimensions lie within the boundary of each existing minute. Irresistible, Hopes magic is accomplished now. It comprehends no lapse of time. Nay! Instant are its dawn, its noon and its accomplishment! Hope, if it is true hope, fills the mind, affording malice and deceitful dread no room. Hope lives in action. All the elements of hope are deeds done now!

Deeds  the very echoes are the fruit of deeds! One stone laid on another in Hopes name is greater service to the gods than all the pomp of conquest and the noise of prayer! A deed  who measures it? Who knows the limits of a mended wheel or reckons up the leagues it shall lay underfoot?  what burdens it shall bear?  whose destiny it shall await and serve? A new-born Krishna may descend into the world  and ride on it to glories such as earth has never known!

O people, ye have over-praised calamity! Too much ye have considered night; and not enough have ye observed the dawn! Your hope has died because ye starved it like a pot-bound plant within the shell of envy, in the drought of greed! Too truly ye have longed to gain and to possess; too little ye have hoped to add one gift to each gift-laden moment as it comes!

Lay one stone on another, and give thanks! Add one deed to another and sing praises to the lords of tide and time who measure the ants labors and record kings idleness! Sing! Your very song shall vibrate in the universe when ye return to earth a thousand lives from now!

The orchestra stole its way into his last half-dozen sentences and, as he finished, burst into the splendid opening bars of a hymn that was already ancient when the Hills were young. Conquering, it sounded, rising, overturning, splendid with the bloom of life and Hope that knows it is immortal.

And how those girls, and the trained Tibetan chorus massed behind them, sang! They swept the audience along with them into a surging spate of sound whose melody was like the rolling wonder of long rivers.

The curtain came down amid such deafening applause that not even the radongs could blare above the thunder of it and the Lama had to shout like a mountaineer to make himself heard behind the scenes. Ommony had seen no messenger arrive, no consultation held, but the word the Lama shouted rang with a strange note of anxiety, and though the audience was yelling for more song, and to see the dog again, the stage and the wings took on the aspect of a stricken camp  all haste, all running to and fro, but strangely no confusion.

Ommony was seized and stripped of his saddhus costume  left to dress himself in Brahmin clothes as best he might, while Maitraya fought against a similar indignity with as much effect as if he were a scarecrow struggling with a Himalayan wind. The other actors threw their costumes off before the wardrobe men could get to them; and before they could pull on their ordinary clothes the framework of the well and every detail of stage furniture had vanished. The girls had disappeared almost before the echo of the Lamas warning cry had ceased, and within five minutes from the time the curtain came down Ommony found himself alone in the wings with Diana and Dawa Tsering, who wanted to stay there and brag of his performance.

I have made up my mind I will be an actor, Gupta Rao! I am good at it! Did you hear how they laughed when I showed myself! That play would have failed but for me! Ha-hah! The Lama knew it, too! He had to tell his lousy Tibetans to let me out of that room back there, so that I might come and save the day!

Ommony did not waste time to disillusion him, but even so they were nearly caught by a tide of men who tried to surge in through the stage door, sweating, laughing, shouting questions, wanting to know when the next performance would take place, wanting to see the dog and to hear her talk again, demanding to be shown the Chinese actor and to know whether he was really Chinese  above all, when would the next performance be?

Ommony had to shove his way through the midst of them, holding Diana by the collar and hustling Dawa Tsering, who wanted to stop and wallow in flattery. Not even loud commands to keep their unclean fingers off a twice- born served to keep the crowd from getting in the way; and they would have followed across the street to the elephant stable if Ommony had not thought of telling them that the dog must be fed before she could possibly go to the temple of Siva and speak a couple of mantras from the street near the temple porch. (It was quite safe to mention the temple of Siva; there is always one where there are Hindus.) They stampeded toward the temple to take up good positions, and only a few small boys saw Ommony, Dawa Tsering and the dog go into the elephant compound by way of the alley, which was full of sheep through which they had to thread their way.

The pitch-dark compound was in quiet confusion. There were camels being loaded, and the elephants were all in line beside the balcony, from whose upper deck the girls, already masked in black, were stepping down like goblins into the curtained howdahs. Ommony found the Lama, Samding beside him, standing near the last elephant of the line; and as he drew near, some one whose outline suggested Prabhu Singh returned thanks for the Lamas blessing and disappeared into the darkness.

Why the hurry? Ommony demanded. They came crowding to the door to insist on another performance. Why not stay and give it?

My son, the Lama answered, with the slightest trace of tartness in his voice, no course is good unless there are seven reasons for it, even as no week is whole that has not seven days. You may ride on that elephant  that third one. May peace ride with you.


CHAPTER XIX. A Message from Miss Sanburn

He who is wise is careful not to seem too virtuous, lest they who dislike virtue should exert unceasing energy to demonstrate that he is viler than themselves. True virtue suffers from advertisement.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



A TUMULT in the street announced that Ommonys ruse had only gained a moments respite. The night was alive with curiosity; a voice that bellowed like a fog-horn asked who the actors were  when they would perform again  whether San-fun-ho was a Mahatma  if so, which of all the pantheon he favored. Another voice shouted for San-fun-ho to come out and speak.

However, it appeared the Lama had foreseen all that. The bleating sheep gave notice that the barrier was down and the crowd swarmed into the alley. But a string of elephants to all appearance loaded filed down the alley from the compound and the crowd had to retreat; those elephants paraded through the town streets, drawing the crowd after them, and there were no spectators when the gate at the opposite end of the compound opened and the Lamas long procession  camels, elephants and this time mules as well  swayed toward open country.

The same Tibetan shared a howdah with Ommony, Dawa Tsering and Diana, and was just as uncommunicative as before. They crossed a railway line; an engine whistled and they had to cling to the howdah when the elephant climbed an embankment and descended on the far side; and once there was hollow thunder underfoot as the procession crossed a long bridge. The pace was much more leisurely than on the first night, and there were fewer interruptions; but twice out of the darkness, once in the gloom of overhanging trees, and once where the crimson glow of a bonfire shone through the howdah curtains, muttered orders came from men on foot and the direction changed.

About two hours before dawn a halt was called in what appeared to be some kind of royal park; there was a wall all around it and there were peculiar walled subdivisions, but nothing to show who the owner might be. The elephants, camels and mules returned by the way they had come, leaving the baggage heaped in a clearing between trees. Somebody shouted a long series of incomprehensible commands, repeating it all three times, and Ommony was hurried away to a tent in a triangular space with a stone wall on either hand and trees in front. There was a good bed in the tent, and a generous meal all ready on a linen-covered table.

When Ommony had finished eating Samding emerged out of the darkness like a ghost and stood framed in the tent opening, looking like a cameo against the sky.

Tsiang Samdup sends a blessing, he said calmly. He requests that you will not leave this enclosure. Kindly do not go beyond the trees.

He disappeared again. It was not until he had gone that it occurred to Ommony the language he had used was English. Speaking, thinking in two languages concurrently, occasionally listening to a third, one does not identify them without an effort. For a minute or two Ommony sat still, trying to recall the chelas voice, intonation and accent; it seemed to him that if the words had not been perfectly pronounced he would have noticed instantly that the chela was talking English, not Urdu. He recalled the exact words one by one. Blessing, enclosure and the were key-words that would inevitably have betrayed a foreign accent had there been one; as far as he could remember all three words had been stressed exactly as a well educated Englishman would use them; he was sure there had been no accent on the vowel in the  a shibboleth that everlastingly betrays the Asian born.

Ill swear that youngster is European, he muttered  and then laughed at himself. No European  certainly no English youth ever had it in him to seem so saintly and at the same time to be so inoffensive. There would have been an almost irresistible impulse to kick any western youth who dared to look as virtuous as that. One did not want to kick Samding.

Ommony turned Diana loose to roam wherever she pleased; no inhibition had been laid on her. He hoped natural canine curiosity might lead her to make new acquaintances who in some way would help to throw light on the mystery; for as he threw himself on the bed to sleep the whole thing seemed a deeper mystery than ever. Was it propaganda intended to foist Samding on the country as a new mahatma? A political mahatma, who should bring on revolution? If so, why the sudden flight? What could be the advantage of creating intense enthusiasm and then running away from it?

He was awakened late in the morning by a man who removed the dishes and spread a fresh meal on the linen-covered table. The man was someone he had not seen before, as silent as an oiled automaton. Diana was coiled up asleep on her sacking. Dawa Tsering, smelling hot food, awoke with a start to devour it, and it was he who first noticed the silence.

Gupta Rao, we are

He left his bowl of food and ran to the trees that screened the end of the enclosure, peered between them, and came hurrying back with a grin on his face.

It is true. They have gone and left us!

Ommonys obstinate jaw came forward with a jerk. An insult from the Lamas lips could not have produced a tenth of the effect.

Damn him after all! he muttered. I admitted I was spying. If hed simply asked me to clear out, Id have gone and waited for him at Tilgaun. Ill be blowed, though, if Ill let up now. Ill trace him if I have to

He sat down on the bed, glancing in the dogs direction, wondering how much she had seen in the night and wishing she could really talk. She was curled up fast asleep, but his eye detected something on her collar. He called her, and removed a piece of paper that had been wired to the brass ring; it was twisted and soiled, but the writing on the inside was perfectly legible, English, and done in heavy quill pen strokes that he believed were the Lamas, although there was no signature.

There is a time for silence and a time for speech; a time for seeing and a time for covering the eyes. This is the time for silence and not seeing. Obey him who will attend you.

But the man in attendance had vanished. The only living creatures in sight outside the tent were crows on the top of the near-by wall and kites wheeling lazily overhead. There was almost perfect silence  no roofs  no smoke  nothing to suggest that there were human beings within ten miles.

I will explore, said Dawa Tsering. That old Lama is a great one at writing letters that mean nothing. Maybe I shall find that fellow who brought the breakfast. If I beat him he may interest me with some news.

Ommony sat still and read the note again. The Lama might be simply inducing him to waste time instead of starting in pursuit; but there were several other possibilities, not the least that the Lamas route might be leading somewhere where it would be dangerous for a foreigner to go disguised. There are individuals, in India as elsewhere, who would dare to ask the devil or even a Bhat-Brahmin for his identification papers.

Another not unreasonable theory was that the Lama might be willing to be spied on at just such times as his actions were not mischievous, but would prefer to keep the spy at a distance when events of true importance were under way.

At any rate, the wording of the note might be held to imply a diplomatic threat that disobedience would terminate all communication. And on the other hand, he supposed the Lama  a remarkably good judge of human nature  knew that he, Ommony, would not permit himself to be dropped into the discard quite so easily as that. If it was a trick, there would be more to it than merely leaving him behind; the best course was to sit still and await developments.

He awaited them for fifteen minutes, and then Dawa Tsering came, but not as a free agent. He was being led by the ear, although his huge knife was in his right hand and there seemed to be nothing to prevent plunging it into his custodians stomach. Diana growled a challenge and ran forward to sniff quarrelsomely at the legs of the stranger, who ignored her as if she were not there; after a few sniffs she seemed to recognize him and returned to the tent, where she lay down close to Ommony and watched. She had ceased growling. The hair on her neck was no longer on end.

The stranger appeared to be a Sikh, but was possibly a Rajput. He was more than six feet tall, wore his black beard parted and brushed upward, looked extremely handsome in a gray silk turban whose end fell down over his shoulder, and was dressed in almost military looking khaki-jacket and trousers, with a gray silk cummerbund around his waist. He strode with consummate dignity that appeared to be natural, not assumed.

He let go Dawa Tserings ear when he came within three strides of the tent, and took no further notice whatever of the Hillman, who stood a couple of paces away and thumbed the edge of his weapon, making grimaces that were nearly as inhuman as the grin on the devil-mask he had worn on the stage. There was nothing to show there had been a struggle; both mens clothes were in order; neither man was breathing hard. The strangers dark-brown eyes looked steadily into the gloom within the tent and he presently saluted after a fashion of his own, quite unmilitary, something like the ancient Roman, raising his right hand, palm outward.

Mr. Ommony? he asked, in English.

No! roared Dawa Tsering. Gupta Rao, thou ignorant idiot! A Bhat- Brahmin from Bikanir  a man who has a devil in him, who can teach thee manners!

Yes, Im Ommony.

There was something in the voice and in the eyes that warned Ommony there was nothing to be gained by evasion. He stood up and returned the salute, also in his own way, adding to the gesture of his right hand an almost unnoticeable finger movement. The other man smiled.

I am Sirdar Sirohe Singh, of Tilgaun.

Ommony laughed sharply, the way a deep-sea captain coughs sarcastic comment when a pilot has missed the tide. Here was the Secret Service after all! It was Sirdar Sirohe Singh who had sent the written report of the missing piece of jade to McGregor.

Come in, he said abruptly, and made room on the bed for the sirdar to sit down. He did not try to pretend to be glad to see him, but the sirdars next words altered the whole aspect of affairs.

I do hope my letter to Number One did no harm, he began, stretching out long legs in front of him and speaking at the tent wall. His English was almost perfect, but guttural and a trifle aspirated. I was in a difficult position. As a member of the Secret Service I was obliged to report. As the Lamas friend I felt  naturally  other obligations. It was not until I learned that you were assigned to investigate that I ceased to worry.

Who told you? asked Ommony.

Oh, I heard it. News travels, you know. No, I have not been in Delhi. (He had answered Ommonys thought; the question was unspoken.) I arrived last night from the north. The Lama asked me to submit myself to your disposal.

Does this place belong to you? asked Ommony, examining the calm strong profile against the light. He had heard that the sirdar was a wealthy landowner.

No. The Lama has the temporary use of it.

It was kind of you to  how did you express it?  submit yourself to my disposal. What I most need is information, said Ommony.

Ah. That is elusive stuff.

Not if you keep after it. Tell me what you know about the Lama.

The sirdar turned his head quickly and looked straight at Ommony.

Did you receive a note from him? he asked. It was tied to the dogs collar.

Ommony looked into the baffling dark eyes and could read nothing there except that the sirdar knew much more than he proposed to tell. He was also conscious of dislike, and knew that it was mutual.

Just to what extent are you at my disposal? he asked bluntly.

I am to convey you to another place. Of course, that is, at the proper time and if you wish to go; not otherwise.

Will the Lama be there?

Possibly.

Tell me what you know of Samding.

Did you read the note? asked the sirdar, again meeting Ommonys stare. I have a message for you from Miss Sanburn at the Tilgaun Mission. She entertained me the night I left Tilgaun. I admitted to her it was possible I might meet you somewhere. She asked me to convey affectionate regards and to say that she would appreciate notice of exactly when she may expect you.

Ommony turned that over in his mind for half a minute. He could imagine no legitimate reason why Hannah Sanburn should ask for notice in advance. As a trustee it was his duty to pay surprise visits. Mrs. Cornock-Campbells story of a girl named Elsa of whose very existence he had never previously heard, was a perfectly good reason for paying his next visit unannounced.

When will you be seeing Miss Sanburn again? he asked.

Oh, quite soon.

Will it be necessary to admit to her that you have seen me?

Just as you like.

Please dont admit it then.

The sirdar nodded; he seemed to regard the message as quite unimportant. Ommony followed the train of thought, however, and tried to catch him off guard with a question asked casually, as if he were merely making conversation:

Have you seen Miss Sanburns friend Elsa lately?

But the sirdar was not to be caught. It was impossible to tell whether or not he knew any girl of that name.

Elsa? he said.

I see you dont know her, said Ommony, unconvinced but judging it would be useless to pursue the subject. He did not see how a man who lived on the outskirts of such a small place as Tilgaun could very well be ignorant of the existence of Hannah Sanburns remarkable protegée, more especially since he was a trained and trusted member of the Secret Service, whose duty it would be to report any unusual circumstance. He did not doubt that the sirdar had been retained in the Secret Service roster as much to keep an eye on the Mission as for any other reason.

When are we to leave this place! he asked.

Tonight. The Lama asked me to suggest to you the wisdom of not leaving the tent until I come for you  after the evening meal.

Very well, said Ommony, standing up to cut short the interview. There was no sense in talking to a man who was determined to say nothing. Ill be here when you come.

The sirdar bowed with dignity and strode away. The moment he was out of earshot Ommony called Dawa Tsering into the tent.

Is my trunk in sight? he demanded.

Nay, everything is gone. My yak-hair cloak is gone, and my good blankets. Those Tibetans

That looked as if the Lama intended to await them somewhere. Ommony interrupted with another question:

How did that sirdar manage you so easily?

Dawa Tsering looked sulky. I will lay him belly-upward one of these days!

How did you come to let him lead you by the ear then?

Huh! He lives at Tilgaun.

What of it?

He is the friend of Missish-Anbun at the Mission.

What of that?

He is also the friend of the Rajah of Tilgaun; and of the monks in the hills around Tilgaun; and of all the rascals who make Tilgaun a byword all the way from Lhasa to Darjeeling. He has a servant with him, who would have seen, and would have told tales, if I had done more than draw my knife; and I tell you, Ommonee, that dog of a sirdars influence reaches all the way to Spiti. I dont want too many enemies; I have enough of them in Spiti as it is.

Why did you draw your knife?

Because I saw him, and he saw me, and I said to him, Thou! We are not in Tilgaun. Have a care; the kites in this part are just as hungry as those that live farther to the north!

And to that he said, Maybe. But the kites must say prayers to Garudi*, it is not I who must feed them. And at that he took me by the ear and led me hither. He is altogether too despotic.

Im afraid youll be a poor friend to rely on in a tight place, said Ommony, smiling.

I? I am a terror in a tight place! That is just what I am good at. But I like first to be sure it is a tight place, and that the luck is reasonable. Lately I have had bad luck. But wait and see!

He sat down to sharpen his knife with a small imported hone that he had stolen somewhere, humming to himself a song about the feuds of Spiti, where:

A white mist rolls into a valley and sleeps, O-ayee-O-ayee-O-ah! Theres a knife in the mist, and a young widow weeps, O-ayee-O-ayee-O-ah!

Ommony lay on the bed in the tent and forced himself to accept the situation calmly. There was no use in racking his brains; the mystery now had become still more involved by the fact that Sirdar Sirohe Singh was a member of the Secret Service, who considered himself obligated to report unusual incidents to McGregor and yet did not hesitate to lend a hand in obscuring the very trail he had requested McGregor to investigate; who instantly returned the secret identification signal, and yet refused to give information; who had been ordered by McGregor to remain in Tilgaun and observe events, and yet did not mind showing himself within two days march of Delhi (nearly a thousand miles from Tilgaun) to a fellow member of the Secret Service, who he had no reason to suppose would not report him!

The mystery increased again when night fell. The same dumb, nondescript servant who had brought breakfast came with supper and hovered twenty yards away, signaling with a white cloth when Ommony had finished eating. Promptly in answer to the signal the sirdar stepped out from the trees with a lantern and called for Gupta Rao in a loud voice, retreating as Ommony advanced toward him until, on the far side of the belt of trees, Ommony was aware of shadowy forms of men  horses, at least a dozen of them in a long line, with gaps between  great shadowy carriages that filled the gaps as he drew nearer  and at last, smiling as placidly as if the new moon that shone like a sliver of pure gold over his shoulder were a halo he had just discarded, the Lama himself.

Samding was in attendance, moving about among the horses, patting them; Ommony noticed him ease a bearing rein. The Lama nodded to Ommony, stepped into the foremost carriage followed by Samding, and drove away at a gallop, the carriage swaying like a big gun going into action. Sirdar Sirohe Singh pushed Ommony into the next carriage (which had only four horses, whereas the Lamas had six) allowed Diana just sufficient time to jump in behind him, and slammed the door, almost shutting it on the dogs tail. A whip cracked instantly and the carriage started rocking and bumping in the Lamas wake. A moment later a third and a fourth carriage followed.

Within was almost total darkness. There were two windows made of slats, forming part of the doors; Ommony tried them both, but the slides were nailed in position. He opened a door and swung himself out on the footboard to get a view of the following carriages, which he could just discern through the gloom and the cloud of dust, their drivers swaying on the high box-seats and shouting as they plied the whip. There was no way of guessing whether Dawa Tsering had been left behind or not. He climbed back into the carriage, holding the door open, but could not see much except dust, darkness and occasional shadowy tree-trunks.

The pace was furious. The flight was evidently prearranged, and managed perfectly. Horses were changed every ten miles or so, but whenever that happened men came to either side of Ommonys carriage and held the doors shut, riding on the footboards afterward until the place where the change was made was out of sight. The route, except at intervals, did not lie along macadamized roads; once they lurched into a dry stream-bed and followed that for a mile or two, the wheels sinking in sand. But that, too, had been foreseen; men were waiting there, who ran alongside and seized the wheels whenever they sunk too deep, toiling as silently and smartly as a gun crew.

It was almost dawn when they rumbled over the paved streets of a fair- sized town, but there was nothing to show what town it was. At last squared stones rang underfoot, a great gate slammed, and a Tibetan opened the carriage door. Ommony found himself in a courtyard in front of what looked like a temple door, only there seemed to be no temple at the back of it  nothing but a wall and a dense thicket of trees on ground that sloped up-hill for more than a mile.

The Tibetan, taking him by the elbow, led him up steps through the entrance and down again into a cavern that was lighted with little imported kerosene lamps set in niches in the hewn rock walls. There was a maze of passages to right and left, and one wide tunnel that wound snake-wise until it opened into a vault, part natural and part very ancient masonry, that would have held five thousand people.

The Tibetan led him across that great crypt, down a passage at the far end, through a short tunnel into a shaft about fifty feet square at the base. Its sides sloped inward so as to be utterly unclimbable and seventy or eighty feet overhead was a patch of sky not more than twenty feet across.

In the midst, exactly under the square patch of daylight was a tank, brim- full of clean water. On every side of the enclosure there were square openings half-concealed by curtains made of matting. Ommony was led through one of those into a cave about twenty feet long; very plainly but quite comfortably furnished, and there the Tibetan left him without a word.

There was no restraint placed on him; he went and sat down in the opening, watching the dawn gradually fill the place with light until the clouds shone clearly reflected in the shallow tank.

After a while the Lama entered, followed by Samding and several Tibetans, or men who looked like Tibetans; they crossed to the far side and disappeared through one of the curtained openings. Not long after that great quantities of food  enough for twenty or thirty people  were brought in earthenware bowls; enough for two men was set down beside Ommony and the remainder was carried through the opening through which the Lama had disappeared. Ommony was left entirely to himself. After a while he sent Diana to explore, but though she disappeared through the Lamas entrance and stayed within for more than half an hour, nothing came of it; she returned and lay down beside him with her head on her paws, as if she had no information to convey.

So he proceeded to explore on his own account, commencing by merely walking around the tank. Nothing happened, so he peered into one opening that had no mat in front of it, walked in and found a cave almost exactly like his own, leading nowhere. He stayed in there a minute or two examining a very ancient carving on the wall, that bore no resemblance to any monument he had ever seen and yet was vaguely familiar; he could not guess its significance; it was extremely simple, almost formless, and yet suggestive of an infinite variety of forms; he tried to memorize it, for future reference, and then remembered that the glyph, with which the letter to McGregor in a womans handwriting had been signed, was almost, if not quite the same shape.

He was on his way out when Samding met him in the door, his brown turban and cloak outlined in gold by the daylight at his back. More than ever the chela seemed like someone from another world, and as usual he spoke without preliminary, in a voice no man could quarrel with:

Tsiang Samdup desires you should not ask questions. The words were English, beautifully spoken. If anything is lacking for your comfort you are to command me.

Ommony laughed. All right. I command you. Explain what all this means!

Samdings face became lit with sudden laughter  not aggravating  friendly  wise  humorous:

Tsiang Samdup says, knowledge comes from within, not from without, he answered. As a man thinks, so are his surroundings. Tsiang Samdup says, the eyes of curiosity see only what is not so, and it is not only a mans lips that ask questions; the eyes and the taste and the touch are all inquisitive, seeking to learn from without what shall deny the truth within. He who would see the dawn must wait for it; and even so, if he is blind, it will be darkness to him.

Where did you learn English? Ommony demanded.

From within, said the chela. All knowledge comes from within.

Ommony laughed back at him. All right. Tell me from within where Dawa Tsering is.

He shall tell you himself, said the chela.

He stepped back and pointed to Ommonys cave. There sat Dawa Tsering in the doorway, scratching his back against the rock. The chela walked away, stroking Dianas head, who followed him as far as the entrance to the Lamas cave.

Where have you been? asked Ommony, going over and standing in front of the Hillman.

Nowhere. I rode in the carriage behind you, with a lot of Tibetans. They are fools, and I won their money playing dice. Thinking to follow the luck, when I reached this place I discovered where those girls are  all in a big cave together  may it fall in and destroy them! They were too many, and they made a mock of me. But wait until I get them one at a time! I am not one to be mocked by women, Gupta Rao!


CHAPTER XX. Ommony Capitulates

This much I know: that it is easy to cause offense and easy to give pleasure, but difficult to ignore all considerations except justice, and much more difficult to judge rightly whoever, ignoring both offense and pleasure, leaves the outcome of his actions to the Higher Law. Therefore, judge yourself alone, for that is difficult enough; and, depend on it, the Higher Law will judge you also.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



DAWA TSERING would say no more about his adventure among the women, but it was plain enough that he had been made ridiculous. He was fortunate not to have been caught and manhandled; he realized it.

If it had not been for some Tibetans, he grumbled, and then lapsed into moody silence, sharpening his knife on the edge of the entrance to Ommonys cave.

They were left entirely alone, watching birds that moved like specks on the infinite blue through the opening overhead, until night fell and the gloom within the shaft grew solid. Sound died with the light, and one lantern that a man set over the entrance to the Lamas cave made hardly any difference.

They brought food again, with some bones for the dog, and a candle to stick on the floor of the cave; but nothing else happened until the Lamas sonorous voice called through the darkness and Ommony followed him down the tunnel into the vast cavern he had crossed that morning. It was already thronged with people seated on mats or on the bare floor, who filled the place with whispers; a shuffling of feet like the sound of wind and running water came from the entrance, where hundreds more were coming down the long tunnel.

Such light as there was, came from little smoky lamps set on ledges in the rock walls. A bell rang when the Lama appeared and the orchestra, almost invisible in shadow, burst into tune such as Stravinsky never dreamed of, filling the cavern with din that made the hair rise  restless yearning noise, accentuated by the hoarse radongs. Across one end of the cavern a strong stage had been erected and a very rough curtain. The Lama led the way behind it, where the stage was already set and the makeup man was busy with the last of the actors. Tibetans pounced on Ommony and dressed him for his part by candlelight, but in the improvised wings, where the girls waited, whispering and laughing, there were batteries of acetylene lights all ready to be turned on, in charge of a man who looked like a Parsee.* Where the footlights should have been there were mirrors arranged to throw the light back in the actors faces. Everything was make-shift; yet everything appeared to have been done by men who knew precisely what was wanted and who had worked without confusion to provide it.

Just before the play began the Lama went before the curtain and the music ceased. There was no light where he stood; to the audience he must have resembled a shadow dimly outlined on the dark cloth.

He told a story interspersed with proverbs, and the only sound from the enormous audience was in the pauses, when they caught their breath. The moment his make-up was complete Ommony stood at the edge of the curtain, where he could hear and look out at the thousands of eyes, on which the faint light from the lamps shone like starlight on still water.

... So they spoke to the god who had come among them. And the god said, Ye have a government; what more do ye want? Whereto they answered. But the government is bad, nor is it of our choosing. And the god said, Is the weather of your choosing? And they said, Nay. Whereat the god laughed pleasantly, for he was one who knew the cause and the effect of things. As for the weather, he said, ye make the most of that. When it is hot ye wear lighter garments; and when it is cold ye light fires. When it rains ye stay indoors, and when it is dry ye sally forth. If a man complains about the weather, ye say he is a malcontent who should know that all sorts of weather are of benefit to some folk, and that all communities in turn receive their share of heat and cold and drought and moisture. Is that not so? the god asked; and they answered, Yea.

So the god asked them another question. If ye so adapt yourselves to what ye say is not of your contriving, how is it that ye say the government cannot be borne? Can ye say that the rain and the snow and the heat are good, but the government is not good? And the god laughed loud at them saying, Out of mischief and destruction no improvement comes. Like comes from like. Improvement is the product of improvement, not of violence. Ye have the government ye earn, exactly as the earth receives the weather it deserves. For the weather, which comes and goes, came and went before your time. Indeed, and also there were governments before your time. The weather has altered the hills and the plains. The governments altered your fathers and will alter you, and your sons after you.

Thus said the god. And they answered, Aye. But what if we alter the government? And the god said, Ye can change the name by which ye call it, and ye can slay those in authority, putting worse fools in their place, but change its nature ye cannot, ye being men, who are only midway between one life and another. But as the hills are changed, some giving birth to forests, some being worn down by the wind and rain, the weather becomes modified accordingly. And it is even so with you. As ye, each seeking in his own heart for more understanding, purge and modify yourselves, your government will change as surely as the sun shall rise tomorrow morning  for the better, if ye deserve it  for the worse if ye give way to passion and abuse of one another. For a government, said the god, is nothing but a mirror of your minds  tyrannical for tyrants  hypocritical for hypocrites  corrupt for those who are indifferent  extravagant and wasteful for the selfish  strong and honorable only toward honest men. And having spoken to them thus, the god departed, some remembering his words and some forgetting them. To those who remembered, life thereafter was not so difficult, because of hope that brought tolerance so that they minded each his own business, which is enough for any man to do. But to those who forgot, there was trouble and confusion, which each created for himself, but for which each blamed the government, which therefore persecuted him. Because a government is only the reflection of mens minds. May peace, which is the fruit of wisdom, perfect you in all your ways.

The radongs roared, drowning the last echo of the sonorous benediction. The orchestra crashed into the overture. The Lama stepped behind the curtain with a glance to right and left to make sure every one was in his place, sat down behind the well and signaled for the play to begin.

As before, Dawa Tsering danced on first, but in no other respect was the play quite the same as on the previous night. The Lamas signals, made at unexpected moments, changed things as if he were making music with the actors for his instrument. Sotto voce he prompted, and no one on the stage dared to slacken his attention for a moment for fear of missing a changed cue. He seemed to know how to adapt and modify the play to fit the different environment and, in keeping with the solemn gloom of the huge cavern, he subtly stressed the mystery. The acetylene lights threw a weird, cameo-like paleness over everything; the Lama made the most of that, instead of struggling to overcome it.

Toward the end of the last act the audience was spellbound, for the moment too interested to applaud; and the Lama took advantage of that, too. He hurried in front of the curtain and stood with both hands raised, the messenger of climax.

Peace! he boomed. Peace is born within the womb of silence! Go in silence. Break not the thread of peace! Ye have conceived it! Bring it forth!

The orchestra played softly, blending sounds as gentle as falling rain with the burble of streams and the distant boom of waterfalls. There were bird notes, and the sighing of wind through trees  half-melancholy, yet majestic rhythm with an undernote of triumph brought out by the muffled drums.

And if they would not talk for a day or two, they might perhaps remember! said the Lama, pausing as he walked past Ommony, who was being stripped of his saddhus costume. There is virtue in silence.

Listen, O Captain of Conundrums! said Ommony, trying to speak with emphasized respect but failing, because a Tibetan was rubbing his face with a towel to remove grease-paint. I can see I was too hasty to suspect you of wrong-doing. I capitulate. From now on, Im your friend for all Im worth. It was the most emotional speech he had made in twenty years, but emotion gripped him; he could not help himself.

The Lama smiled, his wrinkles multiplying the shrewd kindness of the bright old eyes.

For all you are worth! If you knew, my son, how much that is, you might be less extravagant. Jump not from one emotion to another, lest you lose self-mastery! He passed on, beckoning to Samding.

There was the same swift, exactly detailed rush to pack up and depart; the same apparent flight for no apparent motive  this time in covered bullock-carts that creaked through dimly lighted streets, until they came to a pitched camp on the outskirts of town, where camels and horses waited. Thereafter, cloaked beyond recognition, everybody except the Lama rode horseback, he sitting on a camel at the head of the procession looking like an old enormous vampire, his head drooped forward on his breast.

The girls rode surrounded by hooded men, who let no other men except Samding come near them. Ommony tried to draw abreast to see whether they sat their horses skillfully or not, but two Tibetans rode him off and, saying nothing, held his rein until the girls had a lead of a hundred yards. After that they kept two horses lengths ahead of him, and even drove Diana back when Ommony sent her forward just to see what would happen.

There was only a thin new moon, and the road ran for most of the distance between huge pipul trees that rendered the whole caravan invisible. Two hours after midnight they reached a village, where a change was made back to bullock-carts, which conveyed them to a town that they entered shortly after daylight and now, for the first time, no precautions were taken to prevent Ommony from learning where he was. The Lama had taken him at his word.

Ommony laughed as he recognized the inevitable effect of that. He would almost have preferred continued mistrust. He must now regard himself as the Lamas guest. Intensely curious still, immensely interested, as much puzzled as ever, but satisfied that the Lama was, as he expressed it to himself, a pukka* sportsman, he had to make up his mind to learn nothing that he might be called on to explain (for instance to McGregor) later on.

I hate this business of condemning a man on mere suspicion. The old boys entitled to the benefit of doubt. From me, from now, he gets it. Im ashamed of having doubted him. Damn! I hate feeling ashamed!

Obstinacy has its good side. Having made up his mind that the Lama was entitled to respect, Ommony could no more have helped respecting and protecting him than he would have dreamed of not protecting, for instance, Benjamin in the old days when Benjamin was a fugitive from rank injustice.

He began deliberately to shut his eyes to information. The advice of the Chinese prince-poet, not to watch your neighbor too closely when he is in your melon patch, about defined his attitude. And it is surprising how much a man can avoid seeing, if he is determined not to expose anothers secrets.

He laughed at himself. He could not resist the impulse to continue in the Lamas company, although it was likely enough that sooner or later his presence in disguise might endanger the lives of the entire troupe. He was perfectly aware that he had received no definite proof of the Lamas honesty, pretty nearly sure that his own change of attitude was due to the same psychology that had won the applause of the crowd, and finally excused himself (with a laugh at his own speciousness) on the ground that he and Dawa Tsering and the dog were indispensable.

But when he had been shown into a small room at the rear of a temple enclosure, that seemed to have been deserted by its Hindu owners and, by some mysterious means, reserved for the Lamas use, the Lama came to him, accompanied as usual by Samding, and after looking at him for a moment seemed to read his mind, and promptly blew the argument to pieces.

My son, I do not need you, or the dog or Dawa Tsering. All three are good, but I am not the molder of your destiny. Is there another way you would prefer to take?

Ill go with you, said Ommony, if youll accept my word that Im not spying on you.

The Lama looked amused. His wrinkles moved as if he had tucked away a smile in their recesses.

My son, to spy is one thing; to absorb enlightenment is something else. A man might spy for all eternity and learn nothing but confusion. For what purpose did you spy on me in the beginning?

Ommony jumped into that opening. Here was frankness at last!

I think you know without my telling. I began with the sole intention of finding my way into the Ahbor Valley to look for traces of my sister and her husband, who vanished in that direction twenty years ago. The piece of jade fell into my hands, and you know how that led to my meeting you. Then I heard a story about little European girls smuggled into the Ahbor Valley. I have seen these girls you have in your company. Explain them. Clear up the mystery.

The Lama seemed to hesitate. I could talk to you about the stars, he said presently. Yet if you should meditate about them, and observe, you would learn more than I could tell you. My son, have you meditated on the subject of your sister?

On and off for twenty years, said Ommony.

And you now pursue the course your meditation has discovered? It appears to me that is the proper thing to do.

You mean, if I follow you Ill find out?

I am no fortune-teller. Electricity, my son, was in the world from the beginning. How many million men observed its effects before one discovered it? Gold was in the world from the beginning. How many men pass where it lies hidden, until one digs and finds it? Wisdom was in the universe from the beginning, but only those whose minds are open to it can deduce the truth from what they see.

Do you know what became of her? Ommony asked abruptly. The tone of his voice was belligerent, but the Lama ignored that. He answered with a sort of masked look on his face as if he himself were still pondering the outcome:

If I were to tell you all I know, you would inevitably draw a wrong conclusion. There are pitfalls on the way to knowledge. Suspicion and pride are the worst; but a desire to learn too quickly is a grave impediment.

During about three breaths he seemed to be considering whether to say more or not; but he leaned an arm on Samdings shoulder and walked out of the room without speaking again.


CHAPTER XXI. The Lay of Alha

Sooner or later we must learn all knowledge. It is therefore necessary to begin. And for a beginning much may be learned from this: that men in pain and men in anger are diverted from either sensation by a song  and very readily.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THEREAFTER life for two months was a dream of many colors, through which the Lama led without explaining any of it. At times Ommony abandoned hope of ever learning what the Lamas purpose was; at other times he dimly discerned it or thought he did, midway between the rocks of politics and the shoals of some new creed. And whether he guessed at the truth, or believed he never would know it, he reveled in the swiftly moving, nigh incredible procession of events.

No day was like another. No two receptions were alike in any town they came to. They put on the play in ramshackle sheds at country fairs with the din of sideshows all around them, in pretentious theaters built of corrugated iron, in temple courtyards, in more than one palace garden,  once in an empty railway godown* from which a greatly daring Eurasian clerk had removed stored merchandise,  in a crypt under a pagoda (and there was a riot that time, because some Brahmins said the place had been rendered unclean by the actors, and Ommony came within a hairs breadth of exposure)  in the open, under trees, where roads led to seven villages and a crowd of at least three thousand people gathered silent in the bonfire light that shone between enormous trees. Once they played in an empty tank, from whose bottom an acre of sticky mud, two inches thick, had to be cleaned out before the crowd could squat there; once in a cave so stuffy that Maitrayas women fainted.

They traveled by elephant, camel, horse, mule, cart, in litters, for fifty miles by train, and once, for a day and a night, in barges along an irrigation ditch, concealed under hurdles on which vegetables were heaped to look like full boat-loads. They went alternately like hunted animals, and like a circus trying to attract attention.

There were places where the Lama seemed to go in fear of the police; other places where he ignored them as if non-existent. He always seemed to know in advance what to expect, and whether it was wise to move by daylight. Most of the traveling was done by night, but there were some places where crowds gave them an ovation as they passed through streets at noon.

Once, when a man who looked like a rajahs son arrived breathless on a foaming horse and talked with the Lama under a wayside baobab, the party separated into four detachments, and Ommony lay hidden for a whole day under the blistering iron roof of an abandoned shed. There was never any explanation given. None of the apparently chance-met providers of food and transportation asked questions or gave Ommony any information.

Sometimes the Lama himself did not seem to know the right direction. On those occasions he would call a halt by the roadside and wait there until some mysterious individual arrived. Sooner or later someone always came. Once they waited for a whole day within sight of a fenced village. But they never lacked for food, or for the best the country could provide in the way of accommodation.

In one large town of the Central Provinces, in which three thousand people packed an assembly hall, there were police officers on chairs near the stage, who made notes ostentatiously. The Lamas speech before the curtain on that occasion was rather longer than usual and Ommony, watching the policemen, recognized the insanity that impels men to interfere with what they cannot understand. That night he slipped off the stage before San-fun-hos last speech was finished, hurried into his Bhat-Brahmin clothes, and was standing close to the police officers when the crowd began to leave the theater. There was one man with whom he had dined in the club at Delhi, another who was notorious for drastic enforcement of the Seditious Practices Act, and a third whom he did not know. They were all three very hot under the collar. Said one:

A damned nasty seditious play  obviously propaganda to prevent enlistment. Theyve chosen this place because recruitings going on here for the army. Its anarchistic.

Oh, decidedly. Part of Gandhis non-cooperation tactics.

Financed in America, Ill bet you. Thats where all the propaganda money comes from.

Anyhow, weve a clear case. Seditious utterances  uncensored play  no permit. Step lively and bring the squad, Williams; well lock em all up for the night and find out who they are.

But an obstinate Bhat-Brahmin stood in Mr. Williams way and spoke in English, curtly:

No, you dont! Im detailed to this investigation by McGregor! I wont have police interference! Keep your constables out of sight!

Who are you? asked the senior officer, pushing himself forward.

Never you mind.

Show me your credentials.

At your risk! Come with me to the telegraph office if you like and watch me get you transferred to the salt mines! Youll enjoy a patrol up there  youll get one newspaper a month!

At least tell me your name.

My number is 903, said Ommony. His number on the Secret Service roster was not 903; but one does not squander truth too lavishly on men who will surely repeat it. He was not anxious that McGregor should have an inkling of his whereabouts. The mere mention of a number was enough; the policemen walked out, abusive of the Secret Service, conscious that the Bhat-Brahmin was grinning mischievously at their backs.

The Lama saw, but said nothing. That night he directed the departure more leisurely than usual, as if satisfied that Ommony had made him safe from the police; but from that time on he kept himself more than ever aloof, and during two whole months of wandering Ommony did not succeed in having two hundred words with him.

However, the Lama and chela reciprocated in due time. They reached a town in the Central Provinces where not even certified and pedigreed Bhats would have been welcome, and an uncertified one who traveled in doubtful company was in danger of his life. A committee of twice-born demanded his presence for investigation in a temple crypt, and Ommonys retort discourteous, to the effect that he recognized no superiors, aroused such anger that the self- appointed judges of sanctity resorted to the oldest tactics in the world.

Those who hate the Brahmins the most are most amenable to skillful irritation by them and most careful to insist after the event that Brahmins had nothing to do with it; so it is just where the Brahmins are most detested that they are most difficult to bring to book; and a mob can gather in India more swiftly than a typhoon at sea.

It was a hot, flat, treeless city, as unlovely as the commercialism, that had swept over it these latter years, was cruel. The streets ran more nearly at right angles than is the rule in India, and the temples faced the streets with an air of having been built by one and the same contractor, he a cheap one. The quarters the Lamas party occupied consisted of a hideously ugly modern theater that backed on a cellular stack of ill-built living-rooms, the whole surrounded by four streets, three of which were as narrow as village lanes.

That night the packed audience was restless, and whenever the saddhu spoke his lines there were noisy interruptions, cat-calls, jeers. Someone threw a rotten orange that missed Ommony but put Diana in a frenzy, and for minutes at a time it looked as if the curtain would have to be rung down before the close; but the Lamas quiet voice from behind the well and from under the throne kept up a steady flow of reassurance inaudible beyond the footlights: Patience! Forbearance! There is strength in calmness. Proceed! Proceed! You are a king, Maitraya; you are not affected by ungentleness! Proceed!

But even San-fun-hos long speech was received with irritation; someone in authority had told the crowd it was a trick to destroy their sacred religion. The chelas voice rang through the theater and overcame the murmurings, but the hymn to Manjusri that followed was drowned in a babbling tumult as half of the audience poured in panic out of one door while a mob stormed another, breaking it down and surging in with a roar that shook the theater.

The stage-hands stripped the actors faster than usual and herded them out through the back door to the living rooms. They tried to make Ommony go too, but he fought them off when they seized him by the arms; he had hard work to keep Diana from using her teeth to protect him while he hurried into his Bhat-Brahmin clothes, wondering what solution the Lama would discover for this predicament. Ill bet the old sportsman wont surrender me to the mob! he muttered. If I live through this, Ill know exactly what to think of him! If hes a But there was no word for what he might be. The crowd was yelling, The Bhat! The Bhat! The spy! The imposter. Bring out the unclean ape who poses as a twice-born! Two scared-looking constabeels who had appeared from somewhere, standing at either corner of the stage with their backs to the curtain, were valiantly preventing the mob from swarming behind the scenes. The Lama seemed to have disappeared, and Ommony felt a sudden, sickening sensation that the old man and his chela were only fair-weather intriguers after all.

But suddenly the mob grew quiet  seemed to hold its breath. The Lamas voice, not very loud, but unmistakable and pitched like a mountaineers to carry against wind and through all other sounds, was holding their attention from behind the footlights.

Then Samding passed across the stage and slipped in front of the curtain; he had changed into that ivory-white costume in which he had received Prabhu Singh, and was smiling as if the prospect of a battle royal pleased him. Ommony went to the edge of the curtain to watch, holding Dianas collar, ready to loose her in defense of the Lama in case of need.

Bring out the Bhat! yelled someone. There was a chorus of supporting shouts, but that was the last of the noise. The mob grew still again, spell- bound by curiosity.

Samding took the center of the stage and the Lama squatted down beside him, eyes half-closed, apparently in meditation. The chela spoke, and his voice held a note of appeal that aimed straight at the heart of simplicity.

O people, if ye have been wronged, it is we ourselves who first should put the matter right. Ye, being pious, unoffending people, will afford us that privilege. We ask no trial. That is unnecessary. Which among you are the individuals who have suffered at our hands? Unwittingly, it may be we have done you harm. You will agree it is the injured one to whom redress is due. Let the injured stand forth. Let him, who of his own body or possessions has suffered harm at our hands, step forth and name his own terms of settlement.

He dared to pause for thirty seconds, while the mob glared, each expecting someone else to hurl an accusation. But the original instigators of violence are careful to keep out of reach when the trouble begins, and there was no spokesman ready with a definite accusation  nothing but a disgusting smell of sweat, a sea of eyes, and a hissing of indrawn breath. The Lama whispered, not moving his head, and the chela continued:

It is possible the injured are not here. Let someone bring the men for whose injury we are in any way responsible!

There was another pause, during which the Lama got up and walked meditatively toward the edge of the curtain, where he came face to face with Ommony.

My son, can you act the Bhat as well as you can the saddhu? he inquired. Otherwise escape while there is opportunity! Be wise. There is no wisdom in attempting what you cannot do.

Yes, I can act the Bhat, said Ommony. His jaws were set. He had been a last-ditch fighter all his life. Of all things in the world, he most loved standing by his friends with all resources and every faculty in an extremity.

The Lama returned to the chelas side, whispered and squatted down. The chela went on speaking:

It may be ye have been misguided. There are always unwise men who seek to stir up indignation for their own obscure advantage. Are there any Brahmins in your midst?

There was only one possible answer to that question. No twice-born would risk personal defilement by mingling with such a mob of untouchables. A laugh with a suggestion of a sneer in it rippled across the sea of upturned faces.

It would seem then that the Brahmins have sent you to pass judgment on a Bhat who is one of their own fraternity, said the chela calmly. It appears they trust you to conduct the investigation for them. That is a very high compliment from Brahmins, isnt it? If they are willing to accept your judgment on such an important point, who are we that we should not abide by it? The Bhat shall give you his own account of himself. Henceforth ye may say to the Brahmins that they are no longer the sole judges of their own cause.

There was a laugh  a laugh of sheer delight that grew into a good- tempered roar. There was doubtless not a member of the mob who had not suffered scores of times from the blight of Brahmin insolence. The Brahmins claim to be a caste apart and an unindictable offense forever soothes his own self-righteousness but does not exactly make him popular.

I pray you to be seated, said the chela; and after a few moments hesitation the mob sat down on the floor, first in dozens, then in droves.

There was no more danger, provided Ommony could play his own part; but if he should make one mistake the situation would be worse than ever. He beckoned one of the musicians, who was guarding the door at the rear of the stage, signed to him to bring his instrument, stepped out in front of the curtain and sat down beside the Lama. Hostile silence broke into a sea of grins and chuckles when Diana, still in her grease-paint, followed and squatted on his left hand between him and the musician. The musician was deathly scared, but unfroze and tuned his instrument when the Lama looked at him. Ommony surveyed the crowd with the best imitation of insolence his strained nerves could muster, taking his time, absorbing the feel of the Lamas calmness. He needed it; he sensed that the old mans courage was a dozen times as great as his.

And now, my son, the Lama whispered, we are face to face with opportunity.

That was a brave mans view of danger! Ommony laughed, cleared his throat and thrust his lips out impudently:

People who dont know enough to ask a blessing, may expect to get  what? he demanded tartly.

Pranam, said two or three voices, and the murmur caught on. It was not unanimous, but it sufficed to put him in countenance. He blessed them with an air of doing it because he had to, not for any other reason.

Now, he said in the nasal, impromptu, doggerel singsong of the minstrel, I could sing for you a ballad of your own abominable shortcomings, and it would serve you right; but it would not make your souls white, and it would take all night. It would give me much delight, but it would put you all to flight, and Im compassionate. Or I could sing you a few measures about the Brahmins of this place, who are a lousy lot, but if I sang of their disgrace, not a one would show his face again among you. You need the Brahmins to keep you from thinking too much of yourselves! Theyre bad, but youre worse; youre the sinners and theyre the curse. Take that thought home and think about it!  Is there anybody here, he asked with his head to one side, who would like me to sing about him personally? No? Youre not anxious? Dont be backward. Dont think its too difficult. Stand up and tell me your name, and Ill tell you all about you and your father and your uncles and your son, and what mischief you were up to this day fortnight. Nobody curious? Oh, very well. Then Ill sing you the Lay of Alha.*

India will listen to that song hours without end. It is a saga of Rajput chivalry, and men who know no chivalry nor ever were in Rajputana love to hear it better than the chink of money or the bray of the all-conquering gramophone. Since the white man first imposed himself on India there have not been half a dozen who have learned that lay by heart from end to end, not three who could have sung it, none but Ommony who could have skipped long, tedious parts so artfully and have introduced in place of them extempore allusions to modern politics and local news. He outdid any Bhat they had ever heard, because he did not dare to count, as Bhats do, on the songs traditional popularity and so to slur through it anyhow. He had to win the audience. But what obsessed him most was a desire to win the Lamas praise; the harder he tried, the more he admired the Lama, sitting as calm as a Buddha beside him.

Regarded as music his effort was not marvelous. As a feat of wit and memory it was next thing to a miracle. His voice, not more than fair-to- middling good and partly trained, survived to the end because he pitched it through his nose, relieving the strain on his throat, and his manner grew more and more confident as he realized that memory was not playing tricks and he could recall every line of the long epic. He sang them into a merry frame of mind; he sang them thrilled, compassionate, intrigued, excited, sentimental, bellicose and proud in turn. He had them humming the refrain with him. He had them swaying in time to the tune as they sat, their laughing, up-turned faces glistening with sweat. He had them throwing money to him before the lay was half sung; and it was then that the Lama whispered:

Enough, my son. Forget not to put skill in the conclusion.

Ommony stopped singing, and gagged at the crowd, with his tongue between his teeth, pretending that his voice had given out.

Did any Brahmin in this city ever do as much for you? he croaked, and they roared applause.

I am a Bhat, and I can bless or I can curse more efficaciously than any thousand Brahmins in the province! Watch!

He turned to Diana and made her sit up on her haunches.

What do you think of the Brahmins of this city? he demanded, and Diana growled like an earthquake.

What do you think of these people in front of you? She barked and got down on all four feet to wag her tail at them.

There! There you are! Even a dog knows you are well-meaning folk who have been fooled by rascally Brahmins, who mouth mantras and do unclean things when none is looking! Get out of here, all of you, before I curse you! Go while I am in a good temper  before I put a blight on you! Hurry!

They yelled for more song, but it was after midnight and the Lama had other plans. He hustled Ommony off the stage, himself remaining at the corner of the curtain for a minute to make sure of the crowds mood. Ommony heard the chink of money as he rewarded the two constabeels. Then, as placid as Ommony had ever seen him, but a little stooped and tired, he led the way to the stage door, saying over his shoulder to Samding:

Did you study that lesson? Have you learned it? Ommony did not catch the chelas answer. He felt the floor jerk underfoot and stepped off a trap- door. It moved, and a hand came through, then the outline of a face that appeared to be listening. He bent down to lift the heavy trap and Dawa Tsering climbed out on hands and knees, sweating profusely and rubbing dust out of his eyes.

Yow, there are rats in that place, Gupta Rao  big ones, and it is dark! Go down and look if you dont believe me.

What were you doing down there ? Ommony inquired.

I? Down there? Oh, I was looking to see if there was a passage by which that mob could reach you from the rear. Yes, I was! Dont laugh at me, or I will call you by your right name! Why didnt you turn me loose with my knife to drive the mob forth, instead of singing to them like a nurse to a lot of children? I could have cleaned the place of that rabble in two minutes. You should have left it to me!

Did you kill any rats? asked Samding, grinning mischievously. He was holding the door open, waiting for them.

Thou! I will kill thee, at any rate!

The Hillman rushed at the chela, but Ommony tripped him. Samding slipped through the door and let it slam.

There, did you see that? Dawa Tsering grumbled, picking himself up. That chela uses the black arts! He threw me to the floor with one wink of his eye. Did you see? He is no good! He is a bad one! Now I am never tempted to slay the Lama, which is why I endure his objectionable righteousness; but that chela  I never see him but I want to squeeze his throat with my two thumbs, thus, until his eyes pop out!


CHAPTER XXII. Darjeeling

The secret of the charm of the lotus is that none can say wherein its beauty lies; for some say this, and some say that, but all agree that it is beautiful. And so indeed it is with woman. Her influence is mystery; her power is concealment. For that which men have uncovered and explained, whether rightly or wrongly, they despise. But that which they discern, although its underlying essence is concealed from them, they wonder at and worship.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THE STANDING MIRACLE was the Lamas skill in having his own way and in keeping his own secrets without any discoverable method. His way seemed more alertly excellent, his secrets more obscure, from day to day. For instance those mysterious young women. Not for one minute during two months and eleven days did Ommony or Dawa Tsering find an opportunity to speak with them alone, not though Diana grew dangerously fat on sticky sweetmeats that they gave her, she construing orders to go and make friends with them into permission to accept food.

The only key that seemed to fit the mystery was that the girls had been too well trained to be tricked into indiscretion. Tyranny could never have accomplished it. Once, Ommony picked up an amethyst earring, dropped in a corridor: he wrapped it in paper on which he scribbled a humorous verse, tucked it into Dianas collar, and sent her nosing around in the girls quarters. The dog returned after an hour or so with a caricature of himself drawn on the paper in charcoal, extremely clever but not flattering. On another occasion he sent Diana with a note asking for the words of the song that the girls chanted on the stage; he saw the Lama read that note on the stage the same night and, after a quiet glance at him, deliberately tear it up. The following morning he received the words of the song in the Lamas heavy handwriting. He was acutely aware that the girls discussed him with a great deal of amusement, but he could never get them to exchange glances or make any response to his overtures.

Dawa Tsering made a dozen attempts to invade the womens quarters. Several times he was caught by the Tibetans and disposed of cavalierly, usually simply chucked into the nearest heap of garbage. Three times he managed to get into a room in which the girls were, but he would never tell afterward what had happened to him; once he emerged so angry that Ommony really believed for an hour or two that he might murder someone, and took his knife away, but returned it at the Lamas instigation.

It is not always wise to prohibit, said the Lama. His imagination needs an outlet. Give him his toy.

It was a baffling conundrum why the Lama should go to such pains to present his play in more than sixty towns and villages, and always escape immediately afterward. It was not always the police; he treated the occasional difficulties they presented pretty much as a circus director regards bad weather. He appeared to be much more afraid of the results of his own success, and to run away from that as from a conflagration. Offers of money, prayers, nothing could persuade him to repeat a performance anywhere. The greater a crowds importunity, the swifter his flight.

By the time they reached Darjeeling Ommony was convinced of two things: that the Middle Way is undiscoverable to outsiders, being opened, closed and changed in detail by unknown individuals, obeyed implicitly, who do their own selecting; and that the Lama was himself in receipt of orders from a secret hierarchy.

The latter was almost certainly true. A Ringding Gelong Lama does not rank as high in the Lamaistic scale as a cardinal does in the Roman Catholic Church. Even supposing Tsiang Samdup, as was rumored, was an outlaw who had been turned out of Tibet for schism, that would make it even more unlikely that he could command an extensive spy system and mysterious service along the Middle Way without some long established hierarchy to support him.

And if he were an outlawed heretic, why was it that in Darjeeling he went straight to a Tibetan monastery, that opened its doors to the whole party? They arrived at dawn, having ridden all night on mule-back up a winding path that crossed and recrossed the circling railway track, ascending through clouds that wrapped them in wet silence, until dawn shone suddenly through pine trees and the monastery roof glistened a thousand yards ahead of them.

The roar of radongs came down the chilly wind, announcing they were seen. A procession of brown-robed monks filed out to meet them, each monk spinning a prayer-wheel and grinning as he mumbled the everlasting Om Mani Padme Hum that by repetition bars the door of the various worlds of delusion and permits pure meditation. It seemed to give no offense that Tsiang Samdup and his chela had no prayer-wheels. Maitraya and his actors were as welcome as the rest. Ommony was greeted with child-like grins from oily, slant-eyed Mongolian faces that betrayed no suggestion of suspicion. The dog was chuckled at. Maitrayas actresses were greeted no more and no less cordially than the rest.

But the chelas reception was peculiar. The Abbot blessed him solemnly, then stared at him for a long time. From the others there was an air of deference; a peculiar form of treating him as a mere chela, with an attitude of deep respect underlying it and not nearly concealed. They exchanged glances and nodded, formed a group around him, regarding him with curiosity, and with something akin to awe. The chela appeared more disposed to be friendly than distant, but kept a deliberate course midway between the two extremes, watched all the while intently by the Lama, who finally leaned on his shoulder and almost hustled him in through the gate.

Once within the monastery wall Ommony was led away to a cell high up under a gabled roof, where a smiling old monk brought breakfast, laughing and snapping his fingers at Diana, not in the least afraid of her, but dumb when asked questions. He knew Ommony was no Brahmin  laughed at the caste- mark  touched his own forehead comically  and went out spinning a prayer-wheel that he kept tucked into his girdle whenever both hands were occupied; he seemed anxious to make up for lost time.

The unglazed window provided a far view of Kanchenjunga, twenty-eight thousand feet above sea level  twenty-one thousand feet higher than the monastery roof  a lonely, lordly monarch of the silences upreared above untrodden peaks that circled the whole horizon to the north. Six thousand feet below, the Rungeet River boiled through an unseen valley. For a moment all the boundaries of Sikkim glittered in every imaginable hue of green, and between and beyond colossal snow-clad ranges the eye could scan the barren frontiers of Tibet. Then, as swiftly as eyes could sweep the vast horizon, mist of a million hues of pearly gray, phantom-formed, changing its shapes as if the gods were visioning new universes in the cloud, rolled and descended, stunning imagination with the hugeness that could wrap that scene and hide it as if it never had been.

Then rain  cold dinning rain that drummed on roof and rock, and splashed in cataracts to mingle with the spate of the Rungeet River crowding through a mountain gap toward the rice-green, steamy lushness of Bengal; rain that swallowed all the universe in sound, that beat the wind into subjection and descended straight, as if the Lords of Deluge would whelm the world at last forever. Rain, and a smell of washed earth. Rain pulsing with the rhythm of a monastery bell, like the cry of a bronze age, drowning.

That bell seemed to clamor an emergency and Ommony hurried along cold stone corridors until he found his way into a gallery from which he could peer down into a dim hall through swimming layers of incense smoke. Silken banners, ancient but unfaded, hung all about him; images of the Gautama Buddha and disciples were carved on shadowy walls; the gloom was rich with color-alive with quiet breathing. He could see the heads of monks in rows, but could distinguish no one for a while because the heads were bowed and most of the light was lost in baffling shadows.

At one end was an altar, gilded and most marvelously carved, backed by an image of Chenresi.* All the altar furniture was golden, and the monasterys pride  the book named Zab-choes-zhi-khro-gongs-pa-rang-groel-las- bar-dohi-thoes-grol-chen-mo  lay in the midst on a golden plate before Chenresis image.

Dim music began and a chant, long grown familiar  that hymn to Manjusri that had thrilled so many audiences  and at last through the layering incense Ommony could make out the forms of the Lama and Samding. The chela was holding the fragment of jade in both hands and was walking solemnly toward the altar, where the Abbot and the Lama waited to receive him.

The drumming of the rain on roof-tiles ceased. One shaft of sunlight, beaming through a narrow window, shone on the jade as the chela laid it on the altar, making it glow with green internal fire. The radongs roared. The hymn changed to a chant of triumph, swelling in grand chords that shook the roof-beams. But Ommony hardly heard it. Something else, as the chela, almost exactly underneath him, moved into the beam of sunlight, held his whole attention.

Well, Ill be blowed! he muttered. He rubbed his eyes, made sure they were not lying to him by glancing at the image of Chenresi and at the rows of monks heads, then stared again. May I be damned, if

He looked at Diana, crouching in the gallery beside him, her head full of information that lacked only power of speech.

I suppose if you could talk, Di, youd lose your other gifts, he muttered. Then he whistled softly to himself. Not for a fortune and a hundred years of life would he let up now! Let the Ahbor country be as savage as the fringe of Dantes hell, as inaccessible as Heaven, and as far away as righteousness, he would go there, if he must die for it!

Di, old lady, this is the grandest scent you ever laid nose on! Mums the word. Ill take a feather out of your cap!

The service no longer interested him. He did not wait to see what they did with the piece of jade  no longer cared a rap about it. He was almost drunk with new excitement and a mystery compared to which the jade was mere mechanics  a mystery half-unraveled that set his brain galloping in wild conjecture, so wild that he kicked himself and laughed.

Maybe Im mad. They say India gets us all sooner or later. But he knew he was not mad. He knew he had strength enough and sense enough to hold his tongue and to keep on the trail with every sharpened faculty he had. He was itching now to get to Tilgaun, partly because that was midway to the Ahbor country, but for another reason that made him laugh because he knew he held a secret key that would unlock more secrets.

He returned along draughty corridors to the cell that was full of white mist pouring through the unglazed window, and sat down to consider whether he should keep up the Bhat-Brahmin role or let his beard grow and resume the garb of an unimaginative Englishman.

He had not made up his mind when a rap came on the door and the Lama blew in on a gust of rising wind, his long robe fluttering clear of the strong brown legs. The chela followed him and slammed the door, unrolled a prayer-mat and presently sat down on it beside the Lama. Ommony fought hard to suppress the triumph in his eyes as he stood, and then sat down on the truckle bed in obedience to the Lamas gesture.

It is cold, said the Lama. You must have a sheepskin coat, my son. We mountaineers are too prone to forget that others suffer from what we consider comfort. Samding, see that Gupta Rao is provided.

He did not glance at the chela. His eyes were on Ommonys.

And what have you learned, my son? he asked presently.

Very little, said Ommony. I have learned that all my power of observation isnt much more than a beetles.

But that is a great deal to have learned, the Lama answered. Then, without a pause: And you are not yet satisfied?

On the contrary. I hold you to your promise to let me pursue whatever course my meditation opens up.

My son, I am not the appointed keeper of such permits!

You can make things difficult or make them easy for me. Which are you going to do? asked Ommony; and it seemed to him that the chela was smiling behind that marvelously molded face.

What is it you wish to learn most? asked the Lama; and Ommony, after one hard look at the chela, closed his eyes to think. It would be useless to tell anything but raw truth; he had a feeling that the Lama could detect the slightest taint of falsehood; yet he was determined not to confess to what he now knew, because in all likelihood that would shut all doors against him. A little knowledge is usually doubly dangerous, if the other fellow knows you know it.

I wish to demonstrate that I was really right to decide to trust you, he said at last.

But you know that, said the Lama. Your heart tells you you were right. A mans heart does not lie to him; it is the brain that lies, imagining all kinds of vanities.

Ommony took thought again. He sensed that he was on trial, not for his life but for something more important leave to go ahead and find out for himself the whole solution of the mystery. He had to find an answer that should not be false, that should not betray the knowledge he already had, and that should nevertheless appeal to the Lamas sense of fitness. Superficiality would receive a superficial answer. Deep was asking deep for a disclosure of ultimate motive.

My job in the forest is gone. I want to find work worth doing, he said at last.

And do you think I can show you that? asked the Lama, looking straight at him. One moment he looked very old, the next not more than middle-aged. It was as if he hovered between this world and another, in which were visions that he could bring back with him to earth. Ommony threw evasion to the winds.

I want to learn your secret!

Ah! But to obey? Not me, but to obey your own heart, if I help you to see what none of your race has ever yet seen?

Ill do what I believe is right, said Ommony, and the Lama nodded, glancing sharply at Samding, as if to see whether the chela confirmed his opinion. The chela smiled inscrutably.

You should go to Tilgaun, said the Lama, where you might have gone in the beginning. If you wish, you may follow me to Tilgaun, and await what comes of it.

He had a way of ending a discussion as abruptly as he had begun it, his mind almost visibly closing, vaguely suggestive of the way a tortoise draws in its head. One realized it would not be the slightest use to speak another word to him on the subject. The chela got up and helped him to his feet, rolled up the mat and followed him out of the room almost mechanically, but turned in the doorway suddenly and looked back. It was dark there, for the door was set in a stone arch six feet deep and there was no window at the end of the draughty corridor. But Ommony could almost have sworn the chela laughed silently. There was a momentary glimpse of white teeth and a movement of the head that certainly suggested it.

It beats the deuce! he reflected. That chela knows now that I know shes a girl, although I cant imagine how she knows it; and that means that the Lama knows I know it  for they havent a secret apart. And the strangest part is that they dont seem to give a damn  either of em!


CHAPTER XXIII. Tilgaun

If a vain man should value your virtue, beware! For he will steal it in the name of God, and he will sell your reputation in the market- place.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THERE was no more rain that day, but mist that wrapped Darjeeling in a dripping shroud. Beads like perspiration gathered and trickled down interior walls, and there were no fires; the monks led the austere life that includes indifference to such minor afflictions as ague, and through indifference they seemed to have become immune. But Ommony suffered.

A monk brought him a long sheepskin coat, and in that he paraded the corridors to keep his blood circulating. He begged more sheepskins and set Dawa Tsering to work making a coat for Diana, because animals used to the plains die of pneumonia in those altitudes more readily than human beings. He tried to decide whether or not to go into Darjeeling and buy European clothes, while he leaned over a parapet to watch strong-legged Sikkim women looming out of the mist loaded like camels with huge piles of cord-wood for the monastery kitchen, until that bored him.

He was feverish with impatience. At noon he made up his mind to go and ask the Lamas advice about disguise, supposing he could find him. But as he left the cell to hunt for the Lama a monk came with the midday meal and stood by to watch him eat  a cheery old monk, who laughed when questioned and talked about everything under the sun except what Ommony wanted to know, spinning his prayer-wheel furiously as if to immunize himself against heretical contagion.

And when the monk had shuffled away with the empty platters and Ommony set forth again to hunt for the Lama, Maitraya met him midway along the first draughty corridor  Maitraya smothered in a sheepskin coat like Ommonys and blowing great clouds of breath in front of him.

I am paid, O Gupta Rao! I have a draft on Benjamin and money for the railway fares to Delhi  enough for first-class fares for all of us and liberal provision for the way. Would that there were more men like Tsiang Samdup! May the generous gods bless him! No argument, Gupta Rao; no deductions; no delay; a bag of money, an order on Benjamin, and such courteously worded thanks as Vishnu never received from a mother just delivered of a son! I feel as if my whole body had been drenched in thanks from inside outward! Are you on your way to your cell?

I am on my way to find the Lama. Where is he?

Gone! Didnt you know that? He left an hour ago, he and all the women and Samding, on little Tibetan ponies. There was no ceremony. They rode away like ghosts into the mist.

Maitraya took Ommonys arm in rank defiance of caste decorum.

Come along, Gupta Rao. I know you are no Brahmin. You are possibly a Kshatriya like me, but what the devil has caste to do with our profession! Whatever you are, you have the approval of me, Maitraya! You are a great actor. You are a man after mine own heart  a little conceited possibly  a trifle grumpy on occasion  but we all have faults. I know a first-rate actor, when I see him! I forgive the little insignificances. I respect the strength of character  the genius! Come, let us go along to your cell; I have a proposal for you.

Ommony led him to the cell and sat down on the truckle bed. Maitraya would not sit; he threw an attitude and paced the floor, striving to create an atmosphere of tremendous drama, that somehow refused to materialize between those dripping walls. He shuddered at the cold when he should have gestured like a Mogul chieftain, and coughed, which rather spoiled the grandeur of his voice.

Gupta Rao  let us accept our destiny! If two men, mutually worthy of respect, were ever brought together for immortal purposes, those two are we! Consider! Have we not a task in common? Have we not a great ideal to espouse together? Is it not our duty to inspire the stage of Hind?* Have we not a ripe field waiting for us? Should we not revisit all the scenes of our success and stage such plays as shall uplift the drama of this land of Hind forever? Think of those audiences, Gupta Rao! Think of the profits! Charge no more than one-half rupee admission, and we make our fortunes!

Ommony cast about for an excuse for refusing, that should not turn a friend into an enemy.

Who do you propose should write the plays? he asked.

We have a play! Ye Rulers of the Upper Spheres  a play, I tell you! I have memorized the whole of it! Let the Jew finance us, Gupta Rao! Let us go to Benjamin and use our joint persuasion to wheedle a decent contract out of him. I offer you a one-third interest! Commercialism-pah! The Jew is a commercialist, so we must feed him with rupees. The Lama, on the other hand, is ignorant of moneys value; he fails to see that it is good for the audience to pay a fair price for its education. As for us, let us take the middle way between two crass extremes. And if in the process we make a fortune, that will be no more than what is due to us. Have you heard that Christian adage, that the laborer is worthy of his hire?

I seem to have heard another one about stealing, said Ommony dryly. The play is the Lamas.

Bah! It isnt copyright. He should have taken elementary precautions. Besides, he has no right to keep for his own use an idea that has universal application. The play is religious; who can copyright religion?

Did you think of obtaining the Lamas permission? asked Ommony.

No, I confess, I never thought of that. But its too late now; hes gone. Let us go to Benjamin. The Jew will see the point of not letting a good profitable play lie idle for the sake of a bit of squeamishness. Come along. Let Benjamin convince you.

Ommony jumped at that solution. He knew Benjamin.

All right, he said. You make the proposal to him. If Benjamin agrees, I will then consider it. And dont forget, youll need a genius to act the part of San-fun-ho!

Aha ! exclaimed Maitraya. Genius? I can act that part much better than the chela did! Not that he was bad, mind you  not that he was bad. I will play San-fun-ho, and you the king. Together we will create dramatic history!

First create confidence in Benjamin! Ill answer yes or no when you have persuaded him, said Ommony. He got rid of Maitraya with difficulty. No argument availed until it dawned on Maitraya that he could pocket the cost of transportation by leaving Ommony behind; then he permitted himself to be led along the corridor and lost in the maze of passages and stairways.

Ommony went in search of the Abbot, and found a monk at last who did not shake his head and grin when spoken to, but led up an outside stairway to a grimly austere cell just under the roof, where the Abbot sat cross-legged on a stone platform at one end, meditating. He opened his eyes and gazed at Ommony for several minutes before a smile at last spread over his Mongolian face and he passed one lean hand down the length of his scrawny gray beard. He appeared to be well pleased with the result of his inspection.

The spirit of restlessness is difficult to overcome, he said at last. It is sometimes wise to yield to it. There are many lives. Not all knowledge can be acquired at once. In what way can I help, my son?

Ommony thought of asking a dozen questions, but discerned that the gentle courtesy concealed an iron aptitude for silence. He came straight to the point.

I beg forgiveness for intrusion. I return thanks for food and lodging. Did the holy Lama Tsiang Samdup make a statement of his wishes with regard to me?

The Abbots face became wreathed in smiles again. He nodded.

Where do you wish to go, my son? To Tilgaun? When?

Now!

The Abbot struck a gong that hung on the wall beside him; before its overtones had died a young monk appeared in the doorway and received swiftly spoken singsong orders in a language Ommony did not understand. The monk gave guttural assent, and waited in the door for Ommony to go with him, but there was two or three minutes delay while the Abbot amused himself by playing with Diana almost childishly, laughing at her new sheepskin coat and using his staff to measure her height at the shoulder and her length from the tip of her nose to the end of her tail. Ommony made Diana sit up and salute him, whereat he blessed the dog solemnly. Finally he gave seven turns to a prayer-wheel fixed in an iron bracket within comfortable reach, nodded to the monk, and smiled farewell at Ommony, dismissing him with a blessing that sounded like the first bars of an anthem to eternal peace.

Followed laughter, bustling, friendliness, and no delay. They speeded the departing guest: A dozen monks made themselves agreeable; two of them carried out Ommonys trunk into the courtyard; some led out little sturdy Tibetan ponies and held them while others lashed the loads in place with the unhurried speed of old campaigners. There was ample supply of provisions, including grain for the ponies, and when Ommony suggested paying for it all they laughed. They seemed amused at the idea that any guest of theirs should pay for anything.

However, he noticed that two sturdy-looking Tibetans who were certainly not monks, had been told off to accompany him; they were listening to instructions from the young monk who had received the Abbots incomprehensible orders; standing at a little distance apart, they kept nodding as the instructions were repeated again and again.

There were in all eight ponies and the party was on the way, filing through the wide gate with one Tibetan leading and the other Tibetan bringing up the rear, within thirty minutes. Dawa Tsering burst into song as he rode under the arch behind Ommony and they were all swallowed in a drifting bank of cloud that even hid the monastery wall as they turned sharp to the right and followed the track that ran beside it. The sturdy little ponies put their best foot forward as they always do when they are headed northward.

The ninety miles to Tilgaun meant four days of strenuous going, for the miles are reckoned as the crow flies, whereas men and their mounts must climb and descend over the shoulders of hills heaped on one another by the gods to keep away intruders. The trail wound down through phantom deodars* and dipped into a fleecy white fog that condensed in dew on everything warm that it touched, descending seven thousand feet into the Rungeet Valley before they crossed a long bridge and commenced to climb again.

Most of the time it was like sitting on an earthquake; there was nothing to do but cling tightly and watch the ponys ears in the mist as the nimble legs slid, struggled and recovered. There was no chance for anything but single file among the rocks and rhododendrons; even Diana had to trot behind the pony to escape being trodden on. It was not the surfaced highroad they were taking, but presumably a short-cut, which the Tibetan guide appeared to know as intimately as a mole knows tunnels.

They climbed nine thousand feet and slept in a windy hut above the clouds, where the Tibetans cooked greasy supper and sang plaintive songs in which Dawa Tsering joined. There was no sign of the Lamas party, nor any answer to Ommonys questions as to how far ahead the Lama might be; nor was there any indication that the Lamas party had crossed that pass ahead of them. But at dawn, when Ommony wanted to make an early start the Tibetans had scores of excuses that ended with blunt refusal. They were not impudent or surly; they smiled as cheerfully as Chinese statues and simply did not load the ponies.

If I slew them, as they deserve, there would be none to do the work, said Dawa Tsering. Why not offer them money, thou? Never fear  I will win it back from them at dice!

Ommony offered money, but the Tibetans only showed their teeth in wider grins than ever. There was nothing to do but wait until they were pleased to move, and they did not do that until the sun was over the highest ridges by a full hour and a wind had blown new banks of mist into the ravines. Then suddenly, as if they had received a message through the ether, they began to pack the ponies and were off in no time without a word of explanation.

The hills lay in parallel waves that must be crossed diagonally, as a boat offers its shoulder to a rising sea. To the northward the huge range of the Himalayas made itself felt but was invisible; there was a sense of impending immensity, increased by the curtain of cloud that drifted between earth and Heaven. Wherever passes gaped between the shoulders of the mountains, dense white clouds flowed down along them, looking like incredibly swift glaciers. Half of the time the rump of the pony ahead was just discernible through the mist, but once in a while some trick of wind would reveal enormous vistas that a man could hardly contemplate and keep his balance.

But the ponies were content to climb hour after interminable hour, and Dawa Tsering sang about the wind-swept hills of Spiti as they rose and descended through every imaginable plane of vegetation, from steamy bottoms where dense jungle stifled them, up through bamboo and rhododendron to where oaks and maples flourished  up beyond those to the fir-line  up again until the firs gave out and raw wind rolled the clouds around them straight from Kanchenjunga  then down again into the suffocating tropics, where wood-ticks fell on them and a mans hands were kept constantly busy picking leeches off the ponies and Diana had to be gone over carefully three times within the hour.

They crossed rock-cluttered torrents over bamboo bridges that swayed and danced under the weight of one pony at a time, and bivouacked again at midnight in the clouds, where icy wind shrieked through the chinks of a deserted herdsmans hut; then descended two hours after dawn into a steaming cauldron where black water quarreled on its way through aromatic jungle.

Never a sign of the Lamas party, although they passed stone chortens* every mile or so, and cairns built by pilgrims, to which every passer by had stuck little prayer-flags to flutter the eternal formula Om mani padme hum. There were messages on bits of paper from one pilgrim to another, weighted down with stones near some of the chortens, but none that the Lama had left.

And there were unaccountable delays. At times the two Tibetans seemed to think they had come too fast and, after a whispered consultation, unloaded the ponies whether they appeared to need a rest or not. The ponies rolled on sky-hung moss-banks within a dozen feet of the edge of an abyss, and the Tibetans chewed oily seed by the handful, offering Ommony some, and pointing out good places to sit down when he showed impatience. Dawa Tsering flicked at the edge of his knife with a suggestive thumb-nail, but they laughed at that, too, showing him a tough tree, dwarfed by the wind, that he could cut down if he needed exercise. In their own good time they started off again without excuse or argument, usually singing hymns to pacify the spirits of the mountains.

As he drew near Tilgaun Ommonys thought dwelt more on Hannah Sanburn than on the Lama and Samding. Aware now that for twenty years she had kept a secret from him, in spite of mutual respect and confidence that in every other way he could think of had been almost absolute, he wondered how to tackle her about it. He did not care to know even a part of her secret without letting her know that he knew it.

There had been times when he had seriously thought of asking Hannah Sanburn to become his wife; other times, when the thought that he could hardly live at the mission without marrying her had been all that kept him from resigning his forestry job and spending the remainder of his life in active duty as a trustee at Tilgaun. He was too confirmed a bachelor not to flinch from matrimony when he reasoned out all the pros and cons, but in the back of his head there was a conviction that Hannah Sanburn would not refuse, if he should ask her. But he also had known, any time these past ten years, that he never would ask her to marry him unless  he wondered what the reservation was; he had never quite defined it.

Hunted through his mind and pinned at last into a corner, up there thirteen thousand feet above sea-level with a view of Kanchenjunga to adjust mere human problems to their right proportion, he realized that he would marry Hannah Sanburn  gladly enough  at any time  if by doing so he could solve a difficulty from which she could not otherwise escape.

He was almost convinced that there was a page in Hannah Sanburns life which needed very careful protecting; something which called for limitless generosity. He had no use for generosity that hedged itself within conventional limits. He liked his freedom and the habit of consulting no ones inclinations but his own in private matters, that becomes almost second nature in an independent man of forty-five, but he knew he could forego all that and be a reasonably companionable married man, if his interpretation of the law of friendship should impose that course on him. To Cottswold Ommony friendship was the highest law; no conceivable claims could outweigh it; Hannah Sanburn was his friend; there was nothing to argue about. But he hoped  without much confidence, but he hoped  that she was not in the predicament he guessed her to be in; suspecting that, since she had kept him in the dark for twenty years, she could quite easily have fooled Mrs. Cornock-Campbell, who notoriously believed the best of every one.

He rather dreaded meeting her  very much dreaded the inevitable interview; and although he fretted to overtake the Lama he was much more patient with delay than he might otherwise have been, leaving untried a good many methods with which he might have persuaded the Tibetans to hurry. He salved his conscience by grumbling aloud to them and sotto voce to Dawa Tsering, but there was not much energy in his complaints.

At last, toward the end of the fourth day out, they topped a fifteen- thousand-foot rise and looked over a sheer ravine, where eagles perched, toward Tilgaun that nestled in a valley with a Lamaist monastery perched on a crag three thousand feet above it. The mission buildings glowed warm in the westering sun  one instance where a rich mans money had been spent on art as well as altruism, with good manners and respect for other mens historical associations, such as missionaries commonly dispense with. The graceful contour of the buildings and the color of the carved stone matched the panorama. There was no assertiveness, no challenge. The Tibetan roof-lines paid acknowledgment to older art on crag and cliff around them. Without beauty there is no beatitude. Old Marmaduke, who tortured thirty million dollars from protesting pigs, had somehow learned that; so the mission buildings were a monument to beauty, not to his ambition or his zeal.

Ommony was thrilled by the sight, as always on his rare visits. All the way down the winding track, that looked so short and actually was a half-days journey, he recalled the days when Marmaduke had hurled Chicago business methods into battle with obstruction, subtly raised against him by foes that were easy enough to identify but undiscoverable when it came to issues. Rajahs, all the missionaries, all the Indian priesthood, politicians and the press had joined in opposing the project, occasionally praising, always preventing.

Even the banks, that levied toll on Marmadukes long purse, had invented difficulties. There were strikes of labor-gangs (imported in the teeth of government obstruction) because money for the pay-roll did not arrive punctually. There had been personal attacks on Marmaduke  three bullets, and a dose of ground glass in his food, in addition to assaults on his reputation. Missionaries had declared (and perhaps believed) that he was a satyr who sought to corrupt young innocents. Consignments of supplies, machinery and what-not else had failed to reach the destination, or had arrived so smashed as to be useless. Marmaduke had grinned, continued grinning, and had won, dying with his boots on six months after Hannah Sanburn was installed in charge, hoping, as they laid him on a stretcher, that the pigs he had slain for sausage-meat might have most of the credit; since it was they who made the mission possible.

His will, in which he appointed a Tibetan Lama chief trustee, had been a nine days wonder, partly because of its novelty, but mostly because that masterly provision introduced an international element, which made it next to impossible for politicians to undo the work. Tibet as a military power cannot be taken seriously: but it is noteworthy that not even big business has succeeded in controlling its government or in penetrating its frontiers. The backing of the Dalai Lama is worth more, in some contingencies, than a billion dollars and a million armed men. (There is a European parallel.)

And the Tashi Lama* is to the Dalai Lama as is the differential calculus to the simple rule of three, only if anything rather more so.


CHAPTER XXIV. Hanna Sanburn

My son, the wise are few; for Wisdom very seldom pleases, so that they are few who seek her. Wisdom will compel whoever entertains her to avoid all selfishness and to escape from praise. But Wisdom seeks them who are worthy, discovering some here and there, unstupified and uncorrupted by the slime of cant, with whom thereafter it is a privilege to other men to tread the self-same earth, whether or not they know it.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



THERE is a narrow bridge, swung high above a noisy stream, that forms the only practicable gate to Tilgaun. On the Tilgaun side is a high mound that resembles a look-out post, with a big prayer-flag on top that might be the defiant emblem of an army. The track leads below that mound, across a hollow, and climbs again toward the mission, more than a mile away.

As Ommony rode across the bridge behind the leading Tibetan he was aware of faces peering from the top of the mound beside the prayer-flag. When he was midway over the bridge the faces disappeared. When he reached the foot of the mound there were six Bhutani mission girls standing in a row on the rim of the hollow.

They wore the Marmaduke Mission costume, which is made from one piece of daffodil-yellow fabric woven on the mission looms. Their hair was decked with flowers, and they were laughing, that being a part of old Marmadukes legacy, he having had a notion that to laugh with good reason, is two-thirds of an education. The other third is harder to acquire, but comes much easier because of laughter; or so said Marmaduke, who had considered many pigs, that perished.

They were not so poised and self-reliant as the Lamas dancing girls, but they looked marvelously better than the common run of Hill women, and as different from ordinary mission converts as a live trout is from a dead sardine. At a glance it was obvious that nobody had told them they were heathen in their blindness; somebody had shown them how to revel in the sunshine and to wonder at the wine-light of gloaming. It was conceivable that they had studied natures mirth instead of watching frogs dissected with a scalpel, and had learned to be amused with each existing minute rather than to meditate on metaphysical conundrums.

But they had their heritage nevertheless. Their eyes were on Dawa Tsering. It was just as well that there were six of them together.

Dawa Tsering, gasconading on pony-back with his feet within nine inches of the ground, called two of them by name, inquired about a third who was not there, and asked whether they had forgotten him.

I know a good way to remind you who I am! he boasted, and got off the pony to act the satyr among wood-nymphs. Ommony checked him curtly. He protested:

I tell you, Ommonee, the gods make free with women and the devils do the same! It is ridiculous to pretend we are better than gods and devils. What are women for, do you suppose?

It was so that they discovered who Ommony was. In that Bhat-Brahmin costume covered by a sheepskin coat and without his beard they had not recognized him. All six looked at him sharply, hesitated, glanced at the sky, accepted that as an excuse, and ran, gathering up the yellow robes and showing copper-colored legs, their long hair streaming in the wind behind them.

Why are they afraid of you? asked Dawa Tsering. Are you such a terror among women as all that?

It was the rain, said Ommony. But he knew better. The girls were giggling.

The sky had clouded over suddenly, and in a moment, on a blast of icy wind, the rain came down in sheets that cut off the view of the mission buildings. The ponies turned their rumps to it and stood, heads down, tails blown tight under. Diana whimpered and took refuge under the end of the bridge, where Ommony joined her; there was no hope of getting the ponies to move until the storm passed. It turned to hail and swept the bridge like concentrated musketry, lightning and terrific, volleying thunderclaps heightening the illusion.

Twenty minutes later, when the sky cleared as suddenly as it had clouded and the setting sun shone on drifts of melting hail, Ommony saw the drenched girls leave the shelter of a rock and scamper for the mission gate. He did not doubt for one fraction of a moment that they had been sent by Hannah Sanburn to the bridge-end to keep a look-out for him. Discontented  it was aggravating to be treated as a potential enemy  he rode on prepared to see the Lama hurrying away ahead of him.

However, Hannah Sanburn met him in the gate and laughed at his disguise. He judged she was relieved, not annoyed to see him. There was all the old friendliness expressed on her New England face. Boston, Massachusetts  Commonwealth Avenue or Tremont Street  stood out all over her, even after twenty years of Tilgaun. She was dressed in tailored serge with a camel-hair overcoat turned up to her ears. A wealth of chestnut hair, beginning to turn gray, showed under a plain deerstalker hat. She had not lost one trace of her New England manner  not a vestige of her pride. No weakness, but a firm and comprehending kindness dwelt on the almost manly forehead, at the corners of her mouth and in the grand gray eyes.

All alone? asked Ommony, dismounting, shaking hands. He liked her laughter; it was wholesome, even if she did look quizzically at his jaw and chin that she had never seen before without the modifying beard.

Yes, Cottswold. Youre a day late. Tsiang Samdup left this morning.

Why? he asked bluntly.

She did not answer but looked straight at Dawa Tsering, nodded, smiled at his sheepish grin, and walked straight up to him.

Give me your knife, she said quietly, and took it from him almost before he guessed what she intended. He made no effort to prevent, but sat still on his pony, looking foolish. You shall have that back if you behave yourself, not otherwise. If you look twice at one of the mission girls I will order the blacksmith to break your knife in two. You understand me?

She made friends with Diana next, saying hardly a word but lifting her by the forelegs to see whether the feet were injured by the long march. The hound accepted her authority as promptly as Dawa Tsering did.

Stroking Dianas head with one shapely, rather freckled hand, ordering the Tibetans to lead the ponies to the stable, she led the way into the stone- paved courtyard. Cloistered buildings of worn gray stone formed three sides of it, and in the midst there was an oval mass of flowers, damaged by the hail but gorgeous in the last rays of the setting sun.

There was a room reserved for Ommonys exclusive use, in a corner facing that front courtyard, and though he had never used it oftener than once in three years it had always been kept ready for him. Another room, used less seldom, was reserved for Tsiang Samdup in the corner opposite.

Mr. McGregor sent your clothes by messenger. Youll find them all unpacked and cared for  lots of hot water  Im sorry you cant grow a beard in fifteen minutes! Come to my room when youre ready. Ill take the dog.

Ommony shut himself into the room to smoke and think. He dreaded the coming interview more and more, the longer he postponed it  realized that what he most detested, in a world full of discordances, was to have to account for his actions to anyone else. Marriage might be all right, he muttered, if women would govern themselves and concede men the same privilege.

He let an hour slip by before he presented himself in Hannah Sanburns private room  a long room over an archway leading to an inner cloister, bow-windowed on both sides, paneled in teak, with a blazing fire at one end. The crimson curtains had been drawn; the shaded oil lamps cast a warm glow over everything; a square table had been spread near the fire and Hannah Sanburn was making toast, stepping back and forward cautiously across Diana, who had made herself thoroughly at home on the hearthrug. Old Montagus portrait, life-size, head and shoulders, smiled at the scene from the end-wall, the flickering firelight making his shrewd, peculiarly boyish features seem almost ready to step out of the frame and talk.

It was more difficult than ever to put her to the question in that atmosphere. She had changed into a semi-evening dress, that aged her a little but added an old-worldly charm. It would be difficult to imagine a hostess whom one would less like to offend, and the arrival of bacon and eggs on a silver tray carried by a seventeen-year-old Bhutani girl provided welcome excuse for delay.

Hannah Sanburn seemed entirely unembarrassed and, if she noticed Ommonys air of having something on his mind, she concealed the fact perfectly, talking about the events of the mission in a matter-of-fact voice, relating difficulties she had overcome, outlining plans for the future, avoiding anything that might lead to personal issues.

I dont know how much good were doing-sometimes I think scarcely any, she said at last. We rear and educate these girls. The best ones, of course, stay on for a while as teachers. But they all get married sooner or later and lapse into the old ways. It will be a century at least before this school begins to make much visible impression.

Ommony stared at the fire. Thank goodness, well be dead then, with something different to fret about, he grumbled, angry with the destiny that he felt compelled him to probe a gentlewomans secrets. She noticed the tone of his voice  could not very well ignore it.

What is troubling you, Cottswold? I supposed you were the most contented man on earth. Have you lost your interest in your forest?

Ive resigned from the forestry. He stared at her, and broke the ice suddenly, doing the very thing he was determined not to, blurting a blunt question without tact or even a preliminary warning. Who is this girl Elsa, who is never at the mission when Im here, but who has been to Lhasa, talks English and Tibetan, and can draw like Michael Angelo?

He jerked his jaw forward to conceal the contempt that he felt for himself for having blundered in so clumsily, all the while watching her face but detecting no nervousness. To his surprise and relief she laughed and leaned her head against the high chair-back, looking at him humorously from under lowered eyelids, as she might have listened to a lame excuse from someone in the school.

Poor Cottswold! How you must have felt uncomfortable!  youre so faithful to your friends. No, Elsa is not my daughter. I have never had that experience. If she were my daughter I know quite well I would have said so long ago. I can imagine myself being proud of her, even  even in those circumstances.

I confess Im mightily relieved, said Ommony, grinning uncomfortably. Not, of course, that Id have

No, I know you wouldnt, she interrupted. You are the last person on earth I would hide that kind of secret from.

Why any kind of secret, Hannah? Am I not to be trusted?

Not in this instance. Youre the one man who couldnt be told. Then, after a dramatic pause: Elsa is your niece.

Niece? he said, and shut his teeth with a snap. That one word solved the whole long riddle.

Her name is Elsa Terry.

He did not speak. He leaned forward, staring at her under knitted brows, his eyes as eloquent as the silence that lasted while the Bhutani girl came in and removed the supper table. Even after the girl had gone, for two or three minutes the only sounds were the solemn ticking of a big clock on the mantelpiece, the cracking of a pineknot in the fire, and a murmur of song from a building fifty yards away.

You and almost everybody else have always believed Jack Terry and your sister Elsa vanished twenty years ago without trace, she said at last. They didnt.

Didnt they go to the Ahbor country?

Yes.

You mean theyre alive and youve known it all these years?

They have been dead nearly twenty years. I learned about it soon afterward. You know now why they went up there?

Ive no new information. Jack Terry was as mad as a March hare

I think not, Hannah Sanburn answered, her gray eyes staring at the fire. Jack Terry was the most unselfish man I ever heard of. He adored your sister. She was a spiritual, other-worldly little woman, and that beast Kananda Pal

I blame Jenkins, said Ommony, grinding his teeth. Kananda Pal was born into a black-art family and knew no better. Jenkins

Never mind him now. Jack Terry did his best. Your sister Elsa used to have lapses; she would cry for days on end and write letters to Mr. Jenkins begging him to give back the mind he had stolen from her. No, she wasnt mad; it was obsession. I did my best, but I hadnt much experience in those days and she was difficult to understand; the phases of the moon seemed to have something to do with it; Jack Terry and I were agreed about that. Youve met Sirdar Sirohe Singh of Tilgaun?

Ommony nodded.

He has always been a friend. He appears to be a mystic. He knows things that other people dont know, and hardly ever talks of them. Jack Terry learned from him  Jack set his arm, or a collar-bone, I forget which  anyway he told Jack about the Crystal Jade of Ahbor.

Ommonys lips moved in the suggestion of a whistle and Diana opened one eye.

All the people hereabouts seem to have heard of the jade, Hannah Sanburn went on, but the sirdar seems to be the only one who really knows anything about it. All I know is that I have had a piece of it in my hands in this house. It nearly drove me frantic to look into it, so I locked it away in that cupboard over there. It was stolen by a girl I should never have trusted; and Im nearly but not quite sure it was the sirdar who bribed her to steal it from me. She was murdered, apparently while on the way to the sirdars house a few miles from here. Tsiang Samdup was here last night and showed me the piece of jade; he said he had recovered it in Delhi.

What else did he say? asked Ommony, but she ignored the question, continuing to stare into the fire, as if she could see in it pictures of twenty years ago.

Jack Terry told me, she went on presently, that he believed the Crystal Jade of Ahbor had magic properties. You know how he believed in magic, and how he always insisted that magic is merely science that hasnt been recognized yet by the schools. He said mineral springs can heal the body, so there was no reason why there shouldnt be a stone somewhere, possessed of properties that can heal the mind in certain conditions. I didnt agree with him. It seemed to me utter nonsense, although  Im less inclined than I was then to say things cant be simply because we have been taught the contrary. I have held a piece of the Jade of Ahbor in my hands and  well, I dont know, and thats all about it.

She paused again, perfectly still. Ommony got up, heaped wood on the fire, and sat down again. The cracking pine-knots and the ascending sparks broke her reverie.

It was no use talking to Jack Terry, she continued, and your sister would have gone to the North Pole with him, or anywhere else, if he had as much as proposed it. The two set off like Lancelot and Elaine into the unknown. You know, the very heart of the Ahbor Valley isnt more than fifty miles from here, although they say nobody has ever gone there and returned alive. Jack Terry  you remember how he always laughed at the impossible  said they would probably be gone not more than three or four weeks. They took scarcely any supplies with them  just a tent and bedding  half a dozen ponies  two servants. The servants deserted the third night out and were killed by Bhutani robbers.

Yes, said Ommony. That was all I could ever find out, and that cost a months investigation.

I knew the whole story two or three weeks before you got permission to leave your forest and come to investigate; I wasnt allowed to tell.

Werent allowed. Who in thunder

Tsiang Samdup came down from the Ahbor Valley and in this room, sitting on that hearthrug where the dog lies now, told me the story. I remember how he began  his exact words

My daughter, there is danger in anothers duty. There is also duty in anothers danger. There is merit in considered speech, but strength consists in silence. Truth, that may be told to one, may lead to evil if repeated. I am minded to speak to your ears only.

Offhand I told him I would of course respect his confidence, but he sat still for about half an hour before he spoke again. Then he took at least half an hour to commit me to a pledge of secrecy that I could not possibly break without losing my own self-respect. I discovered before he was through that he had been quite right to do that, but I confess there were moments that evening when it looked as if he had trapped me into something against which every moral fiber in me rebelled instinctively. For an hour I hated him. And there have been times  many times since  when it has been extremely difficult to keep the promise. However, I have kept it. It was only yesterday that he gave me leave to tell you as much as I know.

He might have confided in me in the first place, said Ommony, but Hannah Sanburn shook her head.

I did suggest that to him. I urged it. But he made me see that he was quite right not to. It would have placed you in an impossible position. What had happened was this: the Terrys did succeed in entering the Ahbor Valley. They seemed to have undergone frightful hardships, and nobody knows how they found the way, but they did. They were hunted like animals, and when Tsiang Samdup rescued them Jack Terry was dying from wounds, hunger and exposure; he had managed somehow to find enough food for his wife, and he had persuaded her to eat, and to let him go without.

Are you sure of your information? Ommony asked. That doesnt sound like Elsa.

There was a baby coming.

Oh, my God!

Tsiang Samdup took them to his monastery, which is somewhere in the Ahbor Valley. The only way he was able to protect them from the Ahbors, who have never allowed strangers in the Valley and vow they never will, was by prophesying that the baby shortly to be born would be a reincarnation of an ancient Chinese saint, named San-fun-ho. There was no hope of saving Jack Terry, but Tsiang Samdup hoped to save the mothers life. However, she died giving birth to the child, and Jack Terry followed her the same night.

Did they leave anything in writing?

I have letters Ill show you presently, written and signed by both of them, in which they speak of the Lama Tsiang Samdup as having risked his own life to save theirs. Jack Terry wrote that he was dying of wounds and exposure. The Lama gave me both letters after he had told the story. But I would have believed him without that. I have always believed every word that Tsiang Samdup said, even while I hated him for having pledged me to silence.

Go ahead. I mistrusted him not long ago  and changed my mind.

Tsiang Samdup is not to be doubted, Cottswold. He lied to Ahbors, but that was to save life. It was an inspiration  the only way out of it  to tell those savages that the unborn baby was to be a reincarnation of a Chinese saint. I admire him for the lie. Imagine, if you can, old Tsiang Samdup  for he was old even then  rearing and weaning that baby in a monastery in the midst of savages. The Terrys death seems to have made it easier in one way: the natives saw them buried, which satisfied their law against admitting strangers, and Tsiang Samdup prevented them from digging up the bodies to throw them in the river, by casting a halo of sainthood over them on the ground that they had brought a saint into the world. You know how all this country to the north of us believes implicitly in reincarnations of saints  the Tashi Lama is supposed to be the reincarnation of his predecessor; and so on. Do you see how Tsiang Samdup became more and more committed?

There was a long silence. Ommony poked the fire restlessly. A native teacher came in, offered a report for signature, and went out. Hannah Sanburn went on with her story:

He had promised those savages a baby saint. He had produced the baby. Now he had to educate the saint, and its being a girl made it all the more difficult. But it seems there are people to whom Tsiang Samdup can go for advice. I dont know who they are, or where they are; he mentions them rarely, and very guardedly; I think he has referred to them twice, or perhaps three times during all the years I have known him, and then only for the purpose of suggesting that he isnt exactly a free agent. The conclusion I drew from his guarded hints was, that he acts, and is responsible for what he does, but that he would lose the privilege of conference with these unknown individuals if he should allow personal considerations to govern him. At that, Im only guessing. He said nothing definite.

The Masters! said Ommony, nodding. Ill bet you he knows some of the Masters! But if Hannah Sanburn knew who they were she gave no sign. She went on talking:

It seems that the Ahbors trust him implicitly within certain limits. They would kill him and burn his monastery if they caught him practicing the least deception; and they watched that baby day and night. The wife of an Ahbor chieftain became the wet-nurse, and the child throve, but it very soon dawned on Tsiang Samdup that however carefully he might educate her  (you knew he had an Oxford education?)  she would grow up like a half-breed, unless he could have skillful assistance from someone of her own race. So he consulted these mysterious authorities, and they, whoever they are, told him that a way would open up if he should take me into confidence.

As I told you, he first bound me to secrecy. He didnt make me swear, but he gave me a lecture on keeping faith, that was as radical as the Sermon on the Mount, and he tested me every inch of the way to make sure I agreed with him. I have used that sermon over and over again in teaching the teachers of this school.

When he had me so tied up in my own explanations of what keeping faith really means, that there wasnt any possible way out for me, he told me the story I have just told you, and made me an astonishing proposal. I have sometimes wished I had accepted it.

Hannah Sanburn paused for a long time, staring at the fire.

He offered, she said at last, to find someone else for my position here; to smuggle me into the Ahbor Valley; and to teach me more knowledge than Solomon knew  if I would give unqualified consent, and would agree to stay up there and help him educate that baby.

And  ?

And I refused, she said quietly. Wont you put some more wood on the fire?


CHAPTER XXV. The Compromise

And this I know: that when the gods have use for us they blindfold us, because if we should see and comprehend the outcome we should grow so vain that not even the gods could preserve us from destruction.
Vanity, self-righteousness and sin, these three are one, whose complements are meekness, self-will and indifference.
Meekness is not modesty. Meekness is an insult to the Soul. But out of modesty comes wisdom, because in modesty the gods can find expression.
The wise gods do not corrupt modesty with wealth or fame, but its reward is in well-doing and in a satisfying inner vision.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



OMMONY stacked up the fire and resumed his seat in the leather armchair that Marmaduke had always used. Diana, belly to the blaze, barked and galloped in her sleep. Hannah Sanburn went on talking:

Tsiang Samdup said last night that you have been with him two months. Do you know then what I mean when I say one cant argue with him? He just sat there on the hearthrug and  its difficult to explain  he seemed to be listening for an inside message. It may sound idiotic, but I received the impression of a man waiting for his own soul to talk to him. He was perfectly silent. He hardly breathed. I felt absolutely sure he would find some way out of the difficulty. But the strange thing was, that the solution came from me. I suppose ten minutes passed without a word said, and I felt all the while as if my mind were being freed from weights that I had never known were there. Then suddenly I spoke because I couldnt help it; I saw what to do so clearly that I simply had to tell him.

It wasnt hypnotism. It was just the contrary. It was as if he had de hypnotized me. I saw all the risks and scores of difficulties. And I saw absolutely clearly the necessity of doing just one thing. I told him I would take the child for six months out of every year and treat her as if she were my own. He might have her for the other six months. Every single wrinkle on his dear old face smiled separately when I said that. I had hardly said it when I began to wish I hadnt; but he held me to my word.

He brought me the baby the following week, and she was here in this building all the while you were ranging the hills for some word of the Terrys. The hardest work I ever had to do was to keep silent when you returned here worn out and miserable about your sisters fate. But, if you had been let into the secret,  you would have interfered  wouldnt you? Am I right or wrong, Cottswold?

Of course. I would never have dreamed of letting my sisters child go back to the Ahbor Valley.

Yet, if Tsiang Samdup hadnt taken her every year for half a year, the Ahbors would have killed him. And remember: I had bound myself in advance not to tell anyone  and particularly not to tell you. The Lama was only able to loan her to me for six months of every year by consenting to the Ahbors watching her all the time she was with me. Whenever she has been with me Ahbors have watched day and night. The excuse Tsiang Samdup gave to them was that unless she should be with me for long periods she would die and the Ahbors would find their valley invaded by white armies in consequence. They fear invasion of their valley more than anything else they can imagine. On the other hand, they regard the child as a gift from Heaven and the old Lama as her rightful guardian. I dont quite understand the situation up there; the Ahbors dont accept Tsiang Samdups teachings, they have a religion of their own; and he isnt one of them; hes a Tibetan. But they recognize him as a Lama, protect his monastery, and submit to his authority in certain ways. Perhaps Im stupid; he has tried very hard to explain, and so has Elsa. Privately I called her Elsa, after her mother, of course. Tsiang Samdup gave her the Chinese name of San-fun-ho. The word is supposed to signify every possible human virtue.

Who called her Samding? Ommony asked bluntly.

Hannah Sanburn stared. You know then? This isnt news? I remember now: Tsiang Samdup said last night: That of which a man is ignorant may well be kept from him, but that which he knows should be explained, lest he confuse it with what he does not know.

Im putting two and two together, Ommony answered. I leaned over a monastery gallery in Darjeeling. The chela was straight underneath me. A beam of sunlight showed a girls breasts. Am I right? Are San-fun-ho, Samding the chela and my sisters child Elsa one and the same person?

Yes. I wonder you never recognized your sisters voice  that almost baritone boyish resonance. You didnt?

Who are those other girls?

Companions for her! Dont rush me. Wait while I explain. Elsa developed into the most marvelous child I have ever known. It was partly Tsiang Samdups influence; he gave up his whole life to training her; and hes wise  I can never begin to tell you how wise he is. But it was partly due to her heredity. You see, she had your sisters spiritual qualities, and something of Jack Terrys gay indifference to all the usual human pros and cons  the courage of both of them  and something else added, entirely her own. I wish she were my child! Oh, how I wish it! And yet, dyou know, Cottswold, down in my heart Im glad she isnt, simply because, if she were mine, she would have missed so much!

Hannah Sanburn stared into the fire again, silent until Ommony grew restless.

Theres so much to tell! she said at last. I knew from the first, and Tsiang Samdup soon discovered that the odds would be all against her unless she could have white children of her own age for companions. When he came and spoke of that I tried to persuade him to let me send her to America; but at the very suggestion he looked so old and grieved and disappointed that I felt it would kill him to lose her. I suggested that he should go with her, but he said no, he had a duty to the Ahbors. I thought then he was afraid the Ahbors would torture him to death and burn his monastery if he should let her go; but he read my thoughts and assured me that consideration had no weight. I believed him. I believe he is perfectly indifferent to pain and death. He sat still for a long time, and then said:

It is better not to begin, than to begin and not go through to a conclusion. Then we should only have deprived ourselves of opportunity. Now we should rob the child.

He asked me to obtain white children for companions for her. I refused, of course, at once to have anything to do with it. We quarreled bitterly  or rather, I did. He sat quite still, and when I had finished scolding him he went away in silence. I did not see him again for several months, and he never told me how he obtained white children. I cant imagine how he did it without raising a scandal all over the world. I have been in agonies over it, for fear this mission would suffer. You know, if word once got around that we were importing white children into the Ahbor Valley, no proof of innocence would ever quiet the suspicion. Just think what a chance the Christian missionaries would have for destroying our good name! Can you imagine them sparing us?

Ommony grinned and nodded. As trustees of a Buddhist mission to the Buddhists, he had tasted his share of that zealotry.

He obtained the children through the agency of a Jew named Benjamin, he said. They were all orphans. They were saved from God knows what. Go on.

I have only seen the other children rarely. Now and then they would come here in twos and threes, and I used to question them, but they all seemed too happy to remember their past, and they only had the vaguest notions as to how they ever reached the Ahbor Valley. The general plan was for me to do my best with Elsa during the six months of the year she was with me, and for her to teach them. Tsiang Samdup said it would be good for her to have to teach them  that she would learn more in that way than any other; and as usual he was entirely right.

To help the other girls he made them pass their teaching on to Tibetan children. But he hasnt had quite the success with the others that he has had with Elsa; they hadnt her character to begin with. He never punishes. Have you any idea what patience it calls for to educate growing children without ever inflicting punishment of any kind  what patience and skill?

Ommony glanced at Diana. Its the only way. I never punish, he said quietly. Go on.

My own share in Elsas education has been very slight indeed, Hannah Sanburn went on. I had to teach her Western conventions as to table manners and so on, and to explain to her what sort of subjects are taboo in what we call civilized society. I have taught her to wear frocks properly, have corrected her English pronunciation and have given her music lessons. I cant think of anything else. The real education has been all the other way; it is I who have learned  oh, simply countless things  by observing her. She never argues. You cant persuade her to tell more than a fraction of what she knows. She is afraid of nothing and of nobody. And she is as full of fun as the veriest young pagan that ever lived.

Is she affectionate? asked Ommony.

Intensely. But not demonstrative. I should say she loves enormously, but without the slightest jealousy or passion. She has learned Tsiang Samdups faculty of divining peoples weakness, and of playing up to their strength instead of taking advantage of the weakness or letting it annoy her. The result, of course, is that she is instantly popular wherever she goes.

How in the world have you kept these mission girls from talking about her? asked Ommony.

That was quite easy. They adore her. She is their special secret; and they quite understand that if they talk about her outside the mission she will stay away. Besides, the mission girls dont have much opportunity to talk with outsiders, and those to whom they do talk are superstitious people, who speak with bated breath of San-fun-ho of Ahbor. There have been much harder problems than that.

Hannah Sanburn stared into the fire again. It appeared there were painful memories.

You see, there have been European visitors at times. Some of them came unannounced, and sometimes Elsa was here when they came. There were times when I could pass her off as a teacher, but sometimes she was discovered in boys clothes, which made that impossible; and whether she was dressed as a boy or girl she aroused such intense curiosity that questions became pointed and very difficult to answer. I have dozens of letters, Cottswold, from friends in Massachusetts asking whether it is true, as they learn from missionary correspondents, that I have a child. Some ask why I kept my marriage secret. Some insinuate that they are too broad-minded to hold a lapse from virtue against me, as long as I dont come home and make it awkward for them. Others preach me a sermon on hypocrisy. Quite a number of my friends have dropped me altogether. I suppose the strict provisions of the penal code have kept people from libeling me in India, but that has not prevented them from writing scandal to their friends abroad.

What was the idea of boys clothes?

Education. Tsiang Samdup insists she must know everything he possibly can teach her. She has been to Lhasa, far into China, and down into India. He could not have taken her to some of those places unless she were disguised as his chela; a girl chela would have aroused all sorts of scandal and difficulties. Then again, he says all human life is drama and the only way to teach is by dramatic presentation; but who, he asks, can present a drama unless able to act all parts in it? He says we can only learn by teaching, and can only teach by learning; and he is right, Cottswold, he is absolutely right.

Does he propose that she shall preach a crusade or something like that in India? Ommony asked, frowning.

He proposes she shall be an absolutely free agent, possessed of all knowledge necessary to freedom. That tour into India was only a part of her education.

But I saw her as Samding receiving princes of the blood and being almost worshiped, Ommony objected.

Education. Tsiang Samdup says she will be either flattered or hated wherever she goes. He says the hatred will strengthen her. He wants to be sure no flattery shall turn her head.

And those other girls?

They are to go free also, as and when she goes. Tsiang Samdup is fabulously rich. He pays foreverything in gold, although I dont know where he gets it. He has secret agents all over India  sometimes I think theyre all over the world. He says wherever Elsa goes, she and the other girls will be provided for and will find friends.

Where does he propose to send them? Ommony asked, a wave of rebellion sweeping over him. He was well schooled in self-control, but all the English in him rose against the notion of his sisters child being subject to an Orientals whim. Education was one thing: heritage another.

Hannah Sanburn laughed. The expression of her face was firm, and yet peculiarly helpless.

I am not to tell you that.

Why in thunder not? You have told so much, that

If you were as used as I am, Cottswold, to trusting that grand old Lama, and always discovering afterward that his advice was good, you wouldnt press the point.

My sisters child he began angrily; but she interrupted him.

Dont forget: Tsiang Samdup saved the mother from death at the hands of savages. It is thanks to him, and to nobody but him, that the baby was born alive.

Yes, but

Tsiang Samdup told me, and I believe him, that your sister put the new- born baby into his arms and begged him to care for it as if it were his own. She gave him the baby with her dying breath.

What else could she do? asked Ommony. Poor girl, she was

Yes. But she did it, said Hannah Sanburn. Can you name one instance in which Tsiang Samdup has failed to keep trust to the limit of his power?

There followed a long silence, broken only by the faint murmur of singing in a hall across the rear courtyard, the falling of burned wood on the hearth, and the muttered barking of Diana chasing something in her dreams. It endured until Diana awoke suddenly, sat up and growled. There came a mans voice from the front courtyard. Two or three minutes later there was a knock at the door and a toothless old Sikkimese watchman announced a visitor, mumbling so that Ommony did not catch the name. A moment later Sirdar Sirohe Singh strode into the room, greeted by thundering explosions from Diana, who presently recognized him and lay down again.

The sirdar without speaking bowed profoundly, once to Hannah Sanburn, once to Ommony, then crossed the room and sat down cross-legged on the floor, with his back to a corner of the fireplace at Hannah Sanburns right hand, where his own face was in shadow but he could see both hers and Ommonys. Diana went up and sniffed him but he took no notice of her.

I have word, he said gruffly, at the end of three or four minutes silence.

He seemed to expect comment.

From whom? About what?

The sirdars amber eyes met Ommonys. You remember? When we met the first time I said I was at your disposal to escort you to another place.

Ommony nodded.

But I am not your superior. (The sirdar used a word that conveys more the relationship of a guru to his chela than can be expressed by one word in English; but at that, the significance was vague.) Do you wish to come with me?

In the West it would have been the part of wisdom to ask when, why, whither? Twenty and odd years of India had given Ommony an insight into arguments not current in the West, however. He did not even glance at Hannah Sanburn.

Yes.

I am ready.

The sirdar stood up. There was magic in the air. Diana sensed it; she was trembling. Hannah Sanburn rose and placed herself between the sirdar and the fire, so that he could not pass her easily.

Do you accept responsibility? she asked.

The sirdar nodded.

Will he return here?

As to that I am ignorant. He will arrive there.

You will escort him safely to the Lama?

Again the sirdar nodded.

Hannah Sanburn moved and the sirdar strode past her toward the door. Ommony started to follow him, but turned, walked deliberately up to Hannah Sanburn and kissed her, hardly knowing why, except that he admired her and possibly might never see her again. She seemed to understand.

Good-by, she said quietly. If you reach the Ahbor Valley youll be safe enough  only do what he tells you. Then, divining his intention: No, take the dog. I would like her, but you may need her. The Lama said so. Goodbye.

It was cold outside. Ommony tied on Dianas sheepskin jacket, which was hanging, cleaned and dried, from a peg in the hall. Below in the courtyard the sirdar turned and said abruptly:

To your own room first.

It was like being led out to be shot. In the gloom in the corner near Ommonys door a brown-robed Tibetan waited, carrying something on his arm; Ommony seized Dianas collar to keep her from flying at him. He and the sirdar followed Ommony into the room and waited while he lit the candles; then the sirdar struck a match and lit the overhead oil lamp.

Where is Dawa Tsering? Ommony asked suddenly.

The sirdar smiled, showing wonderfully even teeth that suggested not exactly cruelty, but the sort of familiarity with unavoidable unpleasantness that surgeons learn.

He will come with us part of the way, he said in a dead-level tone of voice.

Ommony bridled at that. It touched his own sense of responsibility.

The man is my servant. What do you propose to do to him?

I am not his master.

You said part of the way. What do you mean by that?

Wait and see, said the sirdar.

No, Ommony answered. I will lead no man into a trap. What do you intend?

The sirdar spoke in undertones to the Tibetan, who tossed a bundle of garments on the bed and left the room.

You might save time, the sirdar suggested, pointing to the bundle on the bed. His manner was polite, and more mysterious than commanding; he undid the bundle himself and spread out a Tibetan costume.

How about you? asked Ommony, beginning to undress.

I go as I am.

Ommony put on the warm Tibetan clothes and examined himself in the mirror  laughed  remarked that he looked like a monk whose asceticism consisted in at least three meals a day. But he looked better when he pulled on a cloth cap and threw a dark shawl over it. The sirdar, walking around him, viewing him carefully from every angle, appeared satisfied.

Then Dawa Tsering came, unaccompanied by the Tibetan, standing burly and enormous in his yak-hair cloak, almost filling up the doorway.

Thou! he said, grinning as his eyes met Ommonys. Say to Missish-Anbun she should return my knife to me. We go where there might be happenings.

Where do you suppose we are going? Ommony asked.

To that old Lamas roost, I take it. Between you and me, Ommonee, I am glad to go anywhere, so be I get away from this place. My wife is in Tilgaun and has sent two of her husbands to catch me and bring me to her!

The sirdar grinned, watching Ommonys face. They practice polyandry in these hills, he remarked.

That was no news, although there was less of it around Tilgaun since the Marmaduke influence had begun to make itself felt.

Seven husbands are enough for her, said Dawa Tsering. I grew weary of planting her corn-fields and being beaten for my trouble. I am for Spiti, where a man can have as many wives as he can manage and they fear him! Let us be off before that she-wolfs husbands catch the two of us, thou!

Ommony nodded. The sirdar put the lights out and led the way to the outer gate, Dawa Tsering following, complaining bitterly about his knife.

I am ashamed, Ommonee  I am ashamed to go back to Spiti without my belly-ripper! Where shall I find such another as that? Get it for me! I would pay its weight in gold for it  if I had that much gold, he added sotto voce.

Once outside the gate, though, he was much too eager to be going to fret about anything else. The whites of his eyes showed alert in the darkness. There were two ponies; he held Ommonys, urging him to mount in haste, then ran behind, slapping the ponys rump, pursuing the sirdars beast, that cantered with a Tibetan clinging to its tail. Diana circled around and around the party, barking.

Thou! Command thy she-dog! Dawa Tsering panted. We go through the village  she will awake my wifes husbands  command her to be still, or we are lost!


CHAPTER XXVI. Ahbor Valley Gate

Oh, I went where the Gods are, and I have seen the Dawn
Where Beauty and the Muses and the Seven Reasons dwell,
And I saw Hope accoutered with a lantern and a horn
Whose clarion and rays reach the inner rings of hell.
Oh, I was in the storehouse of the jewels of the dew
And the laughter of the motion of the wind-blown grass,
The mystery of morning and its music, and the hue
Of the petals of the roses when the rain-clouds pass.
And so I know who Hope is and why she never sleeps,
And seven of the secrets that are jewels on her breast;
I stood within the silence of the Garden that she keeps,
Where flowers fill the footprints that her sandals pressed;
And I know the springs of laughter, for I trod the Middle Way,
Where sympathies are sign-posts and the merry Gods the Guides;
I have been where Hope is Ruler and evolving realms obey;
I know the Secret Nearness where the Ancient Wisdom hides.



THEY cantered down the village street and over an echoing plank-bridge beneath which starlit water growled over a gravel bed. Only a rare light or two shone through the chinks of shuttered windows. Village dogs yelped at Dianas heels, but fled when she turned on them. The sirdar never glanced backward but rode like a shadow, bolt-upright, vanishing, vanishing, forever vanishing into the darkness, yet never more than half a dozen ponies lengths ahead. The sound of his ponys feet was all that made a human being of him; otherwise he was a specter.

The track rose sharply after they crossed the bridge and the ponies slowed to a walk, the sirdar maintaining the lead. Dawa Tsering, utterly winded, sat down on a rock, swaying his body back and forward to ease the stitch in his side. Ommony drew rein to wait for him, peering over a cliff-side into hollow darkness filled with the booming of water among rocks two hundred feet below. The sirdar shouted from around a bend a little higher up the trail, and stones fell into the track as if his voice had loosed an avalanche.

A dark figure shrouded in black cloth slid down following the stones and, before Ommony could move, had jumped to his rein. A young womans face peered up at him, flashing white teeth, but the smile vanished instantly.

Dawa Tsering, she muttered, and then began talking so fast that Ommony could hardly understand her. Dawa Tsering was in danger; that seemed clear enough. Also, she, her own self, wanted him, desired him desperately. She had a baby wrapped in a shawl slung over her shoulder and had laid another bundle on the ground.

Ommony pointed down the track, and as he moved his arm two men leaped out of a shadow and rushed uphill at Dawa Tsering. Diana flew at them and they backed away. They had weapons, but appeared afraid to use them. Dawa Tsering ran uphill toward Ommony, feeling for the knife that was not there, and Ommony whistled to Diana. The two men followed her cautiously, advancing step by step as she retreated, snarling. From the opposite direction around the bend, the sirdar came cantering back downhill, sending stones scattering over the cliff-side. The girl flung herself at Dawa Tsering, seizing him around the neck and pouring out a stream of words, half-intelligible, choked with anger, grief, laughter, command, and emotions unknown to those who have not loved and do not still love an adventurer from Spiti.

Sooner than expected! the sirdar grunted, drawing rein.

The sirdar seemed pleased, and to have changed his mind about being in a hurry. He sat bolt-upright on his pony and waited in silence for something to happen; but the Tibetan behind him drew a long knife and showed it to the two men who were standing in the attitude of wrestlers. Dawa Tsering seemed to want to run, but the woman clung to him. Diana growled thunderously but awaited orders.

Who are these men? asked Ommony.

My wifes husbands! Dawa Tsering shook the girl off and stepped between Ommony and the sirdar. It appeared he meant to slip away, but the sirdars pony made a sudden half-turn, and there was nothing left for him but to stand or jump over the cliff. Protect me, Ommonee! I have been a friend to you. That dog hasnt a flea on her. Moreover, Missish-Anbun has my knife.

Who is this young woman? Ommony demanded. The sirdar answered. The two husbands were about to speak, but waited, open-mouthed. The woman was watching the sirdar as if destiny hung on the movement of his lips.

She is his. It is his child. Choose! he commanded, shoving Dawa Tsering, making him turn to face him. Go with her to Spiti, or go with them to Ladakh* and the wife of many husbands. Which?

But how do I know it is my child? Dawa Tsering grumbled.

The sirdars face was in darkness from the shadow of the overhanging cliff. He did not laugh, but his smile was almost audible. She knows. You may learn from her. Choose quickly!

Is it a man child? Dawa Tsering asked; and the woman burst into excited speech, beginning to unwrap the bundle that swung at her back.

Well, that is different, said Dawa Tsering. If it is a man child  there is need of men in Spiti. Very well, I will take the woman.

To Spiti! the sirdar commanded. Understand: I will write to the Rajah of Spiti. You will stay in Spiti and obey him. If you ever again cross the boundaries of Spiti without a letter from your rajah giving permission and stating the reason for it, you will deal with me!

Oh, well! said Dawa Tsering, shrugging his broad shoulders. Must I go now?

Now! said the sirdar.

Good-by, Ommonee. Now you must pick your own fleas off the dog. I will be sorry for you when I think of you without a servant, but I am too well born to be any mans servant for long, and this woman is a good one. I will sing songs of you in Spiti after you are dead. I think you will die soon. Look out for that sirdar; he is a tricky fellow.

He kicked the bundle the woman had dropped, as a signal for her to pick it up and follow him. In another moment he had vanished, clambering by a goat- track up the cliff, humming cheerfully through his nose each time he paused to let the laden woman overtake him.

The sirdar faced the discontented husbands, lifting his right hand for silence.

Go back to that woman in Ladakh, and to her say this from me, he ordered. That it may be I will come to Ladakh. If I come, and when I come, it will be well for her if I have no reason to concern myself about her. Turn neither to the right nor to the left, nor delay on the road to Ladakh, but hasten and tell her my message. And when she has beaten you, tell her a second time, and add this that if again she sends men across the boundaries of Ladakh, she shall lose them! Go!

They went, retreating backward downhill toward Tilgaun, whence another track led over a seventeen-thousand foot pass toward their polyandrous neighborhood. The Tibetan followed them, presumably to see the order was obeyed. The sirdar turned and rode uphill in silence, keeping the middle of the track so that Ommony had no room to draw alongside. On the left a cliff fell sheer into the darkness; on the right it rose until it seemed to disappear among the stars.

Ommony rode with his woolen clothes wrapped closely against the penetrating wind that moaned from over the ravine on his left-hand. Mystified by the sirdars confidently used authority, that could not possibly have been vested in him by the British or by any other government (for it seemed to extend into several states), his sensations began to be mixed and bewildering.

Suggestions of fear are assertive on a dark night, riding into the unknown, without a weapon; and the sirdars mysterious silence was not reassuring. Hannah Sanburn had said he was always a friend; but a woman all alone in charge of a mission, surrounded by potential danger, would be likely to overestimate the friendship of anyone who was not openly hostile.

It occurred, and kept on recurring, however hard he tried to dismiss the thought, that, with the exception of Hannah Sanburn, he alone knew the secret about Elsa Terry  he and probably that sirdar just ahead of him; and the sirdar might be one of those dark fanatics whom jealousy makes murderers. What if the sirdar were leading him now to his death in the unknown?

For what purpose had Elsa been educated? Why had she been taken into India on that weird dramatic venture? Why had she been to Lhasa, the forbidden city? Who were the men to whom Hannah Sanburn said the Lama went for advice? Mahatmas? Masters? Or something else? What was their purpose? The Lama might easily be a saint and yet their tool  an unworldly old altruist in the hands of men who had designs on India; as pliable in their hands as the girl appeared to be pliable in his. That journey into India might have been a trial venture to discover how far the girls trained personality could be counted on to turn mens (and womens) heads. Gandhi in jail, all India was ripe and waiting for a new political mahatma.

Why, if not to spy on Ommony, had the Lama tolerated Dawa Tsering in his company? Dawa Tserings suspiciously prompt obedience to the sirdar rather looked as if the whole thing had been prearranged. In fact, it certainly was prearranged; the sirdar had admitted he expected something of the sort. And Ommony remembered now that back in Delhi Dawa Tsering had been remarkably complaisant about transferring allegiance from the Lama to himself.

Then  the Ahbor Valley. Was it likely that the sirdar could be leading him into that forbidden country for any other purpose than to make sure of his death or possibly to keep him prisoner up there? No white man, no government agent, not even one trained Nepalese spy who had penetrated the Ahbor Valley had ever returned alive. The only one who ever did return had floated, dead and mangled, down the Brahmaputra River. Thirty-five miles  not a yard more  from the boundary of Sikkim; perhaps thirty miles from where they were that minute, the Upper Ahbor Valley was as unknown as the mountains of the moon. Why should he suppose that he was to be specially favored with permission to go in there and return alive!

But there was no turning back now  nothing, of course, to prevent but nothing further from intention. Afraid, yes. Faint-hearted, no. The two emotions are as the poles apart. Fear acted as a spur to obstinacy, the unknown as a lure that beckoned more compellingly than safety; habitually, since his school-days, personal safety had been Ommonys last, least consideration. He told himself it was the cold wind that made the goose-flesh rise, and all that night, shivering, he forced himself to believe that was the truth, following the sirdars pony along trails like a winding devils stairway that led alternately toward the sky and down again into a roaring underworld.

It was pitch-dark, but the deepest darkness lay ahead, where the enormous range of the Himalayas was a wall of silence ridged with faint silver where the starlight shone on everlasting snow. Darkness may be a substance for all that anybody knows about it; it lay thick and somber, swallowing the sounds  sudden, crashing sounds, that volleyed and were gone. A tree fell into a watercourse. A rock went cannoning from crag to crag and plunged into an abyss. Silence; and then a howl along the wind as a night-prowler scented the ponies.

Bats  unimaginable thousands of them, black, and less black than the night  until the air was all alive with movement and the squeak and smell. Chasms into which the ponies hoofs struck stones that seemed to fall forever, soundless. Dawn at last, touching untrodden peaks with crimson-gleaming gold, and stealing lemon-colored down the pillars of the sky, to awaken ghosts of shadows in the black ravines. Tree-tops, waist-deep in an opal mist, an eagle  seven thousand feet below the track  circling above those like a fleck of blown dirt. A roar ascending full of crashing tumult; and at last a flash of silver on the waves of Brahmaputra, a mile and a half below, plunging toward Bengal through the rock-staked jaws of Ahbor Valley Gate.

Downward then, by a trail that seemed to swing between earth and sky, the ponies sliding half the time with their rumps against the rock or picking their way cautiously with six-inch strides along the edge of chasms, over which the riders peered into fathomless shadow that the sunlight had not reached. Down to the eagle-level, and the treeline, where the wet scent of morning on moss and golden gravel made the ponies snort and they had to be unsaddled and allowed to roll.

Not a word from the sirdar, although he stroked Dianas head when she approached him, and laughed at the ponies antics. On again downward, and a hut at last, built of tree-trunks, perched on a ledge of rock above a waterfall, on the rim of a tree-hung bowl through which the Brahmaputra plunged.


CHAPTER XXVII. Under the Brahmaputra

When that caressing light forgets the hills
That change their hue in its evolving grace;
When, harmony of swaying reeds and rills,
The breeze forgets her music and the face
Of Nature smiles no longer in the pond,
Divinity revealed! When morning peeps
Above earths rim, and no bird notes respond;
When half a world in mellow moonlight sleeps
And no peace pours along the silverd air;
When dew brings no wet wonder of delight
On jeweled spider-web and scented lair
Of drone and hue and honey; when the night
No longer shadows the retreating day,
Nor purple dawn pursues the graying dark;
And no child laughs; and no wind bears away
The bursting glory of the meadow-lark;
Then  then it may be  never until then
May death be dreadful or assurance wane
That we shall die a while, to waken when
New morning summons us to earth again.
 Chant Pagan

SMOKE came from the hut, through a hole in the roof, giving the sharp air a delicious tang, all mixed with the aroma of fallen leaves and pine trunks. Over beyond the hut spray splashed from the waterfall  rose-colored diamonds against moss-green. The air was full of bird-music, that the ear caught after it was once used to the ponderous roar of water.

A man who was undoubtedly an Ahbor  black hair low down on his forehead, high up on his cheeks  Mongolian cheek-bones  glittering, dark, bold eyes  hairy legs showing beneath a leather- colored smock  waist girdled with a leather belt, from which a kukri like a Gurkhas hung in a wooden scabbard  peered from the hut door. He stared at the sirdar in silence, curiously, as at someone he must tolerate; it was the half-shy, half-impudent stare of a yokel at a wealthy man from town.

He took the ponies and was very careful of them, unsaddling, leading them to drink, dragging out a sack and spilling grain in the hollow of a rock, feeling their legs and rubbing them down with a piece of bark while they munched contentedly.

The sirdar led the way into the hut, but laid a finger on his lips for silence. The reason for silence was not evident; there was nobody else in there. The place was clean, but almost bare of furniture; there was a hearth of rough stones in the midst, a rough table, and a bunk in one corner, littered with blue trade-blankets. There was no bench  no chairs or stools  but there were wooden platters on the table, with big silver spoons beside them, and on the hearth imported cereal was cooking in an earthen vessel set in a brass one containing water. There was honey in a white china bowl, and a big glass pitcher full of milk, which looked as if it had stood there overnight; the layer of cream was more than an inch thick. There were two cups, without handles, made of alabaster.

In silence, as if it were a ritual, the sirdar served the meal and they ate it standing. Then he walked out and sat on a rock that overhung the waterfall. He was not cross-legged in the usual Indian attitude of meditation; his long booted and spurred legs were out in front of him, the way a white man sits, and he leaned an elbow on one knee, his chin on his right fist; motionless in that attitude he stared at the bewildering view until he seemed almost physically to become a part of it.

Ommony watched him from the hut door, now and then losing sight of his form in the spray as he wondered what sort of thinking it might be that could so absorb the man, and as he watched, wondering, his own inclination was to take his shoes off; he felt a pagan reverence possess him, as if that dew-wet, emerald and brown immensity, with the thundering river below and the blue sky for a roof, were a temple of Mother Nature, in which it were impertinence to speak, imposture to assert a personality.

Diana was watching fish in a pool above the waterfall; the aborigine from Ahbor was using his kukri to fashion a wooden implement with which to comb the ponies manes and tails; the birds were hopping on tree and rock about their ordinary business, and an eagle circled overhead as if he had been doing the same thing for centuries. But there began to be a sensation of having stepped into another world.

Things assumed strange and strangely beautiful proportions. The whole of the past became a vaguely remembered dream, in which the Lama, Samding and Hannah Sanburn stood out as the only important realities. The present moment was eternity, and wholly satisfying. Every motion of a glistening leaf, each bird-note, every gesture of the nodding grass, each drop of spray was, of and in itself, in every detail perfect. Something breathed  he did not know what, or want to inquire  he was part of what breathed; and a universe, of which he was also a part, responded with infinite rhythm of color, form, sound, movement, ebb and flow, life and death, cause and effect, all one, yet infinitely individual, enwrapped in peace and wrought of magic, of which Beauty was the living, all-conceiving light.

The enchantment ceased as gradually as it had begun. He felt his mind struggling to hold it  knew that he had seen Truth naked  knew that nothing would ever satisfy him until he should regain that vision  and was aware of the sirdar walking toward him, normal, matter-of-fact, abrupt, spurs clinking as his heels struck rock.

Are you ready? asked the sirdar.

Ommony whistled and Diana followed them along a fern-hung ledge. There was opal air beneath them; crags and tree-tops peered out of slow-moving mist that the sun was beginning to tempt upward. Presently, leaping from rock to rock, until they could hear the river laughing and shouting, sending echoes crashing through a forest that had looked like moss from higher up, they descended breathless, downward, and forever downward, leaping wild water that gushed between worn boulders, swinging by tree-roots around outleaning cliffs, Diana crouching as she hugged the wall along a six-inch ledge, crossing a yelling cataract by a fallen tree-trunk, whose ax-marks were the only sign that the trail was ever used before. They came at last to a bank with a cliff behind it, still more than a thousand feet above the Brahmaputra, whose thunder volleyed as if a battle were being fought for right of way through a rock- and tree-staked gorge defended by all the underworld.

Ommony threw himself down, panting, his clothes sodden with sweat and his head in a whirl from the violent exertion and the change in altitude. Every sinew in his legs was trembling separately, and his heart thumped like a steam-injector. Diana lay still at his feet. The sirdar appeared calm and not particularly out of breath; he sat down on a rock near by with an air of concentrated attention.

Presently Ommony began to feel the chill of damp earth under him. He got to his feet to look for a better place closer to the cliff, and stood for a moment craning upward trying to gauge with his eye the distance they had come from the lip of the ravine that showed at one point sharp as a pencil-line against the sky. He realized he could never find the way back if life depended on it, and guessed there must be another way than that into the Ahbor Valley, or how could men and animals find egress? He turned to speak, leaning one hand against the cliff.

This way! said the sirdars voice on his left hand; and before he could turn he felt himself shoved violently. His head still singing from the strain of the descent, a vertigo still swimming through his brain, he was sure, but only dimly, that he had been pushed, then pulled through a narrow fissure in the shadowy corner of a projecting spur. He had scarcely noticed the opening  had not observed that the lower portion of the spur was split away, like the base of a flying buttress, from the wall itself. Within, the opening turned and turned again, a mans breadth wide each shoulder against the wall, a zigzag passage driven (there were tool marks) into a granite mountain; and when he turned to look, there was nothing to see but the outline of the sirdars head against dim light behind him.

Diana forced her way between his legs and ran ahead to explore; he could hear her hollow barking Alls well so far  marvelous! mysterious! exciting!  and then the sirdar shoved him forward, saying not one word. He could not see, but felt the whirring of bats, and knew by the sound that he had stepped into a cavern. The sirdar groped and found an oil lantern with a bail. Lighting it, and swinging it until the shadows leaped like giant goblins and enormous bats streamed in panic toward the open air, he led the way to a low tunnel at the rear through which it was just possible to walk by bending nearly double.

At the end of fifty yards of that uncomfortable going, there was vastness, black as pitch, and such empty silence that the ear-drums ached. The lantern light shone into nothing and was swallowed  ceased, except where it struck the natural, dark-granite wall and the end of the hewn tunnel. They were standing on a platform ten feet wide, from which hewn steps descended forever and ever for all the brain could guess. The roof was utterly invisible; the space beneath it was alive with whirling bats. The air was breathable but stuffy. Sweat began to stream from every pore.

What next? asked Ommony.

What next  ot nex  ot nex  ot nex  ot nex! the echoes answered, dying away in a grumble at last somewhere in the bowels of the world.

He did not care to speak again. He tried to suppress thought, lest the echoes should learn that and multiply and mock it in the solemn hugeness of the underworld. Diana was afraid now  crouched against his legs and howled when the sirdar started down the smooth stone steps, that looked dark-green in the lantern light.

The howl let loose the hounds of Pandemonium. A phantom pack gave tongue in full cry down the valley of hell  pounced on their quarry leagues away  worried it  and vanished into silence. The sirdar laughed, and the laugh went after them, until a thousand devils seemed to mock the ghost the hounds had slain. Diana was seized with panic and had to be dragged by the collar. Ommony did not dare to speak to her for fear of the echoes. He tried whispering once, but only once; it turned into a hiss that made Diana tremble in abject misery.

The echo of their feet was bad enough. Each downward step was repeated until the darkness became full of a din like the clapping of unseen hands; the clink of the sirdars spurs was multiplied into the jingle and clank of ghostly squadrons, and the whirring of unseen bat-wings grew into the snort of the war-horses charging line on line. It was easy enough to imagine lance and pennon, and the dead from a thousand battle-fields repeating history.

Ommony began trying to count the steps, but lost the reckoning at the sixth or seventh turn; the stairway zigzagged to and fro across the face of a wall that seemed from its smooth, yet irregular feel to have been hewn by giants from the virgin rock. And when they did at last reach bottom there appeared by the swinging lantern light to be a causeway running right and left, gay-white and firm with a million years accumulation of the bats excreta.

The sirdar hesitated  took the right-hand way, and led with a swinging stride that it took all of Ommonys strength to follow. There was hardly any echo now, because the bat-dirt underfoot consumed the sound (and filled the air, too, with acrid dust), but there began to be a weird, very far-away rumbling, at first not more than a peculiar, irregular pulsation of the silence, gradually increasing until it sounded as if all the echoes in the world were hiding in the cellar of a mountain, crowding one another to find room.

A roof became vaguely visible at last. They were entering a tunnel, whose floor sloped downward. It appeared to have been originally a natural fissure in the base of a granite mountain; Titans had hewn and enlarged it, leaving buttresses six feet square of natural rock, that curved overhead until they met to support the roof. They were spaced about twenty feet apart, and every gap between was occupied by an enormous image, hewn out of the wall, resembling nothing in the world that Ommony had ever seen. Vaguely, but only vaguely, they suggested temple images of ancient Egypt. No two were alike. Due to the moving shadows, they appeared to change position as the lantern passed them, and the weird sounds that filled the tunnel suggested conversation in the language of another world.

The only remark the sirdar made of any kind was midway down the tunnel, more than a quarter of a mile from the point where its roof had first become dimly visible. He paused for a moment, seemed to hesitate whether or not to speak, then pointed upward.

We are under the Brahmaputra.

His voice sounded muffled. The noise of the tremendous river galloping and plunging overhead absorbed all other sounds.

How thick is the roof? Ommony asked. But he did not know how to pitch his voice; the words died on his lips; his own ears could not hear them.

In one place there was water; it appeared to be an artificial drain; there was a trickling, sucking sound where it disappeared through a hole in the wall into obscurity. The floor for twenty yards was built of very heavy timber spiked on to transverse beams laid in slots in the rock wall; the slots were very ancient and the timbers not a generation old, marked here and there with the print of ponies hoofs  which seemed to Ommony to prove one point at any rate: there must be another way out from the Ahbor Valley than that goat-path down the side of the ravine. No pony, laden or unladen, could negotiate the trail by which he and the sirdar had come.

Once they had crossed the wooden bridge the track began to rise, but the sirdar continued leading at the same speed, neither heat nor stuffiness impeding him. He swung the lantern in his right hand with an air of indifference, as if he had long ago ceased wondering at the Titan labors of the men who hewed the tunnel. There was no air of haste about him; his natural speed appeared to be more than four miles an hour, just as his natural mood was silent, and his natural condition fearless, unsurprised, indifferent to circumstance.

The air began to improve at last, as they emerged into a cavern into which one shaft of sunlight shone through an opening so high overhead that its milky-whiteness, spreading and dispersing, formed a layer, below which the gloom grew solid. The sensation was of being in a grotto under water and looking upward through a cave-mouth toward the surface of the sea. One almost expected to see fish swimming across the zone of light.

The sirdar allowed Ommony to rest at last. He sat on a rock that resembled an altar, set the lantern on another, and motioned to Ommony to be seated on a third. There were seven stones, exactly similar in shape and size, arranged so as to suggest the constellation of the Pleiades;* the seventh, which might be Merope, was surrounded by a circle of masonry, perhaps to suggest that that one is invisible to the naked eye. About and among the big stones there were hundreds of smaller ones, all of the same shape but of different sizes, arranged in no evident pattern, but nevertheless sunk into place in hollows cut deliberately in the rock floor. It looked as if whoever set them there knew a great deal more about the stars than any naked eye reveals.

As Ommony grew gradually used to the dim light the shapes of enormous carvings revealed themselves on walls so high that imagination reeled in the effort to measure them. The shape of the cavern was that of the inside of a hollow tree-trunk, broad at the base, narrowing toward the top until it vanished in impenetrable gloom somewhere above the shaft of light. The walls were all irregular, almost exactly resembling in rough outline the interior of a hollow tree; and wherever there was space a figure had been carved, half-human, ponderous, as contemplative as the Sphinx.

Wherever the eye rested long enough a figure would develop in the gloom, until the darkness appeared full of awful faces that had been there, pondering immensity, since time began.

As well as Ommony could judge, they were in the core of a hollow granite mountain. He turned to question the sirdar, but as he moved a sound like a distant trumpet blast came from above and, glancing upward, he saw a speck that might be a human being, moving on the lip of the opening through which the shaft of light came. Diana howled at the sound, but the howl was lost in the enormous space; there were no echoes.

The sirdar made no comment, but got to his feet at once and holding up the lantern examined Ommonys face for a moment intently. His expression was of exercising judgment, but he said nothing, did not even nod. His amber eyes looked hardly human in the dimness, and glowed with a reddish light behind them  leonine, but curiously passionless. Swinging the lantern again, he turned and led the way toward a projection outflung like a buttress from the nearest wall.

There began then an ascent that almost conquered physical endurance. Steps, whose treads, hewn from the rock, were eighteen inches high, followed the outline of the ragged walls and circled the whole huge cavern three times toward the opening through which the light poured in. There were places, but not many of them, where the way ran almost level along a ledge for fifty feet or so, and thigh muscles had a chance to rest from the agony of climbing. The only other resting places were the crowns of smooth gigantic heads that gazed forever into vastness. There was no rail, no balustrade; the steps were nowhere more than three feet wide, with nothing on their outer edge but darkness and a terrifying certainty of what would happen if a foot slipped or if vertigo prevailed. Diana, thrusting herself between the wall and Ommony, pressed herself against him for the sake of human company, adding to the terror of the long ascents where no huge head projected to afford a sense of something solid between the wall and the abyss.

The sirdar seemed tireless. Ommony ached in every sinew of his being. Blood sang in his ears and eyes. Thirst began to torture him. A stitch like a knife-jab gnawed under his ribs. Repeatedly he had to lie face-downward on a level place, pressing both hands tightly on the stone while the whole cavern and all the silent heads seemed to whirl and whirl around him. Then Diana licked the back of his neck, and the sirdar waited twenty or thirty yards higher up, swinging the lantern as if its constant rhythmic movement were in some way necessary. He never spoke once, made no sound other than his footsteps and the clink of spurs, all the way up; but now and then he stood on the crown of a head overhanging the cavern and swung the lantern in wider sweeps, as if he were signaling to someone.

The shaft of light faded and almost disappeared before they reached the opening. Ommony was in no condition then to reckon up the hours or to guess at the height he had climbed. Not more than barely conscious, he collapsed on a smooth platform that sloped dangerously outward, his fingers trying to grip the rock and his feet continuing to climb. He felt the sirdar (or somebody) seize him by the armpits, heard Diana growl, and the next he knew he was lying face-upward with cool water on his lips, a cool breeze on his face, and a star-lit sky overhead. He felt Diana nosing at his hair, and knew nothing after that for several hours.


CHAPTER XXVIII. The Lamas Home

In this sense we are our brothers keepers: that if we injure them we are responsible. Therefore, our duty is, so vigilantly to control ourselves that we may injure none; and for this there is no substitute; all other duties take a lower place and are dependent on it.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



WHEN Ommony recovered consciousness it was some time before he was sure he was not dreaming. There was no sense of stability. The universe appeared to sway beneath him, and the sky, when he opened his eyes at last, swung like a compass-card. He closed his eyes, heard voices, and presently discovered he was in a stretcher being borne on mens heads. When he opened his eyes again the first thing he saw was Diana looking down at him from a rock. She barked when he moved his hand.

It was a very rough stretcher made of poles and hide. His feet were loosely tied to it and a rope was passed over his breast, but he could get his hands under the rope, and its purpose was explained when the stretcher became tilted at an acute angle and he rode for a while with his feet pointed at the sky. On either hand were sloping limestone cliffs and he was being carried up a dry watercourse between them.

He felt no impulse to ask questions, but was curious about his own condition. He recalled rather vividly a time, ten years ago, when he was carried to an operating room. When the stretcher returned to the horizontal and he cautiously tested each muscle, he discovered that his leg-sinews were so stiff that he could hardly bear to move them. Then he remembered; every step of the climb up that titanic stairway came back to him like a nightmare.

He craned his neck looking for the sirdar, but failed to discover him. He could not see the stretcher-bearers, but there were eight Ahbors walking behind, ready to relieve them  hairy, savage-looking men, possessed of that air of deliberate indifference that usually hides extreme fanaticism; their eyes were large, like those of deer, and the hair came close up to their cheek-bones. They all had weapons; two were armed with bow and arrows; but no two weapons were alike, and no two were dressed exactly alike.

Presently the path began to follow the edge of a cliff five or six thousand feet above a river  undoubtedly from its size the Brahmaputra  that galloped and plunged among rocks in the bed of a valley on the left hand. Incredible, enormous mountains leaned against the sky in every direction, suggesting barrenness and storms, but the valley lay golden and green in the sunlight, patched with the vivid green of corn-fields, dotted with grazing cattle and with the dark-brown roofs of villages. It looked like an exceedingly rich valley, and well populated.

After a mile or two of gorgeous vistas the track turned to the right and passed between miles of tumbled ruins, whose limestone blocks, weighing tons apiece, had turned to every imaginable hue of green, gray, brown and yellow. Blue and red flowers were growing in the crevices, and trees had forced themselves between tremendous paving stones that now lay tilted with their edges to the sky. Ommony untied the rope across his breast and sat up to observe the ruins, laying both hands on his thighs to ease their aching; and presently he gasped  forgot the agony.

The track passed between two monolithic columns more enormous than the grandest ones at Thebes, and emerged on the rim of a natural amphitheater, whose terraced sides descended for about two thousand feet to where a torrent of green and white water rushed from a cave mouth and plunged into a fissure in the limestone opposite. The air was full of the noise of water and the song of birds, intoxicating with the scent of flowers and vivid with their color.

Every terrace was a wilderness of flowers and shade trees, strewn with boulders that broke up the regularity, and connected one with another by paths and bridges of natural limestone where streams gushed from the fern-draped rock and fell in cascades to the torrent in the midst. There was an atmosphere of sunlit peace.

Above the topmost terrace, occupying about a third of the circumference, were buildings in the Chinese style; the roofs were carved with dragons and the rear walls appeared to be built into the cliff, which rose for a thousand feet to a sheer wall of crags, whose jagged edges pierced the sky.

There were no human beings in evidence, but smoke was rising from several of the buildings, which all had an air of being lived in. The track, which was paved now with limestone flags, led under an arch in the midst of the largest building. The arch turned out to be the opening of a tunnel, twenty feet high at lowest and as many wide, that pierced the mountain for more than a hundred yards, making two sharp turns where it crossed caverns and followed natural fissures in the limestone before it emerged on the edge of a sheer ravine, overlooking another valley that appeared to approach the gorge of the Brahmaputra at an angle of nearly forty-five.

Away in the distance, like a roaring curtain, emerald green and diamond white, blown in the wind, the Tsang-po River, half a mile wide, tumbled down a precipice between two outflung spurs that looked like the legs of a seated giant. The falls were leagues away, and yet their roar came downwind like the thunder of creation. Below them, incalculably far below the summit, the rising spray formed a dazzling rainbow; and where, below the falls, the Tsang-po became the Brahmaputra, there were rock-staked rapids more than two miles wide that threw columns of white water fifty feet in air, so that the rocks looked like leviathans at war.

The path led up the side of the ravine, curved around a projecting shoulder, and entered another tunnel, which emerged at the end of fifty yards into a natural cavern. There the bearers set the stretcher down and two of them offered to help Ommony up a long flight of steps hewn from the limestone rock. However, he managed to walk unaided and Diana followed him through a great gap in the wall into what was evidently the basement of a building.

There he was met by a brown-robed monk  not an Ahbor, a Tibetan  who smiled but made no remark and led him up winding stairways between thick masonry walls to a gallery that overhung the valley from a height which made the senses reel. It was the upper of two galleries that ran along the face of a building backed against a cliff; doors and small windows opened all the way along it, but the Tibetan led around the far corner, where the wooden planking came to an end at a stone platform and there was one solitary door admitting to a room about thirty feet by twenty, that had a window facing the tremendous Tsang-po Falls.

It was in all respects a comfortable room, with a fireplace at one end and a bright fire burning. On either side of the fireplace there were shelves stacked with European books in several languages. The stone floor was covered with a heavy Chinese rug. There was no glass in the window, but there were heavy shutters to exclude wind and rain, as well as silken Chinese curtains.

The monk went away and returned presently with a pitcher of milk and some peculiar cakes that tasted as if made from a mixture of flour and nut-meat, raised with butter. He signed to Ommony to eat and, when he had finished, took the pitcher and plate away again.

Ommony warmed his legs at the fire, rubbed them to reduce the stiffness, and chose a book at random  Kants Critique of Pure Reason; it was well thumbed. He sat down in a chair before the fire to read, regarding the book as no more incomprehensible than his own predicament and likely to keep his mind off profitless conjecture. He was too tired to think about his own problem  too sore in every muscle to consider sleep. One fact was clear: he had been admitted to the Ahbor Valley, and there must be some reason for it. For the time being, that was enough  that, and the comforting sense that all motion had ceased and he could sit still within four walls that shut off the stunning hugeness of the scenery. He had no geographical curiosity  was not qualified in any event to make a map that would be of any real value, and was not sure it would be courteous to try to do it. People who dont invade other peoples countries have a right to their own privacy. Besides, he was quite sure he could never retrace the way into the valley, and doubtful whether he could find a way out of it, except down that thundering river. He was absolutely at the Lamas mercy, and entirely sure the Lama was a man of superb benevolence, if nothing else.

Finding he could not make head or tail of Kant in the original German (he spent ten minutes trying to find the subject of one verb) he laid the book down and began to wonder whether this was the place in which his sister and Jack Terry had died. Time vanished. Thought took him back to the days when he had sent for his sister Elsa, then seventeen, to come to India and keep house for him. He frowned, blaming himself for having been the cause of all she suffered. They had had so much in common, and he had understood so well her craving for knowledge that is not in any of the textbooks, that he had tacitly encouraged her to make acquaintances which his better judgment should have warned him to keep out of her reach. He wondered just to what extent a man is justified in guiding or obstructing a younger sisters explorations into unknown realms of thought  knew that he himself would resent any leading-rein  knew nevertheless, that he felt guilty of having neglected to protect his sister until protection and precaution were too late. He had done his best then, but  

Dammit, are we or arent we free agents? he asked aloud, staring at the fire; and then he heard Dianas tail beating the Chinese rug. It sounded as if the dog were laughing at him! He turned his head sharply  and saw the Lama standing in the doorway.

We are free  to become agents of whatever power we wish, said the Lama, smiling. Dont get up, my son. I know how thighs ache after a climb up the stairs of the Temple of Stars. The sirdar does not know the other entrance to the valley.

Where is he? asked Ommony, staring. He was not particularly interested in the sirdar. A suggestion as to who and what the Lama might be, had occurred to him suddenly. He was sparring for time to follow up that thought.

He returned, said the Lama, sitting on a chair before the fire, betraying an inclination to tuck his legs up under him but resisting it. The Ahbors would have killed him if he passed beyond the opening. They would have killed you  if it were not for Diana the dog. My son, you wonder why I left you in Darjeeling? There were seven reasons; of which the first is that I have no right to lead you out of your environment; and the second, that you have the right to make your own decision. The third reason was that these Ahbors guard their valley very strictly; it is their valley; they also have their rights. The fourth reason was, that an excuse must be presented to the Ahbors for admitting you. The fifth, that I alone could do that. The sixth, that I must make the excuse in advance of your coming, since they would not listen unless given time to consider the matter. And the seventh reason was, that it was fitting you should learn why this has been kept from you for twenty years, before you learn as much of the secret as I can show you. Behind each of those seven reasons are seven more beyond your comprehension. You spoke with Miss Sanburn? Ommony nodded. Suspicion was approaching certainty. He wondered that the thought had not occurred to him long before.

Where is the chela  Samding  Elsa Terry  my niece? he asked. There is no foretelling which emotion will come uppermost. He felt a bit humiliated. It annoyed him to think he had lived for two months in almost constant association with his sisters child and had never guessed it; annoyed him more to think that the Lama should not have trusted him from the beginning; most of all that he had not guessed the Lamas identity. He felt almost sure that he had guessed right at last. Nothing but a western dread of seeming foolish restrained him from guessing aloud.

But the Lama read his thoughts, and answered the unspoken question first in his own way, his bright old eyes twinkling amid the wrinkles.

Those who are trustworthy, my son, eventually prove it  always, and it is only they to whom secrets should be told. It is not enough that a man shall say, Lo, I am this, or I am that. Nor is it enough that other men shall say the same of him. Some men are trustworthy in some respects, and not in others. He who trusts, and is betrayed, is answerable to his own soul.  Do you think it would have been fair to trust you with the secret of my chela? he asked suddenly.

Ommony side-stepped the question by asking another: Why do you call her San-fun-ho?

It is her name. It was I who gave it to her. She accepted it, when she was old enough to understand its meaning. Do you know Chinese? The word means Possessor of the three qualities, but its inner meanings are many  righteousness, virtuous action, purity, benevolence, moral conduct, ingenuousness, knowledge, endurance, music  and all the qualities that lie behind those terms.

You think she has all of them? Ommony asked. His voice held a hint of sarcasm. He intended that it should.

My son, we all have them, said the Lama. But she is the first ordinary mortal I have known, who could express them.

Ommony pricked his ears at the word ordinary.

You know  you have seen the Masters? he demanded.

The Lama blinked, but otherwise ignored the question, exactly as every one Ommony had asked, who was likely to know, always had avoided it. There is a legend about mysterious Mahatmas,* whom all the East believes in, but whom none from the West has ever met (and talked much about afterward).

No man ever had such a chela, said the Lama, changing the subject and betraying the first hint of personal emotion Ommony had ever noticed in him.

Are you one of the Masters? Ommony demanded, sitting bolt upright, studying the old mans face.

But the Lama laughed, his wrinkles dancing with amusement.

My son, that is a childish question, he said after a moment. If a man were to tell you he is one of the Masters, he would be a liar and a boaster; because it must be evident to anyone who thinks, that the more a man knows, the more surely he knows there are greater ones than himself. He is a Master, whose teaching you accept. But if he should tell you there is none superior to himself, it would be wise to look for another Master!

But Ommony felt more sure than ever. He knew that Pythagoras, for instance, and Appolonius, and scores of others had gone to India for their teaching. For twenty years he had kept ears and eyes alert for a clue that might lead him to one of the preservers of the ancient wisdom, who are said to mingle with the crowd unrecognized and to choose to whom they will impart their secrets. He had met self-styled Gurus by the dozen  a perfect host of more or less obvious charlatans  some self-deceived dabblers in the occult, whose motives might be more or less respectable  but never a one, unless this man, whose speech and conduct had appeared to him consistent with his idea of what a real Mahatma might be.

Hannah Sanburn told me, he said slowly, that there are individuals to whom you go for advice. Did she tell the truth?

She received that truth from my lips, said the Lama, nodding.

Are they the Masters?

The Masters are only discoverable to those, who in former lives have earned the right to discover them, the Lama answered. There is a Higher Law that governs these things. It is the Law of Evolution. We evolve from one state to another, life after life, being born into such surroundings as provide us with the proper opportunity. It was not by accident, my son, that San-fun-ho was brought into the Ahbor Valley to be born.

Do the Masters live here?

No, said the Lama, smiling again.

Then what is the particular advantage of the Ahbor Valley?

My son, I do not rule the Universe! It was not my province to arrange the stars! There is no place, no circumstance that does not have particular advantages. The Ahbor Valley is more suitable to some than to others, but I am not the one who selects those who shall come here.

Who does?

There is a law that governs it, just as there is a law that rules the stars, and a law that obliges one to be born rich and another poor. When did cause begin? And when shall effect cease? Can you answer that?

At any rate, you were the cause of my coming here, said Ommony.

Nay, my son! No more than I was the cause of your coming into the world. If I should have caused you to come here, I should be responsible for all the consequences; and I do not know what those might be. I have permitted you to come here. I have removed some difficulties.

Why?

Because I sought to remove other difficulties from the path of someone else, and it seemed to me possible that you might be the one who can assist. Remember: it was not I who caused you to resign your position under the Indian Government; not I who appointed you a Trustee at Tilgaun; nor I who invited you to disguise yourself as a Bhat-Brahmin. Have I ever given you advice on any of those matters?

No, Ommony admitted. But you have corresponded with me ever since Marmaduke died, and if your letters werent educative, what were they?

Evocative! the Lama answered. Shall I show you the copies of all the letters I have written to you? I believe you will not find one word in them that might evoke from you anything except your higher nature, nor one word that you could twist into inducement to do this, or to do that. I have taught you nothing. You have tried to understand my letters, and have found a guiding force within yourself. I am not your guide.

Well then  why the interest in me? Ommony retorted.

My son, you are immensely interesting. You were forced on my attention. I have my work to do, and I have nearly finished it.

The old man paused, and suddenly he seemed so old and tired that all his previous exertions  night-long rides on camel-back, two months of journeying in the heat of the Indian plains, patient control of a dramatic company, and (not least) the return across the mountains to his home  appeared incredible. For a moment sadness seemed to overwhelm him. Then he smiled, and as if his will shone through the cloud and warmed the worn-out flesh, he threw off fifty years.

For what purpose are we in the world? he asked. The purpose lies in front of each of us. It is never more than one step in advance, and whither it leads, who knows? It is the best that we can do at any moment that is required of us. A tree should grow. Water should run. A shoemaker should make shoes. A musician should make music. A teller of tales should tell them. Eyes are to see with. Ears are for hearing. Each mans own environment is his own universe, and he the master or the victim of it in exactly the degree by which he governs or is governed by himself. Could you have patience with me, if I should tell a little  just a little of my own experience?

Good God! said Ommony. Id rather hear it than find a fortune! Ears are to hear with! he added, grinning, settling himself back into the chair to listen.

Some men listen to the wrong sound, said the Lama. It is good to listen carefully, and to speak only after much thought. I will not tell more than is required to make a certain matter clear. Thereafter, you must use your own judgment, my son.


CHAPTER XXIX. The Lamas Story

I have conversed with many priests; and some were honest men, and some were not, but three things none of them could answer: if their God is all-wise, what does it matter if men are foolish? And if they can imagine and define their God, must he not be smaller than their own imaginations? Furthermore, if their God is omnipotent, why does he need priests and ritual?
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



I AM a Ringding, of the order of Gelong Lamas. That is neither a high rank nor a low one; but high enough to provide the outer forms of dignity, and low enough to avoid the snares of pride. I have ever found contentment in the Middle Way. I was born in Lhasa, Tsiang Samdup began, and then paused and got down on the rug, where he could sit cross-legged and be comfortable. Diana went and laid her great head on his knee.

Just a minute, said Ommony. How old are you?

But Tsiang Samdup smiled. My son, he answered, we live as long as we are useful, and as long as it is good for us to live. Thereafter we die, which is another form of living, even as ice and water and rain and dew are the same thing in different aspects. When the appointed time comes, we return, as the rain returns, to the earth it has left for a season. As I told you, I was born in Lhasa. He rubbed the dogs head as if he were erasing unnecessary details from the tablets of memory. Then he laid a stick of pine-wood on the fire deliberately, and watched it burn. It was several minutes before he spoke again.

The Dalai Lama is a person who is mocked by Western thinkers. The few Europeans who have been to Lhasa have hastened to write books about him, in which they declare he is the ignorant head of a grossly superstitious religion. To which I have nothing to say, except this: that it is evident the writers of those books have been unable to expose the Dalai Lamas secrets. An army which invaded Lhasa failed to expose them with its bayonets. I, who took the highest possible degrees at Oxford and have lived in Paris, in Vienna, and in Rome  so that I know at least something of the western culture  regard the Dalai Lama with respect, which is different, my son, from superstitious awe. The Tashi Lama, who does not live in Lhasa, is as high above the Dalai Lama as a principle is higher than a consequence.

There was a Tashi Lama who selected me, for reasons of his own, for certain duties. I was very young then  conscious of the host of lower impulses and far from the self-knowledge that discriminates between the higher and the lower. To me in those days my desire was law, and I had not yet learned to desire the Middle Way, which leads between the dangers of ambition and inertia.

Tsiang Samdup paused again and stared out of the window at an eagle which soared higher and higher on motionless wings, adjusting its balance accurately to the flukes of wind.

We learn by experience, he went on after a while. Few of us remember former lives and those who say they do are for the most part liars, although there are some who are deceived by imagination. But the experience of former lives is in our favor  or against us, as the case may be. Its total is what some call instinct, others intuition; but there is a right name for it, and there are those whose past experience equips them with ability to recognize that stage in others at which the higher nature begins to overwhelm the lower. They are able to assist the process. But such men are exceedingly rare, though there are hosts of fools and rogues who pretend to the gift, which comes not by desire but by experience endured in many lives.

That Tashi Lama said to me: My son, it may amuse you to linger for a few lives on the lower path; for you are strong, and the senses riot in you; and it is not my duty to impose on you one course of conduct, if you prefer another. It is very difficult to rise against the will, but very easy if the will directs. And I, because I loved him, answered I would do his bidding. But he said: Nay. Each man must, each minute, make his destiny. It is your own will, not mine, that directs you. Shall I fight your will, and force you to attempt the better way? Not so; because in that case you would surely fall, for which I should be responsible. But I perceive that the time has come when you may choose, and that your will is strong enough to make the choice and hold to it. You may be a benefactor or a beneficiary  a man, aware of manhood, or a victim of the lower senses, bound to the wheel of necessity. Which shall it be?  And because he had discerned, and had chosen the right moment, there was a surging of the spirit in me, and as it were an awakening.

I said to him: I have chosen. And he asked me Which way? To which I answered at once: The higher. Whereat he laughed; for I do not doubt that he saw the pride and the ambition that were cloaked within the answer.

Thereafter he considered me for a long time before he spoke. And when I had waited so long that I supposed he would say no more at all, he said this: They who take the higher way in the beginning are consumed with arrogance; they mortify the flesh and magnify the will until there is no balance left; and when, after their period of death, they are born again, it is into a feeble body possessed by a demon will that tortures it; even as they who choose the lower way are reborn into brutal bodies with feeble wills.

Whereat I asked him: How then shall I choose between the higher and the lower, since both are evil? And he considered me again, a long time.

At last he said this: There is the Middle Way; but there are few who find it, and yet fewer who persist in it, because pride tempts one way and sloth the other.

And I said: I have chosen. And he said: Speak. And I said: Let it be the Middle Way. Whereat he did not laugh, but considered me again for many minutes; and at the end of it, he said: My son, you have much strength. If you persist and keep the Middle Way, you have a destiny and you shall not die until you have fulfilled it. But beware of pride; and above all, seek no knowledge for your own sake.

At that time he said no more, but I became his chela. I washed his feet, and I swept the floor of his chamber, which was less than this one and less comfortably furnished. He taught me many things, but mainly patience, of which I lacked more in those days than a snake lacks legs. I supposed that before his time should come to die he would prefer me to high office. But nay. On a certain day he sent for me and said: I shall die on the eleventh day from now, at noon. Tomorrow at dawn take the road into India, and go to Delhi, to a certain house in a certain street, and there learn the tongue of the English. Thence, I having made provision for it, journey to England, to a University called Oxford; and there learn all that the University can teach  and particularly all they think they know about philosophy and religion.

I said to him: Why? And he said: I know not why; but I tell you what I know it is good for you to do. There is a destiny which, if you fail not, you shall fulfill. But beware of the Western knowledge, which is corrupt and strained through the sieve of convenience. I do not know, but it may be that you must learn the Western teachings for anothers sake. Who can teach a horse unless he understands the way of horses? Who can make a sword unless he understands the qualities of steel?

And I said to him, Shall I be a swordsmith? But he answered: Nay. I said you have a destiny to fulfill. So I asked, When? But he said, I know not. However, I know this: if you seek your own advancement, you will fail. And there is a certain condition in you that will inevitably bring you to a death by violence, because of lies that you yourself will tell; but because of your strength that may not come to pass until your work is finished.

So I said to him, How shall I know what my work is? And he answered, That will appear. But I said, If you, my great and very holy master, are to die, who then shall show me how to fulfill this destiny? And he answered: It is for you to become fit to be the tool of destiny, and to hold yourself at all times ready. There are those from whom, at the proper time, you may receive the right advice. So I asked: How shall I find them? And he answered: They will find you.

Thereafter I besought him earnestly that I might remain with him in Lhasa until his death, because I was his chela, and that is no commonplace relationship. Its roots lie deeper than the roots of trees. But he answered The first duty of a chela is obedience.

Tsiang Samdup paused and stared through the open window at the sky for several minutes. Eyes and sky were so exactly the same color that it looked as if the substance of the sky had crept within him and appeared through slits amid the walnut wrinkles of his face.

It was midwinter, he said after a while, and no light task to cross the passes. But the route the Tashi Lama gave me was this way, through the Ahbor Valley, and I lay for a month in this monastery, recovering from frost-bite and exhaustion. And as I lay between life and death, one came to me who had a pilgrims staff, and no outward appearance of greatness, who considered me in silence for a long while; but the silence appeared to me like the voice of the universe, full of music, yet without sound. He went away. But in three days time, when I was already far recovered (for I was ever strong), he returned and led me to what I will show you tonight and tomorrow. And I saw myself within myself.

He paused again, and again the far-away look in his eyes searched the sky and seemed to blend with it:

He carried me forth, he said presently, I lying like a dead man in his arms. His voice in my ear was as a mothers speaking to a child. It is well, said he. Now set forth on your journey, and remember. For you know now what you have to overcome, and also what is yours wherewith to overcome.

So after certain days I set forth, and in due time I came to Delhi, where I studied English. Thereafter I went to England.

The wrinkles moved in silent laughter, and the old eyes twinkled reminiscently as they looked into Ommonys.

My son, that was no light experience! It was warfare, and myself the battle-field. Warfare, and loneliness. Curiosity, contempt,  courtesy, discourtesy, indifference  all these were shown toward me. And there were very generous men at Oxford, whose pride was racial, not intellectual, who were as patient in the teaching as the sun is patient to the growing grass  most worthy and laughter-loving men, mistaken in much, but as sure of the reward of generosity as there is surely good will in their hearts. They did not know I was Tibetan; they believed I was Chinese, because I speak and write that language, and none knew anything about Tibet.

I came to understand that the cycles of evolution are moving westward, and that the West is arrogant with the strength it feels within itself. I saw, my son, that the West is deceived by the glitter of results, knowing nothing of causes, and that the East is in turn deceived by the wealth and ostentation of the West  for this is Kali Yuga,* when delusion and a blindness overspreads the world. I knew  for none had better right to know  that strength can be guided into the grooves of destiny, and that knowledge is the key. But I perceived that great harm can be done by interference. There is danger in anothers duty. Also I saw that my voice, however reasonably raised, could accomplish nothing, because of the racial prejudice. The West is curious about the East, but proud  contemptuous  and most cruel when it most believes it is benevolent. The West sends missionaries to the East, who teach the very culture that is poisoning the life-springs of the West itself. The strength of the West and its generous impulse must be guided. Its rapacity must be restrained. But it was clear to me that I could not accomplish that, since none would listen to me. The few who pretended to listen merely sought to use my teaching for their own enrichment and advantage.

I met a certain one in London. He appeared to be English, but that meant nothing. He had the Ancient Wisdom in his eyes. I had taken my degrees at Oxford then, and I was sitting in the Strangers Gallery of the House of Parliament. I remember I grieved; for I saw how eager those debaters were to rule the whole world wisely  yet how ignorant they were of the very rudiments of what could possibly enable them to do it. I said to him who was in the corner next to me: These men boast of what is right, and they believe their words; but they do not know what is right. Who shall save them? And he answered, after he had considered me a while in silence If you know what is right, you will attend to your own duty.

So I went and lived in Paris for a while, and in Vienna and in Rome, because it was my duty to learn how the West thinks, and in what way it is self-deceived. And thereafter I returned to Tibet, wondering. It did not seem to me that I was one step forward on the path of destiny. I could see (for I had walked the length of India with pilgrims staff and begging bowl) that the West was devouring the East and the East was inert in the grip of superstition, inclined, if it should move at all, to imitate the West and to corrupt the Western energy by specious flattery, hating its conquerors, yet copying those very methods that made conquest possible.

An unfathomable sadness overwhelmed me. It appeared to me that all my knowledge was as nothing. I doubted the stars in the sky; I said These, too, are a delusion of the senses. Who shall prove to me that I am not deceived in all things?

Tsiang Samdup paused and thought a while, stroking Dianas head.

My son, he said presently, it was as if the knowledge that was born within me, and all the false Western doctrine I had studied, were as waters meeting in the basin of my mind, and in the whirlpool my faith was drowning. It is ever so when truth meets untruth, but I did not know that then.

I went to the Tashi Lama  the successor of my teacher. He was but a child, and I was ashamed to lay my heart before him, though I laid my forehead on the mat before his throne, for the sake of the traditions and my masters memory. And to me, as I left the throne-room sadly, one of the regents, drawing me aside said: I have heard a destiny awaits you. I asked: From whom have you heard that? But he did not say. To him I laid bare the affliction that was eating out my heart; and to me he said: Good. This is a time of conquest of self by the Self; I foresee that the higher will win. Thereafter he spoke of the folly of stirring molten metal with a wooden spoon. He bade me let my thoughts alone. And because he saw in me a pride of knowledge that was at the root of my affliction, he appointed me a temple neophyte. He who was set over me had orders to impose severe tasks. I hewed wood. I carried water. I laid heavy masonry, toiling from sunrise until dark. I labored in the monastery kitchen. I dug gold on the plateau, where for nine months of every year the earth is frozen so hard that a strong man can with difficulty dig two baskets-full. By day I toiled. By night I dreamed dreams  grand dreams full of quiet understanding  so that to me it seemed that the night was life, and the day death. I was well contented to remain there in the gold-fields, because it seemed to me I had found my destiny; the miners were well pleased to listen to me in the intervals when we leaned on the tools and rested, and when the blizzards blew and we were herded very close together for the warmth, with the animals between us in the tents.

But when the Tashi Lama, who succeeded him whose chela I had been, came to mans estate he sent for me. And after he had talked with me a while on many matters he promoted me. I became a Lama of the lowest rank, and yet without the ordinary duties of a Lama. I had time to study and arrange the ancient books; of which, my son, there are more than the West imagines; they are older than the West believes the world to be, and they are written in a language that extremely few can read. But I can read them. And I learned that my dreams were realities  although the dreams ceased in those days.

Once, that one who had come to me when I lay sick in this place on my journey southward, came to me in Lhasa, where I was pondering the ancient books and rearranging them. And to him I said, Lo, I have met my destiny! I see that it is possible to translate some of these into the Western tongues. But he answered: Who would believe? For this is Kali Yuga. Men think that nothing is true unless they can turn it into money and devour what they can purchase with it. If you give too much food to a starving horse, will he thrive? Or will he gorge himself to death?

Said I; Light travels fast. Said he; It does. But it requires a hundred million years for the light of certain stars to reach the earth. And how long does it take for the formation of coal, that men burn in a minute? Make no haste, or they will burn thee! They have Plato and Pythagoras and Appolonius  Jesus, the Buddha, Mohammed  and others. Would you give them a new creed to go to war about, or a new curiosity to buy and sell for their museums? Which?

Thereafter the Tashi Lama sent for me, and I was given no more time to study the ancient books. But I was promoted to the rank of Gelong, and became a Ringding, whose duty was to teach the people as much as they could understand. I discovered it was not much that they could understand. They knew the meaning of desire, and of the bellyache that comes from too much eating. I found that if one man learns more than another, he is soon so filled with pride that he had better have been left in ignorance; and I also found that men will accept any doctrine that flatters their desires or excuses ignorance, but that they seek to vilify and kill whoever teaches them to discipline the senses in order that their higher nature may appear and make them wise. There is no difference in that respect, although men are fond of saying that the West is quite unlike the East. East or West they will murder anyone who teaches them to think except in terms of the lower self.

There was an outcry against me in Lhasa, and there were many Lamas who declared I should be put on trial for heresy. I was stoned in the streets; and the great dogs that devour the dead were incited to attack me. So I said: Lo, it may be then I have fulfilled my destiny. For he who was my teacher prophesied that there is that in me which must inevitably bring me to a violent end. Nevertheless, I have told no lies yet, that I know of!

But the Dalai Lama sent men  they were soldiers  who, under pretense of throwing me in prison, hid me in a certain place. And escaping thence by night, with one to guide me, I went on a journey of many days, to a village where none knew me, where I dwelt safely; so that I thought that my teacher had prophesied falsely, and for a while again I doubted.

But there came to me that same one who had come when I lay sick in this place on my journey southward, and he said to me; Have you learned yet that the stars and the seasons keep their course and the appointed times, and that no seed grows until the earth is ready? And I said: How shall I know when it is ready? And who shall tell me the appointed time? For I was full of a great yearning to be useful. But he answered: Who rules the stars? Until you can control yourself, how shall you serve others? But I was burning with desire to serve, and moreover indignant at persecution, for in those days I had very little wisdom. I was a fool who puts his face into a hornets nest to tell the hornets of the Higher Law. And I said to him: I am beginning to doubt all things. Nay, said he, for you began that once before, and made an end of it. You are beginning now to doubt your own impetuosity, and that is good, for you will learn that power lies in patience. He who will play in the symphony awaits the exact moment before he strikes his note. You forget that the world existed many million years, and that you lived many scores of lives, before you came to this pass. Will you sow seed in midwinter because it wearies you to wait until the spring?

And when he had considered me again for a long while, he went away, saying that he would doubtless speak with me again, should the necessity arise. And before many days there came a message from Lhasa, saying that one was dead who had charge of this monastery in the Ahbor Valley, and that the Dalai Lama had appointed me to take his place.

So hither I came, and was at peace. And many years, my son, I lived here studying the ancient mysteries, considering the stars, and not seldom wondering what service to the world my destiny might hold in store. I made ready. I held myself ready.


CHAPTER XXX. The Lamas Story (Continued)

And I have asked this of the priests, but though they answered with a multitude of words, their words were emptiness: If it is true that a priest can pacify and coax God, or by meditation can relieve another from the consequences of his own sin, why should anyone be troubled and why do the priests not put an end forever to all sin and suffering? If they can, and do not, they are criminals. If they cannot, but pretend that they can, they are liars. Nevertheless, there is a middle judgment, and it seems to me that some of them may be mistaken.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



A MONK brought food and set it on a stool between Tsiang Samdup and Ommony. They ate in silence  the monk watching  the Lama tossing scraps to Diana, his wrinkles rippling into a smile each time she caught a piece of meat in mid-air. Then, when the monk went away with the remnants, he resumed his story abruptly, before Ommony could start to question him.

My son, since the beginning of the world  and your brain cannot imagine how long ago that was  there has never been one minute when the knowledge that was in the beginning has been utterly forgotten. There have always been men who possessed and guarded the secrets; and there always will be such men. There is not a religion in the world that is not based on the tradition that such secrets do exist; there is not a philosophy that is not founded on the ancient mysteries; there is not a modern science, however perverted and material, that is not an effort to discover and to put to use some aspect of the ancient knowledge and the Higher Law.

There is a Law of Evolution. Scientists have touched the fringe of it, and what do they tell you in consequence? That man has evolved from the worms! There is a Law of Cause and Effect, of which one infinitely tiny fraction has been dimly sensed. To what use do they put it? They brew poison-gas, with which to murder one another! There is a Law of Cycles, as the astronomers can tell you, and as financiers begin vaguely to understand. But those who think they understand it use the secret to enrich themselves  by each enrichment of themselves afflicting others. Men dig in the ruins of Egypt and Babylon, but buy and sell the trophies and draw the absurd deduction that they know more than all the ancients did  even as worms digging in a carcass may imagine themselves superior to the life that once used that body for a while.

Do you begin to see, my son, why it would be unwise to reveal the ancient wisdom by more than infinitesimal fragments at a times? I heard, when I was in Delhi, that the men of the West are studying the construction of the atom, and have guessed at the force imprisoned in it. Wait until they have learned how to explode the atom, and then see what they will do to one another.

But you will notice this, as you grow wiser. There is a fitness in things. There is a balance in the universe and an intelligence that governs it. No man can escape the consequences of his own act, though it take him a million lives to redress the balance. Justice is inevitable. Evil produces evil, and is due to ignorance. But Justice being infinite in all its ways, there is a Middle Way by which we may escape from ignorance. I, who saw the world increasing its downward impetus, while it believes itself to be progressing upward through the invention of new means for exploiting selfishness; I, who saw the ruins of Egypt, and of Babylon; of Rome and Greece; of Jerusalem; of Ceylon; of India; I, who have lived for fifty years within a stones throw of a city ten times older than Babylon; I knew that day follows night, and I waited for the dawn, not knowing the hour. I waited.

I knew there are those who have won merit in their former lives, whose time comes to be born again. I knew that the key to evolution is in character, not in numbers or material increase  in the character of the soul, my son! I knew that at the right time those would begin to be born, whose character would influence the world as mine could not. And I waited, studying the Jade of Ahbor.

For the Jade, my son, was set here in the dawn of time by men who understood how to make a mirror for the soul, even as men nowadays make mirrors that reflect stars which no eye can detect. You laugh? That is not wise! Men laughed, remember, at Galileo. They laughed at Newton. I had not thought you were one who mocks what is contrary to common superstition.

My father, said Ommony, you are confirming rumors I have heard on and off for twenty years. I was laughing at the men who told me I was a fool to pay any attention to such madness.

Nor was that wise! the Lama answered. It is foolish either to laugh or to grieve over other mens ignorance; the hidden motive of that laughter or grief is pride, which blinds the faculties. He looked at Ommony a very long time in silence, studying him.

It is also unwise to speak of truths to men who prefer untruths, he said at last. They proceed to indiscretions, for which the speaker is in part responsible. But I think, my son, you see the error of that way. The Jade of Ahbor is a mirror of the human soul. Whoever looks in it beholds his lower nature first; and there are few who can look long enough to see the first gleam of their higher nature shining through the horrors that the Jade reveals. When I first looked into the Jade, he who led me to behold it carried me forth like a dead man. And I had been the chela of the Tashi Lama! I will lead you to the Jade; but will you dare to look?

He paused, his bright old eyes observing Ommonys with that disturbing stare with which an artist studies the face of one whose portrait he is painting.

There was a time, he went on, when those who professed to be teachers were stood before the Jade of Ahbor, that their own characters might be revealed to them. Those who could endure the test (and they were few) might teach; and those who failed, might not. For it is character that must be taught; all else depends on it. That time will come again, but not yet. Today, if men knew of the Jade of Ahbor they would seize upon it. They would test their rulers by it, as they try their criminals. They would overthrow whoever failed the test and all would fail. Thereafter intellectual men would seize power, who would destroy the stone, asserting its magic property was superstition, and that one fragment of the ancient knowledge would be lost.

And now, he paused again, I read temptation in your mind. You think that I, who have enabled you to reach this valley, will enable you to leave it; and that is true, you shall return to India unharmed. But you think that you, and certain other men, might use that stone discreetly. Imagination tells you that to return to the Ahbor Valley; that to occupy it by force or trickery, and so to obtain access to the stone would be a good thing, which should benefit the human race. Nay, my son, waste no words on denial, for I saw the thought!

Therefore, I tell you this: the ancient wisdom is more wise than your imagination. They who know cause and effect can foretell consequences. Lest the evils should befall, that must inevitably follow if such an instrument were placed too soon into mens hands, the means to hide the stone, if necessary for another million years, has been placed in the hands of those who guard it. My son, men fight to the death over the Golden Rule. What would they not do with the Jade of Ahbor?

You have heard that the Tsang-po River holds more water than the Brahmaputra, which is the same river lower down? Part of the Tsang-po pours into caverns, which have an outlet below Bengal to the sea. One man (and there are more than one who know the secret) can in one moment admit a mighty river into caverns that are now dry. Then not an army of engineers could find the Jade of Ahbor in a thousand years.  But, he spoke very slowly, he who had deliberately made that act necessary  having been warned, as you are warned  would be responsible. You cannot foresee the consequences, but it may be that in a million lives you cannot outlive them, because all the harm that, through you, befalls others must inevitably return to you for readjustment. It is well not to deceive yourself that this life is the last.

Ommony had sat still, lest interruption break the thread of the Lamas story. But it appeared to be broken. His own personal relation to it stirred impatience.

How, where, when did my sister and Jack Terry die? he asked.

Bear with me, my son. I have a great deal to tell, and not much time in which to tell it. My hour comes soon. There is a death awaiting me, and I am nearly ready.

The Lama closed his eyes, his right hand patting Dianas head, as if he were eliminating detail and remembering the thread.

I studied the Jade of Ahbor, he resumed after a long while. Which is the same as to say that I studied my own failings and my own strength, using the one with which to conquer the other, so that light might flow into my mind. And many times that one came to me, of whom I spoke before  he who first led me to the Jade. Many times I journeyed into India. Many men I spoke with. And there came Marmaduke the American to Darjeeling, much wrought up about the future of the world and very angry with the Christian missionaries. And as you know, he founded the Marmaduke Mission at Tilgaun and endowed it. He wished me to be a trustee, but I refused, until that one came to me, of whom I spoke before, and said it was not good to refuse the work that destiny had given me to do. Then I accepted, although it did not appear to me then that my act was wise.

And you and Hannah Sanburn became the other trustees. And you and I corresponded, from which it became clear to me that you are a determined man, of good faith, having courage, but possessed by indignation against those whose vision of right and wrong is shorter than your own. And in indignation there is not much wisdom; so I avoided meeting you.

And then came Doctor Terry and your sister to this valley  children!  hand in hand  as innocent as lambs  as brave and simple as two humming-birds  in search of me, because, forsooth, they had been told I knew the secret of the Jade of Ahbor. She far-gone with child; he dying of wounds; the Ahbors hunting them  for the Ahbors guard this valley as cobras guard ancient ruins.

How did they get into the valley? asked Ommony.

None knows. Not even I, nor the Ahbors. They suffered; they had no memory, except of caverns and of being washed along an ancient conduit underground. I heard of them, because the Ahbors asked me whether it were best to crucify them living or to cut them up and throw them into the Brahmaputra. The Ahbors said they seemed such unoffending people that it might be the gods would be angry if they should put them to further pain. They also said there was a baby to be born, and it is against the Ahbors law to slay the mother until one month after childbirth; nevertheless, it is also against their law to admit strangers and to let them live.

Therefore I lied to the Ahbors, inventing an ancient prophecy that a saint was to be born of strangers in this valley. Thus I rescued those two innocents, there being  as that Tashi Lama, whose chela I was, said  a condition in me, due to faults in former lives, that, though I may fulfill a useful destiny, I must come to a violent death through lies of my own telling.

I lied to the Ahbors, and I had to keep on lying to them. But he who lies does well, my son, who gladly eats the consequences when he may, and ends them. Better a little self-surrender now than unknown consequences in the lives to come! I am answerable to the Ahbors. I would rather receive their judgment than that of the Unseen! It pays not to postpone the reckoning.

The baby was born here, in this room, and those two children who were its parents died, though I did what might be done for them. I eased their death as well as I was able, giving them comfort in the knowledge that there are many lives to come, in which there is recompense forevery thought and deed, as also opportunity to undo all the evil of the past. They died in peace, and I buried their bodies yonder; you can see the grave below this window  that mass of rocks, over which the purple flowers trail.

Before she died, that child who was your sister gave her baby into my hands. It was her last effort. She gave the baby to me, not at my request. In the clarity of vision and the peace that precedes death, she gave her baby into my hands, smiling, saying: I see that this is as it should be. It could not have been otherwise.

For five minutes the Lama was silent, remembering, his sky-blue eyes on vacancy, his wrinkles motionless. And so I understood my destiny, he went on presently. I understood that in my hands lay one who was greater than myself  whom I might serve, that she might serve the world, as I cannot by reason of my limitations. That little spark of life, if I should do my duty, should be fanned into a flame, whose light should blaze across the world, and bless, and brighten it.

And I have served, my son. I know of no regrets. Day in, day out, for more than twenty years I have fanned that flame, and nursed and fed it, letting no consideration hinder, omitting no experience that might serve, sparing her no duty, killing out my own pride, and my own weakness, lest it rob her of one element of virtue, inflicting no punishment (for who am I that I should dare to punish?), omitting no reproof (for who am I that I should dare to let the child deceive herself?)

I obtained a wet-nurse, who was doubtless born into this valley to that very end, the wife of an Ahbor chieftain, whose recent ancestors were healthy, whose mind was modest, unassuming, calm. I made that wet-nurse stand before the Jade of Ahbor, before I trusted the flow from her breasts.

And I received advice, as he whose chela I had been prophesied. He, who had come to me in this place and in Lhasa, came again. From him I learned that Hannah Sanburn might be trusted, and that if I should see fit to trust her no harm would come of it. I think she has told you, my son, what share she had in mothering the child.

Ommony nodded. Hannah is a noble woman, he said gruffly. I imagine she sacrificed more than

But the Lama interrupted with a gesture of his hand. My son, there is no such thing as sacrifice, except in the imagination. There is opportunity to serve, and he who overlooks it robs himself. Would you call the suns light sacrifice? But you are right when you say Hannah Sanburn is a noble woman. Her nobility is part of her. It works. It overcomes the fear of what the world might say. It conquers pride. It leaves adjustment of all consequences to the Higher Law. It keeps faith. It knows no malice. It is brave. My burden, when I took that child to Tilgaun, was all that I could bear, because I loved her and I feared for her: but Hannah Sanburns was no less  no atom less  when she returned the child to me.

My hardest task has been to provide children of her own age, with whom she might play and be happy without besmirchment from their ignorance. For, though she is able now to stand alone, and to burn up trash in the pure flame of her own character, she was then only a little, very clear flame, needing care  my son, I wonder if you guess how much care she has needed. The Tibetan children would have dimmed her light. They might have smothered it; because the lower yearns toward the higher. And though yeast is plunged into the dough and leavens it, the yeast is spent. It is not good to clean corruption with a golden broom, nor is it wise to take sap from the growing tree.

But I have agents  agents here and there. We, who pursue the Middle Way, are not without resources. There was Benjamin, who is a man of very faithful pertinacity in some respects; and there are certain others, whom I employed. It is easy to find children who need saving from the rapacity of the worlds convenience; but it is very difficult to make selection  much more difficult when agents do the choosing  and impossible, my son, to find such another child as San-fun-ho, because there is none like her in the world. I tell you, great ones are not born many at a time.

I obtained children. I obtained many children, hoping that among the many one or two might excel, as indeed it happened. The others are incapable in this life of much advancement, because of karma and the circumstances into which they had been born. It is very difficult to help some individuals, because those who are born into an heredity are so born in order that they may make that experience, and battle with it, and acquire strength for the lives to come. But they have served; they have done royal service. For, as I have educated my chela, in turn she has educated them, learning through them how to practice the wisdom, which is nothing unless put to use. And, lest they lose one rightful opportunity, I found Tibetan girls for them to teach. You have seen for yourself that those children have grown into women, who are not without nobility. Some may make good teachers at Tilgaun.

How many laws did you break in obtaining those children! asked Ommony, smiling. He felt less critical than curious to know how the Lama would defend himself.

Many, perhaps. I do not know, my son. There is that which, because of errors in past lives, makes it impossible for me to do good without inflicting evil on myself. But it is better to do good than to fear evil. It is he who breaks the laws who must accept the consequences. It appears to me that I have injured none except myself and, although I must meet in lives to come the consequence of having broken even human laws, I do not doubt that the service I have rendered will provide me strength with which to meet and overcome the karma. We cannot do all the self-cleansing in one life. It is enough that we do what we can, and serve others.

I am sorry I spoke. I beg your pardon.

The Lama looked keenly at Ommony. My son, it is not within your power to offend me, even if you had the wish to give offense, which I perceive is not so. I would not impose on you an account of my fumblings with duty, if it were not that you are entitled to sufficient facts on which to base your judgment of what your duty may be. I endeavor to be brief.

Life  right living is Art, my son, not artifice, and not an accumulation of possessions, or of power, but a giving forth of inner qualities. San-fun-ho has had encouragement to exercise herself in all the arts; she will not be deceived by the many who will deny the merit of her art  no more than the lamps flame is deceived by darkness.

Above all, drama! Drama is the way to teach. All life is drama; and by allegories, parables and illustrations men learn easily what no amount of argument will drive into their understanding. Because of sympathy, compassion and a knowledge of what difficulties and what ignorance the greatest and the least most face, my chela can play all parts. She understands. She knows the difference between the higher and the lower, and is not to be deceived by noise, or fear, or any mans opinion.

Nor can her head be turned by flattery; for I have let men tempt her in the subtlest ways, they not knowing that they tempted. The superstitious worship those whose art excels their own  until the time comes when they meditate murder, and slander, (which is more cruel than murder) because they grow weary of emulation. And worship is the most poisonous of all corruption, to him who is the object of it. When an Ahbor, who was bribed by some ambitious men, broke away and stole a fragment of the Jade of Ahbor, and I learned that there were plans on foot to seduce men into all kinds of superstition with its aid, I seized that opportunity.

I let word go forth through secret channels into India that she who is the rightful priestess of the Jade will come and find it. For there was never a doubt about that, my son. I knew I could trace the fragment and lay my hand on it. I seized that opportunity. I led my chela, clothed as a boy, for she can play all parts, on a journey into India, as you know. And, my son, I have made many errors in my day; I am but an old man seeking, through the cloud of ignorance, to do my duty, knowing what the duty is, but often misled by my own unwisdom. There were times, while my chela was growing, when I dreamed of triumphs for her among Indias millions. In those deluded moods it had appeared to me  although none had better right than I to know the contrary  that if she should seize on the imagination of the East, which might very easily be done, the East would rise out of its ignorance and teach the West. I did not see, in those deluded hours, that the East would become filled with a self-righteousness that would be even worse, if that were possible, than what consumes the West and, seeking to throw off its conquerors, would plunge the whole world into war. You have heard of Gandhi? That is a man of singleness and merit, seeking, as it were, to hasten the precession of the equinox.

Even as Gandhi has made mistakes, I made them, though with less excuse. During the lonely months when San-fun-ho was with Hannah Sanburn at Tilgaun I used to journey into India with staff and begging-bowl, making my preparations for the day when San-fun-ho should teach an awakening multitude. Unwise  and the unwisdom multiplied by zeal! I raised too many expectations.

He, who had come to me before, came once again rebuking me. I told him of this and that which I had done, expecting praise. He said to me: Blood will flow. It will be you to whom the dead may look for recompense. How soon can you repay them all? And I said: But I have promised. If I fail, will they not look to me for the fulfillment? But he said: Which is better? To fail to do evil, and to eat the fruit of disappointment; or to do great evil, and to interfere with destiny, and then to eat the fruit of that? I tell you, San-fun-ho will light a flame too fierce for India; but in the West she may do some good; and the East may imitate the West, but the West will not imitate the East for many a year to come, being too proud and too full of energy.

And then I asked him: Who shall shield her in the West? Lo, I have made these friends for her in India, that she may have a foundation to begin with when the time comes. To which he answered: Is a dollar without friends? And is she less than a dollar? Moreover, there will come to you a man of her own race, who can serve her better than you when his turn comes. He will know less, but he will have the qualities she needs. Be on the watch for him, and when you think you have found him, put him to many tests.

So, as I told you, I took my chela into India, recovering the piece of jade, and making use of my mistakes for the testing of San-fun-ho, since even a mans mistakes are useful, if he has the will to conquer false pride. And you have seen, my son, that my chelas head was not turned, even though we traveled with great evidence of secret influence, which is a very subtle agent of corruption. You have seen how women broke the rules of caste to approach her; how men of high position trembled in her presence; how the crowd shouted to see more of her; how her voice stilled anger and turned violence into peace. Yet she was always my patient and obedient chela, was she not? And you shall see  at dawn tomorrow you shall see whether all that glamour of success has or has not dimmed her character by as much as the mist of a mans breath on a mirror.

The Lama looked at Ommony for a long time, repeatedly almost closing his eyes and then opening them suddenly, as if to catch some fleeting expression unawares.

And when you came, my son, hiding in Chutter Chands shop. When I knew the piece of the jade had reached your hands. When Benjamin sent word that you were spying on me. Then, it seemed to me that in spite of many faults you might be the man whom I must test. I have tested you in more ways than you guess, and I have seen all your faults, not least of which is a certain pride of righteousness. But San-fun-ho knows how to deal with that. Now think. Answer without self-seeking and without fear, truly. For I offer you my place, as San-fun-hos protector and servant, to guard her that she may serve the world. My time has come to die.


CHAPTER XXXI. The Jade of Ahbor

A man is what he is. He starts from where he is. He may progress, or he may retrogress. All effort in his own behalf is dead weight in the scale against him. All effort in behalf of others is a profit to himself; notwithstanding which, unless he first improve himself he can do nothing except harm to others. There is no power in the universe, nor any form of intercession that can separate a cause from its effect, action from reaction, or a man from retribution for his deeds.
 from The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup



OMMONY sat still. Diana growled and chased some creature of imagination in her dreams. The Lama threw wood on the fire, and watched it as if he were much more interested in the outcome of that than in what answer Ommony might make.

What makes you think I could do it? Ommony asked, half stunned by the suggestion, vaguely and uncomfortably conscious that he was being invited to make himself the butt of half a worlds ridicule, if of nothing worse.

A flea  a mouse  a drop of water  a piece of wood  can do its duty, said the Lama. Is a man less!

I will do mine, said Ommony, if I can see it. But good God, man  how can I take your place?

She  and they  can go to India very easily, my son, without you. They are all provided for. They will never lack for money. It may be you are not the right man to be my chelas friend and in that case it is better for you, and for her, and for the world that you accept no burden you cannot bear.

Do not deceive yourself, my son. There will be no personal ease, no basking in the stupefying rays of flattery. You will be accused of all the evil motives that lurk in the minds of your accusers. Lecherous men will accuse you of lying when you say she is your niece; and you cannot prove the relationship. Thieves will accuse you of theft. Ambitious men will denounce your ambition. Traitors will accuse you of treachery toward the human race. Bigots will charge you with unpatriotic scheming. Men of outwardly unblemished aspect, but whose secret thoughts are viler than the froth of cesspools, will accuse you of secretly immoral practices. They will leave you not a shred of reputation. They will try to impoverish you; they will try to prove you insane; they will try to put you in prison.

Very well, said Ommony. I will do my best. He nodded, thrusting his stubborn jaw forward. The Lama could have said nothing better calculated to persuade him.

And you will find, the Lama went on, nodding back at him, here and there are men and women, who will accept what San-fun-ho can teach. Some of those will be traitors, who will try to learn in order that they may set up themselves as teachers and accumulate money and fame. Those will be your most dangerous enemies. But some will be honest and steadfast, and they will encourage others; for the West is moving forward on a cycle of evolution; and moreover, it is growing very weary of its own creeds and politics and competition. It begins to be ready at last to put the horse before the cart, instead of the cart before the horse as hitherto. There is a great change coming  although this is Kali Yuga, and it is not wisdom to expect too much. The harvest takes care of itself  none knows how many generations hence. This is a time for the sowing of the seeds of thought on which a whole worlds destiny depends. I have sown my handful. I can sow no more.

What makes you so sure you are going to die? asked Ommony.

The Ahbors, my son, will attend to it, for I have broken their law. I made them promises which I intend to break; I knew that I must, when I made the promises. There is that in me that blinded me to any other way out of the difficulty, and although I did my duty, that does not preserve me from the effects of wrong-doing. The Ahbors have their rights. This is their country. They protect this monastery and its secrets. They have protected me. Of my own free will I have availed myself of their protection and their law against admitting strangers. Do you remember Socrates, who broke the law of the Athenians, although he did his duty? He might have escaped after they condemned him, but he refused, although his friends insisted. And Socrates did well, my son; he had no right to avoid the consequences of his own acts; it was enough that he had told the Athenians some great truths, for he knew those truths, and it was the proper time to tell; if the Athenians had a law against telling the truth, that was their affair, not his. Socrates drank his poison, which was a simple little matter, and soon over with. Does it appear to you that the Athenians have even yet finished suffering from the injustice they inflicted?

But the Athenians could think. These Ahbors are mere savages, said Ommony.

The Ahbors have their rights, the Lama answered. They work out their own destiny. I work out mine. If I had been a wiser man, less blinded by my lower nature, I could have found a better way to save my chela than by deceiving the Ahbors. But I was blind, so I took the only way I could. When I return to earth again, I am convinced I shall be less blind; and at least I shall owe no debt to the Ahbors, for I will pay it now.

Why not leave all that to destiny? Ommony objected.

My son, there is no other judge in whose hands I can leave it! But destiny judges a mans unwillingness to pay, as surely as it judges his mistakes  as surely as it rewards his hidden motives and his honesty. There is no thought hidden from the Higher Law, and no escape from rebirth, time and time again, until each individual learns wisdom by experience. The Ahbors will learn wisdom, some sooner than others; but they will not learn it by being deprived of opportunity to use their own judgment. If they choose to kill me, they must inevitably suffer; but I would rather they should kill me than that they should have killed that child, and for more than one reason. They can do very little harm by killing me; the wrong will not amount to much, because I bear no resentment. If they had killed her, they would have robbed the world.

You have your rights, Ommony objected. Youre worth more than the Ahbors.

But the Lamas eyes twinkled humorously. My son, you argue ignorantly, meaning well enough, but reckoning without the facts.

For instance?

You would not understand. My course is necessary  never mind why, my son. It was entirely necessary for you to come to this place of your own free will; otherwise it would have been impossible for me to open your mind. I could have talked to you for ten years in India, and you would never have understood. But it was also necessary to provide for your admission to the valley, and for your safe return to India after I am dead. You were admitted because I told the Ahbors about your talking dog, and because I gave my own life as hostage, saying they might slay me if you should ever escape from the valley alive. I did that, knowing they would slay me in any event, when they should learn that San-fun-ho and the others have left the valley forever. You see, my son, it is necessary I should die, in order to consume as soon as possible the consequences of an untruth. As for the Ahbors; they are very ignorant, but faithful to their valley and their own law, generous toward this monastery: it is better that they should kill me, than that they should be faithless to their laws and to their trust. I will do all I can to minimize the consequences for them.

A monk came in again with food, and once more the Lama amused himself by feeding Diana. Make her do tricks, he insisted, and rewarded her with handfuls of food after each performance, he and the monk laughing as if it were the most interesting and amusing business in the world. The sun had gone down over the mountains and there was a gloom within the chamber that affected Ommonys nerves, for it seemed to foretell tragedy, but the Lama apparently had not a trouble on his mind. The moment the monk had gone Ommony began questioning:

Does Elsa  I mean, does San-fun-ho know anything about your plans?

Enough, my son. A little. She understands she has a destiny. She understands she is to take you with her into India.

The Lama rose to his feet, as if to avoid further conversation; but Ommony shot one more question at him:

Does she know you expect to be killed?

The Lama did not answer. His wrinkled face became expressionless.

Where is she now? asked Ommony.

Come.

The Lama led the way, in deepening gloom, along the wooden gallery that overhung the ravine, and through a door into the monastery, which appeared to be a patchwork nest of caves and buildings connected by passages hewn in the rock. Some of it appeared as old as time, but parts were medieval; some was almost modern. There was an air of economically conserved affluence and studied chastity of design  beauty everywhere, but less laid on than inherent in proportions and the almost exquisite restraint.

Pictures were hung on the plastered corridor walls at widely spaced intervals, apparently all drawn by the same hand. The Lama stopped for a second in front of one of them, done in pastel on paper: a study of an eagle soaring, balancing himself to catch the uplift of the changing wind. It might have been done by a Chinaman a thousand years ago, it was so full of life, truth and movement and, above all, so superbly beautiful.

My chela! he said, and smiled, and passed on.

At one place, where the corridor turned at right angles and a lamp hung in chains from the ceiling, there was another pastel drawing, a portrait this one, of the Lama himself.

Wrinkles and all! he said, chuckling.

He stood beside Ommony and studied the portrait for more than a minute; it seemed to amuse him as much as it astonished Ommony, who caught his breath.

My God! Ommony exclaimed. Thats

Yes, said the Lama, chuckling. That old person was my God once. It takes us long to learn. But San-fun-ho drew the picture, and I saw myself through the eyes of my chela, which are very interesting. Notice, my son, how affectionate she is, and yet how truthful. Not one hidden foolishness escapes her; and she sets it all down. Yet she is as gentle as the rain on dry hills.

He passed on, opened a door, glanced in, and motioned Ommony to enter.

School-room! he said, and chuckled again, as if remembering a chain of incidents.

It looked about as much unlike a school-room as it would be easy to imagine. There was nobody in there, but it was lighted with kerosene lamps as if visitors were expected. Across the full width of the room at one end was a stage, provided with curtain, footlights, wings and painted scenery. There were comfortable seats and small, square, solid tables on the floor for twenty or thirty people; and there was a gallery, at the end opposite the stage, for twenty or thirty more. The place was scrupulously clean and tidy.

Life, my son, is drama. Why teach how to drug the mind, when the purpose of life is to render it alert and active? Shakespeare was right. You remember? All the worlds a stage. No learning is of any value unless we can translate it into action. Bad thoughts produce hideous action; right thinking produces grace and symmetry; and the audience is almost as important as the play. Let the child act the part of a villain, and it learns to strive to be a hero; let the heros part be a reward for genuine effort, and lo! sincerity becomes the goal. There have been plays enacted here that would have thrilled Shakespeare to the marrow of his manhood. San-fun-ho wrote most of them.

Who were the audiences asked Ommony. Monks  Ahbors. The stupider the better. Let the actors strive to act so simply and sincerely that even monks and savages can understand. There have been plays acted on this stage that I think would have converted even Christian missionaries from the error of their own self-righteousness.

He led the way out again along the corridor, and now he began to hurry, striding with the regular, long movements of a mountaineer. He had suddenly thrown off fifty years again, in one of those strange resurrections of youth that seemed to sweep over him at intervals. Ommony, with Diana at his heels, had all he could do to keep pace.

However, there were pauses. He opened doors here and there along echoing corridors, giving Ommony a glimpse of rooms, each one of which had some connection with the beloved chela. There was a bedroom, as plain and almost as severely furnished as a monastery cell, only that every single item in it was as perfect as material and craftsmanship could contrive, and the proportions, the color, and something else that was indefinable, produced an atmosphere of unconditioned peace. There was nothing out of place, and no unnecessary object in the room. The walls were pale daffodil yellow; the Chinese rug was blue; the bed-spread was old-rose. There were flowers in a Ming vase on a small square table, but no other ornament.

These walls will not forget her, said the Lama. There was an agony within him, as his voice betrayed.

He led the way along a corridor, opening doors of rooms where the chelas companions had slept, making no comment. Those other rooms were more ornate than the chelas and vaguely, indefinably less beautiful;  there was more furniture  less character but tidiness and cleanliness beyond belief.

The monastery was honeycombed into a limestone mountains heart. It was enormous. There was possibly accommodation for a thousand people, with perfect ventilation and no dampness, although how that was contrived did not appear. Nor was there any sign of its inhabitants, nor any sound, except the shuffling of Ommonys loose shoes and the solid thump of the Lamas bare feet as he strode with bowed head and the skirts of his long robe swinging.

They descended a long, hewn stairway presently and emerged, through a door a foot thick that was carved on both sides with dragons, into the open air. The rush and roar of water pouring into hollow caverns greeted them. They were now on that side of the monastery that Ommony had first seen, with the terraced amphitheater below them, but it was too dark to peer into its depths. The stars blinked down above a rim of mountains. There will be a full moon, said the Lama, a propos, apparently, of nothing.

He led down into the dark amphitheater, by paths and steps that linked the circling terraces, and turned, midway, into a tunnel whose dark opening was like an ink-blot in the shadow of rocks and trees. Ten yards along the tunnel Ommony heard him fumbling with a lock; a door swung almost silently; the Lama took him by the hand and pulled him forward, closing the door but not locking it. Then, in such utter darkness that all the senses were almost swallowed by it and Diana whimpered, the Lama led, pauseless, holding Ommonys hand as if it were a childs. The old mans grip was like a swordsmans, as if his vanished youth, reborn for the moment, were burning him up. The strange thrill that was consuming him communicated itself to Ommony through the linked hands.

At the end of an immeasurable distance  (there was no sense of time or space in that impenetrable darkness)  they emerged into gloom under an oval patch of starlit sky, on a ledge, an incalculable distance down the inside of a limestone pit  somber, irregularly circular, enormous. The Lama sat down on a mat that somebody had placed for him  signed  and Ommony sat down beside him, on the same mat.

Let the dog not wander away. Bid her lie here, he said, in a normal voice.

As Ommonys eyes grew gradually used to the gloom he discerned that they were very near the bottom of the pit, whose almost perpendicular flanks rose so high that the stars appeared like bright dots on a dark-blue dome that rested on the summit. His own breathing seemed abominably noisy in the silence.

In front of where they sat there was a sheer drop, but the bottom did not seem to be more than fifty feet below; and somewhere in the midst of the almost circular space into which he gazed there was an object, bulky, of no ascertainable shape, and apparently raised on a platform of rock so as to be almost on a level with the ledge on which they sat. Diana lay still, sniffing, one ear raised; there were humans not far away.

Presently there was a sound below  apparently a footstep, and Diana growled at it. A lantern appeared, but it was impossible to tell whether the individual who carried it was man or woman. There were several more footsteps, and one word in a clear voice  instantly recognizable  the chelas. There began to be a prodigious phantom movement in the gloom. Something  a great black cloth apparently  was pulled by many hands and the shape of the object in the center changed. The lantern-light was reflected in a sea-green pinpoint that spread and increased as the moonlight spreads on water, but much more fiery, and full of weird movement. The lantern suddenly went out, but the peculiar green glow had made such an impression that with his eyes shut, Ommony could still see evolving, glowing green.

What is it? he asked.

The Jade of Ahbor.

The Lamas voice was solemn. He seemed almost to resent the question. However he went on speaking in a low voice.

That fragment, that was broken off and stolen by an Ahbor, has been set back, but there is none nowadays who knows how to heal the break. There is a blemish. Thus one ignorant fool can spoil the product of a thousand wise mens labor. But that Ahbor was no better and no worse than they who ruin reputations, to possess an hours self-righteousness. Others who should know better, will try to break my chelas spirit when the time comes  some for their own amusement, some for profit, some because they hate the truth. But she is made of stronger stuff than stone.

His self-control was not so perfect as it had been. The last few words were in a tone of voice that fought with overwhelming sadness.

Ommony was about to ask a question when the Lama spoke again:

My son, remember this: the highest motive is of no avail without proportion and a sense of fitness; because these are the life of wisdom. Time is a delusion. All is the eternal Now. But in a world in which all is delusion, of which time is a controlling element, there is a proper time for all things. We cannot mount the camel that has passed us, nor the camel that has not yet come. Neither does the water that has gone by turn the mill-wheel. He who feels the force of destiny within him, waits, as birds wait for the sunrise  as the seed waits for the spring. It is not enough to do the right thing. If the full moon shines at midday, what does it accomplish? If the drum beats out of time, what happens to the symphony? To discern the right time, and to act precisely then, is as important as the knowledge how to act. But discernment does not come by reason of desire; it comes by observation of essential truths  as that the sun, the moon, the stars, the seasons and the tides keep their appointed path, and when they fail there is disaster. This is an appointed time. Mark well.

The somber silence and the ragged flanks of the pit, that towered upward through a million shapeless shadows to the star-pierced oval summit, combined to inspire dread  but of what? Ommony could feel Diana trembling.

The Lama spoke again after a long pause, as dispassionately as a big clock ticking in the dark  asserting measured, elemental facts.

Remember. Remember each word, my son. I speak with death not far from me. At dawn the Ahbors go to the northern end of the valley, by the Tsang-po Falls, to await my coming. At noon I meet them.

He was silent for many minutes. Not until the silence had grown almost unendurable did he go on speaking. Lest the Ahbors harm themselves by slaying more than me, who am responsible, I have sent into Tibet all but a few of my monastery people. At noon I will try to reach agreement with the Ahbors, that if they slay me, for having broken their law, they shall permit the others to return to the monastery, and a new Lama to be sent to hold authority. But as to the outcome of that I know nothing. It may be that the Jade must be hidden by the Tsang-po waters. There is a time for all things; it is not my province to know the time for that; there are others whose province it is.

He stared into the dark in front of him. When he spoke again, at the end of five minutes, his voice sounded almost as if he had left his body and were speaking to it and to Ommony.

Remember every word. Those few, who have remained, are chosen men, who know the secret way. They will take you into India  you, San-fun-ho and all the European chelas to Tilgaun  the Tibetan chelas into Tibet by the route that leads through Sikkim, because they have a destiny that they can best fulfill in Tibet.

Followed another tense silence, broken by the long-drawn howl of an animal somewhere on the ledges half a mile above them. It sounded lonelier than the wail of a forgotten soul.

I am not the guardian of Hannah Sanburn. Even as you and I, my son, she governs her own destiny. But she is good. No harm can come if she should leave Tilgaun, because she has done her work there, and it is anothers turn. There is one who will take my place as trustee; he will present himself; I have written his appointment. There is one who will take her place; perhaps she is that one at whose house you were in Delhi; but that is Hannah Sanburns business. There is one who will take your place; but that is your affair. No man is indispensable. He who clings to the performance of a duty when the work is done and another waits to carry evolution forward, is as the fungus on the living tree. He rots. The tree rots under him.

Silence again. A wedge of silver, creeping down the western side of the pit, dispersed the shadows and threw great fangs of limestone into high relief; but that was very far above them. Where they sat it seemed darker than ever.

Remember every word, my son. I speak in the portal of death. I do not say that Hannah Sanburn shall go with you to the West. That may, or it may not be. I do say, tarry not in Tilgaun, because this is an appointed time. Three of the lesser chelas will go with San-fun-ho to the West. Let her select them. Let the others stay in Tilgaun, where as much awaits them as they have the character to do.

The beast in the dark loneliness above them howled again. Ommony sat watching the forerunner of the moonlight chasing shadows down the pit-side  wondering. After nearly a quarter of a century in India he and Hannah Sanburn would be almost as much strangers in the West as San-fun-ho would be.

There is a fitness in all things and a time for all things, said the Lama, as if he had read Ommonys mind. But a great faith is required, and a sincerity that like the temper of the steel turns faith into a ready weapon and impenetrable armor. Hannah Sanburn has nobility. It may be, she may help you to serve San-fun-ho. But beware, my son, of the snare of personality. If ye two seek to serve each other, ye are like the two sides of a triangle that has no base, nor any purpose. But if ye both serve San-fun-ho, and she the world, the triangle is perfect. He paused again, then slowly turned his head and looked into Ommonys eyes. His own were like blue jewels burning in the dark.

Without you, he said, or without her, San-fun-ho will find others. She is my chela, and I know the power that is in her. But beware of being false! Better for you never to have been born! Better to die ten thousand deaths than to betray her through self-seeking! Let her alone, my son, unless you can follow all the way! Then, if she should lead you wrong, that will be her affair; in after lives you will have karma of sincerity, and she the fruit of false teaching  if she should teach falsely.  But I know my chela. She will lead upward, as an eagle, and all the enemies of light will spread their nets for her in vain!

As he ceased speaking the whole western wall of the gigantic pit became suffused in silver, as the moons edge crossed the eastern rim. Wan, scrawny crags of limestone yearned like frozen ghosts toward the light. The pits awful nakedness lay revealed, its outlines dimmed in shadow, as mysterious, as silent and as measureless as the emotion born of gazing.

Suddenly, as the moons disk appeared, there shone a green light in the midst of the pit  a light that swirled as if in moving water, and increased in size, as if it multiplied itself within the substance it had touched. It grew into a pool  a globe  a sphere  an ovoid mass of liquid green light, all in motion, transparent, huge-afloat, it seemed, in black precipitated silence, two, or perhaps three hundred feet away. Slowly, very slowly, it became apparent that the egg-shaped mass was resting on seven upright stones, of the same color as itself, that were set beneath it on a platform of dark rock that rose exactly in the middle of the pit.

As the full moon floated into view the enormous mass of jade so caught the light that it seemed to absorb all of it. And suddenly a figure stood before the livid jade  a girls; she was the Gretchen-girl, with whom Ommony had spoken on the night when he first saw San-fun-hos companions on the stage. She was draped in white, but the stuff glowed green in the jades reflection, and as she peered into the enormous stone she held the end of the loose drapery across the lower portion of her face, like a shield, with her elbow forward. She gazed for about a minute, and then disappeared. Another took her place.

It is only San-fun-ho who dares to look into the Jade for long, said the Lama solemnly. It shows them all the horror of their lower selves. They look by moonlight. They must drape themselves, for they have much to overcome, and there is magic in the Jade. None but my chela  none but San-fun-ho  dares to face it in the full light of the sun.

One by one the seventeen girls appeared, looked deep into the Jade, and vanished into darkness.

They are not bad, said the Lama. Not bad, my son. There are not so many better women. Do you dare to look?

But Ommony sat still.

Better so, said the Lama. In curiosity there is no wisdom. He who cannot look long enough to see his higher nature shining through the lower, had better have seen nothing.

There commenced a chant, of womens voices, rising from the fathomless darkness below the Jade. It began by being low and almost melancholy, but changed suddenly into faster tempo and a rising theme of triumph, ending in a measured march of glory. There was no accompaniment, no drum-beat, but the final phrases pulsed with power, ending on a chord that left imagination soaring into upper realms of splendor. Then, in silence, as sublimely as the moon had sailed across the rim of the dark pit, the girls emerged out of the black night as if they had been projected by a magic lantern. No sound of footfall or of breathing reached across the intervening gap as, with restraint that told of strength in hand and limitless lore of rhythm, they danced their weaving measure seven times around the stone, as lovely to the eye as Grecian figures, cut in cameo on green and conjured into life. It was sheer spiritual magic.

There was not a wasted motion, not a step but symbolized the ordered, infinitely beautiful evolving of a universe; and as they passed behind the glowing jade their figures seemed to swim within the stone, as if they were nymphs afloat in moonlit water. But there was no sign yet of San-fun-ho.

They shall remember this night! said the Lama. The fire within the Jade grew dim and died as the moons edge passed beyond the crags. The girls vanished in black darkness.

And so, you have seen the Jade. Few have seen that, said the Lama. And you will find that there are very few who will believe you have seen it; but that is no harm, because most of those who would believe are merely credulous, of the sort who hunt miracles and seek to make themselves superior by short-cuts. Whereas there are no short-cuts, and there is no superiority of the sort they crave, but only a gradual increase of responsibility, which is attained by earned self-mastery.

Suddenly a voice came from the pit beneath them, clear and confident,  the chelas:

O Tsiang Samdup!

The Lama answered with a monosyllable, his body rigid with emotion. His dim outline was like an eagles startled from his aerie in the night.

O Tsiang Samdup, the Ahbors have come for a conference. They ask for word with you.

Cover the Jade, he answered.

There was presently a phantom movement, shapeless and billowy, as if a huge black cloth were being hauled back into place; and then the rain came, softly, steadily, until the air grew full of music made by little cataracts that splashed from rock to rock. The Lama sighed and, for a moment, his outline seemed to shrink as old age claimed him, but he threw that off and stood up, motioning to Ommony to move back under shelter of the rock.

Wait there, he commanded, and vanished. Ommony could hear him climbing down into the darkness  and presently two voices as he talked in low tones with the chela. Then silence, for a very long time, only broken by the music of the rain and a weird wind sighing on the upper ledges until wind and rain ceased, and there was only the tinkle of dripping water.

The dog crept close to Ommony for warmth, shivering at the loneliness. Ommony tried to memorize the Lamas conversation. He had almost forgotten the Jade. It was nothing as compared to the tremendous issues that the Lama dealt in. Thought groped in an unseen future. The sensation was of waiting on the threshold of a new world  waiting to be born. The past lost all reality. The world he had known  war  selfishness  corruption  was a nightmare, wrought of hopelessness and full of useless aims. The future? It was his  his own  immensely personal to him. He was about to be born again into the old world, but with an utterly new consciousness of values. He knew he had a duty in the world; but he could not formulate it  would not know how to begin  only knew it was immensely dark and silent on the threshold.

The Lamas voice broke silence, speaking to the chela somewhere in the pit below:

The first duty of a chela is obedience!

Silence again. Not even wind or rain to break the stillness. At last the Lamas figure, like a shadow issuing from nothing, approaching along the ledge and sitting down near him  but not near enough for conversation. Then, after a very long pause, the chelas voice, resonant and clear from somewhere in the distance:

O Tsiang Samdup! I obey. And they obey me. May I wait until the dawn? It is not long.

The Lama gave assent  one monosyllable  then groaned, and came and sat closer to Ommony.

My work is done, he said. There is a limit to endurance.

He glanced up at the sky, but there was no sign yet of dawn.

A low chant came from the distance  almost like the humming of a swarm of bees, but the Lama took no notice of it.

She will go with you, thinking I come later. You may tell her in Tilgaun, and she will understand. She will be brave then. She will not forget she was my chela.

There was only the sound of humming after that until the crags around the rim of the great pit grew faintly luminous before the coming of the dawn, and the stars grew paler. Then the hum swelled into song, whose music sounded like the mystic evolution of new worlds; they were all girls voices, thrilling with courage and exultation. Ommony strained his ears to catch the words, but the distance was too great. Somehow, although he could not penetrate the darkness, he felt as if a veil were lifting.

The song ceased, and in the hush that followed Tsiang Samdup rose to his feet.

I go, he said quietly. I am old, my son. I cannot bear to say good-by to my beloved chela. May the gods, who guard your manhood, give you strength and honesty to serve her. She will ask for me. You may say to her: The first duty of a chela is obedience.

He turned into the tunnel, walking swiftly, and was gone. A silver bell rang, over in the distance, opposite, seven times, slow and distinct; then a pause, in which the overtones spread off into infinity; then seven times again. And as the last note faded into silence, dawn touched the crags with silver and the chelas voice rose young and glorious, intoning the oldest invocation in the world:

O my Divinity, blend Thou with me... that out of darkness I may go forth in Light.

Daylight spread swiftly down the crags until it touched a ledge on which the chela stood, and all beneath that was darkness, like a pool of ink. Her right hand was raised. The other girls, beneath her, were invisible. Dawn glistened on her face.

Her lips moved and her breast swelled as she drew breath to intone the Word. And then, in chorus from the mist and darkness that enwrapped her feet, and from her own lips, came the magic, long-drawn syllable that has been sacred since before Atlantis sank under the ocean and new races explored new continents  the Word that signifies immeasurable, absolute, unthinkable, all-compassing, forever infinite and unattainable, sublime and holy Essence  the Beginning and the End.

O-O-O-O-O-O-o-o-om-m-m-m-m

It rose, and rose, and died away among the crags, until the last reverberation echoed faintly from the upper levels and there came an answer to it, sonorous and strong, in a mans voice, from a crag beside a cave-mouth three hundred feet above the ledge where Ommony stood, nearly midway between him and the chela. O-O-O-O-O-O-o-o-om-m-m-m-m!

The Lama raised his right hand in a final benediction, turned into the cave and vanished. Then the chelas voice  calling to Ommony as dawn sank deep into the pit, revealing her companions on a ledge below.

O Gupta Rao  change your name now! Wait for me. I am coming  Tsiang Samdup bids us go forth together!

THE END
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CHAPTER I

THE GRAY MAHATMA

Meldrum Strange has a way with him. You need all your tact to get him past the quarreling point; but once that point is left behind there isnt a finer business boss in the universe. He likes to put his ringer on a desk-bell and feel somebody jump in Tibet or Wei-hei-wei or Honolulu. Thats Meldrum Strange.

When he sent me from San Francisco, where I was enjoying a vacation, to New York, where he was enjoying business, I took the first train.

Youve been a long time on the way, he remarked, as I walked into his office twenty minutes after the Chicago flyer reached Grand Central Station. Look at this! he growled, shoving into my hand a clipping from a Western newspaper.

What about it? I asked when I had finished reading.

While you were wasting time on the West Coast this office has been busy, he snorted, looking more like General Grant than ever as he pulled out a cigar and started chewing it. Weve taken this matter up with the British Government, and weve been retained to look into it.

You want me to go to Washington, I suppose.

Youve got to go to India at once.

That clipping is two months old, I answered. Why didnt you wire me when I was in Egypt to go on from there?

Look at this! he answered, and shoved a letter across the desk.

It bore the address of a club in Simla.

Meldrum Strange, Esq.,
Messrs. Grim, Ramsden and Ross,
New York.

Dear Sir,

Having recently resigned my commission in the British Indian army I am free to offer my services to your firm, provided you have a sufficiently responsible position here in India to offer me. My qualifications and record are known to the British Embassy in Washington, D. C., to whom I am permitted to refer you, and it is at the suggestion of   (he gave the name of a British Cabinet Minister who is known the wide world over) that I am making this proposal; he was good enough to promise his endorsement to any application I might care to make. If this should interest you, please send me a cablegram, on receipt of which I will hold my services at your disposal until your letter has time to reach Simla, when, if your terms are satisfactory, I will cable my acceptance without further delay.

Yours faithfully,
Athelstan King, V. C., D. S. O., etc.

Do you know who he is? demanded Strange. Thats the fellow who went to Khinjan Caves  the best secret service officer the British ever had. I cabled him, of course. Heres his contract. You take it to him. Heres the whole dope about this propaganda. Take the quickest route to India, sign up this man King, and go after them at that end for all the two of you are worth. Thats all.

My passport being unexpired, I could make the Mauretania and did. Moreover I was merciless to the expense account. An aeroplane took me from Liverpool to London, another from London to Paris.

I dont care how often you arrive in Bombay, the thrill increases. You steam in at dawn by Gharipuri just as the gun announces sunrise, and the dreamy bay glimmers like a prophets vision  temples, domes, minarets, palm-trees, roofs, towers, and masts.

Almost before the anchor had splashed into the spawn-skeined water off the Apollo Bunder a native boat drew alongside and a very well-dressed native climbed up the companion-ladder in quest of me. I had sent King a wireless, but his messenger was away in advance of even the bankers agents, who flock on board to tout for customs business.

He handed me a letter which simply said that the bearer, Gulab Lal Singh, would look after me and my belongings. So I paid attention to the man. He was a strapping fellow, handsome as the deuce, with a Roman nose, and the eye of a gentleman unafraid.

He said that Major King was in Bombay, but detained by urgent business. However, he invited me to Major Kings quarters for breakfast, so instead of waiting for the regular launch I got into the native sailboat with him. And he seemed to have some sort of talisman for charming officials, for on the quay an officer motioned us through without even examining my passport.

We drew up finally in front of a neat little bungalow in a long street of similar buildings intended for British officials. Gulab Lal Singh took me straight into the dining room and carried in breakfast with his own hands, standing behind my chair in silence while I ate.

Without much effort I could see his face in the mirror to my right, and when I thought he wasnt noticing I studied him carefully.

Is there anything further that the sahib would care for? he asked when the meal was finished.

Yes, I said, pulling out an envelope. Heres your contract, Major King. If youre agreeable we may as well get that signed and mailed to New York.

I expected to see him look surprised, but he simply sat down at the table, read the contract over, and signed it.

Then we went out on to a veranda that was shut off from the street by brown kaskas tatties.

How long does it take you to grow a beard? was his first, rather surprising question.

It was not long before I learned how differently he could treat different individuals. He had simply chosen his extraordinary way of receiving me as the best means of getting a real line on me without much loss of time. He did not compliment me on having seen through his disguise, or apologize for his own failure to keep up the deception. He sat opposite and studied me as he might the morning newspaper, and I returned the compliment.

You see, he said suddenly, as if a previous conversation had been interrupted, since the war, governments have lost their grip, so I resigned from the army. You look to me like a kind of God-send. Is Meldrum Strange as wealthy as they say?

I nodded.

Is he playing for power?

Hes out to do the world good, but he enjoys the feel of it. He is absolutely on the level.

I have a letter from Strange, in which he says youve hunted and prospected all over the world. Does that include India?

I nodded.

Know any of the languages?

Enough Hindustani to deceive a foreigner.

Punjabi?

I nodded.

Mind you, I was supposed to be this fellows boss.

I think well be able to work together, he said after another long look at me.

Are you familiar with the facts? he asked me.

Ive the dossier with me. Studied it on the ship of course.

You understand then: The Princess Yasmini and the Gray Mahatma are the two keys. The Government darent arrest either, because it would inflame mob-passion. Theres too much of that already. Im not in position to play this game alone  cant afford to. Ive joined the firm to get backing for what I want to do; Id like that point clear. As long as were in harness together Ill take you into confidence. But I expect absolutely free rein.

All right, I said. And for two hours he unfolded to me a sort of panorama of Indian intrigue, including dozens of statements of sheer fact that not one person in a million would believe if set down in cold print.

So you see, he said at last, theres something needed in the way of unobtrusive inspection if the rest of the world is to have any kind of breathing spell. If youve no objection well leave Bombay to-night and get to work.



Athelstan King and I arrived, after certain hot days and choking nights, at a city in the Punjab that has had nine names in the course of history. It lies by a winding wide river, whose floods have changed the land-marks every year since men took to fighting for the common heritage.

The tremendous wall, along whose base the river sucks and sweeps for more than a third of the citys whole circumference, has to be kept repaired by endless labor, but there are compensations. The fierce current guards and gives privacy to a score of palaces and temples, as well as a burning ghat.

The city has been very little altered by the vandal hand of progress. There is a red steel railway bridge, but the same framework carries a bullock-road.

From the bridges northern end as far as the bazaar the main street goes winding roughly parallel with the waterfront. Trees arch over it like a cathedral roof, and through the huge branches the sun turns everything beneath to gold, so that even the impious sacred monkeys achieve vicarious beauty, and the scavenger mongrel dogs scratch, sleep, and are miserable in an aureole.

There are modern signs, as for instance, a post office, some telegraph wires on which birds of a thousand colors perch with an air of perpetual surprise, and  tucked away in the citys busiest maze not four hundred yards from the western wall  the office of the Sikh apothecary Mulji Singh.

Mulji Singh takes life seriously, which is a laborious thing to do, and being an apostle of simple sanitation is looked at askance by the populace, but he persists.

Kings specialty is making use of unconsidered trifles and misunderstood babus.



King was attired as a native, when we sought out Mulji Singh together and found him in a back street with a hundred-yard-long waiting list of low-caste and altogether casteless cripples.

And of course Mulji Singh had all the gossip of the city at his fingers ends. When he closed his office at last, and we came inside to sit with him, he loosed his tongue and would have told us everything he knew if King had not steered the flow of information between channels.

Aye, sahib, and this Mahatma, they say, is a very holy fellow, who works miracles. Sometimes he sits under a tree by the burning ghat, but at night he goes to the temple of the Tirthankers, where none dare follow him, although they sit in crowds outside to watch him enter and leave. The common rumor is that at night he leaves his body lifeless in a crypt in that Tirthanker temple and flies to heaven, where he fortifies himself with fresh magic. But I know where he goes by night. There comes to me with boils a one-legged sweeper who cleans a black panthers cage. The panther took his other leg. He sleeps in a cage beside the panthers, and it is a part of his duty to turn the panther loose on intruders. It is necessary that they warn this one-legged fellow whenever a stranger is expected by night, who should not be torn to pieces. Night after night he is warned. Night after night there comes this Mahatma to spend the hours in heaven! There are places less like heaven than her palace.

Is he your only informant? King demanded.

Aye, sahib, the only one on that count. But there is another, whose foot was caught between stone and stone when they lowered a trap-door once in that Tirthanker temple. He bade the Tirthankers heal his foot, but instead they threw him out for having too much knowledge of matters that they said do not concern him. And he says that the trap-door opens into a passage that leads under the wall into a chamber from which access is obtained by another trap-door to a building inside her palace grounds within a stone-throw of that panthers cage. And he, too, says that the Mahatma goes nightly to her palace.

Are there any stories of her? King inquired.

Thousands, sahib! But no two agree. It is known that she fell foul of the raj in some way, and they made her come to this place. I was here when she came. She has a household of a hundred women  maunds of furniture  maunds of it, sahib! She gave orders to her men-servants to be meek and inoffensive, so when they moved in there were not more than ten fights between them and the city-folk who thought they had as much right to the streets. There was a yellow-fanged northern devil who marshaled the serving-men, and it is he who keeps her palace gate. He keeps it well. None trespass.

What other visitors does she entertain besides the Mahatma?

Many, sahib, though few enter by the front gate. There are tales of men being drawn up by ropes from boats in the river.

Is there word of why they come?

Sahib, the little naked children weave stories of her doings. Each has a different tale. They call her empress of the hidden arts. They say that she knows all the secrets of the priests, and that there is nothing that she cannot do, because the gods love her and the Rakshasas (male evil spirits) and Apsaras (female evil spirits) do her bidding.

What about this Tirthanker temple? Who controls it?

None knows that, sahib. It is so richly endowed that its priests despise mens gifts. None is encouraged to worship in that place. When those old Tirthankers stir abroad they have no dealings with folk in this city that any man knows of.

Are you sure they are Tirthankers? asked King.

I am sure of nothing, sahib. For aught I know they are devils!

King gave him a small sum of money, and we walked away toward the burning ghat, where there was nothing but a mean smell and a few old men with rakes gathering up ashes. But outside the ghat, where a golden mohur tree cast a wide shadow across the road there was a large crowd sitting and standing in rings around an absolutely naked, ash-smeared religious fanatic.

The fanatic appeared to have the crowd bewildered, for he cursed and blessed on no comprehensible schedule, and gave extraordinary answers to the simplest questions, not acknowledging a question at all unless it suited him.

King and I had not been there a minute before some one asked him about the Princess Yasmini.

Aha! Who stares at the fire burns his eyes! A burned eye is of less use than a raw one!

Some laughed, but not many. Most of them seemed to think there was deep wisdom in his answer to be dug for meditatively, as no doubt there was. Then a man on the edge of the crowd a long way off from me, who wore the air of a humorist, asked him about me.

Does the shadow of this foreigner offend your honors holiness?

None glanced in my direction; that might have given the game away. It is considered an exquisite joke to discuss a white man to his face without his knowing it. The Gray Mahatma did not glance in my direction either.

As a bird in the river  as a fish in the air  as a man in trouble is the foreigner in Hind! he answered.

Then he suddenly began, declaiming, making his voice ring as if his throat were brass, yet without moving his body or shifting his head by a hairs breadth.

The universe was chaos. He said, let order prevail, and order came out of the chaos and prevailed. The universe was in darkness. He said, let there be light and let it prevail over darkness; and light came out of the womb of darkness and prevailed. He ordained the Kali-Yug  an age of darkness in which all Hind should lie at the feet of foreigners. And thus ye lie in the dust. But there is an end of night, and so there is an end to Kali-Yug. Bide ye the time, and watch!

King drew me away, and we returned up-street between old temples and new iron-fronted stores toward Mulji Singhs quarters where he had left the traveling bag that we shared between us.

Is that Gray Mahatma linked up with propaganda in the U.S.A? I asked, wondering.

Whats more, King answered, hes dangerous; hes sincere  the most dangerous type of politician in the world  the honest visionary, in love with an abstract theory, capable of offering himself for martyrdom. Watch him now!

The crowd was beginning to close in on the Mahatma, seeking to touch him. Suddenly he flew into a fury, seized a long stick from some one near him and began beating them over the head, using both hands and laying on so savagely that ashes fell from him like pipe-clay from a shaken bag, and several men ran away with the blood pouring down their faces. However, they were reckoned fortunate.

Some of those will charge money to let other fools touch them, said King. Come on. Lets call on her now.

So we returned to Mulji Singhs stuffy little office, and King changed into a Majors uniform.

It isnt exactly according to Hoyle to wear this, he explained. However, she doesnt know Ive resigned from the army.

[image: img34.jpg]


CHAPTER II

THE PALACE OF YASMINI

Nobody saw us walk up to Yasminis palace gate and knock; for whoever was abroad in the heat was down by the ghat admiring the Mahatma.

The bearded giant who had admitted us stood staring at King, his long, strong fingers twitching. In his own good time King turned and saw fit to recognize him.

Oh, hullo Ismail!

He held a hand out, but the savage flung arms about him that were as strong as the iron gate-clamps, and King had to fight to break free from the embrace.

Now Allah be praised, he is father of mercies! She warned me! he croaked. She knows the smell of dawn at midnight! She said, He cometh soon! and none believed her, save only I. This very dawn said she, Thou, Ismail, she said, be asleep at the gate when he cometh and thine eyes shall be thrown to the city dogs! Aye! Oho!

King nodded to lead on, and Ismail obeyed with a deal of pantomime intended to convey a sense of partnership with roots in the past and its fruition now.

The way was down a passage between high, carved walls so old that antiquarians burn friendship in disputes not so much about the century as the very era of that quiet art  under dark arches with latticed windows into unexpected gardens fresh with the smell of sprinkled water  by ancient bronze gateways into other passages that opened into stone-paved courts with fountains in the midst  building joining on to building and court meeting court until, where an old black panther snarled at us between iron bars, an arch and a solid bronze door admitted us at last into the womans pleasance  a wonderland of jasmine, magnolia and pomegranates set about a marble pool and therein mirrored among rainbow-colored fishes.

Beyond the pool a flight of marble steps rose fifty feet until it passed through a many-windowed wall into the panch mahal  the quarters of the women. At their foot Ismail halted.

Go thou up alone! Leave this elephant with me! he said, nudging me and pointing with his thumb toward a shady bower against the garden wall.

Without acknowledging that pleasantry King took my arm and we went straight forward together, our tread resounding strangely on steps that for centuries had felt no sterner shock than that of soft slippers and naked, jeweled feet.

We were taking nobody entirely by surprise; that much was obvious. Before we reached the top step two women opened a door and ran to meet us. One woman threw over Kings head such a prodigious garland of jasmine buds that he had to loop it thrice about his shoulders. Then each took a hand of one of us and we entered between doors of many-colored wood, treading on mat-strewn marble, their bare feet pattering beside ours. There were rustlings to right and left, and once I heard laughter, smothered instantly.

At last, at the end of a wide hall before many-hued silken curtains our two guides stopped. As they released our hands, with the always surprising strength that is part of the dancing womans stock-in-trade, they slipped behind us suddenly and thrust us forward through the curtains.

There was not much to see in front of us. We found ourselves in a paneled corridor, whose narrow windows overlooked the river, facing a painted door sixty paces distant at the farther end. King strode down the corridor and knocked.

The answer was one word that I did not catch, although it rang like a suddenly struck chord of music, and the door yielded to the pressure of Kings hand.

I entered behind him and the door swung shut of its own weight with a click. We were in a high-ceilinged, very long room, having seven sides. There were windows to right and left. A deep divan piled with scented cushions occupied the whole length of one long wall, and there were several huge cushions on the floor against another wall. There was one other door besides that we had entered by.

We stood in that room alone, but I know that King felt as uneasy as I did, for there was sweat on the back of his neck. We were being watched by unseen eyes. There is no mistaking that sensation.

Suddenly a voice broke silence like a golden bell whose overtones go widening in rings into infinity, and a vision of loveliness parted the curtains of that other door.

My lord comes as is meet  spurred, and ready to give new kingdoms to his king! Oh, how my lord is welcome! she said in Persian.

Her voice thrilled you, because of its perfect resonance, exactly in the middle of the note. She looked into Kings eyes with challenging familiarity that made him smile, and then eyed me wonderingly. She glanced from me to a picture on the wall in blue of the Elephant-god  enormous, opulent, urbane, and then back again at me, and smiled very sweetly.

So you have brought Ganesha with you? The god of good luck! How wonderful! How does one behave toward a real god?

And while she said that she laid her hands on Kings arms as naturally as if he were a lover whom she had not seen perhaps since yesterday. Plainly, there was absolutely nothing between him and her except his own obstinate independence. She was his if he wanted her.

She took Kings hand with a laugh that had its roots in past companionship and led him to the middle, deepest window-seat, beneath which the river could be heard gurgling busily.

Then, when she had drawn the silken hangings until the softened light suggested lingering, uncounted hours, and had indicated with a nod to me a cushion in the corner, she came and lay on the cushions close to King, chin on hand, where she could watch his eyes.

King sat straight and square, watching her with caution that he did not trouble to conceal. She took his hand and raised the sleeve until the broad, gold, graven bracelet showed.

That link forged in the past must bind us two more surely than an oath, she said smiling.

I used it to show to the gatekeeper.

He sat cooly waiting for her next remark. And with almost unnecessary candor began to remove the bracelet and offer it back to her. So she unmasked her batteries, with a delicious little rippling laugh and a lazy, cat-like movement that betokened joy in the danger that was coming, if I know anything at all of what sign-language means.

I knew that very day that you resigned your commission in the army, and I laughed with delight at the news, knowing that the gods who are our servants had contrived it. I know why thou art here, she said; and the change from you to thou was not haphazard.

It is well known, Princess, that your spies are the cleverest in India, King answered.

Spies? I need no spies as long as old India lives. Friends are better.

Do all princesses break their promises? he countered, meeting her eyes steadily.

Never yet did I break one promise, whether it was for good or evil.

Princess, he answered, looking sternly at her, in Jamrud Fort you agreed to take no part again in politics, national or international in return for a promise of personal freedom and permission to reside in India.

My promise was dependent on my liberty. But is this liberty  to be forced to reside in this old palace, with the spies of the Government keeping watch on my doings, except when they chance to be outwitted? Nevertheless, I have kept my promise. Thou knowest me better than to think that I need to break promises in order to outwit a government of Englishmen!

Quibbles wont help, Princess, he answered. You promised to do nothing that Government might object to.

Well; will they object to my religion? she retorted, mocking him. Has the British raj at last screwed up its courage to the point of trespassing behind the purdah and blundering in among religious exercises?

No man in his senses ever challenges a womans argument until he knows the whole of it and has unmasked its ulterior purpose. So King sat still and said nothing, knowing that that was precisely what she did not want.

You must make terms with me, heaven-born! she went on, changing her tone to one of rather more suggestive firmness. The Kali-Yug (age of darkness) is drawing to a close, and India awakes! There is froth on the surface  a rising here, an agitation there, a deal of wild talk everywhere, and the dead old government proposes to suppress it in the dead old ways, like men with paddles seeking to beat the waves down flat! But the winds of God blow, and the boat of the men with the paddles will be upset presently. Who then shall ride the storm? Their gunners will be told to shoot the froth as it forms and rises! But if there is a wise man anywhere he will make terms with me, and will set himself to guide the underlying forces that may otherwise whelm everything. I think thou art wise, my heaven-born. Thou wert wise once on a time.

Do you think you can rule India? King asked her; and he did not make the mistake of suggesting ridicule.

Who else can do it? she retorted. Do you think we come into the world to let fate be our master? Why have I royal blood and royal views, wealth, understanding and ambition, while the others have blindness and vague yearnings? Can you answer?

Princess, he answered, I had only one object in coming here.

I know that, she said nodding.

I have simply come to warn you.

Chut! she answered with her chin between her hands and her elbows deep in the cushions. I know how much is known. This man  what is his name? Ramsden? Pouff! Ganesha, here, is far better! Ganesha is from America. Those fools who went to prepare the American mind for what is coming, because they were altogether too foolish to be anything but in the way in India, have been found out, and Ganesha has come like a big bull-buffalo to save the world by thrusting his clumsy horns into things he does not understand! I tell you, Athelstan, that however much is known there is much more that is not known. You would better make terms with me!

What you must understand, Princess, is that your plan to overthrow the West and make the East the worlds controlling force, is known by those who can prevent you, he answered quietly. You see, I cant go away from here and tell whoever asks me that you are observing your promise to  

No, she interrupted with a ringing merry laugh of triumph. You speak truth without knowing it! You can not go away!

Princess Yasminis boast was good. But we had come to solve a problem, not to run away with it, and she looked disconcerted by our rather obvious willingness to be her prisoners for a while.

Do you think I can not be cruel? she asked suddenly.

I have seen you at your worst, as well as at your best! King answered.

You act like a man who has resources. Yet you have none, she answered slowly, as if reviewing all the situation in her mind. None knows where you are  not even Mulji Singh, with whom you left your other clothes before putting on that uniform the better to impress me! The bag that you and Ganesha share between you, like two mendicants emerging from the jail, is now in a room in this palace. You came because you saw that if I should be arrested there would be insurrection. You said so to Ommony sahib, and his butler overheard. But not even Ommony knows where you are. He said to you: If you can defeat that woman without using violence, youll stand alone in the world as the one man who could do it. But if you use violence, though you kill her, she will defeat you and all the rest of us. Is not that what your Friend Ommony said?

What kind of terms do you want me to make with you, Princess? King answered.

I can make you ruler of all India! she said. Another may wear the baubles, but thou shalt be the true king, even as thy name is! And behind thee, me, Yasmini, whispering wisdom and laughing to see the politicians strut!

King leaned back and laughed at her.

Do you really expect me to help you ruin my own countrymen, go back on my color, creed, education, oath and everything, and  

Deluded fools! The East  the East, Athelstan, is waking! Better make terms with me, and thou shalt live to ride on the arising East as God rides on the wind and bits and governs it!

Very well, he said. Show me. Ill do nothing blindfold.

Hah! Thou art not half-conquered yet, she laughed. And what of Ganesha? Is this mountain of bones and thews a person to be trusted, or shall we show him how much stronger than him is a horsehair in a clever womans fingers?

This man Ramsden is my friend, King said.

Are you his friend? she retorted.

He nodded.

You are going to see the naked heart of India! she said. Better to have your eyes burned out now than see that and be false to it afterward!

Then, since we failed to order red-hot needles for our eyes, she cried out once  one clear note that sounded almost exactly as if she had struck a silver gong. A woman entered like the living echo to it. Yasmini spoke, and the woman disappeared again.

Below us the river swallowed and gurgled along the palace wall, and we caught the occasional thumping of a boat-pole. The thumping ceased exactly underneath us, and a man began singing in the time-hallowed language of Rajasthan. I think he was looking upward as he sang, for each word reached its goal.

Oh warm and broad the plow land lies, The idle oxen wait! We pray thee, holy river, rise, Nor glut thy fields too late! The year awakes! The slumbering seed Swells to its birth! Oh river, heed!

Strange time of year for that song, Princess! Is that one of your spies? asked King, not too politely.

One of my friends, she answered. I told you: India awakes! But watch.

It was growing dark. Two women came and drew the curtains closer. Other women brought lamps and set them on stools along one wall; others again brought tapers and lit the candles in the hydra-headed candelabra.

It is really too light yet, Yasmini grumbled, as if the gods who marshal in the night had not kept faith with her. But even so, the shadows danced among Indias gods on the wall facing the row of stools.

Then there began wood-wind music, made by musicians out of sight, low and sweet, suggesting unimaginable mysteries, and one by one through the curtains opposite there came in silently seven women on bare feet that hardly touched the carpet; and all the stories about nautch girls, all the travelers tales of how Eastern women dance with their arms, not feet, vanished that instant into the kingdom of lies. This was dancing  art absolute. They no longer seemed to be flesh and blood women possessed of weight and other limitations; their footfall was hardly audible, and you could not hear them breathe at all. They were like living shadows, and they danced the way the shadows of the branches do on a jungle clearing when a light breeze makes the trees laugh.

It had some sort of mystic meaning no doubt, although I did not understand it; but what I did understand was that the whole arrangement was designed to produce a sort of mesmerism in the beholder.

However, school yourself to live alone and think alone for a quarter of a century or so, meeting people only as man to man instead of like a sheep among a flock of sheep, and you become immune to that sort of thing.

The Princess Yasmini seemed to realize that neither King nor I were being drawn into the net of dreaminess that those trained women of hers were weaving.

Watch! said Yasmini suddenly. And then we saw what very few men have been priviliged to see.

She joined the dance; and you knew then who had taught those women. Theirs had been after all a mere interpretation: of her vision. Hers was the vision itself.

She was It  the thing itself  no more an interpretation than anything in nature is. Yasmini became India  Indias heart; and I suppose that if King and I had understood her we would have been swept into her vortex, as it were, like drops of water into an ocean.

She was unrestrained by any need, or even willingness to explain herself. She was talking the same language that the nodding blossoms and the light and shadow talk that go chasing each other across the hillsides. And while you watched you seemed to know all sorts of things  secrets that disappeared from your mind a moment afterward.

She began singing presently, commencing on the middle F as every sound in nature does and disregarding conventional limitations just as she did when dancing. She sang first of the emptiness before the worlds were made. She sang of the birth of peoples; of the history of peoples.

She sang of India as the mother of all speech, song, race and knowledge; of truths that every great thinker since the worlds beginning has propounded; and of India as the home of all of them, until, whether you would or not, at least you seemed to see the undeniable truth of that.

And then, in a weird, wild, melancholy minor key came the story of the Kali-Yug  the age of darkness creeping over India, condemning her for her sins. She sang of India under the hoof of ugliness and ignorance and plague, and yet of a few who kept the old light burning in secret  of hidden books, and of stuff that men call magic handed down the centuries from lip to lip in caves and temple cellars and mountain fastnesses, wherever the mysteries were safe from profane eyes.

And then the key changed again, striking that fundamental middle F that is the mother-note of all the voices of nature and, as Indians maintain, of the music of the spheres as well. Music and song and dance became laughter. Doubt vanished, for there seemed nothing left to doubt, as she began to sing of India rising at last, again triumphant over darkness, mother of the world and of all the nations of the world, awake, unconquerable.

Never was another song like that one! Nor was there ever such a climax. As she finished on a chord of triumph that seemed like a new spirit bursting the bonds of ancient mystery and sank to the floor among her women, there stood the Gray Mahatma in their midst, not naked any longer, but clothed from head to heel in a saffron-colored robe, and without his paste of ashes.

He stood like a statue with folded arms, his yellow eyes blazing and his look like a lions; and how he had entered the room I confess I dont know to this hour, nor does Athelstan King, who is a trained observer of unusual happenings. Both doors were closed, and I will take oath that neither had been opened since the women entered.

Peace! was his first word, spoken like one in authority, who ordered peace and dared to do it.

He stood looking for more than a minute at King and me with, I think, just a flicker of scorn on his thin lips, as if he were wondering whether we were men enough to face the ordeal before us. Then indefinably, yet quite perceptibly his mood changed and his appearance with it. He held his right hand out.

Will you not shake hands with me? he asked smiling.

Now that was a thing that no sanctimonious Brahman would have dreamed of doing, for fear of being defiled by the touch of a casteless foreigner; so he was either above or below the caste laws, and it is common knowledge how those who are below caste cringe and toady. So he evidently reckoned himself above it, and the Indian who can do that has met and overcome more tyranny and terrors than the West knows anything about.

I wish I could make exactly clear what happened when I took his outstretched hand.

His fingers closed on mine with a grip like marble. There are few men who are stronger than I am; I can outlift a stage professional; yet I could no more move his hand or pull mine free than if he had been a bronze image with my hand set solid in the casting.

That is for your own good, he said pleasantly, letting go at last. That other man knows better, but you might have been so unwise as to try using violence.

Im glad you had that experience, said King in a low voice, as I went back to the window-seat. Dont let yourself be bewildered by it. Theres an explanation for everything. They know something that we dont, thats all.
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CHAPTER III

FEAR IS DEATH

At a sign from the Gray Mahatma all the women except Yasmini left the room. Yasmini seemed to be in a strange mood mixed of mischief and amused anticipation.

The Mahatma sat down exactly in the middle of the carpet, and his method was unique. It looked just as if an unseen hand had taken him by the hair and lowered him gradually, for he crossed his legs and dropped to the floor as evenly and slowly as one of those freight elevators that disappear beneath the city side-walks.

He seemed to attach a great deal of importance to his exact position and glanced repeatedly at the walls as if to make sure that he was not sitting an inch or two too far to the right or left; however, he had gauged his measurements exactly at the first attempt and did not move, once he was seated.

You two sahibs, he began, with a slight emphasis on the word sahib, as if he wished to call attention to the fact that he was according us due courtesy, you two honorable gentlemen, he continued, as if mere courtesy perhaps were not enough, have been chosen unknown to yourselves. For there is but one Chooser, whose choice is never known until the hour comes. For the chosen there is no road back again. Even if you should prefer death, your death could not now be of your own choosing; for, having been chosen, there is no escape from service to the Purpose, and though you would certainly die if courage failed you, your death would be more terrible than life, since it would serve the Purpose without benefiting you.

You are both honest men, he continued, for the one has resigned honors and emoluments in the army for the sake of serving India; the other has accepted toilsome service under a man who seeks, however mistakenly, to serve the world. If you were not honest you would never have been chosen. If you had made no sacrifices of your own free will, you would not have been acceptable.

Yasmini clasped her hands and laid her chin on them among the cushions. She was reveling in intellectual enjoyment, as sinfully I daresay as some folk revel in more material delights. The Mahatma took no notice of her, but continued.

You have heard of the Kali-Yug, the age of darkness. It is at an end. The nations presently begin to beat swords into plowshares because the time has come. But there is yet much else to do, and the eyes of those who have lived so long in darkness are but blinded for the present by the light, so that guides are needed, who can see. You two shall see  a little!

It was becoming intolerably hot in the room with the curtains drawn and all those lights burning, but I seemed to be the only one who minded it. The candles in the chandelier were kept from collapsing by metal sheaths, but the very flames seemed to feel the heat and to flicker like living things that wilted.

Corn is corn and grass is grass, said the Mahatma, and neither one can change the other. Yet the seed of grass that is selected can improve all grass, as they understand who strive with problems of the field. Therefore ye two, who have been chosen, shall be sent as the seeds of grass to the United States to carry on the work that no Indian can properly accomplish. Corn to corn, grass to grass. That is your destiny.

He paused, as if waiting for the sand to run out of an hour-glass. There was no hour-glass, but the suggestion was there just the same.

Nevertheless, he went on presently, there are some who fail their destiny, even as some chosen seeds refuse to sprout. You will need besides your honesty such courage as is committed to few.

Once on a time before the Kali-Yug began, when the Aryans, of whom you people are descendants, lived in this ancient motherland, the whole of all knowledge was the heritage of every man, and what to-day are called miracles were understood as natural working of pure law. It was nothing in those days for a man to walk through fire unscathed, for there was very little difference between the gods and men, and men knew themselves for masters of the universe, subject only to Parabrahm.

Nevertheless, the sons of men grew blind, mistaking the shadow for the substance. And because the least error when extended to infinity produces chaos, the whole world became chaos, full of nothing but rivalries, sickness, hate, confusion.

Meanwhile, the sons of men, ever seeking the light they lost, have spread around the earth, ever mistaking the shadow for the substance, until they have imitated the very thunder and lightning, calling them cannon; they have imitated all the forces of the universe and called them steam, gasoline, electricity, chemistry and what not, so that now they fly by machinery, who once could fly without effort and without wings.

And now they grow deathly weary, not understanding why. Now they hold councils, one nation with another, seeking to substitute a lesser evil for the greater.

Once in every hundred years men have been sent forth to prove by public demonstration that there is a greater science than all that are called sciences. None knew when the end of the Kali-Yug might be, and it was thought that if men saw things they could not explain, perhaps they would turn and seek the true mastery of the universe. But what happened? You, who are from America; is there one village in all America where men do not speak of Indians as fakirs and mock-magicians? For that there are two reasons. One is that there are multitudes of Indians who are thieves and liars, who know nothing and seek to conceal their ignorance beneath a cloak of deceit and trickery. The other is, that men are so deep in delusion, that when they do see the unexplainable they seek to explain it away. Whereas the truth is that there are natural laws which, if understood by all, would at once make all men masters of the universe.

I will give you an example. To-day they are using wireless telephones, who twenty years ago would have mocked whoever had suggested such a thing. Yet it is common knowledge that forty years ago, for instance, when Roberts the British general led an army into Afghanistan in wintertime and fought a battle at Kandahar, the news of his victory was known in Bombay, a thousand miles away, as soon as it had happened, whereas the Government, possessing semaphores and the telegraph, had to wait many days for the news. How did that occur? Can you or any one explain it?

If I were to go forth and tell how it happened, the men who profit by the telegraphs and the deep-sea cables, would desire to kill me.

There is only one country in the world where such things can be successfully explained, and that is India; but not even in India until India is free. When the millions of India once grasp the fact of freedom, they will forget superstition and understand. Then they will claim their powers and use them. Then the world will see, and wonder. And presently the world, too, will understand.

Therefore, India must be free. These three hundred and fifty million people who speak one hundred and forty-seven languages must be set free to work out their own destiny.

But there is only one way of doing that. The world, and India with it, is held in the grip of delusion. And what is delusion? Nothing but opinions. Therefore it is opinions that hold India in subjection, and opinions must be changed. A beginning must be made where opinions are least hidebound and are therefore easiest to change. That means America.

Therefore you two sahibs are chosen  one who knows and loves India; one who knows and loves America. The duty laid on you is absolute. There can be no flinching from it. You are to go to America and convince Americans that India should be free to work out her own destiny.

Therefore follow, and see what you shall see.

He rose, exactly as he had sat down, without apparent muscular effort. It was as if a hand had taken him by the scalp and lifted him, except that I noticed his feet were pressed so hard against the floor that the blood left them, so that I think the secret of the trick was perfect muscular control, although how to attain that is another matter.

The Princess Yasmini made no offer to come with us, but lounged among the cushions reveling in mischievous enjoyment. Whatever the Gray Mahatmas real motive, there was no possible doubt about hers; she was looking forward to a tangible, material profit.

The Gray Mahatma led the way through the door by which we had entered, stalking along in his saffron robe without the slightest effort to seem dignified or solemn.

Keep your wits about you, King whispered; and then again, presently: Dont be fooled into thinking that anything you see is supernatural. Remember that whatever you see is simply the result of something that they know and that we dont. Keep your hair on! Were going to see some wonderful stuff or Im a Dutchman.

We passed down the long corridor outside Yasminis room, but instead of continuing straight forward, the Gray Mahatma found an opening behind a curtain in a wall whose thickness could be only guessed. Inside the wall was a stairway six feet wide that descended to an echoing, unfurnished hall below after making two turns inside solid masonry.

The lower hall was dark, but he found his way without difficulty, picking up a lantern from a corner on his way and then opening a door that gave, underneath the outer marble stairway, on to the court where the pool and the flowering shrubs were. The lantern was not lighted when he picked it up. I did not see how he lighted it. It was an ordinary oil lantern, apparently, with a wire handle to carry it by, and after he had carried it for half a minute it seemed to burn brightly of its own accord. I called Kings attention to it.

Ive seen that done before, he answered, but he did not say whether or not he understood the trick of it.

Ismail came running to meet us the instant we showed ourselves, but stopped when he saw the Mahatma and, kneeling, laid the palms of both hands on his forehead on the stone flags. That was a strange thing for a Moslem to do  especially toward a Hindu  but the Mahatma took not the slightest notice of him and walked straight past as if he had not been there. He could hear Kings footsteps and mine behind him, of course, and did not need to look back, but there was something almost comical in the way he seemed to ignore our existence and go striding along alone as if on business bent. He acted as little like a priest or a fakir or a fanatic as any man I have ever seen, and no picture-gallery curator or theater usher ever did the honors of the show with less attention to his own importance.

He led the way through the same bronze gate that we had entered by and never paused or glanced behind him until he came to the cage where the old black panther snarled behind the bars; and then a remarkable thing happened.

At first the panther began running backward and forward, as the caged brutes usually do when they think they are going to be fed; for all his age he looked as full of fight as a newly caught young one, and his long yellow fangs flashed from under the curled lip  until the Mahatma spoke to him. He only said one word that I could hear, and I could not catch what the word was; but instantly the black brute slunk away to the corner of its cage farthest from the iron door, and at that the Mahatma opened the door without using any key that I detected. The padlock may have been a trick one, but I know this;  it came away in his hands the moment he touched it.

Then at last he took notice of King and me again. He stood aside, and smiled, and motioned to us with his hand to enter the cage ahead of him. I have been several sorts of rash idiot in my time, and I daresay that King has too, for most of us have been young once; but I have also hunted panthers, and so has King, and to walk unarmed or even with weapons  into a black panthers cage is something that calls, I should say, for inexperience. The more you know about panthers the less likely you are to do it. It was almost pitch-dark; you could see the brutes yellow eyes gleaming, but no other part of him now, because he matched the shadows perfectly; but, being a cat, he could see us, and the odds against a man who should walk into that cage were, as a rough guess, ten trillion to one.

Fear is the presence of death, and death is delusion. Follow me then, said the Mahatma.

He walked straight in, keeping the lighted lantern on the side of him farthest from the panther, whose claws I could hear scratching on the stone flags.

Keep that light toward him for Gods sake! I urged, having myself had to use a lantern more than a score of times for protection at night against the big cats.

Nay, it troubles his eyes. For Gods sake I will hide it from him, the Mahatma answered. We must not wait here.

Come on, said King, and strode in through the open door. So I went in too, because I did not care to let King see me hesitate. Curiosity had vanished. I was simply in a blue funk, and rather angry as well at the absurdity of what we were doing.

The Gray Mahatma turned and shut the gate behind me, taking no notice at all of the black brute that crouched in the other corner, grumbling and moaning rather than growling.

Have you ever seen a panther spit and spring when a keeper shoved it out of the way with the cleaning rake? There is no beast in the world with whom it is more dangerous to play tricks. Yet in that dark corner, with the lantern held purposely so that it should not dazzle the panthers eyes, the Gray Mahatma stirred the beast with his toe and drove him away as carelessly and incautiously as you might shove your favorite dog aside! The panther crowded itself against the side of the cage and slunk away behind us  to the front of the cage that is to say, close by the padlocked gate  where he crouched again and moaned.

The dark, rear end of the cage was all masonry and formed part of the building behind it. In the right-hand corner, almost invisible from outside, was a narrow door of thick teak that opened very readily when the Mahatma fumbled with it although I saw no lock, hasp or keyhole on the side toward us. We followed him through into a stone vault.

And now there is need to be careful, he said, his voice booming and echoing along unseen corridors. For though those here, who can harm you if they will, are without evil intention, nevertheless injury begets desire to injure. And do either of you know how to make acceptable explanations to a she-cobra whose young have been trodden on? Therefore walk with care, observing the lantern light and remembering that as long as you injure none, none will injure you.

At that he turned on his heel abruptly and walked forward, swinging the lantern so that its light swept to and fro. We were walking through the heart of masonry whose blocks were nearly black with age; there was a smell of ancient sepulchers, and in places the walls were damp enough to be green and slippery. Presently we came to the top of a flight of stone steps, each step being made of one enormous block and worn smooth by the sandalled traffic of centuries. It grew damper as we descended, and those great blocks were tricky things for a man in boots to walk on; yet the Gray Mahatma, swinging his lantern several steps below us, kept calling back:

Have a care! Have a care! He who falls can do as much injury as he who jumps! Shall the injured inquire into reasons?

We descended forty or fifty steps and I, walking last, had just reached the bottom, when something dashed between my feet, and another something flicked like a whip-lash after it. As the Mahatma swung the lantern I just caught sight of an enormous rat closely pursued by a six-foot snake, and after that we might as well have been in hell for all the difference it would have made to me.

I dont know how long that tunnel was, but I do know I am not going back there to measure it. It was nearly as big as the New York Subway, only built of huge stone blocks instead of concrete. It seemed to be an inferno, in which cobras hunted rats perpetually; but we saw one swarm of fiery-eyed rats eating a dead snake.

There were baby cobras by the hundred  savage, six-inch things, and even smaller, that knew as much of evil, and could slay as surely, as the full-grown mother-snake that raised her hood and hissed as we passed.

The snakes seemed afraid of the Mahatma, and yet not afraid of him  much more careful to keep out from under his feet than ours, yet taking no other apparent notice of him, whereas hundreds of them raised their hoods and hissed at us. And though nothing touched him, at least fifty times rats and snakes raced over Kings feet and mine, or slipped between our legs.

This fellow has some use for us, King said over his shoulder. Hell neither be killed himself, nor let us be if he can help it. This is no new trick. Lots of em can manage snakes.

The Gray Mahatma, twenty yards ahead, heard every word of that. He stopped and let us come quite close up to him.

Have you seen this? he asked.

There was a cobra swinging its head about two and a half feet off the ground within a yard of him. He passed the lantern to me, and holding out both hands coaxed the venomous thing to come to him as you or I might coax a stray dog. It obeyed. It laid its head on his hands, lowered its hood, and climbed until, within six inches of his face, its head rested on his left shoulder.

Would you like to try that? he asked. You can do it if you wish.

We did not wish, and while we stood there the infernal reptiles were swarming all around us, rising knee-high and swaying, with their forked tongues flashing in and out, but showing no inclination to use their fangs, although many of them raised their hoods. At that moment there were certainly fifty of the filthy things close enough to strike; and the bite of any one of them would have meant certain death within fifteen minutes.

However, they did not bite. The Gray Mahatma set down very gently the snake that had done his bidding, and then shooed the rest away; they backed off like a flock of foolish geese, hissing and swaying pretty much as geese do.

Come! he boomed. Cobras are foolish people, and folly is infectious. Come away!
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CHAPTER IV

THE POOL OF TERRORS

We came soon to another flight of steps made of gigantic blocks of stone older than history, and groping our way up those we followed the Gray Mahatma to a gallery at the top, on the other side of which was a sheer drop and the smell of stagnant water. I could hear something sluggish that moved in the water, and somewhere in the distance was a turning around which light found its way so dimly that it hardly looked like light at all, but more like filmy mist. A heavy monster splashed somewhere beneath us and the Mahatma raised the lantern to peer into our faces.

Those are muggers (alligators). You may see them now if you would rather. The same as with the snakes, the rule is you must do them no harm.

He looked at us keenly, as if making sure that we really were not enjoying ourselves, and then leaned his weight against an iron door in a corner. It swung open, and we followed him through into a pitch-dark chamber of some kind. But the door we came in by had hardly slammed behind us when a bright light broke through a square hole in the ceiling and displayed a flight of rock-hewn steps. Some one overhead had removed a stone plug from the hole.

The Mahatma motioned to King to go first, but as King refused he led the way again, going through the square hole overhead as handily as any seaman swinging himself into the cross-trees. King followed him and I stood on the top step with head and shoulders through the opening surveying the prospect before scrambling up after him.

I was looking between Kings legs. The light came from three large wood-fires placed over at the left end of a rectangular chamber hewn out of solid rock. The chamber was at least a hundred feet long and thirty wide; its roof was lost in smoke, but seemed to be irregular, as if the walls of a natural cavern had been shaped by masons who left the high roof as they found it.

A very nearly naked man with a long beard, hair over his shoulders, and the general air of being some one in authority, was walking about with nothing in his hand except a seven-jointed bamboo cane. He was a very old man, but of magnificent physique and ribbed up like a race-horse in training. His principal business seemed to be the supervision of several absolutely naked individuals, who carried in wood through a dark gap in the wall and piled it on the three fires at the farther end with almost ludicrous precision.

And between the three fires, not spitted and not bound but absolutely motionless, there sat a human being, so dried out that not even that fierce heat could wring a drop of sweat from him, yet living, for you could see him breathe and the firelight shone on his living, yet unwinking eyes. Every draft of air that he drew into his lungs must have scorched him. Every single hair had disappeared from his body. And while we watched they came and fed him.

But he was only one of many, all undergoing torture in its most hideous and useless forms, and all as free as he was to deliver themselves if they saw fit. The least offensive was a man within six feet of me who sat on a conical stone no bigger than a cocoanut; that small stone was resting on top of a cone of rock about a yard high, in such fashion that it rocked at the slightest change of balance; the mans legs were crossed, however, exactly as if he were squatting on the floor  although they actually rested on nothing; and his arms had been crossed behind his back for so long, and held so steadily, that the fingernails of the right hand had grown through the left arm biceps, and vice versa. He, too, was fed with drops of water and about a dozen grains of rice  every second day, as the Mahatma told us afterward.

Space was at a premium in that gruesome madhouse. Close beside the fellow on the rocking stone there hung two ropes from rings in the roof. There were iron hooks on their lower ends, and these were passed through the back muscles of another naked man, who kept himself swinging by touching the floor with one toe. The muscles were so drawn by his weight that they formed loops several inches long and had turned to dry gristle; the strain had had some effect on one of his legs, for it was curled up under him and apparently useless, but the other, with which he toed the floor to swing himself, was apparently all right. His hands were folded over his breast, and his beard and hair hung like seaweed.

Near him again there was an arrangement like a medieval rack, only that instead of having a wheel or a lever the cords were drawn by heavy weights. A man lay on it with arms and legs stretched out toward its corners so tightly that his body did not touch the underlying strut; and he had been so long in that position that his hands and feet were dead from the pressure of the cords, and his limbs were stretched several inches beyond their normal length. In proof that his torture, too, was voluntary, he was balancing a round stone on his solar plexus that could have been much more easily dumped than kept in place.

The priest stared questioningly at the Gray Mahatma, glancing from him to us and back again.

The Gray Mahatma beckoned King and me and led the way between the shuddersome, self-immolated, twisted wrecks of humanity to an opening in the far wall, through which we passed into another chamber carved out of the rock, not so large as the first and only lighted by a charcoal brazier that gave off as much fumes as flame. The fitful, bluish light fell in a stone ledge, in a niche like a sepulcher, carved in one wall, and on that ledge a man lay who had every muscle of his body pierced with thorns; his tongue protruded between his teeth, and was held there by a thorn thrust through it.

The Gray Mahatma stood and looked at him, and smiled.

Just a presumptuous fool! he said pleasantly. This was the most presumptuous of them all, but they all suffer for the same offense. Take warning! They could walk away if they cared to. They are here of what they think is their free will. They are moths who sought the flame, some from curiosity, some from desire, some craving adoration for themselves, all for one false reason or another. This fate might be yours  so take warning!

There is not one of these who was not warned, he said quietly. They were cautioned not to inquire into matters too deep for them. They were here to be taught; but that little knowledge that is such a dangerous thing tempted them too swiftly forward beyond their depth, so that now  you see them. They seek to get rid of material bodies and to satisfy themselves that death is a delusion. You revolt at the sight of these self-tortured fools; yet I tell you that, should you commit the same offense, you would behave as they, even as the moth that goes too near the flame. Take care lest curiosity overwhelm you.

All right, lead along, King answered rather testily. Ive seen worse than this a hundred times. Ive seen the women.

The Mahatma nodded gravely.

But not even I may lead you forward clothed as you are, he said. I am about to reveal such mysteries as set presumptuous fools to seeking perfection by a too short route. Even I would be slain, if I tried to introduce you in that garb. Undress.

He set us the example; but as we were not qualified by years of arduously won sanctity to stand stark naked in the presence he conceded us a clout apiece torn from a filthy length of calico that some one had tossed in a corner. And he tore another piece of filthy red cotton cloth in halves, and divided it between us to twist around our heads. King laughed at me.

You look like a fine, fat Bengali, he said.

The Mahatma called to one of the servitors to bring ashes in a brass bowl. We watched him rake them out from under the fires, shake water on them, and mix them into paste as casually as if the business were part of his regular routine. The Mahatma took the bowl from him and plastered King and me liberally with the stuff, making King look like a scabrous fanatic, and I dont doubt I looked worse, having more acreage of anatomy. Last of all he put some on himself, but only here and there, as if his sanctity only demanded a little piercing out. Then he raised a flagstone in one corner of the chamber that swung easily on pivots set in sockets in the masonry, and led the way again.

We were evidently in a system of caves that had been quarried into shape centuries before the Christian era. They seemed originally to have been bubbles and blow-holes in volcanic rock, and to have been connected together by piercing the walls between them. There was certainly no intelligible plan attached to their arrangement, for we went first up, then down, then sideways, losing all sense of elevation and direction. But we passed through at least three score of those connected blow-holes, and the air in some of the higher ones was so foul that breathing it made you weak at the knees. Nevertheless, in every single one there was an anchorite of some kind, engaged in painful meditation. In each cave was an infinitesimal lamp made of baked clay and fed with vegetable oil that provided more smoke than flame, and the walls and ceiling were deep with the soot of centuries.

Following the Gray Mahatmas example King and I took handfuls of the soot and smeared it on our breasts, stomachs and faces, to mingle with the ashes in a mask of holiness. By the time we had finished that there was not much chance of any one mistaking us for anything but two half-crazed aspirants for sanctity.

I could not possibly have drawn a tracing of our own course, for it was rank bewildering; but we emerged at last under the stars by the side of a great stone tank. It might have been a bathing pool, for along each side steps disappeared into the water. We could dimly distinguish one end on our right hand with a row of great graven gods all reflected in the water; but the other end vanished through a black cave-mouth. It was about a hundred and twenty feet wide from bank to bank, and between us and the steps that faced us on the far side, in among the quivering star-reflections, I could count the snouts of eighteen alligators.

Which way now? King asked him a shade suspiciously.

Forward, he answered, with a note of surprise.

But if the Mahatma supposed that a coat of soot and ashes provided either King or me with a satisfactory reason for hobnobbing with alligators in their home pool, he was emphatically mistaken. We objected simultaneously, unanimously, and right out loud in meeting.

Suit yourself, said I. This suits me here.

Go forward if you like, said King, well wait for you.

The Gray Mahatma turned and eyed us solemnly but not unkindly.

If I should leave you here, he said, a much worse fate would overtake you than any that you anticipate, for your minds are not advanced enough to imagine the horrors that assail all those who lack courage. This is the testing place for aspirants, and more win their way across it than you might suppose, impudence of ambition adding skill to recklessness. All must make the attempt, alone and at night, who seek the inner shrines of Knowledge, and those creatures in the tank have no other food than is thus provided.

Those whose courage failed them are now such fakirs as we have seen, who now seek to rid themselves of materiality, which is the cause of fear, by ridding themselves of their fleshy envelope. Follow me then.

He stepped down into the water, and at once it became evident that to all intents and purposes there were two tanks, the division between them lying about eighteen inches under water. But the division was neither straight nor exactly level. It zig-zagged this and that way like the key-track in a maze, and was more beset with slippery pitfalls than a mussel-shoal at low tide.

King followed the Mahatma in, and I came last, so I had the benefit of two pilots, as well as the important task of holding King whenever he groped his way forward with one foot. For the Mahatma went a great deal faster than we cared to follow, so that although he had shown us the way we were still doubtful of our footing. At intervals he would pause and turn and look at us, and every time he did that those long loathsome snouts would ripple toward him like spokes of a wheel, but he took no more notice of them than if they had been water-rats. They seemed more interested in him than in us.

There were seven sharp turns in that underwater causeway, and the edges of each turn were slippery slopes, up which an alligator certainly could climb, but that afforded not the least chance to a man whose foot once stepped too far and slid. And not only were there unexpected turns at different intervals, but there were gaps in the causeway of a yard or so in at least a dozen places, and the edges of those gaps were smooth and rounded, as if purposely designed to dump all wayfarers into the very jaws of the waiting reptiles. It was in just such places as that that they began to gather and wait patiently, with their awful yellow eyes just noticeable in the starlight.

King and I were standing on one such rounded guessing-place.

The Mahatma, twenty yards away, was taking his time about turning to give us directions, and one great fifteen foot brute had raised itself on the causeway behind us and was snapping its paws together like a pair of vicious castanets.

Nero and Caligula were Christian gentlemen compared to you! I called out to the Mahatma.

You are fortunate, he boomed back. You have starlight and a guide. Those who are not chosen have to find their way  or fail  alone under a cloudy sky. There is none to hold them while they grope; there is none to care whether they succeed or not, save only the mugger that desires a meal. Nevertheless, there are some of them who succeed, so how should you fail? Take a step to the left now  a long one, each holding the other, then another to the left  then to the right again.

Curse you! I shouted back, staring over Kings shoulder. Theres a muggers head between us and the next stepping-stone!

Nay! he answered. That is the stepping-stone.

I could have sworn that he was lying, but King set his foot on it and in a moment more we were working our way cautiously along the causeway again, making for the next sharp corner where the Mahatma had been standing to give us the direction. But he never waited for us to catch up with him. I think he suspected that in panic we might clutch him and offer violence, and he always moved on as we approached, leaving us to grope our way in agonies of apprehension.

The going did not become easier as we progressed. When the Gray Mahatma reached the steps on the far side and stood, out of the water waiting for us, all the monsters that had watched his progress came and joined our party; and now, instead of keeping to the water, two of them climbed up on the causeway, so that there was one of the creatures behind us and two in front.

Call off your cousins and your uncles and your aunts! I shouted, bearing in mind the Hindu creed that consigns the souls of unrighteous men to the bodies of animals in retribution for their sins.

The Gray Mahatma picked up a short pole from the embankment, and returned into the water with it, not striking out right and left as any ordinary-minded person would have done, but shoving the brutes away gently one by one, as if they were logs or small boats. And even so, they followed us so closely that they climbed the steps abreast of us.

But Im willing to bet that there is not an alligator living that can catch me once my feet are set on hard ground, and I can say the same for King; we danced up those steps together like a pair of fauns emerging from a forest pool.

Then the Gray Mahatma came and peered into our faces, and asked an extraordinary question.

Do you feel proud? he asked, looking keenly from one to the other of us. Because, he went on to explain, you have now crossed the Pool of Terrors, and they are not so many who accomplish that. The muggers are well fed. And those who reach to this side are usually proud, believing they now have the secret key to the attainment of all Knowledge. You are going to see now what becomes of the proud ones.

The Mahatma led us forward toward a long, dark shadow that transformed itself into a temple wall as we drew closer, and in a moment we were once more groping our way downward amid prehistoric foundation stones, with bats flitting past us and a horrible feeling possessing me, at least, that the worst was yet to come.

The hunch proved accurate. We came into an enormous crypt that evidently underlay a temple. Great pillars of natural rock, practically square and twenty feet thick, supported the roof, which was partly of natural rock and partly of jointed masonry. There was nothing in the crypt itself, except one old gray-beard, who sat on a mat by a candle, reading a roll of manuscript; and he did not trouble to look up  did not take the slightest notice of us.

But around the crypt there were more cells than I could count off-hand. Some were dark. There were lights burning in the others. Each had an iron door with a few holes in it, and a small square window, unglazed and unbarred, cut in the natural rock. Enough light came through some of those square holes to suffuse the whole crypt dimly.

None but an aspirant has ever entered here, said the Gray Mahatma. Even when India was conquered, no enemy penetrated this place. You stand on forbidden ground.

He turned to the left and opened an iron cell door by simply pushing it; there did not seem to be any lock. He did not announce himself, but walked straight in, and we followed him. The cell was about ten feet by twelve, with a stone ledge wide enough to sleep on running along one side, and lighted by an oil lamp that hung by chains from the hewn roof. There were three bearded, middle-aged men, almost naked, squatting on one mat facing the stone ledge, one of whom held an ancient manuscript that all three were consulting; and on the stone ledge sat what once had been a man before those devils caught him.

The three looked up at the Gray Mahatma curiously, but did not challenge. I suppose his nakedness was his passport. They eyed King and me with a butchers-eye appraisal, nodded, and resumed their consultation of the hand-written roll. The characters on it looked like Sanskrit.

The Gray Mahatma faced the creature on the stone ledge, and spoke to King and me in English.

That, he said, is one of those who crossed the Pool of Terrors and became insane with pride. Consider him. He entered here demanding knowledge, having only the desire and not the honesty. But since there is no way backward and even failure must subserve the universal cause, he was given knowledge and it made him what you see. Now these, who know a little and would learn more, make use of him as a subject for experiments.

That thing, who was once a man, can imagine himself a bird, or a fish, or an animal  or even an insensate graven stone  at their command. When he is no more fit to be studied he will imagine himself to be a mugger, and will hurry into the tank with the other reptiles, and that will be the end of him. Come.

I felt like going mad that minute. I sat down on the rock floor and held my head to make sure that I still had it. I wanted to think of something that would give me back my grip on sanity and the good, clean concrete world outside; I dont think I could have done it if King had not seen and applied the solution. He kicked me in the ribs as hard as he could with his naked foot, and, that failing, used his fist.

Get up! he said. Hit me, if you want to!

Then he turned to the Mahatma.

Confound you! Take us out of this!

Peace! Peace! said the Gray Mahatma. You are chosen. You are needed for another purpose. No harm shall come to either of you. There is one more cell that you must enter.

No! said I, and I met his eye squarely. Ive seen my fill of these sights. Lead the way out!

He did not appear in the least afraid of me; merely curious, as if he were viewing an experiment. I made up my mind on the instant to experiment on my own account, and swung my fist back for a full-powered smash at him. I let go, too. But the blow fell on King, who stepped between us, and knocked nearly all the wind out of him.

None o that! he gasped. Lets see this through.

The Gray Mahatma patted him gently on the shoulder.

Good! he said. Very good. You did well!


CHAPTER V

FAR CITIES

The Gray Mahatma led the way toward one of the great square pillars that supported a portion of the roof.

In that pillar there was an opening, about six feet high and barely wide enough for a man of my build to squeeze himself through, but once inside it there was ample space and a stairway, hewn in the stone, wound upward. Still swinging the lantern he had brought with him from Yasminis palace the Mahatma led the way up that, and we followed, I last as usual.

We emerged through a wooden door into a temple, whose walls were almost entirely hidden by enormous images of Indias gods. There were no windows.

The resulting gloom was punctuated by dots of yellow light that came from hanging brass lamps, whose smoke in the course of centuries had covered everything with soot that it was nobodys business to remove. So it looked like a coal-black pantheon, and in the darkness you could hardly see the forms of long-robed men who were mumbling through some sort of ceremony.

Those, said the Gray Mahatma, are priests. They receive payment to pray for people who may not enter lest their sinfulness defile the sanctuary.

There was only one consideration that prevented me from looking for a door behind a carved stone screen placed at the end wall screen and bidding the Mahatma a discourteous farewell, and that was the prospect of walking through the streets with nothing on but a dish-rag and a small red turban.

However, the Gray Mahatma, as naked as the day he was born, led the way to the screen, opened a hinged door in it and beckoned us through; and we emerged, instead of into the street as I expected, into a marvelous courtyard bathed in moonlight, for the moon was just appearing over the roof of what looked like another temple at the rear.

All around the courtyard was a portico, supported by pillars of most wonderful workmanship; and the four walls within the portico were subdivided into open compartments, in each of which was the image of a different god. In front of each image hung a lighted lamp, whose rays were reflected in the idols jeweled eyes; but the only people visible were three or four sleepy looking attendants in turbans and cotton loin-cloths, who sat up and stared at us without making any other sign of recognition.

In the very center of the courtyard was a big, square platform built of stone, with a roof like a canopy supported on carved pillars similar to those that supported the portico, which is to say that each one was different, and yet all were so alike as to blend into architectural harmony  repetition without monotony. The Gray Mahatma led the way up steps on to the platform, and waited for us at a square opening in the midst of its floor, beside which lay a stone that obviously fitted the hole exactly. There were no rings to lift the stone by from the outside, but there were holes drilled through it from side to side through which iron bolts could be passed from underneath.

Down that hole we went in single file again, the Gray Mahatma leading, treading an oval stairway interminably until I daresay we had descended more than a hundred feet. The air was warm, but breathable and there seemed to be plenty of it, as if some efficient means of artificial ventilation had been provided; nevertheless, it was nothing else than a cavern that we were exploring, and though there were traces of chisel and adze work on the walls, the only masonry was the steps.

We came to the bottom at last in an egg-shaped cave, in the center of which stood a rock, roughly hewn four-square; and on that rock, exactly in the middle, was a lingam of black polished marble, illuminated by a brass lamp hanging overhead. The Mahatma eyed it curiously:

That, he said, is the last symbol of ignorance. The remainder is knowledge.

There were doors on every side of that egg-shaped cave, each set cunningly into a natural fold of rock, so that they seemed to have been inset when it was molten, in the way that nuts are set into chocolate  pushed into place by a pair of titanic thumbs. And at last we seemed to have reached a place where the Gray Mahatma might not enter uninvited, for he selected one of the doors after a moments thought and knocked.

We stood there for possibly ten minutes, without an answer, the Mahatma seeming satisfied with his own meditation, and we not caring to talk lest he should overhear us.

At last the door opened, not cautiously, but suddenly and wide, and a man stood square in it who filled it up from frame to frame  a big-eyed, muscular individual in loin-cloth and turban, who looked too proud to assert his pride. He stood with arms folded and a smile on his firm mouth; and the impression he conveyed was that of a master-craftsman, whose skill was his life, and whose craft was all he cared about.

He eyed the Mahatma without respect or flinching, and said nothing.

Have you ever watched two wild animals meet, stand looking at each other, and suddenly go off together without a sign of an explanation? That was what happened. The man in the doorway presently turned his back and led the way in.

The passage we entered was just exactly wide enough for me to pass along with elbows touching either wall. It was high; there was plenty of air in it; it was as scrupulously clean as a hospital ward. On either hand there were narrow wooden doors, spaced about twenty feet apart, every one of them closed; there were no bolts on the outside of the doors, and no keyholes, but I could not move them by shoving against them as I passed.

The extraordinary circumstance was the light. The whole passage was bathed in light, yet I could not detect where it came from. It was not dazzling like electricity. No one place seemed brighter than another, and there were no shadows.

The end of the passage forked at a perfect right angle, and there were doors at the end of each arm of the fork. Our guide turned to the right. He, King and the Mahatma passed through a door that seemed to open at the slightest touch, and the instant the Mahatmas back had passed the door-frame I found myself in darkness.

I had hung back a little, trying to make shadows with my hands to discover the direction of the light; and the strange part was that I could see bright light in front of me through the open door, but none of it came out into the passage.

It was intuition that caused me to pause at the threshold before following the others through. Something about the suddenness with which the light had ceased in the passage the moment the Mahatmas back was past the door, added to curiosity, made me stop and consider that plane where the light left off. Having no other instrument available, I took off my turban and flapped it to and fro, to see whether I could produce any effect on that astonishing dividing line, and for about the ten thousandth time in a somewhat strenuous career it was intuition and curiosity that saved me.

The instant the end of the turban touched the plane between light and darkness it caught fire; or rather, I should say fire caught it, and the fire was so intense and swift that it burned off that part of the turban without damaging the rest. In other words, there was a plane of unimaginably active heat between me and the rest of the party  of such extraordinary heat that it functioned only on that plane (for I could not feel it with my hand from an inch away); and I being in pitch darkness while they were in golden light, the others could not see me.

They could hear, however, and I called to King. I told him what happened, and then showed him, by throwing what was left of the turban toward him. It got exactly as far as the plane between light and darkness, and then vanished in a silent flash so swiftly and completely as to leave no visible charred fragment.

I could see all three men standing in line facing in my direction, hardly ten feet away, and it was difficult to remember that they could not see me at all  or at any rate that King could not; the others may have had some trained sixth sense that made it possible.

Come forward! said the Gray Mahatma. We three came by. Why should it harm you?

King sized up the situation instantly. If they intended to kill me and keep him alive, that would not be with his permission or connivance, and he stepped forward suddenly toward me.

Stop! commanded the Mahatma, showing the first trace of excitement that he had yet betrayed, but King kept on, and I suppose that the man who was acting showman did something, because King crossed the line without anything happening and then stood with one foot on each side of the threshold while I crossed.

There are two of us in this! he said to the Gray Mahatma then. You cant kill one and take the other.

We were in a chamber roughly fifty feet square, whose irregular corners were proof enough that it had been originally another of those huge blow-holes in volcanic stone; the roof, too, had been left rough, but the greater part of the side-walls had been finished off smooth with the chisel, and hand-rubbed.

There was a big, rectangular rock exactly in the middle of the room, shaped like a table or an altar, and polished until it shone. I decided to sit down on it  whereat the Mahatma ceased to ignore me.

Fool! he barked. Keep off that!

I tore a piece off the rag I was wearing for a loin-cloth and tossed it on the polished surface of the stone. It vanished instantly and left no trace; it did not even leave a mark on the stone, and the burning was so swift and complete that there was no smell.

Thanks! I said. But why your sudden anxiety on my account?

He turned to King again.

You have seen the camera obscura that shows in darkness the scenery near at hand, provided the sun is shining? The camera obscura is a feeble imitation of the true idea. There are no limits to the vision of him who understands true science. What city do you wish to see?

Benares, King answered.

Suddenly we were in darkness. Equally suddenly the whole top surface of the stone table became bathed in light of a different quality  light like daylight, that perhaps came upward from the stone, but if so came only a little way. To me it looked much more as if it began suddenly in mid-air and descended toward the surface of the stone.

And there all at once, as clearly as if we saw it on the focusing screen of a gigantic camera, lay Benares spread before us, with all its color, its sacred cattle in the streets, its crowds bathing in the Ganges, temples, domes, trees, movement  almost the smell of Benares was there, for the suggestion was all-inclusive.

But why is it daylight in Benares while its somewhere near midnight here? King demanded.

That instant the sunshine in Benares ceased and the moon and stars came out. The glow of lamps shone forth from the temple courtyards, and down by the river ghats were the lurid crimson flame and smoke where they cremated dead Hindus. It was far more perfect than a motion picture. Allowing for scale it looked actually real.

Suddenly the chamber was all suffused in golden light once more and the picture on the granite table vanished.

Name another city, said the Gray Mahatma.

London, King answered.

The light went out, and there sure enough was London  first the Strand, crowded with motor-busses; then Ludgate Hill and St. Pauls; then the Royal Exchange and Bank of England; then London Bridge and the Tower Bridge and a panorama of the Thames.

Are you satisfied? the Gray Mahatma asked, and once again the cavern was flooded with that peculiarly restful golden light, while the picture on the granite table disappeared.

Not a bit, King answered. Its a trick of some sort.

Is wireless telegraphy a trick then? retorted the Mahatma. If so, then yes, so this is. Only this is as far in advance of wireless telegraphy, as telegraphy is in advance of the semaphore. This is a science beyond your knowledge, that is all. Name another city.

Timbuctu, I said suddenly; and nothing happened.

Mombasa, I said then, and Mombasa appeared instantly, with Kilindini harbor fringed with palm-trees.

I had been to Mombasa, whereas I never had seen Timbuctu. Almost certainly none present had ever seen the place, or even a picture of it.

The Gray Mahatma said something in a surly undertone and the golden light turned itself on again, flooding the whole chamber. King nodded to me.

You can speak into a phonograph and reproduce your voice. Theres no reason why you cant think and reproduce that too, if you know how, he said.

Aye! the Mahatma interrupted. If you know how! India has always known how! India can teach these sciences to all the world when she comes into her freedom.

Throughout, the man who had admitted us had not spoken one word. He stood with arms folded, as upright as a soldier on parade. But now he unfolded his arms and began to exhibit signs of restlessness, as if he considered that the session had lasted long enough. However, he was still silent.

Your honor is extremely clever. Ive enjoyed the exhibition, I said to him in Hindustanee, but he took not the slightest notice of me, and if he understood he did not betray the fact.

Let us go, said the Gray Mahatma, and proceeded to lead the way.

The Gray Mahatma took the other turning of the passage, and knocked on the door at the end. It was opened by a little man, who once had been extremely fat, for his skin hung about him in loose folds.

His cavern was smaller than the other, but as clean, and similarly flooded with the restful golden light. But he was only host; the Gray Mahatma was showman. He said:

All energy is vibrations; yet that is only one fraction of the truth. All is vibration. The universe consists of nothing else. Your Western scientists are just beginning to discover that, but they are men groping in the dark, who can feel but not see and understand. Throughout what all nations have agreed to call the dark ages there have been men called alchemists, whom other men have mocked because they sought to transmute baser metals into gold. Do you think they sought what was impossible? Nothing is impossible! They dimly discerned the possibility. And it may be that their ears had caught the legend of what has been known in India for countless ages.

Gold is a system of vibrations, just as every other metal is, and the one can be changed into the other. But if you knew how to do it, would you dare? Can you conceive what would happen to the world if it were common knowledge, or even if it were known to a few, how the transmutation may be brought about? Now watch!

What followed was convincing for the simple reason that there was nothing covered up, and no complicated apparatus that might cause you to suspect an ordinary conjuring trick. There were certainly strange looking boxes with hinged lids arranged on a ledge along one side of the chamber, but those were only brought into play when the funny little ex-fat man selected a lump of metal from them. On another ledge on the opposite side of the cell there were about a hundred rolls of very ancient-looking manuscripts, but he did not make use of them in any way.

The floor was bare, smooth rock; there was nothing on it, not even a mat. He laid a plain piece of wood on the floor and motioned us to be seated in front of it; so we squatted in a line with our backs to the door, King taking his place between the Mahatma and me. There was no hocus-pocus or flummery; the whole proceeding was as simple as playing dominoes.

Our host went to one of the peculiar looking boxes and selected a lump of what looked like lead. It was a small piece, about the size of an ordinary loaf of sugar and had no particular marks on it, except that it looked as if it might have been cut from a larger piece with shears or some such instrument. He dropped in into the middle of the slab of wood, and squatted in front of it, facing us, to watch.

I daresay it took twenty minutes for that lump of lead to change into what looked like gold before our eyes. It began by sizzling, and melting in little pits and spots, but never once did the whole lump melt.

The tiny portions that melted and liquefied became full of motion, although the motion was never in one place for more than about a minute at a time; and wherever the motion had been the lump lost bulk, so that gradually the whole piece shrank and shrank. At the end it was not in its original shape, but had taken the form of a miniature cows dropping.

I suppose it was hot. Our host waited several minutes before picking it off the slab.

At last he took the nugget off the slab and tossed it to King. King handed it to me. It was still warm and it looked and felt like gold. I laid it back on the slab.

Do you understand it? asked the Gray Mahatma.

[image: img37.jpg]


CHAPTER VI

THE FIRE BATHERS

Our little wrinkly-skinned host did the honors as far as the door, and I thanked him for the demonstration; but the Gray Mahatma seemed displeased with that and ignoring me as usual, turned on King in the doorway almost savagely.

Do you understand that whoever can do what you have just seen can also accomplish the reverse of it, and transmute gold into baser metal? he demanded. Does it occur to you what that would mean? A new species of warfare! One combination of ambitious fools making gold  another unmaking it. Chaos! Now you shall see another science that is no fit pabulum for fools.

We came to a door on our right. It was opened instantly by a lean, mean-looking ascetic, whose hooked nose suggested an infernal brand of contempt for whoever might not agree with him. Just as the others had done, he met the Gray Mahatmas eyes in silence, and admitted us by simply turning his back. But this door only opened into another passage, and we had to follow him for fifty feet and then through another door into a cavern that was bigger than any. And this time our host was not alone. We were expected by a dozen lean, bronze men, who squatted in a row on one mat with expressionless faces. They were not wearing masks, but they looked as if they might have been.

This last cavern was certainly a blow-hole. Its round roof, blackened with smoke, was like the underside of a cathedral dome. No effort seemed to have been made to trim the walls, and the floor, too, had been left as nature made it, shaped something like a hollow dish by the pressure of expanding gases millions of years ago when the rock was molten.

The very center of the vast floor was the lowest point of all, and some work had been done there, for it was shaped into a rectangular trough thirty feet long by ten wide. That trough  there was no guessing how deep it might be  was filled almost to the brim with white-hot charcoal, so that obviously there was a means of forcing a draft into it from underneath.

Now, said the Mahatma, turning to King as usual and ignoring me, your friend may submit to the test if he wishes. He may walk on that furnace. He shall walk unscathed. I promise it.

King turned to me.

What dyou say? he asked. Ive seen this done before. It can be done. Shall we try it together?

I did not hesitate. There are times when even such a slow thinker as I am can make up his mind in a flash. I said No with such emphasis that King laughed. The Mahatma looked at me rather pityingly, but made no comment. He invited the two of us to sit down, so we squatted on the floor as close to the trough as we could go without being scorched. There were no screens or obstructions of any kind, and the only appliance in evidence was an iron paddle, which the man who had admitted us picked up off the floor.

He took that paddle, and without any preliminary fuss or hesitation walked straight on to the bed of white-hot charcoal, beginning at one end, and smoothed the whole glowing surface with the paddle, taking his time about it and working with as little excitement as a gardener using a rake. When he had finished the end of the paddle was better than red-hot  a good cherry-red.

The hairs on his legs were unscorched. The cotton cloth of which his kilt was made showed not the slightest trace of burning.

As soon as he had sat down the other twelve advanced toward the fire. Unlike him, they were stark naked. One by one they walked into the fire and traversed it from end to end with no more sign of nervousness than if they had been utterly unconscious of its existence. Then they turned around and walked back again.

Is it the men or the fire? King demanded.

Neither, the Mahatma answered. It is simply knowledge. Any one can do it, who knows how.

One of the men approached the fire again. He sat down on it, and went through the motions of bathing himself in the white-hot flame, turning his head repeatedly to grin at us. Then, lying down full-length, he rolled from end to end of the furnace, and walked away at last as casually as if he had come out of a bath. It was perfectly astonishing stuff to watch.

If this isnt superstition, or mesmerism, or deception of some kind, why do you insist on all this mummery of soot and ashes for my friend and me? King demanded. Why do you use a temple full of Hindu idols to conceal your science, if it is a natural science and not trickery?

The Gray Mahatma smiled tolerantly.

Can you suggest a better way of keeping the secret? he answered. We are protected by the superstition. Not even the Government of India would dare arouse the superstitious wrath of a people by inquiring too closely into what goes on beneath a temple. If we were to admit that what we know is science, just as wireless telegraphy is a science, we would not be safe for an hour; the military, the kings of commerce, the merely curious, and all the enemies of mankind would invent ten thousand excuses of investigating us.

Where did you learn English? King demanded.

I am a Ph.D. of Johns Hopkins, the Gray Mahatma answered. I have traveled all over the United States seeking for one man who might be trusted with the rudiments of our science. But I found none.

Suppose you had found the wrong man  and trusted him? King suggested.

My friend, said the Gray Mahatma, you are better known to us than we to you. You are a man incapable of treachery. You love India, and all your life you have striven to act always and in all things like a man. You have been watched for years. Your character has been studied. If our purpose had been to conquer the world, or to destroy the world, we would never have selected you. There is no need to speak to you of what would happen if you should commit treachery. There is no risk of your explaining the secret of our science to the wrong individual, for you are not going to be taught it.

Well, what of my friend Ramsden? King asked him.

Your friend Mr. Ramsden, I think, will never again see the United States.

Why?

He has seen too much for his own good. He lacks your mentality. He has bravery of a kind, and honesty of a kind; but he is  not  the right  man  for  our  purpose. He made a mistake when he came with you.

King looked straight into the eyes of the Gray Mahatma.

You think you know me? he asked.

I know you better than you know yourself!

Thats possible, said King. Do you suppose I would tell you the truth?

I know it. I am sure of it. You have too much integrity to deal in lies.

Very well, King answered quietly, its both of us or neither. Either we both go free, or you do your worst to us both. This man is my friend.

The Gray Mahatma smiled, and thought, and smiled, and looked at King, and then away again.

It would be a pity to destroy yourself, he said at last. Nevertheless, you are the only chance your friend has. I have no enmity against him; he is merely unsuitable; he will be the victim of his own shortcomings, unless you can rescue him. But if you make the attempt and fail, I am afraid, my friend, that that will be the end of both of you.

It was rather like listening to your own autopsy! I confess that I began again to feel horribly afraid, although not so much so that I cared to force King into danger on my account, and once more I made my mind up swiftly. I reached out to seize the Gray Mahatma by the throat. But King struck my hand up.

Were two to their many, he said sternly. Keep your hair on!

The Mahatma smiled and nodded.

A second time you have done well, he exclaimed. If you can keep the buffalo from blundering  but we waste time. Come.

King put his hands on my shoulders, and we lock-stepped out of the cavern behind the Mahatma, looking, I dont doubt, supremely ridiculous, and I for one feeling furiously helpless.

We entered another cave, whose dome looked like an absolutely perfect hemisphere, but the whole place was so full of noise that your brain reeled in confusion. There were ten men in there, naked to the waist as all the rest had been, and every single one of them had the intelligent look of an alert bird with its head to one side. They were sitting on mats on the floor in no apparent order, and each man had a row of tuning forks in front of him, pretty much like any other tuning forks, except that there were eight of them to each note and its subdivisions.

Every few minutes one of them would select a fork, strike it, and listen; then he would get up, dragging his mat after him with all the forks arranged on it, and sit down somewhere else. But the tuning forks were not the cause of the din. It was the roar of a great city that was echoing under the dome  clatter of traffic and mens voices, whistling of the wind through overhead wires, dogs barking, an occasional bell, at intervals the whistle of a locomotive and the rumble and bump of a railroad train, whirring of dynamoes, the clash and thump of trolley cars, street-hawkers cries, and the sound of sea-waves breaking on the shore.

You hear Bombay, said the Mahatma. Then we all sat down in line.

It was actual physical torture until you were used to it, and I doubt whether you could get used to it without somebody to educate you  some scientist to show you how to defend your nerves against that outrageous racket. For the sounds were all out of adjustment and proportion. Nothing was in key. It was as if the laws of acoustics had been lifted, and sound had gone crazy.

At one moment, apropos of nothing and disconnected from all other sounds, you could hear a man or a woman speaking as distinctly as if the individual were up there under the dome; then a chaos of off-key notes would swallow the voice, and the next might be a dogs bark or a locomotive whistle. The only continuously recognizable sounds were a power station and the thunder of waves along the harbor front, and it sounded much more thunderous than it should have done at that season of the year.

The tuning of an orchestra does not nearly approximate the confusion; for the members of the orchestra are all trying to find one pitch and are gradually hitting it, whereas every sound within that cavern seemed to be pitched and keyed differently.

This is our latest, said the Mahatma. It is only for two or three hundred years that we have been studying this phenomenon. It may possibly take us two or three hundred years more before we can control it.

I wanted to ask questions, but could not because the cursed inharmony made my senses reel. Nevertheless, you could hear other sounds perfectly. When I struck my hand on the rock floor I could hear the slap at least as distinctly as normal; possibly a little more so. And when the Gray Mahatma spoke, each word was separate and sharp.

Now you shall hear another city, he said. Observe that the voices of cities are as various as mens. No two are alike. Sound and color are one and the same thing differently expressed, and the graduations of both are infinite.

He caught the eye of one of the men.

Calcutta! he said, in a voice not exactly of command, yet certainly not of deference.

Without acknowledging the order in any other way, the man got on his knees and picked up an enormous tuning fork, whose prongs were about three feet long, and he made some adjustment in the fork of it that took about five minutes. He might have been turning the screw of a micrometer; I could not see. Then, raising the fork above his shoulder, he struck the floor with it, and a master-note as clear as the peal of a bell went ringing up into the dome.

The effect was almost ridiculous. It made you want to laugh. Everybody in the cavern smiled, and I daresay if the truth were known we had discovered the mother-lode of comedy. That one note chased all the others out of the dome as a dog might chase sheep  as the wind blows clouds away  as a cop drives small boys off the grass. They actually scampered out of hearing, and you couldnt imagine them hiding close by, either; they were gone for good, and that one, clear master-note  the middle F  went vibrating around and around, as if scouring out the very smell of what had been there.

That is the key-note of all nature, said the Mahatma. All sounds, all colors, all thoughts, all vibrations center in that note. It is the key that can unlock them all.

The silence that followed when the last ringing overtone had gone off galloping in its stride toward infinity was the most absolute and awful silence I have ever had to listen to. The very possibility of sound seemed to have ceased to exist. You could not believe that there could be sound, nor remember what sound was like. A whole sense and its functions had been taken from you, and the resultant void was dead  so dead that no sense could live in it, unless fear is a sense. You could feel horribly afraid, and Ill tell you what the fear amounted to:

There was a feeling that these men were fooling with the force that runs the universe, and that the next stroke might be a mistake that would result like the touching of two high-tension wires, multiplied to the nth. You could not resist the suggestion that the world might burst in fragments at any minute.

Meanwhile the fellow with the tuning fork fiddled again with some adjustment on the thick portion of its stem, and presently whirling it around his head as the old-time warriors used two-handed swords, he brought it down on one of a circle of small anvils that were arranged around him like the figures on a clock-face.

You could almost see Calcutta instantly! The miracle was the reverse of the preceding one. The ringing, subdivided, sharp, discordant note he struck was swallowed instantly in a sea of noise that seemed not only to have color but even smell to it; you could smell Calcutta! But that, of course, was mere suggestion  a trick of the senses of the sort that makes your mouth water when you see another fellow suck a lemon.

You could even hear the crows that sit on the trees in the park and caw at passers-by. You could hear the organ in a Christian church, and the snarl of a pious Moslem reading from the Koran. There was the click of ponies hoofs, the whirring and honk of motor-cars, the sucking of Hoogli River, booming of a steamer-whistle, roars of trains, and the peculiar clamor of Calcuttas swarms that I can never hear without thinking of a cobra with its hood just ready to raise.

In the sea of noises in the dome one instantly stood out  the voice of a man speaking English with a slightly babu accent. For exactly as long as the reverberations of those two tuning forks lasted, you could hear him declaiming, and then his voice faded away into the ocean of noise like a rock that has shown for a moment above the surface of a maelstrom.

That is a member of the legislature, where ignorant men in all-night session make laws for fools to break, said the Gray Mahatma.

Signing to King and me to remain seated, he himself crossed the floor to where the master-tuner sat, and squatting down beside him began picking up tuning forks and striking one against the other. Each time he did that some city sound or other distinguished itself for a moment, exactly as the theme appears in music; only some of the vibrations seemed to jar against others instead of blending with them, and when that happened the effect was intensely disagreeable.

At last he struck a combination that made me jump as effectually as sudden tooth-ache. Some of the other sounds had affected King more, but that particular one passed him by and tortured me. Watching with his head a little to one side the Gray Mahatma instantly began striking those two forks as rapidly as if he were clapping hands, increasing the vehemence with each stroke.

If I had stayed there I would have been stark mad or dead within five minutes. I felt as if I were being vibrated asunder  as if my whole body were resolving into its component parts. I lay on the floor with my head in both hands, and I daresay yelled with agony, but I dont know about that.

At any rate King understood and acted instantly. He seized me under the arms and dragged me face-downward to the door, where he had to drop me in order to find how to open the thing. Having accomplished that, he dragged me through into the passage, where the agony ceased as instantly as the ache does when a dentist pulls an abscessed tooth. No one sound reached us through the open door. However immature that particular branch of their science might be, they had learned the way of absolutely localizing noise.

The Gray Mahatma came out smiling, and ignoring me as if I was not there.

He opened another door, not requiring to knock this time, and led the way along another passage that wound through solid rock for what can hardly have been less than a quarter of a mile.

King had dragged me out of that dome of dins in the nick of time, and my head was recovering rapidly. By the time we reached a door at the end of that long passage I could think clearly, and although too weak to stand upright without holding on to something, was sufficiently recovered to know that the remainder would be only a matter of minutes. And we spent three or four of the minutes waiting for the door to open, which it did at last suddenly.

A man appeared in the opening, whose absolutely white hair reached below his shoulder-blades, and whose equally white beard descended to his middle. He wore the usual loin-cloth, but was usual in nothing else. He looked older than Methuselah, yet strong, for his muscles stood out like knotted whip-cords; and active, for he stood on the balls of his feet with the immobility that only comes of ableness. The most unusual thing of all was that he spoke. He said several words in Sanskrit to the Gray Mahatma, before turning his back on us and leading the way in.
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CHAPTER VII

MAGIC

We went into a cavern whose floor was cup-shaped. Nearly all the way around the rim of the cup was an irregular ledge averaging twenty feet in width; with that exception, the whole interior was shaped like an enormous egg with its narrow end upward. The bottom was nowhere less than a hundred feet across, and was reached by steps cut irregularly downward from the rim.

At intervals around the ledge were seated about a score of men, some solitary, some in groups of three; some were naked, others wore loin-cloths; all were silent, but they all took an obvious interest in us, and some of them were grinning. A few of them squatted, with their legs tucked under them, but most of them let their legs hang over the edge, and they all had an air of perfect familiarity with the surroundings as well as what can be best described as a team look. You see the same air of careless competence around a well-managed circus lot.

King and I followed the Gray Mahatma down into the bowl, and under his directions seated ourselves exactly in the middle, King and I back to back and the Mahatma a little way from us and also with his back turned. In that position my back was toward the door we had entered by, but I was able to see nine narrow openings in the opposite wall about twenty feet higher than the ledge, and those openings may have had something to do with what followed, although I cant prove it.

Old gray-beard, who had admitted us, stood on the ledge like a picture of St. Simon Stylites, folding his arms under his flowing beard and looking almost ready to plunge downward, as if the bowl were a swimming tank.

However, he suddenly filled his great scrawny breast with air and boomed out one word. The golden light ceased to exist. There was no period of going, as there is even with electric light. He spoke, and it was not. Nothing whatever was visible. I held a finger up, and poked my eye before I knew it.

Then all at once there began the most delicious music, like Ariel singing in mid-air. It was subdued, but as clear as the ripple of a mountain stream over pebbles, and there was absolutely no locating it, for it seemed to come from everywhere at once, even from underneath us. And simultaneously with the music there began to be a dim light, which was all the more impossible to locate because it was never the same color in two places, nor even in one place for longer than a note of music lasted.

Observe! boomed the Gray Mahatmas solemn voice. Color and sound are one. Both are vibration. You shall behold the color harmonies.

Presently the connection between sound and color began to be obvious. Each note had its color, and as that note was sounded the color appeared in a thousand places.

It was Eastern music. It filled the cavern, and as the pulse of it quickened the light danced, colors shooting this and that way like shuttles weaving a new sky. But there were no drum-beats yet, and the general effect was rather of dreaminess.

When the old gray-beards voice boomed out at last from the ledge above us, and light and music ceased simultaneously, the effect was nauseating. It went to the pit of your stomach. The instantaneous darkness produced vertigo. You felt as if you were falling down an endless pit, and King and I clutched each other. The mere fact that we were squatting on a hard floor did not help matters, for the floor seemed to be falling too and to be turning around bewilderingly, just as the whorls of colored light had done. The gray-beards voice boomed again; whereat there was more music, and light in tune to it.

This time, of all unexpected things, Beethovens Overture to Leonore began to take visible form in the night, and I would rather be able to set down what we saw than write Homers Iliad! It must be that we knew then all that Beethoven did. It was not just wind music, or mere strings, but a whole, full-volumed orchestra  where or whence there was no guessing; the music came at you from everywhere at once, and with it light, interpreting the music.

To me that has always been the most wonderful overture in the world anyhow, for it seems to describe creation when the worlds took form in the void; but with that light, each tone and semi-tone and chord and harmony expressed in the absolutely pure color that belonged to it, it was utterly beyond the scope of words. It was a new unearthly language, more like a glimpse of the next world than anything in this.

The combination of color and music was having a highly desirable effect on me. Nothing could have done more to counteract the effects of the godless din that bowled me over in the other cavern.

But King was having a rotten time. He was heaving now as he tried to master himself. I heard him exclaiming  

Oh my God! as if the physical torture were unbearable.

The Gray Mahatma was not troubling about King. He had shifted his position so as to watch me, and he seemed to expect me to collapse. So I showed as little as possible of my real feelings, and shut my eyes at intervals as if bewildered. Then he cried out just as the gray-beard on the ledge had done.

The overture to Leonore ceased. The colors gave place to the restful golden light. King had not collapsed yet, and his usual Spartan self-mastery prevented him then from betraying much in the way of symptoms. So I clutched my head and tried to look all-in, which gave me a chance to whisper to King under my arm.

Can you hang on?

Dunno. How are you doing?

Fine.

The Gray Mahatma seemed to think that I was appealing to King for help. He looked delighted. Between my fingers I could see him signaling to the gray-beard on the ledge. The golden light vanished again. And now once more they gave us Eastern music, awful stuff, pulsating with a distant drumbeat like the tramp of an army of devils. The colors were angry and glowering now. The shapes they took as they plaited and wove themselves into one another were all involuted, everything turning itself inside out, and the end of every separate movement was blood-red.

King groaned aloud and rolled over on his side, just as the stuff became so dim and dreadful that you could hardly see your hand before your face, and a noise like the rushing of the wind between the worlds made every inch of your skin prickly with goose-flesh. Low though the colors were, when you shut your eyes you could still see them, but I could not see the Gray Mahatma, and I was sure he could not see me. He would not know which of us was down and out.

So I seized King and dragged him across the floor to the point where the irregular stone steps provided the only way of escape. There I hove him like a sack on to my shoulders. In that drunken, throbbing twilight it would have been easy for some of the gray-beards crew to lean from the ledge and send me reeling back again; the best chance was to climb quickly before they were aware of me.

When I reached the ledge it was deserted. There was nothing whatever to indicate where the gray-beard and his crew were. I could not remember exactly the direction of the entrance, but made for the wall, intending to feel my way along it; and just as I started to do that I heard the Gray Mahatma climbing up behind me.

He made hardly more noise than a cat. But though the Mahatma was stealthy, he came swiftly, and in a moment I felt his hand touch me. That was exactly at the moment when the music and colors were subdued to a sort of hell-brew twilight  the kind of glow you might expect before the overwhelming of the world.

You are as strong as the buffalo himself, he said, mistaking me for King. Leave that fool here, and come with me.

My right hand was free, but the Gray Mahatma had plenty of assistance at his beck and call.

So I put my hand in the small of his back and shoved him along in front of me. If he should learn too soon that King, and not I, was down and out he might decide to have done with us both there and then. My task was to get out of that cavern before the golden light came on again.

The Gray Mahatma led the way to the door, and it was just as well that he did, for there was some secret way of opening it that I should almost certainly have failed to find. I pushed him through ahead of me.

And then we were in pitch darkness. There was neither light, nor room to turn, and nothing for it but for the Mahatma to lead the way along, and I had to be careful in carrying King not to injure him against the rock in the places where the passage narrowed.

However, he began to recover gradually as we neared the end of the long passage, regaining consciousness by fits and starts like a man coming out of anesthesia, and commencing to kick so that I had hard work to preserve him from injury. When his feet were not striking out against the walls his head was, and I finally shook him violently. That had the desired effect. It was just as if fumes had gone out of his head. His body grew warmer almost in a moment, and I felt him break out into a sweat. Then he groaned, and asked me where we were; and a moment later he seemed to understand what was happening, for he struggled to free himself.

All right, he whispered. Let me walk.

So I let him slip down to his feet in front of me, and holding him beneath the armpits repeated our lock-step trick with positions reversed; and when we reached the outer door that gave on to the narrow main passage he was going fairly strong. The Mahatma opened the door and stepped out into the light; but it was the strange peculiarity of that light that it did not flow beyond its appointed boundaries, and we continued to be in darkness as long as we did not follow him through the door.

So when King stepped out ahead of me, the Mahatma had no means of knowing what a mistake he had been making all along. He naturally jumped to the conclusion that King had been carrying me.

When I stepped out of the pitch blackness he looked more than a little surprised at my appearance, and I grinned back at him as sheepishly as I could manage, hoping he would not see the red patch on my shoulder caused by the pressure of Kings weight, or the scratches made by Kings fingernails when he was beginning to recover consciousness. Nevertheless, he did see, and understood.

Lead on, MacDuff! I said in plain English, and perhaps he did not dislike me so immensely after all, for he smiled as he turned his back to lead the way.

We passed, without meeting anybody, out through the narrow door where the first tall speechless showman had admitted us, into the cave where the lingam reposed on its stone altar; and there the Mahatma resumed the lantern he had left.

When we climbed the oval stairway and emerged on the platform under the cupola the dawn was just about to break. The Gray Mahatma raised the stone lid with an ease that betrayed unsuspected strength and dropped it into place, where it fitted so exactly that no one ignorant of the secret would ever have guessed the existence of a hidden stairway.

Swinging his lantern the Mahatma led into the temple, where the enormous idols loomed in quivering shadow, and made straight for the biggest one of all  the four-headed one that faced the marble screen. I thought he was going to bow down and worship it. He actually did go down on hands and knees, and I turned to King in amazement, thus missing my chance to see what he was really up to.

So I dont know how he managed it; but suddenly the whole lower part of the idol, including the thighs, swung outward and disclosed a dark passage, into which he led us, and the stone swung back into place at our backs as if balanced by weights.

At the far end the Mahatma led into a square-mouthed tunnel, darker if that were possible than the vaulted gloom we had left, and as we entered in single file I thought I heard the splashing of water underneath.

About a minute after that the Mahatma stopped and let King draw abreast; then, continuing to swing the lantern he started forward again. I dont know whether it was fear, intuition, or just curiosity that made me wonder why he should change the formation in that way, but quite absurdly I deduced that he wished King to walk into a trap. It was that that saved me.

Look out, King! I warned.

Exactly as I spoke I set my foot on a yielding stone trap-door  felt a blast of cool air  and heard water unmistakably. The air brought a stagnant smell with it. I slid forward and downward, but sprang simultaneously, managing to get my fingers on the edge of the stone in front. But the balanced trap-door, resuming its equilibrium, caught me on the back of the head, half-stunning me, and in another second I would have gone down into the dark among the alligators. I just had enough consciousness left to realize that I was hanging over the covered end of the alligator tank.

But the faint outer circle of light cast by the Mahatmas lantern just reached me, and as King turned his head to acknowledge my warning he saw me fall. He sprang back, and seized my wrists, just as my fingers began slipping on the smooth stone; but my weight was almost too much for him, and I came so near to dragging him through after me that the stone trap got past my head and jammed against my elbows.

Then I heard King yelling for the Mahatma to bring the lantern back, and after what seemed an interminable interval the Mahatma came and set one foot on the stone, so that it swung past my head again, nearly braining me in its descent. I dont know whether he intended that or not.

There is more in this than accident, he said, his voice booming hollow as he bent to let the light fall on me. Very well; pull up your buffalo, and you shall have him!

It was no easy task for the two of them to haul me up, because the moment the Mahatma removed his foot from the lid of the trap the thing swung upward and acted like the tongue of a buckle to keep me from coming through. When he set his foot on it again, the other foot did not give him sufficient purchase. Finally King managed to pull his loin-cloth off and pass it around under my armpits, after which the two together hauled me clear, minus in the aggregate about a half square foot of skin that I left on the edge of the stone.

Off the Mahatma went alone again, swinging his lantern, and apparently at peace with himself and the whole universe.

Thereafter, King and I walked arm-in-arm, thinking in that way to lessen the risk of further pitfalls. But there was no more. The Mahatma reached at last what looked like a blind stone wall at the end of the tunnel; but there was a flagstone missing from the floor in front of it, and he disappeared down a black-dark flight of steps.

We followed him into a cellar, whose walls wept moisture, but we saw no cobras; and then up another flight of steps on the far side into a chamber that I thought I recognized. He disappeared through a door in the corner of that, and by the time we had groped our way after him he was sitting in the old black panthers cage with the brutes head in his lap, stroking and twisting its ears as if it were a kitten. The cage door was wide open, and the day was already growing hot and brassy in the east.

King and I hurried out of the cage, for the panther showed his fangs at us; the Mahatma followed us out and snapped the door shut. Instantly the panther sprang at us, trying to bend the bars together. Failing in that, he lay close and shoved his whole shoulder through, clawing at us. It was hardly any wonder that that secret, yet so simply discoverable door between Yasminis palace and the temple-caverns was unknown.

We swung along through the great bronze gate and into the courtyard where the shrubs all stood reflected along with the marble stairway in a square pool. We plunged right in without as much as hesitating on the brink, dragging the Mahatma with us  not that he made the least objection. He laughed, and seemed to regard it as thoroughly good fun.

We splashed and fooled for a few minutes, standing neck-deep and kicking at an occasional fish as it darted by, stirring up mud with our toes until the water was so cloudy that we could see the fish no longer. Then King thought of clothes. He stood on tiptoe and shouted.

Ismail! O  Ismail!

Ismail came, like a yellow-fanged wolf, bowed to the Mahatma as if nakedness and royalty were one, and stood eyeing the water curiously.

Get us garments! King ordered testily.

I was not staring at thee, little King sahib, he answered. I was marveling!

But he went off without explaining what he had been marveling at, and we went on with our ablutions, the job of getting ashes out of your hair not being quite so easy as it might appear. I daresay it was fifteen minutes before Ismail came back carrying two complete native costumes for King and me, and a long saffron robe for the Mahatma. Then we came out of the water and the Gray Mahatma smiled.

I said there were no more traps, and it seems I spoke the truth, he said wonderingly. Moreover, I did not set this trap, but it was you yourselves who led me into it.

Which trap? we demanded with one voice.

You have stirred the mud, my friends, to a condition in which the mugger who lives in that pool is not visible. But the mugger is there, and I dont know why he did not seize one of you!

In the center of the pool there was a rockery, for the benefit of plant-roots and breeding fish. I walked around it to look, and there, sure enough, lay a brute about twenty feet long, snoozing with his chin on a corner of the rock. I picked up a pole to prod him and he snapped and broke it, coming close to the edge to clatter his jaws at me. Prodding him a last time, I turned round to look for the Mahatma. He had vanished  gone as utterly and silently as a myth. King had not seen him go. We inquired of Ismail. He laughed.

There is only one place to go  here, he answered.

To the Princess?

There is nowhere else! Who shall disobey her? I have orders to unloose the panther if the sahibs take any other way than straight into her presence!
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CHAPTER VIII

THE RIVER OF DEATH

Dressed now in the Punjabi costume with gorgeous silk turbans, we walked side by side up the marble steps and knocked on the brass-bound, teak front door at the top. Exactly as when we arrived on the previous day, the door was immediately opened by two women.

The Mahatma was in there ahead of us, and had evidently told Yasmini sufficient of our adventures to make her laugh. She squealed with delight at sight of us.

Come! Sit beside me in the window, both of you! My women will bring food. Afterward you shall sleep  poor things, you look as if you need it! O, what is that, Ganesha-ji? Blood on your linen? Were you hurt?

Her swift, restless fingers drew the cloth aside and showed a few inches of where my bare skin should have been.

It is nothing. My women shall dress it. They have oils that will cause the skin to grow again within a week. A week is nothing; you and Athelstan will be here longer than a week! And you crossed the Pool of Terrors? I have crossed that too! we three are initiates now!

Ye are three who will die unless discretion is the very law ye live by! said the Gray Mahatma. He seemed annoyed about something.

Old Dust-and-ashes! laughed Yasmini, snapping her fingers at him. Hah! She laughed delightedly. They have seen enough to make them believe what I shall tell them!

Woman, you woo your own destruction. None has ever set out to betray that secret and survived the first offense! he answered.

It was you who betrayed it to me, she said, with another golden laugh. Then, turning to King again:

I have sought for that secret day and night! India has always known of its existence; and in every generation some have fought their way in through the outer mysteries to the knowledge within. But those who enter always become initiates, and keep the secret. I was puzzled how to begin, until I heard how, in England, a woman once overheard the secrets of Freemasonry, and was made a Freemason in consequence.

Now behold this man they call the Gray Mahatma! He does as I tell him! You must know that these Knowers of Royal Knowledge, as they call themselves, are not the little birds in one nest that they would like to be; they quarrel among themselves, and there is a rival faction that knows only street-corner magic, but is more deadly bent on knowing Royal Knowledge than a wolf is determined to get lamb.

The Gray Mahatma saw fit to challenge some of that statement.

It is true, that there are wolves who seek to break in, he said quietly, but it is false that there are quarrels among ourselves.

Hah! That little laugh of hers was like the exclamation of a fellow who has got home with his rapier point.

Quarrels or not, she answered, there is a faction that was more than willing to use the ancient passage under my palace grounds, and to hold secret meetings in a room that I made ready for them.

Faction! The Gray Mahatma sneered. Faithful seniors determined to expel unfaithful upstarts are not a faction!

At any rate, she chuckled, they wished to hold a meeting unbeknown to the others, and they wished to make wonderful preparations for not being overheard. And I helped them  is that not so, Mahatma-ji? You see, they were scornful of women  then.

Peace, woman! the Mahatma growled. Does a bee sting while it gathers honey? You spied on our secrets, but did we harm you for it?

You did not dare! she retorted. If I had been alone, you would have destroyed me along with those unfortunates on whose account you held the meeting. It would have been easy to throw me to the mugger. But you did not know how many women had overheard your secrets! You only knew, that more than one had, and that at least ten women witnessed the fate of your victims. Is that not so?

Victims is the wrong word. Call them culprits! said the Gray Mahatma.

What would the Government call them? she retorted.

The Gray Mahatma curled his lip, but made no answer to that. Yasmini turned to King.

So I knew enough of their secrets to oblige them either to kill me or else teach me all. And they did not dare kill me, because they could not kill all my women too, for fear of Government. So first they took me through that ordeal that you went through last night. And ever since then I have been trying to learn; but this science of theirs is difficult, and I suspect them of increasing the difficulty for my benefit. Nevertheless, I have mastered some of it.

You have mastered none of it! the Gray Mahatma retorted discourteously. The golden light is the first step. Show me some.

They thought they were being too clever for me, she went on. They listened to my suggestion that it might be wise to show Athelstan King the mysteries, and send him to America to prepare the way for what is coming. So we set a trap for Athelstan. And Athelstan brought Ganesha with him. So now I have two men who know the secret, in addition to myself and all my women. And I have one man who has skill enough to learn the secret, now that he knows of it. Perhaps both men can learn it, and I know full well that one can.

And then? King suggested.

You shall conquer the world! she answered.

King smiled and said nothing.

I am uncertain yet whether or not I shall choose to be queen of the earth! she said. Sometimes I think it would be fun for you and me to be absolute king and queen of everywhere. Sometimes I think it will be better to make some stupid person  say Ganesha here, for instance  king, and for ourselves to be the power behind the throne. What do you think, Athelstan?

I think, he answered.

And you observe that the Gray Mahatma likewise thinks! said she. He thinks what he can do to thwart us! But I am not afraid! Oh dear no, Mahatma-ji, I am not at all fearful! Your secret is not worth ten seconds purchase unless it is of use to me!

Woman, is your word worth nothing? asked the Gray Mahatma. You can not use what you know and keep the secret too. Let those two men escape, and the secret will be blown to the winds within the hour.

She laughed outright at him.

They shall not escape, old raven-in-a-robe!

Just then some of her women brought a table in, and spread it with fruit-laden dishes at the far end of the room. Yasmini rose to see whether all was as she wished it, and I got a chance, not only to look through the curtains, but also to whisper to King. He shook his head in reply to my question.

Could you manage for two, do you think? he asked; and by that I knew him for a vastly more than usually brave man. Consenting to what you know is sure to destroy you, if the other fellow fails, calls for courage.

Makes a two to one chance of it, I answered.

Very well, its a bet. Give your orders! said King.

The Mahatma sat rigid in mid-room with closed eyes, as if praying. His hands were crossed on his breast, and his legs twisted into a nearly unimaginable knot. He looked almost comatose.

The shutters and the glass windows were open wide to admit the morning breeze. Nothing was between us and freedom but the fluttering silk curtains and a drop of about seventy feet into an unknown river.

Hold my hand, I said, and jump your limit outward!

The Gray Mahatma opened one eye and divined our intention.

Mad! he exclaimed. So then that is the end of them!

He believed what he said, for he sat still. But Yasmini came running, screaming to her women to prevent us.

King and I took off together, hand-in-hand, and I take my Bible oath that I looked up, and saw Yasmini and the Gray Mahatma leaning out of the window to watch us drown!

Of course, seventy feet is nothing much  provided you are used to the take-off, and know the water, and have a boat waiting handy to pick you up. But we had none of these advantages, and in addition to that we had the grievous handicap that King could not swim a stroke.

We took the water feet-first, close together, and that very instant I knew what we were up against. As we plunged under, we were whirled against a sunken pole that whipped and swayed in the current. King was wrenched away from me. When I fought my way to the surface I was already a hundred yards beyond the palace wall, and there was no sign of King, although I could see his turban pursuing mine down-stream. We were caught in the strongest current I had ever striven with.

I dont know what persuaded me to turn and try to swim against it for a moment. Instinct, I suppose. It was utterly impossible; I was swept along backward almost as fast as I had been traveling before. But what the effort did do was to bring me face-up-stream, and so I caught sight of King clinging to a pole and being bobbed under every time the weight of water caused the pole to duck. I managed to cling to a pole myself, although like King it ducked me repeatedly, and it was perfectly evident that neither of us would be alive in the next ten minutes unless a boat should come or I should produce enough brawn and brain for two of us. And there was no boat in sight.

So between ducks I yelled to King to let go and drift down toward me. He did it; and that, I believe, is the utmost test of cold courage to which I have ever seen any man subjected; for even a strong swimmer becomes panic-stricken when he learns he is no longer master of his element. King had the self-control and pluck to lie still and drift down on me like a corpse, and I let go the pole in the nick of time to seize him as his head went under.

Followed a battle royal. Fight how I might, I could not keep both of our heads out of the water more than half the time, and King very soon lost the little breath that was left in him. Thereafter, he struggled a bit, but that did not last long, and presently he became unconscious. I believed he was dead.

The choice then seemed to lie between drowning too or letting go of him. I did not dare try the shallows, for ninety per cent. of them are quicksands in that river, and more than one army has perished in the effort to force its way across. The only possible safety lay in keeping to mid-stream and sweeping along with the current until something should turn up  a boat  a log  possibly a backwater, or even the breakwater of a bridge.

So I decided to drown, and to annoy the angels of the underworld by taking as long as possible in the process. And I set to work to fight as I had never in my whole life fought before. It was like swimming in a millrace. The current swirled us this and that way, but everlastingly forward.

Sometimes the current rolled us over and over on each other, but for fifty per cent. of the time I managed to keep King on top of me, I swimming on my back and holding him by both arms, head nearly out of the water. I cant explain exactly why I went to all that trouble, for I was convinced he was dead.

I remember wondering what the next world was going to be like, and whether King and I would meet there, or whether we would each be sent to a sphere suited to our individual requirements  and if so, what my sphere would be like, and whether either of us would ever meet Yasmini, and what she would be doing there. But it never occurred to me once that Athelstan King might be alive yet, or that he and I would be presently treading mother earth again.

I remember several terrific minutes when a big tree came whirling toward us in an eddy, and my legs got tangled up in some part of it that was under water. Then, when I managed to struggle free, Kings cotton loin-cloth became wrapped in a tangle of twigs and I could neither wrench nor break him free; whenever I tried it I merely sent myself under and pulled his head after me.

However, that tree suggested the possibility of prolonging the agony a while.

I seized a branch and tried to take advantage of it, using all my strength and skill to keep the tree from rolling over on King and submerging him completely. I can remember when we whirled under the steel bridge and the tree struck the breakwater of the middle pier; that checked us for a moment, and instead of sending us under, dragged King half out of the water, so that he lay after that on top of a branch.

Then the stream got us going again, and swung the butt end of the tree around so that I was forced by it backward through the arch of the bridge; and after that for more than a mile we were waltzed round and round past sand-banks where the alligators lay on the look-out for half-burned corpses from the burning ghats higher up.

At last we swung round a curve in the river and came on a quiet bay where they were washing elephants. The current swung the tree inshore to a point where it struck a submerged sand-bank and stuck there; and there we lay with the current racing by, and King bobbing up and down with his head out of water, and I too weak by that time to break off the twig around which his loin-cloth was wrapped.

Well, there we were; but after a few minutes I raised enough steam for the whistle at all events. I yelled until my own ear-drums seemed to be bursting and my lungs ached from the pressure on the water in them, and after what seemed an eternity one of the mahouts on shore heard me.

Hope surged triumphant! I could see him wave his arm, and already I saw visions of dry land again, and a disappointed Yama! But I was overlooking one important point: we were in India, where rescues are not undertaken in a hurry.

He called a conference. I saw all the mahouts gather together in one place and stare at us and talk. They swung their arms as they argued. I dont know what argument it was that finally appealed to the mahouts, but after an interminable session one of them fetched a long rope and nine or ten of them climbed on the backs of three big elephants. They worked their way a little bit upstream, and then came as close as the elephants dared. One of the big brutes felt his way cautiously to within twenty yards, and then threw up his trunk and refused to budge another inch.

At that a lean, naked, black man stood up on his rump and paid out the rope down-stream. He had to make nine or ten attempts before it finally floated within reach of my hand. Then I made it fast to the tree and, taking King in my right arm, started to work my way along it. It was just as well I did that, and got clear of the branch; for the mahouts passed the rope around the elephants neck and set him to hauling; he rolled the tree over and over, and that would surely have been the end of King and me if we had been within reach of the overturning branches. As it was I clung to the rope and the elephant hauled the lot of us high and dry.
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CHAPTER IX

THE EARTHQUAKE ELEPHANT

At the end of a minutes examination I began to suspect that King was not quite dead, so I recalled the old life-savers drill and got to work on him. It took time. As King came more and more to his senses, and vomited a bit, and began to behave in all ways like a living man again, I had a chance to talk to the mahouts; and they were just like the members of any other union, preferring conversation to alleged hard labor any day of the week. They told me why the elephants were being washed so early and we enjoyed a regular conversazione on the beach.

It appeared the elephants were wanted to take part in a procession, and for a while they let me guess what sort of a procession. But at last they took compassion on my ignorance.

She has issued invitations to a party for princesses in her panch mahal!

Who was she? Everybody knew who she was!

The Princess Yasmini? I suggested.

Whereat they all chuckled and made grimaces, and did everything except acknowledge her name in public.

And then suddenly Athelstan King decided to sit up and spat some more water out and tried to laugh. And they thought that was so exquisitely funny that they all laughed too.

Then, when he had coughed a little more  

Were going to attend that party!

Why? I asked him.

Two reasons. But he had to cough up more water before he could tell them. One: The Gray Mahatma will never rest until he knows were dead, or done for, and the safest place is close to the enemy; and, two: I never will rest until I know the secret of that science of theirs!

How in thunder are we going to get back? I objected.

Ride! he suggested.

How  when  where?

Elephant  now  to her palace, he answered.

Theyre not her elephants.

So much the better! Shell think the Maharajah knows all about us. Shell have to accord us protection after that.

He asked a dozen more questions, and finally struggled to his feet.

My friend, he said then to the chief mahout, if you propose to take us two sahibs to her palace, and be back at your masters stables in time to get ready for the Bibi-kana, youll have to hurry!

But I did not propose it! the mahout answered.

Nay, the gods proposed it. Which is your fastest elephant?

That great one yonder  Akbar. But who is giving orders? We are a maharajahs servants.

The gods are ordering all this business! King assured him. I wish to ride to her palace.

By her leave?

By the gods leave.

Will the gods pay me?

Doubtless. But she will pay first  setting the gods a good example.

The native of India finds it perfectly convenient to ride on a six-inch plank, slung more or less like a house-painters platform against an elephants bulging ribs, and it does not seem to make much difference to him when more weight is on one side than on the other. But King and I had to stand and hold each others hands across the pad; and even so we were by no means too secure, for Akbar resented being taken away from the herd and behaved like a mutinous earthquake.

It was not so far to the city by road, because the river wound a good deal and the road cut straight from point to point. But it was several miles, and we covered it at pretty nearly the speed of a railroad train.

In spite of his rage, Akbar had perfect control of himself. Having missed about half his morning swim, and the herds society, he proposed to miss nothing else, and there was not one cart, one ekka, one piled-up load in all those miles that he did not hit and do his utmost to destroy. There was not one yellow dog that he did not give chase to and try to trample on.

He stopped to pull the thatch from the roof of a little house beside the road, but as the plying ankus made his head ache he couldnt stay long enough to finish that job but scooted uproad again in full pursuit of a Ford car, while an angry man shoved his head through the hole in the roof of the house and cursed all the rumps of all the elephants, together with the forebears and descendants of their owners and their wives.

It seemed that Akbar was fairly well-known thereabouts. The men in the Ford car shouted the news in advance of his coming, and the road into the city began to look like the track of a routed army. Every man and animal took to his heels, and Akbar trumpeted wild hurrahs as he strained all tendons in pursuit. He needed no second wind, because he never lost his first, but he took the whole course as far as the city gate at a speed that would have satisfied Jehu, son of Nimshi, who, the Bible says, made Israel to sin.

That particular city gate consisted of an arch, covered with carvings of outrageous-looking gods, and as a picture display it was perfect, but as an entrance to a crowded city it possessed no virtue. It was so narrow that only one vehicle could pass at a time, and the whole swarm jammed between it and us like sticks in front of a drain.

And not even Akbars strength was so great that he could shove them through, so the ancient problem of an irresistible force in contact with an immovable object was presented, and solved by Akbar after a fashion of his own.

He picked the softest spot, which was a wain-load of cotton bales, and upset it, cannoning off that cushion so swiftly as to come within an ace of scattering his four passengers across the landscape; and discerning, with a swift strategic eye that would have done credit to the dashingest cavalry general, that that rout was complete and nothing could be gained by adding to it, he headed for the river and the womens bathing place, took the broad stone steps at a dead run, and plunged straight in.

No ship was ever launched with more perfect aplomb, nor floated more superbly on an even keel than did Akbar at the womens bathing ghat. For a moment I thought he proposed to lie down there and finish his interrupted toilet, but he contented himself with squirting water on the sore spot caused by the thumping ankus of the drivers and set out to swim upstream.

It was not until he had reached the second ghat and climbed the steps there that Akbar put himself in Napoleons class. When he reached the top of the steps no amount of whacking with the ankus could make him turn to the right and follow the city street. He turned to the left, tooted a couple of wild hurrahs through his newly wetted whistle, and raced to meet the traffic as it struggled through the gate in single file!

There was ruin ripe for harvest and it looked like the proper time to jump. But suddenly  with that delightful wheeled panic at his mercy, the big brute stopped, stood still and looked at them, muttering and gurgling to himself. Instantly the mahout began petting him, calling him endearing names and praising his wisdom and discretion. I cant swear that the beast understood what was said to him, but he acted exactly as if he did. He picked up dust from the street with his trunk, blew a little of it in the general direction of the defeated enemy, blew a little more on himself, and turned his rump toward the gate, as if to signify that hostilities were over!

As he did that, a man who was something of an athlete swung himself up on the off-side footboard, and a second later the proud face of the Gray Mahatma confronted me across the saddle-pad alongside Kings!

You are heavy enough to balance the two of us, he said, as if no other comment were necessary. Why did you run away from me? You can never escape!

Well, of course anybody could say that after he had found us again.

Was it you who checked this elephant? I asked him, remembering what he had done to the black panther and the snakes, but he did not answer.

Where do you think you are going? I asked.

That is what the dry leaves asked of the wind, he answered. An observant eye is better than a yearning ear, and patience outwears curiosity!

Suddenly I recalled a remark that King had made on the beach and it dawned on me that by frightening the mahout into silence the Mahatma might undo the one gain we had made by that plunge and swim. As long as the Maharajah who owned the elephant was to hear about our adventure, all was well. News of us would reach the Government. Most of the maharajahs are pro-British, because their very existence as reigning princes depends on that attitude, and they can be relied on to report to the British authorities any irregularity whatever that comes under their notice and at the same time does not incriminate themselves.

The same thought probably occurred to King, but he was rather too recently recovered from drowning to be quick yet off the mark and besides, the Mahatma was between him and the mahout, whereas I had a free field. So I tugged at the arm of the second mahout, who was sitting behind his chief, and he scrambled down beside me.

The Mahatma tried to take immediate advantage of that, and the very thing he did made it all the easier for me to deal with the second mahout, who had made the trip with us and who stared into my face with a kind of puzzled mistrust. The Mahatma, as active as a cat, climbed up behind the chief mahout and sat astride the elephants neck in the place where the second mahout had been, and began whispering.

What is your Maharajahs name? I asked my neighbor on the plank.

Jihanbihar, he answered, giving a string of titles too that had no particular bearing on the situation. They sounded like a page of the Old Testament.

You observe that his favorite elephant is about to be stolen with the aid of the Gray Mahatma!

The fellow nodded, and the expression of his face was not exactly pleased; he may have been one of a crowd that got cursed by the Mahatma for asking too many impertinent questions.

He has a reputation, that Mahatma, hasnt he? I suggested. You have heard of the miracles that he performs?

He nodded again.

You see that he is talking to the chief mahout now? Take my word for it, he is casting a spell on him! Would you like to have him cast a spell on you too?

He shook his head.

Run swiftly then, and tell the Maharajah sahib to get a Brahman to cancel the spell, and you will be rewarded. Go quickly.

He dropped from the plank and went off at a run just as the Mahatma turned and saw him. The Mahatma had been whispering in the mahouts ear, and as his eye met mine I laughed. For a moment he watched the man running, and then, as if to demonstrate what a strange mixture of a man he was, he laughed back at me. He acknowledged defeat instantly, and did not appear in the least annoyed by it, but on the contrary appeared to accord me credit for outwitting him, as undoubtedly I had.

India is not a democratic country. Nobody is troubled about keeping the underworld in its place, so mahout or sweeper has the ear of majesty as readily as any other man, if not even more so. And it would not make the slightest difference now what kind of cock and bull story the mahout might tell to the Maharajah. However wild it might be it would certainly include the fact that two white men had ridden to Yasminis palace on the Maharajahs favorite elephant after having been fished out of the river by mahouts at the elephants bathing ghat.

It was the likeliest thing in the world that representations would be made that very afternoon by telegraph to the nearest important British official, who would feel compelled to make inquiries. The British Government can not afford to have even unknown white men mysteriously made away with.

The Gray Mahatma took all that for granted and nodded comprehendingly. His smile, as we neared Yasminis palace gate, appeared to me to include a perfect appreciation of the situation. He seemed to accept it as candidly as he had acknowledged my frequent escapes the night before.

Ismail opened the gate without demur and Akbar sauntered in, being used to palaces. He passed under the first arch into the second courtyard, coming to a halt at a gate on the far side that was too small for his enormous bulk where he proceeded to kneel without waiting for instructions.

Do you feel proud? the Mahatma asked me unexpectedly as he climbed off Akbars neck.

Suspecting some sort of verbal trap I did not answer him.

You are like this elephant. You are able to do irreparable damage if you see fit. She was as apt as usual when she dubbed you Ganesha!

He was working toward some point he intended to make, like one of those pleasant-tongued attorneys flattering a witness before tying him up in a knot, so I was careful to say nothing whatever. King came around the kneeling elephant and joined us, leaning back against the beast and appraising the Mahatma with his eyes half-closed.

Youre dealing with white men, King suggested. Why dont you talk in terms that we understand?

It seemed difficult for the Mahatma to descend to that. He half-closed his eyes in turn and frowned, as if hard put to it to simplify his thoughts sufficiently  something like a mathematician trying to explain himself to the kindergarten class.

I could kill you, he said, looking straight at King.

King nodded.

You are not the kind of man who should be killed, he went on.

Did you ever hear the fable of the fox and the sour grapes? King asked him, and the Mahatma looked annoyed.

Would you rather be killed? he retorted.

Pon my soul, Im inclined to leave that to the outcome, King answered. Death would mean investigation, and investigation discovery of that science you gave us a glimpse of.

If I was to let you go, the Mahatma began to argue.

I would not go! Forward is the only way, King interrupted. Youve a reason for not having us two men killed. What is it?

I have no reason whatever for preserving this ones life, the Mahatma answered, glancing at me casually. For reasons beyond my power of guessing he seems to bear a charmed existence, but he has my leave to visit the next world, and his departure would by no means inconvenience me. But you are another matter.

How so? King asked. Mr. Ramsden is the man who would be inquired for. The Indian Government, whose servant I no longer am, might ignore me, but the multi-millionaire who is Mr. Ramsdens partner would spend millions and make an international scandal.

I am thinking of you, not of him. I am thinking you are honest, said the Gray Mahatma, looking into Kings eyes.

So is he, King answered.

I am wondering whether or not you are honest enough to trust me, said the Gray Mahatma.

Why certainly! King answered. If you would commit yourself I would trust you. Why not?

But this man would not, said the Mahatma, nudging me as if I were the elephant.

I trust my friend King, I retorted. If he decides to trust you, I stand back of him.

Very well then, let us exchange promises.

Suppose we go a little more cautiously and discuss them first, suggested King.

I will promise both of you your life, your eventual freedom, and my friendship. Will you promise me not to go in league with her  

Ill agree to that unconditionally! King assured him with a dry smile.

  not to try to learn the secret of the science  

Why not?

Because if you should try I could never save your lives.

Well, what else?

Will you take oath never to disclose the whereabouts of the entrance to the caverns in which you were allowed to see the sciences?

I shall have to think that over.

Furthermore, will you promise to take whatever means is pointed out to you of helping India to independence?

What do you mean by independence?

Self-government.

Ive been working for that ever since I cut my eye-teeth, answered King. So has every other British officer and civil servant who has any sense of public duty.

Will you continue to work for it, and employ the means that shall be pointed out to you?

Yes is the answer to the first part. Cant answer the second part until Ive studied the means.

Will you join me in preventing that princess from throwing the world into fresh confusion?

Dunno about joining you. Its part of my business to prevent her little game, King answered.

She has proven herself almost too clever, even for us, said the Mahatma. She spied on us, and she hid so many witnesses behind a wall pierced with holes that it would be impossible for us to make sure of destroying all of them. And somewhere or other she has hidden an account of what she knows, so that if anything should happen to her it would fall into the hands of the Government and compel investigation.

Wise woman! King said smiling.

Yes! But not so altogether wise. Hitherto we fooled her for all her cleverness. Her price of silence was education in our mysteries, and we have made the education incomprehensible.

Then why do you want my help?

Because she has a plan now that is so magnificent in its audacity as to baffle even our secret council!

King whistled, and the Mahatma looked annoyed  whether with himself or King I was not sure.

That is what I have been hunting for three years  your secret council. I knew it existed; never could prove it, said King.

Can you prove it now? asked the Mahatma with even more visible annoyance.

I think so. Youll have to help me.

I?

You or the Princess! King answered. Shall I join you or her?

Thou fool! There was a sheep who asked, Which shall I run with, tiger or wolf? Consider that a moment!

King showed him the courtesy of considering it, and was silent for perhaps two minutes, during which the mahout judged it opportune to whine forth his own demands. But nobody took any notice of him.

You seem check-mate to me, King said at last. You darent kill my friend or me. You darent make away with us. You darent make away with the Princess. The Princess and several of her women know enough of your secret to be able to force your hand; so do my friend Mr. Ramsden and I. Mr. Ramsden and I have seen sufficient in that madhouse underneath the temple to compel a Government inquiry. Is it peace or war, Mahatma? Will you introduce me to your secret council, or will you fight to a finish?

I would rather not fight with you, my young friend.

Introduce me, then, King answered, smiling.

You dont know what you ask  what that involves.

But I propose to know, said King.

The Mahatma never seemed to mind acknowledging defeat.

I see you are determined, he said quietly. Determination, my young friend, combined with ignorance, is a murderer nine times out of ten. However, you do not understand that, and you are determined, I have no authority to make such terms as you propose, but I will submit the matter to those whom you desire to meet. Does that satisfy you?

King looked immensely dissatisfied.

I would rather be your friend than your enemy, he answered.

So said light and darkness each to the other when they first met! You shall have your answer presently. In the mean time will you try not to make my task even more difficult than it already is?

King laughed uncomfortably.

Mahatma, I like you well enough, but no terms until I have your answer! Sorry! Id like to be friends with you.

The pity of it is that though you are honestly determined you are bound to fail, the Mahatma answered; and at that he dismissed the whole subject with a motion of one hand, and turned toward Ismail, who was lurking about in the shadows like a wolf.

The Mahatma sent the man to the door of the panch mahal with a message that money was needed; and the mahout spent the next ten minutes in loud praises of his kneeling elephant, presumably on the theory that it pays to advertise, for it is not only the West that worships at that shrine.

When Ismail came back with a tray on which were several little heaps of money the mahout went into abject ecstasies of mingled jubilee and reverence. His mouth betrayed unbelief and his eyes glinted avarice. His fingers twitched with agonied anticipation, and he began to praise his elephant again, as some people recite proverbs to keep themselves from getting too excited.

The various heaps of money on the tray must have amounted to about fifty dollars. The mahout spread out the end of his turban by way of begging bowl, and the Mahatma shook all the money into it, so that Ismail gasped and the mahout himself turned up his eyes in exquisite delirium.

Go or you will be too late! was all the Mahatma said to him, and the mahout did not wait for a second command, but mounted his elephants neck, kicked the big brute up and rode away, in a hurry to be off before he should wake up and discover that the whole adventure was a dream.

But he could not get away with it as easily as all that. Ismail was keeper of the gate, and the gate was locked. Akbar doubtless could have broken down the gate if so instructed, but even the East, which is never long on gratitude, would hardly do that much damage after receiving such a royal largesse. Ismail went to unlock the gate, and demanded his percentage, giving it, though, the Eastern name, which means the usual thing.

And the usual argument took place  I approached to listen to it  the usual recriminations, threats, counterclaims, abuse, appeals to various deaf deities, and finally concession  after Ismail had made the all-compelling threat to tell the other mahouts how much the gift had amounted to. I suppose it was instinct that suggested that idea. At any rate, it worked and the mahout threw a handful of coins to him.

Thereat, of course, there was immediate, immense politeness on both sides. Ismail prayed that Allah might make the mahout as potbellied and idle as his elephant; and the mahout suggested to a dozen corruptible deities that Ismail might be happier with a thousand children and wives who were true to him. Whereat Ismail opened the gate, and Akbar helped himself liberally to sugar-cane from a passing wagon; so that every one was satisfied except the rightful owner of the sugar-cane, who cursed and wept and called Akbar an honest rajah, by way I suppose of expressing his opinion of all the tax-levying powers that be.

There happened to be a thing they call a constabeel going by, and the owner of the sugar-cane appealed to him for justice and relief. So the constabeel prodded Akbars rump with his truncheon, and helped himself, too, to sugar-cane by way of balancing accounts. And while the owner of the sugar-cane was bellowing red doctrine about that, Ismail went out and helped himself likewise, only more liberally, carrying in an armful of the stuff, and slamming the gate in the faces of all concerned. In cynical enjoyment of the blasphemy outside he sat down then in the shadow of the wall to chew the cane and count the change extorted from the mahout.

Behold India self-governed! I said, turning to beckon through the arch between the two courtyards.

But the Mahatma was gone! And unlike the Cheshire cat, he had not even left a smile behind him  had not even left Athelstan King behind him. The two had disappeared as silently and as utterly as if they had never been there!
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CHAPTER X

A DATE WITH DOOM

I hunted about, looked around corners, searched the next courtyard, and drew blank. Then I asked Ismail, and he mocked me.

The Mahatma? You are like those fools who pursue virtue. There never was any!

That mahout named you rightly just now, said I. He knew your character perfectly.

That may be, Ismail answered, rising to his feet. But he was on an elephant where I could not reach him. You think you are a strong man? Feel of that then!

He was old, but no mean adversary. Luckily for him he did not draw a knife. I hugged the wind out of him, whirled him until he was dizzy and threw him down into his dogs corner by the gate, not much the worse except for a bruise or two.

Now! I said. Which way went King sahib and the Gray Mahatma?

All ways are one, and the one way leads to her!

That was all I could get out of him. So I took the one way, straight down through the courtyards and under the arches, past the old black panthers cage  the way that King and I had taken when we first arrived. But it seemed like a year since I had trodden those ancient flagstones side by side with King  more than a year! It seemed as if a dozen lifetimes intervened. And it also occurred to me that I was growing famished and desperately sleepy, and I knew that King must be in even worse condition. The old, black panther was sleeping as I went by, and I envied him.

There was a choice of two ways when I reached the panch mahal, for it was feasible to enter through the lower door, which was apparently unguarded, and climb the stone stairway that wound inside the wall. However, I chose the marble front steps, and barked my knuckles on the door at the top.

I was kept waiting several minutes, and then four women opened it in place of the customary two; and instead of smiling, as on previous occasions, they frowned, lining up across the threshold. They were older women than the others had been and looked perfectly capable of showing fight; allowing for their long pins and possible hidden weapons I would not have given ten cents for my chance against them. So I asked for King and the Mahatma.

They pretended not to understand. They knew no Hindustani. My dialect of Punjabi was as Greek to them. They knew nothing about my clothes, or the suitcase that King and I shared between us and that, according to Yasmini, had been carried by her orders to the palace. The words King and Mahatma seemed to convey no meaning to them. They made it perfectly obvious that they suspected me of being mad.

I began to suspect myself of the same thing! Feeling as sleepy as I did, it was not unreasonable to suspect myself at any rate of dreaming; yet I had sufficient power of reasoning left to argue that if those were dream-women they would give way in front of me. So I stepped straight forward, and they no more gave way than a she-bear will if you call on her when she is nursing cubs. Two more women stepped out from behind the curtains with long slithery daggers in their hands, and somehow I was not minded to test whether those were dream-daggers or not.

It was a puzzle to know what to do. The one unthinkable thing would be to leave King unsought for. Suddenly it occurred to me to try that door underneath the steps; so I kissed my hand irreverently to the quarterguard of harridans, and turned my back on them  which I daresay was the most unwise move that I ever made in my whole life. I have done things that were more disastrous in the outcome, but never anything more deserving of ruin.

Have you ever been tackled, tripped and hog-tied by women? Run rather than risk it!

They threw a rope over my shoulders from behind, and I felt the foot of one termagant in the small of my back as she hauled taut. I spun round and stepped forward to slacken the noose and free myself, and two more nooses went over my head in swift succession. Another caught my right foot  another my right hand! More women came, with more ropes. It was only a matter of seconds before they were almost dragging me asunder as they hauled, two hags to a rope, and every one of them straining as if the game were tug-of-war.

There was nothing else to do, and plenty of inducement, so I did it. I yelled. I sent my voice bellowing through those echoing halls to such tune that if King were anywhere in the place he would have to hear me. But it did me no good. They only produced a gag and added that to my discomfort, shoving a great lump of rubber in my mouth and wrapping a towel over it so tightly that I could hardly breathe.

Then came Yasmini, gorgeously amused, standing at the top of the steps where the inner hall was raised a few feet above the outer, and ordering me blindfolded as well as rendered dumb.

For if he can see as well as he can roar he will presently know too much, she explained sarcastically.

So they wrapped another towel over my eyes and pinned it with a cursed export safety-pin that pierced clean through my scalp. And the harder I struggled, the tighter they pulled on the ropes and the louder Yasmini laughed, until I might as well have been on that rack that King and I saw in the cavern underneath the temple.

So strong Ganesha-ji! she mocked. So strong and yet so impotent! Such muscles! Look at them! Can the buffalo hear, or are his ears stopped too?

A woman rearranged the head-towel to make sure that my ears were missing nothing; after which Yasmini purred her pleasantest.

O buffalo Ganesha, I would have you whipped to death if I thought that would not anger Athelstan! What do you mistake me for? Me, who have been twice a queen! That was a mighty jump from my window; and even as the buffalo you swam, Ganesha! Buffalo, buffalo! Who but a buffalo would snatch my Athelstan away from me, and then return alone! What have you done with him? Hah! You would like to answer that you have done nothing with him  buffalo, buffalo! He would never have left you willingly, nor you him  you two companions who share one foolish little bag between you!

Does he love you? Hope, Ganesha! Hope that he loves you! For unless he comes to find you, Ganesha, all the horrors that you saw last night, and all the deaths, and all the tortures shall be yours  with alligators at last to abolish the last traces of you! Do you like snakes, Ganesha? Do you like a madhouse in the dark? I think not. Therefore, Ganesha, you shall be left to yourself to think a little while. Think keenly! Invent a means of finding Athelstan and I will let you go free for his sake. But  fail  to think  of a successful plan  Ganesha  and you shall suffer in every atom of your big body! Bass! Take him away!

I was frog-marched, and flung face-downward on to cushions, after which I heard a door snap shut and had leisure to work myself free from the ropes and gag and towels. It took time, for the hussies had drawn the cords until they bit into the muscles, and maybe I was twenty minutes about getting loose. Then, for ten minutes more I sat and chafed the rope-cuts, craving food, examining the room, and wishing above all things that conscience would let me fall asleep on the feathery, scented pillows with which the floor was strewn, rather than stay awake on the off-chance of discovering where King might be.

It was practically a bare room, having walls of painted wood that sounded solid when I made the circuit of the floor and tapped each panel in turn. But that proved nothing, for even the door sounded equally solid; the folk who built that palace used solid timber, not veneer, and as I found out afterward the door was nearly a foot thick. On the floor I could make no impression whatever by thumping, and there was no furniture except the pillows  nothing that I could use for a weapon.

But there were the cotton ropes with which they had bound me, and before doing anything else I knotted them all into one. I had no particular reason for doing that beyond the general principle that one long rope is usually better than a half-a-dozen short ones in most emergencies.

There was only one window, and that was perhaps two feet high, big enough, that is, to scramble through, but practically inaccessible, and barred. The only weapon I had was that infernal brass safety-pin that had held the towel to my scalp, and I stuck that away in my clothes like a magpie hiding things on general principles.

I began to wonder whether it would not be wisest after all to lie down and sleep. But I was too hungry to sleep, and it was recognition of that fact which produced the right idea.

Beyond doubt Yasmini realized that I was hungry. She had threatened me with tortures, and was likely to inflict them if she should think that necessary; but nothing seemed more unlikely than that she would keep me for the present without food and water. It would be bad strategy, to say the least of it. She had admitted that she did not want to offend King.

The more I considered that, the more worth while it seemed to bet on it; and as I had nothing to bet with except will power and personal convenience, I plunged with both and determined to stay awake as long as human endurance could hold out.

There was only one way that food could possibly be brought into the room, and that was through the massive teak-wood door. It was in the middle of the wall, and opened inward; there were no bolts on the inside. Anybody opening it cautiously would be able to see instantly all down the length of half that wall, and possibly two thirds of the room as well.

It would have been hardly practical to stand against the door and hit at the first head that showed, for then if the door should open suddenly, it would strike me and give the alarm. There was nothing else for it but to stand well back against the wall on the side of the door on which the hinges were; and as that would make the range too long for quick action I had to invent some other means of dealing with the owner of the first head than jumping in and punching it.

There was nothing whatever to contrive a trap with but the cotton rope and the safety-pin, but the safety-pin like Mohammeds Allah, made all things possible. I stuck that safety-pin in the woodwork and hung the noose in such position that the least jerk would bring it down over an intruding head  practised the stunt for ten or fifteen minutes, and then got well back against the wall with the end of the line in hand, and waited.

I have read Izaak Walton, and continue unconvinced. I still class fishing and golf together with tiddledywinks, and eschew all three as thoughtfully as I avoid bazaars and crushes given by the ladies of both sexes. The rest of that performance was too much like fishing with a worm to suit my temperament, and although I caught more in the end than I ever took with rod and line, the next half-hour was boredom pure and simple, multiplied to the point of torture by intense yearning for sleep.

But patience sometimes is rewarded. I very nearly was asleep when the sound of a bolt being drawn on the far side of the door brought every sense to the alert with that stinging feeling that means blood spurting through your veins after a spell of lethargy. The bolt was a long time drawing, as if some one were afraid of making too much noise, and I had plenty of time to make sure that my trap was in working order.

And when the door opened gingerly at last, a head inserted itself, my noose fell, and I hauled taut, I dont know which was most surprised  myself or the Gray Mahatma! I jerked the noose so tight that he could not breathe, let alone argue the point. I reckon I nearly hanged him, for his neck jammed against the door, and I did not dare let go for fear he might withdraw himself and collapse on the wrong side. I wanted him inside, and in a hurry.

He was about two-thirds unconscious when I seized him by his one long lock of hair and hauled him in, shutting the door again and leaning my weight against it, while I pried the noose free to save him from sure death. Those cotton ropes dont render the way a hemp one would. And while I was doing that a sickening, utterly unexpected sound announced that somebody outside the door had cautiously shot the bolt again! The Mahatma and I were both prisoners!

I sat the old fellow down on a cushion in a corner and chafed his neck until the blood performed its normal office of revivifying him. And as he slowly opened first one eye and then the other, instead of cursing me as I expected, he actually smiled.

The quality of your mercy was rather too well strained, he said in English, but I thank you for the offer nevertheless!

Offer? I answered. What offer have I made you?

A very friendly offer. But the penalty of being in the secret of our sciences is that we may not die, except in the service of the cause. Therefore, my friend, your goodwill fell on barren ground, for if you had succeeded in killing me my obligation would have been held to pass to you, and you would have suffered terribly.

Who locked the door on us just now? I asked him.

I dont know, he answered, smiling whimsically.

Very well, I said, suppose you work one of your miracles! You and King disappeared a while ago simply perfectly from right alongside me. Can you repeat the process here and spirit me away?

He shook his head.

My friend, if your eyes had not been fixed on things unworthy of consideration such as an elephants rump and the theft of sugar-cane, you would have seen us go.

How did you persuade King to leave me standing there without a word of warning? I demanded.

How were you persuaded into this place? he retorted.

You mean you gagged and bound him?

He smiled again.

Your friend was weak from having so nearly been drowned; nevertheless, you overestimate my powers!

When I first met you, you gripped my hand, I answered. I am reckoned a strong man, yet I could not shift your hand a fraction of an inch. Now you suggest that you are weaker than a half-drowned man. I dont understand you.

Of course you dont. That is because you dont understand the form of energy that I used on the first occasion. Unfortunately I can only use it when arrangements have been made in advance. It is as mechanical as your watch, only a different kind of mechanics  something, in fact, that some of your Western scientists would say has not yet been invented.

Well, wheres King? I asked him.

Upstairs. He asked me to bring you. Now how can I?

He smiled again with that peculiar whimsical helplessness that contrasted so strangely with his former arrogance. He who had looked like a lion when we first encountered him seemed now to be a meek and rather weak old man  much weaker in fact than could be accounted for by the red ring that my noose had made on his neck.

Is King at liberty? I demanded.

And what do you call liberty? he asked me blandly, as if he were really curious to know my opinion on that subject.

Can he come and go without molestation?

If he cares to run that risk, and is not caught. Try not to become impatient with me! Anger is impotence! Explanations that do not explain are part and parcel of all religions and most sciences; therefore why lose your temper? Your friend is free to come and go, but must take his chance of being caught. He pursues investigations.

Where?

Where else than in this palace? Listen!

Among all the phenomena of nature there is none more difficult to explain than sound. Hitherto in that teak-lined room we had seemed shut off from the rest of the world completely, for the door and walls were so thick and the floor so solid that sound-waves seemed unable to penetrate. Yet now a noise rather like sandpaper being chafed together began to assert itself so distinctly as to seem almost to have its origin in the room. In a way it resembled the forest noise when a breeze stirs the tree-tops at night  irregular enough, and yet with a kind of pulse in it, increasing and decreasing.

You recognize that? asked the Mahatma.

I shook my head.

Veiled women, walking!

You mean the princesses have come?

A few, and their attendants.

How many princesses?

Oh, not more than twenty. But each will bring at the least twenty attendants, and perhaps a score of friends, each of whom in turn will have her own attendants. And only the princesses and their friends will enter the audience hall, which, however, will be surrounded by the attendants, whose business it will be to see that no stranger, and above all no male shall see or overhear.

And if they were to catch Athelstan King up there?

That would be his last and least pleasant experience in this world!

That was easy enough to believe. I had just had an experience of what those palace women could do.

She, who learned our secrets, will take care that none shall play that trick on her, the Mahatma went on confidently. These women will use the audience hall she lent to us. Their plan is to control the new movement in India, and their strength consists in secrecy. They will take all precautions.

Do you mean to tell me, I demanded, that as you sit here now you are impotent? Cant you work any of your tricks?

Those are not tricks, my friend, they are sciences. Can your Western scientists perform to order without their right environment and preparations?

Then you cant break that door down, or turn loose any magnetic force?

You speak like a superstitious fool, he retorted calmly. The answer is no.

That, said I, is all that I was driving at. Do you see this? And I held my right fist sufficiently close to his nose to call urgent attention to it. Tell me just what transpired between you and King from the time when you disappeared out there in the courtyard until you came in here alone!

No beating in the world could make me say a word, he answered calmly. You would only feel horribly ashamed.

I believed him, and sat still, he looking at me in a sort of way in which a connoisseur studies a picture with his eyelids a little lowered.

Nevertheless, he went on presently, I observe that I have misjudged you in some respects. You are a man of violent temper, which is cave-man foolishness; yet you have prevailing judgment, which is the beginning of civilization. There is no reason why I should not tell you what you desire to know, even though it will do you no good.

I listen, I answered, trying to achieve that air of humility with which chelas listen to their gurus.

That was partly because I really respected the man in a way; and partly because there was small harm in flattering him a little, if that could induce him to tell me the more.

Know then, he began, that it was my fault that the Princess Yasmini was able to play that trick on us. It was to me that she first made the proposal that we should use her audience hall for our conference. It was I who conveyed that proposal to those whom it concerned, and I who persuaded them. It was through my lack of diligence that the hiding-place was overlooked in which she and certain of her women lay concealed, so that they overheard some of our secrets.

For that I should have been condemned to death at once, and it would have been better if that had been done.

Yet for fifty years I have been a man of honor. And although it is one of our chief requirements that we lay aside such foolishness as sentiment, nevertheless the seeds of sentiment remained, and those men were loath to enforce the penalty on me, who had taught so many of them.

So they compromised, which is inevitably fatal. For compromise bears within itself the roots of right and wrong, so that whatever good may come of it must nevertheless be ruined by inherent evil. I bade them use me for their studies, and have done with compromise, but being at fault my authority was gone, so they had their way.

They imposed on me the task of making use of the Princess Yasmini, and of employing her by some means to make a beginning of the liberation of India. And she sought to make use of me to get Athelstan King into her clutches. Moreover, believing that her influence over us was now too great to be resisted, she demanded that Athelstan King and yourself should be shown sciences; and I consented, believing that thereby your friend might be convinced, and would agree to go to the United States to shape public opinion.

Thereafter you know what happened. You know also that, because the seeds of compromise were inherent in the plan, my purpose failed. Instead of consenting to go to the United States Athelstan King insisted on learning our sciences. You and he escaped, by a dive from the upper window of this palace that would not have disgraced two fish-hawks, and although you never guessed it, by that dive you sentenced me to death.

For I had to report your escape to those whom it most concerned. And at once it was obvious to them that you were certain to tell what you had seen.

Nevertheless, there was one chance remaining that you might both be drowned; and one chance that you might be recaptured before you could tell any one what you had seen. And there was a third chance that, if you should be recaptured, you might be persuaded to promise never to reveal what little of our secrets you already know. In that case, your lives might be spared, although not mine.

So it was laid upon me to discover where you were, and to bring you back if possible. And on the polished table in that cave in which you saw Benares and Bombay and London and New York, I watched you swim down the river until you were rescued by the elephants.

So then I went to meet you and bring you back.

What if we had refused?

That elephant you rode  hah! One word from me, and the mob would have blamed you for the damage. They would have pulled you from the elephant and beaten you to death. Such processes are very simple to any one who understands mob-passions. Just a word  just a hint  and the rest is inevitable.

But you say you are under sentence of death. What if you should refuse to obey them?

Why refuse? What good would that do?

But you were at liberty. Why not run away?

Whither? Besides, should I, who have enforced the penalty of death on so many fools, disloyal ones and fanatics, reject it for myself when I myself have failed? There is nothing unpleasant about death, my friend, although the manner of it may be terrible. But even torture is soon over; and the sting is gone from torture when the victim knows that the cause of science is thereby being advanced. They will learn from my agonies.

Suit yourself! I urged him. Each to his own amusement. What happened after I turned to watch the elephant at the gate?

Those on whom the keeping of our secret rests considered that none would believe you, even if you were to tell what you have seen. But Athelstan King is different. For many years the Indian Government has accepted his bare word. Moreover, we knew that we can also accept his word. He is a man whose promises are as good as money, as the saying is.

So after you turned aside to watch an elephant, those who were watching us opened a hidden door and Athelstan King was made prisoner from behind. They carried him bound and gagged into a cavern such as those you visited; and there he was confronted by the Nine Unknown, who asked him whether or not he will promise never to reveal what he had seen.

The Mahatma paused.

Did he promise? I asked him.

He refused. What was more, he dared them to make away with him, saying that the mahout who had accompanied us hither would already have informed the Maharajah Jihanbihar, who would certainly report to the Government. And I, standing beside him, confirmed his statement.

You seem to have acted as prosecuting attorney against yourself! I said.

No, I simply told the truth, he answered. We who calculate in terms of eternity and infinity have scant use for untruth. I told the Nine Unknown the exact truth  that this man Athelstan King might not be killed, because of the consequences; and that whatever he might say to certain officers of the Government would be believed. So they let him go again, and set midnight to-night as the hour of the beginning of my death.

Did King know that his refusal to promise entailed your death? I asked.

He shook his head.

Why didnt you tell him?

Because it would not have been true, my friend. I had already been sentenced to death. His promise could make no possible difference to my fate. They let him go, and ordered me to present myself at midnight; so I went with him, to preserve him from the cobras in a tunnel through which he must pass.

I brought him into this palace by hidden ways, and after I had shown him the audience hall, where these princesses are to meet, he asked me to go and find you  that being easier for me than for him, because none in this palace would be likely to question me, whereas he would be detected instantly and watched, even if not prevented. And when I had found you  and you nearly killed me  some one, as you know, locked the door and shut us in here together. It is all one to me, he added with a shrug of the shoulders; I have only until midnight at any event, and it makes small difference where I spend the intervening hours. Perhaps you would like to sleep a little? Why not? Sleep, and I will keep watch.

But, badly though I needed sleep, that sort of death-watch did not quite appeal. Besides, gentle, and honest and plausible though the Gray Mahatma now seemed, there was still something within me that rebelled at trusting him entirely. He had been all along too mysterious, and mystery is what irritates most of us more than anything else. It needs a man like Athelstan King to recognize the stark honesty of such a man as that Gray Mahatma; and Athelstan King was not there to set the example. I preferred to keep awake by continuing to question him.

And dyou mean that those devils will deliberately torture you to death after you surrender voluntarily? I asked.

They are not devils, he answered solemnly.

But theyll torture you?

What is called torture can hardly fail to accompany the process they will put me through  especially if I am to be honored as I hope. For a long time we have sought to make one experiment for which no suitable subject could be found. For centuries it has been believed that a certain scientific step is possible; but the subject on whom the experiment is tried must be one who knows all our secrets and well understands the manipulation of vibrations of the atmosphere. It is seldom that such an one has to be sentenced to death. And it is one of our laws that death shall never be imposed on any one not deserving of it. There are many, myself included, who would cheerfully have offered ourselves for that experiment at any time, had it been allowed.

So youre really almost contented with the prospect? I suggested.

No, my friend. I am discontented. And for this reason. It may be that the nine unknown, who are obliged by the oath of our order to be stern and devoid of sentiment, will discover how pleased I would be to submit myself to that experiment. And in that case, in place of that experiment they would feel obliged merely to repeat some test that I have seen a dozen times.

And throw your body to the alligators afterward?

In that case, yes. But if what I hope takes place, there will be nothing left for the alligators  nothing but bones without moisture in them that will seem ten centuries old.
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CHAPTER XI

KILL! KILL!

The Gray Mahatma sat still, contemplating with apparent equanimity his end that should begin at midnight, and I sat contemplating him, when suddenly a new idea occurred to me.

You intend to surrender to your executioners at midnight? I asked him.

He nodded gravely.

Suppose she keeps us locked in here; what then? You say you cant use your science to get out of here. What if youre late for the assignation?

You forget, he said with a deprecating gesture, that they can see exactly where I am at any time! If they enter the cavern of vision and turn on the power they can see us now, instantly. They know perfectly well that my intention is to surrender to them. Therefore they will take care to make my escape from this place possible.

Five minutes later the door opened suddenly, and six women marched in. Two of them had wave-edged daggers, two had clubs, and the other two brought food and water. It was pretty good food, and there was enough of it for two; but the women would not say a word in answer to my questions.

They set the food and water down and filed out one by one, the last one guarding the retreat of all the rest and slipping out backward, pulling the door shut after her. Whereat I offered the Mahatma food and drink, but he refused the hot curry and only accepted a little water from the brass carafe.

They will feed me special food to-night, for I shall need my strength, he explained; but the explanation was hardly satisfying.

I did not see how he could be any stronger later on for having let himself grow weaker in the interval. Nevertheless, I have often noticed this  that the East can train athletes by methods absolutely opposite to those imposed by trainers in the West, and it may be that their asceticism is based on something more than guesswork. I ate enormously, and he sat and watched me with an air of quiet amusement. He seemed to grow more and more friendly all the time, and to forget that he had made several attempts on my life, although his yellow eyes and lionlike way of carrying his head still gave you an uncomfortable feeling, not of mistrust but of incomprehension.

I began to realize how accurately King had summed him up; he was an absolutely honest man, which was why he was dangerous. His standards of conduct and motives were utterly different from ours, and he was honest enough to apply them without compromise or warning, that was all.

I was curious about his death sentence, and also anxious to keep awake, so I questioned him further, asking him point blank what kind of experiment they were going to try on him, and what would be the use of it. He meditated for about five minutes before answering:

Is it within your knowledge that those who make guns seek ever to make them powerful enough to penetrate the thickest armor; and that the men who make armor seek always to make it strong enough to resist the most powerful guns, so that first the guns are stronger, and then the armor, and then the guns and then the armor again, until nations groan beneath the burden of extravagance? You know that?

Understand, then, that that is but imitation of a higher law. A fragment of the force that we control is greater than the whole power of all the guns in the world, and forever we are seeking the knowledge of how to protect ourselves against it, so that we may safely experiment with higher potencies. As we learn the secret of safety we increase the power, and then learn more safety, and again increase the power. Perpetually there comes a stage at which we dare not go forward  yet  because we do not yet know what the result of higher potencies will be on our own bodies. Do you understand me? So. There will be an experiment to-night to ascertain the utmost limit of our present ability to resist the force.

You mean theyll try the force on you?

He nodded.

Why not use an alligator? There are lots of creatures that die harder than a human being.

It must be one who understands, he answered. Not even a neophyte would do. It must be one of iron courage, who will resist to the last, enduring agony rather than letting in death that would instantly end the agony. It must be one who knows the full extent of all our knowledge, and can therefore apply all our present resources of resistance, so that the very outside edge of safety, as it were, may be measured accurately.

And how long is the process likely to last? I asked him.

Who knows? he answered. Possibly three days, or longer. They will feed me scientifically, and will increase the potencies gradually, in order to observe the exact effects at different stages. And some of the more painful stages they will repeat again and again, because the greater the pain the greater the difficulty of registering exact degrees of resistance. The higher vibrations are not by any means always the most painful, any more than the brightest colors or the highest notes are always the most beautiful.

Then you are to use your knowledge of resistance against their knowledge of force  is that it?

He nodded.

Isnt there a chance then that you may hold out to a point that will satisfy them? A point, I mean, at which youll be more useful to them alive than dead? Surely if you should live and tell them all about it that would serve the purpose better than to have you dead and silent forever?

He smiled like a school teacher turning down a promising pupils suggestion.

They will vibrate every atom of flesh and every drop of moisture from my bones before they have finished, he answered, and they will do it as gradually as possible seeking to ascertain exactly the point at which human life ceases to persist. My part will be to retain my faculties to the very end, in order to exercise resistance to the last. So a great deal depends on my courage. It is possible that this experiment may carry science forward to a point where it commences a new era, for if we can learn to survive the higher potencies, a whole new realm will lie before us awaiting exploration.

And if you refuse?

A dogs death!

Have they no use for mercy?

Surely. But mercy is not treason. It would be treason to the cause to let me live. I failed. I let the secret out. I must die. That is the law. If they let me live, the next one who failed would quote the precedent, and within a century or so a new law of compromise would have crept in. Our secrets would be all out, and the world would use our knowledge to destroy itself. No. They show their mercy by making use of me, instead of merely throwing my dead carcass to the alligators.

If you will tell me your real name I will tell them at Johns Hopkins about your death, and perhaps they will inscribe your record on some roll of martyrs, I suggested.

I think that idea tempted him, for his eyes brightened and grew strangely softer for a moment. He was about to speak, but at that moment the door opened again, and things began to occur that drove all thought of Johns Hopkins from our minds.

About a dozen women entered this time. They did not trouble to tie the Mahatma, but they bound me as the Philistines did Samson, and then threw a silken bag over my head by way of blindfold. The bag would have been perfectly effective if I had not caught it in my teeth as they drew it over my shoulders. It did not take long to bite a hole in it, nor much longer to move my head about until I had the hole in front of my right eye, after which I was able to see fairly well where they were leading me.

Women of most lands are less generous than men to any one in their power. Men would have been satisfied to let me follow them along or march in front of them, provided I went fast enough to suit them, but those vixens hardly treated me as human. Perhaps they thought that unless they beat, shoved, prodded and kicked me all the way along those corridors and up the gilded stairs I might forget who held the upper hand for the moment; but I think not. I think it was simply sex-venom  the half-involuntary vengeance that the under-dog inflicts on the other when positions are reversed. When Indias women finally break purdah and enter politics openly, we shall see more cruelty and savagery, for that reason, than either the French or Russian terrors had to show.

I was bruised and actually bleeding in a dozen places when they hustled me down a corridor at last, and crowded me into a narrow anteroom, where the two harridans who had handled me hardest had the worst of it. I gave them what in elephant stables is known as the squeeze, crushing them to right and left against projecting walls; whereat they screamed, and I heard the reproving voice of the Mahatma just behind me:

Violence is the folly of beasts. Patience and strength are one!

But they were not sticking pins into his ribs and thighs to humiliate and discourage him. He was being led by either hand, and cooed to softly in the sort of way that members of the Dorcas Guild would treat a bishop. It was easy enough for him to feel magnanimous. I managed to tread hard on one foot, and to squeeze two more women as they shoved me through a door into a vast audience hall, and the half-suppressed screams were music in my ears. I dont see why a woman who uses pins on a prisoner should be any more immune than a man from violent retaliation.

When they had shut the door they stripped the silk bag off over my head and holding me by the arms, four on either side, dragged me to the middle of a hall that was at least as large as Carnegie Hall in New York, and two or three thousand times as sumptuous.

I stood on a strip of carpet six feet wide, facing a throne that faced the door I had entered by. The throne was under a canopy, and formed the center of a horseshoe ring of gilded chairs, on every one of which sat a heavily veiled woman. Except that they were marvelously dressed in all the colors of the rainbow and so heavily jeweled that they flashed like the morning dew, there was nothing to identify any of the women except one. She was Yasmini. And she sat on the throne in the center, unveiled, unjeweled, and content to outshine all of them without any kind of artificial aid.

She sat under a hard white light directed from behind a lattice in the wall that would have exaggerated the slightest imperfection of looks or manner; and she looked like a fairy-book queen  like the queen you used to think of in the nursery when your aunt read stories to you and the illustrated Sunday supplements had not yet disillusioned you as to how queens wear their hats.

She was Titania, with a touch of Diana the Huntress, and decidedly something of Athena, goddess of wisdom, clothed in flowing cream that showed the outlines of her figure, and with sandals on her bare feet. Not a diamond. Not a jewel of any kind. Her hair was bound up in the Grecian fashion and shone like yellow gold.

Surely she seemed to have been born for the very purpose of presiding. Perhaps she was the only one who was at ease, for the others shifted restlessly behind their veils and had that vague, uncertain air that goes with inexperience  although one woman, larger looking than the rest, and veiled in embroidered black instead of colors, sat on a chair near the throne with a rather more nervy-looking outline. There were more than a hundred women in there all told.

Yasminis change of countenance at sight of my predicament was instantaneous. I dont doubt it was her fault that I had been mistreated on the way up, for these women had seen me bound by her orders and mocked by her a couple of hours previously. But now she saw fit to seem indignant at the treatment I had suffered, and she made even the ranks of veiled princesses shudder as she rose and stormed at my captors, giving each word a sort of whip-lash weight.

Shall a guest of mine suffer in my house?

One of the women piped up with a complaint against me. I had trodden on her foot and crushed her against a door-jamb.

Would he had slain you! she retorted. She-dog! Take her away! I will punish her afterward! Who stuck pins into him? Speak, or I will punish all of you!

None owned up, but three or four of them who had not been able to come near enough to do me any damage betrayed the others, so she ordered all except four of them out of the room to await punishment at her convenience. And then she proceeded to apologize to me with such royal grace and apparent sincerity that I wondered whom she suspected of overhearing her. Wondering, my eyes wandering, I noticed the woman veiled in black. She was an elderly looking female, rather crouched up in her gorgeous shawl as if troubled with rheumatism, and neither her hands nor her feet were visible, both being hidden in the folds of the long sari.

The next instant Yasmini flew into a passion because the Mahatma and I were kept standing. The Mahatma was not standing, as a matter of fact; he had already squatted on the floor beside me. The women brought us stools, but the Mahatma refused his. Thinking I might be less conspicuous sitting than standing I sat down on my stool, whereat Yasmini began showering the women with abuse for not having supplied me with better garments. Considering the long swim, the dusty ride on an elephant, and two fights with women, during which they had been ripped nearly into rags, the clothes werent half-bad!

So they brought me a silken robe that was woven all over with pictures of the Indian gods. And I sat feeling rather like a Roman, with that gorgeous toga wrapped around me; I might have been bearing Romes ultimatum to the Amazons, supposing those bellicose ladies to have existed in Romes day.

But it was presently made exceedingly clear to me that Yasmini and not I was deliverer of ultimatums. She had the whole future of the world doped out, and her golden voice proceeded to herald a few of the details in mellifluous Punjabi.

Princesses, she began, although doubtless some of them were not princesses, this holy and benign Mahatma has been sentenced to die to-night, by those who resent his having trusted women with royal secrets. He is too proud to appeal for mercy; too indifferent to his own welfare to seek to avoid the unjust penalty. But there are others who are proud, and who are not indifferent!

We women are too proud to let this Gray Mahatma die on our account! And it shall not be said of us that we consented to the death of the man who gave us our first glimpse of the ancient mysteries! I say the Gray Mahatma shall not die to-night!

That challenge rang to the roof, and the women fluttered and thrilled to it. I confess that it thrilled me, for I did not care to think of the Mahatmas death, having come rather to like the man. The only person in the hall who showed no trace of the interest was the Mahatma himself, who squatted on the carpet close beside me as stolid and motionless as a bronze idol, with his yellow lions eyes fixed on Yasmini straight ahead of him.

These men, who think themselves omnipotent, who own the secret of the royal sciences, Yasmini went on, are no less human than the rest of us. If I alone had learned the key to their secrets, they might have made an end of me, but there were others, and they did not know how many others! Now there are more; and not only women, but men! And not only men, but known men! Men who are known to the Government! Men whom they dare not try to make away with!

It is true that if they should destroy the Gray Mahatma none would inquire for him, for he left the world behind him long ago, and none knows his real name or the place he can from. But that is not so in the case of these other men, one of whom sits beside him now. Already Maharajah Jihanbihar has inquired by telegraph as to their names and their business here, and the Government agents will be here within a day or two. Those two white men must be accounted for. Let them, then, account to us for the Gray Mahatmas life!

I glanced sideways at the Gray Mahatma. He seemed perfectly indifferent. He was not even interested in the prospect of reprieve. I think his thoughts were miles away, although his eyes stared straight ahead at Yasmini. But he was interested in something, and I received the impression that he was waiting for that something to happen. His attitude was almost that of a telegraphist listening for sounds that have a meaning for him, but none for the common herd. And all at once I saw him nod, and beckon with a crooked forefinger.

There was nobody in that hall whom he was beckoning to. He was not nodding to Yasmini. I saw then that his eyes, although they looked straight at her, were focused beyond her for infinity. And there came to mind that chamber in the solid rock below the Tirthankers temple in which the granite table stood on which whoever knew the secret could see anything, anywhere! I believe that I am as sane as you, who read this, and I swear that it seemed reasonable to me at that moment that the Gray Mahatma knew he was visible to watchers in that cavern, and that he was signaling to them to come and rescue him  from life, for the appointed death!

But Yasmini seemed not to have noticed any signaling, and if she did she certainly ignored it. Perhaps she believed that her hornets nest of women could stand off any invasion or interference from without. At any rate, she went on unfolding her instructions to destiny with perfectly sublime assurance.

It is only we women who can arouse India from the dream of the Kali-Yug. It is only in a free India that the Royal sciences can ever be stripped of their mystery. India is chained at present by opinions. Therefore opinions must be burst or melted! Melting is easier! It is hearts that melt opinions! Let these men, therefore, take this Gray Mahatma with them to the United States and let them melt opinions there! Let them answer to us for the Mahatmas life, and to us for the work they do yonder!

And lest they feel that they have been imposed upon  that they are beggars sent to beg in behalf of beggars  let us pay them royally! Lo, there sits one of these men beside the Gray Mahatma. I invite you, royal women, to provide him with the wherewithal for that campaign to which we have appointed him and his friend!

She herself set the example by throwing a purse at me  a leather wallet stuffed full of English banknotes, and the others had all evidently come prepared, for the room rained money for about two minutes! Purses fell on the Mahatma and on me in such profusion that surely Midas never felt more opulent  although the Mahatma took no notice of them even when one hit him in the face.

There were all kinds of purses, stuffed with all kinds of money, but mostly paper money; some, however, had gold in them, for I heard the gold jingle, and the darned things hurt you when they landed like a rock on some part of your defenseless anatomy. Take them on the whole, those women made straight shooting, but not even curiosity was strong enough to make me pick up one purse and count its contents.

I rose and bowed acknowledgment without intending to commit myself, and without touching any of the purses, which would have been instantly interpreted as signifying acceptance. But I sat down again pretty promptly, for I had no sooner got to my feet than the woman in black got up too, and throwing aside the embroidered sari disclosed none other than Athelstan King looking sore-eyed from lack of sleep and rather weak from all he had gone through, but humorously determined, nevertheless.

Yasmini laughed aloud. Evidently she was in the secret. But nobody else had known, as the flutter of excitement proved. I think most of the women were rather deliciously scandalized, although some of them were so imbued with ancient prejudices that they drew their own veils all the closer and seemed to be trying to hide behind one another. In fact, any one interested in discovering which were the progressives and which the reactionaries in that assembly could have made a good guess in that minute, although it might not have done him much good unless he had a good memory for the colors and patterns of saris. A woman veiled in the Indian fashion is not easy to identify.

But before they could make up their minds whether to resent or applaud the trick that King had played on them with Yasminis obvious collaboration, King was well under way with a speech that held them spellbound. It would have held any audience spellbound by its sheer, stark manliness. It was straighter from the shoulder than Yasminis eloquence, and left absolutely nothing to imagination. Blunt, honest downrightness, that was the key of it, and it took away the breath of all those women used to the devious necessities of purdah politics.

My friend and I refuse, he said, and paused to let them understand that thoroughly. We refuse to accept your money.

Yasmini, who prided herself on her instantly ready wit, was too astonished to retort or to try to stop him. It was clear at a glance that she and King had had some sort of conference while the Mahatma and I were locked up together, and she had evidently expected King to fall in line and accept the trust imposed on him. Even now she seemed to think that he might be coming at concession in his own way, for her face had a look of expectancy. But King had nothing in his bag of surprises except disillusion.

You see, he went on, we can no longer be compelled. We might be killed, but that would bring prompt punishment. Maharajah Jihanbihar has already started inquiries about us, by telegraph, which, as you know, goes swiftly. We or else our slayers will have to be produced alive presently. So we refuse to accept orders or money from any one. But as for the Mahatma  we accord him our protection. There is only one power we recognize as able to impose death penalties. We repudiate all usurpation of that power. If the Mahatma thinks it will be safer in the United States, my friend and I will see that he gets there, at our expense.

It was in my mind, he went on, to drive a hard bargain with the Mahatma. I was going to offer him protection in return for knowledge. But it is not fair to drive bargains with a man so closely beset as he is. Therefore I offer him protection without terms.

With that he tossed the black sari aside and strode down the narrow carpet to where the Mahatma sat beside me, giving Yasmini a mere nod of courtesy as he turned his back on her. And until King reached us, the Mahatma squatted there beckoning one crooked forefinger, like a man trying to coax a snake out of its hole. King stood there smiling and looked down into his eyes, which suddenly lost their look of staring into infinity. He recognized King, and actually smiled.

Well spoken! he said rather patronizingly. You are brave and honest. Your Government is helpless, but you and your friend shall live because of that offer you just made to me.

Yasmini was collecting eyes behind Kings back, and it needed no expert to know that a hurricane was cooking; but King, who knew her temper well and must have been perfectly aware of danger, went on talking calmly to the Mahatma.

Youre reprieved too, my friend.

The Mahatma shook his head.

Your Government is powerless. Listen!

At that moment I thought he intended us to listen to Yasmini, who was giving orders to about a dozen women, who had entered the hall through a door behind the throne. But as I tried to catch the purport of her orders I heard another sound that, however distant, is as perfectly unmistakable as the boom of a bell, for instance, or any other that conveys its instant message to the mind. If you have ever heard the roar of a mob, never mind what mob, or where, or which language it roared in, you will never again mistake that sound for anything else.

They have told the people, said the Mahatma. Now the people will tear the palace down unless I am released. Thus I go free to my assignation.

We were not the only ones who recognized that tumult. Yasmini was almost the first to be aware of it; and a second after her ears had caught the sound, women came running in with word from Ismail that a mob was thundering at the gate demanding the Mahatma. A second after that the news had spread all through the hall, and although there was no panic there was perfectly unanimous decision what to do. The mob wanted the Mahatma. Let it have him! They clamored to have the Mahatma driven forth!

King turned and faced Yasmini again at last, and their eyes met down the length of that long carpet. He smiled, and she laughed back at him.

Nevertheless, said the Mahatma, laying a hand on Kings shoulder, and reaching for me with his other hand, she is no more to be trusted than the lull of the typhoon. Come with me.

And with an arm about each of us he started to lead the way out through the maze of corridors and halls.

He was right. She was not to be trusted. She had laughed at King, but the laugh hid desperation, and before we reached the door of the audience hall at least a score of women pounced on King and me to drag us away from the Mahatma and make us prisoners again. And at that the Mahatma showed a new phase of his extraordinary character.

I was well weary by that time of being mauled by women. Suddenly the Mahatma seized my arm, and gave tongue in a resounding, strange, metallic voice such as I never heard before. It brought the whole surging assembly to rigid attention. It was a note of command, alarm, announcement, challenge, and it carried in its sharp reverberations something of the solemnity of an opening salvo of big guns. You could have heard a pin drop.

I go. These two come with me. Shall I wait and let the mob come in to fetch me forth?

But Yasmini had had time now in which to recover her self-possession, and she was in no mood to be out-generaled by any man whom she had once tricked so badly as to win his secrets from him. Her ringing laugh was an answering challenge, as she stood with one hand holding an arm of the throne in the attitude of royal arrogance.

Good! Let the mob come! I, too, can manage mobs!

Her voice was as arresting as his, although hers lacked the clamorous quality. There was no doubting her bravery, nor her conviction that she could deal with any horde that might come surging through the gates. But she was not the only woman in the room by more than ninety-nine and certainly ninety-nine of them were not her servants, but invited guests whom she had coaxed from their purdah strongholds partly by the lure of curiosity and partly by skilful playing on their new-born aspirations.

Doubtless her own women knew her resourcefulness and they might have lined up behind her to resist the mob. But not those others! They knew too well what the resulting reaction would be, if they should ever be defiled by such surging untouchables as clamored at the gate for a sight of their beloved Mahatma. To be as much as seen by those casteless folk within doors was such an outrage as never would be forgiven by husbands all too glad of an excuse for clamping tighter yet the bars of tyranny.

There was a perfect scream of fear and indignation. It was like the clamor of a thousand angry parrots, although there was worse in it than the hideous anger of any birds. Humanity afraid outscandals, outshames anything.

Yasmini, who would no more have feared the same number of men than if they had been trained animals, knew well enough that she had to deal now with something as ruthless as herself, with all her determination but without her understanding. It was an education to see her face change, as she stood and eyed those women, first accepting the challenge, because of her own indomitable spirit, then realizing that they could not be browbeaten into bravery, as men often can be, but that they must be yielded to if they were not to stampede from under her hand. She stood there reading them as a two-gun man might read the posse that had summoned him to surrender; and she deliberately chose surrender, with all the future chances that entailed, rather than the certain, absolute defeat that was the alternative. But she carried a high hand even while surrendering.

You are afraid, all you women? she exclaimed with one of her golden laughs. Well  who shall blame you? This is too much to ask of you so soon. We will let the Mahatma go and take his friends with him. You may go! she said, nodding regally to us three.

But that was not enough for some of them. The she-bear with her cubs in Springtime is a mild creature compared to a woman whose ancient prejudices have been interfered with, and a typhoon is more reasonable. Half-a-dozen of them screamed that two of us were white men who had trespassed within the purdah, and that we should be killed.

Come! urged the Mahatma, tugging at King and me. We went out of that hall at a dead run with screams of Kill them! Kill them! Kill them! shrilling behind us. And it may be that Yasmini conceded that point too, or perhaps she was unable to prevent, for we heard swift footsteps following, and I threw off that fifteen thousand dollar toga in order to be able to run more swiftly.

The Mahatma seemed to know that palace as a rat knows the runs among the tree-roots, and he took us down dark passages and stairs into the open with a speed that, if it did not baffle pursuit, at any rate made it easier for pursuers to pretend to lose us. Yasmini was no fool. She probably called the pursuit off.

We emerged into the same courtyard, where the marble stairs descended to the pool containing one great alligator. And we hurried from court to court to the same cage where the panther pressed himself against the bars, simultaneously showing fangs at King and me, and begging to have his ears rubbed. The Mahatma opened the cage-door, again using no key that I could detect, although it was a padlock that he unfastened and shoved the brute to one side, holding him by the scruff of the neck while King and I made swift tracks for the door at the back of the cage.

But this time we did not go through the tunnel full of rats and cobras. There was another passage on the same level with the courtyard that led from dark chamber to chamber until we emerged at last through an opening in the wall behind the huge image of a god into the gloom of the Tirthankers temple  not that part of it that we had visited before, but another section fronting on the street.

And we could hear the crowd now very distinctly, egging one another on to commit the unforgivable offense and storm a womans gates. They were shouting for the Gray Mahatma in chorus; it had grown into a chant already, and when a crowd once turns its collective yearnings into a single chant, it is only a matter of minutes before the gates go down, and blood flows, and all those outrages occur that none can account for afterward.

As long as men do their own thinking, decency and self-restraint are uppermost, but once let what the leaders call a slogan usher in the crowd-psychology, and let the slogan turn into a chant, and the Gardarene swine become patterns of conduct that the wisest crowd in the world could improve itself by imitating.

Think! Think for yourselves! said the Gray Mahatma, as if he recognized the thoughts that were occurring to King and me.

Then, making a sign to us to stay where we were, he left us and strode out on to the temple porch, looking down on the street that was choked to the bursting point with men who sweated and slobbered as they swayed in time to the chant of Mahatma! O Mahatma! Come to us, Mahatma!

King and I could see them through the jambs of the double-folding temple door.

The Mahatma stood looking down at them for about a minute before they recognized him. One by one, then by sixes, then by dozens they grew aware of him; and as that happened they grew silent, until the whole street was more still than a forest. They held their breath, and let it out in sibilant whispers like the voice of a little wind moving among leaves; and he did not speak until they were almost aburst with expectation.

Go home! he said then sternly. Am I your property that ye break gates to get me? Go home!

And they obeyed him, in sixes, in dozens, and at last in one great stream.
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CHAPTER XII

THE CAVE OF BONES

The Gray Mahatma stood watching the crowd until the last sweating nondescript had obediently disappeared, and then returned into the temple to dismiss King and me.

Come with us, King urged him; but he shook his head, looking more lionlike than ever, for in his yellow eyes now there was a blaze as of conquest.

He carried his head like a man who has looked fear in the face and laughed at it.

I have my assignation to keep, he said quietly.

You mean with death? King asked him, and he nodded.

Dont be too sure!

Kings retort was confident, and his smile was like the surgeons who proposes to reassure his patient in advance of the operation. But the Mahatmas mind was set on the end appointed for him, and there was neither grief nor discontent in his voice as he answered.

There is no such thing as being too sure.

I shall use the telegraph, of course, King assured him. If necessary to save your life I shall have you arrested.

The Mahatma smiled.

Have you money? he asked pleasantly.

I shant need money. I can send an official telegram.

I meant for your own needs, said the Mahatma.

I think I know where to borrow a few rupees, King answered. Theyll trust me for the railway tickets.

Pardon me, my friend. It was my fault that your bag and clothes got separated from you. You had money in the bag. That shall be adjusted. Never mind how much money. Let us see how much is here.

That seemed a strange way of adjusting accounts, but there was logic in it nevertheless. There would be no use in offering us more than was available, and as for himself, he was naked except for the saffron smock. He had no purse, nor any way of hiding money on his person.

He opened his mouth wide and made a noise exactly like a bronze bell. Some sort of priest came running in answer to the summons and showed no surprise when given peremptory orders in a language of which I did not understand one word.

Within two minutes the priest was back again bearing a tray that was simply heaped with money, as if he had used the thing for a scoop to get the stuff out of a treasure chest. There was all kinds  gold, silver, paper, copper, nickel  as if those strange people simply threw into a chest all that they received exactly as they received it.

King took a hundred-rupee note from the tray, and the Gray Mahatma waved the rest aside. The priest departed, and a moment later I heard the clash and chink of money falling on money; by the sound it fell quite a distance, as if the treasure chest were an open cellar.

Now, said the Gray Mahatma, placing a hand on the shoulders of each of us. Go, and forget. It is not yet time to teach the world our sciences. India is not yet ripe for freedom. I urged them to move too soon. Go, ye two, and tell none what ye have seen, for men will only call you fools and liars. Above all, never seek to learn the secrets, for that means death  and there are such vastly easier deaths! Good-bye.

He turned and was gone in a moment, stepping sidewise into the shadows. We could not find him again, although we hunted until the temple priests came and made it obvious that they would prefer our room to our company. They did not exactly threaten us, but refused to answer questions, and pointed at the open door, as if they thought that was what we were looking for.

So we sought the sunlight, which was as refreshing after the temple gloom as a cold bath after heat, and turned first of all in the direction of Mulji Singhs apothecary, hoping to find that Yasmini had lied, or had been mistaken about that bag.

But Mulji Singh, although fabulously glad to see us, had no bag nor anything to say about its disappearance. He would not admit that we had left it there.

You have been where men go mad, sahibs, was all the comment he would make.

Dont you understand that well protect you against these people? King insisted.

For answer to that Mulji Singh hunted about among the shelves for a minute, and presently set down a little white paper package on a corner of the table.

Do you recognize that, sahib? he asked.

Deadly aconite, said King, reading the label.

Can you protect me against it?

Youre safe if you let it alone, King answered unguardedly.

That is a very wise answer, sahib, said Mulji Singh, and set the aconite back on the highest shelf in the darkest corner out of reach.

So, as we could get nothing more out of Mulji Singh except a tonic that he said would preserve us both from fever, we sought the telegraph office, making as straight for it as the winding streets allowed. The door was shut. With my ear to a hole in the shutters I could hear loud snores within. King picked up a stone and started to thunder on the door with it.

The ensuing din brought heads to every upper window, and rows of other heads, like trophies of a ghastly hunt, began to decorate the edges of the roofs. Several people shouted to us, but King went on hammering, and at last a sleepy telegraph babu, half-in and half-out of his black alpaca jacket, opened to us.

The wire is broken, he said, and slammed the door in our faces.

King picked up the stone and beat another tattoo.

How long has the wire been broken? he demanded.

Since morning.

Who sent the last message?

Maharajah Jihanbihar sahib.

In full or in code?

In code.

He slammed the door again and bolted it, and whether or not he really fell asleep, within the minute he was giving us a perfect imitation of a hog snoring. What was more, the crowd began to take its cue from the babu, and a roof-tile broke at our feet as a gentle reminder that we had the towns permission to depart. Without caste-marks, and in those shabby, muddy, torn clothes, we were obviously undesirables.

So we made for the railroad station, where, since we had money, none could refuse to sell us third-class tickets. But, though we tried, we could not send a telegram from there either, although King took the station babu to one side and proved to him beyond argument that he knew the secret service signs. The babu was extremely sorry, but the wire was down. The trains were being run for the present on the old block system, one train waiting in a station until the next arrived, and so on.

So, although King sent a long telegram in code from a junction before we reached Lahore, nothing had been done about it by the time we had changed into Christian clothes at our hotel and called on the head of the Intelligence Department. And by then it was a day and a half since we had seen the Gray Mahatma.

The best part of another day was wasted in consulting and convincing men on whose knees the peace of India rested. They were naturally nervous about invading the sacred privacy of Hindu temples, and still more so of investigating Yasminis doings in that nest of hers. There were men among them who took no stock in such tales as ours anyhow  hard and fast Scotch pragmatists, who doubted the sanity of any man who spoke seriously of anything that they themselves had not heard, seen, smelt, felt and tasted. Also there was one man who had been jealous of Athelstan King all his years in the service, and he jumped at the chance of obstructing him at last.

After we had told our story at least twenty times, more and more men being brought in to listen to it, who only served to increase incredulity and water down belief, King saw fit to fling his even temper to the winds and try what anger could accomplish. By that time there were eighteen of us, sitting around a mahogany table at midnight, and King brought his fist down with a crash that split the table and offended the dignity of than one man.

Confound the lot of you! he thundered. Ive been in the service twenty-one years and Ive repeatedly brought back scores of wilder tales than this. But this is the first time that Ive been disbelieved. Im not in the service now. So heres my ultimatum! You take this matter up  at once  or I take it up on my own account! For one thing, Ill write a full account in all the papers of your refusal to investigate. Suit yourselves!

They did not like it; but they liked his alternative less; and there were two or three men in the room, besides, who were secretly on Kings side, but hardly cared to betray their opinions in the face of so much opposition. They did not care to seem too credulous. It was they who suggested with a half-humorous air of concession that no harm could be done by sending a committee of investigation to discover whether it were true that living men were held for experimental purposes beneath that Tirthanker temple; and one by one the rest yielded, somebody, however, imposing the ridiculous proviso that the Brahmin priests must be consulted first.

So, what with one thing and another, and one delay and another, and considering that the wire had been repaired and no less than thirty Brahmin priests were in the secret, the outcome was scarcely surprising.

Ten of us, including four policemen, called on the Maharajah Jihanbihar five full days after King and I had last seen the Mahatma; and after we had wasted half a morning in pleasantries and jokes about stealing a ride on his elephant, we rode in the Maharajahs two-horse landaus to the Tirthanker temple, where a priest, who looked blankly amazed, consented at once to be our guide through the sacred caverns.

But he said they were no longer sacred. He assured us they had not been used at all for centuries. And with a final word of caution against cobras he led the way, swinging a lantern with no more suggestion of anything unusual than if he had been our servant seeing us home on a dark night.

He even offered to take us through the cobra tunnel, but an acting deputy high commissioner turned on a flashlight and showed those goose-neck heads all bobbing in the dark, and that put an end to all talk of that venture, although the priest was cross-examined as to his willingness to go down there, and said he was certainly willing, and everybody voted that deuced remarkable, but didnt believe the beggar nevertheless.

He showed us the Pool of Terrors, filled with sacred alligators that he assured us were fed on goats provided by the superstitious townsfolk. He said that they were so tame that they would not attack a man, and offered to prove it by walking in. Since that entailed no risk to the committee they permitted him to do it, and he walked alone across the causeway that had given King and me such trouble a few nights before. Far from attacking him, the alligators turned their backs and swam away.

The committee waxed scornful and made numbers of jokes about King and me of a sort that a man doesnt listen to meekly is a rule. So I urged the committee to try the same trick, and they all refused. Then a rather bright notion occurred to me, and I stepped in myself, treading gingerly along the underwater causeway. And I was hardly in the water before the brutes all turned and came hurrying back  which took a little of the steam out of that committee of investigation. They became less free with their opinions.

So we all walked around the alligator pool by a passage that the priest showed us, and one by one we entered all the caves in which King and I had seen the fakirs and the victims undergoing torture.

The caves were the same, except that they were cleaner, and the ashes had all been washed away. There was nobody in them; not one soul, nor even a sign to betray that any one had been there for a thousand years.

There were the same cells surrounding the cavern in which the old fellow had sat reading from a roll of manuscript; but the cells were absolutely empty. I suggested taking flashlight photographs and fingerprint impressions of the doors and walls. But nobody had any magnesium, and the policemen said the doors might have been scrubbed in any case, so what was the use. And the priest with the lantern sneered, and the others laughed with him, so that King and I were made to look foolish once more.

Then we all went up to the temple courtyard, and descended the stairs through the hole in the floor of the cupola-covered stone platform. And there stood the lingam on its altar at the foot of the stairs, and there were the doors just as we had left them, looking as if they had been pressed into the molten stone by an enormous thumb. I thought we were going to be able to prove something of our story at last.

But not so. The priest opened the first door by kicking on it with his toe, and one by one we filed along the narrow passage in pitch darkness that was broken only by the swinging lantern carried by the man in front and the occasional flashes of an electric torch. King, one pace ahead of me, swore to himself savagely all the way, and although I did not feel as keenly as he did about it, because it meant a lot less to me what the committee might think, I surely did sympathize with him.

If we had come sooner it was beyond belief that we should not have caught those experts at their business, or at any rate in process of removing the tools of their strange trade. There must have been some mechanism connected with their golden light, for instance, but we could discover neither light nor any trace of the means of making it. Naturally the committee refused to believe that there had ever been any.

The caverns were there, just as we had seen them, only without their contents. The granite table, on which we had seen Benares, London and New York, was gone. The boxes and rolls of manuscript had vanished from the cavern in which the little ex-fat man had changed lead into gold before our eyes. The pit in the center of the cavern in which the fire-walkers had performed, still held ashes, but the ashes were cold and had either been slaked with water, or else water had been admitted into the pit from below. At any rate, the pit was flooded, and nobody wanted the job of wading into it to look for apparatus. So there may have been paraphernalia hidden under those ashes for aught that I know. It was a perfectly ridiculous investigation; its findings were not worth a moments attention of any genuine scientist. Subsequently, newspaper editors wrote glibly of the gullibility of the human mind, with Kings name and mine in full-sized letters in the middle of the article.

About the only circumstance that the investigating committee could not make jokes about was the cleanliness of all the passages and chambers. There was no dust, no dirt anywhere. You could have eaten off the floor, and there was no way of explaining how the dust of ages had not accumulated, unless those caverns had been occupied and thoroughly cleaned within a short space of time.

The air down there was getting foul already. There was no trace of the ventilation that had been so obvious when King and I were there before. Nevertheless, no trace could be found of any ventilating shaft; and that was another puzzle  how to account for the cleanliness and lack of air combined, added to the fact that such air as there was was still too fresh to be centuries old.

One fat fool on the committee wiped the sweat from the back of his neck in the lantern light and proposed at last that the committee should find that King and I had been the victims of delusion  perhaps of hypnotism. I asked him point blank what he knew about hypnotism. He tried to side-step the question, but I pinned him down to it, and he had to confess that he knew nothing about it whatever; whereat I asked each member of the committee whether or not he could diagnose hypnotism, and they all had to plead ignorance. So nobody seconded that motion.

King had lapsed into a sort of speechless rage. He had long been used to having his bare word accepted on any point whatever, having labored all his military years to just that end, craving that integrity of vision and perception that is so vastly more than honesty alone, that the blatant unbelief of these opinionative asses overwhelmed him for the moment.

There was not one man on the committee who had ever done anything more dangerous than shooting snipe, nor one who had seen anything more inexplicable than spots before his eyes after too much dinner. Yet they mocked King and me, in a sort of way that monkeys in the tree-tops mock a tiger.

Their remarks were on a par with those the cave-man must have used when some one came from over the sky-line and told them that fire could be made by rubbing bits of wood together. They recalled to us what the Gray Mahatma had said about Galileo trying to make the Pope believe that the earth moved around the sun. The Pope threatened to burn Galileo for heresy; they only offered to pillory us with public ridicule; so the world has gone forward a little bit.

Lets go, said somebody at last. Ive had enough of this. Were trespassing, as well as heaping indignity on estimable Hindus.

Go! retorted King. I wish you would! Leave Ramsden and me alone in here. Theres a cavern we havent seen yet. Youve formed your opinions. Go and publish them; theyll interest your friends.

He produced a flashlight of his own and led the way along the passage, I following. The committee hesitated, and then one by one came after us, more anxious, I think, to complete the fiasco than to unearth facts.

But the door that King tried to open would not yield. It was the only door in all those caverns that had refused to swing open at the first touch, and this one was fastened so rigidly that it might have been one with the frame for all the movement our blows on it produced. Our guide swore he did not know the secret of it, and our letter of authority included no permission to break down doors or destroy property in any way at all.

It looked as though we were blocked, and the committee were all for the air and leaving that door unopened. King urged them to go and leave it  told them flatly that neither they nor the world would be any wiser for anything whatever that they might do  was as beastly rude, in fact, as he knew how to be; with the result that they set their minds on seeing it through, for fear lest we should find something after all that would serve for an argument against their criticism.

Neither King nor I were worried by the letter of the committees orders, and I went to look for a rock to break the door down with. They objected, of course, and so did the priest, but I told them they might blame the violence on me, and furthermore suggested that if they supposed they were able to prevent me they might try. Whereat the priest did discover a way of opening the door, and that was the only action in the least resembling the occult that any of us saw that day.

There were so many shadows, and they so deep, that a knob or trigger of some kind might easily have been hidden in the darkness beyond our view; but the strange part was that there was no bolt to the door, nor any slot into which a bolt could slide. I believe the door was held shut by the pressure of the surrounding rock, and that the priest knew some way of releasing it.

We entered a bare cavern which was apparently an exact cube of about forty feet. It was the only cavern in all that system of caverns whose walls, corners, roof and floor were all exactly smooth. It contained no furniture of any kind.

But exactly in the middle of the floor, with hands and feet pointing to the four corners of the cavern, was a grown mans skeleton, complete to the last tooth. King had brought a compass with him, and if that was reasonably accurate then the arms and legs of the skeleton were exactly oriented, north, south, east and west; there was an apparent inaccuracy of a little less than five degrees, which was no doubt attributable to the pocket instrument.

One of the committee members tried to pick a bone up, and it fell to pieces in his fingers. Another man touched a rib, and that broke brittlely. I picked up the broken piece of rib and held it in the rays of Kings flashlight.

You remember? said King in an undertone to me. You recall the Gray Mahatmas words? There will be nothing left for the alligators! Theres neither fat nor moisture in that bone, its like chalk. See?

He squeezed it in his fingers and it crumbled.

Huh! This fellow has been dead for centuries, said somebody. He cant have been a Hindu, or theyd have burned him. No use wondering who he was; theres nothing to identify him with  no hair, no clothing  nothing but dead bone.

Nothing! Nothing whatever! said the priest with a dry laugh, and began kicking the bones here and there all over the cavern. They crumbled as his foot struck them, and turned to dust as he trod on them  all except the teeth. As he kicked the skull across the floor the teeth scattered, but King and I picked up a few of them, and I have mine yet  two molars and two incisors belonging to a man, who to my mind was as much an honest martyr as any in Foxs book.

Well, Mr. King, asked one of the committee in his choicest note of sarcasm, have you any more marvels to exhibit, or shall we adjourn?

Adjourn by all means, King advised him.

We know it all, eh?

Truly, you know it all, King answered without a smile.

Then speaking sidewise in an undertone to me:

And you and I know nothing. Thats a better place to start from, Ramsden. I dont know how you feel, but Im going to track their science down until Im dead or master of it. The very highest knowledge weve attained is ignorance compared to what these fellows showed us. Im going to discover their secret or break my neck!

[image: img44.jpg]



This is incontestably historical fact. See Lord Roberts book, Forty-one Years in India.

See the newspaper accounts of fire-walking in the presence of the Prince of Wales and about a thousand witnesses mostly European.


THE SOUL OF A REGIMENT
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I

SO long as its colors remain, and there is one man left to carry them, a regiment can never die; they can recruit it again around that one man, and the regiment will continue on its road to future glory with the same old traditions behind it and the same atmosphere surrounding it that made brave men of its forbears. So although the colors are not exactly the soul of a regiment, they are the concrete embodiment of it, and are even more sacred than the person of a reigning sovereign.

The First Egyptian Foot had colors  and has them still, thanks to Billy Grogram; so the First Egyptian Foot is still a regiment. It was the very first of all the regiments raised in Egypt, and the colors were lovely crimson things on a brand new polished pole, cased in the regulation jacket of black waterproof and housed with all pomp and ceremony in the mess-room at the barracks. There were people who said it was bad policy to present colors to a native regiment; that they were nothing more than a symbol of a decadent and waning monarchism in any case, and that the respect which would be due them might lead dangerously near to fetish-worship. As a matter of cold fact, though, the raw recruits of the regiment failed utterly to understand them, and it was part of Billy Grograms business to instill in them a wholesome respect for the sacred symbol of regimental honor.

He was Sergeant-Instructor William Stanford Grogram, V.C., D.S.M., to give him his full name and title, late a sergeant-major of the True and Tried, time expired, and retired from service on a pension. His pension would have been enough for him to live on, for he was unmarried, his habits were exemplary, and his wants were few; but an elder brother had been a neer-do- well, and Grogram, who was the type that will die rather than let any one of his depend on charity, left the army with a sister-in-law and a small tribe of children dependent on him. Work, of course, was the only thing left for it, and he applied promptly for the only kind of work that he knew how to do.

The British are always making new regiments out of native material in some part of the world; they come cheaper than white troops, and, with a sprinkling of white troops among them, they do wonderfully good service In time of war  thanks to the sergeant instructors. The officers get the credit for It, but it Is the ex-noncommissioned officers of the Line who do the work, as Grogram was destined to discover. They sent him out to Instruct the First Egyptian Foot, and it turned out to be the toughest proposition that any one lonely, determined, homesick fighting-man ever ran up against.

He was not looking for a life of idleness and ease, so the discomfort of his new quarters did not trouble him overmuch, though they would have disgusted another man at the very beginning. They gave him a little, white-washed, mud-walled hut, with two bare rooms in it, and a lovely view on three sides of aching desert sand; on the fourth a blind wall.

It was as hot inside as a bakers oven, but It had the one great advantage of being easily kept clean, and Grogram, whose fetish was cleanliness, bore that in mind, and forbore to grumble at the absence of a sergeants mess and the various creature comforts that his position had entitled him to for years.

What did disgust him, though, was the unfairness of saddling the task that lay in front of him on the shoulders of one lone man; his officers made it quite clear that they had no intention of helping him in the least; from the Colonel downward they were ashamed of the regiment, and they expected Grogram to work it into something like shape before they even began to take an interest in it. The Colonel went even further than that; he put in an appearance at Orderly Room every morning and once a week attended a parade out on the desert where nobody could see the awful evolutions of his raw command, but he, actually threw cold water on Grograms efforts at enthusiasm.

You cant make a silk purse out of a sows ear, he told him a few mornings after Grogram joined, or well-drilled soldiers out of Gyppies. Heaven only knows what the Home Government means by trying to raise a regiment out here; at the very best well only be teaching the enemy to fight us! But youll find they wont learn. However, until the Government finds out what a ghastly mistakes being made, theres nothing for it but to obey orders and drill Gyppies. Go ahead, Grogram; I give you a free hand. Try anything you like on them, but dont ask me to believe therell be any result from it. Candidly I dont.

But Grogram happened to be a different type of man from his new Colonel. After a conversation such as that, he could have let things go hang had he chosen to, drawing his pay, doing his six hours work a day along the line of least resistance, and blaming the inevitable consequences on the Colonel. But to him a duty was something to be done; an impossibility was something to set his clean-shaven, stubborn jaw at and to overcome; and a regiment was a regiment, to be kneaded and pummeled and damned and coaxed and drilled, till it began to look as the True and Tried used to look in the days when he was sergeant-major. So he twisted his little brown mustache and drew himself up to the full height of his five feet eight inches, spread his well-knit shoulders, straightened his ramrod of a back and got busy on the job, while his Colonel and the other officers did the social rounds in Cairo and cursed their luck.

The material that Grogram had to work with were fellaheen*  good, honest coal-black negroes, giants in stature, the embodiment of good-humored incompetence, children of the soil weaned on raw-hide whips under the blight of Turkish misrule and Arab cruelty. They had no idea that they were even men till Grogram taught them; and he had to learn Arabic first before he could teach them even that.

They began by fearing him, as their ancestors had feared every new breed of task-master for centuries; gradually they learned to look for instant and amazing justice at his hands, and from then on they respected him. He caned them instead of getting them fined by the Colonel or punished with pack-drill for failing things they did not understand; they were thoroughly accustomed to the lash, and his light swagger-cane laid on their huge shoulders was a joke that served merely to point his arguments and fix his lessons in their memories; they would not have understood the Colonels wrath had he known that the men of his regiment were being beaten by a non-commissioned officer.

They began to love him when he harked back to the days when he was a recruit himself, and remembered the steps of a double-shuffle that he had learned in the barrack-room; when he danced a buck and wing dance for them they recognized him as a man and a brother, and from that time on, instead of giving him all the trouble they could and laughing at his lectures when his back was turned, they genuinely tried to please him.

So he studied out more steps, and danced his way into their hearts, growing daily stricter on parade, daily more exacting of pipe-clay and punctuality, and slowly, but surely as the march of time, molding them into something like a regiment.

Even he could not teach them to shoot, though he sweated over them on the dazzling range until the sun dried every drop of sweat out of him. And for a long time he could not even teach them how to march; they would keep step for a hundred yards or so, and then lapse into the listless shrinking stride that was the birthright of centuries.

He pestered the Colonel for a band of sorts until the Colonel told him angrily to go to blazes; then he wrote home and purchased six fifes with his own money, bought a native drum in the bazaar, and started a band on his own account.

Had he been able to read music himself he would have been no better off, because of course the fellaheen he had to teach could not have read it either, though possibly he might have slightly increased the number of tunes in their repertoire.

As it was, he knew only two tunes himself The Campbells Are Coming, and the National Anthem.

He picked the six most intelligent men he could find and whistled those two tunes to them until his lips were dry and his cheeks ached and his very soul revolted at the sound of them. But the six men picked them up; and, of course, any negro in the world can beat a drum. One golden morning before the sun had heated up the desert air the regiment marched past in really good formation, all in step, and tramping to the tune of God Save the Queen.

The Colonel nearly had a fit, but the regiment tramped on and the band played them back to barracks with a swing and a rhythm that was new not only to the First Egyptian Foot; it was new to Egypt! The tune was half a tone flat maybe, and the drum was a sheepskin business bought in the bazaar, but a new regiment marched behind it. And behind the regiment  two paces right flank, as the regulations specify  marched a sergeant-instructor with a new light in his eyes  the gray eyes that had looked out so wearily from beneath the shaggy eyebrows, and that shone now with the pride of a deed well done.

Of course the Colonel was still scornful. But Billy Grogram, who had handled men when the Colonel was cutting his teeth at Sandhurst, and who knew men from the bottom up, knew that the mob of unambitious countrymen, who had grinned at him in uncomfortable silence when he first arrived, was beginning to forget its mobdom. He, who spent his hard-earned leisure talking to them and answering their childish questions in hard-won Arabic, knew that they were slowly grasping the theory of the thing  that a soul was forming in the regiment  an indefinable, unexplainable, but obvious change, perhaps not unlike the change from infancy to manhood.

And Billy Grogram, who above all was a man of clean ideals, began to feel content. He still described them in his letters home as blooming mummies made of Nile mud, roasted black for their sins, and good for nothing but the ash-heap. He still damned them on parade, whipped them when the Colonel wasnt looking, and worked at them until he was much too tired to sleep; but he began to love them. And to a big, black, grinning man of them, they loved him. To encourage that wondrous band of his, he set them to playing their two tunes on guest nights outside the officers mess; and the officers endured it until the Colonel returned from furlough. He sent for Grogram and offered to pay him back all he had spent on instruments, provided the band should keep away in future.

Grogram refused the money and took the hint, inventing weird and hitherto unheard-of reasons why it should be unrighteous for the band to play outside the mess, and preaching respect for officers in spite of it. Like all great men he knew when he had made a mistake, and how to minimize it.

His hardest task was teaching the Gyppies what their colors meant. The men were Mohammedans; they believed in Allah; they had been taught from the time when they were old enough to speak that idols and the outward symbols of religion are the signs of heresy; and Grograms lectures, delivered in stammering and uncertain Arabic, seemed to them like the ground-plan of a new religion. But Grogram stuck to it. He made opportunities for saluting the colors  took them down each morning and uncased them, and treated them with an ostentatious respect that would have been laughed at among his own people.

When his days work was done and he was too tired to dance for them, he would tell them long tales, done into halting Arabic, of how regiments had died rallying round their colors; of a brand new paradise, invented by himself and suitable to all religions, where soldiers went who honored their colors as they ought to do; of the honor that befell a man who died fighting for them, and of the tenfold honor of the man whose privilege it was to carry them into action. And in the end, although they did not understand him, they respected the colors because he told them to.


II

WHEN England hovered on the brink of indecision and sent her greatest general to hold Khartoum with only a handful of native troops to help him, the First Egyptian Foot refused to leave their gaudy crimson behind them. They marched with colors flying down to the steamer that was to take them on the first long stage of their journey up the Nile, and there were six fifes and a drum in front of them that told whoever cared to listen that The Campbells are coming  hurrah! hurrah!

They marched with the measured tramp of a real regiment; they carried their chins high; their tarbooshes* were cocked at a knowing angle and they swung from the hips like grown men. At the head of the regiment rode a Colonel whom the regiment scarcely knew, and beside it marched a dozen officers in a like predicament; but behind it, his sword strapped to his side and his little swagger-cane tucked under his left arm-pit, Inconspicuous, smiling and content, marched Sergeant-Instructor Grogram, whom the regiment knew and loved, and who had made and knew the regiment.

The whole civilized world knows  and England knows to her enduring shame  what befell General Gordon and his handful of men when they reached Khartoum. Gordon surely guessed what was in store for him even before he started, his subordinates may have done so, and the native soldiers knew. But Sergeant-Instructor Grogram neither knew nor cared.

He looked no further than his duty, which was to nurse the big black babies of his regiment and to keep them good tempered, grinning and efficient; he did that as no other living man could have done it, and kept on doing it until the bitter end.

And his task can have been no sinecure. The Mahdi*  the ruthless terror of the Upper Nile who ruled by systematized and savage cruelty and lived by plunder  was as much a bogy to peaceful Egypt as Napoleon used to be in Europe, and with far more reason. Mothers frightened their children into prompt obedience by the mere mention of his name, and the coal-black natives of the Nile-mouth country are never more than grown-up children.

It must have been as easy to take that regiment to Khartoum as to take a horse into a burning building, but when they reached there not a man was missing; they marched in with colors flying and their six-fife band playing, and behind them  two paces right flank rear  marched Billy Grogram, his little swagger-cane under his left arm-pit, neat, respectful and very wide awake. For a little while Cairo kept in touch with them, and then communication ceased. Nobody ever learned all the details of the tragedy that followed; there was a curtain drawn  of mystery and silence such as has always veiled the heart of darkest Africa.

Lord Wolseley took his expedition up the Nile, whipped the Dervishes at El Teb and Tel-el-Kebir, and reached Khartoum, to learn of Gordons death, but not the details of it. Then he came back again; and the Mahdi followed him, closing up the route behind him, wiping all trace of civilization off the map and placing what he imagined was an insuperable barrier between him and the British  a thousand miles of plundered, ravished, depopulated wilderness.

So a clerk in a musty office drew a line below the record of the First Egyptian Foot; widows were duly notified; a pension or two was granted; and the regiment that Billy Grogram had worked so hard to build was relegated to the past, like Billy Grogram.

Rumors had come back along with Wolseleys men that Grogram had gone down fighting with his regiment; there was a story that the band had been taken alive and turned over to the Mahdis private service, and one prisoner, taken near Khartoum, swore that he had seen Grogram speared as he lay wounded before the Residency. There was a battalion of the True and Tried with Wolseley; and the men used methods that may have been not strictly ethical in seeking tidings of their old sergeant-major; but even they could get no further details; he had gone down fighting with his regiment, and that was all about him.

Then men forgot him. The long steady preparation soon began for the new campaign that was to wipe the Mahdi off the map, restore peace to Upper Egypt, regain Khartoum and incidentally avenge Gordon. Regiments were slowly drafted out from home as barracks could be built for them; new regiments of native troops were raised and drilled by ex-sergeants of the Line who never heard of Grogram; new men took charge; and the Sirdar* superintended everything and laid his reputation brick by brick, of bricks which he made himself, and men were too busy under him to think of anything except the work in hand.

But rumors kept coming in, as they always do in Egypt, filtering in from nowhere over the illimitable desert, borne by stray camel-drivers, carried by Dervish spies, tossed from tongue to tongue through the fishmarket, and carried up back stairs to Clubs and Department Offices. There were tales of a drummer and three men who played the fife and a wonderful mad feringhee* who danced as no man surely ever danced before. The tales varied, but there were always four musicians and a feringhee.

When one Dervish spy was caught and questioned he swore by the beard of the prophet that he had seen the men himself. He was told promptly that he was a liar; how came it that a feringhee  a pork-fed, infidel Englishman  should be allowed to live anywhere the Mahdis long arm reached?

Whom God hath touched the Dervish quoted; and men remembered that madness is the surest passport throughout the whole of Northern Africa. But nobody connected Grogram with the feringhee who danced.

But another man was captured who told a similar tale; and then a Greek trader, turned Mohammedan to save his skin, who had made good his escape from the Mahdis camp. He swore to having seen this man as he put in one evening at a Nile-bank village in a native dhow. He was dressed in an ancient khaki tunic and a loin-cloth; he was bare-legged, shoeless, and his hair was long over his shoulders and plastered thick with mud. No, he did not look in the least like a British soldier, though he danced as soldiers sometimes did beside the camp-fires.

Three natives who were with him played fifes while the feringhee danced, and one man beat a drum. Yes, the tunes were English tunes, though very badly played; he had heard them before, and recognized them. No, he could not hum them; he knew no music. Why had he not spoken to the man who danced? He had not dared. The man appeared to be a prisoner and so were the natives with him; the man had danced that evening until he could dance no longer, and then the Dervishes had beaten him with a kurbash* for encouragement: the musicians had tried to interfere, and they had all been beaten and left lying there for dead. He was not certain, but he was almost certain they were dead before he came away.

Then, more than three years after Gordon died, there came another rumor, this time from closer at hand  somewhere in the neutral desert zone that lay between the Dervish outpost and the part of Lower Egypt that England held. This time the dancer was reported to be dying, but the musicians were still with him. They got the name of the dancer this time; it was reported to be Goglam, and though that was not at all a bad native guess for Grogram, nobody apparently noted the coincidence.

Men were too busy with their work; the rumor was only one of a thousand that filtered across the desert every month, and nobody remembered the non- commissioned officer who had left for Khartoum with the First Egyptian Foot; they could have recalled the names of all the officers almost without an effort, but not Grograms.


III

EGYPT was busy with the hum of building  empire- building under a man who knew his job. Almost the only game the Sirdar countenanced was polo, and that only because it kept officers and civilians fit. He gave them all the polo, though, that they wanted, and the men grew keen on it, spent money on it, and needless to say, grew extraordinarily proficient.

And with the proficiency of course came competition  matches between regiments for the regimental cup and finally the biggest event of the Cairo season, the match between the Civil Service and the Army of Occupation, or, as it was more usually termed, The Army vs. The Rest. That was the one society event that the Sirdar made a point of presiding over in person.

He attended it in mufti always, but sat in the seat of honor, just outside the touch-line, half-way down the field; and behind him, held back by ropes, clustered the whole of Cairene society, on foot, on horseback and in dog- carts, buggies, gigs and every kind of carriage imaginable. Opposite and at either end, the garrison lined up  all the British and native troops rammed in together; and the native population crowded in between them and wherever they could find standing-room.

It was the one event of the year for which all Egypt, Christian and Mohammedan, took a holiday. Regimental bands were there to play before the game and between the chukkers, and nothing was left undone that could in any way tend to make the event spectacular.

Two games had been played since the cup had been first presented by the Khedive,* and honors lay even  one match for the Army and one for the Civil Service. So on the third anniversary feeling ran fairly high. It ran higher still when half time was called and honors still lay even at one goal all; to judge by the excitement of the crowd, a stranger might have guessed that polo was the most important thing in Egypt. The players rode off the pavilion for the half-time interval, and the infantry band that came out onto the field was hard put to drown the noise of conversation and laughter and argument. At that minute there was surely nothing in the world to talk about but polo.

But suddenly the band stopped playing, as suddenly as though the music were a concrete thing and had been severed with an ax. The Sirdar turned his head suddenly and gazed at one corner of the field, and the noise of talking ceased  not so suddenly as the music had done, for not everybody could see what was happening at first  but dying down gradually and fading away to nothing as the amazing thing came into view.

It was a detachment of five men  a drummer and three fifes, and one other man who marched behind them  though he scarcely resembled a man. He marched, though, like a British soldier.

He was ragged  they all were  dirty and unkempt. He seemed very nearly starved, for his bare legs were thinner than a mummys; round his loins was a native loin-cloth, and his hair was plastered down with mud like a religious fanatics. His only other garment was a tattered khaki tunic that might once have been a soldiers, and he wore no shoes or sandals of any kind.

He marched though, with a straight back and his chin up, and anybody who was half observant might have noticed that he was marching two paces right flank rear; it is probable, though, that in the general amazement, nobody did notice it.

As the five debouched upon the polo ground, four of them abreast and one behind, the four men raised their arms, the man behind issued a sharp command, the right hand man thumped his drum, and a wail proceeded from the fifes. They swung into a regimental quickstep now, and the wail grew louder, rising and falling fitfully and distinctly keeping time with the drum.

Then the tune grew recognizable. The crowd listened now in awe-struck silence. The five approaching figures were grotesque enough to raise a laugh and the tune was grotesquer, and more pitiable still; but there was something electric in the atmosphere that told of tragedy, and not even the natives made a sound as the five marched straight across the field to where the Sirdar sat beneath the Egyptian flag.

Louder and louder grew the tune as the fifes warmed up to it; louder thumped the drum. It was flat, and notes were missing here and there. False notes appeared at unexpected intervals, but the tune was unmistakable. The Campbells are coming! Hurrah! Hurrah! wailed the three fifes, and the five men marched to it as no undrilled natives ever did.

Halt! ordered the man behind when the strange cortege had reached the Sirdar; and his Halt! rang out in good clean military English.

Front! he ordered, and they fronted like a regiment. Right Dress! They were in line already, but they went through the formality of shuffling their feet. Eyes Front! The five men faced the Sirdar, and no one breathed. General salute  pre-sent arms!

They had no arms. The band stood still at attention. The fifth man he of the bare legs and plastered hair  whipped his right hand to his forehead in the regulation military salute  held it there for the regulation six seconds, swaying as he did so and tottering from the knees, then whipped it to his side again, and stood at rigid attention. He seemed able to stand better that way, for his knees left off shaking.

Who are you? asked the Sirdar then.

First Egyptian Foot, sir.

The crowd behind was leaning forward, listening; those that had been near enough to hear that gasped. The Sirdars face changed suddenly to the look of cold indifference behind which a certain type of Englishman hides his emotion.

Then came the time-honored question, prompt as the ax of a guillotine  inevitable as Fate itself:

Where are your colors?

The fifth man  he who had issued the commands fumbled with his tunic. The buttons were missing, and the front of it was fastened up with a string; his fingers seemed to have grown feeble; he plucked at it, but it would not come undone.

Where are

The answer to that question should be like an echo, and nobody should need to ask it twice. But the string burst suddenly, and the first time of asking sufficed. The ragged, unkempt long-haired mummy undid his tunic and pulled it open.

Here, sir! he answered.

The colors, blood-soaked, torn  unrecognizable almost  were round his body! As the ragged tunic fell apart, the colors fell with it; Grogram caught them, and stood facing the Sirdar with them in his hand. His bare chest was seared with half-healed wounds and criss-crossed with the marks of floggings, and his skin seemed to be drawn tight as a mummys across his ribs. He was a living skeleton!

The Sirdar sprang to his feet and raised his hat; for the colors of a regiment are second, in holiness, to the Symbols of the Church. The watching, listening crowd followed suit; there was a sudden rustling as a sea of hats and helmets rose and descended. The band of four, that had stood in stolid silence while all this was happening, realized that the moment was auspicious to play their other tune.

They had only one other, and they had played The Campbells are coming across the polo field; so up went the fifes, Bang! went the drum, and, God Save Our Gracious Queen wailed the three in concert, while strong men hid their faces and women sobbed.

Grogram whipped his hand up to the answering salute, faced the crowd in front of him for six palpitating seconds, and fell dead at the Sirdars feet.

And so they buried him; his shroud was the flag that had flown above the Sirdar at that ever-memorable match, and his soul went into the regiment.

They began recruiting it again next day round the blood-soaked colors he had carried with him, and the First Egyptian Foot did famously at the Atbara and Omdurman. They buried him in a hollow square formed by massed brigades, European and native regiments alternating, and saw him on his way with twenty-one parting volleys, instead of the regulation five. His tombstone is a monolith of rough-hewn granite, tucked away in a quiet corner of the European graveyard at Cairo  quiet and inconspicuous as Grogram always was  but the truth is graven on it in letters two inches deep:

HERE LIES A MAN


TROS OF SAMOTHRACE
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First appearing as a serial in Adventure magazine in 1925, Appleton-Century published the book version of Tros of Samothrace much later in 1934. As an historical novel for Mundy, the subject matter is something of a departure too, as the title hero battles with the likes of Norsemen and Romans, while mixing with pre-Roman Britons. Mundys aversion to any form or era of imperialist rule (as evidenced in his works through critique of British rule of India) encouraged a heated debate because of his negative depiction of Julius Caesar and the Roman rule. As usual, he also endeavours to create strong female characters, in this case the women of the British tribes, who are depicted as courageous and earthy. The novel has a staggering 96 chapters, although such length is not unknown amongst the authors of serialised fiction  Dickens and Thackeray being obvious examples. The Tros stories have been described as historical fantasy, with one foot in historical accuracy, but without letting attention to detail spoil a good yarn. 

The story opens with some typically Mundy touches  mention of Druids, sacred stones and a charming rural scene in pre-Roman Britain. Yet, amongst the indigenous people in this scene is also Tros, the Greek Mariner, exotic of appearance and powerful in build:

He looked a giant compared to the others although he was not much taller than they. His clothing was magnificent, but travel-stained. His black hair, hanging nearly to his shoulders, was bound by a heavy gold band across his forehead. A cloak of purple cloth, embroidered around the edges with gold thread, partly concealed a yellow tunic edged with gold and purple. He wore a long sword with a purple scabbard, suspended from a leather belt that was heavily adorned with golden studs. His forearm was a Titans and the muscles on his calves were like the roots of trees; but it was his face that held attention... His leonine, amberous eyes contained a hint of red and the breadth between them accentuated the massive strength of the forehead; they were eyes that seemed afraid of nothing and incredulous of much; not intolerant, but certainly not easy to persuade.

It is tempting to see a portent in this description of Tros of the comic book super heroes, who became so popular from the late 1930s onwards!

Tros tells his companions his story: his father is Perseus, Prince of the island of Samothrace and both are gifted mariners. The Keepers of the Mysteries of Samothrace sent the Prince on a special mission to many lands, including Gaul, to make contact with the Druids amongst others. Betrayed by the Romans, the ship was destroyed and the crew slaughtered. Father and son were captured and brought before Julius Caesar, who tells the men he has no wish to execute two such worthy opponents and instead compels Tros to help plan the Roman invasion of Britain, whilst the Prince is kept back as a hostage to ensure the loyalty of Tros. He is sent to Britain to ascertain what treasures are there and eventually returns to his captor, Caesars agent, Caius Volusenus  but what the Romans do not realise is that Tros is bent on revenge and upon fighting for the release of his father. Tros is by no means a war monger, but he will not shirk from conflict if he finds himself in the middle of it and this time he must resort to behaving like as a double agent, forging links with the British tribal chiefs and encouraging resistance to Rome, whilst at the same time convincing the Romans that he is on their side entirely. 

Many perils and adventures face Tros and his allies in this wide ranging tale of adventure; numerous real life characters make an appearance apart from Caesar. The descriptions of Iron Age Britain are evocative, but the purist will have to accept that much less was known in the 1920s about that time than is known now. Overall, a colourful historical romp, with a larger than life hero.
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CHAPTER 1. Britain: The Late Summer of 55 B.C.

These then are your liberties that ye inherit. If ye inherit sheep and oxen, ye protect those from the wolves. Ye know there are wolves, aye, and thieves also. Ye do not make yourselves ridiculous by saying neither wolf nor thief would rob you, but each to his own. Nevertheless, ye resent my warning. But I tell you, Liberty is alertness; those are one; they are the same thing. Your liberties are an offense to the slave, and to the enslaver also. Look ye to your liberties! Be watchful, and be ready to defend them. Envy, greed, conceit and ignorance, believing they are Virtue, see in undefended Liberty their opportunity to prove that violence is the grace of manhood.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TOWARD sunset of a golden summer evening in a clearing in a dense oak forest five men and a woman sat beside a huge flat rock that lay half buried in the earth and tilted at an angle toward where the North Star would presently appear.

At the southern end of the clearing was a large house built of mud and wattle with a heavy thatched roof; it was surrounded by a fence of untrimmed branches, and within the enclosure there were about a dozen men and women attending a fire in the open air, cooking, and carrying water.

Across the clearing from a lane that led between enormous oaks, some cattle, driven by a few armed men clothed in little other than skins dawdled along a winding cow-path toward the opening in the fence. There was a smell of wood smoke and a hush that was entirely separate from the noise made by the cattle, the soft sigh of wind in the trees, the evensong of birds and the sound of voices. Expectancy was in the air.

The five men who sat by the rock were talking with interruptions, two of them being foreigners, who used one of the dialects of southern Gaul; and that was intelligible to one of the Britons who was a druid, and to the woman, who seemed to understand it perfectly, but not to the other men, to whom the druid had to keep interpreting.

Speak slowly, Tros, speak slowly, urged the druid; but the big man, although he spoke the Gaulish perfectly, had a way of pounding his left palm with his right fist and interjecting Greek phrases for added emphasis, making his meaning even more incomprehensible.

He looked a giant compared to the others although he was not much taller than they. His clothing was magnificent, but travel-stained. His black hair, hanging nearly to his shoulders, was bound by a heavy gold band across his forehead. A cloak of purple cloth, embroidered around the edges with gold thread, partly concealed a yellow tunic edged with gold and purple.

He wore a long sword with a purple scabbard, suspended from a leather belt that was heavily adorned with golden studs. His forearm was a Titans, and the muscles on his calves were like the roots of trees; but it was his face that held attention: Force, under control with immense stores in reserve; youth unconquerable, yet peculiarly aged before its time; cunning of the sort that is entirely separate from cowardice; imagination undivorced from concrete fact; an iron will and great good humor, that looked capable of blazing into wrath  all were written in the contours of forehead, nose and jaw. His leonine, amberous eyes contained a hint of red, and the breadth between them accentuated the massive strength of the forehead; they were eyes that seemed afraid of nothing, and incredulous of much; not intolerant, but certainly not easy to persuade.

His jaw had been shaved recently, to permit attention to a wound that had now nearly healed, leaving a deep indentation in the chin, and the black re-growing beard, silky in texture, so darkened the bronze skin that except for his size, he might almost have passed for an Iberian.

Conops will tell you, he said, laying a huge hand on the shoulder of the man beside him, how well I know this Caius Julius Caesar. Conops, too, has had a taste of him. I have seen Caesars butchery. I know how he behaves to druids and to kings and to women and to all who oppose him, if he once has power. To obtain power  hah!  he pretends sometimes to be magnanimous. To keep it

Tros made a gesture with his right fist, showed his teeth in a grin of disgust and turned to the other Samothracian beside him. Is he or is he not cruel, Conops? Does he keep Romes promises? Are Romes or his worth that? He snapped his fingers.

Conops grinned and laid a forefinger on the place where his right eye had been. Conops was a short man, of about the same age as Tros, possibly five-and-twenty, and of the same swarthy complexion; but he bore no other resemblance to his big companion. One bright-blue eye peered out from an impudent face, crowned with a knotted red kerchief. His nose was up-turned, as if it had been smashed in childhood. He had small brass earrings, similar in pattern to the heavy golden ones that Tros wore, and he was dressed in a smock of faded Tyrian blue, with a long knife tucked into a red sash at his waist. His thin, strong, bare legs looked as active as a cats.

Caesar is as cruel as a fish! he answered, nodding. And he lies worse than a long-shore Alexandrian with a female slave for hire.

The druid had to interpret that remark, speaking in soft undertones from a habit of having his way without much argument. He was a broad-faced young man with a musical voice, a quiet smile and big brown eyes, dressed in a blue-dyed woolen robe that reached nearly to his heels  one of the bardic druids of the second rank.

It was the woman who spoke next, interrupting the druids explanation, with her eyes on Tros. She seemed to gloat over his strength and yet to be more than half-suspicious of him, holding her husband by the arm and resting chin and elbow on her knee as she leaned forward to watch the big mans face. She was dressed in a marvelously worked tunic of soft leather, whose pricked-in, barbaric pattern had been stained with blue woad. Chestnut hair, beautifully cared for, hung to her waist; her brown eyes were as eager as a dogs; and though she was young and comely, and had not yet borne a child, she looked too panther-like to be attractive to a man who had known gentler women.

You say he is cruel, this Caesar. Is that because he punished you for disobedience  or did you steal his woman? she demanded. Tros laughed  a heavy, scornful laugh from deep down near his stomach.

No need to steal! Caius Julius Caesar gives women away when he has amused himself, he answered. He cares for none unless some other man desires her; and when he has spoiled her, he uses her as a reward for his lieutenants. On the march his soldiers cry out to the rulers of the towns to hide their wives away, saying they bring the maker of cuckolds with them. Such is Caesar; a self-worshiper, a brainy rascal, the meanest cynic and the boldest thief alive. But he is lucky as well as clever, have no doubt of that.

The druid interpreted, while the woman kept her eyes on Tros.

Is he handsomer than you? Are you jealous of him? Did he steal your wife? she asked; and Tros laughed again, meeting the womans gaze with a calmness that seemed to irritate her.

I have no wife, and no wife ever had me, he answered. When I meet the woman who can turn my head, my heart shall be the judge of her, Gwenhwyfar.

Are you a druid? Are you a priest of some sort? the woman asked. Her glowing eyes examined the pattern of the gold embroidery that edged his cloak.

Tros smiled and looked straight at the druid instead of at her. Conops drew in his breath, as if he was aware of danger.

He is from Samothrace, the druid remarked. You do not know what that means, Gwenhwyfar. It is a mystery.

The woman looked dissatisfied and rather scornful. She lapsed into silence, laying both elbows on her knees and her chin in both hands to stare at Tros even more intently. Her husband took up the conversation. He was a middle-sized active-looking man with a long moustache, dressed in wolf-skin with the fur side outward over breeches and a smock of knitted wool.

An amber necklace and a beautifully worked gold bracelet on his right wrist signified chieftainship of some sort. He carried his head with an air of authority that was increased by the care with which his reddish hair had been arranged to fall over his shoulders; but there was a suggestion of cunning and of weakness and cupidity at the corners of his eyes and mouth. The skin of his body had been stained blue, and the color had faded until the natural weathered white showed through it; the resulting blend was barbarously beautiful.

The Romans who come to our shore now and then have things they like to trade with us for other things that we can easily supply. They are not good traders. We have much the best of it, he remarked.

Tros understood him without the druids aid, laughed and thumped his right fist on his knee; but instead of speaking he paused and signed to them all to listen. There came one long howl, and then a wolf-pack chorus from the forest.

This wolf smelt, and that wolf saw; then came the pack! What if ye let down the fence? he said then. It is good that ye have a sea around this island. I tell you, the wolves of the Tiber are less merciful than those, and more in number and more ingenious and more rapacious. Those wolves glut themselves; they steal a cow, maybe, but when they have a bellyful they go; and a full wolf falls prey to the hunter. But where Romans gain a foothold they remain, and there is no end to their devouring. I saw Caesar cut off the right hands of thirty thousand Gauls because they disobeyed him. I say, I saw it.

Perhaps they broke a promise, said the woman, tossing her head to throw the hair out of her eyes. Commius the Gaul, whom Caesar sent to talk with us, says the Romans bring peace and affluence and that they keep their promises.

Affluence for Commius, aye, and for the Romans! Tros answered. Caesar made Commius king of the Atrebates. But do you know what happened to the Atrebates first? How many men were crucified? How many women sold into slavery? How many girls dishonored? Aye, there is always peace where Rome keeps wolfs promises. Those are the only sort she ever keeps! Commius is king of a tribe that has no remaining fighting men nor virgins, and that toils from dawn to dark to pay the tribute money that Caesar shall send to Rome  and for what? To bribe the Roman senators! And why? Because he plans to make himself the ruler of the world!

How do you know? asked the woman, when the druid began to interpret that long speech. She motioned to the druid to be still  her ear was growing more accustomed to the Samothracians strange pronunciation.

Tros paused, frowning, grinding his teeth with a forward movement of his iron jaw. Then he spoke, looking straight at the woman:

I am from the isle of Samothrace, that never had a king, nor ever bowed to foreign yoke. My father is a prince of Samothrace, and he understands what that means. He glanced at the druid. My father had a ship  a good ship, well manned with a crew of freemen  small, because there are no harbors in the isle of Samothrace and we must beach our ships, but seaworthy and built of Euxine timber, with fastenings of bronze. We had a purple sail; and that, the Romans said, was insolence.

The Keepers of the Mysteries of Samothrace despatched my father in his ship to many lands, of which Gaul was one, for purposes which druids understand. Caesar hates druids because the druids have secrets that they keep from him.

He denounced my father as a pirate, although Pompey, the other tribune, who made war on pirates, paid my father homage and gave him a parchment with the Roman safe-conduct written on it. My name, as my fathers son, was also on the parchment, as were the names of every member of the crew. I was second in command of that good ship. Conops was one of the crew; we two and my father are all who are left.

Tros paused, met Conops one bright eye, nodded reminiscently, and waited while the druid translated what he had just said into the British tongue. The druid spoke carefully, avoiding further reference to the Mysteries. But the woman hardly listened to him; she had understood.

Our business was wholly peaceful, Tros continued. We carried succor to the Gauls, not in the form of weapons or appliances, but in the form of secret counsel to the druids whom Caesar persecuted, giving them encouragement, advising them to bide their time and to depend on such resources as were no business of Caesars.

And first, because Caesar mistrusted us, he made us give up our weapons. Soon after, on a pretext, he sent for that parchment that Pompey had given my father; and he failed to return it. Then he sent men to burn our ship, for the sake of the bronze that was in her; and the excuse he gave was that our purple sail was a defiance of the Roman Eagles. Thereafter he made us all prisoners; and at that time Conops had two eyes.

Gwenhwyfar glanced sharply at Conops, made a half contemptuous movement of her lips and threw the hair back on her shoulders.

All of the crew, except myself and Conops, were flogged to death by Caesars orders in my fathers presence, Tros went on. They were accused of being spies. Caesar himself affects to take no pleasure in such scenes, and he stayed in his tent until the cruelty was over. Nor did I witness it, for I also was in Caesars tent, he questioning me as to my fathers secrets.

But I pretended to know nothing of them. And Conops did not see the flogging, because they had put his eye out, by Caesars order, for a punishment, and for the time being they had forgotten him. When the last man was dead, my father was brought before Caesar and the two beheld each other face to face, my father standing and Caesar seated with his scarlet cloak over his shoulders, smiling with mean lips that look more cruel than a wolfs except when he is smiling at a compliment or flattering a woman. And because my father knows all these coasts, and Caesar does not know them but, nevertheless, intends to invade this island

The druid interrupted.

How does he know it is an island? he asked. Very few, except we and some of the chiefs, know that.

My father, who has sailed around it, told him so in an unguarded moment.

He should not have told, said the druid.

True, he should not have told, Tros agreed. But there are those who told Caesar that Britain is a vast continent, rich in pearls and precious stones; he plans to get enough pearls to make a breastplate for the statue of the Venus Genetrix) in Rome.

So my father, hoping to discourage him, said that Britain is only an island, of no wealth at all, inhabited by useless people, whose women are ugly and whose men are for the most part deformed from starvation and sickness. But Caesar did not believe him, having other information and being ambitious to possess pearls.

We have pearls, said the woman, tossing her head again, pulling down the front of her garment to show a big pearl at her breast.

The druid frowned:

Speak on, Tros. You were in the tent. Your father stood and confronted Caesar. What then?

Caesar, intending to invade this island of Britain, ordered that I should be flogged and crucified, saying: For your son looks strong, and he will die more painfully if he is flogged, because the flies will torture him. Let us see whether he will not talk, after they have tied him to the tree.

What then? asked the druid, with a strange expression in his eyes.

Yes, what then? said the woman, leaning farther forward to watch Tross face. There was a half smile on her lips.

My father offered himself in place of me, said Tros.

And you agreed to it! said the woman, nodding, seeming to confirm her own suspicion, and yet dissatisfied.

Tros laughed at her.

Gwenhwyfar, I am not thy lover! he retorted, and the woman glared. I said to Caesar, I would die by any means rather than be the cause of my fathers death; and I swore to him to his face, as I stood between the men who held me, that if my father should die first, at his hands, he must slay me, too, and swiftly.

Caesar understood that threat. He lapsed into thought awhile, crossing one knee over the other, in order to appear at ease. But he was not at ease, and I knew then that he did not wish to slay either my father or me, having another use for us. So I said nothing.

Most men usually say too much, the druid commented.

And presently Caesar dismissed us, commanding that we should be confined in one hut together, Tros went on. And for a long while my father and I said nothing, for fear the guard without might listen. But in the night we lay on the dirt floor with our heads together, whispering, and my father said:

Death is but a little matter and soon over with, for even torture must come to an end; but a mans life should be lived to its conclusion, and it may be we can yet serve the purpose for which we came to Gaul. Remember this, my son, said he, that whereas force may not prevail, a man may gain his end by seeming to yield, as a ship yields to the sea. And that is good, provided the ship does not yield too much and be swamped.

Thereafter we whispered far into the night. And in the morning when Caesar sent for us we stood before him in silence, he considering our faces and our strength. My father is a stronger man than I.

There were the ropes on the floor of the tent, with which they were ready to bind us; and there were knotted cords for the flogging; and two executioners, who stood outside the tent  they were Numidians  black men with very evil faces. And when he had considered us a long time Caesar said:

It is no pleasure to me to hand men of good birth over to the executioners.

He lied. There is nothing he loves better, for he craves the power of life and death, and the nobler his victim the more subtly he enjoys it. But we kept silence. Then he rearranged the wreath that he wears on his head to hide the baldness, and drew the ends of his scarlet cloak over his knees and smiled; for through the tent door he observed a woman they were bringing to him. He became in a hurry to have our business over with.

It may be that the sight of the woman softened him, for she was very beautiful and very much afraid; or it may be that he knew all along what demand he would make. He made a gesture of magnanimity and said:

I would that I might spare you; for you seem to me to be worthy men; but the affairs of the senate and the Roman people have precedence over my personal feelings, which all men will assure you are humane. If, out of respect for your good birth and courageous bearing  for I reckon courage chiefest of the virtues  I should not oblige you to reveal the druids secrets, I would expect you in return to render Rome a service. Thereafter, you may both go free. What say you?

And my father answered: We would not reveal the druids secrets, even if we knew them; nor are we afraid to die.

And Caesar smiled. Brave men, he said, are more likely than cowards to perform their promises. I am sending Caius Volusenus with a ship to the coast of Britain to discover harbors and the like, and to bring back information. If he can, he is to persuade the Britons not to oppose my landing; but if he can not, he is to discover the easiest place where troops can be disembarked. It would give me a very welcome opportunity to exercise my magnanimity, which I keep ever uppermost in mind, if both of you would give your promises to me to go with Caius Volusenus, to assist him with all your knowledge of navigation; and to return with him. Otherwise, I must not keep the executioners waiting any longer.

I looked into my fathers eyes, and he into mine, and we nodded. My father said to Caesar:

We will go with Caius Volusenus and will return with him, on the condition of your guarantee that we may go free afterward. But we must be allowed to travel with proper dignity, as free men, with our weapons. Unless you will agree to that, you may as well command your executioners, for we will not yield.

And at that, Caesar smiled again, for he appreciates dignity  more especially if he can subtly submit it to an outrage.

I have your promise then? he asked; and we both said, Yes.

Whereat he answered: I am pleased. However, I will send but one of you. The other shall remain with me as hostage. You observe, I have not put you under oath, out of respect for your religion, which you have told me is very sacred and forbids the custom we Romans observe of swearing on the altar of the gods.

But he lied  he lied. Caesar cares nothing for religion.

The son shall make the journey and the father shall remain, he said to us, since I perceive that each loves the other. Should the son not keep his promise, then the father shall be put to certain trying inconveniences in the infliction of which, I regret to say, my executioners have a large experience.

He would have dismissed us there and then, but I remembered Conops, who alone of all our crew was living, and I was minded to save Conops. Also I knew that my father would wish that, and at any cost, although we dared not speak to each other in Caesars presence. So I answered:

So be it, Caesar. But the promise on your part is that I shall go with dignity, and thereto I shall need a servant.

I will give you a Gaul, said he.

I have no use for Gauls, I answered. They are treacherous. And at that he nodded. But there is one of our men, said I, who escaped your well-known clemency and still endures life. Mercifully, your lieutenants have deprived him of an eye, so he is not much use, but I prefer him, knowing he will not betray me to the Britons.

Caesar was displeased with that speech, but he was eager they should bring the woman to him, so he gave assent. But he forbade me to speak with my father again until I should return from Britain, and they took my father away and placed him in close confinement.

A little later they brought Conops to me, sick and starved; but the centurion who had charge of prisoners said to me that if I would promise to bring him back six fine pearls from Britain, he for his part would see to it that my father should be well treated in my absence. So I promised to do what might be done. I said neither yes nor no.

We have pearls, said the woman, looking darkly at Tros, tossing her hair again.

Nevertheless, Tros answered, to give pearls to a Roman is to arouse greed less easy to assuage than fire!

You said Caesar will make himself master of the world. What made you say that? asked the woman.

I will tell that presently, Gwenhwyfar  when Caswallon and the other druids come, he answered.


CHAPTER 2. And ye know whether Caesar lies or not.

Listen to me before ye fill your bellies in the places habit has accustomed you to think are safe. Aye, and while ye fill your bellies, ponder. Hospitality and generosity and peace, ye all agree are graces. Are they not your measures of a mans nobility? Ye measure well. But to ignorant men, to whom might is right, I tell you gentleness seems only an opportunity. If ye are slaves of things and places, appetites and habits, rather than masters of them, surely the despoiler shall inflict upon you a more degrading slavery. Your things and places he will seize. Your appetites and habits he will mock, asserting that they justify humiliation that his violence imposes on you. Be ye, each one, master of himself, or ye shall have worse masters.
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THE long British twilight had deepened until the trees around the clearing were a whispering wall of gloom, and a few pale stars shone overhead. The wolves howled again, making the cattle shift restlessly within the fence, and a dozen dogs bayed angrily. But the five who sat by the rock in the midst of the clearing made no move, except to glance expectantly toward the end of the glade.

And presently there began to be a crimson glow behind the trees. A chant, barbaric, weird and wonderful, without drumbeat or accompaniment, repeating and repeating one refrain, swelled through the trees as the crimson glow grew nearer.

Tros rose to his feet, but the druid and the others remained seated, the woman watching Tros as if she contemplated springing at him, although whether for the purpose of killing him, or not, was not so evident. Conops watched her equally intently.

It looked as if the forest was on fire, until men bearing torches appeared in the mouth of the glade, and a long procession wound its way solemnly and slowly toward the rock. The others stood up then and grouped themselves behind Tros and the druid, the druid throwing back his head and chanting a response to the refrain, as if it were question and answer. The woman took her husbands hand, but he appeared hardly to notice it; he was more intent on watching the approaching druids, his expression a mixture of challenge and dissatisfaction. He began to look extremely dignified.

There were a dozen druids, clad in long robes, flanked and followed by torchbearers dressed in wolf-skin and knitted breeches. They were led by an old man whose white beard fell nearly to his waist. Five of the other druids were in white robes, and bearded, but the rest were clean-shaven and in blue; all wore their hair long and over their shoulders, and no druid had any weapon other than a sickle, tucked into a girdle at the waist. The torchbearers were armed with swords and spears; there were fifty of them, and nearly as many women, who joined in the refrain, but the old High Druids voice boomed above all, mellow, resonant and musical.

The procession was solemn and the chant religious; yet there was hardly any ceremony when they came to a stand near the rock and the old druid strode out in front of the others, alone. The chant ceased then, and for a moment there was utter silence. Then the druid who had been acting as interpreter took Tross right hand and led him toward the old man, moving so as to keep Tross hand concealed from those behind. The old man held out his own right hand, the younger druid lifting the end of Tross cloak so as to conceal what happened.

A moment later Tros stepped back and saluted with the graceful Mediterranean gesture of the hand palm outward, and there the ceremony ceased.

The old druid sat down on a stone beside the rock; his fellow druids found places near him in an irregular semicircle; the crowd stood, shaking their torches at intervals to keep them burning, the glare and the smoke making splotches of crimson and black against the trees.

The younger druid spoke then in rapid undertones, apparently rehearsing to the older man the conversation that had preceded his arrival. Then Tros, with his left hand at his back and his right thrown outward in a splendid gesture that made Gwenhwyfars eyes blaze, broke silence, speaking very loud:

My father, I know nothing of the stars, beyond such lore as seamen use; but they who do know say that Caesars star is in ascension, and that nightly in the sky there gleam the omens of increasing war.

The High Druid nodded gravely. The chief let go his wifes hand, irritated because she seemed able to understand all that was said, whereas he could not. The younger druid whispered to him. It was growing very dark now, and scores of shadowy figures were gathering in the zone of torchlight from the direction of the forest. There was a low murmur, and an occasional clank of weapons. Tros, conscious of the increasing audience, raised his voice:

They who sent me hither say this isle is sacred. Caesar, whose camp- fires ye may see each night beyond the narrow sea that separates your cliffs from Gaul, is the relentless enemy of the druids and of all who keep the ancient secret.

Ye have heard  ye must have heard  how Caesar has stamped out the old religion from end to end of Gaul, as his armies have laid waste the corn and destroyed walled towns. Caesar understands that where the Wisdom dwells, freedom persists and grows again, however many times its fields are reaped. Caesar does not love freedom.

In Gaul there is no druid now who dares to show himself. Where Caesar found them, he has thrown their tortured carcasses to feed the dogs and crows. And for excuse, he says the druids make human sacrifice, averring that they burn their living victims in cages made of withes.

Caesar, who has slain his hecatombs, who mutilates and butchers men, women, children, openly in the name of Rome, but secretly for his own ambition; Caesar, who has put to death more druids than ye have slain wolves in all Britain, says that the druids burn human sacrifices. Ye know whether Caesar lies or not.

He paused. The ensuing silence was broken by the whispering of men and women who translated his words into the local dialect. Some of the druids moved among the crowd, assisting. Tros gave them time, watching the face of the chief and of his wife Gwenhwyfar, until the murmur died down into silence. Then he resumed:

They who sent me into Gaul, are They who keep the Seed from which your druids wisdom springs. But he who sent me to this isle is Caesar. They who sent me into Gaul are They who never bowed a knee to conqueror and never by stealth or violence subdued a nation to their will. But he who sent me hither knows no other law than violence; no other peace than that imposed by him; no other object than his own ambition.

He has subdued the north of Gaul; he frets in idleness and plays with women, because there are no more Gauls to conquer before winter sets in. He has sent me hither to bid you let him land on your coast with an army. The excuse he offers you, is that he wishes to befriend you.

The excuse he sends to Rome, where his nominal masters spend the extorted tribute money wrung by him from Gauls to buy his own preferment, is that you Britons have been sending assistance to the Gauls, wherefore he intends to punish you. And the excuse he gives to his army is, that here is plunder  here are virgins, cattle, clothing, precious metals and the pearls with which he hopes to make a breastplate for the Venus Genetrix.

Caesar holds my father hostage against my return. I came in Caesars ship, whose captain, Caius Volusenus, ordered me to show him harbors where a fleet of ships might anchor safely, threatening me that, unless I show them to him, he will swear away my fathers life on my return; for Caius Volusenus hopes for Caesars good-will, and he knows the only way it may be had.

But I told Caius Volusenus that I know no harbors. I persuaded him to beach his ship on the open shore, a two days journey from this place. And there, where we landed with fifty men, we were attacked by Britons, of whom one wounded me, although I had not as much as drawn my sword.

Your Britons drove the Romans back into the ship, which put to sea again, anchoring out of bowshot; but I, with my man Conops, remained prisoner in the Britons hands  and a druid came, and staunched my wound.

So I spoke with the druid  he is here  behold him  he will confirm my words. And a Roman was allowed to come from the ship and to take back a message to Caius Volusenus, that I am to be allowed to speak with certain chiefs and thereafter that I may return to the ship; but that none from the ship meanwhile may set foot on the shore.

And in that message it was said that I am to have full opportunity to deliver to you Caesars words, and to obtain your consent, if ye will give it, to his landing with an army before the winter storms set in.

Thus Caius Volusenus waits. And yonder on the coast of Gaul waits Caesar. My father waits with shackles on his wrists. And I, who bring you Caesars message, and who love my father, and who myself am young, with all my strength in me, so that death can not tempt, and life seems good and full of splendor  I say to you: Defy this Caesar!

He would have said more, but a horn sounded near the edge of the trees and another twenty men strode into the clearing, headed by a Gaul who rode beside a Briton in a British chariot. The horses were half frantic from the torchlight and fear of wolves, but their heads were held by men in wolf-skin who kept them to the track by main strength. Conops plucked at the skirt of Tross tunic:

Commius! he whispered, and Tros growled an answer under his breath.

The two men in the chariot stood upright with the dignity of kings, and as they drew near, with the torchlight shining on their faces, Tros watched them narrowly. But Conops kept his one bright eye on Gwenhwyfar, for she, with strange, nervous twitching of the hands, was watching Tros as intently as he eyed the stranger. Her breast was heaving.

The man pointed out as Commius was a strongly built, black-bearded veteran, who stood half a head shorter than the Briton in the chariot beside him. He was dressed in a Roman toga, but with a tunic of unbleached Gaulish wool beneath. His eyes were bold and crafty, his head proud and erect, his smile assuring. Somewhere there was a trace of weakness in his face, but it was indefinable, suggestive of lack of honor rather than physical cowardice, and, at that, not superficial. His beard came up high on his cheek-bones and his black hair low on a broad and thoughtful forehead.

Britomaris! cried the driver of the chariot, and he was a chief beyond shadow of doubt, with his skin stained blue and his wolfskins fastened by a golden brooch  a shaggy-headed, proud-eyed man with whipcord muscles and a bold smile half-hidden under a heavy brown moustache.

The husband of Gwenhwyfar stood up, dignified enough but irresolute, his smoldering eyes sulky and his right hand pushing at his wife to make her keep behind him. She stood staring over his shoulder, whispering between her teeth into his ear. The chief who drove the horses spoke again, and the tone of his loud voice verged on the sarcastic:

O Britomaris, this is Commius, who comes from Gaul to tell us about Caesar. He brings gifts.

At the mention of gifts, Britomaris would have stepped up to the chariot, but his wife prevented, tugging at him, whispering; but none noticed that except Tros, Conops and the druids.

At a signal from the other chief a man in wolf-skins took up the presents from the chariot and brought them  a cloak of red cloth, a pair of Roman sandals and three strings of brass beads threaded on a copper wire.

It was cheap stuff of lower quality than the trade goods that occasional Roman merchants brought to British shores. Britomaris touched the gifts without any display of satisfaction. He hardly glanced at them, perhaps because his wife was whispering.

Who is here? asked Commius, looking straight at Tros.

At that Conops took a swift stride closer to his master, laying a hand on the hilt of his long knife. Gwenhwyfar laughed, and Britomaris nudged her angrily.

I am one who knows Commius the Gaul! said Tros, returning stare for stare. I am another who runs Caesars errands, although Caesar never offered me a puppet kingdom. Thou and I, O Commius, have eaten leavings from the same trough. Shall we try to persuade free men that it is a good thing to be slaves?

The chief who had brought Commius laughed aloud, for he understood the Gaulish, and he also seemed to understand the meaning of Gwenhwyfars glance at Britomaris. Commius, his grave eyes missing nothing of the scene, stepped down from the chariot and, followed by a dozen men with torches, walked straight up to Tros.

His face looked deathly white in the torch glare, but whether or not he was angry it was difficult to guess, because he smiled with thin lips and had his features wholly in control. Tros smiled back at him, good nature uppermost, but an immense suspicion in reserve.

Gwenhwyfar, clinging to her mans arm, listened with eager eyes and parted lips. Conops drew his knife clandestinely and hid it in a tunic fold.

I know the terms on which Caesar sent you. I know who is hostage for you in Caesars camp, said Commius; and Tros, looking down at him, for he was taller by a full hands breadth, laid a heavy right hand on his shoulder.

Commius, he said, it may be well to yield to Caesar for the sake of temporary peace  to give a breathing spell to Gaul  to save thine own neck, that the Gauls may have a leader when the time comes. For this Caesar who seems invincible, will hardly live forever; and the Gauls in their day of defeat have need of you as surely as they will need your leadership when Caesars bolt is shot. That day will come. But is it the part of a man, to tempt these islanders to share your fate?

Tros, you are rash! said Commius, speaking through his teeth. I am the friend of Caesar.

I am the friend of all the world, and that is a higher friendship, Tros answered. Though I were the friend of Caesar, I would nonetheless hold Caesar less than the whole world. But I speak of this isle and its people. Neither you nor I are Britons. Shall we play the man toward these folk, or shall we ruin them?

The crowd was pressing closer, and the chief in his chariot urged the horses forward so that he might overhear; their white heads tossed in the torchlight like fierce apparitions from another world.

If I dared trust you, Commius said, his black eyes searching Tross face.

Do the Gauls trust you? asked Tros. Are you a king among the Gauls? You may need friends from Britain when the day comes.

You intend to betray me to Caesar! said Commius, and at that Tros threw back his shock of hair and laughed, his eyes in the torchlight showing more red than amber.

If that is all your wisdom, I waste breath, he answered. Commius was about to speak when another voice broke on the stillness, and all eyes turned toward the rock. The old High Druid had climbed to its summit and stood leaning on a staff, his long beard whiter than stone against the darkness and ruffled in the faint wind  a splendid figure, dignity upholding age.

O Caswallon, and you, O Britomaris, and ye sons of the isle, hear my words! he began.

And as the crowd surged for a moment, turning to face the rock and listen, Gwenhwyfar wife of Britomaris came and tugged at Tross sleeve. He thought it was Conops, and waited, not moving his head, expecting a whispered warning; but the woman tugged again and he looked down into her glowing eyes. She pointed toward the house at the far end of the clearing.

Thither I go, she whispered. If you are as wise as you seem fearless, you will follow.

I would hear this druid, Tros answered, smiling as he saw the point of Conops knife within a half inch of the womans ribs.

He will talk until dawn!

Nonetheless, I will hear him.

You will hear what is more important if you follow me, she answered; and at that, she left him, stepping back so quickly that the point of Conops long knife pricked her and she struck him angrily, then vanished like a shadow.

Tros strode slowly after her, with Conops at his heels, but when he reached the gloom beyond the outskirts of the crowd he paused.

Am I followed? he asked.

Nay, master. They are like the fish around a dead man. One could gather all of them within a net. Do we escape?

I know what the druid will say, Tros answered. I could say it myself. What that woman has to say to me, I know not. Though it may be she has set an ambush.

Conops chuckled.

Aye! The kind of ambush they set for sailormen on the wharfsides of Saguntum! A long drink, and then

He whistled a few bars of the love song of the Levantine ports:

Oh, what is in the wind that fills
The red sail straining at the mast?
Oh, what beneath the purple hills
That overlean the Cydnus, thrills
The sailor seeing land at last
Oh, Chloe and

Be still! commanded Tros. If there were no more risk than that, my father would be free tomorrow! Which way went the woman?

Conops pointed, speaking his mind as usual:

That Briton who came in the chariot  Caswallon  fills my eye. But I would not trust Commius the Gaul; he has a dark look.

He is anxious for his Gauls, as I am anxious for my father, Tros answered. He hates Caesar, and he likes me; but for the sake of his Gauls he would stop at nothing. He would bring Caesar to this island, just to give the Atrebates time to gather strength at Caesars rear. Nay, he may not be trusted.

Master, will you trust these Britons? Conops asked him, suddenly, from behind, as he followed close in his steps along a track that wound among half-rotted tree stumps toward the cattle fence. Tros turned and faced him.

It is better that the Britons should trust me, he answered.

But to what end, master?

There are two ends to everything in this world, even to a ship, said Tros darkly; two ends to Caesars trail, and two ways of living life: on land and water. Make sure we are not followed.

The dogs barked fiercely as they approached the fence, and Conops grew nervous, pulling at his masters cloak.

Nay, it is a good sign, said Tros. If it were a trap they would have quieted the dogs.

He turned again to make sure no one was following. The torchlight shone on the High Druids long white robe and whiter beard, and on a sea of faces that watched him breathlessly. The old man was talking like a waterfall. They were too far away now for his words to reach them, but judging by his gestures he was very angry and was in no mood to be brief.

On guard! warned Conops suddenly as they started toward the fence again, but Tros made no move to reach for his sword.

It was the woman Gwenhwyfar, waiting in a shadow. She stepped out into the firelight that shone through a gap in the fence and signed to Tros to follow her, leading around to the rear of the house, where a door, sheltered by a rough porch, opened toward the forest.

She led the way in, and they found themselves in a room whose floor was made of mud and cow dung trampled hard. There was a fire in the midst, and a hole in the roof to let the smoke out. She spoke to a hag dressed in ragged skins, who stirred the fire to provide light and then vanished through an inner door.

The firelight shone on smooth mud walls, adzed beams, two benches and a table.

Your home? asked Tros, puzzled, and Gwenhwyfar laughed.

I am a chiefs wife; I am wife of Britomaris, she answered. Our serfs, who mind the cattle, live in this place.

Where then is your home? asked Tros.

She pointed toward the north.

When Caswallon comes, we leave home, she answered. The power to use our house is his, but we are not his serfs.

Gwenhwyfars attitude suggested secrecy. She seemed to wish Tros to speak first, as if she would prefer to answer questions rather than to force the conversation. She looked extremely beautiful in the firelight; the color had risen to her cheeks and her eyes shone like jewels, brighter than the gleaming ornaments on her hair and arms and breast.

Why do you fear Caswallon? Tros asked her suddenly.

I? I am not afraid! she answered. Britomaris fears him, but not I! Why should I be afraid? Caswallon is a strong chief, a better man than Britomaris; and I hate him! He  how strong is Caesar? she demanded.

Tros studied her a moment. He gave her no answer. She sat down on one of the benches, signing to him and Conops to be seated on the other.

You said Caesar will make himself master of the world, she remarked after a minute, stretching her skin-clad legs toward the blaze. She was not looking at Tros now but at the fire. Why did you say that?

Suddenly she met his eyes, and glanced away again. Conops went and sat down on the floor on the far side of the fire.


CHAPTER 3. Gwenhwyfar, Wife of Britomaris

Beware the ambitious woman! All things and all men are her means to an end. All treacheries are hers. All reasons justify her. Though her end is ruin, shall that lighten your humiliation  ye whom she uses as means to that end that she contemptuously seeks?
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TROS made no answer for a long time, but stared first at the fire and then at Gwenhwyfar.

Send that man away, she suggested, nodding toward Conops; but Tros scratched his chin and smiled.

I prefer to be well served, he answered. How can he keep secrets unless he knows them? Nay, nay, Gwenhwyfar; two men with three eyes are as good again as one man with but two; and even so, the two are not too many when anothers wife bears watching! Speak on.

Her eyes lighted up with challenge as she tossed her head. But she laughed and came to the point at once, looking straight and hard at him.

Commius spoke to me of Caesar. He said he is Caesars deputy. He urged me to go with him and visit Caesar. Britomaris is a weak chief; he has no will; he hates Caswallon and yet bows to him. Caesar is strong.

I am not Caesars deputy, whatever Commius may be, said Tros. But this I tell you, and you may as well remember it, Gwenhwyfar: A thousand women have listened to Caesars wooing, and I have been witness of the fate of some. There was a woman of the Gauls, a great chiefs daughter, who offered herself to him to save her people. Caesar passed her on to one of his lieutenants, and thereafter sold her into slavery.

Perhaps she did not please him, Gwenhwyfar answered. And then, since Tros waited in silence, I have pearls.

You have also my advice regarding them, said Tros.

Gwenhwyfar waited a full minute, thinking, as if appraising him. She nodded, three times, slowly.

You, who have lost all except your manhood and the clothes you wear! she said at last, and her voice was bold and stirring, what is your ambition?

To possess a ship, he answered, so promptly that he startled her.

A ship? Is that all?

Aye, and enough. A man is master on his own poop. A swift ship, a crew well chosen, and a man may laugh at Caesars.

And yet  you say, you had a ship? And a crew well chosen?

Tros did not answer. His brows fell heavily and half concealed eyes that shone red in the firelight.

Better be Caesars ward, and rule a kingdom, than wife of a petty chief who dares not disobey Caswallon, Gwenhwyfar said, looking her proudest. Caswallon might have had me to wife, but he chose Fflur. There was nothing left for me but Britomaris. If he were a strong man I could have loved him. He is weak.

He likes to barter wolf-skins on the shore with the Roman and Tyrian traders. He pays tribute to Caswallon. He does not even dare to build a town and fortify it, least Caswallon should take offense.

He obeys the druids, as a child obeys its nurse, in part because he is afraid of them, but also because it is the easiest thing to do. He is not a man, such as Caswallon might have been  such as you are.

She paused, with parted lips, looking full and straight at Tros. Conops tapped the dirt floor rhythmically with the handle of his knife. A man in the next room began singing about old mead and the new moon.

It is a ship, not a woman that I seek, said Tros, and her expression hardened.

But she tried again:

You might have a hundred ships.

I will be better satisfied with one.

She began to look baffled; eyes and lips hinted anger that she found it difficult to hold in check.

Is that your price? she asked. A ship?

Woman! said Tros after a minutes silence, laying his great right fist on his knee, you and I have no ground that we can meet on. You would sell your freedom. I would die for mine.

Yet you live! she retorted. Did you come to Britain of your free will? Where is your freedom? You are Caesars messenger!

She got up suddenly and sat down on the bench beside him, he not retreating an inch. Not even his expression changed, but his shoulders were rigid and his hands were pressing very firmly on his knees.

Do you not understand? she asked.

I understand, he answered.

Suddenly she flared up, her eyes blazing and her voice trembling. She did not speak loud, but with a slow distinctness that made each word like an arrow speeding to the mark.

Am I not fair? she asked, and he nodded.

Her eyes softened for a moment, then she went on:

Caswallon was the first and is the last who shall deny me! I can be a good wife  a very gods wife to a man worth loving! Caesar can conquer Caswallon, but not alone. He will need my help, and yours. Caesar made Commius a king over the Atrebates; and what was Commius before that? Caesar shall make me a queen where Caswallon lords it now! And you  ?

And Britomaris? asked Tros, watching her.

And you? she said again, answering stare for stare. Her breast was heaving quickly, like a birds.

Oh, Tros! she went on. Are you a man, or are you timid? Here a kingdom waits for you! Yonder, in Gaul, is Caesar, who can make and unmake kingdoms! Here am I! I am a woman, I am all a woman. I love manhood. I do not love Britomaris.

Conops stirred the fire.

Do you not see that if you are all a woman you must oppose Caesar? Tros asked. Then  let Caesar outrage! Let him slay! He will have done nothing, because your spirit will go free, Gwenhwyfar. Caesar plans an empire of mens bodies, with his own  his epileptic, foul, unchaste and hairless head crowned master of them all! Whoso submits to him is a slave  a living carcass. Hah! Defy him! Scorn him! Resist him to the last breath! The worst he can do then will be to torture a brave body till the braver soul goes free!

His words thrilled her.

Well enough, she answered promptly. I am brave. I can defy Caesar. But I need a braver chief to make the stand with me than Britomaris. If Caswallon had taken me to wife  but he chose Fflur  perhaps it was as well  you are nobler than Caswallon, and

And what? asked Tros.

She answered slowly:

A bold man now could conquer Britain. The druids  I know them  the druids would support one who opposed the Romans. They fear for their own power should Caesar gain a foothold. The druids trust you. Why? They do not trust me. Tros  Strike a bargain with the druids. Slay Caswallon. Seize the chieftainship, and raise an army against Caesar!

And Britomaris?

Challenge him! she answered. He would run! I have the right according to our law, to leave a man who runs away.

Gwenhwyfar! Tros exclaimed, getting up and standing straight in front of her. It is Caesar, and not I who has the falling sickness! You and I lack that excuse! Know this: I will neither steal a wife from Britomaris, nor a throne from Caswallon; nor will I impose my will on Britain.

She stood up, too, and faced him, very angry.

Have you never loved? she asked, and though her eyes were steady, the gold brooch on her breast was fluttering.

Loved? Aye, like a man! he answered. I have loved the sea since I was old enough to scramble down the cliffs of Samothrace and stand knee deep to watch the waves come in! The sea is no mans master, nor a bed of idleness! The sea holds all adventure and the keys of all the doors of the unknown!

The sea, Gwenhwyfar, is the image of a mans life. If he flinches, if he fails, it drowns him. Is he lazy, does he fail to mend his ship or steadfastly to be example to his crew, there are rocks, shoals, tides, the pirates, storms. But is he stanch, he sails, until he reaches unknown ports, where the gods trade honesty for the experience he brings! I seek but a ship, Gwenhwyfar. I will carve a destiny that suits me better than a stolen kingdom and a cheated husbands bed!

She reached out a hand unconsciously and touched his arm:

Tros, she answered, Caswallon has some longships hidden in the marshes of the Thames. Take me  take a ship, and

Nay, he answered. Caswallon owes me nothing. He who owes me a good ship is Caesar!

And you think that you can make Caesar pay? she asked. Take me to Caesar, Tros; between us we will cheat him of a ship! With you to teach me, I could learn to love the sea.

He stepped back a pace or two, would have stumbled backward against the clay hearth if Conops had not warned him.

None learns to love, he answered. Love is a mans nature. He is this, or he is that; none can change him. I am less than half a man, until I feel the deck heave under me and look into a rising gale. You, Gwenhwyfar, you are less than half a woman until you pit your wits against a man who loves to master you; and I find no amusement in such mastery. Make love to Britomaris.

She reddened in the firelight, stood up very proudly, biting her lip. Her eyes glittered, but she managed to control herself; there were no tears.

Shall I bear a cowards children? she demanded.

I know not, said Tros. You shall not bear mine. I will save you, if I can, from Caesar.

Tears were very near the surface now, but pride, and an emotion that she did her utmost to conceal, aided her to hold them back.

Forgive me! she said suddenly.

Her hands dropped, but she raised them again and folded them across her breast.

Forgive me, Tros! I was mad for a short minute. It is maddening to be a cowards wife. I tempted you, to see how much a man you truly are.

Conops knife hilt tapped the floor in slow staccato time.

Kiss me, and say good-by, she coaxed, unclasping her hands again.

Nay, no good-byes! he answered, laughing. We shall meet again. And as for kissing, a wise seaman takes no chances near the rocks, Gwenhwyfar!

Stung  savage  silent, she gestured with her head toward the door, folding her arms on her breast, and Tros, bowing gravely, strode out into darkness. Conops shut the door swiftly behind them.

If this isle were in our sea, she would have thrown a knife, said Conops, twitching his shoulder-blades. Master, you have made an enemy.

Not so, Tros answered. I have found one. Better the rocks in sight than shoals unseen, my lad! Let us see now who our friends are.

He strode toward the torchlight, where the old High Druid was still holding forth, swaying back and forward on the summit of the rock as he leaned to hurl his emphasis. More chariots had come and horses heads were nodding on the outskirts of the crowd  phantoms in the torch-smoke.

Tros kept to the deeper shadows, circling the crowd until he could approach Commius and Caswallon from the rear. He was stared at by new arrivals as he began to work his way toward them, but the Britons had too good manners and too much dignity to interfere with him or block his way.

The women in the crowd stared and smiled, standing on tiptoe, some of them, frankly curious, but neither impudent nor timid. Most of them were big- eyed women with long eyelashes and well-combed braided hair hanging to the waist. Nearly all had golden ornaments; but there were slave women among them, who seemed to belong to another race, dressed in plain wool or even plainer skins.

It was a crowd that, on the whole, was more than vaguely conscious of the past it had sprung from.

Glances cast at Tros were less of admiration than expectancy, to see him exhibit manners less civilized than theirs  the inevitable attitude of islanders steeped in tradition and schooled in the spiritual mysticism of the druids; proud, and yet considerate of the stranger; warlike, because decadence had undermined material security, but chivalrous because chivalry never dies until the consciousness of noble ancestry is dead, and theirs was living.

Commius the Gaul, who, when he was not deliberately controlling his expression, had the hard face and the worried look of a financier, was seated beside Caswallon. The chief was standing in the chariot, his gold-and-amber shoulder-ornaments shining in the torchlight. He smiled when he caught sight of Tros, and with a nudge stirred Commius out of a brown study. Commius, adjusting his expression carefully, got down from the chariot, took Tross arm, and led him to the chief.

Tros, son of Perseus, Prince of Samothrace, he announced. Caswallon stretched out a long, white, sleeveless arm, on which strange pagan designs had been drawn in light-blue woad. It was an immensely strong arm, with a heavy golden bracelet on the wrist.

They shook hands and, without letting go, the chieftain pulled Tros up into the chariot. Britomaris, from about a chariots length away, watched thoughtfully, peering past a womans shoulder.

The old High Druid was talking too fast for Tros to follow him; he was holding the rapt attention of the greater part of the crowd, and it was less than a minute before Tros was forgotten. The old druid had them by the ears, and their eyes became fixed on his face as if he hypnotized them.

But his eloquence by no means hypnotized himself. His bright old eyes scanned the faces in the torchlight as if he were judging the effect of what he said, and he turned at intervals to face another section of the crowd, signing to the torchmen to distribute their light where he needed it.

Moreover, he changed his tone of voice and his degree of vehemence to suit whichever section of the crowd he happened to be facing. There were groups of dark-haired swarthy men and women, who looked consciously inferior to the taller, white-skinned, reddish-haired breed, or, if not consciously inferior, then aware that the others thought them so. He spoke to them in gentler, more persuasive cadences.

Caswallon watched the druid in silence for a long time; yet he hardly appeared to be listening; he seemed rather to be waiting for a signal. At last he lost patience and whispered to a man in leather sleeveless tunic who leaned on a spear beside the chariot.

The man whispered to one of the younger druids, who approached the pulpit rock from a side that at the moment was in darkness. Climbing, he lay there in shadow, and, watching his opportunity when the old man paused for breath, spoke a dozen words.

The old druid nodded and dismissed him with a gesture. The younger druid worked his way back through the crowd to chariot wheel and whispered to Caswallon.

The man with the spear received another whispered order from the chief, and he repeated it to the others. Without any appearance of concerted action, the torchmen began to edge themselves in both directions toward the far side of the rock, until the near side was almost in total darkness.

Then Caswallon took the reins without a word to Tros, and the man with the spear spoke to Commius the Gaul, who climbed into another chariot. The horses began to plunge, but Caswallon pulled them backward, edging the chariot gradually into deeper shadow.

Two other chariots followed suit; and in one there was a woman, who drove, and who had magnificent brown hair that reached below her waist. Conops jumped in and, curling on the floor, made ready to cling to Tross knee in case of need; being a seaman, he had no love and less experience of chariots.

Suddenly Caswallon wheeled his team and sent it at full gallop toward the end of the lane that led into the forest. She who drove the second chariot wheeled after him; and a third, in which Commius the Gaul was clinging, bumped over the rotting tree-roots in the wake.

The pace, once the horses sprang into their stride, was furious. Tros, forever mindful of his dignity, clung nevertheless to the chariot side, setting his teeth as the wheels struck ruts and branches, feeling as if the dimly seen milk-white of the horses were foaming waves, and himself in a ships bow on the lookout for unknown rocks.

They plunged into the forest, where the oaks met overhead. There was a sound, that might have been the sea, of wind in the upper branches  a sensation of tremendous speed  and nothing visible except the sudden- looming tree-trunks, which seemed to miss the wheel by hairs breadths.

There was a thudding of wheels and a thunder of pursuing hoofs, a splash now and then where shallow water lay in unseen hollows, a smell of horse-sweat, and of rotting leaves, and a whirring of unseen bats. One bat struck Tros in the face, and fell to the floor of the chariot, where Conops drew his knife and slew it  believing then, and forever afterwards, that he had killed a devil.

The horses appeared to be frantic and out of hand, and yet Caswallon managed them with art that concealed all method, standing with one foot resting on a sort of step, no more than feeling at the horses mouths, balancing his weight as if by instinct in advance of sudden turns and low obstructions that the horses took in their stride but that threw the chariot a yard in air.

Long  endless to Tros  darkness, and then moonlight silhouetting ghostly tree-trunks, a splash through a shadowy ford, then through a mile of stumps and seedlings at the forests edge into a belt of fern and lush grass glistening with dew, and at last a rolling down, where patches of chalk gleamed milk-white under the moon and the track swung around a hillside under a scattering of fleecy clouds.

Then Caswallon glanced at Tros, and Tros forced a good-natured grin:

O Chief, he said, you are the first who has made me feel that kind of fear!

Caswallon smiled, but the ends of his long moustache concealed what kind of smile it was. Instead of answering he glanced over his shoulder at the second chariot, not fifty yards behind. There was a woman driving it.

Then, with one swift look into Tross eyes, he shook the reins and shouted to the team  a trumpet shout, that held a sort of note of laughter, but not of mockery to which a guest could take exception. He seemed pleased to have shown his prowess to a foreigner, that was all.


CHAPTER 4. Fflur

Mark my words, ye who are deceived and undone and betrayed by women; ye who fight each other for a womans favors; ye who value women by the numbers and strength of their sons, and by their labor at the loom. Lo, I tell you a secret. There is laughter in the eyes of some  aye, even within their anger, and beneath it. Those are the wise ones and the worthy. They are not ambitious. They know ambition is the yoke-mate of treachery. They will not betray themselves. How then can they betray another?
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WOLVES worrying a kill yelped and vanished into shadow as the chariot thundered around a shoulder of the down and passed a cluster of low, flint-and-mud-built cottages with wooden roofs, surrounded by a wall, within which was bleating and the stifling smell of sheep.

Beyond that the moonlight shone on a big thatched house surrounded by a wooden paling. It was high and oblong, but of only one story with projecting eaves, built of wooden beams with flints and chalk packed into the interstices. Light shone through the chinks of the shutters. There were no trees near it.

They were expected, for a gate was flung wide at the sound of their approach and a dozen men with spears and shields formed up in line outside the entrance, raising their spears as Caswallon drove full-gallop past them.

Within the paling there was a smell of horses that stamped and whinnied at their pickets under a lean-to roof. The house door opened, showing a blazing fire on a hearth exactly facing it. Caswallon drew the team up on its haunches, and almost before their forefeet touched the ground again he let go the reins, jumped along the chariot pole, touched it lightly once with one foot, and seized their heads.

Six women stood in the doorway, with three children clinging to their skirts.

Some one with dark, shaggy hair, who wore nothing but a wolfskin, led away the horses just in time to avoid the second chariot that thundered through the gate and drew up as the first had done.

And, as the horses pawed the air, the woman who was driving dropped the reins and exactly repeated Caswallons feat, springing along the pole to the ground to seize their heads. There was no sign yet of the third chariot and Commius. A man stepped out behind the chariot the woman had been driving and held the horses until another man dressed in skins came and led them away.

O Tros, this is Fflur. She is my wife, said Caswallon, taking her by the hand.

She stepped forward and kissed Tros on both cheeks, then stepped back to her husbands side, and Tros wondered at her, for she was good to look at  strong, modest, matronly, gray-eyed, and dressed in embroidered woolen stuff, with a bodice of laced leather that showed the outlines of her graceful figure. There were pearls in her hair and in the big round brooches on her dress.

It was she who led the way into the house, scolding the dogs, throwing an arm about one of the women in the doorway, asking why the children were not asleep in bed  a very gracious lady, full of dignity and laughter and sincerity.

This is not my house, said Caswallon, taking Tros by the arm. I am the chief. They pay me tribute from the fen-land to the sea. It is a good kingdom. You shall tell me about Caesar.

He did not wait for Commius chariot but followed his wife into the house and shut the door behind him, pushing away the dogs, rolling one of them over playfully with his foot  then tasting a tankard of mead that his wife took from a womans hand and brought to him.

He only sipped, then handed the tankard to Tros, who drank the half of it and passed it back. Caswallon swallowed the remainder, gave the empty tankard to a woman, wiped his wet moustache on a woolen towel that the woman passed to him, smiled and handed the towel to Tros.

So one of us clove your chin? Was it a good blow? he asked, laying a big white hand with rings on it on Tross shoulder.

No. A blow in haste, said Tros. He was not strong.

He is very strong. His name is Erbin. He can throw a good-sized bullock by the horns. You broke his ribs, said Caswallon. Can you break mine?

I will not, Tros answered.

Caswallon laughed, half-disappointed, wholly admiring Tross strength, flexing his own great shoulder-muscles as he led to where two high-backed oaken seats faced each other on opposite sides of the hearth.

He threw himself on one, shoving the dogs away as he thrust his skin-clad legs toward the fire, signing to Tros to take the other. Then he unbuckled his long sword, and Tros followed suit, each man setting his weapon against the wall. Conops sat down on the floor beside the hearth, within reach of Tross legs, and a woman brought him a tankard of mead all to himself.

It was a high, oblong room, with great black beams overhead, from which hams and sides of bacon hung in the smoke that rose from the hearth and lost itself up in the shadows below the thatch. There was no light except from the fire, but one of the women prodded that to keep it blazing, and when she disappeared Conops assumed the duty.

Three sleepy children, two boys and a girl, came and clung to Caswallons legs, begging him to tell them stories, but after he had tousled up their hair and rolled one of them on the floor among the dogs, he dismissed them, calling to one of the women to make them go to bed.

His wife Fflur was already busy with her women in another room; there was a clattering of dishes.

And Caesar? said Caswallon. I am told you know him? We can talk here.

He leaned against the back of the seat with his hands on his knees and looked at Tros confidently. His was the gift good breeding produces, of putting a guest mentally at ease. He spoke as to an equal, without any fuss of dignity.

Has Commius not told you? Tros asked, and Caswallon nodded.

Commius also is a guest, he remarked. But the chariot in which he rides will come more slowly. I ordered it.

Commius, said Tros, owes his life and his wealth to Caesar. If I know anything of men, then Commius hates Caesar, but is thinking of the Atrebates and the other Gauls. If Caesar should invade this island, Commius might persuade the Gauls to rise behind him. If that is not his plan, at least he thinks of it.

He is a Gaul at heart, but afraid for his own skin and his own possessions. He does not dare speak openly, lest some one should betray his speech to Caesar. Commius is a watchful and secretive man. He will stop at nothing to help the Gauls, provided he can save his own skin.

Caswallon nodded.

And you? he asked. Did not Caesar send you?

My father is a hostage in Caesars camp. I was to show the coast and the harbors to Caius Volusenus. I risk my own life and my fathers; but I warn you to oppose Caesar  to resist his landing in all ways possible.

Why do you do that? asked Caswallon. If you were my own brother, or my wifes son, I could understand it. But you are neither a Briton nor a Gaul.

Ask the druids, Tros answered. They will tell you, if they see fit.

You are a kind of druid?

No, said Tros.

Perhaps you are a greater than a druid?

If you speak of my father  yes. As for me, I am young. Most of my life I have spent voyaging. In that way a man learns one thing, but not another. I am not deep in the Mysteries, but my father Perseus is a Prince of Samothrace.

Caswallon nodded again, but did not pretend to understand more than vaguely.

I have heard of the Mysteries of Samothrace, he said respectfully. I am a king. The druids say I am a good enough one. If Caesar wants my kingdom, he must fight for it. I have said so to Commius.

Have you quarreled with Commius? asked Tros.

No. He is my guest. He brought presents from Caesar, a lot of trash that the women laughed at. I will send him back to Caesar with some valuable gifts, to show him how a king is generous.

Thus whetting Caesars appetite! said Tros drily. If you send a gift like that to Caesar, lay your plans well, Caswallon. Good enough, if you bait an ambush for the Roman wolf. Be ready for him, that is all! Be sure what you are doing!

The humorous, middle-aged-boyish face of Caswallon began to look puzzled. He was plainly meditating a blunt question, and yet too polite to ask it.

Some men seek revenge, some fame, some riches, some authority, he said at last, twisting at his long moustache. All men whom I ever met sought something for themselves.

Whereat Tros grinned.

I seek to keep my fathers good opinion and to earn the praise of Those who sent me into Gaul, he answered.

Nothing else? asked Caswallon, watching his face steadily.

I need a ship.

I have ships.

So has Caesar. Big ones, that can out-fight yours.

Caswallon pushed a dog out of the way and stirred the fire with his foot.

Do you propose to help me against Caesar if I offer you a ship? he asked, looking at Tros sideways, suddenly.

No, said Tros. I swear no oaths. I make no bargains. I will help you if I can, and freely. It is Caesar who owes me a ship, having burnt mine. If a day comes when I think you owe me anything, I will demand it of you.

You will demand a ship of Caesar?

Tros laughed. As well demand a fat lamb of a wolf! But you are not Caesar. I would ask a debt of you, and you would pay it.

If I thought I owed it, yes, said Caswallon. It was evident that he liked Tros finely. I will give you a ship now, if you have need of it.

But Tros shook his head.

What is the matter with my ships? Caswallon asked him. There was challenge in his voice.

You forget. My father is a hostage. I must set him free before I play my own hand.

Yes. A man should do that. You want me to help you set your father free? asked Caswallon, lowering his eyebrows. How could I do that? My men would laugh at me, if I talked of invading Gaul! The druids would forbid it. Fflur would say no to it. Besides, I have never seen your father. Has he a claim on me?

No claim, Tros answered. None. But Caesar says he has a claim against you.

He lies! remarked Caswallon.

He himself did not look like a man who dealt in lies.

And he will invade your island to levy tribute.

It is I who levy tribute here! Caswallon said slowly, scratching a dogs back with his foot.

He stared at the fire for about a minute, frowning.

If you resolve to oppose Caesar, will your men obey you? wondered Tros.

They have had to hitherto. I am the chief. There have been a few disputes, but I am more the chief than ever, he answered.

Are you over-confident? asked Tros. Caesars method is to send his spies who promise big rewards and make atrocious threats, thus undermining a chiefs authority.

I have kept close watch on Commius.

No doubt you have, said Tros. Nevertheless, this night a woman offered me your kingdom if I would play Caesars game with her.

At that Caswallon suddenly threw off his thoughtful mood and laughed boisterously, hugely, spanking both knees with his hands so thunderously that the dogs yelped and Fflur came in with her wrists all white with meal to learn what the joke might be.

Fflur  hah-hah-ho-ho-hoh!  yah-ha-ha-hah! Fflur, have you heard the latest? Britomaris wife offers our kingdom to this man! What do you think of that?

I mentioned no name, said Tros.

No! Hah-ha-ha-ho-hoh! That is a good one. Haw-haw-hah-hah-hoh! She hasnt a name worth mentioning! Hah-hah-hah! What say you, Fflur? Shall I put her in a sack and send her for a gift to Caesar?

You know she is dangerous, his wife answered.

She! laughed Caswallon. If she had a man like Tros here, she might be dangerous, but not with Britomaris! And if she were truly dangerous, she would have poisoned both of us  oh, years ago! I will let her try her blandishments on Caesar.

You are always over-confident, said Fflur, and left the room again, adding over her shoulder, it is only thanks to me you are not poisoned.

Caswallon chuckled amiably to himself and shouted for some more mead. A woman brought two tankards full, and, as if it were a joke, he made her taste from both of them.

She lives! he laughed. Tros, at the first sign of a bellyache call Fflur, who will give you stuff to make you vomit.

Tros laughed and drank quickly, for he was anxious to have more serious speech before Commius should arrive.

Caesar prepares a fleet and plans to sail for the coast of Britain before the equinox, he said abruptly.

Caswallon stiffened himself.

How many men can he muster?

Many. But he has not ships enough for all, and he must also hold down the Gauls, who hate him. I think he will come with two legions, and perhaps five hundred cavalry.

I laugh! said Caswallon. I will gather dogs enough to worry his two legions! Nay, the sheep shall chase him out of Britain!

Your lips laugh, said Tros, but your eyes are thoughtful. My face is sober, but I laugh within. A deep plan pleases me. You have ships, but how big are they? And have you sailors for them?

I have three longships, said Caswallon, that are rowed by twenty men, and each can carry fifty. Now and then they go a-fishing, so the crews are always ready. But do you think I will fight Caesar on the sea? Not I! I went to sea once, as far as Gaul, and I vomited worse than Fflur makes me when she thinks I have been poisoned! I will fight Caesar on dry land!

Where Caesar will defeat you unless heaven intervenes! said Tros grimly. However, you could not fight Caesar with three ships. Where are the ships?

In the river, by the marsh edge, well hidden from the North Sea rovers.

Could you send those ships, unknown to any one but you, around the coast, to a point that you and I will choose as the most dangerous landing place for Caesar, and hide them near by at my disposal?

Caswallon nodded, but the nod was noncommittal, not a promise.

It is a long way by sea, he said slowly, as if he doubted that such a plan was feasible.

Because, if you will do that, said Tros, and if the crews of your three ships obey me, I believe I can wreck the whole of Caesars fleet and leave him at your mercy on the beach with his two legions. I can do it! I can do it! If I can only find a man who knows the tides.

Ah!

Caswallon sat bolt upright. Then he summoned his wife with a shout that made the dogs wake up and bark. She came and sat down on the seat beside him, her jewels gleaming in the firelight, but not more brilliantly than her eyes.

I like this man. I like his speech, said Caswallon.

He is good, said Fflur, looking straight at Tros. But he will not obey you. He has the eyes of a druid and a brow that is harder than bronze. He will never be a king, because none can serve themselves and make him take the blame. Nor will he ever be a slave, for none can tame him.

He is like the wind that blows; if he blows your way, you may use him. He will tell no lies. He never thinks of treachery. But if he blows away from you, you can neither hold him nor call him back.

So, Tros, now you know yourself, said Caswallon. Fflur is always right.

Tros smiled, his lions eyes half closing.

I would like to know what she says of Commius, he answered.

She says that he will surely betray me.

If you let him, Fflur added.

Mother of my sons, I will not let him!

Tros smiled within himself and Fflur saw the change in his expression. She was very lovely when her gray eyes shone with hidden laughter. Suddenly, as if ashamed of a moments mood, she put an arm around her husbands shoulder and nestled close to him.

What is it I should hear? she asked.

Tros repeated what he had said to Caswallon about the ships, and Fflur listened with her eyes closed. Her husband signaled to Tros to wait in silence for her answer. She sat quite still, with her head against the woodwork, hardly breathing.

I see blood, she said at last, shuddering. She was not seeing with her eyes, for they were shut. I see men slain  and doubts  and a disaster. But there is brightness at the farther side of it, and a year, or longer, but I think a year  and then more blood; and I do not quite see the end of that.

There is another way than this one you propose, but it would lead to failure because of rivalry. This way is the best, because it gives the victors crown to no man, yet it will succeed. But you She opened her eyes slowly and looked straight at Tros.

You will suffer. You will not return to Samothrace, although you will attempt it. In a way you will be a king, yet not a king, and not on land. More than one woman shall bless the day that you were born, and more than one woman shall hate you; and those that love you will come very near to causing your destruction, whereas those who hate will serve your ends, though you will suffer much at their hands.

Conops stirred by the hearthside, prodding the fire with a charred stick, seeming to thrust at pictures that he saw within the embers. That was the only sound, until Caswallon spoke:

I envy no man who shall have a kingdom, that is not a kingdom, on the sea. Fflur is always right. If you should suffer too much, Tros, Fflur shall find you a way of relief. I am your friend, and you are welcome.

After a while he will go away, and he will not come back, said Fflur.


CHAPTER 5. A Prince of Hosts

The Law is simple. There is nothing difficult about it. Why ask me to peer into your souls and say ye are good or evil? Judge ye for yourselves. Ye know your own hearts. Whoever could betray his host or his guest; whoever could misuse hospitality by treacherous betrayal of the secrets learned beneath a hospitable roof, that one is lower than any animal, he is capable of all treasons; he is vile, and virtue is not in him. He to whom hospitality is genuinely sacred, whom torture could not compel to yield the secrets learned by hearth and broken bread and mead, that one has manhood. He is capable of all the other virtues. He will be a god when his lives on the earth are finished.
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THERE was a great shout at the gate and a thudding of hoofs on soft earth. The dogs awoke and barked with glaring eyes and their hair on end, as the other chariot brought Commius the Gaul. Some one struck the door three times with a sword-hilt and opened it. In strode Commius with his cloak across the lower portion of his face, and paused a moment, blinking at the firelight. He seemed annoyed at the sight of Tros, but let his cloak fall and contrived to smile.

He was followed into the room by all the armed men who had been standing at the gate; they stacked their weapons in a corner after lifting their right hands one by one in salute to Caswallon.

So this is your palace? said Commius, glancing about him and assuming admiration.

Caswallon laughed.

This is where we will eat and rest, he answered. This belongs to Britomaris and Gwenhwyfar. Since they can not speak to me civilly, but pay me tribute nonetheless, they play the host from far off. They always go when I announce my coming. After I have gone, they say I stole the furniture! Yet they accept the gifts I leave. Be seated.

Where is your palace? Commius asked, taking the seat beside Tros after bowing with grave dignity.

I have none, said Caswallon. I have a home that Fflur keeps, where I give judgment.

Where? asked Commius, but Caswallon did not answer. For excuse he found fault with the men, who were carrying in a long table and arranging it on trestles opposite the hearth. They worked clumsily, being evidently men of rank, not far below the chief himself in station, laughing when the women made fun of them.

When the table was set, and a heavy cloth laid on it, they dragged up a bench before the hearth and as many as could sat down on it, while the others sprawled on the floor between their legs.

Two of them were short and swarthy, but the others were tall, with long hair carefully combed and oiled; one mans hair was golden, and anothers like spun flax. Not one but wore beautifully made brooches, and their arms were all covered with devices painted on with blue woad; they wore woolen breeches, and their legs were enclosed in leather stockings, cross-gartered to the thigh. Clean men, all of them, and courteously dignified, but thirsty and not at all retiring.

Mead! they shouted. Where is the mead?

And the women brought it in great brimming tankards.

They pledged the health of Fflur and of Caswallon; then, sending the tankards back to be refilled, they drank to Tros and to Commius, courteously wishing them a dozen sons apiece:

Which will keep the good-wife busy, as one of them remarked. Aye, said another, a childless woman is a restless curse, so drink we to the midwife! If there were a son or two to this house, Britomaris would have more reason to call his wife his own! Hah-hah-hah-hah! Guest Tros, they saw thee track Gwenhwyfar to the herdsmans house  so says the charioteer who just brought Commius. Does he lie? Nay, out with it! All know her.

They know more than I, then, Tros answered, and Fflur glanced approval. My man Conops here attended that tryst. Let him answer for me.

He has but one eye! Hah-hah-hah! A dozen pairs of eyes can watch Gwenhwyfar, and she will give them all the slip! Ho! Caswallon, what say you to it?

That you lack manners! Caswallon answered. I can throw the man who insults my guest as far as from here to the paling. This is Tros, who broke the ribs of Erbin. If I give him leave, he can break thine.

Oh, well, I will save my ribs for another purpose. Let him have Gwenhwyfar! Whoever takes her from Britomaris does us all a service, for he will kill her very soon when he has found her out! And besides, without her Britomaris might become a man! Ho! I drink to the Lord Tros of the yellow eyes, who stole his shoulders from an oak tree, and who keeps a one-eyed servant lest the fellow see all that is happening in herdsmens houses!

Ho-hah-hah-hah! they chorused, and drank deep.

The women had to leave off loading food on to the table, to fill up their tankards, and they made so much noise that the children woke up and had to be bundled back to bed again behind a painted ox-hide curtain that cut off the far end of the room.

Then the meal was declared ready and they all fell to, Fflur sitting on the chiefs right hand and Tros on his left hand, next to Commius, the other women serving and the dogs alert for bones or anything that anybody threw; for they cut the meat with their daggers, and tossed to the floor whatever they did not care to chew. There was a thunderstorm of growling underfoot and dog-fights most of the time, but no one took much notice, except to kick occasionally when the fighting was uncomfortably close.

There was bread, beef, mutton, pork, butter and cheese, onions, and a sort of cabbage boiled in milk, but no other vegetables. Conops received his food on a bench beside the hearth, and the women helped him to enough for three men. The Britons ate too steadfastly to do much talking, but Tros, possessing the Mediterranean temperament, had time for speech between the mouthfuls, and Commius had no appetite; so they exchanged words.

Did Gwenhwyfar speak of me? asked Commius.

Aye, and of Caesar.

A long pause, during which Tros listened to such sporadic conversation as passed between the Britons  mainly about horses and the scarcity of deer. One man, with his mouth full, urged Caswallon to summon all the able- bodied men to a wolf hunt.

I will lead you to a wolf hunt soon enough, said Caswallon. I will give you your bellyfull of wolves.

Then:

When do you return to Caesar? Commius asked.

Soon, said Tros.

You return with Caius Volusenus?

If he waits for me.

Caswallon did not appear to catch that conversation, but Fflur was watching Commius intently, and it may have been that second-sight involved the corollary of second-hearing. She glanced at her husband, making no remark, but he read some sort of warning in her eyes and nodded, looking then steadily during three slow breaths at Commius, slightly lowering his eyelids. Fflur appeared satisfied.

A moment later Caswallon left the table, muttering something about seeing whether the serfs were being fed. He strode outside and slammed the door behind him.

He is forever thinking of the serfs, said Fflur. That is why he is a great chief and none can overthrow him. Some of you think more of horses than of men and more of hunting than of other peoples rights. And some of you are very clever  she looked at Commius again but your chief is wiser than you all.

To please her, they began telling stories of Caswallon, pledging him in tankards full of mead as they recalled incident after incident, adding those imaginative touches that time lends to the deeds of heroes, until, if one had believed them, or even they had believed themselves, Caswallon would have seemed not much less than divine. He was a long time absent, and the glamour of him grew each minute.

Commius took advantage of the roars of laughter  as one man told how the chief had trapped a Norsemans ship that came a-raiding up the Thames, and how he had killed the pirate and enslaved the crew  to resume a conversation in low tones with Tros.

I pledge you to keep this secret, he began.

But Tros was a man who made no rash pledges, so he held his peace.

Do you hear me? asked Commius. Caesar has a high opinion of me, and I of you. I trust you. I am minded to warn Caesar that he will prod a wasps nest if he sails for Britain. I have seen and heard enough. I will advise against invasion.

Tross amber eyes observed the Gauls face thoughtfully. He nodded, saying nothing, and helped himself to gravy, mopping it up with bread from the dish in front of him.

Commius waited for another roar of laughter, and resumed:

I must go in haste to Caesar. One of us should stay here. If I could say to Caesar I have left you here to watch events and to spy out the strength and weakness, he would excuse the haste of my return. If you permit me to return with Caius Volusenus in your place, I will use my influence to set your father free.

Tros kept silence, munching steadily. After a minute Commius nudged him, and their eyes met.

You agree? he asked. I pledge myself to set your father free, and to warn Caesar not to invade Britain.

If you heard a man warn the winter not to come; and if you heard him promise to pull Caesars teeth, how much of it would you believe? asked Tros.

Then you prefer not to trust me?

Oh, I trust you. A man is what he is. I trust you to work for Commius. But if I should trust you with my fathers life, I should be a worse fool than even you suppose.

Commius face darkened.

I have influence with Caesar, he said grimly.

And I none, Tros answered. Yet I will play a bolder hand than yours against him. Each to his own way, Commius!

Remember, I pledged you to secrecy! the Gaul retorted.

Hah! When you have my pledge, you may depend on me, said Tros. My tongue is mine!

Commius eyes glittered coldly.

I have seen men with their tongues torn out for saying less than you have said, he answered.

Caswallon entered, standing for a moment with the moonlight at his back, until they yelled to him to shut the door and keep the bats out. He strode to the fire and threw a faggot on. His eyes looked full of laughter.

Commius, he said, I go north in the morning. Will you come with me?

I have a boil, said Commius. It irks me to ride in chariots; and I would as soon die now as try to sit a horse before the boil is healed.

Caswallon had to turn his back to hide some sort of emotion. You must be my guest then in my absence, he said over his shoulder.

You are a prince of hosts, Commius answered, bowing and smiling leanly.

Then when I return after two or three days, I will find you here?

By all means, said Commius.

There was a gleam of something like excitement in his eyes.

You know this is Britomaris house, Caswallon went on. I have sent word to him that I shall leave at dawn. He and his wife Gwenhwyfar will be here soon after daybreak.

Commius was breathing very slowly. Almost the only sound came from a dog that cracked a bone under the table.

Is my meaning clear to you? Caswallon asked. Britomaris pays tribute, but he is not my friend. You say you are my friend.

Never doubt it. I am proud to be, said Commius.

And you are my guest  here  wherever I may be. Britomaris will try to plot with you against me. Will you be for me, or for Britomaris  and Gwenhwyfar?

Over and above all laws is that of hospitality, said Commius without a moments hesitation. Even if my sympathy were not yours, as I think you know it is, I must nevertheless uphold you while I am your guest.

Good, said Caswallon, turning with his back to the hearth and his hands behind him, legs well apart to avoid a dog that had taken sanctuary between his feet to gnaw a bone in safety. I call you all to witness how I trust our friend, Lord Commius. I bid you all to trust him in like manner  exactly in like manner.

Commius stood up and bowed, and the men who sat at table murmured his name politely, raising their tankards to drink to him. But their eyes were on their chief, although no sign that a stranger could have noticed passed between them. Two or three times Commius looked as if about to speak, but he thought better of it, and it was Tros who spoke next:

I am weary. Do the Britons never sleep?

I had forgotten that, said Caswallon. Aye, we had better sleep. Do we? We are the soundest sleepers this side of the grave! But Lud pity those who sleep a minute later than I do in the morning, for I will prod them out o blanket with a spear point! So away with all the kitchen-stuff, and one last drink!

The women cleared away the dishes and the cloth, but left the table, for two men needed that to sleep on. The others laid their blankets on the floor, quarreling a little as to who had precedence.

Tros received two huge blankets and a pillow from Fflur, who led him and Conops to an inner room where she kissed him good night.

Is your man with that one eye watchful? she asked.

Better than a dog! said Tros.

Bid him guard you against Commius. The Gaul will lie on the fireside seat in the outer room, but the others will sleep like dead men. I know murder when I see it in a mans eyes. Be sure he means to kill you one way or another. He believes you know too much about him.

I fear no knife of his, said Tros.

Yet you fear, she answered. What is it?

I fear lest he will run to Caius Volusenus, and cross to Gaul, telling Caesar I have joined with your husband. I fear for my fathers life. Commius would sell me and my father, and another dozen like us, for a pat on the back from Caesar.

You need not fear, she answered. Caswallon is awake. Commius will not return to Gaul  not yet. But be on guard against his knife, if he ever suspects that we suspect him.

She spread Tross bed for him with her own hands, and called to one of the women to bring a pile of fleeces for Conops, bidding him spread them before the door as soon as it was shut.

So you may both sleep, she said, smiling, and if one tries to open in the night he must awaken Conops. Can you shout loud? she asked.

Aye, like a sailor! Conops assured her with a nod.

Shout then, and at the first alarm; and if the intruder takes flight, go to sleep again. Let there be no slaying in my house.


CHAPTER 6. Concerning a Boil and Commius

It is wiser to take a liar at his word and oblige him to eat his lies, than to denounce him and too soon expose his enmity. It is wiser to seem to believe than to boast of your unbelief. Lies, like the moles, can burrow faster than ye dig. It is wiser to let them creep into the open.
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ALMOST the next that Tros knew, day was breaking through the shutter chinks and there was a great row in the outer room  shouts, oaths and laughter. Caswallon was keeping his promise to rouse late sleepers with a spear point. Dog barks and the high-pitched laugh of children added to the din. The table upset with a crash. A dog yelped. Then there came a succession of grunts and thuds as one man after another was thrown, laughing and protesting, through the front door.

Are we all awake? cried Caswallon. Come and wrestle with me, Tros! Let us see if your back is stronger than I can break! So Tros rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, and went and wrestled with him on the dew-soaked grass before the door, two dozen men admiring; for the horse-grooms and the herdsmen came and looked on, laughing like lunatics and offering to bet their freedom on the British chief.

But neither had the best of it, and they were locked in a grunting knot of arms and legs when Fflur came and summoned them to breakfast. Caswallons oldest son, aged sixteen, promised on his honor to break Tross neck the moment he was old enough.

Gods! But he will have to fight a man! laughed Caswallon, rubbing his woad-stained skin. Yours is a neck worth breaking, Tros!

They washed in tubs of water that the women set outside the door, combed their hair carefully, and went in to the business of eating, which was serious, devotional and too faithfully performed to allow much conversation. Commius, making notes on tablets, which he thrust cautiously into his bosom, was the last to the table and the first to use his mouth for anything but eating:

You Britons, he said, are you irreligious nowadays? In Gaul, our people all worship at sunrise. That is the first act of the day.

Before strangers? asked Caswallon. No wonder the Romans have subdued you.

What can the observance of religion have to do with that? asked Commius.

All, said Caswallon, everything. If an enemy learns your thoughts, he is a fool if he cant throw you down and pin you under him. Religion not kept secret is weakness. Tell me my thoughts, Commius!

Tros chuckled. Commius assumed the vaguely pained look of a financier who discovers that some one knows as much as he does. Caswallon studying him shrewdly between mouthfuls, which he washed down with beakers of warm milk, proceeded to amuse himself.

You tell me you have a boil. Then I know where to kick you, dont I?

Would you kick your guest? asked Commius.

No, said Caswallon, and I would kill the man who did. But let us suppose you were my secret enemy; for I have met such men, who spoke me fair and did me evil when my back was turned.

Let us suppose you were my secret enemy. I know you have a boil. What would be easier than to lance that boil for you, and to put a little gangrene on the knife? You see, two can play at being secret enemies!

It is just so with religion, which is why the druids keep it secret, and why we practice it in secret, and why Caesar hates the druids, and why I like them. Caesar never conquered Gaul until he slew the druids first. He will never conquer me, because he does not know my thoughts. Tell me my true thoughts, Commius!

But before Commius could answer, Fflur put a word in:

Ah! But what if the boil were feigned?

She did not look at Commius; she was putting salt on an enormous skillet- full of fried eggs that one of the women had brought for her inspection.

If the boil were feigned, said Caswallon. Bah! What fool would pretend to have a boil? The truth would be too easy to discover. A dangerous man would pretend to have a tooth-ache, or the bellyache. We risk offending the honorable Commius if we carry such a theme too far. And by the way, Commius, shall I send for a druid to come and make you easier? They are very clever with their little knives.

No, Commius answered. It will burst soon of its own accord. Followed boasting with excruciating details, by a man who claimed that he had ridden from Cair Lunden all the way to Pevensey, with boils so bad that, although he was weak with pain, a horse could not throw him because he had stuck to the saddle. And that naturally led to rival reminiscences, including one by Tros, concerning a man who grew such calluses from friction on a rowers bench that when he was ashore, running away from King Ptolemys press-gang, six arrows stuck into him like feathers in a birds tail without his even knowing it.

So breakfast broke up in a storm of anecdotes, not all of them polite, and Commius was able to avoid attention to himself by simply keeping silence.

Then there was a clatter of hoofs and wheels outside, and a dozen serfs entered to carry out the bedding and other luggage, while Caswallon and his friends went outside to inspect the horses.

There were ten magnificent gray and white teams yoked to chariots, whose sides were built of wickerwork and wheels of bronze; and there were twelve more horses for the escort, mostly stallions, squealing and rearing with excitement.

Caswallon mounted a gray stallion and put him through his paces while the luggage chariots were being loaded, exhibiting such horsemanship as made the sea-wise Tros gasp, until the owner of the horse complained that there would be no strength left in the animal and Caswallon, jumping the horse over a chariot, vaulted to the ground beside him.

There was very little leave-taking from Commius, who stood in the door and bowed his pleasantest, pretending he was sorry not to make the journey with them. The only man he had much conversation with was Conops, to whom he gave a gold coin surreptitiously; but Conops, thanking him effusively, displayed it in his right palm so that Tros and the rest might see and draw their own conclusions.

Fflur did not kiss Commius, although from the hostess a kiss was customary. Caswallon shook him by the hand, signing to his wife and children and the other women to make haste into the chariots. His last remark sounded almost like a warning:

Remember, Commius; you are my guest. Britomaris and Gwenhwyfar pay me tribute. They are not my friends.

Then they were off, with Tros up beside Caswallon and Conops on the floor, bracing his feet against the chariots wicker sides that squeaked as Caswallon wheeled the team and sent it headlong at the open gate, with dogs barking, serfs shouting, the rattle and thump of the other chariots wheeling into column one by one, and then the thunder of the hoofs of the escort kicking up the dust a hundred yards behind.

For a long while Caswallon drove as if driving were lifes one employment and speed the apex of desire, stooping to watch how the horses placed their feet. He never once glanced back at Fflur, who drove her own chariot with equal skill, her long hair flowing like a banner in the morning breeze and the heads of three children bobbing up and down beside her. At last he eased the pace a little and glanced at Tros sidewise, smiling:

There will be fun with Commius, he remarked. I like to see a fox caught in a trap. He will plot with Britomaris, who does exactly what Gwenhwyfar tells him, as long as she is there to make him do it. That will be treachery, he being my guest. Some men of mine, and a druid, will pick a quarrel with him. He having been my guest, they will spare his life. Alive, I can use him. He is no good dead. And they will spare Britomaris and Gwenhwyfar because I have so ordered it, for I can use them also.

But they will fasten the fetters on Commius, and the druid will look for the boil, since it is his duty to attend to that. Finding none  the fool should have bethought him of a bellyache  the druid will denounce him as a liar. We have failings, but there is this about us Britons: When we have proved a man a liar, we disbelieve whatever else he says. Thus the harm that Commius has done by too much talking when he thought my back was turned will be undone.

I see you work craftily, Tros observed.

A man must, if he proposes to remain a king, said Caswallon. Kingship is the first of all the crafts. This Caesar who has conquered Gaul is bold and treacherous and fortunate and rather clever; but is he crafty?

Very, Tros answered. If kinging is a craft, he is the master craftsman of them all.

Has he a Fflur?

No. Women are his tools, or an amusement

Then I will beat him! said Caswallon.

And at last he looked back at his wife, who laughed and waved a hand to him.

You owe your life to Fflur, he remarked. You sleep deep, friend Tros, and with the shutter off the thong  a compliment to me, no doubt, but dangerous! Commius stirred three times. Twice he was at your window. He carries poison with him, which he bought from a woman near the seashore where he landed when he first came. One drop on a mans lips in the night

Who watched him?

Fflur heard him and she roused me. So it happened there were two kings at your window in the night  and twice!  each lying to the other as to how he came to be there! We agreed that from that spot there was the best view of the moons eclipse, and that the cry of a strange night-bird had awakened both of us.

There is no reason why Commius should fear me, said Tros. I am not his enemy.

There is no reason why Gwenhwyfar should fear me, and I am not her enemy, Caswallon answered. But, man or woman, it is all one when they plan treachery. They are like a wolf then. None can say why they pursue this victim and not that one.

But perhaps it would have suited Commius to have it said I poisoned you. You were sent by Caesar, Tros. Thus Caesar would have a plausible excuse for quarrel with me. But let us hear what the one-eyed fellow says.

Conops exhibited the gold coin, tossed it in air and missed it as the chariot bumped a hillock. They had to stop to let him recover it, and the escort galloped up full pelt to find out what was wrong.

He said, Conops remarked when they were under way again, and he spat on the coin and polished it, he said, if I should remember to tell him at the earliest moment all that is said and all that is done while my master is out of his sight, he for his part will remember to advance my cause with Caesar, who has many lucrative employments in his gift.

Tros laughed. Caswallon glanced down at Conops half-a-dozen times.

I will buy that man from you, he said at last. How much in gold will you take for him? Or shall I swap you three for one?

He is a free man, Tros answered.

Oh. Then I would kill him if he offered to change masters.

Caswallon lapsed into one of his silent moods, merely waving with his arm occasionally as they skirted mud-and-wattle hamlets, beautifully built, invariably fenced about with heavy tree-trunks, clean and prosperous, but containing no stone buildings and no roofs other than thatch.

There were sheep and cattle everywhere, and great numbers of horses, all carefully watched and guarded against wolves by herdsmen armed with spears; but there was surprisingly little grain, or stubble to show where grain had been, and such as there was, was fenced as heavily as the villages.

The main road seemed to avoid the hamlets purposely, but here and there the villagers seemed to have repaired it, and wherever there was much mud it was rendered passable by tree-trunks felled across it. There were no bridges whatever, but the fords were good and were evidently kept in order.

They changed horses at a village that Caswallon called a town, where a hundred armed men, very variously dressed, lined up to salute the chief in front of a big thatched house with painted mud walls. They saluted him more or less as an equal, calling him and Fflur by their names and gathering around the chariots when the formal shouting with their spears in air was finished.

The man who owned the house was a long, lean, fox-haired veteran with a naked breast covered with woad designs, whose wife was young enough to be his daughter. But she knew how to play the hostess and to command the village women, who brought out bread and meat and mead for every one, turning the half-hour wait into a picnic.

They all seemed much more impressed with Tros than with Caswallon and wanted to know whether he was one of Caesars generals or an ambassador.

But Caswallon warned Tros to keep silence, so he pretended not to understand their speech; instead of talking, he and Conops kissed the girls who carried mead to them, and that started a kissing riot that kept everybody busy, while Caswallon talked in undertones with the red-haired man and the group that stood about him leaning on their spears.

Then Caswallon mounted the rehorsed chariot and addressed the crowd, standing very splendidly and making his voice ring until even the giggling girls grew silent and the children gaped at him.

Caesar will not come yet; but he will surely come! he told them. Get ye to work and harvest all the corn. Make double store of dried meat. Increase the sheaves of arrows. Mend the chariots, and let no blacksmith put on fat in idleness!

When the invader comes there shall be a sudden call to arms, but until then, he who wastes time leaning on his spear is a traitor to his wife and children! When Caesar comes, he will lay waste the land, as he has laid all Gaul waste; he feeds his horses in the standing corn and burns what he does not need. So get ye the harvest in! It will be time enough to lean on spears when I send warning.

The man with red hair showed his teeth and leered with puckered eyes, but Caswallon beckoned him and clapped him on the back, pulling him up into the chariot beside him, bidding him make friends with Tros who knows Caesar well.

Tros, this is Figol, whose grandfather came like you from over the sea, although from another quarter. He is a better man than Britomaris, for he looks like a lean fox but he acts like a fat Briton, whereas Britomaris looks like a Briton but acts like a fox. Figol pays me tribute of all between this forest and where Britomaris land begins; and the old fox doesnt cheat me more than I permit for the sake of his young wife!

With that he lifted Figol with one arm and hoisted him over the chariot- side into the crowd, waving him a merry good-by, and was off almost before Conops could scramble into the chariot. They plunged into a forest at the outskirts of the village and drove amid gloomy oaks for leagues on end, with clearings here and there, and well used tracks at intervals on either hand that evidently led to villages.

Caswallon had lapsed into silence again, for a long time studying the new team and then whistling to himself. He seemed to think he was alone, until suddenly he turned to Tros and grinned at him.

Figol is a fox, but I out-fox him! he remarked. If I had let him keep a hundred men at hand, he would have dared me to come and fetch the tribute that is nine months in arrear! He would have talked to them against me, instead of making ready against Caesar. But now they will get the harvest in, and when they have it I will have my share! We will deal with Caesar when the time comes.

When Caesar does come, you will find he has made all ready in advance, said Tros.

This is a good kingdom, said Caswallon. Let Caesar come, and he shall have a bellyful of fighting for it! But if I should raise an army too soon, they would grow tired of waiting; and first they would race the horses on the downs, and then they would drink all the mead, carousing through the night.

And after that, because there was no more mead, they would say I was mistaken about Caesar. Whereafter they would laugh a great deal, and they would all go home. I know my Britons. And when Caesar came there would be no army.

Some day you shall see my town, Cair Lunden, and when you have stayed there awhile you will understand how crafty a king must be, if he is to earn  and also get  the tribute money.

Crafty! said Tros. Are you crafty enough to trust me to tell Caesar that if he comes soon, with a small force, he will find you unprepared?

Fflur trusts you. She knows, Caswallon answered. I never knew her to be wrong in the matter of trusting a man.


CHAPTER 7. Gobhan and the Tides

Knowledge? Any fool can have it. But wisdom, with which to interpret knowledge and to use it, that is something that each one must learn for himself in the school of existence. It is a mark of the wise man that he can listen to fools and learn from them, although their speech is folly.
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THE SUN had crossed the meridian about two hours before, and they were still cantering through lush, green forest when Tros smell tidewater and nudged Conops, who smelled it too and grinned. Four of the escort had been cantering behind them for an hour, screening the view down the track to the rear, and it was not until the horsemen maneuvered into single file to avoid a mud hole that Tros knew the other chariots were missing. When he asked where they had disappeared to, Caswallon merely motioned toward the northwest and said:

Home. Cair Lunden.

And we?

I will show you the longships.

But first they met Gobhan, in a house of logs and mud that overlooked long marshes where the snipe swarmed between the forest and the river Thames. In places the forest crept down almost to the waters edge; and there were creeks innumerable, crowded with wildfowl that filled the air with mournful longshore music. There was another huge forest on the far side, more than two miles away. The river rolled between the mud-flats, lonely and immense, with only one small boat in sight, working its way with oars and sail across the tide.

Our weakness! said Caswallon, pulling up the team where the trees ended and they could see the vast expanse of river. If Caesar only knew this river he could sail up with his hundred ships and have us at his mercy! The Northmen come now and then, which is why we hide our ships.

There they left the chariot, with the horses nibbling at the trees, and walked, all seven in single file with Caswallon leading, toward the mud-and-log house in the foreground, that stood with its front door almost in the marsh. There was smoke rising from a hole in the wooden roof, but no sign of an inhabitant until they reached the front by a narrow foot-path, and Caswallon shouted:

Gobhan! Come out there, Gobhan!

Almost instantly through the door showed a face that made Tros want to laugh, but that rather frightened the four members of the escort. It was comical, and yet immensely dignified, without a single feature that explained the dignity, old beyond calculation, toothless, nearly bald  there was a forehead that mounted so high it resembled a waxen skullcap with a gray-haired tassel on the top  and bearded, but with the beard enclosed in a leather bag and tied back behind the ears. The nose nearly met the chin. There were no eyebrows; a pair of lashless eyes as bright as a weasels peeped alert and inquisitive from sunken sockets.

What do you want? the face asked, mumbling the words because of toothlessness.

Then a body followed the face; lean, scrawny, twisted, suffering apparently from ague caught from the marsh. He was dressed in a long brown smock with a leather apron over it and nothing to proclaim his rank in life except a plaited woolen girdle such as druids wore. He showed no respect for Caswallon, but stood and looked at him, his hands shaking, his hollow cheeks moving as he worked his gums.

Such a host you are, Gobhan! Such welcome you offer us! Such courtesy! said Caswallon, striking an attitude.

The ancient addressed as Gobhan grinned at last  if it was a grin that quaked among the wrinkles. He muttered something, shrugged his bony shoulders, turned, and led the way into the house. Caswallon strode in after him and Tros followed; Conops would have followed Tros through a furnace door, whatever his private feelings; but the escort withdrew toward the chariot, expressing strange emotions.

Wizard! was a word that one man used; and another one said something about dirty magic and abominations.

The interior of the house  it had only one room  was almost as remarkable as its owner. There were two truckle-beds at one end, with a table between them and two stools, but the whole of the rest of the interior was given up to furnaces and clay retorts, instruments for measuring, benches piled with jars, mortars, ladles and a work-bench down the middle of the room on which were appliances whose object Tros could not guess. The room was not exactly in confusion, but there was hardly standing room for the three who did not belong there.

Over in a corner a blind man clothed in skins plied an enormous bellows steadily, as if he did it in his sleep. There was the roar of a charcoal furnace and the stench of heated metal, but no sign of anything being made, although there were an anvil and great tongs and hammers near the door.

The owner of the place made no remark but simply waited in front of Caswallon, holding his apron to keep his hands from shaking and constantly moving his toothless gums. He seemed neither afraid, nor yet pleased to see his visitors.

So now you see Gobhan, said Caswallon. Look at him! My people wanted to roast him alive in his own furnace for wizardry; but I said no to it, for one reason and another. It cost me quite a quarrel with the younger druids, who proclaimed him an outlaw from their Mysteries, which I daresay is more or less true. And there is trouble now and then because the Northmen come to him, and he will not see the difference between a Briton and a foreigner, but teaches anything he knows to any one who asks him.

If the druids know more than he does, I will say this: They conceal it! I never could have saved him, if I hadnt thought of using him to trap a longship full of Northmen, who sailed up the Thames to plunder Lunden.

I sent a man to fall into their hands and tell them about Gobhan; so they turned aside to steal him, meaning to take him to their own country to teach the trick of metal to their shipwrights. And I caught them there, yonder where the creek flows through the rushes.

We drew a chain across the creek behind them, and they burned their own ship rather than let us capture it, cattle and all; the forehold of the ship was full of bulls. It took three to kill the last man; never were such fighters! I would have saved him; I would have given him a wife and let him live in Lunden; but I could not reach his side before they ran a spear under his armpit and drowned him. He was fighting waist-deep when he fell.

Northmen are thieves, and they come a-roving summer or winter, whenever theyre least expected; but the fault I find with them is wearing armor, which is not the way a man should fight. We Britons fight nearly naked, not esteeming cowardice.

You have brought me a long way to see Gobhan! Tros interrupted drily.

Aye, I was coming to that. You spoke of Caesars fleet, you remember. Now Gobhan owes his life to me. If you can understand that noise he makes between his gums, he shall tell you things that Caesar does not know. Gobhan knows the Book of Domnu.

Does he understand the tides? asked Tros, nudging Conops. In Samothrace, where he came from, they knew more of Domnu and the inner meanings of the word than any druid did.

Tides, full moons and the weather  he knows it all, said Caswallon. Make shift to understand his yammerings, and I will send him south for you in one of the longships. He shall lie in wait at Hythe.

There are strange tides around this island, said Tros, observing Gobhan closely.

Aye, said Caswallon. Our tides puzzle the Northmen badly. And the worst of it is, that this old wizard teaches them as readily as he teaches us, when they can find him! He has no discretion. I have often wondered why I did not let my people burn him.

Let me talk with him, said Tros, beckoning the old man. Together they went and sat on logs up-ended near the furnace, where Tros could draw patterns with his finger in the charcoal-dust on the floor. Caswallon stood and watched them, with his legs astride and hands behind his back.

The only light in that corner came from the door and in a red glow from the charcoal furnace that the bellows-man was tending. Tross eyes glowed like a lions, but most of his bulk was lost in shadow, as his fingers roughly traced an outline of the shore of Kent and the coast of Gaul with the narrow sea between.

The old man wiped it out and drew a better one, and for a long while Tros studied that, until at last he laid a finger on the spot where he supposed the quicksands lay. At that Gobhan nodded, and looked strangely pleased. The ague left him. He began to grow excited.

Mumble-mumble  Tros could hardly understand a word of it, until Gobhan prodded the blind old bellows-man with a long stick. Then the purring roar of the furnace ceased, and the blind man sat beside them to interpret the toothless noises into more or less intelligible speech.

The blind man seemed to know as much as Gobhan did about the tides and winds and weather; as the two of them became aware of Tross inborn understanding of the sea, they vied in their enthusiasm to explain to him, clutching him, striking each others wrists, interrupting each other, croaking and squeaking like a pair of rusty-throated parrots, answering his questions both at once and abusing each other when he failed to understand exactly  Caswallon smiling all the while as if he watched a dog-fight.

Sun and moon  there was interminable talk about them. Gobhan suddenly wiped out the channel map and drew a diagram of sun and moon and earth, with circles to describe their courses.

But the blind man did not need the diagram to argue from; he used his two fists for earth and moon, and Gobhans head to represent the sun, gesticulating with his foot to show the action of the tides as their positions changed.

Once in his excitement he would have burned himself by getting too close to the furnace, but Gobhan hurled him away, and the argument resumed with both men kneeling as if they were throwing dice, and Tross heavy face, chin on hand, two feet from theirs as he leaned forward, studying first one and then the other, then the diagrams that Gobhan traced and the blind man kept on wiping out because he could not see, and did not need them.

At last Gobhan struck the blind man into silence and sat still with his eyes shut, counting days and hours, checking them off on his fingers; and by that time it was the blind man who appeared to have the ague, for he was sweating and trembling with irrepressible excitement. Gobhan on the other hand had grown as calm as if he were saying prayers.

Mumble-mumble.

Eight days, interpreted the blind man. Gobhan nodded.

Tros rose, facing Caswallon.

What present shall I make? he asked.

None, said Caswallon. If you give them money they will have no further use for you. And as for their needs, they eat at my cost. Have you learned what you came for?

Aye, and more, said Tros.

I will send them both to Hythe to await you there, in the harbor with the three ships, said Caswallon.

And then Conops entered; he had slunk out to explore the marsh, and came back with slime up to his knees, resheathing the long knife in the red sash at his waist.

Master, I have seen the ships. They are no good, he remarked in Greek. They are too long for their beam, too high at bow and stern to steer in a breeze; and they would swallow a quartering sea and lie down under it as a Briton swallows mead, or my name isnt Conops!

That is their affair, said Tros.

They are leaky, Conops insisted. Their seams are as open as the gratings on a prison window. I vow I could stick my fingers in! I would as soon put to sea in an orange-basket. Some of the cordage is made of wool, and some of leather! Some of it is good flax, but you never saw such patchwork!

The blind man returned to his bellows. Gobhan peered into a clay crucible that was set in the charcoal furnace, shaking again with ague and not pleased, because the crucible had cooled. Both of them appeared to have forgotten Tros, and they took no notice whatever of Caswallon who beckoned to Tros to come out and see the three longships.

They lay berthed in the mud up a creek well concealed from the river by a bank of rushes. There were branches fastened to their masts to render them invisible against the trees. They were very small, but not ill-built, and they were much more seaworthy than Conops made them out to be.

The woolen cordage Conops had described turned out to be the lashings that held in place the tent-cloth with which they were covered, but it was true they were moored with horse-hide warps made fast to the nearest trees. Nor were they very leaky; they were well tarred, and a days work on their seams by half a dozen men would make them fit for sea.

Where are the crews? asked Tros.

Doubtless carousing! said Caswallon. It needs a month to sober them when they have beaten off a North Sea rover. Three weeks gone, the three of them together sunk a longship down at Thames mouth, and I paid them well for it.

There is need for haste, said Tros.

There shall be haste! I will promise them another big reward. And there will be Gobhan with them, whom they fear a great deal more than they fear me  for they who follow the sea are bigger fools than they who live on land!

I will say that if they fail to reach Hythe and if they fail to obey you, Gobhan shall turn them all into fish. They will believe that, and they are too familiar with fish to wish to grow scales and fins! The rest is for you to contrive.

Very well, said Tros. Understand me: I do not know what the gods will have to say about all this. The gods prevent many things that men design; but I think the gods are not in league with Caesar. Unless Caesars cold heart changes, I am likely to be pilot when he sets sail for the coasts of Britain.

I will lead him to the high cliffs that are nearest to the coast of Gaul, and if it may be, I will wreck him on the quicksands in midchannel. I will surely do that if I understand the tides aright and if the wind should favor.

In that case, you and I will never meet again, because, of all the certainties the surest is, that if I set Caesar on the quicksands he will slay me. And we may miss the quicksands; or Caesars men may see the water boiling over them and steer clear.

So watch for his fleet, and be ready with an army to oppose his landing. And if he succeeds in landing, count on me nevertheless, provided you are sure that Gobhan and these three ships are safe in Hythe, and that the crews will obey me when I come.

Tros! said Caswallon, and seized him by the right hand. Their eyes met for the space of seven breaths.

Then the Chief spoke again:

You are a man. But I do not know yet why you do this.

I have not yet done it! Tros answered.

Nevertheless, in my heart I know you will attempt it. Why? What am I to you? And what is Britain to you?

What is fire to water? Tros answered. One stream serves as well as the next when it comes to checking forest fires. If you were invading Caesars rightful heritage, then I would side with him against you! I am a free man, Caswallon. A free man mocks himself, who sits in idleness while Caesars burn up freedom!

I see you are not a man to whom I may offer a reward, said Caswallon, gripping his hand again. But I am your friend, Tros; Fflur is also your friend.

I am glad of it, Tros answered. But be careful not to judge too hastily, for thus far we have only dealt in words. And next, I must trade words with Caesar, who values nothing except deeds that glorify him. Remember: I will tell Caesar that if he comes swiftly with a small force he will catch you unprepared. First then, prove me a false prophet and a liar! Then call me friend  if both of us deserve it  when we meet again!


CHAPTER 8. An Interview Near a Druids Cave

Treason betrays itself. There was never a treachery yet that did not yield its secret. But not to the treacherous. He who is blinded by his own treacheries, how shall he read and understand the signs in others? In the presence of integrity treason must boast; it can not keep silence.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS drove back in the night, with a purse of gold at his waist that Caswallon gave him for expenses, in a chariot horsed with four of the finest stallions Britain could produce, driven by a long-haired charioteer whose pride was that no chariot had ever overtaken him since he had been made chiefs messenger.

They were followed by a dozen riders, partly for protection from wolves that bayed in the forests all night long, but equally for the important business of compelling wayside autocrats to furnish fresh teams when required and to provide their best, instead of leading out old lame horses.

Even so, because of a bent bronze chariot-wheel, that caught between two sunken tree-trunks in a dark ford, and the time it took to find and awaken a blacksmith, and the time he took to get the wheel hot, straighten and replace it, the sun was up an hour before they came to Britomaris house, where the charioteer shouted for a fresh team.

There was a rabble of men and women in the yard, and of all sorts, light- and dark-skinned, tall and stocky, some so dwarfish as to seem deformed. And they were not disposed to make way for the chariot, or to bring out horses at the charioteers command.

Some one shouted for Britomaris; but it was Gwenhwyfar who came to the door and stood looking at Tros long and sullenly before she spoke.

You? You dare to come here? she said at last, curling her lip and glowering under lowered eyelids.

Horses! roared the charioteer, but she acted as if she had not heard him, and the mounted men rode off to the stables to help themselves.

Look! said Gwenhwyfar pointing. These are my people. They have come to see the shame you brought on Britomaris and on me! Dog  that have slept in my house and betrayed me to Caswallon! Dog  that are servant of Caesar and false to Caesar, too! Insolent dog  with the eyes of a druid, the teeth of a wolf and the breath and the speech of a viper!

There was none, now the escort were gone, except Conops, crouching in the chariot, to protect Tros from violence. Conops loosed his long knife, for the crowd looked ugly, and the charioteer felt at the reins to get the stallions on their toes  ready to wheel them and charge through the crowd at a moments warning.

Draw your sword, master! Conops whispered. But Tros touched him on the back to calm him.

Where is Commius? he asked.

Aye! Where is Commius! He was my guest. Who betrayed him?

Gwenhwyfar sneered and tossed the hair out of her eyes. Commius, who was your friend! Commius, who ate at the same table with you in this, my house! Commius, who slept under my roof! Where is Commius, whom you betrayed?

I asked, where is he! Tros had a voice like rolling thunder when the mood was on him.

Gwenhwyfar looked startled, but her eyes glared defiance.

Go ask the druids! Go! You shall eat no more in my house! Drive him forth, men! Drive him!

She threw out both arms in a gesture that condemned him to mob mercy, and the crowd hardly hesitated. Some one threw a javelin, that missed and stuck quivering in the house wall; and before the twang of that ceased, Tros was almost off his feet from the sudden jerk as the charioteer wheeled his team and sent it headlong at the crowd. There were no scythes in the sockets on the axles, or he would have mowed a dozen of them.

Kill him! screamed Gwenhwyfar.

But the words froze on her lips; for the escort arrived on the scene from behind the house, charging with lowered spears, riding fresh, corn-fed, frantic horses they had seized. No one was slain. The crowd scattered and ran, those who had weapons throwing them away; but many were knocked down, and some were soundly thumped with spear butts.

The charioteer laughed and wheeled the team around again to face the door, while four of the escort went to bring a fresh team for the chariot. They were laughing, and not in the least annoyed by the disturbance; two of the remaining escort chaffed Gwenhwyfar mercilessly, calling her Caswallons scornling, but she ignored them as if they were a mile away. Her whole hatred was aimed at Tros, concentrated on him, glaring, venomous.

Do you love your father as you love your friends? she asked.

But Tros, listening with both ears, pretended to be careful how they changed the team.

Drive fast! she mocked. Aye, drive like the wind! You shall not reach Gaul before your father dies! Caesar will avenge me! Caesar will draw blood in exchange for Commius! Hurry, before the crows leave nothing you can recognize!

Tross face showed no emotion, but his grip on Conops shoulder told another tale. The one-eyed sailor winced and tried to loosen the grip with cautious fingers.

Who knows where Commius is? I will speak with him, said Tros; and one of the escort seized a man who tried to slink away around the corner of the house.

Backed against the wall and held there with a spear point at his throat, the man soon gave his information and was let go. The four fresh horses were yoked by that time.

And at last Tros spoke to Gwenhwyfar:

Gwenhwyfar, wife, of Britomaris, you will fall to Caesar yet! Caesar will treat you less kindly than I did. You may offer him ten kingdoms, and yourself thrown in, but I see you walking through the streets of Rome at Caesars chariot tail; and, if by then you are not too worn from weeping, and too sore-footed, and too thin, there will be an auction afterward.

Rome stinks, Gwenhwyfar! You will miss the sweet earth smell of Britain, and the freedom, and the green oaks and the thick turf underfoot! Romes streets are hard, and her heart is harder. But harder than all  aye, harder than that heart of yours  is Caesars! Farewell!

He bowed to her as the chariot wheeled away, and the men of the escort paid her scurvy compliments; but she stood still, leaning back against the doorpost with her head erect, glaring her anger until the chariot and its escort were lost to view.

Lonely she looks, and I am sorry for her, for she will be lonelier still if ever she meets Caesar, Tros said to Conops.

But she had friends; for as they galloped by the corner of the wall that shut the house from view, a stone hurled by an unseen hand missed Tros by so little that he almost felt the weight of it, and it broke the tough turf where it landed.

But, master  your father! Conops was clenching and unclenching his fingers. Has she sent a messenger to Caesar? Has she betrayed us? Conops clutched his knife and spoke to Tros between thin, vindictive lips. If your father is slain, my master, I will beg one favor of you: Let me live that I may bury this in her!

He showed six inches of his knife-blade.

I think she lied, said Tros.

But his voice betrayed him. He did not think that. He knew she spoke the truth; he knew some messenger had gone to inform Caesar what had happened to Commius the Gaul, along with, doubtless, a long story about himself. His blood ran cold. He knew how much mercy his father would receive from Caesar when that sort of tale should reach the Romans ears.

There is room for things to happen between here and Gaul, he said after a minute. It is one thing to send a messenger; another for the man to reach his goal. Moreover, Caius Volusenus has a fairly swift ship. We may arrive there first.

There was delay, though, before they resumed the ride to where Caius Volusenus waited for them. The escort led into the forest and then wheeled out of the fairway down a lane that bore no tracks of wheels, where they had to stop a time or two to lift the chariot over fallen trees, and the bronze wheels cut deeply into moss.

At the end of a mile or two of winding between ancient oaks, where the deer fled suddenly in front of them and rabbits scampered for the undergrowth, they entered a wide clearing. There a dewy hillside faced them, scattered with enormous stones; and in the midst of the hill there was a considerable clump of very ancient yew trees, with a cave mouth just below that, its entrance arched with three adze-trimmed monoliths. Above the trees there was a cluster of neat, thatched dwellings.

Among the trees sat druids in their long robes, and one of them was the ancient who had held forth on the night when Tros first met Caswallon.

The druids, led by the old one, came solemnly down the hillside and surrounded Tross chariot. He greeted them, and the escort jumped down from their horses to show respect, yet it was a peculiarly masked respect; they looked as little interested as they could, perhaps because Tros was a stranger.

Is Commius here? May I have word with him? asked Tros when the greeting was all done.

The old man sent two younger druids to the cave. They brought out Commius, with fetters on his wrists but not ill-treated otherwise. The Gauls black-bearded face was set so as to mask emotion, and a lean smile hid whatever he might think of Tros. He nodded a curt greeting, holding the clasped hands in front of him to ease the bronze fetters weight.

Commius, I am on my way to Caesar, said Tros.

The Gaul inclined his head slightly to signify that he understood, but he said nothing; nor did he glance at the druids, or make any sign except that unnoticeable nod.

It was only by imagining himself in the Gauls position that Tros realized there would be no conversation while the druids listened. But the druids also realized it. Almost before Tros could face about to beg their indulgence the oldest of them made a signal and they walked away in silence and sat down at a sufficient distance to be out of earshot.

Now! said Tros. What shall I say of you to Caesar?

Commius smiled thinly.

You will say of me to Caesar what you wish to say, if he permits, he answered. My message has already gone.

Have you a message for your Gauls? asked Tros.

Yes. Bid the Atrebates obey Caesar. Caesar will avenge me.

The voice was cleverly controlled, but the expression of his face masked contempt too studiously for Tros not to see through it.

You think you have contrived my downfall, Commius, he answered. I doubt it. A man is hard to kill until his time comes. For my own part I am not a dealer in mens lives. I have sought you out to see what I can do to help you.

Can you set me free? asked Commius, and the sneer in his voice was biting; it brought the fire into Tross amber eyes.

You could set yourself free very easily if you were not a traitor to your race, he answered. Commius, we are two fools, I because I did not know how wholly you are Caesars slave

The word stung; Commius black eyes blazed at last. He almost answered, but controlled himself.

  and you, because you think to promote your own ambition before you do your duty to the Gauls. You have eaten from Caesars hand. You like the food! But he will treat you as he does the other dogs in due time.

Dogs? snarled Commius, losing his control at last. The dogs shall tear your carcass before you are twelve hours older!

So that is it! I thank you for the warning, Commius!

Tros laughed and turned away, having learned what he came to learn. The druids, observing that the conference was over, came forward in a group, and the two who had brought Commius from the cave took charge of him again. Tros spoke to the oldest druid, greeting him respectfully:

Lord Druid, before Commius became your prisoner, he sent a messenger toward the coast. Where would such a messenger be likely to lie in wait to slay me before taking ship?

The old druid glanced at the escort, who were munching bread in a group beside their horses, having washed their hands and faces in the dew.

My son, those horsemen will take care of you, he answered.

But a messenger did go?

Aye, a man went, with a letter to Etair, son of Etard. Gwenhwyfar, wife of Britomaris, wrote it. Etair is her half-brother, and his place lies near the seashore where you landed from the Roman ship. It was his men who attacked you when you landed.

Tros scratched his chin, grinning thoughtfully, and Conops went and stood where he could watch his masters face. Conops only remedy for anything was that long knife he carried in his sash, but he knew that Tros despised fighting if a craftier way might be found out of a difficulty. Craftiness is much more nervous work than fighting, and Conops held his breath.

If a druid might ride with me, said Tros at last, still scratching at his chin, a druid who would lead me to a small seaworthy boat, whose owner would obey my orders

The old druid nodded and, turning his back on Tros, gave orders very swiftly in rumbling undertones. It was not clear why he did not wish Tros to hear what he said, unless it was the habit of keeping his own counsel and establishing a mystery whenever possible.

He had hardly finished speaking when the young druid, who had befriended Tros when he first landed, went and sat down in the chariot, tucking his long robe in under his feet.

Then the old High Druid dismissed Tros with one sentence:

Caius Volusenus grows impatient because his ship lies close to a dangerous shore.

But he did not explain how he knew that. He held up his right hand in an act of invocation and boomed out words that sounded like a ritual, then gestured to Tros to be gone.

The escort mounted at once with an air of relief and began laughing and chattering; the charioteer preferred not to wait another second, but drove toward Tros, and the moment he and Conops had stepped in they were off at full gallop, returning down the same glade by which they had come.

These druids, said Conops in Greek, thumbing his long knife for the scandalized druids benefit, are too much like specters from another world for me. They are not enough like honest men or criminals for me to trust them.

Tros smiled.

Never mind, he answered. I would trust you less if you should trust any man too much! Put your knife away!


CHAPTER 9. Tros Displays His Seamanship
and a Way of Minding His Own Business

If it were true, as ye say, that to slay is to prevail, then why not kill me? Ye could wear my robes and occupy my seat. But could ye know what I know? Could ye think what I think? Could ye do what I do? Could ye have my vision, and enjoy that, merely by proving that violence slays and that flesh becomes dust?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE FOREST went down to the sea along the route that Tros took that morning; and because the druid ordered it they made a detour to the westward that brought them, near midday, to a swampy harbor hidden amid trees, not far from where the chalky downs begin that draw nearer to the shore southeastward until they form the white cliffs of Kent.

Hythe, said the druid, pointing to where roofs over a mud-and-wattle wall could be seen between wind-twisted branches.

The town was hidden from the sea; there were no signs of cultivation or of human dwellings that would be likely to tempt sea rovers into the reed- infested harbor mouth. There was not even an inhabitant in sight, although there were boats drawn up into the reeds, amid which narrow, winding paths led mazily toward the town wall. Gulls and other sea-fowl by the thousand filled the air with harsh music, under a bright sky flaked with fleecy clouds.

Hythe, a high tide, and the wind in the southwest! said Tros, meditating. How often does the wind set thus?

More often than not, said the druid. It is the winds from the west that save this land from pirates. Northwest, west, southwest  most days in the year. The Northmen set forth, but three times out of five storms blow them back again.

And a fair slant for Gaul, but a rising sea, said Tros. Caius Volusenus will be fretting at his anchor, if he has not gone away and left me.

They went and stood on the shingle beach, where the rounded stones sang sharply of the weight behind the waves and they could see, amid the white-caps in the distance to the eastward, a galley that pitched at her anchor and rolled until her heavy fighting top looked like a plaything of the spray.

The Romans are the worst seamen I have yet seen, Tros remarked, screwing up his eyes to stare along the waves. They think weight is strength, and pit their strength against the sea. They hang on by brute force, when a seaman would employ a little strategy to use the sea against itself.

If Caius Volusenus were a seaman, he would not be lying off a lee shore until his crew was weak from vomiting. If he were any kind of man except a Roman soldier, he would have explored this shore-line, instead of waiting for me to bring information.

But that is the Roman method: Seize a hostage, threaten him, then send his son or his brother to save the hostages life by betraying some one else! And because the world is what it is, and men are what they are, the plan succeeds too often!

But I have seen the Romans lose a fleet of ninety ships on the coast of Sicily, because a land general ordered thus and so, and they knew no better than to obey the fool! What is that group of men along the beach a mile away?

The druid, peering under the palm of his hand, looked anxious but said nothing. It was clear enough that the men were forcing a small boat into the sea, and at the first attempt it overturned in the surf. They had to haul it back on the beach and bail the water out.

Now that is a strange state of affairs, said Tros. They look to me like Britons.

They are Britons, said the druid.

Dont they know this harbor? Cant they take a boat from here?

The druid nodded, putting two and two together, frowning:

You are too late, Tros! That will be the messenger whom Commius sent to Caesar. They who are helping him to launch the boat belong to Etair, son of Etard, who is against Caswallon, whereas the men of Hythe are for him. They plan to reach Caius Volusenus ship ahead of you. They will succeed, because it will take us too long to procure a crew. The men of Hythe are doubtless on the hills behind us, tending cattle and watching Caius Volu

The druid coughed, for Tros clapped him on the back so suddenly that he bit a word off midway.

Quick! said Tros. Show me a boat with a sail!

But a crew? said the druid.

I have one!

Those horsemen? They can hunt deer; they can drink and sing and fight, but

I said, I have one! He is enough! Make haste, man!

That druid never hurried faster in his life. They found a boat within a quarter of an hour, whose sail had not been carried ashore and hidden. They found oars and a pole in another boat, and from a third boat lifted a dozen yards of good hemp rope with which to repair the running gear.

Tros said good-by to the escort, gave them all the gold out of Caswallons purse, and nearly broke the hand of one in his hurry to get the good-byes over and be gone. Then he kissed the druid on both cheeks, cried out to Conops to raise the sail and shoved the boat out from the reeds, jumping in as the keel slid free of the mud.

It was a strong boat, but awkward and as slow as a drifting log, although they labored at the oars like Titans.

But at last they worked their way over the bar at the harbor mouth and caught the southwest wind that laid her over until the gunwale was awash. Then Tros took the steering oar and made experiments to discover the best point of sailing, but he found her a clumsy tub at best.

Her blunt bow checked her constantly, and he had hard work to keep from being swamped by the rising sea. Conops was bailing half the time.

They had made a drenching, wallowing mile of it, and Caius Volusenus ship seemed farther off than ever, her hull down out of sight between the waves or rising over a big one with her nose toward the sky, when Conops shouted, pointing shoreward:

They have launched that other! They are giving chase!

It was a faster boat and a bigger one, manned by half a dozen men, who had forced her through the surf at last and were following in Tross wake. Her big square lug-sail bellied in the wind and lifted her along a good three yards for his two.

Rolling dangerously as the helm changed, she began to work to windward, not more than a quarter of a mile astern, two men with bows and arrows standing in her bow and a very big man in a bearskin coat leaning his weight against the steering oar.

He is reckless  they have promised him a fat reward for our two heads! said Tros.

Master, make for the shore! urged Conops. They are too fast and too many for us!

But Tros headed farther out to sea, edging his boat craftily to keep the quartering waves from swamping her. He lost a little speed by doing that, and Caius Volusenus ship was still a good six miles away.

The tortoise who runs, and the hare who fights, are equal fools! he growled in Conops ear.

But Conops drew his long knife nervously, returned it to its sheath and then drew out Tross sword, examined its keen edge and drove it home again into the scabbard.

We two against seven  and no arrows! he said in a discouraged voice.

But Tros, making no remark, continued his experiments, discovering a trick the awkward hull possessed of falling away from the wind stern-first whenever he relieved the pressure from the oar. Nothing saved her then from swamping but the pressure of the wind that heeled her over and exposed more broadside to the waves  that, and instant skill at the helm.

As Tros eased her off from one of those experiments, an arrow hummed into the sail and stuck there. Take cover below the weather gunwale, he ordered; so Conops knelt, begging leave to take the oar and run the risk himself.

For if you die, master, and I live, can I save your father?

Tros paid no attention to him. He was watching the approaching boat and her crew out of the corner of his eye and considering the flight of three more arrows that winged their way into the sail. The pursuing boat was to windward now, nearly abeam, changing her course so as gradually to reduce the distance between them.

They shoot across the wind, yet all the arrows find their way into the sail, he said at last. That is not bad shooting. That is done on purpose. They propose to make us prisoners. Let them see you throw up your hands!

Master! We have had enough of being prisoners!

Obey! commanded Tros.

So Conops stood, throwing his hands up, while Tros edged his boat cautiously toward the other, which turned at once and came downwind toward him.

They are seven, he growled between his teeth, for he did not want it seen that he was talking. Return your knife to its sheath, Conops! Four of them will jump aboard us. See! They stand ready in the bow. That leaves three for us to tackle. When I give the word, jump! I like their boat better than this one. Leave the big man in the bearskin coat, and that other, to me. Take you the fellow with the bow and arrows who kneels by the mast. Are you ready?

As he spoke, a big sea lifted both boats, and in the trough that followed the man in the bearskin shouted, shoving his helm hard over. They rose together, side by side and almost bumping on the crest of the next wave. Tros suddenly let go the sheet, exactly at the moment when the four men in the other boats bow jumped.

They had calculated on his veering away from them, if anything; but it was his stern that fell to leeward; his bow came up into the wind. They missed, the pitch and roll assisting Tros as he plied the helm.

Three sprawled into the water and the fourth just grasped the gunwale, where he clung until the two boats crashed together and the force of the collision shook him off.

The man in the bearskin roared an order, leaning his whole strength against the steering oar, but he was too late; the collision spilled the wind out of his sail and he shipped the top of a wave over his stern that almost swamped him.

Tros, calculating to a hairs breadth, had timed the turn so that his bow struck the stranger amidships and, continuing the swing, he let the other boat bear down on him until for a second they lay parallel and bumping, facing opposite directions.

Jump! he shouted then. He and Conops sprang for the bigger boat, where the three men stood to receive them with drawn knives. But each of them had to cling to something with one hand to preserve his balance because the boat was beam-on to the sea and wallowing, as the loose sail flapped and thundered.

Tros took his oar with him, and landed with the blade of it against a mans throat. That man went backward overboard, and Conops knife went home to the hilt into the third man, striking upward from below the ribs.

The man in the bearskin thrust at Tros, but stumbled over the dead man, who flopped and slid to and fro, bleeding in knee-deep water. So the blow missed, but the butt of Tross oar did not; it struck the out-thrust hand and spun the knife overside.

The fellow in the bearskin, shaking his hand because the blow had stung him, jumped in on Tros with a yell; but the boat lurched; Tros had the better sea legs. Roaring to Conops to keep his knife away, he seized his opponent by the neck and slowly forced him backward overboard.

Haul on the sheet! he shouted then, jumping for the steering oar that swung and banged in its iron bracket. In a moment they were paying off before the wind, and the boat they had left was down between the waves a hundred yards behind, half-full of water and sinking.

Take that bucket and bail for your life! Tros shouted; conning the rising sea as he headed up a bit toward the wind; for the tide set inshore; they had made a lot of leeway while the short fight lasted.

For a long time after that he made no remark, until Conops had bailed most of the water overside.

Then Conops, with his back toward Tros, searched his victim carefully and, finding nothing worth appropriating, picked him up and threw him into the sea to leeward. When he had seen the body sink he came and sat down by his master.

Clean up the blood! Tros commanded.

Conops went to work again, using a piece of sail-cloth that he found in a box under a coil of rope. Presently he returned, and resumed the seat.

So now you have a dead man to account for, was all Tros said, sparing him one swift glance as they rose over a big wave. Conops looked surprised, indignant, irritated. He had expected praise.

It was him or me, he answered after a moments pause. Well  you killed him. Can you give him back his life? But, master, you killed two men!

Not I! I gave them leave to swim! said Tros.

They could not swim. They are all drowned, master.

That is their affair. I never forbade them to learn to swim.

But that fellow clad in a bearskin  how could he have swum? His coat drowned him.

He never asked my leave to wear that coat, said Tros. I could have slain him with my sword as easily as you slew your man. But I spared him. I gave him leave to swim. No enemy of mine can hold me answerable for the bearskin coat he wears!

I am glad I slew, said Conops, glaring fiercely through his one eye.

Laugh, if you wish, said Tros. But a man should mind his own business. At some time or another, you will have that fellows life to answer for, which should have been his business and not yours.

Conops was silent for a long time.

Well. At least you have a stolen boat, he said at last.

So? said Tros. When, then? One I borrowed, by a druids leave. This one I exchanged for that one; and who started the exchange? I tell you, Conops, you have nearly as much as Caesar has to learn about the art of living! It is a cowards act to kill, if there is any other way.

Then you call me a coward, master?

Yes, said Tros, but not as bad a one as Caesar; which, if you were, I would contrive to get along without you, instead of trying to teach you wisdom. Ease off the sheet a little  so  plenty. Now get forward and see whether Caius Volusenus signals us.


CHAPTER 10. Caius Julius Caesar

Ye invite me to blame the conqueror. But I find fault with the conquered. If ye were men, who would truly rather die that eat the bread of slavery or bow the knee to arrogance, none could conquer you. Nay, none I tell you. If ye were steadfastly unwilling to enslave others, none could enslave you. Be ye your own masters. If ye are the slaves of envy, malice, greed and vanity, the vainest, greediest, most malicious and most envious man is far greater than you. His ambition will impel him to prove it. Your meanness will enable him to prove it.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS went about between two waves as he came nearly abreast of the plunging galley and, falling away before the wind as close to her side as he dared, shouted for a rope. But none was thrown to him. He had to work like fury at the steering oar, bump the galleys side and jump for it, thanking the clumsy shipwrights who had left good toe- and finger-hold.

For that galley had been thrown together by unwilling Gauls at Caesars order, very roughly in the Roman fashion under the eyes of Roman overseers, and had been rendered fit for sea by laying strips of wood to hold the caulking in the seams.

Tros and Conops clambered aboard and let the small boat drift away. There were seasick Romans lying everywhere  they all but stepped on two of them  but not a sign of Caius Volusenus.

Lemon-countenanced and weak from vomiting, a legionary summoned him at last. He came out of his cabin below the after fighting deck and dropped himself weakly against the bulkhead  a middle-aged man, dignified and handsome even in that predicament, with his toga nearly blown off in the wind and his bare knees trembling. His eyes were a bit too close together to create instant confidence.

How dare you keep me waiting all this while? he grumbled, trying to make a weary voice vibrate with anger. We might have lost the ship, plunging in this welter at a cables end!

You will lose her yet! said Tros; but his eye was up-wind, and he knew the wind was falling. Have you a spar to make fast to the cable? You had better let the anchor go and make sail as she turns before the wind.

Caius Volusenus doubted that advice, but Tros was in haste now to return to Caesar, so he talked glibly of a lee shore and a gale, and pointed to the rocks where the tide would carry them.

One thing was certain  that the crew was much too weak and discouraged to haul the anchor up; so while Caius Volusenus and two young decurions aroused and bullied the crew into a semblance of activity, Tros and Conops lashed a spar to the cable-end and tossed it overboard.

Then, when Caius Volusenus gave the signal, they slipped the cable and the galley swung away before the wind with three reefs in her great square- sail.

Tros took the helm and no man questioned him. It was not until they reached mid-channel and the wind fell almost to a calm that Caius Volusenus climbed up to the after-deck and leaned there, yellow and weak-kneed, resuming the command.

Not for Caesar  not even for Caesar, he grumbled, will I take charge of a ship again on this thrice cursed sea! He would not trust a crew of Gauls. He said they would overpower us Romans if a gale should make us seasick. Well, I would rather fight Gauls than vomit like a fool in Neptunes bosom. What news have you?

News for Caesar, Tros answered.

Speak! commanded Caius Volusenus.

No, said Tros. You are a faithful soldier, I dont doubt; but you are not Caesar.

Caius Volusenus scowled, but Tros knew better than to let his information reach Caesar at second-hand, for then Caius Volusenus would receive the credit for it. He, Tros, needed all the credit he could get with Caesar, and on more counts than one.

Well, there are two of you, said Caius Volusenus. I will have them flog that man of yours, and see what he can tell me.

He stepped toward the break of the deck to give the order to a legionary who was standing watch beside the weather sheet.

Better order them to row, said Tros. There is not enough wind now to fill the sail. Flog Conops, and you injure me. Injure me, and I will fashion a tale for Caesar that shall make you sorry for it. Hasten to Caesar, and I will say what may be said in your behalf.

Caius Volusenus turned and faced him, his skin no longer quite so yellow since the wind had ceased.

There was an avaricious, hard look in his eyes, not quite accounted for by the ships rolling over the ground-swell.

Did you find pearls? he demanded.

Plenty, said Tros after a moments thought.

Have you any?

No. But I know how to come by them.

He thought another moment and then added:

If I should return as Caesars pilot, and you, let us say, were to lend me a small boat in which to slip away by night, I could lay my hands on a good sized potful of pearls, and I would give you half of them.

Caius Volusenus ordered out the oars and watched until the rowing was in full swing, beating time for the discouraged men until the oars all moved in unison. Then he turned on Tros suddenly:

Why should I trust you? he demanded.

Why not? By the gods, why not? Tros answered. Have I played you false? I might have stayed in Britain. I might have wrecked this ship. For the rest, you shall hear me speak in praise of you to Caesars face. What do you find untrustworthy about me?

You are a Greek! said Caius Volusenus.

Nay, not I! I am a Samothracian, said Tros.

Caius Volusenus did not care to know the difference. He snorted. Then he ordered the idle sail brailed up to the spar; and for a while after that he beat time for the rowers, who were making hardly any headway against the tide that was setting strongly now the other way.

At last he turned again to Tros, standing squarely with his hands behind him, for the ship was reasonably steady; and except for those too narrowly spaced eyes he looked like a gallant Roman in his fine bronze armor; but he spoke like a tradesman:

If you will swear to me on your fathers honor, and if you will agree to leave your father in Gaul as a hostage for fulfillment of your oath, I will see what can be done about a small boat  in the matter of the pearls. You would have to give me two thirds of the pearls.

Two thirds if you like, said Tros, but not my father! He knows these waters better than I do. He is a better pilot and a wiser seaman. Unless Caesar sets him free on my return, Caesar may rot for a pilot  and all his ships and crews  and you along with him!

Caius Volusenus faced about again and cursed the rowers volubly. Then, after a while, he ordered wine brought out for them and served in brass cups. That seemed to revive their spirits and the rowing resumed steadily.

After a long time Caius Volusenus, with his hands behind him, came within a pace of Tros and thrust his eagle nose within a hands length of his face.

Where are these pearls? he demanded.

In a womans keeping.

Why did you bring none with you?

Because, although the woman loved me nicely, there was scant time, and she has a husband, who is something of a chief. She begged me to take her with me. But I did not see why Caesar should have those pearls, and I had thought of you and what a confederate you might be.

Conops, squatting on the steps that led to the after-deck, was listening, admiring, wondering. Greek to the backbone, he loved an artful lie. His face rose slowly above the level of the deck; his one eye winked, and then he ducked again.

Well, let us leave your father out of it, said Caius Volusenus. He is Caesars prisoner; let Caesar free, keep, or kill him. That is nothing to me. I have a wife in Rome. Strike the bargain, Tros Tros nodded.

  and remember this: I hold no Greeks oath worth a drachma, but I hold my own inviolable. If you fail me, I swear by the immortal gods that I will never rest until you, and your father both, have been flogged to death. Bear that well in mind. I have the confidence of Caesar.

You are a hard man, Tros answered, looking mildly at him; he could make those amber eyes of his look melting when he chose.

I am a very hard man. I am a Roman of the old school.

Caius Volusenus called for wine, and his own slave brought it to him in a silver goblet. He drank two gobletsful and then, as an afterthought, offered some to Tros. It was thin, sour stuff.

There was no more conversation. Caius Volusenus went below into his cabin, to sleep and regain strength after the long seasickness. The rowers just kept steering way, and Tros plied the helm until the tide turned; but even with the changing tide no wind came and they made but slow progress until moonlight showed the coast of Gaul and Caritia sands still ten or twelve miles in the offing.

Then Caius Volusenus came on deck again and fumed because the anchor had been left behind. He feared those sand-banks, having seen too many galleys go to pieces on them and he did not want to do the same thing under Caesars eyes.

Beyond the banks the masts of half a hundred ships stood out like etchings in the haze, and the glow of Caesars campfires was like rubies in the night. The sea was dead, flat calm, but Caius Volusenus would not risk the narrow channel in darkness, and the rowers had to dawdle at the oars all night long, while Conops took the helm and Tros slept.

As day was breaking, with the tide behind him and a puff of wind enough to fill the sail, Tros took the helm again and worked his way into a berth between galleys that lay with their noses lined along the shore.

There all was bustle and a sort of orderly confusion, with the ringing of the shipwrights anvils and the roar of bellows, the squeaking of loaded ox- wains and the tramping of the squads of slaves who carried down munitions and the provender to put aboard the ships.

At the rear was a fortified, rectangular camp, enclosed within a deep ditch and an earth wall, along which sentries paced at intervals.

Within the camp the soldiers tents were pitched in perfectly even rows, with streets between, and in the center, on one side of an open space, where four streets met, was Caesars, no better and no larger than the rest, but with the eagles planted in the earth in front of it and sentries standing by.

The huts, where prisoners and supplies were guarded, were at the rear end of the camp, enclosed within a secondary ditch-and-wall. The horse lines, where the stamping stallions squealed for breakfast, were along one side, but Caesars special war-horse had a tent all to himself behind his masters.

In a line with Caesars sleeping tent there was a bigger, square one, with a table set in it and an awning spread in front; it was there, in a chair of oak and ivory, beside the table at which his secretary sat, that Caesar attended to business.

He was up betimes and being shaved by a Spanish barber, when Caius Volusenus marched up and answered the challenge of the sentries, swaggering with the stately Roman military stride and followed by Tros and Conops, who made no effort to disguise their deep-sea roll, although it made the sentries laugh.

There were a dozen officers in waiting underneath the awning, but they made way for Caius Volusenus; he passed through, nodding to them, leaving Tros and Conops to wait until they were summoned.

But they were not without entertainment, although no man spoke to them; for in the middle of the open space exactly in front of the eagles, a naked Gaul, held down by four legionaries, was being flogged by two others for stealing, each stroke of the cords laying open the flesh.

And there was a row of prisoners to be considered, women among them, lined up under guard awaiting Caesars will concerning them.

It was a long time before Caesar sent for Tros. The Gaul was very nearly flogged to death, and the earth was purple with his blood when Caius Volusenus thrust his way between the other officers and beckoned.

Having satisfied his dignity to that extent, he came forward a stride or two to be out of earshot of the others, and whispered as Tros fell into stride beside him.

Caesar is in a good mood. I have spoken for you. Make your news brief and satisfactory, and all will be well. Remember: Caesar has decided to invade Britain. Speak accordingly, and offer no discouragement. I have told him you are a splendid pilot. Let him know that you and I explored the coast together.

Tros, smothering a smile, followed him between the officers and stood before the table where the Lombard secretary eyed him insolently.

Caesar sat with a rug over his knees and his scarlet cloak hung on the back of the chair behind him. He was hardly forty-five, but he looked very bald and very old, because the barber was not yet through with him and had not yet bound on the wreath he usually wore. His cheeks looked hollow, as if the molars were all missing, and the wrinkles at the corners of his mouth twitched slightly, as if he were not perfectly at ease.

Nevertheless, he was alert and handsome from self-consciousness of power and intelligence. He sat bolt upright like a soldier; his pale smile was suave, and his eyes were as bold and calculating as a Forum money-lenders. Handsome, very handsome in a cold and studied way  he seemed to know exactly how he looked  dishonest, intellectual, extravagant, a liar, capable of any cruelty and almost any generosity at other mens expense; above all, mischievous and vicious, pouched below the eyes and lecherously lipped, but handsome  not a doubt of it.

So Tros, you return to us?

His voice was cultured, calm, containing just the least suggestion of a challenge. He crossed one knee over the other underneath the rug and laid his head back for the barber to adjust the golden laurel wreath. It made him look ten years younger.

I claim my father, Tros answered.

Caesar frowned. Caius Volusenus coughed behind his hand.

Tell me your news, said Caesar in a dry voice; the note of challenge was much more perceptible, and his eyes all but closed, as if he could see straight through Tros to the British coast beyond him.

I landed. I was wounded. I was rescued by a druid. I met Caswallon and his wife Fflur. I was shown an army of a hundred men, and I saw it dismissed for the harvesting. I heard dissensions. There was some talk of an invasion, but none ready to repel it. I saw Commius, and he is held a prisoner in chains. I stole a boat and came back.

Examining the coast with me, put in Caius Volusenus.

Saving the interruption, that is a very proper way to turn in a report, said Caesar.

You may withdraw. He glanced at Caius Volusenus sharply, once, and took no further notice of him as he backed away under the awning.

Harbors? asked Caesar.

None, said Tros. There is a good beach for the ships, good camping ground, and standing corn not far away.

And the equinox? asked Caesar, glancing at the blue sky.

I spoke about that with the druids. Yesterdays gale will be the last until the equinox arrives; that period is accurately known but none knows how soon thereafter the storms will begin, since they vary from year to year. But for the next few days there is sure to be calm weather.

Why do they hold Commius prisoner?

Because he urged them to permit your army to land on the shore of Britain.

Do they not know my reputation? Do they not know that I punish insults? Do they not know Commius is my ambassador?

They say he brought trashy presents that the women laughed at. They say he is a spy, not an ambassador, Tros answered.

Caesars face colored slightly.

Barbarians! he sneered, and then smiled condescendingly. What kind of man is Caswallon?

He fights nearly naked, said Tros. He thinks armor is a cowards clothing.

Caesar looked amused.

Has he ships? he asked.

I heard him boast of three.

Caesar drummed his lean, strong fingers on the chair-arm.

Well  I will wait until after the equinox, he said after a moment. I have some small experience of druids. They are sly and untrustworthy. I am afraid these storms might catch me in midchannel and scatter the fleet. I have only one strong ship; the rest were built in haste by inexperienced Gauls, good enough for calm weather, dangerous in heavy storms. And now of course, you wish to see your father?

Tros nodded and smiled. For a moment he was off guard  almost ready to believe that sometimes Caesars word was worth face value.

A splendid, dignified and noble looking man, your father. All the fault I find with him is his affection for the druids; a strange affection, not becoming to him. A great sailor, I am told. You say he knows these waters around Britain as well as you do?

Tros nodded again, but the smile was gone. He forefelt trickery now.

I will speak with him first, said Caesar. You shall see him afterward.

Is he well? asked Tros nervously. Has he been treated properly, or

I always treat people properly, said Caesar in a suave voice. There is nothing done in this camp except by my orders. You may retire.

He said the last words in a louder voice, and an officer marched in, who took Tros by the arm and led him out under the awning. Another officer was summoned.

Tros heard Caesars voice speaking in undertones, and less than a minute later he was marching between two officers toward the far end of the camp, where the prisoners were confined within the inner ditch and wall. There, in the gap that served as gate, he recognized the centurion who had promised to treat his father kindly, but he had no opportunity to speak with him.

He first knew that Conops was dogging his steps when the centurion on guard demanded weapons, and Conops swore in Greek because they took away his knife with scant ceremony.

Unbuckle my sword. Hand it to them, he ordered, and Conops obeyed.

A moment later they were both shut into a low shed that had no window; a door was locked on them, and for fifteen minutes they listened to the steady tramp of a sentry, and the clank of his weapons as he turned at each end of a twenty-yard beat, before either of them spoke.

Then Conops broke the silence

Master, he whispered, I can work my way out of this place. Look, where the wall is broken at the top. Lift me, and I can crawl out between wall and thatch. Let me find your father.

Tros hesitated for a moment, looking troubled.

If they catch you, they will flog or kill you, Conops.

I am a free man, Conops answered. I may do what I will with my own life.

Look like a slave, and speak like one. They will take less notice of you. Strip yourself, said Tros.

So Conops pulled off everything except a sort of kilt that he had on under the smock. Tros lifted him, and he crawled into the narrow gap where the top of the mud wall had crumbled because rain leaked through the thatch.

He had to force his way through carefully to make no noise, and he was delayed by having to wait until a sentry on the outer rampart passed on his regular beat. Then he dropped to the ground outside, and Tros heard him whisper:

I may be a long time. Dont despair of me.

Tros picked up Conops clothes and stowed them under his own, then paced the hut restlessly, for there was nothing to sit down on but the damp earth floor, and nothing to do but worry. At the end of an hour the door opened, and a slave in charge of a centurion brought in a bowl of boiled wheat.

Werent there two in here? asked the centurion.

I dont know, said Tros. The hut was empty when they put me in.

The centurion shrugged his shoulders, slammed the door again and passed on. Tros heard him ask another officer whether any record had been kept of the beheadings since a week ago, but he could not catch the reply.

There began to be a lot of trumpeting, the clang of arms and the tramp of horses. A voice that spoke in stirring cadences appeared to be addressing Roman troops, but the voice was not Caesars. Trumpets again, and then the sound of cavalry moving off in regular formation. Half an hour after that a Latin slave-dealer, with his secretary slave and tablets, looked in while a legionary held the door open.

I tell you, this one is not for sale, said the legionary. Caesar has another use for him. There was another, a one-eyed man, but I suppose he has been executed.

Extravagance! said the slave-dealer. You soldiers kill off all the best ones. What with the beheadings and the draft for gladiators, males are worth a premium and females are a glut. I could bid a price for this one. He looks good.

Save yourself trouble, said the legionary. I tell you, Caesar needs him.

And he slammed the door.

An hour after that came Conops, scrambling through the hole under the eaves and knocking down dry mud in handfuls. They picked it all up carefully and tossed it through the opening. Then Conops resumed his clothes.

Master, your father was in a round hut at the other end of this prison yard.

Was? asked Tros.

Was. He has gone. There is a window to that hut, with wooden bars set in the opening; and the window is toward the rampart, so I stood in shadow and had word with him. He has not been harmed, but he suffers from confinement. He was very grateful for the news of you.

While I hid below the window, between the back of the hut and the rampart, an officer came who led him away to Caesar. Then a sentry on the rampart spied me; so I pretended to be one of the slaves who clean the camp of rubbish.

I picked up trash and climbed the rampart to throw the stuff into the ditch, as the others do; and so I saw them take your father into Caesars tent. Then I kept gathering more rubbish, and kept on climbing the rampart to throw the stuff away; so I saw them bring your father out and set him on horseback.

The cavalry was lined up then  five hundred of them  and when they went away your father rode with them between two soldiers.

Was he wearing his sword? asked Tros.

Yes.

Which way went the cavalry?

Alongshore to the eastward.

Did my father send me any message?

Yes, master. He said this: That after you started for Britain, Caesar sent for him and told him he must pilot one portion of the fleet to Britain when the time comes, if he hopes ever again to see you alive.

And your father added this: That that fleet will not reach Britain if he can prevent it.

Tell him, he said, it is better to die obstructing Caesar than to live assisting him to work more havoc.

Then he told me to bid you not to be deceived by anything Caesar may say, but pretend to serve Caesar for your own lifes sake, obstructing him in all ways possible, for the sake of Those who sent you forth from Samothrace.

That will I! said Tros, scowling.

Then I hid awhile and watched them change the guard at this end of the prison yard. None saw me, although the sentry on the rampart passed me twice as I was making shift to climb in, setting a forked stick against the wall to set my foot on, and kicking it away afterward.

Tros paced the floor like a caged animal, his hands behind him and his chin down on his breast.

What if Caesar should leave me here! he exploded at last. He can find other pilots than me.

But Caius Volusenus was too eager for imaginary pearls to let that happen. He came striding to the hut and gained admittance after the officer on duty had sent him back, fuming and indignant to obtain a pass from some superior.

Now Caesar would have left you here in chains and have used your father only, for he trusts neither of you, he began, when he was sure the door was shut and none was listening. But I spoke up for you, and I told Caesar you are a man whose instincts compel you to navigate safely.

I suggested he should send your father as a pilot for the cavalry, who are embarking a few miles down the coast. He agreed because that will keep the two of you apart. It is no use arguing with Caesar.

No use whatever, said Tros. What then?

Pluto paralyze him! He began to wonder why I set such store by you! Caesar would suspect his mother if she brought him milk!

He decided you are not to go with me on my ship, but with him on his, where he can keep an eye on you. And he has told me off to bring up the rear of the expedition.

Tros had not ceased to pace the floor all the while the Roman was speaking. Suddenly now he turned and faced him where a stream of sunlight shone through a crack beside the doorpost.

How much of this is true? he demanded. Caesar told me he will not start until after the equinox.

All of it is true, said the Roman, showing his decayed front teeth in something between a smile and a snarl. Shall Caesar tell his real plans to every prisoner he questions? Listen to me now, Tros: You would never dare to play a trick on Caesar; but perhaps you think because I am only Caius Volusenus I am easier to trifle with.

I remind you of my oath! At the first chance I will take care to provide you with a small boat. That is my part of it. Thereafter you bring pearls, and the woman with them, if you see fit. You may keep the woman; but two thirds of the pearls are mine, according to agreement. And if the pearls are not enough, or if you fail me  he showed his teeth again remember my oath, that is all!

Do your part, said Tros. I will do mine.

Caius Volusenus nodded drily and shouted to the sentry to unlock the door and let him out. When he was gone, Tros took Conops by the shoulders.

Little man, little man! he exclaimed, that Romans avarice will thwart a worse rascal than himself! Caesar, for this once at least, shall fail!


CHAPTER 11. The Expedition Sails

Ye have heard, ye have seen the sea and all its waves come thundering against the cliffs. Lo, it fails; it is hurled back upon itself. But does the sea cease? Neither shall envy and all its armies cease. It shall thunder and roar and suck and undermine, until ye learn, at some time in this Eternity, that Motion is Law. But ye think of the motion of chariots, whereas I speak of the growth of Wisdom.
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NOTHING further happened until midnight. Then the trumpets sounded. There began the steady tramp of armed men and the sharp, staccato orders of centurions. After that, Caesars voice, hard, brilliant, not saying much, but saying it with vigor. Then a shuddering clang as two whole legions raised their shields  a pause, two deep breaths long  and a roar like the bursting of a wave on fanged rocks.

Ave!

Short, sharp commands and the clang of shields, as cohort after cohort tramped away in fours toward the harbor. Silence at the end of half an hour, and then a dog howling and screams from a woman prisoner. At last gruff voices and a heavy tread at Tross door, a glare of torchlight through the crack, a clang as a bronze shield touched another one  and the door opened slowly.

Come! said a pleasant voice. Tros, whispering to Conops to keep close behind him, strode out into the torch-glare. The red light shone on the bronze body-armor of a veteran-officer, who beckoned and turned at once, leading through the opening in the prison-yard wall, where half a dozen legionaries sprang to the salute. The two men who had held the torches stayed behind to search the hut for anything worth appropriating.

The officer led toward mid-camp, where Caesar sat on horseback, erect and splendid in his scarlet cloak, surrounded by a dozen torches and about two- score officers on foot, who were crowding in to listen to his last instructions.

No finer horseman ever lived than Caesar; he looked like a god in the glare of the sputtering firelight, and the helmeted faces peering up at him shone with enthusiasm. His voice was calm, confident, unforced, and it vibrated with authority.

Who is that? he demanded, as Tros stepped into the zone of light. Tros bulked bigger than any Roman near him, standing like a monarch in his gold- edged purple cloak. Sea-water stains and the dirt of travel did not show at midnight.

Tros the pilot, General.

What? Has he been put to an indignity? Where is his sword?

Caesar frowned, glaring at the faces all around him, but omitting Tros. Some one ran away into the darkness, shouting as he ran. Caesar leaned forward and spoke to a slave who stood near him with tablet and stylus.

Write, he commanded: Caesar will ascertain who submitted Tros to indignity and will punish the offender. Pilot, he went on, meeting Tross eyes at last, with a smile that would have mollified an angry woman, not all of Caesars men are as thoughtful for Romes friends as Caesar is. On the eve of great events mistakes occur. You will understand that this indignity was not inflicted by my order. The offender shall be called to strict account for it.

The man who had deprived Tros of his sword was standing in the torchlight almost straight in front of Caesar; he turned his head and looked at Tros brazenly, unblinking, with a faint, sarcastic smile. Some one came running through the darkness and thrust Tros sword into his hands. The same man gave Conops his knife.

That is better, said Caesar. I dont doubt that now you feel better.

He surveyed the sea of faces.

Officers, he went on, learn from this that there is nothing Caesar overlooks.

With that he pressed his greave against the horses flank and rode away at a walk, the torchmen marching to his right and left hand and the officers following in a group, their helmets gleaming, Caesars scarlet cloak like a symbol of Romes majesty looming above them.

Tros was not left alone; two officers marched with him, one on either hand, and he knew himself, as they intended that he should, as much a prisoner as ever. Conops was no more noticed than a dog that follows a marching regiment.

All was in darkness along the harbor side, but Tros noticed that the usual beacon fires around the camp were burning as brightly as if the troops were still there.

A nearly full moon shone on rows of ships that had been pushed off from the shore and anchored; only one ship, and that the highest pooped and longest of them all, lay broadside to a wooden wharf, from which a heavy gangplank with handrails reached to her deck amidships.

Most of the officers stepped into small boats and were rowed off to their separate commands, but Caesar, followed by five of them, rode straight to the wharf and urged his horse across the gangplank, laughing cheerfully when the animal objected.

Two legionaries started forward along the plank to seize the horses head, but he ordered them back sharply and compelled the horse to do his bidding.

A good omen! he shouted, as the horse reached deck. The gods, as ever, befriend Caesar!

Ave! roared the legionaries, packed so closely in the ships waist they could hardly raise their shields; and the soldiers in the other ships took up the roar, until across the moonlit water in the distance came the last dull din of the salute.

An officer nudged Tros, motioning toward the gangplank, so he walked aboard, followed by Conops, and neither man dreamed of going anywhere except to the high poop, swinging themselves up the ladder as if the ship belonged to them. Then men on the dark wharf pulled the gangplank clear, and some one lighted a beacon in the ships bow.

A man on the poop roared an order at once. Rowers, ready on the benches, thrust their long oars through the port-holes and shoved the ship clear of the wharf.

Then another sharp order, and they swung together in the short, quick starting-stroke, their heads in line resembling the remorseless to-and-fro beat of a battering ram. That illusion was heightened by the thumping in the oarlocks and the hollow clang of metal striking on a shield as some one marked the time.

Caesar stood gazing astern, with his scarlet cloak wrapped tightly, and a shawl over his shoulders, watching the other ships haul their anchors and follow one by one. There were a dozen biremes, clumsy with engines for hurling stones and shooting volleys of arrows, their great iron dolphins swinging from heavy yardarms and their midship sections looking like a fortress.

But the remainder  nearly a hundred ships  were for the most part unarmed transports and high-sided, heavy-laden merchant ships with corn, oil, wine, munitions and supplies.

The harbor became noisy with the thump of oars, but there was no shouting, and no light on any of the ships but Caesars, where half a dozen men stood by the beacon with sand and water, ready to extinguish sparks.

There was no wind outside the harbor. Caesars ship worked out beyond the shoals and waited until nearly all the fleet was clear and had taken station in four lines behind him. Then, in keeping with Caesars usual luck, a light south wind began to fill the sails. He turned at once to Tros:

Pilot, he said, make haste now and show me that anchorage on the shore of Britain. I will show you how Caesar leads Roman soldiers.

Tros went and stood beside the helmsman, a Roman making way for him. There was a great deal of low-voiced talking on the poop, where a dozen officers were gathered; it annoyed him, he was trying to recall what Gobhan had explained about the tides, and to remember where the quicksands lay. He ordered the ship headed up a point or two to eastward, and Caesar noticed it.

Pilot, he said, this is a Roman fleet. Each ship will follow me exactly. Carry that in mind.

Then he turned to laugh and talk with his staff officers. There was excitement in his voice. He was like a boy setting out on a great adventure, although the moonlight shining on the back of his bald head considerably weakened that illusion. He was the only Roman on the poop who wore no helmet and one of the officers warned him of the night air, so he tied the shawl over his head, and he looked like a hooded vulture then.

For two years I have longed for this! he exclaimed with a conceited laugh. It will interest the Roman crowd, wont it, to see Britons walking in my triumph! They paint themselves blue. We will have to take some of their blue paint along with us to redecorate them before we enter Rome.

I want it understood that any pearls taken in the loot are for me; I need them for the Venus Genetrix. I will be generous with everything else  you may tell that to the men.

Tros changed the course another point or two to eastward. Caesar noticed it again. He came and stood beside him, staring toward the coast of Britain, where two or three enormous fires were burning on the cliffs that would have resembled dark clouds except for those dots of crimson.

Druids at their beastly practices! said Caesar. For a moment he looked piercingly at Tros.

Some one may have told them I am coming; they are probably burning human sacrifices to ward off the Roman eagles! However, they will find the eagles take their sacrifices in another way!

Suddenly his mood changed, and the tone of his voice with it; he became even more conceited as he toyed with condescension  he would probably have called it mercy.

I hope for their own sakes the British will not be foolish. The Gauls have shown them what must happen if they oppose Romans under Caesars leadership! Is there any wisdom outside Rome, I wonder? Sometimes I am forced to think not. I trust that you are wise, Tros. I reward as richly as I punish.

He returned to the group of officers and chatted with them for a while, Tros seizing the opportunity to head the ship a trifle more to eastward. But Caesar noticed it. He came and stood by the helm again.

Show me the place for which we are sailing, he commanded; and Tros pointed out the highest cliffs that overlook the channel from the British shore.

Why not sail straight for them, as a Roman road goes straight over hill and valley? asked Caesar.

Tros dissertated about tides and currents, that would carry the fleet too far to westward unless they made good their easting before the ebb; and for a moment after that as he watched Caesars face he trembled for the whole of his plan and for his friend Caswallon.

Why not westward? Caesar asked. Those cliffs frown gloomily. To me they look ill-omened  an inhospitable shore. Yonder to the westward, there are no cliffs.

And, as Tros well knew, there were harbors to the westward, where a fleet might anchor safely through autumn storms.

Swamps! he answered curtly. Mud, where ships stick firm until the high tides fill them! Unseen quicksands! Rocks! However  it is your business.

He made as if to change the helm, but Caesar checked him:

No, I hold you responsible. You are the pilot. It will be my pleasure to reward or punish.

The wind increased, and the following fleet began to lose formation, the heavily loaded provision ships falling behind and the others scattering according to their speed. Caesars ship was fastest of all and was a long way first to reach the chops, where wind and tide met and the sea boiled like a cauldron.

Most of the legionaries, crowded in the waist, groaned and vomited, and Caesars war-horse had to be thrown and tied to prevent him from injuring himself.

Then Tros swore fervidly between his teeth, and Conops came to him to find out what was wrong, leaning on the rail behind him, tugging his cloak to call attention.

Wrong? groaned Tros. I am! I have missed the quicksands!

Then we live! laughed Conops. I see nothing wrong with that!

But Tros swore again.

I misjudged the tide. An hour earlier, and all this fleet had

Caesar returned to find out what the talking was about; his sharp ears possibly had caught a word or two of Greek. He stood and stared eastward, swaying, watching where the current boiled around shoals. The moonlight gleamed on the projecting spur of an island that was hardly above sea level. There was white water within an arrow-shot of the ships side.

Caesar stared at Tros coldly and then looked southward for a glimpse of following sails; the nearest ones were sweeping westward; tide, wind and current all combining to carry them clear of the shoals. Tros felt the goose- flesh creeping up his spine.

You Romans are no sailors, he remarked. If Rome were an island, you would be a vassal nation. Do you see those shoals? A Roman pilot would have wrecked this whole fleet on them. As it is

Caesar nodded; he could hardly keep his feet on the heaving deck; a cloud of stinging spray burst overside and drenched him; he clung to the rail.

Let me not doubt you again, Tros, he answered grimly. Tros laughed.

Caesar, he answered, do you let your troops doubt you? When danger seems imminent, do you let them doubt you?

You are a bold rogue, Caesar answered.

Yet you live  and I could drown you easily, said Tros, as easily as any of your men could kill you with a javelin in battle. Yonder is Britain, Caesar. There are no more shoals.

Caesar did not answer, but kept glancing from the ships bow, where a long stream of sparks from the beacon flew downwind, toward the fleet, that had been forbidden to show lights. The rowing had ceased long ago; all sails were spread and glistening like wall ghosts in the moonlight.

Suddenly a ship a mile astern lighted a warning beacon and changed course westward. Fifty ships answered, and a blare of trumpets, like the bleating of terrified monsters, came fitfully downwind.

Romans! Romans! Tros exclaimed. The Britons sleep deep, eh? Will you blame me if they know now how many ships are coming? he asked Caesar, jerking his head in the direction of the crimson flares that dotted the dancing sea for miles around.

Caesar walked away to leeward and sat on a camp-stool where his staff, most of them seasick, were sprawling on the wet deck.

He suspected you, Conops whispered. Master, he was nearer death that minute than ever you brought him. My knife was ready.

Tros made a sound between his teeth. Any fool can slay a Caesar, he remarked.

What would you have done to him? Conops asked resentfully. Was it accident that

I would have given him a true emergency in which to play the Caesar.

Conops was puzzled.

Then  then you favor him, master?

If I ever should, may my guiding star forget me.

Then

I gave the gods an opportunity to do their part, Tros went on. It may be there are honest men on these ships, for whom the gods have other uses than to drown them. Or it may be that the gods prefer a second opportunity; the gods are like men, Conops; they delight in choosing. I will offer the gods a second choice. Bid that Roman yonder to set his crew of duffers hauling on the main sheet, if they are not all seasick. Up helm a little. So.


CHAPTER 12. The Battle on the Beach

It is better to die in battle than to emerge victorious. Is the victor not convinced that violence prevails? How seldom he perceives, until too late, that what he has gained at anothers cost is nothing  aye, and less than nothing. But he who dies in battle may have learned that nothingness. When he returns to earth for another existence, he may be wiser. He will at least be no more foolish. Whereas the victorious, convinced by violence, proceed from one stupidity to worse. But battles happen. They are a consequence of cowardice, not of courage; of deceit and treachery, not of truth and high ideals; of contemptible lies, not of honor and virtue. But they happen, because ye are liars and worse. So face the consequences of your own self-slavery to treasons such as animals believe are necessary. Eat the consequences. Die. And in death ye may advance one step at least, toward the manhood that ye claim.
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THE WIND grew flukey toward morning, and at dawn it died away. The white cliffs of Britain loomed out of a gray mist as Caesars men unlashed the coverings of the war-engines and set basketsful of arrows in position.

A doctor moved about among the men reminding them how to apply first aid, and two or three veterans inspected the armor of the younger men. The standard-bearer and his chosen inner-guards stood erect and splendid in the bow, and beside each rower two men stood ready to protect him with their shields and two more to fight for him.

But there was no sign of the fleet. A few lone trumpets bleated through the mist in proof that the ships were not entirely scattered, and the sound stirred the gulls; thousands of them swooped and circled alongside, filling the air with melancholy.

One of Caesars staff officers approached him on the poop and, in a voice that every man on the ship could hear, announced:

Caesar, we Romans are ready!

But Caesar ordered a delay until at least a few more ships should come within hail; so the rowers dipped lazily, just keeping steering way, and the men in charge of the commissariat served coarse dry bread in basketsful.

At the end of an hours drifting a light breeze scattered the jeweled mist and Britains cliffs shone dazzling in the sun, hardly a bowshot distant. To seaward the fleet lay spread over a dozen miles of steel-blue water, the supply ships almost out of sight and only eight or ten of the lighter galleys near enough to come within hail in less than an hour; but among those, and almost the nearest of them, Tros recognized the small ship with the heavy fighting top commanded by Caius Volusenus.

Caesar ordered the trumpets sounded; and almost before the blast reechoed from the cliffs an arrow plunked into the water fifty feet away; whoever had shot it was invisible, but along the summit of the cliff, beyond the range even of the war-machines, there had appeared a swarm of men, who looked like dots against the skyline.

There is no beach to land an army on, Caesar remarked, looking sternly at Tros.

Tros glanced eastward to where, several miles away, the beach was wider and the cliffs gave way to lower and more rounded hills that seemed to offer an opening inland.

Have you a Roman who could have brought you thus near in the night? he retorted, pointing. Yonder you can land  or nowhere. And you had better make a landing this day, for I warn you, I can smell the weather breeding. Tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, the wind will scatter all your ships.

As the nearest galleys came within a mile Caesar ordered the officers assembly sounded. There was a race to obey the summons, and the first to arrive was Caius Volusenus, stepping out of a rowboat manned by Gauls; he stepped on to the poop and saluted Caesar.

I commanded you to bring up the rear with your ship, said Caesar.

General, where is the rear? he retorted, sweeping his arm toward where the fleet lay spread on the horizon.

As he turned his head he spared a swift, wrinkled glance for Tros.

Other small boats arrived, and other ships commanders climbed up to the poop, eager-faced and looking splendid in their armor, but some of them deathly white from seasickness.

Caesar, making a great show of consultation, nodding as each man made his swift report, ordered them to signal as many fighting ships as could be gathered in a hurry and to follow him along the coast toward that break in the cliffs that Tros had pointed out.

And meanwhile, Caius Volusenus, working his way gradually out from the group of officers, had opportunity for a hundred words with Tros.

This is a farce. It will be a failure, he said grimly. Caesar will force a landing, because he is Caesar. I smell defeat. We shall be driven back into our ships. Now, about those pearls.

Tros smiled.

You left an anchor down there to the westward. Conops and I could recover it, he answered.

Good. It was a good, new, heavy one. It were a shame to lose it.

Caius Volusenus slipped back into the group of officers and presently returned to his own ship.

Then ten or twelve ships, Caesars leading, rowed in double line along the coast in search of a practicable landing place; and Tros noticed that the Britons on the summit of the cliffs had vanished.

They rowed slowly, observing the beach, and before they reached that gap between the hills, where the shingle sloped into the sea at an angle that looked as if beaching might be fairly easy, a small, fast galley overtook them, bringing word that the ships conveying cavalry had become scattered in the night and, finding themselves too near the quicksands with a rising wind and rough water, had put back to Gaul to save disaster.

Caesar glanced sharply at Tros, who overheard the news and very nearly let a smile escape him. He could not altogether keep the laughter from his eyes. Caesar beckoned him.

Your father piloted the cavalry, he said. Tros nodded.

If I heard aright, he would seem to have preserved them from the shoals.

And me from victory, said Caesar, scowling. Then suddenly he laughed. Whether or not you and your father are to be given to the executioners, shall depend on the outcome. Pray for my victory, Tros.

But he had grown thoughtful, and when they drew abreast of the chosen landing place he waited until nearly three in the afternoon for the heavier fighting ships to overtake him. That gave the Britons ample time to gather in hundreds to oppose him, waiting for the time being out of bowshot, chariots, horse and foot all massed together, the men nearly naked and armed to the teeth, the stallions neighing and the war-horses braying as party after party arrived from inland.

Barbarians, said Caesar in a loud voice. They will be no match for Romans.

And the legionaries laughed; but Caesar continued to wait for more ships to arrive, until at last the whole of his two thousand infantry lay rolling within a bowshot of the shore.

But by that time it had been discovered that none except the very lightest ships could approach the shore close enough for the men to jump overboard without the certainty of being drowned in their heavy armor.

The lightest ships were ordered forward, but the Britons charged into the sea on horseback and in chariots and met them with such showers of javelins and arrows that the Romans had to lock shields.

One centurion leaped over the bow, shouting to his men to follow, and twenty of them did, but the Britons rode them down and drowned them, managing their horses in the sea as skillfully as on dry land.

Meanwhile, a score more men had been killed on board ship by arrow fire and javelins, in spite of locked shields. Caesar ordered the ships back out of range, and the Britons yelled defiance from the beach, showing off, wheeling their chariots like whirlwinds.

But Caesar ordered the ten heaviest warships into position on his right flank, as close as they could get to shore without grounding, and a hail of rocks and arrows from their engines swept the beach and then the rising ground beyond the beach, scattering the chariots and spreading death.

The Britons scampered out of range, leaving a writhing swath behind them, and Caesar ordered the lighter ships inshore again.

The Britons wheeled, yelled, trumpeted and charged through the hail of stones and arrows into the sea once more to meet them. Fifty of them boarded one ship by the bow, leaping from the chariot poles and from horseback, and the warships could do nothing to aid in that emergency, for fear of killing their own men. The Britons were all slain, but they wrought red havoc first.

Roman after Roman plunged into the sea, only to be ridden down and killed; for they jumped in shoulder deep and the weight of their armor made them helpless, whereas the Britons seemed to know the very underwater holes and were as active as their horses.

But when a Briton was slain, he floated with the water crimsoning around him, whereas the legionaries with their heavy armor sank; so that at the end of an hours fighting there were scores of British corpses floating, and some horses, but no Roman dead in sight; and that fact encouraged Caesars men.

Moreover, the hail of arrow fire from the warships engines had had its effect on the British reserves drawn up at the back of the beach to await their turn in the crowded fighting line  for the British method was to rush in and fight until they had a stomachful and then to retire and give fresh men a chance to prove their mettle.

These Romans are cowards and Caesar is a fool, said Conops in Tross ear. Two thousand Greeks would have landed an hour ago, against twice that number. Watch Caesars face. I wager we return to Gaul tonight.

But Tros had hardly taken his eyes off Caesar, even when the great war- engines twanged and whirred and almost any other man would have been fascinated by the grim, mechanical precision of the gangs who worked them.

But it was Caesar himself who fascinated Tros. Caesar in his scarlet cloak was looking ten years younger. His cold eyes were glittering. He stood in one place, motionless, except that his head turned swiftly now and then. His men were flinching and discouraged, but not he.

Bring me the standard-bearer of the Tenth! he ordered suddenly.

A small boat went to bring the man, who left his eagle in anothers hands and came and saluted Caesar on the poop.

Who can die better than in Romes behalf? asked Caesar, looking straight at him.

It was a calculating, cold look, but the man smiled proudly.

None, he answered. I will gladly die for Rome.

Lead the Tenth to the shore! commanded Caesar. I will watch you.

The man grinned and saluted, Caesar merely nodding. Nothing more was said, no other order given; but, as if the eyes of all the fleet had watched that incident, there was a sudden stiffening and an expectancy that could be felt.

The man was rowed back to his ship, and in another moment he was standing in the bow with his standard raised. In all that din of twanging engines, clatter of the javelins on shields, grinding of sea on the beach and the creaking of cordage, the mans words were inaudible, but his gesture as he courted death was histrionic, dignified, superb.

He made a short speech, raised the standard high above his head, and plunged into the sea, neck deep, working his way toward the nearest Britons, daring the immortal Tenth to let their standard fall into enemy hands.

With a roar and a clanging of shields they plunged in after him, many drowning instantly because the ship had backed off into slightly deeper water and the Britons were there in hundreds, leaping from horseback to swim and meet them where armor was a disadvantage.

The standard-bearer fell, but the eagle passed to another soldier of the Tenth, who carried it farther inshore before he went down and yet another soldier raised it; and by that time shipload after shipload of Romans had leaped into the sea and men were trying to lock shields, neck deep, around whatever standard happened to be near them.

As they worked their way shoreward they had to meet the British chariots that charged in, hubs awash, six fighting men in each, who leaped along the pole between the horses and over the heads of the front-rank Romans, turning then to break up the formation from the rear.

Twice the legionaries quailed and fell back toward deeper water, but Caesar withdrew the ships behind them, forcing them to stand and fight, or drown. And in the end it was that, and the British system of rushing forward to engage and retreating to give a fresher man a chance, that decided the battle.

The engines of destruction on the warships swept the beach, making it more and more difficult to reinforce the fighting line, smashing chariots with catapulted rocks and cutting down the horses with volleys of low-flying arrows.

And the legionaries knew their Caesar; knew that he would let them drown unless they gained the day for him. So the standards swayed forever nearer to the shore; and in the shallower water they could hold their close formation, although the chariots, with scythes set in the wheel-hubs, mowed them again and again. But they learned the trick of slashing at the horses before they could wheel to bring the scythes in play.

And at last a standard reached the shore, with twenty men around it, and the standard-bearer raised it high to plant it in British earth. The catapults and arrow-engines had to cease fire then, as one standard after another gained the margin of the shore and paused an instant for the men to lock their shields in solid lines behind it.

The legions sang then  they were ever noisy winners  roaring to the British chiefs to lock their wives away because they brought Romes common husband with them, who would leave a trail of Caesarlings to improve the breed.

They sang of Caesar; and they warmed themselves pursuing Britons up the beach. For after a few more chariot charges the Britons withdrew toward the forests inland, carrying off most of their dead and wounded, not exactly beaten, but in no mood to continue the battle.

Barbarians, said Caesar blandly on the high poop. Such people rarely care for fighting when the sun goes down. We will anchor here. Put provisions ashore.

A centurion came rowing out to say that there was good ground for a camp within a furlong of the shore, so Caesar ordered the picks and shovels overside. Then he jumped his horse into the water very splendidly in sight of the men of the Tenth, who cheered him to the echo, and rode ashore to hear the roll called and to weep and moan over the list of slain  for he was very good indeed at that.

Anchor here for the night? said Tros in Greek to Conops. Caesar is mad. The gods

Aye, anchor! said a Roman voice beside him. Can you pick up an anchor in darkness, Tros?

Tros turned and looked into the eyes of Caius Volusenus. A small boat rocked alongside.

Come, said Caius Volusenus with a sidewise gesture of the head.

But Caesar habitually did not overlook much, even in the hour of victory. A centurion stepped up, who announced that by Caesars order Tros and his servant must remain on board the ship. Caius Volusenus cursed the fellows impudence, but there was nothing to be gained by that.

He who obeys Caesar can afford to be impudent, said the centurion, leaning back against the rail and spitting overside. What nice dry feet has Caius Volusenus!

His own were wet, and he had a slight wound in the shoulder. So Caius Volusenus, cursing savagely, climbed into his boat and had himself rowed ashore, while Tros watched the bustle of unloading and studied the sunset thoughtfully. He observed that no ship had more than one anchor out, nor much scope to her cable.

Caesar is quite mad, he remarked to Conops pleasantly. If Caswallon is not so mad, and if he happens to be sober, and remembers, I can see the end of this.

An hour or so later in the deepening twilight, leaning over the stern, he saw three shadowy ships that ghosted westward, three miles out to sea.

They were smaller than the smallest Caesar had with him, and the silhouettes were nearly crescent-moon shaped, so high they were at prow and stern. His seamans eye observed how clumsily they yawed over the ground-swell, and how different the oar stroke was from Roman practice.

The centurion also observed them.

Gauls, he suggested. Barbarous looking craft  how I would hate to put to sea in them. I suppose Caesar ordered them to follow the fleet and guide the stragglers, or perhaps to scout, in case the Britons should have a ship or two. But I wonder that he trusts such fishy looking rabble.

So do I, said Tros, noticing that the three dim ships had picked up a light wind that carried them westward finely.

He said nothing more until a slave came to call the centurion down to the surgeon, who had established a rough dressing station in the ships waist. Then he turned to Conops.

Caswallon is not mad. He is not drunk. He has not forgotten, he remarked. Those three ships were his.

Inland, campfires began glowing on the earthwork that the legionaries raised with pick and shovel  they had brought the firewood for the purpose with them on the ships. From the camp to the shore there was a line of sentries posted, but they were invisible; only the clank of their shields sounded as they moved occasionally, and a rising and falling murmur as they called their numbers, each man to the next one.

It was pitch dark, and the full moon not yet due for an hour, when Caius Volusenus came with an order from Caesar in writing. I am to take my ship and pick that anchor up, he said to Tros. You and your servant are to come and help me find it.

The centurion, with a bandage on his shoulder and his bronze waist-armor laid aside, objected. It appeared that the surgeon had hurt him, for he spoke between his teeth.

Bite that! said Caius Volusenus, thrusting the written order under his nose. He who obeys Caesar has the last word!

But the centurion called for a torch and demanded to see what was written, and it was he who had the last word after all:

Be careful. I am sure that Caesar would be sorry if you should wet your feet or get hurt! he sneered, and turned his back before the other man could answer.


CHAPTER 13. Hythe and Caswallon

Though I have condemned you for brawling, never have I counseled peace at any price. I know but one man meaner than the coward so self-loving that he will not face the consequences of the common treasons against manhood. He is too mean to be worthy of death by ordeal; let him run; let him hide; let him live and be humiliated by his meanness. But he is a paragon of manhood in comparison to him who might have fought, and should have fought, but dared not fight, and who afterwards sneers at the vanquished.

There is nothing wholesome, nothing good in war except the willingness of each to face the consequences of the mischiefs ye have all wrought and condoned. It is your war and ye made it. Face it like men. There is no peace other than an earned peace worth the having.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



CAIUS VOLUSENUS galley picked up the same wind that had wafted the three ghost-ships on their way, but it began to blow considerably harder, and Tros, with his eyes toward the weather, chuckled to himself; for a nearly full moon rose astern with a double halo, and was presently so overcast with clouds that Caesars campfires seemed to grow doubly bright.

There were no lights on the ships that pitched and rolled at anchor, nor any on that of Caius Volusenus; but great fires burned in forest clearings and along the cliffs in proof the Britons were awake and stirring.

Caius Volusenus fretted on his poop, anticipating seasickness and fearing it as some men dread an evil conscience.

Is this that cursed equinox? he asked, squinting at the wan moon as it showed for a moment through a bank of clouds.

A foretaste, Tros answered.

But he was not so sure. He was afraid old Gobhan had miscalculated, for the gale blew fresher every minute and, with a rising sea behind, the galley pitched and yawed like a barrel adrift.

Keep a lookout for the bearings, he ordered Conops. Remember that bleak headland and the level land to westward of it.

Conops waited until Caius Volusenus went and lay to leeward vomiting. Then:

Master, he said in a low voice, neither you nor I can find a spar tied to an anchor on a night like this. Why not run into the port of Hythe, if we can find the entrance, and seize this ship with the aid of those Britons, and

Because we would have to fight for the ship, and there would be men slain, of whom you and I would be the first, and we have work to do.

Then what? Are we to wait until the morning, and quarter the sea until we find that spar?

I am a liar on occasion, Tros answered. If I lie like a Greek this night, and you lie like a Trojan; and if Caius Volusenus brains are all aswim from vomiting; and if his crew is not much better off, who shall know we lie, except we two?

Look out, then, for the bearings of that spar; for I hate to lie like a Roman, without appearance of excuse. Pick them up soon, Conops, pick them up soon. For if I am ever to bring this wallowing hulk into the wind I must do it presently, before the gale grows worse.

So when they bore down by the great grim headland near where the galley had pitched at anchor while Tros was in Britain, Conops cried out suddenly and pointed to where the moon shone for a moment between black waves.

Tros roared out to the crew and wore the ship around, at a risk of swamping, dousing the sail then and letting her high poop serve the purpose of a sail to keep her head to the waves.

Then Conops tied an oil-soaked bundle of corn sacks to the ships bow, and in the smooth, slick wake of that he launched a small boat, forcing four of the crew to help him by pretending he had orders straight from Caius Volusenus.

But the Roman commander was in no condition to give orders. Dimly, in between the throes of vomiting, he understood that they had reached the place where the anchor had been buoyed; it certainly never occurred to him that, even if the dancing spar should have been seen, the ship had drifted from it downwind long since, and that no small boat could hope to work to windward.

He groaned and wished whoever came to question him across the Styx.

Had he given orders, it is likely they had come too late; for Tros held the boat while Conops jumped in  then followed in the darkness, pushing off before a man could interfere, and the last they saw of Caius Volusenus was his pale face over the ships sternwhether vomiting, or watching to see them drown, they never knew.

They had no sail. Their oars were short, and the boat was made for harbor work  an unsafe, rickety, flat-bottomed thing that steered like a dinner dish.

To the shore! yelled Tros, pulling stroke, and when she upsets, cling to your oar and swim for it.

But when a man and a loyal mate give thought to nothing except speed and are perfectly willing to upset if that is written in their destiny, they upset not so easily. It is the men who hesitate and calculate who lose out on a dark night in a stormy sea. Strength, and a vision of what is beyond, work wonders.

So it happened that the breakers pounding on the shingle beach that guards the marshes to the east of Hythe threw up a boat and two men clinging to it, who stood still, shivering in the wind awhile and watched by the light of the moon a ship a mile away that rolled her beam ends under while her crew struggled to make sail and run before the storm.

May they drown, remarked Conops bitterly, perhaps because his teeth were chattering.

They will not, said Tros, half closing his eyes as he peered into the wind. There is no real weight to this. It is a foretaste. It will die before daylight. Old Gobhan was right after all  I was a fool to doubt him. The equinox will come after the full moon. Caesars men will ride this out successfully and think they can repeat it when the full gales come. Now  best foot forward and be warm.

Tros wrung the salt water from his cloak and led the way, keeping to the beach where the going was difficult, but the direction sure, swinging his sword as he went along, until he found dry sand into which to plunge the blade.

There was no sound to break the solitude except the pounding of waves on shingles; no light except the wan moon breaking through the clouds; no sight of Caius Volusenus ship. They could no longer see the lights of Caesars camp behind them, but on the hills to the right the Britons had huge fires burning, that made the wind-swept beach seem all the lonelier.

Hungry and utterly tired, they reached the swamp beside Hythe harbor three hours before dawn, and chanced on one of the narrow tracks that wound among the reeds, between which, once, they caught a glimpse of four shadowy ships at anchor, one much smaller than the other three.

But though they hailed, crying, Gobhan! Oh, Gobhan! there was no answer; their voices echoed over empty wastes of water, and the track they were following came to an end at a place where a boat had been hidden in the rushes. But the boat was gone.

Shall we swim for it? asked Conops.

Tros had had enough of swimming for one night. He roared again for Gobhan and, disgusted with failure, turned to retrace his steps and find another track, jerking his heels out of the soggy mud and stumbling, until suddenly he heard a voice among the reeds ten yards away, and crouched, sword forward. Then he heard three Britons talking, and one voice he thought he recognized.

I am Tros, he shouted, louder than he knew. A laugh he could have picked out of a hundred answered him:

Why not call for me? As well cry out for the Sea-God as for Gobhan.

Caswallon broke through the reeds, seized Tros by the hand and dragged him on to firmer ground, where two other Britons, one of them wounded, leaned on spears.

Gobhan died, say I. The sailors say the Sea-God called him. If you should tell me that the sailors threw him overboard, I would think three times before giving you the lie, said Caswallon. I knew you would come, Tros. My chariot is yonder. I heard you shouting.

He led the way with long, sure-footed strides to where his chariot waited with at least a dozen mounted men who wore wolf-skin cloaks over their nearly naked bodies.

I left Fflur with the army, because she can hold them as none else can, he explained. What do you think now of us Britons? Did we fight well?

Not so well as Caesar, Tros answered. Caswallon laughed, a shade grimly.

Two thirds of my men were late. They are not here yet, he added. If Caesars cavalry should come

But it was Tross turn to laugh. He knew the cavalry would not come.

My father is the pilot for the cavalry, he answered. He is a wiser man than I  a better sailor. If he has not wrecked them on the quicksands

Yonder with my three ships is a little one from Gaul, said Caswallon. The Gaul brings word that Caesars cavalry have put back into port.

They will never reach Britain, if my father lives, said Tros; to which Caswallon answered two words:

Gobhan died.

He seemed to think that was an evil omen.

There was no more talk until they reached a long, low building just outside the town of Hythe, where women were serving mead and meat by torchlight to a score of men who had evidently not been near the fighting.

Caswallon was in a grim mood, with an overlying smile that rather heightened than concealed it, hardly nodding when the new men greeted him, refusing mead, refusing to be seated, saying nothing until silence fell.

But Tros ate and drank; the chieftainship was none of his affair.

We are beaten, said Caswallon at last, and for lack of a thousand men to answer their chiefs summons. Caesar has landed and has already fortified his camp. It is your fault  yours and the others who have not come. I am ashamed.

There was murmuring, particularly in the darker corners where the torchlight hardly reached.

We defend Hythe. Caesar fears us, or he would have brought his fleet to Hythe, a man remarked. He does not fear you, because he knows you are a weak chief. Was he wrong? Has he not defeated you?

Caswallon made a gesture of contempt, then folded both arms on his breast  and it was naked, as he had exposed it to the enemy.

Hold Hythe then, he answered. Ye are not worth coaxing. The men who fought today are my friends, and I know them. Ye are not my friends, and I will never know you. But I bid you hold Hythe for your own sakes.

For if Caesar learns of the harbor and brings his fleet in here, he will stay all winter; and then, forever ye are Caesars slaves. But it may be, ye would sooner be the slaves of Caesar than free men under Caswallon.

They murmured again, but he dismissed them with a splendid gesture.

Get ye gone into the darkness, where your souls live! he commanded.

But a dozen stayed and swore to follow him, and when he had repudiated them a time or two he accepted their promises, although without much cordiality.

They who fought today, have fought. I know them. Ye who have not fought, have to prove yourselves.

And presently, one by one, the others who had gone out at his bidding into darkness began to slink back, until the room was full again. The women brought in mead, and Caswallon consented to drink when they begged him two or three times, but he only tasted and then set the stuff aside.

And now, Lord Tros  my brother Tros, he said, smiling gratefully at last, so your father is safe? I am not in debt to you for that life yet?

I am a free man and you owe me nothing, Tros answered. My father is a free man, and his life is his, to give or to withhold until his time comes. And I told you that I drive no bargains, for I never knew the bargain that was fair to both sides; so I give or I withhold, I accept or I reject, as I see right, and let Them judge my acts whose business that is.

But I warn you: If I live, and if my father lives and is a prisoner in Gaul, I will invite you to help me rescue him. As to what your answer will be, that is your affair.

I am your friend and your fathers friend, said Caswallon. I have spoken before witnesses.

There was a pause, a long, deep breathing silence, until Caswallon glanced around the room, and said:

I would be alone with Lord Tros.

They filed out into darkness one by one; but Conops stayed, and Caswallon nodded to him.

What said Gobhan of the tides? he asked, and sat down on a roughly carved chair, leaning his head against the back of it. He seemed tired out. I can wear out Caesar and his little army. But if more ships come, and cavalry, and more supplies

He shrugged his shoulders.

The full moon, and the high tide, and the equinox, said Tros grimly. Three more days, and then the storm will burst. For my part, I would rather that the gods should kill men than that I should be the butcher. How many were slain today?

Of my side? Three hundred and nine. And of Caesars?

More than four hundred, said Tros. That is death enough for the sake of one mans glory and a helmet full of pearls. Are you a crafty liar? Can you lie to Caesar and delay him while I loose his ships for the storm to play with?

How shall I convince him? asked Caswallon.

Give him Commius. Promise to give other hostages and to pay him tribute. Promise him pearls.

Caswallon nodded.

Aye  he is welcome to Commius the Gaul.

A lie well told is worth a thousand men, said Tros. Truth is good, and pride is good. But Caesar measures truth by bucketsful, and he is prouder, with a meaner pride, than you or I could be if we should live forever. Therefore, swallow pride and lie to him.

That is what Fflur advised, said Caswallon. She has vision. Her advice is good.

And the longships?

Will the crews obey me? asked Tros. If they slew Gobhan, what will they do to me?

You are a man after their own heart. Gobhan was a wizard and they feared him, said Caswallon. They will stand by you, for I have promised each man coin enough to buy mead for a year.

Tros thought a minute.

Hide two ships among the reeds, he answered then, and put all three crews on the third ship. Select the worst ship for me, for you will lose it. See that the men have knives or axes. Then leave me here; fetch Commius the Gaul, and send him to Caesar with a man you trust, to offer hostages and tributes.

But dont trust yourself within Caesars reach, because he is a craftier liar than ever you can hope to be. He will speak you fair, but he will hold you prisoner if you approach him near enough; and he will march you in his triumph through the Roman streets, if he has to lose a thousand of his men in order to accomplish it.

Thereafter they will cut your head off in a stinking dungeon and toss your carcass to the city dogs and crows  they keep a dung-hill for the purpose.

They talked for an hour after that, and then went and routed out the ships crews, who had come ashore to drink in Hythe. Half drunk already, wholly mutinous, they challenged Tros, telling him they had no use for autumn storms and still less use for lee shores where Roman fleets were anchored. They had seen enough of Caesar on their way down.

But Tros smote a captain with his fist and flung the mate crashing through a shutter. Thereafter, disdaining to draw his sword on fishermen, he seized a wooden bench and cracked a skull or two with that, until the bench broke and the Britons began to admire him.

Caswallon looked on grimly, offering no aid.

For if I help you, Tros, they will say I helped you. It is better that they learn to fear you on your own account, he remarked. They also learned a quite peculiar respect for Conops. He knew all the tricks the longshore press-gangs used in the Levant for crimping sailors. He could use the handle of his knife more deftly than those Britons used a blade, and it was hardly dawn when all three crews decided they had met their masters, piled, swearing but completely satisfied, into small boats and rowed themselves to one ship, ready to continue to obey their new commander.


CHAPTER 14. If Caesar could only know

Ye call yourselves the heirs of this or that one who begat you. I say, ye are heirs of Eternity. What does it matter who saw your triumph? Whose praise seek ye? And whose hatred stirs your pride? Eternity is Life. Life knows. And as ye do, it shall be done unto you. No matter what your generosity, I tell you malice is a mean mans comfort and begets its own humiliation.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THAT SHIP, with sixty men aboard, was something worse than Tros had ever known in all his sea experience. It would have been bad enough, if he could have put to sea at once, with hard labor at the oars to keep the three crews busy; but a three-day wait, with all provisions short and Hythe in sight, full of mead and women, and no news  but a mystery  and fires along the hills at night was invitation to the Britons to display the whole of their inborn and accumulated zeal for doing just the opposite of what they should.

They knew a thousand reasons why they ought to go ashore; not one for staying where they were. They wanted to revisit the two other ships and make sure all was well with them in the mud berths where they lay concealed.

They demanded money, mead, more food and better; they insisted on new cordage; they proposed to go a-fishing; they fought with one another, with the new knives Caswallon had provided; they refused to make repairs, and pointed out whatever needed doing as a good enough excuse for going ashore forever.

They listened to Tross promises with leering grins that told of disbelief; and when he scuttled the small boats, to keep them aboard ship, eleven of them swam ashore and yelled from a place of safety amid the reeds to all the others to swim and join them.

That same night the eleven swam back again, reporting that the men of Hythe were a scurvy gang, and the women worse; they proposed to storm the town and burn it in revenge for having been refused free food and drink, and they promised Tros full obedience thereafter, if he would only lead them to the night assault.

And Tros suffered another anxiety, even greater than they could provide. The weather held calm and gray, with varying light winds that might have tempted Caesars ships to look for safer anchorage  or might have tempted the cavalry to sail again from Gaul.

He had no means of knowing whether the cavalry had come at last, nor where his father might be; and all that held him from setting sail for Gaul to find his father, was the knowledge that his father would despise him for having left a promise unkept and a duty unattempted.

Thirty times in three days his determination nearly failed him, only to return because he had to show himself a man to Conops, and a master on his own poop to the Britons.

But at last the night of full moon, and an offshore wind that blew the reeds flat. That afternoon there was a tide so low that a man could have walked knee-deep across the harbor mouth. The gulls flocked close inshore, and by evening the sky was black with racing clouds.

By night, when the raging wind kicked up steep waves against the tide, the crew swore to a man that they would never put to sea in that storm even if Tros should carry out his threat to burn the ship beneath them by way of penalty.

Yet he had his way, and even he could hardly have told afterwards how he contrived it. It was Conops who slipped the cable, so that the ship drifted toward the harbor mouth.

Tros steered her for the boiling bar, guessing by the milk-white foam that gleamed against the darkness and the thunder of the waves; and when the ship pitched and rolled, beam-on, the crew took to the oars to save themselves.

Once clear of the bar, in darkness and a howling sea, there was nothing left for them but to hoist a three-reefed sail and pray to all the gods they had ever heard of.

There was no risk of Caesars men seeing them too soon, nor any other problem than to keep the ship afloat and close inshore. If the wind should blow them offshore, there would be no hope of beating back; and the oars were useless, with the waves boiling black and hungry and irregular.

The one hope was to hug the beach until they should work under the lee of the high cliffs, where Caesars fleet had more or less protection as long as the wind held in the north-northwest; and to that end Tros took all the chances, judging his distance from shore by the roar of the surf on the beach  for he could not see a ships length overside.

Once he sailed so close inshore and the crew were so afraid, that six men rushed him at the helm, meaning to beach the ship and jump for it; but Conops fought them off, and Tros held his course  in good deep water within thirty feet of shore.

And presently the crew began to wonder at him and to think him an immortal. When the moon broke through the racing clouds he looked enormous at the helm, with his cloak and his black hair streaming in the wind, one leg against the bulwark and his full weight strained against the long oar.

Then the rain came, and the lightning gleamed on the gold band on his forehead. And when he laughed they knew he was a god and he knew something else  that Caesars fleet was at his mercy.

For the lightning flashes shone on high white cliffs with foam below them, tossing Caesars anchored ships; and he knew old Gobhan had been right about the high tide and the full moon; knew that he, too, had been right when he declared that Caesar and his men were mad.

For they had beached the lighter ships, and as they lay careened the high tide had reached and filled them. Flash after flash of lightning showed the Romans laboring at cable-ends to haul them higher out of water, while the surf stove in their sterns and rolled them beam-on, while at cable-length from shore the bigger ships plunged madly at short anchor-ropes, without a crew on board to man them if they broke adrift.

So Tros laughed aloud and sang, and Conops chanted with him. And because they reached the lee of the high cliffs it grew a little calmer; but the Britons thought that Tros, being superhuman, had so ordered it, so when he roared to them to shake out all the reef and man the sheets and stand by, they obeyed him, knowing there would be a miracle.

They hauled the yard up high and let the full force of the wind into the sail, all sixty of them working with a will. Then Tros put the helm up and turned square before the storm, for he had picked out Caesars galley, with the high poop, plunging closer inshore than the rest.

Belay the sheets! Stand by to grapple! he commanded, bellowing bull- throated downwind.

Conops leaped into the waist to hammer mens ribs with his knife-hilt and drive them aft along the bulwark ready for the crash.

They struck the galley head-on, crashing in their own bows on the Romans beak. No need then to tell those Britons what do; they had fought too many Northmen at close quarters. The galleys cable parted at the shock. The sail bore both ships seaward, grinding as they plunged, until the sail split into ribbons and Tros let go the helm at last.

Jump! he roared.

There was no need. He was the last man overside, scrambling up the galleys bows as the British longship heeled and filled and sank under the grinding iron beak.

He was at the helm of Caesars ship more swiftly than she swung her broadside to the wind. Before Conops could compel the Britons to make sail  they were bent on looting, and the knife-hilt had to go to work  he got control enough, by straining at the helm, to drift across a warships bows and break her cable, sending her loose into the next one.

Then, wallowing in the trough of steep waves, clumsily and fumbling in the dark with Conops jumping here and there among them, the Britons hoisted sail. And Tros, caring nothing whether the sail held or parted, nor whether he sank the galley and himself too, broke cable after cable down the line until the whole of Caesars anchored fleet was drifting in confusion, galley crashing galley, timbers splintering, and here and there the cry of a Roman watchman for help from nobody knew where.

Black night and sudden lightning shimmering on the white cliffs. Darkness again and the crimson of Caesars campfires streaming down the wind. Thunder of the hollow warships dueling together in the trough between the waves.

Cracking of spars and masts  shouts  panic  trumpet blowing on the beach  and then a roar from Tros as he brought the galley head to wind:

Three reefs!

He had drifted too far seaward. There was another line of forty ships he hoped to smash. But though Conops, laboring like Hercules and cursing himself hoarse, did make the Britons reef the thundering sail, he found he could not work the galley back to windward.

So he kept her wallowing shoulder to the sea and watched the havoc on the beach, where men were drowning as they tried to save the smaller vessels.

Master, for what do we wait? asked Conops, climbing to the poop to stand beside him.

For Caesar! Tros answered. I must see him! He must see me! But the lightning flashes were too short, and the fires the Romans lighted on the beach too dim and wet and smoky for that perfect climax to a perfect night.

If only he might know who did this to him, Tros grumbled I could die then.

And your father? asked Conops. If we knew that your father was safe, he shouted, with his mouth to Tross ear. But if he is Caesars prisoner

Ready about! roared Tros. All hands on the sheets!

Conops sprang into the waist, translating that command with the aid of fists and knife-hilt, bullying but one third of the crew because the rest were searching like a wolf pack for the loot, ripping open sacks and using axes on the chests of stores. The twenty wore the ship around, and Tros headed her south by east.

Where to, then, now? asked Conops, climbing to the poop again, breathless and exhausted. Caritia?

In Caesars ship? With such a crew? To fight ashore with one or two of Caesars legions? Tros answered. Nay. I am not so mad as that.

What then? asked Conops.

I think we have given Caesar all his bellyful. I think he will return to Gaul, if he can gather ships enough  for if he doesnt, Caswallon will destroy him.

Then I will claim that Caswallon owes a debt to me. I think that he will pay it. He is worth ten Caesars. He will help me free my father. Find me one of those British captains. Shake him from the loot and bring him here before they ax the ships bottom loose!

Conops returned with two of them.

Gold! one Briton exclaimed, gasping. Chests of gold coin!

Can you find the way up Thames-mouth to Lunden? Tros roared, making them stand downwind where they could hear him plainly. For the wind shrieked in the rigging.

They nodded.

Do you dare it in this weather?

They nodded again, hugging armsful of plunder beneath stolen Roman cloaks. All they craved now was to take the plunder home, and time to broach the wine-casks in the ships waist.

They were afraid of nothing any longer, except Tros; he had not quite lost his superhuman aspect. But he knew the end of that would come as soon as they should broach the wine-casks.

With a different crew and a south wind I would dare it too, said Tros. You Britons will never become sailors if you live a thousand years, but I must make the best of you. Do you think, if you were dead, that you could work this ship to windward?

They shook their heads as if they had not understood him.

You can do it better with your life in you? Well then, throw all that wine overboard  all hands to it! You have your choice of dying two ways. I will kill the man who dares to broach a cask. And if you think you can kill me and then drink Caesars wine, you will all die of a burning bellyache!

You doubt it? Hah! That wine was meant for Caesars gift to Caswallon. He poisoned it with gangrened adders blood and hemlock! Drink it, will you? Heave it overboard, if you hope to live and see Thames River!

They doubted him, and yet  he had done wonders; it was hardly safe to doubt him. It was difficult to rig a tackle in that sea. They were very weary.

Die if you wish, said Tros. Or make Thames-mouth if we can; for I am ready to attempt it. Choose!

They elected to obey him and, to save hard labor, broached the wine into the ships bilge, where not even a rat would care to drink it.

How did you know that Caesar poisoned it? asked Conops, as the empty casks went overside one by one.

I didnt, Tros answered. But I knew we could never make Thames-mouth with a crew of drunken Britons. And a lie, my little man, well told, on suitable occasions, sounds as good in the gods ears as a morning hymn  as good as the crash of the breaking of Caesars ships!

Set ten men in the bows on watch. Bring those fisher captains back to me to help me find the way. Then turn in, and be ready to relieve me at the helm.

He turned and shook his fist at Caesars campfires.

Ye gods! Ye great and holy gods! This were a perfect night if only Caesar could know who smashed his ships! Who has his pay-chests!


CHAPTER 15. Early Autumn: 55 B.C.

It is not victory, which either side may win by chance, but what ye do with victory that weighs for or against you in the eternal scales.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS found the Thames. His stolen bireme with a long slit in her sail and half of her cordage hanging overside, lolled on the in coming tide up Thames-mouth. The shore, far away on either hand, was mud with dense forest behind it. Thousands of sea-birds flock and screamed over the mussel beds, and hundreds followed the ships wake; but the five and sixty men on board had had no rations for two days, so there was no waste for the gulls to get excited over. The crew was even short of water.

Tros sat on the only water-cask on the high poop, beside Canops who held the steering oar. There were half a dozen sullen Britons in the bow. The remainder sat, chin on knees, in the ships waist, abaft the low, square citadel.

Tross amber eyes were heavy from lack of sleep. The gold band across his forehead that held his heavy black hair in place, was awry, giving him a drunken look. His purple cloak, creased and sea-stained, was torn; one slit looked as if it might have been done by some ones knife. The knuckles of his left hand were bruised and bleeding.

One Briton in the ships waist kept feeling at his teeth, as if to count those that remained.

Forward, on the ships bow, there were two machines for shooting flights of arrows. There were two more on a kind of citadel amidships and two on the poop. But all except those on the poop had been put out of commission by removing the gut strings. The Britons had no knives nor any other weapons and looked sullenly aware of it.

Conops, after hauling at the long steering oar half a dozen times to keep the ship from drifting beam-on to the tide, cocked his one bloodshot eye at Tros.

Master, they have not drunk since yesterday.

Nor I. Nor you, Tros answered.

Better give them a drink now, master, else I think they will come at us again. They look ugly. They are close to home.

Aye, too close. Tros hitched his long purple scabbard so that the sword hilt lay readier to hand.

When a man has been paid off he is no more use until he has spent the money. When a thirsty Briton has had drink  back there! he roared, striding toward the ladder that led down into the ships waist.

His hand was on his sword hilt. The Britons retreated and sat down again. But an iron bolt thrown from forward of the citadel missed Tros by the thickness of the whiskers on his dark, determined jaw. He squared his shoulders.

Bring me that man! he commanded.

For a moment or two there was no response. Conops let go the steering oar, fitted the iron crank to one of the after arrow-machines and, laying twelve long arrows in the grooves, wound the bow taut. Four of the Britons went then and fetched a man who was hiding forward of the citadel, hustling him aft, toward the poop ladder. He climbed up alone and stood glaring at Tros  dark-skinned, dark-eyed, nearly a head shorter and not so broad as he, but lithe and active looking, with a weeks growth of straight black hair on his face and a desperate stare in his eyes.

What have you to say? Tros asked him.

I threw. I missed. If I loved you, I would not have thrown. If I were not parched and hungry, I would not have missed.

Tros laughed, with his hands on his hips and his head thrown back. His was a volcanic Ho-ho-hoh! that shook his shoulders. That is a mans answer! Hah! I like it. So you love me not? Let us see whether the sea-gods or the gods of Britain love you. Suddenly he tripped the man, seized him as he fell and, lifting him by arm and leg, hurled him down among the others in the ships waist, where a dozen of them broke his fall because they could not get out of the way in time. Tros stood, arms akimbo, and laughed again.

I am a better shot than he was, he remarked. How many have I hit with one bolt? Six-seven. And the bolt still good for a days work. Man the oars now, every mothers son of you, before I

He made a gesture with his thumb toward the arrow-engine, but his eyes were scanning the northern riverbank. One Briton dived off the bow and began swimming like a seal toward a drifting log.

Down off that bow, the rest of you! roared Tros, and Conops took aim.

They had more sense than to wait for a flight of arrows that could hardly miss one of them. They might have hidden forward of the ships citadel, but panic is uncalculating stuff. They went to the oars instead. Thirty oars on each side went out through the ports and the steady thump and swing began, Tros beating time with his sword hilt on a Roman soldiers bronze shield  Caesars own, for aught he knew; it was a work of art, embossed with figures of Alexander of Macedon and his generals, in high relief.

Now! he shouted. Two hours strong rowing, and I broach the water barrel. You shall drink as you shall row  enough or not enough. My word on it.

Conops no longer had to strain at the steering oar. The galley steered easily with all that way on her. He and Tros watched the swimmer, who was steadily pushing the log in front of him across the tide toward where three crowded, unsafe looking craft had put out from a creek two miles away.

Better shoot him, master. Of twelve arrows, one would surely hit.

Aye, but what use, Conops? If he drowns, that is the gods affair, and his. The men in those boats have already seen us. If they think we are some new kind of northern rover, I like their spunk. If they recognize this for a Roman galley, I admire their spunk still more. It is no childs play, Conops, to put out in skincovered baskets and offer fight to a warship! And I think these Britons of ours may help us fight them off  plunder being plunder.

It looks to me as if there are at least thirty or forty of them in each of those boats, Conops answered. Look! Three more boats. Spunk? They will come close and throw fire into us.

Not they, said Tros. What plunder is there from a burned ship? They will follow until the tide turns, or our rowers tire, or until we stick our beak into a mud bank. Then they will try to fight their way aboard, as wolves attack a cornered stag. And it would be no use ramming them, he mused. That basket-work they build with wouldnt crush; they would simply climb over our beak.

That swimmer will tell them we are only two, and our crew against us. Turn, master! Put to sea again, Conops urged, making ready to throw his weight against the steering oar.

Without water enough for a day!

But look! There come three more of them.

Four more, making eight. There will be others as we go upriver. We have but a netted fishs chance, Conops, unless we get a slant of wind. They are all pirates along the riverbank. Unless we reach Lunden and find Caswallon this will be our last journey in this world, little man. Keep her more in midstream; we need the full force of the tide.

Tros went and stood by the poop ladder, watching the rowers. One of them drew his oar back through the port and offered argument:

What is the use? Our friends come. Wait.

Out with that oar and row! Tros thundered. If you dont, you shall sizzle like eggs on a skillet, for Ill burn the ship before one Briton comes aboard without my leave.

Eight days of thrashing to and fro in storms, from Kent to the coast of Belgium and half way to Germany before they made Thames-mouth at last, had taught them that he did everything he said he would, including the breaking of heads.

They rowed steadily for half an hour, but the galley was heavy; two feet of solid water flopped in her bilge. The pursuing Britons gained, as the rowers could see from time-to time, when their heads swung by the oar ports and the galley turned at a bend in the river. He who had been a captain, and was still one in his own opinion, gave tongue again, but this time did not slacken at the oar:

You are a fool, Tros. You make us work for nothing. They gain on us all the time, and now the river narrows. We have no anchor. When the tide turns we shall drift into the mud, and there they will have their will of us, unless we come to terms. For how can we fight? You made us all throw our new knives overboard.

Aye, a fool, and none can argue with a fool, said Tros. I am like the tide, that has not yet turned. Row, you sons of fish-wives! Row! Row harder!

He resumed his beating on the shield, and then, because the crew was obviously weakening, he broached the water-barrel and, taking the helm himself, sent Conops down to give them drink one by one  Conops with a two-edged knife in one hand and a copper bowl in the other, ready to jump and fight his way back to the poop. The Britons were less afraid of him than of his lion-eyed master.

The drink did the rowers good. But even so the pursuers gained. A rather futile and ill-shapen arrow plunked at the planking of the poop deck and stuck there quivering within a yard of Tross foot. He called Conops back to the helm, swung the arrow-engine around on its swivel and fired it.

Twelve arrows swept into the crowded boat that had ventured closest. There was an answering yell, but six or seven men dropped out of view below the gunwale and, at once, all the pursuers fell back out of range, presently dividing themselves into two columns that began again to overtake the galley, four long, crowded boats on either hand, with withes erected all around them now, crossplaited into a sort of screen to protect the crews. They had set up the withe screens incredibly swiftly.

They were unsafe, unseaworthy looking craft, too narrow for the length and having to be bailed incessantly. The men who manned the paddles were inconvenienced by the screen erection around the sides, but nevertheless comparatively safe at anything but very close range, because an arrow would have to be marvelously aimed to strike straight between the withes except by sheer luck. In the bow and the stern of each boat there were skin-clad men who brandished shields and yelled to the paddlers, exposing themselves recklessly and dancing to attract attention.

They have fought many Northmen, Tros remarked to Conops. They know how to draw a longships fire and to protect the paddlers.

Master, let them have the ship, Conops answered nervously. While they loot this galley you and I can swim ashore, and then find our way along the bank to Lunden. Our own Britons will cease rowing presently and then

Little man, all Caesars pay-chests lie under the hatch in the cabin below us.

What is gold to a dead man, master?

Or death to a live one. Nay, I think we are not far from Lunden.

But I see more boats, urged Conops. Look  by the bend in the river ahead of us.

Arrows began humming into the galley. One rower fell off his bench, shot through the eye. The other rowers stopped work and began shouting to the Britons in the boats, who answered with yells and drew closer. Conops let go the helm and jumped for the arrow-engine, twisting at the crank and shouting to Tros to lay arrows in the grooves.

But Tros took a torch from a box beside the water barrel, lighted it at an earthen firepot and brandished it around his head to make it blaze.

Now, he roared down at the rowers. Tell those pirates Ill burn the ship unless they haul off!

He jumped into the ships waist and stood with his back to the cabin door, just as Conops sent a flight of arrows twanging from the engine. If the ship were burned and beached there would still be one chance in a thousand of recovering the gold, and at any rate he was determined not to let longshore pirates have it. The best place to fire the ship would be in the cabin under the poop, where there was plenty of stuff that was inflammable.

There began to be a lot of shouting back and forth as the galley swung beam to the tide. Some of the rowers jumped overboard and swam for the already overcrowded boats; some stood on the benches to show they had no weapons and would not fight even if they had. Another flight of arrows twanged and whistled from Conops engine, but the galleys crew yelled to the attacking parties not to answer it.

There are two men  only two men! they kept shouting. Keep away, or they will burn the ship!

Five or six more plunged overboard, and Tros decided to let them all go; he would be better off without them, better able to make terms. He swung himself up onto the poop, still brandishing the torch, and a spear thrown from alongside slit his cloak. He caught the spear and raised it as whalers hold a harpoon, leaning overside to hurl it through the bottom of the nearest boat, and paused, rigid, in that attitude.

They run, remarked Conops from over by the arrow-engine. In some way he had jammed the mechanism and was jerking at it nervously. Likewise, we drift into the mud.

He jumped for the helm and began straining his whole strength against it, with one foot on the bulwark rail, but Tros saw it was too late to keep the galley off the mud bank.

Let her take it as she drifts, he ordered. If she buries her beak she will lie here forever.

The galleys oars sprawled this and that way like the legs of a drunken water beetle as she swung round on the tide and settled herself comfortably on the mud.

The hide-and-wattle boats were scurrying away as fast as the paddles could drive them, but fourteen other boats, all wooden, rowed with oars and crowded with armed men, were coming on, down-river, against the tide, and in the stern of one of them, that had a gilded figurehead carved like a swan, there sat a woman, whose fair hair streamed over her shoulders.

Fflur!

Tros waved the torch and flung it overboard. There were still about thirty Britons in a cluster in the galleys waist, and Tros had promised that every member of the crew who should stand by faithfully until the journeys end should have a fair share of the loot. Not one of them had been what he considered faithful, and they were not at Lunden yet.

Whoever fears Fflur, swim for it! he shouted. Nine or ten men heeded that suggestion.

Tros counted the remaining men and made the count nineteen, including all three captains of the three crews he had started with. Little man, we have the lions share, he remarked to Conops.

I would sell mine for one drachma in hand, said Conops.

Then Fflur came, jumping up the galleys side as actively as if she had been born to sailoring, not taking Tross outstretched hand, until her leather-stockinged feet were on the poop deck. She kissed him on both cheeks, laughing and friendly.

In less than a minute after that the galley was a-swarm with Britons of the white-skinned, fair-haired type, some in peaked iron caps and all dressed handsomely, with their legs in dyed woolen trousers and their long shirts embroidered in three colors. They examined and laughed at everything, ignoring the crew as if they were some sort of inferior animals.

Keep them out of the cabin below this poop, said Tros.

Fflur nodded.

She had been a chiefs wife long enough to take hints swiftly. She gave an order in low tones. Four men did her bidding, standing by the cabin door in the attitude of bored alertness that the British climate breeds in gentlemen. They said nothing, did nothing, drew no weapon; but none offered to encroach on their preserve.

Fflurs gray eyes appeared to take in everything, including the slits in Tross cloak.

Caswallon will be in Lunden tonight, she said quietly. Caesar has left Britain with all his troops, after two battles and some skirmishing. He ordered us to send him hostages to Gaul, but Caswallon has been trying to prevent the men of Kent from doing that. Is this ship stuck fast? The beacon warned us of a Northman in the Thames, and when Caswallon is away that is my business.

Tros answered that the tide would probably lift them off the mud before long, but that he had no anchor. Then he whispered what lay under the cabin floor.

It is yours, she said promptly, but Tros laughed.

He had a way of smiling, when the laugh was finished, that was irresistible, holding his great head a little to one side and half closing his eyes.

Life and money are his who can keep them, he answered. She nodded again.

Yes. And Britain is his who can keep it. Caswallon is a king still. You helped us, Tros. I will help you.

She went down the poop ladder before Tros could offer her a hand, and into the cabin, he after her. There was hardly more than head room underneath the beams, and the place was crowded with Caesars personal belongings  his bed, tent, chests of clothes, toilet articles and a chest full of memoranda written by his secretary, not yet annotated.

Tros stirred among the tablets and parchments, with his cloak in Fflurs way. Then together they moved the chest from off the hatch and discovered gold in bags beneath it, bags that even Tros found heavy.

There were ten, and Fflurs eyes glistened in the dim light through the partly opened door; but not so keenly as Tross eyes had blazed at the sight of Caesars seal in the box with the memoranda. While she looked at the gold he took the seal and hid it in a pocket in his cloak. Fflur called to her iron-capped gentlemen:

Put these ten bags into my boat. Guard them.

They obeyed without comment, summoning the inferiors to do the portering, two men to a bag, themselves surveying the proceedings leisurely, arranging among themselves which three should guard the gold when it was safely overside, and which one should wait with Fflur.

He looked like the most casual cockerel who ever lived  a youngish man with a very long, tawny moustache, which he twisted whenever anybody looked at him. He wore a cloak of yellow dyed linen trimmed with beaver fur, and a golden-hilted sword in a scabbard inlaid with gold. There had been a big dent in his iron cap, but it had been hammered out again until only a vague shadow of it showed.

Anything else? he asked in a bored voice, that was hardly insolent and yet contained no hint of deference.

Tros gestured toward the chest of memoranda. The Briton ignored him, absolutely, seemed unaware of his existence.

Take that too, Fflur ordered, pointing at the chest, and the Briton strolled to the door to summon a sailor, who carried the chest overside.

Fflur examined Caesars bed and all the other odds and ends that filled the cabin.

Is Caesar a woman? she asked scornfully, opening a small chest of cosmetics that reeked of eastern scents.

I have heard strange tales of him, Tros answered. But it may be all that stuff is for the women he meets in his wanderings.

And this? she asked, holding up a bowl, in which lay a strange four- bladed knife.

He has the falling-sickness, and at such times they bleed him with that, Tros answered. He has them use a silver bowl because, he says, his blood is Caesars, which is blood of the gods, since he claims descent from Venus Genetrix. The blood is laid before her altar afterwards, and then burned with great ceremony.

The Briton in the iron cap returned and was at pains to appear disinterested, stroking his moustache and leaning his back against the doorpost. Fflur introduced him at last:

This is Orwic, son of my husbands cousin. Orwic, this is Tros, my husbands friend, a son of a Prince of Samothrace.

Orwic bowed almost imperceptibly; it was only his eyes that betrayed any real emotion.

Oh, are you Tros? I saw you smash Caesars fleet off the beach eight days ago. I am glad to meet you.

His manner altered. He looked more cordial.

Were you in that fight on the beach? Tros asked him.

Oh, yes.

Fflur added details:

His chariot was the first into the water. He was the first to slay a Roman hand to hand. It was he who slew the Roman standard-bearer of the Tenth, and he who led the boarding of a Roman galley. He was the last in retreat when the Romans won their landing on the beach. Caswallon sent him with me, in my chariot, to Lunden as a mark of honor.

I liked the ride with you, of course, said Orwic, looking miserably self-conscious. Fflur, do we wait here forever, or

Choose twenty of the safest men and put them in charge of this ship, responsible to me, Fflur answered. I will take Tros and his man to Lunden in my boat. Order all the captains of the other boats to fasten ropes to this ship and tow it to Lunden as soon as the tide lifts it off the mud. Tell them to be sure that the men who came with Tros have food and drink, and say that if a thing is stolen or a man harmed, Caswallon will do the punishing.

And I? asked Orwic.

Come with me in my boat.

Orwic heaved a deep sigh of relief and strolled out on the deck to issue orders, pulling his moustache and looking languid, as if the mere suggestion of having anything to do bored him to the verge of death.

A man? Tros asked, raising his heavy eyebrows.

Fflur met his gaze and nodded, nodded twice.


CHAPTER 16. Lunden Town

None can lie concerning nothing. Never hath lived the liar who did not hear, or see, or imagine a truth, that he might betray it. Truth is necessary to a lie as bones are necessary to a man. But concerning any truth whatever, a resourceful, or a reckless, or a stupid man can tell as many lies as there are stars on the face of heaven. Look ye, therefore, for the truth amid the lies that men tell for one sake or another.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



LUNDEN lay amid the marshes in a forest so dense that the nearness of a town was unsuspected until one came on it around a river bend.

Then there was a gray mist on the river and the wooden buildings were wreathed in that and in smoke that rose straight up and hung like a veil between earth and sky. The sunset glowed through the haze as if all earth to westward were on fire, silhouetting the masts and spars of nearly a dozen ships, at which Tros wondered.

He had dozed away a time or two on the long row up the Thames  Conops snored shamelessly, with his head on one of Caesars bags of gold  and now, between sleeping and waking, he was not sure at first whether he was awake or dreaming.

How came such ships to be here? he demanded, speaking first in Greek, because that was his native tongue, and not remembering to talk Gaulish until Fflur laughed.

Eight storm-thrashed days and nights he and Conops had stood watch and watch over a mutinously superstitious crew, who would have sacrificed them to the sea-gods if they could have managed it. Now to Tros, with his weary frame relaxed and the rhythmic oar thump in his ears, his head on a seat beside Fflurs knees and good cool mead under his sword belt, it almost seemed as if he had died and were in another world. There was nothing in focus, nothing as he had supposed it should be. However, Fflurs quiet voice enlightened him:

Those are all merchant-ships from Gaul, and from the lowlands where the Belgae live, and from the cold lands to the northward.

He began to remember, as in a dream, how the longshore Britons had hunted him up Thames-mouth.

How get they here?

None harms a merchant-ship, she answered. It is only when the longships come in quest of slaves and tribute that there is any fighting, except when the merchant crews get drunk in Lunden and a little blood flows.

I have been told, and I told Caesar, that there is no such place as Lunden, Tros said sleepily. I was told it is a myth place, like the land- locked sea to northward of which a man named Pytheas told two centuries ago on his return from many wanderings.

Three of yonder ships are from that land-locked sea, Fflur answered.

Tros felt all the blood go tingling through his veins anew, for he would rather journey into unknown lands than be the emperor of all the known ones. Fflur felt, or saw the change in him and ceased smoothing his hair  he had hardly felt it.

If the Romans knew of this river and this town, he said, musing.

Too many know, Fflur answered. Never a year but we must fight a dozen times to keep the Northmen from laying Lunden waste. And that is strange, because we like the Northmen, and they like us. Some we have made prisoners and have given wives to, and they have settled down among us, some even becoming lesser chiefs, and helping to fight their own folk when the longships come.

In the spring of the year they come, and in the autumn now and then, when their own harvests have been scant and they dread the long dark winter without corn enough to keep their bellies easy, and no seed in the spring.

And in the spring, if they have eaten all the seed that winter, they come in twos and threes and dozens, fighting one another for the right to enter Thames-mouth first. Then there is red war that lasts sometimes for weeks, and we have been hard put to it at times to drive them forth, but sometimes we burn their ships behind them.

Once, when Caswallon had been chief not more than a few months, they sacked Lunden and burned it. But he rallied his men, and burned one ship, and sank another and made Thordsen the Northman prisoner  him and all his men.

So Thordsen rebuilt Lunden for us, using wood and teaching us the trick of chimneys and adze-hewn timber. Caswallon gave Thordsen his own sister to wife, and she lives where the nights and days are half a year long, or so I have been told, but the Northmen are great liars.

None of us has seen the girl since then, although we hear of her at times. It was after that Caswallon married me. My folk are the Iceni, who breed the best horses in Britain and have fought the Northmen since the world began.

Orwic, who steered the boat, and the three other young bloods, who guarded the bags of gold without appearing to admit, even to themselves, that they were doing anything unusual, betrayed interest in nothing except the wild- fowl that swarmed among the reeds on either bank, commenting on those and naming them, as grebe, duck, mallard, geese, snipe and half a dozen other sorts appeared and vanished.

To listen to their conversation, nothing was wrong with Britain but the vermin that destroyed the game. Twelve rowers labored at the oars, and nodded when game was discussed, but they seemed to disapprove of Fflurs remarks about the Northmen.

They skirted the swamps around Lunden and brought the boat alongside a tiny pier that jutted out into the river where a shallow brook flowed out between the bulrushes. To their right a low hill rose jeweled in the setting sun, enormous oaks and the roofs of painted wooden houses glowing in a mystery of mist and smoke.

There was a wall of mud and wattle, reinforced at intervals with oaken beams, that curved around the hill and out of sight; and there were thatch- roofed houses close to the wall, with their backs toward it.

Chariot tracks, some rutted deep into the clay, crisscrossed in every direction toward other houses half-invisible among the trees, but there seemed to be only one regular street, that ran between two rows of solemn and tremendous oaks toward the summit of the hill, where the red roof of a mansion bulked above ancient yews against the skyline.

There were not many people in evidence, although a number of swarthy- skinned, dark-eyed serfs, men and women, were filling water bags and buckets at the brook and carrying them uphill with an air of having done the same thing since the world began.

But wood smoke came from a thousand chimneys and from holes in thatch roofs, suggesting supper time and plenty. The air was full of the cawing of rooks that wheeled over the trees in thousands, and the lowing of home-coming cattle, with the occasional bay of a hound or the neigh of a horse who heard the corn bin being opened.

Lunden is a good town, said Fflur, springing out of the boat and waiting for the chariot that came galloping downhill toward them. The druids say Lunden was a town a thousand years ago, and will be a town forever until Britain disappears under the sea, because the gods know no dearer place and will preserve it.

The gods will have to show you how to build a better wall, said Tros, eyeing the defenses sleepily.

He had seen walls twenty times a mans height, of solid stone and thicker than a house, go down before the Roman battering rams. But Orwic betrayed interest at last:

That wall keeps the serfs at home, and the knee-high children within call, he said. We have the forests and the swamps to fight behind. Time and again we have caught the Northmen in the swamps by felling trees around them. As long as we can hunt the wolf and stag and fox, and know the forest better than the beasts do, it seems to me likely that our wall will serve its purpose well enough. Besides, as Fflur just said, the gods love Lunden.

Tros laughed.

I have heard them say the gods love Rome, he answered, and I know Caesar.

Caesar is beaten, Orwic answered.

He spoke with an air of calm, assured finality. One might as well have argued with the sunset  better, because the sunset could not have looked bored.

The bags of gold were heaped on the chariot floor. Fflur drove the impatient stallions with Tros beside her, and Conops asleep again beside the charioteer.

But Orwic and the other Britons waited for their horses to be brought, their youth and strength apparently too precious to be squandered on a miles walk, or perhaps it was contrary to their religion. At any rate, walking was something a man did not argue about, but did not do.

The chariot galloped past a hundred houses that looked as if their roots were in the very soul of Britain, each in its own oak-fenced garden, with flower-beds, bee-hives, stables, cow-sheds, and a great front door of oak six inches thick.

The window openings were screened with linen, loosely woven, grayed and yellowed by the wood smoke. The soft, mouse color of the woodwork was relieved by beautifully weathered paint on doors and shutters, blue, yellow, red  the earth colors that blend with autumn leaves and dew and lush green grass.

The great house on the hill-top was surrounded by an oak fence half a foot thick, but not so high that a tall man could not see over it.

Within the compound there were giant yews clipped into fantastic patterns and almost a village of stables, cow-sheds, quarters for the serfs and barns for the storage of corn and what-not else.

The great door, with the deep, roofed porch in front of it, resembled nothing Tros had ever seen, although in some vague, indefinable way it recalled to memory the prow of a longship manned by reddish-haired, bearded strangers, that he had once seen ostensibly whaling off the western coast of Spain.

This is the house that Thordsen built, said Fflur, as serfs ran forward to seize the stallions heads and she tossed the reins to them. There is none other like it in Britain, although Thordsen told us that in his land all the kings are housed thus. The Northmen are great liars when they speak of their own land  good friends, bitter enemies. We never believe them unless they swear on their great swords, and even so they lie, if they are made to swear too often. But somewhere Thordsen must have learned to build like this.

Women of all ages, from dried-apple-cheeked old hags to young girls with rosy cheeks and skin like white rose petals in the dew, came out to the porch to greet Fflur and to stare at Tros.

Fflur sent them running to prepare a bed for the distinguished guest, and he stared for a while at the great oak-paneled hall, with its gallery at one end and a fireplace big enough to roast an ox whole, with a chair like a throne under the gallery, and spears and shields hung on the walls, and rich, embroidered hangings.

Then they all came back and kissed him one by one, until Fflur took him by the hand and led him to a small room off the great one, with no door between, but a leather curtain dyed and figured, and showed him a huge wooden bed all heaped with furs and woolen blankets.

Here you are safe among friends, Tros, and you may sleep to your hearts content.

Fflur watched while the women pulled his outer garments off, taking the stained, slit cloak away, and brought him meat and mead, watched them lay a mattress on the floor for Conops, ordered the women away and watched, standing by the curtain, while a great, gray, shaggy hound went to the bedside, sniffed Tros cautiously and then lay down beside him.

Then she nodded, as if the hounds behavior had confirmed her own opinion.

Sleep until Caswallon comes, she said. He drives fast. He will be here at midnight.

Food, strong mead and the knowledge that he lay with friends, combined with sheer exhaustion to make Tros almost instantly lose consciousness. But he was first and last a seaman, with a seamans habit of responsibility. An eight-day battle with the wind and waves had fixed in that portion of the consciousness that never sleeps an impulse to arouse the senses suddenly, all nervous and alert.

He could sleep deep, awaken, and be conscious of his whole surroundings in an instant; then fall off to sleep again when he discovered all was well, his senses swaying as if a ship still labored under him.

The first thought that roused him was the gold. He remembered Fflurs eyes when she first beheld it in the hole beneath the floor of Caesars cabin. But he dismissed that, knowing he was helpless if Fflur should see fit to deprive him of it. The gold seemed relatively unimportant with a mattress underneath him stuffed with goosebreast feathers.

Then he awakened suddenly to think of the galley being towed up-Thames by rowboats, to wonder how they would manage when the tide turned, whether they would not moor her out of sight among the marshes and then plunder her, sink her, perhaps, or burn her to destroy the proofs of pilfering.

He desired that galley above all things except one, and even more than all that gold. She was much too heavy and unwieldy, and steered like a house in a gale of wind, but she was strong, with any amount of bronze in her, and there were changes he knew he could make that would render her almost un-Roman, by which he meant almost seaworthy.

However, he remembered that the galley, like the gold, was in the hands of people who presumably were friends.

The next he knew it was very dark and only a faint suggestion of crimson firelight gleamed between the curtain and the wall, making the darkness move a little as the low flames danced on the hearth. There was a coming and going of cloth-shod feet, with occasional clatter of dishes, as if women were spreading tables in the great hall.

There was considerable noise in what he supposed must be the kitchen, several rooms away. But the arresting sounds, that held attention, were the voices of two men beside the curtain.

He had a mental vision of them seated on a low bench with their backs against the wall, and after a minute or two he recognized one voice as Orwics. Orwic sounded rather bored, as usual, and spoke, when he did speak, as if he were yawning between every other sentence. It was the other man who carried the brunt of the conversation.

No, Orwic  Tros heard the words distinctly I was not in the fighting on the beach, because a man can not be in two places. I was at Hythe when Caswallon came to turn out every able-bodied man. He made a fine speech, but all they promised was to hold Hythe, and very few went back with him to fight the Romans.

I would have gone with him, but I thought of a better idea. You remember what a storm there was three or four days later?

Well, there was a man named Tros in Hythe, a Syrian or a Greek or a Phoenician, I am sure I dont know which, a big fellow, but a fool, with lots of pluck, who helped me drive three of Caswallons crews aboard two ships.

He took one ship, I the other, and we stormed along the coast ahead of the gale until we came on Caesars fleet at anchor and crashed into them, breaking the cables.

Tros was afraid at first, but I led the way and that encouraged him. And he was a pirate born, take my word for it, that fellow Tros was a pirate if ever there was one  hah!

He had a heavy, sonorous voice that carried distinctly, although he seemed to be trying not to speak loud. Tros, as wide awake now as he had ever been in his life, proposed that Conops should hear too, and reached out with his foot, but Conops was already awake and crouching by the curtain.

Master, he whispered, creeping to the bedside, there is a fellow out there claiming to have done what you did!

Tros laid a hand on his mouth and pressed him to the floor.

Pirate, you say? said the voice of Orwic.

Aye, a pirate! I wish you had been there to see him. He was no sooner alongside a Roman ship than he boarded it and put out to sea. He did not wait to finish the work we had begun  not he!

He had what must have seemed to him a good ship after that leaky old trap he had smashed on the Romans bows, and no doubt he knew there was loot in the hold. Anyhow, he put to sea and left me to do the rest of it alone.

You mean you were all alone?

Not quite, but the crew wasnt much good. They were afraid. I did all the work at the helm. You see, it was simply a matter of seamanship and steering straight before the wind.

Seamanship is in my bones. I was brought up on the South Coast, near Pevensey. I have crossed to Gaul a hundred times, in every kind of weather; and you know my father was a Northman. I sailed downwind and smashed those galleys, wondering why Caswallon had never thought of it. However, I did think; and I live to remind him of it. Caswallon owes me a turn now.

What became of Tros? asked Orwic.

Ask the sea-gods! But I wager he was drowned, and I know those channel waters. The gale shifted and I was driven back toward Vectis, where my rotten ship went to pieces under me. I crawled out on the beach near by the place where they trade tin to the Phoenicians. But it was a long time before I could find a boat to bring me back to Pevensey, and then I had a hard time getting horses. However, here I am.

Yes, said Orwic. And you look well preserved for a man who has done all that storming, and galley-smashing and swimming and what-not else. You look to me, Skell, more like a man who has sunned himself on benches of an afternoon.

Aye, I have a strong frame and a great endurance, said the gruff voice.

Orwic! It was the voice of Fflur now, just a shade excited. Summon our guest. Caswallon comes.


CHAPTER 17. A Home-Coming

Listen to me, ye who judge a horses value by his paces, I will tell you a mans paces. He who seeks a violent revenge upon one who has wronged him, trust ye that man never. That one is a coward; he is untrustworthy; he is afraid to trust the Law that in his act of vengeance he pretends to serve. Boasting of right, he does wrong; and he will do you a wrong when opportunity permits. But beware, and behave justly to the man who, seeing wrong done to himself, is neither humble nor yet vengeful but abides the time that Law shall choose to force the doer of the wrong to make such restitution as is meet. That mans wisdom is like a wheel and its circumference is greater than the earths rim that ye see around you; whereas vengeance is only a sharp spear that a shield can turn aside and that a turning wheel can smash into a thousand pieces.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



CASWALLON came by torchlight, standing in a four-horse chariot, with fifty chariots behind him and a hundred mounted men in single file on either side of the procession.

Lunden, man, woman and child, turned out to greet him, though it was midnight, and the windows glowed red behind shadowy trees that seemed afire in torch-smoke. They had Julius Caesar in effigy hanging from an arch of boughs under which Caswallon must pass  a thing with a long nose made of beeswax and a wreath on its head.

The mist, that deadened voices, spread the light in moving whirlpools that made men seem like specters and Caswallon himself a great god in a golden chariot drawn by monsters.

The Lunden fog! The Lunden fog! Fflur exclaimed. I cant see his face!

The crowd, on the whole, was silent. Now and then a horn blew. Here and there a woman cried half hysterically, as they lighted the bonfires and the smoky glare increased. Three times a cheer went in waves up-street and volleyed down again, the long, deep-throated, sobbing Aa-a-a-a-a-h of men who are too pleased with another man to care to say exactly what they think, a good, back-straightening, gutful sound.

There was a bigger crowd than Lunden had any right to. Men had come from all the countryside, and even from the grassland beyond the forest to the north, where the Iceni raised horses. The Iceni had come south in scores, in the hope of selling remounts to the men who fought the Romans on the Kentish shore, and a group of them, by right of blood relationship, was standing not far from Fflur, all big men, fair complexioned, wearing sleeveless embroidered tunics over their long-sleeved shirts and woolen trousers  friends, in a sense, but not henchmen, and sarcastic when they spoke at all.

Tros, clad in a new cloak that Fflurs women had brought him, stood beside a lean Phoenician, a black-bearded man with a long, hooked nose, wrapped and wrapped again in shawls of camel-hair against the chill of the night, his black eyes red-rimmed, his whole body shaking as he coughed.

He owned the lateen-rigged ship that lay with her nose among the rushes half a mile away and was a prince by British reckoning  no mean man by his own.

Around Fflur there were druids, trousered philosophers in long robes whom Orwic treated with courteous contempt, ordering stools brought for them lest they should tire out all their righteousness before the time for blessings came.

And behind the druids were the women, nearly fifty of them, fluttering with excitement, some fussing because Fflur had refused to wear hood or cloak.

Fflurs three young children stood beside her, sleepy and wrapped in woolen shawls, but her sixteen-year-old son was with his father in the second chariot behind him, driving his own team and laughing as if it were he alone who had sent Caesar sneaking back to Gaul.

Fflurs jewelry and her fair hair, beaded with the mist, shone in the flickering torchlight; but when she turned her head a moment it seemed to Tros that her eyes outshone them all and that her face was lighted from within.

If I should ever find her equal, I would marry, he said quietly to Conops.

But Conops demurred to that: Master, you would be the slave of such a wife. Freedom is good  the world is full of easy women.

Aye, and of whoring seamen, Tros answered testily.

Then he saw Orwic, plucked him by the cloak and asked who Skell might be. Orwic, now apparently not bored at all, grew tersely communicative.

The cheering increased in volume as the procession came slowly uphill to where Fflur waited in the open gateway. There was much more torchlight there, for all the notables of Lunden were on the green common in front of the gate to see Caswallon greet his wife, without missing the burning of the effigy of Caesar afterwards and all the dancing around bonfires that was sure to take place.

They had their serfs with them  two or three serfs to each man and woman  and some of Fflurs own domestics were having hard work to keep the space clear. Serf to serf was simple enough, but Lundens citizenry took it ill when they were smitten on the shins with holly cudgels.

There was quite a little shouting about freemens rights, and a couple of dark-skinned serving-men were roughly handled, until Orwic took five other stalwarts like himself and swaggered blandly around the circle a time or two. There was no argument with Orwic. He was roundly cheered and most abominably bored by the ovation.

Then, into the torch smoke and the glare, Caswallon came, holding back the four dun stallions to a plunging walk, until he wheeled them in front of where Fflur stood, threw the reins to the man beside him, and reached over and lifted her in his arms. No fool for ceremony was he, simply a shock-headed gentleman who loved his wife and did not even greet the druids until he had hugged her and kissed his children.

Then the druids crowned him with oak leaves as he stepped down from the chariot. Horns blew a blare that split the ear-drums  for every Briton had a hunting horn  and the crowd called him king!

King Caswallon! King!

He turned and faced them in the gateway, laughing, holding Fflurs hand, with the children clinging to his knees, signing to the other chariots to open up to right and left. And then, because the crowd still could not see him, he shook off the children and the great hound that sprang at his shoulders whimpering affection, and, leaping on the gate-post, stood there, upright as a graven image, with his right hand raised until they all grew still.

Not bad, Tros muttered. Nay, not bad. That man is fit to rule.

Men of Lunden, Caswallon said, and men of the Iceni  for I see a number of you  ye are pleased to call me king, and I am proud to answer you that this our land is free. No living Roman rests on it. Our own dead and the Roman dead lie buried where the sea sings dirges. And I listened to the dirges. And the sea said Again  and again  and again! And I listened, and the wind blew. And the wind said: I blow sails over the waters. And the rain fell and I listened. And the rain said: He who owns this shall defend it.

Then the sea gulls mewed above the surf, and I could see the cliffs of Gaul and the short seas between, and I listened. And the gulls cried: Gaul was set against Gaul  Ohe  Gaul is Caesars!

So I think not many new moons shall look down on us before we fight once more. For the Romans come as the springtide rolls up Thames  little by little at first, and then in full flood, with the eagles screaming overhead.

Now ye are free, and ye have called me king. I am king. But ye shall choose between me and Caesar before long. Caesar shall not rule me, for I will die first. I will lie beside those men whose widows mourn them on the shore of Kent. I know a thousand who will die with me, aye, more than a thousand, rather than submit to Caesar.

Bear ye in mind: That if ye let a thousand of us die, lacking your aid, in defense of this good land we all call ours, they will have died in vain; and ye who value life more than you do your friends shall learn what a mean and melancholy thing is life under Caesars heel.

Ye men of Lunden, whose chief I am  ye men of the Iceni, whose friend I am, whose chief I am not  I have spoken.

He jumped down from the gate-post, hugged his wife again and led the way into the house, followed by his sixteen-year-old son, and all the owners of the other chariots, many of whom bore Roman shields in proof that they had stood their ground against the invading legions.

He did not see Tros. He was too busy talking with Fflur and his three children and laughing at the antics of the hound that wriggled and yelped in front of him.

At the threshold a young girl gave a golden cup to Fflur, and he accepted it from Fflurs hands, drinking deep and murmuring a few words of ritual before striding into the hall. There all was horse-play and pandemonium in a minute, as the servants lighted the torches in the sconces and the guests swarmed in to jockey for the best seats at the two long, laden tables, some shoving each other backward off the benches and wrestling on the floor, laughing as they held each others wrists to keep the little daggers out of play, until a master of ceremonies pulled them apart and placed them at table arbitrarily, threatening to feed them on the floor with the dogs unless they acted seemly.

Ye are not drunken yet  not yet, he scolded.

The hall was splendid with woven hangings and stags antlers. Great gold pitchers, marvelously chased, stood at the chiefs end of the table. There were silver and golden goblets, and many of the trenchers on which meat and cakes were piled were of solid gold. When they had dragged the throne chair to the table-end Caswallon led Fflur to a smaller chair beside it, everybody standing while the women poured mead into the goblets and every man raised his goblet high, waiting for the chief to give the word to a High Druid to pronounce the blessing.

It was then that Caswallon saw Tros, ten places down the table on his right hand, and paused, almost setting down his golden cup. But Tros shook his head and raised a hand, smiling, requesting silence, catching Orwics eye next. And Orwic nodded to the chief.

So the sonorous chant of the druids began, and none drooped his head, but raised it because the hymn was of Mother Earth, who uplifts, from whom all human life emerges and to whom full reverence and loyalty and love is due.

There was chant, and response led by Caswallon, until the great beams rang to the refrain and they tossed the cups high, drinking deep to Mother Earth and to the gods who had sent the Romans sneaking back to sea at midnight.

For let none doubt, Caswallon said, thumping down his golden goblet on the table and following that with a blow of his fist that made the rafters ring, that the gods sent a man to preserve us! I pay honor to the men who died. I swear fellowship with them who fought and did not die.

I say that but for the gods who sent a storm, and a true man in the midst of it to harry Caesars fleet and break it, we were all dead men this day, or worse, with our wives at the Romans mercy and our homes destroyed.

He sat down, and there was a little murmuring, because the men who had not fought were at least as proud of British heart and muscle as those who had. Let the druids praise the gods. Themselves were there to toast the men who fought, to eat beef and venison and to drink themselves drunker than the drunkest Roman who ever coveted in vain a good land fit to stay at home in.

Piety  good in its proper place, of course  struck a flat note at a banquet table, and a few men at the far end began a song about the stout hearts of Cair Lunden and the Northmen they had vanquished in the Thames.

Then the women took away the goblets  for they were precious  and put beakers in their place, made of a dull metal that the Britons knew how to blend of tin and iron, and the feasting began in earnest, each mans mouth too full of meat and mead and cakes, and anything else he could reach, to talk at all.

For a while there was no other sound but munching, and the laughing of the girls who poured the mead and took fresh trenchers of hot food from the serfs to the table  for no serf touched the tablecloth or poured a drink. It was Orwic who was first to speak above a murmur, three places down the table on Caswallons right hand with two rosy-cheeked maids in very close attendance on him.

We have thanked the gods, who are no doubt gratified, he remarked. Shall we forget the man?

Caswallon glanced at Tros and raised his fist to beat on the table for silence, but something in Orwics eye restrained him. The chief stroked his long moustache instead, caught Fflurs eyes beside him, and waited.

Skell of Pevensey, Orwic went on, nodding with a dry smile toward a heavy-shouldered man, red-bearded and rather white-skinned, who sat exactly facing Tros, has been telling me how he destroyed Caesars fleet with the aid of a man, who, says Skell, was a pirate. Should Skell not tell that tale to all of us?

Skells mouth at the moment was too full for speech, and, it might be, there was a lump in his throat beside; when he tried to wash the stuff down with a draught of mead it made him cough so that the man beside him had to thump him lustily between the shoulderblades.

There was plenty of time for Caswallon to meet Tross eyes again. Tros laid a finger on his lips. But Conops, acting serving-man behind his master  to the annoyance of the girls, who would have enjoyed the sport of serving both of them since any foreigner was good to giggle at  leaned over his shoulder, pretending to reach the meat, and whispered:

Look to yourself now, master, before the mead brews madness. Flout that liar to his teeth before they are all too drunk to understand.

But Tros thumped him in the belly with his elbow, being minded not to let a servant do his thinking for him and aware of how much mead he could drink safely. By that time Skell had finished coughing.

Skell shall tell us, said Caswallon.

So Skell squared his shoulders and stood, after quarreling a moment with the men on either side, who did not want to let him push the bench back  it caught him in the knees, and a man cant boast to advantage with his knees bent forward between bench and table.

And the tale he told was an amazing one of storm and daring, better by far than what he had told Orwic, because he now had a gallon of mead beneath his belt.

He spoke of himself standing in a British ships bow  he had stood at the helm when he told it to Orwic the first time  sword-slashing at the cables of the plunging Roman ships; but he said nothing of Caesars campfires streaming in the gale, or of the shouts of the Roman legionaries drowning in the surf as they tried to haul the smaller ships up-beach, as really happened.

He spoke only of himself, and once or twice of Tros, the lees of a neglected intuition keeping him from some liberties he might have taken with the name of the man who really had done the work.

His egotism stirred by mead, but not yet to the point of actual drunkenness, he told his tale well, when no facts hampered him and he reached the account of his swim from a broken ship to the rockbound shore of Vectis, in a gale that he had already described as the worst that ever rocked the cliffs of Britain. He described the swimming stroke he used, and how the crew of his broken ship cried out to him to save them:

But sailors never can swim, he went on, so the fish had their revenge. But I was sorry for them. When I reached the shore at last, and lay exhausted, I bethought me of that fellow Tros, and for a while I prayed for him to the gods who loose the winds and hurl the lightnings, that I might meet him again and shake him by the hand.

By Nodens, said Caswallon drily, your prayer was granted. Tros

But Tros had already made excuse to leave the room and was standing in the porch outside the great front door, filling his lungs with the clean night mist, and watching the yelling crowd downhill burn Caesars effigy in chains.

It was not usual for a host to leave his place at table before all the courses had been tasted, but Caswallon called his oldest son, Tasciovanus, to take his place and followed Tros out to the porch.

And first he embraced him silently, then looked him in the eyes in the light of the horn lantern that hung from the porch beams.

Tros, he said, my brother Tros, if it had not been that Fflur received you and made you free of this, my house, I would not have sat still. I would have had you at the table end beside me, next where Fflur sits. But Fflur whispered of the gold, and it lies in her bed, where none but I dares go.

She spoke of Caesars galley. My men shall bring that ship and all that it contains to Lunden. She whispered of what she had heard Skell say to Orwic. And you know Fflur, but you do not know Skell. Her gift I know. She has a second-sight, that forever leads me wisely when I heed her, but I find it strange that you should have sat so still while Skell stole for himself the glory that is rightly yours.

How is it strange? Tros answered. There is nothing for nothing in this world, and I am in dire need. If Skell desires that glory, he shall pay for it, unless you beg me to release the debt, for I am your friend, and I will not make trouble for you.

Caswallon laughed.

Brother Tros, if you lack anything, he answered, you have me to look to. But I would rather see Skell put to honest use than receive three favors from the gods.

Then leave him to me, Tros said, stroking at his black beard, grinning like an ogre.

Caswallon grinned, too, pulling at his long moustache. Like all Britons, he admired guile, as long as it observed unwritten rules.

He is yours  as the gold is yours  and the galley is yours, he answered. But I warn you: Skell has a dark spirit that is too much even for the druids. He is a doer of evil, a thief of reputations, a crafty coward, whose lies are as bold as his deeds are treacherous. And yet, by promises and what-not else he always has enough friends to keep him out of danger from the druids or from me.

Four months ago he made believe to uncover a plot to poison me. He struck the goblet from my lips and slew the serf who brought it. I think he poisoned the mead with his own hand, but now he boasts of having saved my life and how can I deny it?

I sent him to Gaul on an embassy, hoping Caesar would pack him off to Rome, perhaps. But Caesar gave him presents, and now Skell boasts he has more influence with Caesar than an army of a thousand men. If I had killed him for acting as Caesars spy, there are plenty who would rebel against me  for Caesar sends money now and then, some of which Skell distributes.

Skell was in Hythe when I went there to raise men, and when you put to sea in the storm to break up Caesars fleet; but he did not see you, because he did not want me to see him. There was a doubt in his mind then as to whether the Romans might not make good their foothold. No doubt he saw what happened, from the cliffs, and doubtless he believed you drowned, as I did, as we all did, until the beacon told of another Northman in the Thames and Fflur set out to fight an enemy and found you.

Skell knows I can not swear he didnt put to sea in one of those ships from Hythe, for the one you took, you smashed, and another is missing. It is likely Skell sunk that other one to lend truth to his boast that it was he who did the work that night. It will be hard to prove, for he covers his tracks well sometimes. But what can you want, Tros, with such a fanged louse as this Skell is? He will fasten to you like a limpet to a rock. He will suck you dry.

He seems even a worse rascal than I hoped, Tros answered. My father, who is Caesars prisoner in Gaul, might not like to come free, if a good man were the victim in his place.

I had forgotten your father, Caswallon said awkwardly.

My father may be in chains, and I must make haste, Tros replied. If Caesar should learn it was I who smashed his fleet, my father would be made to pay the penalty. Skell seems sent by the very gods.

You shall speak with Skell.

Caswallon clapped Tros on the shoulder and returned into the house. Tros stood watching the bonfires that had been heaped in midstreet at fifty-yard intervals all the way up the hill. Wild figures like demons danced around them, yelling, with long hair streaming, some waving torches, some holding hands. The mist was crimson with the bonfire glare, distorting things, making men and trees seem nearer than they were, but the din seemed very far away, because the mist refused to carry it.

Tros watched until Skell came out alone and, closing the heavy door with a thud behind him, stood eyeing him in silence.

Very slowly indeed, almost inch by inch, Tros faced him, conscious of his sword-hilt but avoiding any semblance of a move toward it.

You touch your dagger. Why? he asked.

Skell blinked at him. His eyes, perhaps, were not yet quite accustomed to the fog-dimmed lantern light. But his throat moved too. He had a face that looked strong rather than crafty, except that the mouth was thin-lipped and a bit irregular. His red moustache was bushy, instead of drooping as most Britons wore theirs. His hair was shorter than the ordinary, and his neck was like a bulls.

Speak! he commanded, still clutching at the dagger-hilt. Why did you not name yourself to me? I am a dangerous man on whom to play such tricks.

The snarl and the sneer in his voice were icy cold. He was a calculator of mens fears, but not so Tros, who liked to turn strength to his own use.

So I tricked you? Tros answered.

His voice was almost friendly. There was a laugh in it. He even turned a little sidewise, as if off guard, being able to afford that because he could see the blade of Conops knife.

Conops had found another way out of the house, a good manservant being better than the best dog, and was crouching in the shadow where the honeysuckle had been blown through the open porch side by a recent wind.

Skell sneered again, his thin lip curling until one side of his moustache pointed almost at the corner of his eye. He said something in a low voice and had to repeat it, because a salvo of applause and laughter in the hall echoed under the porch and drowned his words:

Do you think you can make a fool of me?

Tross amber eyes grew narrow as he judged his man.

I have heard men lie for many reasons, he said, smiling, and again his voice was almost friendly. When I tell a lie, it is to save my skin, or possibly some other mans. Boasting gives me no amusement, because I have found I must pay for it sooner or later. Do you pay like a man, or do you bilk your creditors?

Skells hand was on his dagger hilt, but he relaxed and leaned against the door, with his head to one side, trying to read Tross eyes by the lantern rays.

I supposed you were drowned, he said at last. There was no harm in taking a dead mans credit. You should have made yourself known if you wanted

Ah-h-h!

Tros interrupted, with a sudden gesture of his right hand that made Skell almost draw the dagger.

Does a trader want the skins he sells? Because he does not want them, does he give them without price?

Money? Skell asked him, sneering.

My price  at my convenience, Tros answered.

And at last he stood square up to Skell, and drew his long sword six inches from the scabbard. Skell did not move, because Conops came out of the shadow then and slapped a blade on the palm of his left hand.

I am able to care for myself, said Skell, but I will listen to your proposal.

His heel struck the door behind him twice.

A third time, and when they open they shall carry you in feet first! said Tros. For if I should run a sword point into you, none could blame Caswallon for that. If I should say that I did it, is there a Briton who would blame me?

Speak your proposal, Skell answered, and make haste.

He spoke on the intake of breath, for Tros had drawn the long sword, taking one step backward. Skells angry eyes recognized a man who knew his own mind on land as well as sea, and knew how not to tell his mind, which is a sign of great strength.

I have spoken it, Tros answered. There was no price named when you took my credit for your own gain. Now the credit is yours, for I have no use for spoiled goods. But the price of it is mine. Do I deal with a thief, or with a man who pays willingly?

I pay, said Skell, if you are reasonable.

Skell, said Tros, I am so reasonable, I would not give a drachma for your promise, at swords point or before a thousand witnesses. You shall plight a pledge. Thereto I will add persuasions, since a thrashed horse runs slowly unless fed.

Pledge? I have neither money nor jewels by me.

I have money and I have jewels. I would let both go for a friends sake, Tros retorted. You would forfeit yours to vent your spleen. Nay, Skell, you shall give a pledge that you will risk all to redeem.

I think they will come for us soon, said Skell.

He was growing nervous. He could no more stand his ground against a strong will and uncertainty than a bull can face the whip.

I am cornered; I yield, he said, trying to say it proudly.

You shall come with me into the hall, said Tros, and you shall say this: that you have wagered you can bring my father safely out of Gaul, or wherever else he is Caesars prisoner. And the stake is your life against Caesars galley that they are now towing up the Thames.

Skell made a gesture of ridicule, but Tros continued, speaking slowly:

They will ask why you made such a wager, for they know you, Skell, and they will doubt your word. You will answer, in terms of what you have already said without my leave, that you and I did a venture together against Caesar, whereby we are pledged to mutual esteem, but that I seized plunder, and you none, concerning which an argument arose between us, you claiming a share in what I seized, but I dissenting.

They will believe that tale readily enough. So you will tell them that, you, knowing Caesar and being fond of daring exploits, proposed this wager to me, and I agreed. Thereafter, Skell, I think it would be dangerous for you to play me an act of treachery, for these Britons are strict about wagers and bargains and the treatment of a guest  I being their guest, remember.

They will watch me, and they will watch you, so the temptation will be very small to stick a knife into my back, which if you should do, or if another should do, they would instantly suspect you of having done.

I neither know your father nor where to look for him, Skell answered. The thing is impossible.

Skell, so was your story about smashing Caesars fleet impossible, since it was I who did that, and you were not there. You will say what I bid you to say, or I will march you now into the hall and name you liar before all the company.

I see you understand what that would mean, Skell. Your sword against mine, in the fog, before a hundred witnesses. Choose then. I have offered you a chance to win a Roman galley and all the power that should go with owning such a ship, or a swifter chance to prove your manhood with your sword against mine this night.

He did not give Skell long to think, but ordered Conops to open the front door wide, and there they stood, the three of them together with the firelight in their faces, Tros with a naked sword in his right hand, Conops with a naked knife and only Skell with his weapon sheathed.

A roar went up as a hundred voices asked the meaning of drawn weapons, and a bench upset as the feasters faced about. Caswallon rose from his great chair at the table end, and Skell had only time to draw three breaths before he had to answer, for Tros kept still and some one had to speak.

It seems, in Samothrace men bind a wager by an oath made on a sword blade, Skell said, with a catch in his throat.

Then, because he had gone too far to withdraw, he continued in a loud voice, laying his hand on Tross broad shoulder:

This is Tros, who aided me in smashing Caesars ships. I did not recognize him until now, but he knew me on the instant. Tros will tell you of the wager we have made.

But Tros was not to be caught so easily. When they had done drinking to him and shouting his name until the rafters rang with it, he stood  his toes beyond the threshold still, because he had not sheathed his sword  and, showing his strong teeth in a grin such as men do not learn the use of without earning the right to it, let loose a Ho-ha-hah! that shook his shoulders.

Nay, he answered. For you all know Skell, so you shall have Skells word on what has passed between us.

And he smote Skell such a slap between the shoulder-blades as made him take a quick step forward. Whereat Caswallon, bending his head to catch Fflurs whisper, sat down and called on Skell to speak, and all the company roared to Tros to shut the door to keep the fog outside.

But Tros continued standing at the threshold, and did not sheathe his sword until Skell stood thoroughly committed by his own lips and had vowed before all that company that he would rescue Tross father, Perseus, Prince of Samothrace, from Caesars camp in Gaul or from wherever else Caesar might have sent him, or die in the attempt. Skell made the best of a bad bargain, boasting with his chin high and with an easy, reckless motion of the shoulders.

And for my part, Tros said then, I will gladly give Caesars galley to a man so shrewd and brave as can accomplish that.

He sheathed his sword then, and strode in, shutting the great door.

And from then until nearly dawn, while the company, growing more and more uproarious, wove Skell into a net of lies of his own spinning, Caswallon remained very sober, not summoning Tros to sit beside him lest Skell should appear slighted, and he did not care to have Skell sit at the table end.

Skell also remained sober, because the strong mead could not bite a brain that had so much embarrassment to think of. And Tros, who was the son of Initiate of Samothrace, never drank more than comforted the stomach without touching the brain at all, because drink that dulls the senses, say the Ancients, is an insult to the Soul, and to refuse the hospitality of strangers is an insult to their kindness; wherefore, wisely observe temperance in all things.


CHAPTER 18. The Phoenician Tin Trader

As the wind blows pollen, so are the bolder spirits blown forth by their own necessities and by their own desire and by their courage.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



AT DAWN, when the company was mostly drunk and Fflur had sent away the women  but she stayed, since none dared offer her indignity  Caswallon strode out to fill his lungs with air and to watch the watery sun rise over the swamps to eastward.

There was a bank of white mist where the Thames flowed, and the tops of oak trees loomed like phantoms through a cloud that blew before the morning breeze. Downstreet, above the smoky embers of abandoned bonfires, was the blackened shred of Caesars effigy still swinging from its chain, stretched from tree to tree. In lamplit darkness by the waterside was singing, where sailors from the foreign ships held revelry of their own. And here and there a house light made a pale halo in the fog.

No need for Northmen to burn Lunden, Caswallon said, yawning and stretching himself. One of these drunken nights we will do it for them, and that were worse than a defeat. Oh, Lunden is a good town.

Tros, kneeling to wet his hands and face in the dew on the grass before the gate, looked up and laughed at him.

If Caesar had known of Lunden, he would be here now, he answered. In war he is unconquerable if he knows of a point to drive at. Now the boasting is over, how did he really leave Britain?

Oh, he used the metal of some broken ships to repair the others, and a few more small ships came from Gaul. And while we made ready to storm his camp he slipped away at midnight, leaving the campfires burning.

He would not have gone, said Tros, if he had known of Lunden. I know Caesar. He will write to Rome of a victory, but defeat will rankle in him. It will eat his heart. I will wager you, this minute he is laying plans to try again, and his spies are on the way. The spies will tell him you eat off golden dishes, and that your wife  Caesar would rather steal a kings wife and enjoy her shame than play at any other sport the world holds.

You are as black-haired as a raven, and you croak like one, Caswallon answered.

I am your friend.

Tros stood up, his beard all wet with dew. Caswallon looked him in the eyes and nodded, then wetted his hands at a yew tree and laved his face in the dew until his long moustache dropped in untidy strands below his chin.

Fflur came then, all new-dressed and smiling, wearing amber jewelry, and twisted the moustache until it hung respectably, then kissed him and called him some absurd name in an undertone.

Two girls and Orwic were in attendance on her, but Orwic was so drunk he could hardly walk straight although he used a spear to lean on, and the girls were pushing him surreptitiously, giggling at his attempts to appear dignified. The only remark Orwic made was that druids were more trouble than they were worth.

If they drank more and preached less, a gentleman could have more patience with them, he concluded.

Caswallon, with an arm around Fflur, led the way toward a grove of yews within a wooden paling. In a clearing in the midst six druids stood before an unhewn rock, whose highest point faced the rising sun. A druid knelt, peering along the rock and down a vista between the yews, toward where the suns rim was beginning to appear above the mist.

There were rock seats spaced at intervals around the clearing, with a bank of grass-grown earth behind for less important folk. Caswallon sat on the seat that faced the altar and the others took places on either hand, the women to the left.

The sun has been up for an hour, said Orwic, hiccoughing. Its all nonsense waiting for it to touch the top of that old rock. Who cares anyhow?

But he bowed his head when the kneeling druid raised both hands and those who were standing chanted the orison, each in turn advancing as he sang to lay flowers, corn, honey, earth and water on the altar stone. Then the old High Druid turned with his back to the sun, the others facing him, and blessed them sonorously. That was all.

Doubtless you do these things better in Samothrace, Caswallon remarked as they filed out.

He seemed in a mood to find fault with anything at all.

I know nothing better than the best a man can do, Tros answered, and no hour better than the dawn.

Fflur smiled at that and stroked Caswallons hand that was on her shoulder, but he turned and faced Tros as they reached the gate in the paling:

I like that you accepted Fflurs word that the galley and the gold are yours. That you promised the galley to Skell, I do not like, he said abruptly.

Is it yet Skells? Has he earned it? Tros replied.

Skell never did earn the cost of a horses bellyful, but he has made me more trouble than I can count, Caswallon said grimly. You have set the mischief working in his mind. You have forced him to be up and doing. It had entered my thought to kill him for his lies about Caesars ships; now I can not kill him, because you have given him the right to make good his pledge before any other man may call him to account. That is our law.

It is a good law, Tros replied.

Now Skell will go to Caesar. And I must let him go, or else discredit you, who have been my friend.

Tros grinned craftily. The man who claims he wrecked all Caesars ships will go to Caesar.

Caswallon shook his head. Fflur glanced from one man to the other, and Orwic poked with his spear at the tip of Tross sword. You should have gutted Skell last night with that thing, he remarked.

But Fflur was pleased that there had been no murder done. There was seldom a drunken feast without bloodshed afterwards, and she had the name of being too tight with the purse-strings, because she opposed feasting whenever she could make her voice heard.

She suggested it was time to sleep and led her grumbling lord and master by the hand, making the girls laugh by the way she tugged at him as if he were a stubborn horse being led to the chariot pole.

They entered the hall  it reeked of mead and wood smoke and the after-stench of food  where most of the men were snoring on the floor, or on benches against the wall, and the dogs were cracking bones under the table.

Caswallon strode off to his own room, but Fflur went first with Tros to the guest chamber and stood by while he threw out two Iceni who had made themselves free of the bed. Then she kissed him and said:

Tros, you did well, because you must certainly set your father free by some means. And Caesar will try again, so you did doubly well, for you are more dangerous to him and a stronger friend to us as long as Caesar does not know you broke his ships. But he will know it, if Skell should reach him; I suppose you understand that and are counting on Skells treachery. Sleep well, and at noon Caswallon will have changed his mind.

But Tros did not sleep for a long time. First he sent Conops to find Skell and watch him.

If Skell goes, I wish to know where he goes, and what reason he gives. Let him not see you are watching him, but make talk with the maids and serving-men and grooms, he commanded.

Then, very shortly after that, there came the old Phoenician trader, still wrapped in his camel-hair, greeting Tros, between bouts of coughing, with courteous eastern phrases, sitting cross-legged on the bed when Tros invited him, and naming himself Hiram-bin-Ahab.

He had gold rings, chased with strange designs, on all his fingers, and a gold band on his forehead very much like the one that Tros wore. They exchanged peculiar signs, and then strange passwords in a said-to-be-forgotten tongue that sounded like challenge and answer or some sort of magic ritual.

After which they shook hands, taking a long time about it, looking straight into each others eyes. Thereafter they conversed in Greek.

My son, I am sure now you are not mad, said the Phoenician. Why did you act like a madman? The Britons keep their secrets well, but even I know Skell lied and that it was you who wrecked Caesars fleet. The very maids who wait on table know it. Why did you let Skell take the credit to himself?

I take what the gods send my way, Tros answered. Skell is a mean fish, but I have him in my net.

Son, you are a stranger in a strange land. I foresmell difficulties. Skell is an older man than you, and I am older than the two of you together. I warn you, such men as he is are the same the wide world over. Skell

  will run to Caesar, Tros interrupted. What else can he do? He fears to fight me. The good gods know it is not in him to keep faith. He has no more thought of rescuing my father than of loving me. Yet he can not lie idle here with that wager on his hands or the Britons will mock him, and he will have no rights whatever  and no peace.

He must pretend to keep faith. And how can he do that unless he leaves Britain for Gaul? I wish I knew a captain who was sailing for Caritia presently, and who would take Skell with him.

Son, said the old man, screwing up his face and rubbing the end of his nose with a lean forefinger, I would not go near Caesar for all Caesars gold  keh-keh-keh-khaah, these fogs!  because Caesar would take my cargo of tin and would give me for it an order on Rome for money  phaagh!

Did you obtain tin here in Lunden? Tros asked him.

Nay, at Ictis, where they make it into ingots like sheeps knuckles. I traded my Tyrian dye and my silken stuff for tin and did well, for the Britons are a reasonable people when they want a thing badly enough.

Then I came here to hide, because I heard of Roman galleys off the coast of Gaul. You know, if those overbearing rogues catch sight of you they send their liburnians in chase and ask for all sorts of documents until they chance on one you havent. After which, if they want your cargo, they just take it. It is all very legal, I dont doubt. They say the Romans are great law-makers.

And you count on the Roman ships being laid up for the winter now?

Surely, he answered. You know the Romans are no sailors. I have stepped a new mast. My men have made and rove new cordage. The British women have sewed me a sail out of linen that I think will stand the storms off the west coast of Hispania. It is a small sail, very stout, with good, wide strapping on all the seams and with a stout cord all around the edge of it. My crew have scoured the hull and payed the seams.

We have food aboard, good dry venison and apples. Those are very good against the scurvy, Tros, and they keep better than our Mediterranean fruit. Water for four months in new oaken casks that have been well soaked to kill the bitter taste. I have raised the freeboard more than half a cubit from bow to stern, using oaken planks.

Better a big sea on an open deck than a lesser one caught between bulwarks where it cant escape, Tros cautioned him.

Ah! But I have hinged the planking from above, and the waves can pour off as the ship rolls. You had better come with me, Tros, he said, red-eyed from another bout of coughing. I have lost three of my men in a drunken brawl by the riverside. I bought three Britons to replace them, but  I will pay you, I will pay you a percentage if you come. I grow old, too old for storming the Gates of Hercules in winter. This is my last journey. Come with me to Alexandria, you and that one-eyed fellow, Conops, and when I have sold my tin to Esias the Jew, the ship is yours, Tros.

Tros shook his head, grinning kindly.

I must go to Caritia, he answered. My father was the pilot who had charge of Caesars cavalry. The cavalry never reached Britain. Caius Julius Caesar will blame my father for that, and justly. My father Perseus is a Prince of Samothrace; he will not lend himself to such purposes as Caesars.

I dont doubt he led the cavalry astray, even as I tried to wreck all the rest of the fleet in the quicksands  I being no Initiate and therefore not wholly averse to drowning a few thousand Romans.

Your father must be dead long since, said the Phoenician. Caesar will have had him beaten to death.

I think not, Tros answered. My father is wise in the Mysteries. He would know how to speak with Caesar. Caesar might torture him; I have seen him torture others, with fire and ropes and wedges and all manner of cruelty; it was Caesar who ordered Conops eye put out in return for a saucy answer. But Caesar is not such fool as to kill whom he hopes to use. I expect to find my father living.

He were better dead.

The Phoenician coughed until every sinew of his frame was wrenched and he lay back gasping.

So you and I might think, Hiram-bin-Ahab. But such men as my father, by the oath of their Initiation, must live as long as life can be spun out, enduring all things. That is a charge imposed on them when they are chosen for the Inner Secrets.

God spare me from such initiation, said Hiram, coughing again with his face among the shawls. Kuff-kuff  this one last voyage and  heyh-yeyh  then I am ready if my time has come.

Tros sat thinking, cudgeling his brain.

It is early yet for the Roman ships to be laid up for the winter, he said after a while.

But I will die if I stay here. I must go, I must go, said the Phoenician, breathing through his nose.

Then you need a safe-conduct that Romans will recognize, said Tros, slapping his thigh, for a bold idea had dawned on him. The liburnians might put to sea in any moderate gale and overhaul you. What if I escort you with a Roman bireme all the way to the farthest western limit of the coast of Gaul? If I promise to do that, will you give Skell a passage to Caritia first?

The Phoenician propped himself against the wall and stared through red- rimmed eyes. The shutter was closed tight, but a dim light filtered past the edges of the leather curtain that hung in the doorway and they could see each others faces well enough.

Your eyes are the color of gold, and you do not look mad, said the old man.

Nay, Tros answered. And I will pass you by the Romans as far as the corner of Gaul, if you will first pass Skell into Caritia.

Hiram-bin-Ahab turned that over in his mind. His cargo of tin was as good as lost if the Romans should learn of it. They claimed a monopoly of all commerce in tin, because of their own tin mines in Spain and their own need of tin for making bronze for military purposes.

Even if he should succeed in passing the Gates of Hercules undetected, he would still risk being caught in the Mediterranean, in which case he would be made to hand over his tin against Roman promises to pay, promises which he would have to discount with the Roman money lenders if he ever hoped to cash them.

And all of that Tros understood so well that he could almost read the thoughts passing in the old mans mind. Almost, but not quite. Hiram-bin-Ahab was fifty years older than Tros and could see four sides to everything, plus a fifth that included unpredictable contingencies.

I see what you intend, Tros, he said, at last, after another long bout of coughing. You will take that galley and keep far enough to sea to escape detection. But that will not help me if I should run in close to Caritia. They would ask for documents.

Easy. You shall have them! Tros exploded. Hiram-bin-Ahab stared.

I will give you an order in Latin with Caesars seal on it.

Tross ribs began to shake with silent laughter, for the idea was growing in his mind.

Silly! A childs notion, said the Phoenician. Talk sensibly. Skell would tell the Romans all about the bireme in the offing. What then?

He will not, Tros answered, for he will not know. And he laughed again, because his humor reveled in far-seeing subtleties.

We have a perfect instrument in Skell. If I say one thing to Skell, and you say another  wait! Your ship is loaded? Water and stores aboard? The crew drunk half the time?

Aye, forever drunk, and I cant prevent. They earn money caulking boats and mending cordage for the Britons, and they spend it like madmen along the waterside. They will be fit for nothing until we have been a week at sea.

Why spend that week at sea? Tros answered. The ship can lie at anchor down Thames, with the crew all snug aboard and sobering up. Have you a good mate, or shall I lend you my man Conops? We can trust Conops to keep Skell safe aboard, even if the ship lies at anchor a month.

Moreover, maybe I can frighten Skell so that hell be willing enough to hide down Thames on shipboard. Then, when I have made the galley ready, you row down to your ship and wait one more day, making the tide the excuse, or the wind, or whatever you please.

And I will take the galley on the tide, being careful to pass you in the night-time, so that Skell shall not see the galley, but I will make a signal in passing that you will recognize.

Madness! Madness! said the old Phoenician.

But his eyes were brighter than they had been, and his thin lips twitched with the beginnings of a smile.

And at sea, said Tros, when you have left the cliffs of Britain on your starboard quarter and are headed toward Gaul, I will put about, discover you, and hoist a challenge in the name of the Senate and the Roman People.

You douse your sail. You lower a boat and send Conops to me, with two other men. I do as any Roman commander would and keep Conops on my ship as hostage for your obedience; but I send the other two men back with permission to you to land Skell in Caritia.

Thus Skell will not know I am not a Roman, and you will have a good excuse for landing him in a small boat as swiftly as possible.

But suppose, then, that the Romans put out from Caritia and search me? the Phoenician objected. And they will, he added. And they will. I know the Romans.

The officers who put out in liburnians to search ships are not important people who will dare to question Caesars seal or act high-handedly with the commander of a bireme looking on, Tros answered. And now I have thought of a better idea.

You will wait, tacking to and fro outside the bar until the liburnians do come out, since that will look more regular, and one of the documents that I shall give you will be an authority to proceed to Ostia with tin, under my escort.

They will see my bireme waiting for you in the offing. And we will take care to persuade Skell thoroughly in advance that you really are sailing for the Roman port, not Alexandria. Thus, if they should ask Skell anything, he is likely to confirm what you say.

Maybe, and maybe not, said the Phoenician. Skell would be more likely to tell the truth by accident, if one should depend on him for a lie. He has an evil spirit.

I can cover that point, too, said Tros. The man is vain. I can suggest to him that, since you are on your way to Ostia, he should write a letter to the Roman Senate, for you to deliver, recounting his own services to Caesar. Let him ask for a minor appointment of some sort. He will be so full of that notion, once the thought is in his head, that he will never suspect you of not intending to sail to Ostia.

Hiram-bin-Ahab folded and unfolded his hands in sudden jerks, sucked his yellow teeth and shook his head.

It is a grave risk. It is a foolish risk, as if the sea and the storms were not enough.

I have gold, said Tros, and for a moment the old mans eyes looked brighter, but he shook his head again.

I would not take gold or any payment for a service to a Prince of Samothrace, he answered. Nay, nay! I am no Roman to put a price on such things.

But if you should lose your cargo at the Romans hands, would it be unseemly of me to reimburse you for it with Caesars gold? asked Tros. I guarantee your cargo, as far as the corner of Gaul, subject to your service in this matter. Moreover, the letter I shall give you bearing Caesars seal should pass you through the Gates of Hercules, if there are any triremes thereabout, and should make you free of any port you happen to put into for supplies and water, or repairs. I will forge it skillfully, using good sheeps parchment, of which there is plenty in Caesars chest.

Well, I will have to see those documents before I strike a bargain with you.

Hiram-bin-Ahab frowned pessimistically, but without effect on Tros, who understood Phoenicians as well as he knew Greeks. If the Phoenician had smiled, he might have been in doubt as to the outcome. As it was, he was sure the old man was considering the proposal in all its bearings.

Craftily then, he struck his master stroke, judging his man, giving him full scope without the prejudice of bargaining. Hiram-bin-Ahab, he said, you are old, and you say this is your last voyage. I will forge that document and give it to you, whether you see fit to help me or not. You shall have it freely to help you pass the Roman ports. Now feel free to say yes or no concerning Skell, because I will do what I can for you in any case.


CHAPTER 19. A Sitting of the Court of Admiralty: 55 B.C.

There is nothing beautiful or valuable under heaven but that some one wishes to destroy it in the name of virtue. Sons of darkness! Ye believe triumph is a virtue. Ye believe revenge is a virtue. Ye believe it proves your prowess if ye burn the product of anothers labor. Ye believe ye burn up evil. Ye are like the dogs  I say the dogs, who bite the stick that smites them. And why are ye smitten? Because ye are blind, who need not be; because ye are proud without reason; because ye forget ye are sons of Light and dig into the darkness lest the Light should burn the shadows that ye love.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



AT NOON, when as many as had slept away the fumes of mead had eaten, and Fflur had set some women in making a new purple cloak for Tros after the pattern of the torn one he was wearing when he came. Tros asked for the box containing Caesars memoranda and went through the documents carefully, whistling to himself.

Now and then he laughed. Now and then he rolled a parchment thoughtfully and stowed it in a small, square wicker basket he had begged from Fflur, and when he had finished he entrusted that basket to her to keep for him.

There is better in that than a mint, he said darkly.

But as Fflur could not read the Roman script, and especially not the shorthand notes of Caesars secretary, she had to take his word for it.

Then Caswallon came, in a great good humor because he had been to the stables, where the sight of new horses had pleased him mightily.

As Fflur had prophesied, he had changed his mind already. He sat on the porch rail, where Tros was listening to Conops account of how Skell slept at last after whispering with a man who afterward went away toward the riverside.

Sleeps with one eye open, I wager, Caswallon in interrupted, scratching on the porch with the point of a throwing spear. Then, as if the news were unimportant:

They have rowed that galley of yours to the pool below the ford. They ask my leave to burn it when night comes. They say there are Caesars clothes on board; they want to make a new effigy of Caesar wrapped in his own scarlet cloak and burn it, galley and all, in mid-Thames. They love a bonfire. What say you?

I say what Fflur said, that the ship is mine, Tros answered, trying not to betray alarm.

But Caswallon detected and enjoyed it thoroughly. His blue stained white skin, his trousers and the spear almost suggested a barbarian, but his easy manner and the quiet smile under the long moustache belonged to a man of many parts, and he could play them all well.

But you wagered the galley with Skell. Why not dress up Skell in Caesars clothes and burn the lot? he suggested. He looked deadly serious. Skell would fancy himself in Caesars second-best scarlet cloak. We could trick him aboard with the promise of that, and the rest could be recorded as an accident.

Skell must not even see that galley, Tros exclaimed excitedly. God of fogs and foolishness! Can you think of no better use for a well-found ship than to burn her for fools to shout at?

Caswallon pulled at his moustache and did not let his hand drop until his face was fixed in an expression of boiled stupidity. He was enjoying himself thoroughly, and so was Orwic, who had got down off a squealing horse to discover what his chiefs and Tross talk was about.

Use for a galley? said Caswallon. If she lay here in the Thames my men would never rest until they had put to sea in her and drowned themselves. They would all be captains and the ship would have to go a dozen ways at once to suit them!

As for my using her, I crossed to Gaul once in a fair-sized ship, and I suppose I returned, since here I am. I remember I lay on my back to stop the vomiting, but the sea went on pitching victuals out of me.

When I stood, clinging to the mast, I acted like an eel up-ended, so weak-kneed I was, with the world going round and round and the ship spinning in the opposite direction. It was a rotten waste of good food, Tros, to make no other argument about it. The sea was intended for fish, but I am no fish. For me, not one foot farther than I can ride a horse into the surf. What say you, Orwic?

She would make a fine sight burning with her sail set. There hasnt been such a sight since the Northmen burned Cair Lunden, Orwic drawled.

Well, come and lets look at her, before they burn her anyhow, Caswallon suggested, adding, as Orwic whistled to the grooms to bring a chariot:

Wake Skell. Tell him the word he sent that they should burn the galley has reached my ears. Warn him I am angry that he should try to creep out of a wager made at my board by causing the stake at issue to be burned! Bid him keep out of my sight. And then set men to watch him, or he will run before Tros is ready, for Lud knows what.

Tell the men to mock him for a shirk-bet if he shows his face outdoors. Tell the girls to mock him. Tell the grooms he is not to have chariot or horse and let them steal his own two horses from the stable behind his house. Tell him his only chance of being reckoned a man is to take ship very soon for Gaul.

He jumped into the chariot and drove away almost before Tros could swing up beside him, sending the horses headlong over the rear of the hill toward the river, watching their forefeet, taking more delight in them, apparently, than in all the other details of a kingdom.

For a horse is a horse and you know where his feet will land, he said presently, continuing his thoughts aloud. But Skell is neither horse nor herring. None knows what Skell will do, except that he will do a mean thing and in some way filch mens praise for it.

I spoke with Fflur, and she said let him go to Gaul, where if Caesar whips him none can blame me. Fflur is always right, although I know Skell will offer himself to Caesar, because there is nothing else left for him to do. I hope Caesar flogs him and flays him!

He double-cracked the driving whip over the horses heads until they galloped madly.

I hate to own that I dare not throw Skells carcass to the crows, but that is truth, Tros. He has few friends, if any, but he has bought the loyalty of men who look for more at his hands, and it is not wise just now to stir their anger.

It was no road they took, but a track deep-rutted in the clay where ten- horse teams had dragged sledloads of cord wood and charcoal, and it ended at a ford.

Where I will some day build a bridge, Caswallon said.

The galley lay in midpool, made fast to an oaken pile that bent like a bow under the weight of ship and tide, and she was in worse shape than when Tros left her, because the twenty men in charge had seen fit to carry all the loot on deck, and there had been some fighting with the crew, who claimed sole right to all of it.

Caswallon drove into the ford until the horses were almost swimming, then roared at the top of his lungs to know whether Lunden had no boats, that a king must get his feet wet. So they brought him a boat and rowed him and Tros to the galley, where the twenty men in charge were all sulky because they had missed the feasting of the night before.

And not drunk yet, as one of them complained, although the men who did the towing are ashore and drunker than bees already.

Liquor they had, however. There was an earthen jar of curmi on the poop and they were dipping it out with their little peaked helmets. They pledged Caswallon in the stuff, and then Tros, after which they staged a dance in all the Roman costumes they had found aboard, putting Caesars scarlet cloak and a golden laurel wreath on Caswallon and dressing Orwic in the bed sheets to represent the King of Bithynia, of whom even Britain had heard. There were some very improper interludes at that stage of the game, of which the druids and Fflur, for instance, would have disapproved.

Caswallon did a very excellent imitation of the falling sickness, much more realistic than the real thing, because he had never seen an actual case of it and only knew Caesars reputation, which had naturally been exaggerated.

They pretended to bleed him in the silver bowl, using curmi for the blood, and the ceremony following would almost have shocked Caesar himself, because they had only heard vague stories about Roman Gods, and the Venus Genetrix had been represented to them as a most improper lady.

They had fired away all the arrows from the two poop arrow-engines at ducks on their way up Thames and, having hit nothing, were of opinion that mechanical contrivances were no good, having already forgotten the dreadful work those engines did in the fighting off the Kentish beach.

And they thought the iron dolphin swinging from the yardarm was some kind of Roman deity hung there to pacify the waves, until one of them cut the halyard to introduce the foreign godlet to the good god Lud who keeps the Thames  and it crashed through the bottom of a boat alongside, sinking it instantly.

Tros did not recover the dolphin until next day, when Conops dived and found the halyard, after which it took a dozen men two hours to haul the murderous contrivance from the mud.

It was only little by little that Caswallon, at Tross urging, persuaded them to lay all the loot in heaps on the main deck, after which he announced that Tros had promised full and fair division among such seamen as remained of the sixty who had first set out with him.

But Tros and Caswallon had done some whispering, and Caswallon claimed the ship as lawful prize by right of capture, Fflur and his own men having saved it from the river pirates. He declared that was the law of Britain and, since there was no higher court than himself, it did not do the seamen any good to grumble, albeit they did grumble noisily, until some of the gentlemen in peaked iron caps struck them for improper language to their betters.

Then Caswallon held an auction, Orwic acting auctioneer, and Tros did all the bidding, naming what he considered fair prices in view of the state of the market.

The Britons had spent all their money on horse flesh and, except the seamen, who, of course, never had any money, were mostly in debt to the Iceni in the bargain. It was distinctly a falling market, but Tros was generous. The total came to a bigger sum than those seamen had ever dreamed of owning.

Caswallon, after eight or nine attempts, succeeded in dividing the total equally and  what was much more difficult  in persuading them that the calculation was correct. Then he ordered Tros to pay them in gold pieces out of Caesars treasure, undertaking himself to change the money into honest British coin from his own mint at Verulam, whereby the seamen learned for the first time what they had missed by failing to kill Tros and throw him overboard at Thames-mouth. And being seamen, they changed their opinion of Tros and began to consider him a right good captain.

By that time it was dusk, and women and children had flocked aboard to laugh at everything, especially at Caesars underwear. The women were set to carrying everything that could be carried to Caswallons house, shields, armor and swords included, and when a new guard had been set over the ship they sent for chariots and all drove home to supper.

But first Tros went alone to the house where Skell lay sulking, a small house, very well built and thatched with wheat straw, two hundred yards away from Caswallons paling. Some said that he owned the house, and some that he did not, but he lived in it, which was the main thing.

And the seamen, who had followed Tros to get their money, joined with the children and grooms outside, who were pointing fingers at the house and singing a sort of nursery-rhyme about a man who boasted and ran away. It seemed to delight them hugely that Skells name fitted in the rhyme, and to Tross ears it sounded something like:

Skell, Skell the Northmans son

Told a lie and away he run!

The sailors would have burned the thatch and pelted Skell as he ran from cover if Tros had let them, not that they knew anything about the facts, but they made common cause with the children on general principles.

Tros found Skell on a frame bed strung with deer-sinews before a good oak fire, at which an old woman was stirring a stew in an earthen pot. He had a cloak over him, and shivered as if he were suffering from ague, but he sat up when Tros entered, offered Tros a stool and threw off his fit of depression along with the cloak. He was still wearing the dagger, as Tros noticed, and he touched it, which was not good manners; but he sent the old woman for mead and two beakers, bidding her warm it at the fireside when it came, and he had the good sense to make no reference to the caterwauling and insulting song outside.

Tros kept an eye on the hag and on the mead beside the fire, for he knew Skells reputation and yet did not wish to refuse to drink with him.

I am ill, said Skell, and I wish you would cry this bargain off that we have made between us. I am willing to do whatever you say, provided I can do it. Name me another tryst that I should keep instead.

But Tros had expected that.

You are too late, Skell, he answered. They have brought that galley up the river. Caswallon has claimed it, to hold it in trust until he shall decide the outcome of the wager.

But I can not cross to Gaul. No ship will take me, Skell objected. At this season of the year they lay up all the ships in mud berths. Now if you would let me take that galley, Caswallon might consent to that, then perhaps I could get a crew together and

But Tros had thought of that, too. He interrupted:

The galley is unfit for sea, Skell. She needs alterations and repairs, which I will make in good time. But I know a man who will take you to Gaul. He is Hiram-bin-Ahab, the Phoenician, whose ship sails soon.

And then, with both eyes on the hag who warmed the mead, for he knew Skell could not spring at him to use the dagger without the string bed squeaking a warning, he baited a trap into which he felt sure Skell must walk.

I have a plan, Skell, to make it easy for you to get my father out of Gaul. There is a river called the Seine that flows northwestward into the channel between Gaul and Britain, reaching the sea a good long journey to the westward of Caritia.

I will take a ship, and there, in the mouth of that river, I will wait for you, so you can deliver my father alive to me without much difficulty, making your way across country in the night-time until you reach the river- mouth.

But how shall I find your ship? asked Skell.

The mead was warm enough and would be too warm in a minute, so he signed to the hag to pour it. Tros took the beaker that was farthest from him and held it while the hag poured, withdrawing it suddenly before it was full so that the hag spilled quite a little, after which he watched Skells face in the firelight.

Skell said the lip of the other beaker was dirty and bade the hag go and wash it, then went on talking in a hurry.

How shall I find your ship? he repeated. There was a thin smile somewhere in the midst of his foxy beard. You will be in hiding, I suppose?

Among the reeds and with my mast down, yes, Tros answered. But ashore, near where I hide, I will set up a cairn of white stones, and if you shout my name three times from there, I will come for you.

Skells eyes betrayed that he was tempted by the bait, but Tros proposed to tempt a bigger fox than Skell. The man he wanted out of winter camp was Caesar, the restless aspirant for fame who spent all winter editing a secretarys summer notes.

I said I would make it easy for you, Skell. Now listen: I have Caesars memoranda and his seal, to recover which, Caesar would set all his prisoners free, to say nothing of my father. I, on the other hand, value my father higher than Caesars secret papers, although I have read some of them and there are documents that I daresay Caesar would be glad to have. What if I should bury that box of documents and seals under the cairn of white stones? Knowing that was there, would you not find it easier then to bargain for my fathers freedom?

How do I know you would do that? Skell demanded, trying to look indifferent, but his eyes betrayed him.

I must trust you, and you must trust me, Skell.

Yes, we must more or less trust each other. Tros played his favorite trick then, of raw, cold frankness:

You see, Skell, I do not pretend to like you. You are a man who did me an ill service. I am compelling you to pay the price for that, and I do not think you like me any better than I like you. I am offering to help you carry out your bargain, because I know that you are not to be trusted otherwise. For my part, you shall have the seal and documents, and the galley, if you deliver my father alive into my hands at the mouth of the Seine within a month from now.

Skell stroked his red beard. He could hear the singing outside, as the fox hears hounds in the covert.

All right, he said. Caesar knows me. He will listen. But I must have money for my expenses.

But again, Tros was not to be caught. He hoped it was true that Skell needed money.

I will settle with the Phoenician for your passage to Caritia, he answered. Nothing more than that.

Then I must have a pledge from you that you will really wait for me at Seine-mouth.

My father is in Caesars hands, Tros answered. I could not give a more compelling pledge.

Nevertheless, as you said just now, you and I are not friends. Something of value is needed, to make your word good to me, Skell objected.

The glint of avarice was in his eyes, and a vague look, as if he were hopeful still of finding an excuse to back out. But Tros laughed, kicking his sword-point to the rear and drawing the blade six inches.

Very well, he said. You shall have this sword, the best sword in the world, a sword that once was Philip of Macedons. You shall have it through the middle of your heart, Skell, if you fail to deliver my father at Seine-mouth and I ever set eyes on you again! Is that a pledge you value? Would you like to test it? If so, arm yourself and come outside.

I can not fight I have the ague, Skell answered. When does the Phoenician sail?

In a few days. If you go aboard his ship tonight, or tomorrow night, you will be rid of all this annoyance.

Tros jerked his head toward the door, against which clods of earth were thumping.

They are likely to burn your thatch if you delay, he added. Shall I tell the Phoenician to send his seamen for your baggage?

Skell agreed, with a mean, exasperated glare in his eyes, scratching his teeth with his thumb nail, grinning as Tros turned his back to go. But Tros turned again suddenly, because of that dagger and its possibilities, and caught the grin before Skell could cover it, which put him in a marvelous good humor, because he was sure then that Skell was contemplating exactly such treachery as would fit in with his own plans.

So as he left the house he caught a clod of earth intended for Skells door and pelted one of the children with it. Then, because that frightened some of them  since they knew Tros was Caswallons friend  he found a lump of chalk and drew a caricature of Skell, beard, moustache and all, on the oaken door and left them pelting rocks, earth, acorns and all manner of dirt at that.

Later, on the grass before Caswallons porch, he paid the seamen and, as their eyes glinted at the gold coin, he made them a proposal:

Ye have found me a hard captain but a profitable man to serve. If ye had served me with less knife throwing and with more goodwill, ye should have had the double of all that money.

He picked up handfuls of gold from one of Caesars bags and let the coins dribble through his fingers.

What now if I promise you two for one of what you have received, for one more short voyage before winter sets in? Think of it. Money enough to buy a farm apiece and to live the rest of your lives ashore like gentlemen!

They agreed, for never sailor lived who did not covet a farm, until he had one. But Caswallon laughed.

Buy farms? They will buy drink and the caresses of the womenfolk who gut fish by Ludgate wharf!

Maybe, Tros answered. They are no doubt better at that than at seamanship. But they dont spew their victuals overside whenever a ship rolls, and I shall need them when some of your peak-capped cockerels are lying belly upward on that galleys deck praying to the mast and sky to stand still!

You will find my cockerels crave money too, Caswallon answered.

For a venture against Caesar?

Oh! No, perhaps not, not, that is, if Caesar can be made to foot the reckoning!


CHAPTER 20. Hiram-Bin-Ahab Stipulates

Bargains! Bargains! Listen to me: Who but the highest bidder names the price of that which can be bought and sold? And does Eternity make bargains? Unbidden, unbought, unpaid for, all the affluence of all Eternity is poured upon you, aye, unceasing. And ye bargain? I will tell you a secret. Though I tell it, it remaineth secret, saving only to the wise; and the wise are they whom Wisdom guideth through the maze of other mens illusions. That which is freely given without thought of recompense, and without stipulation or pity or blame, but given simply from the storehouse of the givers affluence, whether it be goods or deeds or good-will  that is a free gift. It setteth the giver free and him to whom the gift is given. Because it is a free gift, it is free to go forth as the sunshine and the wind, unlimited by ignorance, envy, greed, ambition and the bonds that ye impose on one another. And I tell you, in all this universe there is nothing as good as freedom. But ye seek to burden tomorrow with the harness of todays necessities; and your necessities, I say, are nothing but the shadows of your fear of that very freedom ye pretend to seek.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS sat by the hearth in Caswallons hall, staring with leonine eyes at the fire, reading pictures in it. Caswallon sat beside Fflur, his long legs stretched toward the blaze, his skin, where it showed at neck and breast, looking whiter than ever because the firelight threw it into contrast with the fading blue designs that were drawn on it with woad.

Three hounds slept on the warm tiles. Red apples simmered in the warming mead. Orwic faced the fire with knees clasped in his hands and his back against an upset table.

A dozen men snored on the benches that lined three walls. Wind whined under the eaves, rattling the shutters, and now and then a gust of smoke was blown down chimney, followed by soot and enough rain drops to make a splutter.

Of what are you thinking? asked Fflur.

She had been watching Tros, marveling at his strength and at his brow under the black hair, that was as splendid as the carving of an ancient kings.

Of Skell, of Caesar, of you, Tros answered,

What of Skell? You named him first.

He will go to Caesar, saying that I, Tros, son of Perseus, am the man who wrecked that fleet off the shore of Kent. That I, Tros, have bribed him with the promise of Caesars own galley, to go to Caesar and make terms for my fathers freedom.

That I, Tros, will be waiting at Seine-mouth for my father to be delivered to me, having with me Caesars own seal and Caesars chest containing all his private memoranda.

He will say to Caesar. Make haste! Set an ambush at Seine-mouth! Thus you will recover your seal and documents, and will have two prisoners instead of one  one of whom knows much about Caswallon and the Britons! Thereafter, Skell will say, Reward me commensurately with the dignity and sense of justice of a Roman Imperator to whom important service has been done. Thus Skell will speak to Caesar.

And Caesar? asked Fflur.

He will listen, and smile. He will see through Skell as readily as you see through a serf who comes telling tales about the kitchen wenches. He will ask whether Skell has seen the seal and documents; and he will not be sure whether to believe Skell when that foxy-haired liar says Yes.

But Caesar is a restless man, and by that time he will have grown tired of a woman, that being his habit; and maybe there will be no other woman there just then who pleases him. He likes them educated, entertaining. He grows difficult to please. He will bethink him that the Gauls along the coast might be caught brewing mischief if he should pay them an unexpected visit, for he knows the Gauls squirm under his heel. It will occur to him that life in camp is stupid, more particularly to a man of scholarly mind who has lost his secretarys notes.

And he will remember that among those notes are some that would be very dangerous to him, if they should happen to reach Rome or fall into the hands of one of his own lieutenants, who might have brains enough to use them. So he will not dare to send a subordinate to Seine-mouth; he will go in person, with a cohort or perhaps two cohorts of cavalry, moving secretly and very swiftly, as his habit is. At Seine-mouth he will lie in wait for me.

And me? asked Fflur.

Skell will tell Caesar of you. To suck himself into Caesars good grace, he will fill Caesars mind so full of you that Caesar will never rest until he shall have made you prisoner. And that is why I need Orwic and as many other young blades as will endure the sea a while and pledge themselves to obey me. If my good fortune holds, Fflur shall have Caesar and hold him to ransom!

By Lud of Lunden, nay! Caswallon swore. If Caesar again sets foot in Britain, he shall die here. I will give him his choice of weapons, and he shall fight me, without armor, before all my men.

He will choose scent bottles and powder puffs, said Orwic, glancing at Caesars neat case of cosmetics that Tros had bestowed on Fflur. I like this venture against Caesar, though I hate the sea. Say more about it.

Is not all said, except what the gods shall say to it? Tros answered. We have the galley. We must fit her like a well-found Roman warship straight from Ostia with a despatch for Caesar from the Roman Senate. The despatch, you understand, calls for delivery of my father, Perseus, Prince of Samothrace, who is to be taken to Rome for trial on charges of conspiracy against the Senate and the Roman People, which is how all those robbers refer to themselves.

First we set Skell ashore, and he talks. When we return, Caesar will not be there, because he will have gone to wait for me at Seine-mouth, hoping to catch me. I, commander of the bireme, deliver the despatch by Hiram-bin-Ahab, the Phoenician, and will not wait, but order it to be opened by whoever is in command in Caritia, declaring I am in great haste to return to Rome because of winter storms.

If I were a Roman in Caritia, said Orwic, I would ask why you had not delivered that demand for Perseus when you came the first time. The Romans will think it strange that you should return with a message which you might just as easily have sent ashore with Skell.

You dont know the Romans, Tros answered. In the first place, they will never dream that one of their biremes might fall into the hands of an enemy who could use it. They think Caesars galley was sunk when his fleet was destroyed off Kent.

In the second place, Hiram-bin-Ahab shall say the omens were unfavorable when I came the first time. Romans are mad on the subject of omens. Furthermore, Hiram-bin-Ahab shall say that I did not, nor do I, care to bring my crew too near the shore, for fear of desertions, they having grown discontented because of contrary winds, much labor at the oars and scurvy.

Omens, tides, contrary winds, scurvy, they know those well. That list will satisfy their curiosity.

It wouldnt mine, said Orwic. But perhaps we Britons are less stupid than the Romans. Lud knows, they were stupid enough in the fighting at Kent. They won the first battle by being too stupid to know they were beaten! What if their liburnians, as you call them, should come out to investigate you?

Tros, who was an opportunist first and last and liked to fit his plans to each emergency as it arose, began to wish he had worked out the details thoroughly before taking Britons into his confidence. They were good friends, and generous enthusiasts, but so full of their own superiority to foreigners of any kind that a man needed all his wit to manage them.

Orwic began suggesting wild plans of his own, that included loading horses on the galley, sailing to Caritia and setting fire to Caesars camp.

And if we do that at night, we can ride em down in darkness as they run downwind in a panic!

I have it! Tros slapped his thigh so suddenly he woke the dogs. The first time Hiram-bin-Ahab puts in to Caritia, he lands Skell and says I wait offshore because I suspect my crew of sickening with smallpox.

My name for the occasion, let us say, is Caius Marius Poseidonius. The Phoenician shows an order signed by Caius Marius Poseidonius, commander of the bireme, authorizing him to land Skell in Caritia. And he, also, prefers not to stay in port because his men who visited my galley may have caught the sickness.

Good, Caswallon nodded. That should satisfy them. The worst plague we ever had was caught from a ship. We burned the ship and slew the crew, kindly and with dignity. The druids saw to that; but the sickness spread all over Britain, because the Iceni carried it north on their way home from selling horses. The Romans will want none of that stuff.

And Caesar, said Tros, will have another good excuse to leave Caritia. He is afraid of smallpox. He will think Hiram-bin-Ahab may have brought it into port. He will certainly go that same night, very likely throwing Skell into a pest-house under observation of the surgeons, who will set fire to the hut and say it was an accident. Caesar will go that very day to Seine-mouth to investigate Skells story.

Fflur nodded, and nodded, and nodded, her gray eyes watching Tros. Caswallon held a finger up for silence; he knew that mood of hers. But all she said was, You are right now, Tros.

And when I appear the second time, said Tros, Hiram-bin-Ahab shall say I have seen Caesar at a place along the coast. He shall add, it is true about smallpox. They will understand that Caesar wishes to kill my father Perseus without risk of being blamed for it. They will put him aboard Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship and order Hiram-bin-Ahab out of harbor with all speed.

If the druids had more sense and less sanctity, said Orwic, they might visit some real smallpox on the Romans. Why cant they do an honest days work against Britains enemies, instead of pulling long faces at the sunrise? I believe in results. By Luds ill-smelling mud, he went on impiously, Id sooner sail with Tros, vomit or not, than be blessed by all the druids between here and Mona.

Dont blaspheme the druids, Tros retorted. As for me, I would rather have their blessing than all Caesars gold.

Well, you have both, you have both! said Orwic pleasantly. The druids like you, and the gold rings genuine. What have you to worry about?

This, Tros answered: that a number of you young horse-performers  Caswallon and Orwic laughed delightedly at that must be on that galley and obedient to me. That is worry enough. Everything aboard a ship is just so, with one man giving orders and the rest obeying, or the ship sinks.

What of it? Orwic asked.

Caswallon held a finger up again for silence. Fflurs eyes were looking dreamy. A great gust of wind blew down the chimney, sending a cloud of smoke into the room. The wind howled, and a log fell suddenly sending up an explosion of sparks. Fflurs voice, when she spoke at last, was far-away and colorless, pitched in a middle monotone.

Whatever you do, or whatever you do not, Caesar will come again, but not yet. He will cross the Thames; but I see Lunden standing after Caesar has gone, taking many with him  prisoners, hostages, slaves, women.

Do what you will, you can not prevent Caesar from coming. Do what he will, he can not win Britain, although Gaul is his, and so are the lands of the Belgae. Tros shall injure him, but not much, and again a little, and that time more severely, only to befriend him in the end.

Tros shall do Caesar a service that neither he nor Caesar will value at the moment; but it will place the world at Caesars feet, and kill him before he can grasp it. Tros and a woman, whom he shall serve to her own undoing.

She ceased, coughing in the sharp smoke, and Caswallon sent a serf outside to climb on the roof and fix a slab of wood against the chimney top. When that was done, he drank heavily of mead with apples in it, and, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, pronounced judgment.

I never knew Fflur wrong when she is in that mood. So I think it is a good thing to launch this venture against Caesar, because Tros, she says, shall injure him. What of the Phoenician? Is he willing?

Tros admitted with a gruff laugh that the Phoenician had not yet given his consent.

But I have gone the right way to persuade him. I have promised him my help to get past the Romans on his way home, whether he helps me or not. He will do more in that way, than if I bargained with him.

At which Caswallon roared with laughter.

Try that trick on the Iceni! he shouted. Eh, Orwic? Let him try to buy a horse or two on such terms. Lud! Oh, Lud of Lunden Town! Hey there! Send for the Phoenician.

He threw a lump of wood at one of the sleepers on the benches and sent him to bring Hiram-bin-Ahab shawls and all.

Bring him in a basket if he wont walk.

Tros urged that the Phoenician was a brave old sailor who should be treated with the courtesy due to a blood relation. But that was because he and Hiram-bin-Ahab were members of the same secret fraternity, although of different chapters of it.

I know these blood relations, said Caswallon. Aye, he is a very bloody one. Eh, Fflur? Eh, Orwic? He underpaid us for the tin and overcharged us for the dyes. He has lived at our expense, and his crew have robbed our townsmen, mending boats that the lazy rascals should have mended for themselves, demanding twice what the work is worth, and saving money for their master, who pays them nothing while they are in port. Drunken, knife-throwing thieves! Whats worse, there will be a lot of little half-Phoenician bastards for us to try and make good Britons of!

However, he was courteous when the old Phoenician came, coughing and shivering in his camel-hair shawls. He had a great chair set for him before the fire and woke up the dogs to make room for him, offering him warm mead, saying that Fflur knew how to cure all kinds of coughs.

Only she will purge you worse than druids do, he added reminiscently. The last time she cured me of a headache I had belly burning for a week.

Shes better than the druids, though, said Orwic. Druids put you on rations of dry bread and carrots, and make you drink water like a horse. When youre properly famished they preach about your latter end and being born again into another body, until you feel like burning all the undesirables, so that it wont be into one of their bodies anyhow. Id rather be purged by Fflur than preached at by a druid.

None can cure me, Hiram-bin-Ahab answered, coughing. This is my last journey.

Hah! remarked Caswallon. Then make it one to be remembered. On a mans last journey he should play a mans part.

The old Phoenician glanced from face to face, his fingers twitching nervously.

You will reach home, Fflur assured him.

Hiram-bin-Ahab coughed, perhaps to hide a grin, or so at least thought Tros.

If I knew surely I would reach home, I would put into no port on the way, he answered.

Fflur is always right, Caswallon retorted, almost angrily. So it is certain you will reach home. Therefore you can afford to do your friends a service on the way.

I have done you many services, said the Phoenician. I taught your women how to use the dye so that it would not wash out. I taught your sailors how to make boats water-tight; how to make a proper rope by twisting seven sets of linen strands; how to bind the edges of a sail, and how to cut the sail so that it will catch more wind. What more do you want of me?

No more than you shall do, Caswallon answered, laying a great blue-and- white fist on his knee and leaning forward. You wish to go before the winter storms. But unless you will do what I propose, you shall not sail until spring comes.

The Phoenician coughed, perhaps to hide embarrassment, but it racked his frame for all that.

What could you profit by keeping me here all winter? he asked.

I am thinking of you, Caswallon answered. If you will do what I wish, I will send an escort with you, a great bireme, as far as the end of the coast of Gaul to protect you against Romans and Northmen and pirates. But if not, then I could not spare the escort. And I should be a mean host to let you go away alone before the spring in that case. There might be fewer pirates in the spring, and fewer storms and possibly no Romans. Name a price if you will; but you shall do what I demand.

There is nothing I could ask, said the Phoenician, except, perhaps, a pair of pretty slave girls for the court of Ptolemy.

But he knew Caswallon would not grant that favor, because he had tried before and Fflur had vetoed it.

I have sold you three rowers, said Caswallon. I will give you back the price of them, if that will satisfy you.

Hiram-bin-Ahab coughed again and spat into the fire. The expression of his face might have been due to physical agony, but Tros thought not.

I am a trader, he said at last, and his words were arresting because he spoke slowly in a foreign accent, with harsh gutturals and none of the soft, swift, liquid sounds the Britons used.

I fill a ship. I buy men or I hire them, and I drive them to the worlds end. Some die; some live; all suffer. I trade and I fill my ship again and go home, I suffering more than any, because it is my ship, my risk. You understand me?

Sickness, mutiny, Romans, pirates, rocks, tides, quicksands, storms, all these and more I struggle with, day and night, month after month. Ever I swear each journey is the last. Ever I set forth again, because two spirits in me urge. One beckons and the other drives.

Trade I must, because I am a trader and I itch for trade. Adventure I must have, because I am an adventurer; it is in my blood, my bones, my dreams. It frets me when I count the profits of a journey and men say to me, Hiram-bin-Ahab, you are rich at last. Go not again. Remember the pot that went too often to the well.

And yet I go again, because I love adventure and I love trade, being wedded to them as to two wives, each of whom is jealous of the other and I striving to serve both equally, giving each her turn, yet living, as it were, in one house with the two.

The howling wind blew away the board from the chimney top, sending it clattering along the roof. A great cloud of smoke filled the room and the old Phoenician coughed until it seemed as if his lungs would burst under the strain.

Caswallon scolded the serf and sent him to fix the board in place again, threatening to make him stand and hold it there all night unless he should fasten it properly. Then when the smoke had thinned a little and they had thrown fresh oak knots on the fire, Hiram-bin-Ahab cleared his throat with warm mead and, biting an apple, went on talking:

Trade and adventure, two jealous wives, helping, hindering each other. Hey-hey! I have been a good husband to both of them  keh-keh-keh  and I am old. A too good husband ages sooner than a bad one.

Trade and adventure  the same and not the same. For when I trade  he thrust his hands forward, palms upward, and moved the fingers in a hither! come ye hither! gesture I look to profit. That wife is a thrifty one, you understand me? Eh? Keh-keh-keh-ka-a-gh  these fogs! These fogs!

And when I go adventuring  eh-h-h, but I have seen strange sights in my day: mountains of ice in the sea, and whales around them, and the big fish warring with the whales until the sea was blood-red; land where you could see the sun at midnight, where fir trees taller than British elms came to the seas edge and the men wore bearskin and ate fish; black stone that burns

We have that, said Caswallon. Our fishermen bring it from the country north of the Iceni. We have burned it on this hearth.

Have you seen fish fly? asked the Phoenician.

No, said Caswallon, but I have listened to a lot of lies in my day.

Oh, well. When I go adventuring, it is for love of the adventure. That wife is a mistress, teases, coaxes, is extravagant  he threw his hands outward, and smiled as if he were pouring a fortune into a womans lap, a lovely, lucky woman to be wooed by that tough old master of experience  but I never forget that I have two wives.

I have carried the stone that burns, all the way from an island where it snows at midsummer and the sun shines at midnight to Alexandria, where I sold it to King Ptolemy the Piper for its weight in corn, which I took to Ostia in four ships and sold to the Romans for silver. Hey-yey!

And Ptolemy burned the black stone all in one night, when he was drunk, to entertain a Roman money-lender; made a circle of it in the execution place and burned I dont know how many convicted criminals, throwing in more and more until the fire was finished. But he would have killed them anyhow, so that is not on my head. Let Ptolemy answer for that.

Of all the men who set sail with me on my first voyage  I was younger than Tros then; that is fifty years ago  not one man lives but I. Storms, sickness, strife: I have enough to answer for.

You havent answered me, said Caswallon firmly. Tros spoke to you of what I require. Will you do it, or no?

Hiram-bin-Ahab took a drink of mead. Then he looked at Fflur a long time. Then he met Caswallons eyes.

If it is for Tros and his father Perseus, I will do it gladly and for nothing, he said, drawing up his legs and folding them under him, as if he were sitting on his own poop. But if it is for you, you pay.

Fflur nodded. She understood him perfectly, but Caswallon looked piqued and Orwic swore under his breath.

Have I not been your good host? Caswallon asked.

Aye, and I have been your good guest. As to that there is no account awaiting settlement. But Tros, who might have made a bargain, and a hard one  for I will need that permit he can sign with Caesars seal  Tros chose to make none, but promised, as a young man to an old one

Caswallon stood up suddenly. He was a giant, and he looked like the god of battles when he tossed his head to throw back the long, fair hair.

By the Blood of Lud! he thundered, I am not behind Tros in this my kingdom! Take what you will! Help yourself to anything your old eyes covet, and go free. For I think as you say, this is to be your last journey. I ask nothing of you.

Then I must do the best I can, said the Phoenician, sipping at the mead again and glancing at Tros slyly. Hey-yey! When a man has two wives, it is not always the thrifty one whose counsel guides him.

Later, when the men-at-arms were very fast asleep, Caswallon went and fetched a druid, who had lived in Gaul and learned great skill with the pen. Then they brought out Caesars chest, and after much confabulation between Tros and Hiram-bin-Ahab the druid copied Roman documents on parchment, making changes at Tros dictation, and forging Caesars signature so perfectly that not even Fflurs keen eyes could tell the difference when she compared copy and original.

At last, with a great laugh of contentment, Tros affixed Caesars seal, and went out with his arm around the shivering Phoenician, to greet the golden dawn.


CHAPTER 21. In Which the Women Lend a Hand

Ye think obedience is indignity; and so it is, if ye obey your baser selves, or if ye serve anothers avarice. But will ye all be kings and captains? It is neither freedom nor love of freedom that makes you disobedient, but envy, and fear lest a leader should prove what muddleheads ye are.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE BRITONS called it fun, until the third, or maybe the fourth day, when even Orwic tired of it. The women had enough to do to copy Roman costumes, and all the blacksmiths on the countryside were set to making Roman shields and swords in imitation of those captured on the Kentish beach.

The helmets were the greatest difficulty, until they found a way of imitating them with basketwork, at which Britons were experts. They stretched skin over that and painted it, making plumes of horse-hair.

Conops had a hard time keeping the Britons from making their own improvements. They wanted to make the plumes three times the size and to lengthen the swords, and to paint the shields blue because that was the color that always brought them luck.

Tros saw to the galley, which needed such an overhaul as was next to impossible to make in haste in that undisciplined community. They had a Celtic kind of individuality, that fused them into one mercurial mass in opposition to authority, but made them units in deciding what to do and when to do it. When all other excuses for not working had been tried, they discovered that the day was sacred to some god or other and decamped to the woods to listen to a sermon from the druids.

So the druids had to be won over, and Tros did that by letting them into the secret that he hoped to capture Caesar, enemy of their religion. Their forest dwellings were a-hum with fugitives from Gaul, who had brought details of the tortures Caesar used in his efforts to learn druidic secrets.

So the druids came down in procession from forest to waterside and blessed the bireme, with dew and earth and mistletoe, proclaiming the ship sacred and whoever should lend a hand to recondition her, or whoever should sail in her under Tross command, thrice blessed.

Youll find well have to fight for what we want though, Orwic commented.

The galley had been built in Gaul, from a Roman model but by unaccustomed shipwrights, and in haste, because Caesar did everything in half the time that other people liked to squander. So, to a practiced eye, she would have been an obvious fraud if she had appeared off Caritia pretending to have come from a Roman port through the Gates of Hercules.

She was too small, too clumsily built, and undersparred. It called for a very great deal of crafty reconstruction to make up for the lack of size, and, even so, pitch and linen-covered wickerwork had to masquerade in many instances as heavy timber, not that timber was lacking, but time. And the Britons were nimble with their favorite wishes.

Tros built a whole new bow and stern of wickerwork on light oak frames, and covered that with painted cloth to make the ship look larger, praying to all the gods he had ever heard of, and they were many, not to send even such a half-gale as should break it all away.

In all that, he was ably helped by Hiram-bin-Ahab, who had sent his own tight ship downriver, with Skell on board, to lie up in a creek and wait for him. Thus they lost the services of the Phoenicians crew, but prevented Skell from seeing the galley or learning of what was taking place.

They mended the great arrow-engines and crammed the baskets full of new- made arrows nearly a yard long, Tros stowing those below deck to keep the Britons from firing them at marks across the river  they claiming they must have practice; he swearing he would have ammunition. They filled the water casks. That was a prodigious business, because the Britons swore that any sort of water was a miserable substitute for mead; but Tros made them clean the casks with charcoal and then haul water from a dozen miles away, having seen too many crews die of the stuff they put into ships from longshore wells. And by that time the Britons voted him a despot, although, and perhaps because, he had only used up ten days for the entire business.

But it was not until the ship was ready and the crew had to be broken in that his real trouble began.

Fflur, Caswallon and Orwic had chosen a hundred of the brassiest young coxcombs Britain could produce. Most of them had ridden into the waves in the teeth of Caesars legions and had slain their Romans, hand-to-hand, but were chosen chiefly for their horsemanship. That was not so foolish as at first appeared, because the men with the highest courage and the strongest sense of manhood took the trouble to excel at that. But they were coxcombs.

Orwic himself would have challenged Tros a hundred times if the other ninety-nine had not been so continually challenging him that he had to stand by the commander to uphold his own lieutenancy.

Their theory was that they should stand around the deck in imitation Roman armor and look handsome until they came in sight of Gaul, when they would land by some unexplained stratagem by night and rape the lair of Caesar.

The twenty paid seamen who had brought the galley up the Thames with Tros, and perhaps a few more pressed for the occasion, were to do the work; and they were perfectly willing to help Tros lick those seamen into absolute obedience.

Tros stood on the poop with arms akimbo and laughed gaily at them, because if he had shown his real feelings there would have been no chance that he could handle them at all.

Why not have me do all the work, and you all be the captains? he suggested amiably.

He bulked big in a Romans armor that the blacksmiths had enlarged to fit him, and he wore his own long sword as well as a short Roman one, which made him look dangerous. An imitation Roman helmet  none of the captured ones was big enough  cocked at a bit of an angle suggested an indifference to consequences. The toga thrown back over his shoulder gave him dignity.

And there were always those leonine eyes, that a man could not see without knowing there was a volcano not exactly slumbering behind them, but under control until needed.

You!

He singled out the most opinionated of them all, a youth of twenty, whose wife had painted new blue pictures on his white skin, and whose moustache was like a foxs, about ten reddish hairs on either side.

Come up here on the poop and show me how to set that sail! Stand by, the rest of you, to take his orders!

The coxcomb had the good sense to refuse, but that did not save him from being laughed at, and when the laugh had died and they had all done imitating what they thought were deep-sea orders  such as they had heard along the riverbank when the fisher-crews put out for herring in the North Sea  Tros dealt out information. He was growing very fluent in the Gaulish dialect they used.

Ye know the feel of a horses backbone, when ye ride ten leagues without a saddle. Ye know soreness of the hams and how the spine can tremble like a stick with a weight of pain atop. Those are beginnings. I deal now in middle matters. And the end is not yet.

Ye shall learn now what hard corns feel like on the hams; and how red hot the blisters grow on hands that have pulled on an oar a day or two. Ache? Ye have never ached as ye shall before this journey ends.

Ye need now spines like oak trees, sinews like new ropes, belly muscles like a bears. Ye need guts such as go into a wild boars constitution, and a lot more courage than ye showed there on the beach when ye stood off Caesars men!

I saw that fight. I watched it from this poop. I saw each turn of it, and perceived how Caesar won. That day, ye fought by fits and starts. Ye charged into the sea, and out again to let the rear ranks have a turn, resting yourselves behind the fighting line, to come at it again; whereas Caesars men stuck to it until they won the beach.

And now ye are rigged like Romans, ye must do as Romans! There is no pausing between encounters with the wind and sea. The tides dont cease because your hams smart with the salt in open blisters. Ye may cry, but the storm shrieks louder, and the only answer to the storm is work.

Ye can get off your horses and walk home if your buttocks are on fire and your shoulders feel like a sack of wheat on a knitting needle. Not so at sea! Ye must sit and row until the oar-handle bucks back and lifts you by the chin, and the oar-end of the man behind you takes you in the shoulder- blades.

With the ship rolling and the wind howling and the water squirting through the oar-port, ye must keep on rowing, while the blisters burn and your bones ache as if chariots had driven over them. This sea game is a calling that needs guts.

So I will think no worse of any man who cries off now. I will cry good bed to him and good mead and a fireside. I need the daring men on this adventure, the bold spirits who would rather die than quit, the men who can endure pain and the cold and vomiting, and still row until I bid them cease. Ashore then now, every man who thinks himself unfit for this adventure!

They howled at him to show them something he could do and they could not, mocking the sea and all its tantrums, as any young cockerel can who hasnt tried it and who has a quart or two of curmi or some other potent liquor under his sword-belt. So he changed his strategy then and promised, by the great North Light that never failed a mariner, that he would leave behind whoever should disobey one order or shirk one trick of training before the start.

Ye have stood up to the big bear and the lean wolf and the gray boar. But I will make you fit to face the sea! May the gods, who laugh, forgive me! he added in an undertone to the old Phoenician. Can a man turn Britons into mariners?

Caswallon kept away.

They will appeal to me and I might have to side with them, he said when Tros invited him to come and watch proceedings.

But he took care to learn how Tros had handled them and laughed until the tears ran down his cheeks.

For one of the things that Tros did was to moor the galley by the stern to the oak pile in mid-river, and to set those free and fearless horsemen rowing against that, with the paid seamen placed at intervals along the benches to set the pace and show them an example. And that, as Orwic swore, was no amusement for a British gentleman.

For a while they made sport of it, trying to break the warp or else the oaken pile, but all they succeeded in doing was to stir up Thames mud until the stink offended them, and to crack one another in the back with oar-ends until hot words led to fighting, and Tros had to get down among them with a mop to swab their indignant faces and get them all laughing again.

Conops services were lost then, when most needed. He was used to teaching men to row. He could have run along the plank beside the benches, singling out this man and that, showing exactly how to hold an oar and how to throw the head back when the blade struck water.

But word came up-river, brought by Hiram-bin-Ahabs second mate in a small boat, that Skell was growing restless and threatening to leave the Phoenicians ship unless something happened before nightfall. So Conops had to be sent back with him to manage Skell. Tross parting words were careful.

Understand me  he mustnt be tied. He mustnt think he is a prisoner, or he may see through the whole trick. Also, I want him alive and fit for treachery in Gaul. So, first, try lying to him. Say Hiram-bin-Ahab will come tomorrow, then the next day, and so on. When that fails, pick a quarrel with him.

He will call you a liar, no doubt. Be offended by that and lay him out with a belaying pin or with your knife-hilt. But mind, no overdoing it. A sore head may stir the venom in him, which I need. But a knife wound might let the impudence out, and he will need all his impudence this journey.

Conops winked his only eye, bowed with a movement like a curtsey until his weather-stained blue kirtle nearly touched the deck, holding his right hand up, palm outward, and departed overside. He would have gone to Gaul, to try and kidnap Caesar single-handed, if Tros had ordered it.

Thereafter, Tros was in a quandary, because the girls came down to the riverbank and crowded into boats, to laugh at the oarsmens antics and at the oar blades straddling this and that way like the legs of a drunken centipede.

They screamed idiotically when the galley lurched toward them, and asked, when it lurched away again, whether Tros had his crew chained by the foot, the way the Northmen chained slaves to the benches.

When Orwic leaned over the side to order them away in his haughtiest manner, they called him sailor-man Orwic and asked how much a basket were the fish.

So the first days practice at the oars broke up in rowdy repartee and ended by the girls all being chased home, screaming, Orwic vowing that women were the curse of the human race.

Thats one thing I concede the druids, he said scornfully. They are born of women, like the rest of us, but they know enough to keep away from them when they once take vows. What puzzles me is, why a man cant do that without pulling a long face and singing hymns at sunrise. I was through with women long ago. They spoil everything.

But Tros went straight to a woman, Fflur, by her fireside, where she knitted the first trousers of her youngest son and listened to the calf-love story of her eldest, who had seen a girl who suited him by Verulam, where Merlin son of Merlin keeps the mill. Aye, Mother, Merlins daughter.

When she had said her say concerning Merlins daughter  and there was much she said that was pointed, but without a barb, and much more that was understood she might have said, had it not been better that Caswallon should say that for her  she listened to Tros, seeming to listen with those gray eyes rather than with her ears, which were hidden under the gray-shot golden hair.

And that night Fflur gave a party to the women, at which no men were present, although the men made bonfires all around the house and caterwauled and burned a witch in effigy, pretending they thought the women were conspiring to sell Lunden to the Romans and submit themselves to Roman husbands. They even made a Roman out of a pigs bladder and some meal bags, and pushed it through the window on a stick.

But what happened at that party did not leak out, because Fflur knew how secrets are told in such a way that women keep them. The girls had a great air of importance when they let the men lead them home at last, but no amount of cajoling or teasing made them talk.

And next day, when most of his hundred  as Tros had expected they would  refused downrightly to return to rowing and be made ridiculous, the girls joined hands and danced around them, mocking them, singing a new song Fflur had set to an old tune. It was about the men of Lunden, who were such babies that they could only ride horseback and were afraid to hurt their lily-white hands by pulling at ash oars.

So the hundred went back to the rowing, because the girls declared they wouldnt kiss a man who hadnt blisters on his hands and couldnt make an ash oar keep time as it smote the water. In fact, there were more than a hundred who offered themselves in place of the mutineers, and several heads were broken as the original hundred defended their claim to be the first gentlemen rowers in all Britain, a kind of brand-new aristocracy with first claim on the admiration of the women.

Orwic had two girls in attendance on him when he sauntered back to duty. He contrived to look bored, but the appearance was unconvincing.


CHAPTER 22. Mutiny and Mal de Mer

Ye speak to me with deference, and in my presence ye behave with reverence for the Wisdom that I worship. But why do ye not slay me? I will tell you. Ye fear those underlings, for whom I insist on such small justice as your law permits. And they fear you. But I fear neither them, nor you, nor death.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THEN CAME, after a series of gales, one of those clear October nights when Britain is hushed, as if she heard the winter coming and were waiting in her bridal robes. The very animals were still. The river sucked by the wharf-piles with a hint of bell notes in the splash, and the stars shone as if wet with dew.

That was the night Tros started. He had sent Hiram-bin-Ahab downriver in the afternoon, the rowboat keeping close inshore to avoid the incoming tide. There were no farewell feasts or mead drinkings, because the old man protested he could not sit through another such ordeal.

Caswallon permitted him to vanish like a specter of the past, wrapped in his camel-hair shawls and seated in the stern of Fflurs swan-carved barge.

But twenty of the young girls kissed him first, lest Britain be disgraced, and hung three garlands around his neck, filling the boat so full of flowers that the rowers had hard work to take their seats.

And Tros would have no feasting because he wanted his crew sober. If they had sat down in Caswallons hall to meat and mead there would have been no hope of getting them on board before morning.

But he could not keep Fflur and Caswallon off the ship, and although Caswallon, at Tross request, gave out that the galley would leave on the following day, all Lunden was there, nevertheless, two hours after sunset, when the tide changed, and the girls so flocked around the ship in punts and rowboats that when Tros ordered the warp cast off and struck the first beat on the bull-hide drum to time the oarsmen, there were upsets, screams, girls in the river, and it needed Tross voice, roaring louder than the drum, to keep the oars at work.

Even so, as the tide took hold of the galley, she almost buried her beak in the mud below the pool.

But Caswallon had brought along three druids to forfend ill luck. There was mistletoe at the masthead. The moon was just exactly right, a crescent with the points so oriented as to gather fortune from the sky and pour it on the undertaking.

So nobody was drowned, as Orwic, leaning out from the fighting top at the masthead, where he was supposed to be conning the course, reported.

Orwic said he knew those reaches of the Thames. So Tros had sent him up there, chiefly to flatter him, but he sent a seaman up there too, and Caswallon made Orwic his admiral afterwards, he was so impressed by the way the ship was piloted in darkness.

They rowed downstream to drumbeat, towing Caswallons barge, filling the night with throbbing until the ducks awoke and stuttered into deeper reed beds, until the singing of the girls by Lunden Pool grew faint and died away in a murmur, until mud appeared, as the tide receded, and Tros held the galley in mid-river, not trusting even Orwics skilled assistant to know short cuts in the gloom.

And at last they saw a dim light in the marshes, which was Hiram-bin- Ahabs riding light, and there Fflur, Caswallon and the druids were put overside to wait for the tide to change again and bear them back, upstream, to Lunden Town.

But first Caswallon made a speech to the gentlemen adventurers who leaned on the white-ash oars to listen, each man with an imitation Roman helmet, sword and armor under his rowing bench. Sons of good British mothers! Let none return to Britain less a man than he set forth! Into Tross hands I have given you, charging him that he shall lead you nobly. Do ye obey him. Trust him. I hold him answerable. If he brings you back with honor, I will honor him; and I think he will lead you craftily to great deeds, the which I would that I might share in.

But I am the king, whose foot should not leave Britain, save in extremity. Smite, each of you, a blow for me! For lo! I am a king who strikes at Caesar with a hundred sword hands, with the cunning of a hundred brains. So be ye valiant!

They did not cheer, lest Skell should hear them on the old Phoenicians ship. Caswallon, Fflur and the druids went overside into the lapping darkness and were rowed into the reeds to await the coming tide.

Then Tros called to Orwic to light a masthead flare, and when that had burned for the space of a hundred heart-beats the pitch-dipped branch was cast into the river like a plunging meteor and Tros set the drumbeat going, low, slow, regular, muting the drum with his knee, lest Skell should catch the rhythm and add two and two together later on.

Then, when they had cleared the mouth of Medway and at dawn the river broadened out of view on either hand, he set the drum to thundering and made the oarsmen grunt and sweat until they felt the long swell under them and, as the tide was near the slack, an off-shore breeze awoke.

This Lud of Lunden is a god with brains, Tros shouted then. Tide he gives us, and then a wind exactly in the quarter whence we need it!

He laughed when the hirelings manned the halyards and the wind filled the bellying sail, for he had those young cockerels at his mercy now. Soon he could hear Orwics groan and vomit from the fighting top, for the tide had turned against the wind.

There was a lively motion in the dark, uplifting rollers and a drift of white scud splashing through the oar-ports. Now was not much need to bid the rowing cease; good half the oars were idle before the order came.

And as Tros leaned on the helm to make the utmost of the wind to gain an offing before he should turn, with tide abeam, southward along the coast of Kent, he chuckled  first at the silence in the ships waist, then at the noise of resurrected mead and venison that gurgled overside or in between the benches, anywhere at all!

The twenty sea-wise hirelings, who had fought him all the way from Gaul to Lunden not so long ago, gave him no trouble at all on this adventure, since he had them too, at disadvantage.

As surely as they were none too many to man the sheets and braces, they were all too few to offer disobedience, with a hundred of Caswallons blooded cockerels, seasick though those were, at hand to put them in their place. The scorn was mutual and thorough.

The more sick the aristocracy became, the less they admired such human cattle as could thrive in a box on a heaving sea and, by the same compelling instinct, the less pleased it made them to be patronized.

One seaman, who dared to grin between decks when sent below to wedge a shifting water cask in place, was almost killed, which set Tros thinking.

He put a seaman at the helm and went below, discovering more than twenty oarsmen who were only sick enough to feel ill-tempered, chilly and ashamed. He gathered them in the ships waist, abaft the citadel.

Choose, he ordered gruffly. Take mops and clean up all that mess of vomiting, or stand a watch on deck and let the seamen swab.

They chose the deck, and Tros, in no hurry at all, since he must let the Phoenician overtake him after the next tide, spilled the wind out of the sail repeatedly until they learned the use of brace and sheet. There being no such cure for seasickness as work aboard a plunging ship, he quartered the sea in every possible direction to keep them busy at the ropes and to accustom them to every kind of belly-empty motion, until they grew new sea legs under them and were aware of appetite.

When they had eaten of the sacked dry venison and bread, such sleepiness came over them as only sea produces, sleepiness of bone and brain and muscle, eyes, skin, all the senses, until an oak deck felt like a feather bed and any kind of wind-break was a haven of dreamless bliss.

So he let them sleep wherever they lay down to it, and the seamen stood watch and watch that night, but later, when the storm came, Tros had a score of proud men he could call on, half of them in either watch, not expert, but enthusiastic. Thus he was able to rest ten tired-out real seamen at a time.

And that worked wonders. For the aristocracy discovered they were not so far behind the seamen after all, stronger than they when their muscle counted, lacking only knowledge of what to do, and how to do it with the least exertion.

That led to rivalry, even to blows, until Orwic, green-cheeked, swaying and self-conscious, crawled down from the fighting top at last, compelled himself to eat, and took charge of his friends.

Then Tros rearranged the watches, keeping gentlemen and seamen to themselves, and matched one against the other. By the afternoon of the first day out the men who had lain groaning in the scuppers began appearing one by one on deck, and some of them added themselves to Orwics watch, getting in one anothers way, but learning rapidly.

So all went increasingly well until Tros hove the ship to in fine weather, the second day out from Lunden, with the Kentish cliffs in sight on one hand and the cliffs of Gaul just visible through a haze to southward.

Being hove to was another kind of motion. There were prompt defections from the ranks of Orwics men. But Tros was more concerned about the blue haze masking the cliffs of Gaul and a change of weather in the northwest where a bank of gray cold-looking clouds looked full of wind.

Watching that cloudbank and the line of white across the sea beneath it, his eye detected two specks that he liked still less, for they followed a third, which was certainly the three-reefed mainsail of Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship. He knew that Phoenician curved spar as he knew the cliffs of Samothrace, and, though he had only seen the spar and lug-sail of a Northman once, he did not need Orwics voice from the fighting top to warn him that Hiram-bin-Ahab was running from a pair of North Sea pirates.

The Britons began roaring for a battle on the deep, and even the seasick oarsmen crawled on deck, recovering their strength from sheer excitement, some of them demanding food, that they might gain strength for the fighting. But Tros stood scratching at his beard, perplexed.

The gods  and he was a whole-souled pantheist, who saw the hand of one god or another in every splash of spray and change of circumstances  were staging a conundrum for him that demanded wit.

He felt reasonably sure he could beat those Northmen off, for he knew his Britons and the dreadful havoc he could wreak with six great arrow-engines. Too, if he could trust his oarsmen, by a deft maneuver he might wreck one Northman, catching her in a following sea  it was boiling white now under the racing clouds, and the following sea would swamp her as her slim bows crumpled on the galleys oak-and-iron ram. That would leave but one Northman to deal with, and six arrow-engines for the work: one slim-waisted longship, that had run too long before the rising sea to dare to turn about.

He smiled at the nerve of the old Phoenician, who had dared to reef down snugly even though the Northmen gained on him and he had no fighting crew. He supposed old Hiram-bin-Ahab had counted on the sight of a Roman bireme to send the pirates scurrying for shelter, calculating speed and distance with the accuracy that a man learns in fifty years at sea.

But what if the Northmen did not know the biremes possibilities? Had Rome ever sent a ship up their way? They might mistake her for some freakish foreign thing hove to and helpless, as she surely would be presently, unless he should go about in time. The storm would burst on him as the galley lay a- rolling with her yard braced nearly fore and aft.

Tros felt at the helm, watching all three ships, and there was hardly a mile between them, or more than three miles between them and himself. The Northmen seemed not far behind the old Phoenician in seamanship.

If he should fail to put the galley about before the thundering northwester hurled high seas on him  and it would be too late then  they would simply storm along past him and pursue the old Phoenician until they could close with him at their own discretion, perhaps in the lee of Vectis or wherever the wind and sea should offer opportunity.

But if he should go about in time, ahead of that tumbling sea, and run, he was afraid the Northmen might think he ran from them, and that involved a second problem: that his own Britons might believe the same thing and be mutinous.

Then, though he had improved her, the galley still steered like a house when a following sea lumped under her high stern. There was the risk, amounting almost to a certainty, that a high sea under that stern would break away the wicker false end he had erected at such pains to increase the ships apparent size.

However, he went about, and squared away under a three-reefed mainsail before the storm struck him, boiling along beam to beam with Hiram-bin-Ahab three-quarters of a mile to starboard and one of the Northmen half a mile astern. The other lurched and pitched off the Phoenicians quarter like a lean wolf keeping a stag in view.

Then Tros began to curse the day when Romans ever left dry land and built themselves floating islands that they fondly thought were ships. Hiram-bin- Ahabs sweet-lined little merchant-ship, with her great eye painted in the bow, deep-laden though she was, sailed faster than he could follow without spreading more sail than he dared.

The Northmen raced along like hungry fish, their beautifully molded bows preventing them from plunging. It was going to be a hopeless stern chase, with all the ever-widening channel in which to scatter, and small hope of coming to the Phoenicians aid in time.

Tros made up his mind swiftly when he realized that, for the waves were thundering under his stern and loosening the wicker dummy work with every plunge. Already the cloth covering was washed away and there was nothing to be gained by maneuvering to save what seemed already doomed.

He changed his helm and ordered two reefs shaken out, turning the reeling galleys broadside almost square to the waves, and bore down on the nearest Northman.

It was then that he cursed himself for letting Conops go to the Phoenician. There was no one he could trust to rush below and make sure of the closing of the oar-ports; no one to stand below the poop and enforce his orders on the instant that he roared them; no one to see that the arrow baskets did not lurch overside while the Britons wrestled with one another for the right to serve the engines; no one to see that the gut was sheltered from the spray.

Some fool loosed the dolphin from its lashings and the great iron horror began swinging from the yardarm like Fates pendulum, threatening to chafe its halyard and go crashing through the deck, striking the shrouds when the ship lurched, swinging the yard and spilling wind out of the sail.

Nor had he a seaman fit to send aloft to throw a rope around the thing and make it fast. He had to let the helm go then. He gave it to Orwic, jumped to the main deck and up on to the citadel. Thence he sprang into the shrouds with drawn sword, slashing at the halyard as it swung, and the dolphin grazed the ships side as it plunged through the crest of a wave, forever harmless.

Orwic, laughing happily when Tros took the helm again, cuffed another Briton away from one of the poop arrow-engines. He had feared he might miss something by having to stand there hauling at a steering oar, and in another minute he would have let the helm go anyhow.

The heads of the Northmen showed plainly now between the shields erected all along the longships bulwark. Orwic began laying arrows in the grooves, while half a dozen young enthusiasts got in one anothers way to turn the crank and strain the bows taut.

But it was the bow engines that fired first, ignoring the galleys roll and shoulder plunge, that were increased by the weight of the fighting top, where no man could have clung and kept his senses.

One volley of arrows plunked into the sea like a flight of hurrying fish, three waves away. The other went rocketing so high over the Northmens mast that the pirates did not even guess of its existence.

What the Northmen did see was a row of tousled heads along the galleys bulwark, and a galley plunging down on them under a weight of sail that looked like carrying the mast away and bore her down until the keel showed in the trough between two waves.

They could see the boiling ram, and they were smart of helm enough to miss that easily. But they could not see much, in the way of men or weapons, that alarmed them, until Orwic, steadying himself with a foot against the poop rail, loosed his trial shot exactly at the moment when the galleys stern paused swaying on a wave. It was the sway that did the spreading. It was luck, or Lud of Lunden, maybe, that sent twelve arrows screaming straight into the gaps between the Northmens shields.

The Northmen did not wait for any more of that.

Their helm went over instantly. A big man, whose long, fair hair streamed out from under a peaked helmet, shook his fist as the crew hauled on the braces and the longship changed her course toward the coast of Britain.

Tross cockerels sent flight after flight of arrows after her, and one chance volley of a dozen plunked through the crimson sail, but most of them went wide by half a dozen ships lengths, and there was no hope of pursuit.

But the other Northman, who had been edging his way gradually closer to Hiram-bin-Ahabs flank, turned tail too, because Northmen were easily scared when they did not understand just what was happening, and both longships shook down a reef in a hurry to reach shelter under the cliffs of Kent. So Tros, too, changed his helm, to follow the Phoenician, hoping the Northmen would suppose he had chased them from their quarry in order to capture it himself.

But the instant he changed his course he had to deal with mutiny. The Britons, Orwic leading, swore they would not sail another yard with him unless he should follow the Northmen and force them to give battle.

They called him coward, traitor, a purse-loving Samothracian. They struck the helm away from him and tried to sail the galley for themselves, laying her over until even Tros cried out in terror and half of the water casks broke adrift below, thundering and crashing as if the ship were falling apart.

But the sail did not split, because Tros had jumped to the deck and let the sheets go. So when they all discovered they were helpless  and that was only after they had tried to row with heavy water squirting through the oar-ports and a dozen or more knocked senseless as the oar-ends caught them in the jaw  they let Tros take the helm again, threatening to hang him where the dolphin used to swing unless he should pursue the Northmen.

Then hang me and have done with it! Tros answered.

He laughed at them. At which they also laughed, because they understood that he had them at his mercy just then. What should happen later was another matter!

The sail thundered and snapped in the wind and none had a notion how to get it sheeted down again, while the galley rolled and every third or fourth wave swept her from stem to stern.

It was more than Tros knew how to do, although he did have twenty men who could go aloft and lay their bellies on the spar, once he could get that braced and steady, but in some way he had to save that sail. So he sent the twenty men aloft to tie a stout line to its corner and then to cut it loose to blow downwind. When it had flopped into the sea he towed it, to help keep his stern to the waves, wondering what Conops might be thinking, for he knew Conops had missed none of that performance. Conops would be watching with one eye as good as half a dozen from the old Phoenicians poop.

The Britons grew seasick again, the excitement having died. There were some who said the expedition was a failure; they demanded that Tros should put back to Lunden as soon as the storm might permit.

Where the women will laugh at you, and I will bid them laugh, whether you hang me for it or not, Tros answered.

He had only one dread now. The galley would survive the storm, but Hiram- bin-Ahab might run out of his bargain. The Phoenicians ship was out of sight, hidden by spume and rain that made a howling twilight of high noon.

A sudden shift of wind made even the direction doubtful, since without a glimpse of sun or coastline, tide across the current and the wind kicking both into a three-way mess of wallowing confusion, there was nothing to set a course by. At dawn old Hiram-bin-Ahab might be a hundred miles ahead.

Tros laughed at himself bitterly. His whole ingenious plan had gone downwind, and, what was nearly as bad, he had lost his good man Conops. He would not have willingly exchanged him for all the Britons, Orwic included. He knew Conops could take care of himself; but he laughed again, and not so bitterly, to think of Skells predicament, without friends in some foreign port, and with plenty of press gangs on the prowl for a likely oarsman.

There was no one to consult with. Orwic was indignant because he had refused to chase the Northmen.

Who will be burning Hythe or Pevensey tomorrow as surely as weve lost the way! he yelled against the wind when Tros said something flattering about his marksmanship with the arrow-engine.

Nothing after that to do but pace the poop and watch the sea. Orwic went below. Even the seaman, who relieved Tros at the helm so that he might sleep in snatches, was impudent and made a suggestive motion of finger to throat, prophetic of what might happen when Orwic had done talking to the crew.

However, they were still afloat and likely to survive the storm. The wickerwork structures built at bow and stern were almost undamaged. The pitched cloth covering was gone, but the marvelously twisted basketwork had offered no resistance to the waves, which washed through the interstices, even breaking their force without being torn loose, and keeping many a wave from bursting on the deck.

Tros fell asleep considering that contraption, dreaming of the sweet ship he would some day build  he had her half-designed already in his head  and calculating on a basketwork construction all around her above the waterline, perhaps covered with well-pitched sail-cloth, wondering whether that might not serve better than the metal plates he had always had in mind. He could see the possibilities.

He set himself to try to dream of something better than the sailcloth for a covering, and dreamed, instead, of deep-sea monsters that came overside and threatened him with death.

When he awoke, both his own long sword and the shorter Roman one were gone. He was not tied, but Orwic and a dozen other Britons were on the poop, eyeing him with guarded curiosity. They were leaning against the poop rail, an obvious committee of mutineers.

It lacked an hour of sundown, and the storm had died, but a tremendous swell was running. The sun was an angry red ball above a welter of gray water, and the coast of Gaul was like a pencil line behind a curtain of haze on the left hand. The twenty seamen were all clustered in the bow, as panicky as sheep that smell wolf.

We propose to go home, Orwic announced drily, definitely.

Very well, Tros answered, standing up, arms akimbo, facing them. Set me ashore on the coast of Gaul.

But Orwic laughed.

You take us home, he answered.

Tros studied the drift awhile, for there was hardly any wind, although the waves were running too high for that crew of horsemen to manage the oars. It was difficult to judge direction in the gray haze, but at the end of a minute he was nearly sure he could hear surf pounding on a beach.

Let us see whither we go, he answered, facing them again.

Home! repeated Orwic, gesturing rather vaguely to the northward.

But Tros realized that Orwic was ashamed beneath that air of well-bred calm, and that, though he spoke for the committee, he was not its instigator. He had seen a many deep-sea mutinies. He made a gesture to his sword-belt, saying nothing. Orwic actually blushed, which made him look ridiculous, with his hair all blown and tousled and a two days growth of yellow beard.

Give me my sword and I will fight the lot of you, said Tros, turning his back again.

He put both hands behind him, listening. He was sure now he could hear surf pounding on a beach, equally sure that it didnt much matter what happened unless he could control the crew. The mutineers consulted in whispers, which is no way to conduct a mutiny. Out of the corner of his eye Tros could see all the rest of the men clustered around the citadel, most of them chin on knee, squatting on the deck, watching the outcome. And that is not the spirit in which mutinies succeed. It was too bad to have to make a fool of Orwic, but even nephews of Caswallons have to learn.

Tros leaned overside and noticed that the basketwork was still in place. He was careful to display his interest in that, watching the suck and movement of it as the galley rolled and the sea swirled in and out through the interstices, as if the mutiny were unimportant.

We will give you your sword if you will agree to take us home, said Orwic.

No! Tros answered, facing them again. If I have my sword I will be captain, and you will obey me. Without my sword I am not captain.

Then you must obey us, said Orwic.

No, Tros answered. I gave no undertaking to obey you.

But you shall! said Orwic.

Tros laughed, for he saw the boy was desperate  between the devil and the deep sea  obliged either to take command of a ship he could not handle or to yield and lose prestige with his own people. There was only one thing that a man of Orwics breeding could do in that predicament.

You shall give the undertaking now, he said grimly. But he could not challenge an unarmed man to fight. Give Tros his sword! he added, snapping out the four words to a man beside him.

He was pale now, almost gray-white. He could fight on horseback, but he had never tackled a trained swordsman on a swaying deck, and it was growing dark. The suns red rim was disappearing in a smear of angry haze.

They brought Tross sword out of the cabin, and Orwic gave it to him, stepping back at once and stripping his own breast bare. For it was against a Britons code of honor to fight hand to hand unless the opponent could see the naked skin over throat and heart.

Tros threw his own cloak off and unbuckled the heavy Roman breast-plate, letting it fall with a clank on deck. Then he tore his shirt to lay bare the huge, hairy breast beneath it, and kicked off his high-laced Roman sandals, for he knew how slippery a swaying deck could be.

He was glad then that the sun went down, being minded to spare Orwic what distress he could. He liked him, liked him well enough to take a chance.

Clear the poop! he snarled, drawing the long blade.

He took three steps forward, straight at the committee, who were leaning with their backs against the rail. They had to go or else resist him. Orwic said nothing, so they went, one by one, down the ladder. All the other Britons swarmed up on the midship citadel to watch. But even as they were swaying shadows in the gloom, so were Tros and Orwic no more than dim specters. Nobody could see much. There was a catching of deep breaths, no shouting, no other sound than the creaking of cordage and the splosh of the waves against the rolling galleys bilge.

Are you ready? asked Tros.

Orwic came at him with a leap, whirling a long sword that made the darkness whistle. Tros met him point first, meaning to stand his ground, but the sparks flew and the blows rained on his blade with a din like a blacksmiths anvil and two hammers going.

He had to sidestep and let Orwic flounder away to leeward down the slippery deck, where he could have skewered him as easily against the poop rail as a butcher sticks a sheep. There was a gasp from the midship citadel, followed by a dozen shouts to Orwic to use the point and not the edge, then silence, broken by a cry from the night and the waves:

Master! Oh, Master!

The words were Greek. They sounded to the Britons like the voice of a spirit howling in a wilderness of dark sea. Tros heard them draw their breaths, could almost feel them shudder. He knew the voice, and his heart leaped as he laughed. The old Phoenician had kept faith! Conops! But he had to keep his eyes on Orwic, who was crouching in shadow, watching his chance to spring.

The voice cried again as Orwic drove with the point at Tross throat, slipping on the wet deck as he lunged. Tros caught the point under his own hilt, jerking with a sudden movement of the wrist that snapped the Britons blade. Then, swift as a loosed bowstring, before Orwic could recover he struck upward at the Britons hilt. The broken sword spun overside, humming, and Tross point touched the naked skin of Orwics throat.

Now cry Enough! Say it! Speak! Tros ordered.

Kill! said Orwic, swallowing and breathing through his nose. He even pressed his throat against the point until Tros lowered it.

Will you have another sword? asked Tros, and fight me till I slay you? Or will you cry Enough! and take my hand? It seems to me no shame that you should yield. Caswallon gave a hundred of you into my hands

Master! Oh, Master! cried a hollow voice across the waves. This time the words were in Gaulish, as if Conops had despaired of his native Greek.

Lo, the sea answers for me, laughed Orwic. Did you offer your right hand?

Tros passed his sword into his left, and waited. Orwic stepped closer, and Tros hugged him as a father hugs his son, though he was barely four years older than the Briton. It is experience that makes age.

Then suddenly out of darkness Conops climbed the ships side, springing for the poop, crying:

Master! Get the anchor down! Rocks! Youre drifting on rocks!

The Britons all surged aft off the citadel to find out what was happening, but Tros drew his sword again at the head of the poop-ladder.

Back! he thundered. Every mothers son! Ill brain the first who disobeys me! To your oars! Out oars!

There was no chance that they could row. He gave them something to divert attention. He could hear the sea a-wash among half-hidden rocks. The pounding of waves on a beach had swelled into one continued roar.

To the oars and save the ship! he shouted, pounding the sodden drum.

As they fell back, doubting whether to obey him, Conops went scampering between them through the gloom toward the ships bow. In another second there were thumps and protests as his knife-hilt struck the ribs of seamen, then the splash of the anchor and the hum of a hawser reeling overside.

She holds! he roared between his hands a moment later, then charged back to the poop.

Where is Hiram-bin-Ahab? Tros asked him.

A scant mile away, sir, anchored in a cove to leeward of the rocks you came near splitting on! Conops glanced about him, baring his teeth at Orwic. Any fighting before we work her out of here? Shes riding in twice her depth within a ships length of the reef. Wed better move.

But Tros could trust that hawser and knew, too, what a frenzied panic the Britons would make of oar work unless he should wait for the sea to die down a bit. There was no top on the sea, but it rolled along, high backed and heavy ahead of the tide.

Get into your boat and get the sail first, if theres any of it left! he answered. Then, standing by the poop-ladder: Man the benches!

Half of the crew was still doubting whether to obey him. What does she look like? he asked, turning his back to the crew to give them a chance to obey him without feeling they were being driven.

Fine in the dark, said Conops. She looks twice her size. I didnt know the cloth was all ripped off the wickerwork until I lay alongside in the boat. If we show up off Caritia Sands at dusk, the Romansll never doubt us.

He went overside with three of the British seamen and spent half an hour disentangling the sail to spill the water out of it before he shouted: All clear!

Then Tros stood over the rest of the twenty and made them haul the sail on deck. Meanwhile, the mist had shifted, gathering itself into a dense bank and following the tide. He could see the reef now and the white line of breakers on the beach beyond it.

Lud of Lunden Town! he muttered. Britons, not being sailors, havent yet spent their sea-luck!

He shivered. The reef was almost near enough to spit on. Out oars! he shouted, and this time they obeyed him. Conops ran to the bow to use his knife-hilt on the seamens ribs again, forcing them to man the hawser and haul in the slack. Tros pounded slowly on the sodden bull-skin drum, ready to roar to Conops to let go if the rowers should come to grief and lose the steering way.

The oars dipped deep when the galley rolled and scudded on the wave tops when she hove her side skyward, but the anchor came home foot by foot, and Conops let it swing until there was half a mile between them and the reef.

Then, after taking a sounding or two, he let it go and they rolled to it in safety until dawn, with Hiram-bin-Ahabs small boat dancing astern at a long painters end.

The two men who had come with Conops were a godsend then, for there was the sail to bend on and they had it done before the light wind came that blew away the mist banks and showed Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship rolling easily at anchor, like a living thing that laughed. The great eyes painted on her bow  so that she might see the way home  seemed to wink when the waves half covered them.

And Skell? asked Tros, when Conops came up to the poop for a moments rest.

First, when the Northmen hove in sight off Thames-mouth, Skell swore he knew them and could make terms, said Conops. He proposed to show the Northmen the way to Lunden, saying Northmen would not harm a merchant ship but would be generous in return for such aid as that. He said the Northmens harvest must have failed and they were coming to seize foothold in Britain.

But Hiram-bin-Ahab agreed with me there would be a storm before long, and he determined to save Lunden from those pirates if it might be done. So, being sure he had the faster ship, he shortened sail a bit to let them come within arrow range. Then he fired a volley at the nearest one, and shook out reefs, and ran, they giving chase since he had forfeited his rights.

So he decoyed them until the storm broke and, what with wind and tide, it was too late for them to turn into the river-mouth for shelter. Hey! But he knows how to handle his crew, that old Phoenician! And he handles a ship as if she were a kings mistress!

When he changed the helm a bit, so that the sea took us under the quarter, Skell was seasick, and riding at anchor hasnt helped him to recover. When I came away he was lying like a dead man on a coil of rope on top of the cargo.

Is he hurt? You havent

No, sir. He did call me a liar, as you said he might perhaps. He spoke truth: I changed the lie so often, that he could not do less than turn on me at last.

No, sir, not the blade, although he tried to use his; no, sir, I didnt tie him; he didnt need it. Those heavy men fall hard. Theres a world of chin sticks out under that red beard of his. For a minute or two I feared Id broken it adrift, and he carries a lump there now as big as a Joppa orange, but the bones in one piece.

What troubles him most is his belly. He vomits more than youd believe a man could hold. Now he thinks hes dead, and now he fears he isnt, but hell be fit enough for mischief when you land him.

Good, said Tros. Get back to the Phoenician and tell him, if we both live and ever meet again, theres nothing he maynt ask of me and see it done! Then come and tell me what this galley looks like from a distance. Try to imagine yourself a Roman in Caritia at dusk.

If we show up at dusk, well have another good excuse for not putting in  shoals, tide, wind. But I want to know whether that basketwork looks like the real thing from a mile or two away. If it does, tell Hiram-bin-Ahab to sail the minute theres a fair wind for Caritia, but make sure he understands were to turn up there at dusk. Wait! Has Skell seen this galley yet?

No, sir. Hes lain below ever since seasickness took him.

Tell Hiram-bin-Ahab to use every ruse he can think of to make Skell sure this is a Roman galley straight from Ostia. Let him begin talking smallpox now. Let him ask Skell whether he knows a remedy against it.


CHAPTER 23. Tros Makes a Promise

Have I spoken of your folly? Aye, times out of number. But ye are wizards, ye are paragons of judgment and wisdom compared to the braggart who pretendeth to wisdom that he hath not. Again, and again, and again I have said: if brawl ye must, because of follies ye have not outgrown, then brawl like men. I brawl not, because I hate not. Ye who hate, shall ye avoid the pains of hatred by pretending to a virtue that ye have not? It is better, I say, to die in battle than to do lip-service to the Wisdom whose outer threshold ye have not the strength of character to cross.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



ALL that day and most of the night following, they lay at anchor while Conops spread pitch liberally on the bows and stern and Tros coaxed his Britons back into a friendly frame of mind. First he had to reestablish Orwic in their estimation. Orwic had plainly mishandled the mutiny, and some of them were disposed to think he had deliberately lost that hand-to-hand fight in the dark.

So he began by asking whether they thought they had a better man than Orwic. He offered to fight any ten of their own choosing, two at a time, which was sheer guile, because he knew their code of honor did not permit of two men fighting one. They catcalled at him from the benches, but none offered to match swords, and they listened when he uttered his great rolling laugh and spoke his mind.

Orwic is blood of your blood. I am not. He had to listen to you, because you are all his equals more or less. But not I. I am the master of this ship. Who gainsays that?

There was no answer until after a long pause; Tros was not avoiding issues, he was forcing one.

A bow oarsman shouted the word coward at him.

Since when? Tros asked, and waited.

But that man did not answer. It was another who shouted: You ran from two Northmens ships!

As I have eyes, it was the Northmen ran, Tros answered.

As I have eyes, it was Orwics work that put them both to flight! As I am a sailor and ye are horsemen, it was impossible to follow. But for my hand at the helm, ye would all be among the fish this minute, belly upward, with the sea-birds pecking at your dead eyes!

This minute the Northmen are burning our villages! another voice retorted, and at that there was a murmur of assent.

A heavy man with brown hair down to his shoulders, who pulled the stroke oar on the port side, shouted: Sail in search of the Northmen now, and we will catch them at Hythe or Pevensey.

Since when have ye so loved the men of Hythe? Tros answered. I was there when Caswallon came to summon them to join him against Caesar, but not a man from Hythe would go. They said they would hold Hythe, and no more. If they were so sure they could hold it then against the Romans who had beaten such gallant lads as you are, cant they hold it now against mere North Sea rovers? What are two ships when Caesar had more than a hundred ships full of well-armed Roman infantry?

He had struck the right note, and he knew it. There was no love lost between Lunden and Hythe and Pevensey since the men of Lunden and a handful from eastern Kent had to stand off Caesars legions without assistance.

Now listen to me! he thundered. His hairy breast was naked, which was intimation that he stood there ready to fight whoever challenged him.

Caswallon gave you into my charge, holding me answerable, bidding you obey me and be valiant. I will neither flinch nor turn aside. Ye shall obey me, or I will fight you one by one! It is not Hythe ye love, or Pevensey. It is your own town and the honor of your women and the fun of burning the Northmens ships behind them.

There was a cheer, but he raised his hand for silence.

And now ye help me rescue my father, in which there shall be no fighting if I can help it, since he loves fighting no more than the druids do. But does any man accuse me of not paying what I owe? Has my word ever failed you? I think not. Then hear ye this.

He paused dramatically, but the histrionics were a ruse. He was scanning faces, making sure that the moment was ripe for the master argument.

Ye shall obey me first, and I will do my business. Then ye shall have your bellyful of Northmen, for I will lead you on such a raid as ye have never imagined. No matter whether we catch those two ships, or whether they escape us, or whether they have wrecked themselves along the coast, or whether the men of Hythe have slain them all. I will take this ship, or another, and as many of you as dare come with me, and we will raid the Northmen in their own roosts in midwinter when they least expect us. We will let them feel for a change what burned homes mean! Now  ?

He had them. They roared him an ovation, knowing he did what he said he would do. None doubted that promise, except Tros, who made it; it was far too prophetic for him to believe; but it served a purpose. They wanted to get the oars out then and hurry through the business of catching Caesar, who was unimportant in their minds compared to the hereditary enemies who had ravaged their coasts and villages since, according to legend, Britain first rose from the sea.

The Roman was an incident. Northmen were a habit, like wolf hunting and marrying and feasting. Besides, the Northmen fought according to accepted and unwritten rules, which made a sport of it, whereas Caesar was no gentleman; he fought in armor, and used cosmetics, and wore skirts, and  from what they had heard of him  couldnt even carry liquor handsomely.

There was no more trouble after that, not even need for Conops to keep watch while Tros slept. Tros forbade it, rather than let the Britons think he doubted them. And, two hours after midnight, came the favoring wind, a light air that hardly filled the sail, so that they had to row to keep Hiram-bin- Ahabs curved spar in sight, that could ghost along two ships lengths to their one.

The wind failed by morning, but they were out in mid-channel then, so that it was an easy matter to time their arrival off Caritia, dawdling along as if they had picked up the Phoenician at sea and were adjusting their speed to his. Hiram-bin-Ahab kept a good three miles away. There was no risk of Skell detecting anything wrong.

Three miles to the windward of Caritia sands Tros backed the oars and dropped anchor, hoisting, as agreed, a white cloth signal at the yardarm, which meant that the Phoenician should proceed.

Hiram-bin-Ahab had all the necessary documents. Tross fathers chance depended solely now on whether the Phoenician should act his part artfully or make some unforeseen mistake.

Tros had a strange, impersonal respect for his old father mixed of many contradictions. As a seaman, who understood strange seas better than most priests know human nature, he almost worshiped him. As an obedient emissary of the Hierophants of Samothrace, he thought him an impractical old visionary.

In theory Tros was willing to admire the mystery-teaching of non- resistance and no vengeance. But in practice he had hung back from initiation beyond the novices degree  which imposed few obligations  and he forever chafed at his fathers prohibitions against taking life. Besides, he knew that his father had been a storming swordsman in his youth.

Conops, he said, watching the Phoenicians ship through a light mist that dimmed its outline, that old mariner knows his own mind. He keeps a promise, Romans or no Romans. You know yours. You are a faithful man. I know mine. I will snatch my father out of Caesars hands by any means. But who shall know my fathers mind? I think he may blame us all because our method is unethical, as if ethics could influence Caesar.

Conops was not quite sure what ethics were, but he knew Tross father, having sailed under him since Tros and he were old enough to learn to splice ropes.

Master, a Prince of Samothrace must be a dreadful thing to be, he answered. He is not meek, for you and I have quailed under his wrath when we displeased him. So it is not that he does not feel anger or suffer when Caesar orders the crew beaten to death before his eyes.

Hey! What a crew that was! Will we ever find such another? No drink; no women in the ports; no knifing, no neglect, never an order disobeyed. And seamanly! Hey! Master!

And yet your father, who had trained them, saw them flogged, saw them flogged to death  hey-yeh-tstchah! And do you suppose, if we gave him a knife, and showed him Caesar, he would kill?

Not he, Tros answered. But, as I said, I know my own mind. I am not one to balk at killing in extremity. Mind you, I said in extremity. I will have no brawling. I have a father, and I choose to rescue him, whether he approves my way or not.

It was very nearly sundown. The Phoenicians sail was a splurge of red on golden water, blurred a trifle by a mauve mist. The galley rolled gently on the swell and all the Britons were leaning overside, their helmets tilted back as they had seen the Roman legionaries wear them.

But there was very little to be seen except shed roofs ashore, the lines of Caesars tent tops and the masts of fifty or sixty ships that lay hauled out on balks of timber under the protection of the camp earthwork.

The town itself, such as it was  shops, booths, drinking-dens, and brothels  was invisible beyond the camp. Caesar kept the front door clean.

You see, said Tros, watching Hiram-bin-Ahabs slow, cautious dip and drift toward the port, in a sense I am the cause of my fathers difficulty. He married, and as long as my mother lived he was not eligible for the higher offices. So they sent him to sea as Legate of the Mysteries. My mother died, but she died giving birth to me.

So there he was with a son; whereas, if I had not been born, they would have ceased to reckon him a married man and he might have stayed ashore in Samothrace to attain who knows what eminence in the Inner Shrine. Therefore, but for me, he should never have been Caesars prisoner. And that, since it makes me responsible, confers on me the right to rescue him.

Aye, and in your own way, Conops answered. He would have agreed with Tros if he had said that the world was round and not flat. Zeus! But I would like to burn that camp! Look, Master. If the wind blew from the westward, and a man should creep

Silence. Then a murmur all along the ship-side. A liburnian, low in the water and rowed at high speed by a dozen oars, put out from the harbor-mouth and headed straight for Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship. Before the Phoenician could back his sail, the sun went down, leaving the galley no more than a creaking black shadow, invisible from shore. Tros ordered lights out; for he did not want that liburnian to come and hail him.

To the benches! Out oars!

He sent Conops to the masthead. Then, muffling the drum, he moved the galley slowly to a new position about three miles to the westward, and waited again, the men resting on the oars. It was a long time before his ears caught the sound of a splash and the creak of cordage.

Who comes? he demanded.

Both! Conops leaned from the masthead, trying to make himself heard without shouting. Hiram-bin-Ahab and the liburnian!

Man that arrow-engine, Orwic!

Followed a clicking and squeak as Orwic wound the crank  the rattle of arrows laid in the grooves in a hurry. Then, dimly, Hiram-bin-Ahabs spar loomed out of the dark and a hail came over the water from the liburnian, invisible astern of the Phoenician.

Oh, Poseidonius!

Tros prayed to the gods for a Roman accent. A hoarse voice was his best subterfuge, and his heart in his throat rendered that trick simple. But he waited for the man in the liburnian to repeat the hail; and then, when it came, he almost laughed aloud.

The man was no Roman. By his accent he was from Macedonia or Thrace, one of those adventurers who sold their swords to Rome and often rendered much more faithful service than the Romans did. Tros could talk Latin twice as well!

Keep away! he roared. Smallpox! Half the crew sickening! Theyll try to jump aboard you if you come close!

The liburnian backed away. He could hear the hurried oars splash. Then Hiram-bin-Ahabs voice, between coughs, croaking from the poop. Tros could not hear what he said. Then Skell, unmistakable, from the liburnian, in Gaulish, abusing the Phoenician in a voice weak from exhaustion. It appeared he had left money on the ship, and wanted it.

Tros bellowed through cupped hands, omitting verbs because of distance, trusting to the hollow sound to hide discrepancies of accent. The rowers in the liburnian might be Romans, although they probably were not.

Despatch  Roman Senate  for Caesar! Tomorrow  or next day! Fair wind  tide

Have you food and water? he in the liburnian called back.

Yes, for a few days.

Keep away then! Anchor outside! Send in your despatch by the Phoenician. If you want stores, they can be put aboard his ship for you.

All right, Tros answered. Then, as he heard the liburnians oars go thumping off into the darkness: Now, you friends of the god of pestilence! Let Caesar only be afraid of catching your complaint from Skell, and I think we have him! Row!

He beat the drum unmuffled, rolling out the strokes triumphantly, setting a course westward along the coast for the Phoenician to follow. Neither ship showed any lights, so there was no chance of the troops in Caritia knowing which way they had gone.

And because it seemed the gods were blessing the adventure, a light wind blew and wafted them along the coast of Gaul until Hiram-bin-Ahab changed his helm and led the way into a cove he knew. And there they anchored, side by side, a little before dawn. Tros did not dare to leave his Britons so he sent a boat for Hiram-bin-Ahab, who came and sat beside him on the poop.

There is a village here, said the Phoenician. But they will run away inland. They will fear we need rowers.

Skell? Tros asked him.

The Phoenician laughed, and paid for it, coughed for nearly a minute.

Ahkh  Skell! Sick, yes; but not so very. All the while listening. So he is very sure you are from Ostia; very sure you have a pestilence aboard. He asked whether Tros had gone to Seine-mouth, and in what ship? Hey-yeh! I told him  dung to a dog  lies to a liar!

He offered me money if I would persuade the commander of this galley to put into Seine-mouth and prevent Tros from escaping before Caesar could come! Hey-yey! I let my sailors take the money. They took it from him just before they dropped him into the liburnian. Yarrh! But he is angry, angry! He is full of spite.

Caesar? asked Tros.

The men in the liburnian said Caesar drills his troops too much because there is nothing else to do. The ships, he said, are all laid up for the winter  hauled out. He was surprised when I said I thought you had despatches from the Senate. He said Caesar receives despatches overland.

But I said it was none of my business, only that I was glad to have an escort all the way back to Ostia, and I showed him my permit, signed by you. He could read, but not readily. The seal impressed him.

And the pestilence?

He dreaded it! He did not want to take Skell, fearing my ship might have caught infection. But I said, unless he would take Skell I would sail into the harbor and put him ashore, having your authority to do that.

Then I told him Skell had information for Caesar, concerning the Britons, and after that he did not dare to refuse to take him. He laughed, and said, Let us hope Caesar will fear the pestilence, and go away for a while, and give the troops a rest. But I dont envy Skell, said he, because Caesar will order him to the pest-house, which is no good place.

But Skell did not hear that, nor would he have understood, because we conversed in Greek. That fellow is a Macedonian from Pontus, a long way from home. He would have liked to sail with me, although he fears the winter storms.

Did he ask many questions?

Very few. But he said Caesar would doubtless like to talk with me about the Britons. So I said that Skell, being born in Britain, knew more of them than I did, I being merely a trader in tin, conveying my tin to Ostia for the bronze founders.

He understood that well enough, but he was puzzled to know why you should risk your galley down the coast of Hispania in winter-time, until I told him Rome was in dire straits for tin and you had been sent to look for me and bring me in spite of winter and storms and everything.

Good! exclaimed Tros. You are a man after my own heart, a friend, a lordly liar in emergency!

We run a great risk yet, the Phoenician answered. It may be, Caesar will not believe Skell. It may be, he will not fear pestilence. It may be, he will be there when we go back to Caritia. What then?

We will go soon, Tros answered. They have hauled out their ships, you say? They cant condition a ship for fighting in less than three or four days. So, if Caesar smells a rat and sends out the liburnians to seize you, I will rub my Britons noses into a fight thatll do the rogues good.

Understand me, Hiram-bin-Ahab: I am no Prince of Samothrace. If I dont get my father, I will do such damage to the Romans as shall make them remember me.


CHAPTER 24. Romes Centurion

He who is loyal and faithful to false gods, and who beareth himself manfully in a false cause  aye, and though that cause mean ruin for all who obey him, and all who oppose him  that one, in the scales of the Eternal weigheth well. Aye, he is infinitely greater than the fool who serveth Wisdom with his lips, but in his heart serveth malice, greed, ambition, fame or any other of the weaknesses that strength despiseth and that Wisdom no more knoweth than the Light knoweth darkness. Hold ye fast to faith and loyalty; and though ye slay me for a false cause, ye shall stand forgiven.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THOUGH Tros was not a Prince of Samothrace, he had lived in much too close association with his father, who was one, not to be influenced by the occult philosophy that governed every detail of his fathers life.

The secrets of the Inner Mysteries Tros did not know; the power that Samothracian Hierarchs could wield, should they decide to do so, over circumstances and events he thoroughly believed in. He simply was unwilling to pay the price, in abstinence and selflessness, required of aspirants to Initiation, and it was against the drastically administered law of the Mysteries for his father to oblige, persuade or even to invite him to make that effort.

Necessarily, however, he was influenced by his fathers views. He habitually ascribed to an Unseen Force things which to other people appeared as mere coincidence.

Tros was less superstitious, more devout, and a vastly more intelligent believer in the Unseen, than most men of his generation. He acknowledged a whole pantheon of gods, but never prayed to them, believing them to be innumerable aspects of a First Cause, whose formless Being was unthinkable, and whose name  supposing anybody knew it  it was blasphemy to utter.

Hiram-bin-Ahab, steeped in strange monotheism tinged by Jewish teaching, was a member of a minor Mystery to which Tros, too, belonged. The world was full of such secret brotherhoods, some based on the Jewish Cabala, some on eastern lore, and all intended to preserve the idea of Brotherhood in the face of cruel superstitions and a growing atheism.

So Tros and Hiram-bin-Ahab  good pious opportunists  were of one mind at dawn, or a little after, when Conops returned from a scouting venture ashore and announced that Caesar had already passed through a near-by village.

The gods, said Tros, have been instructed to make this easy for us.

He did not believe that any gods did more than that; the rest was left to human energy.

Certainly, Hiram-bin-Ahab agreed. Your noble father must have seen with his third eye what we are doing. He has summoned the gods to our aid. We can not fail.

Conops had his own opinion.

Master, you have more brains than a shipload of kings uncles! Caesar left Caritia at once. I found one fisherman ashore there, and he lame. He said a chariot came summoning all hands to a place a three hours journey inland to repair a road, Caesar having passed along it in the night and complained of its bad condition.

The tide serves. No storm  no storm! Tros warned the weather gods, his eyes on the horizon. Up anchor, Conops!

So with oars and flapping sails, for the wind only came in capsful, they dawdled back toward Caritia, keeping well off-shore and timing themselves to arrive again at dusk.

Tros dropped anchor five miles out, but this time he left Conops in charge of the galley and, divesting himself of Roman clothes and armor, wrapping his head in a knotted handkerchief, had himself rowed to Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship, where one of the crew curled his beard for him in the Phoenician style.

Sail in as close as you dare, he said, pacing the Phoenicians poop. But as the masts of Caesars ships and the tent tops began to appear in detail through the haze  and that was nearly half an hour before the sun went down  two liburnians came rowing at top speed from the harbor mouth, a man in the leading one signaling with a red cloth to the Phoenician to come no farther.

The crews of both liburnians stopped rowing when they came within hail. The man with the red cloth stood up in the stern, bellowing through a speaking trumpet:

Caesars orders! You are not to put in to Caritia! Smallpox! Stores  water  elsewhere! Away with you! Proceed at once to Ostia.

It was Tros who answered, giving a rich Greek accent rein:

We know Caesar is not in Caritia! We have Caesars command in writing to bring away a prisoner named Perseus, who is to be taken to Rome for trial on charges of conspiracy.

Who are you? demanded he in the liburnian, bringing his boat a few lengths closer. It was growing very dark.

Mate of this ship.

Why doesnt the captain speak?

His voice fails. He coughs, Tros answered, signing to Hiram-bin-Ahab to stand up and be seen.

When did you receive Caesars order?

Last night, when Caesar visited a cove in which we dropped anchor.

Did the commander of the bireme deliver Caesars writing to you?

Yes. Smallpox. Five of his crew are down with it. He hopes to reach Vectis, where he may land the crew for a while without risk of desertions or of spreading the sickness among Roman troops. Thereafter, if the winds permit, he will proceed to Ostia.

There was a conference between the captains of the two liburnians. They appeared to be men of the centurion type  the noncommissioned backbone of Romes army  men used to emergency in every corner of the empire, not supposed or encouraged to be original, but marvelous disciplinarians, obedient unto death.

Caesars orders are: No communication with you! one of them shouted at last.

Our order, in Caesars writing, supersedes that, Tros retorted. There was another conference. Then:

The prisoner you seek is dead or dying.

Tros swore under his breath. There was a long pause before he could get his voice under control. His only chance of success was to seem utterly indifferent. His impulse was to sink the two liburnians and drown their crews.

Torture! he growled under his breath, and Hiram-bin-Ahab nodded.

Maybe Caesar hopes the pestilence may finish him! he roared at last, for the liburnians had backed away. Put him aboard. The outcome is none of your affair!

The liburnians came closer again.

Put Caesars writing into something that will float, and throw it at us, shouted a centurion.

No! roared Tros. Poseidonius the Roman, who commands the bireme, spoke thus: Give them the writing in exchange for the prisoner. Not otherwise! Poseidonius must answer to the Senate, Shall he give you his authority and whistle to the wide seas for his man? What kind of officers are you, to try that trick? Bring out the prisoner! There may be a wind before morning, and we want to make the tide.

There was another conference, and then the liburnians rowed away. Tros shouted after them:

Poseidonius says this: Unless you deliver the prisoner promptly, he will sail into the harbor at dawn, and you must take your chance with the pestilence. Having Caesars writing, he will not be delayed. He is in haste to proceed to Vectis.

Hiram-bin-Ahab gestured and croaked from out of his doubled and redoubled shawls:

A mistake! A mistake! They will not believe a bireme dares to land a crew on Vectis. A trader, yes. A warship, no.

Tros clicked his teeth irritably.

I had to tell them some place! Maybe they will think you told me of Vectis. You are a trader. They may suppose I dont know the people of Vectis are warlike.

But Hiram-bin-Ahab shook his head. He looked like an old vulture of ill omen. Then worse happened  and worse again! Over the water from the galley came the noise of singing and a row of dots of light gleaming through the cabin ports.

They have broached the mead!

Tros thrust a paper into the Phoenicians hands.

Dont part with that until they hand my father over. Hoist him aboard with the halyard. Satisfy yourself that he really is Perseus, Prince of Samothrace. Then throw them the document. If I dont quiet those idiots theyll

He went overside into a small boat like a squall out of a dark sky, and the British rowers nearly broke their backs to try to please him. Ten minutes later he leaped up the galleys side, and the first thing he saw was Conops lashed hand and foot to the mast with a gag in his teeth. He cut him loose and rushed into the cabin under the poop.

Orwic sat on the table drinking mead, surrounded by as many as could crowd themselves into the place. The remainder were in the citadel. They were roaring a long chorus about Lunden Town.

Tros stood back to the doorway, his strong teeth glinting in the light of the horn lantern, until surprise took full effect and all grew silent.

Youre a fine shipload of meat-fed Romans with the smallpox! he growled, grinning. Were you going to eat Conops next?

Your man was too full of his own importance, Orwic drawled. He actually knifed a friend of mine. Wheres Caesar? Are we ready to start back? Here  have some mead.

Tros drank with him. There was only one barrel of the stuff aboard, supposed to be for medicine. The best plan seemed to be to finish it.

If youll hold your tongues, he said, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand, and make those young asses in the citadel douse the lights and be quiet, Ill give you a crack at Caesar before youre two days older. Otherwise, Ill guarantee you at the bottom of the sea by midnight! Suit yourselves!

Orwic strolled forward to the citadel, his apparently casual eyes alert for Conops, who fingered an empty sheath and glared at him. Presently the singing ceased and lights went out. Tros sat on the table, playing boon companion, for there was no other way just then of managing those gentry.

Heres your knife, said Orwic cavalierly, tossing the thing to Conops as he came back out of the darkness. Keep it for your equals, or your betters will have to have you whipped.

Dont you young idiots know, said Tros, that the gloomiest place on earth is a Roman bireme that has been two months at sea, as were supposed to have been? The crew are always down with scurvy. You have smallpox in the bargain!

To enforce discipline, the commander has used the scourge; he has thrown men overboard; he has chained unruly rowers to the benches. Hes as sick and ill-tempered as the rest of you. He has boils on the back of his neck. The omens are all wrong; they always are when a man has specks before his eyes.

Youve been fed dry meat, which a Roman hates and moldy bread, which sickens you to look at. There are rats in the water casks, so youre afraid to drink. Youre short of fuel, so you cant boil water or cook your rations. Theres a curtain of weed a yard long on the galleys bottom, which trebles the labor of rowing. The bottom leaks and you have to man the buckets day and night.

The sail wont draw, because its full of holes, which your fingers are too swollen and cracked to mend. The ship stinks. Such blankets as you have are full of vermin. You hate one another even worse than you hate your officers.

If those people in Caritia get a hint that youre merry-making, theyll not stop to argue. Theyll know were no Romans from Ostia! As you love Lunden Town and hope to see it, be miserable!

He had to carry on in that vein. He had to tell them tales of Roman ships he had seen in foreign ports, coming in with a crucified man at the masthead and the rowers so rotten with scurvy that their teeth had fallen out and the skin fell away from them like scales from a decaying fish.

Youre supposed to be feeling like that, he insisted.

And when they had finished laughing at him, being Britons, they found an entirely different reason for doing what he asked. Youre a foreigner, so I suppose we must make allowances, said Orwic.

Tros got up the anchor and set them to rowing, lest the liburnians sneak out on him in the darkness to investigate. The Romans were quite capable of that. Julius Caesar had been known to swim broad rivers under cover of the night, to do his own scouting when he doubted the tales that were brought to him. But if liburnians had come, their crews would have heard such dismal groanings at the oars, such cries of anguish, as might have made them believe it was a prison ship.

Orwic, with some pitch smeared on his arms and legs to represent the scurvy, walked up and down the plank beside the rowers flourishing a cord with which he made believe to flog them, and nothing would satisfy them until Tros sent a man to the masthead to pretend he was crucified up there. Now that they were over seasickness they seemed to understand no middle course between comedy and mutiny.

Tros, forgetting that man at the masthead, for he soon grew tired of groaning, steered the galley slowly toward Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship, arriving within easy hail about a minute before the liburnians came thumping through the night. Then he implored his crew to be silent, gesticulating with both fists, and the Britons leaned on the oars to listen, not that they could understand a word of Latin. There was nothing visible except the dim, shadowy outline of the Phoenicians ship.

Heres your man! cried some one.

What is his name?

That was Hiram-bin-Ahabs voice, wheezy and suspicious.

Perseus.

Is he alive? I wont take him if hes dead.

Yes, he lives. Come on, throw a line! And hand over that written order!

There goes the line-catch! Yarrh  what duffers! Throw again there, you. Now. Whats that? No! Ill throw you down the writing when Ive seen the man. Put the rope under his armpits. Gently now  haul away  gently, gently, gently!

Silence, in which everybody held his breath. Then the Phoenicians voice:

All right. Here is the writing. Catch.

Tros sighed relief. The Britons, all eyes on his silhouette against the poop rail, saw the shoulder movement and sighed with him, swinging the oars for the dip. The man at the masthead heard that, and accepted it as leave to play the idiot  he had a gallon of good mead under his painted leather armor.

Wow! he yelled. Hoi! You there, Romans! Tell Caesar, next time he tries to conquer Britain

Silence! Tros thundered, but too late.

There was a roar of laughter from the hold. The liburnians came hurrying to investigate, their oars churning the water in short, sharp strokes.

Their officers knew Gaulish when they heard it, even if they had not caught the words. Hiram-bin-Ahab, making no sound, let his ship swing slowly on the tide. There came the sudden creak and rattle of his mainsail going up, and a man in one of the liburnians shouted to him to drop anchor.

Poseidonius! O Poseidonius! cried a voice from the other liburnian, nearly alongside.

Tros did not answer. He pounded the drum and the oars began to thump in unison. But he had to swing the ship before he could hoist sail. There was hardly any wind at that, and the liburnians could out-row him two for one. A low, dark, skillfully maneuvered vessel shot in under his stern, and again a voice hailed him:

Hey, there! Poseidonius!

Drown him! yelled the Britons. Plug him full of arrows!

The man at the masthead offered himself for a target to the Romans, waving arms and legs and caterwauling. Tros had to make the best of it.

Come aboard, he suggested in his choicest Latin, speaking drily, imitating Caesars voice as nearly as he could. Then:

Stand by that arrow-engine, Conops. Man the crank there, you! Come aboard, Centurion! Did you hear me? Come aboard!

He beckoned. Orwic and a dozen Britons left the oars and crouched under the bulwark. The liburnian had come in under the galleys counter, too close for the arrow-engines, its bow nosing in under the starboard oars. The other liburnian was keeping a safe distance.

Tros lowered a thick rope with knots in it. The centurion, half curious, half conscious there was nothing else he could do unless he chose to be shot or sunk, came up hand-over-hand.

He was allowed to reach the poop before the Britons pounced on him and took his sword away. He offered no resistance so they let him stand, with Orwic close behind him and two others ready to jump on him if he should move. He stood like a man, with his chin high and a short, stubby, pugnacious beard sticking out under it.

What is this? he demanded.

He was not afraid. He was scandalized that a foreigner should dare to take such liberties with Rome. Tros loved him.

Centurion, he said, tell me first, is my father unharmed? I am Tros, the son of Perseus, Prince of Samothrace.

So you are he? said the centurion. Your father has been treated as you will be, when Caesar catches you! They who conspire against the Senate and the Roman People, all get their deserts in time!

Has Caesar tortured him?

I believe he was racked. Tros ground his teeth and spoke to Orwic over the centurions shoulder.

He is your prisoner. What do you wish?

He is yours, said Orwic. Do what you like with him.

Do you hear that? said Tros. You are my prisoner. The centurion nodded. He seemed perfectly indifferent. Take back your sword then and obey me. Tell Caesar, when the day comes I will deal with him and not with a centurion! Tell Rome, the Senate and the Roman People, that I, Tros, am the enemy of Rome from this day forth!

Tros signed to the Britons to stand aside.

No enemy of Rome lives long! the centurion answered. Farewell, Tros! There was a clank of bronze as he saluted. I will deliver your message, although I think you are a fool. Caesar will crucify you for it.


CHAPTER 25. God give you a fair wind, Hiram-Bin-Ahab!

Better far the good faith of one stranger to another than a thousand times a thousand vows upon the altars of gods who look, I say, for deeds, not promises.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE other liburnian tried to head off Hiram-bin-Ahab and force him to drop anchor, but the wind came athwart tide and current, lending the Phoenician heels and forcing the smaller craft to run for shelter. Tros paced the poop, fretting at the galleys slowness as he followed in the Phoenicians wake.

The Britons were all cock-a-hoop and skylarking, Orwic imitating the centurion, thrusting out his throat and chin exactly as the Roman did. And one of the others took off Tros so perfectly, hilt forward, arms akimbo, feet apart, teeth showing in a large, alert grin, that even Tros came out of his dudgeon at last and laughed.

You young dogs! You have lost Caesar for me! You would laugh if Lunden burned.

Lost him? Wait and see, said Orwic.

See? You shall see a fight, or I dont know the Romans. They can overtake Caesar with a message much faster than we can sail to Seine-mouth. That is why I gave that centurion something for the messenger to say.

Why then go to Seine-mouth? Why not leave Caesar whistling? Orwic suggested.

I told Caswallon I will go to Seine-mouth, and I will. I told Hiram-bin- Ahab I will escort him, and I will. I told Caesar, by the mouth of Skell, that I will go to Seine-mouth. So I will. I have promised you a brush with Caesar. You shall have one.

He was grateful for the rising sea, that made it dangerous to approach the Phoenician closely. He did not want any conversation with his father just then, felt too sure the old man would forbid vindictiveness, with his dying breath, perhaps. Tros could not stomach such an interview. He knew that if his father should exact such a promise from him he would make it and keep it. He preferred not to run that risk.

Let the gods attend to it, he growled, turning to face Conops at the helm. My father and the gods are intimates. If it is right for him to bind me in his violenceless peace before he dies, let them bring us together.

Conops did not answer. He knew that mood just as well as he knew that he and Tros could cross that intervening quarter-mile of sea in a boat, if Tros cared to do it.

They had sailed much rougher seas together, in worse boats than the hide- and-wicker thing they carried. Conops, lacking an eye because he had dared to answer Caesar pertly, also would have obeyed Tross father if commanded with the old mans dying breath to let bygones be.

Like Tros, though, he craved no such injunction. He respected the old man as much as Tros did. Like Tros, loved him well enough to run all risks to snatch him out of Caesars hands. But, like Tros again, knew too well, from grim experience, that the peace of non-resistance is a warfare that does not suit uninitiated men. It is easier and more exciting to fight Caesars than to wrestle with emotions in oneself.

So they boiled and plunged along in the Phoenicians wake, he standing well out from the shore, until dawn found them nearly out of sight of land and the gale increasing. It was almost too rough to keep footing on the deck, but Tros made Orwic drill the Britons with bow and arrow and train them at imaginary floating marks with the well-oiled arrow-engines. They grumbled because he would not let them use up ammunition, even threatened to defy him.

Very well, he answered. Fight with bare hands if you choose. Caesar will be lying up for us in Seine-mouth with all the ships he can find. If we come on him at night, and see him first, we may burn his ships. If not, and if he sees us first, we shall be hard put to it to guard that old Phoenicians rear while he makes his escape homeward.

As I know Caesar, we will need every arrow we have, and pray for more before were through with him!

So they loosed bows at an imaginary mark, practicing the quick combination of hand and eye at any angle that is the secret of efficient marksmanship.

Speed, Tros urged them. Speed! Three arrows in the air at once, and all aimed straight.

Caesar will have no arrow-engines, Conops reminded him. His warships are laid up for the winter. The best he can get will be Gaulish fishermen or merchantmen, slow, slower than we are, low in the water, leaky. Give us half a gale like this one, and

I know Caesar, Tros retorted. That fox will have a trap set.

And he paced the poop again, pounding his palm in his fist, pondering, matching his wits against the cleverest Roman of them all.

His main objective was to escort the Phoenician to open sea and safety. Would Caesar guess that? Much would depend on what Skell night have told. If they had thrown Skell into a pest-house and conversed with him across the dung heap that surrounded it, Skell might have said almost anything.

Tros made up his mind at last that, whatever Skell had said, Caesar would conclude now that it was all part of one and the same trick. Caesar would learn by messenger that two ships, one a trader, one a captured Roman galley, were acting with forged documents in close cooperation. He would do his utmost to catch both ships.

And if he believed that Seine-mouth story at all, he would probably take such ships as he could get and put to sea, with the idea of bottling both in the river-mouth if they should enter. Failing which, if the whole tale were a ruse, he would stand a good chance of catching both ships in the open. Caesar was the last man in the world likely to sit still and let things happen to him.

The second objective  and Caesar might guess that too  was to place his father, dead or living, among friends. If he should die there were rites that he, Tros, only he, could properly perform. Dry land, Britain, Lunden, with the druids helping, was the proper place for them.

The third objective was to punish Caesar drastically, to capture Caesar if he could.

He finally made up his mind that Caesar would be no such fool as to risk his own life in a hurriedly conditioned ship, without very definite information as to where the enemy might be. He would send his men to sea, and wait for the cavalry, or whatever other troops he might have available, at some point whence he could signal and conduct the operations.

But he was sure of this: That wherever the fighting should take place, there Caesar would arrive, if it were possible, to take command if his men were having the worst of it and to seize for himself the credit in any event.

High noon saw Tros still thinking and Hiram-bin-Ahab hove to, waiting for him, with a big sea wetting the ships decks as they plunged with a couple of miles between them, nearly out of sight of land.

When Tros had brought his galley within hailing distance and had quieted his Britons so that he could hear, the Phoenicians mate howled to him that the man at the masthead had reported three sails low down on the horizon near the Gaulish shore, proceeding westward. He added that Tross father was unconscious in the cabin.

Has he spoken?

Tros waited for the answer with his fingers clenched into his palms, and sighed enormously when it came at last, howled through a speaking trumpet:

No-o-o! No word!

Then we are not forbidden!

He slapped Conops on the shoulder.

Tell your master, he bawled back, to keep behind me until nightfall! Then he took the lead and set full sail, in order to arrive within sight of Seine-mouth as near sunset as he could, sparing his Britons all labor at the oars, making them eat and rest, using every trick he knew to make them conscious that the effort of their lives was coming.

There was no more sign of Caesars ships, although he had Conops at the masthead, and Conops one eye was worth a score of other mens. There was no sign even of fishing boats, a fact not wholly accounted for by the high sea that was running. Men who fish for a living often have to haul their nets in half a gale. The sea was empty, in the way the fields are when a thousand men lie ambushed.

He dropped anchor and lowered his sail within sound of the surf that pounded on the mud banks off the estuary, a little too near sunset to satisfy him entirely, wishing Caesar keener vision than the eagles whose images were perched on Roman standards.

And there he waited, rolling comfortably in the mud banks lee, studying the color of the water and the inshore landmarks, until Hiram-bin-Ahab came within hail and dropped anchor astern of him. Then he and Conops rowed to the Phoenicians ship.

What now? asked the Phoenician.

But Tros went straight to his father, down under the poop in the cabin crowded with skins, wicker baskets and a hundred other marvels for the Alexandrian trade. There were several nightingales in a wicker cage, and a starling with a cut tongue, who could talk a dozen words.

Tross father lay on the Phoenicians bed, calm as in death, his eyes closed and the tortured wrists crossed on his breast. His long gray beard appeared to have been combed by one of Hiram-bin-Ahabs men, and the torn skin of his ankles had been wrapped in linen.

Tchuh, tchuh, tchuh! They racked his joints apart! said the Phoenician.

Conops knelt by the tortured feet, muttering Greek blasphemies. Tros stood scowling, hands behind him, grinding strong teeth.

Has he spoken? he asked.

Not a word, said the Phoenician.

But it was as if the old man had reserved his strength for what he knew was coming. His lips moved two or three times. Then the voice came, as if from another world, as if the soul had left the body and were using it for one last communication. It was so dark Tros could hardly see his fathers face.

Tros, my son, you would obey my will. But that is not my will. I, who was a fighter in my youth, ceased from fighting with mens weapons. But I, Perseus, sowed the seeds of fighting when I fathered you. And now knowing the full strength of your obedience you dread what I will lay upon you. But I forbid nothing; since the seed that may not sprout in one way breaks forth in another.

Hear my last words and remember them. All warfare is with self. All that you know of Caesar is your own image, cast in the reflection of your own unconscious thought. Be brave. Be noble. You shall know strange seas.

But you shall not slay Caesar, though you try, since that is others destiny. Caesar shall serve you, and you shall serve him, each to the others undoing, but many things will happen before that time. And now, my son Tros, I have finished with the body that begat yours and its wanderings. In your hands, Tros, I leave it. Let it not be cast into the sea or lie unburied.

So Perseus died, in darkness, in a creaking ship, the silence pulsed with heavy breathing and stirred by the fluttering of nightingales in a swaying wicker cage. After a long while Tros and Conops wrapped the body carefully and rowed it to the galley, where they laid it on the bed that had been Caesars and covered it with Caesars own cloak.

Then Tros returned to the Phoenician and said good-by to him.

For whether I fail tonight, or whether I succeed, you must run when Caesars ships come hurrying in on the tide. Your man saw three ships. There were likely six or seven; maybe more. Caesar has seen us anchor here. He will think we await the tide to take us up the river.

I am sure that beacon, yonder to westward, where a hill looms back of the coastline, is his signal to the ships to come out from their hiding place and follow us up-river.

So now you and I put to sea again, showing no lights, and when the last of Caesars ships puts in, I follow! But you turn homeward. God give you a fair wind, Hiram-bin-Ahab! And may we meet again!


CHAPTER 26. Neither Rome nor I Forgive!

Speak not to me of forgiveness until ye first learn to forgive yourselves for all the treacheries with which ye have betrayed that Inner Light of which ye are the shrines, each one of you. It is a dark saying, but I tell you: None can forgive or be forgiven, who hath not learned to forgive himself his sins against himself.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS boiled with mixed emotions. Had his father, dying, not assured him he would live and know strange seas? Could this nights venture fail, then? Such men as Perseus speak prophetically on a deathbed.

Tortures such as Caesar had inflicted flay away personal values and leave nothing in the thought but sheer fact, which was why courts applied torture to witnesses. If they had tortured the judges, too, there might have been some sense in it.

He should not slay Caesar, since that was others destiny. Might he not capture Caesar? He and the Roman were to serve each other, each to the others undoing. Nothing in that about not punishing Caesar first.

With all his heart and strength, with all his cunning, to the limit of the bold, storm-daring will that glowed behind his amber eyes, Tros burned to punish Caesar. He was in a mood that night to kill a hundred men, if only the lean rascal who had conquered Gaul might pay the price.

And dark night favored him. Wind howled in the rigging, but there was not much weight behind it, and presently the rain came down in torrents, beating the waves flat. Tide served the Romans too, perfectly. Two hours before midnight he could count eight swaying lights to westward, and knew he had outguessed Caesar. The Roman ships were coming into Seine-mouth from some hiding place along the coast; they were sure he and the Phoenician were up the river and that they could cut off their escape.

But the galley wallowed in the murk a good two miles to windward of them, under a scrap of sail, with the oars a-dip at intervals to keep her from drifting inshore. Farther, still, to seaward Hiram-bin-Ahabs ship lay hove to, waiting for the last Roman light to sway clear of Seine-mouth shoals and turn up-river before she filled away with the northerly wind abeam and plunged for home.

The shore line was invisible. But Caesar had set that beacon on a hilltop to guide his own ships. Now another light appeared, up the estuary, big, low down, almost as if a house were burning near the shore line.

Caesar, said Tros to himself. Thats where the troops are waiting. Hah! Hell have twenty or thirty boats there, hidden among the reeds. And hes as sure Im up the river as Im sure  Conops, he exclaimed, taking the helm himself, tides been making four hours. Weve got until it turns  not a minute longer! Up-river, at grips with Caesar  out again on the flow at daybreak.

And the dirtiest mess of mud shoals ever a ship sat on! Conops retorted. Wind enough to drive her beak in as if shed grown there! A heavy sea astern!

Make sail, Tros answered. Then get forward and take soundings. Keep on crying me the cubits until I say Cease. If we do hit bottom, hurry aft and stand by me.

Came the creak and groan and thunder of a mainsail rising, impatient shouts from Conops; then the galley heeled and headed straight for Seine-mouth with a burst of rain behind her, that curtained everything except a glimpse of foam boiling in the pitch dark.

Nothing but the wind to steer by; no sign of Caesars beacons. Thunder, solid and continuous, of surf on mud banks; then friendly thunder, from the sky, lightning, that made Tros swear at first, until he laughed aloud.

It showed him a line of white surf boiling over shoals, and Caesars eight ships wallowing too close to it. Mean little ships, Gaulish coastwise trading vessels, black with men, not too near to the shoals if given sea room to the eastward, but much too near if crowded by an enemy. White water ahead of them, where the tween-shoal channel narrowed.

Orwic! Four men in the fighting top! Man starboard arrow-engines! Ten men on the citadel! Line the starboard rail. Hold fire until I give the word  dagger the man who shoots without permission!

Flash after flash of lightning. Eight ships staggering before the wind in rough formation like a flight of geese, the shorter arm of the V to eastward. They were all too close together, aiming for a channel they evidently knew, too watchful to look behind them, or the lightning might have shown them the galleys sail in time.

Ten! howled Conops, pitching his shrill voice against the wind. The galley drew seven cubits.

Stand by! Ready, all! Tros thundered, not changing the helm a hairs breadth, trusting memory.

Nine! yelled Conops.

Then three vivid lightning-flashes in succession, and Tros did change the helm  excitedly. He saw dark water, headed for it.

Eight! yelled Conops, as if the end of the world had come.

He was heaving the lead from the starboard chains. The galleys port side bumped the mud and her stern swung westward. But she heeled, for they did not let go the sheet, and the next wave, and the next, that crashed against the high poop drove her into deeper water.

Ten! yelled Conops, hurrying aft, for she had hit the mud, and that was orders. Deep water straight ahead, sir! he bellowed in Tross ear.

Aye! And shallow to westward! We have them! Tros answered. He was laughing, not at what the lightning showed, for that was tragedy; no sailor laughs to see men drown. He was laughing at his Britons, drenched to the skin, their bow-strings wrapped dry in their cloaks, who had not even known they were in danger when they bumped the mud!

The Romans had seen him at last. They were in panic, with a boiling shoal on their right hand and an enemy coming down on them to windward. The rain ceased, but the wind rose.

Caesars beacon shone out of the night like something that had been asleep. There was another, lower light to shoreward of it. Tros guessed they showed the channel and set his course straight for the two, keeping them in line, with the wind on his port quarter, racing to crowd those eight ships on the shoal to westward of the channel, where the estuary curved to the eastward. He had the wind of them and, slow though the galley was, she could outsail any of those eight.

Three ships clawed around and tried to beat to sea again. He could hear the thumping and the shouts as they struggled to man the oars. One ships sail went with a crack as if her mast had gone, too. One was swamped within a bowshot of the galleys bows.

Tros beaked the third, driving the great iron-shod ram into her broadside, rolling her over and sinking her as the galley pitched on a wave.

The Britons squandered arrows, orders or no orders, Orwic with the rest of them, smiting Conops on the mouth, backhanded, when the Greek tried to pull him away from the poop arrow-engine. Then arrows began to rain on the galleys deck from the five ships that struggled with wind and tide like dancing phantoms in the wedge-shaped channel entrance.

One of them went aground and the waves burst over her with a din like thunder. Four, under staggering oars and badly handled sail, raced neck and neck, masking one anothers fire, Roman-fashion risking all in one supreme effort to grapple and have the fight out on the biremes deck.

Tros beaked the nearest as she swung, with her sheets let go, but a dozen Romans leaped into the biremes bows, where they were massacred with arrow fire from Orwics engine, that came near cutting down the Britons who rushed to use their swords.

There was no discipline. No order, no command could have been heard above the shouting and the crash of breaking ships.

Two more of Caesars ships collided, and Tros beaked them both, breaking the first on the bows of the other and leaving both to drift on the deafening shoal. But their arrows swept the citadel, and the shock of collision had stopped the biremes way, nearly splitting the sail.

Conops let both sheets go in the nick of time to save the bireme from capsizing. And before they could get the mainsail sheeted down again, with ten of Orwics Britons dragged and driven aft to help the sailors, the last of Caesars ships had crashed alongside.

Grapples struck into the deck and pierced the bulwark. Fifty of Caesars legionaries leaped up the biremes side, and the fight was on in darkness, with the two ships grinding together in the trough of steep waves.

Then the beacon lights went out, or else were screened. The wind increased to a full gale, and though the moon showed once or twice between the racing clouds there was nothing to show the channels course. The Romans, silent, shoulder to shoulder on the heaving deck, were driving the Britons fore and aft in front of them.

Tros trusted then to the gods, and his fathers prophecy, and the strength of the Romans grappling chains. He put the helm hard up, until the small ship struck the mud and the biremes weight hammered her into it.

Then he sprang from the poop, let go the sheets and, with a shout that the Britons heard above the din of sea and crashing timbers and loose sail, plunged into the fight.

Part of the biremes bulwark broke away. She swung down wind in mid- channel, anchored by the other grapnel to the wrecked, swamped, smaller ship, tugging at it like a hooked sea monster, until none could keep his footing and Tros nearly rolled through the gap in the broken bulwark, at grips with a Roman centurion.

Blood and spray churned into scum. A dozen Britons, cornered in the bow, loosed flight after flight of arrows humming through the darkness, so that both sides struggled for the shelter of the citadel. And it was there that Tross long sword began to turn the tide of battle, for he caught the stoutest Roman of them all and skewered him through the throat against the bulkhead.

Then Orwic sprang beside him from the shadow, dripping blood from scalp wounds  his Roman helmet had gone overboard  and Conops found Tros, guarding his back with a flickering two-edged knife. They three swept that section of the deck, rallying other Britons to them, until Tros thought of a ruse. But as he thought of it the bireme broke the grapnel chain at last and plunged up-channel, beam to the waves and swaying drunkenly before the wind.

So he seized Orwics quivering arm and tugged him  no need to signal Conops, who was like a dog at his masters heel. They three, and a dozen after them, sprang for the poop, where Conops took the helm and tried to keep mid-channel. Tros stood sword in hand at the edge of the poop bull-bellowing, in Latin, lungs out-thundering the din:

Omen! An omen! Caesars eagle, falling from the sky!

His voice burst on a pause. Briton and Roman were gathering for another rush. The Romans, superstitious about omens to the verge of madness, turned to look at him.

The eagle they saw was Tros, feet first, leaping on them from the poop. He landed on two men, ran a third through the head, and vanished scrambling away into the darkness of the scuppers. Orwic came next. Almost before the Britons feet touched deck Tros was up beside him and they two charged forward, bellowing:

Lud of Lunden! Lud of Lunden!

The Britons rallied to that cry until all the deck was clear, except of dead and dying, and there were only half a dozen Romans left to deal with, who had fought their way into the citadel and held it.

Tros left the Britons to attend to that. He looked for the crew, and found them at last, below-deck, hiding among water casks. He hauled them out of darkness one by one, cuffed them and drove them on deck. The bireme had worked under the lee of a low hill and was turning slowly in mid-current, drifting toward unimaginable mud banks over which the waves were gurgling as a river gurgles when it overflows the fields.

Tros left Conops at the helm and drove the crew forward, where he belabored them until they dropped the heavy anchor overside and the bireme came head to wind at last.

For a while he waited in the bow, watching to discover whether the anchor dragged or held; but there was nothing to judge by; he could see no land-marks, only gloom, and beyond it a long, deep shadow that was land.

The Britons were busy stripping Romans of their armor; he heard them drag the last one from the citadel; heard the splash as the body went overboard, then Orwics voice:

Nine-and-forty! Not bad! How many have we lost?

There was a long pause, full of murmurings. Tros sat down on the bitts, rubbing bruises thoughtfully, feeling himself from head to foot, his spirits falling, falling as the minutes sped, and the count was not yet done. At last Orwics voice again:

Are you sure thats all? Seven-and-twenty dead. How many hurt?

Again a long count, interspersed with argument as to whether or not a sword slash was an injury. Then an answer:

Two-and-thirty.

Almighty Zeus! Tros murmured. One-and-forty of a hundred fit to fight, and Caesar waiting for me down the river! Caesar with eight ships and about four hundred men! Caesar with wind in his favor and dawn to see by! Caesar and all Gaul to draw from! Hah! he laughed, heaving himself to his feet, but Ill con the channel seaward by the bones of ships! By Caesars grief, Ill find the way!

No lights. He did not dare to show a light, not even in the hold among the water casks where they laid the wounded, with a few men who could crawl around to serve out water to them, binding wounds by the feel with thread-drawn linen that Caswallons wife had sent aboard.

The dead they laid on the deck in one long row, face upward, and covered with the spare sail. Then Tros cast about for the strongest men and sent them to the benches, fifteen to each side.

There were scarce two hundred arrows left of all the thousands they had brought with them, and though they added to the number scores more that the Romans had shot into the woodwork, there were even then not more than ten or eleven excited Britons could use up in as many minutes.

Then a leak to plug, below the water-line, where one of the ships the bireme beaked had opened up a seam; thereafter, the scared and sulky seamen to be driven into the rigging to patch that, and to get the sail rebent where the wind had wrenched it from the spar.

Then gray dawn; sea-birds crying over wastes of marsh; gulls screaming where a corpse lay drifting in the mist; wind still in the north, but less of it; a great swell rolling up the estuary and lumping where it met the tide that had begun to flow down-river. Up anchor, Conops!

Oars, and only thirty weary men to man them, the bireme beginning to feel the flowing tide, but prone to swing before the wind, and bucking on the lumpy water so that the oarsmen repeatedly missed stroke.

No drum for fear of warning Caesar. Groans from the dark hold, as discouraging as the chilly daybreak, but a fog coming in on the wind in hurrying gray wisps, with patches of clear air between, for which Tros thanked the gods of Gaul.

If only Caesar sleeps.

The wish was father to that thought, as always. Tross eyes were heavy. Every fiber of him ached from too much strain and no relief. His head swam and things multiplied themselves. He had to look three times to see a land-mark once. The wrecks of Caesars ships, glimpsed between scurrying drifts of gray, seemed never in the same place twice.

But minute by minute the tide flowed faster, the wind lessened and the fog increased. There was no sound but the surge of water, the muffled thump of oars, and the cry of sea-birds. Tros could sense a coming shift of wind, and he knew he had twice as much sea-room as the night before, because the tide was higher.

Alls well, master! We have given him the slip! said Conops as the first wreck loomed in the fog for a moment and vanished astern.

He was heaving the lead from the poop, lest the sound of his voice should carry as he cried the changing depths.

But Tros knew Caesar was the last man in the world to leave an outrage to the Roman dignity and eight vessels unavenged.

Drum now! he ordered. I want every last tremble of speed!

Speed now. Nothing else counted. If Caesar was not in the neck of the channel waiting for him, all the warning in the world would reach the Romans too late. If he were there, nothing mattered but the impact.

There was only one way that Caesar could prevent him from escaping. Somewhere, somehow he might have collected small boats and have moored them across the channel, using a stout cable anchored at both ends.

That was what Tros argued he would have done in Caesars place, with every available man who could be crowded into the boats, ready to jump aboard the bireme when she struck the cable.

Faster! Faster! he commanded, peering forward on the port side for a glimpse of wrecks, stamping his foot to set time for the drum.

Zeus! he exclaimed suddenly.

He swung his whole weight against the steering oar, as a shower of arrows and a dozen javelins twanged aboard out of the fog.

Row, you Britons, row!

There were boats alongside, crowded with men. Caesar had outguessed him! Straight ahead, moored beam on to the channel, rolled two of the wrecks that had been floated in the night, and only Caesar would have thought of that! Caesar, and only Caesar could have done it. Only in the nick of time Tros saw the movement as they wallowed in the swell, and knew they did not mark the channel but obstructed it. In another second he would have struck the mud bank to the right of them. Their decks were black with men, and as he swung the helm he caught one glimpse of Caesars scarlet cloak, on the left-hand ship. Then the mist, and a hail of arrows whistling through it.

Row! he ordered, his voice cracking with excitement.

For a marvel his eleven Britons had not fired an arrow. Orwic jumped to the port-side arrow-engine just as the biremes beak struck Caesars floated wreck amidships and the crash threw every rower off his bench.

Drum! Drum! Tros thundered. Back to your benches! Row! For Lud o Lunden  row!

He heard the cable break, and through the ghosting mist he saw one hulk go swinging toward the mud to starboard, a volley of arrows from her rattling into the biremes bulwark, short by the length of the swing.

But Caesars hulk was on the ram, transfixed by it and sinking, holed under the bilge. Nine-tenths of the way was off the bireme. She was down by the head and refused to steer. The crowded boats were overtaking her. Unless the heave of the groundswell should shake off the wreck from her ram, the game was up!

Orwic! Lay your arrow-engine forward! Caesar is on that wreck ahead of us!

But Caesar was not. He was over the biremes bows already like a god out of the opal morning in his scarlet cloak, alone, and beckoning to his men. Orwic fired point-blank at him, and missed with all twelve arrows. Before he could load again there were a dozen legionaries on the bow, shields locked and Caesar in their midst. Row! Row! Tros thundered.

He did not dare let go the helm. The pursuing boats were thumping through the mist and the air was whistling with arrows. But one of Caesars legionaries blew a trumpet blast. The arrows ceased. Then Caesars voice, calm, with a hint of laughter:

Tros! I believe you know me. I advise you to surrender at discretion.

Tros swung the helm. He had a chance yet. Conops hurled his knife at Caesar, but it clanged on a soldiers shield. Ten Britons clustered beside Orwic, crouching, forgetting bows and arrows, ready with their swords.

Come on! cried Orwic, and led them, all leaping from the poop and rushing forward past the citadel.

Marvel of all marvels, the thirty oarsmen never missed a stroke! The bireme was gaining headway, lurched, shook herself, buried her bow as a heavy wave passed under her stern, shook the wreck free from her ram and crushed it on the down plunge.

The shock of that sent the charging Britons staggering in a heap against the citadel, but the Romans, shoulder to shoulder with locked shields, contrived to keep their footing. Then the oars struck wreckage. An oar broke.

Drum! Drum! Tros thundered. Slow beat! One-two! One  two! Stick to it, you Britons!

Then, as they cleared the wreckage: Conops, take the helm!

He drew his sword. A Roman hurled a javelin at him, but he dodged it. Orwic and his ten were out of sight beyond the citadel. Tros knew where they were by the eyes of the Romans, who were watching them, alert to repel the expected charge.

Caesar seemed to be listening for the oar-beat of his own boats, but the wind, that had fallen calm, began to shift to westward, blowing the mist along in front of it. A sudden vista between hurrying fog banks revealed the fleet of small boats scattered hopelessly astern.

Caesar! said Tros, laying his left hand on the arrow-engine. I believe you know me. I advise you to surrender at discretion!

Caesar laughed. Less than a second later Tros knew why. Orwic chose that instant for the charge. He and his ten Britons leaped up on the bow and hurled themselves against the locked shields, with their own backs protecting Caesar and his men from arrow-fire. The Romans were past masters at that kind of fighting. The shields rose and fell almost leisurely, blocking attack, wearing down the adversary. Tros could see Caesars lips move as he spoke to his men in low tones, and though they stood the Britons off with shield and sword they made no effort to force them backward off the bow. Orwics point slew one man, but the locked shields merely closed the gap.

You are a bold rogue, Tros! said Caesar, in his pleasantest, amused voice that carried the effortless vibration learned in Romes schools of oratory.

A Briton hurled a short spear at him, but he ducked it without taking his eyes off Tros.

Today, it would appear you have the best of it. Tomorrow  who knows?

Orwic pulled his men off. He knew no Latin, thought all this was talk about surrender. But the Britons were still in the way of the arrow-engines fire. Tros whispered to Conops and signaled, trying to catch Orwics eye but it was Caesar who saw the signal. He made a superb gesture to Orwic, as if about to surrender to him. It deceived Tros for a moment, and it was to him, not to Orwic, that Caesar spoke:

I dont doubt, Tros, you are a man of discrimination, who will realize that Caesars ransom is worth more to you than Caesars dead body. Whereas you are worth nothing to me, dead or alive. And there is no one, Tros, whom I will crucify with less compunction when the proper time shall come!

His eyes were on Tros, so he did not notice Conops signaling to Orwic. Orwic whispered to his men, but apparently Caesar was unaware of that, too. He went on speaking:

I advise you, Tros, to think of your predicament, since it is dangerous to be the enemy of Rome, fatal to be the foe of Caesar! Neither Rome nor I forgive! Farewell!

Almost without a gesture he turned and dived into the sea. The Britons sprang aside. Tros loosed a flight of arrows, but they clanged against raised shields, piercing them, sweeping down three legionaries.

Two followed Caesar, plunging after him feet first, but their armor dragged them under. Orwic and his Britons slew the rest, hacking them down as they tried to re-form the broken line.

Arrows! Arrows! Tros roared, reloading the arrow-engine, watching the waves.

Caesars bald head, and the scarlet cloak behind it, appeared after a moment. Tros fired, but Caesar ducked, and all twelve arrows missed.

Caesar shook off the scarlet cloak and towed it, breasting the waves like a grampus, plunging into them and swimming under water when the Britons took pot shots at him, until he disappeared into the mist.

There was too little sea room, too much fog and tide to turn the bireme and pursue him. His cold, amused laugh mocked Tros across unseen waves.

By Lud of Lunden, thats a clever fellow who ought to have been born a Briton! said Orwic, with the end of a cloth in his teeth as he was bandaging a sword slash in his arm.

By Jupiter of Rome, he will become one by conquest! Tros retorted savagely, hating himself, above all hating deathbed prophecies, that undermined a mans nerve, and created indecision.

Prophecy or not, he told himself the gods had delivered Caesar into his hand. He, Tros, had failed them.

Conops! he roared. The crew are skulking in the forehold. Rouse them with a ropes end! Make sail! Easy now, oars! The wind and tide serve.


CHAPTER 27. The British Channel

The islands, the lands and the oceans are parts of the earth. The rivers are its veins. And even so, I tell you, races and peoples are parts of the Being of Man. Answer me then: should a finger destroy an arm for the sake of gain or pride or malice? Does the mountain hate the valley? Does the valley accuse the plain of enmity? And yet you fools make war on one another.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



ANOTHER westerly gale. The bireme plunged and rolled, not shipping much water, because Tros was at the helm, but swinging her fighting top like a pendulum. The working crew of British fishermen was miserably seasick.

Tros, amber eyes heavy with weariness, his great jaw grinding, shaking his head at intervals to throw the black hair from his eyes, steered a course far closer inshore than was necessary to make Thames-mouth; from the mouth of the Seine he might have stood nearly due east toward the Belgian sands in order to take full advantage of wind and tide.

Orwic was still wearing his Roman costume, but his moustache spoiled the effect and so did the fair hair that fell to his shoulders. He swung himself up from the hold and climbed the poop by the broken ladder. For a minute or two he leaned overside and vomited, then worked his way hand-over-hand along the rail toward Tros and pointed at the coast of Britain, where the chalk cliffs stood like ghosts in a gray mystery of drifting fog.

Too close, he objected. A Roman ship  we look like Romans. If we put in there, theyll  he leaned overside, but managed to control himself remember the Northmen, he went on. Two longships  ran from us toward Pevensey. Theyll have burned some villages. The next foreign-looking ship that runs for shelter will

He vomited again, clinging to the lee rail. Tros waited for him to recover and then gestured toward the opposite coast of Gaul, invisible beyond a howling great waste of gray sea.

I would run in for the sake of the wounded; this cold wind tortures them. Better a fight with Britons than another brush with Caesar, he said grimly. Caesar has had time to reach Caritia by chariot and put a dozen ships into the water. He has had time to set a dozen traps. Hell risk storm and everything to catch and crucify us. Twenty of us fit to fight  crew no good  torn sail  and who is to man the oars?

But if you hug the shore our own Britons may put out and throw fire into us, said Orwic. Thats what we always try to do with the Northmen.

Not in this gale, Tros answered. Of two foes, shun the stronger. Caesar is the craftiest of Romans. We have stung him, Orwic. We have made a mock of him before his own men. We have tricked a prisoner out of his camp by forgery and boldness. We have made him run; he had to swim for it. And I know Caesar!

A pity we didnt catch him.

Aye, I am ashamed, Tros ground his teeth. And what shall I say to Caswallon, who lent me a hundred gentlemen to take Caesar alive! Half of them dead or wounded  no plunder  nothing to show him but my fathers corpse, for which I must beg obsequies.

Caswallon will remember who wrecked Caesars ships off Kent a while ago. You saved Britain for us, Tros. Caswallon will not forget that.

But Tros smiled sourly. It is only grudges that endure. Kings memories are as short as Caesars for a friendship.

Orwic, too weak to argue, lay down near the lee rail, hugging himself in his cloak. He relished no more than Tros did the prospect of slinking up Thames with nothing to show but a foreigners corpse to offset more than sixty dead and wounded gentlemen.

Mere seamen would hardly have mattered; but by the irony of fate not one of the twenty hirelings had suffered a scratch, except when Tros and Conops hit them with belaying pins or knife-hilts to stir their energy. In a sense Orwic was as much responsible as Tros; it was he who had supported Tros first and last; he was second-in-command of the expedition. Worse! The Lunden girls had seen the bireme off; they would be waiting now to kiss victorious warriors  expecting to see Caesar brought forth from the hold in chains.

Instead of Caesar in his scarlet cloak they would see dead and wounded friends  relations  lovers.

Orwic was as young and imaginative as the girls who reckoned him the bravest man in Britain.

Tros gave the helm to Conops, who looked comical in an imitation Roman tunic, with his red Greek seamans cap pulled low over his brow, an impudent nose beneath it, and a slit lip that showed one eye-tooth like a dogs.

Conops was merely curious to know what was to happen next; he had perfect confidence in Tross ability to meet it.

Keep the wind at the back of your right ear, Tros commanded. The tidell be slack in an hour; watch for the surf on the quicksands on your starboard bow. Keep clear of that, and follow the tide around the coast when it starts to make. If theres any trouble with the crew, wake me.

He went below, into the cabin where his fathers body lay, with Caesars scarlet cloak spread over it. And for a while he stood steadying himself with one hand on an overhead beam, watching the old mans face, that was as calm as if Caesars tortures had never racked the seventy-year-old limbs, the firm, proud lip showing plainly through the white beard, the eyes dosed as in sleep, the aristocratic hands folded on the breast.

It was dark in there and easy to imagine things. The body moved a trifle in time to the ships swaying.

Sleep on, Tros muttered.

He could not imagine his father dead, not even with the corpse before his eyes. No sentiment, not much emotion, had been lost between them. He actually loved his father more that minute than he had ever done. Perseus had had scant respect for the claims of human personality.

He had died not cursing and not blessing Caesar, utterly indifferent to Caesars crimes provided his own acts should pass the critical judgment of his own conscience. Tros on the other hand ached for revenge. He was determined to have it.

He could not have explained why. He had inherited his fathers passion for free will and full responsibility, each man for his own acts. He did not question his fathers right to submit to torture rather than reveal to Caesar the least hint of what the secrets of the Samothracian and Druidic Mysteries really were; he would have done the same himself.

Nor did he question his fathers right to be unvindictive; he was rather proud of the old mans conquest over self to the point where he could suffer torture and not shriek for vengeance. He was immensely proud to be the old mans son.

Yet love him, in any ordinary sense, he knew he never had done; and, strangely enough, he hardly hated Caesar. He was the enemy of Caesar; he despised his vices and admired his genius, loathed his cruelty and liked his gentlemanly wit.

He lay down and slept. His dreams were all of Caesar, Caesar standing on the biremes bow in the mist at Seine-mouth, laughing, charmingly sarcastic, promising to crucify him by and by, plunging beneath a flight of arrows into the waves and continuing to laugh out of a fog-bank while the bireme pitched over the shoals at river-mouth and left Caesar swimming safely out of reach.

He did not sleep long. He heard Conops shout from the poop and sprang out of the cabin, sword in hand ready to deal with mutiny. But there was no mutiny. Conops and a dozen Britons were staring at a Gaulish fishing boat not far astern that looked as if it had been rebuilt by Roman engineers; it was plunging in masses of spray toward the British coast, making for Hythe in all likelihood.

Romans, or Ill eat my knife-hilt! Conops sneered. Put about, master, and lets ram them. Did you ever see such land-lubbers! Cant even quarter the sea. Straight from point to point like a plowshare into a field of turnips! There  they swamp!

But the boat was decked, and the deck must have been strong and watertight. She rose out of a welter of gray sea, dismasted but right side up, and Tros could see men, who certainly were Romans, chopping at the rigging with their short swords.

Go about and ram them, Conops urged again, and Tros considered that for a minute. But he would likely enough lose his own sail if he tried to turn in that wind.

Theyll smash on the rocks when the tide carries them inshore, he prophesied and went below again to make up arrears of sleep. He did not wake again until nightfall, when he relieved Conops at the helm. By that time the tide had carried them well out into the North Sea. The wind backed suddenly to the northwest, increasing in strength, and he had to heave to.

There were no stars visible, no moon, nothing to do but pace the poop to keep warm, judging the drift by the feel of the wind, with the cries of the wounded and the thought of that Gaulish-Roman fishing boat with her Roman crew, to haunt and worry him.

He tried to persuade himself that the boat could not be Caesars. But calculations, made and checked a dozen times, assured him that Caesar would have had time to reach Caritia by chariot from Seine-mouth and to send that boat in the teeth of the gale across the channel; in fact, he would have had about two hours to spare, which was ample in which to choose and instruct men for his purpose, whatever that might be.

Black night on a raging sea was neither time nor place for shrewd guessing at Caesars newest strategy, but Tros did not doubt it would run true to form and be brilliant if nothing else. To land a dozen Romans openly on the shore of Briton would be madness; if they were not killed instantly they would be held as hostages. Direct overtures to Caswallon would be laughed at  Caesar would not try any such foolishness as to send messengers to Lunden. What then?

Caesars notorious luck would probably throw up his men all living on the beach, or might even cause the mastless boat to drift into a sheltered cove. What then? What then?

Even supposing that boat should have been lost with all hands, the fact remained that Caesar was attempting something. He would persist. He would send another boat. For what purpose? To avenge himself on Tros undoubtedly, but how?

Caesar played politics like a game, staking kingdom against kingdom. Incredibly daring and swift decisions were the secret of his campaigns; but there was something else, and as Tros paced the poop, wet to the skin with spray, he tried to analyze what he knew of Caesar, knowing he must outguess him if he hoped to escape the long reach of his arm.

He tried for a while to imagine himself in Caesars place; but that was difficult; the very breath Tros breathed was the antithesis of Caesars. Caesar yearned to impose the Roman yoke on all the world; Tros burned to see a world of free men, in which each man ruled himself and minded his own business.

It was that thought, presently, that gave him what he thought might be the key. Well-bred, vain, self-seeking rascal though Caesar was, there was something splendid in his method, something admirable in his constancy of purpose and in his ability to make men serve him in the teeth of suffering and death. What was it? In what way was Caesar different from other men?

His vices were unspeakable; his treachery was a byword; his extravagance was an insult to the men who died for him and to the nations from whom he extorted money with which to bribe Romes politicians. He had personal charm, but that was not enough; men grow weary of a rogue, however successful and however personally charming. There was some other secret.

And at last it seemed to Tros he had it. Rome! The glamour of the word Rome. The idea of Rome as mistress of the world, with all men paying tribute to her  one law, one senate, one arbiter of quarrels, one fountain-head of authority. A sort of imitation of Nature, with the fundamental truth of brotherhood and freedom left out! Caesar served his own ends, but he served Rome first; he might loot Rome and make himself her despot, but he would leave her mistress of the world.

No other people, possibly no other man than Caesar had that obsession fixed so thoroughly in mind that he himself was almost the idea. Foreigners might send their spies to Rome and bribe her public men almost openly, but none could set Roman against Roman when Romes profit was in question. On the other hand, Rome sent spies, or openly acknowledged agents, and successfully set tribe against tribe, faction against faction, until domestic strife ensued, and Rome stepped in and conquered.

The Britons, for instance, were divided into petty kingdoms, jealous of their own kings. Caswallon, when he defeated Caesar and sent him sneaking back to Gaul by night, had been at his wits end to raise an army, even for that purpose. The half of one British tribe, the Atrebates, lived in Gaul and had accepted Caesars rule, under a king of Caesars making.

The Iceni traded horses to the men of Kent, but fought them between- times; and as far as the other British tribes were concerned, they were to all intents and purposes foreigners, loosely united by occasional marriages but with no real bond other than Druidism.

The druids taught brotherhood, it was true; but that was too easily interpreted to mean friendship toward foreigners and strife at home.

The only enemies the Britons really held in common were the Northmen, who plundered the coasts whenever their own harvests failed or their own young men grew restless to wed foreign wives. But the Britons made friends with the Northmen, intermarried with them, let prisoners settle in their midst, and absorbed them, without making them feel they were a part of one united nation.

Self-seeking rogue though he was, then, Caesar was Rome, to all intents and purposes; or so Tros argued it. Caesar, driven out of Britain, being Caesar, would never rest until he had reversed defeat.

Therefore, that boat, undoubtedly containing Romans, must be a move in Caesars game, a move that would mean nothing else but an attempt to set Britons against Britons, since that was all a handful of men could do in an enemy country.

But Caesar never neglected himself or his own feuds while he spread Romes power abroad. He never failed to follow up his threats; never neglected to avenge a personal defeat. He was not only Rome, he was Caesar.

Tros had laughed at him, had tricked a prisoner away, had fooled him, outguessed him, drowned a hundred men and almost caught Caesar himself. It was safe, then, to wager that, coming so swiftly after that encounter, the gale-swept Gaulish fishing boat in some way was connected with revenge on Tros. Successful guile delighted Caesar even more than winning battles.

It was not unreasonable to suppose that Caesar had sent messengers in that boat  no doubt with expensive presents  to tell tales that should reach Caswallons ears.

As he turned that over in his mind Tros almost decided to run for the Belgian lowlands and seek refuge there. He did not doubt he could make good friends among the Belgae. Pride restrained him. He had made a promise to Caswallon; he would keep it. Those young gallants who had sailed with him  mutinous cockerels  had their rights; their dead should be buried in British earth.

But he almost wished the gods might relieve him of responsibility by sinking the bireme in that raging sea. He was almost willing to drown just then, provided he might go down handsomely.

Orwic seemed to sense his mood. He threw off the seasickness and yelled in Tross ear:

Lud of Lunden is a good god. He will send us an achievement.

Achievement, Tros muttered. And thirty seasick men to wrest it from destiny!

For the first time in his life he had begun to think that destiny might be his enemy and not his friend; that Caesar, the Romans, Rome, might be fortunes favorites and he and his friends, the Britons, nothing but grist in the eternal mill.

The wind shrieked through the rigging; bitter cold spray drenched him. He had to cling to the rail. His eyes ached, staring at stark, dark seas that pitched the bireme like a cork.

I will die free. I will set others free. I must! I burn to live! But is it all worth the burning? he wondered.


CHAPTER 28. Northmen!

So ye seek peace? Shall ye find it quarreling with one another?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



ANOTHER day and another night of plunging in a confusing sea, hove-to half the time, cheating wind and tide by miracles of seamanship, found Tros wide-eyed at the helm and the biremes bow headed at last into the hump-backed waves that guarded the Thames estuary.

There was no land in sight, but there were sea-birds and a hundred other signs that gave Tros the direction; he had run in the dark before a blustering wind, had caught the tide under him at dawn and was making the most of it, sure he was in midstream and as confident as a homing pigeon of his exact position, well along into the Thames.

It was cold, and the wind bore rain with it that drenched the autumn air and settled into banks of blowing mist through which the watery sun appeared over the stern like dim, discouraged lantern-light. The wind howled through the rigging and the sea swished through the remnants of basketwork that survived on the biremes ends. The great ungainly ram sploshed in the steep waves like a harpooned monster, and now and then the Britons, down in the hold, screamed from the torture of ill-tended wounds.

Conops relieved Tros at the helm, nodding when told to keep in mid-tide and to watch for land on the starboard bow. There was a Briton at the masthead who was afraid of the souls of the dead gentlemen on deck; and nobody, least of all himself, had any confidence in him. Tros went forward, to lean over the bow and think.

He could not throw off despondency. He began to wonder whether his father had not been right in saying that a mans delight in action was no better than the animals, that his brain was only a mass of instincts magnified, and that the soul was the only part of him worth cultivating.

There lay his father, dead, contented to be dead, with no mans injury to his discredit. He had died without regret for unattained ambition, since he had none of the ordinary sort. With all the resources of the Mysteries of Samothrace to count on, he had never owned a house; even the stout ship, that Caesar had ordered burned for the copper she contained, had hardly been his property, though he had built her and commanded her; he had regarded her as a gift to the Lords of Samothrace, at whose behest she had sailed uncharted seas.

But the father had never ached for action as the son did. Tros had the same compelling impulse to uphold the weak and to defy the strong, but he had a more material way of doing it. He could not see the sense of talking, when a blow, well aimed, might break a tyrants head. Nor was he totally opposed to tyrants; an alert and generously guided tyranny appealed to him as something the world needed; a tyranny that should insist, with force, on freedom.

Is there anything more tyrannous than truth? he wondered, watching the waves yield and reappear over the ironshod ram.

Even his father had had to admit that a ship, for instance, could not be managed without despotism. There had never lived a sterner ships commander than old Perseus; just though he had been, and self-controlled, he was a captain who would brook no hesitation in obeying orders. Yet his father had failed, if the loss of his ship at Caesars hands, followed by torture and death, were failure.

Not even the druids of Gaul, for whose encouragement his father had set forth from Samothrace, had gained in the least, as far as Tros could see; and if that was not failure, what was it? Yet his father had seemed quite contented with the outcome, had died appearing to believe his failure was success.

Had he, Tros, not the same right to believe this comparative failure against Caesar was good fortune in disguise? It was only comparative failure after all. Caesar had had the worst of it, twice. He had wrecked the greater part of Caesars fleet. He had thoroughly worsted Caesar in the fight at Seine-mouth. His father had never done anything as effective as that.

Was his fathers attitude the right one? Or was his? Or were they both wrong?

Why, for instance, had his father taught him swordsmanship, if fighting was an insult to the soul, as he contended? Must a man learn how to do things, and then restrain himself from doing them? If so, why do anything? Why preach? Why eat and drink? Why live? What was the use of knowing how to sail a ship, if action was discreditable? Was war against the elements so different from war with men? Should he have let the sea win and have drowned, too proud to fight?

He thought not. He remembered how his father used to fight the elements; there had been no bolder man in the world. What then? Ought all men to be seamen and spend life defeating wind and tide? The mere suggestion was ridiculous. Nine men out of ten were as utterly incapable of seamanship as they were of penetrating the Inner Mysteries and living such a life as Perseus led. Besides, if all did one thing, who should do the other things that needed doing?

Slowly, very slowly, as he leaned over the bow and watched the changing color of the estuary water, Tros began to solve the riddle  of the universe, it seemed to him.

A man is not a man until he feels the manhood in him, he reflected. Then he does what he can do.

That seemed to be the whole of it. Each to his own profession, born leaders in the van, born blacksmiths to the anvil, born adventurers toward the skyline  he for one!  and each man fighting to a finish with whatever enemy opposed him, that enemy on every battlefield himself, no other!

Good! Tros stiffened his huge muscles and his leonine eyes began to gleam under his shaggy brows. There was dignity in that warfare, purpose and plan sufficient, if one should rule himself so manfully in every chance  met circumstance that victory were his, within himself, no matter what the outcome!

And now he remembered Perseus dying speech, and how the old man had forbidden nothing, not even the sword, but had prophesied for Tros a life of wandering and many another brush with Caesar. He and Caesar were to help each other some day!

Gods! What a prospect!

Caesar stood for all that Tros loathed: Interference with mens liberties, imposition of a foreign yoke by trickery and force of arms, robbery under the cloak of law, vice and violence, lies gilded and painted to resemble truth. And he was to help Caesar! Some day!

He laughed. Yet he believed in deathbed prophecies. The thought encouraged him.

If I am to help Caesar, and he me, then my time to die is not yet. For I will injure him with all my might and main until my whole mind changes!

He reflected that it takes time for a mans inclination to change to that extent.

My will is not the wind, he muttered. I will live long before I befriend Caesar.

The wind changed while he thought of it, veering to the southward, blowing all the mist toward the northern riverbank until at last the sun shone on a strip of dark-green where the forest touched the tide-mud and Conops cried, Land-ho! from the poop.

Swiftly then, that being Britain and the autumn, magic went to work on land- and sea-scape that changed until both wide-flung riverbanks gleamed in sunlight and the heaving estuary-bosom frilled itself with ripples in place of white-caps on the surface of the waves.

Gray water brightened to steel-blue, stained with brown mud where the tide poured over the shoals, and the sea-gulls came off shore in thousands to pounce on mussel-beds before the tide should cover them.

Then another hail from Conops, and Tros returned to the poop, his mood changing with the weather. He was already whistling to himself.

Yonder! said Conops, his one eye staring up-river. Too much smoke!

Mist, remarked Orwic, but the wish was father to the contradiction.

He had seen that kind of smoke before; had more than one scare to show for it. One did not admit, until sure, that Northmen might be raiding British homesteads.

Smoke, Tros announced after a minute. He could almost smell it. Orwic! Caswallon shall welcome us after all!

Orwic shouted. A dozen Britons came out of the hold, to cluster on the poop and stare at the smudge on the skyline.

Northmen! announced one of them, with an air of being able to read smoke on the skyline as if it were Celtic script. Those two longships Tros refused to fight the other day have found their way up-Thames. Its Tross fault. They have stolen a march while we plucked his oat-cake out of Caesars fire! By Lud of Lunden, we were fools to trust a foreigner!

Aye, and Lunden burning! said another.

But that was nonsense; the smoke was much nearer than Lunden.

Two longships and only thirty of us fit to fight!

Tros will want to run away again! a third suggested.

Conops bared his teeth and Orwic, who had led the earlier mutiny to his own distress, made signals; but they deferred no more to Orwic than to Tros. Orwic was only Caswallons nephew; they were as good as he, and equally entitled to opinions. Besides, as second-in-command, Orwic was responsible along with Tros for failure to capture Caesar, and that, added to jealousy, was excuse enough for ignoring his signals.

Any man can sail a ship up-river, one of them suggested brazenly.

Tros almost brayed astonishment. He had thought he had tamed those cockerels. Cold, seasickness and battle on the deck had reduced the hired crew to the condition of whipped dogs, but these young aristocrats appeared to recover their nerve the moment they smelt a Northmen.

It had not yet filtered into Tross understanding how warfare with the men from over the North Sea was a heritage, almost a privilege, a sport, in which serfs were the prizes and women the side bets. To mention Northmen near the coast of Britain was like talking wolf to well-trained hounds.

Caswallon gave the command of this ship to Tros, said Orwic, standing loyally by his appointed chief.

Whereat they laughed. They were in their own home waters; not Caswallon himself might overrule their free wills! Each man thrilled to one and the same impulse. Some of the wounded crawled on deck and, learning what the commotion was about, cried out to Tros to get after the Northmen instantly, hoof, hair and teeth!

I, too, am minded to make the acquaintance of these Northmen, Tros remarked, and they grinned, although they did not quite believe him; from what they already knew of him, he was too cautious and conservative to lead them into the kind of fight they craved.

We will introduce you, a youngster answered. We will show you what fighting is!

You! Tros answered; and they all backed forward along the poop because his sword was drawn, although none saw it whip out of the sheath. With his left hand he picked up a Roman shield.

Orwic! Stand by!

The other Britons began to jeer at Orwic, although they chose their words, for there was none but Tros who had ever beaten him on horse or foot.

Silence! Tros thundered, tapping with his sword-point on the deck.

One or two laughed, but rather feebly, and they all grew still before the rapping ceased, most of them clutching at their daggers, glancing at one another sidewise.

Must I teach you young cockerels another lesson? Lud of Lunden! How many arrows have you? Not a hundred! You squandered arrows against Caesar by the basketful. Do you think Northmen will stand still to have their throats cut? Idiots!

We know how to fight Northmen, one man piped up. Well show you!

You? Show me? Tros thundered.

He took a long stride forward and they backed away, uncomfortably close now to the poop edge; there was no rail there to lean against.

By Lud, Ill beat the brains out of the first who speaks again without my leave! He meant it, and they knew it. Who has anything to say?

His sword-blade flickered like a serpents tongue; he seemed able to meet all eyes simultaneously.

Who speaks? he repeated; but none answered him.

They could back away no farther; to advance meant instant death to two or three at any rate, and whether or not Orwic should take Tross side.

At your hands I have suffered failure, Tros went on. It carks in me. I went for Caesar. I bring back dead and wounded men. Whose fault is that? Yours, you disobedient young devils! By the gods who grinned when you wasted arrows, it shall be my fault if I fail again! Now hear me! Not a man aboard this bireme shall see Lunden until we beat the Northmen first! Who questions that?

He paused dramatically, but there was no answer. He had stolen their thunder by threatening to do what they had first proposed, like yielding to a wrestlers hold in order to upset him.

Less than a hundred arrows! Not one throwing-spear! A torn sail! Two- score swordsmen fit to stand up! You have nothing but me to depend on! Eat that! Any one question it?

You can handle the ship, said one of them. He seemed afraid to hear his own voice.

Can I? Tross voice rang with irony. Does any of you question that I will?

Come! No ill-temper, Tros. Nobody doubts your seamanship, another man piped up. We have had proof enough of that.

Not proof enough! Nay, by Lud of Lunden, not yet enough! Seamanship includes the art of choking mutiny! Who doubts that I command this ship and every Briton in her? Speak up! Who doubts it? I will abolish doubt!

Caswallon gave you the command. That is all right, said one of them. Only lead us against the Northmen, that is all.

Lead? I will drive you! Tros retorted. Stand out, the man who thinks I cant. Come on and lets settle the question. What? Havent I a rival? Down off my poop then! Down you go!

He strode after them, point-first, and they scrambled off the poop in laughter at their own defeat. So Tros saw fit to smile too, as they crowded in the waist to hear the rest of what he had to say.

Northmen, he laughed, pecking at the planking with his swordpoint. I will give you such a belly-full of Northmen as you never dreamed. To your benches now! Out oars!

And they obeyed. They had promised they would row when called on. They had disobeyed him more than once, and it was true that they had squandered ammunition contrary to orders  true that, unless he could think of some expedient, they would be helpless against the two or three hundred men the Northmen probably could muster.

But they also obeyed because it dawned on them that Tros was sick at heart from having lost so many men without a victory to show for it, and that he was bent on snatching a revenge from destiny.

Thirteen oars aside began to thump in unison, not adding much to the biremes speed, but adding a great deal to the unanimity; and presently Tros added twenty more, compelling the hired seamen to man the empty benches, taking the helm himself. The wind was falling; the sail flapped half of the time, but the tide served and with forty-six oars the headway was good enough.

He did not want to move too fast. He had never fought Northmen, although Caswallon and Orwic had told him of their methods  how they usually landed from two ships on two sides of a village and fought their way toward each other, burning as they went, to create a panic.

And he knew the British method of opposing them, by throwing fire into their ships if they could come alongside, and by cutting down trees in the forest for a rampart against them when they landed and advanced on foot.

The hundred young men he had taken with him on his venture against Caesar constituted practically the whole of Caswallons available fighting force in any sudden emergency. Excepting Lunden, which was only a little place, there were no towns from which to draw levies at a moments notice; British settlements were scattered and Britons disinclined to obey their chief unless they saw good and sufficient reason for it, so it would take time to summon an army and Caswallon was probably in desperate straits.

It was late in the year for Northman raids, but if these were the two ships that Tros had refused to fight in the channel on his way to attack Caesar they might be on one of their usual plundering expeditions; in which case they would be in force and with their line of retreat extremely alertly guarded. Thirty men would be next to useless as an independent force against them and the only hope would be to reach Caswallon somehow and support him.

But it might be that the Northmens home harvests had failed and they were up to their old game of wintering in Britain, doing all the damage within reach in order to force an armistice and contributions of supplies. In that event they would not be considering retreat, their ships might be unguarded and it might be possible to come on them unawares.

It seemed to Tros, and Orwic confirmed the opinion, that the smoke came from both sides of the river. The man at the masthead was equally sure of it, and those were his home waters; he knew every contour of the Thames.

That might mean that the Northmen were divided, one ships crew plundering on either bank; which was likely enough, since it would be good strategy, obliging Caswallon to divide his own forces and making it more difficult for him to gather men into one manageable unit. The Britons were probably in scattered tens and dozens being beaten in detail for lack of one directing mind.

A man does what he can, Tros reflected, glancing upward at the heavy fighting top that might be visible from a long way off up-river.

He called the man down from the masthead, then turned to Orwic.

You and Conops take axes. Cut the shrouds on the port side. Then chop the mast down!

He called the hired seamen away from the oars, lowered and stowed the sail, set ten of them hauling on the starboard shrouds and gave the word to Orwic. Three dozen ax-strokes and the mast went over with a crash, increasing the damage to the bulwark done by Caesars grapnels. Swiftly they chopped away the starboard rigging and Tros sent the seamen below to their oars again.

And now, said Orwic, I obeyed you, and I dont know why. Without a sail how can we attack two swift ships?

Tros was not fond of explanations; they are usually bad for discipline; but he conceded something to Orwics prompt obedience, which was a novelty to be encouraged.

We should have lost the wind around the next bend anyhow. I would have had to take men from the oars to man sheets and braces. The Northmen are faster; we couldnt have run, sail or no sail. Gather all the arrows into one basket, set them by the starboard arrow-engine, and listen to me. Ill kill you if you loose one flight before I give the word!

He did not dare to use the bull-hide drum to set time for the rowing, for the sound of drum carries farther over water than the thump of oars between the thole-pins; he had to rely on gestures and his voice.

The bireme was in mid-tide, gliding up-river rapidly; the shore was narrowing in on either hand, with shoal-water projecting nearly into midstream at frequent intervals. The smoke of two burning villages, a dozen miles apart and one on either side of the river, was already diminishing from brown to gray and the nearest  not two miles up-river  appeared of the two to be the more burnt out. Tros began to whistle to himself.

Between the bireme and the nearest smoke there was a belt of trees that crept down to the rivers edge on the starboard hand. The trees were lower nearer the water, but even so, now that the mast was gone, they formed an effective screen behind which he could approach without giving warning because the deep-water channel followed the bank closely.

Orwic, he said quietly, your Lud of Lunden is a good god, and the Northmen are on both sides of the river. Listen!

A horn-blast and then another rang through the woods on the starboard hand. They were answered by two more, from not faraway.

Are those British signals?

No, said Orwic.

The tide will serve us for an hour. How many arrows have we?

Ninety.

Save them!

Away in the distance, from across the river, came the faint sound of several horns blowing simultaneously.

Britons? asked Tros.

Northmen.

Tros laughed.

Caswallon has them checked, I take it. They are summoning their friends.

He sent Conops to stand below the poop and signal to the oarsmen to dip slowly, quietly. He only needed steerage-way; the tide was carrying the bireme fast enough, perhaps too fast. There was nothing but guess-work until they should pass that belt of trees.

The shoal mud formed an island nearly in mid-river, half submerged, and between that and the land the tide poured in a surging brown stream. There was no room to maneuver, hardly room to have swung a longship with the aid of anchors. A little higher up, beyond the belt of trees, the mud bank vanished under water, and there was room enough there for a dozen ships to swing; deep enough water almost from bank to bank the full width of the river. Tros tried to form a mental picture of the riverbank at that point, but he had seen it only once before as he passed it on the outward journey.

Is there a creek beyond those trees? he asked Orwic.

Orwic asked the man who had been at the masthead.

Yes, a narrow creek. Fairly deep water.

Another horn-blast echoed through the trees. It seemed to come from close to the riverbank and was answered instantly. Like the echo to that, from away up-river came a chorus of six horns blown in unison. There began loud shouting from somewhere just beyond the trees and, presently, the unmistakable thump and rattle of oars being laid in rowlocks. A moment later Tross ear caught the steady, short stroke of deep-sea rowing, such as men use where the waves are steep and close together.

Now! he shouted. Give way!

There was nothing for it now but speed. If he had the Northmen trapped they were at his mercy; if he had guessed wrong, then the bireme was at theirs. He beat the bull-hide drum and bellowed to his rowers:

One! Two! One! Two! One! Two!

Shouts responded from around the tree-clad corner of the bank, shouts and a mighty splashing as a helmsman tried to swing a long ship in a hurry out of the creek-mouth bow-first to the tide, backing the port oars.

Row, you Britons! Row! Tros thundered, taking the helm from Conops.

He could hear the water boiling off the biremes ram. In his minds eye he could see the Northmens whole predicament, with no room to maneuver and a strong tide hitting them beam-on as they left the creek-mouth. He could hear their captain bellowing, heard the oar-beat change and knew the longship was attempting, too late, to turn upstream and run from the unseen enemy.

And it turned out better than he hoped. As the biremes bow raced past the belt of trees the longship lay with her nose toward the midstream mud-bank, starboard oars ahead and port oars backing frantically, blue mud boiling all around her and panic on deck as a dozen men struggled to hoist the sail to help her swing. She was less than a hundred yards away. Tros could have sunk her, with that tide under him, without troubling the oars at all.

He beaked her stark amidships. As the Northmen loosed one wild volley of arrows, the iron-shod ram crashed in under the bilge and rolled her over, ripping out fifty feet of planking from her side. The shock of the collision threw the rowers from the benches, and the bireme swung on the tide with her stern-post not a dozen feet away from the edge of the midstream shoal, then drifted upstream with wreckage trailing from her bow and the wounded crying that she leaked in every seam.

Tros sent Conops below to discover what the damage really amounted to and watched the Northmen. Their longship had gone under sidewise, so that not even her mast was visible. Most of her men were drowning; some had struggled to the mud-bank, where the yielding mud sucked them under. Others, trying to make the creek-mouth, were being carried upstream by the tide; not many were swimming strongly enough to have any prospect of reaching shore. And as if they had been hiding in fox-holes, Britons began appearing from between the trees gathering in excited groups to cut down the survivors.

The collision opened up her seams. I doubt shell float as far as Lunden, Conops announced.

How much water has she made yet?

Half a cubit, master.

Orwic, take some of the wounded and man the water-hoist!

So they rigged the trough amidships, and the beam with a bucket at either end that was the Roman ship designers concept of a pump. Tros swung the biremes head upstream and began to consider that other smudge of brown smoke, half-a-dozen or more miles away.

Now, if Lud of Lunden really is a good god, he remarked to Orwic, we will catch another longship on our ugly snout without wasting a single arrow!

We might pray to Lud, Orwic suggested.

No, said Tros. The gods despise a man who prays. They help men who make use of opportunity. Get below there!

The oarsmen were all leaning overside to watch the Northmen being cut down by Britons as they struggled through the muddy shallows close by the riverbank.

Man the benches! Out oars! Ill show you a fight to suit you between here and Lunden Town!


CHAPTER 29. Battle!

Spirit of Earth and Sky and Sea, forbid that I should feel no pity for the blind and deaf! Toward ignorance may my patience be as gentle as the dew on thirsty earth-aye, and as time that permitteth newness. But ye are not blind; ye can see your desires. Ye are not deaf; ye can hear the tempter. Ye are not ignorant; times beyond number I have given freely all the wisdom I have learned, and then have sought more that I might share it with you. What then shall I say to wantons who rebel in the name of liberty against their captains in an hour of peril, that they may enslave themselves to lusts that chain their souls to worse indignities, and force them to worse treacheries than any tyrant? What can a tyrant do but slay? And what is death but freedom? If ye seek freedom to betray and to debauch your manhood, lo, ye have it. And then what? Death shall set you free indeed from the reins of Wisdom. But when ye return to the earth for future lives shall Wisdom be yours for the asking? Or shall ye begin again at your beginnings and earn in sorrow little by little again the Wisdom that was yours but ye would not use?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



IT WAS a desperate, dinning fight that raged to the south of the river and a few miles south of Lunden. The tide slackened and began to change; the bireme made slow progress; it was a long time before Tros made out the mast of another longship between the trees ahead of him. But long before that he could hear and see trees falling, as the Britons felled them in the Northmens path. Orwic kept up a running comment:

Thats a good joke. They have burned Borstens village; his father was a Northman! Theyll have thought to scare Caswallon and force terms from him. Threats only make him fight. Did you see that tree fall? Thats by Borstens Brook. Caswallon has whipped a force together in the nick of time. He has them cut off from the river. There! another tree. Theyre ringing them around! Land us yonder, Tros; I know a short cut to where Caswallon stands praying to the gods for thirty extra men!

No, Tros answered, with a jaw-snap that conveyed conviction. Tross eyes were on that longship. He lusted to possess it. It lay bow out of water on the mud, with a kedge in midstream with which to haul off in a hurry in case of need. In all his wanderings he had never seen a ship with such sweet lines; she was almost the ship of his dreams  not big enough, but there were only three men guarding her and she would do for a beginning! One of the three men blew a horn-blast as he sighted the dismasted bireme. Tross laugh was like an answering trumpet-call; he knew that ship was his if only he could manage his excited Britons.

It was easy enough to read what had happened: A raiding party of Northmen caught ashore by the Britons and cut off from their ship; the men left to guard the ship summoned by horn to the rescue, only to find themselves in the same trap.

The Britons will burn that ship, Lud rot them, unless I prevent, Tros muttered.

But he was hard put to it to keep his own Britons rowing; they wanted to ram the riverbank and leap ashore to help block the Northmens retreat. Half of them at a time, and sometimes all of them, left the oars to lean over the bulwark and instruct Tros how to steer for the bank; it was only when they saw the bireme drifting backward down the river that they returned to the oars reluctantly.

There began to be downright mutiny again; one man threw a lump of wood that missed Tros by a hairs breadth; the wounded crawled on deck and cursed him for a coward alien. He thundered on the drum for silence, gesturing to Conops at the helm to hold the bireme in mid-river.

You young fools! he roared. If you take their ship away, what have they left to retreat to?

But they did not see the point. They wanted to rush to Caswallons aid and share in the glory of cutting down the hereditary enemy. Three jumped overboard and swam for it.

Back to your arrow-engine, Orwic! Shoot the next man who leaves his bench! Row or Lud rot you! One! Two! One! Two! Easy, starboard. Port ahead. Now, altogether, back her!

He swung the biremes stern toward the longships kedge-warp, and sent Conops overside to bend another warp to it, making that fast to the biremes stern. Then  downstream now  he bullied them all to rowing until the kedge came up and the bireme swayed like a pendulum in midstream, mud boiling all around her.

Watch those three Northmen, Orwic! Shoot if they try to cast off!

The longship heeled. Her bow began to swing round on the mud. Two of the three who guarded her ran to cut the kedge-warp with their swords.

Shoot! Orwic loosed twelve arrows in one flight and one man fell; the other hid himself below the bulwarks; the third sprang to the longships stern and hacked the warp through with a battle-ax, but too late; the ship slid off the mud and glided into midstream.

The bireme shot ahead when the warp parted; it was a minute before backed oars could take the way off her; then, port oars forward, starboard oars astern, Tros swung her in a circle in midstream.

Two minutes after that they broke three oars as the bireme bumped the longship and a dozen Britons led by Orwic jumped aboard. The two Northmen took to the river like water-rats; four Britons plunged after them; Tros lashed the ships together, beam to beam and let them drift downriver with the tide, which set toward the south bank, away from the fighting.

A quarter of a mile downstream he dropped two anchors, he and Conops standing guard over the cables lest the indignant Britons should cut them and try to row across to the other side. Only Orwic, and he nervously, stood by him; the remainder, wounded included, threatened and cursed him for a flinching coward; but as they could not swim, they could not leave him.

Tros watched the far bank, trying to imagine what he himself would do if he were a Northman hemmed in by determined enemies and cut off from his ship. Those Northmen doubtless had a leader wise in war, chosen to lead raids because of previous successes.

He did not believe they would have landed without exploring all the riverbank; it was at least an even chance that the two who had swum for shore had reached their friends to warn them the ship was gone.

Orwic bit his fingernails, torn three ways between loyalty to Tros, anxiety for his friends ashore and eagerness to lead his own men into the thick of the fighting.

By Lud, we will be too late! he grumbled. Too late! Too late! Tros

If Caswallon can keep them away from the river, theres no need for us, Tros answered. If they reach the river, theyll find boats and try to recapture their ship.

But there arent any boats! Orwic objected.

Then again, no need for us. But I will wager there are boats, among the reeds, and the Northmen know it.

Then lets hunt for boats and burn them!

Tros laughed.

Set this crowd of ours ashore, and wholl keep them out of the fighting!

The Britons, and some of the wounded with them, had nearly all jumped into the longship and were holding a sort of parliament, even the hired seamen taking part. An iron bolt hurled at Tros just missed him where he stood in the biremes bow, and some one shouted:

Cross the river, or well burn both ships!

They had found the Northmens fire-pot and meant business; there was smoke where half-a-dozen of them stooped over a box full of kindling, blowing on it.

By Plutos teeth! Youll burn my prize of war?

He would rather see a city burned than lose that sweet-lined ship. He leaped on the longships bow, roared like a bull and charged at them, scattering them right and left, kicking fire-pot and kindling overboard before they could draw their weapons; and by that time he had his back against the mast, the hilt of his long sword on a level with his chin, its point just sufficiently in motion to confirm the resolution in its owners eye.

They were not afraid of him exactly. There was none, at that crisis, who would not have dared to try conclusions. They had all fought Romans on the Kentish coast, had beaten Caesars men at Seine-mouth, had been trained, since they were old enough to hold a weapon, against the wolf, the Northmen and the neighboring British tribes.

Cowardice was their pet abomination. But he had them puzzled. They were Celts, hereditary gentlemen, much given to reflection and to arguing all sides of everything, deeply versed in chivalry and legend, and despising the notion of attacking one man in overwhelming numbers. Against any one except Northmen they preferred argument to violence. They admired him for his daring to defy them all.

Four of them kept him backed against the mast; six others engaged Conops in the longships bow, while two more hacked the cables through and set both ships adrift again.

But they drifted toward the wrong shore naturally, since the tide set that way. Within a hundred yards they were aground on clinging mud, and in a moment after that there were only wounded left to reckon with; the remainder, hired seamen and all, had plunged overside and were struggling shoulder-deep to reach the swampy bank and hunt for boats, rafts, anything in which to cross the river.

Orwic hesitated. Tros took pity on him and a shrewd thought for himself.

Friend o mine, I give you leave to go, he said, laughing, and Orwic jumped overside without touching the bulwark.

And so by law, if there is any law, the longships mine, Tros chuckled.

Some of the Britons began to swim across the river, using logs to help them breast the third of a mile of strong stream. Four men found a raft near the edge of the swamp and wasted several minutes arguing with seven wounded men who tried to take it from them, until Orwic arrived and seized command; he put the wounded on the raft and made the others help him swim the crazy thing.

Several men found horses  Britons could be trusted to smell a horse if there was one within five miles  and within fifteen minutes of the ships touching the mud the last horse took the water with its long mane held by two men and a third  he had only one arm  clinging to its tail.

Battle raged unseen on the far bank, to the tune of horn-blasts and the crash of falling trees. Chariot and horseback fighting  the Britons favorite method  had developed a type of defensive tactics to correspond; they were experts at felling trees in the path of an advancing or retreating enemy, ringing him around if possible, blocking the narrow forest paths and reinforcing the dense, tangled undergrowth with massive tree- trunks.

It was easy to read the wavering fortune of the battle by observing trees that fell, in different directions, three, four at a time.

Once it seemed as if the Northmen were surrounded, then as if they were making good their retreat toward where they had left their longship. But that might have been a feint; the shouting and crashing changed direction; there followed a din of horn-blasts as the Britons re-formed ranks and rushed to block a new line of retreat.

Once three Northmen, iron helmeted and armed with battle-axes, showed themselves on a bare hillock near by the ruins of a burned hut on the riverbank, but they were cut down instantly by a score of Britons who rushed out of the forest.

Once Tros thought he saw Caswallon, mounted, galloping along the rivers edge to turn the Northmens flank.

It was easy now to distinguish Norse from British horn-blasts; the Northmens note was flat, blown on an ox-horn; the Britons used copper and even silver instruments that rang through the woods with an exciting peal. Shouting and horn-blasts signified that the Northmen had fought clear of the felled-tree barriers, were retiring in considerable number almost parallel with the riverbank, their right flank possibly two hundred yards away from it, with an apparently impenetrable thicket in between them and the river.

By the sound they were circling that thicket on the far side of it. The Britons were striving to crowd them against it. Except for a few feet of stump-dotted marsh it reached almost to the waters edge  an obstacle to Briton and Northman alike; but once or twice Tros could see Britons creeping into it to take the Northmen in flank or from the rear, armed with spears with which to thrust at the Northmens backs from behind the cover of the undergrowth.

Once, about two score Britons tried to make their way between the river and the trees, jumping from clump to clump of turf and rotting roots, but the strip of marsh came to an end in knee-deep mud in which they floundered until they gave up the attempt and struggled back again to hack a path through the undergrowth toward the enemys flank.

Ten minutes after that, the Northmens strategy revealed itself. They fought their way around the thicket to a creek that Tros could not see because of intervening trees. The news that they had reached it was announced by a frantic chorus of British bugle-notes.

Another thirty or forty Britons charged along the riverbank and tried to force their way to the creek-mouth, but were prevented by the mud that grew deeper the farther they went, until some of them floundered to the breast in it and had to be hauled out by their friends.

And presently, from behind the trees that shut off Tross view of the creek-mouth, three small boats emerged crowded with Northmen, towing others who clung to the boats gunwales helping to shove the boats along until the water grew too deep.

The Northmens shields were a solid phalanx, behind which they crouched in the boats, protecting the paddlers against British arrows. Some of the men in the water swam with shields over their heads, but some were already drowning. Tros counted nearly sixty men, and there were more behind them, too late for the boats or crowded out, dodging missiles as they swam.

Their leader stood in the first boat, a big man with long moustaches drooping to his chin and a bushy, clipped, red beard; young, hardly thirty by the look of him, but a giant in stature, with a head that drooped a little forward as if he were a habitual deep-thinker, or else wounded or very weary.

He was nearly a full head taller than the tallest of his men, two of whom stood beside him. Their eyes were on the Britons ashore, but his were on the longship. He stood recklessly, ignoring arrows, hardly troubling to raise the painted shield on his left arm. As the boats drew nearer Tros saw three women crouching among the men.

If that chief loves a ship as I do, he will fight, Tros said to Conops. Swiftly, bid our wounded show their heads above the bulwark.

The longship had had the inside berth when both ships took the mud, but the tide had carried their sterns around, pivoting them on the biremes ram, which presently stuck fast, so that now both sterns were out into the stream, with the longship free except for the ropes that held her to the biremes side.

Smashed oars, jammed between them, kept the ships sides from grinding, and the water making in the biremes hold brought her down by the stern, so that she lay now for two-thirds of her length on soft mud, immovable until they should pump the water out and the tide should turn again and lift her.

Tros climbed up to the biremes poop, leaving Conops on the longships bow, and carefully chose twelve arrows from the basket, laying them in the arrow-engines grooves and cranking the clumsy mechanism that drew the bow taut. Then he studied the wounded; there was not one man among them fit for fighting; whoever could carry his weight had gone with Orwic to the battle in the woods.

Men of Lunden, Tros said, for he knew they liked that better than if he had called them Britons, we will burn both ships under us rather than let the Northmen have them! But I think those Northmen have a bellyful. Let your heads appear and reappear, as if there were a host of you crouching below the bulwark.

Many of them lacked strength to keep their chins above the bulwark for more than a few seconds at a time. They raised their heads, let go, and struggled up again to watch. The approaching boats came very slowly, for lack of enough paddles and because of the overload and the strength of the tide in midstream.

On the far shore the Britons were using horses to drag felled trees into the water, laboring shoulder deep to lash a raft, together on which enough of them might cross to dare to give the Northmen battle.

But that was a work that required time; the Northmen had burned all the buildings within reach, so there were no doors or hewn timber available.

The Northmen appeared to have no information about arrow-engines, but they seemed to expect ordinary arrow-fire. As they won their way across stream in slow procession, more than fifty yards apart, and the distance between them increasing, they kept their boats heads pointed toward the ships sterns to reduce the breadth of the target, and the men in the bows raised a sloping barricade of locked shields; but they were wooden shields. Tross engine could have shot a flight of arrows through them as easily as an ordinary arrow goes through leather jerkins.

The Northman chief chose to lighten his boat. He growled an order and six men leaped into the water, leaving only twelve and three women. The six, along with those who had swum alongside all the way, turned back and made for the second boat, which was already overcrowded.

Leaning his weight against the table on which the arrow-engine turned, Tros let the leading boat approach within two ships lengths before he tried conclusions.

Who comes here to yield himself? he shouted then in the Gaulish tongue, for he knew neither Norse nor any of the dialects of northern Britain, which a Northman might possibly have understood.

That leading boat was at his mercy; it was a frail thing, nearly awash with the weight of men; but he could see those fair-haired women crouching among the mens legs, and though he would have taken oath before a pantheon of gods that his own heart was invulnerable  that whether a foe was male or female was all one to him  he held his finger on the trigger yet a while.

The Northmen seemed to hesitate. They let their boat turn sidewise, head upstream, exposing its whole flank to Tros. The chieftain in the midst uphove a great two-headed ax and gestured at the biremes stern, shouting strange words in a voice that resembled waves echoing in caverns.

It appeared he was defying Tros to single, combat, a disturbing possibility that Tros had overlooked. He was under no compulsion to accept a challenge, but he knew what the Britons  and their women in particular  would say of any man who should refuse one. It was part of the tactics of war so to fight as to provide an enemy no opportunity to issue such a challenge until the outcome of single combat could not affect the issue either way.

However, Tros was not sure he had understood yet; and there were no women in the third boat, which was laboring in midstream, losing headway against the tide. They were rowing with a pole and broken branches. He loosed the flight of arrows at it, plunking the whole dozen square amidships.

The wounded Britons yelled delight. The arrows pierced the shields and struck men down, who fell against the farther gunwale and upset the crowded boat. The others, jumping to save themselves, capsized it, and it drifted downstream, bottom upward.

The second boat backed out of range, avoiding the men in the water because there was no room for them. It was nearly awash already without the added burden of strong hands on the gunwale and heavy men seeking to clamber overside; its crew of discouraged Northmen elected presently to drift downstream, hoping perhaps to make connection with the crew of the other longship lower down.

So there was only one boat left to deal with for the moment, one boat, eleven men, and that great, grim Northman captain, with the women crouching at his knees. The Northmans eyes were on the longship; he was close enough for Tros to see them and to recognize despair, the mother of forlorn hope.

No ruler loves a kingdom as the true sea-captain loves a ship he has built and navigated through the rock-staked seas. Tros knew that blue-eyed yearning; he could ever feel it in his own bones when he planned the queen of all ships he would some day build and sail into the unknown.

He laid another dozen arrows in the grooves and cranked the engine; but the Northman, who could see him plainly, stayed within range, flourishing his ax as if he courted death, bellowing his bullmouthed phrases that to Tros conveyed less meaning than his gestures.

They were a challenge repeated again and again. There was no humility about that man; in his defeat he was as splendid as in victory, demanding a right that no brave man might keep from him. One of the wounded Britons called to Tros, interpreting his words:

He bids you fight him for the longship. Beat him, says he, and he surrenders to you  he and his men and his women. If he beats you, he takes the longship and you must help him sail it home. But if each should kill the other, then his men- and women-folk are at Caswallons mercy! Those are his terms. You must fight him, Tros!

But it irked Tros to be told he must do anything. He could have shot that Northman down, and though the wounded Britons would have mocked him for a coward, he was strong-willed; he could face their scorn if he saw fit.

His eyes were on the farther riverbank, where now a hundred of Caswallons men were working like beavers to build the raft, and he was calculating just how long they would require to finish it and pole it across the river. He decided they would never be able to move such a clumsy platform fast enough through the water to overtake the Northmen, although if the bireme and the longship were attacked they might arrive in time to save both, and if they were successful they would claim the longship as their lawful plunder.

It was therefore up to him, Tros, to decide, and to do it swiftly. He doubted Caswallon, remembered that Gaulish fishing boat dismasted in the channel storm, recalled to mind the likelihood that Caesars men had undermined him in Caswallons favor by some ingenious means. Even if Tros should fight for the longship and defeat the Northman, Caswallon might claim as his own property all shipping captured in the Thames.

Caesars treasure-chest, left with Caswallon for safe keeping, would be a strong temptation to Caswallons intimates, if not to the chief himself to force a quarrel, and the longship, if Tros should claim it for his own, might prove an excellent excuse. It was a sharp predicament.

But the Northman kept on challenging, and the wounded Britons urged. And suddenly a blue-eyed girl stood up beside the Northman, with fair hair falling in long plaits nearly to her knees.

She set one foot on the gunwale and mocked Tros in the Gaulish language, calling him a coward among other names. The words were ill-pronounced, but her voice throbbed with such scorn as Tros had never listened to  he who had heard harbor-women scold their lovers on the wharfs of Antioch and Alexandria!

The words  he knew their worth and could ignore them  might have left him careless, but the voice and her manner brought the hot blood to his cheeks. He had never seen a woman like her, had never before felt such strange emotions as her anger stirred in him. She looked not older than nineteen.

Tros threw his hand up in a gesture of command. Briton and Northman alike paused breathless at his signal.

Tell me your name! he demanded.

He had right to know that; a man did not engage in single combat with inferiors by birth.

I am Olaf Sigurdsen of Malmö.

I am Tros, the son of Perseus Prince of Samothrace, Tros answered, laughing to himself.

His father would have been finely scandalized at the proceedings.

I will fight you on your own terms. Come aboard.

They paddled the boat toward the bireme, but Tros bade them halt when they were half a dozen boats lengths distant. He had heard that Northmen were colossal liars, although he had only heard that from their enemies, the Britons. He knew they were plunderers by profession; he doubted it was in them to keep faith if they should learn that only wounded men were on the bireme and that the longship lay defenseless. He summoned Conops, posted him at the loaded arrow-engine.

Come aboard alone, he said then, speaking slowly, waiting for the blue- eyed girl to interpret to Olaf Sigurdsen.

He laid his right hand on the arrow-engine.

You may put in to the riverbank. I will count it treachery if more than one man steps ashore. Then climb onto this bireme over the bow, and let the boat put out again into the river. You must fight me on my own poop, Olaf Sigurdsen.

I will come, and yet, I have no proof of you, the Northman answered.

The blue-eyed girl translated that with such withering scorn that Tros winced. Olaf Sigurdsen sat down, perhaps to rest himself, but the girl stood, continuing to glare at Tros until the boats bow touched the mud and she had to clutch the chieftains head to keep her balance.

Conops turned the arrow-engine, following the boat, and went through ostentatious pantomime of taking aim; but Olaf Sigurdsen jumped ashore and they poled the boat out again into the stream, driving the pole into the mud presently to serve as an anchor against the tide.

Then Sigurdsen came up over the bow, battle-ax on hip, stood, realizing how he had deceived himself. Tross wounded Britons sprawled along the deck below the bulwark, most of them with hardly strength enough to grin at him, some almost in the grip of death, all bleeding through blood-stiffened bandages. He saw the shapes of dead men under the sail-cloth forward of one citadel and gave a great laugh, lifting his battle-ax high and shouting to his friends.

The Northmen cheered and all three women in the boat mocked Tros, the young girl thumping her breast, shouting in Gaulish so that Tros might understand. She claimed Tros as her own slave, to fetch and carry and to feed swine.

Dont slay him! Beat him to his knees! she cried, and repeated that too.

You may come, said Tros. He drew well back along the poop, drawing his long sword, throwing off the Roman cloak and stepping close to the arrow- engine, so that Conops might unbuckle the breast-armor.

The wounded Britons cheered him when the armor fell on deck, for they despised a man who did not bare his naked breast to an assailant. Then, pulling off his shirt, Tros flexed his huge muscles so that the hairy skin moved in waves and the Britons cheered him again, he keeping his eyes on Sigurdsen and speaking through the corner of his mouth to Conops:

Now, no dogs work! Keep your knife to yourself! If you so much as lift a hand to help me Ill turn from the fighting to skewer you to the deck! You understand? Hands off!

Sigurdsen came slowly up the ladder to the poop, ready to jump backward if Tros should spring at him before his feet were on the deck, but Trod gave him full law and a breathing spell, considering the iron links on the outside of the Northmans leather jerkin, wondering whether the iron was soft or brittle.

The Northman wore no helmet; he had lost it in the fighting over-river. His reddish hair hung to his shoulders and his bloodshot eyes shone with a gleam of desperation under an untidy fringe; and he had brought no shield. He looked tired, but he was not wounded; the blood on his face was from a scratch caused by brambles as he fought his way out of the forest.

For a full minute he and Tros stood studying each other, Conops whispering advice that Tros ignored:

The point, master! The point! Up, and under the chin! Remember, an ax is all blade. He can only swing with it, but he has a long reach. Keep close, where he can only use short chops, and use your point!

At last the Northman growled like an angry bear and came on, his weight on the balls of his feet, which made him tower above Tros, holding his great ax forward in both hands.

Tros met him with the point, stock-motionless, not giving ground, until the Northman stepped back suddenly and with the speed of lightning swung at the sword to break it. Tross wrist hardly moved, but the ax-blade missed the sword-blade by an inch and the point went in between two links in the Northmans mail.

The prick of that maddened him; he came on like a whirlwind, swinging the ax upward at Tross jaw  missed, because Tros stepped back at last. Then, rising on both feet, he aimed two-handed at the crown of Tross head.

Tros sprang aside, expecting the ax would crash into the deck and leave the Northman at his mercy, but the blow was turned in mid-descent and swept at him as if his body were a tree-trunk, slicing the skin at his waist  then the same blow back again, back-handed, quicker than a snakes strike, and Tros had to jump clear.

The Northman rushed him, crouched a little, with his knees bent, thrusting upward at the sword-blade, so that Tross lunge only skinned his crown, beginning at the forehead; but that brought blood down into the Northmans eyes, half-blinding him, and he missed his next swing wildly.

He tried to shake the blood off, spared his left hand for a second, but that cost him a thrust through the arm, and Conops yelled retorts in Greek to the women who screamed encouragement in Norse.

Tros had his man now, knew it, carried the fight to him, sidestepping the prodigious swings and thrusting, forever thrusting with short jabs at the Northmans right arm, circling cautiously around him with his knees bent and his legs spread well apart.

The air screamed with the ax-blows. Twice the Northman knocked the sword- blade upward, rushed in under it and tried to brain Tros with the upthrust, using the ax-end like a club; and Tros had never fought an ax-man; he caught the first of those blows underneath his armpit and for a moment it deadened his whole left side.

But every time the Northman pressed a savage charge home it cost him blood from some part of his body. Ten times Tros could have killed him and refrained. He kept on thrusting at the right arm until the blood streamed down and the ax-hilt slipped in the Northmans fingers.

Then for two or three titanic minutes Sigurdsen swung with his left alone, using his right to grab Tross sword-blade; but Tros opened the cut in his forehead again and the Northman jumped back to the poop-rail, trying to shake blood out of his eyes.

Now kill him, master! Conops shouted. Up under the chin and finish him!

But Tros stood back, breathing heavily, point forward and his sword-hand high.

Now yield! he said to Sigurdsen, ignoring the yells of the Northmen in the boat, that might have put him on guard if he had paid attention to them.

He spared one swift glance for the Britons over-river; they were coming at last, a hundred of them crowded on a crazy craft, with horses swimming loose on either side of it and two men clinging to each horses tail.

But that one glance was nearly one too many. In the fraction of the second that he spared for it the Northman stiffened, whirled his ax and hurled it with both hands at Tross head. It cut his right cheek as he sidestepped to avoid it, crashed against the citadel and stuck in the woodwork, humming.

And now, Olaf Sigurdsen, yield yourself; for you and your women and those other men are mine! said Tros.

Sigurdsen bowed his head and held up his right hand. Conops shouted at the top of his lungs in Greek, and the wounded Britons cheered, raising themselves by the bulwark to taunt the Northmen in the boat. Sigurdsen offered his throat for Tross sword, but Tros wiped his blade on Conops shirt and rammed it home into the sheath.

And the longship, too, is mine! he said.

Sigurdsen nodded. He and Tros could understand each other when the conversation was of such essentials as ships.

Tros held out his right hand.

Can you see it, Sigurdsen? he asked.

The Northman shook the blood out of his eyes again, stared dumbly for a moment, came two or three steps forward as if doubting what he saw and stood rigid, waiting. He was dazed. It seemed he still expected to be killed.

Tros seized him in both arms, patting him on the back, and Conops cried, being a Greek, who had few emotions of his own but huge capacity for feeling what he supposed Tros felt. The Northman sobbed as if his lungs would burst, but whether that was grief or anger none might say; and there came a keening from the boat alongside, led by womens voices.

They had had to keep faith, whether or not they had intended it, because the raft was nearly in midstream and there was no longer the slightest hope of escape from the hurrying Britons.

Tros kicked the arrow-basket and up-ended it, let Sigurdsen sit there, and ordered Conops to bring water and cleanse his wounds. Then he pulled on his shirt and leaned overside to speak to the girl who had mocked him.

She was silent, dry-eyed, standing in the boat  it was the other, older women and the men who wailed. Her eyes met Tross defiantly, bewildering blue eyes like flakes of northern sky under her flaxen hair, eyes that made Tros feel unfamiliar emotions; they seemed able to rob him of the fruit of victory.

You may come up and tell me your name, he said gruffly.

I am Helma, sister of Olaf Sigurdsen, she answered. But she made no motion to obey him; simply stood there with her hands clasped.

Tros vaulted the rail, descended midway down the wooden ladder that was spiked to the biremes side and offered her his right hand. She refused it with an imperious chin-gesture that commanded him to climb and let her follow; so he laughed and led.

She was beside him almost before his own feet touched the deck. There their eyes met again and he smiled, but she turned her back, went to her brothers side to take the sponge from Conops and attend his wound. She said not one word to Tros or to her brother or to any one.


CHAPTER 30. Tros Makes Prisoners and Falls in Need of Friends

Is the Now not the child of the past? Is not the Future the child of past and present, even as a man is the child of man and woman? Is not all that written on the scroll of Destiny? It is written. None can alter it. Nevertheless, there is that which is not written, but that each himself shall write. Though Omnipotence itself can alter not one line of Destiny, no power of earth or heaven, nor Omnipotence itself, can hold you from using Destiny as mariners use wind and wave. Those waves that can overwhelm, and that neither sacrifice nor cunning can prevent, are also buoyant. Lo, they bear up this, they drown that. Destiny, I tell you, is the waves from what ye did in former lives. Swim them or sink beneath them. Your Eternity depends on what ye do with Destiny, that ye can neither buy off nor in any way prevent.
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THE RAFT drew near, and as the horses feet found bottom they were harnessed to it to increase the speed. Caswallon, with Orwic beside him, stood in the rafts bow, wiping blood off the white skin over his ribs where a Northmans spear had entered an inch or two. He wore belted breeches, spear and shield, and a little peaked iron cap, but the blue designs painted on his skin made it look as if he wore a shirt, too, until he was a dozen yards away.

There was no news Tros could give him. Orwic had told about Volstrums ship, sunk lower down the Thames. The Northmen whom Tros could claim as his own prisoners, men and women, had climbed aboard the bireme and were standing in the ships waist looking miserable, all except Sigurdsens wife, who was helping Helma tend his wounds. The other woman was a widow; her man had been cut down by the Britons in the forest fighting and she was keening to the sky about her loss.

As many of the wounded Britons on the bireme as could stand up shouted to Caswallon and his men the news of Sigurdsens surrender, including the terms of combat and the fact that the longship belonged to Tros.

By the look on Orwics face there was something in the wind beside the Northmen business; he kept glancing at Caswallon and from him to Tros, who for his own part studied the prisoners and counted their weapons on the poop beside him. Conops, swearing Greek oaths, leaned against the arrow-engine, itching to loose its charge against the Britons on the raft if they should dare to invade the longship. He knew how much loot they would leave in it! They would burn it when every movable stick had been ripped away.

However, Caswallon came hand-over-hand up the biremes ladder, followed by Orwic and six others; he ordered the men on the raft ashore to find some way of following the Norse fugitives downstream. Half a dozen tried to disobey him, swarming up the biremes side, but he jumped off the poop and beat them back with his spear-butt, the others laughing at them from the raft.

Then Caswallon looked the wounded over  a third of them were his blood-relations  and said a few words to each before he climbed the poop again and answered Tross salute.

So you have come home, Tros!

He smiled, but he did not offer to embrace Tros as the British custom was. Orwic tells me you are a great sea-captain.

His words were almost cordial; there only lacked a half-note and the old careless air of friendship to make him the same Caswallon who had seen the bireme on its way from Lunden ten days before  but that might be due to the fighting over-river and distress to see so many good men dead and maimed. Tros answered with his hands behind him:

I bring my fathers body, for which I must beg obsequies. I crave the favor that he may lie in British earth beside your own brave men. Caswallon, not a man is missing; dead or alive I have brought them all.

Caswallon nodded, glancing to right and left.

Are you well enough paid  with a longship and  how many prisoners? he asked.

I never asked payment, Tros answered. Caswallon, what is wrong between us?

Caswallon frowned, stroking his moustache and tossing the long hair back over his shoulder. For a moment he studied the blue-eyed girl who was washing her brothers wounds; but she turned her back toward him, and he met Tross eyes again.

If what I hear of you is true, I will nevertheless remember former friendship, Tros. If it is not true, it is better not spoken in mens hearing. Let us talk alone.

Tros led the way down from the poop and into the cabin where his fathers body lay. The smell in there was stifling; Caswallon snorted, but Tros threw the door wide and they stood together studying the old mans face.

Like a druid, Caswallon said at the end of a long silence.

Greater than any druid, Tros answered gruffly.

What are those marks on his wrists? Caswallon asked.

Caesar tortured him.

They faced each other in the light that poured through the open door.

Is it true, or is it not true, Tros, that you have made a pact with Caesar?

It is not true, Tros said frowning. Who has come telling you that lie?

Skell. You spared Skells life when you had the right to kill him. You sent him to Caesar, as you told me, to help you to trick Caesar. But now Skell returns with a tale about secret intriguing.

Tros whistled.

I turned Skell over to Caesars men at Caritia, thinking they would put him in the pest-house. Has Skell won Caesars confidence so soon?

He is home again, and in strange company, said Caswallon. I have not seen him, but

Tros laid a hand on Caswallons arm.

I speak, he said, in the presence of the dead. Believe me or Skell! Which shall it be?

Caswallon turned his back and stood for a full minute in the doorway, stroking his chin, watching the wounded on the deck. Druids had arrived from somewhere; with their long skirts tucked into their girdles they were pouring liquid on to stiffened bandages, examining wounds, behaving workmanly, as if they knew their trade. Caswallon turned suddenly.

Tros, he exclaimed, I am beholden to you twice, and I would not take Skells word for it that the sun is not the moon. Yet Orwic tells me you refused to fight the Northmen until you ran into them down-river and there was no room for you to run; he tells me that at Seine-mouth you spoke with Caesar in Latin, which is a tongue we Britons dont understand.

I called on Caesar to surrender to me, Tros interrupted. He had climbed over the bow when I sunk his boat and

And Orwic tried to capture him, but you called Orwic off. Caesar did not surrender, but you and he spoke, after which he escaped. And now comes Skell to Hythe, whence he sends me a letter by a womans hand; and the woman says Caesar has promised you my kingdom when I am dead, in return for your having spared his life. She had a letter for you from Caesar, written in Latin, which I can not read. These Northmen raided Hythe before they came up-Thames. How is it you were so long following them up-river? Storms! I was hove-to in the ocean. Moreover, I did not know of Northmen in the Thames. When I saw the smoke of villages

My men say you refused to let them land and run to my aid.

Did I not sink a longship? Tros answered indignantly.

Yes, when there was no other alternative. And now, when you might have shot these other Northmen down, you let one whole boatload of them escape, and you accept their chiefs surrender to yourself  their chief, three women and how many men? I find that strange.

Will you listen to me? Tros asked; and when Caswallon nodded he told his own story from the beginning, omitting no details, not even his own qualms and his thoughts of making for the Belgian coast.

For I foresaw you might doubt me, and I knew Caesar would be swift with some ingenious trick. Now it amounts to this, Caswallon: I am Caesars enemy, and your friend. But you and I are free men. You may end our friendship when it pleases you.

Caswallon hesitated, with his hands behind him. There was something on his mind still.

I have told all. What are you keeping from me? Tros asked him.

You shall speak with Fflur, Caswallon answered.

Tros breathed relief. Whoever else was fickle, he knew Fflur. Caswallons wife was loyal to Caswallon, but no subtlety could undermine her judgment; she could see through men and their intrigues; she ruled her husband and his corner of Britain without his knowing it; and she was Tross friend.

In the meanwhile? Tros asked.

I do not forget you were my friend, Caswallon answered, and though you have lost me sixty men on your adventure, you have saved me it may be a hundred in their place by sinking that Northman down-river. I am king here and the river rights are mine, but you may have that longship and your prisoners. That chest of Caesars gold you left with Fflur is yours, too. You may bury your fathers corpse in British earth. Thereafter we will hear what Fflur says.

Caswallon strode out on the deck and went to where the druids were tending wounds. Because he was the chief, a druid tried to insist on bandaging the spear-wound over his ribs, but Caswallon took the druid by the shoulders and shoved him back to the task he had left, standing then to watch the marvels of swift surgery the druids wrought.

They had a drug that caused unconsciousness; they opened one mans skull and inset bone from the skull of another who had been dead an hour or two; one druid opened his own vein and surrendered a quart of blood for the veins of a man who had nearly bled to death. But they amputated no limbs; if a leg or an arm was beyond their skill to repair, they let the man die whole, as he had come into the world, easing his death with an anodyne.

Tros returned to the poop, where Sigurdsen sat glowering at the Britons, his wife wailing on the deck beside him, and the blue-eyed Helma standing, her back to the rail and her chin high, too proud to shed tears, too hopeless to speak even to her own kin.

She looked away over Tross shoulder at the skyline, and Tros, who had seen well-bred women sold at auction in many a foreign port, turned over in his mind what he might say that should console her  possibly a little, if not much.

Can your people ransom you? he asked.

She met his eyes and answered with surprising calm, her voice not trembling:

No. These are all my people. There was war and the men of Helsing burned our villages. There was neither corn nor dried meat left, and the fishing is hard in winter, so we came to seize a holding here, my brother and Volstrum of Fiborg-by-Malmö, with their two ships and all the men that remained. Most of the women and children had been carried off by the men of Helsing. None can ransom us unless Volstrum comes up-river, and if he comes

He will not come, Tros assured her. I have sunk his ship. If he is not drowned he will fall into the Britons hands.

She betrayed no emotion at that news, but repeated it in Norse to her brother, who laid his head between his hands and groaned aloud.

Will you sell her to me? asked a Briton, one of the men who had been in the thick of the fighting across the river and had boarded the bireme with Caswallon. I bid you two man-slaves and two horses for her.

No, Tros answered, and the other Britons sneered at the man who made the bid.

They all had slaves. Buying and selling was lawful; they now and then sold criminals and captives to foreign ship-owners to replace sailors who had died of scurvy; but they did not approve of barter in human beings.

However, there was an atmosphere of enmity to Tros; some one had been spreading rumors. They held aloof from him, giving him two-thirds of the biremes poop instead of crowding to ask questions or to boast of their own prowess against the Northmen in the woods.

What shall I do with you? Tros asked, meeting the girls sky-blue eyes.

He knew what he would do with Sigurdsen unless destiny should interfere; so Sigurdsens wife was no problem, and the widow-woman, who was wailing in a corner below the poop, would dry her eyes before long and be chosen as some mans mate. But this fair-haired girl puzzled him.

I said what I would do if Sigurdsen had beaten you! she answered. I would have put iron on your neck and you should have fetched and carried for me.

But I beat Sigurdsen, said Tros. I am obliged to make provision for you. Shall I marry you to one of his men?

She bared her teeth.

Anything but that, she answered scornfully. They all ran from the men of Helsing. They ran! And their women and children became captives! Yonder in those woods they ran again, instead of dying where they stood!

Suddenly her eyes laughed, as if she saw the ultimate of irony and took delight in it.

I belong to you, she went on. Are you also a coward?

Tros stroked his black beard, squaring back his shoulders. Not so soon, if ever, would he link fate with a woman. His father had instilled into him at least that one conviction: Yielding to that lure and freedom of earth and sea were incompatible.

I have yet to meet the woman who can conquer me! he answered.

She glared as if she would like to stab him; but he saw something else in her eyes that he could not read, and he was aware of a prodigious impulse to befriend her.

If she only had used the usual feminine ways of ensnaring a man, he would have felt more at ease; but she did none of that. She turned away from him and knelt beside her brother, speaking to him earnestly in Norse, which Tros could not understand.

Sigurdsen stood up presently and looked straight at Tros. He was already in a fever from his wounds, and his eyes burned desperately, although his face was sad and was made to look sadder by the long moustache that drooped below his chin. He spoke about a dozen words, Helma interpreting, kneeling, speaking very loud because her back was toward Tros.

Put us all into the longship! Therein burn us! We will not seek to escape.

Tros laughed at that.

Not I, he answered. I need the longship and I need a crew. You and I might burn a fleet or two, Sigurdsen. Britons say Northmen are bold liars; Greeks have the name of being crafty ones, and Greek is my mother tongue, so how can you and I pledge faith?

Helma interpreted, glancing once at Tros over her shoulder.

I am Olaf Sigurdsen, the Northman answered, and closed his lips. But Helma added to that, standing at last and holding her chin high:

If you were good Norse stock, instead of a barbarian with amber eyes, you would know what that means!

Tell him he must keep faith better than he fights, if he hopes to please me, Tros answered; for he liked the look of Olaf Sigurdsen; he wanted to prod him and find what lay beneath the sorry mask.

The girl flared until her cheeks were crimson under the flaxen hair. Her breast heaved with passion; her hands grew white with pressure as she clenched her fingers; but she contrived to force a frozen note into her voice, speaking straight at Tros as if each word were a knife aimed at his throat:

He was a spent man when he fought you, or you would be his slave this minute. He has slain his two-score Britons in the forest. You  you do not know courage! You do not know faith! How shall I tell you the worth of his promises? You, who never kept faith! Olaf Sigurdsens fathers were kings when ice first closed in on the North and darkness fell at midday. I am a kings daughter! Shall he and I waste words on you?

Tros liked her. He forbore to answer her in kind. And he had seen too often the results of promises exacted under force. Yet he needed friends; he needed them that minute.

Is he homeless, and has been a king? I, too, am homeless and the son of a prince. It seems to me we have a common ground to meet on, he said, speaking very slowly that she might lose none of the significance. When a man plights faith to me I hold him to it, but I repay him in kind.

Say, to Sigurdsen, I give him choice. He may fight me again when he has rested, tomorrow, or the next day, or a month from now; and in that case I will kill him. Or he may ask my friendship and make promise to obey me as his captain; and in that case he shall find in honorable service no indignity. Or, if he wishes, I will give you all to Caswallon, who is a king, whereas I am not one. Let Sigurdsen speak his mind.

The girls reaction to that speech was vivid. She changed color, bit her lip, grew pale and red again, regarding Tros from another aspect altogether. She seemed to have grown nervous.

A princes son? she said, and turned to her brother, speaking to him hurriedly in breathless sentences, clutching his sleeve, repeating short phrases again and again.

Her brother watched Tross eyes, making no sign until she had finished. Then, after a minutes pause, he said hardly a dozen words.

Olaf Sigurdsen desires your friendship. He will obey you but none other! the girl interpreted; then added, He means by that

I know what he means by that, Tros interrupted, and turned to Conops, who was listening with unconcealed but mixed emotions. He pointed toward the Northmans ax, its blade buried deep in the woodwork of the citadel.

Bring it!

Conops never disobeyed; but he obeyed that order like a dog sent to the kennel, taking his time about wrenching the ax free, and longer still about returning with it. Tros snatched it from his hand impatiently and offered it hilt-first to Sigurdsen:

Now let me hear your promise as a free man with a weapon in your hand, he said deliberately. Speak it without guile, as in the presence of your fathers gods ... ..For by the gods of earth and heaven I need friends, he added to himself.

But Conops swore Greek oaths below his breath, and glared at Sigurdsen as a dog glares at a new, prospective kennel-mate.


CHAPTER 31. A Man Named Skell Returns from Gaul

Be in no haste to accuse each other. Be slow of vengeance; swift to acknowledge kindness. Bait ye your traps for your enemies goodness; ye shall find that better than his badness that ye arouse and challenge! Ye fools without subtlety  ye burners of the roots of growing goodness! Know ye not that an enemys change of heart toward you is as timid as the voles, whose little snouts peep forth from hiding and vanish?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



CASWALLON returned to the forest battlefield to count Norse prisoners and to look after wounded Britons, without speaking again to Tros. Even Orwic only waved a noncommittal farewell, and Tros was left alone with two ships, fifteen prisoners, and only Conops to help him manage them. The twenty hired seamen had returned from over-river, but they were certain to be enemies, not friends.

The seamen demanded weapons, intimating that the prisoners might make a break for liberty; but their own only reason for staying was that Tros had not paid them, and he more than suspected they would try to pay themselves if provided with more than their own short, seamens knives.

Even unarmed they were deadly unreliable; Caswallons men who had gone down the riverbank in pursuit of the one boat load of Northmen that escaped Tross arrow-fire would be sure to pass news along, so it would be only a matter of time before scores of longshore pirates would come hurrying in hope of loot.

Tross hirelings would help them strip away everything portable, after which they would probably burn both ships in a wanton passion of destruction.

Meanwhile, tide was flowing; both ships lay fast on the mud, no hope of moving either of them until long after dark. The druids carried wounded and dead ashore; chariots arrived, as by a miracle, from nowhere and galloped away with their burden around a clump of trees and over the skyline.

There was no road in that direction, therefore, no prospect of assistance; the tracks of wheels cut in the turf were new, nearly at right angles to the riverbank, and not even approximately parallel to the direction from which the chariots had arrived.

To reach Lunden would take several hours of drifting, and the distance very likely was too great for one tide, which would have to rise to three- quarters of its flow before it could lift the ships; and even so, the bireme would have to be pumped out.

So Tros took a course few men would have dared to take; he returned their weapons to his prisoners, and brought them all up on the biremes poop, where they could have overwhelmed him easily. He could not understand their speech, nor they his; there was only Helma to act interpreter, and her smile proved that she understood Tross predicament. Her words confirmed it:

I have pledged no friendship!

Have I asked it? Tros demanded, staring at her. He felt inclined to box her ears, hardly knew why he refrained.

Her eyes challenged his, but Tros seized the upper hand of her abruptly:

Make me a bandage for this cut on my cheek!

There is Zorns wife!

I commanded you.

He pointed to a box of loosely woven linen stuff that the druids had left on the deck.

Very well.

She smiled in a way that implied a threat, which Tros perfectly understood; he had heard that the Norse women were adept with poison.

Tell a seaman to carry it here, she added; and for the space of ten more seconds she defied him.

You fetch it.

Tross amber eyes met hers more steadily than any mans had ever done, and there was that behind them that Fflur had called the ancient wisdom, although Tros was only conscious of it as determination; he knew he must master this woman or lose control of all his prisoners. Far more than Sigurdsen, her brother, she was the pivot of opinion, although her brother doubtless thought he ruled the clan.

Suddenly she made a mock curtsey and went down on deck to bring the bandages, carrying the box back on her head as if she were a bond-woman, avoiding the eyes of her own folk, artfully obliging them to see that Tros was making her a menial.

But Tros sat down on the up-turned arrow-basket and submitted his face to be bandaged as if he had noticed nothing, pulling off the heavy gold band that encircled his forehead and tossing it from hand to hand while she opened his wound with her fingers and sponged it. She understood him.

That gold band, though it might hang too loosely on her neck if he should place it there, would be a mark of servitude forever. There were letters and symbols graven on it, and although she could not read them she had no doubt they were his name and title.

She could not make a bandage stay in place without wrapping folds of linen under his jaw and around his forehead, so he could not replace the band when she had finished. He gave it to her to hold for him and three of the Northmen made comments that brought blushes to her cheek. She answered savagely, tongue-lashing them to silence. Tros turned his back on her and roared to the hired seamen to man the water-hoist.

Mutiny  instant and unequivocal. Maybe the bandage and the absence of the gold band made him look less like a king. The coolness toward him of Caswallons men had had effect, too; and none knew better than those hirelings that longshore pirates would arrive ere long.

Why labor at the hoist when they would need their strength for looting presently, and for carrying away the loot to villages upriver? The tousle- headed, ragged, skin-clad gang defied him noisily, and Conops hurled a wooden belaying pin at the head of the nearest.

But the pin was hardly more abrupt than Tros. He left the poop, cloak flying in the wind, like a great bird swooping down on them, seizing the heads of two and beating them against a third, discarding those  they lay unconscious on the deck  hurling a fourth man broadside into half a dozen of his friends, and pouncing on the ringleader, who had been captain of a vessel of his own until Tros hired him. Tros twisted an arm behind his back until he yelled, then rubbed his nose along the beam of the water-hoist, leaving a smear of blood the length of it.

Man that beam or eat it! he commanded. I will chop and stuff it down your throats if theres a drop of water in the bilge at sunset, or one back- word from one of you meanwhile!

So they went to work and Tros rolled the three unconscious men toward the trough until the outpour drenched their heads and they recovered, when he cuffed and shoved them toward the beam and they began to labor at it, too dazed to know what they were doing. Then, returning to the poop, he grinned at Sigurdsen, not glancing at Helma but signing to her to come near and interpret.

Did you build your longship, Sigurdsen?

The Northman nodded. He was sunk deep in the northern gloom and too dispirited to use his voice.

Who did the labor? These?

Sigurdsen nodded again, but a trace of pride betrayed itself as he glanced at his fellow-prisoners.

I  I taught them all, he grunted.

Good! Then bid them caulk this bireme from the inside as the water leaves the hold; use linen, clothing, frayed rope, anything, so be she floats to Lunden, where well beach her in the mud.

Your ship is no good, Sigurdsen said gloomily.

Hah! But her beak sunk Volstrum, Tros retorted. She has some virtues. We will pick her as the crows pick a horses ribs, and you and I will build a ship together that shall out-sail all of them.

Sigurdsen stared  hardly believed his ears  grinned at last, coming out of his gloom to order his men to work, with the three women to help them unravel rope to stuff into the leaking seams. But Tros bade Helma stay there on the poop; and when Conops had found rope and cloth enough, and the hammering began below deck, he stood in front of her, folding his arms on his breast.

She supposed he intended to use her again as interpreter between himself and Sigurdsen and made ready to accept that duty willingly enough; it made her feel indispensable and the earlier look of ironic challenge returned into her eyes. But Tros surprised her.

Can you cook? he demanded. She nodded, stung, indignant.

Then do it. These Britons have rotted my belly with cindered deer-meat until poison would taste like golden oranges from Joppa. Go. The cook-house is in the citadel. I hunger. Cook enough for sixteen people.

Her eyelids trembled, brimming with indignant tears, but she bit her lip and not a tear fell. She held out Tross gold forehead-band.

Keep it, he said, for your wages.

That chance thrust brought tears at last; she choked a sob. Tros knew then that he had conquered her, although her friendship might be yet to win, and deadlier than her anger.

I dont work for wages, she blurted.

There was more passion in her voice than when she had screamed to Sigurdsen while the fight waged on the poop. She could endure to be a prisoner, to fetch and carry for her brothers conqueror; but as one whose fathers were kings when ice first closed in on the North and it was dark at noonday, death looked better than earned money.

Keep it as my gift then, Tros retorted with an air of huge indifference.

No!

She thrust the thing toward him and, since he would not take it, flung it at his feet, then, sobbing, hurried down the ladder and disappeared into the citadel, whence smoke presently emerged.

Tros did not want to talk to Sigurdsen; he wanted to think. It suited him best to have no interpreter at hand. Sigurdsen, whose wounds were painful, soused his bandages with water and lay down in a corner of the poop, his eyes alight with fever.

Tros leaned against the rail, facing the riverbank, whence longshore plunderers might come, yet thinking less of them than of the blue-eyed, fair- haired Helma. She annoyed him. He was vaguely restless at the thought of having to provide for her. Some spark of tyranny within him, not yet gritted out against the rocks of destiny, stirred him toward cruelty, and it was blended with an instinct to defend himself against all womens wiles.

The custom of the whole known world, as regarded prisoners, was even more rigid and compulsory than written law. He, Tros, was answerable for the fate of fifteen people; they were his property, to do with as he pleased, dependent on him, obliged to be obedient on penalty of death, their only remaining right, that of looking to him for protection.

He might set them free, but if he did so, Caswallon, should he see fit, could punish him for succoring and aiding public enemies. If he should keep them in Lunden, it would probably be months before the Britons would begin to treat them civilly; they would be in danger of mob violence.

Yet, if he should imprison them their usefulness would vanish; they would cease to feel beholden to himself and would either seek to escape or else intrigue against him with any personal enemy who might evolve out of the political tangle.

Britain was full of rival factions; hundreds of Northmen had found shelter and prosperity in Britain by lending themselves to one faction or another, and these new prisoners might find friends easily enough.

The probability was that Caswallon had met with political trouble during Tross absence; some aspirant for power very likely had accused him of assisting Tros with provisions and men at a time when the tribe could ill afford it.

If Caswallons power were in jeopardy the chief would be a fool not to consider his own interests and might even feel compelled to show him enmity. Skell, who was of Norse extraction and a natural born treason-monger, might easily enough have stirred such disaffection as would shake Caswallons chieftainship.

The long and the short of all that was, Tros needed friends, and the only available possible friends in sight were his Northmen prisoners, whose gratitude he proposed to earn and keep. Not that he placed much faith in gratitude  at any rate, not too much.

Homeless men, beaten in battle and reduced to the status of serfs, can hardly be blamed for disloyalty if offered opportunity to regain independence.

Tros began to wonder just to what extent he himself was morally beholden to Caswallon. He even meditated taking the longship, which, having the lighter draft, would be first off the mud, and sailing down-Thames with his Northmen to seek safety on the Belgian coast. His only reason for dismissing the idea was his obligation to bury his father with proper obsequies.

He was particularly thoughtful about the young girl, Helma. Instinct told him to beware of her, to give her no chance to ensnare him, to treat her with less than courtesy; intuition  which is as different from instinct as black from white  warned him that she was a friend worth winning, but that nothing could be won by a display of weakness.

Tros was no horseman, but he had picked up British terms from Orwic.

Shes a finely bred mare that must be broke before shell handle, he reflected, grinning slyly at the smoke emerging through the cook-house window, grinning again as he thought of his lack of experience with women.

He wondered to whom he should marry her, the only ultimate solution that occurred to him. And while he thought of that, a boat came up the river, paddled furiously by eight men, keeping to the far bank to avoid the flowing tide, but crossing on a long slant presently and making straight for the two ships. A man sat in the stern whose features seemed vaguely familiar  a man in a fever of haste, who shifted restlessly and scolded at the straining crew.

Skell! Tros muttered. Impudence  infinity  the two are one!

He started for the arrow-engine, but thought better of it; he could deal with Skell single-handed, and there was Conops to help; the boats crew were longshore Britons, of the type that might murder unarmed men, but would scamper away at the first threat of serious fighting, men of the sort that had been serfs for generations.

Skell came hand-over-hand uninvited up the ladder on the biremes stern, and stood still on the poop with his back to the rail, surveying the scene, his foxy eyes avoiding Tros and his restless hands keeping ostentatiously clear of the sword and dagger he wore. His fox-red beard was newly trimmed, and he wore good Gaulish clothes under a smock of dressed brown-stained deer-hide that came to his knees. He would have looked too well dressed if it had not been for the stains of travel.

Tros, he said, meeting his eyes suddenly, you and I should cease enmity. I did you a little harm, and you had revenge. Caesar can employ us both, and I have word for you from Caesar.

Speak it, Tros answered.

He despised Skell, but he was not fool enough to shut his ears to news.

Skell might be Caesars man in theory, but a child could tell by his expression that it was Skells advantage he was seeking first and last. He paused, picking words, and Tros had time to wonder how far such a reader of mens minds as Caesar actually trusted him.

I heard of these Northmen. They attacked Hythe, Skell said presently, and I came overland to the Thames in hope of getting word with them, for I heard they were making for Lunden. I would have persuaded them to cross to Gaul with me and talk with Caesar. Caesar could have used such allies as these.

Tros nodded. Caesar would ally himself with any one to turn an adversarys flank, and would reduce the ally to subjection afterward. But had Caesar had time to say so much to Skell? Tros thought not; it was likelier that Skell was speculating on his own account.

I met Britons down-river who told me you had sunk Volstrums ship and captured this one, Skell went on, glancing repeatedly at the Northman who lay ten feet away from him clutching with fevered fingers at the haft of his great ax. And I happen to know, Tros, that Caswallon has been turned against you by a new intrigue. Believe me, I know that surely.

Aye, Tros answered, none should know better than the man who managed the intrigue.

Skell laughed; it began like a fox-bark but ended in a cackle like an old hens; there was no more mirth in it than comes of greed and insincerity. But there was a note, that had nothing to do with mirth, which set Tros studying the fear in Skells eyes.

That is true, Tros, Skell went on. I sent a message to Caswallon. I brought a woman from Gaul with me, one of Caesars light o loves. She will make all Britain too hot to hold you! But Caesar thinks, and I think, you are a man of sense. Caesar bade me win you over to his side, if I can. The Britons have turned against you, Tros.

Tros grinned. He grinned like an ogre. Mirth oozed from him.

Hah! Go and tell your new master, Skell, that I have his bireme and his gold. I gave him a cold swim at Seine-mouth, sunk his boats, drowned his men and wrecked his fleet! Say that is all preliminary. Tell him Im minded to make friends with him at about the time of the Greek Calends! Caesar will know what that means, he talks Greek very well.

Would you care to trust me? Skell asked.

No, said Tros.

Because, Skell continued, as if he had not noticed the refusal, for my part I would rather trust you than Caesar or the Britons. I have lived my life in Britain, but my father was Norse and I feel among these Britons like a fish on land. As for Caesar

He is another alien, like me, said Tros. He and you were not bred under the same stars. Nor was I.

Caesar is playing Caesars hand, Skell answered. He would use you and me, and then forget us.

He shall never forget me, Tros remarked with conviction, grinning again hugely.

I see you like Caesar no more than I do, Skell began again; but Tross laugh interrupted him.

Like Caesar? I admire him more than all the kings I ever met. He is the greatest of Romans. Compared to him, Skell, you are a rat that gnaws holes in a rotten ship! Caesar is a scoundrel on a grand scale  a gentleman who measures continents, a gold-and-scarlet liar whom you cant understand, you, who would tell lies just because your belly ached!

Skell looked a mite bewildered, but Tross grin was good-natured, so he tried again:

Let bygones be, Tros. I am no such fool as to believe in Caesars friendship; I would sooner trust you, though you call me liar to my face. Why not pretend with me to be Caesars catspaws, and snatch out a nice fortune for ourselves?

Tros stroked his beard reflectively. It formed no part of his philosophy to refuse to make use of a rascal, provided he could keep his own hands clean. Skell was a mere pawn in fortunes game, not like Caesar, who used fortune for his mistress and debauched her with cynical assurance. There was nothing to be gained by trusting Skell, but not much sense in incurring his spite; better to kill him and have done with it than to cultivate his enmity, and Tros preferred never to kill if he could help it.

You, are afraid to go to Lunden? he suggested, by way of plumbing Skells thoughts.

Skell was about to answer when the door of the cook-house opened and the blue-eyed Helma came carrying a wooden dish of wheat and meat, her eyes fixed on it for fear of spilling. Skell whistled softly to himself.

That girl is no serving wench! he remarked, eyeing the amber shoulder- ornaments and the gold wire on her girdle.

He seemed amused, and before Tros could prevent him he was speaking to her in the Norse tongue, she standing still because she could not carry the dish and look upward at the poop. What he said did not please her; Tros noticed that.

Skell jumped down from the poop and took the dish from her, holding it while she climbed the ladder and then reaching up to set it on the poop edge; she had lifted it again in both hands and was facing Tros before Skell could climb up behind her.

She appeared to be trying to shame Tros by her meekness, she a sea-kings daughter and he making her cook and fetch and carry. But Tros curtly bade her set the dish down, sniffing, for he could smell the stuff was burned.

What did Skell say? he demanded, glaring at Skell across her shoulder, silently daring him to interrupt.

Does it matter what he says? she retorted. He is neither fish nor bird, a Briton who talks Norse.

Tell me, Tros insisted.

She turned and looked at Skell, and it appeared that her contempt for him offset her indignation at Tross bruskness.

He said I should look to him for friendship.

So! said Tros. Sit down then, Skell, and eat with us. I would like to hear more about friendship. Ho there, Conops! Come and eat, and bring the Northmen. Bid those Britons lay off pumping for an hour, unless the water makes too fast. Give them bread and dry meat.

The giant Sigurdsen refused food, although Helma tried to tempt him, but the other Northmen came and sprawled on deck, crowding the women away from the dish. Tros sent Conops for another plate and heaped food on it for Sigurdsens wife and the widow, but he made Helma sit beside him, whereat Skell laughed.

She will not eat with the men, he explained.

She will obey, Tros retorted, and then listened curiously while the Northmen sang a grace of some kind, a melancholy chant that had the dirge of seas in it and something of the roll of thunder.

When they had done he added a sunlit, wine-suggestive verse in Greek, being ever respectful of other mens religions.

For a while they ate enormously, using their fingers, Tros stuffing food into Helmas mouth until she laughed and had to yield, with her face all smeared with gravy. But the laughter brought tears to her eyes, and she only kept on eating because Tros insisted; shame at being made to eat with men was swallowed by a greater grief, and Tros began to pity her in his own bull- hearted way.

Your brother Sigurdsen has made choice and cast in his lot with me. These other Northmen have no choice, but are my men henceforth. Now you shall choose, he told her. There is Skell, and here am I. Whose fortune will you follow? I will give you to Skell if you wish.

Her scorn for Skell was so intense she almost spat at him.

That half-breed! she sneered. You may bestow me where you will, Tros, for that is your right. But I will not die, I will live to see you writhe in ruin if you treat me as less than a kings daughter! I have heard you are a princes son, so I submit to you, although I hate you. If I should have to bear your children, they shall be a shame to me but a pride to you.

Tros laid his huge hand on her shoulder. Peace! he ordered.

Talk of that kind was as foreign to him as the Northmens language that contained no word he understood. He was more perplexed about the girl than ever, utterly unable to imagine what to do with her. Abruptly, gruffly, he changed the subject.

Tell us this plan of yours, Skell. How would she and you make use of me? What is your friendship worth to her?

Skell tried to grin ingratiatingly. Since he had eaten Tross food he had no fear of violence; the laws of hospitality were rigid; it was greater sin to break them than to steal or to seduce a neighbors wife, and unless Tros were willing to incur contempt of the meanest slave in Britain he would have to let Skell get clear before resuming enmity.

Caesar might love her! Skell answered slyly. Caesar likes them young and well-bred. Why not send her to Caesar to love him awhile and make your peace with him?

Who is Caesar? asked Helma, cheeks reddening.

He will be emperor of all the world, unless I succeed against him better than the last two times, Tros answered. Caesar and I are as fire and water, but as to which is which you must judge for yourself. I hate him as you hate me, young woman. Do you understand that?

She actually laughed. Her whole face lighted with a new humor that transformed it.

Caesar might like you if you would let him, she answered, and then looked away.

What else? asked Tros, staring straight at Skell.

Did I speak of one of Caesars light o loves? Skell answered. The woman crossed from Gaul with me, in a boat that lost its mast almost within hail of your bireme. Take my advice and be rid of this one before that one casts her hooks into your heart! Put this one to a wise use.

The womans name? asked Tros.

She was named Cartisfindda, but the Romans changed it to Cornelia. She carried Caesars message to Glendwyr the Briton. Glendwyr plots against Caswallon, is ready to pounce at the first chance. You understand now? Caesar can use you or ruin you. You and I and a handful of Northmen to help Glendwyr  man! We can help ourselves to the loot of Lunden Town! For a beginning I say, send this girl to Caesar with your compliments.

Tros looked hard at Helma. There was laughter in his eyes, but Skell could not see that because he sat at Tross right hand.

Will you go? he asked her.

As your enemy? she answered. Yes!

Nay, I have enemies enough in Caesars camp, said Tros. Did you hear her, Skell? You must think of another means of making use of me.

But it had occurred to him he might make use of Skell.

Are you afraid to come to Lunden?

Skell looked frightened. For a moment he seemed to fear Tros might take him against his will, until he remembered that the ships were on the mud and he was Tross guest, safe from violence.

I am a stranger to all fear, he answered.

And he could look the part; he would have deceived a man who did not know him.

But the truth was Skell was so full of fear that he could be trusted to change his plan at any moment and never to tell the truth where he had opportunity to weave a lie. His was the dread that makes misers and all meanness. He felt himself a toad beneath the harrow of misfortune, who could never afford to keep faith because of the initial handicap with which he started out in life.

He could recognize honesty  none more readily than he  but only to try to take advantage of it; none less than he could cope with subtlety that uses truth for bait and candid explanations for a trap. But subtlety of that sort was Tross instinctive weapon.

Skell, he said, you are a scoundrel who would slit your friends throat for a womans favor. I am not your friend; I have but one throat and I need it! I hope you are Caesars friend; yet I would hate to see a man like Caesar brought to his end by a cur like you. However, that is Caesars problem and not mine.

Skell tried to look offended, but in his heart he felt flattered, as the smile in his eyes betrayed. Tros noticed that and continued in the same vein of frankness:

My difficulty, Skell, is this: that I have fed you. Therefore, you are my guest, and though I know you would never hesitate to kill me, if you could do it without danger, I dare not offend the gods by killing you. Therefore, I must make terms with you. But a bargain has two sides. I am minded you shall come to Lunden.

Why? demanded Skell.

Because I like to have my enemies where I can see them.

And if I will not come?

You are afraid to come. You fear Caswallon. You know Caswallon knows you have intrigued with Caesar. Yet you would like to go to Lunden because your house is there, and there are men who owe you money, whom you would like to press for payment.

However, it may be that lure is not strong enough, so I will add this: Am I a man of my word, Skell? Yes? You are sure of that? Then listen: if you refuse to come to Lunden I will spend, if I must, as much as half of Caesars money that became mine when I took this bireme. I will spend it in cooking your goose for you!

I will set Caswallon by the ears about you. And if all else fails me, I will seek you out and slay you with my own sword, much though it would irk me to defile good steel in such a cowards heart! Do you believe me?

And if I come to Lunden? Skell inquired.

He was smiling. He enjoyed to talk of the issues of life and death when there was no presently impending danger.

Then I will concede this: I will not move hand or tongue against you while you do the same by me. I will tell Caswallon you are a harmless rogue whose bark is far worse than his bite, for, as the gods are all around us, Skell, that is my honest judgment of you.

I will tell Caswallon you have done us all a service, for that is true: Unless you had gone to Gaul in the hope of betraying me to Caesar, I could never have annoyed the Roman there at Seine-mouth.

Skell, I almost captured him. So I will beg Caswallon to ignore your treachery; and if he should refuse, I will protect you with my own guest- privilege.

Skell meditated that for a while. His foxy, iron eyes kept shifting from face to face, avoiding Tros but constantly returning to study Helma, who was kneeling beside Sigurdsen, aiding his distracted wife to soak the stiffening bandages.

I mistrust your words, Skell said at last. You are a man who keeps a bargain, but you bind one craftily and I suspect a trick. You must swear to me that there is nothing hidden in those terms of yours.

Not I, Tros answered. I expect to make my profit. So do you, Skell. I will change no word of the agreement. Either you come to Lunden, subject to my stipulation, or you go your own way and I will rid the earth of you as swiftly as that first duty can be done. Now choose  for I hear oars  and the tide is turning.

Skell also heard oars, thumping steadily downstream toward the bireme.

I agree! he said, snapping his mouth shut, looking bold and almost carefree; but Tross amber eyes discerned the nervousness that underlay that mask.

Conops whispered in Tross ear. Tros stood and glanced over the stern.

Druids, he said, and began straightening his garments to receive them with proper dignity. They will be coming for my fathers body. Heh! But Caswallon is a true host, friendship or no friendship. See in what state the druids come!


CHAPTER 32. A pretty decent sort of god!

Ye who look for a profit from a friendship, ye are ten times overpaid before a reckoning begins. Ye are thieves, and in the day of reckoning your lot shall be betrayal and humiliation. Friendship is free, and its gifts are as free as the sunlight that demands no recompense. Otherwise it is not friendship, but bait within a hidden trap. They are not gifts, wherein the hooks of avarice lie hidden.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE DRUIDS sang as they approached the bireme. In the bow of a long barge, under a bower of yew-branches, there stood an ancient of days, bald-headed, a white beard flowing to his waist, a golden sickle in his girdle, his white robe touching sandals laced with golden thongs.

He led the chant; young voices in the stern caroled joyful, almost bird- like, regular responses; fourteen rowers droned a harmonied accompaniment, pulsing to the rhythm of the gilded oars. Serenely, solemnly they hymned the ever-nearness of eternity; there was not one note of grief.

The barge was draped in purple cloth and the rowers wore sleeveless purple tunics over their white smocks. They who stood singing in the stern were robed, like the ancient in the bow, in white from head to foot; and all, rowers included, wore wreaths of mistletoe.

In the midst of the barge, between the rowers, was a platform draped in white with a wide gold border, and over that a canopy was raised on gilded rods. The sides of the barge were white, adorned with gilded scroll-work.

The rowers tossed oars and the barge swung to a standstill under the biremes stern; but the chant continued. Tros and his prisoners stood respectfully, Olaf Sigurdsen supporting himself on the shoulders of two men; the Northmens lips moved as if they were trying to fit their own familiar words to druid music, that stirred their pagan hearts as only battle and the North Sea storms and elemental mysteries could ever do.

Skell kept covering his face nervously; some half-familiar phantom had returned to haunt his brain. The women, except Helma, sobbed as if the sobbing brought relief to tortured heart-strings; but she stood still, beside Tros, brave-eyed, almost glistening with emotions that not she herself could have explained.

Her shoulder touched Tross arm and he could feel a thrill that made his flesh creep pleasantly. He drew his arm away.

The hireling Britons at the water-hoist ceased work and stood by the bulwark. Conops, irreverent and practical, threw a rope over the stern, but the druids ignored it; they held the barge to the bireme with gilded boat-hooks while two of the rowers drove long poles into the river-bed to serve for an anchor at either end.

Then they raised a wooden ladder with bronze hooks that caught the biremes stern rail, and up that the old High Druid came, pausing at every step to roll out his majestic hymn and wait for the response. He came over the taffrail, singing, moving his right hand in centuries-old ritual, as calmly as if that were a temple threshold. He hardly touched Tross proffered arm as he stepped down to the poop.

There, eyes on the horizon, he stood booming his hymn to eternity until eight druids followed him over the stern. He needed no advice from Tros; Caswallon must have told him where the greater-than-a-druids body was that he had come to bear away with ancient honors.

He strode forward, and down the short ladder to the deck, the other druids keeping step behind him; and when Tros, summoning all his dignity, swung himself down to the deck to open the cabin door and show the way, a druid motioned him aside. They let no uninitiated hand have part, let no untaught eye see the rites they entered to fulfill, let none but druids hear their whispered liturgy.

Two druids stood outside the door, their backs to it, lips moving, signifying with a nod to Tros that he should keep his distance. So Tros stood, leaning on his drawn sword, his head bowed, until they came forth at last bearing the body between them. It was no longer covered with Caesars scarlet cloak, but robed in druids garments under a purple sheet and laid on a gilded stretcher. The old High Druid swayed ahead of the procession, chanting. They ascended the poop-ladder, hardly pausing, skillfully passing the stretcher from hand to hand so that the body they honored was always feet first, always horizontal, paused on the poop to chant a changed refrain, then descended the ladder to the barge, with the rear end of the stretcher hung in slings, and no commotion or mismovement to disturb the dead mans dignity.

The chanting rose to a higher melody, as if they welcomed a warrior home, when they laid the body on the platform in the barges midst. Then the old High Druid took his stand beneath the canopy; the rowers cast off from the anchor-poles; the barge moved out into the stream, and to a new chant, wilder and more wonderful, the oarsmen swung in unison, until they vanished in a crimson glow of sunset between autumn-tinted oaks, up-river. Then, Tros broke silence.

Thus, not otherwise, a soul goes forth, he said. None knoweth whither. They bear it forth; and there are They who shall receive it.

He spoke Greek; only Conops could have understood the words, and Conops senses were all occupied in watching Skell and Helma, trying to guess what mischief they were brewing. Quietly he plucked Tross sleeve, whispering:

Master, better give me leave to kill that sly-eyed fox! Coax him forward to the cook-house. Slip the knife in back of his ear. As for the woman

He did not offer to kill the woman; he was thrifty; he knew her value.

  whip her. Whip her now, before she thinks you easy and does you a damage! Take my advice, master, or she will cook a mischief for you quicker than she burned the stew.

The sun went down; and in a haze of purple twilight Tros drew Helma to the starboard rail, backing her against it.

What did Skell say this time? he demanded.

Conops was listening, hand on knife-hilt, watching Skell, who leaned over the far rail whistling to himself. The hireling seamen having pumped the bireme dry had gone to the bow, where they were half-invisible, like phantoms herded in the gloom. The tide was rising fast; the broken oars between the ships already creaked to the longships motion, but the bireme was still hard and fast.

Helma laughed mirthlessly, but she seemed to have recovered something of her former spirit.

You are arrogant, and I obey you, Tros, but I dont know for how long. Skell says you are among enemies in Britain. He says they will not let you keep your prisoners or the longship. He bade me notice how the druids said no word to you.

Tros laughed. He knew the druids took no part in personal disputes, not interfering much in politics. The same law governed all their ceremony; nothing was allowed to interrupt it.

Go on, he said. What was Skells proposal?

Skell said, if I go with you I shall be sold in open market by Caswallons order.

Tros knew that Skell knew better. Even should Caswallon claim the prisoners despite his recent gift of them to Tros, he could not dispose of them like cattle without incurring the wrath of the druids and the scorn of the whole countryside. But it was a likely enough lie for Skell to tell to a prisoner, who might not know the British customs, though she could speak the tongue.

So what did Skell suggest?

He said the Britons will come and loot these ships. They will kill the men and seize us women. Skell said, if I obey him, he will protect me and take me to Gaul.

Tros whistled softly, nodding to himself. There was no hurry; the longship floated; he could move her whenever he chose. Meanwhile, Skell had broken the guest-law, and he had excuse to kill him or to kick him overboard. Conops read his gesture, took a step toward Skell, drawing his knife eight gleaming inches from the sheath.

Stay!

Tros seized him by the shoulder. It was a dangerous game to deal roughly with a guest in Britain. Skell had eaten from Tross dish by invitation; all the crew had seen it. A prisoners word that Skell had voided privilege could carry no weight against a free mans unless given under torture.

What answer did you make to Skell? he demanded, turning, but keeping hold of Conops shoulder.

The girl laughed, mirthlessly again. I would liefer die beside my brother than go, a half-breeds property, to Caesar.

Come here, Skell! Tros commanded.

But he spoke too suddenly, too fiercely. There was a splash as Skell sprang overside. Then Tross ears caught what Skell probably had heard first  song and splashing in the distance, downstream. He thought of the arrow-engine but refrained and pushed Conops away from it. Conops urged, but Tros knew his own mind.

Let the rat run. I have a notion not to kill him.

Notion! Conops muttered. Ive a notion, too. Well all be gutted by pirates, thats my notion!

Skells boat left the biremes side in response to his shouts, and the Britons who had brought him hauled him out of the water. Straight away he set them paddling toward the farther bank, where he could lurk in shadow out of sight of the approaching boats, whose crews sang drunkenly and splashed enough for a considerable fleet. But there was no moon, no stars, only the ghostly British gloaming deeply shadowed, and Tros could not see them yet.

Into the longship, he commanded. All hands!

The hirelings in the bow demurred. They knew the time was come for looting. Tros charged them, beat them overside with the flat of his sword. Conops cut the lashings that held the ship together. There was no talk needed to persuade the Northmen to flee from drunken longshoremen; they were overside before Tros could count their flitting shadows, and Tros had hardly time to run for Caesars cloak before the longship yielded to the tide and drifted out into the river.

For a while he let her drift and listened. He could still hardly see the approaching boats, but it was evident that their occupants had seen the longships movement; they had stopped and were holding a consultation, paddling to keep their craft from drifting nearer until they could decide what the movement meant.

There was no wind; the longship lay helpless on the tide, useless unless Tros could set his prisoners to work and make the hirelings help them; and if he should put the Northmen to the oars there would be none to help him repel boarders.

Yet there was no knowing what the end might be if he should employ his prisoners to defend a ship that had been theirs a dozen hours ago. They, too, might force the hirelings to the oars and make a bid for freedom. He had given them back their weapons; they could overwhelm him easily.

But out of the darkness down the river movement grew again. The Britons were advancing on the bireme, keeping silence. It was more than Tros could stomach to see pirates loot a valuable ship. Oars! he commanded in a low voice. Out oars!

Conops leaped into the ships waist, clawing, cuffing, beating with his knife-hilt, until presently a dozen hirelings manned the benches, the remainder hugging bruises in the dark.

Too few! Tros muttered.

Unused to those oars and that ship, a dozen men could hardly have provided steerage way against the tide. He could count nearly a dozen boats creeping close up to the bireme.

Helma! he commanded, turning his head to look for her.

The Northmen, except Sigurdsen, who lay murmuring in delirium, stood and grinned at him. Helma was behind them, urging something, speaking Norse in sibilant undertones.

Helma! he said again; and his hand went to his sword, for the Northmens grins were overbold.

One of them was arguing with Helma, with what sounded like monstrous oaths.

To your oars! he ordered, gesturing.

None obeyed. He seized the nearest Northman, hurled him into the ships waist, spun around again to fight for dear life, drawing sword and lunging as he turned.

Hold, Tros!

That was Helmas voice. Ears were swifter than his eyes; he heard her in mid-lunge and checked barely in time to let a man give ground in front of him. Helma sprang to his side then, seized his sword-hilt in both hands, bearing down on it, screaming at the prisoners in Norse.

He understood she was fighting for him, scolding, screaming at her kinsmen to obey and man the oars. He caught the word Sigurdsen two or three times. She was invoking her brothers name.

Suddenly she let go Tross sword and fairly drove the Northmen down in front of her, hurling imprecations at them, then watched Tros, watched what he would do, stood back in silence as he strode toward the helm, laughed when he seized it and stood at gaze, his left hand raised over his head ready to signal the rowers.

The longship had drifted away from the bireme stern-first and was now nearly beam to the tide. He signaled to the port-oars first, to straighten her, then tried three strokes, both sides together, to feel what strength and speed he could command. The tide was strong, but they could move her better than he hoped, and he headed half a dozen easy strokes inshore where there was more or less slack water, due to reeds and lily-pads.

He could count nine boats now nosing toward the bireme. Two or three had disappeared, inshore probably. They were creeping cautiously as if expecting ambush. As their noses touched the biremes shadow Tros shouted, bringing down his left hand:

Row! Yo-ho!  Yo-ho! Yo-ho!

The longship leaped. Before the Britons in the boats could guess what the shout portended, a high prow, notched against the sky, came boiling down on them, jerking to the strain of ash oars as Conops beat time with a ropes end on the hirelings backs. Three boats backed away in time; but six crowded ones were caught by the longships prow, swept sidewise between the ships and crushed against the biremes hull.

There were screams, and a splintering crash, grinding of broken timber, oaths, confusion in the longship where the rowers on the port side fell between the benches, a long, ululating cry from Helma and the longship swung alone down-river with a boiling helm as Tros threw all his weight against the steering oar.

Now again! he shouted, laughing. Easier this time  with the tide.

But the rowers needed minutes to recover equilibrium and breath. There were two men knocked unconscious by their own oar-handles. It took time to swing the longship, head upstream. Tros roared his orders, Helma screamed interpretation of them; Conops plied the ropes end; but before the longship could be headed on her course again Tros saw the remnant of the fleet of boats scoot out of the biremes shadow and race for the riverbank.

Easy! Easy all! he shouted; and again Helma studied him curiously, puckering her eyes to see his face more clearly in the gloom.

There were thumps, oaths, commotion in the ships waist, where Conops fought three Britons. Unwisely they had sprung out of the darkness from behind to pay him for the ropes end, but they missed with their first onslaught, so the outcome was inevitable and Tros paid no attention to that minor detail. He was studying the bireme, measuring with his eye the height of water up her side. She was still heeled just a trifle, bow-end firmly on the mud.

But there were noises along the shadowy, marshy shoreline. Owls, half a dozen of them, rose into the night and vanished with the weird, swift flight that signified they were afraid of something. Presently sparks, then a blaze, then a whirl of red fire as a man waved a torch to get it properly alight.

Torch after torch was lighted from the first one, until the darkness fifty yards back from the river line grew aglow with smoky crimson. The commotion in the ships waist ceased and Conops came aft, leaning elbows on the low poop-deck.

All ready, master, he said calmly; but he was breathing hard, and he snuffled because his nose was bleeding.

Find a warp and come up here, Tros ordered.

Conops disappeared again. Tros sang a Yo-ho song to time the oarsmen, giving just sufficient way to bring the ships abreast. Then, backing port-oars with the aid of Helmas voice, he swung the longships stern until it almost touched the bireme. Conops appeared then, dragging a wet rope, cursing its religion in outrageous longshore Levantine  which was a mixture of a dozen languages. Helma pounced on it and helped him haul, her muscles cracking like a firebrand.

Jump and make fast!

Conops nearly missed, for the longships stern was swinging. But he had tied a small rope to the heavy warp and tied that to his waist, so he had two hands to clutch the biremes stern. He clambered up it like a monkey and hauled the warp after him, Helma paying out the coils as the longship drifted away, beam to the tide, Tros straightening her with slow dips of the port-oars.

Make fast!

Helma, sea-kings daughter to the marrow of her young bones, took three turns around an oaken bollard in the stern and held that until the warp began to feel the strain, paying out a foot or two until vibration ceased, before she made fast to the other bollard.

Both banks  way! Tros thundered and began his Yo-ho song, while Helma beat time and the mud boiled blue around them. But the bireme stuck fast, though the longship swung and swayed, heeling to one side or the other as the humming warp took the strain to port or starboard. Conops yelled suddenly. A torch came curving out of darkness to the biremes deck, followed by yells from the longshore Britons as Conops caught that one and tossed it overboard. Then another torch, and another.

Row! Yo-ho! Yo-ho!

The ash oars bent and the rowers sweated in the dark. Helma ran between the benches, whirling a ropes end, beating the Britons backs. No need to urge the Northmen; they were working for dear life, whereas the Britons were in favor of the longshore pirates.

Tros labored at the helm to keep the longship straight and haul the bireme off the mud at the same angle that she struck. But the warp hummed and nothing happened, except that torch followed torch so fast that Conops could hardly toss them overboard.

Then Conops yelled again and vanished like a bat toward the biremes bow. There was shouting, splashing and a red glare in the darkness at her bow-end  a thump of wood and iron as Conops levered the great anchor clear and dropped it overside  yells as it fell on heads below.

Then the glare increased; they were bringing more torches and burning brushwood. A dozen arrows flitted through the darkness; near the longships poop. Tros roared, bull-throated, to the rowers for the final effort; but they ceased, drooped, gasping at their oars, and the longship swung inshore as the warp held her stern against the tide.

Tros did not dare to let his crew of Britons get too near the riverbank; they would mutiny and join their friends. Nor could he let the warp go; he would have died rather than leave Conops at the mercy of drunken savages.

Now if Lud of Lunden would give me a south wind

But Lud did better. He made some one mad. Tros would have needed time to set the sail. A shadowy boat flitted through the darkness and shot close up to the biremes bow. A flat blast on a cow-horn split the night. Followed yelling. The red glare faded, giving place to moving shadows and din or argument. Conops returned in leaps to the biremes stern and shouted, waving both hands.

Way! Way! Yo-ho! Tros thundered.

Helma plied the ropes end; the exhausted oarsmen strained, half- mutinous; the longship heeled and turned her head to midstream, until suddenly Tros laid his whole weight and strength on the steering-oar and the bireme slid gently backward off the mud. The tide had lifted her at last.

They towed her stern-first for a mile, until the longshore shouting died in the distance. Then Tros backed oars in a wide reach of river and lay alongside until Conops could make the warp fast in the bow, so as to bring the biremes head upstream.

Who was it saved us? he asked Conops.

Tide and a madman, master! Skell came over-river, blew a horn-blast, startled them, told them that he knew Caesars gold was in the bireme, offered them half of it if they would cut the warp and scare you off before they set fire to anything, kept them talking until the tide crept under her. This Lud of Lunden is a pretty decent sort of god!

Aye, Lud of Lunden! Aye, Tros muttered. Aye. I knew there was a reason for preserving Skell. Lud of Lunden! I will make a little giftlet to that godlet. I believe he smiles on effort. He shall laugh!


CHAPTER 33. In Lunden Pool

Shall I condone your treasons to renew my peace? How often have I told you that the qualities of faith and obedience evoke Wisdom in your rulers, aye, and in you also. Ill-faith and disobedience are clouds that hide Wisdom from you and, from them. Ye have the government ye have earned. Ye suffer from the destiny that ye yourselves created. Ye may look in vain to me to hide you from the consequences of your treasons, for which I know no other remedy than good faith. See ye to it, each for himself.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



A GRAY, wet dawn was paling in the sky when Tros dropped anchor in the pool below the ford by Lunden Town. Caswallons mouse-hued wooden roof, green-splashed with lichen, loomed through drifting mist between the autumn-tinted oaks.

Tros sighed for his sunlit Mediterranean, but he noticed that his Northmen prisoners, oar-weary though they were and stiff from the fighting of the day before, were in an environment they liked.

They sniffed the autumn air, leaned overside and praised the lush green meadows, nodded to one another sleepily as wooden and thatched roofs, barns and neat enclosures peeped out of the mist a moment to vanish again like dreams of fairyland. The lowing of cows asking to be milked appeared to fill them with excitement. They spoke of wealth in whispers.

Sigurdsens high fever had abated. He had slept like a child and now seemed hardly to understand what had happened to him; his wife was talking in low tones, he answering in grunts, fingering the edge of the great battle-ax that lay across his knees and glancing from his wife to Helma, who sat facing him. The other woman was still keening her dead husband.

The Lunden Britons were late sleepers. Not a human being stirred along the waterfront on either side of the river, although a dog howled a general alarm and a whole pack joined him, galloping from house yards to patrol the river and bay indignant, challenge to the skies. There were several rotting ships among the reeds, all smaller than the longship, and not one even river- worthy.

This will never be a nation, Tros reflected. There is no hope for them. Think of bringing two ships into Ostia, Tarentum, and Piraeus, Smyrna, Alexandria, and none but a pack of dogs to give the challenge! They will be overwhelmed by foreigners. They will cease. A hundred years hence none will know the name of Britain.

But he was nearly as tired out as his oarsmen and as Conops, in no true mood for prophecy. Unlike them, he might not curl himself to sleep under the benches. He had no more fear on account of his British hirelings, who would stick like leeches now until he paid them. But he did not propose to be caught asleep by any of Caswallons men, who might remove his prisoners, might even execute them, especially if Caswallon should be away from home; and that seemed likely.

He thought it strange, otherwise, that there should be none to receive him and bid him welcome, for the sake of good manners, however unfriendly they might feel. Caswallon must have known he would bring both ships up-river. Or  the thought stirred Tros to rumbling anger  had Caswallon left him purposely hard and fast on the river mud in hope that longshore pirates would wipe a difficulty off the slate? To be roundly punished for it afterward, no doubt, since kings must punish criminals and friendships must be honored. When the first hot flush of indignation died he decided to give Caswallon the benefit of that doubt; but he found it difficult, knowing that kings have harder work than other men to keep faith, subtler means of breaking it, and more excuse. There was Caesars gold, for instance.

When he had watched shore-bearings for a while to make sure the anchor held, he turned to Helma, hoping to take his mind off one worry by considering another.

How did you learn Gaulish? he asked.

Some of us always do, she answered. Dont we need it when we raid the coasts? I learned it from my nurse, who was a Briton taken in a raid and carried off to Malmö. Britons are good servants, once they yield. She worked hard, I loved her.

Love? Or was it belly-yearning? Tros asked. I have heard tell that Northmen think of nothing else but fighting, feasting and taking wives.

None has had me to wife, she retorted, and there was pride in her eyes such as Tros had never seen.

Well  well you behaved last night, he said, looking straight at her. You are a poor cook, for you burned the stew; but you shall cook no more for me. What shall be done with you? Speak, Will you return to Malmö?

She bit her lip, then stabbed out words like dagger-blades.

The men of Helsing drove my brother forth. Shall I return and serve them, saying that with my brothers ship I bought myself to give to them?

You hate me. Why did you stand by me in the pinch last night? Tros asked.

I am a sea-kings daughter. Should I side with pirates? she demanded.

What were you when you raided the Thames or when you burned a south coast village? Tros inquired.

Good Norse stock, she retorted. We are Vikings!

Tros was puzzled.

What if I should take you back to Malmö, and try an issue with the men of Helsing, and reestablish you? What then?

Ah, you laugh at me. But there was no laughter in his eyes, and she was watching them. You might make my brother a king again, for you are a bold man and you can handle a ship. But the skalds would call me a black-haired foreigners wife until the very serving-wenches mocked me.

Said I one word about wifeing? Tros asked, astonished. But she was astonished, too; backed away two steps from looking as if he had struck her with a whip.

I am a prisoner by my brothers oath of battle. I must abide that, she answered. You are a prince? Have you a wife?

No, said Tros, watching her.

He knew now she was much more puzzled than he had been.

You will not degrade me, she said with an air of confidence.

She implied they had both been talking in a foreign tongue and so could hardly understand each other. Biting her lip again, she calmed herself, made a nervous effort to be patient with him.

I will speak with Olaf Sigurdsen, said Tros, and strode to where the Northman leaned against the stern all swathed in, bandages, nervously thumbing his ax-hilt.

But Sigurdsen knew no Gaulish other than the words for mast and oar, beef, beer and a dozen place-names. Helma had to stand there and interpret.

What shall I do with her? Tros asked, signifying Helma with a sidewise motion of his head.

She is yours! said the Northman, astonished. You won her!

Helma interpreted, mimicking even the voice-note. Suddenly, as if she thought Tros had not understood yet, she pulled off her amber-and-gold shoulder-ornaments and thrust them toward him.

Have you a wife? asked Sigurdsen.

Helma translated. Sigurdsens wife stood up beside her husband, staring at Tros as if he were some new kind of creature she had never heard of. She began whispering, and Sigurdsen nodded, spoke, with a note of grandeur in his voice.

What does he say? Tros demanded.

He says  you returned him his weapon; you accepted his oath as a free man; but you did not say you returned me to him. Nevertheless, perhaps you meant that. Therefore, he being my brother and a kings son although without fief or following, and you his conqueror in battle and his sworn friend, he swears by Thor and Odin and his ax-blade I am born in noble wedlock and a fit bride; and he gives me to you, to be wife and to share your destiny on land and sea.

Zeus!

No thought of marrying had ever entered Tross head, except as something he would never do. He had sworn no vow, but he had seen too many men grow fat and lazy in the meshes of a family not to promise himself he would die free of womans ministering. He had something of his fathers conviction that marriage was earthy of the earth, a good enough thing for the rabble but a trap that kept a strong soul from aspiring to the heights.

Sigurdsen spoke again, not knowing who Zeus might be, not understanding the explosion. He had never heard of a mans refusing a kings daughter.

She is fair. She is young. She is a virgin. Call her wife before the Britons come and men speak ill of her.

Helma had to translate. She did it womanly-wise, her blue eyes  they were more blue than the northern sky  accepting destiny as something to be met and very proudly borne.

I think you did not understand me yesterday, she said.

Nor I you. You are a brave man, Tros, and I will bear you sons of whom you shall not be ashamed.

Brave! Tros felt as weak as a seasick landsman! He was ashamed. He might refuse, and he would hate himself. He might accept and learn to hate the woman! He might give her to some other man and evermore regret it! Why had he taken prisoners? Why hadnt he made a gift of them to Caswallon when he had the chance?

Slowly  he was striving to hear the inner voice that usually guided; but either the inner man was deaf or the voice was sleeping  he let his left hand leave his sword-hilt; he did not know why. She stepped closer, smiling. Both arms stretched toward the girl before he knew it. She came into them, her head on his breast and at that very moment Conops wakened.

Master!

It was the exclamation of a man bereft of faith in the one eye that Caesars torturers had left him. Love-and-run in half the ports of the Levant was Conops history, brief interludes of lazy days and tavern-haunting nights between long spells of hardship and service to Tros on land and sea. Loose, superstitious morals for himself but rigorous aloofness for his master from all worldly ways, was his religion. He had but one eye because he had dared to rebuke Caesar for insulting Tros. He rubbed the other one, crestfallen, as if the Tros he knew were gone and some one substituted whom he could not recognize.

Tros with a girl in his arms? He could not believe it. He came and glared, the tassel of his red cap down over his empty eye; the long tooth sneering through the slit in his upper lip; blood on his nose from yesterday. He fingered his long knife. He sidled three-quarters of a circle around Helma as if looking for an un-witch-protected opening through which to drive his knife.

Master! And your father not buried! he said, hardly reproachfully, rather as if he did not believe his senses.

He was jealous  jealous as a harbor-strumpet of a rival light o love. The slobber blew in bubbles on his lean lips.

Tros was in no mood to be reproved by a servant. He let out a lick with his fist  caught Conops on the ear and sent him sprawling between the oar-benches.

Dog! he thundered. Will you judge your betters?

Conops did not hear that. He lay hugging his bruised head, grateful for it, glad of anything that drove the greater anguish out of mind, rocking himself, moaning, knees and elbows bunched.

Angry  for emotions such as Tros had come through turn to anger as the sour milk to whey  Tros swung his hands behind him and stood breast out, grim chin high, staring at the shore, ignoring Helma. She was the real irritant. He told himself it was not born in him to love a woman. If he had thought he loved her  had he?  that was only the emotion of a drunken sailor. Worse! it was sordid backsliding. A descent from his own Olympian heights of manhood to the common level of unmoral fools like Conops!

What would old Perseus have said to it? Hah! Old father Perseus did the same thing, didnt he? Tros wondered who his own mother had been, and by what means she had wheedled a middle-aged saint into the snares of marriage!

Tros knew she had died when he was born, but others had told him she was a royal woman, born of a line of kings whose throne was overturned by Rome. Perseus had forbidden speech of her, and as usual Tros had obeyed, only listening when other men dropped information.

Her death, as far as Perseus was concerned, had closed a lifes chapter; thenceforth he had preached celibacy, not failing to instill into his son a wholesome  was it wholesome?  dread of women, or rather of the love of women and the loss of spiritual vision that ensued from it.

Yet here am I, said Tros, his hands clenched tight behind him. But for Perseus and a woman, I should not have been! I live! By Zeus and the immortal gods, I laugh!

But he did not laugh. It irked him that Helmas eyes were on his back. He wished he had struck Conops harder. He wished all Lunden would awake and come down to the waterside. He would have welcomed anything just then, anything to save necessity of speech with Helma. He hated the girl! She and destiny between them had made a fine fool of him!

Yet as he turned to meet her gaze a new shame reddened his cheeks under the bronze. He realized he did not hate her. He knew he would be ashamed to withdraw the unspoken pledge he had made when he took her in his arms. She was his wife! He wished he had killed Conops!

He held out his hand to her with a stubborn gesture, drew her beside him, made her stand hand-in-hand with him there on the ships stern, gesturing to Olaf Sigurdsen to rouse his Northmen. And when they had rubbed sleep out of their eyes they stood up, grinning, until it dawned on them that something else was due.

Sigurdsen led the cheering then, shaking his great battle-ax; and the din carried over-water to the houses near the riverbank, so that a dozen Britons came to stare, hitching their ungainly looking trousers.

Presently  being Britons, who would rather ride a dozen miles than walk one  horsemen came, riding bare-backed mounts into the river. A yellow-haired expert swam his horse all the way out to the longship, and mounted the stern, leaving the horse to swim where it chose.

Lud love you! he said, grinning, patting himself to squeeze water from his clothes. He eyed Helma appraisingly. Norse girls are good. Those cursed red sea-robbers steal more of ours than we ever see of theirs, though! Wife, or ransom? he asked, not pausing for an answer. Caswallon took some prisoners, but they say theres no hope of ransom; some other gang of pirates drove them forth, so they came to seize holding in Britain. No homes  no friends. Still  is she a virgin?

Shes a well-bred filly. Those Northmen who raided her home might like to pay a long price for her. Lud love me! Is that Sigurdsen? What have you done to him, Tros? He fought his ways out of the woods without a scratch on him. Whats he doing with his ax? Hes a prisoner, isnt he? Lud look at them! Theyre all armed! Whos the prisoner  you?

Where is Caswallon? Tros asked.

Over on the hilltop with the druids, hours away, loving the wounded, you know; wants to be popular. But it wont work. There are too many who say he shouldnt have fitted out your expedition, sixty or seventy killed and maimed. Lud think of it! As if these bloody Northmen werent trouble enough!

And theres a woman from Gaul  wait till you see her. Youll soon forget that one, Tros. She had a letter for you from Caesar. Caswallon burned it in a rage, but she says she knows what Caesar wrote, and shell tell you. Caswallon didnt dare to treat her roughly, because half of us fell hide-and- hoof in love with her, and there are plenty who say he ought to make terms with Caesar.

She says you and Caesar understand each other, and we all want to know what Caesars terms are. Skell came shortly after midnight, wandered all over town trying to wake people, but we were too tired to listen to him. Besides, Skell is a liar. Hes in his own house now. I saw the smoke as I came by.

Skell? said Tros.

Yes, Skell, the man you packed off to Caritia to talk to Caesar. Skell the liar, Skell who said you helped him to wreck Caesars fleet, although everybody knew you did it alone. Why didnt you kill him, Tros? Skell said something last night about having saved you in the river  longshoremen or something. Nobody believed him. He said youd sent him ahead to warn us all not to listen to anything Caswallon says until weve heard you.

Where is Fflur? Tros asked, when the youngster paused for breath.

With Caswallon, getting in the druids way, I suppose, helping to hurt the wounded. What are you going to do with this ship? Burn it? Say  thats a good idea! Burn both ships! Make a floating bonfire in the Pool tonight! To-nights the funeral. All the countryside in procession from Lunden to the burying-ground, chariots, torches. They say your fathers corpsell be right in front, ahead of everything except old Longbeard. Why not have a bonfire of two ships when we come back? Something to show Caesars woman. Show her we Britons can stage a circus too!

Where is Orwic? Tros inquired.

Nursing himself and trying to rule Lunden. Caswallon left him in charge. But Orwic isnt popular just now  lost too many men on your expedition. Everybody says it must have been his fault. And no loot  didnt bring a stick of loot back with him from Gaul.

Everybody says, Caswallons nephew is Caswallons man, and the chief hasnt been popular these ten days past. Besides, why did Orwic wait so long before he came to help us in the woods? Say, did you see me cut down three Northmen on the run, right down by the riverbank there, where the muds deep and the thicket goes clear to the water?

Theyre trying to make out now that I had help. Three men claim they were in that with me; but maybe you saw from across the river? Did you? Maybe you can swear I did it single-handed. Three great brutes of Northmen as big as Sigurdsen there! Did you hear the first one roar when I stuck a spear in him?

The other two went down silent, but the first one made noise enough for all three. Did you hear him? Their weapons and armor are held for prize-court and those othersll lie me out of them unless you can uphold me. Can you?

Tros did not answer. Orwics boat came hurrying out of the reeds, and Orwic hailed him.

Lud! exclaimed the visitor. Wheres my horse? Gone? No matter!

He plunged into the river and swam shoreward. Orwic, standing in a boats stern, could not help but see him; he stared hard, watched the yellow head go rippling like a water-rat, but said nothing. He boarded the longship, saluting Tros with a genial grin that, nevertheless, not more than masked a feeling of restraint.

Skell is here, he said, pursing his lips, staring hard at Helma.

So is Cornelia, a Gaulish woman with Roman paint on her. She says she knows you, Tros.

She lies, Tros answered calmly.

So does Skell, said Orwic. But they both lie artfully! The woman says Caesar has appointed you his agent here in Britain. Skell says he preserved you from the river-pirates, in return for which you and he made peace. He says you grant him the protection of your privilege. Is that true? Is there any truth in it?

You were with me, Orwic. You heard all I said to Caesar.

Aye, but I know no Latin, Tros! I know you called me off when I was hard at Caesar with eight men in the biremes bows. What about Skell? Did you promise him anything?

Tros grew hot under the bandages that swathed his head. He tore them off.

I promised you my friendship, he said grimly.

Yes, I know you did. You beat me in a fair fight, and I took your hand, Tros. Havent I stood by you since? Caswallon is your friend, too. But dont forget, Tros, Caswallon is king here, and you are a foreigner. Your life and your goods are in our safe-keeping, but if you make difficulties for us we must think of ourselves first.

If I am not welcome, I will go, Tros answered.

Orwic hesitated, stroking his moustache. Tross thought leaped to the chest of Caesars gold that Fflur was supposed to be keeping for him. Thoughtfully he eyed his Northmen prisoners, and wondered whether he could manage the longship with that scant crew. There was the Belgian coast; he might make that. And there was the unknown Norse country, that his bones almost ached to explore.

I would bid you go, Orwic said at last, but I dare not. There are too many now who believe you bring Caesars message, and they want to hear it. There are too many who accuse Caswallon of having sent you to make overtures to Caesar; too many, again, who believe the contrary and blame Caswallon for having sent you to stir Caesar against us. We are all divided.

Some say Caswallon looks to Caesar to make him king over all Britain; others say Caesar will conquer Britain first and crucify Caswallon afterwards! There are some who want to kill you, Tros, and some who want to honor you as Caesars messenger.

What say the druids? Tros asked.

That they will bury your fathers body. And that unless we can persuade you there will be none to answer all these tales. They say if you should go, then all men would declare Caswallon was afraid of you, and would turn against him; but if you should stay, Britons will be at one anothers throats within a day or two!

He paused a moment, watching Tross eyes steadily, then suddenly advanced with a dramatic gesture.

Tros, I speak you frankly. If we, Caswallons friends, should treat you as less than an honored guest, your life would be in danger from our own hot- heads, who are ready to admire you if Caswallon does, or to hate you if he doesnt. They will follow his lead.

But if we honor you, then Caswallons enemies will hurl that as a charge against him. Nevertheless, those same men will befriend you, if you let them, and make use of you to attack Caswallon! What do you say, Tros?

I? What should I say? Tros answered. What do I care for the feuds of Briton against Briton? I came to attend my fathers funeral.

Are you Caesars man? asked Orwic.

Tros flew into a rage at that. He clenched his fists and answered in a voice that made the Northmen jump and brought Conops, knife in hand, from between the benches.

No! By Zeus and the dome of heaven, no! Do you understand what no means? Rot you and your muddy Lud of Lunden! Rot you all! I vomit on you! Caesar may help himself to your wives and children! Let him enslave you! What do I care! War-r-ugh! You bickering fools  town against town  you are worse than my own Greeks!

Do you listen to your druids? No! Do you listen to your chiefs? No! What do you listen to? Your belly-rumblings! You believe your colic is a cosmic urge! You think your island is the middle of the universe!

You accuse your friends and make love to your enemies! You and your chariots! Look at your ships there, rotting! Look at me  Tros struck his breast I grieve! Look at me! I weep! Why? On your account? The gods forbid it! I hope Caesar treads you underfoot! I grieve that my fathers dust must mingle with the dirt of Britain! Woe is me! Woe that I ever set foot in Britain!

Peace! said Orwic, but Tros turned away from him, shaking with fury.

His violence had reopened the wound on his cheek and Helma staunched the blood, using the bandage he had tossed aside. Conops whispered to him; he struck Conops, hurling him headlong again between the benches. Then, black with anger, he strode up close to Orwic, hands behind him.

Tell Caswallon, I attend my fathers funeral. Say this: By Zeus, Ill solve his difficulties! Can he fight? Is he a man? Hah! Let him believe either me, or else Skell and these other liars! Let him waste no time about it! If he chooses to call me an enemy, he shall fight me before all Lunden!

Orwic forced a smile and tried to pour the oil of jest on anger. How would that help? They would say you fought him for the kingdom, Tros!

Caswallons kingdom? I? That for it! Tros spat into the river. Hah! Barter my freedom for the right to be disobeyed and choused by long-haired horse-copers? Gods listen to him! Tell Caswallon I wouldnt thank him for what he calls his kingdom! Tell him I doubt his friendship! Bid him haste and prove it or else fight me! Go tell him!

Tros, those are unwise words! said Orwic.

They are mine! This is my sword! Tros answered, tapping the gilded hilt of his long weapon.

Tros, you and I swore friendship.

Swore? What is a mans oath worth! Show me the friendship!

Tros, I spoke you fair. I only told you how the matter lies. I asked an honest question.

Zeus! I gave an honest answer! Call me friend or enemy! By Zeus, it means nothing to me which way a fish jumps!

Your eyes burn. You are tired, Tros.

Aye! Tired of you Britons and your ways! Am I Caesars man! Ye gods of sea and earth! Get off my ship!

But Orwic did not move, except to smile and hold his hand out.

Nay, Tros. I rule Lunden in Caswallons absence. Welcome to Lunden! I speak in Caswallons name.

He showed a great ring on his thumb. Tros glared at it.

I know you are not Caesars man, said Orwic. At which Tros flew into another fury.

Pantheon of Heaven! You! You know that? You, who saw me wreck all Caesars ships! You, who were with me at Seine-mouth and saw me rape Caesars lair! You, who saw my fathers tortured body! You! You know I am not Caesars man  because I said it?

Orwic smiled again, his hand outheld.

You will admit, Tros, that you said it with a certain emphasis. A man may be excused if he believes you.

Take my message to Caswallon!

I stand in Caswallons place. I speak for him. I have received the message. I prefer to call you friend.

Words again? Tros asked.

He felt disappointed. He had enjoyed the burst of anger. In the moments mood it would have suited him to carry challenge to conclusion.

No more words, said Orwic. Give me your hand, Tros. There. He stepped close and embraced him, smearing his own cheek with Tross blood.

Welcome to Lunden! Now I go to make a good room ready for you in Caswallons house.

Young cockerel! Brave young cockerel! Tros muttered, watching him overside, then turning suddenly to Helma:

That is the man you should have married. Shall I give you to him? Orwic is the best-bred cockerel in Britain.

She looked puzzled, wondering whether he imagined that was humor.

I am pledged to you, Tros.

I will free you.

No. He is only a Briton. You are a sea-king. I will bear your sons.

Zeus! he muttered, wondering. Has all the world gone mad? Come here! he ordered.

When she came, he kissed her and Conops cried shame at him from beneath an oar-bench. It was a dawn of mixed emotions as opaque and changing as the Lunden mist.


CHAPTER 34. Cornelia of Gaul

Goodness needs no bow and arrows, nay, nor armor. Aye, I know that good men die, and that their enemies can kill them. I have heard that. I have seen it. It is nothing new to me. The evil also die, and so do they who lend themselves to evil purposes, because they lack judgment, that is born of Wisdom, that is a stranger to weakness. Your harlots die; ye harlot-mongers also. And some of you say that in death all are equals. But I say that in death ye are equally judged by the Eternal justice that rewards evil with evil and good with good. If ye identify yourselves with evil, shall Eternity say nay to it? I think not; ye shall have your fill of evil, until ye weary of it and begin again at your beginnings. But if ye identify yourselves with faith, hope and integrity, with generosity and good-will and courage, howsoever small your beginnings, ye shall have them and their increase. They are yours. They are you. Ye shall unlock the gates of Wisdom and all knowledge.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



SO Tross prisoners  since he had freed them and they were now his henchmen  became Caswallons guests along with Tros in the great house on the hilltop. In Caswallons absence Orwic showed them almost too much courtesy, to the annoyance of servants and fair-haired British men-at-arms who lounged in the great hall or amused themselves at horse-play in the yard.

But it gave the Northmen an enormously high opinion of Tros; and when Orwic brought out Caesars treasure chest, so that Tros might pay off his hireling seamen, even Sigurdsen began to boast of being Tross adherent and Helma put on airs toward the British women, who were friendly enough until she began to patronize them.

So the Britons brought forth horses and compelled the Northmen to try to ride, mounting them two on a horse; and into the deriding mob of onlookers Cornelia came, attended by a crowd of young bloods dressed in their choicest finery, wearing enough gold and bronze and amber among them to have overpaid one of Caesars legions for a year.

While they were laughing at the Northmens efforts to ride half-broken stallions scared into a frenzy by men who despised the sea as only fit for fishermen, Cornelia studied Tros from a distance.

He had done paying his hirelings and was counting the rest of the gold, or rather pretending to count it, watching her between-whiles as adroitly as she watched him, each avoiding the others eyes. Gathering her escort around her at last, she made her way outside the crowd toward where Tros sat on a chair on Caswallons porch.

She walked with dignity that she had imitated from the Romans. Her dress and jewelry were Roman, aping the patrician style, pure white with a golden border, and she showed no trace of having suffered on her stormy way from Gaul. Her dark hair glistened in a net that held it massed behind her neck; gilded sandals decorated rather than concealed her feet. She looked expensive and calmly impudent. But her stock-in-trade was nothing tangible, although it was all in evidence: an air of knowing more than anybody else knew, of having influence that none could undermine, of laughing at life because she held the keys of fortune.

Those keys, too, were evident: brown eyes beneath long, dark lashes; carmine, daring, not exactly scornful lips; a figure that suggested limitless immodesty beneath cultured poise; a gown that clung precisely where it should cling to excite emotion when she moved with that apparently unstudied ease.

Tros knew her type. Helma did not and stood nearer to him, light of northern sky blazing under flaxen brows, Norse jealousy hardening her young face. Helma was afraid; Tros felt her trembling when her elbow touched his. But the Gaulish woman with the Roman name had trained herself in far too many swift intrigues to show fear, even if she felt it. Rome had made a hundred conquests in the wake of women of her genius; and before Rome, Nineveh. Inborn in her was all the grace of courts and all the spirit of destruction.

The noble Tros? she asked, coming to a stand in front of him, not trespassing yet on Caswallons porch.

And Tros was not yet minded that she should. He did not rise. He kicked his long sword outward so that its hilt rested on his knees and he could lay both hands on it, leaning back in the chair to stare insolently, through suspicious, slumberous eyes.

My name is Tros.

I am Cornelia.

Caesars light o love? he asked, raising shaggy black eyebrows just sufficiently to barb the insult. Caesars slave?

Caesars messenger! the Gaulish woman answered.

There was no iron in her voice; nothing but challenging laughter. Caesar had not picked a thin-skinned fool to pave Romes way o conquest.

Conops came out of the house with Caesars scarlet cloak and draped it on Tross shoulders, Helma assisting to arrange it, half-guessing its significance although she did not know that Tros had looted it along with the Romans bireme.

The young Britons who had appointed themselves Cornelias body-guard began to whisper to her. One of them grew bold and raised his voice:

Tros, your insolence insults us all!

Tros sneered; his mood was cynical. Orwic came out of the house to stand behind him. Orwic being in authority just then the crowd grew still, until Cornelia spoke in Latin:

Caesars cloak, Tros! You foreshadow Caesar! He will take that for an omen when I tell him Tros sat cloaked in imperial scarlet on the porch of Caswallons house.

They talk Latin, some one shouted. Tros is Caesars man!

There were more than a hundred people by that time on the green before Caswallons house, not counting the stable-hands and other serfs, who were hardly to be reckoned with, not daring to offend their betters; some were men who had come too late to fight the Northmen, jealous of the victors spoils and very anxious to assert themselves.

A tumult began, a few of them denouncing Tros as an intriguer, some shouting that Caesars message should be heard. A noisy, small group, nearest to the gate and safety, denounced Caswallon. Orwic swore under his breath, using the names of a dozen Celtic gods. Tros whispered to Conops:

Bid my Northmen gather themselves behind the house and enter it from the rear. Take charge of them. Add yourselves to Orwics men. Be swift.

Then he turned to Orwic.

Now or never, he said, with a careless shrug of his shoulders.

Is Caswallon king in Lunden? Gently, boy, gently. Not yet. Leave this to me. I will show you who rules this end of Britain!

He stood up, letting his face light with laughter, gathering Caesars scarlet cloak around him. He addressed Cornelia, but in a voice that all the crowd could hear, and he spoke slowly, in Gaulish, as if answering her speech, and taking care that all should understand him, in spite of his foreign accent:

Aye, woman! This was Caesars cloak. You, who were Caesars light o love until he sent you to cozen me, were not so very clever when you recognized it! I am told you brought me a letter from Caesar. I am told Caswallon burned it. I am told you are warning the Britons not to listen to Caswallon until they first hear me. I am Caswallons guest!

He could hear the tramping through the house behind him as the Northmen came with Conops to reinforce Orwics men. There was a noise of weapons being lifted from the racks.

Caesar sent you to me  Are you ready, Orwic? he whispered. March out and surround her when I give the word!  You are mine, Cornelia. I will see that none perverts you from right conduct in the realm of him who is host to both of us! Come! he commanded, beckoning.

Cornelia appealed to her escort, too late. Orwic took the cue and rushed from the porch with forty men-at-arms behind him, twelve of them Northmen very anxious to repay bruises done at horseplay. It was risky work; the Northmen, fierce enemies a day ago, were likelier than not to cause indignant bloodshed; safety lay in doing the work so swiftly that there would be no time for a crowd without a leader to decide whether it really was indignant or was half amused.

Conops and the Northmen surrounded Cornelia; Orwic and his Britons who thrust themselves between the Northmen and her British escort, joining spears before them like a fence-rail, forcing the astonished escort back on their heels. And while Orwic accomplished that, Tros shouted, throwing up his right arm, shaking Caesars scarlet cloak to distract attention to himself:

Ho, there! Caswallons friends! There is a rat named Skell who brought this Caesars woman to cheat away your freedom! Where is Skell?

Caswallons friends were fewer than his enemies in that crowd, but the impulse of surprise was in their favor. By the time Cornelia had been hustled into the great hall in the midst of a group of grinning Northmen, who handled her none too gently, the loyalists had started a diversion, shout and counter-shout, that served until Orwics summons on a silver bugle brought a dozen chariots from the stable to clear the green of friend and enemy alike. The crowd did not even try to stand against the chariots, although the front ones had no scythes fixed to the wheels. But there were two chariots in the rear that could have mown a crimson swath.

And now swiftly! said Tros, when Orwic strolled back to the porch trying to look self-possessed. Where are those Northmen prisoners Caswallon took in the fight in the forest?

What of them? There are only three-and-twenty, some of them pretty badly hurt, said Orwic.

Where are they? I know mobs! Your Britons will say that it was Northmen who snatched that woman away. They will kill those three-and-twenty. Then, they will come to kill my twelve and Sigurdsen. Then me, then you!

Bah! Who cares if they kill Northmen! Orwic answered.

I for one! Blood-lust grows. They will kill Caswallon next! Smuggle those prisoners to this place. Start a hue-and-cry at Skells heels; that fox will give them a run to keep all Lunden busy! Send for Caswallon then, and bid him hurry. Bid him bring Fflur with him!

Orwic hesitated, but Tros took him by the shoulders.

Am I friend or enemy? he thundered. Boy! That woman will win Britain for Caesar yet unless you act swiftly!

Orwic yielded only half convinced and hurried away to instruct his friends, shutting the great gate and posting guards to keep another crowd from forming. Tros strode into the house, swaggering as if he owned it. Cornelia was seated near Caswallons great chair under the balcony at one end of the hall; her dress was ruffled and a little torn, but she was laughing at the men who stared at her, and she mocked Tros, gesturing at Helma:

Ah! You seize me, when you have that beautiful fair-haired prisoner! What use for poor me, when

I have a use for you, Tros interrupted, and the hall grew still. You were Caesars slave. Now you are mine!

She was startled, but the scared look vanished in an instant; she had the professional intriguers self-control. It was Helma who turned pale and came and stood beside Tros, watching his face.

Tros, said the woman of Gaul, speaking Latin, Caesar has told me you are proud and full of guile, and a great keeper of rash promises. You promised him enmity. You wrecked his fleet. You forged Caesars name and stole your father from the grip of three camped legions.

That was an indignity to Rome as well as Caesar. You sunk Caesars boats; you slew his men; you ducked Caesar himself in the tide at Seine-mouth. So you kept your rash promise.

Yet Caesars magnanimity is greater than the malice that pursues him. He is willing to forgive. He offers you full recognition by the Roman Senate and command of fifty ships, if you withdraw your enmity and promise him allegiance! I am Caesars messenger, not your slave.

Tros answered her in Gaulish:

When I need fifty of Caesars ships, I will take them without his leave or Romes!

But that was for the Britons ears. He had in mind more than to bandy words.

Tros she began again.

Silence! he commanded.

Then he pointed to the door of an inner room between the great hall and Caswallons quarters. Helma bit her lip, and several of the men-at-arms laughed loud. But Tros kept on pointing, and he looked imperious in Caesars scarlet cloak.

So Cornelia rose out of her chair, bowed, smirked almost imperceptibly at Helma, and led the way in through the door, glancing over-shoulder in a way that gave Tros pause. He beckoned Helma.

Bring your brothers wife and the widow! he commanded.

So three Norse women followed Tros into the dimly lighted room; and one of them knew Gaulish. There were benches in there for men-at-arms, and one chair, on which Cornelia sat uninvited, arranging her draperies to show the shapely outline of her figure.

Tros slammed the door and slid the wooden bolt in place, with a nod to Helma and the other women to be seated on the benches. He seized Cornelias chair then and dragged it into the shaft of light that fell through the one small window. He craved sleep and had not time to waste.

Turn your face to the light, he commanded. Keep it so. Now, no evasions. I am in no mood to split thin hairs of courtesy.

Truly, Tros, your courtesy is thin, she answered. Caesar is never discourteous, even to his enemies. I was told you are a princes son. Where you were born are manners thought unmanly?

Answer this! He rapped his sword-hilt on a table that he dragged up to the window-light. What was written in Caesars letter that Caswallon took from you and burned?

She smiled and tossed her head. I gave it to the Lord Caswallon. He had manners. He was too polite to take it from me!

What was written in that letter?

Since the letter was burned, what matters what was written in it!

Her dark eyes dared him.

Tros drew his sword, his great chin coming forward with a jerk. He let the sword-point fall until it touched her bare throat.

Answer me.

Her eyes turned slightly inward as she looked along the swordblade toward the marvelously steady hilt, but she did not wince. The sword-point pricked the skin. She did not even flinch from it.

I will not tell! And you dare not kill me!

Tros let the sword-point fall until it touched her naked foot between the crossed thongs of her sandal. A dancing-womans foot was where her fear might lie closest to the surface. But she laughed.

Before these women, Tros! What would the Britons say to you? Caesar may torture women, and you might  though I think not, for I see a weakness  but the Britons dont even whip their children. Would Caswallon forgive you if you should nail my foot to the floor of his house?

Tros owned to the weakness she divined in him. He could kill, in cold blood or in anger, but the very thought of torture made him grit his teeth. The half of his hatred of Caesar was due to his contempt for Caesars practices; he liked the Britons because they did not practice cruelty.

But he could be cruel in another way. Compunction that prevented torturing man or woman implied no inhibition against mental terrorism. He could hardly bear to see a fish gaffed if the hook would serve, and could not kill a cur like Skell unless his own life were in danger, but he could be as ruthless as the sea, as practical as fate in matching means to ends.

His eyes changed, and the woman noticed it. He glanced at Helma.

Bring my man Conops! he commanded, and he set his swordpoint on the floor between his feet, to lean on it and wait.

He did not have to wait long. As Helma drew the bolt, the door swung inward. Conops lurched into the room, shielding his head with his arm, in fear of the blow he had earned by eavesdropping, too wise in his masters ways to offer an excuse.

When the blow did not fall he peeped over his arm, then dropped the arm, blinked his eye and grinned, knowing danger was over. Tross punishments were prompt, or else not meted out at all.

News? Tros asked him.

None, master. Only I heard say they are hunting Skell; and a chariot went for Caswallon.

Caswallon is coming, eh? Have you a wife?

Tros knew the answer, but he chose that Cornelia should learn the truth from Conops lips.

No, master  surely you know that! The last woman I

A frown convinced him he had said enough.

Tros turned to Cornelia.

This man is no beauty, is he! He is not well-bred. His manners are of the fore-peak quality. He disciplines a woman with a knifehilt. He is single. He is old enough to marry. He would serve me better if he had a wife to keep him from longshore escapades. I will give you to Conops to be his wife  his wife, you understand me? Conops is a free man, he can own a wife.

He had her. She was out of the chair, indignant, terrified, appealing to the other women, ready to scream, in a panic, struggling to control herself. Tross threat was something he could easily fulfill, since she was his by all the written and unwritten laws.

If she should claim that she was Caesars slave, then Tros, as Caesars enemy, might do as he pleased with her by right of capture, she having been sent to use her wiles on him, not on Caswallon. If she should declare herself a free woman, she might fool Britons but not Tros, who knew the Roman law and knew the dreadful penalties that even Caesar, who had sent her, would be forced to inflict should she be returned to him branded, a slave who had claimed to be free.

If Tros should make a gift of her to Conops, the Britons might be offended, but there would be no chance of their interfering. Marriage by gift was binding, all the more so if the woman were a slave or a prisoner of war. She would not become Conops slave because he might not sell her; she would be bound to him for life, promoted or reduced to his rank  considering it promotion or reduction as she pleased  in theory free, in practice a sailors drudge. Conops was as much alarmed as she was.

Master! he exploded. What use is she on a ship? Why, she cant even cook! Shes

Peace, you drunken, blabbing fool! When I give you a wife, youll take her and be grateful, or Ill break your head! Think yourself lucky to

But she who had been Caesars light o love could not face life with Conops.

I will tell, Tros! she said, and sat down on the chair again, shuddering. You will not give me to that one-eyed thing?

Tros nodded, grunted. He hated to bargain with her, but on the other hand it would have gone against the grain to ruin Conops by imposing such a wife on him.

What Caesar wrote to you, Tros, it was meant that the Lord Caswallon should read. It was supposed that some one, some druid, would know Latin and translate it to him. But the lord burned the letter.

What did Caesar write? Tros thundered at her. And why in Latin?

He wrote, Lord Tros, that he trusted you, as agreed between you and him at Seine-mouth, to stir up the Britons against the Lord Caswallon; in return for which he promised, as agreed, to confer high command on you as soon as sufficient Britons should recognize the advantage of welcoming the Roman legions into Britain. He concluded by reminding you of your pledge that there shall be no opposition to his landing on the coast of Britain when he comes again. And he charged you, to that end, to support the Lord Caswallons enemies.

Tros stroked his beard and pecked with his sword-point at the floor boards.

Why did he write those lies? he demanded.

But he knew why. He knew she was telling the truth. He knew Caesars methods.

She recovered a trace of her former impudence.

Who am I, to know Caesars mind? she answered, and Tros recognized something else, that she was ready to betray any one for her own advantage. He clutched Conops arm and pulled him forward.

Answer me in full, or

Caesar hoped that any of several things might happen. The Lord Caswallon might kill you, which would be payment for your impertinence at Seine-mouth. Or the Lord Caswallon might mistrust you and put you to flight, when you might fall into Caesars hands and be crucified.

Or, learning of the Lord Caswallons mistrust, you might turn against him in self-defense and, joining his enemies, start rebellion against him, setting Briton against Briton, which would make invasion simpler. Or, you might be sensible and, accepting magnanimous forgiveness, take command of Caesars fleet, making use of your great knowledge of the British coast to forward an invasion.

Or  ?

Tros knew there was something left unsaid. He jabbed his sword into the floor, pulled back the hilt and let it go until it hummed. She understood him. She must speak before the humming ceased.

Tros, I am trained. I sing and dance. Some men are easily tempted. Caesar thought

Continue! What did Caesar think?

I am not sure I know what he thought.

Then I will tell you. Caesar thought I might be fool enough to accept his promise from your lips! I might be fool enough to turn against Caswallon, might be fool enough to captain Caesars fleet awhile, fool enough to come within his reach and serve him, until usefulness was spent and he could pick another quarrel, crucify me at his leisure. You were to beguile me and betray me to him at the proper time!

Lord Tros, I could not have done it! I could not betray a man like you! I was Caesars slave. Now I am yours. I would rather be yours. You are not wicked, as Caesar is! Lord Tros, I will be your faithful slave. I will betray Caesar to you! Only no degradation! I am not a common slave.

I pity you, Tros answered. Pity shall make no fool of me nor a successful rogue of you! Answer my other question: Why did Caesar write in Latin and not Gaulish? He knew the Lord Caswallon knows no Latin.

Ah! But if the letter were in Gaulish, the Lord Caswallon might have been sharp enough to understand it was a trick to turn him against you.

Tros laughed in spite of weariness and anger, sheathing his sword.

Who sups with Caesar needs a long spoon!

She tried to take advantage of his changed mood, gazing at him with dark, lustrous eyes that verged on tears.

Lord Tros, you said you pity me. I was free-born. Romans destroyed our city when I was a young child. I was sold, and they took me to Rome. Do you know what that means? To save myself from the worst that can befall a woman I strove to become so valuable that for their own sakes they would not throw me on the market.

A dealer had bought me; he had me taught to dance and sing; he began to make use of me to entertain his customers; and so I learned intrigue.

Once, when Caesar was in Rome, I was sent to coax him to buy man-slaves. I entertained him, and he bought, at above the market rate for such cattle as I offered. Then, thinking better of it, he returned those man-slaves to the dealer and kept me, at the price of three of them.

And since then he has used me for his purposes, bringing me to Gaul because I knew my mother-tongue. Lord Tros, like master like slave! I have had to be wicked, because Caesar is! Lord Tros, I will serve you as I never served Caesar!

She glanced at Helma, smiled with such meekness and such lustrous eyes that Helma was stirred to sympathy and rose from the bench, though Sigurdsens wife whispered and restrained her.

She is yours, too. Lord Tros, let me serve her!

Helma shuddered. She had not expected that. She shook her head. But Tros was in a quandary and given to strange, masterful impulses when in that mood.

You have joined your destiny to mine, he said to Helma. You shall do your part. Take charge of her, keep her until Caswallon comes.

Helma protested in a flutter of mistrust. She whispered to the other women, then seizing Tross arm, begged him to be more cautious.

She will betray us all! Let Britons guard her!

But Tros knew jealousy when he saw it. He laughed. I have given you your task, he answered.

Then at least a guard of Northmen!

Zeus! he exploded. But Helma saw the laughter in his eyes. Are Northmen deaf? And you dumb? If they are my men, shall they not obey you?

She dropped her eyes, apologizing, pleased.

So be it. All, save Sigurdsen, she answered.

But when she looked up it was at Conops. She knew well enough she could manage Sigurdsen.

Heh? What was that? Who disobeys you deals with me! Tros answered.

He, too, suddenly faced Conops.

You! You see that woman? Helma her name is. She is my bride. You obey her, save and except only when her orders clash with mine!

Conops blinked. Helma smiled at him.

Oimoi! We were master and man. Now we are three and all the Furies shall overtake us! Conops murmured.

For which impertinence Tros took him by the ear and cuffed him. Over Helma there crept a new, visible sense of possession. Nothing that Tros could have said or done could have made as much impression as that speech. She had come into her own; she was his mate, his partner!

Strangers they might be, with almost all to learn about each other, but Tros had laid a rock of confidence in place, on which to build the future, and her eyes glowed gratitude.


CHAPTER 35. Tros Strikes a Bargain

Ye who stipulate and haggle, will ye never learn that if ye give without price or stipulation ye are copying the gods, who give and ask not?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS slept until Caswallon came, full pelt, with a yell to the guard at the gate, reining in foaming stallions with their fore-feet over the porch and leaping along the pole between them into the house, Fflur following a moment later. The chief and Orwic were conferring when Tros rose sleepily and bulked through the leather curtains that divided inner room from hall. Caswallon eyed him swiftly, searchingly, then smiled and strode to meet him.

Brother Tros! he said, embracing in the British fashion, one cheek then the other, each mans right hand patting the others back.

Caswallon thrust the pawing dogs away, pretending anger, and took Fflurs hand, she watching Tros as if she could read thoughts before he formed them. Three children came and clung to Fflur, but she hardly noticed them, although they laughed at her because her hair was all blown from the chariot ride and she was mud-bespattered from Caswallons trick of driving through and over anything he met.

What is this about the Gaulish woman? Caswallon asked, when he had waited for Tros to speak and Tros said nothing.

She was Caesars slave, Tros answered. She was not entitled to be anybodys guest. Caesar insulted you, me, all of us, every Briton of the Trinobantes, when he sent a slave to intrigue among us as an equal.

So, said Caswallon, and tugged his moustache.

He glanced at Fflur, but she looked away and gave him no counsel.

A slave, eh? Do you know that?

Tros laughed.

I will sell her to you, if you wish. She is mine, since Caesar sent her to beguile me. I will write you a bill of sale for her and sign it with Caesars name and seal. To make it full and binding I will wear his cloak that I took with his seal and treasure-chest. Do you want her?

He was watching Fflur sidewise, considering the drama that her eyes revealed. Suddenly he caught her full gaze and she nodded; they understood each other.

If you are my friend, Tros, said Fflur in her quiet voice, you will keep that woman from Caswallon.

What is to be done with her? asked Tros.

But instead of answering, Caswallon let go Fflurs hand and strode a dozen paces up the hall and back again.

Tros, he said at last. She was swift, she was swifter than death! She came by night in a chariot, with a tale of shipwreck and the friendship of the men of Hythe. She said nothing of Skell. By morning she had won half Lunden. She came to visit me with more than thirty young bloods fawning on her. She showed me Caesars letter, and she spoke of you.

In an hour, nay, in less than an hour, she had offered to betray both you and Caesar. She gave me that letter, and I burned it. It was Latin, and besides, you had been my friend. I did not choose to let my eyes see proof against you. Then  we were alone then  she spoke to me of you and Fflur.

He believed it! Fflur interrupted. There was almost hatred in her eyes. He took that womans word that I, the mother of his sons, was

Fflur! Caswallon did his best to smile, but the ire in her gray eyes chilled him. You heard what the druid said. Did he not say an evil woman can corrupt the strongest man in a little while? Did the druid not say I was no more to be blamed than if I took a wound in battle? Have I not begged your forgiveness until my tongue stuttered against my teeth for lack of words?

Yes, words! Fflur answered. But you turned that woman loose to make worse mischief. You let her go and live with

Should I have kept her in my house? Caswallon almost yelled at her.

No, said Fflur.

Should I have killed her? What would the druids have said to that? What would half Britain have said that is forever urging me to listen to Caesars terms. Lud knows, its hard enough to rule, without new excuses for dissensions. I had to say I would take time for thought. And before I could think, those Northmen came plundering the river villages.

Tros tried to pour oil on the waves of argument.

The question is, what shall be done with her.

That which should have first been done with her! Fflur answered. Send her back to Caesar with a whipping, in a dress turned inside out and a whip in her hand as a gift to Caesar! Bid her tell him that is Fflurs reply to Rome!

Caswallon shrugged his shoulders hopelessly. His blundering, good- natured, gentlemanly sense of statecraft pulled him one way, his affection for his wife another.

Fflur is forever positive, he grumbled, taking Tros by the shoulder. But what would you do? Half my kingdom favors listening to Caesar. Shall I ride it over them?

Tros threw his hands behind him, legs apart, as if he stood deciding issues on his own poop.

Let us hear Fflur. What says Fflur? he answered.

Lud! I have been hearing Fflur since

Fflur interrupted. She went to Caswallons side and held his hand, then burst into speech as if a ten-day dam were down, word galloping on word with sobs between:

He is the best man Britain ever had! Bravest of them all! Generous  too just to every one except himself! They take advantage. Kindness is weakness in a king. He should rule, and he wont! I told him when to kill Skell, but he did not even hunt him out of Britain. Now Skell is back again. They say Caswallons friends are hunting him. Orwic bade them

I thought of that, said Tros.

Yes, but it is your fault Skell is living, Tros  yours! You should have killed him when you had the chance. What kind of friend do you call yourself, if you cant slay Caswallons enemies! Now Orwic says Skell has escaped them. Do you know what that means?

She paused for breath, mastered a sob-shaken voice, and forced herself to speak with the slow, measured emphasis of tragedy:

Skell will go  has gone to Black Glendwyrs place. Glendwyr craves Caswallons shoes. Glendwyr leads the cowards who live by Caesars leave. Skell will urge Glendwyr to revolt. He will speak of that Gaulish woman; he will lie about her; he will magnify her rank; he will tempt Glendwyr to win Caesars good-will by befriending her and overthrowing you!

She almost struck her husband, she was so bent on compelling him to understand his danger.

Glendwyr will say you let the Northmen burn three villages. He will say you sent Tros against Caesar, to irritate him when you should have sought peace. Father of my sons, Glendwyr will be in arms by tomorrow, with all the malcontents! I know it! I know it!

Pray Lud he is! Caswallon answered.

What have you done to be ready for him? Fflur retorted. Glendwyr has been brewing treason all these months. Did he help us against Caesar on the beach? Not he! He saved his men to use them against you! Who helped this woman to reach Lunden with such speed? Skell? Whence should Skell get relays of swift horses? I tell you, Glendwyr did it!

How do you know that? Caswallon asked frowning.

A druid said so.

Lud rot the druids! They carry tales like kitchen-wenches!

The same druid told me that the woman came to Lunden in Glendwyrs chariot, Fflur went on, tight-lipped with anger, her eyes blazing.

Why didnt you tell me that before?

I did. You didnt listen. You were in love with her dark eyes. You said no woman should be refused a hearing and you refused to hear me!

Mother of my sons, Lud knows my ears are full of your rebukes, Caswallon answered, comically sorry for himself. Peace, will you. Silence! Let us hear Orwic.

Orwic looked bored and smiled wanly, as usual when there was reason to be deadly serious, stroking his moustache as if good grooming were nine points of any problem.

Theyve looted Skells house. I think theyll burn it. Skell was gone, though, and they cant find him. Fifty or sixty others have gone, too. I daresay Fflur is right: They may have followed Skell to Glendwyrs place. But that neednt spoil the funeral. Glendwyr lives too far away to interrupt that.

By Lud! He shall not interrupt it! Caswallon exclaimed; and Fflur sighed, as if it were no use trying to make her husband recognize danger.

She turned away and left them, making for the room where Tros had installed Helma and all his Northmen with the woman from Gaul under their close surveillance.

There was presently much talk from beyond the wrinkled curtain, while Caswallon, Tros and Orwic stood face to face considering what next to say to one another. They three stood in silence for a long time.

Suddenly Helma came to them, blinking at the sunlight through the great door. Her combed hair hung like spun gold to her waist, lighter and fairer than gold might be, yet not so colorless as flax.

Marriage or funeral first? Tros asked. By your god Lud, Caswallon, I would hate to see you buried in my fathers grave. Yet if I were Skell  and if this Glendwyr is the man Fflur thinks he is  there would be more buryings tonight than the druids have prepared for! Yet if you die, they must bury me too, because I like to stand with friends. I would rather leave this girl a widow than dowerless. There is kings blood in her veins.

He laid a hand on Helmas shoulder.

My Lord Tros, she said, you are my protector, and you have done me greater honor than befalls a-many prisoners. A while ago I cried to my brother Sigurdsen to slay you on your own ship. Shall I speak now, or be silent?

Speak, said Tros, half-bowing to Caswallon for permission.

She of Gaul-Caesars woman, Helma began, and Caswallon swore under his breath; he was sick of that subject. But Tros pricked his ears. She combed my hair, swearing she would serve me, speaking presently of Caesar, and of you, most highly praising you by inference, contrasting you with Caesar. So, a little at a time, she found out that I know little concerning the Lord Caswallon; and that if I must choose, I should follow you, refusing to acknowledge him. Thereafter for a long time she was silent, while she dressed my hair.

When she began to speak again she asked about those of my people whom the Lord Caswallon had made prisoners in the fighting in the woods. She knows they are now in a great barn near the stables within the wall that surrounds this house. I think she overheard the command to bring them here.

She said she supposed I could influence them, and for a while after that she talked of a dozen things  mainly of Gaul and the fate of Caesars prisoners.

Then, when she had done my hair, she sat at my feet making a great show of humility, and cried a little, and then exclaimed how much better destiny had treated me than her, me, who am to be a great sea-captains wife, and she but a slave.

But after a while she held my hand, studying the line across the palm, saying darkly I should feel the contrast if the noble Tros were slain before what I hoped should happen.

So I questioned her, pretending credence in her art of reading what is written in lines on the palm of the hand, although I know such stuff is witchcraft, and a lie invented to entrap fools. Presently, having made much talk of voyages, and money, and  I think she said  five sons, she grew excited and very earnest, saying there was a grave disaster impending, that I might prevent if I were wise enough. And she said there was wisdom written on my palm, but too much overlaid with other lines that signify a willingness to submit to whatever fate may inflict.

She was very full of guile. It was little by little, holding my hand and forever pretending to read it, that she hinted and then spoke more plainly, and then urged. She said it was written in my hand  mine!  that a revolt is coming, and that you, her protector she called you, would be slain unless I bade the Northmen seize you and carry you to safety elsewhere.

I questioning, she seemed to go into a trance. She stared at the wall, her body rigid and her breath in gasps. She spoke then of men who will revolt against the Lord Caswallon, intending to slay him and set another in his place. She said my destiny, and yours, and hers lay with the new man, but she did not name him.

She spoke of tonights funeral. She said she could see me left in this house with the Northmen and a very small guard of Britons. She said she could see me leading away the Northmen through the woods, guided by her and a Briton, toward men who made ready to attack the Lord Caswallon.

She said she saw the funeral, and you beside the Lord Caswallon. Men seized you, she said, because she and I insisted, and they bore you off to safety in the woods. But the Lord Caswallon, and the rest, she said they slew.

Then she came out of the trance and asked me what she had been saying. She said she never can remember afterwards what passed her lips when those strange spells possess her. So I told her what she had said, and she seemed to grow afraid, asserting that a god had spoken through her.

Then she urged me to be guided by the voice of her trance, saying she understood now what it all meant, how a certain Lord Glendwyr, who had lent her chariot and horses to reach Lunden, would attack the Lord Caswallon and himself become king.

She said, Let us plan so that all the Northmen in a band together shall seize the Lord Tros and convey him to safety, since neither you, nor he, nor I, nor the Northmen owe the Lord Caswallon anything, but the Lord Glendwyr will be glad to have us with him.

Tros and Caswallon met each others eyes.

How long have you known this Northwoman of yours? Caswallon asked.

We have all lived many lives and destiny plays with us like pieces on the board, Tros answered. I know the truth when I hear it.

He drew Helma closer to him in the hollow of his left arm.

Truth when a woman speaks? Caswallon answered. Phagh! I grow sick of these cross-purposes! This is but a trick again. Northmen are all liars! This is a plan to gather all the Northmen in one place. They would gain my confidence, then break for liberty. Caesars woman has had no time to learn Glendwyrs plans, suppose he has any. And who would trust Glendwyr against me? Not more men than I can snap my fingers at.

He snapped his fingers, then flexed his muscles and threw his shoulders back.

Give me one good excuse to burn Glendwyrs roost! he exclaimed.

But Tros grinned. It was an aggravating grin, as he intended that it should be.

I have heard you say, Fflur is always right! he answered. Caesars woman has had five days. Caesar, himself swifter than the wind to snatch advantage, doubtless picked her for her swiftness. Zeus! Have you and I not seen how swift she is! And it may be that Caesar knew beforehand of Glendwyrs plans.

Caesar has spies, and there are Britons who trade back and forth with Gaul, as for instance the Atrebates, who are not your friends, Caswallon. Why, they tell me that half the Atrebates live in Gaul.

Would it be wonderful if Caesar should have learned about dissension in your realm? Romes very life is staked on other folks dissensions! So is Caesars. A dead dog smells the same whichever way the wind blows! If he can keep Rome by the ears, faction against faction, for his own advantage, will he not do it here?

Caswallon turned and paced the hall a time or two, the blue-veined skin of his face and neck looking deathly white against the hangings. He chewed his moustache; his fingers worked behind his back as if he were kneading the dough of indecision. Tros let go Helma, almost pushed her from him.

Cast up the reckoning, he said. Let us strike one woman off against the other, trusting neither. But a third remains. How often have you told me, Fflur is always right! I say, take Fflurs word for it, and look sharply to Glendwyr.

Caswallon stood still, mid-length of the hall.

It would suit me well to fight him, he said. And he looked the part.

Then fight him now, Tros answered. Glendwyr thinks tonights obsequies will hold you occupied. Is he mad enough to spare you while your back is turned? To me it looks simple enough.

Caswallon came and stood in front of him, arms folded on his breast.

Simple? he said. How long have you known Britain? Twenty years now I have kinged it, and I  I dont know my Britons yet!

If I should stand in your shoes, I would teach them to know me! Tros retorted. Bah! It is as simple as a mutiny at sea. Pick out the ringleader and smash him. Thus, then Caesars woman. Fill her ears. Let her learn by listening when she thinks none watches her, that you and every man you trust will attend the obsequies tonight, leaving this town unguarded.

I will urge you, in her hearing, to guard the town well; you pooh-pooh it, laughing at me, and bid Orwic gather all your men for the procession. Then help her to escape or let Fflur dismiss her in a fury. Let Fflur give her a chariot and send her to the coast to make her own way back to Caesar.

Trust Fflur to put sufficient sting in it to make that plausible. The woman will go to Glendwyr; she will hurry to tell him Lunden is undefended. Good. You postpone the obsequies. You march! You catch Glendwyr unready in the nervous hour between preparation and the casting of the dice. You smite him in the night. Hang him! Hang Skell! Hang the Gaulish woman!

Pack the three into a box and send it with your compliments to Caesar. It will smell good by the time it reaches him. Then ride your bit of Britain with a rough hand, drilling, storing arrows, making ready. For Caesar will invade again, Caswallon, as surely as you and I and Orwic stand here.

Clever. But you dont know Britain, Caswallon answered. I am a king, but the druids say their Mysteries are more than kingdoms, even as a mans life is but a spark in the night of eternity.

They have lighted the fires. They have informed the gods. They have found the right conjunction of the stars and set their altars accordingly. What the druids do, let no man interrupt.

Lud rot the druids, Orwic muttered.

But he was of a generation younger, that was more impatient with eternity.

How many men has Glendwyr? Tros asked.

Maybe a hundred! Nor will he have more unless he can score an advantage. If I have hard work raising a handful to fight Northmen, what hope has he of raising an army? They might flock to him if he should win a battle, but not otherwise.

And how many have you? Tros asked.

Maybe a hundred. I raised three hundred against the Northmen; but some were killed, some hurt and some have gone home. There will be a thousand in tonights procession, and as many women, but nine-tenths would run.

Britons are brave enough, but they say, A king should king it! They leave their king to king it when the trouble starts. However, Glendwyr would never dare to interrupt the druids.

Have you not watched Glendwyr? Have you no spies? Tros asked.

Yes. But my men go home to the feasting when a fight is over, whether they win or lose! Glendwyrs men are feasting, too, I will stake my kingdom on it.

I have seen kingdoms staked, and lost ere now, said Tros. Caswallons indifference puzzled him. He suspected the chief of knowing more than he pretended, and yet, the almost stupid, bored look might be genuine. Orwic looked as bored and careless as Caswallon did.

Tros, both hands behind him, legs apart, considered how he might earn fair profit that should leave him free of obligation to the man who paid.

I have a bride, a longship and a crew of thirteen men. I need more men, he remarked.

Lud love me, I can spare none, said Caswallon.

You have three-and-twenty Northmen prisoners, said Tros, and they once belonged to my man Sigurdsen. They are no good to you for ransom. They are seamen. They can build ships. I can use them. If Glendwyr should attack Lunden while your back is turned

Caswallon smiled, a little grimly, but said nothing.

  they would naturally help Glendwyr if he turned them loose. But I have Sigurdsen, their former chief. And I have Helma, whom they love. If I should promise them their freedom under me, they would fight at my bidding. Will you give them to me, if I guard you tonight while your back is turned?

Caswallon stared hard. Will you not attend your fathers obsequies? he asked.

That I would dearly love to do, said Tros, but you are my friend. I think you are in danger. I would rather strike a hard blow for a living man than shed tears following a dead one to the grave. Give me the Northmen.

What will you do with them? Caswallon asked.

I will guard your back tonight.

You mean, you will dare to hold Lunden Town for me with six-and-thirty men? Caswallon asked.

He hid his mouth behind his hand as he watched Tross eyes, and once, for about a second, he glanced at Orwic.

Aye, Tros answered. I am no fair-weather friend. As for my father, if he could come from the dead, he would bid me attend to the task of the living and leave comfortably dead men to the druids.

You are mad, Tros! said Caswallon. But I like you, though I did doubt you a while back. You are a fool; Northmen are poor laborers on land. I will give you instead as much land as you can stride the length of on your own feet from dawn to sunset. With Caesars gold you can buy mares and cattle. I will give you the gray stallion I bought a month ago from the Iceni. Helma to wife and a holding in Britain, what more do you want?

Freedom! A ship and the sea! Tros answered. Nay, no bondage to the dirt. Will you give me the Northmen?

They are yours. Caswallon nodded. But you are more mad than a hare in the furrows in spring!

Nevertheless, he nodded at Orwic as if Tross bargain suited him, and Orwic smiled behind a hand that stroked his long moustache.


CHAPTER 36. Rash? Wise? Desperate? Or All Three?

Trust both friend and enemy  your friend to do his utmost for you and your enemy to do his worst against you; nevertheless, not forgetting that friend and enemy may be one and the same. In no way better than that can ye learn to trust and to mistrust yourselves with unerring judgment.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THERE was a deal of talk still, interrupted by men who came in to ask about the nights procession, and by the servants who set up the long table in the hall, putting benches in place and silver plates for folk of high degree, wooden ones for ordinary mortals. Britons never moved, whether for war or peace, until they had gorged enormously.

A poor enough wedding feast, Caswallon said. I would rather you waited, Tros, until

Tros interrupted him with one of his deep-sea laughs that rose from somewhere near his middle where the sword hung:

Until Glendwyr runs me through, and you give Helma to a man who loves horses and pigs? Nay, Caswallon, you shall marry us this day. Then if I die, Helma will be dowered with money and ship, so she may choose, and not be chosen.

He swaggered with his deep-sea captains gait toward the long room at the rear where all his Northmen lay glooming, their eyes on Caesars woman, who sat between Sigurdsens wife and the widow.

Sigurdsen rose to his feet as Tros entered; he looked as if recovering from too much mead; his eyes were red; his knees shook; a northern gloom possessed him such as grays a winters sea; but he met Tross eyes as faith to faith, without emotion.

He would have spoken, but Tros checked him with one of those gestures of confidence that convey more than a hundred words. Sigurdsen sat down again among his men, his back toward a leather-curtained wall.

Tros smiled at Caesars woman. She smiled back, remaining seated. She did not glance at Helma, who had followed Tros into the room, but she let Tros see that she understood Helma had told of the palm-reading and the trance. Her liquid eyes were more intelligent than lovely  too alert, too knowing.

Tros out-acted her. Over his bold face there swept such visible emotions as a man might feel who found himself mistaken, who had doubted, to discover that his doubt was wrong, who envied brains more subtle than his own, who held the upper hand, yet felt a diffidence in using it, because he must seek favors of his victim.

There was a vague regret depicted, and a little laughter at the ebb and flow of destiny; a gift of guile that could admire guile, the expression of a clever gambler, losing, who will pay the bet.

If you stay, Fflur will tear you to pieces! he said, grinning, stroking his chin, letting the black beard straggle through his fingers.

I am your slave, she answered.

She laid chin on hands, both elbows on her knees, to watch his face.

He nodded.

Careless kings are weak friends, he said darkly. Caswallon cares nothing about you. Fflur will not endure you. You may go. I will send you to Glendwyrs place. Tell Glendwyr I would have come with you, but I attend my fathers obsequies. Say, if he takes Lunden before dawn, I will befriend him with six-and-thirty Northmen.

Noble Tros, she answered, I will tell Glendwyr how many men guard Lunden, if you inform me.

None, said Tros, almost whispering.

She stared. He nodded, one arm across his chest, resting the other elbow on it, chin on hand.

Tell Glendwyr I arranged that. I pay for service rendered, handsomely. You understand me?

Noble Tros, I am your slave! You shall be king of Britain and Caesars friend, if you will trust me!

I judge words by performances, Tros answered. Come!

He led her to the stable-yard, where Orwic had a chariot yoked and waiting.

How far to Glendwyrs place? he asked her, as if that were an afterthought.

Four or five hours, she answered. But Glendwyr waits only three hours ride away or it may be less. I know the place. His charioteer, who brought me, showed me where the road turns off by a stream in the forest.

Go fast, said Tros. Bid Glendwyr hasten. Say, if he fails this night, I will never again trust him. And you likewise! Fail me, and you will find Caesar a more forgiving man than I! Serve me, and I am more generous than Caesar!

Orwic opened a side gate, standing behind it, so that she did not catch sight of him, although her appraising eyes swept every corner of the yard, and Tros was sure she knew the count of chariots that stood pole-upward, the number of restless horses in the long sheds, and how many serfs played knuckle-bones under the eaves.

Those eyes of hers missed nothing, except that Tros laughed when her chariot went plunging through the gate, and that it was Orwic, Caswallons nephew and his right-hand man, who slammed the gate shut behind her.

A mares nest, said Orwic, rather melancholy. There will be no eggs in it. I know Glendwyr; bold when it pays to lie low, coward at smiting time. If he had come to fight the Northmen, yes, he might have won a following against Caswallon afterward.

But he lay low then, and he will lie low now, until Caswallon has an army at his back. Then the fool will have at us  Lud help him! He shall lie low then for all time!

Tross amber eyes glanced at the sky.

Northeast wind backing to the north, he answered; but what he meant by that he did not say, any more than he knew what Orwics air of information in reserve might mean.

He returned to where Helma waited whispering to Sigurdsen. The Northman looked at Tros with new appraisal in his eyes, and actually smiled at last.

Can he fight? Tros asked. Is he fit for an adventure? Sigurdsen nodded and talked back to Helma in a singsong growl that sounded like the sea on jasper beaches, but Tros did not wait for all that outburst to be interpreted; when Helma turned to speak he took her by the shoulders and, in short, hurried phrases told her of the plan in mind.

So she told Sigurdsen, and he, laughing, told the others, bidding one of them help him strip off all the bandages that impeded his arms and his huge shoulder muscles.

Tros led the way then toward the yard, but Conops met him in the door, gesturing secrecy, mysterious as if he came from snooping in a graveyard.

Master! One word!

Aye! And I will count the word. Be swift.

Conops drew him back into the room and whispered:

Master! Women are no good! I know. I never dallied with a woman but she robbed me. That one you have sent away would sell her lover to a press-gang for the price of a drop of scent. This one, this yellow-haired young one will scold you, day in, day out! When she is older she will be like Fflur, who scolds Caswallon until he darent even drink without her leave, and drinks because she worries him! Master, dont marry her! Dont! Dont! And your father not yet in his grave!

Tros took him by the neck, laughed, shook him until his teeth clattered like castanets.

Stand by! he said. Stand by! You hear me? Stand by for dirty weather, if you smell the wind! If she should scold me, I will take it out on your hide, little man, you little one-eyed, split-lipped, red-haired, freckled, dissolute, ugly, faithful friend o mine! Belay advice!

Out oars, you knife-nasty, wharf-running, loyal old dirty-weather sea- dog! Stow that tongue and stand by me as I endure you, dockrat, drunkard, shame of the Levant, impertinent, devoted trusty that you are! No back-talk, or Ill break your head! Ill buy a wife for you, and make you keep her! Now, are you satisfied?

Tros banged his head against the wall by way of clinching argument and strode at the head of his Northmen to the stable-yard, they tramping in his wake like henchmen who had served him since the day they carried arms, with Conops fussing along behind them ragging Sigurdsen because he did not keep step.

But Sigurdsen was too proud to fall into the rhythm of the tramp, and rather too long-legged; also, he was not at all disposed to do what Conops told him, or even to take notice of him, or to admit that he understood.

When they reached the great barn where Caswallons Northmen were confined, Orwic was waiting and unlocked the complicated wooden contrivance that held the beam in place across the double door. There was no armed guard; the prisoners knew they were safer there than if at liberty until the rage against them should die and Britons resume their usual easy-going tolerance of friend and former foe alike. They were lying in straw, their wounded wrapped in clean white linen.

Those who could rise were on their feet the moment Sigurdsen stood bulked against the light; there were only two who lay still, although a dozen of them had to struggle from the straw, being stiff from painful wounds.

But there was none hurt beyond fairly swift recovery, or he would have been finished where he lay on the battlefield as unfit for slavery, half- slavery of service to a British chief, or ransom.

Tros, with Helma next to him, stood at one side of the long barn where the failing sunlight pouring through the door shone on their faces. Sigurdsen, his Northmen at his back, stood facing Tros; and there began such rhetoric as Tros had never heard.

For Sigurdsens fever had left him and left his brain clear. A beaten chief, hopeless of ransom, Tros had given him far better terms than even over-generous Caswallon would have dared to give.

The Britons would have put him to hard labor for a year or two, a dismal execution overhanging him if he should fail to please; thereafter, little by little, they might have let him rise from serfdom to a holding of his own, half-subject to one of the numerous minor chiefs. But Tros had offered him a free mans post of honor, second-in-command to Tros himself, and great adventure on the unknown seas.

So Sigurdsen waxed eloquent. The rhythm of the northern sagas rang among the barn-beams as his throat rolled out in Norse a challenge to defeated men to rally to a new prince, Tros of Samothrace, sea-captain without equal, loved of Thor and Odin, brave and cunning, Tros who stood before them, Tros who had claimed the fair-haired Helma, daughter of a hundred kings, to be his bride!

There seemed no stopping him now that he had broken his long silence. He recited Helmas pedigree, commencing in the dim gray dawn of time with mythical half-deities and battles between gods and men. He made the roof-beams ring to the names of heroes and fair-haired heroines whose record seemed to consist exclusively of battlefield betrothals, glittering wedding feasts and death on fields of honor.

He chanted of a golden age when his ancestors were kings, it seemed, of half a universe, with wise men to support them and defeat the magic of the witches and trolls who counseled enemies, whose only purpose in existence was, apparently, to act as nine-pins for heroes to knock down.

And presently he sang of Tros. His measured, rhythmic prose grew into singsong as imagination seized him, until almost one could hear the harp- strings picking out the tune. He had no facts to hamper him, except the all- important one that Tros had conquered him in single fight and, recognizing a descendant from the gods, had pledged with him faith forever on an oaken poop, a sea-swept poop, a poop of a proud ship, mistress of the gales, a strong ship, a longship, a ship that Tros, a mighty man in battle, saw and seized  he, single-handed, slaying fifty men!

He made a pedigree for Tros. He chanted of his black beard and his amber eyes, that were the gift of Odin treasured through endless centuries by high- born women who were born into the world to mate with offspring of a hundred gods. He sang of seas that roared in cataracts across the far rim of the world, where Tros had met strange fleets and smitten them to ruin, and the bare bones of the foemen strew the beaches; and the rotting timbers of the wrecks lie broken on the sand!

He crowded half a century of fighting into Tross short life, described his father as a king of kings who died in battle against fifty thousand men, and ended with a prophecy that Tros would found a kingdom in which kings and queens should be his vassals, and amber the stuff his cups are made of, platters of gold to eat from.

A hundred sons and grandsons, men of valor, should comb the earth in rivalry of manhood to deserve the privilege of wearing Tross sword when, ripe in years and splendor, he should go at last to where the gods and all his ancestors make merry amid feasting in Valhalla!

Tros did not understand a word of it, but Helma told him as much as she could remember of it afterward, when they had all done roaring Hail! to him and the charioteers and stable-men crowded in the doorway  first with a notion that trouble was brewing and then, because Orwic appeared well pleased  adding their own shouts to the tumult.

All the Northmen kissed Helma and did fealty to Tros, each touching the hilt of his long sword and murmuring hoarse words that sounded like an echo of a longship launching off the ways. There was a roll of thunder in it, and the names of Thor and Odin.

Helma smiled through tears, a gleam of grandeur on her face. But she was serious when she repeated to Tros what Sigurdsen had sung, she walking hand-in-hand with him toward Caswallons hall, with the Northmen tramping in the rear supporting the wounded between them.

It did not appear to occur to her that there might be any untruth in Tross pedigree as Sigurdsen unfolded it, or that there might be anything far-fetched in the account of Tross wanderings and battles at the far rim of the world. That he was not so old as Sigurdsen and could not possibly have done a hundredth part of all that Sigurdsen ascribed to him, meant nothing to her.

She was proud of her new lord beyond the limit of expression, far beyond the commonplace dimensions of such tawdry facts as time and space. She walked beside him worshiping, her young, strong, virgin heart aglow with such emotion as no years can limit.

Lord Tros, she said. Her voice thrilled. There was vision in her eyes. My brother saw beyond the veil of things. The gods sang through his mouth. It is honor and joy to me beyond words that I will bear your sons.

Whereat Tros went searching in his mind for words such as he had never used to man or woman, marveling how lame a thing is language and how a tongue, not given to too much silence, can so hesitate between one sentence and another, falling between both into a stammering confusion.

Whether I be this or that, and a strong man or a weak one, I will do that which is in me, so that you be not sorry if my best may make you glad, he said at last.

And he took comfort from the speech, although it irked him to be picking and choosing, yet to find no proper words. And he did not think of his father at all, although he was conscious that he did not think of him  which would have puzzled him still more if he had pondered it.

The sun went down and servants lighted the oil-fed wicks in long bronze sconces on the wall when they all came to Caswallons table and the noisy men-at-arms filed in  Caswallons relatives by blood or marriage, most of them  heaping their arms in the racks in the vestibule and quarreling among themselves for right of place at table.

Some of them had wives who sat each beside her husband, because Fflur was at table, beside Caswallons great gilded throne-chair that had been pulled forward from under the balcony. Unmarried women served the food, receiving it from serfs at the kitchen door.

Tros sat next to Fflur, with Helma on his right; beyond her, Sigurdsen, his wife and all the Northmen faced curiously amiable Britons, who seemed to think it a good joke to be eating and drinking on equal terms with men whom they had beaten in battle recently. Conops stood behind Tros, selecting the best dishes as they came and snatching them to set before his master.

First came the mead in beakers that the women carried in both hands. Caswallon struck the table with his fist for silence, then, beaker in hand, stood up and made the shortest wedding-speech that Tros  and surely Britain  had ever heard:

Men of Lunden, we go presently to where the druids speed brave comrades, through the darkness men call death, into a life that lies beyond. And none knows what the morrow shall bring forth; so there are acts that should be done now, lest death first fall on us, like rain that shuts off a horizon. Hear ye all! This is my brother Tros. To him I give this woman Helma to be wife, and all these Northmen, who were mine by victory, to be his faithful men-at-arms and servants. Tros!

He raised his beaker and drank deep, up-ending it in proof there were no dregs. And when that swift ceremony was complete they all drank, except Tros and Helma, then cheered until the great hall crashed with sound. Fflur, rising, gave a golden flagon into Tross hands, from which he and Helma drank in turn, Tros finishing the mead with one huge draft that left him gasping when he set the flagon bottom-up. Then he spoke, and was briefer than Caswallon:

Lord Caswallon, you have named me brother. I abide that name. At your hands I accept this woman. She is my wife. I accept these men. They shall obey me; and, whatever destiny may bring, they shall at least say they have followed one who stood beside his friends in need and kept faith whatsoever came of it!

Then Tros took the broad gold band from his forehead, and by sheer strength broke it, signifying that a chapter of his life was ended.

He began the next by binding the broad gold around his brides right arm, she staring at the symbols carved on it and wondering what gods they charged with her protection.

But there were some who murmured it was witchcraft; and a married woman cried aloud that the breaking of the golden circle was an omen of ill luck.

Thereafter Tros had hard work to prevent his Northmen from drinking themselves useless, since the mead flowed without limit and as host Caswallon was too proud to check them.

But Tros imposed restraint by promising the widow-woman to the soberest, whereat Conops, in a panic, began drinking behind Tross back.

And when the hurried feast was nearly at an end there came a bareback galloper, mud-bespattered, sweating, who burst into the hall and ran to Caswallons chair, thrusting his head and shoulders between the chief and Fflur. He whispered, but Tros heard him:

Lord! Make ready to hold Lunden! Glendwyr and two hundred men are marching! They are at the kings stone by the Thames! They mean to make Glendwyr chief while you stand on a hillside communing with dead mens souls! All Lunden empty! Not a light! No guard at Luds Gate! They have all gone to the druids circle!

Aye. Why not? Caswallon answered. But he glanced at Tros.

Lord! Stay and fight Glendwyr! He will burn your house! Not he! Caswallon laughed. Lud rot him, he would like too well to live in it. Two hundred men, you say? Did you count them?

Nay, I rode. But I heard two hundred. Caswallon laughed again.

Maybe he rides like us to the burying. But he glanced at Tros.

Lord Caswallon, I have warned you. I have done my part

Nay, not yet the whole of it, Caswallon answered.

And he looked a third time straight into Tross eyes, while he wiped his moustache with a freckled, blue-veined hand.

Take a fresh horse. Ride and find Glendwyr. Bid him meet me at the hillside where the druids wait. Say  there  when the souls of the dead have traveled their appointed path and all the fires die, he and I will meet alone. It will be dawn before the fires die. Say I will fight him for my house and Lunden when dawn rises over the druids hill.

He will not believe me.

Show him this, Caswallon answered; and he pulled a great gold bracelet off his wrist.

But Fflur shook her head and sighed, as if words failed her.

The man would have gone at once to ride his errand, but Tros, who had been whispering to Fflur, leaned behind her and caught the fellows arm.

Let him wait. Let him see us all go, he whispered, wrenching at the mans arm so that he swore aloud and struggled, not hearing what was said. Let him first see me and my men march out with the rest.

Caswallon nodded.

Wait, he ordered. Ride when I tell you.

So the man went and sat by the fireside, drinking mead and rubbing a wrist that Tros had come near breaking.

Caswallon, will you hear me? Fflur asked.

Nay, for you are always right, he laughed, and I know what you will say, Fflur: That the druids rule Britain, which is true enough. But you will tell me I should ride it rough over the druids, which I dare not, right though it may be you are. A druids neck may break like any other mans, and I could butcher a herd of them, maybe, like winters beef, but can I convince Britons I am right to do it?

How long would they be about raising a new king to rule in place of me? The druids would choose that king and be stronger than ever. The druids summoned you, me and all Lunden to the burying tonight. Obey them?

Nay! I am the king! But I go, nevertheless, and so do you go, and all my men, and all Lunden Town, because a kings throne has four legs, of which the first is a druid; and the second is ceremony; and the third is mystery; and the fourth is common sense. But the druids did not summon Tros, nor any of his men.

He looked hard at Tros again.

They left that courtesy to me to undertake, and it may be I forgot to mention it!

He did not wait for Fflur to answer. He rose, gesturing toward the door, through which the sound of stamping stallions came and the crunch of bronze wheels on the gravel drive.

Now, Tros, he said, I would not leave you here unless I knew this Glendwyr business is a little matter. And I know, too, that you need a hook on which to hang your coat, as it were, if you are to winter here in Britain. I need a good excuse to lend you house and countenance in spite of jealousy and tales against you.

So  Glendwyr is no great danger but he will serve your end. If he has fifty men, that is more than I think; and the half of those will run when the first one yells as a spear-point pricks him at Luds Gate! Glendwyr counts on Lunden turning against me, if he can steal my house. Take care then that he never enters it! For my part, I will let the men of Lunden know you saved their town for them tonight when their backs were turned!

Tros answered him never a word.

Is he a rash fool, or so wise he can laugh at rash fools, or a desperate king with druids on his neck, or all three things at once? he wondered.

But Caswallon marched out looking like a man who understood all the rules of the game of kinging it.


CHAPTER 37. The Battle at Luds Gate

I have spoken unto weariness. Yet now this! Listen, ye who heard, yet heard not. It is manlier to slay and to be slain then to escape by cowardice from dangers that a little Wisdom could have taught you to avoid. Aye, to the shambles with you! To the houghing! Return not for pity to me if ye run from the terror that ye have brought upon yourselves. A coward is a mocker of his own Soul.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



TROS gathered his Northmen, the wounded and all, for they could eat and drink and walk, whatever else might ail them, and, with Helma at his side, brought up the rear of the procession behind fifty chariots that swayed in the crimson glare of torches held by men on foot.

Far away to the northwestward, beyond the forest and the marsh, there was a crimson glow against the sky, where druids fires burned; and all the distance in between was dotted with the irregular glow of torches where the folk of Lunden and the neighboring villages formed one continuous stream.

Zeus! Those druids have the Britons by neck and nose! Tros muttered. Would my father have asked burial at the risk of a mans throne? Not he! He would have ordered them to throw his body on a dung-heap, and defend themselves. If he is not too busy in another world, he will forgive me for not attending his funeral.

The long procession filed through the circle of solemn yew-trees, where the altar was on which a daily sunrise sacrifice was laid; and there Tros halted, gathering his men around him, bidding Helma explain his plan to Sigurdsen:

Now we march back. One has ridden to warn Caswallons enemies that his house is empty and the town unguarded. He saw us all march away, and though that man is Caswallons friend, the information will leak out of him like the smell of strong wine through a bottle-neck. There is none in Lunden, save the fire-guard, a few old women and, it may be, a handful of drunken fishermen down by the riverside.

Who is the fire-guard? Sigurdsen asked; for he knew next to nothing of Britons, except that they were not fit to be reckoned with at sea, although great fighters on horseback and on foot in their forests.

They, said Tros, are about a score of old men, who sleep by day and are supposed to patrol by night. This night, instead of snoring in the watchhouse, they shall serve a purpose. Conops! Go find the fire-guard. Wake them. Keep them awake. See that each cripple of them arms himself with two good torches. Hide them within Caswallons wall, with a small fire handy at which to light the torches swiftly when I blow three blasts somewhere near the town gate.

When I do that, make all the noise possible and run downhill toward the gate, as if at least fifty of you were coming to my aid. If the running kills them they will die in a good cause, so spare none. No talk now! Go about your business! Hurry!

How much of a fight is this to be? asked Sigurdsen. A third of us are stiff with wounds.

He flexed his own great muscles, but it hurt him.

Neither more nor less than any fight, Tros answered. Tell him, Helma, that a man does what he can do, and neither gods nor men should ask more or expect less!

He saw that nothing could be gained by telling Sigurdsen how great the danger was. The Northmen had too recently been beaten to thrill at any thought of a forlorn hope. He must make them think their task was easy; so he led off, whistling to himself.

And first he returned to Caswallons house to rifle the great racks of arms that lined a storeroom near the hall. There was no guard, no lock. He laughed as he served out bows and arrows, laughed again, as he thought of that gold he had won from Caesar.

Fflur was supposed to be guarding it. It was probably under her bed! He wondered where Caswallons own treasure lay, all the golden money coined in the mint at Verulam.

Honesty, unless all other men are honest, is no better than Achilles heel, he reflected. Britons are madmen. Caswallon is the maddest of them all!

He marched his men out through Caswallons gate slowly, because some limped and had to lean on others, and downhill between the neat, fenced houses, leaving Sigurdsens wife and the widow-woman with orders to attach themselves to Conops torch brigade. But Helma he kept with him, since he had no other means of instructing his men.

They marched into a creeping gray mist ascending from the river, that made trees and houses loom like ghost-things from another world.

Except that once or twice a tied hound bayed at them and cows lowed in the barns as they went by, there was no sign of life until they reached Luds Gate with the wooden bridge beyond it.

There was a guardhouse built of mud and timber either side the gate, but no lights and only one man fast asleep on a bench within an open guardhouse door. When Tros wakened him he said he was there to entertain belated strangers, and he pulled out a bag of roasted wheat, supposing that Tros and his men wished food and lodging for the night.

He was a very old man, trembling with the river ague, but Tros pressed him into service since he admitted that he knew every nook and corner of the sparsely wooded land that lay beyond the bridge.

Tros decided not to close the town gate. It was ajar when he arrived, because the old man was too thoughtful of his ague to wish to struggle with it if a stranger should seek admittance. Tros flung it wide and lighted the bronze lamps in both guardhouse windows, so that any one coming would know there was no obstruction and might elect to ride full pelt across the bridge.

The wall reached either way into obscurity. It was a thing of mud and lumber, useless against battery, but too high for an enemy to waste time climbing if he should see a gap that he might gallop through. Beyond, were occasional clumps of trees that loomed through the drifting mist, a low gurgle from the swamps at the river edge, and silence.

Now, said Tros to Helma, you shall be a widow on your bridal night, or else shall wife it with a man who stands firm in one kings favor! It seems to me the Britons are all fools, not alone Caswallon. So I think this man who comes to seize Caswallons throne is no whit wiser than the rest. If I am wrong, then you are as good as married to a dead man! But we shall see.

He took Helma and the old guardhouse man across the bridge with him, ignored a clump of trees and undergrowth  since any fool might look for an ambush there  and, after ten minutes stumbling over tufted ridge and muddy hollow, chose a short stretch of open country where the road crossed what apparently was level ground.

But he noticed it was not actually level; mist and darkness were deceptive. Fifty feet away to one side the smooth, grazed turf was half a mans height higher than the road, and from that point it fell away again into a mist-filled hollow. He could have hidden a hundred men there.

He glanced at the town gate, wide, inviting. Lamplight shone across the opening, blurred by fog, and he whistled contentedly as he realized what a glare Conops torches would make, seen from that viewpoint through the lighter mist uphill. But there was something lacking yet.

If they come they will come in a hurry. They will charge the open gate. They will get by before we can check them.

He observed again. On his left hand, almost exactly midway between his chosen ambush and the town gate, was the clump of trees and undergrowth that looked like such a perfect lurking place.

Helma, he said, pointing to it, take this old skinful of ague and hide yonder in the trees. I will give you the three worst-wounded men as well, and there is flint and tinder in the guardhouse. When the enemy comes abreast of me  for I will hide here along with Sigurdsen and all the others  you strike flint on steel and make a good noise in the bushes. If that does not check them, light a torch or two.

I would liefer die beside you, Helma answered.

You will do my bidding, Tros retorted, and she said no word to that.

So Tros went for his Northmen, putting the three most badly wounded, along with the old gate-house-keeper, in Helmas charge; and them he hid carefully in the clump of trees, showing them precisely between which branches to make their sparks and how to thrash the undergrowth; but as to the proper time to do that, he trusted Helma.

Wife or widow! he said, throwing an arm around her, laughing gruffly, for he had a long road yet to travel before he would trust the gentler side of him. Do your part and I will do mine. So the gods will do theirs; for they like to see men and women prove themselves!

With that he left her to her own devices and tramped away with Sigurdsen, the other Northmen following; and presently he hid them all on the shoulder of the slope above the road, where even if mounted men should spy them from the higher level of horse or chariot, their heads would look like tree-stumps in the midst. He was careful to space them at unequal intervals, not in a straight line.

But the Northmen were nervous. They had drunk too much and had been told too little; nor had they any interest in fighting, except that they would rather, for their own sakes, please Tros than offend him. It was hard to keep them quiet, although Sigurdsen went down the line whispering hoarsely, rebuking, even striking them. They complained of their wounds and the chill night air, repeatedly crowding together for warmth, protesting that the turf was damp, yet neglecting to keep their bow-strings dry.

Then a stallion neighed not far away; another answered, which sent the shivers up Tross spine. Orwic had told him which way Glendwyr must come if he should come at all; but those stallions were somewhere behind him, whereas the road spread in front to left and right until it turned away through distant trees and followed the riverbank.

His next trouble was that the Northmen, even Sigurdsen, grew sleepy; some of them snored and he had to throw stones at them. All of them were half asleep when he caught the sound of horsemen in the distance; and it was the sound of so many horses that he feared for one long minute his chilled, indifferent men would welcome panic and take to their heels.

But Sigurdsen sensed the panic and stood up, swearing he would die beside Tros. Tros had to force him down again before the advance guard of what seemed to be at least a hundred horsemen began looming through the mist. Then, to the rear again, three horses neighed; but it sounded strangely as if the neighing were half-finished, smothered. Some of the advancing horses answered it, but there was no reply.

Zeus, we are in for it! Tros muttered to himself. A hundred coming  more! Another lot behind us waiting to join them! No quarter! Horsemen front and rear! Well, theres a laugh in everything. My Northmen have nowhere to run! Zeus! What a mad fool Caswallon must be, to leave me and this handful to defend all Lunden!

He took a long chance, crept along the line to see that bow-strings were all taut, shaking each man as he passed, growling orders that accomplished more because the Northmen could not understand a word he said. If they had understood him they might have tried to argue.

The leading horsemen riding slowly, peering to left and right, drew nearly abreast of the ambush. One of them turned and shouted. At least a hundred in the mist along the road began cantering to catch up.

Helma heard that. Her sparks flashed and there began a crashing in the underbush, just as the advance guard began to spur their horses to a gallop. They saw, heard, drew rein again, began shouting to the men behind; and in a moment there was a milling mass of men and horses, those ahead pressing back into an impatient orderless squadron that came plunging into them. A melee of ghosts in the mist! Somewhere away behind Tros stallions neighed again.

Shouts, yells, imprecations, argument. And into that Tros loosed his Northmens arrow-fire! He could hear the clatter of bronze wheels and the thunder of hoofs now. He knew he was between two forces, one careering from behind him to make junction with the other. He blew three bugle blasts that split the night and watched for Conops torches, heard an answering bugle blast, and saw them come pouring through Caswallons gate, a splurge of angry crimson, whirling and spreading in the mist.

Shoot! Shoot! Shoot into the mass!

He seized a bow and arrows from a man who did not understand him and launched shaft after screaming shaft into the riot, where fallen horses kicked and men cursed, none sure yet whence the arrows came and each man yelling contrary advice, as some fell stricken and some saw the torches coming downhill.

Tross men were on their knees to take advantage of the shoulder of the rise; from in front they were hardly visible. But Sigurdsen saw the havoc they had wrought already, heard the thunder of hoofs and wheels approaching from behind, sensed climax and rose to his full height, roaring. No more bow for him! He dropped the thing and stood in full view, whirling his ax, bull- bellowing his men to charge and die down there at handgrips with the Britons!

The Northmen rallied to him in a cluster on the ridge. No more bows and arrows if they had to die; they drew swords and axes. Tros, since he had lost control of them, took stand by Sigurdsen and sent one final shaft death-whining into the mob before trying to face his party both ways. The chariots were almost on them from behind, hoofs and wheels, no shouting, din deadened by the turf. Three-score men in the road had rallied somehow, saw Northmens heads against the skyline, spurred their panicky horses and wheeled to charge uphill. But even as they wheeled, a squadron of chariots hub-to-hub came thundering through the night on Tross right hand and crashed into the riot in the road, a wave of horsemen following and then another. Before Sigurdsen could lead his men ax-swinging into that confusion, where they could never have distinguished friend from foe, the half of Glendwyrs men were in headlong flight, hard followed. It was over in sixty seconds.

Tros beat his Northmen back with the flat of his sword-blade, until Helma came breathless and, clinging to Sigurdsen, screamed at them all to let the Britons fight among themselves. But nobody quite understood what had happened, until Caswallon loomed out of the mist, drawing rein, resting one foot on the wooden rim above the chariots wickerwork.

Brother Tros, he said, did you think I would leave you in the dark to guard my back? By Lud, no! Kinging it means trusting enemies to do their worst and watching friends lest they suffer by being friends! I told you this would be a little matter; but it was no small thing for you to prove you are my friend and not Caesars!

You came between block and knife! said Tros, his foot on the hub of the wheel.

Not I! Didnt you hear my stallions squeal before we silenced them? Have you seen Glendwyr?

The chariot horses reared and shied, and Tros had to jump clear of the wheel before he could answer, for Conops came rushing up, torch in hand, and all the kings horses or all the kings men meant nothing to him until he knew Tros was safe.

But when he had thrust the torch close to Tross face and made sure there were no wounds, he thought of loot and vanished in the direction where the loot might be. There was a glare of torchlight in the town gate, where his breathless veterans stood hesitating, doubtful, ready to welcome whichever side was victor.

Then a shout out of the darkness, Orwics voice: We have the young Glendwyr!

Orwics chariot, crowded with five or six men, drew up beside Caswallons. Three men were holding one. He struggled. But he ceased to struggle when they dragged him from the chariot and stood him close to Tros beside Caswallons wheel. In a minute the whole party was surrounded by dismounted horsemen, whose held horses kicked and bit while their owners clamored for young Glendwyrs death.

But Caswallon waited, tugging his moustache, until the clamor died; it was not until men hardly breathed, and they had somehow quieted the horses, that he spoke to the prisoner suddenly, and when he did speak his voice had a hammer-on-anvil note.

You hear what these say. Where is your father?

Dead!

The youngsters voice was insolent, hoarse with anger. He was possibly eighteen, but it was not easy to see his face because the mist came drifting like smoke on a faint wind and the torchlight cast fantastic shadows, distorting everything.

He had black hair that fell on to stalwart shoulders, and he stood straight, with his chin high, although two men held his arms behind him and were at no pains to do it gently.

How did he die? When? Caswallon asked.

The youngster answered scornfully, as if Caswallon, not he, were the accused:

Luds mud! You are the one who should ask that! You, who sent Caesars woman to him! You who sent a lying messenger to challenge him after her dagger had done its work!

Lud knows I would have fought him! Caswallon answered pleasantly enough.

You! You lie! You sent word to him to meet you at the Druids Hill, and a woman to make sure he should never reach there!

Like father, like son, Caswallon answered. If your father is dead, why didnt you ride to fight me in his place, instead of sneaking through the dark to loot my Lunden Town? I have caught you in your fathers shoes. But how did he die?

I say she stabbed him!

Caswallon made a hissing sound between his teeth.

Where is she now? he demanded; and the youngster chose to misinterpret the flat note of dissatisfaction in his voice.

Aye, he sneered back, she has earned Fflurs place! But you will have to win her first from Skell! Luds mud! If there is any manhood in you, fight me before Skell comes with a dagger for your back!

Boy, I would have fought your father gladly, or you in his place, Caswallon answered. I am vexed not to have slain him. But as for you now, you will do well to bridle impudence. You are not free, so you have no right to challenge any one.

Luds blood! the youngster swore, I came to burn your house! Ill ask no mercy!

He spat, and a Briton close beside him would have struck him in the face, but Caswallon prevented that:

Let him be. He has fire in his brain. Boy, I will not kill you, nor shall any woman kill you while you are at my charge. Will you lie in fetters until some foreign ship puts in needing rowers? Or shall I give you to my friend Tros?

The youngster nearly wrenched his two guards off their feet as he turned to glare at Tros, whose amber eyes met his and laughed at him.

Be still, boy, Tros advised him. If I say no to this, you will die of scurvy on some Phoenicians deck, or else be sold to be chained to an Egyptian oar.

The youngster bit a word in two and swallowed half of it. He did not like to be laughed at, but it had only just begun to dawn on him that he was lawfully Caswallons property, a prisoner caught in the act of rebellion, henceforth with no more rights than if he had been born a slave, not even the right to be hanged or burned alive.

How many prisoners are taken? Caswallon asked in a loud voice, and there was some calling to and fro through the mist before Orwic answered.

Nine-and-thirty; also a dozen or fourteen who are hurt so they will not live.

Brother Tros, how many will you need to build and man this ship your heart desires? Caswallon asked.

Ten score, at the least, Tros answered.

Caswallon laughed.

Well, you have your Northmen and now nine-and-thirty Britons, forty of them counting young Glendwyr. Maybe my men will catch a few more rebels for you. However, a man needs enemies, so they shall let some go. Boy, you belong to my brother Tros, but all your fathers lands and property are mine.

Young Glendwyr hung his head and the men who held him would have tied his wrists if Tros had permitted; but Tros put two Northmen in charge of him, which stung the youngster less than if he had been tied, and mocked, by his own countrymen. Caswallon sent the other prisoners into Lunden under guard, to await Tross disposition.

For the wine of excitement might go to your head if I should leave you in charge of them tonight, Tros. You might try your own turn at seizing Lunden!

Lunden is a good town, but it would irk me to have to govern it, Tros answered.

Caswallon laughed, turning his head to listen to sounds approaching through the mist; wheels, hoofs and a voice.

Pledge me your promise, he said suddenly.

Tros hated promises, like all men who habitually keep them. He regarded a blind promise as stark madness. Yet there was madness in the mist that night, and all rules went by the board. He heard a gasp from Conops, somewhere in the mist behind, as he raised his right hand and swore to do whatever service Caswallon might demand of him.

He could see Caswallon whispering to Orwic, and Orwic passing word along, but it was Conops who gave him the first inkling that he might be called on that night for performance; Conops, and then Helma, seizing his hand and pressing close against him. Conops said:

Master, he will make a fool of you! Take back that promise before he

Helma said:

Lord Tros, I am your wife, is it not so? This is my night. Will you

Sounds in the mist interrupted, sounds that included one familiar voice. A chariot emerged into the torch glare, horses snorting clouds of vapor as they slid to a thundering halt, all feet together; and the first face Tros recognized was Fflurs, the torchlight in her eyes. It was she who drove, who reined the horses in, her hair all fury on her shoulders.

I have them both, she remarked.

Her voice was flat-determined. There were issues in the mist that night.

A chariot behind hers plunged to a standstill and Tros saw Caesars womans face, white in the mist, with Skells beside hers; and Skell looked like a ghost from beyond the borderland of death, with such fear in his eyes as a beast shows in the shambles. His arms were tied so taut behind him that his breast seemed ready to burst and the sinews of his neck stood out like bowstrings.

Now prove you are a king, Caswallon! Do a kings work! Fflur said; and her voice was flat again, no music in it.

I will, Caswallon laughed. Bring them. I am good at kinging it!

But Fflur appeared to doubt that; she watched like an avenging fury while men dragged Skell and the Gaulish woman from the chariot and stood them in front of Caswallon, where he considered both of them a minute without speaking.

Then suddenly he raised his voice, and though he spoke to all present it was plain enough that his words were aimed at Fflur:

Shall a king protect mens property, or shall he squander it?

All knew the answer to that. None spoke, not even Fflur, although she bit her lip.

Shall a king offend the druids, or shall he abide their teachings? Caswallon asked, speaking loud and high again.

They knew the answer to that, too. None spoke except the Gaulish woman. She cried aloud:

Not the druids! Kill me!

Then she began screaming, and a man clapped a cloth over her mouth, desisting when she grew calm.

As for this woman, Caswallon said, she was Caesars slave, and she now belongs to Tros  my brother Tros.

The woman flung herself sobbing in the mud at Tross feet, clinging to his legs, crying to him:

Lord Tros  mercy! I knew you were for the Lord Caswallon! I stabbed the Lord Glendwyr lest he should slay you! I am your slave! My knife is yours! My life is yours!

Be still, Tros ordered gruffly.

He knew predicament was coming, needed all his wits to meet it. Emotion, such as she showed, angered him, and in anger there is not much wisdom.

As for Skell, what say the druids? asked Caswallon, raising his voice louder than before.

There was a murmur at that, but Skell was speechless; fear held him rigid, the whites of his eyes glistening. Caswallon spoke again, his head a little turned toward Fflur:

The druids say, a good deed is for men to repay  evil deeds are for the gods to punish. What say you?

There was murmuring again, but no words audible. Fflurs lips were white with pressure, and her eyes blazed as Caswallon turned to face her:

Mother of my sons, he said, this Skell was once a friend of mine. He helped when Lunden burned. He helped rebuild it. Shall I slay?

Fflur answered him at last, thin-lipped, breathing inward: You will never listen to me! It must be your decision!

Nay, he answered, laughing, you are always right! What shall I do with him?

Do what you will! You are the king! she answered angrily. Caswallon laughed again.

True. I should not forget I am the king!

You let other men forget it, Fflur retorted.

Skell shall remember! Caswallon turned from her and looked straight at Tros. Brother Tros, you have told me you will build a ship, for which you will need a great crew. Just now you have made me a promise to do whatever I choose to ask. Was that in good faith?

It was my spoken word, said Tros; but he answered guardedly  he did not care to be public executioner, even of such a treacherous sneak as he knew Skell was.

Then take Skell! He is your slave! Use him. Set him on an oarbench and sweat the treason out of him! Work manhood in, for that must come from outside, since what he had of it he seems to have lost!

Fflur laughed, high-pitched and cynical. Skell looked at Tros as a tied steer eyes the butcher.

Slave? he said, wetting his lips with his tongue. I was born free. Oar- bench?

Aye! Tros answered. Loose him, lest his arms grow weak. I will keep that promise, he said, grinning at Caswallon. His hands shall blister and his hams shall burn. If he has freedom in him, he shall earn it!

So they loosed Skell, and the Northmen took charge of him with low- breathed insults, despising him as neither Norse nor Briton, but a traitor to both races, speaking both tongues. Tros, arms behind him, stared at the Gaulish woman, who was kneeling in the mud.

Mine? he wondered. Mine? By Pluto, what should a seaman do with you?

And Caswallon chuckled, waiting. The woman tried to smile, but fear froze her again when Helma stood beside Tros, taking his hand to remind him of her rights.

I shall need no wench to wait on me! said Helma.

You shall go to Caesar, Tros said finally. You shall take my message to him.

You shall say: Whatever Tros needs that Caesar has, Tros will take without Caesars leave or favor!

Bid him send me no more slave-women, but guard himself against a blow that comes! And lest you lie about that message, woman, I will chisel it on bronze and rivet that to a chain around your neck.

So! Then this business is over, said Caswallon. The druids wait. Send your Northmen back to Lunden with your prisoners, Tros. We must make haste.

He signed to the Northmen to take the prisoners away, and offered Tros and Helma places in the chariot beside him, then shouted to the team and drove like a madman through the mist.

He said not another word until the horses leaped a stream and the bronze wheels struck deep into the far bank; then, when they breasted a mist-wreathed hill beneath dripping branches and he had glanced over-shoulder to make sure Fflur followed, and Orwic, and a score of mounted men behind their chariots, he tossed speech to Tros in fragments:

Too many druids, not enough king. If druids keep me waiting, men say Hah! even Caswallon must cool his heels! But if I keep them waiting, they say Caswallon is irreligious! Nevertheless, unless I king it carefully there will be neither king nor druids! And the druids know that. They must wait for me. And I think that dawn is a better time for funerals than midnight, because at dawn men hope, whereas at night they are afraid.

So, Brother Tros, you shall attend your fathers funeral after all, and all my people shall believe you are my friend. I will bid the druids thank you that Lunden wasnt plundered while they prayed! On ye horses! Ho, there! Hi! Hi-yi! Which is the hardest, brother Tros, to king it or to captain a ship at sea?

That I know not, Tros answered. But I will build my ship by your leave. I know not which is harder, to build ship or kingdom. Only I know which task I choose.

Hew your timber, lay your keel and build. You have Caesars gold, said Caswallon.

Aye, and I know Caesar. He has sharp eyes  long ears. His spies

Leave spies to me to deal with.

Tros fell silent, thinking of oak and iron nails and cordage  of tools, food, housing and a thousand other necessities. He would get them all. He would build. But the getting and building, he knew, would soon reach Caesars ears.


CHAPTER 38. Winter, Near Lunden Town

A guest, no matter who nor whence, is sacred, be he friend or enemy. I tell you an eternal Law, which if ye break by thought or word or deed shall shut you away from safety in the day of peril. When ye open the door to admit the stranger, open the heart also and turn out guile and malice, lest your guest, if he discover them within you, mock your hospitality and call it by its right name, Cunning. Ye say, what though if a guest have guile and malice? I say, let him. I am old, but not in my day, nor in my fathers day before me, has treachery been known to bring forth comfort for him who hath it in his heart.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE CLEARING in the forest rang with the noise of adze-blow and hammer on anvil. An eight-yoke bull-team swayed and floundered at a felled oak, hauling it amid a riot of shouts and whip-cracks toward the sawing scaffold, where a Northman overseer bellowed with rage at Britons notions of a straight cut. Tros, looking older, because he was calm with the intensity of patient anger forced by will to subserve energy, sat in his usual place on a log in mid-clearing. He had a lump of charcoal in his fist, and a board beside him. He was too well aware of the Britons rules of hospitality to be less than courteous to a Roman envoy introduced by Caswallon. But he kept interrupting the conversation to draw joints and fastenings, and to write measurements on the board, using the British inch and a system of circles and dots to mark numbers of inches. He allowed no sign to escape him that the Romans conversation was an irritating interruption, or that he suspected the Roman of any hidden design.

The Greeks, he said at last, have a word for it. Greek was his native tongue, but he liked to speak of Greeks as foreigners. That, of course, meant nothing to Caswallon, who was watching a groom take hot pitch from a Northmans cauldron and apply it to a cut on a horses foreleg. But the Romans eyes smiled.

The Greeks call it nous, Tros continued. It means more than knowledge.

His amber eyes thoughtfully studied the Roman who sat, with loosely buckled breast-plate and his helmet on his knees, on the butt end of an oak log facing him; but he spoke at Caswallon, as the Roman understood. It was gray twilight, snow about to fall. Appearances were deceptive in that half-light. Tros looked the oldest, the, Roman youngest because the gray over his temples did not show and he was clean-shaven. But the fact was the other way. Marcus Marius was fifty; Tros, black-bearded, hardly more than half his age.

We Romans call it virtue, which is courage. The Greeks are like women, good at words, said Marius. I have fought Greeks from the Piraeus all the way north into Macedonia. I sailed with Pompey the Great against the pirates, of whom more than half were Greeks. We beat them easily, talking less, but hitting harder.

Fight me. See if your virtue is greater than mine, Tros suggested, his white teeth showing in a grin of great good humor.

No, said Marius. I may have to fight you some day. This time let us talk and see which has the better of it. If you have what the Greeks call nous, which is something they talk about but havent, you will understand me easily enough.

Talk on, said Tros.

Caswallon sighed. He had heard too much talk  as, for instance, from Fflur, the mother of his sons. He began to stride up and down within earshot, six paces this way and six the other with his hands behind him, while his blanketed chariot-horses stamped impatiently, a wolf-skin-clad groom squatting under their noses, twenty yards away.

Firelight shone between the tree-trunks near by. The woods were full of the echoing din of hammer blows, the snore of rip-saws and occasional shouting in a tongue the Roman did not understand. He had to speak loud and in Gaulish because Tros had refused to have any conversation with him without witnesses, and Caswallon knew no Latin.

I will speak first of Caesar, said Marius, and again Tros grinned, but Caswallon began to knead his fingers nervously behind his back.

Why? said Tros. I know Caesar already. So does the Lord Caswallon.

I have heard others make that same boast, Marius answered. Yet I, who am older than Caesar, who have served under him in Gaul and in Hispania, who have been in his household in Rome, who have traveled with him to Bythinia and back, who have lived with him in exile and have shared dry bread with him on many a campaign, am not so sure I know him. Two or three times you have had the best of him. I have heard it was you who wrecked his fleet when we invaded Britain and you who all but captured him at Seine-mouth. But were you never stung by a wasp?

Marius picked up a stick and struck the log on which he sat, to illustrate a wasps fate, then continued:

Caesar was captured by pirates once. That was long ago, near Pharmacusa, when he was hardly more than a boy. I was with him. They were a blood-thirsty pack of swine, and they demanded twenty talents ransom. Not enough, said he. And while we who were with him feared for our lives and his, he laughed at those pirates for fools who did not know Caesars value. I will give you fifty talents ransom, said he, and that price will be nevertheless, too little.

Thereafter, while all of his party but the two of us and one slave, who remained in the pirates camp with him, went to raise the ransom money, Caesar ruled those pirates as if they were his prisoners, not he theirs. He took part in their games, he made love to their women and he made them listen to his own writings that he read aloud, they wondering and he assuring them they were fools who could not appreciate a priceless privilege. When he wished to sleep he ordered them to keep silence, which they did, treading on tiptoe and striking whoever disturbed him. When the ransom money came at last  fifty talents! Think of that!  he paid it, promising he would come back soon and crucify them all.

He was very young and they laughed, even as just now you laughed when I mentioned Caesars name. They knew he had no authority. He was an exile. He had no army, no fleet, not many friends. They did not even trouble themselves to move away from Pharmacusa, but sent two of the talents for precautions sake as a present to Junius who, in those days, was governor of Asia and in a too great hurry to grow rich. But Caesar, I with him, went to Miletus, whence the ransom had come. He had a few friends in Miletus. There he assumed authority, and there was none who saw fit to challenge it although, as I say, he was a young man and without much influence. He manned some ships that lay there, impressing freemen in the name of Sylla, who was all-powerful in Rome in those days and had proscribed him. He descended on those pirates as the dawn steals on the night, and caught them all, with all except two talents of the fifty he had paid them. He kept the money, but he threw the pirates into jail in Pergamus.

Then he went to see Junius, I with him again, but Junius had already received two talents from the pirates and his appetite was keen for more, so he said he would consider at his leisure what punishment should be imposed. He was a mean Etruscan with a long nose and the kind of sneer that has cost many a man his fortune. Caesar can sneer, but never that way. Junius asked by what authority Caesar had taken ships and men from Miletus, and in whose name.

So Caesar took very courteous leave of him, answering that he would keep a promise while Junius considered at his leisure what his duty might be. And he returned to Pergamus, where he crucified every one of the pirates. He always keeps promises. But because they had been civil to him while he was their prisoner he showed them mercy by ordering their throats cut before they were tied to the trees. Thereafter he wrote to Rome and made use of a talent or two for the hastening of the end of Junius career. All fail, who oppose Caesar. He would have been Junius friend, had Junius supported him.

You suggest I am a Junius? asked Tros. The thought seemed to amuse him.

No. But you might be a greater than Junius. You are a pirate. Caesar would have befriended those pirates had they sought his friendship and promised to desist from piracy, even as Pompey the Great befriended all the pirates who surrendered to him in his war against them. Caesar and Pompey are great ones and great friends at present, Pompey lending men to Caesar for his work in Gaul, each meanwhile courting the wealth of Crassus, who fears them both. But men are saying the world is hardly big enough to hold all three, Caesar, Pompey and Crassus. The time comes soon when each of the three will be seeking every friend he can depend on and the world will split in three, if my judgment amounts to anything.

What if I am Pompeys friend? Tros asked. You call me pirate. I have Pompey the Romans written leave to sail where I please. Caesar gainsaid that. He burned my fathers ship. He beat the crew to death. My father died from torture.

You were none of you Roman citizens, the Roman interrupted. Rome puts no such indignity on Romans.

He held his chin high while he said that, and the firelight through the trees shone on a proud face. Rome was his religion.

Better be Caesars friend and become a Roman citizen. I tell you, Caesar can procure that honor for you.

Pompey could have done the same, Tros answered. I refused it. I am a lord of Samothrace.

Bah! said the Roman. What is Samothrace? An island, a spot of an island in a rocky sea. The pirates plundered it. No army, no revenue, nothing.

Nothing that you can understand. Nothing there for Caesar, Tros retorted. Never was a foreign ruler there, and never will be!

No harbor, no houses, no commerce, not even a tree! said the Roman, his eyes wandering among the giant oaks around him.

They were martial, appraising eyes. He appeared to be mentally figuring in terms of baulks of timber that would serve to build redoubts or batter down an enemys.

From out of the trees into the clearing came a score of fair-haired Britons armed with spears and handsomely clad in furs against the wintry wind that made the Roman shiver now and then. The furs had jeweled clasps. Several carried dead wolves on their shoulders and two had a boar hung between them on a spear. They greeted Caswallon noisily, but he took scant notice of them. Then a horn blew and there began a great commotion in the gloom a hundred yards away behind Tross back. The hammering and the sawing ceased, but there was a noise of footsteps and laughter and, by the thump, it might be of tools and odds and ends being stowed in boxes for the night.

It is cold here, said the Roman, pointedly.

He buckled up the bronze armor to his throat, but there was not much warmth in that. Wind sighed through the trees, and the great fires, glowing crimson hardly a hundred yards away, looked cheerful and inviting.

Caswallon came and stood, legs apart, his back half-turned toward the Roman. He said nothing, but he met Tross eyes and jerked his head in the direction of the firelight with an uplift of the eyebrows and a questioning smile. Tros answered the unspoken thought:

What can one more spy do? Caesar knows already.

He arose and led the way into the trees, Caswallon following the Roman, who strode at ease, not minding that a king should walk behind him. His armor clanked and his footfall on the frozen earth was even heavier than Tross, but Caswallon, clothed in dyed, embroidered leather moved as silently as a shadow except that his leather-stockinged feet rustled among dry leaves. Tros rolled in his gait as if a heaving deck were under him.

The path they followed led to a new-made picket fence a mans height from the ground, interwoven with willow-withes through which the firelight shone. There was a wide gateway barricaded with oak beams and deeply scored with wheel-ruts, with a log and mud guardhouse beside it, in the door of which stood Conops, who doffed his red cap civilly and let the bars down, but showed one yellow eye-tooth at the Roman.

I have seen you before, said Marius, acknowledging what he chose to consider a salute.

Conops touched the lid over his sightless eye.

Ah! said Marius. I remember. You forgot your manners. Caesar punished you. Well, if you have learned the lesson you will be a greater comfort to your master and less dangerous to yourself.

He passed on because Tros beckoned, and Caswallon crowded at his heels. Conops raised the bars again, his tooth still showing through the slit in his upper lip. Before them a low, thatched building, lighted from within, loomed shadowy in the bonfire light, and beyond that the roofs of other, longer buildings set in rows, noisy with voices and song. In the gloom to the right by the gurgling rivers edge arose the ribs of three ships, two of them of good size, one tremendous, looking like the black bones of a deep-sea monster beached and picked clean by the birds. The scaffolding erected around all three resembled giant rushes, through which the wind moaned lonesomely.

Tros led the way toward the nearest house, and the door opened before they reached it, Helma, golden-haired and smiling, standing framed in the glow from the hearth.

My wife, said Tros, and introduced the Roman, who bowed, inspecting her curiously. She answered stare for stare, having heard no good word of the Romans, from Tros at any rate. Her blue eyes challenged his indignantly, until Caswallon laughed, bending his head to get through the door, which was high enough for Tros or any ordinary man.

She is Norse, he warned. The Norse are fighters, and the women are the mothers of the men. Look out for her!

A British slave-girl knelt beside the hearth, turning and basting a huge spitted roast. There was a smell of well-done meat and warming mead that made the Roman smack his lips and set Caswallon whistling, but Tros led the way through a door at the far end, shouting for light, which the slave-girl brought. He lighted three lanterns from the first one, and then kicked the door shut behind Caswallon, who stood looking bored as if he had seen this sight too many times. But the Romans dark eyes stared appraisingly.

The room was a museum of new wonders. On a table twice a mans length, in the midst, was the model of a ship such as no Roman nor any other living man had seen. She had three masts, three banks of oars and lines so lovely that even the Roman gasped at them. The sails were purple, as were the oar-blades; the top-sides were vermilion; the bottom gleamed like polished silver. She was nearly the same shape end for end, except for a flare from bow to waterline. She was all decked over, and along each side of her were painted shields, each bearing a golden dragon on a purple ground. Near where the break came at the bow and poop were four sets of double uprights, each with a wheel at the top between them. They resembled cranes, but their purpose was explained by models set against the end wall of the room.

Catapults! said the Roman, his eyes ablaze with interest. He was an expert in artillery.

Aye, but better than any Caesar has!

Tros was prouder of that model than a mother of her child. It represented ten years thinking, all his hopes, and three months whittling with a knife. The Roman wanted to examine the working model of the catapult, but Tros prevented him.

Nor shall you see inside this, he remarked, and rolled a leaden ball across the floor. But the ball sounded hollow, and the Roman noticed it.

Neither heavy nor hard enough, he said with an air of long experience and began examining the ship again. Tros considered he had seen enough, took his elbow and led toward the door.

They tell me Caesar likes scent, he said, as if revealing confidences. That lead ball shall hold a nosegay to remind him of the Roman housewives dumping ordure from the house-tops at election time. I am told he has had experience of that.

He led the way into the outer room, Caswallon following, and the Roman faced him when he shut the door.

Caesar is a man of full experience, he said. There is nothing new that you can show him, Tros. He has eaten crusts, and he has worn the purple. Rome spewed him forth. Rome fears him. Rome shall worship him.

I have heard that Cato, who is a very noble Roman, speaks of him as that woman! said Tros.

Aye, and Cato will live to rue it!

Marius, resenting Tross grin, strode along the room to where Helma had set three chairs together at an angle near the fire. He sat in one of them, then rose and bowed to Caswallon to be seated first. Caswallon laughed, accepting mead from Helma in a silver tankard that had once been Caesars, with his left arm elbowing the Roman back into the chair.

Wisdom to Caesar! he said, drinking deep. If he knew what trouble kinging it can be, he might let well enough alone. Gods give him, what was that word, Tros? Gods give him nous, whatever that means.

Virtue, said the Roman. Caesar has ten mens share!

Tros passed mead to Marius, but did not drink with him. The three sat down, the firelight in their faces, and there was a long pause while they watched the sizzling meat, and sniffed and eyed each other sidewise, Helma laying platters on the table, studying the Roman all the while as if her blue eyes could burn holes in him. Caswallon was the first to speak again, setting his tankard bottom upward on the floor by way of hint to Helma:

Now, Tros, out with it. This Roman comes with a message of peace from Caesar. He says Caesar prefers to be friendly.

Let him leave you alone then, Tros retorted. Was he friendly to the Gauls? To the Belgae? To the Germans? He said so, but did they? Was he friendly when he landed on the Kentish coast and slew half-a-thousand Britons? Bid him prove you his friendship by coming no nearer than Gaul!

Caswallon nodded, stroking his long moustache. But he says the Romans want to trade with us. My men are eager for trade. They call me a snail of a king, with a shell that I crawl into when anything new wants to happen. This man Marius has been quite frank. He says Caesars hands are full enough already, so that he doesnt want another war but does want popularity in Rome. He says that if Caesar can open up trade with us Britons, that will improve his political chances because the rulers of Rome think of nothing but money.

Whereas you Britons think of nothing but horses and hunting, Tros answered. You are far too hospitable, and you think other people are like you. You fight the Northmen one day and make friends with them the next, and that may work with Northmen, but it wont work, I tell you, with Romans. Trade? Aye, if plundering is trading! Rome gives nothing, and takes all. She plants her eagles, and around them a colony of soldiers from some other conquered land, who take for themselves what they think they need and send the rest to Rome. Trade? Tribute! I tell you, Rome is a monster that is eating up the world  vicious, stupid, proud, cruel. She has but one virtue.

Name it, said Caswallon.

Tros eyed the Roman, studying him a full minute before he spoke.

She can breed and train men like this one. This centurion and his fellows are all the virtue and all the strength that Rome has. They are true to Rome. They lie for her and die for her. They believe in Rome. They are Rome! The rest is money-lenders and a rabble. If you, or any of your men believed in Britain and were as loyal to her as this centurion is to the seething cesspool that he is helping to poison the earth, you would be a power instead of all at odds and at the mercy of the first invader.

The Roman and Caswallon grinned, each at the other and at Tros. They were both men who enjoyed plain speaking.

You are using this mans argument, Caswallon said, swallowing mead again. Marius says that Caesar will undertake to guarantee my kingdom, and to make all the other tribes submit to me.

In return for what? Tros asked.

In return for a few trading posts, my friendship and permission for a Roman official to reside in Britain.

Alone?

No, said Marius. Roman officials abroad have to have a bodyguard of Romans to support their dignity.

Tros laughed aloud, with scorn that made the Roman glance at him.

Caswallon, that is Romes way. First a messenger, like this one, honest as the day is long, believing every word he says. Then an envoy. Then a resident official and his body-guard, which grows. Then a little irritation, woman trouble maybe, and a few stones thrown into the residency. Rome protects her man. More troops. Resentment. Riots. War. A puppet king imposed in place of the offending one. Tribute. Rebellion. Drastic punishment. A colony of time-expired foreign soldiers and a Roman governor. Peace, if you call it peace to be obedient and pay the taxes that support the Roman mob! As I sit here and lie not, I have warned you.

Tros, you are a fool, said Marius without heat. You will defy Rome when you might reap her rewards. Your reward would be greater than mine, and at less price. I am a Roman born. I have fought her wars and trod her dusty roads all ways across the world and back again. I have sweated, bled and starved for her. And I am fifty years old. All I am is a centurion. How old are you? Not half my age. How much have you starved and bled and sweated? Yet you can become a Roman and command a fleet by simply giving your allegiance to Caesar!

I admire Caesar. I despise him. I fear him because of his power, which I am too fearless to submit to. I loathe him, and I believe he is the ablest man who ever called himself a Roman. Do you understand me? Tros asked.

No, said Marius.

Then you will never understand me, Tros retorted. Let us be friends until tomorrow. Let us eat together.

Not yet, said Marius. My message first. I am a Roman.

He set down the helmet he had been holding between his knees, loosened his sword-belt and undid the buckle at his throat.

I love Caesar, he said, almost grimly. Yet I do not expect too much of him. It is what I can do for Caesar that is important, not what he can do for me. If I can bring you over to him and persuade Caswallon, my reward will be that I have well served Caesar.

Tros grinned and nudged Caswallon. Did I not say Rome can breed centurions?

Caesar, Marius went on, is no mean man, whatever else you may think of him. He can forgive his enemies. You seized his bireme and his treasure.

Aye, Tros interrupted, and I pick the biremes bones to build a finer ship. I use the treasure to pay the builders.

Caesar knows that, said the Roman. You are not the first man who made plans against him. Two-thirds of his army are men who were in arms against Caesar not long ago. Those who fought against him hardest, he admires most, and it is they who are the most loyal. Tros, you have done Caesar more damage than all the Britons did when they opposed him on the beach. You can be his best friend. Why not?

Because I do not wish to be, Tros answered. I am a free man.

I, too, said Marius. I am a Roman citizen.

That is no honor in my eyes, Tros retorted, for I know Rome. She is a thief that camps on seven hills, selling what she calls her peace to the highest bidder. The mob that is her master sells its votes. Her senators buy praetorships and consulates. She swarms with all the riff-raff of the earth. Her statesmen are all money-lenders and her judges merchants, auctioning privilege in the name of justice. She has no beauty of her own, no art but what was filched from Greece, no honor. Only pride and greed.

Caesar will change all that, said Marius. He needs brave men, of such ability as yours, Tros, to support him when the day comes that he strikes. For he will purge Rome when he has made Gaul safe. Now you are Caswallons friend, and he is under the thumb of his wife, Fflur. You tell him honestly whether you think he can resist Caesar if Caesar should declare war on him in the name of the Senate and the Roman People.

I have told him, Tros answered, watching Caswallons face.

But Caswallon was watching the meat on the spit.

I agree with Fflur, said Tros. I have offered to help him resist Caesar.

Caswallon came suddenly out of his reverie and slapped his thigh so hard that Helma jumped and the slave-girl smashed a dish.

Luds blood! He looked hard at the Roman. You invite me to become the ward of Caesar. Let us put it this way. I invite you, Marius, to become my henchman! I am a king. Caesar is no king.

He will be, said Marius darkly. Kings kiss his hand.

I am a king who neither does nor will do that, Caswallon answered. Will you be my subject?

No, said Marius.

Nor I Caesars, nor Romes! You say you love Caesar. I have no respect for him. He sends you to speak me fair, but behind your back he sends a swarm of spies who lie to my men, set my counselors against me, bribe brother kings to accuse me and, Tros says, some Romans call Caesar a woman. Is that true?

He is the greatest man who ever lived, said Marius. He is a greater than Alexander of Macedon.

I never heard of Alexander. Where is Macedon? No matter, said Caswallon. This is my answer to Caesar. Let him fight me for my realm. Me, hand-to-hand. There is an island about midway between my shore and his. I will meet him there, if he is man enough, and we will have it out with swords or any other weapon that he pleases. That is the way we Britons settle arguments. Now let us eat.

He got up and strode to the table, sitting there and rapping on it with his dagger-hilt to make the slave-girl hurry. Marius shrugged his shoulders, unbuckled his bronze armor, laid it in a corner and sat at the table beside Tros, looking ill at ease on the unbacked bench. The Romans liked to sprawl at meal time.

I will not take that answer, he said calmly. We Romans are not so easily put off with words. Not that Caesar could not defeat you easily with any weapon, he added, breaking bread and dipping it in the gravy Helma set before him.

He refused the meat, and hardly tried to conceal disgust at the enormous slices that Caswallon ate.


CHAPTER 39. The Gist of Skells Argument

The Eternal Law is simple. Which of you has seen a she-wolf bring forth doves and suckle them? Who saw a bear beget colts, or an ill wind cherish the young buds? Nevertheless, ye look for wisdom from hirelings lips that are wet with the spittle of greed. But of him who bendeth the bow of his will, and who layeth the arrow of resolution against the string of purpose, ye ask treason against his High Ideal.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



CASWALLON took the Roman away when the meal was finished, to be entertained in the great house on Luds Hill, Lunden Town, a few miles distant. The Britons were nothing if not hospitable; friend or enemy, it was all one while the feasting lasted. They galloped away in Caswallons chariot in a whirl of snow, the Roman draped in a horse-blanket and Caswallon making the woods ring with shouts to the plunging team.

Tros watched the bars set back in place, gave orders for the night to Conops and strode away alone to where great bonfires burned in front of a vastly longer building than the one he occupied. Helma watched him through the door and followed, half-smothered in a blanket of British wool. But Tros did not know that. The fires sizzled as the snowflakes damped them and the wind blew in biting gusts, howling under eaves and through the picket fence. It was British weather  raw, dark, melancholy.

Not fit for a dog, Tros muttered, glad for that once he was not at sea, flailing his arms across his breast to warm himself.

Skell! he shouted. Skell! Where in Hades are you?

The door of the long building opened, and Skell stood in the opening with the warm light behind him, dressed in British trousers with a long leather smock to his knees. But he did not look like a Briton, any more than Tros did.

No lies now, Tros greeted him. Your beards dry. Youve skulked indoors all evening.

Skell came forward, leaving the door open, pulling a leather hood over his head. Within there was a babel of mens voices. Some one roared to him in Norse to shut the door, and a moment later it slammed like a thunderclap, leaving Tros and Skell in darkness.

What sense watching on a night like this? Skell asked. Who would venture out?

Am I out or in? Tros growled. Didnt I tell you to patrol the yard?

Skell kept silence, shrugging himself against the bitter wind, facing the same way that Tros did, toward where the scaffolding rose gaunt against the close horizon. Neither of them saw the door open again softly, nor heard it close, because the wind howled.

Here I have nearly ten score war prisoners, surrendered rebels and prison scrapings. Because you are a natural born snooper, I set you to watch them. Do you know what obedience means?

Skell laughed. It was a mean snicker, like a jackals.

No more than I, will they desert or play tricks, he said, stamping his feet to keep warm. Theyre well enough treated and know when theyre well off. Do they want to return to the prison? Do they want to be outlawed and hunted like wolves? Who would feed them, if you dont? Go and count them. Theyre all there.

Have I ever threatened you? Tros asked him.

Not since Caswallon turned me over to you. No need, Tros. Im grateful. Caswallon would have killed me if it hadnt been for you. Ill serve you faithfully. Im sorry I went in out of the snow. Ill

Listen! Look! said Tros and shook a fist like a club under his nose. I cant watch all the time, and you, you dog, have nothing else to do! Next time I catch you skulking or neglecting to obey my orders I will take you by the neck and beat your brains out against the nearest baulk of timber! Do you believe me?

Yes. Im sorry, Tros. Ill

Get your bearskin. Patrol until midnight. Bring me word at once of anything that happens.

Skell slunk off looking licked, and Tros watched him until his back was lost like a shadow in the gloom beyond the bonfire light. Zeus guide and govern me! he muttered. I will have to kill a man before long unless I can find some better way. That Skell has been up to mischief. Nobody trusts him. Nobody likes him. What then was he doing in the Northmens hut?

He opened the door and strode into the long, low building. There was instant silence as he slammed the door shut behind him. Two long rows of Northmen, seated on benches at a rough board table, turned their heads to stare. Beside the blazing hearth sat Helma, still hooded in the blanket, warming her feet at the fire.

Sigurdsen, said Tros. The giant rose from the table-end and strode to meet him, pulling down the leather sleeves over his bare arms. The others sprawled over the table nearly naked to the waist and went on talking. They had a section of a ship drawn on the table in charcoal, and were studying it in the fitful firelight and with the aid of a great ships lantern that hung overhead.

Tros led Sigurdsen toward the fire and sat down on a stool facing Helma, but he took no notice of her and she did not speak. Sigurdsen sat on a hewn log with his back against the wall, arms folded. He looked vaguely quarrelsome, alert for an excuse to start an argument, and rather sullen meanwhile.

What was Skell saying? Tros asked him.

Sigurdsen scratched at the back of his head, as he always did before trying to speak Gaulish, all the speech they had in common. He had been trying to learn it ever since Tros took him prisoner, but he was slower than most Northmen at the trick of thinking in an alien tongue.

Never mind what Skell said, Helma interrupted, throwing off the blanket. I am your wife. Listen to me.

As his wife, no man could deprive her of her right to speak her mind. He made a wry face, smiled at himself and submitted.

Lord Tros, she said, who is that Roman?

Caesars man.

He bids for your friendship?

Tros nodded.

You heard us, he answered. You heard my speech, you heard Caswallons message that he sent to Caesar.

Aye, and I heard the Roman refuse to take the message, she retorted. Now these fools  she glared at her brother Sigurdsen and at the forty men who pawed the charcoal marks on the table-top talk of forcing you to join Caesars fleet.

Tros stood up suddenly, legs apart, his eyes on Sigurdsen. The Northman shook Helmas shoulder, growling angry streams of words that meant nothing to Tros, but he was aware that the other Northmen listened to them and were much too ostentatiously not listening. They pored over the drawing on the table like a lot of scullions sorting dry peas.

Sigurdsen says  Helena watched Tross face as if all destiny depended on his mood, as in fact it did as far as she and her countrymen were concerned we are homeless, you and all of us. He says you are the chief, having conquered him, but now we are one great family. What profits one, must profit all, and a danger to one, is a danger to all. We build a great ship, and you are to command her. But he asks, how shall we keep the sea in that great ship, if the Romans close all ports against us and if the Roman fleets pursue us like hounds after a hare?

So that is the gist of Skells argument! said Tros, his arms akimbo. No Northman ever heard of Romans until Skell came in out of the wet! It would have gone hard with Skell if he had chanced into the room that minute. But Helena was not afraid.

Lord Tros, that is not true, she retorted. We are Vikings. Our ships sailed to Utica six generations back. There is a stone by my fathers hearth in Viborg that came from Carthage. We know who Romans are. I fear and hate them because you do, and I know you are right to hate them for what Caesar did to your father and to you and to all the crew of that ship you sailed from Samothrace. But Sigurdsen says

You mean Skell says! Tros broke in scornfully.

Sigurdsen says, we build a great ship. And how shall we trade? How shall we earn a profit or have food, unless the Romans are our friends? Sigurdsen says these Britons are no friends to count on, and they have no trade-goods fit to load into a ship. Moreover, he says Glendwyr and those other British rebels that Caswallon handed over to you to man the oar-benches are useless. They can neither use the adze nor are they sailors. They will all be seasick, and they can never be trusted in a British harbor, but will run away and leave you.

Tros showed his teeth. That kind of talk exasperated him beyond the power of speech, as Helma well knew. She was beginning to know Tros, woman fashion, from the inside. She continued:

Sigurdsen says it is the Norse custom, that when one builds a ship he shall command her while she is at sea. While out of sight of the home port his word is law. But before the ship is launched, before they set sail, there are many conferences between him and the friends who have helped him build the ship, who are to sail with him and obey him. They agree as to the destination and the cargo and many other things.

Tros swore under his breath. He had given Sigurdsen his freedom and had no right to treat him as a slave, nor even as a prisoner of war. Besides, Sigurdsen knew ships and how to build them. Without his skillful aid there would be no hope of finishing the great trireme whose frame stood half- completed on the ways.

Sigurdsen says it is time to speak of all these things, said Helma. He says this Roman comes offering a good prospect under Caesar and good money. He advises you to take it. He says, Why build a ship unless we are to use her like wise men?

The Northmen at the far side of the table were standing now, those on the near side sitting with their backs to it, all of them openly, eagerly listening and ready to take part in the discussion at the first hint of encouragement.

Luds blood! Tros thundered, using the Britons favorite oath. Even in a tantrum he was careful how he took in vain the names of his own familiar deities. I have fought you once. Must I split your head again?

Sigurdsen sprang to his feet. Tros strode toward him, feeling for his sword; but it wasnt there. He had forgotten that he left it at his own fireside. But Sigurdsen, too, was unarmed. The other Northmen began calling to him to protect himself, while Helma stood back against the wall, pale-faced, her eyes wide with terror, yet determined. It was she who had brought the issue to a head. If Tros should have the worst of it Caswallon might avenge him, but her standing among the Northmen would be gone forever. They would call her a weaklings wife. And if Tros were killed  

Ashore or afloat I am captain. Cry out when you believe it! Tros shouted.

He struck at Sigurdsen with his fist in the way they used the caestus at the Olympic games, a great sledge-hammer blow that beat down the Northmans guard and sent him staggering. Sigurdsen bellowed from surprise, not pain. He had not thought Tros would try the issue so swiftly as all that. But Tros knew he had to assert and prove supremacy that instant or forevermore yield to the opinions of his men. He was an autocrat, must be one. Autocrats must fight or become mere figureheads.

He struck at Sigurdsen again amid a roar of voices from the forty at the table. Sigurdsen, swinging his fist like an ax, sprang in and rained blows at his head, his own body jerking and his breath in gasps as Tros pounded his ribs and stomach. They used fists for lack of room, Tros not daring to give ground and Sigurdsen, his back toward the wall, unable. Tros had to be swift to settle the business then and there before the other Northmen rallied to their mans aid. It had to be a downright victory, no half-won fight. He feinted, then clubbed with his fist at the Northmans ear, sending him staggering sidewise away from the wall.

There was room then for the game Tros understood. He closed, and now the Northmen did not try to interfere; their own man was a champion who could wrestle two of them at once. They yelled, roared, upset table and benches, but kept a ring clear, crowding Helma to the outside where she could not see, until she seized a firebrand and beat her way back between them to the midst.

Now was a trial of chieftainship that Northmen could appreciate. They valued cunning, but they worshiped muscle and the will to win. They had never felt that when Tros had conquered Sigurdsen in fight, sword against ax, the two had been fairly matched, because on that day Sigurdsen was weary from a battle with the Britons. The sword was longer than the ax. The deck on which they fought was slippery. There were a hundred other reasons. First of them that Sigurdsen was a bigger man than Tros, had been their chief and looked the stronger.

They kept the ring, at first, because it looked as if Sigurdsen must win by sheer strength, weight, reach and fury. Then, presently, Helma beat at their faces with the firebrand. Fury availed nothing against Tross sudden shifts and desperate determination. Nine times in succession he threw the Northman crashing to the stamped earth floor, until all the breath was gone from him, his bellowing ceased and he was jarred into a state of almost helplessness.

Then, the ninth time, when Sigurdsen lay and looked at him as if walls and roof were spinning before his eyes, Tros seized him by neck and leg before he could recover and hurled him into the embers on the hearth. And that was a stroke of genius.

He rolled clear, and a Northman dowsed him with a waterbucket, but the other Northmen laughed, howled derision at him, mocked him for a fallen chief. And that gave Tros, breathless and exhausted, the one opening he would have asked for if the gods had offered him his choice that minute of all the miracles they had in store.

You laugh? he gasped at them. They ceased to laugh. You dogs! You dare to laugh at my lieutenant? I will show you who laughs last!

He turned to the hearth, deliberately chose a length of burning oak, rejecting one piece, then another, until he had a club that balanced neatly. He took time to breathe deep, giving Sigurdsen time to recover. He judged he knew Sigurdsen. With the corner of his eye he could see Helma, on her knees by the fallen giant. She was whispering to him. He gave them time to gather into one mob and get in one anothers way.

Dogs! Laugh, will you, at my man Sigurdsen!

He charged suddenly, beating with the firebrand at their bearded faces, those in front retreating backward against the men behind until they were all crowded against the farther wall and there was nothing for it but to defend themselves or cry submission. Then half-a-dozen sprang at him. But that gave Sigurdsen his chance. Sigurdsen stood to lose all if Tros were conquered by any but himself. Helma had made that much clear to his dazed brain.

So Sigurdsen took another firebrand and came roaring to Tross aid, beating his own blood relations right and left, helping Tros to scatter them and thrash them thoroughly in detail, Helma screaming to them all the while to get down on their knees and cry submission. There were a dozen of them down, unconscious from blows on the head, when the riot began outside. The din within was nothing.

The wooden walls thundered like a drum as men in the outer dark threw clods and sticks against them from three sides. Some one pounded on the door, which made Tros laugh, because the door was not locked. Mingled with the shrieking of the wind under the eaves there was a tumult of mens voices.

Hold!

Tros threw his hand up. The gods, it seemed the very universe was on his side that night! The Northmen rallied to him instead of to one another, rallied against a common danger.

Sticks! he commanded, and they ran to rake the faggots over, crying to him he should have let them keep their weapons where they ate and slept. Whereat he laughed again.

Helma! he commanded. She stood beside him.

Go to that door and open it. Have speech with them.

No doubt who they were. Glendwyr, the British rebels and the sentenced prisoners whom Caswallon had spared and given to him to labor in the shipyard and man oar-benches afterwards, were outside clamoring, eager to take the winning side, whichever that might be. If they had had weapons  

Tros motioned to Sigurdsen and half-a-dozen Northmen to stand between him and the door. He did not want it known too soon which side had won the argument. Helma opened the door, shielding her face against the blast of icy wind. But the man who entered first was Conops, ducking low and running. He blinked at the light, caught sight of Tros behind the Northmen, ran to him breathless and said hoarsely:

Quick, master, before they burn the ship!

Have they started to burn it?

No, master. It snows and

Find Skell and bring him here alive to me! Tros answered.

Conops vanished, ducking out again into the storm. Then Glendwyr stood in the doorway, peering past Helma, with the wild look in his eyes that reckless men of breeding have who foresee opportunity to rewin freedom. He looked ragged in his sheepskins. He was like a wild man.

Have you killed him? he asked, for he had seen Conops run, and he interpreted that to mean what he hoped it did.

Northmen! Join me! I will lead you to the woods and freedom! We will seize a town and

Tros stepped forward. The sight of him froze the word on the youngsters lips; he turned to shout to the men behind him, but not soon enough. Tros charged, with Sigurdsen and all the Northmen at his back, sweeping Helma to one side. They poured through the door as if the place were on fire behind them, striking right and left at shadowy Britons, who broke and ran, screened almost instantly from vision by the driving snow. Young Glendwyr struggled in Tross grasp. Tros had him by the throat and shook him as he rolled and swayed toward the long huts that were the Britons quarters shook and choked him half unconscious, then dragged him, his heels leaving ruts in the snow.

The snow had put the fires out. There was no light except what came through the open door behind them, where Helma stood framed in the glow. The Northmen were quartering the darkness, calling, pursuing a few Britons who had lagged behind the rest. Sigurdsen raced through the murk to make sure the ship was all right. Then, light ahead and a stream of Britons pouring into the biggest of their own huts.

Fools! Tros muttered. Why didnt they fire the thatch?

Fire was the one danger that he dreaded.

Glendwyr was senseless. Tros hove him over-shoulder, carried him, head and toes down, like a half-filled sack.

Northmen! he roared. Northmen!

They began to gather toward him, looming in twos and threes out of the murk. Then Sigurdsen came, floundering and slipping, to report the ship unharmed. The light vanished suddenly.

Open that door! Tros commanded.

Sigurdsen and two others kicked the door inward, breaking the leather hinges. Tros hove young Glendwyr in both hands and pitched him through the opening into the midst of his discouraged friends. Then he strode in, Sigurdsen and all the Northmen following.

It was a big room, nearly a hundred feet long, with mud and wattle walls, except in the midst of one long side, where there was a stone hearth and a section of stone wall for the fire to burn against, with a hole in the roof to let the smoke out. There was a big fire, damped by snow that blew in through the hole, and all the space under the thatch was blue with stinging smoke. The floor was a litter of blankets, sheep-skins with the fleece on, wolf-skins, anything that would serve for bedding and, as in the other hut, there was a long, strong table down the midst.

The Britons backed away beyond the table, crowding at the far end of the room, where their faces, framed in the smoke and in their own long hair, scowled and gaped like bodyless phantoms. Some of them had dragged young Glendwyr with them. He was standing now, feeling his throat where Tross fingers had wrenched it, leaning against two men, gagging and gasping, but recovering his wits.

Tros took a stick from Sigurdsen and rapped the table with it. Silence fell, in which hardly a man breathed.

Are you all here? he demanded. Or are there Britons in the other huts?

None answered. He sent a Northman to go and look. The Northman came back at the end of a couple of minutes with his scalp bleeding where some one had cracked it open with a stick.

Sigurdsen, take ten men and bring me those Britons here! Sigurdsen went, taking the ten who were nearest to him. Then Helma came bringing Tross sword, and he buckled it on with the hilt well forward, but did not draw it from the sheath.

Let the rest of us bring weapons! said a Northman in his ear, but he brushed the man aside and did not answer. He had the armory key in the pouch under his tunic and proposed to keep it there until this fight was won.

There was nothing more said until Sigurdsen and his ten came driving thirty Britons in a herd in front of them. The new-comers protested noisily that they had had nothing to do with the riot. But Tros demanded which of them had split a Northmans scalp and, receiving no answer, seized the nearest. The man yelled denial, offering to name the culprit, but Tros shook him until his teeth chattered and then flung him toward the far end of the room. He fell on all fours and crawled the remainder of the distance.

Down to the far end, all of you!

They backed away, forcing themselves into the crowd. None except young Glendwyr seemed to want to be in that front rank. But he, still holding to two men for support, stood so far in front that the smoke was like a pall between those three and the others. Tros rapped at the table again, but there was no need, there was already silence.

The next slave who strikes a freeman shall die! he announced. There was a long pause while he let that ultimatum sink in.

Kill me now! said Glendwyr.

He could hardly speak for the contusion of his throat.

Tros turned to look at Helma. He was curious to see what she might have to say to that request. But Helma was gone again. This night I will kill no man, Tros announced. You are a slave, Glendwyr. You are all slaves. You have no right to live or die without my bidding. These Northmen are freemen. They were my prisoners of war. I set them free. You Britons were rebels against your lawful king; beaten rebels and traitors, given to me in bondage by the king you would have slain. But for me, you would have been burned alive in wicker baskets, six to a basket, tied and roasted slowly, as I am told the custom is with felons.

They could not gainsay that. He was talking in their own language truth that each man knew. They were lucky. Three good meals a day, and not such terribly hard work, although they did not like to work so regularly. Tros had not even supplied the Northmen overseers with whips. And strangely enough they did not mind having Northmen set over them. They had no sense of national hatred, although Northmen were hereditary enemies. Only Glendwyr retorted:

Lord Tros, I am a chiefs son!

You were, Tros answered. You forfeited your heritage by treason. You have it to win again by good faith. I hold no man irretrievably a slave. I set him free when he deserves it. The task is yours to earn freedom. The right of judgment mine.

How long? asked Glendwyr.

Pluto! Is it I who stand at judgment? Tros retorted. Know this: I will never set one of you free as long as you rebel against me! I know what happened. Skell came, half a Northman and half Briton  false to both! To the Northmen he said, Bid Tros join the Romans, hoping that would reach Caswallons ears and make the king my enemy. To you he said, Tros has joined the Romans and Caswallon will slit his throat! Then when you thought my Northmen had slain me, you feared Caswallon would fall heir to you all again and throw you into Lunden jail. So you summoned the Northmen to make common cause with you and take to the woods and be outlaws.

Skell said you intended to sell us to the Romans for their galleys and receive trained rowers in our place, a man piped up from the smoke-cloud behind Glendwyr.

And you fools listened to him! Well, that is no way to win freedom. Shall I put you in chains? Would you work better in fetters?

They murmured there was no need. Only Glendwyr was silent.

Now young Glendwyr, said Tros, shall I flog you?

No, said Glendwyr.

But he did not say why not or inflect his voice at all persuasively. Tros stroked his beard.

I will make no bargain with you, and I will not kill you, he said, speaking slowly. But if you do not believe I am your master, you would better have your mind changed now, for it will hurt worse later on. Come here.

Glendwyr hesitated, but one of the other Britons pushed him from behind. He came forward slowly beside the long table, leaning his hand on it to support himself, for his legs were still unsteady.

You are a slave. I may not fight you, even if I would. Why shall I not flog you? Tros asked.

There is no need, Glendwyr answered. I submit. If there were one man here who would stand with me, I would be in the woods now. But they ran, as they ran when I rebelled against Caswallon. I despise them. I submit.

The man who despises his men always must submit, Tros answered. He turned away from him because there was a new noise outside, seeming to come from beyond the picket fence. A squeaking of wheels in the snow, the stamp and snort of winded horses and a bold voice shouting, but what the words were Tros could not hear. Then there came a crash as part of the picket fence went down before an onslaught of some kind, horses and wheels, a shout again, and a man leaped through the doorway  none less than Caswallon, fur-clad, brandishing a spear.

How now, Tros? he asked, laughing as he took in the situation. Helma sent word by the slave-girl that you were in danger from your men.

Never once! Tros answered, but his face was bruised and flushed where Sigurdsen had hit him, and Caswallon laughed again. Marius, the Roman, strode in, helmet and armor clanking. His was the yard-long military stride that lent dignity to any kind of turmoil. A crowd of Caswallons young British aristocrats, heavily clothed in furs, surged through the doorway behind him.

Why didnt you send for help sooner? Caswallon asked. I would have come.

I needed none, Tros answered. There was a question as to who is captain here. I have answered it.

Tros, said the Roman quietly, you should be a Roman. You are a man after our Caesars heart.

Then Skell came, frozen blood on his face and his hands tied, kicked along by Conops.

Nay, master, I didnt knife him. You said alive, so I used only the hilt. I found him coming forth from the Lord Caswallons house.

Loose him, Tros commanded, and Conops cut the thong.

I would crucify that man, said Marius. He came to have word with me.

What did he say? Tros asked.

That for a price he can persuade your men to force you to join Caesar. Treasonable talk. It is not our Roman custom to encourage it. It is cold. If you crucify him he will be dead by morning.

Tros looked steadily at the Roman, drawing ten long breaths before he spoke again. Skell did not try to speak.

No, Tros said at last. Tonight I will kill no man.

You and your amber eyes. You look like a lion, said the Roman. Are you afraid to kill?

Tros stroked his beard. The room grew full of silence, Caswallon leaning on a spear and smiling, standing with his cloak undone and firelight gleaming on the golden buckles of his tunic.

You are Caswallons guest. How can I kill you? Tros answered at last, looking straight into Marius eyes. If I should kill Skell, how should I learn what you have said to him? I look like a lion? You and I, Marius, have both seen lions, not only in the circuses of Rome. Skell is a jackal. Are you Caesars jackal?

I am a centurion, said Marius.

Helma, Tros answered, speaking very slowly, is my wife. Skell is my jackal. They are neither of them at your disposition, nor at Caesars.

Marius blinked but did not flinch perceptibly, although one or two Britons behind him laughed.

Caswallon fastened up his fur cloak and gave his spear to a retainer, pulling a fur hood over his head.

Let us go, he said abruptly. Come, Marius. Tros, you will need to mend your fence. We broke it.

Marius, following Caswallon to the door, came face to face with Helma. She was bringing Tross bearskin overcoat. Her young eyes met the Romans angrily. She almost spat at him. Tros laughed. In the doorway the back of Caswallons great shoulders shook suggestively. It looked as if his hand might be over his mouth, but he made no sound.


CHAPTER 40. What shape is the Earth?

Whatever ye see or hear or know was aeons old before ye heard of it. If it is new to your ears and eyes; if ye have never smelt or felt it; if it tastes not like mothers milk and ye never bought or sold it in the fair, is that why ye think ye are fit to pass judgment and to mock those who open their minds?
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SOME kind of mental alchemy was brewing in the murk that night. The wind shrieked of it and the shadows seemed to be the womb of tragedy. Tros turned a dozen Britons out into the dark to mend the fence Caswallons men had broken, Conops spurring them to haste with his knife-hilt and much blasphemy mixed of Greek, Gaulish, Norse and any other language that came to mind.

Skell he kept with him because he wanted Skell alive, and he had small doubt that Britons or Northmen would kill him if he left him hutted up with either. Skell had betrayed Northmen, Britons and Tros alike; he should betray Marius, too, presently. Sigurdsen stayed with Tros uninvited, snorting disgust at the weather that only they really feel who were born amid gales and crave the sunshine. But Sigurdsens motive needed no explaining; he wished to cement new confidence, having lost that of his own countrymen. His day was done unless Tros should continue to lend him countenance.

The three, Tros leading, Skell in the midst, leaned into the wind and fought their way against it to where the great ships ribs loomed stark against the night, wind howling through them and through the scaffolding. Once in a while, when a squall from between the buildings on their right hand blew a lane down the driving snow, they could see the great crane like a gallows over all. Then darkness, and they stumbled over sawed logs, planks hidden under snow, ropes, baulks of timber, all the litter of a shipyard, all the evidence of haste by men unused to systematic building.

They stood under the ways, beneath the prow at last, where the scaffolding was boarded up below and formed a shelter against the wind. The snow had filled the chinks, so it was warm there and Skell ceased shivering. Sigurdsen found a lantern and lighted it from one of the fire-pots stowed in a locker. Tros took it from him and walked forward underneath the ship until, two- thirds of her length toward the stern, there began to be hardly standing room under the keel. Then he laughed at something and held the lantern so that Sigurdsen could see what he did.

Shavings and small bits of dry wood had been piled into a heap that reached nearly to the keel. Snow had blown against it before the wind changed and the stuff was damp. Tros kicked away the snow. Shavings and sawdust actually smoked down near the bottom, and he stamped it out, kicking the snow back into the heap and mixing both together.

While you plotted to rule me! he said, holding the light close to Sigurdsens face.

But Sigurdsen had had punishment enough. His face was bruised and his eyes were a beaten mans. Tros turned the light on Skell. Who did this? he demanded.

Skells red-rimmed eyes grew ghastly in the dark. He licked his lips. He tried to dodge the lantern-light, but Tros kept it close to his face.

I  I did it! he said at last.

One little word there was between you and your death! If you had lied, that was the end of you, Tros answered. How much did the Roman pay you?

Again Skell trembled on the verge of lying. But the lantern betrayed every line of his face. Tros peered into his eyes. The thought of death was comfortless down there in the gusty darkness with the cold river sucking among reeds fifty or sixty feet away.

He promised me freedom.

And what?

And two thousand sesterces.

If what?

If the ship burned.

Two thousand sesterces to burn a ship? Just to pile a heap of tinder under her? And he a Roman. Hah! What more did he demand for that price?

Lord Tros, I dare not say. Ask Marius.

I remember now, I swore I will not kill a man tonight.

Skell grinned at that. He was half mad with terror; the bloodshot whites of his eyes rolled like a steers in the shambles.

But I will nail you by the ears to one of these posts, said Tros, and when morning comes

Lord Tros, if I tell, will you

Nay, I make no bargains! Tros retorted. Dog! Swine of a bastard British-Northman! Look! He slapped the planking of the great ship overhead. Ten years I have dreamed of this. I have fought the seas, year in and year out. Storms and worse weather than tonights. Ships, boats, crews to break a mans heart, all to learn enough to build this beauty. I fought Caesar for the gold to buy her timbers. I fought pirates and rebels to get men to do the work. I even spared your life, you dog, so hungered I for men to build my hearts desire. And now she is half-built  three months labor of two hundred men and Sigurdsen  and me, burning oil by night to draw the plans, first on the task at dawn and last to leave it. Dog! You dare to try to burn my ship, and then to bargain with me? Seize him, Sigurdsen! Bring nails! He shall freeze here until morning!

Nay, nay! Skell dropped on his knees, mumbling with dry lips, licking them, then slobbering his fox-hued beard. I will tell! Lord Tros, no cruelty! I did not know how great a man you are! No friends. Freedom, property all gone. What could I do but listen to that Roman? A man must hope! A man must help himself!

Even a slave can be a man, Tros answered. What did Marius demand of you?

Skell hesitated yet, but Sigurdsen came striding through the dark with cord and two bronze nails.

Helma! he said, gulping, almost swallowing the word. How? Tros knew the Roman was not fool enough to think he could seduce Helma or persuade her to betray himself.

I was to burn the ship. The Britons were to kill you. The Northmen would be free and masterless. Their own longship that you captured is still seaworthy. Marius was to offer them a price to man that and take him back to Gaul, taking Helma with them.

For Caesar?

So said Marius. Caesar has never seen a daughter of the Vikings.

Hey-yey-yey! Rome breeds centurions, said Tros. That Marius should have been a Greek, not a Roman. But what a loyal dog to Caesar! What a fetch-and-carry, faithful, crafty scout of an ambassador! Luds blood and backbone! Skell! If you had half the grit of Marius and half young Glendwyrs spirit, I might fear you. Better for you, perhaps, that you are no more than a jackal!

He turned away a moment pacing to and fro under the ships keel, with his hands behind him, kicking at his sword-point as he turned. Marius called me a lion, he muttered to himself. Why does a lion let jackals follow him? Why not kill them?

But he knew why he did not intend to kill Skell. He was grateful to him. Skell had been useful, bringing disaffection to a head, providing opportunity to nip in the bud what might have grown into a serious sedition. Skells value was gone for the moment, but men have short memories, whereas a jackals character persists. He might need Skell again.

Zeus pity you! he said, taking the lantern from Sigurdsen and holding it close to Skells face.

There came a blast of freezing wind that made Skell shrug himself against the oaken post on which the ships buttock rested.

I suppose you are here on earth like the rest of us to try to learn to be a man. But how many lives will the learning take you? Miserable bastard! I will not rob you of experience. You may yelp and gnaw bones and jackal it in my wake for a while yet. Until I mark a change in you, be Sigurdsens fetch-and-carry man. Work him hard, Sigurdsen. Follow.

He led the way, swinging the lantern, and inspected all the lumber piles to make sure there were no more fires laid, kicking away the snowdrifts, making Skell move heavy timbers so that he might peer among the crevices. Then into the drafty sheds, stirring among the shavings and adze splinters. Then into the locked storehouse, where the finished fittings lay in orderly confusion. Ropes  there seemed enough to make a net to hold the world in  ash oars, stout and long enough to mast a fishing boat; pegs of larchroot of a dozen sizes and by the thousand, for fastening ships planking; bronze rivets thicker than a mans wrist; working parts, chain and pulleys, for the four great catapults; yew beams and woven horsehair strings for the twelve-flight arrow-engines, arrows by the thousand, iron-barbed, of beech and goosequill, roped in bundles; paint, pitch, box-wood blocks, bronze anchors of a new design, with wooden stocks at right angles to the flukes  wealth! It represented more than wealth to Tros. It was the expression of his genius. It was the key to independence and the unknown.

Sigurdsen eyed it all miserably, valuing the weight of bronze and reckoning the labor that had cost so much in food, housing, clothing, toil of supervision. Had he owned Caesars treasure chest, he would have thought twice, ten times before he risked its contents on a venture on the high seas. To him, a ship was only a protection against famine, a defense against invasion, an expense, a last resource, to be built with skill and patience but reserved until a man must battle with the seas.

He was a sailor because he was a sea-kings son, because he had had to be, because the bitter seas around his northern home had been the only road to anywhere when crops failed and the long, dark winters threatened hunger. Sigurdsen would have bought land and would have built a mansion on it, if he had had Tross money.

Whereas if Tros had had all Caswallons wealth and all the money coined in the mint at Verulam, he would have built three ships instead of one. And the one ship that he could build, with the help of the money he had looted along with Caesars bireme, was to be the finest that had ever sailed the seas.

He had torn Caesars own biremes planks and beams apart for the bronze in her and to learn how Roman shipwrights built for strength; and he had improved on all their joints, proportions, fastenings. For beauty of design, seaworthiness and speed, he had turned to the Northmens longship, captured in the Thames, copying her under-water lines, the easy entry and the almost fish-like quality of the stern, that could never be pooped, however fierce a following sea. Above all he had copied her lightness, sacrificing no strength, stiffening the chine to enable his ship to carry an enormous spread of sail, and providing three masts, in which respect again he was a daring innovator.

As for rig, he had copied the lateen spar, loved of the Phoenicians, with tackles of his own invention that should make it easier to tack swiftly. All his cordage and his sail-cloth was of linen. British women were working by the whale-oil lamps that minute, weaving against time to earn the unheard-of prices that he paid. Three sets of sails, and covers in which to stow them!

Three months work yet, he grumbled, knowing in his heart that he would work a miracle if the last spike should be driven and the last rope bent before midsummer; but to attain the possible a man must strive for the impossible. He knew Caesar would be building ships in Gaul all winter long, and he proposed to take to the sea ahead of him.

He knew that Caesar was meditating a second attempt to invade Britain, although the Britons themselves, Caswallon alone possibly excepted, did not believe it. They were deceived by Caesars overtures for peace, and by the spies, for the most part Gauls, who threaded the country in the guise of merchants. The one thing that Tros dreaded more than all else was that Caesars attempt might be made in spring, before his own ship was finished, perhaps even before he could get her launched.

If he could get her into the water before Caesar came, it might be fairly easy to conceal the mastless hull in some creek higher up the Thames, although it would be more than two hundred feet long and not easy to maneuver in the narrower reaches of the river. He did not believe that even a Roman general would be so unwise, so unseamanly, as to risk his fleet a second time on an open beach, where the first storm was sure to destroy it. Caesars next invasion, he felt sure, would be up the Thames estuary aimed straight at Lunden Town and Verulam.

So he had made his Northmen and his Britons toil from dawn until dark. He had hired minstrels to sing and play music to them. He had hired hunters to keep then well supplied with venison, boar meat, geese and ducks, which was cheaper, after all, than buying sheep and oxen from the land-owners, who put up the price of everything their foresight told them he might need. He had even hired three fishing boats and sent that fleet to sea in winter to bring cod, sole and herring; there was a stench in the biting wind from the smoke-house nearby, and from the vats of fish-oil that he had rendered down from surplus herrings. Only a man who builds a big ship knows what quantities of oil are needed.

Sheltering the lantern now under his bearskin cloak against the wind, he led toward the forges and the foundry, grinding his teeth as he thought of the trouble he had had with British blacksmiths, masters of their craft, past masters of obstruction and extortion, believing themselves keepers of the metal mystery. There were things that Tros knew about metals that they did not know, as for instance, how to melt a modicum of iron in with the bronze to strengthen it, thus helping to reduce weight. He had had to fight them to a standstill before they would admit him into the foundry shed; he had had to threaten to throw them into the molten mixture before they would consent to change the proportions of tin and copper. And then, that battle won, he had had to watch them lest they put in lead instead of iron to spite him.

But the worst had been the charcoal burners. They, too, were a guild and, like the blacksmiths, they were the descendants of swarthy tribes who lorded it in Britain long before the Trinobantes and Iceni came from some forgotten mainland. Conquered and, in a sense, submerged, they had retained their freedom, scorned by the aristocratic Britons, living in their own forest villages of mud and boughs, refusing even to trade charcoal unless they were more than usually hungry.

Yet Tros had needed and continued to need charcoal of the best, almost as much as he needed heart of oak and metal. He had tried raiding their chickens and pigs to reduce them to reason; had tried overpayment, bonuses for quality, and floggings for broken promises, but had failed until at last he found their hermit-priest, half druid, half sorcerer, and by bribing him with smoked cods roe and herring oil had ensured deliveries of the best stuff, kilned, of willow, not oak sticks, burned in heaps beneath a cover of wet turf.

Memory of what that had led to, of the cod-roe and fish-oil friendship made with old Eough, the sorcerer, restored Tros to comparative good humor. It was Eough who had shown him the cave beneath Caswallons stables, into which the dung of generations of horses had been shoveled; Eough who had dug down to the bottom of it where the yellowish crystals lay inches deep; Eough who had shown him how to mix those crystals with powdered sulphur, charcoal, resin and oak sawdust, until he had a fiendish concoction that would burn like the fires of the Jews Gehenna, with a stench that no human being could endure.

It was Eough who knew where sulphur could be found in quantity, though it was rare and valuable stuff in Britain, and had promised to provide it in return for its weight in salted cod and herring oil. He had the lead balls all ready for the mixture  lacked only the sulphur now  and four prodigious catapults of his own invention that would hurl those balls with accuracy nearly half a mile.

Bouquets for Caesar! Better than Romes electioneering ordure poured by women from the roofs! Something that would make an enemy triremes captain hurry to abandon ship!

Thought of the surprise he had in store for Caesar started him singing in the teeth of the howling gale. The song was beaten back against his face; his own ears hardly heard it, but Sigurdsen did, behind him, and began a Viking chant that out-clamored the wind and made even Skell walk like a man.

So they passed by the break in the fence that Conops and the Britons had repaired, passed thence to the long huts where the Britons lay on sheepskins on the floor, and Tros surveyed them, brandishing the lantern, making sure there was no more plotting for that night at any rate; thrust Skell into a watchhouse, where he could sleep alone and pity himself to his hearts content; until at last they tramped into the Northmens quarters, where the table was set in place again and six men slept on it, the others snoring on the benches against the wall.

Tros shook the snow off his bearskin, strode to the fire and kicked the dying embers into a blaze. By the light of that, he turned and looked straight into Sigurdsens eyes.

You little know what eats me, he said, speaking slowly because Sigurdsen had hard work to understand Gaulish.

You lost your little kingdom. I never had one. This ship will be my first. I yearn for it as Caesar yearns to own all earth and sit in judgment with a golden crown on his bald head! I would not give that for a crown, he said, snapping his fingers. Sigurdsen, he went on, staring harder than ever into the Northmans blue-gray eyes, what is the shape of the earth?

Ask Odin. Ask the gods, said Sigurdsen, drawing his huge bulk back a little. Tross expression made him half afraid. There is a rim, over which the sea pours everlastingly, and beyond that there is no air, no light, nothing; but as to what shape it is, who knows?

The earth is round! said Tros. Round like one of those leaden balls I made to fling at Caesar!

Peace! Sigurdsen exclaimed. He was scandalized. A man should not make jests of such a matter.

Round! said Tros. And I will sail around it!

Now you are mad! said Sigurdsen. I have known men made mad by a blow on the skull.

How mad was I when I told you we could build a longship with three banks of oars? Tros answered. How mad was I when I gave you your liberty? You, raw-beaten, trembling with hate, as ready to kill me as to eat my salt? How mad was I when I told you of the catapults, and of the burning stink? Mad, I suppose, because I will cover the ship with tin if I can get the stuff! How many times have I lied to you since you first knew me? The world is round.

That is easy to say. But who knows it? How do you know? Sigurdsen demanded.

There was a half-glare in his eyes. The whites gleamed in the firelight.

How did I know how to figure the ships dimensions? It is part of the Mystery teaching. Earth, moon, sun, stars, all of them are round, and the earth revolves around the sun.

You lie! said Sigurdsen breathlessly.

If I lie, Tros said, looking hard at him again, and if you can prove it, I will give you the ship and all that she contains!

Huh! Who can prove it? Sigurdsen retorted.

You and I. We will set forth. We will sail around the world. If we should reach that rim you speak of, where the sea goes tumbling over and there is no more air, I will give you the ship and you may sail her home again. I will give you the ship unless I can prove that the world is round by sailing all the way around. We shall see.

No, said Sigurdsen, we shall never see.

How not?

If Sigurdsen had understood the glow in Tross amber eyes he would have been less careless how he delivered himself pledged and bound.

Because, he answered, the men will mutiny if they learn that we sail on such a madmans quest as that! They will never consent to start.

Which is why I speak to you and not to them, said Tros. This is my secret and yours, none others. If you keep it and if you play me fair, serving faithfully as my lieutenant, and if we two together find that the world is not round, she shall be your ship!

She is as good as my ship now! said Sigurdsen.

But if you fail me in one particular, if you refuse me one obedience, or if you hang back, or if you seek to turn homeward before we see that rim of the world that you say is there, or if we prove that the world is round by sailing all around it, then she is still my ship and you are still my man, said Tros. Shake hands on it.

Whereat, having bound Sigurdsen by oath and by cupidity, so that he had no more doubt of him at all, Tros left him staring at the embers and returned to where Helma sat before the fire stirring warm mead against his coming.


CHAPTER 41. The world is round!

Ye accuse me of keeping secret knowledge that I should share among you, as if a she-bear should show you her cubs or a thrush should tell you where her eggs are nested. There is nothing, nay, no knowledge hidden saving only from him who seeketh the wherewithal to fatten ignorance.
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HELMA sponged the blood out of Tross hair, where Sigurdsens fists had rained blows on him, and sat down to her knitting. There was no light but the blazing hearth, and from that the howling wind blew intermittent gusts of smoke into the room, but it was no darker or draftier than her former home beside the Baltic had been, and she was proud of Tros, which bred contentment.

She had settled down to wifehood better than he had to the husbands part. He was a disturbing man to live with, approving all the outer forms of luxury, evidenced by painted walls, dyed hangings, goose-breast feather bed and the best of everything to eat and drink, but bursting in to swallow a meal in haste and charging out again to stride among the ship-builders and watch each peg and rivet driven home. When the bronze was to be poured he stayed out all night long.

You love that ship much better than you love me, she had said a dozen times.

He usually laughed and answered that he did not doubt it.

Shall you change a man in three months? he would ask her. That ship is of my own imagining. I dreamed her. Lo, I build her. You came from the gods. I never sought you. I accepted you, because it seemed to me the gods intended that, and you are a good woman, brave and beautiful.

Whereafter, in the rare quiet moments that they had together, he would lapse into a brown study, staring at the fire, brows knitted, studying some problem of construction or contriving new ingenious ways of saving time.

But tonight he was in a new mood, at any rate in her experience. He looked at her instead of at the fire. It seemed almost for the first time to occur to him that her hair was like spun gold, her eyes the color of lake water in the spring, her figure, neck, hands, feet, like those of a Diana that adorned a fane in Ephesus. He even remarked on it.

No wonder Marius bribed Skell!

She looked up sharply from her knitting.

He tried to bribe me. She nodded, watching Tross eyes.

Which? Skell or Marius?

Marius.

Tros whistled three or four bars of a song that had its vogue along the Alexandrian waterfront, a song about the Ptolemies and women. But Helma did not know it was impolite, she rather liked the air, and she never could help smiling when Tros whistled. He did it through the gap between his square front teeth, and it made all the muscles of his face move comically.

He sent his slave, said Helma, that Greek Bagoas who shaves him and makes his bed. That was yesterday.

Why didnt you tell me?

Because you are you, and I do not wish to change you, but myself, so that I may resemble you and we may understand each other. You are still, and you watch when an enemy begins to uncover his plan, until the time comes to surprise the enemy. And then you smite. So I was still. I saw that you knew part of what was going on, and I did not wish to confuse you. But I made my brother, Sigurdsen, betray what was in his mind, and so brought that part to a head. None questions now who is captain. Now since that is settled, I will tell you about Marius.

Tros stroked his beard. He began to study his young wife all over again from the beginning. Brave he had known her to be, and beautiful, and not at all given to contradicting him, which was more convenient for her than possibly she guessed! But this was a new phase of her.

Speak in your own good time, he said.

And that was not the way that most men treated women. One demanded to know every detail of their conversation with any other man, pretending as a rule to disbelieve every word of it, or else one ran away because they talked too much.

Marius sent Bagoas, Helma went on, and Bagoas promised that if I will persuade you to join Caesar and become a Roman citizen, Caesar will see to it that I visit Rome under his protection. He said, I will become a great lady in Rome, because all Rome will admire my fair hair and my complexion.

And you said?

I answered, I do not negotiate with slaves. I said, let Caesar speak to the Lord Tros in person.

Good! Tros clapped his thigh, then laid his head against the chair- back, laughing silently. This is a fine cycle of intrigue! he said after a minute or two. First, Marius invites me to become a Roman and receive the command of Caesars fleet, undoubtedly, although he did not say so, in order that I may lead the fleet up the Thames and rape the stronghold of my friend Caswallon.

Next, through Skells agency, Marius persuades my Northmen to try to compel me to become a Roman. Yet at the same time, and through the same Skells agency, he tried to persuade my Britons to rebel against me on the very ground that I propose to sell them to the Romans. In the self-same hour he bribes Skell to burn my ship, and to take you and my Northmen to Caesar, leaving me dead, murdered by my Britons. Later, all plans having miscarried, he proposes to have Skell crucified in a storm, so that he may freeze to death before he can reveal the plot. What do you make of it all?

He sat back again, watching Helmas face across the zone of firelight. She counted stitches on her knitting needle before she answered.

I make of it that Caesar knows you are a man of valor, a stout friend or a bold enemy, she said at last. He will either have you on his side or else destroy you. From what you have told me of Caesar, I think he would keep faith with you if you should yield to him. And I think, that if you refuse to yield to him he will never rest until he has found some way of killing you.

Tros nodded

And what do you advise? he asked.

Be yourself, Lord Tros. It seems to me you have no ambition such as Caesars, and if you should yield to him you would have to be another Marius. Caesar would use your valor and strength and cunning. He would reward you. You would grow richer than ever Marius will. But Caesar would become your god and you his servant, furthering his aim. You have told me his aim is to bring the whole world under the Roman yoke, he ruling Rome. I am sure that you could help him better than any lieutenant he has yet had. But I would rather drown with you in freedom than wear gold and pearls on the steps of Caesars throne. Nevertheless, I will do as you say.

Tros nodded, reappraising her. In the few months since she fell captive to his sword he had had no time to probe into her inner consciousness and learn of what stuff she was made. But it seemed she had studied him, and she astonished him.

Speaking of the world, he said, what shape is it?

She looked up from her knitting suddenly, surprised, her blue eyes meeting his, first, as if she suspected him of trying to make fun of her, then, aware that he was in earnest.

I would like to know, she answered.

Zeus!

He grinned as if she had given him new ships stores or a new idea for building against time. He looked as pleased with her as if she were a coil of seven-ply linen rope, or a bolt of linen sail-cloth, or a ton of well-kilned willow charcoal.

You shall know! Helma, you shall see!

She laid the knitting on her lap and watched him, awaiting more speech, never questioning him when he was in that mood, never interrupting thought when it glowed behind his amber eyes. But at last she understood that he was studying her, not thinking of the worlds shape.

If I may see what you see, she said.

But he brushed that aside with a gesture as mere harping on the obvious. Of course she should see. She was his wife. She should sail the high seas with him.

I wonder I never thought of that before, he exclaimed, looking at her so hard, so appraisingly that she looked down at her hands and at her dyed woolen dress to see what the matter might be.

Were you thinking of leaving me behind? she asked. But he brushed that aside, too, as not worthy of discussion.

Nay! But I had not thought how you shall go before me! Helma, one thing I have mulled over in vain until this minute, how shall the ships bow be finished! A serpent there shall be, since that betokens wisdom. I have the serpent made, of coiling larchroot more than a mans thigh thick and the head carved from a great lump of yew, mouth open, all set with whales teeth found on the seashore. It lies in the storehouse now, awaiting nothing but the paint and gold leaf. There is a great forked tongue of bronze, fixed on a hinge, so it will flicker like a moving serpents when the ship moves.

Wonderful, said Helma, disappointed.

Aye! It will make the Romans pray! But I have thought of a greater thing. Below where the serpent is to oversee the course, between the ships bow and the waterline, a place lacks ornament. I had thought of adding three coils to the serpent, so that it might appear to rise out of the sea from under the ships keel, but it is better to give it two tails coiling on either side the full length of the sheer strakes, joining into one tail at the stern. And now I know what I will do with the ships stem beneath the serpents neck. I will set your image there, blue eyes and golden hair and all! Cuchulain the Briton shall carve it out of heart of yew, and I will give him his freedom for reward if he carves it true and lifelike.

Helma smiled. That was the greatest tribute Tros had paid to her, perhaps the greatest that he could pay. But Tros laughed, long and silently.

Why do you laugh? she asked him.

To think what my stern old father would have said, to see a figure of a woman on my ships bow! He would have spoken of the Roman Venus Genetrix, from whom Caesar claims descent, and of the wharfs of Alexandria, and Ostia, and Massilia. However, my father is dead, I live. Helma, can you keep a secret, a tremendous secret, greater than all Caesars schemes?

She nodded.

The world is round!

She nodded. She believed whatever Tros said. She would have believed it square, had he said so.


CHAPTER 42. Galba, the Sicilian

It is through the open gate of each mans treachery and idleness, that each mans enemy comes in.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE FENCE Tros had built around his shipyard was intended less to keep his own men in than to keep intruders out. There was no risk of his Northmen straying far; they had too recently been enemies of the Britons; they would have been unsafe almost anywhere on the countryside, and though they had received their nominal freedom at Tross hands, they had neither goods nor money and would have found it next to impossible to make a living. Whereas Tros fed them royally, and they liked the work of ship-building.

His Britons, on the other hand, were slaves and, as such, outlaws if they should dare to run away. Every slave-owner and every serf above the rank of slave, nominally free but not allowed to leave the land he tilled, would be in arms against them. Their only chance, if they should desert Tros, would be to do so in a body and take to the woods, driving off cattle and plundering lonely homesteads.

Delay, obstruction, interference came chiefly from without, and from two sources. First, those rebels had had women who depended on them, some unfit for service, some too young. Those clamored at the gate for food and shelter, and Tros fed them for a while, though he could ill afford it. Some he set to work at weaving and at making sails; others went to the ropewalk, where the linen cordage was twisted and tested. Some merely wailed and devoured good sustenance. They were all a nuisance. They all knew their men-folks liberty was forfeited and that they must be left behind when the ship was launched and sailed away at last. To all intents and purposes their men were dead, as they would have been dead in fact  hung, burned alive, beheaded  had Tros not accepted them as Caswallons gift.

A few at a time, the marriageable ones were absorbed into British families. A few of the older women died, mainly of misery, and some of the younger ones were taken by the druids to be kept as virgins in the sacred sisterhood. In the end the druids took all but a few and parceled them out around the countryside, obliging men of means to accept them as serving-women, whether useful or not. It was the few who remained after that who gave Tros the most trouble, nine women, their own fathers toiling at the heavy labor in the yard, upsetting discipline by siren-smiling at the Northmen overseers, who were human and young and not eager to be stayed by good advice.

Legally Tros might have sold those women. They were his. Daughters of traitors, captives of Caswallons spear, they became, foot, hand and hide, the property of the king, who had waived possession in Tross favor, although Caswallon himself took over their homes and goods. But there was something in Tross obstinate nature that objected to that very commonplace proceeding. He did not even like the thought of selling men. He had bought men in days gone by to man oars in his fathers ship, but had never sold them; he had never bought or sold a woman, and he did not propose to begin.

He tried discussing it with Sigurdsen. But Sigurdsen said, Boys will be boys, and shrugged his shoulders. He talked it over with Helma, who chose one of them as maid and kept two alert blue eyes on her. But that left eight, and eight ownerless women can play havoc among thirty or forty homeless sailormen. He asked Caswallons advice, but Caswallon only laughed.

Nay, nay, Tros! I have my own task kinging it, and Lud knows there are too many women, what with Caesar having killed so many young men on the beach, and Glendwyrs revolt, and one thing and another. Those girls are yours. By law you have to feed them or else deed them to some one who will. Put them to use, I would, but that is your affair.

The trouble of it was, that they were not bad-looking women of the swarthier, smaller type descended from tribes that inhabited Britain before the Britons came. They had the conquered disposition that takes a century or two to acquire and another century or two to overcome, a disposition to assume inferiority, social as well as moral, and to take other folks assumption of a privilege for granted. But that also implied an ingrown subtlety and an alertness to take advantage of weakness wherever they found it or believed it to exist.

Tross generosity was weakness in their eyes. They knew the law. They had no right to expect anything but slavery. If Tros had not helped Caswallon to suppress rebellion and so become possessed of their fathers and brothers along with themselves, their normal fate would have been to be swapped to the Iceni for horses, and thereafter possibly resold to the Northmen when the trade ships began coming from the Baltic in the spring. Or if, instead of trade ships, raiding parties should come, they might have been used to bribe the pirates to go away again.

Meanwhile, in the ropewalk they were more trouble than they were worth, since they needed so much supervision. They did not lay the linen fiber properly or twist it evenly unless watched all the time, and the men capable of supervising them were needed for at least equally important work elsewhere.

The other constant source of trouble was the visitors. The Britons came in droves to watch the ship-building, and there were many of them too important to be denied admission to the yard. No aristocrat, least of all Caswallon or his immediate friends, ever moved without a train of followers. They used to ride down or drive their two-horse wicker chariots and spend the day criticizing, asking questions and getting in everybodys way.

They were great humorists. One party of them asked Tros what name he intended to bestow on his great ship when it was finished. When he refused to tell, they named it for him  the dung ship, because of Eoughs explorations in the cave beneath Caswallons stable and the barrels full of yellowish crystals that had found their way subsequently to the yard. That name offended the Northmen mightily. There was very nearly a race riot that endangered the lives of all the Northmen in the yard.

The spice of that jest seemed never to lose its flavor. Britons would make their grooms pick up hot horse dung and offer it as payment for admission at the gate. And when Conops, resenting about the dozenth proffered offering of that kind, flung the stuff in the face of one of Caswallons cousins, a fight ensued in which Conops used his knife, and Tros had to hand over two of his best British carpenters by way of damages.

But there was one man among the constant visitors who made trouble of a more perplexing sort. He was a Sicilian by the name of Galba, an attendant of Marius the Roman. Nothing could persuade Caswallon or his followers that a guest or a guests companions might legitimately be regarded with suspicion. They said they were not spies. They were guests. Their word was taken for it, the aristocratic Britons having absurdly high-flung notions about chivalry. Marius and Galba had both eaten at Caswallons table and were being entertained in the great house on Luds Hill, Lunden Town. Ranking as Caswallons guests, Tros had to endure both of them, he being also a guest in Britain and beholden to Caswallon for facilities to build his ship.

Galba came more frequently than Marius, gave himself lesser airs than the centurion did, but observed too closely and too much. He was apparently extremely aware of the fact that as a guest in Britain his life was sacrosanct and his liberty of movement unrestricted. Tros called him a spy to his face, but he only laughed and answered that Romes eyes were as far-sighted as her arm was long. He followed that observation with a thinly veiled threat:

What would the Britons do if they thought you were building this ship to use against them? A crew of Northmen, rebels, pirates  there are other kings beside Caswallon.

After that Tros gave the gods a dozen opportunities to terminate Galbas lease of life. Once, when he had a great beam hoisted, ready to be swung into the ship and Galba stood beneath it looking at a newly invented boring tool, Tros knocked out the ratchet that held the crane-winch. But the beam struck the sheer-strake as it fell and was deflected, missing Galba by more than a yard.

It was the same when bronze was being poured, and Galba stood close to the mold. Tros put a little water in a hollow of the fire-clay trough and stepped well out of range of the explosion. The trough was blown to pieces and about half the bronze was spilled, but Galba seemed to bear a charmed life; not even a drop of the whitehot metal touched him.

But the closest that Galba came to death was when Tros was trying out the forward starboard catapult before hoisting and installing it. It was a thing entirely of his own invention that avoided the use of the twisted sinew springs the Romans relied on and that were so affected by dampness, dry wind, friction, heat and cold.

Between two uprights, thirty feet high, with a big bronze pulley-wheel on top, he had a rectangular lead weight weighing a ton, encased in wicker-work and hoisted by a winch. When a lever was struck by a mallet, the weight fell, and the sudden force of that was transferred to the missile by means of ropes and a sliding mechanism that jerked the missile forward through a long trough, which could be moved on a hinge and turn-table to give the necessary angle and direction. To prevent the falling weight from injuring the bottom of the ship there was a cushion of willow wicker-work; and to secure the maximum efficiency and range, the force of the fall was transferred to the propelling mechanism just before the weight reached bottom.

The first shot Tros fired with his new invention  a lump of rock the size of a mans head  went clear across the Thames and knocked a branch from a tree a hundred yards beyond the farther mud-bank. It was the second shot that very nearly ended Galbas campaign of investigation.

Tros invited him to examine the mechanism, ordered the weight cranked up, and proceeded to show him the ingenious bronze levers by which the speed of the projecting instrument was multiplied. He persuaded Galba to lean over the trough to examine its oiled grooves, and then with his own hand struck the lever that released the weight. But Galba looked up to watch a wild goose flying overhead, so when the mechanism whizzed along its course his head still remained on his shoulders. But he grew very wary of Tros after that. He was a debonair, curly-headed, lightly framed Sicilian, who could be wary without inviting all the universe to pay attention to the fact.

So Tros wasted a lot more ingenuity in the vain effort to send Galba to another world without himself incurring the responsibility. He even went to the length of entertaining Galba by Helmas fireside, and was perfectly frank with Galba concerning the reason for it:

You are Caesars spy. For all I know, you may have been sent to murder me. In Britain, if you murder a man whose food you have eaten, without first serving notice on him that you have become his enemy, they first torture you and then burn you to death.

I am no mans enemy, said Galba, sipping at Tross mead and apple guardedly, as if he thought it might be poisoned. I studied philosophy in Syracuse. I believe that a man should attend strictly to his own conduct and leave others to govern themselves. Then such gods as there are, and whatever they are, preserve a man. They seem to have preserved me, he added pointedly.

Nevertheless, I will make it known that you have eaten at my table, Tros remarked.

Galba spoke Gaulish with the skill of an intellectual, and that was the only tongue that Tros and Helma had as yet in common. Tros knew Greek, Latin and all the tongues of the Levant, including the Phoenician and Arabic, the Aramaic dialects and at least a smattering of Coptic. Helma knew only her own Norse and the Gaulish dialect men spoke in that corner of Britain, which differed only slightly in pronunciation from the speech of northern Gaul.

So it did not take the observant Galba any time at all to discover that the relationship between Tros and Helma was on a very different basis from that of, say, a Sicilian and his wife, or a Greek and the prospective mother of his sons. They stood more on a basis of equality and there was confidence between them, as if they shared together a tremendous secret.

Tros did not appear to be in love with his young wife or in love with anything except his ship, but he appeared to take it for granted that Helma also loved the ship, to regard her as a practical independent ally pledged to one course with himself. And that is a much more unbreakable bond between two people than any emotional love affair.

The confidence was proven by Tross entire willingness to let Helma converse with strangers. In fact, he seemed to like her to take the burden of conversation, he alternately listening and lapsing into a brown study. Most of the time it was impossible to tell whether Tros was interested or was visioning new details for his ship; but when referred to, he invariably had an answer ready.

So Galba made Helmas acquaintance carefully at Tross fireside after the meal, while the slave-girl washed the dishes and Tros, in his great oak chair, removed the gold band from his forehead, solid, beaten from one of Caesars wreaths to replace the ancient one he had broken and bound on Helmas arm that night he married her. It was heavy, and he liked to lay his head back and his feet up while he rested.

The Sicilian was an artful talker, not too ingratiating, not too given to open flattery, rather frankly curious, making his approach to Helma as he had approached Tross shipyard, on a basis of privilege that might not be denied. He explained that he was one of Caesars gatherers of information about foreign lands. Caesar was writing a book, omnivorous of facts. Could Helma tell him of the distant north from which she came?

So Helma told tales of the Baltic, and of the long nights farther north than that, where winter reigns for seven months, and of summers when there was no night. She told of fishing and of great whales, of fjords where the pines came to the waters edge and fishing fleets might be land-locked for a month on end by winds that blew forever from the westward and the northwest.

And that is why Northmen are good at the oar, and why their ships are built to sail into the wind.

Presently, because Galba urged, she sang, her fingers plucking at imaginary harp strings and her strong young voice athrill with the heroic mystery of legend. But the words were Norse and neither Tros nor Galba understood them. Nevertheless, Tros leaned forward in his chair to listen, and the lean-lipped, sarcastic Galba changed color, drumming in time to the song with those dark-skinned, deceitful fingers that looked capable of anything at all except hard work.

And so  because if you sing to a man of what your heart knows, you have given to him something you can not recall  there began a kind of intimacy, guarded indeed since Helma knew Tros mistrusted Galba, and she, too, mistrusted him; and not immoderately emphasized by Galba, who was subtle even in his method of discarding subtlety.

In his own turn Galba sang of Syracuse and of the wars of Sicily, of Carthage and of tyrants who played a losing hazard of intrigue between the Wolf of the Aventines and the Punic Lion.

Then Tros sang about Jason and the Golden Fleece, in a basso voice that crashed among the roof-beams, his eyes glowing as he all unconsciously revealed the grandeur of his own hopes and the splendor of his zeal to conquer far horizons. The words were Greek and Galba understood them; even he, though the apostle of all cynicism, understood Tross heart was on his lips that hour and more than ancient legend was unrolling to the sea-wave tune. The words might crash on the ancient beaches of an unknown Euxine shore; but to Helma, ignorant of Greek, and to Galba, ignorant of all but cynicism, there swung into the mental vision paths along the moonbeams to a chartless ocean where the sea-birds were the pilots, and the lure lay in a mans own heart, not in the chink of commerce nor the clash of arms, nor even in the thump of oarbeats or the thunder of the wind in straining sails, though the thunder and the oar-beats seemed to pulse an obbligato to the song.

And then Tros sang of the fall of Troy. He sang the Trojan view of it. Of Helen, fair-haired Helen, whom the Trojans thought worth dying for. He made a mystery of vision and ideals, raped from Greece  unworthy of them  and defended against all the gods of greed and envy and the men who hate those who have done what they failed to do themselves.

In the end you will die for a womans sake, said Galba when Tros ceased singing and coughed, because the blue smoke filled his lungs. But Helma shook her head, thought otherwise.


CHAPTER 43. The Conference of Kings

Instead of blaming one another for the flood, have ye thought yet about aiding one another to withstand it?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



MARIUS AND GALBA gave Tros less anxiety than did Taliesan, the Lord High Druid, and certain British kings who jumped at opportunity to balk Caswallon. Galbas veiled threat materialized. Some said the Romans, through spies, had corrupted those kings, and that might be, for the Roman spies were everywhere. But none spoke of Taliesan except with awe. However, Fflur said they were jealous of her husband and suspected him of planning to make himself the paramount chief of Britain.

Whereas, said Fflur, discussing events with Tros and Helma up on the stern of the big ship amid the din of hammer-blows, if they only would believe it, he would rather hunt deer and make merry than anything else the gods permit. He is too easy-going, too generous, too ready to make friends.

But Fflur was the daughter of Mygnach the Dwarf, and there was more insight and hind- and fore-sight in her heritage than in that of most women. She looked nearly young enough to be the sister of her oldest son; and yet there was old wisdom in her eyes and something akin to fear, as if she could see too much but could avoid too little.

There was Gwanar, king of the Iceni, breeder of horses and more or less ruler of hard-bitten men who were forever coming southward to Caswallons country to sell mares. Gwanar and Fflur were first cousins, which tended to a peaceful settlement of most disputes, but Gwanar had not sent men to resist Caesars first invasion, and he either believed or pretended to believe that the Roman would never repeat the attempt.

Then there was Caradoc of the Silures, who dwelt in the west where druidism was far more than a religion; it was almost life itself. Caradoc might not have interfered; he was of the darker, swarthier type of Briton, of Iberian ancestry, and his lands were too remote for him to have troubled his head about Caswallons alleged ambitions. But Madoc, king of the Coranians, had married his sister, who was known as a wise woman, wiser than Fflur. Madoc sent ambassadors to the Iceni and Caradoc followed suit.

They three brought in Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici, lover of his own importance, bottle-nosed and crippled of one arm, who loved intrigue far better than plain dealing. Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici agitated and accused Caswallon to the druids, mainly about Tros, whom he had never seen, until there was nothing left to do but summon a five-king conference.

The druids would have preferred to avoid it. They were not in love with Tros, although they regarded his father, Perseus, as a high priest, greater than all but a few of themselves. But they were not against him. And they were the only authorities who could guarantee the holding of such a conference without mismanagement or bloodshed.

Normally the druids took no part in politics, but they recognized no boundaries to their own influence, which was as nearly entirely spiritual as it could be kept. Their supremacy was everywhere conceded, and they performed the ceremonies when a king was girdled with the gold insignia of office. Without the druids sanction there could be no kings. Their mound-encircled hospices were held so sacred that no king would have dared or would have dreamed of daring to enter without permission, or to hale forth even a murderer who had taken refuge there.

And the druids did interfere whenever the kings exceeded their proper authority or entered into combinations against one another. They were ever ready with advice when asked. They sometimes volunteered it. They were held in such universal awe and reverence that if they told a king to abdicate he had no choice but to obey.

So it was always druids who presided when the kings met; druids who sent the invitations, although it was usually kings who pulled the wires that set druids influence in motion.

What I need, said Caswallon to Tros one day when the invitation had arrived, is an army of ten thousand men, ready to resist Caesar. Then Caesar would never invade. What they fear is that if I had such an army at my beck and call, I would use it to subdue all Britain. If the druids should say yes, then I could have the army in a week. If they say no, then I shall never have it.

If Caesar should come, the druids would suffer most of all. He hates them. They know it. Surely they will let you have the army, since it is your land that will be invaded first, Tros answered.

Caswallon shook his head. He knew the druids, feared them, loved them in his own way, which was wholly Celtic. And he knew those rival kings.

We will go, he said, and at least thereafter we shall know the worst.

So Helma went with Fflur to stay at Merrow, where there was a sacred pool and near that, a farm belonging to Caswallon, they taking with them all those nine British slave-women who had given Tros such trouble. Fflur had a notion she could find them husbands among the hinds who watched sheep on Merrow Downs. Tros, yielding to Caswallons importunity, spared three clear days of winter sunshine when the planking of the upper deck was being laid, dreading lest the parsimonious Sigurdsen should skimp the oil on the layer of linen between the double planking, or lest they should omit to cramp the woodwork properly before they drove the spikes, and went with Caswallon to the druids mound-encircled hospice near by Verulam.

Old, old as the hills is Verulam. There is the mint, and there my father lived. Luds blood! He had a good house, but I let the druids have it when Taliesan came from the west. They keep the mint, which makes the gold and silver safe enough, Caswallon said as he drove at his usual speed, as fast as the gray stallions could lay hoof to ground, with Tros up beside him in the wicker-bodied chariot. Verulam is a healthier place than Lunden. Better hunting, better pasture for the horses, no fogs from the river to give a man Luds ague, higher ground, better in every way. But no druid, no king! I was proud that I had my fathers house to give to Taliesan. He came and blessed my new house that I built in Lunden, saying it should not fall by fire or to a foeman in my day.

They did not go unattended. There was Orwic, at the head of four-and- twenty gentlemen-at-arms-the aristocratic caste, descendants of tribes who came from oversea three centuries before. Landholders, rich in their own right, who might not be denied the privilege of riding escort to the king, as well as of knowing nearly all his business. Behind them rode as many grooms and servants, most of whom were not so fair-haired or so light-complexioned, some of mixed blood.

Caswallon did not talk much during the long drive through the forest. He frowned and muttered to himself, impatient when they halted at a mound- encircled roadhouse to change teams, refusing drink, eager to be off again.

Brother Tros, we shall need our wits, he said at last. Lord Druid Taliesan is a brother of gods, wiser than Merlin, and he loves me. But there are Caradoc, Gwanar, Gwenwynwyn, Madoc, of whom two are crafty men, and two are fools. It is what you and I will say that must solve this riddle by persuading Taliesan. I wish my tongue were readier and my heart less so.

Keep an open mind. Play my hand and I will play yours, Tros advised him.

Good! Stand you by me.

Thereafter not one word until they galloped down a lane between enormous oaks and came on to the rising open ground by Verulam, where the druids white hospice that was once Caswallons fathers house, gleamed in the setting sun above the turfed mound that surrounded it. The turf showed brown through rotting snow, and the roof was green and gray in patches where the lichen edged the shingles. It was an enormous house, built mainly of adze-hewn timber.

There was a gathering of wool-robed druids, and the mighty Taliesan himself in the midst of them by the gate in the gap in the encircling mound, but no sign of any other kings, although the hour was late.

If we come first, good. And if we come last, better. Lud deliver us if we are neither first nor last, Caswallon said, screwing up his eyes to scan the group of druids. The first and last create a stir. Kings who are neither first nor last are nobodies.

There was a stir, at any rate, a fanfare of golden trumpets. The druids received their guests with song and with holly garlands, even hanging wreaths on the horses necks that pricked them and made them frantic. But that gave Caswallon a chance to display his horsemanship, which he enjoyed. He reined in the maddened stallions, tossed the reins to a groom who charged up in the nick of time, leaped to the ground and knelt for the old High Druids blessing. Tros knelt beside him. Then they entered by a wide gate through an embankment supported on the inside by a wall of heavy timber, up which ivy climbed, a century old, its main stems thicker than a mans thigh.

Behind the chanting druids Caswallon and Tros went arm-in-arm. They looked like two kings, not a king and his attendant, because Tros had donned his purple cloak for the occasion, bordered deep with gold embroidery. His deep- sea rolling stride was more majestic than Caswallons, who had lived too long on horseback to walk handsomely. But neither of them held a candle to the old Lord Druid at the head of the procession  not for dignity or grace or majesty or any other attribute.

Good! We are the last! Caswallon whispered, and he kept the whole company waiting a good ten minutes longer while he and Tros washed themselves in a room to the left of the door.

There were four kings standing in a row before the hearth in the great inner hall, and on the far side of the round table and two long ones was a crowd of their retainers, counselors, gentlemen-at-arms, bards, minstrels  crushing toes and shoving one another for the front rank.

The round table was on a dais that occupied about a quarter of the floor space at the farther end. From the dais to the door the two long tables were set parallel, spread with linen cloth and silver and pewter dishes. But the round table was spread with a finer cloth, bearing designs dyed in three colors. Its plates were of gold, the cups of colored glass, gold-edged.

The huge hall was entirely lined with dark oak, and there was a high gallery around three sides, over which whispering druids leaned. They burst into welcoming song as Caswallon entered, and the four kings by the hearth stiffened themselves to show their breeding in four different ways  surly, supercilious, suspicious, condescending.

However, Caswallon out-kinged them. He stood, his followers in a formidable crowd behind, and let the old High Druid introduce him, as if he had never before seen one of those kings, was rather curious to know them and quite willing to be kissed on both cheeks, provided, by standing on tiptoe, they could reach that far.

The Lord Caswallon! The Lord Tros! said an announcer by the door. It might have been one of Caswallons followers. Young Orwic was quite capable of that.

The Lord Caswallon! The Lord Tros! the old Lord Druid repeated. And the four kings had to leave the hearth to come and kiss Caswallon, since he would not go to them.

They were neither shabby men nor insignificant. They stood like kings and were more richly costumed than Caswallon. Gwenwynwyn, king of the Ordovici, he of the bottle nose, was dressed in cloth of gold with gold and amber ornaments. The others wore dyed woolen stuff and cloaks of imported Gaulish broadcloth trimmed with fur. They all wore gold chains and the royal golden girdle at their waists, but Caswallon and Tros, almost without an ornament between them, except Tross jeweled sword-hilt and the gold forehead band, out-braved them, nevertheless.

There was that about Caswallon in his plain, dyed wool and beautifully made cloak of figured deerskin, edged with gold and blue, that no amount of ornament could offset. He looked open-countenanced and honest. His emotions were there for the world to see depicted on his face, and they were manly. When he laughed it meant he was amused. If he frowned he was angry. When he looked at the old Lord Druid he was half afraid and half affectionate. When four kings kissed him he was perfectly aware they did it with suppressed hate, and his face showed tolerant understanding of their jealousy.

He pulled Tros forward by the arm and made them kiss Tros, too. There was no way for them to refuse without open violence to the laws of British courtesy. Then he had them greet and give the curt, perfunctory embrace to every one of his escort, taking each one by the arm in turn to name him.

So that is good. Tonight, at least, there will be no stabbing in the back, he laughed. Before they realized what he was doing he had taken precedence and was following the old Lord Druid to the dais and the round table where five other druids already waited. So because he drew Tros with him arm-in-arm, he and Tros had seats on either hand of the old prelate with druids on either side of them again. The other kings had no choice but to take the remaining seats, some with their backs to the two long tables. Druid and king alternated all around the table, none challenging Tross right to royal honors, although Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici scowled at him and took offense when he laid his jewel-hilted sword beneath his chair.

You  you should have left that outside, he objected.

Not with you near! Tros retorted. They two were foes by instinct, without given cause or reason, which is the deadliest kind of enmity, the easiest to fan into a blaze, the least responsive to the efforts of any peace-maker.

When the followers of all five kings had elbowed and quarreled enough and had all found places at last at the two long tables, with monk-robed druids behind them to act the hospitable part of servingmen, there was a note struck on a golden gong, which set the key for a hymn to Mother Nature, of which every man in Britain knew the words from end to end. The old Lord Druid led the singing, but grew silent after the first few measures. The choir in the gallery wove harmonies under the carved ceiling beams. The gentlemen-at-arms and serving druids thundered the refrain. Then silence, and a blessing from the old Lord Druid in a voice that sounded like the rolling of the wheels of golden destiny.

Druids lit the sconces then, as if that were ritual. There was a creaking of the benches as men took their seats, and silence, broken only by such noises as a man must make if he chews meat with an open mouth and breathes through his nose because his mouth is full; that, the clatter of plates and the opening and closing of two doors, through which the druids brought endless quantities of things to eat. All hungry. All on their best behavior.

At the round table the silence was almost agonizing, each royal guest staring at Caswallon and Tros between mouthfuls, doing his best to stare them out of countenance and getting better than he gave, until the Lord Druid spoke at last and loosed their tongues. There was none, unless possibly Tros  he lacked the Celtic sense of reverence  who would have dared to speak until the prelate had spoken first.

The old man merely asked Caswallon how the roads were on the way to Lunden. But, that being Britain, the dam was down then and there began at once a crossfire conversation about horses, hunting, fishing, scarcity of wild geese and the quality of last years oat crop. Babbling noise from the lower room told that the gentlemen-at-arms were also talking horse. Minute after minute the whole atmosphere grew friendlier.

Caswallon told a story about a favorite mare of his that bore two foals, both skew-bald, and how the three together drew his chariot until the Romans came and they were drowned in the surf all three fighting with their teeth against Caesars legions.

Gwanar, king of the Iceni, capped that with a story of a stallion that carried a fat man from sea to sea, the breadth of Britain, without rest or food. Not to be out-boasted by those two, Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici told of a giant among his people who could lift a grown horse on his shoulders and carry the struggling beast from one town to the next.

Thereafter Tros told of sights he had seen by land and sea, and that was entertainment to which even the Lord Druid listened eagerly. He spoke of the Pharos lighthouse, visible on a dark night from seventy miles away at sea, whose giant lenses were of glass, made in Arabia, whose flame was from a rare oil found in the earth beyond the eastern Euxine shore, whose marble tower contained an engine worked by steam that hoisted the fuel and supplies out of boats in the sea below.

Then he told of the fane of Diana at Ephesus all overlaid with silver, and of the temple at Jerusalem of cedar and gold and stones ten cubits long, where, on feast days, it took from dawn to dark to slay the sacrifice, so many hecatombs of beasts were brought. And he spoke of King Ptolemys palace on the Lochias at Alexandria all hung with silk from somewhere east of the rising sun. He spoke of the wealth of Egypt, of the corn-ships that sailed in fleets bearing grain by the million bushels.

And presently the Gaulish wine began to flow, the druids only sipping theirs, but the five kings drinking deep. The gentlemen-at-arms were served with mead, and not too much of it. Drunk or sober they would not dare to offend the druids, but with too much mead in him, a man might forget wherein offense consists. Tros added water to his wine and noticed that the old High Druid did the same.

In course of time, when the edge of a winters appetite was dulled, the minstrels tuned their harps, each kings musician striving to excel with songs about ancient heroes. But as soon as each song was finished the druids choir in the gallery sang sacred harmonies that took the fight out of the gentlemen-at-arms, restoring them to more or less subdued exhilaration.

Then, when enough wine had been drunk at the round table, the old Lord Druid made a signal and an attendant in the gallery struck the golden gong. He arose in the silence that followed, blessed them with murmuring lips and ancient ritual of movement, then stood for a moment with eyes gazing, as it were, through walls into another world. White beard falling to his waist, white hair on his upright shoulders, he looked like Time himself.

My sons, he began at last, O Lord Caswallon of the Trinobantes, Lord Tros of Samothrace, Lord Gwanar of the Iceni, Lord Madoc of the Coranians, Lord Caradoc of the Silures, Lord Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici, noblemen of the escorts, priests of the Ancient Mystery, we welcome you in the name of Fire, Air, Earth and Water.

His voice was a singers, trained to stir the audience and play on their aroused emotion as plucked harp-strings play on ears awakened by the drum.

This life, he said after a moments pause, this little life we live, that flickers, burns into a man and flickers out again, is but one grain of sand upon a seashore, one drop in all the ocean of Eternity, one link amid the endless chains of lives we live, living and dying, living and dying, as the tides flow, as the day succeeds the night and seasons follow seasons in the cycles of the law. O ye, who measure life by hours and years, I bid you heed Eternity.

Thereafter, following a long, dramatic pause, he spoke of manhood and its debt to Mother Nature; he praised bravery and courtesy and all the qualities of mind and body that the Britons held in high esteem, until their eyes burned at the thought of heroes who had died defending homes against the raider, and a stir, like the breath of a breeze among trees, went through the audience.

Then, subtly, as he wove his words into a skein of golden music, thrilling them with pride in their high birth, and their descent from gods who walked on earth with men, he began to sound a warning note, at first a mere suggestion, then a hint.

Last night I saw a falling star. Take heed lest ye fall.

That note set the key to his conclusion. He denounced all strife, but first and foremost all internal strife. He told them that the fate of Gaul, downtrodden under Caesars heel, was due to the Gauls unrighteousness, their quarreling among themselves, their deafness to druidic warnings and their listening to unwise agitators who had counseled them to take the sword instead of communing with the gods who know mens destiny and are nearer than a mans breath, closer to him than his thinking.

He wetted his lips at a cup of amethyst and dried them on a linen towel passed to him by an attendant, then continued:

Take not too much upon yourselves, nor trust too little in the gods who upreared Britain from the sea. The Gauls have fallen. They have made their druids suffer for their sins. Take heed lest ye do likewise.

Then he blessed them sonorously, kings and all their followers standing with heads bowed. The druids in the gallery chanted a response; and then he led the way in silence, followed by five kings, by Tros and by the five druids who had sat at table with them, through a door on the right of the dais into another room to hold the conference.


CHAPTER 44. Caswallons Ultimatum

As the wind bloweth, I go now, and ye know not whither. With a warm breath I have blown upon your seedlings. I have blessed you as the warm rain. Aye, and from the northeast, icy and stern was the blast of my indignation against the weeds of treachery  against the waste of your unclean furrows and the falsehood of the broken barns, wherein the mice ate the seed I gave without stint. Now look ye to the harvest, for I go, and neither tears nor bell nor burning sacrifice shall summon me again to teach anew what I have taught so often that your ears are weary and ye are fat from hearing but not doing.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



IT WAS a large room, hung with embroidered woolen draperies, containing a fireplace nearly as large as the one in the hall they had left. Twelve high-backed chairs, gilded and carved, like thrones, were set in a wide semicircle facing the hearth. A druid signified to each guest which his chair should be, and then the Lord Druid sat on the one in the midst that was raised on a stand six inches higher than the others.

Tros, with a druid beyond him, had a chair near the hearth. Caswallon faced him in the end chair on the right. Kings and druids alternated, with Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici, dark-faced, bottle-nosed and sly, on the old Lord Druids right.

For a while they sat and warmed themselves in silence, all apparent good- will and well-fed contentment, except that Gwenwynwyns smile foreboded trouble, and the shorter, dark-haired king of the Silures, Caradoc, watched him nervously, as if he were pledged to a certain course and dreaded it.

At last the old Lord Druid broke the silence, elbow on the chair-arm, cheek on hand, his voice as gentle as if he spoke to respectful children:

My sons, I will speak of something that is simple, yet too easily forgotten. There were Britons in Britain before your forebears came. Ye call yourselves Britons without knowing why or what the word means. Some of your forebears came here from the eastward, crossing the sea in big flat-bottomed boats, because they were driven forth by men who had no liking for their strange gods. Here they found a swarthier, gentler people. Some they conquered, and with some they made treaties, living in armed suspicion side by side with them.

Now this is a mystery. Ye all say ye are Britons, except the Lord Tros, whose father was a Greek, and yet whose mother was as much a Briton as the rest of you.

Tros stared. His father might have spoken to the druids of Gaul, who, in turn, might have told the secret to the British druids.

Ye know how rivers run, the old man went on in his gentle yet majestic voice. A trickle, then a brook, then many little brooks, and then, at last, the river rolling seaward. All of it drops of water, rolling whence? Some rivers split and flow along two courses to the sea. Yet they are one and the same river, and the water comes from the self-same brooks, mingled and blended together, even as men are mingled and blended together from many sources, and become a race that flows on to its destiny.

The Lord Tross mother was of the race from which many of you who call yourselves Britons, are descended. It is the mothers who bear the sons, who are the channels in which the streams of human races run.

And now I will speak of a greater mystery. They who had invaded these isles found here an ancient wisdom, older than their own idolatry. Lo, it had been always in the world. Their very ancient ancestors had known it, but had fallen into darkness. It was ancient. It was wise. And it reabsorbed them. They were as children coming home. They abandoned all their false gods, even as a rivers branch goes wandering, and comes back to the stream at last.

Now, yet another mystery. There were conquests here in Britain long before your forebears time. The swarthier tribes they found here had themselves been conquerors in their day, coming from the south, so long ago that none remembers when; yet the tribes whom they found, themselves had come centuries before they did from a continent that disappeared under the sea, because the guardians of the he law grew weary of its wickedness.

Yet even they, who came from lost Atlantis, found, already here before them, druids who preserved the ancient wisdom. The ancient wisdom took them to herself and prospered them until they lost the key. Then others came, then others. Stronger men forever replace weaker men, as spring prevails over the decaying winter and as winter in its turn destroys the autumn foliage and covers all with snow. But beneath the snow life lives. None slays life, although he kills the body. None slays wisdom, though he act however foolishly.

So they who were the keepers of the ancient wisdom, whom ye call druids  though there was another name for them in those days  prevailed over all conquerors, simply because of wisdom, forever forfeiting the semblances as trees let go their leaves when winter comes, but husbanding the sap in which lies the secret of life.

Men who were mighty men of war found they must come to the druids for wisdom. The druids knew that conquests and reconquests are a little matter, being no more than the ebb and flow of tides within the tides of evolution in the destiny of man. They were able to give wise advice, well knowing that tides can come and go without blood poured on the rocks of hatred.

The conquerors learned to listen, and grew spiritual in the paths of peace. Men die. And races die. The very rocks die, and are turned into tree- bearing earth, drenched by the rain and washed by streams and rivers to the sea, to become who knows what future continents. Those rocks that endure the longest, in the end are broken by the builder, by the icefield, by the earthquake. Even the sun will die when it has run its course, until a time shall come when even the sun is born again.

What dies is but the outer shape. When ye are dead, ye are reborn into another mold and even the dead mold ye used is shredded up into its elements and used by trees and what not else in the unceasing alchemy of nature.

And now observe  a tide comes. Shall men resist it? Rome comes on a tide of destiny  an old wolf, wise in war, serving and served by evil. What did it avail the men who fought your forebears? To this day they are slaves, a subject race. Yet, notwithstanding, such small vision as remained to them, ye, conquering them, have copied, abandoning the idols that your forebears brought over the sea and honoring the wisdom we taught, we, the druids.

Had they not fought your forebears, they had not been conquered. Not a druid would have died, impaled by the new invaders. Hear me! It is not three hundred years since men, whose very names ye bear, were hunting down the druids here in Britain. Why? Because the blood-lust came of fighting. They believed the druids taught the men who defended Britain to resist them with bloodshed and anger. Whereas the druids taught the contrary, but they were deaf, and would not listen. And so your forebears slew the druids, even as the Romans do in Gaul and as they will do here in Britain if ye offer them resistance.

Our wisdom bids us think in centuries, whereas ye think in terms of hours. So I say make peace with the Romans, for they come like an advancing tide. If ye make peace, ye may absorb their strength and, keeping peace, give no excuse to them to wreak their savagery. Thus, we who serve the ancient wisdom may prevail over their ignorance and, taking no account of time  which is a little matter  conquer Rome in peace!

If ye take arms against the Romans, it may be ye may hold them for a year or five or fifty. But in the end they will overwhelm you and their last fury will be ten times greater than the first.

He was speaking to Tros as much as to the five kings. They heard him in breathless silence knowing he spoke of realities, distinguished from the unrealities that impose themselves as daily life. They knew that behind his words there was another meaning, and an inner within that, to which none but druids held the key. Not one, not even Tros, the son of an Initiate of Samothrace, but that respected him as a man who walked with gods and communed with them hourly.

But Gwenwynwyn, king of the Ordovici, rubbed his bottle nose and sought to twist that pause to his advantage, he being one of those who can see no profit to himself unless another loses. He feared Caswallons power. He hated Tros without rhyme or reason.

Lord Dragon, he began, in a voice that was as soft and gentle as his face was sly  for he came from the far west, many days ride distant beyond the mountains from a country where mens voices were as musical as rain we ourselves know your words are true and sacred. But I am told the Lord Caswallon helps the Lord Tros to build a warship on the river nearby his town of Lunden. I am told, too, that he lent him men to raid Gaul. Is that the way to make the Romans treat us peacefully?

Caswallon raised his fist to smite the chair-arm, but checked himself respectfully in time.

Lord Druid, he said, forcing his voice to moderation, you spoke of holding Rome at bay maybe for fifty years. That is a mans life. Shall we not play each of us a mans part if we resist the Romans that long? If I should leave my corner of Britain free, I would not fear to meet the judges of the dead. Did Fflur, the mother of my sons, bear men to wear the Roman yoke?

The rebuke he received was swift and chilling.

How free is your corner of Britain now? the old prelate asked sternly. Are there no slaves?

Gwenwynwyn laughed. Caswallon put his head between his hands and sighed. But Gwanar, king of the Iceni, did not care to see Caswallon grinned at by a man who came from so far to the westward that one might almost say he was a foreigner. Gwanars way was blunt and bluff when the Lord Druids eyes were not directed at him.

Why does the Lord Tros build the ship? he asked. What can he tell us about that and about Gaul and Caesar? That is  he had caught the eye of Taliesan if your holiness permits.

Tros rose to his feet, and his sword that he had leaned against the chair, dropped to the floor with a clatter that startled all of them. Lord Taliesan, lords of Britain, he began.

The five kings shuddered when he used the Lord Druids name, but the old man, leaning to rest his chin on a hand far whiter than a womans, nodded him permission to continue.

Lord Taliesan, most reverend druids, lords of Britain, he began again, I am a blunt man. I am not schooled in subtleties of discourse. I am used to shipboard, where the gear, aye, and the wind and every detail of the ship is known by its proper name to save confusion. I pray you bear with me if I call danger by its right name.

I have kept peace where the other man would let me all my days. I have seen peace broken for the sake of plunder, for the love of women and for revenge. Caesar, the Roman, adds thereto a fourth way  ambition, greater than any the world has ever seen. Aye, greater than Alexanders. He is learned. He is the first of Romes high priests. Caesar can split with you the fine hairs of philosophy and law. But he will come with legions and tax-gatherers. And when he goes, it will be with chains of prisoners, leaving his lieutenants to complete the harvest he began, a harvest of money and slaves.

The Lord Caswallon is for making ready one more  one last time, to smite the Roman legions when they set foot on the shore of Britain. I warn you, you will lose all and, not least, your old religion, unless the Lord Caswallon shall prevail over the Roman when that day comes.

I know Gaul. End to end I know it. I have seen, with these eyes I have seen the druids burned alive by Romans, their own Gauls not daring to prevent. Druids I have seen, tied hand and foot and five together, roasted over slow fires while the legions cheered.

There was a chorus of sibilant ejaculations. Not a king there but would rather die in agony himself than see a druid harmed. But the old Lord Druid nodded to Tros to continue.

I came to Gaul to help the druids. For the druids sake my father died, tortured to death by Caesar because he would not tell Caesar the druids secrets. I am no favorer of bloodshed, but I warn you, you must save this Isle of Britain from the Romans, or the ancient wisdom that your druids serve will become but a myth, a memory. Men will know no more of it.

Rome tolerates all creeds, all priesthoods save and except that ancient wisdom. She guts, defiles and burns out by the roots whoever and whatever teaches that Rome  rotten, bold and greedy  is not immortal, the beginning and the end.

Water will rust iron, he said, looking straight at the old high priest. I know, none better, that if the Romans conquer Britain, and though they rip the carcasses of all the druids into bleeding clay, or throw them living into the arena to be burned or torn by dogs, the soul of your religion will persist. In the end it will weaken Rome, as water corrodes iron. But the water will be stained, poisoned until none can drink it.

He paused, looked at the five kings one by one, and then again at the white-haired Taliesan.

I saw a man in Syria, who knew the secret of the fire. He carried hot coals in his hands. He walked on a bed of burning charcoal. He was unhurt. Scornful of mens ignorance or, it may be, pitying them, he bade them do the same. Some listened. I have seen the burned hands and the tortured feet of men who did obey him.

You see me. I am a navigator. I can sail a ship through storm and darkness, leagues beyond sight of land, and make my landfall. Shall I laugh and bid a landsman do the same?

I have seen the Lord Caswallon ride an untamed horse, sitting the frantic beast as easily as I stand on a heaving poop or climb to a masthead. Shall he bid me ride the horse because he knows the trick of it?

Shall a woman bid a man bear children?

I have heard said and I believe you holy druids understand far more of the laws of life than ordinary mortals do. I see that kings pay homage to you. In all modesty I tender mine. And yet, no doubt because you must, you keep those holy secrets to yourselves as intimately as a woman keeps the secret of gestation in her womb.

Because and if you know how to prevail against the iron heel of Rome, by dying, maybe as a tree dies that the seed may live, shall ye bid men who do not understand your Mysteries to do the same?

Behold me. No man ever lived or shall live who can make me strike one blow against another countrys freedom. Saving your holy presence, none shall stay my hand from striking against Rome, if blow of mine can check that wolf- broods cruel course!

Slaves are there in Britain? Holy Taliesan, Rome eats slaves as fire eats fuel! She imports them by the hundred thousand and they die like droves of rats. They sell the women to be perched in chairs along the mean streets to solicit passers-by. They send the strong young men into the arena to die fighting one another or to be tossed by bulls or torn by hungry brutes. They sell the heart-broken and unresisting to the landowners to toil under the lash on farms, thus forcing their own Italian freemen to become soldiers, since there is no work left for them to do. The soldiers go forth conquering more countries, capturing more slaves, plundering more treasuries for gold with which Rome may gorge herself.

He paused.

I build a ship. By the Lord Caswallons leave I build a ship. I build her to defend myself against the Romans and to set forth seeking some far corner of the earth that Rome has not polluted.

He stooped, picking up his sword and held it by the scabbard, shaking it above his head.

I crave peace, he said in his ringing voice that thrilled with love of action. My heart yearns for the sunlit skies, stars and the open sea. It is enough for me to wage that war within me that a man must before he may dare to hope for freedom. But I love life. It pleases me to call no king my master and to bind myself to obey no senates bribed and compromised decrees. Of all things, independence is my first love, freedom to go how, when and whither I will. Yet I say this

He paused dramatically, lowered the sword and leaned both hands on it.

What I seek for myself, I will deny to no other man. What I seek for myself, I will fight for anothers sake. Myself, my ship, my men and all I have are at your service, if you yourselves will fight for your own freedom.

He sat down amid grunts of approval, and Caswallon spanked his hand down on the chair-arm. But the druids sat still, and Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici, on the prelates right hand, took advantage of the ensuing silence.

Why do they call it the dung ship? he asked in his suave, soft, musical voice.

And three kings laughed. Gwenwynwyn dropped more water on the fire:

Myself, I have come a very long way to discuss peace in the presence of the son of the Dragons. I could have heard the dunghill cockadoodles at home.

Luds blood! Caswallon was quicker on his feet than Tros, but the old Lord Druid checked them both with no more than a gesture.

No oaths here! he said sternly. No violence!

They two sat down again, and both men looked ashamed.

I have heard that the Lord Tros consults sorcerers about the dung and such matters as that, Gwenwynwyn added.

Peace! Taliesan commanded. Lord Gwanar, let us hear your view of this.

But Gwanar, king of the Iceni, came from Lindum where impenetrable marshes to the south and eastward circled and divided up the pasture land. So were mens minds, definite and plain in some things but venturing with caution onto unknown ground. He rose to his feet:

Lord Druid, might we hear the Lord Caswallon first?

The prelate nodded. Caswallon rose, the firelight showing up the woad- blue patterns on his white wrist as he twisted his moustache. Anger blazed in him when he met Gwenwynwyns eyes, but he controlled it when the old Lord Druid frowned.

Brother of gods, he began, then threw both hands behind him and his chin up in a gesture of resolution. Like the Lord Tros I have sought peace, and I think you know that. I continue to seek peace. But the Cantii, to the southward, look to me to help them repel Caesar, who has sent ambassadors to me. I have not yet answered those ambassadors, except with a challenge to Caesar to fight me hand-to-hand, which they say they will not carry to him. I think that if my brother kings would lend me men so that Caesar should know we have an army too numerous for him to overcome, then we might have peace certainly.

He sat down again and threw one long leg over the other, leaning back to study the faces opposite. But Tros noticed that his wrist was trembling. There was an explosion coming.

Gwenwynwyn, safe at the prelates right hand, stirred the danger mischievously, speaking in a voice as gentle as a childs.

If we should send men, then we would have none to defend us if the Lord Caswallon should try himself to conquer Britain.

The explosion came.

Send none! Caswallon answered, leaping up. I want no weaklings! You have no men strong enough to march the distance! Let them wait there in the west until Caesar comes and carries them to Rome in chains! I will be glad to see it!

He paused because the old druid checked him.

Lord Druid, may I speak? I will state this question plainly. No, I care nothing about the Lord Gwenwynwyn. Let the Romans have him and his people. I will say no more about him.

Speak courteously, Taliesan commanded.

Brother of gods, I speak in reverence, Caswallon answered. He stood with bowed head, then looked up slowly. You have said it is not wise to resist the Romans. But I am the one who must feel their heel first. I am a king and I must aid my people. I am willing. Caesar has sent ambassadors. They offer me Caesars friendship. They offer to make me king not only of a part of Britain, but of all of it.

There! There! Gwenwynwyn interrupted. Didnt I tell you? Didnt I tell you?

Peace! The Lord Caswallon speaks, said Taliesan. He appeared unmoved, but he was almost supernaturally calm.

Son of the Eternal Sun, I speak with reverence, but in despair. What I must suffer, let these suffer with me! I will do more than yield to Caesar. I will say to his ambassadors that he should come soon, swiftly.

No! No! No!

Four kings were on their feet, gesturing indignantly, but they sat down when Taliesan motioned.

There, Gwenwynwyn interjected, suavely as a critic at a singing competition. He is Caesars friend. I said so.

And Caswallon thundered at him:

If I must be Caesars friend to save the holy druids, then I will be!

Gwanar, king of the Iceni, rose at that.

Watch me then! See how soon I will overrun your country! I will burn Verulam and Lunden before ever you let Caesar come!

Who threatens? I will have no threats here! Taliesan exclaimed in a voice that brought utter silence. For a minute there was no sound except heavy breathing and the crack of burnt wood falling on the hearth. Then he nodded to Caswallon to continue speaking, though he looked too tired to hear him.

Lord Druid, I have done with threats. I speak of what is. Let the outcome rest with thee. Rule thou my brother kings. Tomorrow I will answer Marius, the Roman, and he shall say to Caesar one of two things. Either he shall say, Come, Caswallon welcomes you! or he shall say Caswallon and his brother kings have raised ten thousand men and will resist invasion! That is my last word. I speak with reverence.

He sat down. Tros nodded. But a great sigh came from the white-haired Taliesan. Then a stillness fell, in which the cracking of the burning logs was like the snapping of loud whips. Red firelight fell on a dozen spell-bound faces, bearded and unbearded alternating. The old Lord Druids white hands gripped the throne-arms. It was his turn next to speak. He and none other could control those kings. In his hands lay the issue, peace or war.

They waited, hardly breathing. The firelight flickered. A big log cracked, and fell among the crimson coals, tossing a burst of sparks.

He sleeps, said a druid, leaning forward, holding up a finger. But the old Lord Druid stirred. Three times his lips moved, but no sound came. Three times he grew rigid and relaxed, all eyes observing. Then his head fell forward on his breast and both hands slipped on to his lap.

He is weary. He sleeps, said the druid again, but five kings stared with frozen faces and none else said a word.

Tros moved from his place on tiptoe, passing through the shadows behind the chairs, and leaned over the throne-back from behind. None breathed. There was no sound other than the cracking sparks. Then Tross awed voice broke hoarsely on the stillness:

He is dead!


CHAPTER 45. Eough, the Sorcerer

So ye accuse me? Ye say I stand between Eternity and treason. A sorcerer lives, ye say, and the responsibility is mine. Mine be it. When was it that ye gave comfort to the people who are not as ye are? But ye bid me to slay their comforter. Him ye call a sorcerer, and me ye call a druid. They, though; call him their prophet, and of me they speak fearfully, in doubt and mistrust of the grandeur in which ye clothe my office. In that their sorcerer brought them comfort that ye would not, and I could not give them, he is greater than I and more noble than you. Ye who bid me to slay him because he betrays the Ancient Wisdom, have ye taught them any wisdom? When did Wisdom ever rob the wretched of their hope and faith, in order that intolerance might smell more rotten in the nostrils of Eternal Mercy?
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A DRUID, face whiter than his robe, took Tross sleeve, drew him into shadow behind the semicircle of chairs and faced him, his hand on Tross forearm trembling.

Dead! he said. Do you know what that means?

It means war, Tros answered in a growling undertone. Gone! The last of the Great Druids! None to replace Taliesan! Go you  he took Tros feverishly by the shoulder go you to the dining-hall. Keep silence. See that the kings followers suspect nothing until we decide what shall be told, and when and how.

Another could do that better than I, Tros objected. The Lord Caswallon

The druid gestured with his head toward the firelight where five kings knelt. That, plainly, was a family affair. Decency forbade intrusion. Tros tiptoed to his chair, picked up his sword, buckled it with a shake of the hips and shoulders. Then, not glancing once behind him, he tiptoed to the door, unlocked it and passed out into darkness.

There was a passage twenty feet long, with a door at the farther end. He had time and opportunity to gather all his wits.

So when he emerged on to the dais in the dining-hall he had managed to assume that carriage of the loins and shoulders of a man who has accomplished, who awaits but the announcement of success. It was a true stage entrance that he made, into the fire and sconce-light. Babbling of tongues ceased. All eyes turned toward him. A minstrel, strumming wandering airs, muted a chord with the flat of his hand.

Noblemen, said Tros, and his voice was confident, I beg leave to enjoy your company. The chief druids and your kings confer about an offer I have made them.

His words fell flat. He knew why. He had come forth from the conference unattended, which was such an unheard-of thing in that land of ceremonious hospitality that it conveyed an impression of something being wrong. Before any one could question him, he had forestalled the question, head to one side, grinning:

Your kings would let none leave the room with me, lest I persuade him while their backs are turned! Shall I try my eloquence meanwhile on your good company? Or have you better entertainment?

They had been growing rather bored with their own expedients for keeping out of mischief. The druids appeared to have received strict orders to keep them sober, so the mead, good though it was, came slowly up the cellar stairs in parsimonious installments.

Some of them were playing games with knucklebones across the table. Others had been half asleep when Tros came in. All roared to him for a story. Druids, calm-eyed and incurious, as much at a loss as priests in general are to entertain men who would rather be elsewhere or else drinking themselves quarrelsome, added their voice to the chorus. Tros spread his legs, and began without more ado:

I wager you have never heard of Troy.

And he began to tell them that tale, alchemy of will recoining Greek hexameters into the prose of Gaul while he stood there and kept tragedy at bay. He concentrated all his intellect, his whole genius. And he began by picturing the fair-haired Helen for them as a British woman, whom each man present might have known and loved.

No question that he held them. From the moment that he spoke of Helen, blue-eyed, with the spun-gold tresses and the smile like rosy morning on a white-capped sea, he had them by the heart-strings and imaginations. All he needed then was music, and a minstrel came unasked to sit on the floor of the dais, eyes fixed on Tross lips, and pluck suggestive harp-strings that began to change the prose into a chant until Tros was singing, almost before he was aware of it.

But he had not sung further than the rape of Helen  she had not reached Troy  when a horn blown down the night wind, outside the building and beyond the gate, brought every man in the room upstanding. There came a clamor on the great gate bell. Mens voices raised in anger, fear, haste, panic or some such emotion. The rattle of bronze and squeak of an opening gate. Then cantering horse hoofs and a thunder on the hospice door.

None spoke. Men looked to their arms that stood in rows against the long wall opposite the hearth where a druid stood on guard, his hand raised. None beneath the rank of king might wear his sword in that place, and none dared disobey the druid. Four druids hurried to the door; the rest dispersed themselves about the room, ready to check too headlong curiosity.

The thundering ceased, and on a blast of wintry air that sent the smoke billowing from the hearth, five Britons burst into the room at the heels of a man who was neither Briton nor yet Northman, but half of both. They shouted for the Lord Caswallon, but he cried, Tros! The Lord Tros! with a parched throat, and there was frozen slobber on his beard. He staggered, lurched into the room, blinded by the firelight. Tros leaped from the dais and in six strides had him by the shoulders.

Now then, Skell, what is it?

Skell could not speak. Tros shook him, but the words cracked in his throat. It was the five who followed Skell, who broke the news:

The Lady Fflur  raped  gone, the Romans have her!

Turmoil! Such a roar as goes up when the battle ranks engage. Tros seized a half-filled mug of mead and thrust the rim of it between Skells teeth, bending his head back by the hair, holding his shoulders in the hollow of his left arm. Skell swallowed half-a-dozen gulps, spat, broke his own news:

Helma! The Lady Helma! Gone! The Romans have her! Suddenly his own fear for himself came uppermost. Lord Tros, not my doing! No, no! Not I! Skell was faithful!

He vomited the mead on to the floor. Tros gave him more of it.

Now speak, he said, for this time I believe you.

There was too much stark fear in the eyes of Skell for anything but naked tragedy to lie behind it. Never a man in that emotion thought of coining lies. Truth he might not tell, but it would be the truth as he conceived it.

Speak! Tros said again, and shook him, but Skell was losing consciousness. His eyes were glazing with the film that comes of uttermost exhaustion. Hands pawed feebly at the air, knees doubled under him, and what few words he murmured died in the babel of hoarse British shouting before they reached Tross ear.

And then Caswallon appeared, pale as a ghost from a tomb, the woad-blue patterns on his neck and forearms standing out like fretwork, back to the door to keep the other kings from bursting through, his eyes ablaze with horror.

Hold! he thundered in his line o battle voice that crashed among the ceiling beams.

And there was silence for the space of ten breaths. Then the hoarse voice of one of the five messengers:

The Lady Fflur, gone, seized on her way to Merrow  Romans!

There was thumping on the door behind Caswallon, but his hand was on the bronze latch and there were no four kings in Britain who could break his finger hold.

Tros! he said.

Aye, Tros answered, they have Helma too.

The blood crept back into Caswallons face until the veins of his neck swelled and his cheeks flushed.

Britons! he said. The great Taliesan is dead. He died with the word Romans on his lips!

He let the latch go, striding forward to the dais edge, and four kings came in a hurry through the door behind him, each as phantom-pale as he had been. They were in time to listen, that was all. Caswallon had the ears of that assembly.

Sons of Britain! he began. Will you endure that Romans send ambassadors to me to blandish us with words and seize my wife, a kings wife, while my back is turned in conference with holy druids?

There began a clatter of swords and swordbelts as the druid by the wall gave every applicant his weapon. Small risk of a quarrel now between the five kings followers, and a chance, a hope at any rate, that they would cut their visit short on receipt of that emphatic hint. The laws of hospitality were adamant. Not even druids could have asked them to depart.

Britons! Caswallon thundered. What would you think of a king who should submit to this indignity! This outrage! Rot me the king who would endure the hundredth part of it! I lead against the Romans! Who comes?

They roared and, breaking the druidic rule, drew swords, stamping their right feet until the floor shook and the ceiling beams were thunderous with tumult.

Britons! yelled Caswallon. The Lord Taliesan, the son of Dragons, brother of the gods, is dead!

Silence again, save only the murmur of awe-struck druids passing somebodys commands in undertones. Caswallon dropped his voice to a sepulchral note.

These four, my brother kings, will bear me witness that the great Lord Druid died in conference, his whole attention strained to keeping peace with Rome! The gods have summoned him. He died, the word unspoken. There is none now to advise us how the gods would rede this riddle. There never was in our day one but that grand Lord Druid, whom we loved, who could have told us how to tolerate this outrage without losing manhood. Are we men?

He paused.

I will speak no word of vengeance in this holy place, this house where my father lived, where I was born, that I gave to the great Lord Druid. But I speak of manhood, that he praised this night to all of you. The word he left unspoken, speak ye! The riddle that he died before he answered, answer ye! Is it peace or war with Rome?

They drew their swords again. Eyes met. There was a long breath and a thunderous answer:

War!

War be it! said Caswallon, turning to the four kings who had had no say at all in that decision. He offered to embrace them, and the first two kissed him with good grace. Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici, third in line, however, stepped back and his silky voice sweetened the silence.

A minute. Whose wife is missing? My wife keeps her household modestly where I left her in Glamorgan.

Caswallon checked him with a gesture that looked like a blow controlled in time.

No arguments! he said. Gwenwynwyn, lord of the Ordovici, you and your followers may go home!

Indeed, and we do! Gwenwynwyn answered. My brother kings bear witness that the great Lord Druid spoke of peace. He died, having spoken of nothing else than peace. He did not speak of hunting other mens stray wives.

Gwanar, king of the Iceni, stepped between the two and threw an arm around Caswallons shoulder.

The Lady Fflur is worth a thousand men and fifteen hundred horses! he said boldly. So they shall go with you to Gaul if need be.

That is a new way to sell horses, Gwenwynwyn said in an aside that could be heard throughout the room.

Horses? Tros exploded. He had left Skell in the hands of the druids who knelt on the floor beside him, administering some kind of drug. Caswallons messengers were talking to excited groups.

Who has ships? My man Skell says the Lady Fflur, my wife and seven slave- women, along with eight or ten of their escort, were seized on their way to Merrow by a party of Romans dressed like Gauls. Marius and Galba

Who went in pursuit? Caswallon interrupted.

Skell says half the countryside.

Caswallon barked for his own five messengers. They left the groups and came to stand in line before him.

Sieves! he said, scowling Tosspots! Bottomless buckets of gossip!

He forgot that he had given them no opportunity to tell their tale to him direct. Now they confirmed what Tros said, adding:

Pursuit started late. One of the slave-women gave the Romans the slip and made her way to a farmhouse. A man put her on horseback, and they killed both horses under them. He rode to Lunden, she to the shipyard. Sigurdsen found a horse for Skell and sent him hotfoot, because of all in the shipyard only Skell knew the way to Verulam. We overhauled Skell not a mile from here.

One more such service, and I set Skell free! Tros muttered.

Lord Caswallon, come and look at the horses if you think we wasted time, urged one of the messengers.

Horses? Ships! Tros exploded again. That honest Marius had this planned from the beginning! I will wager all my shipyard to a broken wheel that the Romans had a fast ship waiting in the port of Hythe. The Northmen burned Hythe. There would be no Britons there. They cant rebuild the place before spring.

No, said a messenger. The slave-girl told us they were headed eastward, toward Thanet, maybe.

Quick, then! Tros was thinking instantly in terms of wind and tides. To the south coast with a hundred men! Take ships and head them off. Get between them and Gaul!

No ships, Caswallon answered with a gloomy shoulder shrug.

All hauled out for the winter, cordage laid away. My Lunden men may overtake them before they reach Thanet, he added, trying to speak hopefully.

Not they! Tros answered. The Romans are good on land; they lay all plans carefully. It is only at sea they are duffers. It might take them a week to reach Gaul from Thanet unless the wind backs to the northeast.

Which it will, Caswallon said.

Which it will, said Gwanar, king of the Iceni.

Tros knew they spoke the truth. The marvel was that a Roman ship should have reached Thanet in winter time in the teeth of the prevailing northeast gales. Yet there could be no other possible solution of the riddle. Neither Marius nor Galba would have taken flight unless a ship were waiting to carry them back to Gaul. It would have been absolute madness to carry off Fflur and Helma unless they could convey them out of reach. Fflurs and Helmas value would be as hostages in Caesars camp.

We waste time, Caswallon said. Who comes? Gwanar  he turned and looked into the eyes of him of the Iceni will you send me a thousand men?

Gwanar nodded.

You must feed them, he answered.

Tros, hands behind him, grinding his teeth savagely, strode up and down the dais. Ship not yet half-built, young wife in Caesars hands, friendship to Caswallon pledged, the bireme he had won from Caesar three parts broken up, all useless, and no British ships available or even seaworthy, supposing they could be fitted out within a week or a month or three months. A fine predicament.

Fool that I was to take a woman to myself! he muttered, knowing, nonetheless, that he loved Helma and would bring her back from Gaul or perish trying. He recalled his fathers words:

A woman is experience, a mans friend insofar that she provides experience. Nevertheless, my son, experience is warfare between soul and circumstance. The less a man is tangled up with circumstance, the more he is his own master and free to enlarge horizons.

Tros knew he was not his own master that hour and it fretted him more than did the thought of being tricked by Caesars jackals, Marius and Galba. He felt like a man in chains. Had only Fflur been carried off, he could have abandoned his own plans cheerfully and have thrown his whole strength and resources into an effort to help Caswallon. That would have been sacrifice for friendships sake, a satisfying, splendid course, whatever came of it. But now he must abandon all plans and unite his efforts to Caswallons for his own sake, for his own pride.

The love he had begun to feel for Helma he recognized as something he might not repudiate and might not subordinate to other considerations. So long as she was faithful to himself, he had to set her first in his appalling host of obligations.

Suddenly he turned and took Caswallon by the shoulder. Friend o mine, he said, will you guard my back if I pluck these chestnuts from the fire for both of us? Lud rot these other kings! They stink of jealousy! Gather your thousand men, ten thousand, any number. But guard my shipyard while I out-speed Caesar! Should I fail, you will have the men to follow up with; though the gods alone know how you will ever carry them to Gaul! Speed is the first consideration, speed the second, speed the last! Will you trust me?

As for that, I have ever trusted you. Let us go. We will talk on the way, Caswallon answered.

But that was Britain. They could not take Roman leave as Marius had done. There were farewells, ceremonious and long-drawn blessings from the druids, and a midnight invocation to the gods who had summoned the great Taliesan at last to impoverish mens counsels and enrich their own.

Him whom we revered, treat ye, O Powers of the light that burns in darkness, with all honor and all gentleness. As he poured wisdom on us, pour ye your love on him.

Then away under the frosty stars, Caswallon driving faster than his gentlemen-at-arms could ride and Tros beside him huddled against the wind that nipped face, feet and hands, Caswallon tossing down to Tros disjointed scraps of conversation.

None to replace Fflur, and Caesar knows it!

Then presently:

None to replace Taliesan. The gods know that!

Silence, and after a while:

Taliesan could have solved it. Hi-yeh! Hup! Lud love em, but the druids keep fat horses! Wed have done better with my own tired team.

Silence again, the trees like phantoms flitting by, steel stars overhead, no clouds, but a wind that cut like a whiplash. Then:

I would have listened to Taliesan. If he had answered one word. But he didnt, and now Caesars answer comes. War! So be it.

He made harsh noises with his teeth that sent the horses headlong, faster than ever. The din of the escort galloping behind grew more remote. Tros beat his fingers on the wooden rail that topped the basketwork. Presently Caswallon again:

These horses are like snails! And Fflur in the hands of Marius! Will he dare insult her? Will he dare

Noises in his teeth; then whip and a furious charge at a watercourse where the cats ice crackled at the streams edge and the water raced among the singing stones. A bump that made Tross spine tingle and his teeth snap, a shout, ice-cold spray that froze on the face and on the chariot side, a swift succession of swaying jerks, and they were up the far bank, Caswallon easing the team to a canter to let them recover wind. Then:

No chance of learning anything this side of Lunden unless they sent a messenger to meet us. Left or right, nobodyd know anything.

Yes, said Tros.

Who?

Eough.

The sorcerer? Lud save us, Tros! From Taliesans death chamber to the charcoal-burners wizard? What next?

Any lee in a gale! Tros answered. Eough can help us. I sent him a full firkin of new cods oil less than three days gone. Turn out when you come to the track that leads to Eoughs place.

We passed it long ago.

No lies to me, Caswallon! You and I are too good friends, and you too much the man for that game! Turn out on the road to Eoughs. Ill swallow the blame for sorcery, which frets me not at all. Good Taliesan is gone. We must make the best of evil Eough.

A mad night! Luds blood, a mad night! Caswallon muttered. But when they reached the mound-encircled roadhouse where the teams were changed he sent all of his escort except Orwic ahead of him along the road to Lunden, giving no excuse except that they should gather news and have it ready for him against his coming. Tros pulled Skell down from behind a Britons saddle and ordered him into the chariot.

Skell knows more than he has told, he muttered, stamping his feet to warm them.

Luds liver! What would my men say if they knew I rode to Eoughs on such a night! Caswallon remarked, examining the fresh team, tightening a bridle. Orwic, druids curses on you if you tell what you shall see tonight!

But Orwic laughed. His youngsters generation lacked a good deal of its elders piety.

I am all for seeing sights, he answered, mounting a ramping stallion that swerved away from him. But he was in the saddle quicker than the squealing brute could move. Lead on. This is cold work, waiting.

For about three-quarters of an hour they followed in the escorts track, then suddenly Caswallon swung the team around a clump of oaks and drove full gallop into the gloom of a sighing forest. No stars now. There was hardly a glimpse of sky between the swaying treetops. Only a gloom that even Tross eyes hardly penetrated  black, solid night on either hand, that breathed of dry leaves. Ahead, a winding trail that took the whole of Caswallons woodcraft and all his horsemanship to follow. He drove headlong, leaning forward, crying to the horses.

Once when he pulled up sharp at a fallen tree before he plied the whip and jumped it, Orwic, thundering behind, reined in the red stallion with forefeet over Tross head. Once they plunged into an icy marsh, and Orwics stallion had to be hitched to help the struggling team toward a bed of rushes, whence they staggered back to firm ground. And once both horses fell in a frantic heap on the ice at the edge of a watercourse. The twisted harness had to be untangled in the dark, both horses kicking blindly and Caswallon laughing nervously as he hove them to their feet by main force.

Not so bad, he commented. I had expected worse than this! Then on again, full pelt beside the brook where pollard willows looked like goblins in the wan gloom and the rabbit holes, between the patches of refrozen snow, were a maze of unseen danger underfoot.

Both chariot horses limped when Caswallon reined at last before a thatched mud hovel and Orwic, leaning from the saddle, thundered with his spear butt on the oaken door. Caswallon got down, feeling the horses forelegs, and there was a long wait, no sound from within the hut, until Orwic wheeled his stallion away and, retreating twenty or thirty yards made ready to charge and smash the door to splinters. It was then that a voice from an oak tree called to them.

What damage have I done you? Why break my house?

It was a voice as clear and ringing as a young mans, with a note of anger in it and no reverence. Orwic rode under the tree and poked among the branches with his spear-point.

Come down, and tell us where to find Eough! he shouted.

I can tell you that without coming down, and you cant reach me with the spear! the voice retorted. Caswallon, the king, Tros the ship-builder, and Orwic, the coxcomb! Come from seeing the Great Druid die! Blind as bats in daylight, all of you! I know! I watched the heavens from a treetop.

Come down! commanded Orwic.

Get an ax. Cut down the tree! Caswallon ordered, blanketing the horses. That would have been real generalship, except for one or two facts. The tree, for instance, was eight or nine feet thick, and there was no ax.

Come down, Eough, or I will send Skell up after you! said Tros.

I am not afraid of Skell, who is afraid of me! the voice retorted.

Oh, very well, said Tros, and began to pull his cloak off. Ill come!

I can jump like a squirrel from tree to tree. What do you want? Have you brought some fish oil? Charcoal for fish, dung for oil, nothing for nothing! Caswallon is a king. People who trust kings deserve to be tricked!

My promise.

Promise of Tros the ship-builder? Fish-Oil Tros. Smoked-Herring Tros. Cods-Liver Tros. Horse-Dung Tros. Very well, Im coming.

He came with so little noise and on the far side of the tree that he was on the ground before they were aware of it, a dwarf in a jelly-bag cap and leather jerkin, with a beard to his middle and long hair over his shoulders; in all respects a giant in miniature  heavy, strong, athletically shaped, walking toward them as if he owned the forest. The horses shied, but not at him. When he whistled, a wolf came and fawned against his legs.

He made no remark, but went to the back of the hut and entered through a window. Presently, from within, he opened the door and stood there with a newly lighted fire blazing on the hearth behind him. Smoke filled the room, not finding its way out yet through the square hole in the thatch. With smoke and fire behind him, he looked like a gnome from the infernal regions. Caswallon made motions with his right hand and muttered invocations to the Lords of Light.

Kings who enter here must bow their heads! said Eough. He laughed, and slapped the arch of the low door. High enough for me! You big proud fellows stoop, stoop all of ye! Skell, the squealer, Skell, the slave, Skell, the pirates bastard! Leave Skell to watch the horses. Lame horses, I must mend their legs. Come on in. What are you waiting for? Caswallon, Caswallon, the king is afraid! So would I be afraid if I hadnt the given word of Fish-Oil Tros. Come in.

He turned his back on them, and they entered one by one into a dingy cabin, marvelously clean but heaped with odds and ends. Bags, hanging from the roof-beams, bulged with mysterious contents and had to be dodged, although Eoughs head missed them comfortably. He set three stools before the fire, signed to his visitors to sit down and himself stood with his back to the wall in the one place where the smoke did not curl in stinging clouds.

He was apple-cheeked, and the cheeks were bright red, as red as his cap, from exercise in the frosty night. Crowsfeet at the corners of his eyes betrayed age, but he looked otherwise not older than Caswallon, until he showed his hands, that were an old mans, knotted with protruding knuckle-bones. His bare legs, strong as oak boughs and as brown as oak tan, had not a hair on them.

Now, he said, Taliesan is dead, and so you come to me. I could have told you Taliesan would die. His time had come. I was up in the treetop watching the conjunction of the stars. Kings and fools dont understand such simple mysteries.

What else did the stars tell you? Tros asked, pointing at him with his long, sheathed sword.

Put that thing down! He whistled the wolf and it came liplifted, snarling. You didnt come to ask me about stars or about Taliesan, who was a good friend of mine, although you, you fools, call me a sorcerer. If it hadnt been for Taliesan your pack of hunting, drinking, swaggering madmen would have tried to kill me long ago, but Taliesan knew the charcoal-burners must have a wise man to guide them. Who will protect me now Taliesan has gone? You? he asked, pointing a crooked finger at Caswallon.

Come to the point! said Orwic, grinning, touching the dwarfs breast with the point of the long spear. Tros thinks you can tell him something. Tell it!

You will protect me?

I have given you dried fish and fish oil, lots of it, said Tros. I want sulphur tonight.

You shall have it.

It was you who told me, a month ago, which way two of my runaway slaves had gone. Tell me now where the Lady Fflur is, and my wife Helma.

The Romans have them. Any fool could know that.

Where?

But Eough shook his head. I dont trust kings.

Tros looked at Caswallon, who screwed up his face in unconcealed disgust. He was an easy-going king, but had his prejudices.

He should have been roasted long ago, he remarked, and then spat in the fire.

Nothing for nothing, Tros answered. Give him your protection.

Caswallon laid his face between his hands, sighed and looked up again.

I gave Marius protection, he said gloomily. We waste time. What can Eough say? Oh well, what does it matter? One rascal more or less, Luds mud! This is a mad night! Speak, he said, frowning at the dwarf. I protect you in coming and going, in house and holding, so you break no common law.

I witness! Tros exclaimed.

I witness! echoed Orwic. Orwic grinned, he was enjoying it. The expression of Eoughs face hardly changed, although his eyes seemed to hint at laughter.

Sorcery is against your common law, and you call me a sorcerer, he answered. If I tell you what I know, you will have me burned, so I will tell you what the charcoal-burners told me. That is not sorcery, is it? Are they sorcerers?

Speak! Caswallon exploded irritably. I protect you if you speak, not otherwise. Have you the spear ready, Orwic?

Before Orwic could answer or move, the dwarf had sprung for the small, square window and had vanished through it.

I dont trust kings! I will tell Tros what I know. Let him come out here, he called from outer darkness.

So Tros gathered the cloak around him and strode out into the night, stumbling over tree roots, feeling his way clumsily, his eyes bewildered by the darkness after firelight. The dwarf took him by the hand and pulled him in great haste, warning him when to duck the branches, until they reached a rock and a tangle of brambles that protruded through frozen snow.

Down under the rock they went into a cavern that reeked of fish, and there they sat on empty barrels when Eough had lighted and trimmed a lamp wick, Tros cursing the cold and the stench, while his eyes tried to pierce the shadows in search of the sulphur his heart desired.

Now, he said, when the dwarf climbed a barrel and faced him, call it sorcery or call it charcoal-burners gossip, but tell me what you know about the Lady Fflur and my wife.

Why not call it truth? the dwarf suggested. Dont you propose to believe me?

Truth then. Go ahead, but tell it.

Weeks, weeks, weeks, weeks, weeks  five weeks. Three Romans. Two- and-twenty men from Murchan, king of Gwasgwyn. A small ship at the south end of the Isle of Thanet. Gauls and Romans all dressed alike, Romans pretending to be Gauls. Cant fool me, though. Cant fool the charcoal-burners. Two-score Gauls and Romans waiting in the ship. Watch changed every hour or two. Five-and-twenty, getting very hungry, lurking on the downs by Merrow Pool, stealing sheep. Much trouble with the sheep-dogs. Frightening the shepherds off with sheets tied to a pole. Marius the Romans barber staying at the gatehouse by Luds Bridge; one Gaul brings him messages; he tells Marius when he shaves him in the morning. The kings wife, your wife, eight slave-women, two other women, Marius, Galba, charioteers and ten-man escort  all off to the kings farm near by Merrow. Simple enough. Ship waiting, not too far. Charioteers dead. Four escort dead. Others tied, taken along. All worth money over there in Gaul.

Has the ship gone? Tros demanded.

Winds good, Eough suggested, and Tros swore savagely. The wind had backed to the northeast two or three hours ago. It would be blowing a three- reef gale by morning.

Why didnt you tell me all this before? Tros asked him. Why should I? Eough retorted, and Tros nodded grimly.

There had been no reason why an outlawed man should run with information to a king who only tolerated him because the druids had suggested tolerance. There was no real reason why he himself should expect favors from the dwarf. Yet they had struck up friendship on a fish-oil bargain basis, and he had learned to value the dwarfs judgment as well as his knowledge of alchemy and an almost superhuman skill in sifting news.

You and I have been good friends, he said, watching the dwarfs eyes by the light of the flickering wick.

Nothing for nothing! the dwarf retorted, quoting him against himself.

He was reading Tross eyes quite as sharply as Tros could read his.

Certainly, said Tros, but there are some things a man cant pay for in one life.

Oh, you know that? said the dwarf. Where did you learn wisdom?

I am on my way to Gaul to recover my wife and the Lady Fflur from Caesars hands, said Tros. Will you come with me and bring about fifty charcoal-burners?

Oh! the dwarf exploded. Oh! Who ever heard the like of that!

He rolled sidewise off the barrel in a paroxysm of almost inaudible laughter.

Suddenly he rested his chin on the barrel and peered into Tross eyes.

Charcoal-burners! Me! What impudence! Who ever heard the like of it! Why yes, well come!

I will pay you.

Na-na-nah! No bargains! said the dwarf, pointing his crooked finger at Tross face. You go for what you want. I go for what I want. You find the ship and the food. I find the charcoal-burners.

Tros began to hesitate. The dwarfs consent was too quick not to imply trickery. His unwillingness to stipulate for payment, too, was so unlike his usual method as to arouse suspicion that he had some method in mind of paying himself handsomely. But outside Caswallon and Orwic were filling the night with howls and shouts to Tros to hurry.

Can I bring a hundred men and all their women? the dwarf asked.

Bring as many as I can crowd into the longship, not one more, Tros answered. Bring them to the shipyard now. No waiting. I wont wait one tide for them. And bring sulphur, all you have.

Tros! Tros! Tro-o-os! Where are you, Tros!

Tros found his way out of the cave, but the dwarf lingered. The wolf came and clicked jaws a yard behind Tross heels as he followed the sound of the voices. Caswallon and Orwic had wandered away from the cabin in search of him. They crashed among brambles and snow-covered roots, cursing Eough and sorcery and all that forest.

When Tros found them the three together found their way back to the chariot more by the sound of Skells voice than by eyesight. Eough  speaking in grunts to Skell  was on his knees in front of the horses, rubbing something on their legs that stank like rotten fish but, judging from the way they held their ears, appeared already to have eased them. It might have been sulphur and fish oil and something else, a smell Tros did not recognize.

A mad night and a mad waste of time! Caswallon snorted.

For a minute Tros did not answer. He was figuring in terms of ebb and flow.

Two tides and we are on our way to Gaul, that is, if you dare! he said at last.

After such a night as this; I dare all hell! Caswallon growled.


CHAPTER 46. Eough Applies Alchemy

Ye bring sacrifices and pray for a miracle to save you from the consequences of your greed and evil-doing. But ye call him an outlaw, a devil, a sorcerer, the enemy of Light, who taketh in humility what is and therewith doeth what ye lack the manhood to attempt.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



BEACONS, warning every man of fighting age to rally toward Lunden, blazed on hilltops, growing pale against the dawn as they neared the shipyard, where Caswallon set Tros down. He and Skell walked the last quarter-mile of the distance.

You are half a free man, Tros remarked to him. One more such service, and I will try to forget old treacheries. Nevertheless, you have not yet told the whole of it. I hate a man who goes half distances, brave one minute, afraid for his skin the next. You have until we reach the shipyard to discover to me whether you are my man, truly, or a mere scared, lower benchman, straining at the oar for better food and less whip. Mind you, I can smell a lie three leagues away!

Skell eyed him sidewise as Tros, pretending not to see, was perfectly aware.

Lord Tros, he said awkwardly, his breath coming in startled puffs on the frosty air, a slave who was born free must make the most of any chance to bargain for his freedom back again.

Tros spun on his heel and shoved him by the shoulders so that they faced each other.

You poor, miserable bastard, I will make no bargains! he retorted. Master and slave, druid and layman, king and subject, it is even so aboard ship. If a captain lets a crew drive bargains, then the crew is without a captain, slave without a master! Your duty is to me. My duty to use judgment. I will do mine. Do you yours or suffer for it!

Still Skell hesitated. Mightily he feared Tros. More than he had ever loved a human being, almost, that is, he felt affection for him. But he had too long trafficked in treachery, too highly valued his own volatile adroitness to surrender an advantage without stipulations.

You said half free? he asked. I served you well tonight. I nearly killed myself.

Maybe better dead than half dead! Tros retorted, laying a hand on his sword-hilt. Mine to give, and mine to take away! You are no longer half free! Now speak. Say what you know.

Skell sighed and shrugged his shoulders. There is not much satisfaction in serving a man who

There is satisfaction to me in being served well! Tros interrupted, cutting him short. There is none in being played with fast and loose! You have while I count ten.

Skells eyes betrayed that he did not know what would happen when the count of ten was finished. It was what he did not know that conquered him. Given a certainty, his mind would have started instantly devising schemes to take advantage of it. He had known Tros long enough to know he would not kill a man merely for disobedience, but he also knew he was a man of swift expedients.

I was afraid to tell you, he stammered. You have accused me before this of treachery. You might do it again. I asked Eough. He said to go ahead and tell you. So I made up my mind to bargain for my freedom.

Tros was silent, stern-lipped.

It was Galba  Tros grinned savagely Galba in the shipyard, under the lee of the sawing shed, hinted there might be an incident, and opportunity thereafter for a man of tact to do himself some good. He said if a certain person should be missing, I would do well afterward to speak to you about it. He said I should tell you then that you can have the person back by coming to Gaul and making profitable terms with Caesar.

Did he name the person who might disappear? Tros demanded.

No.

When did this conversation take place?

In the afternoon two days before you left for Verulam. One day after it was known that you would go to Verulam.

And you, you dog! You never thought of warning me?

They were not far from the shipyard. Tros drew a silver whistle from his breast and blew three peculiar, sharp blasts on it. There was instant noise and movement. The gate slammed. Conops came running, with two Northmen behind him, all three breathless, slipping and stumbling through the shallow snowdrifts.

Put Skell in irons! said Tros. Fetter him hand and leg. Short rations. Let him have no speech with any one.

They stared, for the news had gone through the shipyard that Skell was lucky to have been chosen midnight messenger. However, they seized him, asked no questions, hurried him away. Tros strode to the gate alone and stood there until Sigurdsen came, still pulling on his clothes.

Sigurdsen, launch the longship! Dont tell me shes frozen on the mud, I know it! Work her loose! Boil water, soften the mud with hot fish oil, anything. Have her ready for sea tonight! Steady now! Mark this  if you as much as whisper that it cant be done Ill find me a new lieutenant! Put stores aboard for a hundred men for one week. Set fifty Britons at once to spreading pitch on her from stem to stern.

Fill one of the water butts with charcoal. Put aboard twice as much rope as you think well need. Take one of the bronze anchors from the new ship and secure it close to the mast where we can use the halyards to get it overboard. Bows and arrows, swords for forty men, shields, axes. Leave the rest to me. Report to me when the ships afloat.

Tros went in search of the slave-girl who had brought the news. She had heard his whistle and was already cooking breakfast for him, weeping beside the hearth, tears dripping in the sizzling bacon.

You are free! Tros informed her by way of greeting. I will give you the document. Now, now! No slavering! Get up! Put the food on the table and talk while I eat. Stop crying or I wont hire you.

The nights ride had sharpened his appetite. He ate enormously, listening with grunted comments and curt questions to the womans half hysterical account.

By the River Wey we waited while they watered the horses. The Lord Galba was amusing the company on the riverbank, singing a song about his own country. But the Lord Marius sat horseback on a high mound, and I saw him take his helmet off and wave it. Then men who looked like Gauls  but some of them shouted in the Roman tongue  came running out of ambush and cut off those of the escort who had not yet crossed the river.

The Lady Fflur jumped into a chariot, but two men seized the horses heads, although she beat them with a whip. There was fighting and men slain. The Lady Helma cried to me to hide and then run for help. I jumped into the water where there was ice among the rushes. I couldnt see much. I was half frozen and afraid to move. Two men came and searched for me, talking Roman to each other, but they could not wait long, and presently I saw them ride away eastward, following the others.

Then I ran until I found a farmhouse where the man said I was a runaway slave and wished to hold me for the reward. But I persuaded him, and he took two horses, setting me on one. So we rode to Lunden, crying alarm to the few whom we met on the way. But they laughed at us, and we had no time to stop and explain. I came straight to Sigurdsen and he sent Skell.

Well, you are free, said Tros, and I will hire you for a wage to be the Lady Helmas servant, so that you may earn yourself a dowry and become an honest woman.

He strode out into the shipyard, where all was already bustle and confusion. Shouts and an oily stench from where the longship lay, announced that Sigurdsen had gone to work. There was a crackling of wood under the cauldrons where the Britons were heating pitch, and some of the Northmen were rigging tackles by the waterside and passing ropes to a mooring in mid-river to help launch the longship as soon as the mud was thawed.

Tros visited the biggest store-shed, calling to Conops to come and unlock it, then summoning a dozen Britons to follow him inside. He made them fill one barrel full of the yellowish crystals he had dug from beneath Caswallons stable. That and twenty of the round lead balls he had made for ammunition for the catapults, he ordered rolled outside into the yard.

The druids, he said to Conops, are full of wisdom in the ways of peace. But for making war against Caesar, with only one ship and a hundred men, sorcery seems better. When Eough comes, let me know.

He was still greatly puzzled about Eough; half feared the dwarf would not come after all, although hitherto he had always kept his promises and had even made the charcoal-burners keep theirs. He wondered why Eough should wish to go to Gaul and take a hundred charcoal-burners with him, women too. It was a mystery, he decided, and it was a part of his philosophy that the mysterious evolves into the beneficial.

He could crowd two hundred into the longship in addition to his Northmen to man the oars and the yards and the braces, although it would be tight quarters. He suspected a hundred woodsmen, used to outlawry and self- concealment, would be better against Caesar than a thousand of Gwanars men, provided only he could manage them, which he might do with Eoughs help. Whereas, not Gwanar himself, still less Caswallon, would be likely to keep control of a thousand Iceni and perhaps as many Trinobantes, even supposing it were possible to land them on the coast of Gaul.

Little man, he said to Conops, I shall need you ten times over. Yet you shall stay here and guard my half-built ship. Ten of those hot stinkballs go with me. Ten are for you to keep. When Eough comes with the sulphur we will mix the charge for them. Roll me out a barrel of that resin. Set it near the other barrel, so. Eough shall appoint you lord high second sorcerer. I give you command over the shipyard, to guard it in my absence. He gives you command over the dark powers of the underworld, in proof of which, when the longship sails, you shall let off one hot stinkball, taking care to keep up-wind of it.

After that, I think, those Britons I must leave behind will be afraid to disobey you. And there wont come too many visitors to steal the fittings. I will leave you enough money to buy food with, but buy only a little at a time. Buy hand-to-mouth, and let the slaves know you are doing that. So you can refuse to buy at all and they can all go hungry if you have any trouble with them. Glendwyr I will take with me. That hot-blood might kill you otherwise.

Conops grinned sourly. What have I done that you should leave me? he demanded.

You have done well, Tros retorted. The reward of doing well is a more severe task, always. Attend to this one properly, and I may send you to Caesar next, lone-handed, to cut his ears off!

Master, master! Let that woman Helma go her way! Conops urged, his one eye gleaming jealously. You and I are not made for marrying. Let Caesar have her. No luck, so long as we are tied to a womans skirt! One trouble on the last ones heels. Follow my way and have a new woman in every port you come to, like a ship tied to a mooring, that can let go when her captain pleases.

He stopped because Tros was grinning at him, more than because Tross fist was raised. But he ducked the fist, nevertheless.

If you had two eyes, my little man, Id knock one out for you! said Tros.

But though he stooped to pick up a lump of wood and made believe to throw it, Conops stayed within range.

Master, Im right and you know it! Look at this now! A wonder ship but half built, and a woman.

Tros hove the lump of wood, purposely missed him by an inch or two, laughed and walked away toward where Sigurdsen was brewing agonizing stenches, scalding the legs of men who did not get out of the way in time and nigh breaking the backs of others who hauled on anchored tackles at the word of command. Tros watched, observed that the pitch was very nearly spread on the ships undersides from mud to waterline  for that job went swiftly with fifty men  and ordered a sheerlegs carried up, three tree-trunks set up tripod fashion with a great bronze block hung from the summit.

Youll break her back, warned Sigurdsen. But Tros preferred the risk of that to more delay.

They passed the tackle to a capstan fifty feet away. Twenty men on the capstan put strain on a sling under the ships bow, easing the ships weight off the thawed ooze and, at a blow of the whistle, all tackles worked together. The ship did not budge, although dry timbers creaked and a tackle broke with a noise like one of Tross new catapults. Sigurdsen assumed a told-you-so expression. But Tros doubled the crew on the sheerlegs, tried again and, at the next attempt, the longship slid into the river.

Now she will leak like a sieve! said Sigurdsen. Theres no pitch on her bottom.

Pitch her inside then! Slap it on thick and throw sawdust on it. We sail tonight.

There were a thousand things to see to, not least the new half-finished ship that must be covered and protected in all ways possible. Tros went up to examine the new deck that Sigurdsen had started laying in his absence, and presently gave an order that nearly broke his heart. He made them bring the newly finished linen sails out of the sail-shed and spread them tent-fashion over the ships gaping waist, with loose boards under them.

Theyll be ruined, he muttered, ruined!

But it had to be.

And then Caswallon, fresh from a council meeting, wanting to be comforted.

Lud rot them! They will offer gold for Fflur. They bid me send a messenger to Caesar and demand what price he asks, and to tell you to do the same for Helma. My Lundeners will pay Fflurs ransom but not your wifes. Pursuit? Aye, three thousand men turned out, and theyve hung a dozen of my shepherds for not reporting that Romans were lurking near Merrow. About a hundred men reached Thanet in time to see the Romans ship put to sea in a gale. What shall I do, Tros? Lud o Lunden, what a helpless cockerel a king is, if his men wont fight! Will you take my message to Caesar for me?

No, said Tros, stroking his beard thoughtfully as he leaned back against an oaken prop that supported the great ships hull. But if you can send a messenger to Gaul, who will start a rumor that you will sail a week or two from now to have at Caesar with ten or fifteen thousand men, do that by all means.

Caswallon laid a blue-veined white hand on his shoulder.

Brother Tros, we must pay Caesars price. My council say they will not feed Gwanars men, nor do they want Iceni quartering themselves in our towns. They offer gold for Fflurs ransom, and beyond that nothing. They loved Taliesan. They are thinking only of his funeral.

How much do they love you? Tros inquired.

Caswallon hesitated now to answer that. Tros continued his line of thought:

If you should be a prisoner in Gaul or should be slain in Gaul, how deeply would it stir them?

I dont know, Caswallon answered. But I think that in the spring they might send an expedition.

Tros laughed. Buy back your wife from Caesar with your subjects money? If Caesar would sell, which I doubt, though he loves gold. Sail with me, man! I sail tonight. Either I win back Fflur and Helma or I die.

Caswallons eyes gleamed.

My son is too young to act as regent, he said, but my cousin Orwic

Tonights tide! Tros said with deliberate emphasis. Get that messenger to Gaul if you can do it. Have him say that every fishing ship in Britain is being prepared to go to sea.

Caswallon drove away for further wrangling with his council, promising, if nothing else, to send that messenger. Tros went on working like Force incarnate to make the shipyard safe, and to provide sufficient plain, hard labor to keep his Britons out of mischief during his absence. He did not much care whether Caswallon should elect to come with him or not.

It was nearly nightfall when at last Eough came. It was a strange procession that he led. Two hundred men and women, fifty children, clothed in skins, all carrying wicker baskets in which their miserably insufficient household goods were packed, trailed behind Eough like a flexible long monster snaking through the shadows. Those in front carried bags of sulphur in addition to their baskets. All, even the women and children, had rough knives. They reeked of fish oil, as if they had used up all Eoughs treasure on their skins before they came away. Eoughs wolf ran in and out among their legs like a shuttle weaving an interminable pattern.

Tros observed them from the poop of his half-finished ship, wondering more than ever what their willingness to go to Gaul in winter-time might mean. He had promised them no reward, had offered no inducement beyond that one proposal made to Eough. There was something more than melancholy; there was a determined, almost a religious air to their procession. They resembled ants that he had seen in warmer climes, migrating from abandoned nests.

Conops, staring distrustfully, admitted them through the gate, but though he gave them no direction, they seemed to know exactly what to do. They filed toward the middle of the yard where they squatted densely around Eough who stood in the rough circle in their midst. He began talking to them, but his words were intended for them and none else; his head and hand moved in gestures of emphatic speech, but not even the sound of his voice reached Tros.

They made no answering murmur to the dwarfs remarks, but sat quite still and listened.

Tros sent them dried fish, carrots and cracked wheat. They devoured the food, not eagerly, not even with a display of interest, continuing to listen to Eoughs speech. As gloaming deepened they began to resemble ghosts attending a voiceless oracle.

They make me think of rats that leave a ship, Tros muttered. The thought made him shudder. Was he himself a rat, deserting his own half-finished wonder-ship? Was Caswallon a rat deserting Britain? Was Britain doomed?

Presently he called Eough over to where the barrels stood, bidding him bring sulphur.

Mix! he commanded.

Eough pounded the sulphur and charcoal separately, then mixed a quantity of each with powdered resin and oak sawdust, adding the yellow crystals afterwards. Tros took about a spoonful of the mixture and ignited it in a far corner of the yard. It spluttered as it burned. The stench nearly choked him and the heat, from even that small quantity, was almost incredible. When he returned he found Eough wetting down the sawdust.

Try again, said Eough.

The stuff was harder to ignite, but jumped and scattered as it burned, making a worse stench than ever. Satisfied, Tros filled up one of the leaden balls with the preparation and inserted an oil-soaked fuse into the hole. Then he filled the remaining nine lead balls in the same way, stowed those where Conops could find them in emergency and ordered the rest of the sulphur, resin, charcoal and yellow crystals carried on board the longship.


CHAPTER 47. The Start of the Mad Adventure

And if your cause be just, doth Wisdom bid you flinch because the unjust tell you courage is folly?
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



IT WAS bitter cold that night, with a bright half moon and no more east wind than sufficed to stir a ripple on the surface of the river. Caswallon came near midnight, swathed in furs, accompanied by two of his relations and one serving-man, with enough weapons between them to have furnished three times their number.

Nearly all Lunden turned out to see Caswallon off, most of them wishing him druids blessings on his venture, all of them pleased that he was running his own risk instead of taxing them to ransom Fflur, but some of them crying farewell to him as if he were sailing on his last adventure. His oldest son, yet hardly old enough to use mens weapons, clung to him, begging and pleading to be taken on the expedition.

Nay, my son, and for the last time! Caswallon answered. Stay here and obey Orwic. Study how to king it in my shoes if I should die over there in Gaul.

Then Eough, under a beacon flare, with cries and weird ceremony, investing Conops with underworld powers with which to guard the yard while Tros was absent; Caswallon adjuring his people to let the yard alone; Eough in person carrying the leaden ball into the middle of the yard, dancing around it, chanting incantation; Conops, torch in hand, as scared as any one.

Conops lit the fuse and hid behind a pile of timber in great haste, although Tros had told him to withdraw with dignity. There was a splutter, a great gasp from the assembled crowd, and then, what had not been foreseen, an explosion. The bomb burst like a thunder-clap, its stenching contents scattering far and wide. It started three fires in the wood-piles, that had to be doused with earth and snow by terrified British slaves, and the stench, even out in the open yard, was suffocating, almost unendurable. The crowd vanished, most of them pursuing runaway horses.

Brother Tros, I fear this, Caswallon announced. His face was ashen- gray. Do we journey in league with all the underworld?

No farther under than the bottom of the horse-dung in the cave beneath your stables, Tros replied. I never guessed that stuff would burst. Did you send that messenger to Gaul?

He leaves Lunden tonight by chariot to Pevensey, thence in the ship of Lomar, the tin merchant, who put in for repairs three months ago on his way from Ictis and frets to reach Gaul, where he can sell his cargo to the Romans.

Tros laughed.

Lets hope he didnt see the hot stink burst. Id rather hed hear of it. Theyll magnify the story. Hell multiply it in his head all the way between here and Gaul. By the time it reaches Caesar therell be talk of fifty thousand men on the way, all armed with the guts of earthquakes and the foul breath of Cocytus!

Caswallon murmured, but the thought of Fflur had him by the heart- strings. He was raised on ancient legend. High romance and derring-do were of the breath he breathed. Knight-errantry, however little practiced, lingered in the veins of every well-bred man in Britain, that and a sort of fatalism linked to faith in trial by ordeal. He proposed to confront Caesar, challenge him in person. He had no other plan, left all else to the Powers of the Unseen Universe that, he believed, took a deeply personal interest in the affairs of men.

It was a mad adventure  only the wan moonlight on the Thames to help them clear the mud-banks, Northmen at the oars, chanting a low dirge about the fights of Odin, all the ships waist stinking with the crowd of charcoal-burners soaked in fish oil, and only Tros at the helm with any notion what the plan might be.

And even Tros had hardly any plan at all. He only knew the half moon promised him fine weather, and remembered that his father on his death-bed, prophesied a long life for him on many lands and seas, with many a brush with Caesar, that should end in his becoming Caesars more or less ally at last. As he believed in death-bed prophecies, so he believed in giving prophecy an opportunity to work.

I undertake an enterprise of hazard, knowing a man can not die until his time comes, he assured Caswallon. My time to die is not yet. Therefore I can not fail if I go forward.

Forward he went, down-Thames on the top of the tide, too busy admiring the longships motion and her easy steering to let conjecture worry him. He had the gift of letting the past go, living with all his faculties in each existing moment.

The future, he said to Caswallon, is the past reshuffled. Who were the Gauls who helped the Romans carry off our wives?

The men of Murchan, king of Gwasgwyn who shall die, as I live! Caswallon answered.

I remember, Eough said it.

Eough was at the masthead, watching stars, and nothing could persuade him to come down, despite the cold and though Tros shouted to him a dozen times that he could see the stars as well from the after-deck. When he did come down at last, Tros gave the steering oar to Sigurdsen and followed Eough forward to where the graceful bow began its upward curve toward the high serpent figurehead. There he cornered him.

What have you seen?

Eough shrugged his shoulders. No speech reveals an artists inner thought, and there were no words to tell what Eough had seen. The shrug was helpless.

Good or bad? Tros asked.

Some wont like it, but you cant change it, Eough retorted.

For me, success or failure? Tros asked.

That depends on you, said Eough.

For you, then  what?

Depends on me, Eough answered.

Suddenly Tros felt afraid, not of the dwarf but of the dwarfs intentions. Eough sensed it.

We will pay our fare. We are honest people, he said, blinking, nodding, rubbing his legs to warm them.

You mean your fare to Gaul?

Eough nodded again.

You will do my bidding?

More nods, three in swift succession.

Why do you wish to go to Gaul?

Britain is no more good for us. Taliesan is dead. There will be war. We get behind the war, to the place whence it comes. In the front of the war where the swords clash and the horsemen hunt men for the sake of killing, it is not good for charcoal-burners.

Then you wont return to Britain?

Eough laughed on a high note like a small boy.

Does a chicken return into the egg? he asked.

Tros made his first mistake then. He returned to the stern of the ship and took Caswallon into confidence.

Migration, he announced, like birds that fly south for the winter, only these birds wont return. Youll have to find new charcoal-burners around Lunden.

For a minute or two Caswallon refused flatly to believe him. As the truth began to filter through the crust of his autocracy, almost his very reason wavered. Rage burned into a frenzy.

Throw them overboard! he exploded, gulping. Luds liver! The ungrateful, treacherous dogs! Leave Britain, and without our leave? Bid your Northmen gut them! Swine! They have lived in our forests, and we let them live, not even burning their ghastly sorcerer, as we should have, but for Taliesan! This comes of taking reptiles in place of honest men. Here

Tros had to restrain him forcibly. He would have leaped into the ships waist, sword in hand. He wanted to wreak murder on unnatural ingrates. Not that he had ever loved them or rejoiced in them as fellow countrymen. Far might that be from him! They were not even tax-payers. The point was, they had no right to go and ought to be killed for wanting to. They were vermin, godless sorcerers and insolent, ungrateful swine.

He came near to fighting Tros, because Tros dared to protect them.

I have a plan by which we can succeed with charcoal-burners better than with all your armed men, Tros explained. These people have been hunted for generations. They are adepts at concealment. They will not be noticed. None will suspect them. They will be grateful to me for taking them to Gaul, and to you, too, if youll only let them.

But Caswallon would hear none of it.

You will next ask me to be grateful to those swine! he thundered.

Nothing calmed him until the tide turned and the ground swell, aftermath of days of storm, pitched and rocked the longship until the rising sun danced like a drunken partner to the figurehead. The King of all the Trinobantes lay down then and vomited his spleen among the lazy, laughing waves.

Am I a fish? he groaned. O Lud! O mother of my sons, that you should have brought me to this pass! Tros, brother Tros, I die! Whoooo-up! waw-hu-ep-ah! Bear me a last message to my wife. O Fflur  eeyuerup  Ca-Caswallon dared the sea for love of you and  whooerreeup!

Eough massaged him until the blood returned to head, hands, feet and vertigo departed. Caswallon threatened the dwarf with death for touching him, but Eough persisted and Caswallons own attendants were too sick to interfere. At last the dwarf contrived a fearsome draft of fish oil mixed with onion juice and made Caswallon swallow it, forcing his jaws apart with iron fingers, rolling him over on his back and holding his nose until the mess was down. Caswallon retched and gurgled, but the sickness ceased.

Before long he was sitting up and swearing like a gentleman, rinsing his mouth with sea-water to change the taste, and presently demanding food. Eough cooked it, using charcoal in a sand box forward. And whether the roe venison was hung exactly long enough, or whether Eough wrought miracles of cooking, Caswallon voted it the best food he had eaten in a dozen years.

You dog of a sorcerer! he roared. If shame didnt forbid, I could forgive you!

But Eough, sure of Tross protection, cared not at all for kings and went forward to mix ground sulphur with the crystals, charcoal and resin with the sawdust, damping the lot with sea-water and then filling the ten leaden bombs. But he did not insert the fuses yet. He seemed to have a cautious reverence for the offspring of his alchemy, which profoundly impressed the whole ships company.

Not long after dawn there came a light wind, biting cold but favorable, and Tros set sail. Then, having set a course with the wind under the lobe of your left ear, he gave the steering oar to Sigurdsen and lay down to sleep on a pile of sheepskins. But Caswallon was in no mood for sleep and insisted on asking questions.

I will tell you whither we go when the gods tell me! I will sleep on it, Tros answered irritably.

But Caswallon did not believe in that kind of divination, any more than Tros believed in discussing plans that were as yet but half formed in his mind. They had to compromise, each having half his own way, the plan not outlined, but the problem definitely stated.

I know Caesar, Tros began. He always began discussions of Caesar that way. He does his dirty work by proxy. If it succeeds, he takes the credit; if it fails, he blames his agent. They were the men of Murchan, king of Gwasgwyn who carried off our wives. They will not go to Caritia where Caesar may be, but will return with their prisoners to Gwasgwyn, where Caesar will presently follow them, unless the gods prevent.

But Gwasgwyn is far distant on the western coast of Gaul, so this being winter time, two things are certain. They will not travel all that way by sea, because of risk of storms. Nor did they come all that distance by sea in the first place. Their ship came from some harbor on the northern coast of Gaul, and will return thither, whence they will proceed to Gwasgwyn overland.

It would be in keeping with Caesars character to pretend to rescue our two wives from Murchans men as the party travels across country. Marius and Galba, you may be quite sure, will hurry to Caesars winter quarters by the shortest route, give him all the necessary information, and thereafter hold their tongues or say what Caesar puts into their mouths.

Now we are not so far behind that Roman ship. They put to sea in a gale, it is true, but with the tide against them. Later, the wind shifted to the southwest. Then it failed. This ship of ours sails half as fast again as anything the Romans have this side of the Gates of Hercules. If they should go as far as Seine-mouth we might even overtake them, although that is too good to expect. They will make all haste. They will whip the oarsmen.

I am hoping they will make for Seine-mouth, and I think that likely because it would be an easy place for them to have obtained a fairly good ship and a Gaulish pilot who would know something of the course between there and Thanet. Caesar has had hard work to find pilots who knew the coast of Britain, but I know there was one such at Seine-mouth because I myself had information from him last year.

Calculating tides, the wind and one thing and another, I believe they can not reach Seine-mouth much before tonight, near midnight. At any rate, I think they will not sail farther to the west than Seine-mouth, and we may be fairly sure they will make some kind of signal before they reach whichever port they have in mind. That signal will be answered from the shore. If it is night-time, we shall see the signals, a flare from the masthead, some sort of beacon on land. They will not see us, and I know the Seine-mouth estuary. I can creep in unseen in the dark. Thereafter, leave it to the gods, who I think are our friends, not Caesars.

Tros curled himself among the sheepskins then and snored in answer to Caswallons questions. Prods in the ribs took no effect. Apparently he did not hear demands for information as to what use charcoal-burners might be put to, and how he proposed to employ the murderous, hot stinkballs.

But when, after two or three hours, Caswallon himself lay down to sleep, Tros awoke as if by intuition, and, after conning the ships position, went up to the bow to talk with Eough. They talked for at least an hour in undertones, whereafter Tros lay down again and slept like a man without a trouble on his mind.


CHAPTER 48. The Liburnian

Any fool can stir anger. Cowards, liars, hypocrites and thieves can stir enmity. Ye need no manhood in the broth of vengeance; its ingredients are on the lips of fools, and in the hearts of the proud whose pride is meanness, and of the mean whose pride is ill-faith. But which of you can change anger into good-will? Which of you can change enmity into friendship? That one hath manhood. Aye, he useth it. The Lords of Life will not neglect to test him. He is worthy, that one, of the hammer-blows of Wisdom, on the anvil of life.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THE WINTRY wind blew fair for them that whole day long, and the Northmen slept in watches, resting to be ready for the oar work if the wind should fail. When the half moon rose, it fell calm  one of those rare, shimmering nights with stars like silver, when the tinkling sea resembled polished glass and the ice froze brittle on wet rope-ends.

Eough went to the masthead. It was Eough who reported three bright beacons in a row, a mile or more inland, beyond the shadowy low marshes. Seine-mouth estuary lay on the port bow, many miles away. The tide was slack  about to set against them, but also against the enemy, so be the enemy were there. They had seen no glimpse of any ship, but Tros felt more than ever sure his guess was accurate.

When I sleep, the gods instruct me, he assured Caswallon.

But Caswallon, stamping his feet on deck to keep warm, breaking ice from his moustache, was doubtful of that and of every other article of Tross faith, until Eough cried out again from where he swayed, a motionless, small phantom, dark against the starlit sky. Two lights now on a ships spar. One at either end!

Caswallon saw them as the longship lurched over a silent swell. Out oars! Row! he yelled excitedly. Tros, get your hot stink. engines ready! Lud! We have them! Luck o Lud o Lunden! Row, you rascals!

Distance was deceptive on that dark expanse of water. Tros took thought.

They could hear oars, he warned. They have thirty or forty fighting men. If we outrow them and throw the burning stink aboard, we might kill Fflur and Helma. Think, man, think! Dont waste breath.

But Caswallon could only think in terms of chariots and horses, of ambush and sudden swoops on a surprised foe. He cursed the wind that had failed them. He cursed the sea because he could not walk on it. He cursed Tros, because he could not race that Roman ship and ram her, pitch the burning stink into her hold and snatch the prisoners away before it sank with all its crew. He was for action, swift and resolute.

The stinkballs would kill us as well as them, said Tros, taking the steering oar.

He knew those waters. Setting slow time for the oar-beats, husbanding the Northmens strength, he set a course in-shore to where the tide would flow against him with less force.

And then the unexpected happened. He caught the sound of oars between him and the enemy.

He ordered silence  let the ship swing any way she pleased  climbed to the masthead and clung there beside Eough. Once, then again, he caught the flash of moonlight on an oar-blade, but the cold air filmed his eyes, and the ships motion, adding to the heaving of the moonlit waves, made vision difficult. It was a long time before he made out the hull of a long, low rowing boat.

Liburnian, he muttered.

It was one of those fast boats the Romans used for harbor work and for taking messages to ships at sea, rowed by eight or a dozen men.

He watched with running eyes until the cold grew unendurable, then returned to deck.

That might be Caesar himself in that liburnian, he said. And if I knew it were I would take all chances.

Caswallon did not hesitate.

I order you! Start the oars again!

Not so, Tros answered. I am captain. You are king of a piece of Britain. I think they come for Marius and Galba, who will make all speed for the shore to convey their news to Caesar. If we watch the liburnian, we may learn where Caesar is.

Caesar will be where those three lights are, said Caswallon, pointing shoreward toward Seine-mouth.

No, said Tros, those are guide lights, three in a line to show the channel.

Make for them then! Get there first and block the channel!

Cant be done, Tros answered. Tide and a whiff of wind against us. Tide increasing. From that masthead I saw a light in motion, and I think there is a pilot coming out, but it may be one of Caesars warships.

He could no longer hear the liburnian, so he lowered the sail and started the oars. Slowly at first, then faster he took the longship nearer shore, until he could discern the low cliffs dimly and could hear the pounding of the surf.

He took a sounding and dropped anchor.

Now, he said, if the gods are our friends, we may accomplish something. Caesars camp used to be yonder. He pointed. A small camp, about two hundred infantry and fifty horsemen, near a place where crossroads meet. The bigger camp lies yonder.

He pointed again, this time much farther to the westward.

See. You can see the watchfires along the rampart. That bigger camp is outside the Gauls town, maybe a mile away from it. Between that and us lie the harbor and the River Seine. When I was in Gaul, Caesar hardly ever slept a night in the large camp because it is across the river, which delays the receipt of messages from other points. Except when he is on the march he likes a small camp best and not too many onlookers, not too many men who might report his doings. He has a theory, too, that the legions admire him more if they dont see him too often. It doesnt amuse him to be commonplace. Watch our charcoal-burners.

They were hanging overside, crowded against the landward rail, all as silent as ghosts. Caswallon swore aloud. It irked him to see men eager to leave Britain.

Throw them overboard! See if they can swim! he snorted.

But instead, Tros issued food to them, dried fish and roasted wheat in sufficient quantities to last for several days. Then he sent for young Glendwyr to come to the steering deck. Two Northmen brought him, so seasick he could hardly stand.

Caswallon pitied him: He seemed to bear no malice against a rebel taken in the act, defeated and enslaved, although he loathed the charcoal-burners who had never lifted hand against him.

Come now, Glendwyr, he said kindly, make me glad I did not hang you. Let me see you play the man.

I would have hanged you, had rebellion not failed! the youngster answered. It would have been more merciful than slavery.

Tros cut that altercation short.

Your chance! he said sternly. If you want your freedom, work for it. I charge no tenths, the way the Romans do. Whoever serves me faithfully receives freedom, and I hire him thereafter as a free man. What do you say?

I am sick. I am fit for nothing, Glendwyr answered.

So. That is when a mans true spirit shows itself. Sick as you are, do you propose to earn your freedom?

How? asked Glendwyr.

He is no good, said Caswallon.

But Tros was not so sure. He tried again: Will you serve me while my back is turned?

Once more Glendwyr hesitated. He eyed Tros and then Caswallon.

I hate you both. Better kill me, he answered.

Tros laughed.

Young fool, I need no leave of yours if I choose to kill you. You are my property. I offer you a mans chance to be your own man again.

I crave freedom, but as a free man I will never serve you, Glendwyr answered.

Never is a long time. We will cross that river when we reach it, said Tros. Can you swim?

Glendwyr nodded.

Can you swim from here to shore? A long way, mind. The sea is like ice. Very well, Ill have two Britons rub you down with fish oil. Put oiled wool in your ears. Wait, Ill lower a boat and send you half way to the shore. You swim the rest. Take food with you tied in a bladder. When morning comes, find out where they have taken the Lady Fflur and the Lady Helma. Bring a message from them back to me. You will have to search for me. I will not be standing on the highest point in sight.

Very well, said Glendwyr. But dont talk to me afterwards about faithful service and such balderdash. I serve myself. I have no love for you whatever.

Nevertheless, remember this, said Tros. You have owned a slave or two, young fellow, but you are now at the business of being one. No matter how much Caesar is my enemy, nor how much the Gauls hate Caesar, and even if I should be taken and crucified, you are a slave. One word from me and you would be proscribed and hunted down. You must return to me to receive your freedom. Nothing for nothing. I give freedom for honest service.

Glendwyr nodded. As a man whose father had owned slaves he understood the system. All freemen of whatever race were in league against the slave, and those who had themselves been manumitted were the worst of all. A runaway slaves sole hope of escaping crucifixion was to take to the mountains as an outlaw, or to enlist in some foreign mercenary army. But the latter was impossible where Rome held sway.

Tros ordered the rowboat put quietly overside, told off two charcoal- burners to rub Glendwyr, face and all with oil, and climbed once more to the masthead where he remained for half an hour. When he returned to the deck he looked pleased, although his teeth were chattering.

What like was Lomars ship? he asked. He who carried tin and took your messenger?

Caswallon described the ship as nearly as he could, but he could have described a horse much better.

All the Ictis tin ships carry an iron basket at the masthead, in which they burn tow-flares, that the ship may see the way by night, or for some such reason.

Tros chuckled.

That is not a Roman warship coming out. Tide and wind must have carried Lomar from Pevensey to Seine-mouth, where I suppose the Romans ordered him to make haste to Caritia. Now he is coming out of Seine-mouth on a tide that will take him two-thirds of the way. Is Lomar any kind of friend of yours?

Aye, surely. Many times he has brought tin and traded it for wool in Lunden.

Go borrow that iron basket from him then. Four Northmen shall row you. Put Glendwyr into the water half way between here and the shore, and then row to meet Lomars ship. Wait! Has he a figurehead?

No, his ship is a blunt-bowed thing, not nearly as long as this but, I should say, as high out of the water. No figurehead before or behind.

Axes! Tros commanded.

And almost before Caswallon had stepped overside into the rowboat with four Northmen all armed to the teeth, Sigurdsen and some others, grumbling superstitiously, were chopping off the long-necked serpents that adorned the longships ends.

Now we shall have no luck at all! growled Sigurdsen. As well lop off a horses head and tail!

But Tros leaned overside and gave additional instructions to Caswallon:

First and foremost, borrow that iron basket. Second, get all the news you can from Lomar. Third, try to persuade him to stand far out to sea, so that he will be out of sight by morning, or else to anchor before morning in some land-locked cove where the Romans arent likely to see him.

Caswallon was rowed away and again Tros climbed to the masthead. Presently in the wan light of the moon he caught sight of the liburnian returning shoreward. The light at Lomars masthead had burned itself out, but beyond it two small lights at either end of a spar explained that another ship was laboring under oars, presumably trying to enter the channel against the tide.

Then came mist on a breath of warmer air. White cat-tails puffed along in streaks prophetic of a dense fog. Tros began to fear Caswallon might be lost, began to wonder whether he must burn a flare for him and risk all consequences.

So an hour passed. Once, he heard a distant crash that sounded not quite like a long wave bursting on the shingle. Long after that he heard the heavy thump of long sweeps and the squeak of a swaying spar as Lomars ship went by. The mist increased, but with occasional puffs of wind that blew long sea-lanes, down which the moon shone brightly. Then oars again, the steady thump and swing of seamen born to the business, and presently Caswallons hail out of a fog bank:

Tro-o-o-s!

He shouted back to give them the direction. Five more minutes and Caswallon came climbing up, wet to the skin. The Northmen followed, dragging up a huge iron basket.

Luds luck! Caswallon announced. Give me dry clothes, Tros. We got Marius and Galba. Slew them both! Your Northmen are first rate fellows! Row? Luds backbone! We came full speed out of a bank of fog and crashed into the liburnian! Look at the boats bow! Lucky you built her of oak or wed be swimming yet! We upset the liburnian and Galba jumped aboard us. I hacked his neck through clear to the backbone, so he couldnt tell me much. Then Marius got both hands on the boats edge and one of the Northmen helped him in.

He knocked them overboard and rushed at me, so I had to stop him, point to the throat. He went over backward and vanished. Armor too heavy, I suppose. Then I had to pull the two Northmen out of the water. The fools cant swim! One of them pulled me in. By Lud, Im as wet as a fish. Liburnians crew? Oh, the Northmen knocked them on the head with oars as they tried to swim. Therell be no tales told ashore! Glendwyr? Yes, he left all right, swimming strong, blowing like a porpoise. Just before he jumped in he said he was sorry hed insulted you. He asked me to say he would do his best and he wishes you druids luck.

Lomar? Yes, we tackled him after we scuttled the liburnian. Lomar put into Seine-mouth, leaking badly, but he has sickness aboard, so the Romans sent him out again on the tide and told him to dump his sick men overboard out of sight of land. Lomars as mad as a forked eel. He wants the money for his tin, but the Romans wont pay him until he takes it to Caritia and hes afraid his ship isnt seaworthy. He intends to put into a cove before morning and try to patch her up, but he says if the Romans catch him there, theyll chase him out to sea. So hell have to be careful.

How much tin has he? asked Tros.

As much as his ship can carry, stowed under a structure like a house- roof around the mast, not unlike the one we have on this ship. He set my messenger ashore before he left port. The man jumped overside and swam for it. And you were right, Tros. Hes already talking about fifty thousand men. Lomar asked me whether its true that the druids have armed us with thunderbolts. I told him yes. Caesars ears will burn by morning!

Tros ordered the iron basket hoisted to the masthead and fixed in place.

Now we neednt worry, he said. Were Lomars ship. Was his hull pitch black?

Caswallon nodded, pulling on warm, dry trousers that one of his own attendants offered, making shift himself with blankets out of Tros store.

Luck o Lud! said Tros. It looks like it. Lomar with a sick crew, the Romans will never venture near this ship. Theyll never doubt were Lomar. Mist, and no sign of wind. Plenty of time between now and morning. Sigurdsen!

The giant Northman stood before him, arms folded on his breast.

I never tempt a friend beyond his strength, said Tros. This was your ship once. You shall come ashore with me. You and the four best men you have. Caswallon, will you leave your party on board here? Then we neednt be afraid that our Northmen will put to sea and leave us.

Sigurdsen scowled. Caswallon laughed.

You doubt my faith? asked Sigurdsen.

Not I, said Tros, but I propose to test it like a new rope, not using too much strain at first. You, I, the Lord Caswallon and Eough for the shore. We will try to steal more boats to land the charcoal-burners. Put those stinkballs into the boat. Let Eough have charge of them.


CHAPTER 49. Luck o Lud o Lunden

Some of you pray for Luds luck. And the worldly wise mock you, saying Luck loves only strength and wealth and cunning. But I tell you, ye reap as ye sowed in former lives; and in this life ye are sowing what ye shall reap in lives to come. Faith, hope, courage, these three are the seeds of Good Luck. Sow ye therefore, lest the unused seed should rot. It is too late now to change what ye call Luck. Ye must reap as ye sowed in former lives. But Destiny depends on how ye sow and what ye sow in this life. Faith, hope, courage  greed, fear, malice. Choose. As ye sow ye shall reap.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



THEY FOUND three boats keels upward on the beach, but it took until dawn to land the charcoal-burners because the boats kept losing themselves in the fog between ship and land.

The women. The children, Eough demanded when the last of his skin-clad men stood shivering on shore.

Tros grinned.

They are no use to you yet, he answered. Business first.

I have never broken a promise, said the dwarf.

Nor I, Tros answered. You shall have those women and children when the work is done.

Eough shrugged his shoulders philosophically, but he did not like the idea of having to leave hostages in Tross hands. He set the stinkballs higher up the beach and waited for further orders.

Now remember, Tros advised him, if the Romans see you they will make sport of you because you are small, and you will have a hard time to get away from them. Some dealer might even claim you as a slave. Or you might be kidnaped and smuggled away to Rome. Keep out of sight as much as possible. Choose your best man and send him to offer faggots for sale to the legionaries.

Theyre the most improvident wastrels in the world with fuel. At the rate they were burning watchfires last night, no wood-stack would last a week. Theyre certain purchasers. Hell find the quartermaster who does the purchasing in a building that faces the front entrance of the camp. Let him bargain a bit for appearance sake, but be sure he accepts finally whatever price is offered.

The rest of you go to the woods youll find in that direction he pointed southward glean faggots, and conceal the stinkballs in the largest ones. Then, when your man has done the bargaining, carry the faggots into the camp and stack them where the quartermaster shows you. Your men must return to the woods to sleep, but you report to me. Leave two of your men here. One of them will find you later on and tell you where Im hidden. The other will find Glendwyr and tell him.

Eough concealed the stinkballs under heaps of seaweed in the charcoal- burners baskets and departed into the fog, as business-like as if he were leading a hundred slaves to market.

Did he understand at which camp he is to offer wood for sale? Caswallon asked.

Yes, the smaller one, where Caesar may be.

What if Caesar is not there?

What if the gods are not around us! Tros retorted. I never think in terms of what if not. I look at what is. Let us do our part and trust the gods to do theirs. Observe this fog. Could the gods have dropped a better screen over our movements? I will believe the gods are neutral when I see it proved! We are hostages to luck. The gods love boldness. Forward!

Nine of them, Tros leading and two wretched-looking charcoal-burners last, began to march inland, pausing frequently to listen for voices or footsteps, following a footpath but avoiding habitations, seeking high ground in order if possible to get above the mist. They were discovered and barked at by the dogs, but no harm came of it. And at one place where they crossed hoar- frosted grassland, three stray horses made them believe they had been detected by Caesars cavalry. Discovering the mistake, Caswallon would have caught one of those horses and ridden it, had Tros permitted; but horse theft was too likely to have started hue and cry.

Caswallon was still obsessed by the notion of finding Caesar and challenging him to single combat. As simple as a child where chivalry concerned him, he was even nervous lest Tros should claim precedence and fight the Roman first. In vain Tros told him twenty times that Caesar would consider himself too civilized for that kind of encounter.

He murders by proxy at wholesale. He is brave in battle, but he would laugh at the idea of trial by ordeal.

I have heard, Caswallon answered, that the Romans are great fighters, hand-to-hand. Marius told me that even their public games are fights to the death in an arena between picked antagonists.

Foreigners fighting, Romans looking on! Tros answered. Another of their pretty little games is watching prisoners torn by wild dogs. I tell you, if you should walk up and challenge Caesar, he would simply have you put in chains and keep you to grace his triumph when he goes to Rome.

Caswallon refused to believe it. Unwillingness to upset Tross plan was all that prevented him from going there and then in search of Caesar. And even so, if he had known how vague Tross plan still was, he might have gone in any case. Tros was simply trusting in what Caswallon would have called, Luds Luck.

They reached high ground at last and lay down behind a fallen tree to munch cold breakfast and wait for the mist to disperse. They could hear the tubas blow in Caesars camp, the occasional galloping footfall of a mounted messenger, shouting and the usual medley of camp noises, but they had little idea how close they were. When the fog did lift at last, leaving a light haze, they discovered they were hardly a quarter of a mile away. They could see Caesars tents  the little one he slept in, and the big one, sumptuously furnished, warmed with charcoal braziers, with the standards pitched in front of it, in which he lived by day.

There was no doubt, after they had watched for half an hour, that Caesar was in the big tent. A constant stream of messengers came and went. Men who appeared to be important officers stood near the tent in groups, entering one by one as they were summoned. The camp was laid out spaciously and contained more wooden huts than tents. Bright fires were burning at each intersection of the lines, and at those groups of soldiers stood warming themselves; but most of the officers and men, not on actual duty, were pacing solemnly in twos along the rampart, or to and fro on the parade ground.

How shall we reach Caesar? Caswallon grumbled.

But Tros was studying the woodstack, which, as he had guessed might be the case, was running low.

It was heaped about midway between Caesars tent and the rear camp entrance, and had a ragged, untidy look from having been extravagantly requisitioned the preceding night.

We will stay here, said Tros. This place serves perfectly. In a low voice he gave his orders to the two charcoal-burners, having learned long since in dealings with them that the only way to make them even wish to understand him was to moderate his voice. They nodded and went off in different directions, one toward the woods to the southward, the other toward the harbor where Caesars new fleet was building and twenty or thirty ships, unrigged as yet, lay anchored.

Suddenly Tros gripped Caswallons forearm.

Hermes! That fellow Caesar is a swift one! Look! He pointed to where a long, white road ran nearly due south over the horizon. That tale of ours of thunderbolts and fifty thousand men and an invasion worked! He takes precautions, whether or not he believes the news!

The advance guard of a legion, mounted men with their helmets and covered shields swung over-shoulder, jogged over-hill, blurred by the haze, and there was infantry behind them. Men with ropes and pegs were already marking off at one end the lines for new ditches and ramparts, to enlarge the camp.

Luck? said Tros. We have it all! This arriving legion will want fuel. Theyll requisition most of Caesars small stack. Our charcoal-burners will find a ready market. Theyll be heaping faggots all day long to replenish Caesars pile while the new legions foragers pile up a heap of their own.

And so it happened. A fatigue party reduced the fuel stack by two-thirds its bulk, throwing it near the middle of the rectangle being marked out for the use of the arriving legion.

But presently the light haze cleared away before a breath of wind, and Tros changed his mind about the luck being all his. He felt a cold chill creeping down his spine, that had nothing to do with the frosty air. He could see far out to seaward. His jaw jerked forward and his amber eyes glared like an angry cats.

Fool! he muttered. Idiot! I might have known the sea was my sphere and the dry land Caesars!

He pointed. Almost out of sight to westward, the ship from which the liburnian had carried Marius and Galba to their doom toiled against the tide along the coast.

They put in to drop Marius and Galba! They mean to land the women somewhere nearer Gwasgwyn! Zeus! Trust Caesar to pretend to have nothing to do with the business until he can find some way of covering his own tracks! Lud, Lud, Lud, Lud! What now?

To our ship! Back to our ship! Caswallon. urged instantly. Up anchor. Give chase!

For about ten breaths Tros thought of that. Then:

No! he said simply. Cant desert Eough and the charcoal-burners.

Phaugh! Caswallon snorted. Those swine?

They have our stinkballs.

We have courage. Our wives are yonder!

If we stay here, young Glendwyr will get word to us.

Of what we already know! Let Glendwyr rot! Come on, Tros! Back to the ship!

No! said Tros.

Luds blood, man! Why not?

Because the gods love men who do not change their plan at every setback. Because I can see Eough and his hundred bringing faggots from the woods. Also because if we should move our ship in the wrong direction, the Romans might suspect it is not Lomars tin ship after all; and they can move by land much faster than we could row against the tide. Here we lie unsuspected. Let us see what happens.

Lie here like a frozen dog while Fflur, the mother of my sons

Caswallon set his jaw and lapsed into angry silence, glancing at Tros from time to time as if he had begun to lose all confidence in his ally. But Tros watched Caesars camp and the legion, tramping down the long white road, singing, shields and helmets slung over their shoulders; wagons, war machines, camp followers and women trailing in the rear.

After a while even Caswallon forgot impatience as he watched the marvel of a Roman legion making camp, the speed with which they dug the ditch and earthwork, the total absence of confusion, the unhurried ease with which the tents and wooden huts were raised in regular, straight lines.

If I could make my Britons work like that!

Then you would conquer all Britain! What good would it do you and the other tribes? Tros answered. Rome is a disease. She has no virtue except discipline.

Eough and his charcoal-burners made three trips from the forest, stacking their faggots hardly fifty yards away from Caesars tent, before the legions foragers began to march away in parties to attend to that work themselves. Apparently the charcoal-burners were paid off. They returned to the forest but made no reappearance on the scene. The Roman foragers cut trees down, split the wood and stacked it around and about the charcoal-burners pile, hauling some in wagons, some piled high on mules. By noon the heap was almost mountainous, and the last loads were delivered direct to the soldiers for the nights use, the wagons going the round of the rampart and cross-wise up and down the camp, dumping separate heaps at every intersection.

Then, a little after high noon, Caesar himself in his scarlet cloak emerged from the great tent to be fawned on by his generals and parade the camp awhile, pausing at intervals  a figure of dignified gesture  the crowd around him backing away as he swept with his right arm in the direction of whatever he discussed. Once he pointed straight at where Tros and Caswallon were concealed and for three minutes they lay with bated breath, forgetting how impossible it was that he should see them or know they were there.

Caesar returned to his tent, and not long after that came Eough, boy- voiced, a trifle querulous, guided by that charcoal-burner who had gone in search of him. The Romans had not paid his men. The quartermaster had told them to return tomorrow for the handful of copper money due them. Eough was as disturbed about that as if it were Tros who had broken a promise to himself.

That Roman intends to swindle my people, he complained. Tros laughed and called him Xenophon, a jest that only aroused Eoughs ire because he had no notion what it meant. He demanded the women and children.

I have done my work. The stinkballs are under the woodpile with a fuse set into each, and each about a mans length distant from the other.

The dwarf stood arms akimbo, stomach out, pouting his lips, his bare toes clenching at the hard ground.

Shall I curse you? he suggested.

Go and curse Caesar! Tros advised him. Some one has to fire that woodpile between now and midnight. None but you can get into the camp and stay there after dark. They turn out all strangers at sunset. But, as I told you last night, Romans are mad about omens; Caesar as mad as the rest.

If you present yourself at the camp gate they will take you straight to Caesar as a curiosity. If you tell Caesar you can read the stars, he will order you to cast his horoscope. Tell him you must watch the stars alone, uninterfered with, and go and sit near the woodpile. But dont set fire to it until just after they have changed the watch, midway between sunset and midnight.

I dont want to be sold and sent to Rome, the dwarf retorted. I dont want to be crucified for burning wood-piles. I know Caesars horoscope already. He will die by the knife when his time comes. You cant kill him.

But Tros knew Eoughs weakness, which, like any other mans, lay underneath his pride.

You could obtain a big reward by going straight to Caesar and betraying us, he suggested.

Dung-Heap Tros! Fish-Oil Tros! When did you and I break promises?

Then go to Caesar. Do as I bid you. Remember all I told you last night. I will set the women and children ashore before daylight if the woodpile burns.

Eough stuck out a tongue at him.

I go, he said. I do it. But I know your horoscope, too. Like Caesar, when your time comes, you will die with iron in your belly.

Eough turned on his heel and walked away, making discontented noises with his teeth and tongue. Caswallon rose to his knees, loosening his sword from the scabbard.

I go to kill that dwarf, he explained when Tros tried to restrain him. He will sell us to Caesar as surely as we lie here. Better please the gods by killing him now. You or I can creep into the camp and fire the woodpile.

Kill me instead, if I shall judge wrongly, Tros answered. That dwarf thinks more of his charcoal-burners than of you or me or Caesar or all the money Caesar could pay him. And more than that again, he values his own promise! He will do exactly what I have told him to. But if we should play him false thereafter, and not set those women and children ashore, I would not give a denarius for either of our lives. Eough is a keeper of bargains.

Mightily dissatisfied, Caswallon let Eough go, but a dozen times he changed his mind and wanted to send the Northmen after him to kill him before he could reach the camp. It was only because the Northmen refused point-blank that he at last subsided, growling to himself.

It is not good to kill dwarfs, Sigurdsen explained. That man is a cousin to the Zwergs and Trolls. He has the mind of seven men in the body of the seventh of one. Seven curses lie on whoever kills him.

Whether Sigurdsen made that up merely to support Tros or whether he believed it, he impressed Caswallon, who lay quiet until nearly sunset, watching the camp activities through mist that gradually settled into fog as night drew near. The fog rather worried Tros. Eoughs story of sitting alone to watch the stars would hardly be likely to pass muster.

And then at sunset Glendwyr came, guided by the other charcoal burner who had found him wandering along the seashore, looking for Tros where the boats were upturned on the beach. Glendwyr was brief.

They were landed in the ships boat on the far side of the river, and the ship has vanished westward. The Lady Fflur sends loving greetings to the Lord Caswallon. The Lady Helma has escaped.

Zeus! Tros sprang to his feet. Where is she?

Come, was all Glendwyr said, and jerked his head in the direction of the sea.

They left Sigurdsen and his fellow Northmen lying there to watch Caesars camp, and followed Glendwyr through the thickening fog. He would have gone at a jog-trot, but Caswallon seized his arm, ignoring risk, questioning him loudly.

What else said my wife? How was she? Have they treated her with courtesy? Where is she now?

It was only when he tried to talk that it appeared how exhausted Glendwyr was. He was eager to finish his task before he dropped.

In the larger camp beyond the river. Yes, she is well, he gasped.

It was Tros who detected blood, for Tros was following. There was an open wound on the back of Glendwyrs right thigh. He overtook him and felt it.

Javelin, said Glendwyr. Glancing blow. Not deep.

Tros swore under his breath as Glendwyr broke into a trot. Now the whole plan had gone skyward! It was brave of Helma to escape, but Pluto! They would inform Caesar, there would be hue and cry, two thousand men would search like trained hounds, they would put out in boats and search the longship.

We are done for now! he muttered.

Down by the shore between three water-rounded rocks, not a hundred paces from the place where they had left the boats, lay Helma. Tros knelt and took her in his arms, but for a long time she could not speak to him, until the warmth of his body brought response at last, he lending her, as it were, a reflection of his own vitality. She was wet to the skin, but the back of her deerskin dress was drenched with blood and he could feel the broken-off end of an arrow protruding below her shoulder-blade.

Caswallon stood by, saying nothing, only he drew his sword and felt the edge of it with his left thumb. Glendwyr sat down with his back against a rock.

Helma! Helma! Tros kept repeating.

She spoke at last. He held his ear to her lips but there was no need. The spirit in her burned high like the last flame of an exhausted lamp and her voice had strength in it.

Lord Tros, I grieve I may not bear your sons. Set Glendwyr free.

Glendwyr! said Tros, very loud, sparing one glance for him. You are free!

He found us. We were in a hut outside the camp. But now they have taken Fflur inside. He whispered. Then  in the fog  I crept out to talk with him. Too many sentries. Farther away. Fog. And then  I thought of you  if I am killed, no need to fight for me  if I reach you, my proper place  father of my son, Lord Tros. But never now. We ran  and we ran. Glendwyr knew the way. Boat down by the river, but only a pole  no oars. Sentries running after us, and it took time to launch the boat. Arrow  and I lay in the boat. Glendwyr was hurt  something knocked him overboard and he lost the pole. He swam, guiding the boat. And then  when he called to me to help him in  I couldnt. Fog. Tide. We struck a sandbank. He lifted me out. I lay on the water. He dragged me. After that, I dont know, but I suppose he carried me to this place. O Tros, I grieve  press me closer, so. It is warm  I grieve your son might not be born before I die.

She died in his arms as he knelt there, he saying to her what he had not known was in him to be said. When she had breathed her last he looked for Glendwyr, to repeat to him that he was free.

But Caswallon was talking to Glendwyr, binding a strip from his own good linen shirt on Glendwyrs thigh, talking, acting as toward an equal:

Luck o Lud o Lunden? I begin to doubt it! Lud lives in the Thames. He doesnt care for us in Gaul! I had a good ally in Tros as long as his own wife was a prisoner, but

Tros cut that conversation short.

Luck or none, he interrupted, will you help me launch a boat?

Through the fog, and in spite of the fog, Caswallons face loomed savagely resigned.

I will, he said, snapping his jaws tight.

I will lay my wife aboard the ship, said Tros, and leave Glendwyr there because of his wounds. Then we will return for your wife and attend to it that Caesar pays the bill.

Caswallon sighed, grinned and gripped Tross shoulder: Brother Tros, he said. I grieve, I did you wrong. I should have known you would see this through. It was Luds own luck when you and I made friends!


CHAPTER 50. The Gods! The Gods!

Why praise the gods? Why blame or thank them? Do your duty and the gods will do theirs.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



IN FOG so dense that they could hardly find the shore, so dense that when they did reach shore they lost themselves a dozen times, Tros and Caswallon found their way at last to where Sigurdsen and the Northmen waited. Sigurdsen reported that a search for Helma had begun. Roman soldiers, quartering the fog, calling to one another to keep touch, had almost stumbled on them.

Helma is dead, Tros told him, expecting the news would arouse the shivering Northmens fighting spirit. But Sigurdsen merely gloomed about it, and the other Northmen took his view.

I said we would have no luck after we chopped down those figureheads. We will all be dead men presently, said Sigurdsen, fingering his ax.

Tros solved that problem Spartan army-fashion, as Leonidas once did the while his frozen handful waited for the Persians in the high gap by Thermopylae. He set them all to playing leap-frog, until the blood ran warmer in their veins and the solitary charcoal-burner who had guided Glendwyr bolted because they looked like jumping goblins in the fog.

At last when all were breathless, and Caswallon had wrestled Sigurdsen until the giant lost his temper from having so much the worst of it, Tros raised both arms, adjuring gods whom neither Northmen nor Caswallon knew by name:

Ye Guides! Ye Powers! Ye, whose thoughts enfold us! Ye, whom Father Zeus breathed forth! Uphold us!

Forward then, blood tingling, to where the watchfires burned around the four-square rampart, blurred by the fog until they seemed a wall of crimson, decorated with the sentries silhouettes. By the main gate there was a beacon brighter than the rest, whose flame danced on the guardhouse wall and on the figures of at least a dozen sentries.

The gate at the rear was almost equally well lighted, but those at the two sides, narrower and less used, had been blocked at sunset with spiked logs set firmly on wooden supports, and were guarded by only two sentries apiece. However those sentries were wide awake, and there were others nearby, pacing the rampart and tending the watchfires. Hardly a cat could have crept into the camp unseen.

And the Romans took additional precaution, owing to the fog. A patrol of fifty men under a centurion, was marching at a distance of a hundred paces from the rampart around and around the camp at arbitrary intervals. Twice, while Tros and his party lay and wondered what Eough might be doing, the patrol passed so close that they could hear the soldiers breathing.

One thing was certain, Eough could not make any excuse about the stars; they were invisible. He would need all his ingenuity to invent a reason for approaching the woodstack, to say nothing of remaining near it unobserved. As the hours wore on Tros began to despair of the plans success.

The Northmen had grown cold again. Their teeth were chattering. Caswallon was growing restless. Tros, depressed to the depths of his being over Helmas death, began to feel that, even though Eough should not fail them; the prospect of success had vanished for the simple reason that his party had no spirit left. They were in no mood to take advantage of surprise.

However, as the patrol drew near for the third time, he heard laughter. Then he heard one legionary mimicking a high-pitched voice. He could only catch fragments of conversation as the patrol went by.

What did they do with him, Flavius?

Fed him and let him make himself a nest inside the woodstack. The funny little rascal said he was afraid of roofs and walls. Our Caesar took quite a fancy to him, joked about

Tros could not hear the rest. It was swallowed in the fog and by the heavy tramp of armed men. Silence, too sudden and intense for comfort, succeeded the jolt of retreating footsteps. The patrol had halted, a hundred, possibly two hundred feet away. Then came the sound of two men marching back, and suddenly the centurions form loomed out of the fog, his shield in front of him, wrapped in cloth to protect its decorations from the damp air.

Who is here? What are you doing here? he demanded, and a legionary stepped up from behind him, sword drawn, ready for emergency.

Tros said afterward that the gods did all the work that night, avenging Helmas death. Yet he himself distinctly had a part in it. He sprang at the centurion and beat him to the ground unconscious before he could utter a cry. Caswallon ran the legionary through below the breast bone, and Sigurdsens great ax hit home into his brain. His cry, fog-smothered, might have reached the ears of the patrol, but that same second an explosion louder than a thunderclap split night asunder. Green, blue, yellow flame spurted above the rampart, and the sudden ensuing darkness hummed with flying lumps of wood. Then another explosion. Then another. Shouts, yells, a panic of armed men, which is worse than milling cattle. Two more explosions, flame, flame everywhere, sulphurous yellow and blue and green flame, burning with the stench of Styx.

The disordered patrol came charging through the fog to find their officer, but Tros, Caswallon, and the Northmen at their backs were gone straight at the camp, taking the ditch in two jumps, scrambling up the earthwork, cutting down a panic-stricken sentry  none remembered afterward who did that  then standing on the rampart for a moment, breathless, wondering what next.

Below was nightmare  fog, smoke, flame, tents and thatch afire; dark phantoms hurrying through it all, most of them with cloths around their heads, against the stench. Caesars tent, by a fluke of luck was standing, not on fire; the glare from the blazing, scattered woodpile threw it into high relief, and the stinking smoke coiled past it like a breath from the infernal regions. Then another explosion.

I see him! Caswallon yelled, and leaped off the rampart.

But he saw the wrong man. It was a general in a white cloak that he and Sigurdsen pulled down, gagged, wrapped in the folds of his finery, and bore away into the outer night.

Tros saw Caesar standing beside a trumpeter, who blew as if his lungs would burst, trying to rally the men out of their panic. Caesar was leaning on the trumpeter, leaning strangely. He fell when a Northman crashed his ax-blade into the trumpeters skull. Tros picked him up without a struggle, covered him in his own cloak, felt the body writhing in his arms and recognized the strained, convulsive movements of an epileptic.

The gods! he exclaimed. The gods!

Away then, and over the rampart, part of the way in the midst of a crowd of fugitives who gagged and coughed at the appalling stench and fled from the flame and the whirling wood. None paused to look at Tros. None challenged him. A last explosion split the darkness with a belch of stenching flame as Tros jumped into the camp ditch, Caesar in his arms; and there in the ditch he stumbled on Caswallon and Sigurdsen, grunting as they fought in the dark to subdue their captive without killing him.

I have Caesar! Tros gasped, digging his toe into Caswallons ribs. Kill that fellow. Come on, hurry!

Somebody, probably Sigurdsen, struck home into the struggling Romans neck. He had not surrendered; he could lay no claim to quarter. Tros gave Caesar to two Northmen, who took him over shoulder like a long grain sack. The others formed a flying wedge, Tros in the lead.

To the shore! To the ship! Tros hissed, and they were off. Three times they lost their way. A dozen times they had to halt and hide, holding their breath at risk of strangling, while shouting legionaries hurried past them through the dark fog, crying out the names of friends or of company commanders. Once they were seen and challenged; they charged behind Tros and slew  they never knew how many, Caswallons long sword and the Northmens axes licking through the fog like tongues of sudden fire.

Behind them all Gaul seemed aroar. The burning booths and woodstack threw a lurid light over the camp, and in the distance from the other camp beyond the river came a stream of torches as the famous Tenth made haste to run, row, swim, roaring to Caesars aid.

Caesar lay still on the Northmens shoulders when the epileptic fit had spent itself. He was no longer rigid, but unconscious when they laid him in a boat at last and Sigurdsen uncovered his white face.

Is he dead? Caswallon asked, in an awed voice sharp with disappointment.

Not he! said another voice. His time hasnt come. You cant kill him. You darent.

Eough jumped in over the boats bow as they pushed off.

Horse-Dung Tros, I have come for my women and children, he remarked. You must send some men to bring those other boats and row them all ashore.

Thereafter only Eough spoke curtly, giving the direction, seeming to know the way by instinct through a fog so dense that a man could hardly see his hand stretched out in front of him.

Eough was the first up the ships side, counting the dark herd of heads that murmured to him from the ships waist.

Hurry! he said, Hurry! stamping his feet nervously. Fill the boat with Northmen, Fish-Oil Tros! Send them to bring all four boats back and take my people in one journey. We must all be gone by morning. If the Romans catch me, theyll torture all of us! Hurry! Hurry! Yes, Ill go and show the fools the way.


CHAPTER 51. Ave, Caesar!

Slay him? Shoot your arrows at the moon, ye impotently envious! He who hath earned a destiny shall run his course, though earth, air, fire and sea were all in league against him. If the backbone of his vanity be virtue, shall your weakness slay his strength before its time? Ye accuse him of vice. Is it worse, because greater than yours? Ye accuse him of treachery  ye mice that nibble through the bins of honesty. Ye say he plunders  ye who steal each others good repute, boasting of deeds ye never dared nor did! Ye accuse him of ruthless avarice, ye who lend of your plenty at interest and enslave the debtors children! Is his evil greater than your evil, so that ye fear him? Look then to your little evil, which is fearful because it is little. Slay that, lest it betray you when the hour of his destiny sendeth him forth to test your manhood.
 from The Sayings of the Druid Taliesan



WITHIN the longships midship house where the mast rose through the peaked roof, there was a thwartship table. On that they laid Caesar and watched him by the light of a flickering whale-oil lamp.

Helmas dead body lay astern under the little steering deck, in all the state Tros could provide, covered with his purple cloak and watched by her brother Sigurdsen. The remainder of the crew were forward, their low-pitched, awe-struck voices blanketed by the fog and by the sucking of the calm sea overside.

Caswallon fretted, biting at his lip; fretted for no other reason than that he could not honorably fight a man recovering from epilepsy. He believed that epilepsy was a visitation from the gods. Tros knew that Caesar had conceited theories of the same kind, suffering the inconvenience of ever more frequently recurring fits with a complacency that grew more smug as he advanced in years, in notoriety, in influence and in the estimation of his men.

As the pupils of his eyes at last expanded and the rigor of the seizure lessened with returning consciousness, not moving yet, but breathing easily and seeming to grow aware of his surroundings, Caesar smiled. Caswallon was about to speak, but Tros made a gesture and they continued to watch so silently that they could hardly hear each others breath.

Caesars characteristic first motion was toward his bald head with the forefinger of his right hand. Then he felt at his pallium, as by instinct, making sure his thighs were covered decently. He felt at his head again and frowned. There was no wreath there. Consciousness of baldness irked him.

None spoke yet. Tros was the first whom he stared at, and he recognized Tros almost instantly, but no fear traced itself on the pallid face. Rather, his eyes grew distant and more dignified. Then he looked at Caswallon curiously.

Who are you? he asked, speaking Latin. Caswallon understood the question, not the words.

I am Fflurs husband. I have come for her, he said in Gaulish, and Caesar understood that language well enough. A whimsical smile flitted over his lips.

So you are Fflurs husband. What a title!

Again he spoke Latin. Caswallon lost the gist of the remark, but Tros, who understood it, set his face hard. He plucked Caswallons sleeve and drew him to where the sailcloth curtains closed the rear end of the cabin.

Men with the falling sickness, he said in low tones, recover swiftly when the fit has spent itself. They tell me Caesars brain is even more than usually active after an attack. Are you willing to abandon Fflur to the Romans mercy, say for a week or two?

Caswallon shook his head. He seemed surprised that Tros should ask the question. Tros nodded, now sure of his ground at any rate.

I would have given the same answer, were she my wife. But I warn you, we have a difficult part to play against a master strategist.

Caesar sat up on the table, smoothing his pallium and leaning back against the mast.

Give me a napkin, he commanded. And then, when Tros had passed him a piece of linen and he had wiped the dry froth from his lips, Where am I?

It was Tros who answered.

You are at sea, in my ship. You are the Lord Caswallons prisoner.

Very well, Caesar answered in Gaulish, I will deal with him. He eyed Caswallon with a very piquant curiosity. What are your terms?

Caswallon paused, stared steely-eyed at him, then spoke deliberately:

Had you been a man, you should have fought me hand-to-hand. That would have been the end of you.

Caesar smiled.

And I suspect the end of Fflur then also, he intimated with a dry nod. Let me see. Unless my memory plays tricks, your wife is in one of my camps at Seine-mouth. Marcus Balbus, I think, is in attendance on her. A very safe man, Balbus. I would like a drink.

Tros gave him red wine in a silver cup. He drank a little of it and returned the cup with a gesture as if Tros were his servant. It is very cold here, he said then. Have you nothing to cover me?

Tros pulled a heavy blanket out from underneath the table. Caesar wrapped it over his knees and shoulders. Caswallon, bridling at the Romans air of confidence, spoke again and his voice was harsh. He had none of Caesars sarcasm and did not know how to assume it.

I have heard you described as a woman. I do not fight women.

No, Caesar interrupted, you are a womans husband. I heard you say so. Now if you will name the amount of the ransom, we will make arrangements to procure the money with all speed, so that I may get away from this abominably cold ship. Then you can run away back to your island, where I will presently come and teach you what it means to submit me to this indignity. Name the ransom. I will pay it.

How will you pay for the life of the Lord Tross wife, whom one of your soldiers slew? Caswallon asked him.

We will see, said Caesar. I will deal with Tros when his turn comes. Name the amount of my ransom.

Caswallon blew a great snort.

Ransom! You would wring the money from the Gauls. I am no enemy of the Gauls or of the druids that I should turn you loose on them to extort money to pay me. First, you shall sign an undertaking never again to invade Britain.

Are you the king of Britain? Caesar asked.

I am king of the Trinobantes.

Precisely, said Caesar. The chief of one small tribe. You have no authority to speak for Britain then, have you? With your, ah, kind permission, I suggest we should confine ourselves to actualities.

He smiled, rearranging the folds of the blanket, apparently as unconcerned as if he were discussing last weeks murderous games in the arena.

Caswallon glared, and glanced at Tros. But before Tros could put in a word Caesar was speaking again, his voice well modulated, calm, amused.

I suggest you should keep me prisoner and see what comes of it. That may be the best way to teach you and your Britons a lesson. You have made more trouble for me by sending over your emissaries to stir up the Gauls against me than I intend to tolerate. Your wife may stay in Gaul and you may carry me to Britain. I am curious to see your country.

Tros let a bitter smile escape him. Caesar, too, smiled almost imperceptibly and his eyes betrayed that he knew he held the winning hand. Caswallon tugged at his moustache. Both he and Tros felt rather like small boys in the presence of their superior and both resented it, but before either could speak Caesars calm voice filled the silence.

I suppose you used that dwarf to carry pitch and sulphur into my camp. Clever, very clever! Well, if the dwarf was not killed, my men will catch him, and it may amuse me to make use of him to set your town on fire when I come there with my army.

We are wasting time, Tros said in an undertone, but Caesar heard him and looked pleasantly amused.

Time was all-important. If the fog should lift  

Caswallon drew himself erect, bumping his head against the roof-beam, which in no way increased his self-control. He spoke his mind deliberately, harshly:

You are a reptile! If you were less or more, you would never have sent Marius and Galba to enjoy my hospitality and work this treachery behind my back. I loathe you. I could vomit on you. But you hold the mother of my sons. You are not worth one hair on her head, but because I honor her you must go free in exchange for her, although it shames me that I must pay for her with such a vicious beast as you. Your vile heart looks out through your eyes! So, no more words. You shall go free. But no Roman shall bring Fflur to me. You shall write me a letter and sign it, passing me in to the camp where Fflur is, releasing to me Fflur and those other prisoners whom your lying envoys took, passing us out with military honors, unmolested, free to go where we will and unaccompanied. And while I go to bring Fflur, you shall remain here at the sword-point of the Lord Tros.

Caesar. watching both men, smiled. He seemed to be hardly interested in Caswallons speech, hardly to have heard it. It was Tross face that amused him. Tros, realizing he had forgotten something, ground his teeth. Aboard that ship there was neither stylus nor tablet nor a parchment they could write on! Caswallon, realizing the predicament and swearing under his breath, rummaged among the contents of a shelf beneath the table.

So you will have to take me with you to your island or else set me ashore unless you elect to kill me, said Caesar, summing up the situation cheerfully.

His smile was condescending, but it vanished instantly.

You lie! Tros answered. And he solved that riddle swiftly, drawing his long sword. Its point touched Caesars throat. Your tablet! he commanded. Tablet and stylus! They hang by a cord under your cloak.

He was guessing, but he had guessed right. Caesar produced them. The waxen tablet lay in a fine silver case that contained stylus and ink to smear over the indentations on the wax.

Tchutt-tchutt! Remember dignity! said Caesar. Bad manners, Tros, are never creditable.

Write! Tros commanded. Write that you are the Lord Caswallons prisoner. Thereafter, add what he told you to write.

Oh, of course, if you wish, Caesar answered, but he had begun to look amused again. You understand, I have only your words for it that you will release me afterwards. Dont you think my officers might possibly demur? I suggest you might do better to listen to a proposal from me.

He rose from the table, yawning to hide the fact that he was shivering from cold. He was a little weak still, his knees inclined to tremble, and he sat down again with great dignity, rearranging the folds of the blanket.

I think we would do better to deal with individuals by name, so I will write this letter to Marcus Livius, who is in, ah, in attendance on the, ah, on the lady and who is in my confidence. Livius will appreciate my feelings. He will avoid publicity. We are close to the shore? Very well. Livius will conduct the, ah, ladies and gentlemen to the shore, as close to this ship as possible.

One of you may accompany him if you wish; the other may remain with me, and I am sure I shall enjoy the society of whichever of you can tolerate mine for that hour or two. The exchange will take place on shore, and you may take my word for it that there will be no indiscretion on our side, provided there is none on yours. Thereafter, I will give you two hours to be out of sight of land!

Write! Caswallon ordered, pointing at the tablet. But Tros said nothing.

Two hours, Caesar added by way of afterthought, as if he were conceding something for the sake of generosity, from the time the fog lifts, which it usually does soon after daybreak.

He coughed. The cold fog filled the cabin. Then he wrote in his beautiful, firm hand with the tablet on his lap, Tros holding the lamp for him. When he had done he passed the tablet to Caswallon who gave it to Tros to read. Tros nodded.

Bring ink and parchment when you come, he whispered.

Two minutes later a Northman crew went overside to row Caswallon ashore, and Tros faced Caesar alone. At the end of a minute or two of silence he sat down on the table and Caesar made room for him, leaning his back against the ships side with his legs stretched straight in front of him.

Pass me that folded sheepskin, he suggested, and made use of it as a cushion between his shoulders and the wall. Damp, uncomfortable places, ships cabins, he went on. I am no mollycoddle, but I marvel at the hardihood of men who choose the sea for their vocation. Now Tros  Caesars voice changed subtly; he was beginning to use consciously the full force of his personal magnetism I promised the last time we met  it was not far from here, I remember, to crucify you whenever I catch you. Put me not to that necessity. Surely there is no real need for me to have to catch you.

I could crucify you now, Tros answered, but I will not demean myself. You are too magnificent a rascal to be killed except in fair fight.

Tros, that is generously spoken. I admire nobility even in my enemies. Did I understand correctly that your wife has been killed by a Roman arrow?

Tros nodded, chin on hand, elbow on knee, the hilt of his sword where he could reach it instantly.

The news distresses me, Caesar went on. She would have been quite safe, however, had she not tried to escape. Accept my sympathy. And now, Tros, be sensible and listen. You and I are both men who can be magnanimous. We are not barbarians. We are above the little ordinary jealousies and trivial ill feelings. I am willing to confess that I admire you and your cleverness, also your courage. All true Romans admire courage. Let us come to an agreement. I need a truly bold sea captain. I also need the secret of whatever that compound was that blew my camp to pieces. Come now, I will make you admiral of the greatest Roman fleet that ever put to sea.

Tros moved, leaned back against the mast and smiled.

Yes, he said, you shall make me a Roman admiral! Mark this, Caesar, the Lord Caswallon has agreed with you, but I not yet. I pledge no loyalty to Rome, and none to you, but you shall write me that appointment of commander of your fleet and I will make shrewd use of it. Write it or die!

He stood up, arms akimbo.

Let me remind you that your friend Caswallon, as well as his wife Fflur

Tros interrupted:

If I have to kill you, and I will if I must, I will presently land my crew and cut Caswallon and Fflur free when your man Livius brings them to the beach! Die if you wish! If not, you shall also write to Lomar the ship-master of Ictis a receipt for his cargo of tin, which I need. Ten tons of tin, to be paid for at the same rate as the last consignment, on presentation of that receipt to your agent in Caritia. I will remove the tin from Lomars ship on my way home.

A pirate, eh? A pirate at heart! said Caesar. You, who might have been a Roman admiral!

A Roman admiral I am, or you die! Tros retorted. The tin I take, we will call an admirals years pay! You shall write that, too, in the appointment. I know you, Caesar, and I know the road I take. I saw the mark you set just now below your signature, and I am not so dull-witted but I guessed its meaning. Men in your confidence, Caesar, have to think swiftly and be swiftly treacherous, eh? Your Livius will send a whispered message, wont he? An ambush on the shore, or failing that, of your magnanimity, you allowed us two hours after the fog lifts, didnt you? Then ships to surround us while we dawdle here at anchor relying on your promise. Hah! Caesar appeared interested and amused.

You are a fool, Tros, he said after a moments pause, but you are not quite such a fool as Caswallon. You have refused my friendship, but he consented to trade Caesar for a woman! You shall have your parchments, and my enmity. I yield him only my contempt.

For which he will care no more than I! Tros answered.

And for an hour after that they sat in silence, Caesar closing his eyes and, if not sleeping, pretending to. At the end of an hour he coughed again and informed Tros that, in spite of the fog, he would prefer to wait on deck.

These seizures of mine leave my throat congested. I breathe better in the open.

Tros laughed and touched his sword-hilt. You shall sit outside, he answered. But I see you have recovered altogether from the seizure. I remember how strongly you swim!

He summoned four Northmen and made Caesar sit between them on an oar- bench, he with his sword drawn standing by. And so they were waiting in a fog that gave no hint of the approaching dawn, when Caswallons voice hailed them, asking the direction. Tros boomed back to him through hollowed hands and presently Caswallon stepped aboard with Fflur behind him, followed by all the captured slave-women and all except two of the escort who had been captured along with them. Caswallon thrust two sheets of parchment into Tross hand.

Fflur, one white hand on Tros shoulder  she had no words for him; they choked her when she tried  stared at Caesar as if he were some monster she had never expected to behold outside her dreams. Caesar stared at her and at Caswallon. He was puzzled. Caswallon, looming like a giant in the white fog, laughed at him.

I heard your fellow Livius giving whispered orders to a slave. So when we reached the shore I smote friend Livius. He isnt dead, but I wager he needs the doctor! He cried out. Did you hear him? Ten fools of your Tenth Legion who escorted us, ran to his rescue, so I put as many as I could into the boat and we came away. The Northmen row well. We were too quick for your frozen Tenth. You must thaw them, Caesar, before they will be any good against us Britons!

Caesars face betrayed no hint of the anxiety that must have gripped him. He smiled.

Unhappy Livius! he exclaimed. Forever over-zealous! I suppose he was taking precautions to ensure secrecy for my sake. So his whispering alarmed you. Well, well, let us hope he is not too badly hurt. He made a gesture toward the parchments in Tross hand. Shall we conclude our business? I am anxious to return to shore before news of my absence

Caswallons loud laugh interrupted him.

Ave, Caesar! he remarked, using all the Latin he knew. I think you must be the greatest rogue the world has ever seen! You commit foul treachery on me, and then dare to count on my promise to let you go, even though I now have Fflur! Luds blood and backbone! Well, my promise holds. I made it. You shall go free.

I admire your sense of honor. It becomes you, Caesar answered, bowing.

Write! commanded Tros, and gestured toward the cabin where the table was.

So Caesar wrote what Tros dictated, while Fflur, her arms around Caswallon, begged him not to return to shore for the two remaining Britons.

Let the Northmen take Caesar and bring them in exchange for him. There will be treachery yet!

Not I! This Caesar is my guest! Caswallon laughed. But if he tries to trick me, I will kill him! If the Northmen should go ashore again without me, Caesar would simply add them to the two of my men Livius has, and we should have the whole work to do over again.

Caesar came out of the cabin and bowed to them all with condescending dignity, his lips curled with a trace of sarcasm. He hardly glanced at Fflur, but he met Tross eyes and nodded.

So we are enemies, he said. It is a pity.

Then he looked straight at Caswallon, as if he were judging a slave in the market.

You seem to me a good barbarian but an unwise chief, he remarked. I will come one of these days and see how barbarous and unwise you really are. And now, are we ready? It is very comfortless and cold here.

Caswallon and four Northmen made another journey to the shore, this time with Caesar in the boats stern, while Tros and Fflur leaned overside, listening anxiously for noises in the fog. After an interminable interval they heard Caswallons shout and Fflur gripped Tross arm. But the chief was on his way, returning with the two remaining Britons..

Alls well! he called.

Alls well? Tros tucked the parchments into his tunic. Is it? I know Caesar! Sigurdsen! Up anchor! Out oars! All haste to sea before Caesars ships put out of Seine-mouth and surround us!


CHAPTER 52. I Build a Ship!

Whence I came, I know. Whither I go, I know not. I came forth from the womb of Experience. What I know, that I am. What I know not, is the limitless measure of what I may become. Life grows, and I see it. And so I grow, because I know it. I will strike such a blow on the anvil of life as shall use to the utmost all I am. Thus, though I know not whither I go nor what I shall be, I shall go to no home of idleness. I shall be no gray ghost lamenting what I might have done, but did not.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THERE were ambassadors from half-a-dozen kings around the fireplace in the great hall in Caswallons house, and they were dressed in all their finery of jeweled woolen cloth, with golden chains around their necks. Behind them, backs against the long wall, their retainers sat, arms folded  a pattern in half-relief against the shadow that reached to right and left of the door into the gloom of the far-away corners.

Firelight shook the shadows among the ceiling beams and fitfully illuminated shields and weapons, colored designs on the wall-cloth, faces, shapes of a dozen dogs asleep. Oil sconces by an inner door at one end of the hall and two more on the wall that faced it, made halos of light in the smoke from the hearth. A minstrel with a small harp plucked at the strings reflectively, as if searching for music to appeal to many minds in disagreement.

From the vestibule, through the thickness of an oaken door, came thumps of spear-butts and the laughter of men-at-arms, but within the great hall there was hardly any conversation. A mans voice broke too noticeably on the silence for even a kings ambassador to care to voice more than platitudes.

But in a smaller room, by another fireside, there was conference that those ambassadors would have given ears to hear. Tros sat, fist on table, clutching a roll of parchment. Beside him was Sigurdsen.

Fflur faced them, hair in long braids to her waist, her gray eyes watching Tros as if he were the arbiter of destiny. And beside her, Caswallon tugged at his fair moustache, his white skin whiter for the pale-blue figures drawn with fading woad on neck and forearms.

Conops sat on the floor, cross-legged, poking at the fire. Orwic lolled at the end of the table, his interest disguised under an air of cultivated boredom.

The room was so hung with colored draperies as almost to resemble an enormous tent. The door was double-curtained, leather behind embroidered cloth. No sound of what they said could reach the great hall, though they had argued noisily.

The breadth and length of it is this, Caswallon said at the end of three hours hot debate, gripping the edge of the table with a great white hand. These lousy cousin kings have stirred up the druids against me. Some accused me of ambition to be the king of all Britain; others, of cooking an unnecessary war against the Romans. Two of the fools accuse me of befriending Caesar! Mother of my sons, dont interrupt me!

Only the gods know what will happen to us now Taliesan is dead. He had wisdom. Ere the breath had left his lips we learned that Romes ambassadors had snatched my wife while my back was turned. Peace, Fflur! I speak. I say, dont interrupt me!

They slew Helma, wife of my good friend Tros. And here sits Fflur beside me. I have Tros to thank for it.

Tros and the luck o Lud! said Orwic.

Tros and the gods and the sorcerer Eough, said Fflur, but I think my Lord Caswallon did his share.

Mother of my sons, I would have died for you nine times over like a cat away from home, and have found a tenth life in which to regret you, had I failed! But listen to me! Caesar had no liking to be taken prisoner, though he thought it a great stroke of strategy to sneak my wife away. He feels his dignity is injured. He swore vengeance, pledging himself to invade us with an army and to burn my house. It is war. There is no gainsaying it. Caesar will come.

Not if I have my way, he wont, said Orwic, yawning. If half what Tros tells us about the man is true, we need only to send him a woman. She can put poison in his drink or run a bodkin through his heart or

Fflur interrupted in a voice as vibrant as her fathers, who was Mygnach the Dwarf. And they said of him that he could ring bells merely by speaking at them.

If I thought you meant that, Orwic, I would forbid you the house!

Nay, nay, I cant spare Orwic, said Caswallon. Let him talk as he pleases, so be he plays the man in action. Caesar will come with an army

Not before summer, Tros put in. He will need time to prepare his army and to pin the Gauls down tight before he leaves them in his rear.

Worse and worse! remarked Caswallon. If he came before the indignation dies, my men would fight. I might even persuade these craven cousin kings to lend me ten or fifteen thousand men. But already the kings send word by their envoys that this quarrel with Caesar is of my making, so I must pay for their help if I need it. And if Caesar waits a few months, my men will be saying the same thing. Lud! Lud! Luds blood! he exclaimed. This kinging it is a mans task, but there is small reward in it!

We talk, we talk, groaned Orwic. What are we going to do?

I build a ship! said Tros, and struck the table with his parchment.

Fflur nodded, her eyes on Tros as if she could see the thought behind his massive forehead. The amber of her ornaments was not more yellow than his eyes. The gray of her eyes suggested no more strength of will than did the line of his jaw, neck, mouth and shoulders. She was Athena to his Poseidon, she quietly wise, he capable of tempests before which cliffs would shatter.

In the ship, Tros, you will sail away. And then what? she asked.

Sigurdsen knows, he answered, and Conops knows. Now I will tell you and I think you will not laugh, although my friend Caswallon will believe me mad and Orwic will mock me at risk of being sat on hot coals on the hearth! The world is round, and I will sail around it!

Again Fflur nodded.

You know too much, Tros, she said quietly. And still too little for your own good.

Tros knows enough to stand like a true man by his friends, said Orwic. Mad? I like that kind of madman. The world has my permission to be square if it so pleases, and Tros, if he wishes, may call it a triangle. Nonetheless, I sail with him on his adventure.

Not you! Tros retorted. I need men who are obedient!

Kill me in single combat, or prepare my quarters in the ship, said Orwic blandly.

Caswallons face fell, for he loved Tros like a brother. More than that, he counted on his knowledge of the Romans and his passion to wreck Caesars schemes of conquest. But he knew Tros too well to try to set obstructions in his way, and he knew there was no holding Orwic.

How soon will the ship be finished? he asked, trying to mask his disappointment.

Soon, and for many reasons. A ships genius is motion, Tros replied. She will rot if she sits still too long  on land or water. My genius, too, consists in action. I am no use at this waiting game. I lose my temper if a dozen popinjays of kinglets strut and claw like poultry clucking for grain that is still in the sack. I would knock those envoys heads together and send their masters a challenge to provide regiments against Caesar or against me, whichever suits their temper best! That might not be the best course. You can manage your poultry-yard better without me. Nevertheless, you are my friend. I will serve you first and take what comes of it. But I must serve you in my own way, and I must have more men.

Again he rapped the parchment on the table. He seemed to wish to call attention to it, but the sight of it suggested no solution of the problem to Caswallons worried brain.

You forget I am an admiral of Caesars fleet!

Caswallon stared and Orwic laughed. Sigurdsen grumbled below his breath, being superstitious about writings in a language he could not read. Fflur leaned back, drumming jeweled fingers on the table.

Much good a writing will do! There is no seal on it, said Orwic. Caesar will have sent long ago to all the ports to warn them that the parchment is a forgery and

There was a small wooden box on the table. Tros struck it with the roll of parchment.

Perhaps  and let us hope  that Caesar forgets, as you forgot, that when I took his bireme, there was not only his treasure in the well below the cabin, but his seal and a great stack of his private documents. There lies the seal. He struck the box again. A fool maybe I am, but no such fool as Caesar thinks. He smiled when we had him prisoner. He thought he could bribe me, and he knew we would never kill him, for fear his own men would retaliate and kill Fflur. He offered to make me admiral of his fleet if I would desert Caswallon. And he smiled again when I made him write me the appointment.

Caesar was fool enough to think me fool enough to believe that appointment valid without the seal. But I have the seal! He thought me fool enough to believe that he will not close all the ports of Gaul against me and set a big price on my head. He forgot, or else he never knew, that I have his private correspondence, that I know who his friends are in Rome, and who are his enemies. The thought never entered the calculating brain of Caesar, that I will go to Rome and there, it may be, break the wheels of his ambition!

Rome? Fflur muttered. Rome! She seemed to be seeing visions.

If he has any brains at all, he will have written to Rome, said Orwic.

Not about me! Not Caesar! I know him. He will count on catching me up to some trick on the coast of Gaul, or possibly in Hispania, at any rate this side of the Gates of Hercules. In the first place, Caesars popularity depends on his personal renown. Were it known he was taken prisoner and forced to exchange himself for a British chiefs wife, whom he had stolen against all the laws of embassy, there is a man named Cato in Rome who would leap at the opportunity to denounce him before the Senate. Moreover, by appointing me an admiral Caesar usurped the Senates privilege. He is on the horns of a dilemma. If he will keep the story secret of his having stolen a kings wife by dishonorable trickery and of having returned her in exchange for himself and an appointment that he had no right to make, he must keep silence and watch for me as cats watch mouse-holes. He knows I build a ship, but he does not know how big a ship or how sea-worthy, because Caswallon slew his spies. It will never enter Caesars head that I will go swiftly to Rome.

Rome! Fflur said again. She sat up straight and stared at him.

Aye, Rome! Where Caesars masters are and Caesars enemies. Where the moneylenders live, Crassus, greatest of them all. Where Pompey, Caesars friend in name, broods jealousy against him. Rome, where Cato lives, who hates usurpers, and would rather break a spoke of Caesars wheel than eat his dinner. I will sail through the Gates of Hercules, drop anchor in the port of Ostia, proceed to Rome and do there what I can to ruin Caesars prospect of invading Britain. If I were you

Tros leaned forward, elbow on the table, pointing with the parchment at Caswallon I would tell those kings ambassadors to go home. I would bid them say to their masters that you prefer to try to save all Britain without their aid, since they ask to be paid to save themselves. That should set them thinking. It should make them more ashamed than if you plead. Then, if my mission fails and Caesar invades Britain later in the year in spite of me, you will be no worse off than you are now, and perhaps they will offer assistance instead of asking to be bought.

Caswallon shook his head.

They would plan to weaken me, he said, by waiting until I take the brunt of the invasion. Later, if Caesar should have too much the best of it, they would probably send men. But those same men would force me to pay the bill when they had driven Caesar out of Britain. I would very likely have to abdicate.

Cross that river when you reach it, Tros suggested. You gain nothing by promising payment now. You will only whet the edge of their cupidity. The high hand in a bargain is the hand that wins, and the gods love him who plays the man. Be daring!

Fflur leaned back again, her eyes half closed, her fingers again drumming on the table.

You  you would dare anything.

Except to take me with him! Orwic interrupted. But he shall! I enjoy Tros. He reminds me of the northeast wind.

But we, Fflur went on, we have two whole tribes to think of. Caswallon is king of the Trinobantes, and the Cantii pay him tribute. It is they who will suffer unless we can form an alliance with other tribes against Caesar.

Suffer! Tros struck the table with his fist. Show me freedom that must not be fought for! Make you ready for the fight and let those kings ambassadors go home with good proud answers for their kings, who then may find some manhood in themselves before the war begins! They come here to eat and drink your provender, designing tribute from your purse, when they ought to be offering money and men. If they go home and raise no regiments, and if you raise all you can, and if I throw a stick in Caesars wheel so that he cant invade you, then, I think those cousin kings of yours may have to learn who kings it over them in Britain!

If Caesar were to beat you he would trample on them, too, wouldnt he? If Caesar were only to weaken you, you say they would rub it in by taxing you for whatever scraps of aid they might have brought in the nick of time. Well and good. If Caesar doesnt come, but if you have made ready for him, you will be strong. I am no advocate of conquests. I abominate them. But I believe in making my debtor pay whatever bill he owes. If I were in your shoes when that day comes, I would make those cousin kings pay through the nose for having saved them all from Caesar! There would be no taxes for a while in my domain, but such heavy ones in theirs as should keep them from growing bumptious!

Fflur smiled and shook her head.

Caswallon is too easy going. He is more likely to send them help in famine-time than to remember grudges.

She was not looking at her husband, and when he crashed his great fist on the table she turned her head away to hide a smile.

Mother of my sons! he exploded. How often must I tell you that a king of Britain has to steer his course with two-score councillors pulling him this and that way! The only man of all my council whom I can trust always to vote with me is Orwic. And now Orwic says he sails with Tros! Cant you, wont you see, that if I give these ambassadors a manly answer, my own council will accuse me of hot-headedness and will oppose whatever next I want to do?

I see that Tros is right, Fflur answered. And you can get along very well without Orwic.

Orwic came out of his ostentatious boredom long enough to look surprised.

Orwic only irritates the council by supporting you whether you are right or wrong, and by being too young to have any right to your confidence. If Orwic goes, there will be rivalry to win your favor and you can swing the council any way you please.

I see my end! I surely go with Tros, said Orwic, hiding chagrin beneath a mask of mannerly good humor. No more sitting all day long between fat landholders and listening to speeches that would send a weasel to sleep! No more all-night sittings to decide whether girls without doweries are lawful seizin, or who shall pay for the bridge on Durwhern road! I visit Rome with Tros. Then what will happen, Tros, if youre wrong and the world turns out to be triangular? When we reach one of the corners, and suppose it sticks up in the air, like that, will the ship go tumbling down the other side, or, suppose there isnt any water, what then?

Caswallon interrupted gloomily: I must summon the council

To hear my resignation? Orwic asked, amused at his own conceit.

  before I can safely answer these ambassadors. Tros, brother Tros, I think you had better speak before the council. They will resent the intrusion, but it is just possible you might convince them. I know I cant. They wouldnt even vote me an army when Caesars men stole Fflur. They offered money for Fflurs ransom. They will offer money now, with which to buy protection against Caesar from a company of kings, who will make the weather an excuse for breaking bargains when the time comes! Will you speak to them?

Tros nodded. Fflur drew in her breath.

I will be there! remarked Orwic. You could no more sleep through a speech by Tros than you could after a dose of druids physic! Why not let Tros talk, too, to those ambassadors in the big hall? I would love to listen!

If we are not careful, said Fflur, the council will want to inquire into Tross ship-building. There has been trouble already because he has used so many blacksmiths, and has raised the price of food in Lunden by employing so many men in one place. They will want to tax his ship, and they will ask what is to become of all the blacksmiths when the ship is finished. Moreover, when you and Tros came to rescue me in Gaul, you brought nearly two hundred charcoal-burners with you, and they never returned.

The council blame Tros for the charcoal shortage. They are afraid to go to Tross shipyard and make trouble there, because of the burning stinkballs that Eough the sorcerer taught him how to make. But if Tros appears before the council, with too much strong advice, some one is sure to accuse him of sorcery and of trouble making and intrigue and what-not else.

They accuse him already! Caswallon laughed. But they cant get away from the fact that Taliesan favored him, and that it was Tros who wrecked Caesars fleet when Caesar invaded Kent.

The druids have lost influence since Taliesan died, Fflur answered. Men are saying Taliesan was the last who knew the Mysteries, and that now the whole company of druids is like sheep without a shepherd. As for Caesars fleet, there are plenty who say it was not Tros at all but the wind that destroyed it. Several women have told me that their husbands are saying Tros lied.

Caswallon sat bolt upright.

Which women? Whose husbands? he demanded. I will deal with those husbands! I will wager they are men who skulked in bed while the rest of us were fighting Romans on the beach! Let me think now. Was one of them

No names! said Fflur. The women will tell me nothing more if I betray their confidences. But I think it will be best if Tros keeps away from the council. Let him finish his ship and sail away and do what he can for us in Rome, leaving us to manage this corner of Britain.

Tros offered no demurrer. He had faith in Fflurs intuition, even though she had not foreseen that Caesars messengers would take her prisoner; even though she had not prevented Helma from trying to escape and so being shot by the Roman guards. He knew intuition works by fits and starts. And besides, she proposed what he wanted to do, which was argument enough.

I will finish my ship, he answered. Fflur is right. I will attend to my own business. Purge you those ambassadors and manage your council how you can. Is supper late, or is my belly out of time from too much talking?

Fflur leaned back again and studied him from under lowered eyelids.

Out of time, I think, she said at last. Taliesan used to say, the proper time at which to do things is as important as the things we do. I think you will not see Rome until

Until I have a crew! Tros interrupted. Men! I need men!

Patience! You need patience, until the right time, Fflur said quietly.


CHAPTER 53. Gathering Clouds

Captains need mens obedience. He is no captain whose commands men disobey. Nor is he fit to be a captain whose heart loveth not rebellion and rebels. For of what is he captain, if not first of his own self? Can he captain himself without rebellion against ten thousand laws, traditions, superstitions, tyrannies, lacks, stupidities, sloth, cravings, ignorance and ten times ten thousand efforts to compel him to obey whatever terror hath a following of fools? He is a rebel, or no captain. In rebellion he learns. His knowledge commands obedience of men in whom growth stirs, but who know not yet what stirs them. It is not obedience they hate, but the indignity of aimless living. Their rebellion is evidence of fitness to be led. Let him look to it whither he leads.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



SOON  Tros had promised himself. But it was early spring. Britons had a thousand activities that they preferred to hauling choice lumber for him or to letting their wives weave sail-cloth and twist cordage. While winter lasted they were satisfied to have a ready market for almost anything they cared to sell in the way of labor, material or provender. But as soon as the snow melted and the warm wind brought rain that made the tree-buds swell, they began to think of farms, the breeding of cattle and horses and, not least, the surging in their own veins that made any kind of steady work for some one else unthinkable. So difficulties dogged the heels of unforeseen delay.

Tross ship, with the ribs of Caesars broken and dismantled bireme on the mud beside her, still rested in her cradle on the ways, her underbody gleaming like a mirror when the sun shone. Tros had coated her with tin, an innovation daring as it was original, and an extravagance that irritated Britons almost as much as his capture of a whole shipload of the expensive metal had exasperated Caesar. True, the British owners of the tin received their purchase price, because Caesar had had to pay it against a document that bore his signature; but if Tros had plated the whole ship with gold he could hardly have created more jealousy and adverse comment. Tin was wealth, the one sure article of commerce that the Britons always could exchange for foreign goods, the stuff in which ransoms were paid. Ingots of it, shaped like knuckle-bones, were easier to trade than minted money.

It was no use Tros explaining that a smooth, unweeded surface would increase the ships speed, and that speed meant safety. They bade him stay on land and use the tin for making bronze shields, wheels and weapons; or to buy a farm with half of it and store the rest against an evil day. In vain he showed them pier-piles that had been exposed to tide-water. They retorted that if his ship grew rotten he could build a new one, whereas tin was almost priceless and much harder to obtain than lumber.

Caswallons council, angry with the king because on Tross advice he had returned a stiff-necked answer to those other kings ambassadors, now fanned the flame of irritation by questioning the advisability of permitting Tros to finish a ship that he would certainly use against Caesar, thus providing the Romans with additional excuse for an invasion. Had they not lost enough young men already on the Kentish beach? Was it respectful to the gods, or sane mens policy, to increase the already serious risk of war?

Some said that the gods, and Lud particularly, on the bosom of whose River Thames the great ship would be launched, would certainly resent the barbarous impiety of wasting honest tin below the water level. Floods might follow. Usually pestilence came in the wake of flood. A prevalence of northeast winds might bring successive raids of Northmen. There were a hundred likely ways in which the gods might wreak a vengeance; and there was no longer any Taliesan to whom to go for spiritual succor.

In the end they appealed to the druids, on whom the majority still felt they might depend for light on their perplexity. But the druids had lost their own faith in themselves with astonishing suddenness since Taliesans great soul departed for another world. They returned evasive answers, of which any man might make his own interpretation, thus increasing doubt without condemning Tros nor yet supporting him.

They hinted that he had cut down far too many oak trees, on which grew the sacred mistletoe, and they made guarded remarks about his misuse of the sacred yew to form springs for his long-range arrow-engines, but they declined to interfere in matters that concerned king and council rather than themselves, since, said they, no emergency existed.

The usual gossipers grew busy. The men who, in all ages and in any land, seek always to destroy and to prevent by innuendo without risking their own skins, stirred indignation in the minds of ignorant men who knew nothing of church or state but were easily flattered and easily persuaded that the fate of Britain rested in their hands. There were riots outside the shipyard. Men came by night to set fire to his ship, to the lumber piles, the forge and workshops. Tros had to disperse the mob three times in one week by burning quantities of his stenching chemical. The spluttering stench saved ship and buildings, and after the third demonstration of the stuffs effectiveness there was no more open violence; but the charge of sorcery against Tros became as easy to lay as it was difficult to disprove.

Sorcery meant excommunication by the druids first, and then impeachment before king and council if any one could be found with courage to take the first step along with the responsibility. Conviction would be tantamount to outlawry, since any man might slay such an offender without risk of punishment.

None did come forward to insist on an impeachment, because of the law that allowed revenge to the accused in the event that he should win a favorable verdict, and because it was known that Caswallon befriended Tros, but mere suspicion of sorcery was enough to cause a boycott of the shipyard; and even Tross own slaves began to shirk their work as something never destined to be finished.

The Northmen were a superstitious lot, all forty-eight of them. They could gloom like the gray of a Baltic twilight. It had leaked out that Tros had told Sigurdsen the world was round and that he meant to sail around it. Sigurdsen was drunk at Helmas funeral and revealed the secret. They were seamen, who did not mind drunkenness, raiding and looting and the usual concomitants of war. Nor did they pray too often or admire the character of men who did.

But to talk, even in secret, of sailing around the world was altogether too much like blasphemy, even for their strong stomachs. If they could have believed the theory it would have been, in their opinion, irreligious and indecent to discuss it. But to spiritual blasphemy was added temporal danger, since they knew, as everybody always had known, that the world was flat and over its distant rim the sea poured into eternal darkness.

So they spoke of Tross obsession in gloomy undertones and at night, when they gathered around the fire in their own snug quarters, they conjectured what would happen when they should reach the worlds rim and be caught in the undertow of the eternal waterfall. Could men approach Valhalla by that route? Or would their souls go tumbling forever downward into dark oblivion? The problem interfered with work and let to grosser superstition.

Some of them had seen the havoc wrought in Caesars camp by the hot stinkballs. They knew Eough had taught Tros. Eough was a sorcerer. They had seen the mixture burn with its appalling stench when Tros dispersed the rioters. True, they had seen the yellow crystals brought from under the horse-manure below Caswallons stable, and they knew the rest was sulphur, charcoal, resin and plain sawdust. But it stood to reason no such mixture had any right to explode unless the devils of the underworld had been involved in it. So far the infernal stuff had only harmed their enemies, but it might just as easily reverse its energy and suffocate themselves.

With a stink from the caverns of hell he loads the ship, and into hell he proposes to plunge us, ship and all, when we reach the worlds edge, Sigurdsen confided, staring at the embers on the hearth. No luck can come of such dark business. Tros had the best of it against the Romans that time, but look you what happened. Was his own wife Helma not the first one to be slain, and she expecting child?

The Britons  rebels, criminals, homeless vagabonds, slaves, hated the sea and everything in or on it, except the fish. Homeless, except for Tross long labor sheds; hopeless, except for Tross good-will; inevitably outlawed, should they dare to run away, and with nothing but Tros between them and a far worse servitude, they dreaded nonetheless to leave their little corner of the earth and were already homesick at the thought of it.

Glendwyr had changed his mind about serving Tros as a free man, but he had not been taken into confidence. However, he had overheard the Northmen talking, and the secrets that a man learns that way are a lot more mentally disturbing than the facts he truly knows.

He approached Tros, down under the ship one night when Tros was searching with a lantern to make sure no undetected visitor had set some heap of shavings smoldering. There had been a dozen attempts to sneak into the yard at twilight and destroy the wooden ways.

Lord Tros, said Glendwyr, speaking manfully, for new-won freedom sat like a god between his shoulder-blades, I have a thought that would do you no injury if you should listen to it.

Speak your mind, said Tros, and if you change mine you shall have the credit.

But he went on swinging the lantern, poking into corners with a long stick, not suggesting much alacrity of vacillation.

Glendwyr hesitated. It is not so easy to talk confidences to a man whose back is turned, bent forward, hunting danger in the drafty darkness. It was not until a gust of east wind blew the lantern out and Tros had to find the fire-pot and relight it, that Glendwyrs thought took form in words.

Lord Tros, you have a great ship here, but a crew too small, that will never serve you well unless

Unless I know how to make them, eh? That shall be my task, said Tros, and the lantern light shone yellow on his stubborn face as he stooped to replace the horn cylinder around the flaxen wick.

Unless, Lord Tros, their numbers should be increased and they should have work that they understand.

Do they understand full bellies, the whip for laziness, freedom for good behavior? Tros asked, and he went on poking into corners.

Lord Tros, they have been told you will sail first to Rome, and they have heard that the Romans will put them into an arena for sport and watch them being torn by wild beasts. It is not easy to encourage men who have that fear in them.

I notice you try to discourage me, Tros answered, but his back was turned. He was noticing the rain, remembering whether all deck openings were covered. You have a project of your own. What is it?

He walked away, and Glendwyr had to follow. No project, but a word of advice, Lord Tros.

Tros climbed the ladder up the ships side, and stood on the long, wet deck observing that the watchmen had sought shelter from the rain. He ordered Glendwyr to go and rout them out from under the hatch coverings.

Warn them that if I should catch them skulking there will be whippings! Cuff them about the head, and tell them they are lucky it was you, not I, who walked the rounds!

He returned down the ladder and examined the magazine where he had stored his chemical. There presently young Glendwyr joined him.

Now, if there were a raid in view, Lord Tros  some chance to prove themselves against a weaker adversary, with the hope of plunder

He stopped, because at last Tros turned and faced him, holding up the lantern. Its rays showed slanting rain that blew in squalls between them, dripping from their tarred hoods. Glendwyrs expression began to suggest nervousness, which made him look older than Tros, although he was several years the younger.

You seek to prove your value, Tros remarked, moving the lantern the better to see Glendwyrs face. But if you know my crew is undependable, be you the stouter-hearted against the day when we must depend on them.

Lord Tros, I only sought

To make a pirate of me! To make of me a rogue like Caesar! To persuade me to attack some harmless folk against whom I have neither grudge nor ground, except my own ability to hit and run! Mark this, now. When I need advice, I open up my thought and let the gods pour wisdom in. From you I ask such loyalty as a ship yields to the helm. And mark this, too. Remember it. When a pinch comes, as it will, if the Britons in my crew act shamefully, you will not go blameless, since you are one of them, and yet a free man and my officer.

Tros strode away, swinging the lantern, toward his own snug quarters that had been lonelier than a hermits cave since Helma died. He had set the slave-girl free who used to wait on his young wife, and the girl had vanished, none knew whither. Conops had resumed old ways, enacting all parts, cook, bed-chamber valet, serving-man, sword-sharpener, factotum, confidant. The but was all ship-shape and neat, where Helma had kept house with satisfying woman touches that a man does not notice much until he has to live again without them.

As Tros entered, standing like a great bear in the doorway, rain dripping from his bearskin coat and from his tarred hood, Conops viewed the wooden floor with pride, for he had scrubbed and sanded it. The heavy woolen carpet Helma laid had been removed. Benches, stools, chests and the armchair made from an oaken cask, stood in rigidly straight lines against the walls and even the sticks on the clay hearth were laid with parallel precision.

The expression on Conops one-eyed face was pertly loyal, asserting what even his privileged lips hardly dared to frame in words. You and I, master, are men who need no women to make life soft for us!

And it was true. Tros knew it. In his heart there was an empty place that he had never known of until Helma filled it, and he had hardly realized it even so until a Roman arrow robbed him of her. Now he understood that she had filled it all too well, and the recluse in him, inherited from his austere old sire, closed such a wall around her memory as not another woman in the world should ever penetrate. He had made his mind up finally on that score.

He threw his bearskin off and sat down in the cask-armchair more resolute than ever, devoid of appetite, although Conops tempted him with beans and venison, not more than sipping at the mug of warm mead, conscious that the memory of Helma fretted him  he could almost feel her presence in the room  and so more careful to control himself. Emotions such as thoughts of Helma carried in their wake, he shunned. He must find hard stuff to bite on, and quite suddenly he thought of it.

Lives Skell? he asked. He had forgotten Skell.

Aye, the red rascal lives, said Conops. His eyes are as red as his beard now, from peeping through the drafty chinks, and because for pitys sake we let him have a fire and there is no hole in the prison roof, so the smoke cant escape any better than he can. He eats as much as ever, and though I dont doubt he has stiffened in his fetters, there are no sores. We let him have fish-oil for wrists and ankles, and he thrives like a fat toad in a hole.

Strike off his fetters. Bring him here, Tros ordered. And then, to please Conops, fell to at the food.

A half-hour later, for they had to find a blacksmith to cut through the fetter rivets, Conops and a guard of Britons brought Skell to the door.

Bring him in. Dismiss the guard, Tros ordered, and Skell stood before him, red-eyed, with his red beard tangled into knots, holding his wrists as if a weight still hung from them and reeking of the fish-oil. Skell said nothing, which might or might not prove that he had learned a little wisdom in the solitary darkness of the prison hut.

You poor trickster, you puzzle me! Tros remarked when he had stared at him a long time. I can understand a whole rogue, who acts generously on occasion for the sake of some one else. You, when the gods provide you opportunity to play a mans part, play it with one hand only, using the other against yourself. If you should save my life, I could not trust you not to try to kill me the next minute! Speak.

What shall I say? Skell answered.

Oho! So is it! We have learned a little shame, have we! Have fetters done to you what liberality could not? Do you feel like a leper at last, and would like to like yourself?

Whatever I say, you will not believe, Skell retorted, and his chin was, it may be, a trifle higher than he used to hold it when a bold man looked him in the face.

Tros crashed his fist down on the table with force enough to drive a nail into the oak.

Pluto! Who are you to say what I believe or disbelieve! You poor fool! If you knew your own mind half as well as you think you can read anothers, I might feel some respect for you!

I know my own mind, Skell said, and his lips closed tight over his teeth. His red-rimmed eyes looked straight at Tros. Well, well! Reveal yourself! I listen.

Tros threw his weight back in the chair and drummed with the fingers of his left hand on a heavy, jeweled sword-hilt.

I would rather be killed, said Skell, than to continue living, unless my future holds more than the past. I didnt ask to come into the world. Or, if I did, I dont remember it. My mother was a British slave, but my father a free Northman, so, though I was not born free, I was set free before I was old enough to know the difference. You would think a freed man would have equal rights with others. But not so. I was known as Skell, the bastard. And I tell you, Lord Tros, I have had to use my wits to come by such small standing as I did have when you first knew me, until I was caught in the Glendwyr rebellion and enslaved and turned over to you like one of the steers men pay to the king in lieu of taxes. Such training as mine was, such self-defense against the Britons clannishness and such expedients to gain riches as the only way to recognition  birth having been denied me  make a liar of a man. Lord Tros, I daresay you would be a liar if you had had half my difficulties.

You dont know what it means, Lord Tros, to feel that free men hate or despise you, and slaves regard you as one of themselves by right, only a bit more fortunate! Your equals claim a superiority that carks and galls, and you cant break through the wall they raise. So you turn false, as much from hopelessness as from any other reason. I know I did.

I lent money, deprived men of their land. I played spy for the Romans long before Caesar ever thought of trying his invasion. I made men fear me whenever I could and however I could, and I betrayed them when it suited me. I would have betrayed those rebels whom I persuaded to rise against Caswallon if I had had time. But I was caught too soon, lost everything, and since then I have been your slave. Slavery did not sweeten my disposition. But of late I have been thinking in the dark.

Lord Tros, it takes time for a man to change himself. I have a habit, like a fox, of having always one hole in reserve, one back way out of everything. If I see a profit to myself and to another, instinct makes me keep another secret course clear, to which I can turn at a moments notice in order to wreck that other man. I have learned to trust nobody, because I knew none trusted me.

But now I have done with all that, and if it is too late, I am sorry. But I have done with it. I cant change in a minute or a month. I cant make you believe me, and I wont try. But I have told the truth.

By Zeus, I think you have! Is it the first time? Tros asked.

No. I told the truth to your wife  who they tell me is dead  here in this house.

Tros leaned forward, chin on hand, elbow on the table.

Careful! he warned. If you lie now, your last chance is gone! What said my wife Helma?

That if I would prove my good faith, she would be my friend.

And you, she having said that, knowing of the Romans plot to carry her to Gaul, said nothing?

Yes. I tell you a man can not change in a moment.

And now you ask me

I ask nothing! Skell interrupted. You sent for me. You said to me, Speak. I have spoken.

Tros leaned back again, the lids half-lowered over his amber eyes.

I think you have spoken truth, he said at last. And yet one swallow makes no summer. You have been a crafty liar in your day, Skell, and it may be now that you tell truth craftily, with hidden purposes behind that mask of yours. You and I  we are master and slave. What is your thought about that?

They breathed a dozen breaths before Skell answered:

It is the law. You own me. But as to the right and wrong of it, though I have owned slaves, I confess I dont know.

Then I will tell you, said Tros. The past is like a stream that turned the mill, and there are men who live in the past who float downstream and drown. Such men are slaves. The way to keep from drowning is to swim ashore. The shore is duty. And you are fortunate in that you have but one duty, whereas I have many. There are many men dependent on me, and you have one master to serve. I never sell slaves. I give them freedom when they earn it, but I make them prove to me their right to enjoy freedom, knowing that unless they have it in them to serve me faithfully they will never know enough to serve themselves. I do not bestow freedom as a reward. That is not my province.

I have not sufficient impudence to try to usurp Gods prerogative. But when I see a man, my slave by law, responsible to me, by acts, not mouthing of mock-loyalty, revealing manhood in himself, I know at once that man is fit for freedom. Skell, may my right hand betray me if I rob a man of anything I know is his! When you are fit for freedom you shall go free on the instant.

He was watching Skells face, scanning it as, on a poop at sea, he scanned the weather, leaving intuition to interpret what the eye observed. Skell spoke again:

Lord Tros, it is not easy for a proud man to accept slavery.

I know nothing in life worth doing that is easy! Tros retorted. I think when we are dead we rest a while. Until then  work, with spells of sleep, in which our friends the gods pour into us such wisdom as our work has made us fit to hold!

I am persuaded, Skell said quietly.

Fool! I seek not to persuade you! Tros sat up again and laid his great fist on the table. You asked the way, like a man who is lost in the dark. I told it. Take or leave it! But as long as you are my slave, I will do my duty and demand obedience. I own your body. Nothing less than your own soul can unlock that barrier to freedom.

I am persuaded, nevertheless, Skell answered.

It annoyed Tros to be told he had persuaded anybody. Adept at persuasion, by the very force of his own passion to decide all issues for himself, he liked to think that other men could judge as definitely as himself, and when they yielded he preferred to think they had seen eye to eye with him unaided.

Well, take warning. Try not to persuade me! he retorted. It is I who will decide whether you are fit for freedom, if ever that time comes. You are released from prison. Take care lest I have to lock you in again. Conops, give Skell the key of the hut he used to occupy, restore his name to the muster-roll, class him among the Northmen, and put him to work at dawn on rigging the main shrouds. Fall away. Shut the door after you.


CHAPTER 54. Fflur Pays a Debt

Believing as I do that Dignity is the noblest attainment in this life, I refused a kingdom. I am free to obey my vision and to die pursuing it, in treaty with none, aiding and abetting whom I will. That purple cloak I wear, that angers kings, serves not unhandsomely to keep in mind my vow. And I have sworn no other vow than this, that no king could observe though a thousand priests should anoint him with all the holy oil on earth: I will fight for the weak against the strong, and for the lesser tyranny against the greater, until my Soul shall show me wiser wisdom. Without wisdom, dignity is a lying mask. Without courage, wisdom is the solemn vaporing of clowns. I saw not fit to cozen me a kingdom and be catspaw for the rogues. I see a war worth winning.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THERE was not much Caswallon dared to do to relieve the boycott on the shipyard. Tros was forced to send small boats up-river, two and even three days journey, to trade for provisions. His hired blacksmiths deserted, and he, with his own hand, had to teach selected slaves the anvil work and such odds and ends of casting as remained to do.

Then there were the huge and complicated catapults to set in place, with double uprights rising thirty feet above the deck, from the top of which ton- weights of lead fell on to basketwork cushions below the waterline, providing force for the projection of the hot stinkballs along a trough that could be moved for elevation and direction.

Last, but not least, there were provisions for a voyage to be accumulated. He would have to start shorthanded, but even so he had a crew of two hundred and fifty men to provide for. There was deer meat to be smoked, and fish; wheat by the ton; turnips, carrots and dried apples that Fflur showed him how to prepare and that the druids said would help to prevent scurvy; mutton, beef and hog meat to be salted down; tallow by the hogshead, for a ship needs grease as fire needs fuel; charcoal for the cooking; medicines begged from the druids, who according to their law might not refuse, but who stipulated, nevertheless, that Tros should be gone before midsummer day.

He held out for more than medicines before he struck that bargain with them. As any looker-on with half an eye could see, the druids were fallen from their high estate since the great Lord Druid Taliesan departed to another world. Ambition had developed. There were rival factions for the leadership, some seeking to increase their influence by cautiously intriguing with the kings, some on the other hand plotting to weaken the kings that their own authority might be greater, but all agreed on one point  Tros was dangerous, because he knew too much.

He went to interview their spokesmen in a sun-warmed clearing where great stones stood in a circle far within an oak forest. That interview seemed barren of results, but later they came to see him in the shipyard, secretly at night, lest men should say they were condoning sorcery. They offered medicines and some instructions how to use them, and they smiled when Tros made heavier demands, because they knew he intended to leave Britain in any event.

But Caswallon had advised Tros, and Fflur had seconded, with her usual gray-eyed insight into how to manage men.

You are going to Rome to seek peace for us Britons, said Fflur. It is fair we should pay for it, but it is not fair that this corner of Britain should pay all the price, or nearly all. The other tribes are just as much concerned as we are.

Aye, but whoever can make them pay has genius! Caswallon snorted.

The druids have already made them pay, Fflur answered. They, we, all of us have paid the druids ten times over for much more than they will ever do. It was all right when Taliesan lived. He was a true Lord Druid and none grudged the tithe of gold and pearls. Whoever had pearls, gave of his own free will the greatest. Whoever had gold, gave a tenth. So the druids are rich.

And they will pay you to go if you can make them believe you will not go otherwise, Caswallon commented. But he said it in a low voice, as if afraid of his own words. Himself, he would never have dared to offer an affront to any druid, not even to a druid who he knew was false to the druidic teachings, for he was Celtic to the marrow of his bones, as meek in the presence of spiritual teachers as he was fierce in battle.

So Tros spoke cavalierly to the druids.

I will not go, he assured them, unless you do your part. Rather I will launch my ship and raid Caesars ports as it suits me, using British harbors for a base. That will bring Caesar the sooner, so we can have it out with him and learn which way the gods decide the fate of Britain.

The druids shuddered at the very name of Caesar, knowing well what fate he would impose on them. When spiritual vision wanes and temporal ambition takes the place of it, men flinch from being burned alive in baskets. Compromise creeps into their convictions.

Pearls! said Tros. You have. Rome covets. I can not compel Rome, but I can buy Caesars enemies. I could buy all Rome except perhaps one man, if I had pearls enough.

Who told you we have pearls? a druid asked.

The same one who told me the world is round! I, I, myself! I know it!

Long into a mystic night in May they argued, seated in the shed where Tros had stored his horrible explosive. Barrels of the stuff were all around them; barrels and great lead balls, as yet unfilled. Their white robes gleamed ghostly in the moonlight streaming through the open door, where Conops sat on guard against intruders. Tros looked like a great black bear among them, growling from the deepest shadow.

What if we give you pearls? What proof have we how you will use them?

None! he answered. Read ye your own hearts. I have read mine for you.

If you fail?

Then blame the gods, not me! I, Tros, have spoken. I will add no word to it. With pearls he pulled off his black tarred cap and held it out toward them this full of pearls, I will go to Rome and try to put a stick in Caesars wheel. Without pearls I will stay here and let come what may.

The night after that they brought pearls to him, a dozen huge ones in a small gold casket lined with fleece, and more than a thousand of mixed sizes in a woolen bag. He tossed the treasure into the bronze box that had once been Caesars money-chest and slammed the lid down, giving them no inkling that, except for those pearls, the chest was now almost empty.

Let the gods say whether that is price enough, he commented. The gods know what and why you pay. The gods will judge what I do. Now I would advise you, speed the parting guest! Bid all men aid instead of hindering the launching of my ship!

So, subtly the druids began to change the mental atmosphere until Tros actually suffered from embarrassment of riches in the form of unskilled labor and unsuitable supplies. Instead of boycotting, men brought him all the trash they did not need  the moldy grain, sick oxen to be killed and salted down, old horses for the same ungraceful fate, discouraged-looking slaves devoid of teeth or suffering from ague, who they said would make fine rowers; spoiled honey, hides half full of holes, moth-eaten woolen cloth, and all the odds and ends they had no use for, eagerly demanding money, and annoyed when Tros refused it.

There was nearly another riot. Tros was charged with cheating, by a noisy mob that refused to take its rubbish home again and called the judges of the land to witness he was liable for damages from rain and theft. Caswallon had to call out all his bodyguard, to use spear-butts and to charge into the crowd with chariots that had wooden staves set to the axle-hubs in place of the murderous scythes.

Then, two weeks before the date set for the launching, one last effort by the powers that impede mens plans  blunt mutiny! Tross slaves, aware that nothing else could save them from a life at sea, deserted by night in a body, and before Tros could prevent, some Jack-of-anybodys-business-but-his- own had fired the beacons and set bells a-ringing to alarm the countryside. That meant proscription. Every fugitive was outlawed from the moment the desertion became public news, a price by law on each deserters head, payable by the owner to whoever the captor might be; one-third of the fugitives market value if brought in alive, or, if dead, one-tenth of it.

So a hunt began, with all the countryside in arms and no hope there would not be bloodshed. Tros did not dare to remove his Northmen from the shipyard without first making some other provision for guarding it. So he mounted horseback, an expedient that with all his sailors heart he loathed, and rode full-gallop to Caswallons house on Luds Hill, falling, as the sun rose, in the mixen of the horseyard when the weary brute came to a halt too suddenly.

Caswallon was up betimes, for he had heard the clamor of the alarm bells, but he proved a sorry comforter, smiling behind his hand while half-a-dozen grooms removed the stable stuff from Tross cloak.

You will get about half of your slaves back, probably  at so much each. I will instruct the judge. He shall assess you lightly. The dead ones wont cost anything to speak of.

It was Fflur who solved the difficulty. She came to the great front porch where the swallows were all nesting and the men and women already waited who had favors to ask of the king, winding up her long braids and calling to the grooms to bring her chariot.

Fie! she called out to Caswallon. Laggard! Talking while the ricks burn! Lay a false scent quickly. Then clap your own pack on the right trail!

Fflur is always right! Caswallon muttered. The words had grown into a formula from so much repetition, although he did not always recognize her rightness until after the event.

And then came Glendwyr, riding a mud-bespattered, foaming horse to death, vaulting as the beast fell, finishing the last three hundred yards on foot.

Lord Tros, they have gone westward. They

He could not speak for gasping. But no need. Caswallon knew.

Horns! he exploded. Trumpets! Fifty mounted men! The rally! All directions! Hurry the crowd downriver! Tell them Tross slaves are making in a body for the woods beyond the Medway!

Never on earth were finer horsemen than the Britons. Give them leave to show off, and they had four legs beneath them faster than the partridges take wing from stubble fields. The silver horns and trumpets split the morning air as hoofs went thundering through the gate and, fanwise, fifty of Caswallons gentlemen-at-arms rode belly-to-the-earth to round up groups of searchers and view-hallow them eastward in the wrong direction.

Runnimede! Glendwyr panted.

Caswallon nodded. It was a far cry to the swamps by Runnimede where desperate men too frequently outwore the patience of the pursuers. He had already ordered out the chariots. To the summons of a golden bugle more than a hundred bow-and-arrow men turned out, making up the whole force of the standing army. Twenty more breaths, and already four white stallions pawed the air as the kings own chariot came to a plunging halt in front of him. He jumped in, seizing the reins from the charioteer.

I caught one, said Glendwyr, recovering his breath at last. He had returned to steal an ax. He nearly slew me with it.

Lives he? Tros demanded.

Aye, you will need him for the oar-work.

Tros suppressed a smile. He foresaw that he had a good lieutenant in the making. However, too much praise turns willing heads.

What then?

I tripped and tied him. Conops came, put a handful of salt in his mouth, showed him water. He soon told where the rest had gone.

Fflurs chariot was see-sawing behind two red Icenian mares that squealed for exercise, she reining them with one hand as she stood with a foot on the low seat balancing herself, and watched the five-and-twenty war-machines, whose stallions squealed and bit each other, rearing as their drivers formed them into five lines, four men to a chariot.

Why do we wait? Caswallon asked.

Tros jumped in. Glendwyr followed. Then Orwic came, driving uphill from the direction of Luds bridge, his handsome face alight with the fun of living at top speed, swinging his chariot on one wheel at the gallop and then backing until, hub by hub, he was in line with Fflur.

What madness next? he laughed. All Lunden yelps on a stray dogs scent! The roe runs yonder.

He nodded over-shoulder, roughly westward, up the river.

Ride! Caswallon roared, and they were off, all eight-and-twenty chariots in action at the gesture of his arm, before the word could clip the air. He never finished it. It was a vowel cut in half. There was neither shout nor whip-crack, but two hundred hoofs struck earth together and the five lines wheeled into a single stream that poured through the gate behind its leaders, no collisions, no hubs striking, no sound except the bumping of bronze wheels, the squeak of straining basketwork, and the staccato thunder of the hoofs.

Caswallon drove like wind, Fflur keeping pace with him and Orwic not a dozen yards behind. Before a mile had ribboned under wheel, the leaders were beyond hail and the five-and-twenty let the intervening distance grow, conserving their own horses strength. Not long, and there was no procession visible, only when Tros listened, he could hear the thump and splash when they who followed plunged into a ford, and now and then he caught a glimpse of them hard-galloping across a crest of rising ground.

So, for an hour, they drove at full pelt within a furlong of the swamps beside the river, crossing long arms of the forest, skirting the fenced meadows until they reached a hill from whose summit they could see the Thames curved like a silver snake below them. There Caswallon drew rein and let the foaming stallions breathe awhile, his eyes and Fflurs intent on the sunlit view.

Smoke came from fifty homesteads. There were cattle browsing in a hundred fields. Peace lay along the valley like the smile of the Earth Goddess.

When I tax them for their own protection, they rebel! Caswallon remarked drily, his eyes still searching out the details of the landscape.

He was a huntsman born, but Fflurs eyes just as soon as his detected an alertness in the movement of a herd of fallow-deer that grazed, five miles away, on the short, sweet grass between a copse-edge and the high fence of a homestead. Orwic was the first to speak:

Men moving  not toward them, but up-wind and rather quietly. Theres a road over there beyond the river. It runs between high banks topped with brambles. Thats where your runaways are, Tros! Theyll be dog-tired and all in a herd  hot-foot  keeping together, lest stragglers get in trouble with the farmers. Where did they cross the river, though?

Caswallon pointed. Down a vista between tree-tops they could see an abandoned ferry-scow that lay against the far bank of the river, half in water.

The tides flowing, Tros remarked.

And in an hour, said Fflur, there will be a hundred feet of soft mud there. No good for chariot wheels!

Caswallon laughed, the quick, short bark he always gave when he could see solutions.

The fools expect pursuit. There was a second ferry-scow. Theyve sunk it. I wager theyve scuttled the one we can see. If we should cross the river here  it might be done, we could swim the horses  they would scatter. It would take a month of hunting to get half of them. The thing they dont expect, is to be headed off. Theres a ford at Rhyd-y-Cadgerbydan.

If you get ahead of them and hunt them back toward Lunden, theyll be killed to a man, Fflur objected. Our Lundeners will be in no good humor after having wasted half a morning on a wrong scent.

Mother of my sons, I laugh! Caswallon answered. They have been afoot since two hours before dawn. How much farther do you think the fools can run? True, Tros has overfed them, but a mans strength has a limit. When they find us in the way, they will lose all heart and lie down. We will drive them home between the chariots, slowly, like pigs to market!

Chariot after chariot came galloping and drew rein on the hilltop, breathing the horses, until all five-and-twenty were in line again and all the bow-and-arrow men had gathered beside Caswallons wheels to receive his orders, leather cases over their shoulders with the arrow ends protruding where they could pluck them with the right hand easily and fast.

Tros felt as resentful as a fisherman whose seine-net has been torn through his own carelessness. No talking could improve the situation. Advice from him would be impertinence. It was he, not they, who had lost two hundred slaves. They, not he, who must retrieve them for him. It was more than probable that, being in a band and desperate, the runaways had done more mischief than the sinking of one scow. More likely than not, they had murdered lonely farmers and anybody else who might happen to have seen them, their one hope of escape depending chiefly on a long start. They would have done everything possible to prevent the true direction of their flight from being known.

And law was law. The law of Britain as concerned slaves varied very little from that of other countries. For whatever a slave, fugitive or not, might do his owner was responsible. Which was fair enough, considering that an owner was allowed to punish his own slaves as he saw fit, and though he might not kill them he might turn them over to the public executioner, his own unchallengeable accusation being tantamount to sentence by a court of law.

So there would be a bill to pay, none knew how big. For every murder done there would be a dozen or more of the runaways tortured, to discover the real culprits, who would be put to death. And tortured men make poor beginners at the deep-sea oar-work that Tros had in view.

Not least toward the making of the loss disastrous was the point of view of bow-and-arrow men, turned out at a moments notice and brought full pelt in pursuit. Such men were hardly likely not to want to flesh an arrow once or twice before accepting slaves surrender. It appeared to Tros he would be lucky if he only lost a hundred of the fugitives killed, maimed and missing. And he would probably have to reward Caswallons men at something less than one-third of the market price of each survivor, since not even the kings friendship could offset the law of Britain.

However, Fflur surprised him. Her gray eyes observed the glowering disgust in his.

Lord Tros, she laughed, you came hot-foot to Gaul to rescue me from Caesar. Watch now how I repay.

She paused a moment, signing to her husband and to Orwic to be still, then studying the faces of the bowmen. Hot they were, and hard-eyed, leashed hounds, eager to be loosed against the quarry.

Does any of you love me? she inquired, and for a moment after that they stared at her, grinning. Then there was a murmur of her name, a rising buzz of protest.

She knew, without their saying it, they loved her. All did. Why the question? Two or three men strung their bows  expression of their willingness to fight for her, and die if need be.

Try us! said a big man standing close beside her chariot wheel. How many shall we slay?

You, you at least might have known better! she answered. When the town judge sentenced you to lose a hand for stealing, was it I who had charged you? Or do I remember rightly that I paid the fine, and over and above that, too, the restitution money? Was it I or some one else who begged a place for you in the Lord Caswallons following? Do you think the maiming of a poor wretch pleases me?

The man grinned at her sheepishly, leaning his weight on his bow, unstringing it.

Is there one man here for whom I have not done favors? Fflur asked, raising her voice. Wounds, brawling and dismissals, wives in child-birth nursed, debts, and the prospect of slavery for debt.

Murmuring again  another protest of a deep, remembered gratitude from men who were none the less puzzled by her choosing that time and that place for an appeal to their affection.

But Caswallon got down from the chariot to feel his horses forelegs, satisfied that Fflur could do with men-at-arms what he, their battle-leader, could not.

Orwic looked stolidly bored. The climate, and it may be, breeding, had produced in him a distaste for scenes in public that even remotely touched the sentimental. He was for action, first, last, all the time, nor too much talk about it afterward unless by way of humorous, half cynical review.

Luds blood! he grumbled. What now?

The Lord Tros helped to rescue me from Gaul, Fflur went on, using the middle notes of the voice that resembled her father, Mygnachs. They did say Mygnach had such magic in him that the birds sat still in the trees to listen when he chanted his orison to the sun. The Lord Tros goes to Rome to risk his life and all he has that we in Britain may be saved from Caesar. I would like to treat the Lord Tros gratefully. I think a gift from you, for my sake, if you will, of all those slaves of his, recaptured and unharmed, without the customary price on them, would be an offering the gods would call a manly gift. What say you?

There was not much that they could say. Some grinned, half shamefacedly, like boys in good time lectured against poaching, that they had intended, and regretfully refrained from. Many of them nodded, trying to look statesmanly sagacious. All of them watched Tros, expecting he would speak. But Tros sat silent in the chariot, not pleased that he must be recipient of favors. Only he knew how immensely he preferred that others should receive his largesse, rather than he theirs. But also, only he knew that the money he had won from Caesar half-a-year ago had dwindled almost to the last coin, lavished on the ship, and now he had nothing but the druids pearls out of which to pay fines and ransoms. He was nearer to disaster than Fflur guessed, and carkingly self-critical.

Tros had the trick of silence, though, as Orwic had asserted, he could blow like a northeaster when he chose with gusts of words that carried all before him. Orwic, like the others, looked at him to speak now and, since Tros continued staring straight in front of him, tried urging.

Tros, what say you?

Fflur is right, he answered, and sat still. He had an intuition that, though Fflur was right, some other force or set of forces, whether human or superhuman made small difference just then, was gone awry. He ached for action, yet did not dare to show impatience lest the men-at-arms should take that cue to extort a ransom after all. He was trying, with all his self-control, to open his mind and let the gods pour information in, ignoring semblances and listening for the inner voice that seldom failed him. But the only thought that seemed to bubble and repeat itself behind his brain was Skell! Skell!

Caswallon took the reins.

Are we agreed? Then ride! he shouted, and they were off once more, down a long lane between sheep pastures where the deer browsed at the forests edge and awkward fawns loped out of sight behind their dams, to turn and stare when they were gone.

There was no more hesitancy and no speech. Caswallon was in action now, each move fore-calculated, every fraction of the horses strength considered and expended with the goal in mind.

They thundered downhill, leaping fallen tree-trunks, so that the chariots were like the slings of catapults and Tros had to cling to the wickerwork side with both hands, taking short cuts that would have scared a squirrel, one wheel over a pits edge, and nothing but the speed and the weight of a horses shoulder on the pole to keep the lot from overturning; leaping a ditch without so much as checking, crashing through the farmers fence beyond it, around three ricks and through the oaken paling on the far side, knocking it down with the bronze-headed chariot pole. They left a swath behind them like the path of a winters hurricane.

And so to the river by Rhyd-y-Cadgerbydan.

Where, if Caesar ever gets this far, I will give him and his legions battle, said Caswallon, pausing to let the horses breathe again before they plunged breast-deep into the river.


CHAPTER 55. The Fool! Lord Zeus, What shall I do with him?

Justice? Let a captain see he have it. Let him remember that a fellow feeling is the juice of justice. Let him wring out the juice. Let him smite with what is left when the juice is wrung forth and bestowed. Justice that hath no humor and no mercy is the cloak of fear that hypocrites employ to hide the greed and meanness of their lying hearts. Aye, let a captain well weigh justice.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



FROM the ford to the road the runaways were taking was only a few miles, and the going easy. Caswallon drove full speed.

To wind the horses well, lest they should neigh and betray us when we set an ambush, he explained.

He had the lay of all the country in his mind and chose a place where two lanes met in a hollow, half-filled with elms and brambles. Water and the traffic of the years had cut the lanes so deep that banks on either side of them rose twenty feet high. In the center of the hollow, near the intersection of the lanes, was a pool of limpid water, brook-fed, with fleecy clouds and branches of the overhanging elms reflected in it, a sure temptation to leg-weary runaways to rest themselves and wait for stragglers.

For whom they will certainly wait, Caswallon argued. They will not dare to leave lame men along the road, any more than a hunted fox leaves more scent than he can help, but crosses brooks and the bare rock where his scent wont lie. There will be a rearguard, urging on the laggards with sharpened sticks.

The setting of the ambush was a simple matter. On the theory that perhaps the fugitives had stolen a few horses on their way that might neigh and so give the alarm, Caswallon ordered the chariot teams unyoked and led away to a considerable distance. Then he posted all his men, well hidden, around the rim of the hollow, with orders not to loose one arrow in any event unless he should give them leave by signal.

One bugle blast would mean that they should show themselves; two, that they should be on guard against a rush by the fugitives; three, that they might shoot one flight of arrows to prevent any desperate detachment from breaking through the cordon.

But you may not shoot to kill, Caswallon ordered. Hit them in the arms and legs.

Three blasts repeated was to mean that a fight was on in earnest, but that signal would not be given unless it should prove that the runaways had somehow managed to steal weapons and could not be captured without bloodshed.

It looked like a plan that could hardly fail, but Tros was nervous. For a while he lay still beside Orwic with Glendwyr beside him, admiring the silence that the ambushed Britons kept. So still they were that rabbits came and nibbled the sweet spring grass almost within arms reach. But a red fox, scouting for a meal, sniffed once, turned swiftly in his tracks and vanished. Birds, busy with their nesting in tree and thicket, sang as if nothing in the world were wrong, but five fallow does with fawns at foot, on their way to the pool in the hollow to drink, sniffed two or three times at the tainted air, listened and then fled as if a pack of hounds were after them.

It was intuition that made Tros restless. The day was one to make the blood race in the veins  all fair spring weather with the leaves a- budding, blue sky overhead, and underfoot the violets and yellow primroses; scent of wet, brown earth, and bird-song in the air. But Tros skin tingled while his blood ran sluggish, and the constant picture in his mind  he could not blot it out  was of his ship without a crew.

I go to look, he whispered, and left Orwic lying prone between two elm trees at one end of the horseshoe ambush. Glendwyr followed him.

He walked a hundred yards and chose a high tree, climbed it with seamans skill and from the fork of the highest branches watched the countryside for half-an-hour. At the end of that time, in the middle distance, he could see his stream of fugitives with half-a-dozen stolen horses, densely packed together between the hedgerows of the winding lane that threaded its long way toward the hollow where the ambush waited.

So far, good. He could hardly count them, but it looked as if the whole lot were in one herd, heading straight for the net. They were coming with the desperate, determined, silent haste of tired men who have but one hope and no line of retreat. But why so close together? Why no stragglers for the rearguard to prick forward? No scouts in advance or on the flanks? They might have used the horses for the obviously necessary scout work, but instead, they had put four men on each horse and to the eye, at that distance, there was hardly a square yard visible between their serried ranks from end to end of the procession.

It was Glendwyr, a branch below Tros, who saw the reason for the dense formation and the grim haste.

Horsemen! he said suddenly, and pointed.

Headlong down the hill, beyond the ford, there came a stream of mounted men in hot pursuit, riding like centaurs, scattered, racing to be first to overtake the fugitives  a prize worth spurring for  a third of each slaves value for the captor, and a dozen an easy bag for one armed, mounted man!

Pluto!

Tros came down the tree like a bear shot from below, two branches snapping under him as he took all chances. Glendwyr dropped to earth beside him. Tros took him by the throat.

You were their leader! Go to them! Say you have fled from me and are again their leader! Show them a hiding place! Lead them to where the ambush waits, and keep them there at all costs!

They will kill me, said Glendwyr. They wont believe

Tros choked and shook him.

Do you know what to obey means? Any man can die! Thats nothing!

He let go and Glendwyr ran. Tros, hardly daring to hope that Glendwyr could succeed, or that he would even try to succeed, turned and ran at top speed in the opposite direction, flinging himself breathless on the grass beside Orwic.

Horses! he panted. To horse!

Orwic wanted explanations. Tros, recovering his breath, stood, leaning against a tree and shouted across the hollow to where Caswallon lay beside Fflur.

Your Lundeners are coming! Get between them and the runaways, or

Caswallons answering shout clipped off the news mid-word. There was a stir among the brambles, word passed mouth-to-mouth, and then a long cry, ululating from the ambushed bowmen who lay nearest to where the horses had been hidden. Ten breaths more and the horses were on the way, ridden and led full-gallop by the charioteers. Sooner than Tros could breathe again evenly, the teams were yoked, and eight-and-twenty chariots wheeled clear of the lane toward rising ground, behind which they could make a circuit and arrive unseen behind the rear of the oncoming fugitives.

They will scatter! I fear they will scatter! How close is the pursuit? Caswallon asked, leaning forward, fanning the stallions necks with loose reins.

On the far side of the Rhyd-y-Cadgerbydan.

How close to it? Can we reach the ford first?

You can try! Tros answered grimly, and Caswallon laughed.

A hundred men can hold that ford against a thousand! If we get there first, Ill spare you half my men to hunt your runaways!

They ran all risks of being seen and heard, their heads appearing constantly above the shoulder of the rise as Caswallon led the way, forcing his tired stallions to the last strained limit of their strength; Fflurs chariot, lighter than his, but with only two mares, close behind him  and keeping pace. It was likely that she could do more than Caswallon could to check the men of Lunden at the ford without having to draw bow against them.

Dense alders, and a heron-haunted swamp between them and the lane, served as a luck-given screen exactly at the moment when they passed the fugitives. Tros, standing in the chariot, heard high-pitched voices that sent the herons winging toward their nests in the nearby elms. It was likely enough that Glendwyr had already reached the fugitives and was in speech with them.

No need! Never mind the ford! Tros clutched Caswallon by the shoulder. Turn around the swamp and come up from behind them. Herd them all into that hollow and surround them until pursuit comes up!

Not I! Caswallon laughed. Ill try the ford. I want to see how many men can hold it against Caesar, if he ever comes!

He shook the reins again and cried out to the stallions, but Tros still clutched his shoulder, shouting in his ear.

Then give me one chariot. Ill turn back.

Caswallon spared him one swift glance and drew rein, recognizing resolution. Jump! he commanded. Then, glancing over-shoulder as the other chariots wheeled right and left to avoid collision, Orwic, give Tros the last chariot!

He was away again almost before Tross feet were on the ground, Fflur hard at his heels and all the other teams but Orwics in mid-stride on the instant.

So! laughed Orwic, beckoning to Tros to mount beside him. Mine is the last chariot! Am I then not obedient? You who are to be my captain aboard ship! At the ford down yonder, if Caswallon gets there first, there will only be a fish-wife argument. I would rather be in at the kill. Let me see you manhandle that runaway mob. I believe you can do it alone. And by the way, Tros  Orwics almost unvaryingly bantering voice changed to a more serious note Caswallon rides hard, but hes only a king, and unless  mind you, unless he can reach that ford in time youll have your work cut out. The pursuers will scatter around him and come howling for the loot like wolves after a flock of sheep!

There was a din of voices from the lane where it seemed that Glendwyr or, at any rate, some one or something had halted the fugitives. The din grew to an angry roar and died, then rose again into a tumult as the march resumed; and a minute or two later the herons flew back to the swamp to hunt frogs.

Follow them? asked Orwic.

No. Make the circuit again and be there by the pool when they come.

The handsome face of Orwic beamed. He foresaw drama, lives of men at stake, his own included; no resource but quick wit and effrontery. He wheeled the team on its haunches, laughed at Tros and then at the charioteer beside him.

Away then, full gallop, toward the tree-surrounded hollow, Tross eyes studying the approach to it, observing that though men in pursuit of the fugitives might make a wide circuit to outflank Caswallon and win past him, they would nevertheless be obliged to turn into the lane before reaching the hollow in order not to lose time negotiating swamps and thickly wooded, rough ground. There was a neck, where the lane led into the hollow between high banks, through which, inevitably, the pursuit must come.

And, better still, the place looked like a perfect trap from that direction. Bottle-necked, comparatively inaccessible from either flank, it was exactly the sort of spot where hunted fugitives would be likely to offer a forlorn resistance. Men in pursuit, possessed of any martial or hunting skill, would hardly dream of entering that gap between the banks without a pause to reconnoiter. Time would be all in Tross favor.

He checked Orwic when they reached the narrow entrance; stepped down from the chariot.

Ride you forward, he commanded with a gesture of such confident authority that Orwic grinned. Ride straight on through the hollow, up the lane on the far side and conceal yourself. There wait. Give me that bugle of yours. So. If I should blow a blast on it, then make as much noise in the bushes as if there were five-and-twenty of you. Shout commands, as if to other chariots, keep out of sight most of the time, but keep moving, showing yourself for a moment at a time, first here, then there.

It might be well to shoot one arrow, or possibly two or three, provided you hit nobody. Remember, they are weary men, easier to herd than cattle provided they are not terrified beyond reason. When you have thrashed about sufficiently among the bushes, if they should look like making a concerted rush, then show yourself and shout to them they are surrounded but in safety of their lives if they stay still. Make haste now. Hear them. They come running!

Orwic vanished at full gallop, leaving deep wheel-ruts on soft earth that already had been criss-crossed by the wheels of five-and-twenty chariots. Tros climbed the bank and hid himself among the trees. The leading fugitives had seen the narrow opening that led to a position they might possibly defend a while, and now the whole two hundred of them poured along the lane at something better than a jogtrot, breathless.

I am ashamed! Tros muttered.

He had seldom seen more miserable looking men, not even in the labor gangs of Egypt. White skins heightened incongruity. Fed healthiness increased the horror of despair. They were armed with sharpened sticks, scythes stolen from the farms they passed, a few tools such as hammers stolen from the shipyard, and here and there a knife thong-fastened to a pole. They were footsore; nine out of ten of them limped; and because Tros had clothed them all alike in smocks and leather jackets, and none had had hair or beard trimmed since the building of the ship began, they appeared to belong to one drab brotherhood of wild-eyed fear.

How shall a man make men of them? Tros wondered. Yet, because they had been well fed and had worked hard, they were stronger than the ordinary run of men. There was no lack there of stature or of muscle.

Glendwyr was in their midst, not bound or hurt, but evidently captive. Four or five inches taller than the men who crowded in on him, alone of them all clothed in a free mans breeches and fur-trimmed coat, he had what they lacked  freedom from within. Obviously he had not succeeded in convincing them that he had left earned freedom to throw in his lot once more with hunted rebels; there were sharp sticks pointed at his back; a scythe swayed too suggestively within an arms length of his face.

As plain to see as if words told it, they had threatened him with death if his tale should turn out to be false. But he looked like a man in danger, not a hunted slave. His eyes glanced right and left for a sight of Tros, but Tros did not leave his hiding place among the trees until the last man limped into the hollow and he could hear the splashing as they bathed their lame feet in the pool.

Zeus! But they are beaten men! he muttered.

They had posted no scouts to give warning of pursuit. Instead of setting men in ambush at the narrow entrance, they were arguing, holding a crows congress by the pool, perhaps condemning Glendwyr. There was angry shouting, but Tros could not catch the words. He began to wonder how to rescue Glendwyr, being minded not to lose a promising lieutenant, but he could think of no way at the moment without adding to Glendwyrs danger and risking a rush by the slaves for the open.

At last he heard Glendwyrs voice in masterful appeal, bold, loud and with a note of mockery:

What do I care whether I am killed or not! You idiots! Set a guard there at the entrance! If I were the Lord Tros, and caught you maa-ing like sheep that smell wolves, I would hang you for crow meat! You have one hope! Hold this place until the Lord Tros rescues you! Punish you for running? Yes, of course he will, and soundly, or I dont know him! But if I were he, I would whip the slave to death who let himself be caught and ransomed rather than make the best of failure and restore himself to his master without expense! Kill me if you like, you fools! I will die free, which is more than any of you will do! I warn you, the Lord Tros loves a man who loses handsomely. Set a guard there by the entrance and defend yourselves until the Lord Tros comes!

The answer to that was a babel of long argument, of which Tros could not distinguish anything. The upshot of it was, that presently a company of thirty men with knives and sharpened sticks came trudging out of the hollow and sat down in two rows straight across the narrowest neck of the lane, their lines extending up the bank of either side of it. The man in the center of the front rank had a bow and half-a-dozen arrows; being better armed, he seemed to have assumed the leadership.

Tros, bugle in his left hand, leaving his right arm free to use his long sword, but not drawing it, retreated from the shelter of the trees and made a circuit, reaching the lane where a bulge in the bank projected just sufficiently to hide him. Very cautiously he peered around the edge of that and watched until the thirty men became engaged in argument, their eyes on one another. Then, in three strides, he was in the middle of the lane, fists on his hips, feet spread apart, his lions eyes a-laugh and strong teeth showing in a grin that knew fear too well to yield to it at any time. They saw him suddenly, and nine-and-twenty of them froze with fear.

Put that down! he ordered.

The man in the midst had drawn bow, arrow to his ear.

Lay down your weapon! You fools! You know the penalty for slaves in arms!

He began to stride toward them, conscious of the sword against his left hip, but not moving his right hand toward it; in no hurry, and yet not slowly, aware that the light in the notch of the lane at his back made him a perfect target.

The bowman hesitated. It was the man to his right beside him who struck the bow upward at the moment when he loosed the arrow. It whined in a parabola ten feet in air above Tross head.

Tros kicked the bow out of his hand, then kicked him hard under the chin and sent him sprawling; seized a sharpened stick and thrashed him with it until the crimson bruises swelled from head to heel.

Then when the writhing wretch had no more breath to sob with as he bit the muddied turf, Tros strode ten paces farther up the lane and turned to face the others.

I said, lay your weapons down! Lay them down! You are surrounded. You he pointed at the nearest man go and tell Glendwyr to come here!

The man threw down his knife and ran to carry out the order. Tros paused to give him time, then, when he heard him blurting out the news, blew a long blast on the bugle. It was answered instantly by shouts from Orwic and the crashing and plunging of a chariot in the undergrowth on the far side of the hollow. Orwic had divided forces, for his shouts were answered from a distance by the charioteer. There came a noise from beside the pool as if a hundred bee-hives had been overturned, then a cry from one throat  

Mercy!

Orwic answered it. Tros had a mental picture of him, standing in his peaked steel cap between two elm trees, laughing as he leaned to peer down at the frightened mob.

Throw down your weapons! Ho there, archers! Shoot if they refuse! Wait! Wait! They obey! Throw up your hands! All of you! Archers! Shoot any man who holds a weapon!

An arrow whined across the hollow and went plunk into a tree.

Mercy!

It was a hundred voices this time, followed by Orwics boyish laugh.

Tros turned to face another problem. There were horsemen coming full pelt up the lane from the direction of the ford by Rhyd-y-Cadgerbydan. As Glendwyr reached his side he turned and strode along the lane to meet them, standing hands on hips exactly where the fellow with the bow had taken aim at him.

It was the bugle-note that saved me! Glendwyr laughed. They had a noose all tied to hang me by! Some bright one had suggested that if they should hang me they could blame me afterward for having tempted them to run away! They are beaten men, Lord Tros. There is neither fight nor run left in them.

Aye, but there is fight in these! Tros screwed up his eyes to scan the faces of a dozen horsemen who had drawn rein where the lane began to narrow, nearly a hundred yards away, and were discussing the situation. Several of them had dismounted and were examining their horses legs, scraping the muddy sweat off them with cupped hands. It was a minute or two before they realized who Tros was, because the shadow of the high bank fell across the lane. Then one man shouted to him:

Hah! Then we are in time, Lord Tros! We hunt your slaves. We rode far on a false scent, but your man Skell rode after us and clapped us on the right one. Skell ought to be rewarded. Caswallon, it seems, wants the slaves to escape! He is blocking the ford against all comers, but we swam the stream. The slaves cant be far ahead. Have you a horse?

I have the slaves and five-and-twenty chariots! Tros answered. I thank you for your courtesy, but I need no help.

The men began to ride up-lane toward him, each clutching his weapon in constrained, ill-omened silence. They had come well equipped for a man hunt  swords, spears, bows and arrows, rope. They halted again ten yards away, and Glendwyr picked up one of the long knives a slave had dropped. Tros recognized one of the horsemen, Rhys, a member of Caswallons council.

I standby, Glendwyr remarked in a low voice.

Lord Tros, said Rhys, and hesitated, not glancing to the right or left but, as it were, feeling for his mens support. He was red-eyed from exertion  a big lean fellow with a mass of reddish hair, a long nose and high cheek-bones, on a horse whose legs trembled from weariness. You shall pay me for this days effort! We were a-horse before dawn. We have ridden the noon out, all for your sake.

Not on my invitation, Tros retorted, keeping his right hand well away from the projecting sword-hilt. Glendwyr, get behind me! he whispered. Keep your weapon out of sight!

Lord Tros, that is a lie! Your man Skell came and clapped us on the scent.

Not with my authority, said Tros.

He is your slave, isnt he? For what he does, you answer. It is not our fault if he is ill-trained. You say, you have caught your slaves. Where are they?

Safe, said Tros.

Well, I am a reasonable man.

The red-haired, thin-nosed nobleman glanced right and left at last, took stock of his companions, and went on:

Pay me half the proper ransom-money and I will cry quits!

Tros laughed. He always did laugh when the odds were all against him and demands were made to which he was determined not to yield. Sometimes that volcanic, dry bark bursting from his chest disarmed an adversarys will. Not always.

Easy to laugh! said the other, growing truculent. I doubt that story of the five-and-twenty chariots! See he drew the other mans attention here are the wheel marks of a score or so proceeding this way, and but one returning. If anybody asked me, I would say those are Caswallons chariots, and we know where he is. He turned to the others. This looks like a scurvy trick to me. He and his friend Caswallon and Mygnachs daughter Fflur proposed to cheat us of our dues! However, he tries to cheat the wrong man. We will flush that covert and enjoy some profitable hunting after our long ride!

Rhys jerked the spear free from its sling behind his shoulder and made two or three practice passes with it, with its point in Tross direction. But Tros still kept his hand away from the projecting sword-hilt. He did not dare to blow the bugle yet, because Orwic might interpret that into a signal to use violence on the slaves. Nor did he propose, if it could be helped, to fight a member of the council. He had a perfect right to protect himself and his human property if he could do it, but the slaves had been proscribed by general alarm as runaways, and the obviously profitable thing for Rhys to do was to chase the slaves into the open, where he could round them up and claim redemption money. Rhys turned to his companions.

Better make haste, he remarked. There will be others presently. Why share the profit? You four keep his lordship occupied! The rest of us will ride in!

Tros drew his sword at last, a thing he never did unless he meant to use it. And he said nothing, which was another of his characteristics in extremity. His silence, more than any speech he might have made, gave the opponents pause. Rhys laughed unpleasantly.

Hold him here, four of you. The rest of you follow me!

He began to wheel his trembling horse, and Tros made up his mind to retreat to the pool, where the slaves would be all around him, so that afterward he would be able to assert they were under control and, if he should slay any one, he would be able to claim he did so in defense of them. But as he took one short step backward he heard a yell behind him. Thunder of hoofs and wheels came, not along the lane but down the bank-side like an avalanche. He and Glendwyr sprang to the opposite bank in the nick of time. Orwic, one foot on the chariot-front, the reins in both hands, made his frantic team leap as they were six feet from the bottom, preserving them from a fall beneath the chariot by a trick of horsemanship so near to magic as to make Tros gasp, wheeled them down the middle of the lane before they could lose impetus, and charged headlong at the twelve who blocked the way.

Down they went, horse and rider, in a shouting, blasphemous confusion. Orwic, avalanching through the midst and struggling for fifty yards or more to rein in the frantic team. Before he could turn, some of the riders were on their feet, clustering together, looking the wrong way, expecting another chariot. Three horses were too badly injured to get up, others had bolted. Before the riders had time to collect their wits and scatter Orwic was coming again headlong. A horses shoulder knocked the Lord Rhys stunned against the bank; the others, leaping right and left, avoided wheels by inches.

Run! laughed Orwic. Run before I signal!

He leaned out of the chariot, beckoning to Tros to pass the bugle to him, held it to his lips and filled his lungs. But they did not wait to find out whether a bugle signal would bring reinforcements; they took the threat for granted, cried, Hold! Enough! and ran to catch their horses.

Home! Home with you! Orwic shouted. Get you home before I name you and lay charges!

Then he stepped out of the chariot and took the stunned man by the hair, discovered he was conscious, shook him, dragged him to his feet, shook him again and kicked him down the lane toward his friends.

Better let me forget who you are! he called after him and turning to examine the injured horses, drew his sword across their throats.

You may have to pay for three horses, brother Tros, he remarked, wiping his sword as he strolled back. That would be an act of generosity that should draw Rhyss teeth. And I wager he wont talk! But if you had killed Rhys or his men, Lud love you! Not even Fflur could have saved you from indemnities that would have cost you half the tin from off your ship.

Tros stepped into the chariot and they drove slowly to the pool to count the slaves. There were only four men missing, of whom one, they said, was drowned when they crossed the river, and three, losing heart, had returned to the shipyard.

I will sell those three! said Tros. They are not slaves, they are animals. Nay, I will not even sell them, I will give them in exchange for those three horses that were overthrown just now and injured! Glendwyr, take some men and skin me those three horses. Cut the meat up, have it cooked, and feed these rascals or Ill never get them home!

He asked no further questions, made no inquiries as to who the ringleaders might be, threatened no punishments, intended none. He and Orwic strolled together, arm-in-arm, beside the pool, Tros praising Orwics horsemanship and Orwic trying to talk of anything else under the sun because the subject of his own achievements bored him.

I suppose, said Orwic, you will have to have these poor fools flogged?

Not I! Tros answered with his great full-chested laugh. I no more flog a man who has his belly full of grief than you flog a foundered horse. I am rather pleased with them. See how they stuck together! And only three faint- hearted ones among the lot! Those three discovered and all ready to be weeded out before I set sail! Hah! I begin to believe I shall have a fair crew after all.

But have you enough yet?

No, not by a hundred men. And I have one who will make more trouble for me than the hundred that I lack! Yet I can not get rid of Skell, for I have promised him a chance to prove himself. Hey! What a fool a man is with his promises! Look you. Skell is nine days out of prison, where I put him for treason as black as the inside of a tar pot. He inclines now toward honesty, being one of those teetering bastards built like an Antioch scale, with manliness at one end of the balance-arm and false weights at the other. Intending me a good turn, he claps the men of Lunden on the trail of these runaways and all but costs me a fortune. And thats nothing to what hes likely to do when fortune finds him opportunity in some foreign port! What shall I do with the fool? Lord Zeus, what shall I do with him!

Send him to Caesar! said Orwic. He might serve as well as a woman to break Caesars wheels.

To his surprise, Tros took the suggestion seriously, pacing up and down, both hands behind him now, turning over in his mind the pros and cons of it. He was still meditating, frowning when Caswallon came with a fresh team he had appropriated somewhere, laughing, confident, Tross problems out of mind because of a brand new solution for his own.

Tros, brother Tros! he shouted. I have Caesar by the horns! Drawing rein, he leaned out of the chariot and took Tros by the shoulder. Let him come! he said, with one of his confident nods. That ford by Rhyd-y- Cadgerbydan shall be the battle-ground, for I have seen now how to hold it. I will drive stakes in the river bed. Then we will tempt Caesar inland, away from the coast and reinforcements, harrying his legions all the way with horse and chariot, opposing him enough in front to keep him occupied and out of reach of Lunden until we check him at the ford by Rhyd-y-Cadgerbydan with half his legionaries drowning and our own men charging downhill from his rear to cut off his retreat. Let him come! We have Caesar beaten!


CHAPTER 56. A Bargain with the Druids

Such wisdom as I have, I think enables me to recognize a higher wisdom when I meet it. Him who hath it, I obey, of my own will, in the knowledge that a higher wisdom will demand no more than a lesser can properly do. But when I find clowns in the garb of wise men, masking avarice within the folds of solemn ignorance, by Zeus such hypocrites must buy whatever good for themselves they hope to get from me. For a high price paid in advance I sell to such impostors; and I sell them nothing I would not have given freely had they asked with the decent dignity of honorable men in need. Such men should be made to buy the sunshine.
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TROUBLES increased as the day drew near that Tros had set long in advance for the launching. He had hoped, by making that a popular spectacle, to win the public to his side and, perhaps, to recruit a score or two of freemen for his crew by exciting admiration, curiosity and those other emotions that stir men to act on the spur of a moment.

Nothing had he left undone to make the event spectacular, even as he had overlooked no element of danger that could be foreseen. The ways, down which the ship must slide, had been reinforced and, in places, even shored with masonry. He had anchors buried deep on shore and prodigiously heavy flaxen cables to prevent the ship, when launched, from gliding too far across the river.

To make sure the ship would start when he gave the signal, he had set a turn-screw in position, by which he could raise the huge balks of timber on which the bow end rested, thus increasing the slant to overcome inertia. And he had greased the ways so thickly with good hog fat that even his friend Caswallon complained of the extravagance.

The ship rested in a cradle made of elm, so there was no risk that friction would strip off the tin from her undersides. Sigurdsen had spent a whole day taking soundings in the river bed to make sure there were no submerged wrecks or obstructions in the stream. At all strategic points within the yard Tros had secretly placed quantities of his appalling chemical, with instructions to Conops to fire it if the crowd of spectators should unexpectedly turn riotous.

But more than any physical precaution that he took, acceptance by the druids of his invitation to be present and to bless the ship was Tross chief guarantee of a successful launching. He would have preferred to leave the druids out of it. Having extorted pearls from them, he was conscious of their resentment, and he preferred the ill-will of men less practiced than the druids in the art of making thought produce results. He had too much experience of priests in Rome, Alexandria, Jerusalem and elsewhere not to know that the preliminary steps of decadence destroy all vision and the power to do good, but do not for a while destroy the energy itself or its accumulated impetus. He would have been almost as pleased with the druids curse, just then, as with their blessing.

But an undiscoverable enemy set rumor stirring. It was whispered, then repeated in the market-place, that Tros intended to perform a human sacrifice before the launching, in order that the ship might have a soul and be superior to other ships. From mouth to mouth the tale waxed circumstantial. He would bind a living slave across the ways and let the ship slide over him, drowning the victims screams with a fanfare of trumpets and salvo of war drums. Representations were made to the king and council that the superstitious cruelty should be prevented.

The council in full session sent for Tros, who, arms akimbo, laughing angrily, repudiated any suggestion of sacrifice of any sort whatever.

Lord Caswallon  noblemen! he snorted in disgust. I hold myself inferior in all things to the meanest of the gods, and I would shudder at the thought of cruelty to win my favor! What then is it likely that the gods would think? I would forever count myself an exile from the company of all that host of spiritual beings who surround us and employ our manhood, whose very breath is inspiration to the brave. If I should tolerate a human sacrifice, if I should perpetrate it, I would say, My soul has left me. Henceforth I am no man, a thing!

But one member of the council was the Lord Rhys, who smarted from a previous attempt to pull Tross purse-strings. Rich from impeaching law- breakers and buying up their property when they must sell to pay the heavy fines imposed, he was not to be decoyed by spiritual herrings drawn across a chance to profit by another mans predicament. He already had one issue against Tros. The hope he might be bribed lurked in his cold eyes as he leaned forward and, without rising, pointed an accusing forefinger, used it to knock off a drop from the end of his nose, and then pointed again.

The Lord Tros speaks with much assurance about gods, of whom he affects to know a great deal. But we all know that human sacrifice has been made before now at the launching of ships, by men who think more of their own superstitions than of the law and the opinions of decent people. Such men invariably hide their evil practices and deny them after the event. It happens I have seen the ship, which is a monster and not like any ship previously built. Not only is it plated underneath with precious metal of a value greater than a whole years taxes from my district, but there is a golden serpent having two tails, one of which coils the full length of the ship on either side until they reach the stern, where they are joined together and project into the air. We all know that the use of snakes by anybody but the druids is a blasphemy, and I have this to add

Rhys paused, stood up, made a gesture toward Caswallon and the council, watched Tros for the space of a dozen breaths with eyes that glittered coldly and resumed:

That serpents head curves upward from the ships bow. It has a long tongue that projects and moves. It has eyes that are made of garnets. It has teeth that were taken from wild boars. And beneath it, at the ships bow, there is the figure of a woman, carved by Cuchulain the minstrel, of the full size of a woman, painted blue but with the face pearl-colored, of crushed oyster-shell, the long hair golden and the head crowned. Unless rumor lies, the hair and the crown are both of solid gold. There are gold rings on the womans fingers, that are folded on her breast.

Now I accuse the Lord Tros of intending mark you, I say, of intending  I do not say he has done so yet, though I reserve my full right to my own convictions  I say, of intending to incorporate a womans soul into that figure of wood and metal!

Why else should he tempt Cuchulain the minstrel to commit such sacrilege as to carve a human figure? Why did he set free Boad, who was serving-maid to his own wife Helma, unless because he wished to sacrifice a free woman rather than a slave? Where is Boad?

Rhys sat down, brushing a new drop from his nose-end with his sleeve, and there was a murmur. Men nodded their heads, at which Caswallon on the throne- chair chewed his long moustache. It was true, and all men knew it; Boad had mysteriously vanished.

Tros took two steps forward, so that he faced the semicircle and Caswallon in the midst. He was about to speak when Orwic, at Caswallons right hand, put a word in.

I accuse Rhys himself of having made away with Boad!

Orwic crossed one leg over the other and leaned back in the carved and painted chair as if he thought the whole discussion a mere nuisance. Before Rhys could spring to his feet indignantly, with a bored air he had tossed another brand into the blaze.

We all know how Rhys grew rich!

Rhys stuttered indignation, stood up and sat down again. There fell an awkward silence, broken after a pause by Orwics lazily amused voice:

Rhys might fight me, if he dares!

Then Tros, his face alight with sudden comprehension and assurance: Nay! That is my privilege! I know now why a slave came hinting to me that I might do well to go and visit the Lord Rhys by night! The slave, I remember, suggested I should bring no witnesses! So! I will give the Lord Rhys until sunset to produce Boad, my freed woman, alive and unhurt. If he should fail

But Rhys had left the council hall, slipping out behind his high-backed chair into the shadow and passing through the leather-curtained door into the vestibule where armed men saluted him with grounded spear-butts.

Noblemen, said Tros, I lost a young wife, through taking your part against Caesar. I have claimed no recompense from you on that account, and as for Caesar, he shall settle his own reckoning. I hired Cuchulain, the minstrel, who was taught in Gaul by Agoras, the Greek, to carve me a true likeness of my young wife for the ships bow. So, it may be, neither ship nor I will act unworthy of her memory. Now you have heard the whole of it.

But though they had heard and believed, they were shocked by the idea of a carving of a woman. Rhys sent Boad to the shipyard before evening, but she brought a husband with her, who frowned her into silence, and who was so obviously a spy in Rhyss service that Tros turned both of them out into the rainy night. He might have canceled the girls marriage had he chosen. As a freed woman, she was his ward and none might marry her without his leave. But he was heartily glad to be rid of the wench and gave her a sound boxing of the ears for marriage portion. So she went off and lied about him, claiming he had tried to exercise the age-old tyranny  and she already three weeks married.

That brought into play druidic prejudice. He went to see the druids to discuss the launching, and a middle-aged Lord Druid, recently promoted from the lower rank in the shuffle that had followed the death of the great Taliesan, took opportunity to lecture him on moral laxity, saying the druids could not countenance such practices or grant official recognition to a man suspected of them.

For what will become of Britain, if we encourage strangers who do such things in our midst?

But Tros knew he must have the druids at the ceremony, or risk disaster. There were too many men who would enjoy the opportunity to start a riot unless the launching should have druidic sanction.

You shall come! he retorted. You are not such spiritual guides as was your teacher, the great Taliesan, or I would not dare speak to you in these terms. You are not men who possess the vision, or you would know that this womans tale about me is a lie  as the great Lord Druid Taliesan would certainly have known without my telling him. He had wisdom, but not you! I say to you, you shall come!

I will curse you! the graybeard answered. But the threat did not have the same effect on Tros that it would have produced on a native Celt  even on Orwic or Caswallon. Tros smiled and bowed with dignity more gracious than the druids.

I have seen curses, he answered, that returned like bad money to the forger! Curse carefully, Lord-brother of the dragons! If Taliesan had cursed me, I should be a dead man now. But he blessed. You will come and bless my ship, and for this reason: That if you do not, I will take those pearls and, letting all men know who gave them to me, I will scatter them by the handful into the River Thames as my ship takes water. And I will say, Lo! These are druids pearls, a druids blessing.

Eyes met, and the druid knew that Tros was wilful enough to carry out that threat.

Then, Tros continued, speaking slowly, having no pearls, but having returned them to the water whence they came, I would not be under obligations to you. I would suit myself what action I should undertake next.

Taliesan the Great would have made short work of such a threat. But Tros knew he was dealing with no Taliesan. It was an ambitious, weak-willed hierarchy that had yielded to demands for treasure in the first place. Such were not the men to stand their ground and see wealth wasted, this old rumor- monger  this repeater of slave-girls accusations, least of all.

Your heart is bold and bad, Lord Tros, the druid answered. But the evil dig their own pit. It is best we speed your going and soon see the last of you.

Taliesan would never have made such a speech in my hearing, Tros answered.

More than ever he recognized weakness. He had built a ship, had drilled the odds and ends of flotsam of humanity into a crew of sorts, and knew that weakness is no good for a foundation. Unless discarded altogether, weakness must be beaten, pressed, hammered and backed up until it resists at last, and either breaks or is good for something.

I am your ally, he went on, his amber eyes scanning their countenances that were stern but only masked irresolution. Ye are willing to make use of me, but not to treat me as your friend. Now Taliesan, had he deigned to make use of me, would have reckoned my well being as important as his own. He would never have sent me forth without a full crew. He would have manned my ship with kings sons, had I asked him. Nor would he have prayed to see the last of me. Taliesan would have said one of two things to me. Either, Thy heart is bad, so get thee hence! or, How can I serve thee, thou who servest us? And I would have asked him for a hundred freemen, ten from each of ten tribes, to increase my crew. Where is the cloak of Taliesan? Who wears it?

His speech was received in silence. They withdrew into a corner to consult in whispers  nine gray-bearded men possessed of all the outer attributes of dignity, but with its cause lost. They did not know, they thought; they guessed; they were enamored of their own importance; they were echoes of a wisdom that had flowed through Taliesan but that did not penetrate beneath the crust of their ambition to be powerful.

We must send to Mona, the Lord Druid said at last. Mona is the seat of our authority.

Tros struck his own breast. Mine is in my heart! he answered.

So was the Lord Taliesans. He would have said to me yes or no. He would have given me a crew of druids had he seen fit! And if he had sent a messenger to Mona or any other place, it would have been to say what he had done, not to ask whether it were right for him to do it! Speak ye your own minds. I listen.

So again they whispered in the corner, shaking heads and glancing at him where he stood in the dim whale-oil lantern-light, Tros realizing more and more, as they delayed to answer him, that something  though he could not guess what  had happened to provide him with an upper hand over them.

They would like me dead! he told himself. Yet they love their holiness too much to cause me to be slain.

Decaying priesthoods, well he knew, are desperate and justify all evil done to prop up their own despotism. But he knew, too, decadence takes time. Great Taliesan was hardly three months dead; druids would hardly stoop to doing murder or procuring it until a score or so of years should overlie his influence.

They hey have news. If I wait and persist, I will learn it, he assured himself. They wish me gone. They are afraid of me. They dare not to offend me too much. Why? he wondered, and he folded his arms, standing very erect, to await what the gods should bring forth.

I see destiny in travail, he reflected.

Presently the new Lord Druid came toward him, fingering the golden sickle at his waist. The lamp-light shone on the yellow metal and on the druids eyes, that were mild enough and not grown worldly, but betrayed doubt where there should have been assurance, built on inner strength. But instead of assurance there was arrogance of glance and gesture; and instead of strength there was ambition to appear strong.

There are mysteries you may not know, he said, stroking his long beard.

I can read your heart, Tros answered, and his hands were still. He was like a rock, whereas the druid came at him like water feeling for a line of least resistance.

But if we trust you with a secret

That you will not do, Tros interrupted. You know as well as I, that whoever tells a secret can not expect another man to keep it. Therefore, whatever you will tell me, you will have decided first is not a real secret, but only something with which to mystify me. Speak. I listen.

You remember King Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici?

The druids white hand continued stroking at his beard as he watched Tross eyes. All Britain knew that Tros and King Gwenwynwyn of the withered arm were enemies. They had quarreled even in the presence of the mighty Taliesan. The lamp-light showed no change in Tross expression; his frown dissolved into a fighting smile too slowly to be observed.

Gwenwynwyn, said the druid, went to Gaul and has returned. Gwenwynwyn spoke with Caesar, who has pledged him friendship. Caesar set a price on your head of three Roman talents, and Gwenwynwyn will offer the third of that to whoever shall kill you and bring your head to him.

My head is worth more than three talents to Caesar, Tros answered with a gruff laugh. Gwenwynwyn should have made a better bargain!

He was studying the druids face now with all his power of intuition keyed up to the limit of alertness, although on the surface he was perfectly unruffled. It was not the news that puzzled him. To set a big price on his head was Caesars obvious recourse, and since his first success against Caesar he had expected that. He had been absolutely sure of it since he and Caswallon took Caesar captive and exchanged him against Fflur. But it was beyond his power to guess why the druids should reveal the information to him now.

What you tell is not news to me. Why do you tell? he answered.

The druid smiled with an air of superior knowledge  not as the great Taliesan would have smiled, for Taliesan took no delight in knowing more than other men.

Gwenwynwyn has no army, he said, fingering the sickle at his waist. But he is Caesars friend, and Caesar has an army.

Tros let out one of his deep-chested monosyllabic laughs. At Verulam, he said, where I met Gwenwynwyn, he accused Caswallon of being Caesars friend and tried to persuade Taliesan to rebuke Caswallon for it.

The druid made a gesture of indifference, suggesting that Gwenwynwyns treacheries were nothing new.

Gwenwynwyn has no army, he repeated, and he lives afar off in the west. He is afraid if he should cause you to be murdered, he would have to meet Caswallons vengeance, for he knows Caswallon is your friend. It would be hard for Caswallon to march all the width of Britain with an army to attack him, but he knows Caswallons energy in action just as surely as he knows his carelessness in repose. So he has made a stipulation to which Caesar has agreed.

The druid paused and eyed Tros curiously. All the other druids gathered nearer, making no sound. They were like disembodied spirits, bearded faces framed in shadow.

Caesar is to send five hundred Spaniards to Gwenwynwyns aid! They are to land in Dyvnaint and to march to Merioneth. They will be commanded by a Roman, but they are to obey Gwenwynwyn, whom they will defend if you should be slain and Caswallon should try to avenge you.

The druid paused again, drew in his breath and sighed.

So you see, Lord Tros, you have brought invasion on us. You have brought on us the curse of foreign soldiers in our midst. Civil war may follow.

But? said Tros. I can discern but that lurks  to be discovered presently! What is it? Butt it forth!

The Spaniards have not yet started. To send them will cost Caesar money. If either of two events should happen, Caesar might not send those men.

Aye, Tros answered, nodding, if I were dead and Caesar knew it, he might not send them. What is the other alternative?

If you were gone and Caesar knew it  Go soon! Go soon, Lord Tros, and leave us to our own peace!

Tros threw his head back and laughed.

Nay, I will not go! he retorted. Nay, nay! Hah! He began to pace the floor, both hands behind him, knotted fingers clenching and unclenching. Five hundred men! he muttered.

He had the news at last! Suddenly he turned and faced the druids.

I will bargain with you!

The Lord Druid appeared horrified. A blunt proposal to drive bargains was an insult to druidic dignity. Not yet, surely not yet, had they descended to such depths that they might not cover bargaining beneath a gloss of condescension. Nevertheless, beneath the horror Tros saw readiness to drive a bargain, should the terms of it appeal.

We give or we withhold, the druid answered. He who wears the golden sickle neither buys nor sells.

Tros made a gesture of concession. He would not split hairs of definition. He came bluntly to the point.

I will go, and as soon as may be. I will make no more demands on you. But you shall keep my going secret. You shall tell Gwenwynwyn I will not go. You shall tell him  and no untruth, for you hear me threaten now  that you have heard me boast I will explore the coast of Britain in my ship, until I come to Merioneth where withered-arm Gwenwynwyn kings it in the woods! You shall take no steps to keep those Spaniards from coming. You shall leave that business to me. And meanwhile, you shall guard my life. You shall bless me publicly, that men may know I am not lightly to be murdered.

You shall lend me countenance by coming to the launching of my ship with ceremonial procession and the minstrels and a choir. And if I send a man to Gaul, Tros added, with one of those swift afterthoughts that often mean more than the whole of what preceded them, you shall give him secret introduction to the Gauls, to the end that they may help him to spy on Caesar. That is all. Now, play the Taliesan for once! Say yes or say no. Say it only like men, that I may count with or without you.

The druids went again in a conference, whispering together where the darkest shadow fell beyond the heaped-up sacks of grain. Tros paced the floor, no longer thinking of the druids, knowing, because he understood their dread of foreign soldiers, that their answer would be yes.

Five hundred men! he muttered. And Skell anxious to redeem himself! Hah!


CHAPTER 57. Liafail

As a man is in his heart the sea reveals him to himself. Be he strong, the sea shall test him. Be he weak, the sea shall discover his weakness. Be he heedless, bold or cunning, or all three, the sea shall find him out and face him with his strength and weakness that he knew not.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



IT WAS not yet dawn. Tros, sword on the table in front of him, sat by the fireside in darkness except for the flickering fire on the hearth and, the night being gusty, the room was filled with smoke that spread itself in layers. Conops, squatting by the hearth, baked bread for breakfast. Skell stood and faced Tros, eyes watering in the stinging smoke, and both men coughed at intervals.

You are a fool, said Tros, and an irksome problem to me. When you were my enemy, I laughed, but now I grieve because a fool is a danger to his friends and deadlier yet to his master.

Lord Tros, you sent for me, Skell answered, shivering, for he was only half-clothed. I think you did not send for me at this hour to call names or because sleep fails you. I take it, you will use my folly. I am willing.

Tros crashed the table with his fist and made the sword jump. Idiot! You cost me three men recently by giving the alarm when all my Britons bolted in the night. I had to swap three in exchange for three slain horses. Another year of your loyalty  and I am beggared!

Not so bad as that, Lord Tros! I saved all the stores. It was I who found the fire laid under the pitch-shed floor. I saved you nearly half-a-mile of hempen rope by

Can you speak the Roman tongue? Tros interrupted.

Yes, my lord.

And Gaulish?

Yes, my lord.

Caesar and many of his officers could recognize you?

Yes, my lord.

Then shave!

Skell stared, but Conops found a razor and a pair of shears. Before Skell realized it, half his beard was gone.

There, take the bacon rind and rub, said Conops irritably. Rub it in well, unless you want your skin to be scraped off with the hair. Conops shoved to make him turn the unclipped half toward the firelight. Spit on the rind! If its too hard, chew it!

Tros, in silence, watched the transformation. What had looked like obstinacy through the matted red mask now betrayed itself as a retreating chin accentuated by the big sharp nose. Skell looked ten years younger, and by ten of any measure less a danger to be reckoned with. By some trick of proportion now, his eyes looked much less cunning and more mild. Tros ordered Conops to trim the eyebrows.

Not too much or hell look disguised, he warned. Now the hair at the back of the neck. Crop it half short.

Skell went and washed his face in the great lead bowl in the corner. Luckily he could not see himself, or the last dregs of his self-esteem would have drifted away with the smoke as Conops opened the shutters a trifle to judge what time it might be. Tros had to screw up his own courage before he could trust that weak-chinned specimen with any kind of mission. However, he had none else suited for his purpose. Glendwyr, for instance, knew no Roman.

At any rate, Caesar wont fear you, he remarked, as Skell returned to stand in front of him. Are you afraid of Caesar?

Aye! said Skell, showing too much of the whites of his eyes.

Tros laughed. A month ago you would have boasted that neither Caesar nor any other man could frighten you! Because I am not afraid of Caesar, I will send you to him.

Skells jaw fell, increasing the effect of the retreating chin. His red- rimmed eyes grew narrower. Conops, heaping red-hot ashes on a bread pan, chuckled.

Aye, I know, said Tros, nodding. When I sent you to Caesar before, you played fast and loose between him and me. He will scourge and crucify you if you are recognized. But you asked me for a chance to act the man, and now you may have it. I am going to give you money, my money, and this from the druids.

Tros showed him a fragment of parchment, not longer than a thumb joint either way, inscribed with heavy characters in black ink.

If Romans should see this they would condemn you to death for possessing it. So swallow it if you are caught. But show it to any Gaul and, if he is a true Gaul, he will help you. You are to discover from which port, and when Caesar is sending Spanish troops to Britain. By whatever means present themselves, you are to get exact information to me. Without betraying who you are or even that you know me, you are to start a rumor in Gaul in such way that it will reach Caesars ears as soon as possible, that I will remain in Britain all this year in order to help Caswallon against Caesar should he attempt a new invasion.

Am I myself to return to you with the information? Skell asked.

That is for the gods and your own wit to determine. I need the information more than I need you. You may return by fishing boat from Gaul or you may attach yourself to the Spanish troops and sail with them. They might need an interpreter, for instance.

And how shall I reach Gaul? Skell asked him.

By chariot to Pevensey, where you will find a fisherman named Geraint who will take you to the Gaulish coast not far from Seine-mouth. You will only need to show him this druids writing and he will obey you. Geraint, they tell me, is half Gaul, half Briton. He will remain over there in Gaul among the fisherfolk, and it may be he is the man to bring you back or to bring your news to me if you remain and travel with the troops. But he is not too trustworthy, since he loves the glint of money. I was cautioned by the druids as to that. So, if you use Geraint, he must not understand what he is doing. Nothing in writing. Nothing spoken that he could repeat to the Romans or a Roman spy.

Conops chuckled again, stirring cows milk as he warmed it in the embers. Then he cracked six eggs into a frying pan and threw the shells into the fire with totally unnecessary violence. Tros nodded.

Eggs, he said. If Geraint or any other man from Gaul should bring me eggs, no Roman could interpret that. If he should say they are eggs of Spanish hens from Seine-mouth or from Caritia or from Caen or from Cariallum, as the case may be, I would understand that the Spanish troops will sail from whichever port is thus indicated. Let each egg represent a day. Thus, if there were nine eggs, I would understand that the Spaniards will sail on the ninth day after the messenger set forth from Gaul.

Then you must tell me in how many ships they sail. So, lest the eggs be broken, you will wrap them carefully. If in three packages, then the Spaniards will sail in three ships. If in two, then in two ships. If each egg should be separately wrapped in wool, let that mean that the ships are unarmed merchantmen. But if the wrapping of each egg is of grass or straw, I will understand they sail in warships. But if they should sail in unarmed ships with warships for an escort, you will place the packages of eggs inside a basket, and that basket inside another one, and so on, to indicate how many warships. The stronger and bigger the baskets, the bigger and better armed I will understand those warships to be. Is all that clear to you?

Skell nodded. He folded his arms. His delight in intrigue was offsetting the fear that kept his yellow teeth exposed.

Now as to the Spanish troops direction. It may be difficult to convey that information, but let us take the harbor of Dertemue as the place where I will expect them unless there is news to the contrary. If they should sail to the westward of Dertemue, then include a ducks egg in the package. If to the eastward of it, then a dozen or so black hens feathers. But if there should be two ducks eggs, then I will understand that they sail around the end of Britain to the west coast. Although the Romans are no sailors, so I think that course unlikely. Now, can you remember all that?

Skell nodded again.

How shall the messenger find you? he asked. Will you be here?

Not I! Nor will I tell you where I will be, since the wind and weather have a part to play. Nor can I spare Conops, for I have a crew of land crabs to be hammered into men with seamens souls. I will send a man to Hythe, who will await you or your messenger. He will not know where to find me, for there are too many informers on the prowl, but I will find him.

Conops laid the fried eggs, bacon, hot bread and scalded milk on the table in front of Tros, pushing the sword out of the way and making a great clatter of plates and spoons. Dawn began to peer palely through the chink in the wooden shutters. Tros yawned and fell to at the food.

Go, eat. Clothe yourself. Be ready in an hour, he said to Skell, and Skell went out with a stride that alternated between cat-like caution and a swagger.

Already he thinks he carries eggs! said Conops, grinning. You have chosen a weak agent, master!

Aye, and a poisonous bad cook! Tros spat the bread out of his mouth. You dog! You feed me ashes?

Wholesome, master! Good for your insides! Ashes  not much, just a little  fell into the dough. I couldnt help it.

Ashes? Pluto rot you! Its a charred oak knot. Break my teeth, will you!

Tros swallowed the hot milk, set down the beaker, took more of the alleged bread and rammed it into Conops mouth, holding the Greeks head under his armpit, ramming in more and more with both his thumbs until the gag was solid. Then he buckled on his sword and strode out to the shipyard, where Sigurdsen, in two languages, was bellowing curses at a group of Britons who had knocked out the ratchet of a crane too suddenly and dropped a load of lumber on the ships deck.

The sun was hardly over the skyline and the mist hung like washed wool over the river, but the whole yard was a-hum already with the orderly excitement of a task now nearly finished. There was a reek of hot pitch and a squeal of cordage as they rigged the tackles to the anchored buoys in mid- stream  sudden squalls of hammer-blows where Northmen in the ships waist fitted up the berths. For Tros had carried innovation to the limit and provided a dry section of the hold wherein his ablest seamen might sleep comfortably and, aft of that again, an almost sumptuous saloon for his lieutenants. She was a wonder of a ship. She was to have a wonder-name bestowed on her at high noon. For a while Tros stood admiring her vermilion topsides, which had cost him a fortune in mercury and sulphur for the paint.

Orwic came, dew on his face, leaping along a chariot-pole and standing beside Tros almost before the long-maned stallions could plant their forefeet in the sod and bring the chariot to a clattering halt.

Men! he said, agape at the great ships gleaming splendor, for Tros had made them polish up the tin against the launching. Men! Men! Tros, what say you? Let us feed Northmen their own meat! Red rascals! They have raided our coasts since before the memory of man. Lets raid theirs for a change! Cross the North Sea, burn some villages, round up women and hold them until they trade us a man for them apiece! Northmen are better sailors than youll ever find in Britain.

No, said Tros.

Why not? Luds teeth! Theyve earned reprisals! Wed be doing favors to the gods by raping half-a-dozen homesteads!

I have enough Northmen, Tros answered. He knew better than to talk to Orwic about the ethics of honest raiding. Orwic would have hunted men as cheerfully as wolves. Too many of a kind is worse than too few. I will be captain of my ship.

Orwic pushed the peaked steel cap back from his forehead, scratched his hair and looked at Tros curiously, as at a man who might be talking nonsense to conceal his thoughts.

You have nearly two hundred Britons, he remarked. They are used now to your eight-and-forty Northmen. If a mutiny should start, do you think Britons would take your side?

Tros looked hard at him.

When I studied the Mysteries, he said, I was taught the properties of triangles. A triangle will carry more weight than a square and, with the weight on it, is not so easy to upset. You understand me?

No, said Orwic.

Tros, refraining from explanations, turned to greet Caswallon, who arrived four-horsed, at full speed, with the morning sun behind him, gleaming on his flowing hair.

Today? Surely today? Caswallon asked.

And when Tros nodded he drew him aside by the sleeve.

I have a thought how you can get more men, but not a word to Orwic! You heard Rhys speak of the taxes from his district? Well, they are in arrear. Orwic is in debt to Rhys, who threatens a suit against him to prevent his sailing with you. If Orwic knew what I intend, he would probably go and kill Rhys, and I have too much trouble on my hands already without that. Listen now. Rhys comes to the launching, and his men will work a mischief to you if it can be managed. Be prepared.

I am! Tros answered, thinking of the chemical and Conops with his torch.

Be prepared to bag Rhys! Trap him! Seize him!

Make a sailor of that raw-bones, that orator, that skin-a-louse? Tros asked. The Sea God would wreck me in fair weather for the insult to his waves!

No, no. I need Rhys. He can govern his district. But I need the taxes that he hasnt paid. Catch Rhys and accuse him of anything. Demand from him fifty men. Your Northmen must pounce on his escort, and it wont much matter if they happen to kill a few. I kill have some of my bowmen placed where they can keep the public from taking sides. Rhys will appeal to me, of course, and I will refuse to do anything about it until he pays the tribute money.

But I think  for I know Rhys  that if you should hold him fast, but let him send a messenger, he will attend to it that the tribute money is paid before he appeals to me. I will then demand from him a heavy fine, both for having been slow with his payment and for having started a riot in your shipyard. I will demand a fine that I know he can not pay. He has too many armed men in his district, so I will let him pay in men instead of money. Those men you shall have for your ship, friend Tros, and I will see to it that they are good ones. Thus we do each other a good turn. But dont tell Orwic. Rhys is threatening to seize his property and hold his person. Orwic would certainly kill him if he knew there was going to be a good opportunity.

Tros demurred. Like Caswallon, he had too much trouble on his hands without courting more. And besides, he wanted no more Britons in his crew, particularly unwilling ones.

I am admiral of Caesars fleet, he said, frowning, but with a smile behind his eyes. Lend me a two-horse chariot to send to Pevensey and I will get all the men I need without having to pick bones with Rhys.

Caswallon stared at him.

Men from Pevensey?

From Gaul! According to my admirals appointment, written over Caesars seal, I have full right to levy men, and no Roman may refuse me.

Tell me about that later. I need the tribute money, said Caswallon. Catch me this fellow Rhys.

Tross eyes grew narrow as he scanned Caswallons face.

You are a king, he answered. Kings forever speak in riddles. But are you and I on such terms? Speak me frankly. Is it likely, think you, I would refuse you an act of friendship even with my own hands full?

Caswallons mouth moved nervously beneath the long moustache, but that was the only sign he gave that there was a deeper intrigue beneath the one he had proposed.

For you  for your sake I will catch Rhys, Tros continued, watching him. For myself, I have no need of him nor of his men. He did not believe for a minute that Orwic would kill Rhys simply because he owed Rhys money. Orwic was wealthy; easily could pay his debts before he sailed.

King-aye, I am a king, Caswallon answered wearily. I hate the sea, and yet I envy you your ship. Catch Rhys for me. I need him caught. Yes, you shall have the chariot for Pevensey. But why?

I send a messenger to Caesar!

Are you mad, Tros?

I am Caesars admiral. I need men. I will have them.

Rede me that riddle!

Rede me yours first, Tros retorted. Aye, I will catch Rhys for you. But why?

Leave my shame hidden in my heart, Tros. Pride is a kings one solace for the sweat of ruling people.

Tros eyed him gravely, hands behind his back, frown slowly changing into a smile.

I, too, am not without pride, he retorted. I am your friend. I will do as you wish. But would you make a mere blind accomplice of me? Have I ever violated confidence?

Luds teeth! I hate to tell you, said Caswallon. Rhys is a member of my council. He is a lord of Britain, and you are our guest, not only mine. I wish to save Rhys from a crime that would bring shame on all of us.

And Orwic is not to know, because he would kill Rhys if he did?

Tros nodded. He began to comprehend. He had had a dozen opportunities to learn how sacred the Britons held their law of hospitality and he knew, too, that, though killing is a simple matter, kingdoms are not preserved by killing. He could understand how Rhys, reduced to impotence, might cease to be a danger to the state, whereas his death might loose such reins of vengeance as should start a civil war. And he understood how shame would devour Caswallon if a member of the council should by any treachery cause disaster to the countrys guest.

I will catch Rhys, he repeated.

And he held a mental reservation that from Rhys himself he would learn Caswallons secret, quite confident meanwhile that information would confirm his own guess.

Caswallon drove away to send the chariot for Skell and Tros made rearrangements in the shipyard, going about it cautiously, because there were already scores of spectators pressing their faces against the picket fence, awaiting admission.

A last look at the ship convinced him there could be no trouble with the launching. A dozen blows to knock the chocks from under her, perhaps a few turns on the great bronze screw to lift her bow end, and she would glide down the ways into her element. He could spare thirty Northmen, and they were free men, entitled to carry arms. None could charge them with crime if they should defend the yard, however desperately, against rioters, whoever those rioters might be.

But he kept the Northmen near the waterfront, concealing them inside a low shed about fifty yards from the ship and nearly midway to the outer fence, warning them what to expect and forbidding them to use sharp-edged weapons unless their first surprise assault with pick handles and capstan bars should fail.

It is worse to be clubbed than to be knifed, he admitted, but it causes less public comment. Let us shed no blood if we can help it. Then he laid the trap for Rhys by covering the ways with cloth about ten feet in front of the ships stern, and so arranging grass beneath the cloth that any one looking for that might suppose an unconscious human victim had been tied in readiness for the ship to crush to pulp as it slid stern first into the water.

The Lord Rhys came betimes, forcing his way through the crowd at the gate with twenty men behind him and ignoring Conops who bade him wait and give Caswallon precedence. Behind Rhys and his followers the whole crowd flowed into the yard, and if it had not been that Caswallon arrived next, with Fflur and fifty archers, there might have been a riot there and then, because Tross Britons tried to keep the crowd within the enclosure he had roped off, and freemen resented interference from the slaves. However, the archers solved that problem, extending themselves at intervals outside the rope, stringing their bows suggestively.

Soon nearly all the members of the council came, each with his following of armed retainers. Tros had seats for the principal lords and ladies and, after a great deal of shouting, the retainers were all crowded to the rear within easy reach of the secreted chemical that, should Conops touch the torch to it, could reduce them to helpless panic. An hour before high noon there were more than a thousand people in the yard, chattering and staring at the mysterious linen sheet that covered the great ships figurehead.

Long before the druids came it was evident that Rhys had trouble in his sack and meant to loose it at his own good time. He alone of all the noblemen was truculent, objecting to his seat behind the rope, nervous and argumentative because his men were herded away from him, sarcastic because Caswallon and Fflur had better seats, impatient of delay and rising from time to time to peer as far as he could see around the ship. Tros had placed him carefully. At last, straining his neck, he detected the shape of a human victim shrouded under canvas on the ways.

Instantly he was on his feet and was about to announce his discovery at the top of his lungs, but he checked himself. Blackmailer by profession, he foresaw more profit to himself from crime committed than from its exposure in advance. Instead of saying what he saw he cried out to Tros to come and speak with him and, nothing loath, Tros strode up looking splendid in his purple cloak trimmed with cloth-of-gold and ermine.

Lord Tros, said Rhys, there should be proof that no human sacrifice is made today. It is in your interest that somebody should stand near to the ship  some man of repute, myself, for instance, to take oath afterward that there were no black rites performed out of sight of the druids.

None better than you, Lord Rhys! Tros answered. Everybody knows you are not my friend. If you can find nothing against me, none can! Come along.

But Rhys refused to come without his men.

You mean, dont you, you are not my friend! he retorted. I would not trust myself alone within reach of your engines of destruction.

Bring them then. Bring them by all means, said Tros with a laugh and a gesture of lordly carelessness that mightily offended Rhys. But at sight of the gesture Conops pulled a string that warned the Northmen in the shed to hold themselves in readiness.

The interested buzz-note of the crowd changed into a half roar of excitement as Tros strode beside Rhys to the ship with all of Rhyss men in a double line behind them looking businesslike. There was even jealousy, expressed in catcalls. Was Rhys to have the special honor of a close-up view of the launching? Why? There were Caswallon and a hundred others better entitled to that than Rhys! There was even an effort to follow them down to the ways and Caswallons archers had their hands full checking it until a blare of music in the distance announced that the druids were coming downstream in their swan-necked barges. They came very slowly on the slack tide, chanting, and the crowd grew still, spell-bound by the beauty of the scene, for the sun shone on the gilded swans and on the gilded oar blades. And in the rivers bosom there were mirrored white clouds mingled with the limpid blue.

Lord Rhys, said Tros, I am minded you shall do your spying thoroughly. First look at this.

He led him to the canvas on the ways and raised it, showing dry grass underneath. Then, before Rhys could recover from that disappointment:

Let your men look into that shed, he suggested.

It was a double shed, with a long partition down the middle, and there were no windows, so it was dark inside. Several of the men peered in, reported nothing, but Tros refused to be satisfied. Let them examine it, he insisted. So Rhys, to save his own face, ordered them into the shed, retaining only six to guard himself.

And while they search within there, Tros said, you and I and these others will search the ship for such victims as you think I immolate. Up that ladder!

As Rhys turned to look at the ladder Tros shut the shed door quietly and slid the bolt. And as he did that Sigurdsen came glooming up with nine men, all armed with hammers, who placed themselves with their backs to the shed and began a prodigious pounding on a hollow log, breaking it up, and for no reason in the world unless it might be pagan pleasure at the noise. They made such thunder that if there had been a battle royal in the shed, none could have heard it.

Up you go. That way, Tros said, pointing.

The ladder was a wide one, resting on a scaffold with a platform at the top that hardly touched the ships side, so that there was no need to remove it for the launching. Rhys, half suspicious of a trap, began to climb it, hesitated, and continued when he saw Tros standing at the bottom, back turned toward him, seemingly considering the druids who were anchoring their seven barges in a line across the river nearly a hundred yards below the course the ship would take.

At exactly high noon Rhys stood on the platform, startled by the fanfare of the druids golden trumpets; that, and the sudden silence by the shed door as the hammer swinging ceased. Sigurdsen and six men sprang up the ladder. Tros did not wait to watch them hustle Rhys and his six over the ships side and down into the hold. He ran, four Northmen following, toward the ships bow, blowing his silver whistle and, while they and the others who were waiting chopped and hammered at the chocks, he pulled the cord that held the sheet in place over the ships figurehead.

Oh, Liafail! he cried, and all men heard that wonder name, but the rest of what he said was swallowed by the crack of breaking timber, like explosions, as the ships weight broke inertia.

There was movement, nigh invisible at first, increasing inch by inch. The crowd roared and the druids trumpets blared. The sheet fell away from the figurehead, revealing Helmas image, blue, with golden hair and crown, and above that the great glittering serpents head, whose tongue moved on a gimbal, flashing four ways in the sun.

Slowly, and then with a roar like the sound of an avalanche, to the blare of trumpets and the thunder of a hundred war drums, the ship slid down the ways until she shoved the reeking mud in waves to either side of her, pitched like a horse impatient of the bit, so that her serpent looked like a living dragon with a tongue of fire, rocked into mid-stream and lay rolling to the taut, complaining cables that had ripped the buried anchors ten feet forward through the earth. The druids barges rocked in obbligato to the big ships roll, as a hymn swelled forth across the river, praising Lud, the God of the River Thames, whose bosom bears the big ships to the ocean and the storms and deep-sea destiny.

Tros laughed. He could not help but laugh to see his vision launched at last, his dream of dreams, his masterpiece that lay so graceful and enormous on the water  too high yet, for there were the ballast and the stores and water to be loaded; but exactly, to the inch, as he had known she would ride  bow high like a warhorse, with a flare to throw off head-seas, and as naturally even on her keel as if the gods had balanced her.

Oh, Liafail! Gods govern you! I am a man at last! He laughed and clapped his hands together. No blood! No man, no beast slain at the launching! Hah!

Then suddenly he thought him of the shed and went and shot the bolt back from the door. His Northmen came forth one by one, each with his weapon sheathed, but each with a pick-handle or an ax-helve in his hand. He counted them and they were all there, but some limped, and they all looked more or less the worse for what had happened in the dark.

How many? he demanded, gesturing toward the shed. He had to ask twice, because the Northmen stared in silent admiration at the great ship they had toiled to build.

Oh, some are dead and some are tied. They fought. One way or another we did for all of them. I killed two, for they had skulls like eggs, a Northman answered, then turned his head again to stare and grin at the great ship.

Tros did not enter the shed just then. He was wondering whether the ship was actually launched before the blood flowed.

Blood! he muttered. Blood is not good at a ships launching. I should have had a druid cast her horoscope. I should have chosen another hour, another day. But a slack tide at high noon seemed auspicious. Blood!

He determined not to see the blood just then at any rate. He closed the shed door, turned his back and walked away. A vague uneasiness troubled him, but he steeled his mind to forget this seemingly bad omen.


CHAPTER 58. The Lord Rhys

I am a mystic. That is why I love action. I know that what I see I can never attain unless I now do what I can and thereon step to something nobler. I have never known a coward or a scoundrel who did not believe a mystic is a fool of whom he could take advantage. But who has seen the result? Where is it?
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CASWALLON cleared the yard to some extent by leading the way out of it with Fflur. Numbers of the younger people followed Orwic through the same gate, joking with him about his rumored intention to sail in the monster ship with Tros. But a number remained who defied Caswallons archers, hanging about the yard in disappointment at the shortness of the spectacle and hoping something else might transpire presently to make the waste of half a day worth while. There were sheds to be peered into, cranes to examine, the splinters to see on the ways where the great ship had slid riverward, scandalous waste of floating grease to be appalled at, and questions to ask of the slaves who were glad enough to talk if any one would listen to them.

But Tros blew his whistle three times sharply, and at that signal Conops fired a pound or so of dampened chemical beneath a covering of sawdust. Ominous spluttering, flame, yellow and black smoke, and then the choking stench blew crosswise of the yard, and in a minute it was empty of archers as well as visitors, all racing for the trees beyond the fence. Tross slaves, now used to the appalling stuff, took refuge to windward, in their own long sheds, whither Tros betook himself to roust out nine of them to make up a boats crew. Ten minutes later he had climbed the Liafails high stern and stood there for a minute watching Sigurdsen bandage a wound on a Northmans forearm and then put grease on a bruise on the same mans head.

Blood! he muttered. Blood again. Not good! Wheres the Lord Rhys?

Sigurdsen showed him. Rhys sat fuming in the fore part of the after deckhouse, where the V-shaped slits of openings gave command of a whole broadside to the arrow-engines, covered under canvas now. Rhyss wrists were lashed behind him to two rings in the deckhouse wall and his feet were stretched so tightly toward a table leg that he could hardly sit on the narrow bench. His weapons were gone, but he was unharmed-only shaken, ruffled and indignant.

Where are his men? Tros asked.

Ones overboard  took a capstan-bar under the chin, said Sigurdsen. The rest are only stunned. Theyre in the fore-peak, under hatches.

Loose him.

Sigurdsen obeyed, and Rhys chafed tingling wrists while Tros kicked at his own scabbard as a hint that he was master of the situation.

You will pay for this! Rhys snapped at him, and blew his long nose with his fingers. The effect was exactly as if he had spat, and Tros changed his mind abruptly how to deal with him.

Pay, shall I? he retorted. Whom?

Me! Rhys answered. You will pay me! I am a member of the council!

Tros rubbed his iron jaw.

Sit down! he commanded, for Rhys had risen as if to snap defiant fingers at him. Now, I dont know what you ever did, Lord Rhys, to earn the right to live, but you may earn my leave this minute or become a million pieces in the bellies of a million fish!

Your  your leave! Rhys stammered.

He was furious. It had not dawned on his imagination yet that Tros might dare to kill him.

You would better offer me a price, Lord Tros! You bilked me in the matter of the slaves, but, believe me, this time you shall pay, or I know nothing!

Tell what you know. That is the price I set, Tros answered. Come along now. Out with it! The Lord Caswallon begged your life of me, saying you are a member of the council who should be spared if possible. I promised him your life on one condition.

You! You will never dare murder me! Rhys stammered.

It was beginning to dawn at last. Caswallons name had startled him.

Dare  yes! But do it  no! Unless you tell me what I wish to know, although I know it  but it will please me to hear it from your lips  you shall fight me, or whichever champion I name. I think I will name Sigurdsen, who hasnt killed a man in weeks and needs practice. Sigurdsen fights with an ax. Now, which will you? Fight or speak? You may send a message to Caswallon if you wish.

Rhys grew a whole shade paler. He had counted on appealing to Caswallon. The mere threat of what Caswallon would be forced to do by way of vengeance if a member of his council should be harmed, he had supposed would be enough to bring Tros to his senses.

I may send  then you mean  the  the Lord Caswallon is a party to this outrage?

He has begged your life, Tros answered. I have named the terms to him  that you must tell me all you know.

About what? You have a charge against me?

Yes, said Tros, I charge you with plotting to destroy me in league with Gwenwynwyn, king of the Ordovici! Caesar set a price of three Roman talents on my head. Gwenwynwyn will pay a third of that to whoever delivers my head to him. Now, make a clean breast of it or fight!

Slay him, Lord Tros! urged Sigurdsen. I would liefer spare a wolf at lambing time! Here  let me have at him! There are no witnesses.

You hear what he says? grinned Tros. You would have had my life. How did you propose to have it?

Rhys had his doubts of Tross willingness to kill in cold blood, but no man could have doubted Sigurdsen who, if necessary, could be made the scapegoat afterwards. That argument stared self-revealed out of his frightened eyes.

What do you want me to tell? he demanded. What if I tell? What then?

Tros had not answered when the thump of oars alongside announced the arrival of Caswallon in a boat rowed by his own retainers. He came alone into the deckhouse, eyed Rhys coldly for as long as sixty breaths, said nothing and walked out again, slamming the door behind him.

The Lord Caswallon has his own fish to skin with you. He wishes to know nothing about mine, said Tros. We will pick mine first. Unfold the plot between you and Gwenwynwyn!

Rhys capitulated, deathly fear behind his eyes, convinced at last that he was wholly at Tross mercy. He kept licking his lips as he spoke.

There is no plot between me and Gwenwynwyn, who is a coward and a fool. It is true that Caesar offered him three talents for your head, but he is afraid to kill you for fear of Caswallons vengeance, even though Caesar is sending him five hundred soldiers to protect him. So Gwenwynwyn sent his minstrel to me with a promise of one third of the money if I would send him your head in a basket.

Lord Tros, I believe you to be a public enemy. It is no disgrace to me that I determined there and then for legal cause to have you executed. But why should I share the reward with Gwenwynwyn? I could take your head to Caesar, couldnt I? And I would do no murder. Gods forbid that I should murder any man! But to seize a public enemy and lay a proven charge against him, whether of human sacrifice or what else, to cause him to be executed and to take his head to Caesar to prove he is dead, and thus to remove one of Caesars excuses for making war on us  that would be a service to my country. Lord Tros, your heart, if you have one, must tell you I am right. There would be no disgrace if I should make a profit for myself by ridding my country of a dangerous alien, such as I hold you to be.

No, no! Tros commented. Not you! No, you could not be disgraced that easily! However, you are my prisoner. Your men attacked mine.

They did not! Rhys interrupted, blazingly indignant.

A false charge against himself aroused the uttermost depths of his resentment.

Your men attacked mine in the shed down yonder by the waterside, Tros continued, making up his story to fit the circumstances, stroking his jaw with his right hand, head a little to one side. You planned to have your men seize me. That is why you tried to decoy me on board my ship, you mounting the ladder and turning to tempt me to follow, as all men saw! Caswallon saw it. All the council saw it, and their wives and all the public! Everybody saw your men invade my shed.

It is a lie! Rhys snarled.

Maybe. Maybe. It is something like what you intended, though it happened I was ready for you, and your plan failed.

I say it is a lie!

I heard you. But it is also a lie that I intended human sacrifice. It is a lie that I am a public enemy. And it is not a lie that you are my prisoner. What do you propose to do about it?

I? Nothing! What should I do?

No offer you would care to make?

You mean money? I

You could offer, for instance, to tell me what arrangements you agreed on between Caesar and Gwenwynwyn, in the event that Caesar should pay those three talents for my head! How many men will you provide to help Caesar against Caswallon when the invasion comes? How many chariots? How many horses? Bah! I know your breed! There are rascals such as you in all lands  liars who can lie within a hairs breadth of the truth, plotters who can plot under a mask of loyalty, law breakers who can make the law a whip for other men. Luds blood! If I were king in Britain I would whip your head off faster than a cook kills chickens!

Tros strode to the door, opened it and nodded to Caswallon, who came in, this time followed by a pair of gentlemen-at-arms.

Rhys, these are witnesses, he said. I charge you that the tribute money is near two years in arrear. I charge you that you tried to start a riot in the shipyard yonder, where a thousand saw your men invade Tross shed. I fine you double of the tribute money. And for your lawless conduct in the shipyard you shall pay ten chariots with bronze wheels, a hundred four-year-old horses, a hundred bronze swords, a hundred bronze spear-heads, a hundred shields, a hundred sets of harness, a hundred yew bows, two thousand arrows, bronze-tipped, wild goose-feathered, a hundred helmets, two thousand yards of woolen cloth, a thousand ewes, a hundred steers, and ten farms  those that lie nearest Lunden!

Rhys stared blankly.

That is all I have! he said in an awed voice.

No, not all. Not quite all. But enough to keep you chastened for a while! Caswallon answered, nodding.

Rhys exploded.

I appeal! You have no legal right to fine me! This is a monstrous fine for nothing! It is plunder! I defy you! I demand a trial before the council!

Shall I leave you to the Lord Tros? Caswallon asked, raising his eyebrows. Rhys, Rhys, I am ashamed! If I were not an easy-going king I would have slain you long ago. I spare you because you rule your district, though you rule it over-harshly. But I will not trust you until that fine is paid, because I know you have plotted with Caesar and Gwenwynwyn. Spare me, then, the deeper shame of having to expose you.

He turned his back to give Rhys time to think. There was no shame on Rhyss face, only calculation of the odds against him and a cold, pragmatic selfishness.

I will pay, he said, catching his breath. It hurt him more to say it than a whipping would have done.

I will see that you do! Caswallon answered, turning again to face him. Tros, I saw Rhyss steward climb the ladder with him. Where is he now?

In the fore-peak unless he was the man who fell overboard.

Let the steward be brought. Rhys, you will send your steward, giving orders to him in my presence to bring the doubled tribute money and the fine in full to Lunden. When the whole of it is paid the Lord Tros will release you and as many of your men as have not been killed through your own treachery. Tros, can you keep Rhys safe without fetters?

Tros nodded.

Sigurdsen shall nail him into an empty water-cask, and he shall stay in darkness in the ships hold until you send me word to loose him. As for his men in the shed down yonder

They are yours! Caswallon interrupted. They are not bad fighting men. They are Rhyss best. Bring them here and put a hatch on them until the ship sails.

Tros demurred.

They are not slaves, he objected. They will simply run at the first chance, and meanwhile I shall have to handle them with capstan bars. Therell be trouble enough without

Chain them to the oars! Caswallon urged.

Tros shook his head. He knew, from long experience of ships in the Levant, the uselessness of that procedure. Men chained to the oars die of heart- break, and the work they do is not worth food and whip. Even the Romans realized it and, except in the case of punished criminals, never chained men at the galley benches. Throw them into Lunden jail, he answered.

But I thought you must have men?

I must. But I have other men in mind.

Caswallon strode out of the deckhouse, beckoning Tros to follow. Brother Tros, he said, taking his arm outside the door, I can not put men in Lunden jail without bringing them to trial except in cases of high treason and rebellion. Even for high treason or rebellion, I must have the councils affirmation.

Then, let them go, said Tros.

Tchutt! They would try to rescue Rhys. Rhys is known to be rich. I must reduce Rhyss riches drastically before I can afford to turn those men loose. Bring them aboard the ship.

Tros laughed.

I have made no bargain yet with Rhys, he answered. He returned into the deckhouse, where Rhys sat glowering at Sigurdsen. Rhys

I am the Lord Rhys to my enemies!

Lord Rhys, I have no notion how many of your men are still alive in yonder shed, but as many as live are my hostages. I will keep them aboard this ship until I am out of reach of your poisoners, your arrows, your informers. If, when you have paid the Lord Caswallons fine and I have set you free, you do me no annoyance of whatever kind, you shall have those men back, subject to their good behavior as well as yours. So you would better warn them, even as I will. When I have no further use for them as hostages, say a month from now, or a few days more or less, and provided you have done me not an injury meanwhile, I will set them free somewhere on the coast of Britain, each with his weapon and a little journey money, and they may find their own way back to you. Is that clear?

Rhys nodded, scowling.

You understand me? Fully? Very well then. Bring his steward, Sigurdsen. After the steward has received instructions, nail Rhys up in the water-cask and let Northmen stand watch over him in two-hour tricks. Rhys, Lord Rhys, you would better bid your steward make haste. It will be dark there in the hold. A water cask is big, but not a pleasant place to spend a week in. Fall away, Sigurdsen. Ill watch him while you bring the steward.


CHAPTER 59. The Lord Rhyss Tenantry

There is a true measure by which to judge any captains value. Is he fat, and are his led men hungry? Is he at ease, and are they weary? Is he in receipt of dignities, and is their lot humiliation? Does he bribe them to obtain obedience? Is he revengeful; is he afraid to punish, lest worse happen?
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



STORES began coming aboard that afternoon, although the slaves claimed holiday to celebrate the launching. Tros did not dare to waste minutes now. Hours might make the difference between catching Caesars Spaniards in mid-channel or being obliged to land and fight them somewhere on the British coast. At sea, the odds were in his favor, supposing he could lick that crew of his into anything like shape. On land, five hundred Spaniards under a Roman officer would have it all their own way, as against himself with only eight-and-forty Northmen. Orwic and perhaps a few of his retainers and as many of his British slaves as he might dare to form into a landing party.

Men, men, men! He must have men! That song was singing in his brain while they towed the Liafail alongside the light pier he had constructed, and all the rest of that day until midnight. He drove the slave gangs mercilessly. Endless streams of food, stores, water, ammunition, tools, spare sails and cordage poured into their appointed places, and the Northmen labored at the stowing, each man in charge of one section of the hold.

The risk of fire made Tross skin creep. He was everywhere, cautioning torchmen, alert and anxious. Glendwyr with a bucket gang and another gang in readiness to man the great chain-pump, stood watch amidships, and there were boxes of wet sand set wherever there was room for them. Conops in person stowed the leaden balls filled with mixed explosive in the magazines below the four great catapults, and in other magazines beside those, tons of charcoal, resin, sawdust, sulphur and that other strange ingredient from under the horse manure in the cave below Caswallons stables.

By midnight, because Tros had foreseen everything, the stores were stowed, the lights were out, the slaves asleep on bunks beside the staggered oar benches and the hatches, covered with pitched canvas, in position. All lay snug and tight against the rain that drummed on the upper deck. The shrouds were slackened; the ship was again in mid-stream riding to her own bronze anchor with a cowhide parceling on the warp, and the shipyard deserted. The Northmen  they were Tross marines, berthed for his protection between his stateroom under the poop and the rows of bunks on which the rest of the crew slept  snored in their own snug quarters. Conops, yawning at the anchor watch, cried, Alls well! It was a days work to be proud of, and a night of nights  the first afloat!

But the more Tros thought, the more he gloried in the great ships size and her proportions and the novelty and skill of her design, the more he wondered at success, the more the fact oppressed him that he must have men, men, men.

On either side of the ship there were three banks, each for fifty oars. He had less than two hundred Britons. It was just conceivable that his eight- and-forty Northmen were enough to handle, reef, steer and provide the necessary boatswains, two lieutenants and two oar captains, one for each side of the ship. But of the Britons, ten were needed for the cooking and such details. Ten more were not more than enough to keep the ship comparatively clean. And though the druids had given him a kegful of pungent smelling extract that they said would keep the smallpox and the harbor plague away, he knew cleanliness as all essential. He had seen too many ships rot, crew and all, of their own foulness.

Then, the wear and tear aloft would be too prodigious, and would call for constant overhauling, for he had not only three masts, in itself an innovation, but three topmasts, his own bold, original invention, and a corresponding maze of rigging. Under sail he did not doubt he would have speed enough to run from any Roman on the seas but, failing wind, he would need at least another hundred and fifty oarsmen, to allow for a few sick men and a few reliefs. And even so, there would be no men to spare to man the catapults, the arrow-engines and to stand off boarders.

Men! He must have men swiftly, and at least two hundred. Moreover, they must not be Britons, or the risk of mutiny would be too great. He laughed to think that Caesar should send Spaniards from Gaul exactly at the moment when he needed them. He scowled when he thought of the weakness of his untrained crew.

The gods, he told himself, enjoy a mans alertness. They are offering me opportunity.

He did not pray to the gods. He knew better. Such prayer as he put forth was will to seize the moment, action, effort and self-watchfulness.

Nor had he qualms about the Spaniards, who were surely not yet slaves. They were men, presumably, who hired themselves to Caesar for his purposes; expecting, in addition to their pay, such loot and opportunities for license as his victories should provide. In Tross view of things, that made them his fair prey. He respected no mans liberty unless the man himself respected other peoples. A soldier fighting for the freedom of his own land, he admired, he loved; a mercenary in the pay of an invader he considered no more than a prostitute to Caesars will, no more to be treated as a free man with a free mans rights than cattle need be.

But how to get those Spaniards! First, by hook or crook, he must instill enthusiasm into his untrained British oarsmen, and then train them  no small miracle! Thereafter, making out of Thames-mouth for the open sea, he must give his Northmen practice in the handling of the ship before he could dare to engage Caesars warships, clumsy and ill-handled though the Roman biremes might be. He must cruise along the coast and run in to find Skells messenger. And if, as was all too likely, Skell should fail him, he must cruise down-channel searching for the Spaniards, trusting to the gods to show them to him.

Zeus! he muttered. How Id love a crew of Romans! Give me enough Romans and Id purge Rome! But they wont follow a man who doesnt believe that Rome is right whatever Rome does.

If he would go to Rome to plead Caswallons cause he must have men with him who would regard Rome as their natural enemy, or at least not as their mother city, and who, in consequence, would not desert in the hope of finding easier servitude ashore. He was sure of his Northmen and Britons. He was nearly sure the Spaniards would have had their bellyful of Caesar and would be complacent about changing masters.

He slept not at all that night, but paced the poop with the blustering rain in his face, using himself to the feel of the ship underfoot, to her length and breadth, to her height above the water  absorbing her into his consciousness.

When dawn at last sent shafts of golden light along the river, touching the great serpents trembling tongue, Tros greeted it, arms folded, on the poop and laughed along the deck to Conops who came sleepily off watch to urge him to turn in and rest.

These Britons of ours will tax you, master! Sleep before the trouble starts!

It has begun! Tros answered, glancing at the river. Turn out all the Northmen!

There were two-score boats already coming up-stream, loaded full of traders and olla-podrida of Thames side.

Watch that no slave goes overboard, and stand those boats off with arrow- fire if need be! Let no boats but Orwics or Caswallons come alongside.

It was an ancient game, as old as navigation, to approach a ship about to sail and tempt her crew with promises of shore work and high wages. Her master, then, had the alternative of long delay while he pursued deserters or of putting to sea short-handed, leaving his slaves to become the property of whoever had tempted them ashore.

He began to be angry with Orwic for keeping him waiting; angry with Caswallon because he knew it was Caswallon who had feasted Orwic all night long, and that both of them were probably dead drunk; angry with a longshore crowd that was already looting in the shipyard, breaking up the sheds and carrying off in oxcarts and on mens heads every stick that was removable. But more than all else, he was angry because the boats were there and he must make the first experiments with the oars before an audience of critics who would laugh.

He ate breakfast without appetite, then ordered an anchor out over the stern and let the ship swing down-stream.

Man the benches! he commanded, scowling at the onlookers. If he had thought they would accept a reasonable sum he would have paid them all to go away.

First came babbling confusion while the Britons were selected, bench by bench, for reach of arm, known courage or faint heartedness; and a mark was painted on each man to correspond to the bench on which he was to sit and on the oar he was to use.

The business took two hours, and no one was satisfied. The upper-bank men grumbled at the length and weight of the oar they had to pull; the lower-bank men cried for head room, air, view, noisily asserting fear that waves would enter through the lower oar-ports.

Whip! Tros thundered. Whip for the man who speaks again until I give leave!

There had not been much whip hitherto in Tross mixed methods of maintaining discipline. A sudden onslaught by the Northmen leaping along the gang-planks by the benches and the cracking of leather whips on naked shoulders produced more effect than if the Britons had been used to it. There was silence and a long pause. One by one, then, the Northmen showed the rowers what would be expected of them at the signal.

Wand in hand on the poop, Tros stood where the drum and cymbal men could see him. They were stationed forward, under the break of the high bow, protected from the weather, cautioned never, for any reason, to take their eyes off the officer of the watch. Tros gave the signal:

Ready!

Drums and cymbals crashed three times, and the oars, after a lot of shouting by the Northmen, moved into position ready for the dip. Again and again Tros repeated the signal, Conops running along the gang-planks, moving and readjusting oar-handles until all the vermilion blades were poised exactly evenly above the water. Then, setting the time slowly for the drums and cymbals, he made them move the oars in air until the rowers caught the rhythm and began to swing in unison. A cymbal-crash began the swing. A drumbeat finished it. Then:

Dip! he thundered, and the fun began.

For a while he was like to have to serve out new oars from the spares that were stowed in brackets fastened to the deck-beams overhead, so excitedly the Britons worked, blade hitting blade, oar-handles bumping into backs, the Northmen yelling, and the great ship swaying in the muddied water, straining at her warp. Ten, twenty times Tros signaled, Stop! then started them again. It was two hours, and they were all dead weary, Conops foaming at the mouth and the Northmen growing gloomy with despair, before the rowers had the hang of it and could pull ten strokes without a dozen of them catching crabs.

Then Orwic came, pop-eyed from too much food and drink, seated between Fflur and Caswallon in the state barge, dressed in all his finery of cloth-of-gold and jewelry, with half-a-dozen boxes full of changes of apparel and sufficient assorted weapons to have armed a company of infantry. With him he brought four fair-haired gentlemen-at-arms, as heavy as himself from too much feasting, looking scared, as if they had made their wills and testaments, not hoping to see home again.

Fflurs eyes were wet with tears. She came up first on to the poop and kissed Tros three times, hugging him.

Lord Tros, we love you because you have loved us, and we feel we have done too little to befriend you in return.

Caswallon laughed to hide the quaver in his voice and clapped Tros hard between the shoulder-blades.

You take my good friend Orwic! Will you leave me my enemy, Rhys, in exchange? I sent my archers with that steward to add their own impatience to his zeal. A galloper brings news they are already on the road home with the chariots and the tribute money, driving the cattle in front of them. So loose Rhys Tros. Tros, look at the sun on the water! Lud laughs to have your great ship on his bosom!

They all leaned overside to see the ships reflection, silver and vermilion.

Rhyss men? Caswallon asked.

I have them, all safe under the hatches, except three whose skulls lacked thickness. I will set them ashore when I am out of Rhyss reach. Not, that is, until I see the last of Britain.

The last? Nay, nay, Tros. You will come back, Caswallon answered with an air of prophecy.

Fflur shook her head.

I fear we see the last of Orwic, too, she said, eyes wet with tears again.

Not so! Tros answered. I spoke carelessly. This first voyage I make in search of men. If I fail, I will return up-Thames to coax a British crew from you before I sail for Rome. So you must watch Rhys!

You will not fail, Fflur said confidently.

If I fail not, it would grieve me not to have my friends rejoice, Tros answered. If I win those Spaniards, let us have a feast aboard my ship.

Where?

Vectis. I will anchor in the lee of Vectis. Set a watch for me. Whichever way the wind blows, I will anchor on the islands leeward side.

That is not my country, and Lud knows I hate the sea, but Fflur and I will come to meet you in a ship from Hythe  which is not in my country either, but they pay me tribute. That is a promise. Let us go now. I hate partings, said Caswallon.

So Tros had Rhys brought up from the water-cask and bade Sigurdsen return his sword and dagger to him. Rhys went ashore with Caswallon and Fflur in the barge, and Tros grinned as he watched him, looking down his long nose at Caswallons great white fist that shook to emphasize a torrent of expletive threats.

But it was not the last Tros heard of Rhys. The while he trained the rowers with the ship at anchor, waiting for the tide, teaching them to back oars and to swing together in response to signals, dipping and catching the weight of the ship between the crash and echo of the cymbals, there came three boats alongside from the far bank of the river. They were full of weary-looking men, and a big shock-headed Briton in the leading boat shouted that he had a message for the Lord Tros. Tros put a hand to his ear, but the man refused to shout his information to the world at large, with all those other boats drifting to and fro within range of voices. So Tros let him come aboard, but kept a Northman handy to throw him overside in case of need.

He was a well-dressed fellow  in a yellow linen smock over woolen breeches, and a big bronze buckle on his belt and a cloak of beaded deerskin. But he was soiled with travel, looked as if he had been out in the rain all night, and his leather-shod feet were smeared thickly with mud. He had a broad nose like a blackamoors, with wide nostrils and an iron-gray moustache like a pair of diminutive horses tails. He was excited  breathless from excitement; anxious brown eyes glittered under shaggy iron-gray brows.

Lord Tros, I am the Lord Rhyss tenant. I am Eog, son of Louth, the blacksmith. Is it true you have the Lord Rhys prisoner? Tros did not answer. He waited, watching the mans face. Eog misinterpreted the silence.

And you sail in your great ship? Then sail away with him! Drown him out there in the sea!

The fellow glanced to right and left, fearful of being overheard, but there was only the Northman on the poop beside Tros. Orwic and his men had turned in to sleep off last nights drunkenness. Lord Tros, he traffics with the Romans! He has sold us to the Romans! He has sold your ship to the Romans! He has promised to let Caesar know by signal on the south coast when your ship sails, if he cant prevent your sailing by having you executed! He is a cruel, hard landlord. We tenants hate him. But he has the councils ear, and men say the Lord Caswallon fears him, so we dont dare appeal against him. Kill him, Lord Tros! Kill him, and earn the blessings of his tenants!

Tros stroked his chin. You are late, my friend. The Lord Rhys left for Lunden in the kings barge.

Eogs face fell.

You are undone! he remarked, shaking his shock of hair over his eyes as he nodded. The Lord Caswallon sent his men to Maeldon in the night. They seized horses, cows, sheep, chariots, arms, money. The Lord Rhys will beggar us to reimburse himself a little, but what he can wring from us will never satisfy him. He will send to Gaul or go to Gaul. He will betray you to the Romans for a great price! He knows you sent a messenger named Skell to Pevensey, for he sent my brothers son, armed with a sword, on a skewbald stallion to overtake and slay him. We are all undone! We are all undone!

He wrung his hands. The corners of his mouth drooped. He looked pitifully at the men in the three boats who stared at the great ship as if salvation lay in her.

Who are they? Tros asked.

Tenants and free laborers. Lord Tros, we are all liable for penalties for having left our holdings without leave. We have no right to leave our boundaries except on market days. The Lord Rhys will impose fines that will keep us beggared forever!

Tros summoned Orwic, who came sleepily, not pleased to have been routed out of his snug cabin.

Lud love a fellow, Tros! What ails you? Still at anchor? His displeasure increased as he recognized Eog. Dog! he remarked. Ill wager not a tenant of my own keeps bounds this minute! What do you mean, sirrah, by gadding when your masters back is turned? Are there no fields to till? No cows to milk? No clearing to be done? No fences to repair? Luds blood! If I were the Lord Rhys I would deprive you of your holding!

He will! He will! said Eog gloomily. Already he takes two-thirds  two foals, two calves, two lambs, two pigs out of every three, two bushels out of three of all the wheat, two months labor out of three to plow his fields and mend his fences. Now he has been fined, and he will wring the fine from us.

Lud pity you! said Orwic. But you were born the Lord Rhyss men. I couldnt help you, even if my head werent splitting so I cant think!

Lord Tros, we are not sailors, Eog said, watching Tross face. It was plain enough what he intended.

Where are your women and children? Tros asked pointedly. They are as good as slaves now, said Eog. They will be slaves if we leave them, and the better off!

Tros shook his head.

I have some thirty of the Lord Rhyss men aboard my ship this minute, he said, stroking his chin. If I should add you and your companions, the Lord Rhys could indict me as a thief. Nay, nay.

Lord Tros, said Eog, but Tros interrupted him.

What say you, Orwic? Can a man take freemen in his service if he finds them wandering outside the jurisdiction of their king?

Orwic snorted with disgust.

They forfeit property and holdings if they leave the land, he answered. They are free then to serve any one they will, but who would employ runaways?

Tros went into his stateroom underneath the poop and filled a leather purse with minted copper coin, tossing it hand to hand while he debated with himself. Presently he returned to the poop and gave the purse to Eog.

For your services, he said. Three or four days, maybe a week from now I will drop anchor near the coast of Vectis. If any one should bring me information of the Lord Rhyss movements, he would find me inclined to be generous. But mind you, no women and children! Leave them on the farms. And if the Lord Rhyss luck is running half as lamely as I guess it is, you might  who knows?  be pleased to return to your wives and your children and your holdings. Eog, son of Louth, the gods are sometimes slow, but if a man has patience, they reward him in the end exactly on his merits. Remember, on whichever side of Vectis happens to be sheltered from the wind! Not later than a week from now!

And Eog, grinning, wondering, went overside.


CHAPTER 60. Make Sail!

I have listened to much talk of living. A man lives at rare moments, and the rest is hope or dread. Too many moments of life, and these carcasses in which we house our ignorance would burn up. I have seen men thrive on vice, and grow old in drudgery. But life burns. It is consummation. I have lived thrice: once in a womans arms, once when I launched my ship, once when I took my ships helm and let her fill away. Three more such moments might add me to the number of the gods, but for that my time is not yet.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THAT AFTERNOON, on top of the flowing tide, Tros let the Liafail drift downriver, cymbals and drums beating a slow measure that the oars might dip sufficiently for steerage way and no more. There were narrow channels between hidden mud-banks, and the Liafail had a deeper draft than any vessel that had ever sailed out of the Thames or into it.

Hardly a longshoreman saw the start. Tros, not wanting a crowd of boats around him, had let it be supposed he would remain at anchor until the next day. No villages were visible. Like Lunden Town itself, those were well hidden from the frequent raiders by dense screens of forest that descended to the swampy margin at the edge of tide water. But here and there were clearings, fish traps and the smoke of homesteads rising half a mile away behind the trees. Whenever they passed such places, crowds came down to the rivers edge to watch.

Tros knew the ship looked magnificent, even though the oars moved raggedly. Vermilion top-sides, with a gold-leaf, undulating serpent above where the polished tin began, and the vermilion oar-blades  all were reflected in the water. The three great curved spars were as graceful as swallows wings; and from the poop he could see the long bronze serpents tongue that shot forth this and that way, quivering to every motion of the ship.

He knew, too, that there could hardly be a man in Britain who had not heard rumors, at least, of the great ships building. Judging by the crowd that had come to stare at the ship on the ways  to laugh, sell, steal, obstruct and volunteer the information that a ship with metal on her undersides would never float, he had supposed the spectacle was too familiar in that corner of Britain to cause more than passing comment. He began to receive new education in the workings of the human mind.

At one point where the river curved so sharply around a mud shoal that he had hard work to find and keep the channel, two or three hundred men put out in small boats armed with tridents, spears and all the paraphernalia they used for dispatching stranded whales. Whether it was the gold on the figurehead and the long serpent that they coveted or whether the sheer beauty and the hugeness of the ship aroused their prejudice against all novelty, he never knew. They quailed before they came within their own short arrow range, and he supposed it was the crash of the drums and cymbals, as he called for more speed, and the flickering serpents tongue that frightened them. At any rate, he left them easily astern.

But at another place, down-river, where the tide flowed swiftly between shoal and shore  the place where, in the bireme won from Caesar, he had caught a Northman longship beam-on and had rammed her to destruction  there was evidence of well-laid plans to wreck the Liafail before she could leave the Thames. They had felled great trees and staked them across the narrow channel, leaving a gap through which the tide poured at such an angle as to force any passing ship on to the longshore mud.

He backed oars and dropped two anchors over-stern. A shower of arrows hummed into the planking of the upper deck. He ordered the port-bow catapult into action, lighted the fuse on a leaden stinkball and sent it crashing into the trees, where it failed to explode but set the wood on fire. It burned with a stench that drifted on the light wind riverward and nearly threw the port-side oarsmen into panic.

One stinkball was plenty; that and the crash and the hum of the catapult with the responding flash and shudder of the serpents tongue, so that it looked as if the serpent might have spat the burning stench forth. There was no more arrow fire. No longshore Briton showed himself. Orwic was for landing with the Northmen and imposing penalties for evil manners.

I know their villages. I will burn them and flog their headmen. He pulled on his little peaked steel helmet.

But Tros, remembering the Lord Rhys, chose discretion. Delay might bring surprises long prepared by Rhys who  if it was he who had planned to wreck the ship  would certainly have let fall hints enough to turn out all the countryside in readiness to loot and kill. A wrecked ship was in theory the lawful profit of the king, who owned all river rights, including stranded whale and sturgeon, but in practice it was first come, first served, and the wreckers trade was plied without distinction between friend and foe.

Tros lowered boats and sent two dozen Northmen overside to clear the passage under the protection of his catapults and arrow-engines, and it was nearly dark before Sigurdsen reported all clear and the logs adrift. By that time the tide was beginning to change and it was risky work to navigate uncharted, only half-remembered channels in the gloaming. Tros dropped half a mile or so downstream and, when he found deep water under him where the river began perceptibly to widen into estuary, he dropped anchor for the night, conscious, however, that as night fell he would lose all the advantage against river pirates that the awe-inspiring serpent and the long range of his catapults provided.

One precaution that he took was to bend two warps to the big bronze anchor that he let go from the bow. One warp took up the strain, the other lay slack, sinking below water. Leaving Sigurdsen and Orwic on the poop, he himself took the anchor watch and lay down to sleep with the slackened warp under his neck, and with the port bow engine aimed so as to discharge twelve arrows straight along the warp at the first touch of the trigger.

Before long Conops awakened him, reporting oar strokes in the dark. There was no moon yet; it was impossible to see as far as twenty feet beyond the ships bow. All was quiet on the poop where Sigurdsen was droning Baltic tunes to Orwic. The deck watch, ten men, paced to and fro like shadows, bare feet falling silently; there were no sounds except the tinkle and suck of the water alongside, the slight squeak of the spars and one other, hardly audible, that might be swish and drip from where the anchor warp met water.

Shoot! urged Conops.

But Tros was thrifty; he did not care to loose twelve irrecoverable bronze-tipped arrows without knowing where the target lay. Squanderer of gold-leaf and vermilion on the ship, reckless of the price of tin and royally extravagant of linen sails and cordage, it had irked him sadly to have to use one stinkball more or less at random. To have loosed twelve arrows without due reflection were a sin. He waited, listening  too long.

The loose warp tautened suddenly and hummed. The tight warp slackened, cut through close to the waterline. He pulled the trigger then. The quarreling arrows whined into the dark and two or three of them hit woodwork. Then a man screamed, like a wounded horse  frightful, sudden  an unhuman sound. A torch shone for a moment somewhere over on the riverbank. Then rain that drowned the rising moon and drummed on deck, blotting out all other noises.

Tros did not dare to sound the alarm unless, or until, he had work at the oars for the slaves to do. They were unarmed men, as liable to panic in the darkness as so many sheep. Nor did he dare to get up anchor before sunrise except as an absolutely last recourse.

Turn out all the Northmen! he commanded. Station them along the bulwarks. Go you below, and if the slaves wake, keep them seated on the benches. You may have the two oar captains to help you. Run!

Conops vanished and Tros, ears strained, caught the sound of approaching oars. Impatiently, biting his nails, he waited for the Northmen to turn out, and as one of them, ax in hand, came leaning into the rain to take his stand below the break of the bow, he sent him below in a hurry to the magazine to bring up one of the leaden stinkballs. By the time a fire-pot had been brought too, and the oil-soaked fuse inserted, there was no more doubt as to what was coming toward them on the rising tide. The longshore Britons had a barge all fenced about with wickerwork; he could hear the squeaking of the withes as well as the splash of at least a dozen oars.

So he lighted the fuse and held the leaden ball in both hands overhead.

Man arrow-engines! he commanded, and the Northman ran to pass along the order.

It took time to get the covers off the carefully housed engines; time for the fuse to burn down to the neck of the infernal thing Tros held in both hands. He had time to wonder what rash idiocy Orwic would commit when a general alarm should split the night, and time to curse himself for having started on a voyage without assigning battle quarters to each Northman and inventing a system of signals by which to control all hands in darkness and emergency.

At last, before he thought the enemy was near enough, he had to fling the stinkball, lest it burst and kill him, aiming at the sound of oars and leaning overside into the rain watching the curved course of the spluttering fuse, shuddering then as a dozen arrows plunked into the woodwork all around him. But there was no splash. He heard the leaden weight fall hard, and instantly there was a burst of flame that threw a whole barge full of Britons into view, crowded so tightly together behind a screen of willow withes that they could hardly move.

They yelled and a volley of arrows screamed through the great ships rigging, but the stinkball functioned perfectly without exploding. They could not go near it to throw it overboard; the heat melted the lead casing; the blazing chemical spread, setting fire to the barge, and in the reflected flare from that, the golden serpents head stood forth  an apparition in the night!

Twenty, thirty hastily lighted torches came whirling through the rain on to the Liafails deck, along with lumps of burning fiber, soaked in pitch and tallow, but the rain extinguished those. A terror-stricken Briton yelled that the serpent was moving toward them; and the barge, emitting clouds of yellow, green and crimson smoke, become a perfect target for the arrow-engines.

Volley after volley screamed into the holocaust until Tros blew his whistle shrilly to stop the waste of arrows; blew it to small purpose because Orwic on the high poop kept on shooting as fast as he could lay the arrows in the grooves and crank the great yew bow.

The men on the barge were jumping overboard; the barge was drifting up- stream with the tide; there was no more danger from that source and the light from it, mirrored in pools in the river, showed dozens of smaller boats flitting away like phantoms. There was, strangely, little shouting; now and then a swimmer cried to the nearest boat for help, and some one in the distance, who appeared to be controlling the attack, bellowed through a tube of some kind.

In again! It is only a wooden serpent! Attack from all sides! Cut the cable!

It was a hollow, haunting voice.

Tros went to the poop, pausing as he passed to rebuke each Northman for an arrow wasted.

He shoved Orwic away from the poop arrow-engine and bade Glendwyr cover it again.

Great sport! said Orwic, shaking the rain off the rim of his peaked helmet.

Sport! Tros came near to exploding with disgust. Sport in killing poor fools who obey a rascal? Catch me that bellowing knave who cries the pack on, but keeps himself out of harms reach! To work now! To a mans task! Sigurdsen! Lower a boat. Take axes, eight of your own men, Orwic, and his four. Bring me back that bellower alive!

The boat went overside and Tros patrolled the deck, ears strained for warning of another attempt to creep down on him in darkness. He could hear the voices of Conops and two Northmen threatening a thrashing to the slave who should dare to leave his oar bench, and he heard the oar-blades rattle against the ports in readiness to be pushed out the full distance, so he knew he could get instant headway against the tide if the enemy should cut that second warp, though it made him shudder to think of losing a bronze anchor.

But the attack had evidently failed for good. He could see the barge, away up-stream, surrounded by a swarm of boats whose occupants were picking up survivors, keeping well to windward, and attempting to steer the gutted hulk into shallow water by shoving it with long poles.

Some one in a boat near the far bank kept on bellowing, but Tros could no longer catch the words, so he supposed the boat had begun to follow the retreat. But the bellowing ceased abruptly, and he heard one long yell mixed of fear and anger. Then silence and, after a while, the steady thump and swish of oars that he knew were his Northmen returning.

He ordered the ladder let down, but Orwic cried out for a rope. Four Northmen climbed the ladder and began hauling on the rope, hand-over-hand, in great haste, as if there were a hooked fish on the end. The rope shook, and from the darkness overside Orwics voice half-laughed a breathless warning. Suddenly a thing flopped on the deck and struggled, slipping about on the wet planks like a fish. Orwic arrived up the ladder and pounced on it, heaving it upright  a woman! He ripped off the bandage that gagged her, letting loose her wild hair that fell in heavy, rain-wet coils. She threw her head back and howled once like a wolf, then bellowed, Help! Help! Rescue! in the self-same booming voice that had directed the attack.

Tros clapped a hand on her mouth, and she bit him, drawing blood. He shook the blood off, ordered Sigurdsen to take charge of the ship, and pointed to the after deckhouse  the same place where he had had his interview with Rhys. It took four of the Northmen and Orwic to hustle the woman in there, she screaming and bellowing alternately, but presently they forced her on to the bench where Rhys had sat and lashed her arms to the wall. There by the light of the whale-oil lamp Tros looked her over.

Gwenhwyfar! he said, coughing up one of his monosyllabic laughs. He shook blood from his hand again. His mind went back to the time when he had first set foot in Britain. Gwenhwyfar, wife of Britomaris, had made love to him, and cursed him for not responding.

Aye! she said, using her third voice. It was quite unlike the battle bellow she had sent across the river, or the wolf-howl. It was low and pleasing, though it shook with anger. I am Britomaris wife. And you are Tros, who might have been king of Britain.

Orwic whistled, grinning, wiping off blood from his handsome face where Gwenhwyfar had gouged him with her nails. Tros leaned against the table, sucking his bitten thumb and laughing silently.

Where is Britomaris? he inquired after a long pause.

Gwenhwyfar glared, straining at the cords to test them. She was better than good-looking, even so, all disheveled, with hate in her eyes. The great amber ornaments heaved on her breast and her thin lower lip flushed crimson where her white teeth clenched it.

If you have not made Britomaris, who obeys you, king of Britain, how could you have hoisted me to that throne? Tros inquired. Is the Lord Rhys the man you favor for the kingship nowadays?

Gwenhwyfar did not answer. Orwic spoke up.

She is always looking for a man to ditch Caswallon. Caswallon laughs. I suppose you wont kill her, either. Keep her till morning and watch her swim.

Tros ignored him.

Gwenhwyfar, it appears to me the gods have brought you.

Nay, nay! It was I who brought her! Orwic laughed. She clung by the nails to my face, or I might have lost her overside!

In the nick of time, Tros continued. Either you shall tell me what you know about the Lord Rhyss plans, or you shall go to Caesar nailed up in a box. Caesar will keep you to walk at his chariot tail when he enters Rome in triumph. After which you will be sold at auction to the highest bidder.

Gwenhwyfar only glared, and Tros made a mistake.

In Rome they pay extravagant prices for fair-skinned slave women, he said, and Caesar uses all expedients to fill his purse. She did not exactly smile, nor did her eyes soften, but there passed over her a wave of pride that her price would be high. Half Britain knew her as Caswallons scornling. She burned for even one hour of glory. Tros read her  knew she saw herself glorious, in chains at Caesars triumph, then on a block at auction, haggled for by all the wealthy men of Rome.

Nail her in the Lord Rhyss water-cask! he ordered. There was no use arguing with a woman while she dreamed such dreams as that.

She began to mock him. She used words that made Tros set his teeth and brought the blush to Orwics cheek. Wharf-rat language would have left them utterly indifferent, but she said things of Tross dead wife that pierced all sense of decency, as knives cut nerves. And when the Northmen loosed her from the rings in the deckhouse wall she fought them like a she-wolf.

She will never go to Caesar, Orwic said, when they had carried her below. She will sooner kill herself. Gwenhwyfar is no bird that can live in a cage.

Has she ever been to sea? Tros asked, and laughed.

He ordered a mattress laid on the poop, where he lay down to sleep until dawn. He knew what the morning would bring. He proposed to be ready for it.

At daybreak the tide was still making, and there was nothing to be gained by wearying the rowers. Stiff they were from yesterdays short effort, and ill-tempered because there was no milk for breakfast. They could see no sense in cleaning down a ship that still smelt of new paint, and they objected to wet benches, to the herrings and bread served out to them in wooden bowls, to the draft through the oar-ports and to being made to fold their blankets. They wanted to sit shivering with the blankets wrapped around them and, above all, they insisted they could row no more until the stiffness, that they thought was rheumatism, left their muscles.

So when the tide changed there was a little whip and a lot of swearing, before the anchor was hauled in at last and the glittering serpents tongue began to flicker to the awkward oar-swing and the Liafail made headway to the sea.

Tros gave the helm to Sigurdsen and spent the first two hours inspecting blocks, sheets, halyards, stays, shrouds, and telling off the Northmen to their stations, while he conned the sky at intervals and hoped for a favoring wind. Not he nor, as far as he knew, any man had sailed a ship with three masts, and he would have liked a day or two to break the oarsmen in and get them used to ship-board before shaking down the furled sails. For he would need all his Northmen then to man the ship, and there would be none to spare to keep the slaves in order.

But he knew that presently he would have to use the sails or else anchor again, and the thought of losing time while Caesars Spaniards might be on the way, moved him to run all risks except such as were unseamanly.

So he set a man to splice the warp Gwenhwyfars men had cut, told off the rest of the Northmen carefully, assigning each to the work best suited to him, went below for a while to watch Conops moving from bench to bench instructing oarsmen, then stood beside Sigurdsen at the helm to await the inevitable.

First came the wind, a steady, fresh breeze on the starboard quarter, good enough. And presently it heaped the flowing river into regular, smooth waves that swept under the ship and lifted her. Two-score oarsmen endured that for a while, then ceased to keep time. There was blasphemy below deck because others, finishing their swing, were struck in the back by the oar handles of other men who groaned and vomited. The sick men swore it was the herrings they had had for breakfast. The word poison emerged more than once through the opened hatch.

Then, nearing the bar, where the rivers banks spread away into the distance and the curious, perplexing currents from the mud flats and mussel shoals went hurrying seaward, there were lumpy waves that changed the easy motion into roll and dip. Oar after oar came in then, resting with its blade just showing through the port, and the din through the open hatch was like the voice of the infernal regions where the souls of unforgiven men lament. Eleven oars still slapped the water in spasmodic jerks and Conops raised his one inquiring eye above the level of the hatch. He said nothing, but held up his whip at arms length to draw Tross attention.

Cease rowing! Stow oars!

Tross voice held laughter that had nothing to do with the slaves predicament. His ship at last, his wonder-ship should try her wings! It thrilled him as no fight had ever done, nor any sight of woman, nor even the thought of a finish-fight with Caesar!

All hands make sail!

The words were Tross orison to the keepers of his deep-sea destiny, a challenge of his soul to make full use of him and ship and all he had, a greeting to the lords of opportunity. It was a big, bull-throated roar, heart-whole, that shook him as they say great Joves nod shook Olympus.

Then he took the helm from Sigurdsen, and as the bellying sails were sheeted home he felt the thrill of the contenting sweetness of the ships response. She steered to a touch, yet steadily. With creaking cordage and a boiling wake, her serpents tongue aflash in the golden sunlight as she plunged over the lumpy waves, she heeled to the increasing wind and raced for the open sea.

Tros laughed. He had designed her right! His dream had come true, and the seas of all the world were his to conquer and explore! He wished he had bent on the purple sails with the great vermilion dragons rampant on them for the first voyage. But thrift had prevented that. The unbleached linen glistened in the sun like gulls wings, and for an omen, as the clean, tin-covered hull gained speed and he ordered the sheets hauled closer, he beheld a golden eagle soaring overhead, that circled thrice around the ship and vanished northward, effortless, climbing and climbing the blue, windy reaches of the sky.

I am a man! I live! I laugh! he said, and with his fist struck Sigurdsen between the shoulder-blades.


CHAPTER 61. A Letter to Caesar

I know but one worse fault in a commander than to doubt his own intelligence; and that is, to doubt his enemys.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



ONE AT A TIME they sorted from between decks Britons who were not so seasick as the rest and put them to the deck work, four to a Northman overseer, trying them out, ropes-ending them a time or two until they learned to jump at the word of command and haul on a sheet all together. That set a few of the Northmen free for Orwic to experiment with. Orwics genius was battle. He devised swift ways of getting up the ammunition from the magazines and studied how to aim the catapults, allowing for the pitch and roll.

In Orwic was no thrift. He wanted to use the loaded leaden balls for practice, even brought them up on deck and would have fired away a dozen without wondering where new ones could be had. He would have used the catapults without first greasing down the blocks and slides and the ingenious bronze levers that multiplied the speed of the falling weight. But Tros had foreseen that. He had provided stones that weighed almost exactly what the leaden balls did, and he forbade the firing of a catapult three times without regreasing.

So Orwic squandered stones and grease, and for a while, to the crash of the falling weights on basketwork, the sea was spattered with wild shooting, until at last a hit was made on a floating piece of wreckage half a mile away, and the whole deck crew went frantic with delight. Tros inspected the wheels at the top of the thirty-foot up-rights, examined the whole mechanism, ordered the wooden box-work greased that guided the falling tons of lead to the basketwork below, observed that the basket cushions took up the concussion without injury, and let them use up all the stones, appointing Orwic his artillery lieutenant and instructing him to choose the steadiest marksmen from among the Northmen.

Then, after a long look at the wind and sun, he went below to where the water-casks were strapped in rows on chocks and, taking a whale-oil lantern, peered through a square hole into the end one, which had not been filled. He heard a groan.

Have you had enough, Gwenhwyfar? he inquired and knocked on the echoing cask with his sword-hilt. The answer was a curse, choked midway, followed by a louder groan.

Will you go in this cask to Caesar or will you come out now and tell me what I want to know?

Air! Gwenhwyfar answered. Air! I smother!

Tros chuckled and struck at the cask again, bracing himself against the motion of the ship, not troubled by Gwenhwyfars cravings. He knew that, though the fire and water torture may not wring confession from a strong-willed prisoner, the motion of the sea will do it always, given time enough. In the dark, when the world goes round and round, all secrets come up with a stomachs contents. All that is needed is patience and a pair of ears.

You have air enough, unless you propose to speak. But on deck it is very pleasant, he remarked. The sun shines.

He heard her vomiting. Then:

Mercy! she gasped and, between gulps, Tros, pity me! Throw me overboard!

He laughed.

I will set you ashore if you tell me what I want to know, he answered, rapping on the cask again, for it occurred to him that probably the drumming din did not increase her comfort.

The ship was talking, as all newly built ships must, each plank and beam complaining of the changing tension. The dark hold was a sea of noises and immeasurable motion.

Gwenhwyfar groaned.

Are you lying? she asked.

Not! Nor bargaining for lies, he answered. Tell the truth. He paused. Her hands clutched the edge of the square hole as she dragged herself upright.

I will tell! Rhys promised to have Britomaris slain and to make me his own wife if I could wreck your ship. Now, let me out! Let me out! she screamed. I have told you.

Tell me all, Tros answered, drumming again on the cask.

Rhys heard Skell had gone to Pevensey. Let me  oh-h!  Tros, let me out! I cant talk here.

You shall come out when you have told all.

She fell to the floor of the cask and groaned awhile, then presently got on her knees and spoke in great haste, as if to force out the words before her last strength failed:

Rhys sent a man to overtake Skell, thinking I might fail to wreck you. The man was to bribe Skell to betray you to Caesar. Unless Skell agreed, the messenger was to kill him. Oh-h! Let me out!

She fell to the floor of the cask. Tros waited.

Tell me every last word!

She spoke from the cask floor, her voice booming hollow, like a ghouls through a hole in a sepulcher.

The messenger  oh-h! The messenger was to instruct Skell to find out where Caesar will set a trap for you. Skell was to bring you a false message. There, that is all! Let me out!

Tros thought a minute, drumming with his fingers on the cask, then pulled a hammer from the rack below the deck beams and knocked the cask-head loose. Then he reached in and lifted Gwenhwyfar by the arms, she groaning, and carried her up the ladder hanging limp across his shoulder. Presently he had a mattress laid on the floor of the after deckhouse and placed her on it, locking the door and stationing a Northman on guard.

Wine! he commanded.

A slave brought it, but he did not dare to trust a Briton in alone with her, seasick or not.

He went in and knelt beside her, lifting up her head and forcing wine between the pale lips, spilling most of it. He had had no training in the bedside arts. The spilt wine stung her eyes. A mouthful of it choked her. But the strong stuff brought the blood back to her cheeks. She cursed him.

Gwenhwyfar, he said, you missed greatness by the width of your ambition! I asked you last night, where is Britomaris?

He is nothing of yours, she retorted. But she sipped more wine and presently sat up, holding to the bench and looking scared and dizzy. Catching a glimpse of swaying sky through the deckhouse port, she gasped, lay down again and shut her eyes.

I think Britomaris is all the husband you are ever likely to have, Gwenhwyfar, Tros said pleasantly. None of us grow younger as the years roll on. Where is he?

I dont know, she answered, burying her face in the mattress. Tros stood up and paced back and forth a time or two from wall to wall, pausing to glimpse through the after port at the poop and Sigurdsen.

Rhys, he said pleasantly, might slay Britomaris. He would never make you his wife. More likely he would have you slain, too, on a charge of treason, to seal your tongue. Trust me, not Rhys. I am an honest enemy. Rhys is a false friend. Tell me, where is Britomaris?

She stared at him, her eyes red-rimmed and watery, her lower lip protruding, her hair an uncombed chestnut mass.

Tros, she said, I could have made a king of you!

He answered: Where is Britomaris?

Gone! she answered. Gone to the west of Britain to meet Caesars men. Rhys bribed him. Britomaris is to trick Gwenwynwyn of the Ordovici, who is a coward of no account, on whom five hundred soldiers would be wasted. Britomaris is to meet the Spaniards, to persuade their Roman officer and to lead them near to Lunden, where the Lord Rhys will join them with a thousand men and have at Caswallon.

Not he! Tros answered, hands behind him, throwing back his head in one of his discerning grins. Rhys may raise a thousand men, but he will play both sides and await the outcome. He will help Caswallon if he thinks Caswallon wins and, after that, denounce poor Britomaris and yourself, claiming the half of your heritage for his reward! If he thinks Caswallon loses, he will join the Romans openly, cause Britomaris to be stabbed and presently denounce you as public enemy, because you know too much about him!

Tros stroked his chin. There was important information he must gain yet. He pondered how to go about it without letting Gwenhwyfar know she had a trump remaining in her hand.

Gwenhwyfar, he said presently, we were friends once  you, I and Britomaris. I ate your bread when I first set foot in Britain. Shame irks me that I need to see your ruin. If I can save your Britomaris, will you play him fair and be his wife and bide the laws of Britain  if I pluck him out of Rhyss net?

She began to sob, her face between her hands, her body shaking in convulsive shudders. Tross eyes smiled, but he was sorry for her. Surely he was sorry.

Speak. Shall I save him?

She could not speak. He hardly knew whether in truth she nodded or whether the sobs still shook her. He repeated the question.

Yes! Save him, if you will. Oh, Tros

She turned with the swift motion of a snake and sat up suddenly to stare at him.

If I had wrecked your ship and taken you alive last night, there would have been no more talk of Britomaris! It would have been you and I, or death for both of us!

As it is, we will save Britomaris, Tros commented, resuming his stride from wall to wall. He did not choose that she should see his face that minute and each time he reached the wall he turned away from her. Where can I reach him? he asked off-handedly.

Dertemue, she answered, and caught her breath. She realized as well as he did that she had betrayed the secret of where Caesars men would land. Tros! she said. Tros! There is a devil in you!

There was self-mastery at any rate. His face betrayed no triumph, though now he need not trust to Skell! If Skell had accepted a bribe to lead him in the wrong direction, he could nevertheless find Caesars men. Nothing to do but sail to Dertemue and await their coming!

Tros, she said. She had detected something like a gleam behind the amber eyes. You will betray me? You will betray Britomaris?

He made one of those strong, slow, confidence-imposing gestures that revealed his character more certainly than words.

Never, he answered.

Another thought occurred to him, a blind guess snatched at random as the panorama of the past weeks happenings passed swiftly across his mind.

If you had wrecked me, would you have sent word to Caesar?

Yes, she answered. Rhys would have demanded your head to send to Caesar. Lud! But what would Rhys have been to me if I had won you! I would have told Rhys you were drowned. I would have given him your cloak, full of arrow holes, to send to Caesar, bloodied up from other mens wounds. Rhys has a man in Pevensey who waits, all ready to sail to Caritia with your head in a basket.

You would have sent the cloak instead?

She nodded.

Aye. I love you!

I have an old cloak, said Tros. Can you write?

Gwenhwyfar laughed. The blood began returning to her pale lips and her eyes grew brighter.

Aye, Tros, I learned that from the druids.

Can Rhys write? No? Then I will sign his name! Gwenhwyfar, write to Caesar! We will pin that letter to my old cloak, bloodied up and pierced with arrow holes.

She lay back, overcome again by nausea, but she smiled at him, nevertheless.

Tros, she said, Tros, you could have been a king!

He left her and bolted the door, stationing a Northman to keep watch through one of the arrow ports. Her moods were as sudden as the seas before a veering wind. She would hate him again presently.

He took the helm awhile for the sake of the feel of the ships response to it, and two or three times he changed the course to give the Northmen practice in trimming the sails. Then, giving charge to Sigurdsen, he went to the hatch and looked down at the rowers, sprawling, vomiting between the benches; went forward to the galley where the cooks were in a like predicament; laughed and returned to his own stateroom underneath the poop, where for a while he studied his water clocks, three bowls with holes in them, that floated in leaden tanks and, slowly filling, sank, the first in four hours, the second in twelve hours and the third in twenty-four.

Presently he pulled out his third best cloak from a locker underneath the carved oak bunk and, with a wry face, because he hated to see good purple cloth destroyed  he had intended that cloak should be Conops great reward after he himself had worn it a few more times  he tossed it into a corner. Then, cutting off a section from a roll of parchment, thoughtfully he wrote a letter, pausing before each word because, though he had great facility with Greek and Latin, he had trouble with the spelling of Gaulish words.

The motion of the ship, as he sat with elbows spread on the oaken table and his legs stretched out in front of him, made it a simple matter to disguise his handwriting. The scrawl looked as if some one half-illiterate but with a good command of spoken Gaulish had done it by flickering torchlight.

To Caesar, the Roman, in Gaul, greeting from the Lord Rhys of Maulden in the Isle of Britain, and from the Lady Gwenhwyfar, wife of the Lord Britomaris:
This according to our promise. The great ship built by Tros, the Samothracian, was wrecked on the bank of the Thames by our contriving. There was a great battle by night and many arrows struck Tros. He, fighting furiously, weakened, and his knees gave under him so that he fell headlong and was swallowed by the water, being seen no more. Tide bore his cloak to shore and it was found at daybreak.
Therefore, there is no more the great ship to fear nor any danger to the Spaniards whom the Lord Rhys will await at Dertemue.
We await the proof of Caesars word. It was three talents for the head, but it was no more seen and we have sent the cloak as surety our work is well done.
Now send three talents by a trusted hand to Pevensey, whereafter all shall be continued as agreed between us.

Tros, after reading the letter a dozen times, signed it, Rhys of Maulden, and left a space below that for Gwenhwyfars signature. Then he took the cloak on deck and ordered Orwic to shoot arrows through it until it looked as if it had been through half a dozen battles.

Seasick men were butchering some equally seasick sheep for dinner on the forward deck. Tros drenched the torn cloak in the sheeps blood, let the blood dry, then towed the cloak overside at the end of a line, with a bronze-tipped arrow caught by the barbs in the lining.

Caesar, he said to Orwic, is a shrewd, lean fox, not easily deceived, but he will recognize the cloak by the gold braid around it, concerning the meaning of which he questioned me when I was his prisoner in Gaul. Now if Skell should have betrayed me and should be offering to lead me into Caesars trap, Caesar may think I was slain since Skell left Britain, in which case he may send Skell to Pevensey with a message that the Spaniards are on their way. So we will go to Pevensey with all haste, but we will not wait there long.

And it may be that Caesar will see through this trick. That nose of his can smell a rat through solid masonry. And it may be that Gwenhwyfar will yet betray me. But a wise man, Orwic, uses all expedients and overlooks no opportunity that the gods have thrust into his hands.


CHAPTER 62. Discipline

Show me successful mutiny, and I will show you a commander who believed his men were as humorless and stupid as himself.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS had trouble with his top-masts. They were too tall. When he ordered topsails set that afternoon to take advantage of a steady breeze, there was too much leverage aloft for the ships beam and depth. She steered unhandily, needing two strong men on the steering oar. And when the breeze freshened two top-masts snapped before the Northmen could get sail off or the men at the helm could bring the ship around into the wind.

So Sigurdsen said, I told you so, which made Tros lose his temper, and there was other trouble besides. For instance, Orwic lost his head completely. The slaves below deck heard the sharp reports of breaking spars and, seasick though they were, began to storm up the hatch in panic that was increased by the changed ships motion as the men at the helm hove her to. Orwic leaped to the hatch and defended it, drawing his sword, instead of letting the slaves surge through and find out for themselves that nothing serious had happened.

It would have been easy enough, on deck, to have laughed them out of their alarm and that lesson might have done good. But Orwic wounded three men seriously, driving the rest below and clapping on the hatch cover. The slaves made up their minds they were being herded to their death, and there was a riot among the oar benches that called for all Tross mastery. They began to throw the oars out through the ports, there being not much other mischief they could do, until one bright genius suggested they could break the deck loose from the beams and force an opening to freedom.

So the oars that were not yet thrown out through the ports were turned into battering rams, and a pounding began on the deck that shook the whole ship. Whip was no use. Conops and the Northmen oar captains hurled themselves into the confusion, flailing right and left, but oar ends made good weapons, and they were driven backward to the ladder where Tros opened the hatch in the nick of time and rescued them, bruised and bleeding.

Stink! Throw the stink into them! urged Conops. But Tros wanted oarsmen, not corpses.

Open all hatches! he thundered. Sigurdsen! Below there with a dozen men, and drive the fools on deck!

The Northmen plunged into the opening with capstan bars. The thundering ceased on the deck planking and the Britons began pouring out on deck, where they stormed the two boats, unlashing them from the rings that held them down on the oaken chocks, starting to drag them toward the davits.

Tros, swallowing impatience, stood and showed them how to launch the boats, which, crowded full, were large enough to hold between them about forty men. They got in one anothers way  as mad as steers, too mad to know whose voice advised. Tros signaled to the Northmen, who came up red-faced through the forward hatch; they charged down deck and broke the crowd up into two detachments, leaving a dozen or two frantically laboring at the boats. Once on the run the Northmen kept the Britons moving, driving them around the deck and herding them up forward. The remainder lowered both boats and swarmed into them, hand-over-hand down the falls. They had no oars. They had forgotten that. Tros ordered the falls hauled up and two short oars thrown down to each boat.

Now stay adrift! he roared. They had neither food nor water, and began to realize it. Not a slave returns until you have picked up all the oars you fools threw overboard!

They were out of sight of shore. Above them the great ship tossed, two top-masts swinging by the stays, the loose sails thundering, the serpents tongue flashing to right and left. But at last a man in the stern of the rowboat cried:

Brothers! See the color of the water! That way lies the river! Row for it! We will pick up long oars as we go!

Man the port stern catapult! Tros thundered. His voice roared clear above the thunder of the sails.

Four Northmen ran and cranked the weight aloft, and every slave in both the boats had seen what the catapults could do.

Go and find those oars! Look lively now!

Two short oars to a boat, they began to paddle timidly, afraid of the short waves that pitched and rolled them, more afraid of Tros and his artillery. Tros sent a Northman up to the masthead to shout directions to them, then went forward.

Get aloft and bring those top-masts down on deck, he ordered. Leave these fools to me!

The Northmen swarmed aloft, and Tros stood looking at the Britons herded on the bow and on the deck below the bow. A few had armed themselves with odds and ends  belaying pins, capstan bars, wood from the cookhouse fuel box. They looked ugly enough, but the panic had left them. Some were still miserably seasick; three were wounded; nearly all had bruises, because the Northmen had used capstan bars to keep them moving. Orwic, and with him Glendwyr, came and stood behind Tros.

Are ye ashamed? Tros asked. He stood there hands on hips, his back against the foremast, looking like a man who knew his own mind perfectly, whereas he was not at all sure how to handle them. Six of you, carry those three wounded fools aft! he commanded.

They obeyed. A dozen made haste to obey, all too glad of a chance to get out of the storm that was coming. Tros had to herd back six of them.

Theyre beaten! Orwic whispered. Better thrash them one by one!

Is that the way you school a horse? Tros snorted, turning on him, showing fifty times more anger than he felt. Once more the gods had given him the proper cue! Fool! he thundered. These are scarelings. Shall I make them more afraid? Learn to keep that sword in the sheath until its needed!

Orwic chewed at his moustache and tried to look like a gentleman who had not received rebuke.

Below there! To your benches! Mark this  any more such foolishness and Ill chain you to the seats!

At a jerk of his thumb the nearest men filed past him to the hatch. The others followed them like sheep, dropping their belaying pins and capstan bars quickly before he should see them. Tros stood conning them, his face a strong enigma. He was making sure that none had been too badly damaged by the Northmens blows, but he did not let them guess what thought was in his mind. When the last of them had vanished through the hatch he turned to Glendwyr.

Go below with them, he ordered. Talk to them. Get them good-humored again. Let them knew they are fortunate not to be slaves of a weak and revengeful master. Give them tallow for their bruises. Tell them that any other man than I would hang each tenth fool from the yardarm as example to the rest. Be mother and uncle to them for a while. Then, when theyve come to their senses promise them to try to coax me to let them have mead for their supper. Go!

Then he turned on Orwic and read riot law, first principles for making panic-stricken scarelings into men:

Stab, hang, beat. They learn you are afraid of them! You hothead with your ready sword and dagger! Any fool can stab! Thats first instinct. Do you dam the river flood, or do you clear a course for it? Do you stand in the way of a bolted horse? Or do you run alongside of him and get the rein and pull him around in circles until he tires of it? Luds anguish! I have seen you break a team of horses and not use the whip once. Remember this  a man has more brains than a horse. Out-think him, if you hope to keep control! And take good care that when he thinks, hell have an unexpected clemency to think about, but never a glimpse of weakness. Justice first, strength always! There is neither strength nor justice in a sword stab at a poor fool afraid for his life.

I regret what I did, Orwic answered, saluting him.

Go and bury regret and dont do it again! Tros retorted and turned away from him to watch the Northmen passing down the top-masts to the deck. Not for another five-and-twenty men would he have let Orwic see how satisfied he was. He knew he had accomplished more to discipline his crew than a whole months uneventful voyage could have brought about. The twenty who were quartering the sea for lost oars would have a long look at the great ship on the water and would return with their minds full of it, to talk about it to the others, beginning to think of the ship with pride instead of as a prison.

But better than that was discovery how well the ship behaved when hove to. He had left the youngest of the Northmen at the helm, a youth not likely to have used much head work if the ship had fallen off the wind and filled away. But all the time that riot lasted and the Northmen labored up aloft to clear away the broken top-masts, the great serpents head had curtseyed to the wind, swinging a little this way and then that, but never enough to fill the sails or make the helmsman work. She was a good dry ship, too. Not a gallon of solid water had come overside, although the waves were chopping up before a brisk wind crosswise of the tide. She was a steady ship and weatherly. He judged she had worked to windward just about enough to offset drift.

So when Sigurdsen came down on deck along with the main topmast, grumbling, with a great deal more about his told you so and, stopping to secure the broken spar to the bulwark stanchions, talked back at Tros between his legs, his gloom proved uncontagious.

Too much newness! Too much untried crazy stuff! said Sigurdsen. You should have listened to me. We laughed at a man on the Baltic who tried new rigs, and we called his wife widow before ever he put to sea. You will lose this ship yet!

Aye! Over the edge of the world! Tros answered, laughing. A square world and a Baltic lugger! Rig new top-masts, shorter by two cubits and stayed aft as well as forward.

This having three masts is madness! Sigurdsen went on.

But Tros, with the course in mind, knew fairly well how fast the ship had sailed and, well contented that the damage was no greater, squared his shoulders and went aft to bandage up the wounds of the oarsmen whom Orwic had stabbed. That was a messy business that his heart did not delight in, but the druids had given him pungent stuff that smelt like tar for treating wounds and he attended to the bandaging himself because he could not afford to lose three oarsmen.

That done, he watched the boats come back with the recovered oars, observing that the crews had learned one lesson. They no longer feared the motion of the waves nor troubled when a wave-top lipped over the bow and drenched them. Three or four were bailing leisurely, and some were singing. They reported they had picked up all the oars, and came aboard hand-over-hand up a rope with their feet against the ships side, almost with the air of sailors, but not quite.

Salute the poop, you dogs! Tros roared. You grinning wharf rats! Do you think my ship is a longshore stews that you can swagger into and pay down your money for a drink?

He made them stand there and salute him ten times running, just to train their memories. Then twice he made them lower away the boats again and haul them up evenly, snatching at the halyards on the run and swinging in the davits handsomely. They went below all grinning at their new-found sea legs, but Tros stopped the man who had cried from the stern of the boat to the others about the color of the water and direction of the land. He gave him a red cord to hang around his neck.

I appoint you first oarsman on the starboard side, he said. The fellow grinned, saluted and departed down the hatch. He had expected to be punished. Orwic stared, then exploded.

You reward him?

No. I recognize him. There are seeds of leadership in that man. He turned to the helmsman. Let her fall off  easy now! This is a ship  not a four-horse chariot!

The Northmen managed the sheets and braces without a word from Tros, keeping their eyes on him, obeying gestured signals. For a while Tros watched the course, considering the wind, tide, current, then left Sigurdsen in charge and went back to the deckhouse where Gwenhwyfar lay. He found her lying with her face still buried in the mattress, looking like a drowned thing with her hair all matted. But she stirred as he entered.

Tros leaned against the table, fingers rapping his sword-hilt. Death, Gwenhwyfar, comes to all of us when we have played our part, he said. The men who know about such things have told me there is a long rest after that and utter happiness before we come again into the world and finish what we left undone. I will start my next life without this ones rotten ropes to splice!

She raised her head and stared.

What would you have me do? she asked. You talk like Fflur. You act like destiny! I tremble when you speak. I hate you! What would you have me do?

Act nobly! Tros retorted. All of us make errors. Make them bravely, bear the blame and eat the consequences. I will set you free in Pevensey. I have a letter and a cloak, shot full of arrow holes. Take both. Send them to Caesar or try once more to break me under the wheels of your revenge.

She sat up, elbows on her knees, head resting on her hands, her chestnut hair a cloud around her shoulders. But between her brown fingers her eyes were watching him.

You ask me to do you a favor? she said at last.

Nay, save yourself, Britomaris and all Britain. So you and I will square our reckoning and hold no grudge between us when we come to earth another time.

I like now better than another time, she answered. Tros, you are too strong. Have you any notion how a scornling feels?

Aye. Once or twice I have despised myself, Tros answered. But I took care never to repeat the lesson. That is why I will set you free in Pevensey without conditions. I will not have your treachery for which to blame myself. You may be friend or enemy.

If I say friend, will you trust me?

He nodded.

And if you say enemy, I will set you free nevertheless.

Are you a very wise man or a fool? she asked. I know not in my own mind.

I speak you fair, Gwenhwyfar.

And you bid me send a written lie to Caesar!

Her lips curled, not exactly scornfully but with a hint of malice. She believed she had him on the quick.

Lie to Caesar or betray me and let Caesars army land in Britain! he retorted. Choose the lesser of two evils or the greater. Even as I choose between a fight with Caesar and the chance to run away. I will play the man. Play you the woman.

Tros, she said, there is no gainsaying you! Very well, I will send your cloak to Caesar.

She lay down again, burying her face between her hands and breathing hard.

Tros walked out, fastening the door behind him.


CHAPTER 63. Gwenhwyfar Yields

I have heard that a woman scorned is a worse danger than a fire on a ship at sea. But why scorn her? It is not by scorning fire and tempest that a captain brings a ship home. Though I buy not, need I scorn the would-be seller? Nay, if I show him a better market I may even earn his good- will. It is so with women.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THERE was many a delay before they sighted Pevensey, and Tros dropped anchor in the lee of the long sand-flat that arose, with coarse grass shaking in the wind, between the harbor and the sea. There was a split sail with a patch on it, due to a Northmans carelessness while Tros slept. A chafed throat-halyard had parted and a falling spar had smashed the cookhouse roof. Deck water-casks had gone adrift in a three-reef gale, and there was a great gap in the bulwark where a rolling cask had broken through.

But the face of Helma on the figurehead still smiled and the long, forked serpents tongue flashed handsomely to every motion of the ship. There was an eye-appealing smartness in the way the sails were clewed up to the spars; and when the oars came out to work up to the anchorage against the tide, they swung together as if a hundred-handed Hercules were prisoned under deck. There was no sound of the whip, no swearing, nothing but the clang of cymbals and the drum-thud as they dipped, vermilion in emerald and white, and swung, Tros with his baton marking time, beside the helmsman on the poop.

He did not choose to enter the port of Pevensey, and there were many reasons. First, the shifting sand banks with a tortuous course between them where a ship could take the sand bow-on before the lead came up. Second, it was late spring. Caesars biremes might be cruising in the Channel. Tros wanted sea-room. Given that, he feared no dozen biremes.

Then, again, he did not care to take his crew into a British port yet. They were too near home. It was a first rule of ships husbandry to give the crew shore leave as often as convenient to save them from salt water boils, the scurvy, cramp and the depression born of oar monotony. But it was also a rule in any seaport to take a toll of all ships crews, decoying them to hiding places, where they could be caught and re-enslaved in due time, when the ship had sailed away without them. In a foreign port a man dared land his crew, because even a drunken oarsman reasonably treated on his own ship would hardly trust the promises of longshore tavern keepers. But near a home port, where the tavern keepers spoke their language, slaves were safest with a tide-rip hurrying between them and the land.

There was a risk, too, that if he entered Pevensey, some fishing boat might sneak out of the harbor mouth, conceivably by night, and carry word to Caesar that the great ship was afloat and cruising between Gaul and Britain. That would end all prospect of the Spaniards sailing until Caesar could send a fleet out to destroy the monster ship, of which so many rumors must have reached him. Whereas, at anchor, there in the very jaws of the long harbor entrance, although out of sight of Pevensey itself because the coastwise towns of Britain were well hidden from the all too frequent raiders, Tros could see who came and went. Provided the watch were wakeful, even in the night no fishing boat could pass to sea without his leave.

Last, given a fair wind-and at that season of the year the wind would suit them three days out of seven  the Spaniards could pass from Gaul to Britain at almost any point along the coast between dawn and dawn. If he should hear of them, he would want to waste no time nail-biting at the tide or feeling his way foot by foot to sea, in darkness, between sand banks.

He had decided he would trust Gwenhwyfar, against Orwics firm conviction she would play him false. It was against reason and he knew it. But he had the trick of intuition and had learned, by long experience, that reason is a rut-bedraggled hag, while intuition is a goddess who can see inside the houses, into mens hearts and beyond the hills and trees. Reason reckons yesterdays, but intuition tells about tomorrow.

So the Northmen went to work repairing damage, and the Britons cleaned ship, sanding down the decks, while Tros, with a look-out at all three mastheads, interviewed Gwenhwyfar for the last time. She was smiling and well-pleased with him because he gave her money liberally for the journey home; but he knew no wind changed swifter than her moods, and he was minded, if he could, to say a parting word that should stick barbed into her memory.

If you can learn in this life to play fair, and to choose between friend and enemy, you might be a queen in the next life, he said, fixing her with his lions eyes. He looked like a priest of Isis when he stood that way, still and smooth-browed, with the black hair straight over his forehead.

She did not answer. She stood waiting. British manners offered no alternative, so Tros embraced her, kissing both cheeks. She flung her arms around his neck then and caught her breath, sobbing, laughing, whispering in his ear:

I have lost you, Tros, but only this time! I will help you against Caesar, and next time

A half sob choked her speech. She thrust herself away from him, wet-eyed, and she looked older than Tros by ten years, but there was a bravery of youth within her still and something not contemptible in line and gesture.

Like gods, we live forever, Tros answered. Do what is right, Gwenhwyfar.

That came as close to a blessing as he ever gave to any one in words, for sentimental mouthings nauseated him. He did not know why he should pity and like Gwenhwyfar. He knew he did, as surely as he knew she could never make him captive of her charms.

He sent Orwic ashore with her in the longboat with eight Northmen and ordered up the slaves to line the rail by way of farewell compliment. But as he saw her rowed away, and in his heart knew she would not betray him but would spare no pains to ruin all her friends this once for sake of him, he wondered whether the gods themselves, in all their infinite and condescending irony, would stoop to use such means.

He blew a great sigh, like a grampus coming up to breathe. Well, I am not a god, he muttered, and I think I have hurt her less than she was willing to hurt me.


CHAPTER 64. News!

A good plan is as easy to get as a chestnut from the embers. For one bad one there are ten good. But find me a man who can splice a broken plan and of its two parts build a new one in the crack of a sails splitting. I will make him free of my quarter-deck.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



BEFORE the next dawn following the afternoon when Tros dropped anchor off Pevensey, there were five small sailing boats made fast to the stern of the Liafail. Of the five, the first two had essayed to slip past by daylight, keeping to the shallow water on the far side of the channel. But one of the first things Tros had done was to take on a new deckload of flat stones, and to put Orwic to work at the catapult.

Within an hour the catapult crew had all the marks within reach so well ranged that they actually hit one flat stone with another on the edge of the sandy beach. So when two boats sailed by, ignoring signals, one had the mast knocked out of her and the second put her helm up promptly, coming alongside, scandalized, to plead such innocence as only fishermen are guilty of, and none but madmen could believe.

Neither boat carried anything that even looked suspicious, but their five- man crews denied that they knew who Caesar was, denied that they had ever heard of him.

Then stay here and be deaf a little longer! was Tross comment. He put two Northmen into each boat to guard the ends of the ropes with which he tied them to the taffrail.

By night it was not so simple, especially before the moon rose. Lapping of the waves against the ship drowned other noises. It was so dark that from the poop Tros could scarcely see the mainmast. So he showed a light and lowered both boats, filling them with Northmen, who had orders to lie close in-shore on the far side and pounce on all who tried to pass. One by one they brought in three more crews of fishermen, not one gray-bearded innocent of whom had ever heard of Caesar. Nor did they know how many more boats there were in Pevensey, nor who was Skell the Northman, nor Gwenhwyfar. They were quite sure they never had heard of Skell  so sure of it that Tros was quite sure they were lying.

Nevertheless, I think I, too, would lie if I were in their case, he reflected, and he lent no ear to Sigurdsens suggestion of a ropes end, nor to Conops talk about the virtues of a knife-point thrust between the toe nail and the quick. He fed those fishermen and waited.

And a little after dawn there came a sixth boat, rowed by two men with a third man in the stern. And that was followed by a seventh, under sail, that carried, by arrangement with Gwenhwyfar, her own red woolen shawl tied up to the masthead, streaming in the wind. So they let that sailing boat go by unchallenged and Tros, superstitious in his own way, laughed to himself to think it was the seventh.

The sacred number  number of the gods! he grinned, and waited for the rowboat.

From it stepped and climbed the hanging ladder to the poop, a man whose dull red beard stuck outward all around his face. He had a basket in his hand as big as those the women carried on their backs to Lunden market. He declared his name was Geraint but his beady eyes that peered over apple cheeks did not suggest that he expected Tros to believe that or anything else. He set the basket on the deck and stared at Tros and waited.

Tros poked at the basket with his toe a time or two, recalling in his mind the details of the system of communication he had settled on with Skell.

How many eggs do you bring? When did you leave Gaul? he asked.

One egg, the man replied, who said his name was Geraint. I left Gaul day before yesterday.

One egg! Lord Zeus!

Tros tore away the basket-lid and pulled another basket out, a third, and then a fourth inside that.

Four warships? And sailed yesterday?

The man grinned amiably, as if he admired the way Tros ground his jaws together.

Too much time wasted! Too late! Tros muttered, wrenching at the lid of the last basket. It was fastened all around with fiber and not easy to remove. Sigurdsen, Orwic, Conops and Orwics four retainers came and watched. Tros pushed the basket toward Conops.

Use your knife, he ordered, and Conops slid the blade under the fastenings. Tros had turned away, hands behind him, staring at the open sea, his heavily ringed fingers clenching and unclenching as he ground his teeth.

How should he get men now? The Spaniards probably had landed yesterday in Britain and would be impossible to round up. True, he might catch Caesars warships on the way back, defeat them and take over the survivors of their crews, but a sharp exclamation from Conops made him turn again and stare. His eyes blazed suddenly. In Conops hand, raised by the hair, was a human head.

Skells! said Conops.

Sigurdsen pounced on the man who had said his name was Geraint, seized his wrists and lashed them tight behind his back. The man offered no resistance.

Torture! said Conops, pointing with his right forefinger at the ghastly face. Orwic shuddered. Tros, his eyes changing, stared at the man whom Sigurdsen had pinioned.

You are not Geraint, he said.

No, the man answered. I am Symmachus. I am a Gaul.

Tros made a gesture of disgust.

Put that thing back in all four baskets, he commanded. Put a stone in with it. Sink it in mid-channel.

He turned on the man who now admitted that his name was Symmachus.

You have your courage with you, he remarked. The man smiled amiably.

Caesar said you are not a cruel man, he replied. He said, if you should slay me you would do it swiftly. And he paid me well. He gave my two sons money and as much land as two teams of oxen can plow. We had nothing. I am well content.

Are you a fisherman? Tros asked.

The man nodded.

I lost my boat. My wife died of the hunger.

The mans comically amiable face, framed in the dull-red whiskers, beamed with satisfaction. He had expected at least a scourging. His story was as frankly told as if he were relating something that was no concern of his at all.

Geraint brought Skell, he said. Geraint sold him to the Romans, but Skell slew Geraint when he saw he was betrayed. I saw that. The Romans took me for a witness. I saw Skell brought before Caesar. I was within six paces of him, squatting on the ground before the great tent. Caesar said to Skell, I know you! But Skell said nothing.

For a long while Skell was silent, although Caesar asked him many questions. I saw Skell put his hand to his mouth, but the Roman officer who stood beside him saw that too, and smote him in the jaw and, seizing him, gagged him with a sword-hilt, breaking some teeth. He pulled out a piece of parchment from his mouth and offered it to Caesar, who smiled.

You are a spy, said Caesar. You stand convicted. But Skell said nothing.

Torture him, said Caesar, and when he is willing to tell his story, let me know. There is no need to preserve his usefulness, he added. You may put him to extremity. When we have his story we are done with him.

So they threw Skell to the ground not far from Caesars tent, and a black man came up who had a pot of charcoal. Hot irons were put to Skells feet until he yelled so that Caesar frowned and grew impatient, ordering that Skell be gagged, saying it was impossible to attend to important matters in the midst of so much noise. And after a long time an officer came to Caesar, who said that Skell would now speak.

So they carried Skell, he begging to be slain, and Caesar, observing him shrewdly, said he would confer that favor provided the truth were told, and all the truth, without prevarication. So Skell told about the eggs he was to send you in a basket to signify when and from which port the Spanish troops were sailing. And he told about this great ship, speaking very swiftly because he wished to die soon and be free from pain. But Caesar made him tell the story three times over. And the secretary wrote it.

Then Caesar, studying the tablet, made a gesture with his head and with his left thumb. So they dragged Skell away to the camp ditch at the place where the rubbish is burned, and presently they came back carrying his head.

There was much joking after that, and laughter, Caesar wondering whom he should send to you with that head in a basket in place of the eggs from a Spanish hen. And one said  he was a high officer. He wore a white cloak it will not do now to send the Spaniards. But it happened at that moment Caesars eyes observed me where I still squatted in the dust outside the tent.

No, he said, it will not do now to send the Spaniards. Who is that man?

So they told him, and I was made to stand before him in the opening of the tent, he striking his teeth with the thumbnail of his right hand. Suddenly he asked me  

Do you speak the Roman tongue or understand it?

But I pretended not to understand the question, being frightened. I began to beg of him in Gaulish, saying I am poor and have two sons but no more any fishing boat, having lost mine in the storm when I went to catch good fish for Caesar.

So he smiled, and when he had thought awhile he began to bargain with me, until at last I agreed to carry Skells head to you in a basket and to take all chances that you might slay me.

But I think he will not, said Caesar, because Tros is afraid for his own soul and will not take human life if he can help it.

Then, having agreed how much money and how much land he will give my sons, he tried to catch me, asking suddenly, Concerning the Spaniards, what will you say when Tros asks you? But though his words were Gaulish I pretended not to understand his meaning, being fearful he might call the bargain off if I should seem to know too much. I was anxious that my sons should have that money and the land.

Did you not hear what Skell told me? he demanded.

So I admitted I had heard that. Skell had told his tale in Gaulish. Caesar said  

What then will you say to Tros about the Spaniards?

And I said  

I know nothing of them.

He thought a long while, chin on hand, and at last he said:

If I had ships to spare, I would send those Spaniards and not you. But since I can not spare ships, I will have my little joke with Tros. It makes no difference what you say about the Spaniards. Say anything you please, since they will not sail. If Tros is still alive when you reach Britain, wait for him in Pevensey and give that head to him, pretending that you bring Skells message.

Tros turned his back to hide a grin. He would avenge Skell! The poor knave had done his best to play the man at last. He did not blame him for confessing under torture.

Shall we put back to the Thames? asked Orwic. No use going any farther now.

Put that man Symmachus in the Northmens mess, Tros answered. He has done us a good service. Orwic, bring me Rhyss men from the forepeak.

Orwic hesitated. He knew his Britons.

If you let them ashore in Pevensey, he said, they will find Gwenhwyfar, and the next you know, she and they will be cooking up a mischief for you. You will have to use British harbors until you get more men and

I will get more men! Tros answered grimly. Spaniards.

But we have just heard they are not to leave Gaul.

Credulous horseman! Do you think Caesar would have said they will not sail unless they will? If he had said they will sail, I might have doubted it! Bring me those fellows of Rhyss.

So presently, all blinking at the sunlight, weak-kneed from confinement, filthy from much vomiting in the darkness, Rhyss men were lined up on the deck below the poop, and Tros addressed them arrogantly, standing with his legs apart, a hand on either hip.

I held you hostages for your masters good behavior. Since sailing, two attempts were made to wreck my ship, and for both of them the Lord Rhys was responsible. Your lives are forfeit!

They demurred, very weak and bewildered. They said they knew nothing of Tross terms with the Lord Rhys, and nothing of his efforts to destroy the ship. They had been locked up in a dark place where food was thrown to them, and they had all been at deaths door most of the time, so that they supposed the food was poisoned.

As hostages, your lives are forfeited to me, Tros repeated. But I will give you one chance for your lives. Can you fight? Are you willing to man my arrow-engines against Caesars fleet if I give you your liberty afterward?

They complained they were unfit to fight. They had no special quarrel against Caesar. They were the Lord Rhyss men and needed his permission before they might offer their services elsewhere. Their bellies were all watery with sickness.

To the oars then! Tros commanded. Ye shall work as slaves if ye will not fight freely! Shame on you! Your master played a treachery on me and on the Lord Caswallon. He has tried to sell his native land to Caesar. Have ye no honesty, that ye refuse the opportunity to wipe that shame away? Such dogs as you deserve the lower oar bank!

They replied that They were honest men, trained to use weapons not oars.

Honest? Tros looked them over one by one. Orwic, take charge of them. See that they clean themselves on deck where the air can blow the stink away. Feed them. Then give them their choice between the arrow-engines or the lower oar bank. If they choose oars, chain them to the benches! Sigurdsen, man the capstan! Haul short! Conops, take those five boats that lie astern of us, set their crews ashore and break a plank from each boats bottom. We dont want any spy work done for Caesar for a few days! Lars, Harald, Haarfager, masthead men aloft! Oar crews to the benches. Out oars! Ready for slow ahead to come up on the anchor! Cymbals and drums, stand by!

Of all the certainties on earth Tros knew the surest was that Caesar would be swift. If, as seemed proven, he was planning to throw Britain into discord by sending foreign troops to help one rival king against another, he would send them now, not wait for events to rearrange themselves. Already he had had three days to man the ships since Skell revealed to him the discovery of Gwenwynwyns and Rhyss plot against Caswallon. He would not be likely to give Caswallon time to oppose the Spaniards landing.

The arrow-riddled cloak and the letter describing the wreck in the Thames would be in Gaul before night, for the wind was fair and if the sailboat men knew anything about the tide they could lay a V-shaped course that would bring them to Caritia at sunset. That news should be enough to make Caesar act in any case, supposing that the Spaniards were not already on the sea.

As he worked the ship seaward under oars, with Conops crying soundings from the chains, his brain was busy with those Spaniards, for he knew what difficulties the Romans had in that forever turbulent and plundered province. He conjectured the five hundred would be levies who had not exactly mutinied at being brought to Gaul, but who were neither loyal nor safe to be brigaded alongside other troops. All Roman troops, including the Italians themselves, were likelier than not to mutiny if given much encouragement, and it was an old game for a Roman general to transfer disaffected portions of his army to some outlying district where their behavior toward the inhabitants might lead to trouble and thus provide an excuse for an expedition, loot and easy laurels for the general himself.

If Caesar thinks me dead, then I will soon have a ship full of good spirited men, Tros told himself. If those Spaniards are such firebrands that Caesar is glad to risk them on any venture, then theyre just the lads for me! Better spend time taming good men than waste it coaxing dullards. Theyll quarrel with my Britons. Yes, and itll do the Britons good.

He began to pace the poop, his eyes sweeping the horizon, then came to a stand again where all could see him.

Done with the oars! he roared. Make sail! Taut on the port preventer stays! Deckhands to the sheets! Aloft there. Shake her down!

He watched the big sails sheeted home, felt the ship heel to the wind with a white wake boiling from under her, and laughed. Gods, give me but the opportunity! he prayed. Ill use it!


CHAPTER 65. The Fight off Dertemue

How few there are who know that victories are not won on the field but in a mans heart.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS made for Dertemue with all the speed his ship could show, experimenting with the sails, putting the oars to work whenever the wind dropped to less than a strong breeze, making his men sleep by their stations, watching his three water clocks, calculating, fretting and yet letting no man see that he was worried.

He kept well away from the coast of Gaul and anchored for the night under the Isle of Vectis, partly because he feared the tide-race in the dark but also because he suspected some of Caesars light ships might be lurking thereabouts, and to have fought them would have taken time, with the added risk that they might escape and carry the news to Caesar that the Liafail was not wrecked after all.

Nearly all next day he had to use the oars, for wind failed, but when night fell, he carried on with all sail set, considering the coastwise lights that burned not far above the level of the beach. Sigurdsen begged him to anchor.

Wreckers! he said. All Britons ply that trade. They set those lights to tempt raiders on to the reefs, and now and then they catch a merchant- ship.

But Tros believed he saw a system in the lights. They were too bright, spaced at too regular intervals, and did not look innocent enough to be wreckers decoys. They were signals. He had often seen what care the Roman navigators took, when about to cross uncharted water with a fleet of ships, to send men in advance in the liburnians to build great bonfires, near the headlands as much as possible, but in any case in a long line to guide them to their destination if the fleet should become scattered in the night. They would follow the long string of lights until there were no more of them, and know by that that they had reached their port, when they would wait until dawn should show them the harbor entrance.

He did not know how far it was to Dertemue, but he knew the length of the southern coast of Britain more or less, and he was beginning to learn to judge the ships speed, though it was so much greater under sail than he had ever dared hope it might be that he hardly trusted to his calculations yet. Even without her topsails she would boil along with a following or a beam wind, the clean tin-coated hull reducing friction to a minimum. And she would sail faster and closer into the wind than any ship he had ever known. However, they had toiled a whole day under oars, the half of the time against the tide, so he kept well out to seaward of the longshore lights, and doubted when he reached the last one, doubted that it really could be Dertemue.

He took a sounding, but the water was too deep, and he laughed at Sigurdsens suggestion that they should use the oars and work in-shore in search of anchorage. Orwic agreed with Sigurdsen.

If that is Dertemue, we should be ready to enter the river-mouth at dawn, and so catch Caesars Spaniards as they enter.

They never shall enter! said Tros. My genius is best at sea. Caesars on land. I wait here.

So he shortened sail and hove to; but he did not wait long before the masthead lookout cried that he heard cordage creaking in the dark. Great banks of clouds obscured the moon and there was wind enough to fill the rigging with the sea-wail that deadens hearing. How a Northman could hear cordage creaking through all that sound Tros found it hard to understand; he leaned far over the taffrail, straining eyes and ears.

The Northman warned again, and the man at the helm said something about ghosts in awe-struck undertones. But at last Tross eyes detected blackness blacker than the night, considerably lower on the water than his own great ship, not more than half a cables length away. There were no lights, nothing but that spot of utter darkness and a mere suggestion of a sound that did not exactly harmonize with the orchestra of sea and wind.

Rhyss men who had made their choice without much hesitation when the wind had blown the sickness out of them were sleeping by the midship arrow- engines, ready for Orwic to captain them when an engagement should begin. The catapults were useless in the dark, but every Northman had a bow within reach in addition to his ax and dagger. Twelve of the big stinkballs had been set on deck in Conops charge, the oil-primed fuses ready to insert, a firepot and a torch stowed under cover nearby. Below, the drowsy rowers rested on oars indrawn until the blades lay on the ports all ready to be thrust out at a signal.

Tros looked sharply at the shore, and then at the spot of darkness. It was moving very slowly seaward, not toward the coast. It was therefore not a Roman ship. The moon was behind Tross back as he leaned over the taffrail; clouds obscured it, but the sky was a shade less dark there than in any other direction. Therefore, obviously, since Tros could see the approaching ship, however dimly, whoever was aboard her must have seen the Liafail. Yet the ship came on.

They believe Im a Roman, Tros muttered.

He turned to the Northman beside him and ordered  

Stations! Silence!

The Northman vanished on the run, with Orwic at his heels and there was presently a stir below deck where the sleepy oarsmen were awakened, followed by the clanking of the arrow-engine cranks. Somewhere forward, Conops rolled a stinkball closer to the bulwark.

Hove to, the Liafail was drifting gradually seaward, away from the approaching ship, almost bow-on to the stranger, whose captain, likely enough, if he could see three masts, might think there were three ships in the darkness. Suddenly Tros cried aloud in the Roman tongue.

Ho there! Is yonder port Dertemue?

The answer came in Celtic  

Are you Septimus Flaccus with the Spaniards?

I am admiral of Caesars fleet! Tros answered. Come along.

Some one on the approaching ship could understand the Roman speech. She changed her course that instant, looking almost ridiculously undersized and awkward as she came near enough for Tros to see her outline. He touched the helm, not taking it, but guiding the Northmans hand.

Stand by to grapple! he roared suddenly. Out fenders!

He thought of his new paint even in that crisis, and swore suddenly between his teeth, for as usual, Orwic let go a flight of arrows without waiting for the word. There was tumult aboard the other ship. They put the helm hard over trying to go about, their shrouds missing the great serpents tongue by inches. It was clumsily done, but it saved them from a second of Orwics volleys.

Cease arrow-fire! Tros roared, his hand on the helm again. A second later there was a crash as the bower-anchor and a great eight-pronged grappling hook beside went down on to the small ships deck, splintering the timbers.

Who are you? Tros shouted. For as much as sixty breaths there was no answer. Sigurdsen came running aft to report that the grapnel held and that six Northmen were on the small ships deck to make sure none should cut it loose. Tros bade him take the helm and keep the ship hove to.

Who are you? he roared again. An indignant voice answered him:

I am Britomaris and a pilot with me. Is it so you treat your friends?

Tros laughed.

Come aboard, Britomaris! Come before I sink you.

He threw a rope ladder overside and Britomaris climbed it, standing before Tros, startled and indignant.

Tros? he said, bending his head to peer into the darkness. Tros looked like a big black shadow on the poop.

You thought me sunk in River Thames, now didnt you! Tros answered, chuckling. Ho, there! Bring a lantern, some one. By the light of it he studied Britomaris, wondering that a man so good to see, who stood so upright in his furs and handled a spear so stately, should be such a moral weakling as he knew this man to be.

You are caught in the act, Britomaris, he said. Do you know of any reason why I should not take you to Caswallon?

Do you dare to fight me, Tros? Britomaris answered. It was his only possible way out. He did not look as if he liked the prospect. Tros laughed.

You are a prisoner. I dont fight prisoners. Give me that spear. Now the sword. Now the dagger. So. He threw the weapons on the deck, where a Northman gathered and examined them. Do you know of any reason why I should not denounce you to Caswallon?

Britomaris tugged at his moustache, attempting to look dignified, but plainly worried. The Northman who held the lantern grinned.

No answer? Well, I will tell you a reason. I promised your wife Gwenhwyfar. I have told her I will save you from this infamy.

Told her? Britomaris stared at him.

Aye. She and I turned friends at last. When do you expect the Romans?

Now. I thought you were

Landlubber! Tros interrupted. When saw you a Roman ship like this one? Blind mole! How many ships will the Romans bring?

Two, full of Spaniards. Four biremes to protect them.

Who said so?

Caius Rufus, the Roman.

When did he come?

Since nightfall, post haste in a liburnian to bid us light the beacons and to have a pilot ready. He said Caesar had moved with his wonted suddenness since learning that Tros is dead.

Zeus! But that fellow is swift! Tros said admiringly. Gwenhwyfars message saying I am dead, with my cloak and a letter to prove it, can hardly have reached Gaul before sunset night before last, and now  aloft there! Use ears and eyes! The winds against them. The Romans will come rowing!

They will come with lights, said Britomaris.

The man had no resistance in him. He was as plastic in Tross hands as if the two had been master and man for a generation.

Caius Rufus said they will burn a lantern at each end of the spar of each ship. Will you battle with them, Tros?

You too! Tros answered. You shall boast to Gwenhwyfar that you played the man this once! Forward with you! Into the deckhouse and take Orwics orders!

Orwic? said Britomaris, and his jaw dropped.

Aye! Caswallons nephew, Orwic! Fall away!

So Britomaris let a Northman lead him to the deckhouse, and Tros sent Conops overside to clear away the grapnel. But he took no chances; the smaller ship still might warn the Romans.

Cut away their rigging! Send their sail up here!

The Northmens axes answered. They even chopped the mast away.

Out oars now, and off home!

It was an hour before the labored thumping of the oars died away in the direction of the shore. Another hour before a Northman at the masthead shouted that he saw lights to the southward. Tros himself went to the masthead then. He counted twelve lights, several miles away, scattered in pairs over a considerable breadth of sea. And he studied them for a long time, trying to determine which might be the ships containing Spaniards and which the escort.

The Romans were poor hands at keeping station on the open sea. Likelier than not the ships were all mixed up together, their commanders satisfied to keep within sight of one another, not anticipating an engagement and confident that they would receive ample warning of the presence of an enemy.

No lights showed on the Liafail, but her bulk and her three great spars would show up plainly as soon as dawn should begin to steal along the sky. It lacked an hour of dawn yet and the wind had dropped. Glancing shoreward he could hardly see the beacons. It seemed to him that their crimson flare was being veiled and was spreading on the veil the while it grew dim.

Fog! he muttered. He had asked the gods for opportunity! He returned to the poop and sent for Conops, Sigurdsen and Orwic.

We will let that fog drift down on us, he said. If it comes not fast enough we will row toward it. When the Romans can no longer see one anothers lights they will start their war trumpets a-blaring. They will low like full cows at milking time. We will pick them off one by one. Their system is to crowd an enemy between the beaks of two or four ships, or to lay alongside and drop their dolphins into her, and to let fall a gangplank with a spike in it. That pins both ships together and along the plank their boarders come with locked shields.

Now they can not use that gangplank, because our deck is higher than theirs. But they can break our oars, and they can use the iron dolphin, since it hangs above the yardarm. Above all, we must avoid their beaks.

Orwic, their commanders will not stand at the stern, as I will. They will fight their ships from the top of the midship citadel where the sail, which they will keep spread whether there is wind or not, masks them from an enemy, and whence they can shout to the helmsman as well as direct the javelin-and arrow-fire. So aim first at the citadels and keep those swept with a cross fire from the arrow-engines.

Sigurdsen, take you the helm. See to it that the sails are well clewed up but ready to be sheeted down with all speed if a wind should come and blow the fog away. This fog, which the gods have sent, is better than forty men to us.

But Sigurdsen was a pessimist.

It will make the Romans close their ranks, and we will have to fight six ships at once, he grumbled.

It sets all Northmen free for the fighting, since neither side can use sails! Tros retorted.

Aye, and we under-oared, with a half-trained crew! There are nineteen men so weak from vomiting they cant pull their weight, and if the ship rolls

Clew up the sails! Tros snapped at him. Then come aft and take the helm.

The giant went forward, grumbling to himself, but Tros had come to understand the pessimism of the man; he liked to set all gloom in a dense formation and then wade into it like a disk into the skittles.

Conops, he said, the catapults are useless until fog and darkness lift. You and Glendwyr pick the four best Britons and stand by to serve stinkballs by hand. Let the Britons light the fuses. You and Glendwyr each toss one ball at a time into an enemys hold, if they come close enough. But no waste, mind! That stuff costs money. Not more than two balls at a time into one ship.

For a long while after that they lay in silence, rolling leisurely, watching the advancing lights grow pale against the brightening cloud bank to the southward. The big ship drifted very slowly on the changing tide toward the fog that crept toward them from the shore. The first out-reaching wisps of it surrounded them as dawn touched the southerly clouds with gold and turned the edges of the mist to silver. Now they could see four of the Roman ships distinctly. The masthead man reported two more following. Tros bit his nails. The mist was still only in wisps around him. He feared the sun gleaming on the golden serpent might betray his presence too soon.

The four ships in the lead, less than half a mile apart, were armed biremes. According to the masthead mans report, the two-ship convoy trailed a long way in the rear. He must get between the warships and the convoy and engage the biremes one by one, avoiding all collision and yet steering close enough for Conops to lob stinkballs into them. Conops and Glendwyr could hardly toss the leaden balls much farther than an oar-length. If he should smash the oars by coming too close, he had plenty of spares ready; but he knew what a panic there would be below decks when the broken oar ends knocked the rowers off the benches. He must avoid that even at the cost of letting more than half the enemy escape him.

A breath of warm air brought the fog rolling down in clouds at last, and presently Tros heard the war horns blaring on the Roman ships. The fog moved fast; if it should be one of those narrow, longshore streaks that hug the coast of Britain most days of the year, it might vanish too soon.

Starboard a little, starboard! he directed, leaning overside to listen for the horn blare. Hold her so.

Then he took his stand where the drum and cymbal men below the poop could see the wand he held in his right hand. But he made no signal to them until the blare of the nearest horn came from astern and a Roman, aware of something looming, hailed him through the fog.

Then action, swift and resolute! He signaled to the cymbals and a crash of brass shook all the oarsmen into life. The water boiled alongside and the ship swung with a lurch as Sigurdsen leaned all his weight against the steering oar, his left foot on the rail and his muscles cracking.

Stand by all! Ready on the starboard bow there, Conops! Fire when you see them, Orwic!

He had one bireme by the stern, at any rate. No danger from the dolphin, almost none to the oars if Sigurdsen kept his head. He signaled the cymbals, quickening the oar beat. The men at the masthead yelled incomprehensibly. There was a terror-stricken, flatted chorus from the Roman trumpets and the bireme loomed up like a ghost.

Zeus!!

Sigurdsen threw his weight against the helm, or a bank of oars would have gone to splinters. The air twanged as if the devils of the underworld were plucking deaths harps, whistled as if death were on the wing  four midship arrow-engines  and then Orwics voice:

Reload! Luds blood, what are you waiting for?

Yells from the bireme, two thuds as the leaden balls struck woodwork, Conops crying, Two hits! and the ghost was gone. Fog, but a glare in the fog and the shouts of men who struggled to extinguish flame but choked in the stench and were forced back by the prodigious heat! Fog, and the blare of horns ahead. Shouts and a thrashing of water where another bireme came about to find out what the matter might be.

Stop oars!

The drums and cymbals crashed in sudden unison that checked the oars in mid-swing. Tros let the great ship carry way and for a minute listened to the Roman oar-beats, knowing that his silence would confuse the Romans and that his own man at the masthead, being higher, would see sooner than the Romans could. Astern now, there was a crimson splurge like sunset in the fog, where a bireme burned.

Right on us! Straight ahead! The masthead man lapsed into Norse again.

Beak! Their beaks right into us! yelled Conops from the bow.

But the Roman helmsman saw the serpents tongue in air above the biremes bow and changed course in a panic. The ships struck shoulder on and, in the crash that threw the oarsmen off the benches, none heard the leaden balls thud down the biremes forward hatch and roll among the rowers. Conops voice cried:

Two hits! Back away, master! Back away!

The arrow-engines twanged, and the Romans came back with a hail of javelins. There was a great splash, for they let the dolphin go and it missed by the width of the roll of both ships as they reeled back from the impact.

Javelins again  twang, twang, and shriek of the twelve-arrow flights; a din below decks as the rowers of both ships rioted. The Romans had the better discipline, but there was searching fire in their hold, whereas Tross men were only bewildered. Crash of Tross drums and cymbals signaling for backed oars; the choking, acrid reek of greenish-yellow smoke, emerging from the biremes hatch; response from the oars at last. As the Northmen plied their bows from anywhere on deck and Orwics arrow-engines, cranking, twanging, screaming, swept the biremes citadel, the reflection of a crimson glare lit on the serpents golden tongue. Its agate eyes shone. It appeared to laugh as, curtsying to the swell and the staccato jerk of backed oars, it retired into the fog.

Tros laughed. Two biremes reckoned with! Two crimson splurges in the fog, and only two more ships to find and fight before those Spaniards were his!

But suddenly he swore. The fog was lifting! He could see the shore already and the burning biremes were in such full view that the crew of the nearest began manning the ballista that was farthest from the flame. An arrow two yards long feathered with burning pitch hummed overhead, and a second fell short as the backed oars took him out of range.

There were wounded Northmen on the deck, but he had no time to spare for them. In another minute now the hurrying mist would vanish and reveal him to the other biremes and to the ships that carried Spaniards. He ordered  

Stop!

And quicker than the echo of the drums and cymbals he was off the poop and down the after-hatch, where he stood and roared to the rowers, taking care that laughter, triumph should beam from his face:

Good men! There were half a dozen of them stunned between the benches. Two big ships beaten by your steadfastness! When I call for speed, let oars bend! Ye have done well. Now do better!

In an instant he was on the poop again, his eyes searching the fogs afterguard that still concealed him from four Roman ships.

Orwic! he roared, and Orwics boyish face appeared in the deckhouse door. Man the bow catapults! Leave Glendwyr to the arrow-engines. Conops! Stand by Orwic!

Presently, to the sound of grinding, great weights rose between the uprights and the magazine crews rolled the leaden balls into the racks provided. Conops began fitting fuses, soaking them with sulphur and oil of turpentine. Tros ordered Sigurdsen to shake down the great mainsail. He could spare no men for more than that, just yet. And as the big sail bellied in the wind the last fog streamers scattered southward, showing all four ships, and him to them.

The apparition of Tross great vermilion-sided Liafail, with three masts and her long-tongued serpent flashing in the sun, struck terror in the Romans. They knew nothing of how dangerously he was undermanned. Two biremes, widely separated from each other and at least two miles away from their crowded convoys, bouted helm and ran for it, clapping on all sail to help the oars and striving to get between Tros and the Spaniards.

Full speed!

A race began in which Tros was badly handicapped. If he had clapped on more sail, he would have had no men to spare to serve the catapults.

Along two legs of a scalene triangle, its apex the slow convoys, Tros and the biremes raced, Tros with the shorter course, but they with full crews, going nearly two to his one. Around them and about them splashed the stinkballs, as the great weights thumped into the hold, outranging the Roman ballistas easily, but making no hits. Tros ground his teeth at the waste of precious ammunition.

He ordered, cease fire, ordered the great forward lateen sail sheeted down, thinning out the catapult crews to the point where they were hardly enough to crank the weights, ordered the oar stroke quickened until there was so much splashing that he had to slow it down again. And in spite of all, the biremes gained on him hand over hand, until at last, while the leader raced on to transship the Spaniards from the slower craft and carry them back to Gaul, the other turned and offered fight.

It was the act of a bold captain. No solitary bireme had the slightest chance against that great ship boiling down on him. The terrific speed had tired the Romans rowers, who had hardly strength enough by now to give force to the iron-shod ram. Tros changed the helm and kept away from him to westward.

Fire both catapults!

One missed. The other, laid by Orwic, hurled its lead ball straight against the biremes citadel, smashing through the woodwork and exploding. Then the Roman captain changed his mind. His ship on fire, he turned in a wide circle and began to race again toward the convoys.

Try again, Orwic!

Two more balls whirled on their way, and again one missed, but the second  Conops aimed it  smashed through the biremes deck and, though it did not burst, the cloud of suffocating smoke increased. The oars collapsed, like the legs of a dying centipede, as the whole crew, marvelously disciplined, went to work to extinguish fire.

They are mine! laughed Tros, his eyes fixed on the convoys. But that other, swifter bireme lay already beam to beam with the nearest of the transports. They had lowered their spiked gangplank and a stream of armed men poured along it to the roof of the biremes citadel. Before Tros could prevent, both forward catapults went off with a crash and shudder. Two of the leaden stinkballs hit their mark, one into either ship. Orwic, Conops and the whole deck crew went frantic with delight as both exploded. There was an instant blaze too great for Tross explosive to have caused; one ball had burst into the Roman magazine, where they had stored their own pitch and sulphur, and both ships with their crowd of panic-stricken men, were swallowed in a reeking cloud of smoke, shot through with flame.

Tros changed the course to pursue the second convoy. Then he went up forward and took Orwic by the throat.

Hot-headed horseman! he swore, forcing him backward against the catapult. Those last two shots have cost me ten-score men! He shook him, but he could not take the laugh off Orwics face.

Look! Luds teeth, but look! he exclaimed, and, breaking away from Tross grip, watched the two locked ships, one mass of flame, sinking.

Tros took no pleasure in the sight. His eye was on one bireme to the northward that had managed to subdue the fire in her hold and was picking up survivors from another bireme nearer shore. The third, a mile this side of them, was losing its fight with the flames.

Get aft, Orwic! Then he ordered both the catapults uncranked, and told off men to care for the nine wounded  arrow and javelin wounds, not good to look at and not easy to treat. A Northman screamed and bit the deck beside him as they pulled out a barbed arrow-head and poured hot tar into the wound.

Conops! Tros commanded. Take one stinkball and stand in the bow. When I lay alongside those Spaniards have the fuse ready, but dont light it until I give the word. If I do, then drop it into their hold to scare them out.

Again he went down through the hatch to encourage the rowers. Sigurdsen sent a messenger to say they were almost within arrow range of the ship they were pursuing. Then he went up slowly and stood staring over the stern. The capture of the last ship was a foregone certainty. It hardly interested him. It hardly troubled him to see the Romans burn and drown, for they were trouble hunters with the game reversed on them. But it grieved him to the deep, strong marrow of his being to have lost two hundred and fifty Spaniards.

Good, spirited, unruly rebels to a man! he muttered. I could have given them their chance. The gods gave me mine, and I let Orwic rob me!

Sigurdsen nudged him.

Carry on! Tros ordered. Then, when they were beam to beam with the slow, helpless ship he ordered the oars in through the ports and roared to the ships captain to come about and heave to, setting the example. The man  he was a long-haired Gaul  obeyed. More than two hundred blue-eyed Spaniards, armed with swords, spears, shields and javelins, crowded the deck.

Where is your captain? Tros asked in the Roman tongue. The Gaul laughed drily.

They threw him overboard. He did not please them.

How so?

They are hungry. There was no food.

Sigurdsen! Lower away the boats!

When both the boats were in the water Tros gave orders to the Spaniards to throw their weapons into them. A few splashed overside, but presently the boats came back with swords, spears, javelins, shields and helmets, loaded to the gunwale. Then he ordered a hundred Spaniards brought from ship to ship, which was as many as he dared to have at one time, until he had subdued them properly. Next, he put a small crew of Northmen aboard the Gaulish ship and passed a towrope.

There is one Roman bireme still afloat, said Orwic, pointing. She runs home.

Let her! We will have our hands full with these Spaniards. Let the Romans go and tell their tale to Caesar!

A great Spaniard swaggered up to him.

Who are you? he demanded, not exactly insolently. He was curious and, beyond the ordinary run of mortals, proud.

I am admiral of Caesars fleet! said Tros. By right of my appointment I transfer you to my ship. Get forward!

The Spaniard went to sit and whisper with his friends and watch and wonder.


CHAPTER 66. Men  Men  Men!

In my day I have known eighteen kings, but not one who had enough wisdom to laugh at himself. Caswallon the king came nearest to it. But even he believed his enemies were something other than the goads employed by Destiny to rouse his energy. As a master is, so are his men. I know a people if I know its rulers.
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IT WAS a long pull back to Vectis, with a favoring wind but one third of the time and a heavy, sow-bellied Gaulish freighter in tow. One hundred Spaniards were put to the oars, but they refused work, although they understood oars, were not seasick and, in a blue-eyed opportunist fashion of their own, were not unreasonable.

Tros sent for the man who had first accosted him when captured.

Who  what  are you? he demanded. The mans muscles stood out like molded ivory. He smiled with a kind of traditional dignity, as if life were something that his ancestors had borne and he supposed, he, too, could tolerate it.

I am Jaun Aksue of Escual-Herria, he said in Gaulish. There was fighting in my country, between us and the Romans: Their proconsul set a trap and caught a thousand of us, of whom he slew one half. The rest of us he sent to Caesar to help fight Gauls. Caesar armed and drilled us but we stole his weapons and helped the Gauls in various ways. So Caesar decided to send us to Britain. How are you an admiral of Caesars fleet and yet attack the Romans?

Were you not a Roman soldier and yet helped Gauls? Tros answered.

True. I would have helped the Britons perhaps, or perhaps not. Who knows? We Eskualdenak are not such fools as Caesar thinks.

Then you and I are of one mind, said Tros. It is because I am not such a fool as Caesar thinks that you are my prisoner.

We Eskualdenak are not good prisoners. We are worse slaves, the man answered. You have enough slaves on this ship without increasing trouble for yourself. What do you propose to do with us, O Admiral?

Tros, stroking his chin, studied the man. Are you these mens leader?

In a sense, yes. They elected me to lead them. In our land all are noblemen. But Caesars officer degraded me for what he said was insolence. We threw him overboard, he added casually.

Tros did not propose to cut in halves another opportunity by having to use force where argument would better serve. But he needed the right argument.

Will you go home? he asked suddenly.

Not we! The Roman proconsul, Livius, would crucify us, unless we should take to the mountains. We are a sea-faring folk. We hunt whales. But Livius burned our ships.

Will you settle in Britain?

Who knows? You have a marvel of a ship. We might sail with you, if you should make it worth while.

Make it worth my while! Tros answered. Of what value is your word?

The man looked straight into Tross eyes.

To you? Why, just the value that you set on it. I never supposed it could have a market price. No more did Livius, the Roman, or he would have taxed it a tenth. How should a man sell his word?

Tros grinned. He liked him.

Jaun, he said  and Jaun meant nobleman, a title that all men of that race prefixed to their names; but Tros did not know that, and the word was easy to remember I am the master of this ship. I am obeyed. And I am minded that you Eskualdenak will make a good crew. But I must have your word on it.

Whither will you sail? the man asked.

Whither I will.

How much will you pay us?

As much as I see fit, and for the present, nothing except food and clothing. My men prosper as I prosper, sweat and starve, too, as I sweat and starve, save that I take the masters end of it and sweat the hardest.

Are you an equal among equals?

By Zeus, no! I am master of this ship!

I like you, said Jaun Aksue. He spoke with dignity, as if he had conferred a boon that were his to refuse, were he minded. I will speak about this to my friends. If we agree to serve you, we will serve. You will not sell us to the Romans?

I will sooner die, Tros answered. But mark this, and remember it: I will also rather die than not be master of my ship. It is I who confer favors, and the price is full obedience.

I will speak to them of that. Jaun Aksue went down into the hold.

It was an hour before he returned on deck and then, with Tross permission, went swarming along the tow-rope, taking his ducking in the bight and climbing on to the Gaulish vessel with a nimbleness that forced unwilling praise from Conops, for Conops disliked to believe that there were seamen half as handy as himself. At the end of another hour he returned in the same way, swung himself up over the poop and stood dripping before Tros.

We accept, he said simply. There and then Tros dubbed him Jaun and gave him the rank of a lieutenant under Sigurdsen. They dropped anchor under the lee of chalk cliffs between the Isle of Vectis and the mainland. All three banks of oars on either side, Britons and Spaniards alternating, had been in full use for a day and there was a new energy, a new, clean finish, a new majesty to the measured swing and a deep-sea certainty about the plunge of the vermilion blades that made Tross heart thump.

Orwic espied Caswallon first. He lowered a boat, taking his own four men and some of Tross slaves, hurrying to meet the clumsy barge that labored out of harbor under sail and sweeps. Orwic was shouting the news before boat and barge met, so Fflur and Caswallon knew most of it already when they both embraced Tros on the Liafails high poop, Fflurs eyes frankly wet, Caswallon praising the great ship to hide his own emotion.

Men! said Tros. I have men!

Aye, and I peace! Rhys is dead. I slew him! Came Gwenhwyfar, hot-horsed, blurting out the whole of Rhyss plot. Fflur coaxed me to spare the woman, but I slew Rhys. Some said to catch and torture him, but Rhys was of the council. I would almost as soon torture my own son. I sent him warning and he understood. He took to the forest with twenty men, hoping to reach Gaul, but when I overtook him his men threw down their arms. Rhys, he drew bow but missed me by that much.

Caswallon measured off the third part of his thumbnail and Fflur shuddered.

My arrow went into his heart, he added, so he died in fair fight, and the council was not dishonored. I found letters on him, written by Caesars secretary. He and Caesar had it all planned, but I think Caesar will not invade us now Rhys is dead.

Tros did not answer for the moment. Fflur saw Britomaris standing by the deckhouse door, bow and arrows in his hand as if to advertise the fact that he had fought against the Romans. She drew Caswallons attention. Eyebrows raised, he questioned Tros.

A poor fool, Tros said. His wife will tame him. I tamed Gwenhwyfar.

Caswallon laughed.

She is as tame as the wind! But we endure the wind. I think you have tamed Caesar. What is it? Four ships sunk?

Three. One escaped. Caesar will learn whom he may thank. What of Rhyss men whom I hold hostage?

All Rhyss property is mine. I give them to you. Hah! How Caesar will be chewing flints in Gaul! Three biremes and

Tros interrupted.

Caswallon, mend your fences! For love of you and Britain I will go to Rome. I will do my utmost to break Caesars wheel. If I fail, then mark you, Caesar will invade Britain as surely as we see each other!

We must pray more to the gods, said Fflur.

The gods, he said, make opportunities. Prayer consists in seizing opportunities. That is how Caesar prays! I also. I prayed for Spaniards! I have them. Pray you for a stout heart, wisdom, and the men, men, men!


CHAPTER 67. Pluto! Shall I set forth full of dreads and questions?

Whence I came, I know. Whither I go, I know not. Here I am. I know not why these things are, nor what they shall be. But I discover that if I choose not, I am chosen; and I love the valiance of choosing rather than the vain, unvaliant obedience to ease, which I perceive is slavery.

Unvaliant scud I am not, blown on the gales of circumstance. Valiance, I think, shall not die, though the storm may wreck me and the waves drown.

What is valiance? I know not. But I love it, and it loves me. Let us see whither valiance leads.
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FAREWELL to Caswallon was an event. There was something mystic in the air off Vectis. The cry of the gulls that circled around the great ship was the music of far horizons. Tros felt himself an agent of Destiny. He wore his purple cloak for the occasion, and his sword in its vermilion scabbard hung from a belt set with jewels. His eyes glowed beneath the gold band that encircled his forehead. The crushing obstinacy of his jaw and chin, the oak-strength of his neck and the masterful lines of mouth and nostril were exposed for whoso would to read. One would oppose him at ones own risk.

We will see, he remarked, and the three words told his character.

A druid leaned forward from a seat beside the cabin door, mildly rebuking:

You will see too much. You are like a bull that breaks the fences. Because you have been told the world is round

Tros interrupted. He laughed.

I will prove it. I will sail around it.

At your own risk! the druid answered. We have trusted you. In Britain you have built your ship with Britons aid, of British oak and sheathed with British tin. Her sails and her ropes are of British flax. Your slaves, more than half of her crew, are all Britons whom the Lord Caswallon gave to you.

The Lord Tros earned them, said Caswallon, gesturing with a blue- stained, white, enormous hand.

Tros smiled, and their eyes met. Those two understood each other far better than either of them understood the druid.

We gave you pearls out of our treasure, said the druid. Those were for a purpose.

Aye, Tros answered, leaning back against the table, squeezing the edge of it in both hands until knuckles and muscles stood out in knots. A sort of thrifty look was in his eyes now. A man can not keep such a ship as mine on nothing. Wind blows us, but the men eat meat. There is more wear and tear to pay for than a landsman thinks. I will make a profit, but I will not forget to serve you in the making.

Not if you turn aside to prove what you have no business to know, the druid answered. Whether the world is round or flat  and mark you, on that I am silent  your friends, to whom you are beholden, are in peril.

Caswallon snorted like a war-horse, but Fflur laid a jeweled hand on him and, with her dark gray eyes, begged silence.

When I forget my friends, may all the gods forget me, Tros said solemnly, frowning, not liking that his promise should be called in question. I itch, I ache, I yearn to prove the world is round. But I know better than to fare forth on that quest and leave promises unkept behind me. Not while Caesar is free to invade Britain will I reckon myself free to spread sail straight toward the setting sun. In Rome, as I have told you half a hundred times, are Caesars enemies, his friends and all the riffraff who will take whichever side is uppermost. One way or another I will break the spokes of Caesars wheel before I set forth on my own adventure. If I fail in Rome, I will come back to Britain and help you.

Fflur shook her head.

You will never return, she remarked. That is why I wish Orwic were not sailing with you.

Orwic laughed. Tros is like the northeast wind. I love him. I will go around the world with him, he said. But I wish he had horses instead of a ship! He took up the peaked iron helmet he had laid on the table, turned it bottom upward and began to rock it like a boat. However, I overcame the vomiting last voyage when we took the Spaniards. I am a sailor.

Jaun Aksue shook his head:

Wait until you have seen the sea! All you have played on yet is this streak of water between Gaul and Britain.

The druid, watching opportunity, resumed the thread of his remarks, while Aksue and Orwic eyed each other, mutually critical.

Lord Tros, how will you reach Rome? Ostia lies leagues from Rome. You can not sail this ship up the Tiber, which is the Roman river. We druids are informed concerning such things.

Yes, and you know the world is round! Tros retorted, grinning at him.

But the druid held to his point.

How will you go to Rome? Will you dare to leave your ship at Ostia? What is to prevent the Romans from seizing your ship? They will charge you with piracy. Your father held a Roman license to sail anywhere he pleased; yet how many times have you told us that Caesar charged him with piracy and flogged the crew to death simply because he disapproved of Caesars policy?

Zeus! Tros exploded, spreading his shoulders and kicking his scabbard. I cross bridges when I reach them.

There is a bridge to Rome, the druid answered. It is Gades. Go first of all to Gades.

I might, Tros answered. I have a friend in Gades who owes me money. The place is a Roman port, but the gods approve a man who seizes danger by the snout.

Now listen, said the druid, for you sail soon, and I would not delay you. You are a bold man and cunning. Danger is only a challenge to your will. But there will be dangers to the left and to the right, before and behind.

Pluto! Shall I set forth full of dreads and questions? Had I listened to the yawpings of disasters friends I should never have set foot in Britain! I should never have sunk Caesars fleet, never have built my own ship, never have gathered a crew, never have found the stuff to make the hot stink for my catapults! Do you bid me go forth full of fear?

Nay, but I bid you beware of risks.

Tross amber eyes blazed proudly.

I am the master of the biggest ship that ever sailed these seas! Beware of risks! saith the Lord Druid. Half a thousand souls and all my fortune at the risk of wind and tide, reefs, shoals, gales on the Atlantic, every Roman on the seas my enemy, myself proscribed, three talents on my head, pirates, water and provisions to obtain in harbors that swarm with Caesars friends Be cautious! saith the Lord Druid!

Be bold, Lord Tros! said Fflur, her gray eyes watching his. But the druid signed to her not to interfere.

Trust Tros, laughed Orwic. I tell you he is bolder than the northeast wind!

Tros struck a gong and glanced at the three water clocks. A Northman appeared in the doorway.

Tide? said Tros.

Still making. Nearly at the ebb, my lord.

Order the blankets stowed below. Wind?

Light breeze from the eastward.

Mist?

All clear, my lord. Sven at the masthead says he can see the coast of Gaul.

There, said Tros, is the answer of the gods to all your doubts! A fair wind!

He began to pace the cabin floor, his hands behind him, kicking at his scabbard as he turned. The druid watched him, alert for an opening into which to drive an admonition. Tros offered him none. The druid had to resume the subject uninvited.

Lord Tros, those Eskualdenak of yours are Caesars men. If they should be caught, they would be crucified  and you along with them. Yet unless you go to Gades first, it is impossible for you to go to Ostia and Rome. I tell you, in the midst of danger you shall find the keys of safety. But beware of black arts and of violence. There are some who seem untrustworthy, whom you may safely trust, and some who may be bought and some not. We druids have read the stars.

Rot me all riddles! Tros answered irritably, but the druid ignored the remark.

Lord Tros, I could direct you to a man in Gades, who would give you information. But I see you are not open-minded. None the less, you are a brave man and your heart is true to friendship, so I will do what may be done for you.

Tros bowed. He thought more of a druids blessing than of his material advice. To his mind the druids had lost contact between spiritual thought and the action that a man must take with two feet on the ground.

I go, he said, turning to Caswallon, for he felt the ships changed motion as the anchor-cable slackened and the wind made her dance a little on the ebb.

The druid, Caswallon and Fflur stood up to take their leave of him and Fflurs gray eyes were moist. Caswallons face, normally good-humored and amused, wore a mask of stolidness to hide emotion that he scorned as womanly. Orwic looked bored, since that was his invariable refuge from the spurs of sentiment.

I go, Tros repeated, and stood straight before them all, the light through the door on his face, and his lions eyes glowing against it with the light that blazed up from within. He was minded they should have a bold friend and a brave sight to remember in the dark days coming, when their country should await invasion, and himself afar off. He was minded they should not believe it possible he would neglect to serve them to the last breath and the last ounce of his energy.

It is thanks to you, he said, that I have my ship that was my hearts desire, and I will not forget you. It may be I will never come again. I am no druid, and I can not see, like Fflur, with the eyes of destiny. But know ye this: I am a friend in need as in prosperity. Ye may depend on me to worry Caesars rear until he turns away from Britain. But be ready for invasion, because Caesar certainly intends to try a second time.

If he invades, resist him to the last ditch, to the last fence, to the last yard of your realm. And though they tell you I am dead or have betrayed you  for Caesars favorite weapon is false rumor  know that I persist until the end in trying all means to weaken Caesar from the rear. All means I will try. Truth I will tell to those who will believe it. I will lie, and craftily, to them who deal in lies. Fairly I will deal with honest men. So the gods shall aid me. But believe ye in your own star as well as in my friendship.

Good-by! Fflur said, choking, and embraced him.

Orwic turned away and strode out through the open door. He hated scenes. His eyes were wet, which would not do at all. He was a British gentleman. Caswallon, muttering Luds blood! swung Tros toward him by the arms and smote him on the breast a time or two.

Tros, Tros! he said, forcing a grin. I would rather you would stay here and share Luds luck with us! It grieves me that you go.

Friendship begets grief! Tros answered, patting the tall, fair-haired chief between the shoulder-blades. Grief eats courage, so beware of it. Caswallon, my friend, you and I were not born to mope like vultures over vain regrets. Friendship is a fire that tests both parties to it, so let you and me stand firmer, the more circumstances strain. It heartens me to know that you and Fflur have called me friend. I go forth proud of it!

Go then! Caswallon answered, making his voice gruff lest it should tremble. Luds luck go with you! And know this: Come what may  come rumor, and though all the world and Caesar swear you have played us false, we will believe in you!

Tide! That was Sigurdsens voice from the poop. Tide and a fair wind!

There came a whistle in-between-decks, where the captains of the oar- banks piped all rowers to the benches; then a clatter as the oar-blades rattled on the ports.

Haul short! Sigurdsen again. And then a sing-song and a clanking at the capstan.

Tros led the way on deck. Extravagantly he had ordered the purple sails bent for the occasion. His eyes went aloft to where the Northmen lay on the yards to shake them loose. He turned his back on Orwic, because Fflur wept on the young mans shoulder, and he knew what agonies of shame and nervousness that scene imposed on a British aristocrat. Orwics funny little peaked helmet had been pushed over one eye, and he was biting his moustache. Caswallon laughed, which brought a curse to Orwics lips, but Tros leaned overside and shouted at the crew of fishermen who were bringing alongside the barge on which the druid, Caswallon and Fflur were to go ashore.

Easy! Easy, you lubbers! If you scrape my paint  Out fenders there! He had spent a goodly percentage of Caesars gold on sulphur and quick-silver to make the ships sides splendid with vermilion.

There had to be more embracing before Fflur went overside. The British had a sort of ritual of parting. It broke all restraint. But Tros, for the sake of the crew, preserved his air of grandeur.

He stood the whole deck crew at quarters and saluted with a burst of trumpets and a roll of drums as Fflur and Caswallon went down the ladder. Then he turned to face the druid, for the druid waited.

There came a silence on deck and aloft. The druid, with his eyes on Tros, drew out the golden sickle from his girdle. He was mild-eyed, but the eyes were bright with fasting and with having contemplated stars and Mysteries.

In the midst of danger thou shalt find the keys of safety, he repeated. Win Rome in Gades!

Then the sickle, flashing in the sunlight, moved in mystic circles over Tross head, severing whatever threads of hidden influence might bind him to the sources of disaster. Upturned, it received, as does the new moon, affluence and wisdom; reversed, it outpoured blessings on his head. Point first, it touched his breast above the heart, invoking honesty and courage; presently it passed in ritual of weaving movements before eyes, ears, nose, lips, hands and feet, arousing all resourcefulness, then tapped each shoulder to confer the final blessing. Then the druid spoke:

Offspring of Earth, Air, Fire, Water and the Nameless, go forth accoutered. As a suns ray, go thou forth! A light amid the darkness! A land among the waters! A friend among the friendless, and a serpent! Be a strength amid the weakness! Be a man amid the elements! Whereso thy foot shall tread, be justice done! Whatso thy tongue shall speak, be truth unveiled! Be strong! Be of the gods who give and guide and not of them who snare and take away! That voice within thee, judge thee! Be thy hand the servant of thy soul!

Blessing ship and crew with arms upraised, lips moving to the said-to-be- forgotten Word, the druid turned and went, all keeping silence until, like some white-haired pilot of the years, he had descended to the waiting barge.

Up anchor! Tros roared. Then, as the clanking capstan brought the cable in, Make sail there! Sheet her home!

The purple sails spread fluttering and bellied as the ship swung slowly on the tide before the light breeze. On the poop Tros raised his baton. Drums and cymbals crashed. The oars went out in three long banks on either side. Cymbals for the ready and then crash of brass and alternating drum-beat as the water boiled alongside and the great ship leaped ahead, her serpents tongue a-flicker in the sun.

I am a man! I live! I laugh! Tros told himself as he eyed those purple sails and turned to wave his hand toward the barge that danced amid the gulls along the white wake astern.


CHAPTER 68. Off Gades

Sent I a fool on my errand? It was I who sent him. Counted I not on his folly? That is my fault. Though he suffer for it, it was I who sent him. It is I who pay, unless I counted on his folly to decoy an adversary, who might have been cautious unless he perceived he had a fool to deal with.
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HOW to put into a port controlled by Romans, with part of his crew composed of two hundred and fifty deserters of Caesars army, without falling foul of Caesars letters of proscription was a problem that Tros left to the gods to clear up for him, although he already had a hint of the solution in his mind. Meanwhile, there was work a-plenty  head winds and off-shore winds, flat calms with a heavy ground-swell that made the bucking rowers grunt, and squally weather in which whales played all around the ship, nearly causing a mutiny because he would not let Jaun Aksue and his Eskualdenak turn aside to hunt them.

Thus we kill whales. With a spear we slay them. It is easy. We will slay two. You may tow them into Gades, making haste because the sharks will follow, eating at their undersides. The dead whales float, I promise you, and they are worth much money. Romans buy the meat; the traders buy the bone; the Spaniards buy the skin for sandals, shields, mule-harness

Let live, Tros answered. I hunt bigger fish.

Aye, but you pay us nothing. Give us a chance to turn the whale meat into money, that we may drink in Gades. I tell you, Lord Tros, we havent tasted red wine since the sour, thin stuff that Caesar fed to us. We Eskualdenak are noblemen, who like to get drunk now and then.

But one of the things that Tros had learned in many foreign ports was the difference between a crew mad drunk on its own earned money, and the same crew equally drunk on its masters bounty.

You shall drink at my expense in Gades, he remarked, and the tawny- haired soldier of fortune swaggered forward where he discussed with his companions the pros and cons of taking the ship away from Tros and hunting whales until she was full of the bone and blubber.

But for three days and three nights waves, tide, current and the wind fought Tros for the mastery. No sight of sun, no stars nor moon, nothing to gage direction by except the shrieking wind and  now and then when he dared it  thunder of the surf against high cliffs.

But Tros only approached the lee shore twice to find a headland that he recognized, and that was after he had left the dreaded rocks and isles of Finis Terrae far astern.

Twice  yet he made his landfall. He hove the ship to, within sight of Gades Bay in the late afternoon of the eleventh day out from Vectis, sending three men to the mastheads to keep watch for Roman ships. He covered the serpents head with paulin lest the setting sun should glitter on its gold-leaf and attraction attention. His ship was notched against the western sky, but her vermilion top-sides merged into the sunset splurge, and it was possible her masts might not be seen if none was actually watching for them.

Seated at the table in the cabin he clipped a piece of parchment from a roll, mixed gum with sepia from cuttlefish, chewed the point of a pen to his liking and sent for Orwic.

Lud love me, Tros, but the land smells good! said Orwic, making himself easy on Tross bunk.

Can you speak the Roman tongue? Tros asked him.

You know I cant. When I was a boy I learned a few words from a Roman trader who was cast up on the beach. He was killed soon afterwards for taking liberties with women. Even in the battle on the beach last year I couldnt remember a word of it. I wanted to yell the wrong commands to Caesars men and confuse them until our chariots could ride them down and

Tros interrupted, leaning forward with an elbow on the table. Gaulish? Can you speak that with a Gaulish accent?

Near enough. You know as well as I do that we Britons speak the same tongue as the Gauls. What ails you, Tros? Your eyes look like a madmans. Are you shipsick?

Do you dare his voice was hoarse with the strain of bellowing his orders to the crew and from the long vigil through the storm do you dare to go ashore tonight with Conops to guide you, to the house of a friend of mine?

Orwic barked delightedly.

Friend Tros, I would swim to Gades, just for the feel of good earth!

This is a worse risk than a swim. Fail  there is a low hill behind Gades, outside the city wall, where cross-roads meet. The hill bristles with dead trees that bear ill-smelling fruit. The Romans flog a man before they crucify him, flog him until his intestines hang and

Rot me talk of failure! Orwic answered. Tell me what shall be if I succeed.

Tchutt! I must go myself. I need a cautious man.

Luds belly! Tros, you shall not! Listen! Who has better right than I to run a risk for my friends in Britain?

Orwic leaned across the table. His face flushed. He looked as handsome as Apollo.

Some man, Tros said, who will take care. No hot-head can succeed in this adventure.

Tros, I blow cold! I am as crafty as a fox! I forswear horsemanship! I never rode a horse! I never drove a chariot! I am a tortoise! Burn me this great creaking lumber-wain of a tin-bellied boat, and set me on dry land! I am a paragon of caution! Dumb I am, a lurker in shadows, a rap-a-door-and-run man! Tros, there is none aboard this ship who can do half as well!

Tros knew it, but he kept the knowledge to himself and let Orwic do all the persuading.

I need a modest man. The gods love modesty, he said with the air of a money-lender refusing to do business.

I am modesty! said Orwic.

You! Tros leaned back in his oaken chair and laughed. Modest? Three nights gone I heard you praying that the storm might cease, instead of praising the seas splendor and returning thanks for guts enough to ride it out!

It was the Northmen prayed, said Orwic.

Aye. But who bade them? Who paid them? Who gave Skram, the skald, a gold-piece for his pains? I saw you.

Tros, you see too much. Our British gods are of field and river. These Northmen are sailors and their gods are

Cripples! Tros exploded. Rot me such a god as likes to see good seamen on their knees! There are gods in Gades, Orwic, but theyll go their own gait. Its for the man who does my work tonight to suit their whimsies, not they his.

Well, I will be whimsical, said Orwic. The gods shall like me very well.

He stooped and scooped up sand out of the box that was kept in readiness to put out fire, and heaped six handfuls of the wet stuff on the table. Then he smoothed it out.

So, draw me Gades. Show me the house I must find.

Conops knows the house, said Tros, but he drew, none the less, with his forefinger, beginning with a circle for the city wall, then marking the five gates and making dots to represent the forum, the temple of Venus and the gladiators barracks, with a veritable maze of streets between.

This is the governors house. Avoid it as you would death! Now, from the western gate due eastward, do you see? Then this way, to the right, to a point about midway along the street. Turn your back to the west, and forward. The house of Simon the Jew stands nearly at the apex of a triangle that has for base the street between the forum and the gladiators school.

It is a house built half of timber, half of mud, smeared with a yellow plaster that will make it look like stone by night. Simon is a rich Jew with the privilege of armed slaves  quite a few of them. There will be dozens of dogs in the street and the Gades dogs are bad, I warn you. There used to hang a lantern on a chain from the front of Simons house to the wall opposite. The citizenry have used that chain a time or two to hang night prowlers. None can approach the house unseen because the lamp has several wicks and casts a bright light.

I will walk up brazenly, said Orwic.

And you will find the brassiest-faced Jews in Europe ready for you! They live in the narrow streets nearby and look to Simon to protect them with his influence. Theyll swarm out with stones in their hands at the first bleat from Simons slaves. But theres worse than they. The city is patrolled by armed slaves who belong to the municipium The place is ten times better policed than Rome, and theres a law against being out at night without being able to prove lawful business. It is no light task I set you. I think I had better leave you here and go myself.

Tros, I tell you, I go! I will be safe enough in a Roman costume. They will take me for some gallant pursuing a love affair.

In the Jews quarter? I think not, said Tros. A man may buy a Jewess in the open market almost anywhere where slaves are sold, but no man in his senses goes philandering near a ghetto after dark! The Jews can fight! And if you beat on Simons door, his slaves will rush out and cudgel you.

Conops shall beat the door, said Orwic. While the slaves beat Conops, I will slip into the house.

Cockerel! I wouldnt lose Conops for his weight in money!

Very well. I can wait until dawn outside the house and

No. By morning Simon must have visited my ship. Now listen. Try to forget you are Caswallons nephew and a prince of Britain. Only remember you are charged with secret business. If you try to show how smart you are, the gods will raise a wall of circumstance around you that will test your wits to the extremity. Go modestly, and they will modify the odds. Bear that in mind. Now, muck me this sand away  so. To the floor with it. Let that Jaun Spaniard clean it up. The rascal rots with laziness. Now, I will write the letter.

He spoke as one who contemplated making magic, and for a while, for the sake of exercising Orwics patience, he sat listening to the murmur of the short waves overside. Then he wrote swiftly, using Greek, pausing line by line to read aloud and construe it to Orwic:

Tros, the Samothracian, to Simon, son of Tobias, the Jew of Alexandria, in Gades, greeting.
Be the bearer as a son to you. He is Orwic, son of Orwic, a prince of Britain, nephew to the king who rules the Trinobantes and the Cantii, my true friend. Speak to him freely.
Knowing I have done you service in the past, whereby we both made profit, and aware you are a man of true heart and long memory, whose zeal for great enterprises is in no wise dulled by the success that has attended many efforts in the past, I urge that you should come to me with all speed, secretly, tonight, for conference concerning matters that may profit both of us.
Lord Orwic will attend you and convey you by the shortest way in safety to my ship.
This is my true word. So fail not.
Tros of Samothrace.

He sanded the letter and passed it to Orwic, who frowned at the thick Greek characters.

Will he understand you need help? Why not tell him so? Orwic objected.

Because I know him! Tros answered. If he thought I needed help, he wouldnt come until he had driven a hard bargain first by daylight. But if he thinks there is a stroke of business I can put his way he will come in a hurry to learn the details of it.

Better not tell him anything about your plans then?

Tell him all you know of them! Tros answered drily and left the cabin to watch provisions being weighed out to the galley for the evening meal.


CHAPTER 69. Visitors

Why are they servants, and I master? Not being God, I know not. But I am the master. This is my ship. They, when they see a danger, fear it, whereas I fear only not to see it. They, when they see a danger, magnify it and become a danger to themselves. They lend it their wits. I lend not mine to be used against me.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THE MINUTE the sun dipped below the skyline Tros ordered, Out oars! and, taking full advantage of the tide, dropped anchor in pitch darkness almost within hail of a spit of land that jutted into the mouth of Gades Bay. The moisture-laden Virazon, the sea breeze that blows all night long between spring and autumn, had not yet broken the dead calm. There was a stench of rotting seaweed from the shore, a croon of short waves on a sandy beach and, except that, silence.

There was no moon yet, but the starlight shone with milky whiteness that revealed the ghost-white city several miles away, rising tier on tier on a peninsula that was almost an island. About half a mile from where he had anchored a beacon-light flared in an iron basket, and in the distance, to the northward of the city, was a parallelogram of crimson fires that marked the outline of a Roman camp.

By lantern-light in the after deckhouse, with the ports well shrouded, Tros watched Conops get into the costume of a Greek slave.

Now remember to act slavish! he instructed. Little man, much rests on you this night! To the Lord Orwic be fussily obsequious. See that he treads in no ordure near the gate. Watch that none touches him. Carry a stick to drive the dogs away from him, and use it at the least excuse. Talk Greek to him no matter that he doesnt understand. To the gate custodians be insolent. If they ask your masters name and business, tell them they may have it and a whipping in the bargain tomorrow morning for their impudence. In a pinch use Simons name, but not if you can help it, because if they learn that you are visiting Simon it might occur to them to extort a bribe from Simon by holding you both in the guardhouse until he comes.

Trust me, master! I know Gades. There is a place outside the city wall where dancing girls are kept before they ship them for the Asia trade. Too bad we havent scent of jasmine to make our clothes smell of an afternoons adventure! Never mind. Ill manage it.

Then Orwic came, jingling a purse of gold and silver coins that Tros had given him, bending to admire the fashion of a Roman pallium and tunic, loot from Caesars bireme.

Walk not like a horseman! Tros protested. A Roman noble walks with a stride that measures out the leagues. Come, try it on deck.

Tros strode for him. Orwic imitated. Conops ran in front, pretending to drive dogs away and pointing to guide his feet from pools of filth.

Go. Go now with the gods in mind, said Tros and turned to give orders to Sigurdsen, who was to command the longboat. You, who were a king, so do, that if others had obeyed you formerly as you obey me now, you would be a king this day! Your weapons are for a last resort. Be silent, crafty, cunning, cautious he emphasized each word with his fist on the Northmans breast run rather than resist. If questioned, make no answer. Put one man ashore to follow the Lord Orwic and Conops as far as the city gate. Let him bring word to you when they have passed in. Come back to the ship with the information, taking care to keep the oars well muffled.

Then one last word to Orwic.

Cover your long hair with your pallium. One gold-piece to the captain of the gate guard. One piece of silver to each of the others. No more, or youll merely whet their appetites. Luds luck!

The muffled oar-beats thumped away into the dark, and silence fell. The whole crew was aware of mysteries impending. Aloft, the Northmen and some of the Eskualdenak leaned out of the rigging, watching the longboat until its shape was lost in the gloom. There began then a murmur of talking between decks, where the weary rowers sprawled. Jaun Aksue trespassed on the poop without asking permission and leaned over the rail beside Tros confidently, as if they two were equals.

Secrecy! he remarked grinning. My men crave wine and shore leave. We have been eleven days at sea. The Gades girls are famous and the red wine is the best in all this land.

Tros suppressed his instinct to knock the man down. Friction might ruin the vague plan he had in mind.

If youre caught in Gades, youll be crucified, he answered.

Maybe. But you have friends ashore, or you wouldnt be here, said Aksue. You can give us shore leave. You can say were your slaves. Well act the part, then nobody can interfere with us. We neednt go into the city. There are taverns outside the wall and lots of women. Promise us a day ashore and some money to spend, and well keep as quiet as mice til morning. Otherwise, I wont answer for what my men will do.

Tros found it easy enough now to tolerate the impudence. That those proud Eskualdenak were willing to act the part of slaves solved more than half of the problem that had racked his brain for days and nights on end. He nodded.

You shall go ashore.

And money?

I will arrange it. Go and warn your men that if theres any noise tonight, no shore leave!

For an hour he paced the poop anxiously. There might be Roman guard-ships on the prowl, and he had given hostages to fortune. He could not desert Orwic and Conops.

At the end of an hour he heard splashing, and thought it was dolphins or porpoises. Then, staring into the darkness, he was nearly sure he saw the outline of a boat.

Sigurdsen! he shouted. No answer. It was much too soon to expect Sigurdsen in the longboat.

But the splashing continued. Presently he saw two human heads within a few feet of the ships side. A voice that he thought was a womans cried out to him in Greek to throw a rope. He went himself and lowered the rope ladder, ordering the deck-watch to the other bulwark. A man and a woman climbed up like wet shadows and stood dripping in the dark in front of him. The woman wore nothing but a Greek chlamys, with the wreck of a wreath of flowers tangled in her wet hair; the man had on a Roman tunic, that clung and revealed a lithe, athletic figure. They were nearly of a size. In the dark they looked like children up to mischief.

Tros! said the woman. Tros nearly jumped out of his skin. Had he been recognized before he even set foot in Gades? Gesturing with a jerk of the head and arm, he led the way toward the cabin, where he might learn the worst without the deckwatch hearing it.

At the door he paused and let them pass in ahead of him. For a minute he stood, making sure that the deck-watch were not near enough for eavesdropping, wondering how many of them had seen the swimmers come aboard. When he entered the cabin the girl had already clothed herself in his own best purple cloak, that had been hanging on the rail between the bunk and the bulkhead.

Tros! she said. Tros of Samothrace! She laughed at him, seeming no worse for her swim, although the man was squatting on the floor and looked exhausted. She curtsied with a rhythm of bare legs. There was no fear in her eyes, nor even challenge, but a confidence expressed in laughter and a gesture of disarming comradeship.

Lord Tros, she began again.

I am not Tros, he answered sullenly.

Of all the difficulties in the world he dreaded most a complication with women.

Oh, yes, you are! she answered. Horatius Verres saw your ship at sunset notched against the sky. He recognized it instantly. He was in hiding on the roof of Pkauchios ergastulum. He is a runaway from Gaul. I am Chloe, the dancer, Pkauchios slave. I am the favorite of Gades, she added, as if she were not particularly proud of it but simply stating fact.

What do you want? Tros asked sullenly. That the girls ivory-white skin shone golden in the whale-oil lantern light, and that her face was like a cameo against the shadow, only deepened his mistrust. He retired two paces from her and stood with his back against the door.

Only what I can get! she answered, and sat on Tross bunk, arranging his pillows behind her, covering her bare knees with his blanket. I could tell Balbus, the governor, who you are, but I wont if you will bargain fairly.

Tros glanced at the man on the floor, who was slapping his head to get the water from his ears.

As prisoners he suggested.

Chloe interrupted, laughing.

I am a slave who owns slaves. My women know where I am. I have two men- slaves waiting on the beach.

Who is this fellow? Tros asked.

I told you. Horatius Verres. He had a little difficulty with the Romans and had to run away from Gaul. If what he said is true, he lost his heart to a girl whom Caesar coveted  some young matron, I suppose, or Caesar wouldnt have looked twice at her. Some one, to earn Caesars favor, accused poor Horatius Verres of accepting bribes to give Caesar an excuse to send him to Rome in fetters and keep the woman for himself. She found out the plot in time and warned him. So he slew the informer and tried to escape to Britain in one of four biremes that Caesar was sending along with some Eskualdenak to invade that country.

Somebody, she looked merrily at Tros attacked those biremes, destroyed three of them, and captured a lot of Eskualdenak. The fourth bireme escaped to Gaul with Horatius Verres still on board, but he swam away before they reached port and escaped a second time overland. He reached Gades in a dreadful state, but I could see he was a pretty boy under all the rags and whiskers, so I hid him and saved him from Balbus labor gang, because he had told me his real name and an interesting story. I hid him on the roof of my masters ergastulum. Later, when he was rested, I sent him to Simon the Jew, thinking Simon might do something for him, because Simon owes me money and cant pay.

Cant pay? You say Simon cant pay what he owes you?

She nodded.

You know Simon? He has lent all his money to Caesar and Balbus.

Go on, said Tros, his fingers clutching at his sword-hilt.

He could not have asked a greater favor from the gods than that Simon should be short of money at the moment; but he was afraid of this woman, and still more afraid lest she should realize it.

Simon was shocked and virtuous, she continued. He would have informed Balbus if I hadnt reminded him of a few little things I know about himself. He agreed to say nothing, but he was afraid to do anything, so Horatius Verres had to return to his hiding place. I was asleep this afternoon when he sighted your ship from the roof of the ergastulum, but he called to me through the window of my cottage in Pkauchios garden and said he would be safe if he could reach your ship, so I came with him to help him pass the gate guards, and then came out here for the fun of it. I wanted to see Tros the Samothracian.

And are you satisfied? Tros asked her.

He knew the reputation of the Gades dancing girls  intrigue, well- educated villainy, greed, ulterior motives. He was sure that this one would not have dared to visit him unless convinced of her own safety. Perhaps she knew Orwic and Conops were ashore, and was counting on them as hostages to prevent her from being carried off to sea before daylight.

She looked at him long and steadily, then nodded with a little uplift of her Grecian nose and a droop of the eyelids that suggested confidence in her own skill to read character.

Why did you come to Gades? she asked. Balbus, the governor, knows you are a pirate. I have heard him talk of it.

I came to see Simon, Tros answered, and watched her to judge the effect.

By her face, by her manner, by the sudden, puzzled frown with a hint of speculation underlying it, he judged that she did not know about his having sent two messengers ashore. And her next words confirmed the guess.

Simon has much less influence than my master Pkauchios, who is an astrologer whom all men fear. If you will hide Horatius Verres on your ship, I will speak for you to Pkauchios. He is almost the only man who dares to go to Balbus at any hour of the night. He would make Balbus afraid to interfere with you, by talking about the stars and portents and all that nonsense. Then, what do you want to do? You know she looked at him keenly and impudently you can buy me. I have much influence in Gades.

How much are you worth? Tros asked her.

My value in the market? Two hundred thousand sesterces! You dont believe it? Pkauchios had to pay the tax on that amount. He entered me on the list at much less, but the Roman who had farmed the taxes from Balbus ordered me sold at auction, so Pkauchios had to admit the higher value and pay a tax on the sale in the bargain. But I did not mean you should buy me. I meant you can buy my influence.

But in a world full of uncertainties, if there was one thing sure, it was that buying dancing womens influence was as unthrifty a proceeding as to throw the money overboard. The only end of it would be the bottom of the throwers purse. Tros stared at Horatius Verres.

How did you obtain her influence? he asked. Did you pay for it?

The man smiled and troubled himself to rise before he answered.

Money? he asked with a shrug of his shoulders. He had all the gestures of a well-bred man, and he was handsome in a dark way, although his eyes were rather close together. I made love to her.

I wont enslave you, said Tros, but I wont trust you until I know you better.

Verres bowed acknowledgment.

I am grateful, he said, smiling again with a peculiar boyish up-twist of the mouth.

Tros was about to speak again, but the deck-watch shouted, and a man pounded the cabin door.

Sigurdsen comes!

Tros had to go on deck or else summon Sigurdsen into the cabin. He did not want the deck crew in his confidence. He signed to Chloe and Verres to hide themselves in the dark corner, where his clothes hung between bunk and bulkhead.


CHAPTER 70. Gades by Night

Mastery? Its secret? Hah! Self-mastery! But few believe it; it is so simple that few attempt it. Many who attempt it fail because it is so simple. He who has it blames not failure on the disobedience of others, though he punish and reward. Reward and punishment are for the ignorant, who think that God, or the gods, or unknown powers send disaster. Self-mastery lets in intelligence to disobey the promptings of disaster. He who is master of himself, he is also master of events. Disaster shall serve his purpose, and why not? Disaster has neither brains nor heart nor understanding.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



ORWIC jumped on to the seaweed-littered beach, slipped on a heap of the slimy stuff and sprawled among the scampering crabs, where Conops helped him to his feet.

A bad omen, Lord Orwic. A bad omen!

But the Britons were not addicted to the vice of reading omens in every accident.

Go back in the boat, if youre afraid, he answered. So Conops started to lead the way on the five-mile walk toward the city across a dark, ill- smelling wilderness of sand and scrub where anything might happen. And Sigurdsen sent Skram, the skald, to follow them.

They found a road after a while, with a stinking ditch on either side of it, and before long saw the lights of the drinking booths, brothels and slaughter yards outside the wall, where there was neither day nor night but one long pandemonium of vice and lawlessness. And soon after that the first of the scavenger dogs, prowling in search of stray goats or forgotten offal, winded them and started a yelp that brought the pack.

Thereafter, they had to fight their way with knife and stick, not daring to gather stones lest the ferocious brutes should snatch that opportunity to rush them as they stooped. But the noise called no attention from the slums, where a dog-fight in the dark was nothing new, and when Skram, judging he was close enough to the gates, lay down to watch, the dogs devoted all their efforts to attacking him, leaving Orwic and Conops free to approach the gate with a semblance of Roman dignity. There Conops took command.

There was a foot-gate in the midst of one side of the double, iron- strapped wooden one that had been closed at sunset; and in the midst of the small gate was a grilled opening that the guard could look through, and above that a lantern on an iron bracket.

Long before they came into the lantern light Conops began talking fussily in Greek.

This way, master! That way! Mind the muck here! Dionysus! But the wine those rascals sell has madness in it! Master, master, try to walk straight! Any one who understood Greek could not help but know that a Roman gentleman was coming from an evenings entertainment.

There, master, give me your purse and lean against that wall while I call the gate guard!

Conops set his ugly face against the grill and whistled.

Quick! he commanded. My master is drunk, and ill-tempered because he has been robbed.

Who is he? a voice asked through the grill.

None of your business! Be quick, unless the lot of you want to be whipped in the morning!

Was he robbed of his purse?

Zeus! No. What do you take me for? I keep his purse.

Well, you know what it costs. One gold-piece from each of you to the man on duty, and then the officer  he makes his own terms.

Fool! Conops roared at him. Open! If you knew who waits youd tremble in your mongrel skin!

The guard vanished. A moment later Conops heard him reporting through the guard-house window to his officer, and he made haste to improve the passing moment.

Master, master! he yelled. Dont beat me! Im doing my best! Order those blackguards in the guard-house beaten for daring to keep you waiting. Ow! Ow! Master, that hurts!

The captain of the guard came  a Numidian, as coal-black as the shadows, rolling the whites of his eyes in an effort to see through the grill, his breath reeking of garlic.

Who? he demanded.

Youll pay smartly for it if I have to tell you! Conops answered. Hurry up now! Two gold-pieces for you to hold your tongue and shut your eyes. Some silver for your men. My masters drunk. I pity you, if you keep him waiting!

A great key jangled on a ring. The lock squeaked. Conops threw his arm around Orwic, whose face was smothered in the fold of his pallium.

Act very drunk! he whispered, and hustled him through the narrow opening.

On the far side he pushed him into the darkest shadow, where dim rays from a lantern showed the broad blue border of a Roman tunic and the sandaled legs below it, but nothing else. There was a chink of money. The Numidian signed to half-a-dozen men to retire into the guard-house.

Remind him when hes sober that I let him in without a fuss, he said, grinning. Who is he?

Conops laid a hand on the black mans shoulder and leaned toward him as if to whisper, then apparently thought better of it. No, he said, mind your own business. Thats wisest. Ill remind him you were civil.

All right. Dont forget now! Ill remember you, you one-eyed Greek! If I see you and ask a favor some time

But Conops was gone, his left arm around Orwic and his right hand closed on something that, it seemed, he valued  possibly the purse. The captain of the gate guard may have thought so.

Act drunk  drunk  drunker than that! he whispered. Strike a blow at me!

It was too early for the streets to be deserted and the danger was of meeting Romans or some citizen who might imagine he recognized the drunken man and speak to him for the fun of it. But the street was crooked and the upper stories of the houses leaned out overhead until they almost met, creating a tunnel of gloom into which the yellow light of doors and windows streamed at intervals. The moment they were out of sight of the guard-house Conops advised a change of tactics.

Now sober! Now walk swiftly, as if we had serious business. Stride, man! Stride out! Remember youre a Roman!

But the spirit of adventure was in Orwics veins. It was the first time he had seen a foreign city. Men who stood in doorways, housefronts, litters of the wealthy merchants borne on the shoulders of slaves  all was new to him and stirred his curiosity. Above all, as they threaded through the maze of narrow streets, the glimpse through certain open doors attracted him. For Gades had not yet been zoned, as Rome was, more or less, and as Lunden did not need to be. There were cavernous, white-washed cellars visible from midstreet, in which women danced to the jingling strains of strings and castanets.

Naked-bellied women ran from one door, seizing Orwic, trying to drag him in to drink and witness Gadean indecency. One pulled away the pallium that hid the lower portion of his face and Conops struck at her too late; she glimpsed the long, fair hair that fell to the Britons shoulders, screamed of it, tried to tug the pallium again. Haie, girls! A barbarian! A rich barbarian! Lets teach him.

The owner of the place came out, a bull-necked Syrian who tried to keep Conops at bay while the slave-women struggled to hustle their quarry down steps into the cellar whence the din of music and the reek of wine emerged. The scuffle drew attention from a guard of the municipium, street-corner lurking, watching for a chance to blackmail somebody. He came on the run and, wise in all the short cuts to extortion, picked on Conops as a slave worth money, worth redeeming from the lock-up.

Too quick for him, Conops stepped into the light that streamed from the cellar doorway, showed him something in the palm of a secretive hand. Whatever it was, the Syrian saw it, too, and drove the women down the cellar steps. The guard of the municipium strolled away, the Syrian grew laughingly apologetic. Conops led up-street in haste and around three corners before he paused and let Orwic come abreast.

What did you show him? Orwic asked.

Oh, only a bronze badge I stole from that fool Numidian at the gate.

They reached the wide street running crosswise of the city-wide, that was, for Gades, where there was no wheeled traffic because of the house-fronts that jutted out promiscuously and the arches and bottle-necked passages  passed a temple of Venus, rawly new, of imported Sicilian marble, where Orwics British eyes stared scandalized at the enormous figure of the naked goddess colored in flesh tints and bathed in the flickering light of torches, and turned due eastward, up an alley between high, blind walls where the air smelt stale and filthy and there was not room for two men to pass without squeezing.

There, in the stinking dark, men slept who had to be stepped over carefully. Some swore when awakened and followed with drawn knives, so that Conops walked backward, his own long knife-blade tapping on the wall to give the night-pads warning he was armed.

And there were high doors in the walls, set in dark and unexpected corners, where men lurked who stepped out suddenly and blocked the way, demanding an alms with no humility. Conops slipped under Orwics arm and trounced one of them with the handle of his knife, whereafter Orwic called for consultation.

Tros recommended caution, he remarked. We can not fight all the thieves in Gades. Yet if we fee one rascal he will call his gang to murder us for the purse. We should be better off in the cellar where the women were; they might have taken our money without killing us, or so it seems to me. Pick me up that rascal. Has he breath left? Can he speak? So. Offer him silver to lead us to the house of Simon and keep other rogues at bay.

So, for a while they went preceded by a man in rags who announced in low growls to fellow-prowlers of the Gades underworld that these were privileged night-passengers who had paid their footing, and none offered to molest them after that, except one leper, who demanded to be paid to keep his filthy sores at a distance. He was of the aristocracy of beggardom and bound by no guild restrictions.

And so into the ghetto, where another sort of night-life teemed in crowded alleyways. Iron-barred windows and a reek of pickled fish; sharp voices raised in argument; song, pitched in minor melancholy with an undertone of triumph; secrecy suggested by the eye-holed shutters; ugliness; no open doors, yet doors that did open secretively as soon as they had passed, to afford a glimpse of the unwelcome strangers.

At the end of a few turns the beggar-guide professed to have lost himself, demanded his money and decamped. Orwic remembered the plan Tros drew in sand on the cabin table, but could not see that it faintly resembled any of these winding alleys. Conops, sailor by profession, had the bearings in his head, but could make nothing of the maze confronting them.

Let us return to the temple of Venus and start again, he suggested. There used to be an alley that ran nearly straight from there to Simons house.

But Orwic plunged forward at random toward a corner where a dim lamp burned in an iron bracket. Conops warned him they were followed and struck the blade of his long knife against a door-post, but Orwic turned and stuck his foot into a door that had opened just sufficiently to give a view of him. Conops, who knew Gades ghettos reputation, tried to pull him back: Caution! he urged.

But Orwic was already inside. There was a leather screen, and Conops could not see him. He had to follow, and the door slammed at his back. The screen masked the end of a short, narrow passage that turned into a room, where there were voices and a dim light. Conops used up a few seconds lunging in the darkness with his knife to find out who and where the man was who had slammed the door. Then he groped for the door, but failed to find the lock, his fingers running up and down smooth wood. He could hardly even find the crack between door and frame.

Oimoi! Olola! Tros was mad to send a Briton!

Some one chuckled in the darkness. He lunged with his knife at the sound, but hit nothing, then decided to try the passage and the voices and the light. But first he knocked the screen down, being a Greek strategist. A clear line of retreat, even toward a locked door, seemed better than nothing.

He found Orwic in a room whose walls were higher than its length or breadth. Somewhere in the darkness overhead there was a gallery that creaked, suggesting people up there listening, but the one dim light was below the gallery, its flickering light thrown downward by a battered bronze reflector. There was a smell of oil, spice, leather and tallow, but nothing in the room except a leather-covered table and two stools. Orwic leaned against the table. An old Jew sat facing him on one of the stools, his knees under the table and his back against the wall. The Jew wore the robes of his race and a dirty cloth cap, beneath which the oily ringlets coiled on either side of bright black eyes. He was scratching his curled beard as he contemplated Orwic.

Simon! said Orwic. Simon! Simon!

The Jew glanced at Conops, who stood sidewise in the door, tapping his knife against the post and swaying himself to see into the shadows.

Is he drunk? he asked, speaking Greek. My name isnt Simon.

Simon, son of Tobias of Alexandria, said Conops. Where is his house? We seek him.

Every one in Gades knows the house of Simon, son of Tobias of Alexandria, the old Jew answered. Why do you break into my house?

Conops showed him the bronze badge, stolen from the captain of the gate guard, but that had no effect whatever.

Such a thing will get you into trouble, said the Jew. You have no right to it. That belongs to a captain of the slaves of the municipium.

Conops began to be thoroughly frightened. The stealthy sounds in gallery and passage and the confident curiosity of the old Jew assured him he was in a tight place.

Master, lets go! he urged in Gaulish.

But Orwic could see no danger, and the Jew smiled, his lower lip protruding as he laid a lean hand on the table.

A Gaul? Ah! And a Greek slave? Who is your master? he asked Conops. What does he want with Simon ben Tobias of Alexandria? What is a Gaul doing with a Greek slave? You must tell me. Come and stand here.

He pointed to the floor beside him. Conops obeyed, knife in hand, well satisfied to stand where he could hold the old Jew at his mercy at the first suggestion of attack.

Put your knife away. Slaves are not allowed to carry weapons, said the Jew, and again Conops obeyed. He could redraw the knife in a second. Who is your master? Why did you come to my house?

Orwic seemed perfectly undisturbed, although he kept on sniffing at the strange smells.

Tell him to show us the way to Simons house, he said patiently.

You would never be admitted into Simons house at this hour, said the Jew. There are always his slaves in the street, and they protect his house unless they know you. Do they know you?

Tell him, said Orwic, that we have a letter for Simon.

But the Jew seemed to understand the Gaulish perfectly. Show me! he remarked, and held his hand out.

Dont you, master! Dont you! Conops urged, but Orwic did not understand the Greek. He had supposed the Jew demanded money to show the way.

The Jews eyes gleamed in the direction of the door. Conops turned instantly. There were three Jews in the passage  confident, young, strong, armed with heavy leather porters straps, which was a weapon quite as deadly as a knife. They leaned with their backs against the passage wall and gazed through into the room with insolent amusement.

Simon is my friend, said the Jew. If it is true you have a letter, I will take it to him. You wait here. But I dont believe you have a letter. You are robbers. Who should send strangers with a letter to Simon at this hour of night?

Conops explained that to Orwic.

Tell him he may come with us and satisfy himself, said Orwic, beginning to be piqued at last.

Which of you has the letter? the old Jew demanded, and the three young Jews in the passage-way advanced into the room, as if they had been signaled.

I can kill all three of those! said Conops grimly.

His hand went like lightning to his knife-hilt, but a woman screamed in the gallery and smashed something. Conops and Orwic glanced up, and in the same second each found himself caught in a rawhide noose, arms pinioned.

They fought like roped catamounts with teeth and feet, but the three young Jews were joined by others, who helped to kneel on them and tie them until they could not move, the old Jew sitting all the while, his back against the wall, as if the whole proceeding were quite usual and did not interest him much.

He said something in a sharp voice, and the men began to search their prisoners.

One of them tossed the purse on to the table. Orwics short Roman sword followed, then Conops knife and the bronze badge taken from the gate guard. At last the letter was discovered, tucked under the belt of Orwics tunic. The old Jew read it, knitting his brows, sitting sidewise so as to hold it toward the light, his lean lips moving as he spelled the words.

Eh? Tros of Samothrace! Eh?

He rolled up the letter and thrust it in the bosom of his robe, then spoke rapidly in Aramaic to the Jews who were squatting beside their prisoners. Presently he opened the purse on the table, counted the money, threw it down, called to the woman, who tossed down a cloak from the gallery, and left the house, shuffling along the passage-way in slippers.


CHAPTER 71. Chloe Qui saltavit placuit

For my own sake I give my slaves freedom. Obedience from a free man is not an insult to my manhood. If I punish free men for disobedience and evil manners I offend not my own soul. As for other mens slaves, I judge their owners by the slaves behavior.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS and Sigurdsen stood over by the water clocks, the full width of the ship from where Chloe and Horatius Verres sat in hiding. But Sigurdsens voice was a sailors and, the Gaulish being foreign to him, he spoke it with peculiar emphasis.

Skram was badly bitten by the dogs, said Sigurdsen. He saw both men enter the city, and he is afraid now he will go mad from dog-bite. The other men think Skram will bite them. They talk of killing him for a precaution.

Tros groped in a corner.

Take this, he commanded. Tell Skram and all those other fools that the druids gave it to me. Itll sting, mind. Youll have to hold him while you rub it on. Tell Skram that if he drinks nothing but water, and eats no meat for three days, hell recover and the dogsll die. Tell him I said that. Then put Skram to bed, choose another in his place, and row back to the shore and wait for Orwic, Conops and the man theyll bring with them.

Sigurdsen departed and presently Skrams yells announced the application of the pine-oil dressing to sundry tender parts of his anatomy. Being a skald, he had a strong voice trained to out-yell storms and drunken roistering.

Chloe came out of the dark into the whale-oil lantern light.

You have sent men ashore? she asked. To get in touch with Simon? At this hour of the night? Theyll fail! Theyll be caught by Balbus city guards, or be killed by the Jews. She thought a minute. Better have sent me! Were they slaves?

They are friends, Tros answered. Where did you learn Gaulish?

She laughed.

Pkauchios sent me to Gaul one time to dance for Caesar.

Why did Pkauchios send you to Caesar?

Pkauchios business is to know mens secrets. But I failed that time. Caesar is no fool.

She sat on the bunk again, covering her bare knees with a blanket, and for an hour Tros talked to her, he pacing up and down the cabin floor and she regaling him with all politics of Gades.

Balbus bleeds the place, she told him. Balbus pretends to be Caesars friend, but he is the nominee of Pompey the Great, who has all Hispania for his province but stays in Rome and has men like Balbus send him all the money they can squeeze out of their governorships, not that a good percentage doesnt stick to Balbus fingers. Balbus intends to rebuild the city. If those men you sent ashore get caught by the city guard, theyll find themselves in the quarries sometime tomorrow. Balbus has forbidden the export of male slaves, because he wants to glut the market, so as to buy them cheap for his labor gangs. He sentences all able-bodied vagrants to the quarries. He will crucify you, though, if he catches you, unless

Are there any Roman warships in the harbor? Tros asked her.

Only one guard-ship, a trireme, but its hauled out for repairs. The spring fleet hasnt come yet, and the fleet that wintered here has gone to Gaul with supplies and recruits for Caesars army.

When is the spring fleet expected?

Any day. Its overdue. The spring fleet comes with the merchantships to protect them from the pirates. They say the pirates are getting just as bad as they were before Pompey the Great made war on them; and they say, too, that Pompey is too lazy to go after them again, or else afraid that Caesars friends might take advantage of his absence. You know, Pompey and Caesar pretend to be great friends, but theyre really deadly enemies, and now that Crassus, the richest man in the world, has gone to Syria, people are saying its only a matter of time before Caesar and Pompey are at each others throats. Until now theyve both been afraid of Crassus money bags, which seems silly to me. The winner could kill Crassus

And which side does Balbus take?

The girl laughed.

Balbus takes his own side, just like all the rest of us. Balbus aedificabit. He hopes to win fame by making Gades a great city. If Caesar should win in the struggle that everybody knows is coming, well  Balbus is Caesars friend. If Pompey wins, Balbus is Pompeys nominee and very faithful to him.

What about you? Tros asked her.

What do I matter? I am a dancing girl, a slave  the property of Pkauchios the Egyptian.

Which way lie your sympathies? Tros insisted.

With me, of course, with Chloe. But Balbus loves me, if that is what you mean. He would buy me, if I werent so terribly expensive. And he would find some way of freeing me from Pkauchios, if Pkauchios werent so useful to him.

How?

Pkauchios reads the stars, and prophesies. Quite a lot of what he says comes true.

Sorcery, eh?

Call it that if you like. Pkauchios owns other dancing girls besides me. We are all of us rather well trained at picking up information.

You say you know Caesar. You like him?

Who could help it? Hes handsome, intelligent  oh, how I hate fools!  he has manners, fascination, courtesy. He can be cruel, he can be magnanimous, he thrills you with his presence, hes extravagant  as reckless as a god with his rewards. Oh, hes wonderful! There isnt any meanness in him, and when he looks at you, you simply feel his power. You cant help answering his questions. And then he just looks away  like this.

Chloe broke into a song that had become current wherever women followed in the wake of Roman arms:

If my love loves not me,
May a bear from the mountains hug him.

So now you love Balbus instead? Tros suggested.

Bah! Thirty thousand Balbuses are not worth half of Caesar! I said, Balbus loves me. But he is too mean to buy me. What are two hundred thousand sesterces to a man who can tax all Gades and sell judgments and confiscate traitors property? I myself own more than two hundred thousand sesterces.

Then why dont you buy your own freedom?

Two good reasons. One is, that I placed my peculium in Simon, the Jews hands, out of the reach of Pkauchios. And Simon cant repay me at the moment, though hes honest in money matters like most of the rich Jews. The other is, that if I buy my freedom, I should still be Pkauchios client. I couldnt leave Gades without his permission.

And  ?

Tros felt himself on the scent of something. He experienced that strange thrill, unexplainable, that precedes a discovery. He shot questions at random.

Why didnt you deposit your money with the temple priests, as most slaves do?

Because the priests hate Pkauchios. They would rob me to spite him. Simon is more honest.

Possibly she felt in Tros something like that same compelling force that she said had made her answer Caesars questions. After a moments pause she answered:

I didnt want my freedom until she glanced at the dark corner where Horatius Verres sat in silence you see, I have more liberty without it. As a slave, there are few things I cant do in Gades.

But  ? Tros insisted.

She shuddered.

Roman law! If my master should be charged with treason they would have to take my evidence under torture. No escape from that. A slaves evidence against her master maynt be taken any other way. Some of them die under torture. None of them are much good afterwards. Theyre always lame, and the fire leaves scars.

Tros whistled softly to himself, pacing the cabin floor, his hands behind him. Suddenly he turned on her.

You didnt come here just for Horatius Verres sake! You didnt cross that marshland in the dark for the fun of a swim to a pirates ship! You called me a pirate just now. You had Verres word for that. Whose else?

Caesar wrote to Balbus to be on the watch for you. I saw the letter. It came by the overland mail three weeks ago.

You a slave, and you risk yourself on a pirates ship?

Well, I thought I would make friends with you.

Why?

Because if Pkauchios gets into difficulties, I might be able to escape to somewhere. Almost anywhere would do.

Tros, pacing the floor again, turned that over in his mind, reflecting that if she was willing to risk herself in what she supposed were a pirates hands, she must be in serious danger of the Roman tortures. Pkauchios, her master, must be well into the toils. However, he was not quite sure yet that she was telling the truth.

You say Balbus loves you and would torture you? he asked. He is the governor, isnt he? He can overrule the court. He would find some excuse

Bah! she interrupted. Balbus would enjoy it! You should see him at the circus. He isnt satisfied unless a dozen horses break their legs under the chariot wheels. See him at the spectacles. He likes the agony prolonged. A month ago he had a woman scourged and then worried by dogs, but he gave her a stick to defend herself and it took the brutes an hour to kill her. Balbus pretends he does it for the peoples sake, but he makes them sick. It is he who likes it!

Tros grinned pleasantly. The girl was trembling, trying to conceal it. He perceived he might make use of her, but fear, and the more of it the better, though a safe spur, would not provide against her treachery. He must supply hope, practical and definite. However, first another question, to make sure he was not wasting time and wit:

So, after all, you have no real influence with Balbus?

That I have! I say, he loves me! I whisper, and he favors this or that one. But he would get just as much pleasure out of seeing me tortured as he does out of hiring me from Pkauchios to dance before his guests. He would say to the world, See how just I am. Behold my impartiality. I torture even Chloe, qui saltavit, placuit. Then he would enjoy my writhings! He would enjoy them all the more because he loves me.

Tros stood staring at her, arms akimbo.

Do you think, at a word from you, Balbus would admit me into Gades? he asked.

That would come better from Pkauchios. Pkauchios can go to him any hour and say he has read portents in the stars, she answered.

Can you manage Pkauchios?

She frowned, then nodded.

Yes. But he is dangerous. He will try to put you to his own use. Suddenly she laughed. Let Pkauchios go to Balbus and prophesy that Tros the Samothracian will enter the harbor at dawn in his great red ship. It is red, isnt it? So Caesars letter said.

Vermilion, with purple sails! Tros answered proudly.

And let Pkauchios say to Balbus that Tros of Samothrace is destined to render him a very great service. At dawn, the first prophecy will come true. So Balbus will believe the second and will receive you eagerly.

Tros nodded. He well knew the Romans superstitious reverence for signs and omens. But he also knew the notorious treachery of the dancing girls of Gades.

Do you care for pearls? he asked her.

She gasped as he took a big one from the pocket in his belt and placed it on the palm of her extended hand.

You shall have enough of those, he said, to make a necklace.

But a slave maynt wear them.

You shall buy your freedom from your master.

But Simon cant give me my money!

If all plans fail, you shall escape with me on my ship  you and Horatius Verres.

If? she said, watching him, weighing the pearl in the palm of her hand.

If you give to me in full, meanwhile, your influence in Gades! If you work for me ten times as faithfully as you have ever served your master! If you fail me in nothing, and lend me all your wit and all your knowledge.

A bargain! she exclaimed and held the pearl between her lips a moment. Then, suddenly, Show me the rest of them! How many pearls?

You shall have them at the right time. Their number will depend on you. Tros stepped to the door. He heard the oar-thumps of the longboat. How will you go back?

I will swim.

He shook his head. I will send you ashore. Say nothing to the men. But how will you reach the city? There will be no Horatius Verres this time to fight the dogs off and protect you.

I told you I am a slave who owns slaves. I have two men waiting for me on the beach.

Tros heard the deck-watch challenge and Sigurdsens answering howl from close at hand.

There is time yet, he said, glancing at the water clock. Hide there. He pointed to the dark corner where Horatius Verres sat. If this is Simon coming, dont let him see you. Slip out when he enters the cabin and I will order my boatmen to row you to the beach.

Then he peered at Verres. He could hardly see his outline in the shadow under the row of clothing.

You, he said, stay where you are, and dont let me hear a sound from you!


CHAPTER 72. Herod Ben Mordecai

They think they know a thing because they have a familiar word for it. If I say avarice, they think of a craving to have. But do they know the subtle treachery of avarice? It is incapable of honor. But who knows it? Not the avaricious! Am I over-sudden? Should I threaten? A threat is the snarl of cowardice. A fair warning is no threat, but is treachery entitled to a warning? A fair warning is an appeal to wisdom, as when the clouds warn mariners to furl their sails. Threats are the lies of a coward masking treachery. I smite hard where the threat squeaks. Let the blow be a warning to liars to mend their manners.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS went to the deck and peered over the bulwark into darkness. There was a half-moon now, but the ships shadow covered the long-boat and he could only vaguely see the shapes of four men sitting in the stern, one of whom was hugely fat, unquestionably Simon. Sigurdsen climbed to the deck and grumbled, using Norse oaths: Helpless! Weighs like six men! Have to hoist him!

Orwic? Conops?

Havent seen them. Fat man rode horseback to the beach. Asked for you. Others are his servants.

Sigurdsen ordered a rope rove through a block on the after yardarm and a bight put in the end of it. Tros leaned overside. Simon! he called. Simon ben Tobias?

A hoarse voice answered. Question and answer followed in a mixture of three languages, but Tros could hardly hear what Simon said.

Ho there! he exploded. Put a parceling on that rope? Will you cut good Simons rump in halves? Now steady. Thats a nobleman of Gades, not a sack of corn!

They walked the grunting weight up to the bulwark rail and swung him inboard, where Tros received him in strong arms.

Simon, salaam! Salaam aleikum. Marhaba fik!

Peace? Blessing? There is none in Gades! Simon answered, wheezing with fatness and asthma. Curses on this night air. There is death in it! Tros, Tros, I can not pay the debt I owe you!

Tros hurried him into the cabin, a slave, who had clambered up the ships side, fussily arranging shawls around the old Jews shoulders. A second slave helped a lean man up over the bulwark, who followed in uninvited.

Door  door  shut the door! Simon gasped in Greek, the language he had grown more used to than his native tongue.

The two slaves slammed it and remained outside. Tros helped Simon into a chair beside the table and then turned to face the second man, an old Jew in a cloak and a dirty cloth cap, beneath which long black ringlets curled beside his eyes.

Who is this?

Simon, coughing apologetically, answered Herod ben Mordecai.

It might have been the cough, but it appeared to Tros he did not like the name.

A friend?

Simon did not answer  only coughed again, his tongue between his teeth.

Herod ben Mordecai smiled, his lower lip protruding as he thrust his head and shoulders forward to peer into Tross face.

Let us hope we are three friends! he said significantly. Shall I sit on that chair or on this one?

He began to peer about the cabin, his bright eyes appraising everything. Tros sat down on his own oak chair with his back to the stern of the ship and Simon on his right. Herod ben Mordecai helped himself to the third chair, facing Simon, with his back toward the corner in which Chloe and Horatius Verres crouched in hiding.

Where are the Lord Orwic and the man I sent with him? Tros asked, looking straight at Simon.

Simons face, majestic, heavy-browed and framed in a patriarchal beard, but sallow now from ill-health, wrinkled into a worried frown. Old before his time and physically weak from being too much waited on, he looked too strong- willed to yield to death and yet unable to enjoy the life he clung to. His clothes were wholly oriental, of embroidered camel hair, and there were far too many of them, making him look even fatter than he was. An eastern head-dress, bound on with a jeweled forehead band, concealed his baldness and increased his dignity; and he wore heavily jeweled rings on three of the fingers of each of his fat hands. He had kicked off his sandals when he entered and his fat feet, stockinged in white wool, were tucked up under him and hidden by the bulge of his prodigious stomach.

I havent seen them! he said hoarsely.

Then how did you get my letter? Tros asked.

Herod ben Mordecai brought it.

Tros stared at Herod. The old Jews brilliant eyes met his without a quiver.

How did you obtain my letter? he demanded.

My friend, Herod answered in an unexpectedly firm, businesslike voice, you are lucky it fell into my hands. I took it straight to Simon, who keeps his house like a castle. There are not so many who could get to Simon at such an hour and, believe me or not, there are fewer who would not have gone straight to the Romans with the news that Tros of Samothrace is so near Gades!

I asked you, how did you get the letter? Tros insisted.

I heard you. I didnt answer, said the Jew.

Very well, said Tros, you are my prisoner!

He made no move. He simply kicked his scabbard to throw the sword-hilt forward, and sat still. The Jew looked keenly at him, thrusting out his lower lip again, and for a minute there was silence, only disturbed by Simons heavy breathing. Then Herod leaned across the table toward Tros, thrusting forward one hand, fingers twitching.

You should make a friend of me, he said excitedly, for Simons sake. Let Simon tell it.

Herod resettled himself, twitching at his curled black beard and showing yellow teeth. Simon sighed heavily.

Tros! he gasped suddenly. Herod knows too much!

What a prisoner knows wont sink the ship! Tros answered. Herod leaned forward again, elbows on the table, lower lip protruding, eyes as hard and glittering as jet.

But it will ruin Simon, he retorted in a level voice.

Simon blurted out the facts, a list of them, while Herod tapped a finger on the table as if keeping check.

I am in debt. Caius Julius Caesar owes me three million sesterces, and wont pay. Balbus owes me a million, and I darent ask him for it. If a word gets out in Gades against my credit, there will be a run on me. I lent my warehouse to conspirators for

Tros whistled softly.

Which faction now? he asked.

Oi-yoi! Gades is full of factions! Herod remarked, rubbing his hands as if washing them. He seemed amused.

  for the storage of weapons, Simon went on. They paid well. I needed  I need money. I didnt know those bales of merchandise were weapons until Herod spied on me and came and told me. Now, if Balbus learns of it, he will jump at the chance to seize my goods. He will tear up his own promises to pay. Caesars too for the sake of Caesars favor  and crucify me!

On a great-big-tree! said Herod, laying both hands on his knees and smiling cruelly. You would better tell Simon why you sent for him and make your proposal, whatever it is, and let us all three consider it. I am a man of business. Offer me business or my young men will be at Balbus door at dawn. Before he has bathed himself he will have sent his guards to Simons warehouse, where they will find the weapons in bales and bags and barrels. Then a thousand slaves that Simon owns and his great house full of curios and his daughters children  how many, Simon? How many daughters children?  will all be sold. And Simon, well  he may escape on this ship. I dont know. But the two who went ashore tonight will remain in Gades, where they will suffer such tortures as only Balbus can imagine  rack, fire, spikes under the nails

Tros! Simon exclaimed wheezily, his nervousness increasing the effect of asthma. We are old friends! You will not

None knows what I wont do! Tros interrupted, thumping his great fist down on the table. My young friend Orwic and my servant Conops went ashore. If a hair of a head of either one is injured, this man  he scowled and showed his teeth at Herod dies!

What if I dont know where they are? said Herod, shrugging his shoulders impudently.

So much the worse for you!

You heard me. Balbus will ruin Simon! Herod insisted, thrusting out his lower lip again.

We will cross the bridge of Simon when we reach it, Tros said grimly.

Herod showed anxiety at last. His eyes admitted he had overstepped his reach, grew shifty, glanced from one man to the other, rested at last on Tross angry face.

Youre a fine friend, to talk of letting your friend Simon be sold up and crucified just for the sake of a Gaul and a Greek slave! Mind you, I cant stop it, not unless I go ashore. My young men know I went to Simons house. They dont trust him  nah, nah! They dont trust him. They know what to do! Any of Simons slaves might murder me, mightnt they? Any time. Dead men cant talk. So you see, if I dont return pretty soon from Simons house, my young men will go straight to Balbus. I tell you, I cant stop it unless

Ill drown you unless my men return! Tros interrupted. You may send a messenger ashore

Ill go! said Chloes voice, and even Tros was startled. Simon nearly screamed.

She stepped out from the dark and Simon stared uncomfortably at her, looked like a man caught naked in the bath for all that he wore so many clothes and she so few. Herod ben Mordecai recovered from surprise and found speech first. He became all oily smiles, a mass of them, his very body writhed itself into a smile, and his lower lip grew pendulous like an elephants.

Ah, pretty Chloe! Clever Chloe! Whod have thought of finding Chloe on the ship of Tros of Samothrace! Chloe and I are old friends, arent we! Often I hired Chloe before she got so famous and so expensive. Many a stroke of business Chloe had a hand in, eh, Chloe? Yeh-yeh. Chloe could tell who taught her how to turn a pretty profit now and then, eh, Chloe? Friendship, eh!

He chuckled, as if remembering old mischief she and he had shared in, dug her in the ribs with his long forefinger, caught the edge of her damp chlamys, trying to pull her closer to him. She broke away, approached Simon from behind and stroked his forehead with her cool hands.

Poor Simon! she said merrily. And he owes me two hundred thousand sesterces! Am I to lose it, Simon? And you so old! Youll never have time to grow rich again before you die, unless we help you! How shall we do it?

Tros seemed to know. He reached for pen and ink and set them down in front of Herod. Then he clipped a scrap of parchment from a roll.

Write! he commanded. To the people you refer to as your young men. Bid them release to Chloe, the slave of Pkauchios, my two men from whom you took that letter. Add that secret business will detain you. They are not to be troubled on your account. They are not to go to Balbus.

Herod ben Mordecai shrugged up his shoulders almost to his ears, then shook his head.

I wont! he said. Sometimes letters get into the wrong hands. And besides, I cant  I cant write.

Chloe chuckled. Tros reached into a locker behind his chair, chose a long knife, stuck it point first in the table, bent it back toward him and released it suddenly.

You have until that stops quivering! he remarked.

Herod began to write with great facility, using Aramaic characters. He covered both sides of the scrap of parchment and then signed his name. Tros scrutinized the writing carefully, then handed it to Simon for a second censorship before entrusting it to Chloe.

There, you see, there. I have done exactly what you say, said Herod. I was only bargaining. We all have our own way of bargaining. You had the better of it. Now lets be friendly. I wouldnt have hurt Simon for

He wilted into silence under Tross stare. He looked puzzled  seemed to wonder what mistake he might have made in judging character. Tros turned to Chloe.

Understand me now, my two friends first! Go bring them here.

Too late! said Chloe. I will have to hide them. Remember, I must go to Pkauchios and send him hurrying to Balbus with a reading of the stars!

Tros nodded, chose a pearl out of the pocket in his belt, held it for a moment between thumb and finger in the lantern light, and tucked it away again. None but he and Chloe was aware of that sideplay.

I want an interview with Balbus. Do you think your master could persuade him to come to my ship?

Chloe shook her head violently.

There have been too many plots against his life of late, she answered. In some ways he is careless, in others he is like an old fox for caution. If you were an informer, if you had some tale to tell him about new conspiracies

Tros grinned. She had touched his genius. His hero was the great Odysseus. He knew the Odyssey by heart. He could make up a tale on the spur of a moment to meet almost any contingency.

Tell Balbus I bring him opportunity to be a greater man than Caesar! he said confidently. Bid your master tell Balbus to trust me, that he may stand in Caesars shoes.

She smiled, stared, smiled at him, her eyes astonished.

Are you a seer? she asked. Those lions eyes of yours  I  I

Go do my bidding!

He had aroused her superstition. If superstition might assist the pearls to bind her in his service, he could play that game as well as any man.

He rose from his chair and took Herod ben Mordecai by the neck. The Jew clutched at his wrists and tried to struggle. Tros shook the senses nearly out of him and dragged him out on deck, where he called a Northman.

Fasten this man in an empty water-cask. Then suddenly he thought of Horatius Verres and turned to Chloe. Fetch your Roman.

She led out Horatius Verres by the hand. They looked like handsome children in the darkness.

Verres, said Tros, you may earn my favor. Go below. Stand guard over this Jew. See he doesnt escape from the cask and that none has word with him.

There was a smile on Verres face as he followed the Northman. The fellow had the Roman military habit of obedience without remark. Tros decided he liked him. He turned to Sigurdsen.

Put this woman ashore. Nay, he said, taking his cloak from her, that stays here! You may have a blanket. He returned to the cabin, took a blanket from his bunk and threw it over her. Now, I will be in Gades harbor with the morning tide, ready for action. If Balbus is friendly, be you on the beach. If you are not there, I will send a threat to Balbus that unless the Lord Orwic and my man Conops are on board by noon, unharmed, I will burn all Roman shipping. I make no threats that I will not fulfill. For you, in that case, there will be no pearls, no freedom, no Horatius Verres, for I will sail away with him! So use brains and be swift.

Chloe went overside like a trained athlete, hardly touching the rope- ladder that Sigurdsen hung carefully in place. Tros watched the boat until it vanished in gloom at the edge of the path of moonlight, then returned to Simon in the cabin.

Simon, old friend, he said, sitting down beside him, in the fires of friendship men learn what they are and are not. I have learned this night that you are not so rich as I believed, nor yet so bold as you pretended. No, nor yet so wise as your repute. Tell me more of this Herod ben Mordecai.

Simon drooped his massive head in the humility of an oriental who acknowledges the justice of rebuke, and was silent for as long as sixty labored breaths. Then, wheezing, he revealed the sharp horns of his own dilemma.

Tros, that Herod is a professional informer. Now he acts spy for the tax- gatherers, now he betrays a conspiracy, now he plays pander to Balbus. Now he buys debts and enforces payment. Now he lays charges of treason, so that he may buy mens confiscated valuables at the price of trash. And he has found out what is true  that there are weapons in my warehouse!

Tros thought for a minute, drumming with his fingers on the table.

Simon, he said at last, you are not such a fool as to have let that happen without your knowledge.

In silence Simon let the accusation go for granted. He stared at the table, avoiding Tross eyes.

Tros, he said presently, hoarsely, I am a Jew. I am not like these Romans who open their veins or stab themselves when their sins have found them out. Yet mine have found out me. I let myself be called the friend of Pkauchios, that cursed, black-souled dog of an Egyptian, a sorcerer! Hey-yeh-yarrh! It is the fault of all my race that we forever trust the magicians! We forsake the God of our forefathers. Too late, we find ourselves forsaken. Adonai! I am undone!

But I not! Tros retorted. I am not a Jew, so your god has no quarrel with me. Tell me more concerning Pkauchios.

He has a hold on Balbus, through his sorceries. He knows that Balbus owes me a million sesterces. He knows I need the money. He knows Balbus would like to indict me for something or other in order to confiscate my wealth, such as it is  such as it is. I have a thousand slaves I cant sell, some millions I cant collect! Pkauchios plans an insurrection by the Spaniards, who will listen to any one because they groan under the Roman tyranny. But forever they plot, do nothing and then accuse one another. I would have nothing to do with it. But Pkauchios knew of nowhere, except in my great warehouse, to conceal his weapons from the Roman spies. He offered me a price  a big, a very big price for the accommodation. And he threatened, if I should refuse, to whisper a false charge against me.

And you were weak enough to yield to that? Tros asked him, wondering.

I grow old. I needed money. Tros, I have sent much money to Jerusalem for the rebuilding of the Temple. Aie-yaie, but will it ever be rebuilt! Pkauchios swore that when Balbus is slain his debt to me shall be paid at once out of the treasury. I let him use my warehouse. And then Herods spies! Ach-h-h! Herod came to me tonight with your letter in his hand. He would not say where or how he had obtained it. He said, What does Tros of Samothrace require of you? Tros is a pirate, proscribed by Caesar, as all know. There is a reward of three talents set on the head of Tros of Samothrace. He offered to share the reward with me  two for him and one for me. He said, Let us tempt this fellow Tros ashore with promises. Let us tempt him into your house, Simon, and then send for Balbus. And he made threats. He said, Balbus would be interested to learn where those weapons are hidden in barrels and bales and boxes! So I came with him, bribing the guard at the gate. And Tros, I dont know what to say or what to do!

Simon bowed his head until it nearly touched the table, then rocked to and fro until the strong oak chair groaned under him. Tros closed his eyes in thought, and for a moment it appeared to him the cabin was peopled. There were Fflur, Caswallon and the druid, bidding him goodbye. He could see Fflurs gray eyes. He could hear her voice Be bold, Lord Tros! And then the druid In the midst of danger thou shalt find the keys of safety!

Tros leaned and patted Simon on the shoulder. What of Chloe?

A slave. A Gades dancing girl, said Simon as if that was the worst that could be said of any one. From earliest infancy they are trained in treachery as well as dancing. That one has been trained by Pkauchios, than whom there is no more black-souled devil out of hell! None in his senses trusts the dancing girls of Gades. Balbus, so they say, trusts Chloe. He is mad  as mad as I was when I trusted him and Caesar with my money! Uh-uh! Trust no dancing girl.

She seems to have trusted you with her money, Tros remarked.

Aye, and shame is on me. I took her money at interest, even as I took yours. I can not repay her.

But I think you shall! said Tros, and shut his eyes again to think. You shall repay her and you shall repay me.

For a while there was silence, pulsed by Simons heavy breathing and the lapping of light waves against the ships hull.

Simon! Tros said at last. I need the keys of Rome!

God knows I havent them! said Simon. Until Crassus went to Syria I had a good, rich, powerful friend in Rome, but now no longer.

But you have influence with Balbus since he owes you so much money?

Influence? said Simon, sneering. He invites me to his banquets, to over-eat and over-drink and watch the naked-bellied women dance. But I asked a favor only yesterday  only a little favor  leave to export a few hundred slaves to Rome. If they had been women he would have said yes, but he has placed an embargo on male slaves, to depress the local market so as to have cheap labor to rebuild Gades. He knows I have no female slaves, so it was no use lying to him. He answered, he would give permission gladly, only that Tros of Samothrace, the pirate proscribed by Caesar, is at sea and might capture the whole consignment, for which he, Balbus, would be blamed. Bah! So much for my influence! He let Euripides, the Greek, export a hundred women only last week, and that was since Caesars letter came. Pirates! What he fears is a rising market! He knows I need money. He knows I have a thousand Lusitanii that I bought for export. At his suggestion, too. I bought them at his suggestion! Tros, it costs money to feed a thousand slaves! That dog Balbus waits and smiles and speaks me fair and watches for the day when I must sell those slaves at auction, so that he may buy them dirt cheap for his labor gangs!

But you stand well with Caesar, Tros suggested. You say Caesar owes you three million

Phagh! Simons face grew apoplectically purple. Caesar is the greatest robber of them all!

But he has brains, Tros retorted. Caius Julius Caesar knows it is wiser to keep an old friend than to be forever hunting new ones. Why did you lend him the money?

Because his creditors were after him and he promised me his influence. Of what use to me now in Gades is Caesars influence in Gaul? Tell me that! I wrote to him for my money, for a little something on account. No answer! I suppose a secretary read the letter. Tschch! With Caesar it is face to face that counts. Nothing matters to him then but the impression he makes on bystanders. Vain! He thinks himself a god! He acts a drama, with himself the hero of it. Approach him, flatter him, ask for what he owes you in the presence of a dozen people and he will pay if it takes the last coin in his treasury. Pay if he has to capture and sell sixty thousand slaves to reimburse himself! That was how he repaid Crassus. Sixty thousand Gauls he sold in one year! Tschah! With a smile he will pay, if he has an audience. With a smile and a gesture that calls attention to his magnanimity and modesty and sense of justice! But a letter, opened by his secretary, read to him, perhaps, in a tent at night, when his steward has told him of a nice, young, pretty matron washed and combed and waiting to be brought to him  Tshay-yehyeh! None but a Jew, but a Jew  would have let him have three million sesterces!

Tros tried to appear sympathetic. He leaned out of his chair and patted Simon on the shoulder. But the news of Simons difficulties only strengthened his own confidence. When he was sure that Simon was not looking, he permitted a great grin to spread over his face.

No Roman warships in the harbor, conspiracies ashore, Simons warehouse full of weapons, between decks two hundred and fifty first-class fighting men, demanding shore leave and agreeable to act the role of slaves for the occasion, Balbus the Roman governor ambitious, greedy, superstitious and in the toils of an Egyptian sorcerer whose slave, Chloe, a favorite of Balbus, was in a mood to betray her master  it would be strange, it would be incredible, if the gods could not evolve out of all that mixed material an opportunity for Tros of Samothrace to use his wits!

Simon, he said. Once you did my father a good turn in Alexandria. You did it without bargaining, without a price. I am my fathers son. So I will help you, Simon. You shall pay your debts

God send it! Simon muttered.

You shall be spared the shame of not repaying Chloe

S-s-sheh-eh! Simon drew in his breath as if something had stabbed him.

We will both of us have our will of Balbus

Uh-uh! He is all powerful in Gades. If they kill him, there will only be a worse one in his place!

You shall have your sesterces, and I, the key to Rome!

God send it! Eh, God send it! Simon answered hopelessly. But I think we shall all be crucified!

Not we! Tros answered. I have crucified a plan, thats all. A plan that cant be changed is like a fetter on a mans foot.

He arose and kicked out right and left by way of illustration that his brain was free to make the most of its opportunity.


CHAPTER 73. The Cottage in Pkauchios Garden

If a man insults my dignity by seeking to make me the tool of treachery, let him look to his guard. For if he need it not, that shall be because I lack the skill to turn his treason on himself.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



ORWIC and Conops lay flat on a tiled floor with leather thongs biting their wrists and ankles. The only sound was the quiet breathing of the Jews who squatted with their backs against the wall. Thought was tense, speculative, almost audible, but Conops was the first to speak in a whisper to Orwic:

Roll toward me. I can move my fingers. Maybe I can untie your

A Jew leaned through the dark and struck him on the mouth with the end of a leather strap. After that there was silence again  so still that the rats came and the slow drip-drip of water somewhere up behind the gallery began to sound like hammer blows on an anvil.

After an interminable time the Jews began to talk in muttered undertones. Then a woman brought food to them. There was a reek of pickled fish and onions that they guzzled in the dark. Orwic took advantage of the noise to try to chafe the thongs that bound his wrists, rubbing them against the floor tiles. But a Jew heard the movement and struck him. After that there was silence again, until one of the Jews fell asleep and snored.

There was no way of judging the time, but no light shone yet through the shutter-chinks when a furious knocking began at the street door. It boomed hollow through the house and brought the Jews to their feet, whispering to each other. One of them leaned over Orwic to examine his thongs and another kicked Conops in the ribs by way of warning to be still. A woman leaned over the gallery and whispered excitedly. One of the Jews went out into the passage, lighted a lantern after a dozen nervous fumbles with the flint and steel and shouted angrily, but Conops, who knew many languages could not understand a word he said.

The knocking continued and grew louder, until the Jew with the lantern began talking to some one through a hole in the street door. He was answered by a womans voice in Greek. She seemed to have no care for secrecy and Conops could hear her without the slightest effort.

I say, admit me! Keep me waiting and Ill call the Romans! I tell you, I have a letter from Herod ben Mordecai! Open!

The door opened. Several people entered. There was excited conversation in the passage. Up in the gallery the unseen Jewess fluttered like a frightened hen. The wooden railing creaked as she leaned over it to listen. Then the girls voice in the passage again, loud and confident, speaking Greek:

No use telling me lies! I know theyre here! Youve read Herods letter, so out of my way!

Give me the letter then!

No !

A scuffle, and then a girl in a damp Greek chlamys, with a thick blue blanket over that  and it surely never came from Hispania  stood in the doorway, holding the Jews lantern. Over her shoulders two male Numidian slaves peered curiously.

So there they are! Untie them! If theyre hurt, Ill speak to Balbus and have him crucify the lot of you!

Conops cried out to her in Greek

Get me my knife, mistress! Then no need to crucify them!

She laughed.

I am Chloe, she said. I came from

Suddenly she checked herself, remembering the Jews were listening.

You will do exactly what I say! she went on. No fighting! They shall give you back everything they have taken from you. Then come with me.

She looked like a princess to Orwic, although the blanket puzzled him. It did not for a second occur to him that she might be some ones slave, although her sandals were covered with filth from the barren land outside the city and he might have known no woman of position would have walked at that hour of the night. Had she not slaves of her own, who obeyed her orders? Did the Jews not slink away from her like whipped curs? Was her manner not royal, bold, authoritative? Her Numidians took the weapons off the table  they had none of their own  and cut the thongs that bound wrists and feet.

Now count your money! she said, pointing at the purse. So Conops shook out the money on the table.

Ten gold coins missing! he remarked, chafing his wrists, rubbing one ankle against the other. If he might not use his knife, he was determined that the Jews should pay in some way for the privilege of having put him and Orwic to indignity. Instantly he wished he had said twenty gold coins.

The woman in the gallery began to scream imprecations in a mixture of Greek, Aramaic and the local dialect, which itself was a blend of two or three tongues. Chloe silenced her with a threat to call the city guards.

Who will take more than ten gold-pieces, she remarked, if I tell them I have authority from Balbus.

After a few moments, still noisily protesting, the woman threw ten coins down to the floor, one by one, and Conops gathered them, well paid for a nights imprisonment, but grinning at himself because he had not been smarter. Chloe took Orwics hand and smiled to him, chafing his wrist between her palms.

Are you ready? Will you come with me? she asked engagingly in Gaulish.

Orwic would have gone with any one just then. To go with Chloe, after lying in that smelly room with hands and feet tied, was such incredibly good fortune that he almost rubbed his eyes to find out whether he were dreaming. When she let go his hand he took his Roman sword from one of the Numidians and followed her into the passage; there he drew it to guard her back against the Jews, his head full of all sorts of flaming chivalry. She turned and whispered to him, raising her arms to draw his head close which, if he had thought of it, a princess hardly would have done on such scant acquaintance.

You must walk through the streets with an arm around me, she said, using the Gaulish with a funny, foreign accent that thrilled him almost as much as her breath in his ear. You must look like a Roman nobleman who has seduced a girl and takes her home with him. We must walk swiftly and then none will interfere with us.

She rearranged the blanket, throwing one end of it over her head, as a girl ashamed of prying eyes might do, and led the way into the street where she shrank, as if she needed the protection, into Orwics left arm, under his pallium.

To the left! she said. Forward! Quickly!

The Jews door slammed behind them, and the procession at once became perfectly regular. Conops understood the game now. He walked in front, just close enough for Chloe to call directions to him, his long knife tapping on the scabbard as a warning to all and sundry to keep their distance. The two Numidians brought up the rear, striding as if they were owned by Balbus himself. Being slaves of a slave, they were much more harmless than they looked.

Orwics Celtic diffidence prevented him from speaking. He was not exactly shy. He was ashamed of having failed Tros and of having to be rescued by a woman, half inclined to think the gods had personally had a hand in it, so sudden and mysterious the rescue had been, and not a little bewildered, besides thrilled. He hurried along in silence for ten minutes through a maze of winding alleys, thinking furiously before Chloe volunteered some information.

I sent my two women to Pkauchios to warn him to be up and ready for us.

But ignorant of who Pkauchios might be, Orwic simply turned that over in his mind. Developments seemed more mysterious than ever. Chloe went on talking:

Pkauchios may try to scare you with his magic, but remember what I tell you: his magic is all humbug. He gets most of his secret information from us girls.

Us girls did not sound like the words a princess would have used. Orwics wits were returning.

Who are you? he asked, looking down at her, pulling aside a corner of the blanket so as to see her face. It was very dark; he had to bend his head, and at a street corner a drunken Roman stopped his litter to laugh raucously.

Ho there, Licurgus Quintus! he roared. I recognize you! Where did you find that pretty piece you have under your pallium? Mark me, Ill tell Livia! Ill tell them all about it at the baths tomorrow! Ha-ha-hah! Licurgus Quintus walking, and a girl under his pallium at this hour of the night. Ha-ha-ha-hah!

Four slaves bore the litter off into the darkness, with its owners legs protruding through the panel at the side.

That drunken fool is Nimius Severus, Chloe remarked. He offered to buy me last week. Bah! He has nothing but an appetite and debts to feed it with!

Who are you? Orwic asked again.

Chloe, the slave of Pkauchios of Egypt. I am called the favorite of Gades. Soon you shall see me dance, and you will know why.

Oh! said Orwic.

He relapsed into a state of shame again, his very ears red at the thought of having mistaken a slave girl for a princess. Being British, he had totally un-Roman notions about conduct; it was the fact that he had made the mistake, not that she was a slave, that annoyed him. Chloe misinterpreted the change of mood, that was as perceptible as if he had pushed her away from him.

I expect to be free before long, she remarked.

Suddenly it occurred to Orwic that the best thing he could do would be to head straight for the beach and swim to the ship if there was no longboat waiting.

Tros  is Tros on the ship? he demanded.

But Chloe guessed rightly this time, understood that in another second he would be out of her reach, going like wind downhill toward the city gate.

No, she lied instantly. Tros is with Pkauchios.

Orwic detected the lie. She realized it.

Tros came in search of you, she added.

But by that time Orwic did not believe a word she said. It seemed to him he was escaping from one danger to be trapped a second time.

How did you learn where I was? he demanded.

Tros told me.

They had halted and were standing in the moonlight face to face where they could see each other. Her clever eyes read his, and she realized she needed more than words to convince him.

Tros paid me to come and rescue you, she went on, raising the edge of her chlamys, showing a yard of bare leg as she thrust her fingers into a tiny pocket. Look, he gave me that to come and rescue you.

She showed him a pearl in the palm of her hand, and it was big enough to convince Orwic that it might be one of those pearls that the druids had given to Tros. He decided to let her lead him farther but his normal mistrust of women, that Tros had encouraged by every possible means, increased tenfold.

Though you hate me, you must walk as if you love me! Chloe remarked, and he had to take her underneath his pallium again. The stars were bright and it lacked at least an hour of dawn when they emerged into a rather wider street that led between extensive villas set in gardens. Trees leaned over the walls on either hand. Toward the end of the street there was a bronze gate set into a high wall over which a grove of cypresses loomed black against the sky; a panel in that gate slid back the moment Chloe whistled; a dark face eyed her through the hole, and instantly the gate swung wide on silent hinges. There was a sound of splashing fountains and an almost overwhelming scent of flowers. Tiles underfoot, but a shadow cast by the cypresses so deep that it was impossible to see a pace ahead.

Fifty yards away among the trees were lights that appeared to emerge between chinks of a shutter, but Chloe took Orwics hand and led him in a different direction, through a shadowy maze of shrubs that murmured in the slight sea breeze, until they reached a cottage built of marble, before whose door a lantern hung from a curved bronze bracket.

Two Greek girls came to the door and greeted Chloe deferentially. One of them behaved toward Conops as if he were a handsome Roman officer instead of the ugliest one-eyed, horny-handed Levantine sailor she had ever set eyes on. The Numidian slaves found weapons somewhere  took their stand outside the door on either side of it, with great curved swords unsheathed. Chloe nodded to them as she led the way in.

Orwic followed her because there was light inside and the place did not look like a trap or a prison, although the small, square windows were heavily barred. There was a fairly large room, beautifully furnished in a style so strange to his British notions that he felt again as if Chloe must be at least a princess. By the British firesides minstrels had always sung of princes and princesses in disguise who rescued people out of foul dungeons and conveyed them to bowers of beauty, where they married and lived happy ever after; and it is what the child is taught that the grown man thinks of first in strange surroundings. True, British slaves were very often treated like the members of a family, but he had never heard of a slave-girl living in such luxury as this.

There was a second room curtained off from the first, and into that Chloe vanished, through curtains of glittering beads that jingled musically. One woman followed, and there were voices, laughter, splashing. Almost before Orwic had had time to let the other woman, on her knees before him, clean his sandals, and before Conops had done staring pop-eyed at the rugs and gilded couch, the little Greek bronze images of half a dozen gods, the curtains from Damascus and the pottery from Crete, Chloe stood rearrayed in front of them, fresh flowers in her hair, in gilded sandals, with a wide gold border on a snow-white chlamys. Over her shoulders was a shawl more beautiful than anything Orwic had ever seen.

You, a slave? he said, staring, wishing his own tunic was not soiled from the nights adventure.

Smiling at him merrily, she read and understood the chivalry that stirred him. Suddenly her face turned wistful, but she was careful not to let Conops see the changed expression. Levantines were experts in incredulity.

Yes, she said, but you can help me to be free. Will you wait here while I find the Lord Tros?

She was gone before he could answer, closing the door but not locking it, as Orwic was quick to discover. He would have followed her to ask more questions, but the two Numidians prevented him politely enough but firmly, drawing no particular attention to the great curved swords they held. Staring at them, realizing they were slaves, Orwic decided that he and Conops could quite easily defeat them if necessity arose. Noticing there was no lock on the outside of the door, but only a slide-bolt on the inside, he returned to question the two women.

But they knew no Gaulish. One of them was fussing over Conops, putting up a brave pretense of being thrilled by his advances, which were seamanly of the harbor-front sort. Conops began to sing a song in Greek that all home-faring sailors heard along the wharves of Antioch, Joppa, Alexandria and wherever else the harpy women waited to deprive them of the coins earned in the teeth of Neptunes gales. It was not a civilized song, though it was old when Homer was a youth in Chios, and its words aimed at the core of primitive emotion.

To keep him entertained, the women danced for him when one of them had brought out wine from the inner room. And because the dance was not the bawdy entertainment of the beach-booths, but a sort of poetry of motion beyond Conops ken, they kept him half excited and half mystified, thus manageable until Chloe came back, lithe and alert in the doorway, with a look of triumph in her eyes.

Tros? Orwic asked her instantly.

He has gone with Pkauchios to Balbus house, she answered. But it was once more clear to Orwic she was lying. Tros, he knew, would never have gone away without first setting eyes on him, or, at any rate, without first sending a message, if only a word or two of reassurance.

What did he say? he demanded.

He was gone when I got to the house.

That, too, was a lie. She had been gone too long not to have talked with somebody; and there was a look of triumph in her eyes, that she was trying to conceal but could not.

I, too, go to Balbus! said Orwic. He gestured to Conops to follow, and strode for the door with his left hand on his sword-hilt.

Chloe slammed the door shut and stood defiant with her back against it.

Prince of Britain! she said, laughing, but her laugh was challenging and confident. Be wise! All Gades would like Chloe for a friend! All Gades fears the name of Pkauchios! You are safe here. I have promised the Lord Tros no harm shall happen to you, and he holds my pledge.

Orwic sat down on the gilded couch to disarm her alertness. It offended his notions of chivalry to feel obliged to use force to a woman, but the mystery annoyed him more than the dilemma. It had begun to dawn on him that he was dealing with a girl whose instinct for intrigue prevented her from telling stark truth about anything. For a second, observing Conops antics through the corner of his eye, he even thought of making love to her; but he was too much of an aristocrat for that thought to prevail; he would have felt ashamed to let Conops see him do it.

Above all else he felt stupid and embarrassed in the strange environment, aware that he would be as helpless as a child by daylight in the city streets. He had not even the remotest notion how a Roman would behave himself in Gades, and was sure the crowd would detect his foreign bearing in an instant. His Celtic diffidence and thin-skinned fear of being laughed at so oppressed him that he actually laughed at his own embarrassment.

That is better! said Chloe and sat down beside him.

But he noticed she had shot the door-bolt, and he did not doubt there was some trick to the thing that would baffle anybody in a hurry.

Why do you keep on lying to me? he demanded.

Dont you know all women lie? she asked him. We arrive at the truth by other means than by telling it. Prince of Britain, if I told you naked truth you would believe me mad, and you would act so madly there would be no saving you!

Conops was becoming rougher and more like an animal every minute. Chloes two slave-women were having all their work to keep out of his clutches, the one teasing while the other broke away, turn and turn. At last he seized one womans wrist and twisted it. She screamed.

Chloe sprang to the rescue, broke a jar over Conops head, and had his knife before he could turn to defend himself. He knew better than to try to snatch the knife back. His practiced eye could tell that she could use it.

Pardon, mistress! he said civilly. I was only playing with the girls.

Chloe tossed the knife into the air and caught it, noticing that both men wondered at her skill. She said something in Greek, too swift and subtle for Conops marlin-spike intelligence  more dull than usual just then from the effect of honeyed wine and an emotion stirred by dancing girls  then frowned, her mind searching for phrases in Gaulish.

You can use weapons, she said, her gesture including both men. I, too. The Armenian who trained me meant me for a female gladiator. But the aedile to whom I was offered said it would be bad for Roman morals, so I was sold to Pkauchios. You are male and I female. What else is there that you are, and I not?

Orwic smiled his way into her trap.

Are you free? he suggested. I am a prince of Britain. He said it very courteously.

Now! This morning! she retorted. How about tonight? My father and my mother were free citizens of Athens, if you know where that is. The Roman armies came. I was sold at my mothers breast. She died of lifting grape baskets in a Falerian vineyard, and I was sold to the Armenian, whose trade was the invention of new orgies. But I was not quite like the ordinary run of slave-girls, so I was spared a number of indignities for the sake of the high price I might bring. If the Armenian had not set such a high price on me, I think the aedile would not have talked so glibly about morals. Today I am a slave. Tonight I think I will be a freed woman; tomorrow, wholly free. And you? Does it occur to you, Prince of Britain, that there is none but I who can keep you from falling into Balbus hands? Balbus would condemn you as an enemy of Rome. He would put you up at auction to the highest bidder. Why, you might be my slave in a week from now!

She had his attention at any rate. He laughed and his hand went to his sword-hilt, but his eyes looked worried. Conops watched her with a gleam in his one, steely eye, his muscles tightening for a sudden leap at her; but she understood Conops perfectly and changed the long knife from her left hand to her right with a convincing flicker of the bright Damascus steel.

You sit there and keep still! she ordered. I am not concerned about you in the least. You may die if you wish! You, she said, looking at Orwic, shall not be harmed if I can help it. You must make up your mind you will trust me, or else

Why did you lie? Orwic asked her.

She laughed.

You are here. You are safe. If I had told you the Lord Tros was on his ship, would you have come with me?

Orwic shrugged his shoulders. Well, what next? he asked. You must do exactly what I say. Pkauchios knows you are here. He has gone to Balbus to persuade him to let the Lord Tros anchor in the harbor unmolested.

Could he prevent that? Orwic asked, remembering Tross great catapults and arrow-engines.

And to persuade Balbus to invite Tros ashore for a conference under guarantee of protection. When Pkauchios returns, I will take you to him and leave you with him. I have told Pkauchios, and I will tell him again that you are a superstitious savage. Remember that. You are to agree to anything that Pkauchios proposes, no matter what it is.

And you?

I go to Tros and perhaps also to Balbus. I take Conops with me because Tros, perhaps, might not believe me when I tell him you are unharmed, and I think the Lord Tros is not easy to manage. Also, Conops is a nuisance, who will get drunk presently, and there is no place to lock him up except in the ergastulum. And I can take Conops through the streets in daylight because he is a Greek who will arouse no comment.

And if I refuse to trust you? Orwic asked.

I will have to lock you both in the ergastulum. It is not a pleasant place. It is dark in there, and dirty. There are insects. Listen! she said, obviously making a concession to his prejudices.

A blind man could have guessed it went against the grain in her to lift a corner of the curtain of intrigue.

You will spoil everything unless you obey me absolutely! Tros wants  I dont know what. But I will get it for him. I go presently to make sure that Balbus promise of protection shall be worth more than the breath he breathes out when he makes it. Simon the Jew wants his money. Tros, I think, can get it for him. I want my freedom. Pkauchios, well, Pkauchios himself will tell you what he wants. Are you still afraid to trust me? Listen then. Tros holds a pledge of mine worth more to me than all the wealth of Gades. He keeps my lover on his ship!

If Orwic had known more about the reputation of the Gades dancing girls, he would have mistrusted her the more for that admission. But she would not have made it to a man of more experience. She was as shrewd as he was innocent. Conops, cynically sneering, merely rallied Orwics inborn chivalry:

Huh! In Gades they change lovers just as often as the ships come in!

Whatever she was or was not, Chloe looked virginal in that Greek chlamys with the plain gold border and the flowers in her hair. And whatever she felt or did not feel, she could act the very subtleties of an emotion instantly. She looked stung, baffled, conscious of the servitude that made her reputation any mans to sneer away, ashamed, albeit modest and aware of inner dignity. She blushed. Her eyes showed anger that she seemed to know was useless. Orwic passionately pitied her.

You dog! he snarled disgustedly through set teeth. Go with her! Go back to Tros! And when I come, if I learn you have not treated her respectfully, I will have Tros tie you to the mast and flog you  as he did the rowers when they shamed those girls in Vectis!

Oh, never mind him, said Chloe. He is only a sailor.

She hung her head, as Orwic believed, bashfully. But Conops understood right well it was to hide the flash of triumph in her eyes. She had Orwic where she wanted him. But what could a cynical seaman do or say, though he knew all ports and had been tangled in many snares of siren women, to convince a nobleman of Britain that a gesture and a glance were possibly play acting and not proof of honesty? Conops shrugged his shoulders.

Very well, he said. Ill go with her to the ship. You stay here and run your own risks!


CHAPTER 74. Gaius Suetonius

My father taught me, and I know, that manners are the cloak of dignity, and dignity is mans awareness of his own Soul.But I have yet to learn that peacock people are entitled to the courtesies that manhood commands without asking.
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THE FIRST RULE of all crises being that no man behaves according to the law of averages, if there is one, or according to expectation or in keeping with the dignity of great events  which surely calls for a continuous procession of brass bands, torches, incense and acclamation  Tros and Simon slept. They snored, Tros forward on the table, Simon leaning sackwise in the chair. They were fast asleep at dawn when Sigurdsen appeared, enormous in the cabin doorway, to announce the first glimpse of the sun.

Tide in about an hour, Lord Tros!

Simon snored on. Tros blew the air out of his lungs, filled them two or three times, felt by instinct for his sword, simultaneously glancing at the water clocks, ran fingers through his long, black hair, looked curiously once or twice at Simon, nodded and knew his mind.

Serve breakfast. Then out oars! Man arrow-engines, clear away the catapults, ammunition ready in the racks, deck crew at quarters. Then haul short. We enter Gades harbor when the tide makes.

The ship became a thing of ordered tumult, din succeeding din and a smell of hot smoked fish pervading. Simon awoke with a number of grunts and ohs and ahs, remembered where he was and fell incontinently into panic.

Tros! Tros! he gasped. We talked madness!

Aye, Simon, aye! The gods love madmen!

Phagh! You sicken me with talk of many gods! Why not have a row of smirking idols? Worship them! Such talk, such talk, and we, looking death in the face!

We will see Gades first and then look Balbus in the face! Tros answered. Simon  madder than the gods themselves and than the wind and waves, a man needs be who will risk his neck for friendship! Aye, mad enough to trespass in the porch of wisdom! Rot me reason and religion when the die is cast! Talk yesterday, act now, tomorrow shall say yea or nay to it!

He laughed and went up on the poop to watch the ship made ready, washed down, cleared for action, ammunition set in racks and baskets, sand-boxes filled, pumps tested and the trained crews stationed each in its appointed place. Then he ordered one great purple sail spread as a tribute to his own pride, and started the drums and cymbals going to slow measure, that the oars might take up the strain on the anchor-cable.

He gave the helm to Sigurdsen and whistled to himself, striding from side to side of the broad poop to con the harbor entrance, pausing in his stride to listen when the Northman in the chains called out the soundings, memorizing landmarks, feeling as brave and careless as he looked in his gold-edged purple cloak. He wished there might be fifty thousand Romans on the beach to see his ship come in!

But the harbor, splendid with its thirty-mile circumference, looked strangely empty. There was one great trireme hauled out on the beach beside a row of sheds, and six ships that had wintered on the beach lay newly launched, high-sided, all in ballast. One long rakish craft was certainly from Delos, anchored apart from the others  probably a pirate captured by a Roman fleet and kept to be taken to Ostia and sold at auction. Vague objects fastened in her rigging looked suspiciously like the remains of human bodies crucified and picked to pieces by the sea-birds.

Fishing boats swarmed on the beach and at anchor nearer shore, and there were rows of sheds in straight lines at the seaward end of a narrow road that led from city wall to beach. The city gleamed white in the sun, but its high wall looked dirty and needed repair; outside the wall there were villages of shacks and shambles clustered close against it, and between them a tired looking grove of palm trees, surrounded a cluster of thatched booths.

Between city wall and harbor was a waste of common land, all swamp and rubbish heaps. The shore was piled with seaweed, rotten with the colors of decay and black with flies.

The principal signs of Roman rule were the villas of officials set in gardens near the summit of the slope on which the city stood and, on a hill to the north of the city, a military camp with regular lines of tents and huts and four straight, paved roads leading to it. The lower part of the city was a crowded jumble of mixed Carthaginian, Greek, Roman and native roofs.

Tros dropped anchor within catapult range of the hauled-out trireme. That and the store-sheds were at his mercy, although the city itself was beyond reach of his flaming stinkballs. Trembling, gnawing at a hot smoked herring, Simon came to the poop and pointed out the sheds where all the wine was stored for export to Alexandria in exchange for corn and onions.

Well save Pompeys people a few headaches by destroying that stuff unless Balbus comes to terms! said Tros.

But there were already signs of Balbus. A liburnian put out from a wharf near the store-sheds, leisurely rowed by slaves in clean white uniforms. It had a bronze standard in the bow with the initials S.P.Q.R., and in the stern under an awning sat a Roman, dressed in the latest military fashion.

Simultaneously, another swifter boat, whose crew were not so neatly dressed nor nearly so in love with dignity, put out from a point much nearer to the ship and speeded at the rate of two to the liburnians one. It had no awning. Chloe in the stern was plainly visible encouraging the rowers. Conops sat beside her.

The smaller, faster boat bumped alongside, reckless of Tross vermilion paint, and Chloe came up the rope-ladder like an acrobat, bacchanalian with her wreath awry and her gilded sandals stained with harbor water.

Lord Tros! she exclaimed, breathless with excitement, your great ship makes a braver spectacle than any Gades ever saw! I love it! We all love it! Look!

She waved her hand toward the city wall whose summit was already black with people gazing. But Tros took more note of a hundred men who marched behind a mounted officer from the camp to the north of the city toward the shore.

Orwic? he demanded. Conops answered him, climbing the poop steps sullenly with the air of a man expecting punishment:

He lingers with the dancing women in a marble palace. Master, he refused to come away with me!

Chloe seized Tross arm and began speaking in a hurry with excited emphasis.

Trust me! Now trust me, Lord Tros! Your prince of Britain is absolutely safe! Look you! In that liburnian sits Gaius Suetonius: He is a youngster whom Caesar sent to Balbus with a recommendation, a wastrel whom Caesar wished to be rid of, but whom he did not care to offend because of his influence in Rome. Balbus makes a lot of him for Caesars sake, and also because they play into each others hands to cheat the treasury. He comes with Balbus permission to you to go ashore and talk with him. Now listen, listen, listen! Gaius Suetonius knows most of Balbus secrets. Balbus would never dare to let him

I understand, Tros answered and strode to the break of the poop to summon men to stand by the ladder and salute the Roman.

He was just in time to provide a flourish of drums and trumpets and to rearrange his own purple cloak becomingly. Chloe vanished into the cabin and Simon followed.

The Roman approached the poop with the peculiar, half patronizing, noncommittal but amused air of the aristocratic Roman face to face with something new. The sun shone on his heavily embossed bronze body armor and his nodding crimson plume was nearly twice the regulation size. He was immaculate down to the tips of his finger-nails, much too calculating, insolent and greedy looking to be handsome but possessed of strong, regular features and a muscularity not yet much softened by debauch. His richly decorated shield was borne behind him by a Greek slave, the impudence of whose stare was an exaggeration of his masters.

Tros eyed them sourly, but obliged himself to smile a little when the Roman condescendingly acknowledged the salute.

You are Tros of Samothrace? I am Gaius Suetonius, master of the ceremonies and confidential agent of Lucius Cornelius Balbus Minor, Governor of Gades.

Tros bowed suitable acknowledgment. The Roman turned himself at leisure to observe the arrow-engines and the crews at battle station by the catapults.

What does this warlike preparation mean? he asked.

I am prepared! Tros answered with a characteristic upward gesture of both hands. His left hand returned to his sword-hilt, whereat the Roman looked as if he had a bad smell under his nose. Prepared for what?

To receive your message and to answer hot or cold, whichever it calls for.

You are insolent.

Balbus charged you with something definite to say. I listen.

You would have found it wiser to have been courteous to me! said Gaius Suetonius angrily. You will find insolence expensive!

Tros almost turned his back, which brought him face to face with Conops, standing by the poop rail. He made a gesture, unseen by the Roman. Conops vaulted to the deck and went forward without noticeable haste. The Roman turned as if about to go and spoke over his shoulder to add visible rudeness to his tone of cold contempt.

Lucius Cornelius Balbus Minor invites you to the courthouse at the morning session to confer with him. He promises immunity for the occasion.

Wait!

Tross voice was like a thunder clap. It startled the Roman into facing about  suddenly, indignantly. So he did not notice the dozen Northmen whom Conops was shepherding one by one under the break of the poop. They came unostentatiously, but armed.

Did Lucius Cornelius Balbus offer a guarantee? Tros asked.

You have his promise conveyed by me, Gaius Suetonius retorted, sneering. But Tros smiled.

It appears to me he sent you as hostage!

The Romans jaw dropped.

By Bacchus! he exploded. You will suffer for it if you try to make me prisoner! I represent the Senate and the Roman People!

Aye, handsomely! Tros answered, grinning. I wouldnt spoil your finery! You and that slave of yours shall have snug quarters for a while, where he may keep your armor bright and you may tell him all about the Senate and the Roman People. Lest he grow weary of listening and try to slay you with that sword, I will keep it well out of his reach!

Tros held out his hand. The Romans right hand went to his sword-hilt and his face turned crimson with anger; the slave behind him made haste to pass the shield, but Conops was too quick, struck the slave over the jugular and the shield went clattering to the deck. The Northmen swarmed on to the poop and the Roman saw himself surrounded.

Dog of a pirate, you shall pay for this! he snarled. He held his chin high, but he drew his sword and gave it hilt-first into Tross hand. Tros glanced at Conops.

Into the forward deckhouse with them! Lock them in. No other restraint as long as they behave themselves. Stand you on guard with as many Northmen as you need.

Gaius Suetonius strode forward fuming in the midst of his ax-armed escort. Tros could not resist a gibe at him.

An omen! Lo, the Consul and his lictors! Is the foretaste of a consulship not worth the days confinement, Gaius Suetonius?

Tros went into the cabin where Simon sat with his head between his hands refusing to listen to Chloes optimistic reassurances. And after a short conference with Chloe he wrote a letter in Greek because, though he understood Latin well enough, he could write the Greek more elegantly.

To the most noble and renowned Lucius Cornelius Balbus Minor, Governor of Gades, Greeting from Tros of Samothrace, the Master of the Trireme Liafail, who cordially thanks you for your invitation to attend you at a session of the court.
Your statesmanlike provision of a hostage in the person of the noble Gaius Suetonius removes all possible objection to my visit which, therefore, shall be made without delay, the more so since I appreciate the compliment of sending me as hostage one of such rank and so intimate in your secret counsels.
The hostage shall be comfortably housed and safely guarded. He shall be released unharmed, with the dignities due to his rank immediately after my own safe return on board my ship.

That morning irony was running in Tross veins. He felt an impulse to be mischievous. To use his own phrase, gods were whispering good jokes into his ear. A glance at Simon, shuddering with nervousness, and at Chloe, all smiles and excitement, confirmed his mood. He opened an iron chest and took from it the seal he had captured a year ago along with Caesars private papers.

It was of glass and of marvelous workmanship, done by a Greek  a portrait of Julius Caesar naked, in the guise of the god Hermes with an elephants head below it, by the hand of some other artist who had certainly never seen an elephant.

Tros melted a mass of wax and affixed the impression of that well-known seal at the foot of the letter, which he placed in a silver tube, and went and tossed it to the men in the boat that had brought out Gaius Suetonius.

To the Governor of Gades with all haste! he commanded.

The boat backed away and made speed for the shore. Tros returned to the cabin and sent for Sigurdsen and Conops.

In my absence, he said, touching Sigurdsens breast, you are captain of the ship. The crew obeys you. But you obey Conops, who is my representative. I go ashore, and unless I return before dawn tomorrow you will put to sea after demolishing that trireme on the beach and all the stores and sheds. If I shall have been made prisoner, that hint will probably convince the Romans they would better release me. So you will keep in sight of the harbor mouth and hold speech with any boat the Romans send out. But you are not to surrender that hostage Gaius Suetonius except in exchange for me.

Master, let me go with you! urged Conops.

But there was no need for Chloes warning frown; Tros had made up his mind.

I can trust you afloat, he remarked. Ashore youre too ready with your knife and a lot too fond of drink and women! Stand by the ship. Youre in charge. Be careful of the prisoners.

Jaun Aksue came then, none too deferential, demanding information as to when the shore leave might be had.

We Eskualdenak are fond of seeing promises performed, he remarked. My men are boasting they could swim ashore. Can you suggest to me how to restrain them?

Yes, Tros answered gravely, tell them I go to pay a visit to the Governor of Gades. I will seek permission for my best behaved men to go roistering. But have you seen those Balearic slingers on the beach? You know their reputation? They can hit a mans head with a slung stone at two hundred paces. None of you have weapons. And mark this: Balbus the Governor needs cheap slaves for his quarry gangs. I will make him a free present of as many of my men as those Balearic slingers stun with their stones and capture!

But your promise holds? We are to have shore leave?

Certainly, said Tros, but when it suits me and on condition you pretend you are my slaves.

Chloe listened to that conversation, her eyes intently studying Tross face. She turned to him and touched his arm when Aksue swaggered forward to explain the situation to his men.

Lord Tros! she exclaimed. You can make yourself master of Gades! I can show you how! Make use of Pkauchios until the moment when he  then

Tros gazed at her, his amber eyes admiring and yet smiling with a comprehension deeper than her own. It baffled her.

What do you really seek in Gades? she demanded. He did not answer her for thirty seconds. Then:

For a beginning, the Lord Orwic. Where is he?

In Pkauchios house.

Tros nodded.

You shall take me to Pkauchios.

His eyes did not leave her face. All sorts of probabilities were passing in review before his mind, not least of them that a Gades dancing girl would hardly carry all her eggs in one chance-offered basket. She would have alternatives that she could switch to at a moments notice.

You would better go down in the hold, he remarked, and confer with Horatius Verres. Better ask him whether he wont change his mind and try his luck again ashore.

It seemed to Tros that Chloe caught her breath, but she was so well trained in self-command that he could not be quite sure.

I will go to him, I will warn him to stay where he is, she said, smiling, and was already on her way, but Tros detained her.

Wait! He goes ashore now to take his chance in Gades unless you tell me who and what he is.

Chloe stared, at first impudently, then with wavering emotions. Her lips began to move as if in spite of her.

Tros of Samothrace, you are a strong man, yet you are not a pig. You have not made love to me. I can trust you?

Yes, said Tros.

If I tell you who Horatius Verres is

I will keep it secret.

He is Caesars spy!

Tros did not move, although he shaped his lips as if to whistle.

Caesar spies on Balbus?

Chloe nodded. Tros began to stroke his chin.

Horatius Verres has sent his messenger to Gaul, said Chloe. There is nothing further he can do until

Tros seized her shoulder.

Until what?

Until Caesar himself comes!

Hispania is not Caesars province! Caesar has Gaul. Pompey has Hispania.

I know it!

When does he come?

I dont know! Nobody knows! Horatius Verres doesnt know!

And Balbus?

No. He doesnt dream of it!

By land or sea?

None knows! Caesar never tells what he will do.

And Horatius Verres waits for him, eh?  on my ship!

Tros, Lord Tros, you promised

Go and talk to your Verres. Tell him I know he is Caesars spy. Say I will not interfere with him.

I will not! If I admitted I had told you, he would cease to love me. He would say I am a common Gades dancing girl.

Tell him I guessed he is Caesars spy.

He would never believe. He is too keen. He can read me like writing.

I have seen writings that deceived the reader, Tros remarked and stroked his chin again.

Listen! exclaimed Chloe. Thus it happened: Caesar sent a thousand Gauls to Gades to be shipped to Rome for sale for his private account. Balbus put them in the quarries, where the most part died for he did not feed them properly and there was a fever. Caesar, receiving no word of the arrival of the slaves in Ostia, sent Horatius Verres to find out about it. He spied and he discovered that Pkauchios, pretending to have read the stars, told Balbus he might safely keep the slaves because Caesar will presently die.

How did Verres discover that? Tros asked.

I told him! Pkauchios makes prophecies come true. You understand me? He sent his own men to Gaul to murder Caesar. I knew all about it. I told Horatius Verres because he said he loves me, and I know that is the truth just as I know when an egg is fresh, just as I know I can trust you, Tros of Samothrace. But then I had to tell more, just as a witness has to when the torturers go to work. One piece of information led quite simply to the next. I told Horatius Verres how Pkauchios grew afraid that when Caesar is slain Balbus might turn on him and have him crucified for the sake of appearances. There are always plots on foot in Gades, so Pkauchios joined a conspiracy to murder Balbus. He began by merely listening and giving his advice, but now he leads it. And I am afraid! I am afraid Balbus may discover everything and put me to the torture. That is why I want my freedom quickly, quickly, why I want to get away from Gades!

And Horatius Verres lies in hiding while all this is afoot?

He hides from Pkauchios. Somebody, I dont know who, warned Pkauchios, who put a dozen men to look for him and kill him. But he was hiding in the midst of danger, on the roof of the ergastulum.

Hasnt he tried to warn Balbus?

He darent. Besides, what does he care about Balbus? He is Caesars man.

What do you mean by he darent?

Balbus would order his head cut off or have him stabbed or crucify him. As soon as Pkauchios learned there was a spy of Caesars in Gades, he pretended to read the stars and went to Balbus, saying there would come a Roman with a tale about conspiracies, but that the tale would be a lie and that the mans real purpose would be to get Balbus into difficulties with the Roman Senate.

And Balbus believed that? Tros whistled softly to himself.

And the Lord Orwic is with Pkauchios? And, why waits Pkauchios? he demanded. Why hasnt he slain Balbus?

He likes others to do that work, Chloe answered. And the others are hard to bring up to the point. They are half mistrustful, and they fear the soldiers. It is always so in Gades  talk, talk, talk, and then some one at last dares it or else somebody betrays. There has been one betrayal already. Balbus has made some unimportant prisoners. But I think this time Pkauchios has his plans well laid and merely waits for the news of Caesars death. Then he will strike swiftly, and he thinks all Hispania and Gaul will rise together and throw off the Roman yoke.

Tros laughed.

Your Pkauchios can dream! he said with irony. When Gaul joins Hispania against the Romans we may look for the Greek Kalends! Divide  divide et impera! Go and talk to Horatius Verres in the hold. Reassure him and be swift about it. You shall take me to the courthouse to see Balbus, and thereafter to the house of Pkauchios.

She hesitated. There was indecision, terror in her eyes. Her muscles twitched at the thought of the Roman tortures. Tros nodded to her confidently.

You shall have your freedom and your pearls and your Horatius Verres before tomorrows dawn!

Chloe stared into his amber eyes, nodded to herself, and went down into the hold to do his bidding.


CHAPTER 75. Pkauchios, the Astrologer

It has been my destiny to speak with wise men, of whom there are more in the world than fools imagine. Though I comprehend not wisdom, I respect it; to salute it stirs in me no shame, whatever else. My sword and my whole heart are at wisdoms bidding, if I find it. But the wise are wisely quiet. They forbid not, neither do they bid me to go storming after virtue, that being the impulse to which I yield because I know no better. Aye, I have met wise men. I have yet to meet one who dealt in treachery, or counseled treason, or pretended to know what he knew not.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



CHLOE had pushed Orwic into a room in a marvelous marble house and left him face to face with Pkauchios, closing the curtains behind him on their noisy rings and rod. Orwic stared at the Egyptian, wondering at the severely splendid furnishings and at the quiet that was accented by lute strings strummed slowly in another room, suggesting the procession of the aeons and the utter insignificance of days-months-years.

Pkauchios was dressed as an astrologer  a tall old man, immensely dignified, in flowing black robes and head-dress, with the asp of Egypt on his brow, to which Tros would have at once known he was not entitled. But Orwic knew nothing about Egypt. He had an hypnotic presence, and used his large eyes, as a swordsman should, directing his gaze not at the pupils of the man in front of him but a fraction of an inch lower, so producing the effect of an indomitable stare without wearying himself or giving his opponent a chance to retaliate.

He possessed almost the majesty of a Lord Druid, but that only served to remind Orwic of the druids warnings about magic. He had been educated by the druids, and whatever else they taught, they were succinct and vehement in their instruction as to the danger of any contact with the black arts.

Bridling at the calculated silence, Orwic broke it, asking curt, blunt questions:

You are Pkauchios? I am Orwic of Britain. You sent for me? You wish to speak to me? What do you wish to say?

There was no answer, no acknowledgment. Sweet-scented intense of lign- aloes burned on a tripod-table, and its blue smoke curled around the Egyptian until, where he stood in shadow, he began to look unearthly, and the human skull on another table near his right hand appeared to make grimaces, mocking the short-lived dreams of men.

Orwic shrugged his shoulders and strolled to the open window. Down a vista between well-tended garden shrubbery he could see Tross ship at anchor, miles away. The sight encouraged him; he began to think of jumping through the window, measuring with his eyes the height of the wall at the end of the garden and calculating the distance to the beach. But the Egyptian spoke at last:

Orwic, Prince of Britain, fortune favors you!

The voice was resonant, arresting, but the Gaulish words were ill pronounced. Orwic remembered druids who had spoken in much the same terms more gently, and yet with infinitely greater majesty.

I was born lucky, he answered over his shoulder, and then resumed his gaze out of the window.

Look at me. Look into my eyes, said Pkauchios.

I admire the view, said Orwic, and continued to admire it.

Pkauchios ignored the snub and went on speaking as if Orwic had obeyed him. He badly mispronounced the Gaulish, but his voice compelled attention, and he was fluent.

I, who nightly read the stars, have read your destiny! I forewarned Balbus of the great ship with the golden serpent at her bow. The stars in their conjunction said that ship should  shall  must enter Gades harbor, and from out of her shall step one in whose hand is the destiny of Hispania and Gaul. I said, because the constellations indicated, that the man will be a prince from a far country, bold in war, young, handsome, destined to be lost in Gades but to be recovered by a stranger. Last night I told Balbus that the prince in the ship with the purple sails will arrive before dawn.

Well. Here I am, but it is not my ship, said Orwic, and began to whistle softly to himself. When he was a little boy the druids told him that was the simplest means of avoiding a magicians snares.

But magicians are not easily rebuffed. The business of snaring men in nets made of imagination implies a thick skin and persistence, along with an immeasurable, cynical contempt for the prospective victims powers of resistance.

You are indeed the man the stars foretold, said Pkauchios with admiration in his voice. Indifferent to flattery, not stirred by rumor, iron-willed! It is of such men that the gods make weapons when the tyrannies shall fall! I see your aura  purple as the sails of yonder ship!

He struck a bronze gong and the music in the next room ceased. The sound of the gong startled Orwic, for it resembled the clash of weapons. He turned suddenly to face the Egyptian, who was no longer standing but seated on a sort of throne, whose arms were the gilded tusks of elephants. There was a canopy above the throne that threw that corner into deeper shadow, and the Egyptians eyes appeared to blaze as if there were fire in them. In his lap he held a crystal ball, which he raised in both hands when he was sure that Orwics gaze was fixed on him.

Approach me! he commanded. Nay, not too close, or your shadow dims the astral light!

He was staring at the crystal, frowning heavily, brows raised, lips parted, eyes glaring. The effort he was making seemed to tax his powers almost beyond endurance.

You are the man! he said at last, and sighing, set the crystal down on the table where the skull stood. His eyes had lost their frenzy suddenly. He leaned back, looking deathly weary, all the lines and wrinkles on his dark face emphasized by pallor.

You, who listen, never know what we, who look into the unseen, suffer for your sakes, he said.

Even his voice was aged. Orwic began to feel pity for him, and something akin to shame for his former rudeness.

Pkauchios left the throne and walking forward wearily took Orwic by the arm. His manner was of age that leaned on youth with perfect confidence.

So, help me to that seat and sit beside me.

They sat down on a bench of carved ebony and Pkauchios leaned his back against the wall.

Youth! Youth! he said. With all the world before you! Age must serve youth. We who have struggled and are old may justify ourselves if we can guide youth through the dangers. Age and responsibility! If I should guide you wrongly, what responsibility were mine! I will say nothing. It is wiser. I will not foreshadow destiny.

Now that was something like the druids way of viewing interference with a mans own privilege of living as he sees fit. Orwic began to feel a vague respect for the Egyptian and to wonder whether he had not misjudged him. He might, after all, be a seer. It was hardly reasonable to suppose that all the prophets were in Britain. However, Orwic was still cautious.

I dont believe in magic, he remarked.

Rightly! Rightly so! said Pkauchios. It is destruction. It will destroy the Romans. It has ruined nations without number. Fools, who know no better, call me a magician. When I tell the truth to them, they weary me with their demands for untruth. It is restful to meet you. Honest unbelief is sweeter to me that the dark credulity of those who seek nothing but their selfish ends. Your incredulity will melt. Their superstition toughens as it feeds on vice. But I must crave your pardon. I am a laggard host, forgetting the bodys needs in the absorption of a spiritual moment. You are hungry, I have no doubt.

He clapped his hands, and almost on the instant two slave girls appeared bearing trays heaped with refreshment. One of them washed Orwics hands and combed his hair; the other spread before him milk, fruit, nuts, three sorts of bread, butter, honey and preserves, whose very scent excited appetite.

I will return when you have refreshed yourself, said Pkauchios. We who commune with the stars eat little earthly food.

He left the room, but the slave girls stayed and converted Orwics first meal on foreign soil into an experience that melted his reserve. He began by being half ashamed to eat while the Egyptian fasted, remembering that the druids hardly ate at all during their periods of spiritual commune with the universe. He began to be almost sure that fasting was a sign of the Egyptians purity of purpose. It was incredible that such food as the slave girls set before him should not tempt a man with worldly motives  such as Orwics own, for instance.

He began to confess to himself that he was having a glorious time, and he hoped Tros would not come for him too soon. Deeply though he admired Tros, loyal though he felt toward him, he dreaded Tross abrupt way of dispersing dreams and scattering side issues. He could imagine Tross contempt, for instance, for the slave girls. Orwic liked them.

Used to slaves and serving-women in his own land, he had never dreamed of such attentions as these two dark-haired women lavished on him. They were beautiful, smiling, silent, exquisitely trained, but that was not the half of it. In Britain guests were made to feel that their comfort was the hosts one sole consideration, and the servants vied with one another to that end. But those two slave girls made a man feel that he owned them, that their very souls were his, that they would think his thoughts if he would only deign to half express them, and be overjoyed to be the mothers of his sons.

It was bewildering at first, embarrassing; then gradually rather pleasant; presently as natural as if all other forms of hospitality were crude, uncivilized and no part of a noblemans experience. This was the way to live. It was no wonder that foreigners regarded Britons as barbarians, with their crude ideas of courtesy and the servants air of being members of the family instead of servants in the true sense of the word.

One of the girls was on his knee when Pkauchios returned. She was wiping his mouth and moustache with a napkin. She removed herself in no haste, unembarrassed, curtsying to her master, helping the other girl at once to carry out the tray and dishes. Pkauchios took no notice of either of them, which seemed to Orwic to prove that the man was an aristocrat, if nothing else.

You are right, you are right, said Pkauchios, taking a seat beside him. You should have nothing to do with magic. It is safer to avoid true revelation than to listen to the false. But tell me why you came to Gades.

Orwic told him all of it; told him the whole story of how Caesar had invaded Britain and had been repulsed; and how Tros of Samothrace, for friendship and because his ship was built in Britain, had undertaken to go to Rome and by any means that should present themselves to deter Caesar from invading a second time.

Wonderful! Wonderful! said Pkauchios when the tale was done and Orwic had finished his eulogiums of Tros. All this and more I have seen written in the stars. You are a man of destiny. And yet

He leaned into the corner, frowning. It appeared that the decision between right and wrong, between his own high standard of integrity and a convenient alternative was forming in his brain.

  if I should tell you what else I have seen

Oh, you may as well tell me, Orwic interrupted. I am not a child. And besides, I will do nothing without consulting Tros.

Do you not see, said Pkauchios, that if Hispania were to rebel against the Romans, Caesars army would be needed to prevent the Gauls from rising too?

Yes, that seems obvious, said Orwic. He was devoting at least half his attention to wondering where those slave girls were. The scent from the one who had sat on his knee still clung to his tunic. No British girls that he had known had ever smelled like that.

And if Caesar were to die, said Pkauchios.

He paused, aware that Orwic was only partly listening to him. And if Caesar were to die, he repeated solemnly, then suddenly he gripped Orwics arm and leaning forward, fixing him with penetrating gaze, almost hissed the words:

Do you not see that you and Tros of Samothrace, with Hispania in red rebellion, north, south, east and west, could lead the insurrection into Gaul and stir the Gauls until they, too, rise against the Romans?

He sat back again and sighed.

All this, he said, and more, I have seen written in the stars. Sight must be given us that we may see. And yet

Such a deed would save Britain, remarked Orwic. He was thinking now.

He was still aware of the faint, delicious woman smell, but its effect on him was changing. There were thoughts of women whom a sword could win, quite other thoughts than Orwic was accustomed to, thoughts not exactly chivalrous but blended in with chivalry, suggesting that the rescue of the Gauls from Roman rule might lead to a delightful destiny. He began to wonder what Tros would have to say to the proposal and whether Tros, too, secretly, in the recesses of his heart, would not rather like the prospect of  well  of whatever victory might provide.

I should not be surprised at anything, he said after a moment s pause. When I left Britain it was to face my destiny, whatever it might be. Now that girl Chloe  is it true she is your slave?

Pkauchios answer was startling:

Do you covet her? Shall I give her to you?

It was almost too startling; it rearoused suspicion. Orwic eyed the Egyptian narrowly, turning over in his mind vague notions as to how much Chloe might be worth. He was not so stupid as to believe that offer genuine.

If you should do what the stars indicate you safely may do, Pkauchios said mysteriously, then by tomorrows dawn you will be all-powerful in Gades. I shall need your friendship then. To flaming youth in the hour of victory, what gift could be more suitable than Chloe? I am an old man. Her beauty means nothing to me.

Orwics veins began to boil, so, being British, he proceeded to look preternaturally wise.

What is all this about destiny? What did you read in the stars? he demanded.

You would better not let me influence you, Pkauchios suggested. I have never yet made one mistake in reading others destiny, but I have no right!

Oh, nonsense! Out with it! said Orwic. If you can read my destiny, you have no right not to tell me.

I must have your definite permission.

You have it.

Know then, that the stars have indicated for a month that this is the night when Balbus, Governor of Gades, dies! On this night, too, dies Caesar, Imperator of the Roman troops in Gaul! But the conjunction of the stars is such that, if the Governor of Gades dies by the hand of a common murderer, as may be, then anarchy will follow and no good come of it. But should he die by the hand of the prince who stepped out of the red ship and was lost in Gades, then the prince shall wear a red cloak and shall rule a province.

Strange! said Orwic. Strange! I have had peculiar dreams of late.

How many men have you on board that ship? asked Pkauchios. If I should show you how to smuggle them ashore and where to hide them and how to reach Balbus house unseen at midnight, and should tell you that in Balbus treasury is money enough with which to recompense those men of yours and to pay others and to raise an army

I am not a murderer. I am not a thief, said Orwic, his sense of self- restraint returning.

Did you slay no Romans when they invaded Britain? Pkauchios asked. Did the Romans slay none of your friends? According to the stars that prince, who steps out of the red ship, is to be an avenger and shall drive the Romans out of Gaul!

Ah, now you are trying to persuade me, Orwic commented.

Not I! But I will give you Chloe, if you seize your opportunity.

She is the richest prize in Gades. She is worth two hundred thousand sesterces.

Orwic had not the slightest notion how much money that was, so he magnified it in his own mind, and the result rearoused suspicion. He got up and began to pace the floor, to discover whether or not Pkauchios was proposing to detain him forcibly. But Pkauchios made no move; simply leaned against a corner of the wall and watched him. Orwic decided to probe deeper; he desired to justify temptation by proving to himself that Pkauchios was friend, not enemy. He drew back the curtains at the doorway by which he had entered the room. There was nobody there. He passed into a hall lined with statuary, entered rooms that opened to the right and left of it, found nobody, and tried the house door. It was unlocked; doves were cooing in the garden; fountains splashed; there were no lurkers; only a few old Egyptian slaves who dipped out water from a well a hundred yards away.

Plainly, then, he was not a prisoner. And as he breathed the incense smoke out of his lungs, refilling them with blossom-scented air, he felt the challenge of his youth and strength.

Off Vectis, the Lord Druid said, he muttered to himself, there is a man in Gades to whom he could have sent Tros, only that Tross mind was closed against him. This Pkauchios is probably the man!

Musing to himself, his hands behind him, he returned along the hall toward the room where he had left the old Egyptian. Chloe had said he should agree to anything the Egyptian should propose. It might do no harm to pretend to agree. But he wondered how he should explain away his rudeness, how he should accept the mans proffered aid now without cheapening his own position and above all, how he should explain to Tros.

You must help me to convince the Lord Tros, he began, reentering the room.

But Pkauchios was gone. There was no trace of him nor any answer, though he called his name a dozen times.


CHAPTER 76. Balbus qui murum aedificabit

I believe it is true that people have the rulers they deserve. The very wise have said so. Nothing that I have seen has made me think the contrary. Therefore, when I observe those rulers, is it insolence in me to hope that these, whom I rule, are a little worthier than some?
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



PONDERING the situation in all its bearings, Tros called Chloe back into the cabin while the deck crew lowered Simon into the longboat.

Your Horatius Verres waits for Caesar and is Caesars man. You have befriended Verres. Therefore Caesar will befriend you. Why, then, should you be in haste to flee from Gades?

Torture! she said and shuddered. Horatius Verres sent a messenger who may reach Caesar in time to warn him. But if Balbus dies and Caesar comes, then Caesar will investigate

This is not his province. He has no authority in Hispania.

He is Caesar, Chloe answered. And I shall be tortured, because Pkauchios will certainly be found out and they will need my evidence against him.

So, unless we save Balbus life

Chloe looked into Tross eyes. She laid the palms of her hands against his breast, her lip quivering for a second  on the verge of tears, but struggling to regain her self-control.

Lord Tros, she said, there isnt a slave in Gades but knows Caesar would jump at an excuse to invade Pompeys province. Pompey and Caesar pretend to be friends. Theyre as friendly as two lovers of one woman! Balbus is Pompeys nominee, and he is willing to win Gaul for Pompey or to betray Hispania into Caesars hands, whichever of the two he thinks is stronger. All men know there will be war before long, and none can guess whether Pompey or Caesar will win. Pompey is lazy, proud, rich, popular. Caesar is energetic, loved, feared, hated, deep in debt.

Wager your peculium on Caesar! Tros advised.

Nay, on Horatius Verres! Have you ever loved a woman? she asked.

Tros did not answer. He stroked his chin, watching her eyes. She asked him another question.

Do you think it possible for me to tell the truth?

He nodded. He expected a prodigious lie was coming. Her eyes were melting, soft, abrim with tears, held bravely back. The stage was all set for Gadean trickery. But she surprised him.

I would die for Horatius Verres! I would submit to torture for him. But not for you, Pkauchios, Simon, Balbus, Caesar nor any other man!

Pearls? Tros asked her, studying her face.

She reached for the hem of her chlamys and produced the one pearl he had already given her, holding it out in the palm of her hand.

You may keep them! Simon may keep my money unless you find a way of freeing me tonight! I will sing no more. I will dance no more and please none but myself. For they shall bury me where the other dead slaves bodies rot if I lose Horatius Verres. Tros of Samothrace, if you have never loved a woman

Come, said Tros.

The longboat set them on the seaweed-littered beach, where an officer of Balearic slingers, aping Roman airs and very splendid in his clanking bronze, signed to Tros to pass on, but demanded to be told by what right Simon, the Jew, paid visits to a foreign ship in harbor. A party of Simons slaves, with his great unwieldy, paneled litter in their midst had been detained some distance off, a detachment of slingers guarding them.

Simon began to argue excitedly, gesticulating, gasping as the nervousness increased his asthma. Chloe interrupted.

Do you know me? she asked.

I pass you, exquisite Chloe! the officer answered in Latin with an atrocious Balearic accent.

I pass Simon! she retorted. Do you dare to prevent me?

But Chloe

Bring me Simons slaves or count me your enemy! she interrupted.

With a half-humorous grimace the officer beckoned to his men to let Simons slaves advance.

Remember me, O favorite of Fortune! he said to Chloe. My name is Metellus.

I will mention you to Balbus. I will lie to him about your good looks and your loyalty, she promised, and motioned to Simon to climb into his litter.

Be your memory as nimble as your wits and feet! Metellus answered, shrugging his shoulders and signing to his men to let the party pass.

Those Balearic slingers lined along the beach were a godsend from Tross point of view. There was a crowd of hucksters, pimps, idlers and loose women noisily protesting because the soldiers would not let them approach the shore. In the distance where the fishing boats were anchored three liburnians patrolled the waterfront and kept small boats from putting out. There was no chance of communication with the ship, no risk of the crew getting drunk or of Jaun Aksue and his Eskualdenak escaping.

All the way to the city gate the road was lined with idlers who had come to stare and touts who heralded the fame of Gades brothels. They praised Tross purple cloak, admired his bulk and strength, flattered, coaxed and tried to tempt him with descriptions of alleged delights, pawing at him, pulling, fighting one another, spitting and cursing at Simons slaves for thrusting the litter through their ranks. They offered horses, donkeys, mules, drink, women and at last a litter.

Tros hired the litter and bade Chloe climb into it and ride with him. But she refused.

There are some things I can not do. Once I bought a litter. But it is against the law for a slave or even for freed women. The Romans wives threatened to have me whipped. So I walk, and those women envy me my health, if nothing else!

They were stared at by the gate guards and by the crowd that swarmed there, but not in any way molested. There was no wheeled traffic, but the narrow street was choked with burdened slaves, mules, oxen and leisured pedestrians who flowed in a colorful hot stream between the lines of stalls and booths that backed against the houses. There was a din of chaffering and a drone of flies where the fruit  and meat  and fish-shops made splurges of raw color; and there was a stench of overcrowded tenements that made Tros cough and gasp.

But people were less curious inside the city, and Chloes presence had more effect. She walked ahead with one of Simons slaves on either side of her, and the crowd made way, occasionally cheering, calling compliments, addressing her by name as if she were a free celebrity. One man, forcing his way through the crowd, presented her with flowers and begged her to ride in his chariot if he should win next months quadriga race in the arena.

She nodded gaily and led on along the winding street until it widened suddenly and approached an irregular square with trees along one side of it and a statue of Balbus the Governor in the midst. On the left hand of the street, with its front toward the square, was a great white building with small, iron-barred windows and the legend S.P.Q.R. in enormous letters amid scroll work all along the coping. From the windows issued shrill, spasmodic, tortured womans screams, increasing and increasing, until the street crowd set its teeth and some laughed nervously. It ceased abruptly, only to begin again.

There was no passing at that point. The crowd jammed the street. Even Chloe was helpless to force a way through, and while she pushed, coaxed, pleaded, argued, a girl younger than herself rushed out of a doorway fighting frantically with the crowd that interfered with her and, falling to her knees, seized Chloes legs.

Her face was half hidden in a shawl; Chloe pulled it back and recognized her. The girl sobbed, and as the screams from the window rose to a shrill, broken summit of inflicted agony, she burst into a torrent of stuttering words all choked with sobs, her fingers clutching Chloes knees.

Tros rolled out of the litter, for it was useless to try to force that eight-manned object through the crowd. He touched Chloes shoulder.

Her mother! she whispered. Some informer has told Balbus of a plot. He takes her mothers testimony.

She stooped and kissed the girl, then broke away from her and, beckoning to Tros to follow, began using violence and Balbus name to force her way through, the crowd gradually yielding.

Around the corner, on the side of the building that faced the trees, eight Roman soldiers under a decurion leaned on spears beside the stone steps that led to a wide arched entrance. Beyond them, in the shadow of the wall, eight more legionaries stood guard over a group of miserable prisoners, gibing at them when they shuddered at the screams that could be heard there even more distinctly than in the street because the stone arch of the entrance magnified the noise. Held back by a rope between the steps and the trees at the back of the square was a crowd of Romans, Spaniards, Greeks, Moors, Jews, slaves and freemen, their voices making a sea of sound that paused regularly when the screams increased.

Chloe led Tros to the steps and whispered Balbus name to the decurion in charge, who stared at Tros but nodded leave to enter. They fought their way into a crowded lobby, where men and women stood on tiptoe trying to see through the open courtroom door over the shoulders of two legionaries whose spears and broad backs blocked the way. There was hardly breathing room. A woman in a corner had fainted and a man was pouring water on her from a lions mouth drinking fountain built into the wall.

Chloe kicked, shoved, imprecated, cried out Balbus name and worked her way at last, with Tros behind her, until she touched the spears held horizontally across the door and Tros could see over her shoulder into the crowded courtroom.

The screams for the moment had ceased. On a sort of throne on a raised dais with a chair on either side of it on which the secretaries sat, was Balbus, Governor of Gades, exquisitely groomed, pale, clicking at his front teeth with a thumb-nail. He was handsome, but much darker than the average Roman; there were rings under his eyes, that had a bored look, as if he found it difficult to concentrate on a subject that vaguely irritated him. His crisp black hair was turning gray, although he was a comparatively young man. He looked decidedly unhealthy.

Presently he sat bolt upright and the crowded courtroom grew utterly still. When he spoke his well-trained voice had the suggestion of a sneer, and his frown was a tyrants, impatient, exacting, final  like the corners of his mouth that tightened when his lips moved.

I have considered the advocates argument. It is true, it is a principle of Roman law that no injustice shall be done; but this woman is not a Roman citizen, nor is she the mother of more than one child, so she has no rights that are involved in this instance. Treason has been charged against the Senate and the Roman People, a most serious issue. This woman has refused to answer truthfully the questions put to her, although she has been accused of knowing the conspirators names. Let the torturers continue. Apply fire.

He leaned forward, elbow on his knee, and again the awful screams began to fill the stone-roofed hall. A scream from the street re-echoed them. The crowd on the wooden benches reached and craned to get a better view and the sentries in the doorway stood on tiptoe; all that Tros could see over their shoulders was a glimpse of the men who held the levers of a rack and the red glow of a charcoal brazier. There began to be a stench of burning flesh.

Chloe stepped under the spears of the sentries; one of them reached out an arm but recognized her as she turned to threaten him, grinned and nodded to her to go wherever she pleased. She disappeared into the crowd that stood in the aisle between the benches. The next Tros saw of her she was in front of the dais, looking up at Balbus, who sat motionless, chin on hand, elbow on knee, apparently not listening. The tortured womans screams made whatever Chloe said inaudible to any one but Balbus and, perhaps, his secretaries, who, however, were at pains to appear busy with their tablets. Balbus suddenly sat upright, raising his right hand.

Cease! he exclaimed in a bored voice. There will be a short recession. Remove the witness. Let the doctor see to her. After the recession I will examine the other witnesses in turn. It is possible we may not need this ones testimony.

The witness screams died to a sobbing moan, and there was a murmur in the courtroom. Some one cried out, Favoritism! At the rear of the room there were audible snickers. Ushers and sentries roared for silence and, as two men carried the victim out on a stretcher through a side door, Balbus spoke with a metallic snarl:

I will clear the court if there are further demonstrations! This is not a spectacle, but a judicial process. A courtroom is not an arena. Let decency attend the acts of justice. The next spectator who betrays disrespect for the dignity of Roman justice shall be soundly flogged!

He arose and left the courtroom by a door at the rear of the dais, nodding to Chloe as he went. She seized a court official by the arm and the crowd in the aisle made way in front of them. The official, lemon-faced, his skin a mass of wrinkles, sly-eyed from experience of litigation and his long nose looking capable of infinite suspicion, beckoned to Tros. The sentries let him through and the crowd in the courtroom turned to stare as he swaggered up the aisle, his sea legs giving him a roll that showed off his purple cloak and his great bulk to advantage. With his sword in its purple scabbard and the broad gold band that bound his heavy coils of black hair he looked like a king on a visit of state and, what was more to his purpose, he knew it. They passed the torture-implements, where a Sicilian slave on his knees blew at a charcoal brazier in preparation for the next unwilling witness; the long-nosed official opened the door at the rear of the dais and Chloe, all smiles and excitement, led the way in.

The renowned and noble Tros of Samothrace! she exclaimed, and shut the door behind her, leaning her back against it.

Balbus looked up. He was sitting by the window of a square room lined with racks of parchments, holding toward the light a tablet, which he appeared to find immensely interesting. Tros approached him and bowed, hand on hilt.

So you are that pirate? said Balbus, looking keenly at him.

That is Caesars view of it, Tros answered. I had the great Pompeius leave to come and go and to use all Roman ports, but Caesar stole my fathers ship and slew him.

Why do you come to Gades?

To find a friend who shall make it safe for me to take my ship to Ostia, and there to leave the ship at anchor while I go to Rome.

For what purpose?

To stir Caesars enemies against him; or, it may be, to persuade his friends of the unwisdom of his course. I hope to keep him from invading Britain.

Who is this friend whom you propose to find in Gades?

Yourself, for all I know, said Tros, spreading his shoulders and smiling. I offer quid pro quo. A friend of mine may count on me for friendship.

Balbus was silent for a long time, appearing to be studying Tross face, but there was a look behind his eyes as if he were revolving a dozen issues in his mind.

You took a hostage from me! he said suddenly.

Aye, and a good looking one! Tros answered. I was fortunate. You shall have him back when I leave Gades. I am told he knows your secrets.

What if I hold you against him? Balbus sneered; but he could not keep his eyes from glancing at Tross sword.

Tros smiled at him.

Why, in that case, my lieutenant would take my ship to Ostia. And I wonder whether that hostage, whom he will there surrender to the Romans, will keep your secrets as stoutly as the woman in the court just now kept hers!

Balbus glared angrily, but Tros smiled back at him, his hand remaining on his sword-hilt.

However, why do we talk of reprisals? Tros went on after an awkward pause. Balbus, son of Balbus, is it wisdom to reject a friendship that the gods have brought you on a western wind?

Balbus looked startled, but tried to conceal it. Chloe, her back to the door, took courage in her teeth and interrupted in a strained voice:

What said Pkauchios? A red ship with a purple sail? A bold man in a purple cloak?

Peace, thou! commanded Balbus, but in another second he was smiling at her. Chloe, he said, you dance for me tonight?

She nodded.

As long as Pkauchios owns me.

Balbus stared at her, frowning:

Pkauchios will never manumit you! he said. You know too many secrets.

Chloe bit her lip, as if she regretted having spoken, but her eyes were on Tross face and appeared to be urging him to follow the cue she had given.

Balbus, what if I should save your life? Tros asked. What then? Or shall I sail away and leave you?

Again Chloe interrupted:

Balbus! What said Pkauchios? What said the auguries? Death stalks you in the streets of Gades unless Fortune intervenes!

Balbus stared at Tros again.

How come you to know about conspiracies in Gades? he demanded.

I, too, consult the auguries, said Tros. For my ships sake I read the stars as some men read a womans eyes. The stars have blinked me into Gades. The very whales have beckoned me! My dreams for nine nights past in storms at sea have been of Gades and a mans life I shall save.

Balbus lips opened a little and his lower jaw came slowly forward. He used his left hand for a shield against the sunlight streaming through the window and, leaning sidewise, peered at Tros again.

You look like a blunt, honest seaman, he remarked, save that you are dressed too handsomely and overbold!

My father was a prince of Samothrace, Tros answered; whereat Balbus shrugged his shoulders. It was no part of the policy of Roman governors to appear much thrilled by foreign titles of nobility.

Now Tros was utterly perplexed what course to take, for which reason he was careful to look confident. He knew the information he had from Chloe might be a net-work of lies. There might be no truth whatever, for instance, in her statement that Caesar was on his way to Gades; on the other hand it might be true, and Balbus might be perfectly aware of it. Examining Balbus eyes, he became sure of one thing  Balbus was no idealist; a mere suggestion of an altruistic aim would merely stir the mans suspicion.

I come to fish in troubled waters, Tros remarked. I seek advantage in your disadvantage.

Suddenly, as if some friendly god had whispered in his ear, he thought of the Balearic slingers on the beach and how readily their officer had yielded to Chloes arrogant support of Simon. He remembered that shrug of the shoulders when she promised to praise him to Balbus.

Are your troops dependable? he asked, knowing that mutiny was as perennial as the seasons wherever Roman troops were kept too long in idleness. He began to wonder whether, perhaps, Balbus had not sent for Caesar to help him out of an emergency. Secretaries, slaves might have spread such a rumor. Chloe might have magnified it and distorted it for reasons of her own; the Gades dancing girls, he knew, were capable of any intrigue. For that matter Horatius Verres might be Balbus spy, not Caesars.

But Balbus startled stare was more or less convincing. And it dawned on Tros that a Roman governor who felt entirely sure of his own authority would not yield so complacently to that hostage trick; a man with his nerve unshaken would have countered promptly by arresting Tros himself. Balbus was worried, nervous, trying to conceal the fact. Subduing irritation, he ignored Tross question and retorted with another:

You used Caesars seal! What do you know of Caesars movements?

None except Caesar can guess what he will do next, Tros said, trying to suggest by his expression that he knew more than he proposed to tell.

Word came, said Balbus, that you fought a battle with his biremes. I have heard that the druids of Gaul report to you all Caesars moves in advance. Can you tell me where he is now? If you tell the truth, I will do you any favor within my power.

The pupils of Tross amber eyes contracted suddenly. His head jerked slightly in Chloes direction and Balbus took the hint.

Chloe, he said, go you to that woman who was tortured. Help to bandage her. Condole with her. Try to persuade her to confess to you the names of the conspirators who are plotting against my life. Tell her that if she confesses she shall not be tortured any more, and she may save others from the rack.

Chloe left the room, and Tros did not care to turn his head to see what effect the dismissal had on her.

Now, what do you know of Caesar? Balbus asked.

Tros smiled. He was determined not to answer, until sure of where the forks of Balbus own dilemma pricked. And the longer Tros hesitated the more confident Balbus grew that Tros knew more than he would tell without persuasion.

You are Caesars enemy? he asked.

Tros nodded.

I am of the party of Pompeius Magnus, Balbus remarked, narrowing his eyes.

Tros nodded again.

It would not offend Pompeius Magnus if  ah  if death should overtake Caesar, Balbus remarked, and looked the other way.

So I should imagine, Tros said, watching him.

Balbus stroked his chin. It had been beautifully shaven. Tros kept silence. Balbus had to resume the conversation:

If Caesar should visit Gades and should die, all Rome would sigh with relief; but the Senate would assert its own dignity by crucifying any Roman who had killed him. You understand me?

Again Tros nodded. He was having hard work to suppress excitement, but his breath came regularly, slowly. Even his hand on the jeweled sword-hilt rested easily. Balbus appeared irritated at his calmness. He spoke sharply  

But if an enemy of Caesar slew him  Tros passed his hand over his mouth to hide a smile that man would have a thousand friends in Rome! Balbus went on. Then, after a moments pause, his eyes on Tros, Caesars corpse could harm no friends of yours in Britain!

For as long as thirty breaths Tros and Balbus eyed each other. Then:

Spies have informed me, said Balbus, of a rumor that Caesar intends to come here. What else than that news brought you into Gades? Did you not come to waylay and kill him?

Tros assumed the sliest possible expression.

I should need such guarantees of safety and immunity as even Balbus might find it hard to give, he remarked.

We can discuss that later on, said Balbus. Caesar moves swiftly, and secretly, but I know where he was three days ago. He can not be here for four or five days yet. We have time.

However, Tros remembered his friend Simon  probably already home by now and in abject terror awaiting news of the interview. Also he thought of Chloe. Those were two whose loyalty he needed to bind to himself, by all means and as soon as possible.

I will make a first condition now, he said abruptly. Simon, the Jew, owes money but can not pay. He says you owe him money and will not pay. Will you settle with Simon?

Balbus looked exasperated.

Bacchus! he swore under his breath.

It needed small imagination to explain what situation he was in. Like any other Roman governor, he had been forced to send enormous sums to Rome to defray his own debts and to bribe the professional blackmailers who lived by accusing absentees before the Senate. He had not been long enough in Gades to accumulate reserves of extorted coin.

Tros understood the situation perfectly. He also knew how men in debt snatch eagerly at temporary respite.

There is no haste for the money, he remarked. Let Simon write an order on your treasury which you accept for payment, say, in six months time.

Balbus nodded.

That would be an unusual concession, he said, from a man in my position. But I see no serious objection.

Would any one in Gades dare to refuse to accept such a document in payment of a debt? Tros asked him.

Balbus stiffened, instantly assertive of his dignity.

Some men will dare almost anything  once! he remarked. It would be a dangerous indiscretion!

Even if it were the price of the manumission of a slave?

Even so.

Very well, said Tros. There is a female slave in Gades whom I covet. Can you order the sale of that slave to me?

Not so, said Balbus. But I can order the slave manumitted at the price at which the owner has declared that slave for taxation purposes, and provided the slave pays the manumission tax of ten percent on her market value.

I am at the age when a woman means more to me than money, Tros remarked.

Balbus nodded. That was no new thing. The dry smile on his face revealed that he thought he had Tros in the hollow of his hand.

But how did you make the acquaintance of this slave in Gades? he asked curiously.

Tros could lie on the spur of a moment as adroitly as he could change the ships helm to defeat the freaks of an Atlantic wind. She was sold under my eyes in Greece, two years ago. I was outbidden, he answered promptly. I learned she was brought to Gades and, if you must know, that is why I risked coming here. She is extremely beautiful. I saw her just now in the street.

Do you know who owns her?

I will find out.

Well, said Balbus, make your inquiries cautiously, or her owner may grow suspicious and spirit her out of sight. You would better get her name and legal description, her owners name and her taxable value, have the document drawn and bring it to me to sign before the owner learns anything about it.

When? Where? Tros asked him.

Balbus turned in his chair suddenly and looked straight into Tross face, staring long and keenly at him.

At my house. Tonight, he said deliberately, using the word with emphasis, as a man might who was naming an enormous stake in a game of chance. I bid you to my house to supper at one hour after sunset. There is an Egyptian named Pkauchios in Gades, an astrologer of great ability in the prediction of events. For two months he has predicted daily that Caesar will die very soon by violence. Last night, between midnight and the dawn, he came to me predicting your arrival after sunrise. He prophesied that you shall serve me in a matter of life and death. I am thinking, if it should be my life and the death of Caesar

I must consult this Pkauchios! said Tros, and Balbus nodded.

I will send you to him.

No, said Tros, for then he will know I come from you. And if he has lied to you, he will lie to me. But if I go alone I may get the truth from him. I will not slay Caesar unless I know the elements are all propitious.

Go to him then, Balbus answered. Make yourself as inconspicuous in Gades as you can. Bring me an exact account tonight of all that Pkauchios has said to you. I will sign the order for Simons money and for the manumission of that slave girl just to let you feel my generosity. Thereafter, we will discuss the terms on which you shall  ah  shall  ah  act as the instrument of fate.


CHAPTER 77. Conspiracy

Money? Aye, I need it. But has money brains, heart, virtue, intelligence, courage, faith, hope, vision? He who sets his course by money sees a false star. He who measures by it is deceived, and his measure is false wherewith he measures all else.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THE LITTER Tros had hired had vanished when he left the courtroom. In its place was a sumptuous thing with gilded pomegranates at the corners of the curtained awning, borne by eight slaves in clean white uniform. An Alexandrian eunuch, who seemed to have enough authority to keep the crowd at bay, came forward, staff in hand, to greet Tros at the courthouse steps.

My master the noble Pkauchios invites you, he said, bowing, gesturing toward the litter.

Where is my own litter? Tros demanded.

The eunuch smiled, bowing even more profoundly.

My master would be ashamed that you should ride in such a hired thing to his house. I took the liberty in his name of dismissing it and paying the trifling charges.

Tros hesitated. He would have preferred to go first to Simons house, supposing that the Jew had hurried home to wait for him, but as he glanced to left and right in search of Simons litter the eunuch interpreted that thought.

Simon the Jew is also my masters guest, he announced.

Tros disbelieved that. It was incredible that Simon should accept hospitality from a man whom he had so recently described as a vile magician. But the decurion in charge of the soldiers at the courthouse entrance nodded confirmation:

Simon went to have his fatness charmed away, he suggested with a grin. Pkauchios has a name for working miracles.

Reflecting that in any event he had better see Orwic as soon as possible, Tros rolled into the splendid litter. There was no sign of Chloe and he did not care to arouse comment by asking for her. He was borne away in haste, the soldiers shouting to the crowd to make way for the litter and, after a long ride through well-swept but fetid smelling streets, he was set down at Pkauchios front gate, where the eunuch ushered him into the marble house, not announcing him, not entering the incense-smelling room with him, but drawing back the clashing curtains, motioning him through and closing them behind him.

He was greeted by Orwics boyish laugh and by a gasp from Simon. The two were seated face to face on couches near the window, unable to converse since Simon knew hardly any Gaulish and both of them as pleased to see Tros as if he were a meal produced by a miracle for hungry men. Orwic ran to greet him, threw an arm around him, trying to say everything at once in an excited whisper.

A great wizard. This must be the man our Lord Druid might have sent you to if you had only listened  made me a proposal  slip the Eskualdenak ashore  he says he knows how to manage that  hide them in a place hell show me  kill Balbus tonight  lead an uprising against the Romans  carry the rebellion into Gaul  no need then to go to Rome  well keep the Romans hands too full to invade Britain!

Tros snorted. One sniff was enough. There was a woman smell on Orwics clothes.

Magic works many ways, he remarked, and then thought of the curtains behind him. We will consider the proposal, he added in a somewhat louder voice.

He approached Simon, who appeared too exhausted to rise from the couch and, glimpsing through the open window his great ship at anchor in the distance, he paused a moment, thrilled by the sight, before he spoke in Aramaic, his lips hardly moving, in an under tone that Orwic hardly caught:

Out of the teeth of danger we will snatch success, but you must trust me. We speak now for an unseen audience.

He could feel the espionage, although there was no sign of it. He leaned through the open window, but no eavesdroppers lurked within earshot. He strode back to the curtains through which he had entered, jerked them back suddenly, and found the hall empty. There was another door a few feet from the throne with the arms of gilded ivory. He jerked back its curtains, too, and found the next room vacant, silent, beautifully furnished but affording no hiding place. There was a lute left lying by a gilded chair and the same smell of scented women that he had noticed on Orwics clothes, but the wearers of the scent had vanished.

Nevertheless, he was convinced he was being spied on. He could feel the nervous tension that an unseen eye produces, and he suspected the wall at the back of the ivory throne might be hollow; the corner behind the throne was not square but built out, forming two angles and a short, flat wall. The canopy over the throne cast shadow, and there was a deal of decoration there that might conceal a peep-hole. He signed to Orwic to sit down by the window and, standing so that his voice might carry straight toward that corner wall, himself full in the sunlight, stroking his chin with an air of great deliberation, he spoke in Gaulish:

It is good we may speak among ourselves before the Egyptian comes. What kind of man is he?

A nobleman! said Orwic. A good hater of the Romans! It was his slaves who rescued me from some ruffians in a mean street. He is not a false magician but a true one. He had prophesied the coming of your ship, and my landing by night and being lost in Gades. He has read our destiny in the stars and he refused, like a true magician, to say a word about it until I almost forced it out of him.

Tros nodded gravely.

Then he made me that proposal. And I tell you, Tros, you would do well to consider it.

I am an opportunist, Tros said. I will do whatever fortune indicates.

I objected to murdering Balbus, Orwic went on. But the Romans invaded Britain. They killed our men. And he said Balbus is doomed anyhow but, according to his reading of the stars, if he should be killed by the prince from a far country who steps out of the ship with the purple sails, it will mean the end of Roman rule in all Hispania and Gaul. Whereas, if he is killed by a common murderer, no good will come of it.

Tros frowned. No trace of incredulity betrayed itself as he answered solemnly:

Few men can read the stars with such precision.

That is exactly my opinion, Orwic agreed. He speaks like a Lord Druid.

Simon had made very little of the conversation, but he was watching Tross face with a sort of blank expression on his own, as if his intuition rather than his ordinary faculties were working. He had suppressed his noisy breathing.

Get me my money, Tros! Get me my money! he gasped suddenly, noisily in Aramaic.

But his expression had changed and his eyes were brighter; Tros interpreted the remark to mean that Simon could see light at last. He answered him in Greek, speaking very proudly.

I will put the illustrious Pkauchios to a test, as a man throws dice to solve a difficult decision. For I think that in such ways the gods are willing to indicate a proper course to us in our perplexity. If he shall grant me the first favor that I ask, and faithfully perform it, then I will let him guide me in this matter. But if he shall quibble with me or refuse or, having promised, fail to do what I shall ask, then no. So, let the gods decide!

He made a gesture as of throwing dice and turned his back to the window, striding the length of the room with measured steps. He had paced the room three times before he saw Pkauchios standing in the doorway, not the doorway near the throne  the other one.

I welcome you. Peace to you! said Pkauchios in Greek. But I foresee that you must snatch peace from the fangs of war!

I thank you for your courtesy, Tros answered, bowing.

He did not bow so deeply that his eyes left Pkauchios face. He hated the man instantly, and hid the hatred under a mask of eager curiosity.

The magicians dark eyes seemed to be trying to read into his very soul, but Tros knew nothing better than that men of genuine spiritual power are careful never to display the outward signs of it and, above all, never to distress strangers with a penetrating stare. The astrologers robes and the air of superhuman wisdom were convincing, but not of what Pkauchios intended. The Egyptian spoke again pleasantly, with the air of a wise man condescending:

I regret I should have kept you waiting, but I observed the flight of birds, from which much may be foretold by those who understand natural symbology. Why do you come to Gades?

You are a magician. You should know why I came, Tros answered.

And indeed I do know. But I see there is a question in your mind, said Pkauchios.

The pupils of the Egyptians eyes contracted into bright dots. He made a gesture with his hand before his eyes, brushing away veils of immaterial obscurity.

Doubt? Or desire? One blended with the other, or so it seems. You have a request to make, he went on. Speak then, while the vision holds me.

He had not moved. He was standing before the curtains like a dignified attendant at the door of a mystery.

There is a slave, said Tros, who at great risk brought me information. Speak for me to Balbus that he manumit that slave.

I will, said Pkauchios, without a seconds hesitation. Whose is the slave?

Do you or do you not see that the slave should be set free? Tros countered.

I see it is just and can be accomplished. But how shall I urge Balbus unless I know the slaves name and his masters? Pkauchios answered.

Speak to him thus said Tros. It would be well if you should order manumitted whichever slave Tros the Samothracian indicates.

It shall be done, said Pkauchios. But he did not quite retain his self- command. There was a twitching of the face muscles, a discernible effort to conceal chagrin.

Tros did not dare to glance at Simon or at Orwic. He was so sure now that the Egyptian had been spying through an eye-hole in the wall behind the throne, that he would have burst out laughing if he had not bowed again and backed away, biting his lower lip until the blood came. That gave him an excuse to break the tension.

Blood? he exclaimed, frowning, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and examining it.

Aye, blood! said Pkauchios in a hollow voice and walked in front of him to near where Orwic sat.

By the window he turned and, after greeting Simon with a stare and a gesture of condescension, spoke again:

Blood! Mars with Saturn in conjunction! And a red ship on the morning tide! The blood must flow in rivers-full! But whose?

He stared at Simon balefully until the Jew in nervous resentment gaped at him and tried to force himself to speak, but failed because the asthma gripped his throat.

I know your danger! Pkauchios remarked. There are weapons in your warehouse

Yours! Simon interrupted, pointing a fat finger at him. You

The Egyptian cut him short.

Jew! Have a care! You come to me for help, not for recrimination. At a word from me you would be tortured with the rack and charcoal. Rob not opportunity!

Tros kept staring through the window at his great ship in the distance. She summoned to the surface all the mysticism in him and he muttered lines from Homer as he gazed. The blind poet who once dwelt on rocky Chios, when he stamped on to the racial memory that character of crafty, bold Odysseus, hymned a hero after Tross own heart. The Egyptian seemed to read the tenor of his thought.

Tros of Samothrace, he said, turning his back on Simon, you have impelled yourself into a vortex of events. You  your ship  your friends  your crew  are all in danger. Win or lose all! Forward lies the only road to safety!

It appears you have a plan, said Tros. Unfold it

The Egyptian nodded.

We are few who can interpret destiny, but to us is always given means with which to guide events. I have awaited you these many days.

I am here, said Tros.

And you have men with you! You will sup tonight with Balbus; that I know, for I advised him to invite you. Listen. There is a quarry close to Balbus house where you can hide your men. There is a wall between the quarry and the house, where no guards are ever posted. It is easy to scale that wall from the side of the quarry. It is simple to bring unarmed slaves into the city. It is easy to bribe Balearic slingers to see and to say nothing after darkness has set in. There are weapons in Simons warehouse. There is only a small guard at Balbus house at night  not more than twenty or thirty men. You have, I think, two hundred and fifty men who could hide in the quarry and at a signal overwhelm the guard.

Simon was growing restless, trying to catch Tross eye and warn him against being caught in any such network of intrigue, but Tros trod on his foot to signal to him to keep still. Orwic, who knew no Greek, was walking about the room examining strange ornaments. The Egyptian after a pause continued:

Balbus, who envies Caesar, has sent emissaries into Gaul to murder him! Hourly he awaits the news of Caesars death! The stars, whose symbolism never lies, inform me that Caesar is already dead, and the news will reach Gades tonight! But if Balbus lives, he will blame others for the murdering of Caesar. Therefore, Balbus shall die, too!

Tros nodded. Not a gesture, not a line of his face suggested that he knew it was the Egyptian himself who had sent slaves to murder Caesar. His lions eyes were glowing with what might have been enthusiasm. He stood, hands clenched behind him, making no audible comment.

It is expedient that Balbus shall die tonight, said Pkauchios. He has received word of a conspiracy against him. Sooner or later a witness in the agony of torture will reveal names. The conspirators are fearful; they lack leadership. But if Balbus were slain, the whole city would rise in rebellion! I have a plan that at the proper moment will draw away the legionaries from the camp outside the city.

He paused, and then dramatically raised his voice:

By morning messengers will have gone forth summoning all Hispania to rise. Good leadership  and I, Pkauchios, will guide you, Tros of Samothrace  good, ruthless leadership! Hispania and Gaul will throw off Roman rule!

Tros grinned. He had made his mind up, which is a difficult thing to do in the teeth of an expert in personal magnetism. He succeeded in convincing even Simon.

Well and good, he said, folding his arms. But I will not kill Balbus until he has set that slave free and has repaid Simon what he owes.

Those two preliminaries granted? said the Egyptian. He seemed quite sure that Tros had committed himself.

Orwic shall smuggle my men into the city if you show him how, said Tros, and at the proper signal. But who shall give the signal? he asked.

He was wary of definite lying. Any promises he made he liked to keep. But he had no objection to the Egyptians deceiving himself. I will give the signal, Pkauchios answered. Let brazen trumpets peal the death of Balbus! Six trumpets shall clamor a fanfare on the porch. Then plunge your dagger in!

Where will you be? Tros asked him.

At the banquet. Where else? Behold me. I rise from the banqueting couch. I stand thus to announce an augury. My servant, squatting by the door, will watch me, and when I raise my right hand thus, he will pass out to the porch where the trumpeters will be waiting who are to make music for the midnight dance Chloe has invented. The fanfare resounds. Your men come swarming over the quarry wall. Your dagger does its work  and  and you may help yourself, if you wish, from Balbus treasury!

Tros acted so immensely pleased that Orwic came and wondered at him. Simon hove himself off the couch at last and clutched Tross arm.

Tros, Tros! he gasped. Dont do this dogs work! Dont! You will ruin all of us!

Scowling, Pkauchios opened his thin lips to rebuke and threaten the Jew, but checked himself as he saw the expression on Tross face. Tros took Simon by the arms, driving his fingers into the fat biceps, the only signal that he dared give that his words need not be taken at face value.

Simon! he exclaimed in a voice of stern reproach. You owe me money! Yet you dare to keep me from this golden opportunity? Fie on you, Simon!

Simon wrung his hands. Tros turned to Orwic.

Go you to the ship, he said. Our friend here, the Egyptian, will provide you a guide to the beach. Talk with Jaun Aksue. Tell him all the Eskualdenak shall come ashore tonight under your leadership, and do a little business of mine before I turn them loose to amuse themselves. Say they shall be well paid. Make them understand they must be sober until midnight. I will come to the ship later and explain the details of the plan. Go swiftly.


CHAPTER 78. The Committee of Nineteen

I am not wise. I seek wisdom. But I know this: tyranny is never slain by slaying tyrants. Let valiance first slay tyranny in its victims hearts. Tyrants then will die of being laughed at, quicker than any hangman could make an end of them. But a man must begin at beginnings. I have not yet learned to laugh at tyranny. I hate it.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



IT APPROACHED high noon. Simon had left an hour ago in a sort of wet-hen flutter of indignant misery, with a threat from the Egyptian in his ear:

Jew! Balbus owes you money. He would welcome excuse to proscribe you and seize your property! One word from me

Thereafter Pkauchios held Tros in conversation, seeking to make sure of him, promising him riches should the nights attempt succeed and more than riches, power, which is the rightful perquisite of honest men! Too shrewd to threaten, he nevertheless dropped hints of what might happen if Tros should fail him.

You are not the first. Man after man I have tested. One fool tried to betray me, and was crucified. My word with Balbus outweighed his! Another thought he could do without me, after I had made all ready for him. Those he would have led to insurrection burned his house and threw him back into the flames as he ran forth in his night clothes. No, no, you are not the first!

I am the last! Tros answered grimly, and Pkauchios dark eyes took on a look of satisfaction. Then Tros tried to find out where Chloe was without arousing Pkauchios suspicion.

Who was that woman, he asked, who came out to my ship?

Oh, a mischievous Greek slave. A very clever dancer who will perform tonight for Balbus.

Trustworthy? Tros suggested.

No Gades dancing girls are trustworthy. Theirs is the very religion of intrigue.

Ergastulum? Tros suggested.

No. She sleeps to be ready for tonight.

However, there was plainly a mask over Pkauchios thought. Tros was quite sure he was lying, equally sure he was worried. All sorts of fears presented themselves that Tros was hard put to it to keep from showing on his face. Chloe might have disappeared, turned traitress. He decided he was a fool to have left Horatius Verres at large on the ship. If Chloe loved that spy of Caesars  or was he Balbus spy, pretending to be Caesars?  then she would quite likely do whatever Verres told her and perhaps betray every one, Pkauchios included.

Yet he decided not to return to the ship until he had spoken alone with Simon. The old Jew was possibly the weakest link in the intrigue. In terror he might run to Balbus and betray the whole plot. Before all else he must reassure Simon.

Pkauchios ordered out the litter with the eunuch in attendance and the eight white-liveried slaves. Tros saw him whisper to the eunuch, but pretended not to see. He had contrived to look entirely confident when the Egyptian walked with him to the garden gate.

After sunset, said Pkauchios, there will go a messenger to the gate guards who will bid them admit two hundred and fifty slaves on the excuse that they are needed as torchbearers for the midnight pageant in Balbus garden. They will be shown a writing to that effect which the fools will think is genuine. Another messenger will go to the Balearic guards who line the beach. And he will take money with him, a considerable bribe. At sunset a great barge will be rowed alongside your ship. Put your men into that. They shall be led to Simons warehouse where they may help themselves to weapons. And the same guide will lead them afterward to the quarry outside Balbus garden. He will lead them by roundabout ways so as not to attract attention.

Tros rolled into the litter and allowed the eunuch to lead as if his first objective were the ship. But he had no intention of being spied on by that eunuch, and when the litter halted at a narrow passage in the street to let three laden mules go by he rolled out of it again.

Wait for me by the city gate, he commanded.

The eunuch demurred, tried persuasion, offered to carry him anywhere, and at last grew impudent.

You insult my masters hospitality!

A crowd began to gather, marveling at Tross purple cloak and at the broad gold band across his forehead. The eunuch tried to drive them away, fussily indignant, prodding with his staff at those who seemed least likely to retaliate, but the crowd increased. Tros felt a tug at his cloak and, glancing swiftly, caught his breath. He saw Conops slip out of the crowd and go sauntering along the street! His red cap was at a reckless angle and his bandy legs suggested the idle, erratic, goalless meandering of a sailor in a half-familiar port.

Tros climbed back into the litter promptly as the best means of escaping from the crowd. Conops, faithful little rascal, would never have left the ship without good reason. Clearly he expected to be followed. The eunuch contrived to clear the way and the crowd dispersed about its business, which was mainly to sit in doorway shadows. As the litter began to overtake Conops he increased his pace until, where five streets met, he turned up an alley and turned about to watch. He made no signal.

Making sure that Conops was not following the litter downhill toward the city gate, Tros vaulted to the ground and had made his way to the alley mouth before the eunuch, walking rapidly ahead to clear the way, realized what was happening.

This way, master  swiftly!

Conops opened a door ten paces down the alley and Tros followed through it. The door slammed behind him and in stifling gloom he was greeted by a laugh he thought he recognized. It was nearly a minute before definite objects began to evolve out of shadows. He could hear a rasping cough that seemed familiar, and there were other noises that suggested the presence of armed men, but the sunlight had been dazzling on the white-washed walls and there were no open windows in the place in which he found himself. It took time for eyesight to readjust itself. The first shape to evolve out of the darkness was a stairhead, leading downward; then, down the stairs a leather curtain of the rich old-golden hue peculiar to Hispania. Above the curtain, on a panel of the wall the stairway pierced, was a painted picture of a bulls head; and there was something strange about its eyes. After a moments stare Tros decided there were human eyes watching him through slits in the painted ones. There was a murmur of voices from behind the curtain and, every moment or two, that sound of labored breathing and a cough that resembled Simons.

Conops was in no haste to explain. He slunk behind Tros in the darkness, and a man stepped between them in response to a thundering on the street door. He opened a peep-hole and spoke through it to Pkauchios eunuch; Tros could see him clearly as the light through the hole shone on his face  a lean, intelligent, distinguished looking man. He assured the eunuch in good Greek that he was mistaken. None had entered the house recently. Perhaps the next house or the one over the way. Finally, he advised the eunuch to wait patiently.

People who vanish usually reappear unless the guards have seized them. Private business or perhaps a woman, who knows? At any rate, I will trouble you not to disturb a peaceful household. Go away!

He closed the peep-hole and in the darkness Tros could sense rather than see that he bowed with peculiar dignity.

Do me the favor to come this way, he murmured, using the Roman language in as gentle a voice as Tros had ever heard. He led down the dark stairs as if they were not quite familiar to him.

Tros groped for Conops, seized him by the neck and swung him face to face.

Well? he demanded.

Conops answered in a hurried whisper:

That fellow Horatius Verres came out of the hold and said If you value your masters freedom, follow me! Then he jumped overboard and swam. I followed to the beach in a boat. All the way to this place he kept a few paces ahead of me. Then he said Find your master and bring him here, or hell be dead by midnight! I was on my way to Pkauchios house when

Go ahead of me! Tros ordered.

He loosed his sword in the scabbard and trod quietly, hoping Conops heavier step would be mistaken for his own in the event of ambush, so leaving himself free to fight. But the curtain was drawn aside, only to reveal a dim lamp and another curtain. The sound of mens voices increased; there was now laughter and a smell of wine. Beyond the second curtain was a third with figures on it done in blue and white. Some one pulled the third curtain aside and revealed a great square room whose heavy beams were set below the level of the street. The walls were of stone, irregularly dressed. There was a tiled floor covered with goat-hair matting, and a small table near one end of the room, at which a man sat with his back to a closed door. Around the other walls were benches occupied by men in Roman and Greek costume, although none of them apparently was Roman and by no means all were Greeks. There were two Jews, for instance, of whom one was Simon. All except Simon rose as Tros entered. Simon seemed exhausted, and was sweating freely from the heat of the bronze illuminating lamps.

The noble Tros of Samothrace! said the man with the gentle voice who had led the way downstairs.

Tros glared around him, splendid in his purple cloak against the golden leather curtain, and the man at the table bowed. Simon coughed and made movements with his hands, suggesting helplessness. He who had led the way downstairs produced a chair made of wood and whaleskin and with the air of a courtier offered it to Tros to sit on, but he pretended not to notice it.

Illustrious Tros of Samothrace, we invite you to be seated, said the man at the table.

He looked almost like Balbus, except that his face was harder and not wearied from debauch of the emotions. He had humor in his dark eyes, and every gesture, every curve of him suggested confidence and good breeding.

Tros noticed that Horatius Verres was seated in the darkest corner of the room, that Conops knife-blade was a good two inches out of the sheath, that his own sword was at the proper angle to be drawn instantly, and that the men nearest to him looked neither murderous nor capable of preventing his escape past the curtain.

Illustrious Tros of Samothrace, said the man at the table, we have learned that you will lend your dagger to the cause of Gades.

Who are you? Tros retorted bluntly.

We are a committee of public safety, self-appointed and here gathered, unknown to our Roman rulers, for the purpose of conspiracy in the name of freedom, he at the table answered. My own name is Quintilian.

Tros heard a noise behind the curtain, was aware of armed men on the stairs. By the half smile on the chairmans face he realized he was in a trap from which there was no chance of escape without a miracle of swordsmanship or else a shift of luck. He stared very hard at Simon, who seemed to avoid his gaze.

We wish to assure ourselves, said the man who had called himself Quintilian, that we have not been misinformed.

There are two who might have told you, Tros answered. One is Simon, the other Chloe, a Greek slave. I will say nothing unless you tell me which of them betrayed me.

Quintilian smiled. His dark, amused eyes glanced around the room, resting at last on Simons face.

Your friend Simon, he said, has refused to answer questions. We are pleased that your arrival on the scene may save him from that application to his person of inducements to speak, which we had in contemplation.

Tros blew a sigh out of his lungs, half of admiration for his old friend Simon, half of contempt for himself for having trusted Chloe. Then he glared at Horatius Verres over in the corner.

How came I to trust you? he wondered aloud.

I dont know, the Roman answered, smiling. I myself marveled at it. I am greatly in your debt, illustrious Tros. You gave me opportunity to hold a long conversation with Herod ben Mordecai down in the dark, in the hold of your ship. And you left me free to watch for signals from the shore. You knew that Chloe loves me. I am sure you are much too wise to suppose that a woman in love would neglect to signal to her lover. The voice was mocking, confident, cynical.

Tros tossed his head as if about to speak, staring straight at the man at the table to conceal his intention of charging up the stairs and fighting his way to the street. Up anchor and away from Gades  there was nothing else to do! The only thing that made him hesitate was wondering how to rescue Simon.

You are in no danger at present. Be seated, said Quintilian courteously. We wish to hear from your lips confirmation of a plot that interests us deeply. We also are conspirators.

Tros closed his mouth grimly.

He did not sit down, but laid his left hand on the chair-back, intending to use the chair as a shield when he judged the moment ripe.

Ah, you have not understood us properly, said Quintilian. Trouble yourself to observe that we are not warlike men, not even armed with anything but daggers. We are students of philosophy, of music, of the sacred sciences. Our purpose is, that Gades shall become a center of the arts, a city dedicated to the Muses. We have heard that Pkauchios the Egyptian plans an uprising which you will lead by slaying Balbus, for whom none of us has any particular admiration. In the interests of Gades we propose to discover in what way we can be of assistance to you.

Tros let a laugh explode in one gruff bark of irony.

I am no friend of Balbus. I am the enemy of Caesar and of Rome, he answered. But if I were so far to forget my manhood as to cut a throat like a common murderer, it would be the throat of Pkauchios! You fools!

Not so foolish, possibly, as weak! Quintilian answered with a suave smile. But as the poet Homer says, The strength even of weak men when united avails much!

The mention of the poet Homer mollified Tros instantly. He began to feel a sort of friendly condescension. These were harmless, poet-loving people after all. They might be saved from indiscretion.

Fools, I said! But I, too, have been foolish. I thought to pluck my own advantage from the whirlpool of this citys frenzy! Murder never overthrew a tyranny. Ye are like dogs who bite the stick that whips them instead of fighting foot and fang against the tyranny itself! Slay Balbus, and a tyrant ten times worse will take advantage of the crime to chain a new yoke on your necks!

There was a murmur of surprise. Quintilian raised his eyebrows and, leaning both elbows on the table, answered:

But we know for a fact you have agreed with Pkauchios to stab Balbus in his house at the supper  tonight.

Chloe told you. Well, I, too, was fool enough to trust her, but not altogether, Tros said, grimly. I would not trust Pkauchios if I had him tied and gagged! My plan was nothing but to rescue Balbus, to protect him, and so win his gratitude! I seek a favor from him. Bah! Do you think I would lend my men for a purpose that would bring disaster on a city against which I have no grudge? Phaugh! Murder your own despots, if you will, but count me out of it! Look you

He drew his sword and shook the cloak back from his shoulder. Behind him he heard the click of Conops knife emerging from the sheath.

I go! He took a stride toward the door, but as none moved to prevent him he paused and faced Quintilian again. He decided to test them to the utmost. If he had to fight his way out he proposed to know it. Simon may come if he will. I have two words of advice for you: Kill me if you can before I gut your men who guard the stairs, because I go to Balbus! I will warn him, for the sake of Gades! Fools! If you must murder some one, make it Pkauchios! If that dark trickster has his way, all Hispania and Gaul will run blood! You have let the Romans in and now you must endure the Romans! Make no worse evil for yourselves than is imposed already!

He beckoned to Simon, but Quintilian rose and bowed with such dignity and obvious good-will that Tros paused again. Illustrious Tros, Quintilian said, if you could favor us with any sort of guarantee that those are your genuine sentiments, we would even let you go to Balbus! It is just Balbus death that we hope to prevent!

Smiling, his dark eyes alight with amusement and with something strong and generous behind that, he struck the table sharply with the flat of his hand. There was a sudden sound behind Tross back; the inner curtain had been drawn; in the opening stood two men armed with javelins, and there was a third behind them with a bow and arrows.

You may live and we will turn you loose if you will convince us, remarked Quintilian. Time presses. Wont you do us the favor to be seated?

But Tros refused to sit.

It is you who must convince me! he retorted.

With his cloak, his sword, the whaleskin chair and Conops to create diversions, he knew himself able to defeat javelins and bow and arrow, but he was interested to discover whether there were any more armed men in hiding. Quintilian, however, gave him no enlightenment on that point beyond continuing to smile with utmost confidence.

You see, he said, none of us can go to Balbus, who is altogether too suspicious. He would have us crucified for knowing anything about conspiracies. Yet we have suffered so much in pocket and peace and dignity from former abortive risings that we ventured to take liberties with you in order to nip a new one in the bud, or rather, to prevent its budding. Balbus and his troops would nip!

Then his troops arent mutinous? Tros asked.

Quintilian smiled.

They are always mutinous. Just now they talk of marching to join Caesar in Gaul. But a chance to loot the city would restore them to sweet reasonableness, as Balbus perfectly understands. Illustrious Tros, perhaps we might not feel so determined if we liked Pkauchios or if we thought the city were united. We believe ourselves sufficiently intelligent to take advantage of the disaffection in the Roman camp. The moment might be ripe for insurrection but for one important fact: We have learned that Julius Caesar is coming!

He glanced at Horatius Verres, who smiled at Tros and nodded with the same air of amused confidence that he had displayed from the beginning.

Speak to him, said Quintilian. So Horatius Verres stood up, arms folded, and in a very pleasant voice explained how he came to be there.

Illustrious Tros, he said, I am in a worse predicament than you, I being Caesars man, and you your own. I obey Caesar, because I love him. While I live, I serve him at my own risk, whereas you are free to follow inclination. I discovered a plot to murder Caesar. It was launched in Gades, and I sent him warning as soon as I knew.

I received a reply that he will come here. But though he is Caesar, he can not be here for several days, whether he come by land or water. I can not warn Balbus, who is touchy about being spied on and would have my head cut off to keep me from telling Caesar things I know. But it is not Caesars desire that Balbus should meet death, there being virtues, of a sort which Balbus imitates, that might serve Caesars ends to great advantage.

From Herod, the Jew, in the darkness of the hold of your ship, I learned of these distinguished Gadeans, who call themselves a committee of public safety. So I risked my life by coming to them, and I risked yours equally, by persuading your man Conops to summon you, believing you to be a man who might see humor in the situation and take the right way out of it.

He sat down again.

May the gods behold your impudence! said Tros. But he could not help liking the man.

We know, said Quintilian, that Pkauchios has ruffians ready to attack Balbus house at midnight. We also know that he has bribed some of the bodyguard, and we suppose he will make some of the others drunk with drugged wine. We imagine he has offered you inducements to bring a few hundred men ashore

You had that from Chloe, said Tros, but Quintilian took no notice of the interruption.

  to give backbone, as it were, to the mob that might otherwise flinch. And we know there are weapons in Simons warehouse, some of which we presume are to be supplied to your men. We ourselves might kill Pkauchios, but Balbus has a great regard for him and, strange though it may appear, though public-spirited, we prefer not to be tortured and we object to having our possessions confiscated. Nevertheless, we will not permit Balbus to be slain, and if you are willing to protect him for the sake of Gades

He paused and Tros waited, almost breathlessly. In his mind he made a bargain, named the terms of it by which he would abide for good or ill  a final test of these mens honesty.

We will offer you our silent gratitude, Quintilian went on, and we will take a pledge from you not to reveal our names or our identity to Balbus.

It was a tactful way of saying they would not murder him if he succeeded and provided he should keep his mouth shut. Tros laughed.

If you had offered me a price, he said, I would have spat on you.

As it is, are you willing to betray Pkauchios to Balbus? Quintilian asked. You could do it without risk whereas we

Tros snorted.

Quintilian smiled with a peculiar, alert, attractive wrinkling of his face and glanced around the room. Men nodded to him, one by one.

Had you agreed to betray Pkauchios, we would have known you would betray us! he said. Illustrious Tros, what help can we afford you? We are nineteen men.

See that Caesar doesnt catch me when he comes! Tros announced. Keep me informed of the news of his movements. He looked hard at Horatius Verres. You, he said, will you keep me informed? Your Caesar is my enemy, but I befriended you.

I know no more than I have told you, Verres answered.

Once again Tros hesitated. Impulse, sense of danger urged him to escape while it was possible. It would be easy to make these men believe he would go forward with the plan, then to return to his ship ostensibly to instruct his own men for the nights adventure. Orwic was on board. He could sail away and leave Gades to stew in its own intrigues.

But obstinacy urged the other way. He hated to withdraw from anything he had set his hand to before the goal was reached. And again he remembered the Lord Druids admonition, Out of the midst of danger thou shalt snatch the keys of safety!

While he hesitated, the door behind Quintilian opened. He recognized the hand before the woman came through, knew it was Chloe without looking at her, looked, and knew she held the keys of the whole situation. There was triumph in her eyes, although she drooped them modestly and stood beside Quintilians table with hands clasped in an attitude of reverence for the August assembly.

Speak! Quintilian commanded, and she looked at Tros, her eyes alight with impudence.

Lord Tros, she said, would you have come here of your own accord? Would you have come, had I invited you? Would you not have sailed away, if you had known these noblemen would kill you rather than permit you to kill Balbus? And do you think I propose to lose those pearls you promised me, or my freedom?

She nodded and smiled.

Do you think I intend to be tortured?

There was a long pause, during which everybody in the room, Quintilian included, looked uncomfortable. Then she answered the thought that was making Tross amber eyes look puzzled:

These noblemen dont kill me because they know there are others who know where I am, who would go straight to Balbus and name names. It would deeply interest Balbus to learn of a committee of nineteen who propose to direct the destiny of Gades unbeknown to him! It was not I who told these nobles of your plot with Pkauchios. There is one of this committee  illustrious Quintilian, shall I name him?

Quintilian shook his head.

There is one in this room who pretends to be Pkauchios friend and whom Pkauchios trusts. It was he who told. To save your life I signaled to the ship, and when Horatius Verres hurried through the streets I whispered to him so that he knew where to come.

Who told him to persuade Conops to come? Tros demanded, not more than half believing her. But Verres himself answered that question:

Caesar does not select agents who are wholly without wits, he remarked in his amused voice. Chloe signaled, which she would not have done if all went well. Suspecting that you might be causing her trouble I proposed to myself to bring a hostage with me, whose danger might bring you to reason. I had observed that you value your man Conops. So I hinted to him that your life was in danger, and of course he followed me, being a good faithful dog. Chloe reached this place ahead of us, and when she whispered to me again through the hole in the door, I sent Conops to find you. Is the mystery explained?

You are a very shrewd man, Tros answered. But why did you tell these noblemen that Caesar is on the way?

To confirm them in their resolution not to let Balbus be slain. It might not suit Caesar to find Gades in rebellion. You see, this is not his province and it is not certain what the troops would do. If he should assume command here, it might stir Pompey to go before the Senate and demand Caesars indictment and recall to Rome.

All the while Verres was speaking Chloe whispered to Quintilian. Her hand was on his arm and she was urging him. Suddenly Quintilian sat upright and rapped with his hand on the table.

Time presses, he said. Comrades, we must come to a decision. Shall we trust the illustrious Tros and take a pledge from him?

There was a murmur of assent.

A pledge? said Tros. From me?

Why, yes! said Chloe. We think you are an honorable man, but at a word from you to Balbus we might all be crucified!

The men in the doorway behind Tros rattled their weapons.

We all risk our lives if we give you liberty, Quintilian remarked. You are a stranger to us.

Tros began to turn over in his mind what pledge he could deposit with them. There was no alternative except to fight his way out to the street, and he suspected now that there were more than three men on the stairs. Quintilian enlightened him:

You would have seven men to fight, besides ourselves. But why fight? Why not leave your faithful follower with us?

Conops drew breath sharply. Tros turned his head to glance at him.

Little man, he said, shall we fight?

Nay, there are too many, Conops answered.

For a fraction of a second Conops face wore the reproachful look of a deserted dogs. But he saw Tross eyes and recognized the resolution in them. Never, in all their long experience together, had Tros looked like that at him and failed.

You are not such a fool as you look! Conops sneered, staring straight at Quintilian. My master would lose his own life rather than desert a faithful servant. Harm me if you dare, and see what happens!

At a sign from Quintilian everybody in the room rose, making a rutching of feet and a squeal of moved benches. Only Tros heard Conops whisper:

Now they will trust you! It was I who led you into this trap. Leave me and sail away. The worst theyll do is kill me.

For answer Tros grinned at him, grinned and nodded, clapped him on the back.


CHAPTER 79. At Simons House

What money is, I know not. But concerning its lending, I know this: that if I lend not with it courage, sympathy and vision I but burden a man already burdened with his own need. Give, then, and forget. Or else lend heart and money  aye, money and a gale of good-will to blow it to good use.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS watched Conops led away through the door by which Chloe had entered, and then beckoned to Horatius Verres.

Roman, he said, you have risked my life for Caesars sake. Now the wind shifts. Lean the other way and serve me or, by all the gods, you shall not live to mock my downfall!

I serve Caesar! Verres answered.

I also, by the irony of fate! Tros took him by the shoulder.

My father, Perseus, Prince of Samothrace, tortured to his death by Caesars executioners, told me with his dying breath that I should live to serve that robber of mens liberties, whose enemy I am! I see I must.

Serve well! said Verres. Caesar values good-will higher than the deed.

I bear him ill-will, but I will not be his murderer, Tros answered. In fair fight, yes. In treachery I have no willing hand.

I believe you, said Verres, and nodded.

Then tell me, when is Caesar coming?

I dont know, Verres answered. If I did know, I might lie to you. Since I dont know, I tell you the plain truth.

You know that Pkauchios has prophesied the death of Caesar. Do you know that he expects the news of Caesars death tonight? Tros asked him.

Verres nodded.

Do you know by what means he expects the news?

By a slave, I suppose. He sent murderers to Gaul. Doubtless he has reckoned up the days, hours, minutes and awaits a messenger.

Tros gripped him again by the shoulder.

Get you a disguise, he said. Tonight, near midnight, creep into Balbus garden and send word to Pkauchios by one of Balbus slaves that a messenger has come from Gaul who wishes word with him. When Pkauchios comes to you, whisper to him from the darkness, Caesar is dead! Then Pkauchios will return into the house and make the signal to me to slay Balbus. But instead, when the trumpets sound, my men will rush into the house and protect him against Pkauchios rabble.

There will be more than rabble, Verres answered. Pkauchios has bribed some of the Roman guard. I know that, for I know where some of them have spent the money and I have heard that they boast how they will excuse themselves by saying that Balbus plotted against Rome. I think you will have a hard time to save Balbus life. Yet if you warn him, he will only suspect you and throw you in prison. Caesar understands good-will. Balbus only understands a fact that he can see with his two eyes, feel with his two hands, bite with his teeth and then turn promptly into an advantage for himself. I think that even should you save his life, he will turn on you afterward.

I will cross that bridge when the time comes, Tros replied. Will you whisper that word to Pkauchios?

Yes. I can lie to him circumstantially. I know the names of the murderers he sent to Gaul.

Tros wasted no more time on him, knew he must trust him whether he wished to or not, dismissed him with a gesture, beckoned Chloe. She laughed in his face confidently yet not without wistfulness.

Now we are all committed, she said, and all depends on you! We die unless you win for us all tonight!

It was her action that restored Tross trust in her. She slipped a vial into his hand, a tiny thing not bigger than a joint of her own finger.

Three drops from that are enough, she remarked. It is swifter than crucifixion or being butchered at the games!

I go to Simons house, Tros answered, pocketing the vial. He understood enough of the Samothracian teachings to despise the thought of suicide, but he did not propose to chill her friendliness by refusing such proof of it. Go you to Pkauchios eunuch. Lie to him as to where I am. Invent your own tale. Bid him look for me at Simons house. Then go back to your master Pkauchios and tell a likely tale to him.

She nodded and vanished through the same door through which they had taken Conops.

Simon, old friend, we squander time like men asleep! said Tros. Where waits your litter? Will it hold the two of us?

Simon rose to his feet, but he was numb, dumb, stupid with the fear that made him tremble and contracted all the muscles of his throat until his breath came like the rasping of a saw-mill. He gestured helplessly, but no words passed his lips, though he tried as he leaned on Tross shoulder. Quintilian approached to reassure them both:

We nineteen and the few we keep in our employ are not ingrates, he said. Balbus tortured one of our people all day yesterday. He betrayed no one. We will protect you in all ways possible.

Quintilian led Tros and Simon out by tunnels and devious passages to a walled yard where Simons litter waited; there he told off four men to follow the litter secretly as far as Simons house, where they approached by a back street so as not to be seen by Pkauchios eunuch.

It was an almost typically eastern house  all squalor on the outside, with windowless walls and doors a foot thick, fit to be defended against anything less than Roman battering-rams. The plaster on the walls was peeling off; there was no paint, nothing except size to offset the appearance of mean shabbiness. But within was splendor.

The door in the wall of the back street opened on a tiled court, with a fountain and exotic trees in carved stone Grecian pots. A Jewish major domo marshaled half a dozen slaves, who set chairs and a table beneath potted palms. More slaves brought cooling drinks and light refreshment. Simon in the guise of host began to throw off some of the paralysis of fear; in his own house he was master and the evidence of wealth around him counteracted the terror of debt and the anguish of unsecured loans, made to powerful, slow-paying creditors.

Write two bills on Balbus treasury, said Tros, one for two hundred and twenty thousand sesterces, the other for whatever balance Balbus owes you.

Simon wrote, his hand trembling and, signing, gave the bills to Tros.

Tros, Tros, he said, I rue the day I ever came to Gades! It was bad enough in Alexandria, where Ptolemy the Piper borrowed from the Romans and taxed us Alexandrians to death to pay the interest. But Ptolemy was human and knew men must live. We all lived well in Alexandria. Yey! These Balbuses and Caesars think of nothing but themselves and their ambition!

Tros clapped him on the back, his mind on pearls he had on board the ship. There was market for enough of them in Gades to relieve all Simons difficulties. Yet the druids had not given them to him to provide relief for slave-trading Jews. It was bad enough to have to give a dozen of them to a dancing girl. Simon, his mind groping for new hope, detected something masked under Tross air of reckless reassurance.

Tros, he said, havent you a cargo on your ship, some tin or something with which we two could turn a profit? Better that than running risks with Balbus! Stchnrarrh! That Roman would kill us both, for having talked with the committee of nineteen, rather than pay those orders on his treasury! Any excuse would serve him! Spies may have seen us. Safer to go to him straight away, denounce Pkauchios and beg a trading-favor from him as reward! Thats it! Thats it! Beg leave to take a shipload of my slaves to Ostia! Then I can draw money against them here in Gades

Tros interrupted with another shoulder slap. That panic mood of Simons had to be cured at all costs, druids or no druids. But he was cautious.

Simon, I have assets in reserve. If I should fail tonight to coax your money out of Balbus for you, I will loan you enough to tide you over.

Ah! But the Roman wolf is crafty! What if Balbus learns of this conspiracy too soon and sets a trap for you, accuses you of a plot to murder him and

Tros touched his sword-hilt.

Simon, I have two hundred and fifty fighting men. It will be a sorry pass if I cant cut my way to the beach.

And me? What of me?

I will take you with me. Since you are so fearful, hide yourself tonight on my ship

No, said Simon, no! Those beach guards would arrest me!

Very well, then hide by the city gate. Watch the street from an upper window. Keep two or three men near you whom you can trust. Then, if you see anything of Roman soldiers entering the city after dark, you can send me warning  your messenger can pretend he brings me news about the safety of my ship. Balbus servants may admit him, but if not, they will at least announce a messenger and I will understand. If it comes to a fight, Simon, I will pick you up by the city gate and carry you away with me. But I hold a hostage on my ship  one Gaius Suetonius. Balbus will search all Gades until he finds Conops to exchange against Gaius Suetonius.

O-o-o-hey! But my household goods! groaned Simon. My daughters and my daughters children!

He put his head between his hands and leaned his elbows on the table. Tros stared at him, scratching the back of his head, wondering what argument to use next. He did not dare to leave the man in that state of panic, nor did he dare to threaten him. Fear is no antidote for fear. Somehow he must make him hope and give him courage.

Simon, he said suddenly, it is not too late for me to turn back. I will go to that committee of nineteen, tell them I have thought better of the risk and reclaim Conops. They will return him to me if I promise to leave Gades straight away!

Simon sat up and for a moment stared at him with frightened eyes.

You mean  you mean  ?

I will sail away. I will forgive you what you owe me. I will let Gades rot in its own conspiracies.

Tros! Tros! You cant! You promised! You cant back out of it, now you have gone this far! Simon clutched his wrist, and Tros gave him time to feel the full force of a new emotion, staring at him coldly, looking resolute in his determination to have no more to do with Gades and its dancing-girl conspiracies. Tros! I am an old man, you a young one! We are friends, your father was my friend. You  Tros!

Tros shook his hand off.

Farewell, Simon!

Tros! You will leave me to be crucified?

You have frightened me with your fears and your forebodings, Tros answered. No man can succeed with such a lack of confidence as yours to make the skin creep up his back.

Simon staggered to his feet and, almost tottering, took hold of Tros by either arm.

You  are you your fathers son? You turn back? You? His hoarse breath came in snores. You leave us all at Chloes mercy? Tros, do you know what it means to be at the mercy of a dancing girl of Gades? She knows everything. She will betray us all to save her own skin. Tros, if you leave us in the lurch now, may God

Tros drew Chloes vial out of the pocket in his cloak. He offered it to Simon.

Three drops, he remarked.

Stchnrarrh! You! To that, what would your father have said? Tros, I will sooner endure the torture!

Tros poised the vial in his hand.

Simon, is it yes or no? Do we burn our bridge and see this matter through to a conclusion, or

He offered the vial again on his open palm. Simon took it, held it in his clenched fist, set his teeth  then suddenly dashed the vial to the tiles and smashed it into fragments. A cat came and sniffed at the liquid.

Then we are agreed? You will be brave? You will see this through? Tros asked.

His eye was on the cat; he was beginning to feel nearly sure of Simon.

Go! said Simon hoarsely. Yes. I see this through. God give you wisdom, skill, cunning, and make Balbus blind! May God protect us all.

Amen! said Tros.

He was watching the cat. It had lapped up nearly all the poison and seemed none the worse for it.

Watch Chloe! Simon urged. She is as fickle  as fickle as quicksilver! She will betray you for the very sake of cleverness at the last second if she can see a way of doing it!

Tros nodded. The cat had selected a sunny, warm place in a palm pot and was licking its fur contentedly.

She will play on your emotions, she will win your confidence, she will put herself into your power, but remember, she loves nothing except slavery! Her wits are sharp. She loves to be outwitted! She is clever enough to govern Gades by whispering to Pkauchios and Balbus. And with her whole soul she craves to be governed by some one cleverer than herself! Watch her, Tros!

Tros watched the cat, which was watching a bird, its tail twitching with the inborn instinct of a destroyer. He kicked the fragments of the vial.

Better have those gathered, Simon! Now I go marshal my men for tonight. I have a golden bugle that the Britons gave me, and if anything goes wrong at Balbus supper I will wind a blast on it to summon Orwic and my men. So be waiting by the city gate with your daughters and your daughters children if you wish, in case that I have to fight my way out of Balbus clutches.

Have you only that Briton and those Eskualdenak? asked Simon.

Aye, Tros answered. I must leave my Northmen on the ship, and to man the longboat and the barge.

Take care! Take care! urged Simon. Chloe will turn that Briton and your Eskualdenak against you if she sees advantage in it!

She will have shot her bolt and earned her pay, Tros answered, if she has persuaded Pkauchios that I went from his house straight to yours. I will see that the eunuch has no chance to carry tales. Those Balearic slingers on the beach shall guard him and the litter bearers until I need them again to carry me to Balbus house. Now, swiftly, write me out an order for the manumission of a slave and leave a space blank for the slaves name and plenty of room at the bottom for Balbus seal and signature.


CHAPTER 80. In Balbus Dining Hall

The Jews have a proverb that says, Give strong drink unto him that is ready to perish. And the Romans say, Wine tells truth. But how often is not such truth shameful? As for me, I will not perish. I can not imagine that beyond death there is less than this life. Nay, nay, death is an awakening. But to some it may resemble waking after too much wine in evil company.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



IN THE litter belonging to Pkauchios, borne by eight slaves and preceded by a sulkily insolent eunuch, Tros presented himself at the guardhouse by the arched front gate of Balbus palace one hour after sunset. An officer of the gate guard peered into the litter; the eunuch sneered to him in an audible falsetto whisper about the incredible grossness of barbarians who did not give self-respecting servants time to change their uniform; the legionary clanked a shield against his breastplate as a signal to proceed and Tros was carried up a winding, broad path, in the shadow of imported Italian cypresses, into the glare of lamplight at the marble-columned porch.

There was a veritable herd of well-trained slaves in waiting. Two laid a mat for Tros to tread on as he rolled out of the litter. Two more held his cloak, lest it should inconvenience him as he moved. Two others spread a roll of carpet across the porch into the house, covering the three-headed dog done in colored mosaic and its legend, Cave Canem. Two splendidly dressed slaves preceded him into the house between two lines of bowing menials and led him into a small room to the left of the hallway where no less than three slaves dusted off his sandals. A household official offered to take charge of his sword, but Tros refused, which caused some snickering among the slaves.

Tell Balbus, your master, that to me this sword is as his toga to himself. As he receives no guest without his toga, so I enter no mans house without my symbol of independence!

The official, shrugging his shoulders, smirking, went away to bear that message and Tros sat down on a bench to wait. The slaves seemed amused that he should give himself such airs, yet have no personal attendants of his own; they whispered jibes about him in a language they thought he did not understand; but their snickering among themselves did not prevent Tros from hearing fragments of another conversation.

Close to the bench on which he sat were curtains concealing a doorway into another small room. He heard Chloes voice distinctly: Pkauchios! It is a long time since you have dared to whip me! Come to your senses! I am Chloe, not one of the slaves who knows nothing about you!

Pkauchios answer was indistinct, a mere murmur of anger forced through set teeth. Then Chloe again:

Pkauchios!

The Egyptian spoke louder with bitter emphasis:

I have endured your impudence too long! One disobedience tonight or one mistake, and I will have all your peculium confiscated! I know where you put it out of my reach! I will demand it of Simon, who cant pay! Simon is one of many who will feel the weight of my hand when tomorrows sun dawns! So remember, it is your own fault you have had no sleep. Dance and sing so well that Balbus is beside himself, or take the consequences and be whipped, reduced to beggary and sold tomorrow morning!

The curtains parted and Pkauchios came through, frowning, stately, black- robed, with the asp of Egypt on his brow. He checked an expression of surprise at sight of Tros, but Tros managed to convince him he had heard nothing, by avoiding the obvious mistake of trying to convince him. He merely appeared glad to see him, showed him ostentatious deference for the benefit of the watchful slaves, and in a low voice spoke of the main issue:

My men came ashore with your man, though the barge was hardly big enough to hold them. They are warned to keep silence in the quarry and to expect a midnight signal. Are your Gades rioters ready?

Pkauchios nodded.

They gather. Balbus guard has been well bribed and will not interfere when a crowd surrounds the wall. When your men lead, mine will follow. Near midnight a small town twenty miles away will be set on fire and the legionaries will be summoned to keep order and to help put out the flames.

In what mood is Balbus? Tros asked him.

He glooms. He has tortured witnesses all day and to no purpose. He even tried to read an augury in the entrails of a woman who was gored by a bull in the street as he came homeward. I have assured him you bring fortune.

Go to him again then. Tell him I must be allowed to wear my sword and cloak.

He will never permit it, said Pkauchios, shaking his head.

Then I go away now! Tros answered and began to stride toward the door.

His cloak was quite as necessary as the sword because it concealed the golden bugle.

Pkauchios detained him, clutching his arm violently; nervousness robbed him that second of all his hierophantic calm.

I will try. But ask not too much, or you spoil all.

However, Tros knew how to deal with Romans, also with Egyptian sorcerers:

All or nothing! Cloak and sword, or he may sup without me, and you may manage your own murders! he added in a deep-growled undertone. Then, Warn him he must make concessions if he hopes for help from me.

The Egyptians face looked livid with resentment, but he vanished through the curtains and presently returned with Balbus head steward, a freed man, ruddy from high living and exuding tact as well as dignity. He bowed, offering a wreath of bay leaves.

Illustrious guest of my noble master, he said, you are asked to pardon the indiscretion of the officious fool who first received you. He shall be soundly whipped. The noble Balbus naturally makes allowances for the customs of his guests and feels outraged that indignity was offered you. That handsome cloak and sword will ornament the simple style we keep, as truly as your presence will confer an honor. Pray permit me.

He adjusted the chaplet of bay leaves and, again bowing, led the way across a fountained courtyard into Balbus presence, in a room whose walls were painted with pictures of Roman legendary but done in the Egyptian style by an artist who was evidently trained in Greece. There were six other Romans in the room, two of them military tribunes in crimson tunics. All rose to their feet as Tros entered; all eyed him curiously, each in turn acknowledging his stately bow but not one of them taking the trouble to return Pkauchios ravenly solemn greeting. Pkauchios stood back against the wall, and Balbus in a rather tired voice broke the awkward silence:

Welcome! Be whatever gods you worship kind to us all!

He presented Tros to all the other guests, explaining nothing, merely saying he was Tros of Samothrace whose ship lay in the harbor. They asked Tros whether he had had a pleasant voyage, and one or two of them marveled loudly at his good health.

Most sailors come ashore so sick they can hardly walk, said a tribune, admiring Tross bulk and stature.

Aye, said another, and they all get drunk in Gades, where the fever enters as the fumes of wine depart. When Balbus rebuilds the city he will have enough sailors bones to mix all the mortar, if he pleases!

Ushering six slaves in front of him, the steward brought in sharply flavored wine, and Tros noticed that Balbus hardly took time to spill the usual libation to the gods before he drank deep and let the slave refill his goblet. He had drunk three times and appeared to feel the effect of it, for his eye was brighter, when he gestured very condescendingly to Tros to walk beside him and led the way across the fountained court toward the dining hall.

You shall sit at my right hand, he said, as if offering the greatest favor in his gift.

The room in which the supper had been prepared was too large for the house, too grandiose, a foretaste, possibly, of Balbus plans for a new city. It was overloaded with extravagant decoration. Two rows of columns divided the room into three equal sections, in the middle one of which was the supper table with the couches set, ends toward it.

At the hosts end of the table was a dais hung with curtains, furnished with two gilded couches almost like long thrones. The dais was approached by three steps, and behind it were three more steps leading to a platform beneath a gallery. They had entered by a side-door, facing the kitchen and scullery; the main door of the room opened on that platform under the gallery at the rear of the dais.

Facing the dais, twenty feet beyond the tables lower end, was a wooden stage for the entertainers, with a flight of steps leading to the tiled floor of the room and smaller, narrower stages on either side for the musicians, who greeted the guests with a noisy burst of string-music  a jarring twangle of very skillfully manipulated chords.

I dread drafts, said Balbus, explaining the crimson and blue curtains that hung from the canopy above the dais. These stone buildings are cold when the night wind comes in from the sea. It is an ill wind, that sea wind. It moans. It makes me shudder.

He tossed off a great goblet-full of red wine that the steward handed him, then reclined on the couch and signed to Tros to take the other one. The remaining guests were ushered to the places on either side of the table by obsequious attendants, and Pkauchios strode gloomily to what was evidently his usual place at the tables lower end, with his back to the stage. A procession of slaves brought jars of wine, offering each guest his choice of half-a-dozen vintages, and the guests began drinking at once, ignoring Pkauchios, pledging Balbus and one another amid jokes and laughter.

Balbus acknowledged the toast with a nod, but was silent for a long time, now and then glancing at Tros while he toyed with the food, all sorts of food, fish, eggs, whale-meat, peacock, sows udders, venison, birds of a dozen varieties. Tros ate sparingly and drank less, but Balbus ate hardly at all, though he drank continually. There was almost no conversation up there on the dais until entertainment commenced on the stage and most of the guests readjusted their positions so as to watch more comfortably a performer on a slack-wire, who went through diabolical contortions with a naked knife in either hand.

The contortions seemed to suggest unpleasant memories to Balbus. He drank deep and leaned toward Tros.

Now, he said, we can talk.

Tros glanced at the curtains behind the dais, and hinted to Balbus that he was ready to talk secrets. Balbus jerked the curtains apart, revealing the great carved cypress door at the rear of the platform behind them. The door was slightly ajar, but it was fifteen feet or more away from the dais, and there was nobody there except one of Pkauchios slaves squatting beside a basket.

What do you do there? Balbus asked him. I wait to summon the midnight dancers.

Wait outside! commanded Balbus, and closed the curtains on their noisy rings and rod with an impatient jerk. The wire-walker had vanished from the stage. There were nine girls dancing bawdily to dreamy music in a greenish light amid incense smoke, and the guests were giving full attention to the stage.

I understand you wish for influence in Rome, said Balbus. Caesar has denounced you as a pirate. There is a way open to you to become the friend of all Caesars enemies.

Are you his enemy? Tros asked, and Balbus pouted, frowning.

No. But the great Pompeius is my patron. A man in my position falls between two stools if he tries to serve two masters. If Caesar should trespass into Hispania, which is Pompeius and not Caesars province, he would do so at his own risk. My information is that he will be here within a few days.

Tros pretended to think awhile and to drink cup for cup with Balbus, but at the foot of his couch near the corner of the curtains there was a very large Greek vase containing flowers, into which it was not particularly difficult to empty a wine-goblet unobserved.

If Caesar died, Tros said at last, Pompeius would be practically owner of the world. He would reward you.

Balbus nodded and drank deep again.

Nothing for nothing! Tros said abruptly. I have brought with me the documents of which we spoke.

He drew the parchments from the pocket in his cloak.

Presently, not now, said Balbus, showing irritation. We will discuss those later. Watch this.

There is nothing to discuss, Tros answered. You have said you will sign these. Thereafter

But Chloe was on the stage, dancing and singing, and now Balbus had eyes and ears for nothing except her.

Wonderful! he muttered. Wonderful!

It was her wistfulness that pleased. Beneath the laughter and the daring was a hint of tragedy. She was arrayed in white, a wreath of roses in her hair  a picture of youth, innocence, mirth, modesty. But with an art beyond all fathoming she made it evident that modesty and innocence did not protect her. Not a gesture of in decency, no hint of the vulgarity the other dancers had displayed, marred rhythm, voice or harmony of sound and motion. Saltavit placuit.

But she pleased by being at the mercy of the men who watched, not posing as a victim that had been debauched, which is a blown rose, but as a bud just opening, aware of life, out-breathing from herself the fragrance of its essence, yet not hoping to be spared the pain of being plucked and trampled underfoot.

The words of the song she sang were Latin, but the mood was Greek, the tune a mere street melody imported by the legionaries from the wine-shops in the slums of Rome, cynically mocking its own plaintiveness.

Lover, trust the night; days beams shall burn again.
Dreams, trust the dawn; nights shadow shall return.
Blossom blow! Wind shall bring the warm rain.
Fruit fall! Sleep! Again a summer sun shall burn.
Vineyard, thy plunder sparkles in the red wine!
Wind among the sedges, ripples on the shore,
Laugh to me of glory in the passing. Oh my lover,
Is it only love whose ashes live no more?

There were tears in Balbus eyes. He had reached an almost maudlin stage of drunkenness. When Chloes dance was done and the noisy guests pledged her in refilled goblets of Falernian, he leaned over toward Tros again and murmured:

I will buy that girl, though she cost me a senators ransom! That dog of an Egyptian sorcerer shall find himself surprised for once! He may be able to read the skies, but in Gades I am Governor!

Tros laughed, his mind on opportunity.

For lucks sake, noble Balbus, sign these first and pledge me to your service!

He thrust the parchments forward.

What were they, I forget, said Balbus, passing a hand before his tired eyes. O yes, Simon and a manumitted slave. Yes, I will presently be drunk. Yes, I will sign them.

He called for his secretary, who came with pen and ink-pot, kneeling on the dais beside Balbus couch. The secretary read the documents.

Are they correct? asked Balbus.

Simons account is correct, and he has charged no interest, although he grants six months time, but

He may be dead in six months or an outlaw! Balbus commented. The secretary smiled.

  but the name of the slave to be manumitted is not written. The masters is

Balbus pushed him away; he nearly fell over backward. Chloe was coming down the steps from the stage amid shouts of greeting from the guests. Dance, Chloe! Dance down here among us!

Balbus beckoned to her.

Bring my seal! he snapped at the secretary. Get me this business over with!

Chloe came up to the dais and Balbus seized her around the waist, dragging her down beside him on the couch. To Tros it seemed her wistfulness was due to weariness as much as anything, but Balbus was too far gone in drink to make discrimination of that sort.

Chloe! he murmured sentimentally. Chloe! Divine Chloe! What shall I do for you? That old Egyptian holds you at a price that

He kissed her and she let him cling to her lips, hugging her. The secretary came and pinched her leg. She glanced at him.

Noble Balbus, she said, documents to sign! Oh, who would be a Governor of Gades! La-la!

She broke away and knelt beside the secretary, exchanging one swift glance with Tros as she rubbed at her mouth with the back of her hand. Balbus had crushed her lips against her teeth.

Swiftly now and be gone with you! said Balbus, and the secretary put the seal on all three documents, thereafter holding them for Balbus to attach his signature. Having signed, Balbus snatched them and gave them to Tros. Chloe laughed excitedly, in a way that made Balbus stare.

Your pen, said Tros and the secretary brought it to him. Tros wrote the name of Chloe in the space provided and the secretary, leaning, watching him, laughed aloud, throwing up his hand in a salute to Chloe. Her eyes blazed answer, and it was that that made Balbus turn and stare at Tros.

What is that? What have you written? he demanded.

I will read, Tros answered, and stood up.

There was dancing on the stage that had been set with branches to suggest a forest, through which satyrs pursued wood nymphs; but it was dull stuff after Chloes entertainment. All eyes turned to Tros, and the musicians dimmed the clamor of their instruments.

An order for the manumission of a slave, Tros read, his great voice booming through the hall. In the name of the Senate and the Roman People, I, Lucius Cornelius Balbus Minor, Governor of Gades, in conformance with the law and with the powers vested in me, hereby manumit one Chloe, formerly a slave of Pkauchios the Egyptian, and do accord to her the status of freed woman with all rights and immunities thereunto pertaining, she having paid in full her value of two hundred thousand sesterces to Pkauchios and thereto in addition, into the public treasury, the manumission tax of ten percent.

Pkauchios sprang to his feet, indignant, staggered, his jaws working as he chewed on solid anger.

But she hasnt paid it! he exclaimed, his voice broken with excitement.

Tros gave a parchment to the secretary. Take it to him!

The secretary, smiling with stored-up malice, descended to the floor and gave Pkauchios one of Simons six months bills on the treasury. He appeared to believe that Balbus had contrived the entire high-handed business, so proceeded at once to lend a hand in it.

Noble Balbus! he cried from the end of the table where Pkauchios stood staring at the parchment. This order is for two hundred and twenty thousand sesterces, whereas the price was but two hundred thousand. The tax has been included in the payment made to Pkauchios.

The Egyptian lost his self-control. He shook the parchment in the faces of the grinning guests.

This! he exclaimed. This is no payment! This is a mere promise

There was too much fume of wine in Balbus head for him to let that speech pass. Tros had watched him hesitating angrily between repudiation of the documents on the score of trickery and the alternative of making a hard bargain in exchange. Now he turned the full force of his insulted dignity on Pkauchios:

You speak of my promise as  what? he demanded, rising from the couch. His legs were steady, but Tros stepped close to him and offered his arm, which he leaned on with relief. Do you question my signature? Do you dare to insult me in the presence of my guests?

But this is an unheard-of thing, Pkauchios stammered, struggling to speak calmly.

You question my authority? demanded Balbus.

The Egyptian regained his self-control with a prodigious effort, drawing himself to his full height, breathing deeply, then folded the parchment and stuffed it into a pocket at his breast. His mouth was bitter, his eyes malignant.

I was taken by surprise. I regret my improper exclamation. I accept the order, he remarked and sat down, rising again promptly because Balbus was still on his feet.

Tross lips were close to Balbus ear.

You will never have to pay that bill, he whispered.

He will sell it on the market, Balbus answered irritably.

Suddenly, under the pressure of personal interest, his brain cleared.

Yes, yes, the tax! he said, gesturing with his left hand to the secretary. Hold that order on the treasury until Pkauchios pays the twenty thousand sesterces in coin. Otherwise the tax farmers will accuse me of irregularities.

He remained standing until Pkauchios had returned the parchment to the secretary, then sat down and drank from the silver wine cup that Chloe held for him.

Divine Chloe, now you are a freed woman, but I have offended Pkauchios, he said, and kissed her. No more will he read the omens for me.

Most of the guests were growing very drunk, and the girls who had been dancing on the stage came down to sprawl on the couches beside them. One of the two military tribunes noisily demanded that Pkauchios should deliver an augury. The Egyptian glared at him with concentrated scorn, but Balbus heard the repeated demand for an augury and approved it.

Pkauchios! he shouted. Prove to us you are a true seer and no caviller at fortune!

Pkauchios rose, glaring balefully at the drunken men and nearly naked women sprawling on the couches. It was nearly a minute before his eyes sought Balbus face.

I see fire! he said then in a harsh voice. I see a whole town burning and a thousand men fighting the flames!

Thank the gods, not Gades! Balbus muttered. If it were Gades it would be twenty thousand men!

I will read the stars! said Pkauchios and with a bow of angry dignity began to stride toward the dais in order to leave the room by the big door behind Balbus.

It was Chloe who intercepted him. She broke away from Balbus arms and ran to meet him midway of the room, putting both hands on his shoulders. Pkauchios stepped back from her.

Ingrate! he growled between set teeth. The coiled asp on his forehead was a perfect complement to the hatred in his eyes. Chloe began whispering to him rapidly, but Pkauchios face was like a wall against her words.

There began a noise of shouting in the court. The door behind Balbus swung open and a centurion entered breathless. Balbus jerked back the curtains.

Well? What? he demanded.

Fire! said the centurion. A town is burning about twenty miles away. We think it is Porta Vallecula. The tribune Publius Columella has marched all available men to extinguish the flames. He requests you to make arrangements in behalf of those whose homes are burned.

They shall have work in the quarries! Balbus answered. Bid him bring the destitute to Gades!

The centurion saluted and withdrew. Balbus closed the curtains with a shudder at the draft, then stared at Pkauchios, who was still scowling at Chloe; but it was now Pkauchios who was whispering. His lips moved slowly, as if he were measuring threats between his teeth.

A marvel of a man! said Balbus. Did you hear him just now say he could see fire? Fire and a thousand men?

Chloe had moved so that she could catch Tross eyes; it seemed to him that she was trying to signal to him almost imperceptibly. He touched Balbus elbow.

It is too early yet to read the stars. He should read them nearer midnight.

Balbus glanced at Tros impatiently.

It was he, he said, who prophesied your coming and Caesars death.

Near midnight is the time, Tros answered. I am a seaman. I know.

Suddenly Chloe screamed so shrilly that she startled all the amorously drunken guests and brought them sitting upright, staring at her. She clapped both hands to her eyes and ran toward the dais, stumbling up the steps and flinging herself on her knees by Tross couch, sobbing.

Stop him! she whispered. Stop him!

Then, as if realizing she had come to the wrong couch, still sobbing with her hands before her eyes, she rose again and staggered into Balbus arms.

He cursed me! she moaned. He cursed me!

Balbus began to try to comfort her, patting her between the shoulders, burying his own face in her hair, which gave her an opportunity to catch Tross eye again. She made a grimace at him and jerked her head in the direction of the stage, then resumed her sobbing. Pkauchios strode solemnly toward the door. Balbus, distracted by Chloes grief, took no notice of him.

Music! Tros suggested, nudging Balbus elbow. Who is in charge of the entertainers? It is music that

Balbus laid Chloe sobbing on the couch. She was crying, He cursed me! Oh, he cursed me!

Pkauchios! he thundered and the Egyptian turned to face him. Never was such a miserable farce in my house as this nights entertainment! Where are the singers? Why has the music ceased? You promised me such song and dancing for tonight as should

You bade me read the stars, Pkauchios retorted angrily.

No insolence! said Balbus. To your duty! Read me the stars at midnight.

Pkauchios turned back toward the stage and gave his orders to a wizened man with painted cheeks, who disappeared behind the stage. The orchestra began a brilliant, eccentric tune; the kitchen slaves came hurrying with a dozen dishes heaped with steaming food, and the wine-bearers went the rounds. Laughter and conversation began again as a dozen girls writhed on to the stage to perform one of the dances that had made Gades infamous. Chloe ceased her sobbing. Balbus drank deep. Chloe begged leave from him to go and wash her face before she danced again. The slaves filled up the wine cups and Balbus, refusing food, leaned over toward Tros, his drunken brain leaping from one passionate emotion to another.

We were speaking of Caesar. I must have no official knowledge. Do what you will suddenly, at the first chance that presents itself. Then go to Rome and I will send letters overland recommending you to the favor of Pompeius, who will be absolute master of Rome as soon as Caesar is out of the way.

Do you wish me to kill him in your house? Tros asked. Kill him anywhere, so be you do it!

The women on the stage danced in a delirium of orgy, parodying nature, blaspheming art, ideals, decency. Red light and incense smoke distorted the infernal scene; low drum-beats throbbed through it. One of the military tribunes stood and began singing drunkenly a song that had been outlawed by the Roman aediles. Balbus lay chin on hands, staring at the stage. Tros felt a hand on his back, heard a whisper. Chloe had crept back between the curtains.

Simon sends word there are soldiers coming through the city gate!

She slipped away and knelt beside Balbus, who threw an arm around her, but went on staring at the stage. Tros did not move. He was watching Pkauchios, who was listening to the whisperings of a slave. The Egyptians face was a picture of emotions stirring beneath a mask worn very thin.

There began to be a creeping up Tross spine. He felt the crisis had arrived too soon. Something, he could not guess what, was happening to upset calculations. He glanced at Balbus, who was almost sleeping; Chloe with subtly caressing fingers was stroking the back of his head and his temples. She smiled and nodded, her eyes shining with excitement. Plainly she knew what was happening. Tros drew out a little bag of pearls, poured them into the palm of his hand, showed them to her and put them away again. She nodded, but he knew her delight in intrigue had run away with her. She would let the pearls go for the thrill of a dramatic climax.

The girls on the stage writhed naked in infernal symbolism. The stringed instruments and muted drums tortured imagination. Pkauchios got up and left the room by a door close to the stage and Balbus, staring at the dancers, did not notice him. Tros felt for the bugle underneath his cloak, wondering whether Orwic and the Eskualdenak were ready. It was not yet nearly midnight. Possibly some spy had seen them in the quarry; perhaps the soldiers coming through the city gate were on their way to surround them in the dark. But if so, why had nobody warned Balbus?

The suspense became intolerable. He made up his mind to wind a signal on the golden bugle. Better to summon his men and run for it than to run the risk of having them made prisoners. But as he clutched at the bugle Pkauchios returned and stood with his back to the stage, both hands raised, eyes ablaze, his body trembling with excitement.

Balbus! he shouted. Caesar is dead! The news has come from Gaul!

Balbus sat up suddenly and stared. The music stopped. Chloe slipped away from him and stood at the edge of the dais. The dancers ceased their writhing. Pkauchios signaled to Tros with a gesture like a dagger thrust, then threw up his right hand and shouted:

Let the trumpets peal the verdict of the sky!

Tros clutched his sword. He thought he heard the tramp of armed men, but it was drowned by a flourish of trumpets. There was a clang of shields on armor. He leaped to his feet as the door behind the curtain opened suddenly. A hand wrenched back the curtains of the dais and revealed Julius Caesar with an armored Roman veteran on either side of him!

Caesar was in white, unhelmeted, a wreath of laurel on his brow, his scarlet cloak thrown back over his shoulder and his lean face smiling like a gods, inscrutable, alert, amused, as calm as marble. The centurion at his right hand raised a richly decorated shield and shouted:

Callus Julius Caesar, imperator, proconsul and commander of the Roman troops in Gaul!


CHAPTER 81. Caesar  Imperator!

Aye, measure. Milestones; beacons  distance from a headland to a headland; time; the price of onions and sailcloth; speed; angle of heel of a ship in a gale of wind. A ship is built by measure. But the measure by which one man is greater than another, show it to me! I have seen a pox slay thousands. Is a pox, then, greater than the wisely gentle whom it slew with its foulness? Blow ye your boasts! I have a sail and the sun and stars to steer by toward open sea.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THE DANCERS vanished. The women sprawling on the couches fled. Balbus and his guests staggered to their feet.

Caesar! said Balbus.

Caesar smiled genially. If he had noticed Tros yet, he gave no sign of it.

No, no, Balbus! Pray be seated. Pray dont disturb yourself.

His voice, a shade ironical, was reassuring. There was no hint in it of violence. But behind him were more armed men than Tros could count from where he stood. They were formed up in a solid phalanx in the hall.

Dont let me interrupt your gaiety, said Caesar. I have already had my supper.

There came news of your death! Balbus stammered.

I overheard it.

Does it seem true to you? asked Caesar, smiling again.

His eyes began to scrutinize the guests, who saluted as he noticed them, but he ignored Tros at the corner of the dais. He appeared to Tros to be deliberately giving Balbus time to recover his wits. Tros, the golden bugle in his left, kept his right hand on his sword-hilt, listening, trying to discover how many armed men Caesar had with him. None noticed Pkauchios, until suddenly Chloe screamed as the Egyptian sprang at the dais from behind Tros  mad, foaming at the mouth.

Slay! he screamed, striking at Tros with his left hand, trying to push him forward toward Balbus, then rushing at Caesar.

Tros tripped him. He fell on his back on the dais, striking with a wave- edged dagger at the air.

Dog of a Samothracian! he yelled. Frenzied, he leaped to his feet with the energy of an old ape at bay and sprang at Tros, who knocked him down again. A legionary stepped out of the ranks at Caesars back and calmly drew a sword across his throat.

Now I am no longer a freed woman. I am free! said Chloe. And Balbus, you need never pay that debt!

Caesar looked bored by the interruption. Slaves came and dragged away Pkauchios body, Balbus steward superintending, making himself very inconspicuous. A wine-bearer poured choice Falernian over the blood on the dais carpet, and another slave mopped it up with his own long loin-cloth, running naked from the room. The steward threw salt on the carpet and covered the spot with a service napkin of blue linen.

Chloe stepped straight up to Caesar and knelt smiling up at him with all the charm she could contrive.

Imperator, she said, I am Chloe, who danced for you in Gaul  she whom Horatius Verres trusted.

Horatius Verres stepped out from behind the ranks of legionaries and stood between Tros and Caesar, watching with a quiet smile on his handsome face. He was dressed as a slave in a drab-colored tunic of coarse cloth.

Tut-tut! said Caesar. Go and clothe yourself!

Horatius Verres made a humorous, helpless gesture. Balbus steward touched him from behind and beckoned. He shrugged his shoulders and went with the steward to be rearrayed in borrowed finery. Tros made up his mind there were not so many men at Caesars back; he raised the bugle to his lips and Caesar noticed him at last.

Your men are here already, he said. They are behind me!

As if in answer to his words there began a roar of fighting. A centurion barked an order. About half of Caesars own men faced about and vanished toward the front of the house, but Caesar took no notice whatever of the disturbance.

Balbus, he said, a noble enemy is preferable to any faithless friend. The story goes you sent men into Gaul to murder me.

Chloe was still kneeling. She caught her breath and glanced sharply at Balbus face. Balbus, deathly white, threw up his right hand.

Caesar, by the immortal gods I swear

Something choked Balbus. He coughed. He had become aware that Tros was staring at him. He drew three breaths before he found his voice again:

  that sorcerer, now dead, that Egyptian Pkauchios  and

He turned and looked straight at Tros, began to raise his arm to point at him. Tros drew his sword.

Balbus, said Caesar, you have been well served! Well for you that Tros of Samothrace put into Gades!

Balbus gasped. Tros stood with drawn sword watching Caesars face. A centurion came pushing past the legionaries and whispered to Caesar from behind him. Horatius Verres reentered the room, handsome, smiling, splendid in a Roman tunic with a broad blue border, and stood close to Tros again, glancing at the drawn sword with a humorous expression.

Balbus brain was wavering between surrender to the fumes of wine and a sort of half hysterical recovery. Tross mind was on Orwic and his men, but he could not fight his way past Caesars legionaries. Caesar fascinated him. The mans cool self-command, his manners, daring and superb contempt for any genius less comprehensive that his own stirred grudging admiration.

Chloe broke the silence  

Imperator

But Caesar checked her with a gesture of his left hand. He was listening. Tros, too, caught the sound of footsteps surging over the porch into the house.

Orwic! he shouted.

There came an answering yell, and half the legionaries behind Caesar faced about.

Orwic, hold your men! Tros roared in Gaulish. Then, watching Caesars face, Let none escape! Let a hundred of your men surround the house and guard all exits!

He laughed. He heard Orwics boyish voice repeating the order to the Eskualdenak.

Caesar, he said, I have more than five men to your one! The camp is empty, the Roman legion went to a burning village

Yes, said Caesar, but that was not your doing, Tros, so you must not boast of it.

Caesar! said Balbus suddenly, recovering his wits, this is not your province!

He glanced at Tros, a fever of excitement in his eyes. The legionaries behind Caesar moved alertly to protect him.

The illustrious Tros and I are enemies, said Caesar, whose activities are not confined to provinces or marred by malice. We use common sense. I have not interfered with your government, Balbus. You must pardon me if I have interrupted even your he glanced at the stage amusement.

Tross brain was speculating furiously. There were only two things Caesar could be doing. Either he had surprises up his sleeve and was talking to gain time, or else he was deliberately trying to bring Balbus to his senses with a view of getting his gratitude and making use of him. In either event, time was all-important.

Caesar, he said, why did you come to Gades? What do you want?

Yes, Caesar, what do you want? demanded Balbus. Caesar smiled.

For one thing, courtesy! he answered. Balbus, I consider you a churlish host! You offer me no seat; no welcome. You oppose me guiltily, as if I caught you in the act of treachery. Whereas I came for your sake.

But Balbus was too drunk to take a hint.

You came uninvited! he said, sneering. Caesar smiled again and glanced at Tros:

I think we both did! Tros, for what reason did you come to Gades?

To prevent you from invading Britain, Caesar!

Imperator, that is the truth! said Chloe, and she would have said more, but Caesar silenced her with a frown.

Are you a slave? he asked. No, Caesar, I am free!

Then go to Horatius Verres and keep still.

Chloe sprang gaily to Verres side and threw her arms around him, kissed him, or else whispered in his ear. Tros suspected the latter. Orwic was having trouble with the Eskualdenak, who were anxious to begin looting Balbus treasures. In the outer hall his voice kept rising sharply. There were hot answers in almost incomprehensible Gaulish, and every once in a while a Roman centurion added his staccato warning to the noise. Horatius Verres spoke at last.

Imperator, he said quietly, I had the honor to report to you that Tros refused to murder Balbus, and you saw that when Pkauchios rushed at you, it was Tros who prevented. Now Chloe tells me that while Tros and Balbus supped together they discussed

Silence! snapped Balbus angrily. Caesar, will you take the word of a dancing girl against me?

Caesar eyed him with amused contempt.

If she should testify for you, should I accept her evidence then? he asked. Then after a pause, Let Horatius Verres speak.

Tros even left a pledge with the committee of nineteen to guarantee that he would not kill Balbus.

Balbus snorted.

A committee of nineteen? I never heard of them!

You shall know them well, said Caesar. Continue, Verres.

And while Tros and Balbus supped together they discussed

Stop! commanded Balbus, almost choking. Caesar, this is not your province! You have no authority to

Caesar raised his right hand with a gesture so magnificent that Balbus checked a word midway and stared at him open-mouthed. Chloe was whispering again in Verres ear. Caesar nodded to Verres.

They discussed what Tros had previously said to me before the committee of nineteen  how that his father, dying, prophesied he should eventually render Caesar a great service.

Balbus breathed heavily and felt for something to lean against.

His steward stepped up to the dais and, lifting his arm, placed it on his own shoulder.

My noble master has so burdened himself with public duties that he faints, he said, beckoning to a slave to bring wine.

I suggest he has had wine enough, said Caesar. You may continue, Verres.

Chloe was watching Tros out of the corner of her eye. Her breast fluttered with excitement. Verres spoke:

While Balbus and Tros supped together, they discussed whether it were true that you invaded Britain for the sake of pearls.

I invaded Britain, said Caesar, smiling slightly with the corners of his eyes as he saw Tros glare at Chloe, because the Britons intrigued with the Gauls against me, despite all warnings. But I confess the thought of pearls did interest me. I have in mind to make a breastplate of them for the statue of the Venus Genetrix in Rome, from whose immortal womb I trace descent, he added pompously. It was his first hint of vulgarity, his first betrayal of a streak of weakness. What else, Horatius Verres?

Tros, who promised thirty pearls to Chloe to procure for him the interview with Balbus, discussed with Balbus at the supper table how he might offer three hundred pearls to yourself, Imperator, as an inducement to you to bury enmity!

The lie slid off his handsome lips as smoothly as the passing moment. Balbus, his steward urging with a whisper, leaped at opportunity at last.

I told him he should offer at least a thousand pearls, he blustered, avoiding Tross eyes. Caesar, the words had hardly left my lips when you burst in on us!

Horatius Verres, hand to his mouth, stepped back a pace.

I told you I serve Caesar! he whispered to Tros.

Have you the pearls? asked Caesar, and Tros saw light at last, knew he must make a sacrifice, but saw he held the situation in the hollow of his hand.

I have them on my ship, he answered, standing forth and facing Caesar.

But his eyes were busily numbering the men at Caesars back. Beyond the legionaries, in the gloom of the fountained courtyard, he could dimly make out Orwic and the Eskualdenak crowding the Romans.

I have here five men to your one, Caesar, and I care nothing for your friendship.

Have I offered it? asked Caesar, adjusting his wreath with one fore- finger. Let us have no brawling, Tros. The place smells like a tavern  he sniffed disgustedly but  he bowed with mock politeness perhaps our host Balbus will excuse us if we act like sober men!

Caesar, I could have slain you when you entered. I could slay you now, Tros answered. I would hold my own life cheap at the price of saving Gaul and Hispania, but the gods have laid no such task on me. Ten tyrants might replace you if I slew the one. I came here for my own sake. I will pay three hundred pearls for what I want. Agree with me or

He raised the golden bugle to his lips. Orwic began shouting to him:

Tros! Tros! What is happening?

Await my bugle blast, Tros answered. Caesar, is it yes or no?

The legionaries raised their shields an inch or two, but Caesar spread both arms out to restrain them.

Better to die a thousand times than to live in fear of death, he said, but I see, Tros, that you know that. Since neither you nor I fear death, we may stand on common ground. What is it you require of me?

You named me pirate, Tros growled at him.

I withdraw that gladly, though you sunk my ships. You have served Rome by saving Gades from the mob. I will write it, said Caesar.

You owe my friend Simon of Gades three million sesterces, said Tros.

If that were only all! said Caesar, smiling with an air of mock humility. Debts, Tros, seem as necessary to a statesman as is the appetite that makes us eat. Your friend Simon shall be paid.

How? When? Tros asked him.

A flash of humor blazed in Caesars eyes. He looked at Balbus long and keenly.

Balbus  how? When? he asked calmly.

Balbus bit his lip.

Come now, Balbus. Tros saved your life, and it is easier for me to act against you than to threaten you. How shall Simon be paid? That legion that went to Porta Valleculae is on its way back, Balbus, shouting, Caesar is imperator!  No, no, Tros, there is a truce between us. Stay! I merely wish that Balbus should choose his allegiance  of your free will, Balbus  of your free will! You are under no distraint. As you wisely remarked, I have no authority in Gades, even though the committee of nineteen has begged me, on my way between the harbor and your house, to add Hispania to my province and appoint my own officials. They amused me, but it might amuse me more to

Caesar, I beg you to permit me to assume the debt! said Balbus. I am afraid it will keep you poor and out of mischief for a long time, Caesar remarked. If I consent to allow to escape my mind irregularities that I have heard of, would it be agreeable to you to confer in future with that committee of nineteen with respect to all local issues?

Balbus nodded sulkily.

And to remember, Balbus, that they have my individual protection? If the world were my province  then would you wish to rebuild Gades?

Caesar, I yield, said Balbus. When the day comes that you strike at Pompey, I am with you.

Tut-tut! remarked Caesar. Who spoke of striking at Pompey? But I see Tros grows impatient. He is thinking of that legion on its way back from Porta Valleculae. Tros, you are a greater man than I believed you. A mere pirate would have plundered Gades with the opportunity you have had. Had you been a rash fool, you would have tried to kill me. You might even have succeeded and the world would have been the worse for it. So the world owes you a reward, Tros.

Reward my men! Tros answered. The Eskualdenak were growing noisier every minute and Orwics voice was hoarse from trying to restrain them.

Balbus shall pay them handsomely, said Caesar. They have saved his life. The world is richer for our noble Balbus, although he personally will be poorer for a long time! Yes, Tros, I will accept your gift of pearls for the breastplate of the Venus Genetrix, be it understood  a very amiable goddess, my immortal ancestress.

He strode forward to a couch and sat with grace and dignity, letting the scarlet cloak fall carefully to hide his knees.

You are in haste, I dont doubt. Yes, of course, that legion is returning. Yes, yes. Balbus, may your secretary bring me ink and parchment? I carry my own pen. Tros, I believe you have my seal. Will you return it to me? Balbus, will you kindly see that Tross men are handsomely paid? They were my men until Tros ran off with them, hah-hah! Very clever of you, Tros, but beware next time we meet! There was three months pay at that time owing to each man. So I suggest it would be very handsome of you, Balbus, to give each man three months full pay of a Roman soldier. It might encourage them not to loot the house!

Then, will some one go for Simon and for the committee of nineteen? Balbus, I would like to introduce them to you and to recommend them personally to your generous consideration. By the way, Tros, where are those pearls?

On the ship, Tros answered.

Chloe came and stood in front of him and smiled. She held her hand out. Tros counted thirty pearls into her palm, holding his sword under his armpit.

Caesar! she said excitedly. Imperator! Grant me permission to wear pearls!

Glancing up from the parchment he was writing, Caesar frowned. Horatius Verres put a word in:

Imperator, no permission will be needed. She will be a Romans wife!

Very well. Why interrupt? said Caesar, and went on writing. Balbus, he jerked over his shoulder, are Tross men being paid?

My treasurer is paying them.

Has Simon been sent for? Very well. Be good enough to sign this undertaking to pay to Simon three million sesterces in equal payments of three hundred thousand sesterces every three months. You understand, of course, this payment is not taxable. He must receive the whole of it. Tros

He stood up, holding out a parchment.

This confers on you authority to go anywhere you please, including Ostia and Rome. It specifically withdraws the charge of piracy against you and names you the friend of the Roman People. You will find the committee of nineteen on the porch. They will return your one-eyed hostage to you. If you should remove his other eye, he might see his way into trouble less easily.

However, that is for you to decide. You will meet your friend Simon on your way toward the city gate. Be good enough to take him with you to your ship and to give him those pearls, which he may bring to me and I will give him this liquidation of his debt in exchange for them. I understand you have a hostage on your ship, one Gaius Suetonius. Release him, please. Not that he has any virtue, but for the sake of his beautiful armor. Have you any other prisoners?

Herod, the Jew, Tros answered.

That scoundrel? Caesar nodded. Send him to me in charge of Gaius Suetonius! Be good enough to avoid collision with the little ship on which I came. It is anchored rather close to yours. You will go to Rome now?

Aye! Tros answered, accepting the parchment.

Hah! You will try to prevent me from invading Britain! You will find the Romans less reasonable than myself. When you have failed, come and make your peace with me. I will receive you! Thanks for the pearls for the

For the wives of the Roman senators! said Tros and, bowing, first to Caesar, then to Balbus, marched out straight through the ranks of Caesars bodyguard. He was greeted by a roar from the Eskualdenak:

Wine! Women! Wine!

His answering roar, bull-bellowed, cowed them into silence.

To the ship! Behind me, march! Or I will give the lot of you to Caesar! Ho there, Conops! Run ahead of me and keep a bright lookout for Simon.

Then he strode under the gloomy cypresses to Balbus front gate and Orwic fell in step beside him full of eagerness to know exactly what had happened.

Happened? he said. I have promised druids pearls to Caesars light o loves, and I have served Caesar, though I had the best of him. Rot me all death-bed prophecies. They dull mens wits!

What next? asked Orwic.

Oar and sail for Ostia, before Caesar has time to set a trap for us in Rome!


CHAPTER 82. Rome: 54 B.C.

I have failed often at what I attempted, and at the time I have learned from failure nothing except not to flatter it by calling it the end. At its worst it is but a beginning of some new phase of destiny. But looking backward, as when remembering night at daybreak, I have learned what gives me courage to look forward. I perceive that failure more often than not is the fruit of a mans forgetfulness of his own importance in the Eternal Plan.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



SUMMER twilight deepened and the bats began to flit among the tombs and trees that lined the Via Appia. Dim distant lights irregularly spaced, suggested villas, standing well back from the road amid orchards and shade-trees, but the stench of trash-heaps and decaying ordure overwhelmed the scent of flowers, and there was a dirge of stinging insects irritating to seafaring men. The slaves who bore Tross litter flapped themselves with olive twigs, muttering and grunting as they bent under their burden.

Beside the litter, cursing unaccustomed sandal-straps that chafed his swollen feet, limped Conops, with the tassel of his knitted seamans cap dangling over the empty socket of his right eye. With his left hand he held the litter, and with the stick in his right hand he kept prodding the wretched contractors slave in front of him, throwing him out of step and then abusing him in half the languages of Asia Minor.

On a horse behind the litter, looking like a centaur  for he rode magnificently  Orwic led twelve Britons, who marched leg-wearily with short spears over their shoulders; they wore a rather frightened look and crowded closely in the ranks. Behind them came a two-wheeled cart piled high with luggage held down by a net. Two Northmen were perched on top of the pile, and behind the cart trudged four-and-twenty other Northmen, battle-axes over shoulder, targets slung behind them. They swung from the loins like men well used to it, although there was a hint of a deep-sea roll, and more than a suggestion in the northern song they hummed of wind, waves and battle on a surf-enthundered beach.

A beacon many miles away behind  where one stage-contractor was giving warning to the next one beyond the skyline, that a personage was coming southward and would need relays of horses  gleamed on the narrow road and made imagination leap the shadows in between; the Via Appia ran as straight as an arrow and twenty weary miles resembled one.

In front, the lights of Rome blinked sparsely. There was a house on fire that threw a red glare on the belly of a cloud and showed in silhouette the roofs of temples and the outlines of two hills edged with buildings, like the teeth of a broken saw. There were temple lights, and over one or two streets where the night life swarmed there lay a stream of hazy yellow. Here and there a light showed through an upper window, and there was a suggestion rather than the sound of babbling tongues; Rome looked, in the near distance, like a crouching monster, and the ear deceived itself with what the eye conveyed.

In the shadows of the tombs and cypresses that lined the road lurked men  and occasionally women  who peered at the litter and vanished at the sight of so many armed men. Runaway slaves, almost numberless, lived in the shadow of terror cast by stenching gibbets, on which scourged human bodies writhed or rotted near every cross-road; there had been a recent and, as usual, sporadic outburst of official morals, so the runaways were rather less bold and more hungry, lurking in the neighborhood of villas and the north- and south-bound traffic, but afraid to try conclusions with the passer-by.

Master, said Conops at last, thrusting his ugly head in through the litter curtains, take advice from me for once and let us find an inn. There are enough of us to throw out all the thieves who occupy the place

Aye, and to make a meal for nearly half the bedbugs! Tros interrupted. No more inns, little man! Rot me such dung-heaps! Am I a Carthaginian ambassador that Rome should not provide me with a decent place to sleep? I tell you, Conops, here, unless a man considers his own dignity, none thinks he has any.

Would we were safely at sea again! Conops grumbled, leaning his weight on the litter and kicking at one of the bearer-slaves, whose slouching irritated him.

We are near Zeuxis house. I see it yonder, Tros said, leaning through the curtains. Bid the bearers turn where that tree, like a broken ships mast, stands against the sky.

Zeuxis sounds like a Greek in foreign parts, said Conops gloomily. Commend me rather to a crocodile! Not for nothing, master, was I born in Hellas. Keepers of Roman inns are like their bedbugs  one can crack them between thumb and finger. But a Greek  has this Zeuxis a master?

He is a distinguished Roman citizen, Tros answered. Furthermore, I have a hold on him.

Poseidon pity us! A Greek turned Roman is a wolf with a womans wits! Better give me the pearls to keep!

Keep your insolence in bounds, you ignorant salt-water fish! Go forward  lead the way up the path beyond that broken tree; try not to behave as if you were selling crabs out of a basket! Spruce yourself! Erect yourself! Up chin, you dismal looking dog! Put your knife out of sight! Shall Zeuxis servants think we are Cilician pirates? Swagger forward now, and ruffle on the manners of a noblemans retainer!

Conops did his best, shaking the dust from his kilted skirt and straightening his cap, but he limped painfully. Orwic, recognizing climax, ordered out a great ships lantern from the cart and sent one of the Britons running forward with it; he thrust the lantern into Conops hand and ran back to his place in the ranks as if ghosts were after him, whereat Orwic laughed.

The lane by the broken tree was unpaved and dusty but there was a row of recently set cypresses on either hand; their height, a grown mans, intimated that the owner of the villa at the lanes end had not occupied it long, but he was advanced in his notions of living. There was gravel in the ruts, and there were no pigs sleeping in the shadows. The lowing of cows in the distance suggested affluence, and as the lane lengthened there began to be neat walls on either hand, built of the broken rubble of older walls well laid in pozzolana.

The lane ended at a high gate swung on masonry posts surmounted by marble statuary, whose outline merged itself into the gloom of overhanging trees. A grille in the wooden gate was opened in answer to Conops demand to know what the owner of the house would say to keeping the most noble and famous Tros of Samothrace waiting in the dark. The slave behind the grille remarked that he would go and see. During the short pause, all of them, including Orwics horse, flapped savagely at swarms of gnats.

Then the great gate swinging wide, revealed the porch of a Greco-Roman villa, newly built, its steps about two hundred paces from the garden entrance. Parchment-shaded lanterns cast a glow over the columned front, making the stucco look like weathered marble. There was a burst of music and an almost overwhelming scent of garden-flowers, as if the gate had dammed it and now let it pour into the lane. A dozen slaves came running, six on each side of the path, and behind them Zeuxis strode, combining haste with dignity, extending his arms in welcome as Tros rolled out of the litter and stood blinking at the lamplight.

Tros of Samothrace  as welcome as Ortygian Artemis! he cried in Greek, gesturing dramatically at the full moon rising like a mystery between the treetops.

May the goddess bless your house, and you! Tros answered. Greeting, Zeuxis!

They embraced and Tros presented Orwic, who rather embarrassed the Greek by leaping from his horse and also embracing him in the British fashion.

All Rome would fight to kiss him if they knew how he can drive a chariot! Tros said, half apologetically. He is a barbarian prince.

A prince among your followers  prosperity! The more the merrier, friend Tros, and the surprise adds zest. My house is yours; enter with your friend and take possession.

He led Tros by the arm, but paused to study him keenly in the lamplight on the porch, where slaves fawned and a steward prodded them to make them more obsequious.

You have aged ten years in two, he remarked, and yet  I will wager you bring good news.

Tros only grunted. Zeuxis led the way into a hall, of which he was comically ashamed. The walls were painted with scenes from the Iliad, done recently and too spectacularly. There the steward took charge of Tros and Orwic, leading them away to a bathroom, where slaves sluiced and kneaded them for half-an-hour and other slaves brought blue-bordered Roman clothing in place of their travel-stained Gaulish costumes. The luxury made Orwic talkative and it was an hour before they rejoined Zeuxis, in an anteroom beside the dining-room that faced on a tiled courtyard in which a fountain played amid flowers and young girls moved with calculated grace. There was music somewhere, not quite loud enough to make the fountain-splash inaudible.

You must excuse my house, said Zeuxis. I have baited it to catch some Roman buyer who has made a fortune selling war material. I am afraid the penalty you pay for coming unannounced is to wait for dinner, while the cook makes miracles. Why didnt you send word, you spirit of unexpectedness?

Tros signified with a frown that he would prefer to keep silence until the slaves had left the room but Zeuxis laughed.

My slaves will have your story from your followers. You may as well talk at your ease! he assured him.

I have only one man who can speak any language your servants know, Tros answered. If your craftiest man  or woman  can get one word out of Conops, Rome is welcome to it. I sent no word because I trusted none to carry it.

The Greek leaned back in a gilded chair, looked humorously into Tross eyes, took a goblet from a slave and held it while another poured the wine. Then he rose and, spilling a libation to the gods, smiled at Tros over the brim of the goblet.

I see you understand the Romans, he remarked, and, having sipped, sat down again.

He was a handsome Greek with quantities of brownish hair curled artificially, his age perhaps not over forty, but not less than that. The care with which the wrinkles had been smoothed out from his face, and the deliberately studied youthfulness of gesture rather hinted that he might be older than he cared to seem. He had an air of artificial daintiness; there was a sapphire on the middle finger of his left hand that sparkled wickedly, calling attention to the delicacy of his fingers, which looked more capable of handling drawing instruments than weapons.

The contrast between him and Tros was as great as could be imagined between two men of the same race. Zeuxis smile suggested cynicism and ability to reach a given goal by going around obstacles, which Tros would simply smash.

There was a desultory conversation for a while, because the slaves were Greek. Orwic, knowing neither Greek nor Latin, watched the scantily clad girls and after a while confined his interest to one, whose movements were deliberately calculated to enchant him. When the steward announced that the meal was served he followed Zeuxis with such manifest reluctance that the Greek laughed.

Tell your barbarian friend not to leave his heart here. She shall wait on him at dinner.

The dining-room was classically elegant, its walls adorned with paintings of the Muses and divided into panels by Corinthian half-columns of white marble. The furniture was Alexandrian. The food, cooked by a slave from Syria, was carried in by Greek girls.

There was no sign of Zeuxis wife; Tros guardedly remarked on it.

She is at my country place in the Aventines, said Zeuxis. Like many another foolish fellow I married youth and beauty instead of experience and domestic virtue. Beauty, in Rome, arouses greed; if possible one steals it; failing that one buys. If neither, then one gets the lawful owner into difficulties and converts him to a Roman point of view  which means, to look the other way. So I have sent my wife to the Aventines in charge of a virago who, current rumor has it, is a midwife; you will have noticed, however, that rumor frequently exaggerates. Meanwhile, my difficulties disappear and trade is excellent.

Lolling gracefully on his couch at the head of the table, with Tros on his right hand, Orwic on his left, toying with the food rather than enjoying it, he kept up a running comment for the stewards benefit, not often praising the skill with which the viands were made to resemble something they were not, more often explaining how they might be better.

My Syrian cook is an artist, he complained to Tros. In Alexandria they might appreciate him. Here in Rome you must be vulgar if you wish for popularity. Food must be solid, in gross quantities and decorated like the Forum with every imaginable kind of ornament, the more crowded and inappropriate the better. Rome proposes to debauch herself with culture; so I have to crucify a good cooks soul and train girls how to misbehave. I was cursed with vision when I came into the world; I foresee the trend of events, and I know I must swim with the stream or go under; so I try to guide the Romans decorously along the line of least resistance. They began by being wolves and they will end by being pigs, but that is for the gods to worry over, not me. I am a contractor. I arrange banquets. I decorate interiors for equites who grew rich lending money.

You know the system, of course? The tax-farmers drain the treasury of conquered provinces, compelling them then to borrow at twenty-four percent compound interest; when accumulated interest amounts to half-a-dozen times the principal, the inhabitants are all sold into slavery. Most of my girls were obtained in that way. Damnable? Undoubtedly. But I might be a slave myself if I had stayed in Greece instead of coming here and flattering that rich rogue Crassus. He had me made a Roman citizen, although I might have had the same favor from Pompeius Magnus. Do you know how Crassus made his money? With a fire-brigade. There are some who say he also kept incendiaries. His men monopolized the putting out of fires by always arriving first on the scene in great numbers and fighting for the privilege. Soon nobody else dared to put a fire out. Crassus men would simply stand by and let the place burn until the owner was willing to sell it to Crassus for a song. Then out would go the fire, Crassus would restore the place and let it out at rack-rents. He has the trick of money-making.

But he is mad; he covets military honors. He has gone to fight the Parthians. He is envious of Caesars fame. Caius Julius Caesar, if he lives, will ruin both him and Pompey, but they say Caesar has the falling sickness. I have also heard said that his sickness is the result of slow poison secretly administered by one of his lieutenants in the pay of some patrician. Caesar is a patrician; but he has made all the other patricians loathe him by his systematic pandering to the plebes. He sends gladiators for the games and corn-doles  that might not matter so much; they all do it. His worst offense is the money he sends from Gaul to buy the election of candidates who keep Rome in political torment. He also sends presents to senators wives, and keeps a swarm of paid propagandists, who sing his praises to the crowd at every opportunity. Caesar has brains. One of the brightest things he ever did was to marry his daughter to Pompey. She is a charming woman. Consequently, Pompey has to pose as Caesars friend, whatever his feelings may be  not that they are particularly secret  he says little, but every one knows he thinks Caesar a dangerous demagogue.

Zeuxis gossiped gaily through the meal, doing his best to loosen Tross tongue and reversing usual procedure, ordering the finer qualities of wine brought as the meal progressed. Orwic, unaccustomed to such subtle vintages, drank copiously and before the meal was over fell asleep. Tross taciturnity only increased as he listened to Zeuxis chatter. He had almost nothing to say until the meal was finished and Zeuxis wanted to leave Orwic in the womans care.

Zeus! he exploded then. Sober, a man needs help to save him from the women. Drunk, not all the gods together could protect him! And besides, he added, looking straight in Zeuxis eyes, I myself will tell you all you need to know. If you have a slave woman who knows Gaulish, keep her for some necessary business.

Four slaves carried Orwic to a bedroom and Tros sent for Conops to sleep on a mat at the foot of the bed.

Not that I doubt your honor, Zeuxis, I am thoughtful of it. This handsome cockerel recovers like a Phoenix from the ashes of a feast. Not remembering where he is, he might remember, nevertheless, that he is a kings nephew  which means a kings son, less the need of self-restraint. Conops knows how to manage him.

Conops one eye glinted meaningfully as he met Tross glance and nodded. Hideous though he was, it took no augury to guess that Zeuxis women had been making love to him for information; he made a gesture with a clenched fist that meant, and was interpreted to mean, they have learned nothing from me!

Zeuxis led into a room where gilded couches with a low wine-table set between them gave a view through an open window into the lamp-lighted courtyard, where a dozen girls were posing near a fountain.

Shall they dance? he asked.

Aye  into the River Lethe! Let a slave set wine in here and leave us, Tros suggested.

Zeuxis laughed, dismissing the girls with a wave of his hand. The slaves retired. Tros strode to the curtain drawn on rings across the doorway and jerked it back to make sure none was listening. Then he glanced into the courtyard and at last sat down on the window-ledge, whence he could talk while watching both the courtyard and the corridor beyond the now uncurtained door.

I am honored! said Zeuxis, bantering him. These must be deadly secrets you intend to pour forth. Come and drink; this wine of Chios was reserved for Ptolemy the Piper. I was able to acquire it because Ptolemy came to Rome to borrow money when the Alexandrians drove him off the throne. He gave a feast to a number of Roman senators, for which I was the contractor and, though they lent him money, he has never paid my bill. I shall have to repay myself by roundabout means. The senate is forever obedient to the money-lenders. Mark my words  they will send Caesar or Marcus Antonius one of these days to collect. Drink! Ptolemy the Piper knows good wine, if nothing else. The old fool gave his note to Caesar for seventeen and a half million sesterces to persuade him not to veto sending Gabinius and Rabirius to Egypt.

Tros reached under his tunic and produced a little bag tied tightly with a leather thong. He bit the thong loose, glanced into the bag, tied it again and tossed it into Zeuxis lap. The Greek weighed it, eyed it curiously, opened it at last and poured nine pearls into his hand. His eyes blazed.

Plunder? he asked.

My gift, said Tros.

By Aphrodites eyes! By all the jewelers of Ephesus  these are better than the pearls that Pompey took from Mithridates. There are no such pearls in Rome, said Zeuxis, rolling all nine on the palm of his hand and stirring them with a sensitive forefinger. They are matched! Tros, they are priceless! Whom do you wish to have murdered?

Are you a contractor in that trade, too? Tros asked him sourly.

No, but since Sullas time one can always hire that sort of tradesman. Nobody is safe in Rome without an armed band at his back. Do you wish me to introduce you to a Roman who will work himself, for a consideration, into the necessary righteous frenzy? And who is the victim to be? Some one important, or my wits deceive me as to the value of this present.

When I must kill, then it is I who kill, Tros answered. I could buy nine senators with those nine pearls.

You force me to admire myself! said Zeuxis. Have you any more of these?

Nine more for you, of nearly the same weight if  when my venture is successful.

Tros, you deal a dreadful blow against the inborn honesty of Hellas! Whom do you wish me to betray to you, and why?

Yourself! Tros answered. One who did not know me might propose to play me false. But you will not commit that indiscretion. I have chosen you to assist me in a certain matter.

You oblige me to pity myself! remarked Zeuxis. A kings nephew and a kings pearls? Rome is no playground for kings; they come here begging, or to walk in triumphs and be strangled afterward. Whoever befriends kings in Rome  and yet  friend Tros, these pearls are irresistible! Have you come like a messenger from Pluto to arrange my obsequies?

I come from Britain.

Britain? The end-of-the-world-in-a-mist, where Caesar landed with the famous Tenth and ran away again by night? Hah! How the patricians gloated over that defeat! I was decorating Ciceros new villa at Pompeii and I overheard him telling what the senate thought of it; they were overjoyed to learn that Caesar is not invincible.

But he is, said Tros. He is invincible unless we can  Those pearls are in your hand because he shall not be invincible!


CHAPTER 83. Politics

A man forgets his own importance, but he magnifies want and the mystery of the many moods of want, his own included. He forgets that his wants and his fears and his perplexity are unimportant, but his own importance is eternal and changeless, whereas wants continually change, and fear is the illusion of which wants are brewed like foul stink from a wizards kettle. If a man can remember his own importance he is saved from many unimportant but demeaning deeds. His dignity, should he remember his importance and the unimportance of his fears and wants, directs him to a right course, though it may seem at the moment lacking in profundity of rightness.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



ZEUXIS stared, his shrewd imaginative eyes growing narrower under slightly lowered lids. He was not one who attempted to conceal emotions; he preferred exaggeration as a safer mask. But Tross face, as he sat still on the window-ledge, was a picture of iron resolution, unafraid although aware of danger. Zeuxis was aware of an excitement he could not resist.

I have a friend who is a king in Britain, Tros began, but Zeuxis interrupted.

Kings are no mans friends.

I helped him against Caesar. He helped me to build my ship. Caswallon is his name.

Did he give you these pearls? Beware! Kings gifts are expensive.

I had those from the druids.

Ah! You interest me. I have talked with druids. Caesar sent a dozen of them in a draft of prisoners from Gaul. One had a beard that nearly reached his knees. He was so old he had no teeth. It was hard to understand him, but he knew Greek and could write it. I befriended him. The others were sold as secretaries, but since that old one was a hierarch they were to keep him to walk in Caesars triumph; the weight of the fetters killed him before long  that and the stink of the dungeon; he was used to open air. There was a new aedile making a great bid for popularity. I was one of three contractors who had charge of the games he squandered stolen money on, so I had plenty of opportunity to talk with that old druid. I used to go down to the dungeons whenever I had time, pretending to look for some one who might make a showing against an enormous bear they had sent from Ephesus  bears usually kill a man with one blow, whereas what the spectators want is to see a fight. It was thought, if a man with a knife would defend himself against the bear for a few minutes that aedile might be very popular.

I didnt find a man to fight the bear. I did not want to; I was interested in the druid, he talked such charming nonsense with such an air of authority. He told me, among other things, that Caesar is an agent of dark forces that will blot out what remains of the ancient Mysteries and make Rome all-powerful for a while. He said if Caesar dies too soon those forces will find some one else, because their cycle has come, whatever that means, but meanwhile Caesar is in the ascendant because he typifies the spirit that asserts itself in Rome. So if you think as much of the druids as I do, Tros, you will think twice before you oppose Caesar.

I have thought twice, and the second thought was like the first, Tros answered.

Think a third time. Rome is violent, strong, cruel, split up into factions, yet united by its greed. They have had to postpone the elections. Pompey does nothing  I tell you, Caesar is inevitable! Let us flatter Caesar and grow rich when he has made himself master of the world!

Those pearls are worth a fortune, Tros reminded him.

There is no such thing as enough, said Zeuxis. There is too much and too little, but enough  who ever saw that? You have given me nine pearls. I covet nine more. I am Greek enough to know I must pay a usurers price.

No, you may give them back.

Tros held his hand out. Zeuxis poured the pearls into their little leather bag and slipped it into a pocket underneath his sleeve, where no one would have suspected a pocket might be hidden.

What do you propose? A revolution? he asked. That would bring Caesar down on us. He conquers Gaul for money and to make himself a reputation. He corrupts Rome into anarchy so as to have the city at his mercy when the time comes. I could guarantee to start a tumult the day after tomorrow, but as to the consequences

If Caesar should descend on Rome, he could not also invade Britain, Tros answered.

But you might destroy Rome. Pompeius Magnus hates luxury and corruption  for other people. There is nothing too good for himself. He would rally the patricians to fight Caesars faction to the death. That might mean ruin for all of us. I am a parasite. I fatten on rich mens ignorance. There would be plenty of ignorance but no wealth after a civil war, whichever side should win.

Let Rome rot. Who spoke of revolution? Tros retorted. I am here with thirty men to find some way of bridling Caesar. I would not give one pearl to buy a Roman mob. They would sell themselves for two pearls to the next man, and for three pearls to a third. But I have bought you, Zeuxis! Tell me how to put a stick in Caesars wheel.

Zeuxis studied Tross face over a goblets rim.

I prefer not to be crucified, he answered. There is only one way to control Rome  through a woman.

Tros exploded. His snort was like a bisons when it spurns the turf.

No truck with women! Let Caesar manage the senate with his presents to the cuckolds wives. I play a mans game.

Fortuna ludum insolentem ludit!

Zeuxis filled his goblet, smiled and let the lamplight show the color of the wine.

Ptolemy the Piper, king of Egypt, is a drunkard, he remarked. I said nothing about women. I said through a woman!

Lord Zeus!

But the very gods and goddesses love one another, Tros. However we may think of women in the mass, one woman brought you into the world and one bore me. One woman supplies the key to any situation. For instance, Caesars daughter has kept him and Pompey from each others throats.

I will not stoop to such practices, Tros answered.

I have known men who were forced to rise to them! said Zeuxis. I only mentioned Julia by way of illustration. She is too ill to be of any use to us. I was thinking of another woman  Helene, daughter of Theseus, a musician, who came with old King Ptolemy from Alexandria. She is the scandal and the admiration of all Rome. The sons of newly rich equites wear flowers filched from her garland and brawl about her in the streets, while their fathers defy even the Vestal Virgins in refusing to let her be expelled from Rome. Some say she is a spy for Ptolemy; others that she seeks revenge on Ptolemy and plots to send the Roman eagles into Egypt. The truth is, she has genius and seeks enjoyment. She adores sensation. It was she who posed to Timonides of Corinth for the new statue of the Venus Genetrix; his workshop was so thronged with visitors that he removed the unfinished statue all the way to Tarentum, but when he did that she refused to go there and the statue is still unfinished. She rides in a gilded litter, as she isnt a slave and they cant prevent it. Recently she offered to drive her own quadriga in the races. When the aedile refused to permit that she offered to fight Juma, the Nubian gladiator. Some think she might have beaten him, but the Vestal Virgins would not hear of such a scandalous proceeding. She understands that stirring of desire is much more profitable than to satisfy it. For a pearl or two we might persuade her to amuse herself immensely for our benefit. By Heracles, I have it!

Zeuxis rose dramatically, one hand raised, as if he plucked a great idea from the ether, but Tros watched him without enthusiasm. Let us send the girl to Caesar.

Trash! Tros answered. I could dig that thought from any dunghill. Caesar is not Paris, son of Priam  he is Caesar. He would take, but the woman is not born who can seduce him. Caesar smiles once, and the craftiest surrender to him like ice to the sun. I know him. Five times I have met him, and he  almost  won-me! I admired his brilliance. He has intellect. He recognizes strength on the instant, or weakness equally. He can read mens character as I read wind and sea; and he can use the rogue or the weakling as I use puffs of wind to fill my sails. But he prefers to match his strength against the strongest, even as I love conquering the storms. Five times I have met him. Three times I have beaten him. Each time he has offered me command of all his fleet. I laughed.

I remember your father also was mad, remarked Zeuxis. Why in the name of all the mysteries of death should you reject the friendship of a man like Caesar? That is wanton waste of golden opportunity! And you a Greek from Samothrace! Have you not sense enough to realize that fortune favors Caesar? Will you flaunt your prejudices in the face of Providence? I tell you, Caesar will inevitably be master of the world unless an accident prevents.

Then let my name be Accident, said Tros.

In the name of the immortal gods who turned their backs on Hellas when the Romans came, let us be wise men and swim with the tide! Zeuxis urged. You and I are not heroes. Caesar is. We might destroy him, as I have seen dogs drag down men in the arena; but the dogs did not turn into men; nor should we become Caesars. Tros, I tell you, we should let this Caesar burst a breach for us in fortunes walls and follow in with him. Success is sweet! I drink to it! Failure is bitter; lo, I hurl my dregs at it! Men live longest who know enough to follow fortunes favorites.

Tros snorted, thumping a fist down on his thigh. He glared at Zeuxis as if eyes could burn him up.

Aye, gods have turned their backs on Hellas. She is dead. I live! he answered. I measure life by strength of living, not by days and nights and lustrums. Failure? A beached fish for it! Riches? There isnt a rogue in Rome who maynt be as rich as Crassus if he has the luck. What is worth having in this life? Dignity and friendship, Zeuxis! Courage to stand by a friend! Vision and will! The choosing between right and wrong! The pluck to take the weaker side  the obstinacy to persist  rebellion against the wrong thing  action! Those are life.

Then why not be the friend of Caesar? Zeuxis argued. Friendship should not be squandered on unworthy people. If choosing is the gist of life, choose wisely! Caesar will give you action; and if the apparently weaker side amuses you, choose his. He is all-powerful in Gaul, no doubt; but here in Italy Pompeius Magnus has the gage of him at present  or so the senate thinks, and so think nearly all the equites and the patricians  and so thinks Crassus, or he never would have gone to Asia to try to wrest a triumph from the Parthians. Select the cause that seems the weaker at the moment; then  success?  suppose we call it opportunity for further effort. You are a young man. You may outlive Caesar. It would be no mean memory that you were Caesars friend. If he should have rewarded you

With what? Tros interrupted. Money? The stolen gold of Gaul! Employment? Holding in subjection ravished provinces, or possibly off-standing pirates who are no worse than himself and only seek to glean where Caesar harvested! Honors? He has no honor. He has avarice, energy, skill; he can arouse the sentiment of pauper-soldiers driven from their farms by cheap slave-labor enslaved by himself from looted provinces. But honor? He serves out honors as he feeds his legions, from the commissariat. He keeps faith when it pays him, and because it pays.

By the forsaken gods of Hellas, Tros, I think we all do that, said Zeuxis. You have paid me to keep faith with you, and since you whetted my discretion with one gesture of royal extravagance, why not confide in me a little? You spoke of a ship. Where is the ship? Where did you land in Italy?

I landed at Tarentum. My ship is at sea, Tros answered. She will come for me to Ostia, where Conops shall quarter himself in order to hurry to me with the news of her arrival. I found me a pilot in Gades who knows Roman waters; and I have a Northman in charge of the ship, whom I trust because he and I fought until we learned the temper of each others steel.

Caesar has a way of knowing what his enemies are doing. Does he know you are in Rome? asked Zeuxis.

He knew I left Gades for Rome. I had a brush with him in Gades. I won from him authority to use all Roman ports. I have a letter from him, signed and sealed.

He knows you are his enemy?

He does.

Then that letter is worth exactly the price of damaged parchment! I suppose you havent heard how Cato proposed to the senate to revive Romes reputation by sending Caesar in fetters to the Usipetes and Tencteri. Caesar broke his word to them and violated the law of nations; but how much support do you suppose Cato aroused? Men simply laughed. There is only one way to win influence in Rome  that is, purchase it in one way or another. If you buy with money in advance, the danger is that your opponent will out-buy you. Besides, how can you compete with Caesar? His agents Balbus and Oppius have spent sixty million sesterces in buying up old buildings alone, to enlarge the Forum. Prices  any price at all; but Vote for Caesar! If any senator wants money he goes through the farce of selling a house or some worthless work of art to Caesar at an enormous price, so as to avoid conviction of receiving bribes. The plunder from Gaul provides work at unheard-of-wages for the artisans, who would undoubtedly accept your bribes but would also continue to pocket Caesars wages; they look to Caesar to go on enriching them forever, whereas you would only be a momentary opportunity.

The better method is to entertain them, which is almost equally expensive. You would find the competition deadly. But there is this to be said; the mob will be faithful as long as nine days to whoever gives it a good thrill. After that you must think of another new thrill  and another one. Keep Rome entertained and you may even nominate her consuls.

Tros rose from his seat on the window-ledge and paced the room, his hands behind him and the muscles of his forearms standing out like knotted cords.

You know Cato? he demanded.

Surely. Only recently he had me driven from his door. I represent the decadence he makes his reputation by denouncing  the ungrateful, vain, old-fashioned snarler! He is the best man in Rome and politically the most contemptible, because he means exactly what he says and keeps his promises. Pin no hopes on Cato.

Cicero?

He owes me money for his new house. I have a little influence with him. But he is much more heavily in debt to Caesar. Cicero measures gratitude by bulk; he will even praise bad poetry if rich men write it.

Marcus Antonius?

Profligate  drunk  insatiable  rash  a Heracles with a golden voice, in love with popularity. He knows how to win the mobs plaudits  and at present he favors Caesar.

Have you the ear of Pompey?

Nobody has. He has the best taste of any man in Rome, so he is naturally disgusted with politics. He glooms in his country villa, where even senators are turned away. Pompey half imagines himself super-human but half doubts whether his good luck will continue. I believe he is losing his grip on himself. He recently refused to be made dictator on the ground that there is no need for one, but I think the fact is, he has no policy and doesnt know what to do. His wife is ill, and if she should die he might come out into the open as Caesars enemy, but at present he makes a show of friendship for him.

His intimates flatter him out of his senses; and because of his easy success in the war against the pirates and his aristocratic air of keeping his intentions to himself he is the most feared man in Rome. But the mob believes Caesar will bring fabulously rich loot out of Britain, which makes the moment inauspicious to oppose Caesar; and though Pompey loathes the rabble he likes their votes. Who wouldnt? Also, I think he honestly dreads a civil war, which would be inevitable if he should announce himself as Caesars enemy. You have no chance with Pompey.

Tros came and stood in front of Zeuxis, frowning down at him, ignoring a proffered goblet of wine.

Have you the ear of any one in Rome who would serve my purpose? he demanded.

I have told you  Helene of Alexandria. Tros snorted again, but Zeuxis went on:

At the moment she is keeping rather quiet because three days ago two factions of young fools fought about her with their daggers in the Forum. Two sons of equites were killed and half-a-dozen badly hurt. Cato was furious. She must be nearly bursting after three days seclusion. She likes me because  well, to be candid with you  she influences business and draws fat commissions. The best advice I can give you is to see Helene.

Tros scowled and stroked his chin.

Tomorrow morning. Why not? It will be a novelty that will stir her craving for amusement. You arrive at the door of her villa with a handsome young barbarian prince, exactly at the moment when she is ready to burn the house over her head with boredom. Flatter her  amuse her  praise her  bribe her  and she will ruin Caesar for you if it is possible to do it.

Tros groaned aloud, shaking his fists at the painted ceiling  

O Almighty Zeus, am I never to be disentangled from the schemes of women?

You are forgetting Leda and the swan, said Zeuxis. Even Father Zeus himself has had entanglements at times!


CHAPTER 84. Helene

I have seen many a man ape humility by magnifying the importance of his office and denying his own claim to be more than a servant. But his office is what he makes it, as a ship is what her builder makes her and behaves as her master directs. If a ships crew is unseamanly, I know her masters character, no matter what his chastity of homage to the ill luck that he bids me witness. If I see a city foul with lewdness, I know its rulers character, no matter what their mouthings about the sanctity of office and the grandeur of their institutions.
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THREE hours before dawn Tros awoke Orwic to discuss proposals with him.

Cato is the noblest Roman of them all. He is incorruptible. This woman Helene is Romes paramour. Catos party is in contempt because it is old- fashioned and honest. Which shall it be? Shall we attack Romes weakness or ally ourselves to strength?

Try both! Orwic murmured sleepily. What difference does it make to me? I know no Latin. I can neither make love to a woman nor address the senate! It appears I cant drink! That fellow Zeuxis wine has made my head feel like a copper kettle.

Orwic fell asleep again. Tros went to his own room, where he lay cudgeling his brains. He could foresee nothing. It was possible he was in danger of his life, equally possible that Caesars enemies might leap at every opportunity and stage a demonstration that should force Caesar to abandon his attempt on Britain. Should he adopt a subtle course or the direct one of appealing bluntly to such men as Cato, Cicero and Pompey?

Zeuxis, on the other hand, with pearls in mind, sent a slave with a letter in haste to Helenes villa. Three hours after daybreak two of her litters, borne by slaves in her livery and with a eunuch in attendance, waited in front of Zeuxis porch.

By that time Zeuxis and his guests had breakfasted under the awning in the fountained courtyard. Already Zeuxis was deep in his affairs  mercurial, excited  giving orders to his foreman in an office whose walls were hidden behind drawings and sheaves of estimates. There was a staff of nine slaves busy figuring at long desks. A stream of tradesmen and sub- contractors poured in and out, all chattering. But Zeuxis abandoned business when he heard that those litters had come.

Tros, fortune smiles on us!

He ordered his own chariot brought  an extremely plain affair, unpainted, drawn by mules.

Lest I arouse cupidity! My customers would be annoyed if I looked rich. Rome is still a strait-laced city  except for the rich Romans!

Refusing to explain, he almost dragged Tros into the first litter and waved Orwic into the other. Tros found himself on scented cushions behind embroidered silk curtains through which he could see but remain unseen. An escort of men armed with staves went before and behind and a eunuch, modestly arrayed, but strutting like a peacock, led the way for a while in the dust of Zeuxis chariot. Zeuxis drove full pelt to have a first word with the lady who had sent the litters, and was shortly out of sight.

They passed into the city through a swarming crowd of slaves and merchants, skirted the Mons Palatinus by a smelly street between brick houses, crossed the Tiber by a wooden bridge, where slaves of the municipium stood guard at either end to put out fires and regulate the traffic, and emerged into a zone of trans-Tiberian villas, where hardly a house was visible because of densely planted trees and high walls, and the only gaudy ostentation was displayed on decorated gate-posts. There was much less traffic over-river, although chariots, often preceded by men on horseback and usually followed by breathless slaves on foot, were driven recklessly, their drivers shouting to foot-passengers to clear the way; and there were countless slaves carrying provisions and merchandise for sale.

There were no armed men in evidence, but the high walls of the villas suggested fortifications and the general impression was of jealously guarded privacy.

The villa occupied, but not owned, by Helene faced the Tiber between higher walls than ordinary, above which the trees had been topped to make them spread into impenetrable masks of dusty green. On the high gate-posts were portraits in color intended to convey a sort of family likeness of the succession of Romans who had owned the place  and lost it to a money- lender, from whom Helene had rented it.

Her slaves were at the gate, all liveried. An impudent Cyprian eunuch, in canary-colored robes and wearing his mistress portrait on a copper disk hung from his neck, commanded that the gate be opened, saluting the litters as they passed in, but tempering civility with a leer that made Tross blood boil; and almost before the gate had slammed again his squeaky voice was raised in vinegary comment on the impatience of the slaves of certain equites who sought admission with letters and gifts to be delivered into the fair Alexandrians hand.

Tell your masters that my mistress will receive gifts when it pleases her. Has none brought any gifts for me? What sort of persons are your masters? Paupers? Plebes? Ignoramuses? What are they?

The villa was built in the style that had grown fashionable when the Roman legions had brought their plunder home from Greece. It was faced with columns looted from a temple in Boeotia. Stolen statues  fawns, Bacchantes, Naiads  grinned, danced and piped under every group of trees, so that the grounds looked like the entrance to an art museum; it would have taxed even the ingenuity of a Roman money-lender to find room for one more proof that culture can be dragged in with a team of oxen.

But within there was something like taste, although the cornices were far too richly ornamented and the paintings on the walls were garish. Some womans hand had draped the place with Babylonian embroidery, so rich that it challenged attention and threw overcrowded elegance into comparative obscurity. The art of Alexandria had overlaid confusion of design.

However, there was no time to admire the hangings. There was laughter, the echoing clash of weapons and the thumps of bare feet leaping on a marble floor. There was a glimpse along a marble corridor of gardens leading to the Tiber. The eunuch drew aside embroidered curtains to reveal a sunlit court surrounded by a balcony. Young Romans lounged against the columns, laughing and applauding; in the midst of one side Zeuxis sat amid a group of women, to whom he appeared to be giving intricate instructions. In the midst of the mosaic, sunlit floor, half-naked and aglow with exercise, Helene fought with net and trident against a Nubian armed with a blunted sword. There were great red splotches on her skin where he had smitten her, but he was backing away warily, circling toward her right to keep clear of the sharpened trident that she held in her left hand.

Suddenly, as Tros strode in, she lunged with the trident. The Nubian dodged and tried to smite her with the flat of his short weapon. She ducked, leaped, cast her net and caught him, spinning her trident and driving its blunt end with a thump against his ribs. Then, clinging to her rope, she spun herself around him, keeping him tight in the toils and prodding him until he yelled for mercy while the onlookers shouted applause.

Hoc habet! Punish him! Dont spare him!

She did not cease until the Nubian went down on his back and she had put her foot on him, holding up her trident in imitation of a victor at the games, amid cries of Kill him! No, wait  whose gladiator is he? He might cost too much. Ill pay for him. Go on, Helene  see if you can kill him with the trident  only one thrust, mind!  it isnt so simple as it looks.

She laughed down at the gladiator, breathless, prodded him again and turned away  caught sight of Tros and Orwic with their backs to the curtained entrance, and came running to them.

Which is the kings nephew? Which is Tros? She looked at Orwic longest as he took her in his arms and kissed her; which was perfect British manners but, to put it mildly, unconventional in Rome. The sons of Roman equites roared their astonishment, loosing noisy volleys of jests, but Orwic kept her in his arms and kissed her three times before she could break free.

This is the kings nephew! she assured them in a strident laughing voice that made the courtyard ring. The other

Tros raised up his hand in greeting and the banter ceased. He was dressed as a Roman; except for the gold band on his forehead and the length of his raven hair he might have been a Roman of the old school, conscious of the debt he owed his ancestors.

  this other doubtless is the uncle! said Helene. I expected Tros of Samothrace. All hail, thou king of an end of the earth! Helene welcomes you to Rome, where even Ptolemy had to wait on Catos doorstep! Isis! You have dignity! What muscle! Do you seek a queen, most terrifying majesty? Or is the nephew to be married? I abase myself!

She curtsied to the marble floor, the rhythm of her movements bringing a burst of applause from the gilded youths, who cried to her to repeat it, some urging her to dance  all anxious to attract her attention to themselves. Zeuxis left the women who surrounded him and, stepping forward into the sunlight, cried out:

Pardon, mistress! Noblemen, your pardon! This is the most noble Tros of Samothrace. His friend is a royal prince whose name is Orwic.

Not a king? Helene gasped in mock astonishment. Lord Tros, that Greek fool told we you were no more than a sailor! Kings go to Romes back-doors, but I see you are neither a fool of a king nor a louse with a vote for sale!

Again she curtsied, three times, throwing back the dark hair from her forehead with a toss that suggested blossoms nodding in the wind. Then:

Equites! she cried, addressing the youths who had begun to swarm around her. Favor me by entertaining them until I have bathed and dressed.

She ran off through a door between two Doric columns, followed by the women who had been surrounding Zeuxis. Zeuxis came forward again and introduced the Romans, reeling off their names as each one bowed with almost perfect insolence, restrained, however, within bounds by recognition of Tross strength of character and muscle and air of being somebody who might have influence. They tried to talk to Orwic, but, as he could not understand them and disguised embarrassment behind an air of aristocratic boredom, they were obliged by curiosity to turn to Tros again.

I am from Hispania, he answered, telling half the truth. I have brought despatches from your imperator Caesar, he added, which was more than half an untruth. To the senate? No. What would Caesar say to the senate?

They all laughed at that. Whatever their opinions of Caesar, none pretended that he held the senate in respect. They began to ask news of Caesar, eagerly inquiring what the prospect was of his invading Britain and how true it might be that the Britons made their common cooking-pots of gold. So Tros seized opportunity and told them about Britain, saying it was nothing but a miserable, foggy island full of trees, where no wealth was and the inhabitants fought valiantly because there was nothing to make peace endurable.

Then why does Caesar talk of invasion? they protested.

Possibly he talks of one thing and intends another, Tros retorted. It is known that he prepares an army, and I have heard something about ships. However, which way will tomorrows wind blow? How many miles from Gaul to Rome? If I were a young Roman I would watch to see Pompeys eagles gather. These are wild times. Stranger things might happen than that Caesar should propose to himself to seize Rome.

But such talk only vaguely interested them. They had the absolute contempt for politics peculiar to rich mens sons. The youngest of them had seen the mob made use of to reduce itself into submission. They had all heard gossip about Caesar. They considered Pompey vastly his superior. However, Caesar had significance.

Caesar has sent three more shiploads of wild animals from Gaul, said one of them. There are to be games to celebrate his recent victories. They are to surpass anything ever seen in the Circus Maximus. Crassus agents have sent bears from Asia. There will be nine elephants. From Africa Jugurtha has sent fifty coal-black savages from the interior, who look fit to fight even our best gladiators. And there are two hundred and ten criminals in the dungeons, some of them women; they talk of slaughtering the lot in one melee  give them a taste of the hot iron, and a spear or something to defend themselves, and turn the wild beasts loose on them! There is rumor of a promise of freedom for the last man and the last woman left alive  but that may be only talk to make them try hard.

An older man, Servilius Ahenobarbus, waxed scornful:

Any one in his senses would rather see two good gladiators fight than watch a thousand people butchered, he objected. Fie on you, Publius! Are you degenerating? Such stuff is all very well for the rabble. I can smell them in my nostrils as I think of it! Cant you hear the snarl and then the yelp as they watch women being ripped by a bull? Caesar has sent bulls from Hispania. But you forget the best part  two days chariot racing.

Phaugh! A safe and pretty spectacle for Vestal Virgins! Publius sneered. I have heard Britons fix swords to their chariot wheels. Now, if they would have a race  quadrigas, say  with swords fixed to the wheels, wolves loosed at the horses and fifty or sixty prisoners of war in the way, tied in groups, to escape if they could, I would call that a spectacle! Wait until I am old enough and they elect me aedile!

Ah! Then at last my turn will come! You will let me fight then, wont you, Publius?

Helene danced forth from her dressing-room in a chlamys made of Chinese silk from Alexandria, with a wreath of crimson flowers in her hair and a girdle that flashed fire as its opals caught the sunlight. She was better looking clothed; the drapery softened the lines of her too athletic figure and the wreath offset the hardness of her eyes  delicious dark-gray eyes that, nevertheless, could only half conceal the calculation in their depths. She was mentally weighing Tros.

She turned suddenly toward the Romans, laughing in their faces:

Nobiles, who loves me? Who will hurry to the slave-market and buy Thracian grooms for my white team? Those Armenians I have are useless; I will sell them for farm-work.

There was a race to be first to find suitable Thracian slaves. The Roman youths cut short the courtesies and ran to find their chariots. Helene took Tros by the hand.

And now those fools have gone we may talk wisdom, she said, looking almost modest. Zeuxis tells me you have come from Britain and desire my influence  although I have not altogether understood him. Come.

She led into a room which formerly had been the atrium, which she had refurnished and disguised with hangings until it resembled nothing Tros had ever seen. There was crimson cloth with golden dragons; there were gilded cornices and curtains made from beads of ivory; the feet sank silently into rugs of amber and old-rose; the couches, the chairs and the very foot-stools were of ivory inlaid with gold. There was a smell of incense.

Go! she ordered, and the lurking slaves vanished.

Tros prodded the hangings. He opened a closet. He drew back the curtains that covered a doorway. He looked through the window and listened for breathing from behind some potted shrubbery through which he could not see. Then, striding to where she had thrown herself on an Egyptian couch of ivory and crimson cloth, he looked down at her dark eyes and, with his hands behind him, challenged her:

I heard you say you wish to fight. Do you desire to fight me? With any weapon? With your wits?

She shuddered.

You look too much like Zeus! she answered, rallying her impudence. I understood you came to ask a favor of me.

Whose slave are you? he demanded.

She sat upright suddenly. She tried to look indignant but her eyes betrayed her; there was fear in their depths. She nearly spat the answer at him.

I was born free! I am the daughter of Theseus the musician

And was Theseus free?

She nodded. Words were choking in her throat. Her fingers moved as if she sought a weapon.

Since when were the musicians at the court of Ptolemy free men? Tros asked. I have seen you dancing at the court of Ptolemy. You are the girl who danced when Ptolemy Auletes played the flute. Are you Ptolemys slave?

I am free! she insisted. Coiled on the couch, looking up at him, she suggested a snake in the act of striking. All the laughter was gone from her eyes, all her impudence.

I am a silent man, said Tros. I listen.

He began to pace the floor, his hands behind him, presenting his broad back toward her as he turned, to give her time to recover her self-possession; but she had no sooner regained a little of it than he snatched it from her, to convert it to his own use.

Understand! He stood in front of her again. No panic-stricken yielding that broods treachery! Use reason. Judge me, whether I am one whom you can sway; or whether I am one who will betray you, if you keep good faith.

Master of men, you are cruel!

I am just, Tros answered. I will do you no harm if you yield to me.

My body? Her eyes lighted; her lips quivered in the faint suggestion of a smile.

That for it! He snapped his fingers. Instantly her whole expression changed; resentful, sullen.

What then? she asked. Yield what?

Your secret!

I have no secret. I am the daughter of

He stopped her with a gesture. Shall I go? he asked, and turned toward the door.

She flinched at the veiled threat  sprang from the couch and stood between him and the doorway.

I have influence, she said. I dare to fight you one way or the other! Knife against knife, or cunning against cunning! If we make a bargain, you shall keep your share of it or

Tros thrust his thumb into the little pocket in his tunic and drew out a pearl of the size of a pea  a rosy, lustrous thing that looked incongruous as he rolled it on the palm of his enormous hand. She curled her lip scornfully.

I could have pearls from Pompey. I can have anything in Rome my heart desires.

But Tros produced another one, and then a third. Her eyes changed subtly, though she still defied him, standing like an Amazon at bay. Tros was watching her eyes.

I gave nine of these to Zeuxis. You shall have eighteen.

For my secret?

No. I know your secret. There is only one man who would dare to risk burning his fingers in your flame. You are Caesars spy.

Liar! Rabirius sent me to Rome!

Tros laughed. Rabirius was Caesars money-lender  possibly a third as rich as Crassus, with perhaps a thirtieth of Crassus manhood  an avaricious rat with brains enough to recognize his limitations and not vie with great men but play into their hands and pocket fabulous commissions.

Sit down! Tros commanded, pointing to the couch. He returned the pearls to his pocket. Then, as she obeyed him, Judge whether I know your secret.

She set her elbows on her knees and clasped her chin, staring at Tros as if he were a prophet reading off her destiny.

Caesar will need limitless fountains of money when he makes his bid to be the master of the world. He invaded Gaul to make a reputation and for practice in playing off men against men. He married his daughter to Pompey to keep Pompey quiet. He encouraged Crassus to make war on Parthia, that Crassus might bleed Italy of men and leave none but Pompey and the idle rich to stand between him and ambition. Seeing far into the future, he sent agents into Egypt who should stir the Alexandrians against their king. So the Alexandrians drove out Ptolemy; but it was too soon; Caesar was not ready. Who was it then but Caesar who, in return for a promise of seventeen million sesterces, agreed to defy the Roman senate and send Gabinius with troops from Syria to restore Ptolemy to the throne, along with Rabirius to control Ptolemys exchequer? Now you say you are the agent of Rabirius. That may be. But I think you are the slave of Caius Julius Caesar.

What if I were? Is that your affair? she answered.

Aye! Caesar might learn too easily what I intend! You may report to him about Rabirius. You may tell him all the secrets of these young patricians who babble their fathers treacheries in your ears. But concerning me you will be as silent as the tomb in which they bury Vestal Virgins.

Caesar, she said, is a terrible man to trifle with.

Tros nodded.

Aye. I know him. His slaves keep watch on one another as well as on such Romans as he mistrusts and such provincials as he hopes to use. But since the gods, against my will, have guided me to your house, you shall run that risk of not informing Caesar!

You will injure him? she asked.

Nay. I will let him conquer Rome and leave the Britons to themselves!

You are his friend?

I am here to save Britain from Caesar.

Helene stood up, laughing, her eyes blazing. She defied him: Do you dare to kill me in my own house? How else shall you gag me now I know your secret?

Gag you? I will make you garrulous! Tros answered. You shall find a way to make me famous in a city where such infamy abounds that no voice can be heard above the din! To Caesar you shall send word that Tros of Samothrace has prophesied Rome shall be his. Vanity may make him think he has persuaded me at last to love him.

Many honest men love Caesar, said Helene.

Aye, and many love you, Tros answered, but not I. You shall have your choice of playing my game or explaining what you are, and why you are in Rome, to Cato. Now choose!

Cato? she answered. Are you of Catos party?

No, he answered, but I have a speech for Catos ear that shall include you one way or another. Shall I say you are the agent of Rabirius and Caesars spy  for I can prove it to him!  or

Say Helene is your friend, she answered. Cato is an old fool, but he is dangerous.

She looked keenly into Tross eyes, and then laughed with a little breathless catch of nervousness:

Tros, few in Rome would not like to say Helene is

I am one of those few, Tros interrupted.

Did you never love a woman? she asked  curiously. His blunt rejection of her offer pleased her. By the light in her gray eyes he knew that she had made up her mind to conquer him.

I am of Samothrace.

As he intended, she jumped to the conclusion he was an initiate under a vow to refrain from women.

I will show you deeper mysteries than the Samothracian, she said with a confident toss of her chin and a laugh that had hypnotized many a man. If I trust you, you must trust me.

I have pearls. And you will do well to obey me, Tros retorted. Be alone when I return from interviewing Cato.


CHAPTER 85. Marcus Porcius Cato

There are some men so enamored by a half-seen truth that they devote their energy to quarreling with untruth rather than to proving the little they do know. They are like slaves with fans, who drive out through one window flies that return through another. Stern men and unforgiving, they are so intent on punishing the evil-doer that they have no time to practice magnanimity. Such men forget, or never knew, that cruelty and justice mix no better than fire and water, but that one extinguishes the other, leaving cruelty or justice. I have never seen one such man who favored mercy rather than his own delight in the importance of his fear of self-respect. Self-importance gives them no time for importance.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



NOWHERE on earth was it easier to make mistakes than in Rome, nor more difficult to recover from them. It was a city where a man might do almost anything, including murder, with impunity, provided he went about it according to precedent and did lip-service to institutions and conventions. Above all, a foreigner needed discretion. Too often foreigners had trailed behind the chariots of Roman generals, in the celebration of those triumphs over foreigners that made Rome affluent; too many thousands of alien slaves were doing the work of animals and pandering to Romes depravity; it was too usual to attribute treachery to foreigners in order to provide excuse for new campaigns, and it behooved the alien to study his deportment shrewdly, with an eye not only to the mobs continuously cultivated craving for excitement, but also to the prejudices of the privileged. Privilege was of the essence of Romes government.

Aware of all that, nevertheless, Tros fell immediately foul of custom. Wishing to avoid curiosity that Orwic, with his fair moustache and unusual manners, almost certainly would have aroused, he accepted the use of Helenes litters and her personal attendants to convey him to the Forum, where Zeuxis assured him he would almost certainly find Cato. He was conscious of having offended Zeuxis by not permitting him to overhear the conversation with Helene. He knew the Greeks mercurial temperament, as capable of malice as of generosity and of leaping in a moment from one extreme to its opposite. But he did not expect Zeuxis resentment to be quite so swift. The malicious smile with which Zeuxis watched him get into the extravagantly decorated litter made no impression on him at the time.

You will cause quite a flutter in Catos bosom. There is nothing like a favorable introduction! said the Greek.

And for a while it looked as if Zeuxis had meant exactly what he said. As the litters approached the city they became the objects of such attention that the liveried slaves had hard work to make progress through the crowd. Helenes notoriety had not been lessened, nor her popularity diminished by the recent brawling in the Forum for the right to walk beside her litter through the streets. Her recent offer to fight with net and trident in the Circus Maximus had become common gossip; it had been nobodys affair to circulate the news that the authorities had instantly forbidden such a scandalous proceeding. The crowd wanted to be scandalized and gloated at the prospect of Helenes doing it.

It was known too, that she had a four-horse team to enter in the races that would precede the three days butchery of men and beasts in the arena; the possibility that she might drive the team herself had raised her popularity to fever-heat. The mere sight of her well-known litter forcing its way toward the Capitol was enough to block the narrow streets and draw attention even from the orators who were trying to work the crowd into electioneering frenzy wherever there was room for fifty men to stand and listen.

It was easy to see out through the litter-curtains, although next thing to impossible to recognize the litters occupant, so all the way to the Forum Tros received the adulation that would have amused and thrilled Helene to the marrow of her being. It disgusted Tros. He loathed it. It revolted him to have to use a womans notoriety to further his own plans. But it seemed safer to trust to Helenes influence than to make experiments with Romes senators, or senators wives, who might be less notorious but not less treacherous. No one  probably not even Caesar  knew the long reach of Caesars spies and Caesars money.

But he hated the scent of the goose-breast-feather cushions. The stifling city smells annoyed him and the din of city traffic  street-vendors cries, the tumult of electioneering factions skillfully incited to frenzy by men whose only claim to public office was cupidity and the ability to pay the necessary bribes, yells of the charioteers who found the street blocked, clangor of the armorers in dim basement workshops, hoarse pleadings of the auctioneers disposing of the loot from far-off provinces, shouts of the public announcers, the yelping of dogs and the overtone, blended of all of it:

Buy! Buy! Buy!

Rome was for sale to the craftiest bidder. That was the key to the din. The offspring of seventy races were hawking their hearts in the market, to the buyer with the keenest brain and longest pocketbook.

Midsummer heat had driven all who could afford it to the seaside or to mountain villas  that, and bedbugs incubated in the crowded, dark slave-quarters and the rack-rent tenements. The orators were well dressed. There were equites in dusty chariots arriving post-haste from the country to investigate alarming rumors, but the crowd had the shabby, ill-tempered appearance it assumes so swiftly when the fashionable element withdraws. Hot nights and too much politics  slaves overworked and free men unemployed  enormous and increasing wealth of one class, poverty and irresponsibility increasing for the other  corn-doles, open bribery, free entertainment at the expense of demagogues  postponement of the elections because the senate was afraid of mob-rule  Caesars agrarian laws designed to curry favor with the populace, and the impossibility of enforcing them in the face of the landowners opposition, or of earning a living on the land in competition with the cheap slave-labor of the large estates, had all combined to arouse irritation, uncertainty and the expectation of a riot such as even Rome had never seen. Almost the air itself seemed ready to take fire. Mens faces wore the ugly look that precedes violence.

And Rome herself was ugly-drab with the color of smoky bricks and vegetable refuse  ugliness enhanced by the beginnings of adornment. There was marble here and there; and there were statues, some decapitated, some half hidden under crudely smeared electioneering posters, that suggested dignity forgotten. From between its ugly wooden scaffolding the marble of Pompeys enormous new theater shone in the baking sunlight, hinting at the only method by which Rome was likely to emerge out of her filth. It was against the law to build a theater of anything but wood; so, as all men knew, including they who should enforce the law, Pompey was building behind screens of wood that should be torn down in a night at last and lay bare a magnificent defiance of the law. And all men knew that none, unless possibly Cato, would dare to call Pompey in question. Men laughed at the senates helplessness, while they reviled the senate for not fostering tradition.

As the litters neared the Forum, where the shop-fronts and the open wine- shops looked drab in the dust from buildings being torn down by Caesars agents and the thud of falling masonry resounded like the tumult of a siege, the crowd grew denser. Roofs, temple steps, the shop-fronts, upper windows, all were thronged with agitated sightseers, some crying out the names of candidates for public office, some reviling Cato, others  evidently led by unseen agents  shouting for Pompeius Magnus and dictatorship.

The crowd was so dense that even two lictors preceding a praetors deputy were brought to a halt. Rather than challenge the crowd in that temper they preferred to follow the two litters, for which the crowd made way. They recognized Helenes livery and there began to be an ovation. One of those strange moods that capture crises spread like a contagion; there was humor in the thought of humoring Helene, who had to stay at home three days because of gross infractions of the public peace of which she was the cause, and of dishonoring the praetors representative.

The crowd, it seemed, was there to vilify the praetor  to inspire him with such dread as should prevent him from interfering with electioneering bribery. They began yelping at the lictors and at the sacred official who strode behind them with his toga concealing the lower half of his face. Then suddenly some genius conceived the thought that Helene had been arrested and was being brought before the praetor for examination. Mockery turned to anger. That was interference with the citizens amusement and intolerable.

Rescue her!

The shout came from an upper window. It was echoed by a hundred voices from the street. Stones began flying, picked from the debris of the houses Caesars agents were demolishing. An angry faction, seizing opportunity to pounce on their political opponents, surged between the litters and the praetors representative and in a second there was a street fight raging. The two lictors, theoretically sacred in their persons, raised their fasces over the officials head and hurried him to safety in the nearest house, while a troop of young patricians, asking nothing better than excuse to terrorize the mob, charged on horseback from a side-street in the direction of the Capitol. They were only armed with daggers but they swept the mob in front of them, and in a sort of back-eddy formed by that onslaught the two litters swayed into the Forum, where the bearers set them down beside a statue on which men swarmed and around which sweating men were packed like herrings in a barrel.

Tros emerged out of the litter and by sheer strength scuffled himself standing-room. He shouted to Orwic to stay where he was, but the Briton at the risk of daggers fought his way beside him. They were facing the temple of Castor and Pollux, whose platform was thronged with patricians, one of whom was trying to address the crowd while others roared for silence, and no single word could be distinguished from the din. There was a sea of arms and hot, excited faces where the patricians tried to win the mobs attention. On the opposite side of the Forum, where the shutters had been raised on money-changers windows and every statue held its crowd of men like corpses on a gibbet, other orators were roaring themselves hoarse. There were cries of:

Who defeated Spartacus?

Pompeius Magnus! Let him be dictator!

Who conquered Asia?

Pompeius Magnus!

Down with Cato! He assails our liberties!

Caesar! Caius Julius Caesar! The most generous, the most capable, the most glorious  Caesar! Caesar! Memmius!

The last was Caesars candidate for consul.

Cheers, groans, cat-calls drowned the efforts of each faction to popularize their favorite. There were scuffles and fist-fights going on in thirty places simultaneously, but there was no room for a general melee; public peace was preserved by the utter impossibility of concerted action where men were fainting for lack of breathing room and could not rally to their friends or reach their enemies. A young patrician, standing high above the crowds reach on the balustrade that flanked the temple platform, was amusing himself by flinging copper coins, but none dared stoop to pick them up for fear of being trampled underfoot. Six others in a group yelled fire! to try to cause a stampede, but that failed because it was impossible to move in any direction.

The only uninvaded steps were those of the praetors office, guarded by a row of lictors, whose fasces, vertically held in front of them, were still such sacred symbols of Romes majesty as even that crowd dared not violate. The building, wedged between the massive temple of Castor and Pollux and a smaller one, more delicately built, that showed the influence of Greece, was blunt, uncompromisingly Roman, dignified and solid, raised above the level of the Forum on a concrete base that formed the platform and provided cells for prisoners as well as offices. Its brick-work, unadorned since Sullas day when the stucco had been damaged in the rioting and afterward removed entirely, gave a gloomy, ancient aspect to the building that was only partially brightened by the stucco columns recently erected to support a roof over the platform. On wooden boards on either side of the open door were public proclamations, and on the platform was a table and a chair, but no man seated at it. That platform was the only vacant space in sight; even the bronze beaks of the rostra, at the Forums farther end, were invisible behind a swaying sea of faces.

Suddenly the din ceased. There was silence as if Rome had caught her breath. The hammering of demolition stopped abruptly and the dense crowd swayed as every face was turned toward the door of the praetorium.

Cato!

It was a murmur, but it filled the Forum. He came slowly through the open door, the purple border of his toga emphasizing the dignity and matter-of- factness of his stride. He had a tablet in his right hand, which he studied, hardly glancing at the crowd, and he appeared entirely to ignore the half-a- dozen men who followed him, three on either hand. He was a round-headed, obstinate looking veteran, in contrast to their elegance and air of self- advertisement; the more they postured and acknowledged themselves conscious of the crowd, the greater seemed his dignity.

Citizens! he said abruptly. Even breathing ceased. There was a dead, flat silence  noncommittal. No man seemed to expect pleasantries. It is your inalienable privilege to elect the officials of the Republic by ballot. However, certain individuals, ambitious to hold office for their private gain, have set the disgraceful example of bribery, corrupting public morals and preventing the election of such candidates as will not, for the sake of honesty, or can not purchase votes. This scandal I regard it as my duty to abolish. There shall be no bribery while I am praetor. I have caused to be deposited with me by each of these candidates for office whom you see before you a sum of money from his private fortune which would ruin any of them should he forfeit it. This money will be forfeited into the coffers of the state in the event of proof of bribery. So cast your ballots at the time of the election honorably, as becomes a Roman citizen, each voting for that candidate who seems to him to merit confidence.

He made no gesture  simply turned, looked sharply at the six men on the platform, and strode sturdily in through the door. There was a moments silence, then a man laughed. Agitators, scattered at strategic intervals, cackled cynically until all the crowd was laughing. Cries from over near the rostra broke on the babbling din:

This upstart believes he is Cato the Censor! He will abolish the games next! He will have us all eating turnips and wearing sackcloth!

But the crowd, as volatile as mercury, had seen the humor of the situation. It turned its laughter on the candidates for office, booing them until they followed Cato in a hurry. There was a surge then as men were hustled off the rostra to make room for orators who sought with shout and gesture to claim the crowds attention. But the mob would have none of them; it began melting, pouring along the Via Sacra, spreading the news of Catos master-stroke and carrying the din of laughter down the narrow streets until all Rome seemed aroar with monstrous humor. Before Tros could straighten out his clothing, mussed by the crush of the crowd, the whole Forum was empty except for groups of arguing politicians. All except two of the lictors retired, and they sat at ease on stools on either side of the praetorium door.

They are used to squalls  well used to them! said Tros, and taking Orwic by the arm he bade the litter-bearers follow him to the praetorium steps and wait there.

As he reached the top step he met Cato face to face. The Roman, with only one slave following, stopped, framed in the doorway and stared at him hard, then glanced at the sumptuous litters and their slaves in Egyptian livery.

Those slaves are better dressed than many a Roman, he remarked, with a sarcastic gesture answering Tross salute. Who are you?

Praetor, I am Tros of Samothrace. I seek audience with you alone.

Catos florid, stubborn face grew wrinkled as a dry smile stole along his lips.

You are an alien, he said. You think the business of Rome may wait while I listen to your importunities?

Aye, let Rome wait! Tros answered. Caesar has the reins of fortune in his hand.

You are Caesars messenger?

I am Tros of Samothrace and no mans messenger. I seek an audience with you.

Enter.

Cato turned his back and led the way along a narrow passage into a square room lined with racks on which state documents were filed with parchment labels hanging from them. There were several chairs, two tables and one secretary, bowed over a manuscript. Cato dismissed the secretary. He stared, glanced suddenly at Orwic and sat down.

Be brief, he said abruptly.

Tros made no haste. He studied him, mistrusting ordinary methods. There was nothing subtle about Cato; the mans elementary simplicity and downrightness expressed themselves in every line. His windy gray eyes, steady and keenly intelligent, betrayed unflinching will. His wrinkles spoke of hard experience. The iron-gray hair, worn short, suggested a pugnacity that was confirmed by the lines of mouth and chin. His hands, laid calmly on his knees, were workmanlike, unjeweled, strong  incapable of treachery; the voice, well modulated, courteous but carrying a note of irony and incredulity.

A little too much bluntness and Cato would construe it as a challenge; the merest hint of subtlety and he would close his mind. Too much politeness would stir suspicion; rudeness he would take as an affront to Roman dignity. Exaggeration he would instantly discredit; under-statement he would construe literally. He was difficult. Tros would have preferred a man more vulnerable to emotion.

I am from Britain, Tros remarked at last. This is a prince of Britain. He nodded to Orwic, who saluted with aristocratic dignity.

You have come in very gaudy litters, Cato answered. Whose are they?

Helenes. Lacking other means of

Cant you walk? asked Cato. I am praetor. I invariably walk.

I can walk when I will, Tros answered. Having no lictors to make me a way through the crowd I did well to borrow litters that the crowd would let pass. It is of no importance how I came. I will speak of Caesar.

You carry tales against him? I have heard them all, said Cato. He closed his mouth tight, as a man does when he reins impatient horses.

I come to prevent Caesar from invading Britain, Tros insisted, leaning forward to watch Catos eyes. If he succeeds against the Britons, what will be his next move? Rome.

Cato nodded. Caesar, he said, is the first sober man who has designed to make himself the master of Rome. Sulla was a drunkard. So was Marius. Caesar drinks deep of the hog-swill of flattery. He is drunk with ambition. But that does not give you the right to conspire against the Republic.

I will help you against Caesar! Tros said, rising, and began to pace the floor, as always when he felt excitement surging in his veins. Three times he strode the rooms full length and back again, his hands behind him, and then stood, looking into Catos face.

Alien, said Cato. I am praetor. Caesar is a Roman general.

Tros snorted.

You split hairs of morality while Caesar cuts throats! Listen! You love Rome, and you hate Caesar. Not I. I havent Rome to lose nor all the plunder of a hundred provinces to make me fearful. You set the welfare of the state above your own. I set the welfare of my friends above my own; and I love Britain, where a king lives whom I helped to resist Caesar when he made his first raid on the island.

Island? said Cato. We are told it is a mainland greater than all Gaul and Hispania.

Mainland! Tros snorted again. A small, misty, wooded island, whose inhabitants can neither harm Rome nor enrich her treasury! A mere island, whose inhabitants are brave men. Caesar, while he gains time, seeks to build a reputation. But I have heard how Cato, staunchest of all Romans, resolutely sets his face against wars when there is no excuse for war. They say there is no other public man who has dared to defy the Triumvirate. Therefore, I have made my way to Cato, at my own great risk.

And the price? asked Cato, looking sourly at him.

Tros exploded like a grampus coming up for air, then turned and paced the floor again.

Cato! he said, turning to him suddenly. They packed you off to Cyprus to get rid of you, and all the world knows what happened. You found an island ruined by the money-lenders, and you left it in a fair way to recovery. I have heard how you flung the taunt in Pompeys face that, notwithstanding you dealt honestly, you brought more money back from Cyprus for the Roman treasury than Pompey brought from all his plundering of Asia. So you know what Roman rule means in the conquered provinces. I tell you, I have seen Gaul writhing under Caesars heel. Where I have known fair cities, there is wasted land and broken walls. I know a place where there are thirty thousand men who lack a right hand, simply because Caesar is ambitious. I have seen the gangs of slaves go trailing out of Gaul to replace Romans on the farms of Italy and force your free men to enlist in Caesars and Crassus legions. And you ask me my price?

Cato eyed him undisturbed, his hands palms downward on his knees. No gesture, not a fleeting trace of an expression betrayed what thought was passing through his mind.

Give me the right to call myself Catos friend! Tros urged, lowering his voice dramatically. If I thought Rome held a hundred Catos, I would

Cato interrupted.

Your opinion of me is unimportant. I am the praetor. That woman, Helene, whose litters you use, is a prostitute. You flaunt her impudence in Romes face.

Prostitute? Tros retorted. All Rome is given to prostitution! What does one more matter? I am told you wish to prosecute Rabirius for his chicanery in Egypt. Leave Helene to me and I will strip Rabirius as naked as when he yelled himself into the world! I will prove to you Caesar supported him, prompted him, pocketed a fat percentage of the money he stole and now makes use of Helene to watch Rabirius  and you  and others. She is one of Caesars ablest spies. Touch her, and you bring down Caesar on your head! Leave her to me, and I will hamstring Caesar! Give me ten days, and you shall know about the war that Caesar plans!

Cato took a tablet from the table and wrote swiftly. Then he laid the tablet back, face downward on the table.

Caesar has authority, he said, to declare war or to make peace in Gaul.

Britain is not Gaul, Tros answered. Neither is Rome Gaul.

Cato rapped the table with his knuckles. The secretary entered, took the tablet and went out again.

Caesar has reported to the senate, said Cato, that the Britons are constantly helping the Gauls to rebel.

In the name of all the gods, why not? Tros thundered at him. Should a brother not defend his brother? There are Gauls and Britons who belong to the same tribe, share the same king and till land on both sides of one narrow sea. And did your ancestor sit idle when Hannibal invaded Italy, because forsooth, he had not yet reached Rome? Do you, another Cato, wish to grovel before Caesar? He will use the strength of Gaul and Britain against Rome, when he has glutted his ambition in that corner of the world. He is a madman! Stir up Gaul behind him! Let Gauls and Britons learn that there are men in Rome who sympathize. Give them but that much encouragement,  he snapped his fingers and Caesar shall have his hands full!

Cato, spreading out his knees with both hands resting on them, leaned back; he had done with arguing.

No Roman praetor can lend his influence to the defeat of Roman arms, he said. But I will do what can be done to bring the senate to a proper view of these things

Phaugh! Tross fist went like a thunder-clap into his palm. And two-thirds of the senators accepting Caesars bribes! The other third opposing him because they think Pompey might put more money into their pockets! Cato, do you set this wolf-broods appetite above fair dealing? Are you

I am a Roman, said Cato.

You shall see Rome fawning at Caesars feet! Tros answered, his eyes glowing like a lions.

The line of Catos lips grew tighter and then flickered in a hard smile.

And by whose authority do you come here, riding in prostitutes litters to hurl threats at me? he asked. Are you a Roman citizen?

I come by Caesars leave, Tros answered, pulling out a parchment from his breast. He flourished it indignantly. He showed the seal and signature. I won it! Three times I have had the best of Caesar and

He checked himself, aware that he had lost his self-control, whereas the Roman had not.

Well  and what? asked Cato.

But the thought that had flashed across Tross mind was nothing he could safely tell to any one of Catos unimaginative temper; even in the heat of indignation he knew better than to run that risk.

And I will save Britain from him, he said lamely. Then, recovering his self-possession, You go prattle to the senate  if you can make them listen without paying them to sit still!

He saluted in the Roman fashion and Cato stood up to return the salute with an air of being glad the interview was over. He ignored Orwic  merely nodded to him, as he might have done to a familiar slave, and Orwic flushed, not being used to rudeness even from his equals. As they left the room the Briton growled in Tross ear:

Is that truly one of Romes great men?

Romes greatest! Iron-headed, and as blind as a boulder resisting the sea! Born out of his time! He loves the Rome that died before the days of Marius and he is mad enough to think Caesar can be tamed by quoting law! I have a thought, though.

For a minute Tros stood gazing at the Forum and its groups of politicians vehemently gesturing. Helenes eunuch bowed. He waved the man away.

I will walk. Here He tossed him money. Tell your mistress to expect me. Then, as he took Orwics arm and they descended the steps together, I have a thought that quarrels with inclination. I must study it. Keep silence.

Side by side they walked along the Via Sacra between rows of graceless statues, Orwic copying the stride that gave the Romans dignity when dignity of motive was the last thing in their minds. Tros strode like Hercules, observing nothing, with a frown above his eyes like brooding thunder.

Of what do you think? Orwic asked him at last, when they had bumped into so many people that apology had grown monotonous.

Of my fathers prophecy, Tros answered. With his dying breath he foretold I should struggle against Caesar but that I should serve him in the end.

Against Britain? Orwic asked, startled, puzzled.

Nay. He knew I will betray no friendships. But  why not against Rome? Do you and I care whether Rome licks Caesars feet? This Tiber-wolf bred Caesar  let the cubs teeth make her suffer for it! If we offer Rome to Caesar he may turn his fangs away from Britain!

If we offer to do it he can laugh, said Orwic. How can two-and-thirty men give Rome away?

The gods give and the gods take, Tros retorted. Men are agents of the gods.

But who knows what the gods intend?

Tros turned that over in his mind a minute, doubting nothing except whether words could possibly convey his meaning to a man whose language he had learned but recently.

The gods  they know, he said at last. Men guess. And he who guesses rightly there and then becomes the edged tool of the gods.

But how guess? Orwic wondered. If we had a druid with us

He could tell us no more than we see, Tros interrupted. Let us see Rome. If the heart is rotten, let us foretell death or a physician. I believe the gods purge evil with its offspring, and it may be Rome is ripe for Caesar, who will be a drench that will burn Romes belly. He may fail. She may vomit him out. She may swallow and smother him. Murder

But  but

Orwic stared at the crowd  three-fifths of them slaves from the ends of the earth  for the Romans were taking their ease in the midsummer heat. Even the half empty streets sent up a roar like the voice of a cauldron, and the baking heat suggested future on the forge. There was a thunder where the rubbish of demolished buildings tumbled down the wooden chutes into the carts. The sun shone through a haze of dust and, as the wind whipped up a cloud of it, there came down a narrow street, like specters, nearly a hundred men all chained together, staggering under blocks of marble.

Those are Jews, said Tros. They are the fruit from Pompeys harvest in Jerusalem. Unless you and I act wisely we shall see Caswallon led in triumph, and the Britons building Caesars Rome under the whip.

He was talking merely to keep Orwic silent. He wanted to think. He stood frowning, staring at the most dignified building in old Rome  the temple of the goddess Vesta, with the residence of the Vestal Virgins close behind it and, beyond that, the official home of the Pontifex Maximus.


CHAPTER 86. Julius Nepos

I have used life wondering at marvels  aye, and looking for them. But I know no greater marvel than the virtue readily discernible in some men, whose calling is vile. Their vileness is beyond coping with; it would be wiser to swim in Leviathans sea and try to cozen him, than to bargain with such mens vileness. For they know their vileness and they understand its channels; he who understands it not is as a sheep to a wolf. But their virtue to them is precious, and they understand it not. Touch such mens virtue and uncomprehending they respond, as a blind ship responds to a touch of the helm though all the gales of Neptune buffet and her nature bids her drift before them.
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TROS led on, ignoring the crowd; but even in polyglot Rome there were limits to the strangeness that could pass without exciting notice. If they had been slaves no citizen would have lowered himself by paying them attention, but they took the middle of the way like noblemen, although no servants followed to protect them from assault or from the importunities of wounded veterans.

So they were followed by small boys, who mimicked Tross Herculean swagger and made moustaches for themselves of street dirt out of compliment to Orwic. Traders tried to drag them into shops where Crassus oriental plunder was beginning to seek sale. They were bellowed at by leather-lunged slaves who stood on stone blocks advertising brothels. Insolent gangs of gladiators in the pay of men grown newly rich called to them out of wine-shops, where maimed ex-soldiers clamored for the dregs of each mans drink. They were pestered by touts from lawless gambling-dens, thieves auctions and even by slaves who were trying to sell themselves.

It was hours before Zeuxis found them, still wandering about Rome, visiting the temples and the great wooden arenas where the gladiators practiced, under the eyes of gamblers studying their chances and the betting odds. Zeuxis arrived on foot, sweat running from him, breathless and so agitated he could hardly speak. His slaves supported him, wiping his face with handkerchiefs until he thrust them aside at last and, stepping between Tros and Orwic, seized Tross arm.

What have you done? What have you done? One day in Rome and this already! They have seized Helene! She was taken by the praetors men! They wrapped her in a hood for fear the crowd might recognize her. One of her slaves followed and declares he saw her hustled into the praetors prison. There is a guard put on her house and men are searching it! A few of her slaves have run, but most of them are lined up in the garden; telling all they know. It was by the merest luck the praetors men did not find me in the house  I had just left. One of the slaves escaped and overtook me. I have found you by describing you to people in the street and  gods of Hellas!  what a wanderer you are! I have followed you all over Rome.

Tros tried to calm him, but the Greek appeared to have no nerve left. He said he did not even dare to return home until he knew the praetors men were not invading his house. He had sent a slave to see.

They have no right to interfere with me  I am a Roman citizen, but a mans rights  Tros, Tros, you have brought me ill luck!

Where shall we go? Tros asked. A crowd was gathering. If they should find my Northmen at your house

Thats it, thats it! exclaimed Zeuxis, wringing his hands. Your wretched, bearded, battle-axing, drunken, quarrelsome barbarians! The praetor will accuse me  here, this way!

Slapping a slaves wrist, who tried to calm him with affectionate remonstrances, he slipped through the crowd and led, panic-stricken, down a dozen evil-smelling lanes where the rubbish from tenements was dumped and mangy dogs snarled at the passer-by, until at last an alley opened into a nearly circular space that had been repaved with rubble from an ancient wall. There was a well in the center, protected by masonry constructed from the fragments of crude statuary, and though the buildings around the inclosure were tidy enough and there were no heaps of stinking garbage, they were mean, small, solidly and crudely built, with heavy, tall flat stones instead of arches over all the doors. It was a section of the oldest part of Rome.

Zeuxis struck at a door whose cypress planks were scarred by a hundred years of violence. He struck repeatedly, but faces peered through many a narrow window before the door was opened cautiously and a man thrust out his head. He had iron-gray whiskers that met underneath his chin. Chin and upper-lip were shaven. His nose was discolored by criss-cross purple veins. Extremely bright eyes glittered from under shaggy brows and his gray head, bald in the middle, was like a tangled mop.

Zeuxis? he said. Volatile, venomous, vicious, effeminate  enter! You would never come here unless you were in trouble! Come in and amuse me. I suppose you have offended Cato. I know Cato better than to try to coax him, but you may as well tell me the news  the news  the news.

His voice echoed under the vaulted ceiling of a passage lighted dimly by one candle stuck on an iron bracket. On the walls of the passage were weapons, shields, helmets; some seemed to have come from the ends of the earth; there were Parthian scimitars, clubs studded with iron, three-headed spears and wave-edged daggers, long-handled hooks for dragging down a horseman, nets, tridents and swords by the dozen, of every imaginable shape and length.

Fire glowed on a hearth in a room at the end of the passage. There was something cooking on the coals and acrid smoke, that made the eyes smart, clouded among beams from which hung odds and ends of recently washed clothing. On the walls of the room hung garments of extraordinary richness, gruesomely suggestive of the spoils of horrible victories  more weapons  and a brazier in a corner, with an iron of peculiar shape beside it. Over the hearth, where smoky images of wax stood on a shelf in gloom, was an extremely heavy, short, broad-bladed sword. There were benches and a table, but the furniture was meager, unpainted and such as the poorest citizen of Rome might have possessed.

I introduce you to Julius Nepos, said Zeuxis, seeming to recover self- possession when the old man slammed the door and bolted it. The only light came from the smoky hearth and from a window, high up in the wall, which seemed to open on a courtyard. The heat was so great that the candles set on brackets on the walls had drooped in drunken curves and there was tallow on the flag-stone floor beneath them.

Tros bowed and Orwic copied him, but both men felt an impulse of reserve. Old Nepos noticed it.

Be seated, he said gruffly. I have cut the heads off nobler men than you. I have slain kings.

He seemed to think that made him anybodys equal. He glanced at the garments that hung on the walls  his perquisites; and having laid claim to distinction, he grew genial and grinned  pulled off his sandals and shirt, revealing a torso and arms like Vulcans, all lumpy with muscle, the color of bronze, and sat down on a creaking bench.

This is the man, said Zeuxis, who refused to be Sullas headsman and yet Sulla spared him. He was formerly the chief instructor of the public gladiators, and not even Sulla dared to

Oh yes, he did, Nepos interrupted. He deprived me of my privileges. I might have starved; only when Cato became praetor he ordered Sullas informers rounded up; and then he sent for me and had me cut the heads off most of them  a miserable brood!  nine-and-thirty in one afternoon, and a pleasanter death than they earned! If Cato had listened to me they would have died in the arena, fighting one another, with the beasts to clean up the survivors; but Cato thought they were too cowardly, although I told him a hot iron will make anybody fight. So I beheaded them. I killed two hundred and eleven altogether, and good riddance!

His face looked something like a satyrs as he leaned forward to observe Tros. There were no signs of ferocity about him  rather of a philosophic humor, slightly cynical but tolerant. He struck the table with his fist and called for wine, which was brought in by a woman less agreeable to look at than himself. She had thick lips and most of her teeth were missing; her figure was shapeless, her arms like a fighting mans and her greasy hair like Medusas. But it was good wine; and she provided lumps of bread to eat with it, breaking them off from the loaf with fingers that looked capable of tearing throats.

And so now you are in trouble, remarked Nepos, eyeing Zeuxis comically. You believe because I am a friend of Cato I can get you out of it. Isnt that so? Well, I tell you Cato doesnt like you, Zeuxis. Has he caught you cheating the public treasury over some contract for a spectacle?

He has arrested Helene, said Zeuxis.

Nepos suddenly sat upright, swallowed wine and snapped his mouth shut.

So it is Cato who is in trouble, is it? he said. Obstinate old tamperer with hot irons! Fool! Shell wreck him! The mob loves her. What will he do  have her thrown to the beasts? Old imbecile! Theyll leave the benches and throw Cato in, in place of her! There are some things Cato cant do, praetor though he is.

How teach him? wondered Zeuxis.

Oh, hes teachable, said Nepos. You couldnt have taught Sulla anything, or Marius  and Pompey wont learn nowadays, since flattery went to his head. But you can teach Cato what the crowd will have and what it wont have. Cato believes in the voice of the people. Hell hear it! As Ive told him often, all they care for is money, doles of corn and entertainment. Cato sat there, on that bench, last night. He likes me because I talk good sense and never flatter him.

I like Caesar, who knows how to rule; but I told Cato now is the time to throw in his lot with Pompey, and increase corn-doles and give astonishing spectacles, if he hopes to stand in Caesars way. But Cato hates Pompey nearly as much as he does Caesar, so thats mutual. Pompey detests him for going bare-footed and poking his nose into public accounts. So he has bagged Helene, has he? Well, well have to save him from that predicament! You cant tell me Helene isnt Caesars woman. Caesar cant afford to let his spies become disorganized. Hell kill Cato! He hates him. Hed love an opportunity to turn on him. Cato is a fool. I love him better than a brother, but hes a fool  hes a fool  hes an old fool  and thats worse than a young one!

Zeuxis shrugged his shoulders.

He is honest, which is much the same thing!

No, he isnt, said Nepos. He is proud and obstinate. Theres no such thing as honesty.

There came a hammering at the outer door and Nepos wife admitted one of Zeuxis slaves, who delivered his news breathlessly:

The praetors men have not come near the house. But the freedman Conops went to Ostia, so now there is none who can control the lord Tross barbarians, who are afraid because of their masters absence and are threatening to go and look for him.

Instantly Julius Nepos seemed to throw off twenty years. His muscles tautened. Even his voice grew younger:

Barbarians? What sort? he asked. He glanced shrewdly at Orwic, who resented the appraisal and frowned haughtily. Tros sat still, acutely conscious of a tingling in his spine. It was Zeuxis who answered:

Northmen  whatever that is. They are a breed never before seen in Rome, having red beards; and they fight with axes. But some are Britons and resemble Gauls. That one  he pointed at Orwic is a prince among the Britons.

Are they free men? Nepos asked.

Instantly Tros lied to save them. If he had answered they were free men, nothing would have been more simple than to bring some charge against them. Then, as aliens unrepresented by an influential advocate, they might be condemned and sentenced to the arena.

Slaves, he remarked, compelling his voice to sound casual. But his fist was clenched and Nepos noticed it.

I have seen too many die, not to know when a man is afraid, friend Tros, he said, a lean smile on his face. Good gladiators bring a high price. Men who fight with axes would be something new. They might be matched against the Mauritanians. Pompey would buy them. It would be a short way into Pompeys favor. That way we could approach Pompey, who is difficult to reach. We might persuade him; he would be glad to make trouble for Cato. And by releasing Helene he would again put Caesar under obligation.

Zeuxis chuckled. His superficial subtlety was stirred by Nepos argument; he saw all sides of it, if not the inside.

Dionysus! Excellent! Nothing ever was more accurate! Julius Nepos, you are fit to govern Rome; you understand Pompey and Caesar so well! Tros, have you not understood him? Pompey and Caesar lavish favors on each other, while they watch each other like cat and dog. Each hopes to be able to accuse the other of ingratitude when the time comes that they quarrel openly at last. Pompey will compel Cato to set Helene free, and he will tell all Rome he did it to oblige Caesar. He likes nothing better then to get Cato into difficulties with the Roman mob, because he knows that if it werent for Catos blunders and lack of tact the old man might be dangerous. Pompey will jump at it! Sell him your Northmen, Tros!

Zeuxis leaned back and enjoyed the alarm that Tros could not conceal. He knew the Northmen were not slaves. He knew Nepos  understood the old mans combination of ferocity and amiable instinct.

But Tross subtlety could under-dig the Greeks. He was at bay. He had his men to save, which stirred his wits. And he was not afraid Zeuxis would utterly betray him so long as there were pearls to be obtained by other means than downright treachery.

The notion is good, he said, rising. I will visit Pompey. Where is he?

As I told you, his wife is ill. You will have to drive out to his country villa, where senators wait at the gate like slaves for the chance of a word with him.

No, said Nepos. Pompey comes to Rome tonight. How do I know? Never mind. There are those who must go to Pompey and beg favors; but there are others whom not even Pompey the Great dares refuse if they send for him, no matter at what hour.

The Vestal Virgins, Zeuxis said, and shuddered. May the gods protect us from entanglements with them! This mob, that worships venery, adores those virgins and will kill you if they frown. But what should Pompey have to do with them?

Doubtless he brings gifts. Possibly he begs a favor for his wife, said Nepos; but he did not look as if he thought that was the reason. He was sly eyed.

Where will he lodge? Tros asked him.

In his own house. Look you now  men have made worse friends than myself, and I love Cato, who is much too obstinate a man to be persuaded. We must get that Helene out of Catos hands, if we want to keep Cato from being mobbed. Once or twice already they have nearly killed him because he did something stupid  once it was closing the brothels and once it was stopping payment of illegal bills on the treasury. So if you want my friendship, go you to Pompey and ask him to overrule Cato. You will either have to flatter him or buy him. Better both! For twenty gladiators of a new breed he would give you almost anything you ask. Cato will yield; he will have to. That will save his skin, which is what I want, and it may also force him into Pompeys camp, which would be good politics. But never mind politics. Get Helene released and youll find my friendship worth more to you than Pompeys or any other mans in Rome.

Tros had made up his mind. Orwic, who had learned to recognize the symptoms, strode to the door and opened it. Tros, with a jerk of his head, beckoned Zeuxis. The Greek, too, recognized finality.

Zeus sneezes and the earth quakes! he remarked, then took his leave of Nepos, winking and making suggestive movements with his hand when he was sure Tros could not see what he was doing. Nepos face as he answered Tross salute was an enigma.

It was dark when they emerged out of the maze of lanes into a street. Torches were already breaking up the gloom where gallants swaggered to some rendezvous amid a swarm of their retainers. The citys voice had altered from the day din to the night roar; it suggested carnival, although there was no merrymaking in the streets; whoever had no bodyguard slunk swiftly through the shadows. Bellowing voices on the stone blocks under yellow lamps announced attractions within walls; the miserable eating-houses and the wine-shops did a thronging trade; but the streets were a danger zone, dagger-infested, along which the prosperous strode in the midst of armed slaves and whoever else ventured went swiftly from shelter to shelter. Dawn never broke but saw the slaves of the municipium pick up dead bodies in the street.

To your house, Tros commanded, as if giving orders from his own poop, and Zeuxis led the way, his five slaves, fussily important, doing their utmost to make the party look too dangerous to interfere with.

But Zeuxis was in no mood to dispute the right of way with any Roman gallant and his gladiators. At the sight of any group of men approaching he turned instantly down side-streets. He preferred to risk a scuffle with the unattached ruffians who made a living by taking one side or the other in the riots that the politicians staged whenever a court decision or a ruling of the senate upset calculations. Such men seldom attacked any one unless paid to do it. Gladiators who attended gallants on their way to dissolute amusement flattered their owners vanity by bullying any group they met less numerous or pugnacious than their own.

So they were a long time reaching the bridge that crossed the Tiber, and had splashed into many a pool of filth besides unconsciously assuming the rather furtive air that strategy of that sort imposes on pedestrians. The five slaves altogether lost their arrogance. In the glare of the lanterns at the guard-house at the bridge-foot, where the stinking empty fish-boxes were piled and the boat-men slept like corpses on the long ramp leading to the quay, they made no deep impression on the guards of the municipium.

Halt there! Stand aside and wait!

A gruff ex-legionary, leaning on a spear and leering with the easy insolence acquired in six campaigns, made a gesture that brought six more spearmen into line behind him, barring the narrow approach to the bridge. Over beyond the river there was torchlight. There came a trumpet call. It was answered by shouts from guards stationed at intervals along the parapet in impenetrable darkness. Lights on the bridge were forbidden.

Then another trumpet call. Presently a stream of torchlight flowed on to the bridge, its glare reflected is the water. Fire laws, or any other laws, are subtly honored when the famous disobey them.

Who comes? Pompey! said the spearman, grinning into Tross face. Better get out of the way, my friend!

His insolence was tempered by familiarity. He seemed to recognize in Tros an old campaigner like himself. Though Tros stood still, he made no effort to enforce the order, merely moving his head sidewise, curiously, to observe him with a better slant of light. The wooden bridge began to thunder to the tramp of men all breaking step.

Let us stand back in the shadow! Zeuxis whispered and set the example, followed by his slaves, but Tros remained facing the spearman and Orwic, arms folded, stood with him.

Are you one of Pompeys veterans by any chance? the spearman asked. Take my advice, friend. This is a poor place and a poor time to approach him.

He expects me, Tros answered and the spearman stared at him with new appreciation.

You are either over-bold or more important than you look with that small following, he said. We will see. We will see. I have seen strange happenings in my day.

Tros turned to Orwic and spoke quietly in Gaulish:

When the lictors order us to stand aside, keep place abreast of me.

A horses head  a phantom in the torchlight  tossed above the lictors fasces. Dimly, behind them, more horses appeared, and streams of men on foot, like shadows, with the torchlight shining here and there on armor or an ornament; but there was silence except the groaning of the bridges timbers and the echoing tramp of feet. There was a sense of mystery  or portent.

Suddenly the man in front of Tros threw up his spear and swung the men behind him into line, facing the roadway. They stood rigidly, like statues, as the lictors, two lines of four in single file, advanced with all the dignity attainable by human symbols of authority in motion. Stately, measured, neither slow nor fast but like the passing of the hours into eternity, they strode toward Tros, and he was no such fool as to attempt to let the two files pass on either hand. Though Rome was rotten at the core, that very fact increased insistence on respect for the tokens of her magistracy. To have dared to stand ground would have meant, more likely than an interview with Pompey, a cudgeling and then a ducking in the Tiber. He shouted before they reached him.

Pompeius Magnus, hail!

His voice was like a captains on his poop  resounding, sudden, vibrant with assurance. There was something of a gong note in it.

I am Tros of Samothrace!

Halt! said a bored voice and a dozen men repeated the command. There was a rush of footmen to surround the leaders horse, then silence so tense that the swirling of the river past the bridge-piles struck on the ear like music.

Torches moved, swaying confusedly. Pompey, his cloak thrown back so that torchlight gleamed on the gold inlay of his breastplate, leaned forward on his horse, shielding his eyes with his right hand. Who did the man say he is?

I am Tros of Samothrace.

I believe I remember him. Let him approach.

Two lictors lined up, one on either side of Tros; two more opposed themselves to Orwic and prevented him from following. Tros was marched to about half a spears length from Pompeys stirrup, where the lictors signed to him to stand still and a dozen faces peered at him.

Is this an omen, Tros? asked Pompey in a pleasant, cultured voice suggestive of half humorous contempt for his surroundings. I remember you. I gave your father leave to use all Roman ports. I trust he has not misused that privilege.

He is dead, said Tros. I have word for your private ear.

All Rome has that! said Pompey. I am pestered with communications. However, I will hear you. What is it?

Secret as well as urgent. Name place and hour and let me speak with you alone. I seek nothing for myself.

Rare individual! Comites, said Pompey, laughing in the patronizing way of men who have been flattered until all comment becomes condescension, here is a man who has sufficient. He asks nothing! Envy him! So many of us have too much!

He stared at Tros, signing to some of the slaves to move the torches so that he could better read his face. His own was pouched under the eyes but rather handsome in a florid, heavy, thick-set way. His eyes glittered. The lips curled proudly, and he sat his horse easily, gracefully, with rather portly dignity. He looked as if success had softened him without his being aware of it, but there were no signs of debauch.

You may follow, he said, and I will hear you when I have time.

But Tros had cooled his heels once too often in the anterooms of Alexandria, where Ptolemys eunuchs pocketed the fees of applicants, kept them waiting and dismissed them without audience, to be pigeon-holed as easily as that. His sureness that the gods were all around him made him no cringing supplicant.

You may listen or not, as you please, Pompeius Magnus. I have crossed two seas to speak with you. Name me an hour and a place, or I will find another who will listen.

Pompey legged his horse to hide astonishment. In all Rome there was only Cato who had dared to affront him since Crassus went away. A handsome youngster strode into the torchlight and stood swaggering in front of Tros.

Do you know to whom you speak? he demanded.

Please, Flavius! Stand aside! said Pompey, reining his horse toward Tros again. This may prove interesting. Tros, do you know where the temple of Vesta stands? Approach me there, after the morning ceremony. Forward!

The two lictors hustled Tros aside. The bridge began to tremble as the march resumed and Pompey passed on into darkness, torchlight gleaming on the shield and helmet carried for him by a slave in close attendance.

You are mad! remarked Zeuxis, striding gallantly enough out of the shadow when the last of the long cortege had streamed by and a roar in the narrow city streets announced that Pompey, recognized already, was receiving an ovation. If you go to the temple of Vesta Pompey will offer you employment, for the sake of obtaining your Northmen and Britons, about whom Nepos certainly will tell him before midnight. And if you refuse, he will seize your men for the arena. He will throw you into prison if you make the least fuss; he will simply say you are the enemy of Rome. You are as mad as Cato himself! You should have won his favor while you had the opportunity.

You will do well if you earn mine! Tros retorted, visibly annoyed. Lead on.

Zeuxis fell into stride beside him but there was no more talk until they came to Zeuxis house. Relationship of host and guest was obviously superficial now. Neither man trusted the other. Even Orwic, who could understand no word of Greek or Latin, realized that Zeuxis house had turned into a place of danger rather than a refuge.


CHAPTER 87. Virgo Vestalis Maxima

How I wonder at the credulous who think their impudence endows them with all knowledge! So vast is their credulity that if they hear of something that they understand not, they declare it is not. Such is their credulity that they believe their senses. But they disbelieve in spirit, though they see death all around them and not even their ignorance pretends to know what breathed the life into that which dies when the breath is withdrawn.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS wished now he had come to Rome without his men  even without Orwic. He would have been safer without them. He could easily have hired two dozen Romans to act as bodyguard; he might even have bought gladiators; there were second-hand ones, maimed, that could be bought cheap. But all those possibilities had occurred to him before he left his ship, outside Tarentum Harbor, and his real reason for bringing both Northmen and Britons remained as important as ever; they were hostages.

However much he trusted Sigurdsen, he knew he could better trust him not to sail away and turn to piracy so long as eight of his nearest relatives and a dozen other countrymen were ashore and counting on him to keep tryst. The Britons on the ship were not particularly loyal to Orwic; they might not hesitate to leave him languishing on foreign soil; but the Northmen were as loyal to one another as even Tros himself could be to any man who served him honestly.

But that consideration made it all the more essential to save the men he had with him. If they should lose their lives in a fair fight, that might strengthen the bond between him and their relatives on board the ship, it being Northman aspiration to die fighting; but to lose them like a dunder-headed yokel choused out of his wares would be an insult and a breach of trust for which no Northman would forgive him any more than he, Tros, could forgive himself.

He could see through Zeuxis subtlety. He suspected the Greek had all along known that the praetors men were nowhere near his house. Zeuxis might have staged that panic in order to introduce Nepos, who, he probably felt sure, would try to get Tross Northmen for the school of gladiators. Should Tross men be seized on some pretext, it would be a typical Greek trick to ask for pearls with which to purchase their release. And no bag of pearls would be deep enough. He saw through Zeuxis.

That being so, he surprised him. He preferred, if destiny intended he should lose his men, to do the thing himself, and blame himself, rather than enrich a treacherous acquaintance  and the more so when suspicion was corroborated by the Northmen after he reached Zeuxis house.

He went straight to the Northmens quarters. There were lodged in a barn between the cow-byre and the long, low, crowded sheds in which the Greeks slaves lived. When he aroused them from sleep they reported there had been no difficulties such as Zeuxis slave had spoken of. They had not feared for Tros. They hardly knew he was away. Some slave-women who knew Gaulish had made love to them and tried to persuade them to get drunk. But they had kept their promise and behaved themselves, suspecting trickery. Besides, they had not known when Tros might need their services, so they had slept whenever visitors would let them. Between times they had mended foot-gear, persuading the Britons to do the same thing, to keep the Britons out of mischief.

There was nothing to be done with the weapons or baggage but to leave them all in Zeuxis charge. Tros did not dare to enter Rome with armed men at his back. Not even Pompey would have let his followers wear more than daggers openly, when they were once inside the city walls, unless the senate should expressly grant permission  not that Pompey cared a copper as for what the senate thought, but to have done so would have been tantamount to a declaration that he had assumed the sole dictatorship  which would have brought Caesar hurrying from Gaul to wrest it from him.

So Tros told the Northmen to hide daggers in their tunics and make bundles of their other weapons to be left wherever Zeuxis cared to stow them. He disarmed the Britons altogether, since he could not depend on them to keep their heads in an emergency. Then, telling each man to equip himself with a flask and haversack, he bribed Zeuxis steward heavily to serve out rations for a day or two. Experience had taught him that the Northmens zeal depended on their stomachs much more than was the case with men from southern lands. Well fed, he would have dared to lead them against twice their tale of Roman legionaries; hungry, they would run away from ghosts.

Then he went to his room and dressed himself in his gorgeous oriental cloak and Grecian tunic, presently joining Zeuxis at the supper-table, where they were waited on by girls  descendants of the decadents who ruined Greece. It was the steward, whispering, who broke the news to Zeuxis that Tross men were ready for a night-march.

You desert me? Zeuxis asked, with viperish resentment in his voice. But he was not so startled that he did not gesture to a slave girl to pay Tros more intimate attention. Surely you will sleep here? You can leave at dawn and be at the shrine of Vesta before Pompey reaches it.

If I should wait, I would have more to beg of Pompey than I care to crave from any man, Tros answered. Guard my baggage, Zeuxis, and remember  I have promised you nine pearls on a condition. If I fail, or if you fail me, though I had to throw a thousand pearls into the Tiber I would take care you should get none! I perceive your friendship is a purchasable merchandise. I bid high, and I paid you half down when we struck the bargain.

Zeuxis lustrously immoral eyes were looking at Tross cloak. As plainly as if speech had said it, he was wondering where so great a weight of pearls was hidden. The lust that jewels have the power to arouse in some men, and some women, burned behind the Greeks eyes. The smile that stole over his face was like a mask deliberately chosen  thoughtfully adjusted  changed a time or two until he thought it fitted.

Drink, noble guest! he said, and signed to a Syrian slave to fill the cups. This night has gone to both our heads. We talk like madmen rather than two sons of Hellas. Samothrace is stepson to Eleusis  drink! I pledge you brotherhood. May wise Athenes owls bear midnight wisdom to you. Drink!

But Tros set down the silver cup untasted. Though he doubted that his host would poison him, he knew the Syrian slaves infernal skill and read the greed in Zeuxis eyes.

Pallas Athene, judge then! I will drink with you again, friend Zeuxis, when I have accomplished my purpose. Though the goddess deserted Hellas, may her wisdom govern us! And now your drooping eyelids welcome sleep, so I will act the good guest and not stand in Morpheus way. Sleep soundly, and may all Olympus bless you for your hospitality.

He took his leave magnificently, as if Zeuxis were a king, bestowing largesse on the servants and avoiding any conversation that could give the Greek a hint of his intentions. He refused the offer of a guide; such a man would merely be a spy for Zeuxis. He laughed as he strode toward Rome at the head of his men, for a slave went by on horseback, full pelt; and although he did not recognize the man, he was as sure as that the moon was rising on his right hand, that the Greek had sent a messenger to Pompey, or else Nepos, which amounted to the same thing. Pompey would learn of the pearls before dawn or, if not Pompey, one of Pompeys personal lieutenants, which might be even more dangerous.

He had one advantage. Wind and sea observe no hour-glass; he who has stood watch, and reefed, and gone aloft in midnight gales has lost the greater part of that inertia that dulls the wits of superstitious men in darkness. Tros could take advantage of the night and steal a march on treachery; and he thought he could count on his men to obey him though the shadows seemed to hint at unseen horror  though the Via Appia was lined with tombs and gloomy cypresses all haunted by the specters of the dead, and wind sighed through the trees like ghost-worlds whispering.

I am afraid, said Orwic, striding beside Tros. We Britons have an extra sense that warns us of things we cant see. My grandmother had the gift remarkably, and I inherit it. I wish I had a sword. This dagger isnt much use.

Play the prince! Tros answered gruffly. Any fool can be afraid at night.

Himself, he had only one dread, one pertinent regret. He feared for Conops, who could hide himself in Ostia and watch for the arrival of the ship without the least risk of detection, if only Zeuxis had not known about it. He gritted his teeth as he condemned himself for not having sent Conops straight to Ostia before he ever entered Zeuxis house. More to encourage himself than for Orwics benefit, he broke out in explosive sentences:

A man cant think of everything. The gods must do their part. We should be gods, not men, if we could foresee all. It would be impudence to take the full responsibility for what will happen. Are the gods dead  dumb  ignorant? And shall a god not recognize emergency?

Suppose we pray, suggested Orwic.

Like a lot of lousy beggars. Rot me any gods who listen to such whining! Shall the gods descend and smirch themselves amid our swinery, or shall we rise and breathe their wisdom?

Orwic shuddered. Celt-like, it disturbed him to assume familiarity with unseen agencies. Drunk or sober, he could swear with any lover of swift action, taking half the names of Britains gods in vain, but when it came to thinking of the gods as powers to be reckoned with he thrilled with reverence. He could, and he invariably did, scorn druids in the abstract. In the presence of a druid he was insolent to hide his feelings. And when  as Tros invariably did  he felt himself within the orbit of the gods he was more fearful of them than encouraged  whereas Tros regarded gods as friends, who laughed at mens absurdities, despised their cowardice and took delight only in bravery, honesty, willingness, zeal.

I think I hear the gods, said Orwic; for the trees were whispering. An owl swooped by on noiseless wings. The shadows moved in moonlight. What if the gods are warning us to turn back? What can thirty of us do in Rome to hinder Caesar? We have been having bad luck since the boat upset us in Tarentum Harbor. We were robbed in the inns on the road, and we were cheated by stage-contractors  eaten by the bedbugs  sickened by the bad food and the worse wine. Then Zeuxis house, and treachery if ever I sensed it with every nerve of my skin! Cato  and what good did that do? He simply arrested that woman, which will turn her into our malignant enemy! Now we march into Rome without weapons, to see Pompey, who

Tros silenced him with an oath.

Take all my men then! Go to Ostia! Wait there! I will do better alone, without such croaking in my ears!

No, Orwic answered. By the blood of Lud of Lunden, I will not desert you. You are a man, Tros. I would rather die with you than run away and live. But I am not confident, nevertheless. I think this is a desperate affair.

It is the gods affair, Tros answered. Nothing that the gods approve is desperate.

The Northmen, meanwhile, swung along the road with the determined step of well-fed venturers whose faith was in their leader. Two circumstances gave them confidence  that Tros was wearing his embroidered cloak implied that he anticipated welcome from important personages; and that they had left their weapons in Zeuxis barn convinced them trouble was unlikely. They were thrilled by the thought of exploring Rome  the fabulous city of which they had heard tales by the winter firelight in their northern homes; and they began to sing a marching song, the Britons taking courage of example, humming the tune with them. And when men sing on the march their leader grows aware of spiritual thrills not easy to explain, but comforting. That singing did more to restore Orwics nerve than all Tross argument, and Tros grew silent because pride in his men smothered lesser emotions.

By the great stone gate, the Porta Capena, the guards of the municipium stared sleepily, but they were no more than police. The city was defended on her frontiers  far-flung. Mistress of all Italy and half the world, Rome recognized no need to shut her gates; they stood wide, rusting on their hinges like the Gates of Janus at the Forum that were never closed unless the whole Republic was at peace, as had happened in no mans memory. Tros led in through the gate unchallenged and at that hour of the night there were no parties of young gallants and their gladiators to dispute the right of way. Rare guards, patrolling two by two, raised lanterns as they passed, by way of a salute. More rarely, a belated pair of citizens, escorting each other homeward from a rich mans table, hurried down a side-street to avoid them. Now and then a voice cried from a roof or from an upper window in praise of Pompey; coming in the wake of the ovation Pompey had received. Tros benefitted by it; men supposed he was bringing in the rearguard of Pompeys followers. Notoriously Pompey never entered Rome with any show of military power; it was like him to divide his following and bring the last lot in at midnight. There were even some who caught sight of the gold embroidery on Tross cloak as he passed a lantern flickering before a rich mans house and mistook him for Pompey himself; but, since it was to no mans profit to inquire too closely into Pompeys doings in the night, those flurries of excitement died as suddenly as they were born.

But in the Forum there were guards who dared not sleep, since they protected jewelers and money-changers and the officers of bankers who bought and sold drafts on the ends of the earth. Nine-tenths of Romes own business was done by draft, men trading in each others debts until the interwoven maze of liabilities became too complicated to unravel and the slave was lucky who could say who rightly owned him. Where the round shrine of the Flame of Vesta stood  Romes serenest building, in which the Vestal Virgins tended the undying fire and no unhallowed eye; beheld the seven symbols hidden there, on which Romes destiny depended  there were lictors and a lictors guard.

Another lictor and his guard stood over by the Atrium, where the Vestals lived in splendid dignity; and yet another lictor stood watch by the Regia, headquarters of the one man in the world who had authority to choose and to appoint, and even to condemn to living burial, if they should break their vow of chastity, the six most sacred personages whom Rome the more revered the more her own unchastity increased.

By daylight, when the Forum roared under a roasting sun, there was no understanding Romes invincibility. But in the night below the frowning shadow of great Jupiters Etruscan fane that loomed over the Capitol, when only lanterns and the lonely guards disturbed the solitude, and moonlight shone on rows of statues of the men who had drenched Rome in blood, or had defended her against Epirus, against Carthage, against Spartacus  of men who had returned from laying Romes heel on the necks of Hispania and Greece and Asia  of stern men who had made her laws and stalwarts who had broken them but never dreamed of Rome as less than their triumphant mother  understanding swept over a man, and even Tros stood still in admiration, hating while he wondered.

Orwic stood spellbound. The Northmen gazed and hardly breathed. Awe stirred imagination and they thought they saw the images of gods who governed Rome. To them the stillness was alive with awful entities.

A bell rang  one note, silver and serene, in harmony with moonlight and the marble. Silently, as if a grave gave up its dead, the shrouded figure of a woman came out of the Vestals palace. Instantly, as if he stepped out of another world, a lictor took his place in front of her and led toward the shrine of Vesta. Slaves, more dignified and gentle looking than free women, followed. Every guard within the Forum precincts came to statuesque attention and Tros raised his right hand, bowing.

The procession passed and vanished into shadow in the porch of Vestas shrine. Tros signaled to his men to form up; silently they lined the route between the palace and the shrine, ten paces back from it. Tros growled in Orwics ear:

I told you the gods guided us! I did not know the hour the Vestals changed the watch.

He stood alone in front of all his men, a fine, heroic figure with the leaner, lither looking Briton half a pace behind him. On his right, in line with Orwic, the grim, bearded giant who served as deputy lieutenant of the Northmen, in place of Sigurdsen who had to bring the ship to Ostia, stood breathing like a grampus.

Then again, the one note on the silver bell. The lictor strode out of the shadow and the same procession wended its way back toward the palace, only that the Vestal Virgin this time was an older woman, statelier, who walked more heavily. Folds of her pallium, ample and studiedly hung, the arrangement of pallium over her head to resemble a hood, the repose of her shoulders and rhythm of movement united to make her resemble an image of womanly dignity conjured to life. Not the lictor himself, with his consciousness of centuries-old symbolism, more than echoed her expression of sublime, accepted and unquestionable honor. She was majesty itself  aloof, alone, so higher than the law that she looked neither to the right nor left, lest some one in the laws toils should be able to claim recognition and be set free. None, even on the way to execution, could behold a Vestal Virgins face and be denied his liberty.

As she approached, Tros bent his right knee, raising his right hand, his head bowed. Orwic, uninstructed, copied him. The Northmen and the Britons knelt like shadows thrown by moonlight on the paving-stones, as Tross voice broke the silence.

Virgo vestalis maxima!

Lover of all pageantry, and scornful of all life that was not drama, he omitted no vibration from his voice that might add to the scenes solemnity. It rang with reverence, but was a challenge, none the less. No less obsequious, more dignity-conceding summons to attention ever reached a Vestal Virgins ears! It was the voice of strength adjuring strength  of purpose that evoked authority!

The Vestal faced him, pausing, and the lictor seemed in doubt exactly what to do; he lowered his fasces, the edge of the ax toward Tros, who made a gesture, raising both hands upward and then, standing upright, spoke exactly seven syllables in a language neither Orwic, nor the lictor, nor the Vestals servants understood. But the Vestal drew aside the pallium that half-concealed her face  not speaking  pale and as severe as chastity, her middle-aged patrician features hard as marble in the moons rays.

In the Name I may not utter, audience!

She nodded, saying something to the lictor, and passed on. The lictor signed to Tros to follow at a decent distance and three women, hooded like the three Fates, arm-in-arm, lingered a little to make certain of the interval, their glances over-shoulder not suggesting any invitation to draw nearer. Tros signed to his men to follow. Not a sanctuary in the sense that criminals might find a refuge there, the portico before the Vestals palace was a place where waiting, unarmed men were hardly likely to be challenged.

At the palace door he was kept waiting so interminably that his men grew restless. Orwic whispered that another night was wasted. But the lictor came at last through a painted, carved door opening on silent hinges. The lictor beckoned. Orwic followed Tros.

They stepped on marble into a dim magnificence. An atrium adorned with columns and the statues of dead Vestals faded into gloom, so that the walls were hardly seen. Gold glinted on the cornices. There was a glimpse of marble stairs. Dark tapestries receded into shadow. There were two chairs, ebony and ivory, beneath a canopy between two pillars; and a rug was spread before the chairs that Pompey looted from the bed-chamber of Mithridates queen  a thing of gorgeous silences, in which the feet sank deep.

The lictor turned his back toward the door, his fasces raised. A bell, whose note was like the drip of water in a silver basin, rang once and a curtain moved. In dim light from the lanterns near the canopy two Vestals  she to whom Tros had spoken and another, twenty years her junior  each followed by her women, entered and the women rearranged the folds of their white pallia as they were seated.

You may approach now, said the lictor.

The chief Vestal murmured, hardly opening her lips. Slave-women moved into shadow. The surrounding gloom became alive with eyes and figures almost motionless but it was possible to speak low-voiced and be unheard by any but the Vestals. Tros and Orwic marched up to the carpet, bowed with their right hands raised, and stood erect, waiting until the chief of the Vestals spoke.

Your name? she asked.

Her tone implied authority that none had challenged. Equally, no pride obscured her calm intelligence; she looked like one at peace within herself, because she understood and was assured of peace whatever happened. There was candor in her eyes that might turn cruel, but no weakness and not too much mercy. She was the patrician, consciously above the law and none the less steel-fettered by a higher law of duty.

I am Tros of Samothrace.

You have appealed in the unutterable Name. It is forbidden to seek favors for yourself in that Name. Nor am I initiated in the mysteries that you invoke, save in so far as I must recognize all branches of the Tree. For whom do you seek benevolence?

Tros, taking Orwics hand, presented him, the younger man not lacking dignity; his inborn aristocracy impelled him to behave as if the Vestal, of whose virtues he was ignorant, was no less than an empress. He conveyed the unmistakable suggestion that respect paid by himself was something that the very gods might envy  and the Vestal smiled.

Orwic, a prince of Britain, Tros announced. Regrettably he knows no Latin.

In his heart he laughed to think that Orwic knew no Latin. He could plead the Britons cause more artfully than any Briton could, and run less risk of noosing his own neck.

You seek benevolence for him? Is he accused of crime? Is he a fugitive from justice?

The Vestals voice was tinged with iron now. She held her power to set aside the law  no cheap thing, not a force to be invoked for ordinary reasons. Conscious of responsibility as well as privilege, doubtless, too, she understood the value of not interfering often; privileges, strengthened by their rare use, grow intolerable and are lopped off when they cease to be a nine days wonder  which is something that the privileged too seldom bear in mind.

Virgo vestalis maxima, we plead for Britain! Caesar plans invasion against people who have done no injury to Rome. The Roman law permits him to declare war and to make peace as he chooses, and the Roman senate is as powerless as I am to prevent him. We appeal to you, who are above the Roman law

Caesar is Pontifex Maximus! the Vestal interrupted. I will hear no calumnies.

But Tros knew that. He knew that Caesar was the only man on earth who even nominally had authority to discipline the Vestals, and he guessed that was the key to Caesars plans. Though theoretically uncontaminated by political intrigue, the Vestals influence was much the subtlest force in Rome; it easily might be the factor that should tip the scales in Caesars favor, more particularly since his influence depended on the plebes, whose favor he had always courted. Not even Marius, nor Sulla at the height of the proscriptions when the garden of his private villa was a torture-yard and headless corpses strewed the paths, had dared to refuse clemency to any one the Vestals indicated. It was not in the arena only that their thumbs turned upward could avert the very blood-lust of the crowd, though only there, when a man lay bleeding on the sand, was their interference open. It was never challenged, because not abused; they never interfered to save a sentenced criminal. The crowd, that enjoyed butchery ten times as much because it took place in the presence of the Vestals, had an extra thrill whenever the six Virgins autocratically spared a victim. As far-sighted as he was ambitious, Caesar had chosen the office of Pontifex Maximus as his first step toward malting himself master of the whole republic, and there had been many an apparent stroke of luck since then that might have been explained as something far more calculable if the Vestals had not been past-mistresses of silence. Tross last thought would be to try to turn them against Caesar.

I have come to assist Caesar, he said, swallowing. Resentment against destiny half-choked him. Virgo beatissima, my father was a prince of Samothrace. He foretold, with his last breath, when his spirit stood between two worlds and he could see into the future and the past, that I, his son, should turn away from enmity of Caesar and befriend him. This I do, not gladly, but with goodwill, since I know no other way of saving Britain, and a friendship may not be forgotten for the sake of enmity. The Britons are my friends. So I will yield my enmity and be of use to Caesar, though three times to his face I have repudiated him.

The Vestal nodded. Though aloofness limits men and women in the field of action, it enlarges their ability to see deep into character.

How shall you save Britain and be Caesars friend? she asked.

Virgo vestalis maxima, can Rome survive, if Caesar fails? Tros answered. He will meet with resistance in the Isle of Britain that will tax his strength and give the Gauls encouragement to rise behind him. What then? Are the patricians strong enough, or well enough united to keep Rome from anarchy, if Caesar meets disaster? Can Pompey hold the factions that would fly at one anothers throats if Caesars standards fell?

What if Caesar should prevail in Britain? asked the Vestal.

Virgo beatissima, if all Romes legions should invade that wooded isle, in five years they could not boast they had conquered it! There is a race of men who have defeated Caesar once. There is a king who will oppose him while the last man breathes.

Yet Mithridates fell. Is Gaul free?

Wait yet for the news of Crassus! Tros retorted. Roman arms are not invincible. Let only Crassus meet defeat, and Caesar fail to conquer Britain  who then shall preserve Rome from the peoples tribunes and the mobs? Pompey? The patrician who holds his nose because the rabbles stench offends him? Pompey, who has twice let pass an opportunity to seize the reins? Pompey, who refuses the dictatorship because he knows his popularity would melt like butter in the sun? Pompey, whom the tribunes hate because he lords it over them, and keeps postponing the elections to upset their plans? Will tribunes, and the mobs they lead, serve Pompey  or rebel? And if the peoples tribunes should successfully rebel, how long then

The Vestal stopped him with a gesture, frowning. It was not compatible with dignity to lend ear to a strangers views of what demagogues might do to Romes most sacred institutions.

For a stranger you are possessed by a strange interest for Rome, she said ironically.

Rome is not my city, but I know her weakness and her strength, said Tros. I would rather save Rome than see Britain ravished by the legions to whom Caesar has been promising the plunder.

Caesar is not straw blown by the wind, she answered. Nor is he a slave to be beckoned

Tros slipped a hand under his cloak.

Nor a hireling to be bought, she added, sure she understood that gesture. He is not like Cato, who prefers the lesser of two evils; Caesar seizes on the greater evil as the keenest weapon. Nor does he resemble Cicero, whom gratitude or grudge can turn into a purblind hypocrite. Caesar is not Antonius, whom the mobs praise renders drunk. Nor is he a fool like Sulla, using power for revenge; he makes friends of his enemies if they will yield to him. There is no man in the world like Caesar. Who shall tame his pride?

But one may foster it, said Tros, and put his hand under his cloak again. When he drew it forth there rested on his palm a heavy leather bag, not large but tightly filled and tied around the neck with gold wire.

Why, he asked, does Caesar say he goes to Britain? What bid has he made to justify himself?

The Vestal almost smiled.

He has told all Rome that he will bring back pearls, she answered, for a breastplate for the Venus Genetrix.

These pearls, said Tros, are plenty for that purpose  I am told they are superior to those that Pompey brought from Asia and put on exhibition in a temple, but did not give. They were entrusted to me by those who ponder over Britains destiny. I am to use them as I see fit, in the cause of Britain. Virgo beatissima, I crave leave to deposit them in your charge, as a trust, for Caesars use, to be employed by him to make the breastplate for the goddess, to be known as his gift, if  and only if  he turns back from invading Britain!

Not one moment did the Vestal hesitate.

You ask what I may not refuse, she answered. Whosoever obtains audience may leave whatever sacred things he pleases in my charge. But had I known what you intended you would not have been received! I am not Caesars monitor; nor have I any means of reaching him. If it were known in Rome that

She glanced sharply at the younger Vestal  then at the lictor over by the door  then swiftly into the shadows where her women stood, all eyes  but they were out of earshot.

Were it known that I send messengers to Caesar, she said, lowering her voice, all Rome would say the Vestal Virgins are no longer higher than intrigue. And Caesars ways are too well known. No woman corresponds with Caesar and remains above suspicion.

Virgo beatissima, send me! said Tros. I have a ship  my own swift, splendid ship, well manned. By the unutterable Name, I swear that rather than betray you to the Romans I will taste death sooner than my destiny intends, and every man of mine shall taste it with me! I fulfill a friendship, than which no more godlike course is open to a man in this life. And I hold that he who trims his sails to catch the gods wind, wrecks his soul if he breaks faith! If you think Caesar can save Rome from anarchy, send me to save him from invading Britain, where he will only squander strength and wreak a havoc, while Rome dies, mad and masterless!

I can not protect you. I can not acknowledge you  except to Caesar, said the Vestal.

Let the gods protect me! Let the gods acknowledge me! Tros answered. If I will do my duty they will do theirs.

For a while the Vestal pondered that, chin resting on her hand, her elbow on the chair-arm.

Caesars pride will be well satisfied, she said at last. If he could make believe he had brought pearls from Britain for the Venus Genetrix  he might assert they are a tribute from the Britons  that would glut his craving for renown, at least a little while. He is a madman with a gods ability, a mans lust to appear generous, and a fools ignorance of where to stop and when to turn. He might have been a god. He is a devil. But he can save Rome, being ruthless, and because, although he panders to the mob, he will deceive them, saving Romes heart, seeming to supplant her head. Rome may live because of Caesar and in spite of him.

I am not Romes advocate, but I will serve Rome for the sake of Britain, Tros exclaimed. He held the bag of pearls out in his right hand, kneeling. Virgo beatissima, so send me now to Caesar with your word.

The Vestal took the bag of pearls into her lap and Tros stood up. Not even in a climax of emotion did it suit his nature to stay long on bent knee. Even reverence had limits.

The Vestal beckoned and a woman came; she whispered and the woman brought a golden bowl, engraved with figures of the Muses, that had once adorned a temple before Sulla raped the shrines of Hellas. When the woman had retired into the shadows she undid the golden thread and poured the pearls into the bowl, the other Vestal leaning to admire them, not exclaiming and not opening her lips  but her nostrils and her throat moved suddenly, as if she caught her breath. Tros had not enlarged beyond the bounds of truth. Not even Rome that plundered Ephesus had seen such treasure in one heap. Those pearls, under the lamp light, were like tears shed by a conquered peoples gods.

Draw nearer, said the Vestal, and again Tros knelt, that she might whisper in his ear. She said one word, then laid her finger on his lips.

That word, she said, will be sufficient proof to Caesar that you come from me. He will believe your lips. But if you use it falsely, then I know of no death and of no curse that were not bliss as compared to what your destiny will hold! There are degrees of shame below the reach of thought. And there are depths of misery where worms that crawl in corruption appear godlike in comparison to him who dies so deep! Not Tantalus, who told the secrets of the gods, knows suffering so dreadful, as shall he who violates that confidence!

I keep faith, not from fear, Tros answered, rising stubbornly. What word shall I take to Caesar?

Bid him look toward Rome! Bid him waste no energy, but keep his hands on Gaul, that when the hour strikes he may leave Gaul tranquil at his back.

Tros bowed. Her attitude appeared to signify the interview was over, but he had a task yet  and he needed for it greater daring than he had yet summoned from the storehouse of his faith in the invincibility of promises performed. He had assured Helene he would do her no harm if she trusted him; his own interpretation of that promise was a thousand times more generous than any she was likely to assume. Mistaken he had been in letting Zeuxis guide him to her house, and he had made a worse mistake confiding in her; but none of that was her fault. He would set right the results of that  and yet if he proposed to save her from the praetors torturers he must summon enough brazen impudence to plead, before a woman whose authority depended on her chastity, for mercy for an alien whose insolent contempt of chastity was typical of what was steadily destroying Rome!

He made abrupt, curt work of it:

If Caesar is to save Rome, let him use all agencies, he said. There is a woman in the clutches of the praetors men, whom Caesar had employed to ferret information. Helene, the daughter of Theseus of Alexandria

That immodest rake  !

Is Caesar an immaculate?

Caesar is Pontifex Maximus. For Rome, and for the sake of institutions older than the city, I let myself see only Caesars virtue. For that woman I will not offend against the public decency by turning up my thumb!

Virgo beatissima, let Pompey carry that blame! Tros retorted. He has violated modesty so often that one more offense will hardly spoil his record! I am told he comes

At dawn, she said, to offer sacrifices for his wifes recovery.

Virgo vestalis maxima, one word from you will be enough. If Caesars daughter  Pompeys wife  dies, who then shall keep Pompey from defying Caesar? Will the mob not rend Rome unless Caesar can prevail over the patrician factions, into whose hands Pompey will deliver Romes fate? And shall Caesar be allowed to fail because, forsooth, unquestioned chastity was timid and too careful of itself to whisper in behalf of Caesars spy?

You overstep your privilege, the Vestal answered frowning. I will mention her to Pompey. I will keep these pearls in trust, for Caesars gift to Venus Genetrix, provided he draws back from Britain. But remember  I can not protect you or acknowledge you. Farewell.

She rose, inclining her head slightly in reply to Tross salute, her dark eyes curiously scanning Orwic, whose expression suggested a schoolboys when a lesson-period was over.

This way! said the lictor loudly. This way! More to the right!

Tros and Orwic backed, until the silent door shut slowly in their faces and they turned, expecting to be greeted by the Northmen.

They were gone! The portico was empty. Silence, silver moonlight and a Forum peopled only by the statues and the watchful guards, who leaned against the closed shop-windows.

Silently a lictor, followed by a file of four men in the Vestals livery, emerged out of the shadows and stood guard before the Vestals door.

Move on! he ordered arrogantly. This is no place for loiterers!


CHAPTER 88. The Praetors Dungeon

I have seen more lands than many men have heard of, and more dungeons than most men believe there are. Ever I visit dungeons, because their keepers are seldom as cruel as their masters who commit the victims to living death in the name of justice. Many a man, for a coin or two to ease a avarice, has died on parchment. Many a corpse has pulled an oar on my ship  aye, and pulled well, no better, it may be, but at least no worse for freedom and work. If I see a citys dungeons, thereafter that citys rulers are an open book. The worse the dungeon, the more surely the citys rulers are unfit to clean it; justice is for sale in that city, and its dungeons are a likeness of its rulers hearts.
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TROSs first impulse was to rush around corners and hunt for his men. Orwics bewilderment brought out his reserves of level-headedness.

If they are near, we shall soon know it, he said, shrugging off the tremor he felt creeping up his spine. If they are far, then only wits, not feet, can find them.

He strode up to the nearest watchman, who lounged against a shop-front entertaining himself by plaiting a wrist-thong for the vicious looking bill- hook of a weapon that he carried. The free man, an Etruscan, merely grinned when questioned, spat, and called Tros Pretty Hercules  then asked whether the gods had use for money on Olympus. Tros produced a coin. The Etruscan spun it in the air. As he caught it back-handed and spun it again he answered Tross question by putting another:

Will they seat you in among the equites? Or are you an ambassador? The senate sometimes entertains ambassadors in very good seats, but the compliment fools nobody. Ambassadors in Rome pay richly for whatever courtesy they get. Me? I am paid to guard this goldsmiths. Is there no more money in Olympus? Have our Roman armies stripped that treasury, too?

Tros showed him another coin and let the moonlight glint on it.

Which way did my men go? he asked. Who took them?

How should I know they were your men? Who else should know it, either? I should say they were suspicious characters and thats what the praetors man thought, evidently.

Fifty guards could not have arrested his Northmen without a clamor that would have wakened Rome. There had been trickery, not violence. He showed the coin again.

The praetors man may have thought there was a bribelet to pick up, but he could not make those wooden-headed fellows understand him. What were they doing, lurking in the Vestals portico? He had a right to order them away. But it is forbidden to make noises there at night, so he tried arguing, instead of sending his runner to turn out the guard. But I daresay he would have had to turn out the guard all the same  for they were dumb fools  if a fellow who looked like a Greek hadnt turned up and told them to follow him. They went like goats after a piping boy. Ss-s-s-t! Havent you forgotten something? Gold, eh? Hercules, I thank you! If I werent afraid to lose my sinecure, employment being none too plentiful for free men nowadays, I might advise you to go hunting for your men not far from Pompeys school of gladiators. Things being as they are, I dont dare to give advice; the owner of this place Im paid to watch is one of Pompeys clients. What breed of barbarian is that one?

He pointed to Orwic, who stood like a statue, moon behind him, peering into gloom along the Via Sacra.

I would give a months pay to see you and him in the arena! You should wield a club, like Hercules, or take the caestus. He looks like a retiarius  as agile as a leopard  look at him! See how he supples his loins when he moves!

Would you know the Greek again who led my men away? Tros asked him.

Maybe. But I also know on which side of the street the sun shines. Even in the senate there is only Cato who tells all he knows. Perhaps he likes to have stones thrown at him! For myself, a little bread and wine and olives, with a ticket for the circus now and then, seems better than wagging the tongue and what comes of it. But I have seen that Greek in company with Zeuxis, who is one of the contractors who  but I am not a woman. My peculiarity is silence as to matters that are no concern of mine.

The news that Zeuxis had a hand in the betrayal of his men made Tros draw on instantly his full protective armor of dissimulation. He hid his consternation  swallowed it  suppressed it  grinned  put his wits to work. He knew the Greek mind. He could outplay Zeuxis!

It was no use going to him; direct means would be met with plausible obscurity  countered with guile. He must be indirect, and swift.

You have relieved my mind, my friend, he said to the Etruscan. Now I know where I can find my men, and that is worth another coin or two  here  pocket these. For a moment I feared my men had met such a fate as that woman Helenes, whom the praetor dragged out of her house! What happened to her? Was she thrown into the Tullianum?

Hardly! The Etruscan laughed. She is worth too much to be let rot in that hole. Not even Cato would do that with her. Cato is economical. That Tullianum is a pesthouse; theres a dark hole where they lower them and let them perish of disease or hunger. I have seen it; I was sent in with a message for Septimus Varro, who was the custodian until they caught him substituting corpses for the prisoners whose friends had money and were free with it. Varro was crucified; so money isnt everything, after all; but I never heard that the men who bribed him suffered. If you asked me, I should say that some of Catos men will disobey him and take as good care of Helene as they think her fashionable friends will pay for. Cato might have her scourged  hes a stern men, Cato is  but that wont happen until tomorrow or the next day, when he tries her case in public. Meanwhile, shell be lodged under the praetors office; you can see the front wall of the cells from here, but where shell be is round behind; theyd be afraid to keep her where her friends might rescue her.

Shell be guarded closely.

Not a doubt of it. But praetors cells are not the Tullianum. Any one with money in his hand can see a prisoner on one excuse or other  that is, if the torturers arent busy with them; now and then they torture some one all night long to save the magistrates time next morning, but you can generally hear the outcry when theyre doing that. You see, they cant take evidence from slaves unless theyre tortured first, and any one whos not a Roman citizen is liable to have his testimony questioned with a hot iron. Thats a good law; it makes citizenship valued  not that citizens arent liars, but theyve a right to be privileged over mere colonials and slaves and aliens. If everybody was allowed to tell lies in the law-courts how could justice be administered?

Tros walked away, but the Etruscan went on talking to the night. Orwic stepped forth like a shadow from among the statues in the Forum and followed Tros, who led toward the praetors office. There were no lictors on the portico, they being personal attendants on the magistrate; in place of them a guardian as grim as Cato, without Catos dignity, yawned while he watched three underlings throw dice beside a lantern.

Halt! he ordered, as Tros started up the steps. No visitors. The praetor will be here soon after sunrise.

I have urgent business, said Tros.

Who cares? Have you a permit? Jupiter! Am I to be disturbed all night long by the gallants who buzz for that woman Helene like flies after fruit? Get hence!

But already Tros stood on the portico. The guards ceased throwing dice to stare at him and reached into the shadow for their weapons, but none showed any eagerness to be the first to try to throw him down the steps. Their chief, a fat man with a double chin and strange, old-fashioned keys hung from a big ring fastened to the girth on his big belly, puffed his cheeks out and exploded, tilting back his stool on one leg:

Jupiter! What now? Did you hear me tell you to be gone? By sulphury Cocytus

I have heard, Tros answered. You have yet to hear. Come yonder and speak alone with me.

He strode along the portico and waited, leaving Orwic standing near the upper step. Inquisitive, astonished, curious  inclined to continue asserting his official consequence, but growing cautious now that he could see the gold embroidery on Tross cloak  he with the two-fold chin said something to his men about observing Orwic and, arranging his own cloak over his great belly, shuffled toward Tros, his slippers rutching on the stone.

It is no use, master. I have turned away two-score of gallants, though they offered me enough coin to have bought the next election! There are definite orders. The praetor has

Tros interrupted

Cackler! I have come from Pompey, who intends to set the woman free. Have you not heard that Pompey entered Rome?

By Venus, who did not hear? He and his men made noise enough! But what has that to do with me?

If you wish Pompeys favor you will let me in and let me speak to her.

Nay, master! Nay, nay! It is all my place is worth! If Pompey wants to override the praetors orders, let him come himself! I mean no disrespect for Pompey. Bacchus knows, I drank to him but two hours since. I wish him the dictatorship. But Gemini! What sort of guardian does he think I am, that he should send a stranger to me  and no writing  not a signet  nothing? Tell me your name. Who are you? Offer me a proof that you are Pompeys messenger.

Tros could invent a tale more suddenly than any Parthian could wing an arrow on its way. His amber eyes, glowing in moonlight, looked like pools of honesty; his bravery of bearing and his air of power in restraint aroused conviction. It was next thing to impossible to guess that he was lying. Even that familiar of courthouse perjury and criminal intrigue believed him.

Pompey was in great haste, Tros said, speaking swiftly. As an act of generosity to Caesar, he intends to set that woman free because he knows she has been doing Caesars errands. He will make no scandal. Therefore, he will first see Cato in the morning. Meanwhile, he dreads that the woman, in fear, may reveal such information as she has, and to prevent that he has sent me to assure her she shall go free. There was neither time to write a permit, nor would that have been discreet; such messages are best conveyed by word of mouth. He told me, though, that I should find you are a man of excellent discretion who would have no scruples about doing him this favor when the matter is explained. I am to tell you, you may look to him for favorable notice.

Did he tell you my name? asked the keeper of the keys, a shadow of suspicion dimming credulity.

No. Neither he, nor any of his friends remembered it. He called his secretary, but the secretary had forgotten, too. A nobleman like Pompey has so many interests, it would be strange if he could name you off-hand.

He is likely to forget this service just as easily, the other grumbled.

Aye, he might, said Tros. Great men are not fastidious rememberers! But that is my responsibility; you may depend on me to keep you in his mind. Lead on; I have to make haste; I must report to Pompey before daylight.

Doubtfully shaking his keys  although he did not any longer doubt Tross story  the man led the way into the praetors office, down a dimly lighted stairway and along a passage stifling with dampness and the smell of dungeons.

Look you! he said, turning suddenly where a guttering candle threw distorted shadows on an ancient wall. Is this a trick? We lost two prisoners a week ago through people passing poison in to them. They dread the torture and their friends dread revelations! Youre not meaning to slip her a dagger? No phials  nothing of that sort? Cato would have me scourged if I should lose one as likely to tell other folks secrets as she is. Well  you cant go in. Youll have to speak to her through the grating, and mind you, Ill watch. I want to see both your hands the whole time.

Tros clasped his hands behind him. The custodian led toward a heavy oaken door and hammered on it with his keys. The thump and jingle brought a dozen answers from the nearby cells, including one that cried out from the dark for water:

I will tell all! Only give me a drink and I will tell all I know!

Time for that in the morning! said the jailer. Silence!

He shook the keys again and slapped Helenes cell door with his flat palm.

Mistress! he whispered hoarsely, wake up! Heres a visitor  and as you love your life, dont let a soul know I admitted him! Understand now  if you get me in trouble over this

Who is it?

Fingers appeared through the grating and a nose was pressed against it.

Keep those hands down! You may talk to him, but if I see a thing passed in therell be trouble! Now, he said, signing to Tros. Be quick and keep your voice low. There are three-score ears, all listening.

Tros stepped up to the grating, keeping his hands clasped behind his back where the custodian could watch them in the candle-light.

Water! Water! Ill be dead if you dont let me drink! Im dying now! a voice croaked from the darkness.

Silence! roared the jailer, or Ill let you know what thirst is! Shall I fetch salt?

That threat was enough. The passage ceiling ceased to echo to the cries. There fell the silence of a tomb, irregularly broken by the clank of fetters and the dripping of some water set where the man in agony of thirst could hear it.

Who are you? I cant see you, said Helenes voice.

Tros of Samothrace.

You! You! I have friends who will

Sh-sh-sh-sh! I received word that Cato had ordered you seized. I have worked to release you, and I know now I can manage it.

How? Who?

Never mind. Cato is determined to have you scourged as an example, and the more your friends try to dissuade him the more determined he will be.

By Isis! It is I who will prevent that! I have death-drops hidden. Even Romans dont flog corpses!

Sh-sh-sh-sh! There are greater ones in Rome than Cato. I have influence. By noon tomorrow you shall go free. But remember  you will owe your liberty to me and you will have to recompense me.

How? They will have looted all my property! The rascal who owns my house will have put his bailiffs in already. They have chained my slaves. It will take me months to recover, even if I dont catch plague in this pest-hole! The worst is that Caesar is sure to hear of it. Hell say Im an incompetent and never trust me any more. Im ruined!

No, said Tros, but you might easily be ruined if you failed to keep in my good graces! I will make your peace with Caesar, if you

You? You are Caesars enemy!

Not I. Now listen. It is Pompey who will order your release, but he will do it proudly and against his will. Dont trust him, but pretend to trust him. When they let you out, go straight to the house of Zeuxis and pretend to Zeuxis that you dont know it was he who betrayed both of us.

He? Zeuxis? What has he done?

Nothing that can not be undone. I will tell you when we meet at Zeuxis house. He wants my pearls. He thought I had entrusted some of them to you

The Greek dog!

Watch him! Aid me to make use of him and I will stand by you as long as you deserve my confidence.

The custodian rattled his keys.

Make haste! he urged. Theres no knowing when theyll bring in prisoners. Its all my place is worth to have you seen down here!

Are we agreed? Tros asked, his face against the bars, for he was curious to see what clothing they had left her and whether she was locked into a less filthy dungeon than the others. Suddenly Helene pressed her lips between the bars and kissed him.

Aye! Agreed! she said, and laughed. I am no imbecile, Tros of Samothrace! You need me, or you would never have stirred a finger to release me. You shall have me!

Come! exclaimed the jailer. Come now! You have been here long enough to tell the story of the fall of Troy!

He took Tros by the arm and tugged at him. As Tros turned, scowling at the prospect of intrigue with any kind of woman, he could hear Helenes voice, half-mocking but vibrating with excitement, as she whispered:

It was Tros who founded Troy! Argive Helen owes a recompense to Tros! I think his gods have set this table for a feast of the affections! Go and lay an offering on Venus altar, with a gift from me beside it


CHAPTER 89. Pompeius Magnus

I am not of their number who deny the virtue or the greatness of a man because he lacks a touch or two of modesty and honesty. I make allowances for the poison of his flatterers, whose filthy lies would rot a man of iron. But what he has done is not my measure. What is he doing? What will he do? I have seen men so proud of their record that they view the future through a veil of vanity on which the past is painted. Their future discovers such men trying to relive the echoes of the deeds they once did.
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DAWN found Tros and Orwic striding gloomily along the Via Sacra, turning and returning until they knew by heart the statues and the very cracks between the flagstones. Dust was stirred into their nostrils by the city slaves, who appeared in an army to sprinkle and sweep, their overseers watchful to pounce on coins or jewelry. One slave was flogged until he lay half stunned for trying to secrete a coin he picked out of a gutter.

Very shortly after dawn, demolishment resumed where Caesars agents had bought up the ancient buildings, and the usual cursing and thrashing attended the first speeding up of sleepy slaves, dog-weary from the day before. Draft animals were better treated, having cost more money; there was scarcity of horses, and the price of meat was higher than when Spartacus had raided the Campagna, but since Pompey drove the pirates from the seas there had been no interruption in the streams of slaves that found their way to market, so a slave of the laboring sort cost very little. It was reckoned economical to work a man to death and buy another in his place.

The hurried sweeping done, on temple porticos and at an altar in the middle of the Forum, shaven-headed priests went through a ritual of invocation. There appeared to be a competition between temples to see which could hurry fastest through the service, for the wind had risen and the clouds of dust made the increasing heat unbearable. Dust gritted in the teeth and filled the nostrils; it was underfoot again in gray drifts almost as soon as the sweeper gangs had vanished.

Shops were opened, and the yawning shop-assistants sunned themselves, greeting their neighbors and cursing the builders who obliged them to clean shop so constantly. There was a sudden roar of voices and a fire-brigade, all clad in leather and brass helmets, streamed across the Forum carrying their ladders, ropes, poles and leather buckets  hundreds of buckets all nested together, for use by any slave or citizen they could impress into the service. Their united shout was like a war-cry:

Crassus! Crassus!

In his absence Crassus agents were neglecting no chance to make money for their master; they preserved Rome from the flames, but he was richer by each fire they extinguished, though they forced the passers-by to form the bucket gangs and drove the neighbors slaves into the hottest smoke.

And Pompey not yet. It was two hours after dawn before he came, on a big bay horse, magnificent in golden armor, attended by a host of friends and followed by a roaring crowd that choked the Via Sacra, thundering his praises. There was no name too good; imperator was the mildest; half the crowd was calling him dictator, he occasionally making modest efforts to take the crowd at its word. He shook his head repeatedly.

No armed men followed him. There were a dozen men on horseback and at least three times as many walking, all wearing the deep blue-bordered toga of the equites and each man followed by his personal attendants. Pompeys own slaves were innumerable. It was their task to keep the crowd from swarming in on the procession, and their method varied from remonstrance to the use of heavy cudgels.

In among the horsemen behind Pompey was a litter borne by slaves and loaded heavily with gifts; between the folds of linen that protected them from dust the glint of gold shone now and then; it was not Pompeys way to ask a favor of the gods without enriching their establishments with plunder from the fanes of other gods less fortunate.

The crowd swarmed in among the statues, yelling, and a company of Pompeys slaves ran in among them, handing out free tickets for the races and the ensuing combats between gladiators in the Circus Maximus. Speculators bought up the tickets promptly. Tros and Orwic each received a ticket as they worked their way into the crowd toward the semicircle formed by Pompeys friends and attendants facing the shrine of Vesta. It was only by dint of struggling that they came within two paces of a horses heels.

Pompey, in the middle of the semicircle, swung down from his horse and strode with all a Romans dignity toward the entrance of the shrine, his white cloak that he wore against the dust revealing as it fluttered in the wind flashes of his golden corselet. The slave-borne litter followed him. In the porch before the shrine the slaves knelt, waiting until the Vestals women came, white robed and wearing rosaries, to bear the gifts within. At each gift that they took up from the litter all the women bowed to Pompey, he saluting with his right hand raised. He was a splendid figure. He stood like a god in armor  which was two-thirds of the secret of his influence; the mob roared satisfaction at the very way he walked.

When the gifts were gone he strode into the shrine alone, as if he were the sun-god come to visit the undying fire. As imperator, triumvir and priest, his eyes were hallowed and his person sacrosanct. He never doubted it. No shrine was closed to him  although the very Roman brothels gasped when it was known that in Jerusalem he had invaded the Jews inner shrine to look, as it was said, into the face of Jahveh. Pompey, but not many Romans other than the ritually ordained priests  and they but seldom, at appointed times  might see the sacred fire and the historic image of archaic Pallas, brought by Aeneas from burning Troy; but there was skepticism on the faces of his friends, and there were dry jests on their lips. Tros heard some conversation:

Gemini! If Julia dies in spite of all this, hell regret those costly gifts!

What odds? The Vestals will find some suitable explanation. Even Vestal Virgins die, you know.

A shrew-faced man, between the two who had just spoken, laughed.

The point is, Pompey has paid handsomely for something. Wait and see. If he should win the Vestals influence

Phagh! All he can expect from them is thumbs up if his fancy gladiator gets the worst of it. The Vestals serve their pontifex. I told him only last week, he must find some way of weakening the Vestals if he hopes to outbid Caesar for the mobs vote. Bury one of them alive at the Porta Collina  you can prove a case against any one by torturing a dozen slaves  and

Sh-sh-sh-sh!

What frightens you? Convict one of unchastity, and for a year to come the sweet unsensuous crowd would talk about abolishing religion! That would cost Caesar his grip on the plebes. Its the plebes who

Who would have you crucified if they could hear you talking! Have you placed your bets yet on the races? Which team do you favor?

I dont know yet. I usually bet on white, but I have heard Helene the Alexandrian has a team of Cappadocians that she will enter, and they say she has adopted red  the gods know why! Youd think a woman of her laxity would choose the virgins color! I have heard, too, that she wished to drive the four-horse team but was forbidden. If I knew who is to take her place I might bet on those Cappadocians  Ive seen them  gorgeous beasts! And besides, I consulted the auguries

Hah! And were informed, no doubt, that red might win unless the white should have the best of it! Who wouldnt be an augur! They make money either way  no need to bet! Ill wager you werent warned that the praetors men would seize Helene yesterday! Theres a rumor that Cato means to have her scourged and driven out of Rome.

Jupiter omnipotens! Is Cato crazy?

Probably. Hell do it, if hes sure it would annoy some political enemy. He likes to be pelted with stones and vegetables. It makes him feel honest. And he thinks nobody will dare to kill him.

Hell discover his mistake if he scourges Helene! If he threw her to the beasts the mob might stand for it, because theyd have the spectacle. But scourge her? I think not. If he did that, whoever killed Cato could be sure of the mobs verdict.

It wouldnt surprise me to know that Cato would enjoy death if it came to him in that way! The man isnt in his right mind. Did you hear how he gave his wife to young Hortensius? They say Alilia, his new wife, cant endure him; he goes bare-footed through the streets and thinks she ought to do the same! Ive heard  Venus! Look at Pompeys face! Has he been trying to seduce a Vestal? Somebody has slapped him!

Pompey was looking indignant. He was flushed. He tried to hide embarrassment by adjusting his cloak as he strode from the shrine, but he only succeeded in looking too proud to share his annoyance with any one else. His very gesture, as he drew the cloak around him, was a service of warning to friends not to question him. His lips were shut tight.

Tros tugged the nearest Romans cloak.

I have urgent business with Pompey. He expects me. Make way.

Jupiter, what insolence! Stand back!

If I should have to shout to him, said Tros, you might regret it. I am Tros of Samothrace.

Oh. He who stopped him at the bridge last night? Save yourself trouble then. Pompey has changed his mind; your news, whatever it is, has ceased to interest him. Stand back!

It was no use courting dagger-blades, and from the rear the crowd was roaring a new tumult, drowning speech. Though Tros had shouted at the limit of his lungs there was no chance that Pompeys ears would pick out one voice from the din. The crowd had swarmed up on the statues. There were men on the backs of other men  all yelling, and the pressure from the rear to catch sight of Pompey as he mounted his horse was prodigious. Dust was mixed with the sweat on mens faces. Tros could hardly breathe.

However, Orwic was beside him, smiling, masking his emotions.

Stiffen yourself! Seize my foot!

Tros sprang on Orwics shoulders, balancing himself by setting one foot on a mans head, sparing his victim a swift smile that excused the liberty. Then Pompey could not help but see him; he was gorgeous in his cloak  a black-haired, handsome figure, like a gold-embroidered god, miraculously raised above a sea of faces.

Pompey hesitated. Tros  salt-sea-taught to use his helm between the waves  made up his mind for him. He sprang, as if thrown by the roars of the mob, and came down like a wedge between two of the horses that blocked the way. They reared and shied away from him and through the opened gap between their shoulders, quicker than a horseman could have drawn a dagger, Tros strode up to where the slaves held Pompeys horse. Still Pompey hesitated, frowning.

So they met on level flagstones, eye to eye. Pompey lacked the great advantage of the night before, when he could talk down proudly from his horse and Tros must look up like a poor petitioner. True, if Pompey had made but a sign, there would have been a dozen daggers buried in Tross back before he could have turned; but Pompey was a lot too proud to trifle with that sort of cowardice; he threw his hand up to restrain his men and faced Tros with a curling lip.

Mercury! You reach your goal! he said, eyeing him steadily. Then he lowered his voice, so that not even the slaves who held his horse could overhear. So you are Caesars man! You come here plotting against Caesar  and yet serve him? I have heard you bearded Cato. Cato himself said it! Fool! The very whispers of the senate reach my ears! And now what? I am told that I must not harm Tros of Samothrace! I come to read the embers for an augury  my wife is ill  I seek foreknowledge of her destiny  and I am told I must give no offense to Tros of Samothrace! Have you the ear, then, of the Vestals? Are you Caesars spy?

Tros answered without betraying that he recognized the danger he was in:

Pompeius Magnus, if the Vestals so admonished you regarding me, shall I believe they were the first to speak of me? Or did a spy report my movements? Did the man who stole my men say how it happened they stood leaderless? Then you  deliberating whether it were safe to throw my men into the arena  wondering what influence I might have  doubting your spys word, possibly  inquired about me of the Vestals. Is it not so?

Meddler! What do you in Rome? demanded Pompey.

Triumvir, I turn my back on Rome the instant you return my men to me!

It seems to me that Tros of Samothrace may harm himself, said Pompey. Men armed with daggers in Rome in the night are not immune from interference because Tros of Samothrace pretends he owns them! Are they citizens? Are you a citizen? Are you a peregrine? Are you a citizen of any state allied to Rome or even recognized by the senate and the Roman people? Have you any rights in Rome whatever  of person or property? And, if those men are truly yours, may you possess them under the Roman law? If not yours, are they free  and if so by what right? If they are not free, then who is their master?

It appeared to Tros that the triumvir was lashing himself into a rage deliberately  possibly to justify a course of conduct not in keeping with his dignity, whatever law might have to say about it. Pompeys eyes  full, lustrous and intelligent  eyes normally suggesting rather tolerant autocracy, betrayed unsteadiness. He was expecting something  bullying and threatening in hope of forcing information without actually asking for it.

It appears to me, he said, that Cato has arrested the wrong malefactor. He should set Helene free and question your activities! Tros held his tongue.

It was not of your men you wished to speak when you accosted me at the bridge last night, said Pompey.

There was still that look of speculation in his eyes  almost of irresolution. He seemed to be giving Tros an opportunity to volunteer some information that he needed. Pompey, potential autocrat of two-thirds of the world, had far too many sources of information to make it safe to trifle with him  too many irons in the fire for any visitor in Rome to touch the right one at a guess without more luck than any reasonable man could look for.

You have sent a man to Ostia, said Pompey suddenly. How did you enter Italy? By land or sea? Then, as Tros still held his tongue, I am told you landed at Tarentum. Your ship will come to Ostia?

That prodded Tros on his Achilles heel! That ship was to her master and designer as a woman is to most men. Tros lied desperately  instantly.

That ship is Caesars! I have authority from Caesar to use all Roman ports.

He drew out from his cloak the parchment Caesar had been forced to sign in Gades  unrolled it  flourished it  thrust it under Pompeys eyes, pointing to the seal  the beautifully modeled figure of Caesar, naked, in the guise of Hermes. Pompey did not even glance at what was written; the proud sullenness of his eyes increased.

Caesars protection? You had nothing you wished to say? No message?

I demand my men.

Let Caesar attend to it! said Pompey. Let me see that parchment.

He held out his hand but Tros thrust the parchment back under his cloak. There was nothing on it stating that the ship was Caesars; to the contrary, it definitely named Tros as the owner, merely authorizing him to enter and to clear from Roman ports for purposes of commerce. There were doubtless flaws in it that any legal mind could drive a wedge through instantly; it was even doubtful whether Pompey would need lawyers; since the war against the pirates his authority with shipping had been almost absolute.

Tross back was cold; he sensed a climax now with the same nerves that always warned him of a coming storm at sea. But Pompey was an expert at deferring climax:

That is all then, he said, turning to his horse, and at his gesture three intimates strode from the ranks. They pretended to help him to mount, but insolently shouldered Tros out of the way, turning their backs to him. Two horsemen beckoned, making a narrow gap in the ranks, sneering as Tros went by. The very crowd, still yelling Pompeys praises, knew he had been rebuffed; a thousand eyes had seen him flourishing the parchment. It was usual to try to thrust petitions into great mens hands, and though such documents were usually tossed to secretaries who ignored them, it was customary to accept them formally unless the individual petitioned wished to snub the applicant.

So the crowd mocked. When he made his way to Orwics side and they began to force a way together through the throng some humorist made fun of the moustache that drooped on either side of Orwics mouth. Then Tross gold forehead-band came in for comment. In another minute he was forced to doff his cloak and fold it to prevent its being torn off. Some men thought he was a Parthian, come craving relief from Crassus legions; they yelled at him Crassus! Crassus! until those who could not see believed the fire brigade was coming and divided down the midst.

So, down that rift, sweating and indignant, Tros and Orwic bolted into the comparative seclusion of the side-streets, where they turned at last into a fly-blown cook-shop and, discovering a table in an alcove at the rear, ate food concocted from the meat bought from temple priests  whose incomes were increased enormously by selling the fat carcasses donated by the pious for the satisfying of the gods.

I wager we are eating Great Joves heifer! Tros remarked. Be that an omen! Fragments from Olympus table fortify us! If the gods of earth and sky are not asleep they  Orwic  has it ever dawned on your imagination that the gods ought to be grateful to us men for giving them an opportunity to use their virtue?

Nothing dawns on me at all, said Orwic. It appears to me we have a lost cause. We are two lone men in Rome, and all Rome seems to be our enemy.

No, for there are honest men in Rome, Tros answered. I have made an enemy of Pompey. He is irritated because I went over his head to the Vestals. Arrogant aristocrat! He will hardly dare to disobey them openly, but neither will he swallow what he thinks is an indignity. A man in Pompeys shoes needs only to nod and there are fifty men at once to do whatever work he thinks too dirty for his own white hands. Indeed, I tell you, Orwic, a whole host of gods has reason to be grateful to us for an opportunity. Let them act godlike!


CHAPTER 90. The Carceres and Nepos, the Lanista

Weigh well thy motives, trusting destiny to weigh thy deeds. I have heard this  it was Caesar said it  that a captain should mother his men because he may need them later and they will die more bravely for a captain who has showed them loving-kindness as well as strength. But I think otherwise. I say a captain who has not loving-kindness for his men is unfit to be died for. If he understand not that they need him, and be not ready to die with them, in an hour of worst need he shall learn that he knew not what leadership is.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROSs attitude was brave, but in his heart was nothing to support it. He was on the deepest bottom of despair. The need of keeping up appearances for Orwics sake alone prevented him from giving way. He was a man who lived by energy; the exercise of will invoked new powers of imagination. But now that there seemed no concrete thing to do, his very will dried up.

Thrusting the unfinished food aside he rallied himself by summing up the facts, inviting Orwic to discover a solution. He slew flies with a spoon, arranging them in geometrical designs on the cook-shop table  one design for each fact, involutions indicating intricacy; then, thumbing off the gravy from his plate, he tried to work the calculus by smearing all the facts together into one plan.

Zeuxis  who doesnt know yet that I know his treachery. That ones Zeuxis. He believes Im carrying a thousand pearls under my cloak. Zeuxis, or else Nepos  very likely both of them  sent word to one of Pompeys agents that my men would make good gladiators. Probably the agent acted on his own responsibility, consulting Pompey afterwards  perfectly simple  sent one of Zeuxis servants, whom theyd recognize, to tell my Northmen  in Gaulish, which theyd understand sufficiently to get his meaning that Id come out of the Vestals palace through a back door, or by an underground passage or some such story. They supposed Id sent for them  and walked straight into an ambush.

Helene  presently at liberty and dangerous. Theres Helene  that one. Has her eyes on me  anticipates a drama of affection, and the least shell do will be to stir the jealousy of half-a-dozen dagger-digging sons of equites! Caesars spy. Probably knows enough to blackmail any one in Rome except Cato. Very likely she can help by an appeal to Caesars agents, of whom Memmius, a candidate for consul, is the foremost in the public eye. Call that one Memmius  a very doubtful quantity  a politician; anything that he does will be paid for through the nose by some one. All those other flies near Memmius are politicians, each with his palm itching for a bribe  which each of them would pocket and forget!

The senate. Those flies are the senate  not sitting  too hot for them, more ways than one, and the Forum too noisy, not counting the danger of riots. Villas in the country are more dignified. Only a small committee of the senate holding meetings behind locked doors in the temple of Castor and Pollux. Theres the committee  probably inaccessible, but said to be plotting against Pompey, whom they hate nearly as much as they hate Caesar and with equal cause.

Cato  praetor and a member of the senatorial committee. If we could see the committee Cato would be there, and hes the only man in Rome who dares to challenge Pompey openly; but the rest of them hate Cato because he rebukes them for corruption. Cato intends to enforce the law as long as hes praetor and hell be venomously angry because Pompey has compelled him to release Helene.

I have made one mistake after another, Orwic! I believe two-thirds of Pompeys enmity this morning is accounted for by his having been told by the Vestals to procure Helenes liberty. He cant refuse. Their influence is much too artfully directed. They could turn all Rome against him. Probably he hates the thought of having to ask a favor of Cato, who will certainly hold out for terms. Cato cant be bribed, but hes a politician, always looking for the lesser evil; he would compromise, but like an undefeated swordsman.

Pompey  hes that big fly  half out of his wits with worry. A good soldier and a rotten politician, drunk with renown  no doubt wishing he had not encouraged Crassus to go to Asia, since now he must stand alone against Caesar. More than likely Pompey is encouraging Caesar to invade Britain, hoping he may meet defeat. Pompey has a notion that by keeping my men he can force some information out of me, and if I could guess what he wants to know I might out-maneuver him; otherwise he will have them killed in the arena. He loathes the mob, and despises butchery, but he knows his influence is waning, so he will do almost anything for popularity. Spectacles  spectacles  doles of corn  anything; they say his agents scour the earth for wild beasts for the arena. Zeuxis undoubtedly told him of the pearls I brought from Britain. Pompey thinks too highly of himself to try to steal them, but he wouldnt hesitate to let Cato take them in the name of the Roman law. He very likely traded you and me to Cato for Helene! Now do you see what an error I made? Do you begin to understand the danger?

Conops  nothing simpler than to catch Conops. Zeuxis has betrayed him. What then? My ship comes to Ostia and Sigurdsen drops anchor in the Tiber-mouth. Pompey has authority to order out as many triremes as he wishes; there are always two or three available. Theyll either blockade Sigurdsen or force him to run if hes lucky. If they do blockade him, he will soon run short of food and water.

Run for it! said Orwic. You must leave your men in Pompeys hands and hurry to Ostia.

I will die first! Tros answered, shaking the oaken table. I expect my men to die for me. Shall I do less for them? Nay! What is duty for the man is obligation for the master! As the head rots, so the fish stinks! Orwic

Suddenly his amber eyes appeared to stare at an horizon. Parted lips showed set teeth and his fingers gripped the table edge.

No cause is lost while there remains a weapon and a man to use it! I might go to Cicero. He corresponds with Caesar. He has influence, and he is Catos friend; but Cicero is in Pompeii, which is far off, and they say he is worried with debts and doubt. If Zeuxis told the truth  he often tells it when it costs him nothing  Cicero is planning to defend Rabirius for Caesars sake; if he will plead that rascals cause before the judges he should not balk at protecting us!

Make haste then. Let us go to Cicero, said Orwic.

No. He is a lawyer. I dread the laws delay. Nor will I cool my heels at the temple of Castor and Pollux until some senator comes out from the committee room to find out whether I will bribe him heavily enough to make it worth his while to promise what he never will perform! Nor do I dare to return to Cato; Pompey will have told him I am Caesars man, and I was with him only yesterday attempting to persuade him to turn on Caesar! He will think Caesar sent me to tempt him, meaning to denounce him if he fell into the trap  intriguing against Roman arms!

No. Cato has probably undertaken to condemn my men to the arena, and will do the same for you and me if we attract his notice! That is just the sort of trick that Pompey would turn on the honest old fool  persuade him that my men are criminals, encourage him to have them butchered; then, supposing that the men are really Caesars, letting Caesar know Cato is to blame for it, thus aggravating, he will think, the hatred Caesar has for Cato. Do you see it? Pompey would get credit from the mob for showing eight-and-thirty victims of a new sort in the amphitheater. Cato would get the blame. And Caesar, so Pompey would think, by trying to avenge the insult, would drive Cato to join Pompeys party. Quite a number of important people might follow Cato when the crisis comes. Romes politics are like hot quicksilver.

You appear to me to know too much, said Orwic. In my own land I have found the politics bewildering, and they are simpler. How can you, who are not a Roman, pick the right thread and pursue it through the snarl?

Tros paused.

Men are born with certain qualities, he said, reestimating Orwic  reappraising him; and there returned into his eyes that far-horizon look. For instance, you were born with an ability to manage horses, which is something I could never do.

He mulled that over in his mind a minute. Then:

Because I know ships and I understand the sea, it is a mean ship that will not sail faster under my hand than anothers. Is it so with horses? Will a good horse, or a good team gallop for you faster than for me?

Undoubtedly, said Orwic. What has that to do with it?

This  that I think the gods expect each of us to play his own part. There is a part that the Vestal Virgins play best, and there are other parts for you, and me, and for Helene  and even Zeuxis. It is not alone the great ones of the earth who  Let us leave this place! I saw a man who might be an informer hurry out and look too shrewdly at us as he passed the door.

He doffed his forehead-band and folded up his cloak, but even so he was too masterful a figure to escape the notice of the crowd. Men followed him and Orwic through the winding streets, accosting them in any fragment of a foreign tongue they knew. Thieves tried to rob them; half a dozen times Tros had to use his fist to save his cloak, until at last he struck one slippery Sicilian and sent him sprawling in the kennel.

Instantly a cry went up that a barbarian had struck a Roman citizen! Three narrow lanes disgorged a swarm of loiterers whose life, endured in vermin- ridden tenements, was never raised out of its shabbiness except to see men slain splendidly in the arena. Romes mob could rise as swiftly as the reeking dust, amuse itself a minute with a mans life, laugh, and disappear as casually as the knackers of the slaughter-yards returning home to dinner.

Orwic drew his dagger and the two stood back-to-back, Tros making no haste to display his weapon; through the corner of his mouth he growled:

Dont stab unless you must! Stand firm, look gallant and expect some favor from the gods!

Then:

Citizens! he roared, attempting to adopt the vulgar idiom that politicians used when cozening the crowd for votes. One rattle of the dice yet! Hold!

Aye! Hold hard! said a voice he recognized, and the Etruscan  he who was night-watchman for the goldsmiths in the Forum  elbowed his way forward, grinning. The whole crowd knew him; he appeared to have authority of some kind; they obeyed the motion of his hand and half a dozen men leaned back against the swarm behind them, vehemently resisting the efforts of others to get to the front.

Porsenna! Let us hear Porsenna!

The Etruscan smiled with the familiar, ingratiating, confident good humor of a popular comedian, long used to waiting for the crowd to quiet down before he loosed his jests. But when the yelling had died down enough for one voice to be audible, he wasted no time on amusing them. He threatened.

It will be a good show in the Circus Maximus, but perhaps you would rather riot now than get free tickets; I am on my way to get the tickets. What will Pompeys secretary say, if I should have to tell him you have injured two of the best performers? How many tickets then for the people in my streets? Home with you!

He gazed about him, memorizing faces, or pretending to, and if he had been a praetor he could hardly have received more prompt obedience. With jests, and here and there a grumble, they implored him to remember them and melted away up side-streets, not more than a dozen lingering in doorways to assuage their curiosity. Porsenna grinned at Tros.

A good thing for you that the man who shares a bed with me is sick this morning! I had nowhere to sleep. And besides, it is true, this is the day I must distribute tickets. I get no pay for it, but people who want tickets have a way of keeping on the easy side of me, which makes life tolerable. We Etruscans love our bellies, and I assure you there isnt a house in all these streets where I cant get a good meal for the asking  that is to say, if they have anything, which isnt always. But theres always somewhere to turn for food or drink; Ive noticed it never happens that they all starve on the same day. But have you found your men? No? Well, Ill find them for you. Only you must bear in mind Im only a night-watchman and distributor of tickets, so you mustnt expect me to do more than show you where they are. I wouldnt have helped you just now if you hadnt given me a lot of money last night. Youre a rich man and a stranger, and it always pays to go to a little trouble for folk who have generous tendencies. We Etruscans have a name for being sharp customers, but thats not true; we merely like the soft jobs and the good things and exert ourselves to get them. Let us come this way. Does it seem to you you owe me anything for that little service I did you just now?

Show me my men and Ill pay you handsomely, Tros answered.

The Etruscan led on through a maze of streets until they reached the valley below the Palatine, where an enormous wooden structure nearly filled the space between surrounding houses. The high walls were covered with electioneering notices in colored paint, and there was a constant pandemonium from cages, underground, where most of the wild animals were kept in darkness until needed for the public execution of Romes criminals. There was a stench from an enormous heap of mixed manure that slaves were carrying away in baskets to be dumped outside the city, and the air was full of dust, besides, from heaps of rubbish being showered into carts.

There was a great gate at the end that faced the river Tiber, suitably adorned with horses heads, weapons, shields and crudely fashioned lions, but the public entrances were all along both sides, and at the farther end were stables built of stone, beneath which were the cells in which most of the prisoners were kept who had been sentenced and awaited death in the arena. In the open space at the end there were spearmen, but not many and they did not seem to expect to be called upon for action, merely staring with indifference at Tros and Orwic as Porsenna led them toward a wooden office at the rear, where there was a small crowd of men, not one of whom seemed satisfied.

They grumble, they grumble, they grumble! Porsenna remarked. But if there were enough tickets for every one in Rome, what profit would there be in being a distributor? Would anybody think it worth his while to curry favor with us? Some folk dont know an advantage when they see it. Watch them struggle for the allotments! Good sweat and excitement gone to waste! If there is one thing in all Rome that is honestly apportioned its the circus tickets, region by region. There are so many for each important politician  so many for the giver of the games  and the rest are divided equally to us distributors. Now watch me.

He thrust two fingers in his mouth and whistled, then threw up his hand to catch the attention of a man at the office window. The man recognized him, nodded and tossed a bundle of tickets on to a shelf.

There. Thats the way to manage it. Now I can get mine when the crowdings over. All that costs me is two tickets; and since Ill know where they are I can do a favor to some one in one of my streets by telling him where he can buy them. Now come this way.

Farther to the rear, behind the stables, in between two rows of racing chariots that stood with poles up-ended, was a stone arch with a barred iron gate providing access to steps made of enormous blocks of stone that led down steeply into gloom. A fetid prison-smell came through the opening, and at a corner, where the steps turned, there was one lamp flickering. A spearman, with a great key at his waist, stood by the gate and sullenly ignored the pleas of half-a-dozen women, one of whom, on her knees, had torn her clothing and was beating her naked breasts.

He recognized Porsenna instantly and drove his spear-butt at the woman to get her out of the way.

No! he said. No! Get away from here! If you want to see your husband, get a permit from the praetors office. Otherwise, get sentenced, too, to the arena; then theyll let you die with him! You wish to visit the dungeons? he asked, grinning at Porsenna. You and two friends? I would let you pass in free.

Tros took the hint and dropped two coins into Porsennas palm, who cleverly hid one and gave the other to the spearman. The gate opened on oiled hinges and a wave of filthy air came through the opening as Tros and Orwic followed the Etruscan down the steps.

And now noise blended with the smell. Infernal mutterings suggestive of the restlessness of disembodied phantoms filled the atmosphere; the sound, the Stygian gloom and the disgusting stench were all one. On a stone floor in the midst of the great square columns that supported a low roof three men played at dice by candle-light and half a dozen others watched them. All wore daggers; there were spears beside them, leaned against the wall; each man had as well a heavy iron club with a short hook and a sharp spike at the end. The dice intensely interested them; they scarcely looked up  snapping fingers and adjuring Venus to reward them for the sacrifices they intended to bestow on her.

The murmuring came through heavy wooden doors, in each of which there was a bronze grille at about the level of a mans face from the floor. All the doors were made fast by bars that fitted into sockets in the oaken posts. There appeared to be a perfect maze of cells, with narrow, almost pitch-dark corridors between them; and at the far end of the vault there was another set of stairs, of solid masonry, that evidently led to the arena or to some enclosure at one end of it. There was a charcoal brazier not far from where the men played dice and two clubs, similar to those the men had fastened to their wrists by thongs, were thrust into red-hot coal. A slave was blowing on it, and the red glow shone reflected in his face.

The slave spoke and one of the men removed a hot club from the fire, wrapping a wet cloth and then a leather guard around the handle. Two who had been watching the dice followed him. A fourth man lifted out a bar that locked a cell door, and the three went in, he who held the iron going last. The fourth man shut the door again, not locking it, and went back to the dice.

There was a great commotion in the cell  blows, oaths, scuffling, a screech  then one long yell of agony that seemed unending, as if the victim never drew a breath. The dice-players took no notice.

When the yell died to a sobbing groan the three came out again and one of them tossed the hot club to the slave who watched the char coal brazier. The fourth man left the dice and went and set the bar in place. It was his voice that made Tross blood run cold; he recognized it instantly. It was Nepos!

Did you injure him? asked Nepos.

Not much. Just burned his fingers enough to teach him not to try any more digging. Thats the third time hes tried to escape.

Nepos returned to watch the dice. The men resembled phantoms in the gloom; the candle-light broke up the shadows, distorting forms and faces, but the voice of Nepos was unmistakable.

Who comes? he asked, shading his eyes as he glanced at the three who were standing with backs to the entrance-steps, a puzzling light behind them.

Porsenna  and two visitors, said the Etruscan.

Visitors? Have they a permit? Who  what have they come for?

This nobleman has lost his men. I tell him he will find them here, though much good that will do him!

Who is he?

Nepos approached. He appeared to be not the same man who had entertained Tros in his house. His ferocity, all on the surface now, had changed the very outline of his face  or so it seemed.

Tros? he said. Tros of Samothrace? Who sent you here? That rascal Zeuxis?

I have come to find my men, Tros answered.

Out! Get out of here! said Nepos, flourishing his club at the Etruscan. Something in his tone of voice attracted the attention of the dice-players. They all came crowding behind Nepos.

Well, I warned you I couldnt do more than show you where your men are, Porsenna remarked amiably. You have heard him. He says I must go.

He turned toward the stairs. Tros, fingering his dagger, made as if to follow him but Nepos gestured to the others, who immediately cut off Tross retreat and one man let Porsenna feel the point of his iron club as an inducement to go swiftly.

You shall see your men, said Nepos. Come.

He beckoned. If he was afraid of Tros he gave no sign of it although his keen eyes must have seen Tross right hand at his dagger. Orwic drew his own short weapon and whispered to Tros excitedly:

Dont follow him! Lets fight our way out!

No, said Tros, lets find the Northmen.

He preferred to follow Nepos rather than be torn with iron hooks and clubbed. He took his hand off his dagger and touched Orwics arm to reassure the younger man. Together they strode behind Nepos down a narrow corridor that stank of ordure and wet straw. There were cell doors right and left, and at the end, below a candle on a bracket, a peculiarly narrow opening protected by an iron grille  so narrow that if the grille were swung clear on its heavy hinges only one man at a time could possibly have passed.

Do they know your voice? asked Nepos over-shoulder, his voice rumbling along the tunnel.

Sven! Jorgen! Skram! Olaf! Tros shouted.

There was instant pandemonium. A deep-sea roar of voices burst out through the grille:

Tros! Tros! Ho, master! Lord Tros! Come and rescue us!

The prisoners in two score cells all added to the babel, clamoring for mercy; they supposed some great official had come looking for a lost retainer and on the spur of the moment every man invented reasons why he should be set free. Nepos struck his iron club against the grille and threatened to send for hot irons, but the Northmen did not understand him and their chorus roared louder than ever. An arm protruded through the grille and Nepos struck it, arousing a curse that sounded like a taut rope bursting suddenly.

Silence! Tros thundered, again and again; but not even his voice quieted them.

Master, we sicken! We die, Lord Tros! Release us! Let us out!

But it suddenly occurred to them that if he spoke they could not hear, and there was no sound then except their breathing as they crowded at the grille. Tros let his wrath loose:

This is what I get for trusting you! he growled in Gaulish. Fine men! Follow the first lousy Greek who lies to you! Hopeless fools! Now I must buy you back like a job-lot of left-over slaves!

He glanced at Nepos who was standing in between him and the grille.

Whom should I speak to about freeing them? he asked in Latin. Nepos grinned sourly and turned a thumb down.

Theyre due to die in the arena. If you like good advice, Id say to you: leave Rome in a hurry!

Tros held his breath. He thought of madness  of plunging his dagger into Nepos, loosing his Northmen and fighting the way out.

Its too late to befriend them now, said Nepos. This is the gate to the land of death.

Something in the tone of his voice reminded Tros that Nepos was a man of strangely mixed peculiarities and loyalties.

What I have, wont help, he said. I have this tessera. He drew up a broken disk of engraved ivory that hung on a cord around his neck, beneath his shirt. It was approximately half of an ancient ornament, irregularly broken off, its ragged edge inclosed in a thin casing of gold to preserve it. My father exchanged tessera with Zeuxis father

Eh? exclaimed Nepos. What? Here, let me have a look at that. Has that Greek tricked me into sacrilege? If he and you are hospites

He gestured with his arm along the passage and pushed Tros in front of him.

Go back there where it is lighter. I must know the truth of this.

They returned to the echoing half-light where the slave still blew at the brazier, the men with iron clubs retreating backward and then standing near to protect Nepos. But that grizzled veteran seemed totally indifferent to danger. He kept muttering:

Jupiter hospitalis!

Tros slipped off the cord over his neck and gave the tessera into his hand. Nepos pulled off with his teeth the gold band that protected the jagged edge and held the piece of ivory toward the candlelight.

That might be genuine, he muttered. Then, sharp eyes on Tros: Do you swear to me that Zeuxis has the other half of this?

Not I, Tros answered. I am from Samothrace and therefore take no oath at random. But I swear to you

By Jupiter hospitalis?

Aye, by Jupiter hospitalis, that my father and Zeuxis father exchanged tessera, of which that is the one that I inherited.

And has Zeuxis never given notice of repudiation?

Never. To the contrary, he welcomed me with such effusion that we never spoke of tessera at all. There was no need. I arrived at his house without sending him warning and he welcomed me with open arms.

The Greek dog! muttered Nepos. Are the Greeks not bound by oath of hospitality? Great Jupiter! In Sullas time a thousand Romans risked proscription for the sake of that oath! I myself  But are you sure the Greek knew? You say your father and his father exchanged tessera, but did Zeuxis know of it?

He did. Nine years ago in Alexandria he claimed my fathers hospitality, on board my fathers ship, when Ptolemys men were after him for having said too much to the wrong listener. My father hid him in the hold between barrels of onions, and that was where I first met Zeuxis. It was I who took food to him, lest the crew should learn his whereabouts and drop a hint to Ptolemys men.

Nepos began breathing through his nose, his windy gray eyes glinting in the candle-light. He stood with clenched fists on his hips considering, not Tros apparently, but the atrocity that had been done to his own person.

Even if the Greek was ignorant, the oath was binding until publicly annulled, he muttered.

Zeuxis is a Roman citizen, said Tros.

Aye, that he is! These Greeks who become Romans need a lesson. They accept Romes credit and deny her claims! They grow rich and they  this is too much, Tros

He shook his finger under Tross nose, as if Tros had been a party to the sacrilege.

You, too, are an alien and may not understand Romes principles. I tell you, I have seen men sent to this place, to be torn by animals, for crimes that were glorious deeds compared to this atrocity! I would prefer to see a Vestal Virgin immured living! An offense against hospitium!  If Cato knew of it

Send word to him, said Tros.

No. That would do you no good. Cato is  what is it he calls himself?  not a philosopher  a logician  thats it, a logician. He would order Zeuxis crucified, but he would not let your men go. He would say, let each man die for his own offense.

Offense? said Tros. I havent heard of one. Who charged them? Who tried them? Who passed sentence?

Nepos stared at him, incredulous. He appeared to think Tros bereft of his senses.

Your men, he said, were caught red-handed lurking in the portal of the Vestals. They are not entitled to a hearing. An offense against the Vestals is beyond the laws arm, even as they are above it. They may not be mentioned in a court of law. No law can touch them. They may not be haled as witnesses. How then shall a magistrate try such a case? Besides, your barbarians are not Roman citizens, nor subjects of any kingdom that Rome recognizes  are they? Pompey himself ordered the lot of them into the arena! My friend, theyre your men no longer. They must die.

Nepos began drumming on his teeth with horny fingernails.

Tros spoke:

Then I die with them. They are my men.

Nepos blinked at him. You would make a splendid spectacle, he said. Do you fight well?

It remains to be seen, Tros answered. But they will fight better with me than without me.

Have you broken tessera together?

Nay, we broke bread. We have built and sailed a ship together.

You should have been born a Roman, said Nepos. Once in a hundred years or so we breed a few of your sort. Well, I can do you the favor. You may die with your men if you see fit. You shall go in there with weapons. I can arrange that.

You will earn my good-will, Nepos.

Well, I like that better than your ill will. It will suit me; I shall get the credit for a fine spectacle. And who knows? If you have the Vestals favor you may be safe in the arena. They may turn their thumbs up when the time comes. I can send you against Glaucus. He shall run you through the thigh. One can depend on Glaucus; many a time I have used him to preserve a mans life, but it never worked unless the Vestals had a hand in it.

He went on scratching at his chin. The wretches in the cells around him made noises like caged animals, all sounds uniting into one drab, melancholy moan. There was a conversation going on between cells in the polyglot thieves jargon that creates itself wherever criminals are thrown together  droning, wholly without emphasis, resembling an echo of what happened last week. Its effect on Tros and Orwic was as if death clutched at them, but Nepos and his men seemed not to notice it  not even when a man in agony from their inflicted burns yelled imprecations.

There is no place here to make you comfortable, Nepos said at last. Are all oaths sacred to you?

Any of my making.

Nepos, scratching at his chin, nodded and nodded: Swear you will be here!

If my men are here, here I will be, Tros answered.

And that barbarian? He glanced at Orwic.

He was the first against Caesars legions on the shore of Britain. Yes, I answer for him.

Very well. Here, take your tessera and keep it. Trust me to deal with Zeuxis. There is no worse sin than violation of hospitium. You swear now  no trickery  you will be back here?

I agree, said Tros. But what of my men? Cant you treat them better? They will sicken in that cage.

Aye, they shall have good treatment. They shall be better fed. There is a shortage of strong barbarians to make a showing against the King of Numidias black spearmen. They tell me your men fight with axes, which would immensely please the populace. As for Zeuxis

If theres a law in Rome, my men shall go free yet! Tros interrupted.

Take my advice, said Nepos. Let the law alone! If you apply to any magistrate he will inform himself as to Pompeys wishes and then condemn them legally on any trumped-up charge. As it is, they are not condemned. If the Vestals should bid them go free none could quarrel with it, could they? or with me either.

Money, said Tros, would buy Rome. Tell me whom to see about it.

Nay, nay, why buy promises that no one could keep even if he dreamed of doing it! Whom would you buy  Pompeius Magnus? Rich  proud  I suppose he bears you private enmity, but that is not my business. Whom else? The Vestals? You cant buy them. You might petition them. You will have to do that secretly and very craftily. As for Zeuxis  if that scoundrel isnt crucified within the month for sacrilege against Jupiter Hospitalis, then my name isnt Nepos!

But Tross wits were working  furiously. It would not give him the slightest satisfaction to see Zeuxis crucified. Revenge on such a rascal was beneath his dignity. But if the man who had betrayed him could be made to undo the disaster at his own expense.

Whatever Zeuxis did, I hold his tessera, said Tros, and I am bound by oath to treat him as a hospes until he or I repudiate the bond before witnesses. And it is I who should accuse him, not you, Nepos. I prefer to give him opportunity to purge his sacrilege.

Impossible! said Nepos. There is no way of condoning that offense. It is against God; it is against Rome; it is against citizenship. Zeuxis

Is my hospes, Tros interrupted. I implore you to refrain from interfering with him until I have my way first.

Nepos demurred: If you were a Roman that might satisfy the gods, but you are not a Roman. Jupiter hospitalis looks to us Romans to uphold his dignity. However, I concede this  if you can find a way of punishing that scoundrel, do it. I will give you time before I inform Cato and have him crucified. Meanwhile, no warning him! If he escapes, I will hold you answerable! He who overlooks such sacrileges as that knave has committed is as guilty as if he had done it himself! I will set informers on the watch to make sure Zeuxis does not escape to foreign parts.

So do, Tros answered. That will serve me. Let me speak to my men. Can you put them elsewhere? That dungeon they are in stinks like an opened grave.

I will move them to the upper cells, said Nepos, if you will guarantee their good behavior.

Tros strode back to the grille, where he was greeted by another chorus of lament.

Silence! he commanded. Who shall have patience with faithless fools who run after the first Greek that lies to them? Dogs! I have had to beg a better cell for you; and now I go to buy you from whoever sells such trapped rats! Let me hear of one instance of misbehavior between now and then, and I will leave the lot of you to rot here! Do you understand that? You are to obey this honorable Nepos absolutely until I come, and if he tells me of one disobedience these walls shall be the last your eyes will ever see! He turned his back, indignant that he should have to speak so cruelly to decent men, then followed Nepos to the steps, and to the upper iron gate, and daylight  where the stable smell was like the breath of roses after the abominable fetor of the dungeon.

As he walked off, he smiled wanly at the thought of how thoroughly cowed he had left his men, and for a moment he felt guilty of having been too harsh.


CHAPTER 91. Tros Forms an Odyssean Plan

In a world so full of rubbish that even rich mens wastrels find amusement, the most worthless trash of all is revenge. Justice knows not vengeance, or it is not justice. But I see no unwisdom in putting a spiteful fool to work to spite himself into a net, if so be that should suit my purpose.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



TROS made his way to Zeuxis house in no haste, although Orwic was impatient. It was essential to take time to instruct Orwic thoroughly.

Romans, he said, have certain virtues, of which loyalty to certain customs is the greatest. They respect the Vestal Virgins and the law of hospitality. Whoever offends against those ancient institutions puts himself outside the pale and they regard him almost as no longer human. That is why Nepos turned on Zeuxis and befriended us. That is also why Pompey turned so suddenly against me. I have made one mistake after another, Orwic. If I had said nothing to the Vestals about Helene, Pompey very likely would have let my men go; more than likely one of his lieutenants seized them at Zeuxis suggestion and Pompey knew nothing about it until afterward.

It is not quite like Pompey to do such under-handed work. But then the Vestals told him not to interfere with me, and they also asked him to procure Helenes liberty. He jumped to the conclusion, I suppose, that Caesar, the pontifex maximus, is trying to make use of the Vestals, and when I showed him Caesars seal that made him sure of it. No doubt he had already heard of Caesars swoop on Gades, which is in Pompeys province. He is beginning to feel nervous about Caesar. I ought to have known he would resent having the Vestals drawn into politics. He probably made up his mind to have you and me thrown into the arena along with my men, to teach the Vestals a lesson. If Caesar cared to take that up, Pompey could make a public issue of it and accuse Caesar of tampering with Romes most sacred institution. Now do you understand?

No, I dont! said Orwic.

Very well, then leave it to a man who does! Observe whether we are being followed, and hold your tongue while I think!

But thought comes wrapped up in obscurity when men are irritated, and whichever way Tros switched his speculation difficulties seemed insuperable. He supposed Conops would be in the dungeons presently and he would have no means of learning when his ship arrived at Ostia nor any way of warning Sigurdsen to put to sea again and try some other port.

There is nothing for it, he said finally, but to try to use Helenes wits and Zeuxis knavery! I have some money left, and fifty pearls, not counting the big ones I hid on the ship. Let us see what the gods can make of that material!

But what of me? suggested Orwic. I can out-ride any Roman! Get me a horse and let me find the way to Ostia. I can out-swim any Roman, too! Let me watch for the ship and swim out and warn Sigurdsen.

Tros turned sarcastic:

You who can speak neither Greek nor Latin! It would be easier for you to find one bug in a dunghill than Conops in Ostia! Nay, Orwic, we stand at deaths gate. Let us gut death together, if we cant scheme a way out.

The lean, impertinent-eyed eunuch at the gate announced that Zeuxis was away from home.

Then he will find me here when he returns, said Tros. Admit me!

I have no such orders from my master, said the eunuch.

Shall he find a dead slave at the gate? Tros asked, his right hand on his dagger, so the eunuch changed his mood to an obsequious, sly suavity and Tros strode in.

And on the porch Helene greeted him, all laughter. She was dressed in pale blue silk from Alexandria, with roses in her hair and gilded sandals.

I am washed clean  come and smell me! It took three women three hours to make me know there were no longer any vermin in my hair! Tros  Tros of Samothrace

Have you seen Zeuxis? he interrupted.

Yes. He went to my house to take inventory and discover how much the public custodians stole  also to turn out the landlords bailiffs. Zeuxis says it was you who betrayed me to Cato; but he pretends that he is sorry to hear that your men are in the carceres, and he also pretends to be worried about your fate. He proposes to restore my popularity by getting my Cappadocians entered in the quadriga race, but all the Thracian drivers who amount to anything are bought up  and besides, one cant trust them, because owners who have backed their chariots to win bribe even an honest man out of his senses.

She led into the courtyard by the fountain, where she lay luxuriously on a divan and ordered Zeuxis slaves about as if she were the mistress of his household. Wine was brought.

Already some of my friends talk of stabbing Cato in the Forum, she remarked. They talk too loud, the hot-heads! I am here because I darent go home for fear they may compromise me in some foolishness. I would rather have to love old Cato than be crucified for listening to plots against him! Drink to me, Tros of Samothrace! Drink to the light in my eyes  I am told it resembles starlight on the Nile!

Tros gulped wine, coughing to disguise embarrassment, so nervous that he could not even make believe to like her company. Her morals were no least concern of his; he knew his own strength. But he dreaded feminine intrigue as some men loathe the presence of a cat; it was indefinable but no less an obsession  almost superstition  probably heredity, due to his fathers austere striving to prepare himself for the higher Samothracian Mysteries.

Helene studied him and laughed.

Lord Tros, she said, I like you better than the best in Rome! You challenge me! Are you a Stoic? I will wreck your stoicism! Come, drink to me  and smile a little while you do it  because I will certainly do you a great service. I perceive you are not to be won by being beaten but by being helped to succeed.

Pearls you shall have, Tros answered, and she nodded, her eyes smoldering.

Beware of me! she said. I am a great gambler. I play fair. I risk all on a throw. I would wreck Rome for the sake of what my heart is set on  aye, Rome and Alexandria, Caesar and Pompey  and you and me! Now craftily  here is Zeuxis!

Naturally, Zeuxis was not taken by surprise; the eunuch at the gate had warned him. He affected to be pleased  ran forward to embrace Tros  let his jaw drop with an exclamation of astoundment when Tros held him off.

I heard you had been seized. I have rushed here and there endeavoring to find friends who could help you. I  Tros, I

Tros drew out the tessera and held it under Zeuxis nose.

Now  no lies! Zeuxis, I can call eight witnesses to prove that your father and my father took oath of hospitium. There is Xenophon the banker for one, and there are doubtless temple priests who will remember it. If you have burned your tessera or lost it, that is no affair of mine. The oath holds  father to son, father to son  and you have broken faith. No lies, I said! Dont make the matter worse!

You never claimed hospitium, said Zeuxis, stammering.

I had no need. The oath holds whether talked about or not. Two hospites have no need to repeat their obligations to each other, more especially when you, whose life my father saved for the oaths sake, received me open-handedly. You said your house was mine. You bade me enter and possess it. Should I then have pinned you, like a lawyer, to the details of your obligation?

Tros, what does this mean? I have done you no wrong, Zeuxis stammered, glancing at Helene, and his eyes were shrewdly speculative although fear blanched his cheeks.

Helene, dangerous for very love of danger and in love with Tros and with intrigue and with amusement, nodded, reassuring him. He jumped to the conclusion she was loyal to himself.

I have done you no wrong, he repeated, meeting Tross gaze. Who has lied to you?

Conceiving that Helene was his friend, he let his mind slip sidewise like mercury to another possibility, but Tros now understood the man he had to deal with and interpreted the changed look in his eyes.

Neither poison nor dagger nor any other kind of treachery will help you any longer, Zeuxis. You have shot your bolt! Nor will it help to have me waylaid and returned into the prison, where my men lie at the risk of plague. Your infamy is known! If I die, that will not absolve you. Mark this  masticate it  let it become all your consciousness and govern you. You have but two alternatives, death or my mercy!

You threaten me? Zeuxis stuttered. Fear had robbed him of his wits at last; he was trembling.

Aye, Zeuxis! And a threat from me binds me as inescapably as any other promise! You are watched, so you can not escape abroad. The Roman who knows of your crime against Jupiter hospitalis itches to make an example of you, but I begged the chance for you to make amends. I have not yet repudiated my share of the vow, although you broke yours. I will still protect you, if you turn about  now  smartly  and undo your sacrilege by helping me, as you have harmed me hitherto, with all your zeal and cunning! I will even lie for you in that event; I will deny that my misfortune was your doing.

Zeuxis face changed color. Pride, resentment, fear all fought for the control of him, but fear prevailed  fear and perhaps a grain of gratitude.

Tros, you are very generous. It is true that I lost the tessera and it escaped my mind; but you exaggerate the wrong I did, which was an indiscretion, not deliberate treachery. I took a slave into my confidence, who went and sold your men to Licius Severus, Pompeys master-of-the-horse, and it was too late then for me to

Lie me no more lies! Tros interrupted. You intended to divide my pearls with Licius Severus! I will make him party to the sacrilege and have your slaves testimony taken on the rack if there is any doubt in your mind as to my earnestness! I know the law. An offense against hospitium is treason against Rome; so your slaves can be tortured against you  and you also! But I blame myself a little, Zeuxis; I should not have tempted you by telling you of all those pearls  which are in a safe place now, where neither you nor any other rogue can get them.

That last argument, like a knife that cuts two ways, instantly converted Zeuxis. Where the fear of punishment alone had undermined his will but left him infinitely capable of treachery, information that the pearls were out of reach removed all motive for infidelity. He wept and kneeling, clasping Tross knees, begged him for forgiveness.

Tros  honored hospes  I am dying of the shame this day has brought on me! Accept my

But Helene knew no sentimental qualms, nor had the slightest patience with them.

Tros! she exclaimed, rising. What have you done with the pearls?

She poised a wine-cup as if taking aim. She pointed one hand at Tross eyes. Her own eyes glared. Are you a pauper? Is your wealth gone? She was much more beautiful in that guise than when trying to seduce. Beautiful  unlovely! Artificiality was stripped off. Her nature was more naked than her body had been when she fought the gladiator. She was a human cobra  honestly venomous  openly baffled and angry and revengeful.

Tros! she said. Have you deceived me?

Aye, he answered. It appears I made you think I fear you!

He seized her wrist. She sprang at him, but he jerked her arm and twisted it behind her back until she bit her lips in agony  then lifted her by arm and leg and threw her sprawling in a corner, where she caught the curtain to break her fall and tore it from its rod.

Bring me a whip! he commanded. Swiftly, Zeuxis! Did you hear me say a whip? This slave shall learn

But there was no need for the whip. The word slave whipped her better than the strongest arm could have. She was a slave pretending to be free. No doubt the hold that Caesar, or more likely Caesars secret agent, had over her was just that fact, that she was slave-born. In an instant she could be thrown down from whatever pinnacle she might attain. Society protected itself ruthlessly against its victims. The slave found taking liberties with freedom could be sure of nothing less than scourging  would be lucky if not crucified  lashed to a gibbet, that is, and mocked by other slaves as death came slowly of thirst and flies and gangrene.

Helene groveled. She was too much of an artist in emotion to waste blandishments on Tros in that mood, and her slave-birth carried with it, as almost always, the peculiar slave-consciousness that crisis could bring to the surface, however deeply it was buried or however artfully concealed. The free mans scorn of slaves was not totally unjustified; tradition of the centuries, heredity, education, had instilled into the slave-born a subconsciousness of slavish spirit that mere manumission rarely overcame. It was not without inherent justice that the slave set free was still the former masters client and in many ways still bound to him, as well as denied many of the rights pertaining to a free-born citizen. Society had bred the slave and brutalized him, but it understood the problem. The slave wars that had nearly ruined Rome had served to unite all free and freed men into one close corporation, ready to endure extremities of any kind in preference to imposition by its subject human beings. If discovered, it would not have helped Helene that her owner was of high estate and her abettor in the crime against society; not even Caesar could have saved her then.

She laid her hands on Tross feet, abject in submission on the floor in front of him. Her silence was a stronger plea than any words she might have spoken; she was pleading not alone for Tross silence but for his protection, too, from Zeuxis who had heard the word slave, who understood, and was incapable of not exploiting the discovery unless Tros should prevent.

Get up! Tros ordered. She obeyed, with all the cobra-venom gone  a piece of merchandise, worth nothing if denounced. Not Pompey, with his power to impose his will on four-fifths of the senate, could have saved her if the truth were known. For the moment she was too submissive to imagine the alternative that she had threatened through the grating of the praetors cell; she did not feel sufficiently her own to kill herself.

That mood, Tros understood, would not last long. Her elasticity would set her scheming presently. Unless he guided the reaction she would turn more desperately dangerous than she had been. He supplied the necessary ray of hope:

I go to Caesar soon, he said. I have obtained a lien on Caesars influence. Obey me wholly  without flinching  and I will not only give you the pearls I promised, but I will also demand that Caesar shall manumit you.

Caesar doesnt own me, she said dismally. I am only rented to him by Rabirius.

Good. Caesar shall instruct Rabirius, who is in fear of an impeachment and will bid high for Caesars influence with the judges. Meanwhile he turned on Zeuxis Silence! Spare that woman as I spare you! As the gods are all about us, I will ruin you if you betray her! Then he swung around again and faced Helene. Fail me in one batting of an eyelid and you shall see what happens to the slave caught posing as a free-born woman!

He began to pace the floor as if it were his own poop, striding the length of the room and back again, to judge, under lowered eyelids, when he turned, the speed and the extent of Zeuxis and Helenes recovery  intending they should not recover too far before he yoked them, as it were, and set them working. He had handled far too many mutinies at sea to let much time lapse between victory and imposition of a task.

My men lie rotting in the dungeons, he said suddenly. My ship makes Ostia, and my man Conops very likely has been picked up by the praetors men or by some of Pompeys followers. I need help. Where shall I find it?

I have influence with Nepos, Zeuxis began, and paused. The smile on Tross face was sardonic; there was something enigmatic in the way he stood with folded arms. Nepos might

Let us talk about today, not yesterday! said Tros, and of what you will do, not what Nepos might do. What is this about the races and the team of Cappadocians? Are you so situated you can enter that team?

Easily, said Zeuxis.

In Helenes name?

Yes, under red or white, but she has no charioteer except the Sicilian who keeps the horses exercised  a freed man  a good trainer, but sure to lose his head when an opponent crowds him to the spina and the spectators begin yelling. He would also certainly be bribed to lose the race.

What if a charioteer is found? Tros asked.

Who knows? If I knew the man I would bet on the Cappadocians. Otherwise I would bet just as heavily against them.

Here is the man, said Tros. He laid a hand on Orwics shoulder. This is the best horseman from a land where chariot driving is the measure of a mans worth. I have seen Prince Orwic drive unbroken horses. He has magic in his hands, or in his voice, or else he owns an extra sense akin to seamanship, that says yes and can make the horses say it when the gods themselves appear to say no! Let him see those Cappadocians, and rig them in a chariot, and feel their helm a time or two. Let him con the course and memorize the landmarks. Then there is utterly no doubt who wins, if those four Cappadocians can run!

It took an hour to stir enthusiasm. Zeuxis and Helene were both crushed; he had to coax them back to confidence. Zeuxis could think of a thousand doubts as to the value of the plan, and of its outcome even if successful. It was all discussed in front of Orwic, who ignorant of Greek or Latin  and they talked both  did not understand one word of it.

Most charioteers are slaves, said Zeuxis. Some are freed men, and the rest are of the type of gladiators  that is to say, regarded with contempt. But your friend Orwic is a prince. What will he say when he learns that the mob, which roars itself hoarse for the winner and heaps flowers on him, nevertheless thinks a charioteer no better than a gladiator  meaner, that is, than itself?

Who cares what a mob thinks? No task can lower a man, Tros answered. It is men who lower their profession. If the Lord Orwic were an upstart or a mere inheritor of titles he might flinch from such a stigma, but I brought no flinchers when I picked my crew! If he had thought whatever he might do for Britain possibly could be beneath his dignity, believe me, he would be in Britain now, not sharing my adventures! Orwic! he said suddenly, how long is it since you made sacrifice to any god whatever?

Orwic rose out of a chair and yawned, then shrugged his shoulders.

Long enough for all the gods to have forgotten me, he answered.

Are you willing to make sacrifice?

Aye, to your necessity. Some gain might come of that. But you have taught me not to whimper to the gods. I do nothing by halves, Tros. I have come to expect the gods to serve me, not I them.

They will serve you best clean-shaven, Tros observed, because the praetors men are very likely looking for a prince with a moustache! The gods might prefer the Gaulish costume to the Roman, when the praetors men are looking for a Briton in a Roman tunic! It is easiest to coax the gods by doing what one does best.

I can hunt, ride, fight and drive a chariot, said Orwic, nothing else. I am one of those unfortunates born out of time  as useless as a pigs tail. Two or three hundred years ago I might have amounted to something.

Go and let Zeuxis barber shave you. We will see what you can do, said Tros. Then to Helene, Go and give your thanks to Pompey. Overwhelm him with your gratitude for having freed you from the praetor, and beg leave to reward him for his generosity by entering your Cappadocians in his name, to be driven by a Gaulish charioteer named  named  let us see, Ignotus.


CHAPTER 92. Ignotus

I was born among wise men. My father was a Prince of Wisdom. In Alexandria I attended the schools of philosophy, by nature nonetheless observant of the uses to which wisdom may be put, and never fond of thinking without doing. Unused wisdom is a vinegary wine that rots its barrel. There is no end of wisdom, but a swift end for him who forgets that wisdom flows, it is not stagnant. Speaking for myself, I have never found a set of circumstances that a little wisdom could not unravel; no error that a little wisdom could not remedy. But wisdom is not in book or bag. It is a stream, and down-stream it is foul with yesterdays mistakes. Let a than look toward its source, and dip thence; he shall not lack inspiration.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



THE CIRCUS MAXIMUS re-echoed to the shouts of charioteers schooling their teams at the turns, and to the hum of the voices of extravagantly well-dressed loungers gathered in groups near the gate where the chariots entered, or sprawling on the seats reserved for equites, to watch the practice gallops and lay bets or learn the latest rumors about who had bribed which charioteer.

There was a new bay-colored team of Cappadocians yoked to a chariot embossed with Pompeys monogram and driven by a young, athletic looking man in Gaulish costume who drove them at a walk around the course so many times that the observers presently lost interest. Then, suddenly, he launched the team into a frenzied gallop, reining in again before he reached the turn.

Did you see that? All four on their toes at once  as sudden as a javelin! That man will bear watching! said a dissolute-faced youngster, leaning on his elbows over the barrier near the box reserved for patrons of the games.

Better watch Helene, his companion suggested. That is her team. The charioteer is probably her slave, and shes as crooked as Rabirius, who is said to have adopted her in Alexandria because she knew too much about his goings on! Have you heard the latest? Cato had her arrested, and Pompey interfered! Some say Pompey did it to oblige Rabirius as a desperate effort to keep on friendly terms with Caesar. And by the way, theres news this morning: Caesar has invaded Britain. Caesars agent is backing Rabirius, whom Cato wants to prosecute for extortion in Alexandria; and now everybody is wondering what concessions Pompey had to make to Cato to get Helene out of his clutches.

Oh, didnt you hear? said the other, with the air of a man who always knew the news. My steward was told by the barber who shaves Catos secretary, that Pompey had to agree to leave Nepos in charge of the dungeons. There was talk, you know, of one of Pompeys veterans getting that job. They say Julia has sentimental prejudices and wanted a venial rascal in there who would substitute a corpse for any prisoner whom she thought unjustly condemned. But the doctor who physics Lavinias slaves was told by one of Pompeys doctors slaves that Julia is dying, so I daresay Pompey didnt think it worthwhile arguing. Old Cato is a Roman if there ever was one.

Nonsense! Hes a bundle of old-fashioned prejudices, with as much sense as a last years statue on a dust-heap!

Never mind. He enforces the law. When a criminal has been condemned he dies in the arena. No more slaves or substitutes while Nepos is in charge and Cato shuffles off to the slums to talk with him half the night! I have old- fashioned notions. I rather admire Cato, although I admit, I would not like to entertain him in my house; he would probably arrive bare-footed, bring in the lictor with him, and discuss morality. Watch that team now!

The Cappadocians at last were being sent around the course at full speed, he who drove them displaying none of the histrionics generally practiced by charioteers to excite the crowd. He did not shake the reins or shout; he did not fan the horses with his whip; he stood as rigidly erect as possible, allowing for knees bent to absorb motion as the chariot bumped behind the stretched out team; but any judge of speed  and there were scores of them looking on  knew instantly that this was faster than any chariot had moved that morning. There was magic in the drivers hands, that loosed four horses in one spasm, as it were, of concentrated force.

Who is he? Look at that! Jupiter omnipo

There were ten teams practicing. Most of the charioteers were taking short spurts at the turns to teach their horses how to cut in when another chariot was forced outward by its own momentum at the curve. As Orwic whirled at top speed around the far end of the spina two other charioteers deliberately swung into his path, pretending not to see him!

Gemini!

He dodged between them as a hare slips in between the hounds, made time to lash one charioteer across the face with the butt end of his whip and, striking the others wheel with his own hub, spilled him, hardly seeming to have lost speed, turning to laugh at the man sprawling among struggling horses.

Thats the team I bet on! The man knows his business! Mark you  that was no accident. Those are slow teams turned out purposely to injure him. Some one with a big bet is afraid of him. He shall carry my money.

Aye  to Hades, if youre such an idiot! If they think he stands a chance of winning  the better he is, the worse for him! If they cant wreck him in the practice gallops hell be dead before the day comes, or else some one will poison his horses or saw through the chariot axle! When did a man ever win who wasnt so well known that nobody dared to play foul? Probably Helene is in need of money, in which case the exhibition is simply an invitation to bribe her to withdraw the team or else to guarantee to lose the race!

Meanwhile, Tros was wasting no time watching Orwic, who, well warned, was living with the horses day and night with two hired Gaulish gladiators to protect him. Though Helene had entered the team under Pompeys name, that was in some ways a disadvantage because Pompey himself had returned to his villa to be with his ailing wife and had left all arrangements for the coming games in the hands of one of his lieutenants. There were fourteen races to be run before the third day of the games, when butchery of prisoners and combats between gladiators would begin, so Pompeys worried manager was best not approached; if asked to protect Helenes charioteer he would probably have done exactly the opposite, to avoid the risk of losing friendships among influential equites, who would object to losing money through an unknown charioteers surprise victory. There was as much corruption in the races as politics, and there was also jealousy from Pompeys own great racing stable to consider.

But Tros had to depend not only on Orwics victory, but on the acclamations of the crowd. He had to make Orwic popular, while he himself kept out of sight for fear of being recognized by any one who might report him to the praetor. Nepos had refused to intervene with Cato, saying he could not afford to lose the praetors friendship; more, when Tros went to him with fruit and vegetables for his men, he said: Are you a turn-coat after all that bold boast?

Get away from Rome then, now, before its too late. Your men must tread the sand unless orders come from Cato or the senate. You have three more days, so stir yourself! I have told Cato you are in the carceres  which is near enough to the truth; I hold your promise. Cato says you have been plotting against Rome, besides intriguing with the Vestals. If Cato catches you, hell only send you to me. Theres nothing I can do, unless you want yourself run through the thigh. You might appeal then to the Vestals. They might dare to protect you; but if they should look away I would have to order out the masks and hooks. I would prefer to fight it out if I were you.

So Tros kept Zeuxis and Helene hard at work manipulating Romes news-avid underworld. They sent their slaves into the city to inform whoever had a ticket for the games that it was safe to bet on Helenes Cappadocians and the charioteer Ignotus. rumor having spread that Caesar had already attacked Britain, advantage was taken of that to excite superstition. It was whispered, as a deadly secret  which naturally spread like wild-fire  that Ignotus was a Gaul and had been sent by Caesar to foreshadow his own success in Britain by winning a victors laurel in the Circus Maximus.

The mob loved Caesar and his everlasting triumphs over foreigners, whose property poured into Rome, so there were only enough doubters to keep the odds against Helenes Cappadocians comparatively tempting. The Jews, Greeks and Armenians, who openly conducted lawless betting dens under the eyes of bribed officials, did a thriving business.

Three of Zeuxis slaves were sent to Ostia to try to find out what had become of Conops, failing which they were to watch for Tross ship and send word by runner. But the first message they sent back was to the effect that Conops had vanished as if earth had swallowed him and that there was no sign of the ship, although two triremes, with full crews on board, were anchored near the harbor-mouth and seemed to be expecting action.

Tros made one desperate effort to reach the Vestals and appeal for their protection. But Pompey had begun to pave the way for a public protest against the Vestals alleged intriguing in behalf of Caesar. Their palace was heavily guarded. Even when the Vestals went to change the watch over the undying flame they walked between two lines of armed men, who turned their backs toward them and faced the other way. Tros did not dare to draw attention to himself.

So he had to pin his whole faith to the wildest plan ever a desperate man invented! Orwic must be the victor in the last quadriga race on the third day, when the crowd would already be mad with excitement. Orwic must win money for the crowd as well as foretell Caesars coming triumph. That was something that the gods and Orwic must contrive between them. Then, the races over, Orwic must join Tros in the carceres and sally forth the next day into the arena, while the crowd still loved him, and so make Tros and his Northmen popular. Whether they should have to fight Numidians or beasts, Orwic must appear to be the leader; Tros himself would simply guard the young mans back and rally the Northmen when they needed it. Then, when the foes were beaten  as they must be!  Tros, acting as interpreter for Orwic, would appeal to the spectators  to the Vestals  even to Pompey himself as the patron of the games! The odds were half a million to one against the plans success  and yet no other plan was possible.

There was nothing to count on but the mobs emotion, absolutely unpredictable, although the Roman mob was sometimes generous toward prisoners who showed good sport. The Vestals, if the mob were not enthusiastic, might not dare to give the signal to let Tros and his companions go free. Possibly Pompey had conveyed a hint to them. But if they did dare, nobody would question the decision afterward  not even Pompey himself.

And meanwhile, not a sign from Conops  not a hint of where the ship might be. She might be wrecked. Or Sigurdsen might have flinched from the risk of putting into Ostia and, turning pirate, might have set forth on a mad cruise of his own. And Caesar already invading Britain. Probably Caesar was short of men because of the lack of shipping and the dire necessity to hold Gaul with numberless garrisons all ready for emergency. But even now Caswallon and his Britons might be fighting desperately for their Lunden Town. He could almost hear Fflur saying: Tros will defeat Caesar. Never doubt him!

And last, not least, Helene added to the climax of perplexities. When he told her his plan and she understood he had nothing to depend on but the very doubtful generosity of the spectators, she recovered self-possession. The cobra-venom in her took a new lease of existence.

Tros, she said, Lord Tros, you are no judge of women, but to judge men shrewdly is my one gift. I find you admirable. You can thrill me as no man ever did, and you can make me flinch without a blow, which is a rapturous sensation now I come to think of it. And I adore a man who is so faithful that the very Roman headsman trusts him! Nevertheless, I think you are the least wise man I ever saw!

Rot me your opinion! Tros exploded. Save your own skin by obedience.

Lord Tros, she answered, smiling, I believe I know a better way than all this trusting to your gods, and to the crowd. I dont believe in any gods, not having seen them, but I know the Romans; I have seen them sobbing at the death of elephants and howling in the next breath for the death-blow to a brave man, simply for the lust to see a man die! A good gamble is exciting, and the game has most zest when the stakes are highest. But why give too long odds, when there is a better chance, and more to win, in an equally exciting game?

What treachery do you brew now? Tros wondered, staring at her.

None. Tros, I love you! I would rather die with you in the arena than betray you or see you lose.

Tros, and there was anger in her eyes now, do not doubt me. I will gamble with you to the end, and I will do my utmost to prepare the crowd to set you free by acclamation. But remember  if you go free, that will be in part my doing. I will have a claim on you.

True. I will remember it, said Tros. Pearls you shall have, and your freedom when I reach Caesar.

If you leave Rome, I come too! she retorted. Do you think my heart is anything to trifle with? And it is easier to shake off wars scars than

She perceived she had not even penetrated through his thoughts of fifty other matters that obsessed him.

Conops, he said, looking absent-minded, may have fallen foul of drink and women. He is a faithful little rascal, but the wine shops on the harbor- front of Ostia

Helene laughed  abruptly  bitterly. Tros, do you think I am not worth more to you than any longshore sailor?

Deep-sea sailor, he corrected.

She ignored the interruption.

I have said, I love you. I have never loved until I saw you  never!

Tchutt! That reminds me, said Tros, I must take care of Zeuxis.

It is I not Zeuxis who will cause the crowd to free you, she retorted. I am spending all my money. I am even begging the favor of Lucius Petronius  that dog!  if he will use his influence among the equites. And do you think I will let you leave me to Petronius? You shall take me with you, or you shall never leave Italy!

But Tros was thinking of Caswallon and the Trinobantes, probably retreating before Caesars doggedly advancing legions. He could almost see Caswallons kind face and the eyes of Fflur. Almost he could hear Fflur speak:

The Lord Tros will never desert us. Somehow he will find a way to worry Caesars rear. Tros never would forget a friendship.

Slowly the far-away look in his eyes relaxed, and the frown melted. As he threw off that mood, he laid his hand abruptly on Helenes shoulder  not particularly gently, noticing the strength of her young muscles, smiling at the thought that she should waste affection on him.

Woman, he said, cheerfully, if you prefer to ruin me, arrange for me to die in the arena! Now I go to give my men encouragement. If you love me, as you say, then watch for my man Conops. If he comes contrive to let him reach me. And one other thing  attend to it that Zeuxis sends into the carceres those weapons that my men left in bundles in his charge.

I am yours, she answered. I will serve you. But remember  I am yours as much as any of your men and you shall not desert me! Tros, I have warned you! Did you hear me? Did you understand?


CHAPTER 93. Conops

In Alexandria there are slaves who teach philosophy, and they are good teachers. From a slave I learned the trick of calculus by which I built the ship I visioned, whereas all he saw was calculus. It is true, I have found my freedom is slavery to the daily need to enlarge it, lest it grow less and ensnare me into love of thinking but not doing. But I find my slavery is less humiliating than that other. Nevertheless, there are men whose virtue lacks direction. Such men need a master, to whom they yield obedience in exchange for stanch exaction of the best they can do. Not being God, I know not why this is, but I observe it. I myself would willingly obey a man who could exact from me more than I give to the men who obey my commands.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



IN cellars, dens and storerooms under the tiers of wooden seats, in the dungeons, and in the big, stone-walled enclosures at either end of the Circus Maximus pandemonium reigned for many days before a public spectacle. In nothing had the Romans carried organization to such a pitch as in the management of public games, so discipline prevailed in spite of frantic haste and privileged interference. The actual control was in the hands of experts, many of whom were foreigners, and each of whom knew the last detail of his own particular responsibility.

The giver of the games  he who paid the bill  was only nominally in authority; he left all details to subordinates, of whom the greater number were, like Nepos, permanently employed by the city and responsible to elected officials. They resented the officious interference of the patrons own men, whose ambition naturally was to produce a spectacle more magnificent and thrilling than any one that had preceded it, the whole purpose of the spectacle  originally a religious rite  being to increase the patrons fame.

Pompey lacked  and his lieutenants knew he lacked  a true grip on the popular imagination. His tastes were literary and artistic. He loathed the brutal exhibitions that had become the crowds first test of a mans fitness to hold public office. Although his agents scoured the earth for animals and gladiators, though his school of gladiators was the best in Rome, and though his racing-stable was superbly managed, beyond ordering his treasurer to pay the bills he gave scant personal attention to any of those interests, preferring his country estate and his library, both lavishly adorned with plunder that he brought home from his conquests in the East.

Pompey was a man whose natural ability was undermined by vanity and by contempt for details. It pleased him to believe that, in his own phrase, he could stamp his foot and raise an army  to accomplish any purpose. Temperamentally he was lazy, vain and opportunist; politically he was autocratic but averse to civil violence except in so far as it was necessary to enforce his own convenience; his own lieutenants were as arrogant and violent as any men in Rome, but he upheld them. Theoretically he was opposed to looting, but he had enriched himself by that means; in speech and writing he condemned corruption, but his own front garden at election time was set with tables, at which his corps of secretaries handed out the money for the votes. His magnanimity was frequently spectacular and very often genuine, particularly if it ministered to pride; but he could shut his eyes to things he did not want to know, with almost ox-like indifference  in which respect he was so far inferior to Caesar that there was no comparing the two, politically. Caesar ignored nothing. Pompey, equally an opportunist, blazed out of retirement, exercised his genius until he wearied of it, and withdrew again.

Naturally, his character had bred a corresponding attitude of mind in his lieutenants, who irritated Caesar at every opportunity and looked to Pompey to control the consequences. It was well known, even to outsiders, that the only bond of peace between the two men was the fact that Caesars daughter Julia was Pompeys wife and that Pompey was extremely fond of her. Caesar depended on Julia to preserve at least the outward appearance of friendship, although it was a moot question whether she deliberately fed Caesars ambition or was simply eager to contrive peace.

Now, although the doctors held out hopes of Julias recovery, they only deceived Pompey who, as usual, believed what it pleased him to believe and shut his eyes to an alternative. None who had seen her recently had any doubt that Julia was dying; and none doubted that when Julia was dead the open breach with Caesar must inevitably follow. Pompeys closest friends, in fact, were eager for the issue; it was clear to them that Caesars influence was gaining and delay increased his chances of success. The time to split the breach wide open was while Caesars hands were full in Gaul and Britain.

So the men who took over the Circus Maximus in Pompeys interest determined that the crowd should recognize him as the greatest entertainer who had ever squandered his munificence on Rome. They would make Caesars entertainments, recklessly extravagant though these were, fade from the public memory. They nearly drove the staff of regular attendants mad with their interference and Nepos, for instance, cursed the very name of Pompey. The dens and cages under the high tiers of seats, and the cellars below those, were so packed with roaring animals, and the stench from them was so atrocious, that it was even doubted whether horses would be manageable during the three days chariot-racing that were to precede the slaughter.

The dungeons were so thronged that no excuse was needed for confining Tross men in wooden cells above the level of the ground. Nepos even used the Northmen to help spread the loads of coarse sand brought in by countless carts from the sandpits near the Via Appia and many another prisoner toiled in fetters, hoping that goodwill might cause him to be spared some last indignity. The risk of fire was so great that the whole of Crassus fire-brigade and all the sailormen ashore in Ostia were summoned to stand watch, with the result that two whole crowded streets of Rome were gutted by the fires which raged with no one to extinguish them. All Rome talked of nothing but the coming games.

Nepos, who never went home now but spent day and night attending to his prisoners and rearranging groups for this and that atrocious butchery, made quite a confidant of Tros, invited him to share his hurried meals and grumbled to him about every countermanded order and new interference with his plans.

Why cant they leave it to men who have done this kind of thing all their lives? Take your men, for instance. First, I was to send them in to fight Numidians. That would have been good; but, some fool thought it would be better to send them against Roman gladiators, who would finish them off and then slaughter the blacks  which would have been a sort of compliment to the ever-victorious Roman legions.

Well, that wouldnt have been so bad, although it would have cost like Canna in expensive gladiators. But some other idiot remembered your men are criminals and not entitled to a fair chance. One man said I shouldnt give them weapons. I had Hercules own labor to convince that stupid fool  hes one of Pompeys favorites and probably the man who agreed with Zeuxis to put you in trouble for sake of your pearls.  Did you have pearls? Did the wrong man get them from you? This job looks to me like spite.

I have fifty, and a little money, Tros said, looking keenly at him.

Well, you cant buy me! If you get out of this you will need all  but I dont believe thats possible. If its a case of masks and hooks that cloak of yours shall hang on my wall. I will keep an eye on the men who drag you to the spoliarium.

That fool argued that you and your men are criminals and should be torn by beasts; he tried to bribe me to have you trapped somehow and used on the bulls that Caesar sent here recently. When he sees you in the arena hell be surprised. Hell expect me to claim that bribe. Maybe I will! Luckily for you Caesars agents wouldnt let us have the bulls; Caesar expects to use them for his own show later on. I insisted youre not regular criminals, not having been committed by a judge, and somebody might hold me liable if I should send you in unable to protect yourselves. Then they thought of a new notion  not a bad one either. Your men are to have the weapons theyre used to and fight lions; then Numidians; then, if they survive that, Roman gladiators. And now listen; Im an old hand at this business. Since youre going in with them theyll have a leader, and that makes a big difference.

The longer you last the better the crowd will like you, unless they suspect you of stalling. On the other hand, youll have to use caution. If youre too cautious the overseers will order out the whips and hot irons to inspire you. You must take a very careful middle course. If you overcome the Numidians too easily the populace will lust to see the tables turned on you and youll get no mercy when the gladiators lay you on the sand. But if you lose a few men to the lions, and some more to the Numidians, and then fight well against the gladiators, theyll take pity on you from the benches. What do you say? Shall I promise a few pearls to Glaucus  he fights with the sword and buckler and has never been touched once  hes in his prime  unbeatable. For half a dozen pearls he would run you through the thigh. And Glaucus is a decent fellow  good-natured  gallant  knows how to throw an attitude, and smile, with his foot on a mans body, that persuades the crowd to spare his victim nearly every time.

Tros nodded.

Mind you, I cant guarantee the populace, said Nepos. But if your man, Orwic, wins his race, and joins you, and plays leader against beasts and men; and if you fight capably, I think they will wave their handkerchiefs. If the applause is loud enough the Vestals are almost sure to add their verdict, and whether they order you released or not I can pretend I understood that. I should say you have a fifty to one chance, which is more than most men have who go in under my auspices!

Tros thanked him.

Dont offer me money! said Nepos. Im old and dont need it. Im devoted to justice, like Cato. I like to see the enemies of Rome die, but I prefer to give an honest man a chance. And by the way, remember about the lions. Theyll be half-starved, two to every one of you, and each will get a touch of hot iron as he comes out of the trap. Nine men out of ten get killed by striking at them too soon. Coax them, if you can, to spring. Then duck  dont spring aside  and rip them up from under. The worst are those that dont spring but lurk and then come running at you. Then what you chiefly need is luck, but the best plan is to run at them  meet them midway; sometimes then they flinch. Flinching costs life, man or beast; and mark you  never try to avoid them! Meet them head on. They can claw you sidewise quicker than a knife-stab.

Tros went to instruct his men and met less trouble than he feared. It thrilled the Northmen that their leader had preferred to share their fate, though they had walked into a trap like fools. Their own tradition, that a death in battle was a passport to the halls of everlasting revelry, was no half-hearted superstition; they regarded life as an exordium to death. They would have gloomed if left alone; with Tros to lead them they were jubilant.

Tros borrowed a harp and set the skald to singing legends of Valhalla, until the Northmen roared the old familiar refrains and even the homesick Britons joined in, experts at a tune, although the vowel sounds they made instead of words were meaningless. So Nepos sent them wine, because their chanting cheered the other prisoners and it was half his battle to get men into the arena looking like men and not carcasses already three parts dead. The hot iron and the whip could work a semblance of rebellious indifference, but song, so rarely heard within those walls, made men again of tortured rift-raft, who were lucky  as Nepos tactfully assured them  not to have been crucified at crossroads with their entrails showing through the wounds made by the scourge.

There was wine for all the prisoners the last three nights, because Tros persuaded Nepos to permit it and himself defrayed the cost, but the effect of that was largely offset by precautions against suicide; men fettered hand and foot watched by slaves with heated irons are not easily encouraged. There were cries from a few caught opening a vein against a fetters roughed edge or attempting to strangle each other. They were whipped for it, burned, then lashed to the pillars to keep them from trying again. The roaring of the beasts  beginning to be starved now  made night horrible, and there had been a grim rehearsal in the afternoon that left its impress on the prisoners minds. The picture was ineradicable  of the empty seats, where presently free Romans and their wives and daughters would lean gasping, lips parted, to gloat at the carnage.

Nine elephants, tortured to make them dangerous, were trumpeting their indignation. Wolves, that were to tear their next meal from the throats of unarmed men, howled in melancholy chorus. Bulls bellowed; and a great rhinoceros  a rarity Rabirius had begged from Ptolemy the Piper  pounded his cage with a noise like a splintering ship. One whole cage full of leopards got loose in the night and wrought havoc before they were cornered with torches and netted. The torches set fire to the planks of the seats overhead, and when that was extinguished the carpenters came to rebuild, so that morning might find the arena undamaged  new-painted  agleam in the sun.

It was under the din of the hammers, through the mingled stink and clamor of the beasts, that Tros heard a voice he thought he recognized. At first he mocked himself, believing he was dreaming. There were no lights, saving where the braziers glowed and where a guard or two moved phantom-like in gloom, occasionally pausing to insert a lamp between the bars and make sure that no prisoner should cheat the appetite of Rome by smothering himself. A shadow seemed to move within the shadow that lay slanting at the bars of Tross cage  Nepos had assigned him to the cage-of-honor, reserved for women as a rule, where a breath of air could enter through the bars whenever any one passed through the wooden door into the unroofed arena. But Tros thought he had imagined that. He even looked away, not liking that imagination should deceive him; it suggested that the horror of the situation had begun to undermine his self-control.

But the voice spoke louder:

Master! This is Conops! I am come from Ostia! I have three boats below the fish-wharf on the Tiber! Sigurdsen picked up a breeze off Corsica and now stands off and on before the harbor mouth, where two great triremes lie at anchor.

How is it I had no word from you before this? Tros demanded.

Master, when I got to Ostia I knew that was no place for me! There were women and wine  no sight of Sigurdsen  I couldnt have resisted. So I stole a sail-boat and took with me a one-eyed slave, who called me brother. He wanted to escape to Corsica, where there are outlaws in the mountains, so he helped me to steal provisions from the stores behind the sheds where the imported slaves are quarantined, and we put to sea by night. I knew Sigurdsen would keep clear of the coast of Italy for fear of triremes. And I knew the pilot was a duffer who would want to sight land frequently. There was also food and water to consider; Sigurdsen would have to make some port of call before he dared put into Ostia with the chance of being chased away before he could reprovision; and besides, he would know you might want to put to sea at once, so he would fill the corn-bins and the water-butts at least. I picked him up the fourth day  saw his purple sails against the skyline.

There was not much mutiny aboard. Such as it was soon quieted when I climbed over the rail. I gave them news of you. I said the Roman senate had proclaimed you admiral! But master, master, what is this! What

Swiftly with your tale! Tros ordered.

I returned with the ship, and when we sighted Ostia we had to put that Roman pilot in the fore-peak. He was up to mischief, trying to lay us on a sandbank where the trireme men could come and pick us clean in the name of salvage. We had brought along Bagoas, the slave. We shaved his head and I rubbed some stain on him, but he understood that the disguise wouldnt help him if he didnt act right. He was so afraid of being recognized and flogged to death for escaping that I had hard work to get him ashore.

I was for hurrying to Rome. But the first Roman I met after I reached shore stopped me and asked whether I was Conops. I couldnt even talk Greek, naturally. I was from the western coast of Gaul and none too handy with any kind of speech, but quick-footed; and it was dark, so that was the last I saw of him. It seemed proper then to peel an eye before I cast off, so I sent Bagoas to a wine-shop to discover what was being said  you know the wineshop near the rope-walk, where the big fat Jewess sells charms against scurvy and all the freed men go to learn the shipping news? I didnt give Bagoas enough money to get drunk, and pretty soon he overheard a loud-mouthed man who was looking for two lost gladiators. He was from Rome that hour. I had the news of you as soon as One-Eye had swallowed his quartarius.

One-Eye wanted to be rid of me then, so I warned him Id sell him to informers if he didnt stand by, and I promised him a billet on the ship if he behaved himself. He was a stoker in the baths before he ran, so anything looked good to him. I sent him back to Sigurdsen that night with orders to send our longboat and a dozen Northmen with a weeks provisions. They were to row straight up-Tiber  theres no tide worth mentioning, and the stream isnt too swift, not for one of our boats crews. They were to wait for me where the barges lie anchored below the brick-kilns on the south side of the river. Then I hired two more boats  good ones  money down; and there was big fish, tons of it, all waiting to be boated up to Rome as soon as ever the slave-gangs came down stream. But something had delayed the slave-gangs and the fish was liable to rot, so I made a bargain to boat that fish to Rome at half price, they to load it and the merchant to give me a pass in writing in the name of Nicephorus of Crete. That made me right with any one who might ask questions. Then I ran up-river to the brick-kilns and fetched the Northmen; and what between rowing and towing, and they not knowing any human language so they couldnt answer questions, we made Rome all right; and the man who paid me for delivering the fish agreed to give me a cargo of empty oil-jars if Id cut the price and wait a week.

I stipulated he should give my men a shed to sleep in, down there by the Tiber, and what with hinting I might do a bit of smuggling for him, and my not seeming to know the price of freightage on the Tiber, we struck up quite a friendship and the crew are as safe as weevils in a loaf of bread. Theyre supposed to be Belgae, taken captive by Caesar and sold in Gaul. I told him Id left the papers for them with a Roman in Ostia who lent me money on that security; so he wont try any tricks; theyll be there when we want them.

Then I went to Zeuxis house, and found Helene talking with him. Somethings up. Theyre hatching something. But she said where you are, so I brought Bagoas and came here to apply for a job to rig the awnings over the spectators seats. That let me into the arena and the rest was easy. One of the guards here thinks Im a slave belonging to the blacksmith who was fetched in a hurry to repair the hinges on the dungeon gate  the one that opens into the arena. Thats his sledge you hear.

But now, master, what next? Im only a seafaring man, and Ive probably overlooked a lot of things, but you just say the word and Ill do my best for you, by Heracles. Ive left Bagoas out in the arena, where hes chewing onions and waiting for the dawn to go on rigging. We can easily escape into the street. What then? Im at the ropes end. There are three boats waiting, and a good crew. We can row downstream like Hermes  in-a-hurry  but how get you out of here?

Tros reached an arm between the bars and gripped his shoulder.

Little man, he said; and then, for a few heart-beats there was nothing he could say at all.

Go you back to Sigurdsen, he ordered. Bid him stand by in the offing five more days. Then, if I come not, divide the ship between you  he to be captain, you lieutenant, sharing profits equally. But I believe that I will come before the five days. Go you back to Sigurdsen and take Bagoas.

Nay, I will not! Conops answered. I will stay here. You have been my master since I taught you how to splice a rope-end and

You shall obey me! Tros retorted. Go you and tell Sigurdsen I come in five days. Say nothing more to him  unless I come not  only bid him watch those triremes in the port of Ostia and show them his heels if they put to sea. But on the fourth day, or the fifth day after you reach Sigurdsen, if you should see our three boats putting out, stand in then with all three oar-banks manned and all sail ready to be shaken down. Stand by to pluck us out from right under the triremes noses if you must.

But, master

Mutiny? In this pass? You are the man I have always trusted, Conops. Do as I bid you!

Master, if we never meet again

By Heracles, if I could get out I would break your head for such dogs whimpering! Obey! Step lively! Shall the gods come to the aid of men who drown good bravery with tears like pork in brine? Of what use is a sentimental lingerer by cell-doors? Do you think this is a brothel, that you dawdle in it? Off with you! Almighty Zeus! Have I neglected discipline, that my own man should flout me and defy me when I bid him

Nay, not Neptune would defy you in that mood, master. Farewell!

Farewell, Conops. And expect me on the fifth day after you reach Sigurdsen  or sooner! Keep two good men at the masthead. Grease all blocks and reeve new running gear wherever needed. Serve out grease to all the rowers and dont let them waste it on the oar-ports; watch them rub it on the leathers. If I find one speck of dirt above-deck or below there will be Zeuss own reckoning to pay!


CHAPTER 94. Circus Maximus

I know the virtue of a fight. Who knows it better than I? For I have fought against beasts and men, the elements, mutinous crews, treachery, and my own ill-humor. If wisdom, aye, or cunning, aye, or a moderate measure of yielding what is mine, can not preserve me from a fight then let my enemy look to his guard. Peace, bought at the price of cowardice, is too dear. I love a fight that I have done my utmost to avoid  aye, it may be not all my utmost. I am human. But I rate an animal more highly than the man who gluts his eyes on cruelty, feeding his own foulness with the sight of boughten slaughter. The fish, that slay only what they need, are less contemptible.
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AS the fungus grows on dunghills and the burned stump sends up shoots before it dies, life took a three day lease of hopeless men, and there were strange events within the dungeons while the chariot-racing lasted. No stone walls could shut out the blare of trumpets, the thunder of wheels and hoofs and the roar of the throng. Not a criminal down in the dark but knew the names of all the charioteers, and there was actually betting between cell and cell, men wagering their miserable pittances of bread, the doles of water or the questionable privilege of being last through the gate when the time came to face the arena. Last men usually got a taste of red-hot iron.

Dungeon-keepers, thronging at the gate to watch the racing, had to take turns hurrying below to name the winner of each missus, as a seven-round race was called; and there were twenty on the first day, twenty on the second. If a dungeon-keeper carried the news tardily there was a clamor that set Nepos in a frenzy for his reputation; and it generally sent him to Tros in the end because he had formed a strange attachment to him and it calmed the old mans overwrought nerves to talk frankly. His sinews stood like taut cords from the mental tension he was under.

I grow old, Tros, but I never lose the fascination of these last hours. I have seen so many die that you would think I should feel indifferent. I tell you, curiosity grips me harder now than when I first had charge of the slaves who lop the heads off prisoners of war after a triumph. When I trained the gladiators, it was always the same fascination  where do they go when they die? What do they think when their heads are cut off? Why is it that excitement seizes them when the time draws near? Races  that is only an excuse. If there were silence out there on the sand, they would find some other reason to act foolishly. Tros, I have seen men who have been tortured until hardly any flesh remained on arms and legs, laugh gaily on the last night  men so racked that they had to be carried in and staked in the arena for the beasts to maul. Why? What is it that so takes hold of them and makes them reckless of whip or anything?

So many men, so many points of view, said Tros.

Aye, maybe. But one death for all of them, whatever caused it! You are probably about to die. What thoughts are calming you so that you sit and clean your belt, whereas I fret myself? Ho! Brutus! Take an iron down there and use it freely unless they stop that clamoring  The races, Tros, excite me not at all and I can watch men being tortured  aye, and women, without even curiosity. But when it comes to death I must confess that interests me. Tell me, of what are you thinking?

Of the destiny that governs us, Tros answered. I have seen death, too, and I have not yet met the man who must not die. But I believe it is impossible to kill a man until his time comes. And I think that if the gods have use for any one they pluck him out of any danger. But they have no use for men who pray to them and waste good time and energy on whining. I am waiting for the gods to show me half an opportunity.

But I was talking about death, objected Nepos. In the next three days eight hundred men, including gladiators, are to die where now the chariots are racing. What think you of death?

It is like tomorrow. I will face it when it comes, Tros answered. In the meantime I would like to meet the miscreant who made this belt. He fashioned it too narrow and forgot that sea-air calls for double tanning of the leather. I would let him feel the belt a time or two and learn his trade; some never learn until it dawns on them that being flogged hurts!

Have you no fear? Nepos asked. I have seen men so in the grip of fear that they could not feel.

I am familiar with fear, Tros answered. It has also grown familiar with me and has abandoned many of its tricks as useless. Now I am afraid of one thing only  that the Britons may believe I have deserted them. There is a king in Britain, and a woman by the name of Fflur, his wife, who love me, and I love them. It would be a miserable destiny to die and leave them thinking I had never even run a risk to protect them from Caesar.

But if you went free, could you do that? How? asked Nepos.

Tross leonine eyes observed him for a moment. He was instantly alert for signals that the gods might give.

If I should swear to you that I am telling naked truth, would you believe me and not ask questions? he demanded.

Nepos nodded.

I have heard strange truth from many a man in this place under a seal of secrecy. No law obliges me to tell what I learn here. Whoever comes into the carceres, the law has done with; he is a dead man and his secrets die too. But if you speak of the Vestal Virgins I will not listen, because

I will not speak of them, said Tros. But I will say this  if the gods, or you, or any one can get me out of here alive  and I will not go, mind you, without the men who call me master!  I can call off Caesar.

How?

By turning him toward Rome! That is naked truth, on my oath by the shrines of Samothrace.

You have a message for him from  you mean, that if you reach him

He will take his eyes off Britain and make Rome his goal. He will believe the time has come to try out destiny! said Tros.

The Roman throng in the arena roared like mad beasts  shrieked, yelled, clamored  as a four-horse chariot went down under anothers wheels. The tumult swallowed up the roaring of the beasts and there were warning trumpet blasts to stop stamping that might wreck the rows of seats. Expectancy silenced the dungeons, until suddenly they burst into a tumult because nobody reported what had caused the uproar. At a nod from Nepos half a dozen men went into the arena, armed with hooks and ropes, to drag away dead horses and a mangled man.

Their first taste of blood! said Nepos. This time tomorrow you will hear them offering money to the charioteers to smash their opponents wheels! Theres little chance for any novice such as your man.

So? said Tros.

No chance at all. Theyll roll him in the sand before he goes around the spina once. However, I have always thought Pompeius Magnus was a danger to Rome. He has none of the true bronze in him that Caesar has. Caesar can be cruel; he has virtue; he is not afraid of anything and he isnt lazy. Cato is wrong about Caesar, as I have told him half a hundred times. And so you think the gods make use of you and me? I doubt it. That is not a Roman way of thinking of the gods. However, each to his own theory  and death to us all in the end! Well, Tros, keep up your courage. I would like to see Julius Caesar come to discipline this city! And if Pompey accused you of intriguing with  Who should know better than They what will happen? Well, keep up your courage. Its against the rules for any one to beg their favor or to hand them a petition, and its death, mind you, to insult them, but listen now! Theres no law against, for instance

Nepos hesitated. He was actually trembling. Vestal Virgins were a power so intensely reverenced that even in the carceres their name was sacrosanct. Not only were they unapproachable, but all the reverence of Rome for her traditions and her old grim gods had centered  rallied, as it were  around the persons of the Vestals. They alone were without blemish and without reproach.

Not even Pompey dares to put a spite on them! said Nepos. But do they know you are in here? Ill bet they dont. Who told them? You cant have told them. They will know for the first time when they see you march out of the dungeon gate. Well  there is no law against my changing the arrangements. Listen  when I send you in to face the lions, march you straight to Pompeys box and there salute him. That is something only gladiators are supposed to do. Then turn toward the Vestals in the box beside him on his right hand and salute them. Maybe then theyll recognize you. Who knows? The attendants are supposed to loose the lions instantly when you appear but I will bid them wait while you march once around the arena and let the populace observe how gallantly you bear yourselves. When you have slain the lions, make no appeal but await the Numidians close to the Vestals box. And the same when the Numidians are beaten and the gladiators come. Then, if the Vestals choose to spare you, they will have the verdict of the populace and Pompey himself will have to bow to it.

Within the dungeon recklessness increased as time wore on. The night after the second day of racing a rebellion broke out and nearly ended in escape. A score of men pounced on the guard who entered their dark hole to feed them, robbed him of his hooked club, slew him, seized the hot irons from the braziers and stormed the stairway leading to the upper cells. Extra guards were summoned from the outside and for an hour there was infernal war by torchlight until all the men who had escaped were roped and four guards, suffering from ghastly wounds inflicted by a hooked club, had been carried out. All the while the fighting lasted Nepos voice kept threatening drastic penalties to any guard who spoiled a man, as he expressed it; they were needed whole for the arena, able to stand up and die excitingly, so it was the guards, that night, who suffered.

Nevertheless, said Nepos, they shall wish they had refrained from that attempt. That batch was destined for the elephants, who slay swiftly. Now they shall be torn by dogs, and they shall enter the arena first.

His honor was offended by the outbreak and he even put an extra chain and lock on Tross cell door.

Not that I doubt your good-will, but a madness seizes men at times and they act like leopards, he explained. I have known prisoners to break the bars and kill the other prisoners who would not join them.

But he let Tros out of his cell next day to watch the racing through a small hole in the dungeon wall. He fettered his wrists behind his back and chained him to a ring-bolt in the stone floor, as he explained it, to prevent the guards from telling tales about him; but the truth was, Nepos was himself half mad with nervousness, as fascinated by the prospect of the butchery to come as were the citizens who packed the seats in the arena.

They were yelling now for blood. It did not satisfy them that the charioteers showed almost superhuman skill in swinging four-horse teams around the curves at each end of the course; they urged the men to break each others wheels, to cut in and break horses legs, to beat each other with their whips. They howled and whistled when a man won easily. And when the next teams lined up for the start, instead of waiting breathless for the starter to give the signal from his box they yelled advice to the contestants to play foul and hurled abuse to the officials whose duty it was to compel the charioteers to line up properly along the oblique starting-line which was arranged to compensate the outside chariot for the wider circle it must make at the farther end.

The spina down the center, adorned with flagpoles and dolphins, was as crowded with spectators as were the surrounding tiers of seats. The mob roared loudest when a group who leaned over the spina, clinging to one another, fell and were crushed under chariot-wheels; their bodies tripped a four-horse team and the resulting crashing carnage produced roars of satisfaction that aroused the lions and indignant elephants  so that it was impossible to get the horses started for the next race until attendants seized their heads and some of them were kicked and crushed under the wheels.

It was mid-afternoon before Orwics turn came, and the din that greeted him from the upper seats was evidence enough that Zeuxis and Helene had neglected nothing that could stir the popular imagination. He was dressed like any other charioteer, in Roman tunic, with a red badge to distinguish him, and came out first of four teams through the archway, in a chariot bearing Pompeys monogram. That meant that he had drawn the inside berth, and the betting odds changed in his favor rapidly, as the mobs voice indicated, breaking into short staccato barks.

There was a breathless silence as the four teams moved up to the line, each charioteer reining and urging his horses to get them on their toes  then suddenly an uproar like a vast explosion as the chariot next to Orwics swerved in to lock wheels and pin him up against the spina  a trick often played on novices to spoil their chance before the race began. But the uproar broke into a tumult of astonished laughter at the neatness with which the unknown man shot clear of the entanglement and, wheeling, struck the offending veteran across the face. The crowd applauded him until the frantic horses nearly broke out of control, and the more they plunged and fought the men who tried to hold their heads, the more the spectators thundered, stamping their feet until attendants armed with staves belabored them to save the wooden floors.

Then laughter; for the race was a procession of three chariots pursuing Orwics, weaving in and out, maneuvering to wreck each other at the turns, but never coming within lengths of the bay team driven by the Briton, who could hug corners with his horses belly-to-the-earth because he had been taught from infancy to do the same thing with scythe-armed chariots on either hand. The unknown man was in his element. In contrast to the furious histrionics of the others he was quiet, almost motionless. Excepting at the corners, which he took on one wheel like a sail-boat in a squall, he stood erect, his only gesture a salute to Pompeys box and to the Vestals as he whirled by.

Men threw money at him; women, flowers when the race was over. Crowned with a wreath of myrtle leaves he was sent once around the course at a slow gallop to acknowledge the applause and Pompey, ignorant of who he was, threw his own wreath down to him. The significance of that could hardly have escaped even a Northman. Orwic reined in to receive the wreath from an attendant, and as Pompey gave his seat to a substitute to preside over the last three races and turned to leave the box he waved his hand in acknowledgment of Orwics courteous salute. The last three races were run in a half filled Circus; the noisiest spectators had won money at exhilarating odds, and had gone home to exult about it and to rest in preparation for the much more thrilling entertainment to begin tomorrow.

It was night when Orwic came, spluttering and gasping at the prison stench and pinching at Tross muscles through the bars. A man rots swiftly in a dungeon, he remarked, then laughed, a little reassured because Tros gripped him with a sudden strength that hurt.

Tros, twenty men have tried to buy me from Helene! I was mobbed out there behind the stables! If it werent that Im supposed to be Helenes slave I never could have got here. Id be drunker than a sailor! She pretended I was in danger from the other charioteers  and that was true, theyd kill me if they had a chance.

She had her own slaves spirit me away and one of Zeuxis fellows brought me here after dark. Good Lud of Lunden, what a land of stinks! Helene is now spreading rumors that one of Pompeys men has had me thrown into the arena because she refused to sell me, and that he had bribed the peregrine praetor, whatever that is, to refuse to interfere. It was difficult for me to understand, because the interpreter she had to use knew only a little Gaulish, but I gathered she is working up a great reception for us. What are we supposed to do? Fight lions? Men, too? Romans? I will gladly take a long chance for the sake of gutting half a dozen Romans! How are the men? And have the weapons come? Oh, by the way; Helene said this, or so I understood her; mind you, she is using an interpreter:

If you deny me, you shall lose your ship. If you accept me, you have only to fight gallantly and you shall sail away.

It sounded like a threat, Tros, but she is working day and night to save you. So is Zeuxis. I understood Zeuxis to say that Conops turned up and joined you in the carceres. What happened to him?

Nepos came and with a nod of recognition let Orwic into Tross cell. He was too busy for conversation, but he grinned and jerked his thumb up to encourage Tros. His face looked like a demons in the lantern light, with tortured, nervous eyes that lacked sleep. Tros and Orwic talked until silence fell, then slept. That night the only men within the carceres who did not sleep were the suspicious guards, who prodded prisoners at intervals through cell bars to assure themselves that none had cheated the arena.


CHAPTER 95. The Link Breaks

No wise man fights. Wisdom solves all riddles, and a fight proves nothing except which of a number of fools can hit the harder blow. To be compelled to fight is a confession of stupidity or worse, and very likely worse. But few are wise. Unwisdom traps us in the nets of savagery, from which fear finds no way of escape. Then the luckier fool may win, unless the lesser fool remembers, even in the tumult of the fighting, Wisdom that has no fight to win. The fool says the fight shall settle something; it shall be the end of this or that. Let the lesser fool remember there is no end of folly, but there is a beginning of Wisdom. Let him storm the gates of Wisdom toward a new beginning. Then, though that gate be death, that he assaulted it as a Beginning shall have brought him a little nearer to a true goal. Wisdom, it appears to me, will be at least as useful to us beyond death as on this side. I have never known Wisdom to counsel cowardice.
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DAWN heard the roaring begin, as the populace poured into the seats to make sure none should forestall them by bribing the attendants. There were frequent fights, enormously enjoyed by those whose right to their seats was undisputed; and the shouting of the sweet-meat and provision vendors never ceased until the vast arena was a sea of sweating faces and the equites and senators began to occupy the seats reserved for them  seats that had been specially protected overnight by raising the wooden wall in front of them.

The spina down the midst had been removed. The Circus was a sea of clean sand glittering in sunlight. Colored awnings, stretched over the seats on decorated masts threw one half of the spectators into shade, except where hot rays shone through gaps where the awnings were roped together. There was a constant thunder from the canvas shaking in the morning wind. Roaring and baying of starved animals provided grim accompaniment. The blended tumult resembled thunder of surf on a rock-bound beach.

Tros, fettered as before, was allowed to take his place at the hole in the wall, with Orwic chained beside him. Tros asked leave to inspect the weapons, but Nepos, irritable to the verge of madness, snarled at him:

Govern yourself! I have had trouble enough! I have lost eight good guards!

There was not an object left, in the enclosure by the gate that opened into the arena, which a prisoner might seize and turn into a weapon. The guards clubs were fastened to their wrists by heavy thongs. The braziers were set in place behind a grille, where grimy slaves made ready to pass hot irons to the guards; and the first batch of prisoners  they who had staged the outbreak  were hustled in readiness into the irregularly shaped enclosure whose fourth side was the great door that should presently admit them to their death. They all wore clean but very scanty clothing, their own filthy garments having been ripped to rags in the struggle two nights previous; and most of them, acutely conscious of the red-hot irons, managed to look alert, almost eager for the tragedy. They joked. They even laughed. They called themselves the elephants dinner, unaware yet that the method of their execution had been changed.

But first there was a ceremony in the sunshine. To a great heraldic blare of trumpets all the gladiators marched in through the gate that had admitted chariots the day before and, facing Pompey in a line, saluted him, one gladiator making a set speech. There were about three hundred armed men, very splendid in their different accouterments, as dignified and perfect in shape and muscle as so many sculptors gods.

Another blast of trumpets sounded and a mock-engagement took place  parry and thrust with wooden weapons, wonderfully executed but mechanical. It lasted until the crowd grew restless and began to whistle. Then another trumpet blast and all the gladiators marched out, leaving breathless silence in their wake  and two lone, nearly naked slaves who stood beside a trap-door fifty feet away from the eye-hole where Tros and Orwic watched. Each held a rope in one hand and with the other clung to one of the pegs by which they were to climb from danger.

Trumpets again, and some one swung the dungeon gate, admitting a glare of dazzling sunlight. Slaves passed the hot irons and Nepos men drove out the prisoners, flourishing the irons behind them and thrusting at those who were last. The great gate swung shut and for a minute the two score looked about them, blinking at the rows and rows of faces. Then the two slaves pulled the trap and jumped clear, one of them missing his grip. He was caught, dragged down and worried by the famished dogs that poured out of the trap yelping for their first meal in nearly a week.

The crowd looked on in silence until two of the prisoners, mad with terror, ran as if to throw themselves before Pompey and beg to be spared. A dozen dogs gave chase, and there began to be a snarl of passion, punctuated by the shrill, excited screams of women, as the Romans felt the vice of it take hold of them. There was a choking roar when half a dozen dogs pulled down the runners; and the roar grew to a din that drowned the yelping when the other dogs all raced toward the prisoners who stood grouped near the dungeon-gate.

It was not over soon, nor easily. The dogs dragged some of the frenzied wretches to the sand and worried them, but there were six dogs to a man, all fighting for the victims throat and stomach. Two or three men fought the dogs off with their fists. One slew a dog by choking him, and with the carcass guarded himself desperately until a great brute caught him by the arm and pulled him over backward. Utterly bereft of reason by the horror of it as another fifty dogs were loosed out of a trap, the remaining prisoners ran for their lives, until the last one went down under twenty dogs and the two packs started fighting one another.

Men is masks then, representing the infernal regions, came out of a door beside the spoliarium to drag away the mangled bodies. Fifty men in line, with whips and torches, drove the dogs back through the hole they came from, and a dozen men with buckets scattered fresh sand where the blood lay. Then again the crowd stared at an empty rectangle of sand and two slaves, clinging to their pegs, stood by a trap-door facing Pompeys box. There was a gasp of expectation now. Each turn was always more absorbing than the last.

Nepos had herded fifty men and women into the inclosure behind the gate and they were begging to be told what fate awaited them. A woman fainted; they revived her with a hot iron. A man tried to kill a guard who mocked him, so they tore his muscles with the hooks and then, because he could not stand  or would not  they lashed him with cords to two others and so sent him into the arena when the door swung wide.

This time the slaves released three maddened elephants that raced around the Circus before their little blood-shot eyes saw human beings at their mercy  beings of the same sort that had tortured them for three days in the darkened cage. There was a havoc then that pleased Rome to the marrow. Men were tossed over the barrier and thrown back to be finished off. One monster seized a woman in its trunk and beat her head off against the barrier beneath the Vestals seats. Another chased a woman all around the Circus, seeming to enjoy her screams, and, when she fell at last, knelt slowly on her, as if kneeling in salute to Pompey. The crowd took that for an omen and yelled  

Pompeius Magnus Imperator!

There was no capturing those elephants. The maddened brutes were ready to face torches  anything. When they had crushed the last cowering victim and flattened his head in the sand they set off once again around the Circus, pausing here and there to trample on a crushed corpse and to scream back at the mob that roared with a frenzy no less bestial than theirs. The gladiators had to march out and despatch the elephants, and that was the crowds first taste that day of anything resembling fair fight.

They took the side of the elephants, forever popular in Rome since Carthage fell and Rome learned to amuse herself with monsters that were dangerous to friend and foe alike on battlefields. A hundred gladiators armed with spears essayed to corner them and kill them where it would be easy to drag out the carcasses, and each time that the elephants charged through the line the crowd applauded madly, disregarding the pluck of the men who knelt and met them point-first  usually to be trampled, even though they thrust the spear home in the monsters belly.

Teams of horses dragged out the enormous carcasses. The men in masks came from the spoliarium with hooks to set under the arms of dead or injured gladiators and haul them out of sight. Fresh sand was strewn, and once again a bare arena sparkled in the sun.

And now the populaces blood was up. They were in no mood to be entertained with any lesser spectacle. The third turn had to be a climax that should glut their appetite for murder  as the men who managed the proceedings well knew  unless they were to yell death-verdicts for expensive gladiators later on. If satiated now with butchery they might let live the wounded men who presently should lie face-upward and appeal for magnanimity; and it took time and money, besides skill to train a gladiator, who, though he were too severely wounded to appear again in the arena, was as marketable as a horse. The fashion of employing gladiators as the personal attendants of even the women of rank had put a premium on wounded men from the arena. And these scarred and grizzled passé warriors, decked out far more gorgeously than in their palmiest fighting days, became expensive luxuries.

So a hundred criminals were herded into the inclosure by the dungeon gate  all enemies of Rome, as Nepos thoughtfully remarked  and they were all clothed decently to make their death the more spectacular. Nor were they thrust forth as the others had been, to stand blinking and bewildered near the gate. They were herded by Nepos guards into the very center of the Circus and there provided with wooden swords with which to make a mockery of self-defense. One man contrived to kill himself with his ridiculous weapon before the guards were out of the arena, and the guards had to hasten retreat at the cost of their own dignity; the master of the ceremonies ordered the traps raised instantly to prevent other victims from cheating the spectators.

Simultaneously, out of ten doors spaced at equal intervals around the arena came tigers, lions, wolves, bears and a great rhinoceros. The latter was received with roars of approbation, which apparently confused him; for a moment he stood blinking at the sunlight, then turned on a tiger suddenly, impaled him on his horn and crushed him against the wooden barricade. The tigers claws provided all the necessary impulse that was lacking. He began to attack the other animals, but suddenly grew conscious of the helpless mass of humans in the midst of the arena and went straight at them like a avalanche on four legs.

He was violence untrammelled  senseless  an incarnate cataclysm. He impaled his victims, tossed them, trampled down a swath among them, ripped them open, shook the blood and entrails from his eyes and charged until turning so often left him breathless and he stood with drooped head waiting to recover and begin again.

The lions, wolves and tigers were mere supernumerary skirmishers, who picked off victims scattered by the monster. Famished though they were, they dreaded him and kept clear. When he paused at last, and twenty human victims in a group stood back to back to guard themselves against the lions  and the lions sprang in, maddened by the ineffective weapons  the rhinoceros recovered zeal and rammed his weight into the mass, impaling indiscriminately, tossing a great lion in the air and mowing men into a mass of crimson pulp. Wolves tore the wounded. Tigers struck down any who escaped out of the carnage. And the Roman populace exulted as if all Elysium were at its feet.

Then more excitement as the gladiators entered to destroy the brutes that had destroyed the human victims. The extravagance of killing a rhinoceros that was known to have cost enough to feast a whole precinct of Rome raised the whole tone of the orgy in the estimation of the mob; and the big brute slew three gladiators before a luckier one knelt and drove a spear into his belly. Then a dozen others closed in on him with their swords and the horse-teams dragged the carcass out. The last of the tigers was slain by a retiarius with net and trident, after the tiger had wounded half a dozen men.

While slaves were strewing fresh sand and the clamor of the crowd was gradually dying to a satisfied, expectant hum, Tros turned and found Nepos beside him.

Your turn now, he said. They are in a good mood.

He released Tross wrists, then Orwics, and gave Tros his sword. It was the same one he had left in Zeuxis house. The Northmen came out of the cage like great bears growling, studying the axes handed to them by the prison guards.

Lord Tros, these are not our weapons! These are rotten-hafted choppers for a housewifes kindling!

They appeared to think that Tros had cheated them. Alternatively they were ready to wreak vengeance on the guards, who stood back, ready with their hooked clubs, reaching hands through the grille to receive red-hot persuaders from the slaves.

Tros examined an ax. It was the sort of tool the Romans served out to the slaves whom it was reckoned inadvisable to trust with anything too nearly like a weapon  half the weight of the broad-bladed axes that the Northmen used.

Those are the axes that Zeuxis sent, said Nepos. There are twelve spears for the Britons. It is too late now for

Too late now for Zeuxis! Tros said grimly. Nepos, will you

He had all but fallen from the dignity of Samothrace! To have asked Nepos to take vengeance on the Greek would have undone in a moment all the magic Tros knew. The gods, whoever or whatever they are, love him who sees main issues and avoids the byways of revengeful spite. It needed no clairvoyance to appreciate that Zeuxis  characterless rascal  had succumbed at the last minute to the dread that Tros, if not slain in the Circus, might denounce him after all. Let the gods pay Zeuxis.

It is too late to replace those. Probably Zeuxis slaves misunderstood him. Can you give us other weapons?

Nepos, grinned.

Aye! Tros, you should have been a Roman! Ho, there! Poniards and targets!

They were long, lean poniards and shields of toughened bronze that clattered on the floor as fast as Nepos guards could bring them from the storeroom. And for Tros there was a buckler that a Thracian had carried to his death. A wave-edged scimitar a yard long and a wooden Gaulish shield with iron studs for Orwic.

Then the trumpets sounded and the great gate swung, admitting light that dazzled all the Northmens eyes. They kept the futile axes  thrust the poniards into their belts  and followed Tros, who ordered Orwic out alone in front of him, ten paces in the lead.

Remember now! said Nepos, as the great gate swung shut at the nervous Britons backs.

The Northmen marched in two lines behind Tros, Britons bringing up the rear, Tros keeping up a running admonition to prevent them from thinking their own thoughts and abandoning their discipline in panic. The enormous Circus and the mass of faces, leaning, leering, lusting  the anticipation that suggested ambush and the unpredictable  the glitter, glare and color, and the hush were likely to have unnerved Tros himself unless he had had men who looked to him to carry himself bravely and direct their destiny.

So  you will fight as I have taught you when we practiced on the upper deck repelling boarders  Room for a weapon to swing, and no more  ranks closing swiftly when a man goes down  wounded crawl to the center, keeping clear of feet.  Each wounded man keep hold of his weapon  pass it to any comrade who is disarmed  Swift with the stab; very slow to recover; eyes on the enemys  ears listening for orders! When the lions come, steady  and step forward as they spring. Then duck and stab!

They were midway to the center before a small group of spectators recognized the gallant youngster in the lead. But then, as if some one were organizing a demonstration, they began to shout his name:

Ignotus! Ignotus!

Recognition swelled into a roar as Orwic waved the wreath he had received as victor. They who had won money betting on him doubled and redoubled the applause until the whole arena was a-roar with curiosity and new excitement, changing  so it seemed  the very atmosphere. No better man than Orwic could have strode alone to take that thundering ovation; he was to the manner born, and though he walked without the measured Roman dignity, his own was no less captivating. He had won the crowds mood with a gesture, and the Northmen, ignorant of what was happening, accepted all the acclamation as their own due; Tros could feel their changed emotion as they formed up at his back and stood in line in front of Pompey, with the white-robed Vestals gazing at them from the draped seats of their own inclosure, well to the front, on Pompeys right.

No Vestal made the slightest sign that Tros could detect; they were stern- faced women with their faces framed in white  apparently emotionless; four arbiters of life and death. The obligation to attend the sacred flame of Vesta made it always necessary for two to remain on duty to relieve each other. To the right and left of Pompeys box the senators and equites  no interest less thrilling would have brought them from their country villas  sat with faces flushed, their attitude an effort to appear calm although every unstudied movement betrayed tense excitement. They were laughing cynically  chattering  their voices drowned by the enormous volume of the crowds roar.

Pompey was talking to some one who knelt at his side  by his costume a slave, by his bearing a messenger. A dozen gaudily dressed Romans, men and women, who were Pompeys guests, appeared to listen eagerly to what the messenger was saying; not an eye in all that sumptuously decorated box was turned toward the men about to die in the arena. The salute they gave was unreturned, although the mob applauded the raised axes of the Northmen as a new barbaric detail introduced for their amusement. Tros growled to Orwic:

Ready now! Luds luck  and a blow for your friends in Britain! He faced his men; and if he felt afraid they never knew it!

Ye are my men, and I have come to die or live with you. Do me no shame this day!

Then, with his men behind him, he followed Orwic to the very midst of the arena; and as he turned he saw that Pompey leaned out of his box to speak to the Great Vestal, who was nearest to him of the four majestic women. The attendant slave-women pressed forward as if to protect the Vestals privacy. Tros saw the old gray Vestals lips move. When he shouted to his men again there was a note of triumph in his voice:

Think you has Odin lost the way to Rome? Does Thor sleep? And is Lud of Lunden rotting in the Thames? Forget you are in Rome, and fight now for your own gods! Steady!

Faithful to his promise, Nepos had contrived that the lions should be kept in until Tros was ready. He had almost overdone the kindness and the crowd was giving vent to its impatience when the doors were raised at last from five dens and the yellow brutes came hurrying out into the sunlight. There were marks on some of them of hot iron. There was not a seconds interval before they saw their quarry and began to creep up, crouching, blinking, stalking for a flank attack  so many of them that Tros never tried to count.

But there was no opening in the solid square of men that faced four ways at once. Tros stood alone, in front, on one side; Orwic on the other to stiffen the Britons, who were not so easy to make battle-brave. And, since they two looked easier to kill, there was a sudden lightning motion nearly too swift for the eye to follow as three brutes at once leaped at each of them, snarling. Then the melee! There was not a second to be spared for rallying the men or for a thought of anything but butchery  ax, poniard and sword out-licking with the speed of light as fifty lions leaped after the first against the solid square. One dragged a Briton down and through the gap three lions leaped in, to be slain by Northmen. Bleeding from a claw-wound, stepping forward with his buckler raised, Tros drove his long sword through a lions heart and turned to face another, stooping to entice the brute to spring, then straightening himself suddenly and thrusting upward. He could only fight and hope his men were standing firm. He found breath for their battle-cry and roared it:

Odin! Odin!

He could hear their answering roar, but it was all mixed up with lions snarling and the tumult from the mob, until  as suddenly as the assault began  the butchery was over and he turned to see his square unbroken, three men and himself but slightly injured, and one Briton dead. His Northmen grinned at him, filling their lungs and breathing heavily  awaiting praise. He nodded to them, which was praise enough. Three lions dragged themselves away, blood dripping from them, and a fourth, uninjured, raced around the Circus looking for a chance to leap the barrier. The Northmen showed him half a dozen rotten axes broken, but Orwic laughed gaily from the far side of the square:

Tros, dont you wish those brutes were Romans!

There was nothing now to make the crowd impatient  not a seconds pause. A gate swung open at the end that faced the carceres. Numidians came running in, their ostrich-feather plumes all nodding as they shook their shields in time to a barbaric chant, their long spears flashing in the sun.

Tros turned his eyes toward the Vestal Virgins, but they seemed not to be looking. Pompey was still leaning from his box, apparently engaged in conversation with the Virgo Vestalis Maxima.

There were sixty, not fifty Numidians, and they appeared to have been told their task was easy. Their black, almost naked bodies shone like polished ebony as they began to play and prance to draw the crowds applause. Groups of three gave chase to the wounded lions and slew them with their long spears, while a dozen others stalked the one uninjured beast and, finally surrounding him, coaxed him to spring, when they knelt and received him on spear-points.

Hurriedly Tros put his Britons in the center of the square and made them surrender their spears to the Northmen whose axes were broken.

Watch your chance. Seize the weapons of the fallen enemy! he commanded. Then, to the Northmen, Fight as if repelling boarders! If the square breaks, form again!

He left Orwic on the far side of the square, for the Numidians were circling to attack on all four sides at once. Their leader, a lean Titan of oil-polished ebony with a leopard-skin over his shoulder, yelled, chose Tros as his own objective  

And in a second they engaged, on-rushing like a wind-storm of their native desert  fierce as fire  undisciplined as animals. Their leader leaped, down-stabbing with his spear  Tross long sword took him in the throat. Crashing above the tumult, he could hear the crowd roar Habet! as another black man seized Tross buckler, bearing down on it to make an opening for two others spears. Out licked a Northmans ax and bit into a feathered head. As suddenly, Tross long sword saved the Northman. A poniard, up-stabbing with the heft of all the Baltic under it, went home into encrimsoned ebony, and there was room again  time for a glance over-shoulder.

Odin! Odin!

The unbroken square was fighting mad, and through the corner of his eye Tros saw the unarmed Britons crawling between legs to seize Numidian spears  one Northman down, a Briton dragging him  and then a riot-roar as the spectators cheered on the Numidians  a howling onslaught, and the crash of battle in which no man knew what happened, except that the rush ceased and there were black men bleeding on the sand. A third of the Numidians fell back and hesitated, leaderless and numbed by the jeers of the crowd.

Lord Tros, we stand firm! cried a Northman, and fell dead. A Briton dragged his body to the center of the square. The other Northmen closed the gap, their left arms measuring the space to make sure there was room to fight. Then Orwics voice:

All over, Tros! They have no more courage. Shall we charge and rout them?

The Numidians retreated and began arguing, until a few took dead mens spears and, rushing to within six paces, hurled them; but the bucklers stopped those missiles easily and the spectators jeered again, beginning to shout for action, booing, whistling, bellowing Ignotus!

Tros, I beg you, let us charge! cried Orwic.

But Tros was aware of two things. Pompey was still talking to the Vestal  and the great gate at the end of the arena had been opened. Two long lines of gladiators, helmeted and armed with sword and buckler, began marching in with the mechanical precision of a consuls bodyguard, saluting with a flash of raised swords as the last pair entered and the great gate closed behind them. Tros could hardly make his voice heard above the thundering ovation of the crowd:

Change formation  into two lines  backs toward the Vestals! Orwic, stand by me!

He bade them let the wounded lie. The pass was desperate. He formed his double line into a semicircle with its ends retired toward the side where the Vestals and Pompey and all the senators and equites were seated.

Now ye shall show me what Odin begat, and whether Lud of Lunden raised a brood of men! Behold  those gladiators drive the blacks against us. Slay or be slain! Give ground slowly toward the wall!

No time for another word. A blast of trumpets. The gladiators, forty of them, separating into pairs with the precision of a guard of honor on parade, came forward at the run, outflanking the bewildered Numidians, urging them forward with gestures, presently stabbing at those in the rear. The Numidians, clustering, not understanding, then suddenly desperate, broke, surged, gathered again, stabbed back at the gladiators  and then fled before them, frenzied, brandishing their spears  stark mad  a whirlwind. And then  shambles!

It was cataclysm without sense or reason in it  slaughter wrought unconsciously, the muscles moving as the heart beat, without signal from the brain  sheer wanton instinct let loose in an orgy of destruction  with the rolling whites of mens eyes, crimson blood on black skin  scornfully handsome Roman faces under brazen helmets at the rear  a deafening din, like a thunder of surf, from the onlookers  the only memory that survived.

Thereafter, no pause, but a change of movement and a measured method in the madness, with a gradual return of conscious will. The gladiators smiled, and that was something. They invited death as if it were a playmate; they inflicted it with scientific skill aloof from malice; they were artful and deliberate, their recklessness a mask beneath which awful energy and calculation lurked. They were as sudden as forked lightning, with an air of having all eternity in which to study their opponents method.

Tros found himself engaged by one young veteran of twenty-five, bronze- muscled, with a glow of health like satin on his skin, and on his lips the smile of fifty victories. He had the short sword of the Roman legionary and a big bronze shield, short bronze greaves and a gleaming helmet; with the exception of those he was almost naked, so that every movement he made went rippling along his skin.

The moment he singled out Tros and engaged him the spectators began roaring Glaucus! Glaucus and it sickeningly dawned on Tros that, though this man might have promised Nepos, the spectators were in no mood to spare any wounded combatant. They were yelling for massacre, cruelty, death, for the uttermost peak of emotion; and Glaucus, all-wise in the signs, with a glance at the crowd beneath the buckler upraised on his arm, confirmed it:

Est habendum!

He was still good-natured. Attitude and smile were invitations to submit to the inevitable and receive the thrust under the breastbone that should end the matter swiftly. There was not a trace of malice in his smile when he discerned that Tros refused that easy death. He parried Tross long, lunging thrust and sprang in with a laugh to crush an instep with his heel and stab before Tros could give ground.

Earth, sky and walls appeared to shake under the thunder of the tumult when the favorite of Rome went reeling backward and fell headlong, tripping over a dead Numidian. He had not realized he had a swordsman facing him  that that old instep trick, and the reply to it, was something Tros learned long before ever a razor touched his face. Glaucus rolled and sprang clear with a cats agility, and laughed, but he was at Tross mercy if a pair of gladiators had not cut in to protect him. Melee again; a Northman sprang to Tross aid. Three more Northmen battle-axed their adversaries and crashed their way to Orwics side. Tros slew two men. The crowd yelled his praises. Glaucus, venomous at last, called off two other gladiators and again opposed himself to Tros.

There was a sharp command from Glaucus. The other gladiators formed themselves into a phalanx. The expectant crowd drew breath like one thrilled monster, greedy for the coming massed assault  the staggering, reeling line  and then, when Tros should have been separated from his men, the final single combat.

But the art of generalship lies in unexpectedness. Not for nothing had Tros drilled and drilled his crew in deep-sea battle practice. They were used to his roar  obeyed it. Instantly he formed his double line into a wedge, himself its apex, bringing forth a roar of admiration from the crowd, who, loathing discipline themselves, adored to watch it.

Gradually wheeling, with a crabwise movement, sullenly, Tros gave ground, offering his flanks to tempt the phalanx to an indiscretion. And because the gladiators knew Fabian tactics would only annoy the crowd, they shouted and came on, aiming their sudden rush so as to cut Tros off from the arena wall and drive him out toward the center where he and his survivors could be surrounded.

The spectators stood on the benches and had to be beaten down again. An ocean of sound, as if the very sky were falling, drowned the clash of weapons. Tros moved on the arc of a parabola and struck the phalanx sidewise with his wedge, splitting it diagonally with the fury of a Baltic blast, his Northmen bellowing their bull-mouthed battle-cry.

They burst into the left end of the phalanx. The gladiators lost formation. They tried to re-form and lost seconds doing it. Glaucus, skillfully avoiding Orwic, plunged into the melee, hurling men out of his way, challenging Tros. It was a milling shambles, weight against weight, fury against fury, with the gladiators losing  losing their heads, too, as their numbers thinned. All the axes were broken. Northmen and Britons alike fought now with poniards and spears.

Glaucus reached Tros, sprang at him from behind a gladiator whom Tros slew with a lunging thrust that bent his buckler and went past it deep into the mans breast. That mighty blow left Tros extended, with his buckler useless on his left arm and his swordpoint in a mans ribs. Glaucus sprang to stab him between neck and shoulder.

Ah-h-h!

The crowd roared too soon. Orwics buckler intervened. Glaucus, springing backward to avoid the Britons swiping scimitar, tripped over a dead gladiator.

Habet!

But the crowd was wrong again; Glaucus was uninjured  instantly on his feet. There were five Northmen and four Britons down. Twice that number of Glaucus men lay crimsoning the sand. The gladiators realized their case was desperate  sprang back into line again behind their leader.

Instantly Tros re-formed his wedge. He did not dare to take his eyes off Glaucus for more than a second, but he spared one swift glance at the Vestals. The Vestalis Maxima was still talking to Pompey, who leaned forward from his seat, apparently engaged in heated argument; his face was flushed. There was something unexpected happening. The spectators seemed aware of it; they swayed; there was a new note in the tumult.

But there was also a new move in Glaucus mind; he spread his arms and shouted. Instantly his men split in two divisions and attacked the wedge on either flank, Glaucus watching his chance to charge at Tros when the weight of the assault should have driven the Northmen back a yard or two and left him unprotected.

For a breath  ten  twenty breaths the wedge held  until suddenly the Northmen lost their heads and charged to meet the onslaught, breaking line and bellowing their Odin! Odin! as they locked shields against the gladiators and opposed sheer strength and fury against skill. As swiftly as leaves whirl and scatter in the wind the tight formation broke up into single combats.

And now, again, the crowd went frantic. Glaucus, favorite of fortune, winner of a hundred fights, had met his destiny at last! Tros had at him in silence, grimly, minded to make swift work of it  ears, eyes, passion concentrated.

There was a blare of trumpets  but it might have been a thousand miles away. There was a mans voice pitched against the thunder of the crowd  but it was a voice heard in a dream. There was a yelping, snarling anger note in the crowds increasing tumult  but that only matched Tross own dissatisfaction with the gods, who had provided him no better opportunity than this to save the day. He had no desire to kill Glaucus. He knew he must, and anger substituted for desire.

Glaucus sprang like a leopard  feinted  turned aside Tross lunge on his buckler  ducked in to get the advantage with his short sword at close quarters. The quick stab missed by a hands breadth. Tross next stroke shore away the crest of Glaucus helmet, the terrific impact hurling back the gladiator on his heels. There was never a doubt about the outcome from that second. Glaucus fought a losing battle with the desperate determination of a veteran  cunning, alert, experimenting with a hundred tricks, now giving ground, now feigning weariness, now swifter than a flash of lightning. Twice he drew blood. Once, with a whirlwind effort that brought tumults from the crowd, he forced Tros backward against a writhing gladiators body and then, buckler against buckler, almost tripped him. But the effort spent itself and Tross strength overwhelmed him. Glaucus own blood trickled in his eyes from where the long sword had shorn the helmet-brass and bit into his scalp. He shook his head, like an embattled bull and sprang in blindly trying to smash down Tross guard with his buckler. For a second they were breath to breath, and he spat in Tross face, stabbing furiously, until Tros hurled him backward and the long sword licked out like a tongue of flame.

The sword was swifter than the eye, yet thought was swifter.

Habet!

The crowds yelp was like a thunder-clap. But swifter than a years events that flash by in a dream, was the vision of Nepos face  the memory of Nepos voice  the thought of Glaucus willingness to wound and then ask mercy for his victim. Between syllable and syllable of Habet! the point lowered and went lunging into Glaucus thigh.

Down with you! Tros beat him to the sand with a terrific buckler blow. He set his foot on him. Glaucus tried to squirm free.

Lie still!

Now he became conscious of the trumpet blasts, and of the mans voice pitched against the din. The crowd was screaming savagely for Glaucus death; they lusted for the last refinement of mob-cruelty, the fun of turning on their favorite, condemning him as he appealed for the mercy he had so often begged for others. Tros raised his sword and glanced at Pompeys box. The triumvir was gone! The box was empty! Some of his Northmen were cheering. He could not count how many men were killed; his own head swam, but through the corner of his eye he saw the dungeon door was open. Nepos and his attendants were dragging wounded men into a group. There were thirty or forty simultaneous fights going on among the upper rows of seats, and officials were swarming up over the barriers to enforce order; others were already driving the spectators out through the exits at the rear. But the Vestals were still seated, although their attendants seemed to be urging them to go. Tros threw up his sword and asked for Glaucus life. All four Vestals waved their handkerchiefs. The next he knew, Nepos was nudging him.

Down on your knees! commanded Nepos, signing to his men, who set their hooks under Glaucus armpits and began to drag him away.

Tros knelt. The Vestals waved their handkerchiefs again. That is enough for me, said Nepos. Swiftly!

The men in masks were dragging out the dead. One was killing wounded gladiators, drawing a heavy sword across their throats, but Nepos would not let him kill Tross wounded men. Orwic, bleeding and breathless, came to examine Tross wounds, but Nepos was impatient. The crowd was raging.

Come! he commanded. He appeared to think Tros knew what had happened. Bid your men carry their wounded. Swift before your gods reverse themselves!

The dungeon guards hustled them out as swiftly as the wounded could be dragged and carried. The great door of the carceres slammed shut behind them, deadening the angry tumult of the crowd.

That is the first time in the history of Rome! said Nepos. What gods do you pray to? I myself would like to sacrifice to gods who can accomplish that!

Tros answered sullenly:

Eleven good men dead  and all these wounded! Rot me such a lousy lot of gods!

Nepos brought a doctor, whose accomplishment was cauterizing wounds with red-hot iron and was bitterly offended because Tros preferred the pine-oil dressing that the druids had given him and which he kept in his haversack. Tros dressed the Northmens wounds, then Orwics, then his own.

There is magic in this, he said, offering the flask to Nepos. I will give you what is left of it. Tell me now what happened.

Julia died! said Nepos. Didnt you hear the announcer? There came two messengers, and one told Pompey, but another told the Vestals. Pompey would have let the games go on, not daring to offend the crowd, but the Vestals said shame on him and  so the guard near Pompeys box told me  they threatened to predict a great disaster to the Roman arms, and to ascribe the blame to Pompey, if he disobeyed them. They thought a deal of Julia. So did everybody. Rome will have to go in mourning. I will bet you fifty sesterces that Pompey will do all he can to keep the news from Julius Caesar until he can get ready to defend himself. The link that kept them from each others throats is broken.

And what now? Tros asked.

You are free, my friend. The Vestals ordered it. But not yet. I will keep you in the dungeon until darkness makes it easier to pass unrecognized.

There was wisdom in delay, particularly as Tros did not want to be seen escaping down the Tiber. But it was hardly an hour before Helene came and sent a message by Nepos.

Speak through the gate with her, he advised, and came and listened in the shadow where the great steps turned under the entrance arch.

Tros! exclaimed Helene, her lips trembling with excitement, you would do well to make haste! All Rome knows the Vestals have released you. Zeuxis is afraid of you; he knows Conops came; he has warned one of Pompeys men that your ship will try to pick you up in Ostia. The gallopers have gone to warn the captains of the triremes! If you try to go by chariot to Ostia they will find excuse to bar the road against you; they will certainly seize your ship! But I have permits to take stage to Gaul. None will expect you to take that route. Leave your men. Come with me!

Tros wondered whether it was she or Zeuxis who had contrived that danger to the ship  even whether it was true at all, although he knew that either of them would be capable of doing it. Helene was as treacherous as Zeuxis. He could read determination in her eyes. He had to invent subterfuge, and suddenly.

Here are half of the pearls I owe you, he said, pulling out his leather pouch. Take them. Give Zeuxis this. He produced the ivory tessera. Tell him, I renounce hospitium; from this hour we are enemies, to the death unless he can explain how he sent my Northmen rotten axes. You shall have the other pearls I owe you  after I reach Britain  after Caesar manumits you. Go tell Zeuxis.

You will come by road to Gaul?

If there is no other way. I must see to my men. They are good men. The gods would rot me if I gave them no chance; also some of them are badly hurt. I have arranged to send them down the Tiber. If all goes well they may find some way of escaping to their own land. Meet me one hour after dark down by the fish-wharf near the bridge. I will be free to answer you then. Bring Zeuxis, but see that he doesnt betray me again. Make him believe I love him and would welcome a fair explanation. Manage so that I shall find him where he cant escape  down there beside the fish-wharf in the dark. I think the gods would not approve if I should miss my reckoning with Zeuxis.

You and your gods! I would give ten gods for your little finger! So would Caesar! She nodded, and went to do his bidding, careful not to stay too long near the dungeon gate because of loiterers  and because there was a bad stench coming through the entrance tunnel.

You will kill Zeuxis? Nepos asked, taking Tross arm as he returned into the dungeon. Better let me have him crucified. I can contrive that easily.

Friend Nepos, will you do me this last favor, that you let me attend to Zeuxis?

It was pitch dark when the party filed out of the dungeon with the wounded Northmen leaning between comrades and one carried on a stretcher in the midst. The streets were nearly empty. Whoever was abroad at that hour took care to avoid so large a company of stalwarts, who were very likely gladiators carrying a drunken master home. The slaves at the city gate were playing dice beside a torch and hardly looked up. Nearly all the porters near the bridge-foot were asleep. The long, shadowy fish-wharf, built of wooden piles, appeared deserted as Tros led the way down creaking wooden steps. He saw the men whom Conops had brought, all sitting glooming by a bonfire built of broken crates below a low shed, with their oars like a gridirons shadow leaning up against the shed wall. And he saw the boats, their noses to the bank within a stones throw of the men. For one long, hopeful minute he believed he had escaped Helene.

But she stepped out of a shadow suddenly and took his hand. Tros, here is Zeuxis! He supposes he is to meet a man who is willing to murder you for half your pearls!

She pointed into shadow. Tros sprang. He dragged out Zeuxis, squealing, shook him like a rat until his breath was gone, then gave him to two Northmen to be gagged and bound. The men by the bonfire recognized Tros then and ran to greet him; he had hard work to prevent them from making an uproar.

Man the boats! Silence! They threw the Greek into the first boat as it nosed the wharf. When that was done, and all his men were loaded in the three boats, he turned on Helene suddenly.

Are you alone? Are you safe?

I have servants yonder. Are you coming? What will they do with Zeuxis? Drown him? Sell him into slavery?

He comes with me to Britain, Tros said grimly. I am taking him to save you from his tongue. If his affairs dont prosper in his absence, perhaps Caesar may recompense him! Farewell, Helene! You may look for manumission and the pearls when I have said my say in Caesars ear!

He jumped into the foremost boat, but she seized the painter and tossed it cleverly around a bollard. He could have cut it with his sword but hesitated, wondering what treachery she might do yet if he should leave her feeling scorned. She solved that problem for him.

Tros, she said, they have ordered out the triremes!

How do you know? he demanded. Whereat she laughed a little.

Tros, you are lost unless you come with me to Gaul!

So it was you who suggested triremes, was it? You who told Pompey to capture my ship? Well, we shall see!

He cut the painter with his sword and left her standing there. He could see her figure, like a shadow, waving, until the boats swept out of sight around a bend, and the last he heard of her was his own name rolling musically down the river.

Tros! Tros! Turn while it is not too late! Tros!

Danger was as nothing to the thought of an entanglement with her! Lions had not scared him half as much! Escape from the arena had not brought as much relief as leaving her behind! All the way down-Tiber, as he urged his men and beat time for the oars, he exulted at having saved her from betrayal by the Greek, but more at having saved himself out of her clutches. But he still had to save his ship. He still had to save Caswallon and his Britons. Row! Row!

They passed by Ostia at midnight, seeing nothing but the watchmens lanterns and the low line of the receding hills on either hand, with here and there a group of shadowy masts inshore. As dawn approached they rested on their oars and let the longshore current bear them northward as they keep all eyes strained for the three great purple sails. Orwic was the first to see them, yelling and waving his arms in the boat ahead. Tros was the first to see two other sails, a mile apart and a mile to seaward of his own ship, that appeared as dawn sent shimmering light along the dancing sea.

Sigurdsen was standing in to search the harbor mouth. The triremes had put out to sea in darkness and hard worked to windward of him. They were closing in now under oar and sail to force him into Ostia or crush him on their boiling bronze beaks.

Row! Row!

By the time Tros stepped on to his own poop there was not a quarter of a mile between the three ships. The triremes oars were beating up the sea into a white confusion. They were coming along two legs of a triangle before a brisk breeze.

Out oars! Drums and cymbals!

Tros took the helm from Sigurdsen and put the ship about.

Let go halyards! Downhaul!

The three great purple sails came down on deck. The trireme captains mistook that for a signal of surrender. They slightly changed course so as to range alongside, one on either hand. Tros set the drums and cymbals beating.

To the benches, Conops! Half-speed, but splash! Make it look like a panic until I give the word. Then backs and legs into the work and pull!

The Liafail, tin-bottomed and as free from weed as on the day Tros launched her in the Thames, began to gather headway. The trireme captains saw she meant to try to escape between them. Judging her speed, they changed helm simultaneously, leaning over in the wind and leaping forward to the shouts of the oar-overseers, their rams awash in the rising sea. The Liafails oars splashed as if the crew were panic-stricken, until Tros threw up his right hand for a double drum-beat.

Row! Conops echoed him.

There were seconds while the issue hung in balance  seconds during which Tros dreaded that the trireme captains might have speed, too, in reserve  but he could see the weeds under their hulls. Or that they might have manned their arrow-engines  though it was not probable that they had had time enough to get their fighting crews on board. He beat time, setting an ever faster oar-beat, doubting his own eye, mistrusting his judgment, believing he had overrated his own ships speed and under-guessed that of the triremes. Wind and wave were against him.

But his great bronze serpent in the bow laughed gaily, shaking its tongue as it danced on the waves. Too late, both the trireme captains saw he had escaped. They changed helm, tried to back oars, let go sheets and halyards  and crashed, each beak into the others bow, with a havoc of falling spars and breaking timber and the oars all skyward as the rowers sprawled among the benches.

Catapult? asked Sigurdsen. They are a big mark. We could hit them with the first shot.

Conops came on deck to watch the triremes rolling, locked together, sinking.

Arrows? he suggested, fingering the paulin housing of an arrow- engine.

Let be! Tros answered. Spare them for the sake of Nepos and the Vestal Virgins!

For a while he laughed at the absurdity of coupling the Roman headsman and the Vestals in one category. Then:

Have we wine aboard? Serve wine to all hands. Theres a long pull and a hard blow to the coast of Britain. May the gods give us gales from astern and no scurvy!


CHAPTER 96. Britain: Late Summer

I perceive that, even as the seasons and the years, and night and day make war on one another, there will be conquerors and conquered, until Wisdom reigns. But I believe we enter into Wisdom one by one. A herd hates Wisdom. I perceive that conquerors can conquer fools; they are already the slaves of avarice and suchlike vices, and among the avaricious Avarice is King. A wise mans conquest is himself, to the end that the gaining gales of Wisdom may fill his sails and, blowing him clear of the shoals of ignorance, storm him toward new horizons.
 from The Log of Tros of Samothrace



A ROW of bonfires on a beach glared fitfully. The skeletons of ships and a mystery of moving shadows on a white chalk cliff suggested through squalls of rain a battlefield of fabulous, enormous monsters. The bonfire flames were colored by the sea-salt and by copper fastenings that men were raking out as swiftly as the timber was consumed; the figures of the men suggested demons of the underworld attending furnaces where dead men burned their baggage on the banks of Styx. A half gale blew the flames irregularly. A tremendous thunder and the grinding of surf on shingle sang of high tide and a gradually falling sea.

Under a rough shed made of ships beams with a mass of sand and seaweed heaped to windward Caesar sat, pale and alert, with a list of the ships on his knees. Two veterans guarded the hut, their shields held to protect them as they leaned on spears and stared into the rain. A tribune, cloaked and helmeted, sat on a broken chest near Caesars feet, attending to a stream of very precisely worded orders, that were being written on a tablet by a Gaulish slave as fast as Caesar could dictate them.

That will be all now. Work will begin at dawn, said Caesar, taking the tablet from the slave and frowning over it in the unsteady light from a bronze ships lantern hanging from a beam. Curius, will you address the men at daybreak and assure them, that though Caesar accepts disaster he is not resigned to it. Tell them that a difficulty is an opportunity to prove how invincible Caesar is. The fleet is broken  but by the sea, not by the human enemy. It will be seen how swiftly Romans can rebuild it. And now see who is out there in the dark. I heard a voice.

Wind, Imperator.

I heard a voice. Whose is it?

Decimus Curius got to his feet with an air of not relishing the weather. He was sleepy, and stiff from exposure to storms. He drew his cloak around him, shuddering as he stepped into the darkness. Presently his voice called from where a campfire shone on one plate of his armor:

There is a man who says his name is Tros of Samothrace. He is alone.

Caesars eyes changed, but the slave, who watched narrowly, detected no confession of surprise; only the lean right forefinger went to straighten his thin hair, after which he adjusted the folds of his tunic and cloak.

You may bring him in, he said.

Tros loomed into the lantern light; the tribune at his side, though helmeted, looked hardly half as big.

It is a bitter wind that blows you into my camp as a rule! said Caesar, but in this instance the omen arrives after the event! My fleet already has been wrecked. What other misfortune can Tros of Samothrace invent for me?

I am the messenger of destiny, Tros answered and Caesar stared at him, as it might be, curiously.

Is your ship also broken on the beach?

Tros answered with a gruff laugh.

My ship rides the storm. It will wreak no havoc with that remnant of your fleet that frets its cables off a lee shore. I am an envoy, subject to the usages of truce.

Provide him with a seat, said Caesar. The slave pulled up the broken chest under the lantern light.

You interest me, Tros. You are a very circumspective man for one so deaf to his own interests. How often have I offered you my friendship?

As frequently as I gave opportunity! Tros answered. I am not your friend. I said, I am the messenger of destiny. I wish to speak with you alone.

The tribune, close behind Tros, pointing at his long sword, shook his head emphatically. Caesar smiled, the deep, long lines around his mouth absorbing shadow, making his aristocratic face look something like a skull. He nodded.

You may leave us, Curius.

The tribune shrugged his shoulders.

Caesar, fortune has not favored us of late, he protested. You heard him with his own mouth say

Curius, when I let fear control me, I will not begin with enemies who candidly profess their enmity! You may leave us, too, he added, glancing at the slave.

Still standing  peering once or twice into the darkness to make sure the tribune and the slave were out of earshot  Tros looked straight at Caesar and repeated the one secret word that the Vestalis Maxima had whispered to him. Caesar looked almost startled, but he made no comment beyond signing to Tros to sit down on the chest.

Have you conquered the Britons? Tros asked.

Very far from it, said Caesar. Their chief, Caswallon, is an excellent general with a sort of genius that needs time and persistence to defeat. Their chariots are ably handled. So is their cavalry, and I am very short of cavalry, which makes it difficult to bring the Britons to a pitched engagement. But we will do better when the storms cease and the leaves are off the trees. You may say I have defeated them in one sense. Their army is scattered. But they are able to raid my long line of communication and to harass my foraging parties. I have seen fit to withdraw my army to the coast and to await reinforcements from Gaul. Meanwhile, there is this misfortune to my fleet. So  now that I have satisfied your curiosity, assuage mine. What do you think to gain by knowing all this?

I am here, said Tros, to turn you out of Britain!

Caesar smiled.

I admire you confidence, but I think you misjudge my character. When I invade, I conquer. If you have nothing else to suggest  well, I suppose what is left of my fleet is at the mercy of your ship, since you say so, but  I can imagine worse predicaments. Surely yours is equally unpleasant!

I am an ambassador, said Tros.

So I understood. You made use of a word that tempted me to speak you very frankly. Why not discharge your embassy instead of talking nonsense?

Tros sat. With an elbow on his knee, he leaned forward until his face was not a yard from Caesars. He spoke in a low voice, slowly and distinctly:

These are the words of the Virgo Vestalis Maxima: Bid Caesar turn his eyes toward Rome! Bid him look to Gaul, that when the time comes he may leave Gaul tranquil at his rear!

You bring me dangerous advice! said Caesar. But his eyes had changed again; he seemed to be considering, behind a mask of rather cynical amusement, calculated to make Tros feel he had blundered into too deep counsels.

Julia is dead, Tros added, turning his head away, as if the statement were an afterthought. He had been eight-and-twenty days at sea. He thought it probable Caesar had that news already. But the corner of his eye detected absolute surprise. Caesar leaned and gripped him by the shoulder.

Are you lying?

That is for you to judge, Tros answered. Are you a leader of men and need to ask that?

How did they keep the news from me? I have had despatches

Tros laughed. If I were Pompey I would take good care to keep it from you until my army was as powerful as yours! But I am glad I am not Pompey. I foresee the end of that proud

Very noble Roman! Caesar interrupted, finishing the sentence.

Tros sat motionless. The Roman imperator stared into the night beyond him, seeming to read destiny among the shadows and to hear it in the dirging of the sea. The very pebbles on the beach cried, Cae-sar! The surfs thunder was ovation.

It is not yet time, he said at last. I will conquer Britain.

Nay, Caesar! The very gods are warning you! Twice running they have wrecked your ships!

Unless memory deceives me, it was you the first time, Caesar answered, showing not the least trace of resentment. Generalship, Tros, consists in following an advantage instantly  which is why I doubt you now. You were blind then to your opportunity. Shall I believe you have turned suddenly into a  what is it you called yourself?  a messenger of destiny!

Caesar! Tros stood up and raised his right fist, holding his left palm ready for the coming blow of emphasis. His amber eyes shone like a lions in the lantern light. Thrice I might have slain you! If I cared to deal treacherously, all your legions could not save you now! But I am here to save the Britons, not to do cowardice. Any scullion can stab. And I despise not you, though I despise your aim. You are resolved to conquer Britain for your own prides sake and for the luster it may add to your famous name. But choose between Rome or Britain. What shall hinder Pompey from arousing Gaul against you and then taking the dictatorship? Is it plunder you crave? I have deposited a thousand pearls with the Vestalis Maxima for you, to make that breastplate for the Venus Genetrix  a thousand pearls, each better than the best that Pompey took from Mithridates and was too ungenerous to give to the Roman people!

He smashed his fist into his palm at last and Caesar blinked at him, smiling, moving a little to see past him and to signal to the tribune not to run in and protect him.

We are not electing a peoples tribune, Tros! Sit down and calm yourself.

But Tros stood, knotting his fingers together behind his back to help him to subdue the violence of his emotion.

Pride is it? he asked. You shall boast, if you will, you have conquered the Britons! You shall show those pearls in Rome in proof of it! The Vestal has my leave to give them to you when you turn away from Britain. It is the Britons and their homesteads I will save. If you wish to say you conquered them, you have my leave  and I will add Caswallons if he will listen to me!

Where is he? Caesar asked, very abruptly. I defeated him at the Thames, where he defended a ford with more skill than one might expect from a barbarian. Since then his army is divided into independent groups that harry my communications and I can not learn where he is.

I doubt not he expects me. I have sent a man ashore who will find him and bid him meet me at a certain place, said Tros. If I should go to him and say Caesar accepts that tribute of a thousand pearls in the name of the Roman people, and is willing to make peace and to withdraw his army, I am sure I can persuade Caswallon to permit the legions to embark unhindered. And for the rest  if you crave a few chariots to adorn your triumph, and a few promises not covered by security  perhaps even a brave mans oath of honor that he will not encourage rebellion in Gaul I can arrange that. Otherwise

He paused, and for at least a minute each man looked into the others eyes. Then:

Otherwise? asked Caesar.

I believe, said Tros, that you will rue the day you entered Britain! It is easy to befoul your honor by one crook of your finger, that would doubtless bring a javelin into my back out of the darkness

No, said Caesar, I have taken you entirely at your word. You may go as you came.

Go you, also, as you came! Tros answered. That man I set ashore has told the Britons how the matter stands in Gaul and Rome. Tomorrows dawn will see that news go spreading through the forests  and away northward to the Iceni  and westward to a dozen other tribes. It will be a long war then, that your ship-less legions will be forced to wage  if they will conquer Britain for you  while Gaul rises against Rome  and Rome gives Pompey the dictatorship!

I begin to suspect, said Caesar, that I underestimated your ability. How soon can you meet Caswallon?

I will take my ship around the coast and up the river, to the place where she was built, and see him there, Tros answered.

Very well. Will you go to him, at last, as Caesars friend?

Not I! I am neither friend nor enemy. I have brought you a Greek named Zeuxis.

Caesar thought a minute. Then suddenly: Oh, that rogue  the contractor? You may have him. He might make a good servant if properly whipped.

And you owe nine pearls to a girl named Helene.

You may have her also.

Keep her. But manumit her.

She has served you? Very well, said Caesar. He made a note on his tablet. Tros, there may come a day when I shall badly need an admiral.

Aye, Pompey has the allegiance of the Roman fleet. But you shall struggle with him lacking my aid. What shape is the earth? Square? Round?

I would like to know, said Caesar.

I, too. But I will know! I will sail around the world! My father, whom you tortured, prophesied that one day I should serve you. I have done it, though it was none of my wish. But he said, when I have served you I shall have my hearts desire. If I owned Rome and all her legions, Caesar, I would leave them to whoever lusted for such trash, and sail away. I shall have sailed around the world before you die in Rome of friendlessness and a broken heart!

Each to his own view, said Caesar. You seem to prefer what is beyond your view. But I think you will die nevertheless, and no less turbulently. I would rather conquer what I see. That seems enough. Come back, however, if you should have that good fortune, and tell me all about your voyage.

Caesar, said Tros. I hope for both our sakes not to meet you again until after death. Eternity

Oh, do you believe in that? said Caesar.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. Chullunder ghose shoots shrewdly with the other barrel of his gun.

We remark upon the slowness of the snail and of the tortoise, but the processes of evolution are incomparably more slow, so that they escape our observation altogether. None the less, we are evolving, although few of us as we suppose. For supposition is the fumes of decomposing vanity  the instrument by which the Devils Guard beclouds that road on which we are ascending, lest we see too much and so imagine ourselves gods before the devil in us is evaporated.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



I FIND myself wondering why I should go to the trouble to write what few men will believe. Why do we try to leave records behind us? Why not wait until I meet old friends again on the bank beyond the river, when we can compare notes and laugh at the amateur drama we all combined to spoil with such enthusiasm! Frankly, I dont know. The impulse is to set down an account of this adventure, in spite of the uncertainty that it will ever reach the United States.

I am writing in a draughty cave, in a temperature that numbs fingers, freezes ink at intervals and makes concentration on the task extremely difficult to a man unused to writing anything but field reports on mines and ordinary business letters. The sheets of this manuscript are fluttering under the stones I have to use as paper-weights; my feet are nearly frozen in a fur bag filled with yak-dung; I am filthy from weeks without washing, and extremely sore from bruises, as well as suffering from what I think is indigestion, due to bad food. Moreover, Jimgrim is not here. He has a clearer brain than mine, a better memory and clearer judgment of essentials. I must tell the story to the best of my recollection without the advantage of comparing notes with him.

Jimgrim  born James Schuyler Grim, but known as Jimgrim all over the Near East, Arabia, parts of Africa, and from Dera Isfail Khan to Sikkim  has served in the Intelligence Departments of at least five nations, always reserving United States citizenship. He speaks a dozen languages so fluently that he can pass himself off as a native; and since he was old enough to build a fire and skin a rabbit the very midst of danger has been his goal, just as most folk spend their lives looking for safety and comfort. When he is what other men would reckon safe, the sheer discomfort of it bores him.

He is the best friend a man could have, the least talkative, the most considerate; and he seems to have no personal ambition  which, I suppose, is why the world rewarded him with colonelcies that he did not seek and opportunities for self-advancement that he never used. Jimgrim could have had anything he cared to ask for in the way of an administrative post; and, funnily enough, the one thing that he always wanted was denied him. From his youth he wished to be an actor. That he is one of exceeding merit, is beyond dispute; but, except for occasional amateur performances behind the lines of armies, he has never set foot on the stage.

He looks as if he were half-Cherokee, although I believe there is only a trace of red man in his ancestry. He has a smile that begins faintly at the corners of his eyes, hesitates there as if to make sure none will be offended by it, and then spreads until his whole face lights with humor, making you realize that he has understood your weakness and compared it with his own. If you have any self-respect at all you cant pick quarrels with a man who takes that view of life; the more he laughs at you, the more you warm toward him, since he is laughing at himself as well as you.

Grim and I were in Darjeeling with our backs against the porch of a hotel from which the whole range of the Himalayas could be seen, on one of those rare days of autumn when there was neither rain nor mist. The peak of Kanchenjunga stood up sharp and glittering against a turquoise sky. In our ears was the roar of the Ranjit River. In the distance, almost straight in front of us and looking, in that clear air, scarcely fifty miles away, was the outline of the frontier of Tibet.

We had returned, about a week before, from Assam, where I had gone to report on some oil indications. Grim, who made the trip with me, had amused himself by making Nepalis, Lepchas, Sikkimese and Bhutanis believe he was a Tibetan in disguise; and on the other hand, when he had met some old Tibetan pilgrims returning from India toward the Tse-tang Pass he had convinced them he was born in Sikkim. I have seen him play the same game frequently in Arab countries, using the dialect of one tribe to disguise from another such discrepancies of accent as might otherwise betray him.

We were not, I remember, talking. Grim is a man with whom you can sit for hours on end, saying nothing, enjoying his company. Our eyes were on that splendid panorama, neither of us at the moment guessing that our destiny would lead us across it and up to the roof of the world (but not back again). We cannot now go back to the friends we knew and the world we have left behind; but, being at a loose end, we had been discussing, that morning, whether or not we should visit some friends in California.

It was Grim who spoke first, rolling a cigarette and setting his feet on the veranda rail, framing Kanchenjunga between them as if he were squinting at the mountain through a V-sight.

What next? he asked.

I did not know. I was sick of business. Grim cares nothing about money, and I had made all I shall ever need; yet we were neither of us in the least disposed to loaf. Neither he nor I have any relatives who matter, we are both unmarried, we agree in loathing politics, and we are both verging on middle age  at that period of life, that is to say, when a mans real usefulness ought to begin. If a man hasnt acquired judgment and stability at forty-nine, he had better grow fat and keep out of the way.

I knew Grim had been into Tibet. He was with Younghusbands expedition, when he got himself into disfavor by ignoring the military problems he was there ostensibly to help clear up, and studying exclusively those apparently insignificant odds and ends, that, he maintains, are the guts of things. I did not even guess that he was thinking about Tibet while he stared between his feet at Kanchenjunga.

Before I could answer him there came and sat beside us a small smart Englishman by the name of Dudley Tyne  not a man we knew well, nor knew very much about except that he was popular, reputed dangerous, and in some vague way connected with the Secretariat. He knew how to be tactfully agreeable, but the tact was almost overdone, with the result that one fell on guard against him, though without any definite sense of dislike. We invited him to drink, and for five or six minutes he talked about the mountain range that filled the whole horizon.

He used considerable subtlety in reaching his objective, which was information about Elmer Rait, an American of Columbus, Ohio, with whom I went to school, and with whom I was for several years in partnership until I decided it was not worthwhile to try to continue to get along with him. The things a man says dont matter much; it is the way he feels toward yourself and others, that makes him friend or not. Elmer Rait and I talked the same language, but thought from entirely opposed angles, and I came at last to the conclusion that he was rotten at the core, although he never did anything liable to get him into prison.

However, that was personal opinion. It was no excuse for telling tales against Rait, so I answered Mr. Tyne extremely guardedly, obliging him to disclose his reasons for so many questions.

Rait is in Tibet, he told me at last. Our government has signed a treaty with Tibet. We recognize their right to keep strangers out of their country, and weve agreed to close the frontier. Rait has slipped through, which makes it awkward.

Grim was listening, his eyes still fixed on Kanchenjunga. I noticed that he took his feet down off the rail, but he threw away his cigarette and rolled another as if the conversation didnt interest him much.

In what way are Raits movements supposed to concern me? I asked, expecting to be told that I would have to sign a promise not to try to cross the frontier  that being the Indian Governments usual method with individuals whose exact intentions are unknown. All governments lock stable doors immediately after a horse has bolted. I would have signed such a promise without question, but fortunately it had no more entered the heads of Anglo-Indian officials than it had mine that I might venture across the border.

I was told you quarreled with Rait some years ago. I thought you might not object to giving us information, Tyne suggested.

I told him the exact truth; that I had none sufficiently recent to be of any use. It was seven years since I had seen or heard from Rait.

He seems to know your whereabouts, Tyne answered. Our information is that he wrote to you from Lhasa, sending the letter by hand to someone in Darjeeling. Would you mind letting me see that letter?

I told him I had not received it. His manners were irreproachable and he left us before long with the impression that he believed every word I said. As if to wipe away the least trace of official unpleasantness he begged us to join him at dinner that night at the club; and because we wished to show that we had not resented his questioning, Grim and I accepted. While we were at dinner with him both our rooms in the hotel were searched and every single document in our possession was gone through thoroughly. To make the raid look plausible a watch-and-chain, a little money and some odds and ends of jewelry were stolen  all of which the police recovered for us next day with an alacrity and lack of fuss that was beyond all praise, but left no doubt as to who had searched our papers.

As we surveyed our upset luggage Grim looked at me and asked in the casual voice with which he hides emotion.

Do you suppose Rait went to Tibet for his health? What about that? Like to look for him?

I nodded. If memory serves, that was all the conferring we did as to whether or not we should follow Rait over the border. The very fact that his object in going was a mystery was enough to make us take the trail.

Tyne had asked us again and again to suggest to him who might be the individual to whom Rait would direct a letter for delivery to me. We had not even tried to imagine who it might be. But now, as we looked at our clothes scattered over the floor, and realized that we had been invited out to dinner that the spies might search our rooms without risk of disturbance, we did some thinking, thought of the same man simultaneously and both spoke at once

Chullunder Ghose!

There was nobody else in Darjeeling whom Rait would dare to trust and who, at the same time, was known to Rait to have been more or less in my confidence. True, Grim and I had been in Darjeeling for several days since our return from Assam, and Chullunder Ghose had neither presented himself nor sent a messenger; but the fat babu, supposing it was he who had received Raits letter, would be the last person on earth to betray its whereabouts to the authorities by any sort of hasty movement.

Said Grim: If the babu has that letter, he has read it. Probably he hopes to keep its contents to himself.

Nevertheless, we made no move until the day following, after the police had brought back our stolen trinkets. We did not even discuss the subject, but both pondered it, and both of us reached the same conclusion as to how best to avoid the incessant watchfulness of the ubiquitous Indian spies.

Hancock!

It was Grim who voiced the suggestion uppermost in both our minds. Will Hancock is a reverend, possessed of weird ideas of heaven and hell and an entirely hospitable nature. He wears blue spectacles and runs a mission away across the Ranjit River, thirty miles beyond Darjeeling, breeding sturdy little ponies on the side, and writing commentaries on the Buddhist scriptures in his spare time. He has proved, to his own satisfaction, that all the Pali manuscripts are forgeries; that the original Garden of Eden was in Ceylon; that the Afghans and Afridis are the ten lost tribes of Israel; that Alexander never crossed the Indus; and that Moses wrote the Pentateuch. He is a mild man in all except argument, an honest man in everything except debate, a genial, good-natured fellow until you mention any of the subjects and side-issues he has made his own. Behind his graying brown beard and heavily smoked glasses there is so obviously nothing except benevolence and bookish brains that not even the Intelligence Department keeps an eye on him.

We can make it by sunset, said I.

But we did not. It was nearly midnight when we rode up to the mission and awoke Will Hancock from a just mans sleep by making a noise like a cat-and-dog fight, which he came out in pajamas to prevent. It took him about five minutes to unlock the iron gate under the archway, which would keep out almost anything except artillery (whereas the wall is hardly high enough to keep the knee-high convert-children in); but we rode in at last and were welcome, though we kept him out of bed beside a fragrant log fire in the mission dining-room until the dawn dyed Kanchenjungas summit gold and crimson and the brass bell summoned him to prayer.

Will Hancock, who is much too shrewd not to have suspected us of mischief, sent his ponies to the hotel for our luggage and a messenger to bring Chullunder Ghose, thus throwing all suspicion off the scent, since nobody would dream of connecting Will with any intrigue more desperate than an assault on Shakespeare under the banner of Francis Bacon, sometime Earl of Verulam.

We rewarded him by praising his clean mission work-shops, where an otherwise fortunate folk were being taught to shoulder Adams curse and to acquire expensive tastes for unsuitable objects. We submitted to hearing uncomfortably clean, uncomprehending children sing the Ten Commandments; and in the afternoon Grim played the chapel organ, rendering Nobody Knows How Dry I Am and Alexanders Ragtime Band so wonderfully that Will Hancock thought they were from Handel. (He is no authority on music.)

And in the evening came Chullunder Ghose, a sturdy-legged pony panting under him, three or four chins all grinning, a new heliotrope turban impudently poised on his enormous head, and a fat, sleek, pompous, half-ingratiating, half-truculent swagger, announcing the fact that he was glad to see us  not a doubt of that.

Rammy sahib! And Jimgrim sahib! I am jolly well reborn! This babu might be father of twins, so proud I am at this summons, which is, doubtless, prelude to an offer of emolument! Oh yes, believe me, both yours very truly! Only name job and be done with it!

Ungraciously, because we knew him and proposed to establish sound relationships at once, we tipped him off the pony and drove rather than led him into Hancocks study, where the treatises on Francis Bacon and Mosaic miracles were heaped on chairs as well as on the desk and shelves. There was nowhere to sit except on the floor, so we arranged ourselves cross-legged in a triangle with the babus face toward the lamp so that we might read his artfully concealed emotions. Then I held out my hand.

Give me Raits letter! I said abruptly.

He shook hands, making believe he had not understood me.

Rammy sahib, this is like old times, he said, heaving an enormous sigh. How tempus does jolly well fugit. Is your honor prosperous?

He looked much too prosperous. He had been robbing some Americans, as all Darjeeling knew, and had not yet had time to lose the money by trying to treble or quadruple it.

Raits letter! I repeated.

He affected not to hear and began complimenting Jimgrim on his personal appearance:

Like money in pocket to see you, sahib! Like sunrise on perpetual snow- peaks! This babu basks in your honors beatific presence!

Raits letter! I said a third time, spanking a fist into my hand for emphasis.

Sahib, I heard you first shot out of barrel. Silence means dissent  not knowing, cant say  who is Rait?  What letter?  And besides, I brought no documents. How should I know why you sent for me?

Have you read the letter? Grim asked. If so, tell us what was in it; bring the letter afterward.

Chullunder Ghose rocked to and fro and scratched his stomach through the opening of an imported mauve and white-striped flannel shirt.

Am all ears, he suggested. Suitable proposition might act on memory like water from a can on radish seeds. No knowing. Might do worse than try it.

You want a blind promise? What do you take us for? asked Grim.

Verity in all her nudity is priceless, said Chullunder Ghose. Nevertheless, am scoundrel personally and would sell same. Sealed bids will be answered very promptly.

Ill bid you a broken neck, I told him.

You should take that bid to the police for registration, he retorted. This babu is incorruptible by anything but bribes. Am honest scoundrel, not contemptible skin-salvationist.

How many people beside yourself have read the letter? Grim asked.

Sahib, you have set accurate foot on cockroach of domestic infelicity. This babus wife of bosom is new fangled female who believes in ruling roost. Being virtuous mother of seven children, same being now grown up but not self-supporting  as this babu can testify on stacks of holy books of all religions  she is peevishly disposed toward secretiveness and keen on cash. Having been promised money by insidious stranger and believing, as your honors seem to do, that your humble servant had received mysterious letter from unknown correspondent, she proceeded to search all this babus garments  drawing blank as certainly as if she had bought ticket in Calcutta Sweep.

For a while he chuckled silently, shaking his great stomach, until we grew impatient. Then:

By and by this babu was observed to bury tin biscuit-box by moonlight, under heap of manure in which she cobra was reported to have laid eggs. Report was false, since cobras are non est in neighborhood but same made no difference to female nerves. Mongooses were bought, which slew chickens of neighbors. Wandering snake charmers were consulted, and discovered cobras naturally, having brought same with them. Subsequently, coolie hired to rake manure heap brought forth empty biscuit-tin and were accused of having stolen all its contents. Heated acrimony, I assure you  followed by such meditation  you could hear my wifes brain clicking like imported Swiss alarm-clock.

Virtuous mother of children had to maintain innocence and yet ease strain of her increasing curiosity and appetite for money. Same is complicated process. Much house-cleaning, in order to look under carpets; likewise most ill-tasting victuals, containing adulterants purchased from unlicensed bazaar bootlegger of confounded drugs intended to make me talk in sleep. Resultant bellyache, however, totally prevented sleep, and this babus haphazard remarks were beside the point altogether.

Diet was changed, and tasted much worse. Self-preservation being first rule of all sensible religions, this babu, obeying number one rule, pretended sleep and talked much, suggesting many hiding-places  in all of which nobody home! My wife is good objectionist  first-class, but lacking enchantment which distance might add! Ring bell  theyre off! Devil take hindermost! Where do we go from here!

Grim signaled with his eyes. I seized the babu by the arms and jerked him off his balance. Grim stuck a hand into his waist-cloth, laughed, and showed Raits letter in the lamplight. I let go, and the babu sat up, trying to look dignified as he rearranged his turban.

You fat scoundrel! I said. That is my letter, addressed to me. What do you mean by not handing it over?

Fat belly and fat head are not same thing! the babu answered. I am honest scoundrel, which is whole point.

The seal has been broken and replaced, said Grim.

Contents of said letter being consequently known to this babu! remarked Chullunder Ghose and once more scratched his stomach. Am your honors most obedient humble servant  in predicament from which I beseech rescue for the sake of former services. Tibetan spies who offered money to my wife for information as to contents of that letter are no more eager than British authorities who did ditto.

Do you want to be bribed to hold your tongue? Grim asked him.

Chullunder Ghose looked shocked  grieved-half-incredulous.

Jimgrim sahib, I am scoundrel from necessity, but honest always. Being short of money, through inability to pull purse-strings of tight-wad wife  to whom I gave all my money for safe-keeping, easy-going disposition and experience of up-and-downishness of fortune being damn bad mixture  I, nevertheless, scorned offers of Tibetan spies, who would have bought that letter from me, cash down  and being refused would undoubtedly have killed me for it, had they been sure that they knew where to find it.

Then what do you want? demanded Grim.

Salary plus expenses!

To do what?

Whither thou goest, I go, same as Ruth and Boaz, in English History!

Youre a lot too fat, said Grim.

Not so. This is all guts, said the babu, smacking his enormous thighs. Then suddenly he changed his tone of voice and began pleading, swaying backward and forward, hurling the words at us. Sahibs! I have read that letter! You will go to Tibet. You will not be able to resist! Have I more character than you? Can I resist? I have brains  imagination  courage; I have tasted all adversities; I have encountered dangers: I am failed B.A. Calcutta University, who might have been topnotcher barrister, with only ten more marks! I am adventurer by instinct, same as you, and shall a dark skin stop me? Formerly I have shared your risks; I have been loyal to you; I have kept your secrets; I have never cheated you  not even from the petty cash box when you had your office in the Chandni Chowk in Delhi and a child could have robbed you without your knowing it. I have never refused to obey an order. I have spied and run errands and lied for you. I have made your honor and your success mine  more than mine, for I have set them ahead of mine! And all my life  I tell you, all my life!  I have longed, I have craved to go to Tibet! Shall I let this opportunity escape me? Not so! Do you make me threaten you? Then that is your fault. You are not fools: you are strong white sahibs, who know as well as I do that the color of a mans skin is no criterion. There are white cowards and brown brave men  brown cowards and white brave men. You know that, and you have tested me a hundred times. So  scoundrel that I am  I offer you my services, to go to Tibet. Should you say yes, then I shall serve you to the death. But should you say no, then I, also, shall say no. You shall not go to Tibet without me, for I will tell the contents of that letter to the Tibetan spies and to the British authorities, both!

He paused, out of breath, with his hands on his knees, his jaws, that were black with the close-shaven hair, shining with sweat in the lamplight.

He has more guts than I thought, said Grim. How many people besides yourself have read the letter, babu-ji?

None! On my honor!

Were you followed to this place?

Maybe. I dont know. We shall soon discover, said Chullunder Ghose, a trifle sulkily.

Grim signaled with his eyes again. I nodded.

We shall have to call your bluff said Grim. Without reading the letter, or deciding anything else, we refuse to be blackmailed. You may go and tell your tale to the authorities and get your money for it.

Chullunder Ghose looked downcast. He lowered his head for a moment so that we saw nothing but his turban.

Too bad, he said, looking up again. Oh, very well, I am scoundrel. I can also be magnanimous. I love you both and you may go to Tibet. I shall not tell. But I am sorry. I am heart-broken babu.

We shall pay you, of course, for your silence, said Grim.

Sahib, I refuse to take your money! Permission to you to go to Tibet is my free gift. You shall not deny me that one consolation.

Grim caught my eye again, and again I nodded.

No, he said, we wont deny you anything in reason. If we go to Tibet, you shall come with us.

Chullunder Ghose grinned. He did his best to look surprised, but he entirely failed. The rascal had merely shot us with the other barrel of his gun. He had been shrewd enough to realize that Grim was only testing him by offering to call his buff. He won the trick; and neither he nor we have since regretted that he did.


CHAPTER II. A manuscript in the handwriting of jesus!

Three men set forth seeking fortune. And the one found gold; another came on good land, and he tilled it. But the third saw sunlight making jewels of the dew. All three went by the same road. Each one thought himself the richer.
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ELMER RAITS letter had been wrapped in dogskin and then enclosed in a tough brown envelope. It smelled vaguely of ghee. The white paper was filthy with finger-marks, torn here and there, and turned yellow in places with age, as if Rait had made use of such stuff as he found in the markets of Lhasa.

Dear Jeff: What on earth did we quarrel about? I forget. Nothing serious anyhow  probably ethics. Youre a muscular moralist, whereas Im practical and dont even want to make things better than they are. And here I am in Lhasa  the Forbidden City!  thinking of you, wishing you were here too, in spite of those winkers you wear, which you think are respectable compunctions, for all the world like an old maid in a bathing costume with the pants tied round her ankles. You ought to have been a bishop. Youd look splendid with a miter and crook. And how that fist of yours would shake a pulpit! However, there is nobody quite like you: nobody quite so whole-souled in stupidity with so much force behind it; nobody quite so willing to oblige a friend, and especially when the friend least deserves it; nobody more dependable. Youre like a phalanx in reserve, or a siege-train  anything heavy and honest, that can hit like Billy-o when pointed in the right direction.

Which is Tibet in this instance. Come along. I dare say money wouldnt tempt you, even though your ancestors were Scotch and youve a fortune salted down in tax-exemptums. I have spent seven years preparing for this trip, and I have got through this far as a Tibetan trader with a Chinese accent. I am after loot, though not the kind of loot that youll appreciate  ancient manuscripts  priceless. Those wont tempt you either. This will.

I am headed for Sham-bha-la. The place is said to be fictitious, although three or four explorers have been within thirty or forty miles of it. Youve heard of it, of course; you and I talked about it years ago; that time we met the Lama in Benares, who was paying his way with stamped gold ingots.

When I started out for Lhasa I was not yet sure that Sham- bha-la is a real place, but now Im positive. Im almost sure I can get there, and get in, but almost equally sure I cant get out again without help. Hence this S.O.S. call for the phalanx.

I will split with you fifty fifty. It is true about the ancient libraries; the books are written on palm-leaves, treated with mastic such as the old Egyptians used, that has preserved them perfectly. Theyre bound with leather thongs between wooden blocks, which have had to be renewed every few centuries.

The people who live in Sham-bha-la can read those books, which are in a language much older than Sanskrit. They are not a warlike people; they will not take life; they protect themselves from intrusion and interference by taking advantage of Tibetan superstition and dislike of strangers. The Dalai Lama, who is a well-meaning man, and the Tashi Lama, who is an extremely intelligent religionist, do what they are told by these Sham- bha-la people, who advise them secretly.

It would take too long to tell you how I found out all about them, but remember: although we quarreled about morals or some such nonsense, I never once gave you a wrong steer during all the years we were in partnership. If you find my trail and come to Sham-bha-la, I promise you full pay for all your trouble  gold, priceless manuscripts and information that will make historians and scientists look sick. Think of the fun of refuting the high-brows!

Your danger will be mainly from Tibetans, who are dead- set on keeping all foreigners out of the country. I have quite convinced them I was born in Tibet and kidnapped over the Chinese border in my youth, but theres a rumor that a white man has slipped in through Gyang-tse (which is the way I came) so theyll be keeping an extra sharp lookout along that route. They strip all suspected wayfarers and search them, which is no joke with the wind at twenty below zero; so stain your skin with something permanent.

Its an awful journey, which will suit you to a T. The country is hell, and youll like it. Theres no food fit to eat, no sugar, and you maynt smoke. The wind gives you toothache, and Tibetans never wash; dirt helps to keep them warm and fuel is scarce everywhere. Tibetans are all right  no bigger rogues than you and me  but awfully suspicious. Yes, I know well you believe you are honest. The Tibetans wont believe it, so look out for them.

Beware of women, who are in a minority in Tibet and therefore doubly dangerous. Some of them go in for polyandry, and they like men Herculean, so beware! They get indignant when their overtures are turned down, and the other husbands take it as an insult to themselves, so they go after you with bows and arrows. One white man I heard of  I forget his name  fell for the proposition, hoping to find some way to visit Lhasa; he found himself one of nine and, being the latest recruit  a mere Plebe, as it were  was made bell-hop to the gang. Im told he stuck it out for five or six years, always trying to escape, until he almost forgot he was white; but one day he took a bath in a hot spring, the dye gave out, and the woman was tired of him anyway. So they had him examined by a government official, who found him guilty, had him flogged to death and fed him to the dogs. The fact that the woman and all her husbands were also flogged to death was not much consolation to him. Better avoid matrimony, even at the risk of seeming rude.

Dont trust anyone on British territory, except Chullunder Ghose, who is an impudent scoundrel but extremely fond of you. Him you will have to trust, so make the best of it. You had better bring him with you; he will die in the passes, which is the best thing that could happen to him. You will probably need one confidant who can make the grade, but whatever you do, dont bring along a white man. Choose someone you can kick, and who wont matter much if he dies. Any white man would be certain to turn quarrelsome, at this elevation, with the bad grub, and dirt, and one thing and another. Particularly, dont bring Jimgrim or Narayan Singh. I know theyre your friends, or you think they are, but I hate them both. They think they know too much, and neither of them has the slightest use for me.

You must make your way toward Lhasa and work that great lump of a head of yours for all its worth. Discover my Tibetan name and where I am. Naturally, I dont dare to write my Tibetan name in this letter, which might fall into the wrong hands, in spite of all precautions. You will have to prospect for me. You remember those marks we used to make on rocks when we were prospecting? Look out for those or something like them. Where-ever you see such a mark beside the main road you may look for a message in writing not far from it  probably hidden under the stones of one of the countless roadside cairns on which each passer-by sticks a prayer-flag.

You cant get in through China, because the Chinese and Tibetans havent made peace, except nominally, and both sides have blocked the frontier. They say its equally impossible to get down through Siberia, because the Soviet people have closed all routes, which are said to be almost impassable anyhow. Sven Hedin came up several years ago along the Valley of the Indus, while the Maharajah of Kashmir pretended to look the other way; there was an awful row about it, and the odds are that ways blocked; the Maharajah wont dare look away another time. Youd better take the least used and most difficult route you can find, and hold your tongue about it.

The chief danger, of course, is from spies on the Indian side of the border, who might learn of your intentions and tip off the Lhasa Government. Theres a telegraph wire between Lhasa and Gyang-tse, at which latter place theres a British officer and a small detachment of troops who help the Tibetans to watch the border. Its the funniest amateur telegraph set you ever saw, but it serves its purpose, which is to help them keep out foreigners.

Kashmiris and Bhutanis are allowed to travel in Tibet without much interference. Let your beard grow, curl it, and youll look enough like a Kashmiri merchant to get by, provided you dont talk too much. Dont kid yourself that you can speak Kashmiri like a native. You never could. You cant. You never will. You can look the part, and youre a better actor than your idiotic modesty allows you to pretend. So pretend to be sick  or be deaf and dumb  or mad. Affliction is a passport everywhere. You always were mad anyhow; you ought to find that role easy.

Either I am on the track of the most important discovery of modern times, or else I shall explode a fable that a third of the world has believed so long that it has become a tenet of religion. After seven years preparation and inquiry I am confident that this is not a mares nest, however, and that the results will exceed expectations. The main trouble will be to get out with the loot, which is why its so important you should come.

My argument is this: These men in Sham-bha-la possess important secrets, and they are clever enough to have kept themselves hidden  almost, you might say, a myth  for centuries, although in ancient times there used to be a traveled highway to their door, all the way across Asia from Europe. Why they withdrew into their shell, I dont know. It is said that Pythagoras went to them; and so did Lao-Tse. They hide themselves, and they protect themselves behind the screen of the Tibetans savagery, but they wont take life. So, if we can penetrate the screen, were safe.

Do you remember the story about that woman who once overheard the secrets of Freemasonry? They couldnt kill her. They couldnt turn her loose with their secrets. They had to admit her into the Order. Why she didnt take advantage of them to start a lodge for women and make herself Grand-Mistress of it, is beyond me to imagine. Some weird point of morals probably, which certainly would never limit me.

From what I have heard and definitely ascertained and guessed  one thing added to another  I believe that I can get through and oblige these Sham-bha-la people to admit me into their secrets. If they can find some way of binding me, that will mean more to me than a wisp of straw, good luck to them! Ill give them best if they can prove it; but they will have to prove something more than that they can make me take an oath on an ancient book. To get there, to meet them and to force their hand is up to me. To make me keep their secrets after that, is up to them. Theyll have to use their wits if they propose to pack me off without an armful of their ancient books  if nothing else. And get this: I am told there is a manuscript in the handwriting of Jesus!

So now you know enough to start you rolling blankets! Bring no tobacco with you, but as much sugar as you can hide among your loads: there isnt any sugar in all Tibet, and youll crave it like a hop-head yelling for his coke.

If you should get any hint of my whereabouts before you reach Lhasa, leave Lhasa out of your itinerary. The monks here are fanatical, suspicious, quarrelsome and rather wide-awake. Be careful at the wayside inns, where there are always spies, who get paid by results and are therefore keen on the job.

Wear snow spectacles, and dont wash. A clean man, who has no lice on him, is certain to arouse suspicion. There  I think thats all. Im going to count on you to come, and shall make all my plans accordingly. You will suit yourself, of course. But if you dont come you will have it on your conscience that you left me in the lurch after my running the prodigious risk of writing you this letter, which might easily betray me if the wrong man should get hold of it. Just for once in your life dont moralize  dont preach to yourself  dont get all bogged up in a sticky code of out-of-fashion ethics, but remember I was once your partner, and come just as fast as your obstinate old legs can bring you.

Yours, E. R.

I read the letter aloud to Grim.

I hope theyve fed him to the dogs, he commented. Hes rotten!

Nevertheless, remarked Chullunder Ghose, he is absolutely right about Narayan Singh, who should not come with us. That Sikh slew the Dead Sea! This babu is pretty good insurance risk without Narayan Singh to get us into trouble by sticking his sword into all comers. Am pacifist for totally immoral reasons, same being it is safer. Smack me and I smack you. Smile, and the world regards you as pigeon whom it can pluck much less aggressively. Let us therefore not be aggressors but leave Narayan Singh behind.

Hes in the railway police now, Grim remarked. Generally on duty at one of the Delhi stations, watching passengers off the express trains.

How democratic! Am already out-voted! said Chullunder Ghose. That Sikh will increase majority to three to one. Am personally G.B. Shavian opinionist, believing that majorities are always wrong  but never mind, I would rather be wrong than have to live in a barrel like Diogenes. It is also better to pay income taxes than to be a hermit. Let us make plans.


CHAPTER III. In which Benjamin yields as a woman should  for love, not money.

My son, some kings are commonplace, and not all laborers are worthy of their hire. But this I say to you: that if you are in league with gods to learn life and to live it, neither kings nor commoners can possibly prevent you, though they try their utmost. You shall find help unexpectedly, from strangers who, it may be, know not why.
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IT WAS not long before we learned that we had failed to throw spies off the scent. That night we sat up late discussing Tibet with Will Hancock, who had a surprising amount of information about the country. We did not admit to him that we intended to make our way over the border, he being one of those conscientious men who would have felt obliged to inform the government of anything he actually knew. But he is no mans fool; he answered all our questions without committing any such indiscretion as to ask us questions in return.

Will Hancocks chief anxiety was the season of the year. It was already autumn: the monsoon was likely to break at almost any time, after which the valleys and all the lower slopes of the Himalayas would be deluged, and the upper passes would be blocked with snow. However, he had other reasons for instilling caution:

Some people enjoy disobeying governments, he said, blinking at us through his horn-rimmed spectacles. But up in Tibet they have made a cult of disobedience to God! It is a lie that there is any pure philosophy or pure religion up there. What there is, is sorcery  black magic  the same evil that the witch of Endor practised and that brought Sodom and Gomorrah to their ruin  that alliance with the powers of evil that the Apostle Paul denounced. With all my heart I would advise anyone against trespassing in Tibet.

You should publish a book on the subject, said Grim.

What  and advertise iniquity?

Will Hancock lectured us for hours on the sin of curiosity, but at the end of it I think he realized he had only contrived to arouse that vice in us.

Next morning there was a great bell-ringing at the outer gate and a man named Tsang-Mondrong, a Tibetan, asked to see the white sahibs.

Was fifty-fifty spy of both sides on Younghusband expedition! said Chullunder Ghose. But Grim, who was on that expedition too, did not remember him.

He turned out to be one of those products of the meeting of the East and West who can speak English with extraordinary fluency, and who think they understand the Western point of view so well as to be able to impose their espionage unsuspected. He had been keeping watch on Chullunder Ghose and had simply followed him out to the mission.

He pretended to think that Grim and I were planning an expedition after big game, asked whether we had permits, and offered his services as guide, saying he knew some good bear country and some trails leading northward that were hardly ever used and consequently teeming with big game of all kinds. It was a ridiculously obvious trap to get us to reveal our plans to him. He sat there, itching to be questioned.

So we told him we were leaving for Bombay and Europe; and to convince him I asked him to take a telegram back to Darjeeling for despatch to Bombay, ordering reservations on the earliest available steamer, but wording the telegram in such way that the steamer people would not accept it as a definite order. He agreed to take the telegram but hung around all morning questioning the mission servants and even trying to get Hancock to reveal our confidences.

He was one of the ugliest men I have ever seen, and the more we saw of him, the more hideous he seemed to become. In the first place he was pock- marked, and the pits were so deep and wide that they resembled the craters on the moon seen through a high-powered telescope. He had the usual Mongolian high cheek-bones and more or less almond eyes, but his eyes were yellow, not brown, with a tinge of green in them, and as he had neither eyelashes nor eyebrows, the effect was gruesome. Where eyebrows should have been there was a scar that looked as if it might have been made by a whip thong. The teeth of his lower jaw projected and when he grinned, which he did almost whenever he spoke, his lower lip drew downward and displayed the gum. His skin was the color of raw pigs liver. His neck was so short that his head seemed to grow from his shoulders, which were extremely wide. He had unusually long arms, a long body, and legs much too short for his height; the sleeves of his bazaar-made khaki jacket hardly came below his elbows, whereas his trousers had to be rolled up several inches. One foot was considerably larger than the other.

Yet, in spite of those deformities, he was as active as a cat, and though his head was narrow and stupid looking  though, in fact, he actually was stupid in many respects almost to the verge of idiocy  he was very sharp-witted and far-sighted, as well as persistent along lines where he thought his own particular personal interests were concerned.

He will be harder to get rid of than a louse without disinfectant, said Chullunder Ghose. He will take that telegram and show it to the authorities, to prove to them that we do not need to be watched, by that means securing a monopoly of watching us. Thus, when the time comes to betray us he will not need to share the reward; and he will certainly first blackmail us out of our senses before handing over what is left of us for the authorities to jump on. Argue with me! Subdue me with violence! Make rude remarks about my mother! Prove to me, black on white, that I am wrong! Nevertheless, I know and have told you.

Chullunder Ghose was right, and we believed him, but, we had a plan that we thought would hide our objective, and make it appear mere waste of time to shadow us. The trails leading into Tibet by way of Sikkim and Bhutan are more numerous than many people think, and some of them are not so difficult as rumor makes them out to be. Armies, for instance, have marched over those passes in midwinter, and there is hardly any season of the year when Tibetans are unable to reach India if they wish. But all the well-known routes were certain to be watched, especially since it was known to the Tibetans, as well as the British Government, that Rait had crossed the border; and though we did not actually know of any other route than those marked on the maps, we had more reasons than one for going first of all to Delhi.

In Delhi was our friend Narayan Singh, whom we proposed to take with us. And in Delhi was a Jew named Benjamin, who certainly has never been in Tibet, but, whose network of business connections is like a ganglion of nerves that ramify through Asia.

So to Delhi we made our way by train from Darjeeling, attracting as little attention to ourselves as possible and marking Bombay on our luggage labels. Darjeeling is the mountain terminus of a two-foot gauge line that runs through some of the finest scenery in the world to Siliguri, which is the main-line junction. On Darjeeling station was the usual crowd of Lepchas, Nepalis, Eurasians, Sikkimese, Bengalis, nondescripts, and a scattering of Europeans, and there were certainly police spies in the crowd, some of whom studied our luggage labels. Three men and a woman were within earshot when we bought the tickets, and one half-naked individual appeared to be watching Chullunder Ghose to see whether or not he was in attendance on us. But there was no sign of Tsang-Mondrong until the whistle blew for the train to start. Then, leaning out of a window, I saw him run out of the waiting-room and jump into a third-class carriage.

At Siliguri he concealed himself behind a mound of luggage; but I saw him leave his lurking place to buy a ticket and when the main-line train came in he boarded it. Thereafter, at every station at which the express stopped on the way to Delhi he was out on the platform watching for us.

Chullunder Ghose came into our compartment and regaled us with gloomy reminiscences. He appeared already to have lost all confidence in the success of our adventure.

Tsang-Mondrong, he said, is identical swine who gave lessons in Tibetan to Rait sahib, continuing same for six months until discovered tearing secret notes out of a memorandum book. Rait sahib being little man, resultant fight was jolly well worth one rupee admission. This babu witnessed that imbroglio and afterward assisted to recorrect alignment of Tibetans limbs, Rait sahib having ju-jitsued hind leg into place where teeth should be and vice versa. Reconstruction was like Chinese puzzle with directions how to open it inside. Tsang-Mondrong probably is contemplating vengeance, hoping to trace Rait sahib by following us. You may think you know a lot, but you have no idea how these savages pursue a vengeance to the limit. Wait and see!

However, there is such a thing as luck, although it usually comes with a sting in its tail, and having made you overconfident, presents you with a crisis and deserts you when you least expect it. On the Delhi station platform was Narayan Singh in khaki uniform with a row of medal ribbons on his breast. His black beard parted in a flashing smile the moment he saw us, and he came running, waving his arm commandingly for porters, in two minds whether to salute or to throw convention to the winds and shake us by the hand. Sahibs! he exclaimed. Sahibs! He seemed more glad to see us than if we had been brothers risen from the grave. What now! This police work is no trade for a man like me!

Grim took him by the elbow and pointed out Tsang-Mondrong, who was making his way through the crowd toward the exit where he would be able to keep an eye on us.

Arrest him! said Grim. Keep him under lock and key until weve given him the slip. Then chuck your job and come to us at Benjamins.

He grinned. A minute later the Tibetan made the grave mistake of offering resistance to arrest and, furthermore, misjudged Narayan Singhs strength, which is not much less than mine. Three policemen came up on the run with their yellow truncheons swinging, and Tsang-Mondrong had not even enough senses left to be meek with by the time the handcuffs had been snapped on. He was hurled into the station lock-up and there held incommunicado for the ambulance.

Grim and I took one cab, Chullunder Ghose another, and we drove by different routes through the swarming, stinking streets to Benjamins in the Chandni Chowk, which is the old Street of the Silversmiths, the heart of the business zone of modern Delhi. The old Jews shop draws no attention to itself, its narrow, shabby-looking front being wedged between two warehouses, but that appearance is deceptive; the narrow front part where the counter is, with a row of shelves behind it, leads to a curtain at the rear beside a stairway, and beyond that is a vast and shadowy warehouse where the odds and ends of all the world, from London to Peking, are piled in heaps amid a smell of saddlery, dried-camel sweat, old clothes and spices.

The old Jew received us warily, his red-rimmed eyes betraying nervousness, artistic-looking fingers scratching his chin through a long beard streaked with gray.

Jimgrim! he said. Ramsden! Tscha-tacha! Vultures! Kites! When you gather, there is trouble! What now?

We sat down on a pile of carpets in the gloom and lighted cigarettes before we answered, he peering at us, slightly stooped, kneading his fingers together  a typical Asian Jew, if there is such a thing, more nervous than a bird and full of wisdom won in combat with the worlds unfairness  timid where a Gentile would be rash, bold where a Gentile would not dare to venture  generous, thrifty, honest, a keen bargainer contemptuous of fools  a man of strong affections and extreme fears.

Confidences, Benjamin, I said, when I had smoked about a quarter of a cigarette and Grim continued silent.

Nah-nah! Keep your confidences? Those are dangerous! He scratched his head, pushing his embroidered silk turban forward over his forehead.

When did you begin to play safe? Grim inquired.

Nobody brings confidences here unless he wants money or

Give him our money, said Grim, and I began to count out Bank-of-England notes.

Trouble! said Benjamin. I smell trouble! Take your money to the bankers!

The clerks who keep bank ledgers sell their information. You know that as well as I do, Benjamin, said Grim. Give us a receipt, and tell us how to get to Tibet.

He flew into a passion of denials, swearing he knew nothing about Tibet, never had been there, knew nobody who had been, had had nothing to do with the country at any time, and did not intend to have anything to do with it.

And I am old, he added. I know best.

It is because you are old, and you know, and we know you, that we have come to you, said Grim.

But it is against the law! There is an order in council

Benjamin, said Grim, who thought about order in council, or law, when your relatives were starving in a Turkish prison and Jeff Ramsden helped them out? Did you study law when you hid Rabindra Das after the Amritsar business and helped him escape into Persia?

Who told you that? Benjamin demanded.

Rabindra Das. I also helped him to escape, said Grim.

Yei-yei-yei  who shall keep secrets while you live Jimgrim? How many of you go to Tibet?

Jeff and I, Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose.

Tshuh! You talk madness! You  yes  maybe. Ramsden? Better take an elephant! Chullunder Ghose! Narayan Singh? The one will talk to all comers and try to sell lottery tickets to the Tashi Lama; the other will offer to fight the whole Tibetan army!

Nevertheless, Benjamin took up the money from the mat and went to a desk in the corner to write a receipt. It was while he was doing that, that Chullunder Ghose came in, as genial and confident as if he owned the store, with none of its responsibilities.

Salaam, Benjamin! Salaam, O chosen person! Son of the great Joshua who made the sun stand still, salaam! We wish for chariot of Elijah in which to cross Himalayan Mountains; order same for us, taking care that taximeter has been properly inspected  submarine of Jonah being useless in this instance! Nevertheless, be careful of police, who will look up chariots license number!

Benjamin eyed him sourly; there had never been love lost between them  as there never is when one man laughs at life and at himself, while the other takes all things seriously. Benjamin, who probably has suffered less from disappointment than Chullunder Ghose, and who at any rate has grown rich, resents the suggestion that life is a comedy, whereas the babu, who was ever a spendthrift, mocks death itself, since he believes that death is nothing but the end of an illusion.

That fool will ruin you, said Benjamin, inviting a retort that might lead to an excuse to wash his hands of us. But the babu sat still, like a contemplative idol, only opening one eye a trifle wider as Narayan Singh strode in.

The Sikh was no longer in uniform, but he stood before us with arms folded on his breast and a soldiers attitude toward lifes problems stamped all over him.

The Tibetan Tsang-Mondrong will undoubtedly receive a months hard labor for resisting three policemen, he announced. They three, not I, have charged him, being young men seeking credit  thus releasing me from having to give evidence. Tsang-Mondrong is unknown in Delhi, so can call no witnesses. What next do we under-take?

Tibet, I said; and he grinned.

It is impossible to write of him without emotion. Even in this draughty cave, with a ninety-mile wind howling across barren wastes outside, I grow warm at the thought of him; and I can write of him with less restraint, since he is dead  having died as calmly as he lived, thrusting himself into danger for the sake of others.

He was a soldier first and last, with all of a Sikh soldiers ruthlessness when it came to action, but a patience beyond praise until the moment came when patience would no longer be a virtue. He regarded this life, in so far as I could ever dig down through the silences to his philosophy, as something like an armed camp, in which all the hosts of evil are arrayed against each individuals manhood. When he killed (and he must have slain dozens) he did it with a strange impersonality that in no way handicapped his zeal or efficiency. He never boasted  had no pride in any ordinary meaning of the term  and undertook the meanest task without a moments hesitation, being utterly above all caste restrictions. And he went off into the unknown with us with no more fuss or excitement than if he were about to cross the street.

He stalked through the world like a stranger to it, having no home ties I ever heard of, and no religious interests that he ever mentioned  a thing very unusual in a Sikh. I never saw him pray, nor heard him say a word against another mans religion, except good-naturedly, when Chullunder Ghose, or someone else teased him.

He was a friend  a grand ally  an uncomplaining messmate in extremity  and an enigma. I cannot explain him. If there is truth in what the Eastern sages teach, then one might guess that he was marking time between two lives, perhaps a great man in the last one and to be a great one in the next. I dont pretend to know; I am only hazarding an explanation of him that, while not explaining, may suggest a mental picture of him.

It is easier to describe him as he stood there beside Benjamin the Jew and waited for us to issue marching orders  tall, statuesque, with dark- brown eyes that never seemed to sleep, immensely dignified without a trace of cheap conceit, his black beard curled and his mustache turned rather fiercely upward. Sabered or not, he always stood as if there were a saber at his waist. When not in action his arms were usually folded on his breast and his eyes appeared to search horizons  or infinity.

I gave him Raits letter to read and he went to where a beam of sunlight shone through the open doorway, to sit down on a bale of merchandise and pore over the difficult handwriting, his lips moving as he construed it word by word into his own tongue.

Outfit! asked Benjamin and beckoned an assistant pointing with a yardstick at the things we might require which the assistant dragged down from the shelves piled into a heap. But that was no more than an excuse for not talking to us; the old Jew kept muttering to himself, gesturing disgustedly, as if rejecting one thought, then another.

Which way will you go? By way of Sikkim? he asked suddenly.

Grim nudged me, and none of us answered. In the East it is invariably wiser to say nothing than to answer foolishly. A random answer, yes or no, shuts off negotiation.

If you take my advice, you wont go at all, said Benjamin. Winter! Winter before you can reach the passes! Do you know what that means?

It means no trouble with frontier guards, said Grim.

Tschah! They will find your frozen bodies in the spring, and strip them! Benjamin said, frowning.

He turned away from us, and Grim nudged me again. The old Jews hands were moving as if he were tossing something  weighing it.

Sure, said Grim, well do your business for you!

Benjamin faced about suddenly.

What do you know? he demanded. You, Jimgrim, what do you know?

He scowled at Chullunder Ghose and glanced once or twice at the Sikh, who was still studying the letter.

One man is a risk. Four men are four times the risk! I tell you, Jimgrim

Trust me, trust my friends, Grim interrupted.

Benjamin resumed his fossicking among the shelves, pulling out cooking pots, knives, leather caps, yak-hair blankets, yak-skin overcoats, heaping them all on the floor until there seemed enough for a young army. Narayan Singh came striding to where we sat and handed me Raits letter.

Yes, he said, I come with you. But Rait is no good.

Sikh! exclaimed Benjamin, and came and stood close to him. What if I dont trust you? What if I refuse? What then?

Narayan Singh laughed tolerantly.

I have lived these many years without your aid, he answered. Jew, do you own Tibet!

Benjamin displayed two rows of yellow teeth with gaps between them  more a grimace than a grin.

You Sikh! You think, if I refuse, you can make trouble for me?

Narayan Singh laughed again.

Jew, you have trouble enough, he retorted. Give help or withhold it. I will go to Tibet.

Benjamin nodded, relaxing exactly as if pain had left him.

Where is Mordecai? Chullunder Ghose asked suddenly. Is Mordecai in Tibet?

Benjamin stared at him, startled. Grim smiled  it was his question; he had prompted the babu in a whisper. Grim and I both knew Mordecai, although it was several years since we last says him  in Damascus, whither he had brought the goods of the Bukhara Jews by caravan while the war was raging. Mordecai had married Benjamins fat daughter (he being a man whom nothing terrified); he was a sort of Marco Polo among bargain-hunters, looking for his merchandise where most men thought none existed, and selling it in New York  London  Paris  Moscow  anywhere where profits could be made; a daring wanderer with a vocabulary made up from a dozen languages and a line of impudence that he himself invented.

Benjamin beckoned Grim and me into a small, dark inner room, where he lighted a lamp that had a broken chimney.

Who will do a favor for an old Jew? he asked, the lamp trembling in his hand. It is Jew, do this for me! Jew, do that for me! But if the Jew wants favors he must

  say exactly what he does want, Grim suggested.

Will you find Mordecai? Will you take a message to him? Nah-nah!

Why not? Tell us where he is, said Grim.

God knows where he is! said Benjamin. He went to Tibet  but not by the route that you shall use  he traveled swiftly. Twenty years I have been known to the Tibetans, though I have never been to Lhasa. Mordecai has been three times. I am purchasing agent. Also I supply them information  but the Indian Government does not know that. Why do you wish to go to Tibet?

Grim said as much about Rait as could be told within the compass of a hundred words.

Do you know Rait! he asked.

No, said Benjamin. Mordecai knows him. Mordecai met him in Simla  met him again in Darjeeling. Rait asked Mordecai so many questions that my son-in-law put two and two together. There are questions such as fools ask  questions such as men ask who will write books  questions such as men ask who will go, look, see for themselves  you understand me? He is a rogue of an explorer, is that fellow Mordecai; there are no mysteries too far away for him; like a hound he goes after them all, and he loves to be the first one to discover things. Said Mordecai,  I know what Rait is after. So, because he makes a good profit wherever he goes, I gave him a report from Moscow for the Dalai Lama. Those Soviet people have been thinking about Tibet; I had news about it from my cousin, who is a commissar as they call them; so I warned the Dalai Lama. But there is no news now from Mordecai since seven months. I am thinking Rait has killed him.

I laughed at that, believing I knew Rait.

Butter, I said, would melt in Raits mouth, but he isnt a high- binder.

Nah-nah! You dont know! Benjamin retorted.

That Roof of the World makes men like animals! The search for sacred things makes devils of them! Did people flay and burn us Jews for the love of money? Nah-nah-nah! They did it for religion  for the things they thought are holy! There are older and holier books than the Kabbalah, up there in Tibet. And there are worse things than crime! There is madness there! What if Rait kills Mordecai! Will you four bring him back to life! What if the black evil gets him! You Jimgrim  you Ramsden  maybe you are all right, you two. You two may be proof against the evil. But the Sikh? The Bengali? Who shall know their hearts? I have my daughter, and her daughters  little ones  no male heir except Mordecai. He has been better than a first-born.

Yet you let him go to Tibet! Grim suggested.

Benjamin snapped his fingers, cracking all the knuckle bones, and drew a long breath through his teeth.

Can you tie up a Jew in a stable? he asked. Who was it went with Christopher Columbus? Jews! The sun stood still on Gideon and the moon in the valley of Avalon, but not the Jews  nah-nah! But a Jew can be caught by  the evil  the black evil! If I help you into Tibet, will you find my Mordecai and bring him back to me?

The heat was stifling in that inner room. The lamp smoked as it trembled in the old Jews hand, and he sweated in streams, but we had to use patience. Men like Benjamin know only too well, and too bitterly, what happens when the West joins hands with them: labor and risk fall to the Asian; the rewards go to the white mans country. Grim and I had proved to Benjamin a time or two that, though we might not have it in us to keep faith exactly as the East interprets it, we were men of our word and fair according to our lights. But he was nervous.

If I show you a secret  a secret route into the heart of Tibet  how long will it be a secret after that! he demanded. You two  maybe I shall take a chance on you; but those two? Listen to me! Twenty long years I have kept the secret; and the English, they knew I know it  teasing, coaxing, threatening, spying on me, offering this and that  trade opportunities, contracts, anything I please if I will show that route to them. What was it to me, if I should lose the Lhasa business? Nothing! The English would have paid the profit back twice over. Why then! Why will a woman not yield to a man  though she love him  though he offer her a fortune? It is her honor, isnt it? Theyll tell you Jews know nothing about honor. Eh-heh! They who have tried to buy my secret will say that to you! And if I tell you, am I better than a woman who has yielded?

Oh well, all four of us will probably get killed, said Grim.

Tschah-h-h! Much good that would do me! Shall I ever look the lamas in the face again? But Mordecai  he set the lamp down I have no other first-born. Will you bring me news of him?

Maybe.

But will you look for him!

Judge that for yourself, Grim answered. We could promise anything. As for your secret  if we buy it from you, we would have the right to sell it.

Nothing for nothing! Benjamin began.

Rot! said Grim. You talk about a womans virtue. Will you sell yours? We four  or whichever of us lives  will look for Mordecai and bring you word of him. Keep your virgin secret until you like someone well enough to sacrifice it! Lets get out of this hole; theres no air.

Benjamin stood with his left hand on the door-latch. Grims face, filthy with the lamp smoke, smiled at him poker-wise; there was no reading it. I felt that we had lost the trick, but I tried to disguise the feeling and searched for a last argument to change the old fellows mind.

Look here, Benjamin, I began; but he shook his head at me and held his hand up. Shuh-shuh-shuh-shuh  sheyh! he interrupted. Beat a dead horse, will you? Am I saying no? I shall give you a writing that will take you all the way to Tibet.  Jimgrim! he said, clutching him by the arm, you are a wise one! You know the trick of how to win! You should have been a Jew, you, Jimgrim!


CHAPTER IV. The spies of the Devils Guard

Death pursues life. Is there anything without its opposite? Or any cause without its consequence? Or any light that casts no shadow? So, I tell you that your very inmost thoughts awaken hosts that otherwise had slept, as sound awakens echoes. Therefore it is neither miracle nor mystery that there is no escape from spies nor any safety other than an upright zeal that makes haste, leaving the spies forever a march behind. This is the so-called mystery of leadership.
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SOME MEN yearn to become bishops; probably that yearning makes them put their utmost into life, which is the only way to extract ones share of satisfaction. I have met, and known, and liked men who could not resist the lure of a stage-door. One of my respected friends will cross the world to hunt for a rare butterfly in fever swamps. And I know a woman whose health, youth, popularity and family combined cannot prevent her from sailing the ocean alone in a thirty-foot sloop for weeks at a time when certain impulses, as unexplainable as life itself, assert their recurring spell. I dont believe it matters which enthusiasm we adopt, provided we have one and drive it, or let it drive us, for all it and we are worth.

The same lure that had beckoned Rait and Mordecai, had stirred whatever it is that differentiates us men from mushrooms, in Chullunder Ghose, Narayan Singh, Grim and me. Not one of us  not even Benjamin, who unlocked a secret door for us even remotely guessed what lay ahead. We simply listened to an icy siren-song blown to us over the Roof of the World, and responded because there would have been no peace within us otherwise.

Out of that agglomeration of world combings that he calls his shop old Benjamin supplied equipment, even including an excellent compass, and maps copied (doubtless without permission) from the Survey Department files. Such few things as he did not have in stock he personally bought for us  forceps, for instance, for pulling teeth, a quantity of patent anesthetic, bandages, brandy, sugar, and beef extract; so that we did not need to be seen wandering about Delhi.

He sent a man far into Kashmir to buy ponies for us, with the result that we were supplied with the best, instead of incurring the usual fate of those who buy from strangers in a hurry. Night after night, when the store was closed and his fat daughter had spread food for us on a carpet beneath an old temple lamp, he told us all he knew about Tibetans and their country. It was he who stained my skin so admirably that the color still endures, although I have been half-boiled in natural hot-springs and half-frozen in the Tsang-po River.

There was no need to darken Grims tough hide; it had been sun-baked so that he was actually darker than Narayan Singh, although one did not realize it until he disguised himself in the native costume. Benjamin seemed to have no fear whatever on Grims account, although he was in agonies of apprehension about the rest of us  Chullunder Ghose particularly, delaying us for three days after our equipment was all ready because he did not believe his instructions had sufficiently soaked in.

There was something that he feared more than any physical danger, and I think Grim knew what it was, although Benjamin would only hint at it, shuddering and throwing up his hands in pious horror. But in all other respects he was minutely definite. He warned us against smoking, which is a crime in Tibet; never to pass on our left-hand side any religious monument or any individual entitled to respect; not to shoot wild game, and not to be seen eating chicken or drinking milk.

But above all, he advised me to be silent. Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose could get by as Kashmiri merchants, who are allowed in Tibet. Grim, if extremely careful, might even pass as a Tibetan. As for me, my accent being amateurish and vocabulary limited, speech with any stranger would be out of the question, once over the border.

Be you deaf and dumb! he insisted. These are your friends, who are taking you to the Medical College on the Chakpo Hill outside Lhasa, hoping you may be cured by a miracle. Yeh-tschah-tschah! And a miracle it is, when they cure anybody! Anatomy they know  a little  since they cut up corpses; and they have nine poisons that are unknown to the European chemists, but they are the worst doctors in the world! Be you a doctor, Ramsden. Toothache is their commonest complaint. Pull teeth for nothing, and so win their gratitude  because the monks charge too much. If they are grateful they may not be so suspicious. But you mustnt talk  nah-nah  not one word  niemals! You have had a curse put on you by a Hindu hakim; the babu can tell that story, he being a very good one at inventing lies. The Tibetans know all about curses. They know too much about them! If you cure their toothaches they will not ask many questions. But, though you say you are going to Chakpo, dont you let their doctors touch you! They are devils  bad, ignorant devils, yet they know altogether too much! If they suspect you they will simply poison your body! But better that than fall into the power of certain others! There are sons of evil up there!

The road is free and open into Kashmir, which is a tourists Mecca nowadays, with shops for the sale of imported souvenirs and a better system for fleecing Americans than even Deauville and the Riviera boast. We went by train to Rawalpindi  third class, trying out our new disguises  and I did so well that I was actually struck by an Eurasian conductor, who mistook my silence for fear of himself and his official buttons.

Because he overlooks no chance to turn a profit, and also, perhaps, to make our own peculiarly packed loads less conspicuous, Benjamin entrusted us with nearly two tons of merchandise consigned to his agents in Srinagar. So we hired an auto-truck in Rawalpindi, along with a driver and two helpers; but we had to wait three days for Benjamins freight to overtake us, and a letter from Benjamin reached us by special messenger (not one of his own clerks, however) three or four hours before the freight train dawdled in.

The letter was alarming. We had left Tsang-Mondrong, we imagined, snugly incommunicado in the jail, the expected thirty-day sentence having been promptly passed on him by the Mohammedan magistrate. Nevertheless, Benjamin wrote that a Tibetan had been hanging around the store and asking questions.

As for me, I told him nothing, but he may have learned much from one of my assistants, who is a Klapperstorch. Nor do I dare to send one of my own men with this letter, lest the Tibetan should follow him. This messenger has been paid, but you will do well to pay him again, so that he may go away and get drunk and perhaps get himself into a trouble before he makes a greater one for you.

So we paid the man twice what the service was worth, and Grim took him off to a reeking hole where an Eurasian sold arrack, nor left him until he had drunk the best part of a bottle of the stuff and was in no fit state to tell an intelligible story, to Tibetans or anyone else. Meanwhile, Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose spread talk through the bazaar that might lead people to believe we were heading southward again. Then, hoping at any rate that we had thrown spies off the scent, we stacked our loads on to the truck and started for Murree and the Kashmir Pass.

We had a letter from Benjamin, containing hardly fifty words, in a language that only Grim could read, which the old Jew guaranteed should open for us a route along which pursuit would be impossible; but before we could use that key we must put all of Kashmir behind us. Beyond the Kashmir Valley, between us and Ladakh where the secret route began, was the Zogi-la Pass, eleven thousand feet above sea-level. The road across the Zogi-la is open all winter long, except for a dozen miles or so, but those dozen miles might as well be fifty, once the winter storms begin; so our first task was to cross the Zogi-la before the snow fell, after which the sooner the norwesters should blow the drifts deep into the narrow gorge and shut off all pursuit, the better.

It was the end of the summer season. Tourists and officials on vacation poured out through the pass, the stream of motor-cars and carts constantly delaying us, since there are only certain places where wheeled traffic can pass. Threading our way patiently against the hurrying flood of tourist-cars and luggage trucks, we might have excited curiosity if we had been dressed as Europeans, but as Kashmiri merchants we only drew down objurgations on our heads.

In spite of old Benjamins mysterious hints, we felt like schoolboys on a picnic. There was exhilaration in the air  a certain winelike sharpness and a wind that bore the dust along in clouds, but not a hint yet of the Himalayan winter, although Narayan Singh swore once or twice that he could smell snow. We mocked his pessimism and enjoyed the scenery, behind a driver who scorned precipices.

I had not adopted the deaf and dumb role yet, but kept my head wrapped in a shawl, pretending to have toothache on both sides of my mouth, in order to avoid conversation with strangers. But by night, when we cooked our meal beside the truck preparatory to sleeping underneath it, we were at the mercy of benevolence. There is a freemasonry of sickness, and the native Indian is nothing if not inquisitive. Men camped nearby came to sit beside us and compare notes, keeping Grim, Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose in turn busy answering questions about what ailed me, and I was offered remedies that ranged all the way from opium to powdered brick from a Moslem martyrs tomb.

However, we were not in actual danger of discovery until we bumped and swung downhill toward the Kashmir Valley, where the River Jhelum lay like a turquoise ribbon winding through a paradise of green and amber. At the foot of the last decline, beside a bridge, Kashmiri officials waited to take toll of our belongings and examine all loads for contraband; and while they overhauled the truck, I sat down in its shadow.

Grim talked to the officials and so entertained them that they neglected to open our important bundles, in which the unregistered rifles were concealed; and Chullunder Ghose explained to Kashmiris, who were loafing, looking on, over-curious, that I was suffering from a disease so contagious as to poison people if my breath should touch them.

That was all very well for the time being, but one of them, out of the kindness of his heart, went and fetched a Parsee doctor, who was making his way in a car to the plains after a vacation spent in Srinagar.

The Parsee was as kind and fussy and insistent as if I had been his wifes relation. He not knowing more of the Kashmiri tongue than I did, it was easy enough to escape suspicion on the score of language, but I had to show him my mouth and the absence of any signs of sickness puzzled him. He took my temperature, and, finding that normal, invited me to strip myself and submit to a swift physical examination.

I refused for religious reasons  always a reliable excuse for anything in India, and though he continued to try to persuade me, making use of every argument a decent doctor could, I think he had about exhausted both his patience and enthusiasm and would have left me to rot of any disease I wished, but for one of those apparently insignificant incidents that so often upset calculations.

Narayan Singh, begging a ride on a government mule-wagon, had gone forward into Srinagar to see about our lodgings for the night and there was nobody near our truck except the Parsee doctor and myself. One of our heavier loads, disarranged by the customs crew, teetered on the trucks edge and would have fallen on the Parsee, had I not jumped and caught it, guiding it to the ground. So far, well and good; but now habit took charge of me: instinctively, at once, without a second thought, I hove it back in place. It was a load that probably two normally active men would find it all they could do to lift.

The Parsee gaped at me; but the worst of it was that an English doctor, passing in an auto on his way to Rawalpindi, saw the incident and, knowing the Parsee, called out to him

Studying anatomy? By gad, where did you find that Hercules? What is he?

The Parsee invited him to come and look, with the result that I was faced by two inquisitors instead of one, and jealousy, that was racial as well as professional, impelled them both to put me through another third degree. I had to rehearse my symptoms all over again, and it happened that the Englishman was one of those inquiring geniuses who take their profession extremely seriously.

It is easy enough to deceive a doctor, provided you avoid all technicalities and merely complain of agony; his anxiety to relieve you makes him take complaints for granted. He suspected me of some obscure nervous trouble, possibly due to overstrain, made me flex all my muscles, asked even what village I came from and of what disease my grandfather had died  nodded  made notes in a memorandum book  and offered me a seat in his auto to Rawalpindi, where he offered to treat me in the hospital free of charge.

Then Grim came to the rescue with a string of lies about a doctor in the Punjab who had recommended winter in the Kashmir Valley as a cure, and in the end the English doctor gave the Parsee a lift, the two driving off toward Rawalpindi discussing nervous maladies with the argumentative enthusiasm of professional zealots.

That would not have mattered, had they not continued the discussion that evening in the dak  a sort of hotel midway of the pass  where there was a large assorted company, some of whom joined in the conversation and were treated to a description of me, an account of my feat of strength and, no doubt, to some very interesting medical theories. However, we did not know that until later.

About nine oclock the following night, in Srinagar, as we four sat around a lantern in a corner, with our backs against the wall of the warehouse behind Benjamins agents store, discussing what might have become of the son-in-law Mordecai, there entered a Kashmiri clerk who announced that a sahib wished to see us.

We fell into a panic, naturally. The word sahib is not applied exclusively to Europeans but we jumped to the conclusion that the British authorities had learned of our movements and had sent someone to investigate. We had had to wait a day in Srinagar because of news that a police patrol was coming in along the Ladakh road, and to have met the police would have been inconvenient, to say the least of it, if only because we had unregistered firearms hidden in our packs.

After a hurried consultation we decided to receive this sahib, whoever he might be, where we sat in the semi-darkness, giving as our excuse that we were travel-tired and that one of us was ill. I wrapped my head in the shawl again and leaned back in the corner.

A Tibetan entered, dressed in ready-made European khaki. He announced his name as Tsang-yang. After staring at us for a moment he sat down on our carpet uninvited, which was no good sign; and he began at once to speak to us in English, which was worse.

He was an ugly man, enormous as to height although awkwardly proportioned, with extremely bright, alert Mongolian eyes. The suit he wore hung badly on his Oriental frame, having worked up at the sleeves and knees; but he spoke English very well indeed and possessed an air of confidence that betokened long association with Europeans. We learned later that he came originally from the Province of Kam in Tibet, where nearly all the men are giants in stature.

Though he had been sufficiently ill-mannered to sit down without waiting for an invitation, and though his grin was impudent, he addressed us as learned sirs  a phrase implying deep respect, because Tibetans regard learning as the only royal road to virtue. The combination of insolence and politeness seemed to give the clue to his intentions. Grim whispered the word blackmail.

Narayan Singh stared angrily, doing his best to create an inhospitable atmosphere  an art in which the Sikhs excel when so disposed (as they can do the opposite with equal grace). It was Chullunder Ghose who bore the burden of the conversation.

Son of impertinence, what do you want? he demanded. Only death has the right to interrupt four worthy men at prayer.

Pray on, said the Tibetan. I shall wait.

Chullunder Ghose snorted. Sit on a dung-hill and smell roses! The Lords of Life to whom we offer meditation prefer thought unpolluted by diabolism! Make your interruption and go swiftly!

I was recently in jail, said the Tibetan, as if he thought the boast should recommend him.

I could have guessed it, said Chullunder Ghose.

In jail I met Tsang-Mondrong, said our visitor. Seven days after he entered the jail, I left it, and with him I made a bargain that I should find you as soon as might be and should follow you with all speed. I learned you were at Benjamin the Jews in Delhi. Thence I traced you to Rawalpindi, where a letter from Benjamin overtook you, warning you against me. But I read the letter before you received it. At Rawalpindi I lost sight of you, because you were rather clever in spreading rumors that you were turning south again. But we have a saying:When in doubt, turn northward, so I took the road to Srinagar, though I despaired of finding you.

Despair was not mutual. You give us bellyache, Chullunder Ghose assured him.

But at the flak, where I sat in shadow close to the veranda, I overheard men speaking of a very strong Kashmiri, suffering from an affliction of the mouth that interfered with speech. One of Benjamins assistants having spoken to me of the strength of him whose skin was stained  how he lifted the bales in the store and took his amusement wrestling with the Sikh, whom he always defeated easily  I hoped again. I knew that one who spoke Kashmiri badly might pretend he could not speak at all. I followed. I am here.

And where do you go from here? You have permission to go swiftly, said Chullunder Ghose.

I go where you go, the Tibetan answered.

He spoke naively. Nine times out of ten when a Tibetan tells you frankly he will go with you it is safe to presume he is friendly and dependable. The tenth time it would be wiser to trust a snake.

Narayan Singh spoke suddenly. What were you in jail for? he demanded.

Nothing, the man answered. A policeman lied about me, saying I was fighting in the street, whereas I merely looked on. Why should I fight in the street, and with whom? I have never fought in the street in all my life.

Chullunder Ghose leaned toward him, pointing with two fingers at his eyes.

I, too, am liar when it suits me! he remarked. Where did you learn English!

At Mission School, Darjeeling.

Where did you get that scar on cheek-bone? Also from missionary? What were you formerly? Monk?

The Tibetan nodded. Regretting the admission, he began, too late, to shake his head. Chullunder Ghose mocked him

Being monk, you never fought in streets of Lhasa? Not at festival of New Year, when monks have charge of city and all shop-keepers shut doors and windows for fear of them? You were expelled from Lhasa! You ran away to escape flogging or execution!

No, said the Tibetan. I left the Drepung Monastery of my own accord. I wished to learn foreign knowledge. My superior in the monastery had put me to a great shame  I, who did nothing to deserve it. I was beaten. This mark on my cheek is from the whip they used.

Save and except that it is the mark of a knife wound that is a very probable story! said Chullunder Ghose. You left that monastery in disgrace, running away without kissing the abbot goodbye or taking anything except the monastery money! Nevertheless, when Tsang-Mondrong, who is paid agent in confidence of Tibetan authorities, finds you in jail, he trusts you! You are not paid agent of Tibetan Government? I bet you are! I think you learned English in Peking, China. I think that you were formerly Tibetan spy of Chinese Government, until the Chinese were defeated and no longer paid you stipulated sum per month. I think now you would like to return to Tibet, because you are homesick for your gruesome wilderness  and you think we are on our way to Tibet  and you hope to reestablish yourself by betraying us after you shall have stolen from us all you can lay your hands on. Is it not so?

I am sure you will not go to Tibet until the spring, because the snow is in the passes, the man answered. But I think you will go then, because a man named Rait is there already, and he wrote a letter to that one (he pointed at me) which you yourself delivered.

So you would like to come with us, in the hope of finding Rait sahib? Is that it?

If you go to Tibet, I go with you! Tsang-Yang answered.

I abandoned my role of sick man then and took a hand in the discussion, not exactly figuratively; took him by the neck, flung him into the corner behind me and sat on him. Narayan Singh took one of his arms and twisted it, but there was no need; his head had hit the wall. Grim stuffed a piece of sacking in his mouth and Chullunder Ghose bound the gag in place with long strips of calico.

It was a simple swift solution of the difficulty for the moment, but we did not accomplish it without a certain amount of noise and for several minutes we waited to see whether the disturbance had attracted attention from the front part of the store.

No one came, but that was no proof, we were not being quietly observed through some crack in the partition; and though it was likely we could trust Benjamins Kashmiri agents up to a certain point, it would be foolish as well as unfair to expect them to run grave risks with the authorities on our account.

Chullunder Ghose, with a fat mans sense of humor, did his best to make our flesh creep.

What now to do with dead Tibetan! he remarked.

But he was not dead; I could feel him breathing.

The brute must come with us, said Grim. If we turn him loose the very least hell do will be to betray Benjamin.

And up yonder in high mountains there are many slippery places! said Chullunder Ghose.

Let us go, said Narayan Singh, getting up and beginning to remove the sacks that we had heaped on the prisoner, who lay still.

Search him first! Chullunder Ghose advised. First aid to restoring consciousness is to turn all pockets inside out and feel for money between skin and undershirt!

It was Grims quick fingers that removed a leather wallet from a bandage over the mans ribs. We covered up our prisoner with sacks again and sat down in a circle to examine the find by the light of our smoky lantern.

On the outside of the wallet were the letters E.R. stamped in gold. Inside it was Raits passport, some receipts, a womans letter, and a photograph of me!

The receipts were all for trade-goods  matches, dyes, cooking utensils and silk that Rait had bought to take with him to Tibet in his guise of merchant; they were made out to bearer and marked goods to be delivered at place agreed on road to Gyangtse.

The letter from the woman had no right to be in anybodys wallet. She was an author with an international reputation, who had learned of Raits intention to visit Tibet and was trying to dissuade him. Her passionate appeals to him to come to Europe and continue a soul-communion begun in Simla would have been burned by any decent fellow instantly, to prevent their falling into strangers hands.

That letter in Raits wallet was a searchlight thrown on his character. It scandalized Chullunder Ghose, who is no sufferer from squeamishness, but having been Raits partner for a number of years I had understood something of his cynicism. I was about to burn the letter, when Grim snatched it from me.

Didnt you see the use hes made of it? he asked.

He held it close up to the lantern. Some of the words had been faintly underscored with an instrument  perhaps a thumbnail  that had scratched the paper without penetrating deep. Grim  hunting for the underscored words  read the message

Buried  and  spot  marked  to  satisfy  you  this  is  right  direction  Look  out  for  indications  of  turning  toward  West  this  side  of  Lhasa  Remember  it  is  hard  to  look  into  fierce  light  which  casts  black  shadow  consequently  dont  expect  important  discovery  without  nerve-racking  experiences  This  fools  letter  doesnt  deserve  to  be  put  to  such  good  use  but  [and here a whole sentence was underscored] the very universe seems to be built on a foundation of broken hearts, so come at once, come quickly!

Grim wrote down the message and I burned the womans letter. It was plain enough that Rait had left Lhasa, had taken some trail leading westward, and had left that wallet buried by the road to mark the trail for me. But two things were not at all clear: why had he carried with him into Tibet documents that, if found on his person, would convict him of being a foreigner? And how had the wallet come into Tsang-yangs possession?

There was nothing to be learned just then from the Tibetan, who was still unconscious from the contact with his head against the wall. We decided not to let him know that we had found the wallet, but to wait and see what happened.

Meanwhile, what to do with him? There was a back door to the warehouse and, near that, a barrow with bicycle wheels and a canvas cover, not unlike an ambulance. We tied him securely on that, arranging our lighter baggage around and over him, almost breaking down the frail conveyance, which Narayan Singh and I pushed out through the back door, while Grim and Chullunder Ghose went to make excuses to our hosts, who turned out to be only too glad to be rid of us, barrow and all.

They explained to Grim exactly where the ponies were, that had been bought on Benjamins instruction, and promised to send our heavier loads neat day by porter to an empty storehouse in a ravine beside the road to Ladakh, where we could repack them if we wished, and load the ponies at our leisure, without anyone being the wiser.

It was a cold black night. The north wind, whistling from the Karakorum Mountains, seemed to make the bright stars shiver and reduce themselves to pin-points. The River Jhelum, flowing through the midst of Srinagar, lapped noisily against the bridge piles. There was a lonely feeling  a foretaste of winter  sharpened by a few bright lights from the hotels, where the last of the summer visitors were making the most of the seasons end and probably dreading the hot plains of India as much as we dreaded the snowbound passes leading into Tibet.

But we were off. And though we sneaked into the night like criminals, the thought was comforting that we had caught the only man likely to betray us. When he recovered consciousness he would be a nuisance and a danger, but not nearly so dangerous as he would have been had we left him behind without knowing he was on our trail.


CHAPTER V. Painless Parker Ramsden, and the tale told by the Devils spies, Tsang-Mondrong and Tsang-Yang.

Let your thought dwell on this for a while, since the tree of meditation beareth wholesome fruit and he whose duty is to teach should set examples, though he know the answers, yet withholding them: The dogs bark when the caravan moves on. The dogs fight when the caravan has gone. The caravan proceedeth, and the dogs lick, each his own wounds, in the dust.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



WE trundled the barrow all night along the road that follows the Sind Valley, startled by shadows that leaped at us out of the darkness, and by night  prowling scavenger dogs that yelped and ran. It does not take much to scare people who are on the run, and Raits mysterious warning of nerve-racking experiences had filled us with foreboding.

Long before morning our prisoner came to his senses and announced the fact by shouting at the top of his lungs, but Narayan Singh prodded his ribs a few times with a sharp stick and he took the hint, lying still after that until we came to a halt at daybreak.

That Ladakh Road is used by countless peasants, some of whom would have been sure to take exception to the rubber-tired barrow. It was neither in keeping with our guise of honest merchants nor in any way suited to the nature of the road ahead. We looked like prosperous men, who could well afford horses or porters, but we were likely to be reported as thieves escaping with our loot unless we got rid of the barrow and invented a likely story to account for our loads by the wayside. So we removed the wheels and dumped the barrow into a stream, where the reeds concealed it. Then Grim and Narayan Singh took off their shoes and made scores of naked footprints in the dust, while I took Tsang-yang in hand.

The Tibetan assumed an air of indifference, chafing his wrists where the cords had hurt him a bit and obeying without comment when I told him to stand in front of me. Not knowing much about Tibetans yet, I mistook the attitude for one of sullen, watchful waiting.

You think you will appeal to the first passers-by, I said. If so, we will accuse you of being a bandit  one of many who attacked us in the night and made our porters ran away. We will say we captured you by hitting you over the head, showing the bruise on your head, in proof of it. And if you deny it, we will add that the bandits ran off with our women, and the first peasants who come along will beat you half to death. Do you like the prospect?

What do you wish? he asked, turning up his thumbs. Suddenly he put his tongue out at me  a slobbery, big tongue that looked almost too big to withdraw. I was minded to hit him to teach him manners, but Chullunder Ghose came to his rescue, having watched with deliberate interest, as he sat with his shoes off, chafing tired feet.

Dont hit! That is Tibetan abjectness of white flag, belly upward, all four feet in air! He is law of heredity functioning! He is product of bad food, blizzards and religion!

The babu was right. Veneer had peeled off. The Tibetan had relapsed into the savagery of the State of Kam, where nature in the raw and superstition in authority present men with facts they must accept and suffer under or else perish. The monastery monks might whip him again now without risk of reprisals. Rightly handled he was ready to submit to anything  although how long the relapse would last might be another question.

Remember! I warned. If I catch you speaking to a stranger I shall simply say you are a woman-stealer and you will be beaten to death.

It was Grims suggestion that I should bully him while Chullunder Ghose should pretend to pity him: a sort of third degree that might induce him to confide in one of us.

So I made him gather fuel for our breakfast fire, calling him a dog who would eat at each meal twice what his labor was worth. Chullunder Ghose, outpouring mock compassion, called him little Kam-kin and inquired whether he liked chapatis burned on both sides or only on one.

Chullunder Ghose believes himself an expert at chapati making, but as we did not want to unpack the loads the only tools he had were a spoon and an upturned biscuit-tin, whose solder melted, letting the flat cakes fall into the smoky fire.

However, we had eaten after a fashion when the first of the peasantry came in sight  sixteen or eighteen men in single file on their way to the magistrates court in Srinagar. The five in the lead were mounted on half- starved ponies; they were principals in a lawsuit and continued on their way, refusing to have anything to do with us, but the others were merely going as spectators and were eager to stop and listen to any form of entertainment. We told them how our porters had all run away and left us when we were attacked by bandits.

They believed the story, because there were the marks of many footprints in the road and because the police patrol was known to have returned to Srinagar the day before, thus officially opening the season for highway robberies. When we suggested they should carry our loads toward the nearest village they refused pointblank  then sat down to discuss the matter, bent on discovering exactly how grave our predicament might be before setting a price on their services.

We were utterly at their mercy. If we had offered them a high price we might have aroused suspicion that we were fugitives from justice; yet we did not dare let them proceed on their way and tell all Srinagar about us.

However, at the end of fifteen minutes talking it occurred to one of them to ask exactly who we were, and he began with me (I suppose, because I was the biggest). That gave Chullunder Ghose his opportunity. He described me as a great physician gifted with powers of divination and possessed of infallible remedies for curing barrenness of acres, camels, cows and wives.

He is puller of teeth, being known as Painless Parker  which is Greek word meaning altruist. He is setter of bones. He is increaser of longevity. He cured the King of the United States of leprosy. The Crown Prince of Switzerland conferred on him the Order of the Garter for healing him of so-called Republican Tendencies, which is a terrible disease. The Emperor of France offered him his only daughter in marriage, on condition he should live in the Louvre, which honor he refused, however, on account of insufficiency of palace furnishings. He is now on his way to cure the gallstones of a chieftain of Ladakh by means of magic poultices.

Before he had finished his nonsense every one of them felt symptoms of disease, which, after silent diagnosis and much frowning, I proceeded to treat with equally imaginary remedies produced out of an ancient Chinese tea-chest Benjamin had given me. There were Chinese pictures on the inside of the lid, quite easily mistaken for a gallery of Buddhist saints, and although these villagers were far from being Buddhists they were none the less impressed with a sense of my sanctity and mistook the taste of Worcestershire Sauce for the semi-divine flavor of Tantrist drugs. Grim made them avert their eyes in silence while I mixed the stuff with whisky and Narayan Singh chanted a mantra, of which neither he nor I nor anyone could guess the meaning.

Then, when they had all been dosed, and had rubbed their stomachs and felt wonderfully better, they bethought them of their village headman, who had abscess of the jaw. No sooner thought than acted on: they seized our loads  except the biggest, naturally, which Grim compelled Tsang-yang to carry to prevent his civilized veneer from filming over him again  and hurried toward their village, chattering like children, with their heads too full of my wizardry to remember our tale of the midnight hold-up.

Even if they had remembered it, the danger of their telling tales about us for the present had entirely vanished. I was their treasure trove, and they proposed to keep me to themselves until my usefulness was squeezed out to the last drop; tales of a mighty magician who could heal all manner of diseases were likely, they knew well, to bring too swift investigation from a health department whose officials believed in such heresies as cleanliness and vaccination  and who were known to be extremely jealous of genuine thaumaturgists.

So, though we passed at least two hundred peasants on our way, their questions were not answered, and the merely mild interest we aroused was likely to be forgotten long before those dawdlers reached the shops of Srinagar.

At the end of four or five hours walking we reached a filthy village, where the headman lay groaning in agony in a dark stone hut, under a thatched roof where the rats were nesting; and I had to operate on him at once before a breathless audience that filled the room. I would have funked it if Grim had not been there, but Grim is afraid of nothing except fear itself, and he stood at my elbow, urging me in whispers.

Hell die anyhow if you dont do something. His whole system is being poisoned by the abscess. You may kill him, or it may be your lucky day  and his! Go to it.

Whoever has managed mining camps a hundred miles or so from rail-head has incidentally performed all manner of minor operations as often as not without any proper instrument or a drum-and-fife band to drown the victims yells. So I was not quite green at the business. Benjamin had supplied me with the very latest thing in forceps.

At the risk of poisoning the man I drowned his pain with half-a- syringeful of local anesthetic, gave that time to work, and pulled out all the teeth on one side of his head. One molar broke and I had to fish for it, but when I had done the poor wretch was alive and grateful; he offered me three chickens and a month-old calf (born too late in the year to be likely to live) and beat his only son on the shoulders with a carved Kashmiri stool for not making me a suitable obeisance.

That was naturally not the whole of it; success involves responsibility, and Chullunder Ghose had advertised me much too well. My next patient was a woman with shriveled breasts, whose son had died a quarter of a century ago, and who now demanded an elixir to renew her youth. I gave her a full dose of Worcestershire Sauce and whisky, and Grim told her to eat two handfuls of sugar by the light of the next new moon, which she must see over her left shoulder without thinking of her age; if she dared to think about her age the remedy would fail, but otherwise she would have twins within twelve months.

She might have had twins there and then, so far as my standing went in that community. Men who would have dreaded a genuine doctors visit more than the plague began to try to force presents on me and to beg for stuff that should make their wives bear children. I was busy lancing boils and dosing more or less imaginary stomach-aches all afternoon, and when night came there was nothing for it but to accept the headmans hospitality.

By that time I would have given almost anything for the privilege of speech, and that infernal rascal Chullunder Ghose, enjoying my predicament, did his utmost to make me miserable, telling tales about me that would have made Münchhausen blush. He explained my silence by saying that my power to heal depended on it; a great hermit had conferred the magic on me on condition that I should not speak to anyone for thirty years, of which nineteen had still to run. Tsang-yang, he said, had to be silent, too, because he was my chela, who was going to be taught how to pull teeth after ten years apprenticeship, provided he did not speak one word in all that time; for each word that he should speak until then, one month would be added to his sentence.

The villagers mischievously did their best to ruin Tsang-yangs prospects by inducing him to talk, but Narayan Singh sat next to him, growling threats of mayhem into his ear. The Tibetan was still under the spell of that half- religious, half-climatic consciousness of being licked and though, as we discovered later, he had another motive for submitting to us, it was the Sikhs threats just then that appealed to his imagination and made him obedient.

We slept in the headmans bug-infested hut  an honor that we only conferred on him after he had promised to supply us with as many porters as we needed. We had hard work to keep him to his word, because he wanted us to stay and hold another clinic, for the honor it would do his village, but we got off, about two hours after dawn, behind a string of men who sadly lacked enthusiasm now that they knew there was nothing more to be had from us.

They dawdled, and delay was likely to prove fatal, since a chill wind from the northwest hinted at falling snow and, far ahead of us, we caught rare glimpses of the mountain peaks through a curtain of grayish cloud. It might mean death if storms should overtake us in the Zogi-la, but if we could hurry through the pass before the first heavy storm the drifts would close the door to India behind us.

So where the road branched off toward a village where the ponies were supposed to be waiting, we divided forces, paying the porters and sending them home. We left Chullunder Ghose, who was foot-sore, along with Narayan Singh to guard the loads, while Grim and I went off with Tsang-yang to find the ponies. The trail wound around the shoulders of hills and crossed valley bottoms where the brooks spread into swamps, so we lost the way twice, but arrived at the village, dog-tired, shortly after sunset  only to discover that the villagers had mistaken Benjamins instructions and had sent all twelve animals to await us at a village half-a-days march farther along the Ladakh Road.

After a lot of arguing the headman agreed to send for the ponies and have them brought back along the road toward us the following morning; then we returned, along a trail that had been difficult to find by daylight. Well for us that we had brought Tsang-yang! Tibetans all see marvelously in the dark. His hardly human-looking eyes picked out the landmarks he had only seen once, from the opposite direction; and his awkward-looking legs, that looked slouchy and weak when the going was moderately level, swung along now over rise and descent at a speed that was nearly too much for us.

We began to feel faith in the man, he took such pains to guide us and did it so cheerfully. Grim has a way of gaining the affection of most savages, less by what he says and does, than by being what he is; they simply take to him. Tsang-yang had begun to behave toward him like a stray dog adopting a master, and I believe that if nothing unexpected had happened to corrupt him again he might have turned into a faithful servant.

But the unexpected did happen. Near midnight Tsang-yang came to a stand at last between two rounded boulders, and Grim and I felt sure he had lost the way, neither of us recognizing the looming cliff on one side nor the echoing gorge along which the wind went whistling beneath us. But when we began to speak Tsang-yang gestured for silence, and presently we heard the unmistakable voice of Chullunder Ghose.

Am apogee of ignorance ... Not knowing who I am, cant say ... . Have no proof of identity ... Have lost myself ... This man beside me is the devil ... No need, therefore, to go to him; you have come to him, ... You may remain here and freeze, same as me ... Recognize you? ... I no longer recognize myself ... .Am mystically minded meditator much confused by philosophic thinking ... Otherwise, why do you think I would sit here in chilly wind on heap of merchandise, like Krishna on a dung-hill?

I crept through the dark and Grim followed. Presently I made out our fat babus shape, huddled in a shawl, with Narayan Singh sitting bolt-upright beside him. Facing them a man stood leaning on what seemed to be a rifle with an old-fashioned three-edged bayonet fixed; he looked like a policeman in a khaki uniform. To be skewered by a bayonet is no amusement, so I crawled in the darkest shadow until I reached Narayan Singh and whispered to him from behind.

Chullunder Ghose gulped at the sound of my voice  almost screamed with terror; but Narayan Singh, without looking at me, shot forward like a statue come to life and rushed the man in khaki, who raised his weapon to defend himself. It turned out to be only a long stick. In another second he was down under Narayan Singh with a knee on his chest and his right arm twisted into helplessness.

I struck a match and held it close to him. He was Tsang-Mondrong, whom we thought we had left safely cared for in the Delhi jail!

Tsang-yang, mortally afraid and sheltering himself behind our pile of loads, urged us to kill him at once.

He is a devil! He will tell you, lies! He will betray you!

But the worst of it was that Tsang-yangs semi-western air of independence was beginning to return. He was afraid, but fear had made a man of him again. He even threatened us. He swore that unless we should kill Tsang-Mondrong he would run away himself and warn the police that we were on our way to Tibet.

Give me a weapon. You hold him, and let me kill him, he suggested. We stood them both in front of us and sat down with our backs against the loads. Neither man offered to try to escape; they were both too tired. Each seemed to suspect the other, and Tsang-Mondrong answered our questions readily enough at first, because he feared Tsang-yang might answer them otherwise.

He told us he had been released from Delhi jail by the order of some visiting official who considered he had been condemned without sufficient evidence. He had started after us without an hours delay, following clues left purposely by Tsang-yang.

Tsang-yang promptly denied that he had left such clue.

A dog he is! Like a dog be smelled the trail!

But at that Tsang-Mondrong flew at him, calling him an eight-faced liar, and we had to separate them, fighting like a pair of windmills.

As soon as he recovered breath Tsang-Mondrong admitted frankly that he had not expected to overtake us much this side of Leh, in Ladakh, and added that he had come slowly because he was sick from the food they had given him in jail. He did not turn uncommunicative until I asked him whether he had known Rait. He denied it, and his expression and attitude changed instantly.

No, you didnt know him! said Chullunder Ghose. Like damn-fool you thought you could steal from him! But he having kicked you in belly, I bet you remember him!

How did you come to possess Raits wallet! Grim demanded.

Tsang-Mondrong promptly denied ever having seen the wallet. Tsang-yang, probably imagining that he himself had lost it in the scuffle in the warehouse at Srinagar, and moved by some spirit of lying for the sake of lying, swore that he, too, knew nothing about any wallet; whereat Tsang-Mondrong began cursing him in voluble Tibetan and we had to separate them once more.

Narayan Singh went and stood between them to keep them from flying at each others throats, and Tsang-Mondrong swore there was a lot of money in the wallet, the amount increasing as conviction grew that Tsang-yang had made away with it. The transfer of possession, it appeared, had been a very simple matter: the jail officials had taken it from Tsang-Mondrong, who claimed that it was not his property, so after a perfunctory examination it was sealed and, at Tsang-Mondrongs request, given to Tsang-yang on his release, a week later, for delivery to its rightful owner. However, Tsang-Mondrong refused to say why he had wished Tsang-yang to have it.

But by that time Tsang-yang was in a white-hot rage; the other had struck him under the breastbone besides calling him a thief; the mixture of agony and indignation drove the whole story of the wallet spluttering out of him.

Tsang-Mondrong is a snake whose liver crawls with lice! He followed Rait sahib across the border, beyond Gyangtse, to the land of Ü. There he approached him, offering his services as guide. The chiling,† knowing who he was, could not help but accept, since otherwise Tsang-Mondrong would have instantly betrayed him. All this was told me in the jail in Delhi, by Tsang-Mondrong, who is an eater of eggs and a drinker of milk and a tobacco- smoker‡ among other vices that he has!

‡  three unspeakable offenses against Tibetan custom. Authors footnote.]

Tsang-Mondrong said the chiling Rait made two or three attempts to poison him. But it was doubtless he who tried to poison the chiling. Watching, he saw the chiling bury a wallet under a little pyramid of stones on which all passers-by hang prayer flags  such a cairn as exist in Tibet by the hundred-thousand. Thereafter the chiling set a mark on the side of the cliff, and beneath that under a flat stone, he put a written message, saying where the wallet had been hidden.

The chiling, who was cunningly disguised, went forward with his more than twelve mule loads of matches and silk and indigo; and that day, and the next, Tsang-Mondrong  whose soul shall inhabit a she-dog in his next life  had no opportunity to turn back and un-dig the wallet; but on the third night thereafter he did so. All this he told me in the Delhi jail. But I have never seen the wallet.

In the pause that followed that profound misstatement Chullunder Ghose tried to break Tsang-Mondrongs silence.

Son of purity and virtue, he demanded, why in the name of Chenresi and all your buttery deities did you not at once betray the chiling, seeing that you now had proof against him?

But before Tsang-Mondrong could answer, Tsang-yang resumed the tale:

He could not! The chiling had vanished as if the earth had swallowed him! Tsang-Mondrong, whose brains are a chickens entrails, hoped to extort much money before finally betraying him. But the chiling had vanished, and Tsang-Mondrong said to himself, `If I tell such a tale I shall be mocked and beaten, for who would believe it? But now that he had the wallet he understood that one should follow before long, for whom the chiling had left that message; so he returned to Darjeeling to act guide for officers on shooting expeditions, meaning to keep his eyes wide open. All these things he told me in the jail, but I have never seen the wallet, which, moreover, had no money in it. He is a black-souled devils offspring and a liar, whose oath is no good. I swear I have not seen the wallet.

Why, then, did he send you in pursuit of us! I asked.

Because he wished to follow you, and because to betray you on this side of the border would not be so profitable as on the other side, where he can first extort money from you by threats, and then arrange to have you robbed, before betraying you to the authorities.

Sin-scorning pilgrim of the inner way  adorer of Chenresi, tell me, said Chullunder Ghose, why did Tsang-Mondrong give the wallet to you?

Tsang-yang was about to deny again that he had ever seen the wallet, but Tsang-Mondrong found speech at last and burst out with denunciation.

Why? Because this Tsang-yang is a renegade monk, who knows too much about the insides of religion to be honest! He is a driver of hard bargains. May his soul be separated from his body! He refused to have anything to do with you or me unless I gave him the wallet as security.

And do you still propose to come with us? Grim asked him.

The man nodded.

Why?

Because I must find the chiling Rait. And because I know all about you, Jimgrim. You, too, are looking for that chiling, and men say you always succeed in everything you attempt.

Why do you want to find the chiling Rait?

I want to see his soul torn from his body!

He is not known as Rait in Tibet, is he?

No, but as Lung-tok.

How do you suppose he disappeared? Do you think he was murdered?

Not he! That chiling ragyaba is far too cunning! He buried the wallet with no other purpose than to get rid of me  may dogs devour him! It is clear to me now that he let me see him bury it, well knowing I would return and dig it up, but he took care I shouldnt slip away from him to do that until the third night following. So by the time I had gone all that long way back to get the wallet, and had turned again to follow him, he had had plenty of time to disappear; but how he disappeared, with all those mules and three servants, I know not. And now another thing is clear to me: that chiling is a crafty reader of mens minds! He knew that having lost him I would return to Darjeeling and watch for whoever should follow; thus he thought that the wallet might probably fall into your hands, learned sirs, he thinking I would behave to you as I did to him, offering my services.

You may go. You may go and betray us, said Grim. One word from you to the authorities in Srinagar and theyll send mounted men to bring us back.

Nay, Jimgrim! You are more cunning than the chiling Rait! You would give me the slip just as he did, I come with you. If you pay me well enough I will be your friend and not betray you.

Rait, you say, calls himself Lung-tok. What if I find him? Grim asked.

Tsang-Mondrongs hideous face transformed itself into a horror that even the darkness could not hide. It was hatred, naked and determined. But he made no answer.


CHAPTER VI. The Fanged Jaws of the Zogi-La.

I, too, strove for many things that fools can win and wise men weary of; until I asked of my inner self  what goods are worth the getting? Because strength was in me, and I would not waste such substance as I had. And the answer, which came like the sap to the limbs of a tree, from within not without, was, Seek manhood; and if riches help thee, use them: or if poverty assist thee, use that; but be sure thy goal is manhood and naught else. For all things shall depart from thee, like flesh from off thy bones, when death comes, but thy manhood is thy souls robe, shielding it from shame.
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MEN are not rational when they have made their minds up; if they were, nothing would ever get accomplished, because there would be too many reasons for not taking the next step forward. But we like to pretend we are rational, since self-conceit is half the art of being happy. We four actually held a conference, out of earshot of the two Tibetans, to decide whether we should continue to try to do what we were wholly bent on doing!

Last words being weightiest, Grim told Chullunder Ghose to speak first.

Damn foolishness is all right if persisted in, said the babu. It is being half-clever and half-foolish that gets people into trouble. In foolishness, it is the biggest fool who wins  and there are a lot of slippery places between here and Tibet; let us sample same, and something may turn up.

Narayan Singh spoke next, and we all knew what he would say, although he worded it unexpectedly:

Do we wish to die in bed? If so, why did we start on this adventure?

I merely said it would be safer to take the two Tibetans with us than to leave them to work mischief at our rear. Being four to their two we could probably manage them, and they would be useful to help pack and lead the ponies.

Grim said All right, and that ended the discussion.

We breakfasted beside the road and concealed ourselves and the loads in a gorge out of sight of passing villagers until nearly noon when the ponies came. The sight of those sturdy little rascals, bred in Tibetan wilderness and toughened by experience of pack-work on the mountain trails, made even our two Tibetans good-humored; in their anxiety to show us how well they could manage a pack-saddle they forgot to quarrel. Then a strange thing happened.

The ponies had come down the pass toward us with drooping heads and an end-of-a-journey look about them. The moment three or four of them were loaded and we turned them all toward the mountains they began to kick and squeal like colts. Our two Tibetans began singing. There was a chill wind and the far-off mountain tops looked gray and gloomy, but the spirits of the whole party rose like mercury in a thermometer; nor did they fall again until we turned aside into a valley to find the empty store shed and await the heavier loads that Benjamins agents had promised to send by porter.

There we waited a whole day in abject gloom, and twice we had to separate Tsang-Mondrong and Tsang-yang, who snarled at each other like cat and dog, each urging us at intervals to kill the other one and be done with a rogue who would certainly murder us otherwise. The only time they left off quarreling was when Chullunder Ghose tried to question them about the mysterious evil hinted at by Benjamin and by Rait in his letter to me; they lapsed then into a mutually supporting silence, glancing at each other, staring at us open-mouthed, pretending not to understand the questions, which they were obviously unwilling or afraid to answer.

But when the porters came at last and we had loaded all the ponies and turned northward toward the dreaded Zogi-la, everybodys spirits rose again. The ponies kicked and squealed and the Tibetans sang; Chullunder Ghose laughed at the blisters that tortured his fat feet; we all felt that, storm or no storm, we would fight our way across the pass by some means.

The road from Srinagar to Leh winds for two hundred miles through the grandest scenery on earth  a well-made road with bridges over all the streams. Each height revealed new heights beyond us, only to be reached by crossing valleys gouged out of the rock by bawling streams and glaciers, long vanished, that had left their worn and littered boulders on the slopes. The ponies were lightly loaded and we might have ridden, but we proposed to get ourselves in good condition and to reserve the ponies strength for the terrific struggle later on, so we did the thirty miles a day on foot, making the fat drip off Chullunder Ghose in spite of the raw wind.

But our determination to save the ponies had an unforeseen result. It made our Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong almost friendly, since it gave them a grievance in common. The Tibetans have a proverb that they quote at you perpetually on the trail:

If a horse will not carry you uphill, he is no horse; if you will not walk down-hill, you are no man.

They were determined to ride uphill and used every possible trick to circumvent us, making the ponies stray in order to be told to go and catch them, and take their time about it, and come along behind us riding on top of a load when we were out of sight beyond a rise. It did not matter how many times we knocked them off a pony; they were always on again at the first chance, and what they regarded as an insult to their manhood brought them more and more together making common cause against us.

Chullunder Ghose did his best to keep on friendly terms with Tsang-yang, pretending to try to persuade Grim and me to let the fellow ride for pitys sake; and I bullied him unmercifully, hoping that might lead him to confide in the babu. But the only result was that the two Tibetans pitied each other and loathed us more and more. They began to talk together much more than we relished.

So to find out what they were discussing we made new arrangements for the night. We had two tents and hitherto, in order to keep them apart, Grim and I had slept in one tent with one of them, while the other shared the smaller tent with Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose. Now we put the two of them to sleep together, while we four used the larger tent, and in the night Grim crept out to the smaller tent to listen.

They were discussing whether or not to betray us to the authorities at Leh. Each seemed afraid that the other might do that in any event, or else that some accident would make us known to the authorities, in which case the chance of getting a reward for our betrayal, as well as the equally tempting chance of robbing us later on, would vanish into thin air.

Nevertheless, they both seemed to prefer to help us to cross the forbidden border into Tibet, where we would be entirely at their mercy, but though they swore long rituals of oaths, neither man could quite persuade himself to trust the other.

Next morning Chullunder Ghose reopened the quarrel between them by regaling Tsang-yang with tales that he said Tsang-Mondrong had told of him.

Yesterday, he told me, you were turned out of the Drepung Monastery for having put poison in your abbots food, and also because it was discovered you ate chicken meat and eggs, smoked tobacco, and were the father of nine illegitimate children.

Then he told of me only the half of what is true about himself! said Tsang-yang, and for a day or two there was a reassuring state of enmity between them.

But thirty miles a day soon lays the leagues behind, and they buried their enmity once more as we approached the Zogi-la Pass, leaning into wind that nearly tore the skin off us. For a whole day before we reached it we could feel the imminence of snow, and the fact that we had passed no travelers coming southward augured small prospect of our finding the pass open. The whole horizon was gray with clouds; the ever-increasing wind, howling along lonely gorges, made our eyes water so that we could hardly see the way, and already, at a height of about eleven thousand feet, Chullunder Ghose was suffering from cold and dizziness.

Our two Tibetans appeared to dread the passes more than we did, having had experience. The nearer we came to the Zogi-la the more they urged us not to make haste, arguing it would be wiser to camp on some wind-swept level where the snow would not lie, and there to await the first storm, than to be caught in the midst of the pass in a blizzard with the wind against us. But their argument only aroused our suspicion; if it should happen that they knew we were being followed, they would naturally try to delay our march and prevent us from putting the snow-filled pass between us and pursuit.

And besides, there was the psychology of delay to reckon with. Whether or not, as they said, it would be easier to cross over the drifted snow than to fight our way through against a storm, there was no doubt that to postpone the crossing of your Rubicon is bad generalship. Difficulties tackled and overcome at the start encourage you to greater effort later on; a policy of waiting for the early difficulties to resolve themselves rots determination.

But when we camped one evening, within two hundred paces of the entrance of the pass, snow had already begun to fall and the wind was howling through the gorge with such force that we could hardly pitch camp on the only level place beside the road where there was any shelter. It was impossible to drive pegs, so we weighted the tent down with rocks and used most of our loads for a wind-break. Then we blanketed the ponies, fed them extravagantly in a hollow fifty yards away, and turned in, all in one tent.

The others fell asleep at once, but I was restless. The howling wind filled me with a strange foreboding of calamity; and it was cold, although we were huddled close together and I lay under a yak-skin overcoat. For another thing, I lay between the two Tibetans and the laced tent-opening, and I had not yet grown used to their disgusting body smell. On high elevations Tibetans almost never clean themselves (although they adopt more agreeable habits when they travel in India); our two were half-ripe, so to speak: cleanliness was giving place to filth and the two smells blended sickeningly. One way and another my senses were all nervously alert.

I could hear the driven snowflakes spattering against the tight-blown canvas and felt, with my hand, the drift creep swiftly up the tent-side, until the rocks that held it down were buried. The wind shrieked as if all Tibets hosts of devils had been loosed to wreak havoc in the Zogi-la, blast following blast, with short, ominous lulls when it sounded as if an army, wheeled transport and all, were struggling through the snow.

In one of those brief moments when the wind drew breath and the frozen snow fell downward instead of driving nearly parallel with the ground, I thought I heard a mans voice shouting. I tried to peer out of the tent but could see noting. I could not even see the falling snow. We had put out our lantern because it made the air in that confined space almost unbreathable.

There came another blast of wind that shrieked like a million voices, so, believing I must have been mistaken, I drew in my head; but as I fumbled with the lacing of the flap I heard the cry repeated. Even then I was not sure it was not imagination, since I knew my nerves were all on edge; I did not care to wake the others, who would probably lose a whole nights sleep if I should set them speculating about a false alarm. I was fully clothed, with my boots on, so I groped for the yak-hair overcoat, pulled on a leather cap with ear-flaps (something like an aviators) and crawled out under the tent-flap.

For several minutes my senses reeled before the storm. I could not even see the outline of the tent two yards away, although the change in the sound of the wind as it struck the slanted canvas was easily distinguishable. The whole earth seemed to be swaying over an unseen chasm is which chaos yelled and thundered. Then, suddenly, there came another of those awful pauses, and I nearly fell, because I had been leaning against the pressure of the wind. Before I could recover balance, and before the storm burst along the pass again, I heard the cry repeated.

It did not sound like a cry for help; it was more defiant than that, but the note was desperate. I shouted an answer as loud as I could but could hardly hear my own voice; the storm snatched it and hurried it off to nowhere; the men in the tent did not hear it at all. Nevertheless, the cry of a man had reached me through a pair of leather ear-pads, so it must have come from the direction of the pass and I began to try to make my way toward it.

There was nothing to give direction but the wind, but by keeping that full in my face, so that the sharp snow stung my eyes, I was able to move forward very slowly without much risk of falling into the ravine that, I knew, flanked the road on the left-hand side. I went almost inch by inch, minded to lie down and wait for morning if the shifting wind or my own inexperience of snow should make me lose sense of direction.

Once or twice I tried shouting again, and stopped to listen, but there was no answer. The snow was already knee-deep, and moderately firm, but drifted into waves that made progress in the dark increasingly difficult. I gave up hope of finding anyone when I had reached where I supposed the entrance of the pass must be. At that point there seemed to be a veritable wall of snow, and I turned, cursing myself for a fool for having ventured out on such a mad quest, wondering how to find the way back. My own tracks were already covered. There was absolutely nothing visible; I could not see my hand before my face. There was just one chance in a thousand that my voice might carry downwind to the tent and waken someone, who would miss me and then show a light, so I began to yell. As I did so, something clutched my right foot.

I can feel the clutch now, when I think of it. It was like the hand of death. In imagination I felt myself falling over the edge of the ravine beside the road. But it was a horses leg that tripped me, and I fell on the horses stone-dead body. Groping, I felt a mans arm, and that brought me back to my senses; I pulled him up out of the snow, hugging him close to me to preserve what little life he had. He was a moderately heavy man, with a great weight of frozen snow in his whiskers, but I could not see even his outline. He lay in my arms like a child, and once or twice I thought he tried to speak.

I began to shout again, working my way cautiously toward where I supposed the tent was, trying to judge direction by the feel of the wind behind me and counting footsteps in order to estimate the distance. But once I paused with a foot over the edge of the ravine and only the force of the blizzard saved me from stumbling over; and the next thing I did was to crash into the rock wall on the opposite side of the road. I was abreast of the tent, although I thought I had only gone half-way, when Grim heard me shouting at last and I saw the warm glow of our lantern through the snow-white canvas.

The tent nearly blew away when Narayan Singh opened it to pull me in, and it took our united strength to get it closed again and laced up. The wind blew out the lantern and we had to work in the dark, like sailors aloft in an arctic sea. When we had the tent secured at last, and the lantern lit again, it took us half an hour of rubbing, slapping, rolling, brandy-dosing and questioning before we could get a word out of the man I had carried in. Then at last he spoke to us in English.

We asked him his name, and he said it was Mordecai. Son-in-law of Benjamin of Delhi?

Sure! he said. You fellers  you know Benjamin? You seen my wife and kids?


CHAPTER VII. The Strange Tale Told by Mordecai.

Around a virgin daughter of a king are guardian walls, and ere one cometh at the walls are fierce men. He must therefore be acceptable in all ways who shall enter in. So is it wonderful that God should cause His secrets to be guarded by ferocity, and that of many kinds? Else were it a too simple thing for fearful men to enter in and ravish. Lo, I tell you, there is nothing worth the winning that must not be won; and this also: he who hath the secret hath it by his own worth, and that proved.
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HIS face was hollow and wan from long privation. When Grim and I knew him seven or eight years before he was a stocky sturdy individual, clean shaved, with a face not unlike Lenins but better humored  nearly always smiling. Now he was a tortured wreck with a straggling black beard that partly concealed his thinness, and as full of fear as he had formerly been full of impudence.

It was a long time before he remembered me, and longer yet before he knew Grim. He was in terror of our two Tibetans, whom we kept away from him as far as possible, but there was only room for us all to sit chin by jowl with our heads exactly underneath the ridgepole. Nothing could persuade Mordecai to talk until we sent Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong outside to dig themselves into the snow beside the ponies. Even so, he feared Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose  nagged them with insolent questions and tested their knowledge of Benjamin  before he consented at last to tell his story.

Rait! he said. Yes, curse him! The swine calls himself Lung-tok. You listen. The Tibetans know a white man got through, and theyre after him, searching all the inns and stripping travelers  strip a man naked and scratch him to see if the skins white under the dirt. I was all right; Id a letter for the Kun-Dun. I delivered it. He treated me first class, same as he does everyone who can get to him, but he asked who the chiling is whos in Tibet without permission. I didnt let on that I knew. After a bit the Dalai Lama gives it me in writing to go anywhere I pleased, me wanting to trade  so I told him. Gimme some more o that brandy.

We gave him food instead, and then a cigarette, which he smoked to the end. When he resumed his tale his voice had lost some of its hoarseness.

Lung-tok, Rait calls himself. Thats my name. The letter the Dalai Lama gives mes made out to Lung-tok. Ive used that name in Tibet since the first time Benjamin sent me up there. Rait learned all about me in Simla, where Im answering his questions and a Tibetan comes up and calls me Lung-tok. I didnt see no harm in telling him, not knowing yet that he was making plans to go to Lhasa, though I should have seen through it  him asking more questions than a Hindu lawyer, most of em about a place called Sham-bha-la. I got wise to him after a bit; and Im as keen as what he is to find Sham-bha-la. Me, I goes to Benjamin and talks him into sending me to Lhasa  see?

So Im in Lhasa, and business aint bad. Id sold all Id brought with me and put the money out at interest, sos Benjamin ud have a credit there to trade against. And talking around the bazaars and one thing and another, I hears of a feller named Lung-tok  which they think its a coincidence theres two of us of one name and theres some mighty inquisitive questions asked. But Ive that letter from the Kun-Dun, which makes me all right; and I says nothing about Rait. Not even if hed stole my name, I wouldnt put him in bad  not in that country. But me, Im out to find Sham-bha-la just as keen as he is.

I aint got no copyright on the name, you understand. But fifty fifty. If hes using my name, Ive a right to sit in, havent I? If hes found where Sham-bha-la is, Im coming. Theres old books in that place that ud fetch a fortune in New York.

So I changes my name and lets a beard grow, meaning not to spoil his chances; but I takes along that letter from the Kun-Dun just in case of accident. I can pass for a Tibetan any time, and I takes the name of Shatra; but you never know whatll happen next up in that country, so I makes sure of the alibi by keeping the Kun-Duns letter in a tube tied to my left arm.

I found Rait in a monastery. And, same as Id heard, he was showing em how to get gold out of the dirt they bring from Thok Jalung. The stuffs rich. They bring it all the way in baskets. They was losing more than half the gold, the way they roasted it, and even so it was good business; but he was showing em how to do it better  kidding em hed learned the trick in China, where he said hed been sold as a slave when he was two years old, along with his mother. He had the Chinese accent down fine. And another thing Ill give him credit for: he had em all believing he was taught in China by some kind of a living Buddha; he could talk em stupid when it came to arguing their own religion.

Most of em had heard of me under the name of Lung-tok, though none of em had seen me, me not having visited those parts. So Rait has no trouble in getting away with my name, nor no trouble of any kind, since its well known Im 0.K. in Lhasa. I knew him first look I had at him, and he knew me. But I couldnt get to talk to him, and though I made him all allowance for the danger we was both in, all the same it struck me he werent acting right. Mind you, Im not saying it was him that set em all against me. It aint easy to believe that of a white man. Im just telling you what happened.

Memory of what happened made him shrink into himself. For a while he appeared to go mad, muttering Tibetan phrases, but Grim could not understand a word he said. It did not need much to make us all feel spooky, with that storm howling outside and the lantern casting shadows on the tent. The wrong lodge! said Chullunder Ghose, and Grim nodded. Narayan Singh swore Sikh oaths through his teeth and reached for the brandy, forcing some of it into Mordecais mouth to keep him from groveling on the ground sheet with his hands over his eyes. When he sat up again at last he looked like a man recovering from epilepsy  weak, and afraid of the things he had seen in his fit. He began talking in a hurry, as if the sound of his own voice comforted him.

Theyre all extremes, he said, gesturing with his head toward the north. Theyre whites and blacks, and you cant tell which is which, till something happens. Theres white Mahatmas, and black Mahatmas  and a kind of war going on between them behind the scenes. But nobody never sees them Mahatmas  or if he does, he dont let on. If a Tibetans white  no matter if he dont wash  that dont mean nothing  thats climate and a bit o superstition  you can trust him if hes white. And if hes black, you cant. The blacks are known as Red Hats, but thats only the name outsiders call em by. You cant tell which is which; theres blacks and whites all in one monastery. Say, are you going through the pass? he asked suddenly.

I told him yes. He flew at once into a panic.

You cant! Youre mad! Turn back, I tell you! If theyd skin you, that ud be a mild thing! They hunted me over the passes to Leh  and I give em the slip there  thought I had. They found me, damn em, but I got a horse. Id no money left  only some bread in my pocket. I rode like hell all over the Dras plateau and the horse dying under me mile after mile, me keeping life in both of us by cursing Rait! Snow was coming, but I see if I could make the Zogi-la first, snow ud save me, like a door shut in their faces. And I made it! Krishna! Ach Ihr lieben Gottesmenschen! Yoi-eh-h-h! Listen to me! Through the Zogi-la I come  at midnight  and the storm behind me! Then the horse died. How long ago was that? Where am I, anyhow? Gimme some brandy.

His mind wandered again. He relapsed into gibbering madness, leaning his back against my knees, his eyes staring into vacancy, his hands warding off imaginary specters. Chullunder Ghose seized his hands and slapped the backs of them. Narayan Singh covered him with an extra overcoat. Grim forced brandy between his lips; and after a while the brandy brought him around.

What was I telling you? Rait? Hes rotten! Ive seen em flog men  and women too, till they looked like great worms writhing in purple mud  and thats too good for Rait! Mind you, I dont say, even now, he did it. Well talk, though, him and me  alone somewheres  if I have to find Sham-bha-la first! Damn his eyes, he maybe thought Id tip off the Tibetans he was white. He aint white! Me and Rait has a talk  felt coming. You think what you like about it. If I prove it on him  

The monks was all friendly to me, and theyre hospitable. Im put to share a cell with one of em, and he  a lazy, good-for-nothing sort of bum that ud rather talk all night and eat all day than read his books. Hes not much good at reading anyhow, but hes good natured, so I figures Ill do myself a turn by showing him the Kun-Duns letter, me holding my thumb over where it says my name is Lung-tok. After that I asks him about Sham-bha-la, and he says it isnt a place at all, but a kind of state of consciousness like getting drunk  only, drinkings vicious, whereas Sham-bha-la isnt. He laughs then about Raid  Lung-tok he calls him  wanting to get to Sham-bha-la, and we has a drink together which is against the rules, him humming a song about chang and pretty ladies. Chang is the kind of beer they drink. Its potent, some of it.

There came a more than usually violent gust of wind that seemed to shake the earth. It screamed among the rocks and Mordecai shuddered with terror. Thats them! Thats them! I heard em! I tell you, they wasnt a mile behind me! Theyll have fought their way through, same as I did! Give me a gun, somebody!

We could not quiet him until Narayan Singh crawled out and pretended to scout through the storm. When he came back with ice on his beard he reported that dawn was breaking but the storm was growing worse. We put the lantern out to save oil, but then it was almost pitch-dark in the tent and Mordecai, laughing hysterically at his own fear, urged us to light it again.

They got caught in the drifts! he said. Lets hope! Theres a place where the wind comes three ways, freezing cold, and nearly blows you off your horse. Thats where the pass turns sharp to your left, and on your right He shuddered again. What was I sayin? Oh yes, me and the monk. He must have told about that letter from the Kun-Dun, which was what I hoped hed do. Just to prevent accidents I wanted em all to know I stood O.K., without having to show my credentials, which might have made it bad for Rait. You see, I could prove my name was Lung-tok, and he couldnt, and if theyd once begun to suspect him hed have been up against it.

They was more friendly to me than ever when it got known. I had that letter from Kun-Dun  thats the Presence  what they call the Dalai Lama. Some of em asked to see it, but I only showed the tube what it was in. And somebody told Rait. Ill give him credit for being smart! He guessed it was made out to the name of Lung-tok. And not long after that there was some Tantric ceremonies. Ever heard of em? Black stuff.

He shuddered again. The Jews have always been inquisitive of evil; more than any other people in the world they are shocked by it, and turn against it with loathing and violence when reaction sets in. According to Grims theory, that is the secret of the strength of their enduring race. It was surely the secret of Mordecais goings and comings, his strength and his weakness, his courage and his contradictory fears.

Raft knows enough about the Tantric mysteries to get himself admitted. Maybe he thinks through them hell find the clue to Sham-bha-la  same as you have to die to learn what the next worlds like. Maybe not  I dont know. It was him that put em up to inviting me. He slips a note to me one night when we files out of the refectory after supper, two by two, him pretending to twist his ankle on a broken flagstone, so Id pass him. Ill get you a pass to the show, was all he wrote in it; and me, Im fool enough to think hes acting white.

Next day after that they changed my cell mate. I was put in with a monk who had to tell me all the passwords. Id ought to have seen through it. Id ought to have noticed that you couldnt lock the cell door. Twerent the monk that stole my letter; he was snoring to beat ten when the door opened, and in come Rait  tip-toeing  shushing me. Quiet! he whispers in English. Have you a message from Jeff Ramsden?

Like a fool I says,Whos Jeff Ramsden? He kids he cant hear and stoops over me, groping with his hands.

`Didnt Jeff send me a message by you? he asks, and when I says no, he goes out, silent as a ghost.

Who stole my letter if he didnt? Sure, I couldnt see him in the dark, but who else in the monastery could speak English, and knew you, and knew you might send him a message? All the same, I didnt miss the letter yet; hed taken it out of the tube, and the tube was still tied to my arm. Hes smart all right. But Ill get him for it. The same feller aint going to sting me twice.

Next night was the ceremonies. Cavern. Dark place as old as the mountains. Not above half of the monks is admitted; none but blackbirds is allowed in there  one by one, down dark steps, and along a passage where there was masked monks standing in niches carved out of the rock, who took the password, and each password different. We had to go dead slow because of darkness, and a man in a mask at the entrance holds us up until the man ahead had gone some way along the passage, so theres lots of room between us and I couldnt hear whether my words was the same as other peoples. Maybe not. I guess not  although I wasnt suspicious until I reached the cavern and two monks in devil masks with horns on em led me away from all the others to a sort of platform on the left-hand side.

There I sits. And I tell you, I aint feeling good. There was no way out excep the way wed come in, and between me and the entrance was about two hundred monks all squatting in rows with hoods over their heads  so I couldnt tell which was Rait. You couldnt see much anyhow. There was about a hundred little butter-lamps, set where the light would shine on a wall all carved with devils and colored something gorgeous  gold, red, blue  it was a wonder.

Next thing, about a dozen men in masks came up and stood behind me and on either side. You never saw such masks. But queerly enough that took some of the scare out of me. Ive been into the secret caves of Lebanon, and into Hindu temples where they marry girls to brass gods; and in all those places, when you first get in they put you through some kind of initiation. I hadnt missed that letter yet, and I was thinking if I flashed the Kun-Duns seal Id be all right whatever happened. Down below there on the floor the monks all kep their heads bowed, so I bowed mine too, but that didnt keep me from looking  three ways at once!

Presently a bell rings, and theres silence. Doors shut. Incense  and then what them savages call music  bells, drums, cymbals, trumpets and stringed instruments. I guess it was music. You cant make any sense to it, but it fills a cavern first rate and brings the goose flesh out all over you, deadens your eardrums, makes you feel like you was dead and wish you wasnt. Then there was chanting. Say, if anything ud make a man believe in hell, that chanting would!

I cant tell all that happened after that. It wouldnt sound right. It was like the music  no way of describing it  rotten bad stuff, worse than anything Id seen. (And Ive seen plenty.) There was just enough of dim-colored light for you to see their heads all swaying, till it looked as if their heads werent any part of em; and after a while you could feel the magic of it, as if your senses all worked backward instead of forward. It felt like being the reflection in a looking-glass. It felt as if wed all gone back together to the place where animals exist before theyre born. Horrible!  and me, Ive seen the worst rites in the Hindu temples.

Suddenly a man showed up from nowhere  black  stark  naked, except he had a devil-mask on. King o Darkness. They all moaned at him. It was worse and worse. He swayed, and they swayed in time to him, until he had em all by the imaginations  and he pretty near got me, but I was hanging on to the multiplication table  thirteen times thirteen  working it out in my head to keep from being caught in that cursed magic. I can stick out most things, but it made you feel your head werent yours. Nor your soul neither.

There was lots more. So far they was only warming up. Maybe now I dont remember all of it. After a while I guess it got me. I felt like a man under water, or in a dream or something. There was pressure on top of my head. I couldnt move. Then all at once I come to  sudden  and I knew I was up against it! That King o Darkness faced my way and hollered, pointing at me with a kind o pitchfork. And they all hollered.

I talk Tibetan good, but I couldnt make head or tail of what that King o Darkness said, nor what they all yelled back at him, excep that they was meaning me.

He kep on making stabs toward me. Then he was gone  sudden, like a shadow when you blow a candle out. No knowing where he went, nor how. Silence then, and you could hear it with your backbone. There werent no noise, nor nothing a man was used to. All like being dead  lonely  nowhere to go, and no reason for anything. Awful. I guess a cow feels that way in the shambles.

Then a man in a mask and a long black robe stood up and says  calm as if it bored him  theres a chiling in the place. The minute hed said it the band blared up and there was noise enough to burst your head. Them guys who was around me on the platform jerked me to my feet. They tore the clothes off me, along with that tube I had tied to my arm. I was stark naked  and them tearing my things to bits to hunt for something hidden in the seams.

The rest of em howled like maniacs. Like wolves they was. I knew theyd tear me in a minute. So I shouts for Lung-tok. I says Lung-tok knows me.

Ive been laughed at  all Jews have  but never like that before. It made your blood run cold. There weret so much as a sign from Rait, and I couldnt tell which was him on account of their all having hoods. But I thinks, maybe hes biding his time to help me sudden-like when itll do most good.

So I tells them I has a letter from the Kun-Dun  thats the Dalai Lama. But the feller whod tore the tube off my arm shows em the tube empty  and it struck me sudden, all of a heap, whod swiped it.

Mind you, I cant prove nothing. Im not saying it was Rait. But if it wasnt him, who else was it? And if it wasnt him, why didnt he speak a word for me or lift a finger? I called out to him again, and the whole lot mocked me Lung-tok! Lung-tok!  like lot o bull-frogs croaking.

I didnt have time to do no thinking after that. They pitched me off the platform, same as youd throw meat to tigers, and I dont hardly know what happened; barring I was nearly torn to bits. Im black and blue now, and that was best part of a month ago  Ive lost count o the days. I fought a bit, until they near beat my brains out, and then I tried to sham dead, but it werent no use; they beat me until they thought I was sure dead  and me, I think the same  and I was chucked into a dark hole.

When I come to I was lying legs upward in the hole, so cold I thought first I was frozen. It hurt that bad to move, I guess I fainted. When I came to again I was thirsty; I was that thirsty I had to move however bad it hurt. I gropes, and theres bones. I takes one with me. I has to crawl out o the hole legs first.

By and by Im in the cavern. Theres seven butter-lamps burning in front o the carved wall, and I looks. Its a mans thigh bone in my hand. The lamps have been refilled, so theres no guessing what time it is nor how long Ive been in that sepulcher. No water. Nobody around. I drinks some of the butter from the lamps, and rubs the rest all over me, leaving only one lamp burning. Ever drink hot butter when youre parched? Hoi-yee! I near went crazy! What Id rubbed on warmed me and I didnt hurt so much, but my head bursts every step I take. I looks for that passage wed all come in by, and I was that out o my senses I was trying to remember all the Passwords  me, what couldnt speak  stark naked  blood and butter  wanting to give passwords!

The door was shut, but it opens easy. Theres a monk in the first niche in the passage. Theres a lamp, and hes sitting there telling his beads. I walks rights up to him, and hes so scared he cant yell. I guess I was a picture! He grabs me, but Im greased good  and he hurt me that bad where he gripped, Id ha killed my mother! I swats him with the thigh bone. But I werent so sure his skull was broke, so I takes his staff, what had an iron spike to it, and prods him. Then I takes his clothes. Im wearing whats left of em now.

I made it quick. There was a storm outside, and that helps. I ate snow. By and by I finds some water in a horse trough near the stables. I guess I drunk enough to swim in. Then I was able to think. There was lots o monastery servants saw me, but they couldnt see me good, cause it was snowing, and Im dressed like a monk, so nobody says a word. I took a horse out o the stables. And I knew where they kept the loaves of bread all stacked in a shed outside the kitchen. I had to break the lock, but that was easy. So I had bread.

I reckoned it wouldnt be long before theyd find that monk; unless he was there for punishment they wouldnt leave him more than four hours, and it might be two. I makes the horse step lively, and the snow coming from behind me covers up the tracks.

But I had to sleep, you understand, and I had to feed me and the horse after the bread give out. And Id no money. So I acts the monk at wayside inns, begging and blessing the nemo  thats the landlady  and telling her shell have children. Any one could see Id been beaten half-dead and was running, but the monks are always having fights among themselves and thats nobodys business.

Storms  you never see the like of em  wind blowing the snow along in clouds, and the tracks covered as soon as a horse makes em. But theyre after me. Im fired at. One night they come on me when Im sleeping in an inn, but Id blessed that nemo special. I slips out while theyre beating her to get the information, and shes yelling so they cant hear me lock the door on them. I set a log against it. Then I takes a change o horses, leaving my old tired one. Id ha cut the throats of all the horses excep the one I took, but if Id wasted time looking for a knife I might ha lost out.

The worst part was to find the way. The snow dont lie deep on the plains, but it hides the trail and it chokes the passes. If you dont find the right gap, and have your luck with you at that, youre done for. My bruises pained me so I felt like quitting, but Ive a wife and daughters  and I was cursing Rait, and that kept life in me.

Id have lost the way sure, only I got thinking again after a bit and let them show me. I reckoned theyd know I was making for Ladakh, and theyd keep on going until they caught up. I hid beside the road and let them go by  eight of em, armed with rifles. Then I followed.

Nobody looked to see me come along behind. But of course they was first at the inns, so I had to be smart with the nemos; theyd been warned to keep a lookout. I tells em Im the monk the chiling half-killed and Im racing to keep my brother monks from committing the sin of retribution  which is the way they talk and dont act. The nemos understand all right, and one of em gives me a nice long knife. I promises her two sets o twins in three years.

Its all talk that them passes cant be crossed in winter. A Chink army did it. So did a Sikh army  but they lost out and two-thirds of em died. Sven Hedin did it. Me, Ive done it. But you have to kale pe a, as the Tibetans say  go slowly. You need guts. Them Tibetans what was hunting me left first-class tracks for me to follow, and in one place I come on a load of barley theyd cached, so me and the horse fed good. But I had to keep my eyes open, knowing theyd give up looking for me sooner or later and turn back.

That come near doing for me. I never thought thered be more of em coming along behind. First I knew, I was fired at. Then theyd shot the horse, and you can hear a rifle miles away. Back come the men Im following  slow, because its all a horse can do to climb, but coming; and them behind me coming fast. Im three parts dead anyhow, so I took a chance.

Mordecai covered his eyes with his hands. Unable to shut out the mental picture of that chance he took, he gestured as if thrusting it away from him and then went on talking rapidly.

There was a precipice to one side  sheet ice, most of it. Over I goes. Thinking of its worse than doing it. Id took the bag of barley with me, so I falls softer sometimes than others. And I sticks the knife into the ice. That helps.

Theres a ledge, and it aint much, but I lies there and they cant see me. I chucks the bag over. The barleys all spilled and the bags busted, so it falls all spraddled out and maybe it looks like me from way up top there. They rides around to come at me from down below  and thats a half-days journey.

Climbing back was worse. But there was that dead horse, and I was starving hungry. I gets up there after a while, and there werent much of the knife left, me using it to dig holes in the ice and hang on, but I cuts off chunks of meat and eats a lot of it. I guessed theyd started home again; theyd reckon I was stone dead on the ledge, not finding me below there; so by and by, of course, theyd see the horse Id cut the meat from, and I couldnt help leaving a track in the snow.

I lost the way, and it stormed, covering up my tracks and theirs, too. That looks like the end of it. Im weak and Im getting light-headed now. I keeps talking to my wife, and theres a dish of hot curry in front of me just out o reach  me hurrying to catch it  reaching out and falling. When Im pretty near ready to quit, I hear wolves. Then I sees em. Theyre down yonder, fighting over a dead horse  so thats the trail, and the Tibetans are along ahead of me again. That horses leg was broke, and his insides was still warm, so they aint so far ahead.

Them wolves slunk off when they see me coming, so I cuts as much meat as I can carry and makes Leh on foot, digging into the snow at night and following their tracks all day long  me in a hurry to get some good grub and a bed to lie in. You get sick of raw horse.

It didnt storm no more, so following was middling easy, except where the wind blew the snow in drifts; so by and by I sees Leh  down a valley in the distance. I come pretty near not making it. I lies down and cries like a fool. I has to sleep one more night in the snow, and next morning I can hardly drag myself along.

Theres a Ladakhi in Leh  a Moslem, whos a friend of mine. He takes me in and says nothing, but he brings me all the tales thats going round. Im sick and hes pretty good for a Moslem; he has his three wives tend to me, and one of ems only a child  fourteen-fifteen  thereabouts. Shes jealous of the other two.

Them Tibetans, whats been hunting me, means wintering in Leh. They dont fancy the road back over the passes. And them not having caught me, the folks at homell say I bribed em. They figure to go back and pick up my bones in the spring.

But Im not feeling good and the Ladakhi gets a doctor for me  a Moslem. Hes a top-notcher, but inquisitive, and, not being told nothing, he talks. So the Tibetans hear of it.

Ladakhs British, more or less. Theres a British resident, and a Moravian mission, and astronomers up at the observatory. The Tibetans dont dare do much openly.

First they tries aconite, sending a woman to bribe that young wife to put the stuff in the soup the doctor orders for me. But my Ladakhi friend, he has suspicions; and Ive done him good turns. So has Benjamin. So he feeds me rice, him cooking it, and lets the doctor see the soup. When he beat that young new wife you could have heard her yell a mile off.

Next they tries to set my friends house afire. Hes hospitable, but theres a limit to anything, you understand. I might have appealed to the British resident (and he aint a bad sort) but it ud have meant answering too many questions, besides never being able to leave Delhi again without being watched. So my friend gives me a horse and some food, and Im off. I gives him a draft on Benjamin to pay my board and lodging.

Comes five of the Tibetans after me, reckoning theyll catch me their side of the Zogi-la.

They pretty near did. That horse werent up to much, though I gives him all my bread. The storm comes in the nick o time. It sweeps along behind us, and they darent no more turn back into it than what I did. Ive a notion some of em went over the ravine, where the pass turns sharp and the wind comes at you three ways. It was pitch-dark.

What are you fellers doing here! Say  are you going on into Tibet? Honest? Gimme some more o that brandy. You  youre going into Tibet? What are y after?

Rait, Grim answered.

Mordecai looked at us curiously one by one. His face gave no indication of his thought.

Well, you cant start while the storm lasts, he said presently. Howd you like to lend me some of them good blankets while I get some sleep?


CHAPTER VIII. The Zogi-La lives up to its reputation.

Men think they work for money or some other momentary need; but they deceive themselves, it being curious to witness how unanimously human beings substitute the shadow for the truth  which truth is, that no other impulse governs us than the necessity of growth. Remember it is not the thing done, but the doing that the gods weigh, and that many have failed to reach their goal who none the less accomplished more than he who, coming to a journeys end, thought that the mere end should justify him.
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MORDECAI died in his sleep.

We had proposed to let him sleep and to question him at noon about the place where Rait was; and we had proposed to ourselves to give him Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong with three of our ponies to help him reach India, by that means ridding ourselves of the Tibetans, whom Mordecai would probably have been able to keep out of mischief long enough for us to escape across the border.

However, after we had fed the ponies and cleared out the snow that already half-filled the hollow in which they were picketed, we returned to the tent and Narayan Singh, stooping to wake Mordecai to join in our meal, announced:

So. Buss. His tale is finished!

Narayan Singhs was the only spoken comment. I remember what I thought about was old Benjamins grief when he should somehow learn the news.

That same hour, in silence, we buried Mordecai in a fissure in the rock, wedging heavy stones in after him and building a cairn to keep out beasts of prey.

Then there was nothing for it but to take those two Tibetans with us. And we had to make haste; if another storm should come while we were struggling with the drifts that blocked the Zogi-la it would mean almost certain death. I led the way with the ponies that had the lightest loads, to break the trail, and for a while we made good progress, crushing a track for the others who thoroughly understood their business, treading carefully where we had trampled the snow firm. But the wind became terrific; less than an hour after we started it was blowing powdery drifts into our teeth and kicking up stinging clouds through which it was impossible to see a yard ahead. I clung to the leading ponys tail and urged him forward, at the almost certain risk of being kicked whenever he plunged into a drift and struggled out.

The sides of the gorge were invisible. When I paused to rest the ponies and to let the others overtake me, Narayan Singh, who had been bringing up the rear, reported that the drifts were now so deep behind us that we could not possibly turn back.

I led on again; and there were places where the wind had swept the snow down nearly to the road bed, but there it was all that a pony could do to force himself into the blizzard. They turned their rumps toward it and had to be beaten to face it again.

At last, in one of those wind-swept spaces, not yet mid-way of the pass, the leading pony planted and refused to stir. Unable to see beyond him into the stinging drift, I clung to his mane and reconnoitered forward very cautiously, expecting to find we were off the track and had come to the edge of a precipice. I stepped on a man who lay frozen between the legs of a dead horse.

He was a Tibetan, with a bandolier containing twenty or thirty cartridges, but though we hunted around for a while we could not find his rifle. (Nor did we see a sign of any of the others who had been hunting Mordecai.) The man had crept under the horse after it fell, to protect himself against the storm, and died where he lay.

That may have been the place where, as Mordecai described, the wind came at you three ways  through gaps, I suppose, in the wall of the gorge; but we could not see the gorge; the blowing, whirling snow made your hand invisible at arms length. We could not hear each other speak.

We left the Tibetan lying there and I led on again; but now Chullunder Ghose was weakening. I had oiled him well from head to foot before the start to protect him against frost bite, but the weight of his extra clothing told on him and he was mountain sick. Yet he would have been an impossible burden for a pony through the drifts.

Grim told him to cling to a ponys tail and assigned him the place in the column next behind me, which gave me double work to do; for, though he did not complain, he kept falling and I had to turn back to haul him out of drifts from which he had not strength enough to raise himself. It was no use leaving him for the others to rescue; the following pony would stop when it came to him and none could get by without floundering through the drift.

The last third of the eleven miles was much the hardest, for at noon the sun melted the surface and the ponies sank in everywhere, shoulder-deep. We had to haul and dig them out, and then tried spreading a ground sheet for them, picking it up and laying it down in front again but, setting aside the labor of that, the wind made the attempt ridiculous. When we tried to dig a long trench through the drift, the wind blew snow into it almost faster than we could shovel it out.

Then, about two hours after noon the surface froze and the ponies could hardly get foothold before it broke under their weight. Two snow-leopards winded us and came to watch, making the ponies unmanageable, no doubt realizing we were in extremity and expecting to feast off a pony before nightfall. Vultures arrived, too, and watched us from the ledges, some of them looking gorged as if they had demolished that Tibetan and his horse before following us.

However, I believe the hint the vultures gave us saved our lives by spurring us on to greater effort, although Mordecais tale was sufficient for me; I was determined not to let that brave Jew beat me in persistence. Besides, I knew the Zogi-la was probably merely childs play to the work before us in the higher passes; the knowledge that what he is doing now is not the most difficult part of his job, encourages a man.

Snow began falling again by the ton, but that made the surface less slippery. Also the wind lessened, which made it easier to breathe and in many ways reduced the odds against us. However, we were still not through the pass, and the ponies were utterly foundered, at sunset; the game little brutes gave up the fight, and three or four of them lay down. So we dug them a hole in the snow, blanketed and fed them, and then dug another deep hole for ourselves, covering it with the ground sheets of the tents. We had no fuel, so we had to eat frozen canned stuff, but the ponies fared well on the barley they had worked so hard to bring.

All that night long  the two snow-leopards yowled around us, making sleep impossible, and we had to take turns to sit up in the wind with a rifle or they would have rushed in and killed one of the ponies. We fired frequently, but always missed them. They were more invisible than ghosts, and their system was as ruthless as the climate, keeping man and horse awake and nervous until we should grow too weak to defend ourselves. Our Tibetans were much more afraid of the leopards than we were, probably because they knew more of the habits of the brutes; but superstition added to their fear, and Tsang-Mondrong, used though he was to guiding hunting parties, was the worse of the two.

They are incarnations of the souls of lamas who forsook the true religion and pursued black arts, he told us with an air of knowing the exact facts. He even told us the names of the lamas. And as they robbed and misled mens souls, so now they seek our bodies. If they catch us, we will be as they are leopards in the next life! If a man should die of a sickness, or be slain by a man, then it is safe to throw his body to the dogs and vultures, who will merely eat it and the soul goes free; but if he is slain by an animal he becomes an animal. And all creatures crave company, which is why those leopards seek to slay us men, hoping to add to the number of leopards.

When morning came with dazzling sunlight on the snow, we found we were within three-quarters of a mile of safety on the uplands of the Dras Plateau, where the snow lies less than a foot deep all winter long because of the terrific wind. Three hours struggle brought us out into the open, and though we were still followed at a distance by the leopards all the vultures flew away.

And now luck turned our way again. In the place where we rested the ponies, to the leeward of a huge rock, we found quantities of yak-dung, which is the almost universal fuel of the country; so we had a hot meal with tea and Chullunder Ghose began to recover his strength.

Our problem now was how to pass through Leh without being discovered by anyone who might warn the authorities. The door to India was shut behind us, and the handful of military police who guard Ladakh and Baltistan were almost certainly in winter quarters; but there was no way of avoiding Leh, which is a scattering village of about three thousand inhabitants, half-hidden in a valley where converging routes from Tibet meet.

From the Zogi-la to Leh the road follows the line of the Dras drainage by easy gradients, turns near the Indus and then leads nearly straight to the town between parallel, yellowish ranges. Night marches are almost impossible, and by daylight it is hopeless to try to escape observation.

Tsang-Mondrong and Tsang-yang were our chief perplexity. They had worked well with the ponies, and we were willing to take them with us into Tibet if there were any reasonable prospect of their not betraying us; but our arrival in Leh would be sure to arouse curiosity, and to expect those two men not to answer questions in a way that would bring us to the notice of the authorities was to expect altogether too much of them.

Grim solved the riddle, although Chullunder Ghose suggested the key. Our fat babu was full of all kinds of fears since the Zogi-la upset his nerve and spurred an always keen imagination.

Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong will say we killed Mordecai! he prophesied. They will furthermore say that we killed that Tibetan whom we came on in the pass. That means winter in prison  and I assure you, there are bugs in Ladakh! And while we languish amid the bugs, those Tibetans who were pursuing Mordecai will poison our food! I vote we camp here for a long time and observe what happens!

Grim questioned our Tibetans narrowly, to find out what they knew about Mordecai, and, discovering their ignorance of everything except that he had come through the Zogi-la by night and died in our tent, he told them about the monks who had hunted Mordecai out of Tibet and now were wintering in Leh.

The effect was surprising. If it had been possible they would have left us there and have turned back through the Zogi-la to India. They appeared more afraid of those monks than they had been of the leopards in the night, and each in turn put Grim through a course of questioning to find out whether they could trust us not to hand them over to the monks.

Jimgrim, they will not believe the Jew is dead. They will say we met him in the pass and helped him on his journey.

Rot! Grim answered. That isnt what youre afraid of. Come on now, tell the truth and perhaps well help you.

There was nothing to tell, apparently, except that they were scared out of their wits, they themselves being ex-monks who knew the rigors of monastic discipline. They assured us they were not at all afraid of any Tibetan government officials we might meet

But monks  that is different. They govern themselves. Some monks are fiercer than others.

Why are you afraid of these monks in particular?

They refused to say. But there was no doubt of the fear; their eyes betrayed it. They begged us to pretend they were our Hindu servants  anything rather than admit they were Tibetans or had ever been in Tibet.

They simply would not hear of being left in Leh.

Those monks would murder us!

They promised service, secrecy, fidelity to death if we would only take them along with us and help them to avoid the men who had been hunting Mordecai; but at the end of an hours talk we were as much in the dark as ever as to why they should fear that particular party and yet not be afraid to enter Tibet with us. They would not even say which monastery they supposed the monks were from.

However, into Leh we had to go; and there we had to stay at least one night, in order to replenish our stock of barley for the ponies and to add to our own provisions, since the Tibetans meant two extra mouths to feed. The puzzle was, how to find Mordecais friend without knowing his name and without informing the whole of Leh of our arrival.

We decided to pretend we were a party of merchants on our way home, intending to winter in Leh until the snow should leave the passes in the spring; and Grim, since he could speak Tibetan, went on ahead, alone, to try to find the Ladakhi who had befriended Mordecai. We followed by leisurely stages (if fighting the wind of Ladakh can come under the heading of leisure), so Grim reached Leh a whole days march ahead of us. We arrived at nightfall purposely and found him waiting for us beside the road, in the gloom under a clump of twisted tamarisks. There were no greetings, no conversation; almost before we came within hail he mounted his pony and rode slowly ahead, and if we had not recognized the pony we might have doubted he was Grim. Light snow was falling  prelude to a blizzard  and the lights of the Leh houses made the town look like a Christmas card. Except for the rarefied atmosphere and the sensation of being up among the clouds, it might have been a New England village seen through the murk of a wintry night.

Mordecais friends house stood near the northern outskirts of Leh, in a hollow between two spurs of a rock-littered mountain. There were a few poplar and willow trees around it that gave it a prosperous, civilized appearance but the house itself looked capable of being held against uncivilized marauders, having very few windows facing outward and they extremely small, with heavy iron bars. There was a tower, too, from which rifle fire could sweep the approaches, but the planted trees suggested there had not been much need in recent years to defend the place against assault. In fact, all Leh looks peaceful.

A narrow gate was opened for us that led into a spacious yard all littered up with yak-dung and the junk accumulations of a lifetime. Along two sides of the yard were sheds, in which we stabled the ponies alongside cows, yaks, goats, and mules.

Our host, Sidiki ben Mohammed, came and introduced himself by the light of a hurricane lantern  a rather undersized, lean, active-looking man with bright brown eyes and a brown beard turning gray. He bulked big in his yak-skin overcoat, with a fur cap down over his ears, but when he took them off inside the house the contrast made him seem even smaller than he was. In our honor (I believe) he put on spectacles, which gave him an air of the schoolmaster; there was nothing whatever the matter with his eyes, which appraised us critically and without concealment. In turn we all appraised him, and were disappointed. Mordecais account of him had led us to expect a very different type of man.

The room he had brought us into was a large one, heavily beamed and ceilinged with hewn planks. At one end was a cast-iron stove and at the other a rough stone fireplace big enough to have roasted a sheep whole above the blazing lumps of tamarisk root. Along the whole of one side, about eight feet above the floor, there ran a gallery whose railing was concealed by costly rugs. Sidiki ben Mohammed clearly was a man of substance.

There was a phonograph with an enormous rack of records, and an old- fashioned upright piano which must have cost him a fortune to bring all the way from India. Most of the rest of the furniture looked as if it might have been bought at a sale of some dead Englishmans effects; there was a cushioned lounge, for instance, set before the fireplace, big enough to seat four people comfortably. Costly rugs were spread, in places two, and even three deep, on the rough-hewn floor. The only things in bad taste in the room were two chromographs  one of Queen Victoria with an absurd crown that made one wonder how she balanced it, and the other of Field-Marshal Lord Roberts of Kandahar with a cast in his eye and a saber about twice too big for him.

There is something in me of Lord Roberts  something in me of Queen Victoria, he remarked. For the One I was an interpreter. From the other I learned dignity, when I saw her at her Jubilee in London.

He treated our Tibetans with contempt, motioning them toward a mat near the cast-iron stove, on which they went and sat obediently. Not much was said by anyone until two servants in extremely dirty clothes had brought in quantities of curried sheep and an enormous kettle of tea, stewed with butter and salt over a yak-dung fire, which gave it an allegedly exquisite flavor. Our party, including our host, ate at a long table in mid-room, seated on benches, but our Tibetans were served over in the corner by themselves, and when the meal was finished, one of the servants led them outside to a room across the yard. They went without remonstrance, looking rather sheepish and ashamed.

Then we sat down in front of the fire, a little conscious of being watched by women from between the rugs that hung from the gallery railing, our host laughing as he told how Grim had found him.

Ah, subtlety! How I do love subtlety! he exclaimed, rubbing his hands together. I have made my own fortune by subtlety. This Mister Jimgrim says he had no plan at all until he reached Leh. He did not even know my name. So what did he do but look for the Tibetans who had been hunting Mordecai. They have made their winter quarters in a little monastery near here and were easy to find. He went to them just after sunset, with his face covered, saying his name is Tsang-Mondrong and himself a spy in the pay of the Lhasa Government. Hee-hee! They invited him into the monastery but he told them he must first learn who has sheltered the chiling Rait. Understand, these people think that Mordecai and Rait were one and the same person. So they directed him to my house and told him he should murder me. To that he said no, he must first uncover a plot by certain other chilings to enter Tibet in the spring, and if I should be murdered there would be no way of uncovering the plot; he suggested it might be better for him to approach me and pretend friendship, possibly even obtaining lodging at my house in order to spy on me. They believed him! Can you imagine that? Furthermore, he made them promise not to interfere with me or with himself. A man who can do that could make a woman reasonable!

Easy, said Grim. Theres a colony of Ladakhi Moslems in Lhasa. I told them that among those you have influential friends who have the ear of the Dalai Lama. That scared them. The Dalai Lama doesnt stand for the kind of game theyre playing. Besides, theyre lazy. They dont know Mordecai is dead, or that their own party got caught and frozen in the Zogi-la. Theyve lost enthusiasm and theyre having a nice easy time. They were tickled to bits to have me take the business off their hands.

Sidiki ben Mohammed nodded. There will be bastards in Leh a year from now, he prophesied, seeming to take malicious satisfaction in the thought.

He was rather a mean little man, whose chief determination seemed to be to make a handsome profit for himself whatever else might happen. He was at some pains to explain to us that Mordecai had paid him well. Altruism was an abstraction that he regarded with respect, perhaps, but from a most respectful distance.

Narayan Singh asked him gruffly, Will you help us into Tibet? Do you suppose you can?

I have known quite a number of men who have entered Tibet, he answered, many more than you imagine. You have only heard of the explorers, some of whom returned and wrote books. I have never written books, but I am sixty years old, and I have seen, or known of, nearly a hundred Europeans who have found their way in. Very few returned. Most of them were looking for Sham-bha-la. Half a dozen may have found it but I think all the others perished. The bones of some are very likely in that hole under the cavern into which they threw Mordecai after they thought they had killed him.

You see this furniture? I bought it from an Englishman in Srinagar, who threw up his pension and everything and set out in search of Sham-bha-la. I helped him to enter Tibet but I never heard of him again. I, myself, searched for Sham-bha-la for eleven years. I am perhaps a little wiser than I was, but it may be I am only lazy and afraid. At any rate, it seems to me a waste of energy to try to learn what is beyond my understanding. I dont even understand my own religion. How shall I understand that of individuals whose thinking is said to comprehend all religions and philosophies and all the problems of the human race?

You believe that such people exist, or you would hardly risk your lives to look for them in Tibet. I assure you, I know they exist; but I also assure you that you will seriously risk your lives if you set out to find them. I am sure that Sham-bha-la exists, but I have no notion where. However, you are not the kind of men who will desist because of anything that I say. How much will you pay me if I help you?

Nothing, said Grim  so downrightly that Sidiki ben Mohammed blinked.

Presently Narayan Singh broke silence:

Are you blind that you could not find Sham-bha-la, though you say you searched eleven years? Or is the place a lie? he asked.

I know a man who knows exactly where it is, Sidiki ben Mohammed answered. I could introduce you to him, but if he knew I had demanded money from you he would have nothing to do with you or me. He is in Leh. I spoke this afternoon with him. He has said he will visit my house tonight. But he will take care to appear to you to be a very ordinary person if you should let him suppose I had offered to sell you his services. I am sorry I made that suggestion. I should have served you first and then have trusted to your generosity.

Is he the man you mentioned to me as the Chela?  Grim asked.

Sidiki ben Mohammed nodded.

Good! exclaimed Narayan Singh. Let him come.

I will soon tell you whether he lies or not. There are chelas  and then again chelas.

For fifteen minutes after that we sat still, watching the tree roots crackling on the hearth while from the gallery above us came the hardly audible whispering of women and the occasional loud creaking of a board as someone moved.

Somewhere up there in the gallery was the new, young wife who, according to Mordecais story, had been beaten until you could hear her yell a mile away, for having tried to poison him.


CHAPTER IX. Lhaten.

Silence! And above all, silence! Only the irresolute and crafty need to publish their alleged intentions; and the wise do not so. For a friend, if he in truth be such, will give you credit for a proper motive and an honorable aim, assisting how he may when he perceives his opportunity. Yet few know who their friends are; and a false friend is a devil in disguise. Not many devils have the courage to come openly, but this is certain: they are devils, and if they know what you intend they will prevent you.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



SUDDENLY and almost silently there came into the room a man of middle stature, who had nothing much remarkable about him at the first glance except that he seemed personally clean  a rare thing in those altitudes. (Our host, for instance, did not look as if he had washed himself for at least a week or two.)

The visitor stood before us in a plain clean smock of dark-yellow homespun, baggy linen trousers and felt slippers. The opening of his smock and the edges of the sleeves were trimmed with beads, but he wore no other ornament, except a gold ring, intricately carved, that covered a whole joint of the middle finger of his right band.

Our host introduced him by the Tibetan name of Lhaten, but he did not look like a Tibetan, for one reason because his eyes were bright blue. He had carefully combed black hair falling nearly to his shoulders, a high forehead, a straight nose, and a smile that suggested that to him, life was a rather comic sort of tragedy. He seemed to exude vitality, and he had the manners of a well-bred cosmopolitan.

He came and stood in front of each of us in turn, his eyes lighting with humor as our host announced our real names. When I shook his hand his skin felt soft in contrast to mine, but the muscles were firm underneath it, and he seemed to have plenty of physical strength.

He spoke English with a pause between each word, as if he had lost a former fluency, but there was not much accent. He made no mistakes of grammar. His voice was quiet, deep  manly.

I was sent for, he said. I must go soon. What can I do for you?

He sat in the seat neat to Grim, studying Chullunder Ghose, who bulked between him and the firelight; but he looked away when he saw the babu was growing nervous.Tell these sahibs how to find Sham-bha-la! said Sidiki ben Mohammed, in a voice like a schoolmasters showing off his favorite pupil.

Lhaten leaned back in his chair and laughed; but whereas laughter in the East is usually scornful, his was not; it was friendly. He looked at Chullunder Ghose again for a moment, and then at each of us, and said:

Some have done it. It is not for me to say you cant. A number of people have found that place in the course of centuries ... Why do you wish to find it? he asked.

None answered and he looked at us again.

The hardest part is not the difficulties, he remarked. What route have you?

Benjamins, said Grim.

None better to begin with. But you go in winter? Why?

Grim told him about Rait and Raits letter to me. I showed him the letter. He frowned as he read it.

That man failed before he started, he remarked.

Grim made as if to say something, but changed his mind. Narayan Singh spoke up:

Where is the place?

Lhaten looked straight into Sikhs eyes for a moment and then answered slowly:

Whoever knows will never tell. I think you understand that. Why, then, did you ask?

To test you, said the Sikh. Then, leisurely, he got up from the floor and stretched himself. You are no liar. Can you fight? he asked.

But Lhaten only smiled and watched him.

I fight well with any weapon. I shall make you show me where the place is, said Narayan Singh, his eyes blazing as if he had gone mad. Our host began to show signs of panic. I tried to catch Grims eye, but he would not look at me.

I prefer not to argue, said Lhaten. If I know or can do anything there is no need to talk of it.

Sit down! commanded Grim abruptly and Narayan Singh obeyed.

Very good indeed, remarked Lhaten, but it was not clear whether he referred to Grim or to the Sikh.

You asked, what can you do for us, said Grim.

Why not tell me? he answered. He appeared to like Grim.

Help us to get there.

I may not.

You shall! said the Sikh, and was on his feet again, arms folded.

Lhaten studied Narayan Singh thoughtfully for thirty seconds.

I could ask for permission, he said. But to enter requires strength. You show a weakness.

Narayan Singh sat down as if his knees had slackened under him. Chullunder Ghose chuckled; it pleased him to see the Sikh have the worst of an encounter. Lhaten glanced at the babu.

Is ridicule strength? he inquired. That honorable man (he indicated Narayan Singh, who was glaring sullenly) has courage. I bow to it.

And me you mock? the babu asked. He began nervously throwing a handkerchief from hand to hand, but his grin was challenging.

No, said Lhaten, but I think you will not see what you go for. These two sahibs from the West may win through  possibly.  perhaps  I dont know. I will ask permission and if that is granted there will be help. But many were helped and have turned back  more have failed utterly though they have been helped. He looked at Grim. That one, I think, may succeed. He looked at me. Friendship, he said, has saved many a man from failure. May I caution all of you?

Grim nodded.

Be silent! Whoever asks, dont tell him your objective. If you do, an enemy will hear of it. Even so, as it is

He looked sharply at Sidiki ben Mohammed.

Do you know Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong? Grim asked him.

I have spoken with them outside in the shed, said Lhaten. No matter what they may have told you, they are ex-monks who belonged to a secret order, from which they were expelled. They are following you, instead of murdering or betraying you, because they believe you are following another man who

Rait? Grim interrupted.

Lhaten nodded. He appeared to dislike naming names.

  a man to whom they once sold some of the secrets of the order to which they formerly belonged. Those two are superstitious, which makes them doubly dangerous, but at the same time doubly foolish. They think that when they die they will be reborn into animals unless they kill the man to whom they sold forbidden knowledge. They also hope that, having killed the man, they may be readmitted to the order from which they were long ago expelled. Beware of their superstition. They are as likely as not to kill you when its frenzy seizes them.

There are slippery places on the way to Tibet! said Chullunder Ghose.

Beware you, then, of a false step! Lhaten answered. Do you think that with blood on your hands you can  ?

For thirty seconds he observed the babu keenly.

You spoke of enemies, said Grim.

Lhaten nodded. The place, he said, to which you wish to go is hard to find. Thousands wish to enter it, who have no right, and some of those are as jealous as night is of day. They will try to decoy you. If traps fail, they will try to kill you. If that fails, they will try to follow in with you. But in their company you can neither find the way nor enter, because those who keep the place know it would be safer to bring matches into a magazine than to open the door to those destroyers.

It was dark talk  cryptograms to me. I grew impatient with it.

Look here, I said, we want to reach

He stopped me. Dont speak the name! Dont mention them who live there!

He seemed, not exactly afraid to hear the word Sham-bha-la spoken, but to treat it as if it were dynamite for use only with precautions. And as if to prevent my mentioning the word, he left his chair abruptly and began bidding us good-by. Sidiki ben Mohammed showed him more respect than Moslems usually do to men of alien faith; he made almost an obeisance, which Lhaten treated scornfully, appearing to have a manly dislike for such foolishness. He left the room before we could say another word to him and our host did not follow him to the door, but sat down looking snubbed and discontented.

He has brought me ill-luck! He has disapproved of me. Confound him! he grumbled. May his shadow dwindle until it ceases! How I do hate men who give themselves such airs!

But it seemed to me that Lhaten had given himself no airs whatever and had very adroitly avoided quarreling with our pugnacious Sikh.


CHAPTER X. THE MAN WITHOUT A NAME

Be sure of this: if you have courage it shall certainly be tested; because in all this universe no quality lies latent forever, but the undeveloped is discarded back into the melting-pot, and that which is ready is put to use; therefore he who has true courage welcomes trial, neither because of bravado nor from any other form of vanity, but because he is strong and the strength asserts itself as sap in springtime.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



IT WAS remarkable that our host seemed more insignificant than ever after Lhaten left the room; by contrast he had become uninteresting, colorless  a little man with overlarge opinions. It was difficult not to betray the change in our attitude toward him. We all felt it.

For an hour we tried to get from him an account of Lhaten  who and what he might be  where he had his education  how he had learned English. We might as well have questioned a four-year-old child. His self-assurance and vocabulary all seemed to have vanished. He broke into the native language frequently and, when he did use English, stammered. He explained he really hardly knew Lhaten at all and had merely invited him to come and visit us because he thought we might be interested. That, however, was a long way from explaining why he showed the man such deference, and why he was afraid now he had gone.

He was full of fear, and the fear was half-contagious; Narayan Singh heaped more wood on the fire with a gruff excuse about the draught that made him shudder. In the gallery the women kept up such a whispering that Sidiki ben Mohammed raised his voice and rebuked them irritably. Then presently one of the women screamed as if she had seen a ghost. Another woman leaned over the gallery and shrilled at her husband three or four sentences whose meaning I could not catch. Then silence, and we listened to the wind under the eaves.

The only other noise came from the compound where the cattle and ponies rattled at their chains. It was a quiet night for Ladakh; the wind moaned, but it was not blowing hard as yet; the storm was coming. A bull bellowed in the stall; an ass brayed; then two or three sheep bleated.

But I have no sheep!

Sidiki ben Mohammed went into a panic. Grim laid hands on him to keep him from doing himself an injury; he was rushing about the room upsetting things; he tripped over the hearth and nearly fell into the fire.

Black magic! Chullunder Ghose remarked and shuddered.

Sidiki ben Mohammed turned and swore at him, struggling to wrench himself free from Grim.

First Mordecai  now you! What next? he screamed. I tell you, those are not my sheep. I have none!

Lets go and look, Grim suggested.

Narayan Singh strode over to the door and stood there listening. I followed him and the floor-boards creaked under my weight, so I did not hear what he did, although I could see by his expression that he had caught some unexplained sound.

Your guns! our host yelled. Get your guns! That bleating outside is a signal?

Grim let go of him and he began shouting to his wives so loudly and rapidly that we could not hear anything else. Narayan Singh opened the door; he, Grim and I strode out into a dark passage, at the end of which the outer door was rattling in the wind.

Get your guns, and then to the watch-tower! Hurry! our host shouted, and pushed past us. We could hear him scrambling up an unseen stairway  and then the women shrilling to him in a panic greater than his own.

We all had automatics, but it took about half a minute to get them loose from the cloth wrappings under our arm-pits. Grim was ready first and tried to find the door bolts, but failed until I struck a match. The draught blew out the match, and that same second came a yell that made our blood run cold. It was probably two yells, simultaneous. Grim threw the door wide and we all stepped out, leaving it open behind us. Narayan Singh called back to Chullunder Ghose to bring a lantern, but the babu did not answer.

It was bitter cold and we had no overcoats. There were no stars visible  no moon. The compound was a black pit with the dung stiff-frozen underfoot, and the wind over the wall stung like a whip lash. The cattle were all quiet in the sheds, but there seemed to be something stirring over in the left-hand corner near the shed where our Tibetans had been lodged, though there was no light in the Tibetans shed. Grim led the way toward the sound.

We stumbled over mixen and the odds and ends of useless rubbish that cluttered the compound, keeping touch with our hands because we could not see one another. Up behind us on the watch-tower a wooden shutter opened, thunderclapping as the wind slammed it against the masonry; but no light shone through the opening, which would have made a too good target in the dark.

Our Tibetans had vanished. Their shed door was open and the place stark empty except for two wool-stuffed mattresses. I struck a match, but there were no signs of a struggle.

They have run off to betray us, said Narayan Singh. There will come policemen and a burra sahib. Let us escape toward Tibet. Who can catch us if we make haste?

We agreed on the instant. Grim began to lead the way toward the shed where we had stalled the ponies; he had not gone ten feet when he stumbled over something, but recovered. I fell, close behind him  something under me. I groped. There was blood on my hand  sticky  already half-frozen. Grim struck a match.

Both Tibetans lay murdered, faces upward on the dung. Noses and ears were cut off. There was a knife wound under the heart of each of them. Their clothes had been ripped in a hurried search and there was nothing left that had the slightest value. We struck match after match, until Sidiki ben Mohammed began shooting at us from the watch-tower; then Grim went back to the house in a hurry to stop him, and Narayan Singh and I went to the stable.

Loads and ponies were all where we had left them. We followed Grim into the house, finding our way by a crack of light at the edge of a shutter, then feeling our way along the wall. Grim had gone up to the watch-tower and there was no light in the big room, except the hearth blaze that flickered and shone intermittently, making deep long shadows dance in all the corners. Chullunder Ghose was sitting stock-still where we left him by the hearth, his fat face rigid with fear as if he had been hypnotized. He was staring into a corner and for several seconds we could not make out what he was staring at. Then a root crashed into the ashes on the hearth; a flame and a shower of sparks shot up and we saw what the trouble was.

In the darkest corner, with his back toward a bookcase filled with bound volumes of ancient English illustrated magazines, there sat a coppery skinned man in a drab-colored turban, whose black hair fell in waves over his shoulders. He had more hair than a woman, but his face was almost tigerishly masculine, eyes large and rather wide apart. He had a silky black beard and mustache that by half-concealment multiplied the fierceness of his lip line. He was tall, strong-looking, well dressed in a costume that suggested Tibet, and entirely at his ease. He did not move, except to blink occasionally, and as he appeared to have no weapon, I stowed my automatic where I could reach it instantly; but Narayan Singh kept his in his right hand ready for use, making no secret of his mistrust of the man.

Whos your friend? I asked, but Chullunder Ghose did not answer. I stirred him with my right toe and repeated: Whos your friend?

He came out of a sort of trance. I dont think that until I touched him he had been conscious of our presence in the room.

My God! he exclaimed. Sahibs, who is he? Very potent person, I believe!

I approached the stranger and asked him rather curtly who he was and why he had entered unannounced.

The door was open, he answered.

His voice was not pleasing, but it suggested strength and the last limit of self-confidence. Insolence was only half-veiled.

What do you know about those two Tibetans in the yard? I asked.

They are dead, he answered.

Who killed them? growled Narayan Singh.

They killed themselves.

Cut their own noses off? I asked.

Whatever has been done to them they did long ago when they set in motion causes that produced results, he answered, smiling at me. He had wonderful white teeth, so perfect as almost to look artificial.

Grim came in, looked at the man once and walked across the room toward him.

Friend or enemy! he demanded. Sharp now with your answer! Theres been murder. Whats your name and business?

Is this your house? asked the stranger. His voice had steel in it.

The dead men were my servants, Grim said.

Worse for you! They who slew may say you did it!

What are you here for? Grim asked.

To save you.

From what!

From those who sent Lhaten here. Lhaten was here, wasnt he? I came to find what mischief Lhaten had been doing. Before your Tibetan servants died they told their whole story to those who slew them. They, in turn, told it to me. You wish to find Sham-bha-la-is it not so?

No, Grim answered. That hunts off.

I think not, said the stranger.

My friends and I will track these murderers first, said Grim. Tibet can wait.

I think not, our visitor repeated.

Why not? Narayan Singh demanded, weighing the automatic in the palm of his right hand, dancing it up and down to call attention to it.

You befriended the man who was known as Lung-tok, the stranger answered. Your servants told how he died in your tent near Zogi-la. He told you his story; therefore you know too much. Another also called himself Lung-tok, but there is now no falsehood left in that man and it is known his name is Rait.

What happened to him? Grim asked.

He lives, because he said a man named Ramsden is to follow him. One of you is Ramsden. It is said he shall live until Ramsden comes.

Who says so? You?

They in whose hands he is. I offer to save Ramsden from them.

How? When?

When he goes to rescue Rait.

Why dont you yourself rescue Rait? I asked.

I have nothing to do with Rait, or with those who have caught him, he answered. They are bad men. So are these, who came by Lhatens wish to slay your servants. They will slay you, if you stay here or if you turn back, because you know too much, you having heard the story of that man who died in your tent in the Zogi-la. You may only go forward, because that way is simplest.

Chullunder Ghose, his face the color of raw liver from the fear he felt, stepped forward between Grim and me, clutching our arms.

Sahibs! Sahibs! he said. There is a British officer in Leh. Appeal to him!

If you do that, you cannot save Rait, said the stranger quietly.

Let Rait die! What does he matter! What proof is there that he is living? almost screamed Chullunder.

The stranger put his hand into his breast and produced a sheet of paper, folded twice.

I had this, he said, from one of those who slew your servants.

He handed the paper to Grim. It was thumbed and dirty, frayed at the corners and greasy with ghee. Grim opened it. Over his shoulder I could see Raits hand-writing

Rammy, old top, for Gods sake come and rescue me. One of these fellows is friendly and has promised to try to find you. If you receive this, trust the bearer, who will lead you to where I am. Come quickly. Theyre torturing me. The best way to get me out will be to catch one of their principal men and threaten to kill him unless they exchange. Ive begged them to kill me. They refuse, and they wont give me a chance to kill myself. I dont know why. The man who will take this is one of my guards. He will give it to another man, whose name I dont know. Rammy, old top, do hurry! And when you get here use all your brains and muscle  all you have!

Yours, Elmer Rait.

Our visitor looked calmly at us, smiling.

Any doubt about Raits handwriting? asked Grim.

I produced the letter Rait had written me from Lhasa and we compared the two. There was no doubt.

All right, said Grim. Hell start at dawn. Well take you with us. Whats your name?

Our visitor rose very slowly from his squatting posture. It was as if some unseen hand had raised him by the shoulders; there was no apparent effort, no pause, no haste.

If you knew my name I might fear you, he said pleasantly. More likely you would fear me.

He took no notice whatever of Narayan Singhs automatic, but the Sikh snapped in the safety catch and put the thing away. (He said afterward that he had done that of his own volition, but I doubt it. I could feel at the time a terrific impulse to step back away from our visitor and leave him a clear way to the door. Thought was being used as a directing force by one who understood the trick. Chullunder Ghose stepped back and went and squatted by the hearth, muttering some sort of mantra as a charm against unseen influences.)

You understand we will take you with us.

I think not, said our visitor and took one step forward, straight toward me.

Seize him, Rammy! said Grim.

I think that was the only time I ever regretted having acted swiftly on Grims suggestion. His brain and my weight and muscle have brought the two of us out of many a tight place. I used every ounce of strength to throw the man off balance and lay his shoulders on the floor before he could bring his own strength into play. I was useless against him  helpless. I dont know exactly what happened. The sensation was of being hurled back on my heels toward the far end of the room, as if I had leaned against a spinning flywheel. As I recovered balance I heard Grims voice:

Dont shoot!

I had no intention of shooting. Two murdered servants to account for was enough; if this mans hints had any truth in them we were likely enough to be accused of having murdered Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong. But Grim told me afterward he could not help calling out to me not to shoot; he said that at the moment it appeared to be his own will that directed him, but that the words had hardly left his lips before he knew that the suggestion came to him from someone else.

Our visitor walked from the room without haste, closing the door after him, we staring at one another until our silence was broken by Narayan Singhs gruff laugh  nervously asserting recontrol of nerve.

There, sahibs, you have seen a Mahatma!

Rot! Grim exclaimed, and from beside the hearth Chullunder Ghose piped up:

Obscene nonsense! Mere Sikh superstition! No Mahatma would consent to be in league with murderers. That was one of the Mahatmas enemies. That one is black, I tell you-black!  his heart is black! If you should cut it out

From over the gallery railing came Sidiki ben Mohammeds voice, harsh with fear:

Out of my house! You must go now! I will not accommodate you any longer!

Cant go in the night, said Grim.

You shall! You must! My family is all upset. First Mordecai, then you, now that one  it is too much! Go, I tell you!

No! said Grim. Come down and talk to us.

Unless you go I shall inform against you! I shall say you murdered those Tibetans! Oh, I know about them. One of my servants says they lie without noses or ears on the dung in the yard! Unless you go now I shall

Come down here or Ill go up there and fetch you! Grim retorted. You fired at us from the watch-tower.

Of course I did! Of course I did! You were striking matches! How should I know you werent burning my sheds?

How do we know our men werent murdered by your orders Grim retorted. Come down and talk sense.

He came, although his wives protested, shrilling at him not to go without his rifle. One of them screamed imprecations at me over the gallery, accusing me of having murdered two men in the yard. She only stopped when Sidiki ben Mohammed himself cursed her into silence. He brought the rifle with him; Narayan Singh kept tipping its muzzle toward the ceiling for fear it might go off by accident.

You gentlemen, I beg your pardons, he said excitedly. I am hospitable. I was glad to welcome you. But I cannot stand this. You must go. You must go now. Please!

What about those dead men? Grim asked.

I bury them! Leave it to me! Oh, do listen to me! Dont be unwise! Do believe I know what I am saying! I know Leh. I know these devils who have done this thing. They wish to get you out of my house. You must go!

We shall go in the morning, said Grim.

Oh, Allah! If you delay they will burn my house. Then they will accuse us all of having murdered those two! They will bring witnesses to prove it! Please go! I pray you to go! Shall I ask on my knees?

We need barley, said Grim.

You shall have it. You may take anything I have. But go now!

And we shall be murdered outside in the dark quite nicely! said Chullunder Ghose, still trying to control emotions by the hearth.


CHAPTER XI. Sidiki Ben Mohammeds Wife

It is a mistaken belief that polygamy is vicious; because nothing altogether lacks justification that can teach men by experience how wholesome solitude might be. There are moreover women who have much to learn.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



TO HAVE gone straight to the British Resident with our story was possibly the proper course. But the greater propriety occurred to us of not leaving two mangled bodies to be buried by Sidiki ben Mohammed, whose nerves were so shattered that he tried to speak three languages at once. We tied up the bodies in gunny bags, loaded them on ponies and took them with us.

We also took Sidiki ben Mohammed. It was snowing, but he knew the trails. He protested, he begged, he swore that his wives and his house were in danger; he threatened to accuse us to the authorities. But we were adamant and I think we saved his life; he should guide us on the first stage of the journey, or we would remain in his house until use could find another guide. That settled it; He was unwilling that we should remain in his house another hour.

We had to reach an almost unknown Lamaistic monastery said to be perched on a crag some fifty miles away and only to be reached by rarely traveled trails. That, Benjamin had told us, was the keyhole to the secret gate of Tibet, and we had the key that fitted it in the form of his letter to the abbot of the monastery; but neither crag nor monastery could be found on any map we had.

It was after midnight when we set out, Sidiki ben Mohammed leading, with Narayan Singh beside him to make sure he did not bolt. We were all mounted, for our host had supplied us with extra ponies in his eagerness to be rid of us. He was in such haste to be off that he could hardly wait for us to pay him for the sacks of barley we drew from his store. I rode last, being heaviest; to take advantage of the trampled snow, and as I followed the last pack pony through the gate where a cluster of Ladakhi household servants stood scared and ready to bolt the gate behind me, a woman rushed out from the shadow and seized my bridle rein. One of the servants tried to pull her away but she struck him in the face and spat at him. The darkness there was deepened by the planted trees so I could scarcely see her, but she seemed to be only a girl although she bulked big in a yak-skin cloak with a hood pulled down over her eyes. Before I could guess what she intended she had seized my shoulders and swung up behind me on the pony.

Two of Sidikis servants tried to drag her off, crying out to me that she was their masters wife. She cursed and struck at them. Then she stuck a knife against my ribs and ordered me in broken Hindustani to ride on. I seized her wrist and tried to throw her off the pony, but she hung on and swore she would betray us all unless I let her ride.

By that time, what with the wind and snow and Sidiki ben Mohammeds haste, the others were all out of earshot. Five Ladakhi Moslems came out of the yard; one of them seized the ponys head and the others yelled at me while they tried to drag the woman to the ground, she screaming that Sidiki ben Mohammed had promised her she might come with him.

That was a palpable lie, but it suggested a solution of the problem that might serve until I could overtake the others. I declared I had heard Sidiki ben Mohammed make the promise; nobody believed, but one of the servants agreed to follow on foot to see whether it were true or not. The woman tried to prevent that, but I had no time to spare so I started the pony along the track and the servant followed, the others shutting the gate and bolting it.

I proposed to let the woman ride a short distance and then upset her into the snow for the man servant to pick up and lead home again. But we had not ridden more than fifty yards before she began talking, with her arm over my shoulder, raising herself so as to yell against the wind into my ear. Again the broken Hindustani:

I have set fire to the house! I hate Sidiki! Unless you obey me I shall say you fired the house because you were accused of having murdered two men! I shall go straight to the British Resident and tell him all about you!

There was no sign yet of any house on fire, nor anything to do that I could think of, except to hurry forward and consult the others.

But to overtake the others was not easy. I could not make them hear me by shouting against the wind. The snow was deep with only a narrow trodden track between two drifts, and all the pack ponies were in front of me blocking the way; my own pony floundered in the deep snow whenever I tried to work my way around them. I tried to get the Ladakhi servant to run ahead with a message for Grim, but he refused, saying it was his duty to guard his masters wife.

To have yelled louder or discharged my pistol would have been at the risk of attracting attention from some of the men who had murdered Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong; they were probably night prowling within earshot; our only chance of escaping from them was to get away silently in darkness with the falling snow hiding our tracks.

Where do you want to go? I asked the girl, supposing she had a lover and was trying to make use of me to get to him.

I go with you! she answered. If Sidiki sees me, you must kill him!

That was a nice kettle of fish! Aside from the girls threat to betray our flight to the authorities, there was the obligation to our host. If his house was burning (I could see no sign of it) or if the police should get on our trail and should overtake us before we could bury those dead Tibetans in a drift  I could have killed her without much added excuse! And the man who trudged behind was nearly as great a nuisance, since he would be certain to talk, whatever happened. I offered to pay him to take the woman home by force; but she told him, if he did that, she would accuse him of having set fire to the house and would say she had followed to warn her husband of what he had done. He flew into a rage at that and threatened to knife her  drew a knife and flourished it. She promptly claimed my protection?

By that time we were more than a mile from Sidikis house and, as far as I could judge in the darkness, we were following a trail that led uphill between two spurs of a mountain. There was not a sign of any other dwelling  no lights  no stars  nothing but darkness and howling wind, with the distance between me and my friends increasing because of the halt for a row with that Ladakhi servant.

I dont know what I should have done if it had not been for the Tibetan ponies, who as usual were full of high spirits because their noses were turned homeward. One of them had kicked Chullunder Ghose off into a snow-drift and gone off at a gallop. I heard the babu bellowing for help, rode forward and pulled him out into the track. I explained the situation. He enjoyed it.

You might marry her in Tibet! he suggested.

I threatened to send him back with her unless he could think of something more practical than that, and he stood still, thinking, until his feet grew cold and he began to stamp them in the snow. Then he came up close and whispered. His was better than no advice at all, so I jumped off the pony, knocked the knife out of the Ladakhis hand, seized him and held his arms until Chullunder Ghose could tie them behind him. Then I took the womans knife away and tied her hands too, she cursing me like a cat beset by terriers. I had hardly finished when a flame shot up out of the darkness more than a mile away, and the girl, nearly falling as she struggled to free herself, screamed excitedly

Sidikis house!

That might have been a signal. Suddenly three men rushed at us out of the darkness. One; a giant, who seemed to be their leader, made for me and I swung my fist straight for his jugular vein; he went headlong in the snow and lay still. The second man went for Chullunder Ghose, and the third for the girl, who appeared to expect him, letting herself fall into his arms. He had his hands full, so I went to the babus rescue. His antagonist was lunging at him with a long knife and the babu, on his back, was kicking skillfully.

It occurred to me to make that man a prisoner, but he turned on me with a knife. I hit hard, landing with my left over his heart and he went down like a pole-axed bullock, giving way at the knees and falling forward.

The third man had mounted the pony and was trying to pull the woman up behind him, but the pony was giving him trouble. I knocked him down. The pony bolted, following the trail, and that was perfectly satisfactory; there would now be two riderless ponies, whose arrival, crowding themselves into the line, would be sure to bring back Grim and Narayan Singh.

I tried to take that third man prisoner but he slipped away into the darkness. To have fired at him might have brought half the countryside in pursuit of us. Sidikis house was blazing furiously now, making a splurge of light veiled by the snow  an amazingly beautiful scene, with the shadowy trees in the foreground and here and there a glimpse of men and animals. I stooped to examine the man I had hit over the heart. He seemed dead, so I began to look for the giant who had attacked me first, and Chullunder Ghose yelled a warning as I peered into the drift where I thought he had gone for good. He had recovered. He came at me suddenly; Chullunder Ghose threw himself down in the way and the giant tripped over him, the babu clinging to his legs. I seized the giants knife wrist and in a second we were all three down together.

That greasy monster was the strongest man I have ever wrestled with. I weigh two hundred and forty pounds, and Chullunder Ghose at least as much; he flung us about like threshers clinging to a wounded whale, and though I rained blows at him whenever I could get a hand free they only seemed to increase his violence. He hit as hard as I did. Using both hands with all my might I could not make him let go of the knife. It was all I could do to keep the knife out of my heart and, even so, he cut me badly in a dozen places. He was a first-class fighting man.

To make things worse, the woman got her hands free somehow and began to help him. She jumped on my back and tried to throttle me, her finger nails tearing the skin of my throat. Chullunder Ghose crawled out of the fight and wrenched her off me, throwing her down in the snow and sitting on her.

Then the giant began to have the best of it. My hold on his knife wrist weakened. His dark face, close to mine, leered as he levered me on to my back, my own foot slipping on the crushed snow as I tried to escape from under him. I could not yell to Chullunder Ghose, and he could not see what was happening, for it was black dark down between the drifts. The giant broke my hold on his wrist at last, and though I could not see the knife I knew he was poising it to plunge it into me.

But that seconds enjoyment of anticipation cost him his life. There came a thudding of hoofs down wind and a slither as a pony halted, all four feet together. Being half-dead I could hear little and see less, but I could feel the giant collapse on top of me.

Hurt, sahib! asked Narayan Singhs voice.

He pulled the dead man off and helped me to my feet, I leaning on him, for I had lost a lot of blood. Then Grim came galloping, and Chullunder Ghose took his weight off the woman to give her a chance to explain herself, but she had no breath left and only sobbed and writhed. With an arm over Grims shoulder and Narayan Singhs, I managed to gasp out what had happened.

Wheres that Ladakhi servant? Grim asked.

He went to look for him. The man was lying face downward on the snow, with his throat cut and his hands still tied behind him. Grim went in search of the man I had hit over the heart. He was gone; not a sign of him anywhere.

Then Sidiki ben Mohammed came, riding frantically, our two runaway ponies trailing him. He cried out:

Oh, my house! My house and all my fortune! Oh you bringers of bad luck  what you have done to me!

Grim helped him off his pony.

Theres your wife, he said. Ask her.

Sidiki looked at her and kicked her with enthusiasm.

Curse the day I ever saw you! he exclaimed. In that mood he was not much like Queen Victoria and Lord Roberts. He would have kicked his wife to death if Grim had not prevented.

What next? Grim asked him.

Neither Grim nor I nor anyone knew what to do. We could hardly leave Sidiki in the case he was, with his house on fire, although from what we could see of the blaze through the snow there was no chance of saving a stick of the place. If we returned we were sure to be charged with arson, murder, robbery; Sidiki ben Mohammed probably would be the first to turn on us. I was bleeding from a dozen knife wounds, weak, growing weaker, and possibly incapable of staying on a ponys back. And if we should go on without Sidiki we would have no guide.

Meanwhile, all the pack ponies had been left in a sheltered place half a mile up the track and were probably rolling on their loads.

What do you want us to do? Grim asked.

Sidiki ben Mohammed wrung his hands and stared at him.

I am ruined! he said. I am ruined!

A solution suddenly occurred to me. I made Grim pull him closer, since I could hardly speak above a whisper.

How much was your place worth? I demanded.

He named a sum that was enormous from the point of view of Leh, and I dont doubt he overstated it by half, but it was not much as Americans measure fortunes.

I will pay you, I said, by an order on New York, to be cashed by Benjamin of Delhi, if you will guide us as far as that monastery and hold your tongue about us afterward.

Allah! You will pay? You gentlemen will pay me? He came out of his hysteria that instant  jumped out of it into the opposite extreme. There is something in me of Lord Roberts! he exclaimed. My wives  the servants rescue them! My house  I build another! Let us go!

Not yet, said Grim. He sent Narayan Singh up trail to bring the bodies of Tsang-Mondrong and Tsang-yang. Well dump them here beside these other dead ones. It will look like any ordinary hill fight.

Narayan Singh went at a gallop and Grim began bandaging me, using handkerchief, strips from his shirt and the turban Chullunder Ghose wore under his enormous yak-skin cap, washing the wounds with snow to stop the bleeding. Sidiki ben Mohammed dragged his wife to her feet and tried to question her, slapping her face when she refused to answer; he picked up the giants knife and Grim had to leave off bandaging to prevent his using it.

Why not kill her? Why not leave her lying here? She tried to poison Mordecai! I dont doubt it was she who burned my house! She has tried it before! She has a lover  a Tibetan! She is an immoral woman! She is an adulteress! She has sold my honor!

We will take her along, said Grim. Ill find a way to make her talk.

The wife (she was not older than sixteen) began to edge away into the darkness but her husband seized her wrist and dragged her back, she screaming at him:

You darent kill me! They wont let you! I shall tell all I know about you!

She began an incoherent stream of accusations in a language that only her husband understood, and kept it up until Narayan Singh came trotting back, with the bodies of Tsang-Mondrong and Tsang-yang on one pony behind him. He dumped the bodies into a snow drift and ripped off the gunny-bag shrouds.

There we left them, Grim and I riding one pony, he holding me on. Sidiki ben Mohammed took his own wife on the extra pony that Narayan Singh had brought, Chullunder Ghose mounting the other, and Narayan Singh brought up the rear on foot.

I remember nothing after that for a long time, except the voices of Sidiki ben Mohammed and his child-wife shrilling at each other, she accusing him and he declaring he would treat her as Abdurrahman of Kabul used to treat faithless women (not particularly mercifully, that is, if accounts are true). I had lost so much blood that finally I fainted into Grims arms.


CHAPTER XII. Dugpas.

It requires more courage and intelligence to be a devil than the folk who take experience at hearsay think. And none, save only he who has destroyed the devil in himself, and that by dint of hard work (for there is no other way) knows what a devil is, and what a devil he himself might be, as also what an army for the devils use are they who think the devils are delusion.
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I RECOVERED consciousness inside a monastery. All of us, Sidiki included, were occupying one large cell. The solitary window, facing southward, was unglazed; its wooden shutter stood open to allow smoke to escape from a stone hearth in the middle of the floor; there was no hole overhead  no chimney of any kind. Through the window was a view of snow-clad ranges, and from the cot on which I lay facing the window it looked as if we were suspended in mid-air.

Grim told me we had been there three days and were likely to have to wait another ten before I should be fit to travel. I got off the bed to try my strength and nearly fell. He helped me to the window and I leaned out; there was a sheer drop straight under us of at least a thousand feet and below that again a rocky slope of twice the depth that looked impossible to climb. No eagle had a nest more dizzily inaccessible. I returned to the bed feeling weaker than ever, and there was another lapse of consciousness.

When I came to my senses again there was an old monk in the room; he had a big black bottle in his hand, and by the filthy taste in my mouth I judged he had been dosing me. Sidiki ben Mohammed was leaning over me, Saying in the Kashmiri dialect of Ladakh:

You must save him! You must save him! He owes me money!

The old monks face was like polished ivory that had been smeared with lamp smoke  easy-going and good natured but regarding life through little slant eyes as a temporary inconvenience to be tolerated. I was feeling better and he seemed aware of it; he chuckled.

No talk, he advised, and left the room.

There was a drone of conversation. Grim and Narayan Singh were questioning a woman who was answering pertly, as if she were not in the least afraid of them but annoyed by their insistence. When I turned my head I could see she was Sidiki ben Mohammeds girl wife, still smothered in yak-skin but with her coat unfastened, showing a smock and Mohammedan trousers underneath. Barring that her face was dirty, she was beautiful  glittering dark-blue eyes and an impudent mouth  well-molded features; her plaited black hair in coils over her shoulders.

Do you remember that you promised you would pay me money! asked Sidiki, shaking my shoulder.

Narayan Singh jerked him away and came and stood beside me, followed by Chullunder Ghose, but Grim went on questioning the woman.

Pay him nothing! Chullunder Ghose advised. We have discovered he is helpless anyhow!

They helped me out of bed and I went to sit beside Grim with my back against an image of Chenresi carved on a stone wall; the image looked extraordinarily like Chullunder Ghose.

This woman, said Grim (she was squatting exactly in front of me on a pile of sheepskins), has lied in circles until she is telling the truth at last from sheer exhaustion of imagination. First she said you carried her off. Then she said she was trying to overtake Sidiki to warn him that someone had fired the house. Next she said she herself set the house on fire because the other wives were jealous and treated her badly. Finally, she admitted it was she who tried to burn the place when Mordecai was there, and that it was she who tried to poison Mordecai. Now at last she admits she has a lover, but she wont name him; and she threatens that unless we let her go to her lover she will inform against us all, and particularly against Sidiki ben Mohammed, who, it seems, is in the smuggling business  rifles, ammunition and tobacco.

A man must live, Sidiki interposed. How else shall one acquire a fortune in Ladakh? And now I have lost my fortune. She ought to be beaten to death!

Grim went on talking: Its known, even in this monastery, that the dugpas have caught Rait. Dugpas is the name for sorcerers who cultivate evil for the sake of evil  thats as close as I can come to understanding it  theyre vaguely like the Kali-worshipers of India. The people Rait set out to reach, and whom we want to reach, are the students of Life, so to speak  much in the same way that Luther Burbank studies botany, for the love of it. The dugpas are as much their enemies as the law of gravity is the enemy of the will to rise. Rait had intelligence enough to work his way into the outer fringe of the dugpa mysteries, but that was his limit. He began to try to use the Dalai Lamas letter that he stole from Mordecai. The Dalai Lama  or the Kun-Dun as they call him  and the Tashi Lama of Shigatse, are the trusted outer representatives of the inner secret White Lodge, whose headquarters is said to be Sham-bha-la.

It was like trying to illuminate a gas tank with electric sparks. A policemans badge in a den of thieves as proof of good faith would have been childs play compared to that letter of Mordecais.

I had this from the abbot who runs this monastery. Hes a gentle old philosopher, who told me what he knows about Rait in order to dissuade us from going forward. However, he admits that Benjamins letter obliges him to help us on our way if we insist. Benjamin takes orders from the White Lodge, although he isnt a White and doesnt know much more about them than we do.

Now heres the situation: The dugpas pounced on Rait and tortured him  mentally; theyd know too much to make his information unreliable by torturing his body; a man will say anything with a hot iron on the sole of his foot. They specialize in subtle processes.

Rait told them he had written to you to follow him: Maybe they knew that already. I dont know what their means of communication is, but its swift, for we know how Tsang-yang and Tsang-Mondrong were clapped on our trail. Their agents caught our two Tibetans in the shed in Sidikis yard in Leh, and before they killed them, learned from them that we had talked with Mordecai. Mordecai knew too much; therefore so do we, and were to be tempted to try to rescue Rait. They will either try to kill us up there in the mountains or else confront us with Rait, discover what we know, if anything, and kill the lot of us together. Or  now get this:

Theyre hypnotists. Theyre incredibly expert psychologists. And theyre just as keen on getting control of the whole world as, for instance, the Bolshevists are. They believe in their black science as enthusiastically as the Bolshevists believe in communism  much more enthusiastically, that is, than most Christians believe in Christianity. And remember: those men who have caught Rait are merely the small fry who take orders from the higher-ups behind the scenes.

They may propose to catch us, and psychologize us, and make use of us in some way. The White Lodge accepts chelas. Christians make converts and put them to work. Everybody with a bug in his head tries to rope in everybody else  so why not dugpas?

Theres war between them and the White Lodge all the time. Both sides practise secrecy to keep the other side from finding out their plans and methods.

Now our friend Sidiki ben Mohammed, is as different from Rait as chalk from cheese in some respects, but he resembles him in others. He has been trying to play both sides simply for the love of the intrigue and for his own advantage. Rait was so inquisitive he would do anything to find out what he was after. Sidiki draws the line at too much danger, or too much hardship, and revolts from extremes, either good or evil, one way or the other.

You forget my hospitality, Sidiki interrupted. I have gone to great extremes in that respect, and at great danger to myself.

Grim ignored the interruption. And Sidiki has this girl wife, who is a red-hot fool. She has fallen in love with a Tibetan who may be a low-rank dugpa whom she has hardly seen, but who has sent her messages by the mouth of an old woman who was allowed into Sidikis house to charm warts. The old woman came frequently, and she is probably the dugpas mother. She promised this little fool that she should be a Shapes wife in Tibet if she did what she was told. That was why she tried to poison Mordecai, tried to burn her husbands house, and succeeded at the second attempt. The giant, whom Narayan Singh killed in the nick of time to prevent his killing you, was the lovers servant. They would probably have carried her off and sold the little fool in Baltistan or Tibet.

And now Lhaten, the man who came to see us that night at Sidikis invitation. Lhaten  so says the abbot of this monastery  is the chela, or disciple, of one of the initiates of the White Lodge. His real name isnt Lhaten; they never give their real names any more than the real insiders ever reveal themselves to rank outsiders, like ourselves for instance. Lhaten, so to speak, is a connecting link between Sham-bha-la and the world outside, just as Benjamin is in a lesser degree.

Lhaten, said Sidiki ben Mohammed, is an extremely important personage. If I were not a better man than you describe me he would not have condescended to visit my house. I have carried out his orders very often. It is all one to him whether one is Moslem, Hindu, Christian or any other religion; what he looks for is character, and when he finds it he acts as, for instance, he acted toward me.

The point is, Grim went on, that Lhaten looked us over, and if Lhaten decides to help us, weve a chance to get through  or so Im told. But  you remember that big brute who came directly afterward  the long-haired, handsome brute who sat in the corner and wouldnt give his name  the man who knocked you half across the room when you took hold of him! Hes a dugpa. Hes one of their insiders, and he knows as much about us as Lhaten does.

Lhaten wont do any man an injury. That other will stop at nothing.

Furthermore, you will gain nothing even if you reach Sham-bha-la, and you may lose your lives or your reason in the attempt, said Sidiki. As for me, I must remain here in this crows-nest monastery. If I should try to return to Leh they would murder me. Dugpas cant get into this place. But what a life! Oh, what a prospect!

I went back and lay down on the only bed (the others had mattresses spread on the floor). From the bottom of my heart I wished I had never heard of Rait. Grim seemed keener than ever on the expedition, but I suppose the after effects of fever had left me weak of will as well as body; I could see no good in it. Sham-bha-la might be heaven or hell for ought I cared; I did not wish to go to either place.

But it seemed that we had crossed our Rubicon when we buried Mordecai and set our teeth into the wind across the Zogi-la. We could not return to Leh without risk of being murdered. Once in Leh we were sure to be accused as criminals. Sidiki probably would turn against us, to protect himself against the charge of having helped us toward Tibet; and his girl wife would betray him in the bargain!

It was too much like a nightmare to be interesting. It was cold enough and uncomfortable enough in that monastery cell, with the bitter smoke from tamarisk roots finding its way slowly through the open window to the Zero air. (There was actually frost in the far corner of the room.) To cross seventeen-thousand-feet passes in mid-winter to the gale-swept plateau of Tibet seemed to me, just then, less attractive than death.

I sat up, meaning to tell Grim we had already been mad enough for one lifetime and that the sanest thing we could do now would be to try to return to India and take our chances of arrest. I knew that if I voted to return the others would almost have to return with me; and I was even feeling mean enough to cite my knife wounds (all comparatively superficial and all healing nicely) as a reason for retreat.

But as I opened my mouth to speak I thought of Rait again. I had a mental picture of him in a dungeon, going mad under torture vastly worse than physical and being tricked into writing a letter to me in the belief that one of his torturers had taken pity on him. Rait had been my friend once  or I his, anyhow. I was the only man who had ever been his friend who would be likely to come to his rescue; and though the letter was a trap for me and whomever I might have with me, he probably did not realize that. The words I had meant to say were: Lets go back! What I actually said was:

Whats the use of arguing! Lets rescue Rait.

Grim seemed to think I was in delirium again; he took no notice. No thought about retreat had entered his head. He went on questioning the woman, and presently the old ivory-faced monk came in to change my bandages and smile and nod and treat me as if I were a child recovering from nothing much. He gave me filthy tasting stuff to drink, and laughed as he touched with his toe my chest of medicines that stood beside the bed, then went out again spinning his prayer wheel.

After that I slept, I dont know how long, and when I awoke Lhaten was in the room. There were no lamps. The atmosphere was thick with smoke because the window shutter had been closed. They were sitting with firelight on their faces from the red-hot embers on the hearth, but Sidiki and his wife were not there.

The firelight made Chullunder Ghose look more than ever like the image of Chenresi on the wall  fat, philosophical, benevolent. Grims eyebrows twitched, which meant that his brain was alert. Narayan Singh squatted motionless, from the waist upward like a soldier on parade. Lhaten was talking, in a rather loud voice because of the wind that howled outside, but his voice was humorous and gentle like that of a man telling incredible fairy tales to children.

  No, the White Lodge is not at Sham-bha-la, but some of its brotherhood live there. The White Lodge never interferes with individuals, as such, any more than Nature may be said to interfere with individuals, as such. The greatest good of the greatest number always; and no favorites. Do the stars, for instance, limit their light to individuals? Yet one learns more about them than another. How? By trying; by concentration on the study. Do the stars come nearer? No. Do they treat him differently? No. Neither does the White Lodge make distinctions. It is secret, just as electricity was secret before Thales, Gilbert, Faraday, and all the others following them, discovered something about it. Electricity was there, always, but they had to find it; and having found it they could give it to the world, to use or misuse. Was electricity confined to any one place? No. Neither is the White Lodge confined to any one place. But some places are more suitable than others, just as there are certain places where it is more practical to establish electric plants. Climate has a lot to do with thinking.

How has the White Lodge kept its secret all these years? Grim asked.

Who kept the secret of electricity? Lhaten answered. Was there any need to keep it, while men were too stupid, or too busily engaged in cutting one anothers throats (which is the same thing!) even to look for it? They were too superstitious to dare to investigate; afraid to be mocked or burned for heresy. Nowadays men know not much more, and they are as superstitious and as cocksure as ever. Nine tenths of them will mock you if you speak of the existence of the White Lodge; of the remaining tenth, some will try to put you in a lunatic asylum, some will curse you in the name of their religion, and the remainder will try to believe you for various reasons, most of them selfish. Selfishness prevents discovery of anything worthwhile. If you looked back at the history of invention you would find that no worthwhile discovery has ever been made by man or woman who worked solely for the profit there was in it. In every instance the greatness of the discovery has paralleled the degree of unselfishness of the discoverer. Selfishness makes people mentally blind. That is a scientific fact, which some day will be common knowledge.

Grim asked a poser then:

Can we four find our way in?

Lhaten laughed. I am not your judge, he answered. If you wish to turn back now before it is too late, I can protect you as far as the place you started from.

Grims voice shot the answer back at him abruptly:

None of us wishes to turn back.

Narayan Singh echoed him:I shall not turn back.

Chullunder Ghose sighed: I am afraid to turn back. I am afraid of my own opinion of myself, which is not good to begin with and would be intolerable if any worse.

Rammy, old top, how about you? Grim asked, for the creaking bed had announced I was awake.

The one thought uppermost in my mind was that we must rescue Rait. I said so. Lhaten answered:

You will not succeed.

Well have a crack at it, said Grim.

There was silence after that for a long time, except that all coughed in the smoke. Lhaten was the next to speak:

I warn you, he said. If you go forward, you can no more turn back than Galileo could, once he had made his discovery  or than Caesar could, after he crossed the Rubicon. I speak of physical impossibilities  as, for instance, putting chickens back into the egg, or frogs back into tadpoles. The mere crossing of the mountains, difficult though it is, is the least of it. Let me try to explain: it is physical  absolutely physical, although not as you understand physics.

Two of you are from the West and must have seen this often: a man creates a business  lives for it  loves it. That business is himself. Let us say that at fifty or sixty years of age he has a fortune and retires, intending to take life easy. How long is it, as a rule, before he dies? One year? Two years?

But let us suppose that the same man undertakes a new activity in place of the old one. Instead of dying of the first disease that comes his way he lives his life out to a full conclusion. Why? Because he has regained momentum. He is going forward. He had explored his business until there were no new corners for him; now he explores new realms, and as long as he continues to explore them, he can live until his body wears out. But again, if he ceases, he dies  because nothing in nature is allowed to stand still.

Now observe, because this applies to you: the man who has given up his business without having fully exhausted its possibilities for him, can return to it and so save himself. He has not yet grown out of the egg. But if he has exhausted all the possibilities for him of what he left, he cannot return to it and live.

It is for you to consider whether you will not now return to the world you have run away from. It may be you can live your lives out to their full conclusion. But if you decide to go forward, you have first to prove that you are fitted to discover what you seek; and there is no way to prove that except by doing it. Like men engaged in an experiment with unknown forces, you will be in constant danger. If, in spite of all the dangers, you should make your great discovery, you would then be like tadpoles that have evolved into frogs. You would have escaped the tadpole dangers, only to find frog enemies from whom the White Lodge would have to protect you until you should learn how to protect yourselves. And now tell me this: Can you think of one man, who ever discovered anything worthwhile, who has not had to cope with mysterious obstructions placed in his path? Name anyone you like  poet, musician, astronomer, chemist, philosopher  or consider yourselves; have you ever accomplished anything without apparently intelligent obstruction meeting you at every turn! It is like going uphill: there is a law of gravity against you. The desire to go uphill  to discover something, that is  is the impulse of life, and there are those who continually study the laws which govern it. Those are the great ones whom you seek. The downhill pull  the activity of ignorance, prejudice, passion, superstition  that is the law of death; and there are they who study that, who revel in it, who identify themselves with it. They are the enemy; and they are deadly dangerous.

There are laws which govern all phenomena, and a man who discovers a law of electricity not only can produce effects with it but also can make electricity available to others. Whoever discovers more recondite laws can produce effects with them and make their effects available to others. He may not be able to make others understand the law, but he can give others its benefit or impose on them the resultant evil  as in the case of electricity, for instance, or, in another instance, poison gas.

A man who would not know how to begin to make electric light can have its benefit, because of the mental labors of Faraday, Edison, Tesla and others. A man who would not know how to begin to make poison gas can obtain it and use it against others, or suffer from it, because of the mental processes of those who have studied how to deal death.

Now practically all men who have made a great discovery have done so in the hope of benefiting all humanity. Perhaps the chemist who discovered poison gas intended it to be used for beneficial purposes; and so it can be used. It is the misuse of a force that makes it evil, and it is possible to misuse any force whatever  the forces of steam, electricity, chemistry, religion  and the prodigious force of thought.

Therefore, they who study life, and who have discovered many of the secrets of the universe, oblige themselves to guard those secrets; because there are others, who would use them to make mischief. They who study death are no less in communion with occult forces than are they who study life, and they are equally whole-hearted in their persistence  as you can readily understand if you remember how gravity opposes every effort to rise upward. Follow up that analogy and recall how great teachers have been attacked, vilified, and very often, murdered.

If a man makes a great medical discovery, what happens? Do not the charlatans pounce on his discovery and use it for their own enrichment? Now do you begin to see why they, who are known by rumor only, save to a very few who have seen and spoken with them, are obliged to live in secret and to hide their knowledge from the world? Could they dare to release their knowledge except to individuals whom they know and trust?

And who are those whom they shall trust? Is it not obvious they must be of a certain character? Morals depend on character, remember, and not character on morals. A mans religion makes no difference  none whatever. Can two men belonging to different religions not at one and the same moment discover a new comet or an unknown law of mathematics? To pursue evil a man must have evil tendencies which will increase through cultivation as he becomes more and more responsive to the impulses that govern evil. Owls live in the dark. Whales swim in the sea. Men with scientific tendencies discover laws of nature. Only those who have the character pertaining to the path they choose can succeed in the end; and though a shoemaker, like Kabir, can become a poet, that was because he had the poets nature. In the same way, only they who have the necessary character can find or be received into the White Lodge, although anybody can receive its benefits, as anyone may read the poems of Kabir.

And they who are the Keepers of the Secrets can read character as you can read a book.

Lhaten ceased and there was silence until Narayan Singh stirred the embers with a stick, selecting a few pieces of dry wood and putting them to burn carefully so as not to increase the smoke.

As for myself, I have slain many men, he remarked. How is that as to character?

How many men did the Lord Buddha slay? asked Lhaten.

None, he answered.

There you err, said Lhaten. Did he not teach? Were there not many slain simply because they approved his teachings and adopted them?

I slew with mine own hand, the Sikh said.

For gain? From fear? In passion? Lhaten asked. Nay, nay! Dont answer! I am not your judge. It is not I who must say yes or no.

I know that. If you were he, I would fight you, said Narayan Singh.

Chullunder Ghose piped up, his voice peculiarly strained and squeaky, though it was normally a well-placed baritone:

Am personally peaceful, never having slain man or beast. Moreover, I have taught nothing that could cause men to be killed. I am Failed B.A., but I have more intelligence than the examiners who marked my papers. Might I not be a suitable jar, for the teachers to pour their wisdom into me, that I may pour it out again!

In driblets, at a profit? Lhaten asked.

But I must live, said the babu.

Live then, Lhaten answered. It is not I who will prevent. The Wisdom can neither be bought nor sold, being like virtue which, if man or woman should sell it, could never have been virtue.

Can a man know beforehand whether he can make the grade? asked Grim.

If not, how should he succeed? asked Lhaten. A man may know he can succeed, and yet fail; but unless he knows he can, he never will.

There was another long silence, broken only by the sound of coughing and the gusts of wind that rattled the wooden shutter. Then Grim asked a question that was uppermost in my mind:

Who gives these their authority?

Lhaten laughed. Who gave Galileo his authority to fend out that the earth moves? The authorities forbade him, didnt they? They forced him to recant, and he was much too sensible to make a martyr of himself and flatter his own vanity by being burned alive. He had let the truth out; and the same authority within himself that gave him leave to do that also warned him to protect himself by letting the fools believe they had suppressed truth. But truth, once out, can never be suppressed, although it can be imitated and misused. The proof of a mans authority is in its consequences. There is no authority from outside. All comes from within. But they are rare who recognize authority; and they are still more rare who have the courage to obey it. Some call it conscience, which is a lame word, having fallen from a high place.

Once more there was silence, but the wind outside howled like a host of furies and somewhere in the monastery building bronze bells summoned monks to midnight ritual. Again Narayan Singh put dry wood on the embers and the flame leaped up illuminating Grims face. Lhaten was in darkness.

Who are these Mahatmas  men? Grim asked.

Very plain men, Lhaten answered. Wisdom avoids Vanity. Was Newton vain? Or Beethoven? Or Lao Tse?

Who taught them what they know? Grim asked.

Who taught the years to roll onward? Or the earth to move around the sun? There are greater than they, whom they know from afar off, dimly, even as you have heard of them and seek them. The Mahatmas, to themselves, are ordinary men, too fallible, beset by their own perplexities. Our problems are very simple to them, because they mastered such elementary conditions as ours  in former lives; which is why they are called Masters. They have advanced to higher problems. Does a child at school not have to learn his alphabet, which to the one who can read has become part of his very nature, like the ability to breathe? Next, does he not learn to read, which to him may be difficult, although foolishly easy to the older child who has advanced to foreign languages. Does he not have to learn arithmetic by practice? Does that not lead on to algebra, and to equations, and to calculus  each step requiring mastery by hard work consciously directed to the end in view? Are there not realms to be mastered, each advance revealing new realms unimaginable to the student who has not yet reached them  so that he who knows the most is most aware of how illimitable knowledge is?

It is so with life  with men. A newsboy lives in a world of short horizons and extremely sharply drawn convictions. But he gains by the experience. He rises and becomes a clerk. And is he not now in a new world? Is any contour of it quite the same, or are the old associations as important! Values have altered, or rather his sense of them. Good: let us say he has character; he goes on up until he manages a business. And at each new forward step do his horizons not increase? Imagine him at last, the President of the United States. Could he return into the newsboy mold  or cease to have a sympathy for newsboys, or for clerks or managers or for all the men in circumstances he himself has battled with?

It is the same with all life: everything is evolving into something else. What then becomes of men who have evolved above your plane and mine without as yet becoming more than men? They can understand us, having been as we are. Can we understand them? Could they associate with us, to our advantage or to theirs, any better than a president could live among the newsboys, or than Einstein, let us say, could live among race-course touts? Would any of you choose to live among the riffraff of the docks? Or, if you had the opportunity, would you refuse to influence that riffraff for their good, to the extent that they could understand you?

Forgive me if I seem too frank, for I do not intend discourtesy. The difference between you and the riffraff of the brothels of Bombay is not greater than the difference between the Masters and yourselves. Should they then associate with you? And what good would it do?

What happens if a man should try to make that grade  and fails? Grim asked him.

Lhaten seemed to hesitate, as if he listened to the wind under the monastery eaves. Then:

How are the ranks of master criminals recruited? he asked. What happens when a scientist goes wrong, or a philosopher, or any educated man? Is he not worse than the ignorant? Is he not more dangerous? So  whence do you suppose the ranks of dugpas are recruited? The White Lodge will exclude, but it will never kill. Then what shall he do who has learned much, yet has erred because of evil in him and by his own lack of integrity excludes himself? Can he forget his knowledge? Envy, hatred and malice enter into him and he becomes a leader of the enemies of light. He calls his darkness light and seeks to justify himself by deeds. He uses his intelligence to smother light, identifies himself with all negation and attracts to himself all those who by nature are unwilling to resist or are too stupid to prevent him. That is the source of the legend of fallen angels.

What finally becomes of them? asked Grim.

Lhaten stared at the embers a while. Then, at last:

What becomes of the fire that has eaten the wood! he replied. Fire is a bad master. Better to grow trees, though fire come and consume them. The very worst that fire can do is to release the elements of what it burns. Does any of you wish your very spirit to revert into its elements? Serve evil if you do. Become a dugpa. It is first a little comfortable fire that warms the intellect; and some, by growing used to heat, endure it for a long time. Even rocks burn when the heat grows great enough. Better to grow trees and guard against the fire.

He left the room then silently, as if he had said too much, closing the door without making a sound, and for an hour, I dare say, we all stared into the embers while the wind howled like the baying of the dogs of Death, from over the Roof of the World beyond which lay the deserts and the mystery of Tibet  until at last I fell asleep and dreamed about black devils torturing Rait in a dungeon underneath a mountain, where Grim and Narayan Singh had gone away and left me. It seemed to be my turn to be tortured next.


CHAPTER XIII. A dugpa  and a mystery as easy to elucidate as that of life and death.

It is easy to kill. It is equally easy to destroy glass windows. But the one act no more solves a problem than the other. Both are foolishness, since any foot can do then. Why is it only the wise who perceive that it is wisdom to let live, when even lunatics can sometimes understand that it is better to open a window than to smash the glass?
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THE FOLLOWING morning Grim gave me the news that Lhaten had come all the way from Leh to tell us that Sidiki ben Mohammeds two senior wives were safe and being cared for by their relatives; his house and all his stores were burned to ashes but the cattle had been saved and none of his servants injured. There was a hue and cry for Sidiki, and for ourselves, who were reported to be Tibetan bandits; and the discovery of dead bodies in the snow, a mile away from the burned house, had led the police to suppose that we bandits had quarreled among ourselves as to the possession of Sidikis girl-wife. The fact that Sidiki had not been found dead had led to the presumption he was being held for ransom.

Sidikis two senior wives had been questioned and had talked, of course. But they had told such a weird story about two white men in disguise, in company with two Indians and two Tibetans, accepting Sidikis hospitality in order to be able to admit the other bandits in the night, that nobody believed a word they said and they themselves were actually under the suspicion of having betrayed Sidiki to his enemies on the score of jealousy, it being notorious that the new young wife had had the household by the ears.

The long and short of it is, said Grim, that nobody believes were white men and nobody feels inclined to send an expedition after us. Snowstorms have covered our tracks, and between us and Leh the drifts have become pretty well impassable. So were safe from pursuit. We can go forward. We cant go back. Sidiki and his wife will have to stay here until spring, when he proposes to make his way to Delhi and cash that draft on Benjamin you promised him. By that time well be in Tibet, or else dead, so it wont matter whether Sidiki talks or not. Lhaten has promised to get word to Benjamin about Mordecais fate; hes to be told we did our best for his son-in-law, which will leave the old man feeling that we havent neglected our obligation to him.

Lhaten seems to come and go as he pleases. I dont know how he does it, but there are probably lines of communication where snow wont lie because of wind or some such reason; and the whole of this country is dotted with hermits. You cant make me believe that a thousand hermits would all choose to live in limestone caves in wintertime just for the sake of being lonely. One man,  ten men might; not a thousand. The story, of course, is theyre meditating on the life to come. Its this life that amuses me; Ill bet they feel the same about it. You know how a man can use his time up listening in on radio. And dyou remember how, when Younghusband reached Lhasa with his troops, they knew it in Bombay before the government had the news in Simla? Radio was a pipe dream twenty years ago. Will you bet me that twenty years from now men cant dispense with radio and relay thought without the use of electricity? Will you bet me it isnt the hermits all over Asia who pass thought-waves along? Can you give me a better guess how information travels  true and false? We know it does travel. Did you ever talk with a hermit who hadnt all the latest news?

A more important problem at the moment was for me to get in shape to travel. The knife wounds and the pounding that the giant gave me had left me stiff and weak, although the wounds were healing in the mountain air with the aid of the old monks nursing and mysterious drugs. He came in every hour or two with his prayer wheel, and when he needed both hands to change the bandages he would give the wheel to Chullunder Ghose with orders to keep it spinning. It seemed to make no difference to him whose hand made the imprisoned paper charms revolve provided their motion did not cease all the while he was in the room.

Grim busied himself meanwhile with monastery manuscripts. The library was underneath the building in a cellar that was partly natural cave and partly hewn out of the rock. Some of the books were rolls, as much as fifty feet long; others were sheets of ancient paper tied between wooden blocks; there were enough of them to have kept a dozen translators busy for a lifetime, but there were not more than forty monks in the monastery, of whom not more than ten or twelve could read that ancient script. They not only did not object to Grims exploring among their treasures, but actually carried up the books for him into the cell, and the abbot himself, who sometimes helped Grim to translate them, even gave him one of them from which Grim has quoted so often that I have a number of its paragraphs by heart.

That abbot was a gently smiling ancient of days, as genial toward us as he was stern with all the monastery household. He was a little man, wrinkled and stooped, with a beard like a Chinamans, who wore black robes much too big for him, so that he could fold them over and over against the draughts that made him shiver. He was hugely amused with Chullunder Ghose, from whom he endured outrageous banter with emotions that suggested an old maid being flattered by Don Juan; but if one of his monks looked sidewise at him, or as much as smiled at any of the babus jokes, he reproved him instantly and ordered Draconic penances  such as ten thousand repetitions of a long prayer on the monastery roof, where the wind blew through a leather overcoat like water through a sieve. You are a bad rascal  a bad rascal! he assured the babu. You will be reborn as a fish for having mocked the Lord Chenresi, whose outward shape you so resemble. There is no hair on a fish, he added, apropos apparently of nothing.

He called Grim his son (which gave Chullunder Ghose fresh opportunities for scandalous insinuations), and he spent hours trying to find in ancient books some proof that Jimgrim was a word of Pali origin with roots that could be traced into the very womb of dawn. Neither Grim nor anyone else could guess whether he was in earnest or merely amusing himself; he seemed to be a mixture of the rankest superstition, almost absolute unworldliness and variegated knowledge. But there was no doubt whatever about his liking for Grim, or about his dislike for Narayan Singh.

He vowed he could smell blood on the Sikh, and invariably held his nose and looked away from him when he entered the room, keeping the Sikh on his left-hand side whenever possible. He seemed to like to sit at Grims feet, making him take the carved square stool, that was carried wherever he went for him to squat on, and himself sitting on the mat that was placed in front of it.

His mixture of frankness and reticence was not much different from that of any high dignitary of an established and historic church; he would discuss things one expected him to shy off from, and grow suddenly silent  even leave the room  when one of us asked him something, that, to us, seemed commonplace. He did not in the least mind talking about dugpas, although he spun his prayer wheel while he did it; but when I asked him by whose authority Benjamin had been given the key to the secret route into Tibet he looked at me as if I had slapped his face and went out, slamming the door and scolding the monk who waited on him. For two days after that he would not speak to me.

Dugpas? he said in answer to one of Grims questions. Spiritual criminals. Look out for them! Look out for them! I have some in this monastery. You say to a dugpa Bless you, and he tries to use the blessing for a stick to beat you with. You say to him `This is so, and his mind begins to work at once to prove it isnt so. You say to him Love your enemies, and he goes to work to make some enemies, yourself first, in order to have someone to love. You show him money; he begins to think of how to imitate it out of baser metals. You make peace in your household; he proceeds to try to break it up. He thinks vice is virtue. He looks upon virtue as vice.

Why not get rid of your dugpas? Grim suggested.

How! he asked and cackled with comical laughter, looking at Grim like an old grandparent amusing himself with a favorite grandson.

Kick them out, Grim suggested.

Kick out a bellyache! Why not? Cut off your nose because it bothers you to blow it  eh? As for me, I prefer to blow my nose. Did you ever try to sweep out darkness with a broom? Its easy. Only when youve finished, theres the darkness still there. There wont be any dugpas in the monastery when Ive got rid of all the dugpas here. He touched himself over the heart.

Do you mean youre a sorcerer yourself? Grim asked.

The old eyes twinkled and the wrinkled lips moved as if he were chewing something while he thought out a reply.

Teach a child arithmetic, he said at last, and he can use it to cheat with, cant he? Teach a man the laws and forces of the universe, and he can turn them against his teacher, cant he? Give a child a box of matches, and there will always be someone to show him how to set fire to a house. Teach me spiritual knowledge, and for every one desire to use it rightly I shall have a thousand impulses to do the wrong thing. Persistence in thinking the wrong thing makes a man a fool if he is untaught and a dugpa if he knows too much. Do you think you know enough to be a dugpa?

Grim denied having any ambition in that direction.

The old abbot chuckled at him.

Nevertheless, my son, you area mixture of good and bad like any other man. The good and bad is in your mind  or at any rate, that is where you think it is. So it is your mind that learns. And as the good learns, so the bad learns and there is war between the two. Your bad side  I am trying to use terms that you will understand  will seek to use your knowledge on the side of evil; and it is that side of you that the dugpas, who are vastly your superiors in evil, will continually cultivate. As long as there is any evil in you dugpas will discover it, as flies find rotten meat. It will be a long time before there is no evil in you, he added dryly.

Is that how you account for criminality? asked Grim.

How do you account for virtue! asked the abbot. Do I not teach virtue, day in, and day out, to a number of ingrate monks? And am I not one inconsiderable teacher among thousands? All over the world are there not superiors and their subordinates, of all sorts and kinds of creeds, who all teach virtue or try to teach it? Well, I tell you there are just as many who teach non-virtue and with just as much enthusiasm, though they call it something else. As there are lamas, cardinals, archbishops and professors of virtue, so there are lamas, cardinals, arch-bishops and professors of non- virtue. At each step upward that a man takes, he must choose all over again on which side of the ladder he will climb. There is magic in good; there is sorcery in evil. Non-virtue, which is sorcery, has no existence until virtue, which is magic, finds expression first; but for every light there are at once a million shadows, and nobody has to tell the shadow where to find the light; it is created by the light, and by the very virtue of the light it procreates non-virtue. Moreover, it would smother virtue if it could, just as the water, in which only fish can live, would smother men. Therefore, beware of the dugpas, who are all they who say no to virtue, and who for every gleam of light invent its opposite. There are grades and grades of them  little, ignorant, unwise ones who are at the mercy of the others and commit crimes without knowing what or why  and wise, far-seeing ones who understand the laws of evil.

Show me a dugpa, said Grim. You say some of your monks are dugpas.

Aye, show us one, Narayan Singh echoed. I will show you a good way to deal with him.

The abbot rang the copper bell he carried at his waist. The cell door opened and the monk came in whose duty for the day it was to wait on him and to carry his stool and carpet. He was a very ordinary-looking, plain-faced man with dull uninterested eyes.

There are degrees, and then degrees of them, the abbot said, and made a gesture. The monk picked up his stool and mat, and the abbot walked out of the room with his prayer wheel twirling, followed by the other rutching sandals in his wake.

You have offended him, Chullunder Ghose remarked. Such holy men as he dont like to be asked to betray even dugpas.

But Narayan Singh took a long Tibetan sword out of a corner and tested its sharpness with his thumb, holding it then between feet and knees and beginning to file the edge.

I think we shall see a dugpa, he said pleasantly.

That night while we slept in our separate corners, with the shutter fastened and the embers dying dull-red on the hearth, a sound like a footfall awoke me suddenly. For a while I lay still. The cell door had been left unfastened to admit the old monk who visited me at intervals to dose me and change my bandages and I supposed the intruder was he. But nobody came to my bedside, so I stared toward the hearth. There was someone sitting there, his face toward me and his back toward Narayan Singh; he appeared to be fanning the embers, and I still thought it was the old physician.

But suddenly the embers flared and a red blaze shone on the mans face. I felt the hair rise all over my body. He was the same long-haired and classically handsome man who had visited us in Sidikis house and offered to protect us from Lhaten, that night our Tibetans were murdered.

He was sitting in exactly the same posture as he had then, with the same immobility, the same half-contemptuous expression on his face. He seemed to be waiting for us to speak to him, but none spoke  though I could hear Chullunder Ghoses teeth chattering. There was no sound from Narayan Singh or Grim. I did not know whether they were awake.

The man sat without moving until the blaze died down again and his face receded into shadow. Then a voice, that was his, but that hardly seemed to come from him, spoke very clearly, in an accent of command:

You are in danger. You must leave this place. You may wait for the dawn, but no longer.

Whose orders? I asked.

I sat up on the bed. Chullunder Ghose was clutching at his blankets and his teeth were going like castanets, but there was still no sound from Narayan Singh or Grim. The embers were dying, but I could see the mans eyes.

The orders of them who will guide you to where you shall go, he replied.

He spoke English, but that did not strike me as peculiar at the time.

What is the danger? I asked him.

In the dim glow from the embers he had become hardly visible, but he stood up. I could see that. His anger was almost tangible.

Disobedience is death! he answered.

Suddenly there came the swish of steel in air, and a thwack as a sword struck home into the mans neck from behind. He fell forward with a groan on to the embers. Someone pulled him off them, struck a match, lighted our lantern, and I saw Grim leaning over him. Behind the hearth Narayan Singh stood with the sharp sword in his hand.

So I deal with dugpas! said Narayan Singh, and Grim looked up.

Take a dekko at him, he exclaimed.

He held the lantern so that all of us might see the man who lay there with his neck three-quarters severed. He was clean shaven. He did not bear the least resemblance to the bearded man who had come and spoken with us in Sidikis house. He was the monk who had attended on the abbot that day, carrying his stool and mat  snub-nosed, dull-eyed and unintelligent!


CHAPTER XIV. Lhatens Guru.

There be many gurus, and some good ones whom it is no great task to differentiate, seeing that those who make the loudest claim are least entitled to respect. They who are the true guides into Knowledge know that nothing can be taught, although the learner easily can be assisted to discover what is in himself. Other than which there is no knowledge of importance, except this: that what is in himself is everywhere.
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IT WAS something below zero in the room. Grim pulled on his overcoat and went to the door to summon a monk to tell the abbot what had happened; but as he opened the door the abbot entered, hurrying, with a monk behind him. Chullunder Ghose threw himself face downward on his mattress and pulled up the blankets trying to pretend he was still asleep.

Grim held the lantern in mid-room, its light on the old abbots wrinkled face, the corpse in shadow.

What brought you? he asked.

Who slew? asked the abbot, in the harsh voice that he used to discipline his monks.

Narayan Singh, wiping the sword on the dead mans clothing, grunted:

I slew a dugpa. Did I not say I should show you how to deal with one!

Man of blood! Man of blood! said the abbot. You befoul my monastery. Go now! All of you must go.

He glanced toward me.

Can you travel? he asked.

I would have died outside in the snow rather than remain there after being asked to leave the place. I made him such answer, as politely as I could. Grim started to ask questions; the old fellow silenced him with an angry exclamation and a gesture.

Maniac! he spluttered at Narayan Singh.

The Sikh stood erect like a man on parade, his eyes glowing in the lamplight. You know well I slew a dugpa, he retorted.

Incorrigible butcher! You shall be reborn into a boar! Men and the dogs and the other boars shall hunt you! Slew a dugpa? You have cracked a jar and let the water out!

He changed himself into a man with a beard, said the Sikh. These eyes beheld him.

Fool! exclaimed the abbot. Can a tree not cast a shadow on a wall? Can even you not see your image in a pool! Shall not an arch dugpa then use this poor weakling to reflect his image?

The old mans anger made him stutter. He raised his staff and struck Chullunder Ghose to force him to get up from the mattress.

Go! he ordered. You shall have my blessing, save the one who slew. If that one should stay here he would make a shambles of the place  he lets in death  he is in league with death  he

Nay, nay, holy one, no curses! said Narayan Singh. If I have done wrong I am already cursed enough.

Slayer, if I bless you, you will slay more! said the abbot.

If you curse me, will I slay less? asked the Sikh.

Die then by the sword, the abbot answered, for I see you are an honest man. You will serve some though you injure others. You shall eat your own sin and be done with it.

Narayan Singh bowed proudly to him, suggesting rather tolerance than too much faith in the old abbots vision.

Jimgrim, my son, said the abbot, I could have taught you much  but not these. You are a better one than any of my monks, yet you come with a crew of brawlers and my monastery is in danger through them. This one (he pointed at me) shall have medicines lest he die by the way. Such virtue as he has is in his friendship. He may win through on that account. I doubt it. That one (he made a gesture with his staff in the direction of Chullunder Ghose) is a coward whose curiosity is greater than his cowardice; whose honesty is stronger than his zeal. His cunning shall protect him, though his flesh shall be a weariness. He pointed at Narayan Singh. Death is no answer to riddles, he said, as you shall know when you are slain, you who have slain so many.

He turned to go, giving his staff to the monk who attended him and beginning to spin his prayer wheel, but I broke the silence by asking him what was to be done about Sidiki ben Mohammed and his young wife. He turned in the doorway, answering impatiently:

What are they to you?

I owe the man money, I told him.

Then pay it, he retorted irritably. So much talk about such unimportant things!

Presently monks came into our cell to carry out the dead one. Others waited for us to pack up our belongings. Nothing was left undone to make it obvious that our welcome had expired although no actual discourtesy was offered. Evidently someone told Sidiki we were leaving, for he came in a great state of excitement carrying paper, pen and ink-horn.

You go, sahibs? You go? And at this hour? You were not-you were not forgetting  ?

I wrote him his order on Benjamin, attaching no conditions to it, knowing that if there were any peculiar wording about the order or anything that might arouse Benjamins suspicions the old Jew would refuse to honor it. Grim, Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose all added their signatures as witnesses, and before we left the place I persuaded the old abbot to attach his seal.

Sidiki wept at our departure. He pretended he would like to come with us and swore he would have done so but for having a young wife on his hands.

Nor can I leave her, sahibs. You dont know this country. They would make a cuckold of me before my back was turned! There is something in me of Lord Roberts  I should oh, so dearly love this campaign into the unknown  yes, yes, I should love it. But my honor  a mans honor is his first consideration. I must wait here until spring, when these monks will kindly escort me as far as Leh, where I shall appeal for government protection and proceed to Delhi. Is your honor sure this money will be paid to me by Benjamin?

In darkness, for it lacked two hours of dawn, we watched our loads, and then Narayan Singh and the babu, being lowered in a great basket between natural rock bastions, and heard the basket  windblown  crash against the rock wall in fathomless darkness. My turn and Grims came at last, and, knowing something about pithead gears, I sat near the rickety wooden winch manipulated by two monks, and examined the rope made of leather and various odds and ends. It occurred to me to ask whether there was no other way of leaving the place.

I was told that the steps hewn in the rock could not be used in winter because of ice that spoiled the foot-and finger-hold; but the old abbot did his best to reassure me about the two-monk-power elevator, pointing to a prayer wheel, yoked by a leather belt in such way that a thousand prayers were repeated automatically at each revolution of the winch.

So you are quite safe, he answered me. They who raise and lower the cage have orders that if the rope should break they must continue turning. Thus blessing would accompany the dissolution. There would be no curse in such a death.

He grieved sincerely at our going but assured Grim that after one of us had shed blood he had neither authority nor will to offer us another minutes hospitality.

Bloodshed within! he exclaimed. Who then shall protect us from the bloodshed from without!

Grim offered no apology; it would have been lame and useless; probably it would have shut off speech, whereas there was something about the old abbots attitude and the way he champed his jaws that suggested he had something he would still say if we let him. A mere regular ritual blessing might set his own conscience at ease as having done what duty indicated, but a few more words of explanation of the dugpa mystery would be a much more acceptable parting gift from our bewildered point of view. They came as we waited in silence while the two monks wound up the cage on its complaining wooden roller.

Since dugpas wished to get you out of here, where you were safe, how else should they expel you than by causing you to expel yourselves by violence? When fools make war they expend their resources squandering money and life and food until the victor loses with the vanquished, and another, who is wiser, overwhelms them both. No dugpa would do such foolishness. He sacrifices little dugpas, even as the governments send soldiers to be slain, because there are always plenty who will fill the lower ranks. But one little sleepy, stupid, belly-loving dugpa is as useful to him as an army that a government flatters and sends to its death; because he wages war by causing his enemy to make mistakes, and he wins not by what he himself does, but through the self-destroying acts of whomsoever he would conquer. Do you mean to say, Grim asked him, that the dugpas actually calculated that Narayan Singh would kill that monk of yours?

The bitter wind was whistling and moaning and the winch squeaked like an animal in pain. Flickering lamplight filled the low-roofed open shed in which we waited, but beneath us the rope vanished into blackness and there were not even shadows to show where a dozen monks stood watching, hardly two arms length away from us. The old abbot thought a while, and chewed the cud of his reflection, spitting at last before he spoke:

The wind blows. Where there is a window open, or a keyhole or a cranny or a crack, does the wind not find its way! Thought is much thinner than wind. That Sikh is predisposed to shedding blood, and he who sheds blood may not stay in this place. There is a force that makes men shed blood, even as another force will make them commit another sin  even as the wind makes windmills turn. He who is not on guard against the dugpas will obey the forces they direct.

Grim answered with one of his comical smiles which mean he is mocking himself as much as anyone:

Magic would make a wonderful excuse for a criminal on trial! Unfortunately, in the West we dont believe in it.

Of course not, said the abbot gently. In the East we are older. We know more. We know what threw the whole world into war. And if the dugpas wish to rule you, what is plainer than that they will first of all make you believe there are no such things as dugpas? Does a man who will break in and steal first announce what he will do, and how he will do it, and when? Do your criminals in the West not make you all believe they are honest citizens? Be on guard against dugpas, my son!

Then the basket came up through the hole and he blessed us while we stepped into the swaying thing. The last we saw of him was his old wrinkled ivory face framed in yellow lamplight and black shadow as he clung to a beam and peered down watching our descent. After that we were both of us busy with poles for a long time, fending off the basket from the cliff side as the two monks lowered us, we never knew how many hundred feet, to the platform of rock at the head of a track that descended along the lip of a snow-hung precipice into the valley.

In a cavern thick with dung, whose opening was sheltered from the wind by a clump of tamarisks that had rooted themselves in fissures in the platform, all our ponies waited  fat and villainously quarrelsome from lack of work. There was only one lantern and but two monks there to help us lift the loads on, while the ponies kicked their heels up at the cavern roof, bit, squealed and broke loose to hide in dark corners.

So it was dawn, for all our haste, before we took the trail at last and rode, with one leg over the edge of a precipice and the other being skinned against the cliff, down a declivity that seemed to lead into the bowels of the earth. Above us there were gilded peaks that shone like lightning, so that we could hardly bear to glance at them with the icy wind making our eyes run. Beneath us was a gruesome black hole, colder as the track descended, full of alternating silences and sounds of savage cataclysm as the wind broke great icicles away and sent them splintering on unseen rocks.

Unguided, we could not have found our way among those gorges for a single hour. More often than not there was no track to be seen at all until we actually found it under us, with the ponies picking their way like cats where one false footstep would have meant destruction. It was a goat trail, cunningly marked and helped out here and there by pick and shovel, along the line of the prevailing wind, where snow could never lie deep even in the storms. The monk who led us, wrapped to the ears in yak-skin, riding an ancient mule, kept singing to himself a tune that sounded older than the hills, the same few bars of a simple melody ever and ever repeated, reaching us in fragments between gusts of wind. It suggested a pagan hymn to nature, but Grim said the words were all about beer and pretty ladies. He never glanced back at us once to make sure we were following, and when the ponies rose like moving steps above us and we caught sight of him turning around some pinnacle of rock sharp-cut against the sky, he had the air of leaving the whole business of leading to his old mule, that seemed to know the way as intimately as if he carried a man along it every day of his existence.

The last half of that days march was nightmare in which I clung to the saddle desperately, growing weaker at every leap the pony made and trying not to let Grim know how ill I felt. One wound reopened and I felt the blood ooze; and though I took the medicines the abbot gave me, and drank brandy now and then from Grims flask when there was room for two of us to halt together on the track, the cold began to creep into my wounds and fill me with the thought of how comfortable death would be.

I contrived to finish the days work only by remembering Mordecai and his retreat over the passes, alone, sick, starving, hunted. I did not propose that Mordecai should play the man and I lie down under less than half his difficulties; and in a sort of half-delirium I clung on during the last hour of a scampering struggling climb imagining I actually was the battered Jew escaping from Tibetan enemies in devil masks.

The noise of Grims clambering pony behind me became galloping monks. The volleys of echoes, as stones went rattling off the ledge over the precipice, were rifle shots. It seemed to me that I was making for a wayside inn, which, funnily enough, contained white-skirted waiters and a jazz band, where the nemo (who was Benjamins fat daughter, spreading food on a yellow tablecloth under an ancient temple lamp) would presently be beaten to make her tell my name and hiding-place.

I was almost unconscious when at last I rolled into a mans arms and was carried somehow into a cave whose entrance had been masked against the wind by a barrier of limestone blocks and mud.

I remember I thought I was going to die and the prospect was not unattractive. That cave had the feel of a sepulcher, although it was warmed by a good fire of tamarisk branches. The voices of my friends appeared to reach me faintly from a mile away, as if I had already passed into the borderland of death, and I was not even vaguely interested in what they were talking about. I no longer felt cold, and though they laid me near the fire I did not feel the heat. There seemed to be a vast dark wilderness in front of me, which I must traverse presently toward a dim light in the distance, and anything that took my mind off that was an annoyance.

I dont know how long I lay in that condition, but at last I began to rebel against something (I did not know what) that was pulling me back in the direction of my friends. I tried to summon all my will power to resist the interference  even tried to cry out to my friends to help me shake the interference off. I think it was my own voice that I heard first. Then Grims:

Rammy, old top, wake up, confound you! Youve got no right to die here. Its a rotten breach of hospitality. Save up your dying for later on when it wont be so infernally inconvenient!

I was conscious of being shaken violently and of feeling indignant. It occurred to me as indecent to disturb a dying man, but I did not associate the shaking with Grims hands that had me by the shoulders. Then I heard a strange voice, speaking Pashtu: Any fool can die. The thing is to know when to die.

Strange though the statement looks on a written page, it was that argument that made me cease resistance to the force that appeared to be pulling me back into the world. I saw it as unfair to Grim to leave him and began to wish myself alive again and strong enough to help him in some undertaking  although what the undertaking might be I could neither remember nor imagine. Soon after that I tasted brandy in my mouth, and then there was another lapse into unconsciousness.

I awoke in utter darkness but rolled over on a heap of blankets and saw that our loads had been set up like a wall between me and a fire in the midst of the cave. Narayan Singh heard me move and, pulling a couple of loads aside to make a passage, brought me water in a clay pitcher. Someone threw fresh wood on the fire, and by the light of the blaze of sparks I saw Grim and Chullunder Ghose sitting side by side staring at two other men whose faces were in shadow.

There is a greatness, Narayan Singh said in his gruffest voice, putting his arms under my shoulders. Will your honor try it? This is something manlier than death in the dark.

He hove me to my feet, half-smothered me in blankets and helped me to a place beside the fire near Grim, where he heaped loads for me to lean against. Grim merely glanced at me; his whole attention was fixed on the two who sat facing him, of whom one surely was the owner of the cave,  a hermit, at the first glance.

He was muscular, hairy, unwashed, clad in goat-skins and rags, with a beard that came down to his navel and a yard of bronze hair matted up with grease. Lice crawled through the dense hair on his arms. His feet were bare, and he had lost three toes, apparently from frost-bite. He appeared to like the lice; he did not scratch himself. His eyes were insolently daring  red-rimmed from the bitter wood smoke; age, anything from fifty or sixty onward. He appeared well fed and active, but was sitting stock still, scarcely seeming to breathe and not moving so much as an eyelash.

The other seemed quite out of place in the cave. He was tall and dressed handsomely in an embroidered smock, a turban of dark-purple silk and an almost gorgeous quilted coat whose color was indeterminable, though it looked rich in the gloom. His feet were bare, but there were long boots on the floor of the cave beside him, and he had laid aside a heavy yak-skin overcoat that appeared to have jeweled clasps (at any rate, the firelight shone on what looked like jewels where the fastenings should be).

He resembled no Tibetan I had ever seen, looking more like a Rajput, though his beard was neither curled nor parted in the middle. He had almost classically perfect features, with a broad, smooth forehead and eyes of a dark sky-blue color that would have attracted attention anywhere instantly and held it as long as he pleased.

There were other noticeable things about him: on the middle finger of his right hand was a gold ring that covered the whole joint; it was carved with symbols and resembled the one that Lhaten wore. He had a necklace of small gold beads that descended inside his smock. Around his waist there was a tasseled cord of several colors interwoven.

Apart from his eyes and his dress the most remarkable thing about him was his cleanliness, which was all the more apparent since he sat so close to the abominably dirty hermit. He sat bolt upright on a clean mat, which he presumably had brought with him, but gave the impression, none the less, of being comfortable and entirely at his ease; and he appeared to have the gift peculiar to men of wide experience and seasoned character, of making strangers feel at ease as well. He smiled as his eyes met mine. It was a smile remarkably like Grims, in that it had no faintest trace of sneer, and made you like him, though you felt that he was seeing through you.

If you had been less muscular, he said, you might have been less difficult to drag back from that long sleep you were contemplating. However, I won the tug-of-war. Do you forgive me?

No, I said.

His eyes laughed but Chullunder Ghose, in panic, hurled rebuke at me.

Such graceless speech! Oh Rammy sahib, this babu eats shame!Blow, blow, thou winter wind. Thou art not so unkind as mans ingratitude!

I felt too weak to argue but my mind was clear. When a man asks my forgiveness I suspect him of intentions on my peace or pocketbook. Forgiveness is stark impertinence. No man has any right to insult another with impudent suggestions of superiority. None with any manhood in him wants to die before his time, and if it were true that this man had pulled me back to life, why should he apologize?

I see we think alike on that point, said the stranger. I am glad I came.

Who are you! I asked, wondering how he had read my thoughts.

If you wish, you may call me Rao Singh.

Grim leaned toward me and whispered, his lips hardly moving:

Lhatens guru!

As I spoke a mans shape seemed to condense out of the darkness. Lhaten, seated on a mat behind Rao Singh, moved and the shadows re-swallowed him.

You will be well enough in a few days to continue your journey, said Rao Singh. What is your purpose?

To rescue Rait, I answered.

Rait made his own bed. Shall he not lie in it? he asked.

Did you help me, I retorted, or didnt you?

I have helped you in a very little matter, he said calmly. You were merely permitting yourself to die of wounds before your time. If you had done what Rait did, I could no more have helped you than I could delay the coming of the night.

When a man is just beginning to recover from the jaws of death his horizon, in the concrete sense, may be extremely limited; but what he does see, he sees definitely. I had made up my mind to rescue Rait, so it was no use arguing the point.

Weve burned our bridges, Grim remarked.

That is true, said Rao Singh; But how do you know it! Does it not appear to you that others burned them for you?

Chullunder Ghose piped up, in the tone of voice that a shop clerk uses to a rich American, suggesting all the implications of envy, cupidity, artfulness and will to have the better of a bargain.

Ah! he exclaimed. And now Sri Rao Singh Bahadur will unfold to us a mystery!

I will not, Rao Singh retorted.

For a while we sat still, and I remember I studied our visitors eyes, whose blue was like nothing I had ever seen before, except perhaps lake water in the hills in spring. They were incongruous. If he had been a Scandinavian they would still have excited comment.

You are something like young birds who peck at the shell of the ego from within, he remarked after several minutes silence. For you to say what you will do when you emerge is to talk of what you dont know and cant possibly understand. Remember this: there is a time, after birds have emerged from the egg, when they have to be cared for and fed and protected. Later they are taught to fly. Then they neither return to the nest nor do they act any longer as fledglings.

He looked frankly and long at Narayan Singh, our Sikh returning the stare, lips parted, as if he were having his fortune told.

Eggs opened with the knife dont hatch, he said at last.

The Sikh did not wince. His answering voice rang manfully

Can I undo what I have done?

Not in this life.

Shall an old horse learn new paces?

He who takes the sword  and weakens  might as well slay himself and have done with it, said Rao Singh. There is no merit in sheathing the sword from fear of consequences, nor any victory worth winning by that means. The thing is to be whole-hearted. There is virtue in whole-heartedness. A sword is a merciful thing as compared to a slandering tongue.

And me? Chullunder Ghose asked  meekly, but with excitement that made his brown eyes glitter.

Rao Singh looked at him for at least a minute without blinking, until the babu had to let his breath out with a noisy gasp.

A stream, said Rao Singh, that seems to have no goal but trickles here and there will reach the ocean finally.

Sri Rao Singh Bahadur, think again! said the babu hoarsely. Truly I have wandered here and there. What am I but a babu  failed B.A.? Should I have sat down and have said yes, sahib, yes, sahib to every alien Jack-in-office who could order me, because he had a white skin, without knowing the thousandth part of what I know? Should I have said yes, sahib to the hypocrites and yes, sahib to the fools and yes, sahib to the men who grow rich while I am supposed to be grateful to them for the right to swallow the dust they make? Do you do that? Do you say yes, indeed, brother to the hypocrites who cry that alls well because their pockets are well filled? Would you have me fool myself into stagnation until I rot like all the rest of them?

I have brains, have I not? A belly, havent I? Eyes? Ears? Wife and children? Do I feel less  do I deceive myself more  than the men who expect me to blink at their stupidities and say salaam to them? Sri Rao Singh Bahadur, have I ever had one chance until I seized this one and tricked these two sahibs into taking me along with them? Tricked them  but was it a trick? And how much of a trick? Did I deceive them? They who know me for an honest scoundrel, who have never cheated any man, who treated me as they have treated me. That Sikh  he would die for anyone he loves. Me  I would live, that I may enjoy my friends! Death, sahib, comes to us all too frequently! And is it my fault that the world is no oyster for a failed B.A. with a brown skin and no capacity to be a hypocrite?

It is the fault of your karma, said Rao Singh. You have merit.

What is merit to me, if I have no hope? the babu answered. Sri Rao Singh Bahadur, I despise a merit that is useless!

Put it to use then.

Will you help us? Grim asked suddenly.

There was another pause while Rao Singh looked steadily at Grims eyes.

Better to be a dupe, he said at last, than to put to a test him on whose help you rely. If I should say I shall help you, then you might say afterward that I have not helped, because you know nothing about the methods I would use. The surgeons knife helps, but the victim cries out bitterly. And if I should say I would help you, would you not try to take advantage of the promise? That is human nature. You would certainly rely on me instead of using all your own ability  whereas it is only when you have put forth absolutely all your own ability that I can help you in the least.

Grim seemed to have at least an inkling who this extraordinary individual was, but I only knew he was Lhatens guru, which was shallow information. India is full of gurus who amount to nothing  teachers of penny philosophy based on superstition and tradition learned at second-hand from mistranslated text books. True, he spoke English perfectly, and without any of the phrases that the ordinary gurus use to veil their ignorance. He did not show off. He was neither arrogant nor too persuasive. Still...

Will you help us to rescue Rait? I asked.

No, he said, and that blunt answer did more to convince me he was somebody than if he had spent hours explaining to me who he was and why I should show him respect.

Do you know where Rait is? I demanded, but he did not answer that question.

Listen, I said. Rait writes he is in a dungeon undergoing torture. If it is true you came to keep me from dying of knife wounds, why cant you at least help me to rescue that poor fellow from much worse than physical torture?

Are you sure Rait wrote? he asked.

I have his letter.

I was wrong. Grim had both Raits letters. He produced them, holding them toward the firelight.

Why not burn them? Rao Singh suggested.

Again there was at least a minutes silence. The old hermit, who seemed to read silence as other men understand speech, leaned forward and put fuel on the fire. Grim folded the letters, in doubt what to do with them.

Why burn them? I asked.

Rao Singh, without moving his head, contrived in some way to summon Lhaten from the gloom behind him.

Tell why, he ordered.

Because he has suggested that you should, said Lhaten. Also because evil communications are a link that dugpas use too easily. As disease seeks dirt, malevolence

You have already told too much, said Rao Singh, and Lhaten retired to the gloom where he became invisible.

If I burn them Grim began.

You will do so on your own responsibility. I make no bargains, Rao Singh interrupted.

Chullunder Ghose began to plead with Grim to burn them, throwing a handkerchief from hand to hand  a way he had when he was more than usually nervous.

Sahib, you dont know what great things hinge on little ones sometimes! A little flea from a rats tail carries plague. The color of

He ceased because he saw Grim was not listening. In his own mind, in his own way, Grim was working out the problem for himself. He glanced at me at last. I nodded, always choosing to agree with him and back him to the finish when he works his eyebrows that way. I have known him to decide wrongly  possibly more times than I could count offhand; but half the fun of life, to my mind, lies in going the whole distance when you give a man your confidence. Mistakes dont matter; it is arguing about them that rots friendship.

Grim burned the letters, poking them into the fire with a stick.

Why did you do it? Rao Singh asked.

They were of no use, and I want to see what will happen next, Grim answered. Ramsden and I are determined to rescue Rait. Those two letters cant make any difference.

No?

Rao Singh stood up, and Lhaten held his cloak for him to find his way into the sleeves. Then he turned his back to us and Lhaten buttoned it, but that may have been a move to mask an exchange of whispers.

Grim and the others, the hermit included, all rose to their feet, but I had to sit still, being too weak to rise without help. Rao Singh came and looked at me, smiling, and I noticed that his clothing smelled of sandalwood. His hands and face were as clean as if he had come that minute from the bath.

You all but escaped out of that prison of yours, he said. Obstinate? I never knew a man so obstinate! Until I learned how strong your friendship is for Jimgrim I was at a loss how to challenge your will.

Why did you go to the trouble? I asked.

Lhaten summoned me  accepting the responsibility, he added, glancing at his chela.

If there is anything I can do, I said, at any time to

He interrupted with a gesture of fierce distaste. Then suddenly he laughed, as if remembering I could not understand his point of view.

You have established claim on me enough, he said. A gift might increase it altogether too much. You will not need me again, I think. Stay here until your strength returns.

Then he went with a wave of his hand to the hermit, who behaved like some old janitor in attendance on a gods ambassador, dividing his emotions equally between scorn for us and pride at having sheltered such a visitor.

With his back toward the entrance, the hermit spoke:

What has any of you done that you should have this honor?


CHAPTER XV. In which Jimgrim makes no bolder claim than that he and his friends are savages.

How many tongues are spoken in the world! And how many secret orders have their signs of recognition? None the less, I have observed that when two of a kind meet they invariably recognize each other, even though they have no spoken word in common. As a horseman knows a good horse and a true dog knows a huntsman, so a guru recognizes him in whom the seeds of Wisdom are awake.
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I DONT pretend to know what method had been used to snatch me out of deaths gate. Grims version of it was that Lhaten came unexpectedly and after he had pulled all my bandages off and examined the wounds, Rao Singh came unannounced.

Rao Singh, after hardly a glance at me, had asked to have the loads piled so as to make a sort of inner chamber; and behind that barrier he and Lhaten worked over me for half-an-hour; but in what way they had worked, none knew.

I do know that from that hour my recovery began, and it was rapid. There was a new sensation of vitality  the sort of feeling that a man has on an early summer morning after a good nights sleep. Nothing  not even pain and stiffness  could convince me I was in the slightest danger of relapse and my friends had hard work to keep me from taking too much exercise, until Narayan Singh at last pronounced an ultimatum.

Sahib, he said, when we wrestled at Benjamins you had the best of it. By the five vows of a Sikh and on my honor, I shall take my vengeance now unless you lie still!

And now it appeared that the secret route into Tibet was not entirely free from toll, although the lousy old hermit refused even to look at money or to help himself from our provisions. Day after day I was left alone with him while my friends, armed with hatchets, took the ponies down into a near-by valley to cut tamarisk for firewood, which they brought into a cave nearby for the hermits future use. That seemed to be the customary task imposed on all rare visitors who used the secret trail, and in return we were entitled to be guided as far as the next, else undiscoverable, halting place. There was no fixed minimum of fuel to be cut, nor any limit to the quantity, so my companions filled the storage cave, the hermit neither thanking them nor appearing to take the slightest interest.

He himself lived on infinitesimal rations of barley which he roasted on an old iron shovel and ate cold, counting it grain by grain. He appeared disgusted at our appetites, and at his rate of consumption he had enough barley stored in two sacks to last him an immeasurable time. But he had none to spare for our ponies, nor would he tell us where we might obtain any. In fact, he would tell us nothing, except that he was ready to act guide whenever we should choose to move on, his conversation being limited to that and to assertions that Tibetan lamas were a lot of frauds. He appeared to believe we were going to Lhasa, and to regard us as a pack of fools for that sufficient reason.

During the ten days that we occupied his cave I never saw him pray or do anything that suggested a religious exercise. He would sit by the hour on a rock, well sheltered from the wind outside the entrance of the cave, his red- rimmed eyes fixed on the sky-line and an expression on his face as if he were listening to sounds that none of us could hear. He appeared to have no regular hours for listening in (if that is what he did). Sometimes he got up from his litter of dry moss and branches in the middle of the night when a gale was raging, and sat on his rock until dawn. At other times, when he was cooking barley or carrying firewood from the storage cave, he would suddenly drop what he was doing, as if he had heard a signal, and would hurry to the rock and sit there motionless, perhaps for a few minutes, or for hours.

Yet his hearing was not particularly keen. If anything, he seemed inclined to deafness, due to the terrific pressure of the wind and perhaps, too, to accumulations in his ears of wax and extraneous filth. And it did not seem to make the slightest difference to him how much noise we made when he was concentrating on his strange task. We could sit around the rock, laughing and talking within two yards, without disturbing him in the least.

We were in haste to be off because the grain for the ponies was running short, so we left before I had fully recovered, starting one morning as soon as daylight had crept midway down into the valley over which the ledge in front of the cave mouth hung like an eagles eerie. The old hermit stowed a dozen grains of barley in his cheek and led the way on foot without a word of comment, netting such a pace as gave the loaded ponies hard work to keep up with him, scrambling as they had to, up and down a narrow trail that would have made even mountain sheep look to their laurels.

Above us the ice hung from the ledges. Beneath us more often than not was a drop of a sheer half a mile through an amethyst void to the rocks in the bed of a frozen water course. At times the loaded ponies had to lean outward over a precipice to the point where equilibrium almost vanished in order to feel their way around a projecting spur. Wherever the trail was level for a few yards there was ice or frozen snow as slippery as glass, and we grew used to riding with a left leg over nothing while the pony picked his way along the loose rim of infinity.

To have found that trail with the aid of a map and instruments would have been a task to baffle survey engineers. The way the hermit followed it, not hesitating except to pause, leaning into the wind on some naked crag upreared against the sky to let us overtake him, was a miracle as great as any I have witnessed. There were places where we had to lift the ponies in the bight of a sling around their rumps, all four of us hauling together and the ponies digging toes into whatever cracks their scrambling hoofs could find. The hermit never lent a hand but merely stood and watched us scornfully.

He looked more than ever scornful when we called a halt for a meal and to rest the animals  he sticking his tongue in his cheek to transfer one lone grain of roasted barley, which he chewed for as long as it took me to eat a substantial meal of canned army rations.

Whoever mapped out stages on that secret route was, like our hermit guide, a seven-league booted individual. Or possibly the gods, to whom Chullunder Ghose attributed all circumstances that he did not understand, had set the distances  forgetful that mere humans and their ponies had to crawl like tired ants over mountains from one valley to the next. It was dusk, and the gorges were purple with echoing gloom when we sighted a smoke among crags on a ledge in the distance. It was pitch dark, starless, with the bellies of black clouds descending on us in a noise of volleying wind, when we rode at last into a great, wide, slot-shaped cavern mouth, from which a maze of passages led into a limestone mountain.

Here we were met by a woman who looked like a man, with a leather shirt hiding her dry dugs and a mass of wind-blown gray hair framing a face like a furys. The sinews of her naked, bronzed legs were like whipcord and the muscles of her arms looked capable of war with the rocks for weapons. Yet she was as peaceful as she seemed belligerent.

Her age was beyond guessing, though she moved with the agility of youth, swinging herself from the loins as she strode down a passage in front of us, whirling a torch made of resinous wood. She had nothing to say. Our old guide found his tongue and interrupted the gestures she made with the flaring torch, she standing at the entrance of a cave where he explained we were to leave the ponies. There was no light in there, but she followed, after we had felt our way in darkness over horse dung ages old, and when we began off-loading the ponies she passed her torch to our hermit guide and lent a hand so masterfully that Chullunder Ghose stood back and watched her.

Then she spoke at last in vowelly, musical Pashtu, mocking the babu, calling him fat Chenresi.

Mother of a million virgins, he retorted, I, who have known many women, marvel! I will be Chenresi and remain forever, if you will be high priestess and do all the hard work!

She seemed to have taken a sudden fancy to him, flashing smiles that showed astonishingly perfect yellow teeth. But when she smiled she looked a thousand years old, because her face broke into deep, criss-crossed wrinkles, that all vanished when the smile was gone.

She resumed her torch and led the way out of the cave when we had fed the ponies, taking no notice of our guide except to nod to him when he turned to the left in the passage and went off alone toward the entrance.

We could hear that the storm had burst. There was a din among the crags outside as if whole mountains were being torn up by the wind. No siege guns ever made more cannonade than that. Hail like the rattle of musketry shattered itself into glassy splinters on the cavern threshold; and through a fissure in the rock wall the wind screamed like the artillery shells in Flanders. Yet our old guide walked toward the entrance as if nothing in the world were wrong.

Grim remonstrated, hesitating when the woman beckoned to us with the torch to follow her.

You will let him go out into that? he objected.

She laughed, with a flash of her eye teeth that suggested scorn. Does duty cease because of wind and snow? she asked. And are you in authority here?

She led along the passage past a dozen openings that echoed to the tumult of the storm, then turned a hairpin corner suddenly and began to descend stairs hewn out of the rock  enormous stairs, each six or eight feet from front to rear, irregularly spaced.

Presently she beat the torch out and we saw a dim light down below us and a long way off. Its dimness was peculiar, suggesting an electric arc light seen through milky mist, and there were strange shapes like the branches of trees in a nightmare forest that kept changing, and changing their color too, as we drew nearer.

I was last. Grim, next to the woman, felt his way with hand on the wall, we treading in his footsteps because the edges of the stairs were shadowy and irregular.

By gad  ice! he called back. And then: No  stalactites!

It was growing noticeably warmer as we kept descending into light that steadily increased. And presently the sound of voices came toward us, like the far-off murmur of a crowd, reminding me of the dull roar at a race course when the race is on and the crowd leans staring down the course.

But when we turned a sudden corner between gleaming stalactites the scene resembled nothing I had ever seen or expect to see again. Down three steps was a gallery of solid stalagmite that overhung an oval cavern, whose walls, floor, domed roof and a maze of feathery, fantastic columns all were opal-colored, gleaming in the light reflected from a dozen braziers and from a log fire set nearly in the midst.

Around the fire a dozen men were seated, talking and as dignified as owls. It was their quiet voices that had come rumbling up the stairway like the clamor of a crowd. Three or four of them appeared to be Tibetans but the others were of various Eastern races, and they were of all ages from about forty years old upward.

There was not one visible inch of all that cavern uncovered by calcium carbonate that had percolated through the limestone roof for countless centuries and finally ceased dripping, leaving the cavern dry and lovelier than fairy land. It looked like a lacquer of mother o pearl, for there was color in the stuff  rose, blue, green, yellow  blending into iridescence as it caught reflected firelight.

At the end of the cavern facing us, in a shallow domed recess proportioned perfectly to the dimensions of the cavern, sat three images that had been carved out of the rock. Those, too, were covered with the lacquer-like ooze, as evenly and perfectly as if the overlay were done by hand. The images were double life size, squatting cross-legged in the Buddhist attitude of meditation, and the one in the center suggested Chenresi  in the way that the moon, perhaps, suggests an arc light.

The perfection of that carving was so marvelous (the figure in the midst particularly) that neither Grim nor I could take our eyes off it. It seemed almost to breathe, as if the artists hand had caught the unseen spirit with the flesh and fashioned its resemblance in the stone. Calm, dignified, benevolent, aware of all immensity, it meditated on mans relation to the universe; and those on either side sat comprehending what the central image thought.

There was so much wisdom symbolized on the central figures face, and so much alert intelligence on the faces of the other two, that the impulse was to creep toward them silently and sit and listen. None of us spoke for I dont know how many minutes, although the men around the fire continued talking, their voices booming and rumbling.

They cant be Buddhist carvings, Grim said at last. It took a hundred thousand years to form this stuff.

He touched the stalagmitic covering of the gallery with his finger. It was as smooth as if hand polished. The woman laughed, perhaps at our amazement, and beckoned us to follow her down hewn steps, covered with the same smooth, ice-hard lacquer, to the cavern floor. They were slippery; and it was clear that once they had been worn in ruts by human feet. But by some unguessable alchemy the ruts had been refilled with the stalagmitic stuff, restoring the perfect squareness of the hewn blocks.

None took the slightest notice of us as the woman led the way across the floor toward those images. The men who sat around the fire continued talking. Nor did she appear to feel much reverence for the images. She approached them with an air of amusement, pointing at the one in the midst, then turning to laugh at Chullunder Ghose.

Fat Chenresi! she exclaimed.

Barring that our babu had a full weeks growth of curling, coarse, black whiskers, the superficial likeness was amazing, even to the broad, strong shoulders and the well filled paunch. There was the same majestic forehead, the same contemplative calmness of the eyes, the full, well-rounded head and width between the ears. The babu had it all, except the costume and the dignity.

He laughed, uncomfortably conscious of the difference, and tried to hide confusion with a jest:

Yes, I sat for the portrait. Does it do me justice?

Grim touched the womans arm. But is that Chenresi? he demanded. He had been examining the image. The surface of the stone had cracked with age, the way dry cheese does, and the stalagmitic substance had come later, filling the cracks and preserving the whole.

Are you your grandfather? she retorted. Then she pointed at the oldest man who sat a little apart from the others within the circle of the firelight. Ask him, she suggested.

She led the way toward the fire, we following in a rather diffident group since we seemed to be interrupting earnest conversation that was no concern of ours. But that oldest man looked up and glanced at us as if he knew why we had come, and who we were.

Have they washed! Have they eaten! he asked in Pashtu. The woman made no answer but beckoned us to follow her to an opening under the gallery by which we had entered. It was a natural break in the wall of the cavern that had been trimmed into a keyhole arch shape and then subsequently covered with the pearly stalagmitic stuff. It led into a cave in which one lamp was burning above a deep trough through which about two feet of water flowed. The sides of the cave were moist from the warmth of the water, which was slightly more than body heat.

We got into that trough and wallowed. It was the first bath we had had for weeks. The feel of good clean water on my healing wounds was like a taste of paradise, and the water was faintly sulfurous, which may or may not be advised in the medical text books as a remedy for stabs and saddle sores, but which made me feel as if my injuries had never happened.

There was room for us all in the trough and to spare; there would have been room for another half-dozen of us; and we fooled and splashed like youngsters until the womans voice drew our attention to the fact that somebody had mentioned food. It was then, but not until then, that we realized that she had stood and watched us all the time, leaning with one hand on the keyhole arch by which we entered.

Grim called her mother, I suppose to restore his self-possession, and since we never learned her name the title stuck to her, she accepting it without comment, and adopting the role more or less. For instance, she came and examined my wounds, making me keep turning in the lamp-light, and then she had satisfied herself she went and brought washed gauzy stuff for bandages which she tore into strips and helped me to tie on. She also brought some fleeces to be used as towels, laughing because we had to put on filthy clothing over clean skins.

Then she led us to another cave, gloomy, and full of sound because the wind was whistling through a tunnel overhead. There was hot boiled barley ready for us in enameled iron bowls, with iron spoons that looked like shovels; and tea in the Tibetan style, containing salt, and butter made from yak milk, which is not so bad when you are used to it. The while we ate she watched us as if eating were a loathsome ritual indulged in only by the ignorant. Nevertheless, she brought us second helpings from some sort of pantry at the end of a dark passage, where a mans voice like an ogres greeted her each time she entered.

When we had eaten our fill at last she led us back to the main cavern, where the group was still in conversation around the blazing fire. She gestured at the fire and grinned at us.

Wood  wood  we shall need wood in the morning! she remarked. Snow  snow  snow  you will have to dig for it!

The oldest man, whose mat was a little apart from the others, rebuked her for the speech and motioned to us to be seated in a group together on his right hand where there was a wide gap in the circle. So we sat down on the polished floor, which was neither warm nor comfortable like a missionarys heaven, as Grim whispered through the corner of his mouth. But the woman fetched the fleeces on which we had dried ourselves, so we squatted on those and felt less like paupers at a rich mans entertainment.

You are welcome, said he who had rebuked the woman, and the softly voweled Hindi that he used suggested even more than friendliness. He was another who had the gift of putting strangers instantly at ease.

I have called him the oldest man in that strange gathering, and so undoubtedly he was. But under scrutiny his face had the appearance of undying youth. There were no wrinkles; his short neat beard was black and so was as much of his hair as we could see under the edge of his brown turban. His teeth were regular, well kept and white. He sat bolt-upright, bearing his weight from the loins with the grace of an athlete. His hands were strong, firm, young looking and, though obviously used to exercise, well kept, with clean, unbroken nails.

He wore a gold bead necklace tucked into the bosom of a brown smock, and a ring on his middle finger like those that Rao Singh and Lhaten wore. His cloak was of dark-brown homespun, unembroidered. He had noticeably brown eyes, large and well spaced. It was only they, on scrutiny, that hinted at his age; they looked so much too wise to be a young mans.

Yet  if one looked away from him, and looked back suddenly, one wondered that a man so old as he could sit up straight and talk  or even live! There was age, not skin-deep, on his surface, like an eggshell only more transparent; and within was not exactly youth but a maturity that had refused to grow old.

You like this place? he asked. You wonder at it? And we all made affirmations of amazement  asinine remarks, attempting to find adjectives that should describe the indescribable, like four fool tourists looking at the Taj Mahal. Grim was the first to begin to talk sense:

When I asked just now whether that is an image of Chenresi, I was asked in return whether I am my own grandfather. Would you care to explain?

The man smiled. They call you Jimgrim, I am told. Men give you a good reputation. I am not surprised at that. Chenresi, as known nowadays, is a Lamaistic legend  to all intents and purposes a god who is worshiped by ignorant monks. What you see over there is the symbol that men carved, quite a number of thousands of years before Gautama taught certain spiritual truths. From that original men took the pattern for Chenresis image, continually multiplying copies of it, each more imperfect than the last, and finally forgetting the very existence of the original.

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him how he knew Grims name, but before I could speak he himself asked a question, which I answered before Grim could get a word in.

Why are you here! he demanded.

We are on our way to rescue a man named Rait, who is in the hands of people who have been described to us as dugpas, I said, but we dont know where he is nor how to get to him.

Some of the younger men who sat within the zone of firelight laughed at that, in the way that schoolboys snicker in class when a newcomer makes a mistake. He looked at them one by one and they grew immediately silent.

If he were on the moon would you try to rescue him?

But he isnt on the moon, I objected.

And moreover, I am good at killing dugpas, said Narayan Singh.

My son, that is the dugpa fallacy, he answered, giving the Sikh a friendly look. Dugpas seek to smother thought by killing those who dare to think. Do you think you can cause crime to cease by killing dugpas?

I can reduce the number of those who practice black arts, the Sikh retorted.

As, for instance, you would lengthen day by killing those who stay awake at night?

Chullunder Ghose began to scratch his stomach  the invariable prelude to a poser.

Yes, he said, but do we let men who have dangerous diseases walk at large? How shall we protect ourselves?

You avoid disease by living in accordance with the laws of health, which are beginning to be slightly understood. And if you live otherwise you are at the mercy of those agencies that spread disease, whether you are aware of them or not. In the same way, you are at the mercy of dugpas unless you live in such a way that dugpas cannot possibly manipulate your thought.

Father of Conundrums! How shall one learn to do that? wondered Grim.

There was a chuckle all round the circle, and then silence. He whom Grim addressed as Father of Conundrums stared into the fire and seemed to search for phrases that might mean something to men unused to his philosophy, until the woman threw fuel on the embers with a crash that startled us and summoned him from reverie.

You of the West are mechanical, he said. You think in terms of engines. Very well. Let us say one of you wishes to solve a transportation problem. You desire to invent a machine that shall lessen distances. Yet you are ignorant. How long then would you think it reasonable first to study the mechanics of your problem  all the laws of friction, electricity, contraction and expansion, dynamics, metallurgy  and so on? Would you attempt to invent, let us say, an airplane without first studying those laws? And could you learn enough for a beginning, say, in half a lifetime? Nevertheless, you seem to expect me to explain in fifteen minutes how to avoid the malevolence of dugpas, concerning which you are almost entirely ignorant, and how to He paused. What else is it you wish to do?

To reach Sham-bha-la, said Grim, after rescuing Rait.

After doing the impossible, to reach a place whose very existence you cant prove, and concerning the nature of which you know nothing! All this you wish me to tell you in fifteen minutes. Grim smiled. We have until morning, he suggested amiably.

He whom Grim had called the Father of Conundrums bowed ironically. Then he indicated with a gesture all those seated in a circle around the fire.

These, too, seek what you seek, he remarked. Observe them. Are they young!? Observe her. (He signified the woman with a nod and a dry glance at her.) She was a married woman, mother of three children whom she raised to manhood. Then her husband died and she went forth as a sanyassin, wandering all over India, seeking the way, for I forget how many years. Thereafter for what some would think a lifetime she endured austerities in a nunnery of which you have never heard. And now she has come this far, but no farther. His eyes swept the circle again as he paused. Not one of these, he went on, but has sought at least for twenty years what you are seeking. Thus far only, they have come. And I tell you, they will have to go forth and do what they know, before they can go one step farther. You believe I can instruct you fully before morning?

You can try, said Grim. I think you can do more than you would like me to believe.

Chullunder Ghose, rocking himself with excitement, leaped at the breach that he thought Grim had made in the wall of obscurity.

Surely you can do more! Let me see one evidence of power  great, wise Guru that I know you are  and I shall submit myself, performing all that is required!

You would reward me for an exhibition? Is that it? Do you think I wish to buy your submission?

Set me a test then! What shall I do to persuade you to accept me as your chela? asked Chullunder Ghose. A sort of revivalist fervor had seized him.

Serve those well in whose service you are! was the answer, prompt and unequivocal.

The babu bowed his head and sighed like a punctured rubber tire. Grim, twitching his eyebrows, picked up the thread of his argument. He knew, as I confess I did not, something of what was required of him before he might expect plain answers to his questions.

We are men who have no claims on us, he said, and we are bent on a definite goal.

Is it definite? How definite? the other asked.

This much, said Grim, that were willing to die if we fail. Were going forward. We intend to rescue Rait, and we intend to find Sham-bha-la. You  I dont know who you are  convince me  though I dont know how  that you can help us if you wish. You knew my name without my telling you. Therefore, Im sure youve had word from Lhaten in some way, and that Lhaten told you all about us before we got here. Its also clear enough that you wished to see us, or you wouldnt have been here when we came. Furthermore, there was no need to admit us into this wonderful place. We should never have known of its existence unless the woman had brought us down here, and I dont doubt that she did it by your orders. That convinces me that either Lhaten, or else the more mysterious Rao Singh who came to the cave and cured my friend Ramsden, has told you were fit to be trusted. Its as plain as this hand before my face that you can read me as I have often had to read the savages Ive dealt with in the way of duty, only I dont doubt you do it better; probably incomparably better. Savages have often come to me and told me to do my duty and help them because I knew more than they did. I never refused, although I always helped them in my own way, which was frequently successful and occasionally not. I may seem like a savage to you, but you appear to me to know a great deal and it doesnt make any difference to me how long this circle of chelas has been seeking what I only recently began to seek. I have been busy in my own way. So has Ramsden. So have Chullunder Ghose and Narayan Singh. Theyre friends of mine, and I dont pick friends at random. I can guarantee them. You may say were just four savages who have reached this place together. And speaking as a savage, I say to you, Do your duty! You know what it is.

That was the longest speech I ever heard Grim make. Its effect was magical. The Father of Conundrums (to this day I have not learned his name) stood up and bowed to Grim.

I recognize you, he said simply.

All the chelas in the circle rose and looked at Grim with studied curiosity. Some of them smiled, but the majority received the news in silence. The old woman came and, thrusting herself between me and Grim, put over his shoulders her own necklace made of dried red berries. Then she threw more fuel on the fire until the sparks rose in a shower to the roof and the whole cavern glistened and shimmered like mother o pearl, in the dew of a mid-summer morning.


CHAPTER XVI. Jeff Ramsdens Dream

Consider this, my son: this earth-life is a little time, of which a third is spent asleep. What went before it, and what cometh after, are a long time  verily a time too long for measurement. Shall we be of the herd who say that dreams are a delusion because waking we cannot interpret them in terms of common speech? Or shall we, rather than pretend to have more knowledge than the gods, admit that possibly some dreams may link us with that universe from which we came into a temporary world, and into which we must inevitably yield ourselves again? Some dreams are memories, it may be, of experience gained in the infinity of time before the world was. And the wisest  aye, the very wisest of us  is he altogether sure that all earth-life is not a dream.
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EMOTIONS are not easy to explain in writing. Here, in this draughty cave, where the paper flutters and the ink is freezing, even memory does not function properly. I have to keep warming my fingers by flapping my arms in the way old London cabmen used to do on frosty mornings, and in the intervals it is not easy to recall sensations that occurred a month ago. So much has happened since.

I remember Grims face. I remember that once, in Jerusalem, when a high commissioner had sent for him to thank him privately for secret public service that undoubtedly had saved the Near East from a holy war of Moslem against Jew and Christian, he had come out smiling in exactly the same way. Someone had touched the concealed, inner core of his manhood.

Now he stood still, looking straight into the eyes of the old guru, whom he had called Father of Conundrums. Guru is a desecrated word; I use it for lack of another to describe the man whose slowly spoken phrase I recognize you opened a door, as it were, through which Grim stepped, and closed the same door in the faces of Narayan Singh, Chullunder Ghose and me.

We were the same men, standing on the same pearl-colored floor of stalagmite. No word, not a gesture of Grims so much as hinted at a change in our relationship. The only way I can suggest the feeling I experienced is to say that it may be a woman who sees a better-looking woman speaking to her husband, feels as I did then. I dont know. But it may be. Chullunder Ghose was jealous and gave tongue:

Is it not enough that white men should have stolen India? Shall they rob us also of our heritage in spiritual things? Why am I unrecognized?

You are better fitted to cheat pilgrims at Benares! growled Narayan Singh.

You  you will die with a sword in your back! said the babu.

I expected anything to happen, except what actually did. The chelas formed a circle around Grim and the old guru, excluding us three and the woman, who took me by the arm and fairly drove Chullunder Ghose along in front of her, he arguing like a pot-bellied bunnia who has lost a lawsuit. Narayan Singh strode gloomily behind us, muttering to himself.

The woman led us up over the gallery into a dark cavern in which empty barley bags and sheepskins had been piled for use as beds. She found an ordinary box of safety matches and lit half a dozen butter lamps in niches in the wall, which instantly brought great, carved, staring, seated figures out of the surrounding gloom  solemn, serene and majestic, like a conference of prehistoric gods. It was hard to believe that they did not move and were not breathing. She set her box of matches on the lap of one of them.

It looked as if the chamber were prepared for us. There were three cups, three earthen jars of drinking water, three pairs of heavy blankets thrown on three of the heaps of bedding.

You should not talk. You should sleep, the woman told us and immediately sat down on a sheepskin by the entrance.

We wanted to ask questions but she shook her head until the gray mane blew out horizontally, then laid a gnarled old finger on her lips. Thereafter, gradually, as if she let her muscles find their proper relaxation one by one, she fell into the attitude in which those images were carved and stayed there motionless as if she herself were hewn out of the rock.

Chullunder Ghose sighed despondently and rolled himself on to a heap of sheepskins, pulling up the blankets over him and belching in the way that Hindus do before they sleep.

So this is hope! he grumbled. Taste it  and it is snatched away at once! That is always my luck. Jim-grim goes forward alone, and we three will be sent back  take my word for it! I should say, let us go and join the dugpas, if I werent afraid of them!

I go where Jimgrim goes! announced Narayan Singh. Whoever can turn me back will have to be a good one! Let us sleep while we may. In the morning Jimgrim will be tired  aye, as a young recruit is tired after his first week on the drill ground  only more! It may be he will need our strength. Let the hag keep watch.

He fell asleep, as his heavy breathing proved, within five minutes after he had spoken. Chullunder Ghose began to snore not many minutes afterward. I, too, had a feeling that the woman might be trusted to sit sentinel. Her eyes were open, fixed in meditative calm and she looked as if sleep were no part of her plan for the night. Nevertheless, I made up my mind to stay awake; I had a feeling which worried me, that something in the nature of a crack was opening in the intimacy I had long enjoyed with Grim. It was a vague, uncomfortable feeling. There was no explaining it.

So for a while I sat upright on a heap of sheepskins in between the knees of two of the great carved images and with my back against the wall. It was like sitting in a tomb. The little yellow flames of the butter lamps cast leaping shadows that made the great carved figures seem to move, and when a rat ran over the floor I learned that my nerves were in no respectable condition. It was a big rat, but it had no right to startle me in that way. The old woman took no notice of it.

Then the wall grew cold against my back, so I used the blankets; and I had no sooner draped them over my shoulders than I felt an irresistible weight over my eyelids. It was not unnatural; a long march on the first day after convalescence, followed by a hot bath and a full meal could hardly have helped but produce that effect, though I fought it, even forcing my eyelids open with my fingers.

It was not very long, I suppose, before sleep overcame me and I slipped into a dream, so realistic that every single detail of it stands out clear in memory. In the dream I was sitting on that heap of bedding, trying to force myself to stay awake and watching the old woman by the entrance, wondering how she had learned that trick of concentration with her eyes wide open, and what good it did her. I particularly remember I could hear the snoring of Chullunder Ghose.

All at once, silently, in came the man with the savagely masculine features and the womanly black hair, who had sent me reeling backward in Sidiki ben Mohammeds house. He took no notice of the woman, and she none of him. He came up straight toward where I was sitting and the smile with which he greeted me was of triumph and condescension.

So you have lost your friend! he said maliciously.

From first to last throughout the dream my part in it was passive, except insofar as I fought all the while with an intense sleepiness, which I recognized as dangerous. I seemed to be in the power of something that held me speechless and unable to do anything without that individuals permission, although I could hear, see, obey and understand.

Do you know what they are doing to your friend Grim? he asked me. Come and see.

I got off the bed and followed him, still conscious of the old woman, who moved her head slowly to follow us with her gaze, but without once blinking. We went out to the gallery from which we had first entered the main cavern, and there we stood side by side looking down at the men who were torturing Grim.

The fire of rough tamarisk knots had been changed to a circle of flame that appeared to come out of the floor of the cavern and around that, in a wider circle, sat the chelas doing something, I could not see what, that increased the flames fierceness whenever the old guru spoke to them. The guru was seated outside the circle of chelas on a mat that seemed to have no contact with the floor.

In the midst of the circle of flame stood Grim with his hands tied to a stake behind his back. His face was set like a red Indians enduring agony, but I saw that he held the cord that tied his wrists in either hand and could release it if he chose.

That, said the man beside me, is the way they measure mercy. If he were an ordinary chela they would give him no cord and he would have to depend solely on his will. He will burn unless he stands exactly in the middle of the fire. They roast the weakness out of him. When theyve finished with him he will have no human qualities at all and he might just as well be dead.

Does he love? asked the voice of the guru.

He loves! cried the chelas.

Burn it out of him!

They did something that made the wall of flame white-hot and I saw Grim nearly fainting in the midst of it. A cloud that looked like smoke went up and when it vanished he no longer resembled the Grim I had known but had the dried-up look of an ascetic. He looked up through the flame and saw me watching him. His face, it seemed to me, was scornful.

Does he hope? asked the voice of the guru.

He hopes! cried the chelas. Burn it out of him!

Again the flame grew white-hot and I saw Grim writhe, while he clung with all his might to the cord that held his wrists fast to the stake. Then smoke, in a sudden great cloud as if something had burst; and when it disappeared there was nothing even likable about Grim; he was stern, contemptuous, emotionless, and when he looked toward me it was as if he wondered why he had ever called himself my friend.

Does he hate? asked the voice of the guru.

Now he hates life! cried the chelas.

Burn it out of him!

Again the white-hot ring of flame, and Grim became invisible. The chelas laughed. The man beside me touched me on the shoulder.

You have lost your friend, he said. When a man cant hate there is nothing left of him. Now come.

He led me along the gallery toward an opening that was not there when the old woman led us in that evening. We passed through gloom into a clear sharp light in which everything was finely etched, and Rait sat at a table with a board in front of him on which he was moving things that looked like checkers. Somewhere in the distance there was a maze of tangle-foot fly-papers, and sometimes, when he moved a piece on the board a man got caught by the feet. At each move something happened. He appeared to be controlling forces that obliged men to act in this or that way, overwhelming them if they refused.

This is what Grim missed, said the voice of my guide. He took the wrong road  into nothingness.

Yet I could see that Raits game was a losing one. The forces he controlled were taking hold of the men on whom he used them and he had to keep using more and more force to control his victims. I could see him sweating with the effort, his face white with fear; and he could not stop, because the moment he should relax the effort his victims were ready to turn the forces back on him. The thing was horrible. Being a dream, though vivid, the impending cataclysm was beyond the scope of ordinary thought. No words could describe what I saw was coming. My guide screamed, like a wildcat in a trap, and ran to Rait to try to help him with the pieces on the board, moving them swiftly, his eyes glaring; and at each move thousands were obliterated. Then Rait shouted and turned into a monster with fangs and claws, who tried to rend the man who had taken his place at the board. They fought, yelling at each other, as the forces rushed toward them like a returning tide  and I woke up.

Narayan Singh was sitting up and swearing Sikh oaths. Chullunder Ghose was screaming, his head under blankets.

A bad dream, said Narayan Singh and threw a folded sheepskin at the babu.

Chullunder Ghose sat up and stared at us, and at the shadows playing on the great carved figures.

Krishna! he exclaimed. I had a dream of dugpas: They were showing me how to grow great on stuff to eat that worked like yeast. I was bursting!

Indigestion! said the Sikh. If you had paid your reckoning by chopping wood, you would have slept like an honest man. I dreamed of war. It was a good game while it lasted but the dead men would not stay dead, and when they came back they had other weapons. Not good.

What are you men making all that row about?

It was Grims voice. He had been sleeping quietly on some bedding heaped not far from mine, with the knees of an image between us. I went to look at him. There was no change that I could see. His face wore the same red Indian smile. There was the same quiet tolerance and resolution in his eyes.

What happened? I asked.

Oh, we sat and talked for an hour or two. Nothing else?

Why, yes, we smoked  imported cigarettes. We had a good time.

No initiation?

Are you crazy? he asked. I yarned about our doings in the Near East and they told me some of the history of these caverns.

Are you lying? I asked him.

No, you old bonehead, he retorted. When theres anything I dont want to tell, Ill say so.

Did the guru mention us three?

He said you might have an experience. I dont know whether he meant tonight, or when. He wasnt very definite. I vote we sleep; were moving on at daylight.

Did he tell you how to reach Rait?

No. He remarked youre an elephant, but elephants, he said, go through things rather than around them, and though they sometimes fall into traps in consequence, they have been known to smash the traps. He said an elephants a foolish beast with streaks of wisdom. Why the devil dont you turn in?

What do you suppose he meant by an experience?

Darned if I know. Go to bed, and go on dreaming. He said dreams are sometimes tests of character. Go back and dream youre an elephant!

I returned to the bed and sat there, having had enough of dreams for one night. Grim fell asleep at once. So did Narayan Singh and Chullunder Ghose, and they lay quietly; but Grim dreamed all night long, as I could tell by the way he twitched and muttered.

And until she arose, and lit a torch, and summoned us to breakfast, that old woman with the gray hair sat beside the entrance on her mat as motionless as if she had been carved of stone, her eyes fixed on infinity and an expression on her face as if she were listening to sounds none else could hear.


CHAPTER XVII. In which Narayan Singh decides an issue with the pistol instead of the sword.

You may be sure of this, my son: that no decision you may take, nor any course, will meet with universal favor. Though you turn to the right or to the left, or go ahead, or turn back, or attempt to stand still, there will come to you some critic to advise the contrary. For ten fail where the one succeeds; and some who failed are jealous, others vain, some full of malice. There are also honest men who, having failed, would warn you of the reef on which they wrecked their too unmanageable bark. I tell you, in the end you must decide all issues for yourself, and there is only one true guide, which is experience.
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WE DID not see the great pearl-coated cavern again.

There was a blizzard blowing but the woman took no more account of it than if it were a mild spring zephyr. She gave us two sacks of barley for the ponies and led the way into the wind with a short, spiked staff in her hand and her hair blown backward in a gray stream.

We had hard work to keep up with her. Dry driving snow reduced our vision to a few yards and it was almost impossible to stare ahead into the stinging blast that froze the moisture on our eyelashes. Faces, hands, thighs and feet were numb. Teeth and ears ached. There were places where the narrow track was smooth ice under an inch or two of loose snow, and we had bewildering glimpses of crags upreared from bottomless ravines that howled, reechoing their own din, as the blizzard volleyed through them.

One pony, loaded with our canned provisions, slipped where the sheet ice sloped outward from the rock-wall on our right and for a second hung on with his fore foot toed into the cracked ice. Then the ice gave way. He vanished backward into a maelstrom of snow that whirled in the throat of an abyss and with him went the greater part of our provisions.

Soon after that we lost the way and Grim, who was leading, reined up short at the end of a ledge that hung sheer over a precipice. There was hardly room to turn the ponies and we nearly lost two more in the confusion as they crowded one another. By and by I found a cave  a miserable, draughty place that, nevertheless, afforded room and some protection from the storm. I drove the ponies into it and, yelling into Grims ear, urged him we should stay there until the storm was over. He agreed, but said he was still feeling fit, so would take careful bearings and go out and hunt for our guide. I objected to his going alone, and Narayan Singh volunteered to go with him.

Chullunder Ghose and I off-loaded the ponies and piled up the loads as a windbreak. We had no fuel and there was thick frost on the cave wall, but by sitting with our backs against the loads we found it more tolerable in there than outside. However, conversation was impossible because of the incessant shrieking of the wind between the boulders that littered the ledge; we sat close together to conserve our body heat and each pursued his own thoughts.

But Grim and Narayan Singh were gone a long time, and the storm grew worse if anything. Whenever the wind reached a certain pitch of violence it brought a booming sound out of the rear of the cave that threw the ponies into panic, so that we had to tie them all together by the head. Then I went to the rear of the cave and found a long low passage, through which it looked just possible to crawl, and out of which the hollow booming came at intervals.

It seemed worthwhile to explore in hope of finding a warmer place in which to wait for Grim, so I climbed up on the ledge on which the passage opened and crawled in. I meant to go alone, but as soon as Chullunder Ghose discovered I had left him he grew frightened and came after me.

Until he wedged his great bulk into the passage there was light enough to see by, but the dim light that had found its way past me was now completely cut off. However, by blocking the passage he also obstructed the wind, so I reached in my pocket for some matches.

Before I could strike one Chullunder Ghose called out to me:

For Gods sake, Rammy sahib, I believe this roof is falling in!

I crawled backward and tried to shove him free with my feet against his shoulders, but could not get sufficient purchase on the rock although I shoved hard enough to make him yell. He said he was quite sure the roof was squeezing down on him, but I ascribed that to panic and told him to lie still until Grim and Narayan Singh returned when they could pull him out backward by the feet.

I went forward again. The air continued fresh, although Chullunder Ghose had cut off the supply behind me; and in places it felt as if someone had enlarged the tunnel with a pick. I crawled a prodigious distance and struck matches until I had only half a dozen left, discovering no more than that the tunnel kept on curving toward the right, until at last the curve reversed itself and I saw a pin spot of yellowish light a long way off. It was certainly not daylight. I crawled closer to it and lay still.

For a long time I could only hear my heart beats. Then a noise from behind announced that Chullunder Ghose was growing weary of confinement, but that was only like a hollow murmur from the bottom of a well. It may have sounded like the far-away voice of the gale to those whose forms I now began to perceive, like dim ghosts, seated in a cave in front of where I lay.

Grims back was toward me. He had pulled off his Yak-skin cap and the shape of his head was unmistakable. Besides, presently I heard his voice and there was no doubt it was Grim. Sitting facing him was the gray-haired woman, the light from two small butter lamps reflected on her face, making it and her hair look almost lemon-colored. Narayan Singh was not there. The third member of the party was a man I had not seen before, although he vaguely resembled one of the older chelas who had sat by the fire in the stalagmite cavern.

I would have called to Grim, but there was something in his attitude and in the low-pitched voices that suggested secrecy. It occurred to me he might be getting information which he might not get if I disturbed him.

The first words that I heard distinctly were the womans.

They will treat you as they treated me.

He said, Grim answered, you have been well treated and are grateful.

The woman sneered. He told you that? Look at me!

Then the other man spoke: Look at her! Longer and harder than any she has striven. She has been obedient. She has destroyed her own desires. Day-long, night-long she was watched  worked  ministered. Not even she can count the tale of years. Can she go? Then whither? She has thrown the world away, and her return for it is this that you have seen  servitude without thanks. Not even may she listen to the teaching. As for approaching nearer to the Mysteries she has abandoned hope of it. And they will treat you in the same way, letting you advance until retreat is out of the question, then nothing more!

Why should you trouble about my prospects? Grim asked.

The woman laughed, with a crackle like the sound of dry brushwood burning.

I warned you, she remarked. Deal plainly with him.

Am I not plain? the man answered. Everything is forbidden! We are forbidden even to talk of what we know. Grudgingly, little by little, we are taught some fragment and then are put to wearisome long tests to demonstrate that we can refrain from using what we worked so hard to win. Is it likely that you, who have not spent half a lifetime sitting at a gurus feet, will be allowed to go beyond, for instance, me or that woman? I have a proposal to make.

I have a man to rescue, Grim answered him.

I offer to help to rescue him. Why not?

Grims answer, like a bark, broke on the silence

Why?

I have told you why. This chelaship is too long and too empty of results. I dont believe that man you want to rescue, as you call it, is in trouble. Some of the dugpas may be devils but not all. The difference is this: our gurus make us miserable with what they call self-restraint. Dugpas all make use of what they know and have a good time doing it. Why not have a good time while it lasts? There is no such satisfaction as the use of knowledge.

Is it the quest after knowledge thats making them torture the man!

Tshuh-tshuh! Do you believe that? Are you sure of it?

Rait wrote a letter, said Grim.

Are you sure? Dugpas can forge handwriting. Isnt it likelier they are holding a door open for you? Since you havent been trained to interpret mental messages  although, for that very reason you are all the more amenable to mental impulse, which you cant understand, but which governs you nevertheless  how should they make your approach to them easy except by some trick? They could goad you, but you might rush wildly in the wrong direction. What was it put the thought into your head to enter Tibet?

Yes! What was it? said the woman.

Grim did not answer.

Why should the White Lodge be willing to receive you, and the Black Lodge not? the man went on. Which would you rather have  knowledge now, or knowledge at the end of twenty or thirty lifetimes, which is all the White Lodge offers you and at the cost of endless self-discipline. And they dont even offer it. They make you struggle for it. They withhold it. Whereas the Black Lodge makes things easy. They will teach you and send you back to the United States, where you will enjoy prosperity and influence. I hate this barren land, into which I was born and in which my die is cast.

He paused, but Grim said nothing, so the man resumed:

Listen: by being nobody and living like a louse a man may go through life and never even know there is such knowledge as I offer you  such opportunity. But you are not a louse. You must ally yourself with one force or the other or you will simply be torn apart as countries often are that try to keep neutral in wartime. The White Lodge is extremely difficult to enter, and if you should succeed in finding the place you seek, the odds are ten thousand to one you would not be admitted. If admitted,  well, imagine for yourself, if you can, what it means to be taught prodigious secrets, which you are not allowed to use! I assure you, virtue grows monotonous. And if your virtue grows weak, you are out like a sorefooted soldier  like me!

Grim spoke at last:

So thats it, eh? Youre a chela dismissed for disobedience.

The womans laughter crackled again like burning brushwood: Didnt I tell you he is no fool!

But if you choose the Black Lodge, the man went on, you will be allowed to use the forces whose nature will be revealed to you. The Black Lodge, too, is difficult to enter, because none but he who has strength of character is useful to them. But, once in, you are in the ranks of the magicians. You become a power. You are given work to do from which you see immediate results. You are on the side of the erosive forces, like the wind and flood, that are just as much agents of evolution as are those other forces that assemble the detritus and so slowly build up structures that shall only be destroyed again. So now choose.

I chose some time ago, Grim answered.

The man stood up and I could see his face more distinctly. He was a thin- lipped, handsome fellow with a certain truculence about the angle of his jaw. His sheep-skin overcoat was open in front, showing what looked like expensive clothing underneath.

Which way? he demanded.

I might tell you that, perhaps, when I have traveled it a bit, said Grim.

The man sneered, and his smile was like the lip-lift of a panther. I pulled my pistol clear and waited.

Look at her! The man pointed at the woman, who kept her eyes fixed on Grim. Unless you die of weariness you will look and be like her in due time  sexless  hopeless  hideous  neglected  nothing but a drudge for them who keep their secrets to themselves!

Grim stood up then. I saw the corner of his mouth. He shook himself to adjust the heavy yak-skin overcoat.

Is it storming still? he asked.

He began to walk toward some exit that I could not see, the woman gave him the lamp to hold and stepped in between him and the other, who presently followed them.

I could not turn, so I went forward, in total darkness now that they had taken away the lamp.

I had reached what felt like the end of the hole and was groping for hand- and foot-hold to descend on to the cave floor, when something touched me. I was practically helpless, hanging downward by the legs. I tried to crawl back, but a hand took me under the armpit and a voice said in English:

This way. You will fall badly unless you lean on me. Another arm took hold of me. I felt myself being lifted.

Jump! said the same voice.

I supposed it was Narayan Singh, so let myself go confidently and was swung, legs outward, in a semicircle landing on level rock.

There was a hole several hundred feet deep directly under you, said the voice; and suddenly I knew it was not Narayan Singh, but someone whose clothes vaguely smelt of sandal-wood.

This way. Hold this or you will never find the way out, he said, thrusting the end of a girdle into my hand.

I could see nothing. He led me along a winding passage between smooth walls that grew gradually colder as they zigzagged, until finally I could hear the wind and saw dim daylight. Even so I did not recognize his back; like me, he nearly filled the passage with his head within two inches of the roof, so his figure was a mere black silhouette between me and the light.

It was not until he turned to face me outside on a platform sheltered from the storm by projecting spurs of rock, that I recognized Lhaten, with the old quiet, friendly laughter in his eyes.

You are an elephant, he said. You blunder into things. It was lucky for you that I knew you were there.

How did you know it? I asked him.

Curiosity, he said, has been the death of many an elephant! We have ways of knowing things. What do you think of Jimgrim now?

Havent you a way of knowing that, too? I retorted.

Yes, he said.

Then why ask? Curiosity?

He laughed. No. I couldnt read your thought before you did think. I gave you opportunity to mask your thought. That fellow in the cave was dangerous, and so were you. You might have shot him.

He was a fool, I said, and was going to say more, but he interrupted:

A dugpa and a fool are one, but a fool can be deadly dangerous.

He began to turn along the track that led around the windward spur, but I stopped him and asked:

Where did you learn English?

Cambridge University. German at Heidelberg. French at the Sorbonne. Why? Did you suppose we kept ourselves secluded in a cloud of ignorance?

He turned again and led the way around the spur, leaning into the wind as if he liked it. The ledge grew gradually narrower until at last there was barely room to set one foot on it and we had to move crabwise around a cliff side with a howling gorge beneath us  clinging with our fingers to the rock wall.

When we reached broad track again he led for many miles around the outside of the mountain in which those caves were until when he paused to let me overtake him and rest a moment, I asked if he had seen Narayan Singh.

He draws the sword too readily, he answered and again led on, with the clear intention of avoiding further questions.

Now we climbed along the bare ridge of an escarpment with the full fury of the blizzard in our faces  time and again almost blown into the abyss  and even he grew weary of it. At last he took shelter, sitting on the snow that partly filled a hollow between tumbled crags, and I crouched facing him. The wind shrieked through the crevices and I had to shout even to hear my own voice

Where are Grim and the woman? I asked him.

He bade me look backward along the ridge across which we had come and presently, when a blast of wind lifted and rent the snow cloud, I saw three figures struggling toward us.

Three? he asked. Then they have found the Sikh. He seemed relieved to know it, as if he had suspected that Narayan Singh might be in difficulties.

He opens eggs, he said, with sledge hammers.

Ten minutes after that the woman leaped into the hollow with her hair all caked with snow and frozen; it was almost like a fashionable hat and made her look ridiculous. She laid her lips to Lhatens ear and whispered.

Then Grim came, dog-tired, and dropped beside me, seeming surprised to find me there but saying nothing. Narayan Singh slid down the side of the hole and squatted on his heels between Grim and Lhaten.

There is nothing else than dugpas in this land! he shouted. It is fit for nothing else!

Have you seen one? asked Lhaten.

I slew one?

Man of blood! said Lhaten. He got up at once and led the way out of the hollow, finding a track that brought us to the ledge beside the cave where we had left the ponies.

You will have to sleep here, he remarked. She will show you where fuel is hidden.

He stood aside to watch us pass in, taking care, I thought, that the Sikhs clothes should not touch him. I went instead to the rear of the cave to pull Chullunder Ghose out of his hole, and it took me several minutes to dislodge him without tearing half his skin off. He was chattering with cold and nearly off his head with terror.

Voices, Rammy sahib! Voices along the tunnel! When you pulled my feet I thought you were a dugpa! Oh, this thusness! Why leave home to come to such a place! Nevertheless, I shall not turn back! This Caesar has crossed Rubicon!

Lhaten ceased talking to Grim as Narayan Singh entered the cave behind the woman, both of them heavily burdened with wood from some nearby cache. Narayan Singh threw down his heap on the floor and stood and looked at Lhaten, folding his arms truculently.

Man of peace, I offend you!

No, said Lhaten.

Take me by the hand then!

Narayan Singh held out his right hand, which Lhaten took in his without the slightest hesitation.

But if you keep on killing you will kill yourself, because blood draws blood, said Lhaten.

Lo, I slew a dugpa, said the Sikh.  What of it? I have slain many whose time had come to die, but who were worthier to live than that one. Consider: I followed Jimgrim in search of the woman. She beckoned us over that ridge we crossed a while ago, and we came to a cave, which she entered, bidding Jimgrim follow. But to me she said,Wait and guard the place. So I stood in the storm until a man came who sought to enter. I forbade him and we had speech civilly enough until he told me he would show another entrance to the cave that I should guard instead of that one and I gave him leave to go to Lhasa or wherever else he chose, so be he moved himself. He went, but he pointed to where the other entrance was.

And soon I saw Jimgrim leave that other entrance; or it seemed to me that I saw Jimgrim. He walked away from me in great haste, so I followed. He led me a great climb over the mountain, I can tell you, and when I came on him  or thought I did  he vanished!

Dugpas! I said to myself; and I set to work to find that cave again. But the snow had blotted out my trail. And when at last I drew near the cave there were footsteps showing that many people had come out of it. And there, standing in the cave mouth was the one who had sought to enter. He said he would show me where Jimgrim had gone, so I followed him. But there were no footsteps where we went and the trail was very difficult, so I called a halt. Then he said to me: Your Jimgrim is no good. He is in the wrong hands. He will soon be like Rait is  mad and being practiced on. You should abandon Jimgrim and let me show you genuine mysteries.

So I showed him a genuine one  how a mans life leaves the body when a pistol bullet enters at the brain. After a while came Jimgrim and the woman looking for me. Have you anything to say to that?

Not a great deal, Lhaten answered. Only if you keep on killing there will be a weight of death against you that not even your courage can prevail against.

You speak riddles, the Sikh answered.

The word two is a riddle, until you divide it into one plus one, said Lhaten and then, buttoning his overcoat as if he heard a summons through the gale, he took his leave of us and hurried off.

Lhaten always came and went as if there were an hotel or a club house just around the corner.


CHAPTER XVIII. Chullunder Ghose Chenresi.

Of every ten who tread the Middle Way to Knowledge there are nine who turn aside through avarice, though not all avarice is born of belly-hunger or the greed for gold. Some seek preeminence, such eminence as they have won corroded by insane pride. So by this mark you shall know the Middle Way, that whoso treads it truly avoids vices, having found them in himself, so that he knows their habit and is temperate in judgment, throwing no stones lest he break the windows of his own soul.
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GRIM now knew something I did not know. He saw something I did not see; and, though all sorts of similes suggest themselves to illustrate the feeling I experienced, none quite explains it.

Not being an artist with either pen or brush the facts of art dont limit me, and none except an artist, possibly, will smile when I suggest that a hack portrait painter or a writer of journalese may feel the same toward a rising genius as I began to feel toward Grim. I was aware his genius had gone beyond mine and, though by his own unrecognition of the fact he puzzled me, I felt an impulse, free (I think) from rivalry or any meaner instinct, to discover the secret and so to keep, if not abreast of him, at least not far behind.

The change in the attitude of others toward him was much more marked than any outward change in Grim himself. The old woman treated him as if he were a young god, to be waited on and possibly reproved at times, but destined for a throne on high Olympus. She shared the cave with us that night, and though Grim did not notice it I saw that she lay where her body would keep the draught away from him.

Narayan Singh, who had sustained his whole life long that hugely difficult role of a proud and patriotic free man in a conquered country, seemed to take his cue from the old woman. His deference became extravagant, the more effective since he cloaked it under military gruffness. She threatened our babu with mayhem for daring to use the word Jimgrim without the added sahib. He was even distant toward me because I argued with Grim about how much barley we should give the ponies. (I was for conserving rations, Grim for keeping up the ponies strength and trusting the future for additional supplies of grain; and, as it happened, Grim was right.)

That blizzard was the worst we had experienced and it raged the whole night through. We lay amid a din of avalanches, crashing boulders and a cataclysmic orchestra of shrieking wind. The very mountain seemed to tremble, and the tunnel that led from the rear of our cave kept up a series of irregular explosions like the booming of a big drum.

But dawn broke cold and clear, with no wind, and our thermometer at zero  falling steadily. The silence as we filed out of the cave on ponyback and saw the tumbled range around us glittering under an azure sky, was stupefying. Where the wind had shrieked the night before, now sound itself seemed frozen. When a pinnacle of ice a mile away crashed down into a chasm and was split into glittering jewels on the fanged rocks, all the resulting din came to us like a whisper, as if even echoes were afraid to speak.

Hitherto we had marched into curtains of snow that revealed only glimpses of crag and chasm when the wind tore momentary rents in it. Now square leagues looked like inches and the peaks a hundred miles away seemed almost within pistol shot. The ponies, stringing out along the trail in front of me, picking their way behind our bare-legged guide, resembled insects. Yet in the clear air I could count the feathers of an eagles wings, soaring a hundred feet below me and a thousand feet above the snow-filled valley bottom.

Nine-tenths of all the track we traveled was bare ridge, swept by the wind so that no snow lay on it. At times we crossed naked summits; oftener we skirted their flanks along ledges that hung over fathomless space. There was made trail here and there, with boulder bridges heaped across wide fissures in the rock. But now and then the trail ceased altogether, where the storms had wrecked a mountainside, and there we had to chop a foothold for the ponies across slopes where the frozen crust would bear a mans weight but let the loaded ponies through on to the glass ice underneath.

There was one such place that sloped toward a chasm on our left hand and for more than half a mile we had to skirt the edge of it, keeping away from the cliff on our right because icicles hung there, that crashed in the strength of the sun. We were midway over when we saw men peering at us, their hooded heads jet black against the sky as they leaned over the top of the cliff from which ice hung like blades of guillotines.

There was a noise that at first suggested intermittent rifle fire and Narayan Singh made swift to load one of the Tibetan rifles Benjamin had sold us. But the crash of ice explained the sound. They were chopping the ton-weight icicles to make them fall across our path.

Narayan Singh fired three times, and it was impossible to see whether he had hit a man or not. But one of his bullets smashed into the very root of an enormous icicle and brought it avalanching down on us, crushing the loaded pony next ahead of me and sweeping him over the edge of the slope. A yell of exultation from the cliff announced that the disaster had been seen, but the rifle had served its purpose; no more ice was dropped on us and our assailants vanished.

When we reached the end of that gruesome slope Grim called a halt to rest the ponies and our guide came back to find out why we were not following. Grim asked her who the men might be who had dropped that ice on us.

Did not Lhaten warn you! she retorted. Did he not say, in the cave last night, that monks are watching for you? Not long after that we saw their monastery  if the name serves for a wasps nest built on a cliffside under the projecting shoulder of a mountain so that none could reach it from above, and from beneath the only access to it was up a zigzag path a few feet wide that, if defended, not an enemy in the world could force.

Whither you go next, she said and pointed to the monastery, laughing at the expression on Chullunder Ghoses face.

Krishna! he exploded. Then, with a grimace at me:

Rammy sahib, they have made our Jimgrim mad! He leads on!

None but the mad can lead except in circles, said Narayan Singh. I have served under many officers. Madmen were always the best.

Lhaten probably had said a great deal more to Grim than I overheard in the cave the night before. While I was dragging out the babu from the tunnel and Narayan Singh was bringing fuel there was plenty of time for conversation. However, while we lingered on a broad ledge, where one dead, dwarfed and twisted tamarisk was held by the roots in rock that it had burst asunder in the days gone by, a shower of boulders dropped from overhead, one shearing off the tree as cleanly as if a giants axe had done it.

So much for doubt! said Narayan Singh. We should have ridden on.

He suited action to the word and led the way, another volley of boulders crashing to the ledge behind us, many of them striking where we had sat our ponies half a dozen breaths before, then bounding down into the ravine, whence their echoes followed us like laughter from the underworld.

I tried to overtake Grim, but there were ponies in the way and the track kept narrowing until the loads on one side scraped the cliff and on the other hung projecting over the ravine. When I shouted he merely waved his hand and rode on; and I could see the woman, striding along like a mountaineer ahead of him, looking straight toward the distant monastery. Whoever was frightened, she was not. Her gait suggested cheerfulness because of the journeys end in view.

And now, instead of following the ridge that joined two mountains, we descended by hair-raising grades to the very depths of the ravine and crossed it where echoing ice had spanned the frozen watercourse with a bridge that Romans might have built. The ice was even yellow from the ocher borne down- stream, and from a hundred yards away it so resembled masonry that I looked for a guard-house and expected to see someone with a rifle standing there.

The effect was increased by the presence of tamarisks crowded nearby in the folds of the gorge, and of wood stacks where the monks had cut their winters fuel and piled it, cleaning up even the splinters of the precious stuff. There were crags on the cliff behind the bridge that looked like castle turrets, and the track beyond the ice bridge led between two bastions of naked rock that would have checked artillery.

But instead of a man with a rifle a young monk in a soiled cloak of faded yellow appeared midway in between the bastions and, with a prayer wheel whirling in his right hand, seemed to challenge us. He was shouting, but the echoes threw the words into confusion, so that it sounded as if ten or twelve men were holding a noisy argument.

Our gray old guide strode straight toward him, swinging along with the stride of a man, her spiked staff like a marshals baton in the hollow of her arm, and though the monk kept shouting at her she neither changed her gait nor paused until she came within two yards and turned her back on him to wait for us  we taking our time about it because the far slope of the bridge was slippery and the ponies needed help.

By the time we reached those bastions the monk was foaming at the mouth. The frenzy in his eyes was like a maniacs. He kept his prayer wheel spinning like a top while he searched our faces; but when Chullunder Ghose came dragging the last of the ponies he seemed to choke, as if his heart was in his throat  stared with his yellow eyes popping  and ran.

Our gray guide looked at Grim and laughed, her wrinkles leaping into sudden life and vanishing again.

They in the twilight jump at all illusions, she said. I told the fool the Lord Chenresi is his monasterys guest, and, with a mocking gesture at Chullunder Ghose, she strode on between the bastions.

We had nearly a dozen miles to traverse yet, although the monastery was not more than one mile distant as an eagle would have gone. The trail led all around the bases of the intervening hills, marked well enough because the monks had used it for packing fuel, but steep, difficult and dangerous. Our ponies were exhausted when we reached the cliff on which the wasps nest buildings perched with their stone walls leaning outward from a ledge three thousand feet above us. And, weary though the ponies were, they had to climb three thousand feet, up a path that I imagine is unique even in that land of guarded solitude.

At the foot there was a chorten  a very big one, looking something like a dome over a tomb. It was placed in the midst of the track which forked around it, so that all who came or went could pass it on their right hand. Behind it was a fissure in the cliffside, narrow and as ragged as forked lightning. Entering that, we found ourselves inside a screen of rock that enclosed a space of two or three acres, deep under accumulated snow. An irregular road had been dug through the snow to a gash in the foot of the cliff, where it entered and ascended for a hundred feet through a tunnel that had been enlarged out of a natural cave. Then we came into daylight on a ledge of half an acre from which we again entered a tunnel and rose another hundred feet, if not more. From the upper mouth of that second tunnel the track led for nearly half a mile along a level parapet of rock until it turned sharply and began to zigzag upward across the face of the cliff. It was so steep that a loaded pony had the utmost it could do to climb; but it was very largely hand-hewn and had been surveyed so that the prevailing wind would sweep it clear of snow.

In places it looked almost as if dynamite had done the work, but the rocks were split too evenly along the grain. The fractures were ancient, but at one of the hairpin turns we passed a rock that told the story: they had bored and filled the bore with water, leaving that to freeze in the terrific winter weather. Nature had done the rest.

There was a marvelous economy of distance  a contempt of steepness indicating that the men who did the work had not had horses in their minds. And there were sections where the wind would not have swept the snow away and where tunnels had been cut for fifty yards or more  not straight, but following the rock faults.

Leading our staggering ponies we emerged at last through a ragged gap on to a ledge so small that the buildings reared on it appeared to be pushing one another off. There was a courtyard, thirty or thirty-five feet square, crowded between the mountain and the monastery storehouse; but in order to make room for that the builders had projected the foundations of their walls out over the sheer cliffside  which created the appearance of a wasps nest from below. The roofs looked Chinese, but the architecture was careless, crude and (compared to the road we had climbed by) modern. There was possibly accommodation for a hundred monks, if they should choose to live with economy of comfort. We were greeted by a great horn blowing and the clangor of a group of bronze bells swung on one beam. Not a monk was in sight until a man in yellow hood and robes emerged out of a door that faced us, on the far side of the courtyard, and went through the motions of a Lamaistic benediction. He was followed by a group of excited monks, a few of whom wore black, the others yellow. All had prayer wheels, which they kept in constant motion.

He looked nervously suspicious of our old guide, who greeted him with a note of laughter that seemed, nevertheless, to hint at consequences should he fail to answer civilly. And civilly he spoke up, in Tibetan, using complimentary phrases as he asked our names, and whence we were, and why we came.

The woman glanced at Grim and stepped back, leaving him a pace or two in front of all of us. But the man in yellow hardly looked at Grim at first; his eyes were on Chullunder Ghose and his lips kept working as if something choice to eat were almost within his grasp.

Our names dont matter, Grim said. Tell why your monks attacked us on the road.

It is the custom, he answered, his eyes meeting Grims for a second, then returning to the babus face, which seemed to fascinate him.

Grim made a gesture toward the woman: Is our guide not known to you?

Oh, yes. He pursed his lips and looked ashamed of mentioning a woman. But the Higher Law attends to whether guides succeed or not. They who die, die. They who do not die, may approach. This is a sacred place.

He began looking at Chullunder Ghose again.

Do you mean, you try to kill whoever comes this way? Grim demanded.

He answered impatiently, as if he thought the question stupid:

It is death that kills. Are you not here? Of what are you complaining?

Still staring at Chullunder Ghose he gave a curt command and some of his monks began leading our ponies into a shed backed against the cliff on one side of the courtyard. I went in with them to make sure that the ponies were off-loaded properly and to see what could be done about obtaining barley. It took time to bargain with the monks for grain, and when I came out the courtyard was empty, except for the old woman, who pointed toward a door that faced me. I opened it and walked unannounced into a square room in which an image of Chenresi squatted at the farther end. The walls were bare of ornament but all the roof beams were extravagantly carved, and at the side of the room on the right of the image was a low, carved wooden divan on which the ruler of the monastery sat surrounded by a dozen of his followers.

Facing him on a mat on the floor Chullunder Ghose sat between Grim and Narayan Singh. Our babu looked embarrassed. The Sikh was scowling. Grim wore his poker expression, which signifies nothing except that he is thinking like a clock behind it. Nobody took any notice of me, so I sat down on a small rug near the door where I could watch proceedings.

The lama in the yellow robe who ruled the place was talking in a vain didactic voice intended to impress the monks who stood around him, as undoubtedly it did. But the dialect he used was more like the Ladakhi than Tibetan, and I was able to piece together most of the conversation.

That woman said,The Lord Chenresi is a visitor. She is a woman. There are devils in her. But if it were untrue she would not have dared to say it. It is therefore true.

I am flesh and blood, and I am hungry, Chullunder Ghose answered.

The Lord Buddha also fasted, so that is no argument, the lama retorted. You wish not to be recognized, and it is possible that you yourself dont know what great one is incarnate in you. Nevertheless, I recognize the Lord Chenresi. It appears to me that he has chosen a very inferior body, doubtless for his own good reasons. Discipline is needed  penances  instruction and self-mortification, that the spirit may prevail over the flesh. I know. I am wise in these matters. It is no use your denying it. How is the new Living Buddha chosen when the Living Buddha dies? Does he not reincarnate into the offspring of a peasant woman very often? But are they deceived whose task it is to find and recognize him? And the child, in whom the Living Buddha is incarnate, is he not like other children? Does he not need discipline and teaching? Must the body not be brought into subjection with the help of learned counselors, in order that the spirit may prevail over the corruption of the flesh, and wisdom pour forth? What has brought you here? You say, you seek a certain Lung-tok who is held fast in a dungeon. Allegory! All our books are filled with allegories. I am learned in interpretation. That is the voice of the spirit, seeking to release humanity from bondage on the Wheel of Life! Hither you came, because the spirit in you guided. Here you shall find refuge while the flesh melts and the spirit shines through.

Poor Chullunder Ghose suppressed a shudder and the vanity that lingered with him until then began to wilt. He glanced at Grim, but Grim stared straight in front of him  listening  thinking. On Narayan Singhs face there began to flicker the resemblance of a smile as if he saw the full significance of our babus dilemma and was pitiless.

I think Grim whispered then, but it is very hard to tell what he is doing when he sits with that expression on his face. He can speak without moving his lips and, like ventriloquists, he has the knack of making your own eye deceive you.

At any rate, Chullunder Ghoses vanity returned, but with a hundredfold effectiveness because he had assumed it now and was acting a part, whereas before he had been merely flattered by the identification of himself as the abiding place of an incarnate god. Besides, his wits were working, spurred by that threat of penances and education.

Priest, he answered, who are you to speak to me with arrogance! It is the flesh that speaks. Your spirit would forbid such insolence unless your inner ears were deaf. Shame on you! Ignorant monk that you are, shall you teach such as me?

Never a mouse amid the skirts of maiden aunts created such a fuss as that speech did! The ruler of the monastery (he was far below the rank of abbot) had not wit enough to hide the half-hysteria that seized him. He sat blowing out his cheeks and kept his prayer wheel going.

The other monks were simply fanatics, reduced by superstition and necessity to a state of ignorant and cunningly enforced submission to the lamas will. It staggered them to hear him rebuked and to see him unable to answer. Some leered, as if they hoped the bonds of discipline were broken. Others looked frightened. They were torn between allegiance to their chief and superstition.

Grim probably whispered again, although I did not see his lips move. Our babu rose to the occasion.

Do you expect me to reveal myself to mere monks? he demanded. Do you think I would favor such ears as theirs with what I might possibly say to you alone?

The question worked like magic. He in yellow was himself again. He turned on the men around him and rebuked them furiously. His mildest epithet was worms in a dogs entrails, and the mildest threat was insects you shall be dung-beetles! He decreed half-rations for a month. He ordered midnight penances. They ran from him before he should order worse things; and when they had left the room by an inner door he went to make sure none was listening outside. Slamming the door again he strode back to his seat, with his prayer wheel like a jesters bauble whirling in his right hand.

Now, he said, speak!

I admired him at last, in a way. He abandoned hypocrisy. With his hands laid on his thighs and an expression on his face of now or never, he defied us, tacitly admitting that he did not believe a word that he had said about Chenresi being incarnated in the babu.

It was Grim who answered, looking up like some chela answering his guru: It is for you to speak first.

You are foreigners! The lama put scorn into the word, and something more than the suggestion of a threat.

We are entitled to use this route, Grim answered.

Here I am the custodian! The lama blew his cheeks out, tossed his hands palms upward and then slapped his thighs, implying, without wasting words on it, that he was sitting there to bargain, not to argue about rights of way.

I opened the door an inch or two and looked for our gray-haired guide, but she had vanished. The courtyard was empty. I shut the door again.

I am a lama, said the man in yellow. It is lamas who identify incarnate Buddhas. If I say the Lord Chenresi is among us, some will listen. Some of high rank will confirm my word. It is a good thing for religion to have manifestations  which have been scarce of late, and men are not so respectful as they used to be. Also, it is a long way from Lhasa to this monastery. There can be a rumor sent forth, that will take hold and excite, arousing the hope of people, of whom many will be monks. So that they who will be sent from Lhasa to investigate will not dare to deny the story, knowing how much safer it is to deceive men than to undeceive them.

There is no deception about you, said Grim. You are a rascal.

Not so. There have lately been rumors of new Living Buddhas, but the plots failed because the wrong men managed them and the conspirators were too near Lhasa. I am far off  and the right man.

He pursed his lips. In that mood he looked capable of emulating Genghis Khan and it was hard to remember he was the same hysterical incompetent who had been panic-stricken when rebuked before his monks. Suddenly, like a bolt out of the blue, he gave us actual news of Rait.

What is this that you seek! he demanded. Some chiling who has been imprisoned? Well: they who hold him are expecting you, and if they catch you  Pfouff!

He blew out his cheeks again and slapped his thighs.

As it happens, he went on, those are the very ones who would accept the Lord Chenresi. They are individuals who know that there are no hairs on a fish. They are not fools. They are powerful. Some of them are my friends, though I do wear yellow.

What do you propose? Grim asked him.

He pointed at Chullunder Ghose, whose face turned liver color with the dread that seized him. Humor, vanity and courage were all gone and his jaw trembled as he stammered out a protest:

I will not have greatness thrust on me! I

Give him to me, and I will get your chiling for you!

Grim held his tongue. Chullunder Ghose eyed Grim as a criminal looks at the jury when they file in to announce their verdict. Narayan Singh spoke:

I say no to it! Aye, by my honor I say no to it!

Grim snapped three English words at him:

Who asked you?

Stung by the snub Narayan Singh muttered and glared at the babu. Grim made a proposal to the lama:

If you know where the man we seek is hidden, tell me, and we four will make our own terms with his captors.

Atcha! Bohut atcha! said Narayan Singh.


CHAPTER XIX. The Yellow Lama

And forget not this: that outward semblance of authority is not a necessary symptom of its essence. There are men in high place who have no authority at all beyond what indolence confers because the indolence of many is the opportunity of one. Such men lead multitudes astray.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



THAT yellow lama was an incarnation of a paradox, whatever our babu might be. He seemed to deduce from Grims speech that we were on better than nodding terms with the black art experts whose prisoner Rait was, or was supposed to be.

Chiling, he said, forcing his voice, which was inclined to waver from so many mixed emotions, you came here with a White Lodge guide. You go to a Black Lodge destination?

Will you do what I asked? Grim demanded.

I question how you came not knowing how to find the way hence, said the lama.

It appeared to me we were as good as prisoners, unless we chose to use our firearms and bolt for it down that zig-zag trail. At almost any part of it they could easily drop boulders on us; and if, on utterly leg-weary ponies, we should manage to escape the monks, there would remain the impossible task of finding our own way forward or backward before our scant remaining store of barley and canned rations was exhausted. However, Grim put another interpretation on it:

We are your guests, he remarked.

Ah! said the lama slyly, but you said you wish to go to Jalung- dzong.

Grims eyebrow twitched. That was our first intimation of the name of the place where Rait might be. But Grim put a doubtful face on it:

You are trying to deceive us as to where the man is.

There is a devil in you, said the lama, wetting his lips with a tongue that licked out swiftly like a snakes.

He began studying Chullunder Ghose again. Then, rolling his tongue in his mouth a time or two, he presently propounded terms.

I shall send you to Jalung-dzong, provided you leave that one here. Let them give you the chiling. I shall let them appoint this a place of pilgrimage. Crowds may come and see the living Lord Chenresi. That will arouse religious fervor, which brings crowds into subjection. For me there will be perquisites. For them power, which is all they crave. That one, he said, nodding at the babu, shall have adulation and a life of ease. You may take your chiling and return to where you came from. You agree?

Grim did not answer. The lama began to look furious, swaying himself to and fro  glanced at me, as if a thought occurred to him of appealing to me to manage Grim  abandoned that, and played a trump card suddenly.

You are spies! he said, curling his lip.

Yes, we certainly are, Grim retorted.

Chullunder Ghose gasped. Narayan Singh moved almost imperceptibly, his right hand drawing nearer to the pistol hidden underneath his coat. I held my breath. If there is anywhere on earth where a denounced spy is in danger it is on the frontier of Tibet. But our emotions were as nothing to the lamas, whose eyes nearly bulged from his head. A spy, who calmly boasted he was one, was something new in his experience.

For a second I thought he would summon his monks. Most Lamaistic monasteries have their fighting complement  the more degraded ones particularly. Known as dok-dokpas they belong to the lowest rank of the fraternity. Too lazy or indifferent to memorize the ancient texts, they are not qualified to attain merit in that way, so they acquire it second-hand, fighting and brawling to preserve their betters from the necessity to fight. Perhaps the sudden movement of Narayan Singhs right hand toward his weapon, or, it may be, the look of confidence on Grims face, made him change his mind.

Did they send you to spy on me! he asked.

Grim did not answer.

The lama got up suddenly and left the room by the inner door through which his monks went when he drove them out. Chullunder Ghose seized Grims arm.

Let us go! Let us go now  swiftly! he insisted.

Before Grim could answer the lama returned followed by a monk in black robes with a sheepskin jacket over them. He looked like a stage assassin. His ferocity, and the care he took to show it, verged on the ridiculous. He rolled his eyes, folded his arms, and snorted as if the very air he breathed offended him; and he eyed us one by one like a butcher considering sheep. When the lama sat he stood behind him glaring at us.

If I had known it was they who wanted that chiling who is held at Jalung- dzong, they should have had him long ago, said the lama.

He appeared to have recovered self-possession, but he drooped his eyelids. He had a false card up his sleeve.

This monk, he said, has often been to Jalung-dzong, and he will go now, though the way is difficult in winter. He will bear my message, which the monks of Jalung-dzong will not reject. So when you reach a certain place beyond the Tsang-po River you shall find the chiling. You may take him. Do what you will. If I had known they wanted him released I would have seen to it long ago.

You mean the monks at Jalung-dzong will release Rait at your order?

At my request, he corrected, pursing his lips.

Then why not have him brought here? Grim asked.

Instantly he went into another of his fits of nervousness. (He must have been a problem for the monks who had to get along with him!) He began swaying on his seat, trying to suppress the hysteria that seemed to seize him whenever his will was opposed.

I wont have him here! I wont have anything to do with him! he exploded. This is my monastery. It is I who say what shall be and what shall not be. It is enough for you that he is to be taken to a certain place, and that I shall give you a guide to that place. What more do you want?

Nothing, said Grim, unless your generosity provides a meal for visitors.

It cooks.

He snorted and left the room again, the stage-assassin following, and for a while we sat there with a sense of being spied on, although there was nothing to indicate that we were watched. The feeling was so intense that none of us spoke; we sat and searched the walls for an eye-hole with an eye behind it.

After a while Grim got up and opened the outer door.

Bad medicine! he remarked to me. You sit there, Rammy old top. Weve got into the wrong pew somehow. Ill explore.

He took Narayan Singh and left Chullunder Ghose with me. The babu and I sat listening, convinced we were watched, yet unable to determine where the eyes were. It was probably five minutes before the inner door began to creak and opened gradually. Suddenly a woman stepped inside, shut the door quickly behind her and bolted it.

Some of the Tibetan monasteries are not notorious for morality, nor had our friend in yellow impressed me with the odor of his sanctity; the marvel was not that a woman was there, but that such a female as the one who leaned against the bolted door and leered at us should have been able to play paramour.

Her mouth was like a gash made with a knife. She was a Tibetan, and of no high rank, which is to say that she was oily, covered with a thick veneer of dirt, and pig-eyed. But she had been told, and she believed that she was charming; and she set to work to charm Chullunder Ghose and me. It felt like being ogled by Lilith, the she-monster who seduced our father Adam, before Eve turned up to make him our respected ancestor.

For the sake of the proprieties we smiled, since there are no worse manners than to air ones prejudices in a foreign land, nor anything, in any place, more dangerous than manners inappropriate to the occasion (as the moralists discover now and then, who make long faces at the mistresses of kings). I, personally, am a blunderer with women, but Chullunder Ghose is a Lothario. He arose to the occasion.

Priestess of immaculate maternity, we squirm! he said. This babu is beside himself. To me, in English he remarked: No safety in numbers, Rammy sahib. Polyandry is polite custom hereabouts!

She beamed on him and came a little nearer, he ridiculously conquering an impulse to run, shrinking and then turning the involuntary movement into over-acted thrills of ecstasy.

Chenresi! she giggled and pointed a thumb at him.

Krishna! Could my wife but see this! he exploded.

The woman mistook that for a compliment and sidled closer. She was coy, no other word for it  coy, with a kind of spiderish determination underneath the luck-covering as they call dirt in Tibet.

Chenresi! she giggled again. Then her little bright pig-eyes glanced at me and she began to walk toward me quickly. However, my alarm was premature. She shot the door bolt home and, after favoring me with one more furtive glance, returned to the more gallant man. After ogling him a moment she sat down on the mat and faced him, almost knee to knee.

My name is Kyim-shang. That statement entitled us to doubt whatever else she might say. Kyim-shang was the famous queen of Tibet who was the daughter of an emperor of China; such names are not bestowed on modern peasants.

Having given her announcement time to sink in she produced out of the ample storage space beneath her bulging bosom two gold chains. Then, touching the earrings that weighed down the lobes of her ears, she intimated (or so we understood) by signs that Chullunder Ghose should estimate their value.

Now you like me? she asked.

By the grace of such wit as remained to our babu he did not say no to her. She took his silence for consent and loosed the floods of speech.

She spoke so fast that I could not make head or tail of it at first and Chullunder Ghose did hardly any better, but it dawned on her before long that she was wasting time and breath, so she began to talk more slowly and, though her dialect was difficult, we picked out enough words to get the general drift.

She was sick of the monastery. The monks ill-treated her, calling her foul names, although by bringing her there and keeping her they were just as guilty as herself. Black or yellow-robed, they were a bad lot and there was not much to choose between them, but the dok-dokpa were the worst. She said that two-thirds of the monks in that monastery were dok-dokpas, and the head lama was afraid of them.

They tried to drop rocks and ice on you, she went on, and he knew it. But since you got here with a right guide, he is afraid to let them kill you now. Yet the only way he can prevent it is by promising to have you killed by someone else. So in the morning he will send that man to Jalung-dzong to warn those monks to lie in wait for you.

Why do the dok-dokpas want to kill us? I asked.

She ignored me but answered my question as if Chullunder Ghose had asked it:

They are afraid you will tell tales about them that may reach the Kun- Dun, who might send them a lama who can really discipline them. Between flattery and threats they can manage this old fool.

I asked another question and she answered without turning her head to look at me, her idea, I think, being that Chullunder Ghose might possibly be jealous.

Do you know anything about the chiling, who was called Lung-tok, who was taken prisoner and sent to Jalung-dzong?

Everybody knows. He tried to learn the secrets of the dugpas. Now they learn his. And if they catch you they will learn yours.

Mother of modesty, why do you think we were guided to this place? Chullunder Ghose asked her.

I dont know, she answered. But you will be guided to your death from this place unless you listen to me.

We listened eagerly enough, she thawing toward me and even talking directly at me as it began to penetrate her understanding that the babu did not mind. Nevertheless, she rather resented his lack of jealousy.

Go forward  go backward  or remain here; you will be killed! You must escape tonight, and there is nobody except me who will show you how. You must leave those other two, and you must do exactly as I tell you.

She beckoned me, fingers downward, signifying I should sit a little closer although farther from her than Chullunder Ghose. Then with lowered voice and her head between Chullunder Ghose and me she spoke slowly, repeating such words as she thought we did not understand:

Leave the ponies  no good. Each man carry barley. Tonight  I come  you follow.

She laid three fingers on her lips for secrecy, stuck her tongue out at Chullunder Ghose and, with a sidewise leer at me, suggestive of a crumb of patronage, scrambled to her feet and left the room by the inner door, moving much more silently and swiftly than she looked capable of doing.

Her aroma remained, however. I did not know what to think, and as Chullunder Ghose was obviously going to ask me what I did think as soon as he had finished flapping away the smell, I fled into the open air in search of Grim, intending to repeat the womans conversation to him, without comment, while it remained fresh in memory.

Narayan Singh was pacing up and down outside the stables, stamping his feet and flapping his arms to keep warm. He looked worried, and relieved to see me, glancing at the sky that was already almost dark and at the shadows deepening in every corner of the courtyard. He kept hitching his sword hilt forward.

Jimgrim went in there, he said, jerking his thumb toward the stable door. He bade me wait.

I opened the door and called to Grim. There was no answer and no sound except from the ponies. It was very dark in there so I struck a match. No sign of Grim. I struck another one and went to examine a pile of sheep-skins over in the farther corner; there were deeper shadows there but I drew them blank. Narayan Singh, framed in the doorway, assured me he had seen Grim enter the stable. I told him to come and look for himself, but be refused.

Nay! Jimgrim bade me stand guard.

I struck more matches and looked everywhere for some other way out of the stable, even pulling aside the heap of sheepskins; but at the back there appeared to be nothing except solid cliff, into which the roof-beams were set, and in the other three walls there was only the one door. I returned to Narayan Singh and questioned him but he stuck to his story.

Jimgrim went in there and closed the door. Nay, I do not know why. Nay, I heard no sound. On my honor I have not slept. I have stood here as he bade me, and he has not come out.

I told him about the woman and what she had said.

One woman was already bad enough, he commented. That hag who led us here was a mother of mischief. I looked into her eyes and I saw mockery. If there is another woman meddling, it is time we made ready for trouble.

Narayan Singh seemed in a nervous, superstitious mood and kept on glancing at the deepening shadows. It was clouding over and there were no stars visible. I shut the stable door and told Narayan Singh to keep a sharp lookout for Grim while I would go and bring the babu.

Nothing in the world was darker than that courtyard by the time I crossed it. I could hardly see the monastery door but I could hear the monks at prayer, murmuring responses to an accompaniment of bell-ringing and the blare of a radong.

It was pitch dark in the room where I had left the babu, but I heard voices whispering and as I entered he spoke aloud:

Nay, pearl of purity, I swore a vow never to offend against a virgin. He whose name is Rammy shall offend first. Here he comes.

He clutched my arm, the woman pulling at his other sleeve, and although I could not see I could hear him try to thrust her away from him, she resisting.

Rammy sahib, this mountain of corruption  this chasm of stinks says we are to go now while the monks are all praying. She has brought two bags of barley. She says unless we follow her the yellow lama will imprison us.

I told him that Grim was missing and that my plan was to get the ponies ready. He agreed. He would have agreed to anything to escape from the arms of that Tibetan woman.

But unless we let her come with us she will have her revenge  which might possibly be sweeter to her than herself, he remarked. She would certainly spread the alarm.

Abruptly he commanded her to gather up the barley bags and carry them. She grunted as she hove the weight of one of them and called to him to help her lift the other, but we strode out and left her to follow or not as she might choose. She dropped the bags and overtook us, taking our arms and forcing herself between us.

Never mind! she exclaimed. Never mind! I shall go back for the barley. You wait in the stable for me.

She followed us toward the stable door, recoiling when she saw Narayan Singh loom out of shadow.

Tsa-a-ah! she exclaimed. Where is the other one?

Narayan Singh laid hold of her. Aye, where! he answered. Mother of abominations, you shall stay until we find him!

She let loose a peculiarly modulated yell. It was not loud but there was terror in it. Narayan Singh opened the stable door, thrust her through and closed it again.

No sign of Grim? I asked.

None, but I have faith in Jimgrim. He will turn up.

Lets be ready for him when he comes, I said. Youd better help us load the ponies.

He demurred, having orders to stay where he was; but I saw no sense in his standing there, since he was twice as good as Chullunder Ghose at managing the ponies in the dark. I told him I took the responsibility and he went into the stable, muttering. Chullunder Ghose went next; I, last, and shut the door behind me since the monks might have a watchman on the prowl.

Then I felt in my pocket for matches and shook the box, and suddenly a mans voice close beside me exclaimed No! A hand like a steel vise clutched my arms. Chullunder Ghose gasped. I heard an oath from Narayan Singh and then the swish-swish of his saber. Then a cut-off scream; I did not doubt it was the womans.


CHAPTER XX. Prisoners  Jimgrim is missing.

Until he shall be tested to the utmost none may know what hidden weakness lingers in him. Neither can he know his own strength.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



I STRUCK out right and left into the dark. I was surrounded. There were other men who moved among the ponies, whispering, and I was sprung on from behind by men who struggled to tie my arms while another drove his thumbs into my throat. Chullunder Ghose cried out for help, but someone struck him on the head and after that he made no sound. Narayan Singh fought like a catamount somewhere in among the ponies that lashed out with their heels at random; he kept shouting to me to use my pistol, but with two men on either arm I could not reach it.

Suddenly he shook himself free and used his, getting in two shots before they rushed him from behind. I heard the pistol knocked or dragged out of his hand; it struck the wall not far from me. Then I went down under half a dozen men, whose greasy bodies stank of the accumulated filth of years. My muscles cracked as they got the cords around my arms and I cried out to Narayan Singh to save himself and find Grim if he could. An invisible hand struck me hard over the mouth, feeling for it first with thumbs and fingers, and a voice growled in Tibetan:

Silence!

Narayan Singh had received my leave to go. He went like a whirlwind. Someone  very likely he  had loosed the ponies and they milled around the shed, while he clung to the mane of one of them. There was tumult in the dark, and then, in what seemed like a second, he was gone through the shed door. A voice I thought I recognized commanded in Tibetan: Go after that fool and kill him!

It was like Grims voice! Somewhere in the darkness close to me Chullunder Ghose recovered his stunned senses just sufficiently to murmur Jimgrim! Someone hit him on the head again and he lay still. With four men holding me face downward I could only move inch by inch, but I contrived to get a glimpse of night sky through the open shed door and, against it, a mans figure. He was staring out into the night, watching the men who had pursued Narayan Singh. Even his figure looked like Grims.

Cords cut my arms; men knelt on me and I was half-stunned  in no fit state to trust my senses but it was hardly likely I should not know Grim. A sort of madness seized me as the conviction grew that Grim had gone insane. I began to struggle, until a blow on the back of the head reminded me to lie still.

The man in the doorway laughed; and it was Grims laugh. Presently he closed the door, but struck a match and lit a cigarette. Then instantly, by the flare of the match, I recognized him.

He was wearing Grims clothes  native Indian khaki underneath a yak-skin overcoat. He came and stood over me, raising my chin with his toe, then struck another match to let me see him.

I hated him less for that indignity than for having made me think, for one mad minute, he was Grim. His beard was gone; the long black hair that he had worn over his shoulders when we saw him last had been tucked inside the yak- skin cap, but he was unmistakably the man who threw me backward in Sidiki ben Mohammeds house in Leh  the same of whom I dreamed between the gods knees in the cave above the hall of stalagmite. His look of tigerish masculinity had vanished with the beard, but I could see he was taller than Grim, now that he stood naturally, and when he squatted down close to me, cross-legged, it was with the same effortless, slow movement as if he had been lowered by an unseen hand. He appeared to be proud of that trick.

You were looking for Rait! You shall see him, he said.

He appeared to expect me to answer, and laughed cynically when I did not.

I can read your thoughts more easily than understand your clumsy accent, he remarked in perfectly good English. But it sounded more like a boast intended to make me lose confidence in my own senses.

You poor super-hypocrite! he sneered. You are not a typical example of the West, you are its archetype; you are its perfect specimen! You funny muscle-maniac! You straw in the wind of misdirected energy! You make me laugh, you poor, unpigmented, blind checker-on-a board! Now listen:

Your Jimgrim is done for. You were warned in the letter Rait wrote you not to bring him or that sabered imbecile Narayan Singh. You brought them in spite of the warning, so their blood is on your head. Not that it matters. The world is richer for the loss of two such fools.

You are a bigger fool than either of them, and how were going to smash the shell of your stupidity is something of a puzzle; however, we will do our best, and if you break up with the shell, it wont much matter.

I gave you credit for being a bit less stupid than you are, and intending to trap you, I put on Jimgrims clothes, at you dont know what disgusting inconvenience to me; they reek of his smug self-righteousness.

I lay still. The cord on my arms was slipping and I hoped to get a hand free and break his neck. But one of the men who was kneeling on me felt at the cord and tightened it so sharply that I winced.

Ah! remarked the man in Grims clothes. Pain is a great educator. If you had Raits imagination we could make much more of you, I dont doubt. We tortured him mentally. You wont suffer worse, but differently. The result wont be so efficacious. To reach mind through the body is to lose by indirectness. We shall never be able to make more of you than an assistant for your friend Rait.

How you do make me laugh! Now you lie there and believe you are enough of a man to hold out and to disobey us after we have finished schooling you! Rait thought himself too clever. You think yourself too obstinate. Well, you shall see what we have made of Rait in hardly any time at all, and that may help you to yield without quite so much suffering  although we dont believe in sparing the initiate. We stamp pain on the memory and kill out even the suggestion of a possibility of mercy.

You are going to learn, in your degree, my friend, how true is your identity with Nature, who is red in tooth and claw and not the merciful, wise mother that the sentimentalists so moralize about.

He gave me the impression he was merely passing time until it was convenient to make his next move; and he confirmed it when the men returned who had been looking for Narayan Singh. They whispered to him and he gave a sharp command I did not catch.

Immediately the men who knelt on me began to kick and drag me to my feet and I heard others striking and prodding Chullunder Ghose. The babu cried out and someone struck him over the mouth. I called to him to play the man, but almost before the words were out one of my captors knuckles struck me and made my lips bleed. I was dragged out through the doorway and compelled to walk through the gap in the courtyard wall behind the man in Grims clothes.

My captors were all monks in sheepskin overcoats and there were at least a dozen of them following me down the trail, so I could not see what happened to Chullunder Ghose though I could hear considerable noise; and when, at last, we reached the bottom of the long descent and halted near the chorten at the entrance it appeared that they had dragged him all the way down on his back with his hands tied and a rope passed through his armpits. The man in Grims clothes prodded him until he stirred, then turned to me.

Understand, he said, thrusting his face close to mine, there will be no nonsense about sparing you. Youre coming. Youre coming on foot. Try to refuse and you will be tortured. You will not in any case be carried or allowed to die.

He began to search my pockets leisurely, transferring all their contents to a bag that one of his monks carried slung by a strap. When he found my automatic pistol he laughed as if it were a babys toy and held it up for the monks to be amused at. One of them showed the pistol he had taken from Chullunder Ghose and another, seizing it by the barrel, cracked me over the shins with it.

Nothing hurts more on a cold night than a blow on the shin. My legs were not tied. I kicked him, putting all the lift into it that I could muster. It was not long before I wished I had controlled that impulse. Though I broke a couple of his ribs he was a tough, determined expert in malignity and all the pain the broken ribs caused he repaid to me twice over on the march, with greater will because the others laughed at him.

The man in Grims clothes led the way, striding along as if leagues were yards. My captors ordered me to follow next, and the monk whose ribs I had broken took another mans staff to lean on, but used it more often to prod at my heels from behind  a species of torture far more irritating than the pain of the rope on my wrists. When I turned on him I was tripped with the staff, knocked down and then struck until I got up and resumed the march. In the darkness twenty yards behind me more than a dozen monks were bullying Chullunder Ghose. They dragged him on his back until the agony of that awoke his stunned brain and he scrambled to his feet. Because he cried out then they put a rope around his neck and jerked it, beating him when he stood still for lack of breath.

For a while the wish, inspiring faint hope, that Grim was not dead and might bring Lhaten and some of those other mysterious individuals to the rescue, kept me from jumping over the dark edge of the ravine whose direction we followed. But the more I thought of Grim the more conviction grew that he had been killed. How else could the man in front of me obtain his clothes?

And as for Narayan Singh, what chance had he? The odds were ten to one that those who pursued him had found and killed him. He could not have hidden in the monastery. There was no way to escape except by that zigzag descent, on which pursuers would have the advantage of pursued all the way down. I did not doubt Narayan Singh was dead.

That pessimistic outlook once accepted, the exasperation of being prodded on the heels at every third or fourth stride nearly broke down reason. Death was tempting if for nothing else than that it would deprive my captors of the fun of torturing me further; it was infinitely preferable to the thought of being made mad to the extent that I would yield my will, which seemed to be their object.

There were a dozen places where I might have jumped off before the men who drove me could prevent. I even pretended to worse fatigue than I actually felt, in order to get them used to my sudden stumbling so that they should not jump too quickly to prevent me when I made up my mind  a thing that, when left to myself, I am habitually slow to do.

I am not afraid of death, although I have the ordinary healthy mans mistrust of suicide as any way out of a difficulty. The thought that Chullunder Ghose would have to face the misery alone if I should take that dark plunge to oblivion was what in the end prevented me. I decided to wait, and endure, and leave the problem up to him. If he should prefer suicide we would break through the veil of death together; if not, I could probably endure what he could.

Then I remembered Mordecais brave break for liberty across the passes and it seemed to me that though he died before he reached home he had won a finer fight than any I ever took hand in. I made up my mind I would endure until the end, whatever that might be, if only because Mordecai had done it.

Strangely, after that the thought returned that Grim might be alive and that Narayan Singh might possibly have found him. I could not imagine how Grims clothes could have changed ownership without his being taken prisoner or killed, but even the uncertainty was better than the pessimism of despair, and I began to use caution not to go too near the edges of the yawning chasms that we passed.

Long before morning Chullunder Ghose made an attempt to kill himself. He had a rope around his neck which would have hanged him or else dragged two monks to death along with him, if he had reached the edge of the ravine in time. But they were too alert. They threw him to the ground and beat him mercilessly, rubbing snow on his face and neck when he lost consciousness.

After that they tied the two of us together since the babu could hardly drag himself along, and they prodded me persistently and flogged me with the knotted ends of ropes whenever I tried to rest from the strain of supporting a man heavier than myself.

The man in Grims clothes never troubled himself once to turn and look at us. He appeared to be sure his men would carry out instructions, and when the coldest dawn I ever knew began to color the surrounding peaks I caught only one glimpse of him, a mile ahead, after which he vanished.

By that time Chullunder Ghose was in delirium, moving forward almost automatically; all I had to do was to support him, but the little strength I had left was hardly equal to it. The prodding no longer hurt. What little landscape I could see was swimming in a mist of blood-red. I could not feel my wrists and supposed they were frozen, but did not care. I decided at last to lie down and be beaten to death, forgetting the mans threat that I would not be permitted to die; but it took thought an awfully long time to convert itself into action, and we reached a cave while I was still telling myself what to do. I felt as if I were talking to another fellow, whom I pitied.

The man in Grims clothes waited for us near the cave mouth. I had lost sense of direction and nothing seemed to stand still long enough for me to see it properly; the only thing that really registered in my exhausted brain was that Grims clothes were too small for him and that he looked like a cad without his beard. He had a pointed chin, with a twist that I thought might straighten if I hit it hard enough; and his eyes, instead of being leonine, looked more like a hyenas.

How is that for a beginning? he asked.

He gave me a shove that sent Chullunder Ghose and me both sprawling on the cave floor. Then he stooped to examine my wrists and ordered one of his men to cut the rope and chafe them, but he did nothing to prevent the man whose ribs I had broken from continuing to prod me with the staff. I could not use my arms, and when I tried to kick I found I could not aim straight, which made them all laugh and they prodded me from every direction for the fun of it.

Chullunder Ghose was totally unconscious, lying on his face. The man in Grims clothes produced what looked like a silver pocket flask from the bag into which my pockets had been emptied, pulled out a wooden stopper with his teeth and, turning the babu over with his foot, poured a few drops of liquid on his swollen lips. Almost at once he began to recover and tried to sit up but was promptly knocked down again.

Then it was my turn. I was dragged to the rear of the cave and held while the man in Grims clothes forced some of the liquid through my set teeth, driving his fingernails into my gums to make me yield.

That is soma, he said when he had forced me to swallow a few drops.

The stuff was tasteless and had no noticeable smell, but its effect was almost instantaneous. My whole body became so perfectly at ease that I was hardly conscious of it and my brain became abnormally active. The red left my eyes. The cave, and everything in it, was as clear as if etched with a pen.

Now think! he commanded.

Instantly the journey from Darjeeling, including Benjamins store in Delhi, the Zogi-la, Mordecai, Sidiki ben Mohammeds house and every other detail, came to mind in one uninterrupted panorama. As in dreams, when there is neither time nor place and events occur simultaneously without being superimposed or intermixed, I saw everything in a moment.

I felt as if my will were bound with cords, exactly as my hands had been. It was agreeable to have that lucid mental vision, yet it felt like something stolen and a baffled impulse to resist it totally offset the feeling of exhilaration.

Now you see, said the man in Grims cloths. Nothing has occurred of your volition. Rait wrote to you to come. You came. It would have made no difference which route you took; we would have caught you. Rait, who has ten times your capability, had to strive for seven years to find our lodge and gain admission. We made him work for it and spared him nothing. After there was nothing left in him that could even wish to play us false he had the right to choose his own assistant. He chose you, so those letters were written to tempt you to try to rescue him. We understand mens weaknesses. And now, if you have it in you, you are going to be made fit to go to the United States with Rait.

The stuff he had forced through my teeth had made me speechless. I had will enough remaining to resent his cocksure impudence, but not even the desire to speak.

Now take this into your mind, he went on. You are going to be hurt, tired until the senses lose control of you and what you have always believed is your own will dies forever. When all that nonsense about virtue has been dredged out  you are going to be taught as much as you are capable of learning. You are to be a foil for Rait and that shall be the goal of your ambition. So until you yearn with all your faculties to be obedient to Rait there is going to be only enough peace and relaxation to make agony more keen by contrast.

Mercy is stupidity, and there will be none. I will give you one hint how to ease the strain, because you may break under it otherwise and that fat Bengali you have brought with you would make a poor substitute. So remember: The agony wont last so long if you make up your mind to accept what is being done to you. Resign yourself to the inevitable, and begin to try to see the possibilities.

He strode away. I saw him talking to Chullunder Ghose. Gradually, minute after minute, pain returned and presently there came the monk whose ribs I broke, to prop himself against the cave wall and instruct three others how to torture me by prodding at my stiffened muscles.

The monks gorged themselves in a group, devouring meat like wild beasts, but the man in Grims clothes stood alone with his back toward me, so that I could not see what he was eating. I began shivering with cold and every movement was like a knife stab because of the pain in my muscles, but a monk came and pulled off my overcoat, using a dagger to slit up the sleeves and save trouble.

After that the man in Grims clothes fed Chullunder Ghose, and then me, telling half a dozen monks to hold me while he forced a measured quantity of filthy cheese into my mouth; it tasted as if mixed with axle-grease. When I spat the stuff out he scraped it from the floor and then got hold of my tongue, the way a horse is dosed, forcing the mess down my throat with his fingers while one monk held my head between his knees and another kept a rock jammed tight between my teeth.

My overcoat was then slit up with daggers and they gave me part of it to wear around my stomach, tying it in place with strips cut from the coat itself.

That will keep you alive without making you comfortable, said the man in Grims clothes.

At a sign from him they gloved my hands before they tied my wrists again. Then I was dragged on my back to where Chullunder Ghose lay and made fast to him by the knee and ankle, after which they kicked us to our feet and made us walk like men in a three-legged race.

They had given the babu something to restore vitality and he did not lean his weight on me so much as he had done during the night, but we were fagged out and so nearly hopeless that the thought of suicide again occurred to both of us at once.

Rammy sahib, lets jump! he whispered. Theres a good place.

There was ice on the edge of a shelf beside the track, that sloped toward a sheer drop of a hundred feet, with staked rock below. It looked actually friendly and inviting. The suggestion we should make the jump together gave the touch of sympathy that makes men kin.

But we were too dog-weary to jump suddenly, and as we turned toward the edge the monks behind us saw what we intended. We were knocked down and belabored pitilessly with blows ingeniously gauged to cause extreme pain without inflicting too much injury. The man in Grims clothes retraced his steps along the track to stand and laugh at us.

Wait until you begin to want sleep! he remarked as we were dragged to our feet. Then you will know what misery is.

He turned his back and led on, while the monk with broken ribs resumed his prodding with the staff. It was as if his words were a magic spell that opened a new door of torture. The desire to sleep stole over both of us at once, and the incessant pain shot through the stupor like electric stabs, compelling wakefulness.

At times we almost fell asleep and stumbled, but then blows were rained on us and we were brought back to our senses by the pain and the concussion. The worst of it was that our legs were tied together; we trod on the others foot unless we kept up a torturing effort to keep time and swing together, and each felt so sorry for the other that it was heartbreaking to inflict an added injury.

The monks who followed close behind us noticed the care we took not to hurt each other and one of them, shoving us out of his way, ran to overtake their leader, obviously telling him about it, showing him in pantomime how each was trying to avoid giving the other pain. He merely nodded.

Later, when they let us rest under the shelter of a rock and we both fell asleep almost instantly, he had me awakened by rubbing snow over my face. He let Chullunder Ghose sleep, but he sat down on a sheepskin with his face thrust close to mine and, leering at me, sneered:

You will learn that pain and pleasure are two opposites of one emotion. Therefore, you will inflict whichever you choose with equal carelessness. Friendship and enmity being also opposites of one emotion, you will hurt your friends and soothe your enemies. You will do anything except make a fool of yourself by being sentimental.

Chullunder Ghoses strength was so much less than mine that we had to rest repeatedly on his account; but that never happened until he actually dropped beside me and, his leg being fast to mine, I was unable to go forward. I have no idea what speed we made, or what distance we covered. It was a waking nightmare, in which I trudged over endless miles of mountain track, supporting Chullunder Ghose by a rope passed around him and over my shoulder.

I can shut my eyes now and see visions of the precipices that we skirted and of the slippery, ice-encrusted rocks up which we climbed, some of the monks tugging at me from above and others prodding from beneath. Chullunder Ghose has no memory of that march; he can hardly recall to mind the cave in which we spent the next night and where I was not allowed to sleep.

It was a cave where boiling hot and icy cold springs flowed out of the rock some fifty feet apart and blended into one stream near a ledge, over which they plunged into a gorge and froze among the rocks. They let Chullunder Ghose lie, but they stripped me naked and dragged me back and forward through the current, so that I was alternately chilled and scalded.

The effect was to rid me of pain for a while and to increase the craving for sleep. But they prevented sleep by tying me, stark naked, to a steam-wet rock above the hot spring; when I yielded to the sleep I slid feet-first toward the boiling water and was brought up with a jerk, just clear of it, by the rope under my arms. In that predicament I stayed until the dawn loomed in the cave-mouth through a veil of falling snow.

By that time I was sullenly obedient, aware that I would lose my reason if I wasted will on anything but clinging to the little reason that I felt I had left. Dumbly, in a sort of mental haze, I watched them beat Chullunder Ghose awake and feed him by forcing uncooked meat into his mouth, twisting his fingers until they nearly broke to make him swallow it. Then they made him drink hot water from the spring.

When my turn came I ate without resisting and the man in Grims clothes seemed to misinterpret my obedience into a willingness to yield to him; or possibly he thought that I had no will left. I had not the ability to formulate a plan. I knew that if I should escape, it would mean certain death on a blind trail; cold, starvation or a false step would swiftly make an end of me. But by a sort of half-slumbering instinct, that felt like a maniacs cunning and frightened me, I discerned his weak point; he believed he had me conquered. Then I knew  or think I knew  how madmen feel who watch for opportunity to play tricks on their guards.

Dissimulation was the keynote of it. I obeyed him when he ordered me to put my clothes on. With the thought, I suppose of testing me he came so close that it seemed a simple thing to kill him; but I knew he would never have done that if he had not felt perfectly sure of himself. I did not let even a glimmer of the hate I felt for him escape me. When he turned I saw a weapon like a black-jack in his right hand.

I pretended to be perfectly indifferent about Chullunder Ghose, standing silently beside him while they tied his leg to mine and seeming not to notice when they beat him until he yelled because he pulled his leg away when the rope touched the skin it had chafed the day before. When the babu spoke to me I did not answer. When the man in Grims clothes kicked me as a signal to begin the days march, I obeyed the signal without showing the least symptom of the rage I felt.

It was the babus turn to bear the brunt of the exertion. He had had a nights sleep. Though his bruises tortured him and the cold wind stung his broken lips he had recovered something of his strength. He labored manfully to make my share of the exertion less, supporting me where I had previously had to bear the double weight and whispering, as often as he dared, such brief words of encouragement as he could summon from the depths of his own misery.

This babu loves you, Rammy sahib  Be the sahib  Alls well that ends well  Devil take hinder-most  There is a gray cloud to every silver lining, so let us be brave  Am personally feeling better  oh, yes, much.

The thought that he was now the stronger brought out all the man in him and even helped his body to recover from exhaustion. Possibly they had given him something in his food to restore vitality, but it was manhood  the good stout stuff we white men like to think is our monopoly  that made him do his utmost to encourage me, by whispering at the risk of being beaten for it and by kicking my ankle to keep me awake, to save me from being beaten when I fell asleep. And when I did fall asleep on the march he supported me, not letting them discover it  until I stumbled and woke up again.

I never moved my lips to answer him. I was afraid that man in Grims clothes might detect the slightest sign of sympathy between us and redouble his attempts to beat the spirit out of me. I merely walked ahead and took advantage of the babus efforts, conscious, somewhere underneath the surface of my mind, of cunning in reserve and of a spark of hope that neither would explain itself nor die. Chullunder Ghose weakened again before we finished that days march. We climbed over the shoulder of a mountain where the wind blew so that we could hardly force ourselves against it. On the far side there was soft snow into which we sank to the knees, and that finished both of us as far as any further possibility of effort was concerned. We fell and lay still, though they beat us and at last, when the man in Grims clothes ordered it, they tied a rope around the two of us and dragged us down the far slope, with another line tied to our feet to steer us by and hold us back. Our hands were tied, so we could not fend ourselves away from lumps of ice that lay across the path. Long before we reached the bottom I was stunned; but I remember, very vaguely, being lowered down a precipice head-first and swinging over chaos gray with whirling snow. I think I was still leg-to-leg with the babu, but neither he nor I are certain about that; we were both so near unconsciousness that our brains received no definite impression.


CHAPTER XXI. Jimgrim Again, Elmer Rait, and the Death of Narayan Singh.

Bloodshed is a sin against the Lords of Life, but all too many cowards keep a good repute by cultivating peace that they approve not though they fear war and avoid it. They, whose wisdom is as greater than my own as sunlight to a candle, have assured me that a brave man, though he slay, and though he slay his many, is a god in contrast to the men and women who slay not because their cowardice prevents them. Ye may know those by the malice of their tongues, which spare none, slandering to feed their own self-righteousness. But there are men and women who are so brave, that they fear not to refrain from slaying; them, if you should need friends, you will be reasonably safe to trust.
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I RECOVERED consciousness inside a place that looked as if it might have been a monastery, but there was not much left of it. I lay still, suffering acutely. Pain grew in proportion as senses awoke; I had no control over my muscles, every one of which was aching as if tautened on the rack. It was the feeling of underlying cunning, that I had experienced the day before, that kept me from crying aloud.

There were voices. I could see a broken roof above me, through which stars appeared. Below that there was a balcony without a railing; a long row of doorless cells gave on to it. The shadow of firelight and ascending smoke danced on an interior wall from which the plaster had fallen in flakes. I was lying on straw. There were lice eating into the scores of places where my skin was broken.

A shadow moved and I shut my eyes. A man leaned over me. A voice said in Tibetan

Are you sure you havent gone too far? I should say he was dying.

Another voice, from somewhere near the fire, sneered arrogantly:

Are you letting pity Make a fool of you? The stronger he is physically, the closer he can go to death. The closer he goes, the easier it is to manage him. Come away, and mind your own business,

But he is my business, said the first voice and I felt a man lean over me again.

I peered under my eyelashes, at a face between me and the starlight, blotched on one side by reflection from the crackling fire, which made it appear misshapen.

I want him. That babu might serve for a spy in India, but where Im going

Youll never go until you learn obedience, the other answered. If he has to be killed to teach you that lesson, killed he shall be.

I beg pardon.

There is no such thing as pardon. That is a delusion that the sentimentalists invented. Are you being sentimental?

No.

Prove it.

How?

Wake him up and show me where he keeps his tenderest emotions.

Oh, thats easy. I was his partner. He is like a dog for friendship. He put up with more from me than a father would stand from his son, and when we dissolved the partnership at last youd have thought hed buried his wife and children. Hurt that babu if you want to see old Ramsden suffer.

I have seen that. Show me something more acute.

All right. I know how.

A hand took hold and shook me, scattering the pain through all my muscles like an overcharge from a galvanic battery. It was easy to pretend to wake up.

Do you recognize me, Rammy? I am Elmer Rait. He was no longer handsome. When I knew him formerly his thin face had been finely chiseled  almost spiritual looking, pale, but with a mirth about the corners of the mouth and an irreverent impertinence about the eyes that always disarmed anger. There was not a fine line left. The surface had coarsened, in the way a drunkards face does. The firm lips had slackened and the humor had all vanished from the corners.

But the Tibetan turban and the brown Tibetan cloak he wore looked natural to him, so that the change in his face was not so startling as it might have been. He was always a man who looked better in costume than in European clothes.

Do you know me, Rammy? he repeated, but the disgust I felt for him was like an anodyne that deadened pain; it did not make me garrulous.

Well, you old fool, he went on, you supposed Id let you boot me out of partnership and not get back at you. You ditched me for that hypocrite Grim, and thought Id let you get away with it. I knew youd bring Grim; youd have disappointed me if you hadnt. I warned you not too simply to make sure you would, you contrary old ass. Grim talked you into giving me the gate, though you denied it at the time. I dont doubt youll deny it now, but youre a liar. I know better. Your beloved Jimgrim was my enemy, and you led him straight into my trap.

I closed my eyes, to prevent him from discovering what effect on me his speech was having. He mistook that for a lapse into unconsciousness and shook me, scattering the agony again through all my muscles. It was almost beyond endurance but I managed to keep silent.

Your Jimgrim was caught, he went on. He was stripped, and he was whipped. He was told just to make him a bit more miserable  that you turned yellow and betrayed him to save your own skin. He died thinking you are on your way to India. Now speak to me or Ill have to hurt you.

He laid his hand on me, and I saw by the flickering firelight that hand and wrist were bleached like parchment. Observing that I noticed it he thrust the hand close to my face.

Ive been through more than you have; but they lulled Grim. I ordered you to speak. Youd better. He shook me and I could not keep from groaning. Vertigo sent the fire and the walls of the building in streams around me, in which Raits face seemed multiplied a dozen times. I imagined I was hitting out at Rait, trying to use my last remaining strength to knock him backward into the blazing fire. I believe, as a matter of fact, that I lay absolutely still; brain and body were not functioning together.

Crude! said the voice of the man who wore Grims clothes. You have told him the truth and he thinks you are lying.

His face evolved out of the whirling fire and walls and when he touched my head the whirling stopped as if somebody had put the brakes on. I began to want to vomit.

Rait, he remarked, is such an amateur that he acts like a policeman with a witness. He is going to be shown how you can be made to tell things that are so deep in your consciousness you hardly know they exist. There! he said, turning to Rait and continuing to speak English, do you notice how he shuts his mind up like a tortoise pulling in its head? You must learn how to make him open it.

They walked away and I heard them talking in Tibetan over by the fire, but their talk was no more than an indistinct murmur. As cautiously as any tortoise I began to move my head to find out where Chullunder Ghose was, but the first man I saw was the one I had kicked; he was sitting propped against a pillar that supported the gallery. A number of monks sat near him, playing some kind of game with knucklebones, on a board between their knees.

On straw, between them and the wall, Chullunder Ghose was lying, and about two paces beyond his feet there was a doorway with a broken door; the lower half was more or less intact but the upper half appeared to have been smashed in and there were three great gaps in the splintered woodwork, which framed three irregular sections of the starlit sky. I could see one star  a big one  and began to wonder which it was.

The star was suddenly obscured. I blinked, suspecting that one of the blows I had received on the head might have injured my eyesight. The star appeared again, and was again obscured, so I began to trust my eyes. I found that by enduring agony in every muscle I could move my hand so as to screen the firelight, and when I had stared at the star for about a minute I was nearly sure I could see the shadowy faint outline of a mans head between it and the splintered edge of the broken woodwork.

Instantly there returned that peculiar feeling of cunning, that had kept the life in me the day before. I have called it cunning, but there is no word I can think of that conveys that feeling of the stealthy approach of unknown agencies, resourceful and stored with surprise. It was not exactly confidence, but it was expectation. The nearest to it I can think of is the feeling one has at a well-played melodrama when the mine is laid, the fuse lighted, there seems no way out of the disaster and yet  down inside you  you are sure there is a secret, irresistible solution in reserve.

Rait got up from the fire and came to talk to me again, his back toward the door so that I could no longer see it; but the man in Grims clothes by the fireside was in full view. He had let his hair down and was combing it, with loathsome motions more suggestive of a woman than a man.

Rammy, old top, I believe I will save you, said Rait, if youll swallow your pride and just ask me to do it.

I knew he was lying. He had long ago surrendered his own will to that hermaphrodite who was combing his silky hair. Self-control is manhood and I felt toward Rait as I would toward a corpse of someone who had died of leprosy. You see, Rammy, I have made my goal, he went on. They are teaching me things youve never dreamed of  things that cant be learned until you have dehumanized yourself. Were not allowed to fail at anything. If I dont persuade you to put yourself entirely in my power of your own will, theyll order me to kill you and Ill have to do it. But once youre in my power, and theyre sure of it, I can do with you as I see fit. Yield, and Ill promise to release you afterward. Youll find it isnt any worse than taking anesthetic  not in your case  youre such a physical old specimen.

I did not dare to answer, I was so sure that any kind of answer would increase my disadvantage. Not imagining that I could understand his method, I was none the less sure it included getting me to admit to myself that I was at his mercy. If I had argued, cursed him, or acknowledged the necessity of speaking to him, that would have opened a door in my mind through which he might insinuate some trickery. I did not reason it; I simply followed intuition and lay still.

He began to try the sort of blandishments he used to use in the old days when he wanted me to back him in some scheme I didnt like.

I know your point of view is different from mine, but what harm will it do you to give in? Cant you be generous when it wont cost you anything? Im not pretending youd enjoy the life Im going to lead, but you dont have to lead it and youll save yourself an awful lot of agony by doing what I ask. Ive got to make you crawl to me. These people insist on proofs before theyll teach any further; and they know things Ive simply got to know. Ill tell you what, Rammy: youve had a raw deal and somethings coming to you. Give in, and Ill not only release you afterward but Ill guarantee to use my stuff to help you in any scheme you like  no matter what it is.

If I might write down how I loathed him, what I wrote would burn the paper. But suddenly it occurred to me that even the sensation of disgust was dangerous  that it was like a poison gas by means of which, in some way that I did not understand, he might undermine my obstinacy and then overwhelm my will. I tried to pity him. I even tried to like him, summoning to mind the days when he had played the banjo to our gangs of niggers to keep them good tempered when we had to accomplish two days work in one. In those days Rait had been a wonder around a mining camp and he and I together had accomplished things that other men thought impossible.

To avoid his eyes I looked up through the hole in the roof. He believed I was praying, and laughed.

Do you still think your God is in Heaven? he sneered. Do you believe in miracles!

At any rate, I did believe my eyes. Against the luminous, clear night sky I had seen Grims face with firelight on it, looking down at me. It was but a momentary glimpse, but I was absolutely certain.

The man in Grims clothes left the fire and came and stood beside Rait.

Youre an amateur, he sneered. I turned him over to you ready, but look at his eyes now. Cant you see the change in him? All my work would have to be repeated before you could hope to manage him. Youll have to kill him now. Maybe that will strengthen your own will. Go on, kill him. If it werent your first case I should make you use your fingers. You may use your knife, but do it slowly and so rid yourself of any squeamishness you have left. What are you  ?

His head split down the middle as a saber struck him from behind. He fell across my legs, and in his place there stood Narayan Singh, teeth flashing, eyes blazing, simmering with passion. His cheek-bones stood out like a skeletons. He turned on Rait.

Hello, Narayan Singh! said Rait. He ducked as the saber swung for him. It missed and Rait leaped backward. He was instantly surrounded by the monks and I could see him groping with his right hand into the long cloak he wore. Then Grim came down by a rope through the hole in the roof and Rait fired pointblank at the two of them  missing, as invariably happens when a man divides his target. With a roar like a wounded tigers Narayan Singh went headlong at the monks. Rait swung the man whose ribs I had broken in between him and the saber and the point went home. Grim bent over me:

How are you, Rammy? Hows Chullunder Ghose?

I was puzzled why he did not help Narayan Singh go after Rait. The Sikh had driven all the monks, with Rait cowering in their midst, out through the door and was standing on guard. The dawn was just beginning then to change the color of the sky.

Are you two alone? I asked.

Not we.

Grim walked to where Chullunder Ghose was lying and made noises in his teeth. He tried to pick him up but Narayan Singh glanced over his shoulder and asked:

Sahib, may we make haste?

So Grim began to drag Chullunder Ghose toward where I lay, just as another pistol shot directed at Narayan Singh spat through the doorway and a bullet clipped the stone work of the upper gallery.

Chullunder Ghose was totally unconscious. Grim let him drop beside me and then ran toward a closed door on my left hand, underneath the gallery and nearly opposite that other where Narayan Singh stood guard. Grim was wearing an odd-looking costume, but I could not distinguish details. He picked up a heavy stone that had fallen from the gallery and began to smash the clumsy iron lock; it broke after a dozen blows and he opened the door, letting in a blast of icy wind along with the first gleam of sun-light. That door faced due East.

Then he returned to me, and as he stooped I saw he wore a turban made of dark brown silk.

Can you crawl? he asked.

I could not, but I told him I could, because I wanted to stay and watch Narayan Singh.

Sure! Women and kids first  just like you, damn you! he said cheerfully and took hold of Chullunder Ghose under the armpits, dragging him heels downward to the door under the gallery.

I remembered the bag then, into which all my belongings, including a pistol, had been thrown, and presently I saw it over near the fire. I called out to Narayan Singh that he would find two pistols in the bag, but he answered over his shoulder that he did not dare to leave his post to go and look for them. So I began to try to crawl, pulling my legs out from under the lifeless body of the man whom Narayan Singh had killed. It makes my flesh creep now to think of how it hurt to cross those twenty feet of floor. When I reached the bag and opened it at last there were no pistols in it  nothing but my watch, a little money and some odds and ends.

I warned Narayan Singh that the enemy had all the firearms, and as I spoke three shots spat through the doorway and struck slabs of plaster of the wall. The light was probably confusing to a monk unused to firearms.

Then Grim came for me and put his hands under my armpits from behind. I tried to resist. I could see a man with bow and arrows aiming at Narayan Singh and there were six or seven men with swords and daggers ready to pounce on him if the arrow should hit the mark. I told Grim to go and help Narayan Singh, but he began dragging me across the floor toward the door under the gallery. An arrow whizzed within six inches of me, and the next thing I remember we were outside in a bitter wind with the sun shining straight in my eyes.

I was lying on a smooth rock with my back toward the building from which Grim had dragged me and it was extremely difficult to see because of the blinding sunlight on the snow and because my head was swimming, but I got my bearings presently.

The building we had left was on a sort of island  a sheer-sided rock that rose from near the middle of a deep ravine. I could not see beyond the ruined building, but on the side on which I lay there was a narrow natural causeway, resembling a vein of quartz, that formed the only means of access to the flank of the ravine, where it seemed to disappear into a tunnel. The causeway was irregular and there were ice and snow in patches all the way along. Midway Grim was carrying Chullunder Ghose, staggering under the weight.

In the ruined building there was the sort of noise that comes out of a slaughter-house. A moment after I had turned myself slowly in that direction Narayan Singh came out, wiping his saber on somebodys turban. He had no scabbard. He stooped over me and asked whether I could hold the saber, but doubted my ability, so he passed the blood-smeared turban through the hilt and tied it to my waist. Then he hoisted me up on his shoulders, and I was glad he had tied the saber on; the pain would have made me let go of it.

He began to carry me along the causeway and I fainted again, I believe, from the agony caused by the jerky movement and from my own efforts to lie still, head downward over his shoulder.

At any rate, there is a lapse of memory until I discovered myself lying on an ice patch midway along the causeway  possibly two hundred yards away from where we started. I was facing the ruined building, so could see comparatively clearly, with the sun behind me.

My view was from between Narayan Singhs legs. He had resumed the saber and had turned at bay against seven men who were advancing cautiously, their leaders rather hanging back but unable to retreat because the others pushed them forward. Then I heard Grims voice:

All right, Narayan Singh.

I was lifted from behind. Grim never was a weakling, but it puzzled me how he had found the strength to do that.

Sorry if it hurts, he grunted.

He began to carry me, but turned to see whether Narayan Singh was following. He was not; he was facing the enemy, hilt high, his saber looking like a beam of sunlight. The advancing monks were sheltering their eyes under their left arms.

Retire, Narayan Singh ! Grim called to him, but the Sikh did not move.

Go thou, Jimgrim sahib! he shouted back. There comes one with a pistol.

I could see a man advancing slowly; he was nearly midway between the monks and the commencement of the causeway, framed exactly by the open door a hundred yards behind him. Grim began to set me down, using time and thought to do it carefully, for I am no light weight.

Will you come, or shall I come and make you! he demanded.

Nay! I see Rait! the Sikh answered.

In a second he was charging straight at the advancing monks. The first three flinched and tried to turn, but there was no room to pass the four who blocked the way behind them. They struggled. One slipped and fell over, screaming as he somersaulted through the sunlit air. Then the Sikh was into them and five more went after the first, the saber licking out like lightning stabs. The last one turned and ran, throwing his weapon away and picking up the skirts of his long cloak.

Now come! Grim shouted. But Narayan Singh went in pursuit.

The man with the pistol opened fire and at the third shot hit the monk, who toppled backward and went head-long into the ravine. A fourth shot whistled close to Grim and me. The man was dazzled by the sunlight; he kept bending his head to right and left, shielding his eyes with his left hand. Narayan Singh raced forward and Grim started after him, shouting to him to stop, but before he had gone ten paces the Sikh turned, waved his saber and shouted:

Rait! I have him!

He ran on again along the causeway. Rait reloaded and took aim, but the sun glared off the ice and off the quartz-like rock and three shots in succession missed, one splintering the ice near Grims feet. Then a fourth shot hit the Sikh and staggered him.

His answering shout went echoing among the crags:

Rung ho!

Rait fired again. I think he hit a second time, but  up through his forearm  through the throat  and out behind his head the saber went with one of those long lunging thrusts for which Narayan Singh was famous.

Rung ho! came the echoing shout again. Narayan Singh clutched air, fell forward on to Rait  writhed  slid  and the two went over, separating as they plunged into the abyss.

Grim glanced up at the sky after a moment.

Vultures already, he said.

Then he stood still, looking down into the abyss, but someone fired a rifle at us from the ruined building and a group of monks came out through the open door. So Grim said nothing, but hoisted me up on his shoulders again and made all haste toward the tunnel mouth at the causeways other end  slipping, staggering, stumbling  ten times over we were closer than a hairs breadth of the edge  and when he laid me down at last in echoing darkness he collapsed beside me.

Then I heard a voice in Tibetan: Gently! Very gently! I was lifted and laid on a litter, and for a long time I was conscious of a litter swaying under me and of the footfalls and the steady breathing of the men who carried it. Somebody covered my face with a cloth after a while and I believe I slept. I dreamed about a ladder I was climbing  miles high and exactly upright. As I climbed, the lower rungs fell one by one, so there was no way down again. When I reached the top there was nothing there except blue sky and I stood swaying in the wind.

I began to lose my balance, until Grim leaned through the blue above me with an outstretched hand and called to me to jump.

I could not make it, and the last rung of the ladder began cracking underfoot.


CHAPTER XXII. The Herdsmans Hut.

My son, when you have come to a decision between right and wrong, then act, not waiting on approval. If you do right it will add no virtue to the right that friends gave their assent beforehand; rather it will give a false friend opportunity to strengthen his attachment, so that ultimately you may listen to him to your own undoing. If you do wrong it will harm you not at all that enemies rejoice, since proper motive will preserve you in the end and it is well to have our enemies uncovered. Be your own judge. But commit no trespass, watchfully remembering that where anothers liberty begins your own inevitably meets its boundary.
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I AWOKE in a herdsmans hut. A gale was blowing and crisp snowflakes fell through a square hole in the roof into a yak-dung fire that burned on a stone hearth underneath it. I was lying against a partition that divided the hut down the middle; men were talking on the other side of it in low tones, but it was difficult to hear because of the blustering wind, and equally difficult to see because the smoke explored the room in clouds before a little of it found its way out through the hole.

I tried to raise myself but had the sickening experience of feeling too weak. My mouth tasted as if I had been made to swallow medicine, and for a while I was still confused by the vivid dream from which I had awakened. Gradually, however, recollection came, and not long after that I began to distinguish Grims voice, near my head, between me and the end wall. He was talking English.

All the same, he said, I should like to tell Jeff why you could not help us more definitely than you did. When Jeff comes to he will learn that your men brought litters, waited for Narayan Singh, and me to rescue him and the babu, and then carried them all the way to this place. And I know my friend Jeff. He will ask why you could do that but couldnt help in the actual rescue. Im not questioning your actions; Im simply asking what to say to him.

Tell him the plain truth, said Lhatens unmistakable voice. You may say we dont take life for any reason.

There was a pause. Then Grim resumed: Hell take my word for that, I dont doubt. But, as I say, I know him; he will feel as sorry about Narayan Singh as I do  very likely worse. He isnt demonstrative but

I know, Lhaten answered. He loves his friends, but he hasnt understood yet that death strengthens friendship rather than reduces it. We all die. We all meet again  some of us with fewer limitations and more knowledge. It was no harm that Narayan Singh should die fighting. Better that than be killed in a brawl or in an unjust cause, as so many soldiers die. Rait undoubtedly would have shot you and your friend Ramsden if Narayan Singh had not prevented.

What makes you sure of that? asked Grim.

Knowledge, said Lhaten. If you think a minute you will know too. Did you ever know a criminal to spare old friends who are ashamed of him? He hoped to be the perfect criminal, yet in his heart he knew he had neither the intelligence required for that nor yet the courage. He was in the hands of little dugpas, of the sort who aspire to be big ones but lack imagination. Those are as jealous as snakes. Their whole venom is jealousy and they had poisoned what was left of him. He hated you and Ramsden because he had failed. Didnt you hear Ramsden talking in his sleep  how he cried out that Jimgrim had died believing him an untrue friend? I dont doubt Rait had told him that.

Well, said Grim, when Ramsden wakes up he will ask why, if you and your brotherhood know so much, you didnt protect us all from those black rascals. Hell say it was strange that you let me be knocked down and stripped before you stirred a finger, and still more strange that you let them be taken prisoners and carried off. What shall I answer him?

The plain truth.

I dont know the truth of it, said Grim, except that certain individuals have been kind enough to order you to protect us in all ways possible.

In all ways possible, Lhatens voice repeated. But would you ask a musician to make inharmonies in order to teach music to you? Or must you think in terms of music before the musicians thought can reach yours?

Grim seemed to be thinking that over. When he spoke at last I could almost see him smile:

Do you think that explanation would be any use to Jeff? He likes his eggs fried both sides, with the date on em.

If he cant understand, he must fail, that is all, said Lhaten. Like any true musician, or poet, or sculptor, we are always doing our best to stir humanity. But artists can only reach such people as respond to the artistic impulse; others seem to look, or seem to listen, but the art means nothing to them and they either mock or misinterpret. We think thoughts. We breathe out principles. The dugpas interfere in every detail of the lives of those whom they have in submission  and the poor fools call it luck, or the act of God, or providence. You see, the dugpas have persuaded a great number of people that neither they, nor we, exist; so, although crime, madness, suicide and discontent are on the increase, they who have authority ascribe it to all causes but the right one. Nevertheless, you may have noticed that benevolence and altruism and a spirit of inquiry also are increasing, in quantity as well as quality. That is because it makes no difference whatever what a mans religion or his politics may be; a principle is universal, and whoever apprehends one lives it, or begins to live it  until presently it bursts the bonds of his religion or his politics, exactly as a tree root bursts the rock in which it grew. It is the object of the dugpas to prevent men from grasping principles. I assure you, those were very little, unimportant dugpas who had caught Rait and who attacked you; they were like the criminals who murder at the bidding of the unsuspected hierarchies that infest civilization.

Well and good, said Grim, we all know there are master criminals who hardly ever get caught. But what am I to tell Jeff Ramsden? If I should ask him he would go the limit. His religion is friendship, if you can call that a religion. He would rather see a friend through to a finish, even when he doubts the outcome, than turn aside and make a profit on his own account. I dont want that. I would rather he should see the thing as I do and go forward on his own responsibility.

Every man goes forward on his own responsibility, said Lhaten. There is no escape from it. But no two healthy men think quite alike, or there would be no such thing as independent judgment. We never interfere with anyone unless he reaches out to us. We could not help Rait. We could not even help that splendid man Narayan Singh  at least, not much  so long as he depended on his saber. Dont you see that to help a man win saber fights is to increase his faith in sabers? We prefer to guide that valor and integrity into much more profitable channels; but how shall we guide unless the individual is willing to be guided? We are not dugpas, who compel obedience. We, are like musicians, who play harmonies for you to follow if you can; and just as, let us say, Beethoven could not compromise with those who did not understand him, or who detested his music, neither can we compromise. It is for you, or for anyone else, to agree or not as you see fit.

I shall try to explain what happened. When you were in that monastery talking to the yellow lama you appealed to me.

I did not, Grim retorted.

Lhaten laughed. Didnt you think of me? he asked.

Yes. I wished like the deuce you were there to explain why we were led to that place and how to get swag.

That opened a line of communication. I could reach you. I sent you a warning, but you did not understand it entirely; in fact, you hardly understood at all. What you did was to get up to go and explore. It was a most emphatic warning against violence, because violence is the dugpas specialty, at which they can beat you easily. If you should win by violence against them you would merely play into the hands of other dugpas, who are worse than they. So I warned you against violence. But how did you interpret it?

I received no warning, Grim, answered.

No? What did you do at the door of the stable?

I told Narayan Singh to stand guard outside, and I gave him my pistol.

Why?

I hadnt used it for a long time. He had asked to look at it the day before. As he was going to stand outside I thought he might as well employ his time.

Why did you leave him outside?

Impulse. No sense in two of us going in. I preferred to know exactly where he was, in case of need.

Do you realize that if you had kept your pistol you would certainly have used it? If you had taken him into the stable with you there would certainly have been a fight. The noise would have brought Ramsden and Chullunder Ghose into the trap, and the outcome would have been much worse than it actually was. It was bad enough anyhow. Why didnt you cry out, when you shut the stable door and struck a match and knew you were surrounded?

It flashed on me that they would kill Narayan Singh the moment he should open the door. It was better to leave him outside to join forces with Jeff Ramsden.

That decision saved you, Lhaten answered. Do you remember what happened next?

Not clearly.

Well, they knocked you on the head and you had sense enough to lie still. Otherwise they would have killed you. They dragged you to that pile of sheepskins in the corner and lifted you up through a hole in the wall, that was almost entirely hidden by the shadows and a transverse beam. Up there in the hole they stripped you naked. And it was there that I found you later on.

Where were you while this was happening?

Too far away to have come to your help one second sooner than I did. Remember, I am nothing but a chela. I am not so limited as you in some respects, and I knew there was serious danger, so I warned you of it, meanwhile hurrying to get as near you as I could. Remember, I am not allowed to oppose violence with violence because that defeats its purpose; my effort was directed to induce you to rise above it.

I tried to reach all four of you. There was a woman in the monastery who was being employed to stir up Ramsden and Chullunder Ghose. The dugpas work on the principle that if you irritate you will get action and the action will follow the line of least resistance. Ramsden was the man they wanted. They werent so foolish as to think that women could inveigle him; they simply made use of her to irritate him, and presently Ramsden, Chullunder Ghose and Narayan Singh all walked into the trap.

What saved Narayan Singh that time? Grim asked.

Fidelity. The mans sole thought was how to save his friends lives. Even fighting cant entirely smother that fine motive. It enabled me to reach him; and I think I reached Ramsden at the same time; Ramsden was probably thinking of nothing but how to find you and protect you from the trap. Ramsden ordered Narayan Singh to go and find you if he could. The Sikh obeyed him and fell down a well in the dark, so his pursuers missed him. The well was not very deep but the rope was slippery with ice, so it took him nearly an hour to climb out.

Do you mean you foresaw that? Grim asked.

Not I! No more than a musician foresees the effect of music on an audience. He merely plays the harmonies. Emotion does the rest. Have you not seen a beaten regiment stirred by half a dozen bugles and a drum until it rallies? That is the crudest possible illustration. True music appeals to the inner more than to the outer ear; it stirs that spirit in a man that catches inspiration. And the force I have been taught to use is ten times subtler than the rarest music. Let it only reach a man in a moment when his finest thought is active and it will rend the veil between him and his own reality. Then he will do the right thing always  even if it means that he shall tumble down a well!

You saw him die, said Grim.

There was a thought of hatred then. He hated Rait. He wanted his revenge on Rait. I could not make him hear. Did you try?

Yes. He disobeyed, Grim answered.

Nevertheless, he very likely saved your life and Ramsdens. There are deaths much less magnificent than that, said Lhaten.

Ramsden will want to know, said Grim, why you could furnish stretcher- bearers and could come that long way with Narayan Singh and me, but could not lift a finger in the actual work of rescue. Hes a whole-hearted old dog. He doesnt like men who appear to him to sit on fences when the issue is in doubt. I think I understand you, but Im pretty nearly sure I cant explain it to him.

Ask him then, said Lhaten, whether, if he should wish to stop a dog fight, he would get down and fight like the dogs with his teeth. And if not, why not? He will say he knows better. He is likely to admit that he would lose the whole advantage of superior intelligence and would find himself on a plane where the dogs were his masters. Does a fireman go into the fire? Does the conductor of an orchestra play all the instruments  even though in his day he has had to play many of them? Does the architect lay bricks? Does the poet set type? And if he who tends the beacon light should leave it to direct the rescue, who could see? I am no match for the dugpas if I try to fight them with their weapons. Each of us must use what he can to best advantage, and there is deadly danger in anothers duty, just as there is duty in anothers danger. When Ramsden wakes ask him whether he had any sensation of power in reserve while he was in the dugpas hands. I did my best to stir that consciousness and once or twice I think I reached him.

They were silent for a long time after that. Outside it blew a hurricane that shook the roof, beating the smoke back through the hole and filling the hut with a stinging blue cloud. Hail and snow sizzled on the hearth and Grim went and stirred the fire to keep it from going out, heaping on dry yak-dung to protect it. He came and looked at me, but I pretended to be sleeping.

How far are we from the goal? he asked when he sat down again.

If you mean geographically, about six days march, said Lhaten. You have already come a long way into Tibet. The elevation here is sixteen thousand feet.

Am I going to be allowed to make it?

Yes. You.

What about my friends?

That is not my business. I cant answer you, said Lhaten. You might get there with your friends. Two explorers have passed near it within comparatively recent years. You would see no more than the explorers did  a very plain, uninteresting village, occupied by plain, uninteresting looking people. There are no barbed-wire entanglements! But seclusion is something the Masters know how to preserve. I have authority to lead you in alone; and in that case you will be allowed to stay a while  perhaps for quite a long time. But if you insisted on taking your friends without authority, you might exclude yourself.

Can I obtain authority? Grim asked.

It may be. But I dont know and I promise nothing. No man is ever taken in on any other terms than on his own initiative and entirely of his own free will. So that would be Ramsdens affair.

And Chullunder Ghose?

The same.

For a long time Grim was silent  for so long a time that I began to think he had left the hut without my knowing it. But at last I caught the familiar grunt that he makes when he has considered all points of something and rejected it.

I shall not go in without my friends, he said.

Is that exactly fair to them? asked Lhaten. You impose on them responsibility for your success or failure.

No, I dont, Grim answered bluntly. I know damned well Rammy wouldnt make that grade and leave me, if positions were reversed. Hell lie about it, naturally. Hell even try to quarrel, if all else fails. It wont be his fault if I dont go on and leave him. It will be my independent judgment as to what I personally care to do. That settles it. All three of us, or none!

Let me see  who was it settled that the sun goes round the earth and that the earth is flat? asked Lhaten. You will find, he added, that your friend Ramsden has been listening to every word we have said.

Grim got up to come and test the truth of that remark; but Lhaten went out, letting in a hurricane of wind that blew all the fire off the hearth before the door slammed shut again.

So Grim had to gather up the fuel and relay the fire before he could attend to me, and I had time to think what I should say to him.


CHAPTER XXIII. Jimgrim and Ramsden engage in argument, and come to terms.

And though ye strive in friendship, be that friendship as ennobling as the gods good will, I tell you ye must enter one by one. But of the three, faith, hope and friendship, I declare the last is not least; nor without all three shall ye draw nigh the skirts of Wisdom.
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GRIM pulled up the yak-skin bench and sat beside me. Due, I think, to the tremendous elevation and, perhaps in part, to the recent torture I had undergone, the edges of thought, if I may coin an expression, stood out definitely. There was no confusion between yes and no. Physically I was weaker than I ever remember to have been, but thought was sharp and vivid  concentrated. The essentials were obvious.

Rammy, old top, is it true? Were you listening? Grim asked me. Now see here: you and I have stuck together, and as a general thing you have left the leading up to me. Damn you, youve been too lazy to argue. Youd rather work like a locomotive to prove me right than go to the trouble of disagreeing. We never have disagreed, and were not going to this time. But heres a crisis and its your turn to decide which way the cat jumps. Do your job.

How is Chullunder Ghose? I asked him.

Rotten. But hell pull through. Lhaten brought some medicine.

Can he talk yet?

No. But look here, therell be no committee work on this. If you say forward, forward we go. And if you dont like the prospect of spending perhaps three years in a Tibetan village, learning stuff that will upset all your previous conclusions  after which well probably be turned loose to be hated like hell by half the men who used to like us  just say so and well turn back. For thats all there is to it. It was clear enough what Grim wanted to do. His eyes almost gleamed through the smoke.

If this were poker, any fool could tell you held four aces, I remarked. Do you guarantee to accept my decision as final?

If you play fair, he answered. yes. But none of your concessions to my prejudice. What Ive got to know is, what would you do if left to yourself  supposing I werent here, for instance. If you dont convince me that youre answering on the level, I shall vote to go back.

His eyes were fixed on mine and it would not have been any use to try to shift ground. On the other hand, no argument of his was going to make me stand in his way. He was aching to go to Sham-bha-la. So was I; but I had less chance of getting in than he had, and was much less likely to be able to understand the mysteries that I supposed would be explained if we should gain admission.

When we agreed to enter Tibet, we all took the same chance, didnt we? I said at last. Narayan Singh lost out, as you or I might have lost out, just as easily. Now, once again: will you accept my answer?

But he put me through a third degree before he pledged himself, endeavoring to probe for mental reservations. In the end, because habitually I had never tricked him, he committed himself:

Shoot!

Forward, I said, as soon as Chullunder Ghose is fit to travel; and the devil take the hindermost. Whoever makes the grade, goes in. Whoever doesnt make it, goes home.

Damn! he exploded, then laughed at himself. I might have known youd turn the trick on me. All right. But Ive a trump left. I shall leave you and Chullunder Ghose whenever Lhaten asks me to, and shall go on alone with him, as he proposes. Once there, I shall ask for admission for both of you. If they refuse, then I wont go in either and well all three turn back.

I told him he would be a damned fool to refuse for any such reason.

If they wont let me in, I argued, Ill go back to the States and wait for you. If they turn you into something thats too wise for me to understand, Ill get my fun backing you, nevertheless. Besides, I said, Ive salted down some money and you havent. Knowing something, as you will, youll certainly be branded as a nut and youll need all the support you can get, in addition to someone big enough to punch the heads of your opponents. From what Ive seen and heard, said I, theyll teach you to abstain from violence, but theyll fill you full of stuff that will exude from you and start explosions wherever you go. Youll need someone who isnt a pacifist, to break the heads of bigots. Thats a job for me. And Ill help to keep the women from suing you in court when you refuse to accept them as soul-mates.

I could no more make him yield than he could make me, though. I threatened to take him by main force as soon as I could recover strength and throw him into the Sham-bha-la ditch, to be fished out by the chelas as an act of charity. He promised to go forward. He refused to make the goal unless Chullunder Ghose and I might make it with him.

Lhaten kept coming and going, though I have not the remotest notion whence he came or whither he went at such regular intervals. As a doctor he was almost a magician; he reminded me of a physician whom I once met at Baroda when bubonic plague was playing havoc in a camp of famine refugees; he was a man who had not graduated with distinction, and who had no professional prospects because he did his thinking for himself and doubted all the doctrinaires, but most of his patients recovered, whereas most of those whose luck submitted them to other ministrations died. The man had the healers gift  and so had Lhaten.

He was silent, nearly always, but his silence was something like that of the red man, totally devoid of surliness, suggesting that he had so much to think about that talking was a waste of time. How he kept himself clean was a mystery. At midday, when the sun would burn the skin of anyone exposed to it, tea would freeze in the kettle within fifteen minutes after it was taken from the fire; washing, consequently, was a questionable luxury and the Tibetans who occupied the portion of the hut that was cut off from ours by the partition were as filthy as might be expected. Lhaten even wore clean clothes, which usually smelt of sandal wood. He only laughed when I asked him how he managed it.

Once, I believe, Rao Singh came, although I would not swear I was not dreaming. At that elevation, for reasons doubtless natural, but of whose nature I have not the remotest notion, dreams were as vivid and sharply etched as waking thought; so that it was difficult at times to draw the line between the dream and actuality. I can remember conversations that I thought I had with Grim, though he assured me afterward that I was sleeping and had not talked during sleep.

We both thought Rao Singh came into the hut, but we did not agree as to how he behaved, so it is possible that both of us were dreaming, though that both should have the same dream with mere minor variations as to detail, seems unlikely. Grim said Rao Singh was wearing a turban; my version of it was a loose fur cap. We both agreed about his eyes, which were as blazing blue as when we saw him in the hermits cave, and if there is anything in the theory that people dont dream color that alone ought to settle the question. However, I am usually disbelieved when I assert that all my dreams are colored vividly, so I must leave the issue undecided.

As I recall it, no wind blew in through the door when it was opened and admitted Rao Singh. On the contrary, Grim declared there was the usual mid- morning gale and Lhaten had to force himself against the door to shut it. We were both sure there was snow on Rao Singhs coat, but differed about what boots he wore and as to whether he spoke to Lhaten in Tibetan or some other language. Grim thought he used Tibetan; I am nearly sure he spoke Hindi. What is certain is, that Grim and I both understood him, or believe we did  which adds to the weight of evidence in favor of the dream, since we understand people in dreams without defining what language they use.

He said to Lhaten (Grim and I agreed about that) You should not waste energy. Too much is worse than too little. Exactly enough is the proper quantity. Then he examined Chullunder Ghose, who had been more or less unconscious for ten days and was lying babbling in a sort of half-delirium, under sheepskins that he threw off constantly.

Cant you reach him? he asked.

No, said Lhaten. I could reach that other, but not him.

You strike too strenuously, and you dont go deep enough, said Rao Singh. What did you follow?

His affection for his friends.

No use. It leaves off at the head. His heart is sound enough, but when the brain sees disadvantages the head prevails. His brain is full of terror. Calm that.

I have tried, but he becomes afraid of me.

He is dreaming of nothing but dugpas. The whole universe seems full of evil to him. He has been badly poisoned. Get into his dream and let him see that what he fears is but the other side of what he loves. Make haste.

What Lhaten did then neither Grim nor I discovered, although we were almost exactly agreed, afterward, about the conversation and we both saw Lhaten sit down by Chullunder Ghoses head. Thereafter, Rao Singh monopolized attention, striding over to us where we sat together on the yak-skin bench, our backs against the wall.

And that is another circumstance in favor of the dream theory. I may have been too weak to stand, but I cannot imagine that Grim would have remained seated if he had been awake; ordinary manners would have made him stand up. When we discussed it afterward, Grim was as sure as I that both of us remained exactly as we were.

Rao Singh stood still and looked at us, his penetrating blue eyes dwelling first on Grims face, then on mine. He was not exactly awe-inspiring; he impressed one much too favorably for a sense of awe to creep into the feeling, which was rather of confidence combined with inability to understand him. There was no vanity about his dignity, no condemnation in his frown. When he spoke after several minutes he began in the middle of a sentence, as if he had been talking to us since he came into the hut:

  So you think it matters what is said of you, or what is done to you. But I tell you, nothing matters to you except what you think, and what you do to other people. If you expect praise for what you do and adulation in return for what you think, you may just as well give up thinking, because the world will only praise what pleases it and will only tolerate what does not cause it the necessity to think. It stifles thought with ostracism and with bayonets, and then flatters itself how wise it is. How wise are you?

He smiled, stood silent for a moment, and then went away and left us.

Neither of us spoke. I dare say it was twenty minutes before Grim asked whether I remembered just what Rao Singh had said and we began comparing notes. It first occurred to us it might have been a dream when we found that we did not agree as to minor details. Even then we did not care to interrupt Lhaten, who was motionless in meditation near the babu. But when Lhaten moved at last and stood up Grim asked him whether Rao Singh had gone for good, or whether we might expect him again presently.

From Rao Singh you will never know what to expect except benevolence, he answered.

So I put the question bluntly: Was he here, or was he not here?

He looked at me a moment rather keenly and then answered:

Before you will ever know much about Rao Singh you will have to learn not to discuss him. Not that it injures him in any way, but gossip is a rolling stone that runs downhill. Many a man who was climbing uphill has been hit by that stone and discouraged or else hurt. Some, who are nearer the bottom, where the stone has much more impetus, are crushed.

Were we awake or asleep? I asked.

My back was turned, he answered. Sleeping and waking are relative terms. Very few people indeed are awake at all until they die. Your friend Chullunder Ghose is feeling better.


CHAPTER XXIV. Chullunder Ghose

What shall it profit a man if he know more than he can possibly perform? Or if he can do more than he understands? Be moderate in all things, so preserving equilibrium, which is a form of justice that the gods love.
 from The Book Of The Sayings Of Tsiang Samdup



CHULLUNDER GHOSE recovered slowly, and suffered more than we did from the altitude, but from the moment his consciousness fully returned he seemed to have the same experience of thinking, as it were, in high relief with all the mental images appearing rounded and solid, instead of flat and spectral. Plus was plus; minus was minus; there was no borderland of doubt between them.

Unexpectedly he grieved over Narayan Singh, whom he had urged us not to bring on the expedition and with whom he had never arrived on terms of intimacy.

Sahibs, I was jealous of that Sikh. I loved him. He was a fighting fool, as sure to go off as a stick of dynamite. I was afraid of him. I hated his way of sitting by a fireside with that little hone and sharpening his saber. But I would give all I have to be able to wear such blinkers as he wore, and to have such firmity of purpose. Firmity of purpose  ah! To understand too much and see too much is my infirmity, since I see all around a thing. I see absurdities, where other men see only opportunities for valor. Sahibs, knowledge is a dreadful handicap. I envied that man Narayan Singh his blindness; he could not see the absurdity of things, and so he died a hero. But I fear me, I shall die in bed, which is of all abominations the least tolerable because it is the essence of expectedness and almost any fool can do it.

We remained three weeks in that stone but on the grim, white, wind-swept shoulder of a mountain, eating food that Lhaten and his men provided from I dont know what source and recovering strength slowly but without relapse. Lhaten would not hear of our moving on before I was fit to make long marches, although he made no such stipulation as regarded Chullunder Ghose.

For if our starting should depend on him, we might stay here a long time, he remarked as he eyed the babu sharply.

Chullunder Ghose, I thought, seemed disappointed by that decision. Announcement that Lhatens men would carry him aroused no noticeable satisfaction. He was not ill-tempered, but he wore an air of martyrdom when Lhatens men at last brought in the litter  and he was hoisted shoulder-high by four great smiling stalwarts who made nothing of the weight and only moved with greater dignity beneath it. He waved an almost tearful farewell to the hut.

I walked beside him for a while, until the track grew narrow and too rough for anything but single file; and it occurred to me to ask him why he had shown such affection for the hut.

I bade goodbye to all romance! he answered. Sahib, we are going to where they will teach us the truth about all our illusions, and I have too few illusions as it is!

He had some, nevertheless, though I am not quite sure what shape the most attractive of them took. At the end of three days exhausting struggle with the wind over a mountain trail that followed the line of a watershed, we started to descend toward a river that we learned from Lhaten was the Tsang-po. The following afternoon we entered a hermits cave, about a hundred feet above the river that came thundering through an ice-encrusted gorge around a turn a mile away on our left hand, widened and shallowed in front of the cave but flowed too rapidly to freeze except along the banks, and plunged over a cataract a mile below us. Over beyond the river was another range of mountains, snow-clad, and with no trail visible. Either Chullunder Ghose imagined he could swim that river, or else he suffered from the equally ridiculous delusion that we would let him drown himself. He climbed down to the waters edge by rough steps hewn in the rock, and the only reason why I followed him was that I wanted to study the rock formation where a buttress of the mountain jutted out into the stream. Suddenly Grim shouted front the cave mouth  pointed  and I saw Chullunder Ghose struggling in the river as the ice-cold current swept him toward midstream.

There was nothing in sight that would float and I had to plunge after him, cursing his bad manners, for the water chilled the very marrow in ones bones and, though it was no task to overhaul him, it was desperate work to reach the rock-staked shore across that current. Ice froze in my hair as I swam, and I could hear the thunder of the cataract grow louder as I caught the babu by the neck of his cloak, pulled him over on his back, and tried to turn toward the bank.

It was impossible. The only chance we had was to go forward with the current in the hope of being thrown up on an ice-covered beach across the river; and we never could have reached that if two men had not put out from the farther side in a sort of coracle made of inflated skins which they let out by a rope made fast to the shore and, paddling furiously, guided across our course. They hauled us into the unsteady craft and let it swing down current by the rope until it struck the ice at the edge of the beach, where it bucked and swayed and we had to jump toward ice strong enough to bear our united weight, whence we dragged the coracle, with the babu lying in the bottom of it, to the beach and safety.

Then we ran, dragging the babu with us, and lay breathless on a cave floor by a drift-wood fire while four men stripped us naked and rubbed warmth into our bones. Another dried our clothing at the fire.

It was an hour before Grim and Lhaten came, since they had to wait for another coracle to work its way across the river for them. And by that time it was dark. Grim said nothing, but sat down beside the fire when he had noticed I was not much worse for the experience. The Tibetans who had rescued us sat near him with the firelight on their faces, making them look like disembodied spirits framed in the flickering gloom. Lhaten paced to and fro with his hands behind him, paused after a while and, looking at the babu, said abruptly:

So. Well, we have crossed the river.

That was the only comment any of us made. In less than half-an-hour, before supper was ready, Chullunder Ghose was in delirium and raging fever. Lhaten brought snow and packed him in it, alternating that with sheep-skins, motioning the rest of us away, requesting silence and taking his place at last, cross-legged, near the babus head. There he remained the whole night long, except that once or twice when I awoke I heard him ordering one of those Tibetans who had rescued us to bring more ice. In the morning the fever was less and the babu was breathing easily but still unconscious. Lhaten told us we must march at once, but added, pointing at the babu:

Dont question him. Dont speak of it. That sort of fear is like a sleeping snake. If you stir it, it strikes.

That days march was the hardest of them all. The litter bearers had to pass their load from hand to hand up naked cliffs where there was hardly foothold and the wind blew such a gale that sometimes there was nothing possible to do but cling with hand and toe to the projections and wait for a lull. There was a couloir where the sky looked like a patch of smooth glass resting on the summit of the walls and, as we climbed, infinity appeared to yawn beneath us. Once, between the ridges of a parallel escarpment, we passed through a tunnel of snow and ice, through which the sun shone as if through heaps of jewelry. And there was one descent, of a mile or more, on sheet ice that we had to break for foothold. Lhaten led, pausing only to pay attention to Chullunder Ghose.

It was sunset when we reached this cave in which I am now writing. It is a long cave with two entrances that are very nearly at a right angle, and at the angles apex, facing the caves interior, there is the tall, carved image of a seated man, who rather resembles Rodins Thinker, except that his features are Asiatic and his figure like an Athenians of the time of Pericles. He is carved from a block of marble that crops out from between retaining walls of porphyry. The rest of the cave is partly porphyry and partly limestone.

There, that night, we slept, dog-weary. In the morning Lhaten said that Grim should go with him, but said he did not know how long Grim was likely to be absent. He offered to leave two Tibetans, one to tend the fire and cook for us, the other to help me with Chullunder Ghose, adding that a messenger would come at intervals with food and medicine. So Grim and I restated the terms of our bargain, argued a little about it and shook hands. I havent seen him since he strode away across the snow, two paces behind Lhaten.

There is a sort of altar in the middle of the cave, half-marble and half- porphyry, as smooth as glass except where broken, and the floor around it has been worn smooth by the tread of countless feet, although it does not seem to have been used for centuries. I got up on the altar and sat there after I had watched Grim vanish over the horizon, and for a while a sense of abject loneliness swept over me. The cave felt like a sepulcher. The cold, and the wind moaning in through the double entrance added physical discomfort. I began to feel as though I were going mad. I even went to the cave mouth with the thought of hurrying after Grim and calling him back to reconsider things but returned, determined to control myself by giving full attention to Chullunder Ghose.

He had no fever. He was lying in a sort of comatose condition, conscious, perfectly aware of me and of what had happened recently, but apparently unwilling to speak. I felt inclined to kick and shake him to arouse his will, but remembered what Lhaten had said about fear. I did not want to kick him into kingdom come or to terrify the reason put of him. Lhaten had restored his physical condition; he was breathing naturally and his pulse, if anything, was too quick. It was fear, it seemed to me, that had him by the brain and I wondered why Lhaten had not found some means to relieve it.

There was nothing else for me to do but occupy my mind with him and I began to try to think of ways of stirring up his will, to make him think of something else than what obsessed him and begin to talk. For a while I sang  all the idiotic songs I could remember  even danced, clowning for him as I used to do for men in mining camps to get them in a reasonable humor. But though I grew warm with the effort and recovered something of my own equanimity, it was afternoon before I found the way to manage the babu.

I sat down where he could not see me, near his head, as Lhaten had done, and began to moan. I havent cried for thirty years, but I can sob behind my hands like a Worthington pump with an overload and valves that need repacking. I can sound like a man with a broken heart and a cow with her throat cut moaning a duet. I kept that up for fifteen minutes, until at last the babus voice said very wearily:

What is it, Rammy sahib? Are you also hopeless person?

I pretended not to hear him and sobbed on, inserting a crescendo bar or two suggestive of hysteria. At last he sat up.

Rammy sahib, let us make clean breast of miserable business!

I sat in shadow, so he could not see I was dry-eyed, and in another minute he himself was crying, the tears streaming down into the coarse black beard that had made him hardly recognizable.

Rammy sahib, I am miserable babu! he exclaimed. Oh, would that I had died the way the Sikh did! I cannot go forward. I shall not submit to being made to see more clearly than I do. Yet, if I turn back I am self-confessed coward! Furthermore, how can I turn back! How shall I reach India, alone, alive? As a corpse I should no longer interest myself. And if I should succeed in reaching India, I should despise myself, because you and Jimgrim treated me as fellow man and yet I failed you. On the other hand, if I go forward they will teach me the reality of things, of which already I know much too much! It has been bad enough as failed B.A. to stick my tongue into my cheek and flatter blind men  pompous Englishmen and supine Indians  for a living. I have had to eat dust from the wheels of what the politicians think is progress; and I have had to be polite when I was patronized by men whom I should pity if I had the heart to do it! And I could endure it, Rammy sahib, because I only knew more than was good for me and not all of it by any means! I do not wish to know more. If I saw more clearly I should have to join the revolutionaries  who are worse than those they revolute against! It is already bad enough to have to toady to the snobs on top. To have to agree with the snobs underneath, who seek to level all men to a common meanness since they cannot admire any sort of superiority  that would be living death! I would rather pretend to admire the Englishman whose snobbery exasperates me, than repeat the lies of Indians whose only object is to do dishonestly and badly but much more cleverly what the English do honestly and with all the stupidity of which they are capable! I suggested that wisdom, if that should prove to be the essence of Sham-bha-las teaching, almost certainly would counterbalance revelation of the dismalness of things with knowledge of effective remedies.

No, no! he almost screamed. No more! Wisdom only makes the heart ache. For a babu with a wife and children ignorance is the best condition. But you also were weeping, Rammy sahib. You must tell me why you wept.

I told him the plain truth about it: that I had pretended, in order to get him to talk. At that he threw himself down on the blankets in abject misery, beating the floor with his fists.

Krishna! How I wish I had refused to come with you! he shouted. Then I should have suffered only from regret. But now what shall I do? WHAT SHALL I DO?

I went and climbed back on the altar, and sat there until one of the Tibetans came and cooked our supper at a small fire over in the farthest corner of the cave. I did not know what Grim would have to say to the determination that was forming in my mind and setting there as solidly as concrete. It was growing clear to me that I had neither right nor inclination either to compel Chullunder Ghose to go another yard with us or to desert him. Yet I knew that Grim would not desert me. I was torn between unwillingness to rob Grim of his goal and obligation, as clear as daylight, to stand by a man who had done nothing to forfeit our friendship.

I will take you back to India, I said at last. I dont know how. We shall have to ask Lhaten for guides and provisions. I will wait for Grim in India if we can persuade him not to come back with us.

During that night and the following day Chullunder Ghose spoke only at rare intervals. There was something he was turning over in his mind, but whenever he tried to speak of it he always checked himself and seemed to go back to his thinking. He was silent when, at sunset, a man came into the cave and handed me a note from Grim, scribbled in pencil on a leaf torn from a memorandum book.

All right, Jeff. Come forward. I am waiting in a guest house and can see our destination from the window. I refused pointblank to go another yard without you, but I never was so keen on anything in all my life. However, the bearer of this, who is somebody, will doubtless do his best to scare both of you of the lot, so summon all your resolution, put the spurs into Chullunder Ghose, and come soon. J.G.

I read the note by firelight and then looked up at the man who brought it to me. He was tall, straight, robed in yak-skin, bearded, neither a Tibetan nor a Rajput. He resembled Michael Angelo  or John Singer Sargents painting of Moses. It was difficult to see him in the firelight.

You may come, he said in sonorous English, but neither may the bird return into the egg nor you resume your former ignorance. I warn you: stay away, if you have any hunger for the life you knew.

I answered, I had found the world quite good enough for me but Grim was much the best thing in it, so that if I should have to choose between losing Grim or all my other friends I must decide to go with Grim.

But Ive a friend here, I added, who needs looking after and who prefers to turn back. Consequently, I must turn back. Will you kindly tell Grim

I paused, for I hardly knew what he should tell him. It was no use lying. I suspected he would not consent to take a lying message, anyhow. I asked a question:

Was there something about willingness? Lhaten said

Your own free will, he answered.

Then will you kindly tell Grim I have been refused admission on the ground that I am not entirely willing. Say that I shall wait for him in India, and that I hold him strictly to our bargain, the terms of which were that we should all three try to enter and the devil take the hindermost.

For about a minute he was silent and his face in firelight took on something of the expression of that Thinker carved in marble near the entrance of the cave. Then:

Speak! Which way do you prefer? he asked, in a voice like no mans I had ever heard. He did not speak loud. Neither is an earthquake loud. I answered:

I should rather go with Grim, but

Chullunder Ghose spoke up, crying aloud to call attention to himself, then bowing three or four times, Hindu fashion  seated cross-legged, that is, and repeatedly raising both hands to his forehead.

Pranam! he exclaimed in Hindi. This babu has come a long way, seeking  seeking.

What have you sought! asked he who stood beside me.

Nameless one, my heart is seeking what this head denies! He beat his head with both hands. My heart is a lion. My head is a jackal. There are these two sahibs who have never stooped to be my fellow men; they have never imagined me anything else. Not stooping, they have seen me as their equals. Shall I undeceive them?

Let the heart speak.

Shall I show ingratitude?

Strip the heart bare.

How shall I repay them?

He who asks repayment  nay, I tell you, he who will accept it, is a victim of illusion. That which has been given, is not given if the giver can retake it. He who looks for his reward receives the ashes of his own gift. As the sun sends forth his rays into the dark, thus only shall a man give of his manhood. There is nothing else.

Holy one, give me then, of your manhood! said the babu; and the man beside me smiled as if he liked that answer.

Can the jackal kill the lion? he retorted. Not until the lion is caught in a trap, when none the less the jackal fears to kill him, saying Whence will come the carrion I preyed on? The lion is the heart that hunts. The jackal is the head that whimpers and yelps and guzzles dead stuff that the lion leaves. What says your heart?

I am unwilling to betray these sahibs. I am the man they trusted.

And the head?

I am afraid.

There was silence then for longer than a minute, while the babu sat swaying himself in agony of indecision. The firelight shone on beads of sweat that stood out on his forehead. Holding the wall to support himself, at last he stood up, standing very straight for a man recovering from sickness.

I am afraid, he said, but I shall face fear. I will go alone to India. I say, I will. If Ramsden sahib wishes to return with me, he shall not. I will not permit; for I will rather kill myself than keep him or Jimgrim from their goal. That is all. I will return alone to India.

He sat down and collapsed, laying his head on the rolled sheepskin that served for pillow.

You will return. Who said you will return alone? the man beside me asked.

My head  my head. It aches!

Aye, aches because the heart has beaten it! Lhaten shall go with you to Darjeeling. When your head says you have thrown away what you might have had, your heart shall answer: You have given. For without you, your friends would have refused to enter; and yet with you they could not have entered, because none may come but of his own free will.

Then goodbye, Rammy sahib, said the babu, rather piteously, doing his best to sit up and to smile. He tried to hold his hand out, but collapsed again. I told him I would stay with him until he should be fit to travel, never mind how long that might be; and as I said that, another thought occurred to me.

They must be secrets that are told where Grim and I are going  very well kept secrets. Shall I ever be allowed to write about them, or to talk of them! I asked.

Then they would not be secrets, said the man beside me. What is known in the heart cannot be spoken by the lips. What you learn, you will live; what you think, you will do; there is no other way.

But until then I am in no way pledged to secrecy?

In no way.

So I asked him for paper and pens and an ink pot, which he sent by messenger in two days time together with a fat brass tube with caps at either end in which to pack my manuscript. And ever since, for nearly four weeks, while Chullunder Ghose recovered from his illness, I have sat here at the porphyry and marble altar writing what I can remember of our journey.

He who brought the paper told me that Grim had gone forward as soon as he heard of how the babus difficulty had been solved; so I suppose when I get there that Grim will be, as usual, a dozen or more jumps ahead of me in comprehension. But I would rather keep my eye on Grims back than be neck-and-neck with any other dozen men I know.

It is an hour after dawn and wind is blowing like a whip-lash through the entrance of the cave. Chullunder Ghose is well, and ready for his journey. I shall send this manuscript by his hand to Will Hancock at the mission near Darjeeling, and if Will decides that it is fit to see the light of day in company with his books on the Pentateuch and what not else, he has my leave to publish it or to send it along to another friend of mine, who, having no board of trustees to censor his activities, may see fit to stand as its sponsor. If he does so, he is warned that he will run risks, since a reputation for veracity depends on making such assertions as the public thinks are true. I can hardly expect him to believe what Rao Singh said: that it makes no difference what people think of you, or what they do to you. The only thing that matters to you is what you think, and what you do to others. If he should by chance believe it, I can hardly hope that he will act on it; so probably this manuscript of mine will never see the light of day.

I have been warned that somebody will come for me this morning, and that I shall have to go at once without keeping him waiting. I have given to Chullunder Ghose an order on my bankers that he seems to think not niggardly. He copiously overestimates the value of this manuscript and is as proud as Lucifer to be entrusted with its delivery.

He is standing beside me, waiting to insert this last page into the tube. He dislikes some of my quotations of his speeches, but has promised faithfully to deliver every sheet untampered with to Hancock.

Now I hear them coming  

* * * * *

There is a big black blot here, and the manuscript ends abruptly.  Ed.

THE END


QUEEN CLEOPATRA
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QUEEN CLEOPATRA

She had her own physician, Olympus, to whom she told the truth, and asked his advice...as Olympus himself has told us, in a narrative which he wrote of these events.

 PLUTARCH  Life of Antony.


FROM THE DIARY OF OLYMPUS THE PHYSICIAN

As a physician I have studied life that I might know the meaning of its end and its beginning  death. And now, toward the end of one life, with a death so close its shadow comforts me, I reach this judgment which, I think, is nearer to the truth than any I have well weighed heretofore:

That as an anvil is the earth; and as a smiths sledge is a destiny, that shapes us to an end far different from our beginning. So it may be that this interval, between a birth and death, is but a visit to a workshop of the gods, where resolution heats us and adversity descends on us as hammer-blows, reshaping us for purposes we are not able to perceive. It may be that a few, who seem more fortunate than others, have been put to proof in other lives, and so need not much shaping on the forge in this one; for I see that there are periods of making ready, and then periods of being put to use. But what that use is, I see only dimly, and at times, as when we glimpse a far-off star, not knowing even then whereof the nature of that star consists.

I have undergone grief; I have witnessed tragedy. And I have seen what seemed to be injustice, without daring to accuse of ignorance those Wiser Ones to whom we look for governance as they, I think, in turn look higher yet. And I have wrought wrong without making restitution, neither knowing how nor having opportunity, as also I have now and then done good without receiving my reward.

The noblest woman that I knew  I saw her drink the dregs of bitterness and die in shame. Some evil men and traitors I have seen prevail. I saw a great man come into his power, and I doubted neither justice nor the Ultimate, although I saw the swath, of fortunes and of hopes, that, in his coming, he laid low.

How dimly I perceive! But now I gain a great hope from the contemplation of this answer to the riddle of all life: Although we live in multitudes, and we afflict or profit individuals and multitudes, we die alone, emerging one by one into a life, compared to which these earth-lives are a little sleep and a forgotten dream. The fruits of what we dreamed we did, succeeding dreamers reap. It is the spirit of the will, the quality of deeds that are inseparable from us. Though a great work crumble and a great book perish in the flame, and though a great soul die in sorrow and a mean man triumph, I believe the gods will greet as comrades those who played a noble part, though our nobility on earth be reckoned infamy and though the very goal for which we strove on earth should altogether perish.


CHAPTER I. A kings ship! But which kings?

How often and with how great a longing I have tried to read the heavens! Yet the sea is nearer; can I understand that? Land is underfoot; about me is a host of other men; and I myself am nearest to myself of all things. If I find it difficult to know myself and to discover what my next act ought to be, is there a likelihood that I can read anothers heart or know the meaning of the sky? I doubt  I welcome doubt when men say this or that of any one except themselves. And when they speak about themselves, however solemnly, I wonder whether they know any more of them than I of me.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CLEOPATRA yawned. The rising sun, with a hint in its hue of the heat it had left behind in Asia, began brightening the gilt and marble coloring of the harbor water, streaking it with silver, making spots of gorgeous color where the seaweed and the scum and flotsam drifted. Through the windows, the masts of a hundred ships appeared like pen-strokes in the haze. Three crows came and perched on the marble balcony rail, alert and impudent, as Cleopatra jumped from her bed and came out under the awning, stretching herself.

Charmian! she called. Oh, Charmian!

Charmian entered through the Persian curtains at the rear of the room, wearing one of the new-fashioned Indian cotton dresses with a pale blue fringe that well offset her coppery golden hair. For a while the two gazed seaward, arms about each others shoulders. Then:

I had a dream, said Cleopatra, half closing her eyes to recall it. This palace was mine, and I could see all Egypt. It was mine, too. Somebody  I dont know who  had banished Ptolemy and Arsinoe with all their brood of eunuchs. He had given me the reins, and he was watching me. He wasnt a god, and he wasnt Apollodorus, or Diomedes, or Olympus. It was a true dream, not a nightmare.

She spoke Greek with the broad Macedonian vowel sounds and the eclectic choice of words of an accomplished linguist.

Any fool can die, she went on. I am not afraid of their poisons and daggers.

Then what do you fear? asked Charmian.

To die at the wrong moment.

Seven more crows joined the three on the railing.

They are talking again of making you marry Ptolemy, said Charmian. They held a conference last night that did not break up until an hour or two ago.

Who told you?

Lollianè. She had it from Apollodorus. He had it from Theodotus, who told Apollodorus to tell you.

So it comes from my brothers tutor, does it? Well, do you see those crows? said Cleopatra. I would rather trust them than Theodotus. What else did they say at the conference? Have they any news?

None  only yesterdays, that Pompey has defeated Caius Julius Caesar. That puts them in a quandary, because you lent Pompey fifty ships, which should make Pompey your friend. And Romes treasury must be empty. Pompey will have no other way of rewarding his legions than to swoop down and seize the wealth of Egypt. He will probably support you. That was what the talk was all about. There was nothing else to discuss, with that dread hanging over them. So they decided the best thing to do is to carry out your fathers will in every detail, marry you to Ptolemy, and make it difficult for Pompey to befriend you without recognizing your brother and, of course, themselves.

What they do to my dead body, only their own vileness may dictate, said Cleopatra. While I live it is mine and it is I who dispose of it. No. Not to the highest bidder, Charmian. Strange how you virgins think of nothing but the highest bidder! My brain and my body are all that I have to fight with, but they are good weapons.

Charmian nodded. But they say, she went on, that, as far as the law is concerned, the marriage could be effected without your being present. There is ample precedent. Some contended last night that a brother and sister marriage is a good thing, because inbreeding tends to fix the type of royalty. The priests say the ancient Egyptians practiced it.

This is modern Egypt, Cleopatra answered. You speak, Charmian, as if you agree with them.

No. I am reporting to you. And they say, if you refuse, they may marry Arsinoe to Ptolemy, put them on the throne together and repudiate you.

Charmian followed Cleopatras gaze seaward. There were a thousand sounds; all Alexandria was stirring. Not two hundred paces from the palace windows melons were being unloaded from a barge to an accompanying thwacking of an overseers stick reminding a slave-gang that the night was over. Beyond the wharves and the crisscrossed spars and masts the calkers hammers had begun. The guard changed at the gate below; the clang of arms resounded, followed by the retreating tramp of the men who had been relieved.

But sound travels strangely over water, and particularly when the sea is still, with that oily sheen on it that foretells beat. Totally distinct from all the other sounds, seeming to come now from this direction, now from that, there was a pulsation, suggesting a hint of martial music.

A ship, I suppose, remarked Charmian after a long pause.

Do you think they are making that noise to their gods? suggested Cleopatra. What extraordinary gods the sailors worship! If I were a god, and sailors made that noise to me, I would send a tempest!

Look, exclaimed Charmian, there goes the harbor master.

Ready to sell the port to the first strong bidder, or to plunder the first weak one, Cleopatra commented without changing her expression or her tone of voice, but rather as if she were memorizing facts for future reference.

The great marble watch-tower on the Isle of Pharos  like a gleaming phantom nearly five hundred feet tall  was just beginning to be visible as the sun sucked up the mist. A stumpy ship, as big but not so graceful as Cleopatras royal barge, possessed of prodigious overhangs that made her pitch to the slightest swell, got up anchor with a deal of shouting and made toward the harbor mouth. The oars hit the water unevenly  sulkily  as if the gang were half awake. As sharp as the crack of trodden seaweed came the whip on naked shoulders, and the ship veered off her course a moment when the slaves quickened the time unevenly; then, having eaten enough punishment, they swung together and the harbor masters wake became a thing of reasonable dignity.

More leisurely, but with almost as much shouting, two long war-ships, each with two banks of oars, cast off their warps and followed, keeping their distance, line abreast, as if they preferred to look at what the mist might bring forth before deciding what to do. They had no beaks and they hardly resembled war-ships, except for groups of archers standing near the bow; and they had the same long overhangs as the harbor masters craft, that possibly were good for estuary work but that suggested neither comfort nor safety when driving into long seas. Their oars thumped rhythmically, but the noise did not obliterate that other, approaching sound.

Suddenly Cleopatra caught her breath, for never educated Greek lived who did not thrill to the challenge of beauty.

A light air from the westward lifted the gossamer curtain of mist and the sun blazed on a golden prow, shaped like a serpent that raised its glittering head against a purple sail. A ship whose sides were all vermilion, except where white foam boiling from her bow uncovered flashes of gleaming metal below the water-line, came head-on toward the harbor mouth, her long oars sparkling as they smote the blue seas into swirling streaks of green and white.

Oh! Cleopatra gasped. Oh! Any life is worth living when things like this happen!

Armed men were in the ships bow  great men in helmets. Under the curve of the enormous purple fore-sail could be seen the figure of the helmsman leaning his weight against the steering oar, with a bigger man, the captain of the ship, beside him. Aloft, perched high on the foremast was a cup-shaped nest that shone as if built of bronze, the heads of men protruding over its brim.

Surely no Roman ship! No Roman has such taste as that! A kings ship! But which kings?

Cleopatras eyes were glittering. Whatever was royal and brave thrilled her to the point where emotion, ceasing, became contact with the gods. She seemed something more than woman in that moment.

From behind her, through the wide opening between room and balcony, six women came and stood with fruit and cakes on silver dishes and milk in an alabaster goblet.

They tried to call her attention but she dismissed them with a gesture  then changed her mind suddenly and seized two handfuls of the cakes, which she threw to the crows. She watched the birds pounce and fly away, and for about two minutes after that her attention was divided between the oncoming ship and one crow that devoured its cake on a near-by roof. The bird opened its beak wide, fluttered and fell dead.

Whose ship? Cleopatra repeated. Charmian did not answer.

The long ship swerved until the after-sail came into full view and the rowers beads all along one side were visible. And now the noise explained itself  cymbals, drums and harps under the break of the bow, where the big man on the poop could see them and set the time with a staff that he held in his right hand.

Sixty oars to a bank, and three banks! Cleopatra said, counting. And, oh, they move like music! Charmian, did you ever see such grandeur expressed in anything? Whose ship can it be?

Charmian turned her head, but checked herself in mid-speech, pointing:

Was that dead bird there just now? she demanded.

No. Let one of the women pack it in a box and send it to Potheinos with my salutation. Bid him and Ptolemy his master eat it. Bid Lollianè deliver the message  they wont dare to harm her  not just yet; they think Apollodorus loves her. That is not yet true  not yet. Then send Diomedes to me  I must find out whose ship that is.

Charmian crossed the bedroom to the door and the moment she opened it a man of over fifty years of age strode in as if he had been waiting to be summoned. His sinews resembled molded metal. His skin, except where the scars were ill-concealed by artificial stain, had been burned brass-color by the sun. His shaved upper lip was straight and quarrelsome and a curled, short, black beard stuck forward pugnaciously under it. He wore the Grecian military kilt, that came not more than mid-way down his thighs, and kept one hand on the bronze hilt of a Damascus sword, whose scabbard was embossed with portraits of the legendary heroes.

He was in no wise disconcerted by a nearly naked queen, he also being Greek. He saluted with an air of veteran fidelity, then peered under his right hand seaward, his eyes narrowing to slits because of the strong glare on the water.

Whose ship, Diomedes?

Tros! By Osiris, Tros! May all the gods regard his impudence!

His voice was as harsh as shaken iron, and it made Cleopatra smile.

The long ship, having rounded the Pharos, well within the harbor now, bore down on the harbor masters sluggish craft without again changing course or checking speed. The wind had ceased to fill the sails, but the beat of the martial music quickened and the long oars flashed response  vermilion blades a-plunge in jade-green, leaving egg-white foam on royal blue  until, urged by sudden panic and the whip, the harbor masters crew went to work frantically to row their craft out of the way. She of the purple sails boiled on without changing her course by a hairs breadth, straight for a point midway between the war-ships, leaving the scandalized harbor master pitching and rocking in her wake.

And then another marvel, heightened by the drifting mist that had again obscured the Pharos; suddenly she brailed those purple sails, as swiftly as they take in awnings when the first rain of a season bursts on pleasure gardens. At a clanging signal from the cymbals and the harps, she swung, with starboard oars aback and port oars pulling short swift strokes that hardly buried the vermilion blades, turning in her own length. And there she lay, broadside to the war-ships bows, her golden serpent grinning at them, and her four great catapults drawn taut by unseen mechanism.

Cleopatra caught her breath again. Tros of Samothrace? She laughed, with a half-note of excitement peculiar to her. I remember him well. He came to my fathers court and said the world was round. I stood behind the curtain, and they punished me afterward for saying I agreed with him. My father agreed with him, too, being drunk, and not afraid when he was drunk; but the priests said such mysteries were not good for people to know, and they tried to have Tros imprisoned, but Olympus warned him, and my father gave him some money, being drunk again, so that he might go away and prove what shape the world is.

Olympus should have minded his own business! said Diomedes, thrusting his beard forward, scowling.

Seeing he was not looking at her, Cleopatra smiled, and one of her women, believing the smile auspicious, came forward with slippers and a thin robe of silk, embroidered with Persian roses.

Charmian returned and stood beside her.

Do you think there will be a battle? Charmian asked. Oh, you virgins, remarked Cleopatra. Virgins think of nothing but extremes  no middle course!

Diomedes uttered a brassy cackle of a laugh. They say of Tros, he never fights if he can get what he wants by running, he remarked; but it was not quite clear whether he approved of that or not.

He of Samothrace, it seemed, had no intention of beginning the hostilities. The cymbals clanged again. The oar-blades on the port side all flashed forward to the limit of their scope and hung there, ready to snatch and swing the ship entirely round.

I wonder what he wants, said Cleopatra.

Water  food  fuel  medicine  fresh fruit  news  information  any of the things that mariners put into port for, Diomedes answered. Crews go sick and mutiny unless they are allowed on shore at intervals. Or perhaps he brings news of Roman doings  Aries! The clumsy, mud-begotten fellaheen! I am ashamed! By Alexanders right hand, if we had a man like Tros, and one such ship, we could defy your brothers mongrels  and Rome  and

All the world, if only Tros would admit the world is flat! laughed Cleopatra.

Diomedes scowled, He did not like irreverence.

Watch those clumsy, ill-trained idiots! he muttered.

One of the war-ships had put a rowboat overside and managed it so awkwardly that the boat upset, spilling men into the harbor. So the other war-ship lowered a boat in turn while the crew of the first were fished for, and an officer was rowed toward the long vermilion ship, who did a deal of shouting at long range before venturing cautiously alongside.

Oh, well, I suppose that means Tros will join my brother. They will buy him, said Cleopatra.

It was her first note of discouragement that day. But suddenly her mood changed.

Diomedes! Go and  no! Your imagination is as flat as you think the world is! Besides, I want you for something else! Find me Apollodorus. Tell him to reach Tros of Samothrace, and to win him over to my side. Tell him he may promise anything  you understand me? Anything!

Tros is not the man to choose the weaker of two sides, Diomedes objected, recovering possession of his middle age, that patronized her youth. And promises  Tros has heard them by the hundred thousand. Neither is Apollodorus likely to pursue safe courses.

That is why I send Apollodorus and not you! He makes no gods of mothy precedents! Go, tell Apollodorus he must bring me Tros of Samothrace  must bring him here! When you have done that, go into the city and buy me food that has not been poisoned! Buy it yourself, have it cooked in your own household and bring it to me with your own hands! That is how much I trust you. Go, sir!

Diomedes backed away, the buckles of bronze armor clanking. He looked as unimaginative and as honest as the door-post that he struck before he turned and left the bedroom.

Cleopatra gestured to her women. Dress me, she commanded. Three of them went to make ready the bath, and for a long time she paid no attention to the other three, who stood mute, in a row on the balcony threshold, looking nervous. They were dressed in the loose, white Syrian slave-smocks without border or embroidery, but though the slave-look haunted them, they had a definite air of being better bred and educated than the ordinary run of servants.

The small boat rowed back to the war-ship. The first war-ship swung and started slowly for the inner harbor; the second followed, even more slowly, seeming to strive after dignity but failing, because, every time a whip cracked, an oar moved out of time. The harbor master appeared in doubt what to do and dawdled in the offing. The long vermilion ship lay still, her oar-blades idle on the water but the spaces between them as exactly measured as the teeth of a gigantic comb. Nothing happened until the Egyptian ships had passed into the inner harbor.

Then the man on the poop shook his staff and suddenly the cymbals clanged. The oars leaped into life with an intoxicating quiver of trained strength held in restraint  . paused, ready for the dip  and plunged, as the staff set the time for the tune of the harps and the cymbals that governed the speed.

That is the way to rule  the way I will rule, said Cleopatra. That man has dignity.

The long ship, heedless of the harbor-masters shouts, ignoring him as utterly as whales ignore the gulls, advanced to within a cables length of the public wharf about a bow-shot from the palace windows and dropped anchor. She was instantly surrounded by a swarm of small boats, some of which tried to make fast to her stern. But the man on the high poop shouted, and though the moving bulwark with its shields was lowered, and a ladder was hung overside, no small boat trespassed within the reach of the vermilion oar-blades.

It was not until armed men had been stationed at regular intervals along the ships sides that the oars were drawn in through the ports and the big man, followed by three others, descended the ladder into one of the shore-boats, deliberately chosen from the swarm that plied for hire.

He was rowed ashore and swallowed by the yelling crowd that already choked the wharf, making his way through it with the sturdy gait peculiar to deep-sea captains. Then the small boats, full of shouting hucksters, circled around and around the great ship, keeping their distance because of businesslike-looking watchmen armed with slings.

A barge-load of outrageously behaving women tried to approach the ladder, but an officer on the high poop threatened and the flat barge backed away, the women screaming ribaldry and someone on the barge inciting them to greater effort. Two of the women stripped themselves and danced naked on the barges foredeck, obscenely wriggling their stomachs.

Cleopatra turned and faced her slaves, who flinched but stood their ground. They had seen the crow die. One was still holding the goblet of milk, and another the plate of cakes. The third, a Circassian, had nothing in her hand.

Drink the milk! Cleopatra commanded, looking straight at the Circassian.

Charmian bit her lip. The Circassian hesitated, caught her breath, then laughed half bravely and took the goblet from the others hand.

If I had known, she said, I would have eaten and drunk to warn you they were poisoned.

She mastered herself and raised the goblet to her lips.

I should have known. I deserve to die. Farewell, O Queen!

Cleopatra snatched the goblet from her. She dashed its contents in the faces of the other two.

Call the guard! she commanded.

Charmian ran to the door. Two Nubians entered, stolid and solid as polished ebony, with leopard-skin over their shoulders and immense swords sheathed in scabbards of red leather.

That Circassian is innocent, but take those other two slaves to my sister Arisinoe and tell her she should punish them for failure  even as I am being punished for having failed to do my duty long ago. I should have slain Arsinoe.

The Nubians seized the trembling women by the arms and hurried them away. Cleopatra turned to the Circassian.

Is the bath ready? she asked. Oh, if we could wash away our bodies and leave nothing but our souls! Osiris! But what black loathsome objects some of us would be!


CHAPTER II. Queen? Which queen?

Be man what he may, the fact is, nevertheless, that he conceives himself to be something different from what he appears to himself to be and to what others think he is.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



THE palace occupied the whole of the Lochias Promontory, which jutted out into the harbor and was surrounded by a high wall. Thus the Royal Area consisted almost of a city in itself.

Outside that Lochias wall, at its eastward end, not far from the public wharves but far enough to avoid the smell of fish and other perishable cargoes, was a block of palatial apartments facing inward on a courtyard in which a fountain played amid palms and semi-tropical shrubs.

There was always a swarm of men and women at the bronze gate, which stood wide open day and night but was guarded by armed Nubian slaves who admitted nobody without credentials. Within that courtyard there was never a woman seen since it was part of the pose of the gilded bachelors who lived there to pretend to avoid women, and particularly matrimony. They regarded themselves as the salt of the earth  sole arbiters of fashion, sport and politics. They patronized and honestly admired the arts and kept themselves, at least in theory, abreast of all the sciences, in which Alexandria led the world. They were mostly pure Greek by ancestry, spoke Greek and regarded themselves as Greeks, although there were Latins among them  very rarely an Egyptian. They thought of Alexandria as a Greek jewel bound on to the brow of Africa.

Apollodorus leaned against a palm within the courtyard, discussing the merits of certain horses with a group of his Cappadocian grooms. He glanced up sharply as he saw Diomedes come clanking importantly through the gate, then continued his conversation. Diomedes came on until the grooms slunk aside to make room for him, but Apollodorus affected not yet to have seen the veteran.

Greeting, Apollodorus.

Voice of Pluto! Man of iron, how you terrify me! May the beautiful gods, if there are any, forgive you, Diomedes! You havent shaved your upper lip this morning.

What is that to you? Faugh! You smell like a woman, of roses! I have been up all night, protecting the life of the young Queen to whom you profess such wordy loyalty. If you had manlier inclinations, Apollodorus, you might put your talents to a better use than setting fashions and admiring your own beauty. I would admire a few good scars on you.

Man of blood! But to what do I owe the honor of this visit? Do you think I am corruptible? You havent come because you love me. What then?

I have come to find out how reliable you are. Horns! I am a soldier. I seek deeds, not words! said Diomedes angrily. I seek no favors. Zeus forbid that!

Arent you mixing your theology? First Horus, and now Zeus! They say they have some very interesting gods in India; why not add them to your list? There was a lecture about them in the library  discreetly distant entities to swear by, too remote for consequences!

Isis! How long shall I brook your insolence? I bring you a direct command from Royal Egypt.

Oh, you are running an errand for her? That is different. What says she, O oldest of all messengers!

I am young enough to slit your cockscomb! Take care how you irritate me! You are to find Tros the Samothracian, who came ashore from that ship with the purple sails.

And? Having found him? What then?

Bring him.

To you?

To me.

She said that?

Yes.

Diomedes, you astonish me! You at your age! She has all the intuitions that distinguish royalty from blunderers like you and sybarites like me. She would know without anyone telling her, that I would not run your errand. I know you are lying to me, Diomedes!

You Sicilian rogue!

Diomedes faced about and Apollodorus mocking laugh followed him out through the gate to where slaves awaited him, holding his restless red stallion.

My chariot! Apollodorus ordered then. Who knows where Tros of Samothrace went?

His grooms knew all the gossip. Two of them vied to be first to inform him.

To the house of Esias  Esias the Jew.

The chariot, cream-colored, gilt-edged, decorated with colored painting representing the nine Muses and drawn by three white horses, was at the gate in charge of a Thracian charioteer almost more swiftly than Apollodorus could reach his chambers and throw on a light driving cloak of cloth-of-gold. The Thracian passed him the reins and sat facing the rear, on one of the two small seats. Apollodorus guided the impatient team through crowded cross-streets at a slow trot.

There was a kaleidoscope of color  shopfronts, garments, head-dresses, and every imaginable shade of human skin. The din was a delirium of many tongues, for all the languages of the Levant were spoken in Alexandria. The smell was of spices and fruit, and of flowers crushed underfoot. The flow of movement, mixed of dignity and restlessness, was mainly north and south, from the wharves on the shore of the Mareotic Lake at the citys rear to the sea-front. Long lines of loaded slaves, with a foreman in front of them shouting for right of way, threaded the swarm that jammed the corners of the streets to listen to excited public speakers airing views on topics of the moment.

Handsome slaves, gaudily dressed to challenge attention and selected for their strength of lung, stood on platforms to yell news of auctions, amusements and cure-all remedies. Beggars, tumblers and performers of acrobatic tricks, singers of topical songs and groups of itinerant musicians completed the confusion, and at times Apollonius had to draw rein until the charioteer could press to the front and force a passage. He was not recognized until he swung eastward into the Street of Canopus and let the horses break into a gallop.

But the moment the galloping hooves were heard, heads turned and he was greeted with the joyous roar of a crowd that loved its sports above its pocketbook. The cheers increased into a tumult until the colonnaded arches of the three-mile-long street volleyed with applause:

Apollodorus! Oh, Apollodorus!

It was paved, that street, and all the buildings facing it were built of marble. It was more than a hundred feet broad, stretching the full length of Alexandria from gate to gate. The roofs of the colonnades were riotous with flowers and womens garments; they were the stadium from which merchants wives viewed the frequent political rioting, or delighted equally to watch the chariots of men of fashion racing, in despite of law, in mid-street. But there was only one chariot deemed worthy of attention when Apollodorus came in view.

Men, women, children, soldiers, slaves, all surged to catch a glimpse of him. Speed  furious speed preserved him from being hemmed in and almost worshiped. He drove with apparent recklessness that masked consummate skill, standing with legs apart, his golden cloak afloat in the breeze behind him, laughing and waving his hand to the crowd that poured in from the side-streets just a stride too late to block his way.

Women threw flowers from upper windows. One tossed her heavy bracelet into the chariot from the roof of the colonnade; it hit the charioteer, drawing blood. Apollodorus threw a kiss to her, and bade the Thracian keep the bracelet as a salve for damages. The whole voice of Alexandria seemed blended into one exultant roar:

Apollodorus! Oh-h-h! Apollodorus!

The swarm grew denser as he neared the Jewish quarter at the east end of the city, for the uproar had warned the throngs in meaner streets, who flowed into the Street of Canopus ahead of him and forced him to slow down at last. He gave the reins then to the charioteer and made the best of it with good grace, sitting down on the little rear seat to lean out and grasp the hands of men, laughing when a woman jumped into the chariot. She kissed him, pulling his wreath awry. He gave it to her. The crowd snatched it, tearing it to pieces to wear as favors.

The last half-mile was covered at a slow walk, and even that speed would have been impossible if the Thracian had not tickled the horses with his whip to make them rear and plunge; but they arrived at last in front of a building that was as big, if not as beautiful, as any on that famous street.

It was of the same decadent Greek design as all the others, fronted by a Corinthian colonnade; but sacks of corn, opened for inspection, and men of many nations, some sailors, some from the desert, lounging in the three wide doorways and sprawling on long benches on the sidewalk, gave the place an untidy atmosphere of business that seemed to have overflowed from the dense and shabby back-streets where the Jews lived cheek by jowl in smelly tenements.

Apollodorus jumped out of the chariot and reached the shop door in one bound, escaping into gloom where counters served by fifty or sixty slaves reached in long parallel rows from front to rear. He was met and greeted by a curly-bearded Jew, dressed in embroidered silk, whose dark face was a cartoon of oblique diplomacy.

Greeting! Greeting! Greeting! Noble Apollodorus! The Jew clasped his own right hand in his left and shook it, as if shaking hands with fortune. Golden greeting! We are honored! What is it we are privileged to do for the noble Apollodorus? Corn for the stable  good corn, heavy and plump in the grain? A new slave? We have a new consignment of Circassians and Greeks  some very pretty girls guaranteed virgins  some Persians  an Arabian or two  and three from Gaul, extremely choice. Or is it

Esias! Esias himself! Apollodorus interrupted.

How delighted he will be! How flattered! How it will grieve him that he is engaged in private conference and cannot

Spare his grief then, Judas, and avoid its consequences! Lead me in.

But, my Lord, I dare not! He is closeted just now with an important visitor, the great Tros, Lord of Samothrace.

Announce me, or I go in unannounced!

But the Lord Tros said

Apollodorus began to stride toward the shops rear, where two seamen in red kilts, who wore big gold earrings and assorted weapons, guarded the door of Esias private sanctum. Judas, fawning like a brown-eyed dog, tried to restrain him, then, having failed, pushed past the seamen and flung the door open.

The Lord Apollodorus! he announced, and shut the door again behind him silently.

At the rear of a large, low, dingy room sat two men, their backs to a window. There were shelves of papyrus and parchment documents on either hand and stacks of locked wooden boxes marked with red Hebrew characters. Samples of spice on a table filled the whole room with a pungent smell. In the darkest corner squatted three slaves, with stylus and tablet, ready to take dictation but out of ear-shot until required.

The two men in the window rose grudgingly, as if annoyed by the interruption. One was an elderly Jew, with the dark oiled hair in curls on either side of his olive-colored face. It was the handsome, rather crafty face of a cautious friend or a resourceful enemy. His brown eyes shone like topaz. His beard was beautifully curled. His wrinkled hands were long and subtly flexible. His cloak, of dark, embroidered crimson silk, had come from eastward of where, in popular opinion, a trackless sea poured over the rim of the world.

Noble Apollodorus! he murmured, bowing, and made a sharp noise with his fingers indicating to the slaves where they should set a chair for his guest.

The other man was like a weather-beaten Heracles. His height was an inch or two less than six feet, but his strength and his commanding presence made him seem much taller. Leonine, amber-yellow eyes peered challenging from under dense black hair, bound low on his forehead by a circlet of plain gold. His neck which had been browned by wind and sun, bore the big head with unconquerable grandeur, emphasized by barbaric gold ear-rings and a black beard, curled up short.

His cloak, of golden cloth, was bordered with wide crimson, and under that he wore a blue tunic embroidered with intricate designs in gold thread. There were massive jeweled rings on three fingers of either hand and a heavy bracelet on his right wrist. A long sword, sheathed in leather stamped with designs in gold and green, lay on the seat beside him, and there was a curiously carved dagger at his waist. His hairy legs, as strong as trees, were spread apart, deep-sea fashion, as he stood with his broad back to the light and stared at Apollodorus.

The noble Apollodorus, seven times Victor in the Games  the noble Tros, a lord of Samothrace, Esias announced, introducing them, and resumed his seat.

If you have business with me, be swift with it, said he of Samothrace.

He sat down slowly, with an air of taking soundings first, less ponderous than deliberate of movement, but he looked as capable as the sea itself of swift surprises.

I am Connoisseur of Arts to Egypts Queen.

Queen? Which queen?

One is  will be plenty, Apollodorus answered.

Esias informs me, said Tros with a voice like rolling thunderbolts, that there are two queens and two kings.

No, no! Esias interrupted. You mistook me, noble Tros. I said, Cleopatra is the queen, but her younger sister Arsinoe, a mere child, has obstinate supporters. Nevertheless, their brother Ptolemy, who claims to share the throne with the elder sister, is in the strongest tactical position. The youngest, the fourth, is a mere child  a sickling.

The leonine eyes of the Samothracian looked keenly at the Jews. Then, moving his head slowly, he stared at Apollodorus.

You are a Connoisseur of Arts? Is that a reason for interrupting my business with Esias?

Apollodorus smiled back imperturbably.

They say of Esias, he answered, that his business is more important than that of any dozen kings. Nevertheless, mine with you outweighs his. I am instructed to take you to Queen Cleopatra.

Tros was half on his feet on the instant.

You? Take me? You mean by force?

By force of curiosity. I guarantee you, that in all your wanderings you have never seen anything as priceless or as interesting as what I shall show you.

Tros grinned at him and sat back. He reached into a pouch beneath his belt and laid a small box on the table.

Look, thou Connoisseur of Arts! Open and look within!

The box was of gold engraved with deep designs unknown to Egypt.

Are you wise? Are you wise? Esias cautioned, clasping and unclasping his fingers nervously.

Wiser than those who swore the world is flat! Tros answered. Open that box and look!

Apollodorus pulled off the lid and caught his breath. He laid the box down on the table and stared at it, poking with his forefinger. He pushed it nearer to the light. He invoked a dozen or more gods. And then he looked at Tros again.

You could buy Rome with those! he remarked. Unless Rome should take them from you! warned Esias.

You will show me a more priceless and a greater sight? Tros asked.

Why, yes, said Apollodorus, pushing the box toward him. I will show you a woman to give them to. They are almost worthy of her.

Give them? To a woman?

Tros snorted. He stuck his finger in the box and rolled its contents to and fro. On a lining of black cloth there lay a dozen pearls, so perfect that they looked like symbols of eternal dawn. Two were almost as large as pigeons eggs.

The Jews eyes glittered. Wonderful! he exclaimed. They are the best even I have seen  and I saw the pearls of Mithridates that Pompey took to Rome. But who shall buy these? Monstrous things! They are neither corn nor slaves. They are worth no more than somebody will pay. Who has money enough? Nah-h-h  and listen to me: I have seen ill-fortune dog the feet of them who owned such jewels. There was Mithridates. There is Pompey, whom they call the Great, who plundered him. I am not one of those who think that Pompey will end by being master of the world.

I won these by not plundering, said Tros. My friends, the British Druids, gave them to me for a certain service that I did.

That may be better. That may change it. It may. It may, Esias answered. Nevertheless, I could not afford to buy them. Who can? They are something to give to your enemy, to make all other men his enemy. I will not even accept them for safe-keeping. But I will open you a credit against that bag of smaller ones. I will sell those for your account, although I warn you, I look for no good market for pearls until this cursed war is over and the world has opportunity to grow luxurious again.

Tros closed the box and returned it to the pocket beneath his belt. Then, reaching to the seat behind him, he laid a small heavy bag on the table and pushed it toward Esias.

One thousand, three hundred and eleven pearls. Write me your receipt.

Esias wrote. It was plain that they trusted each other; there was nothing said about the weight and Esias did not check the number.

You may have what money you need, and I will deliver those stores you require for your ship, said Esias.

Tros nodded. And now you. Tell me again what you want.

He knitted his great shaggy brows and glared at Apollodorus.

I lack nothing, Apollodorus answered.

Your purpose?

To discover the easiest course between birth and death, O Conqueror of Seas! I worship the unattainable. I glory in the unknown quantity. Which is why I adore art  and Cleopatra.

Therefore you will die on a dunghill! Esias commented. Because the mob which knows nothing of art and less of Cleopatra, will despise you whenever you cease to win chariot races.

I would rather admire my own opinion, dying on a dunghill, than despise myself in affluence, Apollodorus answered cheerfully. However, each to his own peculiarities. We flatter ourselves by calling them ideals, whereas they are merely habits. You are consistent in yours, Esias, which is why I like you well enough.

The Samothracian was leaning back again, watching the Sicilians face across the shaft of light that streamed through a slit in the linen window-shade.

Is the world flat, or is it round? he asked suddenly.

I dont see that it matters, noble Tros, Apollodorus answered. If the world pleases, it has my permission to be square, or pyramid-shaped, or a dodecahedron. I am all-tolerant of everything except stupidity and bad art.

Tros leaned forward suddenly, elbows on the table.

What do you know about dodecahedrons?

Nothing, Apollodorus answered blandly. But their eyes met. Esias, alert and inquisitive, failed to detect any signal that passed between them. Nevertheless  

I will go with you, said Tros.

He rose and gathered up his long sword, then turned to Esias.

I am curious to see his wonder-woman, he said gruffly.

But the slaves, Lord Tros. You were to see my strong slaves. I have a Gaul who could break an oar by pulling, and you will lose him  you will lose him  he will certainly be sold unless you seize the opportunity.

I will return and look him over.

How soon? There is much that you and I should talk of privately. Shall I reserve the slave for you? He is not cheap, but a wonder  a very Heracles. Until this evening then  but not later, Lord Tros  there are many inquirers for him  he is a good investment. I will reserve him until this evening, eh?

As you will, Tros answered, working his way out from behind the table and striding heavily toward the door.

He rolled a little in his gait, as if a deck were heaving under him. His eyes conned every detail of the room as if he memorized his bearings. There was also a wholesome deep-sea smell to him that Apollodorus noticed, and a recurrent, more or less unconscious gesture of habitual command.


CHAPTER III. Halt in the name of Ptolemy!

We recognize a kindred spirit, or a greater spirit, neither by eye nor by ear, but by the heart, which sees by flashes of the Light within ourselves.
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OUTSIDE, the chariots restless team was being petted by a noisy throng of sightseers, to the intense annoyance of the charioteer, who began to grin, however, when Tros followed Apollodorus into the chariot and the horses reared at the touch of the reins.

The team leaped forward, scattering the crowd. The Thracian jumped in, squatted on the floor, leaving his masters guest his choice of the two rear seats and studying with interest the enormous size of Tros legs  ready to avoid being stepped on when their owner should lose his balance.

But Tros surprised him. He stood, legs well apart, hands clenched behind him, holding on to nothing, looking ahead calmly over Apollodorus shoulder  an imperturbable figure, king-like in his crimson-bordered cloak. Apollodorus sent the horses at the limit of their speed, but Tros stood calmly surveying the splendor of Alexandria and its feverishly moving crowd.

You astonish me, Apollodorus remarked over-shoulder at last. I never before saw a seaman who could ride a chariot.

On a paved street? You should go to Britain, Tros answered. My friend the King, Caswallon, drives wild horses over goat-tracks, at a speed that would show you nothing but his dust!

Good drivers, are they, the Britons?

Hah! You should have seen them swoop into the Roman ranks, eight chariots abreast, with scythes on the wheel-hubs and the scythe-points almost touching, then wheeling like pigeons to right and left to mow the Romans down  and that on a beach, mind you, with a big surf running. I have ridden across the breadth of Britain with Caswallon. Nearly half my crew are Britons.

Good sailors? Apollodorus asked.

No. Rank bad. There will never come a sailor from that island  not though the world should last for ever. I make use of them to serve the catapults, to scrub decks, cook, and man the oars in fair weather. They are also good at music. They can harp and chant. For the foul-weather work I have Northmen, who came from the top of the world, where the winters are dark and six months long. I have, too, Eskualdunak from Spain  red-headed rogues, each with a fine opinion of himself. They need an iron discipline. Five hundred men in all  a quandary to keep well fed. A great ship such as mine is more care than a kingdom.

Apollodorus laughed. An obol for your ship then! Nay, that is too much  that is more than all the kingdoms of the world are worth! But suddenly his manner changed. The horses checked a little, feeling subtle warning pass along the reins. Ahead  away ahead, where a bright-hued stream of slaves and merchants flowed across-street, south and north, the crowd had parted suddenly to let two chariots through that came at full pelt.

Racing? Tros asked. He had seen a street race on his way that morning.

Ptolemys men! Apollodorus answered, leaning forward, holding the reins short, as if about to make the sharp turn at the barriers end in an arena. All his debonair indifference was gone.

The crowd under the colonnades began to shout excitedly, well used to mid-street racing in defiance of the law, but this was novelty. This looked like such a game as Romans loved to stage, with death included, and a slim chance even for Apollodorus to escape alive.

Toward him, furiously, one on either hand, the two-horsed military chariots came headlong, clattering and swaying, two men helmeted like heroes leaning out of each to shout and gesture. They appeared to be commanding him to stop, but Apollodorus held his course exactly down the middle of the street, only making sure that he had his team in hand.

Suddenly, within a hundred paces, both oncoming chariots swung inward, wheeling, trying to bar the way. Their horses slid and struggled  met breast to breast  a pole broke and a horse went down  

Halt! Halt in the name of Ptolemy!

A man in leopard-skin leaped out of the confusion and came running to seize Apollodorus reins. He received a whip-lash on the face that sent him reeling. The Sicilian swung his frenzied team to the right and escaped collision by an inch, then shook the reins and took the middle of the street again, full pelt.

Not bad, said Tros. The Britons would have done it better.

Apollodorus did not answer, for again the crowd had scattered. Cavalry were coming  a troop of Ptolemaic guardsmen, at the trot, their red plumes dancing and the sun a-gleam on brass. General Achillas, splendid in his armor, led them, with a mercenary Roman body-guard of four on either hand.

Between them and Apollodorus was a cross-street, running right and left. He raced for it, leaning forward, shaking the reins, fanning his team with the long whip, silent. And a roar went up like that of the arena when the favorite begins to make his bid to leave the field behind and the watching crowd grows frantic.

Ah-h-h! Apollodorus! Ah-h-h!

There was a mob surge at the cross-street, where the crowd ran helter-skelter. Some of them, divining that he meant to take the right-hand turn, went scattering into mid-street to avoid him, getting in the way of the oncoming calvary that had broken into a gallop. A trumpet sounded.

Fools! said Apollodorus grimly between set teeth. Good! They have started a riot!

There began to be a clamor and the thwack of the flat of swords on heads and shoulders  then a mob snarl. Stones, onions, broken bricks and flower-pots suddenly began to rain from windows, roofs and colonnades. The air became charged with flying debris. Alexandria, not often in a mood to be imposed upon, had snatched excuse for one of its sudden tantrums and the sunlit Street of Canopus changed into a rainbow tumult quicker than the eye could follow or the unused stranger understand.

Apollodorus took the turn on one wheel, not ten paces clear of the indignant cavalry.

Achillas and his cavalry shook off the crowd and poured into the street behind the chariot. The din and thunder of pursuit gave warning to whole blocks of market-stalls and tenements. A thousand wild-eyed Alexandrians on the instant recognized Apollodorus in headlong flight, saw the helmets of oncoming cavalry, and charged into the street to block pursuit with any weapons they could lay their hands on, yelling for their favorite.

Apollodorus, with the crowd between him and the cavalry, had no fear now of being overtaken in the side streets, through which he began to weave his way as swiftly as the throng would let him.

They came to a side-gate of the Royal Area, threading their way through a crowd that hemmed in the chariot like water against a ships sides. Half Alexandria seemed to have something to sell, or else a peition to make, to the supposedly more fortunate palace occupants. There were merchants with strings of slaves, lawyers, beggars, laden camels, temple priests, magicians, burdened asses, dogs, parrots and apes for sale, itinerant water-carriers inhabitants of all the lands surrounding the Mediterranean, including renegade Romans and the destitute wives and children of some of the Gabinian troops whom Pompey had recalled to serve him against Caesar. Sweating agitators, hardly heard above the tumult, stood on portable platforms to harangue them all  each agitator raucous with a cure-all of his own for solving all the public difficulties.

See how our rhetoricians keep themselves in practice! Apollodorus exclaimed merrily, waving his arm. One by one the silly fellows shout themselves into a fit of apoplexy or a public office, and I dont know which is the worse for them or us!

A group of soldiers at the gate made a way for him by locking spears in line and, wheeling outward, forcing back the crowd to either hand. He drove into a marble courtyard, and a huge gate made of Euxine timber, painted red in contrast to the white stone walls, swung shut behind him.


CHAPTER IV. I will make you admiral of all my fleet.

How hardly we remember, on this nether millstone, which is earth, and with that upper millstone, which is circumstances, grinding all our grosser nature into dust that is to clothe oncoming souls  how hardly we remember that these tragedies are but a brief dream, and these little purposes what nothingness they are!
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



TROS stood and gazed until Cleopatra spoke at last: I saw your wonder-ship at dawn.

Royal Egypt, greeting!

Whence are you? she demanded.

From many seas. I touched at Sicily and Cyprus, after coming through the Gates of Heracles, from India, by way of Africa, having put forth first from a land called Britain, where I built my ship by the leave of Caswallon the king.

That was a bold voyage. Have you news of the Roman armies?

I learned that Caius Julius Caesar has defeated Pompey.

Tros watched her keenly, but he could detect no sign of emotion other than immediate interest, although Apollodorus caught his breath and Charmian and Lollianè looked frightened.

I have heard the opposite, said Cleopatra.

I, too, heard many tales, said Tros. But I came on Pompeys fleet, whose admiral knew the outcome and besought me to get word to Pompey that his fleet is at large and loyal to him. Having heard that Egypt had loaned Pompey corn and ships and men  there were twenty Egyptian ships with that fleet  I thought that in defeat he might seek friendship here, and so I came. I am an enemy of Caesar.

And you live? Then Caesar is not omnipotent! For what cause are you Caesars enemy?

I upheld a weaker cause, said Tros, because it was the less unrighteous of the two.

Cleopatras eyes changed and for a moment she seemed to lose her interest. She glanced at Charmian and at Olympus.

I mistrust men who prate of righteousness, she said. My brothers minister, the eunuch Potheinos, always boasts of his. Theodotus, Ptolemys tutor, is a worse rogue if that were possible, but you would think, to hear him talk, that the gods learned virtue from him. My brothers general, Achillas, stabs men in the name of Mithras the Redeemer. But Apollodorus doesnt believe there are any gods or such a thing as righteousness. He seeks ease in the easiest way. I trust him

You are not invited to trust me, said Tros, so bluntly that again she liked him on the instant.

Yet there are very few, she answered, whom I dare to trust. If you are telling me the truth, that Caesar has defeated Pompey

If I should lie to you, I would lie more cleverly, Tros interrupted. Caesar defeated Pompey near Pharsalia. I heard few details, beyond that Pompeys army is a scattered rabble and Pompey himself a fugitive.

Cleopatra pondered that a moment, resting her chin on her hand.

Caesar, she said presently, will hardly consider himself beholden to them who lent ships and men and corn and money to his adversary. Tell me: what is Caesar like? I have heard he is a base-born demagogue. Is he less evil than his reputation?

Many men are, Tros answered. Aye, and some women, he added pointedly. Base-born Caesar is not. He claims to trace his pedigree direct to Venus. He is Pontifex Maximus of Rome, but he believes no more in gods than he does in chastity. He is a lean sarcastic cynic with a handsome face, who understands mens weaknesses; and he is cunning, but he masks that, so that his soldiers think he is as simple as themselves. He poses as the champion of the common people. He is an autocrat  a despot. He will know no rest until

I know, said Cleopatra. He has won the world if he has beaten Pompey. What gods looked on, I wonder, when a prince such as Pompey ever has been, went down to defeat!

He who steps into the shade, shall he summon the sun? asked Olympus, but nobody appeared to notice him. He stood in shadow  one of those learned freedmen, such as all the Ptolemies had kept at court to make appropriate remarks. He wore the robes of a physician.

Lord Tros, to whom else have you told this news of Caesar? Cleopatra asked.

To none, Royal Egypt. News is worth more than money.

Why then did you tell me? she asked, suddenly again suspicious of him.

I have found my market, he retorted. There is no safe port for me this side of the Gates of Heracles, as long as Caesar rules the Roman world.

What of it?

I never understood a woman, Tros said awkwardly. But you will soon discover that you, too, have Caesar to deal with. It needs fathomless resources to defeat him. If you have courage, and the resolution to defy Rome, I will give aid gladly.

You a Greek, she said, and you will give? Nay, you spoke of a market. Name your price.

I said, give! I am of Samothrace, Tros answered.

Yes, she said, nodding, I have heard of that oath. How does it run? To uphold justice  give without price  trusting to the gods for recompense, not stipulating what the recompense shall be  is that it?

The great gods keep the record of the oath I took, Tros answered sullenly.

Where are your wife and children, and where is your home? she asked him.

I am a lone man, Royal Egypt, and I have no home on land. The sea is home and wife and enemy in one. And as for children, I have left a deed or two, and here and there a little good-will. That sort propagate their kind to better advantage than the squabbling brats that men get by surrendering their dignity to women.

Cleopatra went and sat where she could stare at him.

He seemed incredible  too good to believe. She was beyond laughter. She enjoyed him with a sort of ecstasy, with which she always wondered at a hero  on the very rare occasions when a hero crossed her line of vision. Blunt speech invariably thrilled her, as no mock-heroics ever did. The one wholly unforgivable, contemptible and loathsome sin, in her eyes, was hypocrisy. The most refreshing thing on earth was lack of it.

I will make you admiral of all my fleet, she said at last.

You have a fleet? Tros asked her.

There is your ship. I believe in my destiny. I appoint you admiral.

Tros bowed to her, perhaps to hide the smile that he could not keep from betraying itself around the corners of his eyes. She was as frank with him as he had been with her:

I also have no home on land, she went on. Like you, I must win mine; for this Lochias is a nest of spies and murderers; and Egypt lies like a naked woman ready for Rome to violate. But I will win, though I die for it.

Death is no serious matter, said Tros.

She stared at him again, delighting in him.

But you can take no oath to me, she said at last. You have sworn the oath of Samothrace, and I know that excludes all others  even as the oath that I took forbids me to swear any lesser allegiance. So I demand a pledge.

With his hand on his sword-hilt Tros bowed his head as if gathering thought from an unseen realm of inspiration. Then he groped into his belt and drew forth the little golden box.

I had these from the Druids, for a service that I did them, he remarked. He went down on a stubborn knee, like one of his own great oaken catapults obeying the strain of the tautening winch. You may have them, as a token that I hold you to your promise to resist Rome  by force of arms  by trickery  with courage  and not yielding to death, or the fear of death, or to any power less than Destiny.

She was wondering at Tros, and she only glanced at the pearls before she gave the box to Charmian to hold. Tros stood up.

The Druids said of those, he went on, that they are the tears the gods shed over the infidelities of men. Be you faithful, and remember: I will hold you to it!

Faithful! she answered. Is it likely that the gods would send me such a man as you if I were capable of unfaith?


CHAPTER V. Brave Words, Royal Egypt! But the Romans have a god named Mars.

Strength of purpose has no part in obstinacy. Obstinacy clings to what it sees, denying what it sees not. Strength of purpose, daughter of imagination, can deny what seems to be, because it knows what is.
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IF THE gods had anything more satisfying than this, and I had assurance of it, then I might believe in gods and break my only other rule, remarked Apollodorus. As it is, I envy nobody and nothing. Do you feel the breeze?

He was lying chin on elbow on a cushioned divan, in the place that Bopulos, the Greek purveyor, called the Royal Pavilion because royalty came there now and then. It looked like a temple in miniature, with its classic Corinthian columns; but instead of a wide flight of steps descending to the beach there was a marble balustrade to provide privacy.

Nothing had been spared to make of the Grove of Eleusis the most extravagantly luxurious summer resort in the world. Everything that had ever been seen or heard of, had been imitated or surpassed, and the fact that war was raging over half a world, with its consequences of extremes of wealth and poverty, of sudden fortunes and exorbitant high prices, had increased rather than diminished its popularity.

Colored lanterns were hung in the trees, with that irregularity that governs the arrangement of the stars and satisfies so much more subtly than an obvious design. Along the road that led past the cemetery and the Grove of Nemesis from Alexandria there came a scattered stream of torch-and-lantern-light that marked the chariots bringing the citys wealthy crowd to amuse itself for an evening.

In front of that Royal Pavilion, less than a bow-shot distant, Cleopatras royal barge idled to and fro, dipping gilded oars that dripped silvery phosphorus into a dark purple sea. Its cabin lights, as seen through the yellow parchment covering the oval ports, were a sensuous, slowly moving mystery.

A widening path of moonlight danced away along the ripples to a dream horizon, and over on the left the Pharos beacon glowed like a great red jewel on the throat of night. Nightingales were singing passionately in the somber grove near by, and harps and flutes were stilled that men might listen to the birds.

Apollodorus looked magnificent, as he was scornfully aware.

The stupidest things in the universe are men or women  I am not sure which, he went on. Did you see that porpoise plunging in the moonlight? Which of you women can move with one ten thousandth of the same grace? People sing  shade of inglorious frogs and ravens, how they sing! But listen to the birds. The birds dont have to try; they simply do it. We are not even perfect in our stupidity. Consider the verses that our poets mix  a gluey mass of words!  like scullions who stir slaves supper in an unclean pot, and add the onions and garlic to conceal the mawkiness! And as for statuary  look at that! O Cleopatra,  you who might be a mere woman if you had enough ambition,  look  look  and forswear art forever.

Art! snarled Diomedes harsh voice. What has art to do with this emergency? Art, jewelry, money, women  plunder, all of them  mere evils that bring foreign armies down on us!

None commented. All eyes were watching an Egyptian slave, naked except for a cloth around his loins and an immeasurable dignity, who passed between pavilion and sea, carrying a great amphora filled with wine. Not far beyond him, to the right, at the beginning of the path of moonlight, men and women  Greeks  threw off their clothes and stood to let the ripples touch their toes a moment, before plunging, naked, ivory in purple, stirring liquid flames of phosphorus as they swam.

Two things should never be attempted, said Apollodorus. To be an artist or a queen. One is bound to fall short of either impertinence.

Impertinence appears to be the air you breathe, although your sex may save you from the fate of Clytemnestra, remarked Diomedes.

Several women laughed, and one laugh rang among the rest so quietly musical as to make all others sound off key. The words that followed, spoken in a low voice, were melodiously freighted with the magic of the laugh:

Then at least there is one man in Egypt whom I need not fear.

Have no fear, said Diomedes voice. I posted the guards. There is not a Roman nor an Alexandrian among them  charcoal-black to a man  none from nearer than Tapé [Thebes].

We must make her afraid if we hope to see her fortunate, Apollodorus remarked, turning on his elbow. Father Ptolemy the Piper showed us how to live long. He was afraid of everything except the wine-bowl. So the wine-bowl killed him. She should flatter papas said-to-be-immortal shade by growing a stomach and dying drunk, after borrowing enormous sums of money from the Roman money-lenders with which to bribe the Roman senate. The honest Roman senators would spend all the money making hogs of themselves, and would grow too gouty and fat to have any ambition. Meanwhile, much water will have flowed down the Nile, and much else will have happened. We might all be dead, for instance. According to the shadowy Olympus the dead dont worry. Let us emulate the dead. I think that statesmanship. As official Connoisseur of Arts to Royal Egypt I advise artistic bribery of Rome instead of highfalutin guesswork. We know Romans will do anything for money.

If I must buy Rome, I will not buy as my father did, said Cleopatra.

Womens favors bring no premium in Rome, said Diomedes. Any Roman can have all the women he wants for the mere impudence of asking. Money and corn and onions and armor  those are what Romans value.

Rome is not worth the buying, Apollodorus objected. Which of you has seen the place? Smells  narrow streets  malaria from the marshes  bricks, forever bricks and ugly temples wedged between despicable hovels  a nobility of bribe-fat parvenus, taught how to amuse themselves by Asian slaves  usurers who prate morality and practice twenty-five per cent.  bought votes  imported vice  the statuary that Pompey ravished out of Greece and set up beside the most awful Italian atrocities in wood that even this world ever saw  high-flying oratory (like our own, but even more inane) to distract attention from corrupt misgovernment  and a mob, smelling of imported onions, unwashed, and consisting of the riffraff of the earth and ruined legionaries, whose farms were stolen while they fought the money-lenders wars! Rome? It would need a Heracles to clean it. It is no marvel that the Romans leave it to rob other people and find comfortable homes abroad!

The Romans are a race of soldiers, and only a soldier can understand them, said Diomedes. They have great virtues, of which the first is discipline while under arms.

I have slaves of my own who are better disciplined, remarked Apollodorus.

Nevertheless, to mock them is not to conquer them, said Diomedes. Whether Pompey or Caius Julius Caesar has been victorious, the fact remains that we have Ptolemy and his triumvirate to deal with. They have chosen Pompey. We should send a messenger to Caesar, who, if he has won the war, is master of the world.

If I had ten men who were loyal to the Land of Khem, Caesar might have all the rest and I would defeat him nevertheless, said Cleopatra, with a strong thrill in her voice.

Brave words, Royal Egypt! But the gods of the Land of Khem died long ago and the Romans have a god named Mars, Diomedes retorted. He is a god who favors fighting men  a god who has seen many young queens walk on foot, in chains, behind a Roman generals chariot!

For a moment Cleopatra did not answer. Then her low voice, carrying conviction, broke on the stillness  as calm as the night, and as sure as the sea that came leisurely laving the sand.

I was born a Ptolemy and named the Sister of the Moon and Stars. Did I will that? Or are the Powers answerable? Do you think me thankless for a royal birth and for a great reign to accomplish? I believe the gods who sent me forth will never bring me down to such indignity as walking in a Romans triumph. As I trust in proper time to feel a sons life swelling in my womb, I now feel greatness of another sort  not me, nor mine  a greatness charged upon me. I should be a traitress to avoid it. I accept the name Royal Egypt. I will not surrender it, though Rome send all her might to Alexandria and though I have no friend left.

She returned to the couch beneath the canopy, where Charmian and Lollianè sat in shadow and a pair of tall fans oscillated slowly in the hands of slaves. Then Diomedes took her place against the balustrade, his back toward it and his bronzed hands pressing on the marble. He extended both his sinewy arms in an heroic gesture of despair.

If you were only a man! he exploded, and then grinned apologetically.

Diomedes is not easily ruled by women, remarked Apollodorus. Three of his wives have died in the attempt. He has taken a fourth, who begins to look weary. But perhaps, if he lives long enough, the fifth or sixth

Silence, fool!

No murder, said Cleopatra quietly. I need all my friends. You are old-fashioned, Diomedes, and you have only one idea. Apollodorus is lazy. Olympus is a sort of bright oasis in the desert of his own gloom. But I am not afraid that one of you may poison me or sell me to the Romans

Royal Egypt, you are sold already  and twice over! exclaimed Diomedes. Your father had sold you before you were born. He put a mortgage on you when he borrowed money from the Romans. And now Potheinos and Theodotus, Achillas and the rest of that crew who rule your brother, sit and count the profit they will gain by selling you dead or alive.

Apollodorus pointed to the curtains at the rear. They moved.

Now news! Behold the shadowy Olympus! he remarked cheerfully. Good, bad or indifferent, he will make it interesting. Silence for the apologetic Sphinx!

Olympus strode out from behind the curtains, bowing almost imperceptibly to right and left, and then stood motionless by Cleopatras couch. She hardly moved her head to notice him.

Tell me your news, Olympus.

The physician answered in a voice so free from emphasis that it was wonderful it should be audible at all; and yet each syllable he spoke was heard distinctly just as far away as he intended. It was a reassuring voice, devoid of any of the arrogance of erudition. I came by sea. My boat is on the beach. Using the roof as I have often done, I overheard the three in conference: Theodotus, Achillas and Potheinos, busy seizing opportunity to re-enmesh themselves in old mistakes, their poison having failed.

Violence next! Was I right? Now violence? Cleopatra asked.

Olympus went on calmly:

Potheinos spies have reported to him that your baggage had been sent on board Tros ship. So they have ordered war-ships to the harbor mouth to block the entrance, and they have sent archers along the Heptastadium to the Pharos lighthouse. As soon as they saw your barge leave they tempted the crews of your few remaining ships ashore and sunk the hulls in shallow water. They expect to catch your barge when you return on it tonight and to crush it between two war-ships. Failing that, and if you succeed in reaching Tros, they expect to sink his ship a little after midnight when he passes through the narrows.

And does Tros know this?

Not unless he has guessed it, Olympus answered.

Good! she answered. Good! You are wise, Olympus. If you had warned him, Tros might have

No, Olympus interrupted. Tros father was a Prince of Samothrace. I did not stay to warn Tros because of lack of time and because I have no doubt of him. Tros is ready, and his provisions are on board, but to reach him by sea is impossible, because they lie in wait for you, to sink your barge. And if you should reach the palace, and linger there, they will storm your apartment to-night, having trebled the number of Ptolemys guards, with that intention. But if you can reach Tros ship

He paused because she stood up and confronted him. She stared into his eyes, attempting to probe the very soul behind the solemn mask. Some woman in the shadow, near where the slaves stood with the fans, uttered a stifled scream, and was rebuked by Charmian. Then Cleopatra turned away from Olympus and went to stand by the balustrade, to gaze in the direction of the city, where the Lochias Palace lights were a dim golden blur on the horizon.

Two stewards entered with a dozen slaves and all the furniture for a meal. They began to lay the table in the midst of the pavilion.

Turn them out! commanded Cleopatra.

Lollianè gestured to Apollodorus, who dismissed the stewards and Diomedes groaned aloud at the sight of supper vanishing.

The revelry outside, in the pavilions near by and on the beach, was growing riotous, as strong wine and the equally intoxicating beauty of the night stirred sensuous emotions. Men and women joined hands, dancing in the moonlight. Harps thrummed lustily, and hired, irreverent comedians sang the topical song of the moment, mocking a recent decision of the highest court. Two fat, accounted reputable citizens were dancing in the rôle of Dionysus, out of breath and shouting to their friends to judge which did it best.

Cleopatra freed herself from Charmians embracing arm and began to pace the floor of the pavilion. She looked, one moment, like the genius of the scene, and the next, like someone utterly apart from it. A spirit in her rose and waned like the glow of a firefly  a mastery, that alternated with a sullen look of murder as the Ptolemy inheritance came uppermost. One moment she was young  unconquerably young; then ageless  an enigma.

Presently she stood again before Olympus.

What say the stars? she demanded.

I have read the stars, O Egypt. But the stars have vast relation in an infinite design. We mortals are as particles in an immensity, and he who tells you he can read in starlight the unfolding of the next hour  or the next day, is as a trained ape jabbering for praise. I only know this is a period of deeds on which a worlds fate hinges. And I saw a vision.

Tell me!

I have seen the Nile outpouring floods into the sea, wind and sea striving against it, so that there was turbulence of waters surcharged with a golden mud. But in the end the sea prevailed. It swallowed up the Nile. But from the sea arose new corn land.

Where was I? What has this vision to do with me?

You were at the meeting of the waters  a strong swimmer  now yielding to the current and now breasting waves  not always swimming wisely, but forever brave.

And the end?

I did not see, Olympus answered. Except that I saw corn land rising from the sea.

She turned away and stared toward Alexandria.

Wait! Watch! Apollodorus whispered, motioning for silence. There was something leopard-like about him now. His lazy, lithe, athletic figure was alert, for all his careless attitude, and there was one strong sinew on his neck that stood forth like a tightened bowstring.

Cleopatra faced them suddenly.

Diomedes! Take Olympus boat there on the beach and get word to the captain of my barge to row up the Canopic mouth of the Nile and anchor in hiding until I send for him. Go yourself! Explain nothing! Say he is to hide the barge and await my orders. Bid him put the lights out. Go, sir! Hasten back and gather up your guards. Then march to Pelusium hotfoot!

To Pelusium? he wondered.

Seize the fortress at Pelusium, and bide my coming!

Diomedes made as if to answer her, but changed his mind. He laid a bronzed hand on the balustrade and vaulted over.

Where is the boat? he called back. Which way?

Olympus went to the balustrade and pointed.

Apollodorus! Go and see what chariots are here. Pick out the best ones with the fastest horses. Never mind whose they are. Have them ready at the entrance before Diomedes comes!

Apollodorus strode out like a young god, humming to himself. Olympus, standing close to Cleopatra, whispered to her while her women arranged a cloak over her shoulders. Cleopatras eyes were on her royal barge, whose row of lights swung lazily offshore.

None spoke again until the barge swung suddenly in a maelstrom wake of phosphorescent fire and headed eastward, churning the dark purple water into silver streaks. There came a chorus of excited comment then, from the pavilions near by, and for a moment even the wanton music ceased. But the lights of the barge were extinguished one by one and curiosity gave place to revelry.

Then Diomedes came, Olympus helping him to climb the marble balustrade.

Do you think I am old? he grumbled. Take your hands off me! What next? he asked.

Pelusium! said Cleopatra.

Suddenly the curtains parted at the rear. Apollodorus entered.

Art, he said, has triumphed. There await nine chariots, one matter-of-fact vehicle for each immortal Muse.

Cleopatra almost ran from the pavilion. Apollodorus, seemingly more casual than ever, plucked Olympus sleeve.

No hurry! he remarked. Dont flatter destiny by breathing through your nose! Your stars are superstition and your high morality is pride, Olympus! Your visions are due to indigestion; I can tell by looking at your pale face that you eat too many onions and beans. But you know how to make life amusing, and of death a thing worth living for. What do you think is the next act in this drama?

Ask the gods, Olympus answered, smiling, as they strode together, following the women.

But I dont know the gentlemen. I never met them.

Are you sure? asked Olympus.

I am sure of nothing, except that it will amuse me to die when the time comes, and that I wish we had had supper!

There was little conversation out there in the dark, but a deal of noise and movement. Guardsmen, blacker than the night, had formed themselves into a living screen that kept the curious at bay. A torch blazed by the chariot in which Cleopatra was already seated. Charmian stepped in beside her, and her other women scrambled into the chariots behind. A eunuch and a dozen other personal attendants tried to justify existence by getting into everybodys way, but that, as customary as the flies at noon, was only one more stimulating bustle added to the stamping of impatient hooves and the shouts from the darkness beyond the screen of guards. There were indignant Alexandrians out there in the night, demanding to know who had stolen their chariots and why.

Cleopatra beckoned to Apollodorus, who jumped into her chariot, turning out the charioteer, who wailed to the gods that his honor was gone, until the eunuch smote him on the mouth.

Go now! said Cleopatra.

Apollodorus shook the reins, and they were off, three milk-white horses recognizing mastery in the bit-feel of the bands that guided them. He laughed as he leaned his weight against the reins to swing the team around the sharp turn where the grove ceased and the moonlit road began.

I approve  I commend  I endorse! he cried gaily. As Connoisseur of Arts I only ask you, is this comedy or tragedy? But who cares? Hi! Hi! Hi!

He cracked the whip and sent the horses thundering full-pelt along the moonlit road toward the city, that was like a somber, flash-lit thunder-cloud on the horizon.


CHAPTER VI. Romans! The Romans are coming!

Men speak to one another of protection, but what do they mean by it? For the strongest armor sometimes is an added disadvantage. I myself have treated many a wound that might have been a mere scratch had its victim not worn armor. And the medicines of many a physician are a deadlier preventive of recovery than a disease itself. If a mans own soul protect him not, where shall he look for safety from the multitudes of dangers that beset him on every side? But if he hide within the glory of his own soul, how shall any dark destroyer find him?
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



THE Canopic Gate was closed at sunset, but its guards grew rich admitting belated travelers, runaway slaves and criminals in search of sanctuary in the armys ranks.

It was the fashion, too, for those who had drunk gaily at Eleusis to come racing homeward for prodigious wagers, and it was the profitable business of the guards to throw the gate wide open to them, to identify contestants, if they could, as they negotiated the exciting sharp turn at the masonry curtain just inside, and to collect at their homes next day a fee that varied with the individuals social standing or extravagance.

So, when nine chariots, enveloped in a cloud of dust, came clattering and swaying down the moonlit road, past desert and oasis, where the night alternately was sleepy, silent and awake with a din of frogs  where there was now no smell, then suddenly the reek of onions, cows, camels, rotting vegetables and manure  there was no time lost before a yellow lantern was set swinging to announce that the gate was open.

Outside the wall, the gate was clustered around with wine-shops, brothels, swarming Egyptian tenements and mud-walled rows of shops. There was a yelping of scavenger dogs and a chorus of shrill yells from women to their gutter children to come indoors out of danger. Then a clatter of hoofs and sparks: Apollodorus, far in advance of the other chariots, wrought a marvel, turning his team on the cobblestones between the gate and curtain. There was hardly time for the captain of the guard to recognize Apollodorus shouting over-shoulder to pass the eight following chariots through at his expense. Charmian and Cleopatra, wrapped in shawls and huddled on the rear seats, might have been ladies of easy virtue or the wives of drunken citizens; no guard was fool enough to risk his lucrative position by inquiring into that.

And then the street throng. There was a night life such as Rome had never witnessed in her mean streets by the Tiber, and the marble of the Street of Canopus was glorious with torch-light, lights from upper windows pouring golden radiance on motley crowds and casting a myriad enchanting shadows. It was a dream of opulence  a roar of countless tongues  a din upswelling into tumult and a dream that scattered as the chariot drove headlong into it.

Not drawing rein, but watching opportunity, Apollodorus recognized a public speaker on a flight of marble steps. He had just drunk from a gourd, and was wiping his mouth on his sleeve. He laughed and threw his right hand up in greeting.

News! Apollodorus shouted. True news! She  Cleopatra  has fled  overland toward Pelusium! Spread it!

He was gone, with a clatter of hooves before the fellow on the steps could fling a question back. That news would be all up and down the street within five minutes.

Then Apollodorus turned south, toward wharves and slums that fringed Lake Mareotis, where the riffraff of the city dwelt in tenements and all the thoughtless sinews of the constantly recurring riots lay in squalor, eager for excuse to wreak rough vengeance on whoever had less hardship to endure or more resource with which to meet it.

Romans! The Romans are coming! Apollodorus shouted. Potheinos and Achillas have sold Egypt to the Romans! Cleopatra has fled to Pelusium to resist the Romans! Who hates Romans?  Who loves Alexandria? Go hotfoot to Pelusium! Join Cleopatra!

No chance to question him. They only saw a milk-white team, wild-eyed and heaving, burst out of the night. They heard Apollodorus voice. They saw him gesture, with his golden cloak outflowing in the wind that blew across the Mareotis Lake  caught fragments of his stirring news  and he was gone again into a trough of smelly darkness between sheds and wharves where other sleepers lay.

Tumult awoke behind him, as the long sheds, where the poor-free labor slept in fretful peonage not much removed from slavery, disgorged their yelling occupants, each shedful clamoring its guess at what the news might be.

Egypt, we make history to-night! Apollodorus laughed.

He threaded his way slowly now, because the team was weary and the dark streets of that section of the city were ill-paved  dangerous.

Achillas and his soldiers have enough on hand to keep them busy for a while! Can you hear the looting?

There was a battering-ram at work  a big beam being swung against a warehouse door. Half a dozen blocks away a roof burst into flame. Apollodorus laughed delightedly as he tooled the frightened team along an alley where the wheel-hubs scraped the walls.

Dont you love your fellow-men? he chuckled. Oh, who wouldnt be a queen! Yet  take the queen away and look! What happens? Riot, arson, pillage! And theyll blame you for it  dont forget that! They will blame you, Cleopatra!

Charmian was frightened by the meanness of those back streets, where an underworld of misery was lurking and an unguessed knife might slither out of shadow without anyone the wiser as to who had thrown it.

Are you mad, Apollodorus? she demanded.

Aye, as mad as a god! he answered gaily.

Arent you ashamed, driving your queen through filthy slums? And the other eight chariots  where are they?

If Achillas hunts them, he will lose us, wont he? That is the principal thing.

Oh, what timid stuff chastity is! said Cleopatra. She put an arm around Charmian and began soothing her in a low voice, using the tone that Apollodorus called the lion-tamer because its vibrance had a magic that seemed able to impose calm. He began to whistle, to himself and to the team, his eyes alert for accident, his merry mind awander for a phrase or two with which to decorate the danger they were in.

A pearl, he cried to Charmian, a pearl, though taken from its setting, is a pearl. So is a queen a queen! If she must have a throne, then she is no queen.

There was no reply. Cleopatra went on murmuring, recalling Charmian from somewhere near that borderland where courage leaves off and hysteria begins. Apollodorus toyed on with his fancy:

Plunge a light into the darkness  lo, it burns the brighter! I am a philosopher  a greater one than the Shadow Olympus! With a poets vision I discern our Sister of the Moon and Stars about to prove her moonliness  her starriness! O horses  milk-white horses  ignorantly ill-trained geldings that you are, belonging to some fat contractors wife, who thinks an invitation to the palace is Olympian bliss, you draw the wheels of destiny toward a royal goal! So wake up!

He applied the whip.

And speaking of Olympus, it is time we found out how he manages a mob of women!

He could hear the troops emerging from the Lochias main gate, and presently their trumpet-blare began to send a warning on ahead of them.

And now  if Achillas had brains  but he hasnt  he would invade your wing of the palace swiftly, so as to be able to blame it on the mob! Zeus! How can even you shine, Cleopatra, in a world of fools? I praise your genius  I praise it  but even I have to be satisfied with my own assurance. You need real enemies to prove your mettle!

Now he began to work his way toward the Lochias, approaching from the western end, where Cleopatras guards kept one gate safe for her. The streets were empty  windows shuttered  doors locked  lights out; to be caught between the soldiers and the mob was a risk that the inhabitants of that part of the city were too middle-class respectable to care for. But a dozen blocks away, to the south and eastward, there was fighting  clatter of charging cavalry  the thump of slung stones against wooden shutters  shrieks  yells of execration and a crimson glare against the sky.


CHAPTER VII. I take only Destiny for granted.

Strength is of these two kinds: power to apply force, power to resist it. But intelligence is able to command both; and intelligence contains this attribute: that he who has it recognizes instantly a greater than his own, and so applies his own to the advantage of them both instead of (as a fool would do) opposing lesser against greater. Were it not so, nothing great could ever come to pass nor any greatness flourish.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



THE shadowy shapes of women gathered around Cleopatra, but she turned to the somber, black-robed figure of the man who was fastening the gate-chain after driving home the bolts.

What news, Olympus?

Little. We came by side-streets unmolested. Your guards along the water-front are loyal, but their officer, Thucydides, has been boasting. He seems to think your favors are not too high a price for his protection.

She ran toward her apartment  aroused slaves  and in person superintended the collection of a thousand things  ordered them thrown into whatever chests were handy  ordered the guards summoned  bade them carry the chests to the royal wharf.

You? she asked Olympus then. He was not doing, not obstructing  an uncritical observer, silent until spoken to. I had better stay here.

She nodded. Let me talk to Thucydides.

Lieutenant of the Guard Thucydides came striding up the stairs with an expression suggesting consciousness of blackmail value.

Can I trust you? Cleopatra asked him.

To the last breath of my life, he answered, bowing.

Lightest footed of them all, she led down a marble stairway. They pursued a white-clad phantom across courtyards  through a bronze gate  to a private wharf side, where the guards, all sweaty from their work and grinning with the enjoyment of a mystery, surrounded her.

On board! she commanded.

One by one all forty filed along the plank. Her women followed, free and slaves all mixed together, some giggling nervously  Charmian and Lollianè trying to set a calm example, and yet half rebellious themselves because, defying unseen danger, Cleopatra remained to the last between Olympus and Apollodorus. Lieutenant of the Guard Thucydides stood silent  speculating. There was no light, and the moon had gone down.

Careful! Apollodorus whispered. Let me deal with him. No bloodshed  just a shove. He will drown in that heavy armor.

But Ptolemy though she was, she avoided murder, with Olympus looking on. And besides, there was no stark need for it.

She whispered: If he sets foot on the plank

Apollodorus vaulted to the barge deck, crouching there in darkness with a dagger ready.

Now, Thucydides, can I depend on you?

For ever, Royal Egypt.

Find Olympus. Bring him to me.

She stepped on board the barge, and someone pulled the gangplank in. Thucydides hurried away into the darkness  turning this and that way, peering into shadows, shouting:

Olympus! Hey! You star-gazer, where are you?

Not finding him, he returned to the edge of the wharf. The barge had gone! Its mooring ropes hung idle. Slaves had manned the long sweeps. He could see the white of womens cloaks and the hull, blacker than night itself, already too far away for a man in armor to reach by jumping. Then he betrayed himself:

Wait there! Bring that barge back or I will

He was mocked by the splashing sweeps, settling down to rhythmic, matter-of-fact headway. He could be heard clanking about in the dark until he found a small boat,  there were no slaves, jumped in and endeavored to overtake the barge. But he was unused to the oars, and the barge swept onward, slightly aided by the south wind, until presently a gruff voice hailed it out of darkness:

Ho, there!

Dodecahedron! cried Apollodorus.

You may come!

The starboard sweeps were drawn in. The barge bumped a ships side and somebody swore from the gloom overhead. Then, saving a low sound of water lapping against wood, and the creak of long spars slightly swaying in the upper air, there was silence. But the night felt full of eyes; there was a smell of men and of a clean ship, blended with a tang of tarry rope.

A ladder creaked down from a tackle and two hairy seamen sprang out of the night, descending on the barges deck to hold the ladder steady.

Make haste! said a gruff voice in the upper gloom. Cleopatra went up first, in quick jerk after jerk because her robe was in the way of active feet. Apollodorus followed, then the women one by one, then the guards. A sling was lowered from a spar, and to the sound of bare feet running on the deck the chests came overside and were immediately stacked under a paulin somewhere in the dark. A boat splashed, close by.

Tros!

The great sails blotted out the starlight and the deck was like the bottom of a pit, save that it swayed a little. There were creaky movements. Cleopatra could hear men breathing, and now and then metal struck metal, as if armed men lay in ambush.

Tros loomed out of a shadow, with a white staff in his right hand.

Tros, is my treasure stowed? Then listen: that small boat splashing out there in the dark

Tros turned away from her.

Conops! Send the oar-slaves up. Make fast the towrope. Set that beacon on the stern.

Cleopatra seized Tros arm:

Tros! That man in a small boat is Thucydides  an officer of my guard. He will betray me whether we take or leave him.

Tros leaned overside, and spoke low:

Conops! Let that fellow board the barge. Stay with him until you light the beacon, half-way to the Pharos. Then come aboard alone along the tow-rope.

He led the way up a ladder to the high poop, where a bearded man in chain mail lolled beside the steering oar. Beside the ladder, below the poop, there squatted a group of barbarous-looking men with big drums, cymbals and three harps.

A voice cried out of darkness, far astern already, for the south wind made the barge drift. Tros looked over the poop-rail.

Anchor! he commanded, and a clashing of cymbals shattered silence. From away up forward came an answering sea-song, and a rhythmic swinging strain  the thump-thump of a hawser being coiled down and the high squeak of a roller lacking oil. Then a voice cried:

Anchor home!

There was a vast, half-silent movement on the decks below. Cymbals clanged again. There came a thumping all along the ports  a landslide uproar, as the oars went outward, swinging, ready for the dip. Then silence.

Starboard oars ahead!

A double clang of cymbals and a monstrous splash, then steady drum-beat  churning of sea alongside  overseers voices.  The stars began to circle around the heavens and the great sails flapped.

Main sheet now! Port oars forward!

Came a rush of naked feet  terse orders grunted out in monotones  and presently the marvelous, delirious, mysterious motion of a great ship under oar and sail, lifting as she gained way. Sternward shone a thousand palace lights and to the south, beyond, a crimson splurge below the belly of a smoke-cloud, where rioters had fired a warehouse near Lake Mareotis.

You take Tros for granted? asked Apollodorus. He appeared vaguely, it might be, jealous.

I take only destiny for granted, she retorted curtly  almost angrily.

Her women, arranging themselves in the lee of a bulwark on some mattresses that Tros had ordered put there, chattered in undertones, like birds at dusk, their personal discomfort driving greater matters out of mind. They shared wraps  spoke in whispers of the breathed air rising from the hold, and of the draft the great sails spilled on them.

Cleopatra stood beside Apollodorus staring out astern along the tow-rope, to discover for herself what Odyssean trick Tros brain had thought of. For she knew, and did not doubt he knew, that archers posted near the Pharos Light could sweep the channel with a hail of arrows that perhaps might not sink ships but that could turn a deck into a slaughter-yard.

If Tros had not seen war-ships weighing anchor in the Harbor of Happy Return nor had observed the archers marching along the Heptastadium, he had nevertheless made ready for such contingencies as craftily as he would have foreseen changes of the weather. And presently she understood.

A light appeared. Conops had raised an iron beacon on the stern of the barge  had lighted it  tow and oil  exactly such a beacon as all big ships used, on rare occasions when the big ships weighed at night, to show their movements to the port authorities. But the light was a cables length astern; and on Tros ship all was so dark that there was grumbling from the lower oar-banks, checked by monosyllabic overseers.

Tros only moved to cast his eye aloft where spars were hardly visible against the moonless sky; the steersman knew exactly where to find him at any instant, on the port side of the poop, arms folded, bulking black against the gloom. He did not turn his head when savage, cat-and-dog-fight oaths came over-stern. But Cleopatra and Apollodorus leaned out over the taffrail, peering with eyes bewildered by the swaying beacon light that focused all attention on itself and made the hither darkness seem impenetrable.

Suddenly the swearing ceased. I see him! laughed Apollodorus, stooping  groping. He discovered a thin hand-line  threw it  missed and had to haul it back. It was caught the second time, and presently a one-eyed face that had a knife between its teeth and swore incomprehensibly, advanced in jerks along the tow-rope. Leaning out, Apollodorus seized a hand and hauled in Conops, dripping, and as angry as wetted embers.

He took the knife out of his mouth  with the back of his hand wiped blood from a long skin-gash on his cheek  spat  used blasphemy in three spliced longshore dialects, and then remarked to Cleopatra in polite Greek:

Blind shoals or a woman  which is worse?

She laughed. He started forward, but Tros stopped him before he reached the ladder.

What now? Is that blood? Are you hurt, little man?

Hurt? No. Wet! The slack of that thrice-cursed towrope sunk us fathom-deep  the two of us  and he in a bower-anchors weight of armor. Asked where I was going  I showed him. Never thought an Alexandrian had spunk enough to follow. But he tried  and the rope was wet. He grabbed me  the rope jerked us high and ducked us under  by the hat of Hermes

Tros interrupted, snorting: How many times have I to tell you to be slower with your knife?

My knife, master? What about his dagger? When I kicked him in the face to shake him off, he went mad  tried to cut the tow-rope  maybe thought to climb back on the short end  or that you might put about to pass a new rope, and so pick him up. I was reaching for his dagger, with an arm and a leg around the rope, when he slit my face  and there were the two of us ducked under, mark you, like a pair of porpoises, me waiting for the slack to tauten for a breath of air. As soon as I could draw my knife  I cut his fingers till he let go.

You longshore brawler! You vicious wharf-rat! Get forward! Muster arrow-engine crews! Then up with you to the foretop and direct our arrow-fire. Remember now: The range should be a scant two cable-lengths. The barge should swing out with the wind when we change helm. I must squander a good tow-rope letting go  by Hermes, no, an ax will save the hither end of it! The barge should drift into the channel. If they shoot at it they may think they have slain our helmsman. If so, they will keep on shooting at the barge light. We should be half-way through the narrows before they see us. And we have the wind, so we can show heels after the barge is let go. But remember the south wind and allow for it. Their archers will be somewhere near that rock where you can see the white foam  thats the only place where they have the whole width of the channel in range  so when you spot them, give direction so many paces right or left of that. Fall away!

Conops went forward, grinning. Tros turned to Cleopatra, changed his voice to an almost fatherly note and spoke as if resuming conversation:

If you live, he said, and if you grow wise at the business of being queen, you will not rid yourself of rogues. Some rogues serve better than the virtuous, who sometimes shake their virtue in extremity. But, mark you! Let them know you know them to be rogues, or they will show you disrespect, which is a stuff that brings thrones down tumbling.

Greatness is the courage never to deceive oneself, she answered. Having greatness we are not deceived.

He stared at her, then meditatively turned away.

And now the Pharos Light, five hundred feet in the air, was like a moon of ruby let down from the sky, its unseen marble tower unimaginable, so great was the height. What other sounds there might be were all silenced by the surf on Pharos Point. A prick of lantern-light moved jerkily alongshore. From the masthead Conops cried a warning. All along the deck the giant bowstrings began creaking to the strain of winches. Two crews manned the arrow-engines on the poop; and there were others, hardly heard, in darkness all along the ships waist on the port side.

Conops cried out he could see the channel mark. Tros set a crew of ten men hauling on the tow-rope, shipwise, frugal, saving a few fathoms of it. Suddenly he gave a curt command. An overseers ax went through the rope with one blow. Then:

Helm starboard! Starboard again! So  starboard again! So  hold her!

The helmsman threw his weight against the long pine steering-oar, and the stars moved sidewise. Thunder of surf increased. Away astern  a swimming mystery  the barge light tossed and seemed to swing toward the eastern shore.

Next, out of stilly night, beyond the surf and below the Pharos tower, came a trumpet blast  and  instantly  a meteor-flight of arrows, wrapped in burning tow to show their course. They whistled in a jewel-like parabola toward the barge, and fell short, dropping beautifully. Then another flight  another.

Forty paces to the left! cried Conops.

All along the great ships side, from bow to poop her deadly arrow-engines twanged and tautened to the clank of ratchets, sending sheaves of arrows screaming at the Pharos. There were intermittent, muttered orders  no haste  rhythmic swiftness unlike any human agency  suggestive of an underworld.

Then Tros voice:

Haul in on the main sheets! Full speed with the oars!

He tapped the poop-rail with his staff to set time for the drums and cymbals. There began a wild harp-music. Gradually, gradually faster grew the stroke until the wake boiled egg-white and the very sails grew dimly visible in upcast phosphorescence. Then the ships bow lifted to the first wave on the harbor bar and suddenly the sails showed, bellied out and straining, dark against the red light of the Pharos beacon. They had turned the great lens, concentrating all the light in one long beam across the channel.

Light lamps below, Tros ordered. Stack oars. Theres a heavy dew, so wipe the arrow-engines dry before you house them. Sigurdsen  ho, Sigurdsen! Get forward there and slack away the shrouds

Harps, drums, cymbals ceased. Oars thumped in through the ports and rattled into racks under the deck, and presently an endless stream of oarsmen poured up from the hold to spread their mattresses. Some, staring override, conversed and there was laughter  half heard through the talking of the great ships timbers and the creak of straining spars.

Then, from the masthead:

Ships! cried Conops voice. Two  three  five  eight to port of us  theyre just in sight!

They are too late, Tros remarked.

He turned toward the helmsman  gave him a new course and watched a while, then came and stood, hands resting on his hips, in front of Cleopatra, bulking big and making her look tiny.

You may have my cabin. Never a woman used it since the wife who was about to bear a son to me died  in Gaul  of Caesars arrow.

Let my women have it, Cleopatra answered, turning from him.

Tros, standing with legs apart, his right hand stroking at his beard, watched her. He moved as if to go below, then, folding his arms on his breast, strode up to her again: Royal Egypt, he said bluntly, I am not used to a bowed head and my knees give with an ill grace. If it pleases you, I am your servant.

Admiral  Lord-Admiral, she answered.

And the ship is yours.

I will use the cabin. Lead me to it, she commanded. Shouts came from ashore  another trumpet-blast  flight after flight of arrows plumped into the sea a cables length astern, their sound like fish chased by dolphins.


CHAPTER VIII. A phoenix hatches only in the hot flame.

They who are without virtue are blind to the virtue in others. So also, they who are unfit to govern are blind to authority and yield not except to violence. He who has authority inherent in him, as he might have virtue, or a gift of song, or wit, needs neither trumpet nor insignia to tell him when he meets authority superior to his.
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IN THE great stern cabin under the poop of Tros ship Cleopatra lay, with Charmian beside her, in a bunk on the starboard side, on which had been spread an embroidered coverlet of Gaulish wool. Lollianè sat in Tros seat in the curve of the stern, with her elbows resting on the heavily built table in front of her, her eyes watching Apollodorus, his watching Cleopatra. Tros clothes, as gorgeous as eastern carpets, swung to every movement of the ship, from a pole set cornerwise across the cabin. There were several women huddled on a mattress on the floor. Apollodorus and Tros stood side by side, leaning their backs against the forward bulkhead.

Would you like two lanterns? Tros asked.

Zeus, no! That one smells bad enough! Go on with what you were saying. Why will you not go home to Samothrace?

The Samothrace that was, no longer is, he answered. You are of the Holy Mystery of Philae, and I marvel that a woman should have attained initiation. But I marvel more that you should ask me what you know I dare not answer.

But Cleopatra was sounding him, as he himself was used to sounding strange seas.

Samothrace, I know, she said, is like a volcano that is burned out, and now the buzzards build foul nests where once a purifying fire came forth. But if I were of Samothrace, I think I would not rest very long until I had lit again that olden fire.

Each to his task, Tros answered. I, who lit my candle at the flame, was sent to Britain to encourage the Druids, who are wiser than I am; they were too wise to scorn my help. So the Britons, who had been quarreling among themselves, took thought about their manhood. They defeated Caesar. Twice they defeated him  once and again!

And then you set forth to sail around the world? Why did you turn back?

My heart said that my task was only half done. Caesar was still living, and Rome rampant. Who am Ito burst out of my egg until my work within the egg is finished?

Why did you not kill Caesar? I understood you to say you took him prisoner.

It is not my habit to slay prisoners. A prisoner is one whom Destiny lets live a while. And who am I, that I should gainsay Destiny? It is Rome I dread, not Caesar.

It is Egypt, not myself, that I will save from Rome, said Cleopatra, and Tros eyed her for a moment with a new approval.

Caesar, he said, is the genius of Rome in human shape. He is the very essence of the wolfish Roman energy, that uses even its own virtue to a cruel end. But to slay Caesar in order to check Romes conquests would be sillier than to nail a shadow to the wall to check the growth of the tree that cast it. Rome might loose three Caesars on the world, in place of one.

Cleopatra mused a while. And Pompey? she asked suddenly.

Pompey is a man whom dignities and partly understood philosophies have swallowed until he mistakes the surface for the heart of things. The name Magnus that they gave him blinded Pompey. He could no longer see his greatness since its shadow covered him; his littlenesses had to serve, and they were many, leading him this way and that into indecision and deceiving others.

Cleopatra followed her own train of thought, her eyes half closed, and for a long time there was silence, broken only by the talking of the great ships timbers and the regular thrash of the sea against the oaken hull.

I agree, she said at last, that killing Caesar would not stay Romes course. And yet stay it I shall! None knows, except I, who burn with it, what will there is in me to save my Land of Khem from the fate of Gaul  aye, and from the fate of Samothrace, whose spirit died.

Nay! Tros exclaimed. That spirit flew forth. Samothrace is like the Moon, whose course was run and whose spirit found release into a larger sphere.

They call me Sister of the Moon, she answered. Is that ominous?

Woman, if you have heart enough to understand, all omens are only evidence that life and death succeed each other as the day and night. The faint of heart may shudder to see the sun sink westward. But a wise one greets the night and gives thanks, turning to the eastward presently to greet the sun again.

And Caesar, you say,  Tros! I  no, not this Cleopatra  not this shadow that you see here, but I  I am Egypt! What does it mean, that I must go forth like a hunted criminal? Is that, too, ominous? Is Egypt doomed to die like Samothrace?

I tell you, Samothrace is not dead! Tros retorted, Do you look for the soul of Samothrace in the shell of a rock-bound island? Look then for the soul of Egypt in a bucketful of Nile mud! Did wisdom die the day Pythagoras went free from his tired old body? Did they poison all intelligence with Socrates? I never was admitted to the higher mysteries, not being whole enough in understanding of that little knowledge that I have. I am a novice. Nevertheless, where I go, there goes Samothrace! And when I die, that Spirit I have let shine  dimly though it shone through me  shall once again receive me and renew me, until I go forth to a new birth. In the interval shall seed I sowed not germinate? When I return to earth shall I find fault if Samothrace is known by other names, and if its spirit dwells in other lands than that bare island? Are the olden gods of Khem but worms, that eat their Egypt, and destroy it, and have no home left nor anywhere to go?

She nodded. You are generous to fight my gloomy spirit for me, Tros. Olympus puzzles me with long words and symbols, whose inner meaning seems to be a key to yet more mysteries. And Olympus is no mans enemy, which makes it difficult to have patience with him

He is a greater than I, said Tros.

Olympus ever bids me choose between the spirits of light and darkness. But do you know how difficult that is when darkness steals up, and there is gloaming, and no stars, but only a nameless fear and a loneliness beyond all reach of companionship?

It is alone that we learn at last how countless and how close the gods are, Tros replied. And I tell you the gods would cease if they should cease to cherish  aye, and to obey us! But they obey the spirit in us, not the fumes from off our crucible of moods. Alone  not otherwise  we commune with the Spirit that is a bright light in the bosom of the Soul.

I am afraid of mine, said Cleopatra. When I feel that greatness in me, and that brightness, I become a coward. For I fear this little body and this brain will burn up.

Aye, a shell breaks ere a phoenix hatches, Tros assured her. And a phoenix hatches only in the hot flame.

But you were telling me of Caesar. Speak on. Killing Caesar would be to unleash Rome without a master. Rome needs money and would drain the very dregs of Egypt for it.

Aye, Tros answered, and in the name of law would rape religion, tolerating  aye, and whoring for its body, but slaying its soul as it slays the souls of the women its dealers buy and sell.

But Caesar?

He can whip his Romans to obedience. He has that merit.

Then if I win Caesar?

Tros pondered that a moment. Caesar, he said then, is a man whom many women have beguiled, to their own undoing. There is none  not man or woman  who has come within Caesars orbit and not suffered for it.

Suffering? We may expect that. Do we women bring forth children without suffering?

They cut Caesar forth from his mother, said Tros. It may be justice that a woman suffers, since she peoples a world with men to wreak worse cruelties.

Time was, Cleopatra said, when Egypt was a land of wisdom and its kings were patriarchs whom men revered. When I was young my mother took me a long journey up the Nile, to Philae, and I saw on my way the Pyramid, Memphis, Karnak, Thebes. I saw what dignity and affluence are born into a world where wisdom reigns; and I saw how, when the spirit is no longer understood, a people lapses into dullness and the very temple columns fall. My mother told me stories of the Land of Khem that I will remember as long as I live; so that Egypt to me is not Alexandria, but thousands of years of splendid history that flow down from the past as the Nile flows from none knows what mysterious source. And I know that as the Nile flows, so that spirit lives on, rising and waning, yet ceaseless. And I know that spirit moves me whenever I forget lifes meanness and remember what the Fathers told me at Dendera. Tros  I was anointed Pharoah of the Upper and the Lower Nile and High Priestess of Osiris and of Isis!


CHAPTER IX. Did I summon you from straw-roofed villages to tell me how to govern?

In the drama that we call life it is the part of wisdom to expect the unexpected, and to mistrust the expected when it comes  remembering: there is a false dawn but there is no doubt possible when once the sun has risen.
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THE farthest eastern outlet of the Nile, fast silting up and navigable only in flat-bottomed scows, met the sea at Pelusium. Waves moaned into the estuary and pounded on an endless beach of unclean sand, and to the southward lay a wilderness of mud-flats fringed with reeds, inhabited by myriads of birds.

A strong fort, scowling, as it might be, at the dreariness, defended the highway between Egypt and Syria, which crossed that last arm of the Nile by the only practicable ford, with fish-traps on either side, winding amid miles of mud-flats where the ibis broke the eggs of crocodiles and myriads of flamingoes hunted shell-fish.

On the eastern bank there was a strip of cultivation  mainly onions and corn: on the western, as far as the eye could see, field after field of black mud that bore prodigious crops in season  water-wheels, thatched huts barely separable from the landscape, no trees.

The great brick fort was square and around it lay Pelusium  a maze of barns, shops, slaughter-houses, brothels, wine-shops, with a few mean inns and a marketplace, where Greek, Persian, Syrian and Armenian traders vied with Jews, or joined with them in chousing the Egyptian.

There was heat insufferable and a stench of dead fish, seaweed, onions and camel-dung. By day there were flies in swarms so dense that to the leeward of a wall or on the beach at noon a man could hardly breathe without inhaling them. A few small boats lay drawn out on the sand; a few small ships stuck noses into mud berths in the estuary. Over the whole landscape lay a pall of dreariness, suggesting that neither hope nor health had any being near Pelusium. The place seemed dying, like that outer tentacle of Father Nile that formerly had made it a considerable port.

On the eastern bank of the Nile, set so as to command the ford, lay Cleopatras camp  a maze of black unsightly tents around a dune on which her white pavilion, of jetsam timber and a sail, open on three sides to the fetid wind, had been erected. She had hardly privacy; but her women were in thatch-roofed huts around her, which helped a little, and she had a small screened-off apartment at the rear.

Her ragged armys right flank rested on the beach, where a riffraff from Joppa and Gaza bivouacked by driftwood fires.

The left flank touched a muddy irrigation ditch a mile inland. At the rear of the camp a thousand camels meditated and as many horses kicked and fretted at the flies. There was a swarm of sutlers, traders, hangers-on, but not much of the pomp and panoply of war. Diomedes, followed suspiciously by a group of petty Arab chiefs, looked worried.

But he observed the decencies. He caused a bugle to be blown to announce that he desired an audience. When Cleopatra came forth from the enclosure at the rear into the open-sided sail-cloth pavilion, he made his bodyguard of ten black Nubians salute her  and he waited while her own ten answered the salute. Her throne was a chariot-body draped with leopard-skins, but she could have made an upturned empty chest look royal. Charmian and Lollianè came to stand beside her, and there were women with tall palm-leaf fans to drive the flies away.

Diomedes bowed again. The Arab chieftains, moving slowly, jockeying surreptitiously for precedence, contrived to conceal whatever interest they felt. Observant, they were careful not to exceed the bow of Diomedes.

What do these princes want? she asked.

Her voice awoke them to alertness, though they did not understand her Greek. They glanced at Diomedes, who was evidently primed to answer for them.

Royal Egypt, he began, these princes are complaining that you did not seize the fort, so that your cause, they say, is lost before the war begins. They say your brothers army in Pelusium is strong, and growing stronger, whereas we have few supplies and there is no help coming. Who, they ask, is to reward them and their followers for leaving home to linger in a camp beside a marsh, where flies infest them and Egyptians steal by night what little stores they have? To them I have answered, Royal Egypt, what you ordered me to say, but they demand an answer from your own lips.

Cleopatras forehead clouded.

You speak as if you favor their complaint, she said when she had thought a while. You are a poor judge, Diomedes, if you hope to manage me by watering allegiance till it tastes like the tavern wine your lazy foragers provide!

Royal Egypt, he stammered uncomfortably, I warned you, but you would not listen. There was nothing left for me but to bring them and let you find out for yourself. I have no

She interrupted him: I require your courage. If you have none, rid me of your cowardice this minute!

Royal Egypt! What more can I do than I have done already? I abandoned all that I possess to join you here and to uphold your cause. Is this justice  to accuse me of  ?

Justice? she retorted. Justice! That is what gods provide, after events! She motioned him aside and he obeyed her, leaving the chiefs to plead their own cause uninterpreted. But Cleopatra gave them no chance, overwhelming them with fluent Arabic before they could begin to frame their speech:

Did I summon you from straw-roofed villages to tell me how to govern? I have haled you here to save your wives and daughters, and your cattle and those little hoards of money you have buried under stamped earth floors!

Their brown eyes shifted nervously at the suggestion that they had money hidden. One man made shift to answer, but she frowned him into silence.

Am I answerable for the wind? You saw my great ship sail. It carried word to Caesar. You saw my messenger Apollodorus gallop to find Herod. And some of you, I think, know Herod, who is young, but he already has a name at which the very horses prick their ears. Do you prefer him as an enemy to recompense his followers at your cost?

Their truculence was not so noticeable now. Her unexpected fluency in Arabic deprived them of the chief advantage they supposed they had: they could not prompt one another without her knowing; neither could they bewilder her with vague and random-worded sentences in her own tongue designed to half hide insolence.

Ptolemy grows stronger in Pelusium? she went on. Answer then: why does he not march forth against us? Because his General Achillas counts the cost of giving battle, fearing Alexandria, behind him, that neither loves him nor is willingly against me. If Achillas had the worth within him of a tavern-thief he would have hurled himself against us, lo, these days ago. But he is too late. Herod comes, and a thousand cavalry.

How do you know that? a lean hook-nosed chieftain answered. We have no such knowledge. If a thousand cavalry should follow Herod, he would have to raise them from the country to the east of Jordan and the south of Jericho. And if he did that, we should know it. We have no such news.

Then go to the top of yonder dune and observe the dust toward the northeast, she retorted.

We have seen it, the Arab answered. That is the dust of twenty-five or thirty chariots  no army  surely not a thousand men. Moreover, there is movement in your brothers camp across the river.

There was no denying that. From hastily constructed sand-pits and redoubts, and from the breastwork that guarded the Nile ford, Cleopatras pickets were sending word of it, the runners racing to be first. All along the crenelated fort wall of Pelusium appeared mens heads and shoulders, like vultures, gazing seaward. In the roadstead, out beyond the shallows where the Nile mud piled up ever-widening shoals and sea-birds circled above waves of yellow green, Ptolemys small fleet apparently was weighing anchor.

Diomedes saluted with scant ceremony, turned away and, shouting for his horse, went striding toward the river to inspect the ford defenses.

They will take us in flank. They will sail their fleet into the estuary, said an Arab.

Cleopatra stood up on tiptoe. But she was small and there was still a part of the horizon that she could not see. She gestured and her women moved her chariot-throne to higher ground outside the tent, the guards assisting and the Arab chiefs observant, curious, preserving a vague deference that might be turned into respectful friendliness or the reverse, as circumstances should dictate.

She stood on the chariot, gazing seaward, shielding her eyes with her hand. An Arab chief called for his camel. He mounted. The beast rose and he, too, stared in the direction of the sea.

A ship. But whose ship? said the Arab.

For a long time Cleopatra gazed in silence. Three times she seemed about to speak, but checked herself, as if doubting what she saw. Then:

Pompey! she said at last. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, seeking refuge! She stepped down from the chariot. To the beach with you! Go to the beach and signal him! Send out a boat to him! Warn him! Persuade him to land on our side of the estuary! Welcome him in my name!

The Arabs left her and she turned to Charmian:

What pity that Tros did not meet him! If he falls into the hands of my brothers men, they will sell him alive to Caesar! Whereas if he should join me here his men might rally to him and  and I would seize Pelusium  then Alexandria  we would give Caesar and Rome a problem that would make Rome hesitate!


CHAPTER X. A Galilee for Egypt?

Some men build  upraising one thing from the products of a thing thrown down. But other men, as scavengers, see only fuel in a living tree or quarries in the monuments of bygone days. Nobility, it may be, is a tendency to imitate the Lords of Life by building  whether it be character, or cities: Ignobility a tendency to imitate the Hounds of Death, that, seeing what is built up, hunger to annihilate.
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THE dust-cloud to the eastward thinned and soon a dozen chariots whirled out of it, Apollodorus leading. Arab horsemen galloping to meet them wheeled into a cavalcade that crowded either flank and thundered in the rear until the leading chariot drew rein at last in front of Cleopatras tent.

Apollodorus, travel-stained and hollow-eyed, so weary that he reeled when his feet touched ground, was almost knocked down by a following chariots horses that were too far spent to feel their driver wrenching at the reins.

A very young man sat in that second chariot at ease. He took his time about descending and he made no comment, although he seemed to be amused by Apollodorus narrow escape. He looked distinguished, and, in a sly way, dignified.

He had a beard already long enough to curl. His almond finger-nails were beautifully polished, and his feet, in doe-skin slippers, were as small and well shaped as a womans. Gilded chain-mail showed through the opening of his tunic, over which he wore a thin striped cloak of green and gold. His head-dress was in the Arab style, but green and gold instead of white, and fastened with a jeweled brooch. He had rings on nearly all his fingers and a jeweled dagger at his waist.

If his clothing was designed to draw attention from his face, it failed. He was darkly handsome. Apollodorus good looks faded in comparison. But it was said that even his own mother swooned at the baleful influence of Herods eyes. Herods own attendants all wore charms against them.

An Arab chief rode up and, hardly pausing to salute, demanded:

We were promised a thousand men. Where are they?

Two hundred Arabs clustered around him and Apollodorus waited breathless for the answer. When it came, in Herods good time, it was like hot kettle-water, scalding what it touched:

Son of a hundred thousand stinking dogs! You dare to breathe on me! Do I need to answer you what I have done with one man  or a thousand  or ten thousand?

Nevertheless, Prince Herod, this is a defeated army unless reenforcements come!

Prince Herod laid a finger on his shapely nose and showed his teeth, whiter than ivory beneath the black mustache.

Scatter, you dogs, to your gutters! See what I will come and do to you!

The Arab rode back to his friends and passed the word among them:

Herod has a thousand at his back, or he would never dare to speak thus.

Presently a scout came galloping to say he had seen dust again along the eastward sky-line.

Dust of many horsemen!

Herod turned toward Apollodorus, ignoring servants, who had poured out of the other chariots to wipe his slippers, brush dust from his cloak and sprinkle him with Persian scent of myrrh-and-rose-leaves.

Where is she? he asked  as he might have asked where dinner waited.

Apollodorus did not answer. He was noticing how strangely empty was the camp, and how discouragingly shabby it all looked. His eye then for a moment resting on the fort beyond the river he detected archers gazing seaward.

Diomedes came in sight, from the direction of the ford, apparently in haste to reach the seashore, angry with a horse that trod the soft sand balkily and followed by a group of officers. Apollodorus started off on foot. Herod chose a chariot whose horses were less foundered than his own, but Apollodorus, overtaken, would not ride, so Herod drove on, his attendants trailing as first one mans wind gave out, and then anothers.

So when Apollodorus came in sight of the beach after passing behind smelly lines of breastworks and reed-thatched shelters, from which spearmen and archers of a dozen seaport towns observed him sulkily, Herod was already standing apart from a group of men and women, Cleopatra facing him at spear-lengths distance. Herod looked irritably nervous, angry that a woman should oppose his will. The crowd had stood back. Even Cleopatras women had withdrawn to thirty paces.

The first words that Apollodorus caught were Herods:

Did you imagine I would lead men here until I understand the risk? Can I afford to lose a thousand through miscalculation? I am not Lord of Egypt! I am Governor of Galilee. I had to drain a hundred villages to bring a thousand men. It cost me  Allah! It has cost me more than you can repay!

With the corner of his eye he saw Apollodorus listening.

And how should I know treachery was not intended? he went on. This lover of yours

Cleopatra made an almost unseen gesture to Apollodorus to restrain himself.

  he can tell you, I have left my men where they can strike. You summoned me. I came. But I have taken care.

Why did you come at all? asked Cleopatra.

Why? Why? You implored me to come! You besought me to come! Apollodorus promised you shall later lend me men to make me King of Syria, if I will help you now. He brought a pearl and said it was your gift. Do you send a prince a pearl that you may flout him when he makes you royal offers in return? None flouts me with impunity!

Having helped you when the Jews had made you desperate, I turned to you for help, said Cleopatra. You were the first I thought of. Your answer is to threaten me with violence unless I run with you to Galilee! A Galilee for Egypt? Do you think me so mean?

Me, or Apollodorus, or some other! Herod answered, grinning meanly. Better a little kingdom, Cleopatra, that is certain, than a great one merely yearned for! Mine may grow. But what of Egypt, when the Roman legions come collecting debts?

She turned her back and Herods own attendants closed in, forming a group around him to preserve his dignity. Apollodorus went to Cleopatras side and Diomedes rode up, angrily dismounting, jerking at the bridle.

Pompeius Magnus, you can see, has joined the enemy, he almost shouted at her. Now they can either hold him and sell him to Caesar, or employ him to withstand both you and Caesar! Yet you offer a discourtesy to this prince, who

If I offend you, Diomedes, leave me! she retorted.

She turned her back. She gestured to her women to surround her. Diomedes tried to talk to Charmian, who turned her back, too. Some of Herods men, to whom he had been whispering, returned toward the camp as Diomedes strode up, greeting Herod with a stately Old-World courtesy that Herod answered with conventional phrases and a lean mean smile.

I beseech you, Prince Herod, Diomedes said, to make allowance for a young queen in extremity. Her disappointments have been many, and this last one  the great Pompey going to our rivals is the bitterest of all. If you had only let her see your army

She shall see it! Herod answered.

Diomedes was too eager to restore good-will to notice the inflection:

If you have a thousand men, Prince Herod, I beseech you, summon them!

Herod made no move. His eyes were on the sea. He watched a small boat rowing shoreward. It was one that the Egyptians had sent to Pompeys ship. In the stern sat someone in a crimson cloak, who could not well be any one but Pompey, although only four men sat with him and there was neither standard, nor yet fasces, that by right should have accompanied a man who claimed dictatorship of Rome. In the forepart of the boat sat three men, one of whom was recognizable by helmet and high plume as Ptolemys general, Achillas.

On the far side of the estuary all that beach was swarming with the troops of Ptolemy and with the traders and the riffraff of Pelusium, but they made no outcry nor any movement toward that tongue of beach on which the boat should land its occupants.

Said Herod: Is there not an archer who can shoot that distance? Pompey and Achillas in the one boat  why not kill them before the boat can touch shore?

Distance over water is deceptive, Diomedes answered. There are four full bow-shot lengths between us.

Possibly. But shallow water, Herod insisted. Send your cavalry  water only knee-deep  archers up behind the horsemen  surprise

Shoal-water, yes, said Diomedes, but a quicksand, and a channel, then another quicksand. Then mud. Do you see the color of the outflow of the Nile? That red stuff settles into banks that catch ships as the sirup catches flies. They are as safe from us, and we as safe from them, as if we were a league apart. Do you see that boat we sent to Pompeys ship to gain first word with him? He pointed toward a rowboat laboring in surf along the tail-end of the shoal with more than half a league to go yet.

Herod grinned, his sly eyes seeming to contain within their depths all knowledge of the treachery of ages. He was not a young man then. He was as old as evil.

I would not give this, said Herod, and he snapped his fingers, to be there in Pompeys place! They hate me in Jerusalem, but when I come they greet me. Were I Pompey, I would think that silence ominous. And were I you, I would regret a rich prize almost within reach, yet slipping, slipping! Had I come but one hour sooner it should not have slipped away! I am in time to save another, though. Now listen to me. Let us not mind Pompey; he is lost forever.

Cleopatra, standing amid her women, turned her head to look for Apollodorus. He was missing. In the moment while her eyes sought swiftly for him, came a cry across the sea as if a womans soul had suddenly gone wailing through the gates of death. The cry came from the anchored ship, where Pompeys wife was watching his arrival at the beach, foreseeing death three breaths before it happened amid silence with a thousand looking on.

The boats bow touched the beach. Achillas rose and, setting one foot overside, extended his left hand, inviting Pompey to come forward and take hold of it. The rowers all leaped overside, waist-deep, to thrust the boats bow firmly in the sand, and Pompey, laying aside a book that he was reading, stood up, signing to his four companions to step ashore first. There was some slight argument about that, but they finally obeyed him, and he followed, alone, stepping from rowers seat to seat, a splendid figure, dignified, in no haste.

He ignored Achillas hand. Intending to jump dry-shod from the boats nose to the beach, he passed between Achillas and two other men in Roman military dress. The taller of the two men drew a Roman sword and struck him in the back between the shoulder-blades. He gave no cry that anybody heard but turned in sudden agony and seemed to recognize the man who struck him. Then, as if ashamed, he covered his head with his crimson cloak. Instantly Achillas, now behind him, plunged a dagger in his back, and Pompey fell from view below the gunwale. Then Achillas and the other two were seen to leap on him, elbows and shoulders showing as they stabbed and hacked enough to kill a dozen men.

Another moment, and the Roman who had struck first held a severed head in air. Another broken-hearted cry came wailing over-water from the ship. Achillas rowers jumped into the boat and, stripping the headless body naked, threw it overboard.

Meantime, there was a scuffle on the beach. The Romans who had come with Pompey were surrounded. Three of them were stabbed to death; but the fourth man vanished unaccountably. Achillas and his two companions, the taller of them carrying the head, set off toward Pelusium, most of the soldiers, who had looked on, following in disorder, although a few remained to strip the bodies of the men just slain.

Cleopatra gripped at Charmians shoulder.

Dogs! she exclaimed, then threw both hands outward in a tragic gesture. Oh, how I love a hero! How I hate such gods as let a hero die of mean mens daggers  as a corpse uncared for is a prey of worms! O Charmian, is this a world? Or is it outer wilderness where lost souls long for Hades?  Look you, they will seize his ship next! They will slay his wife too! Do you see my brothers warships working up against the wind to cut off her escape? Are we to stand here doing nothing?

But the ship that had brought Pompey had its anchor up already, and the wind, that was against the Egyptian fleet, was fair for a captain bold enough to try to use it through that shoal-encumbered channel. He had oars out, too. Cleopatra evoked unseen powers:

Now! If there is anything in all Olympus magic,  WOMAN, SAIL THOU SAFE AWAY IN MANZET, BARK OF RE!

Charmian began to tremble. Cleopatra seemed unconscious of anything except the race for the channel entrance  oars against oars and sail  distance two for one against the lone ship threading its course through quicksands.

They come too fast. They catch her! exclaimed Charmian, inbreathing.

But Cleopatras eyes had seen a sail approaching  purple  then another  two sails on the one ship, bellied out to westward with a squally east wind tugging at the sheets. The glitter of a long-tongued golden serpents head appeared.

Tros! she said. Tros of Samothrace!

The Egyptian ships had seen him too, to windward, bearing down on them with white foam seething off his bow and both his bulwarks dark with the heads of fighting men. They fell away before the wind, a dozen of them, to reform in battle line, and for a while they milled around in more or less confusion, their commanders shouting; until realizing they were helpless with the wind against them, they retired into the roadstead in the lee of the protecting westward shoal.

The escaping ship was equally afraid of Tros, but its captain seemed to be a master navigator, crafty and self-confident. Not large enough or fast enough to dare to try conclusions in the open sea, he held a course to westward until Tros backed sail to wait for him. Dousing his own sail then, with Tros ship almost within range, he headed due east under oars until he had Tros down-wind and a shoal between them. Laboring along the shoals edge he could hoist his sail again at last, and Tros had his choice between a long stern chase or letting him escape.

By that time Tros could see the frantic signals being made to him from Cleopatras camp. He hove to, with the oars just paddling sufficiently to keep him head to wind. It would have been madness to attempt the estuary, with a fleet in sight that could have stolen along presently in darkness to blockade the entrance. But a boat went over-side and headed toward Cleopatras camp  a long row across white-capped water.


CHAPTER XI. What can a woman do nobly and well except to bring forth children?

As there are blessing and cursing, so there is magic of two kinds: the one, personal and selfish; having its roots in fear and hatred, that is known as Black Art, and it leads into the limbus of annihilation. But the other is a natural result of spiritual rebirth  an awakening to recognition of all nature and its forces as a host of eager, ever-present friends.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



LOLLIANÈ saw Apollodorus beckon from a breastwork built by Diomedes to defend the ford by arrow-fire in flank. She left Cleopatras side, and when he saw her coming, he withdrew behind a gabion.

Sleep  rest yourself, Apollodorus, she advised. I never saw you so weary. Lie there in the corner on that lion-skin and sleep.

He laughed, peering around the gabion and over the breastwork, to make sure none was listening.

Dont you admire our strategy? How great is Diomedes! He has set these earthworks to defend us from our own men! Subtler than a serpent! Flatterer! He called me Curlylocks! Ho! You there, Curlylocks! He saw me just now as he rode toward the ford. You love your handsome face, he said, so I can count on you to try to save your beauty! Stay here. You shall have a dozen archers. Fire on our men if they start retreating! Generalship!

Suddenly his mood changed. He seized her by the right hand, deadly serious, and she glimpsed the man behind his mask of affectation.

Lollianè! Is a life worth living  is a death worth dying  to have done one thing nobly?

What can a woman do nobly and well, she answered, except to bring forth children? And a child might be a coward. There is no foreseeing the end of anything.

He laughed again. If there are gods, let them be blamed for endings! Whose praise do you value?

Yours! Apollodorus, why ask? Why pretend? You know! I was as frank with you as you have been inscrutable! I never asked more than a moments taking of the love I offered. Are you satiated with love? Are you afraid of consequences? Afraid of Cleopatras jealousy? She only uses you, Apollodorus. When someone more useful appears she will yield you to me or to anyone else. It is oh, so little I ask of you! Praise? Hers and your own  none other!

Nearer than most to the target, said Apollodorus. Nevertheless, you miss by two spans.

How? she asked him. Tell me.

No praise other than your own is worth to you the breath it uses.

I could let hers go, she answered. Mine? I would praise myself forever, and sing songs forever, if I had yours! But not lip praise. Praise from the heart, Apollodorus! Once! I would remember it beyond death.

Apollodorus was too weary to conceal his thought. He saw her with the searching sculptors eye that looks through surfaces to principles and labors to interpret them.

I will never  never praise myself, she said, until you praise me. If I understood you, I would make you love me. But not greedily. I would not ask too much. I had a little Jewish slave-girl who used to tell me stories. Once she told me of a man named Samson. I forget the womans name, but she shore Samsons locks to win him. Shall I shear your locks, Apollodorus? I would not do what that other woman did. She sold him to his enemies. But I would let you go if you would love me  utterly and truly  from your heart  once!

Weariness had stripped him of his skill and she could see what underlay the cynicism in his eyes. Her intuition leaped. She understood! She understood him too well, reining in her triumph even as it broke loose, lest it run away with her and lose him after all.

Apollodorus! You, too! You shall win your own praise! Two by two we do things. One by one we pay the price of doing. I am not afraid.

She held her arms toward him.

Kiss me!

He raised her right hand to his lips and in a moment she was in his arms.



You are lovely, Lollianè. Any man might call me fortunate, and you have used wise words, but I think you stole them from Olympus, letting go the half of what he said: it is a world of clever sayings and of unwise deeds!

He lifted her and made her stand against the gabion, her face toward the sinking sun. His eyes were set again, into that curious, appraising, sculptors stare, incredulous of anything but his own ability to see.

She trembled, sure of him at last  yet sure he would be merciless.

There is no song here, he said, nor any splendor of dawning hope. Could anything be worse?

Nothing, she agreed, unless it were to lose you.

That is for you, or for death to determine, he answered. Listen. While she and you and Charmian stood watching Achillas kill a man, whose feet he was not fit to lick, I crouched where Herod talked to Diomedes. Do you know what a fool in a rascals hands can be, and what might come of it?

She laughed. I know to what extremes Apollodorus led me! Am I a fool? Are you a  ?

Races are won at the finishing post, he answered. All plans look like madness until laurels are awarded. You are not in Herods hands yet  yet, I said  you heard me  yet! But she, you, I and all of us will be unless

The gods forbid! There is Tros, she said. Tros ship

Out of reach! Herod has persuaded Diomedes to leave two-thirds of our army here to deceive the enemy, while  for her own sake, mind you!  she is to be forced to go with Herod to his little principality in Galilee! Diomedes has agreed  agreed with Herod!  trusts him!  thinks a promise made by Herod can mean anything but treachery! And yet priests tell us there are gods  as if whatever gods there truly were would not protect us against honest fools like Diomedes!

We can prevent it! It is not too late! We can prevent it! said Lollianè. There is a boat coming. It can take us to Tros ship.

Look! said Apollodorus, pointing.

Herods cavalry  a thousand desert swordsmen mounted on mares from a land where it was rumored even Parthians feared to travel, were in full view, pouring along the highroad between the beach and Cleopatras camp.

Listen, Lollianè. Listen now. Attend to me, and think of Herod. Diomedes will be daggered in the neck before to-nights moon rises. Cleopatra is the prize!

Then warn her! Why not?

She would refuse the only possible way of escape.

Speak plainly, Apollodorus.

I see you are not strong enough, he said. A race is won by never fearing to go down under the wheels. I will try another way. Perhaps I can kill Herod in the dark.

He has too many servants, Apollodorus. You could never get near him. But I might do it! I will prove to you, I love you! Bid me do it!

No, he answered. Murder is a mans work.

Apollodorus, you are weary. If your hand should slip we should be worse off  all of us instead of one. No  I will do it! I! What was your plan? Let him carry me off believing I am Cleopatra? He would kill me when he learned of his mistake, and I prefer this other risk. Better a death by daggers than the arms of Herod!

It is a good thing not to be afraid to die, Apollodorus answered. It is much the best way to prolong life. Not to fear shame is to rise above it.

But to love? she asked.

Apollodorus laughed. I do not know what love is. I have never felt it. Passion I know, and admiration. I admire you. I will admire you more if you will save her by tricking Herod.

By being befouled by Herod!

There are bodies lovelier than yours, my Lollianè, said Apollodorus. There are many lovelier than hers. If I need women, or if you need men, there are a thousand either of us might have for a nod. Can Herod rape your spirit? If he can, then stay here. You would not be worthy of the race we run.

Worthy? Lollianè said. Do you mean  do you mean  ?

I admire you, Lollianè; and I do not know what love is. If your bravery should cause me to admire you more, I do not see that I could love you less, if love is anything.

But you will loathe me, as I loathe Herod!

If you think that, stay here, Lollianè.

Apollodorus, if you loved

I dare say that I never loved, he answered. I have asked Olympus what is love? His explanation was as interesting as the problem, and as difficult to understand! But I will tell you what I told him: To love is to let neither death, nor anything whatever that is less than death, dissuade you from any course. That is how I win chariot races.

His answer?

Oh, he smiled. You know that Sphinx-face.

Is dishonor less than death? asked Lollianè.

Whose? What others think of you is much less. What you yourself know  death is a mere incident compared to that.

If you had tasted love, Apollodorus, you would know that what you think of me is more to me than all else  life  death  anything! If I should do what you ask; and if, later, you should think me Herods cast-off rubbish

Lollianè!

Strange, she said, that I should trust you! I will do this thing, Apollodorus.

He took her in his arms.

You will remember me? she asked.

I think you have taught me at last what love is, Lollianè. I will come for you.

You will  ?

I will come for you.


CHAPTER XII. Let Lollianè earn her laurels.

Every man has two sides to his nature, one predominating; and, obeying Law that governs Sun, Moon, Stars, Men, strength will grow stronger and weakness weaker until one roll of the Endless Book is written and the Pen of Destiny is dipped anew.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



SO QUIET? Fearful? Cleopatra asked. You who were brave until now?

No. No longer afraid, said Lollianè. I was thinking how wise you were to trust Tros and to leave your treasure on board his ship  and what a pity it is that you sent Herod even one pearl. It whetted his appetite. Why do his men guard the beach with their horses all saddled and bridled  ready for what? There is too much mystery about your Herod. And where is he? Did you believe his story about going to choose a better place to pitch his camp?  mind you, in darkness! Where is Diomedes? Why has Diomedes posted Apollodorus near the ford, when he knows Apollodorus is too spent with fatigue to stay awake? Do you not scent treachery?

The dim lamp, throwing shadows on a sail-cloth wall, left Cleopatras face obscure  unlimned  a silhouette. There were no slaves present  only they three; she could afford to show fear, if she felt it; but the half-light was a mask, and her royal voice was never known to fail her.

Treachery, yes. But if the gods desire my death now, they will have it, and if not, no. I am counting on Tros to come ashore, with news of Caesar. I know Tros sent a boat. I think Apollodorus must have met it at the beach, because the boat went back.

I spoke with Apollodorus down by the redoubt, said Lollianè.

Was he afraid? Does he talk of deserting me yet?

He is too much like a god to be afraid! said Lollianè.

He is too much a god to be true to one woman, Cleopatra answered. If Apollodorus knew how near a god he is he would turn into a priest, and a good priest is as rare as a virginal woman. But Apollodorus believes himself a sybarite  a cynic; and so he is safe from the dangers of zeal. But he is also safe from women, Lollianè! He is protected by the very flattery with which he plasters them. Flattery, to me, is like the tortoise-shell on palace doors. I love it. But I always wonder what the wood is that it hides. Has Apollodorus flattered you?

He has, said Lollianè.

Then beware of him! He has a plan to use you. What has he been saying?

He was cryptic. I would rather you should hear it from his own lips. Let us hope he is sleeping for he needs it. He has twelve archers in a breastwork, on our right front, near

I know where he is, said Cleopatra. If I should send for him, Diomedes will learn of it and accuse me of upsetting his wonderful military plans. Diomedes is too insolent already. On the other hand, we are watched, and if I go to him

Dressed as a slave? Lollianè suggested. You and Charmian! There are men-slaves you can trust  I would take the Gauls, if I were you. And I can stay here. I can wear your shawl, and imitate you  you have seen me do it. I could let the lamplight throw my shadow on the tent wall, and show myself in the opening once or twice, just for a moment, to assure the spies that you are here.

Lollianè aimed well. Recklessness of danger and delight in it were Cleopatras nature, as was loyalty to true friends and scorn of the half-hearted ones.

You are not afraid to stay here alone, Lollianè?

She summoned slave-girls. She and Charmian clothed themselves in long, soiled linen smocks, and the slaves stood naked. She threw her shawl to Lollianè.

Baskets! The spies must think I am sending food to Apollodorus. Where are those Gauls? Lollianè  sit there, where the lamp will throw your shadow. Keep these slaves here, or they might talk. Now, let me see you imitate my gestures  good! Do that again. You had better let one of the slave-girls be dressing your hair. The shadows of the others will look like your own and Charmians. We wont be long, dear.

One Gaul leading, one behind, and one on either flank, she and Charmian stepped into the dark with the baskets on their heads, like wenches taking gifts of food to officers in whom the Queen showed interest.

There was no lamp  and not yet much moonlight. They avoided bivouack-fires of camel-dung and driftwood, passing, like timid slave-girls, through the shadows between groups of men, who caught the glint of firelight on the weapons of the guards, and bid a bold price for their favors, from a distance. It was hardly etiquette to let a girl go by unflattered, but one took no chances with the mail-clad Gauls.

There was a furlong-space of utter desolation between the farthest camp-fires and that breastwork where Apollodorus was. No sounds there but a sea-croon from the far beach, and ahead, the distant useless blare of trumpets in Pelusium.

So they heard Apollodorus voice, and presently another like an angry lion muttering, before they could see the reed-work gabions and the line of the breastwork linking them, against the misty river gloom of the Nile beyond:

The fools have cut their own throats by murdering Pompey. Surely his fleet could not be far behind him. Now his men will throw in their lot with us and

But I tell you, I saw Caesars fleet! Crowded with men. Headed southward. If not for Alexandria, then whither else? By the wind and by the course not Hadrumentum.

Might it not have been Pompeys fleet? asked Apollodorus voice.

Nay! Later I met one ship loaded like a crate of chickens with two thousand men under the command of Lucius Lentulus, Pompeys general. I spoke to him. He was in two minds  to escape Caesar and to find Pompey. When I told him I had seen Caesar headed for Alexandria he set his own course for Pelusium; but his ships bottom is foul. His captain does not know these waters. He will be lucky if he gets here by to-morrows dawn.

But he will join us.

I doubt it. We shall learn in a matter of hours that Caesar has taken Alexandria. Caesar is swift, I tell you! Lucius Lentulus may make for Hadrumentum, where they told me in Cyprus that Cato and some other Romans expect to make a last stand.

If we wait, we will see, said Apollodorus.

Wait, say you? There is one time: now! There is one course: bring her to my ship! How to do that  how to reach her without anybody knowing

I am here, said Cleopatras voice.

Night vomited a shadow. Tros loomed, hand on sword hilt, peering at her.

The voice yes. The shape lies. Speak again! he growled. Dodecahedron! she retorted. It is I and Charmian. Where are Apollodorus archers?

Out of sight and hearing, Egypt! They were in the way. They might have shot Tros, so I sent them midway to the ford to keep watch.

Tros stepped into the rising moonlight, looking all ways. Go in there into the dark, he ordered.

Cleopatra took Apollodorus hand, and Charmian hers. He guided them to a lion-skin, on which they sat down with their hands clasped over their knees.

Did you bring no men, Lord Tros?

Tros blew his seamans whistle, hardly audibly; it was echoed instantly from three directions.

Nine men, and a boat on the beach, he answered. Your Jew friend Herods eunuch luckily mistook me in the dark for an accomplice  bade me find my horse and be ready to ride like the wind when Herod gives the signal. Herod has been thoughtful for his skin. His signal is to be waving torches half-an-hours ride distant along the seashore! Luckily, Apollodorus had a servant on the watch for me. What brought you hither in a slaves frock? Did Herod already cast his net at you and miss?

She had a way of not answering questions that suggested others to her mind.

Apollodorus, she whispered, send to my tent for Lollianè!

But Apollodorus was leaning above the breastwork, staring in the direction of the ford. He seemed not to hear her but summoned the four Gauls to come and lean beside him.

My archers sleep, the honest fellows, he reported in a low voice. Comes a man straight past them! Tros, can your men catch him?

Tros whistled softly. Conops. You and another. There is a man coming this way from the ford

Dead, master?

Alive, you dock-rat! Hurt him, and I will strand you in Pelusium!

Then silence. Presently approaching footsteps. Suddenly an oath  hard breathing and a struggle  thud of a body falling heavily on sand. Footsteps again. Then two dark shadows hurled a third one backward into the pitchy darkness of the breastwork.

Fall away! commanded Tros. Two of the shadows vanished and the third stood backed up with a swords point at his throat until Apollodorus dropped into the gloom beside him for a scrutiny and demanded his name.

Aias, he answered curtly. A decurion from the fortress of Pelusium. I bring word from the fort commander  for the Princess  for herself  none other.

Dog! said Apollodorus. Name her Royal Egypt, or I will whip you into her presence!

So be I come into her presence, the man answered. She will repay whipping. I have good news.

Then came Cleopatras voice:

Apollodorus, send at once for Lollianè!

If he heard her he gave no sign of it.

A message! he announced. Pelusium has sent a spy to tell us what it suits them we should know!  Speak, you! This is Royal Egypt. On your knees, and lie to her, and get it over with, before I hand you over to these Gauls to kill! Down on your knees, you

The man knelt. He could not see her.

As I live, I lie not! By Osiris and the Breath of Hathor, I am from Pelusium

She did not wait to hear him. Tros tried to prevent her but she passed him into moonlight. He who was on his knees could see the linen smock then.

So! By the boat of Chons, I am a sport of slave-girls, am I? Take me to your Princess! I will tell her  by Osiris, I will tell her a slut

Tros hand on his wind-pipe shut a word off midway and his knees sank as he fought for breath, wrenching at Tros fingers, until Apollodorus freed him.

He may be of use, Tros.

Tros watched Cleopatra, ears alert for what the night might bring forth next.

Summon your men, Tros! she commanded. Take my Gauls, too. Lead them to my tent. Bring Lollianè here!

He had his whistle to his lips. But before he could blow it a torch blazed somewhere in the middle of the camp  flared up and whirled in air until it made a flaming circle around someones head. It ceased as suddenly, and from a far-off summit of a sand-dune to the eastward six torches answered, flaring in elliptic rings. Then a stealthy, ghostlike movement began, a muffled drumming of the hoof-beats, as an Arab army melted into nothing in the night.

Your Herod Tros bit that off. It was no time for recrimination.

My Lollianè! Tros, if that traitor Herod has hurt one hair of her

Apollodorus spoke: Let Lollianè earn her laurels. She has saved you, Egypt! She has made her bid for what she has her heart on. May it turn out to be no more worthless than the prizes any of us crave!

Charmian snatched at his arm and shook him. She was half hysterical.

What do you mean, Apollodorus? Do you dare to say that Lollianè

But the prisoner was trying to escape. Apollodorus sprang at the man from behind, choked, tripped him, and the two went down together. Breathing hard, Apollodorus called to the Gauls to come and search the man but they could find no dagger in his clothes  Conops had cleaned him of all metal, money included. But Apollodorus had his doubts yet.

You were sent to kill our Queen!

The fellow struggled with the Gauls who knelt on him.

No! No! By Horus! Let me up! I have a message!

But another messenger was coming headlong  a mare without saddle or bridle and someone sprawling along the mares neck, clinging to the mane. The mare shied at the shadowy shapes of men and women, swerved  shot its rider off  and vanished. Tros bent over a girl who lay and jabbered at him. She was naked, except for sandals.

My slave! Cleopatra knelt beside her. Speak, girl! What has happened?

Charmian knelt on the other side, but Charmian was nearly in as bad plight  teeth chattering, her heart so fluttering that breath came and went too rapidly for speech. Cleopatra pushed her away violently, and then, seizing the slaves shoulders, shook her.

Speak, girl! You are safe now. What happened?

She used what Apollodorus called her lion-tamer voice that scattered fear and drew forth sanity. The girl found speech, in broken sentences:

Lady Lollianè  they came suddenly  the Arabs  and took all of us except me. General Diomedes ordered it  I saw him  he was outside, ordering. He ordered, Do her no harm! Veil her! So they wrapped her in a sheet. Then an Arab came from behind the Lord Diomedes and slew him  with a sword  in the neck  and he fell face forward. They carried off the Lady Lollianè, laughing to one another, saying she was you, O Egypt  but some stayed to loot. I had hidden because I was naked. I crept out under the tent and hid again until I saw a mare tied by a halter to the saddle of one of the Arabs who was busy at the loot. So I slipped the halter off. I rode to find you. Oh-aie-aie-aie-aie! My Lady Lollianè!

Tros voice rumbled like a signal-drum  so sudden and fraught with vigor that even Charmian ceased trembling and the slave-girl sat up:

You  Conops! Off with your shirt and clothe that woman! Gag her if she makes another sound. Bring her along behind us. Lord Apollodorus, lead the Gauls and bring that prisoner!

He ran no risk of disobedience. He picked up Cleopatra  wrapped her in his own cloak on his left arm  and with both her arms around his neck, and with his sword-arm free, strode swiftly toward the beach.

Four of you men run ahead and make the boat all ready to shove off! he ordered.


CHAPTER XIII. Vale, Imperator!

The living are afraid of death. I should not be surprised to know the dead are equally afraid of living  but with far more reason.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



Darkness before moonrise. On the beach: Pelusium.

A voice. Stand! I have a javelin. Who are you?

Another voice. I am no mans enemy in these days  too old to be dangerous and too poor to be worth a robbers trouble. I am Marius Rufus. Who are you?

First voice. Philip, a freedman. Draw near. Let me look at you.

Marius Rufus. A freedman? Whose then?

Philip. A great Romans. If you are as honorable as your name sounds, then attend his obsequies. Oh, woe! Oh, woe and wailing for the greatest Roman! Woe! Oh, misery! Oh, shame! Oh, foul fate! Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus  

Marius Rufus. He? You are demented!

Philip. Would I were! Oh, would it were my head they took! See you  naked  headless! That is my shirt he is wrapped in.

Marius Rufus. He shall have mine too, whoever he is. But Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus  naked  headless on a seashore? Who is likely to believe that? How comes he dead  and you, his freedman as you say you are, still living?

Philip. Woe! Woe! Would that I had died in place of him! Oh, would that he had listened to his wife Cornelia: Go not! Go not ashore! she warned him. Would that he had listened to us, who begged him to stay in our midst, as he left the boat! But he would come last, proud to the end, although he foresaw treachery. They stabbed him  hacked his head off  stripped him  threw his body in the sea  oh, woe! woe!

Marius Rufus. Woe indeed, if you speak truth! If this is Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus then I have better right than you to grieve, for I was free born, and I marched with his standard in Spain, and in Hellas  aye, and against Lepidus. But what were you and your companions doing?

Philip. Them they slew. I broke away. I dashed into the sea; for I had seen my patrons headless body thrown in, and I had no other thought left than to die with him  to drown with him. The gods preserved me to perform his obsequies. I swam a long time, looking for the body. And at last I saw a crowd of idlers staring; and I saw the body rolling in the surf. So I put seaweed on my hair and shoulders and I came forth. The fools ran! They thought me Neptune!

Marius Rufus. Eh? The Sea-god coming to do honor to the Scourge of Pirates? That was good, that was! Poor fellow, you are wet still  and a chill wind. I begin to believe your tale. Let me see that body. I believe I would know my old general, even headless. He was wounded in Spain  let me remember now  where was it?  on the right breast, half-a-hands breadth from the arm-pit. Ecce! Ecce! You have not lied, Philip! That is he! Oh, woe and lamentation! Foul fate! Imperator  conqueror  dictator  headless on a vile beach!

Philip. Quiet! Let us pay him the last honor in such silence as he loved. See  I have found the book that he was calmly reading as they rowed us between ship and shore. Such dignity! Such otherworldliness! A Roman  a true Roman! Oh, what foul fate for the greatest of all Romans!

Marius Rufus. You were right, friend. Let us make no clamor, or they might prevent the honor we would do him. Where is the head?

Philip. I know not. I have hunted for it high and low. His murderers may have taken it to sport with or to spike above a fort gate.

Marius Rufus. Likelier to sell. And who should pay a price for it but Caesar? May our fathers gods repay that Caesar as he merits! Infamous impostor! Demagogue! Perverter of our olden customs!

Philip. May the Fates mete justice! You are old, friend Rufus. Have you strength to carry driftwood?

Marius Rufus. Aye, some little strength yet. You have washed the body? Wait then while I add my shirt to yours. I am a soldier. Let your shirt be for decency, and mine for honor  for his imperators cloak  the worthier to act that part because I have no other. So  now, let us hasten. When we have brought wood will you know where to find a torch?

Philip. Aye. Let us build the pyre here, by the seas edge.

Marius Rufus. Vale, Imperator! Marius Rufus gives thanks that with shreds of strength left over from the service of the Rome we both love, he has lived to do this last deed, to the end that your great spirit may go forth in peace, and find rest. Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus  vale, Imperator!

Philip. Vale, Imperator!


CHAPTER XIV. Truly there is nothing for us Romans left to do but to yield to Caesar.

Fools say: I will do this and the consequences shall be thus. The wise, however, seek to do only that which is proper to the moment and they meet the consequences when they come; since wisdom is a spiritual quality, its mate intuition, its offspring foresight that confers ability to do a right thing at the right time. Thus the truly wise are reckless of results, which, rooted in their cause, inevitably must include as much of rightness as the deed did that has brought them into being.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



TROS cabin lantern had nearly spent its last oil in the darkness before dawn. The great ship lay at anchor offshore, rolling to a ground-swell, that kept the lantern swinging and the shadows moving. Tros sat like a judge, his sword of justice on the table and Aias, the prisoner, standing before him. On the port bunk lay Apollodorus, fast asleep. Cleopatra lay with Charmian, chin supported by both hands, on the starboard bunk.

Now understand me, Tros repeated, if I catch you lying

By Horus and by Hathor, I lie not! May your honors excellencies ears be as the ears of Thoth, who registers the hearts weight. May Osiris judge me.

You have a Greek name, Tros objected. Why not swear by Greek gods?

But Cleopatra intervened: No, no, Tros. The half-breeds are all liars when they swear by Zeus. The Nile prevails. He only knows the names of Greek gods. They mean nothing to him. Let him answer in the name of Thoth and the dreadful weighing.

It is I who weigh now! Speak on, Tros commanded.

I am a decurion of the fortress guard of Pelusium. I overheard the Lords Achillas, Potheinos and Theodotus taking counsel among themselves to slay the Roman General Pompey. I heard all. It was the Lord Theodotus, the Kings tutor, who kept insisting that dead men dont bite: that therefore they must invite him to come ashore and stab him to death on the beach. They sent for two Romans named Septimius and Salvius, to whom they promised great rewards if they would slay the Roman General. But it was the Lord Achillas who struck the first blow, nevertheless.

He does not lie. I saw Achillas strike the blow, said Cleopatra.

Tros glanced up at the lantern, then looked sternly at the prisoner:

You have until that lantern flickers out, to tell the whole truth. Otherwise you shall drown.

The prisoner resumed his story in a hurry. There came a messenger from Alexandria, on a camel that fell down dead, for it was furiously ridden. He cried that a Roman fleet lies anchored off the Pharos  and that it is Caesars fleet  and that Pelusium thus lies between two enemies, like an onion between the pestle and the mortar. Therefore, the Lord Theodotus took the Roman Generals head and made all haste to carry it to Caesar. And the Lord Potheinos himself aroused the young King from his bed, to take him at once to Alexandria, to make such terms for him with Caesar as may be possible. But the Lord Achillas holds the fortress, waiting with the army to see what shall transpire. Therefore, the Fort Commandant, who has many reasons to mistrust and to fear the Lord Achillas, sent me to inform the Sister of the Moon and Stars that if she will approach the fort to-morrow night at midnight, she will find the south gate unguarded. He relies on her, whose eyes are stars of heaven, and whose voice is mystery, to reward him for restoring to her the fortress that is hers by right. And he agrees to slay the Lord Achillas with his own hand.

Tros sat back and glanced at the lantern again, waiting for Cleopatra to make her own comment on that proposal. She was swift with it:

Set him ashore, Tros. Let him go back to Pelusium and say this to the Commandant: that I perceive his treachery. I am not so easily delivered into the hands of General Achillas.

Tros rapped the table with his knuckles. In the dying light the face of Aias had grown yellow, and his eyes, distended by his fear, looked inhuman.

Did you hear? Can you swim? Tros demanded.

He struck a bronze gong that hung from an overhead beam. The cabin door was opened by a seaman.

Four of you  throw this decurion overboard. Dont injure him unless he tries to return to the ship. He has my leave to swim ashore if he can do it.

The ensuing scuffle and the slamming door awoke Apollodorus.

News! he demanded. Where are we? Are we on our way? And where to?

In darkness? Tros answered. With a head wind, and a shoal on either hand? A ship is not a chariot!

And then the light went out; but Cleopatra vowed that she could see the first faint glimmer of the dawn through the half-open hatch that was used to ventilate the cabin.

Tros went to the poop and she and Charmian followed him For a minute or two Cleopatra stood there filling her lungs and stretching herself, while Tros gave orders to his officers in a group below him on the main deck. Then Apollodorus came up, yawning, and ceasing to yawn as he watched Cleopatras figure, swaying, bending, lovely in the dim gray light  until a voice cried in Greek from the masthead:

Ship approaching! On the port bow!

They all leaned over the port rail, peering through a light mist that was already drifting away before the wind.

Roman ship  crowded with men  coming in slowly under oars toward the beach! cried the voice up aloft. But they could see nothing yet from the poop Ashore there was a dull red glare  the remains of Pompeys funeral pyre  that an approaching ship might have mistaken for a beacon.

Lucius Lentulus, said Tros.

They have let go their anchor! They lower a boat! The sun rose and the wind blew long lanes down the mist until a ship showed plainly, less than half a mile away. But it lay at anchor on the far side of a shoal over which the gulls were feeding in water less than a fathom deep, while here and there a mud-bank, like the back of a great leviathan, lay half-awash.

Up anchor, Conops! Drums there  ready! Out oars!

The wind freshened until the mist revealed the dreary coast-line and a small boat rowing from the Roman ship toward the shore. But Tros attended to the navigation, picking his way very slowly between moaning shoals, alert for the cry of the masthead lookout and for the chant of the seaman taking soundings. The winding channel brought him, now closer to the shore, now nearer to the Roman ship, but in the aggregate the course was northward, out toward open sea.

Stand by arrow-engines! Lay the ammunition in the racks and make all ready!

The deck grew thunderous with running feet. Then silence, as if the whole ship held her breath. Tros voice, speaking low to Cleopatra, was like the rumble of a wardrum:

Yon ships company is in no mood for a battle. They havent room to swing a weapon on the deck, and most of them are seasick. I could capture them, if I could see a purpose in it. But do you see your brothers fleet there, weighing anchor? If they crowd in on us

He was interrupted by Apollodorus, who was gazing astern at the beach, where the small boat was already tossing in the longshore surf. Pompeys lieutenant, Lucius Lentulus, was easily distinguishable by his red cloak and his helmet. Horsemen were galloping down from the fort to the point of sand near the funeral pyre where the boat must presently touch shore.

Does anybody want to bet? Apollodorus asked. I will lay a thousand to one against the life of any Roman who sets foot on that beach this morning!

The horsemen appeared to be shouting  possibly a welcome. Lucius Lentulus was seen to step ashore, but he was almost instantly surrounded by Achillas cavalry. A troop of horsemen rode into the water and, surrounding the boat, slashed with sabers at its occupants. A voice cried from the masthead:

The Roman ship weighs anchor!

Speak to them, Tros! said Cleopatra. Sail up close and speak to them!

Tros ordered a dry branch hoisted to the masthead. They are in a panic, he remarked, but, praise Pallas, they seem to have read that signal right.

He stood in closer and the Romans lowered their only other small boat. The wind was against the Egyptian fleet, so there was time for a conference. Tros hove his ship to.

Is my hair tidy, Charmian? asked Cleopatra.

Charmian touched her hair and smoothed the creases from her dress. In tense silence, except for the creaking of spars and the cry of sea-birds, the whole ships company watched the approaching boat until Tros roared:

Lower away the ladder! Lend him a hand there!

A wounded Roman officer, his left arm swathed in bandages, came striding along the deck, halted at the foot of the ladder leading to the poop, and saluted.

I am Constantius Sylvanus, Tribune, now in command of two half-legions of the army of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, Imperator.

Draw near and prepare yourself for evil tidings, Constantius Sylvanus. I am Tros of Samothrace. Royal Egypt, may I present this tribune to you?

The Roman masked astonishment, saluting her with raised right hand.

Constantius Sylvanus, said Cleopatra, we are sorry indeed to greet you with evil tidings; but a true man, as we doubt not you are, suffers all blows of fate with dignity.

I am running from defeat, Sylvanus answered. Is there worse to endure than that?

Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus has been done to death, Sylvanus. You can see there on the beach, where Lucius Lentulus lies also slain, the smoke of the great Pompeys funeral pyre.

Constantius Sylvanus bowed his head. We loved him  we were loyal to him, even in defeat, he answered, when he could find words. When we saw that red fire glowing through the mist Lentulus had an intuition that it might be our Imperators pyre. If it were so, he swore he would recover the ashes or perish. And now

Not knowing what to say or do, he glanced at his ship, where the men leaned overside to watch for his return.

I mingle with yours a true grief for a noble Roman, said Cleopatra, and again he saluted her. But you must make haste, Sylvanus. My brother Ptolemys men are murderous and merciless. And whither will you go now?

We lack food and water. We must make a near port, Royal Egypt.

We will give you food and water from this ship, and you must go to Ptolemais. Send word thence to Herod, Prince of Galilee. You may tell him I am on my way to Caesar, and that if he does no injury, and no dishonor to my Lady of Honor Lollianè whom he seized, then I will not ask Caesar for vengeance on him.

Royal Egypt, if you will pardon a soldiers blunt speech, I am in no condition to carry messages, Sylvanus answered.

But you are lost else! What hope have you except to make your peace with Caesar? Who better than I can speak in your behalf to him? If I say: Constantius Sylvanus went on my advice to Ptolemais, where he awaits Caesars clemency and asks what disposition he shall make of the troops in his command, will Caesar, think you, overlook that opportunity to make you his friend, who have been his enemy?

Not if Caesar is as magnanimous as you seem wise, O Queen. Truly, there is nothing for us Romans left to do but to yield to Caesar.

Return to your ship then. Make haste. We will follow you to sea and provision you out of sight of my brothers fleet.

Sylvanus saluted her with far more ceremony than when he first came override, then backed away. Tros seamen helped him down into his boat.

Royal Egypt, will you put your head into a crocodiles mouth? Tros asked her. Caesar has raised more womens hopes and wrecked more womens honor than Priapus ever did! And how shall you reach Caesar?  you, who are already dispensing Caesars patronage!

Constantius Sylvanus should have asked that! Stand out more to the westward, Tros, and terrify my brothers fleet, or they will catch that Roman! They will turn back if they see you are not afraid of them!

Woman, turn thou aside! Tros answered. Bid me carry you to Caesar, and I will, so near as I can come. But I would rather carry you to Britain, where my friends are. Caesar is a three-edged thunderbolt  not a womans plaything!

Do you my bidding, Tros, she answered. I am not a woman on her way to Caesar. I am the Nile flowing seaward. I am Egypt  sister of the Moon and Stars.

But how shall you reach Caesar? Will your brother and his eunuchs not bar the way? And shall I risk my ship into the harbor, with a Roman fleet at anchor there? Poseidon knows the Romans are no sailors. But I am one. And the first charge of a seaman is his good ship, which is not to be thrust into sure disaster. In the open water I can show Caesar or any other Roman a white wake. At sea I have no fear of all the Romans in the world. But cooped in a port without room to run

Trust Olympus, she answered. Only show your purple sails at dawn outside the Pharos. Then trust Olympus, who is watching; and trust me  as I trust my destiny.


CHAPTER XV. Mice crowding a hole in a corn-bin!

SEEN at intervals from under the sail of a small boat rising over lazy ground-swells and descending into seaweed-littered gulfs between them, Alexandria looked like a city where the gods might dwell. The columns, domes and golden temple roofs  the glitter of sun-kissed marble offset by the green of irrigated trees  the dignity and vastness of the Lochias  the exquisite proportions of the library and mausoleum, and of the long steps to the waters edge along the front of the royal harbor  blended into a splendor worthy of the Alexander who had given it his name.

Apollodorus began to row, because the wind failed, holding the boats bow straight into the waves at the harbor entrance, keeping as close as he could to mid-channel, in the hope that at that distance watchmen on the Pharos might mistake him for a fisherman.

Cleopatra, enveloped in a blanket in the stern, kept turning her head for a glance at purple sails, behind her on the skys rim.

If Olympus has seen Tros ship, she said at last, we shall soon see Olympus. He is a doer, once he has done meditating.

Being out of range now of the archers on the Pharos, Apollodorus rested, letting the boat turn how it would, until it brought him facing the marble steps of the royal harbor.

Zeus and Leda  look at Caesars ships! Mice crowding a hole in a corn-bin! I like this Caesar! Look  can you imagine a man daring to invade our Alexandria with that fleet? What a confession of faith in himself! And what a comment on our lack of faith in anything!

He waved his arm toward a great Egyptian fleet, that lay in the Harbor of Happy Return, beyond the Heptastadium, outnumbering Caesars ten to one.

If I were you, he went on, I believe I would visit that fleet that calls itself your brothers  use your seductive voice on captains who have not been paid since Ptolemy the Piper died  promise them their back pay  sail with them into this harbor, and then deal with Caesar as an alien committing trespass! Tros could come in and support you. If that is the whole of Caesars fleet, he cant by any calculation have with him more than four thousand men. I should say Tros could come in single-handed and destroy those Romans at long range with his catapults.

No, she answered. Potheinos and Achillas have had time to make terms with Caesar. For all we can tell my brothers fleet has yielded to him. Their captains might drag me before Caesar as a sacrifice. It does not suit my piety to be a sacrifice of that sort.

But a certain sort of sacrifice you will be? he suggested.

She noticed the vaguely sub-acid hint of jealousy and shrugged her shoulders.

Well, I never for instance saw a sacrificial goat look dignified, Apollodorus argued. Sacrifices bleat self-pity  or else self-praise, as when old Diomedes used to rant about having given up all he had to follow you. The most dignified sacrificed animal I ever saw was a white bull that gored a high-priest in the belly. And to what will you be a sacrifice? To Caesars vanity? He and Rome might gain but who else? To Egypt? Can you imagine Egypt grateful or rewarding you with anything but slander and a little ground glass in your bread at dinner? To the gods? Well, if there are gods who demand a sacrifice, men call them by a wrong name; they are devils.

I am not afraid, she answered.

No, he said. You are excited by the thought of seducing Caesar, who will do far worse than seduce you; he will break your spirit.

She gazed in silence at the Lochias, with that look in her violet eyes that Tros, Olympus and the priests of Philae trusted  but that caused many people to detest her and to call her by abominable names.

Olympus is coming, she said after a while. I see his boat.

Probable, because incredible! If anything rational were to happen I might be surprised.

A boat was coming toward them. Two men toiled at the oars and splashed a great deal too much to be fishermen; the man in the stern sat upright with the steering oar in constant use, instead of sprawling and merely dipping the oar at intervals.

There! I recognize him!

In the stern? O earth, sky, sea and air, bear record that for once, at any rate, I prove our Cleopatra wrong! Olympus is tall and lean; that fellow is fat, with a grin on his face. Olympus never grins; he smiles as if it cost him money!

Olympus is rowing, she answered. Would he sit in the stern, where anyone on watch would look for him? That man at the oar in a dirty red turban  with a torn sleeve  that is Olympus!

Well, his oarsmanship is hardly worthy of his errand, said Apollodorus, rather ruefully confessing himself wrong. However, he appears still faithful to you  which may or may not lead him to the galleys, where they would teach him to row! Be careful though  Caesar is rich and may have bought him to betray you!

Olympus is the only man in Egypt who cannot be bought, said Cleopatra.

You include me?

Lollianè bought you!

For a while Apollodorus turned that over in his mind. But by Apollo, he said at last, I made her pay a high price! And you, Egypt? Will you never sell yourself?

I dont know. I am likelier to buy, she answered, and began staring again at the Lochias.

Apollodorus sat still, wondering, it might be, whether she meant buying Egypt, and in what coin, until presently, there being no wind, and the rowers weary, the two boats drifted together. Then Olympus, sweating through his shirt, threw up a right hand in salute; but as if they had been warned, the two who were with him offered the Queen no salutation; so that if seen from the shore, they might, indeed, be fishing; there was a great net heaped up in Olympus boat.

His first words were a question: Have you food?

If you have news for me, Olympus, I will live on that until to-night!

Clothing? he asked her.

She nodded toward a roll of carpet in the boat. Olympus broke into the tale abruptly:

Caesar came. He lay a day at anchor. He sent men ashore for information. Some say that Caesar himself was ashore with the spies, and I believe it was so. Then he sailed to the royal wharf; and he marched through a part of the city with the fasces before him, giving great offense. There began to be rioting, some even daring to ask him whether he believed himself to be in Rome!  So he returned to the Lochias and occupied your part of the palace, which they told him was deserted. Thence he sent a messenger to Pelusium inviting you and your brother to return to arbitrate before him the dispute concerning which you are at war. He spoke as one who disapproves of civil war, so that those who heard him laughed; but he began to show them that his presence is not comical.

No messenger from Caesar reached me, she interrupted.

Meanwhile Caesar set his troops to work to fortify the Lochias. Then he sent for the Princess Arsinoe, who came before him amid two score eunuchs, and he asked her why the populace of Alexandria should have attacked his men whom he had sent into the city. He already knew  for he had sent for me and I had told him  and he knew, indeed, before I told him  that the people resented his having marched like a conqueror through the streets. But the Princess Arsinoe said the crowd was angry because it supposed he had come to restore Cleopatra, whereas it desired herself, Arsinoe, for queen.

What did Caesar say?

Very little. Arsinoe returned to her wing of the palace, whence he has not sent for her again, although he keeps himself informed as to who visits her, and he has written down a list of all her friends names.

Seeing him in your part of the palace, many people supposed he intended to dispossess you altogether. Those, to curry favor, came to him with accusations against you. They said Ptolemy is popular and you not, and that if he desires peace in Egypt all he needs to do is to support Ptolemy and prevent you from returning. He received great crowds of politicians in your throne-room. I was among them, listening.

Have they spoiled my apartment? Cleopatra asked.

No. Caesar commanded his secretary to put scribes to work at once making an inventory. There has been no looting  which, indeed, was forbidden to Caesars soldiers; and there could be no pilfering, with Caesars sentries on the watch.

He proposes to take your furniture to Rome with him! Apollodorus commented. He will probably take you also.

Olympus went on:

At an hour when the audience-room was thronged, there came your brothers minister, Theodotus, in great baste, with a following of guardsmen, and a basket borne by an Egyptian slave. Theodotus thought to impress Caesar by sparing no time to cleanse himself after his journey; he was dusty and he stank of camel-back. He made a long speech, using flowery rhetoric, to which Caesar listened seated, nodding now and then in recognition of the curious verbosity that many Romans love and in which Theodotus so excels when he is in the mood. Theodotus began to think himself exceedingly well received. He came to his peroration with an air of triumph. He took the basket from the slave, and suddenly he rolled out Pompeys head upon the floor at Caesars feet, remarking:

Lo, there, Caesar! Can a dead dog bite? And if that face is no longer recognizable, I doubt not you will know this signet ring.

A centurion took the ring and handed it to Caesar, who turned it over on the palm of his hand for a moment or two, averting his face from Pompeys head. Some say he wept, but I, who was near him, did not see that. Presently he stood up. There was silence. All his calculating genius seemed concentrated on his pale face and in his eyes, that blazed such indignation and such horror as no ordinary mortals know. He shuddered. He shuddered, it seemed, with a loathing he felt for Theodotus.

Then Caesars greatness  I do not say goodness  burst forth as a tempest. They who had been ready to applaud (and not a few of them were Romans of his staff) stood dumb, while as a slave  a dog  a leper he scalded Theodotus with proud ironic phrases that stripped him of respect  rank  dignity, and drove him, as it might be, naked from his presence to face bitter winds of scorn. He sent him slinking and then running, like a criminal in terror of the whip. There was no man there who did not feel the blast of horror that Caesar sent forth.

Then he bade them cover Pompeys head. He bade his Romans bury it with honor. He betrayed no satisfaction in the thought of Pompeys death. But when he had seen that head most honorably wrapped in linen and enclosed in a box of gold and alabaster taken from your throne-room, he went forth all alone, commanding that not even his bodyguard should follow. And they say he went to the mausoleum of Alexander, himself robed in his purple imperators cloak, and that he stayed by the sarcophagus an hour in meditation.

That same day Prince Ptolemy came from Pelusium, with Potheinos and only a small bodyguard. Achillas remains at Pelusium, it being said you went to Jericho with Herod to raise more troops for invading Egypt.

Potheinos sent to inquire why Caesar occupies the palace. The Romans of Caesars staff insisted he should seize both prince and minister, but Caesar astonished everyone by sending a courteous invitation through Potheinos to Prince Ptolemy to resume the quarters in the Lochias that are his by right.

Potheinos accepted, observant, sending a secret messenger to inform Achillas at Pelusium; meantime, also, secretly encouraging new riots in the city  spreading rumors that Caesar will levy enormous tribute. A number of Caesars followers were slain, including one centurion. He has withdrawn his men behind the walls, which they patrol now as if the Lochias were a Roman camp.

Then yesterday in the presence of his freedman, the Tribune Calvinus, he interviewed your brother Ptolemy, along with Potheinos. I overheard by listening from behind the curtain in the gallery where Caesar had seen me frequently. I have spoken to him there as many as ten times. He studies my face with a kind of curious contempt, but I was able to relieve him when he suffered an attack of falling sickness on the day he landed. So he permits me to come and go unquestioned, although he appointed men to report to him my movements. However, those men happen to be members of the College of the Priest of Isis, whom I myself had introduced into the palace as attendants to watch Caesar. I am not sure that he does not know that. He has a sardonic sense of humor that makes him enjoy such situations.

Furthermore, he is exhausted mentally and physically, and now that he feels the war is ended, and himself supreme, he is inclined to relax and to indulge himself amid the luxury of Alexandria  eating very little, drinking less, but reveling in the climate and in the palace furnishings, discussing with the prefect of the library what books are to be sent to him  and above all, I believe, searching with those cold, blue, calculating eyes for friendship. He appears to me to be a lonely man, who knows he has very few, if any, intellectual equals.

Cleopatra interrupted:

Ptolemy  Potheinos  what did they say to him? What did he answer?

They accused you. But he did not let Potheinos tell him very much. I have no doubt, he said, that you are competent and skilful, and I will look to you for various information, which I am confident you will provide with unbiased accuracy at the proper time. But I am used to intercourse with kings, whose ministers, I regret to say, too frequently instruct them to avoid such frankness as is, nevertheless, expedient when meeting me.

So Ptolemy spoke up without restraint, and, peering through the curtains of the gallery, I saw Potheinos bite his lip. For the boy spoke as a boy of that age will, asserting immature opinion and boasting of his army at Pelusium. He called you Herods concubine, and he accused you of witchcraft, devil-worship, prostitution  of intrigue with Pompey  of intrigue with black kings from beyond the Cataract  of having refused to marry him in defiance of your fathers testament. He accused you, too, of leaguing with the intellectuals of Alexandria, and with the priests  or with some of the priests  to get rid of himself by poison or some other means. Then he boasted again of his army at Pelusium; he threatened Caesar with the instant use of it unless Caesar should give guarantees of friendship. On the other band, he undertook to hand over to Caesar for punishment all those supporters and agents of Pompey who have been imprisoned since Pompeys death, It would not have been possible to make a more unwise speech, even if deliberate unwisdom were the aim.

And Caesar smiled. Caesar even went so far as to congratulate him on his grasp of statesmanship. However, he remarked, I am an older statesman, and my greater experience indicates the wisdom of disbanding that army at Pelusium of which you speak. Your brother laughed at that and Potheinos forgot his manners, ceasing to be unctuous. Caesar had the excuse, that I think he sought, to speak abruptly.

I am told, he said, you sent a messenger to your General Achillas at Pelusium, instructing him to march on Alexandria. You will countermand that. You will do it now!

Dioscorides and Serapion were summoned to act as messengers, being acceptable to Caesar since reputed to be your supporters and therefore unlikely to be treacherous in Potheinos favor. Those messengers were sent forth, Caesar reading the dispatch that Potheinos wrote and Prince Ptolemy signed, commanding Achillas to remain with all his army at Pelusium, recruiting no more men but making all speed to disband such forces as he has. And then another order, whose effect was like a thunderclap, so unexpected was it and so contrary to custom. As an act of clemency an my part, and of friendliness to Rome on yours, said Caesar, I desire that you will issue a decree at once releasing all those friends and supporters of Pompey who have been imprisoned.

The decree was written. Caesar caused it to be put in force that day and, furthermore, he ordered all the confiscated property returned.

He then asked Ptolemy, in a voice of kind politeness, to suggest more means of making peace in Alexandria. To which Ptolemy answered he should take steps to prevent your return to Egypt. Caesar smiled again. But why? he answered. If I am to arbitrate between you, as the representative of Rome and the executor of treaties, it is important to hear both sides.

Ptolemy shouted at him that you are a deserter, not entitled even to a show of justice. He threatened Caesar, and rushed from the room with tears in his eyes, shouting to his attendants that the Roman Imperator had been insolent. But Potheinos went to work at once to have Dioscorides and Serapion overtaken and either dissuaded from their errand or else slain. He also set at least a thousand spies to watch all wharves and landing-places, to report to him your coming, if you should come, so that he might have you slain before you can reach Caesar  who well understands Potheinos treachery and evidently plans to give him rein, that he may entrap himself.

And Caesar is far from idle, though he seems exhausted and appears to crave rest. He has sent to Asia for reenforcements, to march overland, by way of Syria. And he sent for all the high priests, and for Sosigenes the astronomer, and for most of those intellectuals who frequent the library, talking with them, discovering them unanimous in your praise but doubtful of your return alive to Alexandria because of Potheinos murderers who lie in wait for you. Potheinos is said to have promised your weight in gold to whoever shall bring your head to him.

And Potheinos would murder Caesar if he could. But Caesar sleeps surrounded by a Gaulish guard. What little food he eats is tasted by a Roman. He is feeling his way, I believe, not certain yet that he can master Alexandria with so few men. I believe he is weary of slaughter and would like to impose himself on Egypt peacefully. And he is ready to retreat, as you can see by the way he has moored his ships. I think his plan is, if he must retreat, to do so without arousing too much enmity, so that he may come back later and resume his efforts. But I doubt he will retreat unless he must. His treasury is nearly empty and his men are unpaid. He is eager for gold, and corn, and onions, to be poured into Rome to make him popular.

Cleopatras natural gaiety, that had been slumbering since her flight from Alexandria, awoke. No ordinary love of danger could have lit that smile; there was a mischief in it and a hint of drama, as she leaned out from the boat to lay her fingers on Olympus arm.

How can I reach Caesar? Is Apollodorus name well known to him?

Possibly  perhaps  but Caesar is not so fond of games as many Romans are. Undoubtedly Apollodorus fame is known to the Roman sentries. They have talked little else than lions, horses, gladiators and the brothels, since they came here. They might expect credit from Caesar for admitting a famous charioteer into his presence.

At what hour does Caesar sleep? she asked.

Not often until midnight, said Olympus. Secretaries read to him; or else he dictates accounts of all he has done, and of what he would like it believed he has done  of his motives, and of what he would like to be believed were his motives  not seldom what he thinks his motives were; for Caesar differs not at all from other men in mistaking afterthought for foresight, vividly foresighted though he is.

I will go to him then shortly before midnight, Cleopatra interrupted. Go you, Olympus, and talk to the Romans who will be on duty when I come. Say nothing about me, but sing Apollodorus praises. Then be ready to identify him at the gate and at the stairway. Wait! I have not yet finished: clothes I have, and jewelry I have, but I need a tiring-woman and a bath, for I will never go to Caesar like a woman of the streets. So put me a good slave-girl, and a tub of water, and some brushes and oils and scents, into a boat at nightfall. Let spies think that the girl is going to some lovers trysting-place. And now go!

Olympus pulled a box containing several big fish from underneath the heaped-up net and set it in Cleopatras boat. Apollodorus drew a gold coin from the pocket in his belt and threw it.

Catch! he shouted. Find a good dependable high priest and have him bribe a god with that to help us! Stay  here is another  catch  buy two gods  outright!


CHAPTER XVI. I am Egypt.

Great events, like great gods, come forth silently and they are here before we know it.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



APOLLODORUS laid a loose plank lengthwise on the thwarts and padded it with his own discarded clothing. In the lee of an anchored barge, in darkness, Cleopatra wriggled until the pads were properly adjusted. Then Apollodorus wrapped her, plank and all, in the Persian rug in which she had brought her jewelry and clothing away from Tros ship.

There was smothered whispering and laughter; he had difficulty in arranging the end of the rug to hide her and yet leave air enough. He had to tie the bundle with a rope and yet not show the outline of her figure, and not disarrange her hair. But it was done at last, and she promised not to move or speak again until he should unroll the rug and leave her to her own resources.

Though only the gods, if there are any, know what your resources are! he remarked as he tested the weight of what he had to carry. She was lighter than he guessed; and she was so small he was confident that none would suspect a woman hidden in the rug.

Then, though the wind was hardly breathing, he employed the sail to avoid thumping of oars against thole-pins, and with infinite patience, in silence, he steered until they drifted into the somber shadow of one of Caesars ships.

There a sudden voice, gruff and ominous  a clank of armor up above them on a biremes deck  a head under a helmet leaning overside, half seen in dim light from a lantern:

Halt there! Who are you?

Fish! cried Apollodorus. He tossed up a dozen big ones. In the morning I will bring green corn and melons.

Dont forget it! Hey! Halt there! Who are you!

But the boat had drifted on and in another moment it had nosed the wharf, where armed men sprang out of the night. There was torchlight at a guard-house fifty feet away.

Is Olympus here?

Olympus, taller than the Romans, like a goblin in his long black cloak,  loomed up among them.

You, Apollodorus? There, did I not say I could find him!

Magic! I am afraid of you astrologers, said a Romans voice. You make me dread a nights sleep! Let me look at that man  is he armed? Come up there, you. Are you Apollodorus? Let me see that bundle. What is in it?

Apollodorus hesitated.

What is in it? echoed Olympus voice, and the very stars of heaven seemed to hold their breath.

Apollodorus came up from the boat and laid the bundle on the top step at the Romans feet.

Heavy! he said. Is Caesar fond of books?

Books? He has been sending for books from the library all day long, a Roman answered. But if you are the charioteer Apollodorus, what have you to do with such things?

Nothing. But this war and rioting mean ruin when you depend on racing for a livelihood. I won a library of ancient Greek books from a man who could not pay the thousand minae he had betted. Books are no earthly use to me, and some of these are so old and brittle that they crack to the touch; but I have heard that Caesar values that kind of trash, so if I may wait here until morning

Why did you come by water? asked the Roman. And at this hour?

To have come from Eleusis by chariot might have shaken all these books to pieces. And the clumsy fools who guard the Canopic Gate would probably have thrust their fingers in. What do they know of ancient books, any more than you or I do? Even as it is, I fear

If you have any records there of Alexander the Great? Olympus suggested. They found none in the library that Caesar did not know already.

What I have here is all over my head, said Apollodorus. But I was told that the great Alexander had something or other to do with it  though I forget what  something about his General Lagus.

Olympus offered a suggestion. Caesar might prefer to see such books before another touches them?

A Roman answered:

But that is a strange-shaped package to contain books.

They are brittle, explained Apollodorus. I laid the roll all touching one another on a plank and covered the lot with matting. However, open and look if you see fit.

No. Lift that rug and drop it. Let me hear if there are weapons. By Bacchus, did I hear you throwing fish to the biremes crew? Have you more? You have? Ill send a man down to the boat for them. Here, let a soldier carry that.

No, I can lift it easily, and I know how best to balance it.

Bacchus! The fellow is strong or that isnt as heavy as it looks! Pass him along, Olympus. Tell Ahenobarbus that I sent him.

Shadowy Olympus seemed already to be well known to the guards on duty at the series of gates between the water-front and palace. One by one they challenged, peered at him, grounded a spear-butt and left him to open a gate for himself, until at last he and Apollodorus stood in lamplight in the courtyard at the palace entrance.

Statuary, looming in the dark, resembled half-seen spirits. Murmuring of voices and the soft sound of a zephyr in the trees  the flap of a neglected awning and the swaying of a bough in purple gloom suggested spirit movement. Even when Ahenobarbus strode out from the porch and, nodding to Olympus, stood hands on hips to peer into Apollodorus face, the spell of mystery was still there. Grizzled, armored, with a bandage on his naked thigh, Ahenobarbus might well have been a guardian of Hades.

So  this is Apollodorus, eh?  A handsome fellow! What is in that bundle?

All that I have in the world, unless Caesar can restore to me my stable from the rogues who

Ask for no favors to-night. He is vexed. I heard tell he has found the Alexandrians treasury as bone-dry as a last years bottle. Talk to him of horses, he will like that; if he likes you, trust him to be generous without the asking. Leave that bundle in the corner. I will take care of it.

You appear like a man to be trusted with anything except a pretty womans virtue, said Apollodorus. But it happens I have a present here for Caesar  something that will put him in a splendid humor  an actual relic of Alexander the Great and his General Lagus.

Dioscuri! What is the nature of it?

Caesar may like to see that for himself.

But he will blame me if it turns out to be a hoax of some sort.

Take my word on that count, said Olympus. Caesar will value highly what Apollodorus brings.

Oh, you know what it is? Well, Caesar seems to trust you. Did he tell you he would see Apollodorus? Take him up then  but wait! I had better take a look at that bundle after all.

Olympus intervened. How would it be to send up word to Caesar that Apollodorus is here with a present for him. You might ask permission to admit him without opening the package.

No. By Bacchus! I will take a chance on you. Tell Caesar it was I who found Apollodorus. Stay! You, Apollodorus, I have heard you are Cleopatras lover. Find her. Let me lay hands on her. I will take her to Caesar, and guarantee your fortune!

Would he take her head off? asked Apollodorus.

Only Caesar knows that. But I know this: he would pay a price for her that would make Croesus look like me without a sesterce! Can you find her?

I will show her to you.

When?

To-morrow.

Bacchus! If I thought you meant that I would see the tailor now about my tribunes uniform!

I do mean it.

Hold your tongue about her then, and take Caesar your gift. Afterward, come back here and talk to me. If you can show me Cleopatra in the morning, you and I will die rich. Go on  take him up, Olympus.

There was a sentry at every landing on the stairs. The tramp of men patrolling the long corridors was deadened by such carpets as few Roman eyes had seen, but there was a clank of armor that divided up the silence into measures and the very portraits on the passage walls, half seen in flickering lamplight seemed to listen for the stroke of destiny.

At a door on which turquoise bosses held in place the polished tortoise-shell a sentry halted them. He seemed to know Olympus, for he put his head in through the door and whispered to a man inside, who admitted them.

The room was so familiar to Apollodorus that he knew each panel of the ivory-embellished walls, and he could concentrate his whole attention on the man who sat framed, as it were, by the curtained marble of an open window against a background of starlit purple sky. Two secretaries faced him at a table; one was checking figures on a tablet. Caesar, his toga thrown over the ivory chair-back and the white of his tunic relieved by a broad stripe of purple, one leg thrown over the other and his back half turned toward the door, was dictating to the secretary nearest to the window.

Who is it? he asked, pausing without turning his head, which was as bald as the ivory chair-back, except for wisps of gray above the temples and a fringe of gray above his neck.

The voice of a freedman seated on a stool beside the door announced:

Olympus, the physician  and

Apollodorus, the Sicilian, Olympus added.

I will see them presently, said Caesar. Write: unsatisfactory state of the treasury which obliges me to take action that I might not otherwise have contemplated. Wait now. Read it to me.

The secretarys voice began to drone. Apollodorus laid his bundle down and carefully undid the rope. The bundle moved; he pressed it heavily to intimate the time had not yet come. Then Caesars voice again  low, matter-of-fact and laden with a rather weary dignity:

If the Minister Potheinos can produce proof that, as he says, the Princess Cleopatra is either dead or in the hands of enemies, so that there is no doubt she will not return to Egypt, then, on confirmation of the proof, and in the interests of Egypt, I will  change that  as the representative of Rome  no as the authorized representative of the Senate and the Roman people  have you got that?  acting as executor of the will of the late King Ptolemy and in accordance with the prerogatives of Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus recently assumed by me, I will take such steps as are necessary to confirm Prince Ptolemy as king co-regent with his younger sister the Princess Arsinoe, but subject to the unconditional recognition in full of all debts incurred in the name of Egypt by the late King Ptolemy and subject further to a garrison of Roman troops at the expense of the Egyptian Government as guarantee  What is that noise? Will you tell those people to keep silence!

But the noise was the unrolling of the rug. The secretary stared, lips parted, an expression on his face of curious astonishment.

Again Caesars voice: It would be preferable, nevertheless, that the Princess Cleopatra should be found and, if guilty of treason as charged, should be dealt with according to law, which in all civilized countries provides

He turned at last, a trifle irritable. Cleopatra faced him.

You are Caesar? she asked. The royal voice, that never failed her to her dying day, was tremorless; her dignity  the last and greatest of the long line of the Ptolemies  revealed to him that he had met an equal.

I am Caesar.

I am Egypt.

Caesar gave an exhibition of his instant self-command. He stood up, bowing, and saluted with the gracious Roman uplift of the right arm.

Though you seem to have preceded welcome, nevertheless, I welcome you, she said, acknowledging his bow. I trust they have made you comfortable. If your officers have left me my apartment

It is untouched, Caesar answered. Then his weary lean face lighted in the smile that melted anger even in his enemies. The tale they told me of your death appears as false as that other, that we Romans leave manners behind us when we travel.

If you came seeking truth, you will do better to speak with me than with my enemies, she answered. Caesar, are you not ashamed to listen to a eunuchs lies about a queen who never injured you or Rome?

There was no shame visible, but his changed expression made it obvious he had been bored until she came. He offered her the ivory chair in which he had been seated. His secretary brought another and he sat down, facing her.

You may leave us, he commanded.

Bowing  unnoticed  secretaries, freedman, Apollodorus and Olympus backed away. The freedman, coming last, only partly closed the door. They stood outside to listen. They heard Caesars footfall. Then the heavy hardwood, overlaid with turquoise-studded tortoise-shell, was suddenly and firmly shut tight in their faces.


CHAPTER XVII. Who that is born in a womb is not a member of a mystery?

The majority of men and women, the less they know, the more they talk. But genius asserts itself in crises, saying only that which is essential and relevant.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CLEOPATRA began by taking Caesars magnanimity for granted and by proving to him that her own was on a plane with his:

I grieve with you over the great Pompeys death. I did my best to save him, knowing well you would have found some way to preserve his dignity in his hour of defeat. But he stepped ashore beyond reach of my protection. However, I saved some of his men; I sent them to Ptolemais, which they now hold in your name, awaiting your clemency.

Caesar was on guard against an appeal to his notorious sex-appetite. Few women neglected that angle of assault, and very many had succeeded in exchanging favors with him; but Cleopatra ignored it, which was a novelty that appealed to the higher, more rarified layers of vanity on which imagination gave his intellect free reign.

He stared at her.

Presently, you must tell me how; but say first why you have come to me, he answered in a fatherly tone of voice; her youth had touched a sentimental chord in him that had not vibrated for many years. He was lonely and that unexpected emotion rather thrilled him. She recognized it  stirred it again subtly:

Are you not an honorable Roman? I have no right to imagine you will deal unfairly with me.

What do you wish me to do for you? he asked.

To inform yourself, Caesar, and to use your judgment.

You are confident that information will induce me to protect you from your enemies?

The tone of his voice implied that he already had beard stories none too creditable to her.

Protection? she answered. I could have gone to Philae, hundreds of leagues distant up the Nile, where no enemy could reach me by any means. But that would have meant continuing a war that I see can be prevented. Do you approve of civil war? You who have been forced to fight one? Would not you have welcomed personal danger if you could have saved Rome from all that bloodshed?

That was exactly the sort of flattery he liked. He, who had plunged a continent into fratricidal bloodshed, relished more than anyone the credit for desiring peace.

You are no longer in personal danger, he assured her. I will protect your life in any event.

She held to her point: Neither you nor I consider that important, she retorted. Did you ever see the Nile where it reaches the sea?  how it freshens the sea?  how it blends?  and how at last a new land rises at the meeting of the waters? So are Rome and Egypt meeting now. It is their destiny. It is for you and me to decide whether we will oppose destiny or ride on its torrent, using the helm of wisdom in the bark of courage.

How old are you? he asked.

Like you, Caesar, I am older than the world. But I was born into this body twenty years ago.

As queen, do you believe that you could govern Egypt?

Egypt? she answered. I am Egypt. The spirit of Egypt guides and governs me. But men must be fit to be governed before government can touch them. Man is the hardest of all animals to govern, because nothing else in the universe is so treacherous  so deceitful.

I am a man, said Caesar. Do you propose to trust me?

As an animal-man, no. As a godlike man, yes. I speak to you as Egypt, meeting Rome.

I have been told, said Caesar kindly, that you are not yet even recognized as Queen of Egypt.

Do you let a eunuch do your recognizing for you? she retorted. Is the opinion of such vermin as slew Pompey on the beach a weighty matter in your judgment?

I have spoken with your brother, and with your sister Arsinoe, said Caesar.

Doubtless you have formed your own opinion of them also, said Cleopatra. There is no need for me to tell you mine. If you had not spoken with them, I would have preferred that you should, before talking with me. I would think less highly of you if I thought you incapable of forming a clear opinion unaided.

Why should you think highly of me? he asked, provoking her to flatter him again.

Are you not the master of the Roman world? And can a man attain to that without valor and excellent judgment?

Caesars smile softened. He enjoyed a logical, well-turned compliment as much as he despised mere toadyism. Her spirited assault disarmed him; and all the while, at the back of his eyes, there was conjecture  speculation  opportunist curiosity, that she detected the more readily since he was at no great pains to conceal it.

But are our positions parallel, he asked, since you are not yet recognized as Queen?

Not recognized by whom? she retorted. Do you make the mistake of thinking Alexandria is Egypt? I am anointed, and crowned with the double crown, Pharaoh of the Upper and the Lower Nile. I am high priestess of Isis. Nor did I seek those dignities; they were conferred on me by those who have the right to do it.

I sought dictatorship of Rome, said Caesar, hoping to put her on the defensive; but he failed.

And were you, therefore, recognized at once by all the Roman world? she answered. Or were you, too, once on a time a fugitive because your enemies sought your life, knowing they could not otherwise prevent your ultimate success?

The thrust was too well aimed for him to parry it. He bowed acknowledgment.

Did you receive my invitation to present yourself here? he asked.

No. The first I heard of your arrival was from my Lord-Admiral Tros, who sighted your fleet at sea.

Caesar raised his eyebrows almost imperceptibly.

Tros of Samothrace?

She nodded. Caesar frowned. But she could not keep the laughter from her eyes; their sparkle was contagious; Caesars frown vanished.

Was it Tros, he asked, who brought you back to Alexandria? He began to smile reminiscently. Tros has done me many an injury; but never a favor of his own free will! Did he bring you here at your command? If you can manage Tros you have not much left to learn of the art of government!

Tros wished to take me to Britain, she answered. Britain was a subject Caesar was not anxious to discuss. Where is he? Will he come here if I send him an invitation?

Provided that I countersign it. Tros is as much mine as Egypt is. You may as well understand, Caesar, now while it is not too late, that with the exception of my brother and sister, their ministers, and certain Alexandrians who dislike high thinking and mistrust me because I trust my intuition rather than their wantonness, all Egypt recognizes me as Queen. I am told the city received you none too well.

They killed nearly a score of my men, said Caesar. Potheinos has had the impudence to assure me that the incident expressed the genuine feeling of Alexandria  a feeling that I may feel urged to chasten.

Cleopatra instantly leaped into that breach. Welcome to Egypt, Caesar. I invite you to remain here, and to settle the succession to the throne as nearly in accordance with my fathers will as you consider practicable. I undertake to repay all the money my father borrowed from the Roman Senate. If you will accept that invitation, I promise you the friendship of Egypt and whatever help you need in securing your own position in the Roman world  men  ships  money  corn and supplies  influence. Your mind may be at peace regarding Egypt; you may turn your full attention on whatever problems occupy you elsewhere.

Her frankness  her alert self-confidence, as reckless as his own, amused him and aroused his admiration. But he could not doubt that she counted on more than his sense of gallantry and fairness to protect her in the event of their not reaching an agreement. A suspicion of her lurked yet in his mind.

You raised an army to oppose your brother. Where is it? he asked suddenly. Has Tros brought troops around by sea?

She laughed. Who would be fool enough to bring such an army as that against Caesar? You have only a few ships and men, but are you not destiny in human shape?

That almost staggered him, though he was used to high-flown compliments as well as scurrilous abuse.

And you? he asked.

I told you: I am Egypt. If you find it easier to understand, you may think of me as the sluice-gate through which the great gods choose to pour anew wisdom that reigned in the world in the old days. That will prevent you from thinking of me as wise, which I am not.

You appear to me exceedingly wise for your years, said Caesar, except when you talk about gods. Do you believe in them?

Whoever truly knows himself knows more about the gods than any priest can tell him, she retorted.

Caesar fell back on sarcasm. Do you suggest that we should sit here like a god and goddess on Olympus and define the destiny of Rome and Egypt?

I propose we should let wisdom enter into us, she answered.

I, too, am a high priest, said Caesar. I am Romes supreme pontifex. I have had frequent occasion to congratulate myself on the wisdom of holding that high office, but I have never noticed any wisdom that entered into me directly as a result of it. Do you find that the high priesthood of Isis gives you more than a political advantage?

It is a dreadful obligation and no advantage to me whatever, she answered. If I were not what I have been anointed in proof that I am, there is many a course I might have taken that would have resolved the surface of my difficulties. But I am taught, Caesar, to arrive at definite objectives by means that are not at all easy to define because they are spiritual.

He smiled again, amused by his own sarcastic humor. Would you call that rug in which you rolled yourself a spiritual means? he asked.

I call it using spiritual means to challenge your greatness, she answered. If you are as great as I think you are, we will very readily reach an understanding, and neither Rome nor Egypt nor you nor I can be anything but gainers by it.

Caesar stared at her. He had talked with Vestal Virgins, who were inscrutable in their own way, but even the Vestals had always impressed him as hiding cynicism underneath a cloak of piety. This girl apparently hid nothing, and she spoke from conviction that seemed to him entirely unassumed.

Are you the mouthpiece of the priests? he asked, with a slightly tart inflection in his voice.

Is a lamp the mouthpiece of a lamp? she answered. Or do they both have flames? One can be lit from the other, but are the flames not separate?

Only then did it dawn on Caesar that she was speaking so well and naturally that he had not noticed what language she was using.

At twenty years of age, how is it that you speak Latin and Greek with equal fluency? he asked. You speak Latin as well as Cicero does.

I also speak Aramaic, Arabic, Persian, Armenian, Coptic, two of the Nilotic dialects, and the ancient language of the Land of Khem, besides Greek.

You speak, he said, as if familiar with the poets and philosophers.

Why not? Were Plato and Pythagoras, Sappho and Homer, for instance, born under a curse that we should know only their names and not their message?

But who taught you? he asked.

They did! Who taught birds to fly? Who taught you generalship?

But in twenty years? I was forty before I had an army under my command

Perhaps you were too eager. Impatience is like nailing shadows to a wall.

Caesar laughed at that. True, he said, I have crucified many a shadow! Does the wisdom of which you show so much evidence include a practicable plan for governing Egypt?

Try me! she suggested.

He was a man of very swift decisions. He endeavored to conceal from her that already he had made up his mind; but his silence and the glitter in his gray eyes gave her more encouragement than words that might have been intentionally misleading. She, having nothing to conceal from him, continued:

Rome needed you, and Rome has had to bring you forth in travail, but not all strong governments need such a baptism of bloodshed. You were unexpected, but the gods do unexpected things, and you appear to me to be sent by the gods to deliver Egypt into my hands. Nothing is done uncompensated. Conquer Egypt I am sure you cannot  now at any rate  and there is no need. But you can hold Alexandria. Whereas I cannot hold Alexandria at present, but I can rule Egypt, because the priests accept me in obedience to a hierarchy that is as far above the priests, and you and me, as we are higher than the slaves around us.

Caesar frowned again. The only hierarchies he could tolerate with equanimity were those that, like the Roman priestly colleges, depended on the civil government for their prerogatives and perquisites.

Mysteries, said Caesar, are an open invitation to investigate what lies behind them. A government that tolerates a power greater than itself is not a government.

Can you control the moon? asked Cleopatra. Do you understand the mystery of birth? Are the stars your servants? I will answer for you: yes  if you obey the law that they obey too. But do you know the law? And do you know the mystery beyond it?

Is Olympus the man who has taught you? Caesar asked. His tartness seemed to intimate that there were ways of compelling Olympus to reveal the sources of his knowledge.

No, she answered. Olympus is a great physician, an astrologer and a very faithful friend, who patiently reminds me of the day, whenever darkness hides the sun.

He is a member of a mystery.

Who is not? she retorted. Who that is born in a womb is not a member of a mystery? Caesar, are you so wise that you can look at rocks and trees and rivers and reveal to them their origin?

I begin, he said, to realize why certain politicians hate you, and why your brother cannot bring himself to speak of you in civil terms. Explain to me why you have refused to follow precedent by marrying. It appears that one of the chief complaints against you is your refusal to marry your brother  a mere formality, I dont doubt, but a rather obvious solution of the strife between you. I understand that several Ptolemies have followed the practice, following the example of the ancient kings and queens of Egypt. What is your objection?

There would be none, she said, if I were not anointed Pharaoh. If I were a man I could marry whom I pleased, because the woman would submit to me. But I am a woman, and yet Pharaoh  high priestess, too, of Isis. It would be the rankest blasphemy and sacrilege for me to bow that crown beneath a husbands yoke.

You are a pledged virgin?

No. No more than you are a pledged enemy of nature. But as dictator of Rome is it lawful for you to subject yourself to any master? May you bind yourself and Rome in an alliance, as the lesser of two powers? Neither may I submit my royal crown to anyone. On that day my crown would become forfeited, and though I might wear the symbol of authority, the gods would cease to recognize it.

Your confidence in the existence of the gods is what surprises me most in you, said Caesar. I have pondered over Platos version of the teachings of Pythagoras, and I believe there is no system of philosophy or religion that is quite unknown to me. But the gods remain farther away than ever. The more they are studied, the more they seem to me to become figments of imagination or else nature forces.

You should learn to speak to the gods in their own language, Caesar. Then they would look through the veil and reveal themselves. I never speak to any man in any language other than his own, because I wish to understand him and that he should understand me. Should I speak to the gods in Greek or Latin?

What language do they understand? asked Caesar.

It is a heart-language  unspoken and not difficult to learn.

I believe I will ask you to teach me, he answered. I am sure of this: that Egypt will be safer in your hands than in your brothers. But I am equally sure that your brothers cause is stronger at the moment and that his claims are not to be ignored. Now, tell me about Egypt. Tell me all you know about it. I will listen until you are too tired to continue.


CHAPTER XVIII. I will settle the succession to the throne this morning.

As harp responds to harp, so equals know each other, though their natures are as day and night apart. Equality is equal vibrancy, responding in the same degrees and to the same extent (however differently) to a primal impulse.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



WHAT a glorious morning, remarked Caesar. Do you notice the brilliant whitecaps? Now I know what Homer meant by wine-dark sea.

That aristocratic tone of voice and accent were habitual to him when events were entertaining. Weariness, lassitude, even some of his pallor had vanished. He was wearing a bay-leaf chaplet that made his baldness hardly noticeable. An Alexandrian barber had been found, whose fingers, with the aid of blended oils, had kneaded and relaxed his facial muscles until he looked scarcely forty instead of over fifty as he actually was.

No Roman could wear tunic and toga more gracefully; none more impudently could defy tradition, or revive it for his own use. His toga was purple, embroidered. Marian in theory  the self-appointed leader, that is, of the ultra-democratic party, as opposed to the nobility whom Pompey had upheld  he had assumed the royal costume of the ancient kings, making himself used to it before reappearing in Rome, that had cast forth kings long centuries ago and now reviled their very name.

Potheinos, seated near him on the awninged balcony, looked nervous, though he could see the Ptolemaic fleet at anchor far outnumbering Caesars: though he knew (and thought that Caesar did not know) that General Achillas with an army twenty thousand strong was marching on Alexandria. He could see, too, sunlight flashing on the oars of Tros ship, its long-tongued golden serpent headed straight for the harbor entrance; but Potheinos, unlike Caesar, was uncertain what that might portend.

Aware that Caesar was no fraction less ambitious or more scrupulous than himself, he was all the more jealous of Caesars easy manner, of his good looks, of the calm self-confidence with which he made nothing of dangers that it was Potheinos business at the moment to exaggerate.

A beautiful morning, yes, he answered. But glorious? Caesar, your glory may vanish as swiftly as that of the weather can do. Let me urge you to listen to reason and recognize facts.

Caesar smiled at him. His breakfast had been exquisitely cooked. The sea-air, sunshine, comfort, after years of strenuous campaigning frequently without the bare necessities of life, were so exactly what he needed that Potheinos impudence was not worth noticing. And now here came Tros of Samothrace, a constant and resourceful enemy, who had fought him in Gaul and Britain, and who could easily destroy his whole fleet under the palace windows, but who would have to refrain from doing it because of old-fashioned scruples! Tros had agreed to a mutual truce and that was too amusing to be offset by a eunuchs lack of manners.

And it was fun  a self-indulgence in extravagance exactly of the sort he best loved, since it was extravagance of intellectual audacity  to occupy a city of nine hundred thousand with an army hardly large enough to defend the Lochias, and with a fleet that he had stripped already of its armament to help to fortify the palace.

Possibly the most amusing thought of all was the unquestionable fact that Rome was wondering what next? He was master of Rome, and he knew that Rome knew it  knew that the longer he should stay away and keep Rome guessing, the less guesswork he himself would have to use, because half of Romes troubles would settle themselves if Rome were let alone; the other half would readily respond to that touch of genius he knew he could apply. Rome, Alexandria, and most of the rest of the world was speculating, worrying; no better reason could exist for Caesars peace of mind, and he was consequently reveling in rest, the first time in a dozen years.

Reason? he said in his pleasantest voice. There is a wide difference between that and argument. But argue if you wish.

Caesar, you are a great philosopher as well as a great general. I would like to be your friend, although, of course, at this moment I am to all intents and purposes your prisoner.

Not at all. Not at all. Caesar stared at him You can go when you please. I am informed that your spies come and go rather frequently.

Let us put it this way then: Prince Ptolemy is your prisoner.

If that were true, said Caesar, smiling again, neither you nor he would have the least excuse to doubt it.

Well, since you say so, Caesar, I suppose it is so. Nevertheless, for him to leave the Lochias would be to surrender the whole organization of government into your hands and those of his sister, the Princess Cleopatra, who I am informed has made her way secretly to you in order to usurp his rights!

His rights? I am here to arbitrate the question of the title to the throne, said Caesar. Possibly possession, in the absence of the other claimant, might suggest the logical solution. You will naturally bear that thought in mind. However, the prince is under no restraint. His sister came to me near midnight and stated her whole case  I may add, with great command of logic. You appear to have driven her off the throne and I am inclined to credit her statement that to have returned to her palace by any other means than those she used would have led to her death at your hands or by your orders.

Potheinos violently shook his head: Oh, no! Oh, no!

I have been deeply impressed by the Princess Cleopatras veracity, said Caesar.

Potheinos hesitated. Forcing suavity again and leaning forward, tapping his own knee with nervous fingers, he essayed to turn back the discussion to the point he started from:

Caesar! May I beg that you will listen to me. You are probably more mentally exhausted than you realize. This Roman civil war has taxed your uttermost resources. It has kept you from making yourself conversant with the most elementary facts. I am here to warn you against errors that may overwhelm you. I know you were seized with illness on the day of your arrival. Ill-health leads the best of us sometimes into mistakes too serious to rectify. Olympus treated you  I trust with satisfactory results  but beware of that fellow! Beware of him! He will stop at nothing!

He will stop at nothing short of thinking me an ingrate, unless I remember to reward him, remarked Caesar. I am glad you mentioned it. He is an excellent physician.

Suppressing irritation, swallowing regret that he had mentioned Olympus, Potheinos tried again:

Nothing, I believe, but illness, undermining judgment, could make you expose yourself to such dangers as those that at this very moment surround you, Caesar. Possibly better than you, I appreciate how valuable you are to Rome; and, as I said just now, I wish to be your friend. What would happen to Rome if you should meet disaster here  now? What would happen to Egypt, if Rome should resume her civil war? I shudder to think of it! You are the hub of the Roman wheel. Believe me, Caesar, I am the hub of this wheel and I know what it would mean if Cleopatra were to gain another foothold. She is a broken spoke that would wreck the chariot. She is immoral  recklessly extravagant  indifferent to anything but personal success and her own gratification. Here I am in Egypt with my hands on all the intricacies of the situation. You should be in Rome, where every minute is an hour in which your enemies may prepare against you. Caesar, let us recognize ourselves as indispensable, each to the other. Trust me to put Egypt in your power, since Egypt is as necessary to the Romans as the Romans are to us. But let me trust you in return to act in the best interest of Egypt by assisting to establish Prince Ptolemy as king, with myself as his principal minister.

I notice that in your zeal to improve my circumstances you do not forget yourself, Caesar answered, and it took Potheinos measurable moments to recover; but, magnanimous as ever, Caesar came to his assistance with this remark:

Do you think Prince Ptolemy incapable of government without you?

I regret to say yes. He is very young. He has been educated by Theodotus, an unprincipled rogue whom you deservedly drove from your presence. Theodotus, for his own ends, taught him so much self-will and so little of the art of government, that it will need my ripe experience as well as Romes friendship if Egypt is to be saved from anarchy. I blame our present difficulties wholly on Theodotus.

And who appointed him? asked Caesar.

Potheinos did not answer. Caesar asked another question:

Were not you and he and General Achillas a triumvirate? Is there a council of ministers?

Yes  men of no importance. Power is in my hands  spies  influence  appointment of officials  I control all Egypt. Trust me and I will see to it that Rome receives repayment of the loans, and in addition there shall be a handsome tribute for yourself  a sum sufficient to enable you to grip Rome firmly. I am a statesman, Caesar, like yourself. I understand your difficulty. You need money, and Rome has none. But to enable me to get that for you, you must let me have the credit for persuading you to go away. That will increase my popularity beyond the point where imposition of new taxes could destroy it. Do you see my point?

I would prefer to see those other ministers, said Caesar. Do I understand you to admit that you had power to remove Theodotus at any time?

Potheinos mental wriggle out from under that dilemma was as physically obvious as his exasperation.

I am not God. I am not responsible for other mens ill fate. I am a minister endeavoring to serve my prince

And simultaneously me? suggested Caesar. Your influence might take a stronger grip on my imagination if my men were being better fed. They grumble that the corn delivered at your order is so full of weevils they can hardly stomach it; and the wine, they say, is worse. My men are not epicures; they and I have eaten many an unpalatable meal together.

Caesars Olympian insolence was more than Egypts Minister of State could suffer without losing self-control. The manner rather than the words offended him. He bristled.

Let them reckon themselves fortunate that they are fed, he answered. They invade us. They have driven out our palace guards

Incapables, whom they have ably replaced, Caesar interrupted. Fie on you, Potheinos! Do you think that I appreciate this luxury while gallant men are ill-fed?

Potheinos had enjoyed an almost absolute authority too long to take that scolding meekly.

Shall I starve our Alexandrians in order to feed unwelcome intruders? he retorted.

Caesars smile became less pleasant, deepening sardonic furrows near his mouth. But the reply, if he intended one, died still-born. Suddenly he stood up. Instantly the eunuch could not help but know he was dismissed from mind as totally as when a sunrise banishes the images of night.

Gracefully, as if he did the honors of a whole world, Caesar strode toward her; and if Cleopatra ever in her life was wholly gratifying to the eye, she was that minute as she stepped under the awning. Sunlight or her own soul  something had dispersed the tragic shadow she inherited from Ptolemaic forebears  shadow sometimes making visible the strife between her higher and her lower nature  between vision and the need to temporize. She was as confident that morning, as radiant as if her battle for a throne was won.

And she was dressed as modestly and simply as if all Greek art had lent itself; her hair (that vanity too often cheated into tortuous design) as subtly pleasing as her ivory-white chiton, edged with old-rose  Doric strength of line and Oriental subtlety of contour blended for her by the genius of slaves from Hindustan. No jewelry  except one pearl that Tros had given her, that seemed to nestle in her hair; and smaller, black pearls on her sandals that displayed those feet, which, if Apollodorus said truth, should be set on nations necks and leave them satisfied.

And she was framed by dusky women  Ethiopians from far to southward of the Cataracts  tall, handsome, Amazonian, proud-seeming savages, whose two-thirds nakedness increased her modesty; their barbarism, magnified by peacock-feather fans, made Cleopatra seem so exquisitely civilized that even Caesar caught his breath. And he was not a tyro in the world of women.

Slaves set a couch for her under the awning, but she walked to the marble rail and stood there, shading her eyes with her hand a moment as she gazed at Tros ship smiting up the harbor water into egg-white foam. Her eyes then, holding in their depth no hint of doubt or trouble, answered Caesars smile, her own apparently as confident of friendship as if she and Caesar had been playmates since the sun first shone on Egypt and the comedy of human history began.

They make you comfortable? Are you rested, Caesar? I suppose a soldier, such as you are, easily recovers from a midnight conference, but it was inconsiderate of me to keep you talking until nearly daylight. Do they bring you reasonable food? And is your health good? Should Olympus see you?

Art  audacity  restraint  that was a trinity that Caesar gloried in  aware, as any able man must be, how often he had fallen short; how seldom, but how brilliantly then he measured up to it. Accustomed to the flattery of sycophants, to hatred, to the fear of the defeated, to the impudence of fortune-hunters, he appreciated novelty, and he had thought that there was nothing in the world that could renew his faded sense of fresh experience awaiting. He perceived intelligence that understood him  in itself a novelty; for not his closest intimates had come near doing that.

I realize a soldiers life is nothing unless compensated, he said, smiling.

By a victory? she asked.

With a habitual gesture, using one forefinger to arrange the scant hair underneath his wreath, he answered:

No, I have been surfeited with victory. Defeat is what I meant.

You? That is an almost godlike attitude. It is thus the gods themselves incarnate!

With a eunuchs tactfulness, relying on his lack of sex to privilege impertinence, Potheinos chose that ill-selected moment for a flank attack on Caesars will, experience of harems, where he had his early education, telling him that Cleopatra had already weakened it by her assault in front.

Caesar, he said, behold your opportunity! What triumph! How she will adorn your triumph!  What furor!  what ovation when you lead her through the streets of Rome! And afterward  what envy! What a resolution of all difficulties! We  I mean her brother  would rejoice with genuine affection, knowing her to be in Caesars lavish household!

Cleopatra did not even turn her back on him She did not recognize him by ignoring him. She subtly flattered Caesar by her confidence that he would deal with that insult as promptly as palace servants would have dealt with an intruding scorpion.

And if Caesar ever dallied when a drastic stroke was needed, then the lightning also lingers on its way. His suave voice rose a half-note, and his words were crisp, although his manner was, if anything, more careless than it had been.

I will settle the succession to the throne this morning, he said curtly. Go and assemble those assistant ministers of whom you spoke and ask Prince Ptolemy to bring them to confer with me an hour before noon. Go and do it.

Potheinos sought to bolster up his dignity by turning away laughing to himself and muttering. His shrug suggested unsuspected weapons in reserve. There was a Roman sentry posted near the steps that led down to a garden and to a marble pathway between one wing of the enormous palace and another; he went by the sentry sneering and ignoring his salute, then beckoned to his secretaries to approach him up the steps and, whispering, walked down between them with the best air he could muster of having had the better of an argument.

That is an individual, said Caesar, who may force me to recall that there are short ways out of disagreements.

Cleopatra let the subject drop as if it held no interest. Tros ship already near the royal wharf and dwarfing Caesars biggest  with its purple sails and splendor making all of Caesars fleet look shabby  served to remove the conversation into safer channels.

You sent your messenger to Tros of Samothrace?

Yes, in a pilot boat at dawn. I sent another to Tiberius Claudius Nero, who commands my fleet. There might have been an incident.

He fears Tros?

Sailors are a superstitious breed. Tros was extremely lucky in his raids against me; lucky and resourceful.

Tros says you are the most brilliant general on earth.

He believes that if he said it, Caesar answered. Tros is a brave man  masterful  but lacking humor. He will fail inevitably, not because he lacks enthusiasm or resourcefulness, but from expecting other men to share his own ridiculous ideals.

Fail in what? asked Cleopatra.

Caesar hesitated. He had never in his whole life let another mortal see what underlay that handsome mask that he presented to the world. An impulse now to do it tempted him. But habit dies hard. Curiosity had ever been his guiding passion. Stripping women naked was a violence that grew uninteresting after long use. He desired a far more intimate indecency. But he suspected, if he would uncover her soul, he must first expose his own.

Last night, he said, you spoke of sacrilege  of not submitting your divine rights to a mans authority.

She nodded.

But are you a lone divinity? A solitary star? Do gods and goddesses not love each other?

They must recognize each other first, she answered. But I asked you wherein Tros must fail?

Again he hesitated. They were side by side, she leaning on the marble railing. Slowly, with a sort of languid interest, she looked up and he recognized in her violet eyes intelligence and fearless will that suddenly inflamed him.

Tros will fail, he said, because Tros lacks the immortality that you and I have. When he is dead, none will remember him. He will die. He will cease. He will leave no record written in the very laws of men and graven so irrevocably in the substance of their lives that when they eat and drink and make war, when they pray and when they change their governments, they shall remember him They shall forget not Caesar!

They may blame you, she retorted.

Blame and praise are equal  both one, when they are the echoes of success, he answered.

And who judges the success?

The man! The woman! I, Caesar, am the judge of Caesar. If you let another judge you, Cleopatra, you are less than he is  howsoever small he is.

I am a Ptolemy, she said, apparently not lit yet by the fire that he had let blaze. I inherit what the Ptolemies have taken from the gods, and I have added to it more than all they took, though even I know not yet what that is. I am a woman. When I go, and if I will, I leave a son behind me. So if they forget me, they shall know him. Who is your son, Caesar? Is he like you?

I have many sons, he said, by many women.

Were they women who bear Caesars? Or were they poor fools craving pleasure, and their children accidents? Have you a son who bears your name?

No, none  not even Brutus, he said, smiling whimsically. Brutus attempts to judge me  loves a lost cause  loves nobility of word and stoops to ignobility of deed to win fools praise. Brutus was with Pompey at Pharsalia. He never owns me as the author of his being unless magnanimity is what he craves. He is himself less merciful than Cato, whom he claims as relative  with but a thousandth of old Catos iron in him.

Brutus mother  was she worthy of you?

Caesar smiled again.

Servilia was generous when I was hounded like a criminal. Her husband

But the conversation had descended to a less exciting plane than that on which he launched it.

We were talking about sons unborn yet, he resumed. There was the gleam of battle in his eye. He meant to strip away that mask he could not penetrate. You had in mind  ?

Her eyes, as baffling as his were piercing and as deeply wise as his were brilliantly wilful, met his, understood his and inflamed him further without yielding anything.

I was thinking of Apollodorus, she said. Caesar, Herod stole my Lollianè. If Apollodorus had her she would keep the artist from becoming warrior. I need Apollodorus, but I need him anchored to a woman who, in turn, is bound by gratitude to me.

Herod? he asked. Who is Herod?

The Governor of Galilee, under Hyrcanus, high priest of Jerusalem.

Yes, yes. Now I remember Herod: a discreet young person. He attached himself to Pompeys cause until the cause was lost, and then sent emissaries to me at Pharsalia. Yes, Herod shall let Apollodorus have his Lollianè!

Caesar, she said again; and suddenly he saw another phase of her. Now she was definite in turn and in her own way stripping naked what she saw that he must see if mutual advantage were to come of meeting. Calculating, cool audacity  he loved it! She could dare to be a hostage in his hands; and she defied him to defeat her even so. Caesar, send for Esias the Jew, first, before you try to settle the succession; because Potheinos will use your demand for money as a very powerful leverage against you. But if you promise the Jews full rights as citizens, the Jews will work against Potheinos. And Esias trusts Tros, so let Tros come with him. Unless you win over Esias the Jews will work for my brother, who is in debt to them and easy to manipulate.

And you? he asked her, thoroughly enjoying being told by a twenty-year-old girl how he should use his almost superhuman skill of statesmanship.

If you wish to win two-thirds of Alexandria, she said, and mind you, I speak now of Alexandria, not Egypt  win the women of the Gardens. Show them consideration. Dont let Potheinos tax them to pay Romes indemnity, because he will, unless you prevent it. That would make them talk against you  at a time when men are influenced because their minds are made stupid  like moths at a lamp.

He smiled. He understood that perfectly. So much for Alexandria. And Egypt  ?

I am Egypt.

The confidence of that assertion puzzled him. He eyed her with another kind of curiosity  a deeper interest.

Dont let Potheinos loot the temples to pay Rome its money, or to pay you, she went on. Alexandria is foam  scud  moonlight on a surface  ever-changing. Egypt is the deep sea and never changes. Alexandria is tears  laughter  appetite  gaiety. Egypt is religion. Win the ancient priesthood  your ally is Egypt. Lose the priesthood  and though you drive a spear in Egypts heart she will continue and destroy you with all your works.

And you are Egypt? he said, looking straight into her eyes. He took her hands in his.

If you win Egypt, you can win the world, she answered. But if you forget that I am Egypt, you will lose me and the world too.

You oblige me to wonder who taught you to speak like a goddess!

You. You have stirred the wisdom in me.

He looked from her toward the sentry by the stairhead who was gazing at them both. It was the sentry who suggested action.

Let Apollodorus bring the Jew, said Caesar. I will summon Tros. And as for Egypt

I will answer for Egypt, said Cleopatra. She could look weak in the moments of her greatest strength  unconquerably strong when she was so weak she had nothing but mens promises to lean on.


CHAPTER XIX. Royal Egypt  Pharaoh of the Upper and the Lower Nile!

There are times when silence is an overwhelming conqueror, though they are few who understand it and its uses.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CAESAR had insisted on a meeting in the forenoon to allow Potheinos scant time to gather friends around him and no opportunity at all to stage a demonstration. Nevertheless, Potheinos had worked a miracle by using scores of messengers. Every available square foot of the throne-room was occupied by someone on whom he thought he could depend.

There was a gallery around three sides; beneath it, half-hidden by the Babylonian draperies  on platforms rising nearly to the level of the throne  a drunkenness of color in subdued light  sat as many of the notables of Alexandria as could be crowded on the gilded seats, the women to the front for Caesars sake (and they were gloriously dressed, good-looking women for the most part, because the Alexandrian climate and the Macedonian strain diluted by the blood of many other races runs to exotic loveliness as long as youth lasts). From behind the gilded wooden grille that screened the gallery another thousand lesser notables looked on, including women who were doubtless much less beautiful.

The gilded cornices, the columns of assembled onyx pieced together to preserve the natural design, the dais built of marble, malachite and silver with the famous golden lions supporting thrones of glittering electrum, canopied with cloth of gold and backed by a screen of ivory set with emeralds, provided Olympian splendor fit for drama of the gods; and the thrones were vacant, which produced a strong thrill of expectancy.

By every column stood a Ptolemaic guardsman, gorgeous in brass and crimson  bigger, more important-looking and to the eye more dangerously armed than Caesars men, who stood in double lines in two detachments, one on either side of the great bronze entrance door, under the command of six decurions and Ahenobarbus the centurion. They had a standard with them and six trumpeters.

Ptolemys seat was alone, in front of fourteen ministers, all dressed like Romans with the far-fetched notion of persuading Caesar that he had to deal with men whose mentality was on a level with his own and who perfectly understood the Roman point of view; but they had the Alexandrian vivacity and restlessness, not lacking dignity but much less strong appearing than the Roman manner, making togas seem incongruous. Young Ptolemy was pale and blue beneath the eyes; his golden chain-mail, worn under the toga, made him appear fragile, and he found the golden bay-leaf chaplet that Potheinos had persuaded him to wear, too, as a compliment to Caesar, oppressively heavy; he kept moving it with waxy-looking fingers  motions that made the Alexandrians chuckle because they suggested caricatures of Caesars habit of adjusting his own scant fringe of hair with a forefinger.

Potheinos chair was exactly behind Ptolemys, where he could whisper to him, forward of the seats of fourteen other ministers, to the right of the throne-dais as one faced it from the entrance.

Caesar sat facing Ptolemy, with Calvinus beside him and twelve lictors in their red cloaks standing in a row between him and a table at which Faberius, Caesars secretary, sat with several assistants. Caesars imperators cloak, his golden wreath and aristocratic air of confidence, with sunlight streaming on him from a high-set window produced a cameo-like effect, exaggerated by contrast with Calvinus, who was a bronzed and bullet-headed veteran  a coarse man polished by promotion.

On Ptolemys side of the room, toward the door and therefore farther from the thrones, there had been set one lone and unimportant-looking chair. It was the only chair in sight unoccupied, and it was plainly meant for Cleopatra, who, if she should be so ill-advised as to appear and to accept that solitary seat, should look less like a queen than like a prisoner awaiting verdict. There were no tall ostrich-feather fans  no canopy, like that which had been stretched on gilded poles above Ptolemys seat. There was not even a footstool or a mark of royalty of any sort.

Caesar and Ptolemy faced each other across a carpet that was one of the notorious wonders of the world, though it was not a compliment to Caesar. Along the whole length of the wonderful mosaic floor it flowed, descending from a cataract, that was the throne steps, to a delta amid sculptured palm-trees by the bronze door; it represented River Nile, of Nile-blue, realistically swarming with the Nile-birds, fish, reeds, hippopotami and crocodiles, the Nile boats and the temples on the banks.

The slaves who wove it were a present from Orontes, King of Parthia, who had not so long ago defeated Crassus, capturing uncounted Roman standards  a defeat so shameful that the Romans set their teeth at mention of its name.

An interminable wait for Cleopatra had not produced any noticeable change in Caesars manner. Anticipation was straining all other nerves than his to the verge of hysteria, already aggravated by the stifling heat. When Ptolemy, responding to a whisper from Potheinos, stood up at last and a black slave struck a golden gong for silence Caesar appeared only mildly interested, but the fans beneath the balcony ceased swaying. There was breathless silence when the last reverberations of the gong died down amid the sculptured palm-leaf jungle of the ceiling. Ptolemys young, querulous, indignant voice rose like the plaint of a eunuch-priest in an Ephesian temple.

I am offended by your lictors, Caesar. They are contrary to custom, and I know the Roman law about it; whether you are consul or dictator doesnt matter; when you enter an allied and friendly state it is forbidden to bring lictors with you.

Caesar remained seated. An allied state, he retorted calmly, keeps the terms of its alliance. And a friendly state is one which does not harbor enemies of Rome or resist Rome by force of arms.

Silence again. Potheinos began whispering to Ptolemy from behind him. Calvinus watched Caesar with the corner of his eye and with the grim ghost of a smile; folding his arms he thrust his legs out, patient but contemptuous. He shot one swift glance in the direction of Ahenobarbus at the door.

I object, too, Ptolemy continued, taking his words from his eunuch-minister, to the spies and secret agents you have sent throughout the city spreading false reports. You have no right to misinform the populace and to try to set them-against me. I have twenty thous

Potheinos checked him. He turned to remonstrate.

He and Potheinos argued in angry undertones, the other ministers all leaning their heads toward them, trying to make it seem like an official and dignified conference. Caesar had plenty of time to frame his answer, but he kept it until they had finished arguing:

They can hardly be said to be secret agents, since you say you know about them. I have been gratified to learn that certain Alexandrians  your subjects  who appreciate that I am here to settle the succession and to restore order, have been spreading news to that effect.

Again Potheinos whispered, the other ministers all nodding confirmation. Ptolemy, with a grandiose gesture of ultimatum, shouted at Caesar:

It is common knowledge that your way is to employ a horde of spies and that their business is to corrupt the people. They spread propaganda about your alleged invincibility. Your agents here are nearly all expatriated Romans, who would like to regain their citizenship by earning your good-will. You are welcome to every Roman in Alexandria. I wish you would take them all away with you.

He threw the Roman toga from his shoulders and resumed his seat, glaring with indignation. Potheinos appealed to the crowd beneath the balconies by shrugging his eloquent hands and shoulders.

Caesar sat still, although Calvinus again glanced at Ahenobarbus, who strode out and stood on the carpet between the platoons, so that they now faced him from both sides and he could direct them instantly. There began to be a murmur in the gallery, but Caesar stood up, after he had thought a moment with his long lean fingers stroking at his chin. When he spoke his voice was unexcited:

I am not here to discuss unimportant details of local government, but as the representative of Rome and the executor of the testament of King Neos Dionysos, Ptolemy the Thirteenth. Let the testament be read.

He sat down, crossed a leg over his knee and carefully rearranged his tunic. A secretary at the table stood up and unrolled a scroll of parchment.

Is that the original testament? Potheinos asked.

There was no answer. Potheinos shook his head violently, but Caesar affected not to notice him; he held out a hand for his tablets, which a slave at the table passed to him, reaching between the rows of lictors. He began to make notes on a tablet and the secretary started reading in a singsong voice.

Whether or not he was deliberately chosen for the purpose, that secretary was a Gaul, who happened to know no more of Greek than how to read the alphabet and spell the words. He mispronounced it so abominably that it was next to impossible to understand a word of what he said. People ceased to try to listen. Someone cried out from the gallery that the whole proceeding was an insult. There began to be more than a murmur  a mob-note  a premonitory warning of the citys temper, and there sounded the ominous clangor of swords on shields as, unseen from the throne-room, a platoon or two of Caesars legionaries drew attention to their presence in the gallery, their backs against the outer wall. In the midst of that excitement Potheinos stood up as if to speak.

But though his mouth was open not a word carne forth. A thumping on the bronze door interrupted him. He turned, like everybody else except Caesar and Calvinus, expecting to see Cleopatra enter  ready to enjoy her mortification when she should see the wretched seat provided. In the sudden hush the secretarys voice seemed so loud that he grew embarrassed and subdued it, but he went on stammering and droning mispronunciation of the antiquated Greek.

Ahenobarbus barked his legionaries to attention. The throne-room echoed to the thump of spear-butts, grounded with Roman precision. Black slaves swung the double door wide  and there came a gasp from gallery and platform. Only Caesar did not look up; he was showing Calvinus the notes that he had written.

Framed in the open door, barbarically splendid, Tros stood, with a jeweled gold band binding the black hair that fell to his shoulders  dressed in his gold-embroidered crimson cloak above a purple and gold tunic  wearing his great green scabbard and its sword with the jeweled hilt. Behind him, even more extravagantly dressed in eastern silks, Esias stood; he stroked his gray beard, much less confident than Tros of the advisability of facing that assembly.

Tros voice rumbled something. Ahenobarbus, beckoning him forward, threw a hand up and announced him in the voice of a centurion on parade:

The illustrious Lord Tros of Samothrace!

There was a murmur of excited interest. Caesar glanced up, smiling a little grimly. It was almost better to watch Caesars face then, than to observe how Tros strode forth along the center of the carpet and, craftily bowing his thick neck for a moment in the direction of the vacant thrones, thus avoiding any personal obeisance, advanced with a deep-sea stride like some barbaric messenger from Neptune coming to enforce Olympian decrees.

Esias followed, but Esias appeared timid, and apparently in two minds between brazening it out and looking as obsequious as possible in spite of the fact that he was wearing silks worth a noblemans ransom.

Caesar remained seated. Tros saluted Caesar with an air of stubborn mistrust, which Caesar answered with an exquisitely calculated condescension, turning at once to order the two nearest lictors to set chairs beside his own. The throne-room gasped at that, but Caesar appeared to enjoy the sensation, perfectly aware that he was scandalizing Alexandrian society. None  not Caesar himself  knew yet what the arrival on the scene of Tros portended. Some thought Tros a pirate. Others, seeing him so fabulously and richly dressed, believed him an ambassador, perhaps with promises of military aid for Caesar. Some had heard a rumor that on Tros ship Cleopatra had returned to Alexandria to make her way to Caesar in the night. And some again had heard amazing tales of how Tros came near slaying Caesar when he warred against him amid far-off islands to the north of Gaul. All Alexandria had seen his ship and wondered at it.

But Tros might be explained away. Esias was an unforgivable offense. Receiving him, returning his salute with condescending cordiality  above all offering the Jew a seat beside his own, Caesar either betrayed his ignorance or else, as his smile appeared to indicate, deliberately flouted court and king.

It was the policy of Alexandrians to give the Jews exactly as much freedom as should make existence tolerable  not another privilege beyond that. They were rigidly restricted to the Jewish quarter. They were neither the equals of Alexandrians before the law nor were they ever admitted to reserved seats at the games. Society and law combined to give them no chance to impose a tyranny of money or to achieve that recognition that perhaps might lead to the control of the affairs of state. Jews did their business with the palace through an intermediary, they remaining at the outer gate. There were no exceptions.

Caesar began talking to Tros and presently to Esias in a low voice, smiling, seeming not to look into his eyes yet missing no shade of expression. Tros answered curtly; Esias nervously but with dignity; then they took the seats the lictors placed for them. The secretary, having read the testament, sat down then, neither he nor anyone the wiser. None had listened. Caesar spoke to Calvinus, the tribune nodding as if confirming information.

On the other side of the Nile-blue carpet Ptolemy was listening to Potheinos urgings Finally he seemed to assent to some proposal and Potheinos beckoned a slave; he sent him hurrying out through a door half hidden by a screen below the balcony. But Calvinus observed that; a moment later a decurion, two legionaries and a Greek slave went out through another door. Potheinos slave was brought back noisily protesting.

That was the spark that lit the conflagration. Shrugging his shoulders almost to the ears, and dropping them as if he let go all responsibility for what he knew was coming, Potheinos rose to his feet behind Ptolemy and, pointing a finger at Caesar, began:

Most honorable Caesar

Caesar interrupted him. He stood, and in the voice with which he had so often stirred his legions  calm and yet thrilling with tremendous power  he sprang his first surprise:

My information is: that those messengers you sent at my request to General Achillas to instruct him to disband his forces at Pelusium, were waylaid at your secret instruction and one was killed, the other wounded. Esias tells me that the wounded man was thrown into a shed belonging to himself, and that Achillas is advancing on Alexandria with twenty thousand men. I would appreciate your comments.

But Potheinos made none. Caesar had stolen his thunder. Utterly bereft of a retort  aware now that his own mismanagement had risked a crowd of Alexandrians as hostages in Caesars hands within the palace, whence they could not possibly escape without the Romans leave, Potheinos sat still, choking his emotion.

You had hoped, said Caesar, after a dramatic pause, to surprise me with that army under General Achillas. You assented to this conference to gain time, and expecting at the same time to allay any suspicion that I might feel. You brought these notables to witness such discourtesies as you should see fit to address to me either in person or through the lips of your young king, intending thereby to increase your own prestige. But I assure you I am capable of protecting myself and my friends, as well from your insolence as from that violence which you have had in preparation since the day those messengers were sent.

He paused, his blue eyes casually glancing at Esias, the sardonic flicker of a smile escaping him as he observed the Jews embarrassment.

I am much beholden to Esias for the information.

Not having betrayed that information, which, in fact, had been reported to Caesar by his own spies, Esias made extravagant gestures of protest, but those convinced nobody; there was a rising murmur of execration, checked by Ahenobarbus, who ordered a trumpet-blast to restore order. Esias now had no alternative than to claim Caesars protection, and finance, to that extent at any rate, was now amenable to Rome. Not an Alexandrian was there who did not realize that situation perfectly. A voice yelled from the gallery:

We will burn the Jews out! Then what?

Caesar resumed as soon as there was silence. With a gesture he dismissed Potheinos from consideration and addressed himself directly to the young king, who glared with livid hatred:

I am amazed to learn to what devices you, Prince Ptolemy, have stooped in order to deprive your sister of those equal rights which she inherited. That testament, just read, entrusted to the Roman Senate and the Roman People full responsibility as its executors. That you have taken it upon yourself to overthrow by violence a scheme of government determined by your father under Roman auspices I find unfilial  unfriendly  and without a precedent, except in the recorded annals of those peoples whose unwise rulers, on the advice of ministers sometimes, and sometimes against the advice of ministers, have brought on their own heads ruin.

He was irritating by intention. It was more his manner than his words that rankled. He was speaking  and he knew it  to a prince whose pedigree entitled him to precedence above all rulers of the known world. Notwithstanding parricide and misrule, not a family on earth was prouder than the line of Lagidae, to whom a Caesar was an upstart  a mere adventurer. And he rebuked him in the presence of nobility who, in spite of their delight in lampoon and all manner of irreverence, delighted equally in glamour of the throne and in monarchic principles.

Prince Ptolemy, flushing passionately and encouraged by the growing murmur, stood up and confronted him. Potheinos, well aware that Caesar for the moment had the upper hand, attempted to restrain the boy by tugging at his cloak, but Ptolemy shook his hand off petulantly:

Caesar, he shouted, you should be ashamed to invade my palace like a robber and command me what to do, or not to do! My General Achillas shall discuss that with you  he and twenty thousand men! I cast my sister out. She has come back and deceived you, as she has deceived plenty of others by her witchcraft! Many besides you have had experience of her! But have her and welcome! Only go away!

His golden armor and the over-heavy golden wreath  hereditary pride of gesture  childish anger  made him less absurd than pitiable; but Caesar did not spare him; he answered with disdain, more mortifying to the boy, and to his ministers, than if he had offered violence:

That sort of language may accomplish what you intend when you address your dancing-girls, but it only shows me that your tutors neglected their duty. It is possibly my duty to remove you to Rome, where you would have less opportunity to make yourself ridiculous.

The unintentional clang of a Romans shield against a breastplate, breaking on the silence, sounded loud and ominous. It startled Ptolemy into even less restrained speech. Throwing off Potheinos hand again, he shouted:

You, Caesar, of all demagogues in regal garments! You with your little remnant of an army! Precedents and restoring order! You, who have defied your own laws! You, the rebel who invaded Rome! You, who have ruined every land on which you set foot! Go! Take my sister to Rome! Take her and welcome! (He was choking.) But begone! Or I will crucify your little army one by one  aye, crucify them!  to the masts of those impudent ships that you have dared to moor beneath my balconies! Begone, and leave me here to reign alone!

You will reign according to the treaty and your fathers testament, or not at all, said Caesar. Let me warn you: it is easier for me to remove you from the throne forever than to talk about doing it.

Then Ptolemys passion overwhelmed him and Potheinos efforts to restrain him only aggravated rage. He turned and slapped Potheinos face. He struck another minister who dared to try to remonstrate. Gnashing his teeth he snatched his golden wreath and hurled it on the floor at Caesars feet.

There! Tread on that! Amuse yourself by spitting on it! You, who talk of treaties and restoring order!  Ho! he shouted. Alexandrians! This Roman, with his pirate and his Jew, has insulted Egypt!

Pandemonium broke loose. Excitable at the best of times and liable to lose their heads in any crisis  realizing now that Caesar possibly intended to retain them all as hostages, those notables began to give an exhibition of the citys temper, mens and womens voices vying in a tumult of execration that brought all twelve lictors closing in on Caesar to protect him.

But if Caesar was disturbed he showed no sign of it, not even glancing in the direction of his guards. Ahenobarbus served a warning with one trumpet-blast and followed that with the heavy tramp of armed men as he made his legionaries mark time. His second warning was a blast from all six trumpets  a clamorous, raucous, insolent tara-ra, ending on a high note like a heralds challenge.

And then silence  sudden and still as the coming of death. Some unexpected thing had happened  nobody knew what. Even Caesars eyes now turned toward the legionaries, who had halted after wheeling into double line with trumpeters behind them. In front of them Ahenobarbus stood with sword drawn. Suddenly he raised it and the throne-room echoed to the clang of sixty shields on armor as the legionaries moved in thrilling unison and stiffened in salute. It was moments before all eyes turned toward the dais  

She had entered by the door behind the screen of emeralds. She was already seated on the right-hand throne, a scepter in her hand, and on her head the double crown of Egypt. The black Amazonians behind her rhythmically swayed the ostrich-feather fans, and in a rigid row behind them were a dozen Gaulish guards commanded by a man who might have been Olympus, only nobody had ever seen Olympus in a helmet, wearing armor. Charmian, in pure white, looking frightened, stood beside her; and to the right of the throne, wearing a wreath of roses, and his handsome face lit with amusement, Apollodorus waited for the exact, artistically chosen moment to announce her. Suddenly he threw his hand up:

Royal Egypt  Pharaoh of the Upper and the Lower Nile! he chanted in a voice that filled the throne-room.

Caesar, Calvinus and Tros saluted her. Esias stepped into obscurity behind the breadth of Tros back. The lictors, taking their cue from Caesar, raised their fasces, and at sight of the upraised ax-blades all Ahenobarbus trumpeters let rip a fanfare.

Cleopatra sat still, smiling with the mystic calm that gazed on Nile and desert from the faces of the statues of the olden kings  the symbol of the soul of Egypt.

Ptolemy threw his cloak over his face. He wept. He shouted he was cheated by a wanton  by a she-dog  by a pupil of the Didascalion  by witchcraft.

Caesar went to him and in a low voice, audible to none except the prince himself, spoke like a father to him. It was possible to hear the bat-like rhythm of the fans behind the throne.

Ptolemy ceased weeping, amid dreadful stillness. There was drama yet to come, so the Alexandrians sat straining  breathless  and Cleopatra neither spoke nor moved, although Charmian seemed to be whispering to her. Caesar strode back to his own place where he stood and licked his upper lip, selecting words to rivet the sensation and snatch bloodless victory.

But rage seized Ptolemy again. He stood up, gesturing at Cleopatra as if hatred could destroy her. Three times in succession he clenched his fists as if he picked up filth. Three times  pausing, as it were, to see the straightness of his aim  he hurled imaginary missiles at her  symbolism that his nurses or the slave-girls may have taught him.

Then he turned on Caesar, struggling to suppress the sobs that broke his voice:

Do you suppose I want a throne that I must share with her? he exploded. She will watch me  she will set traps  she will interfere  am I to be a prisoner in my palace? Hers and yours? I know  everybody knows what has happened! She and you

A raised hand made him pause, for Caesars anger was hypnotic when a matter touched him personally and he chose to let his face and attitude declare it. Words froze on Ptolemys lips.

If you feel that way about it, you may leave the Lochias, said Caesar.

Ptolemy clenched his fists and shouted:

I refuse to leave the Lochias!

The furrows around Caesars mouth resembled chisel strokes on marble as he answered:

Then listen to me: a king, in Roman eyes, is only as important as his own good sense may make him. Present difficulties are the outcome of mismanagement, which I can readily perceive has not been wholly your fault. But the future must depend on present wisdom, and of that I see no signs. Do you propose to let me see how wise you are? Or will you leave the Lochias and show me how incapable you are of solving your own difficulties?

From behind Ptolemy Potheinos was whispering, whispering, the other ministers, like dummies in a row, avoiding compromise by saying, doing nothing. There was something not altogether unworthy of admiration about the eunuchs efforts to save the situation; he appeared to have forgotten his own feelings and even his own dignity  to be thinking solely of his masters interests. Ptolemys next answer, shouted like a spoiled childs, was addressed as much to Potheinos as to Caesar:

No, I will not leave the Lochias! I have my fathers palace. I refuse to leave it! I will stay here. Let Achillas hurry before Caesar can summon reenforcements! Caesar has the whole world to draw soldiers from, has he?  So  then if we give him time he will defeat my army! Then she and he will have everything  everything! No! I stay here! Let Caesar do whatever he wishes until Achillas comes!

Incipient wisdom! remarked Caesar. I perceive the signs of germinating common sense! But to instruct you fully is likely to cost me more trouble than Achillas army has the slightest chance of doing!

Trouble! Ptolemy retorted, pointing at Cleopatra. There is your trouble! She bewitches everyone who sees her for the first time! She will wear that purple cloak of yours to-morrow  and then you will either wring her neck and throw her in the sea or else take orders from her! Come away, Potheinos!

By main force Potheinos and two other ministers restrained him, forcing him down in his chair. The Alexandrians, who riotously loved their liberties, preferred, nevertheless, that their kings should seem omnipotent  would rather that their tyrants should preserve at least an air of tyranny. But Ptolemy forestalled their burst of indignation by beginning to shed tears again, collapsing in his chair and covering his face.

Potheinos put a word in:

Caesar, you can see his Majesty is unwell. He is nervous.

Once more Caesar crossed the carpet. He called for the vacant chair that had been meant for Cleopatra. He sat beside the boy. With something of the skill that he reputedly employed in wooing women he began to coax him, calming him, suggesting to him possibilities that might ensue if he should rise to the occasion and behave himself more like a monarch and a man of courage Sulkily the prince began to yield, and Caesar took him by the hand. At a nod from him the lictors raised their fasces. Instantly Ahenobarbus ordered a fanfare by the trumpets and his legionaries clanged a bronze-on-bronze salute.

Caesar then led Ptolemy toward the dais, up the steps, and to the throne beside his sister, all the notables applauding until the room grew thunderous. Cleopatra neither spoke nor moved, but Charmians eyes were like those of a victim waiting for the executioner; it was not clear which she dreaded most, young Ptolemy or Caesar.

O Alexandrians, said Caesar, speaking from before the throne when the applause had died, I urge you to remember: a treaty is binding. A monarchs testament may not be set aside except by mutual consent.

If he was conscious that the Alexandrians regarded him as champion of treaty-breakers and as arch-repudiator of traditions, he betrayed no sign of it. Himself among the foremost orators of Rome, he none the less omitted oratory, thus immeasurably strengthening the force of his appeal. Magnanimously letting pass the scene that they had witnessed, and the insults to himself, he concentrated on the need to settle differences; himself he took the first step:

Nothing would be easier, he went on, than to end with violence what these misunderstandings have begun. It would be well within my reasonable privilege  an act of justice even  to retain you all as hostages to guarantee tranquillity and the fulfilment of those lawful claims that I, as Romes chief magistrate, am here to prosecute. But I prefer another method, weary as I am of violence and carnage, and unwilling as I ever have been to resort to force of arms so long as milder means remain untried.

He spoke as if he honestly believed his own words. But there were some who saw the crows-foot wrinkle at the corners of the eyes of Calvinus, his freedman, who had known him intimately many years.

So you may go, said Caesar. You may pass out from the Lochias. And you may come when loyalty impels you to do homage to the Queen and King, who occupy the throne together in accordance with their fathers testament and under the protection of the Roman People. For the present  he looked sharply at Potheinos I will recommend no change of ministers, since men familiar with past events are sometimes better capable than substitutes of reuniting broken threads  a purpose to which I, also, will address my efforts.

Potheinos, meeting his deliberately searching gaze, stood up and bowed to him, then made obeisance to the thrones. The other ministers immediately followed suit, more humbly, arousing the mirth of the Alexandrians. There began to be laughter, and comment shouted from the gallery:

Make all of them into eunuchs, Caesar! They would be even more amenable!

Draw their teeth, too!

Give them Roman citizenship!

Caesar blazed in to their rescue. He could make men breathless with his sheer restraint of white-hot dignity.

If force of arms is needed to support authority, I have it!

At the words Ahenobarbus sent another trumpet-peal resounding through the room; and when the clamor of that had died Caesar arrogated to himself a privilege that no crowned head of Egypt ever yet had let slip from his own grasp: he dismissed them, with a regal insolence that cost him many hundred men before the Alexandrians at last submitted.

You may do your homage to the throne  then go, and spread the news through Alexandria.

And so the tense scene ended in the calm of ceremony  ominously quiet, like a lull before a simoon. Marshaled into the line by Caesars lictors and the palace guards, the galaxy of beauty that Potheinos had assembled to seduce the calvus moechus looked a little drooped and disappointed as it filed by. And yet not so meek as its obeisance, on the surface, indicated. Bowing to the two thrones it divided its attention between Caesar and the young girl queen, who sat as mystically calm as if that double crown of Egypt had in some unfathomable fashion defied her  she who  rumor had it  came to Caesar rolled up in a carpet in the night.

Caesar, standing well away from both thrones, viewed the Alexandrian nobility as if he were a purple god from high Olympus meditating what new destiny his genius should presently provide.


CHAPTER XX. Egypt  could you make Rome wise?

Only the immoral are disturbed about the semblance of morality. The actually moral care no more about it than a fish cares for the name by which men call the sea in which he swims.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



UNDER the stars, on the palace roof, resting against a marble balustrade over which she gazed at the harbor, Cleopatra stood alone between Charmian and Olympus.

When you are gloomy like this, said Charmian, I am more afraid of you than of your enemies.

Olympus signed to her to keep still, but she was now and then as suddenly jealous of Olympus as if she thought him responsible for all their difficulties.

Night is the mother of day, she said, quoting the Isis ritual. Out of the gloom, lo! glory cometh!

Out of the dark the knives of murderers! said Cleopatra. How can you prate of good, when there is only evil! Caesar has intensified the evil. He arouses enmity and dallies with it  cat-and-mouses with it!

Would you have him burn the city? Charmian asked.

I would have him open his eyes and see his opportunity. I can do nothing now without his aid; and his army is too small for anything but guarding the Lochias. Is he afraid of me?

I think he is not afraid enough, and he admires you too well, Charmian said darkly.

He is slow, she answered. But as if to mask the underlying meaning of that she added, Has he not been warned how Arsinoe and Ganymedes are plotting to join Achillas? Does he not know that Potheinos is planning to murder all of us?

He knows Potheinos and Ganymedes mistrust each other, said Olympus. Probably he waits the outcome of their jealousy.

And meantime, does he mistrust me? Do you suppose that Samothracian forgot to warn him against me?

No, said Olympus, smiling. Tros told Caesar you will snare him to his ruin. Calvinus and all Caesars officers are still laughing about it. Caesar has sent Tros to Herod and to Mithridates of Pergamum and to Antipater, Herods father. Tros refused at first to go, saying he was your admiral and that his ship needed repairs. But Caesar threatened to destroy his ship, which was helpless for the moment, being careened and mended below the waterline. Caesar promised, on the other hand, whatever Tros might ask in reason after his return from Syria. So Tros agreed. But he warned Caesar against you again so tragically that Calvinus mocked him.

What did Tros say?

Tros said: As a crock goes to the well too often, Caesar, you will tempt one woman too many! Caesar answered: Do you fear for me or for the woman? And Calvinus said: You are perhaps dissatisfied that Caesar did not know your mother? Whereat Caesar reproved Calvinus, who withdrew from the room to continue his laughter.

Cleopatra leaned against the balustrade and watched the comet in the northern sky that had brought all Alexandria to the housetops, and had filled the temples full to overflowing with suppliants for mercy against heavens wrath.

Olympus, she said, suddenly turning again to lean her back against the balustrade, is there a reigning king, or a living heir to any kings throne, who would be reckoned fit, by THEM, to see what I saw, hear what I heard, do what I did, at Dendera?

That I know not, Olympus answered. If they have found one fit, then they have in all likelihood signified as much to him.

At Dendera?

Elsewhere possibly. They recognize no boundaries. Wherever food is, thither fly the birds.

And Caesar?

Caesar and his eagles  love-birds?

She turned away again. Olympus waited silently, aware there was a question coming that he would have to answer yea or nay. His black robe shaded away into shadow by imperceptible graduations, so that except when he moved he resembled a disembodied specter  face and hands emerging out of gloom. Cleopatra watched the comet, and the Pharos beacon  ruby-red against the purple night. Charmian tapped a finger-nail against her teeth, and suddenly nearly screamed at the sound of armor clashing in the darkness near at hand.

It is only the Gauls relieving guard, remarked Olympus.

The interruption seemed to crystallize a thought in Cleopatras mind  to make it concrete  almost to explode it. She turned on Olympus as if accusing him:

Answer me: THEY are the choosers. But what if an unchosen man should storm their secrets and insert himself among the gods? What then?

You speak of Caesar?

Never mind of whom I speak, but answer me!

It is impossible to force the impregnable, on which no violence can be brought to bear, said Olympus. Caesar can slay mens bodies. Can he slay their souls?

She tried another angle of assault: What if I, who have been chosen, choose another? What then?

Can you? he retorted. Are you wise enough to read a mans heart, and its past, and its destiny? You have had lovers, Egypt, even as this Land of Khem has lovers  nay, devourers! You have tried them and thrown them aside. Were you then such a wise chooser?

For what then is my genius, Olympus, unless to test and choose? Men test their weapons. And my body is the only weapon that I have. Shall I yield my body to a man who might beget me weakling sons? Or to a hero? Knowing what I know, shall I submit myself to bearing children who could never know? Or shall I prefer barrenness? If so, for what are a womans attributes? I am told I shall reign over Egypt. I am told I shall save our Wisdom from the iron forces that would mangle and obliterate it. Shall I do all that, and leave no son to carry on my work?

Are you growing old, that there is so much need of haste? Olympus asked her.

What does that comet mean? What does the stirring within my heart mean?

That means you are excited, said Olympus. It is a calm mind that receives the reflection of wisdom and again reflects it.

But the comet?

On its endless round has reached a quarter of the heavens where its influence, for good or evil, possibly can touch you.

Are you ignorant to-night? Or are you obstinate? Why is it that THEY send no advice  now, when I need it?

They are not your owners. You are not their agent. They will let you meet your destiny and conquer it or not, Olympus answered. They would blame me, should I encourage you to depend on any other judgment than your own. But they will help you when you give them opportunity, though not with violence, and not with any shouldering of your responsibilities.

Am I responsible for Caesar?

That you know well you are not. And yet beware of being so! For I tell you, Tros made no mistake when warning Caesar to beware, although neither of them understood the warning or each other.

Cleopatra laughed  angrily  scornfully. It was I who sent Tros to warn Caesar!

And yet you say THEY send you no advice? Does it occur to you that possibly your brain misread the wisdom of your heart, that had been stirred  who knows how?

Well, I warned him! she retorted.

Hoping by a law of contraries to  ?

Olympus paused, for there were limits of familiarity beyond which even he forebore to trespass. Suddenly he saw a way of making clear his meaning without risk of giving offense. He went on:

There is never a lack of warnings nor a dearth of guides. But they in the dark reverse both. They mistake a warning for a challenge. They mistake a guide for warning of a pitfall.

You are too mysterious, she answered. Leave me alone to meditate. Yes, leave me, Charmian, but stay near.

There was almost desert stillness up there on the roof. The ceaseless breakers at the foot of Pharos beacon made a murmur in the distance. To the south, beyond the maze of palace dwellings and the Lochias wall, the city rumbled obbligato to the silent music of the stars. Now and then Caesars soldiers challenged, and their voices, with the accompanying clash of metal, were like shots of color rather than as many sounds. Bats wings were distinctly audible.

And then a footstep. Like a god in gleaming white, his toga undulating in the zephyr, pausing from minute to minute to gaze into gloom to the westward  standing like Apollo on a breastwork  walking along the parapet  came Caesar.

Presently he stood still, watching. She did not turn to recognize him; she went on gazing at the starlight mirrored on the purple surface of the sea  at the silvery lines of phosphorus where dolphins wove incomprehensible designs  at the yellow lights of Caesars ships reflected on wine-dark water.

What poetry! said Caesar. But it lacks movement. He was suddenly beside her. She nodded a curt confidential welcome, and then went on gazing at the night. That comet moves, she answered presently out of the darkness.

Too imperceptibly, said Caesar. He was very close to her. She said nothing more for several minutes, until the silence became unendurable.

I begin my campaign to-night to make you Queen of Egypt, he said then.

Quietly she turned and met his blue eyes which were brilliant with fire that she had never seen in any mans  light without heat  desire unlimited by scruple  passion like a Roman legions, disciplined and loosed deliberately at a goal. If she could read his eyes she kept her secret to herself. Her own were pools of violet, alight, too, but with mystery.

You look so small, he said, it is hard to believe you can be so great; yet I think that your wisdom is greater than mine.

It is neither less nor greater. It is different, she answered. Reason is a mans quality. Intuition is a womans.

Egypt  could you make Rome wise? he asked her, and she trembled now. It was the first time he had ever called her Egypt.

Are you Rome  or Caesar? She could speak in colors, for her voice touched chords of nature, and the sound was all in harmony with zephyr, night-sky, bats-wing breathing and the glow of Pharos light. One word was a jewel; those five words were a magic spell.

The ensuing silence was like a pause between two eternities; it maddened him; he would have taken her in his arms, but she retreated.

Suddenly she caught her breath. A shower of meteors sprayed the whole of heaven, dimming the eternal stars  a moments cataract of jewels.

Caesar! Awe  reverence  gratitude  her voice was vibrant. Then a note of triumph: That was a message! Whom the gods approve

The war-god justifies! said Caesar. Look!

He pointed westward, toward the Heptastadium, against which the Egyptians had moored their empty fleet. There came a sudden blaze of white-hot light, the din of an explosion, smoke and then a crimson holocaust that lit a whole horizon  red fire leaping along rigging and a mystery of black hulls floating in a crimson sea beneath a panoply of colored smoke.

They were planning to man that fleet, said Caesar. I filled a ship with a sort of Greek fire that I took from Tros and sent it down among them, only two ships following.

In silence they watched the flames lighting the whole length of the Heptastadium. Achillas troops, like demons writhing on a red-hot causeway  silhouetted  ruddy in the red flare  panic-stricken  fought to free the ships that had not caught yet. But the firelight glittered on oars where, almost hidden by the smoke, two of Caesars biremes were maneuvering for the range. Then javelins  arrows  slung stones, flickering through the firelight  and a movement along the Heptastadium as when a wind strikes standing corn.

Then real wind, from the north, not gusty but enough to carry sparks inland. Mast after mast became a spout of golden flame to fall on burning decks and send a rainbow-fountain skyward, a-splash, as if the flame were liquid.

Presently the sound of shod feet running. Then a legionary, breathless:

Where is Caesar? Caesar, the Centurion Ahenobarbus sends word that the library on the Bruchium is burning!

Cleopatra caught her breath and clutched at Caesars arm. He had the arm around her in a moment, hugging her close to him. He was about to speak, but paused to watch a shadowy black figure leap out of the gloom and vanish with a black cloak streaming in the wind behind him  Olympus in full flight. Cleopatra tried to free herself but his arm was like iron.

Caesar! If you let them burn that library, you

She beat at his breast in her effort to break away from him.

  Thousands of years of work!  The Hermetic books.  The lore of Babylon and Nineveh.  The pyramid calculations  all the knowledge of the stars  history  mathematics

Caesars voice at last: Tell Calvinus to take as many cohorts as he needs and save the library.

Retreating footsteps, and then Charmian, like a white-robed spirit fluttering against the sky, afraid to come near, staring at the holocaust and turning every second or two expecting Cleopatras summons.

The library! she cried out. Is the only glory of the Ptolemies to perish?

Cleopatra broke free. Even Caesars strength was not enough to hold her. But, unlike Charmians, her voice was quiet, vibrant with intense emotion in restraint:

Caesar, you might burn the whole world and it would not matter, if only you left that library!

His high-pitched laugh betrayed annoyance. He was in another mood than to grieve over Hermetic treatises on magic, or the legends of Atlantis, or the measures of the universe.

Calvinus will take care of it, he said. A very good soldier, Calvinus. And wont the Alexandrians themselves protect their own books?

Go you, Caesar, and direct them!

No, he answered. Let the shadow burn, if it will burn. I desire the image! Books can be written again, and the world is full of them.

But, Caesar, there are books in there from India and from

I will conquer India. He laughed again  the high-pitched, staccato, nervous neigh of excitement that his friends dreaded as much as his enemies, because it signified that his impetuous will was stirred and nothing had importance in his eyes but his immediate objective. A lifetime in a library, poring in books for wisdom? And the woman here, who has the wisdom in her heart and in her eyes! No, Egypt, I prefer you to the library!

He took her in his arms again, she ceasing to struggle, for his strength was overwhelming now, and comforting besides. She might have called to Charmian, but it was Caesar who did that, over his shoulder, abruptly:

You may leave us!

And perhaps the best wont burn, Cleopatra murmured, and the soul of wisdom lives on though the body perish.

Charmian turned away but stood and watched them from the shadow of a stairhead. They were framed against the night sky, half surrounded by a garden grown in granite pots in imitation of the hanging gardens of Babylon. Caesar took her in his arms, and lifted her like a Roman carrying his bride across the threshold  a ceremony dating from the day they raped the Sabine women. Then he carried her away into the darkness  none knew whither.

Clank of armor, where an unseen sentry moved; then silence, so still that the distant roar of fire and shouting blended and became one with the murmur of the waves on Pharos. Charmian walked westward along the roof until she came to the parapet, and leaned there, gazing at the buildings burning on the Bruchium, with figures flitting in and out of lurid smoke and, here and there the gleam of flame on armor where Caesars men battled the fire.

It was there that Olympus came to her. He found her weeping  talked to give her time to control herself.

Luckily, he said, repairs were being made, and most of the secret books had been stored for the time being in the houses of the chief librarians. Some of those books  the very ancient ones  are not inflammable. They are done on stuff called Pergamos.

I dont care, she answered. I think more than books are being burned to-night.

She told Olympus what she had heard and seen.

Be you faithful to her, nevertheless, he answered. Stormy-weather friends are links between us and the Universal Soul. Fair-weather friends are parasites.

She forgot me, said Charmian. She has always mocked my chastity  but, Olympus, she let Caesar order me away.

And she forgot me, he answered. But what then? What if you and I remember?


CHAPTER XXI. Kneel. Look upward.

Imagination is like a virgin until she bear her living fruit. But let imagination and a strong will choose each other, as the great gods chose, immaculately, in the dawn of time, then lo! the very comets in their courses are as darkness to the splendor that shall come forth!
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AND now a change took place in Caesar. There was something added to him. His imagination, hitherto as masculine as Mars, discovered realms of views so wholly new to him that for the moment war, and even Rome, were inconsiderable trifles. He beheld a cosmos on a new titanic scale. He realized that he had only concentrated his attention hitherto on one small aspect of immensity; that there were planes of thought on which his intellect might revel without limit  fields of outlet for his energy that he had never dreamed of  glorious realms of thought and action on which lesser mortals than himself could never even challenge him. He was alone, with only Cleopatra for his guide, and she as sweetly, gaily yielding to him as the earth in springtime giving up her secrets to the sun.

He threw off twenty years of age and drove Calvinus to distraction by his indifference to military needs and to the hourly increasing danger. He forbade his secretaries to annoy him even with dispatches from the Roman Senate urging his immediate return to Rome  messages sent twice or thrice a week in fast small ships, that several times were intercepted by Achillas men, who held the Pharos. He abandoned his daily dictation of the diary on which he had formerly set such importance  ordering his secretaries not to bother about records.

I will build a new world. Time and history begin when I begin, he told them in one of his grandiose moods.

He appointed Apollodorus master of the ceremonies but employed him chiefly to keep business at bay  dammed to stagnation to manage itself, while he and Cleopatra entertained each other.

They were neither of them gluttons. Meals, that they invariably ate together, were a feast of merry talk and music, flowers, and as little food, as exquisitely served, as might have satisfied two Stoics. They explored the vast Lochias together, praising Alexanders foresight. Together they walked on the acres of roof amid groves of shrubbery in marble pots. By night, alone, they strode the water-front and wove ideal pictures of the world as they would leave it after they had finished playing and their spirits winged into the Infinite For in that mood Caesar could imagine after-life among the gods.

Neither was lonely in those days. Caesar, for the first time in his life, had met a woman capable of understanding him and ministering to his mental needs. She brought to him a dawning, as it were, of knowledge of his own self. Not like other women, she saw deeper than the purple cloak, or than the imperator, or than the conqueror whom all a Roman world acclaimed as Caesar, as if Caesar were a new divinity. She saw a hungry soul and fed it from the wealth of her own spiritual storehouse.

Caesar, how long did your mother live? Mine lived for nine years after I was born, so I am rich, but I will share it all with you.

Olympus had vanished, arousing no regret in Caesar, who had begun vaguely to dislike his influence. But there were nights when Olympus erstwhile vigilance was missed  dark dangerous nights of wakefulness and secret wandering from room to room to frustrate murderers like rats, who hid in secret passages and cut their way through panels. There were days when poisoned food was brought to them, when slaves, obliged to taste it, died in agony. And there were days of almost mutiny when Caesar had to show himself to homesick troops and stir them back to confidence with words of praise and boastfulness, of shame and mockery, of stirring memories and golden promises all mingled. He returned to Cleopatra and forgot them, promises and all.

And then a wonder-night when hand-in-hand, alone, identities well hidden in the robes of devotees of Isis, they escaped together from the Lochias and sought a shrine of mystery within a temple, whose vast roof murmured to the sound of hundreds sleeping in the aisles, to dream  the men of fortune and the women of unborn children. Cleopatra rather puzzled Caesar by the reverence with which she passed between the rows of silent women, stooping once to whisper to a young wife words that started her weeping happily.

Through heavy doors, that opened at a whisper; up marble steps between immensely solid walls; down passages whose geometrical design was purposeless, unless to symbolize some speechless truth that should reveal itself to inner understanding, if an inner eye could read; through curtains, of four colors, glittering with stars that shone in pale light from an unseen source; amid a silence that was awe itself made audible; then downward, toward foundations, until bared feet felt the naked rock and someone in a white robe sprinkled water on their closed eyes with something  Caesar never knew what.

A solemn voice said: Kneel. Look upward.

So together they saw Isis, Mother of the Universe, as symbolized in marble, glowing in reflected light.

The shrine was shrouded with the utter blackness of the womb of Chaos. There was no source visible from which the light came; yet it shone in glory on the marble form of Isis represented as a woman, passionless, mother of sex and yet as sexless as the mystery of time.

They knelt together on a rug worn threadbare by the knees of thousands, which was a strange thing for Cleopatra to do, she being high priestess of Isis by divine right of her royal heritage  and Caesar titular high priest of Rome, who reckoned himself worthy to invade whatever sanctuary stirred his curiosity. But curiosity was latent that night. Cleopatras mood was overpoweringly gentle, leading Caesar as it were by unseen chains into a mystery that calmed his all-too-easily excited intellect and made him dimly conscious of emotions he had never previously felt.

The grand, impersonal, enormous loveliness of Isis, that had not been limited by any artists effort to define a type of beauty, opened up the thought toward infinity  eternity  and let expand those forces of the inner consciousness that crack the very molds of mind and change a man into a nascent demigod. By caring nothing for a surface, save that it reveal the hidden mysteries of form and infinite proportion, he who wrought that image had suggested all the wonder of evolving mother nature. There was not a finished detail to retard imagination by suggesting anything might end; nor any hint of a beginning, to reduce that majesty to meanness. Curve  contour  calm  in an effulgent light that seemed to be the emanation of the glory of an absolute idea, bathed them in such spiritual peace as Caesar had never guessed even existed.

Presently, in silence, forth again into the street, by passages as short and easy to discover as the entrance had been narrow and involved  thus symbolizing that descent into materiality is easier and swifter, by a broader way, than the ascent to spiritual understanding.

Danger in the street (for they had come in secret; there were no guards). Flight, with Cleopatra running beside Caesar, clinging to him, sobbing with excited laughter. Legionaries challenge  unbelief  then recognition by a guard-room lantern  consternation, and the clang of shields on armor when the cohort formed in ranks with that delirious, maddening music of sound and motion that was Romes salute to whom she chose to honor.

Then to the roof and that little summer-house, with starlit sky for setting  murmur of the waves on Pharos  challenging of sentries on the wall to break the silence into intervals  and Charmian at last, to play her lute and sing those destiny-adoring colorful Osirian hymns, whose melody was Nile-bank whispering of reeds, the lap of water and the cry of wildfowl.

Then a mystery of dancing. Cleopatra knew the rhythm, and the meaning of the rhythm of the Isis ritual. She knew its dignity, and knew the soundless real music of the spirit that can only be reflected in motion, as when corn is swaying or a bird flies spirally on confident exulting wings beneath the azure infinite of sky; or when a shadow leaps along a mountainside; or when the waves come plunging. And because so absolute is law that even anarchy is subject to it, law was signified by exquisite restraint. The starlight, and a lute, and Charmians low-voice singing  

And then sleep, together, in each others arms, like two tired children, until dawn awoke them to another chapter of companionship.


CHAPTER XXII. And this I learned from the Lord Achillas barber.

There are two forces, each having seven streams, and they again seven times seven, and so on downward unto an infinity of numbers. They are right- and left-handed  positive and negative  light and darkness  good and evil. Each has many names and many attributes, and in the ultimate the two are one; though not yet, nor for many eons, is their oneness manifested, and until then they are opposites. Their oneness is an occult secret, difficult to understand, and it is madness for the choosers of the left-hand force to meditate their treacheries when the star of the right-hand force is in the ascendent.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CAESAR took nothing seriously in those days except the intellectual excitement of exploring Cleopatras mind. For the time being it amused him to subject himself, if only for the sake of the yet keener pleasure, that he foresaw, of subjecting her when he had plumbed the depths of her mental resources. He confused the mental with the spiritual, imagining they were the same thing.

She was dazzled and delighted by the brilliance of the only man she had met who could hold his own in conversation with her. But unlike him, she never for a moment lost sight of her purpose, to preserve her own throne and to save the Land of Khem from coming under Roman rule  while revealing herself and her mental processes to Caesar with a candor and charm that thrilled even his cynical and experienced nature. He almost forgot in those days that Rome existed. Cleopatra forgot nothing. Rome, and the need to checkmate Rome, was foremost in her thought.

Sending for Arsinoe and Ganymedes, she tried to remove one obstacle to peace, in order to leave herself more free for the constructive purposes she had in mind, by convincing them, as actual eye-witnesses, that Caesar was her lover and strong ally, making the exact truth clear: that she was willing to forget past quarrels and befriend Arsinoe, provided friendship should be mutual and should include the recognition of her own rule.

But Caesar preferred to pave the way for violence. He read one of his fatherly lectures to the girl and insulted Ganymedes by rebuking him in Cleopatras presence. It was part of his peculiar genius to understand how mortifying such a homily might be to a man like Ganymedes who knew many of the incidents of Caesars own past.

He rebuked the girls guardian with calculated, patronizing insolence. Ganymedes foresaw ruin unless he and his charge should escape with as little delay as possible, to carry on their warfare in the open; and Caesar, who regarded all disturbances as opportunities, gave secret orders that should make that indiscretion easy for them.

The next night following that interview, Arsinoe and Ganymedes, with a number of slaves and great quantities of jewelry and palace treasure, escaped through the Lochias lines into the city. The news was brought by Calvinus at dawn. He tried to awaken Caesar to a recognition of the danger.

Caesar, I have seen you have your will of many a woman. Is a woman at last to have her will of you, to the destruction of us all?

But Caesar smiled, and went to breakfast with Cleopatra on a balcony that overlooked a garden riotous with roses. He appeared pleased when Calvinus told him, later in the day, that Ganymedes had contrived to borrow large sums of money, using Arsinoes jewels as security, and was busily bribing influential Alexandrians to support Arsinoe and her brother against Cleopatra and the Roman influence.

Spies keep them in touch with Potheinos. They are spreading the tale that you ordered the library burned. Alexandria will rise and overwhelm us!

Caesar thought not. He preferred to wait until the enemys plan revealed itself. He felt reasonably sure of reenforcements on the way from Syria and Asia Minor. So he spent hours of every day with Cleopatra and amused himself and her by studying the palace records that pertained to India and almost legendary lands beyond where Alexander stayed his eastward course. Cleopatra encouraged his dream of surpassing Alexanders exploits, since he could have no time to conquer Egypt if he hoped to break through Parthia and rape the riches of the East.

But while Caesar thoroughly enjoyed himself his officers and men grew increasingly nervous and anxious. Information became daily harder to obtain, and the supplies of corn that Caesar had contracted for diminished, although luxuries (for which the Roman troops cared nothing) came in constantly by boat from Syria and Cyprus, so that the palace was well enough fed.

Calvinus spied clumsily; he paid for information at the gate, employing any Alexandrian who cared to run the risk of being caught, and learning, consequently, far more of rumor than actual fact, as well as gathering misinformation sent to him on purpose by Achillas. Now and then he caught an Alexandrian and tortured him in secret; but men under torture say invariably what they think the torturer desires to know, so Calvinus continued to be displeased by the levity with which Caesar received his urgent and constant advice.

Caesar had much better sources of information. Cleopatras friends, including many of his priesthood, were in communication with her secretly, sending their slaves with messages by night. There was Apollodorus, popular, and fertile with expedients for learning true news. But, above all, the palace barber, Paulos, who had nothing now to do but shave and massage Caesar for an hour a day, spent all his spare time ferreting for facts; and in the one hour of a morning that he spent with Caesar, Caesar learned more than from all other sources together.

Paulos was a timid little man, obsessed with an unholy purpose to become the master-midwife-barber-politician of the world. He was hypnotized by Caesars greatness. He was afraid for Caesars life and for his own career; he was afraid, too, that Olympus might inflict some magic curse on him unless he kept in mind the spirit and the letter of his orders. Had Olympus not commanded: Serve him as you would me?

Where was Olympus? None knew. Paulos actually wondered whether he himself was not Olympus substitute, responsible to unseen powers for the safety of the man whom Cleopatra looked to for protection.

So from Paulos Caesar learned how Ganymedes had approached Achillas, where he was encamped with a part of his troops in the stadium, proposing to him to proclaim Ptolemy and Arsinoe king and queen; how Achillas had preferred allegiance to Ptolemy alone, mistrusting Ganymedes and refusing to share with anyone the power that he saw within his grasp; how Ganymedes had immediately knifed Achillas in the back and had assumed command of all Achillas army; but how the city did not know that yet, although the truth was rumored.

And this I learned, said Paulos, from the Lord Achillas barber who now shaves Lord Ganymedes, who is careless. That barber is a man named Aristotles, a member of the freedman-barbers mystery, subordinate to me, as such, in my capacity of High-Grand-Phoenix of the Order. We are a very secret mystery and discipline is rigorous, each barber being bound to tell all except some of his secrets to the craft, so that the craft may prosper; and Aristotles very much wants to learn the secret of my magic remedy for growing hair. Therefore, what I wish to know, he tells me; and he tells the truth, for fear lest I should catch him in a lie  the razor suit you, sir?  should catch him in a lie and have him cast forth from the mystery in ignorance of that great secret that it took me years to discover. And he sent me this information by a slave whose task it is to carry broken meats to lepers, and who therefore comes and goes unquestioned.

Head a little more to one side, please, sir. That is a slave much given to consideration of the spiritual problems, since the lepers touch him, when he will permit it, thinking that perhaps he may have touched a royal garment and have received some faint reflection of the royal gift of healing leprosy. Having observed more than one leper to be benefited by the touch, he feels himself in a sense divinely authorized and so is very careful of his speech, not lying  even to defend himself when under accusation.

And he said this: Before the Lord Achillas death the Lord Potheinos was in communication with the Lord Achillas by correspondence, all of which the Lord Ganymedes discovered after he had slain the Lord Achillas. And the purport of the correspondence was: that the Lord Potheinos should poison the food to be eaten at a banquet that should be arranged to celebrate the resumption of friendly relations between Queen Cleopatra and her brother King Ptolemy. And because no slave could be trusted to conduct such a delicate operation, without perhaps endangering the lives of King Ptolemy and the Lord Potheinos, it was agreed that the Lord Potheinos himself should attend to it. But no doubt Caesar is omniscient and knew all this already.

So when Potheinos, unctuously humble, called on Caesar personally, to arrange the banquet, not only, as he said, to celebrate the restoration of a brotherly and sisterly regard, but also to afford me opportunity of making public my submission to your wise solution of our problems, Caesar blandly walked into the trap. His only stipulation was that Calvinus should also be invited:

For I wish, said he, to prove to Calvinus that I was serious in certain statements that I made to him about you.

Calvinus was argumentative, indignant, furious and pleading in turns when Caesar notified him of the coming banquet. He prophesied that Caesar would wind up by making Potheinos co-dictator of Rome:

When you will learn at last, said he, what agony of mind is. And the sooner the better, Caesar, because I would like to share mine with you!

However, Caesar changed the subject, asking him which cohort he proposed should supply the guard of honor for the banquet hall, appearing more than usually curious about that detail, finally suggesting names of individual men whom he preferred.


CHAPTER XXIII. There is only one offense that men find unforgivable.

Magic is the universally accepted name for those phenomena whose noumena are unknown to the ordinary herd. But magic is of two kinds, which, however, have this quality in common: they receive their impulse from the will of the magician, somewhat in the way that ripples on the sea receive their impulse from an oar; and if his will lack strength, or if his understanding fail him, he must receive the effect of his magic hurled back on himself with force redoubled by the impulse of his adversary. He who is known as a white magician  he, that is, who takes the right-hand way and whose knowledge is exerted solely with a beneficial and unselfish purpose  need not dread that repercussion more than fish need dread the sea, because he is employing Life itself  the very Life in which he lives. But the black magician  he who takes the left-hand way, whose purpose and whose power are malevolent  is not so fortunately situated. Death is his employer and employee, so that the greater his immediate success, the more certain is his ultimate annihilation.
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A PARADOX is usually entertaining, and it excited the Alexandrian nobility to attend a banquet in the palace, almost as much as it amused Apollodorus to issue the written invitations. Caesars burning of the Egyptian fleet was an act of war; the destruction of one wing of the famous library on the Bruchium had been an accident which, far more bitterly resented, had wiped out the last vestige of even superficially friendly relations.

But the Lochias was besieged and beset by troops that theoretically were the hirelings of the invited guests. It was supplied with luxuries from oversea by aliens and disloyal Alexandrians who had to run the blockade kept up in a desultory fashion by the remnant of a fleet supposedly the guests too, but of whose loyalty to anybody nobody was certain. And it was ostensibly to celebrate a reconciliation between brother and sister, whom everybody knew to be at enmity.

So the invited guests accepted with feelings of mingled dread and curiosity, not many of them doubting that Potheinos, though a virtual prisoner in the palace, still held the key to the situation; those who hoped not, nevertheless did not dare to show their enmity to the powerful eunuch. Some hated Caesar as an impudent intruder and despised Cleopatra for her now notorious complaisance  or pretended to despise her; many, on the contrary, admired Caesars daring, envied Cleopatra, but doubted that a mere four thousand men could hold the Lochias long enough to enable Caesar to secure his position by bringing troops from elsewhere. There were plenty of rumors to the effect that Caesars real reason for remaining was that he did not dare to return to Rome, where he was supposed to fear indictment or assassination. And there were stories that the summoned reenforcements had refused to come.

Whatever their private opinions, most of the Alexandrian nobility would have preferred to remain neutral until destiny should show its hand, but, knowing that destiny is never neutral, they felt obliged to gamble on the outcome. Necromancers, casters of horoscopes and charlatans of every description did a thriving business, and the reputable fortune-tellers (far more difficult to find and much more reticent) were besieged by applicants for inside information of the workings of the law of probability. But whatever the soothsayers said, the ultimate decision was the same; and nobody who had received an invitation stayed away, not even though the personal indignity of being searched at the gate for weapons was expressly stipulated.

Nobody was willing to bet very heavily that Caesar would not retain them all as hostages. He had foregone that opportunity already once; he might not show such calculating magnanimity a second time. So there was a great deal of hasty consultation with the army headquarters in the stadium, with a view to ascertaining what the armys answer would be to any such move on Caesars part. But Ganymedes made the mistake that Caesar had counted on.

Having stolen command of the army, Ganymedes saw himself triumphant in any event. He was aware of Potheinos plan, through having read his correspondence with the late Achillas. He pretended for the present to be deputizing for Achillas, whom he reported to be seriously ill, although there were many who knew the truth about the murder. In reply to all inquiries he let it be known that he looked with favor on anyone attending the banquet, and he hinted that there might be an agreeable surprise in store; so that there were some who thought he might be intending to seize the Lochias while the banquet was in progress.

Yet another rumor exercised a potent influence. In order to prepare the mind of Alexandria for murder in high places, Ganymedes and Arsinoe spoke reminiscently of the disgraceful scenes at the court of the late Queen Berenice, oldest daughter of King Ptolemy and half-sister to Cleopatra and Arsinoe; and of the fate of Berenice; and they diligently circulated hints that Cleopatra was encouraging Caesar in debauch compared to which Queen Berenices had been childs play. They asserted that the burning of the library had been a bonfire lit for her amusement; and though half Alexandria had seen Caesars men fighting the flames, the lie gained currency. So there was fascination in the thought of seeing Cleopatra at a banquet, drunken with success and, possibly too, with strong wine, blithely ignorant of the fate that was awaiting her.

But Cleopatra understood that part of the situation perfectly.

They expect and they hope to be scandalized, she remarked to Caesar. Indecency would stir their vanity, in the same way that a public execution does. I have noticed that criminals and public both prefer a public execution  . I suppose because it makes the criminal a hero in his own imagination, and the mob feels for the moment like a swarm of sanctimonious gods enjoying justice. They are hoping to witness someones shame; and they hope  they trust  they are almost confident it will be followed by something even more disgusting in the guise of murder.

Egypt, Caesar answered, there is only one offense that mean men find unforgivable. Actual superiority arouses in their minds such persistent and resentful hatred that there are only two possible protections against it, and it is well to use both means constantly. Amuse the vermin with the cruelty and scandals that they love; and keep so far aloof from them that they cannot anticipate your next move.

He practiced what he preached. Not Cleopatra, and not even Calvinus knew what Paulos the barber had revealed to him The unfortunate barber, along with the slave who carried broken meat to lepers, had been locked away in a palace dungeon, where tongues could wag in the dark to deaf walls. Cleopatra thought that Caesar honestly intended to make a public show of reconciliation. She was willing to attempt it, but she would have preferred a thorough diplomatic victory first as the safer course.

Caesar, you will find it is like flattering apes, she prophesied. They will accept the flattery and then, pattern ing their grimaces after you, they will imagine they are Caesars. Soon after that they will try to smash the pattern, lest their own eyes recognize the truth and their own hearts mock them.

But Caesar only smiled and kept his intricate intentions to himself, although he did not quite deceive Apollodorus, who found frequent opportunity to discuss developments with Charmian, who, as fearful as she was loyal, drew a kind of Cassandra-satisfaction from having her fears confirmed.

Caesar, said Apollodorus, having so few men, is in a mood just now to conquer by his personal endowments, Cleopatra having set him the example. He is combative by nature, and he and she are like two new horses in a team. It is not in Caesars nature to trust anyone, especially anyone who thinks He is in love with her, and he knows she complements his genius. But he also realizes she is likely to outlive him, and he is instinctively jealous of her on that account, although he does not recognize it; if he did, he would kill her.

Caesar encouraged Apollodorus to array the banquet hall with all the splendor that the storehouse of the Ptolemies could yield; and he spent amusing hours in Cleopatras dressing-room, watching her try on robes and jewels, attempting to persuade her to wear the royal robes of Isis at the banquet and puzzled by her refusal. Nothing could have satisfied his own immeasurable vanity more subtly than to appear on the scene as the protector of the robed high priestess of the mystic Mother of the Universe.

Her superstition, as he classified it in his calmer moments, baffled him. He regarded spiritual life as an abstraction  possibly a product, like the smoke from temple altars. Knowing, as none knew better, that the secret of the power of Romes patricians was their patronage of the state religion (though their private skepticism verged, almost as a rule, on atheism), he was forced to accept Cleopatras own objections without understanding them:

No, Caesar. Would you have me lose true music for the pattern of a harp? What are divine rights, if I use them rightly, would become a blasphemy and burn me utterly if I attempted to misuse them. I should lose all Egypt and my own soul, too.

But she loved life vigorously. Caesar amused and excited her. She gloried in submitting to his wishes in so far as they concerned her personally. She satisfied his craving for extravagant display by covering herself in jewels and those half-diaphanous, glistening draperies that came from India in exchange for the emeralds of Egypt  emeralds of which she wore so many that their weight was an actual burden.

Caesars spies informed him that Potheinos hoped to arouse public sentiment in Prince Ptolemys favor by bringing him to the banquet without any royal diadem, pretending that all the Princes jewels had been sold in order to raise the money to meet Romes importunate demands. But Cleopatra readily consented to relieve her brother from that embarrassment, so Caesar sent the young man heaps of jewels from her treasure-chests, along with his own compliments and a request that he should keep them as a gift; for he was seldom less than generous with other peoples property, especially when he had in mind a means of presently appropriating more than he dispensed. Potheinos was an extremely wealthy individual, who owned emerald- and gold-mines. Caesar secretly gave orders, concerning the disposition of two picked companies of infantry, that made Calvinus raise one eyebrow and release a glimmer of a thin-lipped smile, his normal confidence returning since he knew how thoroughly Caesar could be trusted when awake to danger.

Slaves were none too plentiful, many of them having been pressed into Achillas service and killed or rendered useless by overwork with the transport when he made his forced march on Pelusium; but fifteen hundred of Caesars legionaries were told off to line the stairs and corridors, thus freeing numbers of merely ornamental functionaries for the serious task of keeping streams of food and wine continuously flowing to the banquet hall.

That hall was the only part of the maze of palace buildings that confessed to Egyptian influence, in the form of massive granite columns ornamented with Egyptian designs, and a pair of huge symbolic lions that guarded the royal dais; but the lions, although also of granite, had been overlaid with gold-leaf and behind them was an ivory screen that had been brought by yellow men to India, who sold it to Alexanders admiral Nearchos when he explored the Indus.

There were flowers in such profusion that their scent was almost overpowering  festoons of roses hanging from the gilded beams and coiling serpent-wise around the columns; bowers and banks of roses to conceal the service passages that led, through stairs in the supporting masonry, to floors below; canopies of roses, held above the tables on the marble finger-tips of statues of the Goddess Aphrodite rising from the foam on tiptoe  and the very foam itself was roses, wind-whipped, as it might be, out of shallow vases on the floor. Lutes, harps, flutes and sistra were concealed in balconies behind billowing clouds of flowers.

The guests, each bringing gifts, were marshaled in an anteroom while names were entered on Apollodorus scroll  then led to their places by rose-wreathed slaves who had been trained to walk like spirits. The illumination, dim and indirect, reflected upward toward silver mirrors set against the walls between Babylonian hangings, made the whole scene seem to swim in summer moonlight, so that the effect of the Eleusis revelries was subtly reproduced, with even the sea-sounds half heard through open windows.

Opposite the windows was a stage for entertainers, with a trap-door, hidden among flowers, that could toss the dancers forth or slowly raise them into view like spirits of the twilight seen against the orb of an enormous golden moon.

The singing-girls  half-naked, languorous silhouettes against a starry sky  were crowded on the outer balcony and only glimpsed between the window-curtains. They were temple-trained in the archaic art of so dispersing song that it appeared to be the voice of night itself, not human throat-notes.

The guests arrived through halls and passageways between ranks of Roman men-at-arms; the dais in the banquet-hall was guarded by Ahenobarbus and as many Romans as could stand with their backs to the rear wall like statues; wherever a sentry could be placed without obtruding stood a Roman peasant-conscript, gazing on the scene with pop-eyed wonder and a smile that was part embarrassment and part immodest confidence in Rome and discipline and Caesar.

Below the dais there were tables for Potheinos and his group of ministers, and for such distinguished Alexandrians as Apollodorus had seen fit to recommend.

It took an hour to arrange the others in order of their precedence. Apollodorus, splendid as Apollo, had to pass among them to decide disputes  even to threaten the noisiest with summary eviction  until at last a resounding trumpet chorus brought everybody to his feet. Apollodorus, with six assistant chamberlains, took his stand on the dais and there followed a long uncomfortable silence until he raised his hand as a signal for applause.

It was perfunctory. Young Ptolemy had spoiled the drama. To preserve the theoretical equality of brother and sister it had been prearranged that they should enter simultaneously through doors on opposite sides of the dais, thus meeting at the table in the center and greeting each other with exactly measured cordiality. But urged, and followed by Potheinos and a group of ministers, with about fifty slaves in attendance, Ptolemy came on to the dais in advance of Cleopatra, hoping to snatch for himself acclamation that might later on be interpreted as a popular demonstration in his favor. He looked pale, but alert and confident, affecting a half-mocking gesture of apology for having come too soon; then stood with the smile of a duelist to watch the other door through which Cleopatra was expected.

Seeing he had stolen precedence she kept him waiting until acclamation died and silence filled the vast hall. Then she sent her servants in ahead of her and came forth at last, with Charmian in pure white turning at the door to wait for her, to serve as contrast to her own pearl and emerald splendor and to receive the first smile, that Ptolemy might have had self-command enough to treat with condescending scorn. That gracious little interlude with Charmian provided time in which to grasp the situation.

Ptolemy forgot his part and scowled. She greeted him with playful ease of manner, kissed him, took him by the hand and led him toward the table, he ungraciously yielding amid tumultuous applause, which lasted all the while they took their places. Charmian sat with them on one of the four gilded couches between the golden lions, but Potheinos and his fellow-ministers filed down to the tables set immediately below the dais.

Suddenly then a trumpet-blast came clamoring from the main door. Silence fell, utter and unfriendly, in which Ptolemys high voice was heard answering some formal question that Cleopatra asked. Twelve lictors, solemn and important in their red cloaks, strode in and divided into two ranks facing inward. They raised their fasces and aroused a murmur of resentment; lictors were a red rag to the bull of Alexandrias pride. But before the murmur gained much headway Caesar strode in, followed after a long interval by Calvinus and a group of officers.

Caesar was in his element. The golden wreath offset the sphinx-like pallor of his face. His smile was of intellectual delight in calm audacity  the consciousness of greatness. He was not indifferent to danger; he delighted in it. Grim silence, with which he was greeted, was a greater compliment to him, and more enjoyable, than tempests of applause that might have indicated passing popularity. He gloried in arousing hatred that he thoroughly despised and knew he could turn into crawling toadyism when it suited him.

The Alexandrians were on their feet, but no one even bowed until he reached the dais, where Apollodorus did the honors. And then one of those strange incidents occurred that may mean little at the moment but over whose deep significance men ponder in the light of subsequent events. Young Ptolemy rose from his seat to welcome Caesar. The Alexandrian nobility gasped as if the very charter of their liberties were snatched away from them and burned before their eyes.

Cleopatra, curled up comfortably on her couch, was seen to whisper. Potheinos, scowling irritably, urged the boy to be seated, in a raucous whisper that amounted to a public reprimand. Ptolemy blushed, pretended he had stood to call a slaves attention to the disorder of his cushions, and resumed his place, leaning toward Cleopatra to relieve his own embarrassment by cursing her in caustic undertones, she laughing, trying to restore his humor. She was willing yet to make her peace with Ptolemy.

Caesar saved that moment by attracting all attention to himself by the magnificence with which he greeted Cleopatra as he took his place between her and Charmian, facing Ptolemy, whom he saluted with a patronizing smile that offended the Alexandrians even more than it did Ptolemy himself.

Caesar appeared to be playing recklessly into Potheinos hands. There was a speech to be made before the banquet could begin. He let Potheinos make it, giving him opportunity to play, as it were, the overture preparing the guests minds for tragedy (for there is no weight, nor any enduring value in surprise without deliberate preparation for it).

Mingled in with platitudes and flowery compliments the eunuch managed to insert suggestive phrases:

Our city, founded by the glorious Alexander, that has never suffered tyranny from aliens...They who accept the citys destiny become the agents of the gods who suitably provide both means and opportunity to solve all riddles...Having lost a portion of that wonder of the world  our library  and with a great part of our fleet in ashes, it behooves us to take sensible preventives against future, and perhaps a more disastrous, loss...Justice is a satisfactory solution, unexpected though it sometimes be, and though it take surprising courses...He who is a faithful servant of his king is called upon to undertake responsibilities and even to ignore established precedents, the outcome justifying him...Our goal is peace, and they who stand in the way of peace must take the consequences.

It was a strangely stirring and foreboding speech, but when he resumed his place he had said no word that, taken from its context, could be used against him. Nevertheless, he had more than half confirmed in the minds of the Alexandrians their premonition that surprises were in store. Even the music, song and dancing, that commenced immediately, and the fabulous supplies of food, and wines from the royal cellar, failed to break the spell of strained anticipation, it conveyed itself to the Roman sentries. They were nervous; a centurion made the rounds among them, issuing low-voiced reprimand.

While the food was gorged and the wine consumed by flagonsful continuous entertainment was provided on the stage. There were lions that danced with women, and then roared and wrestled. There was an ape, as huge and heavy as a Heracles, that had been taught to imitate a Roman officer in armor and helmet; be came nearer than anyone to relieving the tension, because somebody called him Calvinus, which aroused roars of Gargantuan laughter; but it made Calvinus swear so blasphemously that Caesar had to reprove him for it.

It was noticed that Caesar and Cleopatra partook very sparingly of wine and frequently let pass as many as a dozen dishes in succession; so that it soon began to be whispered, by those who did not know how abstemious they both were, that they were afraid of poison.

And Ptolemys young face was fascinated  therefore fascinating. He appeared to be aware of something pending and to be restraining excitement, watching Potheinos almost constantly and making only very perfunctory efforts to converse with Charmian. Caesar, on the other hand, appeared to be in the gayest possible spirit and kept Cleopatra and Charmian in gales of laughter, in which Ptolemy hardly ever joined.

It was midway through the banquet when Potheinos arose from his place to perform a ceremony that was considered the profoundest compliment a minister of state could pay. Slaves brought him an enormous dish (it was borne by two Syrian eunuchs) loaded with a favorite Alexandrian delicacy  rice, and olives stuffed with onion and fish-roe, smothered in a mushroom gravy. Helped by the slaves, Potheinos took the dish and, kneeling between Caesar and Cleopatra, offered it in token of submission, murmuring some compliment about his having caused the king of cooks to prepare his masterpiece for the master of Rome and the mistress of Egypt, equal owners, each of a half of the world.

Then, in accordance with inviolable custom, he tasted from the dish first, in proof that it was not poisoned; and it was noticed that Ptolemy watched him with excitement that was almost mesmeric; he put a napkin to his face when Cleopatra picked an olive from the dish with a pair of golden tongs and raised it to her lips.

But Caesar begged her for that olive and there was a moments lovers play between them before she dropped it in the palm of his right hand. He made as if to put it in his mouth, and she picked up another with the tongs, but dropped it when Caesar changed his mind and, suddenly and sternly glaring at Potheinos, ordered the nearest of the Syrian slaves, who knelt to support the dish, to take the olive from his hand and eat it.

The slave hesitated. But he read the cold glitter in Caesars eyes and chose a quick death rather than the crucifixion that he saw he could not otherwise escape. He swallowed the olive whole, not touching it with his teeth, and in a moment he had dropped the dish and was writhing in convulsions. On the floor of the hall there was sudden pandemonium, and then silence, as the guests pushed back their couches and stood to see better what was happening.

Cleopatra stared at Ptolemy. She made no comment. Ptolemys face remained behind the napkin.

Slaves rushed to clean up the spilled food, and in that moments confusion Potheinos sought to end his own life swiftly. He stooped to snatch a poisoned olive. But Calvinus made a handspring to the dais  pounced on him, and hurled him backward toward the screen at the rear, where Ahenobarbus held him until two of the sentries had tied his hands behind his back. A sentry stunned the other Syrian, who was trying to slip away unnoticed.

Caesar had not risen from his couch. In the abrupt and utter stillness that had fallen on the assembly his calm voice was heard addressing Calvinus:

I think I promised you that at the proper time you should apply your remedy to that man. You will find an executioner waiting out there on the balcony.

One slave seems dead, said Calvinus. Shall I have this other crucified?

No. Let Potheinos have him. He may need him.

The sentries hustled their victims out toward the balcony, where the singing-girls clustered in terrified groups. Calvinus followed to superintend, and somebody drew the Curtains. Caesar ordered the banquet to continue.

So you knew? said Cleopatra.

Yes, said Caesar. He, too, was staring now at Ptolemy. I knew.

Before the music could begin again, there came through the balcony curtains the sickening thwack of a heavy sword descending on a human neck. It was repeated. Ptolemy winced twice.

Also, said Caesar, watching him, I had warning of armed men whom Potheinos had concealed in readiness to complete his treachery.

A centurion, who had entered through the main door, smiled grimly, halted below the dais and saluted Caesar.

Eight hundred and ten prisoners, he reported. They were hidden in the space between this ceiling and the roof, all armed with swords and daggers. Are they to be slain?

No. Keep them. Caesar was still staring hard at Ptolemy. It appears I shall not lack interesting captives for my triumph when I enter Rome!

Cleopatra had begun whispering to an attendant, but Caesars eyes, that seemed to hypnotize young Ptolemy, continued gazing at him. Do you know the custom? he continued. After they have been paraded through the streets, their leaders are decapitated. The remainder are disposed of more spectacularly.

The entertainment and the music had resumed, but utterly unnoticed, although a woman on the stage had her head in the mouth of a hippopotamus, and a man, without using his hands, was climbing a ladder whose rungs consisted of sharpened sword-blades with their edges upturned. MI eyes were on Caesar and on Ptolemy, who stared at him, biting his lip.

May I suggest to you, said Caesar, that now that you have lost that eunuch who misled you into unwise courses, you should be guided in future by your elder sister and by me?

Ptolemy stood up at last and everyone below the dais rose immediately. Music ceased, again. The boy glared at Cleopatra. His lips moved, but he said nothing audible. Gathering his robes around him, summoning his attendants with a gesture, he turned his back and left the dais by the door behind the screen.

It seems we have offended him, said Caesar. But it would be a pity to spoil the banquet on that account. Where is Apollodorus? Tell him to pass among the guests and reassure them. Bid them all be seated and let them go on with the entertainment. Somebody should take that young mans place  ah, here comes Calvinus.

Promoted to the royal table, Calvinus was rather self-conscious and uncomfortably aware of hostile glances from below the dais. None of Potheinos fellow ministers had dared to follow Ptolemy from the banquet-hall, but none concealed his horror that a Roman tribune should occupy Ptolemys couch.

I should have been here sooner, he said, but I stayed to give instructions.

Cleopatra interrupted: Calvinus, I sent attendants to the balcony. Did you let them purge away the bloodstains?

Orcus! Yes, they brought a brazier and spilled hot charcoal on the place. The corpses have been ordered thrown to crocodiles. But why?

She shuddered. Freshly spilled blood attracts evil elementals; the blood of a eunuch is worse than any. Fire is the only remedy. That is why they burn the temple sacrifices. There are very few, even among the priests, who can keep devils away from freshly spilled blood.

How about a battle-field? asked Calvinus. Not that there were many eunuchs, at Pharsalia, for instance. But eh, Caesar? You and I must have gathered a legion or two of elementals in our day! And how about our arenas in Rome? There is bloodshed for you.

I am not fond of witnessing such spectacles, said Caesar. And I have noticed that the neighborhood of any sort of shambles is disturbing to the finer processes of thought. That is why, after a battle, I am sometimes given to extremes of magnanimity. I set myself in opposition to the thoughts of vengeance and cruelty that seem to assert themselves more violently on such occasions and in such places.

Yes, said Calvinus, and you forgive the wrong man usually! But you killed the right one this time! Let us drink to the death of all eunuchs in high places! Life is too short to be wasted arguing with such unfortunates. Their minds are twisted so that they are good for nothing but intrigue. And Ptolemy

Caesar frowned hire into silence.

Ptolemy must yield now, at last, said Cleopatra. To which Caesar made no comment.


CHAPTER XXIV. My soul is a womanS  yours a mans; and war is not my business.

Now because there is a law of opposites it must appear that there are two ways of arriving at a given goal. The one is violent, the other not; and each way has a multitude of by-Paths that may lead into inertia, but none of which connects the way of bloodshed with the way of peace. For they are separate, although their courses appear parallel; but that is only an appearance. One way leads toward the true goal, peace and patience begetting patience and peace, albeit often after many perils narrowly avoided. But he who travels by that other way sees nothing but a false goal that recedes as he advances, every act of violence inevitably giving impulse to another of its kind.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



AND now, as so frequently happened when Caesar had done playing cat-and-mouse, he concentrated all his carelessness on one miscalculated effort, bringing on himself disaster that would irretrievably have ruined any ordinary man.

What stirred him most was Cleopatras grief over the ruined library. She railed against her ancestors for having been too parsimonious to fire-proof books that they had gathered from the ends of earth; but mostly she blamed herself for having, as she put it, thought of herself too much, that night, and of her charge too little. She appeared to believe that her self-surrender into Caesars arms had given rein to elemental forces that she might have stemmed back otherwise by spiritual watchfulness. Caesar proposed to use alchemy of his own, and swiftly to change that self-reproachful mood by making her the acknowledged as well as the anointed Queen of Egypt.

But there were other influences, too: his men were alarmed by the delay in bringing up reenforcements and by the increasing activity of the Egyptian army under Ganymedes, who had mustered a number of ships to replace the destroyed fleet and was now threatening to block the harbor entrance. Ganymedes held the Pharos; he might perhaps prevent the arrival of reenforcements; he might even sever communication with Taréntum or Brundusium and Rome.

The Alexandrian nobility had left the banquet thoroughly aroused, whereas Caesar had thought to reduce their truculence. By executing Potheinos without a gesture of recognition of the Alexandrian courts of justice (which might have been forgiven in the circumstances) and, far more, by seating Calvinus in Ptolemys place when Ptolemy withdrew in mingled rage and fear, he had subjected them, they felt, to gross indignity, and they returned to their homes an hour or two after midnight feeling far more outraged, and less helpless than Caesar realized.

Cleopatra warned him, but succeeded only in arousing his combative will.

He underestimated the effect of his lictors and his insolence on the mercurial Alexandrian temperament. The nobility had not forgotten his effrontery in taking on himself the privilege of dismissing them, on the occasion of their waiting on him in the throne-room. They resented this later insolence more keenly than if he had held them up for money at the swords point. He had a perfect right to demand enormous sums of money, which they did not intend to pay if they could help it, but which they could pay if they must. Meanwhile they proposed to retaliate for his outrage to their dignity with the sort of fervor that a nest of hornets offers the intruder.

Characteristically, Caesar ignored both Cleopatras warnings and the judgment of his own men, letting scorn for lesser intellects than his deceive him into thinking himself invincible in any situation. Even when his spies reported Ganymedes stirring indignation with reports that Ptolemy was being poisoned in revenge for Potheinos attempt, he took no steps to counteract the rumor. He was too proud  too sure of himself.

But the story, that Ptolemy was being poisoned, was the actual impulse, nevertheless, that sent Caesar headlong into disaster. He could very easily have paraded Ptolemy, alive and well, in full view of Alexandria, but he did not, so the rumor gained ground and the Alexandrians proposed to themselves to return that compliment with interest. The water supply of the Lochias royal area was brought through conduits passing beneath the city; they opened the conduits, dumped in wagon-loads of sewage, and threw Caesars garrison into panic  afraid to drink and casting hysterical eyes toward the open sea and home.

Cleopatra told where good sweet water could be had by digging for it in the filled-up wells that Alexanders men had used three centuries ago. And Caesar did set men to dig; but he also invited her to choose a good position on the roof from which to observe how he conducted military operations.

For I will show you, he said, how disciplined men under an intelligent commander behave against ten or twenty times their number of fugitive slaves and criminals.

There was a tart inflection in his voice  a half-note higher than the normal: a trace of the bully: a hint of the cruelty that, by a law of nature, was inherent in his insatiable vanity. He resented her daring to suggest to him that other means than violence, and other strategy than the offensive were available. Her genius was opposite to his; as jealous as a chemical reagent, he proposed to show her that the plans she was already making for the government of Egypt were dependent on himself and hopeless of success without his all-conquering force behind them.

The Paneum, an enormous temple in a proportionately extensive area surrounded by a wall, stood on rising ground between the Lochias and the stadium, in which Ganymedes had encamped the greater number of his troops. To seize the Paneum would mean to overlook most of the main streets of the city and to split the Alexandrians in two by commanding the main thoroughfare north and south, as well as controlling the course of the water conduits.

So Caesar ordered Calvinus to march instantly against the Paneum and take possession of it. He was so sure of the outcome that he saw no need to lead the troops in person but amused himself by pointing out to Cleopatra from the palace roof how Roman troops were handled, unit by unit, each unit acting independently and yet uniting into one force readily responsive to its leaders brain. That roof pavilion whence they looked on rather resembled the consular box in the Roman arena.

But there very soon ceased to be the same sense of security for the onlooker. Terrific street fighting began the moment Calvinus small advance-guard strode with locked shields into the wide main thoroughfare. Roofs, windows, balconies revealed themselves as ambuscades from which the citizens and the troops of Ganymedes, sent a storm of missiles. Barricades were thrown across the street so swiftly as to prove long preparation, and the barricades were manned by archers who knew their business. Calvinus advance-guard died to a man advancing against an overwhelming arrow-fire from a prepared position  surprised, outnumbered and outflanked from the balconies and roofs.

Promptly Calvinus swung right and left to storm the houses on either side of the street. By seizing the roofs he might reverse the situation and make the cross-street barricades untenable. But the Alexandrians set fire to some of the houses and the resistance was desperate and skilfully controlled  until suddenly an unexpected swarm of Ganymedes men came surging from east and west down side-streets, taking the Romans in flank and rear and cutting them off from the Lochias.

Caesar took the business in hand then. Vanity evaporated, burned off by the white heat of his military genius, that seldom showed itself until the vanity had first produced a tangle out of which no ordinary mental energy could find a way. He left Cleopatra to her own resources and to the company of her women, placed himself at the head of the men whom Calvinus had left in reserve within the Lochias, and  sudden as an arrow volley out of ambush  burst up-street to save his army from destruction.

He drove a wedge between the Egyptian ranks. He set fire to the houses that they held. He threw barricades of his own across the ends of side-streets and restored the line of communication, fighting his way to Calvinus and bidding him continue the advance; for he saw that unless he should win at least a Pyrrhic victory the Alexandrians would reckon themselves conquerors and, taking courage, would pursue the initiative, that he did not dare to let pass for a single moment to the other side.

His presence in their midst, as always, instantly restored the legionaries morale. Their advance up-street became an irresistible, intelligent, alert and interlocking avalanche of violence, supplying from within itself the ever-ready units to replace its dead and wounded, as the outer units bore the shock of contact. And as ever, Caesar bore the charmed life that is one of the chief attributes of military genius. There was no fear in him. The exultant rush of magnetism  the enormous vigor of his concentrated will protected him, though his purple cloak made him a brilliant target and his recklessness led him wherever the danger was worst and the fighting most severe.

Magnetic in its essence, his energy aroused and magnetized the energy of others. Calvinus became a war-god. Rank and file, thrilling with valor, responded and the veriest peasant from the smallest tax-exhausted, loan-encumbered farm became a Roman, breathing Romes fire and fury.

The goal was utterly impossible to reach, but Caesar hurled his men toward it until Ganymedes, losing confidence, began to assume defensive tactics and withdrew his men behind a barrier of wreckage flanked by the flames of burning buildings. Caesar could afford then to withdraw within the Lochias. Victory it was not; but defeat it was not; for he had lost no standards, he could gather up his dead and wounded, and he had done more damage than the Alexandrians could view without consternation. He had lost less than a hundred men. He had slain not fewer than a thousand and he had wrecked a sixteenth of the richest city in the world. The Alexandrians were likely to take thought a dozen times before they gathered enough courage to attempt to drive him from the Lochias.

His retreat was as swift as his foray had been, he riding with the rear-guard to observe that all the wounded were recovered and that the enemy made no effort at pursuit. And he was met at the Lochias gate by Cleopatra with the news that water was already flowing in the wells the slaves were digging.

That was a meeting that, if Cleopatra had lacked genius, might easily have led to a dividing of the ways. She had advised diplomacy. He had preferred impetuosity  and failed. He had excused impetuosity on the ground of needing to control the water conduits; he had not succeeded, and she had succeeded in producing water, in ample quantities from a source that the enemy could not possibly pollute. Furthermore, it always grieved him  after the event  that loyal men must lay their lives down to enforce his will; his intellect was under the control of his emotions then, which is a dangerous condition.

In the white heat of that moment, if Cleopatra had been tactless, she would probably have condemned herself into the ranks of the women whom Caesar had deceived  another Dido left by her Aeneas to regret her own self-confidence and generosity.

But it needed a more subtle tangling of the skeins of destiny than that to overtax her ingenuity. The incident had served as warning to her that the slightest opposition was a challenge that Caesar could not resist accepting. She must yield to him and, yielding, overcome his egotism.

So she made her women bring out palace dainties for the men and comforts for the wounded, ordering Sosistrates, the royal court physician, to place himself and his staff of assistants at the service of the Roman surgeons, whose rough-and-ready crudities were aggravated by the lack of suitable supplies or trained help. But to Caesar she said very little until, by saying so little and avoiding the very mention of the military outcome, she obliged him first to broach the subject.

He had seen his men attended to, and suitably addressed them; he had gone the rounds of the battlements, inspecting guards and the extemporized defenses; he had bathed and donned clean raiment; he had consulted with his officers and drafted plans for strengthening the weaker sections of the wall; he had, in fact, done everything he could think of to delay seeing her alone, when he went in search of her at last and found her with Olympus and Apollodorus and about a score of secretaries, busily studying documents relating to the government of Egypt, that had been brought in boxes from Potheinos office. As he entered she was questioning a secretary about the method of storing tithe-corn and the system employed for converting the corn into money.

What do you think of it, Caesar? she asked.

But before he answered he enjoyed Apollodorus obvious discomfort  self-conscious because he had not been in the ranks of the fighting men. Caesar himself had forbidden it, regarding Apollodorus as already popular enough.

I think, he said then, it is a little early to be discussing the revenue of a country not yet conquered.

There was a challenge in his tone of voice. He was inviting her to criticize him for the mornings failure. But she declined the challenge with a sweetly reasonable answer, and a gay reliance on his good faith:

I am leaving to you whatever conquering is needed.

That did not quite satisfy him. He wanted absolute surrender of her faith in unseen subtleties, in the presence of Olympus, who, it seemed to him, had reappeared to renew her reliance on mysterious hierarchies, the very possibility of whose existence challenged his arrogant will. He wanted a confession that without him and his army her ideals were imaginary nothings incapable of taking shape.

You are making ready to rule Egypt, he said, as if ideas alone could do it. What is an idea? What value has it without force to turn it into something?

An idea, she said, is nearer to you than your own self  nearer to you than your life is. Men can be slain, but not ideas. They enwrap a mans soul  give it character and quality and color. My soul is a womans  yours a mans; and war is not my business.

Apollodorus withdrew and Olympus followed him, aware that he was irritating Caesar, who watched him go with satisfaction.

Where has that man been? he demanded.

Cleopatra hesitated, doubtful for the first time whether frankness with this man of intellect and iron and passion was the wisest course. But her hesitation only stirred his suspicion.

Potheinos, he hinted tartly, was merely another meddler.

So she told him the truth: Olympus has been saving certain books that were not lost when the north wing of the library was burned.

What has he done with them?

Hidden them.

What books were they?

Some that Alexander wished to burn, and even thought he had burned. Also, the Hermetic writings.

I would like to see them, he said, looking at her with the cold grim glitter in his eyes that always shone there when he had a victory to win.

For the first time then she lied to him, well knowing it would be easy to show him books that he could take to Rome if he wished and ever afterward believe to be the genuine keys of the mysteries. Or he could burn them, as so many conquerors had burned books that contained philosophy destructive of their own. It would not matter. Olympus had saved the real ones.

You may have them, Caesar. They are hidden from the mob, and from the grave-robbers and the people who sell curiosities. Perhaps they would be safer, after all, in Rome than in Alexandria.

That offer totally disarmed him and he melted into a gentler mood, a little ashamed of having shown his temper. He had grown intimate enough with her to know that the mysterious sources of her esoteric faith were more sacred to her even than the Sibylline books were to the Roman priesthood, It appeared to him that he had conquered her, if she was willing to submit those secret books to him, so he dismissed the secretaries and began to make love  marvelously  being ever magnanimous in the hour of victory, if irritable in defeat.

He tried to coax her to reveal new aspects of herself, but she had learned her lesson. Cleopatra knew that henceforth she and he were lovers, possibly, but only allies as long as Caesar felt that he could gain by the alliance and that she had secrets for him to coax from her. So the secrets went into an inner sanctuary of her soul, that neither he nor any man could open.

I would be afraid to tell you, Caesar, anything that might upset the balance of your own ideas. For an idea, as I said, is nearer to you than your body; far more sacred to you than your hands and feet, which you might lose and still be shining with a bright idea. My lightning might scorch you, as your iron lightning scorches your opponents.

Try me. I am proof against all except loves rays, he retorted, and those warm pleasantly. I have not noticed that they burn.

They are fiercer, she answered, than the flames that burned the fleet the other night. If I should love you as I could, I might destroy you.

Try me, he insisted.

Caesar, can you contemplate the loss of treasure or of glory? Yes. You have no fear of losing them, because you know you could win them again. They are an object  something not a part of you. But I tell you, if you should meet with a philosophy that transcends yours, so that you knew your own must yield to it, you would be panic-stricken. You would torture, accuse, kill, and stoop to the most degrading casuistry to justify it. Why? Because your idea is nearer to you and more sacred than the breath you breathe, and they are very few who suffer, without panic, proof that their own ideas lack foundation. It is that panic  that frenzy of I am right and you are wrong  that leads to all the wars and cruelties that make this wondrous world a place of torment.

Well, we will have those secret books brought forth into the light, said Caesar, and then see what panic we can stir in the hearts of Ganymedes men!

She stirred his curiosity, but he could see no bottom to her reasoning, nor any danger lurking for him on the threshold of her mysteries. A warning was a challenge; he accepted it. That minute he made up his mind to discover whither her philosophy would lead him He would give her full rein, subject always to his own predominating will.


CHAPTER XXV. The Thirty-Seventh Legion at full strength  two-thirds of the men seasick.

They are few indeed, and fortunate, so circumstanced that when whatever course they take is certain to produce calamity to someone, they themselves can afford to do nothing and leave evil to devour itself. And they are many, and unwise, who in the like predicament adopt the means of utmost violence, identifying fear and selfishness with wisdom, which belongs in an opposite triad. Their true trinity is fear and selfishness and folly. There are some, however, who intuitively choose the least among many evils; such ones are beginners with their feet set fairly in the way of wisdom. But the surest evidence of wisdom, that has entered in and occupied a soul until it governs will and intellect, is SILENCE. If the foolish fear not silence, but embrace it, even they shall find the doors of wisdom open to them.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



BUT if Caesar had decided to give Cleopatra full rein, partly from curiosity and partly because her unworldly wisdom delighted his aesthetic sense without weakening his reliance on his own grim answers to the riddles of destiny, that was nothing to the looseness of the rein she granted him. Her one mad moment  of delirium of yielding to him  over, she set steadily and consistently to work to strengthen her position, wasting none of her strength whatever on endeavors to restrain his will.

Already she had secret knowledge that the gift of gifts which Caesar could bestow on her was hers. It now remained for her to use her wisdom so that Caesar should preserve her from the wave of Roman conquest and leave her free to lay the foundations of a new old-Egypt.

In those days Cleopatra had not lost her way amid the ebb and flow of counter-currents. The infernal forces had not even disturbed her faith in the omnipotence of Wisdom, and she felt herself in touch with Wisdoms spiritual stream  sometimes as if she swam in it. She was aware of youth and strength, and of ideals that should crack Romes iron foundations if their roots could once creep in and grow unnoticed for a while. She was no more afraid of Caesar than of the nature forces that destroy the dead stalk and prepare the way for new seed.

Let him plow and break the dry clods. I am the husbandman. I follow after; and I have a son now, who shall follow me.

She had never a moments doubt of the sex of the child she had conceived. The Isis lore, including as it did a mystery of emanation from the Mother of the Universe, and her own high priesthood, that was never more to her than a solemn privilege and obligation, filled her thought with universal themes, until she felt herself a vehicle for light and life, upwelling from within to usher in the dawn of a new era.

Caesar was a strong protector given to her by the gods, to stand, on the gross objective plane, between her and the tide of violence that she felt was more than two-thirds spent. It should begin to recede before long. It should be her task to resist it subtly, from behind the shield of Caesars faith in blood and iron, until the day should come when her son should stand in Caesars shoes  or sit on Caesars throne, it might be  and pursue receding violence with meditative, calm, albeit strong philosophy of the kind that had once made Egypts kings as gods on earth and Egypts monuments a record of the dignity of spirit to which nations may aspire.

They were bright thoughts and they were far more interesting to Caesar than the sordid politics of Rome that he enjoyed forgetting and deliberately thrust out of his mind. And though Olympus warned her, she had already caught, in some degree, the taint of Caesars recklessness. She ceased from urging on him diplomatic courses. She encouraged him to use his own natural talent.

You have your part to play, and I mine. The Nile bursts many a dike before the flood recedes and lets the laborer on the land.

His autocratic views and scorn of small-scale politics inspired her in return to grandiose visions of a world at peace and active only in the arts and sciences. Her high spirits and enthusiasm stirred his love of action, which at his age, and after all his strenuous campaigning, had begun to fade a little. He proceeded again to show her how Alexander of Macedon had not been sole possessor of the gift of solving puzzles with the sword.

Tros thrashed his way into the harbor under straining oars against a head wind, bringing news that reenforcements were at anchor off the coast, unable to approach until the wind should change.

The Thirty-seventh Legion at full strength  two-thirds of the men seasick. But they have with them food, munitions, siege engines and stores  a dozen ships full. Over the desert from Syria comes an army led by Mithridates of Pergamum, Antipater of Jerusalem, and Iamblichus, son of Sempsicaramus of Hemesa  fifteen thousand men.

Caesar manned his entire fleet with its Rhodian sailors and, leaving all his officers and men behind to guard the Lochias, put out to sea to find and bring in the Thirty-seventh Legion before the Egyptian fleet realized what he intended or had time to weigh anchor to prevent him Foolishly supposing then that he had deserted Cleopatra and was in full flight, the Egyptians moved their ships so as to block the harbor mouth behind him; and, imagining they had Tros safely in their clutches, they were in no particular haste to sail in and precipitate that issue. Time, and the need for reprovisioning his ship, they thought, would force Tros to surrender.

Meanwhile Caesars notorious good fortune followed him to sea. Within an hour of his sighting the belated reenforcements the wind changed and blew from the northeast. Taking command, he redistributed the troops so that every ship had its complement of fighting men and set sail for Alexandria in a full gale that brought him boiling down on the Egyptians. Bewildered by his unexpected return, and by the weather that made it difficult to manage their ships in the harbor entrance, they fled after the first exchange of arrow fire and lost a few ships trying to make their way around the Pharos to the other harbor. Caesar sailed in triumphantly and anchored once again at the royal wharf below the palace windows, after leaving enough of his new troops on Pharos Island to seize and hold its eastern end, thus at last securing the only outlet to the open sea.

And now he proposed to break the Alexandrians spirit before the arrival of Mithridates and reenforcements. He did not propose to be too much beholden to dangerous friends. So the following day he put to sea again and, sailing around Pharos, invaded the Harbor of Happy Return, where the Egyptian fleet was anchored, and sunk or burned of their vessels twice as many as his own fleet numbered. It was an easy victory, well calculated to excite his own men and to destroy the Alexandrians self-confidence.

But he misjudged them. They were paradoxical, if nothing else. Their city was designed and built to be protected by a navy, and they possessed more ships than any nation known on earth; nevertheless, their army  a comparatively useless and entirely unreliable aggregation of fugitive slaves and criminals  was of far more military importance in their eyes than their profitable shipping, that might have made them masters of the known world if intelligently handled. The army made more noise; it looked more splendid; furthermore, it terrorized themselves and was entirely competent to handle such minor wars with more or less uncivilized peoples as now and then had to be waged on the southern and western frontiers. So while the army remained undefeated the Alexandrians still thought themselves the masters of the situation. They were indignant at the destruction of the ships, because it affected their purses, but they were not otherwise much impressed.

And the wine of Cleopatras mystic charm had gone to Caesars head. His very abstinence from drinking wine, which he had hardly tasted in the last half-dozen years (perhaps as a consequence of youths experience of its effects on him) had had the result of making him incautious of other forms of drunkenness. He felt an impulse, saw his goal, and went at it like any drunken stripling with his first command.

He landed on the western end of Pharos and carried its forts by storm, thus effecting a junction with the men whom he had previously landed at the eastern end. He attempted then to return to the city by marching along the Heptastadium  a fifty-foot-wide causeway. If he had accomplished it, it would have given him the practical command of the harbors on either side of it and would have enabled him to attack the Alexandrians from whichever point he pleased, along the whole length of the waterfront. He would have attributed success to genius and inspiration.

But the city end of the Heptastadium was held in force by Ganymedes men, who advanced at once along the causeway to oppose him, and there were forts on Pharos, at his rear, that he had considered it safe to leave untaken for the moment, although there was a strong force of Egyptians holding them. Resplendent in his purple cloak  a marked figure  he led the advance along the Heptastadium in person, his men pouring along after him from Pharos and another thousand men approaching in ships from the eastward side to take part in the triumphal procession  when suddenly the Egyptians on Pharos left their forts and made a spirited attack against his rear. Simultaneously Ganymedes men opened a terrific arrow fire from behind a redoubt that they threw up hurriedly across his path. Caesar was caught on the narrow causeway between two forces, either of which outnumbered his, and there was consternation all along the royal section of the water-front, where the Roman reserves and the palace officials were watching.

Slaves ran to warn Cleopatra that Caesar was already slain  made prisoner  wounded; there were as many versions as informers. None could find her. She was on Tros ship, and Tros was crowded away from the mole by Caesars smaller vessels that were swarming in to rescue him and his already desperately beaten men, who were fighting back to back, with neither room to use their weapons nor a yard of ground to give, and being pushed off into the water to drown in their heavy armor.

Urged by a centurion, Caesar pulled his cloak off to make him a less noticeable target. He was carrying no weapon. In his right hand was a roll of plans of the Pharos fortifications. He struck at the men who tried to throw him into a small boat that had dared the Egyptian arrow fire and was nosing the causeway; then, recognizing the impossibility of even making his voice heard in the din, he leaped into the boat, holding his cloak in one hand and the roll of parchments in the other. Instantly, the men who had stood nearest to him followed, and in a second the boat was swamped and overturned.

The men drowned. Caesar, who wore no armor, swam for his life, holding his cloak in his teeth to save it from being made a trophy by the enemy, keeping the roll of parchments high out of the water in his right hand (for they contained the working drawings of the mechanism of the Pharos lighthouse as well as the plans of the forts) ducking his bald head to avoid the javelins and arrows volleyed at him by the Egyptians, who pranced on the mole and yelled at the top of their lungs in their excitement, everybody advising everybody else what to do and neglecting the opportunity to complete their victory; so that most of the Roman soldiers had time to jump into the boats, and the boats, thrusting themselves alongside the causeway, protected Caesar from the hail of missiles.

He lost his cloak, but he could swim superbly and he reached Tros ship so little the worse for the adventure that he was able to climb on board unaided. And from the poop of Tros ship he directed the retreat across the harbor to the palace, leaving about four hundred casualties behind him, slain or drowned.

The defeat was ignominious. It brought him to his senses. He became again the coldly zealous, calculating master of strategy. Hating above all things to appear ridiculous, the knowledge that his purple cloak was being paraded through the streets of Alexandria, draped on a man of straw to represent himself, aroused in him that spirit of revenge that he knew how to disguise so well beneath a cloak of specious pretenses.

In that mood he was cruel, calm, resourceful, acidly polite and icily unwilling to confer with anyone before he made his cat-pounce in the quarter least expected.

Cleopatra, meaning to soothe his injured pride by giving him good news to think about, reported the tales that had reached her of Arsinoes attempts to have herself proclaimed as queen, and of the repeated failure she had met.

Ganymedes himself is weary of Arsinoe. The populace will have none of her. He knows his only hope is to rescue Ptolemy from your clutches and to proclaim him king. But how can Ptolemy escape? And there is no Potheinos now to teach him underhanded statecraft.

I will teach him  and you also, what is statesmanship, said Caesar. Learn this: that a bird in the hand is sometimes worth more if set free to disturb the others.

He sent for Ptolemy, who greeted Cleopatra almost graciously, having realized at last the strength of her influence with Caesar. And he began by behaving toward Caesar rather skilfully for a boy of his years, as having heard of the sharp reverse on the Heptastadium but being not so foolish as to suppose it had seriously weakened Caesars strength. It seemed to him a favorable opportunity to make a bid for friendship.

Caesar, drumming on the table with his fingers, listened to all that the boy had to say before beginning to question him. Then:

You are aware, of course, he asked, that Ganymedes is now calling himself your general?

He is my general, said Ptolemy, boasting himself blindly into Caesars net. But as long as he commands my army he must do what I tell him; and if I tell him to make peace with you, he will come and confer with you at once regarding terms.

Well, your army under Ganymedes is a crowd of sweepings of the earth and renegades, said Caesar, and they should be prevented from doing further damage to the city.

I will send for Ganymedes and he will come and discuss terms.

On the contrary, said Caesar, you will go to Ganymedes.

The boy wilted. All his boastfulness left him; educated in treachery by Potheinos and Theodotus, he was shrewd enough to recognize the treachery of Caesars ultimatum. Well he knew that Ganymedes wholly lacked the loyalty that had made Potheinos tolerable in spite of his eunuch spirit; well he realized that Arsinoe was Cleopatra without the breadth of mind and magnanimity. She and Ganymedes, as allies, were a poor exchange for Caesars personal protection and the comforts of the Lochias. And well he knew that neither Ganymedes nor Arsinoe would dream of making peace, with himself in their hands as a dynastic symbol around which to rally Alexandria. He understood that Caesar knew no peace was possible on those terms.

You are seeking to enhance your own dignity, he objected, with a moments flash of spirit. You would rather tell the world you had a Ptolemy for enemy than let them say you made war on a Ganymedes and a girl!

But if there was a dangerous course on earth or an unprofitable one, it was to tell the truth to Caesar to his face regarding his own underlying motives.

Your interpretation of my thought, said Caesar, will not alter my decision. Go then and produce the peace, of which you confidently said just now you hold the key in your own hand.

The last vestige of the boys pride left him and he pleaded with Cleopatra.

But Caesar interrupted: If she should consent to your remaining in the palace, I would not permit it.

You are turning me out because you wish to see the end of me, Ptolemy exploded. You have taken that she-bastard to be your paramour, and now you crave my crown to wear on your own head!

On the contrary, Caesar answered. As executor of your fathers will I am affording you the opportunity to make good your boasts; and I will welcome you when you return with peace in one hand and affection for your sister in the other.

Ptolemy wept, and even offered to acknowledge Cleopatras claims as equal with his own. But Caesar was determined to be rid of him. If he should need to save appearances by technical adherence to the terms of Ptolemy Auletes will, there was a younger brother, a mere infant, whom he had not troubled himself yet to see, but who he knew was in the palace somewhere, in charge of nurses, and so half-witted and incurably diseased as to be extremely unlikely to be in the way for long.

He sent for Calvinus and ordered him to provide a cohort to accompany the prince and his servants as far as the Lochias gate. Afford the prince every facility to take his personal belongings with him, including his dancing-girls, he commanded. But as the gate must be barred and thoroughly protected before sunset, make haste!

Ptolemy, in tears, was almost hustled from the room, snapping his fingers to summon evil spirits to bedevil Cleopatra, who had not opened her lips once during the interview.


CHAPTER XXVI. You have made your own choice. You must take the consequences.

It is sometimes wise to simulate a fear of what one fears not, to avoid an issue that one does fear. For a dangerous opponent always thrusts at the apparent point of least resistance.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



LIKE most supremely self-reliant men, Caesar was wholly off guard to such influences as escaped his cynical analysis, and he was unaware how subtly Cleopatras spiritual alchemy was working on his thought. It was new wine, in an aging bottle, causing a refermentation of his own ideas and arousing in him all his latent possibilities for good and evil, as well as exciting his energy.

He became impatient of anything that stood between him and the consummation of his new ambitions, for he could see a world dominion waiting to be won, where formerly he had only thought in terms of Rome and Roman politics. It seemed to him he could understand at last how Alexander, at scarcely more than half his own age, had sighed for new worlds to conquer. In that mood, the thought of being obstructed or delayed by such a boy as Ptolemy or such a general as Ganymedes was not to be borne.

But his phase of recklessness was over. There were to be no repetitions of the silly exploit on the Heptastadium. He waited until Mithridates army had reached the border and had stormed Pelusium before he resumed the offensive. Even then he waited until Ptolemy, in a desperate, final flare of royal spirit, put himself at the head of more than half the troops in Alexandria, and, leaving Ganymedes with the remainder to continue the siege of the Lochias, marched to repel the invaders, who were advancing on Memphis and extremely likely to reward themselves by looting that prosperous city.

Instantly then Caesar acted. He left only a small garrison to guard the Lochias, crowded his fleet with the rest of his men and sailed out of the harbor  eastward, as though making for Pelusium, to throw the enemy off guard. But under cover of the darkness, with a wind that, in accordance with his usual fortune, favored his design, he turned about and disembarked his whole force shortly before dawn on a stretch of deserted sand a few miles to the westward of Alexandria, where the enemy least expected him.

His ships then faced about to deal with the Egyptian fleet that had followed him up; but no naval engagement took place, because the wind failed, and because Cleopatra persuaded Tros to put to sea in the rear of the Egyptians. Tros did nothing except maneuver in the offing, but his suspicious movements kept the Egyptians worried until they turned and rowed home.

Caesar skirted Alexandria and marched on Memphis, arriving in time to prevent Mithridates from reaching the city and looting it. Taking supreme command at once of the united army be turned northward and advanced to meet the Egyptians under Ptolemy.

Ptolemy showed unexpected generalship, fortifying a strong position with the Nile on one flank, a marsh on the other and a wide canal in front, where he awaited Caesars onslaught. At the Egyptian armys rear there was a high mound from which Ptolemy watched the greater part of the two days battle, gradually losing confidence as Caesar, keeping a tremendous pressure on the front to hold the Egyptian army, sent an officer named Carfulenus around the marsh, far out of range, to execute a turning movement, that eventually cut off the Egyptians retreat and threw them into panic.

Carfulenus fought his way into the Egyptian camp at the head of his men. Spying Ptolemy, he shouted to him to surrender. But Ptolemy, anticipating no mercy whatever at Caesars hands, took flight and jumped into a boat that lay moored to the bank of the Nile. His flight became the signal for a rout and hundreds followed him, crowding into the boat in such confusion that they overturned it, and it sank, forcing the boy down into the Nile mud in his heavy golden armor.

Caesar did not wait to find out whether the boy was actually drowned or not. He sent ahead to announce the news of victory to Cleopatra, and followed the messengers so swiftly with his cavalry that the Alexandrians had hardly time to gather and decide what course to take; but since there was only one course possible they wasted very little time arriving at it.

Dressing themselves in mourning garments, they sent messengers and deputations to him begging for forgiveness. He was met at the gate by city fathers, bearing on litters the small marble, waxen, ivory and wooden statues of the gods, that were kept for the festival processions and whose surrender symbolized the citys unconditional submission to the conquerors will.

They were a melancholy spectacle, those statues of the city gods, shorn of their trappings of jewels and flowers and colored lamps, without a priest or anchorite to lend them sanctity, and some of them even upset in the haste to reach the gate in time; but there was an element of humor even there, because the Jews, foreseeing opportunity, identified themselves with the surrender. Caesar knew as well as anyone with what scorn they loathed the graven images, behind which they had to mass themselves notwithstanding; and it suited his sardonic humor, when he made a speech to them and promised them full civic rights, to check their exhilaration by assuring them that some of their gods should be left for them to worship, even though the majority would have to go to Rome as trophies.

You can make yourselves new ones, he said, and you may have my image also for your temple. Then he rode on, smiling grimly but pretending not to notice their embarrassment, aware that their eagerness for the promised political rights would not exactly offset the insult but would make them able to endure it. He did not propose to let the Jews imagine they were henceforth without need to feel their way cautiously. He hoped they would understand the meaning of the hint.

Toward the Alexandrians themselves his attitude was chilly and aloof. As he rode slowly up the street of Canopus he made no acknowledgment of their salutations, even declining the offer of a wreath of roses that was made to him by a deputation of the wives of merchants. It was clear that he demanded more than lip- and knee-homage before he would pardon them; and there was haste used  there was violence exerted to provide a living scapegoat for his wrath before he should reach the palace and learn Cleopatras views on vengeance. (For their estimate of Cleopatra until that hour had been mainly made from the discreditable stories promulgated by Potheinos and Achillas, Ganymedes and the wits whose stock-in-trade was slander.)

So an even more depressing spectacle than that array of statues of the gods was presently presented. Litters approached, without slaves in attendance except those who bore the poles; and they had halters on their necks. The crowd around the litters was a second-rate assembly of aspiring outs  of courtiers and politicians who could hope for no advancement unless someones fall from high estate should result in a free-for-all scramble,  flatterers  mouthers of loyalty  treacherous, meddlesome, lickspittle liars, of the sort that can be counted on to pad the ranks of court conspiracies  betraying their arrant worthlessness by the smugness of their righteous faces and the simulated purposefulness of their hurrying stride. Caesar knew that breed; he had employed them and left them a thousand times to curse his cold ingratitude.

The curtains of the litters had been torn off, that the world might see the shame of those who sat within. Arsinoe was in the foremost litter, pretty much disheveled from the haste with which they had dragged her out from hiding, and in tears because her erstwhile friends had left her to the mercy of such vermin in human shapes. She dried her eyes as she drew near Caesar.

Ganymedes was in the second litter, bleeding from a blow over the eye that somebody had dealt him with a slipper-heel. They had tied his hands and put a halter around his neck, and they used the halter roughly to drag him forth from the litter when the procession halted in mid-street, blocking Caesars way. Arsinoe leaped out before a hand could touch her and stood alone, exactly in front of Caesars charger, her eyes flashing the more splendidly because the tears had wetted them. Some erstwhile courtiers approached to stand on either side of her as custodians, but Caesar motioned them aside.

You prefer this to being Queen of Cyprus? Caesar asked her. You have made your own choice. You must take the consequences.

Slay me now! she answered, proudly, giving him no glimpse of fear  of him, or death, or anything whatever.

He took no notice of Ganymedes. A centurion rode up and, throwing away the halter with a gesture of fine contempt for the swine who had hung it around his neck, ordered him into the Roman ranks, where mounted legionaries closed around him. Caesar, sternly gazing at Arsinoe, beckoned her litter forward, nodded to her to climb in, ordered his own men to surround her, and resumed the triumphal march, ignoring, as if he were not even conscious of their existence, the ignoble well-dressed vermin who had brought into his hands the only two remaining personages who by any chance whatever could have prolonged the war or could have embarrassed him with new intrigues if left at liberty.


CHAPTER XXVII. Tell me the secret of CaesarS strength, for he is stronger than I.

What superiority may we attain to without stirring enmity in others? Has it not been written on the face of nature? Wisdom counsels us to seem inferior, in secret gathering our spiritual strength, since enmity is aimed at virtue, seeking to reduce us to a common level with the human herd; whereas we should rise to an equal level with the gods.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CLEOPATRA received news of Caesars movements almost hourly, although Apollodorus had absented himself without the formality of taking leave and most of her usual informants were in a state of alternating panic and hysteria. Caesars own dispatches were brief and supplied no details; but Tros had friends among the Jews, and it was the business of the Jews to know everything, as exactly as possible, for business reasons. Tros was prompt with his information, and Cleopatras ficklest friends began to try to reinstate themselves in favor by sending their slaves with congratulations on the heels of every rumor; those who had been less half hearted actually came in person with the latest news. When Arsinoe became Caesars prisoner Cleopatra was informed of it almost before it had happened, because the ringleaders of that betrayal hurried to the palace to get credit for it, letting their cats-paws perform the public act of cowardice.

So Cleopatra was prepared. The last touches, of banners and gaily arrayed crowds of servants, were being attended to by the assistant chamberlains, and all the palace musicians had been massed to greet the returning conqueror with stirring sounds of drums and sistra, lutes, flutes, harps and the booming horns whose throats were like the throats of hippopotami at war. There was nothing to do but wait, in the room at the head of the stairs of gold and malachite, whence she would step forth presently to win a world or lose it. Vain at all times, Caesar in the hour of victory might be insatiable  might make it clear to her and everybody else that she was now a subject princess, not a royal ally. Charmian was useless  all aflutter of expectation and alarm, as loyal and selfless as a good slave, but as worried about details as if a wrong fold of a chiton probably would change the destiny of Egypt. And Olympus was indefinite as usual when Cleopatra wanted finite prophecy.

You have cast the horoscope of this hour? she demanded.

Yes, he answered. It is an evil hour for the fish that has swallowed the hook. A most propitious hour for the successful fisherman. It is an hour in which water runs down-hill and wise women let wisdom lead them. It is an hour when fools sow folly and reap want; when calmness is the mirror of ideas; when

It is an hour when I will endure no insolence, she interrupted. Caesar is flushed with victory and he feels his strength. Shall I dare to betray my weakness?

Weakness betrays itself, he answered. It is only strength that can be covered up.

Is the secret, that only you and I know, weakness or strength? she asked him.

Neither, he answered. Strength cannot be rendered weak, nor weakness strong; for you are strong if you have strength, and if you have it not, weakness shall weaken itself with every struggle.

Tell me the secret of Caesars strength, for he is stronger than I.

Olympus smiled. It seemed he doubted it. His is the secret of any mans strength, or any womans. He loves.

You mean he loves me? That is something that I knew a month ago. Love may have strengthened Caesar, but it weakened me. What shall I do, Olympus? What shall I say to him?

He loves, replied Olympus, as the fowler loves the bird he snares or as the hunter loves the lion  as the outlaw loves the victims whom he robs. I tell you: they who love not are so ignorant and unobservant that the fowls escape them, or the lions slay them, or the watchmen catch and crucify them; and success of any sort is unobtainable by any but a lover. Is it not apparent to you that unless a man should love his enemy he could not understand him and defeat him? Without love, even scorn and hate are nothing. Though he love to his own undoing, Caesar is a lover almost without limit.

Does he love only Caesar? she asked, studying Olympus eyes; for she intended that Olympus should read, if he could, the courage that underlay her own perplexity. She wanted him to tell her naked truth in the assurance that she would face her destiny whatever the answer might be.

He does not know what love is, said Olympus. It appears to him as interest; by that name he would recognize it. Interest him, and until he sees a more absorbing interest, although he weary of the outer woman he will seek the inner with an even greater determination. Cease to interest him and though you were a very Circe, he would become Odysseus, and the stronger the bonds with which you tried to hold him, the more craftily he would break away. And if the bonds were too tight, woe betide you!

Now you talk like the true Olympus, she said, smiling. You spoke to me nothing but words at first.

Then Caesar came, amid a blare of music and the clatter of hoofs of cavalry, dismounting from a splendid horse amid a shouting throng, who knelt, and rose, and knelt again; receiving garlands from young Greek girls with blasphemous praises on their ruby lips and in their dark eyes yielding adoration; entering the palace as its master, alone, between ranks of kneeling servants whose foreheads pressed the marble floor  to the foot of that marvelous malachite stair that had golden handrails like long serpents held by laughing nymphs of Parian marble.

There he paused. For at the stairhead Cleopatra stood. The Romans of his staff and the Arabian commanders of his cavalry, grouped on the threshold, watched with speculating eyes. The Romans knew their Caesar in the hour of victory. The Arab chieftains never had beheld such splendor, nor had seen a woman meet men with such calm assurance and gentle dignity. It could not be, they knew, that any unveiled woman, without a eunuch near her, and no barrier between her and a host of men, could stand thus and retain her modesty. A wanton she must be. The white-robed women of the presence grouped behind her, with their bare feet, stained with henna, showing through the straps of jeweled sandals, surely were the light o loves that desert chieftains dream of when the night wind blows across the hot sands of Arabia and black tents are the pits of torment. Wantons  but they wondered.

Caesar knelt. What chivalry, or what artistic genius of gallantry had hold of him none knew  not he, nor Cleopatra. But his officers, observing, whispered to one another she had used the sirens art and snared the calvus moechus, who never until that day had knelt to man or woman.

Neither she nor Caesar spoke. He stretched his arms toward her, too aware of the dignity to mock that moment with a vestige of extravagance. His gesture was a Roman Imperators offering a kingdom he had conquered to the Queen whose heritage it was: and with it homage, as the conqueror, to her whom he acknowledged worthy of the gift. But it was Caesars gift, not destinys. And gracious though his homage was, it was that of the Pontifex Maximus who might remove an image, even of a great god, from a temple in pursuance of his own whim.

Cleopatra, infinitely more aware than Caesar of unseen powers influencing the ebb and flow of the affairs of men, advanced down the malachite stairs to meet him with the rhythm and calm of moonrise, matching even Caesars genius for splendid drama. Better than even Caesar did, she knew the simple and unconquerable force of timeliness  the fitting of words and deeds to moments.

They embraced on the landing midway of the stair, and she was seen to whisper to him. They ascended, he with an arm around her, and the women at the stairhead recognized on Caesars face a gentler vanity: on hers a new, less nervous confidence. In the hall below, the watching Romans whispered she had asked for Arsinoes head for a birthday gift, and that Caesar had assented. Whisper became rumor. Rumor became news. Within the hour it was all over Alexandria that Arsinoe had been slain.

In the same room where she had first met Caesar, Cleopatra let Charmian overhear the secret that she had not hesitated to tell to Olympus. Unaccountably, she had dreaded having to reveal to Charmian, from whom she kept no secrets as a rule, that unkeepable one that she was already destined to be the mother of Caesars child; and, still more unaccountably, she had not guessed what the effect would be on Charmian, of whom, like the Goddess Diana, it was impossible to think as otherwise than virginal. She had supposed that Charmian would shrink from her; or if not that, at least would grieve, although Charmian had known from the first of the intimacy with Caesar, and had never appeared critical.

However, only two words leaped to Charmians lips as she stood gazing into his eyes  unuttered, but so close to utterance that Caesar could not fail to understand her.

Caesars wife! he said and nodded, not unkindly. Charmian, until a Romans wife has borne him three sons she has but a slender claim on wifehood. She may be lawfully set aside by the mere formality of writing her a letter.

It was then that Cleopatra more astonished Charmian, and Caesar, too, than at any time, by anything that she had said or done.

I am no mans wife, nor will be, she announced. I am nothing that can be taken and set aside. I am blessed by the gods, who need no law of human making to provide my son a royal destiny. Who is there higher in Egypt than I am, and to whose law shall I yield myself? Who shall make laws for Caesar? And shall I acknowledge the laws of Rome that Caesar trampled on because they were stupid and had brought Rome to a state of anarchy  even as the laws men made in Egypt had brought Egypt to the very verge of ruin?

That was beyond Charmians skill to answer, though she knitted her brow and would have liked to disagree. Her happiness was wrapped in Cleopatras destiny, and nothing could shake her loyalty, but she could sense the danger of ignoring the laws of men, more easily than she could follow Cleopatras reasoning.

But Caesar leaped into the opening with the alertness with which he usually pounced on opportunity. He neither knew nor cared whether Cleopatra was voicing genuine convictions and her inmost feelings. He recognized her tact and, in a certain sort, her genius. She flattered him in the way that he liked to be flattered, offering him full rein and an opening for escape from what might turn into a grim responsibility. There was a Roman law, that always had been jealously enforced, forbidding a patricians marriage with a foreigner. There were laws he had disregarded, and others he meant to repeal, but knowing the Roman patrician pride he was alert to the danger of repudiating that one. Cleopatras spirit, too, excited him; she practically challenged him to stand with her aloof above the human law, as equals. He could readily concede that, since he was in no possible military danger from her. Egypt as his personal reserve, apart from Rome, would be a source of strength. Dimly, too, he had begun to glimpse the meaning of her other-worldly views, and he reverted to his earlier, friendly judgment of Olympus, whom he suspected of having given her shrewd political advice under the cloak of vague philosophy.

For if there was anything in what Cleopatra and Olympus maintained about mans essential divinity, then he, Caesar, had been justified in overriding the laws of men. That was a subtly comforting reflection, even to a man of Caesars arrogant temper. Far more clearly than Charmian did, he saw the danger of the theory but danger thrilled him. The point was, that he saw the possibility of making that alleged divinity a concrete force in politics. Alexander had succeeded. Why not he? There might, after all, be something in that myth of his own descent from Aeneas and Venus. And he thought, with a moments grim smile, of that other story about Aeneas and Dido.

He did not understand that Aristotles teachings, not enough diluted with discretion, had made Alexander mad. He did know that the world consists, in the main, of people who will believe anything provided someone in authority asserts it often enough and points to what appear to be results. As for himself, he had no legitimate son, and, his only daughter being dead, the thought of founding a new dynasty was worth considering. The sex of the child might make a prodigious difference to his ultimate plans. There was no Roman law against the adoption of a child, whatever his mothers race or origin.

Rest assured of this, he said, you are Queen of Egypt. Your Ptolemaic dynasty was the outcome of Alexanders unfinished work, which I intend to rebegin, rebuild and finish.

I will name our son Caesarion, said Cleopatra. He shall rule what Caesar has made ready.

There was a change in Caesar by the time he left the room to attend to the needs of his men, never neglected when his normally dynamic mood was uppermost. Even his stride had altered as he pondered that idea of mans divinity, confusing fact with essence; overlooking, too, that the divinity is universal. The divinity, for instance, of Apollodorus, on his way in, was neither apparent nor pleasant to contemplate, to Caesar on his way out.

Sullen, savage-looking, dull-eyed  indignation emphasized by the immaculate condition of his clothes  Apollodorus saluted with such lack of courtesy that Caesar paused to stare at him.

Your haste outweighs your memory of manners! he remarked.

Apollodorus met the stare unflinching and with a curling lip that showed less strength than self-disgust inviting recognition  a sub-subtle vanity.

Manners, he retorted, are for those who care for other mens opinion or the future. Having neither trouble on my mind, I nevertheless saluted you from habit. I withdraw the compliment.

I never crucified a man for rudeness, Caesar answered, but I have seen men whose rudeness led them into greater indiscretions, for which there was only one remedy. Your fortune is better than you appear to think if I judge correctly from your attitude. You find me in a forgiving mood. What is the offense you have committed against me, that you so suddenly turn against me?

Apollodorus smiled in spite of himself at that shrewd summary of mans disloyalty to man.

I have done what you never did, he replied. I attempted for one moment to live nobly. Lo, the aftermath! If there is anything you think that you can do to restore my respect for anything, myself and you included, I defy you to make the attempt.

I have been defied by even lesser individuals than you, said Caesar, and have not always thought it necessary to my dignity to take up the challenge.

Tros came, striding along like an Argive warrior in quest of Trojan armies, amber eyes aglow with passionate, impatient purpose.

Here is a man, said Caesar, who has shown me very persistent and resourceful enmity. However, you will observe it is beneath his dignity to be discourteous.

Tros salutation was an oak trees to the wind. Sturdy, rooted deep in valorously held convictions, he acknowledged Caesars eminence and gave him credit for being master of the Roman world, but not of Tros of Samothrace. Bend he must, and even break he might, but neither he himself nor Caesar nor the gods should ever doubt his oaken courage.

Caesar, he said, when his salute had been returned, I have come to require fulfilment of the bargain between us, having done my part.

Apollodorus could not resist that opening for a shaft of acrid humor: Caesar, I suppose you think, is fairer than the gods you advised me recently to trust? Not long ago, Tros, in a moments despicable folly, I made a three-cornered bargain with all the gods and one unhappy woman. She kept her part of it. I and the gods are equal renegades. Your gods mock me, and I mock myself for having mocked my common sense by trusting anything but evil. Evil is the only certainty  evil, death and broken faith, my own included!

Tros knew the cause of Apollodorus trouble. He received the outburst in silence. Caesar, affecting resentment, adroitly used it as a shift for denying Tros the settlement he sought:

Broken faith, he said, is usually charged by men who seek reward and honor for themselves before the hour when destiny awards the laurels. I will speak with you later, Tros, when I can read the meaning of events more clearly. As for you  he frowned at Apollodorus as if pained and disappointed in him if you should compel yourself to think less of fame and profit, and more of duty, you would more readily win my sympathy for you in your affliction, whatever it is.

The worlds arch-plunderer and arch-priest at the shrine of fame strode on to receive the plaudits of his men  to promise them money and tax-free holdings  in a district from which other people should be dispossessed. Apollodorus, making a grimace to Tros, led the way into Cleopatras presence.

But Olympus had entered through another door and was in conversation with her. Tros and Apollodorus had to wait, and Charmian, who was entertaining half a dozen wives of the aristocracy who had come to try to make their husbands peace, broke away  eager to talk to men to whom she could speak her mind unreservedly. She wanted news of Lollianè, knowing Apollodorus had been absent many days in quest of it from the lips of Antipaters men.

Dead! Herod slew her, said Apollodorus, boasting through his foul teeth that she loved him for a night or two and then slew herself when he threatened to send her back to me. He sent that message by the mouth of his father, Antipater, who was at pains that I should fully understand that he was lying. Thus do your glorious gods reward me! They ignore the risk I ran  the sacrifices I have made  my services. And they let Herod grin. I will open a wider gap for him to grin through presently!

His words were so unlike Apollodorus normal understatement of his own emotional reactions that Charmian hardly hid her recognition of the breakdown  hardly tried to hide it. All she said was:

May I be as brave as Lollianè. May I never need to be as brave!

For which Tros bowed to her, then turned and faced Apollodorus.

Caesar slew my father and my wife, he said, and yet I slay not Caesar, though I have had a score of opportunities. Add vengeance to outrage, and shall wisdom be the total?

I have done with compunctions, Apollodorus answered. I am here to take my leave of Egypt, for I will go and slay Herod or die.

I, too, said Tros, am here to ask dismissal, and I need it for a higher purpose than to go slaying rats in Galilee. But I will confess myself a poor prophet if the leave is forthcoming. It is the gods who give leave or withhold it. Caesars and Cleopatras serve for the gods as pieces in the game.

It seems to me that all this godly argument is human cowardice, Apollodorus sneered.

You have not gone very deep into the mysteries, Tros answered, or you would know that cowardice is deafness to the secret counsel of a mans own soul. It is spiritual deafness worse than any animals; it submits him to passion and whim, and leaves him a prey to whatever devil cares to hunt him for his pelt. Sharks  seaweed  anything is nobler than a man who has lost spiritual hearing. For what did Lollianè die? To save her mistress. Is the work done? Had you a hand in it? Then finish the task! For, I tell you, one by one we come before the gods, though we live and die in legions. Rot me all this coward talk of vengeance! It is what Apollodorus does, and not what Herod did, that matters to Apollodorus, and to the gods who are in search of equals to include among themselves.

Then Charmian drew Tros aside, he none too willing; he mistrusted womens confidences.

Tros, she said, Cleopatra will weigh your words, though she might reject mine or anothers without giving thought to them.

Let us hope so, Tros answered. I am here to ask for my dismissal, which Caesar will never grant me unless she persuades him.

Tros, already she is with child!

Tros answered as if the news were neither interesting nor important:

Then she needs Olympus and a midwife. Why me?

Tros, Olympus only prates philosophy. He does not tell her what, or what not, to do. He is not like you; he talks about the universe and eternity when what we need is nows advice  the moments wisdom.

It appears to me he has that wisdom. I have won battles at sea by prating to myself philosophy and thinking of the universe. And I have brought my ship through storms by thinking of eternity.

Tros, speak with her! Tell her again what Caesar is and how unwise it is to trust him Beg her to ask Caesar to divorce his Roman wife before the child is born.

So that he may divorce your Cleopatra also when the time comes? Trust him! Trust him to be Caesar! Do you expect him to become a masculine Cleopatra merely because he has got her with child?

She declares she will never become a Romans legal wife, but that is because a woman with child is not in her proper senses. Tros, tell her about Dido. Tell her

I will tell her, if you like, about me, he answered. I was free of all seas. Yet I put into Alexandria and into Caesars net. Now I must beg Caesars leave to come and go. Shall I advise your Queen to yoke herself to Caesar any faster than he has her now?

What will the world call her?

Will she marry the world? he retorted. I have yet to see anyone gain in reputation by asking the worlds authority to flout the worlds opinion. She may have vision. Can you see through her eyes?

But Caesar may leave her unprotected.

Let us hope so. He left Britain unprotected, after we convinced him twice that he was invading the home of hornets.

But there is no throne that can defy Rome nowadays.

There might be. I think Egyptians might be taught. Give me even what is left of the Egyptian fleet, a month or two to discipline the crews, and I doubt  I gravely doubt whether Caesar could conquer any sea-girt land without my leave.

But neither politics nor statecraft nor the strategy of high-sea fleets was any affair of Charmian. She was wholly, heart and soul, for Cleopatra, shocked by the news of Lollianès death, and utterly mistrustful of Caesars motives. She began to believe that even Tros was unreliable.

Then speak to her about Arsinoe, she urged. Caesar intends that she shall judge Arsinoe, and I think Caesar is testing her. It is one of his tricks. What shall she do, Tros? Shall she order her sister beheaded? Then the world will say that Cleopatra is Caesars cats-paw and merely another Ptolemy. Shall she pardon her? You know Arsinoe? I know her! She will never rest until she has slain Cleopatra by one means or another. She is as vindictive as a viper. What shall Cleopatra do?

Tros hesitated. She shall advise me, he said after a moment. If she knows the answer to that riddle, she is well worth serving a while longer.

Cleopatra sent Olympus to bring Charmian, Tros and Apollodorus to her seat near the window; and then Caesar came, with Calvinus and four other Roman officers. Caesar sat beside Cleopatra. The Romans stood, one of them wondering at Tros muscles, another curiously studying Apollodorus, whose gloomy, half-beaten look belied his brilliant reputation.

Speak, Calvinus, said Caesar.

Calvinus forthwith arraigned Arsinoe and Ganymedes, begging Cleopatra not to see them in the judgment hall but to order their immediate execution, waxing vehement because Cleopatra seemed to be paying slight attention to him. But one of the Roman officers was trying to flirt with Charmian, spreading himself like a cock-pigeon, and Charmians face was much more amusing than Calvinus court-martial arguments.

Treason against the state, insisted Calvinus, has ever been regarded by all honorable men and women as meriting sentence of death.

Cleopatra glanced at Caesar slyly from under dark eyelashes, and Tros eyes glared a watchful challenge, but Caesar appeared unself-conscious, and Calvinus continued:

It is a pity they were not both slain by the mob that made them prisoners and brought them to Caesar.

Well, said Cleopatra, that was Caesars opportunity, not mine. And since he chose to be magnanimous, I can do no better than to follow his example. Let Arsinoe be confined to her palace until she begs my pardon and gives evidence of purpose to amend her ways. We will marry her to someone. Let Ganymedes be kept with the other prisoners who are to be sent to Rome for Caesars triumph.

Are you wise? asked Caesar, studying her face, and Calvinus began to urge him:

Caesar, I beg you to take this matter in your own hands! Wisdom  remember Potheinos, and my advice to you, that if you had followed sooner

The essentials of wisdom utterly elude analysis! said Cleopatra, laughing at Olympus. They are like Olympus smile: there is no knowing what mysteries it hides!  Caesar! She turned to him and her voice changed. In the allegory Isis is a woman bringing forth a child. The dragon pursues the woman to devour, the child. The woman flees. I flee from the thought of vengeance, which is like quicksand, in which serpents dwell.

Are not serpents said to symbolize the wisdom? Caesar asked her.

Not when they dwell in quicksands!

Tragic vanity of grief obliged Apollodorus then to call attention to himself.

Allegories, he remarked, are riddles concocted by priests for our confusion. But I have one that even Olympus may unravel rightly: there is a lying dragon near a lake in Galilee, who slew a woman before she had any chance to bear a child. I ask leave to go and slit that slimy dragons throat.

You speak of whom? asked Caesar, staring at him. Of Herod, Antipaters son.

Cleopatra was on the verge of speech, for that was her first news of Lollianès death. But Caesar saw the blaze of indignation in her eyes and spoke first, glaring at Apollodorus:

Do you dare to set your personal vendettas above Egypts welfare and my alliances? Calvinus, see you to it that Apollodorus stays in Alexandria. Accommodate him with some witnesses. A Roman bodyguard, until he recovers his senses, will save him having to restrain himself.

Apollodorus backed away, throwing a cloak over his face. Calvinus sent a Roman officer to follow him. For a while Cleopatra was silent, studying Caesars face and mastering her own emotion; for already she had learned that statesmanship permits no private griefs to interfere with policy.

Apollodorus, she remarked, when she had herself under control, was an optimist because he had never known misfortune of the kind that stings. He is wavering now between relief that Lollianè is not to cling to him all his days, and vanity that urges vengeance. He will never be the same Apollodorus. But I knew he was too vain to last  just as I know Herod is too venomous to harm more than a few individuals. He will use up his venom too quickly.

What is it you want, Tros? demanded Caesar.

Tros met his gaze. There was an interchange of mutual recognition of the gulf unbridgeable between them.

Orders from the Queen, Tros answered. It is clear I have a destiny that anchors me to Egypt. I will not cut cables; destiny shall run its course. But I am Cleopatras admiral, not Caesars.

Caesar smiled, agreeably but with a tinge of tartness. Cleopatra tucked her feet up on the couch and lay back, studying Tros as if she saw in him an answer to a thousand riddles that Olympus had left unsolved.

Tros, she said, I would give you a wife if I thought you could be tamed to live with one. You might even conquer Arsinoe, only I fear that she would stab you first or poison you. Shall I give you a palace? It would make you more fretful than a caged lion. Money? Later, you may have as much of it as you can use; but I know you cannot be bought with money. What then shall I give you?

A promise, Tros answered. Remember that promise you made me on the day I first came. Remember it, and keep it.

Cleopatra nodded three times. Neither of them looked at Caesar, who was already attending to some tablets that a secretary brought him.


CHAPTER XXVIII. We will never see the old Apollodorus back.

Great men set examples which the lesser imitate. And there are many lesser ones far wiser than the merely great whose greatness causes other men to err; for wisdom has no more to do with size, or noise, or violence, or fame, or riches, than dimension has to do with quality. They may exist together, and they need not. Second only to ability to lead men rightly is ability to choose which leader, out of many, it is wise to follow.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



SWIFTLY Alexandria revived under the hand of Cleopatra, upheld by Caesar. Even more swiftly Caesar modified his views, and Cleopatra hers, she knowing it was useless to attempt to dam the mental energy, of which his physical endowments were a faint, however marvelous, reflection. But he could be guided, and diverted, like the Nile flood. So she yielded all she could yield, and was firm without his knowing it  most firm, in fact, when she appeared most yielding. And she flattered his confidence in Romes and Caesars destiny, encouraging his craving to surpass the exploits of Alexander of Macedon, raising, meanwhile, artfully constructed dikes, in the form of reasons why he should not turn aside to overflow her Land of Khem with those mechanically perfect Roman legions, so tolerant of gods, such deadly adversaries of ideas.

Like Caesar, she could forefeel the beginning of a new, great era. She had only her intuition and ideals with which to resist Romes overflow. She set herself, guilefully and ceaselessly, to color Caesars thought with as much of her own philosophy as he could understand. And while that, like a chemical reacting on a chemical, wrought madness in him, she herself  attempting to absorb into herself in turn some elements of his materialistically masterful philosophy  became corrupted. Never wavering from her own high purpose, nevertheless, she lost at intervals her vision, that was in any event in danger from the lees and fumes of Ptolemaic tendencies, which she inherited, of which she was aware, and which she fought against, with varying success, her whole life long.

Born and educated in the most licentious and corrupt court in the world, with murderers for forebears, the marvel was that she descended no more than she did, at times, into the darker Ptolemaic layers of her nature. Youth and dawning motherhood combined with consciousness of genius to keep her thought uplifted. Caesars love of splendor and his insatiate craving for power, along with his contemptuous appraisal of the value of the worlds opinions and of the danger of disregarding them, corrupted her. His love of power was as contagious as most vices. It amused him to make her, at twenty, an absolute autocrat, and to see her gathering into her hands, day after day more firmly, the control of the most splendid city and the richest country in the known world.

To make her popular he reduced Romes demands for money to the minimum that he needed for the payment of his troops, and he let it be known that it was at her request he did it. The sum of ten million denarii, which he demanded on behalf of Roman creditors was not only moderate but an actually generous concession  a demand comparatively easy for the Alexandrians to meet, in spite of the fact that so much of their city had been wrecked in the fighting. They praised her. They began to talk of offering him the crown of Egypt as her consort  an amusing suggestion typical of Alexandrias conceit that, nevertheless, set Caesar thinking about crowns and thrones  and Rome  and Alexanders empire.

Yet another concession he made to the Alexandrians. His tribune, Calvinus, was not particularly tactful and had been personally offensive to the nobility since that incident of his replacing Ptolemy at the banquet table; so he promoted Calvinus, to get rid of him, sending him to command the troops in Pontus, replacing him with another freedman, Rufinus by name, who was as wholly Caesars man as Calvinus had been, but who almost worshiped Cleopatra and was in sympathy with the Alexandrians own admiration for their city.

Rufinus and Tros grew friendly. Tros, of his own initiative, but with Cleopatras generous encouragement and Caesars cold assent, began to rebuild the Egyptian fleet with the aid of Rhodian shipwrights. The foreign corn trade was a royal monopoly demanding an enormous fleet of ships which Rufinus foresaw would be at Romes disposal if required, but which Tros intended should be an eventual obstacle to Romes imperial progress; so that the two, from motives diametrically opposite, worked hand-in-hand. Caesar saw money  the all-necessary money for his own imperial projects, which a reviving corn trade would pour into Cleopatras treasury. And she was as generous with her money as he could be extravagant with other peoples. It would only need a year or two of peace and normal revenue to make her fabulously rich  another Croesus; Caesar much preferred to have those funds to draw from personally than to see them pouring into the Roman treasury, where the Senate might have too much to say. With private money he could buy the votes of the individual senators  a cynicism he had never balked at.

The importation of Euxine and Lebanon timber in enormous quantities, the laying of keels and the planning of ships and docks kept Tros too busy to observe what else was going on, though Cleopatra might have listened to him had he neglected his own problems to consider hers. Tros mind was on ships, and on a ship canal that should reopen the ancient fairway to the East. Apollodorus was useless, gloaming over his own lost self-esteem and training teams of Arab horses in the stadium, under watchful Roman eyes, enjoying melancholy even while he risked his life a dozen times a day, attempting to break to the racing chariot ungovernable stallions that were a gift to Cleopatra from Semsicaramus of Hemesa, whose cavalry, lent to Caesar, were mounted on desert mares, but who sent that most priceless gift that was in his power to bestow when he learned by messenger how Cleopatras star was rising.

Cleopatra was left entirely under Caesars influence and subject to the flattery of Alexandrian counselors appointed, at Caesars whim, to form her ministry.

And there were Romans constantly arriving now, with messages for Caesar and requests that he should take up the dictatorship in Rome; for the Senate had elected him, in his absence, absolute dictator for the ensuing year. Mark Antony as his lieutenant was not winning wholesale approval; he and Caesar had been outright enemies on more than one occasion and he was even rumored in some quarters to be listening to overtures from Pompeys still rebellious supporters. Those Roman emissaries, treated noncommittally by Caesar, did their utmost to ingratiate themselves with Cleopatra, flattering her in order to discover, if they could, the secret of her influence over the man whom all Rome feared, however much some hated him. They returned to Rome with their imaginations fevered by her magnificent entertainment and by the skill with which she parried, in their own tongue, their bluntly inquisitive questions. All of them accepted handsome gifts, which whetted appetites for more; and all of them carried home incredible tales of how Caesar was being treated as a god by the Egyptians.

For Cleopatra made the most of that convenient convention. Always, and not only in the olden days, when a princes parentage was doubtful the religious legend was invoked of gods in human form begetting offspring from a princess to refresh the spiritual lineage. Such doctrine was accepted literally by the Egyptian populace, to whom their ruler was, if not divine in person, then at least the shadow of divinity on earth. All miracles were credible to them. And even by a number of the educated Alexandrians that theory of divine royalty was accepted almost literally, because of the general human tendency to keep religion in one layer of the mind and in the other layers incredulity, irreverence and common sense. Those Alexandrians who mocked religion as the rankest superstition (and they were many) nevertheless well understood the political advantage of credulity in other people and, consequently, were the last to dream of publicly exploding a myth that could be made to serve convenient dynastic purposes. Intelligence suggested silence, when an argument might lead to rivalry and civil war.

And Cleopatra, being one of those rare women who had been admitted to the inner mysteries, well knew the underlying truth. It was none of her doing that more than nine-tenths of the world was as incapable of understanding esoteric allegories as the animals are blind to mathematics. The essential divinity of every man and every woman  of all the universe and every atom it contained was axiomatic to her. From her viewpoint, there was no advantage in denying her divinity or Caesars and descending to the level of the herd, merely because the herd misunderstood a truth, her understanding of which placed her as high above them as they were higher than the beasts of burden. Anarchy might follow a repudiation of divine right, just as it would follow any effort to explain their own divinity to people not yet capable of comprehending it. They would mistake their lusts for spiritual privilege and Alexandria  all Egypt  would be turned into a shambles.

But she did think Caesar might be made to understand, and she attempted it. One difficulty was that Caesar had made himself ineligible for the mysteries by sexual indulgence in his youth, and even in his middle age, when most men are credited with having bridled their grosser passions. There were minor mysteries, and outer fringes of the great ones that might have admitted him into their lowest ranks if his indulgence had not been so notorious; but, as far as the inner sanctuaries were concerned, where the inner secrets were revealed and, after terrible initiation, men were convinced, by proof, of their immortality, Caesar was as utterly excluded as a dog was from a mausoleum. He might harry, as he did in Gaul, and had meant to do in Britain, the reputed hierophants. He might burn them alive  flog, rack, crucify. But the lips of those who had attained initiation were as sealed as if death had silenced them. No death that Caesar could impose could be as terrible as that awaiting anyone who profaned the least of the mystery secrets by revealing it to uninitiated individuals; for whether that death was merely figurative, in the form of ostracism, or physical, as sometimes happened when public opinion was too thoroughly aroused, it included the self-recognition as a traitor to his oven soul, that the hardest must flinch from, and that those possessed of character enough to be accepted in the inner shrine would infinitely rather die than face. The world was full of tales of what went on within the mysteries, but those were told by men who had had to imagine; and men whose unbridled lusts exclude them from occult ceremonies are unlikely to imagine decency, or anything approximating truth.

However, it was possible to hint and to arouse a speculative interest in Caesar that might lead to a dawning consciousness of truths, so near to the mystery teachings as to serve the same high purpose. Socrates had reached a comprehension of the truths unaided. It was impossible for Cleopatra, an initiate, to speak or act without in some way, indefinably perhaps, but noticeably indicating her familiarity with cosmic secrets; an initiate could usually recognize another without interchange of challenge and answer or secret handclasp. She could hardly help guiding Caesars mental processes.

And there was one strong virtue that Caesar possessed, which made it possible to reach and stir his higher intuition: he had never meddled with the black arts. Sorcery and high ideals are as mutually exclusive as light and darkness. Sorcery was so abhorrent to him that he had, in Gaul particularly, wrecked and scattered purely ethical associations because he had been falsely informed that their secret practices were witchcraft or something worse.

But Cleopatra had another difficulty to overcome, and it was almost as insuperable as the silence she must keep. She was now with child. Difficult and rare although it was for any woman to obtain initiation, there was one rule even more inviolable: during pregnancy, and until she had weaned her child, she was forbidden access to the mysteries for reasons which every initiated woman understood so clearly that she would never have dreamed of attempting to avoid the rule. She was excluded for her own protection.

Foreseen when the veil was lifted to admit her as a virgin princess, the difficulty had been partly solved for Cleopatra by providing her with contact in the person of Olympus, so that even when the normal processes of nature shut her from the sanctuaries where her inspiration, growing dim, might be relit, Olympus could supply enough reflected spiritual light to rearouse her courage which is an essential requirement on the upward planes of thought. High thinking taxes courage to its limit.

Ever since the school established by Pythagoras had come to grief through trespassing in the realm of politics the hierophants of the inner mysteries had set their faces rigidly against a repetition of that error. Cleopatra, as the Queen of Egypt, had her own task to accomplish, on a plane on which no hierophant would interfere. Their aim was to preserve the spiritual knowledge and to re-enlighten all the world, not only Egypt; nations and boundaries meant less than nothing to them. Her duty was to make their task less difficult by resisting the wave of mercenary frenzy that was threatening to engulf the world. The only help that she might look for was the strengthening of her vision by inpouring of sublime rays of intelligence; that, and the encouraging admission of her right to wear the crown and scepter of the Upper and the Lower Nile.

However, even on the surface and in the realm of politics, such help was of enormous value. The Egyptian priests were not notorious for purity; their contact with the ignorance of masses, who accepted literally allegories meant to indicate unspoken secrets of the cosmos, had imbued great numbers of them with contempt  an attitude exclusive of that inner light in which a spiritual purpose thrives. But one and all, from the high priests of the temples downward to the lowest ranks of newly frocked confessors, they were in awe of the sacred mysteries  particularly of the Mystery of Philae; and they knew that Cleopatra was approved by Philae  crowned and blessed by Philaes emissaries. So they used their influence in Cleopatras cause.

And Caesar very soon became aware of the enormous power of the priests  a power that was inevitably sterilized by civil war, but that grew stronger with every day of stabilized government. The practice of confession made the priests recipients of all the secrets of the city. Alexandrian love of festivals and glorious processions gave the priesthood opportunity to hypnotize the populace with solemn gaiety and ritualistic glamour. Romes priesthood was the aristocracy itself, which had advantages for the aristocracy but split society in twain; whereas Egypts priests were a third estate depending for its revenues and power on the throne, which it supported and from which, in turn, it derived authority.

That priesthood, which he could not, in his own mind, separate from the entirely independent, overbrooding spiritual hierarchy, interested Caesar. He began to study it. When Cleopatra, wearing the royal robes of Isis and borne on an open golden litter so that all Alexandria might see her exercising the divine right, went to the Serapium in splendid procession to identify herself with unseen powers that had brought peace, Caesar, watching from a window, saw the crowds lay foreheads in the dust and saw the high priest on the temple steps receive her, amid blaring music, as if Time were welcoming a young year, to reward it with his blessing and to send it forth enriched by an ensuing season.

Rome had no such ceremony  nor such a temple, where the divers deities all blended into one, and all were represented without lessening the dignity of any. Rome had no such glamour to confer on her dictator as those priests provided for their Queen. Caesar perceived the value, on the merely mundane surface, which was all he cared about, of recognition as the representative on earth of unseen gods. Plainly, the ignorant herd not only liked, but needed, deities that it could hear and see.

Historical events were periodically carved and painted on the temple walls, symbolically, to suggest the ever-close association between gods and men. In temple after temple they began to picture Cleopatra holding intimate communion with Amon  recognizable as Caesar, who raised no objection. He preferred the ithyphallic significance of that to his better-known title of calvus moechus, that he had had to endure for many years with none too easily assumed indifference. His dignity was very precious to him. Deification seemed perhaps the best way to remove old stigmas.

Natural austerity increased. He grew paternally benevolent to Cleopatra, chilly and aloof toward the Alexandrians, more and more distantly proud in his dealings with Rome, whose constantly returning messengers reported him as fast in Cleopatras toils. He gave ridiculous excuses to them for his absence: as that the wind was adverse, or that the military situation needed his direct attention on the spot. Nor did he trouble himself to write dispatches.

The truth was that his ideas were undergoing transmutation and he wanted time to think; and a theory of the Egyptian priests, that epilepsy was a state of consciousness in which the mortal held communication with the unseen powers, encouraged him to study what the nature of these unseen powers possibly might be. His attacks of epilepsy had begun to recur more frequently, and he dreaded them; whatever argument might serve to minimize that dread was welcome.

Meanwhile, the dungeons of Alexandria were emptied at his command to supply victims for the Roman games, and his agents were set to work procuring wild animals to be sent to Rome by shiploads, some to await his own arrival, others to be used at once in the arenas as the great dictators gift, to keep the populace in a state of fevered expectation. Though he ignored the Senate, and not even Cicero could persuade him to answer indignant correspondence, he was careful to make the Roman mob remember him, and in addition to the lions and elephants, the hippopotami, giraffes, enormous apes, the crocodiles and savage bulls, he began to send shiploads of weapons as trophies to use in his triumph.

It was on those ships that Cleopatra sent her emissaries to reside in Rome and keep her privately informed of whatever political changes might be taking place behind the scenes. With Caesars knowledge, and without it, she sent missionaries to revive the Romans interest in Isis, knowing that what nearly every Roman craved was knowledge of an after-life, which his own religion barely hinted at. She knew that much of the Romans ruthlessness was due to ignorance of any reason why they should not plunder and enslave the world; if after-life was no more than a lingering around neglected tombs, then it was logical to make the most of this life at the cost of other people. She proposed to change the Roman consciousness. Familiar herself, as all the educated Alexandrians had long been, with Buddhist teachings, that were the subject of almost daily lectures in the Bruchium colonnades, she hoped by imitating Caesars propaganda methods to sow peace where he stirred excitement.

What she overlooked was that the advent of a new idea usually raises public restlessness to fever heat, until the passion now and then boils off in bloodshed. Sending quietist philosophy to Rome was rather like pouring oil on a furnace in driblets. And she did not foresee that the Romans would prefer the long-notorious Egyptian sorcery to any pure philosophy that she could send them, though Olympus warned her. She became increasingly impatient when Olympus hinted that there might be deadly danger in her plans.

Meanwhile, Caesars troops insisted on their customary privilege of holding gladiatorial games, and an arena was constructed on the outskirts of the city, where a few score pairs of felons were compelled to slay each other, or were torn by lions. It was a shabby spectacle, the victims being untrained, and the Alexandrians resented it all the more in that Caesar absented himself They would have liked him to observe their furious contempt for such uncivilized amusement. Stones began to be thrown at Roman soldiers in the streets, and all the pacifying work of weeks might have been undone, had not Cleopatra thought of rescuing Apollodorus from the depths of his depression.

She sent for him. She commanded him. When he had left her presence she announced: We will never see the old Apollodorus back, but he will be as amusing and as undependable as ever.


CHAPTER XXIX. Who hath regarded a horse, and the soul of the song that resides in him?

The essence of a true philosophy is ease. It may, it usually does, take effort to acquire it, and yet effortlessness is its nature, since it recognizes WHAT Is rather than what might be. This is why the true philosopher has dignity without demanding it, but he who struggles to obtain dignity appears ridiculous, and he who fears its loss is like a madman nailing shadows to a wall.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



FESTIVALS were the breath of the life of Alexandria. The climate lent itself to merry-making, and the beauty of the marble city was the inspiration. Caesar, who loved splendor and movement and life, seriously pondered the idea of making Alexandria his capital. It could be easily defended. It was close to the sources of enormous wealth and limitless supplies of corn. It would serve well as a starting-point for conquest of the East. The climate of Rome was dreary in comparison, and deadly with malaria; he foresaw that it might take generations to transform that brick-built, squalid, ancient city on the Tiber into the splendid empire-plexus of his dreams.

With his customary mastery of detail, he devoted intricate attention to the parks, the zoological gardens, the open-air public dining-places where the holiday-keeping crowd was liberally fed with good food and indifferent wine from the royal cellars. Wishing to see Alexandria at its gayest, he requested Cleopatra to decree a sort of saturnalia to celebrate the resumption of the citys normal life, and most of the ideas that he incorporated afterward into his method of corrupting and controlling Rome were suggested to his inquiring mind during those extravagant weeks while he and Cleopatra watched the festivals together.

He made extravagant contributions, in his own name but with Alexandrian money, to all the important temples with a request that the money be spent on celebrating peace and the dawn of prosperity; so that day after day the principal streets became, as it were, rivers of flowing crowds, all gaily dressed, all laughing, singing  led in religious procession by sacred black bulls and by the companies of priests surrounding their aged heirophant veiled in heliotrope and robed in priceless splendor  before they threw off all restraint and solemn thought to live life madly for the moment.

But the gaiety, the reveling and drunkenness, the dancing in the streets and torch-lit boating on Lake Mareotis were preliminary  merely the producers of the proper mood from which to rise to that crowning arch-delight of Alexandria  the chariot races. Tickets for the stadium were free, but they were numbered and the thirty thousand seats were allotted in strict proportion to residents of the several city wards; several days before the races upper seats were changing ownership at prices more than the equivalent of one years income of some of the purchasers, and the price of a box would have bought two racing chariots, their horses, grooms and experienced charioteers. There was tremendous excitement because the Jews, already exercising privileges granted them by Caesar, were allotted a percentage of the seats; but most of the Jews compromised by selling out at stupendous prices, thus avoiding a riot, and in the end only Esias and five friends occupied the one box that had been allotted to them as a mark of distinction, next to the seats reserved beside the royal box for distinguished strangers, in which Tros sat so near to Cleopatra that he could talk to her across the gilded rail and could feel the flutter of the peacock-feather fans.

Caesar was in the royal box, wearing his purple cloak and golden chaplet, grimly disregarding the indecent songs the Alexandrian humorists sang about him (they were the most impudent lampoonists in the world, and to have whipped them would have stirred the citys indignation even more than granting civic liberties to Jews had done). There was a parade of Roman legionaries to begin with that gave no offense worth mentioning because it came as a glamourous climax to the marvelous and wholly unexpected, good-tempered and yet rigidly enforced efficiency with which the public had been herded by Caesars veterans, every man and woman to the proper seat. Even Esias and his friends were not hooted; and for a while Caesar and Cleopatra were accorded generous ovations, that were repeated and repeated until pandemonium broke loose at last with the appearance of the first competitors.

There were six events for professional charioteers, all slaves or freedmen, commencing with a race for two-horse teams, and men comparatively unknown, each succeeding race presenting better- and yet better-known men and horses; so that the excitement grew and gathered until the climax when, in the seventh race, the amateurs of Alexandria competed in person with famous four-horse teams on which they had spent fortunes, and on which they and the public wagered such incredible amounts that bankruptcy and even personal slavery were not uncommonly the outcome. Many an Alexandrian had never visited his distant Nile-bank, revenue-producing corn-land, or his mines, until enormous losses on the race-course compelled him to rebuild a fortune in retirement.

From the moment when the golden trumpets blew the fanfare and the first four chariots, with their drivers dressed in red, white, green and yellow opened the proceedings with a trial canter once around the stadium, there was a rising wave of passionate suspense that burst in a storm of exultation when the starter gave the signal and the race began.

There were rules, but no mercy for the man whose skill could not protect him from the fouling of an adversary. Whoever pinned a rival against the barrier and crushed him, or who stole the inside course at a turn and made his gain good by bumping the rival team and leaving charioteer and horses wrecked and struggling in a broken heap, received the plaudits of the crowd and no official would have dared to disqualify such a skilful victor. There was betting as to how many contestants in each race would bite the dirt, and only once, that whole day, did the wagerers on zero win the odds.

The frenzy became inhuman. There were fights among the spectators, for no reason except that excitement had to find relief; the Roman legionaries were kept busy with their spear-butts prodding rose-wreathed Alexandrians who were pulling hair and punching noses simply because they had betted on different teams and could not watch the outcome without venting their hysteria on one another.

In between the races the arena swarmed with acrobats and clowns who helped to relieve the emotional strain and to occupy the long intervals provided for the professional gamblers who paid highly for their privilege. That was the recognized opportunity for new troupes of performers to advertise themselves for employment by the nobility at their profligate evening entertainments, and the competition to amuse was consequently brilliant and bitter, but the gales of laughter seldom came until the trumpets sounded to clear the course and a cohort of cavalry, armed with whips, pursued them tumbling over one another out of the arena with the clowns making the most of the chance to appear ridiculous.

The only quiet spectators in the stadium, outside the royal box, were the officers of Caesars Arab cavalry who occupied the seats of honor in a line with Tros. They sat like graven images, contemptuous alike of charioteers and horses, of the noisy Alexandrians and of everything except the women, whose unveiled beauty set their eyes aglow and whose vivacious gestures made them wary of movement lest they should betray their own lawless lust. They had desert manners, those Arab chieftains, and a bone-dry estimate of the essentials, that made them respectful of Caesar and intolerantly disrespectful of the city peoples judgment of a horse. Tros and Caesar were the only two men in all that multitude who gained their admiration, by restraining whatever excitement and almost entirely disguising whatever interest they might feel. Tros now and then leaned across the gilded rail to talk to Cleopatra about his friend, Caswallon, the King, who, according to Tros, preferred unbroken horses and a roadless countryside. His memories of Britain had grown glamourous during the years since he had helped Caswallon to defeat the Roman legions led by Caesar.

Caesars secretaries brought baskets full of books, which he studied with knitted brows and one leg crossed over the other. He ignored the racing, now and then reading aloud to Cleopatra passages that he considered noteworthy and enjoying her brilliant comments; for she was as familiar as he was with the works of the philosophers and he had not yet found one subject on which she could not converse with him with original intelligence.

Caesar, preferring not to risk defeat, was not competing in the seventh race, in which it was usual for the court to be represented and for which almost any prominent Alexandrian would have been delighted to enter his own best team and charioteer in Caesars name. However, it was known  and known particularly to the Arabs, who accepted it as a tactful and auspicious compliment  that Cleopatra had entered those four priceless stallions that had been sent her by Sampsicaramus. The horses, being unknown to the Alexandrians, found very little favor in the betting, but it had been rumored for days, from end to end of Alexandria, that Apollodorus was to take the reins. It was considered likely that Apollodorus almost endless run of luck had spent itself. The fortune-tellers, shrewdly studying the law of averages, were unanimous about it. And it was also known that Apollodorus three most noted rivals had leaped at the chance to replace him in the popular esteem.

Two of them, Phidias and Cleisthenes, had been political supporters of Prince Ptolemy. Included in Caesars general amnesty they had, nevertheless, been mulcted mercilessly by the officials whose duty it was to collect the money payable to Rome; so they had wagered heavily to recoup themselves, and they were bidding, too, for popularity to save them from political extinction. Both young, they had all the attributes that mobs approve in aristocracies, including good looks, arrogance and courage. Politically they were jealous of Apollodorus; personally they hated him, having felt his sarcasm; and they knew that in spite of his favor at court he was under a present cloud of melancholy that was likely to obscure his spirit and his almost superhuman skill. Furthermore, they were aware that his team was only partly trained; so that each regarded the other as the real opponent and they had thought it safe to lay long odds against Apollodorus chance, as well as wise to agree on convenient means of making the race a duel between themselves.

The third competitor, named Gelo, nearly forty years of age, had been one of Arsinoes chief adherents and had taken part in her betrayal into Caesars hands. He, too, was in the race for popularity, which he direly needed. But he hated Apollodorus with a virulence more bitter than that of the other two contestants. They were, after all, young noblemen as capable of like as dislike. Gelo was a no mans friend who thought that popularity depended solely on success and that success entailed somebodys ruin. An approach that he had once made to Apollodorus, with a view to buying his social and political friendship had been rejected with light-hearted indifference that stung and drove him into Arsinoes party, only to find himself again mistrusted and unpopular. He justified the mistrust by being among the first to seek credit for her surrender into Caesars hands; and now he proposed at last to win the plaudits of the crowd as well as Caesars gratitude by humbling in the dust the brilliant horseman who had worn the victors golden laurel wreath too long.

Gelo had observed that Caesar disliked men in his environment who distracted attention from his own preeminence. The safest way, it seemed to him, to establish claims on Caesar was to render unasked but important services and then to be unobtrusive but expectant of recognition. He had noticed, and he had heard it said, that Caesar now and then showed irritation at the ease with which Apollodorus made himself the center of attraction; he proposed to earn Caesars gratitude and simultaneously to make a strong impression on the public by contriving the handsome favorites defeat. The more spectacular and ignominious that defeat the better; and as for the personal risk, it was no more than proportionate to the boundless social and political opportunities that were contingent on success.

It had not been difficult for Gelo to produce in the public mind anticipation of some calamity to Apollodorus. He had revived, and his agents had busily spread, the half-forgotten rumor that Apollodorus had been Cleopatras lover until Caesar replaced him in her affections. All the world knew what the fate of a discarded lover ought to be; the fellow should have killed himself to prevent one calamity from following another. To drive the Queens own horses in a desperate effort to restore himself into her favor was too great a temptation to offer the inscrutable dealers of evil luck. Caesar had probably hired someone to weaken the chariot axle or to tamper with the horses food. The odds against Apollodorus, who hitherto had almost always been an odds-on favorite, were at ten to one. There was even money being laid on Phidias and Cleisthenes, and Gelo scarcely figured in the betting.

The odds against Apollodorus went to twenty to one the moment the teams came through the entrance gate beneath the royal box. Apollodorus had drawn the outside station and should have come last, but he shot under the archway out of turn, avoiding Phidias by a miracle, and wheeling to the left the wrong way of the course  unable to control the four flame-colored stallions that fought the bits and one another and appeared to revert to savagery at the sight of the arena and its thirty thousand yelling occupants. The gate attendants, who should have tried to seize the horses heads and turn them, jumped clear in a panic to avoid heels and wheels. Apollodorus had to let the war-trained, chariot-shy stallions take him almost half around the course before he turned them at last and began to follow the other three chariots that, in accordance with long established custom, were parading prior to the race.

The odds went now to a hundred to one against him. Twice his stallions crashed into the barrier set down the midst of the stadium to divide the course and once they nearly jumped the six-foot wooden wall into the crowded lower seats; they would have jumped it, had they all been of the same mind, but they were fighting one another at the same time that they rebelled against the guidance of reins and whip.

Caesar rolled up a parchment manuscript and watched them. There was something in that fight between a reckless man and four yoked passions incarnated in the wind-bred desert stallions that appealed to his sense of domination. He smiled and spoke to Cleopatra; and because his smile was naturally sardonic when seen in profile vanishing in deep lines at the corners of his mouth, there were many who remarked that he was sneering at her favorite. She nodded back confidently, but that was to be expected; nobody had ever seen her look less than confident in public.

Caesar was seen to send a secretary to the box in which the Jews were seated. It was noticed that Esias left the box in a great hurry and did not return until the race was about to start, when he nodded to Caesar, who raised his left hand in acknowledgment. There were many who rightly deduced from that that Caesar had placed a substantial bet, but only some professional gamblers knew he had wagered almost enough on Apollodorus to ruin the losers, if, by accident or some amazing stroke of luck, Apollodorus should snatch the victory. Caesar was not a man who believed much in the soothsayers or who overlooked the long odds when recklessness and courage coupled with experience were at war with frenzied strength against over-confident opponents. He had won one or two such victories himself. What he had said to Cleopatra was:

That young man hopes to die in the arena where he won his laurels. Death comes not so obediently. Observe my Arab officers.

It was easy to observe them without their knowing it. Their eyes were on those four rebellious stallions and not a motion escaped them, not a symptom of condition or a detail of the way in which Apollodorus got them gradually under his control without reducing one fraction of their fiery resentment of restraint. They were sweating, snorting, kicking at the hated chariot, but they had hardly yet begun to feel their strength, and they were discovering that the fragile racing shell was something that it was easier to flee from than to shake loose. An Arab began to question Tros as to where and with whom bets could be placed and presently he vanished after making a collection of his companions money. The other Arabs  twenty of them  began to chant their tribal rhapsody that had in it the breath of deserts and the passionate mystery of unknown causes:

Allah! Who knoweth the horse and the spirit of strength that resides in him!
Allah! His eyes are as embers that glow in the jewels of Sheba!
Allah! The breath of his nostrils: it burns as the blaring of trumpets!
Allah! The thunder of hoofs as a dawn rises over the desert!

Who hath regarded a horse, and the soul of the song that resides in him?
Spirit of wandering wind, and the pride of the Djinn that resides in him!
Lo, how he wandereth forth, and the heat and the drought are his homeland!
Lo, how he paweth the earth, how he raiseth his head to the challenge!

The race was four times around the arena, starting and finishing in front of the royal box. A quarter of an hour was used up getting the contestants into line, the teams of Phidias and Cleisthenes not causing much trouble, but Apollodorus stallions becoming increasingly violent as a result of Gelos deliberate efforts to obstruct and irritate them. There were a dozen false starts, the voice of the throng, like an explosion, each time maddening the horses into greater frenzy.

Cleopatra leaned over the front of her box and tried to throw a rose down to Apollodorus as the teams wheeled and passed her in the thirteenth attempt to cross the starting line together. It struck the off-side stallion on the ear; he shook his head, screamed an insulted challenge to his yoke-mates and all four, seizing the bits in their teeth, went headlong up the course exactly as the starter gave the signal.

That saved Apollodorus. Gelo, meaning to make short work of him, with one eye on the starter, wrenched at the reins to hurl his own team sidewise into Apollodorus four  too late! Apollodorus shot past, neck and neck with Phidias and Cleisthenes, careering headlong for the turn, and holding his own in spite of being on the outside and having a greater distance to traverse.

The proper course for Gelo to have taken then would have been to follow, saving his team for a spurt, and watching for opportunity to cut in on the inside whenever the terrific speed should force the contestants wide of the turns at the barriers ends. By that means he might have stolen the lead after a round or two. But instead he lashed his horses and pursued at utmost speed, endeavoring to crowd in from the rear and force Apollodorus to the outer wall.

At the far turn, on the first lap, Apollodorus executed a maneuver that in one instant restored the crowds enthusiasm for him He contrived to check his stallions for a second; then he loosed them and sent them like a bolt out of a catapult into the gap that opened between Phidias and Cleisthenes. There was not an inch to spare and both men tried to crush him between them, losing enough speed by that to send Apollodorus shooting to the front. By the time he had reached the home turn he had gained a chariots length and had the inside berth.

And now the stadium became the heart of thunder, as the spectators realized that they were witnessing another such race as had made Apollodorus famous. Men ceased to behave like human beings. The Arabs clasped one anothers hands and swung together in motions meant to stimulate the magic that resides in horses hearts and legs. Women tore their clothing and beat their breasts. The Roman legionaries lost all interest in keeping order; they, too, cried to the gods to favor this or that one and gesticulated with dice-throwing gestures, leaning across the shoulders of whoever happened to be nearest. Men in the front rows stood, and men behind them smote them down on to their seats. There were shrieks from women pressed against the arena wall. And through and through the din came sharp staccato volleys from the bull-lunged professional gamblers, as the odds against Apollodorus shortened by fifty per cent. explosions and he became the odds-on favorite.

Apollodorus team, in front now, with nothing in sight to overtake, reverted to rebellion and swung wide; Phidias and Cleisthenes opened up to let Gelo through, both yelling to him as he passed them; Gelo, lashing furiously, drove in on Apollodorus left hand but did not pass him; he crowded him outward and farther outward as the Arab stallions gave ground nervously, until Cleisthenes and Phidias had room to challenge once more on the inside and all four raced abreast for the turn at the far end.

There was no holding that pace, and there was no room for Apollodorus to pursue his former tactics. Gelo nursed him, trying to crowd him to the outer wall. But the superior speed of the four bay stallions told and he headed Gelo, forcing him to give way to the left; it was possible to crowd in on a reckless driver who held a lead by even half a head, if he could only make his horses swerve in toward the challenger instead of edging away. Apollodorus gained again on Phidias and Cleisthenes, with Gelo hanging on his flank to worry him, and Phidias and Cleisthenes drew rein a little, being minded not to spend their horses strength too early in the game. At the turn by the royal box all four were in a crowd together, with Apollodorus on the outside.

Once more Phidias and Cleisthenes let Gelo pass them, as if they were willing to let Gelo make the pace, which was no unusual proceeding. An experienced eye could tell by now that Gelos horses were outclassed; it was a race between Apollodorus and the other two. But they took the turn wide, permitting Apollodorus to repeat his diagonal spurt that placed him again on the inside, neck and neck with them, and Gelo leading. There was something a bit too obvious about the way they let him steal that great advantage; his unruly team was at its best with something ahead to overtake and thundering hoofs on the right hand by way of added inspiration. Din died. Everybody saw there was a foul about to take place, as all three chariots gave chase to Gelo, whips fanning, gaining on him  and Apollodorus, his heart in the race at last, utterly forgetting melancholy and the will to die, discerned the trap too late! His rivals had him hemmed in, extended and blocked beyond all possibility of reining clear of a collision.

But by only he knew what compelling magic of the reins Apollodorus checked his frenzied team enough, three-chariot-lengths before they reached the turn, to upset calculations. Phidias, nearest to him on the right, and watching him, with his team in hand, checked also, hemming him in, but Cleisthenes on the outside, not aware that Apollodorus was awake to the danger, fanned his four bays and shot ahead, thus overtaking Gelo, who had slowed a trifle; and Gelo thought that Cleisthenes was Apollodorus.

One thing that Gelo did not lack was courage. Pulling his horses heads together to break the rhythm of their gallop and throw them into confusion he suddenly leaned his whole weight on the off rein. The team tried to answer to it, tripped one another and fell, at the turn, in the path of Cleisthenes, who met the fate intended for Apollodorus and charged headlong into the wreck.

A writhing mass of chariots, men and horses was thus spread directly in Apollodorus path. Phidias, being on the outside, pulled clear, but allowed no room for Apollodorus to avoid the obstacle. The roar of thirty thousand voices rose to a shriek, for it was evident that Phidias was to finish the race alone. Apollodorus was done for  gone the way of many an erstwhile favorite.

But Apollodorus possibly remembered his desire to die then. Or perhaps his instinct to take all chances and never to admit defeat until defeat was proved and irrevocable governed his brain and nerve and overrode all lesser emotions. He cracked on speed. He shouted to his stallions. He braced himself and, seeming to gather magnetism from the tumult in the air, drove headlong at the writhing mass of shattered chariots and kicking horses.

Those four stallions of his were trained in war. The agonized excitement of the onlookers awakened in them all the sudden fire and spirit that an Arab chieftain values. They were unanimous at last; they understood the endeavor demanded of them  the impossible that they must overcome. They leaped the wreckage, dragging their chariot through behind them. The shock and the jerk  the exultant frenzy and the tumult from the madly moving sea of faces all around them  the exertion of their utmost, wildest, wantonest determination loosed their battle ardor. The collision, as the chariot wheels struck wreckage, threw them slightly sidewise and they saw Phidias team on the outside racing belly to the earth to make good the advantage. They snorted  challenged  charged it, only swerving to the left in answer to the reins in time to shoulder the team, instead of crashing headlong into it to fight with teeth and hoofs as they intended. The shock threw Phidias near-side horse; the other three went down on top of him, and Phidias was catapulted, with a broken neck, against the wall of the arena.

The attendants hurried out from doors in the arena wall to pull the men free, kill the injured horses and drag away the wreckage. There was no obstruction left by the time Apollodorus had made the circuit of the arena. He finished the race alone amid a tumult such as even Alexandria had never witnessed, and Cleopatra herself descended from the royal box, to stand on the rose-embowered platform that was wheeled out from the entrance gate and crown him with the golden chaplet that many Alexandrians would have preferred to a kingdom.

Then the crowd broke all restraint and poured into the arena, mobbing him, dancing around him, flattering him with sacrilegious names and tearing off scraps of his tunic as souvenirs, until they all but stripped him naked. Caesar and Cleopatra were forgotten. All Alexandria was in love again with its former idol, and even Tros went down into the arena to help to rescue him from the mobs embraces and to tell him he was almost as good as Caswallon, the King.

Only Cleopatra, Caesar and the Arab chieftains did not lose their heads over Apollodorus. The Arabs sang their rhapsody about the horses, holding hands and swinging to and fro to emphasize the rhythm:

Who hath regarded the horse? Allah! He treadeth them under him  
Desert and valley and hill; mountain and plain are his kingdom.
Who is a lord of the horse? Lo, he is more than a conqueror!
Money and women and love, all these are his for the asking!

They descended to collect their money and to look for love among the women who were clamoring around Apollodorus. Caesar, watching the crowd while the attendants stood ready to escort him and Cleopatra to her litter that was waiting, borne on the shoulders of twenty-four slaves, wore such a sardonic, thin-lipped smile that for the moment Cleopatra thought Apollodorus was in danger from him.

He has forgotten Lollianè now, she said, and he will be as useful as ever, because he has manners and is not afraid of people. But he will never be dangerous. He is made of vanity extremely well starched, and I always know how to damp the starch or stiffen it when needed.

I was thinking of the crowd, said Caesar. Whether or not there are gods and an after-life, and whether or not there are gods on earth in the shapes of mortal men, it is apparent that the populace needs something of the sort. It might be policy  it might be closer to the truth than I suspect, to recognize the need and to accept the deification. Otherwise it might be necessary always to be surpassing the exploits of charioteers and similar people, who think that acrobatics are a sign of virtue.


CHAPTER XXX. Caesar  were you afraid to cross the Rubicon?

Whoever is so awake to the phenomena of the material world as to reason chiefly from the basis of the things he sees, is correspondingly asleep to the realities of intuition and the spiritual universe, and his waking is worse than his sleep. The slave of instinct, he is as an owl in daylight, when the inner voices speak; or as a dove in darkness, when the spirit challenges; and as the spider that has spun her web so is he, competent among the dungheap flies: but when the weather changes, lo! what shall become of him?
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



BUT there came an end of celebration for the city, because mortal men must swing like pendulums between the prize and paying for it  between math and aftermath. On sunlit marble steps the hierophants, with faces veiled in mystery of heliotrope, entoned a blessing from inscrutable divinities whose symbols were the sun and moon and stars. Then Alexandria went back to work, to earn the taxes and consider the executions at the city gate.

For it was not within Caesars idea of what was good, either for his own troops or for Alexandria, that disaffected and abominable men should totally escape example. What he needed was stabilization and money; a tonic was called for to insure both. But it was only decent to defer the punishments until the holiday was over; and they were only unimportant people, with no influence worth mentioning, who were now to serve the public weal and Caesars purposes by being tortured.

Alexandrians disliked crucifixions, as a vulgar and indecent eyesore, necessary to keep slaves in order, but revolting to the passer-by; which was Caesars considered reason for selecting that method of advertising how extremely unrevengeful he had been and how fortunate they were who had enjoyed his tolerance. In all, not more than fourteen score unfortunates were flogged on backs and stomachs and nailed alive to upright balks of timber near the Gate of Canopus, where potentially much more dangerous people on their way to enjoy an evening in the Groves of Eleusis might regard them and remember prudence. The legend tied to each ones breast was to the effect that he had brought upon himself the discipline of Rome by rebelling against the Queen whom Rome had recognized. The executions were attended to by Caesars men; he did not witness them in person, but he left no room for doubt in anybodys mind that it was Rome, and above all Caesar who imposed peace and would henceforth punish its infringement.

Cleopatra, who received the public credit for the moderation used in meting out penalties, began now seriously to consider Caesars awakening restlessness and to divert it. His devotion to herself was apparently absolute, but she was too sensible to suppose that there were no more unexplored compartments of his ambitious mind, or that his contentment with the Alexandrian climate and the luxuries of the Lochias would keep him eternally dancing attendance on her.

She saw, and she pointed out to Caesar, that there was nothing to prevent him from defying Rome, as in fact he had done more than once already. The loyalty of the Roman legions was as personal to himself as were the money he had wrung from Gaul and the estates that he had bought with it.

By returning to Rome, she told him, you will make no new friends. Rather you will stir old enmities. Would it not be wiser to let Rome decay, while you summon your loyal friends around you, reward them here in Alexandria, and make yourself so strong by that means that no senate on earth can challenge your authority?

He seriously thought of it, although he smiled incredulously to conceal the treason. He knew the bitter jealousy and pride of Rome. He knew how Cicero, and others, would resist every move he might make in his plan to make himself a crowned king  the first king of the royal house of Caesar  and perhaps  he was not sure of that yet, but perhaps  with Cleopatra for his consort and their son the anointed heir. He could divorce his wife Calpurnia without difficulty, and by persuading some other man to marry her he might even negotiate a strong political alliance. But he secretly dreaded the gibes of the Romans; personal abuse and the sneers of such important men as Cicero and Cato stung him much more than he was ever willing to admit. He dreaded that ordeal, although he knew how to silence Cato presently, for Cato was in arms against him Above all, and in spite of his hold on the mind of the Roman mob, he doubted whether even he was great enough to defy with impunity that law against marrying foreigners which was almost as much a part of Romes religion as were the ancient sacrificial rites.

It was into that rift in his reflections that Cleopatra thrust her subtlest arguments:

Here, Caesar, you are already accepted as a god. Men recognize you, knowing that it proves their own spiritual discernment to accord you that distinction. Why make your headquarters in Rome, where men are too grossly superstitious to accept an idea that is new to them?

He did not admit to Cleopatra that his craving for a throne was stronger than any other problem in his thought, but she divined it; and again she caused her ministers to urge him to accept the throne of Egypt in co-dominion with herself. She upheld their arguments:

Caesar, you will then be linked irrevocably with the oldest reigning dynasty. After that the Romans either must accept you as their king or else repudiate you and take the consequences. Were you afraid to cross the Rubicon? Do you believe you could not conquer Rome a second time  now  with all the wealth of Egypt at your command?

He was conscious of a tremendous change in her since she had made known to him that she was to be the mother of his child. She had matured, as it were, in a moment. Always intellectually brilliant and charming, and possessed of that natural authority that comes of inner wisdom, she had now assumed executive authority that she derived from him, and that touched his vanity, making him think he had weaned her away from the mysterious unseen influences  as indeed, to an extent, he had done; as the mother of his child she was mentally under his influence, and it was not in her nature to be less than loyal to the man to whom she had yielded herself. She was much more exacting of herself in that respect than Caesar would have dreamed of asking her to be, he having cynical Roman notions about chastity, which she only shared to the extent of contempt for its legal aspects.

She loved Caesar far more loyally than he was capable of loving her; she understood that there was something lacking yet before Caesar could see eye to eye with her. She must continue his education. She began to talk to him about the Nile-bank cities and the wonders of ancient Egypt that she hoped to revive; of the priest-kings who had made that civilization possible; and of empires, of which nobody knew anything, in the far south, whence the endless boat- and camel-loads of ivory were brought, and whence the Nile flowed from sources that no man had ever guessed.

Reviving ancient splendors was not Caesars passion; he preferred, like any other Roman, to plunder the old in order to erect the new, claiming that that was natures method. So Cleopatra tried another angle of assault: she spoke to him of the route to India  of Tros passion to build a ship-canal  and of the advantage of invading India by sea without having first to defeat the hitherto unconquerable Parthians. With India conquered or reduced to vassalage, the Parthians might later on be taken in front and rear.

Interested, curious and fascinated, Caesar weighed that argument carefully. To conquer Parthia and to avenge the defeat of Crassus would do more than anything else that was imaginable to win the heart of every Roman and make his own power absolute. He thought the route to India by sea was worth considering. At his age a direct assault against the Parthians, in an inhospitable climate, hundreds of miles from his base and with Rome still weak from the effects of civil war, was not an undertaking to be entered on without considering alternatives. He craved the glory of the conquest of Parthia, but he did not enjoy the prospect of the hardships.

And he was convinced that Cleopatra was telling him the truth about one, at least, of her motives for urging the Nile expedition. She had theories on child-birth similar to those that had found favor with the ancient Greeks in the height of their achievement. Determined to bring forth a child who should combine her genius and Caesars, but with added attributes of spiritual strength and understanding, she proposed to fill her mind with and to absorb into her very soul such influences as should govern a great princes character. The childs education should begin now, before he was born; it was her duty to the world, that needed an ideal government, and to the gods, who had provided her with opportunity. She would open her heart devoutly, splendidly and gaily, to the spirit that had made ancient Egypt great and that should blossom forth anew under the guiding hand of her and Caesars son.

That was an entertaining experiment that delighted Caesar. He remembered his own mother. He had observed that great mothers produce great men. He had no son whom it had been convenient to recognize. Brutus only acknowledged him as his father in emotional moments when he needed forgiveness for some high-thinking and low-dealing treachery or other, and was incapable of greatness. He was mistrustful of his legally adopted nephew and heir, Octavian, an anemic youth, apparently incapable of popularity, a personal coward, and not particularly friendly to himself. So he was amused and interested, if not convinced by Cleopatras notion. To bequeath his genius and hers to a successor was a form of immortality that he could understand: a form less boring and exacting than the routine of temple ritual and priestly interference that were reputed otherwise to be the doubtful pre-essentials to a life beyond the grave.

So he agreed to an expedition up the Nile; but with the thought in mind that Cleopatras mysterious friends at Philae might be contemplating mischief he stipulated that a large body of Roman troops should accompany it, and orders were given to Tros to make ready no less than four hundred shallow-draft vessels capable of making the long journey and of being hauled over the cataracts if required. That needed time, and meanwhile Cleopatra occupied her energy in replanning the ruined portion of the city, rebuilding the burned section of the library on the Bruchium, and in laying the foundations of a temple in honor of Caesar himself. Her energy was as contagious as her grasp of the financial and technical problems was quick and comprehensive. She had a passion for building  for making everything she touched more splendid than it had been; assuring Caesar that it was only amid magnificent surroundings that a peoples greatness had a chance to demonstrate itself.

Rome, he answered, smiling, is like an old hag by the Tiber. But Rome bore me, and many another. There was Scipio, who overthrew the Carthaginians, when Carthage excelled Rome more than Alexandria does to-day. It seems to me that splendor is less a predisposing cause than an occasional consequence.

It shall be the consequence of you and me, she answered.

She superintended personally the equipment of the thalamegos  the royal barge in which she and Caesar were to travel. It was a floating palace, containing colonnaded courts and banqueting salons  shrines dedicated to the gods  a winter garden, glorious with flowers  galleries for the musicians  fountains worked by a complicated system of pumps  apartments for herself and Caesar, and for her attendant ladies and for his staff officers, as sumptuous as any on the Lochias. In fact, it was a thing so little like a ship that Tros despised it. But it was manned by hundreds of oarsmen who were such experts that in spite of its size and unwieldiness it was able to lead the fleet and to look, with its silken sails and golden prow, like the glorious bark of Chons ascending the Nile to bless the Land of Khem with new fertility. The spectacle, as the fleet left Alexandria and headed up the Nile-mouth, was like a glorious dream departing at the break of day.

All Caesars ideas ripened on that wonder-journey. From the moment when they went ashore at Memphis, to visit the Sphinx and the three great Pyramids, his combative instinct  his intolerance of any intellect or power greater than his own  obliged him either to confess his insignificance or to accept his deification and then lift himself to measureless new levels of imagination. The signs of the grandeur of ancient Egypt dwarfed even his imperial visions.

I begin to see, he said, that we limit ourselves and reduce ourselves to the level of animals by neglecting to perceive that we are gods. Perhaps the difference between a god and a man is after all only one of self-recognition. Only the gods could have thought of these things. Only gods could have erected them.

By night, together, with a Roman guard, like specters, hovering at a respectful distance to protect them from marauding Arabs, they sat on a hillock of sand and viewed the bulk of Gizeh looming dark against a jeweled sky. It numbed even Caesars senses. It reduced even him to speechless contemplation and to the recognition that his standards of deed and dignity had hitherto been no more than a candle to the moon. Hour after hour they sat together meditating, until finally the Roman in him burst the overbrooding awe and he would have ended the journey there, to set his men to opening the pyramid and dragging forth its secrets to the light.

But Cleopatra was its guardian  anointed for the purpose, crowned with the double crown and subtler than any serpent  willing to sacrifice herself a thousand times, and to any ignominy, rather than fail the olden gods of Egypt. She told him how the priest-kings had erected Gizeh thirty thousand years ago to register the standards of all attainments and to be a guide-post to the Gates of Wisdom.

You would find nothing in there, Caesar, and you would only have committed sacrilege. They used the Pyramid for their initiations. Kings were crowned in it. And it was sealed in Cheops time because there were no more kings being born into the world who could face the ordeals, and see their own souls, and be wise beyond mortal limits. Cheops covered it with legends of his own achievement, as having built it, but that was only a blind to keep later generations, who would still revere their kings but who might have forgotten the mysteries, from breaking in and defiling the sanctuary. They say that Cheops was allowed to place his secret mark, inside somewhere, away up above the hall of initiation, so that he might have enduring credit for having sealed and protected the most sacred shrine on earth. There are no statues in there  no symbols  no treasure  nothing but the empty chambers and the stone font, out of which after terrible ordeals the initiate stepped as one reborn into eternity and godliness. The legend is, Caesar, that the Land of Khem may sleep, but will reawake if the seal of that shrine is unbroken. And then there will come again gods upon earth, who will know how to open the seal and to renew the mysteries, that are too dangerous and too intimate for modern men. Perhaps our Caesarian may do it!

But Caesar saw plunder: If that is the home of the mysteries, he said, whoever opens it will possess the fountain of authority. Will the world not come and bow down? Is there any easier way to number ourselves among the gods? I know how reverent men are toward tradition, which is an excellent influence if rightly used. Who is more capable than you and I of doing justice to this grandeur? Are we not gods on earth? You have said so, and I confess I begin to believe it.

It was beyond him to guess to what lengths she would go to protect that fane from desecration. She tried on him first one argument and then another, until she found the right one:

Caesar, it would take a thousand men, and none know how many months, to force an entrance into Gizeh. How shall they find the entrance? They must hack their way through hundreds of paces of solid rock.

But he thought that Roman engineers could undo anything that other men had sealed up.

A few siege engines, he said. Fire and water. Leverage. Determination

She risked revealing one mystery to protect another: Caesar, she said, it is taught, by them who know, that if the entrance should be forced before the proper time, then the spirit of Khem will no longer sleep here but will go away forever. It is like the mummies of ancient kings; if they are undisturbed, their souls will be reborn into Egypt, none knows when  not even they; but if their mummies are broken up and robbed, they will prefer to be born elsewhere and even the waters of the Nile may dry up if that time comes. If you destroy the Pyramid, or if you desecrate it, shall the spirit of the olden times return? It will be like a bird that finds its nest destroyed and wings elsewhere to look for peace.

It might fly to Rome, he answered, smiling. As for the ancient kings, I think they had their day on earth. If they are not so dead that they cannot be touched by ambition, they may be glad of merciful release from these boundaries, that perhaps are a source to them of weariness.

So she told the ancient fable that had served since long before the day when Herodotus saw life and set down what men told him  the fable that had kept at least one Ptolemy from committing sacrilege:

They buried Cheops in there, Caesar. Are you a plunderer of tombs? If you should disturb the quietness within, what hope have you that other men will not defile your grave when your time comes? Would you plunder the tomb of Alexander? If so, then do that first, and learn how that feels. It might not be too late then to stop before you descend too deep into your baser self. For I tell you: whoever shall burst into Gizeh is doomed, and his nation is doomed, and Egypt with him. It is even worse for him than for the one who spoils the tomb of any olden king over whose portals the curse was set; such an one suffers alone, but he who opens Gizeh before the time

This was a new phase of her that Caesar studied thoughtfully  a phase in which fear was included. He was more impressed by that and by her earnestness than by any of her arguments, although she had touched his personal dignity when she spoke about robbers of tombs. Curses were imaginary shadows of superstition that he had ignored all his life with impunity, and he had often taken shrewd advantage of other peoples dread of them. If Cleopatra dreaded the curse of Gizeh  she with her normal fearlessness and brilliant intellect  it began to be apparent to him that the same superstition must have a prodigious grip on the minds of less intelligent people. How should he make use of it? By smashing his way into the Pyramid to demonstrate his power and his immunity from the effects of curses?

He thought not, although he knew how it would have pleased his officers, who were robbers of alien tombs by predilection and only to be restrained by strict injunction and the threat of penalties. A hundred mummies of the ancient kings of Egypt would be a novel and impressive feature of his triumph when he entered Rome at last. But his thought, under Cleopatras influence, was groping upward, just as hers, under his influence, was descending and losing its way. He sensed a less tangible but more real advantage to be gained by restraining the hand of sacrilege, and her last argument, that she offered as the moon rose bathing the great Pyramid in pale, effulgent light, did more to convince him than all the others, although he did not rightly understand her:

Caesar, the way to win Gizehs secret is from within, not from without. Force  what did force ever accomplish? Can you win a womans secret that way? But you can cause the woman to reveal herself, and you can make her eager to reveal herself, by loving her. It is so with mysteries. The love one feels for them is the key that opens them; and there are seven doors, one within the other.

He understood her to mean that if he should love her well enough she might betray to him seven entrances to Gizeh. He was willing to wait. He had, meanwhile, the added hold over her that she must submit herself, and her very will, to him without any reserves whatever, if she would keep him from breaking into all the mysteries of Egypt; and he felt that that threat, though unspoken, would suggest to her mind arguments that she would use to persuade the hierophants to open to him doors that otherwise he might see fit to force.

He had an epileptic fit, that dawn, on their return to the thalamegos. It was the first time that Cleopatra had seen him in that condition; hitherto his attendants had always contrived to keep a screen around him, and Olympus had applied restoratives that worked very swiftly. But thanks to Olympus treatments he had been feeling so well of late that he had agreed to leave Olympus in Alexandria to watch over Cleopatras interests, and the doctors they had brought had none of Olympus almost superhuman skill. Cleopatra, ignorant of the danger she was running, but aware of the nearness of a man in epilepsy to the psychic forces on another plane of consciousness, sought with such spells as she knew to make him speak to her of what he saw  that he stared at with the pupils of his eyes distended  that he seemed to recognize as near and real and yet not comprehensible to people in normal consciousness. She knew that Heracles, a hero subsequently deified, and now known to the rabble as a great god, had been afflicted with the falling sickness, and that the Pythoness of Delphi, in common with many another oracular priestess, possessed somewhat similar means of reaching supersensual discernment. Failing to get him to speak, for his jaws were rigid and his attendants had had to set a pad between his teeth to keep him from self-inflicted injury, she tried to heighten his realization of whatever it was that he saw, so that he might remember it and bring it back with him to tell her afterward.

You are a god! she murmured in his ear. Caesar you are a god among gods. Your soul sees everything. Your soul knows everything. It will tell you everything. You are gathering strength and knowledge for return to earth, where you will remember it all. You will remember it for Cleopatras sake, who awaits you, and who loves you, and who is your comrade in the world.

The horror of the symptoms made no impression on her, although several of her women fainted at the sight. She was far too sure that Caesar was in touch with other worlds to let mere physical symptoms take her mind off opportunity. Her whole will was concentrated on making Caesar, in that malleable condition, realize and remember his association with normally unseen influences; and, wiping the bloodstained froth from his lips, she watched his return to consciousness with ears strained to catch the first words he should utter.

But when his lips moved at last it was only to send her away from him. He was morbidly sensitive about anything that touched his physical condition or his dignity. His first gesture was to order everyone away except the slave whose duty it was to attend to him; and although the epilepsy always left him feeling abnormally intellectually alert and energetic, it was two days before he was willing to be alone again with Cleopatra. Then he preferred not to speak of the incident, and was irritable when she tried to question him.

It is bad enough to be afflicted, without having to discuss it afterward.

But she watched. Every word he let drop, every chance expression of his thought were turned over in her mind for indications of a change of consciousness in him. She was so eager for him to grow aware of his divinity that she deified him in her own mind and he became to her the god that she intended he should be to other people. She caused him to be acclaimed as a god on earth at every village they passed. At the temple of Luxor at Thebes she persuaded him to sit on a granite throne between the effigies of gods and kings to receive the worship of the populace. And to prove to Caesar that her respect for pyramids and tombs and temples was nothing personal, she caused a great obelisk to be removed from Luxor and floated to Alexandria down the Nile. It was an obelisk that had been erected by one of her own ancestors  a Ptolemy. There was nothing ultra-sacred about that. He might move all Egypt if he would leave the really ancient monuments alone.

Meanwhile, Caesar gathered information regarding the trade route that led from the Nile to Berenice and thence to India  and the routes that led to Meroe, and Nepata, and the mysterious kingdom of Ethiopia, pondering the possibility of invading India by sea and growing more and more determined to conquer the whole world the more Cleopatras theories, whose real meaning he only dimly glimpsed at any time, took hold of his imagination.

Before they reached Aswan he had made up his mind about his eastward march of conquest. He would not go by way of Egypt. Egypt should be his private treasury  his own personal ally and source of wealth and splendor, which it would not be likely to remain for long if he should use the country as a highway between Rome and India, with Roman senators intruding themselves as committees of investigation. He could count, he was sure, on Cleopatras loyalty. Why share it with a Roman Senate, that he despised, and, that he felt sure would work day and night to steal away his power if given the least encouragement?

Cleopatra soon discovered that new trend of thought, and with characteristic calm she accepted it, although it meant the reversal of all her own plans. It mattered very little how she kept Rome at bay. Tros, she said, should build the ship canal and have a great fleet manned and ready to control the sea route and to establish communications after Caesar had marched through Parthia and conquered India from the north. She perceived it was not the slightest use to try to change his mind when he had come to a decision; but she was loyal to her Land of Khem. And she was constant in her efforts to resist the Ptolemaic fumes, inherited from drunken tyrants, that she knew were in her veins and ever clouding her brain to dim her consciousness of spirit brooding over her.


CHAPTER XXXI. There is a gentleness that no amount of force of any kind can penetrate or conquer.

It is the horizontal view of life, which most men have, that brings them ever face to face with the insuperable, until they weary and lie looking upward with a worms-eye view of things, or downward seeing only mud and death and misery. The way over an obstacle is upward. Men forget that birds fly, and that the thought has stronger wings than any eagle.
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THE thalamegos and its escorting fleet lay moored against the granite rocks below the lowest cataract, and in dazzling sunshine on the river-bank great companies of white-robed priests stood waiting to receive their Queen. Musicians made festival music, its melody dimmed by the blare and the boom of the ivory horns and the rhythmical thunder of drums. The tribes had turned out in their thousands; the sun streamed down on temple-columns, gay pavilions, bright awnings, and on crowded ebony-and-gold where leopard-skin cloaked chieftains and their warriors surged and swayed under nodding ostrich-feather plumes.

The priests of Philae had brought the image of the Goddess Isis from their temple, drawn by brightly decorated oxen on an awninged platform. There was no public honor too high to be paid to Cleopatra, nor any compliment too great for Caesar, since she chose to make him the recipient. But Caesar rather bridled at having only the second part to play. He had brought his charger with him up the Nile; be delayed proceedings by reviewing the desert Arabs, Nubians, Ethiopians and the crowds from the far-away oases, letting them see him mounted, in his purple cloak, riding alone among them, elegant and fearless. Nevertheless, although they wondered at him and at the weapons and armor and perfect drill of Roman troops paraded before them, it was to Cleopatra that they made obeisance.

Ptolemies before her day had been received at Philae with semi-divine honors, and more than one ruler of that royal home had left his record on the sacred island in the form of temple buildings, some of them unfinished; but never until Cleopatras day had the priests of Philae let it be known, secretly, through the channels that men recognized as utterly authentic, that a Ptolemy, as Pharaoh, had their genuine approval. She was one with the queens whose statues smiled on Luxor. Former Ptolemies had dared to patronize the very hierophant himself (and it was understood to be no part of the traditional method of Philae to resist, or in any way whatever to challenge temporal authority). Cleopatra had accepted, not claimed recognition. And it was also known that never, until her day, had any Ptolemy received initiation: none had been admitted to the impenetrably guarded secrets. Philae  the inner Philae  did not interfere in politics; which was why the real Philae was a power in the land. Even the black men knew that the image  the healer of sickness  was at the most a landmark on the road to mysteries that might not be discoverable without it  mysteries that any man might reach who had the will to purify himself.

But Cleopatra knew what she had not seen fit to explain to Caesar yet, and what it needed no priest to remind her. It was more rare than water in the desert for a woman to receive initiation; but, whether or not she had been initiated and whether or not she wore the double crown of Egypt and the sacred serpent on her brow, a pregnant woman was utterly excluded from the secret rites for the time being, and until many months after her child was born. Direct communion she might not have, within the sacred silence of the midnight watch, where  so men whispered  the initiates, under the guidance of their heirophant, left human limits and became, for a period of renewal and refreshment, conscious comrades of the gods.

But indirectly she had access; she was one of them. He who was a hierophant  a demigod behind the veil  resumed his priesthood when he stepped forth. As a priest he could receive her privately; and though he might not raise the veil, as the expression was, they were, nevertheless, co-members of one mystery and could not help but speak together in terms that had definite and clearly comprehended meaning, but that would have meant something totally different to an outsider, or even to one of a lower degree of initiation than that to which Cleopatra had been admitted.

Unknown to Caesar, Cleopatra had sent couriers to forewarn Philae of the favor she would ask. It was her subtlest move against the iron might of Rome, and like all true subtlety it was not treacherous; it offered Caesar opportunity. If he could tap the sources of her wisdom, she was willing. So while he showed his splendid horsemanship and flourished Romes military brilliance before the Nubians, she could afford to wait, and smile, and learn in whispers from the priests that the favor she asked had been granted and that all was prepared. It would not be the fault of Philae if Caesar did not henceforth understand that above politics and war and statecraft there is a plane of thought from which wisdom may be drawn like dew from heaven: wisdom of a kind that halts the march of armies and loosens the reins of civilization. Caesar, she believed, could be a civilizer if the idea should dawn on him.

There were painted litters, borne on the shoulders of temple servants, to convey them to the wharf beyond the cataract. But Caesar preferred to ride. There was a gilded boat, shaped in the form of a sacred crocodile and rowed by temple priests, to take them to the island, slowly following the boat-borne image of the goddess, that had to be guarded, as they transferred it from land to water, from the clamoring lepers and cripples who sought to touch it and be healed, and from the healed who brought gifts, and from the women who wanted children. (For that image bore a world-wide reputation.)

On the island, steps descended to the waters edge. Scores of priests were ready there to lift the image from its boat; choristers led them in procession to the Court of the Birth of Horus, Isis offspring, where there was incense burning at the threshold and they passed between granite columns, beneath a flower-hung archway, to a high throne in the cool gloom of a cloister, where a sacrifice was offered at an altar and the priests entoned the Isis ritual.

Within those precincts Caesar felt himself uncomfortably unimportant. Seated, in his purple cloak, on the double throne with Cleopatra beneath a canopy of painted and gilded palm-leaves, surrounded by a galaxy of priests who showed him every honor, nevertheless, he was acutely conscious of being only tolerated, not the center of attraction. He was careful to appear a trifle bored, it might be by the ceremony, and a little doubtful of the wisdom of conceding so much patience to a company of shaveling priests. It was for Cleopatras sake that he endured the ceremony; he made that obvious to her and to everybody else.

But it presently appeared that it was he, not Cleopatra, for whom the utmost honor was reserved, and although he still retained his air of stern aloofness he had hard work to hide his satisfaction when two elderly and very richly robed priests, bowing before him, invited him to an interview, alone, with the Father-Hierophant.

The Father-Hierophant should come to me, said Caesar; but Cleopatra whispered to him and he let it appear that he was willing to accept some trivial excuse, now that he had asserted his own precedence.

Our Father-Hierophant is very old, said a priest in a suave, restrained voice. Proud they might be; but they were discreet, those priests of Philae.

What language have we in common that we can converse in? Caesar demanded. He did not want an interpreter  particularly not Cleopatra, who, he felt confident, would color such a conversation to suit her own views. He was relieved to learn that the Father-Hierophant knew Greek. He turned to Cleopatra and remarked, with an apparently confiding courtesy that hid his secret satisfaction:

I will give these priests clearly to understand that there shall be no two governments in Egypt.

She let him think she believed he could overawe the Father-Hierophant. He followed the two priests, striding alone majestically, a splendid figure, looking younger than his years, one hand holding a roll of papyrus behind him, and his head bowed slightly forward in deep thought. Two anchorites preceded them, each swinging a jeweled censer that sent up clouds of incense smoke  delicious, soothing, fragrant stuff from Yemen, that encouraged the thought to wander in realms of opulence and dignity and peace.

He expected a repetition of the devious passages through which he and Cleopatra had gone hand in hand that night in Alexandria when they visited the shrine of Isis. But though they passed a few priests standing like statues in niches between graven columns there was no challenge and reply, no mummery of secrecy. When they came to the end of a long corridor the censer-bearers turned aside, the priests drew back curtains of golden leather, there was a sound as of a voice that whispered very far away, one of the priests swung wide a single door, a foot thick, and Caesar passed alone into a room, aware that the door had closed, with an almost inaudible thud, behind him.

For a moment he stood accustoming his eyes to dimness. There was only one window, near the roof, that let swimming sunlight stream against a corner of one wall; it produced an effect of being under water, and the silence enhanced that effect. Caesar stared about him. His eyes gradually grew used to the solemn dimness. He became aware of a very old man seated motionless on an ivory chair by a table made of rare wood, carved, and partly covered by a cloth that was woven with symbols in various colors. He stared at him Neither spoke.

The old mans clothing was of some rare eastern stuff, so snow-white that it was puzzling how it blended with the darker hue of marble, and so ample that its folds were like carvings in stone. He had a white beard, long, and beautifully cared for, gray hair, very heavy iron-gray eyebrows, an aquiline nose and dark eyes. He looked as if he had been an athlete in his day, but his splendid old shoulders stooped considerably now and he supported his chin on one hand that rested on the chair-arm, as if that great head with its mane of gray were over-heavy for the wasted neck. He had a great gold ring on his right thumb and some sort of necklace underneath his beard, but no other jewelry, which made a marked contrast to Caesars martial splendor. Caesar had emeralds on his belt and on his scabbard that were easily worth a whole years temple revenues.

The two studied each other in silence for a long time. Not a sound came through the window or the thick walls, and the old mans breathing was inaudible; but Caesar could hear his own breath and the pulses singing in his ears, until the silence grew intolerable.

I have heard, he said at last, that you priests of Philae are the proudest prelates in the world. I wish to assure you that it is no concession to your pride, but to your old age that brings me here to visit you instead of requiring you to visit me.

You are welcome, my son. Be seated.

The answering voice was clear and strong, although it sounded even older than the man looked. It was a voice that had fathomed the depths of experience. There was no fear in it, no haste, no curiosity.

There was only one chair, of ivory, like the other, close to the table. Caesar sat down, crossing his legs and tapping his knee with the roll of papyrus. Having reached the holder of the reins of Philaes far-reaching influence, he proposed to begin by establishing his own supremacy. But he found it difficult to be firm where there was no resistance.

You have no need to fear me, my son, said the ancient of days, nor any need to try to make me fear you. For, as I have told you, you are welcome, and what I can do for you I will.

It was at your request that I came here, Caesar answered.

The old man paused before he commented on that:

If you had come otherwise, you would not have found me, he said at last, though I am glad to be of service to you if I can. There is a gentleness that no amount of force of any kind can penetrate or conquer. Conquerors, my son, have thrown down the temples of Philae; other kings and conquerors have builded them again; time and the overflow of Nile  sun and wind, and human passions, and the sloth of priests have ruined Philae many times. And yet  you come to Philae seeking.

Seeking what? asked Caesar tartly, but his truculence was not so noticeable as it had been.

That which you will not learn  not though I should do my best to teach it to you, the old man answered, smiling at him. Mockery was not there, but there was humor brooding in the depths of his eyes.

Why then did you ask to see me? Caesar retorted. He was increasingly less irritable  growing curious.

Because, my son, though I can teach you very little, having no wisdom at all of my own that is applicable to your purposes, it may be that nevertheless I can remove from your mind some misconceptions, and thus save not yourself alone but hosts of others from unnecessary evil. For you are a man on whom the destiny of nations may depend for many a generation.

Speak. I will listen to you, said Caesar.

The Father-Hierophant took no apparent notice of the condescension. He looked straight at Caesar and for a long time there was silence. Then at last:

These temples are old, but the foundations on which they stand are immemorially old. They have seen Egypt rise, descend again in the depths of ignorance, and reascend to heights of civilization, times out of number. But the sacred sciences for which men built are older. Before Egypt was, they were. When Egypt shall have ceased to be, they will be. Men have forgotten what was before Egypt was. They will forget Egypt in the time to come. But Nature, two of whose aspects are life and death, eternally alternating, will continue even though the earth should perish; and as there never has been, so there never will be time when truth is false or falsity is true, though all men should unite in one opinion to the contrary.

Do you know the truth? asked Caesar. I am a high priest myself, and I am familiar with many theories, but the truth, it seems to me, is still a subject of opinion.

Then it is not truth, said the Hierophant. My son, all men and women are high priests, in that they hide the truth about themselves behind a veil of what they seem to be. Behind that veil they meditate in secret. You yourself, however frankly you may seem to speak or to write about your inmost thought, have deeper thoughts, that you know are inexpressible, behind those that you spread before the world. For that which becomes expressed is no more than the outer rind of a fruit that has already fallen from the tree. Has thought not body and soul and spirit, even as a man has, or a tree has, or a rock has? Is the body of a thought the truth about it any more than your body is the truth about you? Still less true are the clothes in which the thought is dressed, though they may be beautiful, or they may be coarse and ragged. They are a veil, behind which is the truth, that is a truth about the shadow of the Truth.

I have heard much talk at various times about withdrawing or lifting that veil of which you speak, said Caesar, but though I have questioned, for instance, the Druids of Gaul, who make great claims to profundity, and though I have studied Plato and Pythagoras and such translations of the Hermetic writings as I could find, it has appeared to me that all the explanations they offer are merely words  organized sound without any inner meaning that a man may grasp. But a sword remains a sword. And if I wish to build a bridge, I build it. If I wish to conquer people I defeat their armies; they are conquered; there is nothing further they can do about it.

And if you slay ten thousand men, what then? asked the Hierophant.

Then they are dead, said Caesar.

And you have conquered them?

I have conquered their country. Those who remain must obey me, including their priests, who must cease to teach insubordination if I so order it.

Truly, my son, it is possible to burn a forest and to turn the goats in lest the young shoots grow again. But finally even the goats will starve. And what then? Will you make a desert and say, This is Caesars kingdom?

I impose peace, Caesar answered. Under my rule all reasonable men have liberty.

That is a bold boast, my son. But you limit reason? You yourself define the liberty?

Somebody must do that, Caesar answered. I have observed that men struggle among themselves until the ablest few prevail; and they again until the ablest of them all asserts himself Then it is his opinion that governs all the others. There is otherwise anarchy. The history of the world, as I have read it, and the perpetual conditions of such lands as I have seen, appear to me always to have been a struggle for supremacy.

And you propose to put an end to that?

I intend to establish a government that will make such practices impossible, at least in my lifetime.

Did you ever hear of the man, my son, who proposed to abolish danger by preventing motion? His difficulty was that he did not begin by standing still. Men fled from him as he moved about to oblige them to obey. Does it occur to you that wisdom possibly may flee from you if you attempt to define its limits and to enforce their observance?

Caesar began to feel irritated. I will enforce, he said, obedience to one central government, and I will permit no priesthood to interfere.

That is wise, my son. The universe obeys one law, and it is safe to be obedient. Neither priesthood nor yet armies can delay the sun on its appointed path or change the alternation of the seasons or the tides of life and death. But whose law will you obey? And whence will you derive the wisdom for this government?

You suggest, said Caesar with a trace of icy sarcasm, that I might derive that wisdom from yourself and from a study of your teachings?

No, my son; for as I said, I have no wisdom applicable to your purpose. And as for the study of the teachings that I have spent my life-long learning: as I told you, they have body, soul and spirit; words, that is, in which it is possible to suggest them to an attentive mind  meaning, which may be perverted because opinion can be brought to bear on it  and the substance within the meaning, which is pure and incorruptible but not perceptible to many. I would not presume to try to teach you what I know, because I recognize

He paused.

That I am one of the many? Caesar suggested with a trace in his voice of irony.

  that you base your estimate of value on the judgment of the many, who will tell you, for instance, that fame is greatness. Whereas I would tell you it is more blinding to you and to others than the strongest sunlight and more confusing than the mirage of the desert; it prevents you from discerning that the essence of an idea is included in itself and lies within it, not without it. Whereas you see the rind of ideas, I look for the juice and the heart of the juice. You will build an empire, as men have built temples on Pilak. And you can destroy these temples easily, as men will destroy your empire easily when time has wrought a change in the affairs of men. But when the carcass of your empire shall have been dissolved, its soul shall die not so swiftly, and the dying soul shall enter into many associations, deceiving men less able than yourself to their own undoing. So you shall be identified with evil, and many men will praise you. Others, cursing you, nevertheless will imitate you. Being imitators, they will do worse and will call it better.

Do you see no merit in my course? asked Caesar.

What is merit, my son? Generations will remember your name, who will never hear of mine, and who will think of Philae as a heap of ruins where priests once made sacrifices to forgotten gods.

Then what is immortality? asked Caesar. If the soul dies, as you say, and gods pass out of memory, then is not that, whatever it is, that endures the longest, preferable?

Preferred by whom? By you or me? Caesar, time, too, comes to an end. If you could raise the soul of your ideas until the spirit entered into them, you would never ask me, what is immortality?

Nevertheless, I have asked and you have not answered, Caesar retorted. Are you one of those who prate about it without knowing what you mean?

The old man eyed him thoughtfully a moment.

Let me be sure, he said, that I know what you mean, Caesar. Tell me what you yourself suppose that immortality might be:

I have sometimes tried to imagine it as the opposite of death, said Caesar.

But with what have you tried to imagine it? With your brain? That dies when you are dead. What you imagine with your brain is less than you are, even as the picture that an artist paints is less than he is, though the picture may suggest ideas that are infinitely greater than himself, and by his own picture that he paints a man may lift himself into the company of gods. You think of life and death as opposites, which they are indeed, but they are not that which we have spoken of as immortality, since immortality includes them both. You can identify yourself with that which you imagine until, like Narcissus, you perish in pursuit of mere phenomena. Are you sure you are not doing that?

Caesar smiled conceitedly. I have never compared myself to Narcissus, he answered. Who would you say is my Echo? He began to think of many women, and particularly of Cleopatra. Dido, he continued, is reputed to have died for love of Aeneas, from whom I trace descent, but no woman hitherto, that I ever heard of, has died for love of me. It has been my experience that women recover from these heart-burnings; so that I find that even love is mortal  more so, in fact, than hatred, which I have noticed frequently replaces love and persists with remarkable tenacity. Who would you suggest is Echo in this instance?

Echo is the Spirit brooding over you, said the Hierophant. For I tell you, all those ancient tales are allegories. Forsaken for the image in the pool of alternating life and death, the deathless Spirit becomes, to you, a mere sound in the void and a name that is entirely without meaning.

Do not you priests also set up images, asked Caesar, that persuade the common herd to worship them to the neglect of the spirit that you so much advocate to me? As I said, I am myself a high priest. It is I who order images placed or replaced in the temples of Rome. I have often performed the sacrifices, which I consider a good thing for the people, since it keeps their thought for a while from baser matters and makes government easier by persuading them that I, for instance, who perform the sacrifices, am a person having a higher authority. If they are too base to perceive my merit, nevertheless that mummery convinces them.

Of your merit? Then you are not bound, in turn, to seek that merit in yourself, and to cultivate it, and to identify yourself with it? Are the images not sign-posts on the road of life? Are you not their interpreter? And when you come to a sign-post what is there to do?

One can pass to the right or the left, said Caesar. It makes small difference. Both roads lead to death.

But the post points upward!

I had never thought of that, said Caesar. He proceeded there and then to think of it, knitting his brows and musing, while the Hierophant sat still and watched him.

It is from above and from behind you that the true light comes, said the Hierophant at last. It is through you that the light shines on the images you see. And you will see them true or false according as you identify yourself with gods or devils.

You mean that we ourselves must be as gods? asked Caesar.

We must be gods, said the Hierophant. We must admit to ourselves that we are gods. But it is only one by one, and very gradually, with great effort and much humility, that we attain to a perception of the meaning of that. And there are many pitfalls, needing wisdom to avoid.

Does your wisdom indicate to you a policy that you would recommend me to pursue in Egypt? Caesar asked him. He stared hard. There was a cold light in his eyes.

It indicates to me a pitfall, the old man answered calmly. It is no affair of mine to govern Egypt.

You are wise in that, said Caesar. If your priesthood avoids politics I have no objection to it.

My son, said the Hierophant, Pythagoras came nearer than any other, in the world that you know, to establishing a doctrine that would have drawn the world upward toward the sources of wisdom. But his followers proposed to purify effects by dealing with effects. They interfered with government. They went down among the wolves to teach wolves to be gentle. And the wolves devoured them. So the teachings of Pythagoras are now an empty echo, like the voice of which I spoke to you a while ago.

Nevertheless, you have advised Queen Cleopatra frequently, said Caesar. You or your agents never cease from giving her advice.

As to what? the Hierophant retorted. As to the means of ever keeping in mind her divinity that is above her royalty, lest Wisdom leave her, as it did Narcissus! She is a woman  earthy of the earth in some ways, being born into a heritage that will give her strong soul terrible adventures on its upward path toward the Spirit. But it is the strongest souls that are called upon to face the greatest difficulties, Caesar. See you to it that you set in her path no greater snares than you have done already!

I have set her on the throne, said Caesar. Do you recommend that I should leave her to her own devices?

I will give to you the advice that I will give to her also, said the Hierophant. And I will change no word of it: that whether we are kings and queens, conquerors or conquered; whether we are priests or goatherds; whether we are poor or wealthy, whether the world acclaims us favorites, or whether it despises us; whether we die by violence, or in the peace of old age  one by one we come into the presence of the gods, whom we will never recognize as anything but empty echoes in the darkness, unless we remember in this life that we came forth from among the gods, and unless we take care to return to them with godliness in nowise dimmed. For like sees like. If you identify yourself with husks and the death that devours from without, how shall you see life and the spirit ever emanating from within?

Then you mean, we are gods? We are all of us gods? Caesar asked him.

When we know it, said the Hierophant. But not otherwise. And as I told you: between statement and example there are many pitfalls and many a place where sign-posts seem to indicate more ways than one. Remember that the post points upward.

Why the secrecy? asked Caesar. Why do you priests, who think you know so much, not stand out openly and tell men they are gods? I tell men they are Romans, and they behave as such.

And is that not already bad enough? the old man answered, smiling. Tell them they are gods and they will be even worse than Romans! A blind man with a weapon in his hands is more dangerous than a blind beast; and a blind god is worse than either.

They have called me a god here in Egypt, said Caesar. They have set my image in temples.

And does that deceive you? asked the Hierophant. Is that any more than an invitation to you to be god-like?

I am wondering, said Caesar, what Rome will think of it.

As to that, my son, I can enlighten you. Egypt has called you a god to get rid of you as a problem that needs to be faced. As a man they would be ashamed not to struggle against you, but as a god you are above them and beyond reach  to be endured but not disputed. But if you call yourself a god in Rome, will the Romans not bid you prove it? And can you?

We will see, said Caesar, rising. He had made up his mind. Immortality was nonsense. A man was neither more nor less than what he claimed to be and could compel other men to confess him to be. A little propaganda, and a little violence I recognize your essential harmlessness, he said, and I will take no steps to limit you in the practice of your religion. In fact, on the contrary, I will make a contribution to your temple, for I wish to be remembered as your benefactor. But keep in mind that I can be as stern as I am now forbearing toward you, and that I will brook no interference with affairs of state! He rose. I will accept your blessing, he said, standing with both hands behind him and his head bowed stiffly.

The old man rose and blessed him hardly audibly. Then: Farewell, my son, he said and, standing, watched the man who had missed his opportunity because he could not recognize it go striding proudly from the room.


CHAPTER XXXII. Death I have always thought to be the end of joy and sorrow.

When the source has dried, or when the stream has turned, no words can fill the river-bed again.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CAESARS brain was in a state of fevered excitement when he left that interview. His eyes glittered, foretelling another burst of energy. He had assured himself that there was nothing in the claims of Philae to extraordinary wisdom: that his own was equal to it, if not greater; that he had what Philae never would have  the command of armies. Doubtless, as at Thebes, the priests had some magical secrets that served very well to bewilder the popular mind; but there were tricks in Rome, too, that he had seen played in the temples rather skilfully for the same cynical purpose  tricks of augury, for instance. Those of the Egyptians were more artistically managed, that was all. He was glad for the sake of dignity that the Hierophant had not performed a miracle or two. Personally, he had never seen a miracle, even of healing, that half convinced him; most of them he believed were mere coincidence, and the rest due to credulity and to those peculiar emotions in the presence of religious mystery that somehow seem to revivify the superstitious. The miracle of a military victory was not only more to the point but more enduring in results: also more difficult to perform, he did not doubt, and calling for fifty times the genius.

A religion, he remarked to Cleopatra, that can cause the populace to deify its rulers is an excellent institution. They have a natural tendency to do that, and it may be based on an instinctive recognition of superiority, like that exhibited by animals, for instance, toward the leader of the herd. There is room in Rome for temples to the Goddess Isis, and to the God Serapis. I will see to it that some are built.

He had suddenly made up his mind to return to Rome as soon as possible, and, as usual, not for one but for several reasons, although one predominated. A great part of the truth was that his health was better. Despite the epilepsy, the dread of which made him morbid when he thought of it, he was feeling stronger and more full of vital energy than at any time in the last ten years. He had a secret dread of dying in an epileptic fit, although he did not fear death in battle or in any honorable shape; and his yearning to surpass Alexander the Great, by making himself the master of the whole world before death in some form or other should put an end to his activities, obsessed him It swept like a wave over him now. He wondered why he had wasted so much time.

Death, he said to Cleopatra, I have always thought to be the end of joy and sorrow. But a belief in immortality is an excellent tonic while life lasts, and a great inducement to ignorant men to behave themselves with decorum. My men, for instance, are beginning to make trouble of a sort they would not if I could convince them of what you said just now about our having an eternity in which to improve our lot.

Though Caesar in his own way was in love with Cleopatra, most of his men were very far from that. The divine honors paid to her, her reputation for wisdom and her genius for pageantry in mystic settings frightened them. They connected her reputation for wisdom with the tales they had heard, and the sights they had seen, of Egyptian magic. The insolence of Alexandrian officials, who took the utmost advantage of Caesars complaisance, irritated them, and they blamed Cleopatra for it, pointing to Caesars infatuation for her as the predisposing cause. They had liked him better when he had had a different woman at each place he came to. They did not like to be cooped up on boats and herded up the Nile for use in peaceful spectacles that involved too frequent inspection of their polished armor and interminable standing in it in the hot sun, with no compensation in the shape of loot; Caesar had threatened death to any man caught helping himself to anything. They naturally gave Cleopatra the blame, both for the lack of loot and for the parades.

But they were also frightened by the mystery of the Egyptian nights, that they could see for themselves had cowed the Egyptian peasantry, and they did not wish to be reduced to that condition. It was a land of birds and beasts and reptiles that made them shudder. Sounds in the dark of hippopotami plunging and snorting filled them with awe, and tales that the Egyptian necromancers told them about souls of men inhabiting such foul brutes as the crocodiles worked on their superstition until they were ready to believe anything; even wilder tales about the far interior, southward and south again beyond the cataract, where it was rumored that Cleopatra had persuaded Caesar to lead them, had brought them almost to a state of mutiny. They were resolved they would not march one pace beyond Philae, whether Caesar ordered it or not. Least of all would they consent to drag that fleet of ships over the cataract, though they had been told by some officious Alexandrian that the feat would be expected of them. And they had already felt the first hot breaths of summer wind, that made the armor raise blisters on their skin. They dreaded heat more than the cold of the Parthian mountains.

Another cause of discontent was the already plainly noticeable change in Caesar. He who had been a comrade-in-arms, stern but well disposed toward them and invariably ready to share hardships with his men, was growing intolerably autocratic and indifferent to the traditional claims of an army on its generals interest. He no longer reasoned with them or smiled with grim amusement when they sang outrageous songs about his exploits among women. He had even caused men to be punished recently for daring to refer to him as calvus moechus, as if that were not a term of endearment! Liking him far less as a god than as the man who had shared their moldy crusts and carrots on the Adriatic shore when everybody except Caesar half expected Pompey to be victorious, they noticed, and resented, that whereas he had formerly vaguely disliked divine honors, he now expected them and was annoyed when they were not paid.

An army, and particularly an army composed in the main of veterans, has a consciousness of its own as distinguished from that of its units. Character, as far as any of its own members are concerned, becomes an open book to it and no general can escape the shrewd analysis of thousands of pairs of eyes. It was not exactly whispered through the ranks that Caesar was going mad, but the low-voiced conversation over the meager reed- and camel-dung camp-fires was heavy with hints. Men spoke of Marius, whose eyes in the dark were said to have frightened away the men who came to kill him. Marius had been Caesars mentor, friend and teacher of the arts of war. There were strange lights in Caesars eyes now and then.

Nevertheless, he surprised Cleopatra. She began to recognize in him the greatest actor in the world as well as its master-strategist. He said he would not dream of leaving Philae without laying the foundation stone of an addition to the temple that had been begun but never finished by one of Cleopatras ancestors. He and she laid it with time-honored ceremonies, and Caesar was magnificently solemn. Afterward he actually made arrangements with the priests of Philae to send emissaries to Rome to commence spreading their religion as soon as possible.

You will find, he told them, as if they did not know it, that a beginning was made many years ago, but the mistake was made of dealing too much in miracles, with the result that only slaves and thoughtless men were interested. What I want you to do is to spread your doctrine of immortality and the deification of rulers among the electorate, who will be benefited by it and who will submit themselves more willingly in consequence to arbitrary government.

Then down the Nile and no time lost, with Caesars new plans boiling in his brain and Cleopatra realizing that her own work must be rebegun; and she with a child to bring forth presently  a circumstance likely to engage her whole attention for a while, although she was young, strong, healthy, and the doctors assured her there would be no difficulties. She had no physical fear whatever; but dismay took hold of her as she reviewed the outcome of her political efforts  dismay and embarrassing doubt as to whether she had rightly interpreted that inner voice for which she always, or almost always, listened.

It was true that by making that journey to Philae with the great parade of Roman troops and Alexandrian officials she had reopened the principal trade routes and restored the revenues, which were certain now to come pouring into the treasury. If nobody else, Esias and his coreligionists, anxious to make good their newly acquired citizenship, would lend her, against the security of future taxes, any sums she might need. She knew how Caesar squandered money; her purse would give her a certain hold on him, but not much; he accepted money as he did a womans favors, or as the poor accept doles, and if it were not forthcoming from one source he would extract it from another  borrow or steal or merely appropriate, it would not make much difference to Caesar.

True, too, for the time being Egypt was saved from being a Roman province, although not saved in the way she had intended, nor as securely. She had gained a temporary respite, that was all. There would be no invasion now of Roman armies, and no commission of Roman senators to impound the revenues and pocket most of them, as Rabirius and his fellow rascals had done in her fathers day. It would be she herself who would send Caesar chests of gold and fleets of corn; which, after all, would not make much difference to Caesar, who had received his percentage from Rabirius in former days without being in the least entitled to it, but without a shadow of compunction.

Caesar was going away. She had lost the first main of her gamble to make Alexandria the capital of the world. And worse: she had lost her fight to make Caesar view life as she viewed it, mystically, through a lense of Philaean ideals. He had seized on the husk of her philosophy, but the spirit of it seemed to have escaped him utterly.

Dismayed, she did not let Caesar glimpse in her the shadow of dismay. She assured him he might leave her in Alexandria without a moments anxiety about Egypts welfare; a handful of Roman troops and Rufinus, with Tros to continue building up the fleet and establishing good discipline among the crews, and she could manage Egypt firmly, with a view to peace and abundant revenues. She did not even ask him to remain in Egypt until her child should be born, preferring to let that suggestion reach him by way of Charmian and the other women. Caesar would never have thought of it for himself; there were couriers coming up the Nile to meet him with news of armies gathering in Asia Minor, and he was half killing the crews in his haste to reach Alexandria and take up the reins of war again with reawakened vigor.

We will see, he said to Cleopatra, whether or not there is anything in this theory of our being gods on earth. If it is true that admission to ourselves that we are gods produces the realization of it, that may have been the secret of Alexanders victories, and you shall see some swift and very terrible events.

But her courage and her self-evident affection for him bridled even his impatience. The day before they reached Alexandria he assured her that he would stay until he knew whether it was a boy or a girl, even if Rome should perish meanwhile.

She cordially hoped that Rome might perish, but she did not tell him so. She hoped that the armies in Asia Minor would advance on Rome and wreck all Caesars chances of establishing himself in Italy, thus forcing him after all to make Alexandria his capital and to reconquer Rome as the Pharaoh of Egypt. But she was not fool enough to expect that or to mention it. She offered him only encouragement and never let him see the nervous strain that she was under, tautened and plucked though it was incessantly by Caesars own vivid restlessness and by the daily widening gap between their differing points of view.

All Alexandria turned out to bid them welcome as the fleet sailed out from Nile-mouth and headed in the dawn toward the royal harbor. Wealth was the blood in Alexandrias veins; the trade route was now open  prosperity a foregone conclusion, with a world wasted by civil war  a greedy market for Egypts corn, and Romes credit sound enough although her treasury might be empty. Rome could always be depended on to replenish her stores of coin from somewhere!

All the harbor-front was decorated and the palace was a delirium of waving banners. It was a new and good excuse for festival and the Alexandrians made the most of it, spending a day and a night in revelry, illuminating all the city as soon as darkness fell and praising Cleopatra as the Daughter of the Queen of Heaven and the greatest of the Lagidae.

They sent committees to her, begging her to have Arsinoe beheaded, believing that as a Ptolemy she would crave her sisters death and that her only reason for having delayed the execution was uncertainty as to the effect on public opinion. But whatever her private feelings were (and she let no one know them) she saw that the greater advantage would be gained by showing clemency, while at the same time flattering Caesar and perhaps getting him to shoulder a responsibility that she dreaded. So she let the representative committees of all ranks of citizens assembled in the throne-room have the obloquy of having urged the execution and, turning to Caesar, asked him:

Can you not discipline the girl? Would it not be wise to let her grace your triumph, walking through the streets of Rome in chains?

She knew that it was customary to behead important prisoners after they had followed the conquering general through the streets, and if Caesar chose to take that responsibility on himself  

However, Caesar saw the issue. Surely, he answered. She shall grace my triumph, and she shall be whipped if she does not walk with suitable demeanor. Afterward we will let her go, and see whether she has not learned to choose her counselors more wisely and to govern herself with more restraint. She was, I remember, appointed Queen of Cyprus. I have not rescinded that.


CHAPTER XXXIII. But you keep your word, Tros?

Men believe that their own lot is harsh and that of their ruler easy. But they cannot rein their own ungovernable passions. It is curious that they should seldom stop to think how much more difficult it is to rein the passions of a multitude, and that the only reward that a ruler finds worth reckoning is consciousness of high aim and of work well done.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



CAESAR spent the days before Caesarion was born in feverish preparations for departure and in instructing Rufinus how, and exactly within what limits, to uphold Cleopatras authority with the few troops that he felt he could afford to leave in Alexandria. What he wanted, and expected, from Cleopatra mainly now was money, and with his usual shrewdness he left supreme authority in her hands, counting on her gratitude. He depended on the Alexandrians to give her credit for the mildness of his previous exactions and for the reopening of trade, which should make them amenable and enable her to get along without any considerable army to enforce her will.

News had come from Calvinus in Pontus to the effect that Pharanaces, the son of Mithridates the Great, was marshaling an overwhelming force against him. He knew that Calvinus lacked genius, although his loyalty was as unquestionable as his courage. It might be a matter of only days before all Asia would be up in arms, and there was no doubt there were Romans taking advantage of the dictators long absence to encourage disaffection that should keep him out of Rome, perhaps forever.

Nevertheless, scarce though shipping was after all the damage he had done to it, and with his own requirements for the movement of troops, and with the oversea trade in corn and onions increasing daily, he almost emptied the animal dealers cages, the zoological gardens of Alexandria, and the dungeons, in order to crowd on to a dozen ships material for his coming triumph in Rome and for the games in the arenas. He sent Arsinoe with one shipload of prisoners without telling her what fate she might expect, consigning her to the care of Mark Antony, with instructions that she was to be kindly treated as long as she took no undue advantage of the kindness; but he added in his letter that she was to be kept in irons if she should show the slightest inclination to intrigue.

The child Caesarion was born at daybreak, in a tumult of doctors, midwives, casters of horoscopes, priests and society matrons. Even Cleopatras determination that the child should come into the world in an atmosphere of quiet dignity, to the strains of religious music, could not overcome court precedents. In the last hour she was overruled and even the musicians were hustled away to make room for the wives of ministers whose long-established privilege it was to witness the birth of an heir to the throne.

All the anterooms were crammed to suffocation. There were relays of messengers posted across the city to announce the important news, and there were bets on the sex of the child that almost rivaled the wagering on the races. When it was known that a male heir was alive and yelling lustily all Alexandria kept holiday; free entertainment was provided even for the slaves, and the tables were set in the streets for the usual free cooked food and wine that so appealed to Caesars sense of the guile of government. Even at the last minute, with a thousand other things to think of, he made notes on how that public banqueting was managed.

The horoscopes were unanimous, as might have been expected; no astrologer cared to incur the odium or the danger of forecasting misfortune at such a time. The child, said the readers of destiny, was born under a combination of planetary conjunctions that could not fail to render him successful in every walk of life, but more particularly, so they said, in the subjection of other people to his overruling wisdom. A great king was born  a herald of prosperity and peace. The wind was favorable and his men were uncomfortably crowded on the anchored fleet, so Caesar made the auspicious omen the excuse for taking his departure that same afternoon. He said a day on which a fortunate young man was born must be a good day on which to start an expedition, and he excused himself for refusing to remain more than a few minutes at her bedside, by saying that Cleopatra must avoid excitement.

Their leave-taking was entirely typical of both of them: she brave, he courteous and humorously affectionate but full of his own dignity and the importance of his own affairs. She found strength enough to laugh at the Gaulish trousers and the broad-brimmed hat he wore against the rigors of the sea. In fact, her strength was next thing to miraculous and it was difficult to keep her quiet. She was careful to give Caesar no inkling of her own anxiety  above all careful not to let him think her in the least suspicious of his good faith.

But when he was gone at last, and the booming of drums and horns had ceased, announcing that the fleet was out of sight, she sent for Olympus, who had refused to have anything whatever to do with the delivery of the child on the excuse that Sosistrates was more experienced in such matters and that his own talent might be better employed in consulting the signs and portents. He had avoided Caesar, although Caesar had lavished rewards on him and had invited him to Rome. And when at last he reached Cleopatras bedside he announced that he had cast no horoscope.

Are you like Apollodorus? Has Caesar made you too rich? Are you spoiled by fortune? she demanded.

Surely it is not fortune that upsets Apollodorus, he answered, smiling. Caesar has dubbed him Driver of the Chariot of the Sun, so gay Apollodorus is himself again. As for me, I know that earthly good and evil are only prongs of the same fork with which Destiny goads us to master ourselves. Who can undo the past? Who can change the present? But the future

Why then no horoscope? she insisted, plucking at filmy sheets with restless fingers, impatient because she could not leave bed and seize the reins of Egypt. She read in Olympus eyes a vague uneasiness, and as usual her courage demanded full information, no matter what its nature. You did cast a horoscope! You have lied to me, Olympus! It was evil  an evil destiny! Speak!

No, he said, I cast none, since what is the use? The childs destiny depends on yours, and yours is in your own hands.

Tell me mine then! You have read dark forebodings in mine! Is that not so?

Nothing new, said Olympus. Always the strong swimmer at the meeting of the waters, but not always wise.

She glanced to see whether there were others in the room, but there was only Charmian. She gave both of them a glimpse then of her real feeling:

No, never wise, Olympus! Is there any other woman in the world who would have given what I gave to Caesar, and who would have failed, as I have failed, to hold him? Am I so cheap a thing? He has gone the way AEneas did. But I will not play Dido!

You will lie still, he commanded, with the familiar firmness of a privileged physician. You have saved Egypt thus far, and you have saved yourself from being Caesars property. He cannot sell you to the highest bidder, as he might if you were a wife under the laws of Rome. You have a son, which was what you prayed for. All Egypt accepts your son as the heir to the double crown. Caesar may have his hands full henceforth with difficulties that his own ignorance and his own ambition make inevitable.

Inevitable? He will overcome them all, she asserted confidently. His destiny is as certain as the rising of to-morrows sun. There is only one Caesar.

He is one too many, Olympus answered. You will see that Rome will find him one too many.

He will twist Rome between his fingers, she insisted. He will snap Rome like a scorpion before it stings him. He will ride Rome like a man on horseback

Aye, until they find him out. There is a strain of madness in all conquerors. Caesar knows he has brains and energy; he sees the weakness, the hypocrisy and dull stupidity of other men; he sees therein his opportunity, and he believes that he can mingle god and devil in one vain bag of human skin. But such men grow intolerable and their end comes swiftly.

Olympus, you have lied! she said again. You have been casting horoscopes. Is Caesar to die suddenly?

He nodded. Unless he turns his back on Rome.

Why Rome? Are his friends not strong there? If you should say he was in danger from the Parthians

He is in no danger from them, said Olympus. He is a conqueror by destiny. If he keeps on conquering he can continue until the sand in his glass has run. But in Rome he will try to play god and devil. What he understands he will neglect, and what he does not understand he will nevertheless try to practice; so that he will fall between two stools. His friends, who will admire his new-found godliness, will urge him to make use of evil for his own sake and for theirs; and his enemies, who cursed him for the evil he has wrought, will slay him because they hate his righteousness the more. Caesar is doomed unless he turns his back on Rome.

I did my utmost to persuade him, Cleopatra murmured. Olympus, am I to blame for this danger you say he is in?

Who else than Caesar is to blame for Caesars fault? he answered. Look you to your own task.

He told her to sleep, but she refused until Tros, Apollodorus and several of her ministers were summoned. Tros came and grinned at her baby as if it were some strange fish his men had caught:

A male, you say? If you had added one more woman to the world, O Egypt, even Caesar might have felt discouraged! The blue-eyed rascal! Hey! Already he looks like Caesar! Was he born with teeth?

He tried to put a finger in the infants mouth until Charmian scolded.

There, he exclaimed, a woman starts to interfere already! Little Caesar is his name, eh? He will have a reputation with women to live down, wont he? Let me see if he will bite my finger, for that is a good omen.

But Charmian suspected Tros fingers of being poisonous with tar and whale-oil, or at any rate she said so. The experiment was called off.

Tros, said Cleopatra, as he bowed over the bed, deliberately making his great amber eyes beam kindly on her, for he had no proper speech for such occasions and was far more ill-at-ease than he chose to let anyone see, Tros, are you true to me? May I depend on you to help me to teach my son to be a true king, and to help me to preserve a throne for him?

He stood upright again and looked at her a long time, stroking his beard, before he answered:

Egypt, there is nothing less dependable than a man who has made rectitude his one main purpose. Day by day we throw old dunnage of ideas overboard. What appears worthy to-day, to-morrow may seem worthless in the light of new-won wisdom. How shall you trust me, who trust myself so little that I examine myself each night to know what folly I have done and what new course in consequence I ought to lay? And at dawn I lay it, though it cost me mens opinion and my own ease. Caesar is more to be trusted. Caesar cares for neither right nor wrong; he chooses his goal and makes for it. He keeps his word, too, for his prides sake, unless pride betrays to him a proud excuse and points a glittering opportunity.

But you keep your word, Tros?

Aye, I do my best as a rule. But I pledge word not so readily. And having pledged, I am not so easily dissuaded, though a throne or two should tumble as the price of steadfastness. Pledges are bad anchors to ride to, Egypt, for they come not up, though a whole crew go to hauling. He who has no fondness for slipping cable may drown in the shelterless lee of an oath that holds his nose, it may be without scope enough.

She was too weak to argue, and she caught sight of Charmian signaling to Tros to back away and take his leave without ceremony.

Tros, she insisted, is a promise kept in one life not a fair wind for the next? I have heard you say so.

Aye, he answered, women can always remember a mans words to use against him. They do us the first injustice when they bring us forth into the world and bid us thank them for it; the next when they snare us in marriage and steal our manhood while they bid us fight their quarrels; and the last when they throw in our teeth our falseness to our own ideals that we laid aside for them.

Nevertheless, she said, I will depend on you. I trust you more than any man

Woman, he answered, what is it to me that you should trust me? I will answer. It means a rope around my neck, to haul me back from purposes I cherish!

Cherish my child Caesarion, she answered. Is that not a noble purpose  to raise a king who shall govern the whole world wisely?

Nay, he answered. Governing a world is Caesars or some other upstarts business! I hold with Plato: we do better by thousands than by hundred thousands. Each man has enough to do to govern himself.

But somebody must rule. Who ruled your ship, Tros? Will you teach Caesarion to govern himself so that he may rule a world as you ruled that ship of yours?

Ruled, you say? I have the ship yet!

No, she answered, it is my ship  part of the fleet of Egypt. Tros, I will never let you go! You hear me? Never! Which will you then? Will you pledge your word to me anew? Or will you stay ashore, and live at ease, and grow fat, and watch another only half do what you might have done so splendidly? I will give you a day to think it over.

I have thought, he answered. I was born to be ensnared by women. How shall a man escape his destiny? But you shall find in me a man of blunt speech, and on the day that you fail Egypt I will fail you!

I accept your word, she answered, nodding, and dismissed him, he backing away before Charmian, who was impatient to clear the room and neither afraid nor even courteous when duty urged her.


CHAPTER XXXIV. Eastward! Turn eastward!

Blame is easy to lay and no man or no woman is perfect. Commonly the greatest fools and hypocrites are readiest to cast aspersion; and the wisest and most honorable are the slowest, ever qualifying accusation and withholding judgment, knowing that themselves in like predicament might blunder worse than the accused and might achieve less.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



WEEKS followed weeks without any direct word from Caesar  no letters, that is, although Cleopatra wrote once and enclosed the parchment in a golden tube, which she sealed with emeralds embedded deep in wax. Receiving no reply, she wasted no time bewailing Caesars fickleness. Caesar, she said, is busy with a worlds affairs. He pays me the subtle compliment of leaving me to manage Egypt without his guidance. And whether she believed that or was aware that Caesar, pursuing his usual opportunist tactics, was leaving her to sink or swim and intended to be governed, as to his future course in Egypt and toward her, wholly by results, she made the most of the freedom of action thus conferred. And there were no demands for money, which, although inexplicable, helped her more than any other circumstance to crystallize the good-will of the Alexandrians. Their resources rapidly increasing, instead of being drained by Caesars squanderous appetite, they yielded readily to Cleopatras constantly strengthening grip on the reins of state, and her own wealth becoming enormous, now that the corn monopoly was functioning, she had ample funds with which to begin to bribe such Roman senators as she thought might be of use to her later on. She did not exactly flood Rome with her secret agents, but it was only a very short time before Cicero, for instance, began to complain in the Roman Senate that her spies were everywhere. She had digested and applied that part of Caesars system thoroughly.

Lonely again, but with her genius stirred and awakened by Caesars; cynical in self-defense because of Caesars cynical desertion of her; and by nature alert to the treachery of human motives, she worked day and night to secure her political position, so that Caesar would have to turn to her again as an ally rather than turn against her, as she fully understood him to be capable of doing.

Tact and personality were her weapons. She discovered in herself the gift of dazzling men, whether they were old or young, and of making women not so jealous as despairing of ever imitating her attractions. Her air of gaiety and courage blinded everyone to the secret dread that haunted her of Romes insatiable hunger for new territories to exploit; and those of her ministers who shared that secret very soon perceived that she, and she alone, was likely to be able to resist Rome, not by force of arms but by devotion to her purpose and with an intelligence that no subtlety of statesmanship escaped. As alert as light, she detected treason before it materialized; as generous as summer weather, she rewarded friends as richly as she punished enemies. Caesar had not been gone a month before her ministers all realized that, though she drove them mercilessly, she was reckless of her own youth, health and comfort, valuing them only as a means of saving Egypt and her dynasty. As so often happens, energy enhanced her charm. It gave her confidence. She ripened.

And though Caesar did not write, there was incessant news of him. She was confident that while he kept on winning victories there was not much danger of the Roman Senate daring to try to challenge his authority and interfere with her activities. So she wheedled and bribed and outwitted Rufinus and the Roman officers, whom Caesar had left to take care of his own interests as much as to protect her, little by little so winning their admiration that they almost forgot Caesar in their recognition of her statesmanship. She loaded them with honors, and she scrupulously asked for Rufinus opinion in advance of every move she made, but it always ended in Rufinus withdrawing opposition and commending what she wanted. Meanwhile, Tros labored like Heracles at building ships, which Rufinus supposed were intended for Caesars use, and Apollodorus as high chamberlain devised such palace entertainments as no city in the world had ever seen.

That was another trick that she had learned from Caesar. She kept men too excited and amused to guess what her real intentions were; and the occasional Romans who came spying on their own account for business opportunities or to pick up political crumbs returned to Rome with stories about her magnificence and wit, that spread and spread and were exaggerated until Rome wondered whether to fear her or to look to her for inspiration. The exaggerated rumors of her wealth and reckless use of it set half of the Roman senators shamelessly angling for bribes  a scandal that solidified the small minority that resented corruption but who had no leader now that Cato was in exile fulminating the old-fashioned virtues near the ruins of ancient Carthage.

It was from Balbus, Caesars intimate in Rome and one of his most notorious agents of political corruption that she received the news of Caesars victory at Zela, whence he sent to his friend Amantius for publication the announcement Veni, vidi, vici that endeared him more than ever to the mob and more than ever made his critics loathe him. That message was a symptom that she recognized.

Presently came news of Caesars swiftly spent visit in Rome and his immediate descent on northern Africa where Cato, Scipio, Lucius Julius Caesar and other fugitive friends of Pompey had been busy preparing an army, with the assistance of Júba, the King of Numidia, to resist to the last breath the man whom they regarded as the bane of Rome  liar and traitor and arch-enemy of public decency. News of the battle of Thapsús was brought by fugitives, who told how Caesar, landing at Hadrumentum, had begun hostilities at once and, falling on Catos army, had utterly routed it and butchered fifty thousand men; how Lucius Julius Caesar, Lucius Africanus and Faustus Sulla had been beheaded, and how Cato, Scipio and others had committed suicide to save themselves from the indignity of public execution. Then, swiftly on the heels of news of that tremendous victory, came word that Caesar had made Eunoe, wife of the King of Mauretania, his mistress. There were many who took care that Cleopatra should receive that information, among them Apollodorus, who had not forgiven her for her neglect, as he considered it, to avenge the death of Lollianè. But though she was watched, and even offered diffident condolences by those whose cautious malice stalked under a guise of scandalized concern, there was none except Charmian who was allowed to see beneath the veil of her indifference, and Charmian only dimly.

Do you realize now, Charmian, she said, why I was wise to leave Caesar free, not married to me? Would a form of words have kept him from Eunoes arms? I have assumed no privilege of finding fault with infidelity that he can no more help than the wind can keep from blowing. Caesar has nothing left to offer any woman except infidelity. He had one moment, in my arms, when he glimpsed what love means. And I have his son Caesarion.

But Charmian was virgin chaste and bitter-minded in the matter of mens faithlessness:

He has probably by this time told Eunoe, she said, all the sweet nothings he murmured to you; and he will have added to them all the somethings that you told him  Caesars version of them! He will have told her, for instance, how divine she is and what he thinks divinity may mean!

But Caesar had taught Cleopatra cynicism, and before she ever met him she had learned the value of mens protests of devotion. Personally utterly incapable of swerving from a loyalty once pledged, she recognized all the more readily the rarity of that trait of character, and she was beginning to find it simple to outwit the men who would have liked to stand in Caesars vacant place beside her. There were many Alexandrians who thought themselves in that race, and who became her none too scrupulous supporters because vanity interpreted her smiles and the gaze of her violet eyes as indications of her interest in themselves. That gaze was psychic; she could see through mask to motive. But she understood its surface value also and deliberately used it, letting her lightning dazzle as many fools as chose to try to match ambition against her genius.

Five kings and Herod of Galilee all sought her hand in marriage, recognizing (as Caesar himself had failed to do) one reason why she had refused to marry Caesar. She was free to dispose of herself anew whenever Caesars shifting, opportunist tactics should compel her to seek strength elsewhere. She could be true to Caesar without tying herself hand and foot and at the mercy of his untruth  she intuitively recognizing her own freedom as perhaps the surest means of keeping Caesar faithful to her in degree. So she received ambassadors who tempted her with gifts. Already married, Herod offered to divorce his wife and to negotiate alliances that should give Rome pause for many a year to come  an offer that she played with until Herod stood committed wheel-deep in the mire of his own intrigue and she had him at her mercy.

She had not forgiven Herod. She was farther still from forgetting Lollianè. But she did not consider Apollodorus private vengeance a fair exchange for the life of a faithful friend and she intended to exact a price that should wound Herod without ever giving the wound a chance to heal  that should punish him and keep him hoping for relief and therefore be useful to herself. So she abode her time and let Herod think she considered his bid for her hand a compliment. She thanked him for the information he sent her about Caesars present lapse into infidelity and suitably embellished stories of his lurid past. She kept the letters as a whip with which to coerce Herod in the time to come.

Tros, as he had promised that he would do, bluntly spoke his mind to her:

You are wasting time, he said, and wasting wisdom on a crowd of fools, who will infect you with their folly.

What would you have me do? she asked him.

Eastward! Turn eastward! he answered. Send ambassadors to India. Warn India of Caesars plans to conquer all the world. Then make alliances with Parthia, India, Arabia. Send me! I will stir them until they unite with you in one wall of self-defense across the world!

She sent an embassy to India, but not Tros. She invited Buddhist emissaries from Ceylon, and intimated that the port of Berenice on the Red Sea would afford convenience, supplies and full protection for eastern traders. Also she sent agents to Socotra, where for upward of two hundred years the Greeks had maintained a trading station, and she arranged for pilots and interpreters to accompany Egyptian merchantmen.

Because she was young and forever apparently gay, most gloriously dressed and bent on having the most splendid court the world had ever known, it escaped mens observation that behind that mask of gaiety and scented luxury she was a thinker, with a lightning intuition that could read most hidden motives, and with a smile that concealed her knowledge.

Charmian knew more than anyone. There were times when Charmian saw glimpses of the depths, of gloom and passion, to which the lees of the blood of the Ptolemies dragged her, in the moments, rare in those days, when she lost her self-possession. Charmian and Olympus were the only ones who guessed how secretly, in those hours, she was consumed by jealousy and could have killed herself for having failed to keep Caesar in Alexandria.

Her method in the main was diametrically opposite to Caesars. Whereas he drew all his power from the mob, adroitly stirring its enthusiasm and employing it to check the schemes of rivals, she manipulated courtiers and let them manage details of administration, confidently counting on their own self-interest to make them keep the crowd in hand. She offset one against another, whereas Caesar rather gloried in defying all the brains of Rome. And she had this advantage over Caesar: that she never feared to trust a good administrator, whereas Caesar chose second-rate men to surround him, being unable to tolerate the near neighborhood of men possessed of character and brains enough to become his rivals.

There was an enormous difference between those points of view. And Cleopatra well understood that if Caesar should make himself king of the world, there was only one queen whom he could set beside him. There were no Roman women eligible. There was no dynasty in the known world that could compare with hers. She could afford to wait.

But she could not afford to let Caesar treat her in the meanwhile as one of his discarded mistresses. So long before the news came of his having left Africa for Rome she had begun negotiations with the Roman Senate leading to an invitation to herself to visit Rome. She had one overmastering reason. Caesar, she knew, would celebrate a triumph as the conqueror of Egypt, and if she herself were not there as a witness of the triumph all the world would say, and Rome would take for granted, that Egypt was now no longer independent; whereas if she herself were present as a royal guest she would be able to make it clear to everyone, Caesar himself included, that Roman arms had defeated Egypts enemies, not Egypt, and that Egypt, represented by herself, was a friend and ally, not a conquered enemy.

She knew very well that Cicero and many others would resent her presence and would do their utmost to prevent it. And she also knew that Caesar was entirely capable of overlooking her in order to avoid recriminations at a moment when he needed surface harmony. But there were not many men in the Senate whose votes were not purchaseable and her agents in Rome by that time had discovered which senators to approach with bribes and which to leave alone. Enormous sums of money changed hands. Caesar received a request from the Senate, couched in almost urgent terms, suggesting that the presence of the Queen of Egypt might be an event of great political importance.

Smiling, as he recognized how ably Cleopatra had adopted his own method of controlling Roman politics, Caesar wrote the invitation and dispatched it by the hand of a distinguished legate, ordering his villa on the Tiber bank to be refurnished and made ready to receive her.


CHAPTER XXXV. Whoever sticks a head into Caesars net is Caesars victim.

We are prone to go forth and meet trouble, being proud of what we call our courage, which is more often rashness. And it needs a greater courage, of a higher sort, to stay still to receive and cherish wisdom, which is after all the only conqueror of difficulties.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



IT WAS now, on the receipt of Caesars invitation, that the wisdom of Cleopatras method revealed itself. She could accept and leave no dangerous enemies behind her. Roman officers would watch her Alexandrian officials, who would administer the country in her interest if only to prevent the Romans from obtaining too much foothold. Practically she had jockeyed Rufinus into the condition of an auditor, and his subordinates into that of a police over the bureaucracy, everyone looking for commendation from her, satisfied with their pay and with the luxury of Alexandria, and depending on her to make a good report of them to Caesar.

The result was that even a low Nile caused less than ordinary hardship, because the administration was efficient and the Argus-eyed Rufinus anticipated and prevented misappropriation of the revenues. Actually, and in spite of the low Nile, there was more land under irrigation than there had been for a century and there was plenty of corn in the granaries for export.

The fleet, that had always been a danger hitherto, with a reputation for placing itself at the service of any intriguing malcontent, was wholly in Tros hands, better manned, paid and fed than ever in its history, and much too busy freighting merchandise and corn to be interested in brewing mischief.

Diplomatically, Cleopatra held in her own hands the destiny of every principality and kingdom, from Syria to the utmost limits of Arabia. She had only to reveal to Caesar their proposals for alliances against him to cause Caesar to dragoon them drastically. She was the one to whom they would have to look to speak that friendly word for them in Rome that should cause Caesar to leave them a measure of independence.

So her borders were safe. Her treasury was overflowing. She could take with her to Rome, where silver and gold were at a premium, enormous sums of money that might relieve Caesars necessity as well as, if adroitly used, insure for herself that good-will of the Roman mob, notoriously fickle, used to being bought and flattered, contemptible, and yet as essential to herself as to Caesar.

She could afford to go to Rome as one who brought gifts, not as a seeker of favors: as a valuable ally, rather than a source of potential danger to the Roman imperium. And it was not in Cleopatras nature to act less than splendidly when she had opportunity. The chance to dazzle Rome, to bewilder it, to show the Romans what real dignity and wealth and splendor were, challenged her audacity and made her deaf to remonstrance.

Olympus was solemnly critical: Pause, he advised, and consider! Fish swim. Birds fly. Each to his own element. A jewel in its setting is a thing men crave, but fling it in the mud and what becomes of it? Where is its value? And how suddenly departed!

Tros tried other methods of dissuasion. Whoever sticks a head into Caesars net is Caesars victim, he assured her. Caesar needs you more than ever again you will need him Send him money and encourage him to fight the Parthians, who will give him an even bigger beating than the Britons did!

But her personal loyalty rebelled at the mere suggestion of contributing to Caesars possible defeat by any enemy.

I go to Rome, she insisted, because Caesar is the friend, and Rome the enemy. I have heard you say that wars are won in the heart of an enemys country. Is it not a war that I am waging? Is it less a war because I only risk myself and wage it without slaying men? Make ready, Tros, for I will sail to Ostia on your ship.

There was nothing for Tros to do but to obey her. As the fountainhead of discipline in the Egyptian fleet he could not permit himself to set an example of disobedience.

Charmian consulted with Olympus before voicing her own intuitive dread, seldom trusting her own judgment when she felt it opposed to Cleopatras. Olympus hinted to her what he had not dared to say to Cleopatra lest she should accuse him of casting secret horoscopes and should insist on being shown them in full detail. He understood the danger of his lore  how people, guided by a forecast of events, are paralyzed by fatalism and refuse to use judgment or will. But he could depend on Charmian not to betray the source of her dark forebodings, and on Cleopatra not to suspect it since she knew that Charmian was very often jealous of him. So Charmian came primed into the dressing-room at night, and they two talked alone on the balcony under the stars, huddled in shawls on a couch with their feet tucked under them.

What would happen, Charmian asked, if Caesar should die or be murdered while you visit him in Rome? He has the falling sickness and a host of enemies. His wife will hardly love you. She would surely try to blame you for his death if he should die.

They are more likely to kill me than Caesar, Cleopatra answered, and I feel that my time has not yet come. I feel an urge in me to do things, not to hesitate and weigh and analyze.

I smell death, said Charmian.

You can smell the sea, too, Cleopatra answered, You can see it; there, under the moon, all cold and merciless. But need it drown us?

She had plenty of encouragement to offset Tros, Olympus, Charmian and one or two others who dared to advise her against going. The librarian officials were as eager as herself to spread in Rome the culture that they counted on to change the face of history. There was no pride greater than theirs or less amenable to political arguments, which they regarded as beneath contempt.

Flood Rome with learning and with art, they urged her. Take with you philosophers, sculptors, painters, poets and historians. Bestow that priceless gift on Rome and Rome will forever after worship you as the source of her civilization!

And the Jews insisted, They sent Esias to present their views, accompanied by scores of slaves all loaded down with gifts for Roman ladies whom Cleopatra might see fit to patronize.

Trade, said Esias, is as blood in the veins of nations. Take with you some of my people, and the trade of Egypt, I can promise you, will multiply like kine and camels in a fat year. Use your influence in Rome to give the Jews advantages, and the wealth of Alexandria shall become a proverb.

Probably Apollodorus did more to confirm her own determination than all other influences combined. He hated Rome. He did not want to go to Rome, where members of the aristocracy did not compete in chariot races and his own peculiar personal advantages were more likely than not to arouse antagonism Shrewd in his own way, and aware that Roman vice and virtue were as different from the Alexandrian as iron is from copper, he was daring enough to be insolent because he knew that Cleopatra liked him personally too well to take serious offense.

The trouble with you, Royal Egypt, he assured her, is that you are much too innocent. You think that because you are an altruist the world will recognize the fact and turn to altruism to oblige you. You are like a rose  by which I mean that you are not without thorns  and you remind me of a rose set in a pig-pen, trying to please the pigs by blooming marvelously. We have a rather reasonable breed of pigs in Egypt, and as long as you bloom we will lie in the sun and enjoy you. But the Romans will regard you as an insult to their sty and as an altogether tasty morsel, viewed as fodder. Your thorns which we are far too careful of our comfort to care to tamper with, will merely serve as a condiment to sharpen the Roman appetite. Stay in Egypt. Bloom where blossom is allowed to blow at its appointed time.

You shall live in Rome, she said, as my permanent legate unless you rise to this occasion and make our entry into Rome as splendid as the rising sun!

He took her at her word. Tros utterly refused to let his ship be made into a plaything, as he called it, so she had to be contented with the purple sails and gilded serpent at the bow that were his own idea of dignity. But the fleet, that was loaded with gifts and priests, librarians, astronomers, traders, slaves of every known nation and craftsmen of every known art, was a purple and golden dream  a mystery of opulence, in the van of which Tros great war-ship plunged like a leviathan, the more majestic since the others were so gaily feminine.

Her brother  the child of Ptolemy Auletes drunken old age and half-witted at best  was ailing, so she ran no risk of leaving him behind to die, with the inevitable consequence of rumors that she had caused him to be poisoned in her absence. She brought him to Rome with her, with well-known doctors in attendance and accompanied by individuals who might, if left behind with him, have started a conspiracy; men and women whose obvious interest it was to keep the boy alive as long as possible and on whom, in the event of his death, disgrace would fall if there were any hint of murder.

Another symptom of her innocence. She would better have drowned him publicly like a kitten too many, Apollodorus remarked. He will die soon. He is rickety, anemic, rotten with scrofula, and ought to die to save himself from misery. But the more precautions she takes, the more doctors she employs, the more surely the gossips will swear she killed him She might as well have the satisfaction of deserving the credit. It would show her common sense. Caesar would do it without hesitating. So would I. But she lacks common sense. She has only genius. She is amusing but not practical.

But common sense was more than half her genius. She was far too wise to enter Rome by land, for instance, and steal any of Caesars thunder by anticipating his coming triumph. She proposed to be indispensable to Caesar, not a nuisance to him She had brought a fleet of corn-ships in her wake to enable him to feed the Roman mob at her cost and to his own advantage. It was at her request that Caesar did not come to Ostia to meet her; he could not have done it without all Romes knowledge, and she even asked that the senatorial committee of reception should be no larger or more important than that usually accorded to a visiting potentate.

She combined, in fact, splendor with tactful self-suppression, choosing to travel by boat and by night up the Tiber, increasing her prestige by the atmosphere of secrecy that started countless rumors spreading without offering the slightest competition to Caesars all-dominant fame  adding to it rather than detracting from it and affording Caesar opportunity to greet her in the privacy of his villa on the Tiber-side that he had placed at her disposal.

He had aged perceptibly since she had seen him last. Standing between torches, on the marble landing at the foot of steps that led to terraced gardens surrounding the villa, he looked drawn and pale. More dignified than ever, he had lost a little of his former charm of manner, and his cordiality, though genuine, was strained, as if he no longer possessed the ability to throw off official cares and be personal and human. Everything was studied. He had posted himself to appear statuesque. With a gesture he included all Rome in his person as receiving her with honor. But the darkness and the night-roar of the city, the apparent loneliness of Tiber-bank (only apparent: there were troops within hail), the torches, and the water gurgling at the piles, the sheen of light on shields where, like a row of statues in the dark, his bodyguard and lictors watched him motionless, all emphasized the deathly whiteness of his figure and a feel of tragedy impending that made Cleopatra shudder. Tros, emerging from the barge behind her, nudged Apollodorus.

Is this the bank of Tiber or of Styx? he whispered.

But Caesars spoken greeting was delivered with vigor and a little laughter, as if suddenly he realized how deeply he had loved and how empty his life had been since leaving Alexandria  a mere series of things and deeds, no spiritual fulness such as he experienced with her beneath a gentler sky. Holding out his arms toward her, for a moment he forgot everything except that he was glad to see her.

This destiny, he said, that flatters and then frenzies us, that joins and separates us, is a poor thing, Egypt! Let us challenge it and have our will of it! These eyes have not seen anything so welcome as yourself since they last looked on the Lochias.

But she avoided his embrace until he had taken their child in his arms, she receiving it sleeping from the nurse and drawing aside the shawl that he might see by torchlight how the tiny thing resembled him.

An omen! he said. He is a Caesar. He weeps not!

But at the word the child awoke and vented riotous displeasure, yelling for his wet-nurse.

Other incidents occurred to spoil the concord of the night. Caesar, normally so graceful and sure on his feet, stumbled as he turned to mount the steps beside the litter he had provided for Cleopatra. He caught hold of the litter and saved himself, but not without cutting his knee on the edge of the stone. He made nothing of it, but his lictors and the men-at-arms grew solemn, one of them advising him to send an offering to the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus.

For the moment I forgot I am a god, he answered irritably.

It annoyed him that he had forgotten to greet Tros and Apollodorus. He turned on the steps and waited for them, speaking then less courteously than he probably intended, stroking his brow with his hand because his brain was crowded with a host of contradictory thoughts that blurred memory and prevented the dignified condescension he would normally have shown.

But he had regained suavity, at least of manner, by the time he reached the villa, and by the time he had led Cleopatra into the vast reception hall and she had praised it, he was almost the Caesar of earlier days, considerate and gently courteous, his eyes regaining their old cold brilliance and his voice assured, amused, a trifle highly pitched but dignified.

They found a room together where the slaves had set food and wine, and only Charmian came in with them to play the servant and protect them from intrusion with her calm, discreet, all-watchful and unnoticeable hovering; and in the two hours while the house was being filled with mounds of luggage and the fretful eunuchs wondered who should find accommodation for them all, Caesar and Cleopatra found a basis for new mutual regard, the stronger since she made no challenge to his outworn physical emotions. Sensuously he was a dying flame that might be fanned up for a moment but would then cease. Intellectually he was weary but as vigorous as ever and as capable of new enthusiasm. They had been comrades as much as lovers; she resumed the comradeship, directing her assault against his one weak point, his loneliness, reminding him that she was the only woman he had ever trusted with his inmost thoughts, and how she had opened to him realms of imagination where no common minds could reach to criticize and carp and sting.

Confess, she said, laughing, that I showed you how and why you are immortal, and that you now seek to rival the gods! Isnt that why you neglected me?

I am told, he answered kindly, that you have converted what you are pleased to call neglect into an opportunity. Are you not absolute in Egypt?

Absolute? she asked. With Caesar shining in the firmament and Caesars son each day a full day nearer manhood? Twenty years and he will be older than I was when you and I met. I should be a poor pupil, or else Caesar a poor instructor, if I could not use those twenty years to some advantage. I am not ungrateful. You will find me a faithful friend and not inclined to strain the friendship.

He accepted the new status with relief that he betrayed by an immediate invitation to discuss his own plans and the future, and to link her own with his if she could find a way to do it.

The Senate talks, he said, of voting me the dictatorship for life. There is some talk, too, of making the office hereditary.

That was a plain enough hint. But she knew as well as he did where the danger ahead of them lay.

Caesars son, she answered shrewdly, if a Roman, might inherit the dictatorship. The Romans are ready for that. They will bow to a Roman. But Caesar must be a king before the Romans will accept Caesarion.

Romans are not fond of the thought of being ruled by kings, he answered rather wearily. It appeared he had been giving thought to that of late.

That is because they are ignorant. They can be taught, however.

Try  just try to teach, for instance, Cicero! he answered, smiling

Numa leges dedit! she retorted. Numa was a king, a high priest and a god. Can Cicero deny it? Are you not Numas equal? And is Cicero? Make wise laws, and Cicero, who can only talk about them, will appear ridiculous. And is there not an ancient prophecy that Rome shall never conquer Parthia until the Romans fight under a Roman king?

I had forgotten that, said Caesar.

You have too much to remember. Offer the crown to Cicero and bid him fight the Parthians!

Caesar smiled. I am afraid he might accept! he said ironically. He is one of those men who are friendly when in need of money but whose indignation leads them to take strange courses. However, that ancient prophecy is worth considering.


CHAPTER XXXVI. Who is the ruler of Rome?

They who take thought may observe, and will be wise if they remember, that the celebration of a victory is on the one hand silly gloating over other mens misfortune, and on the other a false semblance of finality, beneath which treason among the victors bides its time.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



DAILY during weeks and months that followed it became more clear to every thoughtful man in Rome that Caesar was planning to make himself king. But as to how much Cleopatra had to do with it opinions differed. Some thought that she restrained his insolence, which cost him countless friendships to offset the popularity he won by extravagant bribes to the mob in the form of free food and entertainment. Others blamed the whole of his extravagance and demagogic strategy on her, knowing that he was drawing freely on her treasury and forgetting that he had never used any other than corrupt methods of controlling Roman politics, the only difference being that he now accepted gifts from her instead of borrowing from money-lenders and repaying them by letting them plunder helpless provinces.

Accusation was the breath of life to Rome. Without a scandal to discuss, the city life fell foul and flat, the very forum seemed a place of dreariness. The scandal of Cleopatras residence in Caesars villa, while the dictator himself lived in a smaller house within the city with his legal wife Calpurnia, provided a surging undercurrent to the excitement of his four-day triumph, the splendor of which exceeded anything the world had ever seen, but the effect of which was hardly what Caesar had anticipated.

On the first day he rode through the streets as the conqueror of Gaul, with Vercingetorix in chains and so many Gaulish prisoners and so much plunder that to the reeking, yelling mob it almost seemed as if the whole of Gaul had been transported into Rome for their profit and amusement. Brave Vercingetorix, neglected in a dungeon for six miserable years, was hooted through the streets unpitied, few remembering the terms on which he had surrendered himself to Caesar in order to save his nation from further bloodshed. Tros tried to speak to him but the crowd and the soldiers prevented, until at last, as the procession neared the capitol, he saw them lead the unhappy chief away to the place of execution. Then he fought his way back to where Cleopatra looked on from a balcony. It was dark before he reached her.

Caesar was ascending the capitol now by torchlight with forty elephants to right and left of his chariot, passing between serried ranks of veterans who hailed him as Caesar  victor  imperator. For a while the roar upswelling deafened Cleopatras ears. It was Apollodorus, scornfully surveying Romes artless histrionics and enthusiasm over plundered peoples misery, who at last drew her attention.

The Lord Tros is irritated, he remarked. Soothe him before he dies of apoplexy, or we will have no admiral to take us home when this orgy is over!

Tros wasted few words: Caesar has murdered Vercingetorix, he growled. Caesar, who they tell me wept at the news of Pompeys later end, now breaks his word to a nobler enemy and butchers him to please the mob. I go from here. I will return to the fleet at Ostia. I beg your leave of absence.

She assented, fearing Tros might speak his mind to Caesar otherwise, who was as capable of crucifying Tros as of beheading Vercingetorix. His magnanimity was more fitful and less predictable than ever, now that he was tasting the fruit of victories instead of winning them.

The fruit was bitter. Very late that night as he and Cleopatra walked together in the gardens by the Tiber he complained to her of Romes ingratitude:

All that the world asks of its hero, he said, is success  until success comes. Then they demand that he shall lay his neck under their feet and submit himself to their stupid opinions. It was suggested to me when I reached the capitol to-night that I might do well to remember Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus. They refer to his simplicity. They invite me to be a sort of peasant farmer and eat my dinner of raw turnips seated on a fence. As if forsooth they themselves would do that. Hypocrites! And it appears that now Cato is dead there is a party devoted to praising him, as if that old humbug ever accomplished anything except to find fault with his betters. If I had celebrated a meager triumph for the sake of the economy they hint at, they would have accused me of being parsimonious and would denounce me for it to the mob.

Dangerous counsel she gave him. But she knew he needed comfort, not more criticism. He was weary from the days excitement, dreading three more days of it. The reek of Rome renewed his jaundice, and the physical strain of being the hub of Romes excitement from dawn until after dark had ill prepared him for the mental irritation of mean mens gibes adroitly veiled by flattery and offered with a thin-lipped smile. She, too, had her nerves to consider: on the morrow she must watch the Egyptian triumph  her own subjects being led in chains, and trophies representing Egypt being flaunted before a mob that recognized no fine distinctions. She must reassure herself that Caesar, whatever the mob might think, distinctly in his own mind differentiated between Egypt and those Alexandrian rebels whom, according to her view of it, he had suppressed in justice to herself to raise her to an independent throne. He and she were alone again  utterly lonely amid tumult.

You have brought Rome wealth, she answered. Cities and men which have wealth in their keeping have no choice but to submit to the rule of him who permits or assists them to keep it. If I were in your shoes I would show my contempt for their jealousy, for you are greater than them all.

Because contempt provided the relief his nerves craved, he opened his mind to it as to a soothing drug. And because she had suggested it, and he realized, too, that she was nerving herself to witness the next days gross indignity toward her throne and country, he felt a sudden wave of generosity and offered her in turn a modicum of comfort. He was grateful that she had never once tried to obstruct him or to fortify her own position at the cost of his. Even her secret agents, all of whose activities were known to him, employed the policy of praising and supporting him in order to forward her interests.

I will confer full civic rights in Rome, he said, on all those Alexandrian officials whom you have brought here with you  doctors, astronomers, priests, financiers and who not else. My senators will object; but it may help to make them realize their unimportance. They may also learn how ignorant they are; for I will employ the Alexandrian financiers to organize the treasury.

Then, seeing that was hardly personal to her he grew reckless and urged her to use more ostentation; but she shrewdly saw the danger and refused. As opportunist as himself in some ways, she had rearranged her policy; she would maintain a quiet court and an extremely modest appearance in public but would lavish gifts and money wherever her busy agents, Serapion and Hammonios, advised her that that road to popularity was open. She had already sensed that the upper classes resented her influence over Caesar and that even the mob was jealous of her wealth and dignity.

However, she felt obliged to witness the Egyptian triumph. She must celebrate with Caesar  must appear to enjoy the sight of rebels being led in chains to execution. So the balcony from which she looked on was splendidly decorated  a blaze of flowers and of banners with inscriptions to the effect that Egypt was grateful to Caesar for having suppressed rebellion and restored peace. Hammonios and Serapion had persuaded several wives of prominent Romans to share her hospitality on the balcony; they were plied with costly presents and delicious things to eat; and they flirted with Apollodorus and several other handsome Alexandrian gallants.

But Cleopatra was not always in the best of tempers or in a mood to endure effrontery. She made no headway with the Roman women, whom she despised as lacking delicacy and civilized manners They openly admired her jewels and her hands and feet, but were as sarcastic as they dared to be and made pointed references to Caesars wife, Calpurnia, the effect of which on Cleopatra was to make her recklessly contemptuous:

Do you Roman women like being bought and sold? she asked them. I am told you think marriage respectable though your husbands and parents trade you for a handful of votes or for a provincial appointment. You should come to Egypt, where a man who tried to do that would be ostracized.

A matron tried to show the Roman viewpoint: Women are more socially free in Rome than anywhere. Our money and possessions are our own. If we are divorced we take those with us. We have to yield something in return for all the freedom we enjoy.

So you yield your self-respect? suggested Cleopatra; and there was not much cordiality exhibited thenceforward. Conversation was mainly confined to questions by the Roman women, calculated to dismay and irritate, and to answers by Cleopatra that went straight between the joints of the armor of Roman self-esteem.

The triumphal procession of that day was the least war-like and the most picturesque, coming as something of an anticlimax after the celebration of the conquest of Gaul. The principal attraction was the animals, some of them driven in herds and some confined in cages. There were effigies of Potheinos, Theodotus and Achillas; crowds of slaves all carrying sacks of corn; enormous floats conveying models of the Pyramid, the Sphynx, the Pharos lighthouse and a few of the Alexandrian temples. Effigies of the Egyptian gods were borne by priests; and there were a hundred Egyptian army chariots loaded with weapons, shields and helmets. The rest was a sort of streaming panorama illustrative of the population and its industries.

But the center of attraction was Arsinoe, half naked, prouder than Diana and appearing chaste, oblivious of all the interest that she aroused and seeming to accept her escort as a guard of honor. Caesar had seen fit to let her wear no jewelry. She had no insignia of royalty except that her arms were loosely held with golden chains, whereas the other prisoners, were manacled with iron. Her name, without title, was painted on signs that men carried before and behind her. Taller than Cleopatra by an inch or two, she nevertheless looked like a queen in miniature and the crowd, that had hooted Vercingetorix the day before, took pity on her, venting displeasure instead on Ganymedes, who was dragged along behind her noisily lamenting the disgraceful fate that he knew awaited him. They had tried to make Ganymedes carry the sign on which was painted his name and the list of the crimes for which he was condemned to death, but he had refused although savagely beaten, and the man who bore it for him kept prodding him with the pole. Arsinoe took no notice of him and appeared indifferent to his suffering. She betrayed no emotion at all until she arrived abreast of Cleopatras balcony, enduring the hot stench and clamor of the mob, and the awkward cobblestones on which it was so difficult to walk with dignity, without glancing to right or left or seeming to care what happened to her. But as she passed the balcony she paused and, extending her chained hands, spat deliberately, so that the crowd laughed and for a while there was a jeering aimed at Cleopatra.

That night Caesar came very late to the villa by the Tiber. He had been outside the city in the camps where next days captives were in custody and the confusion of preparation by torch and lamplight, the last minute changes and the sheer stupidity of tired officials had exasperated him to the verge of a nervous breakdown. Reports of criticism, too, had worried him. And he had heard among other things about Arsinoes behavior and the mobs reaction to it.

Do you wish her executed? he asked curtly. It can be done now. It is customary to behead important prisoners immediately after a triumph. It is now or never.

No, said Cleopatra. Let her go to Cyprus. She is Queen of Cyprus.

Are you afraid to kill her? Caesar asked.

No. I am too proud to harbor fear of her. That is all.

Insomnia was wasting Caesars health and there was no relief he found so comforting as midnight hours with Cleopatra. She would pace the gardens with him or lie on couches on the roof where they could watch the light and shadow and hear the vague roar of the excited, half-slumbering city. All her conversation seemed to meet his mood; they never quarreled, never argued, always seemed to understand each other, and above all he enjoyed that courage of hers that never compromised with fear of other people and never advocated yielding to their opinions.

Never forget you are Caesar, she urged him. If you descend to the plane of thought of meaner men their numbers can overwhelm you. Stay above them, and they can neither reach you, understand you, nor do anything except obey your will.

He began to speak to her about his wife Calpurnia, a subject carefully avoided hitherto.

She is Caesars wife, he said, and she proposes not to risk that position by annoying me in any way whatever. So she annoys me by her tame submissiveness, which is hardly a good reason for divorce.

They laughed together over that for a few moments, until Cleopatra seized her opportunity and forwarded her own design with deeper guile than Caesar guessed, although he puzzled over why she should appear to throw away the chance at which he had plainly hinted.

Why divorce poor Calpurnia? she asked. Am I the alternative? Undeceive yourself! For it would ruin you and me to make me Caesars wife. If Caesar were raised to a throne could Caesars wife rise with him? Would Romans accept Calpurnia as Queen? You know they would not! She would still be merely Caesars wife. As long as you are merely a dictator marriage is not worth discussing.

He began to fall in love with her again, with all the more determination since she turned the conversation into other channels and encouraged him to unburden his mind of the problems of the hour weighing so heavily upon him.

The third days triumph celebrated the victory in Pontus and the Veni, vidi, vici of the letter to Amantius was painted on an enormous tablet, borne through the streets in front of Caesar, who sat smiling in his chariot, less flattered by the mobs applause than cynically recognizing the effect of the timely use of carefully chosen phrases. The crowd raged with delight. The three words became a synonym for Caesar, and the least important victory of all became the greatest in the popular imagination.

But more thoughtful men, considering the boast in bad taste and afraid of Caesars daily increasing popularity, were not at pains to hide their feelings from him; and when Caesar came to Cleopatra early in the evening he was irritable and it was a long time before he admitted her into confidence; but when he did he withheld nothing:

The following day he was to celebrate his victory over Cato, and there were rumors that his arrangements were not likely to be over-well received. He was not in the least afraid of rioting; he had his troops where they could overwhelm the city at a moments notice. But criticism and the hints that men kept letting fall were like the dripping rain through a roof  discouraging and totally destructive of his own enjoyment of the triumph.

I dont mind what Brutus says, for I know Brutus; he is ever old-fashioned and alert for something new to shock his moral susceptibility. He joins one school after another and at present is mourning Cato, whom he hated recently. But Cassius and others  I think Cicero is one of them  are accusing me of bad taste in celebrating a triumph over rebellious Romans. They are of the opinion that Catos memory should be allowed to rest in peace.

He had come to the last place for discouragement or for any counsel of backsliding.

Who is the ruler of Rome? she retorted. You or Cicero and Cassius and Brutus? Is it they who have shown such taste and wisdom and ability to rule? Or is it you who teach them? Did not Cato flee to Africa and set up a rival government on foreign soil? Has any other Roman ever done that? Do you think you would be justified in letting Rome forget too easily the fate of such rebels? And suppose you were to cancel your arrangements for tomorrows triumph and omit that altogether, what then? Would not your malcontents say that you fear them?

It was nearly dawn before he left her to snatch the few hours fretful sleep that were all that his nerves permitted him. Before he left he had talked to her about his will and his nephew and heir Octavian, discovering her once more scornful of apparent opportunity.

Caesar, she said, if you should die and they should find you had left Caesarion your heir, with me as the executrix, what hope would there be of Rome assenting to that arrangement? It will be time enough to change your will when you are king of Rome, and have conquered Parthia, and the Romans recognize your acts and wishes as divine  to be obeyed, not tampered with.

He nodded. He had known no woman, and remarkably few men, who at her age could refuse the shadow for the substance. All his old enthusiasm for her flooded back; his old impulsiveness returned; he would have proclaimed her his queen and wife before the world that moment if she had consented.

But when he was gone Olympus came and, standing beside her on the roof, gazed long in silence at the city, where the temple lights were dying and grimness, raw and ominous, was shaping the soft night shadows into bricks and mortar for the dawning day.

It is a city of dreadful destiny, he said at last, turning to her. A devourer! All life is its meat; all men and women are its fuel for the furnace of its passion. Give  give  give, and it will take  take  take, returning insolence for generosity and cruelty for gentleness! Self-glorifying, and self-destroyed at last, how many men and women  aye, and nations and hopes and aspirations shall not perish in its vortex, as the moths that are dazzled and die, when they cherish the flame! Caesar, I tell you, Egypt, is the soul of all that wolfish greed, that shall devour him and shall make of him an excrement, as fire makes ashes of the wood that feeds it. And his soul shall enter into ashes; they shall be the ashes of ideas; so that whatever is vile on the face of the earth and without merit but only empty and cruel and false shall be honored in the days to come in Caesars name!

She resented it.

Rome, she retorted, is all that you say it is. Caesar is Caesar! If he is the soul of Rome, he shall redeem Rome, as our souls redeem our lower natures. Give? Give? Does he not give of his genius? What is there that Rome can take from Caesar that he cannot give doubly again and again? That source is inexhaustible! The greater part of godliness is liberality and bounty. Gods give. Mortals take, and squander and corrupt. Let Caesar only know how much a god he is, and he shall pour such affluence of virtue into Rome as shall make Egypt stir herself to prove an equal merit! Fie on you, Olympus! You are become a raven croaking in the dark!

She stayed away from that last days triumph, not because she dreaded the possible outcome but because she was aware of Caesars irritable dignity. She preferred not to witness such insults as the Romans might offer him, knowing that he would feel about that as he did about the epilepsy and perhaps remain away from her a day or two. He was morbidly sensitive and, when humiliated, as inclined to sulk as he was sure to be revengeful. She knew what a conscienceless rabble of bankrupt peasantry and mongrel aliens the Roman mob was, proud of its ignorance and taught to look to buyers of its votes for sustenance and fun; it was a vulgar, riotous, indecent mob, as cruel as superstitious; but its god was Rome and Cleopatra understood that just as well as Caesar did. All other gods were tributary. He who offered insult to the dignity of Roman citizenship, did so at his peril.

So Caesars course was stark audacity, and in the outcome bitterly resented, when he rode through Rome parading wagonloads of captured Roman weapons and the standards of defeated Roman legions. The great spectacle that he provided  elephants, ivory, ostriches  ebony-black Numidians and droves of women  effigies of Cato and his friends  a chariot drawn by lions and a hundred more or less important victims, bound and naked, whipped along the streets to face the executioner  was received in silence. And in silence the senators greeted him when he ascended the steps of the capitol, where for three days in succession they had shouted themselves hoarse to demonstrate that, whatever their private feelings, they admired his generalship.

He paused and eyed them one by one with glittering contempt before he strode to the altar to offer the victors sacrifice.

You do well to be silent, he assured them sharply.

Let the spectacle that you have seen to-day serve to remind you of the fate of all self-seeking and disloyal men!

That speech committed him. Thenceforward there could be no compromise. He had issued his challenge. He was absolute. They must submit themselves obediently to his will or reckon themselves rebels against Rome and either take the consequences or else overthrow him if they could.

That night he took the reins of power wholly in his own hands, conferring alone with Cleopatra as to what instructions he should issue for reorganizing all the provinces and reconditioning alliances with subject kings. He made long memoranda to be drafted into laws and senatorial decrees, to be presented to the Senate for immediate confirmation without discussion  a deliberate challenge to the Senate  a repudiation of its power, its rights, its privilege.

And Cleopatra needed no urging to play Egypts hand. She knew that Herod, among others, had been bribing every senator whose friendship was for sale. She showed her grasp of the strategic situation in the East and her almost unerring judgment of individuals, amazing Caesar with the shrewd advice she gave him and, at last, when they had settled nearly all the boundaries, as by an afterthought she slipped into her net the richest slice of Herods heritage  the rich, low-lying orchard lands of Jericho.

Herod has been useful and not unmindful of the respect due to Rome and to myself, Caesar objected. He appears to me to be a bright young man.

Too bright. He will grow too powerful and too rich, unless his wool is shorn. Let him fall heir to Jerusalem, where the Jews all hate and fear him; but deprive him of that rich revenue. Thus in the days to come he will be jealous and yet always seeking favors, which is the easiest way to make him useful.

Caesar agreed and wrote the memorandum. And so Herod paid for Lollianè, and Apollodorus was appointed lord-collector of the revenues of Jericho, that Herod might rankle the more and that Apollodorus, pocketing his tenth, might taste in some degree at least the satisfaction of a personal revenge.


CHAPTER XXXVII. Caesar  Imperial Caesar  a god upon Earth.

Neither in earth nor sky nor sea do great events occur that give no warning which a man may read aright, if he have understanding, but the heedless are a multitude and they who understand are few.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



UNTIL after the triumph very few prominent Romans visited Cleopatra, and they only in the most formal manner to inscribe their names on the scroll kept for the purpose in Apollodorus charge. It was debatable whether Caesar wished that villa by the Tiber to be much frequented by society, and even whether Cleopatra wished it; and as it was noticed that Mark Antony held aloof that was accepted as a hint to await developments.

But two or three days after the last days triumph Mark Antony, surrounded by about a dozen of his boon companions, rode out to visit her and prolonged his stay for the whole of an afternoon. He was the handsomest man in Rome and reckoned one of the most influential, since he had definitely attached himself to Caesar. But he was dangerously popular; it was common rumor that Caesar had frequently resented Antonys sway of the mob, and they were known to have seriously quarreled more than once. However, Antony was a man who quarreled thoughtlessly and made it up again without any more enduring malice than a childs.

His curly dark hair, burly figure, magnificent muscles and sensuous frank smile endeared him to the Roman crowd, that  next perhaps to oratory, for which Antony was famous  most enjoyed a gay good-looking man, whose swagger through the streets was entertainment and whose horse-play wit provided a relief from the monotonous deadly earnestness of politics.

He was an aristocrat, but with almost none of Caesars aristocratic insolence and stern aloofness. He possessed even less than Caesars honesty in money matters, even more than Caesars looseness in affairs with women; and his character was said to combine shrewdness, sheer stupidity and generous energy in almost equal parts  an underestimate. He was a man of underdeveloped will and overdeveloped magnetism, as capable of genius as degeneracy and as yet not definitely headed either way although inclined toward over-self-indulgence  not sure yet of his own ability to mold the destiny of half a world and not yet sure in his own mind that he wished to be more than Caesars henchman, always provided that Caesar paid him handsomely and gave him ample opportunity to enjoy life, a large part of which enjoyment necessarily consisted in receiving public plaudits. Antony was bored if not flattering and being flattered, amusing and being amused, starting something and leaving other men to finish it, or lending all his popularity and muscle and ebullient enthusiasm to the purpose of a moment. A believer in luck; whereas Caesar believed in destiny, which is vastly different. An overgrown boy, suffering misfortune comically with a wry face, squandering good fortune as it came; affectionate, irascible, thoughtless, irresponsible and recklessly responsible by turns; as capable of cruelty as kindness, and as likely to neglect his friends from sheer forgetfulness as to forget the very existence of his enemies from lack of enduring malice of his own.

His visit to Cleopatra was at Caesars bidding, but he had a prior claim to her acquaintance and to her gratitude as having been the officer commanding the Gabinian cavalry that raided Alexandria and reinstated Ptolemy Auletes on the throne when Cleopatra was a child: a lawless, bribe-induced and heavily rewarded effort that might have cost him perpetual banishment from Rome had it not so unexpectedly succeeded. So he might, without much stretch of the imagination, claim to be responsible for Cleopatras ultimate accession to her throne. As temporary guardian of Arsinoe he had a claim of another kind on her attention, and he had doubtless heard from Arsinoes lips a thoroughly uncomplimentary and critical account of Cleopatras character and doings.

He expected voluptuous scenes and wasteful gaiety, so he was rather taken aback by the atmosphere of demure retirement and unostentatious dignity that Cleopatra had contrived in expectation of his coming. There were lovely women in attendance to chat with and entertain the friends he brought with him, but they were under Charmians watchful eye and there was great care taken not to suggest more breadth of social behavior than even Fulvia, Antonys grim wife, would have tolerated in her own home.

For there was nothing about Mark Antonys private or public life that Cleopatra had not ascertained  from the severity of his domineering fury of a wife to the cause and the cure of his occasional quarrels with Caesar; from his fathers reputation for corruption leading to an ignominious death, to his own rather scandalous youth and his consequent hatred of Cicero, who had denounced him in season and out, in the Senate, in private, in his correspondence and in his published writings. She had judged that to begin with an appeal to the voluptuous and extravagant side of Antonys character would be a mistake. There would be plenty of time to do that afterward if necessary. She understood the apparent paradox that such a man as Antony, who laughed at womens pretensions to virtue and deliberately ruined as many of their reputations as he could, should admire his wifes termagant temper and return to her like a naughty boy for punishment as often as he disregarded her discipline and aroused her indignant ire with some new scandal. For the moment she was bent on impressing him with her unchangeable devotion to Caesar, with a view to stirring Antonys enthusiasm for his chief and subsequently making use of that to encourage Caesar along the dangerous, difficult course he had chosen. Far more clearly than Caesar did, she saw the dictators need of thoroughly enthusiastic friends, who would take on themselves the responsibility of urging what they knew that Caesar wished and the suggestion of which would come better from them than from him. So it was for Caesar, not for herself, that she desired this interview.

Antonys way with women was invariably hearty (even with his own wife) and expressive of his disbelief in either chastity or its advantages. His manner was an invitation to a woman to admire him and to fall into his genial strong arms  to enjoy his strength and masculinity  to laugh with him at the traditional conventions of morality. But Cleopatra baffled him. She was as wholly at her ease as if she had known him all her life long. His physical attractions and his bluff, boisterous, gay manner seemed to pass unnoticed. It was he, not she, who lost his head and yielded up most of his self-control after two hours conversation, in which he discovered that she knew more than he did about world affairs and how to manage them. He began to understand why Caesar was devoted to her.

Before evening she had won Mark Antony to her view of Caesars destiny, and he left her as convinced as she was that a crown and throne not only were Caesars due but that his own best interests were likely to be served by urging Caesar to accept the kingdom. He had Caesars ear. He was a plausible, amusing and convincing advocate. And he could begin to popularize the notion without consulting Caesar, so that Caesar should find himself urged by friends and public and should be able to appear to consent unwillingly.

It was from that time on that there began in Rome the definite and persistent rumor that Caesar would accept the crown if it were offered to him. But enemies were alert. There was an equally persistent counter-rumor, shrewdly given currency by Cicero and those who clung to the republican tradition, that Cleopatra was the source of the plot and its inspiration, hoping to make herself Caesars queen in order to preserve the Ptolemaic dynasty at Romes expense.

She had won Antony, and dozens along with him; but she was not so successful with Brutus, Cassius and Dolabella  three men of such totally diverse attainments and character as to make it extremely unlikely they would unite in one political purpose unless they thought their own lives or their own prosperity were endangered. All that they held in common was ingratitude to Caesar, who had spared their lives and given them important posts. Cassius and Brutus, both, had fought against him at Pharsalia, from motives that were mixed of bitterness and altruism  selfish in the one, self-laudatory in the other. Cassius was lean and mean, a fanatic, a hater of autocracy in any form although himself a despotic provincial governor; by nature an accuser although himself accused of misappropriation of funds in Syria and only saved from being brought to trial by the outbreak of civil war; a good general in the field, but so jealous of any other mans success as to be incapable of retaining friendships. A capable, shrewd, sarcastic man, of ancient patrician family. As peregrine praetor for the year his profitable duty was to guard the interests of aliens in Rome which gave him good excuse and opportunity to visit Cleopatra, ostensibly to discuss the petitions of certain Alexandrians that had been brought to his attention.

Brutus was scholarly, weak and excitable; a lover of high-sounding phrases and ideas, given to extremes of generosity and equal depths of cowardly panic due to doubt whether his ideas were so excellent after all. Caesar had a quite peculiar affection for him, partly based on knowledge that he himself was actually Brutus father. He was interested by Brutus idealism which he considered harmless and occasionally even excellent; aware of his integrity in some respects; and amused as much by Brutus indignant repudiation of their relationship as by his equally prompt assertion of it whenever he needed favors or forgiveness. In other words, he felt indulgently fatherly toward him. Nearly everyone in Rome loved Brutus; but his intimates all recognized him as a man who could be easily manipulated for a moments use but could not be depended on to stand firm once his philosophical doubts and the opposition between his ideals and his own personal interests had time to unnerve him. He had some of the qualities and all the aspirations of a hero, but no iron, and in the last resort he was always likely to be swayed by the opinions of those around him.

Dolabella was Ciceros son-in-law, a general by profession and an utterly dishonest turncoat, plunderer and ambitious profligate in practice. Recognizing his danger if left in Rome, Caesar had taken him to Africa on the campaign against Cato, where his services in the field had been so valuable that it was next to impossible not to reward him for them and to include him in the government of Rome on his return.

Divining that those three men were leaders of opinion likely, each of them, to sway his own particular coterie, Cleopatra loaded them with presents and did her utmost to make them realize that Caesars coronation as king or emperor of Rome would be to their own advantage and the best thing that could happen to the state. But she was unlucky, both in the event and in her choice of method.

Cassius took umbrage at the appointment of a man named Decimus Junius Brutus, a relative of Caesars natural son, as urban praetor; he regarded it for a host of reasons as a reflection on himself and as an obstacle deliberately set between himself and higher office. As vindictive as an adder, he immediately turned on Caesar and, pretending to continue friendly to him, plotted against him day and night, including Cleopatra in his hatred, his plot taking first one form and then another, but his vigilance and his determination never once relaxing.

But it was Cleopatra herself who offended Marcus Brutus. Meaning to amuse him and to gain his interest, she showed him the child Caesarion and pointed out to him how much already he resembled Caesar. Precocious, as Caesar had been as an infant, he was already learning to walk and it was possible to imagine that he used his fathers gait and gesture. There were those who said the same of Brutus, who, however, always did his utmost to avoid the slightest trace of resemblance of speech or habit.

Mild in his outward manner and disposed to be compassionate and kind rather than resentful, Brutus nevertheless was hag-ridden by obsessions, one of which was shame on account of his way of entering the world; another was that any reference to Caesars sexual recklessness, however cautious, or if merely made by inference, if made to him or in his presence was an insult aimed deliberately at himself And for all his protestations of benevolence and altruism he could hate savagely  hate underneath while he loved on the surface  hate with the consuming and slow torment of a buried fire, not realizing that he hated, justifying the resulting treachery with high-sounding phrases anent right and wrong.

He hated Cleopatra from that instant. Cassius and Dolabella knew him better than be knew himself and easily coaxed the creeping fire into flame that burned up any gratitude that he might have felt toward Caesar, until Caesars disregard of convention, tradition and his countrys ancient laws became the dominant thought in his mind, and he thought of Cleopatra only as the temptress who was teaching him to violate the rights of man.

And Cleopatra made of Dolabella, too, an enemy by accident. She was discussing him with Caesar in the presence of Apollodorus, wondering what Caesar saw in him that he should treat him with such evident favor.

He is a good general, said Caesar, and a man of tried ability, whose fortune is dependent entirely on my good-will for which reason I have some confidence in his devotion to me, seeing that he has good sense and would hardly be likely to bite the hand that feeds him

Cleopatra summed up Dolabella in a sentence: He is an imitation-Caesar, lacking all your royal nature but quite well able to copy you on the surface. He is a shaft that if you lean on too heavily will break and pierce your hand.

The phrase imitation-Caesar stuck. Apollodorus circulated it. It came to Dolabellas ears. It rankled. They three, Dolabella, Cassius and Brutus, not conspirators as yet but drawn together by a hatred held in common that they had to mask, became a nucleus around which jealousy and fear of Caesar slowly crystallized into a passion  a thing of numbers, virulence and force.

Material for them to work on was far from lacking. Most of the Roman women, and particularly those who had been Caesars paramours in former days, took up the cudgels in Calpurnias behalf, commiserating with her and arousing hypocritical indignation against Caesar and Cleopatra in social circles in which adultery was reckoned a pastime rather than a vice. There is nothing easier than to excite jealousy of foreign competition, and nothing simpler than to convict by acclamation a woman who confesses openly that her child was by another womans husband. Knowing well that Cleopatra was of pure Greek ancestry, they spoke of her as the Egyptian and spread through the crowd, by the lips of their freedmen and slaves, a vague, disturbing talk about the eastern peril, of which Cleopatra, it was hinted, was the guiding genius.

All of which came to Caesars ears and stirred not only his resentment but his scorn. Wherever he went, beneath a mask of flattery he was aware of stinging accusation, that he did not choose to admit could sting him but that made him lonelier than moonlight on a forum wall. Only in Cleopatras company he found relief. She not only had no criticism but seemed to understand his motives and his craving to express his genius. He felt he needed her. He found himself increasingly unable to deny her theory of the divinity of rulers. He and she alone could visualize in prospect such an empire as he meant to bring under the yoke. Others saw only a frontier here and there, and had no greater sense of grandeur than to govern provinces or to occupy the Senate seat and prattle about what they thought was dignity. He and she saw the world, to which Parthia was only one gate, too hard to enter for a man like Crassus, a mere ambitious, upstart money-miser; but to a demigod  

Demigod? God! He would accept divinity. He had the courage of conviction and he no longer feared to make himself ridiculous.

He took a temple and refashioned it. He set his image in there and he organized a corps of priests, a ritual of offerings and hours of worship. He caused Timomachus the sculptor to make Cleopatras figure and then set that in the temple next to his  his answer to the critics! And when he took his seat in the curia to preside over the Senate and to make sure that his new laws were immediately passed, his arrogant demands all granted and his nominees confirmed in office, he frequently invited Cleopatra to share the seat he had caused to be installed, more like a throne than a republican place of honor.

He rode rough-shod over the Senate, never hesitating now to threaten them or to exclude from the curia whoever dared to oppose or criticize him. Not satisfied with placing the financial reforms entirely in the hands of Alexandrians, he made over to Sosigenes the readjustment of the calendar: an action that antagonized the priestly colleges. And he began to clean Rome, giving serious offense because he told the Senate that the city was not fit to be a stable to Alexandria.

He felt, and despised, the increasing bitterness. He knew that the Roman wits were laughing at his newly claimed divinity, and he ached for opportunity to prove it to them before consolidating his assembling legions to invade the East; another victory, he felt,  a sudden, bloody and decisive miracle of violence,  would awaken them to the fact that he was not an ordinary mortal, not though epilepsy was increasing its drains on his mental and physical strength. It attacked him more than once while he presided in the Senate.

The opportunity for such a victory came with the news that Gnaeus and Sextus Pompeius, sons of the great Pompey, had rallied the defeated remnants of the Pompeian party and were already under arms in Spain.

It was annoying to have to interfere with the already advanced arrangements for his Parthian adventure and to send accumulated stores to such a distance in the opposite direction, but annoyance strengthened resolution. He was swift. He swooped on Spain in fury  calculating old zeal, merciless and silent, falling on the enemy at Munda and destroying thirty thousand men. That satisfied him. He was not an ordinary mortal. He was Caesar  imperial Caesar  a god upon earth  an ancestor  a founder of a dynasty  divine, predestined ruler of the world.


CHAPTER XXXVIII. Oh, I know Antony.

Those few of us who have attempted it agree that it is difficult to be a man and play that part with dignity and merit.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



IT WAS while Caesar was in Spain that Antony and Cleopatra took their first real measure of each others mettle. Antony had taken umbrage because Caesar had commanded him to pay for Pompeys mansion, which he had pretended to buy but actually had appropriated after Pompeys death. And Antony had been approached discreetly, but with definite enough hints to stir his imagination, by an agent of Cassius, who attempted to sound him out as to his willingness to join in a conspiracy against the great dictators life.

There was nothing novel or astonishing about that. Antony would likely have been more astonished had he learned by some means that Caesars life was not in any danger. Rome, for several generations past, had been a city in which no prominent man had dared to go abroad without an armed escort, and Caesars cool habitual indifference to the risks he ran was a perpetual invitation to the men whom he insulted recklessly to lie in wait for him and slay.

The secret propaganda had gone far enough to enable Antony to turn whichever way he pleased, for or against it, but he mistrusted the men whom he suspected of plotting against Caesar more than he resented Caesars recent drastic dealing with himself. And more than them, he thoroughly mistrusted Caesars legal heir Octavian, who would have to be reckoned with in the event of the dictators death. He was aware of the terms of Caesars will, and he did not propose to himself to play into Octavians hand. Without flattering himself, he knew that his own influence, one way or the other, easily might tip the scale and he was minded to take part in no conspiracy until assured that he, Mark Antony, would profit by the outcome. Temperamentally or morally he had no particular objection to murder as an argument, nor embarrassing theories of any sort that might restrain him from pursuing an advantage, but he liked to foresee the advantage, or to think that he foresaw it. He was not far-sighted.

So he went to Cleopatra and suggested to her, in the rather boyish, roundabout and frankly guilty way that was destined to become so familiar to her in the years to come, that he and she might make a better pair of rulers of the world than she and Caesar. Willing to fall in love with any woman almost at a moments notice and an adept at parading his own virtues, such as they were, he did his utmost to convince her, without definitely talking treason, that his heart was hers, his fortune with it, and that at a word from her he was ready to do what Caesar evidently feared to undertake  to make her empress  anything she pleased.

Had Cleopatra cared as much as to consider his proposal  or so Antony assured her often in the course of after-years  that moment might have changed the face of history. With Caesar absent and with disaffection seething, with Octavian in the provinces and most of the senators writhing under a sense of outraged majesty, a blow might have been struck that none could counter before Antony should seize the reins of power and proclaim himself the liberator.

Caesar is old, said Antony. He is gray and tired and weakening before his time.

He is the father of my son, she answered.

I might divorce my Fulvia and wed Arsinoe, Antony suggested.

He expected that suggestion to produce a sort of panic, but he was disappointed.

You will find her very different from Fulvia  less critical but much more dangerous. But it would be an excellent thing for Arsinoe, who needs a husband. Caesar might consent to make you King of Cyprus, which has a climate that hardly suits Romans but is a rich island, with mountains where you could hide from Fulvia.

Antony laughed. He never made a secret of his fear of Fulvias temper. Laughter offered Cleopatra opportunity. She turned the tide on him:

Antony, you are offended because Caesar made you pay a debt that you rightly owe. But what is the price of a dead mans house compared to the honor of having upheld Caesar and supported him? She laid her finger on a great Etruscan vase that stood beside her chair. The meanest man on earth can break that, Antony. But can you make another like it? And if Caesar, as you say, is aging, need you be in haste to wear his sandals?

He is making himself hated, answered Antony.

And do you expect to make yourself liked by playing traitor to him? Liked by whom? Would you compare those malcontents  that mob!  with Caesar? Did you ever know a man well liked who introduced a new idea to the world?

Then lend me money, answered Antony. That payment that I made for Pompeys house has drained my coffers dryer than a bone. My steward wrings his hands and rolls his eyes at me.

She lent him all he needed, stipulating that the secret should be well kept if he made his peace with Caesar and behaved toward him as a loyal henchman to his chief.

So Antony made public reconciliation with Caesar, riding out of Rome to meet him as he came from Spain, and they embraced before thousands of people, sharing the same chariot as they entered the city.

But Caesar said to Cleopatra: How did you persuade him?

They were seated in the small room where they had first conversed when Cleopatra came to Rome, because it was chilly and hot-air pipes kept that room warmer than the rest  and there were pictures on the wall of gods and goddesses in human shape who, Cleopatra thought, provided a suggestive setting.

How did you know I persuaded him?

Because he tried to make me think that he persuaded you! Oh, I know Antony. He is a good fair-weather friend. As long as Antony has money in his coffers he is generous and willing enough to swallow flattery at anybodys cost. But what persuaded you to buy him?

My regard for him. I like him. He is a big good-natured boy who can be led and managed.

Fed and managed! Caesar commented. But it might cost more to feed him than the management is worth!

However, he welcomed Antony and made the most of him, contriving to suggest without exactly saying it that Antony would gain incredibly by being subject to a throne instead of a mere office-holder at the whim of bought votes and legions increasingly ready to lend an ear, and arms, to rival politicians.

Thenceforth Antony threw all his boisterous heart into the work, with only occasional fluctuations when he took offense at some remark of Caesar; and when that happened Cleopatra found it a simple business to flatter and coax him back to his allegiance, although by doing so she made a bitter enemy of Fulvia, who railed against her in every womens gathering in Rome. It was at Cleopatras suggestion that Antony even pretended to be plotting against Caesar, hoping to uncover treason in high places, but all that he gained by that was odium, since none believed him, or whoever did believe him refused to trust such a ready turncoat.

There was plenty of up-hill work for Antony to do, since Caesar had grown impatient to realize his dream and was already exercising the prerogatives of king without the title, giving scandalous offense that had to be offset by any extravagant means available. He began by ignoring the sharp lesson of his triumph over Cato and once more celebrating a victory over Roman arms, riding through Rome to the capital with hundreds of prisoners and scores of wagonloads of captured Roman weapons trailing in his wake.

He sought to offset that with magnanimity that many men regarded as sheer recklessness or insolent contempt of lesser beings than himself; for instead of drastically clearing Rome of every politician credited with friendship for the dead Pompeian cause, as Marius and Sulla would have done, he calmly announced that the quarrel was over, declared an amnesty in favor of all former adherents of Pompey, restored the statue of Pompey to its old place in the curia and ordered every honorable record of the former friends of Pompey replaced in the forum and streets whence they had been removed.

The magnanimity evoked scant gratitude, and Antony, observing the effect, remembered it, so that later, when his own day of power came, he punished savagely. But Caesar had reached a realm of thought in which he appeared to have lost all sense of caution. He ordered his own statue made and erected on the capitol in line with those of the seven ancient kings of Rome, suggesting that he himself should be the eighth; and there was far more talk about that than about his lofty and wise forgiveness of Pompeian rebels.

When he received a deputation of the Senate seated there was such indignation that he had to plead a return of his old sickness as excuse; but he did not forgive the men who forced him to make that apology and one by one they suffered for it, either in the form of stinging snubs or in neglect of their petitions.

He was increasingly irritable. He was overworked, since he was taking on himself all details of Roman government, from the affairs of Syria and Gaul and Spain to the perplexities of city politics, the widening of streets and the erection of new buildings. Flattered, cajoled, occupied with preparations for the conquest of Parthia on which his heart was set, he had no time to be aware of the seething undercurrents that surrounded him, although he narrowly watched Cassius on occasion and remarked to those who happened to be standing near that Cassius was a lean and hungry-looking individual who appeared to be conspiring about something. But that speech of course reached Cassius, and Cassius grew careful.

Personally indifferent to the alleged delight of seeing men and animals destroyed in the arena, he held aloof from such performances but provided them with hitherto unheard-of extravagance. On several occasions he fed in the streets as many as twenty thousand people at a time in imitation of the Alexandrian festivities; and the reports that Antony kept bringing him were all to the effect that the populace would now prefer a king to a dictator, having tasted and approved the glamour and surfeit of entertainment that they were being educated to believe pertained to thrones rather than any other form of government.

There was a strong Caesarian faction that seconded Antonys efforts, but they were nearly all second-rate men, some lacking in experience and others courage; and they were all aware of the secret counter-propaganda that was circulating from a source that it was difficult to indicate. Half-hearted, they proposed alternatives and compromise. They prevailed on Caesar to accept the title of hereditary imperator. Next they asked him to accept the awkward and anomalous office of king of all Roman territories outside Italy.

He refused it. It was all or nothing then. He would be king before he started on his campaign against Parthia; and he began to quarrel with the tribunes who removed the gilded crowns that his supporters, by way of suggestion, had placed on his statues in the forum and the streets.

Calpurnia said nothing, simply caring for him when he came home, sharing his bed for the few hours that he spent in sleep and letting no man know, not even Caesar, what dreads and jealousy made her life almost unendurable. She was a Roman wife, and there was nothing to be gained by argument, recrimination or complaint, though every step that Caesar took toward a throne was an unquestionable step toward her own dismissal and oblivion. A quiet unpretentious woman, she had no delusions about being queen. Nor was she able to be turned against him, though they tried all means of doing it, in the hope, by stirring scandal, to arouse a popular demonstration that should humble Caesar to his senses.

The last effort that was made to stir Calpurnia to revolt was when the news was made known of the death of Cleopatras infant brother.

Poison! whispered Caesars enemies. They poisoned him because he was supposed to share the throne with her, and Caesar wants that office for himself. The next thing, they will put Egyptian powders into your food, too, Calpurnia  much simpler than divorcing you!

But Calpurnia did not care. Or, if she did care, she concealed it. And she probably doubted Caesars willingness to stoop to such a mean way of furthering ambition.

Caesar is polygamous, she answered. That is all. Polygamous and proud; and if a god, as some men say, not destitute of human merit.


CHAPTER XXXIX. Be silent, Tros!

The wise will ever modify a plan, and only fools are obstinate. But what the gods have disapproved they wipe out utterly.
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



TROS came storming up from Ostia with news that secret discontent was seething to a head in Alexandria. He found Apollodorus  forced Apollodorus to summon slaves, who aroused women, who crept into Charmians room and begged her to awaken Cleopatra shortly after dawn. There was an interview in Cleopatras bedroom, she half clothed and curled up in a blanket of embroidered Persian wool because the Tiber mist was chilly.

Liars and lie-abed sots and knaves are your ministers! Tros burst out, opening his business as he would a battle, meaning to win with the first shot, or if not to win, to worry. Marvelous dispatches they have sent you, doubtless! All is well in Alexandria! But luckily the Jew Esias has a half-breed slave named Bimbo whom he trusts to carry to me by word of mouth what no man who values his skin would dare to put in writing. When a king sleeps councilors see visions! There is a move on foot to make Arsinoe the queen, and the people are told it is because she will protect the library, whereas you brought away a shipload of the books for Caesar. They assert that Rome is to be made the home of science and philosophy, so that all the world will go to Rome instead of Alexandria. There is another move to proclaim a republic, many asserting you will never return, and others contending that if you do return you will fasten the yoke of Rome more tightly on their necks. There is a rumor, too, in Alexandria that Caesar is to be murdered, and you with him, to prevent his squandering blood and money on the conquest of the world.

And you, Tros? What do you think of it all? asked Cleopatra.

Think? I rot at anchor! How shall a man think with Neptunes whiskers streaming under water from the hull of every vessel in the fleet  and no careening because Royal Egypt bids us lie ready to weigh?

Do you wait for my leave to clean ships? she asked him sharply.

I will clean them on the sand of Egypt. Month after month I have waited while you dally here with Caesar. I am not blind, deaf, a drunkard, or bereft of understanding. I have sent my man Conops to mingle with crowds in the streets and the booths and the brothels, and I know what rumors are abroad in Rome. Myself, I have endured the gossip of the dives of Ostia, and of the Roman captains, and of the money-lenders who buy mortgages on slave gangs. I have heard it said, if once, a hundred times, that Caesar will set you on the throne of Rome beside him. And an equal number of times I have heard the answer: Rome will not have it! By Heracles, are you and Caesar strong enough to ride Rome in rebellion? Where is that fellow Olympus? Have you lost him? Have you lost touch with Philae? What is the plan now? Will you throw Rome into rebellion to save your Land of Khem? Whoever plays at that game, let me tell you, cuts his own throat  has rebellion on his hands at home before he knows it  is as a scorpion pricked by his own sting! And they have told me tales of Caesar that a deaf and dumb man could read readily enough: you have poured your wine into his bottle until the ferment maddens him! To what end? Have you heard the proverb? Whom the gods

Be silent, Tros!

I warned you, I will speak bluntly, he grumbled, striding away toward the window where he shrugged his shoulders and shook his head, with his back toward the others.

What do you say to it all, Apollodorus?

Little, beyond that Rome is as ever, a dung-heap! Jewels in their proper setting glitter and men value them; buried in a dung-heap they are only pebbles for the lousy farmyard cocks!

You have been talking to Olympus! And you, Charmian?

I have said my say. The men, yes. But the Roman women

Cleopatra interrupted her, arms around her shins under the blanket, chin on knees:

The Roman women sicken me! I have only heard of one truly decent Roman woman, and have never met her. I would like to take Calpurnia to Alexandria! But even she would be afraid to accept my friendship because of the tongues of whores and hypocrites!

That lays no keels in Alexandria! Tros commented, from over by the window. I hear you have bought pearls, lapis lazuli and amethyst. What else is there that you have from Italy worth taking home? You have sowed your seed here. You have planted your philosophers and priests and craftsmen. Sail away and leave those seeds to grow before Rome plants in you a worm that will eat your heart out!

She dismissed them all, giving the excuse that she would dress, and sent then for Olympus, whom she interviewed alone, without even Charmian being present.

I said my say before you came to Rome, Olympus answered when she stabbed at his silence with one of her quick, keen questions.

Yes, and you have filled Apollodorus full of wise remarks to make to me instead of doing your duty and telling me directly what you have in mind!

You are in Caesars net  I mean the same net that has taken Caesar like the seine that guides the fish into the pool of their undoing. You should have stayed in Alexandria whither Caesar would have come if you had waited for him. But it is not too late  not yet.

Too late for what, Olympus? Why do you look at me so sternly?

It is not too late to warn Caesar and perhaps to save him. He can turn back. And yet not many have the courage or the skill to do that. It is not too late for you to break free.

S-s-sshah! You have been reading auguries! You have been bitten by the Roman dogs and now you study entrails instead of stars!

Egypt! Should you take a dagger and cut Caesars throat you would slay him no more surely than you shall if you remain in Rome! For I tell you, you and he have gone too far already and it is his way that you follow, not your own. Neither do you understand the Romans, whose god is Rome, as Caesars god is also, though they know it not.

They call their god Jupiter Capitolinus, she objected.

Romulus would be a better name for him Rome better yet. That force, that influence, that grim intelligence that men call Rome is as resentful as the she-wolf that the Romans took by intuition as their symbol. It will avenge itself on Caesar.

Why? she asked him. Caesar has done more for Rome than

Nay, nay! More for Caesar! He will slay Rome, he will abolish it if given time, for he despises it! So Rome will slay him, and devour him, and proclaim him in the years to come the greatest Roman. Caesar, who now calls himself a god, knows nothing about gods or devils but believes he deals with men  as in a sense he does. They are as much the masters of their own minds as the fire is master of itself, or water, or the wind. Caesar is too strong for Rome, but he is as easy to kill as any other man.

How shall they kill him? He will leave Rome. He will march on Parthia.

He will never leave for Parthia. For if he did, he would burst through Parthia as Alexander did and, like Alexander, he would wreck, not strengthen what he leaves behind him. Rome knows, though the Romans do not and are only filled with vague dread. Who are you to question me? You who know that even as the spirit of the Land of Khem is a living spirit, an intelligence, so is the spirit of Rome a living thing and an intelligence. Caesar has lost his way between the two of them, and you have nearly lost your way. Turn ere it be too late!

Then did I not do well to match myself with Caesar and make him love me?

Aye, well; and well indeed. And had you stayed in Egypt, Caesar would have come to you. For in his heart he despises Rome. And in Egypt he could have been protected. As a king he would have presently defied Rome and destroyed it.

Do you mean, you know that Caesar is to die? she asked him. Have you read his horoscope?

His horoscope is none of my affair. But I warn you that you are in danger.

Danger? she answered. Do you think to terrify me with the name of danger? And if Caesar is in danger, shall I not stay here and guide and shelter him?

Are you for Rome then, or for Egypt? asked Olympus. Is it pride that governs you, or duty to the Land of Khem? Get hence! Get hence to your own land, Egypt, ere the Romans deal with you as they will with Caesar!

If Caesar is in danger I will warn him. I will stay and warn him, she retorted. Caesar is the father of my son.

And are you not the mother of your son? I tell you, Caesar is in greater danger if you stay than if you go away, Olympus answered. I have done my duty. I have told you. I will say no more.

What is this news from Alexandria? she asked him suddenly. Is it serious? Is it urgent?

I am no judge.

Have you spoken to Tros about it?

Yes.

Is it not a mere rumor that Tros has magnified into a monstrous danger to persuade me?

I know not.

Have not you and he and Apollodorus taken counsel together to persuade me?

We have spoken of it.

I will speak of it with Caesar. You may tell Tros that if he ever lies to me again by as much as the width of a hair, and for any reason, that I will marry him to Charmian, whose chastity will give him gray hairs, and that I will set him thereafter to breaking ships, not building them! I am not pleased with you, Olympus. Oh, what a sordid gloom you live in! Oh, what a shroud of fearsome consequence you overlay on fairness! Are the gods deaf, dumb and blind that they should leave me helpless? Are they stupid? And is destiny so fickle? You have let the smoke and the stink of Rome become a veil between you and your good sense!

Very early in the day she sent for Caesar, who came with Antony. Caesar was not pleased at being summoned, but he was complaisant since it was the first time she had ever taken such a liberty. The two drove slowly in a chariot, preceded by the lictors, followed by Caesars almost royal bodyguard, and looking very splendid as they sat behind the charioteer discussing some new plan of Caesars for the drainage of the marshes, studying the drawings that they held stretched out between them on their knees. She received them in state and rather distantly, because she was annoyed that Caesar had not come to her alone.

Nevertheless, they spent the whole day talking, lying facing one another on three couches in the little room in which the gods and goddesses were represented as conspiring for and against the fortunes of embattled Troy. From time to time the servants brought in wine for Antony; and once he left them for the dining-room to eat enormously; but Caesar and Cleopatra fasted, and it was while Antony was absent that they actually determined their course, although every detail was discussed between the three of them.

Caesar, she said, they say the auguries are steadfastly against us.

They have ever been against me, he retorted. I have never won a battle but the augurs of the enemy advised them I must lose it. On the day I crossed the Rubicon a bird fell dead out of a blue sky. Nothing worse than that could happen, unless that the standards should stick in the ground when the order was given to march; and they did! I had to lie about it, or the legions might have mutinied. An augury is an excellent thing with which to paralyze ones opponents, but a very poor thing to depend on otherwise.

An Alexandrian tenor in the hall began to sing for them  a man of music, whose voice was an instrument interpreting the unseen glories of the universe. The words of the song were undistinguishable, so not robbing music but leaving it by that much nearer to the realm where limits are unknown and thought, like waves on an endless ocean, rolls in grandeur unconfined.

Caesar, shall we be satisfied to leave a world the way we found it? she asked suddenly, after one of the long silences left by the music when thought was feeling its way hack to earth. Do you suppose I care for this Cleopatra that the Romans think would like to rob your wife Calpurnia of her bondage to a law?

Caesar chuckled. Have you heard the latest suggestion of the Senate? They propose a law permitting me to have two wives, so that I may marry you and not divorce the other.

Caesar, there is no hope of explaining things to such men. They must be shown, and even then not many will understand, but they will obey, as a dog obeys his master. It must be proved to them that it is not theirs to make laws or to govern themselves, until they pattern themselves on better than a human model and become godlike.

Caesar rather resented that idea. How many of them have it in them to be godlike? he retorted. I have only found one Caesar in the world.

She laughed. And if you found another, you would conquer him or kill him! Caesar, you must conquer Rome, or Rome will kill you!

Rome lies at my feet, he answered. And as for killing me, I think they will wait for this poor worn body of mine to fill out its remaining years. If otherwise, if what you say of death is true, then death should be something rather to look forward to than to dread.

Whoever dreads death is a fool. she answered. But it is equally foolish to die too soon, seeing how long is eternity and how short are theca little spans we spend on earth. Will you die, and at the hands of Romans, before you have done your wort? You flatter them too much, Caesar. You have let them think it is their privilege to make you a king, or not to, as they please; so that they hesitate and some of them, swelled by their own importance, enter into mean conspiracies, pretending to themselves that one or two hundred mean mens minds are greater and more important than one Caesars royal spirit. They are like pebbles saying, Lo, we are many and we weigh much; is a single pearl the equal of us all? And they can grind the pearl to pieces in the sea of their passion and greed and jealousy. Or they are like dogs that say, Why should a man rule over us, since he is one and we are many? And they watch their chance to drag him down and kill him.

She watched Caesars face. He did not answer her, but lay still, chin on elbows, looking very tired but with the cold-gray glitter in his eyes that spoke of an incorrigible craving to be absolute, and then more absolute. For even he had recognized that one limit reached is but the threshold to immeasurable altitudes beyond it.

Caesar, why argue with dogs? Will you go on your knees to let them use their teeth on you? There is a nobler way. Present them with accomplished fact, as you did when you crossed the Rubicon; and in the meanwhile, give them bones to gnaw on, lest they gnaw yours: bones that will make them think, it may be, they are gnawing yours and mine, while you and I accomplish that which is our destiny.

And you suggest? asked Caesar, staring at her.

I am the offense. They ascribe to me all kinds of lusts and black arts in order to justify and explain to themselves a hatred of me that they do not understand. It is not their hatred; it is Romes. It is like the hatred of the old for the new, or of death for life  the hatred of corruption for the incorruptible. It deceives them and makes them ascribe to me the vileness of their own thoughts. Unless they themselves rebel against, it, it will live on them, devouring them and growing ever greater until the world goes down with them and it into a sleep of cruelty, stupidity and shame  as men who worship wine go down into sottishness, and still crave wine, and still say wine is the friend of man and not a vehicle of dark intelligence but a glorious stuff which man makes for his own profit. How shall they learn that their worship of Rome is a curse and a lie and a trap for themselves unless you prove it to them, and provide them with a better worship, that may lead on to a better yet?

I confess to you that Rome is a vortex of all the vile passions of men, that men have deified, said Caesar. And Rome holds none of my affection. But I have started to cleanse it. And I have always used your method, that you advise, of giving Romans bones to gnaw on. They have never had such spectacles in the arena as I have provided. Even Pompey, who always dreamed of being king, never dreamed of such feasts of blood and bones as I have fed to them. And I have fed to them no honest men  all criminals and scoundrels

Wherein, she interrupted, you have encouraged them to glorify themselves and their own self-righteousness, which in their turn they have attributed to Rome, the ghoul that is their guiding genius! And now you offer to permit them to make you king. But is it possible that two kings should ascend the same throne? Were not even Romulus and Remus enemies at last? Can you and Rome be rulers of the Romans? Romulus slew Remus. Rome will slay Caesar, unless Caesar knows what he is doing and destroys Rome by proving to the Romans that their god whom they ignorantly worship can no longer protect them and that the new, that Caesar shows them, must be better than the old. But if Rome slays you, then Rome will deify you later on, and hide behind your name, and instead of a kingdom of gods upon earth as there used to be will be a time of darkness masquerading as the will of men  vox populi, vox Dei  and of Caesars drawing all their inspiration from the sewers of the underworld, whence in very truth they will derive authority! But they will say they draw their inspiration and their power from the upper realms.

What would you have me do? asked Caesar, wondering at her. There was still the same hard glitter in his eyes, but the deeply chiseled lines of his aging face betrayed affection for her that he had never felt for other women  an affection of the intellect, that gave to him short and sudden glimpses of a feeling higher than emotion, which he could not and did not stay to analyze. She knew she had won Caesar. But to win Rome she must now reverse herself and play her master stroke:

In the first place, I will leave Rome. I am the offense. They have concentrated rancor against me. And so if I go, as it were I will open a gate in a brimming reservoir, and provide relief, and save you from a danger. And besides: it will do no harm to my Alexandrians to let them know that I am coming There is unrest, that I know the trick of calming And do you make ready to advance on Parthia. Send Brutus out of Rome. Give Cassius and Dolabella their commands as far away as possible  difficult commands that will keep them occupied. Or, if you wish to be rid of them, leave Cassius and Dolabella here in Rome, to put themselves at the head of disaffection, which is sure to rear itself as soon as you start eastward. Encourage them to rise against you, Caesar, in your rear  Rome against Caesar, for the last time! Turn on them! Parthia can wait. Turn back and slay Rome! Let them know that their Caesar is king, and his capital Alexandria, or, if you will, some other place.

Mark Antony, returning from the feast of wine and wild-boar, pheasants, fish and anchovies, with half a flagon full of wine again to aid digestion, had no argument to offer against leaving Rome for Alexandria.

For Rome, he remarked, is a city of stinking narrow streets and filthy weather, in which for every Roman you find nine or ten of some other breed, too many of whom are citizens  a lot too many, so that it costs a fortune every year to buy their votes. By Heracles, I am a Roman but I would exchange a long life here for a short one in Tarsus, or Athens, or Antioch, or Alexandria!

But he was stubbornly averse to any sudden change of plan regarding Caesars accepting the title of king.

By Dionysus! Men will say you are afraid of Cicero! Caesar, you owe it to your friends, who have worked so hard for you, to go on and finish the business. We have a crown all ready, made from the gold of finger-rings of your supporters melted down. We have it all worked out: the legions have been told a king of Rome shall lead them to retake the standards Crassus lost. Will you disappoint the legions?

Antony saw only surfaces, although he had been working in a fashion underground. His jovial face beamed enthusiasm. He nearly broke the onyx table that stood between them when he struck it with his fist for emphasis  then thrust it aside because it prevented him from sitting upright.

All good men and true are for a kingdom, Caesar! We love and admire you. We are proud of you. And we are ready! Why, even Cassius and Dolabella gave me yesterday their secret promise to be among the first to pledge their loyalty, the moment the crown is accepted. They only hang back because, by Bacchus, they are chicken-livered cowards who fear you will not go through with it. The Lupercalia! The Feast of the Lupercalia! The day is set!

Caesar assented, though he stared at Antony and it was plain enough that there were reservations in his mind, both as to Antonys judgment and the chances of success. He might have had his doubts of Antonys good faith, so coldly and with such reserve did he gaze at him. Antony, conscious of the piercing scrutiny, began to wonder whether he had not omitted something that Caesar waited for him to include in the plan, as a final inducement and a last proof of boisterous loyalty. He turned to Cleopatra  thought of it  and struck his breast. He held his arms toward her:

Egypt! he exclaimed. Should Caesar fail to raise you to a throne beside him, Antony will do it! Jupiter! Be all the gods my witnesses! The loveliest and wisest woman in the world shall share a throne that Caesars son shall later on inherit, or else Antony shall die  if necessary by his own hand.

So now you know, said Caesar, smiling at Cleopatra. Mark Antony is nothing if not a clear and loud exponent of his views!


CHAPTER XL. Silence at last? Praise Zeus!

Momentum and more momentum is a merit while the thread holds. When the thread is broken  ?
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



NONE knew any longer what the Lupercalia meant except that Rome kept holiday; but there was ritual, and some of it was so ridiculous as to set the keynote for a day of wild absurdities. Lupercus, the deity honored, was vaguely associated in the public mind with Pan and Faunus. There was an aristocratic priestly college of the Luperci, from which two young men were selected, and on the day appointed for the festival these two opened the proceedings by sacrificing a dog and a goat in public. Blood from the sacrifices was then rubbed on their faces, and the ritual prescribed that they should laugh. The mysterious significance of that laughter had been long ago forgotten; it was nowadays accepted as the signal for the merrymaking to begin.

The skins of the dog and the goat were now cut into strips by the two Luperci, and were known as februa. Using these thongs as whips they ran through the streets of the city, striking at every woman within their reach, numbers of women actually offering their buttocks because a blow from the februa was supposed to induce fertility. The ceremony ended in the forum, where the Roman chosen to preside sat ready to receive the runners and to complete the ritual, surrounded by crowds of on-lookers dressed in their best, who were careful to leave ample room for the runners to approach.

Of the runners that day one was Antony  none better suited for the purpose  boisterous, jolly-laughing, horseplay loving, handsome, active, fleet enough of foot and strong-winded in spite of his gluttony. And the Roman who presided was the great Dictator, Caesar, seated on a golden throne, emaciated, pale, but very splendid, with a crowd of his trusted adherents behind him and a number of others carefully distributed amid the throngs under the colonnades on either hand.

There were rumors and an atmosphere of expectation, artfully encouraged. There were men disguised as artisans and tradesmen, ready to insert themselves amid the crowd that would before long pour into the forum in the wake of the whip-wielding runners. But if Caesar, quietly conversing with his intimates, expected anything unusual he gave no sign of it, appearing rather bored than interested.

There was a long wait, during which the roars of boisterous laughter could be heard approaching up the narrow streets. The runners, it appeared, had separated. Antony came first, hard-breathing and hot from buffoonery, roaring his gibes at the women and now and then raising a howl of amusement by striking a man.

But when he came in sight of Caesar he stood still, as if suddenly almost overwhelmed by the importance of a duty. He bowed long and low, to recover his breath. He raised his right hand and advanced with dignity toward the golden throne, waiting for silence to fall that his bold voice might be heard as far away as possible. Amid a hush he greeted Caesar as the God Lupercus, begging him to accept a throne on earth since he already had a throne above the heavens.

Caesar smiled but made no answer. He sat pondering, apparently surprised and then absorbed in thought, his faculties in fact alert for any sign the crowd might give of its approval. Antony, more confident of the result of preparation, knelt and suddenly produced, as if by magic, a crown of golden laurel leaves.

Instantly Caesars supporters began to cheer, endeavoring to start a demonstration. But none responded and the cheers fell flat and hollow. The crowd even groaned a little, and Cassius was seen to make off from a corner of the forum, where he had been watching; as he went he hid his face in a fold of his toga. Caesar noticed him, however, and remarked about it; there was not much that Caesars eyes missed. He was perfectly aware, for instance, that his own supporters were looking crestfallen and that Antony was at his wits end, although putting a bold face on it.

He rose to the occasion, never in his whole life having failed to act a part with dignity. He smiled. He waved the crown aside. He showed disdain for it.

The crowd applauded then, and Antony, forever sanguine as he was, and flushed that moment with excitement, thought the demonstration, though a little late in coming, was now genuine. He repeated the offer, pressing the crown on Caesar with repeated praises and imploring gesture, using all the histrionic skill in which he so excelled. And again the friends of Caesar tried to start the cheering. But the crowd again grew ominously silent: now no groaning, but a stillness that was worse  more unmistakable.

So Caesar made the best of it. He did not touch the crown. He ordered an attendant to accept it, making his own refusal of it obvious with a gesture that suggested gratitude and yet a consciousness of incongruity. And in the stillness his autocratic voice could be heard from one end of the forum to the other, speaking presumably to his intimates but actually to the crowd:

Take that toy to the capitol and let the entry be made in the official calendar that on this day the people offered Caesar the crown of Rome and that Caesar refused it.

Genuine cheering burst out then and Antony, recovering his presence of mind, resumed the days buffoonery, laying about him with the whip and drawing the crowd out of the forum in the hope of seeing him play a few more practical jokes on Roman matrons, or perhaps on virgins not yet anxious for the touch of Lupercalian fertility.

Apollodorus brought the news to Cleopatra, who had avoided appearing in public that day.

Send for Tros! she commanded.

Greetings, she said, man of restless keels and fretting anchors! How long will it take you to convey my baggage to the fleet?

A day and a night, he answered. I will do it with a great good will.

But that was too swift for her purpose. The appearance of a flight from Rome was something that she wanted to avoid; departure, made in haste, so swiftly on the heels of Antonys abortive offer of the crown to Caesar, might stir ridicule. And ridicule, she knew, endangers causes in the way the sea sucks out the groundwork of a granite wall.

Secretly and slowly. Take a month, she answered. Gradually get my servants and effects on shipboard and be ready with a fleet of boats to take the rest of us down-river when I give the word. Dispatch a ship to Alexandria with word that I am coming, but let them not know when they may expect me. Silence!

Silence at last? Praise Zeus! There has been too much talking! was the only comment Tros made. But he knew that silence was impossible. To load on to the fleet at Ostia, under the eyes of polyglot and countless slaves and merchants, to say nothing of the Roman harbormaster and his crew, the enormous quantities of purchases and all the slaves that Cleopatra had accumulated, without attracting notice would be a feat without parallel. But he would do his best.

When Caesar came to her that evening, sarcastic about Antony, and moody, irritated by the tactless sympathy of friends and the intentionally obvious amusement of his enemies, he found her in a royal mood. She alone knew what the disappointment meant to him. She only knew which strings to touch of the harp of his ambition, how to tune it and to re-evoke its splendor. He was capable that night of breaking, and of yielding to the weariness of too much strain and rapidly encroaching age, if she had not been there to squander on him understanding and a love he had not known in other womens arms.

She took him to the nursery to see Caesarion. They stood together watching the child asleep, and then returned to the little room with Trojan destiny depicted in weaving on the wall, where they had held so many confidences.

Caesar, are you not glad now that you did not divorce Calpurnia? Imagine what the Romans would have said, and how they would have grinned with malice: And now you can see for yourself how destitute of wisdom it would be, and how inevitably sterile, to allow the Romans to invite you to be king. Did you invite them to build you a temple and to deify you? No! You did it. You announced it. You yourself imposed it on them. Dont you see that you deny your own divinity by letting them imagine they have right or power to appoint you or remove you or to change your destiny in any way whatever? Kings are born, not elected, Caesar. They impose themselves, as the sunlight imposes itself and causes growth to flourish. But if kings forget that, or if they lose the royal touch with their divinity, they cease to be kings; they identify themselves with littleness and darkness, until littleness and darkness swallow them and they become one with the mob that thinks itself incarnate power. You derive your power from above, or you are nothing.

Caesar felt entirely confident that he was more than nothing. Cleopatra was the only being in the world whom he regarded as his equal or as able to match minds with him. Excepting her, he knew he was superior to anyone on earth. All other people bored him He had no patience nowadays with the inanities and pawky meannesses, even of men like Cicero. Nobody but Cleopatra understood his craving to re-outline all earths boundaries and weld a thousand nations into one beneath one despotism. Even she mistook his motive  did not realize how personal it was. She underestimated his monopolizing vanity.

If you are not my guiding genius, what else are you?

Caesar, she answered, I have come too near to being your evil genius! And I would rather die than be that. I would rather die a thousand times. Unknowingly I have set these Romans teeth on edge against you. And I have encouraged you to think in half-terms and in compromises. I have stayed in Rome too long and let you realize too well my love for you, that will endure through all adversities and stand (which is a test more trying) in the hour of my own fortune. So that you have dallied. You have taken me for granted. I have let you rob your destiny because you think that whatever happens you can turn to me for comfort and amusement. And that is true, but it is a companionship and not a journeys end. And so I leave Rome. I return to Egypt.

When? he asked her. He appeared to have forgotten it was not the first time they had broached that subject.

Suddenly it dawned on him what Rome would be without her. It was like a stab. He tasted the stark loneliness again, that nowadays he dreaded, and that only she knew how to alchemize into a wonderland of living dreams.

You shall not! he asserted.

But her low laugh undermined the rampart of his will and took in flank his sortie. She interpreted his meaning before words could coin it into shape:

You would rather rob me of my Land of Khem and keep me captive? Caesar, you are too great  too wise! Do you love me, Caesar? I will stay a month then  not another hour. I have already given Tros his orders. Make you ready for the march on Parthia. Make haste. No, Caesar! No more dallying! And no half-measures! March on Parthia, and when the Romans rise behind you, turn on them and smite them! Be the king you truly are, and not by their leave, not of their choice, but because the gods have chosen you to be their comrade!

Very well, he answered, rather wearily again. He dreaded her departure. A month? That is rather soon  a little early in the year. There will be snow up in the mountains. But it will give you time to send the corn ships to the coasts of Asia. And afterward

You love me, Caesar? There will be no afterward when you are king. There will be you and I, Caesarion, and who else? Nobody who matters!


CHAPTER XLI. Caesar, beware the Ides of March!

And so the long days task is done, and we may sleep...
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



A MONTH went by amid a fuss of military midwives  Rome in travail of her only output, armament. The hammers of the swordsmiths and the armorers, by day a din above the city roar, by night were a cicada chorus, swallowing all other sound, pulsing in clattering fits and starts until the pause at midnight, when the gangs relieved each other and the agony of din began again. The forge-glow over narrow streets became a blood-red smear on clouds that slowly rolled along the Tiber Valley. Dawn saw narrow entries chock-a-block with spears in bundles, arrow-heads and javelins in baskets, helmets swinging by the chin-strap two score to the pole, and swords by hundreds waiting for the veteran inspectors  with the great oak log ready for the testing blow in mid-street, boxes for the broken blades and hilts, and the accountant, shivering in the raw cold, waiting to attest the reckoning.

No wagon traffic. Horses and asses and men all laden with weapons, threading the maze of mean streets, up- and down-hill, zigzag  crazy alleys where the overhanging upper stories let a slit of light through to the rubbish underfoot. Thunder of oaths and shouting by the city gates where wains were loaded and the legion gallopers came thrashing through mud and dust to demand why in the name of Pollux and his brother seven centuries of the Eight-and-twentieth were lacking even spears to drill with. Fights  incessant quarreling, at least the half of it begun by veterans who stole such armor or well-handled weapons as appealed to expert eyes  and on the camping-grounds from end to end of Italy the shouting and the steady tramping of the men at drill.

And Caesar in his element, attending to a thousand interests at once, but far more irritable than he used to be, with furrows lining an emaciated face and sharp sarcastic comments for the members of his staff, who knew no longer whether to assume responsibility and risk rebuke or to incur indignity by asking. Caesars vanity had grown intolerable. He was centralizing in himself all power, all executive authority, and blaming his subordinates for the inevitable, nigh-impenetrable jam of the machinery of war and state all crowding at one inner room.

The Senate was becoming used to stinging scorn and curt peremptory commands Some senators were absent, choosing the monotony of country villa life in preference to supine and contemptuously watched obedience to Caesars orders. Others wondered, watching Cassius and Dolabella, Antony and Brutus, Decimus Brutus Albinus, Trebonius, Tullius Cimber, Casca and Bucolianus  men who were indubitably plotting something and appearing day by day to gather new adherents, keeping their secret, however, whatever it might be, too well for its purport to be definitely guessed. Antony and Brutus, it was evident, were not yet of the inner circle  Brutus evidently worried and unwilling to be drawn in; Antony endeavoring to worm his way in, and not trusted. Caesar appeared totally indifferent, though it was said on every hand that Antony had learned enough to warn him, and all Rome felt restless with the undertow of a conspiracy afoot.

And in spite of military fever-heat of furious preparation, Caesar with his usual unscrupulous audacity accumulating money and a sort of false prosperity ensuing on the scarcity of marketable stores, a gloom had settled over Rome, more shuddersome and ominous than anything that any man remembered since the days of Sulla. It was like the chill before a hail-storm. Gladiators felt it and the best men dreaded the arena. Even in the dungeons criminals were restless.

Rumor crosscut rumor. It was known that Caesar meditated leaving Rome about the seventeenth of March, and that on the Ides of March (the fifteenth) he would appear before the Senate to deliver his final speech before departure on his great campaign. There was a story that the offer of the crown would be repeated on the first; but that was Cleopatras doing. She persuaded Antony to give the rumor currency in order to uncover a conspiracy if it had reached a head; her Alexandrians were combing Rome for information, and many a slave told half-heard secrets. But the law forbade the testimony of a slave against his master, and nothing definite was learned or done, except that Antony refused to run the risk of offering the crown a second time.

The Ides (the fifteenth) was the day that had been set for Cleopatras going, but not many knew it. They were few who came to bid her farewell, and to most of those she pleaded some excuse or other through Apollodorus; for the gloom had penetrated her thought, too, until she lacked, or felt she could not spare the spirit necessary for an interview with people who, she knew, were only enemies in masks. And she saw almost nothing of Caesar, though there was not a thing he did that she did not know within the hour, nor a word he said outside the secret conferences with his staff that did not reach her ears by messenger. Her confidant in those last days was Antony, who came and went much oftener than Caesar knew.

It was only an hour that Caesar snatched to say good-by to her  the fourteenth, in the afternoon. They walked alone together in the gardens overlooking the Tiber, near where he had met her on the night of her arrival. She had mastered herself. She had bitted and ridden her fear until not even she was aware of it. Caesar, full of admiration for her, praised her royal courage:

For I know, he said, that you have heard these rumors. Rome is full of them. And you must be acutely aware of how difficult your own position would be if some murderer should end my life. However, you are better off than if I had done what I at first intended, that is, changed my will. If I should die too soon, and they should find that you and Caesarion were my chief beneficiaries, I fear that my nephew Octavian, and even Antony perhaps, would turn on you and rend you. All Rome would applaud them. But it will be otherwise when I return from Parthiaor if they rise against me, as we half expect, and I should teach them the lesson they need.

His own courage was phenomenal; for he, too, felt the gloom that overrode the city. He confessed it; but he had almost none of the Roman dread of auguries and portents. Danger acted on him like a tonic.

And I never could see, he said, smiling, how if there is anything in portents, what is ominous for one side should not be propitious for the other. I am willing to believe that Rome is possibly fore-conscious of the drastic purging I may be obliged to administer before my goal is finally accomplished. But if that is so, then Romes anxiety is my encouragement! But I think it is mainly the weather; and I feel the temporary loss of your companionship far more keenly than I do this brooding gloom that they are making such a fuss about.

She tried to make him promise to protect himself with a double bodyguard. She offered him Apollodorus, and even Olympus, who is quicker to perceive a danger than a mouse is, since he reads mens minds before the thought can turn into a deed. She offered Tros: He has come from Ostia. He waits to take me down the river. He is a man of peace, who fights more fiercely than

I know him, Caesar interrupted, smiling. I am hardly likely to forget Tros! He is the bravest and least self-seeking enemy I ever fought  my enemy this moment if the truth were told! Both of which facts are an excellent reason for contentment that your life is in Tros keeping. For myself, I much prefer a sudden death to any other; but I think my time is not yet.

He insisted on her promise to go down the river without making another attempt to say good-by to him:

Both because I shall be occupied, and also because if there is any truth in all this premonition and this talk of a conspiracy, your presence in the city might start rioting; and that might lead to unanticipated and unnecessary damage.

He was eager to be gone and she did not cling to him or add a feathers weight of anguish to the burden of responsibility beneath which he had aged a dozen years in fewer months. They said their farewell by the river-bank, each throwing golden coins into the Tiber:

Not that I believe in superstitious practices, but  Egypt, if we never again see each other, you may know this and remember it: that Caesar loved you, and that he never knew whether his greatest victory was yours or his  Caesar or Cleopatra! Name it for me. What shall be the name of that field?

Let it be Caesarion! she answered. And then Charmian came, bringing the child with her; and Caesarion was the last who touched him, clinging to his outstretched finger, crying because Caesar would not stay and be a horse or something sensible.

It was a gray dawn. She, Apollodorus, Tros and Charmian sat listening to Olympus as he spoke of destiny and what a man might do to make himself a mocker of the waves of life that swallow one and cast another on the beach. For Cleopatra had refused to sleep in fear of dreams that might undo her courage and, by flooding her with evil from the world between the outer and the inner planes, might make a gate of her for floods of negative, destructive forces.

I am using all my will, and if I break down  tell me, Olympus: if I break down, do the gods know what will happen?

Which of the gods should care about phenomenal events? he answered. They have lived through that experience and they are gods, not mortals. Does a ray of sunlight worry about rotting husks or green sprouts? Does it know of darkness? Nay, it shines! It summons, it evokes the life that lies imprisoned in the clothes of death; and if they fall off, is the life less living? So, the gods care nothing for events. They look for qualities. As quality emerges out of quantity, they cherish it and if the quantity should perish, are they answerable? One by one we meet our destiny, and no mans quality is limited or governed by anothers nor by quantity nor rank nor even opportunity. And one by one we change as seed that changes into flowers, species evolving out of species. Eternities are moments. Moments are eternities. There is neither time nor size in the eternal calculus, but only quality. The quality of water is inherent in the least drop equally with oceans. And yet who shall name the quality? And who shall name the spirit of a man, or say that this one is a laggard  that one speeding into godliness? A destiny is neither more nor less than character; and he who would change his destiny, for better or for worse, needs no more for that purpose than to change his character  for better if he study gratitude and duty; but for worse if he indulge himself in greed and hate and envy. Morals are geography and law is land-marks, like the banks of rivers and the boundaries of peoples, ever changing. There is nothing to be won but character, and character begets its destiny as certainly as light begets the day, and darkness night.

And Caesars character? asked Cleopatra.

That is Caesars. Good, bad, splendid, mean and envious, magnanimous and patient, intolerant, generous; in some ways reckless and in others rigid; critical of self in some ways and in others purblind. Caesars! His and no others. He who judges Caesar, let him stand, if he dare, in Caesars sandals  and then judge himself in that fierce light, with all that opportunity to show himself his hidden qualities!

But he is great? asked Cleopatra. Do you reckon him not great, Olympus?

Greatness, Royal Egypt, is the measure of a mans or womans will to face a destiny and build a nobler one on character  not others but his own.

And Caesars destiny? What of it?

It is Caesars. If he meet it like a man, then he is master of it. An event has no importance saving how each man and woman meets it; and to each his consequences, each of his own doing or not doing.

You have read no stars, she said. These two nights past the clouds have been a veil between us and heaven. And you make no prophecy. And yet, I feel foreboding in your words, Olympus. Or is that my own gloom shadowing your thought?  Tros

She turned toward him suddenly, and paused, and met his gaze.

When do we leave? she asked him.

To-night. The last loads go on at noon. I have a barge for you with cushions in the stern, and curtains  fifty rowers

Tros! I have promised Caesar I will not attempt again to see him before leaving. Will you go for me, with Apollodorus  armed, the two of you  and watch him  . watch him from the time he leaves his house until he leaves the curia again  as close to him as you can come without his seeing you  will you bring me back word he is safe? And if you see a danger to him, will you

Tros laughed  something like an anchor going overside, with cable out-following over the hawse.

Save Caesar and slay Parthia! A destiny is, as Olympus intimates, a puzzle for us, one by one! However, many a long league stretches between here and Parthia. And one thing at a time. I have been Caesars enemy since I was old enough to lay my weight against a weather helm. Myself, I had three opportunities to slay him in a war of his own seeking. I am wondering how many men and women have paid in blood and anguish for my sparing him. And yet, if Caesar perish, who next? And how many slaves would Caesars death set free?

And what is freedom? asked Olympus. Is it not, when all is said and done, the right to hammer our own character upon the anvil of events?

No, freedom is art, said Apollodorus. Art is an amusing dream that no one understands.

Cock-crow! Do you understand that? Time to wake up and cease dreaming, Tros remarked and hid a yawn behind a giant hand. I go to have a last word with the boat-crews. Then a meal. And then into the city to watch Caesar. Do you come?

The streets were chilly and a cold wind swept along in gusts under a leaden sky. Apollodorus, loathing Rome at any time, half smothered his face in his toga and made muttered comments on the filth of the winding thoroughfares and the uncivilized behavior of citizens who let their slaves sweep clouds of house-dust on the passer-by.

Drunken men were lying in the gutters, with pigs and fowls and mangy dogs investigating them for pickings. They avoided more than one corpse, product of a midnight brawl, not yet stripped and tossed into the sewer (to save trouble) by the slaves of the municipium. The drinking booths were opening and sleepy slaves were measuring out wine to legionaries home on leave and to all the olla-podrida of mean humanity that had excuse or inclination to exist in Rome. Beggars everywhere, maimed and starving, begging the lees of wine-cups or disputing with the dogs for leavings from the tavern meals  veterans most of them, many laying bare the scars of honorable wounds for Tros to see and pity. For Tros looked a warrior, every inch of him  a man who would understand, and grieve and give.

To the curia first, beside the forum, where a mute crowd loitered, mostly shrugging in their togas from the raw wind, idly curious and no man knowing when the Senate session would begin. And so to Caesars house, not very far away, where lictors stood on guard and there was almost endless running to and fro of secretaries, military messengers and orderlies  a small house in a rather wide street (wide, that is, by Roman standards) where the sunlight on an ordinary day should glimmer on the stucco walls. None knew when Caesar was expected to come striding out, though scores were watching, many of them bearing their petitions written out on parchment scrolls that they hoped to thrust into his hand as he passed.

And so nothing to do but wait, and grumble at the weather, and observe the individuals who also waited, speculating as to which one might have nerve enough to be a murderer. But they were all too gloomy and depressed, and evidently thinking of nothing except their own discomfort in the wind and whether their petitions had a chance of being read. No fanatic, no resolute- or reckless-looking man among them.

Presently down-street there came a cohort, Caesars bodyguard, all polished bronze and red plumes, stately, as imposing as the thought of eons, an embodiment of vigor harnessed to obedience, in charge of a gray centurion who knew that life and death are all one in the long run and there is nothing to be gained by flinching. They had an eagle with them  bronze on a white ash pole  its S.P.Q.R. polished and assertive as if Caesar had not subordinated Senate and Roman people both. They halted, fifty paces down-street from the front of Caesars house, then faced about and stood at ease. Tros spoke with the centurion:

Caesar has sent word, he answered, that he is indisposed. He may go to the Senate and he may not. We are here in case he does go. That is all I know.

Another long wait. Then a messenger in high haste  Decimus Brutus Albinus, a senator, notoriously Caesars friend, approaching from the curia with half a dozen slaves around him and a number of curious hangers-on, who joined the crowd that waited in the street. The newcomers had information; they exuded it while Decimus entered Caesars house, where he remained a long time.

They are waiting in the curia to offer Caesar, after all, the kingdom of all Roman possessions outside Italy.

He has sent word he is unwell, but Decimus is to try to persuade him to come.

There is a strange excitement in the curia. Some men think there must have been a disaster somewhere, that the senators are keeping from public knowledge for fear of a panic.

Have you heard about the auguries this morning? Adverse, every one of them! Ominous  ominous! There have been weird birds roosting on the forum. Some say that when Caesar performed the sacrifice a day or two ago the victims heart was missing!

Aye, aye. Others say that Caesar stays at home because of it; and who shall blame him?

Have you heard how the old soothsayer followed Caesar through the streets and cried out, Caesar, beware the Ides  beware the Ides.  Beware the Ides of March! I heard that. It made the blood run cold in me.

But Caesar came forth, chatting pleasantly with Decimus, whose hand he held, and there was no sign on his face of any nervousness. He was wearing his purple imperators cloak, the gilded laurel-wreath that now he never went without, and a very deep purple fringe to his embroidered toga. There was a cheer from the crowd as the cohort clanged its shields on armor in salute and the lictors, fasces over shoulder, strode ahead, up-street, in the direction of the curia, and Caesar, still in conversation, followed about twenty paces behind them. Fifty or sixty slaves came running from the house to crowd back the petitioners, and into the space they cleared the cohort strode, reforming until, shoulder touching shoulder in four ranks, they closed the rear in such way that no friend nor enemy could possibly get by.

Tros and Apollodorus followed, keeping step to the swing and the clank of the cohort. As they neared the curia they had to wait, because a senator named Popilius Laena came out from the portico to talk with Caesar, holding him in low-voiced conversation for several minutes while the cohort, spreading out to two ranks, blocked the wider thoroughfare.

They take good care of him. Not much risk of anything happening to him, said Apollodorus, his voice sounding almost disappointed. Have we had all our trouble for nothing? Not even a riot?

But Tros was gazing at the gloom under the portico, where half a dozen senators whose names he knew, were lurking and not acting with the normal dignity of Romans in a public place. He saw Cassius and Brutus. They and the rest of that group were watching Caesar as if, it might be, they had set a trap for him. They appeared self-conscious  nervous. When a loud voice, from an unseen hiding-place across the forum, cried out, Caesar, beware the Ides of March! they glanced at one another as if terrified, though Caesar only smiled, not even glancing to see whence the voice had come. There was a large crowd lining the forum porticoes; its voice rose in questioning, querulous snarl and the centurion of the bodyguard looked to his men to assure himself that they were ready for an instant service. But that bodyguard and the lictors set Tros mind at rest; without a bow and arrow or a javelin it was impossible to reach Caesar, let alone to injure him.

Then he saw Antony, close to one end of the portico, talking with the senator Trebonius, who held a paper in his hand and seemed to be convincing Antony that there were matters elsewhere calling for immediate attention. Antony appeared in two minds, but Trebonius in one, and it emphatic. When Popilius Laena walked away at last and Caesar resumed his stride toward the curia, Trebonius appeared to be almost using physical force with Antony to keep him from turning toward the door. But Cassius and Brutus and the others, on the far side of the door, looked visibly elated. First they surged forward. Then they fell back as the lictors advanced up the steps and formed in two lines, facing inward, raising their fasces in salute as Caesar passed between them, Decimus following.

Tros strode up to Antony, who was still in the midst of an argument, insisting that Trebonius was wrong about some proposal or other. Antony appeared glad to see him since it gave him an excuse to turn away from his persistent companion.

By Heracles! I thought you were already on your way to Egypt!

No, not until to-night, said Tros. I thought to witness what goes on within the curia. Are visitors admitted?

Wait and I will lead you in, said Antony. There is a place behind the columns at the rear where strangers properly accredited may stand and look on.

Trebonius resumed his argument with Antony, or rather tried to. Antony rudely broke away from him, Trebonius persisting:

Antony, will you not understand that as a friend and your admirer I have more than an idle purpose in prevailing on you to come away with me?

You have kept me standing idle too long, Antony retorted. Can you not see I have friends who wait my courtesy? But it was several minutes yet before Trebonius would let him enter through the door, past Cerberus-like attendants, sharp-eyed, armed with long wands, who made Tros and Apollodorus leave their swords in a little anteroom.

There will be nothing much to-day, said Antony, except a speech by Caesar and an address in response from some senator expressing confidence and good-will. Everything purely formal. Possibly a few petitions to begin with.

He led them by a passageway around the rear of the columned hall  a very ordinary building, with the seats arranged in tiers in a wide semicircle facing the tribune, where Caesar was already seated on a throne of gold. There was a rustle as if all the senators had stood to receive their arrogant dictator and had hardly again settled in their places.

Here, said Antony, stand here.

He stood between them with a hand on Tros great shoulder. But Trebonius came whispering and Antony went with him, back through the door to the forum, two other senators following.

It appeared that a petition was on foot. A group of senators, with Tullius Cimber leading and with Brutus bringing up the rear, were crossing the curia floor toward where Caesar sat. They moved swiftly, almost treading one anothers heels. They pressed so closely around Caesar that he sharply ordered them to stand back. Suddenly he stood up, towering above them on the step below the throne, his face a livid mask of anger. Tullius Cimber, snatching at his toga, dragged it from him, pulling him down from the step, and after that none very clearly saw what happened, for the curia became a pandemonium, with senators standing on seats and struggling in a panic in one anothers way.

But Caesars voice came loud above the din: You villain, Casca!

Tros and Apollodorus tried to fight their way toward the tribune, but they were met by a tide of fleeing senators, who swept them backward; and the next that Tros saw, Caesar was bleeding from a dozen dagger-wounds and fighting like a madman with his stylus  successfully fighting  his assailants were too many and in one anothers way  his strength and savagery cowed them  he broke free, reeled and stood gasping, with his back against the pedestal of Pompeys statue.

Tros tried to get to him, to rescue him. He bellowed, hardly forming anger into words, not caring what he said but fighting against the crowd of senators that bore him backward, pressing him beside Apollodorus back against the rear wall in their frenzy to escape. Then both of them were hustled along before a tide of about two hundred fugitives toward the door, where there was a panic in which men tried to tread one another underfoot, and Tros, with cracking muscles, in a burst of fury raised himself head and shoulders above the rest of them  so crushed, at that, that he could hardly breathe.

And so he saw the last of it as he was borne out backward through the doorway. Casca was the first to close again with Caesar, who defended himself and, seizing Cascas wrist, attempted to wrench away the dagger. But the others came on, Brutus last, until a few of them made way for Brutus, thrusting him forward  and Caesar saw him  recognized him.

You, too, Brutus? You, my son! he exclaimed. And Brutus struck at him.

Then Caesar fell, and even in that moment he was thoughtful of appearances; he gathered the folds of his tunic and was careful they should cover his thighs as dagger after dagger stabbed into his spare frame. The murderers, like white wolves worrying their kill, knelt on him, hacking and stabbing, wounding one another in their frenzy.

Weaponless and breathless, Tros and Apollodorus faced each other on the portico. For a moment there was a stream of fleeing figures in the forum. In another moment the whole forum was deserted. Even the cohort vanished  Caesars hand-picked bodyguard, with its eagle and its gray centurion-commander. The doorkeepers were gone and there was utter silence  until three crows came into view and settled on the rostra at the far end, cawing.

Tros shuddered. Apollodorus adjusted his toga. Neither spoke. Then Tros turned to the curia and entered to hunt for his sword. Apollodorus followed him. They were in the anteroom when the murderers came striding down the passage, no man making any noise and most of them with togas held before their faces. Brutus had a paper in his hand, and it appeared that Brutus meant to make a speech to the excited crowd that he expected in the forum. He and the rest of the murderers appeared more frightened by the silence and the loneliness than if a mob had been awaiting them to wreak swift justice. For a while they spoke in undertones, then strode away across the forum in the direction of the capitol  a blood-bespattered, furtive, fearful group, who made haste, appearing to dread to look behind them.

Tros came out into the passage, paused a moment watching them, then turned into the curia. He had his sword drawn, ready for he knew not what contingency. Apollodorus followed and together the two stood in silence, staring at the pale face of the man who had been ready to go forth and conquer all the world. He lay in pools of blood but his features were not badly injured and the hand of death was dealing kindly with him, softening the harsh lines and the furrows that had made him look so old and tired. He was almost young again; and Pompey, his old enemy, whose marble statue Caesar himself had ordered replaced in the curia, stood smiling down at him with a gaze that suggested half-amused, half-pitying contemplation.

Tros was not the first to speak. It was Apollodorus pleasant voice that brought Tros back to earth, and now he was remembering old battles on the coast of Britain against Caesar and his veterans from Gaul  land- and sea-fights, and his own determination to fight Caesar to the end, whatever that might be: a promise to himself that he had not kept, because of destiny that had determined otherwise.

Vale, Caesar! said Apollodorus. And may I, too, die as swiftly when the day comes, in an hour of dignity and fame! And may T be as great an artist! But may I not leave such a riddle for my friends! For what Tros and I shall say to Royal Egypt is beyond my wit to imagine!

Say to her? Tros spoke at last. I will say to her that mice and rats have bitten her lions veins and bled him! I will tell her that mean men slew a hero! I will say to her that, though the cruelty and crime of Caesar was a foul blot on a fair earth, they who slew him are no better than the worms that writhe on battle-fields! A man lies dead, Apollodorus. A rogue and a liar  a slayer  a thief  a vain, intolerant, ambitious tyrant, but not a coward  a man, upstanding! They who slew him are the rats of Rome  faugh!  sewer rats!  too cowardly and too incapable and mean to win a shred of liberty by being worth it!

Tros, said Apollodorus, do you realize that we are standing here with naked weapons, and that anyone who enters

Come! Tros answered. Let us go and do our duty. Caesars task is finished. Egypts and ours lies all ahead of us.


CHAPTER XLII. ROW  Row, you lubbers, and take Egypt home again!

This little life we lead on earth is but a school for courage. If we learn more courage when the game is losing, or is lost, should we then envy the apparent winner?
 Fragment from The Diary Of Olympus.



IT WAS five days before Cleopatra left Rome. There were not five minutes of them wasted. Dry-eyed, unflinching, she received the news from Tros lips, Apollodous looking on in silence and she lifting her chin as Tros faced her in the garden where she and Caesar had so recently said their farewell.

Courage, Royal Egypt! I bring

There is no need, Tros, to warn me what you bring, for I can read it in your eyes before your lips speak. Caesar is dead. Is it not so?

He is dead, Tros answered.

Did he die of epilepsy?

They have slain him Miserable men  a Brutus, seeking coward comfort for his own soul, blubbing about honor, stabbing his own father for the sake of a sneaks theory of statecraft! Cassius, Casca, Dolabella  swine and servile flatterers!  a dozen cowards hacking at a man unarmed!

Caesar will be glad, she said, that he did not die of epilepsy. I, too, am grateful for that; for he was very proud. And where was Antony?

They fooled him. There was a senator named Trebonius, who was presently joined by others, who held Antony in conversation outside the curia.

Antony, I think, might not be very difficult to fool, she answered. Where is he now? And who rules Rome? Is there a man who can do it?

Tros told her how he and Apollodorus, leaving Caesar where he lay, had gone in search of Antony and found him hiding in his house  that great house he had bought from the estate of Pompey with the money Cleopatra lent him. And how Antony begged them to keep Cleopatra for a while in Rome until it was certain what the mob would do and how the legions would receive the news of Caesars death.

By Bacchus, I am surprised they did not kill me, Antony had said. And they will kill her if she calls the least attention to herself before the mob is got under control! If she should run now they would raise a hue and cry. By Bacchus, what an opportunity! Do you see what Cassius and Brutus will attempt? They will blame poor Egypt for all Caesars sins, and justify themselves by inflaming the people against her. Bid her stay until I feel my way a little. She must not be taken fleeing on her way to Ostia.

Cleopatra, however, was not in a mood for flight, though Tros was all in favor of it.

Make haste! he advised her. I will take you down the river before Rome even starts to think We will be in Egypt before the mob has found a leader.

Think you Antony will fight? she asked him.

Fight whom? Whom shall he fight, and for what? Mark Antony is thinking of his own skin  thinking himself lucky that he was not slain along with Caesar  likely enough to run for it  probably wanting you to stay here so that he may bolt along with you if necessary! Study your own best interest.

Tros, if I think of myself, she answered, I shall break down and the gods will go away from me in scorn. I think of Egypt. Where is Antony? You say in Pompeys mansion? I will go to him.

Disguise was easy  an Arab burnous and a golden-hilted scimiter. It was easy to imagine her one of those young scions of a patriarchal clan, followed by a veiled wife, Charmian, bearing the child  not so easy to imagine Tros a tribal servitor; Olympus and Apollodorus looked the part far better. Tros, though, had the advantage that he looked too powerful and savage to be interfered with; he wore his own long sword beneath an Arab cloak, for practical considerations, and an Arab scimiter on view to save appearances, which were almost comical, because he strode as no Arab ever did, and the white cloth, bound with a golden cord across his forehead and descending to his shoulders, made his head look twice even its normal size. There was no time to get horses, litters, anything  nor anything to gain by letting slaves into the secret. They went on foot.

All Rome was in a ferment, men and women surging through the streets, their flow on the whole toward the forum but broken and interrupted by the backwash of gathering factions in quest of a leader  and no leaders anywhere to find. Five  ten  twenty thousand different accounts of Caesars death, none even near approximate; and several reports that legions were on the march already, either to wreak vengeance on the city or to make Brutus  Cassius  somebody, perhaps Octavian, dictator. Stories that half the Senate had been butchered.

Nobody seemed to think of Antony. His great white marble house was guarded, but with the guards so carefully hidden that the place seemed vacant. There was a porters lodge, but no porter, and the outer gate was locked and fastened with an iron chain. It was not until Tros looked up into a cypress tree that overhung the wall and saw a leg protruding from a shadow that they obtained any response to efforts to attract attention. Apollodorus climbed on Tros shoulders, seized the leg and dragged down a slave, who was frantic with terror but amenable to threat, persuasion, bribery and violence all blended into one. When he had cried out half a dozen sentences two lictors came and undid the lock on the gate, but they were without their red cloaks and fasces.

Antony received his mysterious visitors in a darkened room, to which Pompeys splendid furniture gave an atmosphere of dimly suggested eastern luxury. He was wearing chain mail under his outer clothing and his face was a picture of doubt, fear, worry, indecision, anger and a sort of Heraclean energy seeking an outlet. Nobody in Rome could look, or be more boyishly perplexed than Antony whenever the props of optimism had been knocked away from under him Normally more boisterous and merry than a gale in spring-time, he was now a beaten bull, as dangerous, but not more dangerous, inclined to hide and sulk and pity himself.

But Cleopatra knew exactly how to manage him. It was not for nothing that she and Caesar had discussed Mark Antony or that Caesar, never knowing when his end might be, had told her secrets that no other person in the world knew, unless possibly Calpurnia, and except the Vestal Virgins  the custodians of all such documents as men wished to be kept inviolable and not even discoverable until the proper time. Her whole thought was for her Land of Khem, as Caesars had been to avoid such rivalries, in the event of his sudden death, as sundered Alexanders empire.

Antony, Caesar is dead, and there is nothing to be gained by any such unmanly or unwomanly yielding to desolation as would only stir his spirit to contempt. It is an hour for deeds, not meditations. Sorrow is ill-served by idleness. Those ingrate murderers will not be idle.

They are likelier to send and murder me, said Antony. His fear was not physical. He was afraid of losing, not of dying; whereas Caesar had never feared either possibility. I am wondering whether or not to offer myself to the legions as their leader.

You may find that Brutus, Cassius and Dolabella have preempted you in that, she answered. And you would waste time. You would be giving cowards time to bridle cowardice, instead of playing on their fears, and stirring jealousies, and forcing them to recognize you as the only man around whom they can rally! Caesar has left Octavian his heir. Do you propose to let Octavian have Caesars throne as well as Caesars money? Caesar told Calpurnia, if he should die, to turn to you as his executor. He did that to prevent Octavian from taking too much.

I despise Octavian! said Antony.

Then understand this; I never met Octavian, but from what Caesar has told me he is no fool. He is a better man to count on than those murderers, and he is likely to be much too wise to try to ingratiate himself with the public by blaming dead Caesar. But that is what those murderers will do. They must. How otherwise are they to justify their miserable deed? They must accuse him of all imaginable treasons. And Octavian, unless you forestall him, will come hurrying to Rome to appear as Caesars champion and to defend his memory. He will come  he will come in any case, and he is likely enough to march with several legions from the north of Italy. So when he does come, let him find you a far stouter advocate of Caesar than he himself could ever hope to be; so that he must befriend you, and take your side of any argument.

It will take Octavian days and days to get here, answered Antony. And what about those others meanwhile?

Shivering for their coward skins, mistrusting one another, and waiting to see what the soldiers and the mob will do about it! she retorted. Stand up, Antony! Get Caesars will and read it  read it to the people! Send a messenger to those caitiffs  is it true that they are hiding in the capitol?  then send them a messenger and suggest they should proclaim a general amnesty: something they can hardly do without including your name in it. That will give you the advantage of initiative, and it will make them think you hold a stronger hand than at the moment is perhaps true. Strength, Antony, is decision  swiftness  will, to leap at opportunity!

And you? he asked. You are not safe now in Caesars villa.

I will stay here, she retorted.

Sudden, new emotions changed the entire expression of his face. It had not dawned on his bewildered mind until that moment that she would need a new ally to provide the force, so necessary to protect her wealth until Egypt could stand on its own feet. Fortunately, Fulvia was absent. He stood up. He extended his hands toward her.

Egypt! Royal Egypt! he began. But she interrupted him

Octavian, she said, may covet Egypt.

If I defend you from Octavian?

Defend me, and then discover whether I lack gratitude.

I will need money, he suggested.

She had thought of that before she came to visit him. Apollodorus had a bill of exchange in her favor, drawn by Esias the Jew on a Roman firm of corn contractors. It was already endorsed. She bade Apollodorus hand it over, and even Antonys eyes opened wide at the amount.

That is a royal present, Egypt, he said, stressing the noun with noticeable emphasis. Repayment, unless of grudges, was not a permanent obsession with him.

Nevertheless, he was a man of deeds when sober, and aroused, with somebody to put ideas in his head and to inspire him with funds and a view of the future. He had brains  ability  a splendid presence  energy; and if his gratitude was mere emotional reaction and as evanescent as the money in his coffers, it was as heroic as his appetite and muscles while it lasted.

He began that minute. He became a titan of directed energy, his guiding spirit Cleopatra and his field of action all the purlieus of the city. He tired out men and horses and his own throat  slaked the latter with a gallon of the choicest wine from Pompeys cellar, and, when night fell, staged a masterpiece of melodrama. He had ordered Caesars body carried out into the forum, where it lay in state on woven gold and purple, with a cohort guarding it, all standing with their arms reversed.

There, by moonlight, and with flickering torches adding smoky mystery, he stood  a figure of heroic grief  and gazed in silence at the stern face of the dead dictator. Thousands watched him. They were even on the roofs of the forum buildings. There in solemn melancholy, by appointment, he received Calpurnia, Caesars widow, and received from her authority as sole executor of Caesars will. He held her hand and led her toward two Vestal Virgins, who had come in state, with their lictors and their company of guards, to offer their commiseration and the protection of their own inviolable sanctuary. By midnight Antony was much the most important man in Rome.

Dawn found him in the saddle, showing himself here, there, everywhere, allaying the excitement, and yet stirring the suspense, announcing the suggested amnesty and thus obliging the conspirators to approve it, with their thunder stolen, and authority and influence by inches slipping into Antonys sole hands.

That afternoon he opened Caesars will and read it to an astonished audience, who had never dreamed Caesar would make such thoughtful and ironic preparation for sure and condign vengeance on whoever might succeed in killing him before his time: for every Roman citizen three hundred sesterces, and to the Roman people his estates and gardens; not a hint that he expected to be king; no mention of Caesarion or Cleopatra. The last will of a man who loved the Roman people. An indictment of his murderers, that might have been the reason for that grim ironic smile whenever intimates had warned him of the danger of assassination.

Promptly the conspirators began to try to change their tactics. But it was too late. Cinna and some others had been making hot-head speeches against Caesars memory and it was already known all over Rome that they had sought to justify themselves by blackening the great mans name. They were at Antonys mercy, and he forbearing with them for the moment solely because he might need their support against Octavian, who had no other possible course than that of follower in Caesars footsteps, and whose jealousy might make him openly the enemy of Antony unless Antony took care to have alternative alliances available.

The ferment in the city raged until the fifth day after Caesars death, when all the preparations for the funeral were ready  mainly preparation of the public mind by Antonys adherents, who had worked up a fever of expectation. None knew what would happen. All knew that the occasion would be seized by Antony to make his bid for popular approval. Every street in every direction near the forum was thronged with men and women, through whose ranks the lictors conducting Antony had the utmost difficulty in forcing a way.

He was not alone. Cleopatra had insisted on her own eyes witnessing what happened; she had sent Caesarion under escort in Charmians care, to the riverside, where the long barge waited, manned by forty of Tros best rowers. So there followed Antony four hooded mourners in long drab-colored robes  all males, apparently, and one enormous, one so small as possibly to be the big mans son. But they might have been slaves, or almost anything; they were nondescripts  quite unimportant-looking people, who attracted no attention. All eyes were on Antony.

The forum was smoky and red from the flare of the torches. The shadowy shapes of the buildings vaguely framed a throng that moved in unison. A coppery sheen flashed from the soldiers shields, that clashed and clashed together, punctuating  rhythmically pulsing to a dirge of womens voices: a dirge as old as Rome, that had a litany of lamentations running through it, borne by the murmuring voices of men, like rumbling underground. The wild clouds, curtaining the moon, took gruesome and fantastic shapes as if the whole of nature were in league to signalize that night. The very soul of Rome seemed riven by the grief that  swaying, wailing, ululating  dreed its dirge in final salutation of the mighty dead.

The lictors made a place for Antonys four drab attendants, deep in the shadowy corner of an office portico, where they could stand on upturned boxes with their backs against the wall. There were steps within two paces of them leading to the alley between that building and the next; and thence there was a maze of back-streets, leading anywhither  unsafe, but affording easy passage, since the crowd was in the wider thoroughfares.

Now by the brow of Pallas, you shall keep your word! Tros growled in Cleopatras ear. No dallying! We go hence in the instant of my decision!

I will go when I have seen that fatal arrow I have shot at Rome! she answered. She was watching Antony. He had mounted the heavy scaffolding on which the bier was laid and for a moment he gazed at Caesars dead face.

Then he burst into a flood of tears and, turning toward the crowd, began to lead their dirge, monotonously chanting and repeating lines from Accius that every Roman knew.

I saved them. I have given life. They slew me. They have given death!

Every few moments Antony would pause, amid the clashing of the shields and shrilling lamentations of the women, to turn toward Caesars corpse and break into loud weeping. He was making magic  the old magic of the forum  concentrating in himself in person all the passionate emotion of a city, gathering its impulse, leading it until it should uplift him to a feat of oratory that the very roots of Rome should recognize as Romes own heart made manifest in golden words.

Friends! Romans! Countrymen!

He burst into his speech at last, and there fell, like the hush of the forest when night waits for a rising moon, a silence filled with breathing.

Come, said Cleopatra. Come now. Antony has won them. Rome shall pay a price for slaying Caesar such as even Caesar might have hesitated to enforce!

She had to tug at Tros long hood; he would have waited to hear that oratory. And Apollodorus would have lingered, only Tros took hold of him and thrust him forward down the steps into abysmal darkness, where their feet went splashing into pools of filth and unseen mutilated beggars scrambled out of reach of hurrying feet. Tros picked up Cleopatra  carried her  and ran to where horses waited for them in a stable up a back-street.

In mid-stream darkness of the hurrying Tiber, swiftly to the rhythmic thump and dip and drip of forty oars,  no lantern, and no drum-beat,  Royal Egypt sped toward the waiting fleet at Ostia. Tros stood in silence at the stern, his left hand on the shoulder of a one-eyed helmsman.

Port a little, Conops. Mark where the bank shoals outward at the bend.

Apollodorus and Olympus sat like a pair of vultures with their backs toward the rowers, watching the changing sky-line of a monster city silhouetted against moonlit clouds. Charmian held Caesarion, and Cleopatra, silent, stared straight forward into grim night. None spoke, except for the low-voiced orders to the helmsman, until the boat swept past a vista between trees and homesteads, along which Rome lay visible  a crimson glare below ascending smoke projecting half a city in lurid and monstrous light and shadow.

Is all Rome burning? asked Apollodorus suddenly.

So Cleopatra turned, and saw the light of Caesars funeral pyre  the plunder of fifty cities, furniture of every building around the forum, brought forth by the crowd and heaped around his bier until the flames shot high above the very temple roofs, and the mob roar, and the din of burning came down-river like the far-off thunder of a battle-field.

Erect and dry-eyed, resolute until that moment, Cleopatra shrunk at last among the cushions and Tros heard her sobbing, trying to make himself believe it was the sound of ungreased oars against the thole-pins. Once or twice he grumbled at the rowers angrily. And then he tried to make himself believe it was the squeaking of the steering-oar, so he swore at Conops, bidding him keep the helm more steady.

He could face all sorrow and all disappointment, or whatever destiny might bring, except the weeping of a woman. He was glad when the darkness swallowed them between the Tiber banks, lest he should see by accident what his ears assured him, but what his will refused to recognize.

But women who seldom weep are like the strongest dams, which, when they break, let through the stored-up, measureless reserve of months and years. Tros began cursing Charmian, Olympus and Apollodorus underbreath. It was for them to speak  their business to comfort her. What did he know about courtier phrases and the soft words suitable for women in the pangs of misery. But Charmian, Olympus and Apollodorus were as mute as ravens sitting on a ridge-pole in the night.

So for a while he took the helm himself, left-handed, and tried concentrating on a mid-stream course to keep the oar-blades out of shallow water. But Cleopatra wept and there was no ignoring it. He returned the helm to Conops. He must think of speech.

He tried for a long time to imagine what Apollodorus ought to say  some courtier-like, comforting condolence that should dry tears as a mother lulls a baby off to sleep; some witty and appropriate remark about her friends all loving her. But when he thought of love and weaving words about it to a woman, Tros stuttered in his thought; speech would not even take shape. Friendship, too, was something that a man did, not a mess of sentimentalism to be said or sung.

However, he could not endure it any longer. If the others would not speak to her he must. He conned his memory. A line of poetry occurred to him  surely she would like to hear a line of poetry. He repeated it to himself a time or two  made sure that he had the words correctly. It appeared to him as very apt and edifying  something that Apollodorus would be sure to wish afterward that he himself had said, although it might sound a trifle incongruous from the lips of a blunt old mariner. He had half a mind to grab Apollodorus by the neck, whisper the line in his ear and make him say it to her; but on second thought he thought it too good for Apollodorus. So he said it to himself again to make sure he had the stresses right  and as he laid a great hand on her shoulder it left him: left his mind blank and bereft of anything except the knowledge that she had answered the touch of his hand and he must speak now or she would think that touch impertinence.

Egypt, he said, let Rome rot! It will be spring in Alexandria, and birds all nesting in the Nile reeds! Then, to hide his own embarrassment: By Pallas! Are you sleeping on the oars there? Row  row, you lubbers, and take Egypt home again!

THE END
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OR, THE INVISIBLE GUNS OF KABUL; OR, GUP BAHADUR
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IN SOME ONES HEART (SONG)




There came a day  a day of discontent 

Begot by vision in the ageless womb 

Of that old prostitute impenitent 

Salome, earth-bound in the crimson tomb 

Of this mans heart  a gray day dawning cold 

In melancholy when a Voice said: Slay!

She has no title. Dagger loose her hold 

And know no law henceforth save Disobey!


CHAPTER ONE

Its a poor world but the only one we have, Gup.

ANGUS, nicknamed Gup McLeod, six feet two and a half inches of him, came untouched out of the Great War  untouched that is, except by savagery that had eaten through the film of conventional courtesy toward forms that seemed to him ridiculous. He went in a boy, obedient to all the caprices of family tradition and the prejudices of what he had been taught to revere as civilization. Like many another man, before the war was over he devoutly hoped to get a bullet in his brain and strove to that end vainly. They gave him medals and they would have given him high promotion, only some one at Headquarters thought that big men are a mistake. Besides, he had a way of smiling down from his great height that some people thought was scornful, whereas it was actually puzzled curiosity. Angus McLeod despised nobody and nobodys ideals in those days; he had not yet reached even the stage of despising himself. But the humorous, baffled sense of the absurdity of human make-believe that laughed in his eyes set the rank of brevet major as his limit of attainment in the war. It offended people. And when the Armistice was signed, he, who could endure the unendurable and lead men into it because he could pretend to like it, was in India doing practically nothing.

He resigned his commission in India, and for several months he was treated as distantly as formal politeness allowed, because it was generally supposed he would apply for a government job. Jobs were scarce and men not dying fast enough, but the McLeods, as a family, have almost a hereditary lien on India and he possibly had home influence, too, that might have forced the hand of authority. However, he asked for nothing, and it was presently learned that he had some private means  not much, but enough to prevent the salary-hunger that makes half the world sheep and the other half wolves.

Then a new sort of suspicion, vague at first, began to rest on him. He was known to be studying languages, but it was not understood why he should choose to practise conversation with all sorts of Indian politicians. He looked more like a Highland chieftain than a Bolshevik; his sandy hair and blue eyes instantly placed him, at the first glance, in the category of men who live and die with the ancient slogans on their lips. But unexpected things were happening and governments were super-sensitive; a world-bath of blood and explosions can bring forth greater improbabilities than that an atavistic Scotsman should turn rebel. Angus McLeod had felt the thin veneer of education wearing off. It made him feel morally naked at first, and after he got used to that he began to be tactless and almost to flaunt his nakedness  his unbelief in the accepted standards of behavior and speech. He certainly chose unconventional teachers. Rebellion of any sort, and judicious selection of ones companions, seldom go together. That appears to be a law.

There are three good ways to learn a language, of which the first is woman. But Gup McLeod was in rebellion against woman also. His wife had run off with some other man home on furlough while McLeod was in the trenches with her photo next his heart. Perhaps she had foreseen the earthquake nature of the coming change in him, in which all preconceptions would crumble and leave nothing but incomprehensible fact to be faced. She was possibly wise; in course of time she had three babies and a bank account. And her cruelty merely hastened an event at the cost of a certain amount of torture to Gups sensitive ego. He hid what he felt, under a mask of tight-lipped silence, but all women, for a while, became included in the disrespect that one had earned.

The second-best way to learn a language is by studying religion, because that means digging for the form of thought behind the words and mastering the subtleties of thin-split argument. But Gup McLeod was not the type of man who goes into a monastery when the world displeases him. His discontent included a suggestion that the mess the world is in is as much due to mixed religion as to unmixed depravity, so that the sight of a temple made him angry and the thought of studying comparative religions made him shudder. He had no desire whatever to reform the world. Let it rot. He believed that it would, and he thought that probably the best solution. His problem was to interest himself meanwhile, and to find something tremendous in which to engage his strength of mind and body.

The third best way to learn a language is to study politics  a more disgusting process than the others but less dangerous, because a man can change his politics, whereas creeds are prehensile and women costly. Politics are cheap in their less esoteric stages, and McLeod was enough of a Scotsman to appreciate that; so politics it was, and he soon became, as a result, amazingly proficient in three languages.

But he kept strange company, and he became known in all the ramifying byways of Indias political underworld, which are as dark and sinuous as the workings of one of Zolas coal-mines. Those are swift students of human character who sap and mine, for the fun and excitement of it, beneath the foundations of alien rule. They may be madmen and they may be miscreants, as certainly at least a few of them are heroes, but they are all sharp-witted because they must be that or perish; so it was very swiftly understood that Gup McLeod was a safe man with whom to talk  a man not easily committed to a course, and particularly not to a course he did not understand, but a man who sold no secrets, whether for gold or favor.

Naturally it was not long before the ubiquitous government agents reported him through devious channels as a member of almost every one of the innumerable secret and seditious political societies with which India was swarming as a worn out and neglected garden does with gophers. That, of course, was too much for even a professional bureaucrat to pretend to believe, but McLeods mail was read and rather clumsily resealed; his trunks at the hotel were ransacked in his absence; he was shadowed wherever he went. There being no incriminating evidence he was sent for at last by a high and fatherly official, who produced cigars and whisky before revealing himself in his true guise of inquisitor.

McLeod, for the sake of your good name now, be candid. Tell me what your game is. What are you planning, and why?

It may have been the weather, or it may have been that an insight into politics had finally undone the last of McLeods respect for established authority. He had a brainstorm. Fury and indignation swept away all self-restraint and for thirty minutes he poured forth all the bitterness that had been accumulating in his heart since the day when he saw his regiment swept out of being in Flanders. It was bitterness of incredulity, strangely impersonal and without malice, but almost as corrosive of the officials personal self-esteem as sulphuric acid thrown into his face.

Good God, man! Are you an anarchist?

What an idiotic question! Only an ass could ask it! Im no kind of ist. Its the isms and osophies that have us hog-tied. To hell with every theory of government from Plato downward!

Youre a Bolshevist?

Do you think I bought the right to think, on battlefields, in order to bow my neck to a coiner of phrases in Moscow?

But you are known to have discussed communism with

Good God! And Ive read Einstein and Ouspensky! Ive talked about the next coming of Christ with a Dukhobor who works for a Chinese herbalist! Ive talked about adultery with a Catholic archbishop, and Ive discussed the effect of constipation on a mathematicians style with a Seventh-day Adventist from the United States. Of which of those deadly crimes am I accused? Ill name a few more if you havent enough.

You are accused of nothing. I am asking.

Answer this first. Do you think you know good government when you see it? Have you ever seen it? Do you think your own is even half-good? Then maynt I go like Socrates into the market-place and  or is this stuff that looks and smells like whisky and soda actually hemlock? If so, Vale, Cæsar, I cheerfully drink to you and your orthodox box of pink pills for paleolithic people. Im sick of this world  ready for the next, if there is one.

Dont you think a man of your ability and breeding ought to try to redeem the world?

How? By joining your old ladies say-so club.

Youre aware, I suppose, that I can order you deported?

I almost wish you would. I might admire you if you did. It ud give me something to fight about. Misgovernment would then be personal to me. Id make it personal to you, too. Ive a thousand a year and some brains. Lets do it! You deport me and Ill make of you the historical example of Anglo-Indian Bumbledom! It may do good. Ill write you up, make speeches about you, slander, libel and lampoon you, pay a member of Parliament to accuse you before the house, set spies on you  youll die famous.

For the time being, you are merely cautioned.

Bunk! If a pickpocket did what you have ordered done to me he would be put in prison. You have read my mail, searched the pockets of my trousers, set stool-pigeons to listen through my keyhole  and now you are inferentially lying! If you had a scrap of proof against me you would have me deported without granting me an interview. I am cautioned, am I? I warn you Im on the edge of exasperation. Shove me and Ill go over. For the moment Im neutral. I dont care if India goes to the dogs and you along with it; I wouldnt raise a hand to aid or hinder. Im a loaded gun. You pull the trigger and   

You are nervous. You need medical attention. That closed the interview, of which no shorthand notes were taken. But India is all eyes and ears, so a spy reported every word of it to several people, of whom Babu Pepul Das was one, in a room at the back of a store in the Chandni Chowk, which is the Street of the Silversmiths in Delhi. That afternoon two doctors and a secretary called on Gup at his hotel, where they subjected him to a mental inquisition, so obvious in its purpose and so diffident in method that it amused him, and amusement made him calm. All three were honest gentleman, so they had to admit to themselves that he was quite as sane as they were. They admitted it even to him, but they, too, cautioned him against extravagance of disgust with life as humans elect to live it.

Its a poor world but the only one we have, Gup. Try riding vicious horses for a change, or lend a rajah money and get drunk with him. But pick your rajah  they vary.

Gup McLeod took a look at his situation then and recognized the nature of the quicksand into which he had been plowing head-on. It was not amusing to be thought mad. It would be even less amusing to be locked up on a charge of madness  stark sane and suffering the more in consequence. He decided to find employment, and since his mood was such as made orders from higher up unendurable, he decided to go into business for himself. There being only one business in India that an independent gentleman of active mind and body, not possessed of much capital nor trained in any of the sciences, can profitably follow, he presently found himself caught in the toils of the second-oldest vocation in the world, buying and selling horses.

Buying them took him to Dera Ismail Khan in the Northwest Province, where they hold the horse-fair in the spring. And because he had chosen politics in lieu of woman or religion for his purpose, and they three are one, as is understood by all except the politicians who are the blind third of the triad, he encountered woman and religion swiftly, without knowing what he did until it was too late to withdraw. But that, it is almost needless to remark, was the fault of the horses. Centaurs are only a mythical symbol of the truth which stands so plainly written on the scrolls of time, that men and horses are as necessary to each other as pen and ink. As every Moslem knows, Mohammed rode to heaven on a horse. And many and many a man has gone to hell on one.



But there is no way more beset with thorns 

Than disobedience. That whore within 

Was trenched amid a mystery of horns 

Of strange dilemmas, naming each one sin, 

By whose authority none knew. So voices said:

Not this way and not that, lest thou offend 

That living Spirit throned amid the dead, 

Or lest thy fearlessness accuse thy friend.


CHAPTER TWO

Huzoor, no money under heaven could buy that horse.

ENDLESS lines of animals stood picketed that spring and squealed, kicked, snorted their sense of a change in the tide on which destiny swims blindly in spite of all men and animals, who make only ripples on it. The war was over and there was no knowing what prices ought to be, some buyers even prophesying that the horse has had his day  all sellers swearing that a day without a horse is darkness. Booths, tents and temporary buildings hummed with the gossip of fairs as far away as Nijni-Novgorod. Bohkara and Samarkand brought tales of brigandry and leaderless revolt beyond the Pamirs. Some men told of an undergrowl in Kabul and its echo muttering down Khybers skull-strewn throat. Tirhoot and Bihar, the Dekkan, Bombay and Calcutta all had tales to tell and guessing to be done. And there were the English, even more than normally immaculate in khaki, looking as calm as the Romans used to in a conquered province, but a lot more curious than ever the Romans were as to what surprise destiny might spring. A sense of duty produces restless and exacting nervousness, more difficult to hide than ring-bone on a horse.

Gup McLeod began to feel new interest in life at Dera Ismail Khan. Striding through the horse-lines, thinking his own thoughts behind the barrage of the dealers lies, he felt a comforting sense of detachment, as if he, although it might be only he, in all that crowd was not imprisoned any longer in the web that men call destiny. He believed he was his own master at last, to do and buy and sell what suited him. He had planned to buy a dozen horses but there was not much prospect of his finding that number, since he insisted they must carry his own great weight as a test of moneys worth.

There is always a market for muscle, he told himself. The only problem is to find both the muscle and market.

But there is a market for more things than muscle, and there are keen wits ever searching for the rare commodity without which not much else has value. Spirit, too, has a market price. There was never an eagle but some one wished to trap and cage him. But Gup was not thinking of traps: there was a coal-black horse that he was pretending, with Scots caution, not to believe as good as he looked  a stallion from God knew where, with a plausible claim to being two-thirds English thoroughbred; and there was a man in charge of him, also from God knew where, who was strangely indisposed to sell, in a buyers market. His was the only stallion that spring that stirred a little competition among those with money at their belts. The man in charge would name no price; he invited bids, but he refused to allow the horse to be ridden, even by men whose horsemanship was known from Quetta to Aintree. Nevertheless, when Gup McLeod asserted that the big-boned beauty was not up to weight he was instantly offered a ride. The apparent owner, an Afghan by the name of Rahman, even ventured a cautious hint that Gup did not dare to risk his neck.

He is a stallion of stallions! Gods breath is in him. He believes he is wind and an eagle in one! Iskander is his name  why not? A lesser name would be an insult to such a son of tempests  such a sire of lightnings!

Watched by hundreds, and especially watched by Pepul Das, who was an inconspicuous small Hindu wearing the fez and turban of a convert to Islam, Gup mounted and turned the stallions head toward the hills. He and his mount were one that instant  one force, welded by a wrath against all limits. It is not mere speed that exhilarates, it is expense of effort. It is not mere strength that stirs until the blood goes surging and the breath comes in deep draughts, it is the use of strength. Ability to lay leagues underfoot is relative; machinery and the wind both have it. But the horse, and the horse alone of all created things, can awaken in man the consciousness of physical dominion, so that he becomes that very Centaur that the ancients drew symbolically on the temple walls.

Gup felt balanced, for the first time since he went into the war in Flanders sharing with thousands of other men on both sides that dynamic calm that resembles the lull before a typhoon. It was a balance of emotions that never lasts long, being fraught with too much power, but for the moment there was only one emotion possible, felt and enjoyed simultaneously by stallion and man. The scented earth thundered beneath them, and the thunder was as passionate as the plunging of waves against a rockbound shore. It was an overture to something; stallion and man both knew it, although neither of them cared; eternity, to both of them, was now, that moment, sensed and seen and almost understood, as effort squandered itself, glorying in sheer extravagance of being strong. There was no competition  no limit  not a muscle or a nerve unused  nor one mean thought in forty minutes of exultant and united living.

Then back to the horse-lines slowly, to let sweat dry in the wind and to let muscles resume quiescence without shrinking to the opposite extreme of stiffness  back to a supper and blanket and the almost cosmic music of a camp where tents were astir with the cooking and the smell of wood-smoke sharpened appetite. As Rahman rubbed the stallions legs he spoke to Gup McLeod as to one who has knowledge of matters normally beyond the ken of those who had not ridden from far-off places over mountain passes where the snow lies shoulder deep and there is nothing between men and death but their horses good will and their own resourcefulness.

Huzoor, with men and horses, it is all one. You, I, and any horse that lays a good leg to the ground  we are all one when we do our utmost. We have shone then as the sun shines. We have blown then as the wind blows. We are servants of the Most High then  may God be praised.

But how much for the horse? asked Gup McLeod. He did not see Pepul Das, who was pretending to finger the off-knee of a Kathiawari gelding, but as Rahman stooped to rub the black stallions fetlock he could look under his elbow at the small mans mobile face and read his mouthing. There was nothing spoken.

What is the price of an eagle in the sky? asked Rahman. Nay, it is not with money that a man buys spirit  as he might buy whisky in a bottle, he added. It was a pointed afterthought. There was a barb in it.

I have a bottle in my tent. Youd better join me, Gup answered and walked away. Whereat Pepul Das approached very close and pretended to examine the stallions com, so that he might whisper to Rahman unsuspected even by his shadow. However, Rahman answered him aloud in the hearing of all who cared to listen, so that an officer who happened to be passing turned and stared, wondering what the cryptic speech might mean.

Go, push the sun and make it set the quicker, Pepul Das! You see the journeys end, but I see this nights trail. By God, I spur no willing horse on such a trail as this.

The sun went down in splendor, and the stars, that looked as chilly as the northern wind, shone down on shadowy mystery where lamplight glowed and the sparks of camp-fires streamed in the lanes between the tents. There were few sounds now except the rare squeal of a stallion and, here and there, a song to a stringed accompaniment; the men of the North take relaxation dourly and impose their manner by example, but there were circles of cloaked figures around the fires and, with suitable long pauses, there were tidings of wondrous affairs being told in undertones; plans were being laid that would creep to fulfilment at all nine ends of Asia. The secret-service men were wrapped in none knew which cloaks, and the approach of a stranger to any camp-fire brought down silence like the sudden ceasing of the speech of frogs.

But the English have different manners and the Scots are hospitable in a nervous fashion of their own, so that Gup McLeods tent was noisy for a long time with talk about nothing. One self-invited guest who stayed interminably was a dealer in horses from Calcutta side, who hoped to learn something of McLeods business; he had less chance than he imagined, but the whisky was free and plentiful, and he seemed to think that chattering about tight money and loose women might tempt McLeod to talk horse, from which to indiscretion is an any-mans land that is crossed with half a dozen words. But Gup McLeod talked platitudes, at which the Scots excel when on their guard, and the candle-lantern light showed a thin smile on a lean strong face that should have warned any horse-coper that curiosity was useless.

The other man was Major Glint, an individual apparently in no haste, long-limbed, lazy-looking but as keen in some ways as a Hillmans knife-edge  a man proud of hiding his aim and motive behind lamely humorous conversation but less able to do it than he supposed  given to occasional ridicule of morals and zeal, the better to hide his own zealotry and rigid rule of conduct as laid down for others. It was his boast that he had spoiled more little games and put more men behind the bars than any one else in India, and it was his delusion that almost nobody, and certainly no stranger, could see through his outer suavity to the heart of the spy within. A very pleasant-looking man, until you saw his teeth; it seemed impossible that the truth could get by those teeth without being stripped of virtue.

Rahman came. Perceiving visitors, he would have backed away into a shadow but McLeod invited him into the tent, where he refused a chair but sat down on a heap of saddles and horse-blankets. He was wrapped in his sheepskin overcoat that made his bulk shapeless, and his graying beard, that began unusually close to his eyes and spread when he dropped his chin on his chest, combined with the turban to make him hardly recognizable where he sat in the shadow, but his restless eyes shone in the candle-light, and about his shapelessness there was a hint of seasoned and surprising strength. He accepted whisky.

I am not suggesting you are a hypocrite, said Glint, but are you not a Moslem? Now we should call it sailing under false colors to acknowledge the Prophet and drink forbidden whisky almost with the same breath.

Rahman would have answered, but Gup McLeods mood had not changed much since he rode the black stallion Iskander home to the lines. There was the same emotion surging in him, craving another outlet since he had to sit still. He sprang to his feet, knocking his chair over backward, and turned on Glint with blue eyes blazing and his fist clenched like a club.

The mans a gentleman. What right have you to stick your teeth into his religion? You heard me invite him. Who gave you leave to insult my guest?

Glint smiled. I did not realize you had had too much to drink, he remarked and found his way out of the tent, striding with a faint suggestion of a stork in search of pickings. In the door of the tent he turned and smiled again:

To-morrow, if you are sober, I will give you a chance to apologize-before witnesses. After you have sobered up youd better ponder whether you are in a safe position to make an enemy of me. Not many people do that without regretting it. Good night.

The man from Calcutta side got to his feet a bit unsteadily. Youll have to excuse me, he said thickly Quarreling is not my trade. Id rather not be drawn into it. I heard nothing. I saw nothing.

And youre good for nothing, Gup retorted.

Good night to you.

Two enemies in one night! Rahman commented. Huzoor, an enemy or two are good for us but  

He paused, stared, then took an older mans privilege. Did he speak truth about the drink?

Gup raised his glass from the table. It was almost untasted. My first to-day, he answered. Anger was still blazing in him.

Is there then a woman in this quarrel.

Gup stared, half inclined to hurl the balance of his fury at the Afghan. But Rahman was his invited guest, whereas the others had been uninvited, and besides he had met this man in circumstances that had almost forced the entering wedge of familiarity. Mutual admiration of a horse transcends all limits of a formal introduction.

Have supper with me, he said curtly. No, there is no woman.  

Good. But I would rather quarrel with a woman than with that finder of faults. It was he, if you permit plain speech, Huzoor, who meddled in the business at Mahmud Kot and sent Captain Llewellyn home in disgrace  and for nothing except that the Captain refused to salute him after he had whipped a horse until it bled from rump to shoulder. He poses as one who can tame bad horses, whereas he can only break heart and spirit. He has a devil in him.

Hell get a licking in the morning if he doesnt keep out of my way, said Gup. Sit down. Ill call the servant.

Rahman watched him as he strode out to the rear where food was cooking in a smaller tent. He watched in the same way that he would judge a horses points, not taking them one by one but letting the whole picture limn itself on an undisturbed mind, getting a general impression first. He nodded approval. Nevertheless, there was laughter in his eyes, as if he knew that strong men build their own snares and entrap themselves if given scope enough.

Therell be food in a minute. Lets talk horse, said Gup, returning. Take a comfortable chair.

Huzoor, talk concerning a horse is a gate through which much speech may enter. Is it permitted that I take that riding-whip  the long one with the whalebone in it? So  a moment.

He went outside the tent and made a circuit, peering into the darkness underneath the flies. A sudden yell announced that he had caught a man in hiding and was laying on the whip with a vengeance, but there was no comment from the near-by tents and Gup sat still. It was nothing unusual to catch a thief on the prowl; the police were almost helpless to prevent oiled experts from sneaking through the shadows, and the law of the whip was a better solution than legal formulas for that sort of impudence.

It was as I thought, said Rahman returning, a trifle breathless. By the Prophet, though, the man was swift.

Who was?

Rahman laughed. He with the teeth  your Honors enemy! He had his spy already placed where he might overhear my talk and so accuse your Honor of God knows what infamies! I am a person of some notoriety, he added proudly. Doubtless he suspected me of intention to corrupt your Honors politics!

Oh, talk horse, Gup retorted. Im sick of all this nonsense.

Let us have no more of it, said Rahman. By your Honors leave I will attend to that.

He stood in the tent mouth and whistled. Some one came  small and shadowy  clothed in a turban and sheepskin jacket.

Watch! commanded Rahman.

He was answered by a grunt, then silence. Rahman took his place at table and the food was brought in. For a while there was no conversation, because the servant, too, might be a spy and Gup offered no word in his favor. It is an old trick for a government to make use of a mans own household to overhear his speech and watch his doings. Rahman ate noisily, as much from politeness, to show appreciation of the food, as from habit of eating in horse-camps, where a finicky man is suspected of lack of stamina; he ate enormously and drank with wonderful restraint, sip for sip with his host. They spoke of Arabian breeds of horses, and of the snow lying late in the passes. It was not until the servant had removed the tablecloth that Rahman opened up, his eyes on the smoke of McLeods cigar lest his own eyes should be read too easily.

And what of the black stallion? he asked.

Ill buy him, said Gup, if you dont ask too much money.

Huzoor, no money under heaven could buy that horse.

Then why bring him to Dera Ismail Khan?

He might be had, but not for money.

I hate a mystery. What will you take for him?

He is not mine.

Dammit  then whose is he?

Rahman watched impatience rising, diagnosed it, understood it as he would a horses fretting at the bit. He might not know what make of bit it was that produced that inner fury, but he knew the symptoms. He increased them before he offered remedy.

Huzoor, if it were known who the stallions owner is, that man, whom your Honor ordered forth from this tent but an hour ago, would know no rest until he had wrought indignities and brought down shame on some ones head.

On your head?

On my head also. But first on the head of the horses owner.

Why? Is he a border-thief? Did he steal the horse?

By Allah and by my beard, no! Huzoor  are you a border-thief and do you steal horses? Is it necessary that a man be vile in order that a government should set the secret agents on his trail?

None better than I can answer that, said Gup with a low laugh that had no mirth in it. The truth is, Rahman, that no good government has been invented yet. However, whats the trouble with the stallions owner?

Nothing, Huzoor, except a strong distaste for prison.

Is he in prison now?

May God and His Prophet be praised, not yet! Nor shall be! But for the owner of that stallion to visit Dera Ismail Khan or for you to visit that stallions owner would be as dangerous as to  as to cross the Pamirs in midwinter.

How so? Is he far from here?

Not as you and I reckon distances.

Im a free man, Rahman. I visit whom and when and wherever I please. I would like to meet the owner of that animal. What I cant understand is why, seeing he wont sell, he sends the stallion to a horse-fair.

I will answer, Huzoor. Let the truth speak for itself. It was known that your Honor will come to Dera Ismail Khan. It was also known you are a man of strong will, much annoyed by having seen the entrails of intrigue; a lover of plain speech. How then shall a meeting be arranged between your Honor and that stallions owner, to whom intrigue is as needful as air to a bird, and to whom plain speech is forbidden. Should I come and openly try to arrange it? Allah!  And be ordered out of your Honors tent like that dog who took me to task about religion! Nay. Neither am I a man who will eat such shame, nor is the owner of that stallion one whose embassies

Gup whistled softly. Embassies? You speak in highfalutin terms.

Rahman ignored the interruption, as if he had not heard it and had not used the word embassies with deliberate intention. What better way then, Huzoor, than to bring hither such a stallion as challenges attention? And as a result do I not sit here at your Honors table, speaking of such matters as could not have been spoken of otherwise between us two?

Stated plainly, then, the owner of that stallion wants to meet me? Why?

If I should answer, Rahman said, what proof is there? Speech face to face is better than through the mouth of the most trusted messenger.

But you say its difficult to see this person.

Difficult for spies, yes, and for busybodies, and for fools. Impossible by day because of suspicion and watchfulness on the part of many who would give one eye for leave to follow. But by night

Which night?

This night is as good as another.

Very well, said Gup. But his Scots common sense had not deserted him. This is a wild borderland. I suppose you came prepared to prove your good faith?

By Allah and by my beard, I and my word are the same thing. Rahman answered. This, you and I both know: that any liar can come carrying proofs, which are as often as not forged or stolen. Few men know a horse; yet you do. Fewer yet can read a mans eyes; you may read mine, or you may not read them, just as you will. But I know this: that you yourself were challenged to give proofs of good faith to your government, and that you gave none. What is good for the horse from Kabul, let the horse from Kandahar eat also. I have no proofs.

Very well, said Gup. That is an honest answer. I will go with you.

Let us pack up the tent, said Rahman. You can not be back by morning. It would not look well for the tent to be seen, and no owner. Let my servants do it. There shall be nothing lost or stolen.

Gup hesitated for a moment arguing with himself. But the thought stood foremost that he was invited to explore some byway of life that had been fenced off by bureaucracy. That temptation was almost stronger than the wish to meet the unknown owner of the black horse. Also it still rankled in him that insolent fools had dared to think him guilty of sedition. He knew himself guilty of nothing except rage at false standards of living and outworn methods of compelling men to think and act alike. The ride that afternoon had reawaked in him a fury that knew no limits.

What about my servant? he demanded.

Bring him also. Such men talk if they are left behind.

I have three horses here, and three grooms.

Bring them.

You say there shall be nothing lost or stolen? Down with the tent then. I will hold you answerable.



Now Disobedience becomes a law 

Vampiric  a new fetish to be fed, 

A monstrous wind-blown effigy of straw 

That will not follow whither Judgment led 

Lest Judgment copy Custom.

Fear Hydra-headed has a head unslain 

To blood-suck purpose. All gains disappear 

And leave the whole long fight to win again.


CHAPTER THREE

Anybody know anything about McLeod?

THE Deputy Commissioner was acting for a superior home on leave. He was feverish, overworked and worried. Furthermore, he hated Glint  hated him straight to his face and resented the obligation to have I dealings with him.

If I believed in reincarnation, Glint, I should say you were once an informer at Neros court. I have never heard you give any one except yourself credit for even ordinary decency. And youre the most ingenious man Ive ever known when it comes to inventing jobs from which you cant be dislodged. Damn you, I wish youd get yourself transferred to another province  or at least to another district.

I do my duty and I try to be impersonal, said Glint. I dont expect to be admired for it. The prisons are full of people I have brought to justice. Government offices are overstuffed with men who have sought to prevent me. However, I did not come to you to talk about opinions, but about this case, which leaves no room for opinion. It calls for action.

You will have to wait then. I refuse to talk to you alone about it.

One after another junior members of the district committee drifted in, lighted cigars and took haphazard chairs in the uncomfortable office. It had been furnished with an attempt to combine dignity and ease, a compromise that resulted in formal dreariness, particularly before ten oclock when the sun would shine through the window and touch things up a bit. Every one looked bored, except Glint, who sat bolt-upright and wore an air of ingenuous virtue. Secretary, read the minutes.

I object.

Why?

Minutes are confidential. Has Major Glint a letter of appointment to this committee?

No, I havent.

Secretary, make a note of that,  objection sustained after consultation. Ayes have it. Now, what?

Angus McLeod, ex-brevet major, was in Dera Ismail Khan, in camp, until last night, said Glint. Ostensibly here to buy horses.

No harm in that. Any one may buy a horse who has the price. I wish I had; my old Shere Ali has developed a running abscess  three vets had a look at it  they only torture him  it still weeps.

Have you tried any of those new chemicals they invented for trench-mouth? Kill anything that wiggles, without harming the tissue.

I was speaking of McLeod, if youll permit me, Glint interrupted.

Go on, then. Try to make it interesting.

Order, please. Lets get this over with. Ive a hundred and one Fahrenheit. Anybody want my job?

I happen to have access to some confidential files, said Glint, and I find that McLeod has been suspected for a long time of seditious intention. He has kept bad company. He has been officially cautioned.

A voice over by the window piped up: Lets see the particulars.

Certainly not. Such reports are confidential, Glint retorted. I should have to get permission, which would take a week unless I wire for it. Do you wish me to wire?

Proposal tabled for consideration. Ayes have it. Go on.

Last evening I paid him a visit, in his tent.

A visitation!

Order, please. Dont interrupt him or it may take all day.

I found him in conversation with the Afghan Rahman, and you know what that means.

Certainly. Rahman is the safest man to buy a horse from, anywhere north of Delhi.

Rahman, Glint retorted, is one of the most dangerous intriguers at liberty. He should be required to report to the police twice daily as long as he remains on our territory.

Too many have to do that now  fifteen hundred of them, said the chairman. The police are becoming clerks.

They are, said the police officer. And besides: Glints little game is to clap an order on em to report twice daily. Then, when they start for their own country he has em arrested for not reporting. Thats clever, but it isnt decent, and I object to using the police in that way.

Since when have you been dictator of how the police shall be used? Glint asked him. As I understand it, you are supposed to obey orders.

For Gods sake, lets get down to business, said the chairman.

But for interruptions I could have finished, said Glint. I report that McLeod  take this down, please, Secretary,  I report that McLeod was in conference last evening with Rahman. That he caught my servant listening underneath the tent fly

Your what?

My servant.

Dont you mean your stool-pigeon?

Servant  have you got that, Secretary?  caught my servant listening and whipped him severely. Furthermore, he set a guard outside his tent  a man named Pepul Das, a known renegade, who has served a prison sentence. Pepul Das summoned several Afghans, so that the tent was surrounded by cutthroats

Whose throats did they cut? the chairman asked.

Surrounded by Afghans, then, who allowed no one to approach.

Perfectly lawful, said the police officer. Did they harm any one?

No  not as it happened. But they increased my suspicion and caused me to go home and search my confidential files, with the result that I am well satisfied that McLeod is up to mischief. Under the Prevention of Sedition Act we have the right to hold him for investigation on a warrant issued by you acting as Deputy Commissioner for this District. I demand that.

Anybody know anything about McLeod? the chairman asked.

Hes a gentleman  a damned decent fellow.

Quick tempered, but as straight as a shot. Served in the war with distinction. Several medals  one for bravery. Three wounds, I think.

Well need more facts before we can arrest him, said the chairman.

Very well, then. Pepul Das is a paid retainer of the ex-Ranee of Jullunder.

Oh!

The ex-Ranee of Jullunder is in hiding but is known to be moving about the country. Rahman is known to have carried a message for her when he came down the Gomal Pass a week ago, said Glint.

Who knows all this?

I know it, Glint insisted. Do you wish me to produce my witnesses? That would take twenty-four hours, and in the meantime McLeod may start trouble. Those Afghans pulled his tent down in the night, and they all vanished.

Why didnt you follow them? the policeman asked. I dont see that you did your duty.

Thank you. If you would attend to your own duty and not interrupt me this District would be a great deal safer. As it is  I suppose you know that the ex-Ranee of Jullander is an Englishwoman.

English be blowed! Shes a Cape-Dutch girl.

Well, half-English. Doubly dangerous. Cold-shouldered by her own race and maddened by a taste of power. Plenty of money. Capable of any sort of intrigue and very difficult to keep an eye on because of the purdah customs. Ever since the Rajah died she has been financing seditious movements and corresponding with the tribes across the border. I believe I have told you enough. I demand a warrant for McLeods arrest.

Glint crossed his legs and waited.

This ought to go to the Lieutenant-Governor, said the chairman.

Not at all. This is an emergency, Glint answered. And I would like personally to serve the warrant on McLeod.

Why?

Because I would like the chance to talk to him for his own good.

I thought I smelled a nigger in the wood-pile, said the voice by the window. Nothing personal in this?

I am never personal, said Glint, in matters of duty. I believe McLeod needs some advice, and I believe I am the one to give it. It may be not too late to make him see the error of his ways. He is tinged with Bolshevism.

What do you know about Bolshevism? asked the voice near the window. All that Glint could see was rounded shoulders turned toward him and the outline of a graying bullet head.

I have no time to give you a lecture on that subject. I believe McLeod is tainted. His mood is rebellious. He can see no good in any established order. I gathered that from conversation with him yesterday.

Scots verdict, said the chairman, I find nothing proven. What say the rest of you?

Put it up to the Lieutenant-Governor.



Pass the buck, eh? I say, scotch it.

Same here.

Glint, said the chairman, can go to the civil court and get a summons against McLeod for having whipped that eavesdropper.

No witnesses, said Glint.

Nevertheless you can summons him, cant you, and gain time. It may bring him to his senses. Request for a warrant refused for reasons stated. Objections? None. Ayes, have it. Have to ask you fellows to excuse me, I think my temperatures going up. Im off to bed. Any one passing the doctors bungalow? Mind asking him to drop in and see me?

Such is government. Such is imperial recognition of a public servants zeal! Glint grumbled as he stalked out.



So sought he the New Grail. Impenitent 

He pledged impenitence to unknown gods, 

His own imagind creatures. Fury, pent 

Within him burst. He said: If great Jove nods 

While agony each act of faith pursues, 

Nor marks the bitter anguish of a world that weeps, 

I go alone! No more I pay those dues 

Nor ever bow this forehead to a God who sleeps.


CHAPTER FOUR

Is this the Redhead?

RAHMAN was a man of tact as well as mystery and strategy. He mounted McLeod on Iskander again, thus creating a mood. A romantic Scotsman astride a splendid horse at night under the stars, ignorant of where he is going, becomes a vehicle for utterly unconventional ideas. In other words he becomes a poet. Rahman ordered his own men to surround McLeods servants and to lead them with their baggage to a rendezvous. Apparently he had a horde of followers; he sent another party in an opposite direction, selecting for their leader a man who, in darkness, looked so like himself as to deceive keen eyes. He gave that man orders to attract attention, so as to draw off pursuit.

Beat whoever offers thee excuse. If the police arrest thee, say thou art Rahman. I will pay the fine.

He and McLeod and another rode away into a stream of mist that flowed along-wind from the Indus. In the mist they changed direction eastward, going slowly lest their horses leave too deep an imprint on the ground, but at the end of a mile they swung northward again, and when they could see the stars they broke into the easy lope at which horses can go for hours without wearying. Speech at that speed would have been easy but there was nothing said until Rahman drew rein to ease his horse into a nullah, where in the shadowy depth he waited for the third man to overtake them.

This is Pepul Das, he announced then. He was an idolator once. Ill-fortune in those days dogged his footsteps, as it should be. Allah! May all idolators die ugly deaths! He was caught and thrown in prison, where Allah saw fit to enlighten him and he adopted the true religion, becoming circumcized. Thenceforth he was a man to reckon with, although he looks like nothing much.

The man described as nothing much looked almost dwarfish on the big horse he was riding, and the sheepskin jacket threw his body out of all proportion. The end of his turban, thrown over his mouth, served as a mask, and there was nothing to judge him by except Rahmans introduction and a pair of small, bright, sunken eyes that danced with interest.

I hope I speak to one with whom my destiny runs parallel, he said in neatly pronounced English. Has Rahman told you whom we ride to see?

No! Rahman interrupted. Let him see for himself. Let him judge for himself. He spurred his horse, led the way out of the nullah and made room for McLeod beside him on a trail that barely allowed room for two horses abreast, thus forcing Pepul Das to keep his distance. He made his horse kick when the smaller man crowded him.

They rode in silence until within a half-hour of daylight, roughly following the direction of the River Indus toward the mountains. It was cold and dark when Rahman at last drew rein and threw up a warning hand. There was nothing visible except deeper shadow a hundred yards ahead and McLeod felt suddenly the same loneliness that he had experienced in No Mans Land in Flanders, where a bullet might pop out of nowhere and plunk into its mark, as weirdly free from relevancy as life and death are. There was no reason why they should not be shot, all three of them; that northwest border is a land where as many hairy human thieves as jackals prowl by night. Rahman turned on Pepul Das.

Speak, thou! he commanded. Speak swiftly!

He may have thought it beneath his own dignity to make such a noise as Pepul Das did, ululating a weird cry like nothing human; it suggested horror, but it was answered after a moment, almost echoed, from the gloom in front, and Rahman led forward at a snails pace.

Ahsti! Ahsti! Hold that stallion. If we come too fast they may think we are police who have our signal. A policemans life is worth less than an anna in this place.

There came a challenge out of the darkness. Rahman answered it. A man came picking his way slowly between sharp stakes set into the ground. He set his foot into each stirrup in turn and raised himself to examine all three faces.

Who is this one? he demanded, balancing, with his hand on McLeods saddle.

Fool! said Rahman. For whom went I? And whose black stallion is he riding, thou owl out of hell!

The owl out of hell swung himself up behind McLeod, but Rahman would have none of that.

Get down and lead! he ordered. Shall we gut good horses on the stakes? Show thou the way.

It was a winding way, so guarded by stakes, with their sharp ends made hard by burning, as to impale the horse of any one intruding in too great haste. It led to a low wall, ruinous and overgrown with creepers, and beyond that, in gloom was a formless mass of something solid. The horses hoofs rang on stone pavement that was, nevertheless, too covered with dust and dead weeds to be visible. These seemed to be the ruins of an ancient fort. A red light appeared through a chink in masonry, or it might be from a dugout.

Is your Honor afraid of devils? Rahman asked, laughing to hide a certain nervousness he felt himself. This place is near where in former times the British took a beating from the Sikhs. Many were lost on both sides and they say  he paused and listened they say the spirits of those men still fight their battles here. Few visit the place. There were robbers in hiding when we came, but we drove them forth.

He rode a little closer to the shadowy ruins and some men clad in sheepskin cloaks came out and took the reins. Rahman gave them gruffly explicit orders regarding the horses, following with threats of what would happen if the stallion caught cold.

And if there is no room in hell for you, what care I, he added. He seemed relieved at last and almost genial, as if a weight were off his mind. Huzoor, he said, signing to McLeod to follow him, it was naught else than Allahs will that has brought this to pass. Let Allah guide you and all of us henceforth. Then he led on, striding with the irregular footfall of a horseman born amid mountains. Pepul Das wanted to follow but he turned on him.

Go thou and do thy business!

Pepul Das turned away grumbling and Rahman led on. There was no door in the first wall; they passed through a gap, where they stumbled on broken débris. But in an inner wall there was a door made something like a hurdle covered with sheepskin, and within that there were more than a dozen curtains hanging in a narrow passage. Behind each alternate curtain stood a man with a candle-lantern, armed to the teeth with northern steel, but there were no firearms visible, although McLeod thought he heard a breech-lock click when he passed by a gap in the masonry.

At the end of the passage was another door of hide and wickerwork, and there a tall Pathan stood with a tulwar at his waist  a great, black-bearded savage with a genial grin which showed that half his yellow teeth were missing.

Does she sleep? asked Rahman.

Allah! She never sleeps when there is anything else that devils can invent for her to do. God pity us, who serve a woman! Is this the Redhead? Allah! But he stands well! Bring him forward to the light where I may see him.

Open! commanded Rahman. Art thou a dog at a door, to keep a guest at bay?

Gup smelled scent now  musky, exotic stuff suggesting warmth and luxury. But it also suggested danger of the sort that lends itself to no classification in advance but merely makes the spine feel creepy and the will weak. However, anything that made McLeod feel less than master of himself just then was an irritant that spurred him forward. He feared to yield to indecision more than he dreaded any other danger.

What are we waiting for? he demanded.

The guardian of the door struck iron with the flat of his naked tulwar blade  a harsh, clanging signal that was answered from within by a womans voice. The door opened, awkwardly on leather hinges. A parchment-covered lantern shed red light, and in the midst stood a girl not more than twenty years of age, dressed in an Indian sari that was white, but the red light changed it to shimmering crimson. She had a jade stud in her nostril, dark skin, dark hair and a smile that included all life within the scope of one amused irreverence.

Enter, she said in English.

Now Gup hesitated. On that stallion beneath the stars his thoughts had been of chivalry. Heredity had surged up, picturing in his imagination days gone by when men rode seeking for the Holy Grail, and days again when they rode with Richard of the Lions Heart against the Paynim for the sake of an ideal. An idealist at all times, he was never less in a mood to meet abominable women. Judging by the womans silken trousers, she was Moslem; she should be ashamed to show her face before men. But he glanced at Rahman, who appeared uncomfortable, and the Pathan had turned his back. Those two were nervous because she was respectable, yet unveiled. So Gup strode in, surprised to discover that Rahman did not follow.

The girl closed the door and fastened it with leather thongs. She was still laughing, silently, to herself. Her amusement suggested a surprise in reserve, which put Gups nervousness on edge again and made him wish he had a weapon. He had heard all sorts of extravagant tales about men being trapped into harems and then slain because a jealous Moslem had caught his favorite peering with too much admiration through slatted blinds. However, he had no weapon and must make the best of it, so he followed the girl down a passage that turned to the right.

And now he knew he was within an ancient fort. The masonry had been cleaned and smeared with ocher. There were rugs strewn underfoot. On the walls were curtains  nothing wonderful, but good enough to lend the place an atmosphere of comfort. He noticed there was nothing there, except the color on the walls, that could not be removed at a moments notice. The roof, for a wonder, seemed to be in excellent repair, but it looked as if it might be the floor of a long-ago demolished upper story. Probably there was a mound of grass-grown débris overhead; all India is full of mounds that overlie old ruins, and to explore them all would be a task beyond even a governments power or authority, since if only one body has been buried on the mound within the memory of man the place takes rank as a cemetery, which is sacred and may not be touched with pick and shovel. Consequently, thieves, who have no reverence for such things, find hiding a simple matter. Thus far, door, rug, attendants, hangings, all might belong to a gang of border-robbers, although this girl who led him with such amused assurance seemed hardly to fit into that category.

The passage was nearly a hundred feet long, dimly lighted by small oil-lamps and with openings in the wall on either side that had been closed up with the same arrangement of hides stretched on wickerwork as served for a door at the entrance. But at the end it turned and brought up abruptly at a wooden door that offered the first real suggestion of wealth and splendor. Surely it never belonged to that fort; it had been brought from elsewhere recently, and it looked older than the fort itself; it was made of teak and deeply carved with pantheistic Hindu symbols  a strange door with which to bar the way to Moslem secrets.

A cord passed through a small hole in the door-post; the girl pulled it, ringing a deep-sounding gong. The door opened and again there was a flood of red light. This time there were two women, one on each side of the door, but Gup hardly noticed them. Facing him, on a magnificent teak chair that resembled a throne, with her bare feet on a tiger-skin rug and a naked sword across her knees, sat a woman less than thirty years of age, fair-haired, wearing silken Moslem trousers and a robe of gold and crimson like a Moslem emperors. Her turban was crimson and gold with a diamond brooch. Her other jewelry looked priceless but there was not too much of it  one ring on each hand, one bracelet on each wrist, a chain of diamonds and gold beads on her neck. Her eyes were sky-blue, something like McLeods own, and they were exactly wide enough apart, and deep and big enough to fix attention on them, and to stare without seeming to stare.

The door closed and Gup bowed without speaking. For a moment his eyes appraised the splendor of the square room. He was conscious of a vague perfume that he had never before smelled. Then his eyes met hers again and he watched the slow smile of her lips that stirred in him alternate waves of wonder and resentment. Hers was not exactly a possessive smile, but it was loaded with daring and self-reliance that outweighed the suggestion of generosity. Her mouth he had seen on ancient Egyptian sculpture  proud and yet promising unfathomable wealth of favors to whoever could pass the scrutiny of the wisdom-laden eyes. She was no Indian woman, that was certain; her nose was almost Greek in its classical outline, and her skin was more softly fair than a rain-kissed Irish girls.

So you are he whom Rahman recommended, she said presently, in a strong low voice that hinted honey without offering it. I wont ask your pardon for this interruption to your plans, because I think you came of your free will, didnt you? I am the Ranee of Jull-under.

I never heard of you, Gup answered, chivalry in one part of his brain, suspicion in the other.

She laughed, toying with the bare sword on her knees. You shall hear now, if you will have patience. Wont you be seated?

There were several women in the room, none veiled, all dressed as Moslems in embroidered silk, although two of them looked like Europeans; one of those placed a heavy chair where Gup McLeod might sit and face his hostess. The other watched him. He accepted the chair and sat drumming with his finger-nails on carved teak.

May I offer you whisky and soda? Wine? You are not hungry?

He shook his head and there was a minutes silence.

What would you do, she asked suddenly, if you were deprived of all your rights without legal process, and without any reason except some ones hatred of you?

The question was so unexpected that he hesitated. However, he saw no harm in it.

I would fight, he answered.

How would you fight?

I dont know. But I would fight as long as I had breath. And I would invent resources if I hadnt any.

Then you will sympathize with me.

Not necessarily. He drew on caution. There are things that I wouldnt do, which perhaps you might do.

Does this sword suggest that I am blood-thirsty? It was my fathers. He was an Irishman. He fought at Kandahar under Roberts and at Omdurman under Hector Macdonald. He, too, was deprived of his rights. He was shot in Dublin for resenting the behavior of Black-and-Tans.

There were probably two sides to that, Gup retorted. He had been in the mess in Dublin  knew what difficulties governments must face on the spur of an awkward moment.

He was studying her intently, puzzled by her evident at least superficial knowledge of his own reactions to arbitrary authority. It was clear to him that she was planning her questions deliberately to stir his readiest emotion. Her next words whether they were true or not, were cunning:

I hold this sword to remind me that come what may, and no matter what injustice I suffer, I must always fight fairly. That is not invariably easy for a woman to remember. Some of the rules that men call fair are so ridiculous. But as long as the best men obey them, I will do that too.

But why did you wish to speak to me? Gup asked. Because information led me to believe you are a man of courage and strong opinions, in search of an occupation that you can follow without losing self-respect.

And the source of your information?

It would take too long to tell you that now, but I have spies spread all through India. And spies in London. And spies in New York  Paris  many places.

What is the occupation you suggest?

That of commander-in-chief.

Of what army?

Mine.

You mean in Jullunder?

She laughed again; it was throatily musical, stirring, unforced, genuine. She laughed because she really had known despair and overcome it. Did I say I am the Ranee of Jullunder? Habit! I was the Ranee of Jullunder. The Rajah, my husband, died and in his will, with the consent of the diwan and council, he appointed me his sole heiress and successor to the throne, as he had the right to do. Many a previous Rajah of Jullunder had done that. Some of the best rulers of Jullunder have been women. But the Indian Government would not permit me to rule  I suppose because I am partly Irish and partly South-African English-Dutch. They put one of the late Rajahs distant relatives on the throne  a drunken idiot, who spends most of his time in Paris when he isnt trying to recover his squandered health in a sanitarium.

Do you propose that I should help you to retake Jullunder? Gup asked, as much amused by the absurdity of the suggestion as by any ones supposing he would lend himself to political violence.

She laughed again, and Gup could not help liking her. A laugh is more revealing than a thousand words when it comes unguarded.

If you are the man I think you are, why should I wish to destroy you by sending you on such a foolish venture? she retorted. Do you realize to what extent I am proposing to trust you? To obtain your services I must tell my story. Having revealed my plans, should I not be at your mercy? Could you not betray me to the Indian Government?

I could, said Gup. And I will if that should seem to me the decent thing to do.

How wonderful, that you should say decent and not proper. You mean, you will do what is becoming  to a gentleman of independent character and fearless decision?

I wont commit myself to anything in advance, he answered. You must use your own judgment. Trust me or not, as you see fit.

No, that is not fair. What I propose to discuss with you is treasonable in the opinion of the Indian Government. It is as treasonable as George Washingtons plans were, or as Cromwells or Napoleons. It is as treasonable as the Irish struggle for a free state  as lawless as Lafayettes adventure in America  as dangerous as Bolivars uprising against Spain. One word said too soon, to the wrong man, and I shall end my days in prison, unless hanged or shot.

Then why not keep silent? he suggested.

Because, like any other leader, I need lieutenants. I am nobodys lieutenant, Gup retorted. I have seen through all that foolishness of sheep being led by sheep, to be fleeced and then slaughtered without a day of dignity or even a vestige of humor.

Somebody must lead.

Lead whom? Nobody shall lead me. I have seen through it. Nowadays a crowd is told that it votes and is therefore responsible for anything that happens. But things havent changed. Somebody yells a lot of platitudes and one good catchword. Corruption  carnage  loot  the inevitable sequence. I go it alone.

Exactly. She pounced on his last four words, but there was nothing catlike about it. And he noticed she was being studiously careful not to stir in him the slightest recognition of her charms; wherein she was wise; she could have found no swifter means than sex-appeal of turning against her the full tide of his combativeness. You go it alone. I know you do. Rahman saw that. So did a dozen others. So you are not a spy for any government  not a tale-bearer  not a sneak. You can listen to me without a sense of obligation to tell the Indian Government what I tell you. You can decently promise to tell no one. You can keep my secret whether you agree with me or not.

Yes, he said. But I dont agree to be your lieutenant or to help you in any way whatever.

I am looking at your jaw-bone and your lips and eyes. You would keep my secret even under torture.

They dont torture people nowadays.

Dont they? Wait until you have heard me. Did you ever meet a certain Major Glint? I see you did! If Major Glint should have you thrown in prison, and should heap infamies on you, and slander you so that your name was for ever blackened  and should then send to you a cunning impostor to pose as your friend with a pretended plan to ruin Major Glint by telling all the truth, thus at the same time restoring your own good name  would you tell?

I have said I will not tell.

And if Major Glints spies should pretend to be brigands, and should catch you and put you to torture, would you tell then?

I dont think even Glint would do that.

His men have often done it with his knowledge. Would you tell under torture?

I dont know. Nobody can answer that. I have never faced physical torture except in war, when wounded, and that was different.

You notice I have made no threat?

It hadnt occurred to me. Why should you?

If I thought you were a weak man or a liar I would introduce you to the men who would avenge me in the event of betrayal. They would follow, if necessary, to the end of the world to punish a man who gave me his pledge and broke it.

That thought leaves me unembarrassed.

So it should. I have decided I will tell you. But it is morning. Will you join me at breakfast? I wish to talk to you alone, where not even my women can overhear.

Gup McLeod stood up and faced her, hands behind him. Yes, he said, I accept the Moslem thought about that. I will eat your salt, therefore I may not betray you, lest I lose my soul in hell. But remember: I have made you no promise of help of any sort whatever, stated or implied.

He knew the reason why he made that speech. It was, that discipline, convention, common sense, tradition, sense of the proprieties and fear all warned him he should turn his back on the woman and ride away. Slight, in a sense, though it was, it was his first act of genuine rebellion.



Then dangerous new courses, to his gaze 

By light of inward anger, through the lense 

Projected of bewilderment, amaze 

Until he wonders at his own and other mens 

Long loyalty to ruts of ready-made 

Time-rotted rule. These new ways lure 

Until he sees them deadly. Then afraid 

He turns, so safe the old were and so sure.


CHAPTER FIVE

How far to the northward of this place does the Kings writ run?

SHE led into a room that looked like an ancient armory, but the racks and hooks on the walls had been hung with Bokhara curtains and there was a probably priceless Persian rug on the flagstone floor. There was no window; fresh air entered through holes roughly pierced and covered with silk gauze to keep out insects; a smaller door led to a pantry and kitchen, and there was one woman  deaf and dumb as it transpired  who came and went like an automaton. A table had been laid for two, with marvelous linen and porcelain, flowers on the table, fruit, and such coffee as only rarely greets mens nostrils except in company where cooking and philosophy are parts of the same thing. There were candles, and by their light as he sat down facing her, McLeod could read those blue eyes better than he had done, and interpret the curve of her full, yet not exactly sensuous lips. He decided she was not unlike himself in some respects, which was to say she would be difficult to dissuade from a chosen course. He decided, too, that she was the handsomest woman he had ever seen, but that made him all the more cautious.

You suspect me, of course, of being the vulgarest sort of adventuress, she began, and if you omitted the vulgarity you would be almost right. I cant help my heredity. In fact, Im proud of it. We all have to live what is born in us or else waste our lives, and I detest waste more than I do cruelty. At times it seems impossible to avoid cruelty, whereas waste is simply laziness that benefits no one. In the old days I was Lottie Carstairs.

Oh!

Gup suddenly remembered now the actress who in two seasons had laughed and sung her way into the hearts of London, and then had so unaccountably vanished and been forgotten. There had been nothing in the papers about her marrying a Rajah, and it must have needed something like a miracle to procure that silence. He remembered her song about Up in the morning early, that all England had whistled and hummed. She had started something like a craze for early rising, with the result that servants in suburban households had been harder to retain than ever, and there had even been an editorial in the Times about it.

I, too, have worshipped, he said simply, and she smiled acknowledgment. He remembered the smile now  inimitable  wondered why he had not noticed it before.

Did you know that Jullunder was a lineal descendant of the Emperor Akbar? By a junior wife, but direct descent. He inherited many of Akbars qualities  all of the best ones and one of the worst, if ambition is bad. He was wild to make Jullunder prosperous; he wanted to see it the best governed state in the world, and he was not above wanting to enlarge its borders, either. You know, its only a two by four state, hardly larger than an English county, but well populated and potentially rich.

Gup nodded. Good saises (horse attendants) come from Jullunder.

And good swordsmen  good sturdy yeomen  good upstanding men of their word, who look you in the eye and judge for themselves whether they will follow you or not, she retorted.

I sit rebuked.

Jullunder saw my act in London and sent his card back-stage. It was a long time before I would meet him, but a friend arranged it finally. I wont pretend I fell in love with him, but I did fall in love with his splendid ideas, and I have never for one split second regretted having married him. If ever a man and woman were companions with one united purpose to keep our minds off trivialities, he and I were. It was up to me to get used to Oriental customs, and I did. It was up to me to turn my back on old ties and associations, and I did that too. It was up to him to make concessions to my race, habits, prejudices, ignorance  and he did. He never failed once. We dreamed, worked, rode together, encouraging and finding fault with people, helping where we could and preventing hardship where we could, until I knew every mountain and valley and stream in Jullunder and might almost say I knew the name of every headman in the state. I was known as the Ranee who Laughs and Sings.

I remember hearing of it. Gup was hardly conscious of food on the table. A wave of emotion had swept over him such as he had not felt since the early days of the war  something that seemed to have swept him into an unknown orbit, wherein impossibilities did not exist. However, he made no effort to explain it to himself, perhaps for fear he might resist it. For the moment he swam with the tide. Go on, he said, Im listening.

We soon grew enormously wealthy. Not that our income was particularly big, but we used it wisely. We purchased stocks in the United States, always buying and hardly ever selling  only selling in order to buy something better managed, that had better prospects. When the war came all our stocks went up through a hole in the sky. They were all in my name. I am probably one of the richest women in the world.

I pity you.

You need not. Money is the means to do things. However, the war brought us our share of sadness. We equipped a corps of transport troops  self-contained, able to protect itself to a certain extent. It was sent to Mesopotamia, where the men died like rats, mainly of dirt and neglect. When additional troops were asked for we did what we could, but our main effort was already spent  thrown away  wasted. Then Jullunder died. They said he died of pneumonia, but I know better. Does shame and a broken heart mean anything to you?

Shame, yes, Gup answered. But I have a heart that wont break. I wish it could. Ive done my best to break it.

Major Glint came on the scene then. He got himself appointed political agent. It was really he who vetoed my succession. I believe the Indian Government would have confirmed it but for him. He hunted up that rotter  Jullunders second cousin  and I know what happened to Glints bank account in London, although the payment was made so craftily that it would be difficult to prove anything; besides, that was wartime, when officials were too busy for that sort of investigation. Jullunders second cousin was appointed Rajah, and I was dumped into the discard, but not before Glint had interviewed me and had dropped a few hints. I understood his hints. I made the mistake of not bribing him. I should have bribed him. He would have been at my mercy then. As it was, he was afraid he had said too much and had made a too dangerous enemy. He began to try to drive me out of India.

Why didnt you go? Gup asked her. But he knew that he himself would not have gone. There are lots of other countries where money can pauperize people and give you a sense of superiority.

I thought of it. But I dont like defeat. I mean, I dont like to admit it. And  perhaps Im wrong, but I despise laziness, and I dont want my money to help to make any one lazy. I thought, too, of my sense of superiority. I have it. I dont need to create it or to strengthen it. I know I have more ability than most people have, and ability is magic; it makes you sick unless you use it.

Why not marry another Rajah? Gup suggested, as deliberately rude, for cautions sake, as he could force himself to be.

I could have  a twenty-one gun man with a territory ten times the size of Jullunder. But he had no genius and only wanted to be lazy with my money. I hate rotters of any kind; theyre nothing but a waste of human life.

He attacked her again, but with words not quite so barbed with bitterness: And I suppose all that money was burning a hole in your patience?

It was. I began to make use of it. In a sense it was Indias money, although I made it elsewhere. I began to finance the so-called patriots who pretend to be seeking Indias independence. I had to do it secretly, which led to my organizing a very intricate network of spies and agents. I have a sort of genius for choosing men; most of the men I choose turn out to be what I think they are. But the leaders of the independence movement were not men of my choosing, and I soon learned they were a mixture of incompetents and scoundrels looking for their own personal advantage or else too crazy to be worth attention. I dont refer to Ghandi  hes an angel and exactly as much use as any other angel would be. Two or three other good men worked themselves to death or died with broken hearts. The others  well, a Hindu would rather scrag a Moslem than go to work; and a Moslem would rather put a Hindu to indignity than agree with him that twice two are four. I had to choose. I chose the Moslems.

Why? Theyre as crazy as any one else, and they havent produced a civilization of their own worth mentioning since the Moors invaded Spain.

They have more backbone than the others. They are less broad-minded, but they know how to unite. I need united rifles at my back.

They havent rifles.

In India, no. But north of the border, yes. Do you begin to see now what Im planning?

Gup saw too well. He nodded. He began to feel uncomfortable. Though a man leave all that he hath, and renounce allegiance to the flag under which he has fought with valor, and though he do so from the highest motive, he shall none the less be disturbed by the news of another doing it. Gup never had renounced allegiance, he had only fretted at the mediocrity to which it tied him. A revulsion of feeling swept over him and he began to lean the other way. Nevertheless, he decided to hear the story to a finish. Go on, he said.

North of the border is No Mans Land, she went on. The tribes have neither chiefs nor central government. The governments of India and Afghanistan have used them as a sort of buffer state. Why? Because neither side could conquer them. They would have been conquered long ago if it were possible, but they are splendid fighting men and their country is almost inaccessible to armies. Are they civilized? No. Why? Because it has pleased other people to keep them uncivilized, for strategic reasons. Are they armed? Yes  for the most part with modem rifles. Have they plenty of ammunition? Yes, because I saw to that; money will buy anything, and there were millions of rounds of rifle ammunition left after the war, that nobody knew what to do with, and that almost any one would sell, whether or not he owned it. I bought and the tribes have; that is that.

And you trust me with that information?

Why not? You are a sane man  not a jingo  you can see straight. How far to the northward of Peshawar, or of this place, does the Kings writ run?

They might shoot or hang me for doing it if I were caught, but havent I perfect right to deal with the tribes as I please? I should not have had that right if they had accepted me as Ranee of Jullunder, but they broke their own treaties and their own law, as well as the ancient law of the state of Jullunder, when they turned me out and even confiscated some of my personal property. I am no more beholden to such a government. If it has the power to restrain me, well and good. If it has the wit to suspect what I am doing, that is my misfortune. But if not  are you such a man as would betray me to a government that has broken every promise it ever made?

McLeod writhed. No governments keep promises, except in exchange for votes or money. Human rule means human fear, stupidity and weakness, with a little virtue added if the voters are awake. He himself had cursed all rulers but he knew that almost any government is better than such anarchy as savages with rifles can produce.

Some promises, he answered, are impossible to keep.

Yes, she said, and the moves of destiny are impossible to prevent. What if the tribes beyond the frontier  the Pathan, the Afridi, the Mohmand, the Shinwari, the Orakzai  what if the tribes who overlook the Khyber, and half of Afghanistan  what if they should invite me to be their leader? Has any one the right to say no? And if I accept, has any one the right to call me a traitor?

After that, what? he demanded.

I was a civilizing influence in Jullunder.

He stared at her, resentment growing. That was her first shade of equivocation and it touched off the explosive in him that was never difficult to reach. If you dont care to tell me the truth, he retorted, Ill go now. You are not thinking of civilization. You are planning to invade India.

What of it? Can you tell me of a single instance, in the whole course of history, where a people has won independence without war? Can you tell me of one civilization that had a chance to be born until its progenitors proved their mettle? Were the Scots weaned on sweet words  or bitter fighting? Did the Irish win their independence by bullets or blarney? Was the United States suckled at a doves breast or an eagles? How about Germany  France  England? How about the States of South America? Mexico  South Africa  Italy?

Yes. But why should you interfere?

She looked straight at his eyes and the ancient Egyptian look, so noticeable about her mouth, seemed suddenly to strengthen her entire face, making it ruthless and yet good-humored, although more proud than pride itself. Because destiny commands!

I have heard of others who believed they could read destiny, he sneered.

You are thinking of Napoleon and William of Hohenzollern. I prefer to think of Joan of Arc, Bolivar, LaFayette, Garibaldi, Boadicea, Tamerlane, Genghis Khan  or of any of the countless foreigners who have lent their swords to the evolving universe! I would even rather think of Byron. She paused a moment. Do you think I am utterly selfish? Do you think I am afraid to die?

I think you are mad, he answered.

The sky-blue eyes looked full and straight at him again. Has no one accused you of being mad?

He bit his lip, not knowing what to say to her. She evidently knew the nature of his own experience; it would be no use talking platitudes or pretending he felt loyal to established institutions. He hated to be illogical; it was better to say nothing. He rose to his feet.

If youll excuse me

You refuse? She laughed at him; and again he knew that her laughter was not bravado. It was based on something that she knew and that he did not know; he recognized that, without imagining what trump she could have up her sleeve. And she maddened him by not playing the trump. Some day soon, she said, you will be like MacMahon, and like Napoleon I shall have to wonder whether I can trust you within the sound of bagpipes! You are going? Very well. I feel quite sure I can trust you not to betray my confidence.

He bowed and strode out of the room not glancing back. What need? There was a picture of her in his mind that could never fade. She was a Woman among women and her words would burn him to his dying day, because they were the logical extension of his own words and his own thoughts that had brought him at such loggerheads with the established order. He would let that be a lesson to him  no more rebellion, come what might! But what a woman! What a life he and she could have led if it had been his destiny to know her and fall in love with her before she met her Rajah. But now, he supposed, she was ruined  too far gone along the road from which there is no turning back. He thought then bitterly of destiny, whose cheap trick had let him see her in London, across the footlights, when she was caroling and laughing until London threw its hats at her and turned the stage into a wilderness of costly flowers  then brought him face to face with her again in such a place as this, amid such circumstances. What if he had known and loved her in the London days, instead of wasting his ideals on the light-headed fool whom he married? Would it have come to this pass? He believed not. Was it his own fault, that he had not been awake in those days? Are we all shown our opportunity and then let alone to seize or leave it? Was destiny mocking him  and her? If so, he thought not much of destiny  thought no more highly of it than of certain of the claws and fangs of human government that he had cursed in bitterness of soul.

The same girl who admitted him now led him forth again along the passage. She, too, although she said no word, appeared to be in no doubt of the outcome of the interview; she smiled with a kind of confidential approval, as much as to say that this was no more than a beginning of acquaintance. So he supposed she had not been listening through curtains, since otherwise she would have known that it was good-by.

At the outer door the same Pathan was standing, heavy from lack of sleep but jovial and full of swagger.

Huzoor, salaam alaikum! Praised be the Prophet, may Allah grant at last thou art the man! It is a nightlong weariness of heart to serve a woman, but a strong mans face is daybreak!

Peace, fool! Rahman came into the passage, redeyed, too, with wakefulness, masking curiosity, if such he had, beneath an air of gruff impatience. Huzoor, we should make haste, if your Honor pleases. If we dally, we may be seen; if we are seen, God pity us!



Now mark him, lion-like in sullen mood 

Upon his own spoor turning, visioning his den 

Well hidden in the zone familiar where brood 

Old enemies but no new danger. Then 

There meet him, like sly hunters who pursue 

To have no more of him within their zone, 

Old unslain ghosts. So at the ghosts he knew

He hurls his new-born hate of the Unknown.


CHAPTER SIX

It is very seldom wise to run away, by God!

GUP MCLEOD mounted the black stallion and reached for the rein of Rahmans horse that was protesting against a cold saddle so violently that Rahman could not come near enough to get a foot into the stirrup.

He deliberately memorized his bearings, his blue, far-seeing eyes scanning the line of hills and making note of distances. Then he turned in the saddle to study the grass-grown mound that overlay the ruin, fixing it in mind until he knew that he could recognize it in the dark. It was all one to Gup McLeod that Rahman watched him with sleepy interest, like a cat with one eye open; it suited his mood to let the Afghan know how carefully he mapped the landscape in his mind. He defied suspicion  defied everything except his own right to govern himself. He even turned inquisitor, lest Rahman should think him afraid to be curious.

Where is the man who rode last night with us? What was his name  Pepul Das?

He has an errand, Rahman answered. Then, as if to fall in with McLeods mood: It is an errand that concerns your Honors business.

He drew no response. Gups personal affairs, at the moment, were beneath consideration; he could think of nothing less interesting. But the Afghans curiosity was rising as his blood flowed more freely with the movement of the good horse under him. And there was never a hunter of men who did not relish the prospect that he who has been hunted shall know afterward, and understand, who hunted him, and how.

There are your Honors tents and servants  and a horse or two.

No answer.

There is he with the teeth to be considered  Glint with the heart of a jackal and such teeth as no hyena has. Pepul Das plays fox to the jackal.

No response. Abominably tawdry were the threads of circumstance that Glint thought so important. He began to marvel at the subtlety of destiny that could use Glints meanness like a trigger in the mechanism that had lifted Lottie Carstairs to a throne, taught her the feel of power, and then turned her loose to discover what outlawry means. Insufferably self-important and abysmally ignominious Glint, a tool of destiny! A cockroach causing the death of possibly a hundred thousand men! It might easily cost that number to persuade a headstrong woman of the error of her way. So a cockroach, in the infinite design is as important as the rest of us? But what a mess! What a blood-hungry monster this destiny is that schools the actors, sets the stage, and looks on. Rahman again:

Now a man is by nature a fool, and a jackal is restless  so that Glint is a restless fool. A spy, he must be fed by lesser spies, or he would grow lonely and might learn wisdom  which Allah forbid! If he were wise he might be dangerous! And if he knew not where to find your Honor, he might make haste and seize your Honors tents, which would be inconvenient. We took care, but informers may have told him whither the tents were taken. It was thought wise to protect the tents by sending Pepul Das to betray to him the place where your Honor will rest at midday. Thus he will pursue your Honor and not seize the tents. And your Honor may either avoid him or

He drew response at last. A sudden wave of anger so swept over Gup McLeod that the stallion felt it and snatched at the reins, to be off at full gallop. It needed a minute of iron will and horsemanship to rein him in. Then Gup turned savagely on Rahman, speaking almost gently because the violence was in the spirit of the words:

Would you mind telling me a reason why I should avoid Glint?

Rahman looked another way a moment. Allah loves hunters of men, but it is seldom wise to let the hunted see the laughter in the eyes of him whom Allah loves. Then presently:

He is an enemy, who never in his life forgave what he reckoned to be an insult. And being mean, he measures insults with a silversmiths scale, weighing grams. Where you and I would scratch ourselves, as at a flea-bite, he feels the rust of a murderers dagger in his veins. Such as might stagger you or me, Huzoor, because a great man meant it, would pass him by because he is too mean to understand. Your Honor insulted him. If it were my own tamasha [mix-up] I would avoid him as I do a leper.

Suit yourself, Gup answered. If you see him coming you can escape, if thats what troubles you. Swap horses, if you wish. If you think he has it in for you for anything, he might recognize this stallion as yours and seize him.

Rahman looked aside again to recover control of his eyes. Behind the silent laughter of those men of the North there is always gratitude, and though they are few who understand that, they are many who can see it and become suspicious. It is safer to look greedy.

I am your Honors escort, he answered after a moment, with quiet dignity.

Thereafter for a while they rode in silence, Gup not troubling about direction, leaving that to Rahman; only he made note of it, observing that Dera Ismail Khan was almost on their right hand. He supposed his tents and other belongings had been hidden in the bottom of some nullah and that Rahman would lead him straight to them unless Glint should show up. It would be difficult for Glint to cross that open country unseen, and as the hours wore on he began to believe that the whole Glint business was a false alarm. The man was only a mean busybody. Why waste thought on him?

So he thought of Lottie Carstairs, the ex-Ranee of Jullunder, sitting with a naked sword across her knees and offering him high command of an army that he supposed existed still in her imagination. Not that he doubted she could raise an army; given money and imagination  and the moment  almost any one can do that, but he doubted she could do it without the fact being known. If she already had an army it was beyond belief that she could restrain it  not an army of Hillmen raised for the purpose of upsetting boundaries and trampling on established law. It would have been up to the eyes in plunder long ago, and long ago defeated by the massed gas-batteries and aeroplanes. No, she had no army yet. She had offered to make him commander-in-chief of a dream, with the job on his hands of materializing dream into reality. He wondered what man she would find for the job. Too bad he had not suggested Glint to her! He almost laughed at his own lame cynicism. Then:

Have a care! said Rahman. Rein him in, Huzoor, he takes a rough descent like this too eagerly. So Gup McLeod let Rahman lead down a goat-track to the bottom of a dry ravine, where scrubby tamarisks rose head-high of a man on horseback and the kites in a clearing were picking a dead sheeps bones. There was no room to have turned; where Rahman halted there were rocks on either hand, and Gup could just see over Rahmans shoulder, between tamarisks, the yellow pony beside which Glint was standing with the reins looped over his arm. Then Glints voice, nasty with the ring of triumph:

Mis-ter McLeod, I think! I have a summons for you. You may come, too, Rahman. I arrest you without warrant.

Pull aside! Gup ordered. Let me through!

He spurred the stallion, making him plunge into the tamarisks, forcing his way between them and Rahmans horse. He almost rode Glint down. He forced him backward into a circular wide patch of naked gravel where Glints servants waited  three men on native ponies, unarmed. Glint had a revolver but he made no bluff at using it.

What sort of paper have you? Gup demanded. Simply a summons to begin with. There will be something more serious later, unless you see the error of your ways. I went to the personal trouble of serving this on you, first, to give you opportunity to apologize to me for last nights insult; second, to give you a talking to, for your own good.

Whats the summons for? Gup asked him.

For assault  for a vicious assault  and on my servant as it happens.

When?

Last night, of course. You know that without asking.

You mean, you accuse me of having struck your servant?

Yes.

Any witnesses? Who?

The servant, myself and another.

So. You saw me do it? You propose to swear to that?

Gup stared at the three native servants, wondering why Glint had brought no troopers with him  no police  no armed men. He knew Glint was not a fighter of the sort who faces enemies lone-handed. Was there an ambush  constables in hiding, ready to make an arrest when Glint provoked an attempt at violence? That would be Glints way. But the voice of Rahman, who had ridden up knee to knee with him, whispered: Pepul Das has seen that there are no policemen near.

Glint heard whispering, but not the words. You may consider it clever to whisper secrets to an Afghan horse-thief in my presence, but the apology you owe me would be better manners and far safer for yourself, he sneered. He was a man who could not keep his venom blanketed. The scorn in Gup McLeods eyes, being genuine, aroused all Glints hatred of a man more honorable than himself.

Then Rahman laughed, and Glint, who hated to be laughed at more than to be detected cheating, said one word too much for anybodys peace. But McLeod began it, choosing his words because of dim suspicion now that Rahman, with the aid of Pepul Das, had staged this meeting. Rahman was too unself-conscious in appearance to be altogether innocent of guile.

I did not whip your servant, Gup said simply. Why lie about it? Glint asked. Try that on the court if you have witnesses to back you up.

Do you intend to swear you saw me do it?

Certainly.

Gup passed his reins to Rahman. He had no whip, but Glint had. He leaped from the saddle and seized that whip. He took Glint by the tunic collar and began to thrash him mercilessly. Glint shouted something about the Kings name, but Gups heel was grinding the Kings summons into the gravel-bed and he had no respect that moment for any law except the oldest one of personal chastisement, nor any thought except that he would not hurt the man too much, since he was after all only a rotter. But the mounted servants tried to interfere, and Rahman held them at bay with voice and riding-whip. Then Glint made an incredible mistake. He tried to shoot. He pulled his Colt out of the holster and had it cocked before McLeod saw what was happening. Then the whip came down on the back of Glints hand with a blow like the smack of a meat-sellers ax. The revolver hit the gravel; McLeod kicked it in among the tamarisks, and thereafter he laid on the whip without one thought other than that Glint should know he had been whipped  and what for.

You abominable reptile! This is for spying and lying and then attempting murder!

Men like Glint, who have lived by treachery, think inevitably of a threat when weapons fail. And being desperate they load their threat with the deepest secret slug they had held in reserve.

Youd better stop! By God, Ill get you for it! Ow! Help, somebody! Damn you, I know your doings! Youre in league with the ex-Ranee of Jullunder! Youve been with her all night! Ill jail you  Ill break you  Ill hang you for it. Youre killing me, you

You have done enough, said Rahman. Slay a louse, but let that vermin live. He has his uses.

Gup wondered why an Afghan should recommend mercy. The race is not notorious for mercy or restraint in anger. But he let Glint fall on to the gravel and lie sobbing  let Glints three servants come and offer clumsy first-aid. Then he saw the crumpled summons that his heel had ground into the gravel. Then he looked at Glints torn uniform, and at those three witnesses who had seen the thrashing  doubtless all three ready to swear that he had thrashed Glints other servant under the fly of the tent the night before. Then he looked into Rahmans eyes  and understood, in part at any rate.

This is your doing!

By Allah, no, Huzoor. I am not so good at an intrigue. But we are outlaws, you and I!

You  and Pepul Das

Huzoor, that fellow owns no cunning that could

By whose orders? Did the Ranee of Jullunder order this?

By Allah, none knows that womans secrets. But I know that your Honor stands high in her favor. She is also an outlaw. Better follow me, Huzoor, to where an outlaws trail is easy but pursuit is hard!

Gup glared at him. The trap had grown obvious. He was almost in a panic. Rahman read him like a book.

It is very seldom wise to run away, by God. And why run from a woman?

You may tell that woman to go to hell! Gup answered.

Heaven and hell, said Rahman, are the province of the Most High. It is only on earth, Huzoor, that we have our say  in unimportant matters.

But Rahman perceived he must use subtler argument and summon subtler forces to his aid  make magic, as the unbelievers call it, who know no magic. (They who do know use a less polluted word, with a swift glance over their own right shoulder.) He eased the black stallions rein, and with a toe that Gup could not see he touched the sleek flank. The stallion moved in a half-circle, so that he stood behind Gup with his head toward Rahman. In a moment he was lipping at Gups hair, breathing on his neck. Gups hand rose to stroke the velvety muzzle, almost unconsciously answering the touch of confidence. There is none except yourself, Huzoor, who can restrain that woman on the road she takes, said Rahman.

The stallion snorted friendship into Gups ear, stuff such as only horses have, so only they can give to men. Pride and price are not in it, nor sentiment in any ordinary sense; there is something wordless that a horse knows, which men do not know, but which horses can stir out of slumber in a mans subconscious mind, so that he reacts a little differently to circumstances than he might do otherwise, which is why a man on horseback is a different creature from the same man on the ground. It is also a reason why they say Mohammed rode to heaven on a horse.

Let her drive to her own damnation, Gup retorted. Why should I interfere? But words did not satisfy him. Impulse nagged at him to mount the stallion and ride him beyond the sky-line  anywhither. But the stallion was not his, it was the womans. He did not propose to be beholden to her for anything.

The police come, Rahman murmured.

Let em! said Gup.

And if they take you, they will take me also.

Your funeral. I didnt ask for this.

And it may be, we shall both be hanged for seditious practises. That fellow Glint is a marvelous liar. It would be a pity to give him so much satisfaction. Moreover, why run from Allahs jesting? Is it not better to see the end of Allahs jest? Is Glint a friend of God that you await his good pleasure concerning you? Does he who is beset by dogs get on his knees and bite them for the sake of dignity? Why not escape and fight Glint with a better weapon, at the right time, after Allahs jest is finished and the opportunity appears? Do you intend to let that dog bark triumph over both of us?

Dont worry. I wont let Glint put us in prison.

Nevertheless, the police come.

It was true  or perhaps it was true. There was a distant sound of horses galloping, and Glint, not willing to appear less than brutally beaten and helpless, sent one of his servants to the top of the far bank of the ravine to make signals. Where his tunic was torn, he tore it more. Where there was blood, he smeared it. He could simulate extreme pain with a realism due to enjoyment of mental and physical pain of other people. He groaned, and restrained the groaning with artistic heroism.

Find my horses and tents, said Gup.

He never knew exactly why he reached that sudden decision. He knew, the moment he made it, what it meant. He had chosen between the indignity and injustice of arrest and trial with perjured evidence against him, and at least a temporary state of outlawry, with not more than a remote chance even so of being able to clear himself of Glints charges. He knew Glint would use every malicious means imaginable to compass his ruin, and that flight would be interpreted as confession of guilt.

I am probably riding to death, he remarked to himself as he mounted Iskander. Well, the sooner the better. But he had no intention of doing deaths work. Let death defeat him if it could. He would give death a run for its money. Lead on to where you think my horses are, he ordered.

Rahman needed no second invitation. He led at full gallop along the ravine, that wound on its course like a snake, until they reached a track up which they rode to the level land above. And there they had the advantage of a long, low, rounded ridge between them and where Glint lay, so that they could gallop unseen, extended to the limit of their horses speed. Gup never once looked behind him. There was nothing to look back to, that he cared about. He was abandoning his good name; Glint would presently abolish that from off the earth. He must make a new reputation somehow  how would presently transpire, perhaps. Riding that splendid horse, restraining him not to outdistance Rahmans horse, let him forget anxiety.

But as they rode a strange uneasiness crept over him, that at first he made no attempt to analyze, since he suspected it of being fear and he was habitually merciless with himself whenever he thought fear was getting in the thin end of its wedge. Like all men who have turned and faced fear many times, he had learned to spot it swiftly and to kill it in its early stages. So, from familiarity with that enemy, he discovered that this mood was not even fear in disguise. And when he knew what it was, he felt bewildered more than ever.

He was homesick  not for houses  not for individuals, it takes time for that phase to appear. He was homesick for the opposite of what Glint stood for  homesick for the idea that men call flag and country, that such as Glint disgrace, and that stuffy-minded people stir the scoundrels and the jingoes to debauch. The discovery so astonished him that he almost drew rein. He had supposed himself totally free from national sentiment  had thought he fought that strangler to the death in Flanders. Now, though, he knew himself one with his country and only at war with his countrys enemies  an outlaw, who still loved his country! Suddenly he knew he loved it with a passion that had driven him half insane with anger at the fools who brought his country into disrepute. He knew now what had been the matter with him  knew it too late. Why he did not draw rein was that once more destiny appeared to him as a sordid tyranny that mocks mens highest aspirations. What was the use of pausing? What was the use of hesitation?

Lord God, what a lousy universe! Is it impossible to see straight and act fairly without bringing down ones own house in ruins?



And neither sword nor heavy-hafted spear, 

Nor bow well strung with arrows straight and long 

That wing their way obedient is Fear, 

Whose seeming strength is weakness and its weakness strong, 

In turning on the user lunge and thrust  

Himself his adversary, effort its own foil, 

Trust in an untrue tool undoing Trust, 

Himself the warrior and war, his Faith the spoil.


CHAPTER SEVEN

The Jullunder woman? You believe in that mares nest?

PESHAWAR is a northern stronghold where the forces fret protecting India against invasion. Take away those forces and as sudden or as gradual as their withdrawal would the inroad be of Hillmen weaned on the ancient law of survival of him who can take and get away with it. The forces fret like steam or any other concentrated power kept ready for action and held in restraint. Their sentries are now and then murdered by fleece-clad sportsmen, who creep through the midnight mist and slay for the sake of a rifle and a bandolier; a rifle is worth its weight in silver money, and the British hospital takes care of any one who gets the wrong end of the luck, so the game is played without ill-will but with a determination that would shame the sluggard ant. Protected merchants in the sanitary, well-policed bazaar exorbitantly chouse their guardians. In proof that peace is not a blind goal of deluded theorists, the cemeteries quite surround the city. And, suggesting that there may be tides of destiny as well as of oceans and emotions, Moslem minarets look down on the Buddhist ruins, and the British troops parade within sight of where Mahmud conquered Ghazni. They protect the road along which Akbars delegates passed to his Province of Kabul. Some of the ashes of Buddha lie in the new museum. Some of the graves surrounding the wide city are those of much more recently dead students of the art of living loyally and dying game.

The wind sweeps from the mountains, blowing southward bugle music and the skirl of Scottish pipes. Dust of a parade-ground drifts on statuary left by Alexanders Greeks. A few unveiled, unhonored Moslem ladies sing shrill hymns in the Zenana Mission, while men from Samarkand and Kandahar, from all the ranges of the Hindu-Kush, and from the Khyber and all the Himalayan sky-high valleys eye the Hindu with a wolf-lift of the upper lip and a curious, now and then ponderous gleam of eyes that seem aware of fate and of the need to await the appointed hour.

In the midst of that, in what is known as luxury, resides a Chief Commissioner, a man of merely human zeal and only thirty or forty years experience, whom possibly the gods of irony applaud for wishing he had something easy on his hands like Pontius Pilates job. He has advisers, to increase his knowledge and to plow perplexity; telegraph wires remind him he is no more than a corner-knot in an enormous web of empire, trembling to the jerk and strain of politics at earths ends; he is a gentleman by dint of having earned that title, a degree from the College of Life that makes most politics seem filthy, all forgiveness easy and all drasticism difficult. He will be damned for whatever he does, damned if he does nothing, and the condition of his liver  in Peshawar in the spring  is not always a fit subject for polite discussion. Furthermore, he knows a great deal that he must not tell to any one except his equally distracted seniors, who are seldom within twenty-fours hours reach.

Yes, I know, said the Chief Commissioner.

The Moslem member of his council, whom he liked but dreaded because of his gimlet-like ability to bore through screens of platitudes to the underlying, unformed judgment, sat beside him on the Government House verandah where, over a breakfast table, in view of the everlasting hills, the conversation usually shaped the ultimate decisions of a council.

This means Gods own trouble, said the Moslem. He has thrashed an officer in the presence of witnesses, and the news has leaked out.

Glint took care it did, said the Commissioner. And he has run away. Is he mad?

I hope so. That would be such an easy solution. Send him home and let him cool off.

But if he is mad, and if he escapes death, he may join the Amir. You have sent police after him? You had better send for a hundred thousand men to defend the border. I dont believe you realize the risk of an invasion by the Amir.

The Commissioner shrugged his shoulders, suggesting indifference in order to hide sensitive concern. He knew what the Moslem member did not, that almost all the available troops were needed to overawe India itself and prevent simultaneous rebellion in three provinces.

The police are Pathans  Moslems. Surely you dont want him shot by a policeman? In my opinion  perhaps I am prejudiced  it would be a very bad thing, tending to destroy discipline, if an officer  even an exofficer of your race  should be shot by a Pathan policeman. The news would be all over Peshawar in a moment. Human life is too cheap as it is. It would become cheaper. Perhaps I understand the Moslem psychology better than you do. It is a good thing that the person of the British officer is regarded as something almost sacred. Reduce or remove that restraint, and you will have every uncivilized and half-civilized savage who thinks he owes a grudge taking the law into his own hands. Those of us who are civilized and educated recognize that. As long as British rule lasts here, it must be rule, not riot-law. The persons of your countrymen must be inviolable.

What do you suggest? asked the Commissioner.

I would suggest this. He has probably ridden up one of the passes leading northward. In other words, he is beyond the border. I would send some one to pass the word quietly among the Hillmen that if he should be shot beyond the border there would be no questions asked and no reprisals.

Can you imagine me doing that?

Disagreeable, of course, but duty wisely carried out is not often amusing to a man of honorable motive like yourself. You know very well that if he should be shot beyond the border it would be hushed up in any event. There might be questions asked, and threats made. But reprisals? You know there would not be any  not in the circumstances. And now let me try to make my opinion clear to you. If he should be shot beyond the border, without word having gone forth that he may be shot with impunity, that would be a bad thing. But if word should be secretly sent that he may be shot with impunity, the psychology would be altogether different and it might be a very good thing. McLeod looks like an important person, even if he is not. It might be the spark in the powder-barrel. It might cause them to throw in their lot with the Amir. And if he invades India  you know  they reason like children. They are marvelous fighting men, and to them murder is sport, but they are much more simple in their thought processes than they are sometimes given credit for. If the Amir of Afghanistan could count on the allegiance of the Tribes he would invade India to-morrow.

A bullet-headed, gray-haired man of fifty was announced, greeted with something approaching astonishment and offered breakfast, which he accepted. It took him an appreciable time to suppress irritation but he was carefully, and even more than carefully polite to the Moslem member of the council.

Morning, Habibullah  glad to see you looking bright-eyed. Not so worried about the Amir as you were, eh? Legal affairs keep you busy? Snow you under, some day! Same as a bridge will fall on me and bust my reputation. But I always did thank God my job is public works. No money in it, but you need no brains.

How did you get here, Trowbridge? the Commissioner asked.

Plane. And by the way, there should be something done about it. These damned idiotic orders against civilians getting a lift will lead to serious trouble. Some day theres going to be a crisis, and nothing done about it because some squirt of a pilot quotes his orders and tells a civilian to keep his trotters in the mud. God-dammit! Know what I did? I told that young brass-faced whippersnapper about Admiral Nelson  telescope to his blind eye and all that blather! What you bet me they dont break him for having brought me here?

The eggs came. With his spoon he smashed the top off one of them as if it were a flight commanders head.

God-dammit! he said, Ill have to save that youngster somehow. Theyll break him as sure as tapes red. I wonder why they cant make decent coffee anywhere except in the United States? Yours not any worse than other peoples. You mind oaring in? The youngsters name is Percy  Percy Simkins  wouldnt you know hed have a name like that? But hes a nice boy. He deserves to be saved for a crash later on. Mind speaking for him?

I can probably drop the right word. But why your hurry?

A second egg was decapitated with a sudden sideswipe of the spoon.

That ass McLeod, of course. The mans an idiot, but hes worth as many Glints as there are hairs on a hogs back. Glint tried to get us to P. S. A. him at Dera Ismail Khan. Personal malice all over the proposal  Glint at his usual game of working off a grudge. I knifed it with a nod to Curtis, who could hardly sit at his desk he was so rotten with malaria.

Glint got a magistrates summons against McLeod for assault on a spy who was eavesdropping under the fly of McLeods tent. I dont believe Gup did it. What does he care who spies on him? Anyhow, some one flogged the spy, and Glint swears he saw it happen. Glint, as usual, produces corroborative native testimony. Glint goes out to serve the summons  meets Gup  an exchange of compliments  Gup thrashes Glint  unfortunately doesnt give him half what any one of us would like to hand him  and theres your story  all of it.

The Commissioner looked uncomfortable. No, he said, unfortunately not all.

Trowbridge snapped his teeth into a piece of toast and munched savagely. He wiped his mustache. It bristled.

The Jullunder woman? You believe in that mares nest?

Have to. Cant avoid it. Information received.

Shoot. Why not, and save time? Im on the docket  so is Habibullah. She put it over on Gup McLeod? Id sooner believe hed joined the Amir! He may have turned Bolshevist. He may believe the Soviets are the new dispensation and that the Amir is the arm of destiny. Some Scotsmen do that kind of thing. But Gup and an adventuress? Never!

You can look at the files in my office after breakfast. No, I have no information that she actually roped him. But she passed over the border with a string of mules and camels late last night, and information is that Gup McLeods horses and tents were in the string. I dont know yet where he is  not actually.

Police after him?

Yes, but they havent an earthly chance. The hell of it is that Glint was right. I know of nothing in the world more maddening than to have the predictions of a person of Glints caliber come true. If any one but he had told us the Jullunder woman was cooking mischief we would have paid more attention to it, and incidentally to her. But we were busy in other directions. She has slipped out of reach. Its one of those damned things that happen. And what is almost worse, well be saddled with Glint for years to come  no shaking him  hell get the credit, and hell make it hot for everybody. You know he has powerful friends in London? He may even force my resignation if the whole story comes out.

You dont understand how to deal with Glint. Give him his head and hell hang himself. Flatter him instead of getting in his way. Flattery poisons em; they go crazy and come a cropper. However, meanwhile what? Youd better send me up to survey a road from here to the Karakorum Mountains. I know Gup. He knows me. If I find him he will listen.

Might do worse, Trowbridge, and might do better. But youre

Fat-headed and full-gutted, yes, I get you.

Youre a valuable man and badly needed here.

Well, where is Tom OHara?

He should be here now. I sent for him at sunrise. Hes a difficult devil to find when you want to lay your finger on him, but the Air-Force knew where he was. They sent a plane.

Hes here then. I saw the plane coming. It was on the sky-line when I landed.

Right you are, heres Tom OHara.

Morning, sir. Thank you, had breakfast.

The ugliest London Irishman who ever lived sat down at the Commissioners right hand, shoving his chair well back so that he could read three faces at the same time. He had red hair. A round, owlish face was liberally peppered with freckles of all shapes and sizes, in the midst of which a nose as predatory as an owls beak curved into a scrubby red mustache. A pair of very lively, windy-gray eyes seemed to look almost from the inside of his head through deep cavities spaced wide apart. He had come in haste, unshaved, so the reddish stubble argued with his red tie, and with the madder color of the flannel suit he wore. He had a large ruby ring on one finger of a hand that was almost as hairy as his head. His feet, for his height, which was hardly five feet seven, were enormous, and he was of rather heavy, stocky build without an ounce of surplus fat. He could smile at will with eyes or mouth, and at moments, when he used both, he looked hardly human because irregular wrinkles appeared and the freckles moved in waves. He offered no excuse for not wearing a uniform.

OHara, the ex-Ranee of Jullunder crossed the border last night.

I knew ut, sir. I said ut. Why wouldnt she? Eighteenth of April last year, half after four of the afternoon, I turned in details of her link-up with something like half of the chiefs this side of Kabul. I said ut then  shell cut loose. I wrote ut. Look ut up and see.

I never saw that report, said the Commissioner. You turned it in at Delhi?

As per orders. Took a receipt, too.

Well, its too late to look into that now. Gup McLeod went with her  or if not with her, let us say went also. Do you see what trouble that many mean? The owl eyes blinked twice. Couple o hot ones! His voice grew hoarse under emotion. A womans pipe-dream of an independent kingdom in the Hills, plus a man in a rage at injustice! And the Amir in Kabul  ? He whistled.

Suggest anything? asked the Commissioner. She may be intending to join the Amir. If reports are true, he thinks seriously of invading India.

The Amir is married. The ex-Ranee of Jullunder is a one wife woman, said Tom OHara.

Isnt McLeod a possibility? Might she not be in love with him  and he with her?

Hell, I said ut! Shell have half Asia at her back in no time. Whats the use of having men like me and Jimmy Oxshot, who do our work like a nursemaid combing Katies hair for hen-lice, if youre to let em slip through after weve given you the info, all in black and white? I told em about Gup McLeod six weeks ago. All that man needed was a job o work. I said ut. I said: put him in charge of a leper colony, or set him to catching dacoits. Hell go wrong, I said. I wrote ut. I snaffled a snooty reprimand. I was told to mind my business.

Too bad, but such things happen in the occasional confusion of inter-departmental business. With your present understanding of the situation, what do you suggest can be done?

Theres nobbut one thing to be done. Ill do ut. Ill go after them.

When can you start?

Now  one hour.

How many men will you need?

None. Pick em up beyond the border. Take em from this side, they tell who you are. Provisions, tents  steal your canned stuff and they shoot you for the value of a tent. Let me draw about three thousand rupees, paper money, and Ill just melt over the border. You wont see me again until the jobs done. But dont send Jimmy Oxshot after me. Hes too good. We cant work together. Were singletons. We spoil each others game.

Youll try to send word, of course?

Try, hell! Soon as Ive news Ill send ut. And my long leaves due, so you may bet your boots Ill not let grass grow under mine. Ive a date with a girl in Copenhagen and if I dont keep ut some good-looking devil with a million pounds may wipe my eye.

Then youll go at once?

I said ut.



And yet  all forces and all substance and the poles 

Of Fear and Valor and the measureless degrees 

Between  aye, folly and unfaith and sunless holes 

Within the rind of rancid humor, and Regret  

Aye, sin itself, are parts of the All-seeing. These unfold 

Life out of death, death fading from the Light within, 

False glitter falsely leading to the unguessed gold.

There is a value even in disaster, so a use for sin.


CHAPTER EIGHT

The Serpents Mouth! And by Allah, was there ever such a serpent?

EMOTION produces fatigue more swiftly than physical strain does. Gup McLeod did not realize he had missed a nights sleep and had ridden more than fifty miles, until Rahman drew rein in the midst of a jumble of boulders that provided an almost perfect camp-site. There was no camp  only Pepul Das and three camels. Perhaps the natural environment suggested tents, and they in turn suggested weariness. Gup knew he was tired, all at once, to the verge of hysteria, which assumes almost as many disguises as there are individuals to suffer from it. It made him afraid of fear  afraid to yield to anything less all-conquering than death. A long sleep might have brought in its wake a calmer view of his difficulty; he might have realized he had friends, who would believe his story, or who would at any rate pretend to believe it for the sake of saving him from Glints notorious malice.

He might have been willing to camp in that spot, had Rahman offered. But Rahman had roped and trained too many horses to be in doubt for a moment what course to take with this mere human he was handling. Doubtless he and Pepul Das were also weary, and the horses had had enough of it, but weary horses, with their girths loosened, still can follow, and men can wear down any animal that breathes  including one another.

Where are my tents and horses? Gup demanded. But that was habit  Scots frugality maintaining that a man should keep strict account of his own possessions, otherwise they soon belong to some one else. He did not really care.

Pepul Das glanced at the pupils of Gups eyes, then at Rahman, who nodded.

In a safe place, Huzoor. I will lead you to them.

And my servants?

Rahman intervened. Huzoor, if a servant can follow his master, he is good; he may himself become a master. If not, he is no better than a bedbug, in love with his own belly, sucking the blood of this man until the next comes along, whom he will suck more skilfully. I took the liberty of ordering those servants tested, and lo, they are not. By Allah, they are probably already buying false testimonials in Peshawar, unless Glints informers have arrested them. It may be they are being whipped in secret, like com on the stalk, for evidence against your Honor. Let us ride on.

Little things, like last straws, seem the most overwhelming. Gup had no particular affection for his bearer and three dissolute saises, who had to be watched to prevent them from selling the horses corn; he had not even intended to keep them any longer than it would take him to find better ones, and there could hardly be worse. But their loss now seemed to take away the last remaining vestige of his honor, in addition to the obvious fact that his having deserted them would add one more link to the chain of circumstantial evidence against him.

Did you pay them their wages? he asked.

No, Rahman answered. For, by Allah, who are we that we should use your Honors money? And unless the money that was in your Honors trunk is there yet, Pepul Das shall learn how his flesh feels without a covering of skin.

Unpaid servants! What an opportunity for Glint to get in caustic asides about his not being even a gentleman! And an unpaid club bill, he remembered. They would post him at the club, he supposed, and then summon a special meeting to cancel his membership. He began to feel dirty, not realizing that he only needed a bath; the sweat and the dust from the long ride felt like moral dirt.

Let us go, said Rahman.

Gup mounted a kneeling camel. What did he care? He watched with a sort of numb detachment while Rahman overcame the stallions objection to the hated smell, fastening both horses by a short line to the knob on the camels saddle. Then away, with the velvety, rhythmical swing that eats up distances as nothing else on earth does. Those were trained Bikaniri camels  gaunt, unlovely specters grumbling at survival from the eons when there were no men to make them earn their fodder. There was nothing awkward in their awkward-looking gait; they had been trained to waste no motion and to use not one unnecessary ounce of energy. Each cushioned stride went forward, all the way, and because it is only waste that sets up inconvenience the movement was elastic and almost hypnotic. Gup slept fitfully.

It is easier to sleep on camel than on horseback, if the camels are not baggage beasts. But such sleep, waking in starts at intervals to grab the saddle under the impression he was falling, became a series of disjointed evil dreams, not restful to the body, and a dozen times more wearing on mind than waking speculation would have been. The narrow gorge into which they passed, near sunset, resembled the pictures of Dantes hell-gate, with nothing lacking except the legend notifying any one who entered to abandon hope. Deep gloom already filled the gorge, whose ribs of gneiss and limestone took fantastic shapes. A dark sky, bellying with low clouds, dimly reflected the sunset and made darkness visible. The formless, first beginnings of the night mist moved on the evening wind like stuff from which shivering phantoms gather veils to hide their nakedness. Suddenly, as the sun set, a splurge of angry crimson spread itself against the belly of the clouds, filling the gorge with red-hot color that, nevertheless, held no heat, only horror. And then night, full of startling mysterious sounds, and a cold wind sighing amid crags and caverns.

There was a short halt, hardly remembered afterward, at a place where Rahman left the horses to be fed and brought along later; meanwhile they were stabled for a good nights sleep in a low, warm hut well hidden behind one of those fantastic limestone spurs that look as if Titans had built them to keep mountains from falling in and filling the Himalayan gorges. Black-bearded men with rifles and bandoliers, and with unexpected khaki uniforms beneath their sheepskin coats, appeared from nowhere, answered Rahmans greeting with curt monosyllables, did their appointed task, and vanished. Somebody brought Gup a stale chupatty that he munched without tasting, eating without knowing that he ate. Then on again.

Interminable, echoing darkness  sky invisible  a hint, perhaps subconscious, of enormous walls on either hand  sense, rather than sight revealing measureless chasms, now to the right, now to the left, that echoed to the rattle of stones displaced by the camels footfall  hollow, lonely echoes, sounding like voices of souls in search of the bodies that no friend had buried. Once in a while came a burst like laughter as the wind struck the mouth of an unseen cave and blustered, buffeting the back-flow. Now and then Rahman, over-shoulder, always repeating the same phrase: Soon  soon now, Huzoor! Aiee  what camels! There was a hint of daylight, very cold and dimly driving through a gray mist into the ravine, when Rahman at last turned near a bridge once thrown by British army engineers across a chasm in one of the never-ending border wars. The bridge had long ago fallen in. Rahman turned toward a mass of tumbled boulders, where no road led. Ages ago a limestone cliff had fallen, leaving a slope with neither track nor foothold, except where the larger boulders lay around the base. The mother of all fallen rocks lay nearly smothered under débris at the north edge, close against the cliff, and it was toward that, urging the grumbling camels, who hate uneven ground, that Rahman guided the procession.

Presently, in the dim light, Gup could see there had been recent blasting. Earth and débris had been scattered to hide the new, raw, telltale splintered rock, but the weather had not had time to work on it and town eyes could have seen there was a new cave, or a tunnel or shaft of some kind driven into the cliff-face somewhere close at hand. There was almost a mine dump in miniature, although some one had been at great pains to disguise it, and it might not be long before wind and rain should make it unnoticeable. Rahman grinned. He gestured. Here was a keyhole such as pleased his Afghan heart  a new way, not on survey maps, that penetrated into unknown vitals of an unseen mystery. Eyes that were bleary and red from lack of sleep revealed a glitter in their depths, and even Pepul Das, bone-weary and chilled to speechlessness, stiffened his back on his camel and found the grace to grin. Gup saw no signs of human life, although he stared about him when he thought he heard a breech-lock click.

Between the huge, square fallen rock and the face of the cliff, as they drew nearer, a narrow cleft opened. It was barely wide enough to let a loaded camel pass. They followed that for fifty yards; it was V-shaped, open to the sky, and on the left-hand side, some twenty feet above the ground, was a ledge on which boulders and stones had been placed ready to be pushed over, either with the idea of crushing unwelcome intruders or, as seemed more likely, to conceal the roadbed. It was at the end of that fifty yards that all the blasting had been done. A hole, very skilfully masked by a dike in the face of the cliff, had been hewn and blasted until it reached a natural, wide fissure, whose smooth floor proved it once had been a subterranean watercourse until volcanic upheaval or earthquake turned the water elsewhere, or dried it up.

It was long and winding, but not totally dark because in places the fissure opened to the sky. In those places further blasting had been done, to get rid of rocks that had fallen in. In two or three places they were obliged to duck their heads to avoid a low roof, but there was generally ample head-room and in places the echoing darkness overhead sounded and felt like the hollow core of a vast mountain, black with bats. The ceaseless moaning of a chill wind deadened the camels foot-fall; it blew in their faces, slightly tainted with the smell of dung and wood-smoke, and the smell suggested welcome warmth  a suggestion that made sleepiness a torturing, almost overwhelming weight on watery eyes.

Gup estimated the length of that passage at nearly half a mile before it opened into a draughty cavern, water-worn and glistening with stalactite.

The Serpents Mouth! Rahman shouted. And by Allah, was there ever such a serpent?

The shout seemed hardly louder than normal speech; most of the sound was swallowed by the strange acoustics of the domed roof. Except for the height, the cavern was not unlike a hollow snakes head: light streamed in through the low, wide mouth and there were gleaming fangs of stalactite to strengthen the illusion. The long passage they had traversed resembled a snake as much as was necessary to set Moslem imagination working. Rahman began reeling off an endless myth concerning a saint-devouring serpent that had lain there since the dawn of time, only to be slain by a descendant of the Prophet who had charged on horseback into the fire-belching mouth and had been coughed forth into paradise by the dying reptiles final spasm.

Jonah and the big fish were nothing compared to it. And I will show you this saints grave, said Rahman.

Gup hardly listened. Riding between two stalactites, on a camel that slipped on glass-smooth stone, he stared three thousand feet into a gorge whose edges were a mile apart, and whose length and breadth was strewn with rocks that looked like monstrous, lime-white skeletons. It was only for a few minutes that he could bear to look at them; then the sun peered in over the rim of the gorge and the whole interior became a furnace of white fire, intolerable.

Cover the eyes! commanded Rahman. By Allah, there is many a blind man begging bread, who looked too long on this sight. Cover the eyes. I lead the way.

He even tied cloths on the camels heads, making fast the nose of Gups beast to the crupper of his own, but he left Pepul Das to take care of himself. He found a long stick in a crevice, and with that in the same hand that held the camels nose-rope, guarding his eyes with a cloth hung over his left forearm, he gingerly led the way downward along a track fit for goats. It varied in width from one to three feet. There were places where a camels right flank rubbed the wall while his left flank overhung the precipice.

And they are bad brutes at this down-hill work, said Rahman, grumbling over-shoulder. Put a foot wrong and they perish! Below there are the bones of a hundred camels  and of horses many  but of mules not one! Irishallah [if God wills] we shall nevertheless not die until the appointed hour.

On a ledge where there was room for all three camels to stand side by side and Rahman paused to rest himself Gup saw fit to demand more knowledge.

Do you mean to tell me my tents and horses came by this road.

By my beard, no! There is another way in, easier, though much more difficult to find.

He led on, crossing a crevasse by a bank of débris two feet wide, where a false step by man or camel would have dropped them on to crags a thousand feet below. An eagle flew alongside, watching them, poised like a swimmer, his bright eye hungry for warm, rock-broken carcases.

Many a camel and man that beak has ripped! said Rahman, stooping to throw stones that made the eagle swerve and rise a hundred feet. May Allah slay the lousy bird and let me live!

As he led he kicked loose stones over the edge, until Gup cursed him because of the irresistible fascination of watching the stones descend, but Rahman shed the hot speech like a boxer avoiding a blow, with a duck of the knees and a roll of the neck.

And if I kick them not away, how long will a blinded camel go before he slips on one of those? And then what?

On another ledge he said his prayers, spreading out his saddle-cloth for mat and turning toward Mecca, first using dust from the cliff in place of water for the ritual ablutions and then reprimanding Pepul Das for lack of piety.

Ungodly fool! If Allah pleases, we be all three dead men at the next turn! Pray, thou, that this unbeliever bring no judgment on our heads!

He prayed with dignity, with the devout, wholehearted candor of a strong man on his knees confessing his own weakness in the face of the Inscrutable. Then:

Lie-abed sots and infidels are those sons of unwashed swine below there! No fires  none to greet us! Self-respecting men  aye, even sons of emperors would have come thus far to meet us on the way!

Gup mentioned that he had smelled smoke in the passage that led to the Serpents Mouth. Rahman chuckled:

Look back and upward, Huzoor. If you and I had such a hiding-place as this, would we leave it unguarded? There were a hundred rifles within ten strides of where we looked into the gorge just now to see the sun rise. There were ten men watching when we turned into the Serpents Tail. Look backward now.

On a ledge like a giants out thrust lower lip, in silhouette against a bright blue sky Gup saw the shapes of skin-clad rifle-men, like vultures squatting in a row.

Curiosity swept over him then and awakened in him something almost like interest in living. At first he resented it, in the way that some sick men resent attention, but every wholesome natural instinct rallied to his aid and within a few moments he was actually hoping he might get safely to the bottom of that ghastly trail, in order to learn the secret of this guarded valley  or rather chasm; he could see no inlet or outlet. It appeared to be a huge hole several miles in circumference, with a floor of quartz and mica, and with walls of discolored limestone. As they drew nearer the bottom the glare grew less because of the shadow from the eastern wall and it became possible to distinguish objects, notably an irregular line of dead trees that appeared to follow a dried-up watercourse. What from the summit had looked like giant skeletons became enormous boulders lying in confusion. There was not a vestige of life anywhere in sight, except for those guards on the ledge near the summit; even the lone eagle had vanished.

However, presently, almost a thousand feet yet from the bottom, the track they were painfully following plunged into a wide dark hole and the camels seemed to know that place; they hurried, the one in front so close oh Rahmans heels that he had to use the stick to hold it back. The camel pranced, backing away from the stick, crowding the beast that Gup was riding, forcing him to the edge of the track, where a rock rolled loose under his weight. For a second he hung by the nose-rope. Gup jumped for his life, seizing the other camels leg and swinging himself up on to the track. The camel resented that leg-hold and kicked, but the kick went wild because the nose-rope broke that same instant. Gups camel dropped into space, a somersaulting incredible-looking nightmare of neck and legs. The sudden release of the strain sent the kicking camel reeling against the wall, where he almost fell on Rahman, who said something about kismet.

Within a minute there were vultures visible against the raw-blue sky. Rahman leaned over the edge of the precipice, staring. He spat, then glanced swiftly side-wise to see what effect the narrow escape had had on Gup, who was busily rubbing a bruised knee.

By Allah, what is bad for camels may be good for men! he muttered.

Gup was actually feeling better. The shock had revived his nerves and sent blood surging through his veins again. He got to his feet and mounted Rahmans camel, swinging himself up without waiting for the beast to kneel. Not even many camel-men can do that.

Lead on, he commanded.

Allah! The accent was on the ascending note of the final syllable. Rahman led the way in silence, and Pepul Das, on the camel behind, began singing a high falsetto Hindu song about the birth of Krishna until Rahman turned and cursed him into silence.

Then they plunged into darkness through the hole in the face of the cliff and the camels had to be struck to prevent them from trotting off toward some cavern that they knew, where food awaited them. There was a sound of rushing water and a smell of stables. Long before Gups eyes had grown used to the darkness Rahman was whacking the camels to make them pass a narrow cavern-mouth instead of turning in. Then firelight flickered on a rock wall where the tunnel turned toward the right. A hand appeared, holding a lantern, and a hairy face peered around the bend. Salaam! said a horse voice, and the word went cannoning along the tunnel until it vanished in the outer air.

And now there was no smell of stables but the sharp clean tang of wood-smoke and the aroma of coffee. Around the bend the tunnel opened into a great dry cave in which six fires were burning. There were several bearded Hillmen around each fire, one man cooking and the others offering advice. The camels knelt but none took any notice of them; Rahman and Pepul Das undid the girths and dragged the saddles off; then Rahman, shuffling off his slippers, kicked both creatures on the nose and sent them hurrying to find their own way to the stable. Gup felt in his pocket for a cigarette. He had none. Rahman handed him a package.

I ask pardon for this discourtesy, he said. I will attend to it.

He strode into the space between the fires, where he kicked away the empty cooking vessels and the coats of half a dozen men, one coat falling into a fire where it was partly burned before its owner rescued it. All eyes were on Rahman then.

Now, by my beard! he thundered. I will kill the man who does not pay his Honor homage  aye, and before my words cease echoing!

He has no rifle. He has no sword, said some one, in the harsh, gruff, Hillman dialect.

He needs nothing when he rides as my guest! Rahman retorted. Whose time has come? Who dies first? He produced an automatic pistol.

One by one they passed before Gup McLeod and did him homage in the sly-eyed, upstanding Hillman fashion that reserves opinion but recognizes force majeure. There were tall men and strong men among them, but there was none so tall as he, nor any one who stood so straight or whose eyes were so unflinching. He acknowledged their salutes with only a slight inclination of the head.

Speak! muttered Rahman, for he knew that Gups voice had the sonorous depth that Hillmen consider a sign of manhood.

I will speak when I have anything I care to say, said Gup, and his voice went booming amid the echoes in the smoke-filled roof. Is there no food in all these hills?

They hurried then to serve him, spreading a rug on the floor and bringing low stools on which to set coffee, cakes and jam in imported tins  three sorts of it. He sat with his back to the wall and tried to eat his fill before falling asleep, and he noticed that Rahman, for the sake of implied compliment, ate his own breakfast apart, as if unworthy to be seated on the same rug with his guest. And Pepul Das, in turn, was fed apart from Rahman, served from stolen tableware of a much less expensive make. Then Rahman spoke again, when he had cleaned his beard and finished belching:

Is his Honors room not ready?

A man who had done nothing yet but stand and stare took a lantern and led the way along a passage hewn into the rock. They came to a wooden door that had an iron bolt on the inside. He kicked it open. It led into a cave as comfortably furnished as a hotel bedroom, only that the bed was built of rough-hewn wood and rawhide thongs, with fleeces heaped on it. There were enough blankets there for a dozen men  soap, water in a big brass ewer, towels, shaving tackle taken from Gups own camp equipment, and his own clean underwear spread on a bench, with thumb-marks on the linen in proof that Hillmen had examined and remarked on every detail.

Your Honors life is on my head. I will sleep outside the door, said Rahman.

You may sleep in here, Gup answered.

The Afghan laughed. Not if I value peace! he remarked. An order is an order.

Gup was too weary to care who had ordered that he should sleep alone. He bolted the door behind Rahman, cleaned himself and rolled on the bed, where he fell asleep almost instantly.



It was not written he shall blunder without help 

So be he blunder manly. Though he meet 

All evil; though the grim, insatiable yelp 

Of hell-hounds following foretell defeat, 

Nor in the dreadful darkness can he see new ways; 

That very syren-voice that bade him sin 

Is vibrant with the Law that law obeys.

The mans Redeemer is not yonder, but within.


CHAPTER NINE

I am known to the police  unfavorably known to them.

GUP MCLEOD awoke without the slightest notion of what the time might be. He lay for a long time without moving and with his eyes closed, going over his impressions of the past two days and nights. It seemed to him he had been mad. He checked over every detail of his memory, absorbed by the dread that he might have acted in some way unbecoming to a gentleman  his standard of living, lower than which he refused to stoop, higher than which he knew no way of reaching, since he knew of nothing higher. It was nothing he would have cared to talk about; it was one of those conversations that a man holds with himself in solitude. He decided, that if he was not dreaming, if his memory was accurate and his brain not playing tricks he could pass his own scrutiny, which was probably more severe than that of other people. It remained to be discovered whether he was awake or dreaming  sane or insane. So he opened his eyes.

There was a candle burning in the room, or rather cave. He remembered he had gone to bed in darkness, arguing that if unknown enemies proposed to kill him he would be no safer even though ten lights should trouble his sleep. The next thing that his eyes met was a table near the bed, on which somebody had laid his revolver and the wallet containing his money, that had been locked in the steel trunk in his tent. He supposed they had burst off the hinges to rifle the trunk. He reached out and counted the money. It was all there.

Nothing missing? asked a voice in English.

He refused to seem startled. He looked in the wallet again for cards and odds and ends, his identification paper and two letters that he valued.

No, he said. Everythings there. Then he looked into the eyes of a man with a shaven skull but with a stiff black beard, who squatted against the wall on a Persian prayer-mat. How did you get in here? he demanded, remembering the thick door and the strong bolt on the inside.

I am human. I came through a hole. Though I have studied all philosophies and quite a little science, I have yet to learn how to pass myself through solid barriers. Did you think me a phantom?

Who are you?

Ah-h-h! The proper answer would be, none of your damned business. But the proprieties are ill-observed in these disgraceful days. Suppose then, I lie to you. What shall I say my name is? Would Alam Khan do? Would that make you any wiser?

Gup got out of bed and pulled his boots on. He was as naked as on the day he was born, but a man can fight if his feet are covered.

You propose to use fists?

No, my feet. I propose to kick you through the hole you entered by.

When you have a revolver? The weapon would be much more dignified and practical, because I would put my hands up if you threatened me with it, and then I could say I was forced to tell the truth. Not that anybody would believe that; I am too well known to lie in almost any circumstances  an invaluable reputation! It enables me to tell the truth without shaming the devil. Why should I shame the devil? And why should I not enjoy the thrill of being aimed at, without the danger of being shot?

Is this a madhouse? Gup demanded.

Yes, Bahadur! One of countless madhouses conducted by Allah for the discipline of men  and women. These are known as the Doab caves  Doab meaning two rivers  doubtless so called because there are no rivers  not nowadays. There never were any but streams that three women could carry off home in a jar. But I annoy you. May I beg you to be calm?

What do you want? Gup demanded.

To avoid boredom, difficulties, punishment and hunger. I am like all other men, in that respect. I also want to be amused, and to flatter myself, since none other does that for me. As to why I am here, that is another question altogether. Business and pleasure are so seldom united in lawful wedlock.

All right, why are you here?

Bahadur, I bring bad news.

Gup let forth a mirthless laugh. He could imagine no news bad enough to make his state worse. He began to dress himself. Spill it, he said, pulling off his boots again to pull on socks.

But suppose I should lie to you?

What should I care? Suit yourself: lie, tell the truth or get out of here.

And if I say nothing?

I will kick you out.

Then I will tell the truth, anticipating you will not believe it, although I so seldom tell the truth that the task will be difficult. There is only one person to whom I never lie because I dont dare, and that person is not myself, either. I deceive myself whenever possible, since the truth is almost always disagreeable and we learn it in any event too soon. But would you not like to know why I am to tell you this? How shall I make you feel as wretched as I wish unless you believe what I tell you? And why should you believe what I say, unless you know why I say it? And if why I say, then also how I know. Which leads us in a circle back again to: Who am I?

I asked who you are.

And I said Alam Khan, which was nearly the truth. It is one of my alibi-pseudonyms. I am known to the police  unfavorably known to them  by that name in three provinces of India. But I wrote another name upon the rolls of Jesus College, Oxford, where I took a bachelors degree as a spur toward matrimony  anything, my dear sir, to escape the literary-leather flavor of your classics  even four wives and the scandalous title of mullah! I am known as the mullah Ghulam Jan throughout these hills, and as a hajji, having been to Mecca, but in Moscow I am known as Faiz Wali  red  red  crimson with the unshed blood of un-born millionaires! I made a speech in Moscow for which Lenin himself embraced me, and in proof of it I have his watch that I stole while his cheek was against my whiskers. I would have taken the watch-guard also, but he might have missed it too soon. I am known in Paris as Syad Mahmud, and in the United States as Hakim Khan; there, if you should consult the records, you would find that they did me the honor of booting me out of New York, Chicago, San Francisco, Los Angeles, St. Louis and New Orleans. To put it mildly, our opinions differed. I was what I think they call deported finally, but I preferred to pay my own first-class fare because it annoys me to be seasick among third-class passengers.

Very well. Youre a blackguard. I understand that. Now whats the news? Gup asked him, pulling on his shirt.

One piece of news  to you  is that I am the agent of her adorable Highness the ex-Ranee of Jullunder.

Thought so. Go on. Gup arranged his necktie, whistling to himself. He was ready for anything now  knew storms were coming  trapped again, perhaps, but a different person from the fool who had a reputation still to lose. All lost, he had it all to win again. Let the struggle begin, and the sooner the better. He pulled his tie so tight he nearly choked himself.

You can get to hell out of here, if you wish.

That would be disobedience to her  lacking, that is to say, even rudiments of wisdom! You have seen her eyes? Her lips? The way her head rests on the regal neck? Her hands? And you suggest disobedience? Oh, my enemy! May Allah with the milk of charity dilute the venom of your mind! I tell the truth instead. The truth is this, Bahadur: That the Indian Government, well knowing there is discontent from Kabul all the way to Amritsar and the Dekkan and Madras  well knowing there is unrest in the Hills and that the Khyber might be rushed at almost any minute  knowing, too, that one whose familiar name is Gup McLeod has abandoned allegiance, forsaken his friends and vanished northward after whipping the skin from an officers back  that crafty and secretive government, notorious for mystifying moves, has sent its ablest spy to track you down and gather evidence against you  possibly to shoot you in the back  who knows?

Who is he? Gup demanded. Know his name?

The ruthless, red-haired Tom OHara  he who pulled the camels noses, as we say, in Waziristan while the war was raging  fooled them so that half an army corps of half-trained men held India, while a half-million riflemen sat scratching their heads in the mountains wondering what magic Tom OHara would do next. You have to hide from Tom OHara!

Toms a friend of mine, said Gup. Id rather talk with Tom than any man I know.

He cursed himself for saying that. The moment after he had said it he would have given all the money in his wallet to recall the words. He was in a land now where money is to be had for the mere trouble of shooting its owner, but where secrets are the stuff that keeps mens souls inside their bodies, because dead men tell no tales but there is always a chance to coax a secret from a living one. If they had not known that he knew Tom OHara, he might have found Tom and talked with him secretly.

Damn! he exploded. Then he pulled on his coat. He was ready  perhaps more ready than he might have been if he had not let out that secret. Now he was as wide awake and nervously alert as he had ever been in No Mans Land in Flanders. Sometimes a man must pay a high price for the lessons that he learns, and there is no recovering the value given in exchange, nor anything to gain by grudging it. What next? he demanded.

Ham and eggs! Pigs props embalmed and hen-fruit looking at you  so reproachful and so wistful, yet so savory and toothsome! Coffee! Can you smell it in imagination? Come.

He led the way toward a corner of the cave where blankets had been heaped the day before.

My watch has stopped. What time is it? Gup asked him.

Midnight, he answered cheerfully, with a gesture of indifference to time that made his long smock sway like a womans skirt. He stooped and dragged the blankets farther away from the hole they had covered.

If I go first, will you promise not to jump on me? he asked.

Where is Rahman? I will speak to Rahman before I go anywhere, said Gup.

Then, either you will follow him northward, or you will stay where you are for a long time. Rahman and Pepul Das have been sent on a mission to convert some sluggards from the evil of their ways. Bahadur, there is nothing more remarkable in this world than some peoples objection to being hurried into the next, where heaven or hell await them. Would not hell, where we knew it was hell, be better than this uncertainty? And as for heaven  oh, the ladies in our Moslem paradise! And oh, the emerald trees with golden fruit, by fountains that sparkle with diamond water! Oh, the lazy lordly life for ever amid elegance in useless bliss! How exquisite! And yet men hesitate to kill one another in the hope of being killed! Why live when we may die so easily? Is that why you leave your revolver behind?

Gup had also left his money on the table, reasoning not unshrewdly. Amid savagery, Moslem virtues are as prominent as their peculiar vices and the law of hospitality is Law One, never broken except by men so lost to all sense of honor and religion that they rank below animals in the scale of consideration. He was a guest, not a prisoner. The more the guest trusts his Moslem host, the more sacred his life and belongings are, but let him make a gesture to protect himself, or let him betray a moments doubt of his hosts integrity, as regards that law of hospitality, and the law may cease to function, being two-sided like all other human ideas.

Lead on, he commanded.

Put not your trust in money or revolvers, eh? Well, that is not such idiotic counsel as it sounds. Will you pardon me, though, if I make myself responsible? I dread the consequences to myself of some one elses lapse from dreamy altruism. You see, I am a Moslem. You are not. Ich kenne meine Pappenheimer, as the Germans say.

He took the wallet and revolver, hiding them within the voluminous folds of his sash. Then he stepped into the hole and in a moment there was nothing of him visible except his shaven, shiny head. It looked like John the Baptists on a black platter, the stiff black beard, combed splay-shape, seeming to spread outward because of the weight imposed on it.

Pass me the candle, he said. I forgot the candle. Or rather, I should say, perhaps, that I forgot your nerves.

Gup gave him the candle and followed him into the hole, where it was easy going for the first few moments. There were rough steps hewn in dry rock; it was neither slippery nor tortuous. But presently they reached a level platform a few feet long, at the end of which the passage turned abruptly. There, at the round of the turn, the candle fluttered and died in a gust of warm wind. The ensuing darkness was unearthly. For a while Gup saw the image of the candle flame projected, as it were by memory, from the retina of each eye. Then that ceased and the blackness became solid. He could hear the footsteps of the man who led the way, but sound was relative to nothing and was consequently as confusing as chaos itself. He could feel a wall on one side, nothing on the other; and presently, on his right, from beneath, came murmurings as if there were water flowing at the bottom of a deep well. Panic suggested itself, but Gup could manage that stuff; he had a will like molded iron whenever fear assumed physical manifestation.

Follow the wall, said the voice in front of him. One stride to your right and you will learn how hanged men feel before the rope tightens! Step off into nothing  then the next world! Are you curious? Or can you wait until death selects you for the ordeal? Then follow the wall on your left hand and dont stumble. No, I have no matches. Have you? Would you like me to wait while you go back and get some? I wouldnt wait, but I would like to know how you feel about it! No? Well then, follow the wall.

Imagination invented paralyzing dangers, but the will can control imagination and the reason functions logically when the will prevails. Gup argued that his guide would hardly risk his own neck. Also, he remembered seeing prisoners of war subjected to the torture of imagined danger in order to get them to tell what they knew. If that was the idea, there was a surprise in store for some one. He set his teeth, but he rather wished he had kept the revolver; he could have fired it and scared that play-actor who led the way, the flash would have shown him his bearings. However, it was too late to think of that now, and there was no obligation to lose breath or balance, he could take his time. So he set both hands against the wall and felt with each foot for solid rock before he moved forward.

That way he made reasonably good progress as long as the passage descended gradually and the wall was there to lean against. But presently the downward trend grew sharper and more uneven. Then the wall vanished; there was an irregular, sharp edge and beyond that nothing. Warm air wafted upward, strong enough to move his hair and dry the sweat on his neck and temples. Water-murmuring grew louder and he wondered why there had been no dampness on the wall he could no longer reach. He noticed a change in the feel of the rock underfoot and stooped to touch it with his fingers, squatting, using both hands for the sake of balance. He found a loose piece and thought it felt like shale but knew it was no use guessing. He tossed the piece away  not far. It seemed minutes before he heard it rattle against rock beneath him, somewhere in the bowels of the earth. Then fear did grip him for a moment; it burst on his consciousness that he could no longer hear the footsteps of his guide.

Where are you? he demanded, and his voice went echoing and rumbling like the mutterings of an earthquake into unseen tunnels.

If I knew where we are I would rewrite history! The voice came almost from between his feet; it was as startling as his own had been. We are in some sort of mine, but I dont know what sort, nor who dug it, nor when, nor what they did with what they took out, nor why. But did you think I would leave you alone, to fall down winzes and chutes and shafts, to break your legs and arms unless you were lucky and broke your neck first? By Allah, if you thought that, you dont give me enough credit for intelligence!

I have enough brains to understand the attitude of my employer and oh, you dont know how I dislike punishment! This is the place where you hold my shoulders  one hand rather lightly on each shoulder and dont shove  dont cling  above all, dont grip my throat! On the right there is a chasm leading to the middle of the world, and on the left there is one of those vacuums nature abhors; it leads directly to the center of the universe. You notice I exaggerate with truly Oriental restraint, but that is because the path we must tread is less than two feet wide and I am almost as scared as you are. Wait a moment, let me show it to you  watch!

He fired three shots from Gups revolver, from a narrow ledge where he was crouching almost out of reach from where Gup stood. They were like three lightning flashes, thunder following. Fantastic crags and chasms shook, flashed, leaped into vivid being and ceased as suddenly in cataclysmic night. Din like the raging of devils at war with God screamed, shouted, thundered, volleying  revolleying an agony of chaos.

It multiplied even its suddenness. It ceased in a silence so utterly still, in a darkness so intense, that all existence seemed to have been wiped out. Absolute negation, without form or future, for a moment seemed all that was left. But there was a sharp smell of burned gunpowder to stir one sense into function, and Gups eyes remembered. Photographed, sharp and distinct on his brain and now developing as the shock began to lose its potency, was a glimpse of a ribboning path of quartz or malachite, like the top of a wall between two ghastly underworlds, that descended in curves until it vanished in a black hole amid crags in a measureless distance. He had to use that path. He might as well begin.

He felt with his foot, groped his way down the ledge where his guide was waiting and laid a hand on each of the mans shoulders.

Lead on, he commanded. And if you shoot again without giving me warning Ill strangle you and push you over!

Keep step, said the Moslem. Left  right  slowly! Dont forget, the path winds and goes downward. I have to feel my way. Left  now wait  right  wait again  left....

Eternities are also relative. A man can live through one of them in one swift dream. Imagination can invent more horrors in a second than a thousand men can perpetrate in a whole lifetime. Gup imagined bayonets and barbed-wire  hooks on the wall of the chasm to catch and rend the sinews of a falling body  eyes, whose light was night itself  hands in the dark, outreaching  hands without substance  shadowy shapes of abstract malice seeking to push him side-wise over the abyss....

Left  now wait again  wait while I feel the way  right  follow slowly  you are pressing too hard on my shoulders, it bothers me  left..

At last solider night and the welcoming, stuffier air of a hole in the face of a cliff, with room to stand at ease and take the strain off tautened sinews.

All easy and simple now, the guide said, in a voice that Gup thought forced. He was glad the other man had felt the strain, too; it made him less self-critical. Only a long rope-ladder now, and the rope is new  a good rope, stolen from the Indian army engineers. Hold my shoulders till we reach the edge, then wait for me until I call from below. If there are two on the ladder at one time it sways and shakes too badly.

A gust of warm air announced the end of a short tunnel. The guide knelt, groped, seized two steel pins driven into the rock floor, swung himself over and vanished. His voice came from below:

When I shout, take the pins in your hands and let your body swing downward. Then grope with your feet for the rungs  there is nearly a yard from rung to rung  one hundred and twenty of them altogether.

Gup held the rope and felt it swing jerkily. Apparently it was not made fast to anything below, and it was also apparent that the face of the cliff receded so that there was nothing to touch that might have steadied the pendulum swing as the weight went lower. Thinking about climbing down that thing was worse than doing it; he lay and sweated at the prospect; he would almost have been willing to retrace his steps, except for that ghastly causeway with a precipice on either hand. Arguing that he was stronger and more capable than the man making the descent only seemed to intensify the sense of horror that made him alternately sweat and tremble until a kind of mountain sickness seized him and he lay half-paralyzed by nerves that were in rebellion against his will.

And it was worse when at last the guide called to him. He peered over. Somebody had lighted a red light and it served to make the depth look even deeper than it was  a red pin-point like a distant danger signal on a railroad track. The longer he stared at it the farther away it seemed, until at last it appeared like the tail-light of some monstrous thing descending into black eternity. It moved. The guide called him again, but the words were indistinguishable, all mixed up with echoes and misshapen from their contact with crag and hollow.

Here goes! he remarked to himself, wondering whether his hands had strength enough to hold his weight as he seized the steel pins and began to work himself over the edge. It seemed to him he had no physical strength remaining, only will-power, and the worst moment he ever experienced was when he lowered himself and began to grope with his feet for the topmost rung. He found it, and the first half-dozen rungs were a maniacs nightmare, until he discovered that the ladder was not swinging as it had done when the other man descended. Somebody had made the lower end fast and, though it sagged and shook and swayed, it was not so terrifying as he expected. Nevertheless, he died about three deaths before he reached the bottom and stood trying to look self-possessed.

The guide had vanished. It was not a red lantern but a white one  an ordinary export lantern with a wire bail, standing on the smooth rock floor. The red light came reflected from a crimson velvet curtain that hung by brass rings from a brass rod set into the face of the rock in a recess six paces away from the foot of the ladder. He picked up the lantern to try to see what sort of shaft he had descended but could make out nothing; the walls, of a stone he did not recognize, rose sheer from an almost perfect octagonal floor for a distance of twenty or thirty feet, after which they appeared to lean outward and were lost to sight.

He examined the curtain. It divided down the middle, revealing a door made of rare wood, unpainted and unpolished; it seemed centuries old but still perfect and had neither knocker, bell nor keyhole. After a moments hesitation he decided to use his knuckles and beat a tattoo on it. There was no answer. He tried again, louder. Suddenly the door swung open and there stepped forth, framed by the crimson curtain, the same Pathan who had admitted him and Rahman two nights ago into the fort below the border. He was the same, but more handsomely dressed; the same, but more sure of himself, more truculent, less genial. He stood with folded arms and with a heavy tulwar at his waist, looking rather like a Viking.

And your Honors wishes? he demanded.

Get out of my way before I smash you! Gup said simply.

The Pathan saluted. In the name of God, bakheir braiyed! he said. Come safely! May your Honors shadow touch none but friends, and may your Honors enemies see shame!



But evil seeks strong oxen for its yoke; 

How shall it plough with weaklings? Thus the Will 

That would not yield to wantonness awoke 

New plausible seducing voices. In the still 

First quiet of retreating night 

A voice asked: shall the warrior who lives 

Lie idle? Victor, lo, these others plight!

Thy sword! He only keeps what he has won, who gives!


CHAPTER TEN

I remember the old commandments.

LIGHT after all that darkness was bewildering and moments passed before Gups senses could interpret what he saw. There was nothing normal that his mind could fasten on; no sensation that he had any right to experience in a cavern underneath a mountain in a range of the Himalayas. A subtle, musky scent assailed his nostrils. Music, of wood-wind and stringed instruments and muted drum-beat, pulsed in his ears with a rhythm and melody more fascinating than the scent. It was cool, but without the clammy moisture of the Indian thermantidote that steals the virtue from the sunlight but reveals its dread. And there was electric light  not ill-placed, frugally issued bulbs such as even some modem Indian villages can boast, but floods of light upstreaming against a roof of rare. hand-finished rock from niches hewn into the walls. The wires were hidden, probably beneath the serpents, carved out of ebony, that coiled along the walls.

Crimson curtains again at the end of a long passage. A carpet like a beam of yellow moonlight, woven in one piece, reaching from end to end down the exact center of a hewn-rock floor, whose vague irregularities suggested ripples on a wine-dark stream. Great shields, like bosses, on the walls at measured intervals, and between those spears, of an unknown pattern, upright in groups of three. Blue-robed, with golden sari, at the end of the passage, standing between the crimson curtains, the same young woman who had met him in the passage in the fort below the border.

Salaam, said Gup, a little startled by the vibrance of his own voice that he had intended should sound matter-of-fact and calm. He possessed in full measure the British instinct to seem indifferent to climax, and it annoyed him when his voice betrayed his dignity.

Her lips moved. She smiled and stood waiting. If she had had a thousand eyes he could not have been more uncomfortable as he strode toward her down the center of the golden carpet, wondering whether his clothes looked half-presentable and aware that civilization and pants have robbed men of the art of walking gracefully. Few strong men, possessed of a resolute stride, appreciate the value even of their awkwardness, and Gup felt as self-conscious as on the day when he walked up the aisle of a cathedral to be married to the woman who afterward betrayed his trust. That made him savagely polite, discourtesy exuding through the outer film and made ridiculous, as he was aware, by the scent, the strains of music, the artistic setting and his own complete helplessness.

Will you kindly tell me where I am and who owns this place? he demanded. I have no desire to trespass into anybodys quarters. My guide has left me.

The young woman, smiling again, turned and led the way between the curtains. Following, he found himself in a square antechamber, three times higher than its width, well lighted by a group of dragons hanging from the roof, that sprayed from their mouths and eyes a golden glow on polished walls. Now the music was louder but not aggressive; it was wonderful ancient stuff, composed for instruments that had neither the speed nor range of modern devices, so that its beauty had to be expressed in simple sequence and its variety was longitudinal, not heaped into vertical, clamoring chords. It annoyed Gup. It was peaceful. He was spoiling for a fight. The lilting skirl of bagpipes might have calmed him.

An opening in each wall was concealed by crimson curtains. There was a rug on the floor from a loom long perished, woven by women whose fingers disappeared into the dust of mid-Asian history, and whither their skill went, none knows. They had woven the story of sunlight opening the pagan riot of the flowers in a wilderness in spring  a harmony of hope that knows no limits, and of faith that knows no fear, yet law-obeying, within natural dimensions. That rug increased Gups irritation; it suggested sentimental values experience had stung him to consider worthless.

Every flower in every field is fed with blood and bones, he muttered. God, what a farce this life is! Beauty is an insult spat at tortured faces!

Then a clash of brass rings on a rod as crimson curtains were withdrawn revealing women in the filmy silken stuff that imitates the colors of the mountain ranges in the waking daylight  more than a dozen women, all young, unembarrassed and without that challenge in their eyes that so many women in rebellion, and always eastern women use to disguise their own doubt of themselves. These were not so self-assured as wholly sure of something else, though of what, was not hinted. Gup, angry again since he was sure of nothing except, perhaps, that women and he had no pursuit in common, bowed and stood still. One of them stepped forward and addressed him  in English; it was too good English to have been learned in an Indian harem. She was dark-complexioned, with heavy, wavy dark hair, but slim and agile-looking; he had seen English girls as dark as her, in Devonshire; he had seen scores of them in Scotland.

You are welcome, and were sorry if the stairway was a little uncivilized. Wont you come in?

He followed her, straight through the midst of a bevy of women who made him feel ridiculously huge, into a room that seemed to have been hewn out from the curving buttress of a mountains flank. It was fan shaped. The perimeter was pierced with mullioned windows set with small panes of tinted glass, each window forming the end of a deep recess, so suggesting the ends of the ribs of the fan. Deep, cushioned seats were around the walls of each recess and beneath the windows; all the walls were hung with draperies of embroidered cloth-of-gold, and on the enormous floor the rugs were piled in such profusion that feet sank into them and movement was without sound. The music seemed to come from a balcony hewn in the wall at the short, squared base of the fan, above the curtained door. It was dark outside; all light came from electric bulbs in unseen niches in the walls.

There was only one chair  Chinese  nearly large enough to be called a throne, set on a low platform facing the door, between two window recesses, but there were cushions on the floor in heaps irregularly placed in a wide semicircle, more or less facing the throne. On the chair, in a peacock-colored turban fastened with a spray of brilliants, wearing a long embroidered, crimson coat over a golden smock and oriental trousers, with pointed golden slippers on her bare feet, sat the Ranee of Jullunder. Age had not yet touched her with its cynical contempt for enthusiasm; she had years ahead of her of youth and ascending energy before the curve would bring her to the valley of vain longings and the harvest of youths ambition. And again Gup noticed the old Egyptian, almost goddess-like expression of her eyes and mouth. If she had worn the serpent on her forehead, with the head-dress slightly changed, she might have posed for the portrait of Hatshepsut, daughter of Amon-Ra who sat upon the throne of Horus. Her smile was royal; it betrayed no trace of triumph  only welcome, dignity and wisdom.

So we meet again, she said. I consider myself fortunate. And you?

To save his life Gup could not have answered less than courteously. She was too fine  too full of grace and dignity to be treated as his anger told him she deserved. It was intolerable that she should have spread her net and drawn him into her presence like an animal intended to be tamed and put to work, but her presence was wonderful, nevertheless. She had shed the vague vulgarity of Lottie Carstairs but retained her charm; she had left behind the Ranee of Jullunders aim at middle distances, enlarging vision without losing the touch of detail; she had burgeoned, ripened into something new  dynamic and not masculine, self-restrained and almost irresistible. The stuff that had made the London public mad for her was there without its veil of aped immodesty. Gup had to find his voice. It came gruffly, less calm than he wished:

I am unfortunate. I have to repeat what I said at the first interview. I wont do what you wish.

She smiled. If he could read, her smile suggested nothing but approval, though there was perhaps a trace of recognition of a thing foreseen. I keep you standing, she said. That is not gracious. And I havent introduced you. Ladies, this is Angus McLeod  better known as Gup McLeod and henceforth to be known as Gup Bahadur, commander-in-chief of my army! The women murmured and Gup bowed to them, she watching him with eyes as full of laughter as blue pools are when the wind and sun unite at daybreak.

You accept? she asked him, misinterpreting his bow with a provoking, sub-malicious air of unexpected pleasure.

No, Gup answered. I have told you.

Well, never mind. You cant deny what you dont know. You havent seen yet  havent heard. The way to win you is to show you your plain duty. And the way to make you pleased with me is to offer you breakfast. I suppose we must call it breakfast. Do you know what time it is?

No, I dont. The liar who led me down the thing you call a stairway said it was after midnight.

Jonesey did? Then he told the truth for once. It is two hours after midnight.

Jonesey? I dont know him. The man I mean called himself Alam Khan  and Ghulam Jan  and Syad Mahmud, among other names.

Yes  Jonesey  David Jones is his real name. Hes a Welshman, born in Cardiff. Didnt he tell you he was at Jesus College, Oxford, where the Welsh all go? Some day he will damn himself by writing a true book about the Tribes of the Himalayas, but he is invaluable as long as he lets the truth alone.

He has my money and revolver, Gup said pointedly.

Oh, no. You will find them on the breakfast table. Shall we go into the other room? I have only two rooms fit for a commander-in-chief to see.

The art of rising to accept a mans arm is a half-forgotten dignity, too hasteless for these eager democratic days wherein women run lest men see something first. But a new throne needs old manners, and the aim at doing one thing well implies unconscious ease in all subordinate things. Gup felt himself honored. He did not wish to be and it annoyed him, but he confessed it to himself in secret. He even wondered, as he walked beside her with his feet an inch deep in Persian rugs, what the fellows at home would say if they could see him arm-in-arm with Lottie Carstairs in a troglodytic palace hewn out of the heart of unwritten history.

The other women stayed in the great room. She and he alone passed through splendid curtains into a room where silver peacocks adorned the walls, depicted strutting in every imaginable attitude that could display the mystery of their metallic feathers. There were peacocks perched on painted trees and peacocks on the wing across the low curved ceiling.

Who did this? Gup asked her.

No one knows. But Jonesey found it. Jonesey knows every foot of the ranges. It was he who blasted through the Serpents Tail. He was looking for pitchblende. He discovered this.

Is he the rogue that he pretends he is?

Of course not. Jonesey is a Druid, who hides druidism under a mask of imbecility. A reputation for madness has saved his life a hundred times. You know they wont harm madmen in a Moslem land. That is why so many mullahs behave like idiots.

There was a table, beautifully laid and laden with fruit from the low-lying Afghan valleys. The same deaf and dumb girl waited on them. They sat facing each other in the soft glow streaming from a hidden source, and for a while they said nothing at all, he waiting for her to speak and she observing him, as if wondering which corner of his obstinacy to attack. Do you drink wine? she asked after a while. Not at breakfast.

I never touch it. It robs inspiration of spontaneity, if that means anything. I mean, I hate artificial illusion. I like to think things for myself. I like to do things myself, all new, on my own foundation, without advice or assistance. But that cant always be done, particularly in a land where women are the lawful prey of anybody bold enough to seize them. Paradox is useful. The very fact that women are made to wear veils and are kept in harems makes it possible for me to leap into power. I amaze the Hillmen. I upset all their calculations. But that is a power that will swing again against me when it has reached its limit  which is not yet, but the day will come.

She paused, but Gup said nothing. He perceived the thin end of a wedge that she proposed to drive into his self-control. He preferred eating fruit to answering. She went on:

It annoys me to have to build on old foundations  tradition and so on; so many of them are rotten  like the treatment of women here, for instance, and the Brahmin rule in India. But I learned my lesson when Jonesey showed me this place. I had had dreams of a fortress built according to my own plans; one that should grow  become a town, a city, and then send forth branches, the way Rome did, only much more swiftly. Dont smile at that; things do move swiftly nowadays. I mean to make a kingdom in these hills.

I was smiling, said Gup, at the thought that things also tumble swiftly. And dreams vanish like smoke.

Yes, part of my dream went. I let it. I accepted this system of caverns left by some one else, who also seems to have built with a kingdom in view. It is too near to the border, but even that had its advantage; I was able to bring up supplies, luxuries, and make the place more habitable. It is very ancient  nobody can guess how old, but in good repair and dry. There is shale here, and oil, and the oil has been burning underground for ages. The dry heat of that, and the inrush of air has kept all moisture from the caverns. We use a Diesel system for electric lights, and I wish you had seen the fun we had getting that heavy engine over the border without arousing the suspicion of British officers. We draw our fuel from a shallow well and filter it through clean sand.

Who installed your electric lights?

Jonesey, with the aid of Russians who had run from the Reds in Siberia. They came all the way over the mountains, starving, some of them wounded, with their feet in rags and without hope in the world except to find some hiding-place where they could die in comfort. They were engineers.

A grim suspicion crossed Gups mind. How did you keep them from talking? he asked. I mean, after they reached the British border.

They never reached it. For a moment she enjoyed his horror. Why should they? she went on. No, I did not have them shot. I swore them into my service. Russians are wonderful linguists and if you could tell them now from Moslem tribesmen you are cleverer than I think. They are good men, but you will find they need dreadfully hard work and insolence to keep them from being introspective, which makes them sloppy and careless. They enjoy being miserable. But they are good men and one of them commands a thousand of my riflemen.

How many thousand have you?

Their eyes met. She hesitated  laughed. Is that ambition asking, she retorted, or do you propose to catch me boasting? Or are you thinking of buying pardon from the Indian Government by telling them all you can find out about me?

You dont know me, he said, or you wouldnt have troubled to ask that last question. I will never buy pardon. I have done nothing for which any man can pardon me. I would not accept pardon, as you, and undoubtedly they, would call it. I admit no guilt.

But there were two other questions!

Both wrong. I was idly curious. It means nothing to me how many cutthroats you have sworn into your service, unless I should have the opportunity to fight against them. Then, the more the merrier! It never pays to defeat a mere handful of Hillmen. They need punishment in droves  a big dramatic climax. Then the lesson lasts.

Very true. But how can you ever fight against my riflemen? You would be arrested and shot the moment you set foot on Indian soil. My dear man, listen. Do you take me for a half-wit? Do you think I hesitate to be ruthless to attain an end, or that I dont know all about a man when I have once set eyes on him? There lies your revolver on that side-table. We are alone, but do you think I fear your shooting me? I have no weapon. Yet I am going to tell you now what would make some men want to shoot me without a moments hesitation. I admire you or I would not waste breath on you. I wouldnt want you if you werent a man of honor. And I knew I couldnt get you without leaving you no other possible course. Your only alternative now is suicide.

We will see, said Gup. What have you done? He was beginning to enjoy himself. A clean fight over a plain issue suited the state of his nerves. If she could be ruthless, so could he. But he did not know what was coming.

I have sent down into India the proof that you visited me in the fort that night below the border.

Well, what of it? Ive a right to visit any one I please.

They wont admit that. However, I have also sent the proof that there were emissaries there that night from the Amir of Afghanistan, who is known to be planning to invade India. You did not know that those men were with me in the fort, but they were there, and who would believe that you didnt know it? Could you prove you didnt know it? Could you prove that against Major Glint? It was to Glint I sent the evidence.

I have learned not to look for much fair play from a woman, Gup answered. He spoke carelessly, but he felt stung. On the other hand, I kept my promise not to reveal your plans. If I had chosen I could have gone with Glint and have saved my own good name by ruining yours  telling all I know about you.

Do you mind if I call you Gup? It sounds so friendly. I have always thought of you as Gup. You may call me anything you please. Gup, are you so innocent as to believe that the Indian Government doesnt know my plans? Do you suppose I would have come so soon across the border, had I not known that the Indian Government was drawing in its net to catch me? If I had not had spies in every important government office, they would have trapped me long ago. They think I am in league with the Amir of Afghanistan, whereas I only mean to use that fool. I mean to let him take the blame for invading India and bear the expense and the shock of the first assault.

I see no ground for suicide, said Gup. You have blackened my name, but it was black already. I will find a way of cleaning it.

But I havent finished. One of the Amirs emissaries fell into British hands. They caught him on his way to take the train southward from Mahmud Kot; he intended to talk with the Sikhs at Amritsar, who are seething with sedition. But I did not wish that idiot to upset all my careful arrangements with the Sikhs, who are ready to support me, not the Amir. It was easy to have him arrested. It was easier still to connect you with him.

How? Gup wondered. He was too astonished by the boldness and the breadth of her intrigue to think much just then of his own predicament. He used that monosyllable to keep the conversation going.

Were your tents and trunks not in charge of Pepul Das?

Oh, so thats why they burst my box open?

No need to burst it. Your servant, knowing you did not intend to keep him much longer, had had a false key made. He was only waiting his opportunity to loot your boxes and escape. So Pepul Das took the key from him, opened your box and found your wallet, that was since returned to you. There were English ten-pound notes in it. Your name was written on them. Ten-pound notes without your name were substituted. Those that bore your name were handed secretly to the Amirs man as a token of support in time of trouble. When he came to be searched, of course those notes, bearing your name in your own handwriting, were on his person. Now prove you are innocent! Now save yourself from being shot, blindfolded, with your face to a wall! Can you imagine Glint not adding enough of his usual sort of evidence to convict you of treason?

No, said Gup. I think you have me there.

You admit that? You admit defeat? She leaned forward and laughed excitedly; her eyes alight with triumph. It was a long game, first studying you, then watching for opportunity, then arousing Glints suspicion of you so that Glint would make you indignant and force you to some act of violence that would drive you into my camp. Dont you think Im patient? Dont you think Im a rather good psychologist?

No, said Gup. He liked this sort of fight far better than he enjoyed the thought of whipping all the Glints in Christendom. There was nothing tawdry about this; his antagonist was not a hypocrite, nor was he accused of sedition but of too stiff loyalty, a charge that might have deadly danger wrapped in it but that did not make him feel dirty. No, he said, your psychology is as weak as your spirit is strong and your plans are daring. Your argument, too, is as weak as any other criminals.

You call me a criminal? Was Napoleon a criminal?

I believe he began by being magnificent, sacrificing life and genius in the cause of an adopted country, just as you did. I believe he became a criminal when he let his ambition run away with him, just as yours has. You are offering to plunge three hundred and fifty million people into all the misery and damned cruelty of war, solely because a bewildered and perhaps badly advised government refused to recognize you as a Ranee.

That is false! she said angrily. If they had put a man in my place, who would have carried on what I was doing, I would have retired with good grace. They put a rotten scoundrel on the throne instead, who undid all that Jullunder and I had worked so hard to build up. He neglects the state, and he would pawn its revenues to-morrow, if he dared, for money to spend on vice in Europe. So I decided I will win a new throne, from which to begin with a clean beginning.

At the cost of the lives of possibly a quarter of a million men!

Or more! What of it? Would they not die anyhow, sooner or later? Which is better for them? To die nobly in a great cause? Or to die like rats, of plague and cholera. God kills us all in due time  dont forget that.

In due time, yes  and let God answer for it! You are offering to run Gods business, arent you? You are willing  more than that, you are determined to shoulder responsibility for the life or death of millions. Good psychology? Rank bad!

Are you afraid? she asked.

Do I appear afraid? The answer to your proposal is no, flat, downright, without qualification, and for ever! Now what?

Do you realize that you are in my power?

Perfectly. I have failed in a fight for independence. I am not even cock of my own dunghill.

I can make you the Cock o the North! she retorted. Lead my army! I will make you chief  king  emperor, if you like, of all these Hills! Cock o the North, Gup! Have you any notion of the extent of my wealth and of the rings within rings of influence that I have built up?

Im not interested. I simply dont care.

Can you imagine how important it is for me, and how determined I am to obtain the services of a man of valor, whom I can admire and trust  a man of merit, who cant be blackmailed, bought or stolen?

If you are to succeed, that seems essential.

You seem to me to be that man.

Why, then, try to blackmail me? Gup asked her  and she caught her breath, as she might have if a rapier point had pricked her near the heart.

I offer you, she said, a quarter of a million pounds, the office of commander-in-chief of an army of a hundred thousand men  and the title of prince.

I am not even tempted.

I am! I am tempted to use means that would bend that stiff spirit of yours or break it.

Bent or broken it would not be worth much, Gup retorted.

She leaned back in her chair and looked at him across the daintily laid table, where the coffee was cold in the cups and the food was barely tasted.

Take a cigarette and think it over. You might do what Akbar did. He conquered India and made it prosper. Help me to build a kingdom in these hills!

All that Akbar did has perished, he answered. There remains his name and nothing more.

A man of your spirit must do something, she said. What do you want to do?

Nothing, said Gup. He grew suddenly downcast. All the disgust with life that he had felt in recent months returned to him in one almost overwhelming wave. I only know I loathe what I see around me and I dont know how to change it.

The deaf-and-dumb girl opened the door between the two rooms for a moment. Music, with a muted drum-beat, stole on Gups ears  strangely stirring stuff. It ceased as the door closed.

I remember, he said, the old commandments  thou shalt not covet, thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not kill.

There is a new one, she answered. Thou shalt not neglect thy opportunities!

Not bad, but you cant make it work if you forget the others. And after all, I am the sole judge of my opportunities. I have declined your offer. What next?

I will give you one whole day and night in which to reconsider.

The answer will be no. And then what?

If you are still so unwise, I will send you back below the border, where you may face Glint. And  I will hold you to your word of honor not to save yourself by betraying me! (NORTH TEXT)



But Truth needs neither drum nor bugle blast.

Within all treason, and all untruth, and all doubt, 

Truth is, and lies proclaim it. Neither first nor last 

But always, Truth is. Silence or the shout 

Of myriads of voices  thought or deed or thing  

Corruption and all change  these make no mark 

On Truth; they are no part of it. Above, 

Beneath, without, within, not light nor dark 

But absolute, Truth is. And Truth is Love.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Did you ask me to command your army because you suspected me of being slow?

THE door between the two rooms opened again, admitting music. It had ceased to be slumberous, circular stuff that left off where it started as if life were only lazy variations of an old theme. It had changed to a spiraling, challenging lilt that asserted there are unknown principles and new realms waiting for imagination to explore them. But it hardly needed that to arouse Gups inward fire. The battle with himself for self-determination might have made him numb, but that was only on the surface. Under that, compressed and consequently ten times strengthened, was the spirit of Scottish Covenanters, never less than eager to accept a challenge, and to which apparent defeat is a spur to superhuman pertinacity and courage. A nation weaned on uncooked oatmeal, lest the smoke of cooking should betray its hiding-places to a foe made cruel by expensive and unprofitable victory, grows rich with hidden assets. Gups spirit leaped forth out of ambush, not alone; there came with it what always does accompany the stuff that makes men fight. The Clan of Gup McLeod  the unseen products of heredity, climate, history and culture  more deadly in his case because drilled and disciplined, swaggered out from cover with their sporrans swinging and the skirl of bagpipes in their ears.

So you will send me below the border? Gup got up and strode to the side-table where he pocketed his money and revolver, remembering now that there were only three remaining cartridges. He returned and sat down. You are a fine woman  a bonny woman, he continued. You are twice the woman you were when you were Lottie Carstairs, singing across the footlights to make life-hungry youngsters like me, and others, lose our dignity. Many a lads head you turned; many and many a lad left the theater and went looking for a lass like you. Not by hundreds am I the only one who saw the next woman he met, through a memory of Lottie Carstairs  heard her laugh, through the ripple of Lottie Carstairs chuckle  felt her dancing with him as he thought that Lottie Carstairs lissomness might feel  and went and married the wrong lass, for your sake! Nor is that all. Many a feckless chiel has gone to worse hell than a wedding for the sake of your bonny blue eyes.

And you blame me for that? she retorted.

I blame myself, who should have known that new commandment that you named just now. Thou shalt not neglect thy opportunity. I should have known that. But a man seems born with blinkers on his eyes.

The ancient Egyptian hint of spiritual longing, that came and went but was never entirely absent from her face, grew now so strong that Gups eyes narrowed as he watched her. It made his blood leap. It made her ageless  younger by years  older by all eternities in grace and value. She was several years younger than himself; at moments she was almost a child to his eyes, healthy, spiritual, only waiting to be caught and guided into golden womanhood.

I should have known, he said, what I know now. I should have known that the way to power is through song and smiles, not railing and abuses. I should have learned from you the trick of winning peoples hearts  and so their confidence  and so their votes. I might have changed the world.

The Lottie Carstairs chuckle that had once made London hearts feel gay in the London fog answered him.

It is nice of you not to speak of Jezebel and the whore o Babylon, she said. Most Scotsmen do when they reprove a woman.

But her banter increased his vibrance. She could see the veins and sinews of his strong hands that gripped the table-edge, and her own blue eyes betrayed some other thought than ridicule. Nor was it fear.

But I will do my duty now, he said.

Gaily she laughed then  pealing, happy laughter that enjoyed a joke without the scorn that tarnishes good humor. With a thoroughly Scottish sense of duty, I dont doubt! You propose to sacrifice yourself for the sake of reforming me? You dour, delightful comedian!

Not so, said Gup. The pity is, I did not fall in love with you in days gone by. If I had, it would have needed more than stage-doors and a contract to keep me from snatching you out from behind the footlights. That might have saved the two of us from many a mistake.

But dont you know, she said, that by mistakes we learn? We almost never learn anyway else.

There is no need to make so many, Gup retorted. You are making one that I intend to interfere with. If I thought you were a wanton, I would leave you to your own devices. I would let you go your own gait to the ruin that oertakes all wantonness.

Akbar, she said, Alexander  Cæsar  Cortes  Clive  were they ruined?

Spiritual ruin, he insisted. Though you conquered India, I would not give twopence for your throne. But I will give my life to save India  and to save you for something better.

For what? she asked mischievously. Preaching? Would you like to see me in a doctors gown, plowing a sea of prejudices with rust-eaten phrases? I have money enough. I could build a cathedral. You might grow a beard and I could make you bishop. But we would have to bleach the beard gray or all the women of the diocese would make me so jealous I couldnt breathe! Suddenly her eyes blazed, taking up the challenge of the fire in his. Nonsense! she said indignantly. Do you think I am such a weakling as to yield my goal simply because a handsome gallant tells me I should?

The word gallant stung Gups pride. In all his life he had never offered a woman less than the benefit of whatever doubt might say of her, and he knew this woman had been no mans light o love. He hated insincerity. It scalded him to be accused of it.

If you were worthless, he said, I would not talk to you. If your goal were worthy of you I would win it; I would give it to you, if I died reaching it. Handsome? he said. Handsome is that handsome does, and when I say to you that you shall yield that goal and seek another, I mean no less. I will make you do it.

How? she asked, forcing a smile of amusement. She was still indignant.

I will make you either kill me or else recognize the goodness that is in your own heart! I know what your genius is.

All-wise! she retorted. What alchemy enables you to guess? If you had asked, I could not have answered. Is incredulity a sin? I am only a woman, unable to read my own heart. How should you read it, who are after all only a man, unable to govern your own?

Only a man, said Gup. That isnt a bad title. I accept it.

I offered you Cock o the North, she retorted. It suits you better. You resemble Bruce or Wallace more than John Knox.

There was a curtain in the corner of the room behind Gups back, to his right, a thing like the walls, of silver peacocks. It was through that that the deaf-and-dumb maid carried plates and dishes. Her eyes glanced toward it and Gup noticed that she shook her head, but he thought she was shaking her head at his scorn of titles.

You had greater title to mens homage when you sang for them, he said, and made them merry for a passing minute, than all the thrones in the world could ever give you. When I said that you sent men astray, I meant this: that I myself married the wrong woman solely because I saw, heard, chuckled with you and craved more of it. Scores of other fellows did the same. You were a decoy for the less lovely of your sex  a peacock (should I say a pea-hen?) acting as advertisement for sparrows! Your fault? Not a bit of it. Who has a right to blame you because men were fools? You dazzled em. And by gad, if we hadnt all been dazzled, we had been dumb images! You are twice the woman now that you were then. You were wonderful then. You are lovable now.

And youre dazzled? She laughed again, honestly  a rippling laugh, all pleasure, and as fearless of danger or its consequences as the light in her eyes was brave and lonely. Even if she did not know she was lonely, Gup knew. He had plumbed the depths of that stuff.

No! he retorted. I am not the fool I once was. I have paid in agony of mind and body for the right to say that, so I can say it without immodesty. But all Asia is full of fools, and you know it. In those days you were innocent and fools were dazzled at their own risk, because you had no designs on em. They paid the piper and you sang. But to-day youre proposing to dazzle the fools and send em roaring down to death, for the sake of the peacock throne you see beyond a crimson battle-field or two. I am here to prevent that!

You are rather a breath-taking person, she said, watching the set of his shoulders and the angle of head and neck, that is earned, not bought by any one.

I will take more than your breath, he said calmly. I will take your dream of an empire from you.

Does it occur to you that you are rather swift in your decisions  a trifle bold? she asked.

Did you ask me to command your army because you suspected me of being slow and timid? he retorted.

She laughed again. You tempt me. You do, indeed. I might perhaps forego a kingdom even for a republic  if you would command my army.

Tempt you? I tempt nobody. Temptation is the stuff which butchers deluded fools for the sake of titles and a rent-roll.

She glanced at the curtain again and shook her head. Brave words, Gup. By the way, why did they name you Gup?

I had a dog by that name. He ran with the regiment. He died fighting an animal twice his size. The nickname stuck to me  no reason.

No, she said, raising a napkin to her lips, there appears to have been no reason for it. Do you recall, about an hour ago, admitting you are at my mercy?

Mercy was not mentioned.

In my power then. Incorrigible Scotsman! Must I prove my power? There was a threat on her lips but he interrupted it:

Yes. I havent heard you sing since the London days, when you sang and danced and made mens hearts leap. That was power. All this other stuff is tawdry. Come where the music is and sing to me. Do you remember the song that made even old ladies rise at daybreak  until for pitys sake you sang em another one about taking it easy  easy, easy  whats the use of rush? How did the other one go? He hummed it:

Up in the morning early, girly, dawn is on the dune, Come and avoid the hurly-burly, twitter the birds a tune!

Trip the light fantastic, so elastic in the dew, Twiddle your toesies where the roses blush to see the view!

Yes, she said, silly stuff, wasnt it? But it used to stop the show. Ive heard a Kroo-boy singing that song as he came up from the bunkers of a P. & O. and once I heard it sung by a Baluchi camel-trader on his way down the pass from Tashkent. They tell me the poor fellows sang it in the front-line trenches when they stood up to the knees in freezing water.

They did, said Gup. I sang it with em. Go and change those clothes  put on something civilized  then lets go into that big room and you sing it again for auld lang syne.

I never sing nowadays, she answered. I havent sung since poor Jullunders heart broke and he went to see what honesty and high ideals buy you in the next world.

That, said Gup, is whats the matter with you! Sing again and youll have better dreams than war and a throne raised on a heap of skulls. Come along. Come and sing to me.

Listen! she said. Youre a warrior yourself, with bishops boots on, and they dont fit! You talk to me of honesty. Is there no splendor in it? No conquest of danger? No glorious aim at the impossible? No hitting it and pinning it to earth? No triumph? No imagination? No daring? No recklessness? Is honesty a mawky mess of platitudes on tinsel paper in a penny frame?

Its gra-a-an stuff, said Gup, but I cant define it.

And you talk of skulls, as if the world werent strewn so thick with them that you cant step unless on dead mens bones! There isnt a government on earth that wasnt born in the agony of war, just as you were born in your mothers travail! War would do Asia good. It would make men out of mad philosophers. They have degenerated, because they are not allowed to go to war with one another.

Piffle! Gup retorted. Come and sing.

His aim was as true as his eyes. He had seen her weakest point and shot his dart straight into it.

Piffle? she said indignantly, and now there was no trace of humor in her eyes. I appear to you ridiculous?

He glanced around at silver peacocks on the walls. Theyre gra-a-an birds  at what theyre good for. None better.

You consider me

Adorable!

  a vain creature without

Peacocks cant sing. Come and sing to me.

So you refuse to take me seriously?

I am deadly serious. What decent fellow isnt when he sees a lovely woman shooting dice with the devil? You have made life worth living! I was like a dead man when I entered here. I couldnt see the use of living. But from now on, watch me!

Watch you? I wonder whether you suspect how minutely you have been watched? She was showing him her worst now, and Gup knew it. He was no such fool as to suppose she was without flaw, and he was glad to see her weakness. He knew, too, she was not yet conquered. Not for nothing had he fought himself and schooled rebellious horses; he knew at least a little of the art of conquest. Besides, he knew he had a mean streak of his own, so he demanded perfection of no one else.

Why, she asked him, did you get up and get your revolver just now?

He laughed  two monosyllables. Thats not an easy one to answer. I suppose thats when I crossed my Rubicon. That and the money are all I have at the moment. When a man decides that he sees a lifes job looking him in the face, theres an instinct that goes with it  an instinct to gather in all resources, no matter how small they are nor what they are. Something is better than nothing.

You didnt propose to yourself to threaten me with it?

If I had proposed that to myself, I would have done it.

Let me show you then what would have happened.

She stood up, so of course he did, his face grave and courteous but his eyes alight with humor that had not looked out from them since two-thirds of his regiment was wiped out at the Marne. He watched her walk toward the silver peacock curtain. Facing him, finely dramatic, her eyes sulky now with assumed indifference, she snatched the curtain open with a clashing of brass rings on an iron rod. Jonesey  the mullah bachelor of arts, the Moslem Welshman  stood there with his black beard on his chest and in his hand a British army service automatic. Behind him, with their backs against the passage wall, stood two slow-breathing Orakzai Pathans; they were armed with tulwars. Jonesey stepped into the room, the others after him.

That, she said, is what would have happened. At a sign from me  

Gup interrupted her, but not with words. He took the Welshman by the neck and flung him back into the passage. Before the two Hillmen could draw their tulwars he crashed their heads together, pulled them suddenly toward him and then hurled them, too, staggering on their heels into the passage, where they fell on Jonesey.

Why not order them to use their weapons? he asked calmly. They are three to one.

And you, she said, you refuse to fight? You wont lead my army?

Come and sing, he answered. That is something that you understand.

She bit her lip. Her breath came in excited gasps. His eyes were quiet. Hers blazed.

Yes, she said, go into the next room. I will join you. I will sing you something that I wrote and set to music. That will make you understand me better than any mere argument could. And after that  you shall have your twenty-four hours in which to answer me. If yes, good; then in turn I will answer you. If no, I shall be sorry, but so will you be.



Thus, since in utmost Chaos there is no 

Void vacant of those Great Twin Brethren, 

But Truth and Love are destiny and ebb and flow, 

Cause and effect, man and the life of men, 

Infinity in one, both Seeker and the Sought  

One way remains  one dim veil to remove  

One priceless price at which true victory is bought  

One coin, one measure and one payment  love!


CHAPTER TWELVE

I prefer my victories to look less like a rout!

GUP strode into the great room, where there was yet no sign of morning through the tinted window-panes. Music was still coming from the balcony, but it was tired stuff without inspiration; the unseen musicians appeared to be merely killing time. Gup counted heads; there were eleven women in the room, of whom three were yawning and one was asleep; she awoke with a start. The dark-complexioned girl, who had met him in the door when he first entered, arose from a heap of cushions and came toward him, extending her right hand.

I am Harriet Dover to you, she said, smiling. I have an Indian name, too, but never mind that. I may not have even a head a month from now. Lets not be formal.

Formality is good for people who think they know just whats going to happen, isnt it? said Gup.

The others clustered and she introduced them  three with English names  a Russian  a fair-haired Swede or Norwegian; the rest were high-caste Indian women. One had the Brahmin caste mark on her forehead. They were all in Indian costume.

Take the throne, said Harriet Dover. We will sprawl around and worship.

I might look like a comic opera king but I dont sing well enough, Gup answered.

Better take it. Men of your build dont look dignified on scented cushions. If it should happen that were admiring the wrong man well all be pretty little corpses in a row so soon that nothing will matter anyhow  not even ridicule.

They all smiled at that. They looked brave enough for anything and rather proud of being in rare danger.

You have been told, havent you, exactly what to say to me? Gup suggested. Say the rest of it. Ill listen. Thanks, no, Ill stand up. He was already wondering whether he had not let himself move too swiftly in the other room; shock tactics are good, but he knew there is a proper time and place for them, as well as an inopportune moment and a wrong place. Inevitably, by a law as unavoidable as that of gravity, all captains of suddenness suffer reaction and wonder whether slow caution would not have been wiser after all. Slow men, in the same way, suffer pangs of selfdoubt, wishing they were swift. Only fools and fanatics have no doubts, it being out of the blinding dust of doubt that the artillery-wheels of destiny come rolling. Blucher arrived in a cloud of dust at Waterloo.

Harriet Dover met Gups eyes and smiled in the Celtic way that is called inscrutable. Whatever that smile was intended to do, it made Gup suspicious of her. He sensed treachery, and he thought her eyes looked tired from too much thinking. We are loyal, she answered. We are all in the same predicament. Why shouldnt we use the same arguments?

The predicament is?

We are women!

And the argument?

We need a man though we hate to admit it. We can do any mans job  except make women believe in us! We thought we could stir Moslem women, so that they, in turn, would stir their men. What happens is, we stir the men and make the women sullenly suspicious. We dont need you to devise our strategy; three of us in this room know the theory of war at least as well as Sandhurst, or West Point, or the École Militaire can teach it. We dont even need you to lead men into battle; a Joan of Arc can outlead a Julius Cæsar. But we need a spectacular man, to make women rally. We need a Rustum  an Iskander.

Gup knew the Himalayan superstition that the great Alexander of Macedon shall return to the world and lead the Hillmen to a holy war. He knew the theory that nothing is more sweet in Allahs nostrils than the smoke of idolatrous cities  nothing more holy than Hillmen enriched by the plunder of Indias plains. He smiled as a man might who hears an old song repeated.

If you will stand like that, and smile like that, and let the Moslem women see you, India is ours, said Harriet Dover.

I dont want India, he answered. Do you?

Not an India recivilized? Not an end of injustice and superstition? Abolition of caste! The release of four hundred million people  perhaps the release of all Asia from bondage to outworn ideas!

He smiled again. Sweetness, he suggested, out of savagery? Sweet water from a bitter spring?

Nonsense! she retorted. That is one of the old moth-eaten phrases that we intend to teach men to forget! Nobody in his senses imagines that more than a fraction of Asia is ready for self-rule. We will take those who are ready and make them rulers of the others, teaching the others gradually.

Lets see, he said. Arent they trying something of the sort in Russia? Why not watch the Russian experiment before trying it out on such a grand scale?

Ours wont resemble the Soviet system. Ours will be absolute monarchy, benevolent in aim and motive and observing rigid principles of right and wrong.

If I knew right from wrong, said Gup, I might agree with you  or I might not  I dont know. Harriet Dovers brown eyes darkened, and the line of her lips grew straighter. It began to be obvious who was the Ranees chief adviser.

What would your solution be? she asked him.

I havent one, said Gup.

You wont command her army?

Something warned Gup not to answer. No man knows what intuition is. It sealed his lips. There began to come glimmer of morning through the tinted window-panes.

Then the voice of Lottie Carstairs  strangely different from that of the ex-Ranee of Jullunder, though she was the selfsame woman; the voice was younger and had more mirth in it, although it vibrated with a thrill that might mean nervousness. He turned to watch her enter through the door between the rooms, but her back was toward him; she was speaking between the curtains; some one in the other room was talking rapidly in a language that Gup hardly understood. The startling thing was, that she was dressed as Lottie Carstairs now  not in a stage costume but in something fresh from Paris and a Paris hat. Gup wondered why she had ever been willing to hide such legs within the shapeless folds of Moslem trousers.

When she turned she was smiling. She was a vision in cream and pale blue, as radiant with life as he had ever seen her. He could almost have held out his arms to her, but the other women in the room made him self-conscious.

You look marvelous, he said. But the dress isnt enough. Sing! Bring back the old days and the old ideals.

But her bright face clouded. Harriet Dover and the other women were silent, glancing at one another. Harriet seemed to gather the others discontent into her own dark eyes; she broke the silence:

What would happen to us all if you were seen in that kit?

Lottie Carstairs vanished. The ex-Ranee of Jull-under stood there in the same dress and the same high-heeled shoes. They were the same eyes, too, but they blazed indignantly, where less than a second ago fun had looked forth.

Stop that music! she commanded. It will drive me crazy! Send the musicians away! You may all go too, she added, controlling herself with an effort. Go to bed  go anywhere!

If you are seen in that dress, it will be all over the hills, within a day or two, that you are only an impostor pretending to cherish their ideals. Here, use this, said Harriet Dover. She took a sari of cloth-of-gold from the throne-chair and offered to drape it over the offending dress.

You may go! Did you hear me? Lottie Carstairs snatched at the sari. It fell to the floor. She put her foot on it.

Harriet Dover led the retreat, which was sullen and not graceful; but they turned and curtsied one by one as they filed out through the door by which Gup had entered when he first came. It looked like a climax of long-hidden irritation. There was an unseen struggle going on.

And now sing, said Gup, before you murder some one.

For a second he expected her to do one thing or the other. Her lips moved and the Lottie Carstairs radiance almost trembled into being. She almost yielded to him, or so he thought. But the sound of a gong came through the curtains and she shook that mood off.

To hear them  and you  talk, one would think I was incapable of thinking! One would think it was not I but a committee that had this vision and made it come true.

You promised to sing. You are dressed for it.

Did I? Am I? The mood has passed. I will sing when you give me your promise. Why sooner? Shall I sing about their fears and your Scots religion? I feel more like killing some one! When I have won you

You won me years ago, said Gup. You cant unwin me! I address myself to Lottie Carstairs.

I prefer my victories to look less like a rout, she retorted. However, I will win! Do you mind picking up that sari? I dislike asking you but Im supposed to be a queen; I maynt wait on myself. But those idiots were right, I must wear it; this dress wont do  not yet, but I will change all that. Now I suppose I must send for them again, and I suppose I must apologize. Do you ever feel like crying? No, of course you dont, you enormous mass of Calvinistic egoism! Oh, I hate you! Daylight  and a dozen chiefs have come  the brutes expect to be received at this hour! Does it penetrate through your obstinacy, what a difference it might make if I could introduce them to my new general?

You may say I am your new counselor, Gup suggested, smiling down at her. He knew she was as lonely as himself. He felt an impulse to take her in his arms, but in spite of his recent boldness he was almost childishly shy with women. She might have misinterpreted his motive. He did not in the least mind smashing her house of cards, but her self-respect was as important to him as his own. Besides, he did not suppose that kind of woman was to be won or weakened by any assault on her personal dignity.

I will tell them that, if you will consent to command my army, she retorted. Oh, I hate you and I admire and pity you! What a man you are, and what a pawky little penny-wise Scots conscience! Those twelve chieftains out there, who are eating bread and honey in my back hallway and glad to get it, have more real resolution in their little fingers than you have in your whole strong body! They have more to lose than you have  they are chieftains, each with a little army of his own. They have the courage to come and discuss war. They would follow a man like you to the ends of the earth after one swift look at you  and you? You stand there afraid to lead them! Yes, you are afraid! You are afraid of the old nurses schooling that you call conscience! You forget that John Knox was a fighter  and Robert Bruce  and Wallace. So was every one of your national heroes.

You look splendid, he said, when your eyes blaze, but I like you better when you smile.

I will never smile at you again unless you yield! I loved you when you threw three men out of the room. I hate you  I despise you when you are afraid and when you preach! Go  leave me to do a mans work! Jonesey shall show you the way. You may go where you like  yes, to the devil, or below the border, where Glint will

It was possibly Gups face that made her pause. He had moods when he was like an enormous boy, expressing every passing emotion where whoever cared might read it.

I will not go below the border, he said calmly. I will stay here and do what I can to save you from the consequences of your own mistake.

Why not say sin? The word was on your lips, you preacher! I tell you, you shall not stay here except on one condition. You know the condition. I promised you twenty-four hours. If you yield, you shall never have to yield to me again. If you yield, I will put such a sword in your hand as no man ever had before. If you refuse  well  you will be another of my cherished illusions gone up in smoke, thats all. I will turn my back on you for ever and try to forget you, and when I cant help remembering you, I will think of you as the coward. There, I have said it. Do you like the word?

Not much, said Gup. It brought the blood to his temples, but he made no retort.

Then go, and leave me to talk to men of courage! You will find Jonesey outside that door. He is to guide you anywhere you please and he is to answer all your questions.

Gup bowed to her. He felt he was missing an opportunity, yet he was so old-fashioned in his prejudices that he saw no way to improve the situation. She was his hostess, never mind how she had inveigled him to be her guest. And he loved her. There was no logic in that. It made him feel tragic, not happy. He had no right to love her, he who had foresworn all women. Certainly it conferred no right on him to say more than he had done; in fact, he had even stretched a point. If love was what the poets say it is, then was he not, by loving her, condoning everything she stood for? But can a man prevent himself from loving? Or was it untrue? Was he only feeling an emotion due to too much mental torture and then sudden relief from it? He would find that out. So he strode to the door with a smile on his lips that gave the lie to bewilderment. He was too well mannered to appear indifferent, too proud to turn again and plead. He did not glance over his shoulder. He pushed the door open and almost stumbled over Jonesey, squatting like a Hillman on the mat outside. The Orakzai Pathans, whose heads he had recently cracked together, stood with their backs to the far wall. They grinned at him! His method suited their notions perfectly; so would they, too, have treated eavesdroppers, only that they might have used steel in place of bare hands. They admired his prowess.

Nor was Jonesey resentful. He got up and began leading the way through another door and along rock-hewn corridors that echoed to the tread of the Pathans who followed at a decent distance, tramping like boot-shod infantry.

Ex-Indian army soldiers, said Jonesey. All such savages are proud of being drilled, although it bores them to learn. Thank you for not kicking me. Any man may get punched or chucked out, if Allah wishes. But there is nothing either in the Bible or the Koran about being meek when youre kicked. What a colossally strong man you are.

You seem to me to be a ridiculous person, Gup answered, prejudice no longer urging him to be polite.

I am indeed. It is my business, said Jonesey. I am the hardest-worked court jester that the world has ever seen. I even keep the charts with all the pins in them that show where our food for powder frets in unmapped villages. Care to see them? I will show you charts that the Indian Government would pay for by the inch. They would cover each inch with sovereigns as high as you could pile em without spilling  and cheap at the price! Come and look.

He led into a low rock room where tables stood, and on the tables there were British-Indian survey maps, corrected in various-colored inks and with colored pins stuck all over them.

Even aeroplanes, you know, cant get that information, said Jonesey. See  there are all the footpaths, mule-tracks, caverns, villages  water, stores of provender, numbers of rifles and ammunition  names of headmen  names of mullahs  time required for messages to go by runner  numbers of camels and mules available  census of men, women and children  and  most important of all  temperament, affiliations and politics of every headman, village, district, tribe and group of tribes. Me  I  mullah Ghulam Jan  opprobriously known as Jonesey, did it.

It was hard to believe him. He looked like a monk, with his stiff black beard and his shaven head, the long brown smock and sandals, and the staff on which he leaned, a monk who might have been a poet or a maker of stained-glass windows. If he had stepped down out of a picture of the Middle Ages he would have been more credible.

Why did you do it? Gup asked him. If youd wanted money, the Indian Government would have paid you. Youre not the sort of man who seeks power

Passion! Jonesey interrupted. The selfsame reason why I played the organ in chapel at home when I was ten years old, with whooping-cough and chilblains. Passion! They used to have to stop the service while I whooped with my head in a bag behind the organ. Even so our Ranee of Song and Dance has had to hold up her campaign for a less spiritual empire while I plodded over mountain ranges and made notes with pin-pricks under the Arabic letters of the Koran I carried. It was the only safe way; they would have skinned me if they had seen me writing anything. I detest being skinned. I have skinned myself on nearly every crag of the Himalayas. Necessity knows no law. Hillmen have no sense of a strangers privacy. So I invented a kind of pin-prick shorthand  spoiled a Koran  bad luck, so they tell me; but I never did have luck, so whats the difference?

He invited Gup to see the radio. We can send and receive, but we dont dare send. The Indian Government might listen in. However, we pick up a lot of their messages, and we have a Russian who is good at decoding. Let me show you our plant; the antenna is as artfully hidden as my virtue.

Gup did not crave an exhibition of the Welshmans showmanship. He was not a customer for a throne. He would have liked a horse  the big black stallion again for choice  on which to ride away to some place where he could think uninterrupted.

To the devil with your radio, he objected. Introduce me to some solitude.

Jonesey looked swiftly sidewise at him. Come and see our gas-plant. Weve a Russian who makes poison-gas from stuff we dig from the old mine workings. He is an artist  loves it  he is well worth studying. And its wonderful poison. One sniff, and you have all the solitude you wish, in the realm from which no traveler returns. You wouldnt wish to return.  not into the same body; bodies that have sniffed it dont look pleasant. A sort of cyanide, I think he said, but I dont know chemistry. We couldnt use it unless the wind were just right; the second-hand gas-masks that some munitions dealer sold to our Ranees agent let it through like water through a sieve. It cost us nearly ninety men to make that discovery, but it did good in the long run; there is now a wholesome superstition that it might not pay to trespass into these caverns. Sometimes its not easy to get even the right people to call on us. However

He became aware by no particularly subtle process that Gup was becoming angry. The staff was snatched out of his hand; one end of it poked him rather shrewdly near the liver.

I said solitude!

This way, sir. Pray accept my apology. I had catalogued you in my mind as a suitable king. I retract. You will make a perfect emperor  a Cæsar. After you are dead, if it is not lese-majesty to speak of death with reference to you, they will deify you. It was a violent temper, you know, that made Charlemagne, Nero and Henry the Eighth so successful. This way, please. I could kill you very easily, but I dont want to become a fugitive from injustice.

He led in and out of ancient passages that were sometimes squared and finished, with padlocked doors to right and left, and sometimes rough with the original pick-marks. They were shored in places, but not with timber; whoever the previous owner had been, he was a man who commanded plenty of skilful masons; wherever the roof of a tunnel was weak it had been supported by a beautifully built stone arch. Some one else had fitted doors into the arches, but all those doors were open at the moment, to let the fresh air flow.

We could barrack a hundred thousand men unseen, said Jonesey, but we couldnt feed em. Some one invent riflemen who dont eat, and Ill conquer the world  and then the moon and Mars. Bellies are worse than bad feet. You can fix bad feet with worse whisky, but you have to feed bellies. However, there are five thousand men eating their heads off, now, within a quarter of a mile of you. You couldnt find em in a week. Its a great place, this. My own belief is, some of Alexanders men got lost up here and took to mining, but the mine was already ancient when they got here. And there has been some one else since their day, but who he was, only Allah knows. Sometimes I think not even Allah knows all of it. Heres the entrance. How do you like the view?

Gup stood under a huge stone arch and stared at the blistering whiteness of the boulder-strewn valley floor. The half that was in shadow was more tolerable to the eyes, but gloomier than hells gate  shudder-some  comfortless. The half that lay in sunlight was a wilderness of agony. It suggested one of the dead craters of the moon. There was even a sort of island near the center that might have been left there by a final spasm of the fires within a dying earth. On the side on which Gup found himself, half in shadow and half in sunlight, a bulge of the enormous wall projected overhead to a distance, in places, of about two hundred feet, so that it would be impossible from above to see the entrance to the caverns or the almost countless openings that had been cut into the wall. The waste rock dug from the mine had been used for a fill, and had been leveled, so that there was a terrace, about two hundred feet wide and more than a mile long, curving around that end of the ravine.

It isnt only ants that work! said Jonesey. How would you like that job, without machinery?

The windows of the Ranees fan-shaped chamber were in plain view, half a mile away. From the mouth of a near-by tunnel came the mutter of a muffled Diesel-engine and the faint purr of a dynamo.

How did you get your machinery down here? Gup demanded.

Ah! said Jonesey. If you knew that, you would know the way out!

Gups jaw jerked forward. Does that mean Im a prisoner? You were to answer all my questions.

I answered that one. No, youre not a prisoner, but you dont know the way out. A king in prison would be a dangerous nuisance, whereas an ignorant king is nothing out of the ordinary. But let me ask you a question. What do you suppose caused this pock-mark in the earths hide? Does it occur to you that an enormous meteorite may have struck the earth here and exploded? Something spectacular happened. Too bad that it happened before there were men in the world to witness it. I wouldnt mind dying if I could be snuffed out by such a thunder-bolt as that  it would make me feel important, and its our feelings that matter; nature insults us when it wipes us out with microbes or a one-inch bullet  not that we dont deserve the insult, but who wants what he deserves? Look up  up there against the sky. Its seven thousand feet from the floor to the top of that crag. Do you notice how the explosion, or whatever it was, threw up a lip like the splash of a bursting bubble? It leans outward. It makes this place almost impregnable  almost undiscoverable. Aeroplanes cant see much. Except at noon theres always enough shadow to make photography impossible. They darent fly low because of the danger of forced landings; and if they fly high they cant see detail. How do you like our parade-ground?

He indicated the wide terrace but Gup took no notice of the question. He was almost spell-bound by the huge raw horror of the place, although he noticed that it had no such effect on the men within sight. He could count about a hundred individuals, each attending to some task or other; there were several cleaning mules at a cavern-mouth at the far end of the terrace; others, in the distance, appeared to be women carrying bags of grain toward the great central mass of boulders, from which he could now see thin blue smoke ascending. Twenty or thirty men were cleaning rifles near another tunnel-mouth. Somewhere close at hand a man was singing.

Gup strode out on the terrace. Jonesey followed him and the two Orakzai Pathans came striding along behind. It was Gups first taste of the lack of privacy that makes crowned heads resemble gold-fish in a glass jar. He resented it. He ordered Jonesey to keep out of reach unless he wanted to be pitched off the terrace, so Jonesey fell behind. Having no hat, Gup did not care to expose himself in the glare; he turned to the right, in shadow, and walked rapidly to where the terrace ended in a flight of rough steps leading to the boulder-strewn floor of the gorge.

Its like an open sore in earths side, he reflected. If theres anything in the theory that like produces like, its a suitable throat to spew forth death and ruin. Is destiny intelligent? And if so, why am I here? Why is she here? Are good and evil synonymous terms? Can good come out of evil? Whats to be done? What if I do nothing? What then? Why is it that a man cant see the proper thing to do? It would be so simple to do the right thing if we only knew what it was. Death doesnt matter; nobody minds dying if theres a decent reason for it. Theres probably a decent reason for living, if we only understood it. Theres a decent thing to do now  but what? Why should I love that woman? God knows. I dont. I only know I do love her. Are love and destiny the same thing? If so, why the perfectly unnecessary hell when two tides meet? Perhaps this world is hell, with heaven to be won by enduring the torment, as the Moslems seem to think. If so, lets clean up hell  thats obvious. But how?

He hardly looked where he was going. The way before him was between huge, tumbled boulders that cast shadow within shadow. They were all unclimbable; there was nothing to do but follow the winding track between them; it was a maze where a hundred thousand men, if they had food and water, could hide indefinitely. They could not even be shelled effectively by long-range cannon; the surrounding crags were too high and there was too much cover between boulders. They could easily hide from aeroplanes; a hundred bombs might kill a few, not many. Nothing less than poison-gas could drive them out.

He shuddered at the thought of poison-gas. If it was true that they were concocting some devils brew with cyanide within those caverns, duty was plain; he must prevent that, at whatever risk. However, Jonesey was an imaginative liar and it seemed hardly likely they would have the necessary knowledge or appliances. If they made the stuff, how could they store it? Anyhow, he hoped that was a lie. And if it was true, he hoped that she had had nothing to do with it.

God, what a weird world! Ruin  outlaw  this place  offer of an army  offer of a kingdom! And in love with the woman who trapped me into it! Can you beat that?

He arrived at a place where a track led up the cliff-side. There was a ledge, no great distance up, from which he should be able to see the entire grim panorama, so he climbed the track. Jonesey called to him that the track led nowhere, but followed him, since he insisted on taking it. He discovered that Jonesey had not lied  or had apparently not lied; there was the ledge, and beyond that nothing, so he sat down on a boulder, staring at the view.

Hearing Joneseys approaching footsteps, he gathered a handful of small rocks and began to pelt them at him.

Stay below there! he commanded. Damn you, I want solitude!

Jonesey turned back. All right, Tiberius! he answered. All right! Consider yourself on Capri! But if you try to move out of my sight, I shall follow even if I have to shoot you in the leg to slow you down a bit.

Gup watched him scramble up a boulder from which he could see the ledge, and for a moment or two he wondered in which direction he might move in order to escape out of sight, but he could see no way. The cliff rose sheer behind him. On his right, and in front, the ledge ended in air. It was only a big rock projecting from the cliffside. And he had been wrong in supposing he would be able to see the entire floor of the gorge; he could see less than half of it. However, it was a good enough place in which to sit and puzzle out what he ought to do.



And Love has more resources than the whole 

Vast aggregate of nature and all things 

That force has made and gathered.

As the hole Is to the spade, or as the song the diva sings 

Is to the source of music, so are all 

The fruits of being to the spiritual 

Cause Which makes men be. Lo, he who loves may call 

On That, whose instance knows no pause.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Swallow your dose and get a move on!

DOWN the face of the cliff was a gash like the scar left by a thunderbolt. It ended in a jumble of broken rocks in which scrawny thorn-bush and starved weeds fought for a living. Gup sat near that, since it camouflaged him. There was no object in being difficult to see, except the satisfaction of annoying Jonesey  that and the habit that humans share with certain animals of liking to lie hidden in the Intervals of one mood and another. For a while he watched men like insects moving among boulders. They were as hard to explain as insects  streams of them going both ways to and from an opening in the cliff-face near the Ranees windows; it looked purposeless, and yet there was a suggestion of purpose. The silence was almost stupifying; the great gorge seemed to swallow sound and to change it, by an unearthly alchemy, into something of which space is made. The feeling of vastness and unreality kept on increasing. It was nightmare land.

So a voice meant nothing  not for a few moments. It was almost like the voice of conscience or a memory of speech heard long ago. It issued from behind him, as it might be from the air or from the solid cliff and it was almost toneless. It was so free from emphasis that it stole on the ear rather than spoke into it, with the result that Gup did not turn his head, even when he recognized it as the voice of some one hidden in the bush behind him.

Think youre out o luck, I suppose! Youre lousy with ut! All the luck of every idiot in India added into one heap wouldnt match yours! If you look my way before I tip you to, Ill brain you with a lump of rock, you ostrich! Got your head so stuck into the luck, you cant see daylight! Im Tom OHara.

Cheerio, Tom.

Shift yourself. Sit on that other rock, so that you can see me sidewise. Put your elbow on your knee  chin on your hand  hide your mouth and talk, dont whisper.

Tom OHaras owl face peered out from a maze of weeds and thorns. He had on a turban with the green patch of a hajji who had made the holy pilgrimage to Mecca, and he appeared to be dressed in the rusty-brown garb of a Moslem mullah. His owl eyes were aglow with the fever of love of his job  a glow that any one may interpret as he pleases; under that turban it looked like religious frenzy, a sure passport in the Moslem hills.

How did you find me, Tom? How did you get here?

Easy. Knew of this place long ago. I knew ut ud come to this. I said ut. I wrote ut. By and by theyll blame me for ut. Who cares? Ive a girl in Copenhagen. They can send me the sack for a wedding gift, and Ill turn farmer. Hell of a good place for raising cows is all that country around Copenhagen.

But how did you get in?

Curious, arent you? I rode in, along with a dozen Shinwari headmen who would sell their souls for a half-chance to go raiding. Theyre war-hungry  havent seen a sight of loot since the Amir poisoned his uncle. Your friend Rahman found em up-pass somewhere asking the way to this place. He brought em along; he had Pepul Das with him. And Im a very holy gent from Samarkand, where Ive been all winter, preaching ghasa (holy war). They naturally brought me with em. Im that holy, though, I had to say my prayers, and I say em solitary, that being a special extra vow I took in Mecca, where the Prophet spoke to me in a dream by night, and any one who sees me praying has his luck queered permanent. I came and sat up here to look for you, and if your luck werent Allahs own with diamonds on ut, I might be looking for a week. Whos your friend on the rock?

One of his names is the mullah Ghulam Jan.

Not Jonesey? Lord, we are in luck! Has he finished those charts, I wonder? Hes been making em for three years. Id give one eye to copy em. Maybe I will. Maybe Ill swipe em  there were only two thieves crucified  Im still living by my wits. Now gimme your news.

I am offered the command of an army.

I said ut! You accepted ut? You snapped ut?

Naturally not. What do you take me for?

I gave you credut for being two-eyed, you longfaced Caledonian! I wrote ut. I said: All that fellow Gup McLeod needs is a job o work. I told em: Hes a Covenanter out of employment. I said: Give him something difficult and dangerous to do, with peas in his boots and a hair-shirt, and hell spike hells cannons, but if you dont, hell spike yours. And I made em listen  dammut! And here you are  and you turn the job down! You ostrich!

You want to see me invading India? Gup asked, his lips white with contempt. There was no humor in him at the moment.

Sooner see you try ut than see you sit here like a virgin Andromache waiting for your modesty to save your virtue! Nobody needs virgins nowadays. Listen, you anachronism  you Hielan hell-cat with a Covenanters muzzle! Get your claws out  get em busy!

How? Gup asked him.

First Ill tell you why. Theyve kep this subskyrosavitch, which is Russian for a ten-ton censorship. The Punjaub is seething; ninety per cent, of the Sikhs are ready to revolt and raise bloody hell, and thats not half of ut, theres lots more, spoiling for self-rule. You know what that means  how many cutthroats that means? All right. The Amir of Afghanistan, with a new throne under him, mind you, that makes him feel like Pharaoh on a hot stove, knows about the Punjaub. Hes no Solomon, but he can pick em when the cards lie face-up. Hes heard of Mustapha Kemal and Mussolini. He knows Europe is stone-broke and sick o fighting. Hed be crazy if he didnt cut loose! Hes all ready to come howling down the Khyber with a quarter of a million Afghans  into the Punjaub  and up with the Sikhs  Allah strafe India! Get me?

Yes, said Gup, I know that.

And you sit there mooning! And you offered the command of an army, by the best-looking woman east of Europe, full o money and notions  and the meat on the table  dammut! All you have to do is grab ut! You ostrich! Cant you see, that if you take her army by the snoot  and you a known outlaw  nobody knows where youll lead ut! Will you march on Kabul? Thats what the Amir wants to know. And who tells? Is it likely hell waltz into India, with you and maybe fifty thousand Hillmen sweating blood for a chance to fall on his rear and loot his baggage trains? And are the Sikhs so crazy that theyll take a chance until they know whether youre for the Amir or agin him? Not much! Sikhs have had a taste or two o being bad boys all on their little lonesome! Oh, you ostrich! Think o Glints peeve when he learns it was Gup McLeod who saved India! We might pull strings and fix ut so that Glint has to be on parade when they make you K. C. M. G.! Theyll sure do ut! You can make em do ut! If they didnt do ut, they might think youd cross the Rubicon like Joan of Arc and rub their smellers in the dust!

Not so simple, said Gup. Its her army, not mine.

And she a woman? And you looking like a flameheaded Launcelot out of a book by Dumas? Is there anything simpler? Aint it cushy? What do you want  a bath-chair and a trained nurse? Dammut! If I had your good looks, and, say, half o your luck, Id lead a raid on Kabul that ud make her army sick o fighting for a couple o generations! Id make the Amir sick, too. And Id make her sick o spending money! After that, if I liked her well enough, Id set her to cooking and keeping house and milking a cow or two o mornings. If not  Id let the Government have her for exhibit A, example one, o playing poker without knowing who shes up against.

Gup scowled, although he liked the theory, and he loved Tom OHara. He suspected Tom would give him no false tips, even for the sake of statecraft. But it is not easy for a man like Gup to love a woman, lie to her, betray her and then laugh, not though he save her from ruin and death by doing it.

Id have to pledge my word, he said, gritting his teeth.

Go ahead then and pledge ut! Me, Id pledge ut on a stack o Bibles  and Id kiss her on the mouth and call her puss-in-the-corner names  Id put a helmut on and get myself a ramping big horse  Id talk about plundering Indias plains, to get the army gingered up  and Id act that treasonable that theyd find a new name for ut! And all for the love of

Tom OHara hesitated. He was watching Gups face, his own eyes wide and his weird nose moving like an owls beak.

For the love of country, honesty, or a woman  which? Gup asked him.

Nix on any of em! For the love of acting like a man! Will you do ut?

Gup sat silent. It was not argument that reached him, it was contact with a friend whose purpose and integrity were flintlike. A spark had struck. He felt a new flame burning in him, as he sat toying with a rock that he tossed from hand to hand. He stood up. Suddenly he threw the rock; it smashed on the boulder below within a foot of Jonesey, who scrambled to earth in a hurry.

I will do it, he said calmly.

I knew ut.

But listen, Tom, I

Dammut, dont talk slop to me; Ive a girl of my own in Copenhagen! Youre in love with her. I knew ut. Any ostrich could see that with his head in a barrel o saw-dust. Take a tip: if youre only in love, get it over with and get out. But if you love her, use your whip! I dont mean that too literal, but let her know who cooks the hash and who finds fault with ut  you get me? Women are like horses. Let em know whos master  let em know ut, mind you, and no guessing  and there aint a thing they wont do, nor a fence they wont face for the sake of proving emselves fit to look you in the eye.

Thanks, Tom. I dare say you know.

And heres another tip for you: the Afghan Amir means ut. He means to invade India. Hes coming quick! Lottie Carstairs of Jullunder has a pipe-dream of a kingdom of her own between Afghanistan and India. Am I right? The Amir wants an empire  all the way to Delhi. Dont argue with me  I know ut. And if you think the Amir hasnt tried to win her alliance youre as crazy as shed be if she fell for ut. And if you think he hasnt got some treacherous specimens cuckooed into her own nest, working against her, youre just plain ignorant of how they play that kind o game.

Gup paced along the ledge, stood staring and strode back. Then he picked up another rock for Joneseys benefit in case the Welshman should start up the track.

Now, listen, Tom. If I do this Ive got to lie to her. Ive got to explain my change of front. An hour or two ago I refused her offer pointblank.

Easy. Glint has had you posted. Theres a reward out  five thousand rupees for you, dead or alive. You can say you saw me and I told you how your own crowd have condemned you without giving you the benefit of doubt.

Is it true?

True as Im sitting here. The only friends you have left are the few youd let sell you if it ud save a ticklish situation. How many might that be  two  three men in Asia? Are you going? Take that fellow Jonesey with you and keep an eye on him; he knows me by sight, and I want to get my fingers on his charts.

All right, Tom. Gup stared straight at him. And thank you.

The owl face nodded. The curved, beaklike nose spread slightly and a maze of wrinkles rippled upward as white teeth flashed in a cherubic smile. Then the face resumed its solemnity.

Swallow your dose and get a move on!

All right, Tom.

And listen: watch that Dover woman. Shes as treacherous as Talleyrand and Judas Iscariot rolled in one, and shes got more brains than either of em! Dont forget now, that I said ut!



But he must love. It is not written that his lust 

Shall be the law of heaven. Crave he for the fruit 

Who tilled no tree  the weariness and dust, 

The seeming for a moment and the bruit 

Of tasteless victory are his, since Fortune drew 

Him to the lists of disillusionment to earn 

Through failure Faith  that Phoenix, born anew, 

Whose magic is so simple to apply, so hard to learn.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

You are the least touchy  the least violent  the least unreasonable man I know!

You are to come with me, said Gup. He was another man; he whistled as he walked, and Jonesey had to hurry to keep up with him.

Why this sudden interest in my society? asked Jonesey. It is merely minutes since I was a spiritual stink under your nostrils. I suspect you of enmity, by Allah, veiled and vile. It was just now as frank as a Durham bulls.

I have slightly changed my mind about you, Gup answered.

Oh. What shall I do about that, I wonder? Allah! Nothing is more uncertain than the temper of these Nordic blonds; the only certainty about it is, that they will first get thoroughly self-righteous and then commit atrocity in the name of virtue. I prefer animals as less exasperating; however, you were going to tell me  ?

This, said Gup. From now on I expect you to report to me direct. If I as much as suspect you of not doing that

He hesitated. However, he had to begin. A commander-in-chief  more particularly of an army of lawless mountaineers  must be ruthless in enforcing discipline. He must apply the very principles he hated. In the name of right he must do wrong.

I will send you, he said, to where you may discover which is the true religion, even if I have to kill you with my own hand.

Joneseys brown eyes wondered at him, but Joneseys face was lighted with mischievous amusement, two sides of his character, almost like two colors, vying for supremacy, not blending  not able to blend  and both controlled by something else.

You Nordics, he retorted, are in love with violence. That is because you violently hate your own shortcomings, instead of being amused by them as a sensible person would be. However, I can lie like Ananias. Very well, sir, I am at your service. I will report to you direct. I swear I will report to you direct. Shall I call you your Majesty  Cæsar  Imperial Highness?

You may call me Gup Bahadur.

That is rather a good name, Gup Bahadur. It doesnt mean anything, but in the long run nothing means anything, so whats the odds? Shall I tell you the actual truth for once  just this once  naked truth as near as I can tell it?

He stopped, persuading Gup to face him. He leaned on his long staff, peering into Gups eyes. He resembled a monk more than ever; the wrinkles on his weathered skin were like writing on parchment  cryptic written statement of his unbelief in everything that the beautiful brown eyes had seen, and that the satyrs ears had heard; nevertheless of his faith in something. The faith had baffled him; it was there but he could not grasp it with his intellect.

If you make good as Gup Bahadur I will serve you as one man seldom serves another. By your eyes I can see you have crossed a Rubicon. And you wont turn back. I am as big a fool as you are; I also refuse to turn back. And fools are happier than wise men, until folly and wisdom meet in one big melting-pot; we call it death. I have studied all religions and all governments. I have read and talked philosophy until my eyes burned and my throat was as dry as leather. Fortunately spittle comes to its own rescue, even after such a course as that, so I spat on all of them!

He spat by way of illustration, exceedingly wetly and loosely, in the Moslem fashion that expressed scorn beyond control. Then he went on:

I eliminated all the nonsense. There was this left: every man his own hero, his own guide and his own redeemer. But I am a bad guide except over mountains. As a hero, I find there are holes in me; I dont hold heroism. And I cant redeem a billy-goat. Nevertheless, I refuse to be robbed of amusement, and I find life interesting. Then what?

He prodded the ground with his staff, leaned on it, straightened himself and continued:

Nothing left but this: I will find some one else who shall be a hero, a guide, a redeemer. I will not believe in him, of course; that would be too stupid.



But I will act as if believing in him. When he falls down, I will leave him flat and find another. Or look for another; they are not easy to find. In that way I shall amuse myself, and I may learn something worth knowing. I will place at the service of such a man all my incredulity, my knowledge of things that are not what they seem to be, my expensive experience of mans ingratitude, my immodesty, my genius for lying, my irreverence, and no small zeal. But beware of my zeal; I leave nothing undone; I make mistakes as accurate in detail and as hard to undo as a treasury statement. Do you wish to be that hero? Would you like me to think myself

I dont care a damn what you think about you or me, so long as you obey me, Gup interrupted. I dont propose to waste one thought on you except as being a useful person who does what hes told. Do we understand each other?

Perfectly. You are the hero! You shall be that until you fail me by becoming sentimental or in some other way arousing my contempt. I am free with my fancies. However

What?

I am commanded not to let you out of sight. I shall return you to the heroine  this side up, unbroken so to speak  before I put the hero in her place in my heart. In at one door, out the other! You will go the same way when a better man, or better woman, shows up. But you are the most interesting yet.

You are to come with me, said Gup. What are those men doing  streaming back and forth near the Ranees windows?

They are carrying silver rupees.

Why?

From a hole where they were buried and cemented up, into a treasury room near her apartment. It was I who buried them. We were a long time making this place ready. Do you realize how much money it takes to keep a Hillman army sitting still? Overlook one pay-day, and then count how many men you have to-morrow morning! The unpaid remainder will be tough and hungry, spoiling to be led toward the plunder and very mutinous. Money, money, money! The rupees were safer buried in the open where they could be swept by machine-gun fire, than in the caverns, until we were thoroughly organized. We have a properly underpaid guard for them now that is stupid enough to be loyal, so into the caverns they go. But they melt  oh, Allah, how the money melts! And theres no way now of cashing drafts on Europe and then smuggling the silver across the border. Time is the most expensive commodity in the market. If you asked me, I should say action is indicated  very sudden and not limited by other peoples feelings.

You werent asked, said Gup. He climbed the rough steps to the terrace and entered the huge arched tunnel mouth, alert now to his bearings and striding with a step that echoed down the passage ahead of him. He was not conscious of dramatic movement; he did not know that his stride had changed or that his face was now a picture of determination. He was not even thinking of himself or of his own predicament. Whether he was ridiculous or heroic, wise or unwise, he neither knew nor cared. He had made up his mind. He had accepted a job and he was going to finish it as swiftly as he could and with the aid of every faculty he had. And strangely enough, the prize was not Lottie Carstairs. The goal was as suddenly clear in his sight as the sun on the rim of the world at daybreak, but the prize was nothing to be told in words or even to be thought in communicable phrases. It was something abstract and intangible that he might, or might not be able to share with the woman whom he knew now that he loved; that depended on her. What depended on him, he would do. For the time being he was determined not to think about his love for her.

So he strode along intricate passages, noticing on the way in what had escaped his notice on the way out because he had then been interested only in his own way out of an infernal difficulty. Now it was the difficulty that was interesting and not a detail of its setting escaped him. New admiration for Lottie Carstairs swept over him  a new respect for her. It dawned on him that no one not intelligent and plucky almost beyond human limits could have established herself in those caverns without confusion and with an imposed routine so wonderfully planned that there was hardly a sight or a sound of the men who attended to details. The place was clean. The few men whom he passed were on their rounds inspecting something for which they were responsible to some one higher up. There was organization here and a master-genius controlling it. Control, he reflected, is not physical; if it were, the bulls and elephants would rule; nor is it merely intellectual, or the scholars would govern the world. In essence it is genius. He wondered whether he himself had genius. He was going to find out.

When he reached the door of her apartment, he struck it a blow with his knuckles that rather disconcerted him; he had not meant to make so much noise.

However, he was kept waiting a long time and it was a suave little Bengali clerk who opened it at last  a lean man with brown intellectual eyes, who smiled as men do who have had to do much thinking behind a mask of disarming pleasantries.

Her Highness is not able to see you at the moment, he said in fluent, beautifully pronounced English.

Who are you? Gup demanded.

Her treasurer.

Does she know I am here?

I suspect not. But she is holding a jirga (conference).

Gup turned to Jonesey. Leave those Pathans outside and follow me in, he commanded. Then he strode into the hallway, pushing aside the astonished treasurer. Go in to the jirga and say Gup Bahadur is out here waiting. Or shall I go in unannounced?

The treasurer glanced at Joneseys face for an explanation, but Jonesey had closed the door behind him and was staring at the wall, apparently seeing, hearing, saying nothing, but nevertheless exuding mirth.

I will not wait long, said Gup in a voice whose restraint suggested steel springs and a trigger. The treasurers surface serenity wilted and the inner man appeared:

I suspect you will wait until she wishes to see you, he answered, glancing over his shoulder at two Pathans who stood by the door of the fan-shaped room with bayonets fixed on modern British army rifles.

Gup nodded. I will report you, he said, for a plucky attempt to do your duty. He thrust him aside and strode across the square antechamber toward the Pathans, who barred the door against him, bringing down their bayonets to the charge. Without turning he reached for Joneseys staff, snatched it and thrust at the door between the sentries, striking two resounding blows.

Announce Gup Bahadur! he commanded.

The door opened from within, a scant six inches. A mans voice asked angrily what the noise was all about.

Gup Bahadur! said one of the sentries.

Gup Bahadur! the voice inside the room repeated. There was a moments pause. The door opened wide. Gup strode in, with Jonesey at his heels.

It seemed a different room, now that the sunlight streamed in through the tinted windows. Rahman was there, with Pepul Das, both of them robed in rich silk over their traveling clothes. They and twelve bearded chieftains sat in a semicircle on the floor before the throne, each with a silver tray in front of him, on which was coffee in Dresden china cups. They were all arrayed like Rahman; it was rather obvious that the silken robes were either a loan for the occasion or a gift; they looked gorgeous in the window-light and were perfectly aware of it.

But she  and she was neither the Ranee now nor Lottie Carstairs but some one who combined the qualities of those two with something spiritual added  outshone them all. A screen of peacock feathers had been set behind the throne chair. She was wearing no turban now; her hair was loosely coiled beneath a golden sari. Her coat was blue, over a rose-colored smock and Moslem trousers. Her diamonds flashed like dew on roses in the sun.

One glance at Gups face satisfied her. Her lips moved in a slow smile and her eyes laughed triumph. Gup thought she caught her breath, but that might have been his own imagination. Her voice was in perfect control.

My commander-in-chief, she said, almost casually. He has come in haste to attend this jirga. Therefore I excuse him, and I request you nobles to excuse him for not wearing more suitable clothes.  Are my servants asleep? she added suddenly. Why is he offered no chair?

There was a servant in every window-recess and four more stood with their backs to the rear wall. Gup wondered how many of them were spies in the British service. Two of them brought a chair and set it, obeying a royal gesture, where the sunlight formed a pool of light on a Persian rug. Gup bowed and sat down, with a window-recess on his left hand and the semicircle of chieftains on his right. On his right there was also the balcony over the door; it was full of women, but they were veiled and he could not be sure that Harriet Dover was among them. Rahmans face was an enigma. Pepul Das blinked at a window-pane. Jonesey sat and leaned back against the door.

And now, said the Ranee, I will listen to your views if each noble will speak in turn. But there was a long silence.

Gup noticed that she spoke the uncouth northern dialect with difficulty but he admired her, nevertheless, for not using an interpreter, although he thought he saw two of the chieftains almost shudder at the mispronunciation of their cherished gutturals. Then, for no reason whatever, it dawned on him that she was much more helpless than she knew. She was alone  more utterly alone than he was, and in spite of her women  in spite of her army. He remembered the poison-gas. He almost doubted that she knew about it; he could not imagine her using such stuff against savages for the sake of her own ambition. There was something tragic about her loneliness, as if she were surrounded by false friends whom she had begun to suspect. He sat watching her eyes and wondering why he had been such an idiot as not to know he loved her, in the old days when he might have saved her (and himself) from so much anguish. They two together could have lived a life worth while.

At last a chief spoke, cross-legged on a rug and very upright, but not able to look royal as she did. He was only self-assertive. She was aware of essential dignity, which is different.

By Allah, he began, we believe it is true that there are fifty thousand who have sworn to follow you. And some say more. And you offer to set up a government here. But we know it is true that the Punjaub hungers to rebel; and that means opportunity. The Sikhs, it is said, would rise like one man if a lashkar came down from the North to their aid. Peshawar is in the way, like a rock in the way of a mountain torrent, but a torrent can flow past such obstacles. No fortress and no artillery can prevent the will of Allah.

There was a murmur of assent. The Ranee watched the chieftains faces with eyes that betrayed only interest. Her still hands rested on the chair-arms. The blue, unswollen veins of her bare feet did not suggest excitement or anxiety. Gup crossed his legs and noticed that the pressure of his own hearts beating made it impossible to keep the free foot still; he set it on the floor again. The chieftain resumed:

You should make cause with the Amir and march with him into India. The Amir of Kabul offers us more than you offer.

I offer you nothing, she answered, except honor and what comes of that. I make no promise in advance to men whose courage and good faith I have not yet tested. If you prefer to trust the Amir then you have my leave to go.

It was a royal answer and it made even Gups blood go leaping in his veins. There was a murmur from the women in the balcony. The chieftains glanced at one another. Rahman sought Gups eyes, met them and nodded three times. Then another chieftain spoke up, rougher of voice and gesture than the first:

By Allah, I say a thousand men will follow where I lead. But shall I lead them as a stream flows, knowing neither why nor whither? Allah gave men understanding for their use, so let there be understanding. Therefore, I say this: that the Amir would pay a high price for our friendship. Aye, and by Allah he leaves Kabul for a pledge behind him! Let him play us false or lead unwisely  lo, we turn and plunder Kabul to reimburse ourselves! Furthermore, if we follow him into India, and if Allah wills that our arms are successful, it is stipulated in advance that this one shall have so much gold and so many women and so much land  and this other shall have so much  and this other. All is written. You should make us a better offer.

I did not even invite you to come and see me, said the Ranee.

Gup rose out of his chair and cleared his throat with a noise like the crash of command on parade. She nodded to him to speak and her eyes glowed as if light shone through them.

It is not I, said Gup, who make agreements, and he used their gutturals as harshly as they did; his vowels were solid and rounded; his voice was resonant and deep; it was as Hillmen love to hear their language spoken, but it is I who will lead this army in the field. And I will lead it northward, against Kabul, if I see fit! If I go by way of your valleys some ones grain shall feed the horses, some ones sheep shall feed our fighting men and some ones gold shall pay them. It is for you to say whose grain and sheep and gold it is to be. As Allah is our witness, if Allah wills that this Ranee shall sit on the throne of Kabul, is there any man here who can prevent it? Ye speak of understanding. Which of you can prophesy whether I lead north, south, east or west? And when I begin? And how swift my marches?

Silence fell. Dark eyes watching Gup from beneath overshadowing turbans tried to hide consternation. The Ranee sat motionless, that look of ancient Egypt stealing over her face until she seemed like Hatshepsut in an hour of mystic meditation. Gup resumed. He used no gestures and not much emphasis; he understated the strength of his new-found arrogance, thus multiplying its effect:

I need no more men. I have enough friends. It is agreeable to me now to learn who my enemies are. One false friend is worse than a hundred manly enemies who name the cause of their quarrel and take up arms. If ye prefer the Amirs promises, say so, and let the Amir keep them if he can.

A man who had not yet spoken stroked his beard by way of calling attention to himself. As Allah is my witness, he said, this is a page from another book. Gup sat down, praying that this bluff had not succeeded too well. The speaker continued: It is not our custom to be ruled or led by women. The Amir is a man, but he neither fills the eye, nor the ear, nor makes the spirit burn within a man as you do. What we lack in this land is a leader. By Allah, if you can lead as you speak, you are he! And by my beard, I am no dependent of Kabul. Speak again. Tell us more of this matter.

Gup took his time. It is a mistake to be in too great haste to speak, in any northern gathering; men like deliberate, slow phrases, weighed in the mind before the mouth utters them. And Gup was not sure of himself; he was banking on the scant advice and information he had had from Tom OHara. He wanted no more men, lest the Ranees army grow unmanageable and break through into India in spite of him. What he did want was disaffection in the ranks of the Amir of Afghanistans adherents  that, and he also wished the news to filter through to Kabul that there was at least dickering to be done, and perhaps a stiff fight to be faced, before the Amirs army could pour down the passes into India. He suspected that every word he uttered would be reported in Kabul within a week or ten days; exaggerated almost beyond recognition, spies would pick up his words in Kabul and relay them to the Indian Government. He hoped, but doubted that the Indian Government would put a right interpretation on them. Funnily, he did not think that Tom OHara might be sending word through.

I have spoken, he said, when he did stand up. It seems to me, ye think ye know more than I know.

If so, I will eagerly match my ignorance against your knowledge!

He sat down again. The chieftain who had spoken last stood up. He bowed  twice. The second bow was deeper than the first, but Gup took no notice of it.

Knowledge and ignorance  who shall judge between them? he said sententiously. Nevertheless, it is a reasonable thing that men who are to risk their lives should know why and whither and what next?

Do you know to-morrows events, or can you cancel yesterdays? Gup retorted. Who is there in the world whose life is not hourly at stake? And what matters, so be that a man dies fearless?

True. Allah judges our hearts. And none knows whom the dark angel shall overtake next. But though a man be fearless, it is just that he should know what to expect in this world. Let us at least learn of the reward.

Gup recognized the beginning of one of those endless, half philosophic and wholly non-committal arguments that Hillmen love. They would be willing to talk in that strain until midnight, whereafter they would weigh each phrase in search of something on which to base further discussion. He decided to end it abruptly. He wanted the news to reach Kabul that he was bold and confident enough to reject overtures of aid.

It is written, he said, that in this world there is nothing worth striving for. The Prophet wrote that Isa saith: this world is a bridge; pass over it but build no houses on it. There is no goal that a man can reach in this world, nor any reward, that shall not be as dust and ashes. I am a Ghazi. It is ghaza that I make! I seek a spiritual goal and the reward of Allah!

Men who question me concerning payment and reward for the loan of their rifles in Allahs name, belong not in the ranks of Allahs lashkar. Let them join our enemies and learn whether or not God guides my fighting arm.

He sat down in awful silence. Not a finger stirred. He looked calm, but his heart was beating like a triphammer and he was wondering how long he might be able to keep up that rôle of Ghazi. He had read the Koran many times but his theology was woefully weak; almost the first question was likely to expose his weakness. And it came, he wondering why he had blundered into such an egregious indiscretion. He could read fear in the Ranees eyes. A sidewise glance at Jonesey revealed mischievous amusement. The oldest chieftain stood:

Your Honor is of our faith? Circumcized and properly provided with a letter saying at which college and by whom he was accepted as a true-believer? It is lawful to demand that such a letter be produced.

Gup took his time again, wishing he had bitten off his tongue before he used phrases that were only meant, in the heat of a moment, to explain ideals in a language they would understand. Exasperated by being taken literally, as he ought to have known he would be, he was on the verge of letting ill-temper get the better of him. If they should call him a false Ghazi and send that accusation leaping from mouth to mouth of fanatics who knew nothing but the dry dead letter of their faith, the game was lost before it was begun. The Ranees own army would melt; there would be no one to hang on the flank of the invading Afghans. They would burst into India  the Punjaub would rise in revolt  there would be a swath of rapine and of dead and dying, all the way from Khyber-mouth to Bombay! He rose very slowly to his feet, and with his brain as blank as if he had been stunned. But intuition is not seated in the brain; it merely uses it, and uses it more readily when the brain is not busy with suggestions.

Where, he retorted, is it written that Allah made you, but not me? And if I swear that there is one God, shall God deny me? And if God deny me not, does your unbelief matter? Shall I answer to God, or to you? And which is better  a written testimonial that any clever rogue might forge  or a mans deeds? Which of the two shall Allah justify?

He stood, with his teeth set so tightly that the muscles of his jaw rose in knots. The chieftains pointed question had been a thrust that pricked him where he kept his fury against all dry bones of bigotry encumbering mens inward faith. The very thought of bigotry could make him as bigoted as anybody else. He hated cant with such a livid hatred that he had formed a new cant of his own. He despised intolerance to a point where intolerance entered into him and made him furious. But his fury was magnetic.

And in the ensuing silence the Ranees calm voice spoke, from the peacock throne, the ancient formula that none may ignore and not name himself an ignorant, ill-mannered fool:

Ye have my leave to go.

Again silence. Had she opened her lips, that would have amounted to permission to speak while taking leave. They bowed, hesitating, hoping for the chance to get a word in. Stately and solemn and dignified then, they filed out from the presence. It was not until the door had closed behind them that the voice of Jonesey broke on the stillness.

Allah! The Omnipotent made ingenuity! I will forge you the letter you need. It shall be signed by the Imam of Istamboul. I will spread it across Asia that you are a hajji and a true-believer!

Not if youre eager to live, you wont, Gup answered. If you tell em one lie about my religion, Ill break your head with that staff you carry! Thats the only point on which Im touchy.

(NORTH TEXT)

You are the least touchy, the least violent, the least unreasonable man I know, said Jonesey. May I wait outside?



And they are ignorant who think that Love is meek.

No arrogance, in all uncounted realms 

Of endless universes spiraling, can speak 

With magic such as Loves, that overwhelms 

All opposites and pours its course 

So full of tributary forces that a stream 

Flood-swollen from a trackless source 

Is as a shadow to it, in an idlers dream.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

What do you mean, sir, by disaster?

BUT Jonesey changed his mind  something that only a corpse may not do. It was the servants who filed out one by one, obedient to a gesture. One veiled figure remained in the gallery, four ivory-white fingers on the edge of the stone betraying nervousness. Then the Ranee stepped down from her throne; she laid her sari aside; instantly the woman in the gallery removed her veil, revealing Harriet Dover, darkeyed and intense. There was no sound now. Jonesey approached, his bare feet silent on the three-deep rugs, and they faced one another, Jonesey leaning on his staff.

What has happened? the Ranee asked. Her eyes were liquid with a triumph that included doubt and saw beyond doubt to a victory not yet won. Delighted, she was also suspicious and doubly on guard. You yield as breathlessly as you refused to yield. What has happened?

I have been told, said Gup with grim lips, that my countrymen have condemned me unheard and have posted a reward for me, dead or alive.

So you turn on them? You accept my offer?

He nodded. There was silence again in which his windy gray eyes looked into the depth of hers  a long silence, in which even Gups steady breathing was hardly audible.

You lie lamely, she said at last. You are too honest. You can think treason, but you cant hide it.

Silence again, until Jonesey spoke: Oh, the power of silence!

It was true. Silence was giving Gup time in which to turn words over in his mind. He hated lying, even after he had recognized the necessity. If he could, he preferred to tell the truth so subtly that she would misinterpret it. Afterward he would be able to quote his own words, in his own defense. It was not yet clear to him that love between two strong characters is a battle-field in which no quarter may be asked or given, but the strength of each devours the weakness of the other until only love is left. He had to conquer her, not explain himself. He could feel that, but he did not understand it yet.

It is they, he said, who have done treason against me. They shall regret it.

Who told you this news?

He evaded a direct answer: I will discuss that with you when we are alone.

She glanced at Jonesey. Did he speak with any one?

But Jonesey had no opportunity to answer. They were interrupted by the voice of Harriet Dover, ringing low contralto, ominous, as she leaned over the gallery: In one short paroxysm of grandiose boasting your Nordic blond has undone the work of weeks. I warned you to test him before you trusted him!

The Ranee ignored that but her eyes darkened angrily. She spoke to Gup again.

Did you mean what you said about marching on Kabul?

How can I answer until I have seen the army I must lead?

Are you willing to take oath before the army?

Gup did not dare to hesitate. Certainly, he answered.

You shall review the army, and you shall swear yourself in at the same time, she said, staring at him. However, I have not forgotten how your countrymen sold Mary Queen of Scots to Elizabeth, and Charles the First to Cromwell.

Gup winced. He hated history; it is too full of the lapses from common decency of every nation under heaven.

Let us draw up that oath with caution, she went on. Harriet Dover shall make a draft of it that wont leave you even a beggars loophole.

He smiled at that. He knew that if he should ever decide to break an oath he would need no loophole. He would smash the thing in fragments.

All right, draw it, he retorted. If it suits me, Ill swear it. If it doesnt I wont.

Any stipulations?

None, he answered. I have decided to take up the sword, and by the sword I will win or fail. If I win, you win. If I fail, you will very likely die with me. If you dont give me your complete confidence, I will treat you in the same way. Accept my sword or leave it.

It isnt your sword that I doubt, she said, looking straight at his eyes. Nor do I doubt you; you are of the stuff of which heroes are made. But I do doubt your Covenanters conscience.

Doubt it then, said Gup. I dont have to command your army. But if she had taken him at his word, he had already made up his mind to seize command. It may be that she understood that. She was reading him as if his eyes and his face were the score of new, intriguing music.

If you play me false  was ever another woman placed as I am, rash enough to run that risk? You have nothing to lose  no pledge to offer. As a pledge, even your life is worthless; you would throw it away as some men throw the stump of a cigar. If you should fail me, do you know what I would do?

I can guess, said Gup.

I would realize that my own judgment and my own ideals, my own wit and my own reason were all worthless. I would realize that my lifes work is nothing, can amount to nothing and has gone down like a pack of cards. And I would have no compunctions left of any kind.

Most of us feel like that, said Gup, until the house of cards falls. Mine fell, so I know the sensation. The trick is, not to try to build another dreamland. Build with bricks next time. Or build some other fellows house. Our own dont matter much.

If you fail me, I will never again trust any one, she answered, and Gup wondered at her emphasis. It did him good to hear it. He recognized familiar symptoms. It made him realize that not only he had had to face a crisis, in which the devils of despair had done their utmost. He was emerging, robbed of nothing except trash. He wondered how she would emerge. He intended to spare her all he could.

Who steals my name, he thought, steals nothing. But if he should steal my own opinion of myself

He smiled at his own sententiousness, reminding himself it was a time for deeds, on which the fate of India might hinge, not for self-examination. Let the Lords of Destiny make use of him as he was; he could not change himself in that hour. He decided to begin now, instantly, to force the underlying secrets to the surface so that he might judge the situation and develop plans. But to do that he had to deal in words first; he had to drive a wedge into the split that he discerned between the Ranee and Harriet Dover.

How much authority has Miss Dover? he asked.

She is the first woman secretary of state who ever lived, the Ranee answered. Her authority is not very clearly defined; we have had no time for definitions. She and I have worked together from the first.

Always together?

Sometimes we have not had time for conference. I have trusted her implicitly.

You will have to trust me. You will have to work with me, said Gup, if you propose to look to me to save you from disaster.

What do you mean, sir, by disaster? She looked more royal than he had seen her yet.

I have not yet seen your army. But you lie between two armies, each of them stronger and better supplied than yours. I know that. You will be ground between two millstones unless some one wiser than Miss Dover manages your foreign policy. As commander-in-chief I have a right to know what Miss Dover has been doing.

The Ranee glanced at Jonesey. Ask Miss Dover to come here.

She and Gup then faced each other in a strained, uncomfortable silence.

Do you think, she asked at last, that I would be afraid to have you killed if you should play me false? I suspect you already. Why did you insult those Shinwari tribesmen?

Do you call what I said an insult? I dont think they did. I took my cue from you.

You said too much. It will reach the Amir. You intended that?

Harriet Dover came in with Jonesey before Gup could answer. As a matter of fact he did not know what to answer: whether to take the credit for a deliberate attempt to offend the Amir, or to admit that he had merely spoken at random, intuitively taking a downright attitude toward men who he thought were bluffing.

Harriet Dovers soft, dark, Celtic eyes observed him calmly, but he thought he detected something else than calmness in their depths. The Ranee spoke first:

Harriet, what understanding have we with the Amir?

None yet.

Anything tentative? Gup asked her.

We have been in communication for some time, through unofficial channels  through spies and so on.

What was the subject of negotiations?

None. He wanted to know what our intentions are. There was some very cautious inquiry as to whether we would make common cause with him if he should decide to invade India. Also he wanted to know what our claims amount to  how much territory we pretend to govern.

What was your answer?

Very evasive. Practically nothing.

What did you mean just now by saying that I have undone the work of weeks?

I regret having said that. I am almost on the verge of a breakdown from overwork. I was annoyed by your taking the reins in your own hands. Suddenly she flared up. You were chosen for brawn not brains! It is your business to command the army subject to the Ranees orders; mine to attend to negotiations.

What are your plans? Why was I chosen, as you call it? What do you wish me to do with the army? Gup asked her.

If you wish to know the truth, I had nothing to do with choosing you. That was Rahmans doing. I objected to it, and to you. Nevertheless, I have loyally concurred, since I was overruled.

Gup turned to the Ranee. Thanks, he said. That is as much as I need to know at the moment.

But Harriet Dover was not to be dismissed so easily. She declared she was feeling faint and asked whether she might be seated. At a nod from the Ranee she took the chair on which Gup had sat during the conference with the Shinwari chiefs. She sat sidewise, so that Gup saw her in profile; he decided she was suspicious and keyed to alertness, not faint. He turned to the Ranee again:

You expect to establish a kingdom here. Am I to use this army for defensive purposes? He knew that was an awkward question. There is only one kind of defense for a new kingdom between two ancient adversaries. Even a dreamer would understand that. Rahman entered and stood silent.

Harriet and I are not quite in agreement, said the Ranee. She has tried to persuade me to make an alliance with the Amir. I prefer to let him invade India if he chooses. I see no advantage in an alliance with him. I have forbidden overtures.

Then Rahman spoke: By Allah, Gup Bahadur, now you know why I was at such pains to choose a man to lead us! By my beard, it is right to let the Amir run his race, and he intends to do it; he will shoot down Khyber like a landslide. Then, say I, fall on his rear! And lo, we have a kingdom! Who shall deny us? The British? They will be grateful. The Amir? He will be caught between two armies and routed. And I say  by my beard I say it  march on Kabul. Half Afghanistan would welcome us; the other half would submit and be taught to be glad we had come. By Allah, I say: March on Kabul while the Amir runs his head into the Indian noose!

Harriet Dover leaned back in the chair looking tired of an endless argument, but her eyes were bright and her voice was almost savagely dynamic.

Do you think the Amir is such a fool as that? Well  wait and see. I have done my best. Remember, this army has no artillery.

We will take the Amirs, Rahman asserted cheerfully.

Gup decided he had driven in his wedge; if he should go too far just yet he might cease to be the unknown quantity that it was necessary that he should be. He even tried to patch up temporary peace with Harriet Dover, although instinct as well as reason warned him that she was a dangerous friend and a deadlier enemy.

There is time for us all to agree yet, he said, smiling at her.

Time? she retorted. Much you know! The Amir wont wait.

How do you know that? he asked her suddenly.

Perhaps he spoke too sharply to a woman who had been living on her nerves for weeks. She winced and glared at him with hatred. For a moment there was almost triumph in her eyes, or so Gup read it; it was as if she forefelt triumph and tried to mask it. However, she mastered herself, and when she spoke her voice was calm:

One expects to be able to guess things after studying a situation as long and minutely as I have studied this one. We will see whether my guess is right or not.

She got up and went to the Ranees side, putting an arm around her. Let Lottie decide it. After all, we must follow her fortune, mustnt we? What do you say, Jonesey?

Something funny, I suppose, said Jonesey. I think Gup Bahadur will spring a surprise on us. Is that funny? Or will it be?

As a woman who owned an army and was bidding for a kingdom that Iskander of Macedon won and lost, the Ranee surely was entitled to the last word, but Gup deprived her of it.

Lunch she began.

He saluted. Send me out a sandwich  tea in a bottle  no cream or sugar. Jonesey and Rahman shall show me the stores, ammunition and so on  possibly the men, too. You and Miss Dover can draw up the oath that you want me to swear. Am I excused?

He saluted again and backed toward the door, where Jonesey and Rahman joined him, Rahman bristling like a hedge-hog with belligerent emotion and exuding friendliness. However, Gup noticed that Jonesey exchanged glances with Harriet Dover before closing the door behind him. He wondered why. He pondered that.



Within this life no moment and no man 

May boast the long war won. Each victory reveals 

Another view, another challenge in the van, 

New opportunity. Faiths magic heals 

Old wounds and weariness, re-lights old fires 

That died untended, shows in vision vast 

A new goal, new resources  then requires 

Accounting of to-day, to-morrow, not the past 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

We Moslems also believe that Eve persuaded Adam.

GUP hardly believed his eyes. Afterward, almost nobody except Tom OHara and a few Indian Government spies believed what preparations had been made within those caverns for a war that should alter the map of Asia. There was even a factory for making smokeless powder. There was no artillery, but there were machine-guns by the hundred and enough ammunition to outlast weeks of heavy fighting. In a cavern near where those were stored was a Pathan ex-British-Indian army infantryman with six subordinates, who instructed the tribesmen in squads of twenty, all day long, until squad after squad was sent home competent to handle machine-guns in action. All they needed was mechanical instructions; they were born fighters, of much experience, who knew every trick of taking cover and every yard of their rock-strewn mountainsides and valleys.

Some one had studied the secret of discipline, not of a standing army in rigmarole-routine barracks but of an irregular army in the field whose whole genius and only chance must consist in ferocious attack; an army that should live off an enemys country and contain within itself small units that could automatically absorb recruits from conquered territory; an army that could move like lightning and strike venomously. Lessons had been learned from Iskander of Macedon and Genghis Khan. Each squad of twenty had elected its own leader, to whom each swore implicit obedience. Those leaders were taught in a school in the caverns. Each ten leaders presently elected one to whom, in turn, they swore obedience, and that one was initiated into a sort of secret aristocracy that flattered vanity while at the same time providing an atmosphere of mystery. Thus the higher ranks were closed against sedition seeping from beneath.

It is mystery, of course, that wrecks conspiracies. Successful ones are those whose leaders avoid the mystery that calls attention to them too soon. Nevertheless, they must have mystery, since without its dramatic cloak their followers would soon lose faith and interest. So each initiate of the inner circle, elected from below, was sworn to secrecy in the presence of his own subordinates, who were required at the same time to take oath not to question him or to discuss his secret comings and goings. From this inner circle selection was made from above with vows of secrecy again renewed, until there were actually only ten men justified in believing themselves in the Ranees confidence; of the ten, one was a Russian, one was Jonesey and another was Rahman.

Rahman and Jonesey showed Gup through the caverns, introducing to him the individuals who had charge of the various stores. Rahman had been captain of the smuggling of supplies across the border; his horse business was the excuse for passing to and fro. And his pride as he viewed the stuff in store was something that he had to let escape in words, lest it choke him.

By Allah, we used our wits! It was a simple matter for her agents to buy guns and ammunition, hospital supplies and all sorts of engines for making things. By my beard the money-hunger and the craving for meat and women are one; they cause men to sell what they have, for what they have not; they will sell in the face of the Prophet and in spite of all the laws that were ever made by governments. It was easy to buy. It was easy to bring the stuff to India. But how do you suppose we got delivery?

Gup betrayed suitable wonder.

Well  and this, by God, was my thought  we ordered the greater part of it consigned to the Amir of Afghanistan, in Kabul, to be routed by way of the Khyber Pass. And by God, on its way up the Khyber we stole it! He knew nothing. He knew less than nothing. I have a friend in Kabul who is in the Amirs ministry, so when the Indian Government sent telegrams and documents the answer came swiftly; the goods were ordered cleared and sent on up the Khyber. They were supposed to be the Amirs troops that came to act as escort to the camel trains. Wallah! It was I who led them, and I led them hither! There was not a man in the escort who had ever seen Kabul, and by my beard, nine-tenths of them are in these caverns now.

What has become of the other tenth? Gup asked.

Mashallah! It is marvelous how easily a talkative man dies, he answered. And that is an important matter, concerning which it is well that we should speak now.

They were standing in the jagged mouth of a tunnel, with the huge grim gorge below them and behind, in a cavern at the tunnels end, millions of rounds of British army ammunition in the original boxes. Rahman stroked his beard and drew attention to the fact that he intended to speak with great discretion and in confidence. He laid a finger on his nose and rubbed it for a moment. He touched his dagger-hilt and glanced at Jonesey. He stared down into the gorge, then up again and met Gups eyes.

When a man falls from the summit yonder  to the bottom of this place  he is dead, by God.

Gup nodded.

We have had such accidents.

Gup tried to measure with his eye the sheer face of the cliff that Rahman indicated with a gesture. He guessed it at several thousand feet without a visible foothold.

Hitherto, said Rahman, since we lacked a man with enough spirit and force of character to rule our Ranee, she has ruled us. And by the beard of him whom Allah loves, we have had to rule ourselves in spite of her, much of the time! For she has issued strange orders, such as no man in these mountains ever heard of. She, who expects to send her lashkars screaming into battle, commanded that none shall be slain for disobedience!

Jonesey, leaning on his staff and framed in the opening against a blue sky, so that he looked like a saint in a stained-glass window, spoke, with raised eyebrows and scandalized lips:

Do you realize the full significance of that? The full enormity? The only really popular sport in these mountains is murder. True, there is a secondary sport  that of cutting off the nose of ones rival in love; but that is on the whole more dangerous and is a game that is only played by the strictly Corinthian set. The universal outdoor sport during nine months of every year is murder, without any rules, and no quarter asked or given. It is such sportsmen as those who are to be chidden, not slain for disobedience! And by the Prophets beard, the strange thing is that we dont dare to disobey her!

No, said Rahman, since to disobey her would end in no mans obeying any one. And after all, it is she who holds the purse-strings. And it was she who thought of all this, and who had the courage to seduce us into it.

We Moslems, Jonesey remarked, also believe that Eve persuaded Adam.

Therefore, said Rahman, seeing that her law was inconvenient, we appealed to the law of Allah, who made universes and decreed that such as have no wings shall not fly. Who is she, and who are we that we should change the law of Allah?

Unthinkable! said Jonesey.

And so, said Rahman, they who disobey in little matters, such as killing one another in anger or stealing one anothers goods, are chidden, but they who talk are blindfolded, lest they should behold the fruits of sin and repent too swiftly. It is not good for a bad mans soul to repent in too much haste. And their hands are tied, lest they should do themselves an injury, owing to great grief caused by naughtiness. But since Allah decreed that men shall walk, not fly, their legs are left free. And they are led to that summit yonder, where they are turned around several times and then allowed to walk in whichever direction Allah chooses.

What if they walk the wrong way? Gup suggested.

Bahadur, said Rahman, there is nothing wrong and no wrong way in all Gods universe. There is a precipice on both sides. Ten steps, one way or another, and they test the law of Allah which says weights fall downward. And at the bottom they are dead.

Well? said Gup. What is your point?

It pleases us that a man has been found who shall command this army. Let there be no more nonsense about not killing. An army is not the blossom in a cherry orchard breathing perfume for birds to sing about. An army stinks! An army marches! An army fights! And by my beard, and by my fathers beard, an army slays or it is slain! It is neither wise nor merciful to wean on pap such children as must fatten on the raw wind! Neither is it wise or merciful to wean young fighting men on punishments that would make an Afghan woman smile!

Gup avoided argument. What they probably need, he said, is to have their noses rubbed into a fight. Fighting was probably unavoidable, there had been so much preparation for it. He could certainly not prevent it by preaching peace to people who think peace is merely a time of making ready for the next invasion of some one elses country. The tide was rising; at the best he could only guide it, narrow its course and make it expend its violence in the direction where it could do least harm. He began to feel sorry for statesmen, instead of rather despising them.

And the news from Kabul? he asked. When will the Amir move? He was wondering why Rahman, an Afghan who owned property in Kabul, should be at such small pains to disguise contempt for his own Amir. No law can make a man admire his king, but kings who hear rumors of disloyal speech can confiscate, and rumors fly like birds where there is neither road nor telegraph.

God knows, said Rahman. He is only an echo in the skin of Abdurrahman, who was a ruler whom Allah loved. It was Allahs will that the great Abdurrahman should eat what he could earn in poverty and exile until the time came when he had learned how to rule. And by my beard, when that time came he did rule. Neither did he poison any one, to reach the throne. But when he died, came Habibullah Khan, who was a weakling. He died by poison. And then this man, who is like a valley-bred stallion fed on poor hay, full of big notions but without stamina and swiftly wearying of hardship. He will snort at a challenge afar off and ignore the danger close at hand. When he does move he will be swift, but he will spend his effort swiftly. He will burst into India and win a victory or two perhaps, and then, because none has faith in him, his generals will get out of hand. From informing him they will turn to advising him, and from advising him to letting him consult with them. And from that it is one short step to ruin  and our opportunity! For I tell you, Gup Bahadur, as Allah is my witness, men whose leader has failed them by being as feeble as themselves desire another leader as dry men thirst for drink!

True, said Jonesey. And a leader must conquer his friends before he may safely tackle enemies.

Gup was thinking furiously, as both men knew; they were watching his every gesture. He was beginning to feel now the reins of this team he must drive. He suspected Jonesey of being the originator of the whole plan, but no matter; Jonesey and Harriet Dover possibly concocted it between them. Rahman was an incident, like himself. They had chosen the ex-Ranee of Jullunder for their purpose because she had youth, charm, wealth and the necessary resentment against the Indian Government to make her welcome the suggestion and accept it as her own idea. Perhaps they had never even thought of it themselves until they saw her. And she had run away with them; she had had too much character and independence to suit Harriet Dover, not enough cynicism to suit Jonesey, and she was of the wrong sex to suit Rahmans notions of what might be accomplished with an army in the field. They had chosen himself to provide the missing element. Well and good; he, too, would run away with them! Rahman and Jonesey exchanged glances, noticing the new expression on his face. They lingered, expecting him to explain himself, but all he said was: What are we waiting for?

Presently they introduced to him a Russian  a dun-whiskered man in smoked glasses, whose finger-nails were nearly destroyed by chemicals and whose whole body had been twisted by privation. He spoke very little English but was anxious to talk in fluent German about his soul and about psychic forces that, he said, were changing human beings into something else. He was not mad, but he had run from Czarist and succeeding reigns of terror, southward through Siberia and into Tibet, where they had flogged him and then shown him mysteries that stirred imagination. Enormous altitude and bad food had contributed. Escape from Tibet had been an ordeal that destroyed all interest in anything but psychic life, and he saw that in terms of chemistry, because chemistry had been his first love. Gup was a chemical compound. So was he  and the hills  and mens souls. Everything was chemical. But Gup, who had been paid sixpence a day extra in the army for knowing German, wanted to know what the product of all that theorizing was.

How much gas have you made?

Come and see.

He led through tunnels that made Rahman shudder and howl whole verses from the Koran, so that the tunnels boomed and reechoed with Arabic, and voices seemed to come forth suddenly from caverns that they had gone exploring, driving in front of them gibbering djinns. The Russians electric torch showed hideous, fantastic crag and somber shadow. There was a warm wind that felt like the breath of some stabled monster; it was sour with the same faint venom that Gup had noticed on the Russians clothing  a suggestion of bitter almonds. At the mouth of one cavern he paused and sent the torchlight streaming in, not offering to enter but motioning to Gup to step forward and look.

There lay eleven human corpses in a row, but they hardly looked human. They were naked and resembled mummies, only that they were yellow and most of the skin, parts of the dried flesh and even some bone had been eaten away.

Who are they? Gup demanded.

Some of my men. Nichevo, said the Russian. They were disobedient, but it doesnt matter. They touched what was forbidden, and now what are they? The same, doubtless, only chemically changed. And where are their souls? Nichevo. They are somewhere. Possibly they have gone into the cyanide. But I will show you others  older ones.

He led along a wider tunnel, downward now by steep hewn steps that had been worn by the tread of human feet. They reached a shaft and descended it by a wooden ladder into a cavern that had no other entrance than a hole in the roof. It was a huge place, its floor covered with sand that bore no close resemblance to the rock which formed the roof and walls. There were the rusted remains of what appeared to be a very ancient iron ladder. And around the cavern, their backs to the wall, like ghosts in conference, sat more than a hundred dead men. They were all naked. Some of their heads had fallen to the floor, but some were grinning, their dry drawn lips exposing yellow teeth in shrunken gums.

Some more of your men? Why are they all naked? Gup demanded.

Look, said the Russian. Some of their hair, their nails and their skin has also vanished. No, these were never my men. I am not so ancient. They have jewelry. Some of them have weapons. Go closer and look, but dont touch! That short man in the center, whose head has fallen into his lap, appears to be the chief.

What with the sand underfoot and the cavernous silence, the weird attitudes of the dead and the light-pools formed by the electric torch, there was a sensation of being under water. Footsteps made no sound. The echo of the Russians voice and of Rahmans endlessly repeated verses from the Koran suggested the sound of water flopping into far-off crevices. But in sharp contrast to that the dry air made the lips crack and the eyes feel prickly. Gup strode nearer and knelt on one knee on the sand to examine the man who, the Russian had said, was the chief.

He appeared to be holding his head in his hands. It had fallen and lay looking upward at the place where it had been, suggesting an unseen phantom head still in position and gazing down at it. The features were not recognizable, but there were Persian rings on the fingers of both hands, a Persian bracelet on the right wrist, and there was an ivory-hilted double-bladed Persian dagger on the sand near the withered feet. Wherever metal touched, the flesh was eaten to the bone, and the bone seemed rotten with a greenish-yellow fungus.

Come away, said the Russian. And dont stir the sand as you walk.

Gup returned to the foot of the ladder. Who are they? How did they die?

Who knows? Nichevo. They are dead, said the Russian. They are possibly some of Iskander of Macedons men, and I think they committed suicide. There was an earthquake. You know, this is a great neighborhood for earthquakes; there have been dozens in this place in two thousand years. There is one cave where I have found the feet and hands of men who were crushed under a wall that simply folded down on them. But as I say, I think these committed suicide.

Why?

Who knows, and what does it matter? The hole overhead was open when I found it but the iron ladder had been unhooked and laid on the sand. It may be they were starving, or surrounded by enemies. They were here for the gold, I suppose, but there is no sign of their having found any; most of the gold had been dug out long before their time.

But what do you think killed them?

This sand underfoot. Dont disturb it. There is an inch or two on the surface that is more or less harmless, nowadays. In their day, even the surface was probably poisonous. I think they sat there, said their prayers to whatever gods were fashionable at the moment, kicked their heels into the sand  and died.

In Allahs name, let us get out of here! Rahman exploded. Devils are in this place!

He began to climb the ladder. Jonesey followed, protesting he was not afraid of devils but of foul air.

Which is the same thing! said the Russian. Watch lest that fool drop his staff into the sand! He might stir something. Some of the ancients had more knowledge than our scientists credit them with. Long before these mens day this cavern was a cyanide tank, although I havent had time to examine it and study out the process that they used. This sand is a sediment left by evaporation; the lower layers are probably extremely rich in gold; I intend to find out when I have time, but one has to be careful with such stuff. Cyanide is deadly. Let us climb.

Gup followed him up the ladder, demanding his torch for a last look at the hundred-and-one dead men seated where they had sat, perhaps two thousand years ago, for their last conference. The Russian had grown garrulous; he hung like an ape from the ladder and chattered his views in German:

These are the most amusing caverns in the world. There was everything here formerly, even radium, but there is almost nothing left except death and deadly poison. It is the most incredible geological mixture; it is as if all the left-overs were thrown here when the world was finished and hell was not yet thought of  I mean, of course, before man came and made hell necessary chemically and in every other way. It may have been hells architect who did the original mining here! There were all the ingredients! Most of the cyanide comes from potassium ferrocyanide in contact with sulphur at high temperature caused by burning oil, but I cant tell you how the distillation takes place; Satan himself could not enter those caverns!  Take a last look. Cant you imagine those poor fools, more than a thousand miles away from home  they may have been deserters from Iskanders army  heartbroken at finding no treasure in here  perhaps hungry and hunted by the sweet philosophers who-live in these mountains  sitting down perhaps to share their last crumbs  probably thinking that the fumes and burning oil and boiling water were the work of Pluto and his devils  perhaps ignorant that the sand was full of deadly poison, or possibly knowing that and  oh, what a pity we cant look back and see! But theyll invent a machine one day for doing that  and then well know what idiots our ancestors really were, which will explain why we are idiots and it will all seem so hopeless that we will destroy ourselves and let the insects try to run things. Have you a cigarette?

Gup had to urge him up the ladder. They followed Jonesey and Rahman to a breathing-hole hewn through the rock where twenty men might stand and stare into the gorge. They were a thousand feet above the boulder-strewn floor, and from another tunnel, near by, came the alternating sob and muffled thunder of underground boiling geysers. Nevertheless, there was no steam.

There is a natural retort down there, said the Russian. It condenses against almost ice-cold rock and  but you ought to come and see the stalactites!

How much poison-gas have you made? Gup asked him.

Very little. Twice enough, perhaps to destroy all the life in this gorge in ten seconds. I can figure it for you mathematically if you wish.

What is it in?

Glass containers. Simply smash them and there you are, wherever that is. Everybody in hell or heaven instantly  in other words, in a different chemical combination. I sometimes think of doing it.

Gup gave him one of the Ranees cigarettes and held a match for him. Never, even when he thrashed Glint, had he felt so impelled to do murder; one quick shove, and the Russian would have tested Newtons law of gravity and Allahs rule that only they with wings may fly.

Before we try to use that stuff, he said slowly in English, I will have to get some instructions from you.

Even Rahman gasped. No ordinary death could trouble Rahman, but  perhaps he was astonished at the sudden change in Gups attitude; he had not imagined him capable of such thought. He seemed not to know whether to admire or shudder. Jonesey merely blinked. The Russian became genial:

I am at your service.

Do me a favor now, said Gup. Where are your quarters?

The Russian pointed down into the valley, toward where thin smoke rose above a pile of tumbled boulders. I used to sleep here but it made me nervous, I have a hut down yonder.

Writing materials? Good. Then go now and write me a report  in German if you like  on your poison-gas and how to use it. Have it ready when I send for it to-night.

The Russian walked off, looking happy, and Gup waited until his irregular footsteps died away in the distance; he had noticed it was never safe to trust the echoes in those tunnels; sometimes they repeated words distinctly at great distances, and sometimes not.

Cement? he asked at last, looking at Jonesey.

Lots of it  in bags  I showed it to you.

Take a dozen men and cement up the cavern where he keeps that damned stuff. Use plenty of small rock and make it solid  one cement, two sand, three rock should do it  several feet thick. If you leave an opening that I can find I will stuff you through it. Report to me as soon as youve finished. Come along, Rahman  lets look at something wholesome. Lets see the stables.  Oh, and by the way, Jonesey, take away that Russians boots and pants and lock him up.



Lifes mystery is this: that what appeared 

As strength is weakness, and the long-drawn length 

Of loneliness, so aching dark, so feared, 

So comfortless, shall bring forth strength.

Then Magic needs no Merlin. Then the shroud 

That shuddered in the loveless wind of doubt 

By instant alchemy is armor! And aloud 

Hope shouts within, though none else hears it shout.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I dont care a damn what you think of me. Its what I think of you that matters.

AT a reception that night in the throne-room Gup was formally presented to what Jonesey described as the inside works  a momentary, whispered lapse from Islamic dignity. Jonesey was on his best behavior, acting his favorite rôle of fanatical mystery-man. He had secret news for everybodys ear, which no one was to tell to anybody else, and he told no two persons exactly the same story.

One of the Russians  he who makes poison-gas  is suspected of treason. Gup Bahadur ordered him arrested. It is said that the Russian was offered a lakh of rupees to loose his poison-gas and kill us all. Gup Bahadur saved our lives.

The news spread through the crowded chamber faster than Jonesey could whisper it. It multiplied itself in the fertile soil of feverish imagination. One version was that a British spy had wormed his way into the caverns and actually paid the Russian two lakhs of rupees in paper money; Gup Bahadur had found the money on his person. But an alternative, more plausible tale was to the effect that the Amir of Afghanistan had promised to appoint the Russian governor of a province if he would poison the Ranee and all her principal adherents. That story was made circumstantial by the fact that the Amirs personal representative was present at the reception, with two men in attendance on him who had reputations for intrigue. And Gup Bahadur had been seen emerging from a cavern near where the Russian was known to mix his chemicals; the Russian had vanished; he was said, by whom nobody exactly knew, to have been bricked and cemented up, to perish of his own foul mysteries.

And where was Rahman? And where was Pepul Das? It was known that runners had been sent to summon the army to its secret gathering-place; and on a peak that could be seen for fifty miles around there was a huge fire burning  the anxiously awaited signal to make ready. There was magnetism in the air.

The Ranee was superb but not communicative. Through the Turkish form of veil that she had adopted for official purposes, she looked more lovely and mysterious than any princess from a story of the Thousand and One Nights; above its subtly curving edge her eyes were like Allahs secrets, marvelous and never to be wholly understood nor exactly the same from one breath to the next  and yet always the same in essence, always glowing with the light of an unfathomable riddle; they outshone her jewels, that men spoke of in the same breath with those of the Queen of Sheba, whom Solomon once envied.

All her companions were there, veiled as she was and making themselves agreeable in an aristocratic way to men who knew of no more thrilling entertainment than to be mystified by ladies whose gauzy veils were like the gossamer that rests on flowers. They have not yet forgotten, those Moslems, the lure of the vaguely perceptible, near, unattainable. It is only the known and possessed that turn to weariness and disillusion; wise men prefer illusion while it lasts, to the far more false reality, which doesnt last long either, as a rule.

Harriet Dover and one companion were beside the Ranee, on chairs on each side of the throne. In deference to the Ranees wishes Gup had dressed himself in Pathan costume, even to bare feet in crimson slippers. He only lacked a beard to make him look like a descendant of one of those warrior chiefs who led their conquering hordes from the North in olden days; the turban increased his stature; the loose line of the white smock seemed to add to the muscular bulk of his frame; the flowered crimson cloak hung from his great shoulders like a Roman generals, and he wore in the sash at his waist a jeweled Persian scimitar-of-state. Because he was hardly conscious of what he was wearing he stood with almost inimitable dignity.

The Ranee hardly spoke to him. He had plenty of time to observe all the other occupants of the room, particularly a Russian in smoked spectacles with a mustache clipped in the German fashion. He noticed that the Russian talked with the Amirs representatives and that Harriet Dover watched the conversation as if she burned to overhear it.

After a while the Ranee made Gup stand on the edge of the low dais, where he acknowledged the bows of the men who filed past, introduced to him sonorously by Mustapha Kara Khan, the black-bearded captain of her body-guard. He was announced as Gup Bahadur, without other title or explanation and nothing was said at that time, by her or by any one else, about his being commander-in-chief.

That ceremony over, for a while he mingled with the guests, sipping coffee and talking politely about nothing in the world that mattered. The Afghan Amirs men seemed to avoid him, drifting away as he drew near. He had plenty of time to watch the Ranees face, and he was aware that Harriet Dovers eyes, at no time lusterless and now made doubly brilliant by the contrast of the veil she was wearing, watched every movement he made and noted every person with whom he spoke. He began to wonder whether he could trust Rahman to set spies watching Harriet Dover; he was almost sure it would not be safe to trust Jonesey to do it.

When he backed Rahman into a corner at last where he could question him without being overheard he could see that Harriet Dovers eyes were watching him intently. He saw her make an almost imperceptible signal to Jonesey.

Rahman, he said, you spread a net for me and caught me. Nevertheless, I would like to be your friend. But how shall you believe that unless we can share one article of faith between us; for we are neither of one race nor one religion.

By my beard, I ask no better measure of my manhood than your friendship, Rahman answered. How shall we pledge each other? There is not an oath on earth that is fit to bind two men who look into each others eyes. I like you, Gup Bahadur. If my life is as safe in your hands as yours in mine, we two should live long, if Allah wills.

To you, said Gup, I will open my heart, if you will open yours to me.

Speak then, Rahman answered. And may my tongue be torn out and my heart the food of town-dogs if I lie to you.

Which do you serve? This vision of a kingdom in the Hills? Or the Ranee herself?

By God, I might have known there was a rock in the road! I serve the Ranee. What of it?

I also.

Well and good, Bahadur, and we believe each other. What then?

Why did you drag me into this? It was not because you feared your own lack of ability.

What else should I fear? asked Rahman.

Harriet Dover? Gup suggested.

Then by God, we understand each other! Nay. Not her, but the Ranees love for her! Lo, I went forth looking for a man for her to love, and I think I found him! That other woman is a devil  she and the Bibi Marwarid are twin devils. It was Bibi Harriet Dover who first thought of this madness. And as Allah is my witness, she has driven the roots of her cunning to the bottom of all this business, so that none can trace them or drag them forth.

Do you believe she is loyal to the Ranee?

Allah! Not I. She is loyal to nothing and to no one but the devil in herself.

Can you prove that?

Nay. If I could prove it I would have denounced her long ago. Who shall prove anything against her? It is to her that all our spies report. Little by little she has gathered the power into her hands, though without the appearance of it, until none knows what she is doing or how to prevent her. And she lies to the Ranee; but who shall prove she is a liar?

What about Jonesey?

He is a mischief in a mans skin. Not a devil, but a mischief. Jonesey is like a moth that turns for ever to the brightest light, but to him a bright light and amusement are the same thing; and what amuses him most of all is to see into the bowels of intrigue.

What is the secret of Harriet Dover? Ambition?

Of a sort, yes. For herself, nothing; money and outward show mean nothing to her. But she loves power. By Allah, she loves the feel of it! She is never amused like Jonesey; she craves power as some men crave opium, and she hardly sleeps, she hardly eats for craving it. When she has some, she demands more. And she is more jealous than a money-lender of his money. It was she who set that Russian to brewing poisons.

What was her purpose? The gas was an afterthought?

God knows it was  and a bad one. This I think, although I have no proof of it: she had a plan to poison the Amir. That might have put the throne of Kabul at our mercy. I would not take oath that she is not still planning that. But I think that she has an alternative plan. She is one of those to whom nothing is of any importance except winning. And I think she thinks that this army of ours can not win because we have no artillery. Therefore, you will notice, three of the Amirs men pay us this unannounced visit. And 

I swear by God  for I have taken pains to know it  that she has exchanged messages with the Amir these many weeks past.

Who are her special pets? Gup asked him.

The Russians  of whom that one yonder commands a thousand of our men.

Do you believe she would betray the Ranee?

Aye  and herself also in the end, for the sake of the feel of having done the unexpected thing. Long ago I would have slain her  aye, and she me  had not each of us feared the Ranees anger. For I tell you, our Ranee is royal and not to be trifled with. Her weakness is that she trusts and believes no tales against her chosen friends.

Set a spy on the Amirs men, said Gup. Can you set spies on Harriet Dover?

I doubt it.

Try. Meanwhile, let us annoy her in every way possible. To me, who knows, perhaps, but little of such matters, she looks overwrought  we have been speaking of horses.

True, said Rahman, and they separated, moving among the crowd.

The ceremony was a bore. It was one of those necessary social gatherings that serve to gild the lily of intrigue and make it look like shop-worn cabbage. One by one the notables were guided to the dais, where they stood in conversation with the Ranee, exchanging compliments, avoiding any reference whatever to the dangerous business in which they were all engaged. Many of them, in fact, had no other reason for being there than to be able, afterward, to brag to envious underlings of being in the Ranees confidence. Others were there to be made to believe they were in her confidence, and those were led aside by Jonesey or the treasurer or the captain of her body-guard, or even by one of her veiled and subtly scented women, and were asked for advice on minor problems that had already been solved in secret. If they guessed right, they were flattered and told their advice would be taken; if not, their answers were received with solemn assurance that they would be well weighed and considered. It was the ordinary ancient game of politics, made picturesque by costume and important by the use of an air of mystery.

At last the Ranee dismissed them with gracious dignity. But Gup, the treasurer, Jonesey, the captain of the body-guard, Rahman and the Amirs three men grouped themselves as if they meant to file out last. And when the other guests and the servants had withdrawn the Ranee threw off all that air of mystery, although she kept her veil for the sake of the Amirs men, in whose presence she began by reprimanding Gup, in Pushtu:

You already start imprisoning my experts? How many will be left in a week from now to do their duties? I have ordered that Russian released.

Gup smiled. One glance at Harriet Dovers face explained that speech. He wondered again whether the Ranee knew what deadly stuff the Russian had been brewing. However, he waited before taking up the challenge. Impetuosity and patience had entered into deadly combination in him.

The servants carried in broad divans and spread them with cushions, then withdrew, taking away the throne-chair. The Ranee nestled comfortably, several of her women grouped around her and the others whispering together within call, amid heaped cushions in a window recess. Gup and the other men spread themselves Roman fashion on divans arranged in a semicircle facing the low dais.

Bakheir braiyed, said the Ranee, which literally means come safely, but the purport of it was that the Amirs representative had leave to speak on any subject that he pleased and without formality. He sat bolt upright at once, cross-legged. His name was Rafik Khan  a man with sallow skin and Semitic features, of middle height and middle-age. His neat black beard was trimmed in the European style into a point, but he possessed more Oriental dignity than did either of his companions, both of whom bore the obvious marks of European education and the half-contempt for their own native culture that too often goes with it.

I was chosen, said Rafik Khan, for this honorable mission because I speak English with ease, as my companions do also.

The Ranee nodded.

My august employer, he began again, his Majesty the Amir of Afghanistan, does not consent to negotiations as between one equal and another. By my hand he has sent gifts, which I have delivered; by my lips he presents his compliments, which are sincere, and which he will be proud to have conveyed when I report to him the cordiality of my reception as his agent and the almost overwhelming dignity and beauty of her Highness the ex-Ranee of Jullunder, with whom I have been authorized to discuss certain possibilities  and, he added, to whom I am instructed to make certain definite complaints.

Lets hear the complaints first, Gup suggested. Rafik Khan glanced sharply sidewise at him, hesitated, almost visibly removed one layer of his suavity and adopted the suggestion:

Great liberties have been taken with the Amirs name. Supplies not ordered by him nor intended for him have been dispatched up the Khyber, met by men pretending to be sowars of his Majestys army and conveyed to this place. This has led to sharp misunderstandings with the Indian Government. Furthermore, there has been a persistent outpouring of rumor from the ex-Ranee of Jullunders headquarters, to the general effect that his Majesty the Amir of Afghanistan contemplates invading India. This appears to have caused unrest in India, and that again has led to strained relations with the Indian Government. Subjects of the Amir, known by him to be disloyal and even openly rebellious, have been received here and placed in positions of trust. All these are matters that admit of no denial.

Who wants to deny them? asked Harriet Dover. The Amir intends to invade. We know that. Our spies are as good as his, or better, and we know most of what goes on in Kabul. What interests us is: what does the Amir offer us as an inducement for our friendship?

Gup seized his first chance to be irritating. Pardon me, he objected, are you using the we in the editorial or the royal sense? Or are you presuming to speak for everybody present? I ask for information.

Rafik Khan, too, thought he saw his chance to drive a wedge into the ranks opposed to him. My mission, he said, is to the ex-Ranee of Jullunder.

But the Ranee only smiled; over the rim of her veil she was watching Gups face. Gup thought that he read satisfaction in her eyes, as if a long-sought solution were dawning. Harriet Dover sat bolt-upright.

If you had listened when you were introduced to me, she said, you would have learned that I am secretary of state to her Highness. She appeared to decide to ignore Gup for the moment, although when she glanced at him her eyes glowed with anger.

Rafik Khan resumed: His Majesty the Amir of Afghanistan lays claim to all this territory, as having belonged to former Amirs and as being neither effectively occupied, protected nor administered by the Indian Government, who have in fact no right to it whatever. These caverns are the Amirs property, and nine-tenths of the men who occupy them are his men, who owe him allegiance.

Rahman laughed  a risky thing to do in Moslem lands unless there is overwhelming violence in reserve with which to back the laughter. Why then, in the name of Allah, doesnt he control his men? he asked. To-morrow I will show you fifty thousand who repudiate him!

What does he offer? asked Harriet Dover.

First, he demands that recruiting shall cease from among his subjects, said Rafik Khan. To recruiting in the Punjaub he offers no present objection. Second he demands that the ex-Ranee of Jullunder and her officers shall accept and acknowledge his rule and shall send to Kabul hostages as guarantees of allegiance and good faith. Third, he demands that his own general shall be put in command of these troops. Subject to those stipulations, he is willing to appoint the ex-Ranee of Jullunder to be titular governor of this province, two-thirds of its gross revenue to be retained by her for administrative purposes and one-third to be sent to Kabul.

By Allah! Is that all? asked Jonesey.

Does he propose himself to name the hostages?

Why, yes, said Rafik Khan. It stands to reason that unimportant hostages would be no guarantee. It is suggested that the ex-Ranee of Jullunder herself might consent to reside in Kabul for the time being. A suitable palace would be provided for her, and she would be treated with all possible respect and consideration. She would be provided with a body-guard from the Amirs own picked sowars.

At last the Ranee spoke: And what guarantees does the Amir offer in return?

Rafik Khan made solemn answer, with the air of one who mentions almost superhuman goodness and generosity.

The hand of one of his own royal relatives in marriage. The title of princess, he added. And for her ladies, husbands also, each according to her rank.

It was a breathless moment that followed that pronouncement. Nobody cared to speak for fear of letting fall some phrase that might start an explosion of anger. However, Gup decided that an explosion, of sorts, might suit his purpose and was well worth risking. May I speak? he asked.

The Ranee nodded. She had changed color. She was biting her lip.

I suggest that Miss Harriet Dover might be sent to Kabul. How many wives has the Amir? He might care to add to their number. As a member of the Amirs harem Miss Dovers recommendations might be presumed to have considerable influence with us. His eyes, that met Harriet Dovers, laughed at her, although his face was almost somberly serious.

You beast! she exclaimed below her breath, and Jonesey wriggled. Rahman watched Gup as a cat does a mouse, not moving. Gup whispered to Jonesey:

Who invited the Amir to send this envoy?

She  Harriet Dover did.

Gup chuckled. Harriet Dover began whispering to the Ranee with almost savage emphasis, the Indian lady on the Ranees left hand leaning closer to listen. Suddenly the Ranee spoke, with restraint.

While we take time to consider and frame our reply to these proposals I trust that your Excellencies may rest comfortably in the apartment furnished for you.

Jonesey summoned servants. The Amirs representatives bowed solemnly and let themselves be ushered from the room. Then there was long tense silence, unbroken even by deep breathing until the Ranee removed her veil, which was the signal for everybody to begin talking at once.

What does it mean? What does the man mean? she asked, as if utterly mystified, but Gup noticed the gesture of her right hand that invited another woman to sit between her and Harriet Dover, who was forced to make room. Then the other women were invited forth from the window recess and in a moment Harriet Dover found herself so crowded that she chose another divan, with another woman, several paces distant. She was nearer to Gup than she had been and in a position now to turn her shoulder toward him with obvious intention.

By Allah! It means war! said Rahman, nudging Jonesey in the ribs so sharply that he winced.

Who put these ideas into the Amirs head? the Ranee asked. Have I become so cheap a thing as this? Who asked the Amir to send envoys? Did you, Harriet?

I did not.

Then in the name of God, Rahman demanded angrily, why do we sit here hesitating for an answer? I say: March on Kabul!

Harriet Dover smirked at him: Without artillery? She was trying to appear as self-assured as ever, but to Gup, who was watching her closely, she appeared more mortified than the Ranee did. Clearly, something had gone wrong with her calculations.

Haidar Singh, the treasurer, who had held his tongue magnificently hitherto, now smiling as if remembering how often he had said the same thing, remarked, It costs more money to stand idle than to do business! It is all outgo now  no income! No one but ourselves is ready. It would be cheaper to strike at Kabul first, and there would be less risk. In Kabul there are money and munitions

Rahman, roaring again: By Allah, every mullah in the land despises that weakling Amir. Have at him, I say!

Harriet Dover was whispering to Bibi Marwarid, the woman who shared her divan. Suddenly she stood to call attention to herself, and gradually silence fell, because all knew that her authority was only second to the Ranees, so that whatever she might say had weight.

This ought to be discussed privately, she said, before ideas are all scrambled in this way. Talk about war with Kabul is ridiculous, as well as treacherous and stupid. There is nothing but female jealousy and fear underlying this first offer from the Amir. His Syrian wife has dictated it. Undoubtedly the Amirs agent has a second offer up his sleeve, which he will produce now that he has saved the Syrian womans face.

Music! Let us have music! said the Ranee, clapping her hands. There is nothing like music to subdue the wrong sort of excitement and let the right sort usher in ideas. Music!

But the servants, beyond the door, did not hear the summons. Jonesey had to go and give the order. Harriet Dover, with a glare of dark loathing at Gup, lay again on the divan and turned her shoulder toward him. Gup touched her shoulder, not caring to raise his voice. She faced him with sullen eyes. She was afraid of him; her intuition seemed to warn her that his honest, windy-blue eyes understood her at last.

How long have you known Lottie? he asked her.

Is that your business?

Some one on the inside must have aided Glint, he said, when Glint was working to prevent her being Ranee of Jullunder.

Soft music stole on the senses and Jonesey returned to his place beside Gup. Some one, said Gup, made it easy for Glint. And some one put the thought into her head of making herself Ranee of a larger kingdom  some one who craved power and lacked a means of reaching it.

The music swelled into a rambling minor symphony that swept through curving corridors of vague thought, hinting at an unborn concept. Harriet Dover glared, her lips slightly parted, not visibly breathing  a dark pantheress, not to be tempted to speak or spring until she knew her adversarys purpose.

Not she  some one else engaged that Russian to make poison-gas. Not she  some one else released him after I had ordered his arrest  some one who lied to her. Did you  suddenly Gup drove his challenge home first think of poisoning the Amirs wife, or did the poison put the thought into your head? I ask because I know you wrote secretly to the Amir suggesting he should strengthen his own position by

You insolent blond beast! she exploded. You liar! But Gup knew by the fear in her eyes that he had guessed too near to the truth to need to hesitate another moment. He stood up, and from the gallery the music swelled into galloping sound like the sport of the squadrons of forces that gather before storm bursts on crag and valley.

May I speak? he asked, and there was instant silence except for the ominous music.

The Ranee nodded.

Miss Dover, said Gup, has given me information that for the moment, I think, should be secret. It should be discussed by you and her and me before any one else hears it. Is that your pleasure?

The Ranee glanced at the door of the silver-peacock room. Gup nodded. She rose and everybody scrambled to his feet.

Will you come with me, Harriet? Will you follow us?

Gup let them cross half of the length of the room before he turned to Jonesey.

Stand by the door, he commanded, and see that no one listens. If I catch you listening, Ill kill you!

Then with long swift strides he overtook the Ranee and, bowing, drew back for her the curtain that concealed the door of the room in which he had made his first bold bid for victory. This time he was going to strike so hard that there should be no doubt left who owned the upper hand and who would keep it, from that day onward.



There is a starry tide of cosmic sweep 

Whereon paired harbor-lights of red and green 

Sway, beckoning across that wondrous deep, 

The stubborn rocks and sucking sands between, 

Swift fleets of inspiration that the cry 

Of a gallant heart went seeking  Valor red, 

Green Virtue. Instant the reply!

But only homing whither harbor-lights have led.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I am commander-in-chief of her Highness the ex-Ranee of Jullunders army.

GUP strode to the farther door, opened it, made sure there was no one in the corridor, closed it again and drew the curtain. The Ranee stood at the farther end of the table. Strength seldom betrays itself; it is weakness that resorts to histrionics under stress. Her motionless silence might be masking indecision but it was more dramatic than a thunder-storm. Harriet Dover, the tips of her ivory-white fingers pressed against the polished teak of a chair-back, stood between them. She too was on her mettle, no longer glaring; she had mastered herself for the moment  looked innocent  even amused. The stare with which she favored Gup suggested pity rather than defiance. But she was frightened; it was she who spoke first:

I suppose you know, she said, that this man agreed, before ever he came here, to betray us to the Indian Government? I have proof of it and he just confessed it in the other room.

In a way that was clever. It stole Gups thunder. Counter-accusations and denials seldom have the force of a first indictment; a tu quoque is always feeble. And her calmness was in her favor; Gup was obviously boiling, and her bold lie staggered his sense of decency  a tactical mistake that gained her no more than a moments triumph.

Men who have successfully tamed outlaw horses without the use of one unnecessary or unmeasured act of violence, are to be trusted even when their indignation is not to be measured in terms of speech. And Gup had done more than that; he had led innocents to their death for the sake of a dim ideal. Taken in flank he might be, but not made to behave irresponsibly.

I make no charge against you yet, he said. Tell your own story.

She laughed. It is short, she said, but not so sweet. I helped to catch you. I find that the fish wasnt worth the trouble. I know now what you are. Thats all.

Ill give you one more chance, said Gup. Its probably not fair to expect a woman to

Unwittingly, without intention, he had touched her one sensitive spot. Meaning to be magnanimous, he stung her. She showed her hand. Blessed are the undiscoverable few who have no favorite obsession and no rift in their armor of self-control! Hers was inward rage against mans alleged superiority; rebellion against it was the basis on which she had built her whole campaign for power; she could not bear to have that foundation touched. She became a virago. Hatred overwhelmed her genius. It robbed her of even common sense, and Gup let her exhaust herself in squalls of passion that burned her because there were no tears to make it human and no concession to anothers dignity to give it self-respect.

What do you expect of a woman? Should she kiss you for incompetence? Love you for treachery? Praise you for being a pig in spurred boots? Oh, you swaggering cad! Oh, you hypocrite! Have we come all this way and built this temple to our own ideals, only to be mocked and robbed of it by a birds-nesting Scots fool? You have no manners and no honor! You are supposed to be a guest in this place; you are given leave to go where you please and to see what you please because  incredible though that is  you were trusted! It was not I who trusted you. I had you watched. How did you use your liberty? Spying on us! Giving orders that you had no right to give! Undermining our authority! And I suppose you would call women the treacherous sex! Arent you proud of yourself? You with a promise in your pocket of a pardon from the Indian Government if you can betray us and ruin our plans!

The Ranee came straight to the point. Have you any such promise of a pardon?

No, Gup answered.

Liar! Harriet Dover drew a letter from her bosom; it was in a square envelope marked O. H. M. S. SECRET. She glared at Gup  dared him, delightedly, to try to bluff his way out of an unknown new predicament and, since he said nothing, tossed the letter on the table within reach of the Ranees right hand. It fell face upward; he could read the typewritten address, to himself in parts unknown  finder please forward. The Ranee opened it and began to read it, but she only read one line before she folded it again.

This is your private letter.

I cant say without first seeing it, Gup answered.

Harriet Dover slammed both hands down on the table. Read it  read it  read it! she exclaimed excitedly. Lottie, theres the naked truth in that letter! No, he has not seen it yet. A spy brought it; we caught the spy.

The Ranee glanced at Gup again. Do you care if I read it?  No, here, read it yourself first.

She held it out. He strode and took it from her.

Oh, you poor weak thing! exclaimed Harriet Dover. That is the sort of misguided magnanimity that turns the ablest women into fools! Can you imagine a man behaving that way to a woman? Oh, well  let him read it! I have had it copied. If he tears it up it doesnt matter. Let us hear him lie about it!

Gup unfolded the letter and instantly recognized Glints determined handwriting, as legible as print except for the signature, which symbolized his character as perfectly as two initials and a name could do it. It was smothered beneath a bramble-bush of flourishes; it almost left in doubt the identity of the author of the craftily worded pages.

Angus McLeod, Esq., Exact whereabouts at present unknown.

My dear sir, After the disgraceful exhibition of cruelty, amounting on your part to a confession of moral turpitude, if of nothing less, and on my part to severely painful injury in the cause of duty, it could hardly be surprising if I should refuse to have further dealings with you except before such courts as deal with treason against the crown. However, duty first. My personal suffering and my natural impulse to have you punished must be laid aside.

I am presuming that shame for your recent conduct has overtaken you and that natural reaction, such as may be expected of a man of good birth and education, may come to your aid in your bewilderment, which is probably intense. I am willing to help you, not for your sake or my own but for the sake of duty, and I will accept your promise to do everything in your power to upset the ex-Ranee of Jullunders plans and to bring her to book for her crimes.

In return for that promise, and provided you live up to it with all your might and with every faculty you possess, for my part I will let bygones be and will use the full extent of my influence to procure for you a full pardon for your past offenses. There are numbers of our spies beyond the border. Any one of them should be able to communicate direct with me. I expect to hear from you.

Yours truly, A. E. GLINT.

Gup handed back the letter to the Ranee. Read it, he said. It was obviously meant to fall into your hands. Its as typical of Glint as the way he passes the plate in church on Sunday. He turned toward Harriet Dover. Do you pretend to have evidence that I ever made such a promise to Glint or to any one else?

Harriet Dover waited, her eyes triumphant, until the Ranee had read the letter.

I dont need to pretend, she said then. Your own actions are enough. Lottie, she said, Jonesey showed this man the charts in the number nineteen cavern. Two of the charts are missing! A man supposed to be a mullah from Samarkand or somewhere, who came in with the Shinwari chiefs but left them on the excuse that he wanted to say his prayers, has also vanished, leaving no clue except those missing charts, and this: he was seen to climb up on a ledge overlooking the gorge. It was on that same ledge that this man sat while he pretended to be having pangs of conscience! He and the mullah were there at the same time.

Is this true? the Ranee asked. Her voice and her eyes were tragic, but that was entirely unintentional. You mean about the charts? I dont know.

Is it true, she asked, that you confessed just now to Harriet, in the other room?

No, Gup answered, she lied about that, to protect herself from a confession that she made to me. Then the dreaded question came. Gup hated to lie to her but he knew he would have to. He must protect Tom OHara at all costs. However, the actual literal wording of the question saved him for the moment from a downright lie. Not that it mattered. It maddened him to have to be forced to love and deceive at the same time. It was a rotten world; he supposed he had to be rotten like the rest of em.

Have you spoken with any mullah?

No  excepting Jonesey. I believe he is one.

Did you see those charts?

Yes. Jonesey showed them to me.

The Ranee laid Glints letter on the table. Where is the spy who brought this?

Harriet Dovers shoulders suggested vague indifference. I understand there was an accident. He fell over the cliff.

Why was he not brought to me?

He fell over the cliff, I told you. The expression was still of complete indifference, but insolence had crept into her voice, and it is the little, half-heard nuances that direct thought into the very channels that the schemer fences to avoid. There was a sudden change in the atmosphere  as sudden as when hornets hum forth, vibrant in the stillness. The Ranees blue eyes widened and such anger glowed in them as burns up all irrelevancy.

Harriet! I told you I will hold you answerable if men are murdered without trial and without even my knowledge! I forbade executions. War is one thing  unavoidable and sometimes honorable  sometimes righteous. But to kill men like vermin  I wont have it! Have you dared to order executions? Have you dared to permit them? Have you dared, after what I told you, to ignore them?

Do you mistake me for Omnipotence with myriads of eyes? Harriet Dover retorted. If you had your way your preventions would be worse than cure. Do you expect to govern savages by signing your name to a treatise on brotherly love? They have the law and the prophets. They dont need you for that!

But the tide had turned and no sarcasm could hold it back. All kings, all queens are puppets to the extent that others build their thrones and others bring to them the filtered or polluted news on which their judgment must be based. But not even arbitrary rulers can be swindled all the time, and there is no more deadly danger than to let a man or woman of courage learn or suspect that nominal underlings are actually stealing power under a cloak of lip-obedience to principles which they secretly despise and disobey. Gup smiled. He could see what was coming. The Ranee saw his smile and read it rightly, because she was thinking of first principles, not of herself, and intuition surges along that channel.

Did you say she confessed to you, Gup? What was it?

Gup bluffed brazenly. Send for the Amirs representative, he answered. And then, because he knew how little evidence he had and doubted that the Amirs man would fall into any open trap, he bluffed again, turning on Harriet Dover:

Why did you order that poisonous Russian released?

I didnt. She ordered it.

Why did you ask her to order it? Were you afraid he might send some message to her? And be brought into her presence? And be questioned? Were you afraid he might talk about poison? And the Amirs wife?

What does this mean? the Ranee demanded.

This, said Gup, that if the Amirs Syrian wife should die

The bluff worked! Harriet Dover lost her grip on insolence and, in a well-masked panic, took the defensive. She was not yet beaten. Gup knew she was probably more dangerous in that mood than in any other.

Listen, she said. If the truth will out, let me tell it. Maynt we sit down?

The Ranee nodded. Gup pushed up the big chair for her, at the end of the table. He and Harriet Dover faced each other at her right and left hand. Harriet rested her chin on her left hand and Gup noticed that the chin was slightly undershot and longer than it should be; he wondered why he had never noticed that before. He laid his turban on the table; the thing bothered him. Harriet Dover drummed on the polished teak with ivory-white fingers.

You admit, she said, that this was all my doing? I mean, the original plan was mine. I thought it out. I conceived it. It is my child. You fell in with the plan and lent your money, reputation, good looks and such brains as you have in return for the title of empress and the opportunity to put into practise certain principles that you believe are practical?

I do not, said the Ranee. I admit that I have listened to you  possibly too often. And that I have trusted you  perhaps not always wisely. My plan is one that I talked over with Jullunder before I had ever heard of you.

Perhaps there are two plans, Gup suggested grimly. Perhaps a cuckoo laid an egg in your nest.

Harriet Dover ignored him, or tried to. She leaned her elbow farther on the table, her eyes fixed on the Ranees. You will admit, at any rate, that I have done the work.

I do not, said the Ranee.

Well, then, most of the work. And you have approved of what I have done.

Not always, said the Ranee.

You have given me authority

Too much sometimes.

And I have actually had authority to act as your state secretary in negotiations with prospective allies and

Within limits, said the Ranee, subject always to my approval, step by step.

But it has not been possible to keep you posted step by step. You surely know that. There have been too many wheels within wheels, and my time has been too occupied to permit my discussing with you every possible contingency before it happened. Think of the scores of instances where I have brought a finished negotiation to you, and you have confirmed it although you knew nothing about it until that moment. You knew there simply hadnt been time to waste on preliminary talk, so you trusted me

Perhaps more than I should have done! However, I am listening.

I have kept numberless plans in my head that I never mentioned to you, Lottie, because they were not yet ripe for discussion. But I have never once swerved from the main idea. I have lived with it day and night. I have thought of everything, including how to make you so strong when the time comes that not even the whole strength of the British Empire can unseat you. I know how you love peace and how you hope to impose peace on these barbarous people. But how can you hope to have peace if the Indian Government should be forced only to make temporary concessions? That might happen. They might even yield the Punjaub in order to gain breathing time, but you know very well you cant fight the whole British Empire for ever. So I have kept my eye on the future.

And she has tried to do, said Gup, what every secretary of state with an unmarried ruler on his hands, has tried to do since women were a bargain-counter on the political market. But you will notice this difference: more experienced diplomats have had the decency to be frank about it with their principals. The long and the short of it is, she has offered you, money and army and all, to the Amir of Afghanistan  as his wife, if he poisons the present one  as his queen, if he happens to keep a diplomatic promise. And the Amir has retorted with the offer of a husband from among his seedy relatives.

Harriet Dover almost spat at him. Her livid hatred froze the flow of blood, so that her face grew pale, her lips white and her eyes as darkly angerful as thousand-year-old amber.

Liar! she almost shouted.

Send for the Amirs representative, said Gup.

Gup knew that the only remarkable thing about her breakdown was that he had stumbled on her crystallization point, as they say of metals. She had cracked. There would be no mending her. Lawyers understand the process well enough; the most imperturbable witness breaks down and becomes almost idiotic when skill or luck or coincidence lays bare the concentration point at which weakness has gathered itself. Genius induces overstrain along one line. The weakness sets up somewhere else. She tried blustering.

Am I on trial? she demanded savagely. If so, I demand a jury of my peers  all women! No man is fit to accuse a woman, let alone judge her! This man in particular is simply Nietzsches blond beast. He is incapable of thinking. He has only emotions. He is good for nothing but hard labor, or to hurl himself into battle  if he has the courage  which I doubt!

No, said the Ranee, you are not on trial. I wont put you on trial. But what shall I do with you?

Do with me? You? Oh, damn such insolence! You with your vaudeville brains  you!  do anything with me! I could have made an empress of you, if you had had the sense to leave yourself in my hands. But you turn aside for that blond animal! Go and show your legs to London! Go and sing balderdash popular songs to the sons of tradesmen! It is not too late  you look more like one of Bourgereaus Psyches than you ever did! Theyll talk about your goo-goo eyes, and you can marry a duke and join the church and be respectable, after youve grown sick of this fool! Try me  you? You couldnt understand me in a million years!

I suppose, said the Ranee, you have worked too hard and youve cracked under the strain. But I cant, just because Im sorry for you, let my aim fail.

Harriet Dover leaned back in her chair and laughed, on the verge of hysterics. Fail? she mocked. It has failed! You went to pieces when you abandoned me for this insufferable cad! God! Never in all my life, until this minute, have I wished I were a man! Oh, if I were a man what misery I might undo! What a sword I would use! What a lancet I would let into the ulcers that are rotting the worlds life! And I would show such fools as you no more mercy than the lightning has for fat sheep!

She was on the verge of collapse, drumming on the table now with the fingers of both hands. Gup strode to the door  opened it  almost caught Jonesey listening at the keyhole.

Women! he commanded. Three or four of em!

They were barely in time. Harriet Dover swayed in her chair and fell sidewise into the arms of one of them.

Take her to her bed and call the doctor, said the Ranee. I will come soon.

When the door closed Gup stood facing her and there was silence for such a long time that he began to count his breathing. He was in command now, and he knew it, but he was not sure yet that she knew it. He knew that in that minute the whole destiny of Asia was in his hands. There was nothing he might not do, with fifty thousand men to be hurled into battle  five hundred thousand craving to be led, on any sort of profitable foray, by the first man capable of leading  fifty million waiting on the plains of India to rise and welcome their latest conqueror! Nevertheless, he knew what he would do, and not do. And he believed he knew what passed through her mind; she would try to take the reins now dropped by Harriet Dover. And her pride would enter in. She would wish to show the Amir what it cost to slight the offer of her hand in marriage. He supposed any woman would feel that way.

He strode toward her. She was gazing at him but she neither spoke nor moved. He supposed then that she was grieving for Harriet Dover and he felt awkward, regretting his own lack of skill in consolation phrases. He, too, felt almost sorry for Harriet Dover  almost, but not quite. Nothing could alter the fact that she was a dangerous devil and probably not yet well out of the way. He felt far more sorry for this woman who had trusted her and who felt all her womanhood stung by the-Amirs insolence.

Oh, I know you! she said suddenly. You despise me as she did! I trusted her because I loved her. She has tried to trade me to an Amir, for his harem. What will you do, I wonder? You shall not despise me. I will not endure that.

Lottie, he said, what do you want me to do?

She stared at him. It was the first time he had called her by that name. He saw the light in her eyes soften and glow, and then harden again as she controlled herself. He had to set his teeth. He would not  dammit, he would not make love to a woman to whom he must lie with almost the next breath. Not if it broke his heart and hers too, would he fail to keep that standard of behavior flying.

I want you, she said, for my friend. I need one rather badly. It was a wry brave smile that she summoned. Gup, you are seeing me at my worst. I dont mind  really I dont mind the Amirs insult. But it hurts to lose Harriet Dover  and I think it hurts almost more to know how long I have half-suspected her and refused to believe my own intuition because  Gup, I love my friends.

What do you want me to do, Lottie?

Answer the Amir! Command my army! I will find out what Harriet Dover has done, and undo it.

If I answer the Amir, said Gup, I will defy him. And if I defy him, I will fight him.

I wish that.

You commission me to answer for you?

Yes. I wish it.

Gup, alone, strode through the door into the outer room. He strode straight to the dais. Rahman wished to speak to him but he raised his hand for silence.

Inform the Amirs representative that we are ready with our answer, he commanded. Jonesey went in haste to do his bidding. Gup, Rahman, everybody remained standing. There was silence for fifteen minutes, seven women staring at the men, and the ticking of Rahmans turnip-watch as audible as a cheap alarm-clock! Then the Amirs representatives came filing in and bowed  to the vacant divan, since the Ranee was not to be seen (but a door creaked behind the curtain leading to the silver-peacock room).

I am commander-in-chief, said Gup, of her Highness the ex-Ranee of Jullunders army.

They bowed again. Jonesey and Rahman exchanged glances. The captain of her body-guard looked better pleased than if he had been decorated on parade.

I speak for her Highness, said Gup, and I am authorized to answer, to the Amirs insolence, that such terms as he has offered are beneath our notice and we are no longer in a mood to bargain with him. I am authorized to add, that if your Excellencies comfort can in any way be served, or your return to Kabul expedited, our resources are at your service.

Bomb-shells might have fallen and produced less consternation  less excitement  less explosions of the Nine-and-ninety Names of Allah. Dignity came to the aid of the Amirs men; they bowed and followed Jonesey to the door. Then Rahman:

Son of the storms, he exploded, know you what this means? Know you what Kabul will answer to that speech?

No, said Gup. I am no reader of an Amirs mind. But is the army ready?

By my beard, yes, ready! Rahman answered. And the word is  ?

Silence! said Gup. Silence until we learn the Amirs answer.



The mystery of inspiration needs 

No new materials, no elements of chance.

The selfsame actors to another tune it leads, 

Transmuting dead tread to a buoyant dance 

Like natures. Then the ifs and the perhaps 

Change sides; sly treachery and dark deceit 

Turn swiftly on each other and are traps 

That take their own inventors by the feet.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

But wait and see what happens when we get the wind up!

RAHMAN chose Gups body-guard, and that night Gup slept  on a cot in a bare-walled cavern  four hours, with a sentry at the door. Jonesey slept within hail. Rahman snored in a near-by cave until the tunnel rumbled like a subway. Pepul Das slept like a cat on a mat at the foot of Rahmans bed. Until Gup got up and strode away to breakfast in a cavern where through the window he could see the first pale light limning the savage outlines of the crags around the valleys rim, the tunnel was patrolled by the six-foot Pathans of Rahmans selection. There is nothing on all Gods earth more personal than a hand-picked guard of Hillmen sworn to stand between their leader and all violence, of whatsoever enemy, and be it as subtle as slow poison or as menacingly terrible as blazing flame.

He found he might no longer eat until a courteous, hook-nosed giant with a black beard had dared death, sipping the coffee and nibbling fragrant food before he touched it. Even his cigarettes were handed to him by a man who picked the first one from the box at random and, not having any use for such effeminate things, chewed it in his presence. His personal cook and the six-foot stalwart, looking like an ogre from a fairy-tale, whose duty was to clean the pots and pans were ushered in and stood before him. By their fathers beards and in the Nine-and-ninety Names of Allah, they swore it should be on their heads if their master suffered so much as a twinging bellyache.

A doctor came in  challenged in the tunnel with a noise like fire-irons falling, and saluted with the silent scorn of men who intended to give him lots of blood and mangled bodies to engage his curious zeal. He was a Sikh with diplomas from two European schools of medicine, a frequent correspondent in the columns of the Lancet and accused, by some, of being an authority on Freudian phenomena; by others frowned at as a fogy of the medieval school, half of whose stock-in-trade was superstitution.

Yes, he said, Harriet Dover is ill, and I am not sure she was ever well. Nervous breakdown is a blanket phrase that may mean genius up a wrong tree. If you wished for a more illuminating label, I would mention hells bells; it says less and it probably means more. I could draw you a curve of her physical resistance, showing how she simply had to crack. I have always considered her crazy. I am interested in crazy people. I joined this enterprise because nothing else could make me famous in such a short time. If you win  which you wont!  I shall have anything I ask for in the line of hospitals and clinics. If you lose  which you will!  they will shoot you or hang you. They will have to knight me! I shall be like the Spanish doctor, whom the all-conquering Americans had to leave in charge of the Philippine hospitals. Nobody could take his place. Nobody can take mine. I shall, of course, employ a press-agent; only he will be called a secretary. I shall revel in the well-earned and adroitly exploited reputation of being a brilliant organizer, whose ministrations to the wounded of both sides prevented lots of agony and possibly an epidemic. No, I dont practise surgery  much. I leave that to the labor-gang  I mean my specialists. Surgeons havent any brains; they are mechanics. Come and see my plant.

He showed Gup through a hospital that, on the face of it, at least, would have done credit to the most efficient army in the world. There appeared to be nothing lacking. There were field supplies all ready to be rushed into action. There was a Russian who had licked a hundred Hillmen into shape as orderlies, and each man seemed to know what would be required of him when the murdering game began. There was a corps of stretcher-bearers. There were medical supplies in quantities beyond belief. The nurses were nearly all Anglo-Eurasions and Goanese, who had had experience in British-Indian hospitals, but there were some white women, several of whom were widows of British soldiers. Most of the surgeons and assistant surgeons were Bengalis, but there was a Japanese in charge of them who had won his laurels, as a young man, in the war with Russia  and had lost them after-ward for selling opium to Chinese through the parcel post. The ventilation of the tunnels was a miracle of ingenuity, contrived by making use of the natural flow of warm air upward; it was sucked up by the heat, a quarter of a mile away, of oil that had been burning in the bowels of the mountain, no man knew how many years. There was no pressure such as results from forced draught, but a constant, hardly noticeable flow of fresh cool air through every passage and into every corner.

Dr. Dost Singh did his best to camouflage his pride under a mask of cynicism, but he did not deceive even himself:

Magnificent out of the dust it came, he quoted. We made it out of nothing but a lot of caverns filthy from bats and owls. Its pretty, isnt it? But oh, when the slaughter begins! Id rather be a pig at the gate of a sausage factory  less fuss  sooner over with! Its all on paper like a German army time-sheet, but wait and see what happens when we get the wind up!

Could you evacuate? Gup asked him. I mean, supposing a plane dropped poison-gas where it might flow in through the ventilating system, how soon could you empty the place?

The question sounded almost casual, as if Gup were only asking for the sake of showing an encouraging interest.

Oh, Ive thought that out. That comes under the head of fire drill. Fifteen minutes for the patients. Longer, of course, for the stores  perhaps much longer, depending on how many men could be spared from some other department. Might have to abandon a part of the stores.

What would you do with the wounded?

Theres a ledge, two thousand feet above us, protected by an overleaning bulge of the cliff  total area an acre and a half  and from there on up there is a practicable pathway leading to the summit. But gas is the last risk we have to consider. No enemy we have to reckon with would use it. Some of our idiots have been making gas from cyanide  suicide gas, I call it  deadly stuff  too deadly  kill us, too! Id almost bet you that it creeps against the wind! And who knows what tricks a wind will play among these gorges?

Gup made mental note of all that, but to Dr. Dost Singh he appeared to be skimming the surface of things and in rather a hurry to get to something more important. He betrayed small interest in the radio plant that Jonesey showed him presently; his apparently casual questions leading nowhere in particular that Jonesey could detect. And Jonesey was as keen to detect Gups ultimate purpose as a medieval monk inquiring into the secret heresies of some ones soul; but all that Jonesey accomplished was to keep Gup thoroughly on guard against his curiosity.

Then Rahman displayed the fruits of genius. He claimed credit for the skeleton battalions that lay, hair-trigger ready, in the subterranean barracks. Numbers of the men wore medal-ribbons; most of them had served at least one period of enlistment in the British-Indian or Afghan army; scores of them had dug in in the Flanders mud, and hundreds had sickened and sweltered amid flies in Mesopotamia. There were Afghans who had fought alongside Arabs in the Allenby drive against the Turks in Palestine  and Pathans who had fought with the Turks  Afridis who had lain in London drawing-rooms converted into hospitals and convalescent wards  men who had toiled in the grime of deep-sea bunkers  men who had been submarined  men who were wanted for murder in Indian cities  men who limped from having served a prison sentence in the heavy fetters that they rivet to the legs of felons reckoned likely to escape. There were men who had traded horses all the way from Nijni Novgorod to Bombay; men who had looted caravans from Trebizond to Pekin. And there were plain men, simply waiting for an opportunity to prove themselves as hard-boiled as the others. Each man was a nucleus, around whom others could gather when summoned by messenger or signal from near or far-off villages.

And to all these men the Ranee was the invisible core of the mystery. Even the majority of the senior officers had hardly more than glimpsed her, and then veiled. They had heard her royal voice, perhaps at night, addressing them in terms of faith in an ideal and a vision of unfolding destiny, but each mans own imagination had been left to fill in details and even to suggest what the ultimate aim might be. Izzat was the one word handed down and tossed from lip to lip; it signifies the personal integrity and honor of the man who uses it. Each interpreted the word as freely as he chose, except that all knew it implied obedience to orders.

Punishments were drastic. There were cells at the ends of tunnels in the mountain, where no light ever entered, and no sound excepting once a day the footsteps of a guard who brought bread and water. There was a pinnacle of rock where a man could be strapped up naked in the sun by day and in the bitter night air, to reflect on the folly of protest against wheels of will when they are once set moving. And there was the grim Tarpean crag, so many thousand feet in air that it was painful to gaze at it against the sun; the crag on which the blindfold accidents were staged because the Ranee had forbidden murder. At the crags foot, inaccessible and deep, there was a chasm into which no man had ever looked, unless from the summit; so that no man ever knew what happened to the bodies of men who fell into that dreadful place and there were shuddering hints about the gates of hell. The hints were no less serious because the foot of the cliff shone greenish-yellow in the sun and the fumes of sulphur now and then came stenching forth from only Allah knew what awful throat.

Theyll cut loose if they dont get work to do! Theyll either join the Amir and make him invincible, or theyll plunder India on their own account. Or theyll obey me. Can I hold em? Gup had led men into hell and out again, in Flanders mud, by being big and letting all men see him dignified and unafraid. He had the trick of making himself a center of attention, and he knew he had it. He knew that from now on, until the end of this adventure, he must play-act; he must strut his part in buskins on a stage where the applause would be mens obedience. He had nothing, literally no resources but his own height, dignity and mother-wit. He used them.

Obviously, since the Ranee cultivated mystery and unseen purposes behind impenetrable veils, his cue must be to do the opposite. That much was as logical and simple as arithmetic. He must show himself, and make men feel the thrill that follows confident commands delivered in a voice as vibrant as dynamic will can make it. They must think of him as the man on horseback; as the symbol, almost, of a dim ideal flashing into concrete form; as visible, audible, calm, unhesitating, proud authority. And he could do that. He could do it without effort. He could do it so easily that often his own countrymen had thought him arrogant and vain when, if the truth were known, he had been miserable with a sense of his own unimportance, feeling like an insect on the face of blind infinity. Because of his appearance he had been an irritant and an offense to brass hats and a target for the gibes of self-assertive weaklings; but a tower of strength to men in doubt and men in trouble. He understood that perfectly. God had given him guts and good looks; he saw no shame in using them, although he would have preferred the wilderness that Omar Khayyam praised, with Lottie singing to him and a book to read.

So he strutted his part, and he took the big black stallion that had been brought up-valley from the hut where Rahman left him  ramping full he was of corn and the whinny of stabled mares, and he rode like a grim Mogul to the long parade-ground where he watched the skeleton battalions put through their drill. They made him choke. The steady tramp of them was like the rhythm of eternal forces moving in the arteries of time, and he knew the emotion, and the craving for more emotion, that has sent the Cæsars and Iskanders sailing on a restless tide, believing that they made it.

There was nothing rigid, nothing brittle or numb about those veterans. They swung with an elastic step. The motion of the line responding to Gups trumpet-throated thunder of command was as exciting as the burst of surf on rock-staked beaches. There was unity of will, not gummed up by the goose-step glue that conscripts are supposed to need to keep them from milling in mobs. Their movement was as laborless and curving as the play-flight of carrier-pigeons  not a straight line in a thousand of them, and no hesitancy, nor a foot set wrong  until they halted at last with a thunder of grounded rifle-butts, and dressed, and stood like statues. Not a sound then, not a ripple in the ranks. But every pair of eyes looked straight at Gups and seemed to ask him Whither? and to urge him with the silent pleading of a hunting dog: Lead on, Bahadur! North, south, east or west is all one to the lashkar! Lead us!

Gup avoided the Ranee all that day. He dreaded the thought of answering inevitable questions. Was it impossible to save her from disaster and prevent a war without playing the part of a hypocrite? God, how he hated it!

That drove him. He mastered and memorized details, gathering in mind the total sum of his resources. No planes  no artillery. Even the Amir probably had a half-dozen planes; he certainly had field-guns. The British-Indian army would have planes, artillery, tanks and, it might be, poison-gas, although he doubted that. He must avoid, at all costs and by any means, a sudden onslaught by the British army, which might elect to try to smash this outlaw army first, before the Amir could get into action. That would certainly start the Amir moving, and then who could stop the Ranees troops from throwing in their lot with the man from the North?

He had no means of knowing that the Amirs spies were stirring such unrest in India that the Indian army had had to be kept at strategic points to prevent rebellion. Nor did he guess how much reliance would be placed on Tom OHaras curt report, sent down the OHara had escaped from the caverns.

One other point that puzzled him was how to account for the insolent over-confidence of the Amirs message to the Ranee. It was as clear as daylight that Harriet Dover had thought of poisoning the Amirs wife, whether or not she had made the attempt. Gup guessed she had probably made the attempt and had been detected. Certainly she had sought to make herself a power in Asia by offering to betray the Ranee into the Amirs hands, either as wife or prisoner. But how had she proposed to do that? The Russians? Rahman had said there was one Russian who commanded a thousand men. He thought of sending for all the Russians and examining them, but that seemed only likely to put them on their guard; so instead he sent again for Rahman, who was inspecting stables. He had to trust somebody.

Rahman, he said, we agreed that you and I are friends. I intend to trust you to the hilt.

Speak on, Huzoor.

This business is rotten. It can lead to nothing except ruin for the Ranee and every one of us, unless we act like men, not maniacs. Youre an Afghan. But do you wish to see your Ranee in an Afghan harem?

No, by God.

Do you wish to be the Amirs servant?

I would die first.

Will you agree with me, then, that the thing to do is to save the Ranee from disaster and, by doing the Indian Government a good turn, to get amnesty for all of us, including her and you and me?

But by God, she will not be saved! I know her! She is proud and not of the sort that fears death.

That Amir, said Gup, has a card up his sleeve.

There is this that I know concerning him, said Rahman, he sits on a shaking throne and seeks a war to occupy his restless men and bring him wealth and prestige. He would dearly love to control this army of ours. And by my beard, if he could get our Ranee into his hands he might be able to control it. My thought is, that Bibi Harriet Dover has made him some such offer and that she has her plans all laid.

Yes, but why should she do that?

Allah, that is easy to imagine! Our Ranee has compunctions  Bibi Harriet has none whatever! In the beginning, when wrath sat on the Ranees brow and there was nothing to do but talk and make ready  organize  plan  smuggle, intrigue, it was easy to make the Ranee talk even of conquering India. Bloodshed, Gup Bahadur, looks less crimson on a map of Asia than on a square mile when the guns begin. So the closer we came to actualities the harder it was to persuade our Ranee to make one move that should bring on warfare, and that is a mood that stirs contempt in such as Bibi Harriet, who craves excitement. Allah! That woman would rather be torn on a torture-rack than suffer mediocrity! Her mild eyes are the mask of murder. Her slow smile is a silken sheath concealing treachery. These things I knew, but what could I do? Remonstrate? I was accused of jealousy! Lo, I hunted and trapped me a man who might solve the riddle  and here you stand, Bahadur.

That doesnt explain the Amirs insolence. He is an Afghan. So are you. Explain it for me.

Not so difficult. He is a vain man who thinks himself clever. He has heard of Mustapha Kemal and Mussolini  of Lenin and Trotzky  and he remembers the fame of Abdurrahman. He will emulate all those and surpass them in cunning! So  let us say that the Bibi Harriet convinces him, through secret agents, that she has a plan by which she can betray our Ranee to him  what then? How shall he be cunning? Shall he be beholden to the Bibi Harriet if he can help that? Not he! Remember: he is vain and inexperienced; he thinks the glamour of an Amirs name is likelier than not to terrify and turn a womans head. And he knows that the Ranee no longer dares to retreat to India. So he sends that message, hoping she will realize he never would have sent it unless he knew he could take by force what he demands with insolence.

Did you set spies to watch the Amirs men?

Surely. They were heard to say nothing of any import. But they set forth homeward laughing.

Is Harriet Dover at liberty?

By God, no! I have seen to that. She keeps her room with only the Bibi Marwarid. They two are one twin-devil. Guards are in the corridor.

Whom does she trust?

Jonesey and my man Pepul Das.

And do you trust either of them?

Pepul Das.

Does she know that you trust Pepul Das?

Surely. But she does not know that Pepul Das would rather die than play me false. It is from Pepul Das that I have learned most of what I know about the Bibi Harriet.

If Pepul Das should go to her and pretend to be indignant with you and me, would she believe him?

Irishallah  probably. And why not? In extremity people lean on any prop that offers.

And Jonesey?

As I told you already, Bahadur, that man Jonesey is a mischief, whom nothing but mischief interests. He is no seeker of rewards. He craves no power. If a thing amuses him, he does it. It is all one to him where the sun shines, so be he sits in it. It is all one to him who laughs or suffers, so be Jonesey is amused.

And Harriet Dover trusts him?

Allah! Why not? Are they not two kidneys of one devil? Gup Bahadur, if it had not been for those two, none of this could have happened. Now that it has happened, if it were not for those two it might succeed! Thus wonderful are Gods ways. There is no explaining them!

Are Jonesey and the Russians friendly?

He is friendly with every one.

Particularly with the Russians?

Yes.

And one of them commands a thousand men? Might not Jonesey have tempted the Russians? Might not six Russians and a thousand men seize the Ranee and surrender her to the Amir?

It might be, said Rahman  slowly  grudgingly. The Amir undoubtedly has spies in this place? Rahman admitted that more readily. Spies are like the pox, Bahadur. They break out at all times in all sorts of places. There are good preventives and good remedies, but there is never absolute immunity from spies or sickness.

So the Amir may be well informed of what goes on here?

Insh allah. Why not?

Rahman, if you were the Amir, what would you do?

Bahadur, I would have raped this nest so suddenly that there would be no time to summon the troops from their villages. I would have blocked the entrances as boys block up a rat-hole. But for that he is already too late. The troops are already summoned to the swearing in of Gup Bahadur.

What do you believe the Ranee means to do? Gup asked him.

She is a proud woman. She will not abandon her hope of a kingdom. And she is a loyal woman. She will not desert her friends, even though they betray her. Gup Bahadur, saving only Allah and a good horse, there is no such fountain of forgiveness as an honest woman. If the Bibi Harriet pleads sickness and pretends shame and contrition, our Ranee will forgive her. And then may you and I beware of vengeance!

But the Ranee, you think, will  

Allah! Think? I know, Bahadur! She will talk of attacking the Amir, but she will never fire the first shot. She will keep us bottled up in this place, doing nothing, until the Amir comes and corks us in! Harriet Dover will keep on preaching we have no artillery and after we are corked in, leaving the Amir free to plunder India, Harriet Dover doubtless will seek to escape and become the Amirs evil genius. Umm Kulsum is her true name! Yet if you and I should slay the Bibi Harriet, our Ranee would turn her back on us  because she loves her friends and is loyal to them even though they betray her. She would not command us to be slain  since are we not also her friends? But neither would she forgive us, because thou and I are not liars who would pretend to repent for a deed we had done in good faith. So we gain nothing if we slay the Bibi Harriet. How shall we save our Ranee?

By God, Gup Bahadur, I believe the answer is, we die with her! A man dies once. What of it?

Will you back me if I take the law into my hands, said Gup, and force her to save herself and India and all of us? Will you trust me to try?

By God and by my fathers beard, I chose you, praying to Allah three times daily lest I make a wrong choice. Shall I then not trust you? Speak your will, Bahadur. I obey.

All right, Rahman. We agree to trust each other. Do your orders go with the guards at the cavern entrance? And with the Ranees guards? Very well  make sure then that I can leave the caverns to-night without question. Dont say a word to Jonesey; I will take him with me. How many personal guards have I? Twelve? Pick me twelve more and swear them in; tell them to report to me. I want one Russian; the one will do who made the poison-gas. Arrest all the other Russians suddenly and silently. Lock them up where nobody can get to them. Turn the poison-maker over to my guards and tell them to keep out of sight until we march to-night. Ill need that black stallion, pack-mules, three or four days provisions, two extra tents and blankets  and of course Ill take my cook and kettle-boy. Then take care that when I go to Miss Dovers apartment after dark to-night the Ranees guard will let me pass. Will you attend to all that?

Inshallah. And its meaning?

I was hunted and caught, to command this army, Rahman. I am going to do my job, thats all. Im going to depend on your promise to trust me. And I will tell you my plan in detail first  before I trust any one else with it  but not yet.

It would seem, Bahadur, that you make a poor start at trusting me.

Not at all. I make a good beginning. If you knew my plan you would be trying to fill in details. Your own genius would be hampered. I would rather leave you free to act on your own judgment in an emergency. Now  when is the swearing in?

To-morrow midnight  full moon in the Valley of Doab.

Be there and bring all the men, except of course the few details needed to guard the caverns. Count on me to be there, too, no matter what you may hear in the meanwhile.

Very well, Bahadur.

Send Pepul Das to Miss Harriet Dover. Let him say he hates me  let him say, if he likes, that I kicked him. If she gives him a message for Jonesey or the Russians, let him report to you, and you report to me. Whatever you do, let Jonesey think I trust him. And send Jonesey to me in my room before dinner. Meanwhile, Rahman, I am proud to share this difficulty with you. Shake hands.



Who breaks no vows makes martyr of himself 

More stupid than the heathen in his hut 

Who worships little godlets on a shelf, 

Their idiot maws open and their blind eyes shut.

The inward essence of the spoken vow denies 

That Growth is Law and there is seed beneath all sod.

To-days accepted slogans are to-morrows lies.

The maker of inviolable vows is God.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Gup  what do you mean?

THERE was almost no twilight; darkness, in that deep ravine, came suddenly. The sun vanished beyond the ragged rim and, almost at once, pale stars appeared in a sky that was still day-blue. Fire after fire was lighted in cavern-mouths, accentuating gloom; there were fires three thousand feet above where Gup left Rahman standing. A thunder of drum-beats  substitute for bugles  announced roll-call before supper, and a sudden blaze of light showed in the Ranees windows.

He strode to his quarters, two of his body-guard tramping along behind him. They were marvelously personal. Between splutterings, as they sluiced him down and scrubbed him with hot, and then cold water in his private cavern, he gave them precisely worded orders, noticing their enjoyment of the imposed secrecy  no oath, just orders to tell no one. That, too, was personal. Not trust, but suggested mistrust is what corrupts fidelity; if you know how to trust a Hillman, you may safely do it.

He was shaved, dressed and smoking, sprawling on a cot and waiting for the Ranees dinner hour, when Rahman came in haste.

Pepul Das has seen Harriet Dover. She is like a leopard in a cage  first lying down, then standing, then sitting, then pacing the floor. And she believed his story, or so it seems, for she told him to say to Jonesey that he knows what to do, and that the Russians know also.

All right, Rahman. Wheres Jonesey?

He is on his way here.

Rahman went and Jonesey came, as usual leaning on his long staff and looking rather comically pious.

Jonesey, I want you to take charge of my belongings and show me a place to camp where I can get some solitude. I will tell you why later. Be ready to start after dinner, and meanwhile, kindly hold your tongue. Two of my guards will wait with you  they know where.

He gave Jonesey no time to ask questions, but went then, in raiment such as a Ranees general ought to wear on state occasions, to the throne-room where the Ranee kept him waiting for several minutes. The commander of her body-guard, the treasurer, the doctor and a dozen other executives gathered around him, all of them excited because they had seen him reviewing the troops and knew he had been assuring himself that all was ready for an instant move, but he managed to parry their questions until most of the Ranees ladies entered. He was afraid then that there was going to be a banquet, which would have ruined his plan, but simultaneously there came a summons for himself to the silver-peacock room, and to all the others to a dinner elsewhere, where her Highness will join you afterward. The servants vanished. Gup admitted himself into the Ranees presence.

Well, she asked, what do you think of my men?

She had been crying  he supposed about Harriet Dover. Nevertheless, the merry Lottie Carstairs smile, that once won London, shone forth bravely to mock his solemnity. Gup could not help being solemn when sincerity obliged him to do something he disliked. It is really a sub-subtle sense of humor that makes a Scotsman turn his coat, as it were, inside outward; he is ridiculing his own embarrassment, but it passes for lack of humor which is not the same thing. The Scots lack nothing except immodesty to make them the greatest nation in the world. Lottie Carstairs had the genius to see through that enigma:

You are wondering what to say to me about Harriet? she asked. Dont trouble. I have said it all myself. And now thats over with. When she apologizes I will take her in my arms, and you will see, she wont try to betray me again. She smiled. How stern you look. Did you come here to preach?

No, he said, I promise I wont preach. Im going to eat your dinner, pledge you in your own wine, and then declare war.

On whom? For Gods sake  not on the Amir? Gup, you will use up all our strength and leave us at the Indian armys mercy! You mustnt take too seriously that message he sent. If there must be war, let the Amir declare it.

War on you! Gup interrupted. Lets eat and drink. It may be our last meal together. He managed to force himself to smile.

She laughed. She believed he was joking. Very well, she said, fight while we eat. Whats the trouble?

No, he answered. I will eat with you as evidence of good will. After that I go  away from here. I intend to steal your army. With the army I intend to clean up this mess. Then Im going to carry you off and marry you.

She suddenly looked almost deathly tired, and it dawned on Gup that not only he had been busy all day long. Thinking is harder work than doing. But she still believed he was joking, although the joke seemed heavy, as her slow smile and her raised brows indicated. The deaf and dumb maid began to wait on them.

What do you mean, Gup? The smile died and her face grew serious.

Please smile, he answered. I like it. I may never see you smile again. I am delivering a genuine ultimatum.

Gup  what do you mean?

Exactly what I have told you. He signed to the maid to fill one glass with champagne. Drink, Lottie. Then pass the glass to me.

She obeyed him  sipped the wine. He drank the rest of it in one gulp.

Gup, I dont understand you.

Its very simple, he said. I have known for two days that I love you.

She was silent  staring at him.

And Lottie, it is not given to a man like me to do things half-way. When I say I love you, I mean that without reservation. I love only you, and I propose to make you love me.

Make me? she asked.

Make you, he said simply. But I propose to play fair  fair to myself, for instance. It is easy to be fair to you  in fact more than generous. It suddenly dawned on me an hour ago that I have almost never been fair to myself. I propose to begin. Do eat. I am sure you need your dinner.

He set her the example. He was feeling fine now. He knew exactly what he was going to say and do; he found it easier than he expected; he was actually smiling. And she sat wondering at him with blue eyes from which bathing had hardly washed away the tears, saying nothing but with that mystic look of ancient Egypt on her face that made him think of Hatshepsut who sat on the throne of Horus. She made a lame attempt at eating.

Lottie, I suppose you admit that you trapped me, at the cost of my good name and lawful standing in the Anglo-Indian community?

Yes, I admit that.

That was an act of banditry. I have a right to reprisal. I take it  in the form of my personal guards, four and twenty mules, my horses, these clothes I stand in, and three days rations.

Are you mad? You can have anything you want here.

I want you, said Gup, but on my own terms. And I am going to have you. I declare war!

Arent you talking a little wildly, Gup? Doesnt it occur to you how easily I could  I have only to summon my guards, you know.

I am risking that. I am presuming that you know how to play fair as well as I do. I intend to fight you for your army, to-morrow, at midnight.

Why? she asked him. She appeared completely bewildered by his change of manner. Do you imagine my army is not loyal to me?

Possibly it is. But I am also loyal to you. I came on this scene almost too late, and I have wasted valuable time pondering a problem that a wise man could have answered in less than ten minutes. You dont love me yet do you?

I dont know what to think of you. You make me breathless.

Well, said Gup, thats a very moderate reprisal, Lottie, for some very painful hours that you have given me! However, never mind, thats over with. From now on, you and I begin to understand each other, and you will understand me more easily if you remember that I love you with all my heart. Dont have any doubt about that, because its true. I only wish I had had sense enough to love you in London in the old days.

She smiled: Gup, do you remember that line of Gilberts It was all very well to dissemble your love, but why did you kick me down-stairs?  you speak in one and the same breath of loving and fighting  wont you explain?

Simple. You neednt fight unless you want to. You may surrender at any time. But, you see, it was you who began the war by making me an outlaw at the end of the first skirmish. Im going to use your army to regain my standing in a civilized community  and incidentally yours also. If you have moral, or any other kind of right to capture me by force or trickery, I have an equal right to capture you. You propose that I should go your way. I intend that you shall come my way. There is the issue.

Gup, do you propose to turn on me in a crisis  at a moment when I am shocked by what Harriet Dover did, and when the Amir may come down on us at any minute?

Thats exactly why I do it, Gup retorted. Tell me: what would you do if the Amir comes?

I would stay here. We could hold this place for ever against him.

As long as food lasts! And meanwhile he corks you in with the aid of a handful of troops and is free to march on India with nine-tenths of his army! You see, Lottie, youre a wonderful organizer and dreamer, but you know nothing about strategy and nothing about war. Do you know what I intend to do?

You mean if I should let you?

What I will do is this: use this place as a bait for the Amir. If he is fool enough to take it and bottle up his army in it, all the better! However, I rather expect to catch him on his way here. Win, lose or draw, he will know he has been in a fight. I can promise him that.

There may be no need to fight, she answered. An army is a very powerful diplomatic argument. Let him invade India. He will probably agree to yield me all this country in return for neutrality. And he will also almost certainly be defeated.

Gup laughed. Lottie, neither you nor I could hold this army neutral for two days! You have raised it, paid it, trained it, fed it with enthusiam and pride in itself  now it has got to fight somebody  no matter whom. Furthermore, the Amirs promises are worth exactly what force can make him fulfill  not a scrap more. In addition to which, you would have India to deal with afterward. However, none of that is important compared with two main points, of which the first is, that I wont see India invaded if my life can prevent it, and the other is, that I love you far too much to let you make such an awful mistake. But arguments wont persuade you. I know that. I will have to prove it to you.

I wish you would kindly not talk in riddles. What do you mean by prove it to me? And what do you mean about fighting me for my army?

To-morrow at midnight I am to be sworn in, am I not? Very well, let us both be there. I will come with four-and-twenty men. You bring as many as you wish  bring all of them. If I win the army, its mine. If you win it, its yours.

Her eyes brightened: If I win, do you yield to me?

Never! he answered. If you win, you do as you please, or what you can with your army. I go  or the army shoots me  it doesnt matter. But if I win, the army will do as I tell it.

And then?

I will repeat to you what I say now: that I love you.

And you will expect me to yield to you? But you wont yield to me if I win? Gup, do you call that a fair proposal?

Certainly. Because I will lead you on an honorable course, whereas you would want to lead me on a dishonorable one.

Oh, you Scotsman! You masculine, opinionated, obstinate egotist!

Guilty, said Gup. But I love you.

He rose to his feet. One more glass of wine, Lottie  just one glass between us, and then Im off.

The deaf-and-dumb maid filled a glass. She tasted it; Gup drank the rest.

So long then, Lottie. Next time we meet we join battle. Meanwhile, I pay you the compliment of perfect confidence that you wont try to stop me from leaving the caverns.

He was aching to take her in his arms, but he was the same Gup McLeod he had always been  as diffident toward a woman as if she were a mystical religion. He could smash her expensive impersonal plans and ruin all that she had built of material goods, but her personal self-respect was sacred. It was not that he was afraid of her, nor did he doubt that she liked him; he even half-suspected that she already loved him. But that was all the more reason for waiting until he was sure of it. Meanwhile, she was magnificent  no scorn, no bitter words, no threat, no scene. She stood wondering, watching him go.

Outside, in the tunnel beyond the anteroom was the Russian, buried in a sheepskin overcoat between two of Gups body-guard. Jonesey was leaning on his long staff, looking more than ever like a stained-glass window saint. Two more Pathans stood near him but Jonesey appeared unconscious of being watched.

Lead on  to Miss Harriet Dovers quarters.

Even Jonesey showed surprise at that, but he said nothing  led the way up winding passages and a stairway hewn in limestone, to a corridor where bearded Hillmen leaned on rifles. They stared, but saluted and made no effort to prevent Gups passing. Was he not the new commander of the Ranees army? Had not Rahman given orders?

Jonesey struck the teak door with his long staff. It was opened by Bibi Marwarid, scandalized.

Such noise! She is asleep!

Gup strode in, she backing away before him. There were two rooms, with a door between. He signed to Bibi Marwarid to lead the way into the inner room. She hesitated, but obeyed when she saw he would otherwise go in alone. Not a word was spoken until Gup stood one long pace within the inner room, with Jonesey at his elbow. It was a rather plain room, although the rock walls were hidden by Indian hangings and there was a dressing-table with long mirror and silver fittings. Harriet Dover sat in an armchair, where she seemed to have been dozing. She glared at Gup as if eyes could kill him, but her eyes met relentless destiny and she recognized it. You two ladies are to come with me at once. Wrap up warmly. Throw what you need into a bag. My guards will carry it. Harriet Dover rose slowly out of the chair. What does this mean? she demanded.

You are under arrest. Gup answered. Not wanting a scene, then, in that place, he added: No immediate harm will happen to you.

I am ill, she exclaimed.

You may be carried if you wish.

By whose orders?

Mine.

Leave me, she commanded, while I get dressed. But he did not doubt she had a pistol somewhere in the room and he did not propose to be shot in the back. He strode to the bed and seized the bedding.

Are you coming? he asked. Or shall!

She accepted that hint, nodding to Marwarid who began tossing toilet things into a bag.

Havent you the decency to tell me where I am going or how long Im to be gone? Harriet Dover demanded. How do I know what things I need?

It doesnt much matter, said Gup. You will need no ball-dress.

No use telling a cad he is one. I am ready. She pulled on a cloak with a hood like a monks and tossed another to Marwarid. Jonesey took the bag. Gup signed to the women to walk in front of him.

You will both be gagged if you make any outcry.

Two guards marched in front. Two more followed with the Russian between them. Then the women  Gup and Jonesey  two more guards. Silence, and only the tramp of footsteps echoing down long tunnels  almost endless tunnels, that rose and descended and twisted and turned, until electric light ceased, but the guards had electric torches. At last they reached a cavern hung with stalactites, in which the rest of Gups guard and the stallion and mules were waiting. Gup chose two mules that were lightly loaded and ordered the women lifted on to them.

Lead on, he commanded.

And now Jonesey led, along echoing winding passages from cavern to cavern, until at last they came to a ramp that had been a waterfall, where four men had to hold the stallion, leaning against him, and the mules slid down with all four feet together. There were guards at the top of that ramp, who challenged, but accepted Joneseys password, and then vanished into a cave where a fire was burning. And at the bottom of the ramp they found themselves under the stars in a narrow gulley between cliffs so high that the stars seemed to be set in purple glass that rested on their ragged summit.



One vow  one Vow Inviolable stands, 

And none can break it. Neither life nor death 

Nor devils; no thing made with hands, 

Imagind or imbued with living breath, 

Nor all eternity can alter it. Not sun nor stars, 

Nor mobs opinion, nor law, nor learned lies; 

No sin, lack, punishment, nor prison bars 

Can change Gods word: Who tries, shall rise.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Hell live for ever. Hes too mean for the devil to let him die.

GUP trusted Jonesey to show him a place where he could camp without interference, yet without being too inaccessible or too far from the central stage on which the coming crisis must be set. He knew that Jonesey -was suffering ecstasy of curiosity. He enlightened him enough to keep that curiosity alert and alive, while Jonesey strode along beside him, clinging to a stirrup-leather.

To empty a tank of difficulties, pull the plug, he remarked. Ive pulled it. Now watch things happen.

Only Allah can guess what will happen, said Jonesey. But are you such a fatalist?

No.

Youd call yourself an opportunist?

No. Im a man with a job. Im the plug; I have pulled myself.

I have heard of pulling camels noses, and ones own leg. Well  Ill put you where you can look down like an eagle. But of what use are your prisoners?

None, said Gup. I am satisfied if they are no use to the enemy.

Which enemy?

But Gup was neither to be drawn so easily nor disposed to let good curiosity go to waste. I wish I knew, he answered.

May I talk to them?

Talk all you like. Say what you like. But tell me what you learn.

Soon Jonesey vanished, making his excuse that the track was too narrow to cling to the stirrup. But that did not prevent him from walking beside a burdened mule. Gup could hear him, chattering to Harriet Dover as if there were nothing else to talk about beneath those quiet stars, than poets and the difference between Welsh hymns and purely pagan mysticism. He was asking no questions, doing all the talking, offering a frantic woman something else to think about than her own despair. As far as Gup could overhear he dropped no hint of what was really on his mind. He flattered her intellectuality; he made her feel there was no philosophy, no knowledge that she would not fathom. When he asked her a question at last, it was: Which stirs your soul more: the cry of the muezzin from a minaret, or organ music?

Gup could not hear her answer, a mules stumbling interrupted, but her voice seemed to have lost its strained antagonism.

Hour after hour the trail led upward, along sightless ledges, around shoulders of enormous spurs that upheld ponderous, looming cliffs against a moonlit sky, skirting shadowy ravines in which a night-wind moaned of loneliness, until, soon after midnight, they reached a level place, an acre in extent, where once there had been cultivation and a spring wept musically. Once there had been a sangar  one of those rock-built fortress-houses in which Hillmen are weaned on wind and barley, but the Indian troops had burned it in a border-war. It was a cairn now, blackened with smoke. Along the ragged front there was a sheer drop of a thousand feet, but a wall had been built partly for privacy, partly to break the wind and keep cattle safe, but principally for defense against neighbors. Silver and luminous black in the moonlight, less than rifle range away across a grim gorge, was a similar ledge where a sangar once had been. There was a track, such as goats might use, connecting the two ledges, but it was more than two miles long, ribboning in moonlight, like a zigzag pen-stroke, all along the flank of the gorge and back along the farther side.

They pitched the tents. Gup went to the wall, when he had blanketed the stallion, and leaning on its breast-high bulwark, stared at the valley before him, opening a mile away between the edges of a broken range. An earthquake probably had done that havoc. Mile on mile, between enormous hills, there lay a moonlit plain, level and strewn with boulders, two dry rivers wandering across its face. Heaped around its rim there lay the wreckage of shaken hillsides, taking on fantastic shapes in the slow flow of a fluffy mist. And it seemed that under almost every boulder was a crimson fire. Dark shapes, that in the distance seemed like insects, moved in the manner of men in bivouac. No other movement in the world resembles that. They were not big fires; fuel was being husbanded. Gup tried to count them and to estimate the numbers of the lashkar lurking there, but beyond that there were several thousand men he could not guess their number.

Jonesey stole up silently and leaned beside him, spreading his splay-beard on the wall until his head looked like a battle-trophy stuck there to grin at the gates of death.

I swear there is no god but God, he exclaimed, quoting the Moslem formula. But what is God? And who are we? Look what a womans idea can do to men who never saw her! If there is one man there, there are ten thousand. Fuel, food, ammunition  each man has carried his own from some hungry valley, or from some eerie such as the sangar on this ledge once was. You can stir men with the hope of loot. You can summon them with empty promises. But you cant hold them and keep them silent and obedient with less than an idea  an idea that is over their heads, but not too far over them, or they will call you a heretic. Have you a better idea than she had? If so, India is yours, my son. There are the men who will present it to you, seethed in its own red gravy!

What have you learned? Gup asked him.

Not much yet, except that she thinks you smarter than you are. She accuses you of having intercepted letters she expected from Peshawar.

Wish I had, Gup answered.

And she wants to talk to you, said Jonesey. May I come and listen?

Gup pondered it, drumming his fingers on the dew-damp stone. Is she alone in her tent? he asked at last. All right. Crawl up behind the tent. He had a notion that the more that Jonesey knew, the more likely he would be able to trap him.

Noisily he summoned guards and posted them just out of earshot of low voices, taking care that Harriet Dover heard him order them to keep every one else at a distance. He whispered to them to let Jonesey do exactly what he pleased. Then he strode up to her tent, where she lay on a cot by the light of a candle-lantern.

Care to talk to me? he asked her.

I may as well, she said. You are the last card left. Its you or suicide.

People who really mean suicide dont talk about it, Gup assured her.

True. But youre the only alternative. Thats why I consent to talk to you.

He sat on a mule-pack in the tent-door, where he could watch the camp and see her at the same time. His back was against the tent-pole. Moonlight spread the shadow of the tent in a pool of velvet-black behind him and he supposed that Jonesey lurked there  not that he really cared or thought that Jonesey was important at the moment.

You are a much smarter man than I thought you were, said Harriet Dover. But Gup had not brought her for that sort of conversation.

Shall I have that Russian brought up here, he asked, or would you prefer to talk frankly without his assistance?

Are you bluffing? she asked.

Try me.

What do you want to know?

About your sending poison to Kabul  and why you did it.

She paused so long that Gup began to suspect his bluff had failed. He heard a movement in the darkness at his back and wondered whether she, too, heard it.

Oh, well, what difference does it make? she said at last. I sent a woman to Kabul with some poison for the Amirs wife.

Why?

What an idiotic question! So that he might make Lottie his queen. Why else?

But why?

You know her now. You have talked with her. She is as hopeless as you are! Kind  too kind  sentimental. Is there anything worse? She can dream, but she isnt ruthless, and she dreads the mud and blood that make dreams come true. She would make a nice good-looking queen, but as a kingdom-builder she is a disastrous failure. Let the Amir have her!

There was another long pause, broken by the noisy prayers of a Hillman of Gups body-guard, who had seen the bivouac fires in the Valley of Doab and remembered what the Koran has to say about the baleful flames of hell.

It appears to me, Gup said at last, that in spite of your superior brains and ruthlessness, and her excess of sentiment, you are not so well off as she is. What do you suppose is going to happen to you? Harriet Dover laughed mirthlessly. I know youre not going to kill me, if thats what you mean! Youre another of lifes bitter disappointments. When you first came, what with Rahmans account of you, and your eyes and your great freckled fists and your shoulders, I almost hoped! It took me five whole minutes to undeceive myself. I was right when I called you a blond beast. You are a mere Nordic animal, full of hypocrisy that you think is your soul! Oh, you despiser of opportunity! Cant I tempt you even yet to sin like a hero? Take Lottie if you want to! Seize her  seize her goods and cut loose! I could make you conqueror of half a world. Or take me, if you like. I could never love you, but I could make you love me  and I could turn you into the man you will never be otherwise! But no, you wont  you cant. You have morals. I would rather have measles! Jonesey would be likelier than you  at least he has no morals. But he isnt a man; if he had been, he would have knifed you when you stole his maps.

Again Gup heard quiet movement in the deep black shadow behind him. He hoped Jonesey had heard that comment.

What would you call failure? Gup asked tartly.

Harriet Dover sneered: Oh, I broke down. I know it. But it was too much work and worry, not stupidity such as yours and Lotties that made me crack at last. But Ill get over it  Im over it now. Are you the cad Ive called you  or dont you kick a person when shes down?

What do you suggest? Gup asked her.

It was her turn to be silent. She lay on her chest with her head toward him and the candle shining near her face. His face was as clear as a cameo in moonlight. He had laid aside his turban; she could study the shape of his head as well as his profile.

You have imagination, she said at last. You are a smasher, too, when you once get started. But you get drunk on romance like an imbecile! You are drunk on it now! Try to get sober and listen to me.

I listen. He was listening again to noises in the shadow at his back, wishing that Jonesey would keep still.

I am not romantic and not a natural born fool. Ten minutes after you came I knew we were done for! I saw ruin staring at us, with your great fists and feet making it worse every minute. Do you think I was such an idiot as to count only on the Amir, or to trust the Amir? I have taken every possible means of playing safe, and I will save you, even now, if you will listen to me. The Amir is on the move! I know it! That isnt guesswork; I know it! I have written a letter to Glint in Peshawar. I have offered to do what he wants in return for an amnesty. I can include you in that, if you can only intercept Glints answer before it reaches Lotties guards.

Gup looked relaxed, but every sinew in his body was ready to leap into instant action. Those sounds in the darkness behind him had become too noticeable not to make him nervous. It seemed impossible that Harriet Dover did not hear them too, although they were not loud. Perhaps she was trying to hold his attention while something happened. She began speaking louder: Resignation is no refuge for my spirit! I can not be defeated as long as I breathe!

There came a sudden sound of struggling in the darkness at Gups back  then a gasp  then a voice: I knew ut! Look at her knife  a yard long! Might have stuck me with ut! Damn all Afghan womun! Lie still, or Ill brain you with the hilt of ut!

Gup did not move, except to rest his elbow on his knee. If Tom OHara was there, there was nothing to worry about. Cheerio, Tom! he said quietly. Want any help?

There came the sound of a terrific kick. Bibi Marwarid crawled on hands and knees into the tent in front of Tom OHara, who had stuffed her shawl so far into her throat that she was strangling; she got rid of it at last and lay gasping on the tent floor. Tom OHara squatted in front of Gup, his nose broadening and descending as he smiled. He was unshaven; reddish hair and wrinkles stirred in whirls around his owls eyes.

Where is Jonesey? Gup asked.

Slumberland. I hit um. Bad egg  lucky I didnt kill um. Should have. He knew her game. Fixed it up between um  stick you in the back and steal the works!

Where were you, Tom?

On my way from that other ledge to this one  half-way around the gorge when you arrived on the scene. Sick o that place  no grub. Got a bite to eat?

Gup summoned the guard, who commanded the cook, who abused the pot-and-kettle person, who apostrophized a wood-and-water-Joey. Presently a fire was lighted and the smell of coffee stole on the mountain air.

She said ut, said Tom OHara, staring at Harriet Dover, whose face in the lantern-light looked wanly poetic. Her hair had come down; its dark coils shaded away into shadow; she was oval face and thin hands, nothing else  a phantom. Its true she wrote ut. I saw ut  Ive a copy of ut. She wrote ut to Glint and he answered ut. Heres his answer  see the blood on ut? My man Ismail stuck a knife into the runner. Ive eleven men out scouting. News of the Amir, too  hes on the move behind a screen o cavalry  theyre half-way to the Khyber.

Indian army napping? Gup asked.

Not much. Plenty o news comes down the Khyber. A man told me this afternoon  he was hurrying hot-foot to join the Amir, but I think hes one of our men taking a long chance, though he didnt admit ut  told me our crowd acted rough at Amritsar  shot a thousand of em with machine-guns. He said it was a general was drunk. But I see ut. I see through ut. Shoot a thousand and save a hundred thousand  maybe a million. Hell to pay  and think of the foreign newspapers!  but theyve got the Punjaub meek and afraid to lift a finger. Same with the rest of India  they think theyll get shot if they ask a question! The countrys quiet. They can move the army. Dirty work, but I see through ut. Had to do ut. Glad it wasnt me that gave the order, thats all. Id ha done ut, though. I said theyd have to do ut  said ut a year ago. I wrote ut  doubt if anybody read ut, but I turned ut in  the reports in Delhi.

Tell me about Glint.

Hes nasty. Hell live for ever, that man will; hes too mean for the devil to let him die. She wrote him offering to turn loose poison-gas and empty the Ranees roost  wrote she has a Russian who will do ut if she says so. Stipulates a pardon for herself and any other woman she cares to name, also a hundred thousand rupees and a clean bill for Jonesey. Wants that all in writing, and reserves the right to settle in Kabul if she sees fit.

Nothing about the Ranee?

Not a word. Forgot her, maybe! Glint writes back  see?  heres his letter. Tells her to do ut and trust him  trust him, mind you! Says hell see she gets paid by results. Reminds her theres a reward for you dead or alive.

Sure you knocked Jonesey out?

Stunned him good. What are you going to do with this young woman?

Two of them, said Jonesey. He appeared within the tent; he had crawled in through the far end.

He has an automatic, Gup said quietly.

Sove I. Sove you, said Tom OHara. One of usll get him. Had he two automatics? Ive got the one was in his cummerbund.

Gup reached into the tent and drew out Jonesey by the beard. Search him, he said, and Tom OHara went farther than that; he stripped him, using the Afghan womans knife to cut the clothing from his back.

No, he said, no weapons. Then, to Harriet Dover: Lend the man a blankut, hes indecunt. Jonesey shrugged himself into a blanket and sat perfectly calm with his back to the moonlight. In the name of Allah, what next? he remarked. Myself and two ladies  three innocents  what will you do with us?

Said Gup: If I felt free to follow inclination, I would kick all three of you and turn you loose to walk to Kabul!

We could walk to Kabul better if you didnt kick, said Jonesey. You have big feet.

Gup stared hard at Harriet Dover. Do you trust Glint? he asked.

No.

Then why did you write to him?

I hoped to be able to blackmail him. If he had sent a compromising answer  

I have ut  I have his answer, said Tom OHara. Theres enough in ut to break him when the burrasahib sees ut. Theyre all looking for a chance to jump on Glint. Negotiating on his own  trying to steal the credut  watch him  Glint goes home on half-pay! Hope I travel by the same ship. Ive a girl in Copenhagen and my long leaves overdue.

What do you want? Gup asked, and Harriet Dover stared at him. Shall I send you back to Lottie with a letter telling all I know about you?

No, she answered. I will go with Jonesey.

I am not sure I will not kick Jonesey over that cliff.

She laughed. Then let me tell you. You wont do it. Why? Because you are a coward. You are afraid to kill a man.

Gup knew then how much he had risen above what he had been when he whipped Glint. Her sneer made no impression on him. He knew, and he knew it so well that he did not have to prove it, that he was capable of throwing all three of them over the cliff if that should appear to him wise. He could do it without malice, anger or regret. But he did not have to do it. He could see no probable danger in letting all three go. He could prevent their returning to the caverns to make trouble there. No goal was open to them except Kabul, and the Amirs army probably would seize them on its way south.

The Amir, he said, is welcome to you  you three and the Russian. The four of you leave this ledge when I do and you shall have a weeks provisions.

Mules, I suppose? she suggested.

No, said Gup. You walk. I need the mules. He summoned the guards and posted them much closer to the tent, then strode away with Tom OHara to where coffee and hot cakes waited. To the captain of his guard he said: If Jonesey, those two women and the Russian steal mules to-night, permit it. When you change the sentries at the tent, tell the relief to pretend to go to sleep.

Why did you change your mind? asked Tom OHara.

I didnt change it. But if they think they are running away they will keep on running. I hope Ive seen the last of em. I dont want to have to do anything drastic.

Sure, said OHara, I get you. Men in love are always that way. Ive a girl of my own in Copenhagen. Me  I wouldnt bump a pimp off if I didnt have to. Gup, do you know this is the first coffee Ive had since I left Peshawar! Hey-yeh! But it warms the hungry cockles o yr inner man! Heres to the man who invented ut!



There came a day  a day of wakening 

Wherein the essences of knowledge won 

By travail set the Soul within the Thing 

So swelling, as the seeds swell in the sun, 

That habit like a split shell yielded. Deeds 

Were as inevitable then as doubt had been.

It dawned in consciousness that all man needs 

Is work to do and faith in Force Unseen.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Now Ill be in Copenhagen inside of a month!

GUP and Tom OHara shared one tent that night, Gup on the cot because OHara insisted that to sleep soft while on a job would ruin him; he seemed to fall asleep the very second that he curled up in a heap of horse-blankets. But Gup did not sleep until he saw four mules go stealing off into the night. The captain of his guard came and whispered to him to make sure that he knew it. Gup sent men to follow and make sure that the mules turned northward.

Pursue them if they try to get back to the caverns. Otherwise let them go.

Then he, too, slept until the sunlight touched the mountain peaks with silver. When he awoke he saw Tom OHara sitting like a vulture in the tent-opening. Before he could speak to him OHara had a prayer-mat spread and was setting the example for all the camp, performing the Moslem prayer ritual, bowing toward Mecca.

You ought to have joined in ut, he said presently. You never can understand em until you pray with em. I used to act ut, but Ive a girl in Copenhagen thats a saint. She taught me better. She heals em  laying on o hands. She taught me to pray with any man, with em, mind you  no tongue in your cheek. Ive learned em good since I took to doing ut. Cuss em and they cuss you. Bless em and they maybe wonder who gave you the right. But pray with em  I mean pray, not play at ut  and you can tune in on their emotions  catch yourself thinking their thoughts  if youre awake, you think em first  forestall em. Then the govment says: That fellows crazy, but he knows his stuff  he knows ut. And I do know ut. How do I understand you? I was an ostrich once myself. Id be one yet if I hadnt one-time got a crazy notion to spend a sick-leave in Denmark.

How about being seen here, Tom?

Thats all right. Jonesey was the only man who knew me. All the others think Im a mullah, who can talk English from having been in Delhi prison, convicted o murder. The story is, I escaped by a miracle. But thats dangerous. They have a way of asking for another miracle. Im good at prophesying, and Ive the Koran pretty near by heart. But I cant heal em the way my girl does, and tricks  hell, theyre too risky. All the same, were going to have to stage a miracle. Listen to me, now.

They strolled together to the wall and looked over but nothing could be seen. The fluffy mist had gathered in the gorge and lay there like cotton wadding.

Eagles sat preening their wings on the crags, waiting for wind to move the mist and make things visible.

Midnight to-night, said Tom OHara, therell be upward of thirty thousand men in that valley below. Maybe you knew ut. Ive been there talking with em, when they first began to drift in. They say fifty thousand, not counting the Ranees regulars. I say thirty thousand all told, and Im nearer the mark. Thats thirty thousand sticks o dynamite. How did you leave the Ranee?

Gup told him in full detail all that had happened since they last met. The only detail he avoided was the intimate personal one, but Tom OHara, with a strange reddish gleam in his eyes, filled in those gaps easily.

I knew ut. If you scratch a Moslem in Morocco, Gup, a Moslem bleeds in Kandahar. Did you suppose you could even like that woman and all these hills not know you love her? Ostrich! Its all over the hills that you went in there and took her, honest outlaw fashion. Hell! Dyou know how fast a rumor travels? Its in Kabul by this time. The Amir knows all about ut, multiplied by x and carried to the nth. Hes on his way, behind a screen o cavalry. Hes not moving, Ill bet you, as fast as he thought he would. You cant run India, you know, and snooze on the job. Our folks sent some lively lads a while ago to stir up the Shinwari tribesmen, and some others, and the Amir hasnt got it all his own way. Besides, I fixed um. I wrote ut and they did ut  for a wonder. He had lots o spies in India and we fed em full o strictly secret information, most o which was: that if he comes well lay the country waste in front of um. You see the force o that? He thinks he cant live off the country, so he has to bring an awful heavy baggage-train and all the money in the Kabul treasury. Do you know how those lads love looting? Some of his nominal subjects are on his flanks like flies on a sore horse. He has to use half his men, Im betting you, to guard that baggage-train. Thats me  I did ut. Hes moving slow; and every hour is an hour against um. Our folks are mobilizing troops along the border faster than the Amir thinks. Now what was your plan?

Gup hesitated. He had told his plan to no one. He was almost afraid to tell it to Tom OHara, dreading Toms caustic comments. Almost any plan evolved in mental solitude looks good until it is spread before competent eyes.

Im to be sworn in to-night as commander-inchief, he answered. I propose to tell them that the Amir is coming to seize their Ranee with all her caverns, weapons and supplies. I am hoping to get them to follow me against the Amir, on the ground of izzat  honor. Probably cant stop him, but  I think hell wish he hadnt started.

And afterward?

Not likely therell be any afterward. Lottie refused to be persuaded.

Ostrich!

Lots of the men may refuse to follow me instead of her. Ill do what I can with the remainder. And of course, you cant lead men like those from the rear. Im pretty sure to get mine. But I think Ill stop the Amir long enough to let our Indian army mobilize against him.

All right. Suppose you get yours. Nobody minds dying  except me; Im off for Copenhagen soon as this shows over. What about Lottie, as you call her. Whats she to do?

Depends on me, Tom. If I pull off what I hope, to-night, she may give in. That will mean I shall have all the troops  perhaps, as you say, thirty thousand. Its no secret from her that I think she has been doing wrong. She knows I intend to try to right it. Ive given her the chance to find out whether or not she loves me. If she does, she will come with me  against the Amir. With thirty thousand men we will have a reasonable chance to make things hot for him. If she doesnt love me, what she will do will be none of my business. If she loves me, she will die with me rather than not undo the harm she has done. But we may not have to die.

And then what?

I shall expect the Indian Government to do the decent thing by both of us.

Tom OHaras nose behaved exactly like an owls beak, when he chuckled. His eyes almost vanished amid wrinkles and the reddish stubble of a five-day beard.

Govments, he said, arent decent. They cant afford to be. Gup, youre a cross between a bloody fool, a genius, a good sport and an ostrich. But I like you first rate. Now listen  Lord, look at that mist!

The morning wind was moving and the mist rolled up in front of it in mother-of-pearl waves, green and the gray of rocks and pinnacle-crags showing where it eddied and broke. Then the sun arose over the range and tinted it with gold and opal. Into that glory an eagle plunged and came up sparkling with his feathers dew-wet.

And theres idiots who say there isnt any God! said Tom OHara.

Then the wind blew chill and gusty from the northern snow, and in a moment the mist scattered into tails and drifts, until only thin hurrying streams of it were left and the gorge lay naked.

See um? Tom OHara never pointed but the movement of his head was like an owls.

Streaming along toward the broken gap that opened into the valley of last nights bivouac fires were men, looking like insects, hurrying in single file and shapeless with the loads they carried. First there were tens  then scores  then hundreds, answering the Ranees summons.

Mind you, said Tom OHara, most of em are poor. Theyre tired. Theyre hungry. Some of em, Ill bet you, have met Jonesey on the way. He and the Dover woman and that Afghan she-devil will have told em three or four different tales to set em by the ears. They know by now the Amirs on the march, likely enough hell loot the home of every man who isnt loyal to him. Theyre taking a long chance and they know ut. Soon as they reach the valley theyll hear the tale I told there yesterday.

Whats the matter with my plan, Tom?

Might be worse  not bad for an amateur. Lets patch ut. Listen, Gup: no plans any good that doesnt lead direct to what you want. I want my long leave and a tickut to Copenhagen. You want Lottie. Am I right? Then get her, you big ostrich! Listen: I crossed the border with three thousand dibs in my wallet, a cake o chocolate and half a loaf of bread. I gave away the bread and chocolate and spent a thousand dibs. That gave me five-and-thirty first-class hairy liars and five fair-to-middling information men. I dont pay liars to sit still and scratch emselves. Theyve gone to work. And I dont pay information men to keep me ignorant. At my game ignorance aint bliss. So theres five-and-thirty different stories circumlocuting around the hills, not counting the ones Ive told. And I know most of whats been happening. I know what the Dover woman did  and you dont know the half of ut. I knew Joneseys game  and youd never guess the half o that. Theyre both cracked  theyre as cracked as coots. She tried to sell you to Glint; she tried to sell the Ranee to the Amir. Unknown to you or the Dover woman or the Ranee, Jonesey tried to sell the whole outfit, you included, to a Shinwari named Bakar Sakao, whos a dark horse and might start a rebellion behind the Amirs back. And what for? She wants power. Joneseys in love with her. The Afghan female is in love with Jonesey. Dont argue  I know ut. I knew ut three days ago.

Is that the tale youve been spreading? Gup asked.

Hell, no. Ive told fairy-tales. But you always have to have some truth in em  about as much as youd put salt on meat. Too much is a mistake. Too little is stoopid. Ive sent out five-and-thirty versions of a story that the Amir is on his way to bag the Ranee for his harem and to loot those caverns to supply his ragamuffin army. And Ive paid two mullahs  paid em handsome  to go into that bivouac yonder and say  they pretending, mind you, that they have ut from the Amir straight  that the Amir intends to burn the homes, sell the wives and daughters and cut the throats of all the men who dont join his army before he gets here. Therell be some who wont believe that  there are always some sensible men  but theyll be outnumbered ten to one. So you see, its all set for you. All you have to do to-night, at midnight, is to play your ace of trumps.

What if they take the mullahs at their word and flock over to the Amir? Gup suggested.

What if ut snows ink? Things dont happen quite as suddenly as that. Dont they think shes a wonder? Arent you another wonder? Do you think I havent spread a yam about you, too? Do you think they wont wait to see to-night what happens? If you do, you dont know Hillmen. Theyll be all there, ready for you to turn the trick on em to-night.

Looks pretty much like my plan, Gup answered. Yes, but theres more to ut. Youve got to keep em idle until the Amir passes, if you can. Then swoop down on his baggage-train. Thats the worst that can happen if you play your hand right. Better yet, hold em and frighten the Amir back to Kabul! Try ut  

I doubt you can do ut  hed lose his control of his own men if he ordered a retreat  but you can try ut. And above all, dont let him seize those caverns! If he gets those hell have a base that might take us years to smoke him out of. Now you know ut. You know the whole layout. Hullo  see that? Three of our planes. Theyre following the Khyber, looking for the Amirs cavalry. But theyre too high to see much. Theyre afraid of the broken air among these peaks. Do you know what the Amir did? He has no planes. He made some dummies in the arsenal in Kabul, no engines in em, and stood em around for the army to see, to give em confidence. Fact!

They breakfasted beside a small fire, and all that morning they watched the gathering lashkar pouring in droves and driblets through the gap into the Valley of Doab. Several times during the day a messenger found Tom OHara with news of the Amirs movements, but the news was never twice the same and for the most part Tom ignored it. He appeared to have a sort of instinct for discrimination between true and false. He also appeared to feel that he had shot his own bolt, and he had the rather rare gift of being able to sit still and await events when he had done his utmost.

Whats the tale about me that youve told? Gup asked him.

Ive said youre Allahs sending. Mind you, Im a mullah. What I dont know aint in the Book. Ive said youre sent to save the Ranee from the Amir. Listen: Look at me and look at you. Youre six foot and how many inches? Youre handsome. Have you ever seen an uglier specimun than me?

Heart of gold, Tom. Heart of gold, said Gup.

Heart of impudence. My girls a saint and shes as sweet to look at as a lily-o-the-valley. I went up and took her. She thinks Im wonderful. The Danish bloods were after her like hawks after a partridge. I met her one day, and the second day she was mine and she knew ut. I could whistle her half around the world from Copenhagen and shed come.

Gup glared moodily across the valley. Women vary, Tom.

It was then, at last, that Tom OHara sprang his knock-out blow at indecision. Even then he did not quite reveal the depth of the anxiety that had kept him all one night and all one valuable morning perched on a ledge while the Afghan army advanced hour by hour on India.

Dont you see, you ostrich, that unless you grab her you havent a chance? You walked out on her, and that was genius. And you took Jonesey and the Dover woman; that was genius. It leaves your Ranee up against her own problum. You challenged her, and that was all right if you meant ut. But shes a woman; shes going to have to know you meant ut. Idiot! While youve sat here shes been thinking and doing!

What do you mean, Tom?

Is she a suicider? No. Is she proud? Yes. Does she want to get caught by our crowd and put in prison for the rest of her life? Not likely! Has she brains? You bet she has. Is she desperut? O course! Shes just about had time to realize what Jonesey and the Dover woman did to her grip on things. Does she want to lose you? If she does, Ill eat my dagger! But will she give in to you or any other man without being made to? Hell! If shes that kind she couldnt have done what she has done. Its her privilege to be conquered  slap-up, good and proper. She has earned ut! And because youre half a genius and half an ostrich, youve made her think youre too romantuc to do any dirty work. Hell! Women arent romantuc, theyre ruthless and they want ut ruthless.

What then?

Youve disappointed her, and that was so stoopid it was almost genius! She thinks she understands you perfuct. She can see you riding through that gap tonight all ready to make a fine speech and steal her army from under her beautiful nose. Do you think shell let you do ut? Hell! Unless shes ten times crazier than the Dover woman shell set a trap and catch you on your way in! And if I know a from izzard, shell send Rahman to the Amir to make a brand-new set o terms. Youll end up in Kabul, a sort of he-concubine like a prince consort; and our Indian army will take a licking, for which Ill be the first to blame you, Gup, and the last to forgive ut.

What do you suggest?

Go grab her  ostrich! Set a trap and catch her! Tell her where she gets off! When you ride into that gap to-night, she comes along obedient, not leading Gup Bahadur by the nose! You not only grab the army then, but you get you a fine woman thatll know theres only one man fit to look at. She wont think ut, shell know ut! And listen to this, Gup. Listen careful. Govments are no more romantuc than women. They listen to force and to nothing else. Its either force o circumstance or votes or money, or else force o bayonets and bullets that makes em behave. Youve one chance for the two of you to come out o this mess free and reputable. We might clear you, perhaps, but not her  unless you have an army in the field to bargain with. Dyou get that? If you can offer quid pro quo, theyll treat you handsome. If you cant  well  youve heard of the six-foot argument? The hangmans rope  black cap  the Lord have mercy on your soul  a six-foot drop  and nothing more to say  thats over with.

Not so simple, Tom, to take her in a trap. Suppose we set a trap and fail?

You wont fail if I talk to your body-guard.

Talk to em then.

I knew ut. I knew youd do ut. I wrote ut. I sent a message to Peshawar yesterday. I said: Gup holds the joker. Hell play ut. Now Ill be in Copenhagen inside of a month!



A word then that was but a word before  

A dead drop added to a sea of sound, 

Whose barren offspring was an echo and no more, 

Became more potent than the reeking round 

Of massed artillery. One word could swing 

Such forces into instant action as the sum 

Of mans whole armament on foot and wheel and wing 

Could not prevent, nor treason overcome.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Huzoor, I am proud of your offer to fight me!

BUT even Tom OHara had not understood Gup perfectly. He had gained his point but he did not know how he had gained it. Gup had made his utmost sacrifice. He had thrown his self-respect into the scale against the Amirs invading host. To him, with his chivalrous notions, there was nothing conceivable, less honorable than to set an ambush for the woman he loved and do by violence what he had hoped to do by force of character and rigid adherence to principle. To him, it was almost as if he had taken his proud soul and thrown it into hell for the sake of his own countrymen, who had outlawed him on false evidence. He would do what he could to save India  but at a cost that was beyond computing. It left him nothing  not a last shred of his treasured self-respect. But men dont see much while they are on the testing-rack. Some women see much more clearly. Onlookers sometimes see, but almost never understand.

That night, when the bivouac fires were glowing in the Valley of Doab, and before the moon had risen, Gup, with Tom OHara on a mule beside him, led the four-and-twenty stalwarts of his body-guard into a dark ravine that was nearly midway between the guarded entrance to the Ranees caverns and the great grim amphitheater where the lashkar waited. It was darker there than any visible darkness; Gups disgust was added to it. He was hoping that some accident would save the Ranee from his ambush, and yet knowing that he would use every faculty he possessed to foresee accident and to put her to that last indignity of being kidnaped. He could imagine her sense of hopelessness and crushed pride. He would have preferred that it should happen to himself.

The body-guard had been rehearsed all afternoon by Tom OHara, who had told them a marvelous story. They were to save the Ranee from the treachery of her own supposedly loyal protectors. Agents of the Amir, according to this owl-eyed mullah who appeared to know so much, had persuaded the Ranees bodyguard to run away with her and surrender her, alive and lovely, to the Amir. He even named the exact amounts of money that the culprits would receive. Gups body-guard, accordingly, was primed with zeal, its edge whetted by indignation. It was understood there should be no waste of gentleness that night. But it was also understood that there should be no noise.

The pass was narrow where that dark ravine loomed into it. The Ranees regulars, with Rahman leading on a big brown mare, went streaming by like shadows, making scarcely more sound, because there was a sense of drama and of vast events impending. Gups black stallion Iskander had to be thrown, and his head smothered under blankets, to prevent him from screaming a challenge. The Ranees men had not brought the machine-guns and there were no impedimenta except their rifles and bandoliers. But almost at the last there came a gift of a hundred oxen from the Ranee, wild-eyed and crowding together in fear of the darkness that echoed their pattering feet. Thereafter, silence and a long wait. The Ranees sense of drama was too acute to permit her to appear before the stage was set and the full moon rising.

It was certain she would not come unprotected, and not on foot. Gup had sent two men to watch for her coming and to bring specific information. One came back panting with word that fifty horsemen waited for her outside the gorge near the entrance. Presently the other came and said she rode, surrounded by her women, and that another fifty horsemen followed. Gup had four-and-twenty men, himself and Tom OHara.

She was coming slowly; four of her women were very indifferent riders, so the horses were held back to a walking pace; besides, the moon was only just appearing over the rim of the world; its light had not yet reached into the gorge, although the sky was aswim with liquid gold that made half of the colored stars look pale. Nothing was more certain than that her body-guard would fight like demons to protect her; that was a point of personal izzat, on which no picked Hillman would have two opinions; they would die to a man rather than let a hair of her head be touched.

But four of Tom OHaras hand-picked liars had been summoned and carefully drilled. They, and some unattached villagers, found wandering and bribed with unheard-of munificence, were stationed on a ledge that overhung the route by which the Ranee had to come. Between them they had one old service pistol and ten cartridges from which the bullets had been drawn. They also had sticks and cans and a can with pebbles in it. They were capable of sounding like a hundred men; and they were half a mile from where Gup waited, thus permitting him plenty of scope for action.

The gorge where Gup was hidden was defensible by ten men against ten times their number. There was a back way out of it that led by winding tracks and over a ragged range to a valley that opened southward, but in front there was only an opening ten feet wide, that was flanked by unclimbable rock, and defenders would have the advantage of darkness, whereas an attacking force would have to deploy in moonlight that was growing stronger every minute.

Gup had to spare four of his men to create a diversion in front of the Ranees advance-guard. Instead of being stationed on a ledge they were concealed amid boulders that no horse could possibly negotiate, at a point where they could sweep the pass with rifle-fire. They were middle-aged men deliberately flattered for the self-restraint that it was hoped they had. Their orders were to make no sound until the men on the ledge, lower down the pass, should set up an alarm. Then they were to wait while they counted two hundred slowly. After that they were to fire one shot apiece at nothing. If, as and when they were attacked they might defend themselves, but until that happened, they were on no account to kill anything but horses, and not horses unless the Ranees guard should gallop past them to take higher ground; then they might kill horses to prevent the guard from galloping back again. They asked why they should not kill men.

Because, said Gup, it will be hard to tell friend from enemy.

It was one of those plans that might go wrong if a flea bit somebody. It was a hair-trigger plan, of the sort that Tom OHara loved and Gup detested, but Gup was in no mood to enjoy anything just then. The details of the plan seemed burned into his brain and he could see a hundred flaws in it. To him, as the moon rose slowly and began to flood the narrow pass with silver light, leaving his own side of it in even deeper shadow, it seemed like probably his own last effort, and a shameful one at that. He would have laid odds, had anybody cared to ask him, of a hundred to one that the Ranee would escape. There would be some decent fellows shot, good horses killed, and nothing more accomplished than to arouse indignation. He himself would be left at large without friend or following, since failure is the unforgivable offense in love and war. Thereafter his only hope would be to ask Tom OHara to plead his cause with the Anglo-Indian authorities, and that was not hope, it was a vision of hell.

However, a man can suffer pessimism and still steel himself. The first sound of the hoof-beats of the Ranees guard found him keyed and alert, and his voice, as he talked in low tones to his men, was calm and reassuring, so that they took their cue from him and were no more excited than leopards lying up in ambush. When he ceased speaking there was no sound other than the mysterious, slow drum-beat of the oncoming hoofs of the Ranees guard  until their leader drew almost abreast of where Gup waited. Then a shot spat from a ledge half a mile lower down. The advance-guard wheeled and clattered back to surround the Ranee and her women. She was easy to see; the moonlight touched the jewels in her turban.

There was another shot from the ledge, followed by a noise that might mean anything  clattering, startling  possibly a hundred men, perhaps more. There was a leather-lunged shout from the commander of the Ranees guard and the rear-guard galloped back to investigate. Another shot spat from the ledge and they answered it with ragged rifle-fire from horseback, making the whole ravine alive with echoes.

The commander of the Ranees guard decided to advance, there being small sense in waiting to be fired at in a narrow pass, and he still had fifty men. He spared one more  he sent a galloper to tell the rearguard what he intended doing, and what they should do. Then he resumed the march, his face in moonlight showing irritation rather than anxiety. He had not ridden fifty paces, and the Ranee was almost abreast of Gups dark lurking place, when four shots spat forth from the boulders higher up the pass; their echoes went like whip-cracks cannoning from crag to crag.

The commander of the guard was swift. He made sure there were thirty of his men surrounding the Ranee and her women; then he led the remaining nineteen up the pass to investigate. They were met by deliberate fire from four well-hidden rifles. They answered it with vicious volleys. Gup heard the Ranees voice but it was drowned in the din of echoes, and amid that din he let the stallion Iskander to his feet. He gave no order. It was the stallion who neighed. Gup and his men went bursting two abreast out of the dark mouth of the gorge, Gup leading. They divided right and left. They sent the Ranees horsemen reeling. There were shots fired  there was saber-slashing, but it was all over in thirty seconds. Gups great stallion Iskander came up sliding on his heels beside the Ranees mare; she found herself seized in Gups right arm, wrenched from the saddle and borne away into engulfing night. Gup shouted and his men wheeled, shepherding the rear. They were all of them back in the pitch-dark gorge before the Ranees men could form again around the women amid riderless horses, wondering what had happened. Within a minute, a dozen shots fired from the top of the rocks that overhung the entrance of Gups hiding-place informed them and sent them scattering for cover.

Gup set the Ranee on her feet and sprang to the earth beside her. He could hardly see her, but he seized her in his arms and kissed her on the mouth.

Do you understand what has happened to you? he demanded. I have taken you, Lottie. Youre mine, do you understand me? He could feel her heart surge against his.

His men were keeping up a steady fire against the Ranees guard, who had dismounted, shepherding the women behind boulders. They were answering the fire excitedly from behind any scrap of cover they could find. The captain of her guard had come galloping back and there was a stuttering din in the pass that almost drowned the Ranees answer.

Clever indeed, Gup! However, my men will rescue me.

Then Tom OHara stepped out of the darkness, leading Gups great stallion that had strayed.

Hes done ut, your Highnuss! I knew ut! I knew Gup ud save the day. Now its your turn and you save ut. Give you sixty seconds  sixty times enough for a woman to make up her mind! Yes or no? Is Gup your man or isnt he?

For Gods sake, mind your own affairs, Tom! Gup exploded. Listen to me, Lottie. She struggled but he refused to let her escape out of his arms. She had her hands against his shoulders, pushing him, and even in that darkness they could see each others eyes. Either you yield to me now, this minute, on your honor or you come with me to India and leave that army to its own devices!

You  you do this treachery  and speak to me of honor?

Yes.

I hate you!

No you dont. You only hate your disappointment. Youll recover from that. Ill show you how.

You expect me to yield to threats?

Yes. Theyre more than threats. I will do what I say. He began to let go of her  loosened the weight of his arm.

You demand to be loved?

Yes, or start for India this minute.

Well  Gup  then I suppose youll have to be! I didnt believe you were this kind of man. I had given up hope of you. Do you mind not hugging me in front of that person? Who is he? And besides, you hurt my ribs.

It was Gup who had to leap up on a shelf of a tall crag in moonlight and send his voice bellowing down the gorge to stop the firing. Even so, a dozen bullets splashed against the rocks around him before they ceased shooting in order to hear what he said. But it was Tom OHara, self-appointed liar to the Lords of Destiny, who clambered up beside him and explained, appealing to the Prophet of Allah to be his witness:

Nobles, there has been an error! Word came that the Amirs men had ridden south to seize your Ranee. Word came they had seized her. Gup Bahadur heard it. Gup Bahadur rode with four-and-twenty men to rape her loose again! And lo, in darkness he mistook you nobles for the Amirs misbegotten dogs! But Allah, what a leader! What a Rustum, who can smash such ranks as yours and pluck a prize forth! Akbar! Akbar!

Akbar! they answered, but it was not exultant shouting. They were ashamed of having let their Ranee be snatched away from them. Their izzat was involved, and Gups men were more than inclined, they were next thing to impossible to keep from glorifying their own izzat at the Ranees mens expense. The commander of the Ranees body-guard was furious when he found he had been outwitted and beaten by such a handful. There were eleven of his best men wounded and three good horses slain; he swore he would have revenge for it. There was no calming him until Gup stood out in front of him alone and told him bluntly he might either touch hilt, go away and join the Amir, or fight with any weapon that he chose.

He touched hilt  laid three fingers of his right hand on the hilt of Gups jeweled scimitar.

Huzoor, he said, I am proud of your offer to fight me.

That, though, was not the end of it. It only increased the high spirits of Gups men, who were delighted, too, by the double deceit that had been practised. They were as pleased with the trick played on themselves by Tom OHara as with the grossly untrue explanation that had stopped the fighting. Lo, these were men of a double and mirthful cunning, this Gup Bahadur and this mullah with the owls eyes! Allah! Moreover, they themselves were crafty fellows  good bold horsemen, who had made eleven picked Afridis bite the dirt! If the Ranee had chosen, she might have set them there and then at one anothers throats, and with the rear-guard clattering up there could be no doubt what the end of that would be.

But the Ranee saved that moment. She rode forward, beckoning her women. That gave Gup excuse for thundering indignation. Were they rats or a loyal escort? Would they let their Ranee ride alone and unprotected while they played at who could talk the loudest of his own shame? He rode on and they followed, not without some scuffling to see who should ride first. Finally Gup sent his own men in advance and massed the Ranees men behind him, riding alone beside her, followed by the women.

What were you planning to do, Lottie? he asked her. Would you have set a trap for me?

Yes, Gup, I was desperate. What have you done with Harriet Dover?

I sent her and her friend and Jonesey to the Amir. Why?

Because I have found out what Harriet Dover was doing. She had several hundred men prepared to seize me and carry me off to the Amir. For all that I know, she and Jonesey may have corrupted more than half the men. They had the Russians working at it.

What have you done with the Russians?

Rahman locked them up.

What have you done with the men they had corrupted?

Nothing. That was Rahman s idea. I thought it better to face my whole army to-night and try to win them back to me. But oh, Im glad you came!

We will win them, said Gup. And we will turn your nightmare, Lottie, into a rather decent job of work! You know that the Amir is on the march? Lets see how far he gets without our leave! Then suddenly an argument occurred to him that he had never used to her. He wondered he had never thought of it before. Do you realize that he would overrun Jullunder? You have built up this wonderful army. Now together let us save the Jullunder that you worked so hard to build up when you were Ranee.

He felt jubilant, although he wondered at himself  at the ups and downs from morbid gloom to thrilled expectancy and back again. He felt ashamed of that, and the shame made him more determined.

Whoever the Lords of Life are, Lottie, and whoever God is, lets live to-day as if we die to-night and will have to answer for our deeds. No more welshing; both of us have had enough of that. Lets play on-side.

It wasnt always easy to do that, Gup, without some one I believed in, to do it with me. There was only Rahman, and Rahman is simply personal. If I ordered Rahman to march on Delhi or Kabul he would do either with equal readiness. He might grumble, but he would never dream of disobeying me.

Good, said Gup. We will give him orders fit to be obeyed.

The moon had risen high above the ragged rim of crags, so that they rode on a silver pathway between gaunt cliffs streaked with soft dark shadow. There was a feeling of unreality. It was like a dream. The sky was almost day-blue, not a cloud in sight. To the east, where the moon was rising, hardly a star was visible, but to the westward they were like clustered, colored jewels. There appeared to be no back to anything. The cliffs and crags were surfaces, not solids, yet it was not like painted scenery. There was magic in the air that night  no other word for it. And Tom OHara rode a mule, alone, behind the women, hunched up, with his chin on his chest, in a loose, brown mullahs robe, looking for all the world like some magician in a fairy-tale. He told Gup afterward that he was thinking of Copenhagen, but nobody who saw him would have believed that.

The great gap that opened into the Valley of Doab was a luminous mystery of silver and gloom. The naked rivers lay like crayon strokes where their low banks shed the moonlight. The walls of the valley on one side were in total darkness, jeweled with the crimson flicker of a thousand bivouac fires. The other side was liquid with a mystery of moonlit color. There was no sound. The silence made by thirty thousand men has vibrance of a sort that no word dignifies  a nameless thrill, inaudible yet sensed. Gups stallion neighed, and he was answered by the whinny of a hundred mares that set the crags reechoing for league on league until the maddening music of it died away in silence.

The path lay straight between the snakelike riverbeds. Gups horsemen two or three hundred feet ahead, they two rode side by side, Gups stallion cavorting as if he knew he bore the chieftain on whose shoulders rested hope and faith and the responsibility for thirty thousand lives. He snorted and his arched neck sweated as he tossed his head and ambled to the rhythm of some cosmic symphony.

Rahman had massed the lashkar into solid, serried ranks around three sides of an enormous rock like the lap of a seated mountain. Cliffs at the back of it rose like folds of monstrous drapery, against which fifteen hundred feet in air an enormous bonfire glowed like a ruby set in leaping shadows. Suddenly Rahman spurred his mare and reined her on her heels. He swung his saber and a roar went up from thirty thousand throats that seemed to shake the mountain.

Akbar! Akbar!

Echoes thunder-clapping through the crags. Then silence, while the Ranee and Gup rode side by side into the square in the midst of the men, where Rahman kissed his saber-hilt and sat his mare like the embodied spirit of armed arrogance obedient to nothing but his chosen leader. He looked solid. The rest were phantoms.

There were scores of mullahs crowded in the front ranks  men on whom the spirit of the Hills depends for energy that stirs and guides the savagery latent in all Hillman hearts. Gup knew, on them depended the result of this nights work. He needed no whisper from Tom OHara; he had sensed the key-note of the situation. He gestured, upward, with his right hand.

The Kalima!

Tom got off his mule and scrambled up the rock. For a moment he stood recovering his breath. Then he gestured weirdly, like a brown, mad, solitary hermit-mullah whom the hand of God has touched with frenzied vision of the sights unseen by mortal eyes. And suddenly his voice went wailing over all that multitude, clarion clear, yet pleading none-the-less, as if the spirit of the night were giving tongue and wondering why men were faithless.

La illaha illallah Muhammad Rasulullah!

They chanted after him in unison the fundamental ritual of Islam, until all that valley murmured it and the rhythmic challenge that there is no god but God went rolling up to heaven through the throat of the thunderous cliffs. When all was still again a man who fed the bonfire on the ledge leaned over and repeated it, hands to his mouth, screaming the magical words that have stirred more hearts to frenzy than ever drink or the love of women did. So they chanted again, and Gup made note of the acoustics of the place. He had no hope of making thirty thousand men hear all he said, but he hoped to make half of them hear it, and it seemed to him that the rock where Tom OHara stood, with its cliffs at the rear to throw sound forward, was the key-position.

He dismounted and helped the Ranee to her feet. There was a path that Tom OHara had not noticed in his hurry to climb the rock. Up that he led the Ranee, and before the chant was finished she and he and Tom OHara stood side by side, looking down at a sea of faces glistening in moonlight.

Like the old days, Lottie. Theres your audience!

Speak first, she said. This is yours. I yield it to you.

And so Gup waited grimly until silence fell, not stage-struck and not doubting, but aware of his own ignorance and grim because he meant to let no ignorance limit inspiration. If the Lords of Time and Tide and Decency and Common Sense had use for him, he and his lips were at their service. It was as if he listened with an inward ear for guidance. And none came. He could think of no word that would grip that audience and bind it to his bidding.

Always try your voice first, Lottie whispered. Feel your way. Dont waste effort until you know youve got them by the ears.

Allaho Akbar! he shouted, then repeated it. The second time he felt the vibrance that assured him he had pitched into the right key. Then, as suddenly as light leaps when a flint strikes steel, he knew he had the right idea.

Nobles and men of the lashkar  Hillmen all! he shouted, and his voice went forth as if it rolled on wheels. In Allahs sight we stand here willing enough to die, if we may die as men should. There is no man  none, in whom the breath of Allah hath not stirred a love of life. And shall a man love life but not his liberty?

Dont tell em too much, murmured Tom OHara in the long dramatic pause, wherein the champing of a horses bit was as distinct as sleigh-bells.

Your Ranee gathered, fitted out and paid this lashkar for a purpose, Gup went on. But she has summoned it for a different purpose, and as Allah is my witness, I stand here ready to devote my whole integrity and honor to the cause confronting us. Noblemen and stalwarts of this lashkar, I demand the same of you!

There was a rustling in the ranks, then silence, as a sea of faces strained to listen.

Is this your land, or anothers? Whose salt have you eaten?

Good! said Tom OHara. Now youve got em!

Does it suit your sense of honor that an upstart Amir on a shaken throne should dare to send his spies to stab or poison her who has been so generous?

There came an answering snarl of indignation.

Is it your Honors pleasure that that same Amir, having failed in his attempted treachery because of the vigilance of faithful men, shall march unchallenged with an army through your land and seize your benefactress? Has izzat no answer to that insolence? Has Hillmens honor become dung beneath an Afghan Amirs feet?

A murmur grew and swelled into a roar  a veritable tide of anger. Waves of it leaped backward as the front ranks tossed their repetition of Gups speech to the men in the dense-packed distance. Gup raised his hand for silence.

Do your Honors please that an insolent, upstart Amir shall invade your territory with an army  which he will feed on your corn and cattle  pay with the plunder of your villages  reward with the right to seize your wives and daughters?

Allah! Yells began to punctuate the surge of anger. It was more than a minute before Gups raised hand imposed another stillness.

Has he asked your leave? Has he offered to pay passage money? Has he guaranteed your liberties? And is his word worth the bleat of a goat without pledged security? And if he plunders India, what profit will you have? Will he not leave you starving at his rear, with your homes burned and your cattle slaughtered? If he fails, will he not try to retreat and leave you to face the revenge of the Indian army? I demand your judgment of this matter!

They delivered judgment instantly. They made the mountains ring with execration of the Amir, summoning the wrath of Allah to resist him. Gup caught one swift glimpse of Rahmans upturned face and saw him grin; he knew by that, far better than by all the noise, that he had won his audience. He had to wait a long time now for silence, because the mullahs were deliberately stirring passion; they had sensed a changing tide and, like all politicians, they were quick to swim with it and claim the credit for having caused it.

I offer myself to lead you, Gup said at last. And I demand in Allahs name your oath of loyalty to these eternal Hills that Allah gave you for a heritage! And if ye follow and obey me, I will pay you from the plunder of the Amirs camp. Whereafter, ye shall find yourselves possessed of grateful friends in place of powerful enemies. And the next Amir and the next will think ten times before they trespass.

Thirty thousand throats let loose a roar that made that vast valley a cauldron of monstrous sound, in which the mullahs began working up the maddening, rhythmic Din! Din! and there was no more silence, nor a chance for any man to get a word in. Crags and caverns echoed and reechoed with the Din! Din! that cannonaded back and forth from cliff to cliff. Gup took the Ranee in his arms and raised her shoulder-high, as if she were the standard of their savage izzat and the pledge of his fulfilment of his oath of leadership. They went wild. They broke ranks. Men in the outer pools of moonlight began firing off their rifles at the sky, and by the time Gup set the Ranee on her feet there were thirty thousand rifles spitting spurts of flame and Rahman was cursing the mullahs, raging at them, sending them scattering to stop that madness.

Your one mistake, said Tom OHara. Now theyll expect Lottie to ride with you into the thick of ut.

Why not? Gup answered.

I said ut. All along I said you were as crazy as a march hare! Man alive, shes a woman. You cant take a woman with you into battle.

Why not? Joan of Arc went in! Why shouldnt a woman purge her soul as simply as a man? She made this situation. She shall mend it.

The Ranee laid her hands in his and looked into his eyes:

Oh, Gup, I love you!

Sing to them then, Lottie.

Rahmans efforts and the mullahs savage vehemence were restoring quiet. Tom OHara gradually drew attention to himself by posturing as if he preached a kutbah from the rock. Officers voices were already audible above the din. It only needed novelty to restore order. Discipline would follow.

Sing to them, Lottie.

Sing what? I cant make my voice heard.

Yes, you can. Sing that song you promised you would sing to me  that song that you said explains you  the one you wrote yourself and set to music.

But the words are English.

No matter. Its the voice that counts  voice and sincerity. Sing to em.

He raised both hands in air and silence fell. It fell mysteriously, like the mist that was now creeping in twin streams along the river beds and dimming the crimson bivouac fires. A vapor, shoulder-high, came flowing through the ranks and whitened as it gained intensity, until a horde of turbaned faces seemed to swim on a tide of sea-pearl. But the Ranees jewels glistened in the moonlight and her face was radiant  unearthly, as she sang:



High have I soared and only 

I and the winds were lonely; 

Uttermost peak and mountain crest 

Mothered the young rain to their breast.

Higher I soared and only I and the winds were lonely; 

Rain met the river, snow met the rill.

I and the winds sought still.

Love, I have sought you deeper than wells, 

Deep in the anguish no tongue tells, 

High in the light of hope. Wide ways I go, 

Asking of purple crag, valley and snow:

Where is this depth? Where is this height?

Higher than sky be it, deeper than night, 

Farther than footsteps ever have trod, 

Ill find though I must steal the key from God.

Then my own soul said: Blind thou art  

Blind, for the door stands open.

Nearer than death, nearer than breath, 

Open in some ones heart.

All universes answer to the thrill 

Of one mans victory. And one mans fear 

Is felt by millions. And one mans will 

Can make a vanguard of a beaten rear, 

So be he feel the flood of vibrant rays 

Like music leaping from the master bell 

When each true bell in tune to it obeys 

In far-flung carillon Alls well! Alls well!


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

And a ticket to Copenhagen.

THERE was no time lost and none to lose. Gup first of all reduced the risk of treachery; he weeded out such men as Rahman thought were doubtful quantities, deprived them of their weapons, sent them scattering whichever way they pleased and sent scouts, almost on their heels, to bring back news of the enemys movement.

And now all prisoners, Rahman. They are a risk and a nuisance; turn them loose too. Where are the Russians?

Gup Bahadur, there has been another accident, said Rahman. They were taken to the summit of that crag for exercise. They fell. And when a man falls all that distance, he is dead, by God.

If Rahman could have had his way he would have accidented more than Russians. Some of Gups scouts guided in an insolent Kabuli Khan commanding a whole squadron of the Amirs mounted sowars. He demanded the surrender of the caverns and delivery of the Ranees person as a hostage for good behavior, toying with the white flag on a lance as if he thought such social amenities ridiculous. He felt he should have come with more men and have raped that stronghold. Rahman begged to be allowed to introduce him and all his squadron, excepting one man, to the execution crag; one man should be sent back with his head and eyebrows shaved, naked, on a baggage-camel, to relate to the Amir what had happened. But Gup gave the Afghans fifteen minutes to be out of sight and sent two squadrons to pursue them, Rahman objecting sorrowfully:

Gup Bahadur, to make Hillmen stand and fight it is a wise way to offend their enemy so bitterly, by God, that they know they must fight or the enemy will treat them likewise.

Then, for a space of three hours, there was mutiny. The lashkar was unanimous. To a man they were determined to invade the caverns and defend them, they not realizing that to do so would make them as helpless as bottled-up hornets.

As a hole in the earth to a fox, said Rahman, so is a rocky refuge to a Hillman. A fortress fascinates them.

And on top of that, while Gup sat the stallion Iskander in the gorge outside the entrance to the caverns, listening to the arguments of mullahs who had made themselves the spokesmen for the men, there came a runner from Peshawar, shepherded by Orak-zai Pathans who had been paid extravagantly to protect him to his destination. He bore an envelope wrapped in a piece of cloth, addressed to Gup McLeod Bahadur, which was either a sarcastic insult or else a mysterious compliment. Gup tore open the envelope. Within, on plain paper without heading or date, was a note in pencil signed with the initials of the High Commissioner:

OHaras reports have arrived. What can you do on the Amirs right flank? If he once breaks through the Khyber there is no knowing what may happen.

Gup folded that and put it in his pocket. Perfectly he understood that it was meant to be a tactful, unofficial promise of forgiveness by the Indian Government, contingent on his making himself useful now. But he sent no answer. He left liaison work to Tom OHara, who was down in the radio cavern, standing over an Eurasian who was trying to send signals to Peshawar. He set his teeth at the thought of any direct communication with the authorities until after something much more definite than that was done to rehabilitate his friends. He set himself last. There was Lottie first to be considered. And he counted as friend each man who dared to stand with him against the Amirs hosts  even the fools with spittle on their lips who clamored at his stirrup to be let into the caverns.

I will fill the place with death if one man tries to enter! he announced. There is poison-gas, made by the Russians. I will turn it loose. But any man who prefers the Amirs service has my leave to go this minute.

Allah!

Yes, as Allah is my witness.

Then he and Lottie rode to the Valley of Doab, those mullahs following, and once again they stirred the lashkars sense of the indignity that any Amir should dare to use their valleys as a high-road for his troops. Again Gup promised plunder from the Amirs camp. Their mood changed and he inflamed it, telling the news, that the scouts had brought already, of a column coming down on them with the smoke of burning villages behind it. Then, because he knew that at any minute, for their own ends, the mullahs might try to resurrect that craving to be safe behind impenetrable walls, he galloped back and ordered Rahman to prepare to evacuate every living man and animal.

Then bring up all the dynamite we have, and all the loose powder you can lay your hands on. Set half of it in the narrowest gut of the Serpents Mouth. Put the rest of it near this entrance. Set fuses, and stand a guard ready to blow up both entrances at the first attempt to break in.

Even Rahman almost mutinied at that, but Lottie backed Gup loyally and Rahman, remembering a legend, laughed, though with a wry face:

By my beard  are you a new Iskander and Bucephalus? Will you slit the throat of safety, to encourage us to win?

You know as well as I do, Rahman, that our one chance is as an army in the field, free to move and to smite swiftly.

In the distance, in the clear blue sky above the Khyber, he could see ten British planes observing the Amirs main line of advance; they looked like seagulls circling above shoals of fish, and there were small black dots in the sky that he knew were vultures following the Amirs columns, for the crimson harvest. Scouts brought word that a league-long column of the Amirs men, marching light and without artillery, was pouring through a pass some twenty miles away, to the northward, and all men knew that column could have only one objective. Gup sent at once for Tom OHara.

Tom, write me a laissez-passer, to Peshawar, for every woman in this place, except Lottie, and for all their baggage, with an escort of a hundred mounted men. Ask them to let the men and mules return to me. And tell them that if the women are shown the least discourtesy

No need to mention that, Gup. Theyll intern em, of course, and send the men back as requested.

You dont care for a command, I suppose?

You said ut. At my own game Im a useful specimun. Besides, Ive a girl in Copenhagen. Im not looking for the next world. Copenhagen suits me. Gup left more than a thousand men to guard the cavern entrance and to keep communication open. Several hundred more were needed to carry out the ammunition boxes. That attended to, he galloped with Lottie and Rahman to the ledge overlooking the Valley of Doab, on which he had camped two nights before and where the tent-pegs were still upstanding in the ground. From there, without glasses they could see the snakelike movement of the approaching Afghan column. Its speed was noticeably faster than that of Europeans on the march; there were mules and baggage-camels, but not many; and the Afghan general was so reckless, or else in such haste and so ill-informed, that his advance-guard consisted of only a squadron of cavalry riding in close formation.

The first round will be ours, Rahman! If we cant lick that lot, we dont deserve our dinner!

There was plenty of time to decide on a plan, and Gup and Rahman found no trouble in agreeing about details. Obviously, they must hurl that column back by the way it had come and, if it should not be badly enough or swiftly enough defeated, drive a wedge between it and the Khyber to prevent its making contact with the Amirs main advance. The chief difficulty was an almost total lack of staff officers and of almost any means of signaling; they were forced to depend on the natural fighting instinct of the Hillmen, who would keep in touch for their own sakes, and who knew the ledges and the tracks that led from ridge to ridge; but to keep them in hand after the first shot was fired looked like a stark impossibility.

Rahman accepted the post of honor in command of the troops who must bear the first shock of engagement. The captain of the Ranees body-guard had been promoted to command three thousand men, as much to salve his injured feelings as for any other reason; he and his brigade were hidden amid boulders on the lower slope facing the mouth of the Valley of Doab. Another three thousand men, in command of a Sikh named Baba Singh were stationed to block the highroad leading to the caverns. Fifteen hundred more were then spread fanwise across the mouth of the Valley of Doab with orders to retreat up the beds of the rivers and draw the Afghans after them into the valley, where all of the rest of the lashkar was hidden amid the rocks at the foot of the enormous walls. Then Rahman, with only fifteen hundred, marched northward up the gorge to meet the enemy and throw up a barricade of rocks from cliff to cliff in the narrowest place they could find.

And now there were more planes visible above the Khyber. There was a far-off drum-fire of artillery, but it did not sound like weight of metal or effective numbers. Probably the Amirs troops were surging toward India, resisted by a fraction of their number who were holding on, to gain time until divisions could be rushed to their support. Perhaps there was not more than one division of the Anglo-Indian army available; Gup knew nothing about that; neither did Tom OHara; all troop movements had been kept so secret that not even Harriet Dovers spies had learned how many hours or days the Indian army might need before it could oppose effective strength against an onslaught. There might be a rebellion in India. The whole Punjaub might have risen. Something was bringing the Amir down in all that haste.

Presently Gup heard Rahman hotly engaged, with the enemy, up the gorge. He left Lottie on horseback, on an eminence inside the Valley of Doab, where she could be seen by all the lashkar; then he galloped up the gorge to see how Rahman fared.

They bring artillery, by God, said Rahman. Two mountain batteries are taking up position on that ledge. When they get our range, we can never hold this heap of stones.

Even as he spoke a shell from a screw-gun that had been packed on a mules back to a mountain ledge fell and exploded about four hundred yards away, killing some of the Afghans own riflemen, who had thrown up a low wall of rocks. A second shell fell closer to the target. A third fell only fifty yards away.

Fall back now, Rahman. It will take them twenty minutes to reach another ledge to fire from. Then fall back again before they get the range.

He returned to where he had left Lottie. Her bodyguard and his were clustered near to serve as gallopers. From where they sat their horses they could watch Rahman skilfully managing indignant men, who wished to be reenforced, and falling back too rapidly to be enfiladed from the overhanging ledges of the gorge. He was cleverly encouraging the Afghans over-confidence. They followed him too eagerly when he reached the mouth of the Valley of Doab and retreated past it toward the highway leading southward to the caverns. Before he reached that he was reenforced  stood  began to fight back savagely. He and his men were a dam that checked the Afghan flood, which spread into the mouth of the Valley of Doab, trying to outflank him. Then Gups fifteen hundred opened fire, shooting and retreating into the rock-strewn valley. Checked by Rahman, the Afghans turned into the valley, pursuing the fifteen hundred, when suddenly the three thousand commanded by the former captain of the Ranees body-guard opened a withering fire from their cover of boulders.

The Afghans turned three ways. Their center hurled itself on Rahmans stuttering front; their left wing faced a hail of bullets from three thousand invisible riflemen; their right wing poured into the Valley of Doab, where apparently they hoped to find some outlet that should bring them to the caverns or bring them behind Rahmans rear. And because Gups fifteen hundred steadily retired along the river-beds in front of them, that seemed the line of least resistance; also, in that valley there was room to form ranks and recover confidence; so into the valley, following his right wing the Afghan general crowded his hurrying men, including his mule batteries, which he hoped to turn on those unseen riflemen among the boulders who were raking his left wing. He left the mouth of the gorge to the northward almost empty.

At last Gup gave the signal to the hidden lashkar, riding into full view and waving his cloak. The valley became a shambles then  no stopping it. The mountain batteries  the one advantage that the Afghans had  were caught between a cross-fire of machine-guns as they tried to take position on some slightly rising ground; they instantly ceased to be anything but carrion and metal. The Afghan general fell with nearly all his staff and there arose a roar of Din! Din! as merciless as the howl of winter storms, out-roaring the machine-gun stutter as a chorus drowns orchestral music. There were not many prisoners left to take by the time Gups gallopers had reached the mullahs and persuaded them to stop the slaughter.

And then came Tom OHara, dodging between rocks until he reached Gups stirrup.

Thats all, Gup  let the doctors clean up the mess. Weve the radio working at last. News from the Khyber. Our fellows are catching ut hot and the Amir looks like breaking through. The north end o the Khybers chock-a-block with all his baggage-wagons. Get a move on  dont waste men on guarding prisoners  strip em, take their weapons and chase em back to Kabul! Get your men in hand before they know ut. Clap em due east  find your way to the Khyber somehow  over the mountains  a hell of a trail, and youve got to make ut! Leave Lottie to me  Ill get her to Peshawar somehow.

Care to go with him? Gup asked her.

No. You know I wont. I go with you.

You heard her, Tom?

I heard ut.

Do your job, Tom. Reach as many mullahs as you can and preach loot to em. Tell em the plunder is all in the Khyber, waiting to be seized. Get busy. Lottie and Gup divided forces for the moment, rallying the men. Her presence on a battle-field astride a red Kabuli mare and escorted by fifty mounted men who did her bidding even to the point of herding away with naked saber-blades the hot-eyed plunderers who were stripping dead and wounded  was something so new, so amazing, so original that men obeyed her, wondering what next the way of Allah would unfold.

And Gup found Rahman  told him the news in almost Tom OHaras words.

By God, said Rahman, and by my beard, I have seen the impossible come to pass so often that I say no longer: None can do this or that. Nevertheless, I believe this is more than the Prophet himself could bring to pass  be blessings on him! To the Khyber  now  with thirty thousand men  in time to stop Afghans who hurry to loot Indias cities?

Now! said Gup. And in time! And your turn for the read-guard, Rahman. Take five thousand men, load every mule we have with ammunition  load every man with all the rations he can carry  and follow us. Who is the best guide?

Pepul Das.

Send him to me. Is there a trail horses can follow?

No, Bahadur. Mules, yes  but in the darkness?

Full moon, Rahman. Get a move on.

All right, Gup Bahadur. By the leave of Allah we have wrought one marvel. Let us do this other. Leave that stallion with me and I will send him to Peshawar for you when the fighting is all over.

What do you mean?

The burra-sahibs in Peshawar will forgive you. They will forgive her. Will they forgive me? Nay, and I will never ask it. Rahman must take to the hills!

You must think a hell of a lot of my friendship! Do you suppose that she or I would accept an amnesty in which you werent included? Either we all go free or none of us. Who are you that you should be too proud to share luck with your friends? Shake hands, you damned old loyal rogue! Ill meet you in Peshawar or the next world. We will all take tea with the High Commissioner!

Then frenzy, followed by a nightmare. All that evening and all that night Gup led and the lashkar followed him. There were times when he tied Lottie to her mule, in case she should fall asleep and pitch down some almost bottomless crevass, but he spared her no more than he spared himself; he let her see this thing she had begun, to the dregs of its crimson finish. There was neither military formation nor any attempt at it, nor any possibility of keeping it; the lashkar streamed in endless zigzag lines, in single file, like insects on the face of a dead moon. There were several trails; each had its advocates and each man chose whichever leader took the trail he fancied, over raw grim mountains echoing to the distant thunder of contending guns.

And many a man went down to death that night on rocks where none but kites would ever find him. Many a score of loaded mules slid kicking to the depth of some dark chasm, some blown off the sloping ledges by a graceless wind that howled from the northern snow. There was neither halt nor help for any one.

Whoever could not march, might lag and lose himself; who lost himself might cry his lungs out to the heedless night, where moonlight only made enormous shadows deeper and all sound was changed into mocking echoes flung back from the owl-roosts on the face of tortured rock.

But when the cold dawn touched the mountain-tops with shimmering silver, and then mauve, and it was still dark in the Khyber, Gup Bahadur, with a womans hand in his, stood staring at the snow-white mist that lay in the bed of the dreadful gorge like a glacier steadily moving  split suddenly, at measured intervals, by flames of crimson and electric blue when shells burst and the crags exploded millions of spastic echoes.

There was an armys rear and all its baggage-train beneath that soft white mist. Perhaps there was an Amir and his staff. There might be wagon-loads of minted money. And beside Gup, and around him, and along the jagged cliffs on either hand, their faces strained with weariness and cruel with anticipation, stood, lay, knelt and leaned the grim, indomitable vanguard of the lashkar  possibly three thousand men. They were starving, but the loot lay underneath the mist. They were so dog-weary that they had to pause and gather strength for the descent into the pass, but they were as hunting dogs that gather new strength from the rock they laid their bellies on, and no man flinched from the final, most exacting effort.

Lottie, can you lead? Gup asked her.

No, she answered. I could lead them, but I cant lead you. You are Cock o the North!

If Id pipes, he said, to play that tune

Youve nothing, Gup. Youve no more than the Bruce had  just a handful of men and a chance. Save India! You can do it.

Lottie, he said, Im afraid.

You?

Im afraid to leave you. I dont know where to leave you.

Gup, if you can leave me, you are swifter than I think! Lead on, Im coming too.

No place for a woman, Lottie. Theres grim death down there. I would like you to watch the finish of the thing that you began. Stay up here with the eagles. I can hide you. Perhaps I can persuade some men to stay up here and protect you.

Gup, if you die down there in the Khyber, I intend to die too. Dont ask me why. Dont argue. Lead on! But he was adamant. He would not listen to her. No place for a woman, Lottie.

He seized men by the throat. He threatened them. He praised them. In the name of Allah and his own right hand he promised them money and mens approval if they would be her body-guard and keep her out of harms way while the fighting lasted. Some men laughed and leaped to the lower rocks to have a good start of the rest when the charge into the Khyber should begin. Some answered him with yells, their comrades echoing. They began that terrible Din! Din! that awakens a craving to slay and be slain  the war-cry that announces Hillmen are at war without rule of any kind except their own raw tyranny of devil-take-the-hindmost. The mist perhaps was blanketing the echoes but alarm might leap along the Khyber-bed at any moment and rob surprise of its advantage. There was need for haste. Red-headed Scots ferocity in haste found fifteen men who swore, bruised feet excusing them, that they would keep out of the fight and guard Gups lady-love for her weight in silver money. Gup would have offered her weight in gold or diamonds in that hour and would have trusted Providence to fill his purse.

Then he led, not loving what he did. He loved it no more than a surgeon loves to slay a mother that a child may live. His own weariness of mind and body was almost absolute. Not even the thought that he was saving India stirred him much. He saw nothing beyond the immediate task  no reward, no goal, no purpose but to drive his lance into the long leg-weary dragon that was the Amirs invading host. He was a man in a dream. He only lacked a little savagery to have been a throw-back to a Highland ancestor, wind-weaned, hungrier than the clansmen whom he led on a merciless foray.

He felt like a ghost as he dropped into the Khyber mist with a thousand men behind him following like devils homing into hells mouth. Streams of laggards overtook them, pressed forward by Rahmans hurrying rear-guard. Hard-breathing, limping, striving with aching tendons, they scrambled downward from rock to rock  until forms in the mist below took shape and they knew themselves, by Allahs grace, a swarm of hornets loosed on a helpless serpents flank. The Amirs army turned upon itself and writhed  they into it, into it, slaughtering  men in a dream. No man but bore a grudge against the Afghan Government. There was hardly a man but believed his village had been burned by Afghan foragers, his women raped, his honor trampled in the byre dung.

Allaho Akbar! Din! Din!

Plunder they forgot then. They were fighting to be first to enter paradise  Gods meadows, where the faithful live for ever amid sensuous delights and there is no more hunger. They were at it hand-to-hand, each butchered enemy a foot-hold hacked on the ascent to everlasting bliss  each carcase fuel for the flames of Eblis.

Din! Din!

Gup kept half a hundred in control. They followed him because he was the biggest man in sight  because they saw his sword cut down three Afghan sowars who leaped from behind a broken limber and attacked him three at once. They followed him because he fought like some one from another world. And Gup was two men, one part frenzy and the other a Scotsman calculating how much damage he might do before a tulwar should slit his throat. The frenzy served to throw a spell over his men and make them do his bidding. It gave him speed. The cold calm underlying it wrought more valuable damage than ten times that much frenzy spent on murder could have done.

He and his fifty dubbed themselves the damage-doers  the destroyers. They exploded ammunition. They broke wagon-wheels. They smashed the mechanism of the field-guns. They set torches to the supply-wagons; and in the lurid blaze of those they saw opportunity  a very jest of Allah  red-ripe cataclysm asking to be touched off.

Jammed in a gut of the pass, benighted, waiting for the pressure of the troops in front to yield before they tried to extricate themselves, was an ammunition detail  fifty wagons, some with broken wheels, all locked together in a blinding mist  mules foundered and the men made sullen by abuse. This side of them there lay a thousand camels with their loads beside them.

There was a mob of men half-seen, half-seeing in the gray fog. There were execrations  yells  commands, all different, misunderstood, that only added to terror. Gup and his men burst by the mob like a blast of devils spat from hells throat, set fire to the nearest wagons, turned again and fled, with the camel-men and all their camels in full rout ahead of them. There were men, there were soldiers in the Afghan army. There was a frantic effort made by thirty or forty men to douse the fires, but they lacked water. They tried shoveled dust. They tried to rake the fire with poles  until suddenly the Khyber seemed to split apart in a spasm of blue-white fire, repeated and again repeated, and all that crowded narrow mile of pass became a cauldron of terror, men, camels, mules all surging away up-Khyber, sweeping along their officers who might as well have tried to stop the River Indus when the snows of the Roof of the World are fleeing seaward from the sun.

It was a tidal wave. It surged until it hove itself against a moving mass of infantry  division by division hurrying to overtake the Amirs van and burst on to the plains  breakfastless, impatient mountaineers commanded by a general whose pattern and inspiration was the ruthless Abdurrahman. Like his hero, he had no charity for cowards; and an obstacle between him and his goal was something to be met and overcome not subtly but with wrath  the wrath of Allah.

Smite them! he commanded. Lo, why cumber they the pass?

So there was slaughter until an overwhelming weight of numbers turned the tide again and the flow resumed down-Khyber. He was a man of parts, that general. He had a staff who knew his will and did it. He was soon told what had happened and he came down-Khyber like a hail-storm, ice-cold in his anger, thinking himself not deceived. He knew no Hillman army could have caught the Amirs force in flank in sufficient strength to stay its southward march. It was only a foray; he would wipe it out  obliterate it  leave it dead behind him. Such a simple thing is war. Strip it to its essentials. Forward!

But he reckoned without Gup  and Rahman  and the erstwhile Lottie Carstairs, who was not disposed to acquiesce in meek submission to Gups disposal of her as a mere non-combatant. Rahman had verged on the fringes of magic; he had tongue-lashed, bullied, mocked, encouraged, coaxed and stung the straggling lashkar until he reached the Khybers rim with foundered mules but plenty of ammunition  no food (he had dumped it all in order to force the men to march in quest of more) but nearly seven thousand hungry-fighting men who knew their only hope of dinner lay in plundering the Amirs column. Lottie led those men into the Khyber, Rahman aiding; for it was as clear as daylight, now that the mist was rolling away before the northern wind, that Gup was caught between two horns of a dilemma.

Word had gone down-Khyber to the Amir that his column was attacked in flank. He sent a brigade of cavalry and guns up-pass to make short work of what he supposed was a mere raid by local tribesmen. But the pass was blocked by his supply-train and by his south-bound troops, who misinterpreted the movement of that galloping brigade. A rumor leaped along ahead of it that the Amirs front had suffered a reverse and was in full flight. British aeroplanes, flying as low as they dared, spread havoc with bombs and machine-gun fire. Shells from British mountain batteries that had worked their way to ledges that overlooked the pass added their toll. They were answered, but far from silenced by the Amirs guns, whose shells fell short. A retreat began  no rout, but a retreat that might have grown into a rout if the rear-guard under a man with a reputation had not swept down-pass to meet it.

Gup and his men were caught between those tides. The aeroplanes, totally unable to distinguish friend from foe, swooped, sprayed their hail and winged back to their base for bombs and fuel. Loaded down with loot Gups followers took to their heels to scramble to the heights and safety. They were met and swept into the pass again by Lottie, Rahman and the seven thousand.

They will tell of the fight that followed, until the Hills give up their dead and enemy meets enemy again on Judgment Day. Between the very walls of hell, along its steel-swept floor three human tides swayed to and fro for the mastery. A dragon hewn in two became two dragons deadlier than the first, that struggled to reunite  stabbing, blasting, belching death  the one half panic-ridden and the other lashed into a frenzy by a general who neither understood nor tolerated any ultimate save victory or death  a general to whom the slaughter of a hundred thousand men would only mean that they had answered Azraels summons. Forward! God alone is merciful. There is no mercy in the Khyber.

Din! Din!

And again the aeroplanes spraying their impartial hot hail  until a plane hit by an Afghan bullet spilled its fuel and came spiraling to earth not fifty feet from where Gup yelled in an attempt to rally men around him  yelled like a ghost in a hurricane  voiceless and unaware of it  only aware of the need to save the remnant of his men, and of Lottie dragging Rahman by the shoulders from beneath a heap of slain.

They surged toward the fallen plane like wolves at the death of a hunted doe, but Gup was first, hard followed by his body-guard, their hearts and heads on fire with the honor of being living shields for such a chief as he was. He was Allahs own. They loved him. He was good enough to storm the gates of heaven.

It was Gup who dragged the pilot free  a cool young sprig named Percy Simkins, who stooped to make sure that his gunner was dead, not merely injured. He was limber on his feet; he leaped beside Gup to the rock where Lottie knelt trying to staunch Rahmans wound. There he started to light a cigarette but decided not to.

Looks too stagey. What next? Whos the lady?

Lend her a hand, will you?

All right. By the way, there was a message for you  unofficial  all that sort of thing. Fellow by the name of Trowbridge  middle-aged old codger  rather decent sort of rotter in the Public Works  crazy about Nelson of the Nile and all that kind of bishop  lots o gall, though, when he wants something. I flew low to look for you.

What did he say?

Hes a kind of a prophet. He said Id crash, damn him.

What else?

Said he hoped I would  because I cheeked such an important person with a bald head as himself.

Cheek me then. Get it over with. Whats the message?

Not much  seemed to think you might be crying for applause. Youre doing what he said you would, or words to that effect. Hes all cock-a-hoop about it. So are three brass hats and a high commish. Youre invited to tea, I believe.

To hell with them! No orders? No advice? No

I can give you the advice. Get out of here! Our planes mean business and so do the guns. Theyre bringing up three heavy batteries to egg this section of the pass. Hell wont be a thing to it.

A shell moaned overhead and burst within about three hundred yards. Gup did not wait for further conversation. He seized two men by the throat, shook them to bring them to their senses and sent them to spread the order to retire. But there was no need; every weary savage of them thought of his eternal hills before the second heavy shell came moaning overhead and no man waited to be told where safety lay. Loaded with loot they swarmed back to the heights, well peppered by the Afghan infantry. Gup did not stay to look at Rahmans wound. He lifted him  carried him  climbed with Rahmans weight upon his shoulders, swearing because Lotttie would not keep her distance  they were a much too easy target clambering up-hill in a group, with Percy Simkins dragging Lottie by the hand up the difficult places. However, they reached the summit unscathed.

They say war spoils women. Seems to me its the other way around, said Percy Simkins. May I smoke now?

Gup laid Rahman on a shelf of rock. The old Afghans teeth were clenched in agony but he managed to force himself to speak:

Water, for the love of God, Huzoor! I am hit in the belly.

Then a drink would kill you, Rahman.

I said water! This is my end. Shall I die dry for the sake of a book of rules?

It took time to find a full canteen but Gup found one at last and Lottie held up Rahmans head while he drank from it. He drank deep.

So. In the name of the Prophet, I die gladly. Listen: he who commands those infantry down there is Sirdar Faiz Abdullah. He is some one. He is not a man with weak knees. Watch him  he will be worse to deal with than a wounded bear. So  now I die. But he did not, he only fainted. Gup found men to carry him, on blankets stretched between two tent-poles (Rahman had brought a tent for Lottie, even though he threw away the food.) The Khyber was now full of the din of bursting shells. Gups leg-weary men lay watching, waiting for new strength with which to carry off their loot  some of them nursing wounds  some dying. None but had something to show for his pains, if it were only a rifle and an Afghan uniform. They were almost dead from weariness and lack of sleep, but they, too, saw what Gup did.

Sirdar Faiz Abdullah, being, as Rahman had said, not a man with weak knees, set to work to storm the heights with the twofold purpose of retaliating and of saving his men from slaughter by the heavy guns. His infantry, as much afraid of him as of any conceivable enemy,  stung, too, by an irritating rifle-fire from Gups men, who were in no mood to be deprived of their hard-won loot and were too tired to flee with it,  clambered with a vengeance. Gup decided to look for some place more impregnable where he could hold the Afghans in check but at the same time rest his ragged lashkar. He hoped to rest them and then, perhaps, to strike again; it might be possible to swoop like a blast of wind down some ravine upon the Amirs rear. But that hope faded as he strove to rally the lashkar into something like military formation. Discipline was gone. No officer dared to attempt to control his men. Gup seized a big Afridi who was staggering under a load of looted blankets.

Where is water? he demanded. Lots of it?

The man gestured vaguely. Percy Simkins nodded: Theres a cascade somewhere over there, about a mile away  maybe two miles  shows from the air like a crooked streak of snow.

Water was the key to the situation. Gup tied the Afridis hands behind him:

Ill put salt in your mouth unless you lead me straight to water!

He threw a heap of looted rifles and miscellaneous plunder from the back of a starved, leg-weary mule and mounted Lottie on the animal.

Your turn, he said, you lead em now. Lead em to water and rally em there. Ill hold the rear if I can. Simkins, put your pistol in the guides ribs. Lead on, Lottie.

Then the miracle  the ultimate test of a leader  spiritual alchemy  the transformation of a rabble thinking only of its weariness and of its plunder into a fighting rear-guard that disputed with the advancing Afghans every slowly yielded yard of the rock-strewn ledges, while men slew mules and served the meat in raw strips to the bitterly retiring riflemen and others carried doubled loads of plunder, piling them up and returning for more.

No man, and least of all Gup could have told how he did it. The Afghan general pursued with vigor; word had reached him that the Amir was in full retreat, so he squandered energy to protect his masters flank by making a second raid into the pass impossible; he attacked as if he were deploying all the Amirs rearguard and reserves to pour along parallel lines on to Indias plains. He brought machine-guns into play. He squandered men as if they were mere munitions poured from an inexhaustible storehouse; and he almost drove the attack home in the end, near four oclock that afternoon, when Gups men heard the splashing tumult of the cascade and took to their heels like parched cattle that smell water.

But the cascade was screened by a sharp ridge, flanked by an escarpment on the left and by a tumulus of broken boulders on the right that rested on the edge of a sheer ravine. Lottie, Percy Simkins, Pepul Das and half a dozen others stirred enough men from their fitful sleep to hold that ridge until Gup could get his force reorganized; and there the Afghan general was satisfied to hold them at bay until the Amirs army could retire up-Khyber. It was stalemate. No force could seize that ridge without artillery, or without reserves to make a tremendous circuit and assault it from the rear.

But if we stay here long enough the kites will have us all, said Rahman. He was suffering from disappointment more than from pain in his belly. Death from a wound in battle had been welcome; he felt robbed of his rights  almost of his dignity. I say: retreat to the caverns. Though we have lost a kingdom, let us keep them! Of thirty thousand men we have perhaps a sixth remaining. Inshallah, when another day dawns we shall have a sixth of these and they will tell us we are not good leaders. Little they care that we drove a lance into the Amirs liver. What they ask to see is the gates of Kabul or Peshawar open to them.

I say: make a night march.

But the limit of exhaustion had been reached and there was nothing for it but to hold that ridge and listen to the drumfire in the Khyber. Gup sent scouts over the almost impassable intervening ridges, some of whom returned and told him that the Amirs army was in full retreat. But he was helpless; Sirdar Faiz Abdullah kept him all that night on the defensive, snatching sleep between feverish rounds of visiting his outposts and encouraging his men.

It was shortly after dawn when Tom OHara came. He was bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, on muleback, followed by a dozen men who seemed to think he was a holy mystery incarnate to be followed to the worlds end if he demanded it. Sitting his famished mule like a huge owl meditating on the mystery of mice, he rode up to the notch where Gup and Lottie sat on either side of Rahmans litter.

Gup, he remarked, youve fixed ut. It was touch and go all yesterday, but the Amirs flummoxed. Hes on the run. You did ut. What now?

If I can get these fellows on their feet Ill follow Sirdar Faiz Abdullah soon as he starts to retreat, said Gup. Another raid into the Khyber

Ostrich! Leave that to the aeroplanes. Send up a scout to the top o you peak  hell tell you. Faiz Abdullah fell away at midnight or soon after. Hes just left a screen o men to hold you here and warn him if you leave cover. Your bolts shot. You shot ut good.

All right, said Lottie. Back then to the caverns!

Not you! Take my tip and come with me to Copenhagen. Gup ud like ut.

By my beard, said Rahman, I smell treachery!

Not you. If you can smell ut youve a long nose. Youre down on the list at G. H. Q. as slated for some sort o title  Sirdar, probly. Me  I did ut  told em in a letter how you played a damn good game.

Why not the caverns? Lottie asked him.

Blew em up. I did ut.

Tom OHara  why?

Flummoxed the Amir. Gup left dynamite and powder in the tunnels. I exploded ut and let the roof fall in.

But the wounded

Sent em to Peshawar. That Sikh doctor ought to stand for parliamunt. Hes hot stuff. He evacuated em in one hour, each man with a label on um.

But the guards?

Hell! Didnt the wounded need an escort? Didnt I tell em you were taken prisoner by a British aeroplane. Didnt I let em carry all your money with em, so the Amir shouldnt get ut. Didnt I promise em half of ut? And didnt they scoot with all of ut, ten miles this side of the border?

And all my treasures?

Jewelry went with the women. Its in Peshawar. The rest o the junk  forget ut. Theyll be diggun for ut for a hundred years to come.

But why  why did you blow up the caverns?

Had to. Jonesey and Harriet Dover and Bibi Marwarid had the guard all fixed. Theyd doubled back and done more talking than ten bishops.

You mean, they returned there after we left? Lottie asked.

Hell, no. They were in there before you came away. No one had told the guard not to admit em.

Theyd a plan all set to admit the Amirs men; and Jonesey had tipped the Amirs scouts to a path by which he could send all the men he could spare from somewhere near the south end o the Khyber. Hed have had ut if I hadnt actud. I was nobbut in the nick o time.

Where are Harriet and Jonesey and Marwarid?

Oh, I told the guard to take em to Peshawar. The guard bolted, but the doctor took em. Dont worry about em  theyll get short shrift  Andaman Islands for the women  rope for Jonesey.

I wont have that! Lottie answered.

Lump ut! Maybe you can save em, though. Gups on velvut. So are you. I said youll marry um and get to hell out of India. I wrote ut. Am I right? You two leave India with passports O. K. and a clean bill o health in writing if you want ut  saving and except that you agree to pay for the care o the wounded that the Sikh took to Peshawar  and et cetera  you pay your own bills. I dont know how rich you are, but they do, and I told em youll act handsome. Glint is on his way home  caught with the goods  I doubt hell rate a pension  caught him trafficking and proved ut on him. He was corresponding with the Amir  crazy as a coot  offering to arrange terms that ud stop the fighting  can you beat ut? Hes as crazy as the Amir.

Who is still in the Khyber. Have they stopped him? Gup asked.

Hell! You did ut. The minut you put the wind up his rear he was beaten. Its a shame, though; our men cant take full advantage of ut. Indias too rebellious to make anything excep a quick peace look like turkey to our side. Theyre crowding him, but theyre negotiating while they fight. Theyre ready to sign most any sort o peace thatll keep him north o the border and leave our regments free to sit on India. Hell! I said ut. I said theyd have to do ut. I wrote ut. I wrote ut a year ago. I wrote that if they give that Amir rope enough hell hang himself as sure as my names Tom OHara. Lets go.

Where to?

To Peshawar, you ostrich! Come and have a drink with the High Commissioner. Hes wild to meet Lottie  only sorry he must keep ut secret  see  I have ut in my pockut  heres his promise to set the drinks up if I bring the two of you umbrageous to his house. I need a drink. I ought to snaffle something out of all this.

Is a drink all youre likely to get, Tom?

Hell, no. I get long leave  and a tickut to Copenhagen. You twod better travel by the same ship. Come to the wedding. Will you? I said ut! I wrote ut. I told her wed have a wedding shell remember to her dying day!
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CHAPTER 1. They said you have a tale for me; and so, by Allah, I am here to listen.

THEY kept this out of the papers at the time, there being a fine-meshed censorship in force. Enough months have elapsed since, and enough events have happened to smoke-screen this one as effectually as if Julius Caesar and the Gauls had played the leading parts. The Prince went home alive. India resumed worrying about the price of homespun cotton, the next monsoon, and whether rupee-paper was likely to rise or fall. The Pioneer found front-page space for an account of spooks in a planters bungalow. And all was well again.

Set it down, why dont you? King said; and Grim nodded. I demurred. Either King or Grim could have told the story better. But as they sat on the end of my bed in the little white-washed ward, the one cleaning spurs and the other resplicing the wire-woven handle of a Persian scimitar, it was small use arguing with them.

Kings excuse, that he had sore fingers and could not punch a typewriter, was possibly half-valid. It was why he was cleaning spurs, for instance, instead of playing polo to get fit for the next adventure Fate might hold in store for him. Grims argument, that he should not write the account because he had a hand in the affair, was more ridiculous, but just as useful, since it cloaked his incurable delight in doing lots and saying nothing, or, rather, less than nothing. What he does say usually adds to his obscurity.

Write it, and omit me, Grim suggested. But you might as well omit Hamlet from the play.

Well, here I am, with a month of convalescence still ahead of me, sore from head to foot, sick of reading, and still more sick of the Peshawar climate, hospital diet, the squeak of a punkah, and the view of Allahs Slagheap from the window. So theyve set a table for me in a corner where the flap of the punkah wont scatter the paper all over the place. My jaw being bandaged, the sweat, in all likelihood, wont drop down and make the ink run. Lord knows theres paper enough; the genial sawbones who runs this outfit (between bouts of preaching to wounded border-thieves) seems to think I propose to rewrite the Encyclopaedia  or one of his sermons. He has lent me his dictionary and a big jar of tobacco. Here begins:

Joan Angela came to India. Thats the prelude to anything whatever except common-place. I believe she is twenty-six. I will bet she has twenty-six hundred admirers, including me, who would like to act Herod and kill off eligibles in order to destroy beforehand the inevitable lucky, but as yet unknown, blade who will some day persuade her to marry. And I daresay twenty- six million dollars would look rather small beside her fortune since they brought in oil on her land in California. (Not that that matters; she would be Joan Angela Leich if she had only twenty-six cents.)

She came because the Princes visit was likely to prove spectacular, and when were young most of us will go a long way to see a circus. But it soon palled. The home papers got wind of it, too, and drew conclusions, the Prince being still a bachelor and about her age. So she cut short the round of visits and started to see India for herself, without so much as a by-your-leave or a hint to the Indian Government, which was a great deal too busy just then to notice much that wasnt obviously dangerous.

In times like that a Government falls back on odds and ends of stray resources. Undesirables are given short shrift, with apologies in the proper quarter later on, if called for. Men whose courses up and down the earth will bear investigation find surprising details forced on them, without much explanation and no insurance. You carry unexpected overloads at your own expense and risk, with no more prospect of reward than any decent fellow gets who likes to know he did not grudge the gift of manliness and muscle.

So Athelstan King, James Schuyler Grim and I  an Englishman and two Americans  with Narayan Singh, who is a Sikh and was a sepoy once, were under canvas by the left bank of Jumna River, swatting flies, smoking much more than was wholesome, and wishing the Prince were in London in the care of Scotland Yard.

There was a brigade of Indian Cavalry camped on our left hand, about two miles away; we could hear the horses neighing, as bored as we felt. On our right, two miles away again, was a regiment of Bombay Infantry. And there was a rumour to the effect that the Cavalry were there to watch the Infantry almost as much as to keep a sharp eye on the border. But rumours are rife in these days, and the mere fact that a Bombay regiment had been ordered north was no proof that its loyalty had really been undermined by agitators. The men had their rifles. There was ammunition. And the officers looked more or less at ease, with their long legs sticking out from under home newspapers beneath the awnings, and all routine as usual.

To our rear, about ten miles away, was a fairly strong contingent of the Air Force, with Cavalry and Infantry to guard them from prowling border- thieves. Their planes were growling overhead all the time, patrolling in search of a reported lashkar of Pathans. Spies (and everyone is a potential spy for either side across the border) had brought word that the tribes were concentrating and admiring the notion of a row. The mullahs were said to be haranguing them, and the women were carrying about a months supply of food and fuel. However, the airmen kept reporting they could see nothing, and their cameras told the same tale; and that meant either one of several probabilities.

It was possible the spies were deliberately arousing false expectations of a raid in that quarter in order to cover extensive preparations elsewhere. Or the tribes might have learned how to conceal themselves from the airmen, which should not be very difficult among those rocks and gorges, or even in the open, where the harsh grass in the distance resembled sea with wind across the tide. The other probability lay in the rear. Raids from over that North-West Frontier have been so frequent for a thousand years that an incursion was no more unlikely than rain is in some lands. It would be good strategy for folk who contemplated an uprising on the Indian side of the border to broadcast rumours of Pathan activity and so keep the military alert in the wrong quarter. However, danger of an uprising, and especially of concerted action between the tribes and the disaffected Punjab, presupposes leadership and some lines of communication; which was how we came to be there. Athelstan King, who was a Colonel until recently, is supposed to understand that border better than the devils do who built it, and the devils offspring who brew hell there. Jim Grim knows Arabs better, but has made himself a name in India too. I am their friend, which sufficiently accounts for me; they rang me in on it. Narayan Singh would rather risk his neck in Grims company than be a maharajah.

We looked peaceful and innocent enough, but in fact we were a baited trap. Our servants, knowing no better, informed the world at large that I was the leader of a party contemplating an expedition across the border and into Persia  madness sufficient to account for trade goods lying loose in process of repacking, and for our incessant enquiries about camels, interpreters, guides, and what not else.

Great hairy ruffians oiled themselves and crept along the streams of mist at night to steal the trade-goods. One by one we caught them; for we had pitched camp by a deep, narrow nullah up which they were certain to come; barbed wire, broken glass, some dogs, and two acetylene searchlights made any other approach almost impossible. We noosed some, clubbed others, and caught a round half-dozen in a blunted bear-trap. Narayan Singh was fertile in new expedients; but as to the outcome, we treated all alike.

As soon as they recovered from the usually necessary man-handling we set them on their hunkers in a tent and talked the situation over, offering them liberty, and promising reward if they would put us in communication with a certain Kangra Khan.

Were Americans, King would explain, telling two-thirds of the truth, which is plenty in that land. We dont want our business known. That was absolutely true, and ample, since whatever we had said our real business was they would not have believed us. We have a proposal that will interest Kangra Khan. If he will come to us here, we will talk with him alone by night. And if he comes with no more than a two-man escort we will guarantee his personal safety.

They believed the last implicitly. That part of the game has always been played straight by the men who hold the border-line, and generally, too, by the wind-weaned rascals whose profitable sport it is to violate line, life, women, and most promises whenever possible. A verbal promise of safe-conduct is as good as a Chinamans trade acceptance, flood, fire and Act of God alone excepted from the guarantee.

So on the eleventh night after we pitched camp the dogs barked furiously, which they would not have done if there had been another miscreant sneaking up the nullah. This was someone taking chances from the west, where by day we used to open a gap in the barbed wire tangle. We turned a searchlight on, and after a curt exchange of challenge and reply we saw him rise like a bear, dripping wet, out of a wisp of grey mist. His boat must have upset crossing the river.

Narayan Singh opened a gap in the wire, and he strode in with a British Service rifle in one hand and the other held over his eyes because the searchlight dazzled him. A fine, upstanding man he was; and I like that sort. His dripping sheepskin jacket increased an air of cavalierly independence; but it stank like the deuce, and King invited him to take it off and hang it on a stick in front of the fire to dry. He did that, but remained standing with his back toward the river, so I motioned him to a chair on the other side of the fire, between Grim and me.

By Allah, he answered, opening a great gap of a grin in the midst of his black beard, if my men should lose sight of me I might die with you, and I have business elsewhere! It is not so easy aiming in the dark.

So I set the chair where his men could see him in the firelight; and the first thing he demanded when he sat down  awkwardly, unused to canvas chairs  was a rag and some oil for his wet rifle.

Narayan Singh, next on his left, offered to dry the rifle for him.

I am a soldier. I can do it properly, he said.

I will leave my life in a Sikhs hands when I have no more use for it! Kangra Khan answered, and then waited, saying nothing, until Grim fetched him oil and rags. Thereafter he cleaned while he talked, squinting down the barrel at the firelight. I judged him a man of forethought and determination, to be trusted unconditionally in some ways, not at all in others, the latter perhaps predominating.

He was nearly as heavy as I am. And he was handsome, for his nose was not so hooked, nor his eye so cunning, as is usual along that frontier. The edge of a coil of black hair showed beneath his turban. His forehead was a thinkers, broad and level, with two heavy lines across it. First and last, there was nothing about him that suggested cowardice or even respect for heavy odds.

They said you have a tale for me; and so, by Allah, I am here to listen, he said simply, all eyes for me. (They like big men where he came from, and I wore a beard at that time, which was another point in my favour.) However, King took up the argument  since argument there must be in the North, whatever else happens.

The tale is this, he said, leaning forward to knock the ashes out of his pipe; and with his dark skin and Roman nose he looked in the firelight like one of Julius Caesars men: that you, Kangra Khan, are planning a raid while the Prince is in this part of India; and that I am told off to prevent you. He sat back and filled his pipe again. He might have just remarked it was a fine night.

Then by Allahs Prophet, thou and I are well met! the hillman answered, showing his yellow teeth again. King struck a match, and it served to show his manly, unpretending smile.

So now we understand each other, he said, puffing away at the pipe.

Maybe. But it is Allah who prevents! said Kangra Khan, with his eye on my servant, who was bringing out whisky from the tent. I poured him a straight tumblerful, and he tossed it off at a gulp. The river was wet, and not warm, he remarked by way of thanks, offering no apology for drinking in defiance of the Koran; for which I liked him. Apology and explanation are due to one you may have injured; otherwise they are indecent. He said nothing about how he had managed to swim the hurrying Jumna, rifle in hand.

Why should you choose this particular time? King demanded, sailing as close to the eye of the wind as he could carry way.

It is a good time, the hillman answered simply. Neither seemed inclined to ease his helm. They were coming at each other head on, so at a whisper from Grim I strode among the shadows and ordered the servants out of earshot.

It is the worst time you could choose, King assured him.

The eagles opportunity  the hares disadvantage  are one! said Kangra Khan.

You are not dealing with hares, King retorted. You are blind if you think the eagles are not on our side.

Aye, I have seen them. They have buzzed above us now for half a month.

They lay eggs on the wing, those birds! King suggested meaningly. There is Cavalry and Infantry to right and left of us, and guns at the rear.

Aye, but this is womens talk. I know the chances, Kangra Khan answered.

Talk like a man, then! growled Narayan Singh. It seemed to me that that was what the hillman had done, but the Sikh knew what he was doing.

Meet me across the border, and I will show thee how a man fights! the other retorted.

Narayan Singh was about to answer, but Grim interrupted him.

None will talk if the time for fighting comes. Talk like a man first, he advised him.

My men are restless. They lost too much in the fighting of a year ago. The crops have been poor. There will be a hard winter unless we rape a town or two. They look to me to lead them, answered Kangra Khan.

Why not tell the whole truth? King asked him. You have received offers from the Punjab. Someone has promised that if you will lead a raid the Punjabis will rise simultaneously. Isnt that so?

By Allah, little sahib, you know too much, the hillman answered, laughing.

I think I know the name of the man who made you that offer, but never mind, King continued. What did he offer you?

He talked like a plainsman, deceiving none but himself. He offered me the Prince! He promised we may take him and hold him for ransom, after they have burned his camp and done the capturing. He said, with truth, although the fat pig lied nine other ways, that to keep the Prince hidden in the Punjab would be impossible, whereas, among our mountains

Why talk nonsense? King interrupted. Isnt it clear hes just trying to use you as a catspaw?

Truly. But he who uses fire may just as well be burnt, and I like the Punjabis money, said Kangra Khan.

They never could take the Prince. Hell be too well guarded.

Aye, probably...inshallah! The British are crazy, but not so mad as to leave the boy unprotected. However, the Prince is coming northward for a hundred days, and there will be a hundred days of trouble, unless I am well paid to keep still.

Well, that was frank enough. There was not so much cupidity as calm appreciation in the hillmans eye. He seemed willing enough to barter his advantage for a fair price. As he finished cleaning his rifle, and laid it across his knees with the sort of affectionate slap a man bestows on a dog or a horse, he looked at least as worthy to be dealt with as any of those diplomatists who play the international game with marked cards.

How much do you want? King asked him.

A crore, and no less, he said instantly.

A crore of rupees is a third of a million dollars, more or less, and King laughed.

That would pay for quite a nice campaign, he answered. You hillmen are like children when money is mentioned.

India is rich. Let her pay for peace!

You wont get a crore. You wont get as much as a lakh. You wont get anything, unless you give proof in advance of good intentions, King assured him. You must call this raid off, and tell the Punjabis you wont give them any assistance. If you do that first, and give me your word of honour, then Ill promise to get you as much money from the Government as they can be induced to part with in return for your service in the matter. I dont know how much. Youll have to trust me to do my best. Ill keep faith with you. [ 100,000 rupees]

Aye, King sahib. None doubts your izzat; but what of mine? The fat Punjabi is a pig, but I will not betray him. By Allah, if he comes to talk with me the troops might pounce on him, and what then? [ honour]

He shall have safe conduct.

Aye, but after, you will know who he is, and

I know already!

If thou art not a liar, name him!

He is no Punjabi. His name is Ali Babul, King answered promptly. Isnt that so?

Kangra Khan said nothing. In the ensuing silence Grim leaned sideways, better to study the hillmans face. It was Narayan Singh who took up the argument, opening and shutting his right hand so that the knuckles cracked almost like a pistol-shot.

I, too, know Ali Babul. As thou sayest, he is fat. Better caution him, hillman! For if I make a feud with a man he will die. By my Gurus honour, he shall not live; his fat shall feed crows...unless thy wisdom forewarns him! I have made the Princes life my personal affair. [ Religious teacher]

I have heard words. They are principally wind, smelling of onions, said the hillman.

He was well aware that we would not sit there talking to him, offering him terms, if there had been any easier or less expensive course open to the Government just then; nothing but business acumen prevented him from attacking the Sikh that minute, and even that element of self-control was weakening, as the Sikh had foreseen. He prodded it further.

The truth is, you are afraid to refuse Ali Babul, he asserted, with an air of absolute conviction.

At least I am not afraid of thee, thou

Shame that such a hairy man should fear a shaven, swag-bellied bunnia!

Allah!

See him then, and warn him, if you arent afraid to, King suggested intervening. There could hardly have been bloodshed there before our fire, but the border laws of guest and host do not preclude commencement of hostilities the minute the threshold is left behind. Sikh and hillman love each other as dog and jackal do...not much.

There have first to be promises.

The hillman looked in Kings eyes reading there good faith, but not much else; for there was little King might promise without referring to headquarters.

I will do my best about the money for you, King said.

I, too, then, about Ali Babul. And how much is that? Bring the brute here. Give us both safe conduct. I will talk with him tomorrow night, at this hour, before this fire in the Huzoors presence. But if the Government were not afraid for its skin it would have scoughed up Ali Babul long ago, the hillman added.

There were elements of truth in that suggestion, and the only plausible retort would have been a boast, which in turn might have cut short negotiations.

Would Ali Babul come? Grim asked.

Aye! For I will bring him! said Narayan Singh.

King nodded. Whatever Narayan Singh might undertake to do would be carried out unless he died in the attempt, and not even Kangra Khan questioned that outcome. But I was watching the hillmans face and questioning that, and I noticed Grim did the same thing. There was deep, unspoken thought there, and his eyes were too bright to mean anything but mischief.

Hadnt we better define things more exactly? I proposed in English.

So we tried, but the uselessness was fairly evident at once. It was like bargaining with a tricky lawyer; we could not possibly foresee all the quirks and sidesteps that would certainly occur to him, and our apparent doubt of his good faith only served to increase his trickiness. It would have been better if I had held my tongue.

Enough! King said finally, with a gesture that wiped out the last five minutes at a stroke. This is between thee and me, Kangra Khan. The undertaking stands thus: here, by this fire, tomorrow night, thou and Ali Babul are to meet and talk before us. Both to have safe conduct. Nothing that shall be said tomorrow night by this fire shall be held against thee or him, unless we all reach agreement.

That is the promise, the hillman answered, and he rose with his right hand on the hilt of his knife to give the oath solemnity. When he had met the eyes of each of us in turn King shook hands with him, and he turned and strode out of the camp with more assurance in his gait than I was altogether glad to see. There is nothing finer than the sight of independence with its face against the world; but there are times, and seasons.

Somehow, before tomorrow night, he means to put one over on us, I said, and Grim nodded assent. But King and Narayan Singh were both of opinion that the hillman would keep the peace strictly until after the next conference, at any rate. They had the right to know best.

There was peace next morning sure enough...kites wheeling lazily, the smoke of breakfast fires rising spirally from the camps to either hand, and a subaltern with two mounted troopers riding an errand, who laughed as he tossed us the news:

No shootin last night! First time for a month! Were wonderin what Allahs cookin! You fellows notice anythin worth mentionin?

We reported all well, and no shots fired.

Hell presently, Ill bet you! he said, laughing, and rode on.

It was a reasonably safe bet that he offered. Quiet along that border usually presages coming bloodshed. But we had reason to believe there would be at least one more quiet night, and wished we had betted, just to dampen down his cockiness. Then, two hours after breakfast, there came a mounted messenger with a white envelope tucked in his turban. He halted as if it were mounted baseball and he sliding for the home plate. But that was merely swagger; he had trotted until he came within a hundred yards of us. King held his hand out, but the fellow jumped to the ground and stood examining us each in turn.

Ram-mis-den sahib? he asked, staring at me.

So I took the envelope and broke the seal, aware of mixed emotions, for I knew the handwriting...as strong and downright as a mans, but flowing, with large spaces between the words.

Joan Angela! I said, not understanding why I was not pleased; for I would rather see her than a sunrise. Intuition sums up the near future in a flash, giving you the total and no details; but so does Joan Angelas correspondence.

Hello there, Jeff! she had written. Dont pretend this isnt a surprise. Im with the Farquharsons, but theyre off on leave today, and Ive a date for dinner with the Somethingorother Bengal Lancers. Might see you sooner. Having lots of fun. So long. J.A.L.

The Somethingorother Bengal Lancers were presumably the outfit camped over on our left hand. The Farquharsons, I think, belong to the Civil Service; but whoever they are, they ought to have been hanged for turning Joan Angela loose on that countryside. I passed the note in turn to King and Grim, and they waited for the explanation.

One of my countrywomen. Youth, brains, ability, good looks, heaps of money, and a sense of humour, I said, and King looked at me steadily, reading on my face what I daresay was alarm. I did not try to diagnose it.

Shell be safe enough with the Lancers, but Im surprised they should ask her to dinner out here. I suppose theres nothing about that in the regulations, but theres such a thing as common sense, he answered after a long pause.

Shes pretty sure to get them to ask us to dinner too, tonight, I said.

Well, we cant go. At least, you can, of course, but Grim and I must stay here.

That was true. Narayan Singh had ridden off on his quest of Ali Babul, and even if it had been likely that the Sikh would return before night, it would have been out of the question to leave him there alone to manage the conference.

Where is she now? I asked the messenger.

The man did not know. He said he was the son of a thalukdar, and had been asked as a favour to carry the message by Farquharson sahib, whom he had met on his way to the railway station. He had not even seen Joan Angela. Did not know who she was, or pretended not to, and dropped a rather strong hint that, as someone on that countryside, he set a good example by minding his own business. He said he had come simply to oblige Farquharson sahib, and would ride back home as soon as his horse was rested. [ Land-holder]

So I offered to ride part of the way with him, and he agreed. He seemed rather glad to have company. Even in broad daylight that is no safe border for a solitary horseman, whose equipment is worth powder and shot; belated prowlers lie up until the next night affords opportunity to sneak back with their plunder to the hills, and in their eyes it is sin and shame to overlook a chance that Allah sends.

My purpose was to turn Joan Angela back from the border, even at the risk of a quarrel. As King said, she would be quite safe with the Lancers; but neither he, nor I, nor they, nor she, nor anyone could guess how long she would remain with them. She acts on the spur of any moment, with assurance that would make an oil-stock salesman green with envy, and the fact that her astounding luck had never yet deserted her was no proof there would be no end to it.

I rode away presently in search of her, turning over in mind a hundred arguments I might use, well aware that she would flout them all and laugh at me. I would have to make a personal appeal to her; I knew that, and I hated it. For friendship she will often do what no argument of safety or convention will induce her to consider; but I dislike dealing on those terms. Friendship is nothing to bargain with, but a thing apart, like a mans religion or his nationality, to be held unaffected by circumstances. Nevertheless, I was willing to sacrifice that friendship, if by doing so I might steer her out of danger.

Nevertheless, whatever her luck might be, mine was out that morning. I drew the Farquharsons bungalow blank; nobody home, not even a caretaker; not as much as a hanger-on to answer questions. The European quarter there was a straggling line of beastly official bungalows, and I rode to every one of them, without result. Nobody had heard of Joan Angela. I gathered, without being told so, that the Farquharsons had made themselves disliked and had applied for leave in consequence.

But I stuck to it, and the thalukdar stayed by to help. Failing all trace of Joan Angela herself, we begged a change of horses and galloped all the way to Dera Ghazi Khan, where I saw the Commandant and warned him. He was indignant, and swore he would twist the Lancers tails for daring to ask a woman to dinner so close to the border. I overheard his instructions. Joan Angela Leich was to be found and taken to Peshawar, where the authorities might deal with her as they should see fit.

That suited me. It was after four oclock then, and I calculated I had just about time to reach the Lancers camp before dark. That was the last card up my sleeve, and a trump of sorts. I meant to tell them what the Commandant had said, after which it was fairly safe to wager they would keep Joan Angela at least well guarded until definite orders came.

So the thalukdars son and I parted company, and I begged still another change of mounts, for my weight is no joke even for an Army remount used to carrying all the paraphernalia a soldier lugs around with him. That last horse was a good one, and I made him prove it, galloping hell-bent-for- supper-time until we reached the Jhelum, and then following the bank, with only a short pause to let him breathe, until I could see the lights of the Lancers camp beginning to blink in the distance in descending dusk.

They were still several miles away, but it was not time yet for the border-thieves to take chances, so I reined in to a walk for the horses sake, conscious for the first time that I had no weapon, but not especially nervous on that account. I was very likely safer at slow speed than if I hurried, since a lurking enemy would judge that if I did not seem afraid there was probably good reason for it. On the whole, I was well enough contented, deeming my effort in Joan Angelas behalf well made and her as good as shipped away to safety.

It was pitch dark before I grew aware of voices somewhere on ahead. One voice was a womans...golden...not raised, and yet not undisturbed. I could not hear what she said, for my horse put his forefoot in a hole and nearly fell as I spurred him forward. I heard a man order her in English to be silent, and then I caught the answer, as distinctly as if it had been given ten yards away instead of possibly a hundred.

Youll have to ask in a different tone of voice if you expect me to oblige you?

Then you die! someone snarled  in English again.

All right. My funeral. Nobody else need worry!

Then I recognized her voice beyond the shadow of a doubt, but did doubt what to do. All I could see were the camp-fires and lanterns blinking in the distance; between them and me were quite immeasurable miles of black night, with the Jhelum River swirling and sucking on my left hand. The horse sensed danger, shied toward the river, and reared as he found himself too close to the rotten bank. Someone fired from fifty yards ahead of me. The horse shuddered and collapsed; a ton or two of earth gave way; earth, horse and I went plump into the river all together.

I ought to have drowned along with the wounded horse, for the Jhelum sweeps in a hurry around a curve at that point, with shallows in mid-stream that send the force of water sluicing against the bank. But there was a boat tied by the nose to a tree-stump and pressed close against the bank by the weight of the river rushing by, and my hand caught that as I struck out blindly. In about a minute I was up on the bank again fumbling at the rope that held the boat. But it was tangled, and my wet fingers made hard work of it in the dark; so I found my clasp knife and, opening that with my teeth, cut the rope and let the boat go. It was better than nothing at all to cut off the enemys retreat.

Then I heard Joan Angelas voice again:

Let go! Id rather be killed than handled by a brute like you!

I heard a slap, as if she had struck someone with her open hand, followed by an oath that ripped the very bowels of the night apart. But she did not scream, and there was no answering blow, nor any sound of struggle. Footsteps began approaching, and I crouched behind a clump of high grass.

I had been in that position about twenty seconds when a new sound warned me I was being stalked. The enemy presumably had sent a scout to make sure that bullet had done its work thoroughly, and I heard the fellow crawl up to the other side of the clump, within two yards of me. I heard, too, the clink of some kind of weapon that he dragged along the ground. I needed a weapon more than anything else on earth that minute.

The fellow lay still, listening and trying to peer through the dark along the river bank. He held his breath, and let it out silently, but I could smell him, and knew he wore a sweaty sheepskin jacket. Then I heard what sounded like a knife-blade striking against stone, and judged he had two weapons, of which the knife in the dark was the more dangerous.

There was nothing after that to hesitate about. When you know the worst, and know there is no alternative, the thing to do is to have it over with. I jumped, and landed with both heels on the small of the fellows back, and maybe it was that that killed him, but I used the butt-end of his rifle to make sure, not being minded to have an enemy at my back as well as several in front.

I could hear them coming fast now, and had no time to reach for the long knife. It was impossible to see, but I was trying to count the footfalls. Joan Angelas were easily distinguishable, and there seemed to be five or six men hurrying her along. I crouched beside the clump of grass in readiness to do my utmost at close quarters. However, they stopped again. Maybe they had heard me land on the fellows back, although he had not cried out.

Suliman! called someone, twenty yards away.

I fired, and hit him, but not fatally, for he shouted to the others. Two or three of them came charging toward me, and I stopped the first one with the butt-end. Another one fired, and missed.

Joan Angela! I shouted.

Whos that? Jeff! Is that you?

I started for her; but Im too slow on my feet to pull off any of those tip-and-run stunts. I shouldnt have tried. Before I could reach her I was knocked on the head by a blow from behind, and after that there was darkness and a very bad dream for a long time.


CHAPTER 2. Those fools will prod a hornets nest.

I CAME to with a splitting headache, and lay wondering in a kind of twilight, caused, as I discovered presently, by a guttering candle stuck in a knothole in a board on a stamped earth floor. Overhead there were beams made of all sorts of odds and ends, including two telegraph poles stamped with the British Governments broad arrow, and a length of standard railway metal.

My fingers informed me that I was lying on sheepskins or something of the sort; and in among the singing in my ears I could distinguish occasional sounds obviously made by someone rather close to me; but I did not move my head for several minutes, because it hurt too much for one reason, and for another it seemed wise to get some information before betraying any.

It was night; that much was obvious. But I could not guess how many nights I might have lain unconscious, and it felt like aeons since that blow from behind had knocked me sprawling. There seemed to be two people in the room, or hut, or whatever it was, and one of them was crooning to herself in a language that if I ever understood I could not then remember. It was decidedly cold, and at last I shivered, whereat I felt agreeably soft fingers feeling the back of my hand.

Shall I throw a sheepskin over you? a voice asked. So I turned my head and saw Joan Angela in riding breeches on the ground beside me. She looked tired, but not otherwise distressed.

How did you get here? I asked her stupidly.

Dont try to talk for a while yet. Listen, she answered. I was afraid once or twice you were dead; and youre so heavy they had to handle you roughly, although I think they tried to be decent in their own fashion. Theres a cut on the back of your head, but I dont think its deep, and Ive bandaged it, so dont move.

I dont remember much. How long have I been here? I asked.

Several hours. But dont talk. Ill tell you all about it if youll listen.

So I lay still, and presently Joan Angela began.

I was on my way to the Lancers camp. There were two men with me, and Id sent a third in advance to say I was coming, and would be late, but was all right. My horse had gone lame, and I was letting him take it easy. But it was later than I thought, and I think wed lost the way; Im sure we covered lots of unnecessary miles, and when it grew dark the men seemed to lose their bearings altogether. But I knew if we reached the river and turned along the bank wed be all right, and it was no use turning back, even if Id cared to; so we rode on. The men didnt like it much. They were Biluchis, whod been lent to me by the Farquharsons when they left home...supposed to be awfully faithful and so on, but too stupid for words.

Well, we reached the river at last, and they said to turn to the right, but I knew better. If we had turned to the right, maybe you and I wouldnt be here now, but Id have missed the Lancers camp, and then some other brigands would have bagged me, so whats the odds? I knew Id taken the right direction.

It got so dark at last you couldnt see a thing. Then some men jumped out of a hole by the river bank and knifed my Biluchis without a word. I had a pistol and tried to use it, but another rascal cut my horses throat, and grabbed me as he fell, so the shot went wild. Then he knocked the pistol out of my hand and I was prisoner. But he didnt see where the pistol went to, and Ive got it now. They treated me reasonably well, and while they talked I sat down  right on the pistol.

I wasnt worried much. The Biluchis were dead, and of course that was horrible, but I despise a man whos so afraid he has to have a woman show him which way to turn; and they didnt put up any fight, they were just cowards. I was sorrier for the horse. And I knew the Lancers would be out looking for me in two ticks, because they expected me to dinner, and besides, that third Biluchi had ridden on ahead to tell them I was really on the way.

What puzzled me was that the men whod captured me  there were nine of them  started to lead me off in the wrong direction. We kept along the river bank. I was even crazy enough for a minute to think they were taking me to the Lancers camp to hand me over. I could see the camp lights in the distance. There was a man in charge of the party  a chieftain I suppose  whom they all called Kangra Khan; he was the only one who seemed to know a word of English, but when I asked him a question or two he ordered me to hold my tongue. He even threatened to kill me if I made a noise, but I didnt believe him. I kept raising my voice in the hope some of the Lancers outposts would hear me; and at last I really did hear someone coming. It turned out to be you.

Kangra Khan put his hand over my mouth then, and I bit it. I wish youd heard him swear! But hes a gentlemanly sort of savage and didnt hit back. They shot your horse, and they were awfully sore because you killed one of their men, and that was why they knocked you on the head instead of roping you. You nearly killed Kangra Khan by the way. Your bullet seared his cheek, and would have hit me if Id been about a foot more to the right.

Well, you were knocked out; but someone struck a match and I recognized you. And you werent dead, because I could feel your heart beating. Then we heard what might be Lancers coming. The party grew scared and got ready to scatter. They were about to tie my hands, and one man folded up a bit of sheepskin for a gag. I didnt fancy that.

Of course, it was worse than a hundred to one chance of the Lancers coming on you in the dark; and if they didnt stumble on you youd be dead before morning. So I promised them Id come quietly provided they took you too. If not, no. And I started in to yell to prove it!

Kangra Khan seems something of a sportsman in his own way, and took me at my word. He gave orders to the gang to pick you up and carry you gently. It seems youd cut their boat loose, and we had to go miles back along the bank until we found another one, and we crossed the river at last in the craziest box of a thing you ever saw. I thought we were sure to be drowned a dozen times. The boat was half-full of water, and you lay on the bottom with the water flopping over you, and me holding your head up so you could breathe.

They had turned loose the two horses that belonged to my Biluchis, so that the Lancers would follow them and give Kangra Khan a chance to slip by unobserved. He didnt cross the river with the rest of us, but continued along the bank in the direction of the Lancers camp, saying hed see me later and that he held me to my promise to go quietly. I told him Id come to his funeral when the British hanged him, and he grinned as if he thought that a good joke.

Once wed crossed the river the going was fairly easy for a long time, but they hurried me and lugged you until I felt nearly as all in as you looked. I had to remind them a good many times of the chiefs orders to treat you gently; and as they didnt know any English, and I cant talk their language, it wasnt so easy. But I remembered Id heard em call him Kangra Khan; so I kept saying Kangra Khan! and pointing to you, and frowning, and presently they saw the point. I guess theyre scared of him, and I dont blame em  he looks like a top-dog.

Then we came to these hills, and the going began to be awful. They had to lug me up precipices by the hands. When daylight comes I daresay itll all look simple enough, but in the dark it felt like climbing Everest or something. When we reached this but they shoved me in, and threw in some sheepskins, and you on top of them, and left us. But a little later on they opened the door and pushed in an old woman  at least she looks old  thats her you hear crooning. Shes scared to death of us. Every once in a while she shows me a knife about a yard long. But she brought a candle with her, which is something. I guess itll be dawn soon. This huts built of stones and mud and stolen timber, with bits of old sacking and stuff like that in the chinks. Are you cold? Are your clothes nearly dry? Let me feel them.

Does the old woman know any English? I asked.

No. Ive tried her. I think that song shes croaking is a prayer or an exorcism. Its intended to keep us from bewitching her; thats my guess. How does your head feel?

Nothing obliges a man to recover so swiftly as something particular to think about, and Lord knew I had that in plenty. If I had my choice, for instance, between saving Joan Angela Leich or Rheims Cathedral, the building would go without a moments hesitation. I managed to turn my head to look at her.

You cant change her much. Her hair was all untidy, and her jacket and shirt-affair were stained with dirt, but she was mighty good to look at, nevertheless. The guttering candle threw half of her face in shadow, but made her brave eyes shine, and the outline of her face was something that is never born outside America, whatever fools may say about the melting-pot. There was no nonsense there, no humbug, no claptrap, but a gallant good-humour, and a disregard for things of no account that seems to me better than religion.

I told her to take one of the sheepskins and throw it over her to keep off the draught that came whimpering through the cracks; apparently she hadnt thought of that before. She had to pull the thing out from under me. Then, because the gods who supervise such things were willing, I fell asleep, which in men like me, who am nearly all physique without much brains, is a pretty sure sign of recovery.

When I awoke it was broad daylight, as you could tell by the light streaming in through cracks. Joan Angela was dozing, chin on knees, with her back against a wall, and the old hag was mixing up a mess of goats milk and some sort of grain  our breakfast presumably. I got up and found I could stand without holding on to anything, but that was about all; so I copied Joan Angelas example and sat with my back to the wall.

Five minutes after that the door opened and in strode Kangra Khan. He stood leaning on his rifle looking at us while I blinked at the sunshine. There were men crowding to the door behind him, but he motioned them back angrily and slammed the door in their faces, which did not, however, prevent them from clapping their eyes to the cracks.

After about a minutes silence, during which the old hag stirred away steadily at the porridge, he gave me Allahs blessing. I assured him he needed it more than I did.

A man, I said, who commits such treachery as you have done will need pity rather badly by and by.

Inshallah! he answered. I am sorry you were hurt, but you killed two of my men. What wrong had they done you?

There was no need to answer with words. I glanced at Joan Angela, who was studying him quietly over the top of her knees.

Is the sahiba hurt? he asked.

She seems to be a prisoner, I answered.

And a good one! he retorted. What of it? What treachery have I done? Lo, I kept the promise. I was at the fire, and spoke with Ali Babul in the sahibs presence. Moreover, I told the fat pig Ali Babul I will not help the Punjabis. Lo, I spat at him to prove it! Lo, I have no need to bargain with the dog! He gestured magnificently in Joan Angelas direction. They tell me the sahiba has a mint of money!

So were held for a ransom? I asked.

Aye, a great one!

I gestured upward with my thumb. There was the roar of two aeroplanes overhead.

The Lancers will come presently, I assured him.

Aye! Those fools will prod a hornets nest! They are across the river now. I sent my man an hour since to warn them to turn back again. They will make him prisoner. When they question him he will ask whether four hundred can wisely attack us. I have twenty thousand men.

I accepted that statement with reserve. Accuracy as to numbers is unknown in all that North-West country. Two thousand  twenty thousand  even two hundred thousand  might mean pretty much the same thing. Still, his point was obvious.

Defeat them, and you deal with the guns behind them. Beat the guns, and comes an army, I answered.

Comes the army, and who shall guard the Prince? Is the Punjab so contented? Do the British want war? he asked me. Nay! I tell you they will rather pay my bill! A crore of rupees, and sahiba goes free  thou with her. Otherwise, the Melikani will send battleships and land an army, and fight the British from the rear!

They have peculiar notions about the United States in some parts of the world, and it was no use telling him how slight the prospect was of Congress voting for a war in India. Since the A.E.F. went to France they all believe that anything might happen.

His case looked stronger than I cared to admit to him. It would probably take weeks, and months perhaps, before the British could bring a force to bear sufficient for invasion of that territory. For defence they were fairly well provided, but it is another matter to advance across savage and supply-less hills. Besides, as he said, there was the Prince; undoubtedly they did not want a war while he was visiting India. About our only chance was if the British should strike suddenly and surround the place where we were now hidden, which could not be far from the border. But as if he had read my thoughts, Kangra Khan deprived me of that faint hope that minute.

They hunt on a false scent, he said, grinning. Today we lie here. Tonight we move on. By tomorrow they may hunt a year and never find you. In a week you will be further from them than the mountain was from Mahommed, on whom Allahs blessing! Shall they come to you then?

He could only have one object in telling me his plans. The much more usual method is to keep a prisoner in the dark as to his destiny. He was talking to me, but at Joan Angela, hoping she would offer to pay the demanded ransom. But ignorance is a great fortifier of courage; and inborn love of adventure is no weak straw to blow away with argument.

I wont pay! Joan Angela said simply, looking up and straight into his eyes. I think she was rather enjoying herself.

For a moment a look of cruelty crossed his face. The hills  the spirit of the hills  the barren, cruel heart of Allahs Slag-heap, as they call it, that compels and curses and deprives the weakest, hardening the hardest, reminded him he might compel too. There are ways and means; and there are women who are more expert than men in inventing agony for prisoners  all at his beck and call. But something manly in him seemed to fight that suggestion down. He laughed, showing yellow, irregular teeth.

I have seen mens hearts fail. Is a womans resolution greater? he asked ironically. Then, with bitter meaning: Eat while you have the chance!

He motioned to the hag, who brought the bowl of porridge and set it down between Joan Angela and me, together with two old rusty spoons. The stuff was smoky and nearly cold, nor any too clean, and we preferred our fingers to the spoons. There was grit, too, in the stuff. But I think Joan Angela enjoyed it, partly because almost any food was good after a long fast and a wetting; mainly because of the adventure and the novelty.

Kangra Khan stood watching us, smiling rather grimly. We might have been two strange animals being fed in a cage. On the whole, he seemed rather pleased with us, but I thought I detected a trace of anxiety underlying his cavalierly air, as if perhaps all were not so well with him as he pretended. There were the eyes to the cracks, for instance, and the voices of his men outside, suggesting neither discipline nor over-confidence in their leader. Their eagerness to get a glimpse of Joan Angela, and some of the comments I overheard, brought another thought, and it was just as well Joan Angela did not understand the language.

You know this womans honor is in your keeping? I said, looking straight at him. He did not answer; so I added to the hint: You will be held answerable. If harm should befall her the British would never rest until they hanged you in a pigskin. They would burn your carcase afterwards.

He showed his teeth again. No Moslem enjoys that threat.

Let her beware of herself! he answered surlily. By Allah, who am I that you should say such words to me?

Lets hope youre a man of discretion, I answered; and at that he turned his back on us and went outside to snarl and argue with his men. Whereat Joan Angela nudged me and touched her jacket pocket in which the little automatic pistol lay; which was all very well as a last resource, but none too comforting at that.

Meanwhile my head ached damnably, and if we were to be moved on somewhere that night it behoved me to get in fit condition for the march, or otherwise I would be unfit to snatch opportunity. It may have been fever  a mans brain after a severe blow is seldom in shape to judge sensibly  but the only line of action that appealed at all to me just then was to escape by some means as we threaded the hills by night, and work our way back to the Jhelum River. I began to talk it over with Joan Angela.

I have often wondered since why I did not advise her there and then to agree to pay the ransom. Then they could have sent a messenger to make the necessary stipulations with the military; bankers, or the Government, would doubtless have advanced the money on Joan Angelas note, and even a third of a million dollars would hardly have inconvenienced her much. But the truth is, it hardly occurred to me.

Courage is more contagious than disease. If she had dallied with the notion I might have urged it. But the indomitable spirit was so strong in her that there was lots to spare, and some of it conveyed itself to me. It was likely enough she would have despised me if I had ventured to propose surrender  not that I would have let that prevent, if I had thought it best to yield. But you cant consider yielding  not in Joan Angelas company. As an abstract proposition, failure is incomprehensible to her; and as a concrete fact it never seems to have been part of her experience. Men have called me an idiot for not insisting on her handing over the ransom money; but neither King, nor Grim, nor Narayan Singh found fault with me in that respect; and I know that as I sat there in the hut beside her (admiring her, I admit), the only line of thought I followed was how to escape by subtlety or violence. And I am not a subtle person.

Lets take turns sleeping, I proposed. Whichever of us is awake should pocket any kind of food obtainable and any weapon that comes within reach. I might hide a long knife, for instance, inside my breeches. Above all, dont give them any idea that were thinking of escape. Now you go to sleep first.

She has grit, that girl. She did not argue, but went and lay down on the sheepskins that had been my bed, and I kept watch while she dropped off to sleep like a two-year-old. The old woman started her crooning again, as if sleep were something dangerous, productive of evil spirits to be exorcised. But after a while it occurred to me she was trying to work magic to cast a spell over us; so I pretended to doze off too, sitting up, and surprised her in the act of searching Joan Angelas jacket pocket.

That put me in possession of a knife. She flashed the weapon the instant she saw I was awake, and I took it from her, twisting her wrist until she gasped; but she did not scream, and she was at such pains to make no noise that I could not help noticing the circumstance. She seemed much more anxious than I was to avoid being heard by the watchers on guard outside.

What is it that makes a man act when his own judgment has nothing definite on which to base itself. Intuition? Stored-up experience? I dont know. I only do know that scores of times I have acted swiftly in the face of facts that have seemed to suggest the opposite course, and in the outcome have scored heavily.

I shoved that long knife down my breeches-leg, took the old woman by the scruff of her wrinkled neck, opened the door, which was only fastened with a leather thong, and kicked her out into the midst of an astonished circle of Pathans, who were sitting around a six-stick fire discussing prospects. She landed almost in the fire. Two of them pointed their rifles at me and the rest kicked her further on her way, she screaming and cursing, they laughing, throwing stones after her as she slid out of sight down a shoulder of rock.

Then I stood in the doorway, not particularly nervous on account of rifles, since I argued they would hardly shoot a prisoner worth money if they could avoid it; but curious. Four of the men were playing a game with a wooden board and pebbles  a sort of prehistoric form of checkers. I sat down between two of them and looked on, remembering to bless them in the name of the Prophet of God, and they returned the blessing civilly enough, although one great hairy ruffian standing on the look-out near by slapped his rifle meaningly. I nodded to him and he seemed to accept that as a satisfactory promise of good conduct. His principal business seemed to be to watch the British aeroplanes and give warning if they should turn in our direction.

One of the players asked me if I had any money to gamble with, but I was not fool enough to say yes. I always carry money. There were four five-hundred-rupee notes tucked away in a pocket inside my waistband, and I suspected Joan Angela of having more than that in some fairly safe hiding-place; but the sight of money would have acted like blood on wolves. However, the question gave me an idea, and there are better ways than bribery to win the friendship of a savage. Admire a horsemans horse, a musicians music, a politicians politics, and he is your man.

I singled out the strongest-looking of them and admired his muscle. He began to brag immediately and to show off, picking up a piece of wood about the thickness of an axe-handle. He brake it with a jerk. I entered into competition with him, breaking one of the pieces, which was more than twice as difficult. It made my head ache, but aroused the excited interest of all of them. The fellow came back at me with an offer to try hand-grips, elbows to the ground; so we lay down face to face, each with his right elbow on the rock, and gripped fingers; he chose a tricky grip that gave him an advantage, but I let him have it, and rapped his knuckles on the rock so sharply that he shouted, and they all laughed. He refused to try that a second time, so to put him in good temper I let him beat me at pulling against each other, foot to foot, and after that we were all on excellent terms. He told me his name was Akbar bin Mahommed.

I asked him why they had been so glad to see the old hag kicked out from the hut, but instead of answering the question they all became suddenly interested in their rifles, and pretended to hear sounds among the rocks below that called for investigation; so when they had quit that foolishness I began to tell them stories, remembering how Grim was used to managing wild Arabs in that way. They became like children almost instantly, and one man turned his back so that I might rest my head against his while I talked. I told about magic I had witnessed in Benares, and about imaginary old women who could turn a man into a crow, the crow into an alligator, the alligator into a fish, and the fish into an insect, after which the insect could be trodden on and squashed by the first hoof that happened along  evolution vice versa, as it were. They voted that a splendid story, and began to brag about their own witches. The hag whom I had kicked so cavalierly turned out to be one of them.

Her principal virtue, or demerit, according as a man employed her or became her victim, was that she could see in the dark what a man would do by daylight; and by mixing incantations with his food could prevent his doing this or that thing and oblige him to do something else. That, they said, was why Kangra Khan had sent her into the hut with us; and they added that now no doubt I would have to do as Kangra Khan wished. But they all claimed to have suffered under the old harridan in some way or another. She had made this mans cow abortive, that mans wife barren, and the others child had died of smallpox. One fellow vowed he had spent nine months in Peshawar gaol, all because, for spite, she had given him the wrong magic when he set forth to rob soldiers at the guard-post.

But she will bewitch your foot for having kicked her! Akbar bin Mahommed added by way of afterthought. And that is a pity, for the foot is a good strong mans. Better kill her next time, lest a worse evil befall. By Allah, I myself would kill her if I dared; but my son is only two years old and at that age men die easily.

Is she devoted to Kangra Khan? I asked him.

Devoted to none but the devils! She supports him. None dares refuse to obey him for fear of her.

It seemed likely Kangra Khan would resent my having kicked the hag, if that was the state of local politics. I suggested something of the sort, but they all laughed.

Nay! He, too, is afraid of her. The next time she refuses him a request he will bring her back to thee to be kicked and choked! None of us dares wring her neck, but who cares whether she bewitches thee?

I asked where the British Lancers were, and with considerable glee they pointed out a sort of amphitheatre in the foot-hills about twenty miles away. After a while I made out an extended string of dots, like insects, and they told me those were the Lancers vainly searching in the wrong direction for Joan Angela and me.

And, by Allah, there will be some on this side who get boots and new weapons! they added. Kangra Khan has set an ambush.

I asked about Kangra Khan, and they all agreed he was a good strategist but a domineering fellow who could not brook rivalry or even argument.

He thinks that when he speaks his word is Allahs, and the mullah must stand aside, praying backwards under his breath! In time of fighting Kangra Khan is best; in peace, the mullah; so we play the one against the other; but by the Prophet, on whom blessings, a man can hardly call his life his own in any event.

Presently a party of Lancers began scouting in our direction, and we could see the machine-gun ready to search out nooks and crannies so I was ordered back into the hut, whose roof I noticed then was hidden from above on three sides by an over-leaning crag and camouflaged by the rocks shadow. It would probably be impossible for a flyer to see the hut at all until late afternoon. I stood in the doorway and watched the guard take cover as skillfully as if they had had a course in Flanders; then went in and took my turn on the sheepskins, while Joan Angela stood watch.

They brought us meat and stolen rice at noon, with curry in it  pretty evil stuff. I cached a little of the rice in a handkerchief and went to sleep again, we taking turn and turn about until evening, when they brought us more food, this time bread of a sort made in the form of flat cakes like chupatties. I cached quite a lot of that.

Then Kangra Khan came looking tired and none too well satisfied. He omitted the customary blessing as he filled the doorway and stood glaring in at us with his rifle slung behind his back.

You have a last chance now to pay the ransom, he said angrily. The mullah has paper and pen. Will you sign a letter for us to send?

Joan Angela laughed at him, which is not a wise course to take toward a chieftain in those savage hills.

No, she said, Ive promised to attend your funeral.


CHAPTER 3. Thou and I are birds who love the storm, Sahiba.

THE sun went down in an angry glare behind the hills at Kangra Khans back as he stood in the doorway muttering oaths into his beard. He did not choose to be laughed at by a woman. Nevertheless, he postponed reprisals, and the reason appeared presently.

See that! he snarled, tossing an envelope to me. So, as it was dark inside the hut, I went to the door and walked out past him holding the letter toward the last red rays of sunshine. It was written in Persian.

To Kangra Khan of the Orakzai (it ran), from Athelstan King.

Take notice. This affair is between you and me. You have prisoners a woman and one of my friends. Their honor and their lives are in your keeping. If ill-treatment should be offered either of them then you and I will have a bone to pick and the jackals shall tell the answer to the night. Settle your own quarrel with the Raj, but look to me to hold you answerable for the proper treatment of my friends.

I began to read the message aloud to Joan Angela, but Kangra Khan snatched it from my hand.

Mashallah! Does he think I am a wild beast? he demanded. Curse his impudence! Those Lancers have slain a dozen of my men this afternoon, and the fliers have finished off another score. Shall I not play tit-for-tat on you two?

I could have smashed him where he stood, for a well-aimed blow would have cracked his head against the doorpost, but there were too many men in the dark behind him to make that chance worth taking. Besides, it was decidedly unlikely he would kill such valuable prisoners as he calculated us to be.

He invites you to act like a gentleman, I suggested.

Not he! He threatens me!

He says its between you and him, I retorted. Were only prisoners. You cant drag us into it.

He seemed to see the force of that. A savage always is at a disadvantage when his sense of fairness is appealed to. It is only the civilised folk who hold ethics subject to convenience. I think what angered him was that King should have doubted his proper intentions.

Ye shall eat as I eat, sleep as I sleep, march as I march, suffer as I suffer, he growled. By Allah, ye shall pay the price I name or be forever prisoners! He strode into the hut as if to seize Joan Angela, but was satisfied when she came backing out in front of him. By Allah, who is Lord of all, now hear me! Ye have a hundred days. Pay me the money before the hundred days are up or I take this woman for a wife and shoot thee, Ramm-is-den. That will be my answer to Attleystan King!

He tore the letter into little bits in front of us and threw them to the winds, then turned and strode away, tossing an order back over his shoulder to the men who were clustered in a group between us and the edge of the rock on which the hut stood. They signed to us to follow him and closed in before and behind, so that we trod on the heels of the men in front and those behind crowded us. Escape would have been impossible, and after an hours hard traveling the chance grew even less, for we followed a track that wound in and out among crags and ravines with seldom more than room for two to go abreast, and often only room for single file. It was impossible to see into the ravines, for the cliffs above us cast a deep-black shadow, and only the snarling of Jhelums tributary streams among the boulders hinted now and then at what might be in store for anyone who stumbled.

But Joan Angela was a long way yet from being ill-pleased with her lot. She was getting what she had come away from home for  excitement. Money had taught her that you cant buy anything worth having except responsibility, and she was tired of expensive civilization  bored to rebellion against it. This was fun in her eyes; real risk; genuine adventure; thrilling. She began to sing until a man turned in his tracks and ordered her curtly to be silent.

Joan Angela was going much the stronger of the two. A blow on the back of the head leaves effects that are not thrown off too easily. At the end of the second hour I began to feel dizzy and had to sit down for a rest at intervals, to the awful disgust of our escort and the alarm of Joan Angela.

The big bullock weakens soonest! they quoted, sneering.

Wed better offer to pay up if youre going to be sick, Joan Angela argued. I wont have your life on my conscience.

It only made it worse, of course, to have to argue with her. What was worse still, Kangra Khan looking down from above overheard us and joined in.

Ye have but a hundred days to pay in any case! he reminded us; and though I could not see him I could almost feel him grin. One month for a letter to go to America. One month for the letter to return. A month for negotiations, and ten days to make the payment in! Be but one day late and the woman shall know what wifing means in a village of the Orakzai! Attleystan King may come then and make a feud for her; mayhap he will bury such bones of thine as the jackals havent cracked up, Ramm-is-den!

Better pay, said my friend Akbar bin Mahommed, with a hand on my shoulder. Mashallah! It would be shame to see such a corpse as thine blistering in a nullah. Write thou the letter and go free when the money comes. Make a feud with him thereafter and I will join thee!

I thought that a mighty handsome offer and it put new heart in me. That was no time or place to write letters in; time enough to do that in the morning, if Joan Angela should then elect to yield. A man who offers friendship to a fellow in a tight place ranks ace high in my esteem, whatever his friendship may be actually worth. I struggled on again; and after a while we came to a circular cup in the hills where a group of stone huts surrounded a corral in which were three lean horses.

There was argument. There always is in that land when anything whatever is to be done or left undone; but at the end of half an hours explosive blasphemy, in which the name of Allah mingled with pollution and the angels were summoned to witness the mess, two of the horses were finally borrowed under duress for Joan Angela and me, and the poor old skate that fell to my lot started on the worst, and last, adventure of his life.

I overheard Kangra Khan saying he really took the horses, not on my account, but because the men we took them from would want them back, and therefore would be wary about giving information about our route to any British troops who might chance on our line of retreat. That sounded plausible, but it may have been only his method of keeping up a reputation with his men for iron-hearted craftiness. It served at any rate to inform me on two points. I bullied my sorry beast until I was knee to knee with Joan Angela.

Our host is afraid of pursuit, and not too popular hereabouts, I told her. Pathans are poor hands at sticking together. If theres a dispute among themselves our chance to escape improves.

She nodded. I wont pay as long as your head holds out, she answered. But you and I are friends, Jeff, and you know me well enough to say so the minute you feel like it. If it werent for your injury Id call it good fun.

Well, opinions differ as to what is fun. Now, looking back at it, I can see her point of view; but just then there was nothing except dislike for squealing (to apply no stronger term) that kept me from counseling surrender. I made up my mind to let things take their course until the next day, after which I would urge her to pay the ransom unless some obvious means of escape should present itself. You see, Joan Angela is not the type of young woman you can treat in any way except as an equal mentally and physically. She can endure as much as any man alive in the way of roughing it, and about the only kind of man who doesnt find her splendid company is the kind who cant or wont forget the sex problem. To her mind it is no problem, anyhow, and if I had played the part of a heavy male protecting her against a world too dangerous for her sex she would have held it against me all my days. I would have lost a friend I value.

Yet men who have seen her since, in evening dress at Simla and such places, have thought me a scoundrel for not compelling her, by force if necessary, to pay the ransom and have done with it. There is one man in particular whose talkative head I intend to punch as soon as I am well enough to leave this hospital.

We rode interminably up and down a winding track that would have suited goats, I walking as often as not because my horse was too weak to negotiate the stiffer places with my weight on him. Once or twice, as if to prove the dissension among the Pathans that I suspected, there were shots fired near at hand; but whether at us or in pursuance of some regulation feud it was impossible to guess. We were making a prodigious noise, stumbling over the rocks and kicking loose stones that went echoing down into the gorges. Sound travels in those hills as if through speaking galleries, and a wakeful enemy might have heard us coming for miles away.

The strange part was that although we saw the flash of a rifle frequently, and our men usually fired at the spot where the flash was seen, not a bullet sang near us. It was like a sham fight staged for the motion-pictures, and Kangra Khan led on and on, as if there were no fight at all.

Then the moon rose, wan and silvery, veiled like a bride in a wreath of mist; and we came to a cliff shaped like Gibraltar. At the angle facing us the track divided, turning to right and left. Kangra Khan took the left hand, and we filed after him. Close behind me walked Akbar bin Mahommed, and there were two more men guarding our rear about fifty or a hundred yards behind  both busy at the moment with an enemy who yelled insults and fired wildly from between rocks practically out of range.

The wan moonlight shone on that Gibraltar-shaped cliff, and it was impossible to pass it unseen. There was a distance of possibly two hundred yards along which the track that Kangra Khan had chosen wound like a glistening snake before it dipped into gloom again. It looked like sheer, stark suicide to follow that course under fire: the track was narrow; there were no caves, no boulders, no shelter; a mans shape would be silhouetted against grey cliff. An owl swooped by, and bird and shadow were as clear as if they had been etched. The only element of safety was the deep, dark ravine on the left hand, which was so wide that an enemy under cover on the far side would have to sight carefully; but, even so, the range was not more than three hundred yards.

However, Kangra Khan hurried forward, perhaps in haste to get the danger done with, and his men hurried at his heels at two or three yard intervals. Akbar bin Mahommed, close behind me, made no comment, and the firing in the rear ceased. Silence fell as if the air had suddenly refused to carry any sound except the snarling of a waterfall a mile away.

Wait a minute! I said, and Joan Angela drew rein. We watched Kangra Khan and his men step forward into the pale light.

Allah! What now? asked Akbar bin Mahommed.

Suddenly a hurricane of rifle-firing spilt the silence, and for about a minute the ledge on the far side of the ravine was lit with spurting flame. There must have been fifty men pot-shotting out of ambush, and at one spot flashed powder enough to suggest a machine-gun. Bullets splashed against the glistening cliff, and whole sections of shale shuddered and slid downward. Yet Kangra Khan continued on his way, and not even his men seemed in any special hurry.

You see for yourself, I said, turning to Akbar.

Ho! he answered. That is nothing! Those are the Jebel Waziris. They came to loot across the border, but they quarreled with us. Now they think to leave a feud or two behind them on their way home. But, by Allah, none can shoot straight against that cliff in this light  as the British learned a year ago. By day a boy could hold the path against a hundred men. By night  ride on and see!

By Allah, no! I answered, and I seized Joan Angelas rein to make sure no spirit of daring should take hold of her and send her galloping across the line of fire.

Im not afraid of anything those savages dare face, she said, laughing at me, and Akbar bin Mahommed was in the act of seizing my rein to drag the horse forward, when it suddenly occurred to me that our chance had come. There were only two men to our rear. If we could make those plugs of ours gallop we had a reasonably good chance to escape.

I thought of the knife, but there was not time to pull that out from its hiding-place. Besides, even in that crisis I doubt whether I would have used the blade of it on Akbar  he and I had grown too friendly (though I dont doubt he would have shot me). I swung my fist back for a blow that should have stunned him  and the horse shied.

Something  brown-black-heavy  slid in an avalanche of loose shale and fell from the ledge above us plump on to Akbars shoulders. His rifle went spinning into the ravine. A hand that must have had a grip of steel went to his mouth, and he lay helpless, heaving in spasms underneath a dark-robed thing that might have been a vampire-bat. In the shadow at our feet the outspread sleeves of the garment looked like wings. But the bats head turned, and Grims pale face glanced up at me!

Take the right-hand track! he snapped. Hurry!

But I could hear the rearguard coming. I jumped off the horse and waited for them, trying to draw the knife while I crouched in the shadow of a projecting spur of the rock-wall. But they came too fast, and I failed to get my belt undone in time. So I punched the first man in the nose, and he went over backward, rifle and all, into the ravine, crying out to Allah as he fell. The other fellow fired at me point-blank and singed the bandage on my head. I wrenched the rifle away, and swung the butt-end upward, catching him below the jaw, and he followed his friend, making no outcry whatever. I heard the two of them fall  thump-thump  on the rocks below.

Now the rear was open for retreat, and I didnt doubt for a second Grim would change his plans. I hurried back to him, and found Joan Angela helping him to lash Akbar bin Mahommeds hands with the reins belonging to my sorry screw. Neither of them knew Grim, and to me he seemed like an apparition in a dream. Not a word was said until Akbars hands were safely lashed behind him. Then Grim said Mount! and we obeyed him.

It never entered my head that he would still insist on the right-hand track in front of us. I reached for my brutes nose to pull him round and start back along the way we had come; but Grim slapped his rump and kicked him forward, and in a second we were trotting straight for the great Gibraltar rock, Joan Angela leading.

There was one great pool of light to cross before we could plunge into darkness on the right-hand side. Just before we reached it Grim vaulted up behind me, and the miserable horse nearly collapsed under our joint weight. Joan Angela jockeyed her plug into a gallop, shot through the zone of brightness, and was swallowed in the gloom. We followed at an amble, which was our poor beasts last broken-hearted effort. Midway through the zone of light a bullet from I dont know what direction struck him behind the girth and he pitched to the ground, throwing Grim and me into a heap in front of him. Grim pulled a pistol out and finished that business. Then we ran, each with a hand on Akbar, and found Joan Angela dismounted waiting for us in the darkness just round the bend.

My head was swimming, but I supposed we must hurry on. However, Grim said No.

Sit down and take a cinch on things, he suggested, fingering my bandage. Is your head bad?

Who are you? Joan Angela asked him. Jim Grim? Who is that? Thanks awfully for coming, anyhow!

Wheres King? I asked as soon as I could pull myself a bit together.

Lord knows! He and I took the trail the minute the Lancers said Miss Leich was missing. They had opinions of their own, of course, but King suspected Kangra Khan instantly. It was probable youd have to lie up all day, and that gave us time to overtake you if we used our wits; and King knew of a bunch of Jebel Waziris whom he once befriended in some border row. So he and Narayan Singh took one side of the ravine to get their help if possible, and I came this way picking up your trail. Im supposed to be Ali Ibraim, a very holy person from Arabia. They tell things to a holy man, you know, and dont molest him  much. I carry a tooth of the Prophet with me  found it in a dead mans skull this side of the Jhelum. Those were the Jebel Waziris on the far side of the ravine. It was touch and go. I was afraid theyd shoot us all, but Allah was on our side that time.

How on earth did you manage it? Joan Angela asked him.

It looked impossible. But Narayan Singh sent a woman to me to have herself blessed for childbirth. I gave her a written amulet, which wouldnt be any good until shed found him again and had him write the name of Mahommed and several angels on the back of it. After that shed have twins. So I guess he got my message. But, by Gorry, if I dont sleep and eat soon Ill be no good!

I gave him the rice and chupatties I had cached in my handkerchief  a most disgusting mess it was.

Have you two eaten recently? he asked, and then, when we told him yes, devoured the lot as if he liked it.

This is the best fun ever! said Joan Angela  truthfully  fervently. She wouldnt have changed places with any woman in the world just then! Grim met her eyes, and glanced at me.

Were not through yet, he assured her curtly.

As he spoke there came the stuttering din of rifle-firing from around the cliff behind us...angry, spasmodic stuff...and yells of imprecation.

Thatll be Kangra Khan trying to fight his way back, said Grim. He hasnt a chance. But the trouble is our Waziri friends have made themselves unpopular. Theyre being hounded in their turn. Two outfits of Pathans are on their heels to scupper them before they can reach home; so all weve got is a hundred men in a hurry to reach the skyline with every mans hand against em. Retreat to the border is cut off absolutely. Kangra Khan has bragged about Miss Leich and her millions; he was using that yesterday as a talking-point to rally armed men to his standard. All he accomplished was to arouse cupidity, and now theyre all on the watch for her between here and the border. They figure shes a prize worth bagging!

Wont the British troops come for us? Joan Angela asked.

Lets hope not! he answered. The tribes would stop quarreling among themselves and make common cause. Even our friends the Waziris would be forgiven pro tem. The best thing the British can do is to withdraw across the border and pretend they dont care a hoot. Times the main thing. Every day that passes without cash in sight will tend to decrease Miss Leichs market price. Meanwhile, the more they quarrel among themselves for her possession, the better our chance. Gee-whizz! Theyre hitting her up!

It began to be clear now why Kangra Khan had led his handful of men so boldly along that moonlit track. He had reinforcements waiting for him somewhere along there, and now he was leading them back to find his prisoners, suspecting probably that the Waziris had seized us. He seemed to have enough men with him to force the issue, judging by the din; but the light was against him, and the yells from the far side of the ravine were triumphant, not discouraged.

If Kings with the Waziris, you can bet on them safely, Grim said, listening intently. Lord! Lets hope the noise dont bring marauders our way! We havent a friend to windward. The Waziris are our one reliance  and a shifty lot at that!

Joan Angela showed him her pistol, but he shook his head.

Keep that for the last contingency, he advised. Are you fit? Can you march? Is your nerve all right? Then never show your pistol to a soul until you have to use it on yourself. Getting killed dont hurt. The most the best of us can ask for is to die clean. Hide that thing away.

But he drew his own pistol, and stood leaning against the horse, with an outcrop of the cliff on his right hand, so that he could watch the track either way and have the best of any sudden turn of affairs. I noticed he had two more pistols in a belt under his dark cloak, and when I suggested he should lend me one of them he passed it butt-first. About a second after we came within an ace of accident.

To our right, in a momentary lull between the bursts of rifle-fire, we heard the sound of hurrying feet and clinking weapons. I stood up and leaned over the horse beside Grim, and we raised our pistols to fire point-blank along the track. It was impossible to see anything; the bulge of the cliff cut off the zone of moonlight; one and the same thought urged both of us to stagger the attacking force by a sudden burst of unexpected pistol-shots and then make a bolt for it. Joan Angela guessed our intention and stood by to jump on the horse.

But the hurrying ceased, and the thirty or forty pairs of feet we had heard reduced themselves to three or four, who advanced at a walk more cautiously. So much the better for our plan! I calculated the probable level of a mans heart and managed to pull that long knife out as well for a furious set-to before we beat retreat. We heard a gruff voice giving orders in Pushtu.

Careful now! Were near them. Dark and the mother of death are one! Halt! I go forward alone!

Something blacker than the blackness loomed around the serrated outcrop. I fired. Grim knocked my pistol up in the very nick of time.

God save you, sahib, that is the only turban I have! said a voice I recognized, and Narayan Singh stepped up to us, showing his teeth in a great white grin in the midst of his black beard. He pulled the turban off and rubbed his head where the bullet had grazed the scalp.

I have thirty men behind me, he went on, beginning to rebind the turban as casually as if he were in camp. But it is difficult, for these Waziris are not in love with Sikhs, who have slain too many of their comrades in the border fights. King sahib bade me bring these ruffians to hold this track, lest Kangra Khan should fight his way round the corner yonder in spite of everything. They are picked men, but who shall pick diamonds from a dunghill? he asked, giving the turban a final twist, and adjusting the whole at last as a woman gives the final touches to her hat. Is the sahiba well?

We introduced him to Joan Angela, who shook hands. She had met him before in Egypt, and was as pleased as he was to renew the acquaintance.

Thou and I are birds who love the storm, sahiba! he said gallantly. Better to die well than to live ill. This would look like opportunity; yet the gods know best. These sahibs know I speak the truth when I say I am your servant.

I did not catch her answer. Someone shouted for Narayan Singh, and we all went hurrying back along the track to the corner, where we piled up such loose rocks as we could find and, in the limelight, as it were, held that point of disadvantage against Kangra Khans men while King worked his Waziris down into the ravine below. Every man of ours had a rifle stolen from the British, and they squandered ammunition as men always do waste stolen goods; but even so, we failed in our object. Kangra Khan detected Kings purpose to join us; the Waziris made too much noise negotiating the watercourse; to judge by their yelling some of them reached our side, but when it came to climbing the steep slope they were met by a sweeping fire from several hundred rifles. Kangra Khan told off a couple of dozen men to keep us busy and poured the rest of his nickeled lead into the ravine. Once I heard a long, shrill whistle  Kings in all likelihood  and after that there was more or less silence below while the Waziris beat retreat under a galling fire up the slope they had so easily descended. Only one man reached us  a fellow with a bullet through his arm, immensely angry.

By dint of threatening to tie her hand and foot I had persuaded Joan Angela to keep out of sight behind the corner. The newcomer crawled behind our barricade of stones until he reached her hiding place, and then got to his feet. I followed him to make sure of his intentions, but he only looked at her; he did not seem to regard her as anything more than a curiosity. And before he spoke to me he tore a strip of calico from his filthy shirt and, with one end of the strip in his teeth, proceeded to bind his arm. Joan Angela instantly offered to do it for him, but he grinned savagely, and turned his face to me.

Allahs wonders! We are all dead men below there! he said, jerking his right thumb across his shoulder. Why not sell this woman to the Pathans if they desire her so much? My people wish to go home.

How many did you lose down there in the ravine? I asked him.

A thousand, he answered. He presumably meant ten. Where is Jimgrim? I was to speak with Jimgrim. Who art thou?

I told him I was Jimgrim, doubting whether it was safe to strip off Grims disguise as a holy man from Arabia.

Well met! he answered. But thou art a liar none the less! I am King sahibs friend, and he told me Jimgrim is the Hajji Ali Ibraim, whom men call Jimgrim because he is beautiful and loved of many women.

It is no insult to be called a liar in those raw hills  rather a compliment. They envy those who have enough imagination to invent an untruth on the spur of an occasion.

What is the message? I asked him. I am Jimgrims friend.

King sahib says: She should die, and if a youth should step into her shoes, and he a holy man, it might be well. But he said: Jimgrim is the man who will attend to it. None the less, if Jimgrim fights among the rocks there, thou and I might throw her over the cliff and save him trouble. Have you the holy youth to take her place?

Let Jimgrim do his own work, I answered, stepping between Joan Angela and him. What is the rest of the message?

Where is that Sikh? Is he here?

We peered round the corner, and I pointed out Narayan Singh crouching behind a boulder, firing into black night. By Allahs teeth, I have a bone to pick with that Sikh! The dog called me a son of

Pick it with me, then, I answered. Give me the rest of the message first.

I laid a hand on him, for he was minded to go after Narayan Singh that minute. He tried to break away, but I jerked him round again to face me.

Kill him! said a voice beside me. It was he who set fire to the cloth- stalls in Peshawar half a year since! And Akbar bin Mahommed, with his hands still lashed behind him, thrust his face between us. Yussuf, thou dog, I would kill thee myself if I were not tied!

Trussed like a pig! answered Yussuf, and spat into Akbars face.

For answer Akbar ducked his head and butted the Waziri like a ram, hitting him in the belly and sending him reeling backward into the line of fire where a bullet drilled him through the head from ear to ear and he lay grinning in the moonlight, twitching his fingers, with his brains oozing out on the rock.

So we never received the latter part of Kings message, and had no means of guessing what his plan might be. I dragged a fellow out of the line of fire and sent him to try to cross the ravine and bring an answer back; but he never returned, and whether he was shot or simply ran away I dont know.

When I had sent that messenger I shouted for Grim, but though he heard me it was several minutes before he came crawling behind the improvised barricade. Heavy firing had returned from the far side of the ravine, but there was still a chance that Kangra Khans men might try to rush the corner, and Grim saw fit to give that danger his first attention. He was moving from man to man, encouraging each in turn. I saw him pull out the Prophets tooth and show it to several of them. Then their war-cry went up Allaho Akbar!  and there ceased to be much risk of flinching.

Meanwhile, Akbar bin Mahommed thrust his face up close to mine and stared into my eyes as if he could see through them to the thought behind.

Let my hands go, Ramm-is-den, he urged. I swear friendship. By Allah and the Prophet and the honor of my father; by my fathers beard and mine, and by the Holy Tomb, I swear I am thy friend! Untie my hands. By Allahs breath I will be thy brother until I die!

He turned to Joan Angela, and looked into her eyes as he had into mine.

Sahiba, thou art this mans wife. Bid him loose me. I will be thy man and his until Azrael summons all of us.

She did not understand a word of Pushtu, but his appeal was obvious enough. He shook the hands behind him that were lashed with the leather thong so tightly that the wrists were swelling, and turned half toward her so that she might loose the knots if I refused.

Do you know these hills hereabouts? I asked him.

Aye. There is not a cranny I do not know.

How far to the nearest village?

There are four villages that I could reach before the moon sets.

Have you friends among them?

Nay! Who loves me hereabouts?

He doubtless read the disappointment on my face, for his eyes were close to mine again.

But there are those who fear me, he added. There is a woman who must do my bidding lest I laugh in her husbands face, and she die of his knife. Listen, Ramm-is-den! Inshallah, I may help thee, for I heard what that dog of a Waziri said. If she is to die  he glanced at Joan Angela and a youth shall take her place...by Allah am I wrong, or does it mean that she shall not die, and that only the clothes are needed, so that she may pass for a hairless boy? Then I am the man to manage it! Loose my hands and give me a weapon. Give me that knife. I know a young Afridi hereabouts who has been to Bokhara and picked up foreign manners there, along with a way of wearing clothes that would shame a Hindu. He teaches some new kind of politics to the younglings, because the elders will not listen to him, and goes unharmed because they say he is mad. I will strip him naked, and she may wear his foppery. Loose me! Let me make haste!

Can you bring him here alive? I asked.

He hesitated, looking straight into my eyes.

Let that be the test of thy good faith, I said. Wherever we go, follow, and bring that youth alive to us.

Good. I will do it. Ye will not go far among these hills, he answered with a note of irony.

Then Grim came, and I gave him Kings message.

Shall I let this fellow go? I asked, explaining why.

Grim nodded, and I cut the thong, then gave Akbar the knife. He held it out for Grim and me to touch the hilt, hesitated in front of Joan Angela, and after a moment held it out for her to touch too  a prodigious concession, for it is not thought manly to show a woman too much courtesy in that land. Then he was gone, running like the wind up the track away from us.

The rifle-firing was as furious as ever. Now and again there would come half a dozen fairly steady volleys from the far side of the ravine, as if King was trying to instil some system into the Waziris. Then there would be a riot of independent shots, followed by silence, and volleys again at intervals. Kangra Khans men were wasting ammunition as if it were the easiest stuff to come by in the world, instead of having to be stolen from the British or bought for its weight in coined silver. Were beaten, said Grim, and I dont know what to do. It was the first time in all my knowledge of him that he had ever admitted that. King cant get to us, nor we to him. The tribes will have heard this shindy, and when morning comes theyll surround us all. Then goodbye!

But Joan Angela, who should have been the most discouraged, laughed.

Why will the tribesmen wait until the morning? she asked, with a womans flair for questions.

They dread the dark. Unless theyre caught out, they stay in and stir late, Grim answered.

Then weve hours ahead of us. Anything might happen. Lets try our luck. Mines always good.

Grim was racking his brains, and it was no use my proposing anything. I knew the language well enough, but did not know the hills; nor did he know them nearly as well as King, who was out of reach. Whatever we might elect to do, there would be no means of getting word of it across that ravine in time to give King a chance to follow up.

If we wait until dawn we can signal, Grim said, scratching his chin. King and I both know the Morse code.

How many men are hurt? I asked him.

Several...eight or nine. I know of four dead. We cant leave the wounded here.

Ill bet you King does something clever! said Joan Angela. He has the most men. Hell realize its up to him.

If he dont were all done for, Grim answered gloomily.

But it did not sound as if King were being clever. His Waziris, yelling imprecations, started suddenly to squander ammunition more furiously than ever. The edge of the ravine along the far side became a line of spurting flame. He seemed to have persuaded his men to space themselves along a wider front, and perhaps a scout or a false alarm had put them in fear of a rush by Kangra Khans contingent. Shot answered shot across the impenetrable darkness, and I wondered how long the cartridges would last, when suddenly Narayan Singh leapt up and shouted: Ahah! See them! Ahah! King sahib, thou art a king, a great one! Ho! A head is worth a hundred thousand rifles! Jimgrim sahib! Rammy sahib! Come and see!


CHAPTER 4. What the hell do you know about women?

THE moon had shifted to the westward far enough to uncover Kangra Khans position, and because of the shape of the Gibraltar rock our corner now was more obscure. We were still exposed in a hazy light, but the table was turning rapidly. All the advantage of light was coming our way...and Kings. Outline by outline, Kangra Khans predicament disclosed itself; and suddenly the moonbeams touched with silver a long ledge, higher than the Pathans position, and we all knew what Narayan Singh was exulting about.

I could see King...knew it must be he. No man on earth stands exactly as he does when he is himself, not playing parts. His unself-consciousness seems absolute then, so utterly absorbed in what he sees and hears that neither danger nor convenience exist for him. He stood like a statue beyond the ravine, on a crag that overhung that moonlit ledge, directing his Waziris, half of whom had crawled to the new position and were pouring a galling fire down into the sangar Kangra Khan was holding. [ A fortress of stones]

There was still the ravine between them, but at that point it curved in Kangra Khans direction and grew considerably narrower, so that the utmost range was not more than two hundred yards. Kangra Khans men were forced to crouch close to their stone wall, which put them almost out of action, although there was possibly room for twenty of them in a square stone tower at one corner, from which they were answering the Waziris fire. The others, under the wall, had to content themselves with yelling, and by the noise they made I judged there were several hundred of them; but numbers dont mean much (except to increase the problem) when the tide of fortune turns.

The moonlight track that led from us to the sangar was still covered by about a third of Kings men, who had practically ceased fire, sending only an occasional warning shot to serve notice that the way was barred, and notifying us that it was a one way street. A one-eyed charwoman could have recognized that opportunity.

Grim pulled out his Prophets tooth and acted like a regimental chaplain showing Irish troops a crucifix. We had about twenty men still fit for action, and they began their chant Allaho Akbar... Allaho Akbar, gaining and gaining in speed and noise until it sounded like the tumult of a hundred, and the echo went grinding and clamoring away into the hills, cannoning back and forth from crag to crag. We may have sounded like a thousand to the Pathans up there in the sangar, already desperate under the slanting hail of Waziri bullets.

I shouted to Joan Angela to stay where she was, and rushed forward to get in the front rank with Grim and Narayan Singh. (There was no room for more than three or four abreast at any point along that track.) In a second I was passed by half a dozen of our Waziris, so I practically led the rearguard, stumbling over lumps of shale that had been shot down from the cliff wall on our right hand.

I believe we might have made the sangar wall unnoticed by Kangra Khans men, in spite of the yelling and the noise of the loose shale underfoot; for they, too, were yelling, and the echoes were so confusing that our particular din might have been coming from anywhere. But Kings Waziris saw us, and opened a supporting fire too soon, so that we rushed with a screaming stream of bullets overhead, and the pat-pat-patter of their hail on the sangar wall preceded us.

One huge Pathan leapt up on the wall waving a tulwar and crumpled up backwards under a hail of bullets. Another took his place, and was run through the belly by Narayan Singhs long sabre. Half a dozen more leapt over the wall, engaging Grim, Narayan Singh and several of our men long before I could come on the scene, for it was a straggling rush we made, not timed to meet the exigencies of the slowest. Then we of the rearguard came up breathless, and a man beside me lent me the use of his knee to leap the wall.

I was first over, yelling, I dont doubt, like two or three men. Only Grim was silent. Narayan Singh roared for a dozen. He and Grim were over close behind me. I stumbled over a dead Pathan and seized his tulwar. In a second we were backed against the stone wall in the shadow fighting for dear life, with fifty of Kangra Khans contingent at our throats, and our own men scrambling over one by one to drop down and hack and thrust before their feet touched ground.

That was a fight! One of our men was drilled clean through the head by a Waziri bullet from over the ravine as he crossed the wall, for Kings men did not cease fire soon enough. But I think nineteen got over unscathed, and the odds against them, and the utter hopelessness of quarter, made them fight like devils on the slag. To our left front King never ceased his hail of fire against the tower and the wall on that side, so we would have been mowed down if we had left our cover; and many of Kangra Khans Pathans who tried to get at us by taking a short cut across the midst of the enclosure fell before they came half-way.

It was knife-work  butt and blade and pistol. The Pathan falls back on his natural weapon and tactics in a tight place, and none of us had time to load, or even to aim, for they came at us in the shadow of the wall in a series of spurts and rushes, and when a man was down that was not by any means the end of him. A Pathan with hardly life left in him would crawl in close and try to thrust his knife home before Allah beckoned him.

We lost nine of our nineteen, all dead, for there was no chance for a wounded man except to fight on...no quarter...no appeal for it. I broke the tulwar on a rifle-barrel thrust up by a Pathan to guard his head, and the broken half of the blade went half-way through his skull between the eyes. Then I emptied the pistol, and after that I ducked to avoid a blow, and grabbed a dead mans rifle, using butt and thrust like an old-time quarterstaff.

Once, and then again, I was saved by a pistol-shot that flashed up from under my arm when three Pathans attacked at once. I had the outside berth, on the edge of the line of moonlight, where the hail of Kings Waziri bullets swept within a yard of me, and there were men who went down under my clubbed butt who were nearly shot to pieces as they lay; so I was easier for the Pathans to see than any other of our party, and well for me that singlestick and gloves have always been my favorite pastime! Fifty times in half as many minutes I was dead but for the training of hand and eye those sports had given me.

And more than a dozen times, from under my legs or arms, or over my shoulder, something  someone  that I had no time to turn and see, created a diversion. It was swift, wild, savage work, brute instinct up, with Karma signifying who were to be slain and who the survivors. Luck, some fellows call it. Law, say I. Neither my time, nor Grims, nor Narayan Singhs had come. No flinching yet on either side. Nothing but a shambles in the dark. And Kings move next.

The firing over our heads ceased, and a yell as from the emptying graves on judgment Day came up from the ravine, announcing that Kings Waziris were making a second attempt to cross. And this time they came like the wind, for half of Kings men kept up such a withering hail of fire from the new position on the ledge that none could man the walls to make the ravine impassable...and besides, there were we who had to be dealt with before any man dared turn his back on us. Once, from the stone tower, Kangra Khan in desperation turned his fire in our direction; but his riflemen, already wild and wavering, could not see us in the shadow. They mowed down half a dozen of their own side, and then had to turn again to rake the flanks of the ravine.

Then the show was over, with the sudden swiftness of a hailstorm. How the word spread among the ranks of the defenders I dont know. There was a last savage rush in our direction...a last melee breast to breast, with long knives thrusting upward from behind between the legs of those in front and the curses hot in your face as a mans life winged to its account  then almost silence! They melted. They flitted away like ghosts. They vanished over the rear wall of the sangar like a string of shadows cast by magic-lantern rays, leaving nothing but a lot of dead men and some broken, empty cartridge-boxes. One wounded man sat up in the midst of the open space, laughed like a ghoul, fired at me point-blank, missed by an inch, and fell backward stone dead. That was the last shot fired that night.

I turned to see who stood behind me, and looked straight into Joan Angelas grey eyes! She held an empty pistol in one hand, and in the other a long tulwar that had blood on the end of the blade.

You fight like a man, Jeff! she said with a little nervous laugh. Im sorry Im only a woman, but I was useful once or twice.

Her overcoat was torn, and stained with blood where she had knelt to guard my legs. Her lips were parted, and her eyes wild with excitement. She did not seem afraid, but the hand that held the tulwar was shaking.

Are you hurt at all? I asked her.

No, she answered. Hows your head?

I had forgotten my head. It was bleeding. The cut had opened, and the bandage was a sticky mess. I think it was that, and the exertion, that saved me from a protracted spell of illness, for my brain was clear again and there was no more numbness. Joan Angela took a dead mans turban and began to look for a clean piece to make a new bandage. I was pulling off the old one, turning at the same time to see where Grim and Narayan Singh might be, when the next thing happened.

Our men were all leaning over the wall to watch Kings Waziris come climbing out of the ravine, yelling jokes at them and boasting. I had dropped my clubbed rifle to attend to the bandage. Suddenly two of Kangra Khans Pathans rushed out from a shadow, and one of them aimed a blow at me with a tulwar that made my skin tingle as I ducked. The other seized Joan Angela around the waist.

I yelled for help, and closed with my man, crushing the breath out of him before he could recover and swing the tulwar a second time. I got his wrist and twisted it until he let the weapon fall, and that took only seconds, but it gave the other fellow time enough. He carried Joan Angela away into the shadow, seizing her from behind with great hairy arms like an orang-outangs. She could not scream, but she kicked and nearly tripped him. He had his hands full.

I shouted, and some of our men and Narayan Singh came running. I hurled my prisoner into the midst of them backwards and dont know what happened to him. When I saw him again he was dead. I heard Joan Angela gasp in the darkness somewhere. There was a struggle, for the man gasped too, and swore. We rushed for the sound, and cornered the two of them between two inside buttresses, and the Pathan realised the game was up, for he spoke. You could not see anything...not even his eyes.

By the blood of my father, I will choke her if you move another step! he snarled. So he had no weapon. That was something. (Pathans dont strangle people if they have a knife available.) Joan Angela did not speak; he had his hand over her mouth; but I could hear her heels cracking against his shins. Then she gurgled, and I knew he was choking her. Narayan Singh and I rushed in simultaneously. The Pathan took to his heels, and we missed him in the dark, cannoning into each other. We had to stop and listen. Then we heard him dragging her body along the stones, and he had reached the corner of the wall before we overhauled him. Then he had to step into the moonlight, and we saw he had her by the coat-collar. She seemed either dead or unconscious, and he had the nerve to try to vault the wall and hoist her over before we reached him. Narayan Singh jumped for him and I grabbed the girl; but he kicked Narayan Singh in the jaw and slipped down out of sight over the wall, taking the overcoat with him, minus one sleeve.

The girls tongue was out between her teeth, and it took several minutes hard rubbing before the muscles of her throat and neck began to function properly and she opened her eyes. By that time there was no more hope of catching the Pathan, nor for that matter much object to be gained by it. Kings Waziris were swarming over the wall, and I helped Joan Angela along toward the tower, meaning to carry her up the outside steps to the upper part of it, out of harms way; for those Waziris were allies rather by accident than design, and there was no guessing yet what their attitude might be toward a valuable prisoner. We were at their mercy absolutely, and they might see fit to compensate themselves for their heavy losses in the nights engagement. They were savages to a man, with a savage sense of justice...honor of a kind, and elemental decency no doubt; but elements are unconventional. If they in their predicament should assert their own right now to hold Joan Angela to ransom, no other argument than force was likely to have much weight.

So I carried her up the irregular steps that formed an outside support to the tower on two sides, and into the draughty square chamber, pierced for rifle-fire. There was no roof  only burned beams where a roof had once been, and most of the stones that had formed the roof were still littered about the floor, which in one place had broken under the weight. In the midst was a square hole above the deep well that gave the tower its excuse for being and made it tenable against attack. There was no windlass or rope and bucket, but a ladder made of sticks lashed clumsily with hide, up and down which whoever wanted water had to climb. I tested the ladder with my own weight, and told Joan Angela to get down into the dark hole and hide there if I should give the alarm.

Then I climbed to the crazy wooden platform at the stairhead outside and waited, hoping nobody had missed me and that none had seen me carrying the girl across the moonlit enclosure. It was a wild hope, I admit, but a man throws reason overboard when it argues only pessimism in a tight place; and besides, our small party of Waziris were celebrating victory with their friends who swarmed over the wall, chanting a battle-song, greeting friends, exchanging boasts, and some searching the bodies of the dead for loot. I could see Grim and Narayan Singh trying to persuade some of them to mount guard on the defenses. King had not appeared over the wall yet, and it was impossible to guess what he was doing in the dark, but I could hear voices somewhere midway down our flank of the ravine.

My perch on the platform gave me a view of all of the enclosure that was not in shadow, and of acres of darkness and moonlight to the northward beyond the wall. Crags like glistening teeth arose in irregular rows and curves out of silvery mist that seemed to float on a coal-black sea. If Kangra Khan were half a leader, and his men not more than half beaten, our position was likely to become as untenable as his had been  and that before we should have much time to make our dispositions. Daylight would see us helpless. The well in all likelihood was all that had persuaded natural warriors to fortify such an unpromising place. It was true it overlooked the track up which we had come, but in turn it was overlooked from three directions, and unless the surrounding heights were held in force it would be worse than useless as a point of vantage. But there were circumstances connected with the well that I did not know yet, and there is always more than meets the eye when a savages reason for taking laborious pains is not immediately obvious.

The Waziri women came up the ravine at last, loaded like pack-animals with cooking-pots, fuel, the scant supplies and the scanter remaining ammunition. The Waziris had gone to the border on plunder bent, expecting to replenish their stocks at the expense of Punjab villages and British outposts. Now they were parlous short of everything except ambition, and the women, heaving their packs over the wall, began at once to strip whatever the men had not yet taken from the dead. Such Pathans as yet had life in them received short shrift, and there were mutilations not to be described. Then one by one they threw the corpses down into the ravine and after that the widows of Waziri dead began their wailing, keening to the night like hopeless ghouls.

Then sudden silence. Something was about to happen...none knew what...save Kangra Khan, who had the call on opportunity ...and King, perhaps. There were King, and possibly fifty Waziris, still to be accounted for. Our folk within the sangarbegan, as if instinctively, to seek the shelter of the wall, like jackals, surprised by the dawn, slinking off to their lairs. Here and there a woman stayed crying by her dead mate, but except for those within sixty seconds the enclosure seemed utterly deserted, the silence broken only by click-click-click as men opened their magazines to make sure, and snapped them into place again.

Then the storm broke, Himalaya fashion, and the wind came with it, as if even the elements had taken sides against us. All the wreaths of white mist that had floated like foam among the crags were whipped and whirled into one hurrying cloud, and out of that came spurts of flame as Kangra Khans men started to woo vengeance in the name of Allah. Their yells out-dinned the rifle-fire. The range was short. They had crept under cover of the mist to a position on the nearest overlooking crag, not much more than a hundred yards away. Naturally, they supposed we had manned the tower. A hundred bullets rattled against the masonry, and I ducked in through the door, shoving Joan Angela in front of me, as another fusillade splintered the dry wood of the platform at the stairhead.

Our men did not answer yet. They seemed cowed by the suddenness of the attack. The wind shrieked, as it only can in those infernal hills, bearing the din of the firing and imprecation down toward us, making answering yells useless; and that is a worse handicap in savage warfare than odds of two to one. It is not enough to know that Allah is on your side; you must be able to assert the fact and to make the other fellow listen, whether he will or no. Curses must reach his ears to have effect. Taunts must prove to him your own contempt for danger, or the danger grows as real as he intends it shall be. Yells are as deadly as bullets, estimated by result.

I peered through the slits in the wall, but could see nothing except spurts of flame and hurrying white mist. But suddenly there came an answering din, whose source I could not see. Somewhere on the far side of Kangra Khans men King was turning a flanking fire on their position. The stutter of Kangra Khans riflemen ceased and began again as some of them turned their attention to the unexpected enemy. It was obvious that if we hurried we could save the night. But you have to preach, and teach, and stir before you can change dumb disgruntlement into an assault against wind and mist and high-perched riflemen.

Will you stay here? I asked Joan Angela.

Why? she demanded; and I cursed all women under my breath.

Will you hide down that well at the first sign of danger?

No! she said candidly.

I did not argue. I swept her up into my arms and carried her, protesting violently, down the rickety ladder into the well-shaft, and stood her on a platform near the bottom. It was pitch-dark down here. You could only see a faint square patch of dimness up above, pricked out with a pattern of abnormally bright stars. You could hardly hear the din of fighting down there, although it began to sound as if our men were coming into action.

How dare you, Jeff! Ill not forgive you for this! she said angrily.

Well discuss forgiveness afterwards, I answered. Will you stay down here, or must I tie you to the ladder?

Hot temper and haste are bad medicine in the dark where there isnt room to move without contact, nor any chance to see, nor time to explain. She misunderstood; or it may be her nerves were over-strained. At any rate, she struck me in the face with her open hand.

Get up that ladder and leave me here, Jeff Ramsden! she said more bitterly than I had ever heard her speak. And I grew dumb with the anger that any fellow feels when a good woman elects to accuse him of the dirtiest kind of villainy.

We have all been cads and cowards in our day, but there are lots of us who have proved and earned the right to be trusted to any length with any woman anywhere. Such men need no telling what that slap in the face with an open hand meant to me in that predicament. I did not answer. I went up the ladder hand-over-hand, simmering indignation like a bear driven out of his den. She called to me out of the well, but I did not listen.

Jeff! I heard, booming up hollow behind me; but I paid no attention. I stepped out on the platform, in a mood to welcome bullets as a concrete insult that a man could fight back at. I was mad, that minute. Nothing mattered...neither night nor morning, nor the mist, nor odds, nor the outcome...least of all Joan Angelas opinion of me. I had had enough of that. I turned my back on it, and her, and went down the steps in running jumps, six steps at a time, sprawled headlong at the bottom over loose stones fallen from the roof, got to my feet in a greater rage than ever, grabbed a rifle from a man who lurked in the lee of the wall and struck him half unconscious when he protested...then vaulted to the wall and shook the rifle in full moonlight, with my feet in blown mist and my body bathed in silver light above it.

Allaho Akbar! I roared; and I can bellow like a bull when the mood is on me.

I daresay, seen through the mist-film from below, I looked encouraging to those crouching Waziris; but I dont know why I was not shot to pieces by the storm of bullets that greeted me from Kangra Khans position. I stood there unscathed. Rage may be an armour after all. I saw Grim, and then Narayan Singh, scrambling to the wall to follow my example...heard the yelling and din of Kings riflemen, and next the roar of our men beginning at last to work themselves into a frenzy with the battle-cry.

Allaho Akbar! Allaho Akbar!

Over the wall I went, brandishing the rifle; and over they came in my wake...not pausing...not firing...swept forward by the impulse that had surged in me and carried me on like a crazy unreasoning bull in an arena. If I had a thought at all it was to hack my way as far as possible from where Joan Angela and her opinions were. I wished never to see her again, and least of all to suffer explanation and apology. Death did not cross my mind. I was not wooing martyrdom. Anger was the all-embracing force that moved me, and it lent my feet wings, heavy and slow as they are as a rule.

No Waziri  not even Grim or Narayan Singh, who are fleet of foot  passed me on that crazy charge from our sangar wall to the ledge where Kangra Khan had deployed his men. We plunged into darkness, and had no breath to yell with, so the roar to Allah ceased. Maybe Kangra Khan misunderstood the silence beyond our breastwork. Perhaps he and his men believed our first yells, if they as much as heard them upwind, were an effort of despair, that died away. They kept a steady fire pouring on the wall, and, we not pausing to reply from the darkness beneath the hurrying mist, they had no means of divining what we were up to.

So we were up there and among them before they guessed we were coming, and that nights second shambles was staged on a ledge, with a sheer fall of fifty feet for whoever set a foot wrong or was forced over backwards in hand-to-hand fight.

I dont remember using the rifle as it should be used, although when it was all over I found the magazine was empty. Perhaps the fellow I snatched it from had emptied it and not reloaded. Maybe I fired instinctively and forgot it as a man forgets the breath he drew. I do know I clubbed the thing and fought Berserker fashion all along the ledge, driving Kangra Khans Pathans along in front of me, myself untouched, not even in danger as I remember it. They quailed in front of the flailing rifle-butt, and I wake up now at night sometimes in a hot sweat, from dreaming of their bearded faces as they fell in front of me and toppled off the cliff. Some fell before I struck them, stepping backward to avoid the blow.

I dont know what Grim and Narayan Singh or our Waziris did. That was a one-man fight as far as I was conscious of it...a delirium of anger. Im not proud of it, although they tell me the Waziris have composed a song about that fury of mine. I may say I was hardly in it. It was passion  all the brute, hereditary instincts using my strength. I dont remember how I got there, but I found myself at last sitting heaving for breath on a rock at the end of the ledge, with the blood-beastly rifle over my knees, wondering stupidly why the magazine was empty.

Grim came and told me that our Waziris were scattered in all directions in pursuit of Kangra Khans men, and that he hoped they would find their way back before daylight. Then King came, and stood looking at me, with his back to the moon. I think he understood, for he said nothing  nothing personal that is. He turned and talked to Grim.

All right so far, he said. Kangra Khan has likely had enough. But the tribes will gather now to hound the Waziris harder than ever. Theyll argue theyre tired and running out of ammunition. Tomorrow, or the next day at latest, will see us surrounded again. Wheres Miss Leich?

Grim did not know. He asked me. I knew, or thought I knew, but that slap in the face was as fresh in my memory as if it had happened that instant. He had to ask me twice before I answered.

The last I saw of her, she was in that tower, I said, jerking my thumb in the direction of the sangar. Doubtless they thought my surliness was due to the reaction after fighting. They walked away along the ledge, and presently found Narayan Singh, and sent him to keep an eye on me, while they started off for the sangar, keeping an eye on each other for fear of Pathan knives lurking in the mist. Narayan Singh came and sat down on the rock beside me, and he and I are such old friends that there was no need to speak unless either of us felt disposed. We were silent for perhaps five minutes, he pulling a rag through a rifle he had picked up somewhere. Presently he took the rifle off my knees, pitched it over the cliff, and replaced it with the one he had cleaned.

That is better, he said quietly.

I did not answer. I was hardly more than conscious of his presence. Such process as was going on in my mind was hardly to be dignified with the name of thought, but I was dimly aware of contentment that he should be there; and because he was not of my race I preferred him just then to either King or Grim. I felt he might be less inclined, and less able than they, to interpret my state of mind and draw conclusions. But I was entirely wrong.

Sahib, he said presently, running the fingers of his right hand upward through his beard, all women are the devil. Of two, the more beautiful is the worse; and of three, the youngest.

What the hell do you know about women? I asked.

This: that a mans own error is reflected in their faces; his goodness or his badness, his strength or his weakness in their hearts. A man sees himself in a woman, and the more he loves her the worse the vision shocks him. So he goes off and acts like the madman that he naturally is...even as an ape making faces at himself in a stolen looking-glass.

Youre polite! said I.

I am the sahibs friend. I am a man who has seen much...including my own heart in a womans...at which I look no longer...having no delight in it.

I was about to answer (hotly, it may be) when we both heard someone scrambling breathlessly up the track. In a minute Grim came stumbling over stones along the ledge.

Miss Leich! he said. Where is she?

In the tower, I answered, aware of an uncomfortable premonition.

No, Grim said, she isnt there.

Shes down on the platform at the bottom of the shaft, said I.

No, shes not, he answered. Weve looked everywhere. Shes gone! No trace!


CHAPTER 5. A most wise, excellent Sahiba!

THERE were rifle-shots, stray for the most part, but now and then in ragged volleys, among the crags around us as our Waziris pursued and snipped the retreating Pathans. There was not even a guard over the supplies within the sangar wall, and even the women had taken the trail in the mist to pounce on wounded and strip the dead. The sangar was empty of all except King, as Grim, Narayan Singh, and I arrived breathless. King was sitting on the bottom step outside the sangar tower.

Shes gone! he said, not getting up. Have you shouted? I asked.

Shout all you want to in this wind! he answered. Unless shes lost her head and run away down-wind toward the border you couldnt make her hear ten yards away. And if shes run off in a panic shell be either miles away, or dead, or a prisoner. Shout, though, if it suits you!

She never was in a panic in her life, I said. And I would have said more, but Narayan Singh interrupted  a thing he rarely, almost never, did. His usual method is to wait until everybody else has had his say, and then after a pause to say extremely little.

We might at least try down-wind, sahibs, he broke in. So, we would be on our way home. If we find her, we can make tracks for the border, lying up by day.

You fellows go, King answered. Ive a pledge to keep. I promised these Waziris, if theyd help me tonight, Id stand by them until they reach their own villages.

Damn! muttered Grim. Ill stay with you, of course, he added.

Narayan Singh waited for orders, and I said nothing. Mixed emotion makes me speechless as a rule, and the notion of describing exactly what had happened in the well had left me  as I think Narayan Singh intended. We were all in the deep of discouragement. Narayan Singh was plucking at his beard irresolutely.

Sahibs! he exclaimed suddenly, stepping up to windward of us to spare noise, is it not best that Jeff sahib and I should undertake this task?

King eyed me and nodded. Grim was silent. I knew he hated to be left out of any difficult or dangerous employment, but his loyalty to King was paramount, and it was obvious that two would be better than one on either venture. None, except possibly Narayan Singh, had any confidence in the outcome.

Lets go, I said. So long, you fellows.

I remember we did not shake hands.

So Narayan Singh and I set forth with the wind at our backs and climbed the sangar wall, dropping down on to the track along the side of the ravine that we had rushed with such enthusiasm but a short while back. The lower end was now no longer in the moonlight, and out of the solid-looking blackness down there the only sound that came was the cry of jackals, long since attracted to the feast of slain. I dont know to which of us it occurred first that three jackals had come slinking the wrong way...toward us...out of darkness into moonlight...uphill...without apparent reason. Nothing in Nature happens undesignedly. We both came to a standstill. The Sikhs ears are sharper than mine, and he heard something that caused his fingers to clench tight on the barrel of his rifle. (He had left his sword with King, as likely to get in the way, and probably more useful to King now in any case, if only as a symbol of authority.)

There was nowhere to hide in the moonlight, and it was not easy to go forward silently among that loose shale, but that was the only course open, so we picked our way carefully, pausing to listen at intervals. In spite of our care, the noise we made scared away a pack of jackals that were nosing something just within the dark zone; they scampered away whimpering. Then we heard low voices, and another sound. Narayan Singh sprang forward and I after him. But when we reached the corner where the tracks forked on either hand of the Gibraltar rock there was nobody there.

Nobody  and nothing, I thought, except a jackal lurking near us, and an owl that swooped and swooped again, afraid of us, but bent on an investigation. Suddenly the jackal threw caution to the winds and scurried by within a yard of me, seized something in the darkness under the cliff, and scampered away with it. I swung a blow at him as he went by, missed, but could see that he had something in his mouth.

So I stooped in the shadow and groped. Narayan Singh did the same. Each of us found something. I picked up a leather legging-mate to the one the jackal had pounced on. The Sikh produced Joan Angelas cloth riding-hat. Beyond question both articles were hers. There was even a strand of her brown hair caught in the hat-band; it glistened like gold when I stepped back into the moonlight to examine it. But there was no blood on the hat nor on the legging, and I could feel none on the stone where the things had lain. We did not dare strike matches.

She is not dead, said Narayan Singh.

Theyve stripped her and chucked the body over the cliff, said I. Wed better climb down there and drive the jackals off.

Nay, he said. If they had stripped her they would have carried off the garments. And since some were left, then why not all? She is alive and not far away. She herself has removed these for reasons. Notice, sahib, they were not thrown away at haphazard, but lay side by side, as a soldier, or a lady, would have left them. And they lay on a prominent stone where whoever passed would see them in daylight. Yet she was unseen when she laid them there, or whoever saw would have taken them surely. She is alive, and did this purposely.

It was possible she had removed the leggings to make running easier. I had noticed how the things caught on the backs of her boots when she walked, and the lower edge of the one we had found was worn shiny with the friction. But why the hat?

She and I had a misunderstanding, I said, hating to refer to it but forced, in order to make my meaning clear. She may have felt so piqued that she has decided to make her own way back to the border.

Nay, sahib, for she left the hat and leggings on a stone beside the way where we might see them. That is proof that she wished to be followed.

The Sikhs argument seemed fair enough, and yet I found it unconvincing. I recalled a woman who had once deliberately wandered off for the sake of causing trouble, knowing well that I, whom she detested, would feel compelled to search for her and bring her back. Such memories do crop up when they can do the most harm. I saw a mental vision of Joan Angela in hiding near by, chuckling at the thought of my disgruntlement. But that unpleasant idea vanished when I remembered that we had heard more than one voice as we came downhill. I began to hunt about for tracks, but might as well have looked for a subway entrance, there in the dark, on those dry rocks.

There be two ways, said the Sikh, for we know she is not in the sangar up behind us. If she left the hat and leggings for us to see, I think she will have left another sign to show which way she took. Let us try the likeliest first.

So we strode side by side in the dark, along the righthand fork that curved around the Gibraltar rock, and came presently to the outcrop, where I suddenly remembered we had left a horse standing. I had forgotten all about the beast, and believe Narayan Singh, too, had forgotten, until that instant. The beasts droppings were there in a heap, and warm, for he had stood still patiently. I struck a match at last, sheltering it between my hands. There was the mark of a mans sandaled foot imprinted plainly in the dung and pointing along the track, away from the corner behind us.

That proved not much yet. There was nothing likelier than that a lurking hill-thief had come and stolen the horse. I could see no sign of Joan Angelas footprints. But Narayan Singh scouted forward, and at the end of about a minute stood and waited for me. When I reached him he showed me a hairpin stuck into a rolled-up piece of soiled white cotton cloth  the sort of stuff the Hindus use for making turbans. The hill-women dont use hairpins  not of that sort, at any rate  nor do they pin a piece of cloth so neatly, nor would they have dropped such a long piece and left it, as a bandage, or a tape to tie bundles with; it would have been too valuable.

That is her sign, sahib. We go forward, said Narayan Singh.

So forward we went in a hurry, with our choice between making a noise and being waylaid, or going too slowly to have any hope of catching up, and making some noise in the bargain; for it was impossible to move silently in the dark on that rough track. We broke into a run at intervals, and at the end of about a mile of up and down hill scrambling we had to pause for breath.

I am thinking of that prisoner you let go, sahib. What was his name? I mean the man whose hands were tied with the reins from off the second horse, said Narayan Singh when he had breath enough to speak.

Akbar bin Mahommed, I answered louder than was necessary, because the thought spurred emphasis.

Aye! Akbar bin Mahommed! said a voice from a ledge up above us, and we both jumped nearly out of our skins.

I took aim at the sound, seeing nothing, not meaning to shoot, but by way of instinctive precaution. But Narayan Singh pushed my rifle up.

Not so, sahib, he said quietly. We are two, against we know not how many. Oh...Akbar bin Mahommed! he called out, pitching his voice to an almost falsetto note, to make it carry.

There was no answer; only the echo and re-echo, wailing away and away into the distance. He called again, but only more echoes, and then silence, punctured by the distant crack of a skirmishers rifle.

We climbed up on the ledge, and it took us ten minutes of strenuous scrambling, hauling each other up in turns, since we could not find even a goat-track. There was nothing on the ledge, and nobody, although we found a way down that led to a spot fifty yards beyond where the track we had been following before forked. So we followed the new direction, throwing caution to the winds. It was no use trying to go silently. Whoever lay in wait for us had an easy task in any event. We did better to save time and husband strength by striding at ease, if the phrase can be made to fit, stumbling through stone-strewn shadow.

Long ago we were out of all reach of our friends, and whatever Kings and Grims predicament might be, we were pretty surely now cut off from hope of reaching them. The dawn was beginning to announce its coming, cold-grey in the east. The wind changed and blew more chill. I felt hungry and wondered what Joan Angela might have to eat, supposing she were really still alive; tired, and wondered whether she were not exhausted, even though she had the horse; hopeless, because of the absurdity of going further with all those ragged hillsides swarming with ambushed men, and daylight due.

That man Akbar called to us for some good reason, sahib, said Narayan Singh. But I did not answer. There was no use in saying what I thought. We were enough discouraged. I remembered tales of how those hillmen will decoy a man until he stands exactly where it suits them best to murder him. We were easy marks, at the end of our tether, leg-weary, beginning to grow thirsty, and without supplies. I sat down, and the Sikh chose a rock beside me.

Akbar bin Mahommed! a voice croaked from a ledge again above us.

I turned swiftly, and this time, because the dawn was brightening, I caught sight of a mans head in a notch between two boulders. It was there for a second and then gone again. Narayan Singh got to his feet.

Sit down again, I said. If hes an enemy were easy prey. If hes a friend hell watch and see were not coming, and call to us again.

So we sat still, nervously alert for sounds. But we sat for at least ten minutes, and the sun rose in a sea of color, tipping the hills with gold, before anything happened. Then the same voice called again from the same place, and I saw Akbar bin Mahommeds face between the rocks, with a thin wisp of smoke blowing along the wind behind it.

In the name of Allah, the All-merciful, the Lord of all this way! I am thy friend, Ramm-is-den! he cried out. May my offspring eat me if I lie!

Are you alone? I called back.

Nay, since He who sees all is everywhere! But when ye come we shall be three men.

And a woman?

Nay!

Hope, that had sprung in an instant, was dashed again. However, the smoke suggested breakfast. We began to climb, Akbar directing us at intervals from overhead, counseling caution and warning us to keep our heads low.

For, though I am a friend, there be those who are not! he explained, as if he were announcing something new.

At last he reached over the ledge and seized me by the hands, helping me to swarm the ten-foot scarp. And then the two of us hauled up Narayan Singh.

There was a cave at the back, and thence the smoke came. The opening was two-thirds blocked by a boulder, but it was a draughty hole, shaped roughly like a curved gourd, full of the acrid smoke from a small fire of dung and sticks and litter, on which, of all unexpected things, tea was stewing in a battered enameled iron kettle.

Where is the sahiba? I demanded.

God knows, he answered naively.

You know! I said, seizing his arm and giving him a jerk to make him face me.

Who knows the way of a woman? he retorted. The animals  the rocks  the wind  mens hearts  a man may understand. But not women. Allah forgot to make them comprehensible.

He made me easy to understand! I assured him, backing him against the wall. Im going to learn from you where the sahiba is, or kill you.

Then thou art a wizard, Ramm-is-den! Read my heart! Tell me what is written there that I myself know not!

Tell me first what you do know, I demanded.

Be seated then, sahibs. Who am I that I should not tell truth? And see, I have tea that I stole from the fattest bunnia in Dera Ghazi Khan  very good stuff indeed, and stewed thoroughly. Moreover, eggs, behold them! Nine chupatties...lo, three apiece! A woman will be beaten presently because her man lacks food. I gave her the tea not long ago, and she was beaten for not saying whence she had it. Such is life, inshallah! Women are whores and men cuckolds. Bellies ache for food. None but Allah knoweth whence a meal comes. Sahibs, it is pleasanter beyond the fire where less smoke is. So, with your honours good permission, eggs! Three eggs apiece  a hens best effort, in the name of the All-wise! We must drink tea from the kettle, having no cups. It is hot. Beware of it! I tried to steal cups, but there were none.

He paused with his mouth full of eggs and chupattie.

Where is the sahiba? I repeated.

Ah! She? God knows! I was telling what I know with your honours favour, when your honor interrupted. Sahib, I am thy man. We are friends forever. None shall thrust a feud between us. I went forth with swollen wrists to find a set of garments, is it not so?

And to bring a holy youth to me, alive, I reminded him.

Ah! That one! Such a simpleton he is! Take another egg, sahib  none save Allah knoweth whence a meal comes. Let the hen not have labored in vain! Lo, I went forth with swollen wrists. Is the smoke offensive? Let us tread the fire out. It is cold, but the sun is rising. Sons of evil mothers might observe the smoke. In the name of Allah, no more bloodshed than is necessary. If they come here we must kill them, and the hills are full of dead already. So. Lo, I have a sheepskin. It was warm when I took it, for a woman slept in it. I will lend it to your honor until the sun gets high. Thereafter it will serve for pillow for the three of us, inshallah.

He tossed the sheepskin over my shoulders and sat down again. I sat closer to Narayan Singh to let him share it, for the whistling wind was keen. Akbar bin Mahommed resumed his tale.

So I went forth with swollen wrists to do your honours bidding, we being friends whom none shall separate. Who am I that I should not tell truth? God witnesseth. There is a village on the shoulder of the hill that men call Iskanderan, none knoweth why. Thither I went bearing in mind your honours wishes, much exercised with wonder how this cunning purpose might be accomplished, yet hopeful, since Allah knoweth all  aye, even the unlawful ways of women! So I came in great haste to the village on the humped-up shoulder of Iskanderan, my wrists still hurting. And I lay, praying Allah for cunning and courage, in the shadow of the stone wall that surrounds the evil-smelling place. God witnesseth. He heard me.

Lo! The house of the man whose wife I am witness has more than once deceived him, stands thus, at the corner of the wall, with a flat roof, and thereon a breastwork  easy to defend and hard to enter. Had the man been there we three were not in this place now. But Allah, who is All-wise, put a hope of loot into the fools head, and he was one of those who prowled the hills last night to strip the slain  a very jackal. May his eyes drop out! May he learn in good time what his wife is, and eat mockery! The dog!

All earth is full of wonders. It happened his wife had obeyed him, and lay within, behind a locked door, snoring, for I heard her. There was none else in the house. To right and left the wall is lower, and I chose the darker side, leaping the wall and descending silent-footed in the piled cowdung. None heard me. Allah is my friend. I went to the shed where they keep the hens, and wrung a hens neck lest she make an alarm. Beneath her were ten eggs. The hen is yonder, sahibs, in the corner. I cut her throat before the life left. Those I hid where I could find them presently, and then crept to the womans door. But I dared not beat on it, and she slept like a bear in winter.

None the less, it was dark, for the peak above the shoulder of the hill shut off the moon  an unwise situation for a mans house, whose wife and Um Kulsum are one! And a beam projected. Moreover, there are crannies in the stone into which a mans toes may be thrust. Allah is my friend, I reached the roof, whereon was a trap-door opening outward  by the favour of God, unlocked. I opened and descended.

Whereafter, after a while the woman gave me tea and this kettle, and chupatties that were waiting against her mans return. Those I hid beside the eggs and hen, returning to have further word with her, she having unlocked the door that admits to the yard, in fear of me who might so easily betray her, and in greater fear of neighbours to the right and left. An evil conscience, sahibs, is by Allahs favour a good mans opportunity. Lo, I practiced on her fears.

The crazy youth who preaches new politics, wearing fine clothes and the white turban of an uleema since he went to school in Samarkand, slept  so she told me  in a house on the far side, and alone that night, since all who had the courage were on foot in the hills in search of loot. He has no wife. I bade her go bring him on any pretext. She is very fair to look at. She refused. But her husband had left his second knife  lo, this one!  hanging by its girdle from a rafter. I showed her the edge of it.

By and by she brought the youth, he much enamored  yet presently much more afraid of me, and of the point of the knife at his belly. A simpleton, though full of politics! Clean-shaven like a fool, though old enough for a beard a foot long. Brave with long words, but as fearful of cold steel as a camel is of ghosts. And in love with the woman.

So I promised to betray them both to the womans husband unless obedience were the very breath he breathed. And I stripped him naked, rolling his clothes in a bundle, white turban and all. Thereafter I bade him go and hide his nakedness in garments fit for a man, and to return, and to come with me on a certain errand; for I bore in mind your honours wish that I should bring him living and unhurt.

But he was over-fearful and more evil-minded than the witch who gave him birth! When he had clothed himself, by Allah, it occurred to his treacherous mind that I was alone in the house with the woman, and if he aroused the village she and I could be taken red-handed, he acquiring honour, and we caught like rats in a cess-pit!

So he wakened two or three, and they others. And before I knew it, as the Most High is my witness, there were nine men, mostly old ones, but a youth or two, and one in his prime  whom I will slay for his insolence if Allah wills  all beating on the door and demanding entrance.

So I whispered to the woman, bidding her say that shaven fool had sought to seduce her and had started this false alarm for vengeance on her because she refused him. Then I left by the roof very silently, closing the trap-door after me and dropping down into the dung, the knife and the kettle clanging together as I fell. But I leapt the wall before they saw me, and they searched in vain, some swearing the clang of the kettle was this thing, and some that, while I lay crouched in a shadow. Allah is my friend.

I heard them questioning the woman. And I heard her lie, like the Um Kulsum that she is, first none believing her, then one or two, and then all believing her, because there was no trace of me, and the shaveling lacked an explanation for his change of garments. So they beat him for having wakened them, and drove him home with a threat in his ears that he should make his reckoning with the womans husband. And I returned over the wall for the eggs and chupatties and the hen, finding them where I hid them, though an egg was broken where a fool in search of me had set his heel on it, leaving nine.

I did up the food in the bundle of clothes, hung the kettle to my belt, and, with the knife held ready, set forth to find your honours, praising Allah, who is Lord of virtue, and my friend. Lo, sahibs, here I am, by Allahs favour! Yet not without a happening on the way. Not by any means.

I set forth. To myself I laughed because the man whose wife had served my purpose is a cuckold, who shall learn it at the proper time and eat shame, and be shot when he picks a quarrel with me. None the less, I was filled with regret because the shaveling I had promised I would bring lay dreading the dawn and the womans husband. Allah put a thought into my heart. Lo, consider how He works to preserve His friends! A miracle! It crossed my mind that the shaveling would gladly come away with me, for great fear of the womans husband. I turned back, minded to regain the village on the upward side where his house is. So I chose another trail, and as I turned along it, by the grace of the Most High, I heard footsteps!

There was a clank of knives and rifles, and the heavy tread of men returning with a nights loot. I lay behind a rock, and soon I saw moonlight shining on the faces of three men  that womans husband one of them. Had I not turned back when Allah put the thought into my heart, it had been I on whom the moon shone! Your honours would not have breakfasted! They had three rifles each, and clothing and some bandoliers, and what not else. I let them pass, though it burned my heart not to possess at least one rifle.

When their backs were toward me I set forth again, abandoning hope of the shaveling, but praising Allah, who had brought the fool to mind. And I reached unseen the corner where your honor had befriended me. But the fight was over and I heard stray rifle-shots beyond the sangar; and after considering a while I guessed that your honours great valour and cunning had put Kangra Khan to fight. So I approached the sangar and found only dead men lying there.

The women had been busy. Women are women, sahibs. The dead were in many pieces, and as for loot, the thieves  may Allah curse them!  had left not so much as a button or a finger-ring. But they had left their own stores unguarded, so I helped myself. Thereafter I went to the watch-tower, where the sacred well is, minded to drink a little of the water that protects a man against red-sickness and the bullets of a foe, inshallah.

Sahibs, may the Lord of all forget me if I lie! I was half-way down the ladder when I jumped at one leap to the top! This heart of mine, that is a mans and beats in one place sturdily, remained there! When I reached the summit it overtook me, and returned into my bosom with a thump, causing every hair of my body to wriggle like a worm! Mashallah! Did a voice from the well not speak to me? And am I the wind or the water, that I should hear such a marvel and not feel terrified? Nay, by Allah, I was flesh, and very nearly decomposed!

Nay, I heard not what the voice said. I was afraid, sahibs. He who is afraid hears fear and nothing else. Said I to myself, there is a devil in the well, fouling holy water! Should it truly be a devil, thinks I, in the name of Allah I will show that is no place for him; and if it is a man in hiding, well and good; his spirit shall go where no living man can ever see it! I got me a good-sized stone, about as heavy as a man can lift with two hands. I hove it, thus, above my head, standing back a little from the well-mouth, lest the devil come forth, or a man shoot up at me. And I stood on tip-toe, thus. I raised a shout to Allah to direct the aim and smite His enemy. The voice spoke again from the well, and I answered it! Ho! In the name of Allah, and of His servant Mahommed, I, Akbar bin Mahommed answer thee! I shouted. And I flung the stone  a great stone, sahibs!

Mashallah! He is great, and wise, and wonderful! He knoweth all. He foresees and predestinates. I told you how I stood a little back lest the devil come forth, or a man shoot up at me. The stone, too, slipped a little in my hands as I strained my strength to it. And lo, it hit the well wall. Lo, it bounded off and smashed a ladder rung. Then lo, it splashed into the water. And mashallah! when the echo of the splash was finished a beautiful voice like a houris came forth, saying, Akbar bin Mahommed, why do you try to kill me? Aye, English, sahibs. The voice spoke English.

He paused, the silence eloquently illustrating an emotion much too deep for words. It was a full minute before he took up the tale again.

Now the houris speak the language of the Koran, sahibs. English is an unknown speech to them. So I reasoned this must be a woman. I am not afraid of women. Nay! A woman has her reasons to fear me, or to admire me! Until I lie stricken in the dark by some mans bullet, and the hags come forth with knives, I will fear no woman! So I stepped to the mouth of the well with a second stone  a smaller one  intending this time to make better aim.

Come forth, I called to her, hoping thus to hear her as she set foot on the broken ladder-rung, and to direct the flight of the stone, with Allahs aid, accordingly.

Mashallah! As my head appeared between the well-mouth and the stars, she fired a pistol at me! But, as Allah is All-merciful, the bullet missed!

Thereafter the voice like a houris came forth again speaking angrily. And He who governs all things opened my ears and understanding so that I knew her for Joan Angela sahiba. And I said again, Come forth. And when her face appeared above the well-mouth, looking white and angry, with such little English as I have bade her praise the name of Allah, the All-merciful, who had sent to her assistance such an one as me, and not a dog of a Waziri, who might have offered her insult and worse things. Whereat she laughed, and we were friends. A most wise, excellent sahiba!


CHAPTER 6. Of such stuff are women made!

NEVERTHELESS, I took her pistol, sahibs. Excellence in women is a thing of dangerous uncertainty, like the temper of bazaar-bought knives. Nay, she did not fight me for it. Nay, she did not see me take it. She had thrust it in her pocket. Lo, see what a pretty toy it is. One of these nights I will use it on the husband of the woman at Iskanderan, inshallah! Has the sahib ammunition that will fit? Such stuff is hard to come by in the hills.

Allah! But the sahibs are impatient. I was coming to that part when your honours interrupted. Lo, she remembered me perfectly. It might have been that she had rescued me and not I her! She began giving orders at once, and to ask more questions than a man with a book in his hand could have answered in a night, so that I, knowing little English, was at my wits end how to answer. Nevertheless, when a man is at his wits end, Allah still provides. There came a thought to me.

I recalled how I had left my bundle in a dark place near the corner where the track forks, lest the women who follow those Waziris, whom may Allah curse, should find it while I might be busy with some other matter. Those hags would steal a hair from a jackals tail! Moreover, it was well I did so, for I had enough to carry, that I had lifted from the Waziris packs in the sangar. And now I had the sahiba to manage also.

I remembered your honours purpose in freeing my wrists at the time when we swore friendship. Had I not risked more than life  aye, honour!  to bring the clothing of a shaveling for the sahibas use? Who am I that I should risk so much in vain? Lo, I would clothe her that she might be safe! I would bind the uleemas turban on her head that none might lift hand against her! Hah! I remembered then that she is your honours wife, and I praised Allah for the opportunity to prove true fealty! I bade her come with me.

And lo, she would not come! Of such stuff are women made  may Allah rot them all, saving ever your honours privileges! By the Forty Martyrs and the Prophet himself, I was enraged! There was shooting in all directions. An accident might happen any moment. The Waziri hags might come...your honor might be dead... in Allahs name, a hundred things! Yet I bit the anger as it surged, and swallowed it again, like a man who has overeaten. And I lied to her  I, who have lied to no man  I, who love truth as an eagle loves the air. But a woman is a woman. I said your honor was down the track a little way, and had sent myself to bring her thither.

Whereat, when I had told the lie a second and a third time, and she understood, she came with me. The wind blew mist across the sangar, veiling the moonlight, and she helped me carry the trifles I had lifted from Waziri packs. Together we fled across the sangar, and over the wall, and down along the track between the cliff and the ravine, both breathing hard, for we were loaded, and what with one thing and another making more noise than was wise. It was in my mind to hide away the trifles I had taken, and to clothe her in the shavelings garments from the other bundle; then to return and to find your honour, thus accomplishing all purposes in one. I strode ahead, she following as close behind me as the nature of her burden permitted. It was heavy.

So. As Allah is my witness, I heard voices; and I knew some ill-begotten sons of evil mothers were in hiding at the corner where the road forks. And because of the nature of that place I knew they could hardly lurk there very long without discovering the bundle I had left under a heap of stones. If they had already found it, then my nights labour was in vain, unless I were stronger than they and more cunning. Allah is my friend.

I bade the sahiba sit down where she was and be still in the shadow of an overhanging crag. I laid my load beside her. I drew this knife. And I went forward praying to the Lord of All, and not forgetting the sahibas pistol that I had borrowed when she came out of the well.

Sahibs, there were six men at the corner; and a seventh, who kept watch between me and them  a misbegotten son of Belial, whom Allah blinded and made deaf and dumb, lest he hear me, or see me, and give the alarm. His Majesty be praised! I slew the fool, severing the wind-pipe at a blow, and he went over the cliff, making no more noise than a stone that the wind and rain have loosened.

I heard the six exclaim  a lousy gang they were, with tongues that took the Name of Names in vain. They called to the dead fool who had stood watch with his eyes shut, and I answered them, changing my voice to sound as if I were chewing something. I said a stone had slipped down under my weight; whereat they called me a noisy fool, and continued talking to one another. They were lurking there for fugitives from the fighting, intending to rob, like the sons of Um Kulsum they are.

So I took thought, and Allah is my friend. I struck the knife into my girdle  lo, the blood, sahibs, in proof I lie not! I gathered two stones in either hand, and those I hurled into their midst. Then I fired the pistol four times, jumping this and that way that it might seem I was many men. And I shouted as if to men behind me, rushing forward, kicking stones before me as I ran. Whereat they all took to flight, except one man who stood his ground and fired at me. Him I slew with the knife, and he fell over backwards into the ravine. In the devils name he took the rifle with him, and I hope his soul may scorch forever in hell-flame!

I found my bundle, sahibs. The besotted fools had not seen it. I returned to the sahiba. I unwrapped the bundle. Then I bound it up again, for I remembered that a wise man takes all precautions. Lo, it was darker down near the corner, and easier to hear if anyone should speak around from the other fork of the track  moreover, easier to hide the plunder there in case of accident. Together we bore my belongings down to the place where I had conquered seven men; and there in the dark she tucked her hair up and set the red cap on her head, and I bound thereon the white uleemas turban very carefully.

I bade her remove her outer garments, but she refused. It was well enough, for she is slender and well-shaped, whereas that shaveling grows fat from easy living and his clothes would have hung loosely on her. All she would take off were the leggings; and her stockings and the laced shoes were like the effeminate things a Hindu wears when he has had an education. All passed muster, save that she is better-looking than the shaveling, and without his swaggering conceit. In the dark she would pass for a man; and surely none would shame himself by slaying one who wore the white uleemas turban. I was satisfied. I praised Allah, and bethought me of your honours goodwill presently to be bestowed.

Allah be my witness that I lie not! I set to work to hide those heavy burdens, this kettle and the food first, then what I had lifted from the Waziri packs, intending nothing but to go then in search of your honor and to deliver the sahiba into your honours keeping. Who shall read Allahs mind?

The kettle and the food were safely stowed. I was searching for a place to put the other things  a large enough place, sahibs, for I had helped myself!  when a voice spoke in the dark beside me! The sahiba checked a scream. She is brave. She felt for her pistol, but I had that, as I have told you. And it was just as well, for the voice was a voice I knew.

O, Akbar bin Mahommed, he said softly, I am Ali, thy brother, and I need thy aid.

Nay, sahibs, he is not my mothers son, but a man who follows Kangra Khan. He and I once swore blood-fellowship. But now I have a grudge against him, and he shall pay in full! Mistaking the sahiba for a man, because of the darkness doubtless, for she has not yet learned how to carry herself, he whispered to me, minded not to let another hear.

Up yonder in the sangar I slew the sahiba, he told me. So I answered that he lied, he protesting. Aye, said he, I slew her, and here is proof of it, and he showed me the sleeve of her long coat, torn off at the shoulder. Whereat I thought it best to humour him, so I asked him what then.

And he told me Kangra Khan had sent him lurking near the sangar wall to seize the girl and carry her off; but that he had come near death, and had slain her with his fingers at her throat rather than fail entirely. He escaped, so he said, by a miracle, and so, returning to Kangra Khan at a place appointed, had told his tale, expecting praise. Yet Kangra Khan grew furiously angry, cursing him for having thrown away a crore of rupees, miscalling him outrageous names, and threatening to have him flayed alive by women before a fire. Yet Ali is a man whom Kangra Khan has loved exceedingly, and when Ali begged an opportunity to make such amends as might be, the favour was granted. Yet not an easy task! Nay, nay!

Go, ordered Kangra Khan, and bring me that man Ramm-is-den, living and unhurt, in the girls place. Thus we may yet win a ransom! So Ali set forth. He did not tell me that he took ten men with him. May Allah roast him in eternal flames for that!  for he and I were brothers.

And lo, while Ali and I talked, the ten came sneaking around the corner, curse them! One knocked me down by a blow on the head from behind, believing doubtless he had killed me (but Allah is my friend). They seized the sahiba, and all that plunder I had not yet hidden, and they ran  I following, as soon as the blow ceased from echoing in my head, and my eyes could see, and I stand upright. Ali had run too, but he shall not run very far! His next long march shall be on the road to hell! Aye, it may be they gagged the girl, for she did not scream. But the next time I caught sight of her she was riding on the horse between four men, and not gagged nor in any way molested.

Great...great...great is the Lord of All, and praise be to His Prophet! Lo, I laid my head between my knees in a frenzy  in a supplication! I was like a woman in labour of child. As a man was I who is torn between four camels! Allah! Go I forward to rescue the sahiba  eleven they be to one! And who am I to fight eleven men? Shall I search among the crags for my friend Ramm-is-den (whom Allah bless! ) and tell him I have lost his wife? Mashallah! What a storm of wrath I must endure then! What a lightning! What a thundering! For thou, O Ramm-is-den, art a man of muscle and great anger  a hearty man and head-strong, whom I love, and whom, inshallah, I would rather serve than kill! Nay, I dared not seek thee, Ramm-is-den! What then? Shall I follow? Shall I lurk and call to the sahiba to escape to my protection in the dark? Nay, nay! She is a woman unused to darkness or the hills  one woman against eleven men. If she attempts it they will slay her. If she come to me then clumsily she comes, and they detect us both, and slay us both, and gone is mine honour! What else? Shall I stay there, then, and wait for Ramm-is-den to come to me in search of the sahiba? Nay, by the Forty Martyrs! Ramm-is-den will pick a feud with me, not waiting for a true account. In haste and anger he will smite for his honours sake because his wife is lost! And who am I that I should lie in wait and slay my friend? So there was no course open to me. I smote my brow and my breast in vain. Shall I run away? Shall I run home? Shall I hide and forget? Then may Allah hide and forget me!

Allah is my friend. He who knoweth all things put a thought into my heart. Lo, I go forward. Lo, I follow and observe. As a jackal tracks the leopard, lo, I keep down-wind of them. Said I, if she were my wife, and I Ramm-is-den, would I not very swiftly clap my foot and frenzy on the trail? As a she-bear whose young one has been netted Ramm-is-den will pursue; and are the leggings and the hat not where the sahiba laid them? He will pick up the scent and come swiftly! He will see the horse-dung, and maybe a footprint  mine, for I laid it there!

Mashallah! Who in all these hills can stalk as I can? They went swiftly. Yet not so very swiftly, for the horse was a sorry beast, and ill fed, and must keep the track, helped even so by ten men at the broken places. I could hear the blows they struck him, and his floundering  she protesting. The sahibas voice was as a golden bell, and they bade her be silent; but neither knew the others language, so it may be they gagged her again. As Allah is my witness I cannot speak as to the truth of that.

I kept the higher ground. I know the short cuts. Not a leveret  no quail  no kite  no jackal knows these hills as thoroughly as I do, God preserve me! So I followed, keeping one ear and an eye for Ramm-is-den. And by and by I heard thee, O Father-of-an-elephant. And by and by I called to thee, lest devils steal the light of Allah from thee and decoy thee on the wrong trail. Allah is thy friend, and mine.

But by the holy hair of the Prophets beard, there came to pass a worse befalling than any yet! For Allah willed that they eleven should be met by Kangra Khans men  thirty and upward, as I lie not!  and there was a fight with knives. No shooting, nay, and so the sahiba was unhurt. I crept close. I heard all, seeing little because of darkness. One slew the horse, and I went closer yet, hoping to seize the sahiba and carry her off while they fought among themselves.

Lo, but their bellies were full of fighting for a while to come! They fought and they argued between whiles, none shooting, lest Kangra Khan might hear and make pursuit. Then thirty sought to persuade the eleven to run away home; and they knew who the prisoner was, for one had seized her when the horse was slain, and the outer garment tore, showing the womans riding raiment underneath. There were groans and oaths in the dark, for some were wounded; and one man, seeking a place where he might sit to bind his leg, sat on me, who lurked between two stones. I slew him. He made no sound. But he was not my brother Ali. So I crept in search of Ali, hoping to slay him, and seize the sahiba, and carry her off while they argued. But lo! As birds cease chattering and take wings, they agreed and were gone! Between two breaths they were gone with the sahiba in their midst! And I, seeking the rifle of the fellow I had slain, found none. He was a dog  a yellow dog  a snooter-among-dung-heaps  armed with nothing but a butchers knife stolen from the stalls in Dera Ismail! Lo, behold it! The bull whose throat was cut with such a thing died, by the Blood of the Prophet, of shame before the dishonourable skewer touched the skin!

Allah! They were gone like wind! Like jackals afraid of the dawn! And by that I knew they would not go far; for he who fears the dawn, and fears the leader he deserts, loves caves. And there be great caves hereabouts. Great caves and little ones, among which Kangra Khan might hunt a year in vain; for there are runways in between them; hunter and hunted may play at hide-and-seek forever!

I was confounded. I had failed. Yet not so! Allah is my friend. I thought of Ramm-is-den, whose belly, thinks I, by this time is as hollow as a drum, and whose great bulk is an easy target in the dark. By Allah, had I not carried the kettle all this distance, and the eggs, not breaking one! Shall he who is my friend be hungry, and I have food? May He who seeth all forget me, if I as much as think of it!

So, by Allah, I hied me to this place; and I gathered little sticks, but not enough of them, for where are trees in all these hills? Yet Allah brought a thought to mind, and I remembered where the Kumara-Afridis hid the bulls they lifted from across the British border a year ago. So I brought dung  and lo, a good fire. Then water. Sahibs, I was hard put to it for water! Allah bear me witness how I prayed!

Lo, water! Had we not tea? Was the stuff not excellent? There are no wells hereabouts  none nearer than the great cave, whither it may be they have taken the sahiba; though there is a good one there in a ravine between the great cave and the next one. But observe, sahibs, in the direction of my finger, northward, that way, lies a village so evil  so black with shame  that Allah cursed it and the wells ran dry three months ago. And I bethought me how the women rise before dawn, and walk many miles for the water, with a man or two guarding them. Allah guided me. I found their path. And an old hag had a sore foot. Lo, she sat in a hollow place with the water-crock still balanced on her head because it was full, and too heavy to raise in case she set it down. So I gave her a new pain to offset the other, and filled the kettle from her crock, she weeping anew because now after she reached home she must make a second journey; for they swill water in that village like pigs on the plains of Hind. Women are women, sahibs. None may understand them. The hag was not at all pleased to have slaked the dry throats of honourable men. So I smote her and ran, for I heard others coming, and the men who guarded them with rifles were of a certainty not far away. So, tea, praise be to Allah!

Then ye sahibs came. And here we sit in Allahs sight, Who seeth all. We have eaten and drank, and have a hen to cook  scant fare, indeed, for three men, yet better than emptiness. Inshallah, there is good luck awaiting us. I am thy friend, Ramm-is-den. May God forget me if I lie! And as for this man  he is a Sikh, yet I will befriend him for thy sake, Ramm-is-den. I love thee. Great is Allah!

Akbar bin Mahommed sat still, eyeing me with that burning gaze of the Northerner, that by intensity and concentration can detect the very thought behind guarded speech. And he smiled; for he saw I was in no mood to find fault with him. He believed Joan Angela was my wife, and he had failed to protect her; moreover, he had failed to keep his promise to bring the shaveling alive to me. Maybe he had acted unwisely in a dozen ways; and he was certainly a rogue  a murderer  a conscienceless thief. Yet I wish I might be half as faithful in my obligations to a friend. The only claim I had on him was that I had loosed his hands. His promise to me had been made under duress. He would certainly be killed, and doubtless cruelly, if Kangra Khan should ever learn the truth and happen to lay hands on him.

We must take the trail at once, said I. But Narayan Singh said nothing, and Akbar bin Mahommed took snuff from a box made of two brass cartridge-cases, offering me first helping.

Nay, nay! he said presently. In the name of Allah, sleep! These hills be full of hunted men. I know the hills! Pathan and Waziri are at one anothers throats. The sides men took mean nothing now. Each one for himself, and the shortest road home! Loot...that is all that matters! By day, the men whom we are seeking hide, and none save Allah knoweth where; yet we would be a mark against a skyline. When the night comes they will fare forth; and we likewise. In the dark all men are equal, and numbers nothing against cunning. Sleep, sahib. Wait for the night.

I met Narayan Singhs eyes. He and I had the same thought.

Turn about! he said gruffly.

Then ye two take the first spell, said the hillman, snatching the sheepskin from off our shoulders and rolling it up for a pillow. Sleep there together, while I watch.

I will keep the first watch, said Narayan Singh.

Nay, it is better that I do, the other answered with growing impatience.

I will sit in the cave-mouth and watch what may happen on the countryside. So when night falls I shall know better what to advise.

Thou and I together, then, said Narayan Singh.

The Sikhs hereditary, ingrained distrust of the hillman, reinforced no doubt by long experience, was not to be offset by a tale of a nights adventure. Whether he believed or disbelieved Akbar bin Mahommeds story, he did not propose to trust him.

But it seemed to me we had small choice. If we should offend him, he might turn against us as swiftly and as savagely as he had hitherto tried to serve. Should we two prove too many for him, he could easily slip away and bring friends to his aid by promising them a share of the loot. Without him we were helpless. We must keep his friendship at all costs  take all chances. I drew out my pistol and passed it to him, butt first.

Thats in proof I trust you, I said. Keep it for me while I sleep. Narayan Singh, give him your rifle!

The Sikh obeyed. He did not like it, but he is the bravest fellow in the world when it comes to obeying orders against his inclination. Akbar bin Mahommed grinned, understanding the mental conflict perfectly.

May I eat dirt, he said to me, if I break faith, as Allah is my witness, Ramm-is-den! And as for thee (he smiled a trifle thinly at Narayan Singh) I am thy friend for his sake!

Of which the proof will be the outcome! Narayan Singh answered none too tactfully; and then came and lay beside me. So we slept with our heads on one rolled sheepskin, and our lives were for a number of hours in the hands of Akbar bin Mahommed, thief by religion and murderer by habit!


CHAPTER 7. I know a thousand gods superior to Allah.

I DONT dream much as a general rule. Not having dabbled in things psychic, nor professing to understand as much as the general terms of that weird science, I offer now no explanations. What I set down here is fact. I know I was in sound health, but the blow I received on the head the night of my capture by Kangra Khans men may have had something to do with my dreaming. And there may be something in environment. Sleeping on the hard floor of a draughty cave, side by side with a Sikh, with your head on a sheepskin and a professional murderer keeping guard, after a night of prodigious fighting and a meal of hard-boiled eggs and cold chupatties, is conceivably disturbing to the normal mental processes.

I dreamt that Joan Angela walked straight into the cave, and sat down beside Narayan Singh and me to talk with us. She was dressed as usual in riding kit, and without the turban and accessories belonging to the shaveling. She seemed her normal self in most respects. She was apparently uninjured, and not exactly unhappy; but her delight in adventure for its own sake seemed to have entirely disappeared, and she was pale-calm-serious.

This fighting has got to be stopped, Jeff! she said as soon as she had sat down. I refuse to be responsible for any more of it.

I forget what my dream-answer was; perhaps I made none. But Narayan Singh, who in the dream was squatting cross-legged beside me, leaned forward tracing figures with his finger in the dust of the cave floor, and after a pause spoke sententiously, as his way not seldom is.

The truth, said he, is true. It is one; and there is no alternative.

Explain that how you like. I cant make head or tail of it, but in the dream it seemed apt and enlightening. Joan Angela nodded.

Attempts to rescue me, she said, can only lead to more fighting, of which there has already been too much. Yet if I agree to pay the ransom, that will only lead to more kidnaping; and I do not choose to be responsible for that either.

All this while, in the dream, someone  Akbar bin Mahommed, I suppose  was sitting in the cave-mouth keeping watch but making no comment, as if the whole proceedings were entirely in order. Narayan Singh appeared particularly undisturbed, but even more than usually thoughtful.

Yet if you were to be killed, he said, that would be the cause of more fighting than ever, since the British would feel themselves obliged to punish the tribesmen, and they, disliking to be punished, resist.

Very true, said Joan Angela. So I must live, although life among these people is unpleasant to contemplate. They eat so disgustingly; and I dont know their language. However, I can learn it; and when I get hungry enough I shall eat without distress. But you must not try to rescue me. I will go with them; and you must go the other way, and tell people I am very likely dead, so that the British wont send an expedition.

That is wisest, said Narayan Singh.

I heard those three words that is wisest as distinctly as I can now hear the clock ticking on the wall of this lime-washed hospital. Then I awoke, full of indignation, and stretched out my hand to prevent Joan Angela from going; for in the dream she had started in great haste to leave the cave. My hand struck against Narayan Singh, as fast asleep beside me as a hibernating bear. The blow awoke him and he sat up. Blinking, we both stared at Grim in the cave-mouth, sitting on guard with two rifles and a pistol in his lap! Akbar bin Mahommed was not there!

Narayan Singh looked into my eyes and nudged me. I nudged him. We were both awake.

Is it you, Jim, or your ghost? I asked.

Its me, said Grim, and went on watching something down below the cave.

Wheres King? I asked.

God knows. Licking the Waziris into shape, I hope, he answered.

Any news of Joan Angela?

No more than you have. Ive been listening to Mahommed bin Akbar.

Where is he?

Gone to look for her. Just went. We talked over various plans, including one that he should scout for news of her whereabouts, and I concluded that was wisest.

What time is it?

High noon, or a little after.

Have you slept?

No.

Eaten?

Yes.

Better sleep now, hadnt you?

Yes, I think so, if youre through.

He looked so deathly tired that I had not the heart to question him further until sleep should have restored him to his normal taciturnity. Then he would be sure to tell us all that was essential, if no more. So when he had given the Sikh his rifle, and handed the pistol to me, he went and lay down where we had lain, and fell asleep that instant. Narayan Singh and I sat in the cave-mouth, saying nothing for a long while, watching as much of the landscape as we could see in either direction, with especial attention to the kites, whose movements as a rule betray the whereabouts of any considerable parties of men.

Did you dream a while back? I asked him at last.

Aye, sahib.

Tell me of it.

The sahiba came. She spoke. She said to you and me  in the dream, sahib, we were squatting down beside her I go, said she, to the village belonging to these people; and there I think you will find me alive, if you should travel fast enough. And I said in my dream, We come at once, sahiba. And she said, When? I answered, Tonight. And she said to me, That is wisest. Then the sahib woke me with a blow across the jaw that tingles yet; and lo, Jimgrim was sitting there!

So much for dreams! I hove a great sigh of relief. Not both dreams could be right. My old nurse used to say dreams go by contraries, but, even so, both dreams reversed would still remain opposites. We were to go, and we were not to go. We were to rescue her, and we were not to rescue her.

Stewed tea and hard-boiled eggs! said I.

Chupatties! They were like leather, sahib  indigestible  cooked by a hillwoman  phaugh!

Yet neither of us quite dismissed our dream from mind. We sat there on the qui vive, listening to Grims snores, and peering in turns around the rock that blocked two-thirds of the cave-mouth; and when we conversed at rare intervals it was more of the dreams than of how Grim came to be there. Narayan Singh you might say is a specialist in such matters, accepting as obvious facts what to the West would seem crazy theories.

The dreams mean this, sahib, he said after a while. We shall rescue her. Nevertheless, whatever plan we make will be a bad one, leading only to more bloodshed; whereas the true plan will be unfolded by the gods. Being blind, we are unable to do right. Yet, going forward, we cannot set one foot wrong. We are but agents in these matters.

I would like to believe him. It would take the worry out of nine-tenths of existence. But I notice that he, too, worries on occasion, in spite of his convictions; and I wonder just how much of his philosophy he honestly believes and how much is habit.

He worried more than I did as the sun wore down towards the west, and there began to be signs of movement here and there among the ugly crags. The wind began blowing half a hurricane, whistling into our cave and drowning out most other noises; but once in a while we heard sniping, and twice a yell reached us that told someone had hit the living mark, or missed.

Grim slept on. He can worry, too, but seldom when he has faced a situation and made up his mind on a course; so I judged by the calmness of his sleep that he had fully decided what to do and was characteristically storing up strength for the effort.

After a while Narayan Singh crept out and climbed a crag, from which to get a better view of the locality. To make the most of that he had to stand upright on the top, and was clearly silhouetted against the sky. Someone three hundred yards away began shooting at him. The first shot missed altogether, but announced the snipers general whereabouts. The second chipped a piece of rock from close beside the Sikhs feet. The third chipped the rock again, a little to the left. The fourth shot was mine. I used Grims rifle, and it proved to be a very good one.

Narayan Singh returned and squatted once more in the cave-mouth.

There is smoke a mile away, he announced, but the wind blows and spreads it. It is hard to tell exactly whence it comes. It is the smoke of many men.

I took a turn at scouting, selecting another crag, while Narayan Singh covered me. But there were no more gentry sniping thereabouts; or if there were they took to heart the first ones fate. I stood up unmolested, and a fluke in the wind gave me a clear view down a gorge to the side of a ravine that the gorge entered at a right-angle. The smoke was issuing from the mouth of a cavern, and there was lots of it. I judged they had a fire in there that would have roasted an ox; and that meant the presence of women, for the men-folk prefer discomfort to the infra digbusiness of gathering and bringing fuel. Before the wind fluked again and the smoke blotted out the view, I saw about twenty men sitting on a ledge outside the cavern; and that looked as if they were not in the least afraid of being seen. But I could not tell whether they were Waziris or Pathans. When I returned to the cave Grim was awake. He had raked the fragments of our scattered fire together, spitted Mahommed bin Akbars hen on a stick, and was toasting it. We ate the bird, and it was beastly, but sufficed.

What next? I asked him; and he was about to answer when Akbar bin Mahommed came in, munching dry corn that he had stolen somewhere.

May Allah bless you! he said handsomely. May Allah make that hen enough for you! I found a fool with a bag full of this good food, who thought to knife me from behind a rock. But, by Allah, as he followed me I followed him, and took him by the heel (it was a little rock). I pulled him back towards me, thus; and as he turned on his back to fight me, I drove my knife into his belly, thus; and he has no more hunger, whereas I would have been starving presently! Moreover, I did Allah a great service, ridding the earth of a pig who cumbered it! He was a

News! What news have you brought? demanded Grim.

Oh, as for that, I did not discover much. I watched the mouth of that cavern from this side of the ravine. There is Kangra Khan with nearly a hundred men. I did not see the sahiba, but I know they have her with them, because those outside the cavern keep peering within curiously. The wives of some of Kangra Khans men are there; they brought fuel, and much food; from time to time they carry water, and there is a great cooking going on. I think they have determined on a long march. I think they will go home.

How many days march? Grim demanded.

Eleven days, if there is no fighting on the way. But it is slower by night; and if there is fighting, who knows?

Are you from Kangra Khans village?

Praise be to Allah, no! I come from a decent place, a half-days march from his dung-hill. Lo, my home is in the shadow of the graves of holy ones, whom Allah bless! Mine is a town of fair women  a city of delights  a paradise! His stinks! I would not live there. I came southward looking for a profit after all the big talk Kangra Khan made, but that dung- hill of his is the mother of buzzing flies and naught else  words without a doing at the end of them!

Whats the name of the place?

They call it Kangra Khans. It deserves no better name.

And the name of yours?

He would not tell. The more he was questioned the more he fell back on evasion. Whether it was superstition or mere caution it was difficult to guess, but he was resolute; he would not name the place he came from.

Allah knows its name! he answered. It is a city of trees and splendid buildings. There is a mosque a dozen times more lovely than the Taj Mahal!

Have you seen the Taj Mahal? Grim asked him.

Nay. Why take the trouble? Have I not seen the mosque in my city? There is nothing fairer.

Well, said Grim, to get to your home, must we go by Kangra Khans?

Aye, if Allah wills. Between here and there it might be there would happen fighting!

And the Waziris? Where do they live?

Over beyond. Forever to the northward. They are not true Waziris, but a cross-bred spawn of hell who fell heirs to three villages because the Afridi, who used to live thereabouts, were too weak to withstand them. They will never get home. There are too many tribes on the watch, and no friends anywhere! And if they did reach home they would find the Afridis waiting. Show me that Tooth of the Prophet, sahib. Bless me with it! I have in mind to loot a few Waziris before too many Pathans get the first pick!

Grim thought a minute, then produced the Prophets tooth. It looked as if it had been in a rain-washed skull for centuries. He had it folded in a piece of paper, on which was some writing in Persian characters, and he held it carefully, giving Akbar bin Mahommed no more than a glimpse of it.

It can curse as well as bless! he said meaningly.

I bade thee bless me with it!

Aye, but I will curse thee with it unless thou art amenable!

To what?

To me!

Mashallah! Thou art an Arab. Shall I obey an Arab? Thou truly art an Arab  is it not so?

Aye, said Grim, a Hajji. Thrice I have made the pilgrimage to Mecca.

Thrice blessed one! said Akbar bin Mahommed. Nay, I will not be cursed! What then?

Grim seemed to hesitate, but I knew that he was acting; he had made his mind up. He clutched the tooth in its paper wrapping close to his breast, as if he loved it. His eyes glowed as he stared at Akbar bin Mahommed, and he seemed to recognise in the hillmans face something splendid  something that thrilled him. Yet he clutched the tooth again, and seemed to wage a war within himself, forcing himself at last to speak.

Thou art a man  a very man  a man indeed  a good man, art thou not? he asked.

None better! said the hillman modestly.

And a good chief thou wouldst be?

Aye, had I but a following. But the fools follow others.

They would follow the tooth of Mahommed, the Prophet of God!

Aye!

And thee if it were thine!

By Allah, would they not! Nevertheless, thou art a holy Hajji, and I will not slay thee, even to possess the tooth!

Grim looked astonished. His jaw dropped. Astonishment gave place to wonder  wonder to admiration  admiration to excitement  excitement at last to a measure of caution. It was marvelous good acting.

Near the place where the Prophet of Allah used to pray in the holy city of Mecca, a very holy and white-bearded sheikh, who used to pray there seven times daily, waiting for the hour when he should die, gave me the blessed Prophets Tooth, said Grim.

Peace be to him! In the name of the Most High, peace to him! said Akbar bin Mahommed.

Thrice seven years had he waited there, praying seven times daily in that spot, keeping all the fasts. And when he saw me he knew me instantly, having oftentimes beheld me in a vision in a dream, said Grim.

Allaho akbar!

He pressed the blessed tooth into my hands, thus, wrapped in this paper that bears the Prophets blessing written with his own hand.

Allaho akbar!

And he laid a charge on me.

Thrice blessed one!

Go thou, said he to me, to the mountains northwest of Peshawar, where thou shalt find a man  a warrior  a very Rustum  whose name shall be an attribute to God, and whose other name shall be the Prophets. That might be thou, Grim suggested.

I and no other!

With him have word, said he. And he described the man to me, signifying such an one as thou art  even with a white scar like a star, five-pointed, on the face between the eye and nose.

Allah! Surely he meant me then!

But I charge thee in the name of the All-wise, said he, to have great care lest the holy tooth should fall into evil incapable hands. For the tooth is for that one whom thou shalt meet; and when he shall possess the tooth he shall straightway become a great chieftain.

It is I, and no other! Give me then the tooth, exclaimed Akbar bin Mahommed.

And he spoke to me after this wise: There is a good man, who shall have the holy tooth, and a bad one, who will greatly desire it. Each of them will say these words to thee: Thou art a holy Hajji, and I will not slay thee, even to possess the tooth. Nevertheless, said he again, thou shalt know the good one from the evil one after this manner. Lo, he who is evil will refuse to obey thee. But he who is good will obey thee in all things for a hundred days, or until such time as thou releases him. To him, when he has obeyed thee, give the tooth, with my blessing in the Name of Names. He shall be a great chief.

Akbar bin Mahommeds eyes burned. His fingers clutched his knife-blade. He could have killed Grim for the tooth that instant, but for his own vow not to, and for a certain dim sense of the proprieties.

Lo, I obey thee! Have I not obeyed? he asked, with bated breath. Excitement had him by the throat. He could hardly speak.

Not yet for an hundred days, Grim answered. Nor have I yet met the second man  the evil one. When I meet him

Ill for him in that hour! the hillman interrupted. I will slay the dog in Allahs name! I will hack him into pieces and burn the foul bits on a dung-heap! It is I who am the good one, I assure thee!

Maybe, Grim answered. We have yet to prove that. Lo, there is a great trust laid on me, and I must put thee to the utmost test.

Akbar bin Mahommed thumped his breast and laid his forehead on the cave- floor. Then, looking straight into Grims eyes:

Inshallah, I will not fail! he said simply. I obey thee. And moreover, this being the will of Allah, and the charge of the holy sheikh, it must follow that I pass unscathed through all things! Can I die and yet possess this tooth? Nay. Then since I must possess the tooth  for that is written  surely I cannot die! Lo, then, I am a lion! Lo, not Ali was a safer one than I! I may dare all things! Obey? I will obey thee if the order is to walk through fire....

By the Forty Martyrs, I am not a madman! answered Grim, judging his customer shrewdly. What good would it do me to see a fool singe himself? It is my orders not thy boastfulness thou must obey!

Say the word, and I march to Mecca, Hajji!

Nay, for then I could not keep an eye on thee.

Bid me slay an hundred men!

Not thou, but I, must choose the orders.

Choose then, Hajji! Be swift! My bosom burns! By Allah, I obey thee if the order is to (he glanced at me and grinned) to fight this Ramm-is-den!

Nay, Ramm-is-den is my friend, answered Grim.

I will slay you the Sikh, then!

He likewise. It is I who choose the deeds that must be done.

In Allahs name then, choose thou, Hajji! Be swift with the beginning!

Little the hillman guessed what a taskmaster he was dealing with. Grims eyes, whose color is all mixed of grey, and blue, and brown, so that those who know him hardly ever agree as to what their color really is, hardened  lost their romantic gleam  grew cold, with a different fervor. Narayan Singh, who knew that sign of old, caught his breath sharply and leaned forward.

Does Kangra Khan know you have taken the part of the sahiba, and of this sahib, and of this Sikh? Grim asked.

Nay. How should he?

Does he know you were made prisoner?

Surely. Why not? I was either a prisoner or a dead man. Allah! What else should he think?

But those men with whom you fought in the dark? Your brother Ali? Will they not tell Kangra Khan you are alive and a traitor?

Nay, I know them! They will say I was stealing the sahiba on my own account, having made my own escape. They will show the loot I took from the Waziri packs. They will say she watched it for me. Kangra Khan will laugh, saying I am, lo, a greater thief than ever!

Presently, said Grim, before the sun sets, thou shalt go with me to the cavern where Kangra Khan is. Thy first task is to introduce me to him, winning his great favour in consequence, boasting thou hast persuaded me to show him favour.

Akbar bin Mahommed looked first incredulous, then crafty. Then his face lit with guile and greed as all the possibilities of this new turn of events dawned on his imagination.

Allah be praised, who designeth all things! he exclaimed. I understand thee! I will slay this Kangra Khan, who is a cockerel from a very smelly dung-heap. Then thou shalt give me the Prophets Tooth, and proclaim me chief. Thus shall the prophecy be fulfilled! Thou art a wise and cunning fellow, Hajji  a strong one and a bold! Hah! Inshallah, I shall be a great chief; and there shall be a war such as these borders have never before seen!

There shall be a cursing such as thou hast never heard! Grim hastened to assure him. And with that, he passed his hand over his mouth, removing the plate that holds in place the false teeth of his upper jaw on either side. His cheeks sunk instantly. It changed the whole expression of his face, making him almost unrecognizable. Then he scowled, squinted inward, thrust his tongue between his teeth, and made a noise in his throat that resembled something boiling up from within him. He waved the tooth in its paper packet to and fro.

Nay, Hajji! Nay! What have I done? Nay! Keep thy curses for an enemy. I am thy friend  indeed thy friend! By Allah, I will obey thee! Say the word, and I will nestle Kangra Khan to my bosom. I will slay his enemies! I will

Grims aspect changed, although he did not let a hint of a smile escape him.

I begin to believe thou art truly the one, he said, nodding.

Aye. By Allah, I am he! No doubt of it!

Grim passed the tooth to me. With utmost outward reverence I stowed it out of sight.

These two, said Grim, pointing to Narayan Singh and me, are made custodians of the holy tooth until such time as I, and no other, bid them convey it to thee. Thou and I are thus freed, I of danger, and thou of temptation.

I would not slay thee, little Hajji!

Nay, I know it. And it would be yet more difficult to slay these two men. Moreover, should accident befall me  for none knoweth when his hour comes  these two will keep the tooth, because they may not part with it without my order.

Little Hajji, how I will preserve thee! None less than Allah shall do thee a harm! I will nurse thee like a fledgling! But who shall preserve them?

Allah, who is Lord of all, said Grim.

Yet the one is a Sikh, who is damned, and the other an Amelikani, whose god is a dollar, as all the world knows! A pious Moslem would deem he did Allah a favour by driving a bullet through both of them!

That is why I have appointed them custodians of the tooth, said Grim. It will preserve them both.

Akbar bin Mahommed saw the force of that, but he was far from satisfied. However, it was no use arguing with Grim; a very kaffir could have seen that the Hajji was full to the brim of retorts and evasiveness, and besides, the longer he talked the longer it would be before he won the tooth and with it a key to chieftainship. By the look in his eyes he already saw himself unquestioned ruler of a thousand villages. [ Unbeliever]

I am ready. Allah is my witness, he said proudly  simply. No crusader starting for the Holy Land ever felt, or looked, more consecrated.

Grim turned to me and spoke in Arabic, which might as well have been ancient Greek as far as Akbar bin Mahommed was concerned, although he could mouth a few Koran texts from memory.

I dont care to meet Kangra Khan before dark, he said. That night when he first called on us the fire was between him and me, but even so he might recognise me, even with my teeth out. I have no particular plan except to go close and get word with Miss Leich. After that, if possible, I mean to discover what Kangra Khan intends. They may march tonight. So as soon as its dark you two would better go as close as you dare. Ill try to send our friend here back to get in touch with you, so keep a look out. But if I fail to do that, and Kangra Khan marches, follow on our heels.

What about King and the Waziris? I suggested.

Hes already to the northward, trying to work between Kangra Khan and his probable objective. Hell try to persuade the Waziris to put up another fight, but theyre short of ammunition and may prefer to scatter and run. In that case King will try to raise some other clans to hound Kangra Khan. Theres nothing certain. The next half-hour may see us all dead. On the other hand, we may rescue Miss Leich tonight. You fellows must be alert and use discretion.

Narayan Singh grunted. He loves commands of that kind. Once in Palestine they gave him a letter to carry across the Jordan and down into Arabia, with leave to use discretion; and he was so discreet that he came back uninjured, with an answer and two camel-loads of loot. Besides, he knows those gruesome hills more or less, having campaigned among them rather frequently when he was in the Indian Army. He was all I had to rely on, for I dont know those hills at all; and though I understand the lingua franca, I speak it with an obviously foreign accent.

It does not amuse me to be sniped by dark or daylight. I believe Narayan Singh enjoys it. I enjoy a stand-up fight, although Im ashamed to admit it; but cold steel in the dark gives me the shudders when I think of it. Narayan Singh prefers cold steel to rifle-fire. Grim revels in work, no matter what it is. He stood in the cave-mouth, back to the light.

Allah keep you, my brothers. Allah give you strength and courage. Allah bless you! he said  and was gone.

I know a thousand gods superior to Allah! said Narayan Singh.


CHAPTER 8. Weve one chance in a million. Are we all set?

IT was blowing a gale of dry, cold wind when Narayan Singh and I left the cave. To the westward there was the last light of a yellow sunset on the bellies of aloof clouds  liars like the hillmen, threatening a rain they had no notion of delivering. It was darker than a coal-hole underfoot, for the moon had not risen, and the rocks cast shadow everywhere. No stars yet visible, because of high-hung clouds. No sense of direction; no guide but the feel of the wind on your cheek and, now and then, when we topped a rise, the crimson glow of flame in the throat of a cavern a mile away. A mile, that is, as crows are said to fly; about five miles by the route we had to take. The wind seemed to blow clean through you.

We scrambled and stumbled for about two hours, more or less in an arc of a circle, helping each other over steep places, and grateful for the shelter from the wind when the road (for that was what Narayan Singh called it, and he swore it was a good one for that neighbourhood) dipped into deep hollows. How he found the way I dont know, for once we went more than half an hour without catching sight of the crimson glow; but we halted at last and lay down in the eye of the wind on a ledge half-way up the side of the deep ravine opposite the cavern in which Kangra Khan and Joan Angela were supposed to be.

It was nearly, but not quite, impossible to keep watch there, for the bitter wind made our eyes run; and it was so cold that when I borrowed Narayan Singhs rifle and took a sight along it, just on general principles, I could not hold the foresight on the mark for trembling. However, we could see the glow of the fire; and at moments, when we wiped our eyes, we could see men, or perhaps women, going and coming.

They carry the loads out, said Narayan Singh. They march tonight.

No sign of Grim. No sign of Joan Angela. Nothing to show that either she or he was over there. Both, for aught we could prove, were lying dead in the ravine, and about all that we could do was to hope and hang on. Now and then the wind swept down the ravine with such force that it nearly blew us off the ledge, and at last I grew rebellious.

This isnt as close as we can get, I said  down-wind into the Sikhs ear. Im going closer.

I did not wait for him to object, but started there and then to clamber down into the ravine, not caring how much noise I made, nor seeking cover, for we were in shadow on our side, and sound was carried along so swiftly by the wind that no one who heard could judge our whereabouts.

None did hear  not even the man I stepped on, who was no more aware of me than I of him, until he felt my weight between his shoulders and tried to squirm out from under. Narayan Singh dropped down beside me on another man, nearly breaking his back, and in a second we were fighting blind-mans- bluff in total darkness, with long knives whickering to right and left, and nothing to be seen at all. Narayan Singh clubbed his rifle; I heard the butt descend on something and a cry as a bone broke. Then I thought I saw something at last  fired at it point-blank with the pistol  and hit a horse. No doubt of that whatever. It was a shod horse; it kicked and struck sparks as it fell. Someone fired back at me, and then a voice said:

By any chance, is that you, Jeff?

It was Kings voice! I would know it in a thousand, and Narayan Singh exploded one great guttural monosyllabic laugh. I heard King calling off his men, and he had his work cut out, for we had injured three of them and tempers run quick and high in those infernal hills. But he managed it somehow, and came in the dark to stand between us, smoking a cigarette, which he held very carefully in the hollow of his cupped hand.

Lets hope Kangra Khans men didnt hear your pistol-shot, he said. Wheres Grim?

I told him where I hoped Grim was, and he nodded. How many men have you? I asked him.

Fifty, he said, less three youve hurt. The rest have cleared off home, and stand no chance of getting there.

Grim thinks youre to the northward, I told him.

Couldnt make my fifty march, he answered. Our only chance is to nab Kangra Khan as he comes out. Tonight or never! Another morningll see all the hills out after our Waziris. Ive promised these men, if theyll see this through, to try to lead them back across the border where well let em take refuge until the situation clears a bit.

Any sign of Joan Angela? I asked him.

None. But theres somebody or something important in there that theyre keeping out of sight. By Gad, Im worried about Grim. I should have seen him. The firelight betrays anyone who passes the cavern-mouth. Tell you what, he said after a pause, one of us should go close and find out.

Narayan Singh volunteered for that duty almost before the words had left Kings lips, but King suggested I should go too, because his men were none too pleased with us for having put three of them out of action, and it would be easier to calm them in our absence.

Cover each other, he said. If you can, let Grim know where we are. When Kangra Khan starts to lead his men out, duck, for well ambush em, and therell be wild work! Then see if you and Grim between you cant bag the girl and get away with her. If shes shot, thats kismet. Our best is the best we can do for her. So long.

So Narayan Singh and I set out to cross the floor of that ravine, moving a lot more cautiously than when we dropped down to the ledge. The next we were likely to meet would be foes, not friends, and it was probable that Kangra Khan had his pickets posted within hail. Once Narayan Singh nudged me and we lay down listening; but all I heard was my own heartbeats, and the wind whistling overhead. When we started again I could see about twenty men in front of the fire-glow, and it occurred to me they were taking long chances to stand silhouetted in that way, with enemies all about them in the hills. They seemed deliberately to be trying to attract attention. The same thought occurred to Narayan Singh.

Let us hope King sahib sees them, he said, coming close to whisper in my ear. Those Pathans expect a reinforcement. They have heard their friends are coming, and unless our friend King sahib is alert he may be caught between two fires.

You go back and warn him, I ordered. Ill wait here.

He turned and went without a word. The wind and darkness swallowed him, and I lay there on a flat rock hugging my pistol, with the owls swooping close to take a look at me  swerving down-wind and circling up again for another look. A jackal sniffed my feet and yelped. The men in the cavern-mouth drank something hot out of a kerosene can, passing it from one to the other and laughing (although the wind carried all sound away long before it reached me). They were plainly feeling confident.

It was easier to watch from where I lay than it had been on the ledge, for the wind did not worry my eyes. I kept my gaze fixed on the fire-glow, hoping not to miss Joan Angela, or Grim, if either of them should pass in front of the fire. All I saw was the cavern-mouth and its occupants, and as for hearing, you could probably have fired a rifle within ten yards of me without my knowing it; my left ear ached from the pressure of the cold wind. I was taken absolutely by surprise when a cold hand was laid on my neck from behind and a voice said in Pushtu:

The tooth, Ramm-is-den! Give me the tooth or I slay thee!

Lord knows, men fight for idiotic reasons! I fought for that tooth from a savages rain-washed skull as instantly and with no more argument than if it had been a regimental colors, or my personal fortune  using a ju-jitsu trick, turning suddenly on my back and kicking upwards with both feet. Akbar bin Mahommed turned a somersault in mid-air, and when he fell I was on top of him, with my knee on his belly and his knife-wrist in my left-hand. He had not let go his knife, and I accepted that as proof you could make a sportsman of him if you had the time, and took the necessary pains.

Thou elephant! I joked. He gasped when he could get some breath.

How did you find me? I demanded, working at his wrist to make him drop the knife.

Peace, thou! Let me go! Nay, Allahs mercy! Break not my knife-wrist, Ramm-is-den, or I am no more use! I eased on the wrist a little, and repeated the question.

I heard a jackal cry. There was likely a dead man hereabouts. Not all the dead have been stripped yet.

I eased the pressure on his belly, meaning to keep him there on his back until I had the whole of his story, but he squirmed off the rock and out from under me, and though he did not offer to use his knife I covered him with the pistol. But he squatted down with his back towards the fire-glow in a gap between two boulders, and began chafing his wrist as if nothing at all out of the ordinary had happened; so I sat down too, where I could keep an eye on the cavern-mouth beyond him, close enough to him to have touched him with the pistol-muzzle.

Mashallah! Thou art strong! he grumbled. Lo, I am no weakling, but thou

Where is the Hajji? I demanded.

Up yonder.

And the sahibs?

Up yonder.

He jerked his thumb over his back. We were shouting at each other as if thirty yards apart, because the wind snatched words and took them scattering down the ravine.

What then? Why are you here? I demanded.

Allah! To find thee! Why else? Where is the kaffir?

He meant Narayan Singh, but that was no way to refer to him, so I ignored the question. I demanded news, and he told it in gasps and snatches, showing his teeth as he spat the words out, trying to make me hear without taking all down-wind into confidence.

Sahibs in corner behind fire  back of cavern  guarded by women. Hajji  Kangra Khan growing friendly. Suspicious at first, but Hajji gave him piece of stone from near Kaaba at Mecca. Kangra Khan thinks stone will bring luck, but Hajji whispered to me it will curse him. Orakzai Pathans  some say two hundred  some say twenty  sent word  coming tonight  from south, on way home. Kangra Khan waiting for them.

We heard nothing, but Narayan Singh loomed suddenly out of the night and squatted down beside me.

King sahib dekta hai! he shouted in my ear. [ Is on the watch]

Akbar bin Mahommed heard the word King, and brought his fist down on his thigh in excitement.

Thou  Sikh  thou has seen him? Seen King? Is he not to the northward? Where are the Waziris?

What then? Narayan Singh retorted. Tell thy tale, Pathan!

Allah! If only the Waziris were at hand! The Hajji said to me: Those Pathans whom Kangra Khan expects may well be late, or may not come at all. If the Waziris could come in the dark they might appear to be Pathans. Then Kangra Khan would sally forth to march with them, and there might be a fight and a rescuing! Much may happen in the dark! he added.

I turned to Narayan Singh but could hardly see his outline in the darkness. However, he laid a hand on my arm to attract attention.

Shall I summon King sahib? he suggested.

I agreed, and he disappeared a second time, swallowed by wind and darkness like a ghost before he had gone two paces.

The danger, I said, is that Kangra Khan may send reliable men to see who the new arrivals really are.

Slay them one by one as they come scouting! he retorted, brandishing his knife.

No, I said. You must go back to the cavern and tell Kangra Khan that his friends are here and waiting for him to come out.

He will not believe me. The Hajji yes, me no!

Trust the Hajji to persuade him.

Aye. That is better. The Hajji might come forth, and return, and report favorably. A great fellow is that Hajji. He convinces men!

I was much too cold and afraid to take any satisfaction in the thought of a pitched battle in the darkness amid those boulders and in that bewildering wind. But I could see no other hope, and it fitted in with Kings suggestion.

If we could solve the problem of persuading Kangra Khan to lead his men out, there was the risk of shooting Joan Angela and Grim. The only time when they could possibly be distinguished from the others would be at the moment when they passed through the firelight. The chance of persuading excited Waziris to spare the lives of those two, while at death-grips with the rest, was remote to say the least of it.

However, there is always something you must leave on Allahs knees, as the Moslems have it. The question is, how much? And how much is your own responsibility? If we knew that, I daresay there would be a lot less shotted argument and sudden death.

Who should tell friend from foe in that ravine at night? There would be no moon for a long time, and then only at intervals between the racing clouds. No word of command could carry against or across the wind, and to that would be added the din of rifle-firing and the yells of excited hillmen. Yet, if we should postpone an attempt at rescue until dawn, it would be impossible to pretend our Waziris were Pathans, and we would be so out-numbered as to make fighting hopeless. Moreover, if King was right (and he usually is) by daylight the tribes would be swarming to hound the Waziris to death.

Allah be praised! It would seem to me Kangra Khans hour comes tonight! said Akbar bin Mahommed in my ear, exultingly. He seemed to see no danger in the prospect. As for thee, Ramm-is-den, that tooth is thy preserver. Allaho Akbar!

I answered him Allaho Akbar for courtesys sake; for I liked him better than scores I know, who use their tongues to murder with because they are afraid of knives. I wished him luck in his aim on Kangra Khan  another savage not by any means to be despised. And I wished them both at the devil, if that might do the rest of us the least good.

Thou art a Kaffir, Ramm-is-den! he yelled into my ear. It is great shame to doubt Allah! These be His ways to try the hearts of men. What is a fight, or the darkness, to the Lord of all? Whom He loveth He preserveth! Lo, he loveth me, and thou  thou hast the tooth!

He leaned across to slap me on the shoulder, and I have endured less tolerable pleasantries from gentler men. Then King came. He and Narayan Singh dropped down beside us, and we held a four-square conference in the hollow between tip-tilted rocks, King sitting where he could watch the cavern-mouth. His men were inaudible  invisible; but he said they were hiding all about us in the dark, and once I caught sight of a shadowy thing that might have been a rifle pointing upward.

You understand, said King, speaking Pushtu so that Mahommed bin Akbar might feel flattered, I must stay with the Waziris. Theyd run if I left them; and besides, Ive promised. Well engage as soon as the last of Kangra Khans men are out of the cavern. But if we just make a skirmish of it without a definite objective itll end in our just being scattered, and morning will see our finish. Im going to try to gain the cavern and hold it.

Theyll only blockade you in the cavern, I objected; but he swept the objection aside impatiently.

Well attend to the day, when day comes! he answered. You men have got to grab Miss Leich. Be good enough not to report to me without her, dead or alive. My objective is the cavern. Thats our rendezvous. Who goes to the cavern now, to tell them their friends have arrived and are waiting for them?

I! said Mahommed bin Akbar.

Good. But dont seem too positive, King advised him. Say you detected us in the dark, and that you think were the Orakzai contingent. Then suggest to them that Hajji is the man to find out for sure, because he has been to Mecca and was made immune from bullets. If they let him come on that errand you stay up there. The Hajji should arrange some sort of signal with them, to be made from here as soon as he discovers whether were friend or foe. Well make the agreed-on signal, of course, and when Kangra Khans men come out, get as close to the sahiba as you can. Keep her out of the way of bullets if possible. Look out for Ramm-is-den and Narayan Singh. Help them to rescue her. You understand all that?

Aye, he answered. But I should first slay Kangra Khan! His hour has come!

King did not answer. He sat still, as he always does when he feels himself up against insuperable difficulty; much too wise to argue, or to do anything except to wait for a fresh development. But it was I who held the whip-hand in that crisis, though I little guessed what a rod I was laying up in pickle for myself.

Slay Kangra Khan tonight, and you shall never have the Prophets Tooth! said I. For I will break it between rocks and throw the dust down-wind!

Nay, Ramm-is-den, that were a sin! he objected.

Unlike you, I am a sinful man! I answered him. I will do as I say. Tonight you must attend to the sahibas rescue, ignoring all other issues. Otherwise, no tooth!

Allah!

Allah witness it! said I.

After that there was no further argument. Akbar bin Mahommed, with the hillmans fatalistic recognition of an impasse, rose and went. King disappeared to talk with his Waziris, and Narayan Singh and I sat in silence watching the cavern-mouth. It was half an hour before we saw Akbar bin Mahommeds back against the fire-glow, where the men on the ledge appeared to be suspicious, for they gathered around him and gesticulated.

It was several minutes before we saw one man enter the cavern, and minutes again before he returned with someone who towered and bulked above them all and by his bearing might be Kangra Khan. There followed argument  gestures  much pacing to and fro  he who might be Kangra Khan breaking away from the others at intervals and striding to the end of the ledge, as if to try and peer into the ravine.

At last Grim came out, easily distinguishable from the others by his Arab dress. He and Kangra Khan stood full in the firelight, Grim stock-still, Kangra Khan gesticulating. Finally Grim disappeared from view. Kangra Khan returned into the cavern, and the others spread themselves along the ledge. At the end of another fifteen minutes Grim sat down in the dark between Narayan Singh and me.

Wheres King? he demanded.

King came presently, with two smelly Waziris at his back, who lay down on the rocks and watched us as if their eyes could burn up darkness and read our inner thoughts. They said nothing; gave us no greeting.

The plan is, said Grim, that if youre Waziris Im to trick you into staying here until morning, when in Allahs daylight Kangra Khans men and the neighbours hereabouts will deal with you. But if youre the Orakzai contingent on your way home, Im to build a fire where they can see it and show myself in front of it three times.

Fire, at once! King ordered; and the two Waziris who had followed him went off in search of anything whatever they might build it with.

Ten more minutes passed, and a pale moon began to glimmer through racing clouds over the summit of a ragged hill, before flames leaped up in a cleft among rocks on our right and Grim went to stand in front of it. He showed himself thrice as required, standing with his arms outstretched as if crucified. After the third time a man in the cavern-mouth took a fire-brand and waved it.

Now, you fellows! said King, and disappeared at once to manage his Waziris.

Then Grim, Narayan Singh and I laid our heads together for a last swift conference.

Theyll come down by a sort of ramp  rough going  that slants downward into the ravine from the righthand end of the ledge as we face it, said Grim. Most of their loads are at the foot of the ramp already, with a few on guard. But theres a path one man can climb at a time, that joins the ramp half-way up. Its so difficult they havent posted anyone to watch it. Joan Angela is watched by the women. I couldnt manage to get word with her, but I know she recognized me. As soon as they come out of the cavern the women will have to pick up loads. Kangra Khan is pretty sure to keep Joan Angela close by him, with a bodyguard of his best fighters. Our only chance is to lurk and surprise em. Its on Allahs knees. Weve one chance in a million. Are we all set? Good. Lets go!


CHAPTER 9. Sure, lend a hand!

NARAYAN SINGH praised a number of gods for what befell, and himself not at all. Grim and I thanked the wind, that tore down the ravine in gusts and solid waves of irresistible fury that a man could hardly stand against, making Kangra Khan believe that Allah had sent the blast to favour his own retreat northward under cover of darkness. Even the fierce tribesmen of that region were hardly likely to stir on such a night, and he reasoned, as we learned afterwards, that the Waziris would take advantage of the fury of the elements to scoot for home. Consequently none but his temporary allies, the putative Orakzai Pathans, could have signaled to him from below.

He added all that argument to his conviction of the Hajjis holiness and orthodoxy. But argument and conviction are alike dangerous on dark nights, or at any other time.

His men ignored the possibility of danger. Believing themselves well guarded against surprise by their allies in the ravine, they began to troop out of the cavern and down the ramp, carrying the few odds and ends of loads that had not already been stacked at the foot of the ramp in readiness. And those who were first at the bottom crouched down behind the loads to shelter themselves from the wind; coming out of a warm cavern, they doubtless felt it even more than we did.

Some of them carried lighted torches made of the resinous wood no longer needed for the fire  proof enough that they meant to march far and furiously, as otherwise they would have heaped the unburned fuel on the women. One group of six torchmen stood at the end of the ledge where the ramp began, perhaps to keep tally of the men who passed; and as we reached the foot of the nearly sheer side of the ravine we could see Joan Angela standing beside Kangra Khan in the torchlight.

She was still wearing the uleemas turban and a sheepskin jacket, but her hands appeared to be tied behind her, and somebody had robbed her of the long smock, so that she looked like a rather wretched boy in knickerbockers. There were no women near her; they were at work; but as the torchlight wavered in the wind we could see the shadowy forms of about a dozen riflemen  undoubtedly Kangra Khans picked bodyguard.

The chief himself seemed in desperate haste, and to be trying to instil the same ambition into his men. Once he seized a torch and beat the men who passed him, driving them with it in a hurry down the ramp. Then he returned and appeared to be speaking to Joan Angela, pretty roughly to judge by his attitude; but she stood up to him, as if afraid we might not recognize her from that distance, although the torchlight shone full in her face.

Then, with an imperious gesture to the handful of men who were watching, Kangra Khan went off with long strides down the ramp, presumably to try to get some kind of order out of the chaos among the loads. It was then that we began to climb, Grim leading, and I last. As the biggest and strongest, it was my job to be a stepping-block when the track proved otherwise impracticable. When they had used my shoulders to reach a higher perch they lowered Grims girdle for me, so we went up fairly fast.

Near the top was a narrow ledge shaped roughly like an oyster-shell, jutting out about five feet below the great ledge in front of the cavern. There was just room on it for the three of us, and there we crouched, partly protected by the wall that leaned outward above us, but unseen only because Kangra Khans men were overconfident. It was a dizzy perch, and there was a sensation as if the whole hillside were swaying in the wind. When I saw that the torchlight actually shone on Narayan Singhs rifle, I neither dared tell him of it for fear of being overheard, nor to try to move the thing lest one or other of us should lose his grip and go sliding off the smooth rock on to the fangs below.

Luckily for us the wind was playing ducks and drakes with acoustics, for otherwise the least noise we made would have betrayed us; and who could cling to that crazy ledge, let alone reach it, without making any amount of noise! We were breathing hard from the climb, for one thing; for another, the rocks unevenness was painful to hands and knees, and we had to keep shifting our weight. If we had been detected, one shove with a stick would have ended the careers of all three of us. I think if anyone had shouted at us suddenly from above we would have jumped out of our shivering skins and slid to death! There were certainly never three men who felt less heroic.

However, we received warning before a shout came, and had time to cling to one another and the rock, digging our fingers into crannies. Someone yelled against the wind in Pushtu that there was an approach unguarded. He came and stood above us with his back to the ravine, gesticulating and shouting at the torchmen. We could only catch about one word in ten that he said, but from the general drift of it he seemed anxious about the track we had climbed by. Apparently the others took no notice of him. He moved a pace or two along the ledge, and by screwing my neck around I could see the top of his head as he peered over; but he drew back instantly and went to yelling again at Joan Angelas bodyguard. I could not hear what he said.

He came back to his original position directly over us, still yelling, and, lying prone on his belly, leaned over. Then his face was just five feet above us, and I could see the dark outline of his turbaned head distinctly against the sky. I took aim with the pistol, but had to move to do it, resting my elbow in the Sikhs back; and as luck would have it, I slipped and almost fell off the ledge, so I did not fire, not caring to waste a bullet even in that crisis.

But I could not recover balance without getting to my knees. Then the others moved, and forced me to stand upright, so I reached up, meaning to seize the Pathans neck and pull him over. He drew back, and by that time the other two were standing upright beside me. I bent my knee for Grim to mount by, and he had his hand on my shoulder, when the Pathans face grinned within a foot of mine, and he almost screamed at me:

The tooth, Ramm-is-den! Have you the tooth?

That saved his life. This time it was Narayan Singhs sword that licked upward, and checked only in the nick of time.

Ho! the Sikh laughed in my ear, the gods are good to us! And his weight followed Grims on my knee. They scrambled on to the ledge and dragged me after them. And as if the whole thing had been timed by G.H.Q., as we got to our feet a very hurricane of firing burst out from the ravine below us.

I would like to tell exactly what happened then, but it happened so fast that a mans brain could hardly record it. We had the full advantage of surprise, and all the corresponding disadvantage that goes with it, not least of which is that every man acts then on impulse and reason hardly enters into the ensuing chaos. The torchmen began beating out their torches  all except one, who waved his flaming stick frantically as if hoping to summon friends from heaven knew where. By that light I saw one of the bodyguard seize Joan Angela to kill her with his tulwar, and my pistol bullet tore through the breadth of him under the arms as the tulwar was in mid-air. I saw her stoop and pick the tulwar up. Then darkness. The fool who was waving the torch had flung it down into the ravine.

We four rushed the bodyguard, and the howling wind seemed to change key as nine or ten tulwars whirled thrumming to stand us off. Those Pathans could see no more than we could. They depended on speed of swordsmanship to bar the way as it were with a wall of live steel. But one man fired his rifle at random in our general direction, and I went like a rock out of a catapult, straight for the flash.

I use my fist in times like that  instinct, I suppose. My left took the rifleman full in the mouth, and he went down like a poleaxed steer. The others followed through behind me, and that broke line, nerve, resolution  everything. The remainder was panic, or riot, or hell, or whatever you care to call it  hand-to-hand shoot, and slash, and butt-work in the dark, with the Sikhs sword striking fire on tulwar blades, and the gasping and grunting of desperate men in a shambles.

I heard Joan Angela cry aloud, and as I tore in to her aid she thrust out blindly with the tulwar and ran the point through the skin over my left ribs. I dont know how a man sees at a time like that. Forgotten, latent senses function. Two Pathans seized Joan Angela to carry her off. One clapped his hand over her mouth from behind, and the other seized her legs to stop her kicking. I used the pistol and missed both of them. The second man let go her legs and closed with me, groping for my eye to stick a thumb in it. I took him around the waist, up-ended him, and flung him over the ravine. I dont know where the pistol went, or how. I never gave it a thought until some time later.

I ran back for Joan Angela, and she was gone. Yelling for the others, with no hope of being heard against the wind, I rushed down the ramp, overtaking three men. Two went backwards over the ravine like ninepins as they turned and met my fist. The third fired at me, but too close. I knocked the rifle up, and he staggered backwards from a blow I landed on him somewhere, leaving the rifle in my grasp. Then he ran, and I swung for him with the butt-end, finishing that business.

That gave me a weapon, but the magazine was empty. I remember jerking out the empty shell as I ran, and sticking my thumb down into the magazine with a desperate notion of finding a cartridge jammed in there. I imagined Joan Angelas throat being cut in the darkness; for Pathans in a panic will do anything.

And panic there was. For down at the foot of the ramp where they had piled the loads the darkness was alive with spurting rifle-fire and the yells of the Waziris  both sides utterly desperate  none dreaming of quarter  and no control  no chance of it. Once I thought I heard Kings voice barking commands in a momentary lull, but that may have been delusion.

Then someone rushed by from behind me, and I thought he was Narayan Singh. I ran my best to overtake him, and the two of us charged neck and neck behind a line of Pathans who were kneeling along the edge of the ramp and pouring a useless fire into the ravine, each one yelling to the others he had killed a man forevery shot he fired. Bullets from below, as wild as theirs, were spattering on the cliff above our heads. I tripped over a mans legs and fell, rolling like a dead man down a steep, smooth place until a sharp rock knocked the wind out of me, and I lay there shamming dead for I daresay two minutes, until I could recover breath.

Then Narayan Singh, charging and sliding down the ramp, stumbled over me in turn, and I knew the first man had been either Akbar bin Mahommed or an enemy in flight. I pounced on Narayan Singh to let him know who I was before he plunged his sword into me.

The sahiba! he yelled. He was frantic  worse than I  neither man nor beast in that hour, but more like the embodiment of some ungoverned element.

Krishna! he screamed, and broke loose. The night swallowed him.

Then someone lit a torch down there among the loads  I suppose to give the Pathans a point to rally on. The Waziris yelled, and the man (or the woman, maybe) who held the torch went down under a hail of bullets. But before the light died I had seen Kangra Khan and three men on a rock at the foot of the ramp. No sign of Joan Angela. I clubbed the rifle, scrambled to my feet, and went for Kangra Khan, possessed of no thought, but an impulse.

I dont remember how I reached him. At that point there is a gap I cant bridge, of hideous, screaming night, all streaked with rifle-fire. Even in dreams theres a gap there, although most of the incidents of that night recur in sleep in intricate detail. The next I recall I was crouched beside Narayan Singh in pitch darkness under the bulge of the rock on which Kangra Khan stood, with the rifle like a club in one hand, and the other hand on the Sikhs shoulder, to take the time from him.

We sprang together, like fiends out of a hellhole. He ran a man clean through from behind with his sabre, and I clubbed another. A third swung for me with a tulwar, but missed his footing and fell off the rock. Kangra Khan fired a pistol and jumped for his life, but the Sikh caught his foot, and I closed with him.

Over we went, all three together, Kangra Khan under us, down into the hole the Sikh and I had sprung from. And now, as I write, I can hear myself yelling, Dont kill him! For the love o God dont kill him! I wanted news.

But it was easier to hold an eel than him, and he was stronger than any Pathan I have ever seen. Again and again he nearly broke away from us, but at last I got him in a stranglehold, and the Sikh seized his foot. We had him pinned then.

The sahiba! I gasped. Tell me where she is, or Ill break your neck! And I let him feel the pressure by way of evidence of good faith.

But I had to ease off to let him speak, although Narayan Singh twisted his foot to remind him of urgency. And it took him about a minute to gain enough breath. Then he coughed out a bark of a laugh, and answered me.

By Allah, I dont know! he said, and laughed again. Then the Sikh took a hand in earnest.

Have you got him, sahib? he asked. Then he let go the leg, and thrust the point of his bloody sabre in between Kangra Khans teeth, standing over the two of us, with his weight poised to drive the sabre home.

Speak, thou! Where is she? he demanded.

Kangra Khan moved his head a fraction clear, and spat before he answered.

By Allah, I dont know, I tell you!

The sabre went downward an inch.

Then you die like a dog! said the Sikh.

By Allah, I do not know!

He asked no mercy  made no appeal  betrayed no sign of weakness. Under my knee I could feel his heart thumping sturdily, and, though I could not see his eyes, I did not doubt they stared up as bravely as they had ever done. If he was lying he was much too big a fool to be a chieftain in those hills, for almost any tale would have sufficed to make us spare his life for at least a little while. And I do like a man who can face death in a dark hole without flinching. I would not have killed him in that way, without more proof than I had that he had slain Joan Angela. Perhaps he guessed that.

I bade Narayan Singh put up his sabre, and he obeyed me, for a wonder, for he was pretty well beside himself. He stood waiting with the sabre raised, to see what I would order next. And I surprised him.

Rope! I said.

It was a mad enough order to give a man on that night, in such surroundings. But Narayan Singh was in a mood to cut the heart out of the impossible. The wind lulled, and I heard his sabre thwack home twice. Then voices began calling for Kangra Khan, and one man nearly found us, lying on his belly on the rock that Kangra Khan had stood on to direct the fighting and peering down in all directions. I laid my hand on Kangra Khans mouth; not heavily; he understood the implication well enough. I surely would have killed him then, if he had cried out. But he made no sound, and the man went away.

In the lull of the wind I could hear a great change in the fighting. Lord knows how, but somehow, King had got control of most of his Waziris; and though there was nothing like volleys, there did seem to be a weight of firing all directed at one place. He had persuaded them to let the piled-up loads alone, and to attack the ramp. The Pathans, if not stampeding yet, were in a mind for flight, for I could hear some bawling to the women to bring the loads back to the cavern, and others crying out that they should take to the hills. Between them there was a prodigious rushing to and fro.

Then Narayan Singh came, and with him the moon, looking down on the scene between wild clouds. The Sikh had a long piece of rawhide. I turned Kangra Khan over and held him while Narayan Singh lashed his wrists.

Ill kill you if you make one unnecessary sound, I said in his ear, and then let him get to his feet while I peered around the rock.

There was a battle raging on the ramp above us that would have done the Titans good to watch. The moon showed most of it, but threw enough in shadow to give imagination rein. Kings Waziris were storming the ramp in flank, and about a dozen of Kangra Khans men were holding it with a nerve and courage that did them credit. The moonlight was against them. Those of Kings men who were covering the assault fired from shadow. Kangra Khans men were in full view, and using stones to hurl back the storming parties. There appeared to be two points of assault. Unless the Waziris had ladders, which was out of all question, they must be swarming on one anothers shoulders to reach the ramp; and the Pathans yelled and danced with excitement every time they aimed a stone by hazard true enough to hit the leader and hurl a whole storming party down. Those twelve or so Pathans were having much the best of it, but I saw four of them shot dead during the minute or two while I watched. Then it seemed by their excitement they had detected a new, more determined attempt. Four of them hurried for stones, and the rest began shooting fast at a target they could certainly not see, yelling to one another to correct the aim, and themselves trying to take cover against a steady hail of bullets that swept up out of the ravine. There could not possibly be more than twenty men making the assault, and perhaps ten firing from the dark to cover it, because there were some of Kings Waziris still shooting into the scrimmage where the loads were being shouldered, and King had said he only had about fifty men all told. But it doesnt need great numbers to make a fierce affair.

One man hurled a stone from the ramp that apparently hit the mark, for the Pathans broke cover and danced and yelled in chorus. But I heard Kings shrill whistle below, and another attack began immediately, covered by a hotter fire than ever. But in spite of the moonlight the odds were all with the Pathans. Four men could have held that flank of the ramp against a hundred unless there were some diversion.

So I had to be Diversion  Jack-in-the-box  Kismet on the flank of the Pathans! There was no alternative, unless I wished to see Kings Waziris hopelessly beaten off.

Guard the prisoner! I shouted to Narayan Singh; and, clubbing the rifle again, I scrambled out of the hole before fear, posing as discretion, should lay a restraining hand on me. It was then or never. In another minute any help would be too late.

So I charged into the moonlight, at the risk of being hit by the Waziri bullets, and the first the Pathans knew of my coming was when the butt of the rifle smacked like a poleaxe on the nearest mans head and he toppled overside, leaving room for my swing at the next, and the next.

And of that, I remember not much. It was battleaxe work, and my strength was what counted. Four or five of them charged me, and I stepped back where an overhanging buttress of the cliff made shadow, dodging as they slashed at me, and bringing down the butt with all the force I knew.

They told me afterwards Mahommeds Tooth preserved me. Maybe! Something did. I was untouched!

Someone found the path that Grim, Narayan Singh and I had climbed by. Kings second storming party reached the ramp by that route and came charging down on us. Then King and no other, with a shield made of wood in his hand to turn the defenders stones aside, and his feet on a Waziris shoulder, gained the top, and his party came scrambling after him. The Pathans took to flight, to add themselves to the chaos where the loads were. Lying, standing, kneeling, the Waziris fired savagely into that mess, sweeping the ramp and the rocks, and completing the stampede, if yells meant anything.

King and I both tried to stop them; he, because ammunition now was desperately short; I, because Narayan Singh was down there in the dark, with a prisoner who might mean more to us than a hundred men when it should come to daylight and a show-down. But it was slow work stopping them. The priceless, irrecoverable bullets were squandered for many minutes.

Wheres the girl? King demanded, when he got a chance to pay attention to me.

I told him I didnt know. He said nothing  pointedly. He displayed no interest when I told him we had Kangra Khan with his hands tied. He went on mastering his men, getting them posted to repel a possible return assault, singling out the wounded, sending them up to the cavern. There were nearly a score of wounded, several with scant chance of recovery.

There was no sense in arguing with King about Joan Angela. Besides, I was alone to blame. It was I who had had the opportunity to snatch her away from her guards  I who missed it. It was up to me to find her, and I turned and went, straight down the ramp again.

Two-thirds of the way down I met Narayan Singh leading Kangra Khan, who was coming quietly enough, aware that the Sikhs long sabre would stop midway the first shout he might attempt. I stopped them, and pushed them both back into the dark behind a boulder out of reach of stray shots.

Now, I said to Kangra Khan, tell me where the sahiba is, and as soon as Ive found her Ill let you go free.

He shook his head. Huzoor, I do not know! he answered.

Is she down there among your men?

As Allah is my witness, she did not pass me. I have not seen her since I left her well guarded near the cavern. She is slain, no doubt.

He looked nearly as despondent as I felt, for from his point of view Joan Angelas death meant the loss of an enormous ransom. But Narayan Singh was unconvinced.

I say kill him, sahib! he broke in. If she is dead, he slew her! Kill him, and then you and I together will search for her body below there.

But I felt fairly well convinced that Kangra Khan was telling truth; and never yet having murdered a prisoner I felt no disposition to begin.

Take him to the cavern, I said. Im going down alone.

Narayan Singh objected strenuously. He begged me to come with him to the cavern, arguing that Kangra Khan might otherwise escape  a manifest absurdity. He said if I would consent to that, he would return with me and protect me while I searched for the sahibas body.

For thou and I have campaigned together often. Thy honor and mine are one! he argued.

At last I consented to stay where I was while he led Kangra Khan to the cavern and returned to join me in the search. It did not amuse me to meet King again without Joan Angela dead or alive. My mental processes are no mans business but my own, and Kings opinion of me, though I value it, was not the issue. I am the man who must live with myself.

I waited an interminable time, listening to the scattered shots of some of Kings Waziris, who were peppering the enemys retreat and making it as difficult as possible to get away with the remaining baggage. Every minute seemed priceless, yet the Sikh did not come. I decided to go down alone, and had started, when I heard him come hurrying behind me. I put on speed then. To wait would only lose more time. He started to run, crying Sahib! sahib! So I ran, knowing he could overtake me; but I had nearly reached the bottom, and was by the rock where Kangra Khan had stood, when he laid a hand on my shoulder from behind.

Come, sahib! he said, and turned, and started running on his way back up the ramp.

Seeing I did not follow at once, he turned.

Come, sahib! Quickly! King sahibs request! he shouted.

What has happened? I demanded; but the wind blew the words back in my face, and if he heard me he did not answer. He stood there beckoning in the moonlight within easy range of the Pathans, and I suspected by his gestures he was grinning. It looked very much like a trick of his to prevent me from taking a long chance among the rocks. There are always plenty of friends to dissuade a fellow from the proper course. I turned my back on him, and started forward.

In a second he was in pursuit of me again, jumping and sliding down the ramp in a little avalanche of loose stones.

Come! he insisted. King sahib sends for you! And before I could ask for an explanation he was gone again, scrambling up the slide on hands and knees. Far up above me I could see King standing in the moonlight on the ledge before the cavern, talking to about a dozen men, of whom one looked like Kangra Khan, our prisoner. There seemed nothing in the way of excitement going on up there. But Narayan Singh beckoned and shouted: Come swiftly! King sahib waits!

I stepped out into the moonlight from the shadow of the rock, and climbed up on another rock to get a view of the surroundings. I was not up there a second before King caught sight of me  blew his whistle  and began beckoning violently.

I jumped down into shadow, still intending to go forward, but saw King himself and half a dozen men come hurrying down the ramp, and that decided me to wait and hear what they might have to say. I crawled back to the bottom of the slide and stood there in total darkness  perfectly invisible; but I could see all the ramp and the men who came down it.

Half-way down the ramp King stopped and blew his whistle. Narayan Singh stood up and waved his arms again, yelling, Sahib! sahib! I could not pretend after that, nor could King pretend, that I had turned back of my own free will. I was satisfied to go and discover what King had to say before continuing the search, at all events.

But the moment I stepped into moonlight, and he saw me coming, King started back, beckoning to me once and taking it for granted that I would follow him. He never once looked back to see whether I was coming. Neither did Narayan Singh wait, but scrambled to overtake King. So I climbed up the ramp all alone, in no hurry, disgusted at the turn of events, and sore with King, whom I suspected of having cold feet after as good as ordering me out on a forlorn hope.

But it was all very matter-of-fact up there. Nobody seemed disturbed, or to expect an attack before morning. They were loafing about cleaning rifles, and I saw smoke issuing from the cavern-mouth, and two Waziris climbed over the edge of the ramp with water slopping out of half-filled kerosene cans. If they dared use the well in the ravine it meant that the Pathans had drawn off further than I thought. That was not reassuring. It might mean that King had definite news that Joan Angela was already miles away.

I came up with him at last, feeling pretty well exhausted, for a good deal of the heavy work that night had fallen to my share, and my head had not properly recovered from that blow I received the first night.

Whats the news? I demanded.

Were all safe for tonight, he said simply, reaching out his hand for my blood-stained rifle. He examined it casually and tossed it over the cliff. Why not go in and rest? he asked, nodding his head in the direction of the cavern. Not answering, I stuck my hands into my pockets and accepted his advice.

There was a good fire in there. They had gathered what fuel the Pathans had left scattered about, and a brilliant flame was lighting up a great hole in the cliff that would have held a thousand men. Some wounded Waziris were sitting and sprawling around the fire, and towards the rear there were two people bandaging the rest, who were sitting with their backs against the wall, waiting their turn. One of the two was Grim. He turned his head as I passed the fire, and nodded a curt greeting.

I saw Joan Angela, I said, but they carried her off almost under my eyes. It was my fault. Can I help here?

Sure! Lend a hand, said a voice that made me nearly jump out of my skin; and Joan Angela looked up from tearing turbans into bandages to laugh at me. It was Jim here who carried me off. Come over here and get busy.


CHAPTER 10. Thou wilt have the blessed Prophets tooth, so who can harm thee!

MEN differ, as the pigs that perish, and all of us are brutes to some extent. We have a lower nature that obstructs the higher and persists in spite of all our boasted civilization.

Joan Angela, whose nature compared to mine is as a diamond to a hunk of coal, was her normal, natural, brave self again, no longer enjoying adventure, but making her absolute best of it; and I think she had utterly forgotten that incident down in the well. She looked at me, and spoke to me as to an old friend; and if she had never been more than an acquaintance, that might have passed muster.

But the devil of it was that she and I had been old friends. I value friendship more than anything on earth. It rankled in me  it had made of me that night a Berserker  that she should have dared think I would take advantage of her in any sort of circumstances. I did not answer her when she spoke. Her mere proximity filled me with a burning rage. For a minute or two I held a Waziri while Grim pushed his finger into a wound to feel for splintered bone; and when that job was done I turned my back on both Grim and her, and walked out. There was not the least excuse for it. I did it.

Outside, I met King come from posting his watchmen. Wheres Akbar bin Mahommed? I asked, chiefly for something to say.

Gone over to the enemy! he answered. By the way, he has your pistol...snatched it, I suppose, while the fighting was on.

I remembered then that Akbar bin Mahommed had passed me during the first rush down the ramp. But I found it hard to reconcile desertion with his earlier faithfulness, and said so.

Youre right, King answered, hes no deserter. Hes after that tooth, and Grim sent him to earn it. Hes a spy for us. Hell let us know before morning what the enemy intend.

He was looking at me curiously where the firelight streamed on both our faces.

Why dont you go and lie down? he said presently. You need a rest.

He said nothing of rest for himself, and I laughed at him. I told him it was his turn. I said I would stay there on the ledge and keep watch, while he turned in by the fire; and I think it was more to humour me than for any other reason that he went in and left me standing there. I bore a grudge against him too, because of his curtness when he came on me alive without Joan Angela. The mere fact that he had been justified meant as much to me as that Joan Angela had been unjustified. I would have quarreled with my own mother just then.

Narayan Singh came and sat down in the shadow of the cliff beside me. I resented it. He had had no right to play that trick on me, calling me back up the ramp without explanation, thus causing me to burst in like a fool on Joan Angela. I said nothing, savagely, for several minutes, but he undoubtedly divined my mood.

Wheres your prisoner? I asked at last, compressing into one short sentence all the discourtesy I could command.

At the back of the cavern, sahib. He is well guarded, he answered. Then, after a pause, during which I tried to think of some suitable rebuke: Our Guru saith: To fight for the oppressed is excellent; but let not wrath consume the spirit that has led thee!

I told him to go to the devil with his preaching, and he got up and walked away, too wise to argue.

There I sat, hour after hour, watching the moon change the shadows down in the ravine, listening to jackals and the lowering voice of the wind, that whined as if all the Pathan wounded were crying for help. But there were no discoverable wounded down there. Our Waziri women had pounced on quite a number of them before King could prevent, and their own women had found and carried off the rest.

Narayan Singh strode past me once or twice on a sentry-go of his own election. The third time he stopped as if to speak, but thought better of it and passed along. Five minutes later he saluted, military style.

Sahib, he said, sleep. For I need sleep. And sleep I will not until you have slept first.

That was the thin end of the wedge that entered my abominable mood and forced me back to a reasonable frame of mind. I began to argue with him, but made no headway, he assuring me that a Sikh can go without sleep for twice as long as a white man with less than half the ill effect. He was adamant  as gentle and firm and respectful as a well-trained nurse; and wise in the bargain.

You are stronger than I. We may all need your strength before morning. You should sleep first, for that if no other reason, he insisted.

So I yielded, and lay down where I was. I suppose it was he who threw a sheepskin over me, but I was fast asleep before that happened...so deep in slumber that I never heard a sound of Akbar bin Mahommeds coming. It was Grim, about an hour before dawn, who shook me awake.

Conference! he said. Youre wanted. Give me Mahommeds Tooth.

So I gave him the old tooth in its crumpled scrap of paper, and followed him into the cavern where Joan Angela, King, Narayan Singh, and Akbar bin Mahommed were already seated around the dying embers of the fire. Akbar looked mighty well pleased with himself, as if he had brought good news. I sat down between him and Narayan Singh, sideways to Joan Angela, so as not to have to look directly at her; and Grim took his seat facing me. King wasted no time on preliminaries. He called for Kangra Khan, who came from a dark corner of the cavern followed by four Waziris, and, at Kings invitation, sat down beside him, watched intently by the guards. Then King spoke up, dealing only with essentials, as his way is.

Akbar bin Mahommed got in touch with Kangra Khans men, who have bivouacked an hours march away at the north end of the ravine. They expect the Orakzai Pathans, for whom we were luckily mistaken, to join them soon after dawn. After that, they expect to return and attack us. They believe we must be short of ammunition. They count on cutting us off from water. They are sure we have very little food. They say our only way of escape is down into the ravine, where they can cut us up at leisure. On the whole, theyre about right.

However, Akbar bin Mahommed is a diplomatist. It seems that our Hajji Jimgrim promised him Mahommeds Tooth, and he sees the way, when he possesses that, to make himself a man of great influence. He has told the Pathans about the tooth; so their purpose now is to capture the Hajji and Miss Leich alive if possible, and to kill all the rest of us. But they are anxious about Kangra Khan too. Theyre afraid we might kill him. They feel their honor is entailed in saving his life if possible. But most of all they want the tooth. They believe its possession will make them prosperous and powerful, besides protecting them from other tribes on their way home.

Akbar bin Mahommed now makes this offer: If we will give him the tooth, he will be responsible for leading the Pathans away and letting us and the Waziris escape unattacked to the border. We are here to discuss the proposal.

The shameless dog would be a chief in my place! Kangra Khan growled, glaring at Akbar bin Mahommed, who met the gaze without flinching. Promises are wind that any rogue may belch forth! Give me the tooth, and I will take the promise on myself. Aye, I will fulfil it!

Kings eyes met Grims and mine and Narayan Singhs in turn. We all shook our heads. It was Grim who made the next proposal, speaking Arabic, which neither Kangra Khan, Akbar bin Mahommed nor Joan Angela understood.

Suppose I take the tooth and go with Akbar bin Mahommed. Then if he keeps his word, and you reach the border safely, Ill give him the tooth, and you can exchange Kangra Khan against me.

But we voted that down instantly. Hajjis are respected in the hills, but murder is sport and art, and a murderer would argue that possession of the Prophets Tooth would cleanse all sin from his soul. They would kill Grim and then, with the tooth by way of absolution, would attack, and wipe us out. It looked like an impasse. There seemed no solution either way. We might have trusted Kangra Khan, perhaps; but Grim had promised the tooth to Akbar bin Mahommed, and we were not a treaty-making government to cancel promises at our own convenience.

Akbar bin Mahommed, suspicious of the Arabic, began to doubt our good faith.

What manner of men are ye, to make a bargain with me and then break it? he demanded in Pushtu; and at that comprehension dawned on Kangra Khan.

Oho! he exclaimed. By Allah! That way blows the wind! Ye have bargained to give the Prophets Tooth to this worrier of dung-heaps? Give it to him, if he is fit for it, but let him prove his fitness first! Let him fight me  here  now  for the chieftainship! Clear a space and give us weapons!

At that, Akbar bin Mahommed drew my pistol. I knocked it from his hand, but only in the nick of time. The blow nearly broke his wrist.

Allah reward thee, Ramm-is-den! said Kangra Khan graciously. But Akbar bin Mahommed hugged his wrist, and eyed me from another aspect.

That man is a liar and a traitor! Kangra Khan said, pointing his finger at Akbar bin Mahommed. I am a man of my word, and ye know it! Lo, give him the tooth, and send him forth with me. Ye and the Waziris shall go safe to the border, Allah is my witness.

That was a handsome enough offer. Of all the long chances we might choose from, the prospect that Kangra Khan might literally keep his word contained the least improbability. But Akbar bin Mahommed had risked his life on our behalf more than once, and we would have been curs if we had accepted the proposal as it stood.

Joan Angela piped up, sitting with her arms round her knees, and staring with great tired eyes across the embers at Kangra Khan.

I think Kangra Khan is a man, she said. I believe he would keep a promise.

Kangra Khan bowed his head ever so slightly in acknowledgment. He was not too pleased to be championed by a woman; yet his situation was nearly as desperate as ours, and he welcomed any hint of an approaching solution. He eyed Joan Angela intently as she continued.

Why not ask him to promise to do his best to find a way out of this difficulty, and then let him go. Hed be an ingrate if he failed us, and I dont think he has that in him.

There was silence. It was a daring suggestion, but it rang true. If we let him go, and he deceived us, gone was our only hostage. He and his men could get possession of the tooth by cutting us off from food and water and attacking in their own good time. Yet, if he were a man of his word...

By Allah! he broke in, the woman has the right of it! Keep ye your promise, and lo, I keep mine! Give ye the tooth to Akbar bin Mahommed. Let me go. I promise ye shall reach the border unmolested...ye and the Waziri!

There was a fly in that amber somewhere. Akbar bin Mahommed detected it instantly.

That is for them. As for me? he asked pointedly.

Dog! Thou wilt have the blessed Prophets Tooth, so who can harm thee?

From a hillmans viewpoint that was unanswerable. It placed us in the horrible dilemma of having to stand up for the tooths authenticity or else, by admitting it would not protect Akbar bin Mahommed, to throw away our lone chance. We simply did not dare to drop a hint that the tooths power was not miraculous, and Kangra Khan, continuing, rubbed that fact home.

Hah! It has saved the sahiba! Hah! Were it not for the tooth, would a handful of dogs of Waziris have beaten off me and my men? By the Prophet, whom may Allah bless, who art thou, thou dog, to have no faith in it?

Time was precious. Dawn would bring about the meeting of Pathans and a view of the ramp and the cavern  our predicament and our small numbers. We had to agree on something swiftly.

We will take you at your word, said King, and stood up, holding out his hand to Kangra Khan. They shook hands across the dying embers of the fire, but Kangra Khan waited, and there was awkward silence for a moment, until King detected what the matter was. He went and picked up my pistol (which was really Grims) that I had knocked out of Akbar bin Mahommeds hand, and offered it to Kangra Khan butt-first. The Pathan accepted it, but waited yet.

King looked about him. He could hardly take a knife from a Waziri, and Kangra Khans own had vanished in the dark when we had captured him. But one of our fellows had died of his wounds at the back of the cavern; Grim went and looked for his tulwar, found it, and brought it back to King, who offered it to the Pathan hilt-first. It was a brute of a weapon, weighing twenty pounds at a guess, with a rather curved blade, and beautifully worked with silver wire to keep the hand from slipping. Kangra Khan seized the hilt, and King laid his hand on the blade.

By the Name of Names, I swear! said Kangra Khan. Then he stuck the tulwar into his waist-cloth, bowed to us all as stately as the devil, turned on his heel, and swaggered out.

Hes our only chance, said King, not too enthusiastically.

Huh! Ye should have trusted me, said Akbar bin Mahommed, kicking at the embers.

Joan Angela crossed to my side of the fire. I backed away, but she followed. None heard us.

Im sorry, Jeff! she said simply.

So am I! I answered.

I was down in the well in the dark, and...

So was I, I said. I went down because it never entered my head youd doubt me. I wont repeat the mistake.

She said no more, but stared at me for several seconds with those great grey eyes of hers, then went and joined the others. I walked out on the ledge and watched the dawn come.


CHAPTER 11. So let us fight.

WE breakfasted off goat, singed by Grim over resinous and smoky firebrands, washed down with water tasting of frog-spawn or something similar that had a natural right to be in it. Then the fire went out, and the wind rose, and it was cold. We felt like ship-wrecked mariners, and watched an aeroplane away over near the horizon, circling and circling without a chance of seeing us, nor any prospect of our being helped in time, even if we were seen. For the Pathans were on their way toward us from the other direction, taking their time about it, keeping cover, well aware, too, of that fowl-that-laid-eggs-on-the-wing.

Their scouts were in a screen below us very soon after dawn, but the sun was well up over the hills before the main body arrived. They had been reinforced by the Orakzai contingent, and for lack of anything better to do I counted upwards of three hundred of them. They took cover just out of practical rifle-shot, with their left flank on the well  our only source of water, of which we had stored two kerosene cans and eight or nine earthenware crocks full  about enough to last until next day, unless we should have to wash wounded.

Our Waziris were in the depths of despair. About half of them wanted to bolt, and the other half were in favour of opening fire with their remaining ammunition and then charging down to die.

For let us die like men and please the Prophet...not as cattle in the byres in famine time!

We did not dare to encourage them with lies about the tooth. That course would have made them fanatical. They would then have charged ten times the number with hardly a moments hesitation. King kept them quiet by telling them he had a ruse in store, appealing to their sense of cunning, never far below the surface.

It was after nine oclock when someone waved a white cloth from a rock in the ravine, and we answered it. They waited for us for half an hour to go down to them, but we were not such fools as that; so at last Kangra Khan, with eight bearded giants at his back, came climbing up the ramp and halted in front of us, where we sat in line in the midst of the cavern-mouth. Our Waziris, some in the cavern, and some outside, hung around on the alert, as nervous as a pack of wolves. Akbar bin Mahommed stood behind us, showing his teeth in a grin mixed of apprehension and bravado.

By Allah, I have come! said Kangra Khan.

Why not? Did you not promise? answered King.

Aye. I keep my promises. Ye go free. But ye must leave the rifles. I have promised those to my men. And as for the Prophets Tooth, that man  (he pointed to Akbar bin Mahommed) must fight me for it!

That was not in the bargain, said King.

Nay, there was nothing in the bargain said about it. Neither yes, nor no. Therefore he must fight me for the tooth, since I say so.

I have not yet given him the tooth, said Grim.

What odds? said Kangra Khan. Give it to him now. He shall come down there  (he made a sweeping gesture in the general direction of the ravine) and fight me  he who would be chief in my place! Then, if he wins, let him make himself chief! He shall have fair play. When the fight is over, ye shall all go free.

It was all obviously prearranged. The eight stalwarts who stood back of him were grinning in the way men do who know they have you in a trap.

You cant allow that! said Joan Angela nervously. Jeff! You cant allow Akbar to be killed on our account.

She spoke to me because she knew me best; but in my mean mood she seemed to be singling me out as the one who most needed instruction in ethics. It added fuel to the anger that still smouldered in me. Akbar bin Mahommed blew on it.

How can I fight? he demanded. Ramm-is-den injured my wrist.

I have promised my people there shall be a fight, said Kangra Khan. So fight there must be!

He did not frame the inference in words, but his gesture as he jerked his head towards the men below, and the truculent manner of the chieftains he had brought with him, left little to the imagination. There would be a fight or a wholesale slaughter, and we might suit ourselves. So I stood up. I did not consult the others, and I was careful to turn my back on Joan Angela.

Its true I hurt Akbar bin Mahommed, I said. Fight me instead!

Nay, fight me! said Narayan Singh, and leapt to his feet beside me.

Dont, Jeff! Do sit down! implored Joan Angela; and she could not have said anything to make me more determined.

Leave this to me, sahib! urged Narayan Singh; but I gripped him by the arm and swung him back behind me.

Is it for the tooth? asked Kangra Khan.

Yes, I said, since Im fighting for Akbar bin Mahommed. Let the terms be stated, though. You name them.

The men at his back were delighted. They grinned like a row of devils, and it was clear enough my challenge would have to be accepted or Kangra Khan would lose izzat. And his izzat means to a Pathan of breeding more than his religion. King and Grim sat saying nothing. There was nothing they could say that would have been of the slightest use.

These be the terms, said Kangra Khan: If I slay thee, I take the tooth. Slay me, and keep it. Then he added in English, so that his own men might not understand: It is a lie about the tooth, but it will serve, and I can use it. That man  (he nodded at Grim) may be a Hajji, but

He did not finish the sentence. It was Grim who jumped into that breach. He spoke English too.

Keep faith! he warned. Win the tooth, and when we reach the border safely I will procure a writing to prove that the tooth is authentic. But if you lose it, and do not keep faith, I will admit I am a fraud and you a fool. Your men will kill me then; but not until then, because I am a Hajji. They will laugh you to scorn.

Kangra Khan nodded. It was perfectly easy to read what was passing in his mind. He wanted the title of Ghazi  slayer of an infidel  which would make him the unchallengeable leader of perhaps a dozen villages; and the tooth, if he could keep up the fable about it, would make him a match for the mullahs, who are thorns in the sides of chieftains.

I have sworn in the Name of Names to keep faith, he said simply. Moreover, I have a bone to pick with Ramm-is-den, who took me by surprise and thinks he is as strong as I am! So let us fight.

King and Grim had altogether too much faith in my prowess. They regarded it as a foregone conclusion that I could beat the Pathan, for they had both seen me in action. On more than one occasion it had been my physical strength and skill with old-fashioned weapons that had pulled Grim out of a tight place, and in all our adventures it had always been understood that each should contribute his utmost at any moment. The account was much better than square. Grims brains had saved me scores of times; and King had saved us all by making friends of the Waziris. But Joan Angela took another point of view.

Jeff, I wont have you take this risk on my account! she said.

She looked miserable and indignant. I did not even answer her.

Where shall the fight be? And what weapons? I asked.

Below there, in front of all my men, he answered with a jerk of the head towards the ravine. I fight with this tulwar. And he drew from his sash the weapon King had given him when we set him free.

My sahib fights with this! said Narayan Singh, seizing his long sabre midway down the scabbard and holding it on a level with his eyes. Whereat all nine Pathans grinned hugely; as a weapon they considered it contemptible.

Kangra Khan saluted me with an air of mock respect, and turned on his heel to swagger away with his chieftains.

I will wait for you below. No hurry. By Allah, Rammis-den, death waits for one of us, and I feel foreknowledge of long life in me!

King became busy at once with our Waziris, for they crowded him, asking for explanations, and he had to instruct them very carefully. An ill-considered move on their part, or a mistake at the peak of excitement, was likely to upset everything and bring on massacre; for Kangra Khans authority was none too absolute. Grim reinforced him, and the two had their hands full, the Waziris bitterly resenting the proposed surrender of their rifles. They swore they would rather die where they were, fighting. There was mutiny, until King promised them a brand-new rifle apiece when they should come to British territory.

Meanwhile, Joan Angela clung to my arm; and, boor though I had been to her, I was not brute enough to throw her off. She begged and implored me not to fight.

There were no tears in her eyes, and she did not sob or act hysterically, but she said she would much rather go down below there and be killed than to have me killed on her account, while she looked on.

Dont look, then, I advised her.

Jeff, she said, youre still nursing that grudge against me! Ive admitted I was wrong. Ive begged your pardon. I know youre a man who would never take advantage of a woman in a situation like that. I was alone in the dark, in a well, and my nerves were on end...cant you...wont you understand that?

I did understand it perfectly. But I did not answer.

Dont you love me, Jeff? she asked.

That question from Joan Angela was more surprising than if all those mountains had suddenly been swept away. I turned at last and met her eyes  the same, good, friendly grey eyes they had always been, as true and honest as the year is long.

We all love you, I answered.

Jeff, I want you to marry me. Youre not to go down there and be killed. Youre to live and marry me. Theres some other way out of this. There must be!

Thats kind, Joan, I answered. You make me very sorry I was so damned rude. But the sacrifice is much too great, and Im not worth it. Id be still less worth it if I accepted it. Besides, I have passed my word to fight the man.

Jeff, I mean it! You asked me once and I refused. Now I ask you.

To keep me from fighting! I said, trying hard to grin at her. It takes more manhood than I have to appear unaffected by Joans arm on my shoulder and her lips and eyes as near as need be.

I mean it, Jeff!

Dear girl, I said, Im grateful for the honour, but I dont believe you.

Jeff, Im telling you the truth!

Joan, I said, you tell that to the Horse Marines; or tell it again to me when this fights over.

All right, she said, suddenly releasing me and stepping back. Get into the fight then, and win! Have you forgiven me?

Words would have been a lame reply to that. I deliberately strode two paces up to her and kissed her twice  the first time I had ever done that and, I dont mind betting, the last. Someday I expect to meet the man who has the right to kiss her; and Ill envy him.

I had forgotten Narayan Singh. Those were all-absorbing moments. He stepped forward grinning, with the sabre in both hands, hilt towards me.

Now the sahib will fight like the warriors of old! he said. Observe, this sabre is a good one. But beware how you take the full weight of that tulwar on the guard. In distance you have the advantage. At close quarters weight and cutting-edge are in his favour. Bear that in mind, sahib!

He knew my shortcomings. He and I have practiced sword-play by the hour together, and though I can beat him to his knees by sheer strength when I get close enough, he usually ends an afternoon by pinking me neatly pretty nearly where he will.

Now it is no matter of laughter over a dozen bruises, he warned me. Tulwars cut deep. He will count on the edge. Use thou the point.

Well, it was no use waiting. I looked to my shoes, which were worn by the rough work on the rocks. Narayan Singh cut frayed leather away, and retied the laces firmly, cutting off the ends, for more fights than a few have been lost by clumsy footwork. I took the sabre, leaving the scabbard with Narayan Singh, and led the way down the ramp. The others followed, except King, who stayed with the Waziris to prevent them from approaching too close to the Pathans. By the time we reached the foot of the ramp most of our wounded were perched in a row like vultures on the ledge, and King and the rest of the Waziris had descended by the short cut, to squat like fans in the bleachers along a ledge low down.

The battleground was chosen already. Kangra Khan stood waiting there, swinging his heavy tulwar, with the black breast-hair showing through a gap in his cotton shirt. He grinned at sight of me, and the Pathans in groups on every near-by rock set up their battle-cry Allaho Akbar! until the hills echoed it. King kept our Waziris silent somehow, and receiving no defiant answer the Pathans grew still.

They had picked out the only nearly level spot available  a sheet of smooth rock, crossed by a couple of layers like steps a few inches high. The rock was rather slippery, and sloped upward towards his end. Moreover, he had the sun behind him. But you cant expect a Pathan to understand the niceties of fair play.

Joan Angela, pale as a ghost, took her seat on a rock between Grim and Narayan Singh, with her arms around her knees. She had used the white uleemas turban to make bandages for the wounded, and her hair was all down over her shoulders, making her look younger, but forlorn  you might say shipwrecked.

I threw off my sheepskin jacket and gave it to her to hold, but she put it on over her shoulders, for the wind was blowing hard and laden with bitterness from far-off ledges where snow never thawed. She did not speak. Grim laughed for his own encouragement and mine.

Rammy, old top, he said, be quick for the Lords sake. We want to go home!

I made some sort of lame joke in reply, and noticed Akbar bin Mahommed picking his way leisurely towards us over the rocks; he waved his hand, not exactly reassuringly. Then I strode out to meet Kangra Khan.

He began at once to show his swordsmanship, no doubt to scare me. He could whirl that heavy tulwar so fast that it was invisible and sang like a dynamo. He could change hands while he did it, never checking speed, bending his body the while in all sorts of supple curves. His men set the ravine echoing again with their approval, and there were cat-calls directed at me, along with prayers to Allah to assist their chief.

But I have always thought that sort of display is rather unwise, for it gives your opponent a line on your strength and your weakness; and applause leads to excitement, which saps swordsmanship. A swordsman should be an enigma. I could see he was puzzled because I did not complain about the sun in my eyes, or make any fuss, but stood on guard in silence, waiting for him. The only sound from my side was the voice of Narayan Singh:

Keep the hand low, sahib! Let the blows glance! Point!

Then Kangra Khan came on like a whirling dervish, swinging at me as if my head were meat on a butchers block. I side-stepped him, and he had to check his swing midway to guard my lunge, that even so laid one of his rib-bones open. The speed of his rush took him past me, and now the advantage of the sun was mine.

Bohut atcha! cried Narayan Singh. The hand lower, sahib! Wait for him!

I did not have to wait long. The Pathan was stung, and furious. He had to show his men the hurt was nothing and his spirit none the worse for it. He came on with a sort of hop, like a shot-putters, one leg advanced, whirling the tulwar slowly; and his shift as he came within reach of my point was like lightning.

Watch low! cried Narayan Singh, and a swipe at my legs glanced off the sabre that would have shorn them both through had they been there. His recovery was marvelous, and my point missed his shoulder by a foot. Then I went for him, driving him backward along the rock with blow after blow that brought sparks from his tulwar, while Narayan Singh cried, Steady, sahib! Steady! It was foolish. I was playing the Pathans own game. He ducked and swerved suddenly, gave me the sun in my eyes again, and I felt blood flowing from my neck. The point, sahib! The point! yelled Narayan Singh. It was easier said than done, for we were breath to breath, and the tulwar blows were aimed like hail. But I knocked the tulwar up at last, and gave him the hilt in his teeth, which sent him reeling on his heels and brought my point in play. However, he still had the sun in his favour.

Youre not hurt! yelled Grim. That cuts nothing. But I could tell by the tribesmens yelling that they thought otherwise; and Kangra Khans grin was not wholly due to the blow I had landed on his mouth. He spat out a tooth and came on again.

But now I took warning and stuck to the point, he swiping and dodging in efforts to reach me, yet giving ground foot after foot as I lunged, with Narayan Singhs voice in my ear

Hand low, sahib! Slower recover!

Then I used an old trick and he fell for it. After a lunge that forced him to give ground I left my right leg well advanced, and he swung for it with all his might, while his men sent up a yell that pierced the sky. But the leg was not there when he struck, and the force of his blow made swift recovery impossible. I used the edge then, laying his shoulder open handsomely. He barely saved his life by clever footwork and a back-handed upward blow with the tulwar that was as clever as anything I have ever seen. I had the sun of him again, and took full advantage of it, raining blow after blow on him that kept him on his heels. Then he set one foot wrong on the ledge that crossed the rock, and threw himself flat on his back rather than be run through. In silence, in which you could have heard a pin drop, I set my point at his throat and stood over him. He did not cry for quarter, but lay glaring up at me with eyes that I pitied. I have seen a hunted animal look that way.

Good, Jeff! Very good! I heard Joan Angela.

But it was not so good. There were the tribesmen to consider, and none but Kangra Khan to hold them to their word. That look in his eyes was a savages. He was ashamed to be beaten so easily. Hate, and his notions of honour, our helplessness, and the obvious fact that a cry from him would bring the tribesmen down on us to end the whole affair in the shortest, simplest way, were among the odds I had to reckon.

I stepped back raising my point, and signed to him to rise, returning to my own end. I even gave him his own ground with his back to the sun, saluting him as he retired to have his wound attended. He answered the salute, and it had an excellent effect on the tribesmen; they did not applaud, but they murmured, and I could actually feel the change of attitude towards myself, as if it were a concrete thing that stirred the atmosphere. It began to look as if another round or two might win their friendship.

However Grim who came to my corner with Narayan Singh to staunch the blood flowing from my neck, brought bad news  worst imaginable.

The tooths gone! he said. While I watched you, Akbar bin Mahommed stole it from the pocket in my sleeve! He has sneaked away with it.

Find another! I suggested.

Where? How? A green tooth wont do. Grim was all at sea. His nerve seemed to have failed him. Without that tooth were done for. Akbar bin Mahommed can show it to them, and

Break a false one out of your plate! I answered. I had never known Grims fertile imagination to fail in a crisis before, but there comes a time when the best of us succumb to nerves, and the mark of a good man then is the speed with which he regains self-command.

Narayan Singh mopped up the blood on my neck and poured into my ear the abstract of a long experience.

You should have slain him, sahib! Never mind. Slay him the next time, unless he is so badly hurt as to be helpless. That cut you gave him is nothing much, and now he will be like a wolf at bay. Beware of him! He is cunning; and he will seek to regain the admiration of his men! Stick to the point, sahib! Put the sun in his eyes, and keep him at a distance! The gods are good, and seek to discredit Allah, but they are wise and dislike foolishness! Use only the point, sahib! When you lunge, be swifter, and recover much more slowly, keeping your eye on his eye. Never mind that thing he wields; you have the better weapon. Watch his eyes! Now!

A roar went up from the Pathans as Kangra Khan stepped out on the rock again. His shirt was a mass of blood, but there was lots of liveliness about him, and he swung the tulwar once or twice, by way of challenge, with all the old skill, making the blade thrum. I walked out to meet him, stood on guard and waited. He crouched low, and waited too, inviting me to attack, but I did not accept the invitation.

Suddenly he rushed in, mowing like a scythe-man at my legs. He forced me to stoop to guard myself. As I crouched lower and lower, playing the waiting game, he watched his chance and, letting my point pass through his shirt (it grazed his ribs), sprang for my neck, and with a jerk of his left hand nearly threw me forward on my face. Before I could quite recover and turn he was down on me with the tulwar. I caught the blow on the guard and it snapped the sabre-blade clean off. I heard Joan Angela scream. The Pathans began yelling and dancing like devils in hell-fire; and I felt the sting as the tulwar blade hit home, gashing me from hip to thigh. But I did not fall, and I did crash the hilt like a cestus into his teeth. He reeled backward, and I closed with him. We went to the rock together, he under me, and I rained blows on him with the hilt, while he struggled to get his right arm free and cut my throat with the tulwar.

Smash him, Jeff! Oh, smash him! Grim yelled. Crush his guts!

Get the tulwar, sahib! roared Narayan Singh. Throw that hilt away and get the tulwar!

I let the hilt go, for that gave me two hands, and I felt my strength oozing through the wound. The sole chance left me was speed and sheer strength. I dazed him with blows to the head and then, failing to seize the tulwar, got a hold on his jaw and tried to break his neck. I got my thumb on his windpipe. Over and over we went. He broke the head-lock  nearly broke my grip on his right forearm, chopping me badly in a dozen places  then yelled in agony as I got both hands on his wrist and he had to let the tulwar go.

Then to get the tulwar! Slimy with each others blood, we rolled and strained and fought to reach it, while the Pathans danced in circles around us, yelling themselves hoarse. We were both growing weak, I bleeding worse than he, which gave me a strange advantage; his hand slipped wherever he gripped me. To offset that he set his fingers into a cut in my arm, and the agony of that spurred me to a last prodigious effort. I knew it was my last. He had me beaten if I failed. I gripped him round the waist, pinning one arm, whirled him, staggering to my feet, and hurled him into the midst of his yelling men. Then the world seemed to slide out from under my feet; I sat down backwards, still more or less conscious, but weak, and without even will to recover.

What followed was like the vivid details of a nightmare, in which I seemed to have no part except as the arena in which opposing arguments struggled for the mastery. I felt Narayan Singhs arms, and Joan Angelas, but nothing seemed to matter, even when King came, and I recognized his voice quite close to me. He was talking with Grim to windward  in low tones, probably  but the wind carried both voices, and my hearing-sense was all at sixes and sevens. Joan Angelas voice in my ear seemed a mile away, and her words were a jumble; Kings and Grims were perfectly distinct.

He stole the tooth.

Who did?

The Waziri who killed Akbar bin Mahommed. Then three more Waziris fought him for it, and between them they lost it. Its gone. Are your fingers strong? Quick! Pull out one of my teeth! That was King.

Then Grim: A green tooth wont do! Wait  Ive got it! Stand in front of me!

Then I heard, as distinctly as I now can hear the ticking of the clock on the wall above me, the crack as Grim broke up two hundred dollars worth of U.S. dentistry.

The biggest one! said King. Quick! Theyre coming! Give me the rest  Ill hide them.

Then a war of words, in which izzat and shirm predominated, along with excited argument about Waziri rifles. I know now what happened, but then it seemed no possible concern of mine.

Kangra Khan was too beaten and weak to control the Pathans, until Kings experienced fingers bandaged him and chafed him back to full consciousness. There were men there who considered themselves his formidable rivals for the chieftainship who would have preferred to see him dead. But King helped him to the middle of the battle-rock, and Grim presented him with the tooth, wrapped in a page of Persian notes extracted from his memorandum book. After that it was only a question of whether Kangra Khan would keep his word; no Pathan dared disobey him, now that he had the Prophets Tooth to curse or bless with.

Our Waziris refused point blank to keep their part of the agreement, and therein lay the difficulty. They refused to surrender their rifles, offering rather to do battle, man for man, with the Pathans. The idea of single combat had taken hold, and challenge followed challenge. It was King and Grim, pouring wise words into Kangra Khans ears, who managed the business finally. Our Waziris were allowed to take their rifles with them over the British border (where they were confiscated promptly by the authorities, for various and sundry reasons, including the good one that every single rifle was originally stolen).

And to their honor be it written that, though we had two-score Waziris who could stand and march and bear a load, they were eight Pathans who carried me to the border on a stretcher made of poles and sheepskin. And they have sent a deputation since, to tell me I am free of all their country; although I dont intend to test that generous laissez passer.

Joan Angela came and nursed me in the hospital, and when my great heap of thews and bones turned atavistic and recalled the caveman trick of recovery from what commonsense would say was certain death, she renewed her offer, very gently and sincerely.

But my head, as well as my heart, was functioning by that time.

God knows, I said, Ill wear your offer in my hat until I die, and will try to live up to it. But Im a middle-aged man, of middle-class means. Youre a young girl, with millions, and all your life in front of you. Theres the right man somewhere. I wont wrong him  or you.

She said she was in earnest, and she was undoubtedly. But so was I, and Im the man I have to live with. So we parted good friends. And if any of you ever chance to meet Joan Angela and win her friendship, you may take it from me, you are fortunate; her friendship is stronger and longer, and has more grain in it than most have nowadays.

THE END
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I. WELL MET!

This is an immoral story. It proves without intending to that the best of us are weak, and the worst have elements of decency that overwhelm them when the gods get ready; none of which, of course, is orthodox. But orthodoxy is missing from the calculations of those Powers that rule us whatever gods there be as Swinburne calls them.

Cottswold Ommony is incorruptible according to report. Report is wrong. They say  the Press particularly says it and infers it, nearly every morning  that Meldrum Strange is a billionaire with brains but no heart; that his heart, if he has one, is made of iron filings; that his belly is of brass, and his feet of clay; that his friendship is imaginary, but his enmity a bitter and appalling truth; that he lacks remorse, but has insane ambition; and that his superficial outward resemblance to General Ulysses Grant was devised by Satan expressly to bring the memory of that gallant soldier into disrepute.

Unexplainably in the circumstances, Meldrum Strange has friends, and Cottswold Ommony has enemies. We, who view all life accurately, classing this man as a hero, that man as a villain, may wonder; but the fact is so. Ommony stands for nearly all the things that Meldrum Strange objects to, including the heresy that more than enough is much; Strange never had enough, and loves power of money, which Ommony despises, like the rest of us he has to bow to it quite often. Ommony approves of individual liberty whereas Strange believes that all men should be beaten into ploughshares for uplifting use by their betters. They met, and there was no explosion, which is the most remarkable circumstance; but much else happened.

Charlie Wear began it. Charley stepped from a first-class compartment (it was labelled first-class) on the single-track branch of the Bombay and Southern Railway that winds among hills and trees until it makes a short cut through the forest where Ommony lives at intervals and is almost king.

Charley smiled at the naked legs of a porter nearly twice as large as himself, and sent up word on the back of a calling card that he had come, and would Mr. Ommony care to see him. So Ommony, who cares about everything interesting under the sun, sent the tonga. Less than an hour later Charley jumped off the back seat of that prehistoric vehicle, pitched his valise on to the lower step of the verandah (having not got used yet to being waited on) and is aware of Ommony taking his time about rising from a chair under the stags antlers on the verandah. Three dogs came down and made instant friends with Charley, while a fourth took guard.

Well met, said Ommony. Come up.

So Charley climbed the seven steps, shook hands, and sat in a canvas chair, while an enormous staghound sniffed him over carefully and Ommony filled a pipe.

You like it here? asked Charley.

Ive liked it for twenty years, said Ommony, observing that Charley stroked the staghounds ears without waiting for introductions  a thing very few strangers dare attempt. Have you had breakfast?

Forgotten what it ud feel like! Ate dead goat yesterday afternoon at a junction restaurant.

Ommony sent for the butler, gave orders, and turned to his guest again.

Youve come to stay, of course?

If thats agreeable. You got my letter?

Yes, but you didnt say much. Tell me who you are.

Nobody important. Strange hired me to travel with him, but I havent seen him in two weeks. He sends me ahead. Time he gets to a place Im miles away.

I begin to understand, said Ommony without changing his expression. Youre here in advance of Meldrum Strange to

Dope you out? Lord, no! I did that coming up the steps. Youre O.K.

Thanks, said Ommony, without a trace of sarcasm, and sat still, smoking, looking at his guest.

They resembled each other as much as a terrier does a grizzly. Ommonys short beard disguises the kindest mouth and the firmest chin in Asia. His shoulders have stood up under responsibility for so long that the stamp of that is on them permanently. He is staunchly built, muscled up, and is exactly in the prime of life  an age that varies with individuals.

Charley Wear, on the other hand, with no more than five feet seven to boast of, and not much more than a hundred pounds of it, shows twenty-three years and weasel alertness on a clean-shaven face. You cant tell what his hand holds, but you know he has played worse ones, and at the first glance you would trust him with your shirt. He looks like a man who has been hit hard, but who invariably won in the last round, if not sooner; nervous, keen, amused, aware of the worlds rough edges, and as hard to beat as a royal flush. His steely grey eyes looked straight into Ommonys dark ones, and each in their own way betrayed absorbing interest.

Strange heard of you from the gang, said Charley. Say this for him he has the best string ever. Picks em. Knows the trick. James Schuyler Grims a pippin. Jeff Ramsden, half-a-ton of he-man, right end up; bet your back teeth on him. Athelstan King  Englishman, but not half-bad  used to be major in the army, but wears no monocle. Says, Haw, dontcherknow, like the rest of em, but Ill say hes a scrapper if scars mean anything. Olive skin, burnt on from outside. Been to places.

Ommony smiled.

You know him?

Years. Hes my friend.

Youre lucky. Strange hired him over the cable and sent Jeff sliding like an elephant on ice to deed him up. Strange keeps you busy  pays good, and has his moneys worth. Jeffs sweated off about two hundred, but theres lots left. Grim and King got past the sweating stage before Strange hired em, so they dont show it much, but they kind o know theyve made the team.

What is Meldrum Strange doing? asked Ommony.

Bits of everything. Reorganizing the universe mostly. They say his roll grows faster than he can peel it off; and hes sore with his brother man  thinks were crashing down to the kyoodles

Which?

Dogs. Wants to stop it, and has it all figured out, I guess. He started a kind of detective bureau in New York with branches everywhere, and they tell me it went good until he started sleuthing in the U.S. We have legislators over there, the same as everywhere; but theres more of em, and more pork. Strange has his; so he looks back at the barrel and gets disgusted  goes bald-headed after corruption in politics, and siks the gang on. Inside three weeks hes foul of the Senate, House o Representatives, Treasury, and every state legislature in the Union. Foul of all the labour unions, most o the newspapers, half the courts, and all the banks. They crucified him good between em, some just for the fun of it, a few because they were scared, and the rest because they didnt see why Meldrum Stranges millions gave him any right to call names.

I take it you joined him after this?

You bet. I wanted to see the world, but all Id got was the ambition and an imported camera. Ive been studying that for seven years, and Ive learned a little  not much, you understand, but more than some of em. A picture concern I was working for went fluey, so I thought Id pick a fat one next time. Strange looked good to me.

But what would he do with a camera-man? asked Ommony.

Thats it! He hates em. When a man gets money hes always crazy on some point or other. Strange ud rather get shaved than have his picture taken, and hes worn foliage since he was old enough to smoke cigars. A man in his office told me Strange was all fed up and going to travel. I began to figure on it.

It sounds like a difficult sum, said Ommony.

No. Just like any other sum. Youve got to know the formula; then it all works out. None of the papers had Stranges picture. They were crazy to get it, but he was careful. Theres an alley behind the office, and he can step out of the backdoor into a limousine, and straight home. He doesnt golf. He likes yachting, but the crews hand-picked, and he stays below as long as theres chance to snap him. Simply nothing doing; but Im set on making the long trip, and down to borrowing by that time  mighty near taking a job, and praying like a priest to Lady Luck. She shows up at the very last minute.

Always! said Ommony, nodding.

Female, naturally. The papers never did have Strange in a mix-up with a woman. There was a rumour one time, but Strange has teeth and they were afraid hed soak them for libel. Couldnt prove a thing; had to be satisfied antagonizing the woman vote by calling him a misogynist  which they did, till further orders.

I was down to house-to-house canvassing. But Id a pull with two or three hotel detectives, so I specialized on new arrivals, calling on em  camera with me. Funny lights are my long suit. Named a big figure, and agreed to shade it for the privilege of  all that hokum. Thats how I met Zelmira.

Sounds Italian, said Ommony. Come in to breakfast.

Greek, said Charley, sitting down in the room where all four walls are draped with tiger-skins, and the only other ornament is a case of rifles in a corner. Believe me, Zelmira Poulakis is the goods, he went on between mouthfulls. Shes a peach  over thirty, for you cant fool me, but good to look at  and class if I know it. Must have money, too, if her jewellery and clothes are paid for. I got mine in advance, top-figure, and she didnt try to beat me down a nickel. I exposed a dozen plates, and we got talking.

Charley poured a whole cup-full of scalding coffee down his throat and signed to the hamal for more. Then he looked at Ommony, with that peculiar camera-mans eye that sees effects between the shadow and the edge of sunlight.

Shes like you, he said suddenly. You dont mind what you tell her. Ive heard since she had a past in Egypt or somewhere. Her husband was a crook, but that cuts no ice now shes a widow. I fell for her hard, and got telling how I aimed to see the world with Meldrum Strange. She laughed and said shed rather do that, too, than anything!

If shed been real crooked shed have started in to play me right then, but she didnt. I was the Weisenheimer. I told her how set I was on getting Meldrums picture, and she laughed. She said that ought to be easy enough. I was wondering just how to play the hand when she suddenly got cold feet and said right out that if I tried to blackmail Meldrum shed never forgive herself for having as much as encouraged me.

I was wondering about that, too, said Ommony. Is Strange that kind of man?

You neednt let it worry you! said Charley, putting down his cup.

All right, said Ommony. I apologise. It was your own fault, though. You might have made it clearer that

Well, I made it clear to her; but I had the dickens of a time. Shes sweet on Meldrum or his money  both maybe; and he might do worse, or buy worse, any way you look at it. She swore she had no hold on him, but knew him well enough to phone and invite him to call. So after shed put me through a questionnaire that ud make Edison look like Easy Street she agreed to tip me off. I went and lay low near the telephone for two days.

I should have thought youd have made the round of newspaper offices, ventured Ommony.

No need. I knew what theyd pay, supposing I was fool enough to spill a good thing. I waited until she phoned me, and you bet I was at the private entrance of that hotel an hour ahead of time. He got there half-an-hour ahead of time, and made for the door with a flunkey on each side, but I shot him twice and none of em saw me. Then I waited another hour and Lady Luck came across. Out comes Strange with Madame Zelmira Poulakis on his arm, both of em smiling, and I took one good shot before the flunkeys got wise. They didnt say a word, but came for me to smash the camera; so I stepped into the hotel, where the detective was a friend of mine, and there wasnt a thing they could do about it inside there. I guess they said nothing to Meldrum, for fear of their jobs  or if they did, maybe they said theyd smashed the camera.

Anyway, I didnt waste any time then. I developed and printed the pictures that night, and believe me, they were good. Next morning I put copies in an envelope with my calling card, and sent em up to Meldrum Stranges private office, saying Id wait for an answer. It wasnt five minutes before he sent for me.

How much dyou want? he demanded. He was scornful, and he had his cheque-book on the table. Got to hand it to him; he can eat crow good. I could have taxed him. He was three ways when I pulled out the negatives and broke them  pleased, surprised, and curious to see what card Id play next.

So I made no bones about it. I said right out I aimed to travel with him, and all Id planned for was an interview. So he said, Well, youve had your interview, and youve smashed your negatives. What if I turn you down now? And I said, Go to it. Then Ill know youre not the kind of man I want to travel with. We hit it off good after that. He hired me at the end of fifteen minutes. I went and told Zelmira, and she let me buy the dinner just to celebrate.

No glad rags, and no money. Had to do something about it. Sooner than bleat to anybody else I told her, and she was tickled  lent me the price and some over. I paid her out of the first cheque. Strange had me sworn not to say a word about his movements to anyone, so I didnt drop a hint, although I saw Zelmira pretty often. But she understood; she isnt like a Greek at all  downy, I dare bet, and up to her eyes in ambition, but on the level. She found out when he was going, and where; maybe she asked him; I dont know.

But what did Strange come to India for? asked Ommony.

Open an office, I guess  Bombay, Delhi, Calcutta, Simla  he aims to be a sort of clearing house for information sos to trip crooks before they get started  card indexes to beat the encyclopedia  everything in em from a mans past to what he might do if the game looked good. Poker out of books, Id call it, but thats his affair. The funny part is this: hed come away to give the papers and the public time to calm down and forget him, Zelmira Poulakis included. I know about her, because on the steamer coming out he asked me whether Id let on to her about his Well, we hadnt been in Bombay before she puts up at the same hotel!

Tagged him, eh?

No. We came by way of San Francisco and Hong-Kong. She took the English boat by way of New York and Port Said. But Strange wasnt having any. He swore a blue streak and took the train that night  Delhi like a darned fool; she could go to Delhi. Whos to stop her? She showed up at our hotel in Delhi  never made a move to interfere with Strange, but treated Grim and Jeff Ramsden like old friends. Strange caught me talking to her, so he shipped me off all over the place making dates for him, and I was in a place called Ahmednugger when I got a telegram a yard long telling me to see you and fix up tiger-shooting for him. He wants to hide and have a good time until Zelmira picks on someone else.

He heard of me, of course, from Athelstan King?

Oh, yes, and Im to say King sends his compliments, do you mind?

Strange will have to rough it here, said Ommony. Im no millionaire.

Charley looked about him. Seems youve got tigers, he said. I reckon Strange is killing mad!

How old is he?

Bout fifty  fifty-five  somewhere there. Too much stomach, but totes it himself. Doesnt need a nurse yet. Say, youll like him for awhile at any rate. Hes real good company; theres nothing wrong with him except his point of view, said Charley, almost pleadingly. King said

Id have him here for your sake, Ommony interrupted, laughing. You stay, of course?

Thats up to him. No orders about that yet. Ive got my camera. Say, the gang told me you know animals from A to Issard.

And  ?

Ive got special English plates, the best lens out of Jena, and scads o more plates in Bombay. All thats needed is a dark room

I can fix that up.

  and the animals.

Make yourself at home, said Ommony. When will Strange be here? Better wire him, hadnt I?

Charleys eyes, sky-bright with a hint of steel in them, met Ommonys again and dwelt there half a second.

If its all the same Id sooner wire and you write, he answered. Thatll give us four days extra before he comes.

Ommony laughed again. All right. Ive only one bath room so you maynt have that; but theres running water, cool enough too, in a shed outside, and Ill lend you two men to cover the shed with tar-paper; theres lots of it in the shed.

They told me you were white! said Charley, grinning.


II. IM THINKING

Art is individual, and knows no limits. Fools are they who sneer at new tools, and processes of giving form to idea. Ommony, an artist in his own way, paid suitable homage to Charleys camera, because the thing of brass and glass and wood was the tool of a true enthusiast.

That forest and its outskirts are a thousand square miles. There are temples in it, not wholly ruinous but older than written history, and in places trees have forced themselves up from between the stones of forgotten cities. Men live there, known now as junglis, naked and afraid, whose ancestors were kings in lost Lemuria if the very ancient books are true. And the animals live where human pride one time adored itself.

Above all, there are spots of sunlight filtered through gaps in the foliage; and fire-lanes (Ommonys first charge) along which light flows like a river; clearing where creatures, whose every habit is an open book to Ommony, lie basking, playing with their young; and a look-out rock from which, if the bears arent there before you, you may view the leagues of jungle spread like a sunlit sea.

Charley was in his element, and Ommony no less.

My God, you know, said Charley, you can do this stuff early and late, when the raws left out and the real things looking at you! They say you cant, but you can! I know you can!

Lets try, said Ommony.

So they slept at noon, and stalked the mysteries of twilight, when two-thirds of the earth is waking and a third shades into the unknown.

Any fool can shoot a tiger on the hop! swore Charley. Can you shoot him so hell show on the negative how the light ripples off his pelt? Ill bet you!

All bets off, said Ommony. I think you can.

But they needed the junglis to show exactly where the tiger lay, and Ommonys low whistle to make the beast look up in such way that his proper aspect faced the lens, while Diana the staghound lay growling in rumbled undertones. And once it was Ommonys rifle that changed deaths course, when a leopard rushed the click of the ambushed camera and Charley hugged his one tool, turning his back to protect it better.

So thats all right, said Ommony, measuring the two strides and a half that death had lacked.

Hope so, at any rate, Charley answered. I think I got him before he moved. Half a second, while I slip in another plate. Did you notice the brown of that shadow, and how his hind-end seemed afloat in it? If that shows on the negative its worth the trip to India.

How much will you get for it?

No more than for a punk one. You cant make money at this game.

Nor at mine. But its good, isnt it?

You bet-yer!

They seemed to have been friends a year when Jeff turned up, walking from the station because he loved the feel of brown earth underfoot  Jeff with a beard like Ommonys and a boys grin, but bigger and heavier than Ommony and Charley both together. The verandah chair creaked under him, but not even the terrier was afraid, and Dianas long tail thumped approval on the floor. Jeffs grin set all the servants grinning. They passed and repassed on imaginary errands, to admire his hugeness and the depth of his bass voice, that is Indias measure of a mans heart.

Strange wanted me along, he said, so I came to discover if thats convenient. A telegram wouldnt have told you what you want to know

You mean what you want to know, dont you? said Ommony, chuckling.

Jeff laughed aloud.

Youre right. Charley wrote such a glowing account of you that Strange is suspicious. You know, a multi-millionaire is a poor devil who thinks everyone is trying to work him for something. Thirty per cent of what he thinks is true. Strange cant escape even in India. Theres a lady on his heels. He wants to abuse your hospitality until Venus sets, and hed like to be sure in advance that you wont work him for anything.

What will you tell him? asked Ommony.

Shall I send for my tent from the station, or have you a spare bed? Jeff answered.

So Jeffs big tent was pitched, and two of the dogs adopted it forthwith, while Jeffs one servant cleaned his boots alongside in the sun and bragged to Ommonys assembled household about Jeffs prowess.

As a horse he is, yet stronger! Lo, with his fist, thus, he slew a man! They say the skull was broken like an egg-shell, but that I saw not. I have seen him lift a boat with two men in it. When the wrestlers from Tirhoot came to Delhi he threw them all, one by one, and he not weary at the end. They say that once, when men of evil purpose locked him behind doors, he broke down a door with nothing but his hands, and smote them with the pieces of it. Yet he laughs, and his heart is, as a womans, but not as a too inquisitive womans. The dastari is good.

So they were now three who trod the jungle lanes, and laughed until rocks that had known the laughter of four forgotten races re-echoed to the high, the middle, and the bass  until the junglis brought word of a bear, hurt fighting, whom the flies were driving mad, and Jeff strode off to end that misery. (For Ommony is a prince of hosts, reserving to himself no more than right to judge emergency.) The bearskin lay pegged out raw side upward in the sun the morning Strange came, and Charley told him how Jeff had to use four bullets and the butt. Jeffs leg was bandaged; it was nothing serious, but he did not walk to the station.

I hope you didnt shoot all the game before I got here, Strange growled, when he met Jeff on the verandah. Hurt again? Youre always in trouble!

He was suffering from bachelors spleen, and as fearful for his tracks as a hunted animal.

I think Ive given a miss in baulk, he said, sitting down at the breakfast-table next to Ommony. Its in the papers that Im on my way home. Met your sister  splendid woman. It was she who first suggested my visiting you. Whats Charley doing here? Shooting game too?

Visiting me, said Ommony, meeting no mans eye.

I meant that you and I and Ramsden Strange began.

Ive invited Charley too, said Ommony.

He has his living to get.

Charley has lived more and better in these last few days than in all his previous life, said Ommony. Youre entirely welcome here, Strange; but sos he.

Hurrumm! Strange nearly exploded, then governed himself. Where did you get these eggs? Theyre the best Ive had in India.

So Ommony talked poultry for a while, and of the business of keeping leopards from the henhouse, which calls for ingenuity.

Why dont you shoot em all? Strange asked him.

I shoot nothing in the jungle as long as it behaves.

Dyou call stealing chickens behaviour?

Its natural to leopards.

Then you mean were to shoot nothing but beasts that have broken through the hen-wire? Strange asked disgustedly.

Youll find criminals in the jungle in the same proportions as among humans, Ommony answered.

How do you tell em?

Strange had decided Ommony was crazy, and made a perfectly obvious effort to humour him. You could almost hear the mental mechanism click as he decided to cut his visit short.

Theyre just like other criminals. They tell you, answered Ommony.

Strange sat there looking like Ulysses Grant  without the modesty. His was the only face at table that was legible. He resembled the bear that Jeff killed, hurt and driven nearly crazy by the flies of public criticism, and the servants were afraid of him, hardly daring to hand him things to eat. Jeff and Charley, having experienced his moods, were careful to say nothing, so the brunt of it fell on their host, who was at a loss for the present how to manage the situation. Silence fell, as if the fun of recent days had dried up and blown away along a bitter wind.

I came to kill a tiger, Strange said suddenly.

I believe you did. I think you shall, said Ommony.

Now I wonder what the devil you mean by that remark? Strange asked him.

One thing was obvious. Strange had looked up Ommony in the Gazette and so believed him to be quite a minor personage. He spoke rather as a man might to his game keeper  a man who deserved neither game nor keeper, but had both. It was in his mind that no man drawing such small salary in middle age was of much account, or had much right to dispense the forest privileges. Feudalism, an ancient gas that ever crept along with money, and deluded men, caused him to regard his host as someone who had scant option in the matter. He didnt enjoy being kowtowed to, but expected it, and his new great business organization had made him more tyrannous than ever.

Breakfast, that should have struck the key-note for holiday and comradeship, came to an end on B-flat, and Jeff Ramsden tried to corner Strange alone; for Jeff fears nothing except his own slow-wittedness, which he strangely overestimates.

Look here, he began; but Ommony interrupted him, sent him and Charley on imaginary business of looking for a leopards spoor across the vegetable garden, and took Strange off alone to introduce him to the wilderness.

They took rifles and walked to the look-out rock  two miles down a fire-lane rutted by the wheels of loaded carts.

Stranges mood backed and veered without improving. He may have been wondering why a man with an income in the millions should have to hide himself in a forest. From hat to shoe-soles, rifles and all, the same two-hundred-dollar bill would have purchased the entire kit, down to the skin, of either himself or Ommony. It annoyed him that Ommony strode beside him like the owner of the place.

Ive a notion, he said presently, to buy a tract of desert in Nevada or somewhere, and plant such a forest as this.

Money wont do it, said Ommony.

Oh, you can always hire brains.

But not knowledge. Once a man knows, hes his own man.

Well, they hired you, didnt they?

Who did?

The Indian Government.

Not at all. I offered them my services  years ago  for just so long as I believe I can be useful.

They pay you.

No. The forest pays me. When I cease to row my own weight and over, Ill resign.

Strange was piqued, but interested.

Well: suppose I offer you double what youre getting here to come and superintend my forest?

You cant. You havent got it to offer.

Strange began to feel like a patient in one of those rest-cure resorts, where rest consists in humouring the whims of other inmates.

What do you mean? he blustered.

If youll stay a month, Ill show you.

A month! Strange wondered whether he could endure it a week. It was not the wilderness that got on his nerves; for all his life he had been a solitary man, brooding alone over plans and power. He was used to the Come, and he cometh; go, and he goeth of Romes centurion, with reason neither asked nor given. Difference of opinion was a trumpet-call to battle, in which the strongest will won. There were men, such as Grim and Ramsden, whom he hired to tell the truth to him and to apply their brains. To them he listened, but always of his own free will, with a feeling he was getting something for his money. This man: who did not even own the forest, yet was so visibly unimpressed by the power of invested millions, irritated him.

This timbers growing to waste here, he said abruptly.

The next generation will need it, said Ommony.

The next generation will govern themselves, lets hope.

Yes, we all hope that.

It was on the tip of Stranges tongue to say something discourteous about the British having not so long to rule in India. But it filtered vaguely through his mind that Ommony wouldnt care, and, he knew better, from experience, than to waste sharp comment on indifference.

Then why grow trees for them? he asked.

Why not? said Ommony.

Strange could not answer him, or saw the uselessness of answering. He was cheek by jowl with a fanatic, it seemed to him and he made a praiseworthy effort to change the flow of thought.

Well, lets shoot a tiger, he said abruptly. You promised me one at breakfast. Are they as dangerous as theyre said to be, or is that another of these

The one Ill let you shoot is, Ommony answered; and Strange looked at him sharply again, aware of a hidden meaning, or a double meaning  something he detested. Yet he couldnt lay his finger on it.

How so? he demanded.

Tigers are like people. Decent tigers are like decent people, only on a lower plane. They only kill for food, and let alone what they cant use. A few of them are greedy, and kill too much. Some are lazy, and kill cattle, which is stealing. Sometimes you can drive those and make them go to work. Theyve a right to be tigers, just as weve a right to be men, and left to themselves, but watched, they work out a destiny that possibly we cant understand. Now and then I think I understand it. They turn criminal at times, though. Man-killers. Nobodys fault but theirs then. Shortshrift.

Youre after a man-killer?

Yes.

This morning?

Get him within the month, said Ommony.

Strange was more than ever puzzled. I should think youd put your whole force on a man-killer. Go after him, and get him before he can do anymore harm. Why not?

If you have him where he cant do harm, why hurry? answered Ommony.

Oh, you have him rounded up where he cant escape?

He might escape, but I hope not. No. I didnt round him up. He wandered out of his territory into an environment that he thinks he understands, but doesnt. Well have fun with him.

I should call that dangerous.

Perhaps. For him. He wont kill men while we have him under observation. This is the lookout rock.

Ommony sent the stag-hound first up the well worn trail that circled to the summit, to make sure there were no bears or leopards to misinterpret the intrusion. He went next, springing up quickly, leaving Strange to scramble slowly after him. He had talked all the tiger he chose to just then.

For about five minutes, panting on the summit, Strange took in the view of a forest like a raging sea arrested in mid-turmoil. Waves and waves of green, and purple where the shadows were, so shook and seemed to plunge in the breath of a light wind; that a man could think dead tree-tops were the rigging of sunken ships. There were rocks like islands. On the far horizon was a bank of clouds for shore. Kites wheeled like darkened sea-gulls; and the murmur of the wind among the trees was like the voice of many-sounding ocean.

Size  all enormousness  was something that appealed to Meldrum Strange. He could think in millions as he stood there, and it pleased him. Sight of all those myriads of living things, governed, as he sensed it, by one man, there for one purpose, under his hand, available, awaiting one word by a man with brains, to be swept into the jaws of Titan industry and pulped, sawed, planed, bent into profitable use by folk who couldnt grow a tree or even buy a whole one  thrilled him.

How many of these were here when you came? he demanded.

Very few. Just scattered copses.

Grew them all, eh!

No, they grew themselves. Nature attends to all that, if you coax her.

This ud be a good place to start an industry. This interests me. I must interview the Government about it. Cheap labour. A railway. Only a hundred miles or so from the coast. We could ship this stuff. No small proprietors to bother with. It looks like opportunity. Whats the Government thinking of, I wonder?

The next generation, said Ommony.

Good Lord, man! The British wont be here. Therell be an Indian Government by that time, grafting and playing politics. Theyll waste, destroy, ruin

Thats their look out. It wont be cut in my day.

Im not so sure.

Strange was himself again. He stood with arms folded on his breast and the old light burning in his eyes  devouring light, that could not see use in unexploited profit. His brain was already figuring in terms of import duties, labour, and exchange sea  freight  subsidies  and a market where the men who put in number nineteen bolts all day long must have what they can pay for ready-made.

He looked again at Ommony  made a new appraisal. Mad, of course. A fanatic. Yet a man of one idea is like a horse in harness. You can use him. He can be a strong cog in the intricate machine. The punishing grind, that kills or makes a rebel of the fellow who can see both sides of anything, only spurs a fanatic to further effort. He might use Ommony. No doubt flattery  

A man needs genius at this business, as at everything else, if hes to succeed. Youre wasted here now. Youve done it. You should go ahead. A man on half your salary could carry on, while you devote yourself to

Thats my ambition, Ommony interrupted. He was tired already of the subject Strange had broached. Id like to spend my whole time studying trees. But my plan would cost too much.

Theres no such thing as too much, if its a sound plan, Strange assured him.

The Governments hard up. Cant afford experiments. Theyd listen to me if they had the money, but Indias poor.

Good Lord! Turn this into money then!

Trees have never been studied properly. As you see, they grow themselves, given a chance and the right location. My theory is that all the waste land in the world might be turned into forests at very small expense, if we only took the right precautions first and studied the thing from the beginning. Its the first part  travel, observation, comparative analysis, experiment on a sufficient scale that would prove too costly.

Strange made a motion with his tongue, almost suggestive of changing a quid of tobacco from one cheek to the other.

You say the Government would listen to you. Value your advice, eh? Well: advise them to give me a concession to exploit this forest. If it comes off, look to me for help in the other matter. Think what it would mean.

Im thinking.

Diana the stag-hound was growling in a sort of subterranean undertone, not more than loud enough for Ommony to hear, He glanced to his right, where an enormous teak tree, mother of the grove around her, reached three-quarters as high as the rock. An almost naked jungli in a gap among the lower branches caught his eye and signalled. Ommonys eye followed the line of the junglis arm.

That might be your tiger, he said quietly.

Where? Show me!

Strange clutched his rifle that he had leaned against a corner of the rock, and looked over Ommonys shoulder, trying to get the line.

You see a rock about a hundred yards from the base of this one  shaped roughly like an egg at this end. Carry your eye to the right from that. Now: dyou see a patch of brown leaves with light and shadow playing on them? Parts lighter than the rest  more gold in it. You get that? Thats your tiger. Hes looking up at us. Its a very difficult shot indeed from here.

I used to shoot well once. Ill have a crack at him.

Strange aimed, and hesitated. The light played tricks with his unaccustomed eye. It was almost as if the shadow were limpid water, with little patches of sunlight dancing on it. The angle was awkward and the rifle heavy. He stepped back behind the rock and rested the weapon on a projecting corner.

Now! he said, and began to aim again. Is he still there? Ive lost sight of him.

Still there, looking up at you.

Curse that dog! Shell scare the brute away!

Better shoot then.

Hes moving, isnt he?

That was his head that moved. Hes standing head-on toward you. Hes heard us talking. His tails twitching now. Can you see it? Hell make his mind up in a minute. Better be quick. Youll likely kill him if you hit him at this angle.

Strange fired.

Too late, and a yard wide  to the right and beyond him, said Ommony. Well, perhaps hell take the hint. Some do.

I wonder if this foresights any good, said Strange, battling with irritation. Was that the man-eater?

No. One at a time. That was only a greedy brute that kills more than he needs. Too bad you missed him, but he gets another chance.

You dont tell me you can recognize one tiger from another in that light, through the branches! How dyou know he isnt hit, and hiding down there?

Its part of my business to know that sort of thing, said Ommony, and glanced at Diana. She was lying down licking herself. That tigers a quarter of a mile away by now, and still going.

Id like to look, said Strange. I didnt see him go. I dont believe he did.

All right. Go down and look. Youll be perfectly safe. Ill sit here and smoke while you hunt for him, said Ommony. But he made a signal to the jungli, who dropped from a lower branch and kept an eye on Meldrum Strange as one would watch a new unusual animal.


III. PERHAPS A HUNDRED YEARS FROM NOW

Ommony sat smoking and smiling to himself but he was dreadfully afraid. The smile was hard at the corners. No woman feared for her child, or fought on occasion more shiftingly for it, than he for that forest. His heart was in it. He would have said his soul was in it, too. Several times he had had to counter-sap and mine against the assault of British capitalists. The American was likely to be more resourceful, thats all. He knew the blindness of the money-giant, and its cruelty; its over-riding tactics, and the almost insignificance of ordinary honesty opposed to it.

He had not told Meldrum Strange that nearly all the mother-trees were teak. He had not dared. But Strange would find that out. And he had a notion that it would be better to inform a wolf that there were lambs in a certain valley.

True, Strange was supposed to have retired from the ranks of industry. But there are said-to-be-tamed wolves. Who trusts them? King, Grim, Ramsden were as good men as there are. But so is fire good, until employed by an incendiary. Stranges eleventh hour resolution to reform the world by the weight of his manoeuvred money was only wolf-eat-wolf at best; to judge from Charley and Jeff Ramsdens accounts, the again-to-be-protected people had preferred to protect themselves in the ancient way from uninvited interference. Strange was bitter with ingrowing disappointment. Nothing in the circumstances was likelier, thought Ommony, than that in the twinkling of an eye new internationally interwoven system of bureaux of impertinent information should be changed into the thousand-fanged heads of an industrial monster. A wolf is a wolf. A man who is afraid imagines things.

In one sense Ommonys mood was mischievous. It amused him to see a money baron stripped of his pretensions, naked, as it were to an observing eye. In less than a month he thought he could have fun with Meldrum Strange  quiet fun, it would do Strange no harm, possibly some good, certainly amuse himself. But fear for his forest overcame all other emotions.

He knew how sensitive the Government would be to suggestions. Already one of the main planks the revolutionary agitators platform was the British Governments alleged neglect of Indian industry. The western disease of exploitation for exploitations sake had its spores in, and was spreading. Big Business had its eye on three hundred millions of possible wage-earners. The first thing to go would be the trees. They always go first.

You may much more safely burn a decent fellows house and take his money than undo the work he has laid his hand to. Whatever is indecent in him comes to the surface then. There was a change in Ommonys eye. His teeth bit deeper into the notch on the horn mouthpiece of his pipe, and Diana, dumb but all-observing, came closer to lay a shaggy head on his knee and wonder what next?

Ommony did not move when he heard a rifle shot. He was surprised that Meldrum Strange should have gone so far in so few minutes, but supposed the mans enthusiasm for the chase, or his rage at having missed, was making a fool of him. Now, no doubt, he was shooting at rustling undergrowth. Next, he would lose himself. But there was more than one jungli on the job to hunt him back, and it would be rather amusing afterwards to compare Stranges version of it all with theirs. A man who is lost in the jungle, too, imagines things.

Ten minutes later he did not even look up when Diana pricked her ears, and he heard Jeff Ramsdens unmistakable heavy footsteps clambering the look-out rock. He was not afraid of anything Jeff might do, without Strange to persuade him and direct.

Sorry, old man, said Jeff from behind leaning on a rifle, Ive made a bloomer. Charley and I found what we supposed were leopard tracks and followed them to about half a mile here, and I fired at a glimpse in the thicket. Hit a tiger, and he got away into the undergrowth Charleys watching the place, and I came to I make my peace with you.

Ommony got to his feet.

Did you call the dogs off?

Yes. Theyre tied up beside Charley.

Well go get the tiger. Where did you him?

It looked like a rib shot.

Did you see Strange?

No.

They strode down the track together, where wheel-marks came to an end and the fire-lane advantage of rock on which nothing would grow  then plunged out of that wide opening into a narrow lane made by wild elephants and kept growing up again by Ommonys patrol; out of that into a maze of criss-cross tracks, along which Jeff led with a hunters instinct; at last into a natural clearing entered by a dozen trails, near the of one of which Charley sat on a fallen tree beside the two dogs.

No sound of him, said Charley. But the dogs seem to think hes in there.

Something Charley said after that made Jeff laugh, and the deep note boomed along the glade.

Hey! Where are you? shouted another voice, and Ommony chuckled. From about a hundred yards away there came a noise greater than that of ten tigers as a heavy man thrust his way against dry branches.

Better go rescue him, hadnt I? asked Jeff. Hes in safe hands.

Send Diana.

No, hed think she was a wild beast and shoot her. Ill manage it.

Ommony put two fingers to his teeth and whistled. Within the minute a jungli appeared in an opening and stood waiting without any visible emotion. Ommony spoke words unintelligible to the others and the jungli disappeared.

Is he in there, Di? said Ommony, and the staghound began nosing, but not growling, near the edges of the thicket, into which Jeff and Charley agreed the tiger had escaped. Diana barked once, and looked puzzled, but continued not to growl at all.

Hes in there. I think hes dead, said Ommony.

Shall we try? asked Charley, from the depths of inexperience.

No. Wait.

Strange emerged into the opening, pushed by one jungli, pulled by another.

These savages are tearing me to pieces! he objected. Why are you here? I thought you to wait for me on the look-out rock.

We think theres a dead tiger, Charley piped up.

The intention was good. He meant to direct Stranges irritation away from Ommony toward himself. He did banish the irritation. Stranges face suddenly shone with triumph. He left fingering in his torn jacket.

I told you I hit him! he said, thrusting his chin at Ommony.

Yes, you did say so.

Ommony turned his back to hide a grin, winked at the other two, and began peering into the undergrowth. Jeff took twenty strides down the behind him, picked up an empty brass shell, obliterated traces of his own heels in the mould. Ommony sent a jungli up a sar tree, to crawl along an overhanging branch and peer downward. The jungli said two words. Ommony answered. The jungli broke off dead wood dropped it  spoke again.

All right, said Ommony. Dogs in first.

So Diana led the way, with the other two yelping at her heels. The junglis hacked behind them with the knives that were their only badge of office. In five minutes Ommony was counting the whiskers and claws of a male tiger, lest the men who would have to take the pelt off should add to their private store of talismans against the devils of the forest.

There! said Strange. You said Id kill him if I hit him from that angle.

That was Stranges measure of concession, magnanimous for sake of the proprieties. His voice was an unrighteous crow, and Ommony, with his finger in the bullet-hole, making note of the angle of impact, said nothing. Jeff gathered up the carcase and carried it out into the clearing, while the junglis clucked in amazement, because it takes four of them to carry a grown tiger on a pole; and only Ommony observed how carefully Jeff laid the carcase down. Strange might otherwise have seen the hole through which the bullet emerged, after tearing straight across from rib to rib, behind the heart  out of a rifle nearly on a level with the tiger, broadside to.

Huh! My first tiger! Hu  humum!

It was meant there should be others to follow this one. Acquisitiveness had its claws in. To Meldrum Strange there was no such thing as enough of anything he liked. Now he would no longer have to be satisfied to smile contemptuously at club members who donated big-game trophies to decorate the rooms (with their names underneath on neat brass plates); he would be one of them. After all, he wasnt only a millionaire, he was human being who had missed a lot of fun he was entitled to.

You asked me to stay a month, I think?

Yes, at least a month, said Ommony.

I will.

Three faces changed. Jeffs and Charleys fell; they had been confident that Strange would cut his visit short, and had hoped to be left him for a few days. Ommonys rose like a barometer. His enemy had delivered himself into his hand.

The forest is yours, he said delightedly, but added, for a month then, by way of afterthought thought.

Itll suit me, Strange announced pompously. Do my health good. And I neednt waste time, seeing Ive Ramsden with me. Have you horses, Mr. Ommony?

Jeffs face fell lower yet. He shook his head at Ommony from behind Stranges back. But Ommony could not deny he had three horses in the stable.

Good. If youll lend me two horses, and a few of your savages to show the way, I can ride about with Ramsden and well have a good look at this forest of yours. Something might come of it.

Ommony did not care. He never did doubt Destiny when Destiny dealt him the joker. He trod homeward with a lighter step, enduring Stranges arrogance without a twinge, indifferent to the fact that the other two were gloomy.

And as for Charley, Strange said suddenly, Ill send him home. Perhaps some memory of how Charley had attached himself revived resentment. Youre not cut out for this kind of thing, he said over his shoulder. Youd better return to New York on the next ship. Ill give you an order on the New York office for your pay.

Can you beat that? asked Charley in an overtone to the world at large.

Keep you from buzzing about India. Go home, and go to work! Strange snorted.

Jeffs terrific grip on Charleys shoulder saved a hot retort, Jeff having notions of his own, and the rest of the walk home was made in silence, Strange being awkwardly aware of a great storm brewing behind him. But he was set on his purpose now. No argument from Jeff or anyone was going to move him one iota. Charley should go home. Jeff and he would ride about the forest, appraising it, and killing big game. He strode up the steps of Ommonys bungalow as if he owned the place, and Jeff intercepted Ommony.

Dyou care if Im in there alone with him first for a minute or two? Jeff asked.

Very much. I object!

I want a minutes talk with him. If he answers back, Ill thrash him. He may have the tiger, but he cant treat Charley that way, and keep me. Im through with the brute.

One minute, said Ommony. Just how far are you and I friends?

Jeff hesitated, looking straight into Ommonys eyes. Each knew the other for a man worth trusting but the big mans anger had risen until the veins on his forehead swelled.

This isnt the first time Strange has made a beast of himself in front of me, he said, with that slow, deliberate impressiveness that argues behind the words. Its the last!

After all, Im host. Why not leave this me? said Ommony.

Oh, if you put it that way, Ill go now. You may tell him Im through and will call or later.

Charleys going to stay, said Ommony. How can he?

Hes my guest.

Then Strange will go.

Not if you stay.

Whats the use?

You see this forest? Strange has made mind to cut down every tree in it. Im alone against him. I want your backing. I want you to help me keep him here occupied, until I have time to upset his plan.

Humm! He wont listen to me if I argue against it, said Jeff. Hes mule-headed.

Precisely. Then argue for it. Stay here and help me.

Im on the brutes pay roll, Jeff objected.

All right, give him his moneys worth. Show him what the forest would be worth to an exploiter.

Let me take him by the neck and throw him into the first train leaving for Bombay!

The worst thing you could do, said Ommony. Youd rouse all the monster in him. If he couldnt ruin you

He cant. Im independent, thank the Lord!

  hed make me deputy and have revenge on me. Hed have to vent his spleen on something, so hed steal or buy a concession and make this place a howling wilderness.

I think he would, Jeff answered. Would it break you?

Oh, no. Ive saved a competence. But look. He took Jeffs arm and turned him toward the fairest view of nursed and well-loved timber. Perhaps a hundred years from now

Jeff nodded.

Yes. Ive seen him at it. Ive exploited for him; but that was gold and silver  you can take them anytime. All right Ommony.

They did not shake hands. An understanding that was much too deep and elemental for surface expression had made them partners. Both men were conscious of a pact that might involve immeasurable consequences. The law of hospitality, that says a guest may not be allowed to betray himself; the law of loyalty, that grants the same grace to the employer; Jeffs habit of open dealing, and Ommonys of absolute reliance on a Destiny he trusted, were all in danger and both men knew it. They had pledged themselves to the lesser of two evils, for lack of an obvious third course, and neither of them liked it, but both were resolute. Jeff strode away to the stables to let his anger cool, there being something about horses that comforts and restores the self-control of outdoor men. Ommony looked for Charley and found him packing his camera in the improvised dark-room.

Youll stay, of course, he said, abruptly, divining instantly that Charley would not.

You bet! Ill stay away from him. If this wasnt your house

But it is, said Ommony.

Id lick him first! Maybe I cant, but Id treat myself to the attempt.

Id have to protect him, of course.

Sure. Ive no quarrel with you.

Whats your plan, then?

Nothing. Pull out of here, and then think. Lend me your rig to the station, soon as I get this stuff packed. If I see him again therell be trouble.

Have you money?

Not much. But Ill take no more of his.

Let me help out.

Thanks. No. Ive enough to get to Delhi. Zelmiras there. Maybe shell finance a scheme for

Ommony whistled softly, so that Diana, close at heel, became alert for the unforeseen. She knew that signal of her masters changing mood.

Why, whats up? asked Charley.

The flag, said Ommony. Its nailed up. Any port in a storm, and any friend in tr  . Tell me, to what extent do you feel beholden to your late employer?

From now on? Nix! Hes mud for all of me.

So if Madame Poulakis should ask you for news of Stranges whereabouts, youd

Tell her hes not fit to run with. Gee! What a woman like her can see in him

Isnt that her affair? asked Ommony.

Maybe. Its mine to tell her what I think, and I will if she freezes me for it.

But youll tell her where he is?

Maybeif she wants to know, after Im through knocking him.

Let me pay your fare to Delhi!

Charley made a hand-spring to the workbench, and sat there looking at Ommony with those sky-bright eyes that read vague nuances between the light and shadow.

Whats up? he asked again. Id do a lot to help you.

Is Madame Poulakis clever?

As blazes! Only dumb thing about her is she wants Strange. Cave-man stuff, I reckon.

Well: suppose you warn her against Strange

Ill do that sure, first thing! What then?

If she persists after that, would you give her a message from me, as an absolute stranger?

Ill tell her anything you say.

Say this: that Strange contemplates using his money and influence to grab this forest, and she can have me for ally on sole condition that she helps me to prevent that, by using her influence with Strange.

If, as, and when! said Charley. Sure. I get you. If thats his game, why dont you go straight to headquarters and spike it?

Darent. If I should leave here Strange would jump to the right conclusion. Knowledge that I was opposing him would only make him keener, and he can beat us all with his money ridden influence. He could buy some politicians and the native presspull stringsand have the forest. This fight has got to be personal between Meldrum Strange and me. Im looking for allies.

Im one, said Charley.

Lets hope shell be another.

Yes. But listen here, said Charley. I reserve the right to warn her first. Im going to tell her what I think of Strange, and why.

Agreed.

Ill warn her hes no good, and that if she gets him shell regret it from the minute they sign up. Ill rub it in good, with illustrations a lecture on the side, and give her a day a night to think it over. After that, if shes still nuts on him, Ill tell her I know shes crazy, and chip in.

Satisfactory to me, said Ommony.

Whatll I tell her to do, though?

Leave that to her. Tell her she can count on me to help her, but on what terms, and say weve got thirty days to win or lose in. Now, let me provide you with money.

No. Ive enough for the present.

Have lunch before you go, then. Theres no train till two oclock.

No. Put up some eats for me. Send em to the station. Ill wait there. If I see Strange again Ill hurt him. Say  turn round  look through the door! Dyou see that line of light down the edge of a monkey on the big tree over to the left? Look at him move now! Can you beat it?


IV.  AS ESTHER TO AKAZUERUS

Mon ami,
Bon ami,
Je fais mes compliments, Hopp-la-la!
Tra-la-la-la-la!
Je men fiche de vos dents!



Ommony stepped back into his house, humming, and if not devoid of care, inclined to laugh at it. Great-hearted men, forever diving into gloom as the price of greatness, rise out of it again and soar the higher for it. Problems lie buried in earth; their hearts are of the empyrean. Ommony again could see his forest enduring for centuries, ripening, reseeding, fulfilling its destiny, as he proposed to fulfil his.

He was more than courteous to Strange; he charmed him. Gone was the feeling of being at the mercy of this invading Visigoth; unnatural restraint went with it, and he made it his business to soften the fall of the tyrant by giving him good entertainment to remember.

If he did have qualms, they had vanished. The means he meant to use were such as Strange provided him, nor had he any thought of personal gain. At the end of that first day he might have entered the millionaires employment almost on his own terms; for it was part of Stranges pride that he could pick men, and he began to see the unusual characteristics of his host.

Of all the men in India who can weave tales from the entrails of events Cottswold Ommony stands first. His gift is to see below the surface, and interpret; and he sees so much more than camera or microscope, that what he says has a sound of half-humorous prophecy.

All rich men crave amusement, and enjoy the truth if it is handed to them on such terms as let them laugh at it, that being the old court jesters secret. And there on the fringe of that forest all the worlds news seemed to come, for Ommony to turn over and subject to scrutiny.

It was not for Strange to know that Ommony stands high in the counsels of the ablest secret service in the world; or that men, near the throne send him sealed communications, to be returned with his marginal comment. His duty and pleasure are trees, and they, like his natural gifts, are a nations, to be drawn on in emergency.

So Strange learned things that are only guessed at by the politicians, and the days began to pass superbly&mdash:the best, almost the only true vacation Strange had in all his life. He and Ommony, and Jeff Ramsden with the least decrepit of the horses straining under him, explored the forest in all directions, Ommony diverting attention from the trees by telling of ancient races that had once owned cities there.

Whenever Strange became greedy for a stand of timber, it always seemed that they came to an ancient ruin, or the traces of a road, immediately. There Ommony would dismount, to give Jeffs horse a chance, and would turn imagination loose among such facts as he had garnered, speculating on the ways and manners of nations dead centuries ago.

Strange had about decided to endow a new museum in the West when, on the fifth morning, as Jeff was starting for the stable to take pity on his horse before the days work, he stopped in the garden face to face with a fat Bengali babu.

Chullunder Ghose! he exclaimed. You were fired for good and all. What are you doing here?

The babu was resplendent in new cotton clothing and a silk turban of rainbow hue that would have shamed a peacock, but he sat down in the dust and fanned himself with a palm leaf. The action was apparently impromptu and induced by the heat; but he seemed aware that in that position a bed of flowers no brighter than his turban screened him effectually from the house.

You were fired, Jeff repeated.

Yes. In moment of wrath deprived of pittance for support of wife and numerous dependents. Said brutality was highly desperate for brutalee. Am in new employment therefore.

Oh.

Yes, indeed.

Whos the unfortunate employer? Mr. Ommony?

No, sahib, no such luck; yet better luck. This babu is much blessed.

Who are you robbing?

Immaculate and gorgeous creature, such as queens should envy and the wives of viceroys should imitate, has availed heavenborn self of this babus confidential services.

Whats her name? Satanita? Jezebel?

Ah! All glorious name, if only for a while! How fleeting are lifes pseudonyms for spiritual facts! Sahib, pray desist! I said confidential services!

You see my boot? demanded Ramsden.

Sahib, yesemphatically; but desist! I must see Mr. Ommony. Instructions are

Hes on the verandah.

Yes, and three dogs. Krishna! Here is one of them! Sahib, call the brute off!

Diana came and sniffed at the babu, only restraining open enmity on Jeffs account. Chullunder Ghose shrugged himself into the smallest space possible, covering his bare legs with folds of clothing. His toes twitched in his sandals.

I am fearful! Yow! What evil incarnated into thee? he demanded, scowling at the dog.

Jeff scratched his chin. Past experience of the babu warned him; however, the house and its problems were Ommonys.

Fetch your master, Di! he ordered; and Di went off at a bound.

Oh, excellent! exclaimed the babu. Sahib, the embodiment of homagethus!

He blew into his right hand and made a gesture as if throwing the result at Jeff, who grinned at him.

Ah! Smiles! This babu makes salaam of much appreciation!

He bowed to the dust.

What has Di found? demanded Ommony, appearing down the path. Snake? Leopard tracks? he hazarded. Oh. No, I cant employ a babu. Sorry. You may get food from the servants and sleep one night in the godown, if thats convenient.

Am overwhelmed by courtesy! Sahib, graciously consent to listen to me Lend me your ear.

Im listening.

Sahib, this babu is not Mark Antony! Publicity, the breath of all things temporal, is very well for politicians, but for me, unopulent and pitiful babu that I am

All right. Come up to the verandah.

And spill beans! Sahib, I can say no in seven languages. Will one suffice?

Ommony glanced sideways, but Jeff had already taken the hint; he strolled to the verandah to keep Strange occupied.

He suspected this man might be of the secret service, that employs the unlikeliest individual. But there was no signal. The babu, having ascertained by peering around the flower-bed on hands and knees that they actually could not be overheard, made ready to enjoy himself. Eyes, gesture, attitude betokened mystery.

Mellidrum Strange he whispered.

What of him?

Is here?

What of that?

She is there! said the babu, gesturing, thumb over shoulder.

Ommony looked startled, and corrected that too late to spoil the babus exquisite satisfaction. However, he made an effort to seem ignorant.

Who is she?

Most glorious of feminines! Amazing woman! Oh! Ah! Wonderful! This enraptured babu brings compliments of memsahib Zelmira Poulakis to Ommony sahib, who is therefore enviable.

Ommony turned his back for a moment to consider. The East can read thought fairly accurately if allowed to watch the thinkers eyes and face, and it seldom pays to betray concern.

Is she at the station? he demanded, turning again suddenly. He had not quite mastered irritation; Zelmiras move appeared ill-considered, and she a shallow-minded female after all.

The babu almost chuckled, but refrained from prudence. Ommonys toe was too near, and the dog was just behind him.

Self am strategist.

I asked, where is she?

Not so. The sahib asked, is she at the station? She arrived at a station, let us hope. This babu, not having seen his goddess since Sissoo Junction at hour of midnight, train being belated, can only surmise her ladyships present whereabouts. Will hazard guess subject to modification by feminine caprice.

Where is she? Ommony demanded sternly.

This babu, having changed trains at Sissoo Junction, hazards guess her ladyship may now be at Chota Pegu  in direction as thumb points  across forest  guestess of three-gun rajah of same ilk.

Ommonys face resumed its normal cheerful He had fought the Rajah of Chota Pegu to a conclusion long ago, over grazing rights and forest boundary, as victor using his influence afterwards to increase the royal revenue by getting an anachronistic tribute payable by the rajah to central government abolished. In consequence rajah had added an elephant to three that formed the tripod of royal dignity, and the men were now as close to being friends as fox might be with badger  mutually tolerant, at least.

Am intimate in counsels of Rajah of Chota Pegu, said the babu. His air was less of than of possession. Ommony instantly suspected blackmail.

How did Madame Poulakis come by your services? he demanded.

Fortunately! said the babu. Self was, as Yankees say, up against it, perambulating Delhi in vain search of occupation for support of wife and numerous dependents. Was shabbiness personified, approaching hotels by back way only, much ashamed. Like Romeo, beholding vision of radiant love on hotel upper-floor balcony by moonlight  tourist presumably  too well dressed in view of income-tax for wife of British officer  sought means of approach to offer services as guide, same gainful, generally. Was spurned forth from back-entrance by officious Punjabi dippity-steward with soul for sale. Returned and purchased same for one rupee eight annas, thus obtaining access to upper landing, whence to glorious creatures balcony was one step. Climbed over and sat down in deep shadow of potted palm tree, to meditate.

You mean to listen?

Same thing, sahib. Recent arrival addressed as Charley, picturesquely indignant at unknown personage named Melidrum Isstrange, held forth, she protesting with much amusement. In vino veritas; in anger indiscretion, which is better. This babu ascertained much that otherwise finding lodgment among thorns or stones, as in Christian parable, might have been unreproductive. Summoning courage to approach expensive suite of rooms by door in corridor, knocked and offered to tell fortunes. Sahiba  glorious sahiba  fell, as Yankees have it. Secret of successful fortune-telling is to tell what customer intensely desires to hear. Was omniscient in that respect.

I suppose you told her she would marry Mr. Meldrum Strange, said Ommony, grinning.

Nay, sahib. I said he will have unmerited but enviable destiny to marry her, thus disarming indignation of Charley sahib and encouraging her ladyship in one breath, wisdom being two-faced, looking both ways.

And she engaged you as guide?

Nay, sahib; as philosopher and friend, same drawing more emolument. Who can treat friend with parsimony, or philosopher with mistrust? Being deep in confidence of Rajah of Chota Pegu, knowing your honours reputation  and aware by meditative process aforesaid of your honours intention to save this forest from hoppers of western industry  natural gift for strategy overwhelmed this babu with agenda, naturally. No sleep that night. Self-made reservations on morning train. Self-sent cryptically worded telegram to Rajah of Chota Pegu, giving also letter to sahiba, same flattering him deeply and explaining nothing. Now am here, awaiting your honours good will and cogitation.

Whats your plan?

Not having one, cant say. Put cat and dog in bag and agitate same. Fight ensues. Pour chemicals together. There is combination. Place parties to problem at strategic intervals. Game begins. It plays itself, with subventitious assistance from all and sundry. Desire, thou seed of Karma, what amusement thou providest for the gods!

Wheres Mr. Charley Wear now? Ommony, demanded.

Escort to her loveliness. Amazing individual! He likes; he loves her not; whereas this babu loves her, and exceedingly dislikes her restlessness, most discommoding to person of portly configuration. Krishna! You should see them dance together in station waiting-room when trains are late! She carries phonograph as baggage.

Any message for me?

As aforesaid, sahib-compliments.

Nothing else?

Sahib, compliments are all-embracing. Charley sahib, having sung your honours praises, sahiba  sits and waits.

Um-m-m! Was there nothing about a promise?

Much! Am promised old-age competency if affair of heart succeeds.

Ommonys face clouded. Long familiarity had made him alert to the Indian trick of obliging the questioner, by strictly defining what he wants to know, to admit the questioned into confidence. Thereafter follows blackmail, subtle or crude as the case may be, but as inevitable as the day that follows night.

This is unsatisfactory to me, said Ommony.

Chullunder Ghose, too wise a strategist to fool himself, conceded a reverse.

There were words this babu did not understand. Incomprehension being cause of mystification of principles  choosing, therefore, discretion as better part of

Out with it! You dont have to understand a message to deliver it.

Sahiba said: Say this: I will be as Esther with Akazuerus!

Good! remarked Ommony, and grinned again. He has a baffling kind of grin. Get your gossip over with the servants, he added sarcastically, Theyll be curious to know all about this.

Sahib, in propria persona am dumb discretion, absolutely!

Well: if they learn anything I shall know who has told them. Barring that, make yourself at home.

Sahib, after light refreshment would prefer to rejoin Fountain of Astonishment at Chota Pegu

Ommonys laugh cut the argument short.

Theres too much at stake for your personal preferences and mine to have any weight at all, babu. Stay here, and confer with me on my return. You understand me?

Sadly!

Disobeyand deal with me!

Sahib, with what reluctance would I do the first! To deal with your honour is a privilege.

A privilege that hurts at times! said Ommony. All right, stay here and entertain yourself.

Without pausing to consider what the babu might regard as entertainment, he returned to the verandah. Sorry. Urgent business on the other side of the forest. Can you and Jeff amuse yourselves? he asked Strange. And Strange, with a second tiger to his bag in mind, made departure easy.

So Ommony set off on his lean grey pony at a canter, with the staghound careering in advance and the inevitable jungli, rag in teeth to keep the flies out, racing like a black phantom on foot behind. It was part of the honour of those naked forest men never to let out of sight the one white man who understood them, and whom in part  at times  they thought they understood too.

The forest is long and wide, butt Chota Pegu lies on a promontory, as it where, projecting far into an ocean of trees. From Ommonys bungalow to the rajahs palace is hardly forty miles, although by train, including the wait at Sissoo Junction, the journey would take a day and a night. So it was only a little after one that afternoon when the sweating pony steadied to a walk between low houses built from the debris of ancient cities, Diana flopped panting in the shade of a high wall, the jungli followed suit, and Ommony, dismounting, hammered with the butt of his riding-whip on a gate so old that the iron studs had rusted themselves loose and shook as the struck wood quivered. There was a long pause. Then a bell rang, as it does in temples to announce the presence and the service  one clear note and overtones ascending all the way to heaven. A voice, in which a million years of melancholy seemed to find expression, gave an order and the flower of the rajahs bodyguard  four men in crimson and yellow uniform  opened the gate with dignity.

Followed interchange of royal courtesy. Ommony, official tyrant and accommodating friend, stood while the army of four presented arms and a bare-legged man with a bugle blew a fanfare, cracked, but creditable since he did his best. Ommonys right hand went to his helmet-rim in the clean, curt fashion of the West, and then came the rigorously conventional question and reply between him and the turbaned officer, as to health, the crops, the citys peace, and the probable date of the next monsoon.

It would be ascertained whether His Highness was at home and could give audience. Ommony was offered an ancient stool in the shade of a much more ancient tree, while half the army went to find out what all already knew. Compliments were presented  more salutes; Ommony mounted the indignant grey, who had earned a respite, and rode behind the army up a long drive between old sar trees, preceded in defiance of all convention by Diana. But the jungli remained in the street; as the descendant of a race that once ruled half the earth, such trumpery was not for him. He was afraid of it. Perhaps the racial memory had made him wise, as it makes wolves wise, with instinct. Then the palace door, wide open; but ceremony to be gone through first. A great umbrella trimmed with glass was raised over Ommonys head while he dismounted. Two menials removed his riding-boots and gave him embroidered slippers in their place  a great concession, for custom demands bare feet across the threshold. Shabby, but important men in turbans bowed and walked backwards before him, as the pony was led away and Ommony, leaving Diana at the door, entered into the cool gloom of the palace.

Very little, but too much modern vandalism had crept into that back number of the worlds volumes of changing manners. Except for some Tottenham Court Road furniture, ridiculously set between antiquities, the place was as it had been for three centuries, low-ceilinged, stately, down at heel, and quiet  with the quietness that the noise of a phonograph emphasized. The thing was playing Alexanders Ragtime Band, and the racket emerged between curtains at a passage-end.

On the right was the door of the durbar-hall, and Ommony was led through that into a room about thirty feet by twenty, lined with teak and polished. There was no furniture; visitors were expected to stand in the presence; but at one end on a red-carpeted low dais was a gilt and a red silk covered chair of the Napoleonic period, that served as throne. Over that was a tasselled, square umbrella of native embroidery.

There was a pause then of at least five minutes, for sake of the conventions, Ommony waiting bolt upright in the midst directly in front of the throne, wiping the back of his neck with a handkerchief, because there was no punkah, and through the windows, that gave on to a deep verandah, very little air came in.

Then pageantry awoke. A bell rang, and through a door on the right of the throne came the rajah and his whole official family. The rajah, without seeming to notice Ommony, took his seat, bowed to by all five radiantly dressed attendants. Two of them took position, one on either hand, each armed with a jewelled fan, with which they disturbed the sultry atmosphere; but the other three were evidently of inferior rank and did not set foot on the dais. They stood in line on Ommonys right hand.

The men with fans whispered to the rajah, as if informing him who Ommony might be. He appeared interested, and at last looked up, meeting Ommonys gaze directly. Ommony bowed low, and the rajah nodded. He was a lean-looking, whimsically featured man in a yellowish silk suit adorned with a minor British Order (procured through Ommonys influence). His fingers were covered with valuable rings, but his appearance was not otherwise effeminate. He looked like one who practised more or less asceticism for the profit there might be in it, and cynicism for his own amusement  both practices diluted with a liberal amount of intellectual sensuousness.

I hope you are well. I am pleased to see you, he said solemnly in the language of the land, and the whole court of five beamed appreciation of his tact and condescension.

Ommony replied, and for about five minutes there was rigorously regular exchange of question and answer, without one hint of human feeling or a word said that could by any possibility be construed into importance. Then:

I am glad to have seen you, said the rajah, and walked out, followed by the court, leaving Ommony standing; whereat he resumed the mopping with his handkerchief. He was used to the business  knew what would happen next. Some minutes later the rajah, with the jewels off and a much less ornate suit on, pushed his turbaned head through the door Ommony had entered by.

Come on, Ommony, old boy! he called in English. Are you so fond of ceremonial that youll stand there forever? Lets sit under the punkah in the next room.

They shook hands in the doorway, and Ommony submitted to be patted on the back.

Opportune as ever! Always in the nick of time! Ive a surprise for you!

The phonograph tune now was Everybodys doing it; however, Ommony made ready for astonishment. There was a sound of four feet slipping on a polished teak floor; but the wise man, like the adder in the Bible, stops his ears to sounds it isnt time to hear yet. They went into a room in which comfortable couches and a shuttered twilight set the keynote, with lots of French novels scattered about, and some pictures on the walls that would have hardly passed the U.S. censorship.

They sat down vis-a-vis, and the rajah lit a cigarette, waving it airily.

Ha  ha! Ommony, old boy, you were never more surprised in all your life than youre going to be! Downy old dodger! Youre not the only man who can produce the unexpected! What do you think Ive got here?

A new elephant, suggested Ommony.

Pooh! Think again. Everybodys scandalized. My chamberlain is wondering whether I intend to abdicate! Now guess.

A motor-car.

The rajahs face clouded a moment.

Not yet. Well, Ill tell you, for youll never guess. A European lady of most exquisite breeding, looks, and attainments! She is teaching me to dance the two-step, and there will jolly well be a revolution in Chota Pegu if I dont look out! And by Jove, Ommony old boy, you know, if I could afford to I jolly well would abdicate. This business of being a petty rajah is no fun for a man of any intellect. I would like to live in Europe. Paris appeals to me.

Ommony assumed an air of sympathy. He knew Chota Pegus hold on ancientry, but understood as well that moth-lure of the City of Bright Lights, Chota Pegus rajah was as obviously fooled as any moonstruck college freshman; out even the freshman survives the experience generally, and India has survived the worst her weaknesses can do to her. There would be reaction at the proper time.

Paris is a great place, he answered guardedly.

It is, Ommony, it is! Paris is the mother-city of intellectuals. Hah! They understand there the inanity of hypocritcial convention! They see through things  live through them, Ommony! The land of Voltaire, Pascal, Rousseau  and delightful women!

Is your guest, then, a Parisienne? asked Ommony.

By birth, no. She is Greek  true offspring of a race that won at Marathon, and moulded the thinking of Rome and all Europe! She knows Paris inside out. We have been speaking of it. She is charming  exquisite! But come and see.

Gesturing for silence, he tiptoed to a corner, where an ancient mirrored cabinet stood built into a recess in the solid wall. Searching for a key, he unlocked the central mirror, revealing a deep cupboard, whose back was nothing but the pierced carving of a wall of the room beyond. The entire room was visible, including a phonograph, with its back to a stand of ancient weapons, and Charley Wear winding it. The rajah pulled Ommony forward by the coat, and signed to him to peer though.

Hs  s  sh! he whispered.

Madame Zelmira Poulakis was sitting almost facing the aperture, turning over the pages of a guide-book on her lap, and talking over her shoulder.

No, Charley, no more dancing, its too hot. Come and help with this. I cant find Chota Pegu in the book; if we cant find something about it well be at the mercy of our own resources, and the fewer they are the more theyll confuse us. Come on. Come and help me.

Nobody had too much praised her. Ommony conceded that at first glance. The mystery remained that she was willing to devote herself to the pursuit of Meldrum Strange; but the whole world is full of the unexplainable. If she was thirty, she did not look it. If her past was wrapped in coils of Levantine intrigue, no symptom of it showed. If she was unchaste, Ommony was unobservant. Mischief sparkled an over her, as brightly as the diamonds on her left hand, but amused, not venomous. If eyes are windows of the soul, as someone says, her merry one looked out at the universe through azure panes and liked it all.

The rajah closed the cabinet again.

Did you ever see such eyes, or lips  such hair, and such complexion? he asked.

Is she not all curves, and suppleness, and lightness? Did you see her ankles? And her wrists? Is her voice not perfect  like the waters laughing at you? And she has money, I imagine; her diamonds surpass mine. Isnt she wonderful?

Ommony agreed. It was policy; but besides, there was no use in denying the obvious. But he began to dread the next few days, as sure as that he stood there that the management of a forest and a few score men would be as childs play compared to partnership in an intrigue with Zelmira Poulakis.

Ommony, old boy, Im going to ask a favour of you, said the rajah, buttonholing him. She will introduce me into Parisian society. Can I go there? Can I afford it? Can a capital sum be raised?

Your Highness subjects are already taxed to about the limit, Ommony answered warily. Something was coming, and he did not care to nip sprouting information in the bud.

Yes, confound it! Theyre not fit to have a rajah; they cant pay for one! Ive said that frequently. But I have forest rights, you know. Its all very well for you to claim control of the forest, and youve conserved it beautifully; but the timber revenue from all this section will have to revert to me when its time to cut down trees. The shroffs wont lend on it; they say theres no knowing when the Government will cut, or to what extent my right will be disputed. Now, dont you think, if you advised it, Government would buy my rights for money down?

How much?

My rights are worth a lot  lakhs and lakhs of rupees, said the rajah. I would be reasonable, on a basis of money down.

All governments are capable of anything. Ommony, as an individual, is not to be judged by that standard. But he was no such fool as to answer outright, and to set the rajah dickering with shroffs again. He tickled hope, that springs eternal in a rajahs breast as with the rest of us.

Ill ask, he said noncommittally.

Will you? What a splendid fellow you are! How I wish all Englishmen were like you! Now let me do you a favour and introduce you to the most wonderful woman in the world.

One minute first. How is it you are entertaining her? asked Ommony, and the rajahs face took on that supercilious smile with which the opportunist apes omniscience.

I have ways and means, old boy, that you dont dream of. Chota Pegu is older than the British Raj by quite a few centuries, you know. Connections everywhere. Wheels within wheels. You English will never understand how we obtain our ends. Ha  ha! No use asking her, you old fox! She doesnt know either! She was in maiden meditation fancy free, as the Psalmist or Shakespeare or somebody says, and a little bird whispered to her. Ha  ha! I knew she was coming to visit me before she thought of it!

Whereat Ommony looked puzzled, concealing his satisfaction at being in no way connected in the rajahs mind with Zelmiras visit.

But isnt it awfully inconvenient? he asked. And now he was simply curious. The rajahs domestic worries were not even indirectly a concern of his. It was only by hearsay that he knew the rajah had two wives and quite a nice stable of dancing women; but it is always fun to speculate on how a man contrives to keep the peace in such complicated circumstances.

I do as I dam-please! the rajah answered after a moment; and in the set lips and studied air of nonchalance was written a whole volume of strife-behind-curtains. But that, again, was no affair of Ommonys; he was merely glad to know it, since, to quote a favourite proverb of Chota Pegu, all straws serve the birds at nesting-time.

Im agog to meet madame, he said, with an air of playfulness that overlay real dread lest Zelmira should openly confess him an accomplice.

But not she! Her poise was perfect and she had evidently tutored Charley Wear, whose natural instinct would have been to wear his pleasure on his face at meeting Ommony again. Zelmira glanced at the rajah, as if to deduce from his her own proper attitude toward this bearded, stocky-shouldered individual. She did not shake hands  did not attempt to shine in conversation  hardly indeed looked at Ommony; it was only little by little, as an hour went by, that he knew he was being summed up and analysed from under drooped eyelashes. He confessed to himself that the girl was adorable, and there was an added charm of deep artfulness without any evident malice, that meant more to him than cupid lips or dark, delightful brows.

And that while, with the rajah playing half-intoxicated host, they talked of all inanity, like new neighbours at someones tea party. A spy, or an intruder might have guessed them all bored, except the rajah. Not the slightest hint was dropped until the rajah left the room, and Zelmiras face became instantly wreathed in smiles. She was about to say something to the point, but Ommony checked her.

Look annoyed! he ordered. You wish the rajah was here! You dont think much of me!

She registered, and Charley followed suit. Ommony, with forest-trained ears alert, was aware of the cabinet in the wall behind him being opened, and could almost feel the rajahs eyes making holes in the nape of his neck.

Let me show you my dog, he suggested, as if he could not think of any other way of entertaining; and, as if even that would be better than a dreary conversation with him, Zelmira jumped up with alacrity. Even so, she played safe.

What fun! Perhaps the rajah will come too. Hadnt we better wait for him?

Ommony raised his voice a trifle, and capped the safety.

No, he said, hes looking up information for me about his claims in regard to the forest. Itll take him fifteen minutes.

With that hint for the man behind the spy-hole he led the way out, and they walked three abreast down the long drive, Zelmira in the midst.

Dont talk yet, said Ommony. Peoples backs give more away than they imagine.

Two hundred yards from the gate in the wall, still in sight from the palace windows, Ommony set fingers to his teeth and whistled shrilly.

Now watch! The walls too high for her, but shell try it first.

Three disappointed, almost piteous barks, announced that the whistle had been heard.

Three shots at it, he said. Now watch again. Theres a jungli out there. Hell stand against the wall. Shell back across the street and take a running jump, using his shoulders for spingboard. Watch that space between the two trees.

He whistled again. There was a pause, and then the hounds paw just appeared above the level of the wall, missed hold, and disappeared as suddenly. A yelp, half-angry now, another pause  then head and shoulders  a yelp of triumph  and the enormous dog came leaping, thrusting her nose into Ommonys hand and wriggling satisfaction.

Now, said Ommony, We can talk while we fool with Diana. That looks innocent enough.


V.  SHEEPS BONES AND NO STRYCHNINE!

Somehow, woman has come to represent temptation in the minds of most of us. Doubtless she earned the stigma, and we males the worse one, of being weak. Zelmira Poulakis, in pale mauve georgette, was art so refined and simplified as almost to seem divine, so that Ommony wondered whether he could keep his own head. As to Strange, with himself to load the scale clandestinely, he felt no doubt whatever.

Have you a plan? he asked her, so well versed in Indian lore that he knew a womans plan prevails in spite of anything a man can do.

Nothing, she answered. He ought to marry me. He ruined my husband.

Revenge? asked Ommony, not relishing a campaign for that unprofitable stuff.

No. My husband probably deserved it. But some of my money went too, and I was innocent. Strange needs a wife; he never had one. He kissed me once in New York, when I interviewed him as my husbands emissary, and  well  propose to conquer him, thats all.

That was frank enough. It was even credible. If money had been her sole aim she would never have needed to pursue Strange, limiting her scope to him. She was more marketable than the diamonds on her left hand, and no doubt scores of wealthy men had let her know it.

Conquest, eh? said Ommony. Yes, Strange needs conquering.

He likes me, she answered. He is only so cruel and selfish that he fears marriage. But I can conquer him. I will make him generous. Youll see!

Do you know what Strange will think, if he learns you are staying with this rajah? Ommony asked her. Our Indian rajahs have a certain reputation.

Pouf! He knows better. He might pretend to think that. He is cruel enough to pretend anything. But he will know it isnt true, so what does that matter? It is what one knows that influences, not what one pretends to think. He knows in his heart he likes me. He said  over afternoon tea in New York  he would choose me before any woman in the world, if he were of the marrying kind. I am of the marrying kind, and I choose him! Presto! That is the end of it! And she clipped her hands, while Charley grinned.

Cant you have Strange come in and rescue her from the rajah? asked Charley, fertile in screen-drama expedients.

He wouldnt come. Hed send for the police, laughed Ommony. No, we must have her rescue him.

From the rajah?

From anything that makes him look ridiculous.

Wise man! I like you, Mr. Ommony, Zelmira announced, her whole face sparkling with amusement.

The best and the worst of us like to be liked, more particularly by a pretty woman. It gilds the edges of intrigue, and surely dulls conscience to the drab grey underside of human schemes. Ommony began to like his task amazingly. He almost forgot the forest in determination to make Meldrum Strange a captive of this womans bow and spear.

I wish youd tell the rajah about Strange, he said, after making Diana jump over his head a time or two  for he saw the rajah coming. Not too much, of course. Just say hes a millionaire who wants to buy up Indian forest rights. Say youve heard he is staying with me. I think we can safely leave the rest to Strange, the rajah, and Providence, assisted by Chullunder Ghose. You stumbled on a jewel in that babu. By the way  drop your handkerchief! Quickly!

She obeyed. Ommony signed to Diana to pick it up. The dog brought it to him, not to her, and Ommony put it in his pocket.

If ever Di comes, look for a letter inside her collar. You can send an answer the same way.

Ah! That dog! That dog! said the rajah, joining them. A perfect beast! So intelligent! But someone will poison her one of these days, and then my friend Ommony will be disconsolate.

He, too, it seemed, knew how to drop a hint. Perhaps he had seen the handkerchief incident, and guessed its motive. Ommony looked straight at him, and their eyes met.

Then someone would have a personal fight on his hands with me, he said blandly, and the rajah, pinked, with an effort switched attention to Zelmira.

Ommony excused himself then, borrowed a fresh horse from the rajahs stable, and started back on the long cross-forest journey. After a while he took the jungli up behind him, jungli and dog taking turn about, the jungli between-whiles clinging to tail or stirrup, scouting ahead where he knew of leopard lairs, and not so weary as the fat horse at the journeys end, three hours after dark, an hour too late for dinner.

Jeff was waiting in the dark by a wood-pile near the house, and the horse shied at him. The jungli fled.

That rascal Chullunder Ghose is up to no good, Jeff began, seizing a rein to hold the horse still. Strange and I shot a tiger this morning.

Which of you?

He wounded and I killed. We were back here for lunch. Chullunder Ghose was squatting on the verandah like a big brass idol. Strange began to talk to him. All afternoon, when he wasnt taking a nap or smoking by himself, Strange has been questioning the babu, and what he hasnt learned about this forest and one of the local rajahs  Chota Pegu, I think his name is  wouldnt fill a nut-shell. I couldnt prevent it.

Im not sorry.

If I could have broken the babus neck before he

You or I would have had to do his work. I expect he has done it better.

Listen. Dont be over-confident, said Jeff. We used to employ that babu. He plays both ends from the middle always. Nothing he says or does is on the level. Hed sell you out to Strange for one rupee over and above what he could get from you

Lets nope!

And then double-cross Strange!

Excellent!

Well, Ive warned you, Jeff grumbled.

Be a good fellow and keep Strange occupied while I eat dinner. Ill have one of the servants bring the babu to me in the dining-room.

Ommony saw the horse stabled and the dog fed. Ten minutes later he was in the dinning-room, with Chullunder Ghose cross-legged on the floor at his right hand.

So youve moved without waiting for me? he asked.

Lots wife was made pillar of salt, according to Christian missionary. She looked back. Kaiser is in Holland, very hard up. He looked forward. Chinese suffer presently from foreign creditors. Stood still! Choice of three evils leaves enigma up to me. No advice available; no orders, except not to talk with servants; no consolation from Ramsden sahib, who threatens me with outsize boot. What can do but tickle ear of money-nabob with account of ripe apples in next orchard, whetting appetite of octopus for loot, which is envy of white man, always? What could do? Must say something! He is incarnation of enquiry armed with can-opener and too much zeal.

Did you tell about Madame Poulakis?

Nay, sahib. Told nothing this babu knows for certain. Truth is like savings-bank account, for use in dire emergency. Direness not yet obvious. Spoke much of Rajah of Chota Pegu, intellectual gent with expensive leanings and no cash. Conversation turned on said aristocrats claim to own birthright in enormous tract of this forest. Did mention likelihood of same being exchangeable, like Testament swap for mess of pottage  cash in this case.

How did you know about that?

Am all things to all men, sahib. To your honour, truthfull. Was employed by rajah of that ilk to make rounds of Hindu moneylenders in all cities, offering undiscoverable title as security for long-time loan. Was not inundated with success, but drew personal expenses in advance.

To let such a person as Chullunder Ghose into a secret on equal terms would have been tantamount to asking him to take advantage of it. Ommony did not dare even to smile, much less confess that the babu had led up to his hand with perfect intuition.

I gave you leave to sleep here one night, he said presently, after turning the problem over in his mind.

Am whelmed with gratitude!

Go in the morning  at break of day  before Mr. Strange wakes up.

On foot? By train? To Hades?

The Rajah of Chota Pegus horse is in my stable. Ride across the forest and return the horse to its owner with my compliments.

A red one? Sahib, I know that beast! Self am not expert in equitation. Forest, moreover, is full of leopards, tigers, elephants, and snakes of all sorts! Do not know way.

I will lend you a jungli.

Who will kill and eat me! Sahib, with your honours favour this babu will take train and change at Sissoo Junction.

You will leave with that horse before daybreak. You may have two junglis, answered Ommony. If you fall off they will catch the horse and put you on again.

You do not know, sahib, what such fear means to person of unathletic temperament!

But Ommony did know, and knew, too, the only way short of banishment to keep the babu from jockeying for the upper hand of all concerned. Banishment was out of the question; he needed the babus services.

You leave before daybreak on the red horse, he insisted unsympathetically. Keep out of Mr. Stranges sight meanwhile.

But, sahib

Ommony interrupted by glancing down at him. Their eyes met, and the babu understood. There are men who will listen to all sides of a case, but can never be wheedled when once they have given decision.

What shall I do, then, at Chota Pegu!

My advice to you is to watch your step, Chullunder Ghose. I imagine your reward, if Madame Poulakis plan succeeds, will be proportioned to your zeal. But I assure you the penalty, in case the plan fails through any treachery on your part, will be out of all proportion to the importance of the matter in hand. Let that ride through the jungle tomorrow morning be a hint to you.

Sahib, hint at me with a riding-whip! Take bail! Let me sign a stipulation before witnesses! Only not that jungle ride!

And when you get there, Ommony went on, ignoring the babus outburst, look about you. Get to know people  as, for instance, priests. If I should send word to you by jungli to meet me in a certain place, why not keep the appointment? If the rajah asks you about Mr. Meldrum Strange, you may say

Let me memorize your honours wisdom!

  whatever occurs to you as good sense at the moment. Bed now! Theres a cot in the out-house.

The babu shuffled off, his bare feet rutching on the polished floor, and Ommony joined his guests on the verandah. But Meldrum Strange proved taciturn, not even loosening his tongue under the influence of questions about the tiger he shot that morning. He was not diffident about having shot a tiger without Ommonys permission; he made that obvious. From the first he had challenged Ommonys right to have any say in such matters. But there was a new challenge noticeable in his whole demeanour. Abruptly, without apology, he announced his intention of retiring early, and walked off with hardly a muttered good night.

The old mans cooking something, Jeff said, as soon as they heard the bedroom door slam.

Did he overhear me speaking to the babu?

No.

Then I dont care what he cooks. Hell choke on it!

Pity I didnt choke him yesterday! Jeff grumbled. Strange is no fool when it comes to business. All the way home this morning, after we slot the tiger, he was telling me what a magnificent property this forest is. He has made up his mind to have it. That beastly babu has told him how to get it. All hes wondering now is how to meet the Rajah of Chota Pegu without arousing your suspicion.

Thats all arranged, said Ommony. If I know Chota Pegu hell be here soon after breakfast with his best horse foundered under him. I shant be here. This is the order of the day: Chullunder Ghose rides away before its light. In all likelihood hell meet the rajah and have word with him. I leave an hour later. If I chance to meet the rajah Ill have word with him too. You see him next, and leave him alone with Meldrum Strange. Theyll cook up something or other between them; and theres nothing we can do until we find out what that is. Theres only one point to be careful on: are you sure the babu didnt tell Strange about Madame Poulakis?

Pretty sure. Strange would have blown up if he had told.

If the rajah says anything to you about her  I expect he wont  just warn him thats a dangerous subject. If Strange once learns shes near

Hell run! Hell run like the wind! said Ramsden.

Why is he so afraid of her?

Hes afraid of himself. He likes her too well. Hes afraid of the papers. If he should marry her, theyd dig up the scandal about her first husband in Egypt  scareheads, and a full page in the Sunday supplement. Hes afraid the scandal might be made to stick to him. If she wins, Ommony, Ill stick to Strange; hell be worth it, with her to take the brute out of him. He has imagination, brains, and a kind of courage. Shell give him a heart.

Ommony turned in and lay awake until after midnight, tossing and retossing the problem over in his mind. He was aware of Strange doing the same thing in the next room  brain against brain, greed against conservation, selfishness against a life devoted to the trees. But the odds were in favour of Ommony, and he fell asleep first. Fates dice, he felt, were loaded against the millionaire.

He was awakened long before dawn by Strange calling to Jeff Ramsden. Jeff came from his tent in pyjamas to sit on Stranges bed, and for a while there was only audible an irregular jumble of explosions from Strange and Jeffs deep mono-syllabic answers. But once he caught words:

Why dont you go straight to headquarters and have it out with the Government, if you want the forest? Jeff insisted.

Dont be an ass! Theyd listen to him, not me. Whatever I offered, theyd think they might get more. Odds are, theyd call in competition. Parcel it out in the end to coolie contractors. This has got to be done quietly  jockey em into a false position  crowd em to the rails, and walk away with it. Ommonys a fanatic. You cant buy or bulldose his sort. Nothing to do but beat em to it.

Well: Ive told you what I think, Jeff answered.

You think with your biceps! Youve a head that ud make first class wienerwurst!

Ommony fell asleep again. But he was up before dawn, helping Chullunder Ghose to mount the red horse, charging two junglis to deliver the babu safely at Chota Pegu, and seeing to it that they started off by the back way, behind the house, out of sight from Stranges bedroom window. He breakfasted alone, and was on the way himself less than an hour later, leaving only one horse in the stable, and no chance for Destiny to missfire, because that one horse was so sore-backed from carrying Jeffs weight that none could ride him. Strange, who disliked walking, would have to stay near the house that morning. Ommony, too, took the trail for Chota Pegu, but in no hurry. He had all the dogs with him  a sure sign he was out on no forty-mile journey. At the foot of the look-out rock he tethered the horse, with a couple of junglis close at hand to watch for leopards, then climbed the obelisk-like rock, and waited, turning a pair of field-glasses at intervals on the face of a bare hill, over whose rock-strewn summit the track to Chota Pegu zigzagged not many miles away.

It was an hour and a half before he saw a horseman hurrying along like an insect, downward among the distant rocks. Then it occurred to him there was another trail available to a man in a great hurry who knew the forest well. He called down to the junglis, and one of them started away through the trees like a phantom, followed by Diana and the other dogs. (Hereditary junglis are as dirt beneath the feet of an hereditary prince; but a white mans dogs are not to be despised.) In course he heard barking  Dianas echoing bell, and the yap-yap of the others. Then Diana came streaking down the lane with filtered sunlight poured on her between the trees, so that she looked like a golden god-thing. She climbed in a hundred leaps, and lay down panting, making no remark. There was nothing untoward. But the yap-yap of the other two continued, coming nearer, with now and then an angry shout from someone who, perhaps would rather not have his exact location known. Ommony pulled tobacco out, and lit his pipe. The gradually closing view of Destiny contented him.

Two dogs, belligerent and pausing every now and then to yelp another challenge, galloped into sight, climbed the rock, and lay down gasping beside Diana. The drumming of hoofs pursued them. In a minute more the Rajah of Chota Pegu reined in a sweating stallion, whose legs were trembling, glanced at Ommonys tied horse, looked up, and nodded angrily.

Keep your dogs chained! he shouted. Why dont you thrash your junglis oftener? Ill kill the next beast that gets in my way! Damn them! They drove me like a buffalo at milking-time! Get some decent dogs, why cant you!

Come up, and rest your horse, called Ommony. Why blame the dogs for good luck? We might have missed each other.

Soft answers turn away wrath sometimes. They usually turn violence into vehemence. Occasionally they take all the wind out of a mans sails, suddenly.

Were you expecting me? the rajah asked; and his voice betrayed him. He had hoped to get in touch with Strange before Ommony could forewarn or prevent. Now he was wondering how Ommony could possibly have divined his purpose. He was bewildered. He felt like one who sees the rum of his calculations.

Im merely delighted to see you, Ommony answered. Come on up.

So the rajah hitched his horse beside Ommonys, and climbed slowly, turning matters over in his mind. He had to make some excuse for being there, at that early hour, on a horse so obviously foundered, some excuse that could not compromise him.

Have a seat, suggested Ommony; and the rajah produced a cigarette, after one enquiring glance into Ommonys eyes, East studying West and learning nothing.

Whats your rush? Ommony asked, knocking his pipe on the rock and refilling it.

The rajah hesitated. How much had Ommony guessed? He had to answer something.

Madame Poulakis told me of an American millionaire staying at your place, he said at last. She heard of him yesterday from you. Ive never seen one of the breed, and Im curious.

Almost eager, ventured Ommony.

Yes. I propose to invite him to call on me before she goes away. She can help entertain him.

He knew how lame his excuse had sounded, and waited for Ommony to provide him a better cue, but Ommony was leading, not following suit.

Did you meet anyone on the way? he asked, with eyes averted. (If he had wanted the rajah to lie he would have looked straight at him and forced the pace.)

The rajah thought rapidly, and saw no sense in an evasion. Only a babu, bringing back the horse I lent you yesterday.

Have word with him?

The rajah thought again. He thought so long that the answer to the question became obvious.

We spoke. Hes a man I have trusted on occasion. Is he in your confidence?

God forbid! said Ommony, grinning.

The rajah looked relieved, but it did not last long. Elbows on knees, pointing the stem of his pipe at him, Ommony cleared the issue and clouded it in one breath.

See here, he said quietly, Dutch-uncle fashion. If you want to meet Meldrum Strange theres no objection. Hes a free man; youre a rajah. But  if you propose to do business with him  anything along the lines you hinted to me yesterday  count me against you. Understand? I dont want Strange owning any of this forest  dont want him owning even a doubtful claim to a reversionary interest. Are we clear as to that?

The rajah nodded angrily.

They are my personal private rights, he retorted.

Exactly, said Ommony. Then you do as you personally, privately jolly well please with them. But count me out. I refuse my official backing.

Ah! Hah! I understand. Unofficially

Unofficially I give you this advice. If you let Meldrum Strange know Madame Poulakis is at your place hell stay away.

Thanks. You saved me then from a mistake. Aha! Downy old dodger! I see through you! Officially unbending, eh? Unofficially hoping, isnt that it? He slapped Ommony on the thigh in the well-known fashion of the hale and hearty West (as per instruction book of Western manners).

Tell me: what kind of man is this Strange to deal with?

Hard, said Ommony.

Subtle?

No. Crushes like a python.

Slow?

Quick, I should say, when he makes his mind up.

Greedy?

Absolutely.

Cautious?

Yes.

What is his weakness?

Dread of publicity.

Ah!

There was silence for about a minute, in which Ommony would have given a years pay for the gift of reading what was in the rajahs mind. At the end of it the rajah stood up, straightened himself, and salaamed to the dogs with both hands.

I apologize! he said, with a big grin. You saved a faux pas. You brought me to the fount of wisdom. When you visit me there shall be sheeps bones  and no strychnine!

He waved his hand jauntily, and started down the rock, awkwardly because of long spurs. Half-way down he turned and called back:

Downy old dodger! After this you will retire, of course! I will meet you in Paris!

Ommony ignored the innuendo. In India a man grows used to misinterpretation of his motives. Even if he could have proved, black on white, that Strange had not bribed him, the rajah would have continued unconvinced.

Dont take my horse, he warned. That bays an old friend.

A very old one  yet fresher than mine!

I wont have him ill-treated.

Pooh! Use him for tiger-bait! That is all he is fit for!

Ten minutes earlier the rajah would have deemed it dangerous to jest in that strain. Now he judged himself a sharer of Ommonys guilty secret, with privileges accordingly. But Ommony relit his pipe and watched him canter away without letting that disturb him. Nothing need disturb a man, except his enemy find out the truth; the more lies for the enemy to lose himself among the better.

Presently he came down off the rock and rode his rounds as if the days work in the forest were his sole concern. There was a new fire-lane a-cutting; and he superintended that, contriving to let the hours slip by without any underlings observing that le was simply squandering time. It was high noon before he headed homeward, and met Jeff Ramsden waiting for him at the lane end, near the house.

Theyve put you on ice; said Jeff. The rajah has been here all morning, and the poor fool thinks he can outwit Strange.

I think he can, too! grinned Ommony.

He has offered to sell Strange his rights in the forest.

Has money changed hands?

No, but the rajah has suggested youre corruptible!

I am!

Jeffs ponderous shape encloses an unsubtle mind that detests even the suggestion of dishonesty.

I could have smashed the brute for hinting it!

What did the rajah say, for instance?

Nothing definite. When Strange suggested that you might have objections, the brute answered by moving his hand like this, and smiling.

And Strange?

Saw a great light suddenly! It dawned on him the cheque-book was the key to your position.

So it is!

Im an at sea, said Jeff. Are you joking?

No. I intend to raid Stranges bank account as surely as he means to raid my forest. Old fellow, I have sold my soul for a promise by Zelmira Poulakis, said Ommony, grinning. The forests must redeem me. Out of corruption shall come forth trees

This is over my head, Jeff grumbled.

So shall the trees be in time!

Ommony, I warn you: Strange has teeth! Take his money on his terms, and hell grind you to the ground. Many a man has rued the day he took a

Jeff hesitated. Ommony filled in the word.

  a bribe from him? Ill take blood-money. He and the rajah

Theyre thick as thieves, said Jeff.

Thick or thick-headed? asked Ommony.

Strange is playing with fire made of ennui, debt, and the lure of a gay city, Hell burn his fingers, Jeff, and come to me for salve and bandages. You wait and see.

I know Strange, and you dont, Jeff answered dubiously.


VI. C.O. TO Z.P. Z.P. TO C.O.

C.O. to Z.P. Hold the fort. Let nothing persuade you to leave the palace until further advice from me. Be sick if necessary. Please feed the dog before sending her back.

In the small, file-littered office behind his bedroom Ommony folded the slip of paper and tucked it under the leather loop inside Dianas collar. Then he pulled out Zelmiras handkerchief and let the hound smell the vague, unusual scent.

Go quick! he ordered.

The hounds tail drooped. She detested errands so far away from Ommony, but was too well used to them to hesitate. As if she had been reproved she drew her tail tight under her and slunk out, but broke into a trot the moment she left the house, and within the minute was extended in the long, elastic canter she could hold all day.

Ommony had begun to see daylight through the words; but the rajah was in a quandary. He stayed to lunch, and used every artifice he could invent for decoying Ommony into a téte-â-téte. But that astute individual purposed neither to advise him further nor to arouse suspicion by refusing. He could not even be tempted into a corner by the sight of a new, gold-plated pistol. He was depending on Destiny, in league with the fire made of ennui, debt, and the lure of a gay city. Prodding at Destiny impatiently is apt to bring the importunist down under the flaming wheels, so his artifices for avoiding private conversation were better invented than the rajahs for procuring it. Even the excuse that the stallion was unfit for the journey home availed nothing; while the beast was resting Ommony employed himself among the new plantations on his own horse, and in the end the rajah had to ride away on the stallion uncomforted by wisdom from his host.

Then Ommony took tea on the verandah, under the guns of Stranges arrogant contempt.

That stuffs the undoing of the English! Strange volunteered. They sip tea like old women  even in the Bank of England. Its the symbol of Englands decadence.

You think weve fallen far yet? Ommony asked him.

Strange snorted. Youre succumbing to the same degeneracy youve imposed on conquered Peoples  just as Rome did. That rajahs a case for you. Intelligent in a superficial way, like a monkey. I dont doubt his ancestors were men, who could seize, administer, and keep; theyd know enough to rule. That fellows delighted like a child with a new toy pistol  spineless  no initiative; hes a product of afternoon tea and English education!

The light back of Ommonys eyes was of a deeper amusement than the outburst seemed to warrant. But Strange by habit scorned the men he proposed to have the better of, and the strongest are blind when in that mood. It is on written record in Millsville, N.H., that Meldrum Strange at fourteen was turned out of Sunday school for insisting that, if he had been Goliath, not only would he have crushed David at long range with a big rock, but that he would have been right to do it.

I hate to see the world stand still. Progress! he insisted. Thats the proper keynote. Progress!

After dinner that evening he resumed the topic. He was still laying law down, lecturing Ommony on the proper use of opportunity, when Diana slunk up through the shadows to the verandah and lay down at Ommonys feet. She was so quiet that not even Jeff observed her. The other dogs took no notice. Ommony slid his hand down to feel for a message in the loop under the collar, found what he expected, snatched it out, and shouted in Tamil:

Boy! Bring the flashlight!

Care to come, Jeff? he asked, explaining nothing, but leading the dog by the collar, away from Strange, around the corner of the verandah to where a side-door, seldom used, provided access near the bathroom. The servant brought the flashlight.

Warm water in a hurry! Ommony commanded.

Blood! said Jeff, fingering the dogs shoulder.

I thought at first it was a blow from a leopard, said Ommony, but you see, theres a hole in here and out there. It must have left off bleeding some time ago. No serious damage. Hurts her, though.

Diana whimpered as Ommony fingered the loose skin above her powerful shoulders.

Bullet undoubtedly, said Jeff.

Might be a 32. Did you notice a weapon of that bore this afternoon?

The rajahs gold-plated toy!

Exactly! Nobody else anywhere near this forest owns a 32. That rascally rajah suspected her of carrying a message; Dianas notorious, aint you, old lady! And hes a good shot with a pistol, damn his eyes!

It was a close call for the dog, said Jeff, examining the wound.

As close for me, I think! Lets see what the message says.

He read it by the bathroom night-lamp, holding Diana with one hand to keep her quiet, while the servant held the flashlight and Jeff syringed out the wound, the dog whimpering.

Z.P. to C.O. Am sitting tight. Chullunder Ghose met him in forest and told about Strange liking to shoot tigers. Chullunder Ghose says that may open Panch Mahal, but I dont understand what he means. Will be very sick if necessary. Please meet Charley at noon to-morrow at the lookout rock. He will ride the horse you left here. Chullunder Ghose says the rajah has no funds. Shall I lend?

No, no, no! said Ommony, so that Jeff looked up, whereat Ommony took the scissors and clipped carefully.

There, old lady; youll be all right in a few days.

He stuffed the note in his pocket and scratched his chin, grinning. It beats the Dutch, he said, the way Dave Destiny arranges things. Strange goes from here to the Panch Mahal. Thats a little old-fashioned palace twenty miles from Chota Pegu, where rajahs hold high revel on occasion. It means the play-place of the ladies.

Gosh! said Jeff.

Two tuts! The tiger-shootings often very good there. Caretakers have kept the place from ruin, but it hasnt been used often in the last ten years.

Any personal risk to Strange? Jeff asked, acutely conscious of being on Stranges pay-roll.

Prodigious, I should say it means Zelmira marries him!

In spite of his quarrelsome mood Strange presently wearied of sitting alone, and came blustering in to see what they were doing. Diana, in no sweet mood herself, showed him a glimpse of her fangs.

Place looks like a butcher-shop! he snorted, and blustered out again.

Thought so! said Ommony.

Thought what?

I have what youd call the dope on him. Men who want to save the world by system and tyranny are all alike. Everythings impersonal until it applies to him personally  blood in a bathroom included.

Exactly. Thats why Id rather resign and then like him! said Jeff. Do him good!

No. Save him for Zelmira! Thats her job. Besides, you see, she has bought my soul! Ommony answered, grinning his pleasantest.

Jeff had utterly ceased to enjoy his visit. A stickler for loyalty all his life long, he hated to lend a hand against Strange, but hated at least equally the thought of Strange accepting Ommonys hospitality and using the mans very roof as a cover for intrigue. Ommonys loyalty to the forest and the job appealed to Jeff; Stranges greed and arrogance disgusted him; but worse than either, he despised himself for not knowing what to do about it. Ommony divined the situation pretty accurately.

Are Stranges love-affairs your business? he asked, cleaning out the syringe.

No, and, by Gad, Im not his valet!

What is your job?

Im his partner in business  salaried partner. He owns control and can vote me out any time he sees fit.

Stick to business, then.

Ill have to warn him to pull out of this, then.

Ommony grinned again. I wish you would! If youll stick strictly to business, and leave him to paddle his love canoe, therell be no accidents.

So Jeff recovered his good-humour, and when bedtime came he followed Strange into his room and sat there for an hour, while Ommony, remaining with his pipe on the verandah, caught fragments of a violent debate, in between the pauses of his own conversation with two men, who wore no clothes, and did not trespass on to the verandah, but spoke like dark goblins from the shadow beyond the flower-bed.

Youre a natural born employee! You cant see things on a big scale!

I see more than you imagine! Im warning you.

Youve osseous formations on the occiput! Bone and beef arent brain! How dyou suppose I made millions? By being afraid of things? You and this man Ommony would make a pair in double harness! Go to bed.

All right. Ive said my say, and you wont listen. I tell you again, youre wrong. Dyou want my resignation?

No, you ass! When I want that Ill tell you quick enough. Youre a first-class detail man  a perfect child when it comes to visualizing. Turn in and sleep off your fears!

Jeff came glooming out on the way to his tent, and sat down for a minute beside Ommony; and once again, as the pipe-ash glowed and dimmed, Ommony divined the wise remark to offer:

You see, youre a bit too big to quit in the middle of it all. Ive depended on you all along to go to the Panch Mahal with Strange and see him through it.

Im dumb from now on! Jeff retorted, and, shoving his pipe in his pocket, strode discontentedly to bed. Ommony sat still on the verandah for half an hour, chuckling at intervals.

Next morning only the servants saw him, for he breakfasted alone, and thereafter rode to the new plantations, superintending precautions against drought until it was nearly noon and time to keep the appointment with Charley Wear. He was seated up on the look-out rock when Charley came galloping down the glade, and Charley, squinting at lights and half-lights, climbed up to sit beside him.

I was afraid you wouldnt get the message, Charley began, when lie had his breath. The rajah said he saw your dog limping along as if someone had shot her. He sent out men to hunt for anyone with a firearm who might have done it.

In America you call that bull, Ommony answered. Here its known as eye-wash. He shot the dog, but she got home.

How do you know that?

Ommony whistled. Two black, naked shadows emerged from the trees and stood bathed in the sun.

Those men saw it. They came last night and told me.

He whistled again and the junglis disappeared.

Well Im damned! muttered Charley.

No. The rajah is. Its too bad poor old Di got hurt, but shell recover, and the rajah wont. For doing that, he shall have his own way and go to Paris, where the last state of that rajah will be worse than the first. Do you know Paris, Charley? There are professionals there, male and female, who can squeeze a rajah dry in shorter time than it takes you and me to squeeze a lemon. Thereafter, the ash-heap! Hes a nuisance here.

Too bad, itll be his subjects money.

No. Stranges money!

I dont get you.

Strange will! And Zelmira will get him, if she plays her hand wisely. Theres only one link missing now. What did you come to talk to me about?

Nothing serious, said Charley. Theres a box on the way from Delhi, addressed to me in your care. Do you mind paying the charges on it and arranging for me to get it somehow?

Ommony filled his pipe and lit it carefully before he answered. He likes to suppress excitement. He crowded it down the way he put tobacco in, making sure none protruded.

I believe Ill be delighted, he said then. Is it bad manners to ask whats in the box?

My motion picture outfit.

Any film?

Scads of it.

Ommonys outgoing breath, smoke-burdened, bore a prayer of thanks into the Infinite.

The last link! Charley, you shall have that box if I have to set it on my own head, and carry it on foot, alone, all the way across the forest to Chota Pegu! What did the gods look like who put that thought into your head?

Shes a goddess. Zelmira had me send for before he left Delhi, Charley answered. Shes as mad about movies as the rest of em.

Whom attack hath made mad let none offend! answered Ommony, piously quoting Scripture.


VII.  KEY TO DESTINY!

There were days after that when Strange fretted, and the problem was to distract him from a too quick move that might have been equally advantageous for Ommony, who held all trumps, but none the less fatal to Zelmira Poulakis. And Ommony considered her his partner now, to be considered only less than the forest.

The old disease that had rioted unchecked in Strange for forty years, lulled for a while by his now great scheme to be the worlds arch-sleuth, had broken out anew with threefold virulence.

Attain! Acquire! Possess! Exploit! Then on to something else! It boiled in his veins  set his brain on fire. It was all so easy! All a man needed was the money and initiative  that, and the gift of recognizing opportunity.

The only immediate outlet for his surging energy was the forest, so he began to butcher game. The slaughtered buck meant no more to him than yesterday when it is past. Blood-lust was not in him. He recoiled from carcases, cared nothing for the trophies, only ached to demonstrate his own ability and feel the power that fed. Blood on his hands disgusted him; it was all too personal. When his clothes were soiled he changed them, and returned for more hunting. He was not cruel in the ordinary sense; he killed clean, or when he failed to kill, kept after the wounded beast until he had it. But the power to kill was his, and he used it, stoking the fires beneath that other power, to have, that he intended to use too.

Jeff protested on occasion, for he was a big-game hunter born.

If I dont, someone will, Strange answered. Lifes like that. Take, or it shall be taken from you, even that which you have. Ive neglected this part of my education. Youve neglected business. The result is Ive got millions to your thousands, but youre the better shot. Ill learn this. You cultivate your head!

Ommony knew what was going on, but had no time to interfere, not much inclination. The game had to be sacrificed on the forest altar. Nature, left alone, would restore the balance presently. He had the big victory to plan for. This butchery was an affair of outposts, not beneath his notice, but insufficient to distract him from the main plan. However, it did not reduce his grim determination to make the ultimate defeat of Meldrum Strange a rout, and if he once had thought of offering quarter, that sweet reasonableness vanished. The devil, that in varying percentage lives in every human, had Cottswold Ommony by the heart-strings; nor was its grip loosened in the least by knowledge that Strange had sent to Bombay for money in large quantities, and that the money had arrived.

So he himself sent a telegram, and then rode to interview the rajah; but this time instead of waiting at the outer gate for the usual rigmarole, he sent in a note, and rode away to a clearing near the forest edge, where the masonry of an ancient well was crumbling to decay. There he dismounted and waited, peering curiously into and around the well, as if he had expected something, and presently was satisfied. He did not wait long; there was that in his note that had not suggested dalliance.

The rajah came cantering, and drew rein just in sight of him, then advanced at a walk, endeavouring to look at ease with all the world and his own thoughts. The result was an absurd mixture of nerves and indifference, whose effect was heightened by the extravagant gesture with which he threw away a half-smoked cigarette.

Shall we ride together? he suggested.

Sit here, said Ommony, laying his hand on the stonework of the ruined well.

The rajah immensely disliked receiving orders, but an open quarrel would have been no convenient thing to have on hand at that crisis of his affairs; he dismounted with an ill grace, threw his reins over a tree-stump, and sat down with arms folded.

Well? he asked. What?

Have you your pistol with you?

No.

Youre mistaken. Its in that side pocket.

The rajah muttered an exclamation. It was easy enough to guess what he would have liked to do.

Huh! My servant put it there, eh? The fool must have thought

May I see it? asked Ommony.

There was no alternative. As resentfully as a boy caught stealing apples, the rajah produced the gold-plated thing butt-end first. Ommony took it, glanced at it, and dropped it down the well, with his other hand preventing the rajah from peering down after it. The well must have been either deep or empty. There came no sound of the pistols reaching bottom.

You wont shoot any dog again with that, at all events.

I did nothing of the kind,

I have the dog to prove it, and two witnesses. Shall we ask the dog to settle the point? Shes not fit to run yet, but I can have her carried over; or you may come to my place, and well know in a minute whos telling the truth.

The rajah showed his teeth and chewed the end of his moustache. Then he glanced to right and left. There were no witnesses.

The beast was being used to carry messages from spies on me! he snarled. How dare you do that! he demanded.

I dare worse. I dare charge you with plotting to sell this forest to Meldrum Strange without so much as notifying the Government of your intention! But be satisfied with throwing your pistol down the well, provided!

What?

Provided youre reasonable, too.

The rajah glanced to right and left again. The only audience was the horses. Rage had him by the throat, but princes in these drab, degenerate days are worse off than beggars, in that a beggar need have no master. He choked the rage down with an effort, and forced a smile.

Well, all right then, were quits. I did shoot your infernal dog, and that wells deep, confound you! But look here, Ommony, old boy, I must have money, and the shroffs wont lend.

I understand youve told Strange Im corruptible, said Ommony.

The rajah glared.

He told you that? He lies! He

Oh, no, he didnt lie.

The enemys mistakes win the victors battle. The astonishing thought that Strange (not Ramsden) had betrayed him to Ommony more unmanned the rajah than a thrashing would have done; and Ommony was quick to seize advantage.

What a fool you are to trust a stranger and betray an old friend, he said indignantly. Ive been your friend through thick and thin! Ive backed you against the priests, against the central government, against your creditors  against your  self! Youve never set a foot wrong when you listened to me. Your revenue is nearly double what it was. Youve received a coveted honour on my recommendation. You know as well as I do that my one concern is this forest. And you reward friendship by trying to undo my lifes work! What do you think would happen if Strange should ever get a foothold here?

Now the rajah traced his ancestry so far back into the dawn of time, and was so inbred (lest the royal strain should be defiled), that European kings were vulgar riff-raff by comparison. And that is a condition that begets a point of view. The ancientry arose within him.

What do I care? Who are you, you foreigner! he snorted, to come here and meddle? The land and the forest are mine  you hear me? mine! You English are thieves, thats all  thieves who will be kicked out presently, those of you who are not dead with

With our boots on, Ommony suggested. Lets not worry about after that. Until then, is the problem. Until the Powers hoist my number Im forest guardian, and youve me to deal with. Now then. What are you going to do?

The rajah confessed to himself, at any rate, that he did not know, and his face told Ommony the tale. That is a state of mind that jumps at ready-made solutions.

What you thought of doing was to sell to Meldrum Strange alleged forest rights, that are doubtful, to put it mildly, and to leave him to fight through the courts for the title. Thats dishonest. Why dont you sell him something you do own?

For instance?

Do you own the Panch Mahal?

The rajah scowled. That was another property on which the shroffs would not lend one rupee, not because the rajahs heritage was doubtful, but because the priests of the temple of Siva in Chota Pegu claimed a lien on it. There was no pretence of its being a legal lien, only one of those theoretical and subtly enforced claims that the Church in all ages and all climes has maintained irresistibly.

You know what the priests say.

What can they do? demanded Ommony.

Dogs! I wont go near them! They avoid my court. They set the rabble against me. They have me hooted in the streets. They deny me caste. I will make no overtures to that swarm of cankering worms!

Pride of that sort is impregnable by direct assault, but more susceptible to flank attack than an over-extended speculator.

Chullunder Ghose has no pride, Ommony remarked, as if to the blue sky, apropos of nothing.

That set the rajah thinking on a new line. He would have loved to cheat the priests  to double-cross and laugh at them; but he did not dare attempt that; the priests power is too subtle and far-reaching, as well as ruthless. Pride, that is sweeter than success, restrained him from an open bargain with them. Poverty  extravagance  the distant lights of La Ville Lumiere impelled. Chullunder Ghose was a rogue with brains, who would serve any master who paid him well enough. Strange vs. Priests of Siva would be a game worth while for the Pantheon of Heaven to come and watch!

Ommony, watching the rajah as a salesman studies his prospect, judged his time and struck.

Im against Strange, he said frankly, leaning back against the masonry with both hands in his pockets. Youd better sell him the Panch Mahal, and stick to your old friends.

Will you not prevent my selling him the Panch Mahal?

Why should I?

Will you help me against the priests?

Its against British policy to interfere in religious matters. You must manage them yourself. Perhaps the priests may make first overtures. Theyre omniscient, you know. They read thoughts. Theyre always forehanded. You wont have to eat humble-pie if they come to you first.

I must think this over. said the rajah.

Do.

And Madame Poulakis?

For the moment leave her out of it.

How can I? She is becoming a nuisance. I cannot invite Strange to the palace while she is there, and she has begun to have sick headaches. She complains she is too unwell to travel.

Keep Strange away, then. Take him to the Panch Mahal.

But I cant go away and leave her in the palace.

Why not?

It is unthinkable.

Try to think it. Shes a gentlewoman. You cant be rude to her.

The rajah hesitated, then took two steps and stood in front of Ommony with arms folded.

Tell me what she is doing here! he said. Chullunder Ghose persuaded me I might reap advantage from her visit. Whenever I ask her why she came, she laughs; and the babu swears hes afraid to tell what her business is. Am I being made a catspaw in some scheme?

Id let the babu manage that, if I were you.

That rascal!

You took his advice in the first place. Carry on! Youve never failed when you took my advice. Go home and think it over!

The rajah snapped his fingers with irritation, chewed at his moustache a moment, scowled, swore irresolutely, scowled again, glanced once at Ommony, who met his eyes good-humouredly, kicked at a stone, and made his mind up.

I will try the luck a last time. All or nothing! I will carry on. Ommony, old boy, if youve misled me this time

He left the nature of the threat to be imagined, mounted, and rode away, glancing back twice swiftly over-shoulder, as if to catch Ommonys expression unalert and so divine his secret mood. But he was out of sight before a peacock-coloured turban arose slowly from within the well, and a full, fat face beneath it surveyed the scene cautiously.

Sahib, choose new assignation spot! Standing on six-inch ledge, holding with fingers of one hand, with drop into watery bowels of underworld the penalty for least slip, is Grand Guignol sensation!

Why not hold on with both hands? Ommony asked, without looking round.

Needed one for pistol, which sahib dumped. Self was dumped. Said very valuable weapon fell on this babu. Having caught same, could not move for purpose of disposal within clothing. Verb. sap. Am emasculated  very!

He climbed out over the rim of the well and stretched himself painfully, one section at a time.

Am creased like old kerosene can! Yow! I need a hammer to outflatten me!

Did you hear what was said? Ommony asked, lighting his pipe, and not even looking at him sideways.

The babu sat down cross-legged on a broken stone to one side of the well, where he was least conspicuous, and proceeded to examine the pistol. He faced away from Ommony. Their conversation might have been directed to the empty air.

Unlike regal artillery, am not gold-plated. Oh, no, very far from it. Am impoverished person. Nevertheless, resembling gun in other matters, I go off when safety catch is released and trigger pressed  thus. Yow! I did not know it was loaded!

Hurt yourself?

No.

Answer my question then.

All things on this plane are relative and governed by desire. How much did the sahib wish me to hear?

What did you hear?

Acoustic properties of well are excellent.

Can you take a hint?

On paper is easiest, sahib  with signature of executive of bank of issue!

Get your pay from your employer.

Sahib, it is difficult for untitled and impecunious babu to obtain permit to carry firearms. Now if influential sahib

Should demand the pistol back, suggested Ommony.

Will try again! There are but five shots left in magazine, plus one empty cartridge, which might be refilled by expedient person in emergency. Sale of ammunition to this babu being ultra vires of inspected commerce, sahib in his magnanimity might

Better take the hint, suggested Ommony. If I heard too much talk about pistols I might begin to look for one.

Ah doo me!

Have you made the acquaintance of the priests?

Have accumulated glamour of much sanctity.

Well? What are you waiting for?

Emolument!

I tell you Im not your employer.

Oh, no! You are only person who can send me on red stallion through forest full of tigers, a pulled by cannibals, who drive me before them, replacing me on back of said terrifying stallion when I frequently fall off! You are unconnected person, who can nevertheless compel me to cling by toe and finger-nails to wall of snakesome well. Not my employer! Nevertheless, this babu awaits emolument.

But Ommony knew better. Fifty rupees from him would have made the babu as undependable as a dog that is bribed to obey.

Get on or get out! ordered Ommony. I can manage well without you.

Is gratitude always ex post facto? May not generosity cast its shadow in advance? the babu grumbled.

Its getting late, said Ommony. Suppose you walk to the palace and present my compliments to Madame Poulakis. Ask, if her head doesnt ache too much if shed care to meet me in the grounds.

The babu sighed, salaamed, and waddled off. Ommony gave him ample time to get out of sight, then mounted and rode slowly after him for a quarter of a mile, in order to make sure he had not doubled back to watch him through the trees. However, he saw the broad back continuing in the right direction; and a back tells more than some mens faces; the babus air was business-like, and Ommony turned again, contented.

He rode into the forest by a trail not often used, pulled out his watch, whistled, peered about him, cantered for a mile or so along a glade, found rising ground, and ascending that, at last saw what he was looking for. A thing of many legs, like a prehistoric monster, passed slowly over a rise a mile beyond him, moving his way. He sat down then and waited until he heard grunts, complaints, and quarreling; but before their source appeared in sight he mounted and rode back slowly toward the well.

He had not dared wait. He had done a miracle. He had persuaded sixteen junglis, to whom toil at anything but hunting is a worse contemplation than hunger, to carry a load to him across the forest, and they are literal-minded folk. They would have dropped the load and run away if they found him anywhere before the journeys end. So he sat down by a stone but with an iron roof, that he himself had built years ago to hold tools, when planting was in progress thereabouts. The hut was almost hidden in the trees and undergrowth, and the padlock had rusted into uselessness, but he smashed that and put a new one in its place.

Then the junglis came, weary beyond belief, thin-legged and all new to the exercise, carrying shoulder high a big box lashed in the midst of four poles.

He praised them, promising that the devils of the jungle should impose no more red-sickness for seven years, and rewarded them fabulously from the contents of his saddle-bag. Each bewildered one received, when the box was safely in the hut, a brand-new, glittering, imported knife, whose blade would actually fold into the handle. Each knife had a ring on it, to hang it to a fellows neck by, and a bright brass chain through the ring. It was incredible; but there the knives were, and they ran lest the devils should see, and envy them, and make new sorts of trouble.

No need to warn them not to talk. Only Ommony in all that forest could converse with them. They understood not more than ten words in any other language than their own decayed Lemurian.

With the key of the hut in his pocket Ommony rode on to the palace, and was admitted this time by a side gate, since there was nothing official about his call. Zelmira with Charley in attendance waited for him in an open-sided summer-house in the midst of three acres of neglected garden. There was no chance of eavesdropping, but they themselves were easily visible from the palace windows.

Whats that? asked Charley.

A key to Destiny! Your box is in a hut Ill show you. Have you developer?

Plenty.

Can you overcome the mechanical difficulties?

Ommony spoke calmly, but fear was creeping up his back. Knowing nothing of the nature of the difficulties, he had not even imagined any until that moment, when it dawned on him like the knell of disaster that a reel of film might be unmanageable without extensive apparatus.

I dont know, said Charley. Ive spent part of two years figuring out a kit that would serve in emergencies. Its all in that box. The hardest job is washing and drying. But Ive got a collapsible drum to wind the stuff on, if theres scads of decent water, cool enough

Theres a perennial spring of cool water within fifty yards of where your box is, Ommony assured him. It flows over clean rock, rather slowly.

Charley nodded. That was settled. But now another dread took Ommony by the throat, so that he coughed.

Have you a projector?

Bet your life! No use developing film on the spot unless you can test it and see what youre doing.

Ommony laughed outright.

Whats the joke?

Its on Strange!

I think its on me, said Zelmira. Im feeling so well I could walk twenty miles, and I have to play sick with any head in a shawl! I want to ride, and dance, and sing, and be alive, but I have to pretend that even the phonograph makes my head ache! The rajahs hints that Ive been here long enough are getting positively rude.

That nabob will have his head punched presently! said Charley, nodding confirmation.

Faint heart never won fair plutocrat! laughed Ommony. Stick it out, madame! The rajah will change his tune from now on. Strange goes to the Panch Mahal within a day or two. Then everything depends on you. Ill have a parson in attendance.

So quick?

Surely. Strange needs distraction, or hell murder everything on four legs and cut down all the trees in the universe! Charley, I want you to look over that kit of yours and foresee every possible chance of accident. We cant afford one faux pas.

Charley promised that and they went into session of agenda, ways and means, Zelmira bubbling laughter and Charley exploding approval at intervals, as Ommony unfolded all his plan.

Its a sizzling scheme! said Charley.

And if it goes wrong its only another scandal in high life! Zelmira added, chuckling mischievously.

If it misses one cog, Amen to my career! said Ommony, not copying the fabled ostriches that stick their heads in sand. He likes to face all issues.

The safe bet is, said Charley, Strange wont dream anyone would try to put that over on him. Hes so used to people being scared of him, hell try to bluster, and make it worse.

Well, lets hope! said Ommony; and then, as darkness fell, he went to interview the rajah.

He found him téte-â-téte with the babu, on a side verandah, facing the other way from the summer-house. Chullunder Ghose was squatting on the floor near the rajahs foot, catching a purple handkerchief between his toes, as he let it fall and pulled it back repeatedly in sign of nervousness. They were conversing in English, as a precaution against eavesdropping, and because each understood that language better than he did the others; but all Ommony overheard was:

They are worse than moneylenders!

True, mighty one, they are priests! They will take no loss.

Curse them!

This babu, sympathising with your Highness, curses them devoutly! Nevertheless  shall I not say  fifty-fifty? Yes?

May gangrene rot them! Yes.

And my honorarium?

Here  take this  theres someone coming  go awayhurry!

The babu slunk into the shadows, stowing paper money into some recess between his stomach and loin cloth.

Oh, hullo, Ommony, old boy, Im glad to see you, said the rajah. Are you feeling sprightly and full of the old corn and all that kind of thing? What do you say to a ride through the jungle tonight to your place? Dinner and forty winks, then up like Gay Lochinvar and to hell with caution! Id like to ride with you, and call on Strange at breakfast.

Suits me well, said Ommony. Youve done your thinking then?

Yes, dammit! Those lousy priests want everything! They wont sell their claim or release it. They offer to say nothing for the present on a fifty-fifty basis.

Will they do anything? asked Ommony.

Thats just what puzzles me, said the rajah. They sent that babu to say theyd do anything in reason. They dont know what reason is, confound them! I dont know what they mean, or what you mean, either! You must be a wizard! How have you contrived to make priests offer to do anything?

I havent been near them, said Ommony truthfully.

Youve had correspondence then!

No.

Youve threatened them?

No. I dont interfere with priests.

I wish youd let me alone as religiously! Well the priests know everything in advance as usual; and as usual Im the only one in the dark  the reigning rajah! Huh! Why dont you take me into your confidence?

I will when my dog recovers.

That rebuke having reduced the rajah to glowering silence, Ommony pursued the advantage. Its enough for you to know theres nothing legal in the priests claim; but I advise you to mention it to Strange and to tell him it isnt legal and cant be enforced in court. If Strange asks me, Ill confirm that. Represent to Strange that if he buys the Punch Mahal and pays you cash for it, then youll consider the forest deal, but not otherwise. Ill admit to him, if necessary, that as a property-owner hell have a better leg to stand on when it comes to arguing with the Government. Now, are we agreed? Then good; well start after midnight, in time to reach my place for breakfast.


VIII. AND NOW FOR THE REALLY DIFFICULT PART!

Apprends-moi za parler,
Apprends-moi la manière
Comment lamour se fait!



Ommony liked himself in the guise of good Dan Cupid, and as he rode through the forest beside the rajah the trees and rocks re-echoed to his song. All he needed was a stringed instrument of some kind to make him look like an old-time wandering troubadour. His voice was ordinary, but his instinct for the music true. His short, not too well-ordered beard, and a way of throwing back his sturdy shoulders as he sang, with face toward the tree-tops, made him seem hardly of this day and generation. Moonlight in the clearings, gleaming on bridle, his grey shirt, and the bare skin where the shirt lay open at the neck, touched him with romance and annoyed the rajah beyond reasonableness.

Youll attract wild beasts, he objected.

Yes, I seem to do that naturally. You and Strange, for instance! Problem is to tame you. Cant be done by cruelty. Worlds already full of brute force. Marry Mars to Venus, and produce what? Trees!

I often think youre crazy, said the rajah.

And youre right. We all are. The least crazy of us are the keepers of the rest. Were Adams, loose in Eden, and well get kicked out unless we tend to business.

That being over the rajahs head (for there is no romance and no true vision left in men on the descending arc of the Wheel) he lapsed into moody silence, wishing the stars between the tree-tops were the lights of Paris, and that Ommonys intermittent singing might be conjured into cabaret revelry. He hated the night, and the loneliness. Ommony revelled in it  had not known the feel of loneliness since the early days, when the forest swallowed him and where began his education. And a pair of junglis, flitting in and out among the shadows, peering this and that way on the qui vive for marauding animals, believed that Ommony was some old god incarnated  his song the echo of the splendour of another world. So do opinions differ, on all sorts of subjects, with the point of view. By the time they reached Ommonys house on the edge of the forest the rajah was bordering on homicidal frenzy.

However, Ommony was feeling at his best, which was the main thing. Adam in Eden never managed the assembled creatures better. He put Strange in good humour by saying wealth must have been imposed on him for inscrutable reasons by Providence.

Theres nothing inscrutable about it, answered Strange. Were given brains; and if we use them we get wealth. Thats all there is to it.

But Ommony was not disturbing heresies that morning. When they finished breakfast he led Strange to the verandah.

Youll need your brains, he said, if you really mean business with that rajah. He has been trying to get hints from me as to how to handle you.

Bah! All he wants is money, Strange retorted. Western degenerates are exactly like him. First they try to borrow. When that fails they sell out. There isnt a creative atom in them.

He paused, and looked at Ommony with slightly changed perspective. So Ommony was coming over, was he? Tipping off the rajah how to make the right approach, eh? Hah He had seen that happen scores of times. A government official, bound by oath of office to present an impregnable front, knows better than anyone where the flank is weakest. Same old game, eh? Show the line of least resistance surreptitiously, and trust to be rewarded afterwards.

Ill remember! he said, nodding. Does the rajah want to talk to me?

So Strange and the rajah walked off together, out of earshot of a world that might put false constructions on a simple stroke of business. Jeff, on the verandah, smoked in ponderous disgruntlement, admiring nothing not above-board and branded with its proper name. Ommony opened his mail, and studied it until Strange came to interview him in the office, with an unlighted cigar projecting upwards from the left side of his mouth  a symptom Jeff recognized.

Is there any doubt about the title to the Panch Mahal? Strange asked abruptly.

None, said Ommony.

The rajah says the priests of some temple or other assert a claim to it under a verbal deed of gift, said to have been made by one of this mans ancestors.

It isnt legal. They couldnt establish it in court.

If I should buy the place, what could they do?

Depends on your state of mind. If youre nervous or superstitious  

No! Strange snorted. Is that all? No risk of riots?

Oh, no.

Any risk of the central government objecting?

Why should they? Its the rajahs private property. If you buy it its yours.

Will you witness the cash payment and memorandum of agreement?

I dont mind.

So Jeff and the rajah were summoned into the little file-decked office, and a heap of paper money changed hands that made the rajahs eyes glisten in spite of himself, and whetted an amazing appetite for more.

Bought sight unseen, said Strange. Now Ill look the place over. You say its furnished?

The rajah nodded.

How soon can we go?

Ive only one fresh horse, said Ommony. If the rajahs horse is fit for the return journey he might show you the way at once. Jeff and I can bring along your bag later, if that suits you.

The rajah was not given to considering horseflesh. Strange considered nothing but his own objective. They two left within the hour, the rajah chattering to Strange like a schoolboy trying to entertain the principal on a picnic.

How shall we follow without horses? Jeff demanded. Yours is dog-tired, and the sore-backed one in the stable isnt up to my weight.

But the resources of him who overlords an Indian forest are more ample than appears. Ommony gave orders, and a man went like the wind. Within the hour there came an elephant that knelt at the foot of the verandah steps, and into the howdah went Stranges bag, and Jeffs, and Ommonys, along with food enough for several days emergency. Two servants draped themselves in picturesque discomfort on the great brutes rump. Jeff and Ommony piled in with rifles and shot-guns, and word began to spread in widening rings that the sahibs were off on a hunting trip. The mahout exploded harsh impulse; the mountain moved; the howdah swayed; and they were off.

Men carry their emotions with them, and they are more contagious than disease. There is nothing about a ride on the back of an old cow-elephant to bring good-humour and amusement to the surface, nor yet to drown them under gloom. Ommonys high spirits shone forth and aroused Jeff to a similar frame of mind. The trap was sprung at last. The forest-devouring ogre had wallowed in. He was jubilant, and in a half-hour Jeff was singing too, trolling out deep bass harmonies that made the mahout and the servants, clinging like apes on perches, thrill and stir until they nearly fell to earth. All India loves a deep voice and a man of muscle.

And because sleep is less an anodyne than a result of poise and the relapse of worry  midway swing of the pendulum, as it were  Ommony fell asleep after a time, curled up with his legs over the hawdah side, dreaming of things a man cant imagine except at sea, or on the heaving top of an elephant. Bed is a lair of commonplace. Sleep under moving skies, amid experience, and learn! He had a new eye  new confidence when he awoke, having dreamt he saw the wheels and works of Destiny.

He left the elephant resting in the shade of teak trees near the rajahs palace wall, and entered through the side gate into the garden, where he found Zelmira in the summer-house.

Quick! he said, laughing. Nets and cords! Your biggest veil, and best foot forward! Tigers in the trap!

She ran to her room and came back with head and shoulders wrapped in an enormous motor-veil. You could hardly see her smiles through it, but the thrill was obvious.

Wheres Charley? Ommony demanded.

Hes hopeless. Since the box came he is like a dog with a bone. Nothing else matters. Hes deserted me.

Good boy, Charley. Well pick him up en route.

They climbed on the protesting elephant, who argued reasonably that forty miles and a days work were the same thing. But the iron ankus overruled protest, and by the time they picked up Charley at the tool-hut the elephant had decided to swing along and get the journey over with. Conversation became next to impossible, as the howdah swung like a small boat in a sea-way and the dusty track payed out behind.

Is the machine in shape? asked Ommony.

Ive fixed her so she  whoops! Look out!

Charley hung overside in the spasms of mal de mer, and there was no more conversation to be had from him, except once when he demanded to walk. But when they stopped and let him down he had grown so weak that even with a rope to hold he could not trot alongside; so they had to pick him up again and let him sprawl and suffer.

Whats your rush? he demanded through a haze of vertigo. But the explanation was wasted on him; he did not even try to listen to it.

Weve got to keep Strange in. Scare him.

Hell pick a quarrel with the rajah when he learns where Im staying! Zelmira prophesied.

So much the better. The rajahs out of it now. Paris and the white lights for him until the moneys spent!

Ommony, not all wise  only wise enough to know the probability of guessing wrong  spoke with more assurance than he felt. He had noticed the glint in the rajahs eye when the money changed hands; he understood the lure of that stuff and the risk of treachery. He was silent for the last hour while the elephant, complaining of aching feet, deliberately made the howdah lurch to inconvenience her living burden. Even the servants were feeling seasick when at dusk the walls of the Panch Mahal came in view, with clouds of screaming parakeets swooping between them and the setting sun. There, by a big tree out of sight of the gate, they all got down except Zelmira, taking out all the luggage except Stranges bag.

Take it to him as if it were the most natural thing in the world, said Ommony; and Zelmira laughed down from the howdah. If he doesnt ask where youre staying, volunteer the information.

The elephant moved on, seeming to swim in golden dust against the sunset glow with walls of opal for a background. Men built a gorgeous cage for their beloved in the days when that Panch Mahal first rose among primitive trees. At evening it resembles a pearl of prodigious price well set in emerald greenery. Its roofs are domes its walls aged colour, stained and softened and subdued until the whole is lovelier than oyster shells on wet sea-beaches. The screaming of parakeets pierced but failed to break the silence; and in that stillness the elephants tired footfall sounded like the beat of muffled drums.

Dame Destiny was at her task, but Ommony proposed to watch her, she being a jade who works her will regardless of laggards. Heres opportunity, she seems to say, and passes on, recalling nothing, changing nothing of her plan, ignoring prayer, not even pausing in her path to laugh at those who clutched and missed. So he is wise who waits alert.

Ommony took the wall and followed that, a shadow casting shadow on the opal, going softly until he reached the corner of the high, projecting gate-arch where the branches of tall trees over-hanging from within combined with the gloaming to make impenetrable gloom.

The elephant was kneeling in the road before the gate. The mahout hammered on old wood with his ankus-butt and the blows rang out like pistol-shots, disturbing parakeets by thousands, sending them screaming in green clouds. But for a long, long time there was no answer. Then, when Ommony, imagining miscues, had thought of all the accidents that might have happened, and knew for certain Strange had gone elsewhere  and the forest was doomed  and his own career was ended  Strange himself came, not to the door, but angrily looking down from above it through an opening in the arch.

Who are you? he growled. What are you breaking down the door for?

Then his quarrelling eye observed a lady on an elephant, and there was pause. He stood still like a baron up above his own portcullis, with stomach thrust out easily over the belt and one hand stroking at his black beard.

Who are you? he demanded at last, a second time.

Ive brought your bag. I was asked to, Zelmira called back, grateful for the light behind her that made her no more than a silhouette.

I cant see your face.

Youre not intended to. Thats why Im veiled.

Your voice sounds familiar.

Hadnt you better come down and get your bag?

How does it happen youre bringing it?

Mr. Ommony asked me to.

Wheres he?

Down the road. He thought Id get here sooner. Wont you come down for the bag?

There were supposed to be servants  caretakers anyhow  somewhere in the building. But even Strange was hardly crude enough to keep her waiting while he should go in search of them, and then find the rajah and get his command interpreted. He grumbled something half under his breath, and started down. Ommony withdrew deeper into the dark angle of the wall.

After a minutes fumbling at the gate-bolts Strange emerged, and with his chin thrust out and upward  eyes half-closed because of the last rays of sunset  laid a hand on the howdah.

I cant see you through that veil, he said testily.

You should know me without that, Meldrum!

Zelmira!

Certainly!

She drew back the veil and laughed at him. There was nothing that resembled pleading in her method. It was challenge pure and simple, and amusement  even, perhaps, a hint of ridicule.

How did you get here? he demanded. By his tone of voice he might have been owner of India from the Hindu Koosh to Comorin.

By train from Delhi. Im visiting the Rajah of Chota Pegu. Any objection?

How do you propose to get back there tonight? he demanded, and she laughed outright, for it was the first symptom of his caring even with qualification about anybody else than Meldrum Strange.

I dont know, Im sure, she answered. This elephant is tired to death. If the rajah were here

This isnt his place. Ive bought it.

Oh.

Thats the situation.

Very well. Ill sit here until Mr. Ommony comes.

How do you happen to know Ommony?

I know him quite well. Mr. Ommony expects his sister, you know.

Lets hope she comes! said Strange, in a voice of absolute disgust. You need a sensible companion!

She may be there this evening. If so, I expect to visit with them.

So that refuge was cut off! The only line of retreat left open to Strange was away by rail from Chota Pegu station. But in the course of the afternoon men had actually come with carts to carry off the furniture. He had to stay in the neighbourhood and watch, if he hoped to save the very bricks from being stolen. He rubbed his chin, pulled out a cigar, and stuck it between his teeth.

Whats the game, Zelmira? he demanded. Listen, girl you only compromise yourself by visiting with rajahs and tagging me. It wont get you anywhere. Im here on business. Now  be sensible, Zelmira. Maybe its inconvenient at the moment  so

He paused. He was feeling diffident for nearly the first time in his whole career. Suddenly he blurted out the rest of the sentence, in a hurry to get it over with.

  let me give you a cheque for expenses, and you go home!

Zelmiras eyes were seen to twinkle, even in deepening twilight with her back to the sunset afterglow.

Do you think thats polite, Meldrum? Are you afraid of me? she asked, as merrily as Titania.

He snorted indignantly, because he was afraid of her. Presumably the strongest of us, like Napoleon, have qualms on the eve of our Waterloo. He hesitated, which is always fatal, dallying with brutal ruthlessness in the one hand, courtesy in the other.

Something within him, that he judged was weakness, tipped the scale.

Well, come inside and wait for Ommony, he grumbled.

I can stay out here, she answered.

No, come on in.

He offered his hand to help her down out of the howdah, and presently ushered her in through the ancient gate. The elephant rose and hurried off to somewhere where hundredweights of food were to be had, and Ommony turned back along the wall to where Charley and Jeff and the servants waited.

Has Chullunder Ghose come? he asked.

Creaking of wheels in the distance and a string of quaint, complaining oaths announced the babu on the way.

Oh, you oxen! You are snails reincarnated! Whack! Whack! You failed to learn. You shall be snails again Pigeons shall eat you! Whack! Whack! Oh, my Karma! What a villain I was formerly that I must endure these consequences now!

He drew abreast, and the shadows of the men beneath the tree so startled him that he nearly fell from the ox-cart.

And she said, at the Panch Mahal, yet here they wait. Inaccuracy, O thy name is woman! Orders from a woman are a bellyache  incomprehensible wind and weariness!

Have you brought what she told you to? Ommony demanded.

Everything plus! Whatever Charley sahib placed in boxes in hut is now here, plus.

Plus what?

Plus instructions from Lord God Almighty priests of Siva! This babu has received more orders in space of four-and-twenty hours than agency of deity creating universe from protoplasm to humanity, all included. Job not worth it, either. No emolument!

Ommony and Charley checked over what was in the cart, and Ommony, leaving the servants behind, showed the way to what had once been elephant stalls at the rear of the Panch Mahal. Five brick arches stood in a row intact, and one of them had been boarded up before and behind to make a barn of sorts. There Jeff unloaded cases of paraphernalia, setting them down very carefully under Charleys supervision. There in the bat-flitting gloom they left Charley alone.

And now for the really difficult part! grinned Ommony. Come on.


IX. TIGER!

There is a kind of glamour about decadence until it dips too low. Refraction in the unclear atmosphere of low ideals blurs the outline, coaxing imagination to see beauty where none is. Age, toning everything and introducing beauty of its own, imposes charm that glorifies even battlefields, and dead bones please when they are dead enough. So the Panch Mahal was a wonder in its way. They built it for living women two full centuries after Shah Jehan conceived the Taj at Agra for a dead one; and it resembled the Taj as an oleograph by John Smith is said to be after Rembrandt.

They improved on the Taj, of course, since civilization and modernity are one. They made it practical, affording space for merrymaking and eliminating austere waste. The money had been sunk in spaciousness instead of exquisite refinement; plaster (peeling now) aped marble walls; and in place of the clean sublimity of line and curve, obscene gods grinned. But in the flickering lamp-light Stranges new possession seemed passing fair enough.

Strange was sitting in a courtyard, on a stone bench by a dry fountain, with Zelmira laughing at him from the lap of an immoral-looking deity, when Ommony and Jeff walked in.

Heres Jeff and his bag, said Ommony, and raised his hat, nodding to Zelmira. She grinned, and lamp-light shone on her white teeth.

Jeff bade the servants follow him, and wandered off to look for quarters, with an old campaigners eye for comfort, and a great dislike for more intrigue than he could anyway avoid.

How did you get here? Strange demanded.

Ive a bullock-cart. Wheres the rajah?

Lord knows. Cant find him or servants.

Weve brought some food and Jeffs man; he can cook supper.

Can you take Madame Poulakis back to the palace? Strange demanded, in a voice of iron. Food was not to be considered in a class with peace.

If she dont mind riding in a bullock-cart.

That settles it then, said Strange, and Zelmira exploded laughter into her handkerchief. The man was frank, whatever else.

Wont you show us the place? Ommony wondered.

Some other time. Come to-morrow. Strange did not add the word alone, but he implied it, and Zelmira could hardly get down from the gods lap for smothered laughter. She, if none else, was enjoying the game.

Good-bye! said Strange, and held his hand out, but she curtsied mockingly instead of taking it, and he did not even follow to the gate to see them away in the bullock-cart. By the way he chewed at a cigar and scratched his chin, he was perplexed.

Chacun a son gout! said Ommony, who loves to air bad French. Hes yours! But I cant think why you want him.

Oh, hes gold! Zelmira answered. Gold when you scratch him!

I know! But his hearts brass, and in his boots this minute!

Strange must have guessed already he was cornered. The rajah had even taken away both horses, but that fact only transpired when someone stopped the squeaking bullock-cart. The oxen shied, as they should not have done, for the man was in Hindu costume  bare legs and a turban, with a white mans undershirt, and several yards of cotton cloth around his middle. But his first words explained the oxens instinct, that detects meat-eating races by the smell street-widths away.

Everythings here and it works! said Charleys voice.

My God! groaned the babu. This is nth impersonation of bad business. In that get-up Charley sahib will exist five minutes  if, perhaps! They will detect him with shut eyes, and beat him to death with lathies!

I fooled all of you except the oxen, Charley retorted. Say: whats the rajah doing anyway? There was talking in one of those elephant stalls. The rajah rode off less than five minutes ago, leading the horse you lent Strange; and hes left a gang of three men sitting like stuffed idols right next door to where Ive got the stuff cached. Beards  bald heads  lots of white cotton clothes  might be Hindu bishops at a board-meeting.

Gad! Thats quick! said Ommony.

Chullunder Ghose rolled off his perch in front of the cart and hurried to the rear, where Ommony was sitting on the tail.

Sahib! Listen! This babu is Codlin, same being friend, not Short! Short is rajah! Atheistic apostate! Too much money is as wine in empty head. This babu knows! That rajah demanded from priests reinstatement in circle of sanctified orthodoxy.

How do you know that?

Self was intermediary! Self conveyed to him retort discourteous from contemptuous ecclesiastics. Exacerbated rajah now seeks double-cross for all concerned, you, me, and priests included! What is betting? I bet rajah now sends telegram inviting central government to intervene! All is up now! Better leave U.S. plutocrat to stew in juices of annoyed administration! Let us establish alibi!

The babus panic spread to Charley and Zelmira, both of whom began to fear instantly, if vaguely, on Ommonys account. He had admitted more than once that a false step would imply the end of his career.

What if he does send a telegram? Zelmira asked excitedly.

It will either confirm mine or contradict it. In either case the Government will send Sir William Molyneux, wholl bring a padre with him! You drive back with Charley to the palace. Charley, Ill meet you in the tool-hut sometime between now and to-morrow morning. Come on, Chullunder Ghose.

Oh, all inscrutability, what next? the babu grumbled. But Charley Wear jumped up and took the bullocks tails. The cart bumped forward, and the babu was left standing in the dark with Ommony, who called out a final warning:

Remember, youre deaf and dumb, Charley! If you speak, youll give the whole game away!

Deafness and dumbness had begun. There was no answer. Ommony took the babu by the arm and started leading him toward the rear of the building where Charley had cached his things.

Go in and talk to the priests. Ill go one way; you go the other and make lots of noise; give me a chance to get into the next stall without being heard. You talk, and Ill listen. Be sure you talk loud enough. When its time to bring me a message from them, come out noisily to cover my retreat, and Ill meet you here. You understand?

I understand. But sahib, am impoverished babu without

Without any hope of being paid by me! You may leave me to manage this alone, if youd rather.

Is idealism always eleemosynary?

Always!

Hence materialistic tendency of world, no doubt! An idealist, nevertheless. Sahib, my salaams!

The babu waddled off, remembering the order to go noisily, kicking at stones and unchecked rambling vines, singing a song to himself about the love of Krishna, darling of the Gopis, idol of the dreaming maids. In less than five minutes Ommony was squatting cross-legged in impenetrable shadow under an old brick arch, fearful of scorpions, but absolutely still, and listening to secrets in the language of the Gods next door.

I ask blessing. I kiss feet. Holiest of fathers, this unworthy babu abjectly salaams. Pray pardon intrusion. Only reverence and devoted attachment to your honours interest brings these humble feet to threshold of divinity. This miserable babu found the Englishman, whose name is Ommony, and having with such skill as he possesses tempted the unclean foreigner into conversation, hopes now to render acceptable service with much humility!

The answer to that overture was proud and curt.

Did you warn the fool to keep his hands off?

No use warning him! Moreover, worshipfuls, the unclean fellow pursues same object as your heavenborn selves. Great wrath obsesses him. He is indignant that the other unclean rogue should buy this place that has been rendered blessed by your honours claim to it. I think I could persuade him to give artful assistance in support of the heavenborns divinely inspired intentions.

What would he hope to gain by that?

Nothing. He is personally essence of unthriftiness. Idealism, much mistaken doubtless since he is alien ignoramus, burns in his unclean bosom. And he fears lest the other brute, who has bought the Panch Mahal, may aquire the forest too. More-over, he knows the rajah may not be trusted. I think he would eagerly subserve your honours interests rather than be defeated by the other two.

Where is he?

At a little distance, cudgelling his brains.

He who allies himself with fools must eat the offal of their folly!

True, most worshipfuls. Yet this babu is not a fool. A humble person, totally unworthy to stand in the heavenborn presence, but endowed by the Creators with an intellect. In this babus unworthy hands, that foreign ignoramus might be trusted.

We make no bargains with such people!

Nay! But with this subservient babu as go-between, much might be managed.

There was whispering, which the babu may have heard, but Ommony did not. Then:

Let no offer of alliance seem to come from us. There is no treaty  no contract  no given undertaking. Go to him and find out what he wishes. Then report to us again.

The babu backed away, making such a noisy protest of his reverence and full obedience, and stumbling so awkwardly over a heap of fallen bricks, that Ommony had no trouble at all to escape unheard. There was no risk of being seen. The Indian night had shut down like a black dome pierced with diamonds. He and Chullunder Ghose met again in the road where they had parted company.

Offering advice to sahibs is like touching high-tension wire with monkey-wrench, said the babu.

Nevertheless, your advice is?

Ahsti! Steady the Buffs, by Krishna! Keep priests waiting! Likewise lord of dollars in Panch Mahal, where loneliness roars like lions! Let us sit down. Smoke a pipe, sahib!

So they sat, in mid-road, face to face, each able to watch half of the mysterious horizon; and Ommony smoked a whole pipe out before he offered a suggestion. Then:

Why was the last rajah  this mans uncle  allowed by the priests to use the Panch Mahal undisturbed? he asked.

Because he submitted to initiation, thus acknowledging the priests as superior to himself, and virtual landlords, said the babu.

And this man?

Would like to be initiated; but is such religious apostate and renegade that the priests will have nothing to do with him. He has applied, but they refuse, suspecting he would only turn tables on them, thereafter setting people against them, instead of their making a monkey of him on all public occasions, as now happens. Oh, yes, invariably.

Is there any other reason why this rajah has had to keep his hands off the Panch Mahal?

No other reason, sahib. First he tried to live in it with many women. They say that two women went mad, and one killed herself.

How was that done?

Apparitions! Thefts! Noises in the night! Flesh creeps to think of same! Tunnels! Accomplices can accomplish. Dur  r  rrh! Have heard tales.

They plan, of course, to treat Strange the same way?

Why not?

Have they started on him?

They are not here for nothing.

Ommony chuckled, and then thought of Jeff Ramsden, which made him chuckle more.

Therell be heads broken, he said; and the babu twitched his bare toes in the sand, comprehending disadvantages.

Not good, he remarked.

Excellent! corrected Ommony. Stranges nerves will be on end, and the priests will reconsider agenda. Both sides will need advice and assistance. Thats where we some in.

Self being sahibs co-conspirator!

The babu preened himself. Every atom in his being seemed to tingle with pride at the thought. He leaned forward, laying a finger on Ommonys knee by way of celebrating partnership. But what he was starting to say died stillborn.

Get away from here! Go and scheme for the other side, said Ommony, seizing the upper hand instantly, at any cost. He knew his babu.

Betray me all you want to. Ill manage this alone.

This babu is mud beneath sahibs feet! Am co-nothing  but coincidence! Am subventitious aspirant for eleemosynary service! My excruciated salaams! Only send me not away!

Keep your proper place, then! Now: go to the priests, and suggest to them something like this: Theyre not really owners of this Panch Mahal, but theyre as good as owners if they can haze the life-tenant into a proper attitude toward them. Isnt that the idea?

Core of the belly of truth, sahib! Most explicit!

Theres nothing religious about it  nothing Brahminical.

Rather the contrary. Initiation has always been most scandalous. There are tales

Never mind. Why not initiate Strange? Suggest that to them.

Tee-hee! The babus fat sides began to shake. Tee  hee! Has the sahib ever witnessed an  hee-hee!  initiation?

Ive been told. We might get it modified.

Tee-hee-hee! Temple nautch-girls! Mu-mu-moderation! Tee-hee!

Suggest it to the priests. Meet me here later. Ill see Strange.

Khee-hee-hee! Salaam, sahib! Oh, my ribs! Dee-licious, very! Genius! My God, yes! oh, hah-a-hah! Kuh-scuse it, sahib, please! your humble servant! He-hee-hee-hee-hee! I go, I go, I go  no, no, no  no kick! I

The babu waddled off, aheave with irrepressible emotion. What Ommony had only heard of, he had seen. His great bulk shook as long as he was in sight; he almost seemed to be dancing as the darkness swallowed him, and the hugeness of his amusement gave Ommony pause. He would hardly be willing, even for the forests sake, to overdo the scandal. He decided to commit the priests, and then interview them personally. However, Strange first.

He went and hammered on the wooden gate until it shook and the arch above it echoed; then waited several minutes. No answer, so he beat again. Then he heard Jeffs heavy footstep approaching, and gave another knock or two.

Thats enough! Jeff roared in Urdu. If I have to open that gate Ill loose off both barrels at you! Go to the devil, and leave that gate alone!

This is Ommony.

Oh! The bolts began to rattle. Sorry, old man. Come in.

Jeff stood in pyjamas and bare feet, with the shotgun ready cocked.

I meant business! he announced gruffly. Strange is nearly off his head with rage. Did you hear me shoot ten minutes ago?

No.

This place swallows noise and shoots it out in the way deep mines do, Jeff grumbled. We thought youd hear the shot way off down the road and come back.

What did you fire at?

Lord knows! There! Look at that damned thing!

They were under the arch, looking inward across the first courtyard, where Zelmira had sat in a gods lap. Across the court on the far side was a verandah covered by a tiled roof, and above that were rows of shuttered windows. Along the tiles there crawled, or seemed to crawl, a thing like a snake, thirty or forty feet long, moving itself in corkscrew coils, and glowing as if drenched in phosphorus. It had eyes, for they shone and were moving; and it was solid, or semi-solid, for the tiles were invisible through it. Jeff raised the shotgun and fired twice. The pellets rattled on the roof and brought a loose tile away, but nothing else happened. The thing like a snake continued on its way, and disappeared  it seemed into the wall at the far end of the roof.

Have you seen that before? asked Ommony.

No, thats a new one.

What else have you seen?

The thing I fired at looked like a naked fakir dancing in a corner of the big assembly-room, when Strange and I were trying to get some sleep. The crittur had horns and a beard like a goats.

Did you hit him?

You bet I did! But he didnt even trouble to stop dancing till I started across the room. Then he disappeared. There isnt a hole in the floor or the wall thereabouts.

How does your servant like it?

Bolted! Cant find him anywhere.

Strange, in pyjamas too, came to the wide door of the assembly-room, that opened on the courtyard.

Have you caught someone? he shouted.

Ommony!

Huh! Are you responsible for this? He came to meet Ommony barefooted, looking more than half-inclined to hit him. If I catch the imbecile whos playing these tricks, Ill jail him or know why!

Dont be a fool, Jeff advised quietly. Lets see if Ommony can explain it.

They entered the assembly-room and sat on Stranges cot. It was a huge place, like a modern theatre, without seats or stage, but with rows of columns down either side supporting a wide balcony, which was grilled up to the ceiling, so that women could watch unseen whatever might transpire below. The other furniture consisted of gilded, upholstered divans, and six tall mirrors in panels against the wall at the farther end.

Strange started to speak, but as he opened his mouth foreknowledge of something about to happen checked him. It was the sort of silence that precedes a bomb explosion, and his mouth stayed open wide.

Suddenly, three times repeated, a breeze several degrees cooler than the surrounding atmosphere struck them in the face. There was a sound like the flapping of a punkah  even the squeak of the cord through a hole in a wall that pulled it  but no punkah visible. The wind was real, for it blew the lamp out.

Then, through the ensuing darkness, came a scream that chilled the marrow of the listeners bones. It increased and waned in spasms. They could almost see a rack being tightened in jerks, and a woman stretched between the rollers.

Im going to kill someone! Jeff announced, and struck a match. A breath of wind blew instantly. He struck another.

By its light they saw a headless corpse hung by one leg, apparently from a hook between two mirrors on the wall that faced them. And between the next two mirrors was the corpseless head, hung by a nail driven into the mouth, and seeming to have been pulled off, for there were shreds of flesh and sinew hanging down from it. The match burned Jeffs fingers. He swore, dropped it and struck another. The corpse and the head were gone. But again came the cool wind, and the scream of atrocious agony. There were no Words to it. It was pain and fear beyond the power of speech.

Good God! Strange exploded. What kind of place is this anyhow?

Ommony found the lamp, relit it, and sat down. By its light Jeff exchanged the shotgun for a rifle. The breeze blew out the lamp, and there was silence, broken only by a click as Jeff tested the breech-bolt action in the dark. Then new horror, unseen, unheard at first, and indescribable, but there; some sort of presence, and a musky smell. Presently footfalls, slow, irregular, and almost too secretive for the ear to catch.

Ommony sniffed twice. Tiger! he said curtly. There was no sound from Jeff. He was ready.

My God! A tiger in here? Strike a match! said Strange, groping vainly for the pockets of his suit on the chair beside him.

Shut up! Ommony commanded, sotto voce.

No matches! Jeff growled. Youll dazzle me.

The cot creaked under his weight as he leaned forward, peering along the rifle-barrel. The creak was too much for Stranges nerves. He jumped off the cot, upsetting Ommony, and seized the chair, the only weapon within reach, then stepped back until he felt the wall behind him.

Now, by God, I can defend myself! he gasped.

Ommony lay still. Jeff never moved, bent forward, peering along the rifle-barrel. They could hear the soft footfalls more distinctly, as if a beast were exploring the floor in widening arcs.

Then a tiger coughed. That was unmistakable. Jeffs rifle belched light  twice  three times, with a din that filled the place and drowned the answering snarl.

Got him! he said.

You fool, youve  Jesus! Here he is!

A leg cracked off the chair as Strange raised it and struck the wall behind. Then he hit something with a thud that shivered the chair to pieces, and groped for the cot, backwards. The backs of his knees touched it, and he collapsed, lying still, with his knees curled up under his chin. Ommony, down on the floor, struck a match at last.

I thought I got him, Jeff said pleasantly. See twice. The first one missed, but the flash showed his eyes.

A big male tiger lay within a yard of where Strange had stood  shot twice through the lungs. Blood flowed from the open mouth. The claws were extended in his effort to struggle close and slay before life left him.

Stone dead, said Ommony. Then the match went out.

Dont light the lamp yet, Jeff whispered.

There were decencies to be attended to, best managed in the dark. He groped for Strange and shook him by the arm.

Come on, he said, youre all right.

Strange sat up, trembling, grateful for Jeffs strong grip on his arm.

Just nerves, thats all, Jeff said quietly. You did well for us. When you moved you startled him. He coughed, and that gave me the cue.

But I hit him with a chair! I broke a chair on him! Strange stammered.

I know you did. Are you all right now? Light the lamp, old man.

Ommony lit the lamp and held it so that the yellow glow shone full on the tiger, and the stripes appeared to move a little as the flame danced in the chimney.

Is he dead? Strange demanded. Better put a bullet in him to make sure.

Stone dead, said Ommony.

Killed a tiger with a chair! Jee-rusalem! Strange sat down on the cot again. Can you beat that? Killed a tiger with a chair, you fellows! Can you beat it?

Ommony, with his back to Strange, stooped down, examining the kill. Jeff joined him.

Caged for a good many years. Well fed, said Ommony. Probably half-tame. See his pugs? Theyre soft, and the hair has grown long over the claws. Hes old, too; look at the length of his eye-teeth. Thats a collar-mark on his neck, or Im mistaken. Hes been somebodys pet cat.

Which explains why he didnt attack directly he winded us, said Jeff.

But he did attack! Strange got to his feet again and came and stood between them. I stood there. You see how close he got to me? I wonder if I cracked his skull  must have  his mouths full of blood. He hesitated. Say, you men, suppose we keep this among ourselves, eh? I dont choose to be known as a liar. If we took oath to it, nobodyd believe a man of my age killed that brute with a chair-leg. D you mind keeping it a secret to oblige me?

Strange was feeling finely again. Even the memory of goose-flesh raising screams had dimmed in the glory of this achievement.

With all your strength, bet you never pulled off a stunt like that! he said digging Jeff in the ribs. It was luck of course, but

Yes youre lucky, Jeff said grinning at him. Then suddenly his face grew sober. Ommony, old boy, were wasting time. Who screamed just now and why? Weve of to unearth that. Then theres that corpse

Bunkum! Lets sit here and see what happens next, said Ommony. I dont know how they did it, but its all a trick. The scheme, of course, is to make Strange abandon the place, just as his friend the rajah had to. The priests are old hands at this frightening business.

Huh! Scheme to scare me off the lot, eh? Dammit, you told me their claim wont hold water, Strange objected.

It wont. But theyve defeated everybody yet who tried conclusions with them.

Why didnt you tell me that before?

I warned you. You snorted.

Well. Ill fight em. Strange found a cigar, and began chewing it. Theyve a Tartar on their hands.

Theres a better way, said Ommony.

The place is mine.

Persuade them to admit that, then. Why run the chance of poison, fire, Lord knows what else. They claim the right to approve or disapprove a tenant for life, and they stop at nothing to uphold their rights.

Neither will I.

Theyve always managed to get rid of anyone who disputed their right.

Oh! They claim right to dispossess?

Only if the tenant for life, after theyve approved him, backs out of his promise to let them hold a yearly ceremony here.

Would they exclude me from the ceremony? Strange asked.

I think not. You see, they insist on initiating any tenant before theyll let him occupy in peace.

Initiate him into what? Mysteries?

Hardly. Theyd never admit a white man into those.

Well then, into what?

Ive never seen the ceremony. I might not be allowed to witness it, even if they accepted you. But once youre accepted and admitted, as an initiate theyd very likely let you see the yearly ceremony. It lasts a week, Im told.

That might be fun.

They say its wild. Its origin is so far back in time that nobody knows its meaning any more, although it was probably religious, once. They used to hold it in the Temple, but it got so scandalous that when this place was built they persuaded the rajah of that day to let them hold it here instead. He was under their thumbs in some way; and ever since then theyve asserted an unlegal but prehensile claim to nominal overlordship.

Scandalous, eh?

So Im told.

Well. If its a secret, whos to be any wiser afterwards? It might be good fun.

Youre a damned fool, Strange! Jeff growled. Keep out of it!

Im no milksop, Strange retorted. Ill keep my head in any situation those fossils can invent. If youre afraid, suppose you go home!

Ive said my say, Jeff answered. Ill stand by. But youll get no sympathy from me, whatever happens.

Nothingll happen. Huh! Theyve come to the end of their resources now. Weve sat here half an hour and not a sign from them. That tiger was the

As he spoke the light went out. The chill blast of air was renewed, only tenfold. A mans shout, and a scream like a womans in grief as well as agony froze their blood. Something flapped in the air above them, and there was a sudden hurrying noise across the floor that sounded as if ghouls were chasing one another. Then the thud of a trapdoor closing, or something resembling that; and silence, in which Jeffs steady breathing sounded like the ebb and flow of six-hour tides. After two interminable, minutes Ommony struck a match.

The tiger was gone. The only trace of him was blood on the wooden floor where his head had lain, and a long smear where he had been dragged across the room. A blast of cool air blew the match out. Something sighed. A shape like a womans, faintly phosphorescent, seemed to be wafted on a wind across the room about fifteen feet in front of them. Jeff made a jump for it, and landed heavily on nothing. The shape vanished.

Ommony lit the lamp again, and the three explored the whole room. There were two doors, one they had entered by, and another in the far corner, opposite, but no discoverable trapdoor or sliding panel, although the walls sounded hollow, and in places the floor seemed to hint at booming caverns under it when they jumped.

They opened the door in the corner with difficulty, for although it was not locked something seemed to hold it; but when Jeff exerted his strength and it flew wide, there was nothing there  nobody  no sign of anybody having been there.

So they took two rifles and a shotgun and explored long passages and rooms absurdly furnished with imported export stuff, of the sort that generation after generation of rajahs had believed was quite the thing. There was almost nothing antique or genuine in the place, although there was plenty of evidence of reckless spending. Not a sign of a human being; only rats that had nested in the stuffing of arm-chairs and ran as they entered the echoing rooms, striking match after match.

Jeff was for exploring the cellars, too, but Ommony demurred. Snakes, he suggested. Ambush. Anything might happen and be explained away as accident.

Upstairs then, Jeff proposed; but that seemed almost equally risky, especially as they had left shotgun in the assembly-room along with their few other belongings. So they turned back, expecting to find their way easily by the light of the lamp they had left burning.

But the light was out again. Jeff groped his way in the lead and struck out with his fist at something that he felt rather than saw in the passage just before he reached the assembly-room; but whatever it might have been, he missed it.

He struck a match and held it high, to get wide a circle of light as possible, stepped forward, tripped over something, swore; and the match went out. Ommony struck another close behind him. Jeff kicked at what had tripped him, and the pieces of a broken shot gun scattered across the floor.

Ommony looked for the lamp, but it was broke too  smashed into smithereens. His feet crunched broken glass, and his shins struck the legs of the overturned cot. Jeff struck his last match, and by the swiftly waning light of that they could see the furniture overturned and their torn clothes scattered at random about the floor. There was not a seam apparently unripped, and the bags were torn to pieces in the bargain. Then darkness, and no matches.

Nothing for it but the courtyard, where the rising moon was just beginning to pour amber light over the roof and change a quarter of the paving into a floor of pale gold. There Jeff took position in the gods lap that had nursed Zelmira recently, and, looking like a herculean god himself in loose pyjamas, kept a qui vive with the rifle pointing every way, as one sound or another drew attention.

But the only noises now were owls hoots. The only movement was the swooping of the big bats, looking like spectres as they swerved across moonlight and plunged into shadow again. A jackals yelp broke silence at intervals from over the wall, and once in the distance an elephant trumpeted disgust at something.

Strange, Jeff said, at the end of an hours vigil, I advise you to pull out of here first thing in the morning.

Yes. In pyjamas! I see myself! Strange answered. Mr. Ommony, Ill have to have my trunk sent over from your place. Can you manage it?

Ommony supposed he could. There were more impossible things.

Itll take time, though, he warned him. Meanwhile theres no knowing what these priests will do.

Ill stay on and stick it out!

How would it be for me to suggest to the priests that youll stand initiation? That might end this foolishness.

What does initiation amount to? Dont know, eh? Well, dammit, Im interested  yes try anything once. Yes, get word to em!

Strange, growled Jeff Ramsden, Youre a fool for all your money. Youre a gilt-edged rube  no better!


X. UP TO YOU, SIR!

Long before dawn they let Ommony out to interview the priests and send for clothes, provisions, servants, and what not else. Stranges cigars had all been ruined; the tobacco in Jeffs tin can was scattered on a dusty floor; they were a desperate garrison in danger of ill-temper.

Tobacco first! said Jeff. Send stacks of it.

And tell those priests Ill fight em to the last ditch unless theyre reasonable, was Stranges final word.

So Ommony took the dusty road along to where an idol sat in moonlight on a pile of masonry that might have been a wayside altar once on a time. The idol came suddenly to life as he drew within ten feet of it, rolling off-centre and lurching into the road before him.

Have seat, sahib. Meditation-place of fakirs  most gregarious for wisdom  just like sitting under shower-bath of ideas! Thoughts being habituated like trained animals to come to holy man in certain place, whoever sits there  take a seat and try, sahib!

Ommony preferred to take it standing up, and declined the invitation. Too obviously Chullunder Ghose was seeking to soften the impact of bad news.

What did the priests say? he demanded.

They are worse than Christian Devil, which is saying much!

What did they say?

Very little, yet ultimatively! Proud fools! Unwilling to concede your honours right to dictate outcome of events! This babu, using seven keys of argument to unlock hierophantic minds, failed nevertheless. Said locked minds are rusty. Nobody home, and nothing doing, same as Charley sahib says! The best they will concede is that Panch Mahal must become theirs absolutely. On such terms they will play into sahibs hands in matter of initiation. They demand explicit promise.

Meanwhile, how much more of this horseplay have they in mind?

Hee-hee! In mind, much. In posse, very much. In esse, at moment, no more. There is armistice. Temporary respite for accumulation of resources. Hee-hee! Sahib, they have congeries of living animals, reptiles, and insects, that would make Zoological Society of London gnash teeth in envy! Noah should be relegated now to second place! Hee! They have gas composed of petrifying corpses, mixed with dust of red pepper and sal volatile! They have a corpse so realistic that there is serious anxiety lest the God of the Dead should demand its immediate decomposition! There is a tube concealed in the walls that will magnify a scream; and there are two tunnels, through which they have access to the interior of the building by secret doors.

If theyre not careful Strange will discover those tunnels  or Ramsden will. Then the game will be up.

They will be very careful, sahib. They are most resourceful. Trust them.

I dont, and I wont. But will they trust me If I tell them they may have the Panch Mahal, will they believe it?

Why not? A promise made to the priests and broken subsequently is

I get you.

Sahib, there was a High Commissioner once who broke a promise to the priests, and took long leave, and went to London. He had a servant to taste his food, but neglected to consider the gum on the flaps of envelopes he licked. It is possible to oppose the priests, and even to defeat them without unpremeditated consequences. But to break a promise made to them is suicide. Speaking of which, I see Charley sahib riding this way on native pony!

Ommony, who had turned his back to the moonlight in order to see the babus face, did not look round.

How dyou know its Charley?

Blind idiot with head in hag could recognize in darkness U.S. effort to ride bareback in fashion of Chota Pegu. Backbone of lean old pony proves uncomfortable  very!

The ponys hoofs drummed nearer, and Ommony expecting new awkward developments, turned slowly to watch the herald of disposing gods. It was not such a bad attempt, after all, that Charley made to ride in Chota Pegu style; he looked like a native of the country mimicking a white man, with turban end a-stream behind him and his right arm working like a flail to keep his balance. The pony planted twenty yards from Ommony, and Charley saved himself from a header by vaulting.

Glad Ive found you, he said. Your sister has come, along with Sir William Molyneux!

Angel of light and devil of darkness in same train, eh! said the babu.

Came at midnight in a special locomotive, one car, and caboose. Shes A-1. Nice old lady. Dont know what to make of him. His voice is like a kerosene can falling downhill. He looks like a cross between a prize-fighter and an Anglican bishop.

He is, said Ommony..

Id nothing to do  couldnt sleep  so I went to the station to get pointers on how a deaf and dumb Hindu should behave himself. Usual ten or a dozen people there, sleeping on the platform, ready for to-morrows train, so I sat around and watched em, having fun with the station babu who asked to see my ticket. He told me at last to beat it, but I got wise a train was coming, so I shook my head and stayed on squatting in the lamp-light like a

Wait! said Ommony. How did you cover twenty miles to the palace in an ox-cart before midnight?

Hell! That was easy. I ditched the cart and turned the oxen loose. Zelmira and I both figured wed sooner walk. I guess we walked a mile, till we came to a thing they call a house in these parts. There were two ponies in a thorn corral; this beasts one of em. We waked the owner and Zelmira bought the critturs; she had cash with her, but it took us half an hour to make the guy see reason. Then we rode, and gee! she looked funny. But she beat me to the palace gate. I couldnt go in, of course, in this disguise, so I went to the station after a while, as I told you; and along come Molyneux and your sister, he helping her down out of the car as if she were the queen.

Hows she looking? Ommony interrupted.

Fine. The people on the platform all did poojah and the babu fussed like a wet hen. Nobodyd expected em, and there werent any orders, so nobody knew what to do about it, and they all did nothing at the limit of their lungs. I sat there looking deaf and dumb. I guess I was the only one on the platform not yelling  except maybe your sister; she was coaxing Molyneux to keep his temper. Seems a telegram had mined fire. Nowhere to go  nobody to meet em  nothing. Your name bursting on the scene like hand-grenades at intervals. Me sitting still.

Pretty soon Molyneux gets your sister back in the car, and demands a messenger to go and find you. No messenger. Nobody knows where you are. Nobody cares a damn, either. The babu tells Molyneux in English that the trains got to move of the way, or go back to Sissoo Junction or something, and Molyneux swears it shall stay right where it is for a week unless he gets a messenger to go on horseback and find Ommony sahib.

Well, the babu points to me and says Im a deaf and dumb lunatic who wont go away. He adds Ive a pony hitched to the station railings. Molyneux strides up to me, takes me by the ear, and yanks me upstanding.

Lets see whether I can make him understand, he said, scowling with his forehead all over his eyes  just like a pug.

I didnt take to that any too cordially. So he says: Hello! A Hindu who can use his fists? What does this mean? And he pulled my turban off. Short hair, eh? I said: Shut up, you fool! and he looked kind of hard at me in the lamp-light. I was getting ready to run, for he could have whipped me with one hand tied. However, he says: We must look into this. Come with me. So I went with him into the car, where I told Miss Ommony howdy and said how glad I was to meet a sister of her brother.

Well: Molyneux thinks at once Im in the secret service, and I had a dickens of a time to unconvince him. Then he starts to shoot questions at me like an old stork picking a dead dog to pieces, and I was plumb scared. I didnt know how much it was safe to tell him. At last I doped it out that as your sister was there, and he was talking right out in front of her, he was probly o.k. with you. I took a chance on that and told him all of it.

He laughed for about seven minutes straight on end. His laughs worse than his talking voice. When Id done counting all the fillings in his teeth he asked me to go on the pony and find you. I guessed Id better. Tell him, he said, that Brass-face says he is anxious Ommony should watch his step. Say, the Rajah of Chota Pegu has wired to the central government that Ommony is accepting bribes in league with some priests to give a millionaire named Strange a half-nelson on the forest. Tell him weve got to straighten this out without pulling feathers within the week or therell be trouble. Thats the message.

Brass-face is a brick! said Ommony.

That brick struck this babu once. Not again! said Chullunder Ghose, and he was on his way instantly  anywhither except in the direction of the station.

Stop! commanded Ommony.

But that Brass-face sahib

Shant hurt you this time.

Sahib, he hurts all and sundry. His bowels are merciless! He is chucker-out-bouncer for Government when illegality shall be done under mask of high-handed individual mistake. He thrashed a Maharajah! He will enter temples and desecrate holiness at moments notice on any whim of caprice. He deprived me of government office, leaving self, family, and numerous dependents at mercy of chance emolument. He kicked me twice in same place, which is manifestly unfair. He

I tell you, Ill protect you.

Sahib, he will get you next! He is Administration whips and scorpions, laying on hard! Not known as Brass-face because he is gentle. By no means. Believe me.

Brass-face is my friend, said Ommony quietly.

Krishna! You and he will then run universe. But if he kicks me, I will poison him.

My kingdom for a horse! laughed Ommony.

Wireless! Telephones best. I must talk with my sister or Molyneux. I dont care which. Both for choice.

This brutes about finished, said Charley.

Youre too heavy for him anyway.

Hell have to serve. Chullunder Ghose! Feed Charley sahib and find him a place to sleep.

Am I God of Hebrews, producing manna in wilderness? the babu answered impudently.

You heard what I said. Work a miracle, confound you! He eats before dawn, or you catch it! See you later, he called back to Charley, driving his heels into the flanks of the miserable plug.

Say what you like about oats (and theyre needful), but it is the will of riders that makes horses gallop when reason declares they cant do it. Ommony rode, not using stick or heels too much, those being inefficient substitutes for horsemanship. The lean beast scattered three good leagues behind him, and most of the dust that covered those, until in the glimmer of a false dawn he fetched up foundered near the house of an old-time friend of Ommonys.

The friend came forth with half a dish-rag on his loins and a turban big enough for two men, grinning, and as pleased to be of use as a dog to see his master.

Aye, sahib, verily; and in haste! The fleetest animal in Hind! A mare I bought from the army, cast for vice because the fat soldiery were afraid of her. A beast with a heart, and legs. Behold her eye! She has but the one, and lo, the white of it! Deal not gently with her, sahib. Best to let her feel a strong hand on the rein; and beat her thrice over the buttock as she rears. See  I will stand here, thus, and strike her with a lathi. Aye, sahib, I will feed the other carrion, though he isnt worth the meal. Come again, sahib! Come soon! Nay, no payment! Nay, the mare is thine!

So Ommony came to the station on a squealing bay of nearly seventeen hands, who took three fathoms at a spring, and tried to savage him as he dismounted. And as he might have guessed if he had stopped to think of it, he found Sir William Molyneux asleep and snoring serenades to Miss Ommony, who leaned rather bored from the window of the front compartment.

She refused to kiss Ommony, objecting to his whiskers; but she was a nice little middle-aged spinster, with a twinkle in her grey eyes and the same way of carrying her chin half-tilted toward the tree-tops that Ommony, and some sea-captains, have.

Hes really ramping, she said calmly, glancing at the open car-window whence the snores came.

I think its a good thing he found me waiting at Sisso Junction and brought me along in his train. He says you play too much politics and hell break you for it if you dont reform, even if he is your friend. Youd better humour him. I know theres no hope of reforming you, but you neednt emphasize that.

So Ommony entered the other compartment and awoke Molyneux, who was sleeping fully clothed in deference to mid-Victorian proprieties. (His father was a bishop.)

Hah Uh-huh-hurrum! said Molyneux, sitting up, wide awake instantly and searching through vest pockets for his monocle.

Yes, I know all about that, sir, said Ommony.

Point is

The point is, what the devil do you mean by the presumption! Why in blazes didnt you refer Strange to the central government, and leave them to tell him to go to hell?

Because they wouldnt have told him to, Ommony answered. Theyd have referred it home, and Whitehall would have asked the Treasury; the Treasury would have called bankers into consultation; and the bankers would have backed up Strange on the scratch me and Ill scratch you principle. Farewell, forest!

Whats this about the priests?

Theyre offering Strange the Third Degree.

What for, by Halleluiah?

Same old game. If he recognizes their authority by submitting to that theyll let him occupy the Panch Mahal in peace. If not, no.

And the idiot consents? By Gad, he must mean business! He realizes if the priests once recognize him as lawful life-tenant hell have a status here no government could upset. The priests ud construe eviction of him into insult to them. Twont do. Got to stop it. Youve made a balls of this!

Hear both sides first, said Ommony. The priests are willing to take our side, on condition they get title to the Panch Mahal.

We cant do that. It belongs to the rajah.

No, hes sold it to Strange.

Worse and worse! If we refuse to register the transfer that means a fight through three courts against Strange and his millions. Complications, Ommony! It wont do.

You havent heard all yet. Did you bring the padre? Theres a lady in this

Not your sister? For Heavens sake! Yes, the padres coming. Couldnt imagine why you wanted him.

A Madame Zelmira Poulakis

What? Zelmira Poulakis! I met her in Delhi. Shes charming.

Molyneux found his monocle at last, screwed it in, and stared at Ommony, frowning over it as if the weight of brow were necessary to keep it in place.

Youll meet her again then. Shes here.

The hell you say!

Shes crazy enough to want to marry Strange.

Crazy my eye! The mans richer than Croesus.

And as pleasant as physic! However, she wants him. If she gets him, shell call him off from interfering with the forest. I dont doubt shell do anything we ask about the Panch Mahal.

But could she call him off?

Oh, yes. Hes run away from her. Shes the real reason why hes hiding in the Panch Mahal this minute.

Hates her, eh?

No.

Fraid of her?

No. Afraid of himself. Hes got bachelors bile. Hes afraid if he sees too much of her hell discover his heart somewhere, and ask her to marry him, and be a bachelor no more, amen.

How sure are you of this?

As that I sit here. It all depends on you, sir.

Dammy, what have I done?

Molyneux sat silent for as long as it took Ommony to charge his pipe.

Dammy! Eh? A woman in it! he said at last. Shes a charming woman, Ommony. Id say shes brains.

Shes all right.

Yes, I think so. The whole of Delhi was after her, self included. She turned us down one after the other. Knows her ps and qs. Can she be trusted?

I understand she has been trusted by some of the most suspicious crooks in the world, said Ommony.

By Gad, sir, so have you! said Molyneux. Thats a recommendation. Umti-tiddle-i-um-tum-tum. But suppose Strange bolts for it and lays his case before the central government?

He cant, sir. Hes in pyjamas in the Panch Mahal. No clothes, no horses, no servants, no possible messenger except Jeff Ramsden, whos in pyjamas too; no telegraph  telephone  nothing.

Got his cheque-book with him, I suppose! He can buy what he needs. Theres always someone after money.

No, the place is watched.

By whom, for instance?

Babu Chullunder Ghose for one.

That rascal? That settles it! Strange can give us all the slip the moment hes inclined.

No, sir. Chullunder Chose is in Zelmira Poulakis pay and in the secret, expecting what he calls a competency if she pulls this off.

By dammy, the thing looks water-tight! said Molyneux.

Depends on you, sir.

Confound it, no! Its you. If youve misjudged the situation  hell! well all be in the soup! I admit Ive never had cause to regret trusting you. But thats the way it goes; you trust a man, and trust him, until he lets you down finally; its human nature.

Up to you, sir.

What do you want of me? demanded Molyneux.

Tobacco and cigars. The more the merrier. Ill take them to the Panch Mahal to keep Strange and Ramsden from going mad, while I get some sleep.

Theyre in that handbag. What next?

Take my sister to the palace and introduce her to Madame Poulakis. Talk it over with her.

Dammy! First thing you know, the rajah will blow the gaff. Hes a cheap reptile.

Promise him a trip to Paris, sir. Hes got Stranges money. The shell of him that returns in a years time wont hurt anybody!

Yes, thats reasonable. The first demi-mondaine he hooks up withll put the hat on him for ever. All right, what else?

Nothing more now, sir. Ill be off, said Ommony. Look after my sister. Good morning. And Ommony mounted the vicious bay after a five-minute fight for mastery, and vanished in clouds of sunlit dust.


XI. WHO EATS CROW, EH? WAIT AND SEE!

Chullunder Ghose meanwhile solved a problem with Alexandrian simplicity.

He said I must feed you or catch it, sahib. How much can you eat? he asked Charley.

A horse. Im hungry.

Carnivorous western blood-hunger! No remedy but this way, then?

He led Charley to the front door of the Panch Mahal, gave Charley a rock, and bade him hammer on the wood with it.

But remember: deaf and dumb! he cautioned. Then he stepped aside, and hid behind the projecting masonry.

So it was Charley who received on head and shoulders the bucket of water that Jeff poured down from above the arch; and Jeff who received the rock, plunk in the chest, hurled by a pretty fair to middling bush-league pitchers arm.

Try another exchange! He suggested, and Jeff recognized the voice.

You durned young hoodlum! You cant come in here, Jeff laughed. Strange ud

Oh, yes, sahib! Oh, yes! Chullunder Ghose came under the arch and made violent gestures implying intrigue  conspiracy  secrecy  urgency  silence. Open and let us in!

Jeff hesitated. His regard for Charley Wear was nearly as high as his opinion of the babu was low.

He has promised me breakfast, said Charley.

Am magician! said the babu, gesturing again.

Can cook coffee  fried eggs  bacon  toast  Just think of it!

Jeff glanced behind him to make sure Strange was out of earshot.

We had some food, but its gone, he answered.

Thieves got away with it in the night.

Am thief-catcher! Will bring all back. Come, Charley sahib.

He started off at a fast run round the corner, beckoning to Charley to follow.

Ill let Charley in, said Jeff.

No, no! Charley sahib is deaf and dumb cooks assistant.

Charley followed the babu. On foot, in the enormous turban, he looked exactly like one of those low-caste Hindu youths who do the chores around sahibs kitchens. Jeff shrugged his shoulders and returned to the courtyard, less in love than ever with intrigue of any kind.

Chullunder Ghose led the way at a surprisingly fast waddle around the building to the elephant stalls in the rear, and thence to what had evidently been the servants quarters in the places palmy days. There was a hut divided into cubicles for twenty or thirty men, but nothing in it at the first glance except rats and beetles. However, the babu seemed well acquainted. Without hesitation he jerked open a cupboard door, disclosing a man fast asleep on a long shelf. Bad language ensued in Tamil  lots of it. The fellow was as much annoyed by the incoming light and air as at being wakened; he was even angrier when the babu started cuffing him and dragged him out on to the floor. Observing then that Charley was the smaller man, and of lower caste, he flew at him, and was sent sprawling for his pains. Thereafter he decided to be reasonable, and, opening another cupboard with a key he kept hidden in his loin-cloth, disclosed the provisions that Ommony had brought on the elephant. Nothing had been harmed. No packages were broken. There were kettles  matches  rather stale bread  everything.

Chullunder Chose heaped the lot into an empty box and hove it on to Charleys head.

Act part, sahib! Act part complacently! he whispered. Then, with a parting kick directed at the keys custodian he led the way back to the front gate, through which Jeff presently admitted both of them. Strange, naked to the waist, was washing himself in the fountain, and as it never entered his head that Charley might be Charley, and as the box on top of the turban kept the face underneath in shadow, Charley got by undetected. The babu led straight to the kitchen, and half an hour later there was nothing lacking but cigars to make Strange almost pleasant company. Although he had missed his sleep, he was beginning to find the adventure amusing. It rather intrigued him to think that a middle-aged rich man like himself should be enjoying poor mans fun.

He unbent toward Chullunder Ghose, and, while Charley made away with victuals in the kitchen, using appetite to offset dumbness, asked the babu question after question, seeking to throw light on the nights events. Nothing suited the babu better than exercise of imagination, so Strange heard tales about the priests that, even though he mocked them with explosive snorts and hah-hahs, had some effect. His inborn incredulity (the rich mans vade-mecum) had been undermined in the night. There had to be some explanation, and there might, after all, be something in the babus.

They are great magicians, sahib! They can do things done of old in regular course of days work by wizards only mentioned now in fairy-tales.

Strange encouraged him to talk on, since there was nothing else to do, and no tobacco. Jeff, disgusted, went to the kitchen to interview Charley, and together they made the round of the upper storey, Jeff looking for something to explain the disappearing snake of the night before, and Charley scouting on his own account. They both found what they wanted.

There was a room whose one window provided a full view of every inch of the courtyard. It faced a blank white wall on the far side; and the wall was overshadowed by a cornice. Charley considered that with an appraising eye. Beside the window, just above the floor and on a level with the tiles of the verandah roof that ran along the whole of one side of the courtyard on their left as they looked out, was a large round hole, closed easily by a lid that swung on hinges. The floor-dust was considerably marked with the impress of naked feet; there were spots where two men might have knelt beside the hole; and there was a long smear where something had obviously been dragged across the floor.

That settles that! said Jeff, thinking less than ever of intrigue and priestly magic.

Yes, that settles that, said Charley. Problem now is how to get the stuff in here unobserved.

That ought to be easy enough, Jeff mused; then turned and stared at Charley suddenly. What do you know about it? You werent here last night! You didnt see that snake they pulled along the roof.

I was thinking of something else, said Charley. Lets go, Jeff. I dont want Strange to catch me up here. We can talk outside.

They found a stair within a turret that let them reach the courtyard without having to pass Strange, and, closing the outer gate behind them, went and sat with their backs against a wall in a recess between two buttresses, where Jeffs pyjamas were not so likely to attract attention. There they talked until it was after nine oclock, Jeff grumbling away steadily and Charley just as steadily insisting that Strange had it coming to him.

Anyone who plans to rough-house him has me to fight first, Jeff said definitely, more than once.

Aw, shucks! Theyll only make a fool of him, Charley argued. Theyll fix it so he marries a nautch-girl. Ill have a picture of the ceremony, and well rub that in. Hell be told afterwards its regular, and the only way out is by public divorce, whichll get in all the papers, naturally. See him wince? Thats where Zelmira comes to the rescue. Shes fake with the priests and calls the whole thing off  on terms.

I never heard such rot! Jeff exploded, beginning to laugh. Strange isnt an idiot. Hell turn the tables on the lot of you, or my names Johnson. Zelmira will lose out, and serve her right!

Charley was about to offer further explanation, but they were interrupted. Sitting in a recess between two buttresses of the outer wall, they had neither seen nor heard three horses cantering steadily toward them in the soft dust. Zelmira Poulakis, Miss Ommony, and Sir William Molyneux, all mounted on the rajahs Arabs, drew rein in front of them, and Jeff got to his feet, buttoning his pyjama jacket nervously. Zelmira laughed. Miss Ommony looked sympathetic.

Seen anything of Ommony? demanded Molyneux.

To Jeffs disgust Zelmira introduced him. To his chagrin Miss Ommony held him in conversation. To his utter discomfiture Zelmira and Molyneux rode off in search of Ommony, leaving Ommonys sister still conversing with him and exhibiting no inclination to leave off. He couldnt be abrupt and walk away. He couldnt command her to follow the others. She dismounted, springing down from the saddle as easily as a twenty-year-old, and stood in the dust before him. He had to hold her horse for her.

Jeff Ramsden, Ive heard of you. I think youve heard of me. Tell me all about this! she demanded suddenly. Is my brother Cottswold mad?

She had Ommonys face, with the firmness but not the pugnacity  sweetness in the place of subtlety  and all her brothers honesty of purpose shining out of young grey eyes that made the silver in her hair look almost comical by contrast. Jeff almost forgot his unseemly apparel and bare feet, in admiration of her.

My difficulty is, he said, I seem to be in everybodys confidence. The less I say the better.

Except to me. Im trusted with secrets of State, she answered; and Jeff believed her. She was that kind. However, he hesitated. Deep answers deep by doing as deep does, observing confidences. She respected that, and nodded.

Very well. Let me see Meldrum Strange.

Hes in pyjamas too.

I dont mind.

He will!

Does that matter?

The gates not locked, Jeff answered. Ill hold the horse.

She smiled and walked in through the gate, closing it behind her. Jeff led the horse away to where some trees provided shade, for he had no helmet; and thither Charley followed, to sit in the dust with him again, and yawn, and swear at flies, and wish there were tobacco, and behave in general as two men do who like each other well enough, but disapprove each others attitude.

Not even Chullunder Ghose knew what transpired on that occasion inside the Panch Mahal. He came out looking like a man rebuked, and in answer to Jeffs questions said that Ommony was bad enough, but his sister was the devil.

Did she know you? Jeff asked him.

She knows too much! he answered.

How did Strange like her appearance on the scene?

He ran upstairs and shouted at her from upper window. She sat on side of fountain, saying she has seen many people in pyjamas, Viceroys included; will therefore wait until he shall feel brave enough to interview her in riding-suit. He came down, and they talked, this babu listening unsuccessfully. Drew closer without ostentation, and received rebuke  extremely acrid  very! Two minds with but a single thought, same being that babu is dirty person devoid of self-respect. Came forth accordingly.

There was no sign of Ommony. It seemed that Zelmira and Molyneux had found him, for they did not come back. Jeff, Charley, and the babu sat there flapping flies until the shadow shortened to announce approaching noon, and still no sign of anyone. Charley fell asleep. The babu dozed at intervals.

At high noon Jeff got up and strolled toward the gate, wondering whether he ought not to investigate. Those priests might be up to more deuce. There might have been an accident. He should at least peer in through the gate and ascertain that all was well. However, the gate was locked, which rather scared him. He beat on it, imagining a thousand things.

To his astonishment, not Strange but Miss Ommony opened it at last, and she was laughing. There was more unmixed amusement in her eyes than he remembered to have seen in anyones. Nor did she apologize for having kept him so long waiting. But that was deep to deep again. Her air, he thought, was rather of camaraderie  a sort of youll know soon enough attitude  as if she understood his position fully, and would explain her own at the proper time.

Would you mind sending the babu here? she asked him.

So he walked back, wondering, knowing he liked her amazing well, and feeling confident she would not do anything to make the situation worse, whatever happened. He was sore with Strange, as who would not be? But loyalty to an employer or a partner (Strange was actually both) was almost the breath Jeff breathed. He felt comfortable now Miss Ommony had come, yet wondered why.

She wouldnt go against her brother, he reflected. Shes notoriously hand-and-glove with him.

Puzzled, yet not so irritated as he had been, he sent the babu hurrying, and sat down for another hour, sleeping at last beside Charley. It was the babu who wakened them both at two oclock. The horse was gone. There was still no sign of Ommony, or Molyneux, or Zelmira. The babu sat in the dust in front of them, all his dissatisfaction evaporated and a look of sanctified immodesty projecting almost a halo into the air around him. Sunlight heightened the effect.

Well? What? Jeff asked him.

Tobacco. Cigars likewise!

Chullunder Ghose set them down in the dust  produced matches  struck one  passed it.

How did you come by these? Jeff demanded, exhaling imported smoke.

This babu, beholding state of mind of sahibs, contemplating same, prayed to diverse gods for tobacco, lest ill-temper of deprivees later on make Job unendurable. Gods were very generous  I think.

Where did you find em? asked Jeff.

Outside gate of Panch Mahal  in dust. All but trod on same, emerging.

What went on in there?

Miss Ommony sahib went off  on horseback, this babu inducing horse to walk from here to gate. Very gentle creature  fortunately!

What happened inside?

Inside horse? He ate nothing. She rode outside, this babu assisting her to mount.

Inside the Panch Mahal, you ass!

Oh! The babu tried to look as if he had not understood the first time. Nothing, he answered, more blandly innocent than ever.

Then why did they send for you?

Perhaps to prove that nothing happened, sahib. Am exquisitely discreet witness.

Strange has bought you, eh?

Am poor babu, but unpurchasable.

Wheres Mr. Ommony?

Not knowing, cant say.

Jeff hove himself erect, left Charley smoking, and walked back to the Panch Mahal, where Strange admitted him. Strange grabbed a cigar.

Seen Ommony? he demanded.

No!

Where did you find tobacco?

Ommony seems to have left it outside the gate.

Huh! His sister was here.

I admitted her.

The devil you did! She didnt say that. Have any talk with her?

Nothing to mention.

See her ride off?

No.

Talk with the babu?

Questioned him. He told me nothing.

Strange seemed satisfied to know that. There was a new atmosphere about him, hardly less assertive, but more pleasant. He was plainly well pleased with something.

Whats eating you? Jeff demanded.

Strange smiled aggravatingly, eyed Jeff as one appraises, say, a horse, and kept his own counsel.

I like to put one over on Johnny Bull, he answered cryptically.

Youre the goat all right, this trip, Jeff answered. Dont be a fool, Strange! Pull out of this before they make you look ridiculous. I wont tell what I know, but I warn you. Pull out!

Id stay and watch, if I were you.

It wont amuse me to see a man of your age and dignity made the goat by a lot of Hindu priests, Jeff retorted.

Take my tip and watch!

Strange, even in pyjamas, looked almost as he used to in New York when he paced the office floor tossing triumphant orders to a corps of clerks. He threw a chest. He clasped both hands behind him, and even kicked the fountain at the end of a to-and-fro patrol just as he used to kick the office wainscot, sitting down at once to curse and fondle his bare toe  but even so, not rabid in his rage as formerly. The pain brought water to his eyes, but he found grace to laugh at himself.

Why dont you marry Zelmira? Jeff asked him suddenly, judging that a favourable moment to surprise the underlying truth.

Strange set his toe down and stopped swaying. He glanced up, seeming to think deeply for a minute. He looked half-astonished, as if the notion were a new one.

You think she would? he demanded.

Jeff laughed. Save lots of trouble, he said.

Shes a nice girl.

Yes, shes nice  confounded nice! But dyou think she could endure a crabbed old fossil like me?

I suspect shes game to have a crack at it.

Jeff folded herculean arms across his chest and laughed aloud. If he had had clothes and shoes  or even a horse, without those  he would have started off that minute to find Zelmira and bring her there and offer the two his blessing.

How long before Ommony sends our trunks? he wondered. An elephant might make the journey and return in

Never mind, Strange answered. Ive had a long talk with  er  Miss Ommony. Dont care whether we get the clothes or not. Theyll up with doodads for the ceremony; youll look fine in silk and ostrich feathers!

Ill kill the man who tries to haze me! Jeff retorted. So Miss Ommony has been encouraging you, has she?

I found her quite encouraging.

Strange smiled exasperatingly.

Im surprised at her, Jeff growled back. Its natural, I suppose, that she should take her brothers part, but

Yes, Im surprised at her too.

I liked her. I thought she was

Yes, I like her, too, first rate.

Youll not like anyone  yourself least  before long! Jeff assured him. Strange, youre off your head!

Maybe, maybe. Weve all a right to go mad if we want to.

Yes! exploded Jeff, and take the consequences!

Um-huh! Consequences. Take em. Thats not half-bad. Who eats crow, eh? Wait and see.

Jeff could get no more out of him. Strange avoided further talk by rearranging the overturned cot in the assembly hall and settling down to make up for lost sleep. In fifteen minutes he was snoring, seemingly without a worry on his mind. Jeff explored the building for a while, then wearied of that; cleaned the shotgun and rifles with a fragment of Stranges shirt; wished there were something to read, and, wish producing nothing, rearranged the other cot and presently slept too. Their snores rose and fell like the chorus of a busy lumber-mill.


XII. IS EVERYTHING READY?

The next few days were in some respects the most remarkable in Ommonys adventurous career, although at the time he was too occupied to realize it. He fretted for the future of his forest like a woman with one child, and, being a man of action, it occurred to him that the only way to prevent one of those unforeseen slips that send mens plans agley was to keep everyone else busy.

He had to keep good-tempered and apparently serene, which in itself was difficult enough; to think in two languages, which was easy; to divine the thought of Hindu priests and a Bengali babu, in which practice had made him proficient; to foresee chance, which is impossible; and to be everywhere at once, which is mainly metaphysics. And he accomplished marvels; but all men have their limitations.

His opinion of Strange by that time was much lower than any man may safely entertain about any other man. The trunk arrived by elephant, and he sent it to the Panch Mahal. Then, fearing that Strange might walk abroad and stumble over facts too plain to be misinterpreted, he begged his sister to see as much of the millionaire as possible and use her tact to the utmost to persuade him to stay indoors. She consented. She had always been sisterly and loyal; many a difficult negotiation Ommony had pulled off with her devoted aid. But she disgusted Jeff Ramsden by so obviously aiding in a plot that he thought outrageous.

Women are all cut from the same piece! Jeff grumbled to himself, and left them as much as possible alone, strolling off for exercise whenever she put in an appearance.

The rajah was another difficulty. Ommony managed him by harping on the Ville Lumiere string. He persuaded the rajah to get busy packing, not, however, encouraging him to leave Chota Pegu yet, for fear he might meet some high official in Bombay or elsewhere and let the cat out of the bag  a thing he would delight in doing.

Then Zelmira Poulakis needed wisely counselling. He insisted to her that the danger was Molyneux, who might at any moment fly of the peg and stop the whole proceedings with a high hand.

Brass-face is a hard nut for his own sex; but hes putty in a womans hands, he told her. Hes another of these convinced bachelors whod rather flirt than feather a nest. Go riding with him. Use the rajahs horses. Keep Brass-face off the lot as much as possible.

She was nothing if not a good sport; and a good sport, of either sex, was the one thing under heaven Molyneux admired. So Molyneux attached himself to her court as mounted baronet in  waiting, and the two rode all about the countryside with a Hindu sais behind them, who entertained the other saises in the stables afterwards with imitations of the Brass-face sahibs Hah-hah-hah. But he could not describe Zelmiras answering music; she laughs like Titania, which is over the head of an Indian grooms histrionics.

Then there was the babu. Something had bitten him. He was getting uppish. He had altogether too much to say  too many notions  too much independence altogether. He did not even clamour for emolument. The wine of the conspiracy had gone into his head. He talked of we, ourselves, and us, as if Ommony and he were partners, and he senior. When ordered to do one thing he frequently did another; ordered to say one thing, he sometimes said the opposite. Abused and threatened for it, he tried to look chastened, but failed, and could be heard chuckling the instant Ommonys back was turned. Yet Ommony dared not get rid of him at that stage of proceedings. The babu knew too much.

Besides, Chullunder Ghose would have to serve as go-between; almost as master of ceremonies. Someone who knew English and could interpret the priests requirements would have to be in attendance, and none except the babu was available. Ommony himself could hardly but in an appearance. He intended to witness the initiation, but from hiding, along with Charley Wear; and it was likely anyhow that Strange would object to having any white man, except his own friend Jeff, to witness rites that he felt sure Strange hoped would be outrageous.

And that thought brought another in its wake. He knew Molyneux. He dared bet on what Molyneux would do in any given set of circumstances. Nothing less than fatal injury would restrain Molyneux from witnessing the ceremony  a certainty that presented advantages, but an obstacle as well. Objections raised by the priests themselves would weigh nothing in Molyneuxs estimate, who would present himself at the front gate, demand admittance, and obtain it. That might stop the whole proceedings.

Tell you what, he said to Molyneux. You dont want to appear in this officially, I suppose?

Dammy, sir, by Gad, no!

Strange might jib at that too. Hed hate to be made a fool of in front of a uniformed British official.

I dont blame him.

The rajah wont be there, of course. The priests and he dont hit it off. Why dont you borrow an outfit from the rajah? Youll look splendid in it, and Strange wont know youre not an Indian prince. He doesnt care in the least what Indians think of him.

Hah-hah-hah! The monocle went into place. Gad, Ommony By dammy, thatud be a good joke, wouldnt it? Think the rajahs finery would fit me? Eh?

Ommony took heart of grace. As a machinegun man will test the mechanism that he knows is perfect on the eve of action; as a hunter tests a trap-fall; as a doctor feels a convalescing patients pulse, he could not keep himself from testing what seemed to him the one uncertain link.

Youve no objection then to going through with it?

By Gad, no!

No fear of your calling it off at the last minute?

None in the world.

Ommony sighed silently, relieved beyond expression, and went off for another interview with the priests, who he knew might not be trusted, but whom he felt he could manage nevertheless. Molyneux was dynamite. If he exploded, nothing invented could contain or hold him. The priests were mercury, elusive and dangerous, but liable to flow downhill along the lines of least resistance.

On the way he met Charley Wear, and stepped aside behind a garden wall to talk with him.

Is everything ready? he asked.

Sure bet. I got the camera in place while Strange was showing your sister the inner courtyard. But its my belief Strange dont care a hoot. He saw me once, and I think he recognized me. He avoids that room upstairs as if he knows my things are in there and dont want to seem to know. The doors locked, but hes never once tried to open it.

Thats just fortunate coincidence.

Well: hes looked everywhere else. I asked Jeff what he thought about it, and Jeff just snorted. Hes not fit to speak to  wanders off on his own like a bear with a sore head.

Last minute nerves, thats all, said Ommony. Over the top to-morrow, and alls well.

Yes. I guess its nerves all right. Ive a hunch a peg loose. However, youre running it.

Everythings in first-class shape, said Ommony, and laughed and left him.

Then the priests: another matter altogether. They were aloof and alone in a quiet temple that had seen its better days, perhaps, but still exuded an atmosphere of changelessness and influence. Its outer court was hidden among sar trees and surrounded by a wall on which the legends of the gods were carved with no mean skill. The centuries had smoothed and subdued all harshness, and a bell that tolled frequently suggested in mellow overtones that there was comfort in austerity  a thought improved on by the doves, that cooed all day long in an endless hymn of mother-magic.

There was no space in the courtyard where an unclean heretic from oversea might stand; but there was an outer court  a sort of jail-yard, cut off by high, squared masonry, where those untouchables who sweep the streets and make themselves generally useful may squat and listen to beatitude afar off. Ommony was in their class for the time being. He entered the enclosure with suitable reverence, and stood still until a twice-born venerable with shaven head and straggling beard hailed him reasonably insolently from a platform set above the wall. With becoming diffidence Ommony drew nearer.

The platform was designed, with a round hole on the side toward the unclean department, so that from the dregs of the less-than-Brahmin world might stand underneath and be blessed by curt phrases, as it were spat down at them. They might even make their wishes known by standing beneath with faces upturned, that being a properly respectful attitude, calculated to enhance the priestly dignity. But it was excruciatingly uncomfortable; and the view to be had of the under-side of a priest  a sort of worms-eye view of heaven  added nothing to the charm.

There was silence for quite a long time, while the priest waited for Ommony to speak first, and he waited for the priest, neither man choosing to overestimate the others pride. The devil of it was, that if you looked up you looked suppliant; and if you looked down you naturally presented a hangdog aspect to the haughty ecclesiastic. However, those were the two alternatives; if you stepped back you were beyond the pale, not speechless necessarily, but according to the rules inaudible.

The temple bell boomed three times, its golden mote shimmering away into infinity, before Ommony could master his exasperation to the point of speaking first.

Are all things ready? he demanded.

All what things?

Ommony laid hit head right back to see better through the hole, but had to squint because the sun was in his eyes.

You listen to me! he retorted angrily. This affair has gone too far for any high-horse business. It you dont talk frankly you can call the whole thing off and well let the Government interfere.

That is roughly what he said. The Urdu of it, literally set down, would not appeal to a Western sense of proprieties. The words he actually used were penetrating  pierced even priestly armour  brought response.

There is no need for the sahib to feel indignant.

No, no need! Permit me, sahib.

He turned and found Chullunder Ghose behind him, looking meek and amiable, which surely implied he was full to the cranium of mischief. What was worse, it implied the babu had been spying. Why had he followed Ommony in there uninvited? Why should he approach the priests at all by that humiliating route, when there was another, fairer court reserved for persons of his indeterminate state of unrighteousness?

However, the babu had seized the upper hand by storm before there was time to prevent him. Standing well back, so that he could see the priest over the edge of the platform, he began to hurl abuse at him, insulting him with every epithet Bengali imagination could invent, ending breathless on the point  his real argument:

Moreover, you are a fool. This sahib has brains. You should treat him with deference.

Whereat the incredible occurred. The priest called to someone beneath him in the inner courtyard. There was a pause, after which keys were heard to jangle on a ring. Then a small door set deeply in a corner of the wall was opened cautiously; and through the opening, but touching neither door nor wall, an arm emerged and beckoned Ommony and the babu.

Quick, sahib! This is a high honour!

The babu, almost pushing Ommony in his excitement, hurried through after him, and a lean priest locked the door at their backs. Even so, they were not in the inner courtyard, but in a sort of cell without a roof, with another small door at the far side, through which the man with the keys disappeared. It was like a pen for sorting animals, where they might perhaps be disinfected before admission to the main corral; only there was a stone bench along one side, and Ommony sat down on it.

High, very great honour! said the babu, squatting at his feet.

Before they had time to exchange a dozen words the inner door opened and two priests entered, neither of whom were the same who had spoken from the platform. By their air these were men higher up, although they wore no insignia to prove it. They had no need to swagger. Their assurance was too absolute to call for self-expression. Self-conscious sanctity had no more use for sanctimoniousness. They had come to study an insect, and proceeded:

What do you want? asked one of them, as if that might be interesting.

Ommony took his time about answering. He was seated, and it did not run counter to his humour to keep them standing. What little wind he could feel in his sails, so to speak, that minute was so light that he pondered before deciding on which way to lay his helm. And before he made decision the babu robbed him of what little wind there was.

The sahib comes to ask your honours excellency whether all is in order for the initiation. Are there hitches?

No, no hitches. Just three words, spoken without apparent movement of the lips, in a voice devoid of emotion. Then: But delay, said the other priest; and if he noticed the look of exasperation that swept over Ommonys face he gave no sign of it.

The sahib is in haste, said the babu, glancing from Ommony to them and back again. No statement ever was more true, but it had no effect on the priests. They were as interested as anglers might be in the protests of a dying fish. Ommony could not afford to let proceedings hang fire. Strange might cut loose any minute. Molyneux might change his mind and decide the central government should interfere. Zelmira  even his own sister  might make some mistake. He himself was nearly worn out with sleeplessness and worry; and there was no certainty that the rajah might not betray the whole plan any minute. If the rajah should see Strange  

It is time, he said simply, mastering the impulse to stand and storm at them.

Then why does he wait?

That was the ultimate of insolence, expressed superbly. No frown  no curling lip  no hauteur: merely interest, addressed to the babu, not to Ommony. Ommony decided it was time to lose his temper.

Im here to tell you I propose to wait no longer! he answered indignantly. Its time for you to carry out your promises.

To what does he refer? We made no promises. To the babu again, not to Ommony as if the babu were his keeper. The babu began to speak, but checked himself. The other priest had a word to say:

It is for suppliants to promise. We have ears, and we remember.

What does he mean? demanded Ommony, trying to turn the tables by directing his question at the babu instead of at them. But he gained nothing by it the priests indifference was that of graven marble.

Sahib, it is as this babu said. They make no promises to anyone. They make stipulation, and await sahibs promise, same not having yet been made.

What do they want?

Promise of Panch Mahal.

It isnt mine, said Ommony. How can I promise them what doesnt belong to me?

The babu made no pretence to knowing that. He turned to the priests. The exchange between him and Ommony having been in English, he interpreted.

Neither does his necessity belong to us, one of the priests answered.

Ommony swore fervently under his breath, not caring whether the priests saw his discomfiture or not. They obviously understood the situation. They had let him lay his plans to the point where success depended solely on themselves, and now took advantage of that to spring impossible demands. How could he promise them Stranges property?

Tell them Ill do my best, he said angrily.

One of the priests permitted himself the luxury of a thin, hard smile.

They want definite promise, said the babu, without waiting for the priests to say the obvious.

Ommony got to his feet disgusted, feeling for his pipe.

All right, he said. Let em call the whole thing off.

He did not know what he was going to do, except to turn his back on the priests and have no more dealings with them. He supposed he must go first to Molyneux and confess failure; then, presumably, to Strange and plead with him. He liked that thought about as much as a condemned man enjoys the prospect of the gallows. However, what was the use of arguing? He laid his hand on the door leading to the outer court. But it was locked.

Let me out, he said angrily.

But while his back was turned he had given the enemy time for conference. It does not take long for priests of that religion to exchange glances and a nod. They made no move to let him out, and he turned on them again. One of the priests said something in a low voice to Chullunder Ghose.

Their excellencies say, said the babu, that the Panch Mahal is theirs by right. No white man will be allowed to occupy it.

The priest spoke again. The babu interpreted.

They need it for their purposes. They would be careful for the forest:

The other priest said something in an undertone. The babus quick ear caught the words, and he turned them promptly into English:

Moreover, in the matter of the forest, it is not wise to offend the servants of the gods.

The implied threat was obvious enough, but Ommonys spirit surged in him instantly. They were temporizing! They did not wish to close the discussion! Then there was a weak joint in their armour somewhere. He prayed to whatever gods there might be to point it out to him, but the gods seem always humorously dumb in an emergency.

He looked at the priests. They were emotionless. His eye fell on the babu squatting before them in a pose of reverent humility. Reason, intuition, instinct, all three warned him that the babu was playing for no hand but his own. Ergo, if the babu had a private understanding with the priests then he might be the weak joint. But how to prove it? And what then?

Possibly they thought he, Ommony, was somebody whose yea or nay amounted to more than it Really did. Priests think in terms of autocracy, and most of India deludes itself as to the real power, or lack of it, that legally belongs to an official.

Ask them what they think of me? he demanded suddenly.

The question took the priests entirely by surprise. They smirked at each other, confessing they did not know how to answer it. Their true thoughts would have been so insolent as to make further approach impossible. They had a thousand thoughts about him in the relative, where temporary delusions are acceptable for the sake of convenience. Which thought did he mean?

None! was the answer they would have liked to give; but one does not give that kind of answer to a government official at whose hands advantage is sought. One of the priests said something very quickly. The babu caught it and interpreted.

They say, they know the sahibs influence can prevent a transfer to themselves of legal title to the Panch Mahal.

To tell the truth and deny that would have been mere stupidity.

I promise not to try to prevent it, he said simply.

If a transfer is arranged, will the sahib permit it?

Yes.

That was all. The priests nodded, saying something as they turned to go.

The ceremony may take place to-morrow, said the babu, as the man came with the keys to turn them out through the other door. So Ommony went, feeling mystified. What had they up their sleeves? How were they going to compel Strange? What, he wondered, did the babu know about it?


XIII- AH-H-H!

All Chota Pegu turned out in gala attire for a holiday. Lord knew there were few enough occasions, and few, too, who could afford much finery; but such as they had, and such as this was, they made the best of it. The huts yclept houses disgorged their living streams at dawn, and those in turn were swallowed in a denser stream of country-folk from surrounding villages, a trifle shy and rather sniffed at (since even Chota Pegu draws a line between the towny and the hick).

Someone had blundered, or had let the news get out, which amounted to the same thing. Ommony suspected the rajah; the rajah blamed it on the priests; they dropped dark hints about Chullunder Ghose; and he said nothing. But it transpired later that the man who opened up a lemonade stand near the Panch Mahal front gate, and did a roaring trade, had to turn over the lions share of the profit to the babu, who financed him.

Even jugglers came, and snake-charmers from only they knew where, and performed for copper coins before the crowd, that waited patiently as Indian crowds can be depended on to do when there is entertainment.

There were even wrestlers  such artists in their craft that they would struggle for twenty minutes and tie themselves into inextricable knots of which none could guess the outcome; and they would hold that insoluble conundrum, contrary to all Natures laws, while a small boy took up a collection; after which they would calmly unravel themselves and begin all over, working up new enthusiasm for a second offertory. And nobody ever did learn which would have won if the match had gone on to a finish.

Then there were acrobats, who could stand on one foot on top of a thin pole whose other end rested on bare earth, distorting themselves on that giddy perch into likenesses of nothing anyone had ever seen. And there were beggars, of course; and a man who said he was a leper, and looked it. And they all gave to the leper, although everybody knew that if he really were one the Government would have taken him away long ago; they being charitable folk, more anxious to acquire merit than to impose it on others.

Then, about eight in the morning, everyone said Ah  h  h! because the elephants began to come from the direction of the temple. Lots of people got in the way and were all but trampled on which was exciting; and they naturally laughed because they had escaped, and the rest laughed at them, so there was a great time. They had all seen elephants every day of their lives; but it is the mood you are in, not what you are looking at, that counts.

Besides: the elephants had curtained howdahs, and everybody knows what thrilling secrets that suggests. As each enormous beast padded up, swaying and looking for mischief with his trunk, there was silence to see what happened when he manoeuvred into position exactly in front of the main gate, and knelt there. They all knew what would happen, but they were excited just the same.

Out stepped the most beautiful, ravishing, marvellous, jewelled, and scented nautch-girls the world had ever seen; and all the world that knows anything at all is familiar with the fact that the temple girls of Chota Pegu are the loveliest anywhere. Are they not brought there when hardly old enough to toddle, and trained  and trained  and trained until they can not only dance all the intricate steps that the gods used to dance in the old days when they lived on the earth among mortals, but can even look exactly like the goddesses, whose portraits for comparison are on the temple wall?

They had all seen the nautch-girls scores of times, but it was always a new thrill; and, this being a merry occasion, it led, of course, to jokes that it was a good thing the priests did not hear. Sometimes the priest knows when it is wisest not to listen.

They counted nine-and-forty nautch-girls  seven times seven  a miracle-working number, portentous of good luck. And the last nautch-girl laughed aloud as she got down from the elephant, which was an omen positively. Nothing could possibly go wrong after that; there must be new amazement coming.

And there was! The rajahs elephants  the four that had to be supported from the taxes (as distinguished from the priests elephants, which were supported by donations, which is different). The rajah was not there, but nobody minded that; the priests had called him a low-caste degenerate, and they were no doubt right, being priests, who know everything. But on the elephants backs were the most wonderful people they had ever seen, and nobody knew who the people were, which made it thrilling.

On the front elephant there were two ladies  great queens presumably. One was veiled heavily, but the other wore no veil at all. Her jewellery sparkled in the sun  about a crores-worth by the most conservative estimate. She was a European queen undoubtedly, for she wore the European style of dress  or so they all supposed, for they had never seen anything like it. She was all trigged out in silver and grey, with a hat so smothered in flowers that it looked as if she must have stolen them that morning with the dew on them from the garden of the gods. She smiled to right and left, and her smile would have melted the heart of a moneylender, it was so genial and kind and merry.

Then everyone said Ah  h  h! again; for on the second elephant there was an emperor  no less! He wore some jewels, although not so many as the lady did; but to make up for lack of them he was robed in shimmering silver and golden silk! His turban was woven of silver and golden silk in alternate layers, criss-crossed up the front; and there were half a dozen ostrich feathers stuck into a brooch in front, that would have made the King of England purple with acquisitiveness.

He was a big man  broad  up-sitting  threw his shoulders back as if he were well used to leading armies on parade. No doubt he was a great king from foreign parts or somewhere. Heavens! but he was dignified. His brow, they agreed, was like a mountain frowning down over the sea; and if he hadnt worn a monocle in the English fashion they might almost have believed him a god. Nobody ever remembered to have seen an image of a god who wore a monocle, so that settled that. But he was wonderful.

And now another wonder! On the elephant behind him rode a plain, undignified, unvarnished English clergyman, in a plain black suit, with a white topee, mopping his face with a plain white handkerchief, and seeming unused to elephants. That was old Begum anyhow, a cow whose gait was always more uncomfortable than an earthquake. And serve him right! for he was one of those black-dyed rogues who, their priests had frequently assured them, are worse than all the devils in the Hindu Pantheon. They laughed to see how green his face looked; and some said he looked, too, as if he disapproved the whole proceedings, which made it even funnier.

Then, although the rajah stayed away, there were several of his courtiers, who arrived in a troop on horseback; and there was a joke to be made about every one of them, because everybody knew how in debt they were and who really owned their horses if the truth were out. They let the truth out merrily. One wag swore he saw a money-lenders name on the accoutrements, and that joke was voted so excellent that thereafter you might have trodden on folks toes without making them angry.

But the most surprising marvel of all was yet to come. There had been plans whispered from lip to ear to climb the sar trees presently and see much as might be seen of what should transpire within. The walls were high and available trees were some way off; but the glimpses so had would serve to weave gossip for months to come. Some boys had even gone to fetch a ladder, and they had it stowed in a safe place out of sight. They even had prepared what to say to the rajahs poo-bah policeman, in case that worthy should turn up and make himself objectionable; there were lots of things that might be said, nor any very comforting to his esteem, but they chose the most scandalous, that being high festival. Whatever that irascible official might say in return, they were determined to climb the trees and remain in the branches until the show was over, or until he fetched an axe and cut the trees down, which they offered to wager he was much too lazy and dignified to do. (All Chota Pegu is willing to bet on a certainty.)

However, when the last of the court noblemen had dismounted, tossed his reins to a ragged sais, and swaggered in, the unbelievable occurred. Somebody threw the great front gate open wide and invited them all to enter and be seated! They could hardly believe their senses! True, the priests had a hand in this, and the priests were always generous providers of pageantry; dangerous folk  mean, grasping, contemptible in many ways  but always willing to let the crowd in on eye-feasts. This, though, was a white mans tamasha. Sahibs did not provide fun for mere village folk  at least not often, and when they did there was always a string to it, like higher taxes, or vaccination, or some other scheme for impoverishing them in this world and depriving them of heaven in the next.

Everybody knew Iss-tee-range had bought the Panch Mahal, and that he had gone mad in there, shooting off his rifles at the rats at night and prowling around by day in pyjamas and bare feet. Perhaps this was part of his madness.

Anyhow, there were the gates wide open, and somebody beckoning, so they all trooped in, treading on one anothers heels for fear Iss-tee-range might change his crazy mind and slam the gates in the faces of the last ones. But there was lots of room and no hurry after all. Chullunder Ghose, perspiring and nervous to the verge of a collapse, ushered them into long rows on the side of the courtyard facing the door of the assembly  room (in which all the old scandalous debauches used to be held, which everyone agreed were a disgrace to the countryside, and nobody would have missed for a years income if by any means he could worm a way in).

And although there was a fountain between them and the other side of the courtyard they could all see nicely, because the fountain was not high, and some sort of stage had been erected, reaching nearly the full width of the courtyard with its back against the assembly  room wall. They recognized that stage; it was the one the priests used when they provided a ceremony outside the temple walls in order that all  even the very lowest castes and the caste-less might benefit. And they knew the screens that stood at each end of the stage and in the midst in front of the assembly-room door; those were the screens the nautch-girls hid behind, to emerge for the ritual dance. They were the screens an old-time rajah  a real one, not to be mentioned in the same breath with this man  had brought from Burma; and some said they had been made in China, or some such far-away land. Whether that was true or not, they were wooden, and carved all over with delightful dragons, and no man now alive possessed the craftsmanship to fashion others like them.

In the midst of the courtyard, with his back to the fountain, beside the image of a god who had four faces so that he might see everything, sat the magnificent prince with the monocle; and it was well worth a three-hour wait to sit in the sun behind him and study the set of his shoulders and see the dignity with which he smoked cigars. The princess with the diamonds and without the veil was beside him in an ordinary arm-chair, and he paid her a great deal of attention  much more interesting than the antics of a leopard in a cage or any other of the sights they were used to.

After a while he complained of the sun, in a big brass voice that must have awakened the gods, because four temple attendants came and rigged up an awning over him and the princess, which rather spoiled the view of those behind him, but they overcame that by crowding closer toward the right and left.

The princess in the dark veil was missing, and none could guess what had happened to her, which was intriguing. But Mellidrum Iss-tee-range, with a big cigar in his mouth, sat in a chair over to the left, with an enormous man beside him who was twice as big as Ommonee, and who somebody had said could kill an ox with one blow of his fist.

Everybody hoped he would do that as part of the entertainment. He was a sahib such as everybody loved; when he spoke his voice rumbled like gun-wheels; and even the stray dog that had found its way in was not afraid to go near and sniff him. Iss-tee-range and the big sahib were dressed in ordinary serge suits, and Iss-tee-range was smiling (as who wouldnt be who owned all the crores and crores he was reported to own). But the big sahib looked uncomfortable, which nobody could account for. Was he not also an Amelikani? And are not all those people fabulously wealthy? Can a man be rich and anxious at the same time? Well, there he was. Behold him, fidgeting at intervals and throwing away a good cigar before he had smoked the half of it.

Then, Oh! Watch! Watch! Still! Be still! Make those women hush the babies! The musicians come!

And sure enough, out from behind the screen in the midst of the stage, and down the steps in front of it, came twenty-eight members of the temple orchestra, each with his string or wind instrument; and then seven drummers with tom-toms, making thirty-five in all. They squatted in a long row in front of the stage and began there and then to discourse sweet music  so sweet and marvellous that it made the great brass-voiced prince from foreign parts call out:

Dammy! Can we stick it out? By Gad, by Gad, by Gad!

They wondered what language that might be, but did not doubt it was applause. And so evidently the musicians understood, for they redoubled their efforts; and the princess of the sparkling diamonds sitting beside the great prince laughed until they all laughed too, they couldnt help it. Nobody in all Chan Pegu ever had half such a wonderful time.


XIV.  CHULLUNDER GHOSE PRAYS TO ALL THE GODS

Up in the little hot room with a hole in the wall that provided view of the whole courtyard Ommony stood sweating beside Charley Wear who had abandoned native costume because there was no more need of it. Charley was arrayed in white duck pants and an undershirt. He looked like a gun-layer going into action. But his gun was a machine with a powerful lens, whose food was sensitized film instead of cartridges.

The window was shuttered, which made the air stifling, but there were holes through which a man could see, and Ommony, wiping the sweat from his neck, clapped an eye to each hole in turn repeatedly, careful not to trip over the camera legs that were spraddled out in three directions so that the camera looked like an enormous spider ready to spring on its prey below.

Cant see my sister anywhere, he grumbled. Did you notice her come in?

No, said Charley. I was sighting the machine.

Damn! remarked Ommony.

He realized that he had seen too little of his sister during the last few days, and she had all the family proclivity for launching off on independent lines of action. Brains she had, and loyalty she had, but scant sense of obedience, and too much reliance on her own judgment. He recalled more than one occasion when she had taken her own course without waiting to consult him. Where the dickens was she?

Strange is looking much too pleased with himself, he said presently.

Its my belief he knows this cameras up here, said Charley, squatting down at last beside his gun, since all was ready. He glanced up here once or twice, he added, wiping the sweat off his hands on the seat of his pants. Gee! Is that what they call music?

Who let the crowd in? Ommony demanded.

He had been busy talking to an emissary from the priests in one of the other rooms, and the man had been so deliberately stupid that everything had to be said three or four times over, so that Ommony had missed quite a lot of what went on.

Dunno, said Charley. The babu acted usher.

Damn that babu!

He seems like a kind of humorous guy to me, said Charley. But that remark was only further irritation.

Ommony had worse than doubt of the babu, He more than suspected him. He was willing to take oath that Chullunder Ghose was up to mischief on his own account, making money out of the proceedings in some ingenious way. For one thing, he was nearly sure he had an understanding with the priests; and he did not flatter himself for one minute that his own bargain with the priests was worth an arena if the priests should discover another means of getting what they wanted. They had promised nothing  merely permitted him to infer that they would fulfil their part; and he would not have felt much easier even if they had made a definite promise.

Rascals! he muttered, over and over again.

Well: it was too late now to change anything or call the whole proceedings off. He foresensed disaster; but in that event he knew what he would do. There would be pictures, that much was certain  pictures that would make Strange look ridiculous  that, if a government a thousand miles away should see them, would show Strange in an intriguing light. If worse came to worst, he would go down into the courtyard and dare Strange to do a thing about the forest  threaten him  tell him of the pictures. And there was a rope-ladder all ready for Charley to make his escape with the exposed reels. If Strange should laugh at the threats, then the reels should go to Simla and be shown there.

His whole plan began to look like a nightmare that might end anyway except satisfactorily, and the infernal music in the courtyard heightened the suggestion, grating on nerves already on end from lack of sleep and proper meals. He had tried to oversee too many things at once, and knew it.

Charley, eyeing him thoughtfully, diagnosed stage-fright and tried to comfort him.

You should not worry, he said. Youll have done your best. Thats all a man can do.

But Ommonys creed is stern. He must save the forest. India, the world, the universe would undoubtedly continue to evolve, whatever happened. But there would be no excuse acceptable in face of leagues and leagues of slaughtered trees. There was his lifes work. When his own hour came to face his Karma there would be the dreadful question  just, simple, inescapable What ha you done?

Not what the other man did. What had he, Cottswold Ommony, done? Where were the trees entrusted to his keeping? Sincerely, simply, he would rather die than fail the forest. His own personal honour and advantage weighed nothing in the scale.

Gee! The light off that walls perfect! said Charley, scattering encouragement at random in the hope that some might stick.

Keep Strange in focus. Thats the main thing.

Cant do a close-up from here, you know. Hell show small but recognizable.

Are you ready? Ommony snapped suddenly. Shoot then!

And the crank of the camera began turning steadily, sixteen times a minute.

Below, the weird stringed instruments burst into sudden spasms of twanged noise and the flutes screamed through that while the thumping of the tom-toms rose and fell. Out filed the nautch-girls from behind the screen  bare of stomach  breasts hidden under tinselled shields  skirted to the knees in pale blue gauzy stuff. Half moved to the right, half to the left, until their line stretched from end to end across the stage and they all stood motionless, leaving a gap in their midst through which the forty-ninth, the leading lady, came.

She was unlike all the others  prettier; and such scant garments as she wore were bronze instead of blue. The bosses on her breasts were studded with uncut jewels, and her bracelets glittered. In either hand she held garlands made from flower buds threaded on strings, and as she swayed her lithe body those shook until they looked like wind-blown blossom falling from the trees. But that was not their purpose. She had other use for them. Strange sat smiling with a big cigar stuck upward in the corner of his mouth, having his moneys worth so far by the look of him, and much too pleased with himself.

You wait! muttered Ommony. You forest robber! Wait!

But he had an eye, too, for Zelmira, whose golden Indian bracelet rose and fell as she tried to find some intelligible rhythm in the music. It did not seem to Ommony that she was paying sufficient attention; she should have been watching for her cue, instead of whispering to Molyneux and laughing at the mans jokes. Molyneux was perfectly capable of spoiling the whole thing by keeping her there beside him, instead of letting her slip away behind the scenes.

However, the nautch was on. Ommonys urgent business was to stand ready to hand Charley a fresh reel and slip the exposed one into its steel box, so that they might miss as few incidents as possible.

The music diminished to proportions in which some rhythm was at last perceptible, and the forty-nine girls began to sing, swaying from the feet upward, rather like plants seeking to uproot themselves than women dancing. The long line moved in ripples like waving corn, and the song was a wail, mad-melancholy, but redeemed by golden notes and the faint, far-away peal of a bronze bell struck from behind the scenes at intervals.

It was a long dance, and a language. Each motion was a symbol that had meant the same since India arose from prehistoric sea-bed and became a land; plainer and fuller of meaning than words to eyes uneducated in the changing symbols of the West. It was a simple enough story, of seed, rain, growth, and harvest, with fertilizing wind a-blow through all of it, and all the while a lipped hymn to the ancient gods who cause such sequences to be  melancholy only because men refused to recognize the breath of God in all things.

These were the temple virgins  institution older than the hills  no more conscious of the inner meaning of the ancient rite than their audience, that looked for phallic impropriety, and found it, India having descended into evil days. Production, reproduction, birth, and evolution, all were mocked in a rite designed to glorify them. But it pleased Strange. He chewed on his cigar, and smiled with hands across his stomach, like a bald-head in the front row at the Gaiety. It was expensive. He had paid too much for the Panch Mahal. But this was a pretty good make-weight they had thrown in.

You could see him wondering what the fellows at the club would say when he told them all about it. Not many Englishmen, and no Americans, had ever seen that dance. There was one Englishman who did not want to see it, and the village audience chuckled, for the padre-sahib, who had been sitting out of sight of them on a low chair in front of the image of the four-faced god, came around and sat between it and them, where he could not see the stage.

The music changed, as if the padre-sahibs mood invited it. It defied him  mocked his disapproval rose into a wild confusion of wailing wind and thrumming strings, with the drums doing galloping footfalls. The eight-and-forty nautch-girls stood nearly motionless, swaying only slightly from the waist. But she in the midst, with a glittering gossamer shawl to aid her, began a serpent dance, like the fabled madness of the pythons in the spring. And that was devilish.

Get this! urged Ommony. Focus on her now, and follow her whatever happens!

Dammit, she moves too quick! said Charley. Shes the goods, if shed go slow!

Aim for her and nothing else! Well get some of it.

There came eight priests chanting, and walking slowly out from behind the screen  filed down the steps  and stood in line between them and where Strange sat  backs to the audience  cutting Strange off, as it were, from the common herd. And Ommony laughed, for he saw Jeff Ramsden nudge Strange and clench his fist. There was going to be a fight unless the priests should watch their step, and that would serve perfectly. Anything, in fact, would serve that should give Zelmira her chance to rescue Strange from a predicament.

But Strange whispered behind his hand, and Jeff sat back again apparently contented. And why had Zelmira not vanished behind the wings? She should have gone already, but there she sat still beside Molyneux, without a trouble in the world to look at her.

Another reel, quick! snapped Charley. This is hot stuff!

The python dance was languishing to long, slow, undulating movements that the camera could record, and fingers slippery with sweat worked feverishly to snap the fresh reel in and resume cranking. Ommony clapped his eye to a hole in the shutter again, and almost shouted:

Get this now! Get this! Are you sure youre on?

Sure, Ive got it. Its good.

Slowly down the steps the nautch-girl came, pausing on every step to let the python spirit torture her into new, monstrous shapes. The priests chant and the music rose to wilder heights. The other nautch-girls swayed in a sort of delirious ecstasy, humming obbligato to the priests. The native audience moved in unison, their breath expiring in great gasps all together. Suddenly Strange let his cigar fall, and sat bolt upright.

Keep her in the picture now! said Ommony excitedly.

The dancing-girl ceased writhing like a snake and suddenly ran toward Strange as if he were her only love. For a second it looked as if she would embrace him, and all the audience drew its breath in sibilantly. But instead, she tossed the garlands over his neck and swept back six paces, pausing a if to admire him, while the music and the chorus rose to a scream and the tom-toms thundered.

Next she advanced and threw her veil before him, knelt on it as if imploring him, and backed away, withdrawing veil and all as if he had rejected her advance and she was broken-hearted. Then forward again as if to fall into his arms, he grinning, and away before he could touch her, not a thread of her gossamer shawl as much as brushing against his sleeve.

Hah-hah! laughed Molyneux; and for the first time it seemed to dawn on Strange that possibly he was being mocked. He began to look uncomfortable and a trifle flushed.

Hah-hah! Molyneux laughed again, and the audience all began to laugh too, because that kind of jeer is contagious.

But the dancing-girl danced on, and the music wailed and shrieked in time to the dinning tom-toms until Strange, feeling all eyes on him, glanced to right and left looking as if he would like to escape. It is all very well to be made a lot of, but to be worshipped in public by a lady in diaphanous attire is more than even millionaires can stand. He glanced up once as if he knew the camera was recording everything.

Did you see that? said Charley. And as he spoke the woman let her gauzy shawl fall over Stranges head and shoulders. The audience yelled as if she had crowned him king.

Did you get it? squealed Ommony.

Strange did not know what to do. He simply sat there looking foolish. But Chullunder Ghose appeared from behind somewhere and stood beside him, urging, protesting, gesticulating. Jeff Ramsden laid a hand on Stranges sleeve, but Strange shook it off; and the girl began to dance as if luring Strange on to heaven knew what behind the dragon screens. Chullunder Ghose took him by the right arm and almost pulled him out of the chair, ignoring Jeffs protests. Jeff shook his fist in the babus face, and Molyneux barked Hah-hah! again, while the audience squealed above the din of music. The girl began backing away, and Strange, yielding to Chullunder Ghose, got up and followed her.

Oh, gorgeous! chuckled Ommony.

Nother reel, quick! snapped Charley.

They reloaded like a destroyers gun-crew at battle practice, in time to catch Strange sprawling up the steps in the girls wake, for somebody or something tripped him. And when he reached the stage the nautch-girls all surrounded him and danced in a whirl, so that for a minute nothing could be seen of Strange at all; it was as if he had been swallowed. They had his coat and collar off, for someone flung them at Zelmiras feet, where she sat beside Molyneux, bubbling laughter. And when the whirling circle broke at last and the girls spread outward either way along the stage the python-girl was gone, and there stood Strange arrayed in a peacock robe and turban with aigrette, looking pompous and ridiculous with boots and trousers showing underneath. Zelmiras laugh rang like a peal of bells, and Strange frowned at her.

Damn the woman! muttered Ommony. Shes done for herself now, that settles it!

It was hotter than a Turkish bath in there, but a cold chill swept over him at the thought that none now would have sufficient hold on Strange to make him let the forest go. Half of the plan had failed with Zelmiras influence. Surely Strange would never listen to her now. Well: there was the other half of the plan  the alternative. Strange looked ridiculous enough, and worse was coming. There would be the pictures to hold over him by way of threat.

Chullunder Ghose, acting fat, obsequious impresario, climbed the steps and began tutoring Strange again  pointing toward the wooden dragon-screen. His words were totally inaudible in the din of drums and music, but he seemed to insist on something prearranged, with one hand gesturing toward the priests, as if he spoke for them, and with the other pushing Strange toward the dragon-screen. And out of the mouth of the dragon came a hand  a womans  certainly the python-dancers, for the wrist had the same heavy, jewelled bracelet.

The music crashed, and ceased. In silence, broken only by a crows caw on the roof, Strange walked toward the hand, and seized and kissed it three times. Crash! went the music again, and the native audience seemed suddenly to go mad, rising and leaping and yelling as if all their future had depended on that one piece of foolishness.

Have you got that?

Got it all!

Good! Carry on now! Ill go below. You keep on cranking as long as youve a foot of film left!

Ommony nearly broke the key in his eagerness to get out  slammed the door nearly off its hinges  and ran stumbling down the stairs, kicking open the door at the bottom and wading through the audience like a man waist-deep in sea-water. Zelmira nodded to him, but he took no notice of her; she had failed the forest, and was out of his calculations for good and all. He was actually off his head that minute  worn out with worry and fear and lack of sleep  fired by the sight of victory almost within his grasp. Strange was still standing there, ridiculously foolish with his turban awry, looking rather like Henry the Eighth, and holding the hand through the screen.

Chullunder Ghose! Tell him what that means! yelled Ommony, not recognizing his own voice, it was so strained and high pitched. Jeff Ramsden, recognizing breakdown, understanding men as some know horses, began making his way toward him. The babu grinned, aping humility, bowing and salaaming to Strange, too deferent at last to play a leading part. He began to back away and nearly fell off the stage.

Strange, youre married! Ommony roared, his voice cracking strangely. Thats the custom! Whatll you do now? Every one of those nautch-girls has to marry before she dies. Most of em marry trees. That ones got you! Now then!

Strange had the effrontery not even to seem sheepish or annoyed. Jeff, getting close enough at last, put his huge arm under Ommonys and tried to quiet him; but Ommony only drew strength from the contact, not calmness.

Youre married, you hear me? Youve married a nautch-girl before witnesses!

It was unseemly  horrible Ommony was screaming at him. Strange with his hunger to exploit had probed the mans secret passion to its depths and driven all that was evil in him to the surface. He was worse than a woman with her child condemned to death, for in that hour he lacked power to plead  a primitive, abysmal human stricken to the heart and fighting back. He struck Jeffs arm away, and Molyneux rose from his chair to help restrain him.

But Stranges answer brought them all to a stand-still.

May I have a Christian ceremony, then?

The last chance gone! The monster was willing to marry a nautch-girl He would use that technicality to reinforce his claim on the forest! Ommony stood dumb, bewildered, with the world swaying under his feet, unconscious of Jeffs arm again through his  staring at Strange as at Nemesis.

And Strange let go the hand. Grinning, he stepped to the side of the screen to bring the woman forward; and she came, looking scared, because Ommony fainted away.

She was Ommonys sister.

* * * * *

It was an hour before he returned to consciousness, and the priests, the nautch-girls, and the crowd were all gone. Two women were slapping his hands, and he recognized Zelmira first  hazily, as one awaking from a bad dream. He shook his head at her.

Go away!

Were friends. You know me, she answered.

But he only shook his head again.

You failed. You promised me youd be behind the screen and marry Strange. Why didnt you? he murmured.

I couldnt. How could I? Im Lady Molyneux! Sir William Molyneux and I were married this morning at seven oclock.

Ill be damned! murmured Ommony; and Molyneux responsive Hah-hah-hah! seemed to revive him quite a little. He turned his head to see who held the other hand, and looked into his sisters eyes.

You always would do things your own way, he grumbled. Have you saved the forest?

Yes. Heres Meldrum. Hell tell you so.

Ommony sat up suddenly. Memory galvanized him.

Good God, Kate, youre married to him!

No, she said, smiling, not quite. Were waiting for you to attend the wedding. When youre ready well begin.

You saved the forest? he repeated. Marry anyone you like!

Oh, closer than a brother! she laughed delightedly. Come, Meldrum. Tell him.

So Meldrum Strange came forward and played the man.

Old fellow, he said simply, If I had known how your heart was wrapped up in those trees Id never have caused you such agony. I beg your pardon.

By Dammy, Ommony, shake hands with him! roared Molyneux. Hes played the game. He turned the tables on you. Hes a good sport after all. Whats more, hes given this Panch Mahal to those rascally priests. No chance for anybody now to get a foothold. Go on, shake hands!

Not yet, said Ommony. Wheres Charley Wear?

Here. Im all right, said Charley. Then he answered the question unspoken on Ommonys lips. Strange has been damn decent. He bought the film for enough to finance a picture-shooting trip all through the Indian jungles. Darned white of him, Ill say.

All right, Ill shake hands with you, Strange, said Ommony.



But Ommony was ill, and very nearly at deaths door. He collapsed when he had seen his sister married, and they put him to bed on the cot in the assembly-room, the women taking turns to watch him; and for four-and-twenty hours he raved in delirium, calling to half the gods of India to come and save his trees, while half a dozen naked junglis camped in the courtyard afraid of every-one, but more afraid they might lose Ommony.

They found roots in the jungle, and they killed fresh meat, and brought them and laid them at the threshold, where the women stumbled over them and carried them in  to hide them and pretend they had been put to use. So the junglis tell you to this day that they own Ommony by right of capture from deaths claws. (It was they who brought him his dog Diana, to stand guard by the bed; and she did, never stirring until he was well enough to recognize her.)

Then came a night when the women might safely leave him; and he awoke after dark, believing himself all alone with the dog. But after a while he heard another sound beside her breathing, and saw a white-robed figure dimly outlined in the night-lamp glow  a figure like a great fat idol, motionless. For a long time he thought it was an idol, until he remembered there was nothing of that kind in the room. So he coughed, and it brought the thing to life.

This babu salaams respectfully, hoping sahib is remarkably better!

Did the dog let you in?

No, sahib. She-dog was most cantankerous, until memsahib, sahibs sister, tendered philharmonic offices. She-dog yielded to blandishment and shrewd behaviour. Have sat still.

What do you want?

Sahibs swift recovery.

What else?

Oh, just to round out.

What?

Emolument!

You rascal! You drew pay from Madame Poul  from Lady Molyneux.

Yes, sahib. Likewise percentage from priests in form of cash, and subsidy from rajah, plus gift from Mellidrum Isstrange, added to share of profit from sale of soda-water. Am well contented. Oh, no reason to complain. However, sahib being babus friend, in view of Karma and advantage of beneficence  have thought it well to  permit sahib to  acquire much merit by  by contributing like-wise and rounding out  emolument? Eh? Yes, sahib? Your very humble and obedient servant! Chullunder Ghose prays to all the Gods for your honours full recovery!

THE END
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CHAPTER I. Ali, I say go with him!

Consider the situation for a moment first. There were twenty of us  seventeen Arabs, Narayan Singh the Sikh, myself, and Grim. We were in Petra over-Jordan, which was no-mans land until Ali Higg, self-styled Lion of Petra, friend of the Prophet of Islam, Lord of the Limits of the Desert and Lord of the Waters  Ali Higg the Terrible, swooped into it from Arabia and, with the aid of Jael, his European wife, established himself there as a thorn in the flank of Palestine. You couldnt choose a better place to be a thorn in. Impregnable without long-range artillery; inaccessible except by aeroplanes, if once the Valley of Moses leading into it through a twelve-foot gap were blocked; furnished with enough half-ruined graves and temples for accommodation purposes; close enough to Palestine for sudden raids, and surrounded by dry desert over which no mandatory power would think of sending an army if that could possibly be helped, Petra is the perfect outlaws paradise  a paradise of opal set in savage mountains.

As for ourselves, you could hardly call us an official expedition, nor even exactly authorized, for Grim enjoyed a free hand subject to the definite proviso that he would be promptly disowned by the Palestine authorities if trouble came of it. The British, having heard from the taxpayer, did not want to send an army against Ali Higg, besides which they had no mandate yet for the trans-Jordan country, as Ali Higg and all the Bedouins were well aware.

An American, even though commissioned in the British Army, can get away with things no Britisher would dare attempt because, of course, the authorities would have to stand behind a Britisher, whereas Americans are all born crazy and act without authority, and everybody knows it, and there you are, old top, so whats the use?

And Grim, by using brains and information, which is a combination nobody can beat, had cornered Ali Higg, as I told in another story. One hundred and forty of Alis men under a veteran named Ibrahim ben Ah were resting their camels miles away in an oasis. The remaining forty and odd were camped in another direction. Jael, Ali Higgs wife, after being made prisoner, had grudgingly agreed to help Grim tame her lord and master; and what with drenching him thoroughly, lancing his boils and catching him at an all-round disadvantage, we had forced him to give a hostage for good behavior in the shape of a deposit of fifty thousand pounds lying in his wifes name in the Bank of Egypt.

So far, good; but there were complications. In the first place, that document was not worth a plugged piastre until safely under lock and key in Jerusalem, for Ali Higg would surely steal it back if he could. The money had been paid into the bank in gold, mainly half-sovereigns that were earned by Arab troops in the war against the Turks. The man who could squeeze all that money out of fighting Bedouins was unlikely to lose his grip on it, even for the three-year term of the agreement, if force or chicanery should provide him an alternative. If those troops of his should suddenly return, for instance, not only the agreement but our lives would be at stake.

The easiest course would have been to scoot out of Petra and head for Palestine, avoiding that oasis where the army waited. But Grim had made a promise which prevented that. In return for Ali Higgs pledge and in the general interest of peace he had undertaken to deal with a Sheikh at Abu Lissan, farther South, who with eight hundred men proposed to come and eat up the terrible Ali and his scant ten score. While on our way southward there would be nothing to prevent Ali Higg from swooping on us treacherously from behind; but in dealing with people who might perhaps break faith there is nothing nearly so important as observing your own promises.

Nor was that all. Our opportunity to visit Petra, give the slip to Ali Higgs men, capture his head wife and corner the gentleman himself had come through Ayisha, his second wife, whom Grim had found making purchases in Hebron and who welcomed our escort on her way home across the desert. On the way she had fallen in love with Grim after the desperately swift fashion of the country. Thinking to poison Ali Higg she had given him croton oil, which we provided. It served our purpose famously, but rather naturally maddened the fierce polygamist, who divorced her on the spot. So we had Ayisha on our hands, for we couldnt decently leave her to take the consequences.

When I was a boy at school I once borrowed from another boy a dime manual entitled What to do with a dead policeman. But that problem, solved, I remember, clumsily, was a very simple one compared to what we had to face. Ayisha was a beautiful young woman, wholly bereft of convention in the Western sense, and totally resolved to win Grim for her own or know the reason why. Our rank and file, excepting Narayan Singh and myself, were all profound polygamists from El-Kalil, thieves by profession and conviction, and inclined to treat Ayishas love affair as a prodigious joke; which, of course, it was, but for the infernal danger.

In fact, the whole situation was a joke, if you could only bring yourself to look at it in that way. What else could you call the intention of twenty men (not one an Englishman), cut off from supplies and support, to interfere between the warring tribes of North Arabia and breed peace in the process where none had ever been since history was written?

As I sat with my back against the wall of Ali Higgs cave overlooking the gorge of the City of Ghosts (as they call Petra) I tried to figure on our chances, but could reach no conclusion. Not that we werent a pretty resourceful crew of a sort, and fit to fight, perhaps, three times our number, but the odds seemed overwhelming in that land where, as they say, in the desert all men are enemies. There wasnt one of us who could not mount his camel on the run, with a rifle in one hand, and our camels were the finest beasts that ever swung leg out of Syria. There was nothing about desert work that you could teach Grim or any of our seventeen Arabs. Narayan Singh was a Sikh in a thousand  a bold soldier of the old school, who should have been born a hundred years ago. As for myself, although comparatively new to Arabs and Arabia, I have prospected and hunted big game for a living up and down the length of Africa; and if diplomacy is not my long suit, I can endure, and physical strength has advantages.

But I laughed to myself as I sat there and looked at Grim, wondering at the freak of fortune that had thrown us together. True, I have chosen to spend my life looking for adventure where it grows; but a man likes to pile up a few dollars against old age, and I have generally reckoned up the prospects in advance. There was no money to be made in Grims company. It didnt matter, as it happened, for I have not had more than my share of disappointment and need never starve again as long as the U.S. keeps a Government in being. But middle-aged dogs dont learn new tricks too easily, and I have known less surprising things than to find myself risking a sunburned neck behind a whole-souled altruist without the remotest possibility of making a profit.

But you couldnt resist Grim. The man is like a loadstone, if you have the iron of adventure in you. I could take two of him, one in each hand, and shake them as a dog does rats; for though he is tall he is lightly framed, whereas the muscle stands on me in lumps. But when it comes to a call for those qualities that have always seemed to me mans finest, he can leave me standing still. Mind you, I yield to no man in determination to live so according to the rules, as I understand them, that I can afford to look any man in the eye and tell him to go to hell if I see fit. But that is one thing  comfortable in its way, and good for friendship. Genius is another. Grim has genius, beside a flair for leaving this old battered world a wee mite better than he found it.

I never heard him preach. Intimate friend of mine though he now is, I have hardly ever heard him discuss his principles. But I did hear him tell Jael Higg, by way of convincing her that her only possible course was to help him tame her ambitious lord if she hoped to escape imprisonment and deportation, that his one asset is understanding of Arabs and Arabia: that he is hell-bent, as he put it, on doing his bit in the world: and that his notion of a good big bit is to help Arabia to independence by preventing brigandage and civil war.

He clings to his American citizenship as some men stick to religion. The British made him a major on those terms because they needed him, and he accepted because it seemed the best way to carry on what he had in view. He is punctiliously loyal to the crowd whose uniform he wears occasionally, yet I never knew a man more outspoken to his paymasters whenever he disagrees with them, nor anyone who took more liberties with orders. His one annoying quality is that of keeping his thoughts to himself, hardly ever discussing a plan until it is perfect in his own mind and then telling you, perhaps, not more than half of it; after which he springs the rest on you as a surprise. But if you want to be friends with any man on earth youll find theres something or other to put up with.

We all have our hobbies, even those who imagine they have none and boast of it. Having traveled widely I have had to make mine portable, and the two things that have increasingly obsessed me are the ancient history of whatever land I happen to be in, and the study of mens faces. I had time to study two now  Grims and Ali Higgs, for they were sitting face to face in the middle of the cave, Grim stooping from the shoulders as he squatted Arab- fashion in exactly the same way that the robber chieftain did.

You would never have guessed that Grim wasnt an Arab, born in that part of Arabia. Unless in the secret, you would never have believed the two were not blood brothers  possibly even twins. Seen in the comparative gloom of the cave, they resembled a man facing his reflection. Except for the bandages on Ali Higgs neck they were dressed alike, and the only noticeable difference at the first glance was the color of their eyes: Ali Higgs were brown and bloodshot; Grims were keen and baffling  somewhere in the region of blue-grey. I have looked straight into them and not been able to tell their color.

Now the puzzling thing was this: that whereas every line of Grims face made for strength, independence, honesty, and all those other qualities that you recognize in a man at the first glance and like immediately, almost identical features made a rogue of Ali Higg. I believe you could have taken a pair of calipers and measured them without finding enough difference to split a hair about. Both were clean-shaven, although Ali Higgs sparse whiskers had about two days growth, which darkened and slightly changed the outline of his face. Both had that kind of chin with the suggestion of a cleft in it that usually goes along with a deep understanding of human nature. Each mans eyes were large and seated rather deep. Each had a calm forehead, not much wrinkled, and their noses might have been cast from one mold  good, big noses, delicately curved along the bridge, with nostrils of the shape supposed to show good breeding. They were the same height, and I dont believe either man weighed more than a hundred and forty pounds. I weigh nearly a hundred more than either of them. So does Narayan Singh.

Being dressed as an Indian Moslem from Lahore, with a great brown Bedouin cloak thrown over all, with my head showing shaved under the turban and a weeks growth of nearly black beard sprouting, my disguise was pretty nearly perfect; but I dare bet that if a stranger could have entered that cave suddenly, he would have recognized Grim without hesitation as the man to reckon with: Ali Higg as the villain of the piece: Narayan Singh as a somewhat quarrelsome though loyal subordinate, and me as the looker-on. Its difficult to see yourself as others might, but I expect that air of more or less detachment is hard to disguise when you have no real stake in a venture, except, of course, your life  something we risk more casually than our money.

Ali Higg watched us with similar curiosity, glancing from one to the other furtively, whereas Grim never shifted his gaze, but eyed the bandit steadily. It is one of the privileges of the East to sit as long as you want to and say nothing; outside on the ledge sat our old friend Ali Baba with his sixteen sons and grandsons overlooking the valley like vultures in a row, and nothing was likely to escape their eagle eyes, well fed though they were, and perhaps sleepy after gorging the bandits rice and mutton. We had no need to seem in a hurry, and it was Ali Higg at last who spoke first.

O Jimgrim, you have promised you will deal with that dog Hassan Saoud of Abu Lissan.

True, O Lion of Petra.

Then either you made that promise in order to trick me into signing an agreement, or else you are a madman! For how shall you, who have but nineteen men, get the better of Hassan Saoud, who styles himself the Avenger and has at least eight hundred?

Did I have the better of you? Grim asked him.

Father of ruses, yes! But you must give me back that agreement unless you keep your promise by smiting the Avenger. And how shall you do it?

Have I smitten you? asked Grim.

The robber put some oily seeds into his mouth and chewed the cud on that for several minutes.

But unless he is destroyed the Avenger will come and make war on me. If he wins, he will slay me and make some of my men prisoners, adding them to the force he has already. Thus you will have a more difficult man to deal with than I have been. Whereas I have only raided into Palestine a dozen times, he will make a holy war and plunder Jerusalem itself. So you must smite him or return me that agreement.

Grim laughed. You would better help me then! If I fail youll suffer sooner than anyone.

Uh-uh! the robber grunted. Here in Petra I might defeat him, for the pass is narrow and a woman is the equal of a man. Out in the open I cannot prevail against his numbers.

It was Grims turn to sit silent. I was growing used to his masked changes of expression and did not doubt he knew what he was going to say; but I believe he turns over a sentence in his mind a dozen times before he uses it, on occasions when most men would seek to make an impression by rhetoric.

They say I look like you, he said at last.

They speak truly. We might have had one mother. Therefore it is unseemly that you should force a written pledge from me! Give me back that paper I signed, and go in peace.

Grim ignored the suggestion. Are you known to this Sheikh who calls himself the Avenger? he asked.

Walla! Am I known to him? He took the title of Avenger on account of me, when he swore to spill my blood in the dust! In the War I let myself be captured by the British rather than fall into his hands, for in those days I was not yet ready to take the field against him. Am I known to him! Bismillah! It was my knife that made the scar across his cheek! Not only does he know and remember me, but every man of his who sees that scar remembers me!

Then the Avenger will think I am you? suggested Grim.

Aye, and torture you with crucifixion on a dung-heap among the flies, after you have been well beaten!

And my men will be considered your men? Grim went on.

Surely, and tortured, too!

Grim made another long pause, and Ali Higg smirked in the belief that he had found the weak place in Grims courage. But he winced when Grim countered calmly.

So whatever my men and I do will be credited to you?

Allah!

So that if I fail I shall have added to the wrath of the Avenger?

As a man who takes a little stone and adds it to a mountain!

Youd better help! said Grim.

As God is my witness, I am afraid to go against Ben Saoud the Avenger! answered Ali Higg. Besides, what can I do? You have sent away my men  some in this direction, some in that.

It was you who sent them away, Grim retorted. All I did was to postpone their return. Now Ill give you one last chance to use your men on a campaign. After this once, peace!

Mashallah! What shall I do with peace? How then shall I get new camels?

Breed them!

How shall I get provisions?

Till the oases. Sow and reap!

How shall I make my name feared?

Make it respected! Was not Solomon the wisest man? Did he make war? Rather he held the scales of justice evenly, and men looked up to him.

But the prophet Mahommed came after Solomon, and was wiser. He made war!

I tell you, Ali Higg, said Grim, youve made the last raid you ever will with impunity! Its none of my business to ruin you. Id sooner see you establish yourself as a strong chief  strong enough to keep the peace in these parts, and keeping it fairly. But as Allah is my witness, Ali Higg, if you dont mend your ways the British will come and mend them for you. What is more, Ill take the field myself against you, and not quit until your bones are bleaching! You may call me friend or enemy, but choose now! Which is it to be?

Ali Higg grew fidgety and his eyes shifted again. I didnt see what Grim stood to score by extracting a promise of friendship from such an obvious rogue; but you never know what Grim is driving at until it suits him to make it clear.

Wallahi! If I say I am your friend, the Lion of Petra answered presently, what shall prevent you from going to Saoud the Avenger and saying you are his friend?

True! What shall prevent? said Grim.

And joining with him against me? For all men love to take the stronger side!

Ali Higg called for his water-pipe, and a woman brought it already filled with tobacco. She lighted it for him, and he ordered her gruffly to get out. He was evidently feeling pleased with himself over that piece of subtle reasoning. There was silence for several minutes during which Grim produced a cigarette, and old Ali Baba, grandfather and captain of our gang of thieves, came to the mouth of the cave to make sure that all was well. He excused himself by asking leave to send four men to feed our camels, and thereafter sat down just around the corner of the wall, where he could listen.

Do you realize, Grim asked at last, that if I proposed to take sides against you I would simply take and kick you over this cliff now?

Allah! That is not how friends talk!

Yet I havent even disarmed you. Instead, my hakim here has lanced your boils and  

Aye! Leaving me too sore and weak to take the field against anyone. I would bastinado such a hakim if he were mine!

He looked meaningly at me, but drew small satisfaction from it, for I laughed. I dare say my hand was a fraction heavy with the presentation razor that turned that trick. I can skin a dead lion rather neatly, but no college of surgeons ever gave me its parchment benediction.

I dont wish you to take the field, said Grim.

Il hamdul illah! What then? [ Thank God]

I want your men.

At that the Lion of Petra swore a blue streak sixty seconds long of brimstone Arab blasphemy. There is no such language as Arabic to swear in. Not even the Missouri mule has kicked back at such scurrilous expletives. Ali Baba thrust his old wrinkled face around the corner and grinned.

So that is the idea! So that is the foreign scheme! What son of sixty dogs imagines he can lead my men?

They might find themselves pretty soon without a leader otherwise! suggested Grim.

Ali Higg ceased smoking. Rage and tobacco and helplessness didnt seem to make a palatable mixture. To judge by his wandering eyes, one second he seemed to be making up his mind to dash past us in a bolt for liberty, the next he contemplated suicide in a duel to the death with Grim. His left hand groped for his rifle behind him, but he could not quite reach it without betraying what he intended. Narayan Singh rattled the butt of his own rifle on the cave floor, and I laid mine pretty ostentatiously across my knees. There was no need for Grim to feel disturbed, and he obviously didnt.

In fact, I think Grim was having a good time. Im no fisherman myself, lacking that kind of patience and getting more enjoyment from the sports that call for strenuous exertion, but Ive often seen on the face of some fellow angling for a big one pretty much the expression that Grim wore then. His lips were set in a firm smile and his eyes shone.

You will ask me for my wives presently! said Ali Higg with biting sarcasm.

No, not all of them, Grim answered, only one!

By the beard of the Prophet and my feet, what next! I have divorced Ayisha  you may have the baggage. Much good may she do you!

I witnessed the divorce, Grim answered, so I did not count her as your honors wife.

What then?

Now the Lions anger began to weaken into fear as he guessed the drift of Grims intention. You cant help feeling sorry for a tyrant in a corner as one phase after another of his helplessness dawns on him. Grim eased the torture at once. A man like Ali Higg suffers more from beaten pride than we non-tyrants do from toothache.

Never fear, he said; I will not take Jael from you. I will either bring or send her back to you safely afterwards, but she must come.

Ali Higg looked incredulous, enraged, suspicious, treacherous in turn, but made no answer. Another answered for him. There was an inner cave all hung with fine Bokhara embroideries, opening into that in which we sat. Jael herself stepped from the interior gloom, stood still for a minute facing us all, and laughed.

Enough, Ali; I will go with him!

When we had first met her she was dressed in mans clothes, but now all jeweled with turquoise and amber she wore the Bedouin womans regalia, and it suited her style of beauty. The paleness of her freckled face was relieved by the veil that partly framed it, and although she must have been deathly tired after the recent adventure she looked younger and not so hard-drawn. Jael was a perfect name for her  so perfect that you wondered whether it was really hers and not adopted; you could easily imagine her driving a tent-peg through the temples of a sleeping foe.

Peace, woman! growled Ali Higg.

Peace, Ali? How can there be peace unless we let this Jimgrim have his way? Refuse him, and we must deal with Saoud the Avenger. Agree with him, and he may show us a way. If he fails, we shall be no worse off. I go with him.

Peace, woman, I say! Be silent!

Very well. I will go in silence. It may be thus that we shall contrive peace. But I surely go with him!

Thou shalt not!

Ali, I say I go with him!


CHAPTER II. Once before she called herself his wife, on half the provocation.

There is a certain type of captious critic who annoys me horribly. He is usually a person who, by dint of vinegary unbelief in those solid underlying qualities of human character that decide most issues, has destroyed all his own power to make good the grand assertion in that favorite song of Grims and mine, I am the captain of my soul, I am the master of my fate!

Such a man will tell you that Grim hadnt done much yet. We will say (for I have heard him in a dozen places  on occasion he would be a merely jealous official superior of Grims, but now and then, too, an after-dinner glutton by the fireside) that my friends fortuitous resemblance to Ali Higg had got us safely into Petra, and the rest was sheer luck. The same man would doubtless consider it a piece of luck that the sun got up at dawn this morning and that the U.S. hasnt recently defaulted in its bonds. All right: but why not use the luck?

Grim had used his, and improved on it. Narayan Singh has certain qualities of romantic manhood that have made a soldier of him, along with an ineradicable fault that has preserved him from promotion and obscurity. It was Grim who put Narayan Singh to work. Grim picked him out of the routine business in Jerusalem. I have independent means enough to labor free of charge if I see fit, and a pretty wide experience of emergencies that has made me in a sort of way reliable without dulling my appetite for adventure in the worlds by-ways. It was Grim, not any Government, who studied me from every angle when I called on him in Jerusalem out of curiosity, and put me to the test in a dozen ways without caring whether I suspected it or not, and bent my liking for adventure to his own ends. He did it with my permission, but not on my advice. And there wasnt another man in the Near East who could have made those seventeen thieves of ours risk their necks behind him without hope of loot.

You may say it was gall that let him make such dangerous use of other people, and Ill agree with you. Dont you admire a man with gall, provided its not his own profit or some mere commercial end hes serving? I take it Drake had gall, and John Paul Jones, and Theodore Roosevelt as well as others whose memory more men cherish than the haters of the great prefer to think. Im not one of those who choose to discredit any man who does things.

And it was luck and gall in combination, if you like, that now gave him the use of an army of a hundred and forty men, with a woman to captain them whose brains had been the making of Ali Higg. I wont say much for her military judgment, because we had captured her too easily for her to boast on that score; but she had the gift of bending Arabs to her will, and you know how it goes in politics: if you own the man who can swing the votes, the election is yours. The same principle applies in other walks of life.

I have heard a missionary criticaster say that because Ali Higgs army was mounted on stolen camels and fed on looted grain, as well as armed for the most part with rifles filched from the Allies, therefore Grim should have scorned to make use of it. But a quarter of a century ago I left off arguing with men like that. In the midst of unwesternized knavery Grim always uses the least unmoral weapon he can find, and makes the most of it.

We followed him out of the cave now to the narrow path that wound along the face of the cliff to a point where it met a flight of ancient stone steps something like a mile long. (The ancients who carved Petra out of sandstone evidently didnt mind a toilsome climb to church, for there was a place of sacrifice at the top of the hill.) We sat down beside Ali Baba in a row with his men, overlooking the Roman amphitheatre, whose tiers and tiers of stone seats glittered in the sun.

The valley two hundred feet beneath us, inside the amphitheatre and all about it, was black with goat-hair Bedouin tents, in which the wives and daughters of Ali Higgs army were busy with their morning work, of doing nothing, leisurely. There were eagles soaring above us, whose shadows raced on the dazzling rock below, and innumerable kites were circling on about a level with our eyes. You could sometimes catch the bronze sheen on their backs, and watch the play of their wing-tips as they swerved. Along a ledge on the opposite cliff sat a row of vultures in fair imitation of us.

The colors of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado are about the same as those of Petra  the raw, real color out of which the paint for the universe was mixed with a hard light from a polished turquoise sky to judge it all by, provided your brain will work in front of any such kaleidoscope. But we werent there for the view.

Well give Jael Higg a chance to talk her old man round, said Grim in English; and Ali Baba caught the gist of it. (He knew enough English in the old days to rob tourists when the Turks werent looking, and enough Turkish to cheat the police over the commission afterwards.)

Whatever talking a woman does  and especially that woman  is the woof of trouble, Jimgrim! he said warningly.

But I saw other trouble coming, and laughed aloud, for which I cursed myself a moment afterwards. A laugh is pretty easily misunderstood in that land.

The cliff bulged outward on our left beyond the opening of Ali Higgs cave, and around the bend there was another cave that we hadnt investigated; but judging by the chatter of female voices it was the headquarters of Ali Higgs harem. He evidently overrode the rule about providing a separate establishment for each additional wife.

Around that corner now Ayisha came  Ayisha the divorced  with all her belongings done up in a huge blue bundle, and the whole lot balanced on her head. The wives of a polygamist are not, I believe, noted for lying down together like the leopard and the kid of prophecy, and a chorus of mocking laughter followed her. Seeing and hearing me cough out that unconsidered Aha! she naturally supposed me to be mocking her, too, and we were mortal enemies from that minute. At least, she was my mortal enemy, and I havent learned yet how to keep an affair like that strictly one-sided. I once knew a man who kept a female panther for a pet; he used to say the dear thing only needed humoring, but I remember attending his funeral, because there wasnt any parson, and I had to read the service. I kept the panthers hide for a souvenir  with a neat round hole between the eyes to show how she and I made friends at last. You couldnt help thinking of a panther when you saw Ayisha angry.

Balancing that enormous bundle (full of the loot of villages, no doubt) with the grace that is born in the Bedouin women, she made as if to pass us, and I think she would have done if Grim hadnt spoken, for she was proud.

Ya sit Ayisha, what have I done that you should treat me scornfully? he asked. [ O Lady Ayisha.].

Have a care! groaned Ali Baba. Having raised sixteen sons and grandsons he posed as an authority on women. She turned to face Grim, her body quivering like a fine Damascus blade as she balanced the load. He smiled up at her, and she seemed to waver between liking for him and disgust at me. Then with the sudden swiftness of a female panther making up her mind she answered his smile with melting eyes and flashing teeth, and opened the war with me by dumping the bundle into my lap. It would have damaged a smaller man, for it weighed more than a hundred-weight and there were brass bowls in it, and knives and things like that, but I caught it on knees and shins and, although I didnt plan to, kicked it forward so that it rolled over the edge of the path and fell two hundred feet on to the ruined roof of an ancient tomb below.

You know how a panther lays his ears back? She expressed anger just as effectually, even if you couldnt exactly say how she did it. It wasnt any use apologizing. I sat rubbing my shins, with both eyes watching for the dagger I felt sure would come my way in a second. But she passed the buck to Grim.

Kill that fool for me! she commanded him; and he laughed at me whimsically sideways.

But I need the man, he said. He is the hakim. He has the chest of medicines. Who else shall physic us?

Bah! she exclaimed. I would bastinado such a fool! He is the son of sixty dogs who gave me babys pap instead of poison for the Lion in there! Thanks to that fool I am divorced instead of a widow! Throw him down after my baggage!

We can recover most of it, and what has been broken shall be replaced, Grim answered. What are your plans, O Lady Ayisha?

I go to find my people.

Where are they?

Only Allah knows.

You see, the desert hasnt changed much. Hagar did the same thing once, going out alone into the waste of sand and rock, in search of a tiny wandering tribe whose tents are here today and gone tomorrow; and thousands since have done the same thing, without enough acquaintance with the angels to get water whenever they need it.

Be seated, said Grim, and she took him at his word, thrusting herself down between him and me, giving me the point of her elbow. I shifted along close to Ali Baba so as to allow her a full six feet of clearance, still bearing that possible dagger in mind.

And now, growled Ali Baba in my ear, the bint believes she has him! He has bidden her sit beside him before witnesses, and has promised her a new outfit! Once before she called herself his wife on half the provocation; and now who shall deny her?

He will, I retorted. Jimgrim is no Arab. We dont do things that way in the West.

This is the East, he answered, and she will do things her way! Inshallah, Jimgrim may prove clever enough to foil her, but I doubt it. [ If God wills.]

But more than cleverness was going to enter into Grims dealings with that young woman. He was smiling, and a hint of worry underlay the smile. Nobody but a born fool would think of applying Western standards to judge her conduct by, and though she had meant to poison Ali Higg there wasnt a doubt she had had lots of provocation. It was true we hadnt invited her to poison him, but she had made the attempt on Grims account none the less and we had taken full advantage of it. If Grim had been disposed to leave her at a loose end I wouldnt have agreed to that, and even the wild Lothario Narayan Singh, I think, would have objected. But Grim would be the last man to leave her unprovided for; I have seen him spend his scant spare hours befriending murderers whom he has landed in the gaol.

We go south to deal with Saoud, who calls himself the Avenger, Grim said to her. Will you come with us?

I go where my lord wishes, she answered, in the sort of voice that Ruth may have used to Boaz in the Bible story. Ruth came from that desert country, too.

She must have known Grim was an American, but I really think she meant what she said. Out in the sunlight there he was a lot better looking than Ali Higg, because his face wasnt seamed by vice and anger; and she had grown so used to being owned by a man who resembled Grim superficially that it wouldnt be much of a task to transfer her affections. Grim, for one thing, had no other wife, and did not bastinado people.

Until you find your people or another husband you must regard me as a father, Grim said kindly.

But why should I look for another husband? she asked.

That highly interesting question wasnt answered just then. Jael Higg came out, looked at the two of them, and laughed in that mean, metallic way that women use to one another. But I think that she, too, suspected that there might be a dagger to reckon with, for she made no direct comment.

I am ready, she said in English. My husband has agreed to my going with you. I shall bring a woman to keep me in countenance, but  (she glanced brazenly down the line of our men and raised her voice, finishing the speech in Arabic) I dont suppose there will be a man among you rash enough to try any liberties! I guess she was right, too, for her thin lips werent of the yielding kind.

Some spirit of devilment took hold of me then, and forgetting my role of Indian hakim I horned in with a suggestion.

Wont Ayisha serve the purpose, Lady Jael?

Well, that woman was used to handling men by brow-beating and overbearing them. I suppose she had tongue-lashed into subjection some of the toughest characters between the Dead Sea and the Persian Gulf, and you get out of the habit of mincing words when that sort of job occurs frequently. You get fluent-acrid-fiery; or at least that had happened to her. And she turned loose the full flood of her vocabulary on to me, speaking past Ayisha as if that young woman never existed, but making it perfectly obvious that we might divide the epithets between us. I dare say some of it was meant for Grim, too. The fact was that the situation had got on her nerves and all her pent-up rage had to find some sort of outlet. I had simply provided her an outlet; and Grim his opportunity.

He waited until she had finished, and then got to his feet and yawned.

Lets have a clear understanding on two points to begin with, Lady Jael, he said in English. Ill answer for my men. And two women on this expedition are enough.

The effect was as if he had struck her. She flinched away from him, and he followed up before she could recover and give tongue.

Ill give all the orders. Everybody else obeys.

She bit her lip and turned her back on him. And then I realized that Ali Higg had been quietly watching us from inside the cave. She wasnt used to being rebuked in front of him. He came out and stood in the entrance, smiling ironically. I dont think he knew any English, but he appreciated that that termagant head-wife of his had met a man who wasnt in the least afraid of her, and who knew how to manage her; and he looked almost good-tempered as he watched that happen which he had never been able to achieve.

Call Yussuf, ordered Grim, producing his writing-pad and fountain-pen, and sitting down again as if the incident were closed.

Now Yussuf was the spy, you may remember, with a home in Jaffa, who had brought word to Ali Higg about the plans and disposition of the British Army in Palestine, and had fallen into our hands on his way back  a very dark-skinned man with little gold ear-rings, whose normal profession was spying for both sides to any quarrel. He was shoved along the ledge from his place at the end of the line by Ali Babas men, and stood shifting from one foot to the other in front of Grim, clasping his hands first in front and then behind him as he watched Grim write.

Grim made considerable fuss with two envelopes, addressing both, and sealing one inside the other. He evidently wanted to be seen doing that  wanted Ali Higg to see it; so I asked him in Arabic, why two envelopes? There was no need to answer me, because Ali Higg made it clear that he was watching and listening. Jael, too, swallowed down her rage and faced about. Grim addressed himself to Yussuf.

What do you want me to do with you? he asked.

Father of irony! What a question! Jaffa is my home. I was on my way thither when your honors decided otherwise. As a fish yearns for the sea I long for Jaffa.

Can you make your way alone?

Inshallah.

Would you like to try?

Give me but your permission and a camel, and see me put the telegraph to shame!

If I give you a letter to take to Jerusalem, will you deliver it?

Father of surprises! What is in the letter? Shall I carry then an order for my own arrest?

No. But there is an order inside that you are to be paid a full weeks wages as a messenger, provided you deliver the letter without delay.

Allah ykafik anni! [ God reward you on my behalf.]

You know what will probably happen if Ali Higgs men catch you?

Trust me! I know the dogs! They will find it easier to catch the wind!

And you know what will happen to your Jaffa property if you try to play a trick on me?

Your honors had no need to say that. I am a loyal man.

I know you for a spy-for-both-sides, answered Grim. If one overtook you on the way and offered you money for the letter I shall give you, it would be your natural course to take the money and let the letter go. That is why I warn you about your Jaffa property. If you part with the one you shall lose the other.

Trust me!

I dont trust you. I offer you payment and impose conditions. I give you clearly to understand that failure to deliver that letter in Jerusalem will involve a definite and heavy penalty. Now choose: will you carry the letter or remain here?

As well ask a thirsty man what he will do for a drink of water! Give me the letter!

Grim gave it to him, and Jael returned into the cave to talk with Ali Higg. Despite the booing she had recently received, Ayisha got up and walked back toward the womens quarters as if she had forgotten something, and we saw no more of her for several hours. Grims whole manner changed instantly. With a glance over his shoulder to make sure that neither Ali Higg could see him, he pulled out a loaded Army revolver from under his cloak and passed it to Yussuf along with a handful of extra cartridges.

Now go! he ordered in a low voice. One of Ali Babas sons shall go below with you and pick you out a camel. Ride straight for that oasis where Ali Higgs army is camped.

But they will capture me!

Listen, will you! If you go now youll get there about nightfall. I dont think theyll be there, but if you see their camp-fires, make your camel kneel, and wait until theyre gone. Better approach the oasis from the northward. Theyll move off toward the south. The minute theyre out of sight, feed your camel and then make for El-Mann; from there on to Jerusalem the way is easy.

But

You have your orders. Go!

One of Ali Babas sons went along with him to select a camel, and nobody except Yussuf worried on that score. We all knew which critter he would get; there was only one worthless specimen. Old Ali Baba laughed.

The crows will say Allah is kind! he remarked. They would prefer to pick the bones of a fatter man, but any corpse is meat to them! Both Jael and the Lion know he carries that agreement. Father of ruses, he will be dead and they will have the letter before midnight; but why? What is to be gained by that?

Nothing, Grim answered. But hell live and they wont have it, if you ride hard.

I?

Surely  you. The men at the oasis know you. Im going to give you another letter presently, which Ali Higg will sign, ordering Ibrahim ben Ah to take those men southward at once and meet us at a place in the desert half-way between here and Abu Lissan. Take the best camel weve got, and keep to the southward. Youll reach the oasis well ahead of Yussuf. The Lion is sure to want to send either Jael herself or one of his own men instead of you; but I shall insist on your going. Then either the Lion or Jael will probably give you another letter with secret orders to Ibrahim ben Ah to capture Yussuf, kill him or bribe him, and take his letter from him. Theyll very likely bribe you: in that case accept the bribe, but dont do what they say. Tear their letter up, or burn it in the desert. I think Yussuf will get through; at any rate, Ive given him his chance.

And if not? I interrupted.

Then, as Ali Baba remarked, the crows will eat him.

Thats Yussufs end of it, said I. But how about us? Therell be nothing then to keep the Lion and Jael from turning on us. Theyll have that precious letter to the bank back, and  

Not they, Grim answered, smiling. That letter to the bank is still in my pocket. If by some accident they happen to capture Yussuf all theyll find out is that I didnt give it to him after all. If they dont capture him  as I hope they wont  theyll still think he had it. Theyre likely not to turn on us until theyve got that piece of paper back, but theyd surely try to murder me if they believed it was on my person. Id sooner they had it in for Yussuf! And at that, weve given Yussuf a better chance for his life than hed have had if we left him here with Ali Higg.

He said all that in English to me in a low voice, and Ali Baba, leaning past me to listen, only picked a word out here and there. I had to translate it for him; and when I had finished he sat meditating for a minute or two, with an expression on his wrinkled old face like that of a man watching a motion picture  as if somewhere in the distance he were visualizing all the details on a screen.

Wallahi! That is good, he said at last. I am an old man. I lack sleep; and my bones are weary. But a man can play such a part proudly. There is cunning in it. Allah! What a thief was lost when Jimgrim took to soldiering! I will carry word for him to Ibrahim ben Ah if it is my last ride, and if they crucify me at the other end! But I am an old fox and, inshallah, no fool follower of Ali Higg shall not suspect me of a trick.

He was so enamored of the plan that he had to get his sons and grandsons in a circle on the ledge and explain it all to them, pointing out the pros and cons of it, and delivering a final lecture on the general art of practicing deception.

None of us would ever have been in gaol if we had known as much as Jimgrim, I heard him say. Observe: Jimgrim has their order on the bank for fifty thousand pounds. Let us suppose that Ali Higg and his wife Jael are the police. They know he has it. Does he bury it? Does he run away? He is no such fool. He lets them see him give it to another; he provides as far as possible that the other shall get safely away; and all the while he keeps the order in his pocket! Remains nothing but to provide a messenger for the police, who will surely not deliver their message; and he thinks of that, too! Learn, ye dullards! Learn from Jimgrim, and there shall be no such thieves as ye in Asia!

It all worked out exactly as Grim had foreseen. He wrote out a letter in Arabic to Ibrahim ben Ah in the oasis, ordering him to take those hundred and forty men of Ali Higgs to a point nearly due south, about half-way between Petra and Abu Lissan. Then he interrupted Ali Higg and Jael in the cave where they were whispering together, and requested the Lion to sign it.

The Lion took his time, reading the letter two or three times over, and Jael offered to go down to the camp below and find a man who would carry it.

I will send one of my men, answered Grim, and it seemed she had already learned better than to argue with him. So, while the Lion gained time by studying the letter and asking Grim a lot of random questions, Jael went out and, taking care to turn her back to me, asked in a low voice who was the man who would carry a letter for Jimgrim.

Ali Baba stood up at once. She walked past him and signed to him to follow her just out of sight around the corner of the cliff. Whatever took place there must have agreed with Ali Babas appetite, for he came back with his old eyes gleaming. He watched her return into the cave and then turned to his sons.

I drove a good hard bargain with the daughter of corruption! he remarked, and they all nodded. I never found out how much she gave him, but dare wager that he extracted every sou the traffic would stand.

A minute after that Grim came out with the order for the army and sent the old man packing; after which Narayan Singh had a word to say. Grim always listens alertly when Narayan Singh speaks; for that long-headed Sikh would be fit to command an army, if it werent for one little peculiarity. About once in six months he is as likely as not to parade without his pants, and until the fumes of whisky die away the things he will say to his beloved colonel wouldnt get past any censor. He doesnt get punished much because hes such a splendid soldier; but they cant very well promote him.

As I understand it, sahib, the purpose is to clip this Ali Higgs claws and yet save him from being wiped out by his enemies.

Grim nodded.

He has two little armies. One, of a hundred and forty men under Ibrahim ben Ah, is to work with us?

Grim nodded again.

The other, of four and forty men, is up somewhere in the hills hereabouts?

Somewhere near the Beni Aroun village. Theyve been raiding it.

And all the men that are left to Ali Higg are old ones and weaklings  sick, wounded, and what not?

True. What of it?

This Ali Higg is a devil, Jimgrim sahib. He has a bad name. The enemies of such as him will be swift to take advantage. If you wish to see the last of him, good: leave him here with his handful! I have nine piastres in my pocket; that would be a too high price to pay for a lease on the Lions life in that event. If you wish him to continue to hold Petra, better let him call in the other four and forty.

Grim laughed curtly.

Well not only let him have those men, Narayan Singh, but well provide him a good reason, too, for keeping them in Petra and not clapping them on our trail to pounce on us while we sleep.

Shall we sleep here?

Not if I know it! answered Grim.

Having nothing better to do, and rather liking to exercise my wits with puzzles, I watched the eagles and tried to figure out what Grim might do to keep the Lion of Petra and his four and forty occupied. I thought of a hundred and one obviously futile stunts, but not one that would have fooled me if I had been Ali Higg. I asked Narayan Singh what he would do in the circumstances.

That will be a simple matter, sahib, he answered. So I damned him suitably, not seeing why a Sikh should put on airs with me.

Any ignorant fool can say a thing looks simple, said I. You know no more than I do what the answer is.

Seeing it is I most likely who must do the bandobast, that may be true, he answered patiently, for many an ignorant man has served a purpose in his day. I will see now if our Jimgrim thinks as I do. [ Hindustanee word: Arrangement]

And instead of telling me his plan he went and talked with Grim in undertones. Grim nodded.

Meanwhile Ayisha had returned and was sitting quietly by, with her back to the wall of the cliff and an expression of masked alertness. They talk a lot about the fatalism of the East, and especially its women, but in the sense in which the word is usually understood I have not seen much of it. I suppose you might call a cat watching a mouse-hole a fatalist. Ayisha was watching points, and as alert for opportunity as ever was the brightest Broadway chorus lady. (Given the right garments and a little training she would have looked well in the front row of a chorus, by the way, for she had a splendid figure and could show her teeth.)

Narayan Singh returned and sat down beside her. He looked amorous, the ability to do that being part of his equipment as a soldier. His great black beard was a little bit unkempt, and his turban slightly awry, but liquid brown eyes and a flashing smile made up for all that.

Father of bristles, what do you want? she demanded; for he sat so close that she had to pay attention to him.

Sweetheart, he answered, you know I have loved you since the moment we first met!

As a hog loves truffles! she retorted.

I thought that was a pretty poor beginning, but Narayan Singh is one of those soldiers who are only spurred to greater daring by defeat in the first few skirmishes.

Nay, but as the bright sun loves a flower! he boomed. Consider destiny, and wonder at it! Here was I born half a world away, hurled into wars and plucked forth with only a wound or two, sent on the wings of fortune into foreign lands and preserved by endless miracles from death and marriage, simply that I might meet thee, O lady with the eyes of a gazelle!

Experts I have talked with say that all women should be carried by direct assault. I dont profess to know. But could you make love to a woman that way, with nearly twenty people looking on? Our Arabs had started a game with dice, since the prospect of death had lost immediate interest; but they left off to watch and listen. Realizing that he had an attentive audience, Narayan Singh began to show his real paces.

He did not propose, though, to admit he was a Sikh in that land of Moslem fanatics. Our men all knew his true religion and nationality, but that was no reason why Ayisha should.

We Pathans, he boasted, understand the royal road of love! Our hearts burn within us and our spirits blaze when we at last meet the women of our destiny. And oh! what fortune for the woman who is loved by one of us! For we are men  strong, fiery-blooded men, whose arms are a comfort for our women and a terror to our foes! Hah! Lady Ayisha, smile and bless Allah, who has brought a Pathan of the Orakzai to lay his fortune at your feet!

Pig! she answered. (Possibly she had overheard him say just now that his fortune amounted to nine piastres; that would be, say, forty-five cents at the old rate of exchange.)

Nay, lady, call me lover! Never was such burning love as mine! You doubt it? For a smile of yours I would pull the King of England off his throne and take the jewels of his crown to make a necklace for you! Behold: we march today against this braggart at Abu Lissan who calls himself the Avenger. A bold one is he? A captain of eight hundred men? What do you covet of his? His ears? His nose? His head  wife for a servant? Say the word and see! Test my love, beloved! Put it to the proof!

His avowal was saved from entire absurdity by the fact that he had made the same sort of advances to her most of the way from Hebron; so she had a right to consider that he meant it, even if the proposal did not charm. She who had deliberately laid her net for Grim, in a land where all except the properly negotiated marriages are affairs of sudden fancy and violent abduction, could hardly doubt his earnestness. And, as I have said, all she was watching for was opportunity.

You would not lift a hand for me, she answered. Everybody knows the Pathan.

Not lift a hand for thee, beloved! Hah! I would murder kings!

Nor would you tell me one secret.

Try me! I would break open a kings letter, if thy tender eyes as much as glanced at it!

You would tell me anything?

Anything! By Allah and the devils bones, I would tell you anything! We Pathans are no half-lovers!

Very well. Then tell me what to do to please Jimgrim, she answered.

He contrived to look thoroughly indignant. It was a good piece of acting. Jealousy blazed from his eyes.

Do you want me to slay Jimgrim? he demanded.

But she could act, too. She smiled swiftly, as if his passionate avowal had not been quite without effect.

Unless I please Jimgrim, she answered, he might send me away; and then how could I listen to your boastings?

Ah! he answered. All lovely women have the wisdom of a snake! That is true. That is good reasoning. He might dismiss you. Ah! Well, listen then, beloved. Ali Higg has four and forty men, who will presently return to this place. It would please Jimgrim to know for a certainty that they will remain here, and not follow to attack us from the rear. Therefore, go thou, beloved, and say to the wives of those men in the camp below there that our Jimgrim has promised two of them apiece to us, his men. Say that our going is but a ruse; that we shall return when the four and forty have left Petra, and carry off our pick of the women. You may as well add that the only way to prevent that will be for them to keep their husbands close at hand. Thus you will satisfy Jimgrim.

She turned that over in her mind for half a minute and then got up without answering him. She did not even glance at any of us, but walked straight away along the narrow ledge, and started down the ancient stone stairway toward the womens camp.

As soon as she was out of earshot Narayan Singh looked over toward me and showed his white teeth in a perfectly prodigious smile.

That is the way in which such things are done, bahadur!he remarked.


CHAPTER III. Were all set now.

Those four and forty men of Ali Higgs who had been raiding the Beni Aroun village were a much too dangerous factor for Grim to take unnecessary chances with. Ali Higg, Jael, and Ayisha were accounted for; we knew nearly every detail of their movements since we entered Petra. But there were other women, whom we had hardly more than seen, and some whom we had not seen; to say nothing of the handful of men described by Narayan Singh as the weak and wounded, whose number we did not know exactly, and one of whom might have left in secret to bring the four and forty in.

It was likely we could fight the four and forty and escape without more than a fair proportion of casualties. But with only twenty men all told we couldnt afford to lose one; and there were the Bedouin women in the camp to be reckoned with. They were pretty fierce, those women. Lawrence held Petra with a scratch regiment of them in one of his famous battles, and thoroughly routed Turkish regulars, who are not troops to be despised. And now that Ayisha was spreading among them the report of our intention to carry off the youngest and best-looking there was more than a chance that they might send a messenger on their own account to summon their husbands in a hurry.

That trick of Narayan Singhs was one of those boomerang contrivances, in other words, that have to be snappily handled. If we were out of the way before the husbands returned, well and good, they were extremely likely to insist on staying in Petra to defend their women; but if they should return before we were out of the way, they would almost certainly attack us as the best means of preventing what we were supposed to contemplate.

So, although we all needed sleep, and although Ali Higg importuned Grim to spend that night in Petra  doubtless for private reason not unconnected with those four and forty men, although he made a great to-do about hospitality  Grim wasted no more time. And there was another reason. The women were not wholly without true ground for anxiety. Our Arabs were professionals from El-Kalil, the home of the proudest trained thieves in the world. Thieving, to them, made the combined appeal of sport and guild craftsmanship; and there seems to be no such exhilarating sport as stealing women, that being the one game in the world that knows no national boundaries. Now that Ali Baba was away, whose word was absolute law to his sons and grandsons, the sixteen were not going to be any too easy to control  not with a bait like that Bedouin camp under their acquisitive noses.

When Grim announced himself ready to start there were only eight of them in sight. The rest had vanished, and there was only one direction they could have taken  down that mile-long flight of stone steps. Thereafter there were two ways: to the left toward Pharaohs Treasury, where our camels waited; to the right in the direction of the womens tents. It was a safe bet which way they had gone.

Most people think that generalship consists solely in the art of winning or losing battles, but there couldnt be a greater mistake. If that were really so, then chess-players would conquer the world, and all our arm-chair theorists would be enthroned as an aristocracy.

It is soldiers who win battles. The good general is the man who can get them to the spot without leaving more than a third of them behind in clink and another third in hospital. The hardest test of a mans manhood lies in leadership. Can he or cant he make the lame dog and the rascal so respect him that theyll disregard their own immediate comfort and profit and give their best behind him in the cause he favors.

Of course, no two men are quite alike in their method, and there arent any definite rules, or wed all learn them and all want to lead. Ali Higgs method, for instance, was crucifixion or the bastinado for disobedience: Jaels was something like it, with scarifying language for milder cases. She looked at our diminished line, and glanced at Grim, and smiled ironically.

Lets go, said Grim.

So off we marched along the overhanging ledge, Grim leading, Jael next, then Narayan Singh, then I, followed by our remnant bringing up the rear, chorusing abuse of Ali Higg for a mean host who had given them no presents. The Lion of Petra stood in the cave-mouth watching us with an expression such as you can see in New York any day on the face of an obvious criminal who has been acquitted on a technicality  near-incredulity, relief, cunning, and contempt for authority that cant convict him.

It seemed to me merely a question of how many hours it would take that tough Lion of Petra to recover from the lancing of his boils before he would set out to avenge himself on our rear. Men of his ambitious mold think more, as a rule, of personal vengeance than of high strategy; they are made short- sighted by the very qualities that have brought a semblance of success. Without Jael to counsel him he wasnt likely to betray much wisdom, and we had her in control; but she and Ali Higg had done a lot of whispering together in the cave, and although Im no kind of judge of women, not having had much opportunity to learn the home-keeping sciences, I was ready to bet that minute that a plan was in the wind for cooking our goose thoroughly.

And so, as it transpired, there was; but not even Grim, who can see farther than most men through the fog of any Eastern entanglement, had the remotest suspicion of what its form was going to take.

If it had been my business I would have turned to the right at the foot of that ancient stairway. Having handled lawless natives by the score in various parts of Africa, my method would have been to go into that womens camp and rout my rascals out of it with a heavy fist for those I could overtake and a long whip for the rest of them. Grim turned straight to the left and never said a word, merely nodding recognition of Ayisha as she came along and joined us.

When we passed the mass of ruins on to which I had dropped Ayishas bundle of belongings he sent two men to climb and fetch it. The force of the fall had burst it open, but Ayisha had enough faith in the future to stand by and make sure that they filched nothing, so, though the things were all scattered about and a few bits of hardware were smashed, the total loss didnt amount to much. I thought it a good chance to try to make friends again, and offered to pay her cash for the damage.

Better laugh at me now while you dare, she retorted. Inshallah,when the time comes you shall pay with all you have!

I was sorry for her, and didnt feel like laughing, yet what else was there to do? If I had appeared to take her threat seriously that would only have flattered her malicious instinct and made matters that much worse. Glancing upward at the ledge I could see the Lion of Petra standing watching us, also contemplating mischief. She had been taught in his school and, like him, would certainly take a yard for every inch you yielded. So I did laugh  and regretted it later.

You scare me out of my poor wits, said I.

Since when has an Indian had wits? she answered. Allah made Indians to be the scorn of all decent folk!

Wouldnt you have felt flattered by that? I did. If I had come so far without betraying my nationality to that young womans keen perception it was likely I might go the rest of the way without failing Grim. And isnt it remarkable how an unexpected discovery like that sets you to exaggerating all the by-play with which you have hitherto half-unconsciously contrived a deception? All the way to Pharaohs Treasury I walked, scratched myself, spat, belched, and volunteered comments like an Indian, until Narayan Singh laughed at me.

Has the sahib heard the fable of the man who would be king? he asked. No? He acted so like a king in advance that the people decided he would be no novelty, and did away with him.

There was something in what he said. If you act a part instead of thinking and being it, theyll find you out. So I left off playing Indian.

I told in another story all about that fabled Treasure House of Pharaoh  really a temple to Isis, that stands facing the twelve-foot gap in a cliff, which is Petras only entrance gate. Our camels knelt where we had left them in the shade of the enormous porch, and grumbled at being loaded nearly as abominably as our eight Arabs did at having to do the work short-handed. They wanted to wait for the others, but Grim would have none of that; so they fired a last fusilade of shots at the great stone urn above the porch that every Bedouin believes to contain Pharaohs jewels, and we started.

We had crossed the intervening space, and Grim on the leading camel was already through the gap into the Valley of Moses, when I saw our laggards coming. They had additional camels with them, which we needed, having lost three in the skirmish when we captured Jael; but they had brought six, and three of the beasts were loaded. I called out to Grim, but he did not stop.

Aha! laughed Narayan Singh. We shall now see what the major sahib has to say to stragglers!

We were half a mile into the valley, at that point a quarter of a mile wide with six-hundred-foot cliffs on either hand, when they overtook us and formed the tail of our line. They said nothing, and none of the eight who had stayed with us made any comment. Part of the game was evidently to hope that Grim would take no notice, and as for the loot, that was all in the family anyhow. But hope that springs eternal isnt always blessed. Grim called a halt at last.

The fellow who had led the filching expedition was Mujrim, Ali Babas oldest son, a man bigger than I am and about as heavy  a serene- browed, black-bearded, sunny-tempered fellow (when not crossed) and the logical captain of the gang in the old mans absence. Grim counted heads, found all present, and asked what the disappearance had meant. Mujrim spoke up for his brothers.

We thought there were camels needed, so we went and procured them.

Good, Grim answered. Did you pay for them?

Wallahi! Who would pay thieves for something they had stolen?

What else did you bring?

Oh, a present or two. The Lion of Petra proved himself a mean man, for he gave us nothing except a meagre bellyful up there on the ledge. But the women in the camp were ashamed of his meanness and treated us handsomely.

Are the presents all in those bundles on the three camels?

Surely. Where else?

Nothing under your shirt, for instance?

Nothing.

Let me see.

By the bones of Gods Prophet, Jimgrim, everything is in those bundles.

If youre telling the truth, prove it. Let me see.

Neither smiling nor frowning, in fact giving no hint of his ultimate intention, Grim drove his camel closer; and Mujrim edged away, beginning to look worried, until at last he was alongside me and ready to go on retreating if Grim insisted.

Search him, please! said Grim.

I believe in obeying orders. You dont have to follow a man if you dont care for his leadership. I have chosen to differ from more than one man after the event, but never yet spoiled a leaders game by hesitating in a climax. Moreover, on one occasion when the leading was up to me, I remember I bent a man half-out of his senses for arguing with me in a pinch; whereas if he had chosen the proper time to air his views we might have agreed, or else parted good friends. And what is sauce for the goose is sauce for the gander. I laid my left hand on Mujrims arm and thrust my right into the bosom of his shirt, bringing out a couple of amber necklaces worth at least a hundred dollars each.

I liked Mujrim from the first. I liked him even better in that minute. Ninety-nine Arabs out of any hundred would have pulled a knife at me. He struck me with his fist  a clean, manly blow above the belt, heavy enough to have knocked me out of the saddle if I hadnt expected something of the sort. His brothers naturally drew their weapons. They probably expected me to draw mine. But I was satisfied for the moment to keep hold of the necklaces and be on guard against a second blow.

Why strike the hakim? Grim asked him. He obeyed my order. His act was mine.

Mashallah! he retorted. That is a wonder of a saying! If it is true, then it was you I struck! Behold, I strike again!

And he let out another blow at me that would have broken the arm of a weaker man.

Patience, sahib, patience! Narayan Singh whispered, edging his camel close to mine; but big-game hunting is a pretty good teacher of that. It was clear enough that Grim was up against mutiny. Jael Higg was smiling jubilantly in that handsome, thin-lipped way of hers, and Ayisha was calling out aloud to Mujrim to kill the cursed Indian and be done with it. I kept my eye on Grim. He approached within arms length, and for a minute I thought he was going to be crazy enough to accept the blows as having landed on himself, and strike back. In that event, unless Grim should use his pistol he was as good as dead, for the Arabs blood was up. But he chose to ignore the talk.

Well keep the camels and pay Lady Jael for them, he said quietly. You and the other seven walk back and deposit what you call the presents in the Treasury, where the women will find them sooner or later.

Wallah! Am I dreaming? Who orders me to walk back?

Right smartly too! Grim answered. Im not going to wait a week for you.

Allah!

Mujrims face was black with rage by that time  the swift, volcanic temper of a lawless fellow checked. But even with the blood up back of his eyes I think he recognized that Grim meant to master him at all costs. There wasnt a trace of anxiety on Grims face  nothing whatever but determination.

I told you all clearly before we started that Id have no looting on this trip, said Grim. You cant take advantage of me just because Ali Baba isnt here. Carry that stuff back. I shall wait here and search you all when you return, so youd better bear that in mind.

Remember, those werent men who had had military training. The only people they had ever probably obeyed were Ali Baba, whose lightest word was law, the gaoler at El-Kalil during periods of imprisonment, and Grim himself. Mujrim was like a big dog with a bone in his teeth, and the pack gathered closer around him, ready to help him keep it.

By the Prophets feet, roared Mujrim, these camels are all ours. We will find our father Ali Baba and return to El-Kalil. We are free men!

Free to obey me! Grim answered. You werent conscripted; you volunteered. Now, no nonsense! Get busy! It was touch and go for about ten seconds. I think if Grim had made a false move then, such as reaching for a weapon or using an oath, they would have carried out that threat and deserted us. The near impossibility of finding Ali Baba, and the probability of being all killed by Ali Higgs men if they did find him, wouldnt have prevented them. But Grim made no false move.

Ive always envied that ability in other men, rare as it is, to be utterly calm in the face of anger. I can use patience, as Ive said, but that is a different thing altogether. Patience only exasperates, as often as not. I can keep my own hot temper in subjection, but its there and the other fellow usually knows that, with the result that I have had to fight in circumstances that Grim would have negotiated diplomatically. You cant be angry and convincing. I know that, for Ive tried and failed too often.

Grim wasnt angry. Mujrim and the whole gang knew it. He had simply made up his mind that he was in the right and that it was a proper time to stand by what he knew; and it dawned on that gang of thieves that they would have to kill him if they proposed to have their own way. I was close enough to Mujrim to read the changing emotions. He opened his clenched teeth a fraction, as most men do when they suddenly see the strength of an opponents case. Then his sunny good nature came to the rescue. He opened his mouth wider  hesitated  spoke  and I knew that Grim had won.

But it is too much to ask a man to walk back, Jimgrim!

They were a first-class gang. Im not discussing their profession, which was their affair, risks included. What I mean is that in a world in which most of us need no accuser, having consciences that truthfully blame ourselves, they had lots of redeeming manhood and less yellow in their make-up than afflicts some folk who never do anything wrong because theyd be afraid to. They loved that huge brother of theirs and were loyal to him. They recognized instantly that he had yielded, and instinctively  swiftly  without any process of reasoning  they set to work to save his face and let him down lightly.

You never heard a more sudden chorus of abuse than they aimed at me. They knew I was an American, of course, but they were much too loyal to the practice of deception to rake that up, even in such a crisis. I was disguised as an Indian, and that was enough. They damned me as an Indian.

The hakim struck him!

The cursed dog of a hakim thrust a hand into his bosom!

By what right does a hakim interfere with Mujrim?

Beat him!

It was the hakims fault! He insulted our brother! Who wouldnt have struck back?

Is the hakim a coward?

Ha-ha! Does the hakim take a blow like an ass lying down?

The hakim is a coward! He insulted Mujrim and was struck for it, but darent hit back!

Let the hakim pick our weakest man and fight him!

Good! True! It was the hakims fault! Make the hakim fight! Give him his choice; Mujrim is too strong for him!

Well, I suppose that ever since the world was concentrated out of chaos and old night whoever faced defeat has claimed a scapegoat. All I was interested in was lending Grim the full force of whatever attributes I have. I caught his eye, and he smiled whimsically, with one eyebrow curved into an interrogation mark.

The gang became silent suddenly  wondering whether I would dare accept the challenge, but I kept silent, too, for it was up to Grim. I knew he didnt doubt my willingness to fight; and I knew he would be the last man to refuse to make the fullest use of me; it was a question of diplomacy, which, as I have said before, is hardly my long suit.

The hakim obeyed my order, he said at last. Mujrim struck him. Mujrim therefore gave the insult. Let the hakim name what satisfaction he requires.

I didnt waste a second after that. It is one of my chief failings that I simply love a fight on equal terms. Men choose to differ about the name of the Power who parceled out mens attributes, but this one thing I know: I received my share of strength, and a most Berserkerish delight in using it.

Are you afraid to fight me without weapons? I asked, laughing into Mujrims face.

His answer was to vault from his camel without a word, throw all his weapons on the ground, and start to strip himself. I followed suit, and the rest all naaked the camels in a wide semicircle.

Dont use your fists on him, Grim whispered. Twouldnt be fair. These Arabs dont understand that gentle art. Then he went and squatted on top of a rock facing the semicircle, to watch proceedings.

The other men all squatted in front of the kneeling camels. Jael went and sat near Grim. Ayisha took up a position of her own on Grims left hand, midway between him and the semicircle; and I had time to notice that both she and Jael were as eager for the spectacle as anyone. After that I sized up my antagonist, and liked the look of him  as Narayan Singh, catching the clothes I tossed to him, did not.

Stick a thumb in his eye if he strangles you, sahib! he whispered. (Standards of ethics vary slightly as you travel farther East.)

All either of us kept on were our cotton trousers, and there wasnt much to choose between us as the sun beat down on muscles bulging under healthy skin. I am a sunburned man, but my skin looked white and satiny against his coppery bronze. He had several inches the advantage over me in height and length of arm, and was pretty obviously quicker on his feet; but twenty years of roughing it have taught me not to trouble much about the other fellows odds. The main thing is to reckon up your own, and discover his point of weakness.

Are you both ready? Grim called out, and we walked in and faced each other.

Go! he shouted, and Mujrim began to stalk me crabwise with both arms thrust forward, looking for an opening. One weak point became obvious at once. He considered himself a wrestler, and fully expected to rush me and win in sixty seconds. So I gave him the chance he looked for, and that first fall was easy; he went over my head on to his back on the sand with a thump that shook the wind out of him.

But all I scored by that, of course, was to spoil a little of his confidence. He wasnt likely to repeat such a mistake. He got to his feet pretty quickly, and I have seen a wounded lion look less pugnacious. The gang shouted a lot of good advice to him to wring my neck, kneel on my stomach, pull my arms out by the roots and, in fact, to go in and rid the earth of me, and he threw one swift glance in their direction as much as to say he wouldnt fail them. Then I took the fight to him, and we closed.

Well, Ive had many a good fight in my day, having to admit, with less shame than some think seemly, that Im kind of willing to mix it with any strong antagonist who wants to take my number down. But looking back, I think that was the best of all. It was rather spoiled at one stage by Mujrims biting when I had him in a painful hold he could not break. But you cant expect a half-savage to act like a white man all the way, and he only tore an inch or two of skin loose. Besides, he made up for it handsomely before the end.

The game was fast, for one thing, which suits my temperament. Middle age hasnt made me a dawdler yet. And as we rolled and tossed over and over, grunting, and sweating so in the sun that we could generally slip out of a hold as easily as break it, the speed took the gang by the heartstrings, and from time to time I had visions of Grim beating them off with his camel-stick as they crowded in to scream advice to their champion.

I never fought over so much ground before or since. I knew I had my man beaten, and Mujrim, I think, guessed it after the first five minutes; he seemed to think his only chance was to spread the battle over half an acre, dragging and rolling me this and that way with the idea of wearing me out. But I was the stronger of the two, and it was I who did the wearing down.

There came a moment when he lay under me and gasped, and even had time to grow conscious of surroundings  a thing you cant do if the man youre up against is still fit to make you use all youve got. Then, in between the bass booming of Narayan Singh, I distinguished Ayishas shrill voice screaming to Mujrim to tear my tongue out.

There is something barbaric in a womans scream that puts new fight into most uncivilized folk, and especially into all the desert-people. Mujrim must have heard that shrilling, for he suddenly revived, and over and over we went with nearly bursting muscles in a series of sudden spurts, until we lay panting again close to Ayishas feet. I couldnt see her, naturally, for my back was uppermost; and Mujrim had murder in his eye; I did not dare relax the pressure on him for a second. His right hand was groping wildly for a handful of my thigh muscles, and what she did was to slip a dagger into it. His fingers closed on the thing before he realized what it was, and before Grim or anyone could intervene. I didnt know what had happened. My eyes were full of sweat and dust in any case, and the trick took place behind me. But Mujrim, suddenly aware of what was in his hand, threw the thing away like the sportsman he was at heart; and the effort gave me my opportunity.

I got a sudden hold that pinned his left arm to his side  rose to my feet, lifting him with the old bag-heavers hoist that uses every muscle in your body, and was considering whether the time had come to lay him pretty gently on his back, or whether he needed another shake-up, when something stung the calf of my leg as if a snake had bitten it. At that there was an angry yell from everybody. I hurled my man clear of me, and Grim stepped in between us, stopping the fight. When I could get the sweat out of my eyes I saw there was blood running pretty freely down from my calf into my shoe. Grim stooped and picked up Ayishas dagger. The minx had been so bent on seeing me murdered that when Mujrim refused to use the thing she had picked it up again and thrown it  fortunately doing no more harm than to open a cut two inches long that bled more freely than it hurt.

Mujrim was more annoyed than anyone. He had had all the exercise he needed, and lay on his back with his brothers all about him sluicing him with water from one of the camel-bags. He sent them to sluice me, too, and called out to me between gasps for breath to be good enough to believe that the wound was none of his doing.

Ayisha was perfectly unconcerned about it. Beyond demanding the dagger back from Grim she made no comment. He gave it to her with the remark that if she should play a trick like that again he would have her hanged to the nearest tree; but she didnt believe him any more than I did, and showed her teeth in as merry a smile as ever lone bachelor set eyes on.

Jael, on the other hand, was indignant  not at my being wounded, for she wasnt exactly a stickler for ethics, and my welfare was no concern of hers  but because Grim should neglect such an obvious chance.

The least you might do is to have the hussy beaten, she insisted. Youll never make a leader of men, my friend. You dont know enough to be drastic. Youre weak!

Yet, if you ask me, I think Grim came out of it pretty well. There wasnt another word from the defaulters. Mujrim had been wrenched and bruised too badly to be fit for much for an hour or two, and it was out of the question to make him walk back. But Grim tossed the amber necklaces to one of the others, pointed with his stick toward the three camel-loads of miscellaneous presents, and said his final say on that subject.

Back you go now! Take those loads and walk!

They went off without a murmur. And bear in mind if there is one thing on earth that Arabs of their stamp consider beneath their dignity, it is to carry loads. They expect their women-folk to do that when camels or asses are not available.

Mujrim got to his feet after they had gone, and apologized to Grim handsomely.

Wallahi, Jimgrim, you were in the right! There should be but one captain  and his word law, even when he says that white is black!

It was pretty safe to say that looting was at an end as far as that expedition was concerned. And if you think, as I have heard some say, that it wasnt Grim, but I who pulled off that affair, I dont agree with you. You might just as well say that the cards had won a game, rather than the player of the hand; or that Bill Adams won the battle of Waterloo by killing eighteen Frenchmen with his sabre. Hats off to Bill Adams, certainly; but the old Iron Duke was the boy who led trumps when the right time came. I hate this modern craze for taking credit from every leader. Believe me, it takes a good man to persuade me to risk hair and hide in his behalf, as one or two of Grims jealous critics might discover if they had the guts to try.

We sat down all together in the shadow of a great rock, women included, and discussed the fight from start to finish, each of the brothers claiming to know a hold that would have beaten me  which might easily be true, for I am no Gotch or Hagenschmidt  yet all equally averse to testing it. And presently Narayan Singh cut loose and told us wonderful lies about the wrestlers of Bihar and feats he had seen them perform at the marriage feasts of Indian rajahs. A first-class romancer is my friend Narayan Singh, as well as a good soldier.

The rift in our lute was mended, not a doubt of it. That party under the rock in the Valley of Moses, where we drank warm water out of goatskin bags, smoked powdery imported cigarettes, and bayed about our reminiscences like dogs over a kill, is one of the pleasantest I can remember.

It was nearly high noon, and the sun beat down on the floor of the gorge between ragged cliffs, making the air suffocating. Every once in a while a gust of hot wind would pick up a cloud of dust and take it waltzing along the valley, spreading a gritty mixture of air and dirt that you could hardly breathe. One or two eagles soared sleepily against the turquoise sky, but the kites appeared to have had enough of the heat and were hiding somewhere. Only the centipedes and scorpions beside ourselves seemed satisfied with conditions as they were; and they were about the only trouble we had. Narayan Singh said that it was the blood from the scratch in my leg that attracted them, and it may be that he knew; but, as I have remarked before, he doesnt need much fact to weave a tale from.

The part I liked best was Grims whole attitude. He might easily have spoiled the fun by doing what so many asses do  smothering with flubdub whoever happens to have done his bit. He knew exactly how useful in a pinch my strength and willingness to fight had been, and in case I didnt know it, too, he made one comment, and let it go at that:

If Mujrim had beaten you wed have had to call this expedition off. Thered have been no holding them. But were all set now.

All the same, I thought that an exaggeration, unless he excluded Ayisha from the reckoning. The gang now referred to her constantly in her presence as the woman Ayisha; whereas before her swift divorce from Ali Higg in Petra she had always been The Lady Ayisha and Princess. If she was set on any purpose, then it was on snatching her own chestnuts from the fire of fate; and whoever should seek to prevent her was going to suffer unless he watched his step.

I would have excluded Jael Higg, too, from the all set reckoning. She was devoting herself rather cautiously just then, in that thin-lipped way of hers, to being a good fellow, joining in the conversation and laughing readily in a rather pleasant voice, with no more than a symptom of underlying harshness. But her eyes were hard  iron-hard, and they glittered whenever she looked at Grim. I think she regarded me, along with the Arabs and Narayan Singh, as a man whom she could find a way of managing in her own good time. But she was about as empty of forgiveness as a Red Sea shark. In my judgment, nothing less than Grims utter ruin would ever satisfy her for capture and defeat at his hands, although she undoubtedly proposed to make the utmost use of his brains and altruism until her time should come.

They made a wonderful contrast, those two, sitting side by side under the rock  she with her freckled, smooth face, and reddish hair showing under a black shawl; he with that ready smile, the puzzling, almost bookworm eyes, and the expression, even with his face framed in an Arab headdress, of a forceful, imaginative business man.

You are a fool, James Grim, I heard her say to him. You dont know which side your bread is buttered on. If you would cross the Jordan for good and all I could make you king of all this country in a year!

That, or vulture-food? he asked her; and laughed, and lit a cigarette.


CHAPTER IV. A cent for your sympathy!

Well, our ruffians turned up at last, and brought back news with them. Ali Higg, they said, was on the rampage. He had left his eerie of a cave, and was superintending the saddling of a score of camels in front of Pharaohs Treasury.

But not good camels, Jimgrim. Mangy, miserable beasts. His men are using all the best ones, and those six splendid ones that we borrowed just now are all that were left of his private string. If he means to follow he will have hard work. He has collected a handful of men, but they are hardly better than the camels  fit food for kites  sick men, wounded men, men afraid of their own shadows  scarcely able to lift a camel-pack between them. We walked up to the Treasury and flung the plunder down, saying that our Sheikh Jimgrim declined to burden camels with such miserable stuff. He ordered his party of crows meat to open fire on us; but one of them swore that our return with that loot must be a trick to start trouble. He said that you and the rest of our party were doubtless waiting close at hand to make reprisals, and the sound of the first shot would certainly bring you hurrying. The others, being all afraid, agreed with the first man. So we behaved like men who have been found out in a trick, carrying on scornfully and saying it was a pity nobody in Petra was brave enough to fight, since our Sheikh Jimgrim took no pleasure in defeating cowards. And what with one hot word and another we made our escape safely.

But that talk might have been a trick to cover up another one and Grim made sure.

Men who speak truth, he laughed, are never afraid to prove it. Lets see how much loot youve still got hidden in your clothes.

They submitted to be searched with entire good humor, and Grim displayed an intricate knowledge of their ways of hiding things that made them laugh. But he had had his way; there wasnt as much as a womans ear-ring or a brooch among them, and they were all the better-tempered for having proved it, considering now that the joke was as much on him as on themselves.

That is a great point, by the way, which some men fail to understand. When disobedience doesnt really matter much you can now and then afford to overlook it  especially if it would be easy to enforce discipline; because discipline that is easy to enforce doesnt make a lasting impression on naturally lawless men. But in a tight place, when men disobey because they think they have you at a disadvantage, and to force the issue looks like sure disaster, then you cant afford to yield one jot or tittle of authority. Better die there with your boots on than give way; because if you fail then, youll never regain their respect.

And having won your point, by hook or crook, brute force, profanity or argument, be sure you have the whole of it. To use Narayan Singhs expression: Milk the udders of obedience dry. Thereafter, whenever you concede a point or two youll find it safe enough, because they will realize it is concession, and not anarchy.

We were all in a rare good temper now, Jael Higg not least of us. I suppose the news that Ali Higg was on the move was what raised her spirits. Grim asked her what she supposed the Lion intended, but she shook her head and laughed.

Youre worse than a divorce court! You separate a man and wife, and ask the wife to account for her husbands doings?

I know nothing of lions, Narayan Singh commented. Mine is a land of tigers. When a tiger keeps quiet he is difficult and dangerous to trap. When he prowls he is easy.

At that Mahommed piped up, Ali Babas youngest son, poet to the gang, and bard, and arch-inventor of impracticable plans.

I say let us lie in ambush in this hot jahannum of a valley, and catch the Lion as he ventures out. Let us take him back with us to El-Kalil and lodge him in the gaol for folk to make songs about.

The notion was not impossible on the face of it. There were plenty of suitable places for ambush, as Alexander of Macedon found out, for instance, when he tried to force that gorge. But it would only have entailed the breaking of Grims promise and the absolute reversal of his stubborn principle, that he had no right to, and therefore would not move a finger toward imposing alien rule on Arabia, even in the interest of peace, and indirectly. It was Grims notion of duty and enjoyment  and a good one, too, in my opinion  to prevent that very thing by drawing the teeth of contention and giving the Arabs a chance to work out their own destiny.

Lets go, he said; and the only members of the party to grumble at that suggestion were the camels, who object to everything.

When you bear in mind that none of us  not even the women  had slept a wink the previous night, and that we had to face the hot south wind that withers the Arabian desert and, impinging on the northern wall of that gruesome Valley of Moses, blows like a furnace blast down the ever-narrowing funnel, our high spirits were a thing to wonder at.

None of us had more than a vague idea of the danger into which Grim was leading us. My only objection to him is that exasperating way he has of never discussing difficulties until after he has thought out their solution. In my own way Im rather a cautious man. I like adventure, but I also like to puzzle out the chances in advance, both of risk and profit, and so be prepared for them. Having anticipated ten percent or so of the possibilities, I can then devote more attention to the unexpected when it happens.

But the very method that annoyed me was like meat and drink to our rogues of followers. What they did not know didnt trouble them over much. Weaned on knavery, and used to haphazard devilment of any kind at all, all they asked of life was meat and drink, a chance to get away with other mens belongings, and something new as often as might be to make up songs about.

To them Grims very reticence was all in his favour, since it suggested mystery. And remember, that is the land where the tales now known in the West as the Arabian Nights first stirred mens imagination. They wouldnt have enjoyed things half as much if they had known exactly what was going to happen next.

Nor were they the only ones, who enjoyed Grims method. There was Narayan Singh. He rode his camel beside mine, and occasionally leaned across to boom remarks through the cloth that covered nose and mouth with the unaccomplishable purpose of defeating the hot wind.

Hah! sahib, this suits me! This is the true way of a soldier! Here today and gone tomorrow  today a bellyful, tomorrow a fight, and the day after God knows what! I have no quarrel with the law of destiny!

I may have felt like a man on a wild-goose chase. In fact, I know I did. But you couldnt for the life of you escape the spirit of the game; and even with bones and muscles sore from Mujrims racking, and a cut in the calf of my leg that was beginning to smart unmercifully as it grew stiff and the hot wind dried the bandage, I felt about as merry as the rest did.

That Valley of Moses is as savage and as endless as the Khyber; but we emerged from it at last into a waste of hot rock, deep wady, and oleander scrub, with rounded, rolling foothills all about us, and in places great heaps of human bones all cracked up by the jackals  bones, I dare say, of the Turkish soldiers who had tried to turn Lawrence out of Petra during the Great War, the skulls persisting, as usual, long after the other bones had lost their shape. (I wonder why a mans rib-bones disappear first. Has it anything to do with Eve?) [ Ravine or valley]

Grim called never another halt until near evening, when we found a thing they call a fiumara, which is a dried-up watercourse that winds between hills and widens until it reaches the sea. There isnt any one word in the English language that translates it nor for that matter any exactly similar formation elsewhere. Excepting for a week or two in odd seasons of heavy rain they use those fiumaras as roads and camping-places, their winding habit suiting the Bedouins wandering taste, and the curves between high banks providing shelter both from hot wind and observation.

Our protesting camels (they always protest at downhill work) stumbled into the fiumara at a point where a peculiar, flat-topped island split the course in two and storm-water had hollowed out a deep, curving cliff in the near bank. It was a fine place to camp in, for there were three deep holes in the bed of the fiumara with two or three feet of dirty water in the bottom of them; and in a land where no Bedouin will lead you to water at any price, stuff of the color of soup and the flavor of stale cabbage is a great discovery. Besides, the camels like it better than the sort that bubbles from a clear spring, and after all, the animal that carries you in the teeth of the simuum deserves to be considered first. [ Hot wind]

The tents were pitched in a jiffy, for everybody craved sleep, and there seemed to be a pretty general impression that whoever would hurry first into the land of dreams would be considered unfit for grand duty when Grim should get around to making his selections. But I glanced at Narayan Singh, and Narayan Singh smiled at me; we both knew Grim by that time. He doesnt find soft billets for his friends when the watch needs keeping, any more than the wise banker pledges questionable credits.

So the mess of dates and rice was hardly eaten before the tents resounded with snores, those who were not yet really asleep pretending to be with all the more fervor. But as the moon rose over the rim of the hills of Edom, Grim called a conference of Jael Higg, Narayan Singh, himself, and me, up on the flat-topped island, from which we had a fair view in the mellow moonlight of most of the country round about for a radius of nearly a mile. The desert reflected so much of the moons rays that at a hundred yards you could actually distinguish the tufts of hair and markings on a scavenging hyena. But down in the hollow where the tents were, all was dark.

We sat facing, in a square, on prayer mats. Jael Higg at first could hardly keep awake; but hers was the kind of intellect that drives its owner weasel-fashion, and it did not take a dozen words to make her forget sleep.

Now, Jael, Grim began, and I have heard a doctor lecturing in just the same tone of voice a patient who can pull through if he will hear and use horse-sense, were within five miles of the place where were to pick up Ali Higgs hundred and forty men. Twenty miles farther to the south of that is the Avenger at Abu Lissan with eight hundred. If it comes to a fight you can guess as well as anyone what our chance is worth. Something less than ten cents, eh?

She nodded, every faculty alert. I rather liked her just then, for she was brave, whatever conventions she had broken. I know how necessary some conventions are, but Lord! I do admire courage in man or woman; and I never worry much about another fellows morals, having all my work cut out to manage my own. I have met many a worse and more merciless woman than Jael Higg in what is called civilized society.

You understand, dont you? Grim went on. Im not interested in destroying you and Ali Higg. If the Arabs hereabouts would like you two for rulers, thats their affair. Ill not prevent. Im hired by the British to help keep the peace. They couldnt hire me for any other purpose. I want to see Arabia rule itself. Thats my particular bug. Its too late to argue whether Im right or wrong. Were facing facts. Im hell-bent on just that. And the Arabs havent a chance unless they quit cutting up  not one chance in a hundred million. I happen to know that the British dont want to come over here and govern this country, for one reason because they cant afford it; but you all are busy fixing it so theyll have to come, because they can afford still less to have a constant state of war along their border. Dyou get me?

She nodded again  hard-eyed. She understood him perfectly. What most altruists dont understand is that the people they would benefit rather resent it than otherwise, and after profiting as much as possible intend to ditch them at the first chance. But Grim knew all about that.

I dont pretend to know whats going on in your mind, Grim continued. But supposing I were you, and you were I, it may be I might feel revengeful. I might think in that case outside interference of any sort was impertinence to be punished without gloves. But, you see, youre a foreigner, too, Jael; youre from the Balkans, with a New York education; and Ali Higgs from the South of Arabia, which is a mighty long way off, so hes as good as a foreigner, in the bargain. So I guess, as far as impertinence goes, the lot of us are in one boat. Lets call that account balanced, and draw a line under it.

Then theres the personal side of it, and thats not so easy to argue about. I never met anyone of spirit who enjoyed to take a defeat sitting. Youve got spirit, and so has that husband of yours, and I can figure how you both feel. Im sure sorry to hurt anybodys feelings. I know, when any of these brass hats in Jerusalem puts one over on me, I feel mad all through. Thereve been occasions when Ive watched my chance and got even, with a shade the advantage by way of compound interest. Thats human. And Im pretty sure youd like to knock the props from under me. Well, youre going to get the chance tomorrow morning.

Her thin lips quivered into a smile. It was frank, too; there was nothing furtive about it. You couldnt rightly call her treacherous, because she didnt pretend to be other than an enemy, seeking her own advantage in every circumstance. But she was longer-sighted than the Lion of Petra and, having lived in America, understood something of the theory, at any rate, of giving the under-dog a chance. She knew enough to know Grim wasnt setting traps for her.

Dyou mean to expect me to kiss and be friends? she answered. Bah! I gave you that chance once. I offered to put you into Ali Higgs shoes, and you refused it. Now you think my position is beginning to be stronger than it was, with a hundred and forty men almost within reach, and you plan to make terms. Thanks! I think I realize the strength of my position, too.

I guess Ill have to disillusion you, said Grim. You think your men will have captured Yussuf and that the order on the bank for fifty thousand pounds will be safely torn up or burned tomorrow morning. Youll have to guess again. I dont care how much money you gave my man Ali Baba; it wasnt enough. He had orders from me to accept any bribe you might give him, and to destroy in the desert whatever secret message you might send to Ibrahim ben Ah. So, you see, the men in the oasis werent on the lookout for Yussuf after all, and its a safe bet that he got through. So were just where we left off, arent we? If you should turn on me  as you might, and scupper my outfit  as is just possible, youd lose that fifty thousand, Jael, to say nothing of being bombed out of Petra by aeroplanes. Now  are we quite clear on that point?

Well? What then? she answered in a dry voice. Grim had played the hand well. He had finessed the trick. She hadnt a trump left; or so she seemed to admit.

Why  hadnt you better sit into the game and help me euchre this Avenger person, than spoil the game for everyone, yourself included? Im going to put you in charge of the hundred and forty men tomorrow morning!

Whether I promise or not?

Sure. What is your bare promise worth to me? Youre a woman of the world enough to know Im playing square; and youve got too much sense to suppose Id trust you without some sort of guarantee. Ive kind o proved that, havent I, by making you give that order on the bank.

Well, what more guarantee dyou want? she demanded tartly.

None, except  you keep on saying I dont know on which side my breads buttered  Ill feel safer when Im sure you know where the grease collides with your piece. Once you understand thoroughly that Im out to see you score off the Avenger person, and that if you put a stick in my wheel youll be stalling your own wagon, you and I are going to pull together right well.

At that Narayan Singh saw fit to lend his counsel. All well and good, Jimgrim sahib; but let me go with her. She knows you for a man of peace, who hates to inconvenience a woman; but me she knows for a Pathan, to whom it would be small inconvenience, and in certain circumstances quite amusing, to rid the earth of any enemy of yours. Send me with her, sahib! I will be the guarantee! Then if she plays you a trick there will be one more head in the world without a pair of shoulders under it!

Jael Higg laughed outright at that, and I think she was really amused at the notion of anybody acting as a check on her if Grim should let her go.

Did you ever see a lamb act gaoler to a she-wolf ? she asked; and at that it was the Sikhs turn to roar with laughter.

Man, woman, or child, you are the first who called me a lamb! he answered. Blood of Allah, but that is a good one!

Like most Sikhs, he thoroughly despises the Moslem creed, and made up for having to pretend to be a follower of the Prophet by using the most atrocious oaths. They even set Jael Higgs teeth on edge, and she was no mealy-mouthed Puritan.

Ill set no watch on you, Jael, Grim went on. Its up to you whether you ride straight or not. My game must be pretty obvious. Im going to pretend Im Ali Higg. Ibrahim ben Ah, or any of those hundred and forty, would detect me in a second if they saw me by daylight, or even at close quarters in the dark. So what I want you to do is to maneuver them according to orders that Ill send you by messenger from time to time. Theyre plenty used to obeying you, and therell be no trouble if youre so minded. Youll bear me out that first and last Ive done nothing to discredit you with Ali Higg, or your men either. Now which is it to be?

Whats your plan? she asked. And I took that for a good sign. If she had intended treachery, she would almost certainly have agreed first and asked for particulars afterwards.

Weve got to make the Avenger person believe were stronger than we are, and force a guarantee from him, too. I guess youve never studied the Duke of Wellington? Youd better do it, Jael, if you hope to succeed at your business. He claimed that he beat Napoleon by not having cast-iron plans. He said, if I recall it right, that the plans of either side were like their mule harness. Napoleons mules were all turned out perfectly with fine, strong leather harness; but when the leather busted they couldnt fix it; and so with their plan of campaign. But the Iron Dukes mule-harness was all ropes and string; when any part gave out they tied a knot in it and went on. Same with his plan of campaign. Same with mine. Ive got a good general idea of what to do, but its no part of my method to spoil prospects by being too darned definite in advance. You see, if youve a tight-drawn plan the enemy can find it out and run a spike into it. Ive got all this Abu Lissan country in my head, because one of my jobs during the War was to make a map of it. Ill pass you the word from time to time where to go, where to hide, where to show yourselves, and what to do next; and if you keep your men in hand I think I can guarantee there wont be one casualty.

And youll leave me free to return to Petra afterwards? asked Jael.

Why not?

With all my men?

Sure, if they care to follow you.

Very well, she answered. Youre a fool, James Grim, but I think youre honest. Theres no such fool as an honest one! Ill play your game this once. But I give you warning: if you lose it, Ill leave you in the lurch; and if you win, thats the end of it and we cry quits. Thereafter, if I ever get you in my power dont count on my forgiveness! You had your last chance of making a friend of me when you turned down my offer.

Sure, he answered, I can sympathize with your personal feelings.

A cent for your sympathy! she snapped, and I think she was on the verge of tears, although she was too proud, and too much a termagant to let them fall.

Suppose you go and sleep, Jael, he suggested. Well all need our wits tomorrow morning.

She rose without answering, started for the stepping-stones that led down into the bed of the fiumara, and turned again suddenly.

What about the woman Ayisha? she demanded. Am I to be saddled afterwards with her? I warn you  

Grim laughed and shook his head.

I allow shed be more nervous about that than you, he answered. No. I wont saddle you with her. Good night, Jael.

She didnt answer, but dropped down into the darkness, finding her footing with the nimbleness and lack of hesitation that typified her mental qualities by which she had established a position in the desert.

As soon as she had gone Grim turned to Narayan Singh and me.

It hardly seems fair, you fellows, he said, smiling. Youre sleepy and tired as I am. But tomorrow Ive got to have my brains awake or well all go fluey. Youve got to stand watch tonight between you, and no argument. Better stay up here, where you can get a good view all around. My tent is that one beside the big boulder in the fiumara bed; if anything happens, dont yell, but throw rocks until I wake and come and join you. Youll be so all in by tomorrow that youll be able to sleep on camel-back. Good night, Im off!

Nevertheless, our Jimgrim has a plan all cut and dried, said Narayan Singh, as soon as Grim was out of earshot. Only he knows that that she-wolf is the enemy, and will not risk telling her. Moreover, he said stand watch between us. There was nothing about being both awake at once. Have you a coin, sahib? I have only nine piastres and the Prophet of these people couldnt tell the head from the tail of any one of them. Let us take four-hour watches, turn and turn, and toss to see who sleeps first.

Ill toss you, said I, but lets take half-hour turns. Its easier to keep awake for thirty minutes than four hours.

He agreed to that, so I spun a coin, and won the first spell of sleep. Maybe Im an expert. At the end of six or seven seconds he awoke me, and swore he had allowed me several minutes more than half an hour. Then he took a turn, and when I shook him awake he vowed I wasnt playing fair.

Sleeping or waking, I know the length of a second and a half! he grumbled. But I showed him the watch. When he accused me of having moved the hands I showed him how the shadow of the moon had traveled, and demanded time out, in the bargain, to compensate for the minute we had wasted arguing. It was like a game of cat-naps.

All the same, however short the snatches of sleep seemed, Im convinced that in circumstances like that short turns are always best. Anything may happen in the night, and its better then that each should have slept a little than that one should have had four hours, say, and the other none. Events proved that I was right in that instance, anyhow.


CHAPTER V. May you deal with your enemies like iron, even as you deal with me.

We took turns until midnight, when the moon, a day or two past full, was almost overhead, bathing the desert with honey-colored light in every direction. The desert is more full of night sounds than a forest, if you listen intently enough, for the sand creeps musically and there is no rustling of trees to cover up the infinitely tiny noises of the lesser prowlers. After ten minutes or so of sitting motionless a hyena becomes a lumbering rowdy, a jackal a clumsy clod-whalloper, and a mouse seems to make as much noise as a man. But when a man moves, all is instant silence by comparison.

I was making the most of one of my short turns of sleep when Narayan Singh awoke me by the practical expedient of laying his right hand across my mouth. I deduced that he did not want me to swear out loud; so I bit his finger pretty sharply to prove I was awake, and lay and listened.

There was something moving sure enough, and it wasnt an animal. The sound was too irregular and stealthy for that of any creature with a right to be at large. It was a human, trying not to attract attention  than which there is nothing more compelling of attention in the whole wide world, unless you are one of those folk who live forever in the cities with their ears and eyes shut.

As I lay I could see Narayan Singh sitting absolutely motionless, shrouded so as to look shapeless in his Bedouin cloak. I imagine he and I together might have been mistaken for a lump of rock unless either of us moved. And there are two tricks of moving that hunting teaches you: one is to do it suddenly and then be absolutely still again; the other is to change position so slowly that no eye not deliberately measuring your outline against a fixed mark can detect the motion. If you know you are being watched, the first is usually best, because if you are absolutely still again the moment afterwards the watcher will doubt the evidence of his own eyes. But it needs practice. The one thing not to do is to change position in jerks, or moderately slowly.

You cant judge much from a superficial glance at such a veteran scout as Narayan Singh. He was facing pretty nearly due east; but that didnt mean he was looking in that direction. Almost the surest means of allaying the suspicion of man or animal is to seem to look another way. Most Sikhs are past-master experts at that. I lay and studied Narayan Singh for about two minutes before I was sure he was watching something over to his left. And it was another two minutes before I made out the head of a kneeling camel protruding from behind a rock at about the farthest range of vision in that peculiar light. It might have been half a mile away, or less.

The rock was big enough to hide a dozen camels; so it seemed likely there was more behind it, because a man with only one camel, who wanted to conceal the beast, would have done the job thoroughly; whereas, if there were more than one there, the end one might have been crowded into view.

Almost all the way along, between the camels head and the edge of the fiumara, there was a series of shadows cast by boulders and sand-heaps. They were short, because of the position of the moon, and considerably broken up; but they formed the only line along which animal or man might hope to approach us from the direction of that camel unobserved. There were occasional gaps in the shadow of as much as twenty feet of glistening sand. It wasnt long before I made out a mans shape moving swiftly from one spot of shadow to the next. He took his time in the shadows, kneeling down to crawl and becoming very difficult to see, but hurrying across the light after watching to make sure he was unobserved. The light was tricky, but I dont doubt I could have put a bullet through him by the time he came within a hundred yards or so. However, there was no need. An occasional glance in the direction of that camels head was sufficient to make sure that none of his friends was prowling our way too; and it seemed wiser to discover what he was up to, than to stop him.

But it wouldnt have done to try and arouse Grim. If one of us had moved to throw a rock at Grims tent the man would certainly have seen us; and if we had called out loud enough to waken Grim the man would almost certainly have heard. We kept quite still, and let him come within twenty yards of the edge of the fiumara.

Then he lay prone on his belly, watched like a leopard for at least five minutes, examining every detail of the ground in front of him, and began to crawl closer, advancing a yard at a time and pausing to rescrutinize each shadow. He did a pretty good job on the whole. If Narayan Singh were not a trained scout and I a hunter, he might very likely have reached our camp unseen.

At last he reached the sharp brim of the fiumara, thrust his head and shoulders over it, and peered down; and then it became a problem what to do with him. If we once let him get down into the black shadow below the advantage would be all on his side. I could see the moonlight sheening on his long knife-blade. He might be an assassin sent by Ali Higg to murder Grim; but that was doubtful, because he dragged along a rifle with him as well, and the midnight murderers of that land dont encumber themselves with long-range artillery that might get in their way in a scuffle and prevent escape. I judged he didnt mean to take chances down in the dark, and it turned out I was right.

He would have had two bullets in him the same instant if he had started down toward the tents, for Narayan Singh said afterwards that he had formed the same judgement and decision that I did.

However, he lay there and barked like a jackal instead. It was very well done. The pests had been snarling and yapping all around us on and off ever since the moon rose, and unless someone had been listening for a signal, or actually watching him as we were, that bark would have got by as a normal night noise. It only differed from a genuine jackals bark in its regularity; he made exactly the same succession of sounds four times at equal intervals  a thing a jackal never does.

And somebody was listening below for just that signal. There was no answer, but he evidently saw somebody move down there in the darkness, for he was satisfied and drew back his head and shoulders. Because of our position in the middle of the island we couldnt see down into the fiumara, but we heard footsteps; and presently the man spoke and was answered. We could hear both voices, but both failed to catch the words, or to distinguish whether the voice below was mans or womans.

However, we werent long in doubt. A head that was unmistakably Ayishas emerged above the edge of the bank, coming up the track our camels had used. The man spoke to her again, and crawled away toward a good-sized boulder to his left-hand and our right, fifty yards off along the bank. She followed him, bolt-upright, walking like a ghost. (It takes a woman to ignore possibilities that scare a man into all manner of precautions.)

They both disappeared behind the boulder. The single camels head was still visible sticking out like a big snakes from behind the rock in the near distance, and there was no other sign of activity; so Narayan Singh and I dared to breathe normally at last, and speak in low tones.

One of us should go close and listen to their talk, sahib,said the Sikh. Which of us shall it be?

Both of us, I answered. You go ahead. Ill wake Jimgrim and follow.

A couple of points were obvious. Someone had followed us from Petra; for who else could have guessed Ayishas whereabouts. She might have made arrangements with one of the Lions junior wives or concubines to organize communications as soon as possible after our backs were turned; I was absolutely positive that she had answered a prearranged signal. The other point was that Grim could keep watch on top of the island and be in the best position from which to issue orders, at one and the same time.

So I crept down quietly behind Narayan Singh, and threw a handful of small rocks on Grims tent at short range. He would probably have fired at me if I had used any other means of waking him, because, seeing we had arranged a proper signal, he would naturally suppose anyone entering his tent quietly to be an enemy; and I would have had to go quietly for fear of arousing the camp, whose noise would then have disturbed Ayisha. To cut short her interview with that night-prowler might mean depriving Grim of valuable information.

As soon as he thrust his head out of the tent I told him what was happening. He went at once to the top of the island, and I started after Narayan Singh. There wasnt a sign of the Sikh by that time. I could still make out the camels head in the distance, moving rhythmically as the beast belched up and chewed its cud, but there was no trace of a human being anywhere; and as it happened, our camels were making quite a din just then, down in the fiumara  dreaming or something. The brutes usually have bad dreams and let high Heaven know it. Their guttural objections and shuffling were loud enough to drown any reasonable footfall, so I took the simplest course and walked straight forward, taking one sole precaution. The jingle of the rifle-swivel in the night can be safely guaranteed to wake the seven sleepers. I dont know why, but theres the fact; Ive seen many a long stalk spoiled by it, and some men never learn.

By holding that loose swivel I actually stepped on Narayan Singh before he was aware of me, which says something for his skill in taking cover. He was lying in broad moonlight between two ridges of sand on the side of the boulder nearest the fiumara, too busy listening to make a sign of any sort to me; so I went round to the other side and crouched in the short shadow.

I judged the interview was pretty nearly over. The two were conversing in such low tones that you could hardly distinguish Ayishas from the mans voice; but I heard her say:

And is Jimgrim known so well to the Avenger?

Only by name, the man answered.

But the Lion knows no English, she retorted.

Wallahi! Neither does the Avenger know a word of it.

And Jael? Does she know of this?

Allah! Has the Lion a trick worth trying that she did not first whisper to him? It was she who thought of it.

May Allah do so to me, and more, unless I drive a knife into her heart before tomorrows sun sets! hissed Ayisha. Go now, or those two fat Indians on the rock will cease snoring and see us.

But the man would not go. He seemed to put a pretty high value on Jaels life. I heard him catch at her garments as she started up to leave him, and although she cursed like a wet cat be wouldnt let go of her.

Woman, if you kill Jael, he insisted, that will be the end of all of us. Better by far slay the Lion himself! Jael is the real leader! We would all follow Jael if the Lion were dead.

Into jahannum she would lead you! Ayisha answered.

That may be; for what is written shall come to pass. But better into jahannum behind her, than to live here leaderless!

Bah! Father of fear! There are other leaders.

None fit to touch her garment! You must not kill her!

That is my affair!

I say you shall not!

Son of sixty dogs, let go of me!

She made a sound between a curse and a scream, as if someone had taken her by the throat, and I judged it time to interfere. It was just two strides around that end of the rock, and I beat Narayan Singh by half a second. The mans long knife was drawn, and he had his fingers on her throat, as I had guessed. The butt of my rifle sent the knife spinning, the Sikh dragged Ayisha away, and I rushed the fellow before he could draw a second knife. He was prone on his back in an instant, with the weight of my big hams on his chest. Narayan Singh pounced on his rifle, while I searched him diligently for hidden hardware, tossing out a regular armory of weapons on to the sand as I dug them out one by one. When, I was quite sure he hadnt any kind of weapon left I let him sit up and recover breath.

With his first wind he began to beg for liberty, vowing he had never harmed me, nor intended to.

May your honors live forever! he roared out; and I let him roar, for it didnt seem to matter now whether the whole camp was wakened or not.

Next he offered me a camel as the price of freedom. When I laughed at that, he swore he would pray for me three times daily for a year, if I would let him go. He was dead set on getting away from us; he even offered me his rifle as a souvenir of the occasion. It was too bad to have to entertain such an awfully unwilling guest.

Come on, I said, and learn the worst. Perhaps you wont be beaten very badly!

At that he even offered to lie down and let me beat him  anything, in fact, if I would only let him go. On the whole I judged he might prove a pretty important capture, and as he wouldnt see sense I seized him at last by the scruff of his unwashed neck and forced him along in front of me. He hadnt strength enough to make me exert myself, but he struggled like a hooked eel all the way.

I felt like a New York cop running in a pickpocket, and the funniest part of it was that Narayan Singh strode along just in front, with his arm around Ayishas shoulders, booming titanic love-stuff into her unwilling ears.

What have I vowed a hundred times, beloved? Hah! If that had been an army hedged in with a sea of fire, I would have jumped the fire and freed you! What are bayonets and guns, he boomed, to one who loves as I do! Come closer, jewel of the Desert! Lean on your protector! We Pathans of the Orakzai have hairy arms, but they are strong to nestle in. Let me look into those liquid eyes and see how fairer they are than the moon and stars!

Father of pigs! she retorted. Get away from me. I choose to walk alone.

Nay, beloved; come closer! One danger is enough to run for this night. Next we must face Jimgrim, and you need a protector from his wrath. He will accuse you of treachery while he slept. You must lean on me. You must depend on me to defend you. We Pathans of the Orakzai are wondrous liars. A mans sword and a mans tongue should be ready for any occasion, say we. Now put me to the test, O Heart of all Loveliness. What shall we tell Jimgrim?

But though he called her by a fabulous long string of jeweled names, offered her the hills of Edom for a kingdom and the fairest cities of the earth for plunder, he could get no answer out of her at all, until we came to the brim of the fiumara and were challenged by three separate members of our startled camp. We had to answer the challenge right swiftly, for the click of rifle bolts preceded it. Then Narayan Singh took Ayisha by both arms and swung her in front of him.

Must I tell him all I heard? he asked. Oh, Hearts Delight, dont put me to that necessity!

Black pig! Let go of me!

But he held on, and my prisoner  no more aware than I was that the Sikh had not been able to hear the first part of the conversation at all, piped up in support of him.

I have a tale I shall tell, he announced. Listen, Lady Ayisha, this great fellow is a friend of yours. Humor him. He is willing to stand between us and this Jimgrim. Better let me tell the tale, and you confirm what I say. None ever believes a woman, but he will believe me.

At that Narayan Singh laughed gruffly, and I detected a note of triumph, although he affected defeat.

Malaish, he said, with a shrug of his great shoulders and loosing Ayishas arms, there is nothing for it but to tell the truth. I shall tell Jimgrim every word I overheard from first to last. [ No matter]

He had gained his point. Ayisha made up her mind that he had heard everything, and whatever her first intention might have been she decided now to make a virtue of necessity.

I need no ignorant Pathan to speak for me! she retorted. It is I, not you, who will him tell. Get behind me, son of sixty dogs!

But instead of obeying that command he laughed aloud, picked her up like a child, and carried her down the dark track into the fiumara. She didnt seem to mind that part of it. In fact, one of the most surprising things anywhere East of, say, the North Sea is the complaisance with which women submit to being seized and carried off. He carried her straight up to Grim, and set her on her feet in front of him on top of the island, and I think that by the time she got that far her private opinion of the Sikh had undergone considerable modification.

I sent my prisoner up between two of our Arabs, and went to have a quiet look at Jaels tent. There wasnt a sound. I hardly cared to open the fly and look in, so I counted the camels. The Bishareen dromedary wasnt there. I returned to her tent, and this time didnt hesitate to peer inside. It was empty. The sheepskin rug and blankets were gone too.

Several of our Arabs were still asleep among the camels; it wouldnt have been the slightest use to arouse and question them. The remainder had slept until my prisoners bellowing disturbed them, and wouldnt believe me at first when I said the Bishareen was gone. I went up to Grim with the bad news, but he was aware of it already.

There she goes, he said, before I could begin to tell him.

He nodded toward the north-east. The little Bishareen was eating stick and galloping at top speed in the direction of the rock from behind which Ayishas visitor had come  silhouetted softly in the moonlight just out of reasonable rifle-shot. It looked exactly like one of those up-to-the-minute motion pictures, especially as there was too much noise in our camp by that time for us to hear the camels footfall. Most of our men were clambering out of the fiumara and shouting to Grim to know whether they should open fire or not. He shouted to them to do nothing.

What Jael had accomplished looked remarkably like a miracle to me. It was obvious, of course, now why the camels had been making all that noise when I started to follow Narayan Singh. But how in the world she had saddled that beast and got away without disturbing the men who slept by the picket stakes was the mystery, unless there was a traitor in our camp. The saddle alone was as much as most women could lift. She must have chosen the exact moment when Grim and I were both engaged in climbing out of the river-bed, he in one direction, I in the other, to start up the fiumara and disappear around the nearest bend. The rest would be easy enough; no doubt there were plenty of places higher up where a camel could find footing and negotiate the bank.

We hadnt a beast in camp that could overtake that Bishareen. It could go like the wind, and Jael was about half the weight of anybody we could mount and send in pursuit of her. So unless Grim chose to try long-range shooting by moonlight, which in ninety-nine percent of cases is a useless waste of ammunition, there was nothing much to do but watch.

She headed straight for that big rock, from behind which a camels head still protruded, and presently disappeared.

Now, said Grim, whats the excitement all about? He looked cheerful enough to have planned the whole business.

Ayisha squatted down comfortably in front of him, giving the rest of us a good view of her back. That trick is part of a womans language; no male could ever contrive it in exactly the same way, suggesting indisputable superiority of intellect, class, knowledge, opportunity, privilege, and everything. Grim waited for her to speak first, and she kept him waiting, while my prisoner trembled in his skin and Narayan Singh stroked his great beard upward with both hands.

O Jimgrim, she said at last, you would better make an end of foolishness and marry me.

Nobody gasped. Nobody cracked a smile  least of all Grim. There wasnt really anything to smile about, considering time, place, and circumstances. History was merely repeating itself. For the hundred millionth time a female of the species considered that a man was captive of her bow and spear, and the member of the less-conventional sex was trying to make the most of opportunity.

Why, O Lady Ayisha? Grim asked her blandly.

Am I not fair to look at? This Pathan of yours vows I am fairer than the moon and stars. He ought to know, for he has loved many women in many lands.

Shellabi kabir! Grim answered. The fellow flattered stars and moon by speaking of them in the same breath. Yet the Prophet said, Ayisha, that the houris wait for us in Paradise. Who should anticipate the joys of that world in the make-belief of this? [ Extremely beautiful]

Yet the Prophet did! she answered. He had many wives.

Truly, but then he was a prophet, Grim replied. Can you tell me why I should pause in the midst of happenings to make a marriage. There are twenty lives depending on my judgment. A mistake, a false move, and these friends of mine are dead men.

Father of wise answers, that is why you must marry me! she answered. No man can find his way out of the net a clever woman weaves. Jael has you in the toils. You need me, I tell you, to help you out of them.

It seems, though, that you are not too far away just now to help me if you will, he suggested.

Inshallah, if you marry me now, I will help you indeed, she answered. You shall rule this country.

That was two women within a day who had proposed to make a king of him. Wouldnt you have felt tickled? I know I would, although nobody ever made me the proposal. Bearing in mind Narayan Singhs method of making love, and allowing a good margin for Eastern hyperbole in general, there was still much more than random flattery in the offer. There are some men who can lead people  who can understand an alien race, deserve their allegiance, and lift them toward progress. Grim undoubtedly had that gift. And how many exceptions are there to the rule in such cases that women have been first to recognize the fact, and to egg the man on in spite of himself? But Grim has less personal vanity than any man I knew, as well as a business instinct for appraising facts in all their bearings.

Between the promise and the deed a man may marry off his ugly daughter, he quoted, using the famous Arab proverb. Tell me what you know and I will listen.

You are at Jaels mercy, she said, unless you consent to be guided by me.

How then?

You gave her too much opportunity. You let her talk with Ali Higg. You left them alone together. Then, like one who has set match to gunpowder, you came away, knowing nothing of what the fire said to the powder. But I listened, and I heard. And what I did not hear, another heard; and this shivering fool came in the night, bringing me word of it.

I listen, O Lady Ayisha, said Grim.

As a man to a tale that is told between waking and sleeping, or as a man to his wife, do you listen?

I have but one pair of ears, Grim answered.

Aye, that listen to the she-wolf, Jael!

That listen to all voices, whoever speaks. Who am I that should bury my head in the sand like an ostrich? She held her tongue for a full minute, while an owl hooted weirdly in the darkness up the fiumara. Then: Unless I speak you are ruined, she said at last.

Grim considered it his turn to wait. He simply watched her face with interest. The rest of us hardly breathed. At the end of a minute, since he made no suggestion:

What if I do not speak? she asked. And what if I do?

If you do not, you are not my friend.

And?

I have other friends, he answered calmly.

None like I am! she retorted.

Truly. My other friends drive no hard bargains before they consent to tell me what they know.

Maybe Ayisha had forgotten Narayan Singh; more extraordinary things than that have happened in the strain of concentration. There was a general once who forgot an army corps. Or perhaps she thought he was so enamored of her that he would hold his tongue. At any rate, she ignored him, which was easy enough while he stood alongside me behind her.

But he bulks big in any kind of light, and she could not pretend not to see him when he strode around behind Grim and stood there facing her, with folded arms and his eyes fixed on her face. He said nothing. He didnt even cough to draw attention to himself. But it was an ultimatum, and she realized it. I half-suspected by that time that the Sikh was bluffing. It seemed to me that if he had really overheard all that she said to my prisoner, and that the prisoner had said to her, Narayan Singh would have helped Grim out of a predicament and saved time by telling all he knew at once. But if she, too, suspected he was bluffing, she didnt dare challenge him.

May you deal with your enemies like iron, even as you deal with me, she said to Grim at last. Behold, it is the way of men to devour the womens harvest; and the women plant again, and reap again, and grind again, that their lords may eat. I will tell all; then, like all women, I will desire my lords favor.

I could see the milk-white of Narayan Singhs teeth in the midst of his black beard, but if she saw the smile, too, she pretended not to notice it. Grim merely nodded to her to continue.

In the cave in Petra, Jael said to Ali Higg: Behold, this fellow comes in your guise, letting men believe that he is the Lion of Petra. By a trick he has worsted you, for he is very cunning. In your name he will go against the Avenger, and it is well to let him go, for because of his cunning he will be too much for the Avenger, and will bring him to terms likewise. Thereafter, both you and the Avenger will be as strong men bound, and this Jimgrim will be reckoned a great one. Like honey in his mouth is the success he tastes already. But is honey sweet only to the bees?

My prisoner was in as abject terror as I have ever known a man to be. I had my leg against him, so as to be aware of any movement he might make, and he was shivering as if he had the ague. I expect he was thinking of what Ali Higg would do to him if it ever transpired that he had helped betray the Lions plans.

Grim nodded again, and Ayisha went on with her story. Ali Higg was unwilling to be urged into action, because his neck is sore; and besides, he is ever opposed to Jaels plans at first although always yielding to her finally. He said: Let him go against the Avenger. Who am I that should complain when Allah sends me aid? Can I overcome the Avenger without help? This Jimgrim, as you say, is cunning, and I shall reap the fruit of his cunning, and all will be well. But she answered: Fool! Not thou, but he will reap. Who labors for other than his own reward? Hast thou ruled in Petra all these months, to believe yet that men risk their lives for the love of it, or for the love of thee? Consider now: there are three parties to this  thou, this Jimgrim, and the Avenger. Whose is the advantage to begin with? The Avengers! And whose is the disadvantage? Thine! But this Jimgrim has taken on himself thy part. Take thou then his part. Jimgrim is the Lion. Let the Lion be Jimgrim. A sheep in the skin of a lion; a lion pretending to be a sheep! He has twenty men in all. Go thou abroad with twenty.

Ayisha paused dramatically to give her revelation time to take effect. In lands where almost no men, and even fewer women, can read, the art of reporting verbally maintains a high plane. She waited for Grim to nod once more before resuming.

Ali Higg was doubtful and afraid. He complained about his neck. He feared to leave Petra ungoverned. But she told him to cover up his neck with bandages and to hide the bandages beneath the kuffiyi. He said he knew no English, and therefore could not pretend to be Jimgrim. But she said: Neither does the Avenger or any of his men know English; and is not Jimgrim pretending to be an Arab? Cannot an Arab pretend to be an Arab likewise? So he said again that if Petra were left ungoverned there would be no knowing what might happen. And she said: Then I myself will return and govern Petra. I will go with this Jimgrim, and make believe to fall in with his plans, displaying reluctance for the sake of being all the more convincing when I yield; but I will seize the first chance to escape and return to Petra, and occupy thy place until thou come again. So spake Jael, and the Lion finally agreed. [ Headdress]

She paused, and Grim spoke at last.

Do she and the Lion still propose to let me deal with the Avenger?

Surely. And to defeat you afterwards.

Then who do they think will make Ibrahim ben Ah and his hundred and forty men obey me, seeing that Jael was to have contrived that part?

The Lion thought of that at once, Ayisha answered. But Jael said: Malaish! This Jimgrim thinks himself so clever. Let him puzzle out that problem after I have left him. If he finds a way, well and good. If not, we shall be no worse off, and an intruder will have burned his fingers. If Ibrahim ben Ah should suspect him, and lay hands on him, and kill him, let that be the judgement of Allah, and we will find another way to deal with the Avenger. [ No matter]

And has Ali Higg left Petra?

Surely.

And that camel yonder, whose head appeared just now from behind the rock?

There were three camels. This man came with two others to bring word to me. Jael knew nothing of that, but she will know now. That is why this man is afraid. But as the other two came to protect this one, and knew nothing, it maybe they will tell her nothing; and this man, who is a father of lies always, can tell Jael that the Lion sent him to help her escape. So he has no need to feel so very much afraid, although he is a great coward.

Grim raised his eyebrows comically. It was a predicament all right.


CHAPTER VI. I will stick that pig Yussuf when I find him!

The news spread through our camp in a twinkling, for the two men whom I had sent up to Grim with the prisoner while I looked into Jaels tent had been listening to Ayishas story, and one of them ran down below to tell his brothers.

From their viewpoint it was a wonder of a tale, full of enchanting possibilities and side-issues, and especially gratifying because it would oblige Grim to display his genius for counter-intrigue. Their faith in him was measureless, and why not? Had he not outwitted Ali Baba, grandsire of the gang, and bound the whole lot by good will to his chariot wheels? The man who could accomplish that was capable of anything. We could hear them down in the dark fiumara exclaiming Allah! Mashallah! Wallahi!as the tale unfolded and its ramifications dawned on their appreciative minds.

It was no use my trying to suggest anything. Im no diplomatist, and even strategy is a thing I can appreciate far better than invent. I suppose if we all were strategists it would take a man from Mars with something new, like relativity, to lead us anywhere; and if we were all just plain Merry Andrews with a pound or two of muscle on our arms and legs, wed reduce the world to a fine mess of hash. Each man to his profession, then, and let the man whose job is thinking have a chance to think.

Narayan Singh stood like a statue, making no sign. Grim sat looking at Ayisha, and the prisoner still trembled against my leg, although not so violently. Suddenly Grim pointed a finger at him.

Go! he ordered. Give him back his weapons, somebody.

A startled cat would have taken longer to obey that order. Inside a minute the fellow was scrambling up the far bank of the fiumara, pursued by volleys of ridicule from our men. He wasted no time taking cover as he ran, but raced his own shadow across the open to the place where he had left his camel.

Ayisha, with her placid brow and burning eyes, had been doing some thinking, meanwhile, on her own account. She spoke at last  to Grim, of course; Narayan Singh and I hardly figured any longer in her consciousness.

So now I have told all the truth. Am I unworthy of my lords favour? I am as one who had a fortune and has given all of it. Shall I be cast off like a broken shoe?

Grim seemed to come out of a brown study suddenly, and Narayan Singh heaved an enormous sight of relief. I believe he has been praying to all the gods of the Hindu pantheon to give his leader wisdom; for he forgets his Sikhism in times of stress and falls from orthodoxy, speculating that there might be virtue in the old gods after all.

There is no way, is there, by which Ibrahim ben Ah could have learned of your divorce? Grim asked suddenly.

Not unless old Ali Baba has told him, Ayisha answered.

When that old fox parts with information he isnt paid for it will be time for Gabriel to sound the last trump, Grim said, smiling. Have you ever given orders to Ibrahim ben Ah, Ayisha?

A hundred times. I was the Lions second wife. Once, when Jael was away with the Lion on a raid against the men of El-Kerak, I was left in sole command in Petra, with Ibrahim ben Ah and fifty men to do my bidding. I am a Sheikhs oldest daughter, she added proudly. I am used to be obeyed.

And will you help me now? Grim asked her.

Even unto the end of the world, she answered, in a voice that would have melted icebergs.

Her promise was likely more reliable than Jael Higgs, but she made it clear she would demand her price. It was difficult to guess whether she was really in love with Grim; not because he wasnt lovable from a womans viewpoint, for at least a score of women of his own speech, and several from his own country, have made small secret of their regard for him. But the customs of the country entered into it. Where women are practically bought and sold  occasionally given by their parents  and very often plundered like raided cattle, the sex acquires a viewpoint that the West cant grasp. The famous advice of the American Quaker to his son, not to love money, but to love where money is, has its adaptation in Arabia; and it might be that Grims peculiar genius pointed the way to her ambition. Whether she would be really heartbroken in our sense of the word, when the inevitable truth should dawn that Grim lived in another world, as it were, and never would dream of making her his wife, was a conundrum. Of one thing, though, I was certain: he would never be able to explain his reason to her. She was a Sheikhs daughter  a princess of the pathless desert, fit to marry anyone. The fact that her father lived in a goat-hair tent with several wives had nothing at all to do with it. However, that was Grims problem, or perhaps Narayan Singhs; certainly not mine.

Grim told her to go to her tent, and she obeyed him as meekly as Ruth obeyed Boaz. I thought he was going to talk things over with the Sikh and me, but after another minutes silence he dismissed us as well.

Ive had all the sleep I need, he said. I think Ill keep watch up here and puzzle out the workings of this mix-up. Suppose you fellows turn in down below there and make up for lost time. I guess Ill maybe need all your faculties when daylight comes.

So off we went, and turned in. Its mortifying in a way to be sent to bed like a small boy when your own life as likely as not hangs on the issue of deliberation. But theres nothing to be gained by intruding either your opinions or curiosity on a man who does his thinking best when undisturbed. I had a sort of nettled feeling that Im not sure I wasnt entitled to, and that kept me from falling asleep for an hour. After that, Narayan Singhs snores made sleep impossible, until I put the heel of a tent-peg in his mouth. And even then, the intermittent roars of laughter of our gang, who would wake one another to discuss some fresh angle of the situation, kept me from little more than dozing until nearly dawn. They seemed to consider that Ali Higgs turning the tables by masquerading as Jimgrim was the most prodigious joke that had ever been sprung on an amusing world.

When I left the tent at daybreak Grim was still sitting up there on the island, motionless, not even smoking. I went up at once, to find out whether he had formed a plan.

Well? I asked.

Yes, he said, I think alls well. Id like to pull up stakes and get a move on, but weve got to consider the camels; the silly fools have lain there all night long with good corn on mats beside them and havent touched a mouthful. Weve got to wait and let them eat.

What after that?

I want you and Narayan Singh to scout ahead and get in touch with Ibrahim ben Ah. The best bet would be to find Ali Baba first, but thats too much like luck to happen. Hes a shrewd old fox, and if he gets first sight of you hes dead sure to try to give Ibrahim ben Ah the slip and give you the news out of earshot. Next best after that would be for you to take his place with Ibrahim ben Ah, and let the old man come to me with information. Somehow or other Ive got to know the exact state of mind of that army of Ali Higgs before we try the long chance.

Which is?

To send Ayisha to command them.

I laughed. Shell be a safer bet than Jael ever was, said I, as long as she thinks theres a chance of her becoming Mrs. Jimgrim.

But he smiled back like a chess-player who can see about nine moves ahead.

Jael kids herself shes dangerous, he said. But I allow shell watch her step on account of her fifty thousand pounds. And the Lion will watch his for the same reason. Besides, Im counting on that sore neck to take the pep out of him. Prospects arent so gloomy. What do you say to our setting those camels an example? Is breakfast ready?

See here, James Schuyler Grim, I answered. Youre a darned good man, and I like you, and all that. But suppose you come across for once! Narayan Singh is a soldier; hell obey orders and ask no questions, but Im neither built nor trained that way. Doesnt it seem to you like good sense to take me into confidence?

Havent I? he asked, raising his eyebrows in obviously genuine surprise. Seems to me Ive trusted you till its become a kind of habit.

Have I failed you, I retorted, that you cant give me at least an outline of your plan now?

Oh, is that the trouble? He seemed suddenly relieved. Why, no; that doesnt seem like sense to me. My plan might be no good. If thats so, I can change it. But if I tell it to you now, youre going to bear it in mind, and if any unforeseen contingency crops up youre going to be governed by the plan I outlined and maybe act in some way so that I shall have to follow up  which might be mighty inconvenient. But as long as you dont know what Im contemplating youre not limited by it, any more than Im limited by having to consult you before making a sudden change. Wed be like two fellows trying to play one poker hand.

I should think you could give me a general idea.

The general idea is to get in touch with the Avenger now, and bluff him.

I know that, of course. But along what line? What general principle?

I wonder if youd mind not pressing that? he answered. Lets have this clear. It isnt you I dont trust, its myself. The thought that I wasnt absolutely free at any minute to turn my whole plan bottom-side up, or discard it and try another one, would rattle me so Id make mistakes. I havent a secret you cant know; but I hate to tell a man something I dont know for sure; Id feel sort of weak and helpless afterwards. Its my fault, not yours; Im built that way. If it isnt doing right by you, I beg your pardon and ask you to be tolerant.

Well, I dont know that I liked it any better at the time, but I saw his point. I have got so since that I never think of pinning him down to an outline since his plan in any undertaking; and the method works well although  and perhaps because  it calls for every ounce of zeal. Youre on the jump the whole time. Not knowing what hes going to do next, youre like an infielder with three on bases. But he has to choose his men discreetly. There are plenty of men more useful than myself, for instance, who wouldnt stand his reticence for a day. On the other hand, I never knew a man less prone to find fault than he is, or one more superbly tolerant of others shortcomings.

A little more than an hour after dawn, while the desert was still cool, Narayan Singh and I set off together on the two best camels. I dont doubt I was still humping a grouch, and Narayan Singh divined the reason of it.

By the bones in these hills, he laughed, this is better sport than serving with the Army, sahib! A soldier in the ranks such as I have ever been, and such as I am like to be again unless our fate overtakes us all on this adventure, is told nothing  knows nothing  is nothing. He obeys. If a fool of an officer marches him face-first into hell, there is not even the satisfaction of a sort of explanation. Scouting for the Army is rather better fun; but it is very little that a man finds out, and oftener than not that little is ignored; at the best, that one little scrap of information is but added to the mass like a grain of sand into a bushel of the stuff. Neither may a man scout as he would like to, but only as another wills. Whereas with Jimgrim

Oh, shut up! I growled. Im not here to be preached at.

In an army, sahib, there would be much damning and very little preaching, he answered. Whereas with Jimgrim, though he tells us precious little, we are free like hounds to draw the coverts for him, and there is neither leash nor whip. Il hamdulillah!as these heathen say; that Jimgrim is a prince of huntsmen, who knows when a good hound bays on a true scent. But an army has too many huntsmen, who talk among themselves, saying: Yes, sir, no sir, and then command the pack with a Lo! the General Staff decrees that the scent lies yonder in that direction; therefore make haste to find it and bark aloud! This Jimgrim would have been a king if his mother had borne him on this side of the Atlantic. Are there others like him in America?

Well, I grew good-tempered gradually, if for no other reason than because it was absurd to find fault with a man who could arouse such enthusiasm in a follower. Besides, I like Grim; and its one of my fundamental articles of marrow-bone religion that if Im a mans friend he may get away with anything except black treason.

But leaving all that out of the reckoning, I defy any man to start off in the morning on a camel alongside Narayan Singh, with friends behind and the unknown just beyond the shimmering horizon, and retain a grouch for twenty minutes.

The hot wind wasnt due for an hour or two. The wound made by Ayishas dagger in my leg didnt hurt more than was tolerable. The camels were feeling the effects of good corn and thorn-twigs, and went swinging along as if their legs were hung on springs. As long as you havent got to spend your whole life in the desert, its about the easiest of all earths wonders to admire; and the secret of contentment lies in everlastingly admiring something  or so Ive found it.

The Sikh began singing a sort of hymn set to minor music; and though singing in the Jat-Punjabi dialect is one of those accomplishments that were omitted when my kit was tossed out of the Great Quartermasters store, Ive always found a curious satisfaction, akin to inspiration, in listening to songs in the vernacular of other lands. Indian lyrics always seem to lose the note of plaintiveness when you translate them, just as Homers verses lose their roll done into English, and the Odes of Horace forced into another tongue come through without their humor.



In the hot night my mother bore me,
Knowing not who I am! 
Into the dawn I came, a man-child
Knowing not the life before me,
Stranger to the folk about me. 
None knew who I am! 

Out of the book of signs and wonders, 
Knowing not who I am, 
Soothsayers read this and that thing.
There is lightning when it thunders; 
Do they know the lightnings karma? 
None knew who I am! 

Out of her heart my mother taught me
(Stranger, nevertheless!) 
Fear and faith and law and legend, 
Weeping when my karma caught me 
Willing yet unwilling tore me
Loose from her caress. 

Smiled the Powers then at the stripling
Facing first duress, 
Making boast of all that might be, 
Choosing pleasant ways and crippling 
Choice for sake of this or that one 
(Strangers nevertheless!)

Thrice and again my karma took me
(None knew who I am!)
Rolling me in red disaster 
Till the light o loves forsook me
And I cried to careless heavens,
Asking who I am! 

Long were the nights I spent in anguish,
Thinking gods would care, 
Vowing I myself would hardly 
Leave a thing I made to languish. 
If I perished who would profit, 
How, and when, and where? 
Then I struck a rock demanding 
Why it towered there,
And, as if the rock made answer, 
Dawned upon my understanding 
That is His affair!

Then I looked from rock and river 
To horizon far 
Eyeing with a new contentment,
Seeing gifts but not the Giver,
Sun and moon and star, 
Stream and forest, time and season,
Fish and bird and beast and man; 
None could look into their reason, 
None knew what they are!

So there burst illumination 
Dissipating fears, 
And I sang a song of manhood,
And I laughed at the negation 
That is affluent of tears, 
Is the sun too long aborning? 
Are the planets in arrears? 
Who am I? 
Whoever knows me
Is the Monarch of the Morning, 
Is the Lord of love and laughter,
Is the Owner of the years!



You hardly expect a sporadically dissolute enlisted Sikh to sing that kind of song. But, as the missionaries say, the Sikhs are heathen, and on their way to hell, so we, who dont believe that laughter and religion and the morning are all one, and who think we know exactly who we are, mustnt judge them too harshly. Personally Im not much of a dogmatist. Having pitched my tent in hell a lot of times, Im not so scared as I used to be. And if theres a worse hell than Ive camped in yet, as long as there are Sikhs there like Narayan Singh I dont believe Im going to worry much. Theyll sing songs, and well find a way out somehow.

I have only told part of Narayan Singhs song, that he trolled that morning in a rather nasal baritone, because the censor would object to about two-thirds of it. The East is peculiarly frank in some matters that the West prefers to keep behind a veil of mystery, and there were details concerning light o loves that were interesting, whatever else they might be. I got to thinking about India, and the fact, admitting of no dispute, that during all the uncontrollable devilry of the Indian Mutiny of 57 there wasnt a single instance of mistreatment of an Englishwoman by the sepoys. So I asked him about Ayisha, wondering just how far he proposed to go with his mock love-making.

Would she make a good wife for a soldier? I suggested.

To my surprise, instead of laughing, he meditated for several minutes before answering. Then:

The world has this marriage business upside-down, he said at last. A woman is either ambitious, and drives a man as Jael drives the Lion of Petra; or else she is a parasite, who halves his joys and multiplies his sorrows. Single, she is sometimes a delight; married, she is torment. As for men: well, sahib, our Jimgrim and you and I are single men. I have not heard him or you complain of it. Nor you me. I have nine piastres and my freedom; show me the woman that can rob me of either!

But I was still curious. He had not told me yet what I wanted to know.

Shes in an awkward position, I said. What do you suppose is in store for her?

Awkward? How so? he answered. At the mercy of our seventeen thieves, she would be a baggage to be bought and sold. But there are three of us who would not see her brought to a bad end. Ayisha is like all women: she thinks she has me at her feet, and so despises me, to my no small comfort. She despairs of Jimgrim, and therefore idolizes him, to his discomfort. And she has a womans luck; for if I know anything, it is that Jimgrim will contrive good fortune for her.

You think hes the executive of destiny?

All men are weapons in the hand of destiny! I am a sepoy  a number on a muster-roll; yet, counting all, I have slain in my day seven and thirty men with cold steel. Was that not destiny? I was born on the bank of the Jumna. I have killed men near the Ganges, near the Kabul River, near the Irrawaddy, near the Seine, near the Marne, near the Rhine  Pathans, Afghans, Hindus, Burmese, Prussians, Saxons, Austrians  having no personal quarrel with any one of them. And here, near the Jordan, I have slain two Syrians and an Egyptian  all with cold steel. Was that not destiny? And am I alone the tool of destiny? Each of us is like a pebble, sahib, dropped into a pool, causing rings of ripples that we cannot check. I am not in the secret of destiny, but I know this: that our Jimgrim is causing a ripple that will set Ayisha on her feet.

So you dont plan to make a ripple in her life? I asked him.

There is no need, he answered. Besides, I am a man of few plans. My trade is obedience to orders; and as for amusement: I ask no better than a day like this one, with not too many orders, and the unknown waiting to be considered, fifty or a hundred yards ahead.

Well, I dont want to be a Sikh, but I cant beat that for philosophy. The hot wind started and made further talk impossible with any degree of comfort, for we had to cover our faces. But he had given me plenty to think about, and the man who cant find entertainment in his own thoughts is in a bad way. I suppose we rode three miles in silence  making eight or nine from our starting-point  before anything happened to break the desert spell. Then, in proof that reflection did not limit our faculties, we both spoke suddenly at once.

Dekko! said he.

Shuf! said I. And we both meant the same thing: Look!

More than a score of mounted camels were standing in a group on the horizon, cut off from us by a deep ravine that looked impassable. It seemed as if the men who rode them were holding a consultation; it was a fair guess that they had only just reached the spot. We halted and watched them. After a minute or two they spread out into a long line, and began to come forward at a walk toward the ravine, constantly increasing the distance between them fan-wise, as if scouting. But some of them were not very good scouts, or else the sun was too strong in their eyes, for it was quite a while before most of them saw us.

The first to spot us was a man near the middle of the line, but he made no signal to the others. I knew he had seen us, because he put on speed and slightly changed direction. He rode a nearly white camel  it looked all-white at that distance.

I would know that beast in a hundred thousand! said Narayan Singh.

That was, maybe, an exaggeration. We have most of us known men who could pick one horse out of a mob infallibly at the first glance. I have seen cowmen do the same thing with a steer. But camels? Nevertheless, it did look like the Syrian beast that Ali Baba rode, and the action of its rider, forcing the pace, as he did, alone, did not quite suggest an enemy.

It became obvious presently that whoever he was he did not know the lie of the land very intimately. He had to halt at the edge of the ravine and stare under his hand to left and right in search of a place where he could cross.

Thats our old thief, said Narayan Singh in a tone of finality. If we find a place on this side, and he on that, we shall meet the sooner.

He led off without a word, and it began to look as if we might meet our man in the bed of the ravine without the others being any wiser. But as soon as we got in motion half a dozen of them saw us and shouted to the rest, who whipped to a gallop and headed instantly all in one direction, where the top of a negotiable track lay hidden from our view beyond a bulge in the far wall of the ravine.

At that old Ali Baba halted until they had all passed him, and then suddenly began to ride full-pelt the other way. He still made no signal to us, but kept close to the edge of the ravine, and was obviously looking for another crossing higher up. So we followed suit, looking for a track on our side, and what with the irregular curve of the ravine and the speed at which all were moving we soon had several miles between us and the score or so, who probably believed that Ali Baba was still with them.

We had long ceased to hear their shouts in the distance when we found a dangerous descent at last and forced our reluctant camels to risk their necks down it. It was more like a goats ladder than a road, but it was evidently used at times by men, for Ali Baba came on its corresponding opening on his side, and took his chance, too. It wasnt merely dangerous going; the heat of the ravine came up to meet us like fumes off the lid of Tophet, seeming to singe your eyelids, and the camels behaved as if they felt the same vertigo that we did. A camel is a fool at downhill work in any case; he sticks his supercilious nose in the air and paws about with his forefoot as if expecting somebody to come and put a cushion under it; and if there isnt anything to step on he just yells, and steps on nothing, and lets it go at that. When he lands by luck and ignorance on something solid, he doesnt know enough to stand there for a breath or two and get his balance, but yells again and goes careering on his way like a devil with the hornets after him. So we had some exciting intervals before we reached the bottom.

The heat down there was so intense that you could hardly see or think. It was one of those infernos that geologists pretend were sucked out by running water two or three hundred million years ago. Knowing no more geology than most prospectors, and not believing half of that, I prefer to think with the Arabs and Narayan Singh that the devil made that place when he slid on his belly for the home plate after stealing two bases in Eden.

It was full of rocks and rugged islands, and several minutes passed before we caught sight of our old friend, who was hunting for us as nervously as we were for him. Even then, there was such a dancing heat-haze in the valley- bottom that we had to look three times before we were sure it was he.

The old man knew us all right. He made his camel kneel, and waited for us in a hollow, over whose rim a man could not be seen standing from twenty paces off.

Il hamdulillah! he exclaimed as soon as we got near him. It is true that Allah makes all things easy, though an old mans bones rebel against this kind of work. Ayyee! But my loins ache! How fares Jimgrim?

I told him most of what had happened, while he leaned against his camels rump and munched dry dates, spitting out the stones between my feet; but I said nothing about that wrestling bout with Mujrim.

Taib! he said at last. If the she-wolf Jael is in Petra, we lambs have a chance left for our lives! What do you think? That old village- raider Ibrahim ben Ah, who waits where he was bidden wait, vows he will not stir another inch toward Abu Lissan  nay, not for fifty Ali Higgs! The Avenger is on the move, and none knows which direction he is taking. Ibrahim is so afraid that he would not let me go without twenty men  an escort, as he pretended, but a guard, as a matter of fact, to prevent me from betraying him. Now they will be hunting for me in this wady,and I must be gone before they discover me. Go, you two, to Ibrahim ben Ah instead of me, while I take the news to Jimgrim.

Did Yussuf get through with his letter? I asked.

No. They caught him. He had it in mind to sell that letter of Jimgrims. He swore there was a draft in it for fifty thousand pounds, and he offered to trade the lot for ten good camels. But they took the letter from him, being brigands, whereas he was but a sneak-thief; and when they opened it, and found only a letter in English and a second envelope containing nothing, then they knew him for the liar I said he was.

Did they read the letter? I asked.

No, none could read it. But he offered to read it for them, and judging his life to be in danger he told such a tale about Jimgrim and Jael and Ali Higg as set them all well by the ears. But the fool wasnt clever enough to stick to the truth. He told such a cock-and-bull story that they could make neither head nor tale of it, and when they asked me, I laughed. So he denounced me, saying I was party to the tricking of Ali Higg, and what with one thing and another Ibrahim ben Ah was at his wits end, knowing not what to believe. I thought he would kill the two of us, and was not pleased, for, inshallah, I can die a better death than in one halter with a dog like Yussuf. But Allah makes all things easy. Ibrahim decided at last to obey the order in the letter that I brought seeing that the seal was on it, and to take us both along with him.

I will stick that pig Yussuf when I find him! swore Narayan Singh. By the Prophets body and my beard, he shall learn how a knife in the belly feels!

Too late to teach him that! laughed Ali Baba. You would have to fight the vultures for his belly. His head lies one way, and his limbs the other. There came two men from different directions. Ibrahim knew both of them, and knew they would not dare lie to him. The one said that Ali Higg, with Jael and Ayisha and a score of men, was camped in a fiumara not far off. The other said that a certain Jimgrim  a person much resembling Ali Higg in general appearance, even to the bandage on his neck  was prowling to the south of us, also with twenty men. That was so contrary to Yussufs story that, considering his gold ear-rings and the Army pistol and the camel-trappings  nor forgetting the lie about the draft for fifty thousand pounds  it was decided on the spot that the earth would be well rid of him. He begged like a city thief, and chattered a lot of lies, but they tore him between camels and he talked no more.

Killed him for his ear-rings, eh? said I, not exactly relishing the prospect of a visit to that gang.

Aye, but I have the ear-rings, the old fox answered, and showed them in the hollow of his hand.

Well, it doesnt take much to make you laugh on some occasions. Most of us have giggled in church or at a funeral. The thought of that old rascal being clever enough to steal such loot in the circumstances under the eyes of a hundred and forty bandits was a straw that tickled overstrung nerves past control. Narayan Singh and I sat back on our camels rumps and roared with laughter until the tears came. I believe old Ali Baba thought us mad; there was nothing remarkable about the incident to him, barring professional pride.

What does this mean about Jimgrim and Ali Higg? he asked when we left off laughing for lack of breath. What does the sore Lion think he will accomplish by calling himself Jimgrim?

But we could not enlighten him on that score, and he shook his head forebodingly.

If this were my expedition, by Allah, I would call it off! he exclaimed. The thieves are too much disturbed for an honest man to make a profit. I like the thought of El-Kalil. However, those dogs of Ibrahim ben Ahs will catch me unless I hurry. Go ye to Ibrahim with them, and tell him any tale you please, so be you keep them off my trail until I reach our Jimgrim. Hark! I hear their voices.

He was up and away with astonishing agility, riding at top speed up the ravine in search of a better track to escape by. I think if I had been alone I would have followed him, for it didnt look like wisdom or necessity to take tea just then with Ibrahim ben Ah. Our old fox had the news, and until Grim had a chance to pass judgment on it there was nothing much to be gained that I could see by running further risks. But though Ive often met men who pretended to no yellow streak, and have sometimes envied their ability to fool themselves, Im disagreeably aware of a phase of fear that has got me into more tight places at different times than I care to recall. Perfectly aware of what was actuating me, I didnt care, nevertheless, to appear afraid before Narayan Singh.

Wed better get a move on, I suggested.

He eyed me sharply once, and whatever his own thought process was, Im pretty sure he was aware of mine.

Why not? he answered, laughing. As our old king of thieves keeps on saying: Allah makes all things easy.

So we rode side by side down the wady to meet Ibrahims men, and they werent pleased when they came on us and were assured that old Ali Baba had given them the slip. They swore outrageously. Their fear of returning without the old man provided an uncomfortable insight into the character of the other old man we would presently be forced to meet.

But swearing did not get them anywhere, and to have killed us on the spot, much though that would have suited their temper, might have got them into even worse trouble with their irascible commander. They were as tough a crowd of hard-faced cut-throats as ever praised Allah thrice a day, and they hadnt a camel between them that was half as good as either of our two.

So when they had failed by dint of threats to extort from us the slightest hint as to the direction old Ali Baba had taken, they made up their minds to do the next best thing and ordered us to trade camels with them. But I think Ive hinted once or twice that I like to make a profit on most transactions. I like to swing my strength into anything that comes along, take my chances with the next man, and get well paid for it. There was nothing that appealed to me in the suggestion to trade two magnificent Syrian riding-camels for a couple of mangy baggage-beasts, especially since the good ones did not belong to me in any case. So I waxed exceeding wrathy. Long experience has taught me to be slow-spoken in anger, giving each abusive word full room and weight, in a voice like a good top-sergeants to an awkward squad.

In the name of the Prophet, on whom be peace, I thundered, I can smite nine or ten such dogs as you! As many of you as are left afterwards can return to Ibrahim ben Ah and tell him you met two friends of the Lion of Petra, who proved that jackals are no match for them! Come on! said I. Try to take the camels. Ye call yourselves the Lions followers. Alley-dogs! Eaters of ullage! Try what the Lions friends are like!

A speech like that might not get you farther than the hospital, if you tried it in a railway round-house in the States, or even on a soap-box, say, on Fourteenth Street, New York, where the rag-tag and bobtail of the universe foregather. But in the desert, where every contour of the landscape is a threat that must be taken seriously  and above all in a company whose leaders threats mean business  the voice of arrogance is likelier listened to than argument or whining. Add to that that we were two big men, well-armed  that my shaven head and sprouting beard suggested the darwaish and a form of religious sanctity  that we hadnt betrayed the slightest inclination to run away at any stage in the proceedings  and you can judge their predicament. They had their choice between calling the bluff or mending their manners, and the latter being easiest they chose it.

On top of that I turned another trick, as old as politics. If you want at least the appearance of obedience, order a man to do what he wants to do. Knowing what they wanted, I didnt give them time to make demands, but announced mine high-handedly.

Lead the way to Ibrahim ben Ah! I commanded, and then added for the sake of sweet amenity: Let us see what he has to tell us about changing camels!

The situation was reversed forthwith. They began to be very friendly  almost obsequious. They addressed me as Your Honors, and Narayan Singh as Prince, he being ostensibly a Pathan, a nation that does not run to princes, but likes flattery almost as much as fighting. But they took the precaution of placing us in their midst before starting out of that infernal wady, and there were moments while we made the difficult ascent when it was mighty comforting to know that Narayan Singh was on the camel next behind. He had eyes in the back of his head.

Once out of the ravine, we lit out for the horizon at a clip too fast for conversation; and when they wanted to halt half-way and ask me questions, I refused. Our destination was a low, long, flat-topped hill scattered with boulders that looked like warts on the back of a rhinoceros. The green of a few date-palms at the right-hand end announced an oasis and the water that constitutes the key to all desert strategy. Whoever holds the wells commands that situation, and can oblige his adversary to fight in that place first.

We slowed down as we drew near the encampment, and Narayan Singh poured out the vials of his military scorn compared to which the scorn of one religious sect for another is as mere nursery stuff.

Who could make a nation of such people! he exclaimed. Not a picket! Not an outpost! Not a sentry marking the camp limit! No wonder a tribe is strong one year and paying tribute the next! The very pick-pockets of India know better than to sleep without mounting a guard!

But in spite of his contempt we were seen from a long way off, and although there was no guard turned out to receive us, the word had been passed to the commander several minutes before we reached the camp that two strangers were being brought in.

He was the only one who had a tent  a pretty obviously stolen one, for it bore all the earmarks of the U.S. Near East Relief Commission. He did not come outside it to receive us. We could see him from a quarter of a mile away, seated on a pile of cushions, looking like an Old Testament king with his iron-grey beard and long robes.

As soon as we came within range of his eyes through the open tent-front our escort tried to stage what the armies call eyewash, but failed to get away with it. They closed in on us, seeking to give the impression that we were prisoners. However, eyewash, which is after all but the name of a sub-species of bluff, was all that Narayan Singh and I had to depend on; so we halted promptly, and used our tongues and camel sticks.

Fathers of a bad smell! I roared at them. Shall we approach Ibrahim ben Ah stinking like unwashed village dogs! Keep clear of us! Keep behind!

And because of the likelihood of retribution if they should be seen handling us roughly, in the possible event of our finding favour, they obeyed and hauled off.

So we rode alone in advance, looking more like officers of a platoon than prisoners. The bivouac was made at the foot of the northern slope of the hill, with the camels lying in irregular lines all about a row of three deep wells, whose masonry gleamed in the fierce sunlight between thrifty date-palms. Most of the men were sprawling here and there on mats. Some had made shelters of their prayer-mats propped on short sticks, and there was one long shed that would hold thirty or forty men made by spreading mats on poles across the heaped-up camel-loads. They had plenty of baggage with them  mainly stuff to eat  but the loads were all intact and ready to be moved at a moments notice.

Whether for sake of example, or by way of humor, or as a hint to strangers, or as a practical artistic means of establishing the limit of the bivouac, they had stuck Yussufs head on a spear-point, and the ghastly, sightless thing leered at us as we rode by. There was no sign of the other remnants of him.

I never got over feeling squeamish about that kind of thing, and the feeling of more or less confidence that I had raised in myself by brow-beating the escort petered out pretty badly. Narayan Singh didnt appear to mind the gruesome spectacle, but feelings in concrete instances like that are individual, and his indifference failed to impart itself to me. His own may have been assumed for all I know.

The escort shouted to us to dismount and approach Ibrahim ben Ah respectfully on foot  which would have placed us in the attitude of inferiors. It is none of my intention to challenge Holy Writ, and the meek may inherit the earth with no impediment from me, but I maintain there are occasions when meekness is a dangerous weakness. Besides, I dont like abject salutations when addressed to me. Mistrusting, as I invariably do, any man who shows me too much outward respect, its no less than reasonable to reverse that and hold my chin as high as I expect the other fellow to. Anyway, Ive always done it, and I did so then.

We rode straight up to Ibrahim ben Ahs tent and let our camels kneel before dismounting. Then, in our own good time, Narayan Singh taking his cue from me out of the corner of his eye, we gave the desert greeting that is solemn, stately, dignified, raising our hands to our foreheads as we bowed.

Salamun alaik! said I.

Wa alaik issalam! answered Ibrahim ben Ah.

Greeting and answer both meant Peace! So thus far all was well.


CHAPTER VII. Akbar Ali Higg!

The last time we set eyes on Ibrahim ben Ah was in the desert on the way to Petra, on the occasion of our capturing Jael, when he strode into our midst at midnight to receive orders from Grim, whom he supposed in the darkness to be Ali Higg, and strode away again without comment. It was likely he knew neither of us by sight, for he cant have had more than a side-wise glimpse of either of us in the always tricky moonlight; but I would have known him in any circumstances, for he was one of those rare individuals who leave their impress ineradicably on your mind, unlike Grim, who seems to have the useful gift of fading, so that every time you see him after an interval you remark something unexpected about him that seems new.

You cant forget what Grim has done, nor how he did it, although its difficult to describe him because his features are not easy to recall. You could very easily forget what Ibrahim ben Ah had done, and his methods were too crude and cruel to possess the slightest novelty; but you couldnt forget his face and general appearance if you tried for twenty years.

He was a handsome old fellow, with the venerable aspect rather spoiled by the breadth of his nose and the cold acquisitiveness of keen blue eyes. You expected them to be brown, and it was rather a shock when you saw they werent. Most men look smaller when seated, especially if the seat is a mat or a pile of cushions, but not so he. The position merely increased his dignity. He wore quite a lot of jewelry, including several diamond rings that called attention to the great size of his shapely hands, which were wrinkled and brown, but strong as iron. Most of his garments, except the striped outer cloak, were of silk, but, unlike most of his men, who wore plundered boots of every conceivable pattern, his bare, brown feet were only shod with open sandals.

He had the usual allowance of two bandoliers, a British service rifle, a revolver and two knives in sight; and they were probably only a suggestion of the armory he kept hidden from view in the ample folds of his cloak. When he moved there was a suggestive clink of hardware. On the whole, I am inclined to think his main secret of command was hypnotic; he was so used to the receipt and execution of ruthless orders, and so bent on being obeyed that authority exuded from him like an aura. I made up my mind right away that to humor him would only tickle his vanity. His men were within easy hail, and ten or twelve ruffians were standing almost within earshot; but inside the tent there were two of us to one of him, and if there was going to be any high-handed business I had a notion who would be first to regret it. Instead of waiting for him to speak first and standing respectfully in front of him, as ninety-nine Indians out of any hundred would have done, I squatted down on the floor-mat, motioned to Narayan Singh to do the same, and opened on him with an awkward question.

What is this tale we hear? I demanded. Ali Higg sends us to find Ali Baba. Ali Baba tells us that you are afraid to advance on Abu Lissan. What does it mean?

He was dumbfounded. There were probably not more then three people in the world who had dared to question him like that for several years past.

Where is Ali Baba, and who are you that ask such a question? he demanded after a long pause.

Ali Baba, said I, is obeying orders, conveyed from the Lion himself by me to him. He has gone back to tell the Lion all that he has seen and heard. As to who I am, Mashallah! are the Lions envoys called in question?

You are a stranger to me, he retorted.

Not so, said I. I was with the Lion on the night when he ordered you to that oasis on the way to El-Maan. I am the hakim, who healed his boils. This other is my servant. I am a darwaish from Lahore, well versed in such matters as pertain to the offsetting of greater force by strategy and cunning. Therefore I am now employed by Ali Higg to aid him in confounding the Avenger.

Cunning? he said, with the suggestion of a wry smile. You look more like a bold man than a cunning one. Let us hope you are the father of deceit, for as surely as this right hand strikes my left, not the Prophet himself could have prevailed in his day against such numbers as we have against us!

He suited action to the word by bringing down his right fist into his left palm with a loud clap.

As I have said several times, I am no strategist. That trick would have got by me. But Narayan Singh was too alert for him, and before the nearest men could come running in answer to the signal Ibrahim ben Ahs cold old eyes were staring disconcertedly straight down the muzzle of a Webley revolver.

All the odds were dreadfully against us except one, but that lone one outweighed the rest. In common with the normal run of men old Ibrahim ben Ah was unprepared to die, and something in his inner consciousness convinced him  accurately as it happened  that Narayan Singh would pull the trigger, and not miss, unless he sent the men away as swiftly as he had summoned them.

I was afraid for a second that he was going to be too late, in which case, I suppose this story would never have been told, although Ibrahim ben Ah and half a dozen others would certainly have preceded us to hammer at the gates of Kingdom Come. The old rascal was so surprised that words stuck in his throat, and I drew my own repeating pistol in readiness to make a last stand alongside Narayan Singh. But Ibrahim barked out an order in the nick of time, and almost at the tent-door the men halted, and turned away without having seen what was happening because the Sikhs broad back was turned toward them.

Ibrahim ben Ah screwed up a smile that showed the gold caps on the eye- teeth when the men were once more out of earshot and Narayan Singh lowered the revolver.

Ye act like men who are afraid! he sneered. Ye fear without cause. By Allah, I am a man who is well served, and if my men mistake a chance noise for a summons, that is no reason why honest men should tremble for their lives.

But if anyone was trembling it was he, and not with fear but anger almost too intense to be suppressed. Having won the upper hand of him mainly through Narayan Singhs presence of mind, it was up to us to hold it, and about as certain as anything well could be that the old man would reverse the situation at the first chance.

I asked a question that you havent answered yet, said I. By the Prophets feet this is a fine reception for the Lions messengers! A strange tale we shall have to tell him!

Aye! he croaked, moving his Adams apple several times in rapid succession as he choked down his rising passion. A very strange tale, on top of stranger happenings! I would like to see how Ali Higg with twenty men can make me move with a hundred four and forty! First it was toward the British border I was sent, to raid El-Maan, which was feasible; there is loot there for the taking. Then I was told to cool my heels in that oasis. Now it is to march on Abu Lissan, where we have no chance at all, and I am sick of the changing orders from day to day. By Allah, who am I to be ordered about like a bought slave? And who in the name of the Prophet is Ali Higg, that he should play fast and loose with me? I will not march on Abu Lissan, and that is all about it!

I laughed. I couldnt think of anything to say for the moment. If Ali Higgs main force was going to mutiny, I didnt see that Grim had much chance left in checkmating the Avenger and restoring a kind of order on the countryside. My main trouble is that I think too slowly to be of much use in a crisis of that kind; but Narayan Singh stepped nobly into the breach.

By Allahs Prophet and my teeth! he boomed out. Say thy prayers, Ibrahim! These men who obey thee at a handclap shall choose between you and a woman presently!

Jael has returned to Petra, he answered, rather smugly.

Narayan Singh had had Ayisha in mind, not Jael; but here was a new note in the discord. Evidently Jael had got word to Ibrahim by one of those three messengers who brought news to Ayisha in the night; and Ibrahim had drawn his own conclusions.

I saw clearly now the strength of Grims contention in refusing to divulge his plans. If he had outlined any definite course for us to follow I would have felt bound by it; whereas I was free to use my own judgement, as it was. If Ibrahim ben Ah had determined, as seemed possible, to desert with all his force to the Avenger rather than run the risk of defeat, we stood confronted with a fine kettle of fish. The Avenger would be free, for one thing, to establish himself as paramount chief of all that district; success would breed success; next, he might capture El-Kerak  perhaps Es-Salt as well  and raid like a whirlwind into Palestine with thousands of loot-hungry malcontents.

From my personal standpoint I wouldnt have worried much if the Avenger should accomplish all those things, for sooner or later he would be brought to bay and smashed by the British Army. It didnt seem to me that the price of U.S. Government securities would be affected. But I was set like any decent member of a team on seeing Grim win out. You cant like a man and not do your darnedest to help him win the game, even if it isnt your game exactly. And my game it was, to the extent that Narayan Singhs life and mine were teetering in the balance.

You cant explain thought processes, or at any rate I cant. Something takes place inside your tympanum, and you act or speak. If the grey stuff functions neatly, you say or do the right thing; then youre a wise one. If it doesnt, the temporary lessees of other sorts of cerebellums describe you afterwards as a fool or a poor fish, while someone cashes in on the insurance and the undertaker makes another entry in his ledger. So dont put me down as a psychologist, for Im only guessing when I say that keenness on the job has a lot to do with inspiration. To state a case with proper caution, Ive observed that when youre really keen to help another man youre more likely to do the right thing than the wrong one, even in the dark.

Have you heard about Jimgrim? I asked him, and the question went straight as a bullet into the very centre of his perplexity. So Im a wise one, even though I did shoot at a venture.

Heard of him? May Allah change his face! he snarled. Aye, I have heard of him. What do you know of him? What is he doing, prowling the desert with twenty men, and sending me messages? They say he resembles Ali Higg, even to the wrappings on his neck. What is his purpose?

Tell me what message he sent you, and perhaps I can answer, said I.

He sent word to me at dawn today to run no risks, but to wait in this place until he shall speak with the Avenger. What does that mean?

It obviously meant that the Lion of Petra pretending to be Grim (even as Grim was pretending to be the Lion of Petra) was venturing on the risky course of trading on Grims reputation. How he could hope to escape being recognized by the Avenger, whose face he boasted of having spoiled, was past imagining; but it was easy to understand why he should want to keep Ibrahim ben Ah inactive until he should have a chance to try the trick.

What does his impudence mean? Ibrahim repeated. But I am too old a bird to be caught airing my knowledge at the first request. Information, like hard cash, is for use, not squandering.

Why didnt you catch him and find out? I asked.

Wallahi! If I could have caught him I would have flayed the fool alive! I sent two-score men after him, but he was gone. Does the Lion know about him? he asked with sudden suspicion. Is Ali Higg employing him to make terms with the Avenger?

But I hedged again. If I could keep Ibrahim ben Ah from deserting to the other side by stimulating doubt, that looked like good business.

I am in the Lions confidence, said I. Tell me what you know of Jimgrim; then  dates in exchange for rice, camels for horses, sheep for wheat  if the trade looks good I will tell what I know in return.

Jimgrim, he said slowly, speaking through his teeth, as a man does when he mentions sacrilege, or anything else that he detests, is an Amiricani; an infidel, who has been to Mecca, to my knowledge, in disguise. He was useful to Feisul and Lawrence in the Great War, when we Arabs defeated the Turks, and the Allies took the credit and the plunder. He is a bold man, with the cunning of a hundred. And he once saved a day for Saoud the Avenger by getting camels for him when the Turks had captured most of the Avengers beasts.

So, if Jimgrim should get to the Avengers ear, he might listen on the score of friendship? I suggested.

Wallahi! That might be. The point is, what will Jimgrim say to the Avenger?

I nodded; but I knew that wasnt the point. If there was one dead certainty on earth, it was that the Lion of Petra, whether or not disguised as Grim, would never dare trespass into the Avengers camp, for fear of recognition and the inevitably gruesome death that would certainly follow. An Arab doesnt dub himself Avenger and then forgive the mortal enemy detected in the act of tricking him. However, my job seemed to be to keep Ibrahim on tenterhooks.

Jimgrim is in league with the Lion, I said, quite truthfully. Following that, I drew hard on imagination. Jimgrims plan is to take camels away from the Avenger for a change. There are men in the Avengers camp who will desert at Jimgrims bidding, driving off the camels with them. And having known a little frankness on occasion to leaven a prodigious lot of lies, I added: The Lion suspects you of intending treachery.

Allah! he exclaimed, trying to cover up alarm with a display of indignation.

By Allah, yes! said I. And if Jimgrim should return from Abu Lissan with a couple of hundred of the Avengers best men, it would fare badly with any traitor in this camp.

At the word traitor the irascible old bandit made a motion as if to draw one of his weapons. But he thought better of it. Narayan Singhs revolver was too obviously pointed straight, and my own pistol was equally in evidence.

The deuce of it was that, though we held him helpless for the moment, the situation was going to be reversed the moment we should try to escape. We could prevent his men from coming to his assistance easily enough, by threatening to shoot him unless he ordered them away again; but either we had got to sit there watching him until we all starved, or until the god of all improbabilities should produce Grim on the scene, or else I had got to take a one-in-a-hundred-thousand chance.

I took a silver five-piastre piece from the purse in the fold of my waist- cloth, and spun it in the air. It fell on the mat tails uppermost. The long chance had it.

Will you sit here, I said to Narayan Singh, and keep the old bird company, while I take a turn outside.

Ibrahim ben Ah did not understand a word of that, but he dropped his jaw at hearing me speak English. But surprise gave place to baffled anger as the Sikh answered me in Arabic.

Surely. I will keep his honor company. Moreover, I speak for his honor Ibrahim, who will sit quietly, as becomes a courteous host, to wait for your return  seeing he is averse to having three holes shot through him with this revolver! he added meaningly.

Ibrahim ben Ah said never a word. I dont see what there was he could have said. Barring unforeseen contingencies, we had him corralled for the moment. I got up and left the tent with the notion first of all of finding out just how far Ibrahims intention of betraying Ali Higg had taken root among the men.

Seeing one come out leisurely where two had entered the men who happened to be watching drew no conclusions that troubled them. They lay under their improvised shelters, eyeing me with lazy interest, more curious than suspicious. There wasnt any of that sullen look about them that most Easterns, and all African peoples, wear when they think of betraying their salt. It was a long shot  the longest I ever risked  but I made up my mind to behave as if I knew they were loyal to the last man to the Lion their master.

Dont forget: I was dressed and shaven for the part of a darwaish  the politico-religious fanatic, who is privileged more or less to air his opinions on any subject, and whose person is theoretically sacred from assault. No theories are fool-proof, and no darwaish should strain his immunity too far, but he had privileges that are more likely to be respected by the ignorant than by their leaders. There was nothing outrageous, or even surprising, in my assumption of an air of superior wisdom and arrogance. Besides, coming straight out of Ibrahims tent, it was presumable that I had his authority for whatever I might say or do. They would reason that he would have ordered me to be beaten or murdered otherwise.

There was a big pile of flour-bags in the middle of the bivouac that made a first-class pulpit. I mounted it, with as much of an air of frenzy as a man of my temperament can assume without looking foolish, and stood glaring about me until curiosity brought most of them to their feet.

Allaho Akbar! I roared then at the top of my lungs; and that being a subject on which all Moslems are unanimous, they shouted back at me that God was very great indeed. The phrase being their favorite war-cry as well as a statement of doctrine, they began to gather around me. I had my rifle in my right hand, and shook it violently by way of further stimulating curiosity, and in less than two minutes pretty nearly every member of the force was elbowing for standing room. You couldnt have gathered a crowd more easily in New York City.

When youre broke its no use figuring on the pile you should have; thens the time to use nickels for all theyre worth. And in a desperate situation it isnt any good worrying about what you dont know; the thing is to act on what you do know. Then, if circumstances get the upper hand in spite of energy and courage, nobody can blame you. At least, theyll blame you, but they havent any right to, which is different.

I knew one or two things for a fact. One was that Grim has genius, that he stands by his friends, and that he was keener than anybody on finding a solution of the general mess. Another certainty was that Ali Baba had gone to tell him the facts of the situation. It wasnt going to help me or anybody else to take into the reckoning just then the possibility of Ali Baba failing to find Grim. That was up to providence and Ali Baba.

A third indisputable fact was that Grim had stated his intention of putting Ayisha in command of these hundred and forty men. That made three things that I knew, which the men in front of me did not. It didnt look easy to build a compelling argument out of them, but I could try. And a fourth fact  that they imagined Grim was Ali Higg, and Ali Higg was Grim, but that I knew the truth of the matter  provided an element of confusion, which any professional spell-binder could easily turn to advantage. Not being a trained orator gave me no right to lie down on the job, and I waded in.

Allaho Akbar! I roared again. (I can bellow like a mad bull on suitable occasion.)

Allaho Akbar! they answered. We were getting on finely. A common platform was established. It was as if a soap-box orator in Union Square had started his speech by asserting that the Stars and Stripes is a first-class flag; whoever didnt think so in the audience would have to pretend to agree for his hats sake. There was no fear of opposition now for a minute or two.

Ye followers of the Lion of Petra, I thundered out, Heroes of the desert  faithful followers of the true Prophet, on whom be peace  I bring word to you from Ali Higg, your leader.

Akbar! they began to shout. So I had guessed right. It was only their commander who was disaffected.

I held up the rifle again for silence, and kept them waiting, having often noticed that the pauses are the best part of a speech.

Ali Higg the terrible, the Lord of the limits of the Desert and the Waters, had declared against Saoud in the name of Allah. Saoud, who dares to call himself Avenger, shall lie low!

Akbar! Akbar Ali Higg! they shouted; for shouting cost nothing in any language, and commits nobody as long as reporters are not present.

This fellow who calls himself Avenger has eight hundred men, I went on. But what are numbers? Had the Prophet numbers when he marched against his enemies? Allah makes all things easy!

Allaho Akbar! they agreed.

This Avenger fellow is a jackal, but he of Petra is a Lion. And like a lion he has taken to the desert, where cunning and craft win the day against numbers, even as the wind can blow the sand.

I was far from being certain of that simile; but my audience were not pedagogues. They were men who wanted to listen to optimism, and didnt care whether sand or wind resembled a lions cunning, or otherwise.

And does a lion hunt in company? I demanded, glaring about me as if I had propounded a problem such as only a sage could answer. Nay! He hunts alone! He stalks. He lies in wait. He strikes at the unexpected moment. And who can stand against him? He is terrible in his wrath, and his enemies are confused, not knowing the path he took nor the direction of his coming. Woe, then, to the lions enemies!

That part of the speech had such a good effect on them that I paused again to let the emotion work; and glaring this and that way with a rolling eye, as I have seen the professionals behave, I got a chance to observe Ibrahim ben Ahs tent. The old man was still sitting in there, cursing steadily, I should say, by the way his beard moved; and Narayan Sing was so well placed that you couldnt possibly tell from outside the tent that he held a cocked revolver in his hand. The two seemed to be deep in conversation.

But how about the Lions friends? I roared, as soon as there was perfect silence. Does he desert them? Never! Does he leave them to their own resources? No! Does he leave them at the mercy of an old man, whose days all numbered, whose marrowless bones might quake at the thought of facing the Avenger? Do ye think that the Lion would do such a thing?

I paused once more, and as they did not know what was coming they held their breath.

What think ye of the Lions wife?

Jael! Jael! they began to shout, and I didnt contradict them. I didnt dare mention Ayisha yet, because the news of her divorce might possibly have reached them. The main point was to establish the thought in their minds that Ali Higg was going to send a woman deputy to override, and perhaps replace altogether, old Ibrahim ben Ah.

The Lions wife knows all his plans, I went on. She keeps his secrets. She understands the craft with which he hunts. She had courage, and guile, and ability. Are ye afraid to follow a woman? Has a woman never led you to victory?

They made no secret of the fact that they preferred a woman. Possibly even Jaels discipline was less fierce than Ibrahim ben Ahs or Ali Higgs.

Good! We will follow his wife! they shouted.

He had more than one wife, I countered then. What does it matter to you which wife he sends?

They said it made no difference. I think they rather hoped a junior wife would come, whose hand would fall less heavily than Jaels on offenders. They were just as feckless in the hour of uncertainty as any other crowd of men  the usual human mixture of emotions, fierce and sheeplike alternately  accustomed to be led, and consequently afraid of nothing so much as to be left to their own resources.

Can you think of one crowd of rebels since history was written that in a climax wasnt eager for a change of captains? They were still full of confidence in Ali Higg, because he had always held himself as much as possible aloof from them. He was a sort of mystery, who led them once in a while in person on some whirlwind foray, and who imposed his drastic punishments more often than not by deputy. So Ibrahim ben Ah, the deputy, was a weariness to the flesh, while Ali Higg remained a hero in their imaginations.

I dare say that in that minute I could have led a mutiny against Ibrahim ben Ah. It would only have called for a little mouthing of religious platitudes  quotations from the Koran  any of the pabulum with which all agitators fool the crowd into believing it has justice on its side (for you cant do much, even with a crowd of pirates, unless you make them think the issue is a moral one.)

But, setting aside the fact that mutinous troops are useless to anybody, and Grim, as far as I understood the situation, wanted a force in being to maneuver against the Avenger, there is something in my make-up that rebels against that sort of thing. It strikes me as playing off-side, and I dont enjoy to win my point, earn money, or resolve a difficulty that way.

To trick an opponent is one thing. To take him by surprise, catch him napping, cause him to deceive himself, and, if he is a man of violence, feed him his own medicine, is all in the game, as I see it. But to defeat even a bandit by deliberately stirring mutiny among his men seems to me to put you in the class with Trotzky and Lenin; its no white mans business.

So I didnt say one word further about Ibrahim ben Ah. For all I cared, and if they chose to submit to it, he might lead them to the devil once that hand was played; that was their affair, and his. Old Ibrahim got much the worst of the transaction; but Id enjoy to meet him tomorrow and talk the matter over. Thats one of the reasons why Grim and I got on so well together in spite of his uncommunicativeness; I have never known him play cards under the table. He plays good poker. He can bluff like a Down-East Yankee, drawing nothing to a pair of Jacks and winning by the glitter in his eye. But he plays a white mans game; and Ive never known him spiteful.

However, there I was on a pile of flour-bags in the baking sun, wondering what to say next. As I have explained, the bivouac rested in the curve near one end of a boulder-strewn hill. You couldnt see around the corner, but in front and to the left was empty desert, smirched here and there with sand-clouds driven by the scorching wind. The only men on watch that I could see were half a dozen posted on the lower end of the spur that cut off the right-hand view, although there may have been one or two others hidden among the boulders on the top of the hill behind me.

For lack of any better entertainment I was about to tell them of the plunder there might be in Abu Lissan, that being a subject that would have amused them without committing me in any way, when I detected symptoms of excitement among the watchers on the spur of the hill to my right. That could only possibly mean that somebody was coming. The crowd was facing me. I waved my rifle in the direction of the lookout, and they all faced about to see. That gave me time to think, and I thought first of Narayan Singh.

If anyone except Grim were coming, the Sikh and I were as good as dead men; for visitors would certainly be taken straight to Ibrahim ben Ahs tent, and you could trust that old opportunist to turn the tables on us promptly at the first chance. We would have to shoot in self-defence, and it would be all over in a minute.

So it wasnt the least use speculating on that contingency. The only possible chance of safety lay in the arrival of Grim, and in his being mistaken for Ali Higg. I must bet on that; and being so constituted that I habitually use the last shot as determinedly as the first one, I went the limit.

Aho! I roared. The Lion of Petra comes! To your camels! I go to tell Ibrahim ben Ah!

At the first suggestion of anything doing the Bedouin thinks of his camel in any case. Each man rushed away to where his beast lay hobbled. (They tie a rope around his folded fore-leg after the camel has been made to kneel, and that prevents his getting up until the rope is loosed again.) I jumped off the pile of bags and strode, as slowly as I could contrive in the state of excitement I was in, toward Ibrahim ben Ahs tent, where Narayan Singh still sat motionless with his back toward me.

The lookout on the spur began shouting before I was half-way to the tent. I couldnt hear the words, but the men nearest to them did, and passed the news along. Instantly the bivouac was in an uproar, and camels began rising to their feet in twos and threes and dozens as the hobbles were untied.

Akbar Ali Higg! they roared in greeting. So Grim was coming!

But as I reached the tent old Ibrahim ben Ah seemed to me to be wearing a rather too confident smile for a man in his predicament. I think he counted on a dozen or more men running to the tent with news, in which case we should be overwhelmed. He probably argued that, in view of Ali Higgs arrival, we would hesitate to shoot first. Between promise and fulfilment a man may marry off his ugly daughter is a proverb with which every Arab in extremity consoles himself; and I knew as well as he did that between the moment of Grims turning the corner of the hill and his reaching the tent a hundred things might happen. If we should be killed in the interval, whether we were the Lions friends or not, and whether or not he set high value on us, as dead men we should never be able to explain the incident or deny any made-up yarn of Ibrahims.

So I enlightened him on one point, to begin with. I stood in the tent opening, with my pistol leveled straight at him.

What is written is written, I said, and none knoweth any outcome before it cometh to pass. But I know this pistol is a good one, and is loaded. If it is written that blood shall flow now, of us three you die first, friend Ibrahim ben Ah!

He decided to sit still, luckily for him. But it was an uncomfortable minute. There is nothing pleasant about holding a pistol at an old mans head, or in the possible necessity to shoot him, for that matter.

But luckily for us Grim was at the top of his form that morning. He had taken his time about following us across the desert, reserving all his speed for the last lap, when speed and nothing else could count. There wasnt a chance in a million of his being able to keep up the pretense of being Ali Higg if he lingered among the men, or once came within eye-shot of Ibrahim. He had to pull off one swift, convincing bluff, or else we were all in the discard together.

I got behind Ibrahim ben Ah, so as to see what was going on without losing the upper hand of him. I touched the back of his head with the muzzle of my pistol, and watched as if Babe Ruth were making a home run.

Suddenly Grim swooped around the corner at full gallop, followed by Ali Baba and his sixteen rascals with Ayisha in their midst, and I nodded to Narayan Singh to get to his feet, as the bandits shook their rifles in the air and thundered out their greeting:

Akbar Ali Higg!


CHAPTER VIII. Have you heard of Jimgrim?

Grim had left no more to chance than was necessary. He had even wrapped his neck with bandages to heighten his resemblance to the Lion; and the lower half of his face being covered for protection against the wind, it was easy enough to mistake his identity.

Another point in his favour was the real Ali Higgs notorious aloofness. It was in keeping with the part that he should halt a hundred yards beyond the limit of the bivouac and wait in solitary grandeur while his men came on to do his bidding.

Nor was it anything remarkable that those accompanying him should be strangers to Ibrahims command, for unless such a robber chief as Ali Higg can keep on adding fresh parties of marauders to his string he is pretty surely doomed to collapse.

Evidently Grim had left no detail of his plan unexplained this time, and he had the advantage of Ali Babas familiarity with the lay of things. Our seventeen rascals with Ayisha in their midst came on at top speed, straight for the tent, where it might be expected that Narayan Singh and I would be, since we were nowhere else in evidence.

Midway, Ayisha whirled aside to confront and harangue the lined up camel- men; and she showed the same sort of form that she did at El-Maan railway station when we first saw her in action. Under the very eyes of Ali Higg himself they could hardly do other than hear her respectfully; but you dont have to be savage to get all worked up when a pretty young woman with a rifle in her hand screams warlike exhortations at you from a blooded camel. She thrilled me; and I had something else to think about. [ See The Lion of Petra]

It didnt look good to me to leave old Ibrahim ben Ah to stew in his resentment, and perhaps to spoil Ayishas game at a critical moment. Having no notion what the game might be, still it was hardly a stroke of genius to suppose that she would play it easier without that handicap.

On the other hand, it looked no better to submit him to indignity before his men. If they once got the notion in their heads that Ibrahim ben Ah was in disgrace, they would be all the more likely to try to take advantage of Ayisha, because, as the Turks are so fond of saying, a fish begins stinking from the head. The suggestion that a commander can be deposed in the field spreads insubordination in the rank and file.

I had made up my mind what to do, whether Grim should approve, or not, before Ali Baba and his sixteen reached the tent and halted in a cloud of dust. Our two camels were kneeling twenty feet away; and Ibrahim ben Ahs magnificent beast, all hung with worsted ornaments and blue beads, was standing at a picket close by.

It is time for you two to come! called Ali Baba with a note of almost desperate excitement in his raven voice.

Nay, three of us! I shouted back. Send two men in here swiftly. Let a third bring the commanders camel. There was one thing about those thieves of ours; they were used to team work, and in any kind of crisis they were as swift as lightning. Nobody stopped to argue. I tapped the muzzle of my pistol on Ibrahims shoulder.

Now, said I, alive or dead, youre coming with us to Ali Higg yonder! If you want to save your face before your men, act dignified! Were either a guard of honors or a prisoners escort, whichever you prefer. You may keep your weapons for the present, but Ill take them all away from you in front of your men and make you walk to Ali Higg if you try to start any kind of trouble! Get up!

He didnt try anything. The old man liked his dignity too well. He rose to his feet without a word. Mujrim and Mahommed closed in on either side of him, and led him to his camel. The gang reformed platoon. Our old fox Ali Baba brought his camel alongside Ibrahims, and led off, followed by Narayan Singh and me with our pistols ready but not too openly displayed. Behind us rode the sixteen, eight abreast. Not even Xerxes, King of Persia, ever rode from his tent with greater apparent honors, and I gravely doubt whether even Ayisha, all eyes though she was for everything and all alert for information, suspected until we were gone that Ibrahim ben Ah had been made prisoner.

We rode out of the bivouac at a walk, as any general with his staff might go to attend a conference. And when we came within a hundred yards of Grim he wheeled and rode away ahead of us, answering the roars of the Bedouins with a curt wave of the hand. A minute later he swung at a gallop around the corner of the hill, and we were hard put to it to overtake him.

But he wouldnt let me draw abreast to compare notes yet. Grim is one of those fellows who, if he had the part of Othello to act, would blacken his skin all over. We were still visible to the lookout on the spur, and perhaps to others on the hilltop. He signed to me to keep my distance, for it seemed that Ali Higg had a reputation for preferring to ride all by himself in advance of his men.

So I had to bide my time until we reached that same deep wady in which Narayan Singh and I had talked with Ali Baba, and I didnt spend it envying Ayisha, with the job on her hands of maneuvering a hundred and forty cutthroats in accordance with some secret plan; though I dare say she asked nothing better, if only because she was usurping Jaels prerogative.

Our baggage beasts were kneeling in a fine hiding-place between boulders, not far from where we had come on Ali Baba, and there Grim halted at last for a talk, and we all gathered around him in the shadow of an overhanging rock. Ibrahim ben Ah opened on him without preliminary, and with no more courtesy than the Prophet Elijah, for instance, used to show toward sinful Israelitish kings.

Who are you, who pose as the Lion of Petra? he demanded angrily.

Does it matter? Grim answered smiling.

Malaish! he retorted. No, no matter. A dog comes to a dogs end! Death and a dung-hill  khallas! [ Finish]

Isnt it a little soon to talk of dogs and dung-hills? Grim answered pleasantly. One friend is better than a hundred enemies.

At that there came into Ibrahim ben Ahs eyes a look of calculating, cold cupidity. When men of the desert kidnap important people, they kill them or hold them to ransom; that is the accepted procedure. They certainly dont offer to make friends with them unless their own position is too desperate for ordinary measures. And desperate folk must accept exacting terms. The very bristles of the old mans beard seemed to move as his temper changed, and he eyed Grim with a rising insolence.

What does such a man as you imagine he can offer me? he demanded.

Grim laughed good-temperedly.

Perhaps only a choice of evils. But a choice is something. I might send you back to Petra for Jael to laugh at.

The savage old commanders mood changed rapidly once more.

By Allah, he snarled, I will make no bargains with a tent-sneak-thief! Do your worst, son of a dog!

Youre going to have no chance to make a bargain, Grim answered. Theres an offer going to be made to you. You may accept it and smile, or reject it and take the consequences. None of us is going to be inconvenienced in either case.

Ibrahim ben Ah became bewildered. He sat down cross-legged on the sand, with a gesture implying that the future lay in Allahs lap. If he had been deprived of his weapons and jewels, perhaps he might have thought he understood; but there gleamed the diamonds on his fingers; there were his rifles-pistols-knives; and instead of scowling, talking about ransom, or threatening torture his captor smiled at him good-humoredly and talked conundrums.

Inshallah, we shall see, he said simply.

So Grim sat down, too, and folded his arms, with his back to the sunlight, in position to read the old mans face. You can glean more information from a mans passing expressions than from anything he says, in most instances, provided you own the proper eyes for the business.

Have you heard of Jimgrim? Grim asked him; and Ibrahims eyes opened wider by a fraction of an inch.

I have ears. Surely I have heard of him. An infidel, who went to Mecca in defiance of the Moslem law. An unbelieving dog, who should be shown no quarter.

I am Jimgrim, Grim assured him pleasantly.

I knew it! answered our venerable captive; and his eyes closed again, ever so slightly, so that I dont think he had even guessed the fact until that minute.

I dare say you know all about me?

Ibrahim screwed up his face, something after the fashion of a Christian missionary who is asked to give his opinion of the active agent of a rival denomination.

Most men in this land have heard of you. You have a name for being clever.

And a liar?

No, I have not heard that said of you.

Do you remember what I was doing in the Great War?

Surely. I heard of you. You worked for Feisul.

Didnt you work for him, too? demanded Grim.

By Allah, that I did! So did we all. Feisul is the rightful king of all this land. A true descendant of the Prophet. A son of the King of Mecca. A God-fearing man, on whom be peace! Would I might lead a squadron behind Feisul again!

Then in that we are agreed, said Grim. Feisul is the rightful king of all this land.

Yes  if it is my last word on earth!

I worked for Feisul in the War. Im working for him now, said Grim.

Then why do you make a prisoner of me, a friend of his?

My old friend Ali Baba told me that you contemplated going over to Saoud the Avenger with most of Ali Higgs men, Grim replied evasively.

I never told him that!

Possibly. But a fox can guess which way a rooster means to run.

Well, he guessed shrewdly, Ibrahim answered after a moments pause. He seemed to be making up his mind that nothing could be gained by not humoring his interrogator. I am sick of Ali Higg, the Lion of Petra. The Avenger has eight hundred men already; a hundred and forty more would make him a power in the land.

And a general of you, eh? But Saoud the Avenger is out for himself, not for Feisul.

So is Ali Higg out for himself and not for Feisul. And Feisul is a puppet ruler in Damascus, waiting to be turned out by the French and sent begging.

But you are for Feisul, said Grim.

Surely. But what can I do?

You could have done a lot of harm to Feisuls cause by strengthening Saoud the Avenger, Grim answered. It is true that the French will turn Feisul out of Damascus; they are determined, he already suspects it, and I know it.

Mashallah! What a wise one! How do you know it?

It is my business to know things, Grim answered. Some men know about religion, others about the sea and tides; some study machinery; others know when camels will have young, and whether the price of wheat will rise or fall. I know about the intrigues of certain Governments. And as a trader looks for safety in a falling market, anticipating the day when it will rise again, so I foresee the outcome of intrigue and look beyond it and make ready. It is true that Feisul will be turned out of Damascus.

Then why work any more for him? The hide of a dying camel isnt worth much. Why not look elsewhere  for instance, toward Saoud the Avenger?

Because Feisul has a host of friends, of whom I am one, and a loyal one, Grim answered. Feisul will return, and the wise ones will make ready for him. There is all Mesopotamia and most of Arabia waiting to be welded into one. Who can do that except Feisul?

But the Avenger  

If he were strong enough, would set himself up against Feisul when the time comes. And of the two, which is the better man?

Wallahi, Feisul!

Then why strengthen the Avenger? If, when Feisul comes, there should be two chiefs in these parts, neither of them strong enough to defeat the other, Feisul may make peace between them and secure the loyalty of both.

Ibrahim ben Ahs glittering, calculating eyes opened wider again, and his lips showed traces of a smile.

And those, Grim went on slowly, who have worked for Feisul will be reckoned Feisuls friends when his star rises. Which would you rather be reckoned  a friend of the Avenger, or of Feisul?

Wallahi, of Feisul!

I also. So we are agreed again. Now which is a mans friend: he who forgets and deserts him for the stronger side when foreign Governments break promises and betray him; or he who remembers, and watches, biding the time when the star that sets in the West shall rise in the East again?

But you have separated me from my men? Mashallah! What use am I now to Feisul or anyone?

Well, Grim answered, Ill be frank with you. I didnt separate you from your men. My intention was to let Ayisha make good her boast that she can lead you by the nose.

Ibrahim ben Ah laughed scornfully at that.

The woman Ayisha lied! he retorted. Now and then she has brought me messages from Ali Higg, and I have obeyed the messages, but not the woman. If she were Jael, that might be different. But Jael sent me word saying that the Lion had divorced Ayisha. If she had tried to lead me by the nose, I would have made a present of her to the first man who cared to feed the bint! [ Girl; a rather disrespectful term]

Yet, you see, said Grim, smiling pleasantly, how Allah makes all things easy! I had in mind, as well, to rescue my two friends from your possibly dangerous society. They had no instructions from me to bring you away with them; yet Allah is all-knowing, and it seems it was not written that you should tell your men about the woman Ayishas divorce. But it was written that my friends should so admire you as to crave your further company and cause you to be my guest for a while. I didnt expect it, but who am I that I should refuse hospitality to a friend of Feisuls?

Shu hashsharaf! Ibrahim ben Ah exclaimed sarcastically. You are possibly a worthy host, but I have called you hard names. Do you mean to swallow them? [ What an honors!]

I shall give you a chance to withdraw them before I speak of swallowing. What a man says in anger, being ignorant of all the facts, should form no part of the reckoning between host and guest, or between two friends of Feisul.

And if I will not withdraw them?

We shall see.

Ibrahim ben Ah looked slowly around at the faces of our Arabs, who were listening as breathlessly as children at a play. Unseen by Grim, old Ali Baba tapped the bolt of his rifle with a threatening forefinger. Ibrahim ben Ah decided to consider matters further before definitely turning down Grims offer of friendship; he judged the alternative might be swift, and far from sweet.

But if you are Jimgrim, he said, where is Ali Higg? And who can the Jimgrim be who sent me a warning at dawn? There must be two of you, for you came from the north, whereas the other disappeared toward the south.

That other, Grim answered, is Ali Higg himself pretending to be me.

Mashallah! Why?

Presumably to draw off some of the Avengers men.

Ibrahim ben Ah nodded. The virtue of that piece of intrigue appealed to him at once.

A shrewd plan! he commented. I see how that could be done. There was a day when Jimgrim, having government remounts in charge, disobeyed an order and sent five hundred camels to Saoud the Avenger. So if Jimgrim, pretending to be in distress, sends to the Avenger now for a loan of five hundred men for a few days  yes  I see the merit of that plan. With only three or four hundred left to him, the Avenger might be taken unaware and defeated easily. I see.

Grim smiled broadly.

Let us hope he does succeed in decoying five hundred men, he answered. I hardly think the Avenger will prove quite so generous as that. But even so, do you think one hundred and forty or so could defeat the number the Avenger would still have?

Inshallah, if Jimgrim had a hand in it.

Im afraid youre a flatterer, said Grim, or else you think better of Ali Higgs ruffians than I do. No, theres going to be no battle with the Avenger.

You will be a clever one if you can prevent it, Ibrahim ben Ah retorted. The Avenger is already on the move.

So is Ayisha! answered Grim. And so shall we be in twenty minutes.

Once more Ibrahim ben Ahs gesture and attitude betokened resignation to inevitable fate.

Who am I that I should understand such craziness! he exclaimed. Let the Avenger come then, and eat up the land like the locust. It is Allahs will.

I know the heart of Feisul, and I understand a little of the heart of Ali Higg, Grim answered. I can guess the course of Saoud the Avenger. But the will of Allah is something I cannot divine. I am no prophet. Perhaps you are?

Nay, nay! I never said it.

Then we neither of us know the will of Allah, and we are agreed again. That makes three points of agreement. Let us see if we can find a fourth.

Taib. Let us see.

Feisul will be turned out of Damascus by the French, and will go to Europe. Later, he will return and be made ruler of all this country, or at least of the greater part of it. When that day comes, would you like to be on the side of the Avenger, and so obliged to oppose Feisul?

No.

Would you eat the Avengers salt now, and betray him afterwards when Feisul comes?

Nay, why should I! But will Feisul come? I hear you say he will, but is that proof of it? Wallahi! A man might say with equal ease that the sky will fall on us.

Nevertheless, you are a man of judgement, used to weighing words. Wild sayings in the mouth of one man are stark truth on the lips of another. Do I look like a fool to you? Look at these friends of mine. Do they look like fools? Would such men follow a mere babbler of vanities? And would I, think you, risk my life and the lives of my friends in this desert, paving the way for a man who is not positively sure to come?

Well, what is your bargain? Ibrahim ben Ah asked dryly after a moments pause, during which he examined Grims face like a jeweler studying the works of a watch.

I make no bargain, Grim answered. I told you that. If you are a knave and a liar  a man untrue to his salt  forgetful of his friends  a mere desert jackal, changing sides at every opportunity, I will have nothing to do with you. If that is what you are, I will give you your camel and turn you loose, to die with the other jackals when your time comes.

That is a hard saying, said Ibrahim ben Ah.

Nevertheless, a true one! answered Grim. But if you are a man true to his salt  a friend of Feisul  unwilling to betray the Lion of Petra without first giving him fair warning face to face, then I will make you an offer.

Wallahi! You look like the Lion in countenance, but you talk like an honest fellow, Jimgrim! If the Lion had thy spirit, as he has thy face, I would never have considered leaving him.

You can leave him now, if you wish, Grim answered. None will prevent you. There kneels your camel. Take it, if you will.

But Ali Higg is not for Feisul, Ibrahim ben Ah objected.

Any man is for Feisul who prevents the Avenger from growing too great and fouling Feisuls rightful nest, Grim answered. So if you continue to serve Ali Higg, you will be working in behalf of Feisul until Feisul comes.

But how can I serve Ali Higg without the army you have taken from me by a trick?

Just at present much better than with it.

How?

Grim turned toward Ali Baba, with one of those business smiles of his that make you wonder why he isnt a millionaire, or at least the representative of one.

Bring bread and salt, he ordered.

That took a minute or two, for one of Ali Babas sons had to go and unfasten a camel-load and take the remains of breakfast from the top. Ibrahim ben Ah had plenty of time to weigh in his mind what was going to happen next.

Your camel waits, said Grim. You may go free. None will fire at you. There is no dishonor in refusing to eat salt.

But Ibrahim ben Ah made no move until Mahommed gave bread and salt to Ali Baba, who handed it in turn to Grim. Thus it had full significance  sons hand into fathers; captain of the gangs hand into Grims. It was official salt, produced under the eyes of witnesses. Grim broke a piece of bread and dipped it in the salt in front of Ibrahim ben Ah, who followed suit. Each man ate his morsel in silence. Then:

I have eaten thy salt, O Jimgrim, said Ibrahim ben Ah. I bear witness! announced Ali Baba. I, with sixteen sons and grandsons, bear witness that Ibrahim ben Ah, commander of the host of Ali Higg, the Lion of Petra, has eaten the salt of Jimgrim!

We bear witness! they chorused after him.

And now? asked Ibrahim ben Ah, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand.

I will show you how to turn a trick for Feisul, answered Grim. You are a man, I take it, who loves truth?

None better! But the stuff is rare!

And I dare say it amuses you to tell the truth and see the fool who listens twist it to his own undoing?

That is the essence of all humor, Jimgrim! Aye, Wallahi! I am good at that!

And are you afraid to go to the Avenger?

Tfu! Why should I be? Has not the Avenger sent me messages to win me over to his side?

Then, if it can be shown afterwards that you served Ali Higgs cause well by doing so; so that after the event Ali Higg must needs trust you more than ever, as a man of exceeding courage and wisdom in extremity, will you go to the Avenger and tell him truth with which he may confound himself?

By God, Jimgrim, you ask a lot, dont you?

Not a bit of it! I ask nothing. I offer you an opportunity. But if you are afraid  

In the name of the Prophet, on whom be peace, dont talk to me of fear, thou foreigner! If you, who are a stranger from a land of cursed infidels, can risk your bold neck for Feisul, am I less than you?

Let us admit you are the greater, answered Grim.

Taib. It is nothing but the truth; for my men are a hundred and forty  yours but a score.

That was too much for Narayan Singhs self-control; he broke out into a smile such as you can see on the faces of the gargoyles of Notre Dame, or some of the temple images of India. And as for Ali Baba, there was no containing his disgust.

Jimgrim may admit what he pleases, he declared scornfully. As for me, I am an insect under Allahs heel. But behold my sons and grandsons! There are not their like in all the continents! Are we only a score all told? Then we are better than a hundred score of dogs like thine!

Prodigies, no doubt! said Ibrahim ben Ah.

Aye, by Allahs favour prodigies! Look at this one  my eldest born. He took Mujrim by the arm and pulled him forward. Have you such a giant in all your army of cattle-lifters? Look at him! Judge of his strength! And here, he said, grabbing hold of me, is one who had the better of him in a bout! These two alone could beat thy army of camp-scavengers!

It was a relief to me to know that the old man had taken the defeat of Mujrim in that spirit; I had rather dreaded the outcome. But it isnt exactly comfortable to be led forth by the arm like a professional pugilist and have your horn blown by someone who can boast as he pleases and then leave you to make good the vaunts. As Ive said, I enjoy a stand-up fight on equal terms, but there are limits.

However, Grim was fortunately in no mood for side-issues of that sort.

We must get the better of a bigger force than Ali Higgs, and boasting beforehand isnt going to help much. Let us start now, and sing songs about it afterwards.

He suited action to the word by walking to his camel; but he did not mount until Ibrahim ben Ah had mounted  an act of courtesy that, I think, went a long way to confirm the old pirates newly pledged friendship. What was more, he gave Ibrahim the place of honors by his side, and we had ridden up out of the ravine and traveled several miles in a more or less southerly direction before I had any chance to talk with him privately. At last, though, Ibrahim ben Ah fell back with the perfectly obvious intent of satisfying curiosity by drawing into conversation whoever might feel disposed that way; and I seized the opportunity to range alongside Grim.

Youre the devil, said I, and he laughed.

How so?

Ive had how many adventures with you? Quite a number. All the while Ive supposed you were a sort of volunteer policeman, satisfied to keep the peace and let history shape itself.

So I am.

Not you! Ive found you out. What beats me is why you never told me youre gunning for Feisul all this time. I know Feisul, I said, and I like him. He assays pounds to the ton of pure gold. Why in thunder couldnt you tell me that all this lonely, dangerous business is in Feisuls behalf? Id have been twice as keen.

The hot wind was excuse enough for not answering at once. There came a sudden blast of it that whirled the dust into our faces, obliging a man to tuck his chin down into the face-cloth and lean forward. But he was silent for several minutes after the squall had passed. For he is a strange fellow; I think it strains him somewhere inside to be obliged to make confession of his deepest thoughts.

He is the exact opposite, in fact, of a propagandist. I think he feels that the airing of desire and parading of convictions is indecent. He smiles at other mens and makes a secret of his own. To some extent, too, he treasures ultimate purpose as if its very secrecy were half its strength, permitting only momentary glimpses of it under the stress of circumstance.

You wouldnt have been half as keen, he said at last. Tell me why you have come as far as this with me.

I chewed the cud on that before I answered. Few men can explain their real motives at a moments notice.

Because I consider you a white man who can show me sport, I answered after a minute.

Have you changed your mind? he answered.

No.

But if I had told you in the first place that Im bent on putting Humpty- Dumpty back on a wall that he hasnt been knocked from yet, youd have put me down as a visionary and, even supposing youd still come for the sport of the thing, youd have hung back all the time, and argued; and sooner or later youd have discovered that your own affairs are more important to you than my dreams.

But Ive told you I like Feisul, I said.

All right. Has your discovery that Im working for him changed your judgement in any way?

Of course not. Im glad to know that you think as highly of him as I do.

Well then, whats the trouble?

Im not troubled. Im interested. Youre the first man I ever met who had a cause and wouldnt talk about it. Most men get on soap-boxes, or into pulpits, or sit at a desk, and yell.

Let em! he answered. Any man may waste his time who feels like it. I dont like noise, and dont believe it gets you anywhere. Each mans opinions are his own affair; goats, sheep, rats, camels, fish have opinions, too, I dare say. I have mine, but I dont inflict em on other folk. Who was it said were faced by circumstances, not by theories?

Very well, I answered, heres a circumstance. If you had told me to begin with that you are out for Feisul, I would have jumped at the opportunity to help.

Seems to me youve helped quite a bit as things are, he answered smiling. But anyhow, I hate that kind of thing  despise it! No man has any right to cajole me into risking my life, or risking anything else for that matter, in his cause. Ive no right to play such a dirty trick on you, or anyone. You wanted adventure. You asked for it. Have I proved a niggard host?

Ha-ha!

Besides, Im out for Feisul with reservations. Its not my job to foist him on to the Arabs. Thats up to them. I saw them root for him during the War, and after the Armistice. Ive watched every underhanded, dirty, lowdown trick in the process of getting rid of Feisul from outside; and if I loathe anything on Gods green earth its control of other people by so-called interests. Im more against the foreign politicians than for Feisul. If Feisul can come back, and the Arabs still want him, Ill do my bit to make things easy for him and them, thats all. I wont preach for him. I wont argue. I wont betray the uniform I sometimes wear, or the Administration that pays my salary. But when I come across people here and there, who happen to think the same way I do, and want to see Feisul back, Ill work with them like a beaver, and thats all.

It seemed about enough for me. I made up my mind there and then to let private affairs in America go hang, and to see Grim through on his rather original, perhaps Quixotic, quite unselfish, and possibly unprofitable quest.


CHAPTER IX. Should I stoop to a pig-Pathan, with a prince waiting for me?

There are two outstanding peculiarities of that ancient land of Edom, wherein we were adventuring; for that matter, they apply to all Arabia, most of Palestine and Syria, and to the desert places in between that are any mans land or nobodys according to the seasons, and disease, and the ebb or flow of politics.

One is that warfare is governed and restricted absolutely by the water- holes. An army can only move from one hole to another, as in a game of checkers. Consequently a man like Allenby, who was daring enough to import American iron pipe and pump his water-supply along behind the army, was able to upset all calculations. (The Turks swore first and last that it wasnt fair, and the German General Staff agreed with them.) Failing an efficient force of modern engineers, whoever makes war in the desert moves by water-holes.

The other outstanding feature is a mental peculiarity of the inhabitants. They are first-class fighting men in most ways, but utterly unreliable when reporting numbers. Not even the Bulgarian General Staff, when counting prisoners of war, was half as wild in its estimate as any Bedouin invariably is when speaking of his own force or the enemys.

Tribes that can put seventy rifles in the field boast glibly of seven hundred. Opposed to a hundred men, they will describe them as a thousand, and after a victory will sing about ten thousand (which perhaps accounts for some of the swollen returns in Old Testament history).

We knew the strength of Ali Higgs force, now led by Ayisha, pretty accurately. A hundred and forty was about the right figure. But Saoud the Avenger probably believed them to be seven or eight hundred at least; and he may have supposed them more numerous that that.

It followed that, although the Avengers force was reported to number eight hundred rifles and a thousand camels, that estimate might safely be cut in half by any conservative strategist. Probabilities are dangerous things to play with, but it was no worse than a fair guess that the Avenger had with him in the field twice or three times the number of men that we could dispose of, but no more.

A little army like that, however, can swell in numbers after a victory in much the same way that a mountain torrent overflows its banks. So, if the Avenger should by any stroke of fortune or flash of generalship out-maneuver Grim, hundreds more from scattered settlements were likely to flock to his standard within a day or two; and to feed them he would have to carry on, seeing there is no such food-consuming, unproductive Frankenstein Monster as a victorious army that sits still.

We soon were to have a chance to form our own estimate of the real strength of the rival forces. In front of us was a sugar-loaf hill, cut sheer on the northern side. Grim led straight towards it. In the distance on our right, cut off from us by two or three deep wadys and a waste of rock-strewn sand, was Ayishas column kicking up a cloud of dust like the smoke-trail of an ocean liner.

We left our camels at the foot of the sugar-loaf hill, where there wasnt a vestige of water, by the way, and Ibrahim ben Ah, Mujrim, Ali Baba, Narayan Singh, Grim and I struggled painfully to the top on foot. The rocks, and even the sand in places, were hot enough to burn you through the soles of thick shoes.

From the top we had a good view of Abu Lissan in the distance  apparently a cluster of mud and stone roofs, with a minaret or two and a good-sized patch of green that betokened date trees.

Good plundering yonder! was Ibrahim ben Ahs sole comment as soon as he had recovered breath. Ali Baba and Mujrim echoed him. It didnt look like good anything to me from that distance; a more discouraging landscape, or a meaner lot of squalid buildings, wouldnt be very easy to imagine. But I suppose such experts in the art of acquiring other mens belongings would know where to dig for treasure that the mean surroundings were deliberately planned to mask.

We could see for many miles in every direction  even as far as the fiumara behind us, in which we had camped the previous night. The hill, with three wells in the crook of its elbow, where Ayisha had taken charge and we had made a guest of Ibrahim ben Ah, cast a long blue shadow to our right rear. Over on our left, extending in a ridge like a monsters backbone for endless miles until it ran into the sky at the horizon, lay one of the mountain chains of Edom, with a much lower, broken range at its feet, running very nearly parallel, so that the two were like a double earthwork on titanic scale. In two or three places many miles apart between breaks in the lower range were patches of bright green, indicating water.

From that mountain range, all the way across our front as far as Abu Lissan, was dry desert blown here and there into humps like a camels. At a guess, that part of the plain was fifteen miles across, measured in a straight line from Abu Lissan in any direction, so that the town, which itself was a smirch on the face of a hillside, stood as it were a hub in the centre of a half-wheel, because the chain of hills on our left had a pronounced curve.

The nearest water-hole to Abu Lissan that we could see where we stood lay about five miles away from us on our left hand. No buildings were visible, but there were enough trees to suggest ample supplies of water, and it was obvious at a glance that an army advancing on Petra would have its choice of two routes. The longer, north-westerly way on our right hand, as we stood facing Abu Lissan, would lead by the wells where Ibrahim ben Ah had bivouacked. That to the north-east, on our left hand, would follow the foot-hills, providing water at the end of fifteen miles, and a further, scant supply in the bed of the fiumarain which we spent the night.

A commander might divide his force, for sake of the time that would save at the water-holes, sending half his men by either route, rendezvousing in the fiumara for a march on Petra. Alternatively, anyone attacking Abu Lissan might converge simultaneously from two water holes, and be secured against that bugbear of an army, a congested, dry line of retreat.

The Avenger had seized the water-hole to our left, for we could see an advance-guard of his camel-men taking it easy there. Grim swore he could make out a machine-gun through the glasses, and Ibrahim ben Ah confirmed that with a discouraged nod. But as Narayan Singh said promptly:

A machine-gun in the hands of such folk works while it is new. Thereafter it impedes them, for they wait on it, and dance about it, and swear, and, pray; and then, because it continues jammed, they waste time trying to hide it from the enemy, who naturally make it as hot for them as possible. And presently, because their faith was in the machine-gun, they lose courage and run. I know, for I have seen.

Another force of the Avengers, of, I should say, two hundred men, was advancing rather leisurely behind a sand-ridge two by two, to join the advance-guard at the water-hole. We could see their heads and their spears and rifles over the top of the ridge. They might be going to spend the night at the water-hole (for they dont as a rule make a long march on the first day out); or possibly they intended to rest there, and make a forced march by night on Petra, which in that case would bring them into the entrance gorge somewhere about dawn.

We looked for a long time before we detected signs of the Avengers other wing, which, as a matter of fact, had started on its way toward the three wells by which Ibrahim ben Ah had bivouacked. For several minutes we could not even make out Ayishas column, which had taken cover far to our right in a wady. She had placed nine or ten men on a high mound near its rim to keep watch, and they lay low; but the sun gleaming on their rifle-barrels gave the clue to the columns whereabouts.

The men of the Avengers left wing had caught sight of Ayishas column before it entered the wady, and themselves had taken cover amid a cluster of rocks and sandhills near the middle of the plain below us to our right front. They were extremely well hidden, being difficult to make out even from our height looking downward.

They were evidently waiting for instructions. A thing that looked like a bed-bug moving at amazing speed resolved itself with the aid of Grims glasses into a camelman riding hell-bent-for-leather toward Abu Lissan. So it was a fair presumption that the Avenger hadnt left headquarters yet  a presumption that strengthened the other, that the whole force had intended to bivouac for the night at the two water-holes.

And now another hypothesis developed into something like a fact. Unless the Avenger had several hundred men remaining with him in Abu Lissan, of which there was no sign; or unless he had sent a raiding force away in another direction, which was unlikely, considering the task in front of him of tackling the hitherto invariably successful Ali Higg, then the total number of men he could dispose of dwindled already to five hundred at the outside estimate.

The two bodies of camel-men were close enough to be considered one force, since either of them could race to the assistance of the other in the event of a surprise attack. But it was pretty clear, nevertheless, that Ayishas appearance on the scene with a compact force of a hundred and forty, which probably looked twice as big to their nervous imagination, had considerably upset calculations.

You see, the Avenger had done all the boasting. It was he who had pronounced damnation on Ali Higg, declaring him a heretic, which is the perfect form of propaganda in all Moslem lands. It was the Avenger, not Ali Higg, who had promised conquest and loot  women and gold and camels  the swift, tumultuous triumph for which the Bedouins heart burns. So it was naturally disconcerting to find Ali Higgs men first in the field  and on their flank at that, instead of in a trap between the two wings of the Avenger, where a reasonable enemy ought to be.

Ibrahim ben Ah began to grow excited, and old Ali Baba seconded him.

Now, Jimgrim! Send a message to Ayisha quickly. Bid her attack at once. Those cowards of the Avengers dont know what to do. Theyll run, and be slaughtered. Then, having dealt with them as they deserve, we can cross the plain and show those others how brave men tackle a machine-gun! Quick now! Let me go!

Aye, let him go! agreed Ali Baba.

If I had stood in Grims shoes I would have done just that. But Narayan Singh sat still on a rock and watched Grims face; and Grim said nothing for a while  only kept on smiling. The more those two old firebrands clamored, the more set he seemed to grow on doing nothing, and on saying less. Ibrahim ben Ah actually clutched his arm at last, and shouted in his ear:

Allah sends such opportunity but once in a mans life! Allaho Akbar! Say the word, Jimgrim, and a hundred men shall overwhelm a thousand!

Theres not going to be any fight, Grim answered at last.

But we could win easily!

Maybe. Perhaps. But one fight breeds another. Theres a better way of settling this. He turned to Ali Baba.

Call up those sons of yours from down below, old fox!

That suited the old man perfectly. He was a fanatic about those sons and grandsons. No plan could fail, in his opinion, if they were linked up with it; and he retained the courage of conviction in spite of the fact that if you added up the gaol sentences it would need a Methuselah to contemplate the lot with equanimity. He went to bellow to them, making a trumpet of his hands, and in a minute they were swarming up-hill.

Lets hope the Avenger has a field-glass, said Grim. And that was no wild-cat suggestion, because during the Great War nearly all the Arab commanders in the field became possessed of things of that kind, either in the form of loot from Turkish and German officers, or as presents from the Allies.

Twenty-one men, all armed with rifles, can make a fairly good showing over half a mile of hill-top, if they move about enough. We spread out in both directions, dodging behind boulders, sometimes running, sometimes walking across the open; and then, as if Grim were directing the making of a motion picture, retiring out of sight to form platoon, march in and out of view, re- form into a single line, to look like a different body of men, and finally disappear.

At the end of half an hour we had accomplished one thing, anyhow. Both wings of the Avengers men had seen us. Evidently they did not have field- glasses, or the shorter range would have betrayed the trick. The men advancing toward the water-hole began to hurry forward, and those already waiting there collected their camels and took close formation.

Now for the awkward half an hour! said Grim. We win or lose now on the strength of what the Avenger ate for breakfast. If he felt good, and sent his brightest man away with the right wing, were done for. Well have to call Ayisha off, and scoot for the tall timber. Any wing-commander worthy of his salt would send scouts now to look behind this hill. But if the Avenger didnt feel good, and kept his brightest man by handy to advise with; and if, on top of that, hes got news of a certain Jimgrirn snooping somewhere to the southward (Lord knows what the Lions doing, but its certain hes pretending to be me), then that left wing may rest satisfied that were a strong force, and wait for orders. The Avenger may decide to recall em all, and watch points.

It was then that Narayan Singh gave proof of his military judgement. As I have said, he is fit to command a brigade, if only a brigadier in these exacting days didnt have to stay sober all the time.

Why leave it to their judgement, sahib? he growled out. He cant speak gently about military matters, but thrusts out his jaw and looks savage. We are one and twenty men. That is a scouting force big enough to represent two hundred men at least. If we go scouting they will draw their horns in, thinking we are likely an advance-guard sent to force a fight.

Right you are! Grim answered. You usually are right. If they should call the bluff wed be no worse off than if theyd sent their own scouts out to investigate us.

But even so, it was a risky business. Too much depended on the temper of the Avengers men, and on what instructions he had given them. All we had to count on was the psychological effect made on them by surprise at finding what they supposed was a strong force.

But there never was a plan of any sort, since Adam was booted neck and crop from Eden, that hadnt its Achilles heel, and its moment when success depended on the other fellows doing the wrong thing. Otherwise, wed all have been back in Eden long ago.

We clambered down the hill, mounted our camels, and swooped out suddenly on the plain, going at a fast clip in close formation for the first mile. Then we opened out to fifty yards or so apart, just as a precaution in case that machine-gun should be really in working order.

We had one indisputable advantage. The splendor of old Ibrahim ben Ahs raiment, and the red and blue trappings of his camel, proclaimed him from a long way off as a person of distinction; such individuals dont lead scouting or skirmishing parties as a rule, unless there is a strong supporting force within hail. Moreover, we were all magnificently mounted; the points of a camel are the first things that appeal to a Bedouins eye, and, just as a good store-window suggests opulence within (without necessarily insuring it), so the perfect turn-out of a force of scouts implies a well-found numerous army in its rear, notwithstanding the uncensored open pages of the Chronicle of Bluff.

But, as I said, it was a risky business. They actually started on its way a force of twice our number to ascertain our intention; and Ibrahim ben Ah, life-long follower of desert tactics, shouted to us to scatter and run. But Grim is a first-class poker player, and not addicted to throwing down his cards just because someone across the table has raised him a hundred per cent. He sent Ali Babas youngest grandson scurrying back alone towards our sugar-loaf hill, as if to bring reinforcements, and led straight on.

You remember how the stars in their courses fought against Sisera? Well, the sun was out, so I cant vouch for the stars; but the kites and eagles came to our assistance. We had left our baggage-camels hobbled among boulders at the rear of the hill; and I suppose, not liking to be left behind, they had called attention to themselves by struggling to get up. They may have looked from the upper realms of air like dying animals. I cant vouch for that either. But I do know that three or four eagles, at least a dozen vultures, and kites by the score, began circling above them with a meal in view. What more could you ask for to establish the presence of a considerable force of men?

So the oncoming skirmishers retired before us without coming close enough to make an exchange of shots worth anybodys while. And at about that moment the galloper came hurrying back from Abu Lissan with orders for the other wing. They sent men to meet him, to save time. There was an exchange of signals, and the Avengers left wing left cover in a hurry, smoking back for the town with a devil-take-the-hindermost appearance, which may or may not have been deceptive. And as the hindermost were mostly baggage-camels laden to capacity, it was all Grim could do to restrain Ali Baba from leading his gang of thieves in hot pursuit.

Why should Allah make things easy, if we refuse to help ourselves? he demanded with pious wrath. But he is a loyal old fox, and gave in, fuming, when Grim made his veto sufficiently emphatic.

The sudden retreat of the left wing was the last straw that convinced the Avengers right. They packed up their precious machine-gun and departed from that water-hole of one accord and with one mind, and the dust of their going, caught up in a blast of the simoom, was like the smoke-screen of a fleet in action.

One thing that was no news in the dawn of history, but that the Allies had to learn all over in the Great War, is that, though Arabs are like a steel- shod tempest, in attack, coming on as if welcoming death to the roar of their Illaho Akbar, you cant stop them when they once start running. Then theyre like steers in a stampede; the camels seem to catch the frenzy of their riders, and the whole lot go scurrying helter-skelter for the nearest hiding-place to home. Some even actually do go home, disregarding the runaways prerogative of coming back to fight another day.

So we found ourselves possessed of that oasis in the gap in the lower range of hills; and since the dust kicked up by their retreat rendered us perfectly invisible to the Avengers men, we made our way to it leisurely, most of us roaring with laughter and exchanging jokes.

Only one thing seemed to worry Grim now. There was a serious danger that Ayisha might not be able to restrain her men from following the general retreat with a view to plunder. Although that would certainly have turned disorder into utter rout, it would have just as certainly brought on reprisals as soon as the Avenger should have rallied his runaways in Abu Lissan. Reprisals were the last thing Grim was looking for. He sent Mujrim at top speed to find Ayisha, with orders for her to leave twenty men under a picked captain who could create an appearance of numbers, and to bring the rest of her force, under cover all the way if that were possible, to the rear of our sugar-loaf hill.

That attended to, he examined the oasis, and it was a sight to gladden the eyes of any man with a problem such as is not yet more than half-solved. There was an ample supply of water for a force a dozen times the size of ours, but that was almost the least attraction. There was firewood by the camel-load, by the cord, by the ton  heaps and piles and mounds of it. A hundred women working for a month under their impatient husbands eyes could hardly have cut that quantity.

The Avenger was evidently a foresighted conqueror. Having seized Abu Lissan and decided to make it the pushing-off place for a more ambitious campaign, he had sent firewood parties up into the hills to lay in a good store of the stuff. For firewood in any quantity is about the hardest thing to come by when campaigning in that sterile land, and doubtless the Allies had taught him in the War the benefit of getting stores piled up ahead.

Whether he had intended to transport the stuff to Abu Lissan, or to relay it by camel-loads behind his advancing army, was none of our affair. There the wood was, mostly bound together in negotiable bundles, and it was worth to Grim in that minute incalculably more than all the loot that might have been picked up by following the retreat of the Avengers men.

He measured the stuff with his eye and began to hum tunes to himself. He lit a cigarette, and whistled. He threw the cigarette away, seized hold of me, and danced a two-step all in among the piles of wood. Finally, he stripped himself and took a bath in the small rock-basin over which the spring bubbled musically.

When Ibrahim ben Ah requested an explanation, he sang him a little song in English about a merry man moping mum, who asked no sup, and who craved no crumb, and all for the love of a la-a-a-dy. Then he climbed to the top of the hill behind, to sit and watch for Ayisha; not that any of us doubted she was coming, but that Grim wanted to form his own judgement as to whether or not the movement of her column could be seen from Abu Lissan.

Narayan Singh and I rode back then to the sugar-loaf hill to bring along the baggage-camels, for all our eatables were stowed in the loads, and if exercise, excitement and amusement do a thing to you at all, they make you hungry. I hate a diet of uncooked dates for more than two meals in succession; theyre handy and all that; theyll keep you alive, and still be palatable after theyve been sat on in the hot sun; yet Ive noticed that the Arabs, though they boast of them, agree with me in eating in preference almost anything else that comes along. And we had canned stuff in the camel-loads  cheese and honest coffee and good wheat bread. Have you tried wheat bread in cans? It keeps new for months, and theres nothing like it to campaign on.

Narayan Singh was in one of his moralizing moods. He often gets that way when something he admires takes place under his eyes, and there is time to turn the various aspects of it over in his mind.

There is no such thing as a color-line, sahib, he exclaimed suddenly, at the end of a quarter of a mile. Nevertheless, we dark men draw it more determinedly than you white men do. But that is craziness. There are two sorts of men; no others. Men who naturally can. Men who cant. Jimgrim can; and there you have him. I have fought under generals who cant; and believe me, that is a costly business for the rank and file. There are some men to whom you could give kingdoms, and they would lose them in a week. There are others whom you could strip as naked as a little frog  as Jimgrim was in the pool just now  and if you turn them into the desert naked, they will carve a fortune or change the countrys face. Our Jimgrim hasnt fired a shot, and I wager he will fire none. He hadnt told his plan, and I wager he never made one! He can; and he knows he can. He goes forth, and fortune goes with him. Can you tell me the why of that?

Natural talent, I suppose. Training, environment, a liking for the task. Im not good at conundrums.

Neither am I, sahib. But I know this. There is a line that is not a color line. Jimgrim is above the line, and we are below it. If you and I knew how to vault above that line, we might be green in the face with yellow whiskers, and nevertheless the world would change under our hands! By my beard and the Prophet of this peoples feet, that Jimgrim of ours could be a king, if he was minded  yet he would laugh at the idea, although I have heard it said that all you Americans regard yourselves as kings. He could be a millionaire, if he was minded, yet I think he would regard the suggestion as a joke, although I am told that every other American looks on millions as his heritage. Jimgrim is a man of infinite capacity, who had nothing but a babus salary! He enjoys everything, and wants nothing! He studies all manner of men, and is amused, but covets no mans shoes! Can you explain him?

Seems to me youve done it pretty well, I said. Lets hurry. Come on. Im hungry.

We had brought the baggage beasts to the oasis, watered them, and started to prepare a meal before Ayisha came. She left her excited command behind the sugar-loaf hill and came galloping to confer with Grim. Excitement was too mild a word for her condition; she was in her element, and as full of fiery zeal as Joan of Arc, although I dare say the glorious Joan had more compunction and less savagery. She looked lovely in her Bedouin costume, with eyes blazing and an Amazon smile on her lips; and she was too contented to resume her quarrel with me  actually tossing me a smile of recognition as she passed.

I did not hear what she said to Grim; they talked alone together by the pool; but what he said sobered her. She ate with us in silence, and the rest of us had to hustle to get our share, for her appetite wasnt what the old- fashioned finishing schools would reckon lady-like. She could wolf bread and cheese like a stone crusher swallowing rock.

At last, with a mouth full of food, she sprang on her camel again and departed, just as the sun seemed to rest for an instant on the rim of the western horizon, as if it were a living ball of fire hesitating to make the plunge into the unknown. It was pitch-dark already by the time she reached her men.

Then began about the hardest work I ever lent a hand in. Grim and the rest of us  even old Ali Baba and Ibrahim ben Ah with his silken skirts tucked up about his waist  Ayisha and her men, and the camels all toiled harder than galley slaves to get that wood distributed.

We laid it in great heaps at intervals along the hilltop at the back of the oasis. We carried tons of it to the sugarloaf hill, and stacked it at even distances apart in long lines extending from each side of the hill, with a liberal supply on top (and the men who toted the loads up that hill had to be threatened each time they returned). We sent several tons on camel-back to the place where Ayisha had left her outpost. And we finished the job by midnight.

Lord! and werent we tired then. I dare wager that not one man of all those Bedouins, nor even any of our seventeen beaver-active thieves, had ever worked half as hard; no, not if you added all the work they had ever done, and set the total against that one performance. Grim and Ayisha did the whip-work; Grim smiling, and seeming to be everywhere at once; Ayisha cursing, coaxing, laughing, laying on the stick  and they stood it from her, Heaven knows why! They didnt know of her divorce, and that meant something; they may have reckoned they must square accounts with Ali Higg if they struck back at her, and none of them got a close enough view of Grim in the dark to realize that he wasnt the Lion of Petra. But there was more than that. She radiated and screamed courage; the spirit was infectious.

When the job was done, we spread and lit the bonfires. And if the Avenger, watching from his roof in Abu Lissan, hadnt believed that there was an army camped against him then, he would have had less imagination than a piece of protoplasm in the radiolarian ooze. Some of the men were told off to keep moving in the firelight; and, seeing the general theory of the thing now readily enough, they danced and sang. It was pretty easy to imagine the Avengers feelings; adding to the anxiety of having to face what he supposed was a force of at least a thousand men, there was the natural disgust at seeing all that good store of wood go up in flame. And, of course, the more they danced around the fires, the more depressed he must have felt.

So far, good. A confident team is half the game; and a dejected opponent is a good proportion of the other half. But we had to be quick; for as surely as dawn should come the Avenger wouldnt have to exercise his talents much in order to discover the deception. Grim called a midnight council under the stars, consisting of himself, Ayisha, Ibrahim ben Ah, Ali Baba, Narayan Singh and me; and he commenced proceedings by breaking his usual rule of not unfolding more than half of a plan at any time. There wasnt anything to complain about on that occasion as far as frankness was concerned, although the plan would have suited Huckleberry Finn better than a man of my temperament. I like to be at hand-grips with the details of a thing. If its to be a gamble, I prefer to see the cards dealt, as it were; and Im constitutionally averse to any game in which there is a joker running wild. The joker was Ali Higg, the Lion of Petra. None of us could even guess what he was doing.

However, I was the only member of the party who did not view the whole plan with enthusiasm; and having made up my mind not long before to back Grim to the limit, at least until such time as he should be proven to have lost his flair, I kept my opinion to myself.

Ibrahim ben Ah surprised us all with his oath-embellished praise of the scheme. So much depended on him that I suppose Grim would have had to change the plan in toto if the old pirate had been half-hearted. But he foresaw the opportunity of making a great name for himself as diplomatic peace-maker; and I think, too, that he wasnt without secret suspicion that circumstances might possibly develop in such fashion as would leave him standing in the Lion of Petras shoes.

But nobody was half as enthusiastic as Ayisha. The names she called Grim would have made old King Nebuchadnezzar jealous. They made Ali Baba grunt contemptuously:

Wallahi! I say that a womans flattery and the voice of the devil are one!

At that, chiefly for the sake of drawing Ali Baba, Narayan Singh came out with one of his ponderous jests: The womans tongue tells no more than the triumph in her heart. Was she not alone and wretched? And is she not now loved to distraction by a Pathan of the Orakzai? He struck his chest as if it were a war-drum, and Ayisha almost spat at him. I think she would have done, if Grim had not been between them.

Should I stoop to a pig-Pathan, she sneered, with a prince waiting for me? And she flashed her eyes at Grim in a way that made me almost as uneasy as Ali Baba was. What had Grim promised her? He was not the kind of man to break a promise. I didnt like the look of it, or of the triumph in her eyes. Neither did Grims enigmatic smile look reassuring, as he sat there silhouetted against the crimson of the nearest fire.

However, it was time to be up and doing, and the three of us whose task was to carry the first strategical assault examined our weapons and found our camels. Five minutes later, somewhere about one oclock of a perfect, starry night, Ibrahim ben Ah, Narayan Singh and I rode out from behind the lines of fires and headed straight for Abu Lissan, with Grims last words resounding in our ears in Arabic:

Peace ride with you! Remember our old friend Ali Babas motto: Allah makes all things easy! Allah ysallmak! Tammu fi hiraset Allah!


CHAPTER X. Wallah! And you say she has a following of fifty men?

The easiest thing in the world is to affect to look down on savages. We all do it. Ive traveled, and looked and listened; but Ive never found the savage yet who didnt mock at someone, whose emotions he considered more primitive than his own. I never got beyond the firework stage myself, and Im free to admit that the sight of those bonfires in a wide horseshoe curve thrilled me more thoroughly than any row of old masters that I ever gaped at in a picture-gallery.

Cultural standards are arbitrary anyhow, and mostly poppycock. A stark naked aristocrat, who had nineteen wives and no misgivings up in the Nandi Hills beyond Kapsabit, once told me that I was an obvious Philistine, because I blew my nose on a handkerchief. Ever since then I have chosen my own standard and gone forward under it; and I maintain  in the teeth of Rembrandt, Velasquez, Turner, and all the host who have amused themselves with paint  that what we had staged that night was Art. It was better than theirs, and there was more of it.

It was so good to look at, blazing irregularly up and down the outline of the hills, and in a straight, low string of crimson and orange splashes across the plain, that you couldnt feel afraid  even though we were quite likely riding to our deaths. It was gorgeous; it was full of color; it made the shadows dance; it suggested the titanic shapes of those raw hills. And it was ours; we ourselves had done it. Even if another fellow had collected the material, it was we who spread that glowing paint.

Lord! How those fires did wink and dance behind us as we rode for Abu Lissan. I dont see how any man who wasnt a genius at divination could have guessed our force at as little as a thousand men. Knowing as I did how few we really were, I drew comfort from the sight of all those fires, and felt as if an actual army corps of friends was bivouacked in the hills. Far away over to our right there glowed a minor constellation, where Ayishas outpost kept vigil, and if that didnt represent another thousand men at least, I dont see how anyone in Abu Lissan was to know it. But there was this to consider: the more afraid our fires had made the Avenger and his men, the greater the danger to us in approaching. Men in a panic fire wildly at the slightest sound. Nor could we afford the time to creep up cautiously to the ruined walls and announce ourselves as white-flag bearers from some safe hiding-place among the shadows. Grim had made no secret of the fact that we were taking a horribly long chance.

But I suppose our time hadnt come yet. Fortune favored us. Ibrahim ben Ah was, of course, a nominal fatalist by religion, and an opportunist by conviction and habit. Im both or neither, I dont know which; except that, as Ive said, Ive observed that fortune favors the right side as a rule. Narayan Singh is a soldier, which is not a profession but a creed, whoever maintains the contrary; his viewpoint was peculiar to the sub-denomination that he follows:

Many a man has stumbled on good fortune in the dark simply because he dared go forward. It is only they who wait for chances to whom chances never come.

Three points of view being superior to one, apparently, we rode together into a perfect trap that proved to be our salvation.

The Avenger, scared though he was, had retained a modicum of common sense. We discovered afterwards that he had tried to rally a skirmishing force that should unmask whatever might lurk behind those fires, but his men had threatened to mutiny at the first suggestion of it. So he had had to content himself with minor precautions, and had managed to persuade a few score men that for the sake of their own skins it would be wise to go out on picket duty in the shadow of some sand-hills half a mile beyond the walls.

They were so appalled by our illuminations that they huddled all together in one dark spot. And they kept so quiet for fear of calling attention to themselves, that we never even suspected their presence, or we could very easily have given them a wide berth. As it was, they saw us, counted us, and held their fire, because bullets in the dark have a way of killing camel instead of rider. Camels taken alive are profitable loot; dead ones are only carrion. Dead men more often than not leave blood-feuds to be fought or settled with their relations; whereas living prisoners may be held to ransom (besides which, you can cut their throats at any time).

So we were swooped on suddenly in the utter darkness of a gap between two mounds, dragged from our camels, and would have been disarmed, if Ibrahim ben Ah hadnt found his tongue and the voice of authority. Age has its recompenses, even in the dark. They respected his age where they might have gagged and bound Narayan Singh and me; and once he had a hearing experience made him convincing.

He called them sons of sixty dogs, of course. You begin most victorious arguments with that in Arabic. Then he cursed their mothers, wives, daughters and female relatives in general for several generations either way, before beginning on their fathers, brothers, uncles, sons and probable descendants  whom he pitied, because Allah wouldnt. He then called down a murrain on their cattle, and a desecration on their grandsires graves, which he hoped would be used by imported sows as nests for raising families.

He was going on to tell them what would happen to their livers, hearts and kidneys in the world to come, when they implored him to desist, and asked him to explain what he was doing, and what he wanted.

So he assured them they were fools and heretics, without good sense in this world or any decent prospects in the world to come.

Who but a son of a pig and a snake would dream of pulling me from a camel? he stormed at them. Who but the offspring of asses and thorns would suspect three men in such a place, riding straight forward, as possible enemies? Are ye the Avengers men? Wallahi, he is well served! What will he say when he learns that his invited guest has been put to this indignity by the sons of his dung-hill-builders in the dark under his very walls?

They were impressed, but still suspicious. They asked him for further information, and he gave it:

Ye shall be crucified to the last man! Ye shall be flayed and beaten! Ye shall be cast to the kites, without a grave between the lot of you for the jackals to come and desecrate! Who am I? By Allah! Take me to the Avenger, and ask him who I am! Hear what he says, ye sons of promiscuous mothers!

Whatever his generalship in the field, he knew those ropes all right. They gave him back his camel, and us ours as a natural corollary. They apologized. They begged a blessing from him to offset the curses he had showered so liberally. They promised him protection as far as the Avengers door, and implored him to say a kind word for them to their tyrannical master.

Neither Narayan Singh or I said one word during the whole interlude, which I dare say cost us ten valuable minutes, but introduced us without further trouble to the Avengers front door. They gave us a guard of a dozen men, who rode before us shouting to the watchers on the walls to hold their fire; and the only opposition we encountered entering Abu Lissan was the snarling of about a hundred scavenger dogs that made enough noise to deafen you.

Ibrahim ben Ah was so careful to ride first, and so short with me when I called out to ask whether he had been hurt in any way when they dragged him from his camel, that I began to suspect him of contemplating treachery. We were going to be hard put to it in that case to find a way of putting through Grims plan, to say nothing of the individual risk to Narayan Singh and me. But it was too late then to stop and catechize him, and we rode in through a dark hole that might have been a gap in a wall, or a gate, or the mouth of hell itself, for all you could see of it. There were men on guard there, for we could hear them; and your nose informed you that the dogs hadnt attended to the sanitation any too efficiently. A backward glance at those reassuring fires of ours was the only comfort to be had.

There wasnt any reason that looked substantial just then why Ibrahim ben Ah should even regard as treachery the betrayal of Narayan Singh and me. True, he had eaten salt with Grim, not under duress, before witnesses, and likely had too high an opinion of himself to overlook that. But Narayan Singh and I were in different case. We had submitted him to violence, deprived him of his liberty, and  although we had been at pains to save his face for him before his own men  we hadnt spared his private feelings much on that occasion. He had eaten no salt with us two  an omission for which I felt inclined to blame Grim in the circumstances.

People who attach such high importance to the ceremony are always splitters of fine hairs when it comes to interpreting the spirit of agreements. He might easily consider it within his privilege to denounce us, while going through the farce of loyalty to Grim.

So I did a thing I have often done in advance of awkward situations. I put my pistol out of sight. If Ibrahim ben Ah intended treachery, then I also had a right to my intentions. If any effort should be made to disarm me, I proposed to hand over my rifle, bandolier and knife without any argument. Thereafter, whatever else might happen subsequently, Ibrahim ben Ah was going to get one nickel-coated bullet through the brain.

I would have liked to caution him, as a matter of fair play. But as that would have called his attention to the fact that I had hidden the pistol, it was out of the question. Besides, it was wholly up to him. He was in no kind of danger from me as long as he behaved himself.

I got a chance to whisper to Narayan Singh as we rode through the stinking, narrow streets; but there wasnt much that I could teach that man about taking care of himself. He had already hidden his revolver.

If I am to die in this ill-smelling hole, the Avenger and some of his men will journey with me into the beyond, in addition to Ibrahim ben Ah! he answered.

We halted in front of a stout wooden door set deep in a solid wall; and evidently word had gone ahead of us, for we were admitted without a moments delay, and were led up two flights of rickety stairs to a flat roof. The men who had brought us wanted to come, too, but were driven down from the roof by three of the Avengers staff with a storm of mixed invective and reproaches.

The Avenger, armed to the teeth, was sitting near the centre of the roof on a big chest covered with a rug. There was a lantern on a chair nearby that showed his features clearly, and the first thing that struck me about him was that he was handsome, and not ill-natured.

The scar, of which Ali Higg had boasted as having spoiled his face, was there, but not nearly so prominent as I expected. Perhaps three inches long, it crossed his right cheek as far as the nose; and though the cartilage of his nose seemed to have been severed, he had either had good luck or else the services of a skillful surgeon, for it had healed pretty neatly.

For the rest, he was a dark-bearded man of middle height, with dark, lustrous eyes and splendid shoulders, who sat upright, with no apparent tendency to take things easy. He had a carved silver cigarette-box on the rug beside him, but no water-pipe; and though his dress was of fine material, there was no display of jewelry  no effeminacy. His hands were strong and well-shaped, moving deliberately without unnecessary twitching of the fingers.

Salamun alaik! said Abrahim ben Ah bowing, very dignified.

He murmured something in reply, and asked why we had brought our weapons.

Who should take them from us? I am Ibrahim ben Ah, commander of the camel-corps of Ali Higg, the Lion of Petra.

Do you come in peace?

I come under the rules of warfare, relying on your honors honor. I come as a friend, if may be; but if my words find no approval, I shall ask permission to return as I came, unmolested.

The Avenger bowed his head slightly.

Be seated. No, not in front of me; sit this way. There, now tell me what that means.

He did not point; in fact, he made no unnecessary gestures. He nodded in the direction of our bonfires in the distance, and I decided that I liked him; there was something fine and manly about his bearing and whole attitude. The members of his staff were watching us from the stair-head with fingers on their triggers; but after that first question about our weapons the Avenger himself never referred to them again, nor acted as if he was aware of them.

Who laid those fires? he demanded.

The Lion of Petras men, said Ibrahim ben Ah.

How many men has he, then?

By Allah, I havent counted.

He has received a reinforcement?

Behold! Surely a reinforcement!

Whence?

God give your honor long life. I am not allowed to say.

Malaish. From El-Kerak, I suppose, or possibly El-Maan. What have you come for?

Inshallah, to talk peace.

Peace? Why peace, with such an army at your back? Peace is it, or treachery?

Your honor has favored me more than once with overtures by messenger. Your honor invited me to cross over with all my men and take service under you.

You propose to do that?

God forbid! I have eaten the Lions salt. Nevertheless, I am not your honors enemy. It was fitting in the circumstances that I should carry offers of peace.

The Avenger glanced once, swiftly, at Narayan Singh and me.

Why do you bring Indians with you? he demanded. That was Ibrahim ben Ahs opportunity, if he had any idea in his head of squaring personal accounts with us two. We were simply there to keep an eye on him. A polite request to have us tossed off the roof would most likely be complied with, after which he would still be in position to go through with Grims plan. As for explanations afterwards, who was likely to make much fuss about the lives of a couple of Indians?

The idea crossed his mind all right. He hesitated. Fortunately Narayan Singh and I were seated just a foot or so behind him, one on either side, in a line at right angles to the Avengers seat and facing the suspicious staff. The Avenger himself wasnt looking, and none else could have seen the pistol that I thrust into Ibrahims ribs under cover of my cloak, nor the revolver that touched a corresponding ticklish spot on the Sikhs side. It may be possible to mistake the feel of a pistol muzzle on a dark night, but he didnt. He went straight ahead with the plan as Grim had outlined it, omitting nothing and introducing no personal vendettas.

They belong to Jimgrims force, he said in a hurry. Jimgrim sent them as his representatives.

Jimgrim? exclaimed the Avenger, startled. Where is the man? I had news of him from the southward; it was definite.

He is this side of those fires, Ibrahim answered.

The Avenger glanced at me incredulously, but I confirmed the statement. If our plan was going forward, it was true.

Why doesnt Jimgrim come and see me, instead of keeping company with such a dog as Ali Higg? the Avenger asked suddenly. I have nothing against Jimgrim. Why does he consort with my enemy?

He doesnt, I answered.

Where is the Lion of Petra then?  as the upstart calls himself.

Possibly Jimgrim knows, but we dont, I answered.

Then is that army not marching against me?

At present it stands still, said I. Jimgrim is doing his best to prevent hostilities.

Why doesnt he come and see me?

He has not been invited; nor has he a safe-conduct.

One of you go back and bring him! Let that day not come that shall see me refusing to confer with Jimgrim! He shall have fifty men to escort him safely through my lines, and if we do not agree together he shall depart in peace at dawn.

Jimgrim has the task of restraining Ali Higgs army, I answered. There is only one condition on which he will come.

Name it.

That you agree beforehand to make peace with Ali Higg, not on Ali Higgs terms, but on Jimgrims.

And if I refuse?

Then, said I, your honor must deal with that army on your own responsibility. It will not be possible for Jimgrim to keep them waiting there many hours. It was only with difficulty that they were restrained from pursuing your honors men a while ago. Hitherto they have listened to him, but he will only dare to leave them on the condition I have named. If your honor will put in writing an agreement to make peace on Jimgrims terms, then he will come forward.

But if he is on this side of the fires, how will that army know that I have yielded that point? he asked suspiciously.

If your honor will set it down in writing, and hand the writing over to Ibrahim ben Ah, then it has been arranged that I shall make a signal that will be understood by all.

He sat gloomy in meditation for about five minutes before answering.

What if I hold you three as hostages, and retire from Abu Lissan? he asked suddenly.

That being a poser, it was my turn to meditate. None of us had an answer ready. I could have told him it would be a breach of faith to treat messengers in that way, but there isnt much to be gained, as a rule, by imputing bad faith in advance of the occurrence.

That would not prevent pursuit, I said at last, but it would lose you the good offices of Jimgrim.

You mean he would  

I mean, I interrupted, you would have to make what terms you could with your enemies, instead of signing peace on a friends conditions.

Conditions? What conditions will he make?

Who am I that I should answer that? I replied. You, who know Jimgrim, should be able to judge whether he will be fair with you or not.

Jimgrim and I are brothers. He did me a favor once, he muttered half- aloud; then relapsed again into silence, and was silent for so long a time that I began to be nervous about the hour. We had only until dawn to succeed; sunlight would show the skeleton on which our glittering display was spread.

Try Jimgrim again, I suggested at last; and for answer he clapped his hands together.

One of the staff brought him paper and pen, and at Ibrahim ben Ahs dictation he signed a statement in the name of Allah, the all-merciful, the compassionate, that he would agree to Jimgrims terms if Jimgrim would come and hold the balance squarely between himself and Ali Higg.

He did not whine, squeal, wriggle, swear, seek to excuse himself, equivocate, or make any fuss at all, but acted throughout manfully, ordering coffee to be brought as soon as he had signed the paper, and behaving generally like a gentleman, making the most of temporary failure. I was right glad to know he was being restrained from conquest that would inevitably bring him up against British artillery sooner or later.

I took the lantern off the chair and swung it in a circle round my head for several minutes, until five shots from a pistol cracked out much nearer at hand than I had expected  so near, in fact, that I went on signaling, believing it could not be Grim.

But Grim, too, had been growing nervous about the hour, and had crept close in order to waste as little time as possible. The Avenger sent two of his staff to meet him and prevent accidents, and inside ten minutes Grim came up the stairs, not alone, but followed, of all improbable people, by Ayisha. She hadnt been included in the plan as far as I knew, but Lord! how she was enjoying herself. What with her rifle and bandolier, Amazon smile and blazing eyes, she looked as picturesque by lantern-light as any woman I have ever seen.

Grim stood smiling at the stair-head for thirty seconds, until the Avenger called out a sonorous greeting and rose to his feet to receive him. They seized each others hands, and then embraced in the Arab style, which is Biblical.

Once before, O Jimgrim, you came to my aid in a tight place. Do you bring peace now?

If you are swift, Grim answered, turning so as to face the undulating lines of fires. I can hold those men there until dawn  no longer!

Let us talk then. I am in no shape just now to fight an army such as that. Mashallah, what locusts! They have eaten up in one night a years supply of wood!

Grim turned from admiring our illuminations and sat down in front of him. Ben Saoud the Avenger set both elbows on his thighs, and sat still, resting his jaws on the heels of both hands.

Do you remember, at the time when I sent you those camels in the tight place you speak of, how I tricked you? Grim asked him.

Wallah! Yes. Ha-ha! I never will forget it! It called for a cunning fox indeed to play that trick on me  and a wise one! I would have plundered Feisuls baggage but for you; and the Turks would have caught me in the bargain! That was a true Jimgrim trick; there is no other name for it.

Im going to trick you again, announced Grim.

By Allah, I will take the chance! the Avenger answered laughing. Go ahead.

Im not joking. I want it clearly understood that Im going to trick you. I shall take your word, Ben Saoud, and hold you to it.

I am no longer afraid of your tricks. I will pass my word as soon as we agree. It is several hours since I had the first inkling of this trick; there came a message from the southward, saying that Jimgrim waited in a fiumara twenty miles away, and begged the immediate loan of four hundred men.

What did you do about it? Grim asked. He did not look particularly interested, but Ayisha, standing upright in the dark behind Grim, leaned forward on her rifle with parted lips.

Wallahi! swore the Avenger. It sounded like a strange request to come from Jimgrim. It sounded to me like a trap of some kind. So I sent fifty men, whom I could ill spare, and a man in charge of them who should have been commanding my right wing. Had he been with the right wing, there might have been another tale to tell about tonights affair. My brother Achmet. You know him? Like a rifle bullet is Achmet for quick thinking. I said to Achmet, if the sender of that message truly is Jimgrim, then stay and serve him with your fifty. But if he is not Jimgrim, catch him and bring him hither, or else feed him to the jackals; but better to bring him alive, for the amusement we may have with him.

It was very good of you, when you needed men so badly, to send your best wing-commander and fifty on the half-chance of helping me, Grim answered gravely. Let us call the account even between us, and begin all over anew.

Taib  since you suggest it. [ All right]

I began to feel horribly uneasy, and I know Narayan Singh did, for he was holding his breath and letting it out between his teeth sibilantly. I knew Grim was playing a hunch by the way he smiled, and spoke slowly with his eyes not quite wide open; you learn to recognize a mans game after you have played with him a while and watched him in the climaxes. But hunches are fickle friends. If the Lion of Petra should have been killed by the Avengers brother, all our plan was worth nothing; and if he had been made prisoner, it looked like worse than nothing.

But Grim had to be quick. Before so very long now those fires of ours would begin paling in the dawn.

Well then, Grim said slowly, do you wish me to act arbiter in this dispute between you and Ali Higg?

Yes; for he seems too strong for me.

There was a long pause at that moment. Several shots were fired in the near distance towards the south. Shouting followed for two or three minutes; and then silence. I judged by the slow movement of his hands that Grim was horribly excited, but he had his voice under command.

If I can call off that army, then, will you agree to retire from Abu Lissan at once, and not to invade Ali Higgs territory for a period of three years?

Three years is a long time, Jimgrim.

Nevertheless, my condition is three years.

There was another pause  the sound of a camel coming full pelt through the narrow streets  and then a disturbance in front of the door below.

Make it one year, Jimgrim. I am a man of my word.

Three years; or I wash my hands of the whole business!

The Avenger hesitated  stared at our fires for several seconds  seemed to review in his mind his own immediate resources  and was about to speak, when a brown-cloaked rifleman was ushered in a hurry up the stairs and advanced to deliver his message with hardly the form of salutation. He was out of breath, and brushed Ayisha aside as if he did not see her.

He was from the Avengers brother. He reported that the person representing himself to be Jimgrim had tried to decoy him and his fifty men farther afield, but had been cornered, because he and his handful of men were mounted on dead-weary camels. At the moment of the messengers dispatch the man, whoever he was, was parleying for terms, offering to surrender if his life was guaranteed him. So the Avengers brother had decided to grant that condition in order to save time; but there would be delay, because of those tired camels, which were, nevertheless, too good to leave behind. He hoped to bring in his prisoners before dawn, in time to take part in the offensive.

Taib, said the Avenger, and dismissed him with a wave of the hand.

Ayisha went and sat down in the circle of lamplight, with an air that I mistook for resignation. Her face wore that fatalistic expression that you read about and very seldom see. Ibrahim ben Ah, looking rather triumphant and decidedly shrewd, whispered to Grim, who shook his head. If you had asked me to play Grims hand that minute, I would have thrown the cards down, for the arrival of Ali Higg on the scene as a prisoner of war would be a joker that would upset every calculation. Yet Grim looked uncommonly contented, and the Avenger, whose turn it was to deal, dealt the joker into Grims hand.

Inshallah, we shall have amusement, Jimgrim, when we confront you with the imposter!

Business before amusement, ben Saoud! Grim answered. Will you agree to the three-year term of peace?

But if I agree, how shall Ali Higg be held to it? Will he give hostages? What proof will the scoundrel give that he intends to keep his word?

Ayishas eyes, that had been half-closed dreamily, opened wide at that, and the suspicion of a smile began to hover on her lips.

Would a wife and fifty men do? Grim inquired.

The loss of fifty men would weaken him, said the Avenger.

And the wife knows his affairs, knows his strength and weakness, and moreover involves his personal honor, answered Grim. Do you not remember how the Prophet Mahommed required his follower Alis wife as a token of allegiance? Would even Ali Higg dare to make himself a by-word through all this land by breaking an agreement to confirm which he had given his wife before witnesses? If a man should lose his wife in battle, his honor would require him to seek revenge; but can he give his wife, and break faith afterwards?

And what does he require of me?

Three years peace.

And at the end of that?

A lot can happen in three years, said Grim. Let us plan for those, and leave the fourth in Allahs lap.

Is the wife good-looking?

Judge for yourself, Grim answered; and Ayisha rose to her feet. She looked less like a part of a bargain than the clever driver of one  dignified, alert, triumphant.

Wallah! And you say she has a following of fifty men?

There are fifty who are willing to change sides along with her and bring their camels.

Taib! I agree!

To what? demanded Grim.

To a three-year truce.

Does that include personal immunity for Ali Higg? Do you undertake to lift no hand against him, and to take him at no disadvantage at any time during the next three years, beginning now, in return for a similar promise from him to you?

By Allah, why not? He marked my face, but I have his wife, and shall have fifty men! Yes, I agree. I promise. Why doesnt the dog show himself and sign the bargain?

He shall, said Grim.

But when? Let my men go and bring him.

Men have gone for him already, answered Grim. He will be here presently. So you have passed your word? Between you and me, as man to man, in good faith? I may count on you to keep it?

In the name of Allah. By my beard and by the honor of my race, the Avenger answered.


CHAPTER XI. I see no sin in holding to my given word. Let Allah judge me!

Dawn was just breaking when they brought in Ali Higg. Our beautiful row of fires was dwindling into dots of smokiness. I went through the farce of waving a lantern to a phantom thousand men, although another twenty minutes was going to prove their nonexistence; and we got in a row, staff-officers and all, to receive the prisoner.

I cant say which was most astonished  Ali Higg at sight of Grim, Ayisha and Ibrahim ben Ah, or the Avenger at discovering the prisoners identity.

By the Prophets beard and my feet, this is a worse trick than I thought! growled the Avenger. And he glared at Ali Higg for several minutes, while his brother Achmet gave an account of the capture, and what preceded it.

He left a man in wait for us, by Allah, who swore that Jimgrim waited at a place ahead, whence he would lead us to Ali Higgs flank in such manner that his capture would be easy. But it sounded like strange talk to me, so I kept the man with me, and rode hard. We overtook this person who pretended he was Jimgrim. I passed my word not to kill him, and he surrendered. Lo! It was Ali Higg, who had thrown himself on my protection. He has not told me why Ali Higg should offer to betray Ali Higg by leading us on to Ali Higgs flank that we might capture Ali Higg  nor why he should call himself Jimgrim! Now make him tell. I promised him his life, but said nothing about torture. Moreover, there was nothing said about his men; if they were bastinadoed

He only had a little private difference with me, said Grim. I have the key to his private fortune in my pocket. As long as I have that, he cant make war without losing fifty thousand pounds. I suppose his wife Jael persuaded him. It seemed simple to her to use the Avengers men to waylay me. But Allah doesnt make all things easy for everyone. Jael suggested, but the Lion of Petra bungled.

No one else spoke for several minutes. Ali Higg hardly resembled Grim any longer, for he was too dejected, besides being utterly fagged from the pain in his neck, his prodigious ride, and want of sleep. It would have been an act of charity to tell him to sit down, but the Avenger wasnt feeling charitable just then.

His face was black with anger, and the blackness deepened as he glared at the distant hills and began to realize the extent of the whole trick that Grim had played on him. There was smoke there now, and nothing else. The men had all disappeared behind the sugar-loaf hill, whence they could scoot for Petra at the first alarm.

Grim leaned forward at last, and took a cigarette from the Avengers silver box. He lit it casually before breaking the silence, and then it was to Ali Higg that he spoke, not to the Avenger.

O Ali Higg, he said, Ive made a bargain for you with Ben Saoud the Avenger, who is a man of his word, although he doesnt like the bargain. There is to be peace between you two for three years. It extends to persons. His person is to be inviolable, so is yours. To bind the bargain, and in token of good faith, I have told him that you will give him your wife Ayisha, along with any fifty men who care to follow her fortune, camels and all. He undertakes not to invade your territory; you undertake not to invade his. This place Abu Lissan as far as both water-holes to the northward is to be neutral ground. Are you ready to sign?

Ali Higg nodded. I think he was afraid that if he spoke he might wake up and find the good luck only a dream. He glanced once sharply at Ayisha, but made no sign to her  gave her no nod of recognition, although she met his eyes boldly.

At last the Avenger spoke, and in the dawn light his face looked grey with grief and disappointment.

I will sign the agreement with this dog who calls himself a Lion, Jimgrim; for I swore by Allah, and by the Prophets beard, and by the honors of my race. I will take his wife, for she is good to look at, and has fifty men. The men will find better employment under me than under the Dog of Petra. Taib. Let a deed of peace be drawn accordingly, and I will sign it. But how about the issue between thee and me, Jimgrim? It was your suggestion that the account between us should be reckoned as balanced. Therefore we stand as two men not beholden to each other. As between you and me personally there has been no agreement made, nor oath passed, either as to your life or any other matter.

Have one of my cigarettes, Grim answered calmly. Theyre better than yours.

The Avenger waved the offer aside, indignantly.

I call myself Avenger. None has proven to me yet that is not my name!

Narayan Singhs eye caught mine, and he patted the part of his cloak that concealed the revolver. I made ready, too; but Grim didnt seem in the very least disturbed.

Very well, friend Saoud. I told you beforehand that I was going to trick you. If the account was even just now, lets admit that the balance between us has swung in your favor. Im no more a maskin than you are. Ill consider I owe you a turn. Hows that?

Such talk is easy. You have robbed me in the first place of a conquest; second, of a prisoner, whom I would rather hold than any in Arabia; third, you have made a fool of me.

Not so, said Grim, still smiling his seductivist. Ive made a fool of Ali Higg  saved you from destruction by a British Army  provided you with a beautiful wife  and added fifty men with camels to your army, without your having to strike a blow for them. Now, since you think the scales are still too low on my side, I say name your own make-weight.

By God, Jimgrim, your life would never be enough to balance this!

Of course it wouldnt! Id be no use to you dead.

By Allah, I have known revenge to taste sweet!

It was in keeping with Grims usual tact that he was silent on the subject of the British, who would certainly have exacted retribution, severe, though possibly indirect, from any Sheikh who caused him to be slain. He chose a different line of argument.

See here, Ben Saoud, youre too fine a fellow altogether to give way to ill-temper now. Smile, and shake hands! Youve got the right now to call on me in an emergency; Ill keep my word as well as you keep yours.

You mean you will come if I call on you?

Inshallah, answered Grim. I cant do impossibilities. But if you call, and its possible, Ill come.

And do as I bid you?

Grim laughed aloud and reached for another of the Avengers cigarettes.

Here, take one of mine. No, you optimist! If I were to do what you told me to, wed both be in a British gaol within the week! What I do mean is, that if youre in a bad mess at any time, and if its humanly possible, Ill come and help you out.

Well, that Avenger fellow was the nearest approach to a sportsman that I had seen yet in that part of the world, if you except our old fox Ali Baba and his sixteen performing thieves. He laughed, and decided to make the best of matters  in the teeth of opposition, too; for his staff-officers, and his brother Achmet argued for an hour, going so far at last as to produce a mallim, very learned in Koranic law, who maintained stoutly that to fulfil any agreement imposed on him by the trickery of an infidel would be to set a bad example, and therefore sin.

I see no sin in holding to my given word, he answered finally. Let Allah judge me!

After that, all of us except Ayisha ate breakfast together on the roof (women dont eat with the men); and a devilish nasty mess it was, concocted of rice, powdered coconut, camel-butter, tumeric, and the flesh of a goat that had been bleating less than an hour before. The Avenger went through the form of eating salt with Ali Higg, but without enthusiasm, and insisted on referring to him as the Dog of Petra.

Then Grim drew up the agreement in triplicate, to which we all attached our signatures; and I dont know what law I broke, or what the penalty should be, but I set down an Indian name in the place reserved for me, and gave my address as Lahore, Punjaub, India.

Since we were all dog-tired, it was agreed that we should sleep the day through in Abu Lissan, and all of us go our separate ways that evening. Grim would have been quite contented to take the Avengers word for our safety, and so would I; but when word was sent to Ali Baba about it, he turned up within the hour with his sons and grandsons, and insisted on their taking one-hour turns on guard.

For men are like camels in this: that they dream dreams, he remarked dryly. One who should dream that he was murdered while he slept might possibly not wake again.

So they spread rugs and mats on the floor of the long second-floor passage, and we sent up such a chorus of snores as I dare say that roof had never echoed to before. But I know the Avenger didnt sleep much, and dont suppose Ayisha did. The Avenger sat in conference in a small room with the mallim, discussing all the intricacies of marriage to another mans wife. Fortunately the Avenger had only three wives, and the Koran permits four; fortunately, too, the Prophet Mahommed had set the precedent, by demanding the young wife of his faithful follower Ali and, better still, obtaining her.

The mallim said it was good doctrine that the willingness of Ali Higg to part with her constituted full divorce, and whether or not duress might have had anything to do with his consent made no difference. The ladys preferences having no kind of bearing on the case, Ayisha was not consulted.

But she was satisfied  no doubt of that. I think she admired Grim more than any man she had ever known; but tribal history was in her veins, as it is in every mans and womans. What she wanted was an influential husband, and she had one, for which she was as grateful to Grim as a stray cat for a saucer of milk. It was up to her to establish a position for herself among the senior wives, and by the look in her eye I should say she felt like doing it.

About four in the afternoon she asked leave of the Avenger to go and select the fifty men who were to constitute her dowry. Ali Higg demanded to go with her, to prevent her taking all the best; so Grim went, too, and our whole party rode with Grim to prevent any last-minute treachery on the Lions part.

It was a good job that we all went in the circumstances. There was a new arrival behind that sugar-loaf hill, and a real reinforcement after all. Jael Higg, constitutionally restless, opportunist always, huntress with all hounds and runner with all hares in sight  everlastingly haunted, too, by doubt of Ali Higgs ability  had scraped together every last man Petra could produce, and brought them to the scene, trusting to her own sharp wit to use them to the best advantage. She had scraped together nearly fifty, including some women, but they were a rather bob-tailed lot and their camels were living skeletons.

Ali Higg tried to avoid her, but there wasnt much of the retiring arbutus about Jael. She tackled him in front of us all, and tongue-lashed him bitterly when she had dragged the story out of him, he trying in return to assert his overlordship, but with small success. The part that seemed to sting her most was the discovery that Grim had all along retained that order on the bank.

She advanced toward him with her thin lips quivering nervously, and cold hatred glaring from her eyes; and we all closed in, to prevent murder.

So you kept that letter, did you? Clever, arent you, Jimgrim! Youve fooled me at every turn, havent you! Proud, arent you, to have me in money- hobbles for three years to come! Very well; you won this time, but wait and see!

Ive left you lots to build with, Jael, if youll only build to the line, he answered kindly.

Left me lots  and fifty men and camels to go with that wandering gipsy Ayisha? Bah! Youve skinned me to the bone. Ayisha may take these that I brought with me today.

But Ayisha was already choosing her contingent, and there was no reluctance to be chosen. Changing to the stronger side and a less irascible leader had its obvious advantages. Jael rushed off to interfere, and Ayisha cocked her rifle instantly.

Quick work by Ali Babas men prevented that duel. Half a dozen of them pounced on Jael from behind, pinned her arms behind her, and the rest got in position to spoil Ayishas aim. Ayisha threatened to shoot through them, but they laughed at her, and at a word from Grim she put her rifle up. Then Grim went and stood in front of Jael, but did not tell Ali Babas men to let go her hands.

See here, Jael, old girl, he said, youre nervous and jumpy. Youll be doing something youll regret if you dont watch points. Suppose you take that Lion of yours and your remaining men, and head straight back for Petra before you make your trouble any worse.

Let me go then!

Say the word, Jimgrim, and we cut her throat! Ali Baba called out from behind.

Beyond holding his hand up as a signal for nothing doing, Grim did not answer. He walked up to Ali Higg instead, and ordered him to take his men away. The Lion obeyed readily enough; he was sick of the whole business, and desperately eager to get back into his cave, where he could growl himself into better spirits.

There was delay at the last minute, owing to the fact that many more than fifty men, including Ibrahim ben Ah, wanted to stay with Ayisha; but Ayisha had chosen her contingent and lined them up. Grim gave the rest thirty seconds to start after Ali Higg. He didnt say what the consequences would be if they refused; but there were a couple of hundred of the Avengers men within hail, and they might imagine what they liked.

When the last of the Lions men was about two hundred yards away Grim ordered Jael released and her camel brought to her. Ali Baba wanted to keep her weapons, but Grim disallowed that. She mounted and rode away without a word of farewell, and Ali Baba croaked out his opinion that hornets stings are usually in their tails. But Grim laughed.

Jael did turn once, at about two hundred yards range and threaten Grim with her rifle, but as every single one of Ali Babas men promptly took aim at her she thought better of it.

Weve not had quite the last of that lady, I suspect; she still has one chance left, and overlooks no bets, said Grim.

That one chance was obviously to waylay us on our road home; and, seeing that Grim had added fifty to his force, the Avenger was kind enough to offer us an escort of a hundred men as far as the British frontier. But if Grim had agreed to that, there would have been a fight in all likelihood, which in itself would constitute excuse for treating the signed agreement as a scrap of paper. If only one shot were fired by Jaels men, the Avenger would interpret that as breach of faith and act accordingly.

So Grim insisted on the treaty being carried out in full. We said good- bye to the Avenger and Ayisha, and stood by at dusk to see the whole force file southward out of Abu Lissan.

The Avengers last words as he shook Grims hand were ominous:

By Allah and the Prophets body, Jimgrim, I shall hold thee to our terms! If no occasion rises to summon thee to my aid in a difficulty, may Allah change my face and roll me in the dust unless I make one!

Ayisha didnt forget her obligations. She came and kissed Grims hand, and gave him her amber necklace.

If I have a new husband and am once more a princess, I am none the less beholden to thee for it, she said prettily. And because Grim didnt know quite what to do about the necklace and was obviously embarrassed, Narayan Singh came to the rescue with one of his heavy-handed jests:

By my teeth and the Prophets, belly! he boomed impiously, Princess thou mayest be; but I am a Pathan of the Orakzai! Let this be the Avengers hour, and let him make the most of it; for as surely as the moon will shine tonight  as surely as thine eyes are worth a ransom  I will slay ninety and nine Avengers  aye! and burn Arabia for one more look into Ayishas eyes!

The Avenger overheard that, and felt rather flattered. He tossed back over his shoulder a mocking invitation to Narayan Singh to come and fight him single-handed for the girl at any time. So we all parted in a rare good temper, Ayisha having the last word, as a lady should.

A Pathan is a pig, but thou art not so bad as some pigs! she called back to Narayan Singh; and thereafter, all the way back home to El-Kalil, the gang kept chaffing him unmercifully about different breeds of pigs, pretending to wonder wherein he was so obviously different from the rest. But that was because they knew he was a Sikh, and that the Sikhs dont object to pigs at all; if he had really been a Pathan those jokes would have cost a life or two.

We were a whole day longer on the road home than if we had taken the shortest way. Grim led us over a water-less route to the southward; and the proof of the wisdom of that was the sight we had of a party of camel-men, led almost certainly by Jael Higg, who reached a ravine too late to intercept us. For about an hour they followed in hot pursuit and then, giving up the chase, sat their camels on a ridge five miles away and watched us gloomily until we disappeared from view.

Spirits rose high after that; for the danger was all behind and El-Kalil in front, with the suk and the coffee shops, where Ali Baba and his sons and grandsons could boast and lie to their hearts content about our lawless doings. Mahommed, the gang poet, rose to the occasion nobly with an epic song of our adventure; and being a poet, of course, he wasnt hampered by any such trivialities as facts. If a story is worth singing, it is worth enlarging on; so he enlarged, to everybodys satisfaction. I remember a few stanzas: he sang the story part, composing as he went along, and we all thundered the refrain.



Saoud the Avenger  
Sing of the Avenger!
Akbar the Avenger!
Struck the earth in anger,
Swore an oath in anger,
Vowed before his captains
He will harry Ali Higg!
Akbar the Avenger!
Down with Ali Higg!
Saoud the Avenger  
Sing of the Avenger!
Akbar the Avenger!
Summoned all his camel-men,
Made the desert dark with them;
Twenty-five machine-guns
Sent he in advance
. Tap-ap-ap machine-guns
Sent he in advance!
Half a hundred captains  
Each he had a squadron  
Half-a-hundred squadrons!
Swore to do his bidding;
Allah bear them witness,
They will enter Petra,
The hold of All Higg!
Burn and plunder Petra,
The hold of Ali Higg!
Akbar the Avenger! Akbar the Avenger!
He shall eat up Petra,
The abode of Ali Higg!
Lo! The Lion of Petra  
Ha! the Lion of Petra!
Ali Higg of Petra!
Rose and cursed in answer
Swearing by the Prophet,
Father of a thousand boils,
Father of a rage!
Wallah! Ya, the wrath of him!
Roaring Ali Higg!
Summoned he Ayisha,
Shellabi Ayisha,
Starry-eyed Ayisha!
Bade her lead his camel-men
Straight at the Avenger,
Meet him at the desert wells,
Give him battle there!
Shellabi Ayisha!
Shellabi kabir! 
Called he his commander,
Father of commanders,
Fiercest of commanders!
Gave him, too, a thousand
Princes of the desert,
Bade him and Ayisha
Bring Ben Saouds head!
Shellabi Ayisha!
Ibrahim ben Ah!



It was a first-class song, with never an end to it, for Mahommed added stanza after stanza as the days wore by. It included finally a wonderful account of my defeat of Mujrim in the Valley of Moses, and Mujrim was made the hero of it by the ingenious process of ascribing fearful and supernatural qualities to me.

But the whole song was merely a setting for the wholly fictitious story of Grims conquest in battle of the allied thousands of the Avenger and Ali Higg combined, winding up with a gorgeous climax, in which Grim carried off Shellabi Ayisha from under the eyes of both of them. Grim was the hero of the epic, and however long the song grew day by day, it always ended with a final crashing chorus:

Akbar! Akbar! Jimgrim! Jimgrim!

We sang it all the way home, and roared it in the narrow streets of El- Kalil; and although I suppose that Homer may have been more truthful, Ive a notion he is an overrated epic-builder in comparison to my friend Mahommed ben Ali Baba ben Hamza, youngest son of Ali Baba, dean of thieves and wiliest old fox in Palestine.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. Shall I sin, to satisfy your itch for what you have no right to?

There was no moon yet. The ponderous temple wall loomed behind Hawkes, a huge tree breathing near him, full of the restlessness of parakeets that made the silence audible and darkness visible; its branches, high above the wall, were a formless shadow, too dense for the starlight. Hawkes white uniform absorbed the hue of smoke, a trifle reddened by the glow of embers.

Come and try! he remarked to himself, and retired again into the shadow, muttering: Id like to have some one try to buy me  just once.

No purchasers appeared, and he did not appear to expect any among the bearers of lanterns, like fireflies, who came unhurrying from the city  decent enough citizens  silversmiths and sandal makers, weavers, tradesmen not so virtuous, nor yet so mean that they might not glean a little comfort at a days end, from the same hymn men have sung for centuries, until its words mean less than the mood it makes. They took no notice, or appeared to take none, of Joe Beddington who left his horse amid the trees three hundred yards away and strode by himself, so to speak, in the stream.

The citizens of Adana gathered in the clearing amid the trees, filled it and spread outward along the temple wall, extinguishing their lanterns because the priests, who are obstinate people, object to imported kerosene; and anyhow, there would be a full moon presently, so why waste oil? Joe Beddington, staring about him, strode through their midst and presently stood where Hawkes had been. Chandri Lal, a small lean cobra-charmer eased himself out of a shadow and laid his circular basket near Beddingtons feet, studying the dying fire, speculating whether to blow that into flame or wait until the moon should rise above the temple wall. Hymn or no hymn, business is business; Chandri Lal had heard that all Americans shed money as clouds shed rain. He hoped Hawkes would not see him. He knew, to half an ounce, the weight of Hawkes boot and the heft behind it.

Sergeant Hawkes came out of the shadow and saluted Joe, or rather he saluted about a hundred million dollars:

Your mother decided not to come, sir? Just as well. Shed have got tired standing here.

No, Joe answered, mother would have tired us.

Hawkes changed the subject: Let me tell you about this temple.

You did. It dates back to a million B.C. Never been entered by any one not directly descended from somebody named in the Mahabharata. Thats nothing. You should see our American D.A.R.s. Theyre going to censor the telephone book. Mother, you know, is a D. A. R. My father was more like yours  quite human  no rating, except in Bradstreet. Mothers folk came over on the Hesperus and did the red men dirt.

Theyre going to start the hymn, said Hawkes.

What are the words of it?

Quiet now. Tell you later. You know, sir, were not supposed to be here; but the high priest is a decent fellow in his own way. When I sent him word thered be a foreign visitor to watch to-nights ceremony he merely asked me to be here too.

Joe Beddington believed that no more than Hawkes did.

You dont say.

Hawkes evoked some truth to justify prevarication:

Yes, sir, even natives who arent Hindus arent supposed to witness this. Mohammedans, for instance I get you. Like the accounts of a corporation  keep em esoteric. Thats a dandy hymn. Hello  whos the man in vestments? Oh, my God!

The edge of an enormous moon rose over the top of the wall and framed a robed priest in an aureole of mellow light; a platform high above the wall on which his bare feet rested had become a pool of liquid amber. An incredible star, in a purple sky, appeared to draw nearer and pause exactly over the crown of his head; subtly liquid high lights glistened on his robes and the shadows beneath him deepened into velvet mystery in which every dark hue in the spectrum brooded waiting to be born. It was exactly what the Norman stained-glass makers aimed at and almost achieved.

The confidingly plaintive minor chanting of the hymn ceased. Silence fell. One pure golden gong note  absolute A-major  stole on the night as if it were the voice of a ray of the rising moon. And then the priests voice. In a chant that rose and fell like the cool wet melody of tumbling streams, unhurried, flowing because Law insists, he asserted what all Night knows and Man should seek to understand. There was no argument, no vehemence, no question. He propounded no problem  pleaded with neither violable principle nor erring ignorance. Whatever he had to say, it was so absolute that Beddington, to whom the words meant nothing, recognized the beauty and interpreted the essence, so that every fiber in him thrilled to the mystic meaning. It embarrassed him, like the sight of a naked woman.

Then another gong note. Caught into a shadow as if night had reabsorbed him, the priest vanished. The enormous moon wetted the temple roof with liquid light that overflowed until the clearing amid the trees lay luminous and filled with the kneeling forms of humans sketched, as it were, with violet pastel on the amber floor. They sang their Nunc Dimittis. Dark trees stirred to a faint wind, scented with the breath of ripened grain and cows in the smoke-dimmed villages. Leaves whispered the obbligato for the hymn. A little whirl of dust arose and walked away along a moonlit path. Hawkes voice fell flat and out of harmony:

They dont come out from the temple until the moonlight reaches a mark in the central quadrangle. Theyre performing a ceremony in some way connected with astrology or so Im told.

Id give my boots to go inside and see, said Joe.

Cant be done, sir. Nobodys allowed in  never. Do you see that Yogi?

The ascending moon had bathed another section of the temple wall in soft light. Now a gate in the wall was visible and  to the right, beyond cavernous darkness where the wall turned outward sharply and a high dome cast its shadow  there was an outcrop of the curiously layered and twisted green-gray rock on which the temple foundations rested. It formed vague Titan-steps and a platform backed against the masonry. There was what looked like a giant beehive on the platform. A man sat beside it, naked except for a rag on his loins. He had gray hair falling to his shoulders and a white beard that spread on his breast.

That man used to be the high priest of the temple. He is famous all over India for his astrology, and thats strange, because he wont tell fortunes; or perhaps he will, perhaps he wont, I dont know; he refused to tell mine.

How much did you offer him?

He wont take money.

How does he live?

Temple people feed him. Pilgrims, all sorts of pious people, bring him little offerings of food. He gives away most of it. That Yogi would surprise you, sir. Talks good English. Traveled  France, England, the United States. Some say he can talk French and German. But there he sits day after day, and says nothing. Ill bet you hed say less than nothing if he knew how. Maybe he does. How old do you suppose he is? Theres records  actual official records.

He doesnt look so specially old, said Joe.

The moonlight is a bit deceptive. The natives say he is more than two centuries old. Im a Christian myself. I believe the Bible all right. But I cant persuade myself that in these days people live to be as long in the tooth as Abraham.

The moon grew less dramatic  smaller in appearance but more searching, as it rose above the temple; its mellow amber faded; masonry and mens garments took on a grayish hue; the Yogi-astrologer sat motionless  a graven image posturing against the wall, not moving even when a woman, whose black sari was hardly darker than her skin, came forth from a shadow and bowed in the dust at his feet.

Joe Beddington strolled toward the Yogi. Chandri Lal, captain of emasculated cobras, stirred himself to seize an opportunity; he followed at a half-run, leaning forward, with his basket in both hands ready to be laid before Joes feet. Joe scorned him:

Nothing doing. Ive seen scores of snake acts. Suddenly a foot leaped forth from darkness. The basket went in one direction, cobras in another. Hawkes swagger-cane descended sharply, semi-officially, as it were, without personal malice, on Chandri Lals naked shoulders.

Git, you heathen! Git the hell from here! Use judgment! Showing off snakes in this place is as bad as a Punch-and-Judy show in church. Now mind, Ive warned you! One more breach of blooming etiquette, and Chandri Lal picked up his basket and followed the trail of his snakes in the dust. The woman at the Yogis feet implored some favor from him, elbows, forehead, belly in the dust, beseeching mercy. Joe watched. The Yogi made no response. Joe spoke at last, producing money:

Old man, will you tell my fortune?

The Yogi met his gaze. There was almost a minutes silence, broken at last by a passionate outburst from the woman. Then the Yogis voice, calm as eternity  only startling because he used such perfect English:

That is what she  this ayah also wants.

Why not tell her?

If it were good for her to know, she would know; there would be no need to tell her.

Tell mine. How much shall I pay you?

Do as you will with your money.

Joe held out twenty rupees. Chandri Lal drew nearer; he could smell money as well as see it through perplexing shadow.

Give it to that ayah, said the Yogi.

Why? Oh, all right  here you are, mother, your lucky evening  take em. Joe dropped the rupees in the dust before her nose and Chandri Lal pounced, but Hawkes boot served for a danger signal, so he backed away again. Blubbering, the ayah stowed the money in her bosom.

Come on, tell, said Joe. Im waiting.

You have paid the ayah, said the Yogi. Let her tell you.

Joe grinned uneasily. Stung, eh? Serves me right. I should have known you cant tell fortunes any more than I can.

The Yogi seemed indifferent, but in a sense Hawkes honor was concerned since he was acting showman:

Hell, he can tell em. They all come to him  high priest  pilgrims  bunnias  he tells some  some he doesnt. If he tells, it comes true.

Bunk! said Joe.

Why should I tell you? asked the Yogi suddenly. Should I sin to satisfy your itch for what you have no right to?

How about the ayah, then? You told me to ask her. How if shesins?

Who shall say she sins? If she tells what she neither knows nor not-knows, what harm can happen? Nothing to strain Karmas entrails. Knowledge is one thing  speech another. There is a time for speaking, and a time for silence. That which brings forth action at the wrong time is not wisdom, though it may have knowledge.

Half a mo, sir, half a mo  excuse me, Hawkes remarked and stepped aside into a shadow. Suddenly his fist struck like a poleax and a man went reeling backward on his heels  fell  struggled to his feet, and ran, leaving his turban behind him. Hawkes pointed to the turban. Hey, you  theres a present for you.

Chandri Lal pounced on the turban and thrust it into the basket with the snakes, then changed his mind and tried to sell it to the ayah.

Bastards! Hawkes informed the wide world, chafing his right knuckles.

Possibly  even probably, remarked the Yogi. But did the blow correct the accident of birth?

It werent intended to, Hawkes answered. It was meant to cure that swine of sneaking in the dark where he aint invited. Do you call that sinful?

Not a big sin, said the Yogi. But you shall measure it at the time of payment. Who knows? It may have been a good sin  one of those by which we are instructed. Few learn, save by sinning. He  that man you struck  he may learn also.

Ill learn him, Hawkes muttered.

You pack quite a wallop, said Joe. What had he done to you?

Nothing, sir. Hawkes took him by the arm and led him to where the temple cast the darkest shadow. It felt like being led by a policeman across Trafalgar Square; in spite of silence and the peculiar vacancy of moonlight there was a remarkable feeling of crowds in motion  unexplainable unless as a trick of the nervous system. On the way, jerkily through the corner of his mouth, Hawkes hinted at a sort of half-embarrassment:

The Book says turn the other cheek. But that was Jerusalem. This is India.

So you dont believe in theories from books?

Theories, sir? Theyre funny. Any of em might be all right if we all believed em. But a one-man theory is like a one-man army  only good if you can keep it quiet. Im a one-man army. Theres a theory Im a fusileer, belonging to a battalion at Nusserabad. But Im no theorizer. So Im here on special duty, drawing double pay and doing nothing except enjoy life.

Doing nothing?

A bit of everything. Im supposed to be learning languages. Im instructor in fencing and fancy needlework to British officers of native regiments. Thats to say, I pick out gravel from their faces and forearms when they skin emselves riding to pig. They half of em cant ride, but theyve all got gizzards; so they fall off frequent. Gravel leaves a bad scar unless its cleaned out careful. Scars spoil luck with women. So instead of sweating in a barracks I stay here  and to hell with the Kings Regulations.

Dont you do any regular work?

Not me, sir. Now and then Im loaned to teach a Maharajahs butler how to mix drinks  Im a genius at that. And on the quiet, now and then I do a little propaganda.

Secret service, eh?

No, sir. Not a secret in my system. Quite the contrary. Officers wish for promotion. Im an expert in promotion. Have to be, since Im paid by results. I invent ways for making em famous  famous, that is, in the proper quarter; its useless to try to sell a black pig in a white pig market. Thats a stool, sir  care to sit down  nautch procession wont be here for half an hour yet.

Beddington sat on the stool and suddenly became aware, by means of other senses than he knew he had, of people near him. The darkness seemed alive with living shadows that he could neither hear nor see  an uncanny sensation that made the hair rise on his neck. However, he controlled himself.

Who are they? he demanded in a normal voice.

Troopers from the native Lancer regiment. And Ill bet theyre jealous. Didnt they see me give that bloke from Poonch a bloody nose? Theyre laying for him. I step in and wipe their eye. You cant beat that for competition. Come here, Khilji  meet a gentleman from the United States.

One after another, seven shadows emerged into the semi-darkness, took shape and saluted  big men  white teeth gleaming in the midst of black beards. He addressed as Khilji, grinning, imitated Hawkes use of his right fist; then, out of sheer politeness, because Beddington might not otherwise understand, he added a remark in English:

Hah-hah! Saucy bastards are the men from Poonch! You Hawkes, you taught him something.

Yes, said Hawkes, I poonched him. He was lucky. You men would ha killed him. That would have cost you about six months pay apiece to hire a substitute to take the blame. You ought to pay me a commission for saving you all that money.

Eh-eh, you Hawkes!

Men became shadows. Shadows melted into darkness. Silence.

You seem well acquainted here, said Beddington.

By nature, sir, Im like a terrier. I snoot and sniff around and pass the time o day with all and sundry. Time Im through, I know the news  and which dog I can lick if I have to  and where the likely pickings are in back yards. Yes, sir, I believe I know these parts as thoroughly as some folk.

Care for a drink?

Beddington produced a flask, a self-defensive habit that he had adopted since prohibition. It enabled him to pose as normal, which he was not. It relieved him of the burden of making conversation. One drink  then straight to the point although he had noticed that it did not work so well in foreign lands. For instance, Hawkes stared, straining his eyes in the dark as he drank.

Hot stuff, sir.

Yes, Ive no ice.

Sir, I meant wonderful stuff.

Have another. Do you drink much?

No, sir. Cant afford it. Three or four drinks and Id lose if I bet to-morrow was Friday. I like drink, but I like prosperity more. When Ive time on my hands I snoot around and see things.

Could you undertake a private investigation for me?

Hawkes struck a match to light his pipe; he used the match adroitly. Beddington understood:

Its on the level. But its personal and private.

Money in it?

Yes. Whatevers fair. It was Beddingtons turn to watch Hawkes face. The first match had failed; Hawkes struck another and cupped it in his hands. But a face is a mask if a man is a rogue. Beddington judged better by the tone of voice and phrasing of the answer.

All right, sir, Ill be frank too. If its unlawful, the answers no. If its dirty, its no. If its merely risky  yes, provided the pay fits the risk. If its difficult, so much the better.

It probably is difficult. I want to find some one whose name I dont know, and whose age I can only guess approximately. She may be dead, but if she is I want to see proof. She may know who she is; she may not.

Woman, eh? White?

United States American of Scotch, Welsh and Irish ancestry.

Age?

Roughly, twenty-one.

Present information?

None whatever  except that her parents died in this district, of cholera, about twenty-one years ago.

Hawkes whistled  sharp  flat  then natural. There was a distinct pause. Then, in a normal voice:

Sounds vague enough. I can try, sir.

The parents of this child had a Goanese butler  a man named Xavier Braganza  who also died of cholera. But before he died he told a Catholic missionary and several other people that the native wet-nurse  the ayah as he called her  had carried the child away and vanished. But  and this is about all the clue we have  he added that the ayah was an idolatrous heathen without a trace in her of any sort of virtue, who would probably keep the child in hiding until old enough for sale.

About twenty-one years ago, sir, this district was almost wiped out by cholera. Nearly all the white officials died. Records got lost and stolen  some o them got burned  the dacoits came down from the hills and plundered right and left, taking the cholera back with em, so that it spread into Nepaul. Almost anything a man can think of might have happened.

Theres one reason why I want this search kept quiet. Possibly the child was sold into a harem or something worse. If so, and we find her, it might be a lot too late to help her. Do you understand me? There might be legal difficulties, even if her character werent rotted to the core. It might be useless or even cruel to give her a hint of who she is.

A quarter-tone change in Hawkes voice suggested alertness and a vague suspicion: Any money coming to her?

Of her own? No. Her mother, though, was my mothers youngest bridesmaid. There was a very strong friendship between them. If this girl should be found, and should prove to be not too far socially and morally sunk my mother would see to it that she should never lack for money.

Hells bells! Fairy godmothers are always other peoples luck, said Hawkes. Myself, I was an orphan once, and butter wouldnt have melted in my mouth, I was that sweet and guileless. Any one whod claimed me might ha raised me for a duke and done a proud job. I could ha rolled in millions and done credit to the money. However, they raised me in a London County Council Institute, and it werent a bad place either. When I was old enough I was sent to sea on a training-ship, to the tune of a heap o blarney about Nelson o the Nile  and Admiral Sir Francis Drake  and Britain needs no bulwarks. I served three years apprenticeship, and Im still wondering what Nelson found that made life tolerable. So I quit the sea and joined the army  and here I am, what might have been a millionaire, if only millionaires had sense and knew a promising orphan when they see one. Hide up now, sir.  Nautch is coming.

Why hide?

Well, sir, its like some husbands with their wives. The husband knows  you bet he knows, but all he asks is not to catch her at it; hes conventional, but hes tolerant; so, if shell give him half a chance, hell look the other way. Same here; there are about as many eyes in this here dark as there are mosquitoes; they know were here, and its against their law and custom; but theyre good, kind-hearted folks, so if we act half respectful o their prejudices theyll take care to seem to look the other way. Get right down in the ditch, sir  no, no snakes, I saw to that  if you should lie on that piece o sacking and set your elbows on the bank youll get a good view.

A gong sounded and Hawkes knocked his pipe against his boot to empty it. There came a surging of excitement from the trees, where probably a thousand Hindus shuffled for position. They seemed to try to make-believe they were in hiding, as if tradition had made that a part of the ritual; they resembled a stage ambush. The moon had risen until shadow of dome and wall were short enough to leave a dusty road uncovered, pale, with undetermined edges. The temple wall where the Yogi sat beside his beehive hut was already bathed in light and the Yogi no longer looked like a bas-relief, nor even like a statue; he sat motionless, but he looked human, although indifferent to the woman who lay flat on the earth in front of him still sobbing her petition:

Speak, thou holy one, thou man of wisdom!

In a side-mouth whisper Hawkes interpreted her words to Joe.

Music  strange stuff that made Joe Beddingtons spine tingle  music with a rhythm no more obvious at first than that of wind in the trees or water flowing amid the boulders of a ford. It was several minutes before the musicians appeared from around the curve of the high wall  a group of about twenty men in long loin-cloths, naked from the waist up, not even marching in step but nevertheless appearing to obey one impulse. On either side of them, in single file, walked a line of lantern bearers with the lanterns hung on long sticks. There were only two small drums; the remainder were weird wind-instruments, creating a timeless tune that seemed to have no connection with another system of sounds from an unseen source, which nevertheless insisted on the ears attention and in some way emphasized the melody.

Then came priests  not less than fifty of them, draped in saffron colored linen but each mans naked belly gleaming in the moonlight. They bore all sorts of mysteries of many shapes, including some that resembled chalices of jeweled gold. There were censers, too, and a reek of incense made from pungent gums whose smell stirred imagination more commandingly than ever pictured symbols did. More lantern bearers in a group  and then the sistra and some things like castanets, creating that sea of sound which underlay and permeated the music. It was pleasing but not satisfying; it stirred an unfamiliar emotion and awakened nerves not normally self-assertive. Beddington spared one swift glance along the lane of moon-white dust and saw that the music had stirred the waiting Hindus to the verge of hysteria; they were leaping like shadows of flames on a wall; he himself felt an impulse to do something of the sort. Only a habit restrained him. His will urged. He wanted to do it.

Ever hear of magic? Hawkes asked in a whisper. Thats it. But thats not half of it. Watch whats coming.

In one sense it was utterly impossible to watch what came; the eye refused obedience; it was hypnotic motion controlled with such consummate skill that it stirred more psychic senses than the onlooker ever knew he had. Instead of seeing about a hundred dancing women draped in filmy pale-blue stuff like jeweled incense smoke, and chanting as they danced, their bare feet silent in the dust, their ankles clashing with golden bracelets, Beddingtons imagination leaped to grapple with those mysteries the dance was meant to symbolize. It was no dance in the ordinary meaning of the word, and yet it made all other dancing seem like stupid repetition of a common catch-phrase. This was as exciting and elusive as the flow of life into the veins of nature. It was as maddening as a fight between strong men or as the sea-surf pounding on a moonlit reef. It was as difficult to watch as one wave in a welter with the wind across the tide. Its movement seemed inevitable  timed  yet so much more than three-dimensional that no one pattern could include it and no eye could define its rhythm. Something in the fashion of the firefly dance, it seemed to link the finite with the infinite.

Beddington forced himself to speak. He was afraid of his own emotions and aware of impulse to obey them. Down the lane of moonlight he could see the Hindus making, as he phrased it, asses of themselves. He did not propose to let hysteria swallow him too.

My God, Hawkes, Ive seen a temple nautch or two, and durbar nautches by the dozen. They were all the bunk. Id heard of things like this but  this is beyond reason. Its Impossible, aint it? said Hawkes. But its true all the same. And its nothing to what goes on inside the temple.

How do you know?

Oh, Ive heard tell.

Hawkes was lying, and Joe knew it, but he let that pass. He had an eye for line and color and an ear for music; vaguely he had always thought the three were varying aspects of one supersensual phenomenon, but now he understood it  though he could not have told how he did. He was in the grip of excitement that made him want to laugh and cry and swear, all in one meaningless spasm. There was more beauty visible at one time, forced on his attention, than his untrained senses and his prisoned intellect could endure without reeling. He could hear a voice that might, or might not be his own  he did not know, chanting in Greek elegiacs, lines from Homers Iliad that he had not looked at since he left the university. And then climax  perfect and beyond words incomparable.

Borne on a litter by four white bulls, on a throne beneath a peacock canopy formed by the spread of the birds tail, sat the high priest in his vestments, bearing in his hands a globe of carved crystal containing a light like a jewel. At each corner of the four-square platform of the litter stood a young girl as if supporting the canopy. One breast of each was showing. They were draped in crimson filmy stuff that dimmed while it revealed their outlines. The four bulls and their burden were surrounded and followed by a waving mystery of peacock-feather fans and colored lights that inter-blended in the smoke of incense and the rising dust. They appeared to be towed, bulls and all, by the stream-like motion of the nautch-girls, as if magic had harnessed poetry by unseen traces, guiding it with reins invisible. Then, like a guard of nature forces, four by four, a hundred priests came marching, each disguised in mask and robe suggesting one of the four mystic elements of Fire, Air, Earth and Water. Silence. Dust ascending in the moonlight. And then Hawkes spoke:

Theyll be back about three in the morning. Would you swap that for the stage o Drury Lane, sir? It dont mean nothing to me. And yet it means so much that I feel like turning pious. Its the thirteenth time Ive seen it. Twice I saw it in the monsoon, with the girls all slick and wetted down with rain until the lot of em seemed naked  mud as slippery as oil, and not a foot set wrong  wind and rain in their faces  moon under the clouds and branches blowing off the trees. They liked it, if a grin means anything. What would you say it all means?

Damned if I know. Joe crawled out from the ditch and straightened himself, rubbing an elbow that had gone to sleep from resting on the sun-baked earth. They probably dont know either. The meaning of things like that gets lost in the course of centuries. Do you suppose all those red jewels glowing on the high priests robe are genuine rubies?

So they say, sir. Why not?

Who is that?

Hawkes hesitated, and disguised the hesitation by spitting into the embers of the fire.

Theres all sorts, sir, connected with the temple.

A woman  quite young, if the set of her shoulders and the grace of her motion were any criterion  came along the path the procession had taken. She was heavily veiled. As she passed the Yogi she saluted him with both hands to her eyes, but he took no notice.

The ayah knelt to her, murmuring what seemed like praises and, seizing the end of her sari, pressed it to her lips. She took a little notice of the ayah  not much. She seemed more inclined to notice Hawkes, but Hawkes deliberately turned his back toward her. Joe laughed.

Scared of women?

Cant be too careful, sir.

Six of the native troopers strode forth from the shadow, halted, formed up two deep, waited for the girl  then, one of them giving the gruff command, they trudged off, two in front of her, four following. She might have been their prisoner, except that the escort looked too proud, and she too sure of herself. It seemed to Joe that she was staring at him through her veil; however, he, too, thought it better to be careful. He walked over to where the Yogi sat as motionless as stone and stared at him instead.

The ayah clutched at Joes legs, imprecating or else begging, it was hard to tell which. Chandri Lal ran forward to prevent her, but the Yogi stopped him with a monosyllable.

What does she want? Joe asked him.

The Yogi answered in English: She wants instruction.

Why not give it to her?

The Yogi stared  smiled  spoke at last, in a deep voice, rich with humor:

Give? Do you give always what is asked? o man from Jupiter!


CHAPTER II. You are an egg that is about to hatch

Joe stared. The Jupiter Chemical Works, of which his mother owned control by virtue of a trust deed drawn with much more foresight and determination than the Constitution of the United States, is notorious and he understood that perfectly. He was used to seeing his name in newspapers that denounced him one day as a wealthy malefactor and the next day, when he made a donation to something or other, praised him as a pioneer in the forefront of civilization  so used to it that he had ceased to laugh. He had ceased, too, to concern himself about it, having long ago learned that the son of a trust deed drawn by his mothers lawyers in her favor is as helpless as the husband of a reigning queen. He could not even hire and fire the men who wrecked the companys rivals, bribed and blackmailed politicians, cheated law and obliged him to take public blame for what they did, while his mother banked the dividends. He understood the hatred and the flattery of crowds, and could even sympathize. But it puzzled him that a nearly naked Yogi, all those thousands of miles away from New York, should know his business. It was like a slap in the face.

Why do you call me that? he demanded.

The strongest line on your forehead is that of Jupiter, the Yogi answered. It is long, strong, straight  and it is deepest when you smile, which is as it should be. But you were born with the rising sign of Gemini. If it had been Aries, no mother, nor any woman, nor any combination of men, however masterful, could have held you fettered. Even as it is, you are no womans plaything.

Joe shrugged his shoulders. He was not his mothers plaything, simply and only because she did not know how to play. She had no more sense of fun in her than Clytemnestra; no more lyrical delight in unreality than a codfish. Owner of banks and trusts and factories, all did her bidding or else learned the discontent of being toads under a roller.

And he could swear on his oath, as a man who had tried it, that astrology was stark, unmitigated bunk. He had studied it, using Newtons method. For his own amusement he had tried it on the rhythmic rise and fall of stock exchange quotations, and he found it rather less reliable than brokers tips, or than the system with which idiots lose their money at Monte Carlo.

Smile! said the Yogi. Always smile when we ignorant folk offend your honors wisdom!

Hawkes intervened. As showman for the night he felt his pride involved again. Say, he objected, has some one fed you lemons? Heres a gentleman whos acted generous. Hes paid his money, no matter who you gave it to. Now act honest and do what he paid for. Tell his fortune.

Do you demand that? asked the Yogi, staring at Beddington.

Tell hers, he answered. The ayah was clutching his ankles again.

I will tell it to you, said the Yogi. It was you who paid, and it is true I accepted the money, although I did not keep it. Should you in turn tell her what I tell you, that is your responsibility. I advise  I warn you not to, that is all.

How in hell can I tell her? I dont know her language.

Telling what should not be told  and hell  are as cause and effect, said the Yogi. She is a fool, that ayah. You will look far for a fool who has greater faith and charity. But who can make a fool wise?

Are you wise? Joe asked him.

No, said the Yogi, but wiser than she is  and wiser than you, or you would not have asked me. That fool  that charitable, faithful fool desires to know what shall become of her child, who now no longer is a child, but full grown and aware of the blood in her veins, and of her sex, and of the sin of inertia. A riddle is better than speech misunderstood, so I will speak in riddles. This shall happen to her: a war within herself  a worse than ever soldiers wage with bayonets. She shall be torn between the camel of her obstinacy, the horse of her ambition, the mule of her stupidity, and the elephant of her wisdom. When those four have pulled her enough apart, a devil may enter into her, or ten devils  or perhaps a benign spirit  who knows? It depends on at least a hundred thousand million influences, each one of which in former lives she wove into her character. Do you understand that? No, of course you dont. Nevertheless, I have answered you. So go away and think about it. Doubt it  deny it  believe it  mock  swear  take or leave it  it is all one to me. I have told you the truth.

Chandri Lal was whispering to the ayah. Apparently he knew English  possibly enough to misinterpret what he heard. At any rate he understood the ayah and her hunger for information, which was hardly keener than his own craving for money. She had money.

Heavenborn, he began, Holy one! Then, seeing that the Yogi took no notice of him, he addressed Hawkes in the vernacular. Hawkes, nothing loath, interpreted:

He says, said Hawkes, that ayah wants to know, shall her child be a queen  a royal ranee?

Tell her, suggested Beddington.

She can be, said the Yogi. I have cast her horoscope. If she is brave, she can be a queen over herself. She has resources and a struggle is impending. Nay  I will say no more. I am in debt to that fool woman for necessities. Shall I repay her with speech that will stick like a barb in her heart? Shall I use my wisdom to unbridle folly? Nay, nay. There is a time for silence.

He relapsed into silence as solid as concrete. He exuded silence. He was its image, its expression. Even the ayah ceased from importunity, since even she in her hysteria could recognize finality. She began to abuse Hawkes, including Joe within the scope of a tempest of words.

What does she say?

She accuses you and me, sir, of having stopped that Yogi just when he was coming to the point. She says for you to take your money back, its bad-luck money.

Joe turned away. He felt he had had enough of unreality for one night, yet he grudged returning to the real. The ascending moon, grown pale, was whitening walls and blackening the shadows; even he himself felt like a bone-white ghost, the more so because his foot-fall made no sound in the dry dust. He knew that to talk to his mother would produce a sort of psychic anticlimax that he could not explain, and for which she would have no sympathy. It was at such moments that he knew he hated her; the hatred was kin to fear; the fear, if not prenatal, something she had fastened on him with her will when he was a suckling. At the age of eight and twenty a man had no right, he knew, to be under any ones dominance. He had an iron will of his own; he was notoriously uncontrollable by any one except his mother. Her stronger will, compelling his, was what enabled her, unseen, to guide the destinies of interwoven trusts so intricate that even governments were helpless to prevent.

It was only at night, and at times like this when life seemed like a dream, that he was really conscious of the grudge he owed his mother and of a secret sense of shame that he must obey her always. True, he had often resisted her. He could withstand her tantrums. The bludgeoning abuse with which she browbeat servants, secretaries and even the firms attorneys to obedience, made no impression on him. He could laugh. It was when she was quiet and determined, when she grew kittenish and motherly by turns, and above all when she pretended to need his advice that he grew aware of the numbness somewhere in his conscience and an impulse to obey her that was irresistible. He had long ago ceased to attempt to resist that.

It had been only to oblige his mother that he undertook this idiotic search for some one who, for all the proof he had, had not been born. They had nothing but rumor to go on, and a twenty-year rumor at that. It was one of his mothers incredible lapses into sentimentality that she mistook for philanthropic zeal.

Such thoughts flash through a mans mind in a moment. Habit, as it were, presented them en masse, along with their product in the shape of disgust and an impulse to escape from them. Activity of mind or body was the only possible way of escape  learn, discover, do something  now, swiftly. That accounted for Joes sudden forays at a tangent after odds and ends of stray clues into other peoples business  swift questions that made some men think him an inquisitive butter-in; while others thought the habit indicated some form of degeneracy, as if he could not concentrate on one thing at a time.

Why did you hit that Poonchi? he demanded, turning disconcertingly on Hawkes. Who is he?

Hawkes resented it, yet hardly cared to show resentment  yet at any rate. Only those who meet millionaires every day of their lives understand that there is nothing to be gained by yielding to their arrogance; and besides, as a soldier, the habit of answering all questions promptly was as well developed in him as evasiveness was; he could answer questions fluently and instantly but keep the essential information to himself.

A spy of the Rajah of Poonch-Terai.

Has he any right here?

Damned if I know. A mans rights in this country are mostly what he can get away with. If hed been up to no mischief hed have hit back, he wouldnt have run.

Have you any idea what sort of mischief?

Thats not difficult to guess, sir.

Guess for me. Im curious.

Sir, when a man lurks in the shadows where hes uninvited, and runs when hes hit, you can bet he was after either plunder or a woman. Wheres the plunder hereabouts? Hed have hit back, wouldnt he, if it had been his own woman or a woman for himself that he was after? Q. E. D. he was a pimp; itd be sinful not to chase him off the lot.

Did you say he belongs to the Rajah of Poonch-Terai? But Poonch-Terai is several hundred miles from here.

Maybe, sir. But the Rajah isnt. Hes what they call a Maharajah  a nineteen-gun salute man so rich he neednt trouble himself to pay his debts.

You mean that spy was trying to get women for him  for his harem?

Draw your conclusions. Why not? Theyre always doing it. The Rajahs havent much else to think about. Theyve other folks to collect the taxes for them and rule their district. They cant play polo and get drunk all the time. They pretty soon get weary of a woman, so theyre always wanting new ones; and if there happens to be one they cant get, thats the one woman in the universe theyve got to have.

And thats why youre here?

Me and those Bengali troopers.

Joe smiled. Hawkes stiffened.

Which of you loves the lady?

Soldiers have to learn to sweat their tempers; only generals may grow apoplectic; Hawkes, as a sergeant, grinned appropriate complaisance and instantly made up his mind to take the one revenge available to a poor man faced by a rich ones impudence. He could bleed him. He could act the sycophant and make it pay. The point Joe had missed, and that Hawkes knew he had missed, was a certain vaguely evasive element of mystic chivalry connected with that night-watch by a British sergeant, several Indian troopers and, to make the mixture triply unconventional, a Yogi. What Joe had probably forgotten, if he ever knew it, was that the poor have a way of despising the rich for what they regard as ignorant ill-manners.

Did you wish me to look for that girl you spoke about, sir?

Yes. Youve one chance in a hundred million.

Make it worth my while, sir.

Very well. A thousand if you find her.

A thousand pounds, sir  right-o, thats fair enough. Beddington had meant rupees; Hawkes knew that. Ill have to hire a spy or two as well, sir, and I cant afford to pay them out of pocket. I suppose youll pay legitimate expenses? If you can let me have some money now, sir  ?

Joe gave him three hundred rupees in paper money.

Thanks, sir. Ill account for it, of course. The district collector asked me to bring you up to his bungalow afterward. If youll wait half a minute while I explain to those troopers, Ill see you on your way, sir.

But Joe had sensed the intention to lay siege to his pocketbook. The rich like being worked, when they are aware of it, about as keenly as eels like being skinned alive. Generosity is one thing, submission to extortion something else.

No thanks. I know the way. Ill walk. Will you tell the sais to take my horse home?

Very well, sir. Do you mind telling Mr. Cummings that I offered? Otherwise he might not understand.

Joe nodded, too displeased to trust himself to speak. Cummings had ordered him spied on, had he? What did the ass suspect him of? Souvenir hunting? Sacrilege? I wonder, he thought, who invented the lie that Government service develops genius? Theyre most of em pay-roll parasites, whod be a failure in any other walk in life  grafters or else incompetents  or both.

The midnight of a wave of discontent submerged him. He was far more of a poet than a pirate  hated piracy, from too intimate knowledge of his mothers methods  hated most its subtler intricacies  liked open black-jack methods better as more honest. In such moods a poet is gloomier than any other mortal; and the gloomiest of poets is one who is tied to the chariot wheels of a Jupiter Chemical Works and a bank, by the spidery threads of a trust deed. Worse yet, when the spider in the center of it is his mother, because he must rebel, in despair, against nature herself who has ruled that a filial instinct shall be sometimes overwhelming, and maternal instinct not invariably sweet with the odor of selflessness.

Damn! he remarked aloud, and turned toward the Yogi for a last stare. Suddenly he strode into the pool of moonlight in front of the rock where the Yogi sat apparently in meditation. Old Man  or ought I to call you Holy One?

Like unto like, said the Yogi. Call me what you feel like calling me, that I may know you better. What you see in me is a reflection of that part of you that you desire to hide from others; the remainder of me is, to you, invisible.

Be generous then. Show me some of it.

I cant, said the Yogi. Can I educate you in a minute? It has taken me not less than a million lives on earth to learn the little that I know now. That little does not include the art of changing you instantly into a seer.

Im blue, said Joe. Im as blue as a hungry nigger. You seem to enjoy life. How do you do it?

If you can see that I enjoy it, that is something.

Come on, take a peep into my future. Im about desperate. I feel like putting a bullet into my brain. Nevertheless, I know I wont do that.

Are you afraid to?

No. If I were afraid Id do it, Id so despise myself for being afraid. I cant see anything ahead for me but more and more melancholy  more and more of a kind of existence I hate, with less and less chance to escape it. To put it bluntly Im in hell.

O man from Jupiter!

Thats what you called me before. What do you mean exactly?

You would not understand if I told you. In part, I mean this: Jupiter  Gemini rising: a disturbing influence. You are in hell, to make you boil and put forth. You are a thunder-bolt that might, indeed, be quenched amid a seething sea of trouble; but no umbrella nor any information can withstand you. You are an influence that will burst into anothers life. And you will raise that other to an equal height with yours, or you will struggle upward to that others height, or you will strangle yourself and that other, like two camels caught in one rope.

When?

You are at the threshold.

I feel as if I had my back toward hope and ambition and were wandering off into a wilderness.

You are an egg that is about to hatch. The tight shell yields.

Yogi, I feel like Orestes. You know who he was? He slew his mother.

That Greek legend is a symbolism and an allegory. Orestes destroyed a tyranny, not a woman; and the hounds of his conscience were changed into heralds of happiness.

But Clytemnestra died, said Joe.

As I might also, did I interfere with thunderbolts, the Yogi answered. Listen to me: Darkness is the womb whence Light is born. No-hope is the matrix out of which Hope burgeons. Discontent is a growing pain; it is the pangs of roots imprisoned in clefts of a rock that shall crush them or be burst asunder. Cowards cry out and shrink and their roots die under them. But strong souls reach into the Silence for more energy, though it brings more pain; they seek relief from pain by bursting that which hurts. It is they whose branches ultimately reach the sky and become a cool bower such as the birds of Wisdom love.

Am I a coward? Joe asked.

You have been. What you are now is your own affair. And what you shall be is the outcome of what you do with what you are; it is the consequence of what you are and what you do. You have my leave to go and leave me to my laughter at the simpleness of things.


CHAPTER III. Cut me off and set me free. Ill be so grateful...

The dusty moonlit road toward Cummings bungalow led between slattern walls and ill-kempt gardens, through a grove of trees that had been blackened by the fires of vagrants and nibbled by goats into naked poverty  on past cheap pretentious cottages of Eurasians  past shuttered shops and littered byways where the Christians did business and a Catholic chapel, neat and lean and hungry-looking, raised a crucifix above a white iron roof. Then past the park, so called, where a caged tiger lay dreaming of life with his paws through the bars and his white teeth agleam in a grin of despair made monstrous by the moonlight. On past the club and the tennis courts  the mean hotel for Europeans only, in a compound in which white-clad servants slept like corpses under trees that cast mottled shadows.

Joe was conscious of being followed. He supposed that the man with the basket of snakes, and the ayah, were taking advantage of his company for the protection it might give them; they kept far enough behind him not to intrude, near enough to be heard if they should cry for help, walking one on each side of the road like ghosts who did not like each other but were wafted on the same slow wind. He glanced over his shoulder at them only once or twice, afraid that if he glanced too often they might take that for an invitation to draw nearer. It occurred to him once that they might be spying on him. He stopped to see if they would stop. But they came on, so he dismissed the thought and continued on his way, his shoes white with dust and his thoughts black with boredom.

He resented being bored, it seemed so stupid. He knew that with his tastes and spiritual equipment he should find life fascinating. He was offended because he did not  even more offended because he vaguely understood the reason, and whose fault it was.

Theres nobody to blame but me, he muttered. Nevertheless, he knew that to throw up everything and leave his mother to find some other vizier of her despotism, would solve nothing. Running away would merely substitute for his mothers tyranny an even more degrading one of laziness and fear. It was not business he dreaded. He well knew there is poetry in commerce, art in high finance and music in the melody and flow of manufacture; as a matter of actual fact, and with only a few exceptions, he had found the conversation of artists even more platitudinous and dull than that of his business intimates.

Bankers, bishops, band-wagon conductors  painters and musicians  doctors  scientists  politicians  writers  nearly all of em are paralyzed by public opinion. It kills em if they dare to stick their head out of the herd-thought and  got it, by God! Ive got it! My mother is herd-thought individualized!

He began to walk faster, with more resilience in his stride. He had begun to understand his enemy. Ive been tilting at windmills, he muttered. No more windmills! Once Joe Beddington had grasped the nature of a mistake he was not given to repeating it, although he would deliberately repeat one again and again until he understood it. He was built that way  so constituted. It was that that had made him suffer so beneath his mothers yoke. He had not understood her. He had sometimes thought she was a devil in a human skin. Not less frequently he had suspected himself of being one, since who else than a devil could hate his own mother? He had wasted breath and patience trying to argue with her. And he had feared her. Might as well try to argue with the sea  be afraid of the sea.

Public opinion? Wow! The thing to do with that stuff is to make it  mold it  navigate it. Look out for the tides and storms and currents. I can do it. Damn, I understand her now, Ive been a blind superstitious idiot!

He walked faster, leaving Chandri Lal and the ayah far behind him. He had forgotten the temple ceremony and the Yogi. He had forgotten Hawkes.

Shes public opinion. Shes it, idealized. Greedy  fat  cunning  tyrannical  cruel  jealous  envious  intolerant  a hypocrite  a coward  opportunist  liar. She is all that  and yet she isnt. Ive got to separate em in my mind. How come? That needs puzzling out.

He was excited. He had forgotten boredom. He had forgotten the dull inertia that usually crept into some corner of his brain when he thought of his mother. He had seen, as it were, a crack between her and her despotism, into which he could drive, he believed, his new-found wedge. It did not occur to him that he was using arguments familiar to kings sons, to rebels against the divine right of kings, and to all the archiconoclasts of history. It seemed to him he was the first discoverer of something new.

Mother, he said to himself, is a victim. It isnt she who uses power. Power uses her.

In a flash, as a man sees in a dream cause and effect and process simultaneously, he discerned the tactics and the strategy that he must use.

Separate her from the power in my own mind. Shes my mother. It isnt. It isnt a disease exactly, but call it one for the sake of clarity. It causes a disease. Shes as good as mad this minute  mad with a cold intelligence that outwits anything human, her own humanity included. Its as merciless to her as to any one else; it makes her ridiculous as well as greedy  makes her stupid in her hour of triumph. Good God! How stupid Ivebeen. The thing for me to do, from now on, is to attack it, not her  and not to attack it like a damned fool and be overwhelmed. Guile  subtlety Absorbed in thought he walked beyond the lane between the bougainvilleas, where the sign-board bearing Cummings, the district collectors name, was clearly legible in the moonlight.

God, but Ill need to be subtle! He noticed he had walked too far, and turned back. Shes on its side. Its her God and her glory. Give her half a hint that Im awake at last, and shell kill me as she killed Dad. He was half awake before the end. I think he knew she killed him. She broke his will. That broke his health. She make him sign that trust deed and then put him on his back and hired three nurses. He laughed a little. Funny I never thought of that before. How many doctors  five?  six? And they couldnt agree what to call the disease. I can name it for them. Octopus-itis! She strangled his will. He simply quit and left her victrix on a bloodless battle-field. Bloodless? He hadnt a drop of blood left in him. I wonder if he loved her. I dont. But I dont hate her any longer. And I wont quit. Ill be damned if Ill quit.

He turned up the lane between the bougainvilleas  a narrow curved lane rising steeply to the garden surrounding Cummings bungalow. The gate was open; he made scarcely a sound as he entered because the dust lay deep on the tiles of the garden path. The bungalow faced eastward and the garden gate was to the south, so that he had to approach one end of the long verandah, where there was a screen of painted reeds to provide privacy; that and the shadows combined to make him invisible from the verandah or from the windows in front of the house. He had no intention of eavesdropping, but his mothers voice was too distinct not to be recognized; and to that he had been forced to listen since he was a child. It was a habit.

What would life be without our illusions? And who knows that the illusions are not more genuine than what we think is real?

Then the voice of Cummings: Stark reality  stark reality  sordid grim reality  that is the life of a Government official, Mrs. Beddington. If I had one illusion left, I would not know what to do with it.

His mother: When I was a little girl my dolls provided the illusion. I had a boy-doll that was the inspiration for most of my dreams. I have that doll even to-day, tucked away in a drawer. Sawdust, I suppose you will say  a Little Lord Fauntleroy suit  a yellow wig  a wax face, with the paint gone where I kissed it  diamond buckles made of cheap glass  one eye missing. But around that doll I built my dreams of a prince charming who should come into my life and make it romantic.

Did he?

Not yet. I am like Queen Elizabeth, still hoping. Money, yes. Mr. Beddington possessed the gift of making money. He could think of nothing else. We were not romantic.

Money, to me, said Cummings, is the most romantic theme on earth. Money  the blood of nations  the key to independence  the essence of power. They tell you money cant buy happiness. I say it can.

Sharply: Is that you, Joe?

Joe mounted the steps. He merely nodded to Cummings  understood him, and lacked enough hypocrisy to pretend to feel more than tolerantly civil. But he stared at his mother. She was full in moonlight, all two hundred pounds of her, in a dress that he knew had made a modiste nearly frantic; she invariably wore out any one who waited on her; her gowns were trophies wrung from defeated artistes whose profit was gone in time and overtime, and whose bills were paid when Mrs. Beddington saw fit. Such ingrates sometimes even sued her.

She looked magnificent. Joe knew she had saved that dress for an occasion. Her conversation, too, was the sort that she reserved for disarming strangers when she had drastic ends in view. He wondered what design she had on Cummings. He could see at a glance that she had pumped him to a point where she knew the exact limits of his imagination and could foresee to a fraction how he would react to any given impulse. She would presently provide the impulse  not that that made any difference, or was of the slightest interest to her son; but he could not help wondering why she should waste her arts on such a futile person.

Ready to go to the hotel, Mother? Shall I call for the rickshaw?

Not yet. I was telling Mr. Cummings Sit down, Beddington. Sit down and have a whisky with us. Whats your hurry? You Americans are always on the run, and what on earth do you gain by it? I understand you even hurry to your funerals in a motor-hearse. I think that comical. If you hurried off to bed now, you would probably only lie awake inventing a way of doing twice as much in half the time to-morrow.

Probably, said Joe. The mistake, of course, that we made was to insist on independence. We ought to have kissed King George on both cheeks. Then wed have been taught, like India, how to behave.

He was sorry at once that he had said it. Cummings was too futile to be worth snubbing and too dull to enjoy an argument with, but an argument now was inevitable; he had invited one; and, what made it worse, he could see that he had played into his mothers hand in some way. Desperately he sought to switch the conversation to another subject:

Tell me about the nautch-girls at that temple.

Cummings jumped at that. He was the type that loves to display familiarity with subjects on which he cant be checked up every easily. It opened the way too, for a retort:

Dont try making love to them. Be advised by me and control your curiosity and instincts, both, as long as you stay here.

Joe let that pass.

Cummings looked pleased with himself and exchanged a glance with Joes mother. Middle-aged, fat bachelor he might be, but he knew how to give a younger man the right cue at the proper moment. He desired her to appreciate it, and apparently she did; she could disguise her feelings from almost any one except her son, who looked the other way. Joe yawned and Cummings cleared his throat:

Those are very unusual nautch-girls. There are none other like them in India. Generally speaking, I regret to say, the Indian nautch-girls are a blot on the countrys reputation. Theyre a problem very difficult for us to deal with. Theyre a social evil so protected by religious custom and priestly privilege that no government can do anything about it. They belong to the temple. Theyre married to trees or to graven images. Their morals generally speaking  judged, that is, by our standards  are  well  they havent any.

How are they recruited? Joe asked.

All sorts of ways. Many of them are the daughters of nautch-girls. Some are the daughters of well-to-do, high-caste Indians who dedicate them to the temple, usually along with an endowment. Some of them  the less privileged ones  are child-widows, who are given that means of escape from the otherwise deadly existence of the Hindu widow, who becomes the slave of her husbands parents. A few of them are the daughters of wealthy public prostitutes. As a rule they are all intensively trained, extremely highly educated in the legendary mysticism of the cult to which they are attached, good-looking  and more wicked than you could readily make yourself believe.

Those girls I saw to-night, said Joe, were marvelous. Ive seen convent children in the States who looked much less spiritual. Loose women dont look as they did  at least, not any that I ever saw.

Cummings suppressed the interruption with a fatly important hand:

I was coming to that. This temple is unique. It is very ancient and was formerly Buddhist. A century or so ago its Hindu priests were partly reconverted to the Buddhist teaching. Blending one traditional philosophy with another, as I understand it, they were able to discard the grosser forms of superstition and retain the essence of both teachings, with the result that something new and very remarkably good grew out of it. They retained the secrecy, but not the exclusiveness  to some extent the theory of caste, but not its system. I am told they sent some very highly educated priests to Europe to study the better known types of Christianity, from which they learned a great deal. To this day they are astonishingly tolerant of Christian missionaries. They own all the land hereabouts and could have made it next to impossible for Christian missionaries to obtain a foothold; but what they actually did was to let them have land for schools and so on at a rent so nominal that it amounted to a gift. Theyre funny. I believe theyre trying to convert the missionaries. But they wont let any outsider inside their temple, and theyre rather touchy about strangers witnessing their temple rites. Theyre on very good terms, by the way, with the Catholic priest, who has established a hospital, to which they contribute very liberally from the temple funds.

Mrs. Beddington purred. She almost looked like a well fed cat when there was a mouse to be coaxed within reach of her paws. Her bulk seemed all softly luxurious comfort. She exuded invitation and appreciation. Her son might recognize, even by lamplight, a certain hard glint in her eyes; but a mouse, such as Cummings, saw nothing but generous instincts oozing from a rather handsome widow.

Oh, how fascinating, Mr. Cummings! What a wonderful life you must lead, with all this opportunity to study lifes drama! Most of us waste our lives, dont we? You should write a book  truly you should.

Ah! remarked Cummings, but he deceived no one, not even himself. He was much too lazy mentally to write anything except a cut-and-dried report. However, he enjoyed the flattery. Joe wondered again why his mother possibly could wish to ensnare such a futile person  and again, from habit, not from sympathy, he straightway played into her hand.

My mother loves to look into the guts of things, he volunteered.

Cummings blinked; he thought the expression coarse; he was already unconsciously taking the side of the mother against the son. Your mother strikes me as a very able woman, if I may say so without offense. Its rare to find intelligence and great wealth under the same hat, so to speak. If I had had such a mother as yours, I think I would have had more of a career. The imputation that Joe Beddington was a loafer in his estimation was only vaguely veiled.

Joe glanced at his mother and smiled to himself. He changed the subject, abruptly:

Id like to see the inside of that temple.

Impossible, my dear man, so its no use wishing. But why see it? Gloom  dirt  images of gods on ancient walls  obscene  monstrous  stupid. There are lots of other places where you can see it all, price two rupees, and a picture post-card thrown in.

You know, I suppose.

I can guess. One doesnt live in India for twenty-five years without knowing what temples are like. Archeology, in my humble opinion, is an over-rated subject. Its like art in general, which got the Greeks nowhere  got China, Egypt, India nowhere. Art, I take it, is a sign of decadence. As soon as a nation takes up art it goes to pieces and gets conquered.

It was aimed, of course, at Joe. Joes mother understood, and relished it.

Joe, I think, would rather be an artist than a business man, she remarked. He paints really quite beautifully when he has the time.

It was a favorite trick of hers to tempt confidence and sympathy by hinting that her only son was a disappointing person. She was equally ready at any moment to advertise him as the greatest genius alive. It all depended on the circumstances and the view-point of her victim. Joe wondered again what she could see worth conquering in Cummings; he knew that her perception was uncanny and her sense for intrigue and strategy Bismarckian; but why pick such a specimen as Cummings? Why waste genius? He gave it up.

Lets go home to bed, he suggested, yawning. Shall I shout for the rickshaw?

Mrs. Beddington decided she would walk. Perhaps she wished to intimate to Cummings that she could walk in spite of her weight. Joe knew that she hated to have dust invade her shoes. However, it was only a short way to the hotel; if she should turn bad-tempered he could endure it during those few minutes. He nodded to Cummings  shook hands, since Cummings seemed to wish that  and waited at the foot of the verandah steps, signing to the sleepy rickshaw coolies to go along home. His mother was in no haste:

A delightful evening. What a time we two had until that gloomy person interrupted us! Imagine my telling you all about my dolls! It must have been the magic of the moonlight and your hospitality. Some day you must tell me all about the princess you have cherished in your dreams  I believe youre as romantic as I am under that proconsular mask of yours.

Cummings almost writhed with pleasure at being likened to a grim proconsul. He had missed promotion. He was a little lucky if the truth were known, not to have been sent home last year on his half-pay.

Romantic? he answered. He would be anything to please her, but it was hard to think of phrases on the spur of the moment. Ah, but I have never dared to speak of it.

You shall tell me, said Mrs. Beddington. Confess  you owe me that revenge. Besides, it will do you good to talk of it. Romance dies, if it is not shared with some one. And romance is good for all of us. Good night.

On the way home Joe kept silence until his mother paused to kick the dust out of her shoes, holding his shoulder to balance herself. Joe, she remarked suddenly, I wish you could be more polite to people. You were positively rude to that man. It was disgraceful. Why, you couldnt even shake hands without scowling.

Hes such an ass, Joe answered.

He is nothing of the kind. I like him.

Mother, you know hes an ass. What are you planning? To make him find that purely hypothetical cholera baby? Ill bet he bungles it. Probably hell foist a sweepers daughter on you  or perhaps a half-caste brat with rickets and a chi-chi accent. Then what?

Mrs. Beddington removed her other shoe, shook out its contents, replaced it and then waited for her son to kneel and fasten up the strap.

I have all along intended you should find that child, she answered. It will give you a chance to use those wits you are so proud of. When I have a hunch I am never far wrong. I know the child lives. I know it, I know it. So you look for her, and use all your ingenuity. Meanwhile, I will cultivate Mr. Cummings, so that in case you have to overstep the boundaries a bit there will be some one to stand between you and the lawyers.

That was one of her pet expressions. It made Joe shudder, since it always meant that she was contemplating treachery of some kind that she would not even hint at until it would be too late to prevent her. He answered grimly:

I have taken steps already.

You speak as if I had asked you to cut your throat. Listen, Joe. I wont have you being sulky with me. I wont stand it for a minute. If theres one thing I will not endure, its disloyalty. Your father knew you all right when he had that deed drawn. He knew what he was doing when he put that clause in giving me the right to cut you off by a stroke of a pen without a nickel. One would think, to see your long face, that you were jealous of a child youd never seen.

Joe laughed. Come on, Mother, he said, theres pen and ink at the hotel. Cut me off and set me free. Ill be so grateful that She interrupted him. Joe, Im nervous. Cant you see I need comforting? Are you so mean you wont oblige me during the few years I have to live? Isnt it soon enough to be independent when Im dead and gone? Do you wish me dead?

He yielded  put his arm around her. She was as well as he was, and he knew it. She was insincere; he knew that also. But whenever she ceased threatening and coaxed him, there always stole over him that feeling of helplessness that was so like the effect of a drug that it made him feel worthless  even wicked. He had to take an antidote for it; when his mother had gone to bed he carried out a chair into the compound and made charcoal sketches of servants sleeping in the shadows under gaunt wind-twisted trees.


CHAPTER IV. You wish to question me?

Joe sat at breakfast on the hotel verandah, prodding export bacon with an import fork and wondering why God had gone to all the trouble to create a universe. His mother had sent for him to her bedroom and had made him sign some documents of no particular importance except to nine unfortunates in New York, whose jobs had now ceased to exist. Just like her. Its murder, as I sit here  long-distance murder by mail. They werent rowing their weight. But is she? And am I? Are dividends the one criterion? If one of those poor devils  Weismuller  doesnt commit suicide Ill take my hat off to him  sick wife  seven kids  a mortgage  probably car and piano half paid for. Dad never did that kind of dirt. He flogged old horses, but he didnt turn them out to starve. It was the last nail in the old mans coffin when he learned about her firing all the old-timers. She has more than quadrupled the money Dad left. He never gave a cent to charity, and she has given away more than he earned in his whole lifetime. Nevertheless, he was human. And she isnt. Damn! I hate her.

Gone was last nights resolution. He looked around him at the white-clad servants standing along the verandah rail in abject adoration of his mothers millions. There were far too many of them; she had insisted on traveling like a circus, as he phrased it, with a private car on the railway and a private crew of rickshaw coolies, to say nothing of interpreters, bearers, a cook, two cooks assistants and a boy.

Beyond them, beneath the compound trees were unnumbered job-hunters, cheek by jowl with beggars, conjurers, acrobats and guides. Among them he noticed Chandri Lal with his basket of cobras; and, not very far from Chandri Lal, the ayah. They added in some vague way to his annoyance. It was ridiculous to think they might be spying on him. For whom could they be spying? But why else were they here? Why did they keep on staring at him?

On the verandah was a horde of peddlers, opening their boxes if he as much as glanced in their direction, meanwhile arranging trash for his inspection  arranging the stuff so that he could hardly step off the verandah without treading on some of it. Pariah dogs were sniffing around the compound. Nine unpleasant-looking crows, with bright eyes on the breakfast food and obscene voices making probably appropriate remarks, were perched on the rail at the far end. The proprietor, smugly subservient, stood with his back to the doorway where he could watch the merchants and keep account of his rake-off from the price of anything they might succeed in selling. There were no other guests in the hotel; there was that much relief.

However, presently came Hawkes, slapping his leg with a swagger-cane and much too perky to harmonize with Joes mood.

I suppose he wants more money.

Joe decided not to give him any. He turned his back  resumed dissection of the embalmed remains of a Chicago pig, fried to a boracic cinder  prodding at it. But he could not carry on; two pale eggs, like the eyes of indigestion, stared up from the plate and put him out of countenance. The grease had grown cold; a fat fly struggled in it. Toast, weak marmalade and strong tea. Hawkes invaded the verandah, perfectly aware of the annoyance he was causing; soldiering equips a man with a brass face for irritability to grind itself against. No snubbing Hawkes.

Good morning, sir. Ive news.

Sit down then. Light your pipe. Teas rotten. Have some.

Thanks, sir, Ive had breakfast. And if Id tell the news myself you might think I was lying.

There would be nothing abnormal about that. Im quite used to disbelieving people.

Yes, sir. And I want my thousand pounds. Id like to take you straight to the source where I got my information.

What information?

The identity and present whereabouts of that young woman that you spoke of last night.

Habit froze Joes face at once. He had learned from his mother. Show her, black on white, a soundly reasoned statement and she would pitilessly and without shame rend it until no one but herself believed it even worth another moments thought. Remember this, Joe: if its good, it wont be worse for being doubted. The more you can make others doubt it, the cheaper its yours in the long run. So dont believe any one  anything, until youve seen all sides of it. Make others sick of hanging on. Thats business. He had learned in the end to doubt her also. A mere stranger such as Hawkes had no chance to get under his guard.

I have letters to write. Sorry.

Hawkes, a trifle over-eager to persuade him, made a wrong move: Sir, you saw me punch a man last night. His gang is after that young woman.

Sounds bad. As I told you, if shes fallen too far down the social scale my mother would not be interested.

Hawkes saw his mistake. He decided to show his own quality and see what came of it.

All right, sir. Ive done my part. Heres that three hundred you gave me for expenses. I dont need it.

He laid the money on the table. Joe let it stay, with the corner of one eye watching Hawkes; it might be Hawkes way of suggesting a tip. But Hawkes stepped away from the table.

Send for me, sir, any time you wish. Ill tell your servant where to find me.

Why not tell your news? Joe asked him.

No, sir. If youll take it straight as man to man  it may sound fishy, but its fact  I wouldnt take a thousand pounds to be called a liar by you or any one.

Joe had seen senators sell their souls for that price. He had bought the souls, and found them not worth buying.

I will pay you ten pounds for your news, he answered.

Keep it, sir. As one man to another, you agreed to pay a thousand pounds if I find the girl.

All right. Bring her to me.

Not so easy. If I fetched her, supposing shed come, whos to prove shes it? No, sir, proof first  thats fair. Then when you set eyes on her I get my thousand and no argument.

Joe still suspected him. However, he heard his mothers voice. She was getting up, and finding fault. He knew that mood. He leaped at anything to escape her.

All right, Ill go with you. He caught the proprietors eye.

Two horses!

Ek particularly dum! Hawkes added. Make it sudden.

That Hindu had noticed the interrelation of speed and profit when providing for Americans. With the tail of his turban flying, scandalized crows on the wing, and the pariah dogs in flight in front of him, he scooted across the compound to the stable, where a needy relative-contractor kept starved horses and well fed flies. Long before Mrs. Beddingtons voice announced through an open window that her shoes were no place for cockroaches, two unenthusiastic horses drooped in front of the verandah. Joe was swift; in another moment he and Hawkes, at a comfortless trot in the dust outside the compound wall, could hear her doing her worst to make the universe all wretched. Joe shuddered:

Always that way when she has done dirt. Justifies herself by torturing some other helpless human. Then shell feed the pariah dogs on buttered toast and gyp the peddlers out of half their junk. By the time I return shell feel pious and want me to take her to call on missionaries.

He hardly noticed where Hawkes was leading him. He remembered passing a squadron of native cavalry out exercising horses  might not have remembered it except that he was glad their officers did not halt to talk to him  as likely as not damned decent fellows who would invite him to call on the mess. He could enjoy meeting them if it werent for his mother; she would insist on their being introduced to her. She would probably make their mess a gift of some useless ornament picked up in Kashmir. She would ask the Colonels confidential advice about his, Joes, character. He understood her game from a to izzard  understood, yet could not defeat it. She was his mother, worse luck. There are limits to what conscience will let a man do to his mother, even if he hates her, for accumulated reasons.

Knowing resentment would give him a headache he tried to interest himself in the streets and the early traffic. They had reached the heart of the native city almost before he realized it. He remembered now that there were things to see in this place. There were said to be architectural wonders  freaks that had set the antiquarians at loggerheads with thousands of years of differences between their estimated dates. He began to notice some of them  amazing carvings on patched walls at the end of mean streets, old and new all fitted into one another as if an earthquake, or perhaps a dozen earthquakes had flattened the city and, after each cataclysm, men had rebuilt with the old material. One image that he saw was upside down  a dozen tons of it incorporated in a wall whose greater part was almost modern brick  perhaps a thousand-year-old brick, or even more recent than that.

It was a hodge-podge city. Corrugated iron side by side with ancient masonry and carved teak blackened by the course of centuries. Trees in which monkeys sported. Sacred trees a-flutter with scraps of rag and colored paper to remind some godlet of a bribe paid and a promise taken, in return, for granted. Walls without windows. Shops all unglazed window, with a wall behind them. Thatch, tile, rotting canvas  and a roof here and there whose ponderous calm suggested destiny perceived and understood by conjurers in stone. A Moslem mosque, chaste and pearl-gray in the shadows of high trees, frowned at from a hundred feet away by the obscene divinities carved on the gloom of a Hindu temple. Stinks  and then a breath of Oriental perfume  spices, dry dung and the horizonless scent of piles of gunny-sacks. An elephant or two  incessant streams of laden asses  bullock-carts  innumerable sweating porters, threading their way through a crowd whose black umbrellas cheapened sunlight. Vivid colors splashed on shadow  dark holes  dinginess drowned in golden light where clouds of parakeets as green as emeralds shot screaming from tree to tree  veiled women  unveiled girls with white teeth dipping brass jars at a fountain  Ford cars  insolent policemen swinging yellow clubs. And then, when they paused at a trough that was a godlets lap, to let the horses drink, none else than Chandri Lal, his flat, round basketful of cobras on his head. The ayah, draped in dingy black, was less than half a street behind him.

How in hell did those two follow, at the speed weve come?

The same as rats, sir. They know scores of shortcuts where a horse cant get through.

What are they spying on me for?

Theyre not spying. Its the jackal system. Follow a tiger long enough and something happens. Its like that piece in the Bible, sir, about the woman and her importunity  except that those two dont know what they want. What turns up cant be worse than what theyve got, thats all.

Joe doubted it. He half suspected Hawkes of having told those two to follow, and he was still in a mood to be quarrelsome. He had an acrid comment hesitating on his teeth, when a bheestee went by swishing water from his goatskin mussuk. Just as no man can slay even himself in the presence of one of Leonardos paintings, so none can harbor hatred with the smell in his nostrils of freshly sprinkled dry earth. Perfectly unconscious of the cause, Joe let his natural tolerance creep up like sap and he decided that to be a circus for whoever chose to stare at him was better fun than doing nothing. He, too, was a spectator, growing curious.

Lets go.

Hawkes led through by-ways to a sunlit court, whose paving stones were masonry from ancient walls. Grass grew here and there between the cracks. In places, faintly visible, were carvings worn smooth by the tread of centuries. The buildings were all ancient, except one, a little lower than the rest, that occupied a corner and was white, in contrast to the gray-green dinginess of all the others. It had awnings, striped red and yellow, and the two-story wall that faced the street was pierced with as many windows as a colonial house in Salem. The windows had muslin curtains, clean and trim. The flat roof was entirely tented over and hung with a line of paper Chinese lanterns.

Here we are, said Hawkes. He hitched the horses to a big hook near the front door. Can you guess what that is, sir? Thats a hook off a siege-gun carriage that was drawn by elephants at Plassy. Theres a story to it; but maybe shell tell you herself.

He used his swagger-cane to beat a tattoo on the brass-bound teak front door. Then he lifted the latch and the top half opened.

Anybody home?

A parrot answered Cup o caw-fee  Polly want a cup o caw-fee? Then footsteps on a tiled floor. Suddenly a smell of lavender, and some one in larkspur-light-blue linen stood framed in the door like a painting, with dimness behind her.

Hawkesey! Well, come in. My house is a mess; you must excuse it  but you soldiers notice everything.

She had snow-white hair brushed well back from her forehead and pinned in an old-fashioned knot. Her eyes were almost baby-blue; they mocked the thin line of a mouth that seemed to disapprove of such amusement as those eyes insisted on enjoying. She had the calm chin of a fighter who fights seldom, having also diplomatic skill and self-restraint besides unconquerable courage. She wore a gold chain and a locket. The sleeves at each wrist were pinned with old cameo brooches. Wrinkled, used but well-kept, very shapely hands. She was not more than five feet tall and slightly built  sixty years of age or thereabouts, but upright as an arrow and, beyond words, beautiful. She drew the lower latch and glanced at Hawkes boots as she swung the half-door open. Hawkes kicked the wall and flicked the dust off with his handkerchief.

Mr. Beddington  Miss Annie Weems.

She bowed, appraising Joe, then suddenly shook hands, as if the blue eyes had discovered something that the lips refused to tell. They were a wee mite stern, those lips  a bit convinced, perhaps, of masculine infidelity, deplorable but comprehensible and not beyond forgiveness.

My school, she said, turning to lead the way in. She turned as neatly as they used to in the days of quadrilles and crinolines. To-days a holiday. No pupils to tidy up. You mustnt look.

They followed her across a red-tiled floor that was as clean as the floor of a dairy. There were benches of scrubbed wood, mats folded and piled in a corner, a blackboard, a desk and a chair and rows of book-shelves. There was not even dust in the beams of sunlight slanting through the windows. Nothing seemed soiled or out of place, and nothing even faded except the flowers; those were yesterdays  the only hint of Asia; all the rest was neat New England, even to the ribboned cat that came and rubbed against Joes trousers legs.

There, Kitty likes you. I have never known her to make a mistake.

She led past a grandfather clock in a passage that contained a dresser made of maple-wood, its shelves loaded with Derby chinaware, into a room that might have been a parlor in a Massachusetts village, except that there were no stuffed birds in glass cases and no samplers. There was a piano built not less than half a century ago and varnished to match the maple chairs and gate-leg table. Flowers everywhere  framed paintings of New England landscapes  a parrot perch with seed and water-cups at either end. Rag rugs on a polished teak floor. Nothing lacking but a fireplace  and in place of that a white stone altar carved with long-stemmed lotus-flowers, built into the strong foundations of the house by pious Hindus, and now used by the cat as a snoozing place between two long-stemmed Copenhagen vases.

You wish to question me?

She chose the armchair near the window and sat facing Joe and Hawkes, hands in her lap. Joe hesitated. Since she put it that way he felt he had no right to question her. Hawkes intervened:

Miss Weems has run a private school here since  how long is it, Miss?

Twenty-seven years.

Anyhow, said Hawkes, for seventeen years or more I believe she has known the girl youre looking for.

Miss Weems sat silent, mouth firm, eyes alight with interest and something else that might have been excitement. Joe crossed his legs and began calmly:

One and twenty years ago  about  I dont remember dates  Carrie Morgan, who was my mothers youngest bridesmaid, married a young professor of botany named Owen Wilburforce and came to this part of India. We were informed she gave birth to a daughter; she is supposed to have written to that effect to an aunt in Charleston, but the letter has been lost. She and her husband are supposed to have died of cholera not long afterward, and their effects were said to have been burned in a raid by dacoits, who set fire to the house they lived in. But there was a plausible, undocumented story that an ayah  said to have been a wet-nurse  carried away the baby and concealed it. The girl should now be twenty years old, more or less. Hawkes appears to believe that you know a young woman who might be that one. And that you even have what you consider proof of her identity. Is that so?

Annie Weems looked straight at him and blinked. She produced a plain white hemstitched handkerchief and touched her lips. She glanced at the cat  at the parrot  and back at Joe. Her eyes were steady now; it was her lips that seemed to tremble, and there was a catch in her throat; she swallowed before answering:

It may be.


CHAPTER V. Amrita is a sort of Joan of Arc.

It felt like Sunday. From without there were only a few sounds; some one, probably a servant, moved about a courtyard. A crow cawed on a near-by roof. Annie Weems picked up her reading spectacles from beside the book on the table, tried them on, and put them down again.

About the proof, Miss? Hawkes suggested.

Judas Iscariot once sold Jesus, she retorted.

Slapped down, as it were, Hawkes prodded his boot with his swagger-cane. Joe felt curiously pleased, but cautious.

Hawkes, he said, will be paid a stipulated sum if the girl is produced along with proof of her identity. That was the agreement. But it might not be wise to let her know who she is, unless she knows already; nor who is looking for her  you see, my mother has no actual obligation. Do you get my meaning?

No, sir. Annie Weems understood perfectly. Joe knew she did. However she was entitled to insist on clarity.

I mean, he said, she may be better off in India. Having been brought up in this country among colored people, she might be like a fish out of water in the United States. If she should happen to learn she is being looked for, she might jump to false conclusions. She has no legal claim on us  none whatever.

You would like to look her over, so to speak, without her knowing why?

Thats it, said Joe.

You would need to be far more clever than I have any right to suppose you are, Annie Weems answered. She is neither deaf, dumb, blind nor unintelligent. I have had her in this school, at intervals, for nearly sixteen years. I have not yet learned how to deceive her, or to keep her uninformed about anything that has stirred her interest. However, you can try.

Does she talk English? Joe asked nervously. I mean You are afraid of a chi-chi accent? If she has one I cant detect it. Of course, my ear may be ruined by long association with Indian children. But I taught her to sing at this piano. She has recited, and acted, most of the female parts from Shakespeare, in this room. She has also read such parts of the Bible as are fit for decent folk. I cant detect a trace of accent.

How long have you known she was not an Indian child? Joe asked her.

From the beginning.

Did no one else know?

Others did. Some temple priests, for instance. She has been partly brought up in the temple. The priests have been very kind to her.

Couldnt you have saved her from that? Joe asked. He kept the note of horror from his voice, but it found means to express itself  vibration, probably.

You would have had me turn her over to the Government?

I suppose, something of that sort.

They would have sent her to one of the Government schools, or to a mission orphanage, said Annie Weems.

Are those so terrible!

Prisons. She pursed her lips. They are sometimes sanitary. They are places where children are taught to be hypocrites  cowardly thinkers, thoroughly mistrusting anything that has spiritual value. I tried to save her from that fate  so have the priests.

Is she a Christian?

I know no way of answering that. You must wait until you get an opportunity to ask God, that is to say, if it is any of your business.

Annie Weems was becoming belligerent; the blue eyes glistened with enjoyment of the pugnacity at the corners of her mouth. Joe declined combat. He had tact enough to retire gracefully, and sense of strategy enough to leave that kind of conversation to his mother.

She sounds interesting, he said. I dont doubt she is a credit to your care and teaching. I would like to see her at your convenience. Meanwhile, Hawkes said something about proofs of her identity.

Annie Weems glanced at Hawkes, who nodded and stood up, hesitated and then started for the front door.

See that she cleans her feet, and dont admit that person with the cobras. I will not have them or him in my house.

Yes, Miss.

Hawkes strode out. His clean white uniform looked somehow dirty in that spotless room. But that, perhaps, was produced by suggestion; if one could judge by his eye and the set of his mouth, the reference to Judas Iscariot had bitten more than skin-deep.

Joe thought swiftly. You are sending for the ayah? Does this explain why she was spying on me? Does she know the girl? How does she know I am interested?

Sergeant Hawkes has told me that you saw the temple ceremony last night. There is a Yogi there  I think you had some conversation with him. It was he to whom the ayah took the child the moment it was weaned, and it was he who gave it to the temple priests. She suspects any white man who talks to that Yogi; she is afraid her priestess-princess may be taken from her.

What is the girls name, by the way?

Amrita.

Hawkes returned, the ayah following in time to hear the name Amrita. The yellowish whites of her eyes and her wrinkled face betrayed alarm, although she plainly did not fear Miss Weems, whom she salaamed with respectful familiarity. It was from Joe that she shrugged herself, wrapping her dingy black cotton stuff around her as if that might serve as shield against his iron-gray eyes. Joe noticed that she kept her fingers crossed and made curious furtive gestures with her right hand.

Hawkes sat down again. The ayah remained standing. There was silence for a moment, interrupted only by the parrot who appeared to know the ayah.

Amal! the bird cried. Amal!  Polly want a cracker!

The ayah smiled and fell again on the defensive, scared of Joe and none too confident of Hawkes whom she seemed to suspect of telling tales. With a gesture of her arms within the long black garment she enwrapped herself in silence.

Annie Weems knew how to manage her. Amal, I want you to tell this sahib why you followed him.

The ayah seemed to understand, but she had the excuse as yet that English was not her language. Itching to answer, she sulked. Annie Weems translated into the vernacular, and waited. Suddenly the ayahs pent up misery escaped  first two tears, like drops of water seeping through cracks in weakening masonry  then floods of tears  and then the dam went down in a torrent of words that tumbled over one another, galloping and plunging, ends of sobbing sentences surging to swamp their beginnings and two streams of argument fighting for room in the gap of one muttering throat. She ceased at last for lack of tears and lack of breath to begin the tale over again.

She says, said Annie Weems, that that Yogi is her Yogi and she will not have you asking him questions and learning her business. She says she, not you, has fed and combed the Yogi all these years, and cleaned his cell, and cared for him, and asked for nothing in return except a little comfort now and then. Amrita, she says, is her child, not yours. And she says she knows what the Yogi told you yesterday: he said you are a man from Jupiter, and Jupiter is a royal planet, so she does not doubt you are a king. She says you are to go away and be a king where you belong, wherever that is. You are not to come into Amritas life and cause war inside her, which is what she heard the Yogi say you will do.

Why does she call Amrita her child? Joe asked.

No need to interpret. Amal caught the meaning of that question instantly. She burst into another torrent of invective in her own tongue, flinging aside her sari now and going through the motions of nursing a baby, shielding it, loving it  suddenly denouncing Joe with out-flung arm and calling Annie Weems to witness  down on her knees then and surrendering the child to some one  hugging at her heart as if it tortured her and beating at her old dry breasts with knotted fists. On her feet again  glaring  breathless.

Perfect pantomime, said Joe. Im sorry for her. Whats it all about?

Her answer to your question. She says the babys parents died of cholera, and bad men came  she means dacoits. So she took the child and hid it  she was its wet-nurse  who else should have taken it? But she was young in those days and desirable; she was afraid that the dacoits would catch her and carry her off. And she had no money, so she hid by day and ran by night. And then some one accused her of stealing the child and threatened blackmail; she became afraid that if she took the child to any one in authority she would be thrown in prison on a false charge. She was not so afraid of the prison, but she knew they would take the child away from her, and she loved it  could not bear to part with it. So she hid, starving, stealing scraps of food and fearful that her flow of milk would cease  as it began to do. At last, in despair, she took the baby to that Yogi. And he gave it to the temple priests, who have never allowed Amal within the temple precincts but have been kind about letting her see the child from time to time, outside the temple. So Amal borrowed a little money from the priests, and paid it back. She bought a loom, and lived near by, and made a living for herself. And she has watched that child grow. She has sat with her at the Yogis feet by night and listened to the lessons that he gave her. And it was Amal who told me about Amrita, in secret, exacting my promise to keep the secret  as indeed I have done, on condition that the child should come here daily to be taught in my school. It was a little difficult at first to get the priests to agree to that, but the Yogi helped us. He cast her horoscope. Annie Weems chuckled. I am told he understands that nonsense. Certainly they think he does. I have my own opinion. I know if I wanted to have my way, I could cast a thoroughly convincing horoscope for any one who puts faith in such fancies though I dont say, mind you, that theres nothing in it  I have seen some strange coincidences, of whom you are one. At any rate, they let the child come here to my school, and they have even let me visit her within the temple, so I have no personal quarrel with astrology.

Its like politics  the bunk, with brass tacks here and there, Joe answered. Did the ayah ever mention the name of the childs parents?

Wilburforce.

Any birth certificate available?

No. The birth had been registered in the office of the Collector of the district, but the office and all the records were burned by the dacoits.

Pretty hard to prove then? Joe glanced at Hawkes for amusements sake. Hawkes shifted his feet; he had no notion of the pitfalls hidden in a partly proven title, but he began to feel uneasy. That thousand pounds seemed less material  more like an unkind dream of affluence with only disappointment in its wake.

Maybe, sir, you might recognize the family likeness if you saw her, he suggested.

Mother might.

She is the child you are looking for, said Annie Weems.

Not a doubt of it. Hawkes nodded eagerly.

And it might even be possible to prove her identity legally, Miss Weems went on. If there were money coming to her Not a cent, Joe interrupted.

I was about to say: if there were money coming to her, even so I dont think she would wish to give up the life she is leading. She is one of the happiest girls I have ever known  I think the happiest.

Ive heard it said one can be happy in the U. S. A., Joe answered.

Ship me somewheres west of Ireland, where the money grows on trees! said Hawkes. Im with you there, sir. Me for Hollywood. My name goes on the quota on the same day I get my discharge. Ive heard they make you swear an oath to fight King George the Third. They may throw in Henry the Eighth and Cardinal Wolsey  Ill fight all three of em.

Can I see her? Joe asked.

Why not?

When?

She will be here the day after to-morrow.

Miss Weems effect on Joe was just the opposite of that of Hawkes. Hawkes eagerness had made him hang back. Her coolness urged him forward. He felt genuine interest  almost excitement. He began to think of reasons other than his boredom why a wait of two days might be inadvisable.

Hawkes said something about a Maharajah sending some of his gang to waylay her and carry her off, he remembered. Is there any danger?

There is always danger in the world, said Annie Weems. I have been facing danger here for more than twenty years. It is good for us. When danger gets too dangerous, we die and render our account; it will look better to God without cowardice stamped all over it.

But there are risks a decent girl should not run, Joe objected.

There is a risk that none of us should run the risk of being false to our ideal, said Annie Weems. Amrita is a sort of Joan of Arc. That girl has character. And she has good friends, who protect her. I suppose she is the only woman that ever lived who upset all the customs and traditions of a Hindu temple from the inside  mind you, from the inside. Nevertheless, I sometimes think the priests would die for her if necessary; and I know that a number of Indian soldiers would. Of course she is in danger. She has beauty, talent, intellect  dangerous gifts, Mr. Beddington. She has also courage.

Youve sold me. I cant wait to see her, said Joe.

Hawkes leaned forward. Mr. Beddington, if you should care to come with me to-night, Ill show her to you. I know her goings and comings  some of em  I know some. Shall I call for you?

Youre on. What time?

About a half-hour after dinner.

Ill be ready for you. Can you get two decent horses? Bring em.

Joe offered the ayah ten rupees. She refused the money, biting her lip, turning her head the other way, with both hands clenched and her bare toes kneading at the clean New England rug.


CHAPTER VI. Whats the odds? Shes harmless.

Joe always had hated to dine with his mother alone. Fortunately there was a bottle of not-so-bad Madeira. Joes mother drank two-thirds of it. Joe kept filling her glass; she sometimes became good-tempered when she drank too much  she even let pass opportunities to poison hope with cynicism. So he kept on pouring and did not even mention Annie Weems. There was a sort of silent laughter deep within him. He was so absorbed by his own line of thought that he had to jerk himself out of it to listen to his mother. It was never safe not to listen to her.

Mr. Cummings told me, by the way, that its useless to try to find the Wilburforces child. If shes alive, which he doubts, shed be beyond hope of redemption  probably Mahommedan or Hindu, with three or four half-caste children of her own already and an inferiority complex like a stray cats. He says white children raised by natives in this climate lose all sense of honesty and moral stamina. Shed be too old to be educated and too familiar with vice to be safe with anybodys children. I cant see myself taking that sort of young person back to the States with us, even if the immigration people would permit it. I believe wed better leave her to the gods, as Mr. Cummings phrased it. What do you propose to do to-night?

Moonlight sketches.

He said that through his teeth, with eyelids lowered. He cracked nuts swiftly, finding one at last that he could pass to her: Here you are  all the way from Brazil  but dont ask why. He knew her capable, because she knew he loved sketching, of inventing something else for him to do  for instance, find a doctor for imaginary, agonizing ailments. He had hard work not to betray relief when she seemed hardly to notice his answer  although he knew she weighed it and passed judgment on it before almost casually saying what, in turn, she wished him to believe.

Im so tired  I suppose I ought to go to bed. However, Mr. Cummings wants to show me photos of the Delhi Durbar, taken years ago. I think Ill take the rickshaw and submit to being shown.

Joe knew she was lying, although he had no doubt that Cummings wished to show his photographs. A creepy feeling down his spine warned him that she meant to make her own inquiries about the Wilburforce child and to set in motion means of legally disproving in advance the girls identity, in case she should turn up and prove embarrassing. Thoroughly, through and through, he understood his mothers vanity and cruelty. The unfamiliar new laughter he had found within himself mocked the very nervousness that caused it.

He summoned the rickshaw, helped his mother into it and even delayed her by making her look at the violet mystery of shadows under the trees and on the compound wall. Id give a years salary to be able to get that color right with oil or pastel.

You will be a fool with money to your dying day, she retorted. Dont disturb me if youre out late. I expect to return early and go straight to bed. Come to my room after breakfast in the morning.

And then Hawkes came, astride a Waler mare that he had borrowed, leading an Arab gelding. He was smoking his short pipe and there was about him an air of genial recklessness that was probably due to thoughts about the thousand pounds, but it suggested adventure and Joes mood grew luxuriously free from responsibility. He told himself he did not give a damn what happened that night. He ordered two whiskies and spilled his own in the dust while Hawkes drank.

The Arab gelding moved with silky smoothness and the night was a-swim with impalpable dust made luminous by starlight. There were soft sounds at uncertain intervals, but for the most part a mystic silence enveloped everything. It was another universe, in which anything might happen except the rational and real. It seemed comfortingly familiar, and his own voice sounded, friendly fashion, like the voice of some one else  some fellow full of confident amusement.

He asked Hawkes the familiar question, that, from Greenwich Village to Darjiling, always crops up on a dark night amid strange surroundings.

Did you ever come to a place where you knew you had never been before, yet the place was perfectly familiar and you recognized every detail of it?

Sure, sir, lots o times. Once when I went with a girl near Woking and we came to a clump o deodars. I hadnt never been in India in those days. But I saw those deodars, and smelt em, and I felt it was a place Id seen. I knew what was around the corner, so to speak, and where there was a waterfall  and mountains way away beyond it. Funny, cause there aint a waterfall near Woking and the only thing that even hints at mountains is the Surrey Downs, about eight hundred feet high. Pretty soon I forgot it. She was a girl who made a man forget things  scrumptious, but too expensive for a soldiers income. And besides, I had to be back in barracks before midnight. Anyhow, I forgot them deodars. Forgot myself, too.

Well, what of it? Joe rather resented sharing mystic interludes with Hawkes. He was half afraid the man would bring him back to earth with inane explanations.

This, sir: three years later I was in India, and I was always a one for getting myself transferred to places Im curious to see. Thats quite a trick. Im not a soldier, Im a tourist with a liking to have my expenses paid by Government. So, fore long, me and Simla makes acquaintance. Presently, ten days leave; and I go pony riding, acting nursemaid to a subaltern who wants to see the sights. The subaltern goes sick with collywobbles in his tummy along o being careless. Them Hills, as they call em, are tough on amateurs unless they watch their stummicks. Camp  and Ive time on my hands. A full moon  deodars  and I go walking. There she is! The very sight Id seen that night at Woking  waterfall, mountains  mist in a valley  everything. And mind you, I say, everything. There was a woman there, the very spitting image of the girl Id loved in Woking, only this one wasnt white and couldnt speak a word of any language I knew. But she knew me as sudden as I knew her, and we stood there grinning at each other until a savage with a long knife came and took her away, she looking back at me over her shoulder. How do you account for that, sir?

Cant. Theres no accounting for lots of things that happen. Whats the noise behind us?

Nothing but your bodyguard, I reckon.

Joe drew rein. A moment later the sound of pattering footsteps ceased. He turned back, legged his horse into a shadow, stopped again to listen  heard labored breathing. Hawkes, drawing rein beside him, chuckled and lifted a heel to knock the ashes from his pipe.

Come on out o there, Amal, nobody wont hurt you.

There was a moments pause and then the ayah stepped out from the darkness, followed after a moment by Chandri Lal. Hawkes turned a pocket flashlight on the woman; her breast was heaving and her nostrils trembled.

Ask what in hell does she follow me for?

Hawkes spoke to her, but she merely looked dumbly determined, nervous grin and sulky defiance alternating. There was something about her that was irritating but nevertheless respectable. Joe felt toward her as he might toward an uninvited lost dog that had adopted him.

She wont let up, sir. Some people might try whipping her, but Im not that kind and I dont think you are. We might gallop a bit, but wed only make her suffer. Shed follow. Shed track us. Shed catch up. Whats the odds? Shes harmless.

Joe tried English: What do you want, Amal?

Silence. Joes hand, feeling for support as he leaned back in the saddle to ease himself, discovered that the numnah was an over-size one that protruded about a foot behind the polo-saddle. It suggested a rather amusing notion.

Tell her, if shes so set on following, Ill save her all the trouble. She may climb up behind if she isnt afraid.

She, sir  shes afraid o nothing thatd scare you and me. Her kind keep a whole seraglio of fears that couldnt scare us in a month o Sundays. How about it, Mother? He translated Joes invitation.

The ayah hesitated. Chandri Lal whispered  pushed her. The whites of the ayahs eyes were like green glass in the glare of the flashlight. She struck Chandri Lal with her elbow to silence him, grinned  stepped up to Joes stirrup. Chandri Lal lent her the use of his shoulder. She was up behind Joe in a moment, gripping with strong legs that made the Arab restless, and with a hand under Joes arm-pit that lay like a threat on his heart; he could feel his heart beating beneath it.

Who said anything about you, you devil? Hawkes legged the Waler mare away from Chandri Lal.

Cant you take him up behind you?

Hes got them blasted cobras with him in a basket. I dont know which gives me the creeps most, he or they. Besides, he dont belong to her. Hes like a leech or a louse. Hes a blooming parasite, thats what he is. Hes like one o them whimpering jackals that follow a tiger.

Ask her if she wants him.

Hawkes asked. Joe could feel the ayahs laughter; it was soundless but there was plenty of it. She spoke, though, with what sounded like anger.

She says hes none o her business.

Lets go.

They began to trot, Chandri Lal following with the end of a cloth in his teeth and one hand balancing the big flat basket on his turban. Ten minutes later, when they passed a pool of light that flowed from the open door of a Eurasians bungalow, he was still following, his bare feet padding silently in deep dust and the basket bobbing up and down like a piece of machinery.

The warmth of the ayahs body against Joes back excited him in a way that his brain could not analyze. She kept that left hand on his heart and her right hand on his shoulder. It was as if a current flowed between them  not of electricity  a current of thought. Partly, perhaps, because his mother, not he, possessed all the family wealth, he had often told himself that possessions do not constitute importance; and as the arbiter of the destiny of hundreds of employees from vice-president downward he had very often in his own mind minimized his own importance, in order to avoid the stings of conscience on account of arbitrary cruelties that his mother had compelled him to inflict. He was only a cog in a huge machine. In theory he could readily agree with the doctrine that no individual is more important than another. Nevertheless, if he had occasion to pass judgment and act on it, he would have considered himself as a matter of fact a great deal more important than the ayah. He was now uncomfortably conscious of importance which, apparently, she had and he had not. He could not have explained it. He was merely aware of a condition.

Small groups of Eurasian loafers and Hindus gathered in doorways or around flickering firelight; their mocking, obscene laughter yelped at the sight of a sahib carrying a native woman up behind him. It was much too dark for any one to guess that she was old and undesirable; her figure was young; as a silhouette observed against crimson bonfire-light, her bare legs dimly outlined on the horses flank and her right arm on his shoulder, she probably looked bacchanalian  beautiful  suggestive. However, he was defiant; he rather hoped he might be seen by some one of his own race, on whom his scorn would not be wasted. All the same, the ayahs vibrant warmth and the pressure of her hand on his heart made him feel disturbed and unpleasantly creepy; and for that reason, not because of onlookers, he wished he had told her to mount behind Hawkes.

They skirted the small city, passing a slaughter-house where foul birds roosted restlessly along the ridge of a near-by roof. Then they turned to the right through mean streets, where men and women slept in sheeted rows on pallets on the sidewalk to avoid the infernal heat of the unventilated rooms. Just as the moon was rising a street widened, became near-respectable and flowed like a spreading estuary into a paved square that had flower-beds in the midst, and a fountain, and a few well-tended trees. Along the far side was a high stone wall and a sentry-box to one side of an iron-bossed wooden gate that had spikes at the top. There was a roof behind the wall  a neat, plug-ugly thing of corrugated iron, painted white. In moonlight it looked like the corpse of a roof.

Whats that place?

The jail, Hawkes answered. He slowed to a walking pace, and the ayah vaulted to the ground, as active as an ape; Joe tried to see which way she went, but she vanished into shadow; it was several seconds before he saw her running toward a group of people who appeared to be holding an argument within the shadow of the wall, beside the sentry-box. A small door in the wide gate opened and a man stepped out who seemed to be an officer. He shut the gate behind him.


CHAPTER VII. So you sing to them, eh?

Now, by quite imperceptible stages, Joe changed  as a chrysalis does, only much more swiftly. He emerged out of a state of consciousness into another one, in which values were not the same, and he was not the same Joe Beddington. The strangest part of that was, that he could not tell how it happened.

It began by the moon coming over the wall of the jail. Then Hawkes took both the horses and tied their bridles to a gods leg on the fountain in the center of the square, so that they could drink all they pleased and make confession afterward, if they should happen to feel sinful. Hawkes made a more or less obvious and rather bawdy joke about that. The joke hardly penetrated Joes thought; however, he laughed politely and set foot across the square in something of a hurry, trying to conceal his haste. He felt curious and queerly excited.

There were seven or eight native Indian soldiers  tall bearded shadows, standing around some sort of Eurasian official, who was insisting on talking English to establish his importance; further to establish it, he was wearing his white sun-helmet in the moonlight. The man who belonged in the sentry-box was standing, looking nervous, with his back to the small open door in the big shut gate, through which the undersized Eurasian had come.

Joes first thought was that he was witnessing a jailbreak or perhaps an abortive attempt at one. But before he had come close enough to hear what any one was saying  even the annoyed Eurasian was speaking in undertones  he heard a girls voice. She was singing. She was somewhere in the jail yard, out of sight. Joe had heard all the imported voices and knew enough music to confess to himself that he might be fooled a little by the mellow moonlight and by the weird state of his nerves, but he knew that what he heard had quality. He had to stand still and listen  so intently that he did not notice whether the Indian soldiers and the Eurasian went on arguing or not; and he became oblivious of Hawkes.

The song was in some Indian language, of which he knew no word. But he could recognize tone when he heard it. He himself had perfect pitch. He might have followed music, if his mother had not had too much money. He told himself that he had never heard quite such quality in any other womans voice in all his life. He stood still, spellbound, something happening within him that he could neither analyze nor measure.

It was a mystic moment  the sort when bankers make their big mistakes and men of destiny march toward Waterloo. There was a winelike inspiration of the kind that goes to Kaisers heads and makes nursemaids yield themselves to soldiers in psychic ecstasy that the soldier mistakes for worship of himself. The mellow moonlight and the pastel-shaded shadows were the sort that make a Swinburne write odes to Revolution, or a Tennyson write idylls to the King. Joe felt, for the first time in his whole experience, a mood that some men can only attain by getting drunk  a mood that drink destroys in other men. To use his own phrase, he felt like old-man Abraham on camel-back, aloof from earth, conscious of incomprehensible destiny, borne forward, he knew not whither.

Meanwhile, his feet rang solidly on paving stones. Seven soldiers and a scared Eurasian, mistaking him for a British officer on a tour of inspection, faced him, saluted and stood at attention. Even when he drew near and it was seen he was not in uniform the tenseness was not relaxed, there being no accounting in the native mind for the peculiarities of British method, that seems to consist so often in having no method at all; he might be a new arrival with mysterious authority, snooping like Haroun-al-Raschid in mufti in quest of embarrassing facts for the mornings session of the court. He might be that most awful of enormities, an officer on secret service. The man with his back to the open door presented arms with a rattle of carbine swivels.

Joe waited for revelation. And it came, of course, from the Eurasian, who saw Hawkes uniform approaching and was sure now that Joe was an official personage.

She sings, sir.

So I notice.

Sir, Mr. Cummings gave strict orders there should be no visitors at night. Nevertheless, she comes. She sings. What can I do?

Why does she sing, and about what? Joe asked.

Sir, she makes song to the prisoners. Mr. Cummings gave such strict orders I am afraid now there will be an inquiry and we shall all be punished. Sir, will you not speak to her and Hello!

It was hardly a startling voice. It was too exactly in the middle of F-major and too bell-like to have anything unpleasant about it, but it produced silence in the way the backstage gong does when the curtain goes up on the drama. Joe only had to turn his head a little to the left and he did it almost stealthily, as if he were trespassing and hoped to see unseen. He was not scared. He could not have explained his attitude. He saw the black-robed ayah, like a shadow, glide past him and be swallowed in the darkness by the corner of the sentry-box.

Framed in the gap in the gate, with moonlight on the white wall of the jail behind her causing a sort of luminescent aura, stood a girl with a chaplet of flower-buds, binding dark-brown hair. Beneath some sort of silken cloak that was thrown back carelessly she wore a low-necked garment of cloth-of-gold. There was a girdle at her waist that appeared to be made of gold wire woven into the form of a serpent with jeweled eyes. She had bracelets that clashed, and something gleamed on her ankle. Her bare feet looked like living marble. One hand resting on the edge of the doorway, she stood with the grace of a water-carrier, one foot on the door-sill.

Hello, Hawkesey.

The Eurasian interrupted: Miss, please tell this gentleman I did my utmost  yes, indeed, my utmost to prevent your going in.

Should he know? Do you wish him to think you cruel?

Miss, my job to me is not a joke, it is my daily bread. And my honor Hawkes interrupted. Miss Amrita, this is Mr. Beddington.

She bowed, almost imperceptibly, the motion making the moonlight on her hair wave slightly as it does on water. She seemed able to leap to swift conclusions. She walked straight up to Joe and shook hands with him. Her hand was the most magnetic thing he had ever touched and she seemed in no haste to withdraw it. The sensation was of being touched by some one in a dream. She moved like some one in a dream. She was gentle, faintly scented with some mysterious eastern stuff that smelled dew o the morning clean. Joe let her lead him out into moonlight, where he really saw her for the first time as she turned her head to speak abruptly to the ayah. She had the marvelous rhythmic movement of an animal, such as even the most perfect dancers have only rarely, and as she turned her head the moonlight made a silver line along her neck that was almost maddening, it was so beautiful. The ayah slunk again into a shadow.

You are not here by accident. Why did you come to see me? she asked.

How do you know I am not here by accident?

Hawkesey brought you. And you are pleased to see me. Why?

He answered lamely. Why were you singing in there?

Why not?

If I heard correctly, its against the rules.

Whose rules? Yours? Gods? Indignation, whether it was true or simulated made her lovelier than ever. Joes impulse was to sketch her, with her shadow willowing beyond her on the mouse-gray paving-stone; but his left fist, obeying instinct, remained clenched behind his back, expressing disbelief in beauty as a mark of virtue, viewed from the bankers angle. He was conscious of Hawkes. He had a business mans distaste for being compromised by a woman before witnesses. Habit, instinct, training told him to go away before trouble began.

Why should you sing at night? he asked her.

Her voice changed to the soft, persuasive, reasonable note one uses to a child who cant grasp principles:

Were you ever in prison? Were you ever in hospital? Do you know what the sleepless hours are like to men born in the open, who have lived with sky-room for their thoughts? They wall them in. They roof them in. They shut out the wonderful wind of the night that whispers of friendly familiar scenes. They shut out moonlight, starlight  and they say to them, Be honest men, such as we are, who have stolen all Gods goodness from you because you stole some devils trash from Us!

So you sing to reduce their agony?

She nodded. And a spiritless official who, I dare say, thinks that toothache is worse than a broken spirit, says I may not sing!

And you defy him? I can sympathize. But arent you defying Bumbledom in general? The man is backed up by society. He has to be obeyed.

Has he? If he forbade me to give alms  or to smile  or to bless all earth with every breath I breathe, should I obey him then?

But hes responsible for the prisoners.

True! And the Lords of Life will hold the fool responsible! They will demand of him those prisoners hearts that he is breaking. But they shall not accuse me of neglecting to sing. In that prison are thieves, murderers, quarrelsome men, debtors, weaklings who have taken others blame, and some who are in no way guilty of the charge against them. By day they have a little work to do that keeps their hearts from bursting. But at night, in the dark, and no stars? I come and I let the starlight melt me, I flow along my voice into their poor dumb hearts, so that for at least a little while they think of love instead of hatred. Do you think I would dare to obey that fool when he says I shall not? Will he dare to attempt to prevent me? If he does dare, let him answer for it to the Lords of Life, who have less patience with stupidity than with sin.

That was over Joes head. He had sent cigarettes to an ex-vice-president of a bank in prison for defalcation, and had thought rather well of himself for doing it, but he had never even pondered whether Shakespeare meant what he was saying about music having charm. When be had thought of it at all, which was hardly ever, he thought that a prison should be as nearly hell as human ingenuity could make it  short, of course, of actual savagery or neglect. People should keep out of prison.

How did you come by your name? he asked her.

I took it. Out of all the names there are, in all the languages I know, I liked that name best. So I took it  just the way a crow steals anything it wants. It probably belonged to some one else, but there it was. I took it.

What does the name mean?

Daybreak.

Dawn?

Daybreak  break  break  breaking through  until it bursts my heart unless I become  do  act  instead of sitting still.

I like that.

Do you? You wont like it when your own break through begins! I mean, when it really begins. You have been incubating quite a long time. Which hen sat on you?

Joe smiled. Do I seem such a desperate chicken as that?

Eaglet, she answered.

Flatterer!

You dont know me. And you wont like it when you feel your feathers quilling out. Ask Hawkesey. He got incubated, and he didnt like it either. Hawkesey got drunk and then tried to get sent to a war where Hillmen rub the ends off bullets to make sure of killing. You may talk of killing yourself, to yourself; but you will think like dynamite; and when you go off, some one  who is it, I wonder?  will have to get out of the way. I should say you have Jupiter, Mars and Saturn all in Gemini.

Youre right. But isnt astrology rather piffle?

Yes, but so would mathematics be if they taught you twice five are eleven. Calling things piffle wont take the Jupiter influence out of your life.

Joe did not care to argue about astrology. Who taught you such good English? he asked.

I never learned any bad English until I talked to an Englishman. There was almost a war between Hawkesey and me to see which could corrupt the other. It was funny. I liked the swear words, and that shocked him, because Hawkesey is a Puritan underneath the surface. He began to try to talk like an officer with a hot potato in his mouth and half his syllables missing. So I swore each time he mispronounced a word, and I had to swear so often that he went away all alone and practised how to speak, in order to save my soul from hell. Hawkesey should have been a bishop.

Do you consider yourself an Indian?

Funny. Hawkesey asked that question the first day he met me. Is a bird in an oven a cake? Because I am caged in India, am I Indian? My friends are Indian, if you mean by that that they were born here. But so was I. I have the kindest friends that were ever patient with a strange bird in their high nest. It was so high in the treetops that I used to be afraid of falling out, particularly when the wind blew. But they taught me to fly. And I have flown. And I have brought back food for them.

Do you know who your father and mother were?

Yes. Amal told me. It was sweet of them to bring me to be born in India. They must have been lovely people; so I suppose the Lords of Life let them go as soon as I was born. They may have had trouble enough, and perhaps they werent yet wise enough to have let destiny take its course. They might have tried to struggle against destiny; and I think they werent the kind of people who deserve such torture. So they were let die very swiftly. And I dare say the darlings thought dying was dreadful, until they found themselves out of their bodies.

Do you believe in an after-life?

She chuckled. Who wants to believe in anything? I insist on knowing. Dont you?

Dont lets talk philosophy.

You couldnt. You dont know any  yet. That shocks you, doesnt it! You have read Bergson, I suppose, and Kant, and Spencer, and William James  a little Aristotle  babies, all of them!

How do you know?

I too have read them. How else should I know? They are babies arguing in three dimensions, although if they would stop for a minute to think, they would know that of all the infinite number of dimensions they are pretty conscious of at least five. However, philosophers dont think; it is not respectable. Some day one of the Gods will throw an apple at them, as was done at Newton. Then they will wake up, one by one.

Where are you going? Joe asked.

Home.

May I see you home?

No, it would offend my escort. They are gentlemen who have foregone sleep after a long days soldiering merely because it pleases them to protect my dignity, as they express it. I must snub you rather than offend them. Life is a matter of choosing between predicaments.

May I see you again?

How can you avoid that, if that is destined?

You believe in destiny?

It makes no difference to destiny whether we believe or not. But you dont believe? Then why not try going away? There are trains, camels, horses, motorcars  there are even airplanes. Take one. Then you will soon know whether destiny has other intentions.

You advise that?

Why not? It wont hurt you. Good night.

He thought her parting smile was wistful, although he was not sure. She and sadness seemed to have no bond in common, and yet  perhaps it was his own lack of pleasure in life that made him see her through a sad lense. Or perhaps it was moonlight. He could feel his heart thumping and it made him angry; he was a master of men and millions, not a silly emotional ass to be stirred out of his proper orbit by a girls smile. He wondered what color her eyes were. How little and light she looked; how tall and graceful when the ayah followed and touched her sari that she wore like a Roman toga; how small when the seven-man escort formed up two by two and tramped behind her, one man grunting gruff commands and giving them the tempo, sotto voce  left  left  left! Probably a thousand pounds or so of bearded bone and muscle, fit to fight its weight in anything that breathed. Tamed by a girl who walked like something flowing in the moonlight.

Guess Im going crazy.

Joe turned about, and found Hawkes facing him. The jail door was shut and the sentry was pacing his beat with shouldered carbine. Chandri Lal, sweating and breathing heavily, drew near and squatted with his basket in front of Joe.

How do you like her? Hawkes asked.

Shes surprising. What does that fool want now?

Nothing  I mean anything. Shall I kick him?

No. Tell him to go to the devil.

Joe strode to where the horses waited with their reins tied to a grinning gods leg by the fountain. In the shadow beneath the Walers belly the ayah crouched, shrugging herself.

Damn you, he told her, you stink and youre too much contrast. You offend my sense of harmony. Go home. Do you hear me? Beat it!

But the ayah watched dumbly until he swung himself into the saddle; and when he rode away she followed, like a good dog padding, uncomplaining, in the dust.


CHAPTER VIII. Do I get my money?

Joes first reaction took the form of anger against Hawkes and Annie Weems. To have allowed a white girl to be brought up by Indian priests seemed to him criminal. To have contributed toward her education without denouncing the arrangement was conspiracy. Money-hunger, no doubt. Educate the girl to have contempt for money; then, when she comes of age and gets some, make her sign it all away before she wakes up. Old game. Thats the way religious institutions grow rich. Disappointment  no money after all  all right  beautiful, isnt she?  marry her off to some fat scoundrel who will pay a stiff price.

Are you satisfied, sir?

Hawkes, riding alongside, eyed him almost wistfully. The moonlight, full in Hawkes face was like a Broadway spotlight advertising the price at which a commodity is practically given away  a thousand pounds  dirt cheap  and convenient easy payments if preferred. Commodity, however, rather evasively guaranteed.

Satisfied of what?

Of her identity. Do I get my money?

The sleepy Arab stumbled on a loose stone hidden in the dust, causing Joe to bite off the first few syllables of his answer:

  see mother about it.

All right, sir.

Joe began to wonder what he should say to his mother. If he had had a thousand pounds of his own money he would probably have paid Hawkes there and then. But his mothers habit was to make Joe pay the expenses out of his quite moderate income and to take her time before she reimbursed him  a system thoroughly characteristic of her. It enabled her to know what he did with his income; when he needed money he had to explain to her why he wanted it and to submit to lectures on extravagance. Of course, he had a big letter of credit with him, but if he drew against that his mother would know in no time. He might give Hawkes a check on a New York bank and write a letter asking the bankers to pay the check on presentation. But Hawkes would probably not know how to handle such a check and would almost certainly take it either to a native banker or to one of his officers, either of whom would start gossip circulating.

Lees of Joes many suppressions were boiling up and their fumes half-blinded him. The midnight of his discontent was worse than its moonless gloom had been. He had seen a new moon  come to think of it, the new moon was a suggestive symbol of her  beautiful  emerging suddenly out of obscurity after nights of darkness. And the glimpse had only made him feel more miserable. When they reached the hotel he was curt and something less than decently polite; he threw the reins to Hawkes and, hardly pausing to thank him, hurried to his room.

See you some time to-morrow.

He had a cot on the verandah on the side of the hotel that faced a line of low hills; there was nothing very alluring about them by full moonlight; they suggested to Joes mind dry bones of monsters that died of weariness. He turned his back to them and lay facing the wall, cursing the stuffy mosquito net that smelled of sour dust. Sleep repudiated him. He lay thinking, and his thought was broken into instalments by the gusts of native servants snoring and the irritating, hysterical barks of a jackal fossicking for filth. He wished he had stayed in New York  wished he had done anything but come to India.

He began to hate his mother, not because he thought the effort worth while but because it kept a more important thought veiled in the background; and he understood perfectly, too, that hatred of his mother was merely a form of self-contempt in a particularly ugly mask. He told himself, for at least the hundredth time that year, that if he were a man he would have cut adrift from his mother long ago; a man who would endure what he did for a pittance of fifteen thousand a year and the prospect of inheriting control of millions was not a real man, he was a coward  a spineless nincompoop. Nevertheless, although he writhed at his own accusation while he let its lash bite inward, he knew, but refused to admit, its gross unfairness. No son of his mother, tutored and dragooned from infancy by her, could escape from her toils without violence. She was a Clytemnestra, only to be overcome by being slain. Nero did it. Joe was no Nero, and he had no desire to be one.

Moonlight helped him to imagine endless ramifications of that theme, including theories of poetic justice, easier to contemplate than to believe really possible.

At three in the morning, by the alarm-clock of the man who had to take the mail-bag to the so-called midnight train, he sat up in a long-armed chair to face the problem of Amrita and his own reaction to that strange encounter near the prison gate. Even indignation at his mother failed to blot Amritas image from his mind. The color of her eyes still baffled him. The instant he let his thought have rein she sprang to life in his imagination, color, line and gesture. He had the artists faculty of summoning from vacancy a thing once seen. He could have drawn her there and then. His long strong fingers itched to do it, as they had never itched for money or for anything else he could remember.

It was rather a shock to discover what an inroad she had made into his consciousness. Perhaps surprise accounted for it; she was so totally different from any one he had supposed she might resemble. He yielded only very gradually, thought by thought, until he admitted to himself at last that she had made an impression on him far too deep to be accounted for by logical analysis. He liked her. He liked her strangely. He liked her far more than he had ever, in all his life, liked any one at first sight. He liked her so much that it made him angry to include her in the same thought with his mother.

What, he wondered, would his mother do with her  if  if  if his mother ever learned of her existence. Instantly, he knew his mother would begin to sharpen strategy. His mother had imagined some one of the Orphant-Annie type, who might be broken to her will and added to the list of sycophants. She would no more tolerate her as a high-spirited, intelligent and independent protegee than an old she-wolf will tolerate a new young female in the lair; her fangs might be better concealed than a wolfs and not so sudden, but they would be much more cruel.

Well, it was none of his business. But that thought made him restless. He could make it his business, couldnt he? Should he permit his mother to ruin that bright young girl, simply because she had dared to meet her son by moonlight and was possessed of attractive manners, charm and good-looks? Here was once when his mother should be outmaneuvered. But how?

Why tell her? Why not pull out on the afternoon train? Why not leave Amrita to the gods, as Cummings had suggested  futile fool! He hated to adopt that tame cats flatulent suggestion, but it seemed the best one after all. Joe had seen too many people ruined by his mothers malice. He had rescued a few, although he had to do it treacherously, dropping warning hints that always were interpreted as glimpses of his own infernal cunning. It was no wonder the people he saved never liked him afterward  no wonder he had so few friends  such a host of discreet acquaintances.

Well, this could be one time when his mother need not know a thing about his strategy. Neither need the potential victim know. He would run no risks. He would never see the girl again and she should never guess who he was or how close she had come to the claws of an ogress.

Ogress? he said to himself. Ogress? By God, I believe thats what mother actually is. Catherine of Russia  Catherine de Medici  those two were gentle sheep compared to Kitty Beddington.

He would write Hawkes a draft for a thousand pounds  say for five thousand dollars, payable on presentation in New York. He would hand it to him, to hold his tongue. He would get Hawkes written promise, ever more to hold his tongue. Hawkes would be afraid to talk until the draft was paid; payment might be stopped by cablegram unless the stipulation about silence was fulfilled. Meanwhile he would send a cablegram in code to New York and get the office to summon him home. His mother would have to go home too.

He liked the program, and the thought of home was pleasant in his psychic nostrils; so that when morning came he shaved with some contentment, whistled in his bath, dressed without as much as noticing the yellow-eyed servant who got in his way, packed his own trunk with methodical deliberation, and ate breakfast without swearing at the waiter. Then he went for a ride on a hotel hack to kill time until the ogress should be up and on the war-path. The word ogress amused him. Funny that he had not thought of her before in that light. The word unaccountably clipped her sting  clipped off the worst of it; he feared her far less as an ogress than as a natural human being. There was something even comical about the word.

It rather annoyed him to see the ayah, lean and tireless but a little sulky-looking, climb to high ground whence, he supposed, she intended to watch him. It annoyed him more to notice Chandri Lal with a basket of snakes on his head come trotting behind in the dust. He afforded Chandri Lal some exercise by cantering the raw-boned hack for several miles and returning to the hotel by a different route, remembering legends about Indians hounding people to their death by merely following them  following  saying nothing.

As he neared the hotel he began to consider how to get in touch with Hawkes in order to complete the business with him before train-time. He had a proper speech all set for Hawkes; what with that, and the quiet conceit that he was planning the most gentlemanly action of his life  he was feeling in fine humor.

So it rather dashed his spirits to see Chandri Lal and the ayah sitting side by side, a yard or two apart, beneath a tree in the hotel compound; they appeared to be laughing  perhaps at the snake-charmers knowledge of short-cuts across country, or perhaps at that other unpleasantly ominous sight that greeted him. Hawkes on a good-looking horse with a pipe in his mouth was riding away from the hotel; Joes mother was up and having breakfast on the verandah instead of in her room. There were three crows on the verandah railing. Three crows.

Joes instantly assumed air of nonchalance did not deceive his mother for a moment, any more than her wave of the hand and invitation to what she called coffee deceived him. It was some sort of coffee substitute, as much like the real thing as his greeting and hers. There was war between them, for the thousandth time, and both knew it, although both concealed it, as he sat down to sip at the Borgian brew that his mother mixed for him with her own bejeweled fingers.

Did you enjoy your ride, my boy?

No, Mother.

He forgot he had enjoyed it. Even had he not forgotten, he would probably have lied. He was half-panicky. Rebellion had come. He, Joe Beddington, had raised his standard, secretly as yet, but with a determination that seemed, even to him, out of all proportion to the issue; and he hardly knew yet what the issue was.

Did you make nice sketches last night?

No. Mother, why stay on in this infernal hole? Lets go. Ive packed my trunk. Lets take the afternoon train.

He hit something and she almost blinked; but she was as skilful as a Mongol empress at hiding astonishment. Her answering voice was pitched a half-note lower than the normal, with its harshness in abeyance.

Joe, dear, I have made all sorts of plans to photograph the caverns near here. I have even wired for an electric-light plant.

Wire and cancel it then. Here  Ill send for a blank  Ill write it for you.

No, Joe. Mr. Cummings has arranged for coolies and all kinds of assistance. He has even set men exploring to find passages that may have been forgotten for centuries. Even if I didnt wish to make the photographs, I cant be rude to Mr. Cummings.

Ive known you rude enough when it suited you to be. Mother  why waste time on this damned wilderness when India is chock-a-block with things worth seeing? Order your electric-light plant shipped to Benares. Theres a place worth photographing.

No, Joe, every one has done Benares. Here Ive a chance to get something unique. Who knows? I might find a sort of Tut-ankh-Amens tomb! At least Ill have photos that no one else can duplicate.

Neither of them even hinted at what was uppermost in both minds. Each knew that the other was masking the real objective. Habit lay strong on Joe; in the face of firm finality, as usual, he blustered to cover his search to discover an opening on the flank of the position  tactics taught him by his mother, and that she understood and read as swiftly as if he personally had explained them to her.

Look here, Mater. It was always mater, not mother, when Joe was angry. I came on this idiotic tour to oblige you. Ive put up with all the boredom of it, and Ive done my best to see that you got all the enjoyment possible. Now its no more than fair that you should move on to oblige me. I hate this place. Its on my nerves. I cant sleep. Lay awake all last night. There isnt a decent horse or a decent meal to be had, and there isnt a decent man to talk to.

Skilfully she heaped a little fuel on his fire. Joe, dear, Mr. Cummings is very interesting. She knew exactly what he thought of Cummings.

That ass!

She incited him a little further; he was check-mate now in one move:

If you werent so self-opinionated you could improve your mind and learn a great deal by studying Mr. Cummings methods of administration. There is always something to be learned, everywhere. And with Mr. Cummings so obliging and willing to Joe exploded. Damn Cummings! The very sight of him upsets me. Pompous imbecile! If he were any one, at his age be wouldnt be relegated to obscurity in a jerk-water hole like this. See here: theres a limit to what Ill endure, and I tell you, Im through with this place. Im going. Ive packed my trunk. Youd better pack yours too and plan to take the afternoon train. Kiss Cummings on both cheeks and promise to send him some picture post-cards.

Very well, Joe. You take the afternoon train and amuse yourself somewhere else. Ill stay on here and take my photographs. I think youre right. Youre suffering from boredom. You go. Ill stay.

Check-mate! He knew now, Hawkes had told her about Amrita. He had been willing to leave the girl in the lap of the gods, as Cummings phrased it; but to his mothers machinations  not exactly! Under his mothers calmly observant eyes he instantly maneuvered to recover lost ground:

Nonsense, Mater! How can I go and leave you here?

I am not exactly helpless, Joe. I even managed nicely before you were born. It wasnt you who taught me how many beans make five.

I suppose you would like to be able to throw in my teeth for ever afterward that I left you on your own resources and at Cummings tender mercy?

Mr. Cummings is at least a gentleman. I think you had much better take the afternoon train, and not let Mr. Cummings bear you talk to me like that. Where do you propose to go from here?

Joe ignored the question. Exasperated, he launched another  a shot at random: Been talking to Cummings about me, have you? I suppose he told you I should have gone to an English public school.

Is there anything more natural than that I should talk about you? she retorted.

I dont discuss you with strangers. He knew he often did; and she, too, knew it.

Why not? Are you ashamed of your mother? He recognized defeat. He accepted it there and then by reaching for his hat and stalking off to chew the cud of solitary discontent. Defeat pro tem, at all events.

And not one word, by either of them, about Amrita who was uppermost in both their minds.


CHAPTER IX. Read thou thine own book.

Joe was usually most unhappy when his mother was most in her element. What amused her made him miserable. He could endure her, even if he did not like her, when she was frankly predatory, taking what she could because the law was too ill-served to interfere. But when she talked high altruism while she did damned cruelty, he hated her. His brain groped blindly for the opposite of what she would expect him to do  some move that she would not understand. He thought of and found he could not dismiss from his mind the Yogi by the temple wall. Calling himself an idiot for his pains, he hired a horse and cantered to the temple, knowing it was out of bounds without a permit or an official escort; but at that, he supposed he had escort enough; the ayah and Chandri Lal pursued him, dodging through traffic, taking short-cuts, stealing rides on motor-wagons; whenever he glanced backward one or the other was not very far behind him.

He found the Yogi seated in his beehive hut. The old mans eyes shone in the darkness, though his shape was hardly visible; his nose looked beaklike and his beard was the shape of a gray owls body. Wondering how to open up a conversation Joe fetched a stone and sat on it before the hut door, so that he could peer upward and seem not too disrespectful. For a long time then he waited for the Yogi to say something, but the silence only deepened as the minutes marched.

Old man, he began at last in his friendliest voice, I am sorry I was rude to you the other night.

Rudeness is a consequence of ignorance. Of what are you afraid?

How do you know Im afraid?

Are you a special sort of book that none may read?

If you can read so well, then turn a page or two and tell me what you see, Joe suggested. There was silence again for so long that, if he had not seen the eyes in the gloom within the hut he would have thought the old man was asleep. He was about to repeat the question when the answer came:

What did I call you? And what did I tell you?

You called me a man from Jupiter. And you told me I stand on a threshold.

Should I say it again?

You might explain it.

Another silence. Then at last: If I explain, will you believe? Not so. Three thoughts will seize on your imagination: that I am mad  that I have designs on your purse, perhaps by subtle byways of intrigue  that I flatter my own vanity by claiming understanding that I have not. Thereafter your credulity will fluctuate between those three thoughts, accepting first the one and then the other. But the truth will escape you altogether.

Joe pondered what to say to that; the ancient offered no suggestions. It was true, he was not a believer in forecasts. But on the other hand, he felt intensely curious.

Suppose I agree not to doubt your honesty, he suggested.

Are you a master of doubt? Can you order its goings and comings? How shall you agree to what you know not how to fulfil?

All right. Suppose I say this then: I will use my best judgment and try to believe you.

Would that be good judgment? It is written on your face as plain as writing in a book, that you have been taught to disbelieve all that is told you.

Taught  yes. But I have never fully learned it. For instance, I dont doubt your honesty.

You are a fool then. Great liars are they who claim they are honest. Honorable, yes, a man may be  but honest, not yet  not for a few thousand million eternities, and not then without striving. Worse liars  mean, immodest dogs are they who yelp their scorn at the mistakes of others seeking to be honest. It is better to make mistakes than not to make them.

How so? Im a banker, for instance, among other things.

And have the bankers learned by making no mistakes? Do you know the history of banking? Is there one thing that they knew and fully understood in the beginning? Is there one thing they have learned by any other means than by mistakes? I tell you, no man learns by any other means. And by that means I learned silence when young fools come to me for readings of their plainly written destiny. Read thou thine own book.

Naturally, if I could Id do it.

Learn! It is excellent knowledge.

Are you subtly kidding me, I wonder? You look like Diogenes under a barrel, and youve come near selling me a line of goods I never thought Id fall for in a thousand years. Dammit, Ill bite! Ill trust you.

If I wish not to be trusted  what then?

If I trust a man, I trust him.

That is the excellent way to make mistakes, since trust adds keenness to the later disillusion. Not the wisest man knows very much, and he who volunteers advice knows very little. Nevertheless the biggest fool is he who blames another whose advice he took.

Joe grew determined. Do you refuse advice when you are asked for it?

What is your security? Does your bank lend money to each would-be borrower? If I should give advice, as you call it, then I am lending knowledge. Can you guarantee to spend that knowledge wisely? And if not, what then? When the Examiner examines my account, how shall I answer his accusation that I loaned good knowledge for an unwise purpose? He will hold me answerable.

Can you profit by keeping all your wisdom to yourself? Joe retorted. Whats the good of it, if you dont share it with some one?

The Yogi chuckled again. Are there not rules for the lending of money? I tell you, there are far more certain rules for the employment of wisdom, and a mistake is much more costly.

Maybe. But you said just now that its better to make mistakes than not to make them.

True. You are a man from Jupiter. There is no refusing you. Very well, I will make a mistake. I will answer one question. What is it you wish to know?

Joe hesitated. He knew what he wanted to ask, but he was doubtful how to phrase it. He suspected the Yogi would evade him with vague generalities unless he cut the issue fine, with diamond distinctness. On the other hand, his intuition warned him not to be too personal, since it was after all a point of principle that troubled him, and once a principle is grasped it is no great problem to apply it.

One question and one answer, said the Yogi.

Yes, but how many words? I want to make sure you understand me.

Use ten words.

It cant be done. I doubt that I could state it in a hundred words. Its so complicated.

Nothing is complicated, except folly. I know the question.

Impossible. How can you know it?

You wish to know whether that threshold, whereupon I told you that you stand, if crossed will lead to freedom. Is that it?

Thats only part of it.

That is the whole of it. But the answer will seem to have three parts, though they are one in essence.

Go on. Im listening.

It will lead to strife with one. It will cause you to put warfare in anothers heart. It will lead to greater freedom than you ever dreamed of if  I say if you have manhood enough and march forward.

Youre too vague. I want to understand you clearly. Is the strife with my mother?

Why not? Can you break her hold otherwise?

Id give a lot to know how you read my history. However, all right, thats that. Does the warfare that you say I shall cause in another persons heart concern that girl Amrita?

Why not? When the ayah asked, did I not speak of it?

I think I understand what you mean by the threshold. I have reached the stage where I cant stand being owned and used. But what if I refuse to cross the threshold? It isnt too late to turn back.

Cowardice seems comforting to some  until it bears its fruit.

Would I not be justified in refusing to turn against my mother?

If you wish, you may continue to contribute to her sin until the sin destroys you both. In the end, what would she or you gain by it?

Ive reasoned that way sometimes; but you put it more clearly than I did. All right, I can face that issue; therell be hell to pay, but I guess its the only manly thing to do. Ill cross that bridge and burn the blasted thing behind me.

That is for you to decide.

Ive made up my mind. But how about making trouble for that girl Amrita? She never harmed me. What right have I to interfere with her?

Can you avoid it? Can one mans prayers for a longer night prevent the sun from rising?

That sounds like fatalism.

To a fools ears! Idiot! When a promissory note is due, is it not due and payable? Is it not timed? And does the interest not accumulate, with added penalties? Shall the creditor not collect it or else throw the debtor into bankruptcy? And though the debtor forgets the note, can he deny he signed it? Stands his signature not written? Shall he call that fatalism and repudiate it? Are your ears deaf and your eyes blind?

I dont get the drift of your argument.

Ass! You sleep and wake; you wake and sleep; you see day follow night, and night the day; you have seen old men die, and young ones born. Is it not clear to you then that we die and live, and live and die? I tell you we are reborn millions of times. And what we owe to one life we shall repay, either in that life or another. Each deed done is nothing but a promissory note to meet its consequences. When it falls due, call it destiny and meet it with determination to pay it and set new, sweeter consequences forming; or call it fate and fall beneath it and be rolled on. Each ones destiny is his own, to make or unmake as he pleases.

Do you mean you think I owe that girl a debt?

Or she you. Or you owe each other. Destiny will make you both pay  as it will make me pay for wasting wisdom on a blind fool! You have asked. I have answered. Now pay me in the coin of courtesy by getting hence. I have more profitable thoughts to think, and there are only a few eternities in which to think them. Go. You may spare your pride. You need not bow to the earth or call me Holy One.


CHAPTER X. India would be all right if it werent for rajahs.

Jon spent the remainder of the day searching after a fashion for Hawkes, but nobody seemed to know where Hawkes was. He inquired at the officers mess of an Indian cavalry regiment; Captain Bruce, who received him, sent an orderly to make inquiries, but the orderly came back none the wiser.

Are you in a hurry? Bruce asked. Then why not ride the rounds with me? Well run across him somewhere. The aroma of many millions of dollars is a curiously catholic sort of key to hospitality. If youd care to ride back here afterward and have lunch with me  perhaps Id better tell the butler now  we dont have many visitors  the rogue might have to open tinned atrocities unless I warn him in advance.

The subject of Hawkes served well enough as an open wedge into conversation.

Hawkes been making himself useful to you? Thats his specialty. Hawkes is probably unique in all the armies of the world. He could drive a herd of sheep through a gap in the Kings Regulations that a practised lawyer couldnt see, and he can make himself so useful that nobody ever calls him a loafer and sends him back to his regiment. I think his regiment has probably forgotten him. If we should be ordered to Tibet Id expect to find Hawkes ahead of us in Lhassa with a document of some sort proving he had the right to be there and draw extra pay for doing things that arent provided for in the Regulations.

I suppose, said Joe, the fact is that hes in the secret service?

No, I think not. You see, a secret service man goes where hes sent, but Hawkes goes where he pleases. Hes a genius, and something of a joke. A good part of his secret is that the natives like him. He has a gift that isnt tact exactly, its a sort of fluid understanding crossed on to a lack of prejudice and a rare quick trick of learning a language while another man waits for a text-book. In addition to that the mans a mine of information. Ask Hawkes if you want to know anything. And by the way, hes a magician when it comes to skin wounds. Nobody knows how he does it, but he can stitch a wound and leave no scar whatever. Who is that woman, I wonder, and why is she following?

Chandri Lal, too, was less than fifty yards away but Joe said nothing. He was vaguely disturbed by that remark about Hawkes being a mine of information, although there seemed to be no particular reason why it should disturb him. What if Hawkes had told about Amrita? Why should he not tell, and what harm could come of it? At any rate, it ought to be easy to discover whether he had or had not told.

Has any European ever been into that enormous temple? he asked.

I imagine not. We let temples severely alone. In other words, we let em run their own idolatries to suit emselves.

No inspection of any kind?

None that I ever heard of.

I saw the procession the other night. Worth seeing. But I ve wondered once or twice since then whether there was anything in my impression that there might be a white girl or two among those nautch-girls.

Oh, no. Some of em may look white, but Some of them look like well bred European women.

Illusion  moonlight  lantern-light  shadows. No, no European women. Their caste laws and traditions are too strict. And besides it isnt generally recognized outside India but the Indians are extraordinarily decent about our women. Even in the Mutiny of 57 there wasnt one instance of rape, although scores of our women fell into their hands. Our troops, I am sorry to say, were gingered up with propaganda about rape and there was some dirty work done on the strength of it. But there was a rigid inquiry afterward and not one single instance, or even a suspicion of an instance of rape was discovered. Murder, yes, lots of it. Rape, no. There isnt another country in the world that you can say that for.

How about the Rajahs harems?

Oh, Ive heard that two or three of em have white wives, and theyre almost all polygamists, but thats different. If a woman wants to sell herself in that way, Government cant stop her. They can bring pressure to bear on the Rajah in all kinds of ways, but they cant legally prevent that kind of thing. It happens very seldom.

How about the Christian missionaries? Is there any check on them?

I think so  in fact, Im sure there is  mainly, of course, to prevent their falling foul of native prejudice. One fanatic might start a riot thatd take an army corps to squelch. However, theres nothing o that sort hereabouts. The local missionaries, so far as I know, have been more than usually tactful and the local Hindus seem to be a particularly broad-minded lot. Weve had no rioting or any rot like that.

Lots of missionaries?

Lots of em. Presbyterians  Methodists  Baptists  Catholics  all sorts.

They would be likely to know, I suppose, if there were a white girl living in an Indian temple.

They certainly would. And theyd soon raise hell about it.

Do you know Miss Annie Weems?

I should say I do. We all do. Shes the only woman who was ever made an honorary member of our mess. Theres your information bureau  if youre curious about girls in Indian temples or rajahs harems, ask Annie Weems. She actually rents her mission from the trustees, or whatever they call emselves, of the Hindu temple. She and the high priest are on such good terms that we joke her about it. Theres a story that shes allowed inside the temple once a month, but thats probably untrue and, anyhow, she denies it.

Whats her mission for? What does she do, I mean  proselytize?

No  doesnt believe in it. Education, pure and simple. Runs a day-school for Indian children. Ive often ragged her about being more a Hindu than the Hindus are themselves, but of course thats exaggeration. Shes a sane old lady with some very admirable prejudices.

Full stop. Joe did not care to pursue that subject any further. It was clear enough that Annie Weems had somehow contrived to keep a secret, and it was certainly not Joes business to expose it  yet, at any rate. The mystery of Hawkes disappearance was easier solved; a squadron farrier, who knew nothing about the breech-lock mechanism of a modern sporting rifle, explained that the Maharajah of Poonch-Terai had asked for some one who was expert in such occultism and that Hawkes had volunteered to go and doctor the potentates expensive weapons.

That, said Bruce, is Hawkes all over. By the time he returns, hell not only have repaired a broken gun or two; hell have learned nine-tenths of the Rajahs business. However, he wont talk about it  until the time comes to let a cat peep from the bag in order to serve some other object he may have in view. If you dont believe that, try to pump him.

I have tried. Hes expensive, Joe answered.

Yes, and saves his money. Greed is probably the secret of his genius for doing odd jobs. However, he does em, thats the main thing.

Bruce, too, seemed to be a lonely sort of fellow, and there is just as much affinity in loneliness as in any other state or condition. Hardly realizing that they liked each other they talked like a pair of old gossips as they rode the short tour of inspection, Bruce explaining things that interested Joe for no other reason than that he liked the others confidences. By the time they were ready for lunch Bruce had even offered the loan of a horse, and Joe had reciprocated by asking Bruce to take care of a magnificent sporting rifle in case I should ever return to India and care to use it. They were sowing seeds of friendship, hardly realizing it.

There were very few officers there to lunch and most of those dropped in and bolted out again after a hurried meal and perfunctory remarks. There was something or other mysterious in the background that was keeping every one on a strain that they tried to conceal; Bruce made no reference to it, but while the others were there he seemed as conscious of it as they were. There was no indication of what its nature might be; it was certainly not personal ill-feeling; they appeared to be a hard-working outfit who got along well together. The only possible clue that occurred to Joe was the abruptness with which they changed the subject when he asked a casual question about the Maharajah of Poonch-Terai; however, he doubted that that was an accurate guess.

Luncheon over, Bruce took him to his quarters and they lolled in long-armed chairs, Joe asking nothing better than escape from the hotel and from his mothers neighborhood. True, she had probably gone to the caverns ten or fifteen miles away, but even that was too near, and she might return at any minute. When Bruce invited him to spend the night he leaped at the suggestion.

Weve a bit of a tent-club near here  nothing to boast about, of course, but not bad. I thought of riding out there this evening and turning in early, so as to be ready for pig soon after daybreak. Did you ever stick pig? I can promise you something worth your trouble. Take your pick of my spears; theyve all been sharpened. Ill lend you a Kathiawari mare that stands right up to em  shes savage  all you have to watch is that she doesnt spin around and try to use her heels. You have to give her lots of spur; she spun me off once  if she hadnt stayed there savaging the boar Id have been a dead man.

Joe sent a note to the hotel informing his mother and warning her not to expect him until the following afternoon. The invitation made him thoroughly cheerful; it enabled him to avoid her until after keeping his appointment at the mission, and gave him meanwhile something wholesomely barbarous to do and to think and talk about. It was characteristic of him that he was not even tempted to discuss his personal affairs with Bruce, although Bruce became more and more intimate as they rode together toward the tent-club in the cool of the afternoon. Bruce even talked of his mother, but Joe was silent about his.

Perhaps Joe in that mood was a companionable audience; he was sympathetic, making no demands on the others patience, inviting confidence by simply not inviting it. At any rate, Bruce soon began to verge on telling secrets, and then finally to tell them  nothing serious, of course, but regimental intimacies normally not discussed with strangers, such as the Colonels wifes flirtations and the sinful rate of interest charged by the local moneylender. Then, within sight of the tents, peeped forth the fundamental worry that had made the mess a sort of morgue at lunch-time. Joes shrewd guess had been right after all.

India would be all right if it werent for rajahs. Thank God, weve got this tent-club to ourselves  Poonch-Terai wont spoil things for us this time.

Whats the matter with him?

Hes a cad, for one thing. Sends out shikaris to hamstring the best boars, so that he can ride em down easier. Can you beat that?

Cant you interfere?

We did. But were supposed to keep on decent terms with him. Hes the principal landlord hereabouts and he has extraordinary influence. He even has some kind of subtle authority over the temple. Hes said to have the right, among other things to choose a concubine a year from among the nautch-girls. Its a right, like the European droit du seigneur, that has lapsed from disuse, but they say hes trying to revive it, having set his cap at some young woman. The trouble is, that some of our troopers and non-corns got wind of it and took steps to protect the girl  no one knows why  they wont talk, except to one another and, I suppose, to the priests. We got called down for snubbing Poonch-Terai not long ago; they sent an officer from H. Q. to give us hell about it  something about his influence in the House of Princes that the Government happens to need at the moment. So were forced to be civil, and Poonch-Terai takes full advantage of it  riding for a fall, of course, but meanwhile were in difficulties.

The military usually are, said Joe, when they run into politics.

And religion. Dont forget religion. Some one  and were pretty sure its Poonch-Terai  has got at a lot of our troopers  set them by the ears against the others. Some of our men are Hindus, some Mohammedans; theyre snarling, and the Colonel has the wind up, which makes it ghastly for the rest of us. We cant put the temple entirely out of bounds because of the religious edge to things. We cant picket the temple for protection unless the priests request that; we cant even offer to do it until they ask, and they wont ask. If they did ask, they jolly well know that Poonch-Terai would put the screws on  politics and one thing and another; Ive been told he could cut off more than half their revenues at one stroke of a pen. I wish theyd let him have the girl; shed probably prefer even that to a life of belly-shaking in the moonlight.

What sort of girl is she? Jo. asked, wondering why the goose-flesh rose all over him. He told himself there was absolutely no reason why he should be disturbed on Amritas account, even supposing he knew for certain that Amrita was the girl in question. And, wondering what the color of her eyes was, he felt more disturbed than ever. He could imagine his mother as a fat spider; never having seen the Maharajah of Poonch-Terai it was easy to imagine him as something much worse  a sort of combination hornet-scorpion, with whiskers like the mogul on a ketchup bottle.

Damned if I know. All those women look alike to me, Bruce answered. Ive been told that theyre beastly immoral and inhumanly mischievous. Lets hope we have better than goat for supper. I told the cook Id kill him if he serves me goat again. The fat rogue knows I won t, hes too important. Time before last he tried to fool me by calling it Viceroy Stew.

However, it was curried venison this time, and though the goat was more than usually tough it was so embalmed in curry powder that the benefit of reasonable doubt was on the cooks side, so his life was saved, but not Joes digestion; when they turned in, early, he wooed sleep in vain; and when at last he did sleep he had nightmare. A monster came out of a temple pursuing Amrita; and another monster came out of a cavern pursuing himself. He struggled to overtake Amrita. But Hawkes, who seemed in no hurry at all, kept demanding his thousand pounds and saying: Then youll see the color of her eyes, and what about it? Every now and then Hawkes changed into the Yogi with a pipe in his mouth, but even so he said the same thing. One of the monsters, when he dared to look at it, had bristling black whiskers and was male; but the other was female. Both of them looked like spiders, and that futile ass Cummings wanted him to catch flies for them. At last one monster pounced on him and he began to fight desperately; but it turned out to be Captain Bruce waking him for the tea and toast that are the bread and wine of Englishmens religion.


CHAPTER XI. Are you drunk, Joe?

Joes horsemanship was good enough but nothing wonderful. The Kathiawari mare lived up to the reputation Bruce had given her; she had to be blindfolded before Joe could mount her, and when the blindfold was removed she wished with all her savage heart to kill the unoffending sais, who ran for cover. Joe was enjoying himself; he liked that kind of fight; it brought his dogged patience uppermost, and the mare learned presently that she had some one on her back who owned a stronger will than hers. However, she tried all ways of testing him and she was going backward toward the rising sun, and Joe was consequently facing Bruce when he heard Bruce swear and saw his face set like flint before it thawed again into the deliberate smile that the English imagine makes them pleasant to approach. Joe did not understand what was happening until he veered the mare around. Then he knew without Bruce telling.

Gone was the glory of Indian morning. None save Joshua has ever made the sun stand still, but there are men whose uninvited presence can rob sunlight of its charm; and of such men Poonch-Terai was chief, at any rate that morning. He exuded a dry diabolism; each of his handsome features seemed an accent of the underlying guile; his suavity was insolence, his seat on horseback arrogant, and the horse had cost him fifteen thousand rupees. Well aware that his presence was unwelcome he rode forward showing his white teeth in a smile that set every fiber of Joes being tingling with resentment. It was a case of instant hatred as unreasoned and sudden as the war between fire and water. Even Bruce detected it, and Bruce had malice of his own to keep him busy.

The Maharajah drew rein fifteen paces from them, spinning his spear before he let it lie across his saddle-bow. He was a sartorial dream; from crimson turban to the spurs on his beautiful boots he was the last exquisite word of elegance. His black mustache was waxed, his black beard oiled and curled, his dark eyes underlined with pigment like a womans. His lithe body, only a little coarsened by debauch, sat like a centaurs. He was a challenge; Joe itched to couch a spear at him and actually eyed the point between his ribs where he would drive the blade home, smiling at his own absurdity  a smile that Poonch-Terai interpreted as a salute to his rank. Bruce introduced them. Joe nodded. The Maharajah displayed his teeth in another radiant smile, his dark-ivory skin so slightly changing color that Bruce did not notice it, but Joe did.

I have heard of you, said Poonch-Terai. Are you not the man from Jupiter?

That brought the Yogi to Joes mind, and the temple  the nautch-girls  the man whose jaw Hawkes punched so unexpectedly  the story that the Maharajah sought new fuel for his harem fires. Was this the man who desired Amrita? Joe had never felt so venomously jealous in his life; it almost frightened him; from force of habit he tried to smother the emotion and answer civilly.

Why do you ask that?

I was told you were named that by a man who makes very few mistakes.

You mean the Yogi at the temple? I think he had probably heard the name of a business corporation in which I have some interest.

It was an unfortunate answer; it opened the way for a sneer of the sort that Americans abroad are learning to expect but not to suffer gladly.

Wise old Yogi. But I wonder, dont you, how he realized that an American and his business cant be separated, even on a temple threshold?

Hes the sole one of your countrymen Ive met who wasnt hungrier for dollars than for decency, Joe answered.

Poonch-Terai subsided for the moment, half-pretending not to have caught the meaning of that counterthrust, but he threw Joe one glance sideways that meant war as surely as the shot at Sarajevo did. He began to talk to Bruce about the wild boars. He had spoiled all Bruces quietly made arrangements.

Im camped five miles away. My men reported your men beating in this direction, so I ordered mine to join yours. Well get pig, dont doubt it. Can your friend ride?

We only want one apiece, Bruce answered. Have to be back at mess in time for tiffin.

Ill bet you my men will show you fifteen boars worth killing.

Any of em lame? Bruce asked him, but Poonch-Terai affected not to hear that; he stood up in the stirrups, shielding his eyes with his hand.

Thats my head man signaling. Theyve a sounder of pig in the scrub beyond that clump of trees. Shall we ride on?

He began to canter, Bruce and Joe following three horses lengths behind him, Bruce trying to signal to Joe his disappointment and apologies for the unwelcome intrusion; his lips moved, but he said no word aloud because Poonch-Terais perfectly modeled ears with the little gold earrings in their lobes were notoriously keen.

They took cover beside the clump of trees and Poonch-Terai gave orders to his head man, who directed scores of almost naked beaters. Armed with tin cans, tomtoms and dissonant trumpets, they had surrounded a sounder of pig in a maze of waist-high undergrowth some acres in extent. It was a perfect place for pig  impossible for horses and by no means easy for the beaters. At a nod from the Maharajah the head man maneuvered the beaters all to one side of the copse, and then the tin can chorus started as the scythe-shaped mob of beaters invaded the cover to drive the pig into the open. It occurred then to Poonch-Terai that he was possibly usurping precedence. He turned to Bruce:

Youd better give the word.

Bruce nodded, his quiet eyes watching the billowing undergrowth, his rein-hand restraining an excited horse. There was more than one sounder within that small area; the Maharajahs men had swept down in a huge semicircle like a drag-net; there were pigs of all ages in there milling, grunting, squealing and the surface of the undergrowth suggested a section of sea in which huge shoals of fish have been surrounded. There were collisions in there  fights  until suddenly one whole sounder more than a hundred strong turned and charged back through a gap in the line of beaters. Poonch-Terai swore excitedly:

Thats your mens fault! You ought to thrash your head man  I believe he left that gap on purpose. Hell try to blame it on my man But there was no time for an argument. The other sounder, following a huge gray boar, broke cover in the opposite direction, the gray boar well in the lead of his tremendous family and turning between spurts for a glimpse of what the danger might be.

Ride! said Bruce.

The target was that gray grandfather-boar. He saw them, and he knew it. Never a gray boar breathed that was not more than willing to take on fifty times his weight in any kind of enemy whatever. No need to explain the situation to him. He grunted and the obedient sounder turned back into cover, leaving him free of responsibility and unimpeded to choose his own battle-ground.

First blood is the objective. Whoever can first show crimson on his spear-point is the winner of the race. The fight with the boar, as a rule does not begin until the race for his tushes is over. Poonch-Terai on his expensive thoroughbred got away with a lead of a length, Bruce following and Joe last. The boar took a straight line away from the sun, to put plenty of distance between himself and his family before giving battle. He went like the wind. With a judgment worthy of a fox he chose a line of country that would strain the horses to the utmost but without overtaxing his own strength. Boulders, sheet-rock, dry watercourses, scrambled undergrowth, he took them all; and not until he judged the horses were well winded and the foam was frothing on his own jaws did he turn in a wide semicircle with his savage little red eye studying his pursuers to discover which could be taken at worst advantage.

That jink, as they call it, cost Poonch-Terai the lead. It left him far out on the left flank, fifty yards from Bruce, who lost sight of the boar for the moment and checked to save his horse unnecessary labor in a wrong direction. Joe was alone on the right, with the gray boar waiting for him in a narrow pass between two boulders; and the Kathiawari mare as eager as the boar to get to business. No spur needed. Joe couched his spear and charged. The Kathiawari slipped on a loose stone, stumbled and recovered, giving Poonch-Terai the fraction of a moments opportunity; he came on, passing Bruce and spurring to overtake Joe, who saw him through the corner of an eye and accepted an unspoken challenge.

It was all over in thirty seconds, and Joe the winner. But a man can be reborn in thirty seconds. His whole lifes history can review itself, with the essentials selected and the unimportant, so-called major crises faded into the background. All his acquired characteristics can slough off in less than that time and the underlying man, the unknown man who has been learning from experience behind the baffling mask, can break through  never again entirely to return to hiding.

Joe had never suspected himself of chivalry. As he rode at that boar, with Poonch-Terai spurring to overtake him, he was conscious of another set of values than had ever dawned on his imagination. The excitement, the reckless speed, the delirious sense of danger, were all relative to an idea, and the idea was within him. Poonch-Terai was the devil. Paradoxically, too, the boar was Poonch-Terai. A womans eyes, whose color he could not see, were watching him; he was not fighting to protect her but for approval, on which he knew perfectly well that his own opinion of himself must depend henceforward. Should he fail, she would suffer; he knew that, but he knew, too, that she would ignore the suffering; nothing at all could grieve her but a lack of grace within himself, and grace was wordless  something to be lived, not argued. He would know within a brace of seconds whether or not he had it. He rode like a plumed adventurer, to find out.

The boar turned tail suddenly, but that was a ruse to throw his adversary off guard and to get room to build impetus. He faced about again as suddenly and charged down-hill with every concentrated ounce of speed and courage there was in him, timing his effort perfectly to meet his enemy on the narrow ground between two hillocks, where only one at a time could meet him and there was no avoiding his froth-wet tushes or the shock of his furious onslaught. It was death for him or for his adversary, and long odds on the boar, but Joes spear took him straight and strong between the shoulder-blades as he rose to slash at the mare with his murderous little ivory daggers. Speed, weight, strength of horse and boar and man combined to skewer him dead to the earth as the spear-haft snapped in Joes hand. He was Joes boar  first and last blood.

It was neither the boar nor the Kathiawari mares attempt to turn and use her heels on a fallen foe that sent Joe sprawling on the hard earth. Poonch-Terai came crashing into him, whirling his spear, indignant to have missed by half a dozen strides and hurling into the collision every ounce of venom he could muster. His thoroughbreds shoulder caught the mare in flank, as she turned with one hoof on the ground, and sent her rolling. Luckily she threw Joe three times his length as she fell, and though be skinned his face and forearms on the rock-hard earth and he was rather badly bruised, he was not stunned and no bones were broken.

He was rather less badly hurt than Poonch-Terai. The thoroughbred tripped on the Kathiawaris scrambling legs and fell in a heap a yard or two beyond her, spraining both the Maharajahs wrists as he extended his hands to protect his head. It was Joe who raised the Maharajah to his feet; Bruce drew rein beside them and, seeing there was no great harm done, began edging his horse toward the other two in order to catch them before they could bolt home.

Good spear! he said laughing, but Joe and the Maharajah hardly heard him. They were face to face, toe to toe, glaring, Joes nose dripping blood on to his shirt and the blood from his forehead trickling past his eyes; but even the blood did not make him uglier than Poonch-Terai, whose glowering eyes and outthrust underlip told of more than pain in his sprained wrists. There was hatred there  racial, temperamental and intuitive, increased, set flaring, but not caused by rivalry. Beneath it there was the deadlier enmity of one ideal for another.

Damn you, what do you think this game is  polo? Joe demanded.

Poonch-Terai backed away from him, nursing his wrists, glancing over his shoulder to make sure Bruce was out of earshot.

Your pig, he said. But go back to America and stick them in the slaughter-yards. Thats something that you understand.

When your wrists are in shape to protect yourself I will thrash you for that, Joe answered.

Poonch-Terai grinned savagely. You? You will thrash me? Go back to America before you learn what I can do to you! And meanwhile, stay away from temples!

Bruce came with the horses and dismounted to help Poonch-Terai into the saddle, interrupting that low-voiced conversation, which had left Joe strangely cool but with a queer sensation up his spine. They rode slowly campward until they met the Maharajahs men, who fussed over his wrists and swarmed around him to escort him to his own camp. Bruce waited until some of his own shikaris came, and when he had sent them to cut out the dead boars tushes he and Joe cantered toward the club tents for a bath, rough bandages and breakfast.

I can get the dirt out for you. It may hurt a bit, but Im a dabster at getting a cut clean. However, dont forget to let Hawkes go over you afterward. The mans a wizard. If you asked me, Id say its magic that he learned from some Yogi or other. I was telling him only the other day, hes a fool not to buy his discharge and go home and open up a beauty parlor  make his fortune!

Tent-club operations are not pleasant to endure, nor were Bruces bandages artistic; an hours work made Joe fairly comfortable, but he was still bleeding a little and it was fortunate for more than his vanity that he did not catch sight of his face in a mirror; had he known how unpresentable he looked he might have postponed calling on Annie Weems. However, Bruce encouraged him to call on her:

It may be she who taught Hawkes how to tittivate a cut skin. Let her look at it; shell be no worse than a military saw-bones, and shes sure to improve on what Ive done to you. And by the way, thank you for keeping your hands off Poonch-Terai. You had a perfect right to kick him. But if you had  I dont know what might happen.

Joe had read the murder in the Maharajahs eyes. He knew that the brief exchange of insults only hinted at such hatred as could never have been caused by rough-stuff in the hunting field.

There was a woman  a girl whom he had talked with only once, the color of whose eyes he did not know. She was at the bottom of it. He knew that, though he could not understand it. Not for a moment did he think of himself as in love with her, since that would be ridiculous. He could not be. Beyond the fact that she was possibly the daughter of his mothers bridesmaid, she meant nothing whatever to him. With his trained, deliberate mind he knew he was the last man likely to fall in love with a young girl met by moonlight near a prison wall. She had preached to him. She had mocked him. She had made him feel like ten cents. She was in some mysterious way involved in a religious cult with which he had no sympathy. He would be likelier to fall in love with a Salvation Army lassie in Union Square, New York, tambourine and all. If he did, it would startle his friends less, though it might offend his mother more; she would prefer to be able to make up lies, perhaps, about an Indian princess and get them printed in the papers and in Whos Who.

He could hardly talk to Bruce, for thinking of Amrita. Strange name, it stuck in his memory; he could not normally recall a girls name fifteen minutes after he had met her. Meeting girls never excited him  never had. But he was excited about meeting this one again. He put part of that down to the shock of being thrown from a horse. But he knew there was more than that to it. He wished he could remember what color her eyes were  ass!

But he told himself he had a right to be curious. Curiosity amused him; that was it, he was amused. In Joes life there had been precious little genuine amusement. Always his mother there to embitter the juice of things. He had a right to taste amusement while he could. And he would take care this time that his mother should have no finger in the pie until he had his fill of it. It even occurred to him to take Amrita for his mistress for a while, but the thought was colorless and insincere. He could say that to himself; the words came easily enough; but he could not quite imagine it; it gave him no thrill.

Well, why should it? If I were in love with her it might be different. I wonder how it feels to be in love. Id like to try it. But I suppose Id play the damned ass, just like all the others.

In a sort of day-dream he dismounted at the front door of the mess and waited inside for the dog-cart that Bruce offered to lend him. Bruce ascribed his silence to shock from the accident and made no attempt to force conversation.

Youll be all right in a day or two. Keep quiet and stay off liquor. Show your cuts to Annie Weems, and let Hawkes see them, but avoid the doctor like the devil unless something serious sets in  which it wont if you keep good-tempered. Heres the dog-cart. So long. Enjoyed your company no end. Ill send those tushes to you. When youre through with the dog-cart tell the sais to come straight home. Come and see me again when youre well enough  or if youre not, send for me and Ill come and see you. So long.

Joe liked him. But he was glad to leave him. He let the sais drive. It suited him to sit still and imagine what the next hour might bring forth, and to think of steps he might take to prevent that blackguard Poonch-Terai from having his will of Amrita, as he had no doubt whatever now was his intention. He always did despise a man who employed agents to bag women for him. Also he despised women who fell for that kind of negotiation  not that it made them worse than other women  they were merely lacking in dignity. The whole world was a whoresome mess of guile and blackmail. Might as well stick to dignity as long as possible  it can be done  costs nothing pays not bad dividends, in self-esteem, which may be silly but feels good.

He grew more and more excited as he neared the mission  more and more pleased with the thought that he was stealing a march on his mother  more and more confident that he would manage the whole business of Amrita and her future without even consulting his mother. He would tell the old termagant what he had done. She could like it or lump it. All one to himself. The day had dawned at last when her authority was broken. He would not stand by and see his mother bind this young girl captive to her chariot as she had bound so many other men and women. But it would be easier to manage if he kept his discovery secret from her for a while.

As they entered the quiet square and the horses hoofs rang on ancient pavement he heard Annie Weems piano going  strangely brilliant sound amid that quiet setting. Then he heard song  recognized Amritas voice  but the words were unintelligible, in a language he did not know. He climbed down and stood by the mission door listening; the upper half was ajar on a long brass hook. The song ceased. He heard a girls laughter and then voices in conversation, but there was a curtain in the passage and the only voice he could recognize was Amritas  as clear as a bell, yet not unpleasantly assertive.

Why, yes. I have written all my songs in English. Annie insists on it. Would you like to hear this one?

She began to sing in English something about stars that wonder at mens inconsistency. As she sang the curtain parted and Hawkes strode through into the outer room. He saw Joe  beckoned to him  tiptoed to the door and led the way in. In the passage he turned to speak behind his hand:

I took you at your word, sir But Joe was listening to the song. Hawkes led the way  parted the curtain. Facing the door, at the piano, sat Amrita, singing, with the soft light through slatted shutters making an aureole around her. Annie Weems sat in an armchair wearing spectacles, seeming to be studying some one else who sat in a corner near the door. That some one was invisible to Joe until he strode into the room.

You said for me to Joe strode in, aware of something damnable and resolute to meet it, but not yet guessing what it might be. Amrita stopped singing and stared at the blood on Joes bandages. Annie Weems sprang to her feet. Joe turned toward the corner near the door and faced his mother.

You? Oh, hello.

You said for me to see your mother, sir, about that thousand pounds, and And I have told him its too much. I wont pay it, said Mrs. Beddington. If you make promises like that, Joe, you may keep them yourself. Possibly you think you can afford it. Why did you keep this secret from me?

Joe kept silence.

Have you been brawling? What have you done to your face?

Joe stared at her.

Are you drunk, Joe?

Stone-cold sober  for the first time in my life, I dare say. How do, Miss Weems. How do, Amrita.

He was glad he had no pistol in his hand. He knew, for just one fraction of a second, something that no jury ever understood  exactly how some sorts of seemingly motiveless murder happen.


CHAPTER XII. Taters à la Kaiser Bill.

Miss Weems, can you get a doctor for him? Joe is my only son. If anything should happen Im all right, Mother  scratched, thats all. However, he sat down, glad to do it. Annie Weems came over to him and undid the bandages. Swift, silent, sure of herself, she only glanced  then led Joe to a bathroom, where Hawkes pushed up a chair behind him and Amrita produced medicated cotton and a basin, pushing Hawkes out of the way. Joe let go  leaned back  hardly knew that his head was resting on Amritas bosom; but he felt a relief that was almost like sleep as her fingers touched his temples and passed through his hair. His mother ceased to have any importance in the scheme of things. Amrita was essential. And the strangest part was, that he seemed always to have known Amrita  always to have trusted Annie Weems  always to have liked Hawkes. He neither belonged to his mother, nor she to him.

He heard Hawkes whistle in the way a man does who is estimating damage. The next thing he really knew, he was lying on a couch not far from the piano and Amrita was singing softly to a tune that Hawkes was strumming, while Annie Weems talked to his mother. At last Amrita stopped, and then he knew the song was nonsense because she said so:

Hawkesey, wont you understand that if a song isnt beautiful it isnt worth singing?

Theres ugly things worth mention, he objected.

True, but its the contrast between ugliness and beauty that is interesting. This isnt a comic song.

It is, said Hawkes. I laughed while I was writing it.

You laughed at you.

Am I beautiful?

Youre comic. There is beauty in your effort to do what I said you could if you would only try. But you must try harder.

I sang it to some of the men and they laughed like anything.

At you. They would laugh at the song if you put some humor in it. Ive seen corpses that were funny, but the corpses in your song are only nasty. Theyre dead, whereas they ought to be masks and garments that the actors left behind them. You cant make death funny if you dont remember there is no such thing as death. Do you know why audiences sometimes laugh when they see a man slain on the stage? It is because they know intuitively, without knowing that they know, that actual death is just like that; they know the actor only takes his costume off and goes home. You go home and write that song again.

Teachings a trade, said Hawkes. Its like drilling rookies. You have to praise a fellow now and then.

Dont I take pains with you?

Yes, but Isnt that the kindest sort of praise?

Maybe, but Bring me something good. Ill praise it, Hawkesey.

Joe stirred. His mother crossed the room, resentment bristling through her well spread smile.

Are you feeling better, Joe?

He knew he was hardly well enough to fight her just yet. He tried to postpone the issue.

Feel rotten.

Never mind, Ill take you to the hotel and get you a doctor. He sat up. No, he answered. Hawkes, would you be kind enough to see my mother back to the hotel? He caught Miss Weems eye, May I stay a while?

Hawkes offered himself. Mrs. Beddington was no terror to him; he had acted orderly to a general with dyspepsia; he had been drilled by a sergeant-major who desired to keep him from promotion; there was nothing Hawkes did not know about enduring insult without letting it sink under his skin. She ignored him, but he did not mind that either.

It isnt polite, Joe, to inflict yourself on Miss Weems.

I came to talk to her, said Joe. But he glanced at Amrita.

His mother, too, glanced at Amrita. Joe, I wish you to come home and talk to me first.

What about? he demanded.

She compressed her lips into a thin line with a trained smile at either corner, meant to seem inscrutable. Her eyes now deliberately avoided Amrita. About personal matters, she answered.

See you later, Mother. Ill be back in time for dinner.

War  war-war at last; he had declared it and she understood him. Joe felt all the hot exhilaration that accompanies a challenge, but he masked it, not wishing to seem ridiculous, since none but he, he supposed, knew what ferocity and resources he would have to combat. He was not given to mock heroics. He invited no ones sympathy. He meant to fight this to a finish with his own resources, yet not more than guessing what those might be. He was not fooled by his mothers instant change of tactics.

May he stay with you a little while longer, Miss Weems? He seems to be worse shaken than he realizes.

Annie Weems smile masked nothing. He may stay here as long as he pleases, she answered, plainly intimating he should stay until Annie Weems saw fit to let him go. Mrs. Beddington realized it  bridled  accepted the challenge:

I will send the doctor to him here.

Dr. Karter Singh would very likely come if you should ask him.

A native?

A Sikh.

Great heavens, is there no white doctor?

Theres an army doctor, who is usually busy, and a civilian who is nearly always drunk.

For Gods sake send the drunkard, Joe interrupted. Tank him up before you send him. I can manage drunkards.

Joe!

See you later, Mother.

Mrs. Beddington fussed her way out of the place, ignoring Hawkes deliberately and apparently forgetting to notice Amrita. She kept Annie Weems standing at the front door for several minutes, asking her barbed questions about the mission-school but saying nothing that could be interpreted as actual insolence. Amrita, straight faced, strummed at the piano.

Dont you love to know the worst? she wondered. Man from Jupiter, why didnt you tell her about me?

And my thousand pounds, Hawkes added.

And why are you pretending to be worse hurt than you are?

Cant you see for yourself? Joe asked her.

See, yes. I can read your aura. Smoky crimson. Where was Mars in your horoscope? Are you afraid of her?

Too many questions.

Answer one then. No, Im no longer afraid.

You will be soon  unless Im seeing you and her all crooked. Cant you read auras? No? Youre psychic, you could learn. Hers is dingy indigo and sulphur, with lurid smoky-green tonguelets like the petals of a sunflower. When you see it that color, you perhaps dont know you see it, but it scares you all the same. It would scare me, if she were my mother. Do you hate her? You shouldnt. When you hate her, you establish a vibration along which she can get you as a spider gets a fly. If you were sentimental about her, she could get you that way too. She is dreadfully strong. Id hate her if I dared.

Her fingers strummed on the piano keys a sort of obbligato to her conversation  strange experiments with chords that seemed to illustrate the color of her thought. It was perhaps not music but it was humorous, like a Greek chorus mocking the speaker. Joe felt intimate, as if she and he had known each other all their lives.

Why did you keep me secret? she repeated suddenly. You have a way of doing that. You boil and sulk inside yourself. It poisons you. That isnt like a man from Jupiter. Your forte is direct action. It would be good for you to dance and sing  scream  yell  swear  do anything to boil off.

Joe grinned. He had a sudden mental picture of himself cavorting like a temperamental Frenchman.

Laugh! she urged. That grin is a habit of being solemn. Do you know what solemnity is? Its the gloom with which asses disguise their ignorance. Why imitate them?

It was quite unconscious, Joe answered humbly.

That doesnt make it harmless. If your head didnt ache I would make you dance with me. Hawkesey used to go everywhere looking like a sermon on the predamnation of unbaptized infants. But I made him dance every time he saw me. When I had corrupted him enough, so that he even began to like himself a little, I made him promise to dance whenever he thought of me. Now see him. Hawkesey is almost human.

Cost me money. I wore out a pair of boots, said Hawkes. It nearly got me out of the army. I was sat on by a medical committee  two fat doctors and a thin one  claimed I was crazy. I didnt deny it. I told em I danced to try and feel as happy as a nigger. So they gave me a months sick-leave and I went to Mount Abu, where a heathen taught me how to dance like Krishna with a flute.

He means, explained Amrita, that a venerable Yogi taught him.

He wasnt pious, Hawkes objected.

Venerable people never are, she answered, fingering the keys. She struck chords like Stravinskys  several in quick succession to a startling tempo. Venerable people laugh with God instead of making faces at Him. That Yogi who taught you, Hawkesey Swag-bellied old corner-man, as full of repartee as a big drums full o thunder.

  is an ex-subadar-major of Bengal cavalry. They say he can talk with tigers and that wild birds come when he calls them.

Do you believe that? Joe asked.

Why not? It isnt difficult. But its bad for the birds and tigers. They learn to trust people. Do you trust people?

Annie Weems returned into the room, a wee mite ruffled, mastering indignation.

Scream, Amrita suggested. But she suddenly left the piano and sat on the arm of Annie Weems chair. Was she as cruel as all that?

She accused me of raising you for blackmail purposes.

Joe flushed with shame. Did she use those words? he asked.

No. She merely said that she is blackmail-proof but that if I care to talk with her attorneys she will give me their address.

Joe swore under his breath.

Explode! Amrita urged. You man from Jupiter, one of these days you will kill some one, or else some one will kill you. You vibrate like hell with the lid shut, as Hawkesey would say.

Hell? said Hawkes. My dreams of affluence  ten centuries  a thousand quid He eyed Joe sideways. Joe observed him without comment. Amrita observed both of them.

Are you a mean man? she asked suddenly. You dont look it.

Joe stared at her. Damned if I know, he answered. He continued to stare. She returned it. He perfectly understood that she was in some way reading his character. He did not mind. He felt no impulse to deceive her as a man normally does when a woman tries to understand him. He could see the color of her eyes at last  deep blue with a hint of violet. He wondered whether she was really beautiful or whether he was prejudiced and perhaps not seeing accurately.

I would like to paint your portrait, he said abruptly.

Why? If you are really skilful you can only paint your own opinion of me.

Are you afraid of my opinion?

Im afraid you might produce a lie and hate that. Next, youd hate me. Painters become enamored of their models, but they end by kicking them out-of-doors.

Are you afraid of my falling in love with you?

One can only fall out of love, not into it. One might as well talk of falling on to horse-back or falling up a mountain. Love? Climb and find it! Wings  you need wings and speed and courage to come within a million miles of love. Thats closer than most folk come. Most of them catch their mates with traps or quicklime and then cage them and say Sing! Those fall hard, and it hurts them. Didnt you fall hard enough this morning?

Who taught you to be cynical?

She laughed. Hawkes almost jeered. Annie Weems glanced at the clock and excused herself, saying she had a new cook who needed attention. She paused in the door of the passage that led to the kitchen:

Rita cynical?

Cynical! Hawkes echoed. Shall I show the cook potatoes a la Kaiser Bill? He followed Annie Weems into the kitchen.

So it offends them to hear you called cynical?

They think its funny.

She settled down into the armchair. Joe decided she was genuinely beautiful. She reminded him of some one  some actress  he couldnt remember who.

Are you a fatalist? he asked her suddenly.

That is like asking me, am I a fool. Destiny is  whether or not we believe it. Fate is what overtakes fatheads.

Joe winced. He did not like her to use Hawkes phrases. Was he jealous of Hawkes? He wondered. It might not be a bad idea to pay Hawkes that thousand pounds  he might quit the army  leave India. But  

Do you know Maharajah Poonch-Terai? he asked.

Indeed I do. Fate.

Your fate?

Trying to masquerade as destiny.

I cant see any difference.

There isnt much. Its like the difference between day and night, thats all. Opposite sides of one idea.

We are slaves of destiny?

She laughed. We are slaves of fate, if we dont rebel against it. Im a rebel. Arent you?

Joe did riot wish to think about his mother just then.

Was I destined to fall from a horse this morning?

Fated. Destiny is our servant. We create destiny. Fate is created for us by the things we do or dont do.

I dont get you.

Fate did! And destiny saved you. Something you did to some one else, in this life or another one, produced its exactly measured consequences and It was Poonch-Terai who bunted into me  on purpose.

That makes no difference, except to him. He set new consequences cycling on their course; he will have to meet them whenever the clock strikes, and it is sure to strike at an inconvenient moment. Possibly you injured him some time.

I never met the man before.

How do you know? Can you prove you didnt? What were you, and where were you, before you were born, say, thirty years ago? However, possibly you didnt injure him. You did wrong to some one, or you wouldnt have had wrong done to you this morning. On the other hand, you had built up destiny. Fine things  splendid, noble, magnanimous things you did in former lives, or possibly in this one, built up forces that saved you. Probably you call it accident, but it makes no difference what you call it. Names dont alter cases. What does make a difference, is, how you behaved when it happened. If you had turned on Poonch-Terai and beaten him, you would have set new consequences cycling for yourself. That is what was meant by turn the other cheek; you not only learn self-control and build up character but you also pay forgotten debts and create new destiny with which to meet fate when it happens. Its like the difference between having money in the bank, at compound interest, and incurring debts at compound interest. Every time you pay a debt you make a friend, and the quicker you pay the less it costs you.

Joe smiled. Rather a complicated scheme of things.

So is astronomy, complicated. So are biology  chemistry  law. And yet its all divinely simple. Reread history and see whether it doesnt fit what you call the complicated scheme of things. Try to make it not fit; you cant without distorting all the facts.

Do you mean, for instance, that Ive met you in a former life?

Of course you have. Lots of times, in lots of former lives.

And my mother?

Certainly. You cant create an intimate relation such as that by accident. It must have taken millions of incidents to bring you two to a point where you could help each other best in just that way.

Help each other? Lord God! Wait until you know her!

Let me think of an illustration. Dont you think it helped the English to be bullied by the Tudors and the Stuarts? Didnt it make them wake up? What but pressure made the colonies win their independence? Do you know what pressure does to certain sorts of seed? You were born your mothers child because you were ready to stand just that test. There is no injustice  nowhere in all the universe  not for a moment.

Joe laughed outright. If youd ever run a bank, or a business, or fought a law-suit; or if youd ever seen my mother sack a raft of her employees; or if you know how laws are forced through legislatures Justice  every atom of it including all the injustice! No one escapes his exact deserts or lacks his opportunity to learn. Those on whom what seems to be injustice is inflicted would do, if not the same thing, something like it  its equivalent  if they had the power and the temptation. They are learning the feel of the sting of injustice  learning not to inflict it. The first shall be the last and the last shall be first. The unjust judge is reborn to a life in prison on a false charge. The usurer spends a life or two in debt. The cheat gets cheated. The cruel man suffers cruelty. Each to the fate his deeds have caused  and each one to the destiny that he himself has earned.

But whats the purpose of it?

Character. We seem unable to learn except by experience.

And the end of it all?

Nobody knows. But even the materialists, who are blinded by matter  probably to make them hopeless, so that they will be forced in the end to wake up and to tear away the bandage from their own eyes  even they assure us that nothing in all nature is wasted. It is logical to deduce that we ourselves are not wasted.

Nothing is finally wasted, Joe agreed. I know that. When were dead we decompose and are reabsorbed into nature. Thats law. Law itself must have a cause. I can grasp that much. Most of us call the cause God. It happens I believe in God; the arguments against the omnipresence of a First Cause seem to me ridiculous. Finite calculations cant measure infinity and we can prove, for instance, that infinity squared is equal to the square root of infinity plus or minus anything you please  which knocks the props from under logic, with which, nevertheless, we prove the existence of a calculus that transcends logic. So Im wide open to believe anything  except that some super-intelligence doesnt direct the Universe. All the same, if what you say is true, or even half true  and I admit it sounds plausible  there ought to be something that at least looks like proof of it. How can you prove, or pretend to prove, that you, for instance, have lived more than one life in this world?

I can prove it as easily as you can prove that you are sitting here, or that the sun shines, she answered.

Id be interested.

Possibly your time has come to wake up. If it has, there isnt a force in all the universe that can prevent you. If it hasnt, I could pile proof on proof and you could no more understand it than Pilate could understand Jesus. Did you ever try to teach a blind man about color? Or a tone-deaf person about music? Or a dog about poetry? Its sometimes easiest to teach the dog.  Or did you ever try to teach a criminal the principles of ethics? It cant be done, until experience ripens us. Then we cant help learning, because that kind of intelligence evolves within us.

Lunch, said Annie Weems, appearing in the door. We dont call it tiffin. Its plain New England lunch.

And taters a la Kaiser Bill. Hawkes peered over her shoulder. You pull em from the pot before theyre cooked, then chill em. Subsequent you treat em handsome on a hot grid. Then add applesauce and condiments to suit, with Dutch cheese  grated. Yum-yum!


CHAPTER XIII. I am not in the world to learn cowardice, but courage.

Lunch was astonishing. It felt like the first real family meal in which Joe had ever taken part. Hawkes, at the end of the table, making jokes about the food and telling anecdotes from far-off barracks about brass hats lapses from dignity, seemed part of it. It was impossible to realize that Rita, in a Sears-Roebuck summer frock and with her hair looking as if Pan had run his fingers through it, was the same girl who had sung to prisoners by moonlight. The light was different in the dining-room; it made her eyes look mischievous and her lips luscious. Joe wondered why Hawkes had not tried to seduce her. Perhaps Hawkes had. Perhaps he had succeeded. He felt a sudden pang of jealousy. Then something that he supposed was racial pride distressed him as he wondered how so beautiful a girl could possibly have been raised in an Indian temple and remain a virgin. He pondered that a long time, taking privilege of silence on account of his headache. He studied Annie Weems. It seemed to him she was a woman who knew secrets  and could keep them.

He hoped Amrita was a virgin, but supposed it didnt matter; nobody nowadays troubled about that trifle. Nevertheless, he already felt so much like one of the family that he almost had a right to know. He wondered whether she would tell the truth if he should ask her. He smiled at himself. Being human, he would believe a confession of guilt; a claim to virginity would leave him incredulous. Better not ask. Might embarrass her. All the same, he would give a lot to know what went on in an Indian temple.

The hell of it was that his mother would make insinuations difficult to disprove. She would pound away at it, perpetually harping on the same string. He supposed, if his mother had been first to find the girl, it might be different; she would almost certainly have tried, in that case, to subdue and enslave her, tempting her first with a glimpse of what money can do, then gradually imposing insolence on insolence until the victim surrendered  he had seen her kill a girl in that way; the doctors had called it anemia, which it probably was, but Joe knew what had caused it.

She would kill this girl too, if she as much as suspected he thought well of her. And, what was more, she already did suspect. She would stop at nothing  at nothing  no limit. How could he take the girls part without first arriving at an understanding with her? Should he quit before the fight began and let his mother wreak her savagery unimpeded? He smiled at the thought of it  smiled with his eyes too, as he recognized suddenly how swift and absolute his own revolt against his mother had been, and how determined he was to protect Amrita. Was he in love with her? He wondered.

What amuses you? asked Annie Weems.

Something I want to ask you afterward.

That was the right idea. He had not meant to say it; it had slipped out; but he was glad he had said it. Annie Weems was the kind of woman you could talk to intimately without risk of betrayal. She might not say much, but she would listen; and what she did say would be something a man might bet on. Damn that fellow Hawkes; he could make his wise-cracks, couldnt he, without leaning so close to Amritas chair? To offset Hawkes impertinence Joe started telling stories of his own, and he could do that admirably when he made the effort. His stories were a mite too heavy on their feet, he knew that, but they were interesting; he had worked hard at the accomplishment, to help overcome the prejudice against himself as his mothers son. He could talk Hawkes out of the limelight. He did.

As they left the dining-table Annie Weems, low-voiced, invited him to join her in the schoolroom. However, he had to postpone that tete-a-tete. The doctor came  Tobias Fetherstonehaugh Muldoon M.D.  a trifle husky from his morning quart of Scotch, but steady on his feet and primed with virtue. Annie Weems was civil but he snubbed her.

I will see the patient alone, he said abruptly.

Annie Weems opened the door of a small room furnished with a couch and two chairs. Joe walked in. Muldoon closed the door behind him  paused  opened it again suddenly  then slammed it.

Never know whos listening in a place like this. Joe made no comment. He studied the mans dishonest nose.

Your mother was so insistent that I put off another patient. May I see your tongue a moment? Pulse, please. Temperature  under the tongue and keep the lips shut. Silence, during which antagonism grew. Then: Thank you. Nothing much the matter. Youve had a dam bad shaking up, but youre young and strong. Just take things easy for a few days. Mild cathartic. I will send you something from the dispensary.

Joe awaited his mothers message. He could not imagine her sending this man to him without putting words in his mouth. At her best she was as subtle as a howitzer. The two men stared until the silence grew awkward and Muldoon screwed up courage:

Id get out of here, if I were you. You might find yourself badly compromised. Chi-chis  know what I mean?

Joe did, but he pretended ignorance.

Eurasians  touch o the tar-brush  strange people  dam dishonest as a rule  no character  inherit the vice of black and white, with the virtues of neither.

What about it?

Shes Eurasian. Thought you ought to know it.

Who? Miss Weems?

No. Cant accuse Miss Weems of that exactly. I mean the Rita person. Dam good-looking wench with dark hair, dark eyes and dark intentions, you may take my word for it. Nod as good as a wink to a blind horse  be on your guard  blackmail  very plausible, I dont doubt  conspiracy  h-sssh!  dont say a word.

Joe said none  waited. There was an awkward pause before Muldoon renewed the assault:

This is confidential, of course. Keep it to yourself. That pretty little Rita person is the daughter of a British Tommy and a half-breed whore in the bazaar, who died of cholera.

Youve proof of that? Joe asked. His voice had changed perceptibly. He was leading his witness, thawing toward him slightly on the surface, tempting him to deeper indiscretion.

Never can prove a thing when you want to in this dam country. Shes a psychic  know what that is? Its a form of psychosis not uncommon among Chi-chis. Fortune-tellers call it second sight. Old as the hills  old as the Delphic Oracle  nothing more nor less than an over-developed and vaguely spiritualized sex-instinct overbalancing a character weakened by superstition and a craving to be important.

Have you examined her?

Cant say I have. Dont care to. Cant be bothered. Dam stuffs too familiar. But why are we standing? You should relax yourself at every opportunity for the next few days. Thats better  sit slack. Privately, between you and me, it might do you no harm to get a bit drunk to-night, but dont tell your mother I recommended it. Come around to my bungalow and well pull a cork together.

Good of you, Im sure.

Another pause. Why, no, Ive not examined her, but the girls notorious. Too bad we havent an institution where she could be properly looked after, but the government cant afford that kind of luxury. The case might yield to careful treatment, though I doubt it  theres a religious complex there  sings mystical hymns in the jail-yard at midnight.

Joe nodded but looked incredulous. He wished to hear the full indictment. His mother he knew could pump a man like Muldoon dry in fifteen minutes, and corrupt him utterly in five. If he could hold his own tongue this fool would betray her. Muldoon mistook silence for proof of his own astuteness, so he blundered on:

You know, Annie Weems isnt socially recognized. Theres nothing regular about her. Luckily for her she keeps out of politics, or wed have closed her mission long ago. She has some sort of understanding with the Hindu priests  nobody knows exactly whats the basis of it, but you know the proverb: love of money is the root of all evil. Love o money  superstition  blackmail  black arts  clairvoyance  mixed blood  you cant make head nor tails of that mess or separate one ingredient from another. The best thing is to let it alone. There was a rich young Englishman who got caught in a mess like that. Clairvoyant humbug. Fooled him. Hypnotized him. Persuaded him to finance a new religion. He took the girl to London. He not only lost social caste but half his fortune with it. Ended by his being blackmailed half out of his senses. And at that, the girl was only a poor half-wit who handed over the cash to a few conspirators behind the scenes!

Has Miss Weems ever blackmailed any one?

I cant say. But nobody knows where she gets the money to run the mission. All we know is she gets it. Ive worked for years on police court cases. Its one of the commonest occurrences to find criminals, or potential criminals, using a clairvoyant or a trance medium to guide them in a conspiracy. They think they can get information from another world. What often gets them into trouble before any serious harm is done is the neurotic sex-psychosis of the mediums  loose morals  jealousy  vanity  vengeance  and the cats out of the bag. That Rita girl is a good-looker, of course. I can easily understand your wanting her. But beware of those Eurasians  theyre too promiscuous. That fellow Hawkes, for instance  you know what soldiers are. Besides, shes in some way mixed up with the orgies that go on in a Hindu temple. As a medical man with more than a little experience of this country, I advise you to keep clear of her. Good God  Ive seen scores of fine young fellows sent home ruined  physically, morally, mentally. Cured? Yes, after a fashion  cured of happiness and manhood for the rest of their natural lives. Would you like me to look at those cuts on your face? Theyre beautifully bandaged  seems a shame to disturb such a neat job  Annie Weems do it? She and Hawkes, eh? Well  that fellow Hawkes is something of a wizard. Lets let it rest. Well have a look at it to-morrow.

Another pause  a long one  Joe as conscious of his mother as if she were there in the room. Quick work! And what luck she always had in discovering creatures like Muldoon to do her bidding at a moments notice.

Muldoon broke the silence. My Ford is outside. Let me drive you to the hotel.

No, thanks.

Well, young man, Ive warned you.

Good of you, Im sure. Will you send me your bill? Ive no check-book with me.

Thats all right. Your mother All right, send the bill to her.

I think Id better see you in the morning. Those cuts may need attention.

Just as you like. Joe had opened the door. There was nothing for Muldoon to do but walk out. To preserve his dignity he blustered, snubbing Annie Weems again, ignoring her as he swaggered to the front door, where he turned for a final word to Joe:

To-morrow then. Meanwhile Ill have my assistant mix you something  send it to the hotel. Good day.

Annie Weems stood in the door of the living-room. Joe faced her. Suddenly Ritas gay laugh broke the silence.

Can you see his aura, Annie?

Hush, child! Do you still wish to see me alone, Mr. Beddington?

Yes, more than ever.

Rita put both her arms around Annie Weems from behind. In that light it looked almost like two heads on one pair of shoulders  one gray but eternally young, the other young but humorously wise. There was something ageless about Rita  something, too, that made a fellows heart jump when he saw her suddenly. Her eyes seemed to see beyond surfaces.

Me too  talk in front of me, she urged him. She would tell me afterward and besides, I know what you are going to say.

All right. Joe accepted the challenge. He followed them into the living-room, where Rita again sat on the arm of Annie Weems chair. Wheres Hawkes? he asked. He did not want Hawkes to listen in.

Hawkesey is on the roof, mending the valve of the water-tank.

She had the light behind her, through the slats of the window-shade. It streamed in layers on her dark hair, edging it with gold. One stream of it poured on her hand; she was pressing the tips of her fingers, perhaps excitedly, on the book that lay on the table beside the chair; Joe noticed that the half-moons of her nails showed no trace of telltale color.

Annie Weems folded her hands in her lap. Well?

No, said Joe, let Rita say it. She said she knows what Im going to say. Lets see if shes bluffing.

I know part of it and I can guess part of it, said Rita. Youre curious, and yet you know the answer to what youre chiefly curious about; but when you think about it with your brain youre not so sure you know. And what youre quite sure that you know is where youre wholly wrong.

Say it in plain English, Joe retorted.

Last first. You think you know a Hindu temple is an awful place, where there are orgies. So there are, in some temples, but only in some of them. You think my mind, and probably my soul has been corrupted. And you wonder about my body. You wonder whether Im loose, as you would call it.

Right, said Joe.

But you are wrong, she answered. If it is your business to know that, you know it without my telling you. If it is not your business, nothing I could tell you would make the slightest difference. You would form your own opinion, and if it differed from my statement, you would think me a liar. But that would not alter the truth.

Frankly, Im deeply interested.

In me? What else do you wish to know? Do you wish me to tell that, too. Very well. You wonder why Annie let me continue in a Hindu temple instead of sending me to the United States as soon as she discovered who I was. Is there a color-line in the United States?

There is, said Joe.

Do you know now why I pressed my fingers on this book? I have no Indian or Eurasian blood, but who can prove it?

Joe hesitated. All the arguments that occurred to him seemed trite before he turned them on his tongue.

Civilization he began.

Am I a savage?

I should say you have had experiences that you should have been spared from.

For what are we in the world, except for experiences? Could I do more good in the United States than I can here? Could I learn more? Tell me something you know that I dont.

Again Joe hesitated. Cultural surroundings are important, he said awkwardly. Theres an indefinable something that a college education gives I lack it?

She did not wait for him to answer. She came over to him, stood beside his chair, speaking in a voice that thrilled him so strangely that he felt as he did when listening to organ-music stealing by a stair of overtones toward infinity.

Joe  I dont want to humiliate you. If we talk to each other like this well both be sorry, because its something you dont understand. Its something you will have to find out for yourself, since nobody can tell you  not even the wisest person  although you can have help  I can try to help you.

Puzzled more than ever, trying to resent what he felt was a slur on his dignity, Joe looked up at her. But that is not an attitude from which a man can easily assert his superior manhood. He found himself smiling. The smell of her body was sweeter than honey and wine in his nostrils.

Funny, he said. I came here to help you.

It was funny, wasnt it? Something like helping a plant by pulling it out by the roots!

He almost ached to put his hands on her. The artist half of him danced to the sweep of the line of her figure; she was one of Botticellis springtime mistresses, more maddening because nature seemed so in love with her that she was guarded by something impassable  something that checked impulse. The part of him that had been trained to make cold appraisal and to view ironically anything that named its price or did not name it, recognized a challenge. The opposing force locked him in a sort of vise in which speech died unspoken.

It was Hawkes who broke the silence, entering the room with the deliberate calm of a bearer of exciting news. He walked over to Annie Weems as if to whisper to her, changed his mind and broke his news aloud:

Ive fixed the valve, Miss Annie. You can have the tank filled now. Did you know you can see down four streets from the bricks the tank rests on? Theres a closed carriage and two good horses waiting about a hundred yards away. Two men on the box. Two footmen. Four tough customers on foot, lurking near, one of em speaking now and then through the slats to some one in the carriage  probably a woman. Theyre Poonch-Terais men.

Can you get help? Annie Weems asked.

Yes, Miss. Ill go and attend to it. He walked out as nonchalantly as he probably would have done if they had told him that the empire was in ruins.

Amal must have told them where I am, said Rita laughing. She appeared afraid of nothing. Poor Amal  she has set her heart on high places for me. She thinks if I were once inside Poonch-Terais palace all the world would lie at my feet to be petted and blessed.

Annie Weems rose from her chair. That ayah! She put on her spectacles stared at Rita, then at Joe. Joe stood up; she stepped toward him. I will tell you something.

No, no, Annie!

I am determined. Mr. Beddington, that ayah who saved Rita when she was a baby  who has served and watched her ever since  who worships her beyond all reason, as it isnt right that any human should worship another  Amal, her name is Amal  is the principal reason why I have never sent Rita home to the United States.

The other reason is, that I would not have gone, said Rita.

You would have gone, child, if I had seen my way to send you without doing you a worse injustice than was done by keeping you in India. Mr. Beddington  that ayah is the only person in the world who actually knows who Ritas parents were. I say I know, but I have no proof. Amal is a brave, loyal, obstinate, fanatical, devoted woman, with far more intelligence than appears on the surface. Her whole heart and soul is wrapped up in Amrita. She told me the truth, but she has never once told it in the presence of witnesses. She even lied to Rita about there being black blood in her veins, in order to make her dislike the idea of calling herself white.

But Rita knows shes not Eurasian, Joe objected.

Yes, I told her. So did Ram-Chittra Gunga. So did the temple priests, who have their own means of judging. But then Amal spread the tale through the bazaar. She spread it so cunningly that it became what the courts would call common knowledge. After that she threatened to go before a judge and swear Amrita is Eurasian if any one should make any kind of move to take the child away. And she got witnesses, of whom one is a snake-charmer; and he found others. I dont know how Amal found enough money to bribe them, but she did, and she bound them later on into a sort of secret religious cult, based on prophecies about Amritas future. You would think Amal is stupid, to look at her. She is as cunning as she is determined.

Joe smiled, sympathetic but ironical. An attorney, Miss Weems, could have solved the problem for you.

So I thought. I tried one. There are only Indian attorneys here. I chose the best of them, but Amal learned of it. She ran to Maharajah Poonch-Terai. Tell Poonch-Terai about a new young girl and he would cross the Himalayas on foot to take a look at her. Once tempted, he would rather die than let the girl escape him. He saw Rita  Amal told him my attorneys name. He interviewed the attorney. The following day the attorney washed his hands of the case, saying he had convinced himself that Rita is Eurasian. We were alone in this room. I accused him of dishonesty, and of taking pay from Poonch-Terai. He denied it, but he laughed nervously and threatened to accuse me of trying to procure false evidence, and of conspiracy.

Conspiracy to do what?

Conspiracy to blackmail the relatives of Ritas alleged parents, in the United States. He declared he would charge me with it, and would produce witnesses, if I made one move to take her out of India. He meant, out of Poonch-Terais reach. In this country, a dishonest person can buy witnesses for any purpose.

In other lands, said Joe, its sometimes easier to buy a juryman  or to send a judges wife and daughter for a fine vacation on the continent. A mis-trial is more expensive, but its safer than perjured evidence.

None of that really matters, said Rita. It isnt the real reason why I stayed in India.

Hush, child, I was speaking. There was another reason, and a very strong one. Rita has gifts of a kind that could not have developed amid harsh surroundings or in a critical atmosphere. She is strong now and perfectly balanced; but it would have been not far short of murder to have sent her to a public institution, where other children would have treated her like chickens picking on a lame one. I dont mean she could not have survived physically  she is as healthy as a young horse  always has been. But her spiritual nature would have died, like something exotic shrinking from chill wind. Misunderstood, she would either have rebelled against routine, or perhaps have gone mad from suppression. I was not ill-pleased to keep her here. I have given her the very best there is in me, and I have never left this mission even for a short vacation in all these years, for fear of neglecting her for a single minute or of being absent when she might need my help.

Did it never occur to you to adopt her? Joe asked.

It did. But there were legal difficulties. I have had to protect her as best I could with the aid of those good Hindu priests. But now I cant protect her any longer. Poonch-Terai is too powerful  too cunning  he has too many agents and too much money for me to be able to resist him, even with native Indian cavalrymen and Sergeant Hawkes to help. Rita must go to the United States.

Why do you confide in me? Joe asked her. The side of him that was trained to examine motives and to disbelieve all unproven statements, doubted her. The other side knew she was telling the truth. Why me?

That is something Rita must tell you, she answered. He faced Rita, curiously pleased. So he had been discussed already  passed on  in a sense accepted? It gave him an indescribable feeling of cosmic importance, that had no logical basis whatever, but was none the less pleasant. But he was vaguely disturbed by Ritas eyes that seemed to have lost their quiet humor. They were not hard now, but there was fire behind them. It dawned on him for the first time, and suddenly, that she was a person of terrific strength of character.

Do you care to tell me? he asked.

No. You wont believe. Annie has told you surfaces. Perhaps she thinks you cant see deeper than a surface. Few can.

Rita faced him like a huntress using waves of thought for weapons  hunting for something hidden  something to be caught, not killed. He felt an impulse to help her find it.

All those reasons Annie gave are surface reasons, she repeated. They are fate reasons, provided to protect my destiny. I dont leave India because my place is here, and I know it is here. Why else was I born here? Here is my opportunity, and Annie knows that.

Do you think we are always all in our proper place? Joe asked her.

Of course we are. And you know we are. Are the stars not in their proper places? Are you or I more powerful than the stars that we can pull ourselves out of our orbit?

Do you consider it your place to be taken and raped by Poonch-Terai?

How do I know? I may have to learn that lesson. May there not be  within his palace  something to be done that I alone can do? If so, does my convenience matter? If not, then he gives me an opportunity to learn how to defeat dark forces, such as he thinks are omnipotent. He may possibly learn from defeat. I am not in the world to learn cowardice, but courage. I have faculties and talents; I will use them where I stand. Joe  did you ever conquer by running away?

Conquer what? Ive conquered very little, come to think of it.

Could you conquer your mother by running away?

I never thought of running. I was born her son. I accepted the implied obligation; and I have stuck to my job, hoping for illumination that would show me how to tame her without doing murder.

I, too, have stuck to my job. I was born in India. And here I stay, until my work is finished.

Youll find plenty to do, he suggested. To me it looks like a distressful country.

I said, my work  not everybodys work. When mine is finished I shall find myself picked up and planted elsewhere. Or perhaps I shall die. Are you afraid of death?

Not specially. He laughed. You think Im in my proper place, in India, this minute  not in New York?

She nodded. You can prove it easily. You can try to go away before your work is done. Fate  that is to say, the sum-total of your liabilities translated into action  may be strong enough to cheat you of your destiny for the time being. But it wont change destiny. Destiny  which is nothing else than earned character  will make you fight fate sooner or later. The sooner you stand and fight, the simpler will the fight be. No one can escape by running away.

You suggest I should go home?

Try. If you like, I will help you try. You have my leave to go, as the Indians say. I dont ask your help. I will try not to see you again. See  I wash my hands of you. She went through the motions. Much good that will do you, if you are the man I think you are, and if you have the character I think you have. But try it.

Something that Joe knew was filthy  a whiff of the complaisance with which he had too often viewed his mothers cruelties stole over him.

All right, he said, Ill take you at your word. Ill try it.

Hawkes entered the room, grinning. All right, ladies. I found a messenger. Some o the Indian troopersll be down in half a jiffy to lick the stuffing out of Poonch-Terais detail.


CHAPTER XIV. Better watch my step!

Hawkes went in search of a native gharry but it was a long time before he found one. Meanwhile, Joe went to the roof to look for what Hawkes had called the Maharajahs detail. He saw a shuttered carriage standing by the corner of a side-street, its two fine horses stamping fretfully; there were two men on the box, two footmen lolling on the platform at the rear, and several men who looked like loafers near at hand. He had not watched long when a Ford car stopped two streets away and disgorged five Indian troopers, one of whom strolled casually to the intersection of the streets, hardly glancing at the two-horsed carriage, and returned to his friends who hitched themselves a little but appeared to hold no conference, although they stood in an idle-looking group. There might be something wrong with the ramshackle car; with an air of boredom they watched the native driver peer beneath the hood.

Presently a one-horsed, two-wheeled vehicle known as an ekka arrived with four more troopers, who joined the first party, straightening their tunics but not seeming to have anything to say. The driver of the ekka left his sweating horse to peer, too, under the hood of the motor. Presently, one more man came on a motorcycle, the echo of its exhaust spattering off blind house-walls like the noise of gun-fire. He leaned his cycle against the stone pillar to which the ekka horse was hitched and joined the others. Still there was no conference; they appeared to act now like automatons guided by one impulse. They formed up two and two and marched with jingling spurs toward the side-street where the two-horsed carriage and its attendant loafers waited.

The ensuing development was sudden. The driver whipped his horses savagely. He departed thence like a field-gun going into action, starting with such a jerk that he left the platform-footmen sprawling in the gutter, where they were pounced on by four of the troopers and kicked until no more consciousness was left than enough to drag them, bruised and bleeding, out of sight. Meanwhile, the loafers sought safety in flight, but fortune appeared not to favor them and strategy was lacking. They all ran in one direction in pursuit of the two-horsed carriage; but eight more troopers, hitherto invisible to Joe, came marching down that street toward them, so they turned back  headlong into the arms of the original ten.

It was hardly a fight that followed, and it was not exactly massacre, since nobody was slain. It was premeditated mayhem and as close to being murder as was safe considering the awkward nature of the evidence of dead mens bodies. Not one of the troopers used a weapon of any sort except his hands and feet, but those were swift and horribly efficient. Their victims made the gross mistake of drawing knives, thus loosing lawful indignation.

Then Hawkes arrived at the intersection, seated on the back seat of the gharry he had hired. He stopped as if to interfere in some way, but suddenly ordered the driver to whip up his horses and vanished out of Joes sight. After about sixty seconds, the Maharajah of Poonch-Terai arrived on horseback with two mounted attendants; he drew rein and watched, until the beaten and tortured corner loafers recognized him and cried to him for help. He turned his back and cantered out of sight then. The troopers laughed but left off punishing their victims  let them limp away  even stopped a passing bullock-cart and made its driver carry away the worst injured. Then they straightened their tunics, returned to their own vehicles and departed by the way they first came. The whole proceeding had occupied, perhaps, ten minutes.

Joe turned toward the wooden stair-head, not wishing to keep Hawkes and the hired gharry waiting. He found himself almost face to face with Amal, who had apparently been watching from the other side of some bed-linen hung on a clothes-line. He noticed that her dingy black sari was made of excellent material and that, though she used the outward gestures of respect, her stare was defiant. There was nothing timid or obsequious about her. Recalling Annie Weems account, he thought her eyes looked more than normally intelligent; but there was a suggestion in them of the baffled anger of a savage. He decided to speak to her:

Why do you follow me wherever I go?

No answer. She raised a corner of her sari and hid the lower half of her face with it.

I know you can speak English. I wont hurt you. Why do you follow me?

But she acted as if she could not understand a word of English.

Well, he said, Ive heard of your kind being hanged.

He wondered why he had said that. Something in the womans expression, or mood, he supposed had suggested it to him. Had he seen her aura, as Rita would call it? What did that mean? Vaguely, and yet in a way distinctly, he was conscious of a murky red sensation; but when he stared again at Amal there was not a trace of red anywhere about her.

No use talking to the fool since she refused to answer. He turned away. It was dark in the upper stairway, although not too dark to see the steps; all the way down to the upper floor he saw that same dull murky red; but the peculiar part of that was that he also saw the steps and the stairway walls in their proper color. There was no red anywhere; the woodwork was black with age and the stairs were covered with a strip of dark-blue carpet. He was seeing in some way double  one way with his eyes, entirely normally  another way that seemed entirely independent of his eyes. Perhaps he had hurt his head that morning more than he supposed. But he felt all right; he had not even a trace of a headache now.

At the foot of that flight of stairs he turned and looked back. At the top stood Amal staring down at him, dingy as ever, sharply outlined against the sky behind her, but too far within the stairhead casement to be bathed in sunlight. He saw her as she was, but also as he had never seen another human being in his life. She was outlined in that murky red, although the outline was no part of her and he could see her proper outline, too, etched by the sunlight. The dull-red waxed and waned like the light of embers blown on by an intermittent draught. He shut his eyes, to test them, and found that with them closed he could still see dull-red, although it began at once to take different shapes, condensing into long lines that were barbed where they pointed toward him.

Better have Muldoon examine my eyes, he remarked to himself. But the thought of Doctor Muldoon brought to mind his mother, who undoubtedly had suborned him to destroy two womens reputation. Suddenly the ayah laughed. She pointed at him mockingly, then checked herself and turned toward the roof.

Is she seeing things, too? Joe wondered.

He descended to the lower floor, where Hawkes was already waiting. He heard him say to Annie Weems:

Thats probably the end of that, Miss. Next time hell try some other strategy. Look out he doesnt burn the mission and catch Rita as she pops out one fine afternoon.

Nice state of affairs. Two more or less helpless women up against a nineteen-gun Maharajah. What had Government to say about it? Joe decided there and then to find out. He would mention it to Cummings. The effete fool might resent it, but he would mention it nevertheless. He looked for Rita, but she had vanished.

She went, said Annie Weems, back to the temple two minutes ago.

Shed make a slap-up shock-troop brigadier, said Hawkes. Poonch-Terais men took a licking in the street ten minutes back. I saw some of it. I came and told her. Rita popped through the hole in the line like General Byng at Vimy  through and gone before the enemy can think up a new idea.

Alone? Joe asked.

Shes safer alone than with a platoon, said Hawkes.

She would not admit she is alone, said Annie Weems.

Joe objected. Hawkes, youd better follow her. I saw that rough stuff from the roof. I should say shes as safe as a canary in a cageful of cats.

Id follow her, said Hawkes, but she said not to. Sir, it may sound comical to you, but theres more than two or three of us who obey her absolute.

All right, said Joe, Ill go myself. He thought that Annie Weems eyes smiled a little as he said that, but there was no accounting for the moods of women. Possibly she was grateful and not amused at all; he had begun to doubt his own eyes since he saw the ayahs aura  if it was an aura  he was not all sure what an aura is. You found a gharry? I suppose the driver cant understand a word of English? Come out and tell him for me where I want to be driven  to the temple. Make him understand, if you can, that I want to follow Amrita to the temple.

Hawkes interpreted, although what he said to the gharry driver was beyond Joes comprehension. The man had no nose; he looked like a caricature of death, his whip a scythe, his dismal horses skeletons; he thrashed them mercilessly and the wheels began to rumble over paving stones that were cut from the debris of ancient splendor. Joe sat back and wondered what possessed him that he should feel so disturbed about a girl who had no logical claim on him whatever.

Am I in love? he asked himself. I dont believe it. Nevertheless, he had begun to believe it.

He glanced backward and saw Amal following at the patient dog-trot that would have made her resemble a man  almost  if it were not for her garments.

Cant see her aura now, he reflected, screwing up his eyes to study her. Must have been the toss I took this morning  may have busted a small blood-vessel. But his eyes were painless and he noticed he was seeing now as well as ever. Damn the fool, Ill have this out with her.

He stopped the carriage  waited for the ayah  beckoned to her ordered her to get in and sit on the dickey-seat facing him. She obeyed without any noticeable hesitation. Cheloh! he commanded, and sat back to stare at the woman as the iron-tired wheels resumed their jolting to the clicking obbligato of a loose shoe. He could see no aura, but he sensed antagonism.

Dammit, she knows English. How shall I make her talk? Money? He recalled her strange indifference to money when he had given her some in the Yogis presence. Threats? She would know he had no real intention of carrying them out. Anyhow, she looked like the sort who would take a whipping in stoic silence. And besides, he rather liked her  admired her determination. You know which way Rita has gone, he said at last. Tell the driver. Tell him to overtake her.

No answer. She did not even trouble herself to grin uncomprehendingly. She met his eyes unflinching.

Wheres the man with the snakes? he demanded.

Again no answer, and no trace of embarrassment. He turned his head to see whether Chandri Lal was following, but there was no sign of him. He turned again swiftly, intuition warning him of danger; but the ayah had not moved  or, at any rate, he did not see her move. He could have sworn he almost felt a knife-point touch him. It made his skin creep.

Do as I tell you, he said, or out you get. Tell that gharry-wallah where to find Amrita.

She sat still for a moment, then decided suddenly to understand him  faced about, knelt on the seat and spoke to the driver hurriedly in low tones, apparently repeating some direction again and again. Joe noticed the shape of what might be a long knife underneath her sari. At last the driver made a gesture with his whip as if he understood, and the ayah resumed her former position, staring at Joe as if he were some kind of curiosity.

Whats the knife for? he demanded; but she seemed not to hear, or at any rate not to understand him.

They began to drive through crisscross streets, in which there was scarcely room to pass another vehicle and wheel-hubs scraped the wall on one side while the driver screamed obscenities at calm indifferent owners of bullock-carts, who leisurely twisted the tails of more leisurely oxen. They threaded a tortuous course between tented street-booths and piles of smelly merchandise. They crossed an ancient bridge, beneath which was no water but a most amazing smell. Joe, watching the crowds and the narrow side-streets for a glimpse of Rita, presently lost sense of direction; but when they passed the jail he recognized it, and it seemed to him then that the driver almost exactly reversed his course as they turned again into the city, straight toward the declining sun. He glanced at his watch and was surprised to discover how late it was.

He noticed presently that their course intersected a street down which they had come three-quarters of an hour ago. He understood then.

I get you, he said, laughing at himself. Your turn now to get me. Out with you  and walk home, damn you! He laughed again; it was the first time in his life that he had ever taken a woman for a drive and made her walk back. He supposed he should kick her out into the street, but he felt strangely unresentful  amused at his own stupidity and rather admiring the ayah for getting away with the trick. Here, wait a minute  tell that gharry-wallah to drive me straight to the hotel.

It was too late to go to the temple if he hoped to be back in time to dress for dinner. Rita must have reached the temple long ago, if that was where she had really gone, and if she had not been kidnaped on the way there. Somehow or other, the thought of Poonch-Terai acquiring Rita for his harem or seraglio, or whatever the scoundrel called his collection of women, made Joe hotter under the skin than even his mothers tyrannies had ever made him.

One thought merged into another. He imagined himself riding to Ritas rescue  plain Joe Beddington on horseback, making dArtagnan look like ten cents.

Guess Im younger than I thought! He had a sense of humor anyhow; he could laugh at himself. He could even laugh at the totally strange emotion that surged in him when he thought of Rita. Am I a stage-door Johnny? Whats come over me? Would I care to marry her? He pondered that a long time as the comfortless gharry bounced and rumbled toward the outskirts of the city. He decided he didnt know. It was a serious business to marry a woman.

He might make her his mistress. That was what sensible men did  he could think of scores of them. If a woman hasnt social position, make her your mistress and consult your lawyer at the same time. Have to look out for the Mann Act and the immigration laws. A few awkward situations now and then, no doubt, too, but what the hell  lifes full of awkward situations. Not so good for credit, either. A lot of snooping hypocrites, with rented pews in church and their souls in their pocketbooks, soon pass the word around if a man with a reputation worth attacking keeps a woman on the quiet. Swine, hed seen em at it  had had the word passed to him dozens of times had seen what happened to the offenders credit.

If Id sense Id not see her again. Get out of India. She doesnt want to see me; if she did, shed have had word with me again before she left the mission. Interesting girl, though  never yet liked any woman half as much. Innocent? I wonder. She spoke without shuddering at the thought of being kidnaped for a harem. Better pull out  leave her to Annie Weems and her own devices  save her from mothers teeth and claws by clearing out and taking mother with me.

But he was afraid of his mother. He knew it and laughed at himself. As he neared the hotel he ordered the driver to stop, overpaid him recklessly because he did not know what the proper fare was, and walked, to avoid being seen by his mother. He wanted to get to his room and lie down for a while before dressing for dinner. Dinner at eight or eight-thirty  time for a bath and forty winks or so. However, his mother saw him  called to him through her window. He would rather interview the devil just then. But there was no avoiding her.

Joe, that doctor says theres nothing much the matter. Cant you take that bandage off? It looks awful. Wont court-plaster do?

Who cares what it looks like?

Thats not the proper way to speak to your mother. I care. Ive ordered a special dinner in honor of Mr. Cummings; he will be here at eight o clock. If youre so selfish that you cant try to make yourself look presentable Mother, I dont feel up to facing dinner with Cummings. I cant endure the ass; besides, my head aches.

Youre a cry-baby, bemoaning a scratched face  and with no more sense of obligation to your mother than a dog has.

You yell loud enough when the least thing goes wrong.

Im a woman. And besides, I put up, without a murmur, with more insolence from you than would drive some mothers into their graves. I wont have you running out on me like that. The idea. Maharajah Poonch-Terai is coming too. I need you to help entertain him.

Oh, my God.

If youd swear a little less about your God, and think a little more about your mother, you might be a man, Joe.

Poonch-Terai, eh?

Yes, but be careful to call him Maharajah Poonch-Terai. His title is older than the King of Englands. Hes Ill be down in time for dinner.

He was not afraid, at any rate, of Poonch-Terai.


CHAPTER XV. Walls have ears in India.

Joe stared at himself in the pinchbeck bathroom mirror. He was doing his best to shave around the bandages. He was standing naked. Except for a bruise or two his body was in the pink of condition, with the glow of health all over his skin, well muscled  beautiful might be the right word, although it would have offended him, had he thought of it. He had a thoroughly masculine contempt for the idea of beauty in his own person. Nevertheless, he knew his naked body would have thrilled a sculptor, especially when the muscles rippled under the skin. But his eyes were  

No, not ghastly. What the devil is it?

There was fear in them, he thought, but also something else that underlay the fear. He remembered a bedside at which he had sat watching an acquaintance die  not exactly a friend, although he should have been. Damned decent fellow, Edmondson  uninsured  a wife and kids  racked by the pain of his broken bones  refused morphia  knew he was dying  horrified by the thought of poverty awaiting his dependents  and yet  

Confident that was it, confident. I knew he could see something that I couldnt see. My eyes now  look like his did then. Exactly like em. What does that mean?

He went on shaving, tubbed himself and dressed in the clothes that the servant had laid on the bed. He felt a ridiculous impulse to stick an automatic pistol in his back pants pocket. Must be going crazy.

He locked the pistol away in a suitcase, took a last tug at his tie before the bathroom mirror and started down-stairs. As he left the bedroom he was conscious of a series of extremely clear mental pictures  Rita  Annie Weems  Hawkes  the ayah  last of all, but equally vivid, the old Yogi down by the temple wall.

Whats that ayahs game, I wonder.

One second she appeared as if his brain had photographed her perfectly; the next she was a soot-black specter edged by tiny tongues of dull-red flame, rather resembling one of those dark dugpas painted on Tibetan banners. He wanted to prepare himself to meet Poonch-Terai and be properly nonchalant, but he could not conjure up a mental picture of the man  nor of Cummings either.

Fatuous ass. I like him like a boil on the back of my neck. Of the two, Id choose Poonch-Terai as a boon companion. Poonch-Terai isnt a sheep with false teeth and a hypocrites hair on his back. Cummings should be selling socks in a department store.

He wondered why he hated Cummings  no earthly reason for it  no sense in hating him  he wasnt worth hating. He decided to be extra-civil  to try to draw him out in conversation  to look for something admirable in the man.

He glanced into the dining-room and saw flowers on the table  extravagant cutlery, too; his mother had evidently dug out the silver-gilt Kashmiri knives and forks that she bought in a store in Srinagar.

If she knew what the pattern on those knives and forks was all about, shed maybe hide em, he reflected. He had taken the trouble to ask the antique dealer for an interpretation, and it had shocked even himself. He was no sickly-minded moralist, but he was shocked all the same. He rather liked the notion now of shocking Cummings, who could probably read the patterns meaning. Poonch-Terai, of course, would understand it perfectly. The Maharajahs malignant amusement and Cummings hypocritical embarrassment ought to be worth watching. He strolled out on to the verandah, where his mother waited in a creaking wicker chair.

Joe, do you feel better?

Feel like ten cents.

Nonsense. Come over here and let me fix your tie for you, its coming undone.

He submitted patiently, hating a bow-knot the way she tied it, tight in the middle; he turned away from her and loosened it surreptitiously as soon as something else attracted her attention.

Then the night shut down with Indian suddenness and Cummings came, important in a brand-new rickshaw with nickel-plated lamps and pneumatic tires. The contraption looked vaguely familiar; suddenly Joe remembered where he had seen it on exhibition. Had his mother wired for it and given it to Cummings? He whistled softly to himself.

Wonderful! said Cummings, advancing up the steps with an air of subdued pomposity. Upon my soul, dear lady, I never enjoyed such luxury in all my life. A long day in the office, but then this  why, thanks to you Im young again!

So-ho! So she had given him the rickshaw. Why not a perambulator? Little the fat fool guessed what sort of strings were attached to a gift from Kitty Beddington! But what could she see in such a specimen worth tying strings to?

Oh, good evening, Joe. How are you? Hurt yourself? Not anything serious, I hope?

No, nothing serious.

Joe, if you please! He wondered what Cummings first name was. Probably Percy or Archibald. Or possibly Harold  Joe anticipated an awful kick out of calling him Harold, a name for which, for no earthly reason, he had a fathomless contempt.

Will he call her Kate or Kitty? Or are they already at the pet-name stage?

No. It was still dear Mr. Cummings and dear Mrs. Beddington. Just as dangerous for him, but not so compromising for her. What the devil was in the wind? The Maharajah, of course, was late  probably seeing a priest about spiritual prophylaxis against contamination from a white mans table. Rotten manners, all the same, to come late to dinner, priest or no priest, religion or no religion. Caste? All hokum  simply a scheme for putting money into Brahmins pockets and to keep the under-dogs from becoming upper-dogs. Joe had read up caste in the encyclopedia  knew all about it. Mess of idiotic nonsense.

Poonch-Terai was twenty minutes late; there was plenty of time for Joe to observe the new development. He went into the dining-room to mix cocktails, standing near the open window while he shook the mixture. Cummings and his mother sat in wicker chairs under the hanging oil lamp on the verandah, in a circular golden pool surrounded by velvet darkness Oh, you Harold, watch your step! Oh, Albert  so his name was Albert. Born in lower Tooting. Hmn  telling her something about himself  hell tell her too much after three or four of these  gets sentimental when hes drunk, Ill bet a dollar. Two of them will make her as hard as chrome-steel in a rubber glove. And champagne afterward  Id pity him if he werent such a fatuous jackass. I wonder what her scheme is. Hes swallowing hook, line, sinker  and the gaff, too.

Poonch-Terai at last, in a landau behind jingling thoroughbreds, with two men on the box and a brace of footmen up behind him  wearing a diamond aigrette in his turban  

Handsome devil walks like Mephistopheles, thought Joe, delivering the cocktail shaker to a hotel servant. Are the glasses clean, you heathen? Let me see them. All right  watch, and as soon as anybodys glass is empty, fill it  all except mine  you understand me?

Poonch-Terai was courtesy incarnate  cordiality in cream and gold-embroidered crimson. Joe almost liked him; the fellow knew how to wear his finery, no doubt of that  nothing of the Knight of Pythias or Shriner parading himself in strange towns to escape from repressions at home. Good manners, too  knew how to carry off a rather awkward situation.

Mr. Beddington, I cant tell you how glad I am to see you on your feet. For a moment this morning I feared my clumsiness had almost killed a fine horseman. If I had not been almost stunned myself I would have insisted on seeing you home.

Confounded liar  he had not been stunned at all, but it was a courteous alibi, and his smile would have thawed an iceberg. Good sense, too; he did not offer to shake hands; Joe had been ready not to notice his hand, had he extended it.

Good job it wasnt worse, said Joe. We might have both been badly damaged.

Good pig, said the Maharajah.

Pig was all right.

Nice fellow, Bruce.

Yes, dam nice fellow.

Joe watched the servant pour the cocktails. Hope youll all like this one  its my private recipe  the Rocket  it has a stick to it that no one notices till after the explosion. He looked over the rim of his glass into the Maharajahs eyes. Heres looking at you.

Poonch-Terai sipped at his drink, then finished it in one long draught.

Im like you, he remarked. I like things strong. Strong men  strong drink  strong language  strong prejudices. Yes, that was good, I would like another.

He looked ugly and handsome alternately, depending on the light. It was easy to tell when a shaft was coming from his spleen; he smiled for a second, half closing his eyes as if enjoying it in advance.

The United States will be known for its cocktails long after its statesmen are forgotten.

Cummings objected instantly. Come, come, Poonch-Terai, is that polite before your hostess? Shes American, you know.

Joes comment was inaudible. You futile idiot! But he answered Poonch-Terai aloud:

What will they remember India for, dyou think?

Oh, our nautch-girls, I suppose. I hear youre interested in them.

So? Who told you?

Walls have ears in India. It was pointed. There was a barb at the back of the point. The Maharajahs face was lit with malice and there was fire in his tigerish eyes, but his smile was suave and his voice almost caressing. Joe realized he had been warned and it made him feel hot at the back of the neck; a warning from that dark devil was as good as a challenge. He was about to answer, but his mother interrupted:

Dinner  I do hope youre all hungry. No music  nothing to do but eat, and drink.

And tell secrets, suggested Poonch-Terai. I want a secret out of Mr. Cummings. Give him lots of champagne.

They had the dining-room all to themselves and Poonch-Terai had sent on two of his own servants in advance, who took charge unostentatiously, so that the service was almost good, although there were whispers and muttered oaths behind the big screen near the pantry door  scuffling  even the sound of blows.

Its a beautiful world, said Poonch-Terai, observing the iridescent bubbles in his second glass of champagne. The overhead oil lamps stank like fumigators, but the fish was from Fortnum and Mason, its original chaste insipidity perverted into a sophisticated mess by pepper and a rather vinegary white wine. Why are we in it? I wonder. If there were any such gods as the priests pretend, it might be comprehensible  arbitrary gods inflicting ironical penalties. But no sensible person believes in gods  I dont believe even the priests do  in fact, Im positive they dont. The gods are as out of the running as crinolines. So why are we here?

Caesar,morituri Cummings quoted. He knew several more quotations, good ones, but he was always careful not to use up more than one an hour. Im here obedient to orders. He ceased in suggestive silence, remembering that Poonch-Terai had said something about probing for secrets. District Collectors dont know any, but that was no reason why he should not cultivate appearances.

Yes, said Poonch-Terai, they sacrifice you like a piece of old furniture, and when youre all worn out theyll send you home to Cheltenham to die of abscess of the liver. Serves you right, too; you should never have chosen a career in India.

Why are you here? Joe retorted.

The Maharajah accepted more champagne and smiled as he turned the glass stem slowly in his fingers.

For the sins of my ancestors, doubtless. The laws of Moses seem to function in India also  thou shalt not covet thy neighbors landmark, or thy days shall be long in the land that the Lord thy God hath given thee and thy descendants shall rack-rent their tenants unto the thirtieth and fortieth generation. My ancestors on the whole were covetous. My tenants pay for it. I am here to compel them to pay. But why you? He looked at Joe over the rim of his wine-glass. It isnt healthy for you.

Mrs. Beddington stormed in to Joes rescue  an annoying habit that robbed him of many an adroit retort.

Joe is as healthy as a horse; he takes after his mother in that respect. She glanced at Cummings, who didnt notice it, but Joe did. Why should her health interest Cummings? Were here to photograph the caverns. Theyre marvelous, and almost unknown. You know, in the United States we have no ancient culture of our own  no mysteriously occult symbolism.

Poonch-Terai toyed with the handle of a silver-gilt Kashmiri table-knife. You should visit my corner of Poonch, he suggested. Symbolism? I have a palace there that simply reeks with it. He glanced at the knife, then at Joe. I keep the place in more or less repair, though no one lives in it. If you care to go there you can study symbolism to your hearts content.

But I dont care to go there, said Joe before his mother could get a word in. Cummings looked a little restless and attacked his snipe on toast as if hoping to get the others, too, absorbed in more polite distractions.

What wouldnt they give for snipe like this in New York, he suggested.

We have everything in New York, Mrs. Beddington corrected. She could not resist letting the eagle scream.

Including charming women, said Poonch-Terai. He glanced at Joe again. India may be rich in symbolism of a sort. But when it comes to living women who may be approached without danger,  he watched the waiter refill his wine-glass London  Paris  Vienna  Berlin  New York  even New York  I suggest New York as safer and less expensive in the long run.

Try it, Joe suggested. The authorities would let you stay for six months if your passport was in order.

Cummings tried to turn the edge of that retort by discussing passports:

Very necessary evils, and a great convenience at times. All immigration laws, of course, are Dont lets talk of them, said Mrs. Beddington. They make me sick. We cant get servants in the States, and were letting in so-called intellectuals who undermine our laws and the constitution. Even to think of it spoils my appetite.

Poonch-Terai accepted the amendment  possibly remembered he was dealing with unoriental obtuseness that prefers its hints hit home and clinched with riveting machines.

I enjoy, he said, accepting more champagne, coincidences. They amuse me with the opportunity they give to priests and similar charlatans  astrologers, for instance  to prove, as they would call it, their ridiculous ideas. I understand you are the president or something of the Jupiter Chemical Works.

Or something, Joe answered, is nearer the mark. But he almost held his breath, anticipating that the next shot would shiver the bulls eye. Cummings began to talk to Mrs. Beddington, raising his voice, hoping to prevent her, and perhaps himself too, from hearing the thrust and riposte that a blind fool could have guessed was coming.

Curious, is it not, said Poonch-Terai, that some one should have called you man from Jupiter?

I find it much more curious, said Joe, that any one should go to so much trouble to learn what an old man called me.

Poonch-Terai carefully opened the skull of a snipe and spread the brains on a scrap of toast. No trouble  not trouble at all, he answered. I mind my own business, in quite a number of ways. I have servants, too, who mind it for me.

Did one of them get punched? Joe asked him.

Yes. Did it amuse you?

And did some of them get licked this afternoon? There was a fracas  so Im told. If I had been there But you were, said Joe; I saw you.

The Maharajah darkened but his smile was skilful and did not look forced. He had perfect control of his voice; he changed to a tone of good-natured raillery and answered, almost without hesitation: You Americans are what the French call enfants terribles. Did you never hear, for instance, that if a Frenchman of any social distinction is seen in Paris during July or August, he is incognito? Nobody notices  nobody speaks of it. I, too, when I ride through sidestreets, like to be considered incognito.

You should wear a symbol, Joe suggested. Something phallic. Or an armlet, with Cherchez la femme inscribed on it.

The Maharajahs lips smiled but his eyes were tigerish: A woman solves so many riddles, doesnt she? he answered. It was a threat. Joe saw the edge of it. So did his mother.


CHAPTER XVI. Funny  I dont feel scared a dam bit.

Conversation after that descended into trivialities. Cummings assumed pinchbeck dignity and talked insufferable platitudes after the manner of safe men all the wide world over. Mrs. Beddington, trying to be chummily intimate, boasted about her little place in the country.

Sounds like a wonderful place, said Cummings with a meditative hunger in his eyes that Joe began to understand. He switched opponents for a moment  devastating  almost shocked his mothers breath out of her body; she had never known Joe to defy her in front of other people.

No, he said, its just a pig-farm out in Putnam County  frame house  hired mans laundry on the line  a lot of unsprayed apple trees and nine sway-backed horses.

Poonch-Terais eyes glittered with amusement. By niceties of subtlety he made it understood that he had endured the dinner merely for the sake of warning Joe against trespass. He even yawned, taking such pains to disguise the yawn that the others could not avoid seeing it. By the time dinner was over there was not a remaining vestige of even mock-conviviality, and Joe was fuming. Coffee was to be served on the verandah but the Maharajah took his leave at once without the formality of excuses. Joe walked with him to the porte-cochere where his carriage waited and under the hanging oil lamp they took a last envenomed stab at each other:

Good-by. You will be leaving India soon?

No sooner than it suits me, Joe retorted.

Ah! A bad climate and bad people  I might say mad people, Mr. Beddington. The women are particularly mad. The men are crafty and vindictive. It is no land for the inexperienced to attempt dangerous amusements in. Do you ever hit below the belt by any chance?

Not if I know it, I dont. Why? Have I said something that frightened you?

No. I was asking from curiosity. I always hit below the belt. So happy to have met you and your charming mother  a delightful dinner  good night.

And Ritas name not once mentioned! Joe watched the carriage whirl away, its lights bewildering countless bats that had chosen the course of the drive as their hunting ground. A black thing, vastly bigger than a bat, came flitting out of shadow and was cut off from view by the horses that were reined in staggering and plunging, kicking up clouds of dust that obscured the dark specter, although Joe got one more glimpse of it  and it was followed by Chandri Lal the unmistakable, with his basket of snakes on his head. There was a pause long enough for the exchange of fifty words; then the carriage drove on and Joe was almost sure he recognized the ayah vanishing in shadow.

Joe!

That tone of voice would normally have made him nervous. True, in a sense he was on the defensive now  on guard, at any rate; but he was guarding a new resolution, not dreading the outcome but rather coolly looking forward to it. The coffee had already been set on a small table under a hanging lamp. There were four wicker chairs. He sat down facing Cummings, intuitively choosing the antagonist who, at the moment, most needed watching.

Fat fool, he reflected.

Joe, said his mother, you make me ashamed.

Youve told me that so often, he retorted, that I feel I was born for just that purpose.

Must you insult me in front of Mr. Cummings?

No. Shall I leave you alone with him?

Have you had too much champagne?

Probably. He had had two glasses and left two-thirds of the second one.

Cummings waddled to his rescue. No, no, Mrs. Beddington. In fact, I noticed I couldnt help noticing all through dinner how abstemious he was. If you or I had been thrown from a horse Joe finished the sentence mentally:   youd have broken your fat neck, you ridiculous duck  you poodles poppa.

I hope he didnt hurt himself more badly than the doctor seems to think, said his mother.

Theyre in cahoots already, Joe reflected. Id better open the can for them and let the gas out or theyll blow up. Aloud, he retorted: The doctor was drunk and too busy lying about Amrita and Miss Weems to know which end of me was my head. I told him, by the way, to send in his bill to you, Mother  just as I told Hawkes not to; but Hawkes seems to have misunderstood. To himself again: There, that ought to start the bung and let things ooze a bit.

It did. Now, Joe, you listen. If youre going to be rude to Mr. Cummings, as you were to Maharajah Poonch-Terai, and to me just now, Ill have you know beforehand I wont stand for it. Youve embarrassed Mr. Cummings badly  for political reasons  by insulting the Maharajah; and youve embarrassed me more than I can tell you by getting yourself mixed up with that illegitimate Eurasian girl that Miss Weems is trying to foist on decent people.

Illegitimate  Eurasian  foist? said Joe. He could feel his face flushing with anger. Naturally and of course, I dont care whether shes illegitimate or not. But whoever says she is Eurasian is a liar; he may have that in his teeth. As for foisting, Id like proof of it.

Official information, Cummings began, confidential, of course-

Joe interrupted him. Head waiter at the Waldorf  soles a la meuniere very good to-day, sir. Confidential information means that the kitchen is overstocked with something nasty.

Joe, go to bed. I insist. I will get the doctor for you.

Thanks, no, Im all right, he answered. By the way, pay Muldoon and tell him to go to hell. Ill pay Hawkes.

Where will you get a thousand pounds? You fool, Joe! Ive learned all about that girl from Mr. Cummings. Sergeant Hawkes is her lover. The whole story of Amrita is a trick to get your money  cant you see that? Youll be blackmailed and all New York will know it. Annie Weems is I dont agree with you, Joe interrupted. However He had a sudden inspiration. He remembered Ritas speech, and his own promise to try not to see her again. Test destiny and his mother at the same time. He had more than a suspicion of her attitude toward Cummings  none whatever of Cummings toward her  piteous little tradesman  sell himself  marry her  live for the rest of his life like some ones poodle  

Tell you what, lets take to-morrows train for Bombay, and the next boat for New York. In fact, Ive decided to do that.

Joe, do you mean, you would think of going off and leaving me here?

Come, too. His eyes were watching Cummings. Fat ass. Like a poor relation, scared hell miss a tip at Christmas. Steal my heritage? I guess not. Come home with me, Mother. Indias a hell of a country, anyhow.

Cummings couldnt keep still. Your mother has made very definite arrangements to remain here until she has photographed every square foot of the caverns. Men engaged. Paraphernalia wired for and on the way. Expensive, definite arrangements.

She can change em.

Joe, I wont hear of it. Its not only myself I have to think of. Mr. Cummings has gone to tremendous trouble. I couldnt be so rude as to let him do all that and then leave him flat for the sake of your bad temper.

All right. You stay. Ill go.

Certainly not. I wont be left here without my escort. You will stay because I wish to stay.

Joe saw his chance:

All right then. You pay Hawkes. Otherwise I go straight home and raise the money.

Joe, have you gone crazy? I never heard anything like it. To think a son of mine would walk into such a trap with his eyes wide open, and then  what did Doctor Muldoon say to you?

What you paid him to say, I dont doubt.

Joe Beddington!

Im satisfied that Hawkes produced the goods. He drove a smart bargain, but I promised. So he gets his money now or I go home to get it for him.

Have you dated the girl? Are you in love with her?

Joe knew what she was capable of saying next. She saw him flinch.

Fallen for her, have you? Well  youve made your bed  you lie on it. If you cant take good advice from Mr. Cummings Cummings, leaning back, observant, hands folded on his stomach, took his cue and sat upright:

Joe, let me tell you something. Did you hear the Maharajah, shortly before dinner, say he wanted to coax a secret from me? He pretended he was joking, but he was not. He wanted to know how much I know about his schemes to get that girl Amrita from the temple into his own seraglio. I happen to know he offered money to Miss Weems, although I dont know how much. I understand Hawkes paid him a visit yesterday, on the pretense of mending a rifle. Hawkes is the girls lover  you neednt doubt that for a moment; the two of them, with Miss Weems aiding, are simply using you as an argument to make the Maharajah raise his bid; and any money Hawkes can get from you will be just that much added. Believe me, my boy, you are being duped.

Played for a sucker, said Mrs. Beddington. Your father would turn in his grave if he knew it.

It was Cummings turn to flinch at that remark; it shocked him to hear such expressions from a lady. Perhaps the shock stiffened him for a moment; or the flinty indignation in Joes eyes may have found in him a trace of iron. He leaned forward and laid a fat hand on the edge of the table:

I will ask the police to work on this. If they can prove conspiracy  thats always rather difficult to prove, but Joe interrupted him: In a land where witnesses are bought and sold, I imagine almost anything can be proved, especially by a Government official.

It was almost a pity to waste such an insult on Cummings, but the fat hypocrite had to be made to understand that any move he might make would be scrutinized. Joes mother set her face like flint. Joe recognized the symptoms  eyes  mouth  knew he must give her her head and let her crash or conquer; neither he nor any other man could stop her now.

Joe, go and get my check-book.

It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her what she paid her Indian servant for. The lazy rogue was sitting at the end of the verandah, doing nothing. However, he restrained that impulse  went and fetched the checkbook and a fountain pen. It gave him time to consider his own next move, he knew exactly what was coming.

What are Hawkes initials? she demanded.

Cummings told her. She wrote out a check for a thousand rupees.

There, give that check to Sergeant Hawkes. Tell him its on account; and get him to write a receipt for what the moneys for. She turned to Cummings. If theres a criminal law in India He nodded.

Joe pocketed the check and glanced at Cummings with an added feeling of contempt. Mean little swine. Sell his soul for a meal-ticket. God, what an alderman hed make  what a piker hed be  how hed nibble at graft  how hed squeal when the big boys passed the buck to him.

All right, Ill go and look for Hawkes. Good night, I may be back late.

He strolled off, both fists in his pockets  found his servant  told the man to bring a lantern  then walked down the drive in the dust, not turning once to look at Cummings and his mother in a pool of lamplight on the hotel verandah. What was the use of looking? He knew. Telling that futile nincompoop how she has trained her Joe with sympathetic firmness  always gets him to obey her, though he may seem obstinate at times  terrible problem, only sons  terrible responsibility and some boys never seem to grow up. Hell, yes; and shell tell him all about the trust deed  how it gives her full control of all the money. Wont he wriggle  wont he eat out of her hand  and wont he whimper when he wakes up!

Will she marry him? I wouldnt put it past her. She cant live without some one to bully. She could introduce him at home as a prominent Anglo-Indian official  the man who taught Viceroys how to behave. Shed do it to spite me, if she thought Id discovered my soul is my own. Well  all right  let her. Shes smart, but he isnt; she can only use him for a poodle. She cant run the business without me. Gee, theyd rob her to a frazzle. Give her her head. Lets see what happens.

He had no idea where to look for Hawkes  no real intention of any kind except to get away from his mother for a while and think things out. Think what out? He would certainly not try to trap Hawkes; he would give the man the money and a letter with it  payment on account for services rendered satisfactorily to the undersigned  something brief that lawyers couldnt twist into what it didnt mean. Lawyers pretty much like doctors  half a dozen good ones to the hundred thousand. The client pays; the prison or the undertaker buries the mistakes, and what price glory?

Chandri Lal emerged out of a shadow disappeared into another one.

Here, you! A chink of silver. Get me a gharry. Wait a minute  wheres Hawkes? Know where to find Hawkes  Sergeant Hawkes  you understand who Hawkes is?

Oh, ah, Hawkessee. Yes, sahib. Yes, sah  You come along, you follow.

Bring a gharry. Ill walk along  you overtake me.

There was no need any longer for the lantern so he dismissed his servant. He walked along the dusty road that lay like a river in silver moonlight. He had walked about a mile before the gharry overtook him  one horse and a loose shoe  click-clack  click-clack. Chandri Lal was on the box beside the driver, snakes and all, the driver extremely nervous of the snakes and cursing their owner in fervent undertones.

They drove straight toward the temple  a long drive, skirting the city the longest way undoubtedly. Joe knew where they were going  knew intuitively  wondered where an intuition came from; understood, too, that Chandri Lal had bargained with the driver for a percentage of the fare. Better do something to stop em driving around all night long  

Here, you  five rupees for you if you find Hawkes in fifteen minutes.

First turn to the right instanter, and the shortest kind of short-cuts  alleys barred even to one-way traffic, where the hubs scraped door-posts. A sleepy constable blew his whistle and ran after them but Joe gave him some money and that was that. The constable seemed interested in the rear end of the gharry and asked incomprehensible questions. Joe supposed a license plate was missing, or perhaps there ought to be a rear light  some such triviality. He gave the man another rupee and ordered the driver to get a move on. Damned disgusting smell of dead air in the narrow streets; he almost wished he had let them take the longer way around.

What was he doing anyhow? Crazy business, driving all over an Indian city in search of  Hawkes? To hell with Hawkes. Did he give one continental damn whether he ever saw Hawkes again? He did not. Rita! Why lie to myself about it? Looking for her like a mad man hunting Jesus on the town dump. Fat chance of seeing her that time of night. Probably get slugged on the head for his trouble. Not even a revolver in his pocket  nothing  not much money either  lean pickings  some satisfaction in that  no fun in financing thugs. Taken for a ride, eh?  bumped off like a rabbit  well, it wouldnt pay em. Turn back? Over my dead body. See this through or never look at my face in a mirror again. Foolishness? Sure. But whos wise?

The gharry came to a standstill at the edge of the grove of trees outside the temple wall  around the corner of the wall from where the Yogis beehive hut was. Pretty dark place. Music and chanting beyond the wall  soft, dreamy stuff, but lots of volume  smother the sound of a hold-up  

Funny, I dont feel scared. All the same, better keep both eyes lifting.

He left the gharry standing there and followed the wall toward the corner, glancing back to make sure that the driver had understood and was waiting. He saw the ayah step out from between the rear wheels. She was as black as the night a mere shadow but there was no mistaking her. He lost sight of her in less than a second as she was swallowed by the deeper night within the grove of the trees.

Thats what troubled the cop, eh? Stealing a ride on the axle. Can you beat that? And I paid him a rupee extra for her fare!

Turning his head again he found Chandri Lal within a yard of him, his wide flat basket balanced on his flattened turban and his whole being apparently a-quiver with fear or excitement. But that might have been the effect of moonlight streaming through the branches, some of which reached almost to the temple wall.

Wheres Hawkes? Go on  find him.

Chandri Lal gestured toward the corner but appeared unwilling to lead the way. The singing swelled, as if there were a procession drawing nearer on the far side of the wall, within the temple area. Chandri Lal seemed to be trying to explain in pantomime that the music was the reason why he dared not trespass any farther.

You can speak English. Say what you mean.

But the man had grown suddenly dumb. Joe shrugged his shoulders. He walked forward, both fists in his pockets  just a mite more nervous than he had been  trying to disguise it, even from himself. He kept wide of the wall, heading for the bright moonlight beyond the deep shadow cast by the wall where it turned at nearly a right angle. The sound of the stringed instruments and singing made him feel as if he were taking part in a procession.

Feel like a guy on the way to the gallows. Out o bounds, I guess. Well, who cares?

Hull-ut-uh  Who comes thurr-r-r?

He nearly jumped out of his skin. An Indian trooper turbaned  bearded  armed with a club apparently  came looming out of the utter darkness near the corner wall. He looked enormous.

Sos your old man, Joe assured him. He had the white mans gift of mocking his own terror and of at least appearing indifferent to climax. One seat, he said, on the aisle, down front, for anything thats doing.

The trooper, holding out the club or whatever it was to bar further progress, spoke over-shoulder rapidly  a streak of gutturals with Ts and Ks exploding out of it like sparks. Footsteps, rapidly approaching. Hawkes, with a pipe in his mouth.

Hells hinges! You, sir? All right  good boy, Magadh  pass and alls well. Step this way, sir.

Hawkes led through the darkness at the foot of the wall toward where moonlight was just touching the top of the Yogis dwelling, but he stopped near the narrow high door in the wall and kicked a stool into place for Joe to sit down. There was breathing all around him, and the occasional sound of shifting feet, but nothing visible except Hawkes shadowy shape, standing upright with his hands on his hips, and the glow in the bowl of the pipe in Hawkes mouth.

Good job you came when you did and not later, Hawkes said.

Why? Whats happening?

Nothing so far. Lucky for you it was Magadh at the corner; any of the others might have hit you first and challenged afterward.

Whats the trouble?

There aint going to be no trouble. But there might be a broken head or two. Theres liable to be a broken head or two  or maybe three or four  the more the merrier  no knowing.

Hawkes pipe glowed contentedly. It glowed in time to chanting and the tom-tom beat of temple music.

Rita? Joe asked.

Bet your boots its Rita. That dam Maharajah wont rest happy till hes raped her out o here. Hes all set for a surprise party to-night, but it was tipped off. Id never ha guessed hed have the guts to try this stratajum. He offered me money yesterday, God-dammim. Probably he only did it to make me think hes that kind of a louse. I wish Id took his money and then double-crossed him. But Ive no common sense in crisises; I get that hot under the collar that I cant act sensible for thinking up a snooty repartee.

Do you expect Rita through this door?

Pretty soon now  the whole dam shooting-match in single file  singin a hymn to the Bride of Siva  song about death being all my eye and Betty Martineau. Its a cheerful theory but takes a heap o proving. Do you see that well-head yonder in the moonlight? Thats where somebody got killed about a million years ago  forget his name  some kind of nice old bishop, I dont doubt, fond o teaching piety to folks like you and me who dont know what it is. If I remember right, the story goes he raised a dead man that the king o those days had ordered executed; so the king sent soldiers who ambuscaded him near the well. They cut him to bits and chucked the pieces down the well. Since then nobody has used it, but they keep it in repair, and every anniversary they have a procession  at night, cause they say he was killed at night  through this gate, cause they say its the last gate he used  singing a special hymn that they say he taught em. Over near the well, on the far side, they have a small crowd of laymen waiting who are supposed to represent the soldiers who did the murder  or maybe theyre descendants of the soldiers, I dont know; anyhow, they act solemn and sorry, and they all wear hoods o some kind, same as them in the procession. Do you see what an opportunity that is?

You mean, for the Maharajah to wait near the well and Hell, no. Hes inside the temple. Cant be kept out. He has the right to be there, and to be in the procession because, a million years ago  or maybe a thousand, it dont make much difference  the one of his ancestors who happened to be staying in the temple to get cured o some disease or other werent a bad sort of a begums bastard and took sides with em against the King. Thats what they say. Theres generally some truth in legends. And they say, too, that if you drink the water in that well, or even wash in it, youre dead  as dead as mutton before the nex days sun goes down.

But I have drunk, and I have washed in it for fifty years, said a voice beside them.

It was the old Yogi-astrologer. The moonlight, that had already bathed his beehive hut, touched the crown of his head with silver and made his eyes shine, but the rest of him was no more than a shadow, only a little less invisible than Hawkes was. There was a coppery outline of him, that was all. He appeared to be leaning on a long staff, but the staff was within the shadow.

O man from Jupiter! he said, and looked at Joe as if he could see clear through him.

Joe bridled at what he thought was mockery behind words. Riddles again? he objected. Why not say what you mean?

The old man ignored the protest. Dim moonlight, suffusing his entire face now, seemed to have filled his wrinkles. It made him ageless and magnificent. He stood astonishingly upright and his naked shoulders were those of an athlete.

You are at the threshold, he said, at the threshold, he repeated. Will you cross? he demanded.

A sort of excitement seized Joe. Do you mean they will let me enter this door?

He who passes pays the price.

How much?

How much have you? asked the Yogi. He turned away and walked a dozen paces, out into the moonlight  stood there leaning on his staff, then stared for a moment in Joes direction and came back, as if he had forgotten something.

It is not too late to turn, he said. You may turn back if you wish to. But you will pay the price nevertheless, because it is an old debt and the time has come to pay it.

Hawkes took umbrage at the old mans air of omniscience. He took a stride forward, squared up to him and spoke belligerently, raising his voice because the temple music was swelling in volume.

You, he said, why dont you stop all this? You can. Youre the one man theyd all listen to. You spill the beans  and even that swab Poonch-Teraid say Please, teacher, maynt I leave the room? Hed eat out o your hand. Youre the only man hes scared of; and you know it. Whats the use talking riddles, when God Almighty knows, youve only got to come on out with a word or two o straight talk and theyll do what you tell em.

Does not God Almighty also speak in riddles?

Maybe. But youre not God Almighty.

That is true, my son. But it is also true that the fool who tries to stop the wheels of destiny fulfils his destiny by being crushed beneath them.

Hell! See here, said Hawkes, that bloody scoundrel Poonch-Terai has got a gang of his dependents ambuscaded out there by the well-head letting on theyre innocent spectators o this here ceremony. What theyre there for is to snatch Amrita. And you know it. Damn your eyes, if you know anything, you know that. And a word from youd stop it.

You, my son, are you not here to stop it? Should I do your dharma? Should I rob you and your friends of merit for a deed done generously?

Damn, said Hawkes, theres less than twenty of us. Not enough to scare em. If theres a fight, I warn you now, therell be some cracked heads  and you to blame, because you might have stopped it.

Should it be my privilege to stop that, I will doubtless do so, said the Yogi. I will be there. Let us do our dharma without anger at one another. You, my son,  he was speaking to Joe now; he dismissed Hawkes as if he brushed a fly away you man from Jupiter, remember this: though each of us must pay old karmic debts before he crosses each new threshold of another phase of his eternal life, a debt paid is a clean key in a washed hand; and a death or two  an agony or two  is nothing much; it is less than a speck of sand in all that ocean of eternity. Disaster is opportunity. Remember that.

He turned away and left Joe with a creepy feeling up his spine, though that was no doubt partly due to the chant within the temple precincts. It had drawn near. It was ominous. There was a pulsing under-beat of tom-toms that accentuated dread, although with a hint again, behind that, of an exaltation that should conquer dread and change it. It was weird. It had a rhythm that made Joes breath keep time to it while the goose-flesh tingled on his skin. Hawkes stuffed his pipe into his pocket.

Now theyre coming, sir. Stand back, please  back into the shadow. Do me a favor  please stand right here and dont move until I come for you.

There was a sudden clash of cymbals. The music and the chanting changed to a rhythm of triumph. The narrow door opened slowly. One by one, from almost utter darkness, came forth hooded celebrants whose long robes masked even their sex. There were no signs of rank. Voices, and a subtler grace of movement, distinguished women from the men, but they were robed alike and they walked alike, with a stride that was part of a ritual and as much an element of the hymn they sang as the moonlight was that streamed over the temple wall like amber liquid and squandered itself amid shoals of gray and violet shadow. They were shadows walking amid hues of mauve and honey  shadows that sang like angels. And though Joe strained his eyes he could not guess which one of them was Rita, though he thought he spotted Poonch-Terai  the one tall figure walking with less grace than the others. He was walking behind about a dozen women, any one of whom might be Rita. Doubtless he was ready to give the signal and to indicate her to his ambushed men. Joe cursed him fervently and wondered what to do.

The old Yogi led them all, magnificently naked, with his staff held high, the moonlight gleaming on his long white hair and beard. He was tall; Joe hadnt suspected how tall he was. His voice  a bell-like baritone  was as clear and strong as the youngest mans in all that company. He was incredible  something almost more than human.

To the right and left, nine men on either flank, at a respectful distance, walked the Indian troopers who had come to guard the procession. They stole out from the darkness one by one at intervals of twenty paces, and Joe noticed the man who he thought was Poonch-Terai stare at them as if disconcerted. Fifty or sixty paces away on the right flank, like a dog in command of a flock of sheep, Hawkes strode alone  no part of it.

Hello  Joe from Jupiter!

He turned slowly. He was too excited not to govern himself with a rein like iron. He had doubted his ears. He believed his eyes. She  Rita  stood there in the doorway, luminous because she had thrown back a monkish hood and cloak and some trickery of reflected moonlight made her white dress glisten and her face and hands look humorous  mischievous  vital. Then he knew he loved her; and because he knew it and burned with the knowledge he forced forth ordinary phrases that might give her no inkling.

You startled me. Thought you were in the procession.

No, I was warned.

Who warned you?

The old astrologer. He warned me about you also  talked of Caesar and the Ides of March  of Mars in your house in the heaven in trine to Saturn

Suddenly she screamed. Joe felt a flash like fire between his shoulder-blades  spun on his heel with all the stars of heaven whirling before his eyes through a veil of lurid crimson  saw through the same veil Amal, the ayah  teeth  eyes  then the rest of her, all black and blood-red  white-hot eggs of eyes with crimson pupils, at the end of streaks of angry-crimson flame that seemed to flash forth from the ayahs skull. Then darkness and a dreadful roaring in his ears. Then silence  nothing  and not even consciousness of nothing.


CHAPTER XVII. A fool is a person who lives in his senses and likes it.

Moments of dim lucidity, shot through with something that was either color  or frozen light  or white-hot pain. Eternities of darkness, haunted by twilight just beyond reach. Consciousness of concrete nothing, in which the ayahs face leered at some one who was not Joe but the Joe whom Joe knew  mixed up with the New York office, the Chicago office and the San Francisco office, picked up with all their clerks on a vellum trust deed and poured into India down rays of amber moonlight  only the amber was yellow-green and blood-red, and not amber at all, except that the Yogi called it amber. Cymbal-sounds within a skull that was where his head should be; but he knew where his head was, it was in his hands, so that was some one elses skull and the pain was some one elses pain. Darkness again, in which no light could be, or ever was. He recognized it; it was the darkness of his mothers black skirt. It rustled. He was a small boy, hiding from her. And the Maharajah said it was a good pig; but the pig was Rita; and his mother went after the pig with a knife that stabbed between the shoulder-blades, so that Joe felt white-hot fire go through him. He knew it was Joe who felt that, and he was sorry for Joe in a way, although he knew he should not be.

There was a man from Jupiter who looked on, and who was Ritas friend, or so the Yogi said. He was jealous and took the knife to ride him down on horseback; but he could not see him when he tried to kill him. Muldoon threw a whisky bottle at him, so the horse fell and the spear went in between his shoulders with an agonizing stab that made somebody scream; he knew it was some one else who screamed, because he heard it. Silence, blood-red; but the red was really black and mauve, and he was lying in an oven being burned to death. He and the pig were being burned together, and the pig was thirsty.

Hawkes face then, and he had to pay Hawkes all the money in the world because the Yogi said so, and if not the man from Jupiter would run away with Rita. Out of Hawkes face grew his mothers; and out of hers Cummings; and out of both of them the Maharajahs  until all three turned into the ayah, who had a snakes body that came out of Chandri Lals basket and was cut in pieces by a long knife but grew together again. Voices  fifty million miles away, inside his head; and some ones caressing fingers in his hair, that stroked and stroked and would not let him lie down and be rolled on by Cummings brand-new rickshaw with the nickel-plated lamps that were really the ayahs eyes.

Pain, at last, vivid and comprehensible, that came as almost a relief and stung him until his eyes saw daylight and he felt his lips and nostrils being moistened with a wet cloth. He appeared to be in prison. He could see a bare wall with what looked like iron slots that let the light through. When he dared to move his eyes a little he could see a door that had slots in it too. Looking upward he saw a vaulted ceiling and he knew where that was; it was the room you waited in at college while some fool took your name in to the president. Only it was too damned hot. Was he back home? Well then, how did he get there? He felt dreadfully weak, and when he tried to call out to inquire where he was a stab of pain shot through him that turned everything electric-blue and muddy green and indigo and saffron. Some one said S-s-ssh! but simply wasted breath. Joe fainted.

After a while he knew he was the man from Jupiter. He sat  or was he standing? It didnt matter  and watched Joe being tortured by two humans. He couldnt see them very well but he thought they were women. He could see Joe perfectly and rather liked him, though the man didnt deserve much sympathy. He looked as if he wanted to die, but the women worked hard and wouldnt let him. Why not? As a man from Jupiter he felt undignified and foolish waiting for that damned fool Joe to get through with breathing; yet he couldnt get away until he left off breathing, and there was nothing he could do to stop him  not while those women kept on pulling at him.

He could feel them pulling. It annoyed him. They were pulling him back into Joe and he dreaded it  hated it. Some mistake. He wasnt Joe at all and he tried to make them realize it, but they couldnt hear or else didnt understand. The funny thing was that he felt it every time they wetted Joes lips with a cloth and sponged him down from head to foot. He didnt wish to feel it; he wished to be done with it all and go away, but when he wondered where he would go to he had no idea. And anyhow, he couldnt go because they kept on pulling. He suddenly lost consciousness.

When he recovered it he knew he was Joe, and in great pain. The man from Jupiter was some one he bad dreamed about and he was glad that the dream was over. He felt something drip on his face, so he opened his eyes and looked straight into the face of Annie Weems, but it was upside down and she was crying. It was some time before he realized that she was standing at the head of the cot and leaning over him. Then, when he tried to speak, she touched her fingers to his lips and he heard what she said so distinctly that it was almost a shock:

You mustnt try to speak. You must lie still. Rita, come and see him. I believe we win.

He recognized Ritas voice instantly: Of course we win. I never doubted that. But does he win, too?

Rita, come and see him.

Annie, I have been seeing him whole and well so long and so persistently that Ill crack if I see him any other way just now. I do wish Id been born a savage.

Why, child?

Savages hate and despise their enemies without being afraid to do it. I want to hate like Hawkeseys hell for an hour or two.

Why, Rita!

And then go to sleep and not wake up again.

I dont wonder youre tired. However, before you sleep youd better talk to the Yogi, or I did, two or three hours ago. I told him his teaching makes me sick.

What did he say?

He said, Of course it does. He quoted your Bible about honey that made the belly bitter. So I told him it didnt even taste good. And he said, Of course it doesnt. So I told him about Joes mother and what a hypocrite I am not to spit at her.

Didnt he scold you?

No, he laughed. He said,spit if you wish; it is better to spit than to stew in it. I could see I wasnt even scratching the face of his calmness. And I had to scratch something or die. So I told him God and all the gods are liars and cruel devils; and I wished all the lies and cruelty might turn back on God who invented them and bore like worms into his big fat belly and turn his heaven into hell.

Rita!

He said he wondered I hadnt thought of that before. So I told him Id thought of it plenty of times.

Long silence. Annie Weems again: Well, I suppose that was better than stabbing yourself with doubts. But I confess, you shock me, Rita. Didnt you shock him?

No. I knew it wasnt any use just asking him to help me; he would only tell me to do my own work. So I told him everything Id ever heard from his lips was a lie. That gave him work to do.

Rita!

He agreed with me. Thats the best of Ram-Chittra Gunga. He has humor. He agreed that everything I ever heard with my ears, saw with my eyes, smelled with my nose, tasted with my tongue or felt with my senses was a scandalous lie and no good. He said: If you should listen to me with your ears and tell me afterward with your lips that I am truthful, I would turn you away and never again try to teach you anything. He said, I would let you go to the mission-school and learn that God is in heaven and alls well with the world; because that would be good enough for such a fool as you at any rate.

So he called you a fool after teaching you all these years. That doesnt say much for his teaching, does it?

He said a fool is a person who lives in his senses and likes it. He knows I dont do that some of the time. He said, Now let us talk with our souls and listen to each other with our inward ears. And while he talked, and I listened, I felt lots better. But Im so tired, Annie, I cant hang on to what I know and I can only resent what I feel. Youre tired, too. Between us, if we dont look out well let Joe slip.

You go to sleep, child. I can hang on.

No.

You dont trust me?

Yes. But my trust isnt worth two annas  not just now it isnt. Im going to ask Ram-Chittra Gunga to stand watch for a while and let both of us sleep.

He wont come.

Do you think not?

I am here, said a voice. Joe heard it very plainly, and understood it; but when he thought about it afterward he never could be quite sure whether the voice had spoken English or some other tongue. The next words that he heard were Ritas:

Most reverend and holy teacher, I kiss feet.

He was sure those words were English because Annie Weems objected to them:

Rita, I cant help wishing you wouldnt use those forms of speech. They are all right, I dont doubt, in their inner meaning, but in English they sound degenerate. Perhaps I dont mean that exactly. The Magdalene bathed the feet of Jesus with her tears, and Jesus washed the feet of his apostles; but theres something not quite dignified and womanly in ignoring racial distinctions as entirely as you do. I may think I understand it, but I resent it, and I feel sure other people always will.

Im tired, dear. Do you mind not arguing? Phrases dont mean much. Feet mean understanding, if you know how to follow the line of thought; and a kiss means opening your whole soul to be comforted. Lie down, dear. He came, that is the point. He will wake us at the proper time. Sweet dreams, Annie, darling Sweet dreams.

Joe, however, dropped into a dreamless sleep, from which he awakened at long intervals to find some one tending him, only to drop off to sleep again as soon as whoever it was would let him. Now and then he heard voices  Hawkes  Bruce  Cummings  Rita  Annie Weems and others that he did not recognize. But they meant nothing, and if he heard their words, the words stirred no responding thought; he simply slept, and slept on, painless at last and untroubled.


CHAPTER XVIII. Ram-Chittra Gunga, come at once; I need you.

Joe was never able entirely to reconstruct in his memory the stages of recovering consciousness. Some dreams appeared more real than reality, and some reality was much more baffling than the dreams. It was not long before he realized he was in a room within the temple; on the other hand, it was a long time before he understood he had been knifed between the shoulders, and when he did understand it and tried to remember the details, he lost at once all semblance of understanding in a maze of mental pictures of the ayahs face, and Ritas, mixed up with the splashes of furious color.

He very soon recognized Rita, and Annie Weems, but they would not talk to him or let him talk to them. They cared for him as he never had been cared for, but they were as strict with him as if he were in training for a Simon Stylites Marathon  no speech  no movement, except when with their united strength they raised him to change the bed-linen and so on.

If you wish to be tied, said Annie Weems, you may be.

But it will be better for you, said Rita, if you can control yourself by will power and lie quite still.

There was never a moment when one or the other of them was not watching him. A tall, ascetic-looking Hindu, who appeared to be a doctor, came at intervals and examined his wound, questioning the women in a language that sounded not unlike the melody of water in a tunnel; if he gave instruction, it sounded at any rate more like the recital of a mantra. He left no medicine; for which Joe was grateful. But he did leave behind him a feeling of confidence that it would have taken death itself to shatter.

There were birds, apparently in cages somewhere out of sight, that sang delightfully; and there was a musical sound of water splashing from a fountain in a courtyard. Once, when the door opened suddenly, Joe saw the courtyard bathed in sunlight that shone on gloxinias, amid ferns, surrounding a marble pond into which the water came tumbling from a huge jar held by a carved female figure; but he had no time to photograph the figure in his mind because the sunlight dazzled him and, when the door swung shut, it was a relief to be again in semidarkness.

Better even than the music of the water and the birds was Ritas singing. There was never any knowing when she would sing. Between songs there were intervals of sometimes half a day, but they were always worth waiting for, although she sometimes sang in languages that had no meaning, for Joe, whatever. When she sang in English they were songs he had never heard before and there was always a mystic meaning in them that seemed to act like a salve for restlessness  so that Joe wondered whether he had become childish and able to be calmed like a baby with lullabies.

But when he thought about it he knew that the songs were not lullabies. They induced no sleep but, on the contrary, awakened in him skeins and cycles of thought of a kind that was totally unfamiliar to him, and yet, in another sense seemed so familiar that he welcomed it and almost leaped with his mind to meet it when it came. Her voice suggested to him glimmerings of daylight creeping amid shadows  gentle  natural  unassuming  and yet full of the strength and splendor of evolving day. To test an absolute of which he felt vaguely aware, he tried to imagine a world without Rita in it  and the world went dark again. He wondered what had happened to him. Not to his back; he knew that now. To his consciousness, or whatever psychologists call a fellows inside being.

Then he thought of his mother at last; she seemed a stranger and a bit distasteful but a long way off, He remembered he used to hate her. What had happened? Why was she not here, fussing and making everybody wretched?

For a long time after that Joe wondered whether he was not dead. It might easily be. No scientist, no minister, no teacher had ever returned, so far as Joe knew, to tell what death is like. He, Rita and Annie Weems might all have died  he by a knife-wound  they from any cause whatever. There was no logical reason, that he could think of, why a man who died of a knife-wound should imagine himself healed and whole and well the moment death had seized his body. This thing, that now and then hurt so badly, might not be his earth-body. Werent there theories about a man having an astral body  sort of inside the other one  invisible to most folk on the earth, but much less perishable than the thing that gets eaten by worms or burned up in a furnace when we die? This thing in the bed might be his astral body.

There was nothing, as far as Joe could see, in the least illogical about the idea that a man might wake up after death and find himself being taken care of by his friends. If there was, so much the worse for logic. Trot out a logician who can prove what life is, and he would listen to the man; but all they do is argue about the perceptions of senses that perish as soon as a black-jack or a thirty-two caliber bullet makes a contact with flesh and blood.

Friends  that was a bright thought. Which are a fellows friends, he wondered; and what is friendship? Quid pro quo  to hell with it; he had done things for men, and for women too, and been done in the eye, done brown on both sides. He had done things for his mother; and if she was his friend he would eat  

Theyve fed me regularly. Funny sort of food, but  probably they dont eat food in hell or heaven. Cant be dead then.

But he saw through that illogic. If a man could need hospital nursing after death he could need food also  maybe temporarily. He remembered having seen in Egypt food placed in the tombs of dead kings. Might be something in it. People who could build the Pyramid, and paint imperishable symbols in three colors on a dark wall, and calculate the orbits of planets that they couldnt see, werent ignorant  might know more than modern scientists about a heap o things, death and life included. Why not? Food in a tomb might be a symbol, just as paintings on the wall were. It might symbolize faith in Providence. Not a bad notion. Better than bla-bla marble figures or a mail-order Magdalene weeping on a slab over lines of bum poetry.

Friends  who are they? People you like, and you dont know how they get that way, and dont care. You like em and they like you. The less logical reason for it, the better you like em. Dogs, for instance. Why should a man like dogs? And yet the man who doesnt like em isnt fit to trust as far as you can kick him through the window. Trust him with money, perhaps, but not with your inmost thoughts or your reputation. Whats money, anyhow? A mere commodity. Symbol of liberty? Hokum. Symbol of slavery. Necessary, yes; but so are sewers. Hope this is the next world and theres no money in it  and no trust deeds done on vellum.

But there were moments of something more like pragmatism, when he knew he was not dead, and wondered what the consequence would be of having fallen in love with Rita. For he knew he was in love with her. Emotion  unturbulent so far, because of his physical weakness  seemed to flow in him like a tide that followed her movements. It was physical, he supposed, in a sort; but not wholly physical. And it was pleasant. Was it mental? Partly; but there was something else there. Spiritual? Who knows what the word means?

What would Rita have to say about it when he told her? Maybe she knew already; women are intuitive; Rita seemed sometimes to be almost all intuition. Besides, he had undoubtedly been delirious; was it likely he had not raved about her? He had heard men raving in delirium; they almost always blab their inmost secrets. He knew of business deals that had been balled up that way. Probably she knew more about him than he knew himself  might know that easily  he did not know much. Knew a good thing when he saw it, though. Knew he loved Rita. Damned fool, certainly, in lots of ways, but wise enough to fall in love with Rita.

There were hours when he hardly thought at all but lay still watching her, wondering whether the curious lights he saw were real or something imagined and due to his injury. Punch a mans nose and he sees things. Men with the willies see spotted mice and pink snakes  imaginary? Why? Simply because other people cant see em? Hokum. Booze may open a mans psychic faculties until he sees things on a fourth  fifth  sixth dimension. Brain may be too sodden to interpret em, but that doesnt prove he sees nothing. Opium  same thing; poor chaps fall in love with what they see on other planes and want more of it, more of it. Must be plenty more than three dimensions; any fool could understand that if hed only think a minute. Funny why so many scientific people dont think  suckers get all sogged up with facts  like getting drunk on dust same way that bankers get drunk on statistics until banks go broke  biology class at college  studying frogs corpses to learn what life is. Jesus!

And he wasnt seeing pink snakes. They were colored lights around Rita. Like bubbles, only much more beautiful. And they moved with a marvelous motion as if they had power inside em. Colors  awfully difficult to catch and name em. Rose predominant  like early morning rose with dew on it  blue  yellow  green  violet  the colors of the prism; only he had never seen such perfect color in a prism, or even in a rainbow  even in a garden in the early morning. And when he almost closed his eyes and watched her she seemed to have a rose-colored outline that faded away into daffodil-yellow and larkspur-light-blue as you see it through the mist on Monhegan Island.

The Hindu doctor who came in at intervals to stare at him and sometimes to examine his wound had a green outline  green and rich brown of the shade of oak-leaves in the autumn. Practical-looking fellow, Joe thought  practical, and maybe proud of it. Hed be good for a line of credit at the bank if he could show a statement that was even half presentable. Trust that bird; he wouldnt crack; hed stick to it long after other men quit; you couldnt lick him; hed have resources up his sleeve; hed come through. On the other hand, there was a pink edge around the assistant who sometimes came in with him with a mysterious kit of implements on a silver tray. Lousy color, pink; Joe hated it. No guts  not one thing or the other; sentimental  silly  easily deceived  no vice in him, but no determination either.

Hells bells, how do I know it? Am I growing wise, or something? Or am I dead after all? I know Im feeling as weak as a wet rag. But I dont feel actually sick any longer. And I dont feel stupid. Cant be dead. But if Im not, wheres mother  and whats happened anyhow?

When he thought of his mother he saw a mental image of her that seemed very much alive; and it was colored, too; but the colors had mud in them. Cummings, on the other hand, was pink and not particularly muddy. He might have known that. Futile nincompoop  he hadnt guts enough to get mud in his eye; perhaps that was why his mother liked the pompous little specimen, he would never have guts enough to contradict her; he would go with her to Greenwich Village parties and feel devilish when female men and spider-women blasphemed everything they couldnt understand.

When Annie Weems came near him he could almost feel the mother-mood exuding from her, and he enjoyed it, because it was a new experience to have a mother who didnt bully-damn and hell-drive, and set traps, and disbelieve every decent motive. He liked Annie Weems a million times more than he had ever liked his own mother; and he knew, without exactly knowing how or why he knew it, that his mother would tear Annie Weems character into fouled and dishonored shreds if she were given half a chance.

But what would Rita say to him? There seemed to be nothing remaining to say to Rita. He seemed to have said it all, long ago, only he knew he hadnt  unless he said it in delirium.

What in thunder should he say to Rita? Tell her he loved her? It was a safe bet that she knew that long ago. Tell her he wanted her? Like a guy going into a bank and asking for a loan without security. Fat prospect. What had he to offer? Money? More likely a law-suit. His mother would claim her trust-deed privilege and try to disinherit him with one stroke of the pen. All right, hed fight her. What for? Oh, because. Nobody but a damned idiot would want all those millions. But there were things to be done with the money  decent things shed never dream of. If a man inherits money, hes a stinker if he doesnt use it, and a coward if he quits.

Am I a coward? Dont know. Well find out. Whats to be said to Rita? Tell her that Mrs. Beddington  the famous  no, the infamous Mrs. Beddington, who  hardly to her sons knowledge, but to his very shrewd suspicion  had perhaps not murdered but had helped Tom Beddington to die when he had signed that trust deed  tell her that Mrs. Beddington would stop at no conceivable cruelty in order to punish her for daring to seduce her son? Shed call it that. And shed stop at nothing. Nice enticing prospect to offer a sensitive girl!

But take another view of it. There are things a man does, and things he doesnt do for any reason. Probably he might be able to bluff his mother into acquiescence. There were things he knew about her that she certainly would not want known; they were things he could prove. Nothing  not even torture  could make him tell them; he knew that; but his mother did not know it and was not even capable of believing that any one, even her son, would be so loyal in the final show-down. He might threaten her, and she might credit the threats. She might go through all the motions of accepting Rita, spend an idiotic sum of money on the wedding and announce to the world that she was proud of her daughter-in-law. But her revenge would be something so damnably ruthless, and so intricately worked out, that it would almost rank as fine art. It might entail poison; it might not; prison was likelier.

He worked himself into a fever about it, until Annie Weems spotted the rising temperature and Rita began singing. But the song was too late. For a moment or two he felt quiet steal over him. But then everything went blood-red once more and he saw the ayahs face  soot-black  with eyes like eggs at the end of lobster-tentacles  glittering green rays emerging from them. Roaring in his ears again  waves of it, followed by tension like the fore-feel of a typhoon, in which he could hear Ritas voice like writing on a wall a long way off, and it seemed natural that he should hear what was written:

Ram-Chittra Gunga, come at once; I need you. Ram-Chittra Gunga Silence. He felt some one near him and then lost consciousness.


CHAPTER XIX. Cradled in the destinies of thousands lies the future of your soul and mine.

Yes, said Ritas voice, I know it.

Joes recovery was almost sudden when he turned upgrade at last and began climbing back to strength and health. But he learned of it indirectly first from Annie Weems, who told Rita, entering from the sunlit courtyard, what the doctor had told her in ten or twelve words in the vernacular only a few minutes ago.

Then you speak to him first, said Annie Weems, and retired somewhere behind the head of the bed, where Joe could not see her. There was a screen there and he supposed she went behind it.

Rita came forward and stood by the bed. She was dressed in some sort of pale-rose cotton stuff that made her look almost Chinese, what with her dark hair and the Kwan-Yen curve of her figure. She was silent for a moment. Then:

Hello, Joe from Jupiter. Have you forgotten how to speak?

Pretty nearly.

Almost flew free, didnt you? But youre back in your cage and weve mended the hole. Youre condemned to stay more or less dead for a number of years.

You mean Im crippled? Paralyzed?

Not you. Youll probably be stronger than you were, and more active. Perhaps I had better say you are back in school again, and no vacation for a long time.

Quit kidding, Rita.

Oh  you mean, talk your language? Why not learn mine? You almost escaped out of your body but we dragged you back, and now you will have to continue in it for a number of years. You havent a genuine chance again to die like a steer in a slaughter-house until nineteen forty-two according to your horoscope. And within a week from now you will know so much that even if nineteen forty-two should catch you napping it wont really matter. Nothing matters when we understand it. Do you know who stabbed you?

Joe knew. But something made him hesitate before he answered. There was a double impulse to answer, and not to. He compromised; he shook his head. He knew then instantly that there were two good reasons for not telling, or at least reasons that seemed good to him. The ayah had been Ritas wet-nurse to begin with, and her faithful watch-dog during all the ensuing years; it would hurt Rita to be told the truth, whether or not she already knew it  although it would be strange if she did not know it, since she was standing so close when the stabbing occurred. The second reason was the better one; he felt toward the ayah as he had once felt toward a friends dog that had bitten him; the dog had acted simply from mistaken loyalty and he had insisted on sparing the dogs life, although the bite was serious.

Rita stood watching his eyes while he remembered details.

They will try to force you to tell who stabbed you, she said.

Who? Why?

Mr. Cummings  your mother  the public prosecutor  Hawkesey  Maharajah Poonch-Terai  and the priests and some newspaper men. And why not me, too? They have accused me of having stabbed you.

Asses! Why werent you arrested?

No evidence. They have also accused Hawkesey, who has been confined to barracks. And they have accused several Indian troopers, who are supposed to have resented your being near the temple.

Why accuse Hawkes?

Your mother said he did it for revenge, because she had refused to pay him a thousand pounds.

Easy, said Joe. I will swear on a Grand Central Stationful of Bibles that Hawkes had nothing at all to do with it.

But who did?

What does it matter?

Amal  my ayah  is missing. Might not she have done it?

Joe detected some sort of ulterior motive behind the question  felt as if he, not the ayah, was being impugned  wondered whether any one other than Annie Weems was listening behind the screen. He shook his head.

What motive could the ayah have? I have given her a little money once or twice. No other dealings. She had no grievance.

Are you sure? She took his hand in both hers. Are you so sure that Amal had no grievance?

The point is, said Joe, that I havent any. I feel I paid, perhaps a high price, but not too high, for a tremendous privilege. Has it occurred to you That you are talking too much? Yes, she said, and drew her hand away and left him.

Annie Weems came in again and bossed him off to sleep. She seemed to possess the knack of shooing thoughts away over horizons, until nothing was left but the drone of a fly, that she slew with a slap of a fly-stick. And then nothing, except dreams of contenting meadows from which he did not wish to wake up, but which he only half remembered when he stirred, and which he forgot entirely as soon as he was fully awake again.

And when he awoke it was morning. Attendants stood beside his bed  half-naked fellows as bronze as statues with immaculate white linen on their loins. Without a word to him they picked up the bed, moving like automatons, and raised it shoulder-high. No one gave any command. He felt himself being borne out into the courtyard, and the sunlight dazzled him so that he had to close his eyes until they set the bed down in shadow beneath a cloister. There, on the bed-sheet, they lifted him into a chair that he instantly recognized  a thing that he had fervently cursed at least a dozen times and wished at the bottom of every harbor they entered. His mother had hardly ever used it, but she would no more travel without it than without her check-book. It had cost twice its original price already in extra tips and excess freight, to say nothing of fuss and annoyance. He had grown so to hate the thing that he resented being lifted into it. However, it was comfortable. They raised the back so that he could sit almost upright. He was alone then; there was no sound but the splashing of water and singing of birds. He saw the birds at last  at least a hundred of them, of a dozen different varieties, in an aviary in a corner of the court between two bright-green trees. A servant came and helped him into an embroidered jacket that looked as if it might be Chinese, it was such a gorgeous yellow; but the red and blue embroidered patterns were such as he had never seen before. The servant left him; the man apparently was dumb; he said nothing.

Joe tried to think about his mother, wondering where she was, but though he lay in her chair he could not form a picture of her in his mind. It was as if even the memory of her had no right to trespass in that sanctuary.

Why think of her? Shell be here in the flesh all too soon.

He wondered whether that thought was unfilial, but he found he had grown contentingly frank with himself. He was curious about the ayah, not in the least curious about his mother  although he wondered why and by what means she had been kept away from him all this time; she was not an easy person to keep away from places. He began to study his surroundings.

Beyond a high wall he could see temple roofs, trees, pagodas  acres of them. The wall appeared to segregate the section where he found himself, as if it were a lay enclave surrounded on three sides by the temple buildings but not belonging to them. The pool, shaped like an egg split lengthwise, occupied almost a third of the space exposed to sunlight. It was brim-full, and immeasurably tiny driblets, hardly more than moisture, slipped over the brink to feed gloxinias and ferns that grew around the pool in riotous profusion. There was evidently a hidden drain that carried away nine-tenths of the overflow.

He saw now that the statue of the woman who held the jar from which the water spilled into the pool was more than life-size and peculiarly un-Indian in conception. It was almost Juno-esque, and the face was not like any Indian face that he had ever seen. Nor was it Greek  or Chinese. It resembled, if anything, the Polynesian type of female beauty. It was as pagan as the purple shadows on the wall beside it and as gracious as the flowers at its feet. Its marble was not the dead stuff many sculptors have to use; time had not robbed it of life, it had stolen times secret and stood gracious at the door of the eternal Now.

The courtyard was paved and worn smooth with the tread of centuries; the gray stone was so in harmony with the hues of vivid flowers that it was difficult to tell where sight began and sound left off. New York was a forgotten dream; a month might be a million years; even Cummings, and the hotel, and his mother were a legend. But Rita was real; he could half close his eyes and imagine her walking beside that fountain.

Reverie was broken almost suddenly. He was aware of a man beside him, and then of several men who approached in single file, in silence, dressed in white robes but with turbans of various colors. He vaguely recognized the man beside him but was puzzled by his clothing, although the beard and the long hair looked familiar; mighty of shoulder and taller than the others, he alone wore splendor, and he wore it like a high priest of the Ages  a robe of peacock-color, lined with crimson and edged with gold embroidery on silver braid, time-mellowed but not faded. Of them all, he was the only one unturbaned. Probably a minute passed before Joe recognized him as the Yogi of the beehive hut  the Yogi Ram-Chittra Gunga, who had led the line, stark-naked, on the night when some ones knife had made a target of his lungs. He refused to name the ayah as the culprit, even in his own thought.

Glad to see you, he said weakly.

Be at ease, my son.

Attendants brought flat stools with gilded legs and set them in a semicircle facing Joes chair  seven stools, the largest in the midst. Six men, none of whom looked less than seventy or eighty years old, sat cross-legged on the stools to right and left and fell into meditation, like graven images, each mans posture so exactly like the others that the same hand might have carved them. The old Yogi gestured as if including them within the orbit of his blessing. His lips moved, but his blessing seemed to need no aid of noise.

My son, he said, when he had stood in silence for the space of ten long breaths, we men of experience ask indulgence from you. We come seeking your leave to ask questions, in the hope that our experience may guide us in interpreting your answers, so that we may act with wisdom.

I will answer as well as I can, said Joe.

But you are not obliged to answer  now  to us men. There is no deed done that can avoid its consequences. But the effects of cause may be tempered by the element of mercy; and all forces, of whatever violence, may be transmuted one into another. One word at the proper moment may affect the destinies of thousands; cradled in the destinies of thousands lies the future of your soul and mine. Answer or not, as you will, my son. But if you answer, do so truly. And if you are silent, be so in the knowledge that your silence shall bring forth consequences, because silence is the very womb of words and deeds.

All right, said Joe. He felt awed, but he tried to hide the feeling, not exactly ashamed of being awed, but ashamed of showing it.

The ancient of days took his seat on the seventh stool. My son, you received a hurt at our threshold, he said after a long silence.

It was not your fault, Joe answered. And if it were, you owe me nothing. In fact, the obligation is the other way. You have been almost incredibly kind.

The Yogi bowed his head until the gray beard widened on his breast. He stroked it straight again, using his right hand.

Nevertheless, he said, although a man may bear no malice, may he stop what once is set in motion? The finger that touches the trigger may stand forgiven. But does the bullet cease from its course, or does it strike less surely? Who, my son, struck at your back with a knife?

I dont know, Joe answered.

Do you mean by that, you did not see who struck you?

How could I see? My back was turned.

My son, I did not ask you how you saw. I asked you, did you see? We are men of experience, we seven, who have seen more than our eyes have shown to us.

Sorry. Im afraid I cant interpret visions.

Do you know who struck you?

Put it this way: I respectfully decline to say who struck me.

That is different.

A long pause. No interchange of signals, or of speech; but a sensation, on Joes part, that the seven were by some means reaching an agreement. They sat stock still, except that the ancient of days in the midst kept on twitching sections of his skin, as a horse does in fly-time; it appeared that the unaccustomed clothing did not feel good. Joe had the peculiar experience of seeing him in imagination naked, as he usually sat by his beehive hut outside the temple  naked and yet, at the same time, robed in the more than royal garments of a high priest. The imagined picture was almost as real as the other; they coalesced  coincided  coexisted; there seemed to be no word in Joes vocabulary that could be made to fit the circumstance exactly. Not that it mattered; he was having a good time  liked the seven solemnities  liked him in the midst particularly well.

Presently: My son, I warn you, there are two ways  and the hour has passed when you might stand still. Backward you may turn and take the way of vengeance, not intending that, nor able to avoid it. Forward you may go and take the way of severance, not willing that, nor able to avoid that either  severance of your ties and anothers  aye, and of many others. Good and evil  do one with your right hand, and you will do the other with your left, whichever way you take. But there are the upper and the lower choice; and it is yours to choose.

Sorry, said Joe. I am doing my best, but I cant understand you.

There is the way of intuition that transcends prudence; and the way of prudence that postpones crisis to a more convenient occasion.

I still dont understand you.

It would be prudent in you to go hence and to name the assailant who struck you.

I wont do that.

Nevertheless, my son, it would be prudent; because they will accuse those who are not guilty.

How can they convict any one without my evidence?

But they can suspect, and they can bring calamities to pass. There are more ways, man from Jupiter, of punishing the suspected than by legal process.

None knew that better than Joe did. Business had taught him what can happen to suspected men whose guilt is not demonstrable. His mother had too often shown him what self-righteous malice can inflict on underlings. He had no doubt that Hawkes, for instance, could be transferred to a barracks and demoted on circumstantial charges; even the Maharajah could be wrecked politically; Annie Weems mission-school could be wiped out with a stroke of an official pen; possibly the priests could be accused of political offenses. Rita  he grew hot at the thought of what slander might do to Rita in a land where evidence is bought and sold. And all because he chose to protect the ayah from the consequences of her savagery.

It is my opinion, he said, after a long pause, that I brought this stabbing on myself. So, if any one is guilty I am. Whoever actually struck the blow was a mere automaton acting on impulse supplied by some one else.

And does it not occur to you, my son, that if you should name the assailant he  or she  might serve justice by revealing the source of the impulse? Might you not thus bring your enemy to book?

I might. But  it may sound strange  perhaps Im crazy or something  anyhow, I dont feel even a trace of resentment against the individual who used the knife.

But you think you know the instigator? Against the instigator, whoever that is, you feel resentment?

No. He probably regards me as an intruder; and from his point of view I imagine I am. I will forget him, once I get what Im after. If I win, he loses, thats all; he may cook in whatever emotions he cares to cultivate.

And if  that you may gain your object  you must bring down upon others much perplexity  perhaps calamity?

Too vague, Joe answered. What I cant see, I cant decide on. My objective might seem unimportant to you. If I told, you might see fit to work against me. It is something I dont wish to tell about  not at the moment.

It may be something that we do not know, my son. Understanding is not to be judged by the speech of the lips. The ancient of days rose, leaning on the staff he carried; they on either side of him rose also, exchanging neither word nor glance. We men of experience thank you for your answers, courteously made to questions that to you may have seemed impertinent. He turned to the left, then to the right, reading the eyes of the men on either side of him. Then again he faced Joe. We are guardians of a threshold.

Sorry, said Joe, I guess Im stupid. I still dont understand you.

My son, it is the guardians, not the wayfarer who know what they are guarding. If you knew, you would already be within and there would be no need to enter. They, who from without, attempt to judge what is within, are fools whose voice betrays the multitude into the maze of many opinions, of which each least byway leads into the swamp of disillusionment. We bless you. Be your footfall guided. Be your courage steadfast, and your lack of courage no more than the cup that courage fills. Be faithful to the fire within you. Be a light amid the darkness. Be at war without  at peace within  and be your way straight.

They were gone before Joe realized it. The weight and the strength of the old Yogis blessing almost dazed him. He lay wondering what it all meant, trying to refit himself into the mold of thought that had so pinched him formerly. He could not do it. Old realities had grown absurd. New values dawned that once had seemed ridiculous. He did not understand them yet, but he knew that Rita could help him to understand them. He wished he might talk with her, alone, uninterrupted.

And there she stood  smiling a little wistfully, he thought, but sweeter to the sense than any saint of legend. Jonquil-yellow was the color of her cotton dress; the sunlight edged it with a sheen of brilliant gold, and the skin of her bare arms and of her sandaled feet seemed like the substance of which flowers were woven in the looms of love.

I wanted you, he said.

I knew you did.

How did you know?

You make your wants known  Joe from Jupiter. Perhaps you dont know how you do it, but you make them very clearly known.


CHAPTER XX. Imagination is the window through which the soul looks at reality.

Rita, can you drag up a chair and sit beside me?

You are only a convalescent yet, Joe. You have talked too much already.

This will rest me, Rita.

How do you know? She came closer to him, arranging the sheet that lay over his knees. You men who have Jupiters sign so burned on your foreheads all burn yourselves up, if we let you.

Do you know how to prevent us?

She was now so near that he could take her hand in both his. And he was not so weak as he had been. He felt life leap in him, and her aware of it.

I love you.

Did you think I dont know that? And the answer?

Joe, there is only one possible answer, if I tell the truth.

You couldnt lie.

Oh, yes, I could.

I would know you were lying.

Joe, be generous and dont ask.

You want time to consider it?

She smiled; and not even a glimpse of flowers sunlit through a morning mist can compare with the smile of a woman in whom wisdom is at war with natural desire amid perplexity of impulse. It lighted her whole being  as it were the color of her soul emerging through a dread of consequences. But a man cant read a woman when the love-surge rises in him; he can only see  hear  feel  and try not to be too impulsive.

Do you want a little time? Ill hold my horses.

Joe, do you imagine time has anything to do with it? Love is now, and for ever  or never.

Then tell me the truth.

No.

Rita  see here: I dont know what love is  Ive never experienced it before. Ive had a sort of dull regard for things and people, and I suppose Ive loved my mother in the stupid way an animal loves habit. But Ive never loved, or been loved, that I know of  until I met you. Do you doubt me?

Not for a moment, Joe.

I wonder why not. He was doubly puzzled  by the fact that she believed him, and by her reticence. She looked straight in his eyes without flinching, but her hand trembled and he knew her heart was beating like a birds.

Why should I doubt you? I know. I can see. Then, after a long pause: Joe, can you not see?

See? he answered. I can see you; and you look more beautiful to me than morning. What did you say your name means, Rita?

It means Morning.

Yonder mountain in the morning is the symbol of my soul; he quoted. Rita, Im a damned ungraceful novice, but I love you. Do you love me?

Joe, I must not answer.

Must not? He rebelled at that word. Iron crept into his gray eyes. But she no more feared the iron in him than she did his eloquence. Her own eyes laughed an answer to the challenge.

Joe, the truth is sometimes deadly.

All right. Turn it loose and lets see who dies.

There are some things worse than death, Joe.

As for instance  ?

He thrilled as her right hand touched his shoulder  then his head. She had done that dozens of times while he lay between death and life with four walls crowding him, when nothing but her touch could keep the overbrooding life from leaving the tortured body. It had calmed him. Now it fired him.

Rita, I wont accept an evasive answer from you, and I wont wait. Yes or no  and now! I love you; and, as you told me, time hasnt a thing to do with it. Damn the consequences. Youre the woman, not a woman. I dont care who you are, or how you came here. Youre the only creature I have ever met with whom I can share full confidence and not regret it. I feel I know you, and you me. Im offering you, without reserve of any kind, the utmost that a man can give. Im willing to stand or fall by it  to live or die by it. And Im entitled to an answer. Do you love me?

He knew then that he had known it long ago. But how shall a man know what he knows until knowledge leaps like light in him? And shall less than an answering beacon satisfy him?

Say it, Rita.

Joe, I love you.

Naked honesty  a craving to be honest  a contempt for sham of any sort  that underlay all Joes motives broke through now and challenged her  himself, too.

Im making no concessions to temple vows or any other kind of limitation. Do you understand that, Rita? Im not even a Christian. I dont know anything about Platonic, or sexless, or what the puritans call pure love. When I say I love you, I mean with all my heart and every faculty I have.

Arent you funny! Do you think I could love you, Joe, be afraid of you, and rob you, at the same time? Or do you think Id rob me? I have loved you more than all the other people in the world all put together, since the night I saw you by the jail gate. And I loved you before that  before you saw me. I knew you were coming.

Kiss me, Rita. For Gods sake-I cant get up and For a second he felt like a fool because he had no strength to take her in his arms and make her feel his manhood with every vein and nerve of her body. But she overwhelmed that self-consciousness; he lost it in the perfume of her breath and in the rhythm of her heartbeat as she crept into his arms and it was she, not he who yielded. Lip to lip, heart to heart, her arms around him, she let the vibrance of her being flow into his senses. And he knew then it was true that he had never loved or been loved before he met her  knew he had never known what love is or what its vibrance does to the springs of the deep of mans inmost consciousness. He discovered he had senses, super-physical and secret from him until now, that mocked all limits and all habit  that denied both strength and weakness, since they seemed to be a law unto themselves  senses that opened flood-gates and released in torrents that were color, light and music, cosmic consciousness and cosmic rhythm. For sixty seconds he knew that ecstasy is unconditioned, absolute, and no more to be reached by material means than the Pole-star or the source of music  something to be tuned into and to become aware of, not to be imprisoned, limited or made.

Do you believe me now, Joe?

God, yes. You believe me?

I never doubted you.

I suppose Im easy to believe. Youre difficult. Youre almost too good to be true.

Rita sat on the arm of the chair and let him hold her hands against his breast and press them to his lips. She had governed the very gates of nature and her restraint now was as rhythmically potent as the flood-tide had been. Her calm made Joe feel as if he had been half drowned in the thunder of organ music and was listening now to melody like sunshine after rain. There was almost a scent of sprinkled earth.

Joe, dear, learn my language. Too good to be untrue. Why not? Why pay homage to the gods of chaos? They only take advantage of it to inflict more cruelty. The only truly true things in the universe are so good that we almost darent imagine them. And because theyre true theyre everlasting. Too bad to be true might make sense. But we all dishonor truth, and honor lies, so readily that unless we carefully guard our speech we get lost in a plausible swamp of untruth. We need phrases to remind ourselves to take the high view and the long view.

Ill be good, dear, but youll have to educate me. Tell me: why did you refuse to answer when I first asked you.

Joe, Im ashamed. I made no fight at all. I didnt even try to fight.

Fight what, dear? For Gods sake  me?

Yes, you  or me  or destiny  or something. Joe, I knew about you nearly a year before you came. I even saw you.

You mean, you knew what I look like? She nodded. You came to me at the worst time  at the terrible time, when Poonch-Terai had begun to try to get me. I went at night to Ram-Chittra Gunga, and I told him Poonch-Terai had spoken to me. Poonch-Terai had spoken to the priests, too, and I told him that, although he knew it; he is really the high priest here and knows everything, although he sits outside there like a hermit and pretends to know nothing. That is because he has grown beyond rite and ritual, although he knows the need of it in others. It was Ram-Chittra Gunga who accepted me into the temple when Amal first carried me here.

Good luck to him. I wish I understood the old bird.

He is too wise to be entirely understood. He says I understand him best, and that must be true, because he never flatters any one. It was he who let me go to Annie Weems school. He taught me psychic things, while she taught me Latin and Greek and poetry and Western music  history  mathematics Come closer. You were talking about Poonch-Terai.

Poonch-Terai has power here, although he may not go below the temple floor. He cant get by the guardians. They test him, and he cant pass. But he has hereditary rights. Almost two-thirds of the temple revenue is derived from his estate in the form of endowment, which he has the right to cancel if the rituals are discontinued or changed, or if unauthorized people are admitted into the temple on any grounds whatever.

Me, for instance?

This is no real part of the temple. This place is a guesthouse where distinguished visitors are entertained. But me. He was direct at first and tried to tempt me, but he saw at once that I could see right into him and read his aura. You would think that would make him hesitate; he must know that his aura isnt a tempting thing to look at, its all murky cobra-color and a sort of sour green with shots of muddy indigo.

What color is mine, Rita?

Just now? Blazing blood-red.

And yours?

Look and see.

I dont know how. You look most awful sweet to me. Is that your aura? Go on, tell me about Poonch-Terai. Am I hurting?

You? I wouldnt mind if you did. Poonch-Terai asked questions, and he soon learned I am what I think the West calls psychic. That means, I have certain faculties that most people havent developed. He learned that the priests were admitting me into the crypt, and that I am favored, and free, not in virtual bondage like the nautch-girls, although I have been trained in all their ritual. He has the right, by ancient privilege, to select a nautch-girl every six months for his own use. He selected me. So the priests explained to him that I am not a nautch-girl; and they told him I am psychic, and that they use me in the mysteries. He knows what those are, though he has never seen them.

Hasnt he tried to see them?

Oh, no. He knew he could never do that. He knows it is impossible to begin, let alone finish them, with one unauthorized person present, even if the person is in hiding. A spy got in once  an Englishman who knows a great deal about occult things, but not enough to know the uselessness of the attempt; he only delayed things a short time. He was like dirt in the wheels of a watch. So nothing happened, until Ram-Chittra Gunga poked him with his staff and made him come forth out of hiding. He was very frightened, but Ram-Chittra Gunga only scolded him and said: My son, before you try again to unlock mysteries, seek first the key to them within your own soul, and when you have found that you will need no hiding-place. He went out trembling and Ram-Chittra Gunga sent him to the city in an ox-cart.

You say, Poonch-Terai understands all this?

In a sense, all Indians understand it. That is why they dont try to intrude. But Poonch-Terai is as famished for occult knowledge as a wolf for warm blood, and he holds mysteries of his own in his palace. All India has heard of them. They say he does terrible things in the dark. So he thought, if I am useful in these mysteries, I may be useful in his dark ones also; and he began to use schemes and threats to get me into his possession.

Tried force, too, didnt he?

Yes, but Hawkesey and some of Hawkeseys friends prevented that. The schemes were cruel and the threats were no joke. To prevent any British officials from becoming too much interested in me, he spread rumors about my being a half-breed, and about my being loose with soldiers. Then he threatened the priests that unless they turned me over to him as a nautch-girl, chosen in accordance with his privilege, he would stop their revenue on the ground of their having admitted a white woman into the temple. The ancient deed of endowment says nothing at all about color, but it does say that strangers may never enter. The question is, who is a stranger? Am I one? Ram-Chittra Gunga answers no. But it is very easy for Poonch-Terai to bribe the Brahmin council who decide such matters.

Cant two play at that game?

Probably. But its not a good game, and Poonch-Terais purse is much the deeper  to say nothing about Brahmin jealousy that would tip the scale against Ram-Chittra Gunga in any event. He has never paid bribes from the temple treasury and I believe he would rather die than do it; it would be robbing charity to pay thieves. And the worst of it is that a decision in favor of Poonch-Terai would entitle him, at least in theory to recover all the money paid to the temple from his estate since the day I was first admitted. Poonch-Terai sent some one who told Amal all this, and Amal told me.

Amal favors Poonch-Terai?

She thinks that my greatest conceivable destiny is to become a Maharajahs favorite.

How much would all this money amount to?

I dont know. Millions of rupees.

Joe remembered that he had been unable, so far, even to pay Hawkes a thousand pounds. In his present mood, if he had had the cash, it would have amused him to outbid Poonch-Terai, or at least to finance a protracted law-suit that would provide time in which to discover weak points in the Maharajahs personal affairs. He had seen even Wall Street magnates wrecked in that way. But he knew he knew nothing about Indian internecine struggles for financial control.

I went to Ram-Chittra Gunga by moonlight, said Rita, and I asked him to instruct me what to do. He refused to instruct me. He said: You have been taught all I can teach you. It is now time to use your own judgment. What have you? If it is gratitude, use it. If it is wisdom, use it. If it is ambition, use it. You, who have been taught the law that in the end each pays his own bill, put that teaching into practise. As for me, I have finished my part. He refused to add another word to that; he can be as silent as a stone wall when he pleases.

Dear, well work this out together, Joe assured her. There was a wistful sadness in her eyes, that saddened him too. You and I together deal with destiny from now on.

Joe, you dont know yet. Do you know the Sanskrit saying, that of all the unmerciful forces of nature, the least yielding and the most torturing is love?

Sounds like hokum.

What is hokum?

Blatherum, Hokum and Blaa, sweetheart, are the three great gods whom Lizzie of Hohokus worships. Lizzie of Hohokus is a synonym for Sweet Adeline, who is the Queen of the United States. She inspires our Sunday sermons and she censors art and the motion-pictures. Incidentally, she educates our legislators and she dictates what is known as justice in the courts. She is blind, sentimental, conceited, good-looking, and owns the Marines, who are sent to impose respectability on backward races. Love shocks her; she intends to pass a law that children shall be born in tin cans, certified in New York by the Rabbi, and in the United States by properly elected bishops nominated by the D. A. R. and confirmed by Rotary. Altogether she has upward of seven million laws, about a million of which define and govern love in one form or another, and most of the laws are cruel. Nearly all of them are ignored, except for blackmail purposes or when the cop needs practise with a night stick. Lincoln to the contrary, she fools all of the people all the time, myself included. But she cant fool me any longer about love. Im having some. I love you; and sweet Lizzie of Hohokus may go slap to hell, along with her spectacles, bustle, inhibitions, proverbs, superstition, politics, pure meat and certified plumbing. Im in love from now on. So are you. Lets see Lizzie try to kink that with her Hokum.

Rita smiled because she knew he expected it, but there was trouble brooding on her forehead and behind her eyes.

Everything would be so easy, she said, it we might only remain ignorant  and selfish. You and I might run away together Excellent, said Joe. Im game, as soon as I can stand on two feet. Lets do that.

And leave Ram-Chittra Gunga and all my other generous friends and teachers to pay the price and take the consequences? She shook her head. Leave Annie Weems, too, at the mercy of Poonch-Terai?

What could he do to her? Joe felt serious at last. In theory he could sympathize with Hindu priests; in practise his own kind countrywomans danger stirred him instantly, whereas theirs left him philosophically unexcited.

He has already closed her school. The building is temple property, and he has the right to forbid that for the use of foreigners. He has threatened to sue her for twenty years rent, on the ground that the property should have reverted to him the moment it was used for anything but temple purposes, and that she has therefore really been his tenant all these years.

But she paid rent to the temple, didnt she? Let him sue them.

No. She paid only a nominal rent. Ram-Chittra Gunga let her have the building for a rupee a month, but he gave her no contract in writing because he lacked authority to do that; and besides, he despises written contracts, which, he says, are usually efforts to keep God from having His own way.

God and grown sons! I could tell him something about trust deeds, Joe reflected.

What should I do? After I had asked Ram-Chittra Gunga and he refused to give me any advice, I went back into the temple to try to decide what to do. I have a room away up in a tower, and there is a balcony where I can sleep under the stars or lie and watch what looks like a whole world bathed in moonlight. I prayed, and I prayed, and I prayed that I might have wisdom to take the right course, whatever that might be, and however difficult it might be. I could see Ram-Chittra Gunga sitting motionless in the moonlight, and I loved the old man. Joe, you have no idea how deeply one comes sooner or later to love a genuine teacher who isnt afraid to show you your own soul  and his. I decided to go to Poonch-Terai, if he would withdraw all claims against the temple. I decided I would let him use me, if he could, in his black art mysteries, if that would save my friends.

Do you mean that your friends would have let you go?

They will let me do whatever I wish, if they know that I truly wish to do it. They love me and I love them. They are not such incompetent guides or such ignorant fools as to think they can do my duty for me, or change my destiny, or regulate the fire in which my soul is privileged to burn away its dross. They are good friends, to whom the lesser of two evils is the next step forward. I decided that night I would go to Poonch-Terai. But then you came.

How do you mean, dear  I came?

You  none other. You were probably asleep in New York. I mean, your body probably was sleeping; in fact, it must have been, because you dont know how to leave it otherwise. You came and stood there on the parapet, with the planet Jupiter so exactly behind you and over you that it looked like a flame on the crown of your head.

Youve a wonderful imagination, said Joe.

I know I have. Imagination is the window through which the soul looks at reality. Without imagination men are blinder than the pigs. There is neither music, mystery nor mirth without imagination. Who said, Where there is no vision, the people perish? He knew. They die like rats and so-called scientists and scholars, in a frozen wilderness of adamantine fact, forgetting, if they ever knew it, that a fact is no more than a symbol of a truth unseen by the physical eye. I saw you, Joe. I recognized you, too. And you knew me.

And yet I was asleep in New York?

Your clothes were asleep in New York. I mean your body was  your brain was. But your brain is only phosphorus and salt and water. Never mind  you will understand that one of these days. You came to me that night. I saw you and I knew you. And you knew me. You said: If others wish to push the stars out of their courses, why not let them? And I understood that to mean that I should not make haste, because destiny is working unseen and it is foolish to try to hasten destiny, but wise to rise and meet it when it comes. I answered: Come soon. And you said: I will come exactly at the right time, because I also must deal with destiny, and if I come too soon it must all be done over again. Then I knew I should not go to Poonch-Terai until every last expedient has been exhausted. And I knew that you would come in time, if not to save me, at least to lend me courage.

Hell, Ill lend you courage, Joe said grimly. Something lend me half a lick o luck and Poonch-Terai shall learn exactly where he gets off. Feed me meat and get my strength back, thats all. How did I return to New York? In an airplane  or on a ray of the moon?

Now you talk like Hawkesey or Mr. Cummings. You know better than that Joe. In one sense, of course, you never left New York at all; your body lay there fast asleep. But is your soul in your body  ever? Did any one ever find a soul inside a body?

You mean, it was my soul that came to you?

You are your soul. What else are you? It was your soul that sent your image to me, because I was too bewildered and dense and scared to understand you otherwise. We get bewildered, Joe, and think our bodies are ourselves, in the same way that a man with a new suit thinks he has changed his nature; and we get even more bewildered when we remember only glimpses of the truth, because the one offsets the other, so that people think we are mad because we seem illogical and cant explain ourselves. That is why people Like Beethoven and Rodin and Queen Elizabeth and Joan of Arc are thought mad and the critics can see nothing but their inconsistencies. How can a great soul talk to a critic who thinks his brain and body are himself?

Joe smiled; he was feeling weak again; strong excitement had carried him so far, but he was almost aching to be back in bed between four walls, where he could wait for life to come and strengthen him.

It all sounds reasonable, darling, when you say it. But Id like to see a bum check met along those lines. Isnt a fact a fact?

Of course it is. And were all here in the world to deal with facts and overcome them. That is how our souls grow. I dont know what a bum check is. Is it a mistake of some sort?

Oftener than not a pretty serious mistake.

Then its something nobody would make if he remembered always what he is.

You mean, if he remembered his balance.

Yes, his balance.

I mean his balance at the bank.

He would remember that, too, if he knew who he is.

All right, dear. I cant argue it; its too mysterious for me. But answer me two riddles, will you? Plain questions and plain answers that a chap can understand without getting swamped in infinity.

If I can.

Wheres my mother? Whats she doing? And how has anybody kept her away from me or prevented her from taking me to a hospital?

Rita chuckled. Your mother is having what she calls a love-affair with Mr. Cummings. She intends to marry him, and they say he has already written home to have his pedigree traced back to Charlemagne or some one. He imagines himself a beau sabreur and a preux chevalier. He neglects his work to trot around with her to caverns; and I think they both hope you wont get well too soon.

But didnt she raise Cain when I was stabbed?

She tried to. In fact, she did. But you couldnt be moved or disturbed. And neither she nor Cummings knew that this is not really a part of the temple to which nobody can be admitted without esoteric tests. She wanted to send in Doctor Muldoon. The priests saw fit not to admit her, or Muldoon either. They agreed to let a Hindu doctor come in once a day to report that you are receiving proper treatment. And they agreed to let her enter just once, to observe you through the open window, on condition that she kept silence and went straight out again. However, because she was good and did keep silence, they rewarded her by letting her walk out through one of the ancient passages; so she is bragging now about being the only white woman who has ever been into the temple, and she is posing as rather an authority on Hindu gods.

Arent you a white woman?

Not according to her. And she says Annie isnt either. Some one has told her  probably Poonch-Terai  that Weems is a contraction from Waheem-issa, which might be the Moslem name of a half-caste ancestor. She says that is why Annie gets along so well with natives; and Cummings, of course, echoes everything she says. The Hindu doctor came in daily for a while, although he apologized for coming, because if theres anything in India thats notorious it is the skill of our Yogi-physician; and after a while he left off coming because he said there was no excuse for it, and Annie sent a daily bulletin instead. But your mother is breathing fire and brimstone against whoever it was who stabbed you; and she has even threatened to try to have the temple raided unless the culprit is forthcoming. She sends flowers for you every day, but they are not nice flowers, they are charged with malice, so we throw them on the rubbish heap. We have plenty of flowers charged with good vibrations, and of the right color, not too strongly scented.

That explains that. Now the other question. Why did old Ram-Chittra Gunga, dressed up like a peacock, come here with six other near-Methuselahs and ask me questions that had neither head nor tail to em? What was he driving at?

You.

Plain words, dear. You promised.

Joe, Ram-Chittra Gunga has no need to question you or anybody else to discover your character. He can read you as you and I read books, only he reads with more intelligence. But the law says seven men must hear the answers of whoever sounds the challenge.

Ive challenged no one.

Do you think not? You might as well say that I challenged no one when I came here in Amals arms. Is a man with a knife in his back not a challenge?

I dont get you.

Joe, dear, any one in all the world has a full right to enter the crypt of this temple and to be born into the Mystery, as the phrase is, if he cares to challenge and can pass the scrutiny.

But I didnt challenge. Im not at all sure that I care to be born, as you call it. Rita, darling, Im a dam bad joiner. Im not even a Mason or a grandjuryman or a lord high hocus-pocus of the order of the Tin Can. All I want is you, out of this nest of mystery  you, and a chance to repay your old Yogi and his friends for all their kindness.

Joe, dear, nobody can make you enter. Nobody can even urge you. You must make your own decision.

Lets decide it now, then. Ill remain outside  grateful for the compliment and all that sort of thing, but too fond of facts to wish to lose myself in a maze of esoteric symbolism. Its beyond my mental grasp. I cant rise to it.

He suddenly felt sadness almost drown him, it was so intense. He set that down to weakness after too much conversation.

Joe, its time to return to your room, she remarked; and he thought her voice seemed strangely far away and listless.

All right. I guess Im tired out. Come closer. Wont you put your arms around me once again and kiss me, before the bearers come?

No, Joe, dear.

Why not?

He felt so gloomy all at once that he could almost weep, if weeping had been worth the effort.

Joe, dont ask me. I cant answer  not now.

Sweetheart, what in hells the matter?

What in hell? Just hell, thats all. Here come the bearers.

Kiss me.

No, Joe.

Strong men came and carried him into the familiar room, where Annie Weems made his pillow comfortable, leaning over him to look into his eyes through horn-rimmed spectacles.

If you should fail, she began, then changed her mind. Instead, she closed the shutters, so that dimness might send him to sleep.

He wondered what she meant. Fail? Didnt he love Rita? Hadnt Rita said  

He dozed off. Or perhaps he swooned. No difference.


CHAPTER XXI. Theres dirty work  dam black dirty work!

Joe awoke in the night with a feeling of crisis impending. He felt like a man in a death-cell awaiting the summons. The feeling that he was destined never again to see that room was so strong that he began to stare about him, peering through the shadows cast by the dim night-light. But even so, it was a long time before he noticed the old Yogi-astrologer, Ram-Chittra Gunga. The ancient of days was so motionless that he was hardly separable from the shadows, and even though Joe moved to attract his attention he made no response; he was like the shadow of an image seen in an ink-dark pool. The silence was almost terrifying.

Im awake, Joe said at last. Id like to talk to you. But his own voice startled him so that he almost wished he had not spoken. He experienced the weird sensation of having shattered, by speaking, an actual structure of silence that the Yogi had built up. The sensation was heightened by the old mans movement; he appeared to look around him with a kind of patient disapproval at the shattered remnants.

Since you need speech, have it, he answered after a long pause.

Joe felt he should apologize. If I could read your thought The Yogi interrupted him. My son, if you could do that, you would not have needed this experience. Your soul has set you here, as some mens souls set them in battle  because the soul needs education. It is the law, to which there never has been one exception, that as the soul asks it is given. Why not? Is infinity exhaustible? Is there not plenty for all?

Do you mean Im a marionette that struts and dances when my ignorant soul pulls unseen strings?

You are your soul, my son. The rest of you is mere environment. But you identify yourself with flesh and bones, so you experience the suffering of flesh and bones.

From which my soul learns what?

Responsibility. I will explain it to you. There was a rich man who had two sons with whom he offered to divide his business. But the elder said, It will be time enough when death shall overtake you; and may that be a long time hence, since you are kind and give me all I need without my troubling. And the elder went his way enjoying substance that he had not earned. But the younger said, I am not yet wise enough to share so great a business; let me therefore learn it. So his father set him down among his meanest men, and gave him all the tiresome tasks, and found fault, and instructed him, until he won his way by merit to the highest post and was his fathers right hand.

And then death came, and the two sons divided the heritage; and because the elder had first choice he took that portion that required least management; but the shares were equal; each was the employer of a thousand men. Then, presently, came tidal waves in the affairs of commerce that demanded skill and vast experience. The elder failed; a thousand men, their wives and their children justly blamed him that they had no bread and no employment. But the younger did not lack experience; and because he had labored with the lowest he knew well their need. He knew himself responsible. He toiled, he invented, he guided; he gave of his knowledge and skill, having plenty to give. So he saved that day; a thousand men, their wives and their children justly praised him that they had bread and honorable work to do.

Now answer me: when death shall overtake those two men, so that they recognize themselves as two immortals who have shed their mortal limitations, which shall be the greater? He who saved that day, or he who lost it? He who knew himself responsible, or he who thought a thousand and their wives and children were responsible to him?

Its no riddle, Joe answered. The younger obviously is the better man.

There is only one riddle that is hard to answer, said the Yogi. It is, why will men not understand that they receive exactly what they ask? Who is there who demands not proof, with every breath he breathes, that he is fitted for better than that which he has, be it health or knowledge, power or possessions? But bow few are they who stand up to the proving and make no complaint! Nevertheless, I tell you, they who fail in this life must return to it, like bad steel tossed again into the furnace. Shall the Lords of Life entrust such souls with tasks they have not proved that they can do?

So you think Im being tested?

Does it occur to you to think otherwise?

Who is testing me?

You are testing yourself.

That sounds absurd. Did I choose my mother?

Who else chose her? Did she not provide for you the very chains you had to learn to break? If you are strong enough, then break them; but if not, then be born again and again until at last you learn.

I cant help wondering why your interest in me.

You challenged. You lay at my gate with a knife in your lungs; and who am I that I should dare to let that challenge pass?

I think I understand that. Well, youve treated me with absolutely priceless courtesy and kindness. Im beginning to think I can best repay you by going away as soon as possible, to save you from further trouble on my account.

There was a long pause while the Yogi turned that over in his mind. Their voices had awakened Annie Weems, who came in to see what the matter might be.

This is my watch, and you have my leave to sleep, the Yogi told her, rather rudely Joe thought, so she retired again, saying nothing. There is no such fool, the Yogi added, as a half-wise woman. She would have bidden you be silent in your hour when sun and moon and Jupiter all pull together for you.

Its incomprehensible to me, said Joe, that a man of your philosophical bent and high intelligence should take any stock in astrology. I dont believe a word of it.

It makes no difference to astrology what you believe or disbelieve, my son. Nor does it matter if a million fools are cheated by a thousand rogues in astrologys name. Would you go to a defeated litigant to learn law, or to an infidel to learn religion? Nevertheless, you learn astrology from cheap-jacks who could not foretell to-morrows weather; and you cackle the conceited unbelief of scientists who never studied it. Now is your hour. I am a pilot telling you the tide flows with you and the wind is fair.

Will you answer questions?

If they are such as concern the pilot.

All right. Tell me then why Rita suddenly grew sad this afternoon and left me as if she and I are doomed never again to see each other?

Whence comes that thought? Have you tested it? May it not be a true thought?

Joe raised himself up on his elbow. He spoke with cold restraint that sounded ten times more convincing than emphasis:

If it is true, I will make truth work to prove itself. I love Rita and I have told her so. She has said she loves me, and I believe her. I will not be easy to be rid of.

Very easy. Nothing else is possible unless you change your course. For she goes one way, you another.

Do you believe I would go to New York and leave her at the mercy of Poonch-Terai?

He is not incompetent, that Maharajah. Neither is your mother an incompetent. Nor is Cummings without resources. They three together have Amrita in one trap and you in another. And there is no escape from either trap by any way that you know.

Do you mean, you know a way?

I said, I am a pilot.

All right, guide me. Do you mean, you know my mothers plans and Poonch-Terais?

How else should I guide you?

Have you talked with them? How do you know their plans?

My son, have I for nothing endured this existence of flesh and bones and foolishness? Have I observed and seen and studied to no purpose? Do I not know all the ways of evil, which indeed are few and not original, though they are subdivided into millions of subtle methods? Have I not, in countless lives, done evil  that I might learn to avoid it? I tell you, no mouse can escape from a trap, and no tiger can burst from a net, by sheer strength. Neither can indignation help him. Pride avails him nothing. Malice makes him only as one weak force against many strong ones. Nay, nay; he must first learn cunning, that he may use their malice against themselves.

Can you teach that? Joe asked. He felt curious. He took no stock in Oriental cunning, but he felt strangely drawn toward the old man and unaccountably inclined to trust him.

Have I not said twice, I am a pilot?

All right, teach me.

None can teach. None can teach even arithmetic. None can do more than pilot forth that knowledge that awaits within. It awaits its opportunity to burst forth like the sap in springtime.

Very well. I hoist the signal for a pilot. Step aboard.

There is a fee for pilotage.

Ah! I suspected it.

There is nothing for nothing in all this universe. Each least vibration earns its recompense. If you accept my pilotage there is no escaping the liability.

How much?

I dont know.

Money? Or some other kind of payment?

I dont know. Who am I that I should weigh such matters? And with what scales should I weigh them? I have lived long in this body, but I have yet to see such pilotage as mine repaid with money. Nor have I ever demanded payment for myself. Nor would I accept it for myself, because I have no need.

Im trying hard to understand you, but you seem to me to talk in circles. First I must pay. Then you wont accept payment. Frankly, I much prefer paying for what I receive.

It is because I know that as well as certain other qualities you have that I am interested in you. But until you asked me of your own free will to guide you through the dangers that I foresee I had no right to give you more than sympathy; not a finger might I raise to guide you one way or another. And until I warned you that you will have to pay the full fee for the guidance I incurred the risk that I myself must pay it, and pay, it might be, double, because the pilot has double responsibility. Again I warn you: if you go your own way you will miss your goal because of ignorance, and you will pay for ignorance, which is expensive. But if you accept my guidance you will pay for knowledge  or the knowledge will consume you as the rust eats iron. When you lay wounded at my door you were a challenge that I did not dare to overlook. I accepted it. Now it is my turn to challenge. Do you dare to accept my guidance? Think before you answer.

Then a strange thing happened. The Yogi made no movement that Joe could see, but the light went out as if an unseen hand had pinched the wick. For a while he could see nothing, although his skin tingled and he felt as if dozens of unseen eyes were staring at him. Then he saw purple where the Yogi sat, although it was not exactly light because it cast no shadow and illuminated no object. But as he watched it, it became the Yogis outline, although he could not see the man himself, and the space within the outline slowly became suffused with colored light like tongues of flame, in a pattern that vaguely resembled plated armor or the scales of a gigantic fish. There was no sound.

And then Rita came, or so it seemed, although in a certain sense Joe knew she was not Rita. She appeared quite naturally, robed in white  quite simply  there was nothing strange or supernatural about her. But how she came and how Joe saw her was a mystery; she appeared to be standing about two feet above the floor; no light shone on her that Joe could see; none came from her; but he could see her plainly. Presently he noticed there were ropes around her. She appeared to be tied to a stake and there were hands that reached toward her, threatening. He knew one pair of hands were his mothers and another pair belonged to Poonch-Terai, although he did not know how he knew that. Over Ritas head there hung a rock suspended by a cord. He saw the left hand of Poonch-Terai seize a sword and start to cut the cord strand after strand. For a moment he saw Poonch-Terais face, grinning with malice; and his mothers. She nodded approval.

Joe almost shouted. Perhaps he did shout. He made a sound of some sort as he struggled to sit upright. But the moment he moved the vision vanished, and then the Yogis voice said calmly:

Answer me: was that a dream, or the truth, or what was it?

I was awake, said Joe.

You saw, reflected on infinity, an image of your own bewildered thought, said the Yogi. But now answer: Do you dare to accept my guidance?

Tell me first what you saw, Joe retorted, and the Yogi laughed.

I saw a man who would have slain his mother in his own mind, had the vision lasted. And the borderline is thin between the thought and deed.

You are right, said Joe, although I dont know how you know it.

Few men would have pleaded guilty to the thought. Nine hundred and ninety-nine out of any thousand would have sworn that no such idea crossed their minds. You are as ignorant as the men who let the world war happen; but you are as frank as a child. Do you see how simple it would be for some one skilled in malice to induce you to do murder and thus to remove yourself from his path? The law would hang you, and the cause for which you slew would be a lost one. Can you understand that?

Darkly, Joe said, I have glimpses. Do you mean that Poonch-Terai can hypnotize?

None can  not in the way that you have heard of it. And I say nothing about Poonch-Terai; him I am not instructing. But I tell you, there is darkness as well as light; and nine-tenths of the evil in the world, nay, more, is done by the ignorant who know not whence the impulse comes. Even as you, they grow bewildered. If they see the light it terrifies them. And the first thought then suggested to them, that they do. And what they do condemns them to the endless chain of hopes deferred and disappointed toil that fools call life on earth.

Do you believe I can break that chain?

Not all the universe can break it until the last soul learns its lesson. But break free from it  you and she  each aiding each  you may go far. But you will need as much courage as she has.

Do you think I have it?

There came a startling hollow thunder on the teak door. The Yogi lighted the night-light. He was smiling. The thunder resumed. Annie Weems came hurrying from the inner room, her face haggard in the light of the lantern she held.

We are about to find out, said the Yogi.

Open! a mans voice shouted. Let me in!

Shall I? Annie Weems controlled herself until even the lamp in her hands stood steady. Who can it be, Ram-Chittra Gunga? Shall I open?

Open, said the Yogi. Why not?

She set the lamp down on a table, slid the bolt and stepped back. The door swung violently. Hawkes swayed in, staggering. He slammed the door behind him  bolted it  and stood there bleeding, swaying on his feet.

Theres dirty work, he announced, dam black dirty work. I took a long count. Ill be all right in a minute. Poonch-Terais got Rita! Now put on your thinking cap. Get busy quick and tell me what to do next. Damn the army! Damn all consequences! Tell me how to go about it and Ill fetch her back or bust!


CHAPTER XXII. You will keep still.

Hawkes sat down on Joes bed. Annie Weems came closer to him to examine his injuries, but he objected:

Miss, Im all right. Theres no killing a man till his time comes. My time aint yet. Strike me pink, though, it werent their fault Im not all set for the undertaker. If I hadnt had the sense to sham dead Id be faking a pass for the Pearly Gate this minute. As you were, Miss; Im not sneering at religion. Jus a bit upset, thats all. I feel as if Id had a drink or two. I havent.

Annie Weems went out in haste for a sponge and water. Suddenly Hawkes turned and faced the Yogi:

Damn you, couldnt you foresee this? he almost shouted. You with your astrology and second sight and magic  couldnt you have warned me? Shed ha done what you said. Couldnt you have told her to stay home to-night and not go singing in the prison yard? God-dammit, somebody  probably Cummings  got the acting commandant to order all troopers kept in barracks. Last minute order. Me, I was the only bodyguard she had and Im no fighting man. I thought I was. I swung for three of em  hand running  and I hit two  solid. One fell. Then they got me. Miss, I wish you wouldnt.

But Annie Weems was one of those women who deal with crises by doing promptly and efficiently the first job that presents itself. Hawkes had to hold his head the way she wanted it and to continue his remarks in jerks between the ministrations of the sponge. He talked to the world at large, but at the Yogi:

Came a carriage and they popped her into it, all wrapped up in about a bale o white cloth  smothered like as not, God-dammem! Not a scream from her. I let out a yell that any one had thought would bring the prison roof off. But I didnt wake nobody. And then they got me. Couldnt recognize a mothers son of em; they all had cloths to hide their faces. But they were Poonch-Terais men or Ill eat my tunic. Now what?

He glared at the Yogi, raising his head so that water ran down in his eyes and he wiped them, all unconsciously, with the end of Annie Weems kimono.

He will wonder what we will do; and he will come to find out, said the Yogi. Furthermore, he will wish to prove he knows nothing about it, and he will think that to come here will be the best possible proof. He will have a most ingenious excuse for coming. He will be here in a moment. He would have been here while the incident was taking place, but for the fact that men who deal with evil never are quite confident; so he watched from a point of vantage. Possibly he saw you come here.

There came a noise at the end of the passage. Voices. Footsteps. Then a knock on the door of the room.

Right you are, here he is. Hawkes took the towel from Annie Weems and stood up. Miss, Im grateful. Thanks to you it dont hurt half as much as I wish it did. If I had my rights Id be a dead man  me  to let that happen! Fiercely he turned on the Yogi: You  with all your second sight and what not else! If Im a rotter to have let this happen  and I am, Goddammit!  what price you that could have warned us? No, dont open; Im not through yet; keep that black swine waiting out there, alibi and all. See here  you let me handle this from now on.

You will sit down, said the Yogi. You will keep still.

Will I?

Yes, said the Yogi. You will remember your own promise. You are forgiven for forgetting for the moment what a man of your word you are. But now, remember it. And having done your best, improve on it by letting me do mine.

Annie Weems brought a chair and Hawkes sat in it, wiping his face, perhaps to hide embarrassment.

Somebody open the door, said the Yogi and Annie Weems drew the bolt gingerly, stepping aside at once as if she feared contamination. She was ashen-grayfaced in the lamplight, evidently conquering hysteria by sheer will. If she should break down it would be from over-exercise of self-control, not lack of it. The Yogi observed her calmly.

In strode the Maharajah, but the Yogi hardly seemed to notice him; he was booted and spurred, magnificent, and jeweled as if he had just come from a durbar; there was an emerald in his turban whose price would have fed his peasantry for a whole season. He affected to notice Hawkes first, but Joe detected his swift glance around the room and grudgingly admired the mans vitality. His self-assurance was superb.

Brawling? Drunk again? he asked, with the easy tolerance of a man who sympathized with soldiers. You should drink like I do, systematically, then youd carry it better and not get found out. Ah  Annie Weems sahiba  my respects, maam. Too bad that I had to close your mission, but even princes have to stick to principles, and religion, you know, is an exacting mistress; I shall go to a Christian hell most probably for having let you use that house so many years. I invite your prayers on my behalf. Will you pray for me? Yes?

He was received with stony silence, which he seemed to enjoy.

Ah  his reverence, he continued in English, raising both hands to his face with perfectly simulated respect. I kiss feet. I beseech your blessing.

Sonorously, solemnly the Yogi blessed him, stressing vowel sounds and rounding out the olden phrases so that organ music seemed to come from nowhere and imblend itself. A man felt blessed, not merely noticed, when Ram-Chittra Gunga did it. Even Poonch-Terai lost something of his swagger. To revive it he turned on Joe:

How is our invalid? Better? You look a great deal better.

I will soon be able to attend to business, Joe answered, letting the words dwell on his teeth, his eyes narrowing.

Poonch-Terai misunderstood him adroitly: Ah, you Americans! Always business! Well  you are well enough now to be moved to a more comfortable place. I have my carriage waiting.

Is that an invitation?

A command! I am commanded by your more than regal mother to transport you to a guest-house that I am privileged to place at her disposal. She awaits you in the carriage.

I wont go, Joe said simply.

She assured me you would say that. She instructed me that, should you say it, I am to exhort you. Will you consider yourself exhorted, or shall I  thank you, we will call that done then. Exhortation failing, I am privileged to intimate you will be forcibly removed. Permit me With the sudden lithe speed of a leopard he thrust his hand under the pillow.

No revolver? Wounded men are sometimes irritable. You will pardon the inquiry? Your annoyance is entirely offset by my satisfaction to know that you have no weapon. Are you ready? Shall I call my servants?

Bring my mother here, Joe answered grimly.

Bring her? My dear man, she terrifies me!

Hawkes sat silent. Annie Weems stood, staring at Poonch-Terais back with an expression of frozen horror. The only really calm man in the room was the Yogi; Poonch-Terai was obviously masking either triumph or else nervousness; his insolence was skilful but too carefully deliberate; he was fencing. The Yogi looked interested, but merely as a dispassionate observer, his eyes moving but his body absolutely still as he considered first one individual, then the other. Joe, wondering what to say next, recalled the Yogis conversation and it suddenly became very clear to him that Poonch-Terai was trying to goad him either into speech or action, either of which might be deadly dangerous. There was some sort of trap, although he could not imagine what it might be. Silence, at the moment at least, seemed the best alternative; and the moment he decided on that he thought he saw a thin smile of approval flicker at the corners of the Yogis eyes. Poonch-Terai betrayed a trace of impatience.

Shall I call my servants? he repeated.

You will suit yourself, Joe answered. I have told you to bring in my mother. You will do anything else entirely on your own responsibility, and you will take the consequences.

Poonch-Terai smiled, showing marvelous, malicious teeth; it appeared that Joe had suggested to him something that he might not otherwise have thought of:

Let me explain to you what the consequences will be if you offer resistance. The law is that only a Hindu may reside within these walls. Two-thirds of the revenues of this temple are dependent on strict observance of that law. One infringement known to and connived in by the temple authorities would oblige me, naturally much against my will, to discontinue payment of that money, which would revert to me for other uses. The Brahminical council that decides such matters probably would rule that reasonable sanctuary extended to a wounded man is legitimate; but when that wounded man is convalescent, and is requested to take that strain off hospitality, the case is different  particularly when other, more suitable and entirely free quarters are placed at your disposal. You doubtless get my point. But perhaps you would like to say good-by to some one? He smiled with exquisitely acted condescension. I dont, for instance, in the least mind waiting while you send for Miss Amrita. I am told that you and she have struck up quite a friendship.

Joe wished then that he did have a revolver. He could have shot the man without a trace of compunction. It was a moment before he could trust himself to speak calmly. Then he turned to the Yogi:

Is he telling the truth? Can he cut off the revenue as he says, and for that reason?

Ram-Chittra Gunga nodded. Malice usually uses as much truth as serves its purpose, he remarked. And it is very true indeed that he would not mind waiting while you summon Miss Amrita. Am I right? He looked suddenly, keenly at Poonch-Terai, who returned the stare with interest. Wills clashed, as it were, in mid-air, and the Yogis by some means so enraged the Maharajah that his eyes flashed and he clenched his fingers.

Do you mock me? Do you dare to mock me? he demanded.

Did I not say you are telling the truth? Is it true you are willing to wait?

True? Yes. I will wait ten minutes. He spoke with a curl of the lip and a sneer that made Annie Weems shrink toward the wall and stare astonished at Ram-Chittra Gunga, who seemed to be chiefly interested in Hawkes emotions. Hawkes was knotting his fist and flexing his right-arm muscles in readiness for action. Ten minutes gives you time enough for whatever nonsense you are contemplating.

One suffices, said the Yogi. I will summon her. She may come now. But he sat still, making no sign nor any further sound.

There was a minutes silence. Hawkes leaned forward ready for a sign from Joe, and Annie Weems shrank tight against the wall, for she could see that Poonch-Terais hands, too, were ready for instant violence. Wondering what the Yogis purpose possibly could be, Joe shook his head, hoping to make Hawkes calm himself; there was not a doubt in Joes mind that Poonch-Terai wanted a fight. He probably had attendants outside the door, ready to break it down and rush in to his rescue. Hawkes was probably out of bounds and possibly absent without leave; a fight within the temple precincts could only end in disaster to him and it would do neither Joe nor Rita any good whatever. Poonch-Terai sucked at his teeth impatiently.

Well? he demanded at last. Where is she?

Then the door that led into the fountain-courtyard opened wide and Rita stood there framed against the starlight. She looked like a white ghost. She was draped in the swathing soft cloth Hawkes had seen wrapped around her near the prison gate, but it hung from her now like a shroud, with one end thrown over her head.

There was a whisper of wind in the courtyard; it moaned low in the cloisters and a shutter trembled against its bolt. If she herself made any sound at all those others smothered it. Her wide eyes gazed into the room as if she wondered at the importunity that summoned her from her eternal peace. She seemed come from a tomb, she who was singing an hour ago and was surely not yet buried. Poonch-Terai backed away from her and almost crushed Annie Weems against the wall; his left spur pricked her ankle before he controlled himself enough to step aside and borrow the walls stiffness for his back. He was like to have backed clear through it had it been less solid. Joes skin tingled from head to foot and a sweat broke out all over him. Hawkes sat gaping. Silence  subdivided into eons by the Maharajahs almost strangled breathing.

Ram-Chittra Gungas voice broke on the silence  cavernous  sonorous  seeming to come from almost anywhere but where he sat:

Is this true  or a lie  or a dream?

Poonch-Terai spoke scurrilously in his own tongue, snarling, until he suddenly thought he might need witnesses and changed to English, picking his phrases and growing gradually bolder as the sound of his own voice heartened him:

Trickery, such as any wayside fakir can do in the dark!  Treachery, intended to convict me! I know what is coming. Some one has hidden the girl away. I am to be accused Of having killed her, Joe said grimly. I accuse you of having caused her death.

But is she dead? Ram-Chittra Gunga asked. He stared at Joe. What need was there to accuse one who is self-accused?

Joe gathered strength from somewhere and sat upright. He stared, remembering all kinds of stories, his heart in his teeth and his incredulity alert. But the light was baffling. Hawkes suddenly leaned backward in his chair and glanced at Annie Weems, trying to make some signal to her, but her hands were before her face. The Maharajah spoke again:

You say self-accused. You lie, you outcaste renegade! Unless you knew the girl were dead you couldnt produce her resemblance. I am not ignorant. I know something of the arts you practice. You propose to terrify me, and then by trumped up evidence to lay her death at my door. Come on, magician! Make your specter speak! Perhaps you can make her say who killed her!

Why should I not speak? Rita asked. And how shall I tell who killed me, seeing I am not yet dead?

She stepped into the room  then hurried. Annie Weems was fainting. Rita and Hawkes together were in time to save her from collapsing. They set her in Hawkes chair with her head against Ritas bosom and Ritas hands stroking her temples.

Now what? Hawkes asked, turning, facing Poonch-Terai. He was as truculent as the devil, and as eager to bring on a climax as if he could foresee the end of it. However  

You will sit down, said the Yogi and the steam went out of Hawkes as suddenly as it had boiled up. He found himself a stool and sat on it with his back to the door through which Poonch-Terai had entered.

Paddle your own canoe, he said. I can wait for my turn.

Joe, still sitting upright, thought his own turn was about due. He was feeling weak again; reaction had set in; but he felt almost jealous of Annie Weems that she should monopolize Rita just then. He had not been as much as recognized.

Rita, can you spare me just one minute?

She was whispering. Annie Weems pushed her away. She crossed the floor to Joes bedside and stood smiling at him until he raised his arms, and then she stooped and kissed him.

Joe, you dont have to ask for minutes. Very soon now you and I have all eternity.

Dead or alive? he asked her, laughing. Rita, Hawkes says Poonch-Terais men Poonch-Terai strode forward and interrupted. Hawkes is a drunken liar! I can account for the movements of all my men. I know where every one of them has been. I knew some kind of plot against me was afoot,  I took precautions.

I, too, Rita answered. Hawkesey injured one of them.

Not one of my men!

All his front teeth are broken, and I dont know how to mend teeth. But I put some antiseptic on his gums and a dressing on his cut lips; they will need stitching when the swelling goes down. Hawkesey is an awful pile-driver of a man when hes angry. But none of the rest were hurt worth mentioning.

I dont know what this all means, said the Maharajah. But he was getting nervous. What is supposed to have happened?

Not much, except that your carriage met me at the jail gate. Some of your men leaped out of it and wrapped me in this cloth, so that I couldnt scream or struggle. Then they carried me into the carriage, and threw the hurt man in, and followed.

Not my carriage, I assure you. Not my men.

No? Would you recognize the carriage? It is in the temple compound.

Bandits must have stolen it.

Oh! Your followers are bandits? Would you recognize them? Should I bring them in? I have them with me. She turned and faced Ram-Chittra Gunga. Shall I?

Poonch-Terai cracked his heels together, making the spurs jingle.

So the plot thickens, he said. No, I would not be interested. I know where my men are. These are certainly impostors. And he strode toward the door, against which Hawkes sat with his chair on two legs.

No, said Hawkes, you stay here until me, and Rita, and Ram-Chittra Gunga  that was an afterthought has done with you and gives you leave to go.

Poonch-Terai whipped out an automatic pistol. Hawkes kicked his wrist, still tender from the injury when he crashed Joe in the hunting field, and sent the pistol flying. It fell on Joes bed. Joe broke it open and removed the shells.

And now, said Hawkes, were man to man, conceding that you are one for the sake of argument. So you behave yourself. Go and sit down on that chair  that one. If you dont Ill smash you one that Ive been saving for you longer than youd guess.


CHAPTER XXIII. Theres rather more in this than meets the eye.

Poonch-Terai preserved a fragment of his dignity, if dignity there is in flouting ones inferior; all save that fragment was lost in the sneer of contempt with which he declined the chair, strode to the door that led into the courtyard, opened it and glanced out. Then, however, instantly his natural, his highly trained adroitness asserted itself. He saw a staggering array of evidence against him. Even in India, not even princes may set ambuscades and seize unwilling women without putting their thrones in peril; and though thrones have thorns that make their owners restless, men have foresworn faith to win them; and to preserve them many a prince has sent a hundred thousand citizens to death.

He stepped astride the threshold  scowled  looked terrible and hurled abuse, in their own language, at some men from Poonch whom no one in the room could see but who evidently waited in the cloister. Joe reinserted the shells in the automatic and the Yogi watched him with mildly curious attention.

Poonch-Terai faced the room again, his hands on his hips and his legs astride, his stomach outthrust, as if he was a conqueror inspecting some ones harem. Plainly he was in no mood to ask anybodys mercy; nor would he grant it.

Now what? he demanded. Get this nonsense over with.

Ram-Chittra Gunga snorted, as if a bad smell suddenly annoyed him.

Yes, he said, you have my leave to make an end of nonsense.

Ingrate! I will end yours! Poonch-Terai retorted. Too long I have tolerated you. You and your abominable priests have grown too fat on revenues from my estates. You are an infidel and an impostor. You corrupt religion and profane the sacraments with your innovations. I accuse you in English, which you understand, because I wish these witnesses to know what I am saying. You have overstepped yourself at last by plotting against me and tampering with my men. I intend not to leave this place until I have had you thrown out,  he glared at Joe, and Hawkes, and Annie Weems you and every trespasser whom you have encouraged.

Bold words  very bold words, Ram-Chittra Gunga answered. Let the coachman enter.

Strode in promptly, through the door that led to Annie Weems room, two men from Poonch, erect and bearded, splendid in the Maharajahs livery but looking scared. They saluted, but hardly knew whom to salute. They faced the Yogi. Their eyes were like leopards that trusted nobody and doubted everything except deaths fangs. Poonch-Terai glared again at Annie Weems and showed his wonderful white teeth in a grin of malicious triumph:

So you, too, are in this conspiracy. I might have known it. I should have expected it when I closed your mission. But vengeance, madam, you will find is bitter when it is clumsy and fails! That is your apartment. You had those men hidden in there?

No, she said indignantly, I did not.

Let me see that room. He strode toward it, thrust the screen aside, kicked the door open and stared. At the end of a passage, with closed doors on either hand, a lamp shone on a big door bossed with iron nails that evidently led into the open air. He turned and sneered again at Annie Weems. Who else is hidden in your room? That door at the end of the passage is locked.

A thin smile flickered on the Yogis lips. Are you sure it is locked? he asked him.

I will soon see.

Insolence had gained momentum. Poonch-Terai did not hesitate; he strode into the passage. Hawkes leaned forward and made eager signals like a boy in school who knows the answer to a question. The Yogi nodded. Swiftly, silently, Hawkes closed the door, locked it and set the screen in place; grinning, he stowed the huge key in his tunic pocket.

What have you done? He will search my room! Annie Weems objected, horrified. Her courage steamed up to the surface. No New England spinster likes to have her bedroom searched by a critical male.

But he will find what? asked the Yogi. Presently he will go out through the end door, since he can not return through this one. Let the coachman tell his story.

But the coachman stood speechless. His companion whispered to him, obviously urging silence.

Come on, out with it, said Hawkes. No conferences. Speak quick, if you know whats good for you. You make em talk, Miss Rita; you could coax the truth out of the biggest liar unhung.

Suddenly Hawkes jaw dropped. He was facing the door to the courtyard and he looked as if he saw the devil out beyond it in the shadows. Joe saw it next. Then Annie Weems. It was a ghost that swayed and shivered on a draught of dark air.

Amal! Rita was the first to recognize her.

Rusty  starved  scared  with her clothing all in rags  an embodied shadow of unhappiness, the ayah  if it was the ayah  swayed beyond the threshold in the baffling half-light from the open door. Her eyes were like holes through which pale starlight dimly peered.

Amal! That was Ritas voice again, but it might have been any ones; it gave tongue to collective horror.

The vision crossed the threshold, as if thrust forward  some ones shadow. Even in the room, in lamplight, she looked unsubstantial, until she threw herself at Ritas feet and lay fondling them, sobbing and murmuring such foolishness as ayahs use to children. Rita stood still, staring at the Yogi as if at a loss to know what to say or do, until the sobbing ceased and Amal lay still. Then, at last, Ram-Chittra Gunga spoke:

Silence was the part of wisdom. And not a word of reproach; I praise that.

Annie Weems stiffened herself to face a new crisis. She came and knelt beside the ayah.

Bring me a sheet quickly.

Rita snatched a sheet from Joes bed; she and Annie Weems together spread it over Amals body.

Dead? Joe asked. He would have said more but his throat was dry, and as the victim of Amals knife he felt he had the right to appear calm, even if he was not.

Dead? said Hawkes. Good God, what a hell of a night! What killed her?

Poison, said the Yogi.

Hawkes resented such swift omniscience. How do you know? he demanded. If youre as wise as all that, say who gave it to her.

She did. Who else? She is fortunate. Some people spend eternities before the creeping poison of their malice teaches them the lesson that they came into the world to learn. But she was a soul whose malice was as simple as her generosity. The poison of her malice acted swiftly, and  like unto like  some fool more reckless of his destiny than of his present need sensed what he thought was opportunity and gave that poor starved body what her soul knew it deserved. Is it not thus that the soul learns? How else? She did evil, and because she was faithful and simple, evil punished her thus soon that she might learn swiftly and not suffer too much. But he who killed  have you not heard the teaching that it needs must be that evil come, but woe unto him through whom it cometh?

Rita went down on her knees beside Amals body and covered her eyes with her hands; she appeared to be weeping. But Annie Weems stood up and faced Ram-Chittra Gunga. She looked dreadful in that lamplight, with her white hair disarranged and all the hollows of her face in shadow; ancient sibyls may have looked as she did when the priests of other temples turned their oracles against them.

How dare you! Are you a devil quoting Scripture? Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga, you shall not use Christs words to support your dreadful teaching! I will not endure such blasphemy.

A dozen generations of New England heritage uprose and swamped her. But she was a swamped rock. Not even that moment could destroy her gentleness; it was as strong as granite.

Words from an aching heart are as the stings of wasps. But whom do they sting? And does the heart ache less? he answered.

Yes, I spoke unkindly. I am sorry. But I denounce our bargain. This must be the end of it; I cant  I will not keep it any longer.

Woman, who are you and I to speak of bargains? Was it we who laid down destiny and bounded it within the limits of our choosing? What you speak of as a bargain Was one, she interrupted. God in His infinite wisdom must judge me for my share of it. He knows I meant well, as I know you did; you and I have too much mutual respect to doubt each others motive.

What then is it that you doubt? he asked her.

Oh, dont argue with me. When I took this child and agreed to share her education with you, I struggled against scruples that I should have known were warnings. We may not serve two masters. I have tried to serve mine and yours also; and here, at my feet, between us, is one part of Gods judgment on that. The least and the last first. I might have saved poor Amal.

Until she slew you? Yea, you might have saved her from small sinning until impulse waxed strong and she slew you and me also.

Annie Weems would not be comforted. She stirred the barb of self-contempt that made her heart ache. I have done with self-deception. I am guilty, and the blame is mine, not yours. You knew no better. What you taught Rita, you believe is true; but what I have brought on her by letting her as much as hear your teachings, neither you nor I can guess, Ram-Chittra Gunga. And the dreadful part is, that the blame is mine but she must suffer for it.

It is we, and only we ourselves, who cause ourselves to suffer, said the Yogi. Nevertheless, we do well, because suffering loosens ignorance and lets in light.

But she shook her head; she would have none of his argument. And I have wronged you, too, Ram-Chittra Gunga. I should not have let you wrong this child, whom you have loved as much as I did. You were loyal to your teachings, false though they are; and I was false to mine. Forgive me. I should not have yielded to your urging. It was not your voice that spoke then; it was Satan speaking through you. But you did not know that; and I should have known it. I sinned, and it is too late to undo it. But I declare our bargain ended. Rita must stay with you or come away with me. There can be no alternative.

There is, said Joe, there is a fine alternative.

But only Hawkes and Rita heard him. Hawkes drew his pipe from his tunic pocket, stared at it and thrust it away again. A thousand pounds was a fortune to a man in his shoes. He looked vexed, as if he understood that fortune is evasive. Joe read his thought as easily as if it were a printed page; but he could not read Ritas. Rita glanced once, swiftly; she was listening to Annie Weems, still kneeling but so disturbed that she hardly realized it. She stood up and embraced her, whispering and coaxing.

No, child. No, I tell you.

Annie, after all these years do you turn your back on me?

Ram-Chittra Gunga interrupted. Amal has turned a page of lifes book. Let her body be laid in the cloister.

Wordlessly he intimated to the men from Poonch  the coachmen  that they should do that. They objected, not without speech, sullen and half defiant.

What is their trouble? Joe asked. He, though probably for other reasons, was as eager as the Yogi to get that corpse out of sight.

They declare they are clean men but a corpse is unclean, so they will not touch it, said the Yogi. Hawkes strode swiftly toward them, temper twitching in his right foot. They backed away. They almost stumbled over Amals body. A long knife, whistling out of darkness, missed the coachmans throat by half an inch and struck point first into the wall above Joes head, where it thrummed sharp like an off-key tuning fork. Joe fired three blind shots through the doorway. He could see nothing.

Take that thing from him, said the Yogi.

Hawkes came to the bedside. Pardon me, sir. That can only get us into trouble. May I have it? Your nerves are a little upset. But Hawkes was sweating; he had nerves too. His hand had hardly closed around the pistol when he nearly jumped out of his skin.

Who shot at me? demanded Poonch-Terais voice.

He stood full in the doorway, hands on hips again. Had he been master of the situation he could not have looked more truculent. Joe tried to snatch the pistol back but Hawkes was a shade too quick for him.

You black murderer! said Joe. Who threw that knife?

How should I know? But I have two witnesses to the shooting, Poonch-Terai answered. He beckoned the two coachmen. They hesitated, but he seemed to hypnotize them. Hawkes interfered:

You stay here, both of you. Come and stand over here by me.

But Poonch-Terai voice startled them. They almost ran toward their master, dreading him more than they did Hawkes and attracted, in their panic, toward the greater dread. Poonch-Terai stepped aside and let them pass him through the doorway. Then he faced Ram-Chittra Gunga and spoke with mocking malice:

Father of miracles! Perhaps now  of your wisdom and your sanctity  you may be shrewd enough to tell these priests to open the temple gate.

I perceive that you tried to climb the wall, the Yogi answered. Why your great haste?

Poonch-Terai swore as if stung, trying to look indifferent as he glanced down at the telltale marks on his breeches and riding-boots. Either you let me out of here, he answered, or I will force my way out.

I do nothing, said the Yogi. I am contented to let that be, which is. I am not destiny.

You are a dog, whom I will kick into the dirt, said Poonch-Terai. He took a long stride forward and then suddenly stood still. There came a knock on the door through which he had first entered  one knock followed by impatient thunder.

What now? he demanded, thrusting his jaw forward. What have you done? He betrayed alarm by much too carefully disguising it. He overplayed the note of insolence.

Hawkes strode to the door, glanced toward the Yogi for permission and drew back the bolt. He saluted instantly, surprise making him as stiff as a raw recruit.

Oh, hello, Hawkes, you here? Not trespassing, I hope?

Bruce of the Lancers strode in, stared at Poonch-Terai and then saluted Annie Weems. He seemed annoyed to have to be there.

Were you invited? Poonch-Terai asked. Probably he himself could not have told why the sight of Bruce enraged him, but it seemed to Joe that mental flint and spiritual steel were striking sparks.

Invited? Yes and no, Bruce answered. I was passing. Mrs. Beddington is outside. Oh, hello, Beddington, how are you? Your mother seems worried  seems she has been waiting out there for you  wonders what has happened. She asked me to come in and help get you out to the carriage.

Rita, holding Annie Weems hand, edged toward Joe. It was a natural, self-betraying movement that made Poonch-Terai grin savagely. Joe took her hand and held it tight.

Courage! he said. I need all yours and mine, too. Then, louder, to Bruce: Its mighty good of you. I wonder if youd mind asking my mother to come in.

No need, said his mothers voice. Her foot was through the door, her weight against it. It flew open. Baffled temple servants choked the passageway behind her. Joe, I must say Im surprised that you should keep me waiting when the Maharajah has been kind enough to go to all this trouble!

Hawkes closed the door behind her. He sensed crisis.

Have a chair, maam.

She glared at him  at Annie Weems  at Rita  at the Yogi  then again at Rita.

Thank you, no, she said. I came to bring my son away. Joe, are you ready?

Instead of answering, Joe signed to Annie Weems and Rita to help to prop him up with pillows with his back against the wall. They draped a blanket over him.

I am ready to talk, he said then. Sit down, Mater. Take the chair Hawkes offered you. He glanced at Bruce and nodded to him: Sit down, wont you, Bruce? Theres rather more in this than meets the eye.


CHAPTER XXIV. Let judgment answer!

Ram-Chittra Gunga fired the opening gun. He aimed it at nothing that any one saw, yet every one knew he had hit the target.

Light, he remarked, can not see, hear, feel or touch the darkness. There are many kinds of darkness. There is one light. And where the light is, darkness is not.

Joes mother, for no evident reason, seemed to think her dignity was challenged. She accepted a chair because her shoes pinched. She was much too expensively dressed and perspiration was exuding through the mauve silk. She had on her heavy diamond necklace and its weight, in the heat, was irritating. Joe could recognize another symptom: she had eaten too much, and had not had too little champagne; he supposed she had dined with Albert Cummings.

I did not come here to be preached at, she announced. As I told you, I came for my son. His Highness  she smirked at Poonch-Terai has very kindly offered us the guest-house at his summer palace. Joe, dear, how long will it take you to get ready?

The Yogi answered her:

It is wise to be ready. Destiny waits on no mans will. Man made it, but can he change it? The sum total of his merit is arrayed against the consequences of his sins, each at an end of the scale, and himself the fulcrum. When? they all ask; when is the hour of the weighing? To-morrow? But there was no yesterday. To-morrow never shall be. Now is.

A demented religionist. You must make allowances, Poonch-Terai remarked with impatience. I will wait for you outside, Mrs. Beddington.

He beckoned his two men to follow him and strode toward the door. Hawkes set his back against it. The expression of Hawkes face would have made a landslide stop and think things over. Poonch-Terai saved shreds of dignity again by putting the problem up to Bruce:

I suppose this sergeant will obey you? Be good enough to order him to stand aside.

Bruce hesitated for a second and Hawkes took full advantage of it. He locked the door, removed the enormous iron key, then crossed the room and dropped the key into the Yogis lap. Bruce smiled polite contempt at Poonch-Terai.

That solves it, he said, almost chuckling. I have no authority in this place. Ive no business to be here. To be frank with you, I dont know why they let me in.

Then go out, Poonch-Terai suggested. They wont dare to detain you.

Im under no restraint that Im aware of, Bruce retorted. Rotten manners  to protest before theres any excuse for it. Whats yourhurry?

Possibly you mean my hurry? Mrs. Beddington suggested tartly. Locked in? I never heard of such impudence. However, I have sent for Mr. Cummings. We will soon see. When the carriage servants tell him I am in here Joe refused to tolerate her bombast. He interrupted, finishing the sentence for her: He will whistle Rule Britannia, light a Murad and come charging in on horseback to show us how St. George slew dragons.

Mrs. Beddington glared at him, speechless. She had not come prepared to fight in that place; she preferred her own ground. Poonch-Terai stepped close and whispered to her. Bruce, embarrassed almost beyond endurance by the prospect of a family squabble in which he had no concern, but in which Poonch-Terai appeared to be a confidant of one side, looked around him for an excuse to change the subject.

Whats this in the middle of the room? he asked.

Annie Weems glanced at the Yogi. He nodded. She went to the sheet that covered Amals corpse and raised one corner of it.

Dead? Bruce whistled softly to himself. What did she die of?

Annie Weems answered him. Some one said poison.

Mrs. Beddington rose from her chair to look and Poonch-Terai tried to prevent her.

Who is she? Bruce asked.

Joe spoke. Probably you remember. She was Ritas ayah  you recall that day when you and I went pig-sticking, and I told you about an old woman who kept shadowing me wherever I went. Thats the one. She came in here and fell down dead.

Bruce stared at Joe. Yes, I remember we talked Then, suddenly: How did that knife get stuck into the wall above your head?

It was thrown through that door.

At you? Did you see who threw it?

No. But I fired three shots into the darkness; and then Maharajah Poonch-Terai entered and accused me of shooting at him.

Your pistol?

No, his.

How did you happen to have his pistol?

Hawkes stood forward at attention. That was me, sir. His Highness drew at me, so I kicked his wrist, not wishing to have no unpleasantness. The pistol fell flop on the gentlemans bed. It was what you might call one o them coincidences.

Bruce rubbed his chin thoughtfully, then stared at Poonch-Terai. What might be your version of it? he demanded. Poonch-Terai seemed on the edge of explaining, but thought better of it.

You have no authority in here. he answered; you just said so.

Very well, said Bruce, Ill send for the police.

Mrs. Beddington flared up. Joe, you put some shoes on and Ill have you carried out this minute! This is a nice mess youve got yourself into. Here am I engaged this day to Mr. Cummings  my engagement day  you grasp that?  and here he must come and find my son mixed up with murders  and the police  and I dont know what else.

My engagement day, said Joe, was yesterday. No need to introduce Rita to you. You met her at Miss Weems. I owe Hawkes fifteen thousand rupees.

Do you! And doesnt he hope he may get it! Joe, you listen to me. Under the terms of your fathers will I can cut you off with nothing if you marry without my consent before youre forty. I know all about that girl. Shes nothing but a cheap little Eurasian adventuress and Im glad to have her hear me say it. She and Sergeant Hawkes are in cahoots to get your money. She set her cap at you the minute Hawkes told her you were looking for an American orphan born in India. Its a fraud that any fool could see through.

Hawkes stepped forward. Are you accusing me, maam?

Yes, she answered, and I hope youll start a suit for slander. Ill soon show you. Scornfully she pointed at the sheet that covered Amals body. Do you mean to tell me that isnt murder, and that it isnt all part of your plot? Who is that? Wasnt she the ayah? Who else was there who could swear to this girls parentage? I suppose you were afraid shed tell the truth. Dead ones dont say much  do they? But they sometimes hang the live ones! Now Ive said my say Im going.

Joe felt strange strength stealing over him, not merely mental, it was physical as well. Some impulse made him glance toward Ram-Chittra Gunga and he saw him flame-colored. It was so distinct and so astonishing that be looked to see whether the others noticed it, but apparently they did not, unless  he was not sure whether Rita did; she, too, glanced toward the old man and ceased trembling directly afterward. Joe reached out for her hand but she drew away from him as if she had resolved to fight her own battle. She even pushed Annie Weems away from her.

Mrs. Beddington, she began.

I refuse to speak to you. You may tell your tale to the police, young woman.

Tell it now, Joe interrupted. Go on, Rita, tell it. Sit down, Mater. Do you hear me? Sit down.

Her indignant retort was spoiled by Poonch-Terai. He took the wind out of her sails. It seemed he wanted none of Ritas revelations just then.

No, no, he objected. Then he made an admirable effort to control himself; his voice grew suave, his attitude magnanimous and rather princely. Nobody, I think, has actually sent for the police and meanwhile we are all losing our tempers. We are likely to create a scandal where there actually is none. Some one mentioned murder. He turned his back to Mrs. Beddington, with a hand behind his back, it seemed to Joe he signaled to her. Let us see what that woman died of.

No one moved until Hawkes made a gesture to Bruce, who nodded. Then Hawkes raised the sheet that covered Amals body. They all stared. They all saw. There was hardly room for doubt; a cobra kills within an hour of striking and leaves no question as to who slew.

She must have been sitting or crouching, said Bruce, when a cobra bit her. It got a good hold. It struck through her cotton clothing. How long had she been in here before she died?

About a minute. That was Ritas voice.

I wonder you didnt notice what was wrong with her.

I did, said Annie Weems.

Then why the silence?

But she grew silent again, only staring at Poonch-Terai as if it had been his fangs that had bitten Amal. He returned the stare with interest, then suddenly resumed his air of being the only unhysterical person in the room. So you see after all, it is only a case for a doctors death certificate, he remarked with a shrug of his shoulders. Let us send for Muldoon.

Muldoon  certainly  why, yes, of course, said Mrs. Beddington. She spoke from behind the Maharajahs back and he looked vaguely annoyed, as if she had spoken out of turn.

Joes memory of Muldoon had been bitten in with acid. How much have you paid Muldoon? he asked his mother. How much have you promised him? See here, its as clear to me as daylight that every fair or foul means you can lay your hands on are to be used to destroy Ritas reputation and to separate her from me. This is conspiracy. Lets have it out here, now.

She approached him. Are you talking to me, Joe? He could see her, too, in color. Sulky saffron, glowing sour-green, smoky crimson and, behind it all, inky indigo. He felt steal over him the old familiar sensation that had made school-days, and even punishments at school seem preferable to the life at home. Scores  hundreds of times, to avoid that feeling, he had yielded to her. He believed that his father had died of it.

Joe, were you speaking to me  your mother?

Yes, I was. Its a fine line, isnt it, for a man to have to take with his own mother. I accuse you of conspiracy. And I intend to marry Rita. Come here, Rita; come and stand beside me.

Very well, Joe. It must be perfectly clear to Captain Bruce and the Maharajah that you have ruined yourself by falling into evil company. Theres something hypnotic about this temple atmosphere  something filthy about it that has corrupted your brain. You are as good as drugged. I suppose next, youll become a Hindu. I can only wash my hands of you. I wont be guilty of conniving at such self-disgrace as you contemplate. Marry that girl? That little Eurasian snippy who has been free with Hawkes and half the soldiers in the barracks? Not with my permission! I cut you off now, this minute, without a nickel. I repudiate you. I shall cable at once, and confirm it by letter, that I have removed you from every position you hold in every one of my companies. You neednt look to me for one more cent of money. You may go home third-class.

I will go home if and when I please, Joe answered. You will go home the moment the Indian Government learns that you are destitute. You will be deported, and I will pay to the government not one cent more than enough for your third-class fare.

Mrs. Beddington turned, trembling like a battleship in action. She had fired all bow-guns. Now she swung to bring to bear stern-turrets that should finish matters.

As for that young person whom you say you mean to marry, she and Hawkes shall learn what the law has to say about trying to get money under false pretenses. I have sent to my bank for that check. She favored Hawkes with one withering glare that should have reduced him to a panic. But the cheek she had written with Cummings knowledge as a trap for Hawkes had never left Joes jacket pocket. That shot missed. Hawkes looked abominably unafraid of her, and nothing is more disconcerting to a bully than an unexpected failure to impose fear. She glanced at the Maharajah, who had been running fingers through his well kept beard, so that it no longer looked like a symbol of aristocratic savoir-faire.

You wish to go? he asked her. Certainly. I will escort you to my carriage. He offered his arm. That door, please. Some one open it. Get the key from the Yogi.

No, said Joe, well wait for Cummings. He pointed an accusing forefinger at Poonch-Terai. Youll wait here, whoever else goes.

The Maharajah turned to Bruce. I appeal to you. You are locked in. Command them to open that door.

No, said Bruce. As Mr. Cummings is expected I propose we all wait for him. In fact, I accept that much responsibility. I order that the door shall not be opened, and that nobody shall leave this room, until some one with authority arrives who can  er  ask such questions as he sees fit. I vote we all be seated.

Silence fell. Then suddenly a tremendous peal of thunder shook the very basement of the building. As if Indias gods were entering the argument with natures huge artillery, such darkness fell as seemed to dim the lantern-light. Forked lightning shook the darkness, and a din of rain seethed in the courtyard.

Judgment! boomed Ram-Chittra Gungas voice between the thunder-claps. Ye have challenged destiny!

Salvo after salvo shook the masonry, and now the wind shrieked, adding horror to the darkness. Terror, guised as lightning, lit and relit livid faces.

He who summons to himself ten soldiers must control them or they overwhelm him. He who summons violence to do his bidding must control it, or it overwhelms him. He who summons to his aid dark forces must control those, or they overwhelm him. Set your strength into the balance against that which is. I challenge judgment. I demand it. I demand it now!

Thunder again, cannonading amid rain-swept masonry. A night-sky, seen across the courtyard, chaos  black with rolling storm-cloud, split by stinging flame that crackled as it split into a thousand bayonets of light.

And then, again, the Yogis voice: Let her speak who has felt no malice and has said no blame. Stand forth, thou. Say thy say. Let judgment answer.

He commanded with his right hand. Rita stood forth beside Amals body. Lightning through the open doorway showed her ghost-white, gentle, almost like a spirit summoned from an unseen world.


CHAPTER XXV. It is the wrong time of the year for storms.

The violence of the storm increased. For several seconds Rita waited, perhaps listening for the quarter-tone on which to pitch her voice to make it audible. Mrs. Beddington spoke, but the elements dealt with her voice in the way that blotting-paper deals with ink; there was neither modesty nor music in her  each as necessary as the other, to be audible above the anvil-chorus of the gods. When Rita did speak, though her voice was level and not loud, it was as distinct as the thread of a melody inwoven amid drums, the brass of lightning and the wood-winds of the splendid orchestra.

I love Joe. That is no ones business but his and mine; not his, unless he also loves me. Thunder again and lightning that made of the room a cube of cold fire with human figures frozen in it. Sudden darkness, in which the lamp was like a yellow pin-point. Squalls of seething rain, like hail. And then again her quiet voice: If it were I who created love, I would not ask pardon for it.

Listen to her. I say, listen to her! boomed Ram-Chittra Gunga. And the thunder, for a moment, blotted out all other sounds.

Then Ritas voice: But I am of eternity, not time. I am a prisoner in this body of great yearnings and too narrow limits; and for how long I am sentenced none in this world knows. I have forgotten. All of us forget when we are born into these cages that we call our earthlier. But those are only moments. They pass; and in death we remember. Eternity always is.

I say, listen to her! boomed Ram-Chittra Gunga. But for more than a minute the storm monopolized all sound and all sensation. In the glare of the lightning Poonch-Terai could be seen trying to whisper to Mrs. Beddington, but she seemed unable to catch his words. When the deafening thunder ceased for a moment she spoke, almost screaming, her voice pitched sharp and staggeringly raw because she was exasperated and afraid:

I didnt come here to be preached at and I dont intend to listen. Such hypocrisy is wasted on me.

Bruce objected before Joe had time to get a word in:

Come now, fair play! Silence, please. Its hard enough to listen without interruptions.

Poonch-Terai promptly upheld Mrs. Beddington:

Take my advice and clear out of here, Captain Bruce. Did you ever hear of black art? This is where they teach it. Havent you any brains? You know the monsoon isnt due for four weeks, yet heres a thunderstorm. Never mind the rain; my carriage is outside; help me get Mrs. Beddington out of here before You shut up, Hawkes advised him, or Ill knock your teeth out!

Volleying thunder. Poonch-Terai backed out of range of Hawkes fist. Lightning showed far too much white in his eyes, and he was glaring at Ram-Chittra Gunga as if the Yogi had him by the throat. But the length of the room lay between them. The Yogi was calm. When the squall had spent its momentary fury Rita continued as if there had been no comments:

Eternity is life. The substance of eternity is love, and love is affluent. I have no need to make demands on any one. And least of all will I bend the rays of circumstance to make misfortune for the one I love most. I have not made  I will not make one claim on Joe. I love him. He is more free than if I did not love him. Because love enlarges; it is not cruel; it is no python strangling what it seizes. Love sets free.

She had to pause a moment to let another thundersquall explode its fury. Then she continued:

Joe and I have loved each other long before we met in this life. But it will need a gentler curiosity than yours to unveil that secret, and a harder heart than mine to bring down ruin on him merely because I am young, and a woman, and yearn for him Thunder interrupted her. Then Joes voice:

Rita But she gestured to him to be still; and because he loved her, and knew she was saying what was sacred, he obeyed.

  merely because, she continued, destiny delivered him at my door  wounded him at my feet  gave me charge of him to watch and wait on and to clutch back from the gates of death. My duty that I did confers on me no right to claim him into poverty and what you would consider disgrace. She choked a little. So I set Joe free from any claim that even he may think I have on him.

Joe answered her. Thunder and rain and shrieking wind swallowed his words. He could not even hear his own voice. And strangely stronger though he felt, as if the Yogi were sending him rays of energy, he could not get up from the bed without assistance. He was wild to go and take her in his arms. He would have led her out into the storm to any destiny that might await them. He could have killed his mother when the squall lulled suddenly and her voice, tart and catty, interrupted:

Did you hear that, all of you? She makes no claim on him. She cant bring suit for breach of promise after that. You heard her, Joe? You neednt be quixotic now. You can act sensibly and come away.

Speak about forgetting, boomed the Yogi, when her tale is finished. Then let him or her forget whose right that is. I challenge judgment.

Poonch-Terai spoke hoarsely: He is making magic. I tell you, this storm is his doing! He is a black magician! It is the wrong time of the year for storms Whatever else he said was drowned in thunder. There was no other sound than the storm, until the Yogi answered him:

I wonder there is not an earthquake.

Did you hear him? Poonch-Terai protested. But the Yogis calm commanding voice retorted:

Hear her. I have challenged judgment.

There is not much that I need to tell, said Rita. I am accused of low birth and of looseness. The only parents I have known were Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga and Miss Annie Weems. My nurse was Amal. They three told me I was born in India. So Indian I am. And I am grateful to the tired and troubled land that gave me all I know of kindness and experience. If I am loose then I am false to all the teaching I have had. If I am loose  it must have been a dream I dreamed that Annie Weems has always known my inmost secrets, and has praised me, and that Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga has examined my inmost consciousness before he taught such secrets as are not told to the unregenerate. I must have dreamed that I was saving all I have to give for him whom I would infinitely rather die than offer less than my whole self. If I am Eurasian She said it! exclaimed Mrs. Beddington.

  then I am so in spirit. Spirit is universal. Spiritually I claim kinship with all life, everywhere. But as for this body You neednt insult our intelligence, Mrs. Beddington interrupted. Besides, you have admitted what you are.

  there is not in me one drop of Indian blood.

The thunder crashed as if in confirmation of her words, but Mrs. Beddington saw fit to retort:

Mere assertions prove nothing. All I can say is You have said too much, Ram-Chittra Gunga interrupted. Let her speak, on whom your malice is as wasted as the spit of fools who hear the name of wisdom.

Suddenly he raised his right hand. As if even thunder-storms obeyed him a terrific flash of lightning split the darkness into fragments again and again. Wind shrieked and the rain seethed past the open doorway, almost parallel to earth. The whole earth seemed to tremble under blows of thunder. Mrs. Beddington screamed. But the squall over-spent its fury and paused as if panting for breath. In the ensuing sea of sound that felt like silence Poonch-Terai lifted his voice to a strained, excited challenge:

Liar! He used English, perhaps because he hoped that Bruce would sympathize. You pretend to govern nature! You employ foul devils, do you? The truth is, that you are their servant! Yours is idiots magic! Youre ridiculous!

You hold your jaw unless you want it broke! Hawkes interrupted angrily; but there was more than anger in his voice; the lightning showed fear on his face.

Magic? Mrs. Beddingtons was the insolence of fear that knows it is found out, and that has no weapon except ridicule. Any charlatan with nerves could have known a thunder-storm was coming. Only children would believe you started it.

Children would know better, the Yogi answered. Does a rock raise winds that whip the sea against it?

Through the rumble of new thunder Poonch-Terai laughed excitedly:

Show us some more of your magic!

Three terrific, shuddering stabs of lightning showed what Hawkes was doing and even the thunder did not drown out Bruces voice:

Hawkes! Give that pistol to me!

Free love  blackmail  and now murder! said Mrs. Beddington. Is it the act of an innocent man to try to prove a case by shooting? Joe, But thunder silenced her.

Then Poonch-Terai resumed the offensive: That is an old trick. Any wayside fakir can make a weak-willed drunkard commit murder. That old fool is using wayside magic, thats all. He would have let them hang Hawkes because Hawkes knows too much.

The Yogi was silent. Mrs. Beddington hurled her Parthian shot: The madhouse would be much too merciful for Rita interrupted: You? Her voice changed; it had a note of authority now. It was masterful. You dare to insult my teacher? You, who have allied yourself with all the evil elementals in the universe! You, who have used black arts to try to govern your own son! You, who have lent yourself to a conspiracy against him, and against me! You, who have become the tool of a devil! Do you dare to mock my teacher?

Poonch-Terai laughed. It is I who mock him! Bah! He has used all his magic against me  and he couldnt even make that sergeant pull the trigger!

On your own head be your mockery, said Rita, you, who were too cowardly to come and seize me! You, who used bribery, threats and all the black art that you know! You, who have used lies and deceit and violence to get me in your clutches because you hoped to make me tell you secrets that you think I have learned at the feet of Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga! You, who sent your men from Poonch to bind and gag me! You, who plotted with Joes mother Mrs. Beddington jumped to her feet. Do you dare But Bruce objected.

Order, please. It was you who first accused her. Let her answer.

Mrs. Beddington sat down. There was something about Bruces level-voiced restraint that disarmed her. But Poonch-Terai was as excited as a tiger at bay.

She is simply lying, he objected. She is making random accusations Thunder silenced him  thunder, wind, rain and lightning-flashes that revealed him looking like a swordsman at bay and alert but not too sure of his advantage. And then Ritas voice, stronger than his:

You, who challenge truth, are those two men from Poonch not your men? Order them to stand up and relate how they obeyed you and then disobeyed you! Let them tell their story.

The two coachmen stood up because she pointed to them. But they hesitated. They were scared out of their wits. They stared at her, and then at Poonch-Terai. The Maharajah strode toward them. He said something to them in an undertone. Then he faced about and strode back to his place near Mrs. Beddington, murmuring something to her, too.

Make them speak if you can! he sneered at Rita. You can lie about me and my men. But what proof have you?

She turned toward the Yogi, saying nothing. But her gesture was suppliant, as if she asked a favor in extremity.

The Yogis answer boomed forth like an oracle from some Delphic underworld:

Is memory imprisoned in the words that terror holds unspoken? And is speech the whole of wisdom? Is thought powerless, that it must limp with words, as lame men lean on crutches?

He commanded with a gesture. Rita turned the lamp out. Then she closed the courtyard door and sat down near the Yogis feet. He, with his thumb and finger, extinguished the night-light. Stifling, pitch-black darkness filled the room as if there never had been light, and all was breathless silence, save for the thunder rumbling as if Dyan Chohans were re-massing their artillery on hurrying wheels.


CHAPTER XXVI. I have demanded judgment. If it fall on my head, let it.

Then weird things happened. Faculties, which Joe did not know that he had, possessed him, as they do in dreams, where time and space imblend into a new dimension that unites them both and transcends both. Nevertheless, he knew he was not dreaming. He could smell, for instance, the sour smoke of the night-light wick that the Yogi had extinguished. He could feel the sharp pain below his shoulder-blade that always tortured him unless he leaned his weight to one side. He could hear Annie Weems nervously moving a foot inside her slipper, where she sat on the floor beside Amals body. He could taste the salt sweat on his own hand when he pressed his lips against it. He could count the buttons on his pajama jacket. But for a length of time that he guessed was sixty seconds he could not see.

Then, however, he saw Rita very clearly, although there was no light. She emerged out of the darkness like the image on a photographic plate, only in color, life-size and in relief, not flat. She was sitting near the Yogis feet, quite motionless except that he could see her breathing. Her outline, it appeared to Joe, was silver, but her head and body were of the color of fiery opal and the colors were not motionless, although it would be equally incorrect to say that they were moving. The strangest part of all was, that he could see her also in her natural color. There was a small red flame, brighter than blood, that seemed to leap from the crown of her head, and there was another one over her heart. He could see her white dress quite distinctly.

He realized that he had been looking at the Yogi, too, for several seconds before he became actually conscious of him. Then he saw him peacock-colored, only infinitely more bright and fiery than any peacock in the world. Him, too, he could see in his natural color, bearded and with hair down to his shoulders; but when he looked at him the other way he seemed to be a young man, clean-shaven, with a flame on the crown of his head that shone with every color in the prism. The Yogi sat quite still and did not seem to breathe, but the flames moved constantly, although their motion was indescribable.

Joe coughed. He was awake; he could hear himself cough. But when he did that he found he could see much less distinctly for several moments.

He wondered whether the others could see what he did and since thought, like emotion, obeys habit, he looked around him, not remembering how absolutely dark the room was, until he began to see the others one by one, in outline first, then more or less filled in with color, each one different. Annie Weems was mostly silver, blue and yellow  bright, but shot with sad-gray. Bruce was a golden walnut color, edged with bright green. Hawkes was crimson, although there were other colors lurking in him that seemed to change their hue at intervals. Then he looked for his mother.

He found her  sulky saffron, shot with dull blood-red; and around her, what might be an aura of the color of floating petroleum seen in slanting light; there was a sort of background, too, of gray-blue steel  a cruel color that made Joe shudder, and made him also feel ashamed of himself because of his reaction to her cruelty. His predominant sensation was one of shame. It seemed to him that, with the exception of the men from Poonch, who were khaki-tinted and almost invisible, he was the only person in the room not burning like an incandescent flame with zeal of one kind or another. He could not see himself. He could not even see his own hands.

The silence was broken awesomely by Poonch-Terai. In a strange, excited, hoarse half-whisper he sneered at the Yogi  in English, again, no doubt, for Bruces benefit:

You dont dare! If you do, you take the consequences!

Suddenly Joe saw him. He was jet-black. It was a mystery how jet-black could be visible in that intense darkness. Even after several seconds, when burnt-orange and vermilion appeared around the region of his eyes, he still seemed jet-black and distinctly outlined. But the outline grew, perhaps in Joes imagination. Things like spiders legs were added to him  or they might be the arms of an octopus. They were the sort of horrors that a man in delirium tremens sees. Joe glanced at Rita, wondering whether she, too, saw what he did. But he could not guess. She sat stock-still. And it appeared to Joe as if the Yogis aura, or whatever it was, had extended until it included Rita within its incandescent rays. At the same time he felt, although he could not have described the feeling, a compelling inhibition against speech  against sound of any sort, or even movement. He hardly breathed.

Then light, that somehow was not light, stole slowly on the senses and the room was not there. It was like a dream in which forces seemed at war with one another. There was chaos. Poonch-Terai appeared on horseback, but a dark cloud swallowed him almost instantly. He appeared again; and again the dark cloud. Then Mrs. Beddington emerged in mid-room out of nothing. Suddenly she screamed, so that Joe knew she had seen herself. Her scream took effect. The vision vanished. The room was again in pitch-darkness  nothing visible, not even the Yogis aura.

Poonch-Terai spoke hoarsely: You  Bruce  youre the only other sane man in the room. It sounded strained; he was either in deadly fear or else so angry that he could hardly control himself. Bruce, I warn you. This is dangerous. Youve probably heard how men go mad when they get a glimpse of things they shouldnt see. I vote we stop this  you and I. Lets light that lamp. Have you a match? He can only do his tricks in darkness.

Why, yes, said Bruce. Ive matches. How do other people feel about it?

Feel afraid? Joe asked him.

Scared, yes. But I dont feel called upon to interfere.

Hawkes has matches! said Mrs. Beddington sharply; her voice was like a cracker going off.

Whats mine is mine, Hawkes answered. Try to get em!

Light that lamp or Ill make trouble! she retorted. She was on the edge of hysteria. Joe heard her tugging at something. Ive a pistol. I warn you all. Ill use it unless theres light before I count ten!

Bruce struck one match  Hawkes another. Bruce crossed over to her. Give that pistol to me, he commanded. He took it from her, turned his back and returned to his seat. Now  are there any other firearms? he demanded. He struck another match; its flare showed Poonch-Terai in mid-room making swiftly toward the courtyard door. Sit down, Hawkes! He struck a third match. Poonch-Terai drew the bolt and threw the door wide open. The match blew out instantly. Poonch-Terai suddenly screamed and bit the scream off as if strangled. Wind slammed the door shut and again there was utter darkness. Some one slid the bolt, and Poonch-Terai swore in his own tongue, using gutturals that sounded like boiling volcanic mud. Then, in English:

Damn  I might have foreseen that!

Bruce crushed an empty match-box in his fist. Where are yours, Hawkes? Hand them over.

Hawkes struck one and Bruce took the box from him. Quick now  take the chimney off that lamp while I light it.

But Poonch-Terai interrupted: No, no. Give him darkness. Let him work his magic. I will give him twenty minutes. After that If you dont light that lamp, I will! said Mrs. Beddington.

You sit still! Poonch-Terai retorted; and he seemed to say it through his set teeth. Go mad  go to the devil  only sit still! Bruce Yes?

If you light that lamp, Ill smash it. Sit down. You have twenty minutes. I will sit here.

Whats the matter with you? Bruce asked.

Nothing. Not a dam thing.

Then why did you scream?

I didnt.

Who did?

Oh, well, if I did, do you have to keep on reminding me? Nerves  thats all. Caught my finger when the door slammed. Didnt hurt much. I was frightened. There  are you satisfied?

Joe, for one, doubted him. He had a feeling that Bruce and Hawkes did, too, but no one spoke. However, he distinctly heard Bruce cock two automatics. The feeling of tension was terrific. Mrs. Beddington gulped as she started to scream and checked herself:

Joe! she blurted, this is nothing but a plot to hocus-pocus me! Ill not forgive it  do you hear me?

Before Joe could answer her, the Yogis voice boomed through the dark:

There is a time for all things. Speak about forgiveness when the tale is finished. You, who judged another  be judged in the Black Light.

I will have you punished. She was almost over the edge of one of her hysterical fits, deliberately brought on as a last resource, or last but one, when she felt her will frustrated. Joe knew the symptoms  recognized the catch in her voice  felt half ashamed, from habit, of his own indifference  and wondered what the Yogi would do to quell her tantrum. She gulped twice. Wait until Mr. Cummings learns you have kept me a prisoner here in the dark!

Joe saw her then. He saw the color of a coming tantrum, just as clearly as he heard the rumble of dying thunder and the wind-borne swish of rain. She was all smoky crimson, shot with a disgusting greenish violet that he knew was self-pity, although he did not know how he knew it. But the smoky red glowed into passionate crimson when Poonch-Terais voice answered her:

I gave you twenty minutes. Why waste time with that fool?

Your Highness Shut up! he retorted. Then, either to the Yogi or to every one: Go ahead. Cant you feel Im making no resistance? I could easily ruffle the mirror. But I want to see her shown up.

You! You traitor! she exploded. Shall I tell them But she suddenly lapsed into silence.

Judgment! I have demanded judgment! said the Yogi. If it fall on my head, let it.

Not a sound then, except heavy breathing from Poonch-Terais direction. Presently something moved in mid-room vague  noiseless  fishy  gray-green  gradually taking shape. Then suddenly, as if it gathered atoms to itself and by force of will, it grew darker. It seemed to grow solid. It swayed. It was a cobra, ten times bigger than the biggest ever seen  erect  its hood raised  in a sort of pool of smoky dim-green light that cast no shadow. It struck, with the speed of lightning, toward where Rita and the Yogi sat. It struck at Joe, but seemed unable to get near him; he felt as if there were a window between it and him. It struck three times toward where Annie Weems sat, and Joe heard her saying the Lords Prayer, so he knew she saw it. Then, its forked tongue flicking in and out, it gradually faded as if withdrawn into infinity from whence it came.

Like unto like! said the Yogi. None can summon that who loves not malice. If he can tame malice, he can tame that. If not, though it strike at others, shall it spare him?

Poonch-Terai groaned aloud. Make haste! he urged. He sounded like a man in agony. It was hard to believe he was not. But he had said he was all right.

Whats the matter with you? Joe asked. Silence. Then strange sounds, stealthy, as of some one creeping on his hands and knees. A sudden blow  and two oaths, one in English. Bruce struck a match. Hawkes was on his knees between Rita and the Maharajah, who had been knocked down and was crawling away; he reached the darkness by the courtyard door before the match burned Bruces fingers and Bruce dropped it.

Rita: Did you hurt him, Hawkesey?

No, Miss. Couldnt see him, or Id ha hit him proper. You black blackguard! Something told me you were sneaking up on her.

Bruce struck two matches, but the head fell off one and the other spluttered and went out.

Light that lamp! commanded Mrs. Beddington. Dammit  I say, dammit, light that lamp, you Hold your horses! Very well, said Bruce. Be patient while I find the thing. His fingers fumbled with the match-box and a match broke, making hardly a spark.

Sir  beg pardon, sir, said Hawkes, but may I offer a suggestion?

Go ahead. What is it?

See this to a finish. See it through in the dark, sir. I maynt tell no secrets, but Ive seen this kind o thing before. With your permission, sir, Ill stay here. If the Maharajah moves Ill bust him in the nose.

Bruce did not trouble to answer him. His fingers fumbled with the match-box and a match broke.

Damn! he muttered. Thats the last one.

Ritas voice: I dont believe the lamp would burn if you should try to light it.

Joes mother: Im going to scream!

Joe: No she isnt. She never screams when she says shes going to. See this through, Bruce. Ill go bond that these are decent people. Ive had opportunity to get to know them. And I know my mother. She has made a lot of rotten accusations  damned lies Joe! How dare you!

  and as I understand it, the Yogi Captain Bruce, Im fainting!

No, she isnt. She never faints when she says shes going to. As I understand it, the Yogi proposes to show us the truth in some strange way. I vote we let him.

Annie Weems sighed: It is no use trying to prevent him! Captain Bruce, I dread this  I believe its wicked. But they dont think its wicked. And I know that Rita wouldnt lend herself to harming an insect.

And theres nobody shant harm her  not unless he gets me previous, said Hawkes.

Ram-Chittra Gunga is a gentleman, said Annie Weems, who knows more than is right that any human being should. He knows terrible things.

Bah! Why talk? Poonch-Terais voice held a note of horror. Let him show what he knows!

Let him? Annie Weems sounded patiently resigned. Can you or any one prevent him? Captain Bruce, I intend to close my eyes, and I advise you to close yours.

Thanks, no, Ill stay awake, Bruce answered. All right, carry on. Hawkes, you stay where you are; and if any one moves, speak. I warn whomever it concerns that I am holding two cocked automatics, one in each hand.

But I dont think they would go off, Rita answered. If they make you feel less frightened it will do no harm to hold them.

Bruce was silent, but Joe heard him moving the slide of an automatic as if he felt there were something wrong with it.

Then Mrs. Beddington did scream  hoarsely  horribly  three times. Poonch-Terai laughed, like a man on a rack whose agony is eased by the sound of some one elses.

Whats wrong, Mater? Joe asked. It was temper. He knew it. He had heard her scream like that a hundred times. But he could not shed fear of her temper. It turned him cold, inside.

Joe, dont you dare believe this! Its a lie! Its trickery! Its Silence. She had seen something before Joe did. So had Bruce; he was breathing in snorts through his nose. Joe stared into utter darkness. An eternity  perhaps the space of ten breaths  passed before he saw anything.


CHAPTER XXVII. Shall not justice justify itself without your mouthings?

Joe could hear his own heart beat and when he dug his nails into his skin it hurt him. But when he rubbed his eyes he discovered that he could see equally well with them shut or open. He had a sense of time, space, form and color; and yet, what he saw, took place so rapidly that a year passed while he was drawing two breaths. He saw himself  his own upbringing  every event in his own life until he came to India. And he knew he blushed that every one else in the room should see him so victimized and so incapable of breaking his mothers tyranny; until it occurred to him  although he did not know how  that every individual in the room was seeing his or her own life in intimate review. Even so, he was not pleased with his own record, although he noticed an extraordinary patience, of which his mother took tireless advantage; and the strength of character beneath the patience seemed to Joe, who watched it, to develop and grow stronger the more his mother ground him down and heaped one imposition on another, until at last he was astonished at the vision of his own strength.

He was wondering how one measured strength, and how it was he recognized it, and how one told strength from weakness, when the nature of the vision changed. It ceased to concern only himself. Hitherto, it might have been his own subconscious memory reflected after the manner of dreams  whatever that is  who knows what a dream is, or how it functions? But now, events that he could not possibly remember began to stage themselves in mid-room, as if the memories of all those present were being projected in three dimensions on some sort of mirror to which time and space were interchangeable, or else the same thing, or perhaps did not exist.

It was the hotel verandah. Mrs. Beddington sat in a wicker chair at a tea-table and conversed with Poonch-Terai, who laughed at something which perplexed her very much indeed. There was no sound  none whatever; and yet it was perfectly clear, not only what each was saying, but what each was thinking and how each was seeking to manipulate the other. Amal came, scared almost out of her senses because she knew that Poonch-Terai knew it was she who had stabbed Joe Beddington. She told all she knew about Ritas birth; as swiftly as in a dream her thought took form and all the details of her flight from dacoits with the new-born child recurred before Joes vision, until she reached the temple and Ram-Chittra Gunga took the infant in his arms.

Mrs. Beddington was disturbed. She offered Amal money  quantities of money  more than an ayah could ever have dreamed of. Amal was not even tempted, and Poonch-Terai laughed. He hinted that he was the only person who could deal with Amal in such way as to suppress her evidence. And it was absolutely clear, not only that he had murder in mind but that Mrs. Beddington suspected it and was indifferent provided she should get what she wanted and not be involved.

But Poonch-Terai, too, wanted something  several things; among them Rita, and the temple revenues; but he seemed to know how to get those. What he wanted from Mrs. Beddington was protection. Vague at first, but presently more distinct, the form of Albert Cummings seemed to hover in the neighborhood of both their minds. Darkly at first, and then in plain speech, because she was too cunning to commit herself until he came out from behind his mask of hint and innuendo, he demanded that she should use her influence with Cummings to prevent any hue and cry or official inquiry if he should kidnap Rita, and also to prevent any search for Amal. Hovering in Poonch-Terais thought were the shapes of Indian policemen, who would take their cue from Cummings, whether he might legally or not restrain them from sleuthing on Poonch-Terais trail.

Mrs. Beddington promised. She was already entirely sure of her control of Albert Cummings. He appeared in her thought in a glamour of high romance as some one vastly more important than he ever could be and possessing more authority than he could ever dream of having  but obedient to her, beholden to her, subject to her, blinded by her money and as easy to manipulate as any chairman of the board of one of her trust-bound corporations. Poonch-Terai assured her that Amal should not cause her another moments worry, and that he would very effectively deal with Rita. Murder and rape were in his mind  murder and rape in hers; but she had not said so, and besides, there were no witnesses. Poonch-Terai rode away on horseback, and she ordered champagne when his back was turned; she drank two glasses of it dashed with cognac.

Poonch-Terai overtook Amal trudging along a dusty lane. He drew rein and chaffed her cunningly because her knife had failed, she sullenly refusing to admit that it was her knife that had stabbed Joe. However, he told her no one else suspected her and that she need have no anxiety on his account, he would keep the secret. Then he told her to return to the temple, and watch Rita, and spy on Joe, who was convalescent and undoubtedly involved in some conspiracy to take Rita away to foreign lands.

Rita appeared in Amals thought as a glittering goddess, certainly not human, and at the same time as a helpless child to be protected and fought for with dogged ferocity. Foreign lands were a thirsty wilderness beyond a raging sea in which monsters swam  horribly hot deserts in which Joe owned packs of tigers and every hole in the earth held a venomous snake. Joe loomed in her imagination as a king who dragged weak women by the hair and beat them horribly unless they prayed in a frame-church, painted chocolate, that had a sheet-iron roof. So Amal turned her face toward the temple, and as she thought of Rita she exuded rays of deep-red rose. But as she thought of Joe, rose changed to hell-red.

Poonch-Terai found Chandri Lal, the man of cobras in a flat reed basket. It was not quite clear how Chandri Lal was brought into his presence; however, Poonch-Terai was seated in a garden between a fountain and a clump of bougainvillea, and Chandri Lal sat at his feet with his basket of snakes on the ground beside him. Wordlessly and indescribably, but none-the-less clearly, it was evident that Poonch-Terai was puzzled how to deal with Chandri Lal, whose mood was mildly mercenary, due to tramping on an empty stomach.

Chandri Lal himself at last supplied the missing clue. He began to beg for money, saying he had been in hiding and had earned nothing, so that even his snakes were starving. Promptly Poonch-Terai demanded to know why he had been hiding. Chandri Lal became evasive, Amal looming in his thoughts. Poonch-Terai accused him of having stabbed Joe Beddington. Chandri Lal denied it. Poonch-Terai informed him that his guilt was well known: Amal had betrayed him  had accused him of the crime and had been rewarded by Mrs. Beddington for the information.

Chandri Lal grew livid with indignation. Through his thought, in a stream of pictures, flashed the crime as he had witnessed it  he, faithful as a dog to Amal, half enamored of her, half believing her a seeress. Joe, staring into darkness, saw himself stabbed and fall at Ritas feet  saw it through the memory of Chandri Lal, projected in the mans own absence  saw  felt  almost tasted the fear that dried up Chandri Lals throat. He, Joe, saw the very splurge of agony that rushed through his own brain like liquid fire when the knife struck deep beneath his shoulder-blade. More marvelous  he saw the thought that shot through Ritas mind as she knelt to try to stanch the bleeding. He saw that she knew Amal did it; and through Ritas thought he saw the smiling face of Poonch-Terai. He knew then certainly, what Rita knew but Amal did not, that the Maharajahs was the mind behind that knife; his was the will, the impulse, the obsessing malice. Amal had reacted to the trained dynamic will of Poonch-Terai more simply and with less resistance than Joe himself had sometimes acted on the impulse of his mothers unvoiced urging.

Now he watched the Maharajah set another impulse surging in a consciousness unable to protect itself, though this time he was using words as well as metaphysical suggestion. He told Chandri Lal that his only safety lay in killing Amal, who had gone now to the temple to accuse him to the priests, who would be saved from a great deal of embarrassment at the hands of the police if they could only indicate a likely suspect. He must hurry and kill Amal, whom the temple servants would probably admit without much argument; and once inside the temple she would take her story to the high priest. Why not scale the wall at the place where the baobab formed a bridge that any active man could use? And if a cobra should bite Amal, what then? Could they prove whose cobra did it?

Chandri Lal, unfed and unrewarded because hungry men are more light-headed and amenable to impulse than are men with money and a square meal, went his way. And Poonch-Terai sat thinking, smiling, flattering his thought with pictures of the priests embarrassment when Amal should be found dead within their sacred walls. They would understand perfectly what had happened and whose the guiding mind was. But could they prove it? On the contrary, it would only make them nervous. Then a tip to the police  a temple scandal  what chance would the priests have of rescuing Rita, with themselves on the defensive and the fatuous Cummings reined in by the plutocratic hand of Joes determined mother?

His thought was as plain as a motion-picture. He amused himself for several minutes with the prospect of the entertainment he would wring, in the not so distant future, out of Cummings and his fabulously wealthy bride. He would make their wedding wretched. He would hint at blackmail. He would torture them so that Cummings would not dare to resign for fear lest his successor might stumble on clues that would lead to indictment. He had many a bone to pick with Cummings  pompously insufferable little Cockney; he would pick them all. And Mrs. Beddington had dared to try to patronize him him, a nineteen-gun Maharajah. She had dared to pose as a pious moralist, who scorned polygamy; as a superior Nordic intellectual whose high ideals no mere Indian could understand. She had insulted him to the marrow with every smirking attempt at flattery, each snobbish gesture of familiarity and each unconscious breach of etiquette. He would make her pay. So help him all the gods he disbelieved in and the forces that he knew were potent, he would make her pay in nervousness until she yelled to him for mercy. And the thought of his mercy amused him still more.

He began to think of Rita. It was then that Joes jaws set tight and he knew, to the last hair-trigger tremor of emotion, how it feels to hunger to do bloody murder with your bare hands. He had heard of Sadists; he had even read about them, in a book suppressed by magistrates but pirated through boot-leg channels; he had sometimes thought his mother was one, in a civilized, reserved and hypocritically prudent fashion. But when the plans that Poonch-Terai let float before his mind concerning Rita met Joes gaze, he knew himself as ignorant of evil as a baa-lamb is of butchers. He had been in brothels. He had witnessed vivisection. He had seen bull-fights. He had even seen a baby born. Joe was not particularly squeamish. He could see such sights and almost straightway forget them. But when he witnessed the pictured thoughts of Poonch-Terai, their object Rita or any other woman, he could not keep silence.

Mater, he said grimly, do you see now what your scheming might have led to?

Sound seemed to shatter the mirror. The vision vanished. Joes mother gurgled and tried to speak, but her throat seemed dry and Joe imagined her with dropped jaw staring into darkness. Bruce broke silence:

Beddington, for Gods sake dont discuss it. We have seen into hell, if the rest of you saw what I did.

Hawkes then: Captain Bruce, sir if youll pass me one o them there automatics, Ill do my duty. Taint an officers job to muck up. Let me kill him. Ill say nothing at court-martial. Ill die proud to have sent him where he came from.

But the Yogis voice boomed forth from darkness before Bruce could answer:

Silence  lest ye darken judgment! Shall not justice justify itself without your mouthings?

An eternity  perhaps a dozen breaths  prolonged itself until the light that cast no shadow stole again upon the darkness. There sat Poonch-Terai again, but he was now on horseback. He was speaking to the same two men from Poonch who crouched now, trembling, in a corner of the room. One of them gasped as he saw himself holding the horses harnessed to a carriage that had ventilating slats in place of windows. The gasp disturbed the picture for a moment, in the way a light breeze breaks up the reflections in a forest pool. But that was momentary. Six men joined the others and all listened to what Poonch-Terai was saying.

The carriage vanished in a cloud of dust, with two men on the box and six inside it. Poonch-Terai then rode a long way to the hotel, where he talked with Mrs. Beddington again on the verandah. They discussed Joe; he could see himself like a helpless smoke-shape being tossed from mind to mind. They two reached an understanding, and the thought expressed by Mrs. Beddington was that she would presently have Joe in her control again, where she could bully and persuade him until Rita should become a mere past episode. But the thought in Poonch-Terais mind was that he would have Joe in his summer palace as a guest beneath the same roof as the raped, humiliated and imprisoned Rita. He anticipated exquisite amusement from the conversation he would hold with Joe and all the vain hope he would stir in him by offering to help him find his lady-love. And even while he talked with Mrs. Beddington his mind was busy searching for a means to let Joe learn the truth at last, but without incriminating Poonch-Terai himself. That was a problem that intrigued his malice exquisitely.

It was after dark when one of the Maharajahs open landaus arrived for Mrs. Beddington and waited for her underneath the hotel compound trees. He rode away alone, and presently Joe saw him guide his horse into a gap in a broken wall, where he could wait in total darkness and observe the lamp-lighted jail gate not far distant.

Hawkes sighed noisily, and once again, the vision was obliterated by intruding sound. When the picture emerged once more from darkness Hawkes was waiting near the jail gate with his pipe, not drawing, having to be cleaned with pop-wire picked up in the gutter and first thoroughly cleaned of microbes with a burning match.

Oh, Gawd! said Hawkes voice. Strike me cockeyed! Me a soldier, acting escort!

And again the vision vanished as the sound-waves stirred its surface. When it reappeared, the small door in the jail gate was in the act of closing behind Rita. There was no one in the sentry-box; apparently the man on guard had left his post and was closing the door from the inside. Rita, glancing nervously to right and left, pretended that Hawkes frightened her  perhaps to hide a premonition that she genuinely felt. They walked together, side by side, ten paces.

Then, as sudden as a gun-team, came the two-horsed carriage  horses reined in to a staggering halt that almost threw them  Rita turning to see what it was  Hawkes roughly thrusting her between him and the wall. Six bearded men, like specters, pouring from the carriage  a grim scuffle  one man down, another staggering backward on his heels  then Hawkes knocked senseless. Rita, wrapped in coils of white cloth, seized and thrown into the carriage  the hurt man thrown in after her, five others following. Then the whip, and away as fast as blooded horses could lay hoof to earth  away toward the outskirts of the city  away from the direction of the temple. Dust  wheels vanishing around a corner  darkness.

And then Hawkes voice, sulky and ashamed: So now you know I aint no fighting man. A nurse-girl d ha done a dam sight better. Gawds teeth! Ive seen a rabbit show more fight than that. And mind you, Ive three medals. Im paid money for the guts inside my lingerie.

Silence and long darkness, but at last again the weird light. Hawkes lay on his face beside the jail wall. Poonch-Terai, guiding his horse through the gap and pausing to gaze to right and left, rode to where Hawkes lay and stooped from the saddle to see if he moved. He tried to make the horse trample him, but the horse edged away in spite of rein and spur. So Poonch-Terai produced an automatic, cocked it and tried to take aim; but the horse shied frantically and became unmanageable, so Poonch-Terai galloped away, almost dropping the automatic as he tried to reduce the horse to obedience by hitting it hard with the butt-end.

Blackguard! Bruce could not keep silence when he saw a horse ill-treated. He would have made other remarks, but he saw that his voice had killed the picture. Damn, Im sorry. Go on  I wont offend again.

But when the vision reappeared the scene had changed. It was a shadowy courtyard somewhere in the temple area, and Amal crouched beside a fountain chafing tired feet that were not yet dry from washing. Chandri Lal, his basket in his hands, crept stealthily toward her through the shadows at the fountains edge, the very slight noise, that he must have made, obliterated by the splashing water.

Suddenly Amal leaped up, clapping a hand to her left thigh. Apparently she did not scream, but she turned on Chandri Lal and seized him by the throat. She saw his cobra then and snatched it from him, seizing it by the neck below the hood and smashing it to death against the fountain marble. Then, ignoring her agony, she pounced again on Chandri Lal and held him by both shoulders, forcing him to turn toward the light from a chamber window, so that she could see his eyes while she demanded why he did it. There was something more than sentiment between those two, so that even in horror and wrath they understood each other. He accused indignantly. She answered calmly, although she writhed with pain. He stared, incredulous  mocked  cursed her  stared into her eyes. His lips moved. Then he suddenly believed.

He was like a madman then, obsessed by horror. Guilt  remorse  grief froze him until he could think of nothing but to turn destruction on himself. She clutched his basket to prevent him from thrusting his hand amid the cobras, forcing him more by strength of will than of muscles to lay the basket down and listen to her. Then, half crazed, he tried to suck the poison from her wound, she striking him  shaking her head and beating him on neck and shoulders with her clenched fists until at last he obeyed her  sat still  held her head against his breast, and heard her to a finish. There were only two remaining thoughts in Amals mind  to die at Ritas feet, wherever Rita might be, and to be avenged.

Mrs. Beddington made guttural, protesting noises before she could force speech through a dry throat, banishing the picture:

It was  it was not my doing. I  I swear I had no idea he would have her killed. Joe, I was protecting you. I Silence, please. I say, lets see this, Bruce insisted.

But the picture changed. It was the shuttered carriage swaying through dusty darkness beneath gathering clouds that blotted out the moon. Two coachmen on the box, one managing the reins, the other acting lookout, stared into deepening gloom. The horses slowed  shied  and the driver flogged them. They reared on their haunches. The other man, his wide eyes white with terror, clutched the drivers arm and pointed. Both men at the same time saw a phantom. Both men recognized it. Several times larger than the living man  long-bearded  naked to the loins and smiling like a statue of an ancient god  Ram-Chittra Gunga, leaning on his long staff, barred the road in front of them. He pointed with his staff toward their right hand. Suddenly the frantic horses lunged and bolted to the right along a pitch-dark road between high walls. And at the end of that, again Ram-Chittra Gunga stood and pointed to the right.

Dumb panic gripped both coachmen and the reins fell slack in terror-loosened hands. The carriage swerved, swayed  and the horses bolted headlong down a road made darker than the Pit by ancient trees  a road that curved like a crescent moon beyond the ancient, ruined city wall and came to an echoing end beneath a huge arch at the temples almost unused northern gate. It was a gate that creaked on ancient hinges. There was one dim lantern, showing that the gate yawned open hardly a carriage length before the horses reached it. The carriage lurched in, swallowed amid shadows and the gate swung shut behind it.

Seems to me, you might have used a bit of that stuff to have warned me, Hawkes objected, stead of letting me get knocked out. What had I done, to be left to look out for myself?

But the Yogi made no answer. Bruce commanded silence. There was a long pause before another picture sketched itself in color on impenetrable darkness. Poonch-Terai, on horseback, waited near the lantern at the temple gate where Joe had fallen under Amals knife. He was pleased with himself. He sat his restless horse with handsome self-assurance, spurring forward presently with a gay laugh at the sound of hoofs and wheels. His open landau, bearing Mrs. Beddington, evolved out of the darkness and the coachman drew rein where the lantern shone directly on Joes mothers face. She, too, looked confident. They talked, it seemed, in undertones too low for the man on the box to overhear them. But their thoughts took shape. Ram-Chittra Gungas mirror reproduced them.

Visioned by Poonch-Terai was Rita, gagged and helpless, being carried through a door in the wall of his summer palace and along a pathway leading to a private building amid dense trees. Visioned by Mrs. Beddington was Rita  shamed, crushed, hopeless  stricken dumb by perjured evidence of her half-breed parentage and by proof from the lips of a dozen well paid witnesses to her immorality with Hawkes and with Indian troopers. It was plain enough that Poonch-Terai had promised something of the sort.

Then, smiling confidently, glancing at the sky where lightning was already edging the rolling thunder-clouds with blue-white flashes, Poonch-Terai dismounted and, tossing his reins to a carriage footman, strode toward the door where Joe had once lain wounded. There was no bell, so he struck on the door with the butt of his automatic.

Instantly the vision disappeared as the thunder of genuine blows on ancient teak reverberated down the passage. Voices and a wail of wind incrusting through an opened door. Then footsteps. Then a pounding on the door near Joes bed.

Open! Open!

Yes, yes. There is a proper time for all things. Open, said the Yogi.

Rita took the big key from his lap and found her way across the room in darkness. She admitted a glare of yellow lantern-light that dazzled strained eyes, splitting shadows into fragments. Albert Cummings crossed the threshold, drenched, well frightened by the storm. He stared at Rita  turned and took a flashlight from a dripping servant who stood in the passage behind him. Then the door closed softly  probably a temple servant did that. He switched on the flash-light, searching for Mrs. Beddington  discovered her half fainting  

Well, well! Frightened? Safe, at any rate. Thank God you werent caught in the storm  I see youre dry. The Maharajahs carriage passed me with the horses going full-pelt  bolted  stampede  terrified by lightning, and small wonder. Inches of rain  never saw such a storm  must be a record  dont know how I found my way  the Maharajahs carriage almost ran me down. I started out with four men following my horse, but three of them ran home. Oh, hello, Joe, how are you?

How brave of you to come! said Mrs. Beddington. And how I prayed you would come!

Flattery went to his head like laughing-gas. He struck an attitude intended to suggest the heart-of-oak stock that he came from. Frightened, eh? No wonder! Such a storm was as bad as a battle-field. And unexpected  no one ready for it  not the rainy season  done a world of damage, Im afraid. But why do you all sit in darkness? No oil? Are you unwise virgins? Hah-hah! Cant resist my little joke, its so good to have found you safe. Oh, hello, Bruce.

Bruce grunted.

He ignored Hawkes. He almost ostentatiously avoided Rita. He used his flash-light until it framed the Yogi in a luminous disk and the old man looked exactly like a statue, seated, backed against the end wall.

Oh, hello  salaam, Ram-Chittra Gunga  I must thank you, I suppose, for sheltering these people.

Joe could not tell whether the old man bowed acknowledgment or not. He made no sound; and if he lowered his head it was immeasurably. So the flashlight moved again until its rays chanced on the tip of the turban of Poonch-Terai. It wavered  framed the Maharajah, seated, leaning with his back against the teak door and his head drooped forward on his chest.

Why  hello, Maharajah sahib! Glad to see you. Too bad about your carriage  youll be lucky, though, if those horses stop before they break their necks.

No answer.

Is he asleep?

The flash-light seemed something dim. He switched it off, and switched it on again. Are you all right, Poonch-Terai?

No answer.

He approached him, peering, holding the flash-light well in front of him. Good God! The mans dead! How did it happen? Come here, some one! Bruce  quick  heres a cobra! Come and kill it!


CHAPTER XXVIII. No place for a woman of refinement.

Hawkes looked around for a weapon. There was nothing handy. Here, give me that flash-light. He snatched it away from Cummings without ceremony and stepped nearer, turning it full on the cobra. Bruce stepped beside him, cocking an automatic that appeared to have repaired itself.

Mind your eye, Hawkes  hold that steady while I blow his head off.

Ts all right, sir  good as dead  its backs broke. Ill bet it was caught in the door when it bit his Highness. But can you beat that  him not letting on? Ill say this for the swine: he had a crust on. Ive heard say it hurts like hell to be bit by one o them things. Now, Miss Rita, dont you go too near it. Stand back  please, Miss. Wait while I open that door.

So that is why he screamed, said Bruce. Ill help you.

Together they lifted Poonch-Terai and laid him on the floor beside Amal, covering him with the same sheet; there was plenty of it; they did not have to expose Amal to any ones gaze. Then Hawkes opened the door and kicked the writhing cobra outside into the rain. Kabadar, you! Watch out! He played the flash-light on the cobra. Nag-marao jaldee! Some one in the darkness outside struck a dozen blows swiftly with something heavy. Pitch it in the fountain. It appeared he was obeyed by some one, whom he watched with the aid of a flash-light. Then, though, other people tried to enter. Stand back! He reached for the door to slam it in intruding faces.

No, no, let them in, said Rita; it was they who brought me in the Maharajahs carriage.

Cummings thought it high time to reassert himself. No, shut that door and keep them waiting a few minutes. Now, will some one be good enough to tell me what has happened? Why was the room in darkness? Why all this air of mystery? Captain Bruce One minute, sir. Bruce picked up Cummings lantern and returned to mid-room, but as he walked past Mrs. Beddington he raised the lantern so that her face showed like a cameo against the wall behind her. She looked haggard. She knew it. She raised both hands to hide her face from Cummings. Then Bruce beckoned to the two tall coachmen from the land of Poonch. They strode toward him  nervous, goggle-eyed, reluctant.

You, Hawkes, can you talk their dialect?

A bit, sir.

Say this to them: they have seen what we saw, and we know it was they who brought this lady  Miss Amrita, I believe her name is  back here to the temple, instead of carrying her off. Do they admit that Poonch-Terai, who lies dead, ordered them to seize her at the jail gate and convey her to his summer palace?

They say yes, sir, they admit that.

Will they put it in writing?

They say yes, sir.

Let those others in.

Hawkes went to obey.

Bruce turned to Cummings: If you have a fountain-pen and note-book with you, why not take those two mens depositions? Theyre important. Take em on oath, youre a magistrate.

Five men, one with split lips, filed into the room and lined up sheepishly in front of Bruce. They looked in vain for the Maharajah. He with the injured mouth attempted to conceal it with his hand; he eyed Rita sideways.

Now, Hawkes, interpret once more. Do these men admit that they came in the Maharajahs carriage, seized Miss Amrita, attacked you, and attempted to convey her to the Maharajahs summer palace? If so, who told them to do it?

Hawkes faced the five men, to interpret. He began. But he was interrupted by Joes mother, who came hurrying forward and seized Cummings arm.

Albert! she objected. Albert, do you mean to say youll make me listen to all this nastiness?

Why, no, no. But its raining. Wait  my horse is out there  Ill send some one for a carriage.

I cant wait in here. This rooms too stuffy.

Yes, its no place for a woman of refinement. We can put you a chair at the end of the passage. Will you wait there while I Albert! Will you leave me alone  to-day of all days? Wont you wait there with me? Havent you a court where you can try these men to-morrow?

Yes, yes; trust you to be practical! He turned on Bruce and Hawkes. This is very irregular. Surely you must know that, Bruce. Who is accused of what? We cant take evidence unless we know a crime has been committed. Even so, the right thing is to send for the police and to have the men charged in the regular way.

I accuse em, said Hawkes, of assault with intent to do grievous bodily harm  and abduction and assault  and Abduction of whom? asked Cummings.

Miss Amrita, sir.

Joe saw his mother whispering in Cummings ear  saw Cummings facial expression take on slyness and a certain smug complacency.

You mean, they took her in the Maharajahs carriage? Cummings asked. Joes mother nudged him. Well, I regret to say I cant take that accusation very seriously without a world of proof. My information is that that young woman is habitually free with her person and not at all averse to taking midnight rides to much worse places than a Maharajahs palace.

Youre a liar, Joe said simply. You have no such information.

Cummings tried to carry that off cavalierly. Joe, Ill overlook that for your mothers sake and because of your injury.

Overlook nothing, Joe answered. I called you a liar. Bruce heard me. So did Rita. So did Hawkes. So did Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga. So did Miss Weems. I repeat it. I intend to continue repeating it at every opportunity until Joes mother interrupted: Joe, youre acting like a mad man! She pushed Cummings aside and strode toward Joes bed as if she meant to strike him. Then she whispered hoarsely: Fool! Youll only get yourself in bad. Youve not a scrap of legal evidence.

His inward calm surprised him, and his outward smile exasperated her. No? None? he answered. Well, you saw what I saw, and you know now what I know.

Much good may it do you! Prove it!.

Mater, I dont intend to show my hand until it suits me. Get that. Get it good. And then get this: they call it Black Light that produces what we saw a little while ago. If it can do that, it can do a whole lot more. Just think that over.

Are you threatening me?

Joe smiled. I will protect my friends, he answered, to the limit.

At the expense of your mother? Joe  wont you see that all Ive done was to protect you? She had raised her voice. Excitement, or it might be fear, had caused her to forget that there were other people in the room. Ive tried to save you.

Save yourself, he answered.

Cummings took her arm then. He made two of the men from Poonch take a chair for her down to the end of the passage, where there was a little hallway paved with flagstones. But she lingered. She had fought too many battles to retreat now without spoiling the field for the enemy. She treated Cummings to a taste of what he might expect in days to come, and he took it meekly:

Albert, dont you think a doctor should be sent for? Yes, yes, somebody should certify to snake-bite.

Send for Muldoon, she suggested. Then, with a half-triumphant, half-vindictive smile at Joe she left the room on Albert Cummings arm.

But the smile undid the threat. Joe knew her too well. If she had been really confident that Muldoon and his lying gossip about Rita would avail her at all she would have held her tongue and would have thoroughly instructed Muldoon first before hurling him into action with the full weight of surprise to increase the effect of his impudence. As she reached the door she glanced back. Joe detected terror in her eyes, or thought he did. He wondered whether she could read the cool indifference in his and judge the strength behind it.

Then he turned his head to stare at Rita. Bruce had made five of the men from Poonch return outside under the cloister to prevent them from conversing with the other two. He was watching them through the doorway and Joe heard him consult with Hawkes as how best to bring the police on the scene.

Theyll be hard to come by, Hawkes advised him. The police dont kid emselves theyre submarines.

Then see if you can find my horse, if it hasnt bolted. Ride in search of the police and bring the first two or three you can find.

All right, sir. What about that knife, though?

Which one?

Sticking in the wall over Mr. Joes bed.

Ill look at it. May I, Beddington? Bruce crossed the room and climbed upon the bed. Joe had to look around his legs in order to watch Rita; she and Annie Weems were sitting at the Yogis feet and he was listening to what looked like whispered argument. Bruce whistled softly. Come and look, Hawkes. Hawkes, too, climbed on to the bed.

The bearded coachmen, having set the chair for Mrs. Beddington, returned. One of them sat down patiently with his back against a wall, but the other walked straight up to Joe and handed him a folded piece of paper.

Bring the lantern.

The man brought it, but Bruce supposed the lantern was for him, so he took it to study the knife in the wall. It was a minute or two before Joe could make out what was written on the ruled sheet torn from Cummings note-book:

Come and talk to me. This man will help you out here. Mother.

He tore up the paper, gave the pieces to the man and signed to him to take those as his answer. Then he went on watching Rita; somebody had lighted the night-lamp at the Yogis feet; its dim rays shone on her face and throat. He was determined she should speak first, but he remembered she had said something about all eternity; he hoped she would not keep him waiting that long.

Hawkes voice: Yes, sir  his knife  them are his initials. Bruce stepped down to the floor and Hawkes voice followed him: I can work it out of the wall all right without breaking the point.

No, leave it in there. Go and find the police and let them see it the way it is.

Cummings heard that just as he reentered the door. His attitude and gesture suggested worry, Joe thought, like a tradesmans with an important account in jeopardy. His voice, too, sounded decidedly nervous:

No, Bruce, not yet. Premature, in my opinion. And besides, that is my department  my prerogative; you soldiers have no business in civil matters. Joe, your mother wants to speak to you.

So her note said.

Wont you come? Captain Bruce and I can help you down the passage.

No, thanks.

Cummings hesitated, half turned away, faced Joe again and jumped his hurdle:

Joe, my boy, you can take this from me without resentment, since Im so much older than you are. She is after all your mother.

Oh, no. She has disowned and repudiated me in the presence of witnesses. I am now a free man, absolutely independent of her. She goes her way, I mine.

She asked me to say that she regrets having spoken unkindly to you.

Kindest words she ever used to me. Tell her Im feeling wonderful since Im free of her yoke.

But Cummings stuck to it and Joe laughed inwardly. Joe, this isnt a time to pick quarrels or to stand on ceremony. Judging solely by what your mother has just now hinted to me, circumstances might prove most embarrassing unless we three stick together. Your mother realizes that you feel under deep obligations to Miss Weems and Miss Amrita, so she withdraws any adverse criticism that she may have made.

Yo-yo-yo! Eat crow  eat crow! Youll earn your lackeys income, Joe reflected. Then, aloud, he answered:

Ive nothing to withdraw. Do you remember what I called you?

Even in the lamplight Cummings face flushed crimson; he was aware that Bruce was listening; Hawkes, too. However, billionairesses dont grow on brambles. He swallowed what resembled pride:

I, too, withdraw my criticism.

What do I care for your criticism? I have told you youre a liar. If youre ashamed of that and would like to apologize, go and say so to Rita.

Cummings swallowed something, flinched and fell back on original instructions:

Then you wont go and talk to your mother?

I have nothing to say to her.

Something seemed to have pulled the plug from under Cummings dignity. He wilted. However, there are traditionally conventional ways of saving face. He shook his head sadly, turned and walked away with hands behind his back.

Bruce, trying to seem unembarrassed, offered a suggestion:

I say  pretty personal, all this  I cant help overhearing. Would you rather Id wait outside? Theres the courtyard  Hawkes and I could Not a bit of it. You help me to keep my temper.

Do I? I admire your guts. Not many men would turn down all those millions. Nine out of any ten in your shoes would behave like Cummings. Cant imagine what she sees in him. Hes cheap. He swallows insults like a dog at breakfast.

Hes afraid of her, said Joe. She sees that.

Uh-huh. And a fellow feeling makes us wondrous kind, eh? Shes afraid, too. You behave as if you held all the high cards; but as she said before she left the room, what we all saw to-night isnt legal evidence. No court would listen to it. However, its none of my business. Cant help feeling curious about it, though. I say  theres one chap I would like to see go scot-free.

Feeling fine and free myself! Joe answered.

I mean that cobra-wallah. Poor little devil. Just a simple savage  loyal as a dog to Amal. I admit I wasnt dry-eyed when he saw how Poonch-Terai had tricked him into killing Amal with a cobra. Begged her to forgive him  did you get that? I believe she did, too  hope so, anyhow. I suppose theres absolutely no doubt he deliberately murdered Poonch-Terai with that other cobra?

None at all, Joe answered. But he hardly heard Bruce. He was watching Rita. She and Annie Weems were pleading, it seemed, with the Yogi, but if he listened to them he was doing so with closed eyes; he seemed almost asleep.

But suddenly Ram-Chittra Gunga came out of his silence and his voice boomed like an oracle:

I tell you: It is always now. And it is now or never. That which was, now is, and none can change it. That which was not, is not; none can bring it into being. That which shall be, now is, or it could not ever be. But fools imagine vain things; they imagine what they please until the time of wakening. And time  what is it? That, too, is imagination. But you imagine it, so you must wait on your imagination. Are you not like some one standing by the river? This comes  that comes  then the thing that you desire comes floating downstream. Shall you not take it ere it passes? Why not? Who elses is it? Howsoever, if you grasp too soon, shall you receive it? And if you grasp too late, has it not gone past you? Should you plunge in, can you overtake it? Nay, I say there is a proper time for all things  aye, a proper instant; because time is of the very essence of that river, on whose bank you think you stand and yearn for what you think you have not.

Cummings entered. He was steaming, and his suit had shrunk badly, so he looked less self-important even than he felt; in fact, he looked like a criminal haled to the dock, which Joe thought interesting, since the man lacked a criminals courage. He was using Joes mothers magnetic impulse, which was another story. He had another message from her:

Joe, your mother wishes me to say that she is willing to apologize. She asks you to come and receive her apology. She thinks you can at least make that much effort to meet her half-way.

I prefer not to meet her at all, Joe answered. Cummings, you may say this: I have seen her apologize probably twenty times, and I have never known her to do it unless she felt she had to. I have never known her not to exact vengeance for it afterward. Her apologies have teeth in them.

Joe, should you talk like that about your mother?

You oblige me. I prefer to say nothing at all about her.

Joe, she realizes she has not been altogether fair to you. She admits you have been devoted to her, and that you have faithfully and skilfully conducted her affairs. She wants you to continue, but under a contract that will give you a much bigger income of your own and more authority.

No thanks, said Joe. Ive seen what I want, floating down the river. You may say I am not interested.

That is your answer?

Yes, its final.

Cummings looked almost pleased. He seemed to think his own nest might be better lined without Joe as a competitor. He retired with a symptom of starch in his smile; becoming sorrow at Joes obstinacy wore thin; optimism perched between his shoulder-blades.

Should you seize the wrong thing, boomed Ram Chittra Gungas voice, why bother with it? Throw it back into the river. Some one else may need it. And if some one else takes what you crave, permit that. Shall not two destroy what one can cherish? Give, I say  let go of it. Nay, take not that which is not free and clear, or you will find yourself in bond for others debts.

Joe thrilled at the thought that he owed no debts, except that thousand pounds to Hawkes, and he knew he could scrape that sum together. There were some bonds of his own in a safe-deposit box; he could sell those.

Rita, he said, what have I done? Wont you come and talk to me a minute? He smiled at himself to think how resolutely he had decided she should speak first.

Bruce and Hawkes had manners. They began to talk together instantly  pointedly  noisily  turning their backs. They could hardly vanish into thin air, but they could create a sort of privacy by holding conversation of their own. They even turned their backs on Rita, and that called for self-control, because Rita walking toward Joe with love-light in her eyes was a symphony in line and plane and movement.

Suddenly then, like a stab in the heart, emotion almost split Joes consciousness in two. He had not guessed himself so capable of feeling  least of all of feeling, simultaneously, love and hatred. It was like life and death at war within him. It seemed even to divide his eyesight. Through his left eye, and with half his consciousness, he saw his mother entering the doorway; with his right, he saw Rita and nothing but Rita. They approached each other, and Joes head swam. But brains are inconsistent mechanisms; he could hear with concentrated clearness, as if the unimportant words were etched on bone inside his own skull, Bruce and Hawkes inventing conversation:

Sir, if Id a wish-bone worth a rusty tin can, I believe Id wish a pair o seven-league boots on Chandri Lal  him wi the cobras. The poor devils broke; he cant go far without a fist-full of rupees. If hed the British Armys luck  but that kind hasnt.

The police cant do a thing to him, said Bruce.

Sir, two or three policemen in a dark cell would make a tough one turn his secrets inside out. That little blighter isnt tough; hed tell what he knew, and what she knew, and what he saw, and heard, and thought about Attention switched its energy to other nerves. Bruce and Hawkes faded out of the picture. With the keenness, almost of a concentrated pain, Joe read his mothers thought  but not in pictures  he sensed it, feeling her emotions one by one, as if that invisible bond that once united them had not yet snapped, but was drawn taut and rendered ten times vibrant. She had entered the room resolved to make the utmost sacrifice compatible with self-esteem and willing to concede her son the victory if she only might save her face before the world and still cling to a vestige of authority, that she would know how to enlarge as time rolled by. She heard that scrap of conversation and it frightened her. She saw Rita approaching, face to face, and that enraged her so that rage obliterated reason. She trembled. If her hate could kill, then Rita would have fallen dead that instant. She was actually dumb with baffled jealousy and malice. Rita spoke first:

Yes, Joe?

Rage found speech then  tight-lipped  grim. Excuse me. I came in to speak to my son. Will you leave us alone, please?

But Im not your son, Joe answered. You disowned me before a number of witnesses. I have something to say to Rita; I invited her to come and listen to me. I have nothing whatever to say to you.

Mrs. Beddington glared at Rita. Will you leave us? she demanded.

Joe answered you, Mrs. Beddington. There is nothing that I need add to that.

Then you shall listen to me! I am this mans mother. I have offended his pride, and perhaps his dignity, by using tactless methods of protecting him against his own boyish romanticism. He is angry with me. He remembers nothing but what he thinks was tyranny. He forgets what a friend I have been. He forgets that he owes me some consideration for my patience with him. That is because you, young woman  you have come between us. If you have a spark of decency  a spark of reverence for motherhood, you will make amends to both of us  to him and me  by never seeing him again!

She paused for breath, perhaps expecting a retort. But Rita merely stood her ground, observing her with quiet, unwavering eyes, and Joe said nothing; he had already said all he intended to say.

Then passionate, hate-edged speech again: Is it money you want? I will make you a monthly allowance on condition that you keep a thousand miles away from him.

A quiet, bronze-voiced answer: Money? No. I want nothing from you, Mrs. Beddington.

What do you want? Apology? You may have it. I apologize to you for having said things that I cant prove. The man who could have proved them lies, done to death, under that sheet. I know nothing against you  nothing  except that youre not fit to be my sons wife  nor his mistress either.

Joe spoke grimly. Thats all. Mater, theres the door. Dyou hear me? Do you want to be shown the way out?

Rita stilled that outburst. But I am not your sons wife  nor his mistress.

Hasnt he made love to you? Do you mean to tell me that you and he havent reached an understanding? Why, I had it from his own lips!

Joe loves me. I love him. But we dont yet understand each other.

Speak plain English! If you and I can understand each other, thats all thats needed!

I will not take Joe away from some one else. I think he doesnt understand that. I will not bring ruin on him for the sake of my happiness. Happiness isnt won that way.

Then you surrender him?

He is not mine to surrender.

There! Joe  did you hear that?

He stared at them  silent  numb. He was still a sick man. Strong emotion, following a line of least resistance, staggered him as if he had been struck by some ones fist. It was almost as if Rita had struck him. And the cunning that was hers by instinct quickened in his mothers mind, appraising Ritas honesty  discerning how it might be subtly turned against her.

Joe, dear, Im only an ageing and rather bewildered woman. What I came in here to say was, that Im sorry I have treated you so niggardly. I did it for your own sake, but I can understand how youve wanted to have control of things, since it was you who attended to everything. You are an excellent business man. You should be; for it was I who trained you. I have made up my mind to put you in the saddle, as you would call it, and from now on you may have whatever income the estate will stand, and I will give you a contract giving you full authority. Now  isnt that better than being obstinate about a case of calf-love? Say good-by to her and come away with me in Mr. Cummings carriage.

Not a sign or a word from Rita. Truly Joe did not understand her. But he understood his mother; and she was quick to see the dumb resentment in his eyes. She fired her last shot  hypocritical  astute  astonishing  a stroke of genius:

Joe! Listen to me. If I thought you really loved this woman and if I believed she really loved you I would even overlook all the unpleasantness and receive her as one of the family. I would give her the chance to prove that you and she could get along together and that you wouldnt be a social misfit. Can I say more?

But a last shot, if it misses, leaves the locker empty and no threat to bluff with. It had gone wild. Joe dismissed it with a gesture, too tired and too indifferent even to feign indignation. He knew  and his mother knew he knew  what she would do to Rita if he fell for that suggestion, and if Rita fell for it. Slow murder. One dynamic and relentless will incessantly alert to break, humiliate and kill a gentler one. It was not worth arguing.

He gazed at Rita. And the most discouraged, blindest duffer could have read the sadness in her eyes. He yearned to her, but she gave no sign that she knew that. And she seemed to expect him to speak. So he said it:

Am I dismissed? Youve said your last word?

Joe, is there anything else that I could say?

I suppose not.

He, however, also had a last shot; and he meant to aim it straighter than his mother aimed hers. Physical strength had seeped out and his wound was hurting, but he preferred to fire his final salvo standing up. So he called to Bruce:

Would you and Hawkes mind helping me a minute? So they sat down on the bed on either side of him and he put an arm around each shoulder. Then they stood and raised him to his feet, he feeling weaker than he looked, erect between them. He addressed his mother as a man might speak to an opponent taken in the act of cheating:

You heard just now what Rita said. So you cant say any longer that I am being influenced by her. I understand  for reasons that I dont quite understand  that I have lost her. I assure you  also, doubtless, for a reason that you will not understand  that you have lost me. I have done my best to serve you loyally, until now. I dont regret that, since it leaves me not in your debt. But I refuse to serve you another minute, in any capacity, on any terms or for any consideration. Good-by.

There seemed nothing else to say. His shot had gone home. It had left him feeling empty and discouraged, but it made his mother angrier than he had ever seen her. He saw no sense in standing up to the fish-wife fury that he saw was coming, so he signed to Bruce and Hawkes and let them lower him back on the bed, where he could sit with pillows to support him. He heard Hawkes  not that Joe was interested now in anything, but Hawkes spoke with a growl of mistrust, adding vehemence to nearness:

Where have those two buzzards been?

He looked up  saw that the two coachmen from the land of Poonch were entering the room. He had not noticed them go out; they had been squatting with their backs against the end wall, opposite the Yogi. Joe felt it was none of his business, but he was grateful for any interruption since it postponed his mothers commination speech. Hawkes seemed irritated out of all proportion to the circumstances:

Speak up. Where have you two blighters been? It was Albert Cummings, shrunk but reinflated with a new importance, entering the room, who answered:

Bruce, is every one accounted for? These coachmen say that when the Maharajah came in through the courtyard door there was a flash of lightning. They say they distinctly saw some one else enter the room. They describe him as a small man, who could hide in a very small space.

Pipe-dream! Hawkes was scornful, but the scorn was vaguely unconvincing. Bruce glanced at him sharply. Rita, too. However, Hawkes insisted: Where could a mouse hide? Under the beds the only place; theres no one there.

What is under the sheet? asked Cummings.

Corpses, sir. His Highness Maharajah Poonch-Terai and Amal.

Annie Weems left her place by the Yogi and knelt near the sheet  rearranged it  tidied it a little  made it look less ghastly.

Are you sure there is no one hiding under there? asked Cummings. Death seemed dreadful to him; he spared his nerves the horror of a personal inspection.

You may see if you wish. Am I to raise the sheet? asked Annie Weems.

No, no. Ill take your word for it. He strode nearer, glanced swiftly, once at Joe, and then led Mrs. Beddington out of the room. No place this for a lady.

Rita stood still. Joe kept wondering why she stood there. Did she mean to prolong the parting agony? Well, all right; he would give her any satisfaction in his power. There was not much he could do or say, but he would rather say it standing. Could he? He didnt want witnesses, not even decent ones like Bruce and Hawkes. He staggered to his feet and stood there, swaying.

Rita. Since its good-by, and I dont quite understand it, let me say this, lest you misunderstand me. I am a free man, and I have nothing in the world that by any stretch of imagination could be called a fortune. I am beholden to no one  not even to you; because I have offered you all that a man can offer, and you refused it. Ive no motive, in fact, for telling anything except the truth. Its this: I love you. And, God pity me, I dont think I can ever even try to love another woman. Thats all.

Then he let his knees yield and his weight sway backward until the pillows seemed to rise and meet him mid-way.

All is all I need, Joe!

She was seated on the bed beside him before his head ceased swimming. He discovered himself in her arms. And again, he did not understand, but this was a misunderstanding that he could tolerate. He closed his eyes, marveling  wondering millions of unanswerable questions, of which only one was formulated:

Had he character enough to make a go of it?

He decided he neither knew nor cared. He loved her. And he knew, by God, that Rita loved him.


CHAPTER XXIX. I have delivered judgment.

A tart disgusted exclamation from Joes mother brought him back to reality. Reality, as usual, was irritating, because his mother was rearranging some ones plans. Some one, was Albert Cummings:

Really Id rather youd wait at the end of the passage. This isnt decent. Do go.

No, Ill sit here. And besides, Ive something more to say to Joe before I turn my back on him for ever.

There was not much light, because Cummings lantern had been set down on a table and he was standing between it and Joe. But Joe could see his mother. He could also see Ram-Chittra Gunga, at the opposite end of the room, still perfectly motionless and resembling an ancient carving because of the yellowish dim light and soft rich shadow cast by the night-light at his feet. The sight of him offended Mrs. Beddington. She proceeded to give him a piece of her mind:

Youre an old fraud! You can fool people with your tricks, but when youre found out in the end theyll take no pity on you. If theres such a place as hell, youll go there!

Cummings puffed importantly to disguise his alarm. Dont  please dont  for your own sake. You can have no notion what trouble a man like that can make. It sounds ridiculous, but He was interrupted by Ram-Chittra Gungas voice. The old man answered her:

Where are you?

Hush! said Cummings. Hush!

Then the Yogi again: Are you in heaven? As much of me as you know anything about is in hell also. It is wise to be partly in hell. Is light not partly in the darkness? It is what you bring to hell, not what you find there, that is important. The effect that you have on hell is more important still.

He relapsed into silence. Cummings fussed pompously:

Please  please dont argue with him. Captain Bruce  my carriage will be here in a few minutes  I have just seen the lamps in the distance. I am going to take Mrs. Beddington back to her hotel. May I ask you to remain here  you and Sergeant Hawkes until I can send some one to relieve you and to take charge of the prisoners?

What prisoners? Bruce asked him. I dont know of any.

Oh, well  if you wish to stand on technicalities  I will arrest them formally. He pointed at the Yogi. I arrest you! Mr. Beddington, you, too, are under arrest. So are you, Hawkes. So are you, Miss Weems. He avoided even looking at Rita. So is that young woman, and these two coachmen.

There are five men out under the cloister, Bruce reminded him.

Yes, yes. Will you bring them in here?

Bring em yourself. As you remarked not long ago, the military shouldnt interfere in civil matters. Under protest  if you insist  I will take temporary charge of any one you choose to tell me is a prisoner. However, its your responsibility.

Very well, I will go and arrest them. I will record your protest.

Armed with his flash-light, Cummings chested his way importantly toward the courtyard door.

What am I charged with? Joe asked.

You will be told that at the proper time.

No good reason that I see for arresting any one. Bruce grumbled. And if any one, why not me too? I was in here when it all happened.

Why not my mater then? She was in here too, Joe suggested.

Cummings ignored such farcical objections. He opened the courtyard door and stepped out. Apparently he had to do a little searching amid the cloister shadows. The door swung shut behind him. Mrs. Beddington moved nervously  opened her mouth as if to speak  decided not to  closed it again as if she had swallowed something that did not taste good. Hawkes, with his back like a ramrod and a cast-brass expression, faced Bruce:

Sir, if you had fifty rupees you could lend me until pay-day What on earth for?

Luck money. Theres chances, sir, no officer should take. But if youd trust me Mrs. Beddington snorted. Trust that man? I would as soon trust a cobra! She shuddered.

All right, here are fifty dibs, said Bruce. And now what?

Hawkes walked to the sheet that covered Poonch-Terai and Amal. He stooped and raised one corner of it.

Come on, he remarked. Step lively!

Mrs. Beddington smothered a scream as the sheet moved. Joes eyes almost popped out of his head. It looked as if Amal had come to life and was sitting up-right.

Come on  nobody wont hurt you.

Chandri Lal, the scrawny, wiry, small-boned man of cobras, crawled out on his hands and knees and was jerked to his feet by Hawkes hand underneath his armpit. Groping with his foot under the sheet, Hawkes kicked out his circular basket. The lid came off. It was empty. Hawkes stooped and gave it to him.

Now then. Im your friend, and nobodys arrested you yet. Take this.

Fifty rupees changed hands.

You can get to hell-and-gone with fifty rupees. Run and hide. You understand that? But the day you come and find me  secretly  at night  theres fifty more  maybe a hundred more. Now  never mind who killed the Maharajah  thats his business and hes busy minding it. But you came in here with him. You came in and hid. What for?

Chandri Lals eyes sought Mrs. Beddington. Did you come in to kill her? Why?

Arent you leading your witness? Bruce asked.

Kindly lock that door, sir. We dont want Mr. Cummings here for half a minute.

Bruce strode to the door and stood there with his hand on the enormous key. The Yogi suddenly broke silence:

I demanded judgment!

Chandri Lal trembled at the sound of his voice. Hawkes stared at Mrs. Beddington. She stood up.

Rattled! Joe whispered to Rita. He felt as suddenly excited as if a bull were in the ring. I dont believe the snake-man knows a thing against her. How can he? But she thinks he does. Look at her face.

Joes mother saw him whispering. She started toward him. Joe, she began, then hesitated. No, no, I will speak to Albert. Let me pass, please.

Thats right. Go and tell him to arrest you, Hawkes suggested sweetly.

She ignored Hawkes  sailed straight up to Bruce. Will you open that door? Bruce opened it. She went out.

Bruce closed the door behind her, but they could hear her shouting Albert! Albert!

Now, said Hawkes, Ill bet the drinks. Were going to see a perishing proconsul swap sides  sudden! Git, you  git, you heathen! Out there through the front door. Youre too innocent. Us criminals are no fit company for a nice little man like you. Go forth, my son, and kill another Maharajah. Kill the next one fore he gets fresh.

He shoved Chandri Lal by the shoulders. The man was so bewildered that he dropped his basket. Hawkes kicked it along in front of him, bundled him out through the door and along the passage. A door slammed. Hawkes returned, winking at Rita. Its a nice night now, he said  then faced Bruce and saluted: Orders, sir?

Bruce stepped back from the courtyard door. It opened. Cummings entered, closing it behind him. He stood silent, irresolute, awkward, trying to look self-controlled. But his hand, with which he stroked his chin and concealed his mouth, was shaking.

Was there no one else in here? he asked.

There was, said Hawkes.

Who was he, and where is he?

An important witness, sir, for the defense, Hawkes answered. The defendants will produce him if, as, when and why.

Youre impudent.

Me and my friends, said Hawkes, are not so used to being put under arrest for nothing, that we feel too dam respectful. He was brazenly, deliberately insolent, with the air of a man who has surprises up his sleeve. Im on my rights. I ask to know what Im charged with.

You are not charged. The arrest is canceled. It was a mistake, due to misunderstanding.

That apply to me, too? Joe asked.

All of you.

Then Rita stood up. Joe had not yet seen her furious, but she was trembling now. He seized her hand and tried to pull her back beside him, but she broke free. Annie Weems got in her way  stammered Rita, dear!  was overwhelmed and borne along in a vortex of emotion, until they two, hand-in-hand, stood facing Cummings.

Gestureless, stock-still for a moment, mastering her voice, she stood trembling with indignation. She seemed to expect Cummings to speak. Her gaze embarrassed him. He stiffened himself, trying to look dignified.

You, too, he said. It was a mistake. You are not She burst in on him, and her voice was cold with concentrated anger. You arrested Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga! Is there nothing now you wish to say to him?

Cummings nervously inclined his head toward the Yogi and made a weak, conciliating gesture with his left hand.

It was a mistake  due to misunderstanding, he stammered.

Is that all?

Cummings stroked his chin. What else? I canceled it.

You? Who are you to wipe out with a word an insult paid to Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga? Cummings shrunk away from her. He almost raised an elbow as if afraid she might strike him. But she was stock-still. You have insulted Annie Weems, and Mr. Beddington, and Sergeant Hawkes  and me. I can forgive that. I can pity you for that. But you have blasphemed Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga. You have committed sacrilege. You cur! You yellow dog! You ignorant, presumptuous, cheap official!

Cummings protested, stammering, spluttering: I will not be spoken to like this! I Rita interrupted: Dogs like you have died for lesser blasphemy! Are you much better than the man whose body lies beneath that sheet? Have you his courage? Do you dare to let the Black Light show your record? You, who have set your hunger for a womans moneybags so high that you despise him  BRING THAT WOMAN IN HERE!

Ram-Chittra Gunga made no sign or sound. Bruce opened the courtyard door. Come in, please, Mrs. Beddington. Youre wanted.

In she came, not jauntily. She looked terrified.

I have demanded judgment! boomed Ram-Chittra Gunga. If it fall on my head, let it.

Cummings made as if to speak, but Mrs. Beddington forestalled him.

Joe! Im your mother! Do you mean you would ruin your mother?

I will let things take their course, Joe answered. He had not the slightest notion what was going to happen, except that he trusted Rita, and he doubted that Ram-Chittra Gunga would permit violence, or even malice.

Rita said her say then: You! Who have accused me. Sri Ram-Chittra Gunga, in his wisdom, saw fit to admit you to the presence of the Black Light. You have seen such measure of your own guilt, as your own soul dared to let you see. Now speak.

Mrs. Beddington stood still, her eyes wild, shame and indignation alternating. Suddenly she spoke past Rita:

Joe! What am I to do now? Tell me!

Come clean, Joe advised her.

Joe have you put up that cobra-man to lie about me?

Joe was silent.

Speak, said Rita. You have faced the Black Light. Face me. Face Joe. We are far less dreadful.

Cummings drew out a handkerchief and mopped his face. He had forgotten dignity; he sighed and bit his finger-nails, nervously watching the door for a servant to come and announce the carriage. Mrs. Beddington clenched and unclenched her fingers.

Speak, said Annie Weems, its much best.

Then the dam went down and Mrs. Beddington burst into tears. They blinded her. She sobbed into her hands, choking artlessly, and through her hands her words came spluttering and indistinct:

What shall I say? Ive done wrong  all my life Ive done wrong  I admit it  Ive been a devil  Joe  where are you, Joe Rita and Annie Weems made way for her. She staggered  stumbled  almost fell on Amals body  ran then  fell at Joes feet  groped blindly  raised herself and knelt beside him, burying her face among the blankets:

  Joe, say Im your mother again. Joe, dear  Joe  my boy  can you forgive me? Joe, Im broken-hearted. Joe, dear  ask her to forgive me  wont you?  I cant ask her. Joe, I loved you so much  I was so proud of you. I was just a vain old woman  I wanted to keep you close to me and  Joe, dear, Ive been wrong, I know I have  Joe, listen to me  listen Joe laid his hand on her shoulder. All right, Mater. Only Joe, dont say it! I surrender  I give up everything  you have it all.  Ill sign that trust deed over to you  Joe, dear, you and Rita Nobody had seen Ram-Chittra Gunga rise to his feet. He stood erect, tall, shadowy, in the dim light, and his voice was startling with a ring of triumph:

I have done my dharma. I received  I have delivered judgment.

THE END
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ALL CHARACTERS IN THIS WORK ARE WHOLLY FICTITIOUS AND ANY RESEMBLANCE (WITH SOME NOTABLE EXCEPTIONS) TO PERSONS LIVING OR DEAD IS PURELY COINCIDENTAL


CHAPTER ONE

How in the year 1585 a certain Master William Halifax set forth to win fame, fortune and fair lady; and how Will Shakespeare pointed the way.

NOTE: The manuscript of this story was discovered in the cellar of a house in Bloomsbury, London, in course of demolition. Such learned authorities as have seen the document are unanimous in denying its historical value, on the reasonable ground that its author is otherwise wholly unknown and his statements are at times apparently in conflict with recorded facts. Furthermore, they say, that period of which he writes produced more literary hoaxes than almost any other, and they add, that many of his statements, though not actually contradicted by the files of history, are not susceptible of proof.

The manuscript is therefore hardly sacrosanct, since men of such authority and learning have denied it credit; it has accordingly been edited, its more archaic phrases being rendered into modem English, and for words that have dropped out of common use or whose meaning has changed in the course of centuries, more modern words have been substituted to convey the writers apparent meaning. Many phrases, also, have been modified or totally omitted out of deference to modem taste  a taste that would have seemed inexplicable in the days of Good Queen Bess.

Due to dampness, rats, and the indifference of the workmen who came on the manuscript, some pages from the beginning and from the end are missing or so damaged as to be undecipherable, but the remainder is clearly written in an upright hand that certainly suggests its author may have been the man of character he represents himself to be.

It begins:

So I made up my mind I would leave Brownsover for good and all, for it offended me that such a coney-catching louse as Tony Pepperday should own my fathers mansion. But I will say this for the chuff: ill-favoured caitiff though he was, he had the gift of self-advancement. He had married first into the gentry, which was marvellous enough; and then he served as bailiff of my fathers estate until in the end he possessed the whole of it, and that so legally that none, not even his Grace of Leicester, could deny him right. There was not a horn-book printed that could teach him anything.

But in those days I had so much yet to learn, that now, after a lifetime spent in courts and tented fields and on the sea, and where not else, I am left wondering how so raw a youth as I ever made my way. I was so callow, I expected gratitude, and that from Tony, of all people in the world:

I had risked my fathers anger (not a light thing, as they knew who ever gave him cause) by asking his leave to be betrothed to Mildred, Tonys wifes daughter by a former husband, Robert Jackson, who had lost his head and most of his estates befriending the Princess Elizabeth while Mary was Queen. I had brought my father to my view of it, and he a knight, though Tony was no better than a hind until Mildreds mother married him for the sake of protection for her child. Tony had been one of Bonners (The Bishop of London who was responsible for the burning of many heretics in Marys reign. He died in the Marshalsea prison and was buried at midnight to avoid a hostile demonstration.) men in Bloody Marys reign, but now he was all for the new religion and the death of Jesuits.

Tony, you may doubt not, was well pleased to marry the daughter to me for the sake of my position in the county  until my father fell by a violent death and it transpired that Tony had bought up liens on all his land and goods.

And now word reached me through the village barber that the banns might be forbidden, and much mystery about it. But to Tonys house I went, in my second-best suit, on my good roan horse Robin, and I told ham again how I loved his daughter Mildred, and she me. Nor did I forget to jog his memory of how my father had befriended him; and I spoke with such rein on my temper that I said no word at all concerning how he had deprived me of my heritage (since in truth there was little I could say reasonably, my father having incurred great debts that Tony lawfully had bought up).

Had I been a little wiser in the worlds ways I might have wasted less breath and have been less astonished. Having all my fathers lands, that miserable caitiff coveted my horse, too, knowing that the beast was mine, although he could not prove it. He beshrewed himself to think that anything of value had escaped his clutches. Me and my good name he valued now not at all, so swift is a pick-thanks somersault. First he visited his cellar to drink cordials, for he was naturally timid unless liquor fortified him; and when he came up into the room where he kept his books and papers, wiping his mouth on the back of his hand and stamping on the flags to warm his feet (for it was winter), he began to make too free with the name of Halifax, that but a week ago had been enough to make him doff his cap at mention of it.

Will Halifax, said he, you are a worse squibbe and a spendthrift than your father was, although Sir Harry was a brave enough knight, which I doubt you will ever be. I tell you, you shall have no girl of mine, nor any of my money.

I was sitting in a chair my father gave him, looking through a window at the good fat beeves he had acquired by virtue of a lien that he began to enforce the very day my father died. The hobbinolls audacity so took my breath away that I could hardly answer him.

I fear me, you will come to no good end, he went on, taking courage of my silence, and shall I give my daughter to stand weeping at a gallows-foot?

Whereat, much wondering that such a coney-catching ban-dog should have bettered his station in life while many an honest gentleman went limping on a broken cause, I decided that patience no longer was seemly:

If honesty is a cure for sin, said I, you are like enough to roast in hell-fire, Tony Pepperday, when your time comes!

I would have walked out there and then to keep my fists from drubbing him, which I had promised Mildred I would not do, even though he should vex me out of countenance. But where he thought a bargain might be had he recked little of hearing truths about himself, and doubtless he believed that all men itched after money as he did. He stayed me.

I pity your need and will buy your horse, said he. I will pay you a good price, although I doubt not you will squander it.

But I was not in mind to walk to London or to mince my speech.

It puzzles me, said I, that such a long-faced, shamble-smelling miser as yourself could foster a sweet maid like Mildred!

I had looked to get back by marriage part of what you cozened from Sir Harry. You may set that rashness to my youths account and against it credit me a lesson learned; for by the stomacher of Good Queen Bess, when I have Mildred it shall be without your leave or your endowment! My father Sir Harry always told me gold is not a gentleman, and I perceive it keeps low company!

With that I left him, honouring him too much with hot words wasted on ears that listened only for the chink of coin. He went hopping in a hurry to the milk-room by the cow-byre, crying to his daughter she should no more see me, and to keep herself within doors.

Not finding her, he followed footprints in the snow around the copse behind the house, until he came on Madge Ambleby the maid-of-all-work. And her tongue was brisker than his. As I mounted my horse in the yard I could hear the two of them hard at it, he swearing she had purposely decoyed him and she bidding him remember his years and behave more seemly. Might an honest wench not go, forsooth, to see that her masters geese were out of reach of foxes, without that old fox of a master risking his ears boxed for pursuing her like a horse after a mare? Ods teeth! the frosty morning rang with the clap-clapper of their tongues.

I rode along the hedgerow, where the horses had trodden the mud of the lane and there was no snow left to show a footstep, only cats-ice in the holes. And when I reached the clump of beeches by the frozen pond where the lane turns into the high road, there was Mildred waiting for me in her new red cloak with its hood drawn up over her hair. She wore the Flemish stockings I had bought for her from Will o Bruges last fairing time, and she had done on the little gold necklace that had been my mothers  something I had set aside before the sheriffs bailiffs came; and that, if Tony knew of it at all, had irked him little, since it came within his reach in any case.

By the whistling wind that blew across the common and shook the crisp snow from the elms, her hood was not much redder than her lips and cheeks. I lifted her up in front of me, and that which followed fired my blood. I bade her look her last on Tony Pepperday (for we could see him in the distance pegging around the yard with his stick and slamming shed doors, looking for her). I told her she should come with me to London, two of us on one horse. I would make her my lawful wife as soon as might be.

But she set a hand across my mouth to stop such talk. And when she had done twisting at the little new moustache that I had grown to cut a figure with in London, and when I had boasted myself dry of lovers oaths and arguments (for love makes lawyers of us all) she slipped a purse into my hand. But whence she had the money she would not say, only this:

Alls fair in love, Will Halifax! My father cozened yours, and what he doesnt know wont rob sleep. Haste and win a fortune! Ride straight, fight hard, and remember me!

Forgetfulness was likely to come limping after such a speech in any event, I take it, but I loved her, as I do yet. With her lips on mine I swore to myself not to be faced out of my livelihood by Tony Pepperday  nay, nor by fourtune neither; I would answer her challenge with deeds that should make England know me!

What with my horse Robin feeling the chill wind and kicking, and what with her pressing her fingers against my ribs where I am ticklish, she managed to free herself then, and right bravely she stood, smiling and waving to me, though the tears were like dew on her lashes and she trusted herself no more to speak.

So I rode away, with very fierce determination, thinking of the Dons whom I would beat to their knees and hold for ransom, and of the knighthood that Queen Elizabeth should presently bestow on me (for it was common talk that Queen Bess loved a man of mettle, and I had no doubt that I should bring myself by some means to her notice). But what was passing in Mildreds mind I knew not, neither greatly cared, provided she were true to me, not having learned yet that a womans wit has several sorts of merit. I loved, but without that disposition to be fore-horse to a kirtle that has robbed some men I know of self-esteem  aye, and of the esteem of others.

I could see her standing there, her red cloak bright against the grey pond ice, until I topped the brow of the hill and paused to wave to her a last time. Then I turned my horse toward Walter Turners house to get my saddlebags.

For I had stayed with Walter Turner since my fathers death, which was how it happened that I had a good new suit and new hat preserved from the sheriffs men. Walter had begged the loan of them to wear at his cousins wedding, and by the same good stroke of fortune he had borrowed my horse Robin. Whether the sheriffs men ever heard of it and looked the other way from loving-kindness, or whether they really believed my horse and German suit and hat were Walters, is something that the Lord God will determine at the Judgement Seat.

There was another reason, besides his being beholden to me, why Walter Turner was a comfortable friend to leave behind, he being recently betrothed to Ann Guest and much enamoured of the girl as well as eager to pocket the rents that should come with her. It was with no small measure of confidence that I commended Mildred to his and to his sisters care, bidding them pass the time of day with her whenever an occasion offered and to lend her their encouragement against old Tony Pepperdays attempts to marry her to someone else.

With good cheer then, when they had buckled on my saddlebags, and Kate, at risk of greasing my best suit, had stuffed in two fat capons along with other eatables, I turned Robins head toward London, malting no more speed (because the road was long) than was enough to keep the frost out of his joints and mine.

I felt as full of spirits as the good horse capering under me though, reckoning Mildreds purse which I was minded to keep against dire extremity, I had little enough money. Naked and without a purse I came into the world, thought I, and that journey may have been longer than this one, though I dont remember it. It shall go hard if I dont win fortune, and the Queen herself shall have to use her very sceptre to prevent me. (But I little knew the strength of Queen Elizabeth in those days, nor would I have believed her courage, nor the skill with which she reined men to her uses.)

I had a good short English sword, which my father began to teach me how to use before I knew my alphabet, and, notwithstanding I had heard the new Italian long-swords were all the rage in London, I had no doubt of giving a handsome account of myself in that particular.

Nor did I lack for schooling, as so many did who went to seek their fortunes at the court. We have a school at Rugby, near Brownsover, which Master Laurence Sheriff, the alderman, endowed before he died. And if the frequent soreness of my hams from caning is the measure of my scholarship, then few youths ever set forth better versed in Latin, to say nothing of French and Spanish that had cost me no pain, having learned them from my father and from the servants whom he had brought with him from foreign parts and kept until they died of old age and too much eating.

Circumstances had unfortunately robbed me of the favour of the Earl of Leicester, who was Lord-Lieutenant of our county and a great man at court, but I thought there could be few things more likely than that I should find service in some noblemans retinue. It was common talk, too, that the Queen welcomed young men of good looks and breeding, to serve as pages, and I knew I did not lack for manners or appearance. Did not Mildred love me? That should put conceit in any man.

It suited me to be alone that morning; for a good horse snorting at the frosty air, his ears a-twitch to catch the roadside sounds, is better company than any chattering companion when a man sets forth to win his spurs and dreams of all the vanquishments he will accomplish. If a dream had only substance in it I was general of armies, admiral of fleets, and Mister Secretary Halifax, Lord Councillor of Queen Elizabeth, that minute!

So it sorrily displeased me when I saw a horseman resting at the signpost where the road turns in from Stratford. He had saddlebags like mine, and a bulging roll of blankets that looked as if a farmers wife had packed them full of all the stuff she had for market. He was dressed in good stout woollen cloth, and wore an old felt hat with a goose-wing feather in it, so I took him for a farmer on his way to London.

I did not hail him and he let me ride abreast before he spoke, swinging himself into the saddle and smiling whimsically, as I noticed with the corner of my eye. I had a better horse than his, and I was better dressed. He had no right to speak to me.

Well met, Sir Venturer! quoth he. I ride the same road. Though your horses rump is comelier, maybe, than mine, tis not so comely that I yearn to see it all the way to London!

It was his voice that pleased. It softened the edge of impudence. He was rather a swarthy fellow with a little chin-beard and upturned moustachios, much shorter than myself, but of the same age. He had brown eyes, wondrous dark and mocking, with a sort of sadness brooding in their depths.

I yielded room beside me and he drew abreast, gnawing a red apple. Presently he drew another from his saddlebag and offered it. Not willing to be churlish on a merry morning I rubbed the apple on my sleeve and bit deep. There was a worm in it. I showed him and he laughed.

What, again? said he. There is a canker at the heart of all things. God made apples, but the devil used one to tempt Adam. Adam ate it, and the worms ate him. Which had the best of it, God or worm? Or did God win, who made the worm, so to win whichever way the die falls?

I had no answer ready, being neither puritan nor papist, but a man of sense, moreover, well on guard against such dangerous talk with strangers; for the land was full of Jesuits and of spies out watching for them, so that far too many honest men were rotting in the prisons for a word let fall by way of hasty jest. I asked his name instead, and whence he was.

Will Shakespeare, he said, of Stratford.

Then I placed him in memory. He was the lad who had married Ann Hathaway, a woman older than himself, in such haste that there was talk of it on all the countryside. Some said he had been made to marry her, but I doubted that tale. He was used to being whipped and stocked, for killing deer and for writing saucy doggerel, which sort of man is neither easy to compel nor usually reckoned a good catch. He could have run away, there being nothing to prevent since his father had come to poverty in old age, after being alderman. If what I had heard was true, his home, like mine, had been sold for debt, and there was no more to keep him in Stratford than me in Brownsover.

I took another view of the Ann Hathaway affair, the more so as I looked into the fellows eyes. He was a man such as women throw their hearts at and go any lengths to snare  a witty-wise, good-looking fellow with a devil-may-care spirit on occasion and a way of mocking at himself that gave the clue to catching him into the hands of any wench whose reputation was worth gossip. Ann Hathaway had tempted him, I did not doubt, and had blamed him for it afterwards; and he, with a mixture of selfmockery and dignity, had put his head into the noose to make her an honest woman.

But though I had a feeling for a fellow in adversity I did not care to condescend to him too much.

Stratford, I said, is but a village by the Avon, where the middens stink in mid-street and the plague kills elders faster than the brats are born. No wonder you should leave the place!

My words offended him. If I owned Stratford I would trade the whole place for a hundred rods of Brownsover, but I liked the fellow nonetheless for being angry. Good dogs love old kennels, though they stink. A good man boasts his township, even if the pigs lie ham-deep in the main street mud.

From which Elysium are you? he asked. Do the dungheaps smell o roses where you come from? I can see your horse drops much like any other animal.

I told him, Brownsover. He laughed.

None ever heard of Brownsover, said he, until they started Rugby School  and such a poor school, and poor scholars, that a pair of barns was reckoned good enough. In Stratford we use the Town Hall  all the upper story.

Aye, I answered, where the beadle can better observe you, lest you go a-poaching sooner than learn your conjugations.

So we bickered for a while in mutual disparagement, each, cock-a-doodle-do-ing his own dunghill, and not either of ns offering his scholarship in proof. And in truth I was afraid to do | that, having absorbed the most part of my schooling from a peeled ash sapling, which is excellent for horsemanship, making the roughest saddle easy, but not sweetening irregular Greek: verbs.

But by noon we were friends and sat together on a rail beside: the road to feed our horses and ourselves. So better was my capon than the venison he carried that I could not help but offer him a drumstick; and when he had made short work of that I broke off a wing for him, whereafter we slaked our thirst with icy water from a nearby brook and by and by we grew so friendly that when we reached a tavern called King Harrys Head we had to stop to pledge each other in canary wine. Then on, again, as chattersome as wenches at a maying.

We told each other all there was to know about ourselves. His wife Ann, so he said, unlike good wine, was hardly mellowing with age. She loved to sit in church o Sundays and quote sermons at him all the week, so that he knew by heart so many sins as it would take a lifetime to commit the half of them. For himself, he better loved to rest him merry and to write such airy nothings as imagination conjured into words, whereas Ann tolerated no such nonsense, as she called it, in the house, but used his scribbled sheets to light the oven fire.

And its bad bread that she bakes, Will. We already called each other Will and Will. Bread as much resembling belly-comfort as the unoathed, funless Heaven that she prates about resembles good cheer for a hospitable soul.

He had a thought go into the butcher-trade, having learned that, for he had to kill his fathers calves when the family fortune dwindled, and not knowing much else except how to shoot deer and dress the venison, which he confessed he could do far better than his wife could cook the meat, she burning it, he said, as if the hell she prated of were something near at hand.

But he was gentle-minded and not hankering for the Smithfield shambles.

Ludd knows, Will, he said, it is a pity we must kill the poor brutes with pleading eyes that look at us so soft and melancholy.

I thought him likelier to make a parson than a butcher, but I learned a little more of him that evening and changed my mind about the parsonage. We bedded at the Three Wise Men, a roadside tavern, and a good one, kept by a one-legged rogue named Bellamy, who had owned a sixty-fourth share of a privateer that fell in with a Spanisher from the Americas, all loaded down with silver bars. So, though he lost a leg, he sold it for a high price, and he had married as buxom a wench as ever sliced a loaf against her bosom. She was all the way from Bristol and, having neither kith nor kin to weep with when old salty timber-toe was in his cups, she laughed instead with any merry traveller who came along. Both I and Will were merry, being young.

So while we stalled our horses and scraped the mud from them (to save a hostlers fee next morning) I saw fit to drop a hint or two to friend Will. For it is a strange thing how a lovers loyalty can make him jealous of anothers peccadillos. I have learned to rest well satisfied if my own behaviour offends me not too much, and other mens incontinencies vex me not at all. But I was young in those days.

Will, I said, our hostess hath a hospitable eye and you, a married man, must of necessity act seemly, being not so far from home but that a rumour might reach Stratford.

For a while he scraped his horses fetlocks, whistling to himself to keep the dust out of his teeth.

Women, he answered presently, resemble rhymes and tunes in this: the easiest to catch are they that, as it were, impatronize themselves until they seem more inescapable than empyreal destiny. Those are the sort that lose their zest, and like the ale left in a tankard over-night they bear not later scrutiny. When yesterdays sour ale has dulled the drinkers wit doth he not charge his belly all anew with vintage to restore the vibrance of his brain. Tis even as with tunes: the dull ones so obsess the memory that not the very larks excited welcome to the spring can drive their limping measures out of mind. Shall a man steep himself in merry music to forget care  in the joy of living an he love not death?

Then shrewish wives, said I, excuse incontinence?

Excuse, said Will, is cowards courage. He who makes excuse defends himself against anothers conscience like a school-boy stuffing pigskin in his breeches to defeat a teachers cane. To be in love with wisdom is to follow precept; but to love and yet be wise is to invade the province of the angels, which is trespass. Foolishness and love go hand-in-hand to many a hey-day that the dry-wise never know. Did you not tell me on the road, in words as red and white as roses, of a maid named Mildred? Do her grey eyes fade so soon from memory?

I was offended, so I combed my horses tail a while, with an eye to his heels, he not loving to be handled when his nose was in the manger.

Which has the better, Will asked presently, the gallant with a rosebud out of reach, or he who treads a blown bloom underfoot?

Whereat he went into the inn ahead of me, and when I reached the hearthside he was seated in the best chair, with a mug of sack beside him, and the woman on her knees at the fire making toast, which any of the kitchen wenches might have done  and done better, for she burned it, what with listening to Will and looking sideways at him.

I had lingered at the pump to wash myself and polish up my brass spurs, sticking the pheasant-feather in my new hat at an angle that matched better with my smart moustachios. But Will had let the woman wipe the road-muck from his boots before she made the toast, and presently she sat on the arm of the chair to stitch his sleeve where he had torn it, giving me her back to gaze on.

Ods blood, how the fellow talked! I soon began to change my mind about Ann Hathaway: though she had been as virginal inclined as Queen Elizabeth she must have lost her head and heart to him. I thought of old King Solomon, who had a thousand wives, and understood how he conducted all that courtship!

Will could make a verse offhanded when the sparks flew upward from a faggot; when the gusty wind blew smoke out of the chimney-mouth he likened that to dead mens spirits coming back for one last look at comfortable earth before they soared amid the melancholy loneliness of starry space; he likened scraping muddy boots to the forgiving care of angels probing underneath mens scabby sins to find the virtue that redeems them.

She was as drunk with honeyed words ere long as Titus Bellamy, her man was drunk with spiced canary in the inner room. Bellamys brain remembered feats of daring he had heard of, and, if anyone believed him, he had sent more Dons to roast in hell-flame than the Smithfleld butchers had killed Christmas beeves since the Lord Harry himself was King of England. If he believed himself he should have slept ill, thinking of his end.

When Will and I had supped, Dame Bellamy attending on us and loading a board before the hearth with fare that would have watered the mouth of a prince to smell of it  cold pigeon pie, there was, with eggs, and fat ham, and a chine of pork, and sausage, and honied apple dumplings soused in cream, and Leicester cheese, and pickles  I forget what else  I went into the back room to sit facing Bellamy before the fire to listen to him.

I would rather have listened to Will, but I was envious, and Mistress Bellamy thought nothing of my new moustachios. Nor had I any gift of speech to take the wind out of Will Shakespeares sail and keep him from the port he had in mind. I would have liked the womans flattery, and I would have liked the smug feeling of virtue to be won, perhaps, by skating over thin ice. But I was young; and if we came into the world with as much good sense as living teaches us, this world would be another kind of place, or so I think.

Besides, good Will was even then fumbling at the doorway of her virtue where she offered such warm welcome to the stranger at her gate.


CHAPTER TWO

Will Halifax becomes the owner of a gimcrack in a red box and Will Shakespeare acquires a mare.

THAT whole night long I listened to Titus Bellamy. He grew more talkative the more he drank. And so I have no knowledge of what Will did, not though vinegary Ann should hale me before judges for a questioning.

In addition to me and Bellamy there were five men on the settles on either side of the fire in that back room, and by midnight four of them were snoring, doubtless having heard his tales an hundred times but preferring to sleep before the fire because it cost less than a bed.

He who sat beside me was a leathery-faced and leather-jacketed, sharp-nosed fellow with a pair of merry blue eyes, Jeremy Crutch by name, whom I remembered to have seen at Coventry Assizes, where they tried him for some felony and let him go for lack of evidence. I knew his reputation well. Some said he was a Jesuit, although my father had gone bail for him when he was charged at Coventry, which I think he would never have done had he thought him a Jesuit  rash though my father sometimes was, and ready to befriend even masterless men.

That had been the first time that a masterless man found bondsman while awaiting trial in our part of England, and there had been plenty to advise my father that a knight should risk his substance in a worthier cause. Truly enough, if Jeremy had chosen to abscond my father must have fallen into bankruptcy, he being already deep in debt, as I discovered when he died.

However, Jeremy made no bid that night to claim acquaintance on the strength of my fathers charity; nor had he the indecency to speak about my fathers death, although he must have known the circumstances, which had been a nine days gossip on all the countryside. He was thoughtful to give no offence, and he drank no more than I did  very sparingly, that is, since I take no pleasure in a next days ride when half a merry morning goes to drive off fumes of wine.

Only when old Bellamy paused in his talk or lost the thread of reminiscence Jeremy Crutch would break his silence to ask questions  with a by-your-leave or if-your-honour-will-permit to me  to start the old ruffian off again describing doings on the Spanish Main or off the Portugais or on the road to India. For he claimed he had ventured all over the globe.

It was talk to make a young mans blood go galloping if anything but ice were in his veins  tales of strange seas, and the Inquisition, and of gold and silver bars in heaps  of fighting out of sight of land for galleons deep-laden with the plunder of Brazil  of Captain Francis Drake, whom all the world had heard of, and of mermaids and sea-monsters, and of John Hawkins and his traffic in blackamoors stolen from the Portuguese off Africa and sold, as many as lived the voyage out, to merchants in the New World.

No man ever heard more exciting tales than that old timber-toe could reel out through his shaggy beard; and not the half of them were half-true because they lacked, as I discovered later, half the fact  of suffering as well as deed. There were tales, too, of the past when the Lord Harry had beheaded a wife or two to show his independence of the Pope, and the men of Devon had begun to copy his example, privateering against any ship that carried the Popes blessing.

He told, too, of the days when Mary, our great Queens sister, wished to take Philip of Spain for husband  as indeed she did eventually, she being a Tudor, who would have her own way, cost what it might; and the men of Devon put to sea to keep Philip out of England, filling him so full of dread (for he is timorous) that he stayed away until the Devon men grew weary and turned to plundering elsewhere, so that Philip dared the voyage at last and married her, to Englands misery and shame.

And though Bellamy lied, as having been foremost in all the exploits he recounted, he did no more than magnify himself into the boots of men who stormed over land and ocean, havocking more capably than he could talk. For I met many of those captains in the days to come, yet know not now which was the stormier, Don or English  aye, nor not alone they, but the French and Flemings, Turks, Venetians and Genoese  and a host of others. Under Gloriana men have had to carry bold blades who would leave their mark on memory.

Jeremy Crutch and I sat sleepless, hardly noticing each other, covering the pot-mouths with our hands when the yawning tavern-wench made shift to fill them. But Bellamy drank as a drain takes water and then roused the girl with a sailors oaths because she nodded in a corner when his mug was empty.

There was word once or twice of a robbery, one Joshua Stiles, a London merchant on his way to Bristol, having yielded up his purse to someone in the dusk, three nights gone; and old Bellamy bragged loudly of the gibbet at a cross-roads nearby, where he swore such miscreants as did on land what honest men might do at sea with Gods approval, ought to hang in chains for an example to the others. And he said something of a geegaw or a gimcrack that the merchant prized more highly than his purse, having been sorely grieved to part with it to a thief who would never know its value.

Master Stiles swore to me, said Bellamy, that he would rather have that geegaw back than hang the thief, though I forget how he described the thing. It may have been some box for sibbersauces for a woman, or a crucifix perhaps  some bauble. But hes no Papisher, not Joshua Stiles! Hes a good, God-fearing, loyal subject of the Queens most gracious majesty  I heard him say it!  saving, I dont doubt, when her excisemen stick their pimply noses in among the bales.

He would have talked more of the gimcrack, only that Jeremy turned him off to boasting of the loot he had seen in strange ports. Towards morning he grew stupid in his cups and returned to the gimcrack and the tale of the robbery, but then Jeremy got up and left ns and by that time it behoved me to go out and feed the horses.

There was a heavy frost and thick white fog, so I found a lantern first and trimmed the wick before malting my way to the stables; and Jeremy, who seemed to know his way too well to need a lantern, rode off like a spectre as I crossed the stable-yard, none giving him God-speed nor he so much as whistling. He wore a hood like a friars drawn up over his bead. The mare he rode was shrouded in the fog, but she looked like a beauty picking up her feet over the mixen.

It was warm within the stable, so, I took my time, and what with watering and feeding both the horses and repacking my two saddlebags, the cocks were crowing when I came out and there was a right goodly smell of eggs and bacon frying. I was wondering what all that good fare would be like to cost us when Will Shakespeare put his head through the kitchen door and catching sight of me came out to meet me. Whereat I told him what was in my mind about the reckoning.

I have paid the shot for both of us, he answered, with that merry-winsome smile of his.

I demurred, well knowing he had little money in his purse and not yet realizing how any empty poke can sharpen wit. Will took my arm and answered:

Study to live courteously, rendering to Caesar what is Caesars, but to them whose hearts are golden seek to add no gilt, lest Satan mock thee! Vulgar and immodest jangle-bags are they who flout such trash as money in the face of kindness! Only they who know no other measure should be paid in minted money, that an hostler spits on or a toss-pot flings into the sawdust on a tavern floor! There is such hospitality as only loving-kindness can requite.

We lined our bellies well with eggs and bacon rashers fried by Mistress Bellamy, who bussed us both and thrust good bread and cheese into our saddlebags, beseeching us to come again; though me she urged, I knew, to keep herself in countenance.

She stood and watched us ride into the fog until we turned the corner of the road, her breath uprising like a kettles, and I, to keep myself from asking questions, looked to my pistol priming, thinking that the night air might have damped it. It was well I did. Dry priming has emboldened more men to preserve themselves than ever bullets slew.

Most of that country was open common, but here and there was a hawthorn hedge seen dimly either side the road, soft-grey under the hoar-frost, with now and then the breath of a group of steers uprising on the far side. Trees loomed now and then like ghosts. There was hardly a sound except the ringing of our horses hoofs on the frozen highway.

We came before long to a gibbet that was used for signpost where a road turned southward, and from there on, perhaps because the gibbet lent a melancholy hue to thought reminding us how cold it was, we let the beasts trot, cuffing our ears and clapping hands to make the blood flow, (Although Harvey is credited with the discovery of the circulation of the blood  which he announced in 1619  there is plenty of evidence, as for instance in Shakespeares plays, that long before that time the blood was commonly understood to circulate. (See Julius Caesar III i and Coriolatius I i.)) wishing that the struggling sun might suck the mist.

And of a sudden my horse shied, so unexpectedly that I was hard put to it to keep in the saddle. I almost unhorsed Will by bumping into him.

A man had come spurring from behind a hayrick set close to the road where there was a wide gap in the hawthorn hedge, and no rail, or else the rail was broken, or perhaps he had removed it. He drew rein nigh on top of us and I could see his pistol-muzzle  that and his mares head, not much more, for the fog was thick.

Buy your lives! he bawled out.

I knew his voice. I recognized his mares head. I bethought me of dry pistol-priming. Also I was envious of Will for last nights victory, and minded to persuade him there were times and places where my prowess might surpass his.

Priming nerved me, but my sword came first to hand. I was at the fellow, point first, sooner and more sudden than he looked for. He drew trigger and the flash and the report scared Wills ill-humoured horse into the ditch, but the bullet missed me, though I felt the wind of it. The next the fellow knew my point was at his throat and my left hand had his mares head by the bridle.

Then in turn he knew me. Halifax! he muttered.

Jeremy Crutch, said I, that name of yours rings ominous! Belike youll need a pair of crutches if I break your bones! Is this your gratitude for what my father did?

Unhand me, he answered, and there was more than disappointment in his voice. He felt shame. Had I known it was you and your crony you should have passed and never seen me.

I took his sword and, grasping it between thigh and saddle, passed his rein over my arm, not having all that confidence in mens professions that had wrecked my father.

I expected two of the Earl of Leicesters men, said Jeremy. Such capons travel well lined.

All that desperate? I asked. Youd better rob the Queens men. She might send to bid the Lord Lieutenant do his duty, but the Earl would clap a hundred riders after you for saucy interference with his pig-stye cleaner.

He laughed. Let come a thousand, he retorted. They should never find me. There is a ship in Plymouth Harbour, ready to weigh for the Spanish Main, and my mothers cousin sold me a place on board and one quarter of a sixty-fourth share, but it took all the money I had. A purse or two, to buy my share of liquor for the ship

You might have sold this mare, I answered, eyeing her. She was a beauty. Be you minded, Jeremy, to walk to Plymouth?

No, said he, for by the rood Id rather hang! Ill give you better though.

With that he put his hand inside his leather jacket, squinting down his sharp nose at my sword-point, for I trusted him not at all.

There was mention of this last night, he said, and pulled out something in a leather pouch, of a size to lie snugly on the flat palm of the hand. I risked my neck for it, he went on, and you heard what Titus Bellamy said about its owner putting a high value on it. Ods blood, I would liefer have a purse of money, gallows risk and all! Have it. It has brought me ill-luck. It may serve you better.

I took it, hardly looking, needing one hand for my sword and both eyes for Jeremys face, although Will Shakespeare had dragged his horse out of the ditch and was standing near. Will had drawn his hanger, but I had my doubts that he could use the weapon half as well as Mistress Bellamy had used a toasting-fork.

Now let me go, said Jeremy, and I will make all haste to Plymouth.

But I saw that Wills horse had been lamed by falling in the ditch  a sorry beast, more eager for oats than work, and one that I doubt not had lazied many a league through knowing that Wills compassion was his weakness.

You are like to miss your ship, Jeremy, said I, for you have lamed the lazy beast that you shall ride. Get down off the mare and change saddles.

He made a wry face, offering me money rather, so that I knew it was a lie about his wanting to buy liquor for the ship. I quoted to him Wills words concerning knaves who measure kindness by its weight in coin, and then, discovering I lacked Wills gift of making words fit circumstance, I changed my argument:

If I spare the hangman trouble, as my father already did once in your case, said I, I think the hangman will hardly thank me, since he needs bread like the rest of us.

Whereat he got down and began to change the crupper buckles, his mare being smaller than Wills sorrel; however, I bade him leave the bridles as they were, his being the better and its bit more suited to the mares mouth.

Then I took away his powder-flask and bullets, but I let him keep the empty pistol to shoot Dons with on the Spanish Main, assuring him that the Dons would live an hundred years apiece unless he practised to aim straighter. As for his sword, it was more like a butchers knife than any proper weapon, so I gave that to Will Shakespeare, for use if he should go to sticking beeves in Smithfield.

Then I bade Godspeed to Jeremy, he needing it, or the devil might set the hangman on him after all. And when we had watched him ride away on Wills lame horse, toward the crossroad where the gibbet was, we rode on toward London, I well satisfied with having repaid Will the tavern reckoning. It pleased me mightily, and I began to whistle Mary Ambree, which was a tune much favoured at the time.

Will said nothing until I piped a false note  something he endured less meekly than the bruise he had from falling in the ditch.

Thats a sharp wind, Will! Save it for the Puritans! he said then, sucking at his teeth as if he had just bitten a sour gooseberry. You have made an enemy. Why whistle up the devil with a witchs discord to avenge him?

Enemy? said I. I spared a rascal, though the law of England would have let kill.

Leave law to lawyers, he retorted. Those have made trouble enough without your aid. You shamed a rogue, and he will bear so dark a grudge against you as shall gnaw until he thinks he does Gods service by ridding your soul of its body some dark night.

Then would you have killed him? I asked.

He should have had my purse, Will answered. God knows, there is not much in it  yet enough, maybe, to buy a laissez passer from a thief.

I mocked him at that for a lack-spunk who would spare a louse for fear the louse might call him to account. I said that shame, and plenty of it, was the proper physic for whatever remnant of a soul a cut-purse had.

He answered: Are we preachers, Will, and ride we two to London to beg benefices, greedy for the burial fees and tithes, proposing to ourselves to live in dread of hell-fire while we prate about a sour-swill Heaven?

Give him back the mare then! I retorted angrily.

Why, how so? he answered, smiling. I am not offended that you took his beast, for faith! he staked it on the play of destiny and lost. But did you wisely when you stripped his self-esteem and left him naked to the frosty winds of conscience, that will freeze a merry fellows soul until it better fits a caitiffs rind? You might have had the rogues mare and his goodwill with it.

Sweeter his spite than his love! I retorted. Do you choose your friends among the highwaymen?

Whereat he told me the old nurses tale about the fox and sour grapes  a silly enough fable, since a fox eats meat, nor never have I seen the fox that would as much as sniff up-wind for cabbages or any other fruit, were it ripe or out of reach or not.

All lifes a mirror, he went on, his hand upheld as if he were an actor and the whole world watching. (He could mock at angels like a small boy stoning geese and yet I think he seldom spoke but that he felt his words were being written in the Book the Angel of the Judgement keeps.) The men and women we behold are but ourselves as we ourselves might be, should other influences sway us. Would we change the image? The grimaces that the glass throws back at us are answerable (In the English of the period  capable of answering  obliged to answer.), patterning their apish twistings to a moments mood. And as a woman sets a bauble in her hair to grace the poor reflection that she sees, and, smiling at the erstwhile unadorned, beholds her mirror smile again, so all earth changes at a merry fellows bidding. Look you how you pasture leaps out of a mist and sparkles its responses to the sun! A fair example yields more harvest than a gallows-tree, Will Halifax. The whistling urchins start the birds a-singing in the very shadow of a hawks wing.

Who could answer him? The man had music in his marrow and it flowed forth to a tune that made the hearer dumb, so, whether he were right or wrong, he seemed to have the right of it. He did not rant, as did the strolling players I had seen in Brownsover, when we boys all played truant at the price of caning and helped afterwards to pelt the players out of town. The player who could rave the loudest was the most admired, and the first, too, to be smeared with rotten eggs when the burgesses gave the whole troupe marching orders (as they said, because plays were an offence to morals, but, to tell plain truth, because they took too much money at the door).

But Will spoke honiedly, as if the import of his words were not in need of bellowings and windmill posturings to lend it weight. He spoke as to an universe (yet just as he had talked to Mistress Bellamy), seducing it to share his views by seeming to uncover to, the hearers mind such thoughts as secretly had lain there.

Nonetheless, he made my vanity shrink small in me, and that is discontenting of a frosty morning when a man rides hoping to win fortune for himself. I drew the little leather package forth that Jeremy Crutch had parted with, and opened it, thinking to change the flow of talk into a shallower channel wherein haply I might hold my own.

Inside the bag there was a small flat box with what I took for golden hinges, though it may be they were brass. The wood was harder than my nails edge, lacquered with a sort of carmine-coloured glaze as smooth to the feel of a finger as windowglass. There was a knob to press on, causing it to open like an oyster, and within was silk, more yellow than the rarest gold, whereon there lay a little figure of a demon, marvellously wrought of green stone, smooth and soapy to the touch of my hand.

It was a comic gimcrack, making us both laugh, although I thought of witchcraft on the instant. It had the trunk and features of an elephant, and yet the posture of a seated man, withal fat-bellied and seeming to ooze benevolence. (The Hindu god Ganesha) Before he had more than glanced at it Will pulled out his purse and offered to buy the thing.

Whereat when I had quoted to him in contempt of money his own words, he offered me the mare instead, which led to bantering, he saying that the better of the mornings bargain had not forfeited his right to trade again that day. I told him he should not be reckless, since the catechism teaches frugal living, but he answered that the catechism is the solemn and unlovely censure of the men who wrote it seeking to restrain in others generosity that they had lacked themselves.

I let him hold the thing, he turning it to make the suns rays glimmer on the green stone, showing cloudy depths in it like shoal-water off the Devon coast in summer, and revealing all its skill of workmanship. He sighed at last and gave it back.

There, pouch it again, Will, he said, for I have seen too much.

Thereafter for a while he rode in silence, turning something over in his mind, his forehead bowed, now frowning and now smiling as he moved his lips  in the way, it might be, that his father used to taste ale at Stratford. (Shakespeares fathers first public office was that of ale-taster.)

Presently he spoke as having strained the essence of his thought through judgements mesh until its flavour suited him. He hardly looked at me. He might have been addressing crowds imagined in his mind and seen with inner eye:

There is a virtue in a womans eyes, said he, that, looking, lures into a lovers soul until, though he be earthy of the earth, he will acquire him wings and soar up in an empyrean of such fiery ambition as shall purge his soul of dross. Yet he may look too long into that mystery, and too much see. Though Daedalus flew safe, incautious Icarus, greedy of attaining, winged into a realm where the increasing fervour of the orb of day oercame the very strength that lifted him and he was flung into such seas as swallow all who have not modesty.

And so, as Homer sang, none other shall accomplish; though the frog-like singers swell themselves in emulation of the bull, they burst, nor leave more reputation than a shrunken bladder and a wind gone back to vacancy the fouler for their use.

Such skill of handicraft, such mastery of medium and tool he had, who wrought that bauble, that I grow as green with envy as the stone is fashioned. Never envy aided. It is cankerous, ungodly rust that eats imprisoned virtue from a tempered blade, consuming and all viler for the stolen feast. That gimcrack stirs me marvellously, Will, for there was magic in the hand that wrought it such as lifts a veil and lets us glimpse a moments godliness.

His speech was like an angels, though I write it lamely. Memory be blamed. He made me set such value on the thing as superstition fastens to an heirloom and my mind went roving amid tales of talismans. I felt that gimcrack was a key to merry fortune.

And in truth, that morning, now the sun had sucked the mist away, was such as I have never seen except in England, with the hoarfrost sparkling and the crisp air breathing life into a man, the hedgerows soft-grey underneath their covering of rime, and all such weather as I fancy, breedeth kings  and men, too, to go earth glorious where jewelled grass in movement caught the sun: sailing forth and flout them in their teeth!

It was a magic morning. We began to sing, we two; for Wills moods were as changeful as our English weather. He could take the baritone and carol that against my booming bass until the horses ambled with a rare will and the frozen blackbirds chirruped back to us.

And he could make a song to any olden tune  such foolishness as lovers sing or nurses put the children off to sleep with, until we wearied of an air and Will set new words to another.


CHAPTER THREE

How Halifax and Shakespeare lodged at Roger Tunbys house near Cheapside.

WE slept that night at Oxford, at the Crown Inn, kept by a merry man named Davenant whose wife, I thought, was as like to lose her heart to Will as Mistress Bellamy had been. But Davenant had not been married over-long, so that his wife was foremost in his mind as yet and there was nothing to arouse Ann Hathaways jealousy  not that time.

After supper Will called for my gimcrack to amuse them, and he wove such tales around it as put all the chapbook writers out of countenance. I vow there never was such tongue as Wills, nor such imagination  no, nor such a voice to pluck at heartstrings, conjuring a sudden smile from tragedy and cloaking laughter with the mask of grief, until we knew not whether we should laugh or cry.

And so to bed at midnight, sheeted, nor no extra penny for the laundry, thanks to friend Wills entertainment.

So well we liked the Davenants, and they us, that we would have dallied at Oxford but for the shallowness of our exchequer, which persuaded us to journey on to London in one day, by way of Uxbridge, where it was market-day, and a host of people. There, because all men were in fear of horse-thieves, there being a ready market for stolen horses in Antwerp, we earned enough to pay for the bait for our own mounts by standing guard over about twenty others while their owners did Sunday errands; and by that means there entered a thought into Wills head that served him to good purpose later.

We lingered not long by the triple tree of Tyburn, where felons hung in chains from all three beams and great ravens perched above. There was an inn nearby, with benches from which whoever chose to buy ale at a penny more than custom might watch the hangman do his work.

Will grew gloomy, I remember, at the sight of that grim fruit on Tyburn Tree.

Heaven looked on, he exclaimed, nor took their part, nor pitied them!

And so, nigh sunset, to the house of Roger Tunby, where I made bold to expect such hospitality as oftentimes my father had received from him, and he from us (for it had been my fathers wont to entertain such reputable merchants as might come to Warwickshire from London).

Nor were we disappointed of good victuals, though the old chuff put the two of us to sleep in one bed and had us send our horses to a baiting stable, where we must pay the reckoning. But as it transpired later, that was fortunate, although at the time I thought a pox on such a starving tyke of a niggard host.

Old Tunby had been used to buy his wool in Warwickshire, and had made for himself such a name for honest dealing that he had as good as a monoply without paying fee to the Crown. But growing old, and too fat to endure the journey, he had not been seen in our parts for a year or two, so that I hoped he might not have heard the scandal of my fathers death. But London has long ears.

The old man bade me welcome and accepted Will as being friend of mine; but even his apprentices could see the spice of hospitality was lacking and that he no longer thought it a privilege to have a Halifax of Brownsover beneath his roof, but thought the cat now jumped the other way. He made short work of telling me it had been common talk in Pauls, and in all the taverns, these many days, how my father had slain one of the Earl of Leicesters followers and himself had been slain by another.

And they say, Will Halifax, said he, that Sir Harry slew his man to silence a witness who might have tipped the scale against him in a lawsuit for recovery of debt.

I wasted no breath on denial, though I knew my fathers innocence of such foul motive. It was not his nature to act cowardly, nor had he ever cared enough for money to besmirch his knighthood on account of it. The shoe was on the other foot. The Earl of Leicester had despatched two men to seek a quarrel with him, knowing that my father had been privy to certain doings that it were highly inconvenient should reach the Queens ears. Nevertheless, I had no proof of that, and he who had slain my father had been sent in great haste by the Earl into the Low Countries. Nor did I know exactly what the secret was that had cost Sir Harry his life.

I said to Roger Tunby while we sat at meat:

I will clear my fathers name in good time, he having given me a good enough one when he caused me to come into this world. And I have his kindness to remember, which shall spur me to the duty that I owe him. Nor will I reckon that debt paid before I make the author of foul rumour eat his words.

The old man screwed his mouth up. He was used to domineering his apprentices and took it ill that I should offer to him in his own house what might sound like a reproof. He drummed his knife-butt on the table-cloth. But the serving-wench mistook that for a summons, and when she came he changed his mind about answering me scurvily.

More ale, Jane! he commanded. Less attention to a guests good looks than to his comfort, or the prentices will take you for a vulgar trullibub! A pox on your curiosity, girl! Remember I am an host, and shame me not! Such slovenly neglect! More ale  more ale! And pour it handsomely! Not too much foam, as if, forsooth, this were a pickpenny roadside tavern! Just enough to fill the nostrils pleasantly with good smell while the palate takes the flavour!

When the maid had served to turn his temper he addressed me fatherly:

Will Halifax, you will best let bygones be. My own son Edward thought to merit fortune by being, as it were, the echo of myself, even as you aspire to be your fathers echo and to do as he did. My good reputation was to be son Edwards stock-in-trade; my knowledge, his credit on change; my accomplishment, his boundary of what was worth the doing. He was so satisfied to be the son of Roger Tunby that my faults, which the Lord knows are more than enough, were as much virtues in his eyes as what small quality I have. Hed sooner be at breaking pates about some prentice-talk against me than advance himself by giving rumour manful deeds to bruit abroad. Hed sell what I Like father, like son, Edward, said I, is a mares nest. Its a sucked egg. Its as good as boasting that a mans son is his shadow on the wall. God forfend me from the sin o blasphemy. The Holy Scripture says the childrens teeth shall be set on edge, so thats the way of it and, sinner though I may be, I will not oer-reach myself to break the Lords Commandments. Powder-beef and pease-pudden, said I, are more suitabler to make you feel your teeth than the brewis and pancakes youre getting. So to sea you go, and face the wrath o man and nature for your own good name! My own names good enough for me, said I, and if I lose it lacking you to cudgel the pates of prentices, you may make a new name for yourself! And to sea I sent him under Master Hezekiah Greene, bidding him bite Spanishers if his teeth should get too sharp on the ships food for endurance. Bite em, Edward, says I, in the Lords name, not mine, and bring portuguese (A gold coin worth about $17.50.) and angels ( A gold coin worth about $1.70.) home with you. Ill add you two for each one, and thereto Ill give you this house o mine to marry in so soon as men on change look envious at me because my son is lustier than theirs!

I have no doubt but that was good enough advice, but Will Shakespeare spied a hole where he could drive his wit in, so he piped up:

Marry! Will you add two to every one that Will Halifax brings home? If so, Ill go to sea with him!

Is he my son? Are you? old Tunby answered. I have made him welcome for his fathers sake, and I gave him some good advice for his own. But he is too old for a prentice, and I have no doubt he isnt old enough to let the maids alone, on top of being too well born to stomach trade. He must shift for himself. But this I will do. For his father Sir Harrys sake Ill speak a word for him to a master-mariner whose ship lies in the Thames by Greenwich.

Now I knew I should make him my enemy an I said no to that offer; yet I doubted it were wise to say yes, and by the look in Wills eyes I made certain he thought as I did. Old Tunbys offer was too sudden-kind. If he were seeking to get rid of me, as was not impossible, then it might be that he owed my father money, of which, indeed I had long entertained a suspicion, although I had no proof.

So, affecting a gratitude I did not altogether feel, I asked how soon he could arrange the matter. He answered it might need a few days, he not caring to take boat to Greenwich while the ague lingered in his bones, but that he looked to see the ague leave him with the first warm sunshine. Will and I might stay with him meanwhile if we would lend a hand among the prentices.

But I had seen men with the ague. If he had it, then I had it, too, and so had my horse Robin. Therefore, I began to feel sure that he hid some matter from me, since a reputable merchant would be hardly like to lie to a guest in his own house concerning such a simple matter unless his mind were on a greater and more complex issue, one lie leading to another.

So I made a show of doubt that a merchant-adventurer would accept my services on board ship without a few score pounds to boot to balance inexperience. He did not mislike that, mistaking it for modesty on my part  a virtue in which he declared too many youths were lacking.

After supper by the fireside he began to drink (The Elizabethan term for pipe-smoking.) tobacco (which I thought a filthy habit until later on I met Sir Walter Rawleigh and from admiration of him learned to do the trick myself). When we had talked a while old Tunbys married daughter, Mistress Atkins, with a guard of noisy prentices, came from her own house half-a-mile away to pay her duty to him and to find fault with the serving-maids, since Tunby kept no woman in the house to manage them, being not so long a widower that he wished to replace his wifes tongue with another that might clack louder.

After she had finished devilling the wenches, Mistress Atkins sat with us before the fire to do her sewing, deeply curious to learn how Will and I had come and for what foul purpose.

Presently I spoke to her about my Mildred, thinking that a youngish woman with her second child due about May Day might admire a tale of lovers constancy. But she liked neither me nor my story and read me a shrews sermon on it, vowing that young men who defied their elders ended by marrying neer-do-wells, the more bitterly to regret it the longer they lived.

I wished I had been silent about Mildred, but Will Shakespeare took the scolding merrily enough. He told her of his own wife in Stratford; whereat Mistress Atkins made bold to ask him how many pounds the year Ann had for keeping house the while her husband ruffled it in London.

Wills answer drew her anger as a good dog draws a bear: Whoso puts, said he, a burden on a horse should feed him. Should the poor brute haul the wain up heavy hills and feed his owner likewise with the very juices of his strength?

The mean shrew flew into a passion, storming at her father that he wasted substance entertaining squibbes come begging with their hose patched on their heels. Masterless men, she called us, runagates, who should be haled before a magistrate and smartly whipped back to the parish where we shirked work; vagabonds, who might be spies for all an honest woman knew  Papish Jesuits, mayhap, in league against the Queens grace, fattening ourselves on English beef in English homes the while we plotted with the Scotch Queen and the French!

In choler I rose from the settle to take my leave, late though the hour was. But Will stood up and nudged me until I caught his eye. There was such mischief there as gave me pause and he was smiling, although as for me the turkey-red went flaming up my temples and I could not speak for the wrath that boiled in me. Will pushed me back into the corner:

Mistress, he said, it were better done thus.

He struck an attitude, so sudden that she quailed. I, too, thought he would curse her. Tunby struggled to his feet, but sat down; I think he was not sorry to see his shrew-tongued daughter taken down a peg or two.

And of a sudden Will began to pour forth words that stung and bit like summer horse-flies. They were like a whips crack. There was steel in them. Laden, they were, with the freight of a curse impending, all the dreadfuller because he never launched it; and his gestures, like a master-swordsmans, terrified by their restraint suggestive of a passion leashed and ready to be loosed, yet held in check.

For a minute  aye, more than a minute  I believed his venomous invective was assailing her; and so thought she, recoiling from him like a souse-wife (A woman who pickles pigs heads and feet.) in a back-street broil.

But it presently appeared that he was teaching her a better way to void her spleen, not voiding his on her. With subtlety beyond my cunning to detect, when she was browbeat into speechlessness, he passed her by, as floods go rolling by a broken dam, and left her, as it were, behind him wondering to watch him overwhelm all levels lower than herself. We three became the audience, and he the player showing us how virtue triumphs over vice.

And in time he paused  in good time. Subtle gesture changed him. He became the very creature he had overwhelmed with eloquence! He trembled and began to answer  stammered  tried to summon dignity  then turned away, recovering, to cloak his shame beneath a show of anger, coveting a passion that he could not feel, his very venom turned to water by the magic of his former speech. He seemed to try to gather new resources from the empty air, then hung his head and answered  nothing!

Presently he smiled, and seemed to take us into confidence; now he was Will of Stratford, we his hosts.

All men, he said, play many parts. And that which we think worthy in us often shows itself weak wretchedness when nobler presences appear. Vainglorious Goliath falls before a Davids sling. A David cowers at a weak old mans rebuke. Our chiefest powers glow but in comparison with lesser; in the flame of higher genius they fall like dross into the ashes of our self-contempt  inestimable  ugly  oh, oblivion shall swallow no more proper food than weakness that we thought was strength and self-esteem that we mistook for godliness!

He changed again. He took his seat, and like a cat before the hearth, drew comfort out of hospitality, contenting others with the spirit he exuded. Then he told us tales, so full of magic and the mystery of interest as kept us wakeful, until midnight saw the fire die low and Mistress Atkins had to beg grace of her fathers roof. She sent two prentices to warn her husband she would not be home that night, old Tunby bidding the prentices tread slyly lest the night-watch catch them and the magistrates impose a penalty next day for being out when honest lads should lie abed.


CHAPTER FOUR

Of the meeting with Benjamin Berden by chance, and of the opportunity that came of it.

I ROSE at dawn, leaving Will Shakespeare in the bed, and I was in the street before the prentices took down the shutters, finding my way to Burbages mews where we had left the horses overnight. Will meant to follow custom and sell the nag that carried him to London, and we had heard the day before, along the road from Uxbridge, how good horses were in fine demand since so many knights and gentlemen had gone to the Low Countries at their own costs to help Dutchmen fight the King of Spain.

But what with the purse my Mildred gave me, and Will Shakespeares impudence having saved us so much tavern expense, I was not feeling so bankrupt after all, and the thought had found lodging in my head that two good nags would make a better showing than one.

So I aroused the drunken hostler, and he, thinking I would pay my reckoning, summoned Burbage from his bed, most scurvily ill-tempered to be called to pocket those few pence. I bade him offer me a price for Wills mare, and what with his mislike of being up so early, and with his thinking I could not afford the charges and would therefore sell the mare cheap, he bid low. Whereat I cried a pox on his Jews avarice and came away before he could better the offer.

Then I returned to the house and wakened Will, who was a lusty sleeper, and I offered him the same price for the mare that Burbage bid me. Will accepted it without ado, it being nearly twice as much as he had hoped to get for his old sorrel that he started with from Stratford, although much less than the mare was worth. I paid him there and then, he smiling as I counted out the money.

You will die rich or be hanged poor, one way or the other, he said, pulling on his hose, but if you always leave your victims richer for the chousing, you will not lack mourners.

I grew half-ashamed of having paid him such a low price, although the mare was in a way part mine, since it was I who had forced the exchange with Jeremy Crutch, but Will read my humour.

Rest you merry, he adjured me. Let me not know what the proper price is. In the good enough our true contentment lies. The better, unattained, frets disposition. I am only happy when I see no summits out o reach, nor no flights of imagination missed.

We ate our breakfast with the prentices, Mistress Atkins being gone betimes in great dread that her household might have fallen into sloth for lack of clacking tongue. But ere our meal was done old Roger Tunby came among us in his nightcap, with a great red shawl about his shoulders, to admonish the prentices and to bid me help them. He was full of spleen in the forenoons, showing whence his daughter had her sharpness, but methought he snailed and swounded (Snails! and Swounds! were favourite oaths.) more than natural, as if he spurred a discontent to cover motives. I was more than ever sure he hoped to keep me occupied until he could send me long leagues out of reach.

The while I hesitated how I should avoid him without risking enmity, considering a lie about the horses, or a cousins cousin to be found, or some such subterfuge, Will Shakespeare stole my privilege, like Jacob robbing Esau. He proposed himself in my place, vowing he could sell two bales of merchandise to my one and declaring I was likelier to quarrel than to lure new custom or retain the old.

Good shopmen, it appeared, were growing scarce, what with the war in Flanders and so many thoughts of our English volunteers going over there to fight the Dons. Our English merchants were harvesting a mint o money selling good cannon and poor wool cloth to both sides, but they were having to pay high prices for ill-trained shopsters. So old Tunby hesitated, doubting Will and yet remembering the magic of his tongue that certainly might serve in wooing custom. While they argued I went up and mucked on my best suit with the pointed sleeves, made by Fugger of Augsburg. (The famous German house of Fugger did a considerable business in readymade clothing, whereas English woollens were getting a bad reputation abroad.) I did don, too, my new short cloak of blue French velvet.

When I came down Will was chaffering already with a purchaser of wool. Apparently he understood that trade (and by the rood, I have found little that he does not understand, except how to use weapons and act churlish). The prentices, who were sweeping out the kennel (A gutter down the middle of the street.) before the shop, were in two minds, whether to listen to Will or to the common cryer, who was serving notice of an execution to be held at noon that day. I made my way to Cheapside unobserved (I thought) by any of them, and for a while I was hard put to it to bear myself with proper arrogance, so entertaining was the scene.

Adown the middle of Cheapside rode gentry, picking their way through crowds of prentices and loiterers of many nations.

There was a constant movement, wondrous pleasing to the eye, enhanced as it was by the colours of mens and womens costumes against the painted woodwork of the houses and the heaps of soiled snow. When I stepped aside to dodge a horseman I was seized by half a dozen prentices, who were like to tear my cloak off, so eager they were to drag me into their masters shop and sell me I know not what extravagances at double or treble the market price.

I was irked to think they took me for a country lout, being flattered that I carried myself already with a proper townsmans air, yet it was worth a mans life, almost, to incur their enmity. I saw one instance of their storminess. While I was giving and taking repartee right merrily, to hide my anger and to rid myself of the rogues who picked me for an easy prey, a horseman, spurring in his haste, knocked down a prentice.

Instantly there was a cry of Clubs! Clubs! The clamour sped up Cheapside until the whole street rang with it. The prentices left me, and swarms of others, like angered hornets, surged out of the shop-doors with their cudgels swinging. He on the horse made shift to gallop through their midst and faith, he sent a dozen of them down like ninepins, but he might have spared himself some drubbing had he put another face on it. They dragged him off his horse and cudgelled him until he lay stunned, whereafter they held him under a pump and soused him back to consciousness with his high boots full of water and his fine clothes muddied, mocking him for one of the Spanish ambassadors men and telling him his master, and his masters king to boot, were like to be hanged ere long with the other quartered Jesuits on London Bridge.

Yet they were merry rogues, right eager to be friendly in their own way, not intolerant, but liking not at all stiff manners in a stranger. They who had made a sort of prisoner of me were well contented when I gave them money to buy ale, and when I asked where the house of Joshua Stiles might be they sent one of their number to escort me. He was named Jack Giles  a stocky, bull-necked lad in a yellow jerkin that matched his freckles and a flat green cap that seemed to have been used for many purposes.

The place where Joshua Stiles did business was a great house built of brick, containing offices of more than a dozen merchants, close to the new Exchange that had been built by Sir Thomas Gresham. The house had a yard in its midst, in which scores of messengers and porters, and some sailors, warmed themselves at sea-coal fires that burned in iron pots. The snow, grey and sombre with soot, had been piled up in heaps that did not melt because so little sunshine came into the yard, but the firelight shone on the snow right handsomely.

A pompous jackanapes in livery stood at the entrance-gate and asked my business, seeming to take it ill that I was guided by a city prentice and not followed by a servant of my own, nor not on horseback; and while I pondered whether to bestow a largesse on the churl to change his humour I felt my cloak pulled from behind.

Marry, but I did not want to see Will Shakespeare then! There he stood, as pleased to find me as if I owed him money. His old-fashioned country suit looked shabby, and I wanted to ruffle it handsomely, not show myself to an important stranger for the first time in a bumpkins company. I stepped back to the street to learn what brought him, masking my displeasure.

Willy, he said, smiling, Roger Tunby takes it ill that you should leave his house all raw, uncounselled and alone. He fears that you may fall among trim-witted fellows who will spoil you of that finery! He bade me follow you, and, if I would keep his goodwill, not to return without you. Marry! but he set no limit to the venture.

How so? I demanded, not exactly comprehending, though I read the mischief in his eyes and by the rood it softened my ill humour.

Why, as day in search of night, and night of day, let mutual pursuit not cease until we meet in gloaming at our hosts door, he retorted.

I could see that he had news for me, but he proposed to tell it in his own way, mocking-my impatience with an air of having all eternity to browse in.

Let us steal a march on destiny, said he, and for the moment be the fortunes favourites that hope accredits us. Insane ambition was the bane of Lucifer, but were not angels, Will. A bird may whistle where a mitred abbot were ashamed to speak. So let imagination pluck that pheasants feather from your hat and fly for both of us. Ill borrow wings from you. Well both go looking for Will Halifax  yourself the genius of what he shall be, looking for the runagate that is, to make a man of him  and I, the counsellor, contributing such ill advice as Satan uses to keep homing souls from Heaven!

It was half an hour before I had the story from him. I had hardly left old Roger Tunbys house that morning, it appeared, before the common carrier drew rein with letters out of Warwickshire that Tunby bore into the closet at the shops rear with an air of secrecy. That left Will free to exchange a word or two of gossip with the carrier, who told him that one letter was from Tony Pepperday.

Remembering that Tony was my Mildreds lawful guardian who, by unhappy chance and monstrous, misliked me, Will plied the carrier with questions. And it seemed that the carrier, like many other folk, well understood what I knew not at all, that Roger Tunby wanted Mildred for his own son Edward, knowing what a comfortable dowry she should have and being so involved with Tony Pepperday in dealings that might otherwise turn to his disadvantage.

Quoth the carrier, said Will, the devil himself would need a long spoon should he sup with either of them.

Can they marry a couple when one is abroad and the other unwilling? I asked Will.

Nay, said he, but ships come home, and absence has a way of ending in the course of time! As for the maids unwillingness, they say it is a womans heritage to change her mind. You are not so puritanical, I take it, that design might forge no scandal for your Mildreds ears?

For that speech I cursed him  albeit something gently, for I loved the man, although he could think of more ingenious disasters in a moment than the devil might invent in half a lifetime, and he aggravated discontent by watching like a groundling at a play to see the outcome. Yet he was the friendliest observer.

I have heard, said he, that this man Joshua Stiles, whom you seek, is after the Spanish fashion, more solemn than wise. Nay, I know no more than rumour  what the prentices have told me.

I did not want Will with me when I should meet Stiles, but neither did I wish to lack his friendship, so I thought of a way to be presently rid of him and at the same time to advantage both of us. I bade him bring the horses and to meet me where we stood as soon as might be, saying I would let him ride my roan. (For, I thought, if he should ride the mare again so soon he might forget the change of ownership.)

Then I bade that churl in livery at the gate to conduct me forthwith to Joshua Stiless presence, he insolently answering that I might cool my humour in the yard along with the other petitioners until it should please his honour to send for me. And while we bandied words so loudly that the porters left the fires to come and watch us, Joshua Stiles himself came fuming through a doorway, pompous and important, to discover what the scandal might be. All they in the yard saluted him with a good morning, Master Stiles, but he took no notice and I judged his temper reasonably well.

He was a hard-faced man with a pointed grey beard, tall and muscular, his hair nigh whiter than his starched ruff. From under shaggy brows his pale-blue eyes looked old with worry, although alertness glimmered in their depths, and he had a way of standing with both hands on his hips and his paunch thrust out, that he may have thought lent him importance. He was very richly dressed. He had a harsh voice.

How now, sirrah? he demanded. You mistake this for the fish-wharf? Shall I order you thrown in the Clink (One of the London prisons.) for a disturber of the peace?

I answered soberly that I had news for him. He asked me roughly, what news? I replied, such news as he might not wish bruited. He demanded to know whence I came and whether my name was entered on the Lord Mayors list of strangers in the City; to which I answered, he himself might write such informations as he pleased when he had heard what I would tell him privily. Whereat he stood a moment fingering the gold chain that he wore around his neck, and I judged him a sheep in a wolf-skin.

Come, he said, leading the way.

I followed him into a room wherein a bright fire burned in an iron grate and two clerks wrote at a table. There were documents in racks and boxes.

Now then, sirrah. To the point, and briefly! he commanded. But I said nothing, looking sideways at the clerks and from the clerks again to him.

So he dismissed them from the room and took his stand, with hands on hips again and his back to the fire, leaving me in the light. I took care he should read self-assurance on my face.

When we had tried to stare each other out of countenance, I asked him whether he had lost aught on the road from Bristol lately; whereat he put his hand to his beard and hesitated in a way that put me thoroughly on guard against him. There was a great square key-hole in the door that led into the next room; I would have wagered a clerk was listening.

What have you of mine? he demanded.

But I was not so country-raw as all that.

I know, I said, a man who found a red box with a green stone figure in it. I can get the thing if I can find its proper owner.

Will you sell it? he demanded. How much?

No, said I. For shall I sell you what is not mine? But I am minded that it might be such a talisman as sets its finder on the road to fortune.

It will lead you on the road to Tyburn Tree, he answered. If you have my property, surrender it before I have you clapped in fetters!

But though he was reputed rich, and an alderman to boot, it crossed my mind that he might have more will than ability to execute such malice. So I said I was mistaken, having heard the owner of the gimcrack was a civil enough gentleman:

Whereas you, sir, I said, seem somewhat lacking in that particular. I will take my information to the Lord Mayor, who will know what should be done.

I knew I had him then. He was in six minds all at once.

I have a toothache and the chill air frets me, shortening my temper, he said at last. I should have perceived you are of gentle breeding and I beg you to forget my hasty rudeness, that offends me more than it did you.

I suspect the toy of which you speak is mine, he said, and truth to tell, I will be glad to get it back without such bruiting of my foolish fondness for the thing as might stir ridicule. If you will bring it to my house in Spitalfields, to-night at eight o the clock, I will be at leisure to discuss what influence I can exert in your behalf.

To put a better face on it he questioned me about my name and parentage, pretending he had known my father Sir Harry.

Nevertheless, I let him hold me there in conversation, he turning over in his mind, I did not doubt, the while he talked, alternatives for my discomfiture.

It was an hour, and he summoned by his clerk to the Exchange, before he took my arm and walked with me to the gate where already Will Shakespeare sat on my horse Robin, holding the led mare.

Will and I rode westward, for it was time that the walking in Pauls should begin, of which I had heard my father tell so often, and of how all the favourites at court who had the Queens ear could be seen there promenading, as well as all those who wished to seem important or who sought an opportunity to press their suits by getting word with someone of influence.

Avoiding Cheapside, lest one of Roger Tunbys prentices should recognize us, we had turned along a street nearby the river when a circumstance befell that ushered me on to the stage of great events, though through a back-door, as it were.

There began a clamour of all the church-bells and a din of shouting  then a surge of people out of by-lanes toward Cheapside. Women leaned from upper windows. I thought haply Queen Elizabeth herself were coming, which, if it were so, was a sight that neither Will nor I would have missed, not though we lacked a meal for looking  although Will told me he had seen her once at Kenilworth what time the Earl of Leicester entertained her with unnumbered strange conceits. (But Will was young then.)

So we turned up a lane into Cheapside and waited, realizing presently that all that clamour of bells was something other than a festival. For dignity we forbore questioning, but we were puzzled by the crowds behaviour, which seemed to me expectant rather of a good bear-baiting than the passage of the Queens grace. And presently, from the City, came a great roar our way, increasing until it almost drowned the clangour of the bells. Then I saw a group of horsemen and behind them, yeomen from the Tower in bright red liveries with black hats  bearded, handsome fellows armed with halberds, forcing the crowd to either side to make a passage through the midst.

Then followed he who was the instigator of the whole commotion. Came an old grey horse that drew a hurdle, whereon lay a man so tied by legs and wrists that he could raise himself a little on his elbows. He was clothed in sacking, and his arms and the calves of his legs were blue with the cold  a middle-aged man who, I thought, might look right gently bred in other circumstances.

Never had I seen a man so howled at and so execrated; nor never have I seen a poor wretch so resentful of the fate that he had brought down on himself, nor more undignified in his attempt to win the people to his way of thinking. Many and many a man I have seen die, some of whom were caitiffs, but none have I seen that feared his death and clamoured his complaints as that one did.

He would raise himself until the cords cut deep into his arms, and cry out that he called on God to hold Queen Elizabeth guilty of his blood. For a moment the crowd would listen. Then it drowned his cries under a roar of mockery and execration, so that you would think he would know how little use it was to make appeal to them. But he cried out the more; and all the while he kept glancing over his shoulder at the executioners, who walked behind him dressed in black, wearing black masks, the one carrying a hempen rope and the other the great quartering knife with its edge toward the culprit.

Behind the executioners were other yeomen of the guard to keep the crowd from harming the poor wretch; and, indeed, I think, if it had not been for the yeomen and their halberds, there would have been no work left for the executioner to do, so savage was the crowds mood. There were some who threw stones and vegetables, although not many, having scant time to procure the ammunition. One yeoman was struck by a stone and left the ranks to punish him who threw it; not discovering the man, he struck another with his halberd, and so shrewdly that the rest took warning of the broken head.

The procession passed and I looked for someone to tell me who the poor wretch was who rode the hurdle. There was a dark-faced fellow almost at my saddle-bow  a man with clever-looking hazel eyes, clean-shaven, well dressed in a dark green suit that might be some noblemans livery, although it bore no cognizance. He seemed right eager to address me, so I looked the other way to test his eagerness, and presently he touched my knee.

I saw you having speech with Joshua Stiles, the alderman, he said. Will you troll the bowl with me awhile in yonder tavern? We will drink a fathom-health to Good Queen Bess.

He took my mares rein, smiling confidently when I bade him let go.

I am Benjamin Berden, he said, in the service of Mister Secretary Walsingham.

He might have been speaking falsely, but he claimed high influence, so I held my tongue and followed him into the tavern, leaving Will to mind the horses; but the lad Jack Giles had followed us and took the reins from Will, who was nothing loth to bear us company. So we three took seats at a table in a corner and were served with ale and cheese by a wench who took such interest in Will that she spilled ale on my cloak.

Berden seemed in no haste to unfold his business. He told us that the wretch we saw drawn on a hurdle was Doctor Parry of the Queens household and a member of the parliament now sitting. He had been convicted of plotting against the Queens life, having agreed with one Neville, a relative of the Earl of Westmoreland, to blow her up in bed with gunpowder. But Neville had betrayed the plot, and Parry had confessed under threat of torture; whereat, such indignation had there been in parliament that Sir Thomas Lucy had proposed a bill to authorize a form of execution worse than that provided by the statues. But Sir Philip Sidney, Sir Walter Rawleigh and a few others protesting, word of it had reached the Queens ears, so that she herself prevented it by a message to parliament, declaring that the present penalties were ample  as indeed whoever witnesseth can testify.

But there are many who think otherwise, said Berden, since, if the Queen were killed, she would leave no heir of her body to rule the realm. The Scottish Queen  aye, and the King of Spain, and the Duke of Guise, would surely contrive to lay this kingdom low under the Popes heel, of which we had a-plenty in Queen Marys reign. There be many, he said, who have heard how the Pope offers a good round sum of money and his blessing to whoever murders her. Such hold to the opinion that it might be wisdom to revive King Harrys medicine for traitors  boiling them alive in oil, although the oil costs money and is not good for much else afterwards.

But I thought that a dreadful death could hardly terrify a man of courage, and Will Shakespeare added that whatever Sir Thomas Lucy might invent would be a poxy method to procure unquietness, since wisdom does not brew itself in fools heads. We were like to have begun an argument, Will having no love for Sir Thomas Lucy, who had stocked him more than once for killing deer, but Berden stayed that, coming to the point at last:

What know you of Joshua Stiles? he asked me.

I told him I thought the alderman a sheeps head in a wolfs shift. One word led to another and at last, divining that this Berden was a man whose confidences might prove useful to me, I related to him how the gimcrack in its red box came into my hands, and how Joshua Stiles coveted the thing, it being doubtless his.

Berden asked to clap eye on the gimcrack, but I was minded to discover first what underlay his interest. So he asked, would I show it to a secretary of Sir Francis Walsingham?

Aye, I answered, if he will present me to Sir Francis afterwards, since I lack present means of having access to the Queens grace.

You aim high, said Berden. But he thought a while, and presently he put me to a deal of questioning.

It tickled him, I thought, that I should speak unkindly of the Earl of Leicester, but warned me of discussing high personages.

There are spies, he told me, whichever way a man turns. Spies for the French and Spanish embassies, and for the Scottish Queen, and for the Privy Council  aye, and for the Queen herself, if only the truth were known; so that what a man says privily this morning may be bruited in the Queens ears in the afternoon.

I said I doubted it, to make him say more, although I believed him well enough.

I myself am a spy for Sir Francis Walsingham, he said. I will stand your friend before Sir Francis if you will do the like by me. He recks too little yet of my discretion. I could summon guards and hale you to him, but he might reward me or he might blame, and I better like the thought of bringing you before Lord Burghley, who is liker to employ you, and by the same good service to yourself I fasten two strings to my own bow.

He told me then a long tale of his doings: how his father was a preacher of the new religion, who had fled from England when Queen Mary married the Spanish King, and no mans life was safe who refused to acknowledge the Pope. How, consequently, he himself had learned Italian and French and German in Geneva, not returning to his own land until she whom men call Bloody Mary died, with Calais written on her heart (for so they tell), and her sister, our great Elizabeth, came out of durance to be Queen, at which time Berden was a boy of fourteen years.

He told how he became a servant to Sir Francis Walsingham, with whom he lived in Paris at the embassy, and how Sir Francis had employed him chiefly to spy on the Spanish ambassador and on a man named Morgan, who was agent for the Queen of Scots.

And I tell you, he said, tapping again on the table, we who ferret out the news by which the statesmen guide their practices, receive small wages and less praise, even as those statesmen themselves get poxy treatment from the Queen. A man does well to look to his own chances.

I thought him a zany, notwithstanding, so to talk to me, who was a stranger to him; and I thought Will Shakespeare, glancing at him darkly now and then, gave little credit to his talk.

I was eager to be taken that hour to Lord Burghley, or to Sir Francis Walsingham; indifferent, indeed, which member of the Council should be sponsor of my fortune, so be I missed no opportunity. But Berden told me neither of them could be seen that morning, since the parliament was sitting and the Lords held council in the morning to be ready for the session in the afternoon.

Moreover, said he, matters such as this are better deftly-managed, such a pick-thank lot they are at court, each studying to claim all credit for himself.


CHAPTER FIVE

Of many famous men, and of the meeting with Thomas Phelippes which took Will to Westminister.

BERDEN found me not so ignorant as he imagined. Princes and their ministers seek safety for the state in preserving that very ignorance that constitutes its gravest danger; whereas, it seems to me, that if men were all equally well-informed it must inevitably follow that the greater part would rally to lawful government, but in ignorance lies such uncertainty as stimulates sedition.

And who shall preserve ignorance, that is like a mist dispersable by every wind of truth that blows? We of the shires and counties were kept more or less informed by the members of Parliament returning to their homes between the short sessions.

So what I did know certainly was mixed with false and ridiculous tidings, but I had a sort of general knowledge that made me able to hold my ground with Berden. I knew, for instance, that the Scots Queen was now at Tutbury in the custody of Sir Ralph Sadler, a man advanced in years, who some said favoured her; though that I doubted, knowing the Lord Harry had employed him in suppressing monasteries, and how he had fought against the Scots, rallying the cavalry at Pinkie Cleugh, and what not else. And I knew it was common talk that there was more than one French priest in the Scots Queens household in disguise; nor was there doubt in anybodys mind that she was practising against the realm, with secret messages to Parma in the Low Country, and to the Duke of Guise in France, and even to Phillip, King of Spain; as it was also known that many in England favoured her and looked to see her on the throne before long.

I had heard even my father Sir Harry say, and more than once, that it were well to keep Mary Queen of Scots alive and in good countenance, in order that England might not lack a queen if God should see fit to remove Elizabeth, by a murderers hand or otherwise. My father was one of the first in our part of England to sign the Association Bond for the protection of the Queens life, but it was understood, nevertheless, that her life hung by a pack-thread since the Pope had excommunicated her with promises of wealth in this world and salvation in the next for her assassin.

It was common rumour, too, and well-known to us country gentry, that Percy, Neville, Arundel, Throgmorton, Paget, and others of our nobility who had escaped to foreign parts, were planning invasion to set Mary of Scotland on the throne. The Duke of Guise should go to Scotland to invade us from the North, and the King of Spain should send his troops to land in Ireland. Nor had England any army to resist them.

There were also stories that the Queen would marry the Earl of Leicester, to raise an heir to her own body and to set all rivalries at rest. But there were few who liked that prospect, since the Earl was but a Dudley and ill spoken of  under suspicion, moreover, of having murdered Amy Robsart, whom he had married secretly and then wished dead.

So there was much to talk of, and no little mutual understanding, as Berden and I rode toward Pauls yard, where the printing shops lie cheek by jowl beneath a wooden colonade, alongside houses of the better class of merchants and the shops of sword-smiths, ruff-makers, glovers, and what not else. That prentice lad had followed us; he seemed vastly taken with me, so I let him hold the horses, but I wondered what trouble his master would make for him when he should return to that shop in Cheapside.

Mighty entertainment had I watching how the grave and venerable men who stood at corners measured the young gallants swords and brake them if they passed a lawful length. For all were aping the Italians in those days, but an Order in Council had set limits to the fashion, and many a cock-feathered gallant I saw well mocked and impotently furious because his costly new Italian blade was snapped into a business for the blacksmith. Glad I was that none had coaxed me to Italianate myself. My sword was good old English, short and heavy, that a Halifax had borne on Flodden Field that time the Scots had sought to take advantage of King Harry when his back was turned.

And when we had seen all the shopkeepers daughters, I wondered a while at Pauls, which is a building that I doubt not makes the foreigners put tongue in cheek when they speak of us as barbarous pirates.

There I first set eyes on men who are the very marrow of the spine of England, Berden naming them as he and I stood watching from a corner near the main door. Some I would have recognized from hearsay. Sir Francis Drake, Fulke Grenville, Sir Philip Sidney, Sir John Hawkins, Sir Richard Grenville and Lord Howard of Effingham were all of one group, filling up the aisle in two lines as they strolled up and down, so that others had to turn when they turned, they setting the pace for the whole procession that flowed back and forth like a tide up the mouth of a river.

Of them all Lord Howard of Effingham, the Queens Lord Chamberlain, was by far the handsomest; but Sir Philip Sidney, already Master of the Ordnance although not greatly older than myself, was next to him in good looks. But the man who made my heart leap as I watched him was Sir Francis Drake. He was dressed in a suit of red and white, with a velvet cloak that showed off the breadth of his shoulders and depth of his chest. He had a thick neck that looked fit to bear a cannon-ball, and a cannonball was what I thought of as I stared at his high forehead and the brave blue eyes beneath.

And this I marked: that though he neither raised his voice nor gestured forcibly, his speech came out of him like gun-shot; so that all men listened to him, though he seemed not to care that they listened.

Came a man in a russet suit, whom at first sight I liked not at all  a spare, impassive, pock-marked fellow, red-haired, something over thirty, who passed through the crowd adroitly and tapped at Berdens shoulder from behind.

What have you? he demanded.

He was owlish. I perceived that Berden feared him; and indeed there was nothing about him that a man of merry humour might regard with liking, though he stirred curiosity, Nor was he altogether mean to look at; there was something of enthusiasm in him, as if in secret he pursued a steadfast aim, and it leaped into my mind as I observed him that an alchemist or a sorcerer might look as he did.

I have Joshua Stiles as good as caught, said Berden and presented me, naming the man Master Thomas Phelippes. His strange brown eyes changed vaguely, as if mayhap he knew my name by hearsay; and I learned later that he never forgot whatever he had once heard.

He led the way into a corner near Duke Humphreys tomb, where the low ruffians and broken gentlemen who could be hired for any venture stood around in groups, and Berden told him in a low voice all about my ride to London.

Phelippes asked to see the trinket. He returned it to me after one swift glance.

Yes, we have him now, he said quietly, and another besides, if no fool blunders.

Berden flinched at that, so I knew there was discontent between them. For a while they whispered with their backs toward me, so I turned to watch Sir Francis Drake again, who had brought all the walkers in Pauls to a standstill by pausing in converse with Sir Thomas Hawkins and Lord Howard.

Phelippes touched me on the shoulder. Ride, he said, with Berden to the Palace Yard and await my coming.

So we rode to Westminster, where a crowd stood struggling to see the quartered wretch whom they had dragged up Cheapside earlier in the day. But we threaded our way around the edges of the crowd and rode under an echoing arch, where halberdiers admitted Berden without challenge.

The inner yard was smoothly paved, with a great well in the midst that seemed to serve no purpose, since there were neither buckets nor beam, although there was a stone arch over it with hooks to which we fastened our reins. There we waited, watching the comings and goings of many messengers, some of whom from their liveries I knew to be followers of the Earl of Leicester.

Very tardily came Phelippes. He brought with him a certain Captain Jaques, who looked like an Italian but was not, though I never learned in what land he had first seen daylight; he rode, and he stood like a soldier to be counted on for fierceness, and behind him rode four others not less dark and desperate of aspect than himself. Phelippes threw his reins to Berden and went in through a door in the shadow at a corner of the yard. The rest of us stood staring at one another. It was a long time, and we half-frozen, before Phelippes came out through the same narrow door and beckoned me.

I followed him up steps into a narrow corridor from which oaken doors opened on either hand. There was a weight of silence and a chill gloom, as if we were entering a dungeon; but we went up stone stairs to a wider corridor and at the end of that a bright fire of sea-coal was burning in an iron grate at which a dozen saucy pages warmed themselves. There Phelippes left me for a while.

The good comfortable glow of sea-coals warmed me finely, and the need to stare those pages out of countenance restored my self-assurance, what with being chilled to the marrow in the yard and waiting like a serving man at Phelippess beck and call. I recalled to myself that I was being much more fortunate than I had reason to expect, and by the time Phelippes opened a door and beckoned I felt ready to make my bow to Queen Elizabeth herself.


CHAPTER SIX

Of meeting with Lord Secretary Burghley.

I FOLLOWED Phelippes into a room in which sat four venerable-looking secretaries in black suits, who wrote studiously by the dim light from narrow windows. At the far end was a door by which a man sat on a stool, holding a black rod tipped with ivory; he tapped on the door with his stick, not opening until he heard a voice within, which brought my heart to my mouth.

Phelippes led into a dim room sumptuously furnished, lined with shelves on which were boxes, many of them covered with red leather. At a table in the midst two secretaries sat, their quill pens squeaking on the parchment. Neither of them glanced up. But he who sat in a great armchair by the fireside stared at me, and I had no eyes thereafter for whatever else was in the room, so curiously stirring was his presence. Since that day I have come to think him great, and I have thought him mean; I have despised his underhandedness (the more since I have had to play my part in it! ) and I have admired his sagacity, his loyalty and courage, even while offended by his treacherous unfairness; but I have never overcome that feeling in his presence of being face to face with forces that are not exactly of this world  forces both good and evil, and all terrible.

My Lord Burghley, said Phelippes, this is the son of Sir Harry Halifax of Brownsover, of whom I spoke.

He was long past middle-age, grey-bearded, growing bald and wearing a black silk cap. He had the gout and his right foot was in a great felt slipper resting on a cushion.

He was dressed all in black with a white lawn ruff, very dainty and stiff, and he wore a long gold chain, curiously wrought. I took him for a man of rather less than middle height, though that was not so easy to determine, because of the chair and the way he sat in it; but he was not one to be feared for his physical strength; what power he had undoubtedly resided in the massive forehead. His face smacked of a kind of incredulous wisdom, as if nothing could happen that should surprise him, he having tasted of all disappointments  an irascible man and, I doubted not, given to brooding, chin on chest  pallid and far heavier of paunch than looked good for his health.

You have a trinket? he said suddenly, in a sullen voice, as if he made an accusation that he dared me to deny.

I gave him the red box and he studied it a long while, stroking the gimcrack with his thumb as he watched the firelight playing on the green stone.

Dangerous spoil to be caught with! he said, staring at me. What do you seek in London?

Fortune, said I, hoping I might make him smile; but he only stared, as if wondering what treachery might underlie my frank appearance  so that even I myself began to think me treacherous.

He bade me tell him how I came to London.

How now, sir! he demanded. Have you told the half of it? Who is this Mildred Jackson whom a follower of the Earl of Leicester tells me you have dared to covet?

So I told him, and he questioned me narrowly as to her age and how her mother, being gently bred, had come to marry such a rat as Tony Pepperday. Then he asked me about the Earl of Leicesters quarrel with my father, and of my fathers death. I told him all I knew, which was not much. Seeing him apparently displeased, I added how my father had let me sign the Association Bond, setting my name beneath his on the parchment, father and son united in a just cause.

He grunted. Talk must be tested, he said, staring at Phelippes, and I noticed that his old grey eyes were wondrous thoughtful. I commend none to Her Highness of whose integrity I lack experience.

My heart leaped to my mouth. I felt such sudden triumph as I did the day I beat my father to his knees at sword-play. I stammered something  I forget what.

You stand foully with the Earl of Leicester, sirrah! he said suddenly.

I felt my heart sink down into my boots. The Earl of Leicester was a member of the Privy Council, even as Lord Burghley himself, and I did not understand that he spoke for Phelippess benefit, intending that Phelippes should report to others how he had rebuked me for the Earl of Leicesters sake. I stammered I had done the Earl no wrong.

He will himself be judge of that, Lord Burghley answered. How is it you were silent until questioned? Do you come to London looking for vengeance?

I answered: Broken causes are ill mended by hasty speech; nor was my father, Sir Harry, one who looked for other vengeance than God visits, having taught me that whoever serves his God with zeal and his lawful prince with honesty may look to God to recompense him.

Most men look to the Queens purse, said Lord Burghley and I saw a thin suggestion of a smile escape him. Will you forget the wrong the Earl of Leicester did you?

Forgetfulness, I said, is not a quality we Halifaxes shine in. My father Sir Harry was a loyal knight, and I should fall short of my duty an I strove not to restore his good name and to make another for myself, the better to continue his. However, a revenge were poxy service to a gentleman in Heaven, who is doubtless too contented there to care for bickerings in this world.

You have a smooth tongue, sirrah. I have seen how ready speech too often hides unreadiness, he answered; and, thinking I had said too much, I was silent, biting my tongue with anger at my lack of wisdom. For a while he stared at me again. Then suddenly:

There is a warrant for the seizure of the person of Joshua Stiles, an alderman. Keep tryst with him in Spitalfields to-night as Phelippes says you have appointed. Berden shall have the warrant. Take with you Captain Jaques and the four men that he has. See to it that Joshua Stiles is in the Marshalsea by midnight, and when you have the signature of the keeper of the Marshalsea, return with it to my house, no matter at what hour, bringing with you Berden and the others.

Many a question leaped into my mind: as whether I should order Berden or he me; whether I should expect payment for the service; whether or no I was now in the Queens employment, or might look for that if the outcome were successful. But he perceived my will to question him and gestured. Phelippes plucked my sleeve.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Of the standing on terms with Berden.

I HAVE learned since what all who deal with courtiers, aye, and with princes, have to learn: that it is the use of statecraft to keep all men eager in uncertainty, rather than by flattering importunity to sharpen appetites.

But I did not understand at the time, and when we were outside the door I sought to question Phelippes.

Steeth and nails! he answered, my master is Sir Francis Walsingham, and one is enough! My trade is reading ciphers, but marry! I have never guessed right when I tried to read Lord Burghleys mind. That which is written in cipher is written and stands to be read; but a ministers thoughts, I doubt not, are a secret that the minister himself would give a fortune to unravel.

He took the warrant from the secretary in the outer room and handed it to Berden in the yard, saying Berden might borrow his horse, and then left us, entering the building by another door. Whereat Captain Jaques decided he would ride my mare, making use of outlandish oaths to make me timorous. He swaggered up and stood between me and the mare, his four men grinning. Berden watched me with the corner of his eye, knowing no more than I did how I stood yet with Lord Burghley; I was minded to give him a good impression as well as to discover how much substance of authority was in myself, which later on the outer semblance of authority might fit, in the way that a good glove fits a strong hand.

You will do my bidding, I answered. Mount that knackers meat that brought you!

Jaques looked like having at me there and then with his long rapier, he being choleric and used, I doubted not, to snatching trifles like a bully rooster among chickens. But I turned my back. I looked at my horses girths. As I expected, he tried to turn his disappointment with a mocking laugh, so I turned on him again.

For a soldier you are not so ready with obedience as suits my mood, I said. Have I to show you who is master?

Show me your commission, he retorted.

Having none, though I meant to set my foot that minute on the first rung of the ladder of promotion, I strode toward him, with my hand clear from my sword-hilt, though he touched his. I scorned to show fear of him.

I know a prentice, I said, who can take your place and do the duty better. Which is it  mount and obey, or to the devil with you to ask the Lords in Council for a copy of my orders? Haply they will waste their time feeding your curiosity!

So he summed me up and, being a braggart, he added too high: You might have told me in the first place that you have a Queens commission, he said, toothing and lipping the words outlandishly. If I had known

You know or you dont know. What do I care? Mount! I ordered; and he swung into the saddle, shrugging his shoulders and showing a grin to his men, as much as to say they should judge bye and bye of the upshot.

Then Up tails all! I shouted; and we rode out of the yard like a duke and his escort, even Berden keeping half a horses length behind me, though that may have been because he wished me not to see the smile that flickered at the corner of his mouth; but I saw it and knew Berden was yet to deal with. I rode the mare and one of Jacquess men led my roan.

At the yard gate who should run towards me but the prentice lad Jack Giles. I found out afterwards that he had clacked his tongue dry, questioning the halberdiers who I might be. Not knowing, they had naturally filled him full of lies for their own amusement. They had not said I was Emperor of Tartary come seeking the Queens hand in marriage, nor the Popes legate with a bill of deposition, but there was little else they had not thought of, so the lad had notions about me like a tall ship sailing through the ocean of his dreams. I bade him mount the roan, suspecting he might save me the necessity of asking Berden the way to Spitalfields and Alderman Stiless house.

I soon learned it was no far cry to Spitalfields, where we were likely to arrive too soon unless we dallied. Nevertheless, if I should dally in Westminister my bob-tailed following might learn I lacked the Queens commission.

Having to pass through London City I decided to get that done with and to beguile the time where distance should prevent my rascals from overworking curiosity. It was the first taste I had ever had of clattering with a troop behind me and I made the best of it, though we were only seven, all told, and the prentice rode like an ape on a stick. I led so smart a pace that people fled to right and left of us, until Berden at last spurred up abreast of me:

Softly! he said. Softly! You are not Lieutenant-General of England yet!

I neither answered nor slackened speed, suspecting that now was my chance to deal with Berden. Presently he asked me:

Shall I tell these men you hold a Queens commission or shall I tell Lord Burghley that you make pretence of it?

Then I was glad that the noise of our hoofs prevented the others from hearing.

Tell him, I answered, whatever you please. But I will tell him this night whether you have helped or hindered.

You will go far, Will Halifax. When I was your age, if I had held a Queens commission I would have shown it to the first who asked.

We rode between the counting-houses of the richest merchants in the world, and between the warehouses of the India merchants and the Easterlings, spicey with strange smells, and with here and there a dark-skinned heathen staring at us from under his comical cloth hat, until we came to London Bridge. And there the stench was so abominable that the horses shied at it and we all held our noses in hand or handkerchief. There was a mans head on a spike above the arch at our end, and all the way along the bridge there were the rotting quarters of about two hundred Jesuits, all done to death since Candlemas.

It comes of not minding their own business, said Berden, so serve em right!

I agreed with him there, so I set my mind to thinking of the alderman whom I must hale into the Marshalsea.

We rode around the Tower moat, I marvelling at all that pile of masonry against the afternoon sky, shuddering a little, too, as I remember, at the thought of how many noblemen  aye, and a queen  had lost their heads behind that grim wall. What with one thought leading to another it began to dawn on me that I was in the midst of such treasons as had cost wiser men than me their heads, and that haply mere audacity were insufficient for the nights work. And the more I thought of it, the more I saw that Berden was of like mind; he was making such grimaces to himself as a yokel makes through a horse-collar at a country fair for a prize of bacon and ale.

Have you saddle-boils? I asked him, and he tried to grin a little, misliking that I should think him fearful. But I had Berdens measure.

When we came to a tavern such as we might enter without too much comment I drew rein to order bait for the beasts and for ourselves such supper as the mean place could provide. Our host came into the yard to look us over  a flinty-eyed, furtive rogue with a St. Anthonys fire in his nose that I doubted not he kept well slaked; and before he would give us as much as a drink for man or beast he demanded to know who would settle the reckoning.

So I roundly cursed the fellow for a poxy cone-catcher and flung a coin into the mixen at his feet, declaring I would pay such reckoning as passed my scrutiny. Whereat my ruffians went into the inn to swill and gorge themselves at my cost. So I smelt another danger than the heavy draught on light purse. Extravagance, I thought, will certainly appear to them a weakness, as it will also make them pot-house brave and uncontrollable.

Bread, cheese and beef, I ordered, and for each hour that we tarry here one mug of ale to the man  nor not a drop beside, not though they offer payment. If a man of mine is drunk when I require his services, Ill have your licence confiscated and yourself whipped at a cart-tail. For you look to me, mine host, like a skullful of lousy purposes!

Who loosed this ban-dog? he grumbled. But he understood his risk too well, and my predicament too little, to defy me and I heard him repeat my order to the prentice potman.

In the tap-room the borough coroner was holding inquest on a corpse; the room was crowded with the jury and a throng of witnesses. I went into the inner room and bade the lad Giles follow me, he walking wryly, being unused to the saddle and as galled already as a tripe under a good-wifes scraper.

The smallest fishes make the biggest splashes now and then, said I, so I will try you first. Eat  drink  then slip away unseen and bring me word what passes near the house of Joshua Stiles the alderman. Keep silent and report to nobody but me.

Presently came Berden, his imagination full of human entrails he had seen uncovered and his appetite no better for it.

Swounds! But this is no nights work for honest men!

I told him we had lousy enough rougues with us for any undertaking. Jaques and his blackguards will never see angels except in the shape of minted money, and that stolen.

Aye, he answered, lousy rascals who will leave us in the lurch! There are too few of us. Nor are the men we have much better than a pack of curs to catch a falcon with. What know you yet of Stiles and how he keeps himself?

I knew nothing. I was careful, therefore, to appear wise, looking at Berden as if doubtful how far I could trust him. But he was not so taken by my air of secrecy as not to have his doubts.

I see, he said, you are already chief adviser to Lord Burghley, so I pay you my humble respects. But are you aware that Joshua Stiles is plotting to deliver the Queen of Scotts from Tutbury?

So far you shoot middling straight, I answered.

And have they told you that the green thing in the red box, that you showed to Phelippes, is the Queen of Scots own talisman that the Lords in Council have been hunting for these many months? The sight of that thing was to warn the disaffected men to hold themselves in readiness. It has been sent around the country, and the Council has heard of it scores of times, but none knew who the leaders are, nor how ready they are. It is easy enough to hang half-wit yokels or to make a carrier or two hop headless, but that uncovers no conspiracies.

Who in the City of London is behind it all?  and how many?  and how prepared? to take Joshua Stiles by daylight might start a tumult. What then, my bully night-rider? Why does my Lord Burghley pick a hot-pate such as you to do his errand? You shall have your crack at Stiles, you shall; and if his fellows crack your pate, so much the worse for you  but who else suffers? Nobody. If you catch him, and if the City of London takes his part, what then again? Why pittikins and God-amercy! You are nothing but an addle-witted knights son new to London, who did a decent alderman a gross indignity and may be thrown yourself into the Marshalsea in place of him!

Ods teeth, you have the warrant, I retorted.

Aye, he said, I have it, which is, so to say, you have it not. If all goes well, good Benjamin Berden, a proper person, frequently employed in such particulars, has served a warrant issued by the Lords in Counail. If not, aforesaid Benjamin Berden, a scapegrace oftentimes entrusted with ticklish treasons that were best not talked about, returns the warrant whence it came, he knowing which side uppermost his bread is buttered. Where is the warrant then? Who shall produce it? Who shall save Will Halifax from the vengeance of Stiles and others?

I am doubtless not so deep in the Councils confidence as you are, I retorted, yet it seems I am trusted more than you are, and apparently with cause.

Well crowed, my bully rooster, he said, laughing. He was no churl, though a life of playing spy had changed his natural courage into a cunning not so admirable. But hear me first, he went on, for your own good. If we all went tails up and heads down into any trap the Lords in Council tallyho us into, how long should we last? Yet dare we not refuse, since bread and cheese depends on it, and pickings. Therefore, sometimes we avoid the danger and the man escapes us, yet we bring back to our masters such reports as mollify their hard conceits.

All England is full o treason. If six of us and a prentice lad go after Joshua Stiles we are like to leave our carcases for the crowner here to hold his quest on; but if we fill our noses full o new hot scent and cry it to the Lords in Council, we provide ourselves a suitabler employment and live longer.

It was a weighty argument, because I saw he lacked the spunk for the nights work and I knew that Jaques and his men were even less dependable.

By Gods beard, I answered, I will carry such report of you as you deserve this night, and you shall do the same by me, so let us look to it that each may praise the other!

By his eye I knew he liked me better for that speech than if I had yielded to his persuasion. Rather ruefully but with a grin he struck hands on the bargain and then went to the tap-room to draw Dutch courage from the hogshead.

There had come a fog down-river, thickened by the smoke from chimneys, and it was no evening to tempt men outdoors.

I began to fear my prentice-lad had lost himself and when he lingered until after six oclock, as I knew by the cry of the watchman in the street, the doubt crept into me that I had acted like a country fool to trust him.

But he came at last beckoning in the doorway, his snub nose twitching and his freckles all awork with news. I followed him out to the stable, noticing as I went that Jaques and his men were none too sober; they had found fools ready to buy drinks for them in exchange for tales of foreign parts  all lies, I doubt not. Women had arrived to tempt them after they should grow too drunk to know a wanton from an honest wench. Jaques was putting pepper and Holland spirits into his ale and was in a fair way toward picking quarrels.

Prentice Giles waited for me where the fog and the steam from the yard dung made a nimbus around the stable lantern, and by the way he grinned I knew he had chanced on something that should set me by the ears. So I wore my best air of indifference, although he well-nigh robbed me of it with his first words:

Master, there are twenty sailors lying in wait for you behind a garden wall near Alderman Stiless house. Stiles has a boat on the river and is on the way to it now, with two men. There the twenty sailors are to find him after they have killed you and whoever comes with you. I heard Stiles give his orders, for it was easy in the fog to creep close without their knowing it. They are to take the trinket in a red box from your person and then to make all haste to the boat, which is already loaded with Stiless luggage. They are to row the boat down-river to a ship that is bound for Flushing.

He knew where the boat was and swore he could find it, fog or no fog. So I bade him put the bridles on my mare, on the roan, and on Berdens horse, and to have all three ready in the stable-yard against my coming.

In the tap-room Jaques sat with a slattern on his knee, his busy fingers fidgeting her shift, what little remained to guard her easy virtue. He kicked his rapier-point to bring the hilt well forward as a hint to me to govern myself shrewdly; so while I paid the tavern reckoning with my back toward him I was thinking more of him than of the money and I doubt not I was cheated. But so was Jaques  of his drunken hope of making me the target of his ill-will. I needed just such a spur to my waning courage as Jaques provided.

I turned on him right suddenly and tripped the chair he sat on; he and the slut went sprawling in the sawdust. She was on her feet first, screaming to him to avenge her, making more fuss than an honest wench about the offence I had done to her modesty. She dubbed me a young springald, so as Jaques made shift to draw his rapier I fetched her a back-hand clout across the ear that sent her staggering into him. He gave her a shove that sent her sprawling on the floor again out of his way, but that was too late: I had him by the sword-wrist, and if he had not let go the rapier I would have rendered his arm an object lesson for that drunken surgeons prentices.

Twould serve you right, said I, if I should snap this toy off to its proper length and thrash you with the half of it for making yourself a whoreson spectacle. You serve a gentleman, and Gods teeth, you shall serve him mannerly!

With that I threw his weapon in a corner and bade him go fetch it. I knew I had hurt his wrist more smartly than should make him eager for a fight just then, so I turned my back to him and, after spilling his mens ale (they had drunk more than I ordered) and parting them from the toss-pot trulls they fondled, I went in to speak my mind to Berden, who had stood at the crack of the inner door to watch what happened.

That fellow Jaques will stick you in the back like a Michaelmas hog, he warned me, and I waxed sarcastic:

Not with a brave, bold lad like you to stand beside me! I said; and that was the last I ever had to say to Berden in such vein as that; since that night Berden and I have been in many a tight place together and I have never known him either to flinch or spare himself.

I told him I had work enough to keep Jaques otherwise engaged than stalking me. Get six yards of good stout cord, I urged him. Cut it in three and bring it. You and I and the prentice-lad will catch our man while Jaques and his ruffians draw the ambush.

Dare you trust Jaques? he demanded, for he realized that I had news, though he knew not yet how I had it.

Look you well to your report concerning me and never mind Jaques, I answered, whereat he laughed, for he was braver when he had no choice than when he thought his luck presented him with opportunity to run out and around an issue. So I let him know I bore no malice, taking him by the arm that Jaques and his men might see the two of us in open amity. I ordered Jaques to take his men and up-tails in the yard.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Of the taking of Alderman Joshua Stiles.

HORSES and men were like ghosts in the fog by the light of the stable lantern and there was opportunity for Jaques and his men to have revenge on me. But fortune seems to me to flow into the channel of mens moods and Jaquess mood was offensive to the lady, if she is a female, as the ancients seem always to have maintained, with what warranty I know not. I found him standing on the mixen, very angry with his horse that would not let him mount. I came up like a phantom and the horse took fright at me. It threw him on his back and would have kicked him and dragged him by the stirrup if I had not caught the rein and set his foot free. When I had helped him to his feet, and before he had time to make up his mind to dirk me, I gave him another set of thoughts to think about.

Jaques, I said, I will thank you to turn your malice against him who merits it. We hunt an alderman, who has set an ambush for us, and your fortune as much as mine must depend on the outcome, for I will as surely give you credit for your true share in this nights work as I will forget your ill-will if you let me.

I could feel his ill-will meditating treason, but I affected such confidence in his reasonableness as might seem natural in one of my youth and inexperience, and I gave him an opportunity to play the man if he should see fit.

Ride, you and your men, I said, to Joshua Stiless garden gate and cry admittance, saying you are Master Will Halifax. But beware. When they open, be ready to retreat into the fog and draw the ambush after you, thus giving me the chance to ride in and find Stiles and seize him.

I could see he liked the plan. It smacked of not much danger to himself and offered him the chance to play a scurvy trick on me. I had small doubt that he had made up his mind there and then to help me to enter the grounds and then to warn the enemy to turn and kill me.

How shall I find the house? he asked.

I bade the prentice tell him, which was easy, since a road ran from where we were in one long curve until it passed the house and there was nothing to do but keep the ditch on one hand and a row of elm-trees on the other until Stiless front gate should loom out of the fog. Jaques rode off with his men behind him. Presently Berden and I and the prentice followed, but not far; I wanted Stiless twenty men engaged and occupied while Berden and I should dowhat they were ambushed to prevent.

My father Sir Harry had seen to it that I was taught in all the gentlemanly arts of field and stream, so that I could find my way in darkness all over our countryside  aye, or in such light fogs as we have in Warwickshire; but it needed London eyes to penetrate the shroud that over-hung the river and the hamlets hereabouts. At that I think the prentice smelled the way as much as conned it. We could not even see the great light burning on the Tower, nor yet the glow that should have overhung the City from the lamps at doors and from the link-boys torches.

The prentice led along lanes toward the river and it was like a journey into some infernal region, though they say that Hell is hot and that was a night so cold at first as to make it difficult to hold the reins. There were no sounds. Now and then a dim light, sickly in the fog and deepening in loneliness, suggested where a house might be. Walls loomed up here and there and I remember gates that seemed to go by dripping in the dark, as if we were motionless and all the world were drifting on an unseen tide. The frosty ghosts of elm-trees looked as if their tops were bent beneath a weight of Heaven that had fallen in.

The very dogs were silent. Once a donkey, unseen in a hollow like a witches coven, brayed at us so sudden and affrighting that the skin went snaking up and down my spine; and, when the brute ceased, silence was as terrifying as the godless clamour had been. I was in a state to flee from my own shadow. Berden was no better, only he denied it afterwards lest I should hold him in disparagement. All that kept either of us going was the thought that we must not let Jack Giles the prentice see us cowardly, and I doubt not that Jack, who knew his way in a London fog as rats know cellars, would have been scared out of his wits, nevertheless, if he had not thought we two were bold.

So we three fortified each other with a bankrupt credit. None spoke  not even I and Berden when we waited and the prentice scouted in the fog for landmarks, finding his way back to us by listening for our horses stamping on the frozen mud.

But at last we heard the river sucking and sobbing at rotten banks and I felt more at home, having heard such music along Avonside at the end of a long days otter hunting when I found myself thirty miles from Brownsover and only river noises for a guide. But there is mystery along the Thames by night that transcends any I have met with, even at the seashore, and I might easily have believed with Berden that the ghosts of dead men were awalk, had I not feared my own fear more than any other danger and so dared not think of anything except the task in hand.

And then I thought of this, that often has given me a sort of counterfeit of courage when the true stuff failed: mine enemy feared equally with me, and thus I stood on terms with him. It is a mean and ungodly humour that anothers difficulties can encourage; yet, if meanness is, why blink it? I was cousin that night to all the cowards since the world began, yet not hugging my cowardice. I loathed it. And in truth, I met a worser coward, along with two brave fellows whom I was loath to upset with such scant ceremony.

We could not see our horses ears for the thickness of the fog, but at last we heard the sound of water lapping against the bilge-strakes of a moored boat and knew by that we had found Stiles. He heard us. In a voice that sounded far-off, though it was close at hand, he cried out:

Willy! Hey there, Willy!

He believed we were his own men coming, and I heard him bid the two he had with him go show us where the plank lay between boat and shore. I heard the plank squeak as they set their weight on it and came to look for us. They chose the wrong direction, thinking we should come along the road from Stiless house.

Did you get the springald, Willy? Did you take the token from him? Stiles called out.

But by that time I had given the reins to Jack to hold and Berden and I were feeling our way on foot along the bank. I fell in once and climbed out dripping, for the bank was parlous and not frozen deep enough to bear my weight. The ducking angered me, so that it helped Stiles not at all. I found the plank at last, groping on hands and knees, and rushed it, Berden and I jumping for the boats hold blindly at the peril of our lives.

I fell on baskets wrapped in canvas, and the next thing I had Stiles by the throat, he stabbing at me with a Spanish dagger. But he only cut my coat. Berden, struggling up from where he had fallen, rapped him with the folded parchment warrant and said something about lawful custody; then, stuffing the warrant away in haste, he caught Stiless elbows from behind  something that if he had done it first and thought of ceremony after, might have saved me a bruise or two.

Stiles was not so stalwart as he looked, nor half so valiant as he tried to seem that morning in the City. He used his dagger petulantly like a woman with a bodkin and cried quarter before he was hurt. Nor had he dignity. He went down on his knees to us. He cried out he would pay a rich mans ransom, as should make us independent of Queens wages. When I took one of the short cords from Berdens sword-belt and tied his arms behind him he screamed like a hare, although the rope no more than bit his skin. Berden, fumbling in the fog, was too late gagging him with a forearm thrust between his teeth, and he screamed a second time, as though we might be killing him. I heard his two men come running bade Berden cried: Throw the plank into the river! I did that without thinking, realizing too late that now we had no proper means of reaching land. It occurred to me to cut the boat adrift and take our chance of friend or enemy down-river, only I did not care to lose the horses and I thought of Jack the prentice. So I stood with one foot on the boats edge and, aspiring to a gruffness that my voice refused, I shouted:

Stand in the Queens name!

Two sturdy figures loomed out of the fog and one of them heaved a lump of frozen mud at me that missed and made a great splash in the river. I had brought no pistols, nor had Berden, but I bade him take one from the prisoner, if such he had, and in a moment Berden fired, but purposely aimed high, hoping to scare the men away. But they were bold men. One of them came leaping from the bank legs foremost and I might have had him on my swordpoint, which would have split him like a herring. Even now I rather wonder that I spared him in that excitement, having challenged fairly in the Queens name and having, moreover, the right to preserve our prisoner from the rescue. But I have seen much wonderfuller sparings since then, aye, and in the heat of battle when the culverins were belching, so I think God had a hand in it, although there are so many differences these days about doctrine that I doubt a bishop could explain the truth of it to anyones satisfaction. I only know I might have killed, and had excuse as well as lawful right, yet did not.

The man landed on the boats edge with a sailors cunning, and on such a rage as if he stormed a Spanish galleon. It was an easy trick to shove him overside. He went down splashing like a porpoise in a net, as splutterful of blasphemy as fish afrying. Like any sailor, he loved risk of sword-thrust better than a wetting.

Then the other came, as gallant as the first  a shadow hurled out of the fog, his hanger whistling as he aimed at me. Him I had to handle roughly. He had fought in many a sea engagement. Later I learned from him the trick of falling on the shoulder-blades and kicking upward at an adversary  a trick that the Dons say shows our barbarous ill-breeding.

I was jealous of that seamans ardour and I bear him no ill-will for having kicked me half-a-boats length, though I carry a scar yet underneath the short hair, where my head struck smartly on a thwart. He followed up with spirit and we fought, we two, like catamounts among the luggage, each with a hold on the others wrist and our faces set so close that we could dimly see each others in the fog. I liked him, and I tried to break his neck, and he mine.

I had the better of him at last and bade him yield, my knee thrust in his belly so that he could hardly swear for lack of wind. And by that time Berden had the alderman so trussed that he could safely leave him, so he came and tied the sailors arms when he had kicked his hanger overboard. Then he was all for drowning him along with his fellow.

Time presses, said Berden. There will be another score such hellions down on us as soon as they have done with Jaques. We cant take prisoners. We have no spare horse.

But I could hear the other fellow gasping, with his grip on the edge of the boat as he tried to climb in, and I bethought me that a gentleman in London lacking servants of his own might better have been born into anothers service, since then lacking breeding also, he should feel dishonour less. And I suspected that such loyal fellows as those two seamen might haply change their colours if they should understand that their erstwhile master was a traitor to the Queens grace. So I pulled the other fellow in and threw him down beside his mate, which was no light task, he fighting all the while. And when I had breath enough again I spoke them fairly.

My honest men, I said, Ill spare you for your courage because England needs such merry men. And if you still think Stiles worth following when you know the truth about him, you shall both go free  or else with him into the Marshalsea to share his punishment. If not, you shall have your choice of serving me or finding a master better to your liking. Joshua Stiles lies under warrant of arrest.

They gave in sulkily, the wet one swearing brimstone oaths. But they passed their words. They struck hands on it when I had untied the other ones arms. The one gave his name as Futtok and the other Gaylord  Sussex and Lincoln. There and then I bade them show us how to reach the river-bank dry-shod and they made a gangplank of the boats thwarts, bringing the boat closer in-shore by easing the warp that held her nose upstream.

Then I bade them show me where the alderman had stowed his documents (though Berden was all for hurrying away at once before the twenty should descend on us). It was well I thought of it. The alderman had got a canvas bag, stuffed full of treasonable matter as it transpired later, between his knees and was writhing as he lay, trying to heave the bag overside. I guessed rightly that it held the evidence that the Lords in Council needed. That thought bringing forth its like, I presently suspected that the boat held other treasonable luggage; so before we left I opened a good gap between the seams, at risk of breaking off my sword-point, for the oak was tough. I thought the evidence might lose no authenticity by lying under water for a while; and when we were all ashore I loosed the warp and threw that in the river on top of the sunken boat, so that when the twenty seamen should come to report their brush with Jaques they should look for the warp and, not finding it, should suppose that the alderman had run away and left them to their fate.

We gagged the alderman with one of his own stockings that I cut away above the shoe, and I gave him the roan to ride, taking up Giles the prentice on the mare behind me. Berden had to take the two seamen up behind him, and Giles carried the bag of papers, so we were better than well loaded and in no shape to make speed. Besides, the horses were restive from having stood so long in the cold, and the sailors could not ride, so we made slow progress toward the Marshalsea, the lad Jack picking the way for us with senses that no other than a Londoner possesses, recognizing waymarks that to me were only blots of deeper fog.

Presently Stiles made shift to bite the stocking through and to spit it forth, and when he spoke I listened to him with curiosity, warning him that he should fare ill if he cried for rescue. He had got back some of his assurance, having noted our lack of a following and our fear of pursuit. I suspected he knew who Berden was, although he did not speak to him by name.

Lad, he said, spitting the wool from his teeth, I am a widower and childless. Bear that in mind. You do an honourable man injustice, and yourself no good thereby, for though they may lock me in the Marshalsea they will hardly keep me. My friends are powerful. The Lords in Council will beshrew you, after I shall have won forth. They will not like to let live the lad who wrought their underhandedness. They offer you now, it may be, a handful of pence for a dirty treason  but what thereafter? Were it not wiser to deal handsomely with me and win a fortune?

But the trimmest tongue in England could not have persuaded me that night.

You seem to me a likely enough youth, he said when he had spat forth a few more strands of wool. No knowledgeable man would blame you, lad, for not knowing you are being gulled. But you will be a Pauls man presently, when they have cast you off  a penniless adventurer, dining more often than not with Duke Humphrey, at anybodys beck who has a shabby stroke of work to offer  a bravo, ready to be bought to riot  a cajoler of drinks and broken bread in taverns  later in the pillory, your ears nailed. Last of all, the gallows. Dozens have met that fate, who started by doing treasonable work for Burghley or that caitiff Walsingham.

I was curious to learn the price at which he thought me purchaseable. I have a love and I would marry her, I answered.

Dowerless, I doubt not, he retorted. Set me on my ship down-river, and you shall marry your love and make her fortunate.

I let him talk on, glad to keep my thought on anything except how wet and cold I was.

You told me, he said, you are the son of Sir Harry Halifax. But he is dead. Where is your home in London?

Without giving that a thought at all I answered I lived at the house of Roger Tunby.

I think that was the greatest surprise of all that night, both to him and to me and Berden. Zounds! he exclaimed. Has Tunby betrayed us? Then we are indeed undone! For a few minutes after that he was silent, but he was a weak man, he could not contain his anger, which indeed had carried him already out of bounds. Tell Tunby this from me, he blurted suddenly, that though he ruins me, and it maybe others, there are others yet who will bring him to a dire end!

Berden contrived to nudge me, encouraging me to tempt the alderman to say more. But truth, I did not know how to go about it, and after a silence Berden offered to befriend him for a good round sum of money. But the alderman could see through that pretence as easily as I did: Berden would have pocketed the bribe, if he could get it, without selling more than his civility. The Queen had no more trusty servant when it came to final issues, and though he liked to line his pocket, no more than semblance of his friendship was for sale.

Small need to cozen you with money. I will have you hanged! Stiles answered.

That uncivil speech brought silence on us all, I full of thought of Roger Tunby, wondering about the old chuff, marvelling that he should act so loyal to the Queen yet be so treasonable, and admiring such great subtlety of Providence as could toss me at my first essay into this whirlpool of intrigue, to make my own way or drown. I faith, it seemed to me, nor have I ever changed my thought on it, that Nature herself is in league with all of us to prove our merit and to purge our rottenness. If we have stuff in us of the sort of which Drakes and Effinghams are made, lo, opportunity lies greedy at our feet; and be we miserable caitiffs, endless chains of unpredictable coincidence ensnare us to our end. But most of us, I think, are made of good and bad, of cowardice and courage, so that we now act manly and now meanly according to which side of us is prevalent.

The fog shut down on us more thick than ever, so that even Jack Giles nigh lost his reckoning and I began to weigh alternatives: as whether we should seek warmth and shelter in a tavern to await the morning, or go forward at the risk of footpads. But I thought of Sir Francis Drake again and shelter seemed not so tempting, nor the footpads so fit to be dreaded.

And I suppose we looked more capable of fighting than we were, since none molested us, although I saw men lurking in the fog and once or twice our alderman appeared to think of slipping from the saddle to take his chance among the lurking rogues, planning to buy their aid, no doubt, with promises. But I warned him:

Dead or alive, said I, the warrant reads! Dead or alive you shall reach the Marshalsea!

He dreaded death. So, what with riding headlong for a while, and young Jack spying a tavern signboard that he recognized, we found the Marshalsea at last and drew rein by a great gate, where the fog was so dense that we could hardly see the iron bars. A watchman with a halberd and a candle-lantern challenged and appeared more fearful of the guard we bade him summon than of us, for he ordered us away to hell or any other bed we favoured.

Him we made afraid of us with most uncivil speech until he called the guard at last. But their officer was clamorous indignant at our demand that he should go and wake the Keeper of the Marshalsea. We had to threaten him, too, and it was long after midnight, and we frozen, when the Keeper came at last, not over-sober and as quarrelsome as any toss-pot at the summons from his warm bed. Berden was afraid of his authority, but I had not had Berdens long experience of such mens spite. Said I:

You do your duty or youll learn what wrath is; for Ill hale Lord Burghley from his bed to take you to task for this nights insolence!

He made small trouble after that, although he spoke me scurvily and tried to send us off without his signature; but Berden would not let him have the warrant otherwise, and so we rode away at last, myself well satisfied with having angered him, but Berden anxious and not pleased with me for having boasted I would pull the Keepers beard were the gate guard not too many to make that sport profitable.

We had no warrant for the seamen, so we brought them with us, two on the one horse that the alderman had ridden.


CHAPTER NINE

Of Berdens Reliability 

THEREAFTER we found Lord Burghleys house with even greater difficulty than we had found the Marshalsea, because a light wind, chilling our bones, disturbed the fog into swirling fumes around us. The mud grew slippery and our horses afraid of falling, so that we were as bewildered as cattle on market-day.

But we reached a great iron gate at last and rang a bell that tolled with a comforting mellowness within the lodge. The porter, with a glance at Berden, admitted us into a courtyard wherein horses stood, and servants at their heads, but we could hardly see them in the foggy link-light. A man came close to scrutinize us and I marked the Earl of Leicesters badge on his shoulder. Then I recognized the fellow, and he me.

By the rood, its Will Halifax! he exclaimed. How do you like London, Will?

Before I could think of a retort to match his insolence he turned away and by the light about the porch I saw him enter the great house. Something about his manner of entering stirred dread in me. We waited, Berden having sent our names in by the porters underling, and it may have been half an hour, we standing between our horses for the warmth, before the Earl of Leicester came out. I knew him instantly. The link-light glittered on his gold chain, for his cloak was undone. He was followed by his master of the horse and several others. At the foot of the steps I heard him ask: Where is the fellow? He who had first recognized me pointed.

The Earl mounted such a wonder of a chestnut horse as made the heart leap at sight of his movement. He rode toward me, until I could see his handsome face under the link that burned against the wall near where I stood.

I wondered that the Queen could love him, as rumour proclaimed that she did, though he was the prettiest man in England, were the surface all. He looked too like a foreigner for my liking, and many a mean counter-jumper I have seen possessing the same manner of asserting gentleness where none was. He mistook his insolence for courage and his arrogance for brains.

How now, Master Will Halifax? he exclaimed in his hectoring voice, scowling at me darkly. You dare to mow foul faces at me, sirrah? I will have you well whipped for it! Ill learn you to ape and grin at me because your brawling father drew his sword unjustified! Look sharply to your manners!

I forbore answering. A hot retort would have invited all his men to have at me, although I doubted he would dare to have me slain in Lord Burghleys yard; but though I might have escaped a dagger thrust, I should at least have ended in the kennel with a broken head. He waited, hoping I would give him an excuse; then, since I did not, gesturing to show his scorn he rode on. But one of his followers, thinking me a block on which to tread to his own preferment, stayed to pick a quarrel.

Turn your face to the wall, he ordered, when his Grace the Earl of Leicester rides by! By the rood, your very glance is insult! Ods blood, you insult his grace by living!

I took a step toward him to discover whether it were spunk or vapour that inspired the fellow, who began to feel himself embarrassed by his loneliness, for the gate was open and the Earl and his party were cantering through. He reined away from me, but not soon enough to escape my answer:

Tell your master the Earl, I said, the next time he lets you fasten up his breeches, that if he fears the truth about himself as I look forward to the revelation of it, he may well mislike me!

It was a rash speech and Berden chid me for it, but I felt myself already high in Lord Burghleys favour, and I was young in those days.

He will repeat that to the Earl, who will have you silenced with a dagger in your back, said Berden.

Then a servant came and ordered Berden into Lord Burghleys presence. I supposed that I should go, too, but the servant said he had no orders to admit me. So Berden, with a nod to me, went in alone and I stood shivering with cold (not knowing until then how cold I was) and thoroughly dejected. I had imagined myself telling my own story, studying to speak with modesty and yet omitting nothing that should give a good conceit of me; for to tell truth I was vain of the nights performance. I had imagined myself saying a good word for Berden. But I doubted Berden would accredit me with more than should increase his own repute. He was liker, at that, to damn me out of jealousy.

I laid it to the Earl of Leicester that I was left there shivering And then gloomier foreboding fell, and something like terror in the yard, he having had time to accuse me to Lord Burghley, seized me. I perceived that caitiff Jaques, his head in bandages, his manner shrouding him in stealth, seeking to avoid my recognition as he crossed the yard. I tried to overtake him, but he mounted and I heard his horse go slipping on the cobbles through the front gate.

It gave me no grief that his head was hurt. I would have loved to open up a wider crack, not doubting he had told such tales as should forever harden Lord Burghleys face against me. I was heartsick to believe that he who stood first with the Queen should be so purblind as to credit a kernel in so foul a nut as Jaques. The fellows soul was on his face, all void of honesty. It was a foul pass that a Lord in Council should lend ear to that rogue and leave standing without in the yard the son of as loyal a knight as ever lived.

And as I stood there, stroking the horses for the sake of the comforting feel of their faithful nuzzles on my cheek, there came a last thrust to my vanity that seemed to strike the very ground from under me and leave me outcast. Came a footman, heavy-eyed with sleep and surly that the errand took him outdoors in the murk, picking his way mincingly across the cobbles lest he soil his buckled shoes.

Are you Master Will Halifax? he demanded. Benjamin Berden sends word that his Lordship has no further use for your services to-night, and if it pleases you to tell what roof you will patronize I am to take the message.

I was too disgusted to return a civil answer. Likelier than not, I thought, they will inform the Earl of Leicester where I sleep, that he may pursue his feud and rid himself of inconvenience. They will use Jaques for a witness that I claimed a Queens commission when I had none. Failing the Earl of Leicesters dagger, they will throw me in the Marshalsea. I answered, I would send word in the morning where I lodged, thus opening my mind to new perplexity; for the two seamen and Jack the prentice were sitting against the wall, chins on their knees, not as wretched as I, because they thought me able to provide for them, but wet and cold and looking to me for comfort.

However, the thought of them put new spirit in me, since it set me pondering how to rise to such a difficult occasion. Thought of Mildreds purse, with money still remaining in it, brought her confidence to mind, which stirred in me enough lees of manhood to cause me to act steadfastly before my followers. I beckoned to them and they followed me out of the yard on foot, young Giles leading the horse, having chafed himself so sore against the saddle that the courage failed him to mount and try to ride again, although I dubbed him Sir Meacock; and the sailors swore that, being seamen, God had not intended them to ride, nor would they, not though Christ and a whole company of angels, or the Queen herself, should come and bid them.

So we were a slow procession. And oh, the loneliness of London, with a grey fog melting into cold rain, and the drip of water from the eaves, and road-stones slippery with thawing mud, nor no friends, and a lifes hope spilled (I thought forever) on the thankless flags of a Queens ministers front yard!

Fear makes men see more devils than all hell could ever hold. Each moving pool of mist, each shadow between house-lamps, seemed to us to be the lair of murderers; my discontent had spread like a contagion and the others, aye, and the horses no less, shuddered at every sound as I led the way not caring whither, careful only to lead on lest they, overtaking me, should ask me more than I could answer.

Ods misery! I did not know whither to lead. I thought of Roger Tunbys house and then I remembered how the old chuff was a suspect. Should I return to him and spy on him  my host who had done me a kindness? Should I warn him rather? That were tantamount to treason against the Queen! I knew not what to do, and I bethought me of making for the coast and Flushing, to lend hand in the Dutchmens quarrel with the King of Spain. With two good horses, two good seamen and a bright-wit prentice-lad I thought I might be welcome.

Twas the mare that saved us from I know not what calamity. The streets were all alurk with wounded soldiers from the Dutch war, starving and in wait for any passenger worth stripping, afterwards to fight among themselves like animals for scraps of booty. There was not a dawn that year but that saw naked bodies lying in the street; and for reprisal they were hanging two  three dozen at a time on Tyburn Tree. We were running away from danger rather than in search of anywhere to sleep.

But the mare remembered where I bedded her knee-deep in straw near Roger Tunbys house. She picked her way by some inhuman sense toward that mews again. And suddenly, as I began to recognize the street, or thought I did, there came a shout, and a mass of darker fog than ordinary shaped itself into a group of men who rushed toward us. I drew sword and it was only by the grace of God that I did not kill the man who came first. I should have been the enemy of the whole world if fortune had not caused my mare to slip and stumble on a slimy cobble-stone and so turned aside my point that otherwise had slit Will Shakespeares throat.

Why, Will! he panted, smiling. He was badly out of breath. Such poxy welcome to a friend? Are you grown rich, that you cry out on me, as Roger Tunby does? Or are you sworn for Flanders and seek practice ere you have at Parmas infantry?

The men who were pursuing him turned tail when they saw us ready to defend ourselves. I jumped down from the mare and hugged Will, never realizing until that moment how inward we had grown toward each other.

Will, I said, Id sooner this than pots of gold! You give me comfort!

Echo it then. I need it, too! he answered. I have watched here at the risk of being cudgelled, hoping you might pity your dumb brutes and bring them back to the stable.! am like them, sans bed, sans supper.

I asked him if he had no money, for it seemed strange he was supperless.

Marry, yes and no, he answered. I am locked out like the house cat and imprimis for returning without finding you. Secundo, Tunby saw the housemaid smile at me, and such old bawds are ever puritans forbidding cakes arid ale because remorse had made them fearful of their latter end. Where bed we, Will?

He had left his purse with Tunby in the morning to be kept safe. I, too, had left my second-best suit, pistol and some other valuables in the house. So the old chuff had a magnet that must draw us to him. He could safely play the tryant. I would have clamoured at his door to force an issue, only there were now my three men to be bedded; and there came, too, the thought that if Roger Tunby were involved with Stiles it might be hazardous to visit him at that late hour.

So there seemed nothing for it but the mews, where there was warmth at any rate for us and better comfort for the horses. We roused a sleepy hostler, and when he had helped us to clean and feed our beasts I made him fill an empty stall with good clean pea-straw, he protesting that his master Burbage was not an inn-keeper and would as like as not send him vagabonding the morning, nor new employment not be found so readily in London.  

Whereto Will told him he was no worse off than his betters, and we lay down on the straw, all five of us. And for a while we talked, because sleep withstood our wooing, the seamen and Jack Giles adding their accounts to mine of our adventure and of the scurvy trick I had been played in Lord Burghleys yard, I grumbling that we ought to look at princes and their ministers for example of such open dealing as should put us all in countenance.

Said Will: Whoever kept a book of all that princes and their ministers do, Will, were wiser if he kept it under lock and key  aye, wiser if he burned it, lest the angels overlook a page or two and drown the world in tears. That man unsecret to himself, said he, need never wonder if the world goes gossiping his priviest imaginations; and a prince has more need than the rest of us to keep his very left hand ignorant of what his right hand does. Marry, it were time to villify Queens ministers when we were sworn in of the Council and so privy to their needs. Our suitabler employment is to vex our spirits for the cozening of Tunby, who will else out-cozen us.

I cried a pox on Tunby, and the prentice began telling us the reputation that the man had in the City  honest in some little matters but a rogue in great ones:

So that they trust him with a bill of wool, but they elect him to no aldermanship.

Heavy-hearted, I suggested we should get our odds and ends from Tunby in the morning and then set forth to the war in Flanders. But Will had no stomach for that:

I hear that Dutch maids are like plough-mares, big o hoof and quarter  and such full-moon faces as offended the Lord Harry when they brought Ann o Cleves to bed with. Fog, too, and we have enough o that in England. Wet feet, taxes and the plague  what need to travel farther?

So I spoke of deep-sea venturing, the sailors urging me with tales of gold and of decks all slippery with Dons guts, declaring that was Gods work for an Englishman. We fell asleep at last to dream of gold bars taken from the Dons, and of Dutch sea-beggars hove to in the Channel looking to steal honestly-won booty homeward bound, counting on the speed of hulls new sanded, whereas homebound English ships wore weeds like womens kirtles from the warm seas and were easy to come alongside.

And though the Dons are brave, theyre easier to fight than Dutchmen, because the Dons crave glory, whereas the Dutch are like us English, on the sea for profit, were the last words I remember, until whinnying of horses woke us after daybreak and we all went out to wash our faces at the yard pump.

Later we held consultation in a tavern, where a good meal and a quart apiece of French wine stiffened us, and Futtok swore he would rather go to sea against the Dons and risk the Inquisition than take his chance of sitting in the Marshalsea with Stiles:

Because it irks less, masters, if a foreigner does cruelty, they being Papishers and ignorant, as it might be fish or animals. But to be shackled and starved and beaten by fellow countrymen would break the stoutest heart that lives.

However, Will Shakespeare favoured brawling in no sort, being minded there are gentler ways of growing fortunate. And he was owlish wise in that mood.

On the long straw of our discontent such grains of wisdom grow, he said, as, if we let them ripen, help us to avoid old errors. Go you, Will, in search of Berden. He will not provoke you too far, since he has judged your mettle, and you might snatch back that credit he has stolen from you. And he may not be an ingrate after all. Have you had proof of it?

He would go himself, he said, in search of new employment, liking Tunby not at all, but first he would get his purse from the old chuff, making the excuse to him that he would look for me all over London, nor knew how long the business might take. We would meet at the mews.

Jack Giles the prentice, having had a taste of venturing, vowed he would follow me now to the worlds end. But Futtok and Gaylord could not ride and were afraid of horses; furthermore, my horses needed rest; and I knew the reputation London had for horse-thieves, and for exchanging good horses for bad ones while the owners back was turned; so I arranged with Burbage for my two seamen to stay at the mews and muck out horse-stalls for their dinner and no money. (And a mean meal, they told me afterwards, it was worse than on a Queens ship in the days before John Hawkins did the victualling.)

Then I hired two horses from the mews and forth we rode, Giles and I, he groaning at the blisters on his hams and I not greatly wiser for the yesterdays adventure. London in the rain was such a murk of wet and dirt as made a man feel old before his time. It was an indoors day, for gossiping in ingles, and the stench of house-trash rotting in the kennels made me homesick for the country smells and for the sight of hedge-rows. I had not an inkling where to look for Berden; but I thought of Pauls, where all men met o mornings; and since the streets were half-empty because of the rain, Berden might see me if he were stirring.

And presently the moody music of the street-cries, the housewives putting shawled heads through the windows, chattering, and the pedlars making tents of pitched cloth to protect their wares from the rain and the drip from the eaves so entertained me that I rode on marvelling, not caring whether I were seen or not.

Hot codlings  wholl buy hot codlings!  Onions  white St. Thomas onions!  Green brooms  new brooms!  Shoone  old boots  old shoone!  Steel and tinder-boxes  buy a light-oh!  Tinker, tinker! Pots and pans, oh, pots to mend! Knife-grinder  knives to grind!  A mouse-trap  buy a mouse-trap  catch em all alive-oh!  Any wood to cleave?  Oh, hot fine oat-cakes!  Whiting  smelts or whiting!  Any whitebait  Greenwich whitebait  all fresh!

Such a medley of appealing noises as aroused new humour, making the heart merry in despite of weather.

I rode slowly along Fleet Street, where the prison stands, and saw the prisoners in shabby clothing begging from the passers-by through the iron bars of the entrance gate. Supposing they might fare ill when the weather kept the citizens indoors I watched a while, observing that the pedlars fed them, scraps of this and bits of that, perhaps not pitying so much as thankful not to be behind the bars  a fate that any man might share if debt grew deep and creditors importunate.

A while I watched the market around Charing Cross and then turned back again toward Pauls yard where men and women were crowding one another in the rain to watch a trained bear. Its owner had intruded the great brute into the covered pulpit in which the preachers hold forth on sunny days, to the crowds great satisfaction but to the scandal of Pauls beadle and some officers who were crying sacrilege and scandal; so that what with the crowd trying to prevent them, and their indignant efforts to arrest the owner of the bear, who was a merry fellow well used to winning the crowds suffrage, there was much worth seeing and broken pates to laugh at.

There Berden found me.

By the Saviour, I thought you lost! he shouted, elbowing his way toward me and nigh pulling me out of the saddle, so glad he was to find me. I thought his manner over-demonstrative for such short acquaintance, so I drew on caution (not that the sight of his ugly visage did not make my heart leap).

Last night you wished me well lost, I retorted. What now? Shall I snatch another chestnut for you?

Hot-pate! Berden is your friend, he answered; and he led into a tavern where about a hundred cockscombs rustled it and diced for bare-bubbied tavern wenches kisses, or for Spanish jewellery, or to see who should throw mud at the Spanish ambassador on his way to an audience with the Queen that afternoon. We found a quiet place behind an oaken screen in a corner, but the tavern maids were too distracted by being kissed, fondled and shouted at to notice us, so we drank nothing.

God preserve you, Will Halifax, if Id not been there last night you were no mans lucky penny! exclaimed Berden. Marry! If an Earl should mislike me as his grace the Earl of Leicester mislikes you, Id run for it! He had been striving until midnight to win over my Lord Burghley in advance of the morrows meeting of the Lords in Council, and had withdrawn at last into another room  to sulk, I daresay; he is given to it. But his servant told him he had seen you in the yard, and he came in again fuming, brushing past me, who was waiting by the door until Lord Burghley should see fit to speak with me. He was ramping hot-indignant, black with anger.

Gramercy and Gods boots! says he. What foul treachery is this, Lord Secretary, that you play hob with a Halifax in your yard? By the Lords teeth, if the Queen should hear of it shed rate you for a practiser not fit to sit at table!

Plenty more he roared, and all to the same tune, Lord Burghley looking owlish at him, twitching with the gout and saying nothing, waiting to let him spill himself before laying match to his own long cannon  which is my Lord Burghleys method always; hes a great one to let tother do the talking. Youd have thought, to see him sitting there with one leg on a trestle-rest and brandy-wine in a glass beside him, that he was at a sermon from the household chaplain.

Sir Harry Halifax was a pick-thank knight who drew sword against two of my gentlemen, says my Earl of Leicester. And for no more cause, says he, than that I sought to assume the guardianship of a maid named Mildred Jackson, whom he had the insolence to wish to marry to his lack-grace son  that lout who stands without there in your lordships yard. Doubtless he hoped with the girls fortune to discharge his own debts, since she will inherit large estates from her mothers side ere long, being last of her line.

Mildred is no ward for any man. I faith she has a stepfather who is her legal guardian, I interrupted.

Wait. I am coming to that, said Berden. Lord Burghley sipped some brandy-wine, but not a word he answered, no, not even nodding, chin on chest, and anyone who did not know him might have thought him drunk. The Earl of Leicester went on raving at him: That young jackanapes who stands without there dared to have the banns of marriage read three Sundays running, but by the grace of God I heard of it. I warned her stepfather  a hind named Pepperday, who has strangely advanced himself by shrewish practices  I warned him to forbid the marriage lest I cancel the land-holding that he has from me. I also sent word to the parson not to marry them. Sir Harry Halifax met my gentlemen and picked a quarrel on the strength of it. And now, I doubt not, the young squibbe without there comes practising to win your lordships influence. I warn you: have him whipped out of the yard unless you wish to lose my friendship, my Lord Secretary!

So now at last I knew the secret of my fathers death. I had never doubted his having fallen in an honourable cause; but it rendered me speechless  aye, it choked me to know he had fallen quarrelling in my behalf. A generous and merry-hearted knight my father was, as full of hot speech as a kettle is of steam, and yet as kind as Christmas, without an ignoble thought to mar his disposition.

But Berden did not notice my agitation, he was too full of his story. He went on:

My Lord Burghley looked up at last and his eyes lit on me where I stood by the door. He looked choleric. I thought he would dismiss me from the room. But instead he ordered: Send one of the servants, Berden, and dismiss that lad Halifax. Bid him begone and not darken my door again! But as he spoke he made a sign with his fingers  thus  so that I understood he was talking to impress the Earl of Leicester and was not so set against you as it seemed. Therefore I tried to couch my message to you so that you might not say where you lodged, lest it should reach the Earl of Leicesters ears but might understand that I meant to find you, but I doubt that the servant  a sleepy and dull-witted fool-delivered my message properly.

When I returned to Lord Burghleys presence my Lord of Leicester passed me on his way out, looking mollified, and now there stood Jaques in the room with his head all swathed in bandages. He did not see me, for he stood facing Lord Burghley; and Ods onions! the knave was telling his own story of the nights adventure, he not knowing we had lodged Stiles safely in the Marshalsea. He was singing his own praises, telling how he rode with his men to take the alderman while you and I sat swilling in a tavern. He made a long tale of how he fell into an ambushment of sailors and how he got his head well broke. He tried to mend his head and fortune by beshrewing us two, saying it was our fault that Stiles had escaped and, moreover, that you had claimed to hold the Queens commission, of which he thought you unworthy if in truth you held it and it were not a false pretence, he having seen no document. Whereat Lord Burghley finished his glass of brandy-wine and sent him to the buttery to have his head examined by the steward, he passing me on his way out and looking liker to die of agitation at the sight of my grin than of his hurts.

Lord Burghley was eager for his bed by that time, so I had to make short work of my story of how you and I took the alderman, but I gave him the receipt from the Keeper of the Marshalsea and told him how Jaques had behaved. When I had done, he asked me:

Did Halifax pretend to hold the Queens commission?

By the rood, I answered, he pretended nothing, but he showed good courage and a ready wit.

But did he claim that I had given him appointment? Lord Burghley insisted. He was sharp on that. So I answered you had made no claims of any kind, neither to me nor to anyone else.

That lad may go far, said his lordship. Does he quarrel readily?

I said: He fights like a flash o lightning, but to pick a quarrel with him a man might have too act deliberate and show him where the profit lay in not avoiding it. I told then how Stiles had offered you a fortune to let him escape, and what answer you made. Whereat he nodded. And presently he said to me:

The Earl of Leicester slew that lads father for the sake of a guardianship that he can never get unless he slays a profitable tenant likewise. So I believe that he will seek to slay the tenant, whose name is Pepperday. And it so happens that circumstances favour the Earl of Leicesters motive, which nevertheless may be prevented if we make speed; and I think young Halifax may gain preferment, though he come not by the wench, who is a rich prize.

For a long while after that he sat still, chin on hand, the firelight playing on his crafty face. There are spies  spies everywhere. I doubt not he was meditating how to take me in his confidence and yet to keep what he should tell me from Sir Francis Walsingham, whose servant in truth I am. He, Sir Francis Walsingham and the Earl of Leicester vie with one another for the Queens influence, and it is strange how Lord Burghley employs so few agents of his own, preferring rather to borrow them from either of the other two, thus learning something of their practices at risk of letting them be privy to his own. But me he has found silent both ways, so he trusts me more than he does some folks, nevertheless not trusting me more than the Queen trusts any of them, which is to say piecemeal and by fits and starts with ever something in reserve. At last he looked up, staring owlish at me, and said:

Berden, there is a City merchant by the name of Roger Tunby, a dealer in wool, affected to the Queen of Scots, who receives a deal of correspondence from the Earl of Leicesters tenant Pepperday, most of it by the hand of the common carrier. It is known that Tunby has been in league with Stiles and others to give comfort and, it may be, treasonable service to the Scots Queen. Tunby involves Pepperday, and we will take the lesser foremost in the hope the Pepperday in fear of torments may betray his principals, that thus we may catch many disaffected men. But it must be done before the Earl of Leicester learns of our purpose. He is swift and passionate. And if he should slay this rogue Pepperday for his own ends, he might not only get the girl to ward but he would thereby also break a valuable chain of evidence. It must be done swiftly and in silence. None must know of it until Pepperday is safely in the Tower and racked for testimony.

Said he nothing further about Mildred? I demanded.

Berden laughed. No more than this: that if the wench has substance and is nicely born the Queen herself may like to dispose of her in marriage. That would put her out of your reach, Master Will! He bade me lodge the girl in safety without the Earl of Leicesters knowledge and to watch shrewdly that you have no intimacy with her. For I am to take you with me down to Brownsover, and as few men as we can manage with because of the risk of talking. I have the warrant,

For Mistress Mildred Jackson? I asked.

Nay, for Tony Pepperday.

So my feelings were mixed of relief and new anxiety. By a stroke of fortune I was given leave to save my Mildred from the Earl of Leicesters clutches, which would nevertheless bring us no whit nearer to the state of man and wife. And I was now unarguably Berdens man, not he mine. I could not pretend this time to have a Queens commission in my pocket, and it called for wits and goodwill unless he and I were to fall foul of each others disposition.

Berden, I said, I did you an injustice. When that serving man brought me your message in the yard last night I thought

Pish! Tush! he interrupted. Any greenhorn would have thought me treasonable to a friendship. Any -old hand would have sworn it was so. If you were a practised hand at court I could never convince you this minute that I lie not. But the truth is, that I like you; and another truth is that a like or a mislike couldnt mend inevitables. An I liked you twice as well, wed be of small use to each other but for fortune that throws us together. Count on Berden!

I sat silent, seeing he was turning over in his mind how he might turn me to his own use under a cloak of amity. For my own part I was puzzled to know how to manage him. Suddenly he shot a question at me across the table; Tell me about the Popish plot in Brownsover!

I laughed. It sounded clownish in my ears that little Brownsover should make a stir in London. All our countryside might possibly have raised an hundred men, not counting the Earl of Leicesters following; and of the hundred more than half would take the Queens side of whatever quarrel. Moreover, the Earl of Leicester being reckoned chief of all the Protestants in Warwickshire (though little he cared for religion and was only serving what he thought the strongest cause), and he being Lord-Lieutenant of the county, there was not much chance of Popish plots succeeding, not though the wandering priests were many, as all men knew.

I only know, I said, that Tony Pepperday was formerly a Papist and recanted.

With his face, said Berden. How about his heart?

He has none. I was confident of that.

Well, I will tell you this, said Berden. There is many a port in England by which foreigners might land to set the Scots Queen on the English throne. One is Plymouth. Another is Bristol. Brownsover is nigh the main road to them both. A man in Brownsover might busy himself cozening the yokels to receive such strangers with a goodwill. Once a Papist, always a Papist. Tony Pepperday, you mark me, will cry for a priest and unction and a Mass or two to save him when the Tower rack tightens his sinews and loosens the truth!

The thought of Tony on the rack was no more satisfying to my mood than the knowledge that I was now subordinate to Berden. But I saw my way to overcoming Berdens advantage, just as I hoped to save Tony the pain, not giving credence to the story of his plotting, for which I judged he lacked the needed spirit, nor not considering the rack a reasonable instrument of justice.

Berden, I said, I have three men and two good horses. Need we more men?

Nay, he answered, not with you and me to lead. The fewer the merrier!

Whereby I knew I should not be too long his subordinate.


CHAPTER TEN

Of the plight of Roger Tunby and the restitution that he made.

BUT I had yet to learn the inwardness of Berdens news. Lord Burghley had unbosomed to him more, of urgent import, than he chose to repeat to me; Lord Burghley trusting him because he knew, I doubted not, particulars of Berdens past and choosing me for this new errand because the Earl of Leicesters enmity was likely enough to make me strive to come between him and his quarry; also because my love for Mildred, spoken of by Berden, made me sure to try to rescue her from any other mortals clutches; and because I knew scarce anyone in London, which should make me clap my tongue less than another might; and because I did know Brownsover; and not least because I had my own horses, so saving expense to the Queen.

Concerning which, I may as well write this now as later: in the more than fifteen years that I have served her with brain and blade and at the risk of life and limb, I have never once received from the Queen in full my wages or expenses; nor am I a rare instance of her parsimony, as I hope to tell. So that, seeing with how great success she has governed England, and how rarely any servant of the Crown has had his just dues, unless indeed he merited the axe or prison, I am left now wondering whether it is politic in rulers to be generous, or even just, and whether it is not wiser to be patterned after Nature, niggard and extravagant and unpredictable, all things by turns to all men, nor never the same to anyone twice running.

Himself the Queens chief minister, Lord Burghley never knew from day to day what sudden change of policy might leave him beached on the rocks of ridicule or see him scolded like a thief for daring to oppose some scheme of Leicesters or of Walsinghams  they three plotting each against the other and united in nothing except jealousy of lesser ministers and zeal to preserve England from a foreign yoke. Never one of them knew which other might forfend him in some policy or, by reaching the Queens private ear, might gain a personal advantage.

They knew each other, those three men. They understood each others motives, and I think they took as much delight in damaging each others fortunes as in serving the Queen, though of the three the Earl of Leicester had the greater malice and the lesser genius.

This poor caitiff, Tony Pepperday, said Berden, is but a straw man, whom the Earl of Leicester will accuse of treason for the sake of obtaining the Jackson girl to ward, and whom Lord Burghley will likewise accuse for the sake of forestalling the Earl of Leicester, whose ways he knows and I know also. Burghley will wait on the law. Leicester will take law into his own hands, sending his men to pretend to catch Pepperday red-handed and to slay him in the act, then hurrying to the Queen in person to brag of his care for her Graces safety and to beg for the rich girls guardianship. Burghley is no mans friend, but Leicester is all mens enemy, especially yours, and none can trust him overnight. Our business is to spoil the Earl of Leicesters, game in Burghleys interest. It is dog eat dog, in London Town.

But if that were so I was minded first of all to look to mine own profit. Willing though I was to serve the Queen and to obey her ministers, I was likelier to be useful  aye, and in higher matters  were my purse well lined. I made up my mind that instant to see Roger Tunby first of all, and in spite of Berdens urgency, he pleading we should spur for Brownsover within the hour. He tried to hector me:

Will Halifax, he said, you ride at my behest. You must obey me!

But I answered I was sworn as yet neither to secrecy nor obedience and he could ride without me if he saw fit. Whereat he grew silent and I understood that either Lord Burghley had commended me or else he judged me to stand higher in his lordships| favour than as yet was advertised. I was encouraged of his silence.

So we rode to the mews, where I was careful to choose horses such as sailor-men might ride with risk of nothing worse than chafing of their hams. Will Shakespeare was there. He had won his way into Burbages crabbed graces and the two were chaffering. Burbage, it appeared, beside the mews was owner of a theatre out in the fields across the river and did a double business, hiring out horses to the gentry who rode to the plays, where his son James Burbage was the great tragedian. Will had a plan to make a little substance for himself by caring for the horses while their riders saw the plays; Burbage was to give him the monopoly, and in return he was to rest assured that the horses were well blanketed and neither horse nor blanket stolen. Burbage, in return for the monopoly, demanded money surety and there negotiation hung, Will having neither money enough nor bondsman.

I drew Will aside and told him what I had in mind regarding Roger Tunby. Presently he and I went on foot together to the old chuffs house and found him in a great rage, bullying his prentices for no reason that they or anybody else could understand; but knowing what I now did, and guessing what I guessed, I thought it likely enough that his own forebodings agitated him. He would have kept us standing in the rain the while he lectured us anent our dallying and gadding. Noticing my cloak was torn he called me toss-pot and accused me of tavern brawling, saying he did not doubt I had found me a bawdy shrew already who would drag me down to beggary, and serve me right. But when I told him I bore word from Joshua Stiles the alderman he changed his tone of voice and invited us into the counting-house at the rear of the shop. It was too dark in there for us to see each others faces readily.

I let Will Shakespeare talk first, and he made a drama of it, so far better than any argument that I could have invented that I was glad to sit still.

Tunby! he said. Roger Tunby! Age hath no such privilege as maketh ill-faith honourable. Neither doth a friendship die with buried bones. Those ears that death hath sealed heard promises now written on a page the soul may read, and spiritual, changeless records hold you to accounting in the highest court that writes no writ of error! None may challenge that engrossment of a contract tween the living and the dead. Nay, Tunby! Destiny commands fulfilment or the penalty, nor no alternative!

What do you mean? Tunby stammered.

Did Sir Harry Halifax not formally  yet too informally  entrust into your hands his money to be profitably used, the profit added to the principal, and both anon to be returned to him fully and fairly reckoned?

Nay! said Tunby. Nay, nay!

Did that in all things else unfrugal and too careless gentleman not charge you with the payment of the money to his son if deaths untimely scythe should sweep himself into the realm whence none returns?

Nay, nay! said Tunby. Never. There was no account between us.

None? Then no dilemma faces young Will Halifax? No compact, honourably kept  accounted  timely paid, obliges him to stand between you and the axe of justice? Does he owe you no consideration? Gratitude imposes no concession?  validates no claim on generosity?  appeals not to his manhood, that may otherwise command him in the service of the law, inexorable, ruthless, to uncover treason and see grey hairs, Roger Tunby, go in sorrow to a traitors grave?

Nay, nay! said Tunby. What do you mean, sirrah? Talking to me of treason in my own house! I am a loyal subject.

So said Stiles, a miscreant now lodging in the Marshalsea.

In the Marshalsea? Stiles in the Marshalsea?

Aye, taken thither by Will Halifax on royal warrant and accused of treason  blubbering in the Marshalsea  accusing others  naming his accomplices  in terror of the rack and Little Ease awaiting him, and of a cheerless dawn on Tower Hill where traitors to the realm pay forfeit! Better a debt repaid to kindly memory, than the closing of lifes long credit in a bankruptcy of shame!

Roger Tunby gazed in terror at us, gaping, with the spittle drooling from his lip. It was dark where he sat in the corner shadow, but I could see his eyes wide with horror wavering unsteady as he tried to summon dignity, clutching the table to keep his hands from shaking.

You  and a royal warrant? he said, staring at me. So soon?

Soon on the westward road, to Brownsover again, whence Tony Pepperday must come to answer for his practices, said Will. The warrant reads that he and others are conspiring to set Mary Queen of Scotland on the throne.

And you  you say nothing, said Tunby, leaning forth out of his corner to stare wide-eyed at me. He was nigh choking.

The less said the better, I answered. But I will say this: that I give you opportunity to play the honest man, which if you do I will not hold earlier lapse of memory against you. How much did you owe my father?

Suddenly he yielded, like a bladder pricked; so suddenly that I doubted his performance, though his words were suitable.

Willy, he said, Will Halifax, your father Sir Harry entrusted a thousand pounds to me to put out at a venture, princicipal and profit to be kept against your future need and nothing to be said of it to you lest the thought of the money should whet your recklessness ere years have taught you moneys value. I was to pay it to you at my own discretion.

How much is it now? I interrupted.

Fifteen hundred, and a few odd pounds.

Then pay me, I demanded, laying my hand on the table, palm up. I had no doubt he was cheating me, but fifteen hundred pounds in minted money with which to start life was a stroke of fortune better than any I had dared to dream of, and I blessed my father while I waited, watching Tunbys face, which was a picture of cunning, relief, anxiety and disaffection towards me.

I have no such sum of money in the house, he said.

Then neither have I hope to offer you, I answered. From the Marshalsea to Tower Hill

He interrupted: Treasury bills, Will Halifax, for fifteen hundred pounds, and gold and silver for the balance, is the best that I can manage. But a treasury bill is mandatory, payable on due date and therefore readily convertible into money in the City at a discount.

I would have preferred the minted money, but I took the parchment and the few gold coins and wrote him a receipt in full, which Will Shakespeare witnessed. Tunby locked the receipt in his iron chest, then turned to me and said slyly:

Know you what it means to compound felonies? You are involved now in the same conspiracy, to stand in the same dock, plead to the same offence and suffer for it with the rest of us if we stand convicted!

Ludd knows I was not a lawyer, but I saw a hole in that indictment! So I set my fist under his nose and spoke him sharply, for his own good:

Get you out of England ere I overlook your one nights hospitality! You sought to steal my fathers money, doubtless for your son, along with Mistress Mildred Jackson, whom you also coveted for him at my cost! Get you out of England! Get you to that ship whereon you boasted you would send me out of mischiefs way! Get you swiftly out o reach of the Queens messengers and warrants! Get you gone before nightfall  before Joshua Stiles can tell his story on the rack and you and others follow him to groan forth all you know! The rack hurts old men worse than young ones, Roger Tunby!

And with that I left him, caring not much whether he should run away abroad or stay to suffer questioning (for they put them all to torture on a charge of treason, and no favours shown to old age).

Presently, Will Shakespeare and Benjamin Berden witnessed a receipt that Burbage gave me for the treasury bills. I staked a hundred pounds on Willy Shakespeares honesty  aye, and on Burbages also, for we drew no written contract, lacking time: Will was to have the horse-monopoly and Burbage was to hold the hundred pounds as warranty. The rest he was to keep for me until I needed it, but fifty pounds I drew to carry in purse and saddlebags, in great part for my own conceit, but partly, too, for the sake of the effect on Berden.

Burbage agreed to keep my best suit at the mews and to have it cleaned and mended against my return, he having in employment tailors who were used to furbishing the actors finery. Then we wasted no more time but took the road in order to defeat the Earl of Leicester, who, said Berden, was a swift one in his own devices though a laggard enough in affairs of state.

And Ludd! how the Londoners laughed to see my following! Futtok and Gaylord rode like honest seamen, and the prentice hardly better, only lacking their determination because there was no skin where he chiefly needed it and he swore that the saddle was red-hot. So I bought him goose-grease. But he whimpered all the first days journey. And the seamen used such oaths as if their patient mounts were Spaniards whom they sought to restrain from laying waste all Merry England. So that Berden and I had much amusement, albeit Berden was not flattered to be the butt of strangers ridicule.

But I know of no better way to teach the rudiments of horsemanship than to mount your man on a baggage animal and trot him until he learns in self-defence, though that is not so good for horses and I was thankful that the beasts were Burbages, not mine. That night, when we lodged at a wayside inn, I understood a little of why Englands name is such a terror on the seas; for though those sailors, aye, and the prentice, too, were wearier than the horses and as sore as questioned felons, there was no complaint beyond such cannonading blasphemy as sailors use, nor not a word of flinching in the cold dawn when they had to mount and face another long days jolting with their rumps afire. Discomfort only angered them; it strengthened rather than reduced their spirit. They were good men and it pleased me that I now had the means to pay them wages, never doubting that I would find an opportunity to profit by their steadfastness.

But by the time we came to Brownsover, near midnight of the second day, and set the dogs abarking in the yard of Walter Turners house to rouse him out of bed, we were a rag-tag-looking crew and Kate, Walters sister, had to stir the wenches to bring simples from her closet and perform all manner of such intimate accomplishments as women understand. And by the rood, the horses needed caring for no less, so that Walters whole establishment was taxed of its resources and it was an hour before Walter and I had private word together.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

How Jeremy Crutch escaped the gallows-tree.

SO soon from London? Walter asked me, when Berden and I had finished eating mightily of cold fowl and fried eggs and bacon and cheese, with copious draughts of good Warwickshire ale to wash good victuals on their way. My men were still guzzling in the kitchen shamelessly, as if I never fed them, and Walter and I were at last alone together.

And a following already? he said. And money to jingle? Never lived a Halifax who hadnt a sword-hand and a head to guide it, but this is swift work, Will!

But I demanded news of Mildred ere I would tell him anything, and what he answered set me in such an agitation that I forgot my manners and kept him for a while on equal tenterhooks.

You didnt know? You havent heard? he stammered. Didnt you meet them on your way down? Pepperday has gone to London, and she with him. They left yesterday. And they were hardly gone afore John Gable, one of the Earl of Leicesters captains, and a following of five, came hunting for Tony Pepperday. He was all a-mud and in a hurry. Not finding Tony and Mildred he was in a fine fury, I can tell you. He came here questioning, but I knew nothing. So he went back and searched the house. He took all the papers  aye, and the bills and receipts, in a sack, and Madge Ambleby the maid-of-all-work, and rode to Kenilworth, cursing the day I was born because I knew nothing and would tell him less. He would have taken me, too, had he dared; but an Englishmans house is his castle, and he knows my aunt is Mistress of the royal pantry.

Said Tony why he went to London? I demanded.

Not he. Tony was never a talker, unless to accuse someone. They rode attended by two of Tonys farm louts, Mildred astride on the black mare between them, and Tony alone in front with the blunderbuss across his knees, peering to left and right as if he expected highwaymen at every corner. Mildred wore a mask, a mans clothes under a long cloak, and by the rood she looked more manful than the other three together. I was looking for a stray pig down by the spinney; and having seen her so often in boys clothes I thought nothing of it until I saw the pack-horse following. She called to me but the wind was blustery. Not having my horse I could not come near enough to hear more than that they were on their way to London; but she said something about you, so I supposed you knew of it.

Slow-witted friends are better than sagacious enemies, but I could have struck good Walter Turner as he sat there yawning. We had come so fast and halted by the way so seldom that we might easily have ridden past some inn where Mildred and Tony rested without me knowing or they either. I believe what saved me from venting my spleen ill-mannerly on Walter Turner was the thought how dull of wit myself had been.

There were horses enough in Walters stable. I could borrow his plough-team for my men. But the men were as good as halfdead and I doubted they could ride another furlong without a nights sleep. I went into the kitchen to look them over, and by my face they knew there was ill-luck uppermost. They were still stuffing themselves with ham and what not else, but they stood when I entered and I learned that minute something I have never since forgotten  nay, but have seen proven fifty times.

Stand by for a squall! said Futtok, gobbling food out of his mouth.

Aye, aye! Gaylord answered, and he used his thumb to jerk out of his mouth what he could not swallow fast enough.

They two were reckless of themselves in an emergency, but the prentice, being a landsman who had never seen the sea, thought first of his own unwillingness to suffer the road again until his skin ceased burning; he drew a long face and began feeling his hams to remind me. And so ever: they who have faced the sea have learned that Nature waits not on a mans convenience, and though a seaman is a child in many ways, and a poor gull oft-times when the landsmen cousen him, he is a very culverin to go off sudden when the match is laid.

We must turn back toward London. We go now, I said. Master Walter Turner will lend us fresh horses.

Aye, aye, master, said Futtok, and he and Gaylord began pulling on their coats. They shamed the prentice by taking pity on him, so that he put a brave face on it and cursed them for a pair of Gravesend Billyboys, all tide-wise and no oaring.

Berden was already three-parts drunk. He had been mixing ale with some of the geneva that Walter Turner had from a friend in the fetching trade from Holland. He was snoring on the settle. When I shook him awake he swore he would ride no further that night, not though the Earl of Leicester and a duke or two to boot came clamouring. And since he fell asleep again I let him lie. But I bethought me of how we were on the Queens business, and it were a pity not to link that importunity to my own need. So I took the warrant from the pocket inside his shirt and asked Walter Turner to horse him and send him forward as soon after dawn as he should wake.

I told Walter as much as I could think to tell him, in the yard while we saddled the horses, he holding the lantern and Kate crying out from the attic window to me to come in and change my sweaty underwear before I took the road; and when I would not, she threw me a change of Walters, that I stuffed into the saddlebag. I had Walters new horse that he had bought while I was gone and had not yet ridden: a fiery, illtempered beast he proved to be, but road-wise and as nigh impossible to tire as a wild goose on the wing.

And so away again, good Walter calling to us to watch the puddles at the cross-roads rather than waste time questioning innkeepers who might have been paid to keep their knowledge to themselves; for it was as clear to Walter as it was to me that Tony Pepperday had got word somehow that the Earl of Leicesters men were after him, and he was likelier than not to take a side-road. Why should he go to London? Why not Plymouth  Portsmouth  anywhere rather than London? HE might have told Mildred  aye, and Madge Ambleby, too, that he was bound for London, being likely not to trust a womans tongue; but he might head northward after a while, toward Chester, where I knew he had a relative.

And why was Mildred so apparelled? She and I, when we were young, had ridden all our part of Warwickshire together, she clad like a boy and I glad of it, because that saved me from having to fight the lads who would have mocked me had they seen me riding with a girl; and though I never refused to break a pate on challenge, there was no sense in always fighting. As my father used to say: Enough to keep the hand in and the fear out  enough to keep the churls respectful and his equals courteous  is all the fighting that a gentleman should do until a public enemy needs sending to the Lord Gods Judgement Seat.

But why should Mildred take the road to London now in mans apparel? Whose was she wearing? Not Tonys. She could never have worn Tonys; he was too small. Mildred is nigh as tall as I am, and as strong and healthy as Tony was pinched and poisoned looking. Had she known she would ride to London and so made preparation for it, buying mans clothes? If so, how had she not told me? She could not have bought such apparel in haste in Brownsover, and it was several years since she had worn the boys suit, which now would be much too small for her.

I hate a mystery. It may be that is why the Lord God has inflicted such a number on me to unravel, trying, I suppose, to reach me patience, which has been a hard task even for Omnipotence to do, and not yet nearly finished. Ludd! but I lacked it that night, turning ever and anon to listen through the wind-shriek and the swishing rain for sounds of my three followers, who lacked as much of horsemanship as I did of consideration for the honest fellows plodding along on smarting bottoms in the murk behind me. And nothing I gained, except to fret my horse, having to wait for them at every cross-road.

But as money spurs an old mans zeal, so love exaggerates a young ones vanity; and I was very young, no less in years than in experience. I visioned, as I rode into the rain, myself sole rescuing my Mildred from a cut-throat crew, attacking her for no known reason on the London road. Tony, I remember, I left in that dream in a ditch, discomfited in several separate ways all due to my own virtue and his own incorrigible vileness.

I knew that dawn was due because I could hear the kine at a farmhouse nearby lowing to be milked  and presently I saw the milkmaids lantern, that made me shiver the more for the thought of the warmth within the byre. But it was so dark that I could scarcely see the hedgerows and the wait seemed endless; I was minded to ride back along the road, supposing my three might have met with accident, when I heard their plodding splash at last  and then voices beyond them, and the noise of at least a dozen horses overtaking us.

I spurred. Those weary men of mine were not in fettle for incivilities. It flashed across my mind that the Earl of Leicesters men were on Tonys trail, too. They would claim the privilege of Lord-Lieutenants men, warrant or no warrant, and it was likely to fare ill with anyone they chose to suspect, or to bully for the love of the display of their authority. There was no law against our being on the road at night, but not much reason for not doubting us if we should give an unready account of ourselves.

My men thought me a highwayman, so suddenly I came on them, not daring to raise my voice. I turned their horses, that were eager enough to follow mine through a gap in the hedge, since hedges mean barns nearby, and a bam means shelter, hay and oats. That I managed it without hurt from my seamens hangers was enough evidence of the condition they were in. And when they recognized me, they were as silent as I could wish, from very weariness. Dismounting, I muzzled my horse in my cloak to prevent his neighing, and I was just in time to make them muzzle theirs before the overtaking horsemen drew abreast and halted on the far side of the hedge. There was barely enough dawn light yet to show them like ghosts on horseback, me peering through the briars: thirteen men, and in another moment I knew certain that they were the Earl of Leicesters.

A foul lie, Dodson! said their leaders voice. A trick o yours to turn me toward you farmhouse! You heard eggs a-frying in your dream, you glutton! A fine greeting his Grace will give us if he learns we missed our quarry by turning after every smell o bacon that tickled sleepy Dodsons snout! Horses, you say? You heard em splashing. Twas but an echo  of your fancy. Ride on!

Twelve rode forward, but the thirteenth stayed, and he their leader. I could sense him more than I could see him nosing through the hedge-gap. He would come through if he heard the least sound, and he could not help but hear one, since the horses, weary though they were, would not stand still for ever. I slipped bridle and saddle off Futtoks beast that was closest to me, and he cried out, for he heard that, careful though I was.

Who lurks there? Come out and show yourself!

I pricked the horse towards him, using my swordpoint, and the beast went to the gap to nuzzle the new-corner, both of them wickering.

Ods passion! A plough-horse! I could hear him stroke the horses muzzle. Left you straying on a night like this, eh, Dobbin? Such a master should ride at a horses tail and hop headless! He struck our plough-horse to prevent his following, and rode on.

Thinking myself well rid of that party, but wondering how, now they were ahead of me, I could keep them from capturing Tony and Mildred, I caught and re-saddled the horse for Futtok, he being unable as much as to attempt it in the dark, although at sea he could find his way aloft at midnight and attend to rigging of whose existence not a landsman dreamed. And after a while I led the way along the high-road, slowly because it was growing light. I showed a bold enough back to my men, but felt unpleasantly unlike the valiant hero of my previous imagining.

Anon we came to a by-road, leading northward, where I noticed tracks that were not those of the Earl of Leicesters men. There was one place close to a tree, where a horse had stood a long while, and not far beyond it was a place where the mud was stoached up and a horse had gone in hock-deep. It was hard to judge how old the tracks were since the rain lay deep in them, but I judged they might have been made the evening before, or later.

Seeing that the Earl of Leicesters men had ridden on not noticing those hoof-marks in the dawning light  and in truth, if I were not a huntsman I should not have seen them either  I turned along the by-road to discover what they might mean. And I remember, I was glad of the excuse. I liked not at all the thought of following those thirteen all the way to London, nor no advantage to be had by it that a man could foresee, since if they should pounce on Tony Pepper day and Mildred, mine would be nothing but mortification and theirs the profit I drew back to a walk to spare my men and horses, and I had not ridden far when I saw smoke rising from a hole in a thatch of what might be a shepherds cabin  but no sheep near, for there was neither dog, nor smell, nor bleating; nor was there much smoke. We were following the tracks of six horses, of which one was lame and had turned aside across the fields toward that hut; and at the place where he had left the lane there was a confusion of marks, as if the riders of all six horses had paused there holding conference. There I left my three men and rode alone along a hedgerow toward the hut, picking the way along the headland carefully so as to make no noise; and dismounting when I reached the farther hedgerow that ran north and south, I tied my horse and approached the hut on foot.

It was a small hut, with a door at one end and a window, or rather a hole in the midst of the side that faced toward me. There was a nags head sticking through that hole. The creature whinnied to my animal, who answered; and even while I cursed that ill-luck I recognized the ungainly lazy sorrel on which Will Shakespeare had commenced his ride to London. In another moment Jeremy Crutch came through the door, a flute in one hand and a pistol in the other. He was noticeably no more pleased to meet me than I him.

How now, Jeremy? I said. Not in Plymouth yet? Would the nag not carry you?

By the rood, have you come to make me fair exchange again? he answered. And with that he drew aim at me, squinting along the barrel of his pistol. But I remembered he had missed me once, and I had taken away his powder; true, he might have bought or stolen more, but there was a chance that his pistol was as empty as the flute he carried in the other hand.

Which weapon will you shoot me with? I asked him, walking forward. Down your weapon, Jeremy. I am here to talk, not to quarrel. Then I remembered Will Shakespeares speech about my having robbed the fellow of his self-esteem. We may end by being friends, I told him, remembering, too, how my father had thought him worth running a risk for at the Coventry assizes.

He was glad enough to stick his pistol in the holster, and I held it in his favour that he did not think me treacherous, my father having taught me, and I myself having seen, that the least trustful men are the least to be trusted. He who can recognize good faith in others has that quality himself in some degree.

He went into the hut where he had made a fire of bits of sticks and thatch and what not else; and what with the horse being in there, and the dung smoking on the floor, it was warm. I was glad to sit down on a stool by the hearth. I left Jeremy standing.

That old skate, he said, making the horse stand over out of his way, would ruin anyone. Not even a woman is feared of a highwayman so mounted, and at the inns they bid me begone. Ill hang next. And he played a few piteous bars on his flute.

What woman worsted you? I asked him.

Master Will, he said, Im not worth a King Harry groat no more since you took that mare o mine.

I have her yet, I answered, and he cocked an eye at me. I thought him thin and melancholy, with a merry spirit trying now and then to peep through.

Its more than a mare you lack, said I, and it isnt manhood, for you have it. Would you turn honest?

Ods bones, try me! he retorted. But theyve given me a bad name, Master Will. He played a few more measures on his flute, the while I watched him.

The Earl of Leicesters men are riding, I said. Twelve of them and a lieutenant.

Near? he asked. Then its all up. That lame sorrel couldnt show tail to a tortoise. Better leave me, Master Will, or theyll swear were partners and theyll hang you to the self-same gibbet. Seems I heard somewhere that the Earl of Leicester does not love you as they say the Queen loves him. And he went on playing melancholy music.

Id expect good service, Jeremy, said I. Good loyal service and no naughty manners.

And the mare? he asked, stopping the music midway of a note to cock an eye at me again.

Shes in a mews, said I, in London.

And how many gibbets between here and London? He shook his head and smiled. I thought him sorrowful. Its no use, Master Will. Id like it. But theyll hang me to the nearest gallows-tree.

What woman worsted you? I asked him again. Was it down there near the high-road where I saw the mud all stoached up?

He nodded. That brute, he glanced at the sorrel, stuck a hind foot in a mud-hole. And a maid that I thought was a man clapped pistol to me  and then saved me a trouncing from a pair o hinds. She mocked me something shameful. Id rather ha had the broken pate, and if she werent a maid, Id ha slain her.

Maid? I said. Heard you her name?

Mildred. He began to play the flute again right prettily. Then: I wasnt the only lack-spunk. One with a blunderbuss rode ahead, and I let him pass before I rode out on the other three. When he heard me (it was too dark: to see much) he went spurring up the lane. He had a cracked voice. When he was out o pistol shot he called Mildred! Mildred! The two hinds had bolted the other way, but they came back when they heard the maid laugh. There was nothing I could do. She had a pistol against my face  and mine empty since you took my last powder  and she too merry for a merry man like me to have at. Let him alone, she says, unhand him, when the hinds swung their cudgels. And then she said some more that werent so welcome from a merry maid. Im red yet, back o the ears.

How long gone? I demanded.

Two hours. Theyll be resting at the farmhouse a mile up the lane, for the lane goes nowhere else but to Tibbettss place.

Good, I said. Mount the sorrel and well ride to breakfast, Jeremy. Does Tibbetts keep decent table? Im famished.

I dont know, he answered. Ive fed the flute the wind Im full of. If grace and fasting are the same Ill go swift to Heaven when they hang me.

They shant hang you, Jeremy, I said, if you look after that mare rightly and deliver me good service. Youre a masterless man no longer, but remember to deserve good treatment.

He was too starven to argue, having lived, I did not doubt, on air and wishes longer than his stomach liked. He led the sorrel until we both mounted where I had left my horse, and then rode limping along behind me until Futtok and Gaylord looked him over, jealous, feeling themselves already old retainers and him new. But he smiled his way into their favour. Every bit of the sourness of his features vanished when he laughed.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Of John Coningsby, and rumour of rebellion.

TIBBETTSS was an olden house, still standing from one of the Edwards reign, I know not which. It had a floor below the level of the ground, and no upper story, so that at first sight it looked like a monstrous pig-pen and a mounted man could wellnigh see over the roof to the far side. And Tibbetts was what might be looked for in a friend of Tony Pepperdays, who loved such coney-catchers as himself.

Zachary Tibbetts came out toward us with a hayfork in his hand the moment the curs began barking. He had on a broad-brimmed leather hat and a leather smock reaching to his knees. His skin was of the same dark-walnut hue, so that he looked like one of those Egyptian corpses that the wandering showmen let you see for a penny. Only he had more to say, and that uncivil.

Men and horses! Will ye eat me out o barn and cellar? Theres a good inn nine mile on the London Road, he shouted.

He could have kept a bull out of his house more easily than me. I could see Mildreds mare through the barn door, the white stocking of its near hind showing through the mud. I could have picked that mare out of a thousand. I shouted and Mildred looked out of the house, framed from the knees up in the open doorway, looking like a handsome gallant in her velvet suit and gilded sword-hilt; only her hair was down over her shoulders; I suppose she had been drying out the nights rain.

In a moment she and I were in each others arms, Tony, trying to separate us, scolding like a cur-dog for anothers bone. I pulled the warrant out and rapped him with it, saying: Tony, I arrest you in the Queens name!; nor knew I whether he or Mildred was the more astonished.

Then in the Queens name I commanded Tibbetts to bring food for all of us, and I sent Jeremy out to see the horses baited and to choose for himself a mount from Tibbettss stable in place of his own useless sorrel. Tibbetts objecting, I asked him whether he would like thirteen of the Earl of Leicesters men and horses to provide for, too, adding they were not far up the road and would be glad enough to rest o their long ride. So Tibbetts put a better grace on it, ordering his ill-favoured hag of a wife to spread a table  nor not bad viands either.

While the table was laying I took Mildred into the room beside the pantry, where I thought none could hear us and was equally sure we were unseen, for I like not lovers talk or deed before an audience. And presently I asked her where she had the velvet suit. She answered, it belonged to a friend of Tonys, who had left it at Brownsover, on his way from Bristol; but I thought from the way she answered that she had not told all.

It was a new suit of good French velvet. She said she did not know its owners name, but that Tony had insisted on her wearing it so that they might be in less danger from the footpads on the way to London. Then she said: Will, it must be we are destined for each other. How else could you have found me  you not knowing I had left home? Tony was for taking me out of England, to be far from your reach and the Earl of Leicesters.

I never even guessed it until about an hour ago, when I overheard him whispering to Tibbetts; he had told me we were to visit Roger Tunby. But what is this about a warrant? You were jesting? Playing a trick on Tony?

I let her read the warrant and examine the great seal, she marvelling that I should so soon ride on royal business. But she was angry  Lord God, she was angry! I loved her so, showing her spirit, although she dubbed me pick-thank for having sought my own advancement at Tonys cost; aye, and she used less honourable names.

A scurvy, underhanded way of winning me, Will! Never, they say, was a Halifax who hadnt more ability than most men, but arent you the first of them to act like David, who sent Uriah to his death that he might have Bathsheba? What would your father Sir Harry have said? I know what I say: you shall never have me boughten in that market!

It was a long time before I could persuade her I was saving Tony and herself from the Earl of Leicesters clutches. I had to tell her all my story, she not singing Tonys praises, since she knew him for the crooked little caitiff that he was, but bitter against what she supposed had been my underhanded dealing. She rested at last content with me, although I could offer no assurance as to Tonys fate, but she made me promise I would do my best for him, which indeed I would have done in any event unless Tony himself should make me impotent to forfend evil that his own devices caused. I said the only hope that I could see for him was that the Lords in Council, who were men of dignity, might possibly not deign to smirch their feet by crushing such a cockroach.

When I told her I had fifteen hundred pounds, and how I came by it, she was ready enough to marry me if I could find a parson who would dare to take the responsibility; for neither of us understood what risk we ran, nor had more than an inkling yet of what influences were arrayed against us. Nor knew we how to go about it by other means than publishing of banns against three Sundays running, those already published having been forbidden, which I did not doubt would invalidate our marriage unless we should have them repeated. I thought of publishing the banns in London, where our names might be read in church unrecognized.

And then, by some mischance, I found my hands testing of the stuffs of her velvets, trying the buttons till, in truth, they were undone, and she called me no more graceless; but pressed her lips to mine in very passion.

Then, bannless and without nuptials, Mildred became my wife to spite heaven and her caitiff stepfather under Queens warrant arrest a walls-breadth apart.

They summoned us to table, but I turned back, remembering the wet cloak I had hung on a hook and being minded to spread it to dry before the fire, where Mildreds cloak was. And as I took my wet cloak from the wall I heard a voice, as of someone hidden there who had thought me gone already. But the wall seemed solid, of oak as old as England. It was not panelled but of stout boards running up and down, well fitted, nor no crack between them that would have taken a knifes edge without forcing. Nevertheless, my ears are not so easily mistaken; and I was vexed that someone might have overheard our confidences. I remembered Berdens warning  spies  spies everywhere! And I knew of many a priest-hole in which we country gentry, aye, and my Protestant father not least, made no bones about hiding the poor devils of wandering Papists, who brought us news of foreign parts and set us all a-laughing (when we were safe hidden in the holes) at the ambitious malice of tire enemies of Englands Queen. There had been such a hole in our house and I knew no cursory search could find the opening.

So I stamped on the floor with my feet as if leaving the room, but in truth I made no progress, only less noise, and less, so that it should seem that I walked away whereas I stood still on the same spot. Presently I heard the sound again, as of a man who stretched himself in darkness, not seeing the wall but feeling of it, easing the discomfort of his long restraint. Yet I could see no crack through which such sound could come. But now my wits were working.

So I went into the kitchen, which was the only room beside the bedrooms that the farmhouse boasted, and there Tony was shivering between Futtok and Gaylord. Nor was it the cold that made him shiver. If ever I saw a man whose conscience carked him and filled him with dread, it was Tony thinking of the warrant I had rapped on his shoulder and of the hopelessness of persuading me to befriend him since the unkind speeches he had made me and his forbidding of the banns.

Said I: Tony, you are like to forfeit to the crown on the count of treason all those heritages that you won from me by cozening my father; so neither of us richer  and you headless for the love o vanity. For it is naught but vanity that led you into treason with the Scots Queen.

He sat still, working his jaws as if he chewed on something. If there was speech in him he could not bring it forth.

Tony, I said, you little miserable caitiff, did you ever spare a debtor because he did you a service not included in the count? Nay, not you! Waste no thought on it. But see you that some other, less ungodly than yourself, might act magnanimous and spare you for the sake of loyalty that offset treason? You have seen the warrant. I must surrender you in London. Will you ride with the chances all against you in the one dish o the balance? Or will you fill the other dish to weigh the beam back to the level, and mayhap tip it to your favour?

You may have Mildred, he said, working his jaws like a nut-cracker.

I fear me, I said, you are too late, Tony, to make that amend. Your treason, if they prove it, oversets all gifts of yours. And that is only me you have made your bid for. Lords in Council look for substance in an offer ere they meditate on terms.

What will you? he demanded.

Who else is in the house? I asked him, sharp and sudden.

He blinked at me.

Whose suit is Mildred wearing? I demanded.

His flinty old eyes looked cunning and afraid, but he made no answer.

Why did you leave the high-road and come to Tibbettss, though you were in haste to reach London and shipping?

Breakfast, he mumbled, and rest. No good inns, not hereabouts.

Who else is in the house? I asked again. Whom came you hither to talk with?

He was weakening. My own fear was that Mildred, taking pity on him, might put word in that should restore his obstinacy, but she trusted me and said nothing. Tony was thinking of Tibbetts, as I judged by the use that he made of his eyes, and I could see old Tibbetts trying to make signals to him from a corner, where he pretended to be sorting sheepskins. I moved in such way as to mask that signalling.

Tony, I said, no man worries about weasels when a fox is in the barnyard. Haply if you show where the fox is, such weasels as you and Tibbetts might go scot-free. Clap me on the scent of him, and I will give you credit.

Still he hesitated. Treacherous as an adder, he did not dare to trust me. I had to threaten him.

Tony, I said, if you force me to look for the man  and I know where he is, for I heard him  I can save you neither from the rack, nor from the axe.

He yielded then, but as he did, some straying whisp of manliness found lodgement in his thought:

And Zachary? he asked. Will you speak for Zachary? Old Zachary needed money for the cess. He has done nothing. He knows nothing, poor old Zachary.

He was likely enough lying, but I let it pass, saying Zachary was no affair of mine, nor naught else so be I captured a Queens enemy. If Zachary were trap, and Tony trapper, well and good; they should share the credit. And I pulled the warrant out for extra suasion, they not knowing what was written on it.

There was a race then which should be the first to bring the stranger forth, I fearing he might prove after all to be only a wandering priest with a price on his head; though I might have spared myself that moments discontent by remembering that such a velvet suit as Mildred wore hardly should come from a wandering priests wardrobe.

I did not watch them open the priest-hole, being minded they should bring their man forth and tell their own tale, so that later I might say on oath that they brought him forth, free-willing. The sailors and the prentice-lad, I was confident would confirm my testimony, but of Jeremy I was not so sure; his tale might differ from mine unless some means were found of so impatronizing myself upon his humour as to make him loyal in the face of fear or profit. However, as I looked at him he took his flute and played a tune right comically, which I took to be a good sign; and indeed it gave me a thought how signalling might be accomplished between him and me without anyone else the wiser. Many a time since then we have used that simple trick to excellent advantage and the ultimate discomfort of the Queens foes.

Zachary and Tony were a long time bringing their man forth; doubtless they were instructing him as to the story he should tell, which troubled me not at all, since he should tell it later, I supposed, in a place where lying calls for a degree of stubborn fortitude that few possess. And while I waited, gazing at Mildred, turning over in my mind expedients for lodging her in some safe place before even Berden could learn of it, I marked not only her silence. She was troubled  nor not troubled about Tony; for, had it been Tonys plight that vexed her she would have told me. She was trying to answer my fond looks with equal warmth, yet wanting success, her true affection being bridled by another thought; or so it seemed.

Sweetheart, I said, we start life ill together with a confidence half-given. Speak or be silent; it is all one, so only that you know I trust you and that trust is mutual between us.

I had hit the mark. She looked as grateful at me as if I had salved some smarting injury. And truth, I would have added kisses to the salve before my men, not given though I be to letting others know my inwardness, nor liking to see others making public show of what is best done privily, nor not from shame but because of sacredness; but then Tony and Zachary came, with their man between them, and I knew why Mildred had been troubled.

He was dressed all in black, without sword or jewellery, and he lacked a barber; but there were reddish whiskers curling on his face. But he was handsome. And he was so of a size with Mildred, and so resembled her in outline, that in a half-light, and if they were dressed alike, he almost might have been her shadow. There resemblance ceased. He was a foxy-looking fellow with an actors gift of playing parts, so that as he walked toward me I could see him studying me and drawing on the character that he thought might suit my mood. By the time he reached me he was a brave man looking to me for magnanimity. I thought it clever, but it threw me more on guard than if he had made frank use of the craftiness that I first detected.

Tony and Zachary stood back. The stranger bowed to Mildred, then to me. He had a courtly manner, faintly suggestive, it might be, of France, and for a moment I think he hesitated as to whether he should speak to me in French, but I could see he was English, and he had a subtle gift for reading thought, so that he made not that mistake.

They tell me, he said, you are Master Will Halifax. I am John Coningsby at your service.

The name meant nothing to me. I was bent on hiding my perplexity. His name was not written on Berdens warrant. I ad no commission that entitled me to take him prisoner. But suddenly I recalled how I had signed the Association Bond, which bound me in solemn covenant with every honest man in England to do justice against the Queens enemies wherever I might meet them. Parliament had recognized the Association Bond. I was within my legal rights. I was superior to Berden. Nor had I need of the warrant for the taking of Tony Pepperday. Until that minute the Association Bond had not meant more to me than loyal sentiment, since nothing much came of the Bond but talk and drinking of the Queens health and a dogs death to the King of Spain, wherever gentlemen might meet.

From whom are you hiding, Master Coningsby, and why? I asked him.

Have you the right to demand that of me? he retorted, his eye estimating me and my men and the distance to the open door beyond us. But he had no chance to escape.

I answered, I was not for standing fully on my rights, but that he should come with me to London and there give such account of himself as his respect for Queens ministers might cause to seem advisable.

Will you ride free-willing, or with your feet tied under a horses belly? I asked him. Then, since he did not answer: Is your horse in Zachary Tibbettss barn?

He nodded. I sent Jack Giles to confirm the truth of it. Then:

Tony, I said, do you denounce John Coningsby?

Aye, Tony answered; and I saw Mildred bite her lip, to think that Tony should so promptly save his own neck at anothers cost. But there was no other way for Tony to have saved himself. I did not doubt now that by accident I had uncovered a treason greater than any that Tony had devised. I denounce him, said Tony, as one who escaped abroad with the Lords Neville, Percy, Arundel, Throgmorton, Paget and others. He has come back practising to help them to invade the realm in the King of Spains behalf, and on behalf of the Scots Queen. The Duke of Guise is to land in Scotland. Neville, Percy, Arundel, Paget and the others are to land at different places on the south coast.

I turned to Mildred. Sweetheart, I asked her, knew you aught of this?

She shook her head, and I guessed the truth was that she had taken pity on the man. Doubtless he had told her he was hiding from his private enemies. I saw it all now: Tony, growing frightened, had planned to flee the country, but as usual he was playing both sides, and he had come thither trying to convince John Coningsby that he was only going to London for a visit, hoping Coningsby might never learn of his flight but should procure reward for him afterwards, if rebellion and invasion should succeed. But Coningsby was reading Mildreds face and mine. He had overheard our confidences and he thought he saw me in a fine dilemma.

Mistress Mildred Jackson, he said, bowing, hesitates between the truth and untruth. I will aid her memory, since she has aided me  aye, with full knowledge of her fathers motive and mine also; she is wearing my velvet suit, in which she would have escaped to Flushing, in order that they who chance to see her, and who know me, may report that I am no longer in England.

Mildred touched my arm. Do you believe him, Will? she asked me.

I was half-offended that she thought she had need to ask. But John Coningsby mistook my shake o the head for a sign of doubt and tried to press advantage.

Your sweetheart will look pretty on the rack! he said. They will question her in turn when they have done with Tony. Aye, and they will rack you also, when I tell how she was in league with me, and you with her!

I bethought me of the Earl of Leicester  a Lord of the Council who might sway the others and accept that simple means of venting his displeasure of me. Men said he slew Amy Robsart, who had done him no worse wrong than to marry him secretly. I thought him unlikely to hesitate to use malice on me, against whom he had the bitter sort of grudge that such as he, flattering themselves they ape Almighty God, cherish against the sons and grandsons of the men they quarrel with.

Nevertheless, though I did not doubt his promise to accuse both Mildred and me, and though Mildred turned white with dread and indignation; aye, and Tony pricked his ears, as ready as a spring to turn the tables on me, I thought I would rather suffer racking than play the meacock before Mildred and my own men. I laughed.

You shall learn whether your threat has spoiled our appetites, I said, and took seat at the table, urging Mildred to do likewise. Eat! I said to him. Eat heartily. For as you draw near London thinking of the headsmans block on Tower Hill you are like to take small comfort of the wayside victualling! I might have spoken him less in the Lord Harry style if I had foreknown how sharp my own discomfort was to be.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

How Jeremy proved loyal and Benjamin Berden fell to second place.

NOW the difference, as I see it, between noble and common natures is in essence that though either may accomplish any given task, the former will avoid indignity to others if he can, whereas the latter will assert his own importance by inflicting shame. And though I have sometimes failed through my own fault, as I propose to tell before these memoirs are all written, in order that whoever reads may profit from this confession more than others may have suffered at such times as I forgot in momentary heat my fathers counsel and my own respect, nevertheless I have sought all my life long, without many lapses, to keep myself included in the former category.

I have done a long tale of secret errands for the Queen, not all bloodless nor void of scandal, because princes are not choosers but must counter treachery in equal sort. And I have learned this, in which Sir Francis Bacon, aye, and the Queen herself agree with me: that when abhorrent deeds are necessary, as in affairs of state must happen now and then lest worse should come to pass, it is the highest statecraft to employ thereon an individual of kindly and noble character; else what is bad enough already will develop into something far worse.

The common hangman is not to be trusted even at the hangmans trade. It needs a gentleman to do ungentle business, who will accept no bribe, nor take one lawless step too many.

Thus when I explain why, knowing this John Coningsby was something less than honest, I accorded him as civil conduct as I might without inviting jeopardy. I gave him Jeremys sorrel horse to ride, nor no indignity of trussing, though my seamen could have used such rope-work as the devil and all his angels could have hardly undone. But the sorrel was no such nag as a desperate man could gallop on to freedom, and I am no glutton for assurance; reasonable safety is enough. I was minded to ride slowly so that Berden might come up with us.

Futtok, Gaylord and the prentice lad I was confident were my men wholly. If I should continue worthy to be their master, they would follow me on courses howsoever perilous. Their lack of livery and a month or twos hard training in the saddle were all that lay between them and my satisfaction  matters I could remedy in London, since I now had money.

But of Jeremy I was not so sure yet. He appeared grateful, and gratitude is an open channel into which fidelity may pour. But I thought it without the pale of probability that luck should furnish me with four good servants in as many days; and though a proverb warns us not to look a gift horse in the mouth, I had had caned into me a line of Vergil  Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes (Beware of the Greeks, especially when they bring gifts.)  that has always seemed to me to hold a mint of wisdom. I was minded to put Jeremy to further test without his knowing it.

Two other thoughts I had in mind: I would test mine intuition that assured me of Coningsbys importance to the Lords of the Council, I judging him to be a culverin well-loaded with intrigue against the realm and likely to betray the nature of his charge if given opportunity, since he was desperate. The second was, that I would ride alone with Mildred for mine own contentment.

So I ordered Tony to ride foremost along with Futtok and Gaylord. But to the lad Jack Giles I gave the following instructions: he should ride with Jeremy and Coningsby a short while, making opportunity to mention, as it were at random, how that Jeremy had only been my man an hour or two. He should then speak of my having had from Jeremy a token, possibly the Scots Queens, which Jeremy might have to account for to the satisfaction of the Lords in Council; he should ask how Jeremy came by it, accepting by way of answer any lie that Jeremy might please to tell. Thereafter he should spur forward and ride with the other three, leaving Jeremy and Coningsby to ride alone together.

I brought up the rear with Mildred, happy as larks to ride together out of earshot of the others, she as confident as I that life was dawning rosy for us both. We chatted of the future, she deciding I should ultimately be the Lord High Admiral of England, since she liked the sound of it. But I liked better the title of Lord Secretary Halifax, since I had seen Lord Burghley like a spider at the centre of the web of state. And so laughing, there were passages of love between us; but it was hard to believe that she had coiled her hair up under her green hat with the feather in it, and wore her riding mask, and now that the long cloak covered her figure; it was only her hands and feet, and something sweet about the corners of her mouth, that told she was a woman.



We kept well to the rear, for I knew that if Coningsby should try to escape on the sorrel I could catch him easily. And remembering how often Mildred and I when we were younger had ridden our countryside, reading it aloud to one another as we rode and better liking Natures book of green leaves than the dryer school-books, I reminded her how often she had viewed an otter, or a curlews nest, or a vixen slinking home with somebodys fat capon for her cubs, more unerringly than I could. And I challenged her for sake of happy memory to match her quickness against mine that morning.

Sweetheart, I said, watch Coningsby. Mark whatever passes between him and my man.

So we rode as to a Maying, she and I, she full of confidence in me because I had come to her like a prince in a fairy tale, with a magic warrant in my hand that touched men and made them prisoners. She trusted me to save Tonys neck for him; nor spoke we any more of that, I being not so confident and therefore averse to touching on the matter. Truth was, I let trouble take care of itself, for the rain had ceased and I was merry; all the birds were singing; it was a fresher morning than when I rode beside Will Shakespeare, albeit marvellous muddy, and every puddle likelier than not to be a hole in which a horse could flounder to his girth. So it was she, not I, who saw John Coningsby draw something from inside his doublet and pass it to Jeremy Crutch, who hid it in his saddlebag; my horse had set a foot wrong and was floundering out of a hole, but Mildred told me of it instantly.

I was two-minded then, whether or not to ride alongside Jeremy and make him show me what he had. He had a good horse; he could easily escape. But I decided presently that he was making too much of a show of confidence with Coningsby, which I judged he would have been too shrewd to do if he had contemplated treachery to me. It was Coningsby, I thought, whom he was cozening, and if he overplayed it Coningsby, nevertheless, had no alternative but to trust him now that the package, or whatever it was, had changed hands. I decided to wait, to give Jeremy an opportunity to prove fidelity to me. Twas well I did.

As we rounded a bend in the road I saw that the worst had happened that could possibly be shaken out of fortunes bag! The Earl of Leicesters men were coming back toward us, cantering. Doubtless they had learned that Tonys party had not passed that way and they were now bent on seeking him in Tibbettss or some other farmhouse on the road from Brownsover. They had already seen us. They had counted us. There was no way of avoiding them, nor any use in trying to hide Mildred.

Jeremy fled then like a bird from an opened trap. One of the Earl of Leicesters men let fly a bullet at him. As he set his horse to leap the hedge beside the road Jeremy laughed gaily, and waved his hand, which I took for insolent contempt of me. I could have shot him; he was within easy range and the shot not difficult, but I saved my dry powder and bullet, foreseeing trouble with the Earl of Leicesters men.

They had dragged Tony from his horse before I could ride up. They had Coningsby next. One of them struck down Futtok with a cudgel; another had a sword at Gaylords throat; another had Giles in chancery  the lad was helpless.

Sdeath! John Coningsby! cried someone. What ho, there, Master Clintock!  Clintock was their leader heres John Coningsby that fled to France what time the Earl was after him! And by the rood, whos this? Will Halifax, by Godfrey! And whos with him?

We were surrounded. But I had drawn my sword and I flourished the warrant under Clintocks sharp nose.

How now! I retorted. Are the bears whelps grown so insolent? Flout ye her Graces warrant?

Let me read that! he demanded; and I let him, but when he sought to snatch it from my hand he slit his sleeve on my sword-point.

Sblood! he shouted. Do you show teeth at the Earl of Leicester?

They had not broken fast and they were weary, which is to say ill-tempered. I had heard how, twice since Michaelmas, the Earl had punished Clintock for remissness, tardiness and what not else; the man was eager to re-establish himself in the Earls good graces.

Is John Coningsbys name writ on that warrant? he demanded. How is it you ride with Coningsby? I smell treason! He had a nose long enough to have smelt it in another county, and I said so. Furthermore, I promised him a clout on the ugly end of it an he thrust it any closer into my affairs; and I bade him unhand my prisoners. His men had already tied them with a rope around the elbows.

I charge you with treason and with harbouring John Coningsby, whom all men know to be a traitor to the realm! he shouted. Ho, there, lads! Search Coningsby! Ill lay a wager well find on him all the proof a hangman needs!

They stripped Coningsby nigh naked, but all they found was a little English money and a dagger hidden in his trunks. Disappointment angered Clintock more than ever. He spurred his horse again towards me.

Whos here? he demanded. Unmask!

He would have stripped the mask off Mildred, but he was foul of my sword again; nor did he dare to draw on me since I held a Queens warrant and there were witnesses.

My orders are to take Mildred Jackson to the Earl of Leicesters house, he shouted. Yous a woman, or my names Queen Elizabeth! Who is she?

My prisoner, I said; and again I shook the warrant at him. This calls for Tony Pepperday and such members of his household as are discoverable, along with papers and all such evidence. I hear the Earl of Leicester has the papers. Let him answer for it, and we will see then who pleads to treason!

He was in a quandary, and so enraged against me for having forestalled him that I feared he might have at me with twelve stout fellows at his back in spite of the Queens warrant. He might slay me and my men (though he would have to fight to do it) and then trust his followers to lie about it afterwards. But I think he was not too well liked by his own men, so that he hardly dared to trust them; and he had seen Jeremy leap the hedge and ride away, so that he feared an awkward witness might be in hiding to appear against him and he told too many lies. I added nothing to his equanimity; I bade him loose Gaylord and help Futtok to his feet, who was recovering from the cudgel-blow.

You have molested the Queens messengers, I told him. You shall answer to her for it!

A fine tale! he shouted. Let me see the date on that warrant! Well  is Coningsbys name writ there? Well and good, I take him! Ho lads! One of you take up Coningsby behind your saddle. Well put John Coningsby in the Marshalsea and see what tale he has to tell about you, Master Halifax  with your Queens warrant, and your green cross-country galloper and your woman prisoner in a mans suit  no, and her sword not taken from her neither!

Whereat John Coningsby laughed at me and Mildred, lifting his lip like a fox that throws the hounds off-scent. I knew there would be a fine tale told about me ere I could come to London Four against thirteen was a shade too long odds; there was no way I could rescue Coningsby. They lifted him behind a rider on their stoutest horse, and before Gaylord could help Futtok to his feet they were gone. I thought myself fortunate that they had not taken Mildred, too, and slain me, as they would have had to do to accomplish that.

Futtoks head was not badly broken, and Mildred bound it for him with a wetted neckerchief that brought him a world of comfort (for it is the magic of a womans fingers and her kindness that heal hurts; the very pride of being tended by a lady in a velvet suit made Futtok feel like conquering Spain that morning). But I could make no speed with horses and men already weary and with less skin left on my mens rumps than on as many poached eggs. Furthermore, it would not be right to leave Berden too far behind, for I was conscious that I owed him, in part at least, for such advancement as I already had.

So I set a slow pace with a heavy heart, now wondering what chance I had of hiding, Mildred from the Earl of Leicester, and now what Berden would have to say to my letting them take Coningsby. He might think me a coward. And what would Lord Burghley have to say to it? I wondered: should a man not die rather than let go a prisoner whom he had taken in the Queens name? Nor was I pleased that Mildred should have seen me worsted, having been a hero in her eyes so lately. Deeply I doubted that Sir Francis Drake, were he in my shoes, would have let the Earl of Leicesters men  or any others, aye, and twice their number  take a prisoner from him.

I was out of conceit with myself when I saw Jeremy Crutch come riding toward us down the road; nor was I in any mood to treat him civilly, he having deserted me at the first pinch. I was minded rather to wreak my discontent on him, nor was I wholly foreign to the thought of making him my prisoner in place of Coningsby, he having been a highwayman, whose resolution to turn honest was not stiff enough to hold him in the road. I did not doubt he had hidden whatever it was that Coningsby had passed to him, but a taste of the rack might presently induce him to betray the hiding-place.

However, he was smiling and he greeted me as gaily as if no cowardice had come between us, pulling off his pea-green hat to Mildred and as saucy to me as an old friend.

Master, he said, wheeling his horse to ride beside me, Ive no proud stomach, and the Earl of Leicesters men have hunted me so often that I jump at sight of em. I know em, and they know me. Theyd ha swung me high as Haman in the Good Book. And theyd ha plucked me first. So theyd ha had this, that I took from Coningsby!

He handed me a little package wrapped in silk and sealed; nor had the seal been broken. There was no address on it, but the seal was impressed with the arms of the Duke of Guise, that any man in England who knew aught of heraldry could recognize at the first glance.

I told Coningsby, he said, that I was deep affected to the Scots Queen; for I guessed you had ordered Giles to broach that barrel o circumstances, and when the lad fell silent and rode forward I was sure of it. Coningsby put me through such a questioning as the Inquisition might, me lying like a lawyer at assizes, until I satisfied him I knew Fotheringay, from having delivered many a message to the Scots Queens servants.

Swounds! That was a lucky chance: I remembered the names o two o them from having sat in Bellamys back-parlour listening to tales and wondering which traveller had the fattest purse. I told him I followed you for the sake of scraps o news, so that the Scots Queen might be informed of any steps now being taken to suppress rebellion that all men knew was coming. I dont know whether I convinced him in the end. Maybe he was desperate, and so out of his wits, as had happened to me now and then. But he gave me that package at last and bade me promise to slip away with it to-night toward Fotheringay and deliver it to one of the Scots Queens servants. He said I should receive a token in return, and an address to which to take it, where someone in high authority would pay me heavily.

Said he aught else? I demanded, and Jeremy filled my ears with tales of how the Duke of Guise and many an expatriated Englishman were planning to land on the South Coast, and in Scotland, aye, and in Ireland, too, to raise a rebellion and, rescuing the Queen of Scots from Fotheringay Castle, to impose her on the throne of England.

What should happen to our rightful Queen? I asked him.

Oh, the Pope has promised a hundred thousand crowns and everlasting life to anyone who slays her, he said cheerfully. And at that he brought his flute forth, making merry music as he rode beside us.

That night, when we lodged at a roadside inn, came Berden overtaking us  a mess of sweat and mud, on a foundered farm-horse out of Walter Turners stable, nor in no good humour, taking umbrage at my having made free with the warrant and vexed at my good fortune in having found Tony and Mildred. He made a scandal, so that the inn was all agog with it. I had already given Mildred in charge to the innkeepers wife, to be bedded in her chamber, but Berden swore there should be a guard by the chamber door to boot because his honour was touched in the matter.

He was cold-discourteous to Jeremy, whom he dubbed a gallows-bird and promised him trial by jury, so that I had no fear of Jeremy prattling to him about the packet we had from Coningsby. When he demanded the warrant back and I refused he threatened to draw sword on me, which was a silly gesture, he having no right by virtue of his birth to fight with me on equal terms; Futtok and Gaylord would have disarmed him in a minute. It was time to have it out with Berden, and to settle which of us two was master, so I led him aside to where a dim lamp shone on whitewash in a passage corner and none could hear us  unless, indeed, he shouted as I was minded he should not do.

Berden, I said, Ill play you fair and you shall trust me to it. Ill play you fair an you treat me foul. Ill not forget past friendship, not though future enmity should dye you blacker than a Moor. So if you think you have aught against me, come out to the stable where Ill thrash you and well get that over with. I like not to shame you before strangers, nor in the presence of my men.

He grew less choleric, but he was obstinate about the warrant, vowing he must have it or lose standing with the Lords of the Council.

Berden, I said, none loses without another gaining. And if I gain, who am your friend, and who can go high, being the son of as true and gentle a knight as ever lived, you will gain more than if you had the warrant back and I took place as your subordinate. And in truth you have forfeited the warrant through your own sloth. And had I not taken it, we had both lost standing through not catching Tony Pepperday; but I the more, since being higher I may fall the farther; and because so, too, I should have lost my lady-love.

Whom certes you will lose in any event, he answered. One or tother  Leicester or Burghley will have her to ward, and youre out. Shell marry him who pays most for her dower.

I could have struck him, that thought so maddened me, but I held anger in rein.

Leave Lords in Council to their own conceits, I answered, and stick to the question. Do you yield the warrant? There is nothing written concerning who shall serve it. And who did serve it? Which of us slept? If youd rather, then tell your own tale to Lord Burghley and Ill tell mine. But if youre my subordinate Ill see you come by no discredit for a draught too many of ale and hollands.

You gentry are all alike, he grumbled.

Aye, I said, we aim upward. But we draw stout-hearted fellows up behind us.

If I could trust you, he began, but I interrupted.

If you couldnt twere a pity. There are more than you shall trust me ere my sun sets. But why should I trust you unless you act fair? And you envious?

So he yielded, being not a man of mettle though a worthy enough fellow in his way. We took a glass of ale together, and Berden has been my fairly loyal subordinate and moderately amiable ally ever since.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Wherein Will Shakespeare offers inspiration.

IN the morning Berden rode with me and Mildred, she so changing his disposition with her kindness that, although he started with an envious resentment, he was ere long proffering his aid to solve our difficulty, whose intricacies she and I understood hardly better than the birds do a net that catches them.

We rode slowly, having no taste for the issue  nay, not one of us; Giles was afraid of the drunken master-merchant-tailor to whom he had been bound apprentice, and who might hale him before the magistrates; Futtok and Gaylord feared the press, that was said to be looking for seamen for the Queens ship (though that turned out to be a mere innkeepers gossip); Tony trembled for his life, each yard of the London road to him a step nearer in imagination to a dreadful death; Jeremy, his face half-hidden in a neck-cloth and his hat drawn down above his eyes, looked askance at every gallows that we passed, and when we came at last to Tyburn Tree, he was as lily-white as the goosewing feather in his green hat. Berden, softening toward us two, lamented our hard case, knitting his brows as he sought a remedy until at last, turning to me with an oath, he urged on me a counsel of despair.

Master Halifax, Od rot me if Id stand it! see what will happen: my Lord Burghley, acting on information from his spies, charges Tony Pepperday with treason. The Earl of Leicester has Tonys papers, and what isnt writ thereon will be so in time for the trial; for the Earl has secretaries who could forge an Act of Parliament, let alone Tonys hand o writing. Tony is as good as dead this minute, since his property cant be forfeited unless they convict him o treason. And then what?

Such forfeited estates, and such guardianships of marriageable girls as go along with them, are fat prizes that the Queen gives to her favourites. My Lord Burghley will claim both. So will the Earl of Leicester. Theyll neither of them stop at straws and thistle-down. The Earl of Leicester will claim prior right as having produced most evidence  such as Tonys papers; and he has Coningsby, too, who will swear to any tale that the Earls men put into his mouth if such will save him from the rack. Sdeath! What a calamity that you let em poach that partridge! He was a Queens commission in your pocket, had you brought him safe to London. Now hes deaths own evidence against you! Such runaways as Coningsby dont face the rack; they blab  and a blabber o lies, I warn you, such as brings to grief whoever has a name they can remember!

One quarrel with you were enough for the Earl of Leicester, but now he has two. And my Lord Burghley will not lightly overlook your letting Coningsby fall into the Earl of Leicesters hands. Tis a pity of a business! And you without a friend at court!

Stood I in your shoes, Master Halifax, and with fifteen hundred pounds to boot, Id hie me across salt water, and my mistress with me! Id woo fortune in Flanders or in France. For what else is there?

Say you face it out. Say you face the charges of the Earl of Leicester. Say for the sake of Christs mercy that you win free, with no more than Leicesters malice stored against you for the next opportunity. Then what? Youve lost maid Mildred, since theyll make her a court ward, and youre worse off than you were before! Id run to Holland, I would.

He was thinking of the warrant that he would have liked to coax me to return to him. But I think, too, he was giving me the best advice that his head could invent. Disinterested friends are rare and if a man has two, three in a lifetime he is lucky. However, he set me cudgelling my brain, and by the time we drew near Tyburn I had thought of a key to the riddle that only a greenhorn new to London would have wasted a minutes thought on. And by the grace of God, it fitted!

I turned aside near Tyburn Tree, bidding Jack Giles lead us by mean streets, at risk of foot-pads; for if the Earl of Leicesters men were waiting for us it were well to steal that march and circumvent them, which was all the simpler since it was dusk and there was fog again. I have blessed the London fog a hundred times, but never more than that night, though the men returned from Flanders lurked like starving wolves and we rode all of a cluster surrounding Mildred, to protect her.

So we came into the City by a narrow lane unnoticed, at an hour when honest citizens were all within-doors. Unchallenged we reached Burbages, where we stalled the tired horses and fed them, the yardman saying he knew where Will Shakespeare lay. So I bribed him to go in search of Will, who came walking wondrous stately, as if he were an alderman already, but so feared of foot-pads, nevertheless, that he breathed like a fat man. Marvelous polite he made himself to Mildred, bowing to her beneath the stable lantern, saying that her beauty and her gentle manner, in a gallants clothes, so fervered thought that he could think o nothing else.

Mildred? Ods pity! Thats a cow-byre name! It should be Rosalinda! Mistress, he said, you stir me. The delights were heirs to fade away in shadow, as a dream at daylight, when appears  oh, happy eyes!  some new, revealing vision of a virtue we had thought we knew! A woman? All the world knows how a woman looks, does, curtseys; in a moment coy, and in the next a vixen, constant only in the constancy of changes limits! Custom that commands her infinite variety to veil  poor Adams rib in pondrous farthingale!  so uses us as seasons dull a ploughmans senses, until Nature is all sameness and the sweets of spring lie viewless in monotony! Oh, dull, dread repetition! And oh happy eyes, when Nature changes, burgeoning her secrets! Lo, look you now  Diana, chaste yet chastely daring  modesty appareld in a gallants hose, redeeming gallantry! A maiden adding to herself such attributes as goddesses in armour claimed of old on tented field! You stir me, mistress! You awaken me to spiritual knowledge and I see all Nature infinitely lovable, nor nothing dull!

He would have mouthed for her a play that minute, had I let him. He was fertile of phrase, and he could sweeten discourse with his honied humour; he could comment on all he saw with wiser and more critical discernment than I have heard from the lips of anyone; but he was like a sheep that kept within the hurdles when I asked his counsel. He could think of nothing new, except new ways of doing old deeds.

Hide her? he said. She is hidden! But can you hide a flame in darkness? Mistress (he turned again to Mildred), those bright eyes burn away my sorrow.

If he knew what sorrow was he gave no sign of it just then. I shook him until he must have seen at least a dozen of us, and then asked him how far to where he lodged? And who kept the place? And whether it was fit shelter for a maiden jealous of her good name?

There was nothing to be won by pressing Will; he tried to hide under a mask of phrases that his house was nothing estimable; and when I told him I needed a place where Mildred might take suitabler adornment from the packs and come forth presently in womans clothes  and why she should  and why the haste, he mocked me:

To the Queen? he said. At this hour? And does the Queen so love a dairymaid that you would change your fairy princess into a wench from Brownsover in country woollens to delight her? Is the Queen so weary of romance? I have heard it said of her, she loves the players better than a bishops sermon. All the worlds a stage, Will, if the groundlings only knew it! Play an actors part, and you shall smile your way through every ambuscade that envy sets, so be you act romantic and not add your increase to the drabness of a life already wearisome enough.

If I had known the court  if I had lived a year in London  I would have laughed at his conceit; but I knew nothing save that I was desperate and had scant time in which to steal a march on the Earl of Leicester. And it seemed to me Will had the right of it.

They tell me, he said, there are great doings at the Palace of St. Jamess to-night, where the Queen shall dance a minuet and give the lie to rumour of her having the gout like Secretary Burghley.

I can be quick enough when anothers genius has given me my cue. I turned on Berden, who was waiting sulkily to see what error I would make next.

Berden, I said, you are known to the guards? Will they admit you at St. James?

He nodded. If he said he had a message for the Lords in Council none would dare to turn him away, not at any hour. But at my risk, he added. An I enter on a false excuse I am like to pay for it.

Nay, it is I who will pay, I told him. If you obey me and the plan miscarries, I will forfeit a hundred pounds to you in minted money. And if not, then we are all winners, for you will share my credit.

I bade him take a fresh horse from Burbages stable and ride post-haste to the palace, where he should cry great urgency and secrecy. He should find Lord Burghley. And if Lord Burghley were not there he should demand admittance to the Queen herself (for I knew not yet how difficult it was to come into the Queens own chamber). And to Lord Burghley, or to the Queen herself, he was to report my coming with a secret of such import as brooked no delay.

And say that to the Queen herself, said I, if you can manage it. But the essence of the plan is this: that when we arrive, soon after you, Mildred and I and Tony are to be taken straight in, either to the Lords of the Council in the Council Chamber, or into the Queens own presence  and the latter best.

He thought me mad, as in truth I may have been; but I have seen many a stroke of madness win where shrewdness was a loser.

And God pity us all, he exclaimed, when your secret turns out to be of lesser import than its promise! The Lords of England are not lightly to be summoned to hear trifles at this hour o night.

It was a long time before I could browbeat Berden to obedience. He wanted me to rehearse to him my message that should justify his importunity and save him a rebuke. But I bade him have confidence that I would not risk Mildreds safety on a hopeless chance; and again I promised him a hundred pounds if failure should come of his doing exactly as I bade him. So he rode away at last, in pouring rain that washed the fog away but inspired no mans zeal, so that I began again to dread the outcome, hardly daring to believe that Berden would play his part manfully. I thought him likelier to turn against me.

Will Shakespeare offered comfort, in the moment he could spare from praising Mildred, whose mannish suit of velvet stirred his imagination much more than my peril did:

One touch, he said, of the romantic, the unusual, and Nature  aye, the very stars and planets, heavens elements, and forces of the unseen mystery, are leagued in cordial alliance to preserve it! Life knows no more grateful joy than novelty. Old orders, barricaded custom, jealousy and envy trenched within the fortalice of habit, yield, Will, to that touch of newness that is Natures jewellery emblazoned on the brow of time! So rest you merry. There is not a venom brewed in hells worst cauldron, spat forth from the mouths of politicians, that shall harm you an you bring new humour to an ageing Queen by cares of state perplexed!

Ludd knows he had long profited by following his own advice. His words encouraged me, although I thought them nonsense; and as for Mildred, she was so delighted with him as to pay me no thought at all to danger when I left my men at Burbages and, choosing the three best horses I could find, rode off into the dark with her and Tony, leaving Will waving his hat to us beneath the lantern in the rain.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

How Will met Gloriana.

THROUGH drenching rain and splashing mud we rode, until by the time we reached the palace of St. James we resembled water-rats, and we were none too cordially-welcomed by the guard, whose captain was half-beside himself because the rain fell splashing from the arch and spoiled his starched ruff.

There were evidently doings at the palace. There were carriages  new-fangled, gaudy things from France  and litters, and a swarm of servants taking shelter where they might. I marked about two hundred armed retainers in the liveries of perhaps a score of noblemen. The Earl of Leicesters men were better clad than most and being in greatest force they took the wall of the others for the shelter it afforded. In among them limped the cripples from the war in Flanders, pitiable fellows, Pegging alms.

What are you? Chimney sweeps? the captain shouted at me. Away with you to the back entrance!

However, I leaned forward to whisper my name to him and it was evident at once that thus far Berden had done his business. He waved us forward, after a man had held a lantern on a pike-end that he might examine our faces, and we rode under the arch into a yard where two or three score horses stood under a cloister. We found space for our own nags, but there was no sign anywhere of Berden; nor did I know which was the proper entrance until I spied, by the light of a spluttering link, a strip of crimson carpet underneath a sail-cloth awning. Thither I led the way.

There were liveried footmen in the entrance and they let us pass. But within the door there was a group of pages, impudent as magpies, who laughed at us; and doubtless we did look countrified and shabby as compared to their crimson daintiness. However, I boxed the ears of one of the pages, ordering him to do his duty and to hang our wet cloaks where they should be found when we needed them; and that stir brought a gentleman in crimson velvet, marvellously ruffed, and two others behind him whom I could clearly see because of the shadows in the long hall.

How now? What scandal now? Ill have no brawling! said he in crimson. Who are you, sirrah?

I gave him my name in a loud voice, hoping that Berden might be somewhere within hail. But instead of Berden the two other gentlemen stepped forward, and I recognized in one of them Sir Francis Drake, all in white velvet. Sir John Hawkins was beside him, clad in crimson. My heart leaped. I forgot my indignation at the pages.

Did I hear the name of Halifax? Sir Francis Drake asked. Are you the son of that Sir Harry Halifax of Brownsover, who lent me money for my first ship? By the road, you favour him! Then you are grandson of Sir William Halifax, who rallied the Kings cavalry at Flodden?

I showed him the hilt of the sword I wore, that has been borne on Flodden Field. (Sir John Hawkins all the while was staring at Mildred, trying to scan the face beneath the mask, but Sir Francis Drake took hardly any notice of her.)

And they named you Will for your grandsire? Carry the name gallantly then! That was lamentable when Sir Harry wrecked himself on such a rotten reef as men say. Howso, he was my friend. John (he turned to Sir John Hawkins) this is a chip off the old West Country block, who should help us to make a hot fire for the King of Spain. This lads father sheltered me when I first came out of Devonshire.

I made the best bow I could muster. But I could not see. Mine eyes were wet.

How is it that you did not come and tell me you were in London? asked Sir Francis.

I could have shouted for the joy of being spoken to by the stoutest heart in England, but when it came to speaking the words choked me, so that I stammered:

Why, sir, I said, an my father lived, and knew I claimed repayment on account of friendship, he would disinherit me.

Ods mainsl, how do you like that, John? Sir Francis asked, and Sir John Hawkins looked steadily at me  a red-faced man, with honest blue eyes  blunt, bold, seamanly  a bit incongruous in velvet.

If God made Dons, it looks as if he bred a stock to master them, he answered. Ods death, Drake, the lad looks manly in the middest o this pish-pash. But look to your privileges! They are no sooner weaned, these latter days, than they look to start by being admirals! Ship him, and see how he shapes in a storm with the Dons to windward.

I take the weather gauge o them as a general thing, John, said Sir Francis. Dons up-wind are devils. Down-wind, theyre fish for the frying.

Sir John Hawkins laughed, with a noise that began like dampened cannon priming spluttering at the match, and ended in a Ho-ho-ho! with his head up.

Well, hes good timber, Drake  good timber, he said. If he can lay a culverin as smartly as he minds his manners, ship him. They look different when theyre sea-sick. But whos this?

He stared again at Mildred. But she and I had agreed between us how she should keep silence until we knew what the Lords in Council had to say.

By your leave, Sir John, and Sir Francis, I said, we are on the Queens business, and the less said about it the better until alls done.

Aye, said Sir Francis Drake, the less the better. There was a man named Berden awhile since, who sought my favour for you, else I had not known you were in London. Sir John Hawkins and I, as it chanced, had business o the Queens new ships to talk on, so we talked here where I could watch for you. You are to go in at once to Lord Burghley. I will see to it.

He took Sir John Hawkinss arm, nodding to us to follow, and the two went chesting into a great room, bowing right and left to jewelled and bedizened ladies, I remarking that some of the ladies answered with an air of patronage, as if they thought such men not altogether fit for courtly company.

We caused a fine stir, what with our muddy clothes, and Mildred in a mans suit. I was glad she had her mask on, for I doubt not she was distresed by the staring, though she walked beside me with a good enough show of confidence. Sir Francis beckoned a page in crimson plush and made him walk ahead of us crying: Matter of urgency! Make way, my lords and ladies!

There was music in a gallery, and beneath the gallery were seats and chairs on which the flower of England sat. I had never seen such sumptuous surroundings. In the country we were used to rushes on the floor  aye, there were rushes in Kenilworth Castle, and that reckoned one of the noblest homes in England; but here, on the wide stairs at the end of the great room, and for any foot to tread that passed along the corridor to which the stairs ascended, there lay a carpet woven of such coloured patterns as employed the eye far more than did the portraits hanging on the walls, right entertaining though they were and, I suppose, well painted. There was no dirt anywhere. The palace was as spick and span as if a thousand housemaids had that minute finished sweeping it, so that I felt ashamed of my good, muddy Augsburg suit, and even my sword felt shabby amid all those dainty rapier hilts. But Mildred, I knew, was in a sort of seventh heaven because Sir Francis Drake had praised me.

Sir Francis Drake and Sir John Hawkins left us at the stair-foot, having done their part so excellently that there was no fear now of anyone refusing us admission. By dint of elbowing our way along the corridor, and very sharply sworn at, we arrived at last before a door where a gentleman-in-waiting wished to examine me as to my business. But the page said that Sir Francis Drake had spoken about us to Lord Hunsdon, and at that we were admitted.

I strode almost into the arms of Phelippes  him whom I had spoken with in Pauls that day I first met Berden. It appeared he waited for me.

What news have you? he asked.

Secret, for Lord Burghleys ear alone, I answered.

He looked sour at that. But he was so well used to secrecy that he could well endure a little more of it. I shut my mouth tight, and he led the way into an ante-room, where several men sat glooming and restless, others appearing to stand guard over them, keeping their backs to the three doors and holding their hilts well forward. In a shadow in a corner I saw Coningsby, but I made him no sign of recognition, nor he me; and while we waited one came from the inner room, who led him away.

There we left Tony at Phelippess bidding, and presently, through the farther door we passed into a second ante-room, where secretaries worked by candle-light in solemn quiet. Thence we passed into a corridor that had no window, lit by a row of candles set in sconces on the panelled wall; the candles guttered when a door moved, and I wondered how the Queen should live in so grave peril of her house afire, for the oak was burned black where the candle-smoke had been forced against it by the draught.

Thence, knocking on an oaken door, we were admitted into a chamber whose furnishings are beyond my power to describe, such gilt there was, and such mirrors, and luxuriance of tapestry. At one end, with a door on either hand, was a gilt chair like a throne, set on a dais beneath a crimson and gilt canopy, with the royal arms of England woven on a curtain at the back.

Below the dais, down the middle of the room, there was a richly carven table, at which sat men who, at the moment, subject to the Queen, held Englands destinies in keeping. Instantly I marked the Earl of Leicester, and he me, scowling, but he said nothing.

On the right hand of the throne and nearest to it sat Lord Burghley, and beside him, on his right, Sir Francis Walsingham, who none could have mistaken who had even only heard of him, so like a fox he looked, and yet unlike a fox; for he was venerable looking and in ill-health  lean and learned  dark of complexion, having brown eyes of a sort of smoky hue that seemed indifferent to all enthusiasm. It was, I think, the essence of his nature peering through the mask that made men at the first glance liken him to the fox that in appearance he resembled truly not at all.

Beside him sat Sir Walter Mildmay, Chancellor of the Exchequer. Him I knew not at the time. And facing them, with their backs toward us, sat three others whom I knew not: Lord Hunsdon, Sir Christopher Hatton, and Sir James Crofts. The Earl of Leicester sat at the end of the table that faced the throne, and none except he so much as glanced up when he came into the room.

They were examining the documents they took from leather-covered boxes, making notes on them and writing their endorsements. Now and then the squeaking of their quill pens was interrupted by subdued speech, but there was almost silence for an hour  aye, longer, by the hour-glass that Lord Burghley had beside him and that he turned when the sand had run.

But at last there came a lord-in-waiting through a door beside the throne, holding in his right hand a black stick tipped with ivory. Then instantly all they at the table rose and dropped their cushions to the floor.

Down on your knees! Phelippes whispered. Everybody knelt, on both knees, except Lord Burghley, whose gout prevented so that he kept one foot forward; and I held my breath, for then came the Great Elizabeth, our Gloriana, of whom we in the shires had heard so much but actually knew so little.

Drop your eyes seemly! Phelippes whispered. But I could not help but stare, although I bent my head a little.

She was so magnificently dressed that for a moment I saw nothing except her wide skirt, and the stomacher, and then her necklace and the wondrous collar of lace and jewels. She came as it were sailing, like a tall ship before a light breeze. Then, when awe gave place to curiosity and I beheld her face, I thought her like the portraits of her father the Lord Harry, only it might be something wiser and less human.

She had red hair  good, if God made all of it; but I believe the skull on which the greater part of it had grown lay long since in a sepulchre. Her face, it seemed to me, was sadly wrinkled underneath the paint, and her lips were drawn tightly as if she suffered bravely but with sharp impatience. I should have guessed her older than I knew her age to be; but she stood straight and royal, appearing capabler of wielding rapier than bodkin.

What I noticed most particularly, when I had done wondering at her wise, bright, serpents eyes, were her lily-white hands, long-fingered and as lovely shapen as I think their Maker ever can have turned out from his workshop where the kings and queens are fashioned; not even the great fantastic rings she wore could spoil their shapeliness, but rather drew attention to it, and she held them in a manner that suggested pride as well as strength of purpose.

Six sweet ladies waited on her, and when the Earl of Leicester, rising from his knees unbidden, went hurrying to offer her his hand as she mounted the dais, she preferred her ladies and looked, Robert. So that he returned to the far end of the table to kneel I thought, scornful at him, saying: This is no place for a minuet, again, favouring me as he passed with a dark scowl, as if it had been my fault.

When she had sat down on the throne and her ladies had done arranging her skirts and the footstool, she dismissed all except two of them, they curtseying out backwards. The two sat one on either side of her on low chairs.

Lord Secretary, you may rise, she said then. Pray be seated, all of you. But Phelippes continued kneeling, so I did the same, and Mildred also, I wondering how one lone woman  nay, nor she not even healthy to the eye  should so impatronize herself on men whom all the world feared. They were neither cowards nor yet dullwitted men who trembled at her bidding; they were men self-proven capable.

Presently the Queens quick, brilliant, cold eyes looked steadily at me and my courage went into my heels. I felt she was seeing through me to the patch o my shirt-tail, and I wished I had worn my other shirt that had not yet needed mending. Then she eyed Mildred.

Whom have we here? she demanded. Girl dight like a man? Stand up and let me see you. Unmask.

Mildred stood, and I beside her holding her hand, which I could feel trembling. And when she pulled off the mask the Queen stared at her long and critically, until the Earl of Leicester rose at the end of the table and said: Madam

Sharply she rebuked him, showing such a flash of anger as they say the great Lord Harry used to when his will was challenged:

Robert, lately you presume too much on patience! I will brook no impertinence from you! An I let you have your way my Privy Council would become a cockpit, every man speaking out of his turn and the loudest crower the victor! Truth, they tell us that we lend our ear to you too often for our countrys good. tie sat down. I could not see him, since I faced the Queen, but I could see Lord Burghley with the corner of my eye and there appeared, I thought, the shadow of a smile, though he was studying a paper.

How come you in a mans clothes? the Queen demanded, staring again at Mildred.

I squeezed Mildreds hand and she answered in a voice so vastly gentler than the Queens  so sweet it was and musical  that Sir Christopher Hatton and Sir James Crofts turned sideways in their seats to watch her.

Madam, it is not my choosing. I obeyed my guardian, nor did I know into whose presence I should come.

Whose clothes are they? the Queen asked her.

Mildred hesitated, and the Earl of Leicester rose to his feet importunate.

Most dread sovereign, he exclaimed, she is wearing the clothes of the traitor Coningsby, of whom I spoke to you, whom my men took from the company of the culprit standing there beside her. And he, Madam, is the William Halifax whose father fell in a quarrel, as I told you, that he forced upon two of my gentlemen. The guardian of whom she speaks is a lout named Tony Pepperday, accused of treasonable practice and now doubtless missing, since this Master Halifax was sent in search of him. I accuse Halifax of having harboured Coningsby, whom my men had to take away from him by force; and I have here John Coningsbys deposition, duly sworn, in which he avers that William Halifax did promise for a price to carry a certain message to the Scots Queen at Fotheringay.

What of it, sirrah? the Queen asked me. You have heard the accusation. Answer sharply to the point.

So I told her how I was sent in search of Tony Pepperday, and by whom; and how I found him; and how Tony had free-willing brought forth Coningsby, whom I  a loyal signatory of the Association Bond  arrested in the Queens name; which, if it were a presumption, I begged might be excused on the ground of my reason for so doing, which was loyalty.

I accuse him of lying! said the Earl of Leicester. I demand that he be put on oath. The depositions here of thirteen men, as well as Coningsbys, aver that he and Coningsby are cronies well affected to each other. It is charged, too, that he assaulted my men on the London Road.

Assaulted thirteen of them? the Queen asked him. No wonder Sir Francis Drake came hurrying to commend him to our notice! Are you the son of Sir Harry Halifax? she asked me.

A brawling miscreant, began the Earl of Leicester.

Silence, I tell you, Robert! she commanded. An I credited all slanders of your ready tongue, God pity me, I would not know whom to trust! Whosoever falls foul of Robert, Earl of Leicester, for a moment is a traitor to the crown and against our person; and yet I have found some of these traitors reasonably loyal men!

She glanced around the table, nodding, as though not one of them but had suffered accusation.

Speak, she commanded, looking steadily again at me. So I brought forth the sealed package.

This, I said, I took from Coningsby, or rather my man did, before the Earl of Leicesters men took Coningsby from me.

I offered her the package, kneeling, and one of her ladies took it from me, passing it to the Queen, who looked at the seal, and then at me, and at the seal again, turning the package over and over in her two hands. Lord Burghley stared at it, and then at me, then met the Queens eyes, and she nodded.

This is the same young man, Lord Burghley said, who caught Joshua Stiles and lodged him in the Marshalsea.

Nay, I interrupted, Berden had a share in that. And Berden helped me with Tony Pepperday.

Whats that? the Queen exclaimed. Did I hear aright? Is the world at an end, that I hear speech in favour of an absent man? She looked sharply at me, as if she thought me guilty of a treason  to myself, it might be.

I but spoke the truth, I said. I need no mans credit.

I thought that angered her, she looked so sharply at me, but her next words were to Lord Burghley:

Yes, Madam, he said, standing, Berden confirms the words of Halifax in every detail. He describes him as a loyal gentleman; and he confirms, too, that it was Tony Pepperday who brought forth Coningsby from hiding, though he denies having witnessed it, being absent at the time on other matters.

Ods faith! Then it looks like collusion between them! said the Queen. Each one praising the other! Is Berden to be trusted?

Lord Burghley nodded. The Queen looked at Mildred.

The Lord Secretary says you are a daughter of that Master Robert Jackson who lost his head in the reign of my late unhappy sister. Is it so?

An it please you, he died for your Highnesss sake, said Mildred.

Nay, it never pleased us that an honest man should die a mean death. And it pleases us as little, said the Queen, that such a matter as this should so long have been kept hidden from me. As we understand it, the Lords Leicester and Burghley are in rivalry as to who shall have this maid to ward. Ods faith, it irks me that such envious contentions should have brought the daughter of good Robert Jackson to this pass. Where is this Tony Pepperday?

Without, Madam, I answered. Shall I summon him?

Gods mercy, no, sir! Is this a stable? You say there is a warrant for him? Who signed it?

I held out the warrant and she saw Lord Burghleys signature. She scowled at him, but he seemed well used to it.

Write a release from Pepperday of all his claims as guardian, if any, and make him sign it before witnesses. Then destroy that warrant, she commanded. I will take this maid into my own keeping, for Robert Jacksons sake. She turned to the lady on her left hand. Take her to the wardrobe now and clothe her decently!

The lady rose and, beckoning to Mildred, led her, curtseying and walking backward, through the door by which the Queen had entered, Mildred smiling at me. But I was not so pleased. I felt suddenly lonely, as if more than a palace door were being shut between us.

And now you, sir? the Queen said to me. What will you? By an accident  I doubt not it was accident  you have brought us papers of more value to the realm than any hundred squabbling country gentry! Look to it that you hold your tongue and spread no rumour of it! And now what will you? Do you reckon yourself fit to be sworn of our service?

I am the son of Sir Harry Halifax, I answered, as true and loyal a knight as ever lived.

I care nothing for your beginnings, she retorted. It is your latter end I look to! God ha mercy on us, but I lack a secret courier since Parmas men slew poor Guy Mannering in Flanders.

Madam, I said, I have two good horses and such blood in my veins as I inherit.

See that he has allowance for two horses. Let him put them in our stable, she commanded.

And four men, I added.

Bumpkins, doubtless, who will drink us out of beer and be in everlasting trouble with the scullery wenches! They shall be smartly whipped an they behave not! But you may show them to Lord Hunsdon and if he approves them let them be victualled with the palace servants. What else?

Mistress Mildred Jackson, I said. But I said no more, for the Queens face froze, as it were, against me and her bright eyes stared as if I were an enemy. I understood. No words were needed. I must earn my Mildred. The Queen would keep her from me, and forbid our wedding, until I should have paid for that privilege with the utmost ounce of zeal and loyalty  as in truth has happened.

Gods death! she exclaimed suddenly. Take him away, Lord Hunsdon, before he asks us for our crown and sceptre! Have him sworn of our service. And mark you, she commanded, frowning at me, next time that you come into our presence, let me see you dressed as becomes a courtier. No country louts at court!

And me in a good suit made by Fugger of Augsburg! So I bowed my way out, side by side with Lord Hunsdon, understanding something of how the Queen ruled England. And now that I at last have Mildred, though I dare not let these memoirs see the light of day, I will set down step by step as I remember them the perils of land and sea, and of the court no less, that I have been thrust into whether I would or not, and that have brought me at last to this opinion: that Queen Elizabeth is the greatest and the bravest monarch, though the meanest mistress, who ever in all history has saved a half-rebellious country from its foes. I give her all the credit; since, without her mastery and meanness, I believe the land had fallen of its own internal bickerings.
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PART 1. THE REINCARNATED


CHAPTER 1. As the light is against the darkness, so are you and I against each other.

It was one of those sun-drunken days in spring for which the South of France is famous. There was the usual nondescript crowd at Notre Dame de la Garde  tourists, beggars, women selling candles and rosaries  a few citizens of Marseilles in love with the view  a few youngsters in love with each other. In the distance the Chateau dIf stood grimly silent in a sapphire sea. The funicular railway kept disgorging passengers, too lazy or too wise to make the climb on foot, and I envied them. I never could see why Jeff Ramsden will insist on walking when there are easier ways to get there. Churches dont particularly interest me, and I would rather look at Times Square on a warm night than at all the views in Europe. I was wishing myself on a chair at a cafe window watching the crowd in the Canabière, although the street is overrated and the beer is beastly. But it is no use arguing with Jeff.

He is a tank of a man  one-eighth of a metric ton of bone and muscle that can go through anything on earth and come out mildly wondering why other people got excited.

James Schuyler Grim was studying the view. I dont know why. He stood on the steps of the church of Notre Dame de la Garde  in a tweed suit and a tourist hat  looking like fifteen frontiers and a wind howling over the snow. When you looked at Grim you felt youd got to go and buy a ticket to somewhere comfortless, where unexpected but important things are bound to happen. And they do.

No matter which way Grim was looking, if anything happened within the range of his vision you might bet your boots Grim saw it. There are two booths, one on each side of the church door, in which sisters of the sacred order that has charge of the church sell souvenirs and candles. Grim was talking to one of the sisters, making jokes that she was trying to pretend she didnt understand, and trying not to laugh at, when he suddenly turned away from her and glanced toward the platform at the top of the funicular railway, where an iron railing protects the curious tourist from the fate he probably deserves. Grim moved so quickly that Jeff and I followed him down three steps and gazed in the same direction. It was worth watching  if you like that kind of thing.

A man in a pepper-and-salt suit, not exactly shabby, but looking as if he had slept in it, and wearing a brown derby hat that looked as if he might have found it in an ash-can, suddenly jumped as if shot. He was lean; he had an Adams apple as big as your fist and a collar two sizes too large; his gestures were pantomimic, and he seemed scared out of his wits. What seemed to have frightened him was an Arab, about sixty years of age, wearing a sea-captains blue jacket with three gold stripes on the sleeve, who had evidently come toiling up the steps as we had done, and who had paused on the top step but one.

The pepper-and-salt man seemed to try to run three ways at once. He actually did start in our direction, as if the church door suggested sanctuary; but either he thought better of it or else his lean legs got the better of his brain. At any rate, he vaulted the iron railing; and before a sergeant de ville and two uniformed employees of the funicular railway could lift a finger to prevent him he jumped. I dont know how many hundred feet it is from top to bottom; plenty, at any rate. The sergeant de ville and the other two leaned over to watch, and their shrug when he hit the roof of the descending car and bounced off was as eloquent as things French usually are; it is always easier for me to understand their shoulders than the things they say. The sister in the booth leaned as far as she could over her counter to ask Grim what had happened. A woman fainted. Almost everybody else rushed to the railing to witness a horror that they would have paid money not to see if they had stopped to think a minute. But the Arab sea-dog smiled and came straight on toward the church door.

We three stood back to let him pass, and I noticed that he eyed Grim rather strangely, as if he half-recognized him, but he said nothing. He stopped to buy a full-sized candle from one of the sisters, and with that in his hand he strode in. Then Grim spoke, sideways, through the corner of his mouth, his lips not moving.

Recognize him, Jeff?

Yahudi. Haroun ben Yahudi.

That was his vessel below in the harbor  the lateen rig by the old wharf  did you see it?

Grim followed him into the church. We followed Grim. It is a strange scene in there  stranger then because that sea-scarred Moslem lighted his fat wax candle and set it on the iron bracket in front of the Virgins statue along with thirty or forty others already burning there. From the roof-beams and against the walls hang scores of marvelously fashioned models of ships, set there by sailor-men of fifty generations; as you look upward at them they seem to be afloat in air. And on the walls are countless slabs set up by mariners acknowledging indebtedness to Notre Dame de la Garde for perils on the high seas by her favor overcome. As I think I said, I dont as a rule care much for churches; but that one got me by the throat; it got Jeff too, who is a sentimental giant. I dont know whether it got Grim; he was watching the Arab. It got the Arab harder than it did me.

He was evidently not a convert to the Christian faith. His grim face with the windy, deep-set eyes seemed scornful of much that he saw, and when a priest went by I thought scorn changed to anger. He would have spat, but remembered his manners. He ignored the altar and he made no genuflections; he seemed rather to stiffen himself, as if pride obliged that. Nevertheless, there was reverence in him for something that he felt, though his eyes might not see it, and one could almost share the emotion with him, it was so heartfelt, simple and intense. He showed no surprise when Grim touched his elbow.

Hey, you, Jimgrim, he remarked in English, you are like the storms of these seas. There is no knowing whence you will blow next; and there are always shoals to leeward. What now?

Pleasant voyage?

Now, by Allahs mercy, some men might have thought so  such as like tales at a fireside. But I made my landfall. I suppose you are one more difficulty. I will overcome you also.

He strode past us, bought another candle at the church door, came back, lighted it and stuck it on the bracket near the first one.

I will overcome you also, Jimgrim. What now?

Why pick on me? Grim asked him.

Flint picks on steel, and steel on flint, said Haroun ben Yahudi.

Grim laughed. Maybe Id better buy some candles. I saw you overcome that other poor devil just now. You did that very neatly.

That one was afraid, said Haroun.

I am not afraid.

Then why candles?

Mash-allah! Jimgrim, for a wise one you ask foolish questions. For a thousand  aye, two thousand years, and longer, seamen have known the spirit of this place. Look around you. Do you think that none but Christians make vows? Wallah-hi! And are only Christian vows on record? In the Name of Names I ask you, does a compass only work for Christians? Does the North Star change its station in the sky when Moslems set their course? I know a Moslem keel or two that avoided shoals where fish are spawning in the hulks of broken Christian ships.

You and I were friends once, Grim said quietly.

Good friends. And I wonder at the way of the Almighty. He, whose Prophet wrote in plain words all the length and breadth of wisdom, leaving nothing but its depth to be plumbed by our understanding, did a strange thing, Jimgrim, when He set you on one side and me on the other. Now, were you on my side you might be a very great one, Jimgrim. And I tell you, the great in this life become greater in the next, where many, who thought they knew what greatness is, are learning otherwise  too late!

Who said Im against you? Grim asked.

I did. As the light is against the darkness, so are you and I against each other. And God pity me, I wonder at His ways, who brought this thing to pass; because you are another whom fear is afraid of, and such men are too few.

Then, at last, he acknowledged Jeffs existence. Their eyes met and Jeff smiled at him, showing short teeth in an iron jaw. You can tell from a glance at Jeff that if he lets his beard grow three days it will look like chiseled bronze; the substance of a beard seems always there, although he blunts good razors on its shadow.

What port did you clear from? Jeff asked, for the sake of politeness. But when Jeff is trying to be polite he tries too hard. He is only lamblike when he expects to have to use his muscles presently on several times his weight of adversaries.

Basra. But Haroun dismissed that fact as unimportant, from which I gathered either that it had extreme significance or he was lying. Bull ram! Born on the cusp of Aries and Taurus! How does Jimgrim ease your sheets when the gusts of anger glow, I wonder? Lo, a bulls heart in a mountains hide  a rams eye for a distance  and a rams nose for an enemy! I would that you, also, were on my side. Who is this one?

The sensation was of being suddenly stripped naked by a connoisseur in anthropology. I was conscious of every weakness I possess  and of Jeffs tremendous loyalty  and of Grims mercurial alertness. It was not good.

Excuse me, said Grim. Major Robert Crosby  Captain Haroun ben Yahudi.

One of us, Jeff added. It was the first time he had mentioned that in my presence. I felt better.

The old sea-dog eyed me for a moment longer as if he were studying shoals and tides and changing winds. Then he turned to Grim: I, too, have shipped such. My mate  I found him in a Baghdad brothel, drunk and sickening from hunger. And I have a seaman whom I took off the beach at Kuwait. Some do well  some otherwise. I shipped that weakling whom you saw just now scared to hell. Not that this is as that one. This one  Crosby do you say his name is?  is of the sort that terror stiffens, though it makes him stupid. Major, you said? He is young for his rank. They promote babies nowadays; and what airs they give themselves! Born, unless my eyes deceive me, under Libra. Too much judgment  ever weighing this with that and hesitating lest he put the wrong foot foremost. However; it is no light matter for two such men as you to find a third one. Were not two of you enough  aye, two too many?

Why did you ship that scareling? Grim retorted.

Why are you against me, Jimgrim? Why did you come here looking for me? Hay-yeh, when the vultures gather in the sky I know their purpose.

You were the last man I was thinking of, Grim answered.

Yeh-yeh  you were thinking of life and death; and of why we come into the world, and why we leave it. And then I came. I, also, was thinking the same thoughts. Then I saw you. And I said to myself, as doubtless you said also: The Almighty does not set two such men by chance upon the self-same threshold of the Life to Come! Therefore, before one or other of us dies

It was the first time I had ever seen Jeff go into action. He was quicker than a lightweight; it was incredible that he could show such speed, with all that bulk and so much Herculean muscle. The eye hardly followed him. He seized the Arabs right wrist in his left hand, jerked it backward, and a big, broad-bladed sheath-knife clattered on the stone floor.

Not here, Haroun  and not yet!

Very decent of you, Haroun, to have given warning, Grim remarked. He picked up the knife and Jeff returned it to its owner, who thrust it back into the sheath under his blue serge jacket.

I led the way out and the three of us stood on the concrete paving below the church steps, where we could just see the two lateen-rigged masts of Harouns ship. Beyond it, nearly in mid-harbor, a French warship lay to her mooring  one of those old-fashioned cruisers with funnels in pairs spaced wide apart.

You have the right of it, said Haroun. That was neither time nor place. Doubtless God was displeased by the sacrilege, or else the knife had struck home. That would have saved you, Jimgrim, from a worse fate. Dorje



Oh, are you taking Dorjes orders?

Dorje has a saying, that they are fortunate who die before the game begins.

You let his name slip, didnt you?

It is on all mens tongues.

Yours let it slip, though. What have you to do with Dorje, Haroun?

The Arabs answer froze on parted lips. A flash of blue-white lightning seemed to leap out of the cruisers hold, so vivid, that it hurt the eyes even at a distance. It was instantly followed by billowing smoke; and in the midst of that we saw a deck lift and the masts fall two ways. In less than a tenth of a second the cruiser broke in half amidships. And then thunder, as the two ends sank, their swirl obliterated by the smoke of the explosion.

Remember the Maine, said Jimgrim.

Almost, it seemed, before the thunder reached us boats were racing toward the scene of the disaster  motor-boats plying for hire, some filled with passengers  yachts launches  ships boats  tugs. We could see the floating debris and what looked like mens heads.

Come and lend em a hand, said Jeff, but it would have taken us at least twenty minutes to reach the harbor-front.

We were stormed by a swarm of loiterers and tourists asking us what had happened. Jeff answered them politely, so they backed away from him, believing he suspected them of having sunk the cruiser. I watched Grim for a hint of what he meant to do. He spoke, but I could not catch what he said because of the noise the crowd was making. However, I did hear Haroun answer him:

Mash-allah! That was also not the time and not the place. But it was simple. To be King of the World, you, Jimgrim, it is necessary to be simple  and as one-two, one-two as the Word of God.


CHAPTER 2. I am an old man, Jimgrim. Help me.

Haroun glanced at each of us in turn, then walked away.

He will go to the women, said Jeff. Thats Harouns one weakness.

He has another, Grim answered. He cant resist the impulse to crow before sunrise. Thats why Haroun still commands about two hundred tons of dhow instead of being rotten with money and having his own way. I suppose I must tell the Prefect of Police about him. Come on to the Prefecture.

We descended in the funicular, to save time.

I should think the Prefect of Police will be down near the scene of the accident, I suggested, and Jeff answered irritably because the elevator made him nervous.

You would think that. But French Prefects of Police know their business. The place to look for a Prefect, in a crisis, is where he can be reached instantly by everyone who has to be told what to do.

The French police have a flair for recognizing the value of irregular procedure on occasion and we were admitted at once to the Prefects inner sanctum. But the Prefect  a neat man with a brown beard, who looked like a naval officer  went on listening to the telephone, giving curt answers in a quiet voice and making swift, precise notes on a sheet of foolscap paper. Three men in uniform stood at the other side of the Prefects desk; one of them drew near us, I suppose, to listen.

But there was an interruption. The door opened and two detectives entered, escorting Haroun, looking sheepish.

Eh-h, you, Jimgrim! remarked Haroun. There were no handcuffs on him. One could not guess whether he had been arrested or merely invited to call on the Prefect, who glanced at him once, swiftly, and made one more pencilled note between abrupt communications over the phone.

Quick work, said Grim.

Then Haroun spoke in Arabic: You, Jimgrim, you and I were friends once.

Grim nodded.

And a knife is merciful. By Allah, they would have slain me, had I slain you, and the account would have been fair between us. But is it merciful to throw a man such as me into prison, where there is neither sun nor sea nor wind? May the All-merciful deal with me as being guilty of if, if I would have thrown you into prison  though I would have slain you  yea, and why not? You, who lay in wait to trap me, should I not strike? Would you not have drawn steel, had I trapped you?

What do you ask of me? Grim demanded. Pardon?

Nay. Inshallah, I will die needing no mans pardon. May Allah pardon me, in case I need it. But a bargain, Jimgrim, is another matter.

Then Grim made one of his characteristic bold strokes, that his friends sometimes recognized as bluff, but that his enemies mistook as a rule for a sign of omniscience.

There is no midway between us two, he answered. You are either friend or enemy. Which is it?

Wallah! Do you bid me choose now?

Now or never. Choose between me and Dorje.

Haroun hesitated. Grim  and he must have been guessing  probed for the source of hesitation.

Is forgiveness one of Dorjes habits? Will it please him to hear of that cruiser  blown up  in the wrong place, at the wrong time?

Who shall protect me from his anger, Jimgrim?

Not I, at any rate, unless you tell the whole truth. Who am I that I should try to sail in two ships? And can you do that?

Mash-allah! One ship is enough for me. But which one? If I had known, Jimgrim, that you were in league against Dorje, I would not have done his errand.

Nevertheless, you did his errand.

Haida sahah. Truly had I slain you, all might have been well yet, Jimgrim. But that big ape Ram-is-den perceived my knife. And now I begin to perceive in all this the hand of Allah. None can fight against Him. Nevertheless, if God wills, and I tell the truth, will you put me in prison, Jimgrim?

This is not my country. I am no keeper of prisons in this place, he said.

Nay, I know it. But for what did they arrest me, save for drawing steel at you? So if you, and those others, say I did not draw steel  ?

There will then remain only that cruiser to account for! Surely that is nothing! Grim suggested.

Min jadd! Jimgrim, as God is my witness, I did not do that; nor was it of my contriving, or by my will that it was done.

Will they believe that? Or will Dorje believe it?

As Allah is my witness. I perceive I have no chance at all, unless you believe it, Jimgrim.

Grim thrust home then: Chance? What is it? If you say you see the hand of Allah, how can you talk of chances in the same breath? Can you trim your sails to two winds?

This has been an ill wind, Jimgrim.

No, Grim answered, but a wrong course. Haroun, when a wise man sees the shoals, does he change his course or carry on?

You will have me on your side? But at what price? I am a man of honor, Jimgrim. Death is no great matter.

Grim shrugged his shoulders. It is no affair of mine, he answered; and there was silence, for possibly sixty seconds. It was so noticeable that the Prefect looked up from his writing-paper.

Send for an interpreter, he commanded.

A man left the room and Haroun tried to hide his nervousness; but he betrayed it by shifting his feet. Then he began to strike his colors, gradually.

What did he say, Jimgrim?

No answer. Grim began to speak to Jeff in undertones. You have missed your tide, Jeff answered. Lie to your own anchor.

Nay, I will not! Tell him I need help. In the name of Allah, tell him I demand help.

What about your bargain? You spoke of a bargain, Jeff retorted.

Say then, I will tell him all I know. But he must save me from the prison.

Grim, without moving his head, spoke to the Prefect quietly, in French:

He will talk. He will tell all he knows.

The Prefect seemed to speak into the telephone. It probably needed more civilized eyes than Harouns to detect that his beard interfered with the mouthpiece.

So I gathered, said the Prefect. I learned Arabic in Aden.

May I promise him liberty?

Yes, yes. He can easily be shadowed, and he might commit illuminating indiscretions.

Haroun almost shouted: Jimgrim! In the Name of Names

The Prefect interrupted, laying the receiver on its hook: Ill give you the latest information, gentlemen. Seventeen survivors, all in hospital or on the way there  thirty-seven dead recovered  three hundred and eleven missing. Divers are already on the scene. A terrible disaster. Or an unspeakable atrocity. It remains to be revealed, which.

Grim faced Haroun. What was that you said?

I am an old man, Jimgrim. Help me.

Truth helps him who speaks it. Will you tell all you know?

I will tell you, face to face, as one friend to another. To these others I will not speak. What am I to them, or they to me? And they would twist my words against me.

Grim caught the Prefects eye. He nodded. Very well, said Grim, if you will tell me all you know, and answer questions, I will make no charge against you in the matter of that stabbing.

But this other matter, Jimgrim? It was not my doing.

If you tell me all you know, and if I believe you not guilty, I will do all I can to help you.

But the prison, Jimgrim?

For the present, if you tell all you know, you shall go free.

All? But I will only speak in your ear, Jimgrim. No spies! No listeners! Your word on that?

Grim caught the Prefects eye again. He nodded. Grim spoke in English. All right, Haroun. We will talk where nobody can overhear.

The Prefect ordered a man in uniform to lead Haroun and Grim into the next room, where there have been many tales told that newspapers will never print and judges will never hear, he added dryly.


CHAPTER 3. I am always Baltis.

It was as clear as daylight that the Prefect did not suspect Haroun of having sunk the cruiser. He had on his desk the cargo manifest of Harouns dhow  dates, hides and scrap-brass. All except the scrap-brass was consigned to reputable merchants; but the latter was invoiced to Haroun himself, marked on consignment for sale at local market price. As scrap it had been entered by the Customs duty free, and no one seemed to know after that what happened to it; however, Grim might elicit the information, and if not Grim, then someone else. Meanwhile, it was probably unimportant  merely something to be checked up on the principle of examining every minute detail.

A list of Harouns crew was also on the desk, and all except one were accounted for. Two were in jail for a midnight brawl in the red-light district. The cook had shipped east as a deck-hand on an Italian brig engaged in coral-fishing. Two men were in the seamens hospital with boils described as serious. The remainder were reported standing by the ship, and, having spent their pay, offering themselves without enthusiasm for long-shore jobs on any terms whatever. The one man unaccounted for was an Italian-Greek-Frenchman, on the manifest as Guido Georges Marie de la Tournée, rating carpenter and super-cargo, wages two pounds ten a month, a cabin to himself and captains rations.

Interesting, said the Prefect, on a dhow of two hundred tons. There is a body in the morgue  However, I must ask you gentlemen, if you please without consulting one another, to write down, each of you, as fully as you can remember, every detail of todays events as you observed them. You may set down what was said to you, and what you said, and what you overheard. I invite you also to state frankly why you are in Marseilles and why, with evident collaboration, you arrived at this prefecture together, or almost together, at a critical moment. The formality will be observed of separating you from one another while you write your statements, to avoid collaboration, however unintentional that might be.

At a nod from him men in uniform escorted us to different rooms, where they supplied us with writing materials, and I heard the Prefect hurry away in a car with the exhaust wide open. My statement, naturally, did not take long. I signed it and went to stare out of the window at a sordidly uninteresting street until someone should come and get it. The official who escorted me into the room had said no smoking, so I lighted a cigar in the hope he would smell it and come back sooner. However, he did not, and I began to be abominably bored until a private limousine drew up outside and a woman, unescorted, opening the door herself, stepped out of it and entered the prefecture.

I tossed the cigar through a broken window-pane as somebody ushered her into the room I occupied, quietly closing the door behind her and, unless I was much mistaken, locking it. I dont know much French, but I do know that French officials, and particularly the police, do nothing without purpose and premeditation; so I fell on guard as tensely as if I had had a rapier in my right hand. She stared at me. I stared at her. And she was well worth looking at.

She was a sort of symphony in jade-green and Chinese yellow. Her long skirt made her look taller than she actually was. Her tightly fitting green hat with yellow lining framed intriguing features. She looked vaguely Chinese, but her mouth and her chin might have been Irish; they would have made her fortune in the movies, except for a slight scar on the upper lip that changed its line and added a sinister touch that rather spoiled her smile. Her nose was agreeably impudent  coquettish; and her eyes, although they did not slant perceptibly, contained in them the mocking, curious intelligence of all the Chinese women in the world. She was wealthily dressed; she had a jeweled purse that had probably cost at least three thousand dollars; there were jeweled buckles on her patent-leather shoes, that had Chinese-yellow heels; and she was wearing a jade necklace that almost bankrupts me to think about. I know jade. Not even the Old Buddha ever had a better string than that one. She did not sit; she stood and stared me out of countenance, until suddenly she smiled and came toward me.

Are you Jeemgreem? Oh, I have so much wished to meet you.

What made you look for me here? I retorted.

Eentuition!

May I know who you are?

I am the Princess Baltis.

Wasnt Baltis the name of the Queen of Sheba?

She nodded. I am always Baltis. Each time I am reborn I am Baltis.

And always a princess?

Always.

I suppressed an impulse to enquire what Solomon was doing now. She had the information at her finger-tips, as transpired later, but for the moment I judged that was dangerous ground. As Jeemgreem it behooved me to be circumspect and to elicit other, less controversial, statistics that might forewarn Grim. From the moment she spoke I had no doubt whatever that her purpose was to trap Grim in a net of some kind, or else to seduce him along a blind trail. Intuition sometimes guides me also, but not always.

Why are you here? I asked her, trying to imagine how Grim would have brought motives to the surface.

Jeemgreem, someone told me you are in Marseilles.

What of it? I was painfully aware that Jeemgreem would have managed her more subtly; however, I am a very unsubtle person and can do no better than my best in an emergency. Why do you trouble yourself on my account? I said that because her perfume, and some sort of mental allurement that she exuded, stirred in me the self-defensive instinct that is usually impolite. The words sounded crass in my own ears. However, she appeared to misinterpret bluntness as a sign of superiority to ordinary conversational methods. She came straight to the point:

Jeemgreem, you and I can help each other  now as always. We have always helped each other. When I was Baltis Queen of Sheba, were you not my great ambassador? You know that, dont you? Certainly you know it; you, too, have the psychic memory. When I was Baltis, concubine of Cyrus, were you not my lover? Did you not die in the execution ash-pit rather than betray me? When I was Baltis, who danced and sang at Cleopatras court, did I not help you  the Roman Publius Carfax  to corrupt her army until it surrendered to Octavianus without a blow? When I was Baltis, dancing girl in attendance on Suraj-ud-Dowlah  and you were Major Eyre Coote commanding Clives infantry  did I not, for your sake, undermine the allegiance of Suraj-ud-Dowlahs generals, so that Clives little handful of troops defeated him at Plassey? You know all this, Jeemgreem. And there were dozens of other occasions. Always, in every life, we have helped each other.

You seem to have come down in the world, I suggested.

You, too, Jeemgreem! You were a general of Genghis Khan. A hundred thousand soldiers rode like whirlwinds at your nod in those days. But you know what Shakespeare said: There is a tide in the affairs of men . . .

I agree with Shaw, I said, that Shakespeare is overrated. I dont understand poets.

You never did! No, nevaire. You were always inartistic. That is why you have always needed me; whereas I need your pragmatism and your power of concentration. Jeemgreem, our tide is turning  yours and mine. Destiny has kept us separated until now, in this life, because now is the propaire moment. I have come to warn you not to interfere with Dorje  as I warned you when you were Sir Francis Weston, and I was Ann Boleyn.

Didnt you say your name is always Baltis? I suggested.

Always Baltis. I have always known myself by my own name. But I have sometimes kept it secret. The real reason why Henry the Eighth of England caused me to be executed was that in a foolish moment I revealed to him my real name, telling him that I was once the Queen of Sheba, whereas he was nobody in those days. He grew jealous. He made charges against me. And they were partly true. Yes  why not? I did not love him. But I did love you, Jeemgreem. In those days you were vairee handsome, when you were Sir Francis Weston. And if you had listened to me, you would have r-r-run as you will r-r-run now, if you listen to me.

Do you think me a coward? I asked. It was difficult to think of appropriate remarks to keep the conversation going. Her apparent sincerity was a bit bewildering.

A coward? I would r-rather call myself a pr-r-rude! she retorted with withering scorn. Is a tiger a coward, who r-r-runs from a cage when the door is open for him? Jeemgreem! Solomon the Wise has been reborn into the world, to be King of the World. I tell you what all the East knew long ago  that the King of the World is coming! The King of the World is Solomon reborn. He is known as Dorje! Dorje the Darling! Dorje, before whom presently the kingdoms of the world will bow their necks!

I nodded. It seemed the only thing to do. Then, suddenly, I thought of another line of questioning:

Wasnt it a rather strange coincidence that someone should tell you of my arrival in Marseilles the day after I got here?

Coincidence? She spluttered with laughter. Jeemgreem, I have hunted for you during three whole years. I have spent more  much more than a quarter of a million francs to find you. When I learned you were in Tibet I sent men to watch all the passes by which you possibly could recross the mountains. Even so, you escaped me. Then, at last, I heard you were in Berlin  then in Paris  then that you had booked your passage from Marseilles to New York, on your way to Callao. So I came to Marseilles. This morning an informant told me you were at LÉglise de Notre Dame de la Garde, where you spoke with Haroun ben Yahudi  that fool  Dorje was a fool to trust him, half-Jew, half-Arab. Dorje trusted Haroun because in ancient days he was the captain of the fleet that brought cedar down from Lebanon when the Temple was building. Even Dorje makes mistakes.

She paused for breath. She stared into my eyes and seemed in doubt whether to take me into her confidence or not  then suddenly threw caution to the winds:

There are no witnesses. Jeemgreem  then that terrible  that horrible, atrocious mistake  that cr-ruiser blown up too soon! And with my own eyes I saw them capture Haroun. I learned that you came to the prefecture. So I came also. Jeemgreem, you must get Haroun out of here before he tells secrets. I know what they will do to him. They will place his thumbs in the jamb of a door, and they will squeeze until he tells every single word he knows. Jeemgreem  I have been to such great pains to find you  will you do that trifle for me? Will you use your influence  your wits  your resourcefulness to get Haroun out of these mens clutches?

I nodded, knowing what Grim had already arranged.

I may depend on that? It is a promise, from you to me? In all our lives on earth, whatever happened, we have always kept faith, Jeemgreem.

I nodded again. He shall not be tortured. If you watch, you shall presently see him go away from here.

She let a sigh of almost exquisite relief escape her, narrowing her eyes as she felt its full surge through her system. Evidently Haroun had given her anxious moments.

And now I must go, Jeemgreem, because if that Prefect returns he will recognize me, and that  how soon will you come and see me, Jeemgreem? Listen  I have no card  write this: I am staying at the apartment of Madame la Comptesse de St. Étienne sur Saône, Place de la Croix des Templars, Marseilles. You must come soon. You must come sooner than soon. Within one  two hours  not later! I will be there waiting for you. It is number eighteen. Stop your taxi-driver at the corner of La Rue des Capuchins and let him suppose you are going to déjeuner at the restaurant. Then, after he has gone away, walk to la Place de la Croix des Templars. The apartment is up one flight of stairs. You will be there?

If I may bring my friends, I answered.

Jeemgreem, you and I must talk alone together.

Then I wont come.

When will you leave off being obstinate! Oh, mans man  you were always such a cautious fool with women! Life after life, I have seen you miss your opportunities because you would not trust me until you had learned too late that I am wholly to be trusted! Very well then, bring them. I suppose you will bring that big oaf Ramsden?

Him and Crosby.

Who is this Crosby?

He may surprise you. I have known him quite a long time.

Warn him that he deals with danger! I am not one to be deceived, even by your friends, Jeemgreem!

As she turned away from me she glanced back in a way that would have brought thrills to the spine of a brass god. Then she walked to the door and scrabbled on the panel with her gloved fingers, making almost no sound. But it opened. She whispered to someone and walked out. Several seconds later I heard her limousine drive away. Then, I, too, went to the door. It was not locked now at any rate. A man in uniform stood outside the passage.

Why did you show her in here? I demanded, in the best French I can muster.

But, Msieur Grim, she said you wished that.

All right, I answered. I have written out my statement. You may take it. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I was not James Schuyler Grim; but on second thought it seemed more tactfully neglectful not to. Who else knows that she has been here? I demanded.

Nobody, msieur.

I gave him one hundred francs, on sheer impulse. If anyone had asked, I could not have answered why I did it.


CHAPTER 4. Ill take this case.

Bureaucracy, of course, inevitably strangles itself with red tape sooner or later. Mere efficiency becomes the end aimed at, instead of the means by which ends are attained. However, subject to that limitation, the speed and accuracy of the Marseilles police dragnet was almost incredibly good. Perhaps an hour had elapsed since I was conducted into that room to write my statement. In addition to I dont know what else, the police had meanwhile managed to identify the body in the morgue as that of Guido Georges Marie de la Tournée. They had a full report, all ready for the Prefect, of how he had committed suicide by leaping from the summit of the funicular at Notre Dame de la Garde. They had, furthermore, identified him as a former Czarist spy of no particular attainments; and they had dug up a record of his having been deported from India, Cuba, the Argentine and the United States. He appeared to have had French citizenship papers and to have served two short terms in prison, for assaults committed while under the influence, once of absinthe, once of hashish, against former employers who, he said, had insulted him.

His medical report was interesting. He had been set down by the prison doctors as not insane enough for detention but as evidencing signs of persecution-mania. One doctor, probably with time on his hands, had filled up two sheets of foolscap about him. As a surgeon I was allowed to see it, and I formed the opinion that, if I had been the prison doctor, the man would have been certified as probably incurably insane. However, there was another report about him, and it was more to the point:

A detective had traced his movements since he left an establishment in the red light district early that morning. He had got into a fight with a French sailor on shore leave from the cruiser anchored in the harbor. He had taken a mild thrashing without doing much damage in return, and he had not seemed to resent that particularly; but two waiters sweeping the front of a cafe had noticed that what the sailor and his companions had said to him afterwards as he slunk away had stirred him to almost maniacal frenzy. According to one waiter, he had shouted, You shall all of you pay for it  all of you! But the other waiter had reported him as saying, with a savage oath in borderland French-Italian, You are blow-flies out of one bottle. I will destroy all of you, bottle and all!

He had then gone to a cafe, where he drank two stiff glasses of cheap brandy. After that he went to Harouns ship, where he disappeared through the hatch that led to the cabins below the poop-deck. Emerging presently, he loafed around until he found a warrant-officer about to return to the cruiser in a small steam-launch, whose owner had offered to take him gratis. Guido Georges Marie de la Tournée was seen to give the warrant-officer a package wrapped in newspaper and tied with tarred string. He was heard to ask him kindly to deliver the package to one of the cruisers engineers, saying, I dont know the officers name but he left this at Madame Reubens.

Immediately after that he jumped into a taxi; and the next that was known of his movements, he had committed suicide. The detective added, however, that someone (name not given) told him that the explosion on the cruiser took place within two minutes of the arrival of the launch alongside and that the departing launch only escaped destruction by a miracle. He wound up the report with his not unreasonable conjecture, that there might be some connection between Guido Georges Marie de la Tournée, the package he had handed to the warrant-officer, and the explosion on the cruiser, although he remarked, too, on the obvious impossibility of wrapping in one small package a sufficient quantity of explosive to wreak so much havoc. It was a good report, not shown to us, but read aloud over the phone by an official, to someone at the military barracks, so that I got the gist of it.

Then Grim reappeared with Haroun, and by the look in Grims eyes, and in Harouns too, it was easy to see there had been revelations, but neither of them made any remark. Jeff Ramsden came in, with one folded sheet of paper, just as the Prefect returned. The Prefect had walked. There was mud on his shoes. He appeared excited, and he was rather out of breath. He laid on the desk, on top of the pile of reports, a small brass object that looked like a section of one-inch pipe with an irregular shaped plug screwed into either end. He raised his eyebrows at Grim, who nodded. Haroun stared at the brass thing on the desk as if he recognized it. The Prefect beckoned Grim and Haroun back into the room they had just left, closing the door, and I heard the key turn on the inside.

Whats that thing? Jeff asked; and before anyone could prevent him he had picked up the piece of brass tubing, which appeared battered and too light to contain anything, but I had time to notice that one of the plugs was only partly screwed into the end that he held in my direction, before a policeman sharply ordered him to put it back on the desk.

Might be a bomb, Jeff hazarded. But I shook my head. It was too small, and not heavy enough.

We were then ordered to sit on chairs with our backs to the wall, doubtless to prevent any further unauthorized investigations. We sat silent for a long time with nothing whatever to entertain us except our own thoughts and frequent interruptions of them by the telephone, which was answered by the Prefects secretary. Then suddenly the door opened and Haroun walked out, apparently a free man; the Prefect appeared in the doorway, said something sotto voce to a man in uniform who stood guarding the door opening into the passage that led to the street, and once more closeted himself with Grim. Haroun, not seeming to glance in our direction, made straight for the street and was let go without comment.

However, he was not so free as he perhaps supposed. He had hardly time to reach the street before the Prefects secretary phoned to someone in the building to follow and not lose sight of him; reports of his movements were to be phoned to the Prefecture every half-hour. Ten more minutes passed before Grim came out, still talking to the Prefect, who walked to the desk, thumbed over the papers, picked up the piece of brass tubing, shook it, tried to unscrew the plug that looked loose, failed, screwed it in instead, set it down again on the pile of papers  and addressed us:

I thank you, gentlemen. It will take time to study your statements. There appears to be no need to detain you any longer. Should your presence be required, I will send for you.

He bowed to Grim, signed to the man at the door to open it and pass us out, picked up the piece of tube again, examined it, set it down once more and gave an order rather irritably:

When do they ever clean these windows? Bring my magnifying glass, and turn on the electric light.

Before we had time to reach the door the light over the Prefects desk was turned on and he made a sudden exclamation that made us turn to see what caused it. As we did so, a fuse blew and the light went out. Less than a second later the piece of tubing on the Prefects desk turned white-hot  set fire to the papers  and appeared to burn up with them. A revolver went off in a drawer  six shots almost simultaneous. There was a fusillade of pistol shots as apparently every cartridge in the building went off and a box of cartridges exploded in a cellar with a din like a machine-gun battery. There was shouting and a great noise of hurrying feet. Then the wooden desk itself caught fire. The sudden heat was so intense that the Prefect backed away into a corner and when a man came rushing in with a fire extinguisher he could not get near enough to make proper use of the thing. It was Jeff who put the fire out. He is afraid of nothing except cats and elevators. He found another extinguisher and a mans overcoat out in the passage; shielding himself with the overcoat he charged in close and sprayed a stream of fluid right into the heart of the fire. It was out then; of course, in a moment; but the overcoat had caught fire; Jeff threw it on the floor and stamped on it while the other man sprayed it with the few last drops of his extinguisher. Jeff burned his trousers and his eyebrows, but was otherwise not hurt.

Then the Prefect examined the desk, or rather what remained of it. He let no one else touch it  made us all stand back. There was something he saw that he seemed unable to believe  or, perhaps, that he thought no one else would believe unless he took every possible precaution against interference.

Bring a camera, he commanded. Camera and flashlight.

A man came in with a large, old-fashioned instrument and exposed a dozen plates from different angles; it took several minutes because he had to reload his flashlight apparatus each time he used it. The smoke of the last explosion of magnesium powder had hardly reached the ceiling when what remained of the desk collapsed into a heap of charred dust.

And not a trace left of that brass tube, said the Prefect. Not only are all my records of this case destroyed, but that brass has vanished. You may come and look now, all of you. Observe, please, that the locks and screws are there, among the ashes, but there is not even one fragment of that piece of tubing.

The locks seemed to have been fused by the terrific heat and several of the screws had become stuck together. A shapeless lump of metal that I thought might be the brass tube turned out to be the fused wreck of the telephone instrument.

It was Grim who suggested that the ashes should be analysed, weighed, and their metallic contents separated.

Dorje has invented something new, thats all. Where did that brass tube come from?

It was part of Haroun ben Yahudis cargo, said the Prefect. Invoiced as scrap brass. This piece was found in his cabin.

Where is the rest of it?

That is what we hope to discover. That is why I let him go. He is being watched. I hope he will show us where it is.

He said, said Grim, that Guido Georges Marie de la Tournée sold it to an absolute stranger for cash.

Did he produce the money? Jeff asked.

The Prefect shrugged his shoulders. He showed money. But whence he had it  ?

Someone ran in from the switchboard to say that the Prefect was wanted at once on the phone.

Who is he? What does he want?

It is Eighty-one. He says that Arab who just now walked out of here has been murdered!

Did he catch the murderer?

He says, no. A man ran from a side-street and plunged a knife into the Arabs heart. Several people saw it. Eighty-one has held two witnesses. But the murderer ran back up the side-street and vanished.

The Prefect walked into another room to use a telephone. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell Grim, there and then, about the Princess Baltis. But Grim drew Jeff aside and whispered. Then the Prefect returned.

Gentlemen, he said, I must invite you to write those statements again. It embarrasses me to put you to so much trouble, but you see, everything was burned up  everything. A devastation. It will be necessary to reconstruct this problem from the very beginning and your statements may be of some assistance. However, I need not ask you to stay here and write them. Have the goodness to write them, if possible, without consulting one another and I will send a messenger for them to your hotel this afternoon. Meanwhile, please preserve silence. Let me emphasize that. Silence, gentlemen, I pray you. You are men of experience, who will readily understand the paramount importance of a most discreet silence in such matters as this. In fact, if you were men of less  shall I say distinction  it would be my duty to take routine measures to prevent you from talking with anyone.

He bowed us out; and for a man who must have been half-distracted by the days events he showed exceptional sang-froid.

As we passed into the street Grim smiled. It was a sour smile. There was discontent behind it. Without meaning to, I make men like Haroun trust me, he remarked. Do you realize that I sent Haroun to his death? If he had not appealed to me, he would be in a police cell this minute, alive and safe. It isnt that the brave old fellow had to die. Deaths nothing  and anyhow, Haroun killed his dozens. What hits me between the wind and water is that Haroun depended on me to protect him.

He had no right to, said Jeff.

Grim glanced at him and smiled again: Who wants his rights? To hell with rights! Theyre only relative at best. The only thing a decent fellow asks is friendship and a clean death, standing up.


CHAPTER 5. Imagine what would happen if

In the taxi I told Grim about the Princess Baltis. He interrupted before I was half through with my account of her: Shes no more a princess than Im a Hottentot. Shes a French citizen, born of Franco-Siamese and Chinese parents  educated at the Sorbonne  wealthy  older than she looks  she must be thirty-two or thirty-three, and looks twenty-three  but at that age she was already the best spy the French Government ever had. She was a spy at seventeen. The Germans sentenced her to death in Belgium, but she escaped; one German officer was shot and one got life imprisonment for letting her slip, and at that they very likely had nothing at all to do with it. Shes clever, and no one knows how she escaped.

We lunched at the hotel, where I finished my account of the interview. Grim added:

If she is in league with Dorje, weve a clue to work on. Shes the only spy in the French service whom they havent ever suspected of double-dealing. They think the world of her. They give her anything she asks for. Not the slightest use reporting her; they simply wouldnt believe it, and shed frame up a charge against us as quick as winking.

Haroun said, he went on, that his secret orders were to obey Guido Georges de la Tournée until he docked in Marseilles. Guido drove him almost crazy. He said he lost his wind a hundred times because Guido insisted on keeping at least five miles away from any ship that was big enough to have electric light on board. Can you believe it? He sailed that dhow round by the Cape to avoid close quarters in the Suez Canal. By the time he docked he was so fed up with Guido that he threatened to destroy his dhow, in exchange, I suppose, for the insult. What do you deduce from that?

Guido put that brass thing in Harouns cabin, I suggested.

Jeff said: And when he saw Haroun coming up the steps at the top of the hill he supposed Haroun had found him out. So he jumped rather than face Harouns knife.

Or he may have thought, said Grim, that the dhow was already destroyed and Haroun was out for vengeance. Its obvious that Guido climbed the hill to watch the cruiser blow up. He evidently knew it would blow up as soon as that brass thing was delivered on board. Did you notice that nothing happened in the Prefects office until the electric light was turned on? Then a fuse blew, and the thing went white-hot, and every cartridge in the place exploded. Add that to the fact that Guido, on the voyage, was afraid to go near ships that had electric dynamos  and we get what? Some new kind of energy-converter. And it must be extremely simple, or Dorje couldnt manufacture it in quantity and ship it as scrap-brass. Apparently electric current leaps toward it, becomes changed in some way, sets off any explosive within a certain distance, but destroys the thing itself. Imagine what would happen if they could distribute a few thousand of those things, close to arsenals, for instance.

Jeff summed it up: An automatic fire-bug that destroys its own evidence. Nice for the insurance companies!

Grim, I said, youve got to go and see that Princess.

No, he answered, you go. Take Jeff with you. Go and be Jimgrim until she finds you out. I leave this evening by plane for London, where theyll probably give me information and perhaps carte blanche.

So Jeff and I went in search of her, not relishing our job. Tell me more about her, Jeff demanded as we strode along together.

She considers you a great oaf and she believes Im wonderful.

All right, lets play that hand, he answered promptly. She dealt it.

Any man can make a smart woman think him a fool, I objected.

Play the fool with her and make her think youre clever, he retorted. And that was all the advice I could get from him. As we approached the address she had given he shoved one fist into his pocket and strode along beside me as if we were off for a days fishing. Even when we entered the apartment hallway and started up the stairs he was whistling softly to himself, whereas I was alternately hot and cold with nervousness. I did not in the least relish the prospect of matching wits with a woman said to be the cleverest spy in Europe. Nobody minds getting stabbed  shot  strangled in a good cause; but who likes to appear ridiculous!

We were admitted by a middle-aged, dull-looking French maid into an apartment furnished in the late empire-period style that always makes me irritable for some incomprehensible reason. There was a long corridor, with windows on the left hand looking into a garden, and on the right hand was a row of gilded doors with heavy brocade curtains. A tall grandfather clock ticked solemnly. There was an atmosphere of old-world peace, belied by an equally evident tension; it was too quiet; ones footfall was smothered in three-pile carpet, so that it felt like walking into ambush; and at the end of the corridor there was a gilt-edged mirror that aroused my suspicions  as it turned out, justly.

The corridor turned to the right. We were ushered into a room beyond the wall on which the mirror hung and I noticed at once that there was a big ornately decorated cabinet against the wall within the room, at exactly the place where the mirror hung outside. It was particularly noticeable because the cabinet seemed out of balance with all the other furniture; it needed shoving three or four feet further to the left, where its bulk and ornate grandeur would have seemed less prominent. Another thing I noticed was that the cabinet was the only modern reproduction in a room that was otherwise filled with what were apparently genuine period pieces.

The Princess rose out of a gilded chair to welcome us. She had changed her costume and was now dressed in peach-colored silk, with a turquoise necklace, and I think she looked even younger than when I had seen her earlier that day. The windows were all curtained and the light was so dim and diffused that it was difficult to see the small scar on her upper lip; it was even difficult to tell the color of her eyes, that looked like pools of languid mischief. She contrived to create the impression of a rather bored woman who invited, even challenged, us to entertain her.

So you have come, Jeemgreem. And you have brought your famous and inseparable R-Ramsden. Introduce him to me.

Jeff shook hands with her, as his way is, bluntly.

You are like a siege-gun, she remarked, safe and reassuring until you go off. I do not wonder that Jeemgreem takes you wherever he goes. And where is the other one  Cr-rosby, did you say his name is?

Doctor Crosby has gone to London, I answered.

I thought I detected a change in her eyes, but she recovered instantly and the tone of her voice was agreeably bantering:

Ah, well  if Jeemgreem thinks so much of him he must be wonderful, but I must have patience until I meet him. Do be seated. Jeemgreem, what a surprising man you are. You do not in the least look like the hero of a thousand thrills! Your reputation thrills me, but you look like a shopkeepaire.

Cant help my looks, I answered.

R-Ramsden, on the other hand, looks just as one expects. One would say to him  or rather, one can imagine Jeemgreem saying to him Smash that obstacle, or Slay these men; and one can see it done as soon as spoken. Of all the wonderful things I have seen, I find it hardest to believe that this great R-Ramsden so worships you as to follow you even into Tibet.

No one asked you to believe it, I retorted.

Yes, she said, I must believe it. Because oth-air-wise  her voice changed slightly my confidence might prove to be misplaced. I make mistakes  not often. Those that I make, like the surgeons and the doctors, Jeemgreem, I provide with funerals at someones else expense. Did Haroun leave the Prefecture?

Yes, I said, and your man killed him.

She was taken off-guard, but recovered instantly.

Was it not quick? Jeemgreem, does that not suggest to you that it is very unwise ever to trifle with me?

It suggests, I said, that you and Jeff and I dont play the same game. We play ours straight.

And was that not straight? Straight from the shoulder? Haroun ben Yahudi had disobeyed. He had permitted de la Tournée to steal for his own use two of Dorjes weapons. Two were missing from the barrels in which they were delivered. One caused that warship to blow up. And now they tell me that the other set on fire the Prefecture. Let me assure you that Dorje believes in swift discipline as well as in obedient daring.

I managed to catch Jeffs eyes and I saw that the big man was growing restless. Probably he considered I had blundered, and I, too, suspected I had. The Princess was altogether too cocksure of her own upper-hand; she was daring to give me information that would hang her unless I kept it secret. We were evidently in a trap of some kind.

Dont let her move, I said to Jeff; and with an air of huge relief he went and stood between her and the window, close enough to pounce on her if she should make a sound or movement.

I walked over to the cabinet that I had noticed when I came in. For a few moments it puzzled me. There was nothing in front that would come open. However, I examined the side nearest the door of the room and found a small sliding panel, which opened easily. Inside, the cabinet was black; and there was an arrangement of mirrors, which included the large mirror on the corridor wall outside. The latter was made of peephole glass; that is to say, it was transparent toward whichever side happened to be brightly lighted; and since the windows in the corridor provided plenty of light, and the cabinet was black-dark, it was possible to look into the mirror facing me and see reflected in it the whole length of the corridor and anyone who might be entering through the front door. Doubtless the Princess had watched us enter, just as, now, I watched the interesting movements of five men.

There were five doors in the corridor. The doors stood ajar; and there was a man in every one of them. First one and then another would stick his head out. They appeared to speak to one another, but only a few abrupt words at a time. And the startling thing was, not that they were there but that they looked like gentlemen. If they had been thugs they might have been just as dangerous, but not nearly so alarming.

Over my shoulder I told Jeff what I saw. Then I turned the key in the door. I set a heavy piece of furniture against it and I piled another piece on that; against that barricade I shoved a heavy, brass-inlaid table. Then I returned to the cabinet to make one more survey of the ambush and noticed that one of the men was wearing, under neat civilian clothes, the boots of a French infantry officer.

I told Jeff. He beckoned me, and I stood guard over the Princess. Jeff went to the nearest window, threw the curtains back, forced the window open, tearing out two long nails with which it had been secured against just that contingency, glanced outside, and grinned at me.

All right, he remarked. The roads clear. Now, lets talk to her.

But I had acted Jeemgreem just about as long as I could stand the strain, so I passed the buck to Jeff:

You carry on. Ill watch the corridor.

I returned to the cabinet, where I could glance into the mirror and detect the slightest movement of the ambuscade without missing what Jeff and the Princess said and did. The ambuscade was patient and apparently not expecting to be summoned into action just yet; I saw one man produce a small blackjack and slap the palm of his hand with it, but he tucked it out of sight again; then he produced a cigarette case, but another man gestured to him not to smoke, so he put that away too.

The Princess spoke first: In every life that I have lived on earth, that I remember, R-R-Ramsden, you have made your clumsy and ridiculous attempts to interfere with me. And you have always suffered for it. Will you nevaire learn?

It is you who learn slowly, Jeff answered, so promptly that I almost suspected him of believing her absurd claim to remember the details of dozens of previous lives.

That r-remains to be seen, she retorted. What will you do now?

I could not have answered the question. We had no weapons. We could not escape by way of the corridor. If we should climb down from the window into the garden we would be exposed to pistol shots and there would still be the high wall to negotiate. It seemed extremely probable that at least one of the Princesss accomplices was a French army officer, and I had proof that at least one of the police obeyed her orders. Even the Prefect might be her accomplice, or at least her dupe. If she was such a trusted spy as Meldrum Strange said she was, attempts to expose her would only meet with blank official incredulity, whereas, she could frame up any charge against us that she pleased. However, Jeff seemed genially undisturbed.

I dont have to do anything, he answered. Grim does the fancy work. My share is merely the manual labor.

I dont think your Jeemgreem is such a genius, she answered. She seemed perfectly at ease, and as far as I was concerned she had a perfect right to be. As Jeemgreem I felt I had shot my bolt and I could have cursed Jeff for passing the buck back to me. He noticed my embarrassment and his next remark was plainly meant to calm me as much to annoy her, although it actually made me even more nervous and left her scornful:

I know what is going to happen. You havent known him as long as I have.

No? she answered, lowering her eyelids. I have known him fifty million years. Is that a slight acquaintance? But I am frankly disappointed in him. He stands staring in that mirror like a fifty-franc-a-day detective; whereas, if he were his true self, he would have known what to do before this. And he would have done it. Jeemgreem, I am afraid, is paying for some weakness of former lives by being a man of straw in this one  a man with a reputation greater than he can sustain in a real emergency.

Well wait and see, said Jeff.

She nodded. I am in no hurry.

Grim never is, he answered.

I supposed he was giving me time to think. However, the only thing that I could think of was the open window. It might be possible to gag and tie her without making any noise, and then to escape by way of the garden before the men in the corridor suspected anything. But if we should do that, it would ruin Grims chance of making use of her in any way. I kept silent, hoping that Jeff would drop some hint that I might act on. Then suddenly I noticed a movement in the mirror. Jeff, observing my changed expression  he said afterwards that I looked as if I had won a Derby sweepstake; began talking to the Princess to distract her attention. Reincarnation is rot, he announced, which surprised me, more than it did her, because I happened to know he believes it. If you know so much about your former lives, come on now, tell me what Jimgrim is going to do. You ought to be able to guess that from experience.

I was too busy watching the mirror to hear her answer, although I remember the tone of her voice was mocking and coolly confident. There were no sounds from the corridor but I suppose the front doorbell rang. The middle-aged, unpleasant-looking maid appeared and the men vanished, closing the doors, although the man in military boots left his door ajar about half an inch, so that he could listen. The maid opened the door and in walked the Prefect of Police in uniform. Grim followed him; and hard on Grims heels came six policemen, the last of whom turned and closed the door but not before I caught a glimpse of two more men in uniform outside.

I think the maid screamed, although I could not hear her. I saw her lips move, and the one door that was ajar was promptly shut tight. At a sign from the Prefect, two of the policemen seized the maid, the door opened again, and they almost hurled her through it into the arms of the two who waited outside seeming to expect that. Then again the door closed. One policeman went and stood on guard in front of each door in the corridor; he at the door that had been ajar tapped on it, several times, with increasing vehemence. I heard Jeff say:

I never knew Grim to do anything anyone thought he would do.

And I heard her mocking answer: I can tell you what he will do this time. He will choose between death and obedience.

The door that was being rapped on opened gingerly. The policeman entered. The Prefect, with a nod to Grim, followed and the door closed. Grim came forward along the corridor, apparently so perfectly at ease that I felt like shouting to him to be on his guard. However, I contrived not to do anything as ridiculous as that. I went to the door and dragged away the barricade that I had built up.

What is that fool doing? asked the Princess. I unlocked the door and swung it open.

Jimgrim! I announced.

And Grim walked in. I closed the door behind him.


CHAPTER 6. How many wives had Solomon?

Destiny! said the Princess.

How dyou do? said Grim.

I walked back to the cabinet to watch the corridor. It had occurred to me that the Princess might have unexpected forces in reserve and Grim would probably be grateful for a timely warning. The Princess had sprung to her feet. She stood confronting Grim with an expression that baffled analysis as, probably, her emotions did, too.

So you are Jeemgreem! Yes, yes, yes  of course you are! And I have made myself ridiculous by being taken in by that one! I will not forgive myself. She tossed a scornful glance in my direction. But I will not forgive him, also!

Lets waste no time on trivialities, said Grim. Be seated, wont you. I am here to talk to Dorje.

Jeff drew up a chair and Grim sat down in it, facing the Princess, not six feet away from her; but Jeff continued to stand between her and the window, watching her gestures. If she had produced a weapon and if she had been as quick as a leopard, she would have had no chance to use it. I think she realized that; from subsequent experience of her I feel sure that she had a very deadly weapon concealed in her dress, but she gave us no excuse at that time for submitting her to search or any similar indignity. Neither did she give the least sign of curiosity as to how Grim had entered without opposition from her accomplices, although it must have puzzled and even bewildered her. She was outwardly all self-assurance, whatever her inner feelings might be.

Jeemgreem, you are as handsome as you always were, in all your lives, she remarked. You have not one straight feature, and not one weak one. You have understanding eyes. What experience you must have had with women!

About Dorje said Grim.

I am another woman  one more, Jeemgreem. I have had experience with men.

About Dorje Grim repeated.

In the mirror, I saw the man in military boots led out handcuffed into the corridor, but the Prefect remained in the room for a while. The policeman led his prisoner to the front door and handed him over to someone outside, then returned and I saw him knock on another door.

As long as you and I have known each other, Jeemgreem, so long we have both known Dorje, although we have not always known who he is. Dorje has been ripening, as it were, through very many lives, developing his gr-reat wisdom and r-rounding it out. When he was Solomon he made many mistakes, of which one was idleness, due to a sort of conceited pacifism. When he was Karl Marx he had to suffer in comparative obscurity, because he was laying his mines at the r-root of the social structure, making possible the r-ruin of civilization that is to take place now, so that Dorje may be King of the World. Without him as Karl Marx, what could Lenin have accomplished? What could Stalin do now? But they  those two are little nobodies compared to Dorje, who makes use of them and will presently destroy what they have done, that he may rebuild. Dorje has chosen you to be one of his captains, Jeemgreem.

How did he hear of me? Grim asked.

Smoke, wont you? He produced his cigarette case. Have one of mine.

Yes, let us all smoke. Let me order some liqueurs, yes?

No, Grim answered,

By that time the Prefect had come into the corridor and was giving orders with gestures imposing utmost silence. In response to repeated knocks the doors had opened and all except one of the men I had seen had been searched and handcuffed. Only one door remained closed; the Prefect ordered it forced and the policemen did that very cleverly and quietly. Two of them went in and dragged a man out by the shoulders, quite dead; he appeared to have poisoned himself. The Prefect sniffed his lips. I imagined him saying cyanide. The prisoners were marched out through the front door, two policemen dragging the dead one with his heels deep in the three-pile carpet. Then the Prefect and one policeman began examining the rooms.

How did he hear of me? Grim repeated.

How could he have helped that, Jeemgreem? Did not you, before you went to Tibet, delay and annoy Dorje by arresting many of the men in Palestine  in Syria  in Arabia  in Egypt  in India  who were Dorjes useful tools and sometimes even Dorjes agents?

Grim answered: In those days I had never heard of Dorje.

Nevertheless, you compelled him to hear about you. And Dorje has a psychic memory that is even more remarkable than mine. He thought about you and remembered you in many past lives, weighing this and that peculiarity of yours and studying your merits and defects. It is of paramount importance to him that he shall choose none except excellent men for his actual council. But do you not see the advantage possessed by Dorje over those who are opposed to him? Which of the kings and generals and presidents opposed to him can choose their captains and confederates by studying them in the light of their behavior in former lives? Those who are not themselves incompetents and blind fools  do they not choose rogues and fools who betray and obstruct? Even as Karl Marx  so recently as that  Dorje had not developed psychic memory. But as Dorje he has it. He remembered me. He has remembered you. And when he learned that you had gone to Tibet he suspected you had gone to meet those men who know the psychic laws, so he supposed you would return ten times as proficient as formerly. Therefore he commanded me to find you, which was for me an agreeable task, because I, also, remember you, Jeemgreem.

Are you Mrs. Dorje? Grim asked  and she almost shrieked with laughter.

How many wives had Solomon? she answered when her breath came  or perhaps when she had taken time to think behind that screen of possibly assumed amusement.

Are you one of Dorjes wives? Grim asked her.

She laughed again. What were Solomons wives except hostages and a machinery for intrigue with foreign courts?

Are you afraid of Dorje? Grim asked.

Jeemgreem, I have never been afraid, in all my life, of anything  and of a man least.

In the mirror, I saw the Prefect bring out a chair into the corridor and sit down making notes in a pocket memorandum-book. The policeman continued searching room after room.

Very well, Grim answered. Since youre not afraid of Dorje

Oh-la, la! I know what comes next! Jeemgreem, you believe you have me at your discretion  is it not so? You are too obvious, Jeemgreem. I suppose you have had this place surrounded by some very stupid gentlemen in uniform. Therefore, you will now say: Betray Dorje, Madame, and assist me to destroy Dorje and to r-ruin all his plans, or go to the guillotine! It does not need a genius to guess that, Jeemgreem.

I am not in command of the French police, Grim answered, and she stared at him for a moment. Expecting a threat, she was rather nonplussed by not receiving one. However, she held her own line:

Look at me, Jeemgreem, and use your imagination.

Jeff Ramsden grinned and so did I. We both supposed she was going to try to hypnotize Grim, and it would be almost easier to do that to a locomotive. Any human being can be hypnotized, of course, given the right circumstances and provided he is inexperienced and not on guard. Grim looked at her. And he always uses his imagination; no need to tell him to do that.

Do you see this scar on my lip? she asked him. I was born with it. It is a memory mark. It is something like the stigmata that certain people have, except that this does not bleed. It is the mark that shows where I was shot when Bismarck ruled Prussia and I was spying for that poor incompetent Napoleon. But see this

She leaned forward, turning her shoulders to show him the back of her neck.

Do you not see that mark? Is it not distinct and unmistakable? That is the mark of the headsmans sword. When I was Ann Boleyn they had to bring him in great haste all the way from Calais, because I had the right to be beheaded with a sword, not with an axe, and there was not in England one swordsman who could do it, though my neck was so little. I died laughing, Jeemgreem, then as always. You were Sir Francis Weston, and you loved me  then as always. That time, you died under the axe  not smiling, I believe, since you were always a serious person. And besides, they tortured you.

What is your point? Grim asked her.

That the guillotine could not terrify me.

Grim lighted a fresh cigarette and tossed the butt of the smoked one through the window.

I dont see that it matters whether you are scared or not, he answered. My point is, that I can link you up with the explosion on that cruiser

Can you, Jeemgreem? Can you even link me up with Dorje? Could you put me in prison? If you should succeed in doing that for one day, could you keep me there? I will tell you at least three reasons why you could not.

Shoot, said Grim, at his favorite game, getting someone else to do the talking and, as usual, not to be hurried.

I know too much about too many people, Jeemgreem, and if I should be thrown into prison there would almost be a stampede by important personages to get me out again. Furthermore, although you may have drawn a leetle net around me, I have agents who will draw a better one around you and your friends. You also know too much about too many people. If you should suddenly die would Downing Street or the Quai DOrsay command that crepe be hung on lamp-posts?

Would they mourn you? Grim suggested, and she laughed back gaily at him.

They would be made to mourn. Because Dorje, who is ruthless toward traitors, avenges his friends. If any government should kill me  well, you know what happened to that warship; and you saw what happened to the records at the Prefecture. We have a weapon, Jeemgreem, that no government can guard against!

Grim sat silent, tempting her, I think, to continue boasting. So far she had said nothing that a lunatic could not have said, and her claim to remember incidents of past lives was no pronounced symptom of sanity. In the mirror, I saw that somebody had rung the doorbell; the Prefect himself answered the door. A man in uniform gave him an envelope. He closed the door, frowned at the envelope, shook it as if it might contain something dangerous, hesitated, and then suddenly opened it. He read what it contained and, I thought, did not look disagreeably disturbed, although he raised his eyebrows and made an extremely eloquent, though enigmatic, gesture with his shoulders. He looked almost amused as he copied the message into his memorandum book. Then, returning it into the envelope, he came forward and flourished it toward the mirror. He evidently knew all about that cabinet.

I went to the door and opened it. He handed me the message without showing himself in the doorway. I closed the door and handed it to Grim, to whom it was addressed. Grim read it, as he always reads everything, with one swift photographic glance, and handed it to Jeff, who studied it for sixty seconds and then passed it back to me. It was addressed to Grim in care of the police and marked Urgent. Please find him. Its contents were brief. The signature was O and I dont know who O was  some confidant of Grims. It was dispatched from Geneva.



My office and all its contents have been destroyed by a fire of unknown origin. The secret, confidential and other records are a total loss. This is irreparable. Perhaps you will now believe that Dorje is what I told you.



I returned to my observation post. Through the open window we could hear newsboys at the top of their lungs announcing special editions about the warship disaster. It seemed to me highly improbable that the Prefect would remain indefinitely in the corridor while excitement in the streets gained headway, and since he knew about that mirror he might wish to signal to us through it  perhaps to beckon me outside for instructions. However, he was betraying no impatience, beyond that he glanced once or twice at his watch; he sat examining his notebook, rocking his chair on two legs, tapping his teeth with a pencil.

Princess. Grim seemed to have made his mind up what to do, and I think she realized it because her attitude became vaguely less relaxed and insolent. If I wished to get you out of the way, I would not take the trouble to bring you to trial. I dont understand French criminal procedure, and I do understand that you have what is known in the United States as pull. But a pull on a trigger  you understand me?

You would shoot me? You have not the disposition. You are too moral. I am not in the least disturbed about your shooting me.

I thought, and I could tell by his face that Jeff did too, that Grim had gone off on the wrong foot. Certainly the Princess thought so. She looked triumphant again and rather scornful. Grim looked at his wits end and as if he were trying to hide the fact.

I dont have to pull triggers, said Grim. There are plenty of others who would do that quite cheerfully. I have decided, however, to save your life  on conditions.

You? Save my life? You are cr-razy! I do not need to move in order to kill all three of you this instant!

So I thought, said Grim. Lets settle that first. Jeff, do you mind watching her while I

He turned his back to her and walked toward the south wall of the room, the wall that she sat facing. He had been able to watch her eyes from where he was sitting; she had glanced in that direction once or twice too often and too obviously carelessly to escape Grims omnivorous eye for detail. I watched her face while Grim walked straight toward the wall. She and I appreciated at the same moment that Grim, by talking like a mere dime-novel blow-hard, had tempted her to crow  and sneer  and give away a secret that she would have given perhaps all she had to keep from him.

Stop! she said. I surrender. What do you wish me to do?

However, Grim went forward. There was a mirror facing him  one of those half-globular abominations in a gilt frame that distort whatever is reflected in them. He had raised his hand to feel the panel on the wall beside it, when the wall moved  outward, toward him. There was a secret door there. To protect himself he stepped behind it as it swung open. Out came three men, one an officer in uniform. They were armed, or at any rate one of them was; I could see the bulge of a revolver on his hip. Grim glanced at me.

Vache! I think the officer in uniform said that, but it may have been one of the others. I was on my way to the door. I opened it and beckoned the Prefect, who summoned the man who was searching bedrooms. The two came and stood in the doorway, the Prefect smiling to himself and the other man making a rather nervous exhibition of his automatic.

Colonel Zalinsky, said the Prefect. Monsieur Albertini. Monsieur Hugo. You are under arrest. Colonel Zalinsky, you will receive an escort to the barracks. Monsieur Albertini, Monsieur Hugo, you will accompany me. He approached the two men in civilian clothes and asked them for their weapons, speaking to them very civilly. They hesitated, glancing at the Colonel, who merely scowled and scratched at his moustache, so they handed them over  two pistols, and the Prefect laid them on a settee. Jeff unloaded them. The Prefect went to the secret door and opened it wide; there was a nicely ventilated closet in there, provided with a window in the outer wall and with a cushioned bench that could have seated half a dozen people. He examined the place and then ordered his man to make use of the phone in the corridor:

Request a prisoners escort for Colonel Zalinsky, who is under arrest.

Then Grim, with a gleam in his eyes that always reminds me of John Paul Jones retort I havent started yet! approached the Princess.

Did I understand you correctly to say you surrender? he asked.

I did not say that. If you had stopped, yes. But you did not.

Very well then, go with these men. Monsieur le Préfect, I regret that I can be of no more service to you. It appears I was mistaken when I said that the Princess Baltis, who is so notoriously of the secret service, probably was employing her talents to uncover a grave conspiracy. Knowing how a secret service sometimes operates without taking the local police into confidence, I presumed on your very flattering familiarity with my record, and you were kind enough to permit me to ascertain whether or not the Princess is on the same dangerous and important mission as myself. I have even presumed to send a telegram to Paris to a certain Major Bonfils, with whom I have worked in Syria. I have put him to the inconvenience of traveling here by aeroplane, and I shall have to apologize to him also.

He was talking, rather obviously, to give the Princess time to think; and she was thinking furiously, behind an almost Chinese mask of inscrutability. Colonel Zalinsky glared at her, his lips moving but no word coming forth; the sort of threats that he intended would be, in any event, more convincing if suggested. Spoken words so often steal the thunder of a thought. The other two men scowled and tried to whisper to each other, but the Prefect courteously stepped between them.

Of what am I accused? Zalinsky demanded suddenly, and Albertini echoed him: We also, we demand to know that!

Of conspiracy against the Republic, said the Prefect, and of acts of commission and of omission that were contributory to the explosion on the cruiser LOrient.

Ludicrous! Zalinsky looked maliciously relieved. You have not one scrap of evidence. Who accuses me?

But his relief was short-lived. Grims acid had eaten through the immense assurance of the Princess Baltis. Even in defeat, however, she was debonair and changed sides with the gesture of a reigning beauty bestowing prizes at a carnival.

Moi, jaccuse! Then, in rapid French that it was very difficult for me to follow: It is true, and this Jeemgreem is altogether too astute! I have brought these traitors to the door of justice  and, I suppose, those others also, who were out there  you have arrested them, yes? I have wormed my way into their confidence, and I will tell all I know. Nevertheless, I assure you that this Jeemgreem by impetuously interfering has upset many calculations and has brought exposure too soon. You have caught moths  flies. Eagles you have let go. Wolves  lions  tigers remain at liberty! I am forbidden to name the source of my instructions, but you force me to speak! If you had arrested me  mon Dieu!  that would have given warning to so many people, that

There was a knock at the door. The Prefects man opened it.

Major Bonfils.

The Princess Baltis stood stock-still. I watched her closely and neither her face nor her eyes showed the least trace of emotion. She even breathed steadily. But it is hardly an exaggeration to say that there vibrated from her something like the magnetism of a leopard that sees sudden danger.


CHAPTER 7. No longer Number Seventeen?

I can read and write French fluently; and I can speak it so that Frenchmen understand me when they genuinely try, which is not often. But to follow closely a four-cornered, quickfire exchange of verbal thrust and counter-thrust interspersed with professional argot and the latest idioms and catch-words, is beyond my powers. So I can only give a resumé of what happened after Bonfils came in, and the greater part of it is summarized from scraps of Grims subsequent conversation. Jeff talks better French than I do, but even Jeff was a bit bewildered by the speed, and it took both of us weeks to extract all the details, as a rule one detail at a time, from Grim, who can be as laconic as a stone jug and who hardly ever fully realizes that others are not so quick as himself to pick the fine points from a maze of irrelevant suggestions, hints and purposely confused statements of probable fact.

Looking back, it is easy enough to summarize. The main point was that the Princess Baltis, having thoroughly established herself in the confidence of the French secret service, had done what almost all spies do eventually, and that Bonfils knew she had been playing false. But it was also true that she knew a lot too much about too many important people; and in peacetime it is no simple matter to dispose of anyone entrenched in that position, since a secret service never courts publicity, and, ever since the Dreyfus scandal, the French have been particularly touchy on that point.

But there was another complication. Bonfils and Grim had been intimate friends and they had helped each other in the Near East, although employed by mutually suspicious governments. They understood each others methods almost perfectly, and Bonfils knew that Grim has very little personal use for nationalism. Bonfils, as a Frenchman, would have liked to see France recognized as the paramount power in the world and he habitually employed his talents toward that end. Grim  a citizen of the United States  ex-major in the British Army  decorated by five governments and trusted, as a rule, by all of them  has never had the slightest interest in what he calls parish pump politics and rather agrees with Doctor Johnson of dictionary fame, that patriotism is the last resource of the scoundrel. Grim is the deadly enemy of so-called patriots who ruin other countries that their own may flourish, and then rob their own for the sake of self-importance. He holds that vice and virtue know no boundaries, but that the world is at the mercy of the ignorant, who think they do. He also holds, that in all countries, at all times, there are conscienceless individuals, possessed of a certain psychic sense, who understand how to manipulate crowd-opinion and who never hesitate to do so, in order to make brave and decent men act damnably in the name of patriotic common-sense.

So Grim is not easy to deal with, from the point of view of a secret service bent on snatching credit for itself and for its own nationals. But on the other hand, Grim was already involved; he understood the situation of the Princess Baltis; he already knew the nature of the problem to be tackled; and his first words, in French, as Bonfils entered the room, amounted, in the circumstances, to a statement of his intention not to expose the Princess but to use her as an ally, subject of course to Bonfils approval.

Congratulate the Princess. She has netted a few of the small fry very neatly. She offered now to help us catch the big ones. Can you spare her?

Bonfils smiled engagingly. He was a rather small man with a big mans shoulders and a poets way of using them, so that one word conveyed an essay on things unsaid.

Cordially!

Bonfils smile had malice  meant for the Princess, and she knew it; however, he had the subtle courtesy to pretend it was meant for Zalinsky. He turned it on all three prisoners, and the two civilians looked embarrassed, but Zalinsky showed his teeth under the long moustache that almost hid the ferocity of a telltale upper-lip. I did not catch Zalinskys words; he spoke sotto voce and extremely rapidly; but it was a threat, as obviously as a rattlers warning is. I learned from Grim, that evening, that what it amounted to was a promise to create a much worse scandal than the affaire Dreyfus. Bonfils made no audible answer. Then the military escort came; Zalinsky was informed that a car awaited him; he swaggered off; and hardly sixty seconds after that the two civilians were not so courteously hustled downstairs to a motor-van provided by the Prefect.

Then the fun began  genuine fun, in which Bonfils vied with Grim, and the Prefect competed with both of them, in efforts to force the Princess Baltis so to compromise herself that she would never be able again to escape from the toils they intended to weave around her. And she broke their toils as swiftly as they wove. She was like Penelope, who baffled all the suitors in Odysseus absence. It was surprising that she did not claim to have been Penelope in a previous life, but that was about the only argument she did not use; and probably the only reason why she did not use it was that it would have suggested Dorje as Odysseus and herself as being faithful to him.

Taxed with having admitted to Grim, and to Jeff and myself, her sympathy for Dorje and her complicity in Dorjes plans, she retorted reasonably that she had supposed we were Dorjes agents and that she had therefore assumed that attitude in order to tempt us to trust her and reveal Dorjes secrets. How should she know we were authorized agents of the French Government? And since we were nothing of the kind it was obviously impossible to find fault with her for not knowing it. Besides, were we not intimates of Meldrum Strange? And had not she herself been sent by Bonfils to extract from Stranges files a document considered scandalously anti-French? If Strange was an abominable person, why were we, his self-confessed friends, not equally fit subjects for her genius, forever ready as it was to labor diligently for the sake of the Republic?

Taxed with interference without orders into an intrigue that she had neglected even to mention to her superiors, she retorted with the most marvelously impudent alibi that even a secret service ever listened to. She hinted  so adroitly that she avoided compromising herself, and yet so convincingly that the thrust went straight home  that the secret service itself had been corrupted by Dorjes agents, so that she had not felt justified in making a report until she knew to whom it could be made without risk of playing into Dorjes hands.

She herself turned cross-examiner. Did Bonfils not know  or had he not at least suspected for two or three years  that someone by the name of Dorje was attempting to destroy civilization in order to get the entire world into his own control? Did he or did he not know it? If he did not, what kind of an espionage officer did he consider himself? If he had known it all along, by what right had he virtually shelved herself, who had never failed him? Why had he not at once sent for her and assigned her to a task for which she was much better fitted than anyone else in the service? And since he had not sent for her, was she not justified in wondering whether he, too, had been won over by Dorjes agents?

Bonfils told her why she had been dropped from the list of active agents during the past year or so. You are too notorious. Too many people recognize you. To employ you is to advertise that we are conducting an investigation.

She exploded  ridiculed him  mocked him: Nevertheless, you have the impudence to tell me that I worked without your knowledge? If I am so obvious to other people, how is it that you say you did not know I had employed myself in this affaire Dorje? Furthermore, was it not you yourself who embraced me and commended me because, in the affaire Habibullah, I acted without waiting for orders? Mon major, you are inconsistent.

She put up an equally vivid defence against the Prefects charge that she had guilty knowledge of the presence in Marseilles of those strange instruments that did such damage. Had she warned him, he could have captured them before they were distributed and hidden. She accused the Prefect of having interfered and ruined her last chance of discovering what had become of that shipment of scrap-brass. She almost blamed him for the warship disaster; she entirely blamed him for the fire at the Prefecture that had destroyed so many valuable records.

You, too! Do you dare to say you did not know me? After what has been said by Major Bonfils, have you the effrontery to declare that you did not suspect me of being engaged on an affaire outside your province, in which it would be an impertinence for you to interfere unless invited? Why did you not consult me? Why did you not assure yourself before you came crashing into my delicate plans, with your long nose and your big feet and your drove of idiots whom it pleases your conceit to call detectives?

Grim was the only one she spared. She misunderstood Grim. First and last she feared his malice, all the more suspecting it because no trace of it appeared. As a matter of fact, his lack of malice was his greatest strength and weakness; keeping him clear-visioned and able to weigh one set of circumstances with another, misleading many a rash opponent into one rash step too many. But those to whom he had a right to look for support in a tight place left him in the lurch for fear he might desert them. Too many people think that malice is an essential ingredient of courage. Certainly the Princess Baltis thought so, and she was on perpetual watch for it in Grim, undoubtedly believing he possessed a brand of it that would bowl her over should he loose it.

Me she roasted mercilessly, calling me a keyhole peeper. She insisted that my permanently bloodshot eye was ruined by the draughts from keyholes and that my knowledge of French was picked up in unmentionable places. She demanded to know why she should not have suspected me; and, since flattery is the best weapon to use against all defectives, why she should not have flattered me by pretending to mistake me for Jeemgreem? She roasted Jeff, too. She called him a buffalo  Jeemgreems elephant  a monster, tearing out the nails from window-frames  a Type who should be showing off his strength for centimes in the streets of Paris. Every word of that abuse was hurled at us with intent to suggest by inference that Grim was a bird of a totally different feather.

Then she turned again on Bonfils, perfectly aware by that time that if he could find a way to avoid exposing her he intended to do it. Her tongue and her very mercurial mind had probed the situation. Bonfils was not afraid of her, but others were, of whom some were Bonfils seniors in the service. Bonfils had hardly hinted at a tenth of one per cent of what he knew; but then, neither had she. And what both of them knew, in addition to numberless dangerous secrets, was that Dorjes scope was world-wide; he was not in France or even on French territory; no pursuit of him, no check on him was possible without co-operation among many nations, difficult to attain in principle and much more difficult to put in practice. Every possible weapon would have to be used against him. To throw her into the discard might prove fatal to success, as well as disastrous to dozens of people whose secrets she knew. She led her ace, defiantly:

Enfin  sil vous plaît, me mettez aux arrêts!

You insist? asked Bonfils  coolly enough; he was not easily bluffed into showing his hand.

Why not? You accuse me. You insult me. You invade my domicile. You have submitted me to forcible detention in my own chair while you amuse yourselves at peep-holes. Then let laffaire Dorje wait while you prefer proper charges against me  in secret. My improper friends will have the impropriety to disregard the secrecy; but what does it matter who else is implicated, or on whose neck falls the axe, provided Number Seventeen is punished for the crime of having acted without orders from those who had condemned her to inactivity and oblivion, not  no, no, not from jealousy  but because she had served France too often and too well!

It was a masterpiece. It would have been a simple matter for the authorities to accuse her of treason and try her in secret. But if, as she suggested, she had friends who would avenge her by revealing scandals, of which every government on earth has plenty that it would be suicidal to make public, then Bonfils was in a predicament. And she was right, too, about the paramount importance of a campaign against Dorje. If Dorje was what he appeared to be, then her own importance could be measured solely by the value of the information she could produce against him, no matter what her own previous complicity might have been. The question was, could she  would she betray Dorje? Was she any longer to be trusted?

With an eloquent motion of eyes and shoulders Bonfils beckoned the Prefect and Grim outside into the corridor for a consultation leaving Jeff and me to watch the Princess. I was feeling a bit irritated by her remarks about me, so I kept my distance. On the contrary, Jeff seemed to have enjoyed her criticism; he urged her to be seated and himself sat for the first time, facing her near the open window. Jeff is the last man in the world whom one would suspect of delicate intuition, but as a matter of fact he helps Grim far more by his diplomatic skill than by his physical strength and courage, which are sometimes a source of embarrassment. Unerringly he had spotted the ladys weakness, although I dont know how. Perhaps his own prodigious loyalty to Grim enabled him to do it, since loyalty  like love between a man and a woman  is a spiritual force that stirs and strengthens understanding.

Would you like a tip from me? he asked her.

I was standing where I could see her very clearly in the bright light from the window. For the first time, I thought she showed genuine terror, although she did her utmost to conceal it. Jeff exudes good nature. It had touched her, and like an animal at bay she saw an opening but suspected it because it looked too opportune. Jeff looked almost too guileless.

Advice costs the giver nothing, but when was it not expensive to take? she retorted.

Youre right. I wouldnt take advice from you, said Jeff, if it cost me a fortune not to. But I thought you might be more astute than I am.

That is quite true. I am more astute than you are.

But Jeff appeared to have lost all interest. Then you dont need my advice, he answered.

Tchutt! You talk like a woman. What is it? If I listen to you, need I do what you say?

I have changed my mind, Jeff answered. Why should I advise you?

Because I ask it! Are you so ungallant that you can see me, in what must look to you like an extremity, and yet withhold from me whatever you think might help me?

It was a mere idea, said Jeff.

Ideas are the source of actions. Tell me then, what is it?

Put your faith in Grim, thats all. Fool anybody else, but dont play tricks with him; theres neither fun nor money in it.

Phooh! You think your Jeemgreem is a paragon perhaps  a reincarnation of all the strength of all his former lives, and all the weaknesses forgotten? A dangerous man to deceive?

I dont have to think about that, said Jeff, I know it.

That was a typical Jeff Ramsden statement. When he praises Grim he has no more use for modesty than a buffalo has for a bicycle. However, underneath exaggeration Jeff moves subtly toward his objectives; he was aiming at her strangely erroneous fixed idea that Jimgrim packs a deadly species of malice among his equipment. And even I, who am not a connoisseur of such matters, could guess that she, to put it mildly, had not yet dismissed the desire, and perhaps the intention to make Grim love her. She was not by many a dozen the first ambitious woman to conceive that plan or something like it.

Bah! He hates me, she said suddenly.

I never knew him to hate anyone, Jeff answered. Grim likes people. Thats why he understands em. Thats why the worst crooks trust him.

Yes, and then he betrays them to the police.

Jeff laughed. I have seen Grim eat with murderers and sleep with rebels. He doesnt consider it his business to bring them to justice, and Ill bet you Grim has saved more criminals from gun and gallows than any other ten men living. But he can protect himself  none better.

Then you advise me I should trust him?

Jeff nodded. Grim came in then, leaving the door slightly ajar, and we could hear Bonfils and the Prefect talking rather noisily in the corridor. I think the Princess was intended to understand that neither Bonfils nor the Prefect had an ear to a keyhole. Grim walked straight up to her.

Youll have to go to Paris, he said, offering her a cigarette and lighting hers and his with one match. A lot depends on you, of course, but probably theyll overlook things if you undertake to help us run down Dorje. You will leave by plane, this afternoon, with Bonfils.

For as long as sixty seconds the two looked into each others eyes and neither spoke. Then Grim said:

Dorje has lost the fight on this front. Nobody knows yet where the rest of those brass gadgets are, but theyll be traced. You can probably help. I advise you to give them a list of everyone you know who is in sympathy with Dorje or in any way connected with him.

But I have no list, she answered.

All right, tell the names you can remember. After that, your usefulness in France is at an end; and even if it werent you would be shot or stabbed as an informer. So you join my crew and work with me. Is that agreeable?

You mean  you send me against Dorje?

No. I will lead you against him.

Jeemgreem, if I swear to you

He interrupted, flicking the ash from his cigarette. Oaths, he remarked, are ashes  of emotion. Nobody was ever bound by one. A fellow does things, or he doesnt; it depends on the fellow himself. Dorje probably will do his best to scupper you for having joined us, but you must take your chance of that. We shall all be taking chances.

Jeemgreem  do you realize  what terr-r-iffic chances?

Probably not. Thank heaven, few of us do realize the long odds that were up against or most of us would quit before the game starts. But let me make a few points just a mite more clear to you.

I was afraid he was going to threaten her. She was just of the type that instantly responds to threats by seeming acquiescence and by secretly swearing to teach the threatener a lesson. She, too, thought he was about to threaten and her face assumed a sweetness that disguised a very different emotion. But Grim took us all by surprise.

I know that Dorje has the jump on us, and that it is going to be very difficult to checkmate him. I regard you as the most important member of my crew. Im going to have to look to you for information and advice. I cant waste time mistrusting you. You will find when you reach Paris that a body not unlike yours has been found in the river, removed to the morgue and identified as that of the Princess Baltis. There will be a verdict of suicide  a verdict comprehensible to anyone who knows anything about your recent doings. It may possibly reach Dorjes ears. Lets hope so. It releases you from momentary danger, and it saves the face of the authorities who might have a hard time otherwise in explaining to one another why you are not under close arrest. You are dead. You are no longer the Princess Baltis.

Am I not  no longer Number Seventeen?

No number. Find a new name. Get a passport  Bonfils will attend to that. Meet me in Cairo at Browns Hotel.

You leave at once?

No. But you do. They wont want you in Paris a minute longer than they have to keep you there. Go straight to Cairo, hold your tongue, and wait for me.

He took no notice of her excitement; she was as breathless as a caught fish. He turned to Jeff and, taking Jeffs arm, walked to where I was standing.

You two fellows mind going to Cairo? Ill take a plane to London. Whoever gets to Cairo first waits for the rest. Are we all agreed? Then so long. But he turned again toward the Princess Baltis. Madame Anonyme  au revoir. Jespère que vous êtes bien réincarnée encore une fois.

Jeemgreem, she retorted, vous êtes incroyable. Mais je commence à le croire, quand-même que tout le monde le dit!


CHAPTER 8. Am sadist. Masochism to the devil!

Am most absqueamious babu.

It was a full, rich baritone, outside the door of Jeffs bedroom in Browns Hotel. I did not recognize the voice, but evidently Jeff did, for I heard his answer:

You fat rogue, come on in. Im glad to see you.

I followed, having fretted for more than a week in Cairo with nothing to do except wonder what was keeping Grim in London. Jeff had remained almost incommunicado all that time, because people know him and they know that where he is Grim will presently appear. He preferred not to answer questions. People dont know me, so I had wandered about a bit; but I dont care much for Cairo or tourists, and I had not gone far for fear of missing Grims arrival, so I was rather naturally bored.

Am squeamish, so abstain from politics  verb very sap. This babu greets you, sahib. You should see my passport. Red ink  green ink  certifying me as almost abstract personage, so guileless and incompetent  so useless as to be above suspicion. Let me show you.

Damn your passport. You may have forged it for all I know, and who cares? Why are you here?

Jimgrim cabled me from London, one word Cairo. Here I am, delivered right side up, in one piece. What next? He was wearing a black alpaca jacket and beneath that the rather sketchy orthodox Bengali costume that revealed enormous hairy legs. He was immensely fat. His feet were encased in new red Damascus slippers, which he kicked off as he passed the threshold. He had a huge head and large alert brown eyes that viewed me with suspicion. Jeff introduced him:

Babu Chullunder Ghose  an old friend.

I had heard of him. Who has not, who has heard of Jeff and Grim? But it seemed incredible that this mountain of obesity could be the brave man who had scaled the passes into Tibet and had brought Jeffs journal back with him. He looked incapable of walking five miles. He was sweating and his feet looked fat and useless. But he was a good-looking man, with a buttery ivory skin and rather heavy jaws black-shaded with the roots of whiskers.

No use asking how you are, said Jeff. Youre broke, of course, but otherwise

Am worse than broke. Am indigent.

But otherwise top-chop. Whats going on in India?

Simonization process, sahib. Spraying worn-out car of Juggernaut with juice of observations made by Royal Commission. Have you ever seen an old Ford held together by the new paint? Let us hope much. Let us not be too prophetic. Did you mention whisky?

Jeff ordered drinks. Chullunder Ghose sat cross-legged on Jeffs writing- table like a big fat Buddha. Rolling his handkerchief into a ball he tossed and caught it in his bare toes. I decided that his feet were neither fat nor useless.

How did you get here? Jeff asked.

Flew. Never again! This belly of mine contains no gyroscope. Lost one stone, five pounds, seven ounces. During a number of hours lost also all belief in Providence, under whatever name. Nevertheless, recovered somewhat after landing. But I still need whisky.

How did you find me?

Came here first, naturally; Rammy sahibs habits are as spots on leopard  changeless. Clerk at desk, without looking in register, said no Jeff Ramsden staying here. Damn-liar. Had you not been here, he would have looked in register. I told him greatest art is lying, therefore he should marry and study art. He told a Sudanese to show me to the front door, but I had already seen that. So, since they would not let me use the elevator, and since I had seen a letter addressed to you in a pigeon-hole numbered 118, I walked upstairs. In all the universe, I wonder, is there any sweeter music than the melody of cracked ice in a tall glass? Strange, that whisky should be vilified by almost all religions except this babus. A Hedonist with Epicurean tendencies. After you, sahib. Yes, please  just above the pretty  quite a bit above it  and now fill her up-ah! Sahibs, may the world not lack the crazy men we need to keep us crazy also!

That was talk. He only sipped his whisky, eyeing me over the top of the glass. He seemed to be waiting for Jeff to hint I might be trusted, before asking questions that perhaps I had no right to hear.

Jeff, sahib, did you ever almost die of curiosity? he asked at last.

Dont doubt I died of it lots of times, Jeff answered.

Thats what kills us all and gets us born again. Crosby is curious too. Hell listen in.

The babu bowed in my direction with the gesture of a Buddha bestowing benison. Am flattered. May your honor not regret same. Who is the Princesse Chalawan de Sitlab en Siam?

I never heard of her, said Jeff. Why?

It is the why-ness of things that brought this otiose babu through space, like Arjunas arrow  air  sick  very. Why Cairo? Why should Jimgrim wish to see me? Why should a polylinguistic princess by the name of Chalawan de Sitlab, occupying semi-regal suite in this hotel, suborn its servants to inform her instantly when visitors approach your honor?

How the devil do you know that? Jeff asked.

Am blameless. Devil that resides in Jimgrim urging, this babu was victim of impulse. Never yet has Jimgrim sent for me to kiss me. Inference is obvious that Jimgrim is again on war-path, meaning that this babu will work and not get paid for it  except, of course, as stipulated  stipulation not yet argued. Have wife who thinks money is only proof of masculine fidelity. Am sole support of seven married sons, whose offspring suggest astronomical figures, and whose contempt for this progenitor increases in proportion to his debts. Consequently, must please Jimgrim. So, when was approached in corridor by Negroid lackey asking if I visit one-eighteen, lied instantly  quicker than trigger of automatic. Walked full length of corridor looking at numbers on doors, turned at the end of corridor and saw said individual considering me from mat in front of door of Suite A, squatting on it. Naturally, went at once to Suite A which is at opposite end of corridor. Screen in front of door. Door open to admit draught  maybe  possibly  perhaps; but it is easier to hear when door is not shut. Do I bore you, sahib?

Bore ahead. Were listening.

Must please Jimgrim, same being easy if you give him all he wants; but that is less easy. Jimgrim asks three questions and expects to be told everything from A to Z and from Einstein to twice two, all in form of telegram of ten words. Demanded to be told, accordingly, who lives in Suite A! Sudanese outpost on mat, probably unable to pronounce suborners name, instructed me to go to hell in Arabic. Stepped around screen, announcing self in tone sufficiently immodest to avoid arrest for burglary. Was confronted by Syrian maid, who told me name of her employer. Said employer, radiantly visible in mirror through crack of door of inner room, spoke rapidly to maid in Arabic, to this babu in Hindustani, to someone else invisible in French. Unless mirror lied (as I did) she is lovelier to look at than a daffodil in lotus-colored lingerie. She asked me, was I from Jimgrim? Naturally, I answered No, since truth is deadly and a half-truth even more so. So she asked me, did I come from Dorje? To which I naturally answered Yes, not knowing Dorje and being curious concerning everything to which I am ignorant. Then she summoned the maid and slammed the door. Plenty of time for observation. Noticed locked trunk. Name Baltis rather heavily obscured by red paint. Baltis  Sitlab backwards! Syrian maid  mystery  mystery  her Highness will be pleased to speak with me  alone  this afternoon  at four-fifteen. Thus mystified, this babu departed thence and hied him hither. Rammy sahib, in the name of all the devils in the universe, is our Jimgrim after Dorje?

Jeff nodded.

Oh my amiable aunt! Have you seen the papers? An explosion on a warship  a fire in Marseilles  a fire in Paris  fire in Geneva  an explosion of a magazine in Toulon  a fire in Lisle  a fire in Brest  a fire in Toulouse  and then silence!

Censorship, said Jeff.

And Jimgrim  leads us against Dorje? Oh, my infinite emotions! Yes, please. We shall not drink many before Dorje gets us.

You said you dont know him.

Rammy sahib, who does? More  twice that much  fill her up with soda  thank you. Who knows who or where he is? All Asia brags that he is just beyond the skyline  coming  always coming. The King of the World is coming  they have said that for a hundred years  for a thousand years. Dorje is the genius who saw his chance to capitalize on all that advertising! It is what I myself have often thought of doing  would have done same, only I lack romantic appearance. There is something about me that makes men doubt my heroism. Doubters are not good diehards. Furthermore, I am afraid of consequences. Dorje is afraid of nothing.

How do you know all this? Jeff asked him.

Oh, for Gods sake! Have I not been wooed by a woman who said she was one of Dorjes thousand concubines? Did she not tempt me to be one of Dorjes million mouths? This babu has mouth which eats, I told her. May I eat for Dorje? But she requested me to feed her, saying Dorje expects help from every man. She ate my dinner  and then told me that I may speak for Dorje or be silent; but that if I speak against him silence will descend upon me with a permanence suggested by a death certificate.

Why should they pick on you? Jeff asked him.

Why not? Is this babu not notorious for helping everyone except himself? Am form and substance of Grays Elegy  am mute inglorious Milton  personage called goat in U.S.A.  embodiment of hope eternal, which is but a pseudonym for Sisyphus or back-seat on a bicycle built for two. Such pitiable optimists as this babu build all the empires  and then die in agonies of unrewarded zeal. That is why Dorje picked on me.

Do you mean that Dorje personally picked you?

Why not? Winning consists in being won for. Verb sap. So if Dorje cannot pick winners, kites and crows will presently be picking Dorje. Self am best bet in the universe, provided quid pro quo is adequate. But there were too few quids and too much quo.

Have you a room? I asked him.

Not yet, sahib.

So I went down to the desk and had a chat with Dougherty, who used to run a Raines Law joint in New York and is familiar with several angles of the hotel business. He made no bones at all about letting Chullunder Ghose have a room that has been used scores of times for some of the more refined and guileless diplomatic interludes. It is the end room on that corridor and seems utterly above suspicion. On the one hand is a public lavatory, and on the other a sort of butlers pantry and some linen-closets. Anyone might talk in there until doomsday without being overheard, if it were not for a narrow passageway between the closets and the outside wall that was once used to connect that room with the next one along the corridor. The passage has been boarded up at one end. The holes in the boards are usually plugged up, but not always. I myself had used those rooms in 1916 to discover a medical secret that was thought important to the Allies.

I suppose you were seen to enter this room? I suggested, when I had told Chullunder Ghose of the arrangement.

Yes, sahib, not improbably  although I told that Sudanese that he was wanted inside, and I locked him in, not wishing him to mind my business. I was in here before they could summon anyone by bell to let him out. But he who brought drinks

Suliman, said Jeff, has worked for me at intervals for fifteen years. I dont think he would talk about what goes on in here  not unless someone bribed extremely high and scared him at the same time.

Babu Chullunder Ghose began to grow excited. Again he pulled out his handkerchief and caught it between his toes repeatedly.

Tell me about this princess, sahibs! Tell me all you know about her. Then find someone who will summon her to visit me in that room.

So we told him all we knew, and that took less time than one might suppose. His vivid imagination leaped from one fact to another with such rapidity that we could hardly keep up with him. He cracked his toes. He cracked his big fat fingers. He blew his nose  and wiped his face  and threw his handkerchief  and caught it with his foot  then suddenly resumed his Buddha-like composure along with his normal air of what be calls Uriah-Heepishness.

Am failed B.A. Calcutta, lynx-eyed examiners having prevented this babu from using most ingeniously folded notes. Am failed promoter of so many enterprises that I suspect the Akashic Record has forgotten half of them. Am so well used to failure in all personal affairs that I could write a book about it. But its publishers also would fail. Am a merciful man; why bankrupt publishers? Paradoxically flat broke, am physically fat, not flat. Nobody loves fat men. Nevertheless, what woman but confides in them? They love but never trust the lucky lean ones. They trust but never love us solidly-emboweled drums of wisdom. Failure, am I? Sahibs, set me in a room with all the lovely women in the world  and I will tell you all their secrets quicker than a bird can pick the teeth of crocodiles!!

The problem was to get him into that room unseen by the Princess or her servants. The more we could tell Grim about her, the better for Grim and the worse for her, if she were contemplating treachery. But she was no fool, and she undoubtedly knew which rooms we occupied. If she should learn that Chullunder Ghose had visited Jeffs room, it would be all up with any hope of getting her to confide in him. We solved it by going ourselves to call on her. We told the servant on the mat  humiliated and suspicious from having been locked in  that there was a box of flowers for her Highness in the lobby. He made the mistake of being insolent, which gave us an excuse to kick him downstairs; and that gave Chullunder Ghose any amount of time to get into the end room unseen. Then we knocked and the Syrian maid took our cards but said her mistress could see nobody that afternoon. After that I went down to the desk and arranged with Dougherty to send word to the Princess that the gentleman from India would receive her at four-fifteen in room 195. Then we hid in the passage between the linen closets and the wall; it was tight quarters and abominably hot, but there was just room for the two of us to peer through the holes in the wooden partition.

As a matter of fact, my prejudices at the moment were in favor of the Princess. I could not help remembering her remarks about my being a keyhole peeper, and although Jeffs bulk made the discomfort in that narrow passage almost unendurable, the fact that he seemed to have no compunctions about what we were doing was the only relief to the strain of my self-respect. Knowledge that she was a crook of unimpeachable impudence did not compensate for the distasteful nature of the job.

However, almost from the moment she entered the room that aspect of the situation vanished. I was glad I was listening. So was Jeff. We ceased even to be conscious of the stifling heat, although sweat streamed into our eyes and our joints ached with the strain of keeping still in awkward attitudes. We could see fairly well, and hear almost perfectly because Chullunder Ghose had thoughtfully set two chairs between us and the window.

Why should I come to see you? she demanded. Why did you not come to my apartment?

I could not have answered her as Chullunder Ghose did. She was too beautiful and too regally dressed to be treated with anything less than politeness, by anyone not incorrigibly hard-boiled. But the babu was boiled in India, where insults are the salt of diplomatic conversation.

Fortunately you obeyed me, he answered. What have you to say for yourself?

She retorted: I dont know you. Give the password.

It has been changed, he answered, since you failed  and deserted your post  and brought this situation on us. If there is any reason why you should not die before you do us any further injury, I am commissioned to hear it.

But who are you? she demanded.

Your judge. Sit down and say what you have to say; I will listen unless you take too long about it.

She sat down facing him. Chullunder Ghose assumed an expression of placid indifference. If she looked beautiful in his eyes, he contrived perfectly not to suggest it.

Give me proof, she demanded. She seemed a totally different woman to the one I had seen in Marseilles. Then she had been, if anything, over- confident. How did you find me here? How did you know I was coming?

I am not here to answer your questions, said Chullunder Ghose, but to receive your answer. Have you anything to say?

She made up her mind. She sat back relaxed in the chair.

If you are who you pretend to be, you may tell Dorje I have changed sides. As for you, if you think you can kill me, try it. I have met a man who is greater than Dorje. Then, lazily, as if she no longer cared for anything, she let her eyes wander around the room; they dwelt on the papered wooden partition, behind which Jeff and I lurked, for perhaps a second longer than on any object. Dorje, she said, has elements of greatness, but he wont last. He never did finish anything. When he was Solomon, the wealthiest king in the world, he went to pieces. As Karl Marx he could only sow seeds. He has sown them again. And another will reap. Tell Dorje that.

May I tell him who is this paragon?

She appeared to weigh this carefully, as if she felt tempted to name the individual before whose rising splendor Dorjes destiny had waned. However, she smiled at last, as if enjoying what she foresaw:

Dorje will know soon enough. As for you, let me out of this room before I lose patience with you.

She had the gift of absolutely regal insolence, but Chullunder Ghose had the equally great one of sublime cheek. Smiling as if fifty murderers were at his beck and call, he got up, bowed to her and started toward the door; but before he opened it he could not resist one Fat Boy shot to make her flesh creep:

Sad, that one so beautiful and talented must die so horribly, and so soon. How pleased I would have been to modify at least the method, even though your life is forfeit.

She sneered as he opened the door for her. You sound, she said like one of Dorjes agents! He invariably uses sentimental fools who forget the countersign!

We gave her time to reach her own apartment and then joined Chullunder Ghose. He was wiping his face with a towel, comically forlorn but as shrewd as ever.

Sahibs, if I were Dorje I would drown her, because if Dorje were King of the World she would look for someone to defeat him. If I were God she would never have been invented, so the world would be less interesting. If I were you, I would go now back to Rammy sahibs room and wait for what she does next, because she will do it swiftly. And if I were Jimgrim, I would not believe her when she says she is now against Dorje, any more than she believed me when I told her I am Dorjes agent. Furthermore, she knew there was someone behind that panel. Oh, I like her! This babu is once again a slave of Hanuman, who is a god of fortunately futile love-affairs. I hope she dies in torments before she disillusions me. Am sadist. Masochism to the devil! But make haste, sahibs, because she is not lethargic like a cobra or a mongoose or electricity. The speed of light lags like a hearse when she thinks. And take my word for it: if she were off with the old love Dorje, she would not have hinted at the new love Jimgrim; she would be too anxious to guard Jimgrim from Dorjes anger. Did I not say I would pick her secret like a pop out of a weasel? And the whole world for a battleground  oh, why was I not born into Jimgrims shoes!


CHAPTER 9. Emperor Jimgrim  how does that sound?

When we returned to Jeffs room there were two Arabs seated on the mat outside the door. They were dressed for the desert and looked as hard-bitten as two dry bones. Their faces, framed in the flowing headgear that would make a Sphinx out of a tailors dummy, were further obscured by the gloom, but Jeff seemed to recognize one of them. I supposed it was one of his multitude of rag-tag and bob-tail acquaintances, so I went on in and left Jeff standing there. Chullunder Ghose came in presently and asked me who the men were.

It would be just like Rammy sahib to invent excuses for a trip on camel- back from here to Baluchistan. It stands to reason that if Dorje is in Cairo we should go to Tashkent, and by the most uncomfortable means.

Why do you think Dorje is in Cairo? I demanded.

I dont think. I know Dorje is not here. If he were here Jimgrim would be here too. I am afraid we leave from here by camel, for parts unknown. I am afraid we are tertium quids, like husbands in Reno, U.S.A. I think our Jimgrim uses us as generals use heroes; he sends us off in one direction to deceive the enemy by getting blown to smithereens, while he performs strategic retreat. I think he wants Dorje to believe he is in Cairo. And at the same time, I am damned if I know what I do think, except that camels are an anachronism.

Jeff came in and the Arabs followed. He unstrapped his traveling rug and spread that in a corner for them. They sat down like two road-weary veterans who dourly mistrust civilization; and when they had studied the furniture frankly, and us secretively, they relapsed into meditation. Jeff did not go to the trouble of introducing them, so I supposed they were old acquaintances who had come to ask a favor, although it was a mystery how they should have known he was in Cairo. Chullunder Ghose whispered to me:

Those two are from the Princess. Watch them.

He had hardly finished making that remark when the Princess herself entered. She had sent her servant in advance to knock on the door, but the man made no attempt to come in with her. Jeff dragged a chair up but she remained standing:

It is about that man. She nodded toward the babu, who salaamed without betraying reverence. He seemed intent on aggravating her. He is a dangerous fool, who just now boasted to me that he comes direct from Dorje.

Chullunder Ghose suddenly strode toward her, scowling straight into her eyes:

If I am not Dorje himself, who am I? he demanded.

Is he a madman? she asked.

Very well then, never mind who I am. Dorje is in this room. Which is he?

She glanced at the Arabs and shrugged her shoulders.

Did you see that, sahibs? She knows Dorje by sight.

Did you send this man to spy on me just now? she asked Jeff. I shall go away at once if I am to expect this kind of thing. Where is Jeemgreem? Here in this boring place I have waited patiently  stagnating  doing nothing

She paused and Chullunder Ghose nudged me. His mild brown eyes were masking, I thought, hurricanes of inward laughter.

The Princess stared at each of us in turn and then continued:

I have done nothing  nothing, while I might have helped you against Dorje, as I promised Jeemgreem I would.

Naam, remarked one of the Arabs.

Who are those? she demanded.

No one in particular, said Jeff. Just friends of mine.

She looked at them suspiciously, then curled that scar-marked upper lip at Jeff and me:

You are incompetents. It is useless to hope to work with you. Dorje is making his moves to be King of the World, while all you do is loaf in bedrooms and submit me to humiliating espionage.

Naam, said the Arab again.

Does he understand English? She turned on the Arab and tongue-lashed him in fluent Arabic, but he took no notice of her.

Wrong dialect, said Jeff. He isnt from the Fayoum.

No matter. She shrugged her shoulders again. She seemed exasperated almost to hysteria.

You see, said Jeff, as gently as he could with that great growling voice of his, you dont know Grim yet. When

Know him? she retorted. I am weary of him! When I make promises I keep them. I promised help against Dorje

Naam, said the Arab, and I thought Chullunder Ghose would burst. He was sweating with excitement about something.

Yet what can I do?

You have done all you could, said the Arab. I have never had more help from anyone.

She behaved perfectly, not pretending not to be astonished, but controlling herself perfectly. She was at her best when suddenly alarmed, or in sudden emergency. It was Chullunder Ghose who threw all restraint to the winds, let go a roar of delight and actually danced, like a big fat devotee of Siva, among the chairs and suitcases.

Jimmy sahib! Jimgrim! he shouted. And there were tears in his eyes. This babu knew you! Dammit  did I sit still? Dammit  did I talk like son of sucking-pig from Sodom and Gomorrah just to keep myself from giving college-yell of University of Hook-or-Crook? Oh, Jimmy  Jimmy  Jimmysahib! Jimgrim! This babu says salaam up from cockles of his being!

Cheerio, Chullunder Ghose, Grim answered. Come and shake hands.

Sahib, this is Fountain of Youth! This old babu is young again!

Grim smiled, and anyone could have picked him out then from a thousand men. Without ceasing to smile, and with the babus hand still working his up and down like a pump-handle, he said suddenly:

Lock that door, someone, and give me the key.

I was just in time to prevent the Princess from escaping, although escape is hardly the proper word. She had moved toward the door as those rarely great actresses can who are on or off stage before anyone knows it. There was so little suggestion of flight that I felt like a clumsy hoodlum when I intercepted her and turned the key.

You remind me, she said, of a pig on its way to the trough at feeding- time.

I tossed the key into Grims lap and offered her a chair, but she took another one. Chullunder Ghose hove himself up on to Jeffs writing-table and squatted there, still chuckling at Grim, who was talking now in undertones to the man on the mat beside him.

Oh, beg pardon, he said suddenly, I havent introduced you, have I? This is Colonel Howard McGowan  Madame la Princesse Chalawan de Sitlab en Siam  Jeff Ramsden  Bob Crosby  and Chullunder Ghose. Colonel McGowan is of the British Army  special service.

I vote we drink. Will the Princess join us? asked McGowan. He was a man of Grims height  taller, that is, than the ordinary, but not so tall as to attract attention. His face looked almost exactly like an Arabs, hooked nose and all; but for his Scots name I would have guessed him as being of Hebrew ancestry and his eyes, too, had the Hebrew liquid intelligence that seems to make so many of them linguists and Jacks of any trade. He was a man whom you could no more help liking when he looked directly at you than you could have helped wondering at the way he and Grim dissolved themselves, apparently at will, into men of the wind-seared desert  and then reasserted Western breeding at a moments notice.

By the time the drinks came  champagne, at McGowans suggestion  we were all feeling pretty keyed up and expectant, but the sense of strain had vanished and even the Princess had entirely recovered her poise, which was what I think Grim wanted her to do, it being one of Grims extraordinary maxims that even an enemy at his best, can be depended on, whereas an enemy in dire straits is likely to do something unexpected. He claims, for instance, that when Saladin sent a horse to Richard Coeur de Lion, so that Richard might fight on equal terms, Saladin was merely wise, not chivalrous. He touched glasses with the Princess.

I depended on you to get in touch with Dorjes agents here, he assured her, smiling. Thanks to you, we caught Tassim Bey  among others  among others, he repeated. I was in Cairo before you were. Fooled you by that cablegram that made you think I was still in London. What makes you think Tassim is so important?

His disarming manner of having just laid down a bridge hand and discussing it unnerved the Princess far more than, I think, arrest or terroristic tactics would have done. No spy of the genuine cosmopolitan variety has any sense of loyalty whatever, but they all have gamblers instincts and a sense of sportsmanship that far transcends mere bravery. Their strength is delight in danger. Their weakness is vanity. Their genius consists in almost superhumanly skillful opportunism.

Tassim is a weakling, she answered. Dorje will kill him if you dont. I suppose that person  scornfully she turned her eyes toward Chullunder Ghose saw Tassim in my room. Perhaps he heard Tassim talking; and I know he saw me in the mirror. What of it? Did I not say I would help you? And how could I have helped you without intriguing with Dorjes people?

True, said Grim, you couldnt have. I acknowledge your help. We could hardly have managed without you. But wasnt it a trifle drastic to propose to burn this hotel? True, that might have killed Jeff Ramsden and Bob Crosby, but

You accuse me of that? she demanded.

I dont need to. Your Syrian maid is the source of the  shall I say rumor?

And you, with your experience of Syrians, believe her?

Why not? She was chosen by Colonel McGowan, for the same reason that you engaged her  because she had served you so well once before. That time you were working for the French and she was set by the British to watch you. This time

Tassim talked of firing the hotel, she answered.

Is that why your locked trunk had this in it? Colonel McGowan asked her.

From under his voluminous robe he produced a piece of brass tube that had plugs screwed into both ends. One of the plugs was not screwed home; he took hold of it as if about to give it a turn or two. I saw her wince, but she controlled herself.

How many turns does it need, McGowan asked, to make it dangerous?

Just one, Grim answered, but its all right, go on, turn it if you want to. Even the elevator isnt running. The hotel folk have turned off the juice at the main switch.

McGowan held it toward the Princess. Turn it for us, he suggested naively. You know how.

She refused. I have nothing to do with it  nothing.

Jeff Ramsden stepped into that breach. May I see it? He held it close to the Princess, taking one end between thumb and finger as if about to apply force. Which end do you turn  this one?

Then she yielded, but without panic. She spoke quietly:

That end. But if you turn it  and if there is current turned on in the next building  or in the next but one  and if there is anything explosive within quite a wide radius  you will be sorry you turned it, thats all.

Thank you, said McGowan. That is just what I wanted to know. Who hid the dynamite in this hotel?

Tassim Bey, she answered, said he thought of doing it.

McGowan studied me a moment. I wonder if youd lend me a suit of your clothes. Shoes, too. Can you fit me?

I gave him the key of my room, telling him to help himself.

If there is dynamite, he said, Ill find it. But I want to search without starting talk. The likeliest place is the storeroom. Ill give my right name and say I think a package belonging to me got in there by mistake.

I locked the door behind him and returned the key to Grim, who was examining the brass tube. Suddenly he looked up at the Princess.

Youll find it hard to believe, he said, but I actually didnt know you had any of these in that trunk. You were watched so carefully in France after the Marseilles incident that, clever though you are, it seemed impossible for you to hide anything from us. But I know now how you did it. Changed trunks, of course. Swapped them in transit. Was there anything in this trunk that you personally need?

She nodded, too alert to trust herself to speak.

It is being gone through by McGowans men, Grim went on. You may have back anything that doesnt interest us. This  he tapped the brass tube with the door-key was made in the railway workshops  from memory; Im flattered that it fooled you. We found several real ones; but they were all destroyed in making tests. There was one bad accident. The censorship was clapped on. Some of them appear to have reached the United States; there was an unexplained explosion in New Jersey that killed more than a hundred people. The new motor-ship Dido has sunk in mid-Atlantic. Maiden voyage. Seen to blow up suddenly. No survivors. Nearly three thousand people missing. One or two of these things may have been on board the Dido; almost anyone could hide one in his luggage, and not a ship on the sea is safe from them until we find the source of the supply.

Jeff made a gruesome suggestion. Any good mechanic could fix up clock- work mechanism that would turn that screw at the end of any given number of hours or days. Ship a trunk in the hold of a liner  no need for Dorjes man to be on board.

Grim stood and looked at the Princess. When he spoke, there was not a trace in his voice of criticism:

So you see, we must catch Dorje. And I need your help again.

You  you need no help from anyone, she answered. You, the devil.

But Grim did not look like the devil. I drew the conclusion that either she loved devils or else that she did not think Grim was one.

What will you do if you catch him? she asked.

Grim took thought before he answered: I will know that then.

Chullunder Ghose suddenly slapped his fat thigh a resounding thwack that startled all of us and voiced stark-naked nonsense:

Am immoralist. Am weaned on theory that right and wrong are two sides of self-same silly nonsense. Can do  that is sole test of what anyone should do. Can get through to Tibet? Do it. Can take your goods? Do it. Can be Caesar and Napoleon plus Alexander? Do same. Why not? Why did God make little apples? Nobody knows, but wise men eat same, not asking questions. Were I Jimmy sahib  beg his pardon, were I honorable Jimgrim, having at my mercy most astonishing Princess who wears orchid lingerie and whose infinite variety is soul of wit et cetera, would take same  stay not on the order of my taking, either! Exquisite emotions notwithstanding, then would positively out-do Dorje. Slam-bang  go right to it! Dorjes game is obvious  down with everything and up with Dorje! Dorje is doing it. Opportunist policy is obviously do in Dorje and seize reins of Dorjes power! Emperor Jimgrim  how does that sound? And such a woman to share ones throne  oh, is the champagne finished? I would like to drink to that thought  Emperor Jimmy Jimgrim  Empress Baltis  Banzai, as the Japanese say!

The Princess stared at him, then spoke in a rather strained voice:

Did I call you a fool just now?

Your mistake, he answered.

Grim astonished me. Unsmiling, serious, he turned to Jeff and asked him:

How about that? What do you say?

Jeff astonished me almost more than Grim did: Who wants an emperors job? Chullunder Ghose is right; a man should do what he can. But can you?

Someone must, Grim answered. Dorje has laid his plans too well; he has got to blow up every arsenal and warship in the world, and who can stop him? The damned things seem to suck up electricity and turn it into a vibration that sets off all explosives within a radius that depends on nothing but the strength of the current. Destroy all warships and ammunition  then what? The man with a sword is master, isnt he?

And I can love you, Jeemgreem, said the Princess. Dorje I do not love. Few do.

Grim caught my eye. What do you think?

The babu interrupted: Treason against governments that plot against each other! Treason against kings and dictators and parliaments and congresses that never yet have thought of anything except how to exploit the unorganized! Dorje is right! The only thing wrong with Dorje is that Jimgrim is better. It is treasonable not to vote for Jimgrim. Am not treasonable person.

Dammit, Jim, go steady, Jeff urged.

Jeemgreem, said the Princess, I will show you Dorje. I will lead you to him. You, not Dorje, should be King of the World. Forgive me, Jeemgreem, that I worked against you. It was a very bad mistake. From now on I am for you, heart and soul.

Grim smiled at her. Why should I trust you?

Smile at me! Smile like that at me! Look into my eyes, Jeemgreem  read there what is in them!

There came a knock at the door, and when I turned the key McGowan walked in, in a suit of my clothes. The Princesss hands were on Grims shoulders and she was talking to him in undertones; Chullunder Ghose and Jeff, in equally low tones, were arguing over by the writing-table.

Whats going on? McGowan asked. Yes, found the dynamite  in tin cans  in a case marked chicken soup. But whats up?

Grim is considering taking Dorjes place, I told him.

High time, too, he answered. Someone must. Reuters have just announced that three of our cruisers blew up in Portsmouth Harbor. Were afraid that Woolwich Arsenal may go next. Cant turn off a whole worlds electricity. We know theres a plot here in Cairo to blow up the Citadel. Armstrongs  Vickers  Maxim  Nobels  Duponts  all the makers of explosive in the world are at their wits end what to do. Its a sure thing that Dorje will put all our armies and navies out of existence in less than a week. Then what price India? What price China? What price Egypt, the Sudan, Arabia? What price you and me if someone doesnt kill Dorje and seize control, Grims the man  cant beat him!

Jeemgreem, I heard the Princess say, you and I died because we loved each other, when you were Sir Francis Weston and I was

But I had heard enough of that stuff. I approached Jeff Ramsden, but as I did so he spoke past me at Grim:

If you and Chullunder Ghose are right Ill eat my hat, but damn you, do as you like, Jim. Ill stick.

What could I do? A man cant niggle when the world seems at a madmans mercy. I said, All right, I suppose Ill stick too. But I think Grims crazy.


CHAPTER 10. Dorje! Dorje!

It was I who was crazy. Anyone who knew Grim might have known that he was merely fooling Baltis. Jeffs reluctance justified her in believing Grim was serious. Mine confirmed her opinion. Jeff was acting a part. I was not; but nobody except the Princess, and perhaps Grim, believed I was not, and my genuine friendship with Chullunder Ghose dates from that moment when he leaped to the entirely false conclusion that I had acted the part of conscientious objector simply to convince the Princess that I knew Grim was in earnest.

Sahib, he said to me afterwards, this world is full of wise men who are big fools. It takes a fool like me to be wise on the spur of a moment. But even when said spur pricks this babu to hilarious hocus-pocus, what use would cosmic wisdom be without such genius as yours, that acts like prohibitionist asserting booze is banished from the U.S.A. and looks as if he means it! Spur of moment is supreme test. But for you, that woman would have doubted Jimgrim. Now, however, she doubts nothing except whether ex-Queen of Sheba is suitable person to overthrow Solomon-Dorje.

Does she believe all that junk about her previous incarnations?

Certainly she does. That is why she is also able to believe that Jimgrim would like to be King of the World. Sahib, all of us have heel-of-Achilles hidden somewhere in our anatomy. Some think they can buy paradise with money. Rammy sahib thinks that difficulties were made by God for us to smash and that only infidels avoid them. This babu is satisfied of ultimate futility of all things; nevertheless, am chaste voluptuary, fearful of extremes and yet pursuing them because there seems no end to anything and why grow weary of the middle? That woman, otherwise sane as an icicle, thinks she was Baltis Queen of Sheba, and Ann Boleyn and God knows who else; so she can be caught in snares that would not fool even a politician. And I know Jimgrims weakness, but I will not tell that. Yours is lack of imagination, but I will not tell that also  will merely make note of same for future purposes.

I suppose he was right. I could not imagine, for instance, why Colonel McGowan had shown no trace of hesitation in accepting the idea that Grim should dethrone Dorje and seize world-dominion. It had shocked me. Why should it not shock him, a British officer on British territory? Surely the first impact of the idea should have made him hesitate. And why should he trust me, a stranger, so unreservedly? He invited me to go with him around Cairo, to look the situation over, as he expressed it, and we went together to his quarters where he changed into his civilian clothes. There, something of the doubt in my mind probably escaped into the conversation. At any rate, he enlightened me:

Grim is a wizard at picking the right line and the right man. He has taught me more in one week than I had learned in twenty-five years. As a matter of raw truth, we are absolutely up against it, and its much worse than is generally known. We dont know what the deuce to do. The troops are almost out of hand; you see, we hardly dare to let them have a round of ammunition; one  just one of those damned brass gadgets is enough to blow em all to Kingdom Come if theres an electric current within a mile of em. Were taking no chances of that, let me tell you. Were evacuating the Citadel, reserve ammunition and all. No electricity out in the desert. Then if Dorjes men fire the city, we can march back with our ammunition, instead of being caught like rats in a trap. But come on, lets get busy.

Cairo was in ferment. Reuters cablegrams announcing the sinking of British cruisers, following on a series of similar disasters in France and explosions all over the world, had set all Europeans and all the educated Egyptians by the ears. The London Stock Exchange had suspended business; almost every other bourse, including the cotton exchange in Alexandria, had followed suit. There was a rumor, backed by enormous clouds of yellow smoke in several directions, that the warehoused cotton crop was burning  and now, on top of all that, the most alarming certainty of all, that the troops  the hated, irritating, guardians of British overlordship  were on the march, evacuating Cairo, with their ammunition wagons hurrying southward ahead of them.

Rumors  rumors  rumors  of a war in the Sudan, of an invasion by mutinous Sudanese, of a sudden invasion by Italy at war with France and England  a proclamation posted in the streets forbidding the use of all private electric installations until further notice  motorcycles roaring through the streets because the telephone was discontinued  another proclamation, misspelled and with the ink still wet, issuing warning that as an emergency measure Cairo would have no electricity until further notice but that kerosene had been requisitioned by the Government and would be rationed for use in oil-lamps. Crowds, volatile, inflammable, afraid, so swarming in the streets and around the mosques that it was almost impossible for a car to get through. Then an idiotic story, put in the form of a question by a frenzied storekeeper who jumped on the running-board and yelled in McGowans face, that the Abyssinians were marching down the Nile a million strong.

And what the hell can anybody tell em? asked McGowan, when we had got rid of that man.

Someone else was telling plenty. Someone was making rumors by the hat- full and spreading them through the bazaars and back-streets. There was a story of an air-raid on the way, made plausible by the roar of the planes of the Royal Air Force circling over the city in groups of three with the laudable object of restoring confidence. But worst of all, there was a tumult gathering in the throats of narrow lanes and an increasing growl of Dorje! that occasionally swelled into a mob-roar Dorje! Dorje! and grew low again. It appeared to be checked by the sight of bayonets, and armored cars, and two tanks; but whether or not those street patrols had ammunition or were merely bluffing nobody could guess.

We know, McGowan told me, that about a hundred of those Dorje-dingbats are in Cairo. And its probable that theyve an electric-light plant hidden somewhere. Start that up, and turn the plugs on a few of those things  might as well shoot the men beforehand as let em get caught with ammunition in their belts. Dorje has won Cairo. Can he hold it, thats the question.

I asked McGowan about his own automatic; I had seen him put one in his pocket.

Oh, we take chances at our trade, he answered. Thats different. The troops, of course, are mad-angry. They think they are not being trusted. But believe me, theyre too valuable just now to be risked against a mechanical enemy that can kill em all at one turn of a switch. No, Dorje has won Cairo  for the moment. And the devil of it is, we dont know Dorje from a hole in the wall. We dont know where he is, nor who he is, nor how many other cities he is attacking at this moment.

Do his gadgets blow up gasoline? I asked.

In certain circumstances, yes, apparently. The Air Force reserve supply tank burst into flames at half-past nine this morning. They say the petroleum wells are all on fire at Baku.

For once then the Soviet Government isnt under suspicion?

Hells bells, no. They would hardly burn their own wells to annoy the universe. As a matter of fact, theyre as rattled as we are. Theyre suffering worse. Theres an unconfirmed message in code to the effect that the Mujiks have all gone Dorje and are proclaiming a new dispensation with Dorje as King of the World. And India  Jee-rusalem! The cable is silent. Figure for yourself what that means.

I would not have believed that a city could change its hue, and almost its identity, so suddenly as Cairo did that day. It was not only the smoke from the burning cotton barns, or the din of the angering crowds in public squares and down the stenching side-streets. Chaos struck the place, changing it under our eyes, as if it were a new Pompeii being blotted out by a new Vesuvius, only with this difference, that nobody knew where to run and the mob was possessed by a weird, unexplainable spirit of waiting for something to happen. The city was already at their mercy, and they waited  waited. Every plan, perhaps theirs also, if they had one, had been rendered useless by the fact that electricity and all explosives were out of commission. A man with a stick in his hand was as good as the next. But who knew whose stick was a hollow thing that held a brass tube? And who knew that the troops were without ammunition?

Dorje! The growl of the word kept gaining above the tumult, and the King of Egypts mounted bodyguard, parading near the palace with a fine air of fearless discipline, retired in front of it sullenly, until the King and his entourage had time to crowd into about a dozen motor-cars and stream away southward. Then the bodyguard fell back on the palace and sat their horses looking sulkily ready for business  or almost ready  almost. They, too, seemed to me, if I can read mens faces, to be expecting something that had not yet shown up  possibly a leader?

Dorje, I said to McGowan, as we began to drive at greater speed at last through quieter streets toward the hospital, must have been at this game quite a long time. This is a prepared situation. Seems funny to me that the secret services of six or seven powers couldnt run him down and stop this before it happened. How is it you didnt find him?

Give me your guess, he retorted.

I suggested, There aint no such person, and McGowan rather resented it, or seemed to.

Too damned obvious, he answered. Nearly everybody said that Ulyanov and Bronstein were nothing  not worth giving thought to  until they blossomed forth as Lenin and Trotsky. This bird has studied their game and has gone them one better, thats all. There isnt a major government that hasnt files and files about the Oriental rumor of a King of the World who is likely to come at any minute. Its a cult. It embraces all religions. We have all of us known for years that even the Mohammedans were listening to it. And we have all known there was something more than communism at the bottom of the unrest that has run like a rot through Asia. But lay our hands on Dorje? Fine-tooth combs catch fleas, but Dorje  no, sir.

There aint no such person, I repeated. I will bet you all the dollars I own against the middle of a doughnut that Dorje is a myth invented by a committee.

Luckily for me he did not accept that bet. Not another word passed between us until we reached the new public hospital and left the car in charge of McGowans orderly. I had no idea why he had brought me to the hospital. The European and Egyptian members of the staff were standing by in good shape and there was no evident symptom of panic except for what one can only describe as atmosphere; that, for lack of a better comparison, suggested the incidence of a baffling epidemic. There was none of the orderly hurry of war-time, when everyone knows what to do and there are only too few individuals to do it. Here there were plenty of individuals, all resolute  baffled  mystified.

We were informed, before we had asked a question, that the operating rooms were reserved for emergency cases only, owing to the lack of electric light. But that did not interest McGowan, who was abrupt and uncommunicative. He gave my name, not his, and led me as fast as I could follow him upstairs into a small room at the end of a corridor. The window-shade was down; he jerked it up. A nurse was in the room; he ordered her out. A screen was around the bed; he removed it.

See what you make of that, he said and turned away, as if he had already seen more than enough.

I looked down at a woman swathed in bandages. She appeared to have been burned; the nature of the dressings suggested that. But her face was uninjured. And except that her face was white and tired by agony, it so resembled that of the Princess Baltis that I thought, for at least a minute, it was she  herself  the Princess lying there.


CHAPTER 11. Stole my name. Says she is Queen of Sheba, I am.

There was even a scar on the upper-lip. I looked at the scar closely and decided it was not a birthmark; it might even have been inflicted recently, and it seemed slightly larger as well as slightly higher up than that on the lip of the Princess.

Name? Nationality? I asked, and McGowan answered without turning his head. He was standing over by the door with his hand on the knob.

Came from the Cape by way of Kenya, Nile steamer, and by train from Khartoum. British-Indian passport bearing evidence of having been forged in Warsaw, but visas for almost every country in the world apparently okay under the microscope. Name given as Baltis, Maharani of Chota Korinpore, which is a small state in the northern part of the Central Provinces of India. Domicile given as Chandalia, which is the capital of that state. Cabled India, of course, at once; but no reply  yet.

Havent you other means of checking up? I asked him.

London  India Office. No record there of a Maharani by that name. Reply, in code, asks whether we are not confusing her with Baltis understood to be French secret agent.

Injuries caused  ?

One of those damned brass tubes. Suspected, without proof, of having brought in dozens of em in her luggage. Luggage, of course, searched thoroughly; nothing found of the slightest significance.

Staying  ?

At Mena House Hotel  out near the Pyramids.

Where did it happen?

Nobody knows. She was found lying in the garden of an unoccupied villa belonging to Tassim Bey, who is under arrest but swears he knows nothing about her.

Why me?

Want your opinion.

Has she said anything?

Not one word.

I decided the woman was listening. It was impossible to be quite sure of that, but I was almost sure that she was not unconscious.

No use guessing, I said. I shall have to examine her injuries. Call in the nurse.

McGowan stepped outside and closed the door. He returned in a minute and said the nurse was busy at the moment but would come as soon as she had helped another nurse with bandages. He had obviously not spoken to the nurse, knowing I would not have dreamed of removing those excellently applied dressings without the permission of the doctor in charge of the case.

An anaesthetic, I said, is out of the question. And unfortunately in a case like this the agony is excruciating. But if Im to help her there is nothing for it but immediate examination. Tell the nurse we shall need two or three others to hold her. Oh, hello.

She had opened her eyes. Her lips moved. Let me alone. Let me die.

She seemed unable to move her head, so I drew up a chair and sat where she could not see my face but where I could watch every trace of emotion in hers. Suddenly, outside, not far away, there was a thud like the shock of a howitzer going off; it shook the building; then came the shuddering blast of three explosions one close on another, followed by the high-pitched uproar of a crowd in panic.

She smiled. I have seen many people smile like that on death-beds, and especially criminals. Some drunkards do it, and some drug-addicts. It suggests a peculiar vanity; and I have been told that when a clever cross-examiner detects that smile on the face of a witness he can usually extract the information that he wants by using artfully half-hidden flattery.

We have caught your twin sister, I said, and she tells us that your Dorje is only one of a committee, that her Dorje is the real one. Your Dorje, she says, is a traitor who has spoiled everything by being ambitious for himself.

Am I dying? she asked.

Undoubtedly. You cant possibly live.

Are we alone?

We shall be in a moment. I turned to McGowan. Leave the room, please, and close the door after you. Then stand outside and see that no one interrupts us.

He opened the door, closed it again and drew near, making less noise than a cat. He placed a hand on my shoulder to steady himself and we both leaned as close as we dared, he listening from behind me, but it was difficult to hear what she said. She mumbled, with only occasional spurts of quite distinct speech; and even so, she said nothing at all until I jogged her memory.

You can talk now. He has closed the door behind him. Your sister said

Bitch! Liar! Younger than me  I am one hour older  stole my name  says she is Queen of Sheba  I am.

I jogged her memory again.

Your sister says that you dont know the real Dorje.

He will kill her. Dorje loves me. I will say to him,She says you are not real!

How will Dorje get the message?

Silence, in which I heard McGowans wrist-watch ticking out of step with mine. I was afraid I had asked the wrong question. McGowan nudged me, but I waited, not daring to add to her reluctance to speak. At last her lips moved:

Where is Tassim?

I will find him, I answered.

Who are you?

I drew a long bow at a venture: Haroun ben Yahudi.

Haroun? Instantly she spoke in Arabic and I missed some of what she said, but McGowan got all of it. What are you doing here? Find Tassim. Command Tassim to tell Dorje that woman lies about him. Dorje loves me. He never did love her. Say that to him, Haroun. Make him do it.

Silence again. Then suddenly: Haroun, where is your ship? Can you put me in it? Take me to him, Haroun.

She was more than half-delirious now. The effort to speak was burning up the dregs of her vitality. She mumbled and neither of us could distinguish a word of it. Then, suddenly clearly again, in Arabic: Haroun, bury me at sea if I dont reach Dorje. But sail swiftly, Haroun. If you reach Karachi Dorje will come to me,

She tried to sit up then, but the words she would have uttered turned into an almost soundless scream as agonies of pain shot through her, and she died before McGowan could summon the nurse, who eyed us two as if she thought we had done murder. Possibly we had. I dont know. She might have lived another hour or two without our interference.

Tassim next, said McGowan. He is locked up and he hasnt said much yet. With this to go on

No, I answered. Grim next. Tell Grim and let Grim cross-question Tassim.

Right you are. About all weve got is Tassim and Karachi, so far.

Plus, said I, the fact that Dorje is one man and not a committee.

Think so? he answered. I doubt it now. To me it begins to look almost probable that those two women have been dealing with different men, and neither knew it.

We see Grim first?

Right you are. Grim sees Tassim.

However, Grim thought otherwise, and at that we had to spend two hours looking for him, in a city that was more like Dantes hell than Cairo. Strange sects seem to spring into existence almost in a moment whenever anything cataclysmic happens. The mob lacked nothing now but leadership to make it murderous. Plundering was already beginning. There were outbreaks of fire in a dozen different directions  obviously incendiary fires, because Cairo is not a city that burns readily. Where the smoke was thickest and the tumult worst there were weird processions of mystics chanting that the end of the world was at hand  Copts  Moslems  all sorts. One long procession of men, women and children were all stark naked. The police were a bit pathetic, sticking gamely to their posts but not in the least knowing what to do; I saw one of them arrest a naked woman and then let her go because he saw the futility of it.

We were in no way molested, but officers in uniform were having a hard time of it dodging sticks and stones, and around the jail there was a big mob, composed of the worst elements of the city, held at bay by scared policemen and a small contingent of British infantry, who displayed their machine gun much more openly than they probably would have done if they had had any ammunition. A British officer was shouting at the mob in Arabic, imploring them not to compel him to fire on them. It was about the only thing he could do.

They can have the jail the minute they make up their minds to take it, was McGowans opinion. Once some of the tough ones are out of that place therell be real trouble.

Grim was not at Browns Hotel but had left a message for us. We found him at the High Commissioners residence, where Chullunder Ghose was enjoying an argument under the portico; he had got the goat of one of those rather old- fashioned British subalterns who still believe that hauteur is the correct attitude toward inferior races, and the subalterns neck was beet-root color. Grim, still dressed as an Arab, and indistinguishable from one, came out and talked to us; he told us Jeff had recognized a man who might prove to be important and had gone after him. Before we had finished telling him our story Jeff brought in his victim, an enormous man, who looked like a Dervish and who appeared to have made the egregious mistake of offering resistance. Jeff was holding him by one arm, but the arm seemed painful. They were both of them smothered in dust. Jeff grinned, as is usual when he has had, or expects to have, a genuine chance to use his muscles.

Had to carry him part of the way, but hes good now.

He led his man straight in to the High Commissioner, which was, to say the least of it, an unusual proceeding. Grim, apparently in haste to join Jeff, made one of his abrupt decisions. He said to me:

You go with Chullunder Ghose and turn Tassim inside out.

He asked McGowan to keep out of Tassims sight, and me to do no more than play up to the babu. Then he talked to the babu alone for about two minutes before hurrying into the house to interview Jeffs prisoner.

So the babu, McGowan and I got into McGowans car and drove half across Cairo again, to a place where prisoners can be kept for a day or so without the publicity that might be caused by putting them in the regular jail. It looks not in the least like a prison; it stands in the midst of a garden and thousands pass it daily without suspecting its real purpose. The entrance to it is through a deserted-looking building used by the police for storing all sorts of odds and ends, and along a path between stone walls that are hidden by trees and shrubbery.

We were admitted by a one-armed Sudanese who wore five or six medal ribbons on a non-military smock that looked as if it had been taken from the lost-and-found rubbish bin and then washed threadbare. He saluted McGowan like an automaton and relaxed immediately afterward into an attitude of deferent familiarity. McGowan remained in the passage with him, talking a dialect of Arabic totally unfamiliar to my ear; but Chullunder Ghose and I were led by another Sudanese to the door of a small room facing on an even smaller inner courtyard. He opened the door and locked us in.

Tassim Bey stood up to greet us. He had been seated on a trestle cot, there being nothing else in the room except the floor, on which he could sit. The cot was beneath the only window, which was iron barred and devoid of glass. There were no windows in the other three walls of the courtyard, and only one small door that looked as if it had been locked for half a century or so; there was a short flagged path leading from that door to a well, above which a rusty iron wheel was still hanging from a wooden beam.

Tassim Bey looked to me like a typical upper-class modern Egyptian of the semi-political, traveled, alert, intellectual type. As he stood up he polished his finger nails on the cuff of his smartly cut jacket. He had bored eyes with a slightly simian expression caused by their being set too close together and by their perpetual search for something in which there might be something good for Tassim. Lean, but with a tendency to stomach. Stooped, but with an air of stooping merely because it was the distinguished attitude. Rather pale faced, only slightly olive colored. A nose like Abdul Hamids, probably betraying a trace of Armenian ancestry.

No one could have looked more sympathetic than Chullunder Ghose.

This babu makes obeisance. May your honor very soon receive reward of merit. And may you have vengeance on your enemies. That is my humble prayer.

I dont know you, remarked Tassim.

Naturally not. Also, in said sad circs your honors icy incredulity is highest form of hot-from-pot good judgment. I admire same. Never mind me. Doubt me all you like  until I tell you.

Who is listening? asked Tassim.

No one, except this man. A bit scornfully he jerked his head in my direction.

Who is outside the door?

No one  on my honor. If I could open same, would prove it to you. But let us speak in low tones.

Tassim sat down, with his hands on his knees.

I have nothing to say to anyone, except this: I am unlawfully imprisoned.

Sahib, same here, said the babu. This man and my most respectful self are prisoners as much as you are  held without warrant on charges so unprovable that same are secret.

You mean you are both prisoners along with me?

Verb sap.

And you dont know why you are imprisoned?

Oh, yes. Why is one thing. Justice is another. It being essential that your honor should escape, this babu was ordered to effect same.

Ordered by whom?

Now, by Jiminy, I dont know. Am too lately from Karachi, having come as supercargo on dhow running cargo of contraband. Your honor doubtless will permit me not to enter into details  must not speak too plainly in front of this person; venial very, and to a certain extent one of us, but only partially trusted because we have goods on him. Get me? Nod is good as wink to blind horse.

Man or woman? Tassim asked him.

Seeing I was supposed to be a prisoner, and having promised to play up to Chullunder Ghose, I assumed an air of bored resignation and sat on a coconut fibre mat with my back to the wall. Chullunder Ghose remained standing. I understand you perfectly, he answered. It is, however, forbidden to repeat countersign in this persons presence. Nevertheless, there are two women, if you are asking for information.

Damn! said Tassim. Do you speak Arabic?

Unfortunately, no. Am very ignorant babu.

He talks Arabic better than I do, and he knew I could have followed the conversation in that language; but I understood the method behind the prevarication. Such men as Tassim, loathing all things English except money, speak the English language spitefully, which is to say indiscreetly.

Two women? said Tassim, lowering his eyelids.

Both named Baltis.

And both of them ordered you to effect my escape?

May I sit down? asked the babu. Evidently the pace was too fast even for him; he was inventing lies at random.

My God, no, he answered at last when he was squatted in his favorite position. Two women  same age  same name  just as much alike as two fleas in an ear. One says one thing, one the opposite. One says learn from Tassim Bey where to deliver the contraband, then kill him to keep his mouth shut and here are pounds Egyptian fifty. See them.

He dived into an inner pocket and produced the paper money, flourishing it in Tassims face. Said the other release Tassim, he is necessary to me. Might as well tell me to build new pyramid without straw. But there you are; she said it. Fortunately, he said otherwise, or this bewildered babu might have relapsed into state of oh-my-God-ishness, no use whatever.

He? Who? asked Tassim.

Lord high-hallelujah head man; and you know who that is, so dont ask me. Trouble is, that this babu delivered contraband from Karachi as per orders. But now where is it? Nobody knows except Tassim Bey, who is in hands of hated English, who also dont know whereabouts of said stuff, but who intend to torture Tassim. But he tells.

Bah! They would never dare, said Tassim. But he did not look as if he believed his own words.

Men given to inventing atrocity stories end by convincing themselves, if no one else. He had turned a shade paler.

Bah-bah black-sheep! Same is kid stuff, proving nothing. Why are you in this place and not in jail? Chullunder Ghose retorted. British, scared stiff, mean to find that contraband. Pragmatically minded secret service experts, reasoning with candor logical in said circs, argue what are agonies of one man compared to destruction of Cairo and all explosives belonging to British Army of Occupation including Air Force? Can be managed secretly, and Tassim, if too seriously injured or if uncommunicative, can be dropped down disused well in courtyard and covered with stones. There is courtyard. There is well  through window. Obvious.

How do you know this? Tassim asked him.

Person name of Baltis overheard same. Heard Jimgrim say it. Have you heard of Jimgrim?

No. Who is he?

Swine, devil, U.S.A. American; in pay of British and in love with Baltis who is making big fool of him. She will stick him in gizzard doubtless, or let us hope so. However he said, and I need not say who he is: Tassim deserves fate of rat in trap for daring to get caught. Something in that, too, come to think of it. Nevertheless, important point is present whereabouts of said contraband, known to Tassim only.

Why to me only?

Because certain idiots went and killed themselves by making an experiment. It is true, they blew up Air Force gas tank, many other people and an ammunition wagon. But of what use is that, since no one now knows where remainder of cache is hidden? Therefore, he said, making use of Solomon-like logic: go to Tassim and let him tell you whereabouts of cache with absolute exactitude. If Tassim tells you, good. If not, not good  at least for Tassim, whom the police will torture crudely but efficaciously. Nevertheless, if he tells you, and word reaches me, not only will he not be tortured; because the cache will be in my hands and the British will very soon know it  very soon; very soon indeed they will know it. And not even the British torture people when there is nothing to be gained by it. But furthermore, said he, if Tassim tells you, then I will rescue him before the night is over, although I will never forgive him for having been caught. Henceforward Tassim may consider himself dropped and utterly unknown to any of us.

Oh, thank God! said Tassim.

But he was not yet unsuspicious of the babu, who understood that perfectly.

If you are a prisoner, how are you to get word to him? Tassim demanded suddenly. And how do you come to be a prisoner  you and this man?

Chullunder Ghose assumed his blandest air of impudence.

Am automatic penny-in-slot astrologer, oh, yes. Can answer all questions on all subjects. But one at a time. And we have so much time to waste before the police bring in their whips and little bits of wire and God knows what else. However, I will tell you since you are curious. This babu is not unknown to notoriety as expert prestidigitator, if you know what that is. Chullunder Ghose kicked off a slipper and began his favorite trick of catching his handkerchief between his toes. Am also expert opportunist. This man  with a gesture of contempt he indicated me is malpractitioner of disrepute but some skill. Lost his ticket. Got caught selling opium to undergraduates at college where he was teaching how to perform Caesarean operation. Hard up  betted, gambled  lost, of course, and presently wrote someones name on back of note. So you see how he got into our hands. And he can pull teeth very expertly, so I brought him along, because I happened to know that Sudanese ex-sergeant-major without pension who guards this place has painful abscess. So  you get that?

Tassim nodded. He seemed to be trying to remember whether or not the Sudanese had a toothache. Chullunder Ghose continued, giving his imagination full rein now that he saw Tassim really weakening.

Sudanese at gate was uncommunicative about everything except his bad tooth. Told him this man is debtor to me, who am exasperated creditor and will oblige him, for sake of humiliation, to pull tooth gratis. So he admits us inside gate. Am prestidigitator as aforesaid. While disgusting operation takes place, key of this prison discovers itself as if by accident in my hand. Easy. Open door and walk in. However, along comes British officer in uniform who bangs at outer gate. Strict orders  very strict orders to admit no one, you being what is known as incommunicado. What shall Sudanese do? Damn poor devil without pension drawing miserly pay from secret service fund, likely to lose job, sees starvation staring at him, naturally pushes him and me in here and returns to talk with officer, excusing delay on ground of accident to mouth and spitting blood in proof of same. So you see how we got here. We will get out by being let out, after officer is gone and, also, doubtless, after being searched by Sudanese who will appropriate my pounds Egyptian fifty, which is why I said there is no justice when I first entered. Having got out, I will tell him very extra damn quick just where contraband is hidden. Then, before midnight, or not much later than that, you also will find yourself out of this place. So make haste before the Sudanese comes and tell me where the stuff is.

Tassim Bey took his heart in his hands and told abruptly, in the same sort of way that a scared man takes a header into ice cold water:

In the new tomb east south east of Gizeh  the last one opened, in which nothing was found.

Very well, said the babu. And the other Baltis woman, what about her? Why did you not meet her in the garden of your deserted villa?

I was afraid of her, said Tassim. She looked too much like the other woman. It was uncanny. It made me creepy. But I did go to the garden, because I was afraid not to. And in the dark she looked so like the other woman that  well, I remembered that the electricity never had been disconnected at the main switch, which is in the gate house. So I turned it on. And she screamed and a fuse blew  and I saw her drop something that was white- hot.

Yes, and

That is all. I went away.

You let her lie there?

I did not know she was lying there. How should I know it? I could see nothing. My eyes were dazzled, and it was dark. I tell you I saw nothing.

When did you go to Browns Hotel?

This morning.

Did you tell the other Baltis?

No. I tell you, I saw nothing. What was there to tell?

Chullunder Ghose got to his feet. He bowed to me.

Let us go, sahib. Am eloquent and unscrupulous person, but words fail me. Kindly kick that door  make much noise; my own slippers are ineffectual. Be good enough to summon keeper swiftly before I forget my immorality and slay this reptile. Did you hear him? He admitted it! He left her lying there.

As the door opened and we passed out he turned and hurled a Parthian shot at Tassim, who sat goggled-eyed, hardly even yet realizing how completely he had been tricked.

You are not even a mean white. You are not even mean. You are a maggot. May you reincarnate in the belly of a leprous jackal, which is to say, in English, damn your dirty soul to hell!


CHAPTER 12. Delphic-oracle-ly minded babu spilling noncommittal verb sap.

The armys precipitate flight from the scene had been strategic. As we threaded our way across Cairo again to find Grim detachments were re-entering the city from several directions, someone had taken the responsibility of letting the men have rifle ammunition, and we saw one volley fired over the heads of a mob that immediately took to its heels, and I think that was the only volley fired that afternoon.

We found Grim at the High Commissioners in a big bay-windowed room where sunlight formed a golden pool on the enormous Turkish carpet. In the midst of it sat Grim. The High Commissioner was not there, but his secretary was, and so were the legal members of his council. There were also three Egyptian officials of high rank and a British Brigadier-General who was trying to disguise for Grim under an air of professional incredulity. As we were ushered into the room I heard him say  

Of course, sometimes an amateur does contribute something useful.

McGowan, ahead of me, gritted his teeth, and I saw Jeff Ramsden turn the slightly deeper mahogany shade that forebodes trouble. Introductions were perfunctory and a trifle hostile. I took a chair beside Jeff. So did McGowan. Chullunder Ghose sat on the carpet close to Grim and I heard him murmur about a dozen words in Pashtu, which was a pretty safe language in that company for an interchange of confidences. Grim made no response and the Brigadier took up the cudgels again.

I dont see that weve got any information of value from Mr. Ramsdens prisoner. It was an absolutely illegal arrest

Hear, hear, said an Egyptian.

Who arrested him? Jeff answered. I didnt. I did no more to him than I would do to you if you should so far forget yourself as to say to me half what he did. I accosted him. He called me a gross name  Ill repeat it for you if you wish  then struck me in the face and tried to run. So I invited him to run the same way I was going, and we had a difference of opinion on that point. I prevailed. And as for getting nothing out of him

The Brigadier interrupted.

Nothing of any value, I said.

Yes, said Jeff, I heard you. We all heard you. And you heard him admit to me that he received his orders from a woman

Who is dead, in the hospital, the Brigadier objected. He didnt make one definite statement thats of the slightest use to us.

Keep that personal, said Jeff. If you mean no statement of the slightest use to you Ill not dispute it. He knows at least of the existence, and perhaps of the exact whereabouts, of a big supply of those infernal machines.

Rot  tommy-rot and nonsense, said the Brigadier. They had a few and used them. If they had had more  and if they had a leader and a definite plan, they would have wiped out Cairo.

Jeff talked on stolidly.

His boast that plenty more of the things will reach Egypt and other countries without the slightest risk of detection probably means that he knows they are smuggled in small sailing craft. We know of one consignment that reached Marseilles by dhow. Any number of dhows could discharge contraband along the Red Sea coast line.

Not from now on, said the Brigadier. Not an unsearched dhow will reach the Egyptian coast. Well stop that little game. Its stopped already.

Too late, Jeff answered, if the stuff is already landed and carefully hidden.

The Brigadier snorted. It isnt. Its a mares nest. In the first place, we havent a scrap of proof that these infernal machines actually exist. I know you think they do; but theres nothing easier than to make even experienced men think they see what they dont see.

No explosions anywhere? Jeff asked him.

Yes, there have been. My opinion is they were caused by Communists, acting more or less simultaneously on orders from Moscow. Dorje? Another chimera  probably invented by that Baltis woman  as imaginary as her own title of Princess. A discredited French spy  sent here for us to prosecute and save the French the inconvenience and scandal. I object to doing Frances dirty work. I say, send her back to France and lets try using common sense for a change.

Grim was not listening to him; he and Chullunder Ghose were carrying on a conversation sotto voce, probably in Pashtu. The Brigadier suddenly grew aware of that and lost his temper.

If theres a dump of these mysterious gadgets anywhere in Egypt, show me! he exploded. Ill give you two days. After that, Major Grim, you may rely on my determined opposition to your methods.

The Brigadier got up and stalked out of the room. The Egyptian officials followed him, at no pains to disguise their imitation of the Brigadiers contemptuous ill-temper. Instantly then Grim faced McGowan.

Do his worst at once? Thats what I played him for. If he wants to deport our Princess, can he do it?

Why not?

Can she be forced to return to France?

Not if she pays her own fare. But that fool can send an official cable to wherever she does go and shell be held up at the port of entry.

I have heard of cablegrams that never reached their destination, Grim suggested. McGowan nodded. He will deport her to annoy me. See that she goes anywhere she pleases. Now  do you know someone who would lend us one of those Army searchlights in a truck? Could they pick us all up, say, at the hospital? Good. Sorry to seem to use you as an errand boy, but I would do the same for you  I think you know that.

The only one of us who really understood what Grim was driving at was our babu. When he appears to read thought I believe he is exercising an extraordinary logical faculty that enables him to reason like lightning. He has absolutely no respect for anybodys alleged ideals, conventions, prejudices or appearance, but looks beneath those for the actuality and, having recognized it, knows how that type of person will think and behave.

Grim must have told Chullunder Ghose that he would like Jeffs prisoner released. Obviously, to have asked that Brigadier to release the man would have produced the exactly opposite effect. The Brigadier was jealous. And McGowan was helpless, in that instance, because the Brigadier was his senior and might invoke the rules of discipline. But neither discipline, nor seniority, nor red tape was of the slightest use against the audacity of Chullunder Ghose.

It appeared that the prisoner  Mahdi Aububah by name, a Somali of sorts  had been turned over to the red-faced subaltern for safekeeping pending a decision as to what should be done with him. As we passed out to the portico that subaltern approached us, evidently hell-bent on another altercation with Chullunder Ghose; he had probably thought up lots of things that he might have done. He was haughty, hot-tempered and ignorant of the fact that Grim was not an Arab; and he made the crass mistake of thinking that Chullunder Ghose was an obese, unwarlike person suitably to be admonished with a kick. Personally I would rather take my chance of kicking a champion wrestler, who might be all beef and no brains.

As a non-Egyptian Arab he might be expected to get out of the way of a British officer in uniform. At any rate, that youngster expected him to. There was a collision in which the subaltern had the worst of it, although Grim was polite in fastidious Arabic which the subaltern did not understand. Chullunder Ghose, noisily chatting to me about nothing as an excuse for not looking where he was going, bumped into the subaltern, who lost his balance and fell backward into a flower bed. Chullunder Ghose did not apologize. The subaltern got up and kicked him. Grim was just in time, with a word in Arabic, to prevent Jeff Ramsden from interfering, and Jeffs out-thrust arm stopped me.

Chullunder Ghose, who is nothing if not a surprising person, slapped the subaltern, suddenly, noisily, shamefully, straight in the face; and all the inflammable indignation of about a dozen generations of English squires, now concentrated into one young, peppery descendant, burst into action. Did you see that, by God  he hit me!

The second kick missed. Chullunder Ghose  portly, enormous, ridiculous, but remarkably swift in short spurts, as an elephant is or a hippopotamus  took to his heels, and the subaltern after him. With a judgment of speed worthy of a race-course jockey he timed his spurts so as to keep the subaltern exasperated but encouraged. And instead of making for the main gate he elected to follow a path between shrubbery and flower beds toward a building that looked like a garage. At one end of it four Egyptian soldiers stood on guard before a door that seemed to have been left partly open for ventilation, since the room into which it opened had no windows. The subaltern shouted to the four soldiers to stop the babu. They hesitated and then ran toward him. One of them tripped him by shoving a rifle butt between his legs, and all of them, babu included, went down in one whale of a roughhouse.

Gardeners, servants, chauffeurs, grooms, all sorts of people came on the run from everywhere, but kept their distance when they saw the subaltern in charge of operations. And behind the screen that they formed, Mahdi Aububah, Jeffs erstwhile prisoner, slipped through the partly opened cell door and rather casually trotted through an open gate to the highway and freedom. I dont know whether or not Chullunder Ghose had shouted to him, but I think not: I believe the man had been watching his chance and took advantage of it when it came.

That subaltern was almost precious as a maker of mistakes. Jeff Ramsden, who can out-sprint me by almost two to one, was in time to prevent him from trying to thrash Chullunder Ghose with a stick that he snatched from a gardener. He almost struck Jeff, he was so beside himself with temper. But Jeffs deep voice and quiet manner had a somewhat soothing effect.

Dammit, he hit me in the face  didnt you see him? Ill have him

No, no, no, said Jeff. Too many witnesses. Look to your prisoner. Hes gone. Youd better catch him.

The rest was merely pitiable. The youngster tried to save his face by abusing the Egyptian soldiers in astonishingly bad Arabic, and two or three minutes were lost while they talked back to him. By the time he had come to his senses and hurried them off in pursuit of the prisoner there was no longer a chance in a thousand of overtaking him, and not one in a hundred even of learning which way he had gone. Chullunder Ghose, limping and rubbing his shin, returned along the path toward where Grim was standing. Jeff turned to me.

Tell Grim Ill join you at the hotel. Ill overtake that young fool and see if I cant save the day for him. He doesnt deserve it, but if I dont hell make trouble for us. Hell get court-martialed, and hell accuse the babu. Well get called as witnesses. No percentage in that. Ill tell him Mahdi Aububah had not been legally arrested  no warrant, not even a verbal order  so he cant be court-martialed for letting him escape. He probably can be; but if he thinks Im a possible friendly witness hell think twice before he sticks a spoke in our wheel.

Grim had not budged from where he stood observing the whole episode. He made no remark, either to me or to the babu, when we got into the car that McGowan had left for us, and he was silent all the way to the hotel, which he entered by a back way as if he were one of the hotel servants. He said nothing whatever for nearly an hour as we sat in Jeffs room with the door ajar while Chullunder Ghose rubbed salve on his injured shin and pitied himself because neither of us took any notice of him.

In former incarnation this babu was Jeremiah. Specialist in lamentation. Pessimistic optimist, infliction of pain is solitary purpose of omnipotent province. Nevertheless, work head off trying to escape same. What annoys me most is prophetic accuracy of that ignorant child-soldier. Called me bloody babu. Do I not bleed? Yow! I also hurt like agonizing damned in Dantes paradise.

Grim appeared not even to be thinking. Even when Jeff came in and the springs complained as he threw himself on to the bed, Grim seemed to take no notice of his first remarks:

That boys in bad. Too many people saw him act as an officer shouldnt. Mahdi Aububah has vanished.

Grim came instantly to life then.


CHAPTER 13. I have ordered sandwiches and claret.

Grim glanced at me. Do you mind getting the Princess? No hurry, if shes in a mood for confidences, but bring her in here as soon as you can.

The Princess herself opened the apartment door. She appeared, I thought, rather relieved to have me call on her, but she was such a magnificent actress and such an opportunist that she may have been merely concealing disappointment. At any rate, she instantly made up her mind to take advantage of me, and as she had a low opinion of my intelligence amounting almost to contempt she made a rather bad beginning. And because I had been annoyed by the way Grim ordered me around, I made a good one.

Ah, she said, you notice, dont you, that my trunk is missing. What does that mean?

I answered:

I dont know, unless it was true that McGowans men went through it. I have come to say good-bye. Im off home.

You are disgusted? Come  sit down and tell me. Then, suddenly, as I sat beside her on a comfortable lounge, Of course, Jeemgreem sent you to extr-r-act my se-crets?

No, I answered. I began to invent lies as wildly as Chullunder Ghose. The truth is that he wanted me to come and pump you, but Im fed up. Im not constituted so that I can keep on mentally torturing a woman. I would have had you guillotined, hanged, imprisoned  whatever is coming to you. Grim wont do that.

Tell me, why not?

He doesnt tell anybody why or why not.

Then you dont know what all this means?

All what?

So many things. They take away my trunk. If they have opened it, they have found three of those  those things. You know what I mean? Will Jeemgreem  will that man McGowan hand me over to the police, or to the military? There is martial law, is there not?

Yes, I said, theres martial law. I dare say they could take you out and shoot you, after a secret trial in which you wouldnt have a dogs chance. Such things happen. But I think McGowan took the trunk in order to prevent that. As long as he hides the evidence, they cant convict you.

Then what does this mean? There is a Brigadier-General.

Yes, I know him. Go on.

To me he came, to ask me about Jeemgreem, and about all of you. Day before yesterday he came to me, secretly, in civilian clothes, giving his wrong name; but my servant discovered his right name. He said there is a cablegram from London about Jeemgreem, and about you others, and about me. He more than hinted that I am beautiful and that he is gallant. Do you see? A threat in one hand, and what he thought was persuasion in the other.

She paused, wondering, I suppose, how stupid I might be. As a matter of fact, I was thinking nobody could blame the Brigadier for feeling a bit gay in her company; her magnetism had a way of stealing on the senses, aided by the perfume she used. Presently she continued:

That Brigadier-General told me that unless I appreciate on which side my br-read is buttered someone will certainly look up my record. Therefore I knew he had already done that. It was evident that he intended blackmail.

Presently he became gallant, like a goat but not so engaging. And he asked me where is Jeemgreem. I did not know, but he did not believe me. He said I had better find out or he will have me deported. What does that mean?

I said: It looks as if you will be leaving the country. Pretty soon, too. Military deportations are about as swift as telegrams.

Does Jeemgreem  does he do that to me?

I nodded. Seems so.

Do you agree with it?

I was not consulted.

Do you understand that he is throwing away pr-r-riceless assistance? That he is acting dishonorably? Let him think  let him say what he likes of me  he struck a bargain, did he not? He snatched me away from my environment, at a time when I could easily protect myself. Now will he send me back there, to be at the mercy of men who have had time to cover up their guilt, of which I then had knowledge? Am I to return discredited? I tell you, I will sooner kill  myself.

I think she intended to say she would sooner kill Grim, but changed it. Perhaps I betrayed what I thought. At any rate, she produced a small phial of cyanide capsules, taking good care not to let me get hold of it.

You will let him do this wrong thing? she demanded. Do you hate him?

I cant prevent him, I answered.

Where is he? Do you know where he is? Then come with me to him and help me to persuade him. Do that, and I will always be your friend  always, whatever happens.

I fell in with the suggestion, but not too eagerly, lest she should suspect that was just what I wanted. She rushed into her bedroom, put on lipstick, rearranged her hair and changed into a yellow frock as quickly as an actress touching up between cues.

Now we are friends, she said, you and I. We help each other. You shall learn what a friend I can be.

She took my arm and we walked along the corridor together, her perfume hinting what her eyes and lips left unsaid.

If you have offended Jeemgreem, I will help you to be friends with him again  yes?

In her day she had probably bamboozled scores of men by that quick trick of hers of sex-suggestiveness. But she never once impressed me as a woman who actually was free with her favors; her genius lay in suggesting possibilities and she was clever enough to know that the lure of the unattained is usually lost or lessened in attainment. Not that there was any limit to her tactics, with a goal in sight or danger to be out-maneuvered.

Grim greeted us quite casually, although Jeff seemed nervous, as if they had been discussing a plan that Jeff thought too far-fetched. The smile on the face of the babu confirmed that impression; he loves sheer madness; I believe his heaven will be a place where fat adventurers can skate for all eternity on thin ice.

Jeemgreem she began; but Grim interrupted her.

Have you a turban? Green  yellow  red  it hardly matters. Thirty or forty yards of narrow silk would be about right. Can you? Would you mind bringing it?

I supposed he was making an opportunity to speak to me, so as soon as she left the room I began to tell him what had happened. However, I had guessed wrong.

Afterwards, he said, if you dont mind. She might come back too soon and overhear.

Not one of us spoke again until she returned with a whole piece of purple Lyons silk. She was gone three or four minutes and during all that time Grim studied his own face in Jeffs shaving mirror. When she came in and gave him the silk he passed it to Chullunder Ghose.

You do it. Shall I sit here?

The babu stood behind the chair and began binding the turban on Grims head.

Jeemgreem  what means this about a deportation order?

What do you think it means? he answered.

You get rid of me?

You are no use  as the Princess Sitlab.

Is that a kind way  a proper way  a wise way to dispose of me?

I cant think of a better. Can you?

His coolness seemed to disconcert her even more than the dread of deportation did. The babu, with a face like a Sphinx, went on twisting away at the turban, arranging each fold with exact precision; and Grims face seemed to change into some other mans as he sat there staring at it in the shaving mirror.

Jeemgreem  I will rather die than go to France.

McGowan came in, in uniform, sweating and wiping his face on a dripping- wet silk handkerchief. But under cover of the handkerchief I saw him pass a small package to Jeff, who gave it to Chullunder Ghose, who slipped it into Grims pocket.

Hotter than hell, he remarked. Good evening, Princess. Well, its all right. Tassim had a French governess for his latest lady-love. Shes decidedly out of a job, and she hasnt been paid for so long that shes flat broke. Anything to get home to France. A free third-class passage looks to her like a gift from Providence. Im giving her your trunk, Princess  that big one that we filched from your apartment  saved trouble  it has your name on it. Shell keep the underwear  the poor girl needs it. Soon as the deportation order comes my men will put her on the train and lock her in; one man will go with her to Port Said, where we have a berth all ready for her on a French boat, which waits for the train and leaves directly afterwards. She can tell her own tale to the French authorities. The Brigadier

May go to the devil, said Grim. If he discovers the trick hell be too late anyhow.

Baltis stared at him: Jeemgreem  what do I do?

Change your frock, he answered. Put on something much less noticeable. Then come with us.

Come where?

I intend to show you. Between now and midnight we take a long chance. You, too. You have fifteen minutes. I have ordered sandwiches and claret.


PART 2. MESSIAH OF TINSEL


CHAPTER 14. Is it the key to Dorjes cipher?

Believe me, Cairo burning kerosene and candles is a very different place from Cairo lighted up. Browns Hotel was like an old-time monastery; even the shadows on the walls leaped with a sort of restraint that reacted on people and made them move stealthily. The suggestiveness of that subdued mens voices, and a feeling of awe, not far from horror, very soon ensued.

Outside, the streets were in almost darkness, although the starlight helped the dim lanterns of the pickets and patrols and there was some light oozing through the cracks of doors and shuttered windows. The authorities had clapped on a curfew regulation and it was working with the surprisingly sudden efficiency with which most things British do function when the first, invariably contemptuous scorn of the unexpected has yielded to common-sense.

No cars were allowed in the streets, no pedestrians, no traffic other than deliveries of food protected by written permit or provided with an escort. We were stopped at least twenty times by men whose bayonets shone in the lantern-light and though McGowans uniform was sufficient passport, more than half a dozen officers demanded to know our destination before they would let the car proceed. McGowan gave a different one each time. If reports were actually turned in and coordinated, our behavior must have looked a bit bewildering next day.

Of course, anyone who has his wits about him and is not limited by scruples or under actual restraint can laugh at any restrictions if he cares to. There is no way to hog-tie intelligence. No form of human government can regulate even a tenth of the population, all the time, against its will. I dont doubt there was plenty of lawlessness under way along those dark streets and in the narrow, polyglot alleys, but there was an astonishing control of the surface of things. Under pretext of protecting them the politicians had been silenced and the men who talk less about liberty, but who do more to preserve it, had once more demonstrated that peace sleeps paradoxically on the points of bayonets. The strategy, so close to panic, of evacuating all the ammunition and then, too soon for the mob-rule maniacs, re-entering the city had succeeded. But I would dearly love to see the official cablegrams that flashed over the wires of the world that night and during the days that followed.

I would like, too, to have been able to read the thoughts of the Princess, who sat beside me on the rear seat of McGowans car. She was wearing a hooded cape of striped silk  one of those astonishingly simple adaptations that the French make from exotic models, suggesting without defining Oriental inspiration. She had pulled the hood low over her forehead, so I could hardly see her face, although we sat close because Chullunder Ghose was jammed into the same seat on my right hand. Jeff and Grim were on the folding seats in front of us. McGowan sat beside the driver. After a long silence the babu nudged me and said:

Sahib, difference between ecstasy and torture is merely poetic distinction and poets are crazy. Am passionately tortured by ecstatic blue funk mixed with curiosity and would not swap with Dorje himself. Feel my emotions.

He thrust his wrist into my hand. His pulse was going like an airbrake piston. Then the Princess whispered to me:

I hope we all get killed in a ter-r-iffic climax. I am so excited, I can hardly sit still. Where is Jeemgreem taking us?

Then Grim, turning suddenly, spoke out of the corner of his mouth:

To see your sister.

I could feel the rigor with which she suddenly controlled herself. If Grim wanted her rattled he appeared to have succeeded. He may have purposely prepared her for a shock, because of his theory that people at too great disadvantage almost never do the thing expected of them. Whether he expected her to behave as she did when the actual shock came, I dont know. I can only report what happened.

In almost total darkness near the hospital two military trucks were waiting for us, one containing a powerful searchlight driven by a gasoline engine and the other jammed chock-a-block with men; their officer was waiting for us on the hospital steps; he saluted McGowan, who gave him directions; he and the trucks vanished.

Then, McGowan leading, we invaded the hospital, where flickering candle- light cast spectral shadows on the white walls. There was someone screaming, in a room at the end of a passage, which enhanced the effect  mystery  gloom  horror. We were in single file. The Princess walked in front of me. I saw her shudder.

This way, said a surgeon.

They were ready for us. A nurse unlocked a door as we approached and turned her back as we entered. She had been told we were not to be recognized. The surgeon came in with us, but there was a screen in front of the door and he stood behind that with his hand on the key  obviously a man whom McGowan trusted, but who preferred not to know too much about what was not his concern; he was a cadaverous-looking North-country Irishman, overworked and melancholy.

The room was lighted by two candles, one on each side of the head of a bed, on which was laid out, very beautifully cared for, the body of the woman with whom McGowan and I had talked not very many hours before. In death she resembled our Princess even more closely than she had done in life, but perhaps that was partly due to the candle-light, which softened the lines of suffering. Only the head and shoulders were visible, with dark hair arranged on the pillow a bit too regularly to suggest sleep.

Dead? The Princesss voice suggested the clash of engaging bayonets. Silence then, for I dare say thirty seconds.

Dead, Grim answered.

Why did you bring me here?

To prove to you that she is dead.

You recognize her?

Yes. Silence again.

What is your purpose, Jeemgreem?

At the moment, to learn whether your statements agree with what she said in the presence of witnesses before she died.

She was always a liar. And she hated me. She was my twin sister, and we fought from the day we were born. She hated me because I was the elder. She stole my name Baltis. When I befriended her during the war, because we two so resembled each other that she could pretend to be me and I could seem to be in one place when I was actually engaged in espionage somewhere else, she betrayed me to the Germans. Then, believing I was executed, she found her way to Dorje and again pretended to be me. She made that scar on her lip to heighten the illusion. For a time she deceived even Dorje. And when Dorje found her out, he laughed. A too significant coincidence, said Dorje, to be treated according to rule. So he did not kill her. He gave her a chance to redeem herself into his favor by doing exceedingly dangerous work.

Grim turned suddenly and looked into her eyes that shone in the candle- light like fiery jewels, but of no sort known to commerce.

How do you know it? he asked her.

For about ten slow seconds she answered his stare. Then: Dorje said so.

When?

Not long ago.

Where?

Everywhere! What Dorje wishes one to know, one knows I tell you.

Suddenly she looked away from Grim and turned toward the bed, approaching it almost on tiptoe as if reverence for death offset resentment and she wished to make some sort of farewell gesture. From where I stood it even seemed as if her eyes were closed and that her lips moved, as if she were saying a prayer, as she stooped over the dead womans face. I saw her draw a very deep breath, as if sighing. And then the light went out. She had blown out the candle and had flattened out the other with her right hand.

Keep the door shut! That was Jeffs voice.

Shut it is, said a voice at the screen.

Then McGowan: Dammit, wheres my flashlight?

I produced my lighter. It refused to work. I could hear the babu groping on the floor and did him the injustice of supposing he was so scared as to try to get under the bed. Not a sound from Grim. And apparently not one of us had matches. I groped blindly, reaching for the Princess and expecting to be met by a revolver shot. But I clutched Jeffs arm; he was doing the same thing, and expecting the same.

She could have shot us all easily. But suddenly the babu grunted and exclaimed, I have it! He had found McGowans flashlight on the floor. He switched it on. The Princess was standing quite still near the head of the bed.

Then Grim struck a match; there had been a box in his hip-pocket all the time. He carefully re-lit the candles, smiling to himself. Chullunder Ghose laid a hand on his heart and bowed profoundly:

Princess sahiba, this babu makes semi-absolute salaam. It should be absolute if only you had not let fall that flashlight when you took it from McGowan sahibs pocket. Self am sleight-of-handist in excelsis, plus and then some, as U.S. Americans say with native modesty. Am personage whose praise is priceless. For a female woman that was not bad. Maam to you. None but a prestidigitatoress of much promise would have caught it on her instep when she dropped it, to prevent noise. Maam I adulate you. Kicking it under the bed was also very verb sap  no end top-hole, I assure you.

Nom dun imbécile, you nudged me, she answered, smiling  but the smile was tart and boded malice.

Strange  strange how women never love me, sighed the babu. Even wife of my own bosom is indignant with me when she is caught in act of reprehensibility  not seldom, too, believe me.

Grim looked carefully at the bed-clothes and McGowan turned the flashlight on them, nodding. Even so, it was several seconds before I noticed they were slightly disarranged; they had been moved during those seconds of darkness and rearranged so deftly that only a skilled eye would have noticed it at first glance.

Wasnt this what you wanted? Grim asked; and he held out the package that I had seen McGowan pass by way of Jeff to Chullunder Ghose at the hotel  the one that the babu dropped into Grims hip-pocket while he was twisting on Grims turban.

The Princess nodded. Maybe. You humiliate me purposely. What is it?

See for yourself.

She opened the envelope. Inside was a small cardboard box of the kind in which druggists send pills to their customers. It contained what almost anyone would bury with its owner  what even a prisoner would be allowed to retain  a cheap bronze chain about a yard long and extremely thin, to which an amulet was fastened; and the amulet looked like a wad of paper very tightly pressed into a leather bag of the sort in which some people carry their watches.

She turned toward the nearest candle as if to examine and perhaps identify the thing. And she was quick. But Grim made a signal to Jeff and Jeff was even quicker; he caught her by both elbows; and Chullunder Ghose filched the thing out of her hand. He tossed it to Grim.

Why burn it? Grim asked.

She showed a stiff lip  defiant. But she was hanging on to herself, I could see that. Almost any kind of medical practice equips a man for judging how near a person is to the borderland between hanging on and letting go, and my practice has been peculiarly educative in that respect; but, of course, what is unpredictable is the strength of that last quantum of resistance. And I could see that Jeff was pitying her, as I was also. One by one Grim stripped away the shreds of her own self-valuation:

It cant be an identification tag. Dorje isnt such a fool as to label his agents.

It is a talisman, she answered. There is a mantra written on it. A man from India gave it to me, and my sister stole it.

Grim ignored that obviously lame lie. It might turn out to be ingenious, but it limped. Its value was that it proved she was weakening; but he knew that already.

And it cant be anything you need in order to do Dorjes work, or you would not have been willing to burn it.

I am no longer doing Dorjes work, she answered. Must I strip my heart to you before these people?

He ignored that, too, not giving her the slightest hint as to whether or not he believed her.

For the same reason, it cant be anything you need in order to work against Dorje.

It is nothing, she said. I told you: it is merely a mantra.

Then why go to all that trouble?

It has sentimental value.

Then why burn it?

Because I know it by heart. And it is after all something sacred. I did not wish it to fall into irreverent hands.

Mine, for instance? Are there  were there ever any duplicates of this?

How should I know!

You say you know it by heart. And you are against Dorje.

Yes. But how shall I ever make you trust me, Jeemgreem? You are blind when it comes to women. Men, yes. But a woman  you are without passion  and that is, without understanding. You do not understand me. If you were not so blind, you would see that I truly am in love with you. And when I love, I idolize. And how else shall I make you love me than by proving to you that I am necessary to your very being; because what is your being, Jeemgreem, except doing? Oh, I know you. You and your love and your work are the same thing. Can you not read in my eyes that I adore you?

You have just told me how blind I am.

Jeemgreem, in all other matters  oh, what is the use of talking? I must prove it to you.

And if your trick had succeeded and you had burned this, you could prove it more easily?

You are cruel.

Because you know it by heart. And if it were burned I might have to depend on your memory?

A mantra. What if I know a mantra? What good would that do? she asked.

It would be more than good, said Grim, it would be excellent if it should happen to be the key to Dorjes cipher.

She was silent. Is it?

It is a mantra.

Is it the key to Dorjes cipher?

You are talking nonsense.

Nevertheless, this babu  being high degree initiate of nonsense  notices that Princess sahibas fingers twitch like bally tearing into tatters said absurdity! Am destitute; but will bet pounds Egyptian fifty that Jimmy Jimgrim sahib has hit nail on apple of its eye! Oh, whoopee! That is U.S.A., American for Lets Go, Gallagher. Am individual who decoded cipher despatch from German G.H.Q. to Indian revolutionary council  and was locked up afterwards for six months to prevent me from bragging of same, such is gratitude. Krishna! Let me see it!

It was psychologically perfect  one more instance of the babus genius at playing into Grims hands by making himself ridiculous. He touched off her temper. She turned on him.

Animal! I hope you try to solve it. This time they will lock you in a mad-house!

He laughed.

Goal of my ambition! Everybody talking nonsense at same time, free from obligations, debts, responsibilities and labor  three meals daily. Nevertheless, I bet you pounds Egyptian fifty I can solve same.

Then you with your apes brain will be cleverer than She checked herself and Grim opened the amulet, gingerly unfolding it under McGowans flashlight. It consisted of parchment-like paper about four inches square with heavy writing on one side of it, done with a brush and Chinese ink. He read aloud:

Forty-five minus forty-five equals forty-five.

Obvious, said the babu. I knew that one.

Grim continued: Underneath that it reads, Bible, McClaughlins Dictionary, Encyc. Brit. Eleven.

Mantra  poetic  sacred! said Chullunder Ghose.

And beneath that: One to twenty-eight equals circle. Nine, ten, eleven are one, two, two-two. Thats all.

Yes, that is all, said the Princess. It is supposed to be a magic formula.

Why in English? Grim asked her.

It is the most-spoken language.

He smiled.

In which Dorje publishes commands to his subordinates all over the world?

She flared up, possibly because the babu picked up one of the candlesticks and held the light so that he could see every movement of her face and she could not avoid seeing his mischievously triumphant smile.

You are crazy! I have told you what it is. Why do we stay here? Are we to attend a funeral?

Grim passed the paper, chain and leather sheath to McGowan:

Youve had it photographed?

Yes, here in the hospital. Did it while she was unconscious  gave it back to her before she died. Weve two copies for you  one enlarged. Are we ready?

Not quite, Grim answered. He stepped up to the Princess and Chullunder Ghose held the candle between them. Is it the key to Dorjes cipher? If not, why did you challenge Chullunder Ghose to solve it?

It is not.

How do you know it isnt?

Oh, very well, I dont know.

I will give you your choice of three alternatives, said Grim. You may return to France, remain in Egypt as a military prisoner charged with high treason, or cooperate with me. Choose now.

Do you mean I am to interpret that or

Is it the key to Dorjes cipher?

Very well. It is. I wont interpret it.

I wouldnt trust you to interpret it.

Jeemgreem, if I thought you would trust me  how shall I make you?

She stared at him.

Prove up, he answered. Are we ready? Lets go.


CHAPTER 15. The Lord Dorje, the Daring  the King of the World!

McGowan drove, letting the chauffeur act lookout, as we went at top speed along the tree-lined road that leads southward toward Gizeh. It was almost totally dark between those trees. The car lights were switched off. Grim sat facing the rear of the car with his elbows on the back of the folding seat, speaking rapidly, economizing words.

Now the long chance. Jeffs friend  Mahdi Aububah  bad bird  fanatical  stupid  almost sure he brought a dhow-load of Dorjes gadgets overland from the French Somali coast and cached em near here. Probably has a tough gang. Tassim told Chullunder Ghose and you, Crosby, that the cache is in the last tomb they opened. We know where that is. Its surrounded now by troops, and if the stuffs there well find it. But thats a mere detail. We want Dorje.

He is not in Egypt, said the Princess.

No. But you are. And there are not more than ten quite dependable people who know that your sister is dead. Mahdi Aububah had orders to report to her, and he has no way to know she is dead. In the dark you look exactly like her.

I dont know him, she answered.

But he knew her. He had spoken to her. He had given her at least one of those gadgets. At least thats probable. If she had brought the one that killed her all the way from the Cape, its likely she would have been more familiar with it and wouldnt have got killed. And its equally probable that Mahdi Aububah is not in command of his party.

He is too big a fool, Jeff agreed. I used him once on safari to Kilimanjaro from Dar-es-salaam. Good in some ways, bad in others. No good without someone to keep after him. Taciturn, faithful, brave, persistent  but a damned fool.

He was allowed to escape, said Grim, because he almost certainly had nowhere else to go but to his captain.

Was he followed? I asked.

He was. While you three chased that subaltern I sent a good man of McGowans to keep close on his heels.

The Princess chuckled  maliciously. It was her first chance to get back at Grim by shattering his self-assurance.

And you drive into the desert, by night, to find that one man? Well  we will have a nice ride. You are lucky, Jeemgreem; but not so lucky as all that.

The luck was, that McGowan had left a good man at my disposal, he answered. He has already sent back word by motorcycle from the outpost near the Minah Hotel. We know the general direction to take. He will be on the lookout for us.

He leaned closer to the Princess and, at a whisper from Chullunder Ghose, I lighted a cigarette so that the flare of the lighter let him see her face better. There was so much wind at the speed we were making that I had ample excuse for flashing on the light at least a dozen times.

Let us understand each other, said Grim.

Can you? she answered. I understand you. But you me  ?

Youre what might be called a criminal, he said, but definitions dont mean much. I could have had you guillotined in France, or shot here, and I can hand you over whenever I please to what is known as justice. Some people would criticize me for not having done that already. However, your peculiar genius may prove useful. So I am going to give you a chance.

What then?

You are once more Baltis, but not the same one. You are now your sister. And if you meet Dorje tonight

I tell you, he is not in Egypt.

No? Well, if you meet him, tonight for instance, remember which woman you are.

Alors  what else?

Who knows? he answered.

She was silent for several minutes. But the atmosphere was vibrant. Nobody knows what thought is, although science comes closer day by day to grasping the principle behind thought-transference. But as I sat between her and Chullunder Ghose, and facing Grim, with Jeffs broad back toward me, such a flood of suggestions poured into my brain that my own long-standing prejudice against almost all metaphysical theory was forced on the defensive. I could almost feel Grims alert neutrality. I could almost equally feel Jeffs arrogant reliance on Grims genius. I felt sure that the babu, on my right hand, was speculating as to what he would do if he were the Princess; and for the sheer, stark fun of living he was hoping she would do it. She, I knew, was turning over bargains in her mind and was intensely puzzled by the complex knowledge not only that Grim almost never made bargains, but that she herself almost never kept them and that Grim knew it. Presently she said:

Of course, your information may be accurate. It is possible that you do know where Dorje is. If we meet him tonight, I shall choose between you.

Very wise. Choose Dorje, Grim advised her. Because he looks like winning.

Now you make me wish to choose you, Jeemgreem!

Reserve your judgment.

Jeemgreem, I tell you, if you meet Dorje tonight, you are done for. You can never defeat him  nevaire  without my showing you how.

Never, said Grim, is a long time.

I dont think another word was spoken until we drew up near the Minah Hotel. The Hotel was in absolute darkness; not even a candle-light was showing in the windows. On our left the huge form of the grandest and the oldest building in the world loomed utterly unearthly, against purple night  the other two pyramids dwarfed into insignificance by its majesty more than its size. Gizeh is either the weight of proportion and silence, or the silence of time in the face of eternity, fashioned in stone; I can never decide which. A man who looked like an Egyptian, but who turned out to be a Cockney Englishman, thrust his tarbooshed bullet-head as close to Grims as he could reach and began whispering, but Grim told him to speak up, so that McGowan could hear from the front seat.

Followed im all the way ere, sir. E rode a bullock-cart part o the way, and part o the way e ran like ades. Then e jumped another bullock- cart. Es in the pyramid  the big one.

Where are the sheiks men? Grim asked. He referred to the Bedouins whose claim to guardianship of the pyramid is more or less officially recognized.

Gone, sir; and it takes something more than a kick or a threat to shunt those blighters. The police ere at the station avent been relieved since trouble started. Theyre grey-gilled and dont know much. Their telephone aint working, and instead of answering a fellers questions they do nothing but ask. But one of em told me the pyramid Bedouins got scared o ghosts and ooked it.

What do you think? Grim asked.

Well, sir, I know them Bedouins as scooted; and I know theres more than jus Mahdi Aububah in there, although the police say not.

How do you know?

I was up close, nigh an hour ago. I seen two, in the entrance, keepin watch; and I heard em speak to someone inside.

All right. Follow us, and if anyone bolts keep after him. Any sign of the army?

Sure. Theyve drawed a cordon, but its awful wide. Camel and horse and infantry. Theyre probly patrolling the river, too, in motorboats but that I cant say. If somebody ud offer me a ten-pun note to get through that cordon most anywhere, Id make it easy. Its a joke, sir, if you asked me.

McGowan drove on, up the pyramid road that is white as a bone in moonlight, but on a moonless night like that one it is merely a river of dreamy mystery so dim with gloom that one can barely trace its curve from fifty yards away. A long way from the pyramid he stopped and we all piled out. Grim drew Jeff Ramsden aside; McGowan listened to them while they whispered. Presently Grim beckoned Chullunder Ghose and I was left alone with the Princess.

Does he think that Dorje is such a fool as to let himself be taken in that trap? she asked me. Then, since I did not answer because I did not know: If Dorje were in there, it would mean it is the deadliest possible trap for trespassers. But I think he is not in there. I think Jeemgreem is making us all ridiculous.

It occurred to me that Grim does nothing without motive. He would have asked me into that conference unless he wished me to keep an eye on Baltis. My actual impulse at the moment was to seize her by the back of the neck and shake her, I wanted her scared  as scared as I felt. Fear is very often at least nine-tenths of the substance of discipline; and while I have almost never known Grims system to fail, as he applies it, I have also almost never trusted it  until afterwards. I agreed with her, only I would have put it more strongly; in my judgment we were going into a blind trap and personal loyalty to Grim was the only excuse for following him. If she should prove disloyal that might be the end of us.

But to use physical violence would have been a bit too emphatic, although I am almost sure she was the kind of woman who is loyal only to a man who thrashes her. My problem seemed to be to trick her, somehow, into cooperation with Grim during the next few, probably intensely dangerous, minutes.

I hate to be made ridiculous, I said. If Grim had sense he would confide in you.

That is it, she answered. How shall I make him listen to me?

Well, I said, Ill tell you what I think. For tonight its very likely neck or nothing, and its too late to turn back. But Grim doesnt trust you. I believe he actually counts on you to try to betray him. And he trusts himself to turn the tables on you. Thats his way of finally convincing you that hes the head man; and if he once does that youre done for, he will simply use you as a pawn in his game forever after, just as he uses me.

Yes  like an err-rr-and boy!

I want to see him win this game, I went on, and I dont believe he will win it without your assistance. The thing for you to do is to convince him that he can trust you, especially if you get an opportunity tonight to do the opposite. Surprise him by your apparently blind obedience. If we all get killed, no matter. If we dont  if we get out of this alive  he will have changed his attitude toward you, and after that Ill be able to help you to steer him along the right line. Personally, I think you have more brains than he has.

I think  a leetle bit you like me? she suggested.

I think youre the most intelligent woman I ever met.

You, too, you have intelligence, she answered. Good, I do it. Afterwards we help each other. But I think we go into a trap. How gor-r-rgeous if we all get killed in one sensational affaire! I adore to die that way.

Then Grim beckoned us and we all went forward in a group, Jeff leading. He looked like a factory owner on a surprise visit of inspection at the new plant, with his fist in his right hip-pocket and his air of deliberate, punchful personality. Chullunder Ghose drew back beside me:

Did you annoy her? Same was indicated as proper prescription. Always, sahib, always irritate a woman in any emergency whatsoever. She emerges forthwith. Verb sap. Very. Shakespeare, who I was in previous incarnation, should have said:

Oh woman in our hour of ease
Youre no good on a lovers knees;
But angry youre a lil  , and how!
So do get angry  do it now!

Am terrified. A kind of yellowish-purple funk with spots on it is melting me. That is why I quote immortal poetry. Nobody treats a poet seriously. I do not wish calamity to treat me seriously. Is calamity a person? I believe she is a female. Are females persons? Let me get at that one. Let me irritate her.

She was overtaking Grim. He followed, I close on his heels. He pushed past her roughly, although there was plenty of room on the road. She resented it:

Cochon dun Indien! Vache!

French, he retorted, is diplomatic language  very! Damn French! Damn you! You are interloper! You imagine you will scheme your way into Jimmy Jimgrims confidence and make him hate me! Bah! You havent brains enough! In previous incarnation you were Delilah who shaved Sampson. But Jimmy Jimgrim wears no whiskers. I bet you think, tonight, you make him love you. I bet you cant! Pounds Egyptian fifty. Take me?

Silence! Grim commanded.

The authorities have made it very easy for the tourist to invade the pyramid. There is a ramp and a system of steps, by which one reaches the opening, about fifty feet above the level of the ground on the north side. As we approached I saw somebody drop to the ground, not by the steps but by using the huge stone courses as a stairway. I dont think he saw us, but he was in a tremendous hurry; the moment his feet were on the sand he took to his heels and ran southward. He was a big man wearing a white smock tucked into a pair of cotton knickers, but it was much too dark to identify him. Grim, quite casually, turned and stared into the darkness behind us. Almost instantly, not more than fifty yards away, there was a sudden flick from someones pocket flashlight. It was repeated a moment later twenty or thirty yards farther southward. McGowans Cockney had given chase. Grim resumed his interest in the pyramid.

In another moment we were observed from the pyramid opening. Fifty feet above us I heard voices and someone challenged, in a low voice, as if visitors were expected. The challenge was repeated in several languages  Arabic, Hindu, two that I did not recognize, and at last in English:

Who are you?

To me the voice sounded something less than confident. However, there was no time for speculation; Grim pulled me into the deep gloom at the base of the pyramid and whispered:

Go up with them. Your job is to be mysterious and say nothing. Youre the unknown quantity. Smile, look confident, do nothing, and dont speak.

There was a stone missing from the second course; he pulled himself up into the gap and sat there, perfectly invisible from a distance of two yards. It was no use asking questions. I followed the others, overtaking them just as the challenge from above was repeated:

Who are you?

Jeff pushed the Princess forward, holding her by the arm, and she answered:

Baltis!

You come late. He is waiting. The words were English, spoken with a turgid foreign accent. Jeff nudged her and growled something in an undertone. She spoke again:

I send someone.

Before there was time for the man above to answer her Jeff went on up alone, important looking, as if he meant to buy the pyramid provided it was up to sample. He climbed as if there were no such things as rifles or automatics. The darkness in the mouth of the opening was of the sort that the ancients used to sell in sealed jars to the tourists of those days, and the silence was of the same quality; ones own heartbeats were like the noise of marching men and a wristwatch ticked like the clangor of cymbals. Looming up there against the astonishing starlight Jeff looked twice his natural size until he strode into the opening and vanished.

The Princess stepped nearer to me and I think she was going to whisper, but McGowan prevented her; and then Jeff reappeared, both hands in his pockets this time. He spoke louder than necessary, I suppose to make sure that Grim should hear him:

All right. Come on up.

McGowan stayed. Might be recognized, he whispered. He was only there to make sure that the Princess did not turn aside and hide in the impenetrable shadows. She, I and Chullunder Ghose made the ascent, in that order, and I could hear the babu daring her to try to rob him of Jimgrims confidence. Halfway up, when she paused for breath, he changed his tone and pleaded with her, wiping the sweat from his face in a way that almost suggested tears:

Am lamentable babu. Sorry I spoke roughly. Please dont steal all my credit. Give me some chance!

She ignored him. When we reached the small level space at the mouth of the opening Jeff bowed as if he were her dragoman, and led the way in. I went last then. There were no lanterns. It was darker than death and stifling. I know that entrance intimately, but I had to grope like a blind man, and was not reassured by a hand in the small of my back that held a knife for all I knew, and by a thin voice like a eunuchs that mewed in my ear:

Longesa  juldee  sita  kabadar  go on  all right  I shove  ham poosh dioonga!

I despise being pooshed from behind but Grims injunctions had been strict and permitted no speech, no resistance. Fervently, not for the first time, I cursed Grims modus operandi. With the sweat running into my sightless eyes, that hand at my back and that voice in my ear, my nerves seemed all short-circuited, and the noise that the others made, clambering along ahead in pitch blackness, making preposterous echoes, revived a dread of the unseen with which destiny cursed me the day I was born. Nowadays, almost always, I can conquer it; but not that night. Only they who suffer from the same form of hysteria can gauge what mental effort it cost to climb that ascending passage and arrive at the foot of the ramp of the Grand Gallery in fit condition to remember, let alone obey, Grims injunctions.

That damned old pyramid invariably reduces me to speechlessness. Perhaps that is why I did obey, although I think I really had myself in hand again. At any rate, I controlled myself when someone pushed past me from behind, although the temptation was almost irresistible to hit out at him, and the next sixty seconds were a nightmare. Then suddenly someone switched on an electric lantern and the strong light caused those incredibly marvelous walls to seem to leap forth out of darkness. Even a premonition, that the man who had pushed past me might be up to deadly mischief, vanished. It always seems to me like sacrilege to stand in that place; and the sight of the names of the swine who have carved them on the immortal granite makes me capable of mayhem. The name of John Smith was about three feet away from my eyes. I turned away from it and brought up face to face with the most extraordinary person I had ever seen.

He was not more than five feet tall. He had an enormous head with a bulging forehead and deep-sunk eyes set wide apart. He had a thin neck that looked incapable of supporting all that weight; a big torso, with a huge stomach and extremely long arms; short, fat legs and enormous feet. He was sweating, and because of the stifling heat in there he had discarded almost all his clothing. His stance was insolent. His upturned nose, with Negroid nostrils, indicated a colossal self-esteem. The glance he gave me did more to restore my nerves than anything else could have done. It made me ache to pick a row with him. He and I hated each other instantly, and he sniffed like a dog as he turned and faced the Princess.

We were all in a group  we, that copper-bellied monster and seven others, including the leathery-looking mongrel Swahili-Somali-Hindu who had pushed me from behind. The remaining six were rather dignified-looking men and three of them might be Persians; the other three had decidedly Mongoloid features. He who had shoved me up the passage was the only one who showed a weapon, but that was a shuddersome, wave-edged knife with two blades and an ivory handle. There was no sign of Mahdi Aububah, so I supposed he was the man I had seen scramble down from the entrance and take to his heels.

In a language that I could not identify the copper-bellied captain of that strangely assorted crew angrily ordered the man with the knife to return to the entrance, and he went as if dogs were after him. I remembered to smile, and when the monster stared at me again I thought he looked vaguely disconcerted. Once more he faced the Princess.

Baltis! Where dyew get that garments? What-a you been doing all this long time? All gone wrong  we waiting and no message! What-a yew been doing?

Instantly Chullunder Ghose spoke up. He gave her no time to invent a story of her own that might have upset Grims calculations, whatever those were. He lied like lightning, prodded by the twin horns of necessity and inspiration:

Chupp! Be silent, you abominable bungler! Damn fool! She has had orders from Dorje. Let her tell it.

Dorje? Copper-belly staggered for a moment. Dorje is not in Egypt. He glared at me again. I remembered to smile. He lost a part of his arrogance. His companions looked actually scared. He stared again at her: You bring me cock or bull tale?

I only wish I could tell what passed through her mind. Completely mystified, but certain that Chullunder Ghose had spoken as Grim had told him to, and left now to her own resources, there was nothing she could do but, as it were, follow suit. She let her lip curl.

Bungler! she retorted. Where is Dorje? We were to meet Dorje here, in this place.

He of the copper belly backed away from her. Who has fooled yew? Yew go mad, eh? I am Dorjes man here.

Where is Dorje? she repeated.

Yew not know, eh? Dorje get him a new woman!

He backed farther away. I saw Jeffs muscles tighten for a scrimmage, and I was getting awfully tired of smiling like a wise fool. I saw copper-belly make a signal with his left hand, and then out went the light. The Princess did not scream, but I heard Jeff close with someone and there was a thud as his fist hit someone else. Then a voice  up aloft at the top of the ramp  said sternly:

Turn that light on!

It was so sudden and dynamic that it stopped the scrimmage. It was Chullunder Ghose who answered, loud and high:

Who are you?

Dorje! Turn that light on!

It was I who found the lantern in the dark and snatched it from its owner. Luck, that  he was making for me. I switched it on. Jeff had copper-belly in a strangle-hold. Chullunder Ghose had dragged the Princess twenty feet away along the floor of the Grand Gallery to keep her out of mischief; she was struggling, not knowing who had hold of her. She had drawn a long, thin knife. The lantern saved the babu by a fraction of a second.

At the top of the ascending ramp, as calm and cool to look at as if he were the spirit of the genius who built the place  with his back to the gloom of the low arch leading to the Great Kings Chamber  incredible, because there was no hint of how he got there  turbaned, thinly smiling and alert, with folded arms, stood Jimgrim!

Dogs! Blunderers! Idiots! I am Dorje!

It was touch and go then. It depended absolutely, solely on the Princess. Staggered, admiring, amused, aware that for the moment the ace of trumps was in her hand, she seemed to hesitate, prolonging the suspense, enjoying it. The others stared at her. She knew; none else did; she was Dorjes woman. Then at last:

Lord Dorje, you are greater than even I believed. Greetings! Down on your knees, you reptiles! Bow to him  the Lord Dorje, the Daring  the King of the World!


CHAPTER 16. Cant make brain empty. Cant listen.

Dared by Grim and nagged by Chullunder Ghose; perhaps, too, with my argument at the back of her mind, Baltis had reacted perfectly. Grims gamble  a throw of lifes dice in the dark  was too bold and too suddenly done not to delight her.

When, on the spur of that moment, she acknowledged herself as her dead twin sister, and acknowledged Grim as Dorje, she did it recklessly, thrilled by the danger and almost drunk with the daring of the idea. The drama of it had us all by the throat. Grim  turbaned, laconic, inscrutable  suddenly seen in the glare of an electric lantern standing at the top of that agelessly ancient ramp in the heart of Gizeh, would have astonished almost anyone into at least momentary obedience. Grim had gambled on the possibility that Dorjes men had never seen their master; although, when he explained it afterwards, that part of his strategy turned out to have been closely reasoned and at least in line with probability. Baltis almost exactly resembled her sister and Dorjes men had no conceivable reason for supposing she was not the woman who, to their probably certain knowledge, did know Dorje intimately. Grim had gambled on her convincing them. She might have wrecked Grims chances by denying him before those men, but the really deadly risk Grim took was that he made her the key to the future. If he was going to pretend to be Dorje, Baltis would be in a position to betray him whenever she pleased. She fully realized it. And she showed it instantly by trying to humiliate and score off us.

Down on your knees, you reptiles!

Dorjes men did not obey the order, I suppose because I held the light steadily on Grim and as long as I did that the rest of us were in almost total darkness. Grim spoke again:

Baltis! Come forward into the light!

She obeyed. I have seen nothing, anywhere, more graceful than her movement as she stood near the foot of the ramp and bowed to him with outstretched arms. I think the feel of that splendid shrine had hold of her and she was acting as Bernhardt used to, her imagination for the moment making real the unreality she played.

Lord Dorje, she began.

Silence! Every order I have given has been ignored or bungled in the doing. I blame you.

It was crafty. Inflection of voice and attitude were indescribably suggestive of a swordsmans way of tempting an opponent into indiscretion. She realized it, as he intended that she should. No word, no gesture indicated that she was not his real target. One sensed rather than perceived an invitation to the others to join in and blame her for everything that had gone wrong. He of the monstrous head and copper-colored belly went into the trap without a seconds hesitation, swaying forward into the stream of light; I let him have its full strength, leaving Grim for the moment dimly outlined by the outer rays that made him look more like a ghost than a man.

Torrents of words, in a language I did not recognize. Eloquence killing its own effect by too much emphasis that conjured hollow echoes from the womb of Gizeh and changed it to cavernous sounds like a thunder of waves in an underworld. Stopped by Grims voice, like a cracked whip:

Dunderhead! Speak English! He pronounced the words as if he were using a familiar but not his own native language.

Lord Dorje, I wished only you to understand!

Since when do your wishes overrule mine?

Then I speak English. Yes, she is wholly to blame. She has bewildered us. She left us here  huh  so long time in this place  and no water  none here  none now left. So I sent Aububah. And he came back; and he said she is making love in Cairo. Huh! Kill her! Say it. I wring her neck!

It became evident that Grim had assumed the rights and title of an autocrat as absolute as Bluebeard, although the secret of his sway was not yet uncovered. Knowing Grim by that time moderately well, I doubted that his strategy could possibly succeed. He is almost the last man whom one could imagine dealing out sentences of death for disobedience. Determination personified, he is, nevertheless, no killer. Men used to a bloody tyranny are the first to revolt when death and disobedience are no longer synonymous terms. Either they would know he was not Dorje because cruel discipline was lacking; or they would believe Dorje had weakened. Either way Grim was in peril. However, he carried a high hand thus far. His quiet, cold voice was much more effective than vehemence might have been:

You, who have failed to carry out my orders, dare to advise me whom to spare and whom to kill?

And then Chullunder Ghose, before the copper-colored individual could answer:

Slay the right ones at the right time. Do we follow the Lord Dorje because he is either fierce or merciful? Or because he is wise and daring?

Light! Grim commanded. You  set a light in the Great Chamber!

Hesitating  slowly, because he feared some ghastly fate awaited him  the copper-bellied man advanced up the ramp, feeling his way through shadows cast by the light behind him. When he reached Grim he went on his hands and knees and crept through the low opening into the Great Chamber where the so-called sarcophagus stands. There was long silence until light at last streamed and vanished into it. Then copper-belly came on hands and knees and called down:

He says everybody come!

Jeff sent Baltis first. I followed last, behind the last of Dorjes men. But I had not taken two steps up the ramp before I heard a sound behind me. It seemed to come from the so-called Queens Chamber, which is reached through a narrow opening that turns off the ascending entrance passage before it reaches the Grand Gallery. Lantern in hand, I turned back to investigate.

I looked into the so-called Queens Chamber and explored the entire length of the passage, drawing a blank, before turning back at last to see what Grim was doing and to help if I were needed.

In the Great Chamber Grim was standing with his back to the stone cistern which antiquarians insist on calling the sarcophagus. It does not resemble one; it never was one; it was never intended to be one. Dorjes men had used it as a tank to hold their drinking water, and that, at any rate, was something more like its original purpose than the use that the word sarcophagus suggests. In fact, allowing for different costume, and for the absence of the wood-wind music that was probably essential to the rites, the scene as I saw it may not have been so vastly less impressive than it was in the days when they initiated priest-kings in the same room  five, six, seven thousand years ago.

To my mind, that is the most solemn and the grandest place on earth. It is not large, but its proportions are so perfect that the actual dimensions dont much matter; and the workmanship is so simply magnificent that no human hand has ever been able to equal it anywhere. Light from a dozen candles, set in a circle on what looked like a nail-keg in the middle of the floor, cast velvet shadows on the smooth, red granite walls. Baltis, still wearing her hooded cape in spite of the heat, was standing facing Grim. She might have been a priestess seeking the hierophantic blessing. Most of Dorjes men stood stripped to the waist, with their backs against the wall on Grims right, although the copper-bellied man was on his left hand. Chullunder Ghose had shed most of his clothing and looked exactly like a priest of some occult religion, albeit a fat priest given to not too much austerity. Jeff Ramsden in his shirt-sleeves stood near the entrance. Until I came in and stood beside him Jeff was the only genuinely modern touch, because Grim, in that mood and that turban, might have stepped out of a Persian picture; leaping shadows, warmed by the granite background, dimmed the outline of his suit until he might have fitted almost any age and any setting.

Copper-belly spoke: It is good yew come. She ball it all up. Cant get messages.

Why not? Grim demanded.

How? How get them? Too much worry! How make brain blank, and all that excitement? Sit still  sit still  sit still  nothing!

Said Grim: What is worse than a fool?

Nothing, the man answered. Nothing.

Then, although I did not realize it at the moment, Grim took hold of and began to follow up the thread that was to lead to all the information he needed:

You accuse her. But you are a fool, and I know she is not one. Answer now  and dont let me catch you lying. Have you forgotten the general orders?

No, no. I forget nothing  nothing!

It is easy to say that. Prove it.

Lord of men, he said

Who said?

Lung-ten Rim-po-che, your councilor. He came to me and said

Where did he come to you? When?

In Baghdad. Now it is nearly four months since he came to me, in the house between the shops of Gabriel de Sousa and the Parsee Jamsetjee. He came by night. He said: Now! He who calls himself Mahdi Aububah takes a dhow-load of the thunderbolts and

Whence? From what port?

From Karachi, All-wise. Whither, I know not, but some place north of Bab- el-Mandeb. The meeting place, he said, is this place. Huh. Me, I am to wait for others, who will come and obey me. But I am to obey her. Huh. Because she knows it all. Huh. Orders  he said shall come as usual to me. But I am to tell her. Huh. Obey her. Huh. Couldnt get orders. Couldnt hear um. Huh. She said

Grim made a sign of impatience. She shall speak for herself in her turn. I perceive the fault is yours. Have you been drinking?

Water. Hot. Too little. Out of that. We filled it half-full. Huh. All gone now. He pointed at the cistern.

You say you cant get messages?

Huh. I said, too much disturbance. Cant make brain empty. Cant listen.

Grim took another long shot in the dark: There is no disturbance. This is the best place in the world. What is the matter with you? Have you forgotten the key?

No.

Are you ill?

No.

Have you not had enough training?

Huh. That may be. High there  low here. Hear it all in mountains.

Couldnt you hear in Baghdad?

Not much.

Then the longest shot of all. It was a shot that saved civilization:

I will have you tested. If the fault is not yours, then you shall be employed on other business. Otherwise

The man was trembling. Lord Dorje

Go to my place.

Which place?

Perhaps I had better rid the earth of such an idiot!

But how  Huh  how I get there? Officers all on lookout  Bombay? No chance. Karachi? No chance. Sikkim? Bhutan? Nepal? Huh. Not a rat get by  not now  not now this happened. Huh. How you get there?

Do you question me, you bungler! Grim pointed with his forefinger at Jeff Ramsden. You will go with that man. He is not suspected. He will take you through all barriers. He will protect you; and you will show him the road to my place.

Huh. I dont know it.

What is the nearest to it that you do know?

Chak-sam.

That is at the crossing of the Tsangpo, on the way to Lhasa. Go there. I will send word. You will find a guide awaiting you. Give him the signal but answer no questions and ask none.

Which signal?

The same that I have been sending you, these days past, and that you say you cant hear! You dog, you have forgotten it!

No. Huh. How could I forget that?

Grim smiled scornfully. He glanced to his right at the others, who were standing with their backs against the wall. They were frightened. I think they would have backed through the wall if they could. You are all bunglers! It begins to seem to me some bungler chose you. Do you know anything? Which of you knows the signal?

Each man made a different gesture of assent. They all knew it, but none betrayed it. I thought Grim was stumped. But I was reckoning (as Grim was not) without Chullunder Ghose. The babu piped up:

Humbly this devoted servant makes salaam  and ventures to remind your Mightiness that the signal was recently changed. Perhaps these miserable people only know the former one. That might account for much of all this thusness.

Jeff Ramsden, with a subtlety that one would hardly have expected of him seconded Chullunder Ghose.

It is against the law to give the signal unless there is need!

Grim nodded. It is a wise law. I will not change it. However, there is need now. I command it. Let them give the signal.

Which way? demanded copper-belly, and Chullunder Ghose stepped promptly into that breach:

Mightiness! This babu bows! Wisdom of sparing this individual was not apparent until now to anyone except the All-wise! But I now perceive what you did  that he has an element of merit, since at least he guards that signal! He is not like the fool who betrayed it to

He stopped abruptly, staring at Baltis, who looked too innocent not to be up to mischief. She was standing naturally, with her hands at her sides, not smiling.

Thought so. Old signal! Look here! He held his hands exactly as the Princess held hers, with his left thumb touching the palm of his left hand. Four-eh? He moved his right hand, thumb in natural position, merely to call attention to it.

Five, eh? Now reverse it. Right hand, four  left hand, five. Then reverse it again  left hand, four  right hand five. I said it was old stuff, didnt I? Forty-five, minus forty-five, equals forty-five. They have been making that old signal during last five minutes. Now let us sing hymn Bicycle Built For Two, which is appropriately up-to-date!

Grim smiled at the Princess. You, too, Baltis? Are you using the old signal? I dont believe he knew, or she either, whether she had done it deliberately in order to help him or half-unconsciously from force of habit. But he was so pleased to have learned it that he offered her a chance to lead into his hand again. She did it.

Dorje, she answered, dont show these blunderers the new one. They are too stupid. Send not one, but all of them to Chak-sam.

Grim nodded. Nevertheless, he said to copper-belly, when you reach Chak-sam, use the old one. It will serve your purpose.


CHAPTER 17. Harlem!

We all have our besetting sins; and almost all our sins, except the cowardly ones, are simply more or less distorted virtues. My one predominant obsession, that has got me into endless difficulties, is a craving to row a bit more than my weight. I dont know how to await my turn, and stand aside, and let the other fellow do his own job unaided. For a man of my temperament it is not easy to learn to do that. But it sometimes happens that a vice turns inside out and becomes, for the moment, a qualified virtue. It did that night.

It occurred to me to patrol the pyramid interior again, and discover what McGowan might be doing at the pyramid entrance. There was not going to be any fight in the Great Chamber and I was simply wasting time there as a mere spectator. Besides, Jeff Ramsden could probably lick that whole crew single- handed, to say nothing of Grim and Chullunder Ghose, who are resourceful experts when it comes to rough-house tactics. Baltis, furthermore, appeared to me to be playing Grims game loyally at last, so that she did not need any more watching than Grim and Chullunder Ghose could devote to her while Jeff stood sentinel over the only exit from the Chamber.

So I took a flashlight that Jeff had seized from someone, slipped out, not doubting that Grim would notice me, and groped my way downward toward the entrance. It was a good thing that I am no believer in discarnate entities who haunt this earth of ours; it would be easy for a superstitious person to go crazy, alone, inside that pyramid. The light served perfectly to stir such shadows as not improbably gave birth to all the legends about ghosts and demons, and it seemed to multiply the silence as well as to destroy all sense of earthly time and space. Before I had gone twenty paces down the great ramp I had begun to feel like a dead man in another world. It seemed like an eternity since I left the others in the Great Chamber. I could not hear their voices. My mental picture of them was as dim as of the half-remembered scenes of years ago. Bats added to the weirdness, flitting past me so closely that I could feel the wind they made. I had to remind myself repeatedly that I dont believe in spirits; but I only mention that because it helps to explain what condition of mind I was in before I was halfway to the entrance.

I hurried, not at all sure I was not hurrying for fear of that dreadful darkness and the solemn echoes of my footfall. Sounds ahead startled me. I switched off the flashlight and slipped it into my pocket to leave both fists free. I had almost reached the point where Al Mamouns men dislodged a triangular limestone block a thousand years ago and thus discovered the ascending passage, which is still blocked by a tremendous granite plug. Al Mamouns men quarried around that through the softer limestone, so that the passage makes a forced turn and the going is not particularly easy. There I waited, irritated by the ticking of my wristwatch because it sounded to me like the beat of a hammer on brass. I could hear footsteps.

One by one  there is no room for two at a time  eleven men, each one with a lighted taper in his left hand and a wave-edged dagger in his right, came stealthily around the turn and paused before beginning the ascent. Although I was close to them I was probably quite invisible unless the light from their tapers should gleam on a stud or a button. I closed my eyes as much as I could do and still see, to prevent my eyeballs from reflecting light. And I tried to examine their faces; but that is not easy to do by smoky taper-light that makes incalculable shadows leap and intermingle in the Cimmerian throat of Gizeh.

I thought I could recognize one as the man who was sent by copper-belly to the entrance; and another, I was almost sure, was the man Aububah. If it was he, he knew Grim by sight and probably by name; he also certainly knew Jeff; and though he might mistake the Princess for her sister, it was impossible to imagine him not denouncing Jeff, and Grim too the moment he should set eyes on them. There is no other way out of the pyramid  no possible escape. We were like rats in a trap. I could see the butts of revolvers protruding from more than one cummerbund. And I had no weapon.

Flocks of thoughts occurred to me, including the exactly accurate, unwelcome one that I was scared stiff. I could not imagine why McGowan had left the place unguarded, or why Grim had not ordered that motor-truck with its officer, searchlight and squad of infantry to keep within hail. Excepting the two faces that I thought I recognized, the others all looked like those of Afghans, or at any rate of Northern Indians; and the only half-likely guess I could make was that these were the guards of thunderbolts, to whom Mahdi Aububah had run when we first approached the pyramid. The man whom copper-belly sent to watch the entrance might have gone instead to bring Aububah back; these others might have insisted on coming also. But if so, where was McGowans motorcycle Cockney?

The men at the rear began to talk impatiently, obviously urging the others forward, although their words, in a strange tongue, reached me in a jumble of echoes. I had to stop them somehow. It occurred to me that most of them were probably as scared as I was, and they had no means of knowing I was unarmed.

Ya ashab, min di? I demanded. Ho there, who are you? I made my voice as solemnly portentous as I could  not too loud, but sepulchral. And I suddenly remembered the silver case in which I always carry a few concentrated drugs for use in emergency. I snapped the lid. It sounded like the click of a revolver being cocked. Nine of them, in panic, promptly fled around the corner of Al Mamouns quarry-hole. However, the other two came forward, which was not so satisfying.

It was not Aububah. It was not the man whom copper-belly sent to guard the entrance. I had never seen either of them. Holding the flashlight out at arms length, so as to remain almost if not quite invisible, I switched it on full in the eyes of the first man. He was no Oriental, although he was dressed in a cotton amami, smock and loin-cloth, and his skin looked almost butter-colored. His features were Negroid, but a lot too intellectual and too nearly like a white mans not to suggest something other than jungle and desert. His resemblance to Aububah was vague after all; it almost vanished in strong light. His eyes, I thought, were used to spectacles, although he wore none at the moment. I could see one gold tooth.

Harlem! I said abruptly. Then, before he could answer, and forgetting for the moment that there are tough men where I did not doubt he came from: Put that rod down butt-first on the floor where I can reach it!

He was scared, or I should have died that instant. But he was as tough as they come. Instead of obeying he pulled his weapon and emptied all six chambers at me. All six bullets clipped the stone within inches of where I crouched. The din in that narrow passage was terrific and I suppose that scared the wits out of the man behind him, who fired too. His first shot almost winged me. His second shot smashed his companions backbone. He fired a third shot that seared the skin of my right fore-arm and went out through the sleeve at the elbow. Then he turned and ran. I could hear all ten men scampering like frightened animals toward the entrance. But I could also hear hurrying footsteps behind me. I seized the dead Negros revolver and reloaded it with shells that I found in the roll of his loincloth. A man leaped out of the dark. I almost shot him. It was McGowan. He laughed. I saw those fellows coming, so I hid in the Queens Chamber, hoping to surprise them from the rear. However, it cant be helped now. We went together to the entrance, but there were a million pitch-black shadows. Any number of men could have hidden within fifty feet of us in the gaps of the pyramid courses. It was several minutes before we dimly saw dark forms hurrying across the sand toward the second pyramid.

Then Grim came, in a hurry. Are you hurt? Sure? Put some stinkum on it, anyhow. Who did the killing?

I told him. He seemed to be listening to me, as it were, with one ear and with the other to be alert for footsteps. But suddenly he concentrated on me.

Listen, Crosby. This is my fault. I ought to have made things clearer to you. I wanted those men in here. Thats why we left the entrance unwatched.

I objected. How could you have tackled them? Eleven armed men  and on top of that other gang?

Easy. Theyd have had to duck to get into the Great Chamber. Jeff would have disarmed them one by one. If they had turned back they would have had to deal with McGowan behind them.

What if they had tackled McGowan first?

He shrugged. Still easier! Mac would have acted bellwether and led em straight into the trap. Was Aububah among them?

No, I said, but that was what I feared. He might have been, and hed have recognized you. Hed have told them youre not Dorje.

That might have been a good thing. When that copper-bellied fool discovered what an ass hed made of himself he might have blabbed all he knows. He hasnt told it all yet, by a long shot, but we have the signal, and we know as much as he does about Dorjes headquarters. We can get to Chak-sam on the Tsangpo without his help. I know now how Dorje transmits his orders, although weve work to do on that yet. And we have the key to his code. But I need to find out whether his agents can communicate with Dorje, and if so who does it, and how.

Doesnt Baltis know that? I suggested.

He nodded.

Yes, undoubtedly. But what a chance for her to get the whip hand, if I had to depend on her!

Then why not let her go to prison?

Because I count on her to do the wrong thing at the right time, and to give us the break that well need as thirsty men need water.

I sighed.

Then were off for Chak-sam?

Yes. The authorities can deal with Dorjes agents easily enough. Theyre fine-tooth-combing Cairo now, and the same thing is going on in a dozen countries. We go after Dorje.

Then what are we waiting for?

We were gazing through darkness that was the shadow of the pyramid  ponderous  seeming almost as heavy and solid as Gizeh herself. Beyond that zone of gloom the desert was made vaguely luminous by starlight. Away in the distance there were what looked like enormous fireflies, of which, however, there are none in that bone-dry land. The long cordon of troops was at ease; men were lighting their pipes.

Grim did not answer, so I asked again: What are we waiting for?

For those men, who just now ran from you, to do something. I dont think they will dare to leave that dead man lying there; theyll want to bury him or dump him in the Nile. And they wont dare to wait until morning. If weve any luck theyll send Aububah to investigate. And if were awfully lucky  just plain dog-lucky and my hunch is right  the man they may have come to meet may possibly be on his way to meet them.

Who is he?

I dont know. But I suspect it could hardly be that copper-bellied fool, who I think was chosen for his job because he has a certain sort of mental receptivity.

Shush! said McGowan. Here comes someone! And we ducked back into the total darkness within the entrance.


CHAPTER 18. Eight-six-four-one-nine-seven-five-three-two.

It was not Aububah. It was someone in the pink of condition, who could spare the breath to whistle softly to himself as he climbed in the oppressive heat radiated by the pyramid. It was someone who knew the way perfectly, to whom almost total darkness presented no obstacle whatever. And it was someone either utterly devoid of caution or else so sure of himself as to feel that caution would be out of place.

The moment his head reached about the level of our feet Grim flashed a light full in his face, but he took no notice of it. He was a white man, wearing dark, smoked spectacles. He had a short brown beard, carefully trimmed, and was very neat in his whole appearance. His hands were in the hip-pockets of a suit of tussore silk, well tailored. Except for the spectacles he looked like one of those athletes who refuse to grow old and retire; a man of means, perhaps, who delighted in mountain climbing, or perhaps an explorer. He looked like a man whose self-assurance was the result of the achievement.

Bertolini! McGowan whispered.

Everyone who knows Egypt at all has heard of Walter Sandro Bertolini, the blind antiquarian so cordially hated by the dealers in antiques because he could tell the age of things by touch; well hated, too, by Egyptologists because of his irreverence for their opinions, and because of the intolerant originality of his own. There is hardly an important newspaper in any country that has not printed his vitriolic comments on the findings of men whose judgment is regarded as authoritative. His own book on the pyramids of Egypt has been condemned by almost every important critic in the world. The sort of man who would rather be wrong all by himself than right in good company, and yet who had the mortifying gift of being right so often that it was impossible to ignore him. He had never told how he was blinded  never mentioned it  resented questions on the subject  prided himself on being able to dispense with eyesight. Certainly he had abnormally sharp ears; he heard McGowans whisper.

Yes, he said, Bertolini. Forty-five years old this morning.

Grim answered him: So that forty-five years ago you were

Forty-five! he remarked. What silly piffle! If you know who I am, why go through all that rigmarole? Im Bertolini. Who are you?

Im Number One, Grim answered, sent to warn you. However, put me through the rigmarole. I might be a spy.

Very well. How do you count nine?

Eight-six-four-one-nine-seven-five-three-two, Grim answered, and the date being the thirtieth, the key is two-two.

Which would that be?

Second volume of McClaughlins Dictionary.

All right. Who is with you?

Baltis  among others.

She is dead. I know it. Died in hospital. Not hearing from her I naturally supposed there had been an accident. I made my own enquiries. They were so secretive at the hospital that I knew she must be in there. I got the story from the nurse, who used to be a friend of Isadore Toplinsky, who works with Rothov.

I always carry a pencil clipped to the edge of my handkerchief pocket. I felt McGowan reach for it and I heard an old envelope crackle as he wrote down both names.

I told her to tell that story, Grim answered.

Let me get my hands on you, said Bertolini.

Grim pushed me. I stepped between them. Bertolini fingered me with the uncanny supersensitive blind mans touch that suggests a portrait painters stare and a surgeons exploring finger-tips combined in one.

H-m! Medical? Military? What name?

Grim, from behind me, rested his chin on my shoulder.

Major Robert Crosby, he answered.

Id have known if youd given your wrong name. But what does it mean? I advised Dorje to let the military alone. The time to undermine the armies is when the panic sets in. Army men always go off half-cocked. I suppose its you who brought on this wretched fiasco in Cairo. I warned Dorje to let natural unrest take care of things, and let the Communists  reds  radicals take the blame. Has Dorje lost his wits? Heres Egypt rotten with nationalism  India seething  China committing suicide  the Kurds boiling over and being massacred by Mustapha Kemal so thoroughly that all Persia will go hysterical  Mussolini with a million Italians in prison  England, Germany, the United States with millions of unemployed  native unrest in South Africa  religious strife in Malta  civil war in Brazil and Bolivia  Russia reducing bread rations in order to buy machinery with which to stave off absolute bankruptcy  Australia flat broke  Japan so worried by internal politics that shes even willing to reduce her Navy  Spain on the edge of a revolution  the French war party, Poland and Yugoslavia abetting them, itching to thrash Germany before Germany gets too strong  all Germany drilling under the guise of athletics  an almost perfect situation, not quite ripe but ripening faster every minute. And that damned fool Dorje spoils it by this penny fireworks policy of blowing up cruisers and burning a bit of cotton in a warehouse!

Grim pushed me aside, which was a relief. There is something horrible about fencing with a blind man; it was made worse, not better, by his confidence that no one would do him violence, and by the obvious fact that some of his faculties were amazingly developed.

I was sent, said Grim, to call a halt. The signals have not been coming through.

Stuff and nonsense! They have. Ive had em all, he answered. Ive relayed em. Effectively, too. Do you know of the riots in Alexandria? Caught the authorities napping  perfect! Scores of young students all over the world are learning to pick em up better and better. You say Baltis is here? Let me talk to her.

Grim nudged me. Do you mind bringing her? But Bertolini heard that and objected.

None of your inspired conversations, thanks! He pushed past Grim and vanished into the dark passage, going much faster than a man with eyesight could have done; he evidently knew every inch of the way intimately. McGowan remained in the entrance. Grim and I followed, hurrying with the aid of the flashlight; but we did not overtake the blind man until we found him kneeling beside the dead body of the Harlem Negro. He spoke as if he could see us with his shoulder-blades.

Who killed Honey Foxman? Shot in the back. What had he done? Scared you? Good tough nigger, and no harm in fifty of him! I could handle Honey like a pet dog! Counted on him, too, to do a lot of good in the United States; he was the sort that can start a riot in no time. Who shot him?

I did, Grim answered. He was bragging too loud about his friend Bertolini.

Is that so? Mentioned me by name? I wonder how he knew my name? He had never seen me. He knew me as the spirit of Ramses. I never spoke to him except in a dark room.

How did you know it was dark? Grim objected. You cant even feel light.

Idiot! There arent windows in a tomb! Why do you suppose Ive preached, day in, day out, for years, that there isnt a tomb worth hunting for on the site of Cairo? Ive a marvel of a place. Im the voice in the tomb. I had Honey Foxman studying to be Master-magician of Osiris, reincarnation of Hamarchis and Captain of the Cohorts of the King of the World in the United States!

Grim took one of his intuitive long shots: Too many people know about that tomb. Honey Foxman bragged about it  one more reason why I shot him. I could walk right to it.

Smart, arent you!

Yes. Its my job to be. You were blaming Dorje just now. Im not sent here to blame anyone, but to straighten out this mess if it can be straightened. Blame will be apportioned afterwards. Is there room for fifty people in that tomb of yours?

Fifty? Five hundred.

All right. Take my man there. Hes a greater expert than even you are. Theres no co-ordination. Youre running one department  someone else another  and so on. Send out a call for your men  I mean the head men, not the rank and file. Well have a conference. Does Mahdi Aububah know the place?

That idiot? No. Baltis was supposed to get in touch with me, so that I could tell her to tell him where to deliver the thunderbolts. They should have been in my place long ago. If they had been, there would have been none of this premature rot and nonsense.

How are we to get them in there now without being caught?

I dont know, Bertolini was fingering the dead mans body. Grim was watching him. Perhaps after all wed better blot out Cairo and have done with it.

Maybe, Grim answered. Lets find out first what Dorje has to tell us. Dorje sees things on a big scale.

All right. Bertolini had found what he was looking for. It was in the dead mans amami, which is a sort of turban. Whatever it was, he slipped it into his pocket. Then he started forward. He had not gone more than a dozen paces before Grim said:

Half a minute, theres blood on you, off Foxman. Take your coat off. Grim pulled the coat down over his back by the collar so that his arms were pinioned. No, its not blood after all  mere innocuous dirt. Go ahead. He jerked the coat back in position.

Damn you! Bertolini remarked, without emphasis but with a coldly vicious intonation. I will have you understand I dont like being touched!

I sympathize, said Grim. I hate it, too. But blood on your coat, at a time like this

You have picked my pocket!

Bertolini faced us, livid with indignation. I turned the full light in his face but he seemed not to know it. Rage changed his entire expression; he was no longer a handsome man; he looked like a maniac, and he thrust his lower jaw and neck so far forward that almost a hump appeared between his shoulders.

Hand that thing back!

What thing? Perhaps you dropped it? Grim held what he had toward the rays of the flashlight, so that I saw it, too. It was a tiny, blue memorandum book of the kind that expensive jewelers give away as an advertisement. There were only a few words on each page in fine Italian handwriting; but beneath them, and sometimes over them, Foxman had scrawled other words in pencil.

I never drop anything!

If its important I advise you to go back and look, Grim answered. He pulled out his own notebook and I held the flashlight while he copied the entries, doing it as swiftly as some illustrators draw. And Bertolini, needing no light, retraced his steps fretfully, stooping to feel the granite floor with fingers that were as good as another mans eyes; it took him several minutes because he left no inch unfingered; Grim had finished copying before the blind man reached the corpse. He passed the memorandum book to me. I followed Bertolini and said: There  is that what youre looking for?

What? Where? Where is it?

I dropped the little book on to the dead mans back (he was face downward), and at the same time made a noise on the stone with my foot so that his ears should not catch the sound of the book falling. Then I told him what I saw. He pounced on it  fingered it.

Hot! he remarked. You had it in your fingers!

I answered: I would have, if Id seen it first. What is it?

None of your business! he snapped and turned back toward where Grim waited for us. But he did not pause when he reached Grim. He hurried forward, muttering, and because he knew the way so well he soon outdistanced us, so that Grim had opportunity to whisper:

Now were all set! Thats a list of the names and addresses of nineteen people. French  Greek  German  Italian  English  Egyptian. Bertolini seems to be the kingpin; Foxman was his messenger, among other things. Have you got that gun? Whatever you do, dont shoot Bertolini. We need him.

Grim whistled  three notes on an ascending scale. The babu, carrying a lighted candle and looking like a pot-bellied Roman senator, came waddling down the grand ramp and met Bertolini midway. He was an utterly impassable obstruction and exceedingly polite about it:

Salaam, sahib. You are King of England, doubtless. How is Her Majesty? Yes? No? Thank you, I am very well. And if, as your Majesty says, I am damned, I am at least damned pleased to meet you. No, am obesity made manifest and cannot make room for you or anyone. No, you are mistaken. I am not that fool who is the temporary tenant. I came to count the money in the gas-meter. It was not there. I suspect Queen Cleopatra of having come to life to collect more revenue for one of her gentleman friends. Are you the landlord?

One can always count on Chullunder Ghose to clown through anything to gain time. He has been known to hold up the Bombay-Calcutta train for an hour in order to prevent a Maharajah from keeping an appointment with a banker; he got thirty days in jail for it, and in the jail he made the acquaintance of a man with whom he cheerfully agreed to bomb the Viceroy; so that the Viceroy is still in the land of the living. He gave us plenty of time to overtake Bertolini. And then:

We would like to talk to the Princess, said Grim.

Bertolini objected: No, no. I will see her alone. But Chullunder Ghose had already grasped the essentials of the situation; he had turned and scurried back ahead of us, and Grim said:

Careful, Bertolini! Watch your step. Theres been some oil spilled here and the ramps as slippery as ice. Let me walk ahead of you.

Oil? he retorted. Nonsense! I could smell oil fifty feet away if there was any.

But, as luck would have it, there had been some cooking done and someone actually had spilled oil within smelling distance. Bertolini sniffed, detected it and became a shade more gracious.

No, no. I dont need help. Dont touch me. I tell you, I hate it.

However, he let Grim go ahead of him and Grim went slowly. By the time we reached the head of the ramp Chullunder Ghose had had ample time to use his fertile imagination.

As those who know the pyramid will not need telling, at the top of the Grand Ramp there is a low passage about three and a half feet high that leads into a small ante-chamber, from which there is another short, low passage into the Great Chamber. Bertolini, negotiating the slippery summit with the ease of a cat, ducked exactly at the right moment without groping, stood upright the moment he reached the ante-chamber, crossed it, ducked again without groping and passed through the second passage. Grim remained in the ante-chamber, motioning to me to follow Bertolini.

The candles were all lighted, and someone had produced two oil lanterns as well. Jeff, with his back to the wall near the entrance, jerked his head to call my attention to two men who were not in the Chamber at the time I left. There could only be one possible explanation of that. Above the Great Chamber there are so-called chambers of construction, very difficult of access by means of notches cut in the south-east angle of the Grand Gallery. They must have been in hiding up there; and the fact that Jeff now had two revolvers, one in each hip-pocket, was good enough evidence that he had disarmed them as they entered. They looked like Hindus, and they were filthy with bat manure. One wore spectacles; the other was dressed as a European; and they both looked like young intellectuals of the kind who make the rounds of the universities before returning to India to envenom politics in the name of spiritual vision. Excitable, but not excitingly attractive men.

Baltis, sick of the heat and tired of standing, was on the floor, on her own folded cloak, with her back to the wall, close to where Jeff stood. The others, except copper-belly, were all leaning against the wall; he leaned against the cistern, with his elbows on it, rolling his great head sideways to watch first one, and then another. Chullunder Ghose had already squatted on the floor at the right hand of Baltis, close enough to her to whisper, although I doubt that he could have done that without Bertolinis keen ears detecting it. Bertolini went straight to her, exactly as if he could see.

Are you Baltis? Why didnt you come straight to me?

I have Dorjes orders.

And a fine mess youve made of them!

I could see Chullunder Ghose touching her shoe with his fingers; she kicked his hand away irritably. It may be that the momentary irritation, added to the insolently domineering manner of Bertolini, prevented her from playing her own hand. Anyhow, she craftily protected Grim by admitting that she did not know who Bertolini was, and then intentionally blundering to bring an awkward climax to a head. She was quite capable of doing that. I believe she still cherished the thought of finally betraying Grim, for the sheer mischief of asserting her own genius, and it would not in the least have troubled her that she must die too, if she could only make her end dramatic and sensational. Perhaps she thought that opportunity not sensational enough.

One would think you were your sister, Bertolini went on, snarling. How many times have you told me what a treacherous fool she is, obeying her own inclinations instead of orders. And now you do the same thing! Why the devil didnt you come to me?

That stung her. There had plainly been a more than common jealousy between those twins. It made her hate the man who spoke of her sisters criticism. But she needed a clue as to how to answer him, so she still sparred for an opening, and I held my breath. I think we all did.

Do you wish me to tell you in front of all these people?

Who are they?

Ku-sho and his company.

That fool! Useless idiot! Skin him alive! I asked you, why didnt you come straight to me?

If she had thought for a week she could not have imagined a retort more suitable:

I was ordered to investigate you before trusting you. Dorje is far from pleased. Reports have reached him. The reports seem false. So I will come and see you now. But if you are wise you will make me a full report of all your doings.

Oh. He turned livid. His tyrannous temper so changed his expression that I thought for a moment he would seize her throat and try to throttle her. However, he mastered his facial muscles, and in a moment there remained only a smile of malignant cunning that he probably supposed was pleasant.

Very well. Come now and see me. Come to my place. I will show you everything.

Tomorrow, she answered. I am too tired now. I must sleep.

Where?

Chullunder Ghose spoke up for her. The sahiba will go to Browns Hotel, Suite A.

Bertolini nodded, obviously memorizing the room number.

Who are you? Are you the fat fool who got in my way just now?

Am fat wise man. Am expert who invented formula that, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one make forty-five; and one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine make also forty-five; and by subtracting one from the other we have self-same figures in another order, namely, eight, six, four, one, nine, seven, five, three, two  which once again is forty-five; and we have key to code which puzzles unintelligence departments of lots of governments. Therefore speak to me respectfully. Am Ph. D. of University of Guile. Am pundit plus.

Are you the tinker who is to come to my place to advise me?

No, the thinker! Am appropriately learned expert to do any emergency job whatever. If the boss says Sizzle on a hot plate, this babu invents asbestos anti-sizzlum pad, like camouflage on top-side lid of Tophet, and squats as per invoice. Did the boss say, Do it?

Yes. Get a move on. I came here on donkey-back. Youll have to walk.

Am good guesser. I guess I wont walk  not all that distance! Hercules was penny-ante charlatan compared to this babu. Hercules was what U.S.A. Yankees call sucker. Self am reincarnation of Adam, who let Eve pick apple, ate same and did not give her any.

Nonsense! Bertolini answered. I and my donkey are well known and can get by sentries unquestioned. You will get through, too, if you walk beside me.

I dont wonder you need an investigation! said the babu. Which of you manages Dorjes business  you or the donkey? How do you suppose a big fat man like me, who can be seen from a mile away, would come to a place like this, on Dorjes business, without as good credentials as the King would have if he were traveling incog.? I am supposed to be  in fact, I am  a trusted agent of the Indian Intelligence Department. Do you think Dorje employs only nit-wits? Do you think you could have escaped police investigation if there were not more than one important Egyptian on Dorjes secret list? I envy you your naive vanity! You believe yourself a crafty king-pin, which must be very pleasant; but you are actually only a little piece of the machinery, under observation, and replaceable. I came here by motor-car. So did this lady. We go back by motor-car. And so do you. We drop her at the hotel. Then we go to your place. And if you think you are the only guiley conversation salesman who can get through a line of sentries, you are going to learn something. You are safer with me than I with you.

My donkey  I cant leave it here, said Bertolini. It would be recognized.

Can it ride in motor-car? You need your brain investigated, not only your behavior! Your donkey shall be brought to you tomorrow  unless someone needs it for another purpose. Now let us go to your place. Come on!

Out-bullied, the blind bully smiled malignantly, stared all around him as if he could see, turned suddenly, and walked out, stooping under the low entrance without using his hands to feel his way. Baltis went next, hustled by Chullunder Ghose, who was in a hurry to get a word with Grim. But Grim was no longer in the antechamber.


CHAPTER 19. So I will bring on all of us a tragedy, unless

As I have said more than once, that ramp is slippery. Baltis  small blame to her  collapsed from the heat and sheer weariness I had to carry her down the ramp, in no way aided by the irritating dance of the electric lantern that Chullunder Ghose held as he hurried to overtake Bertolini and to find Grim. Bertolini, of course, was unaffected by light or darkness; leaping and bewildering shadows made no difference to him. I believe that I, too, could have done better in absolute darkness, since I knew the way almost as well as he did. Jeffs shout, from behind me, did not help matters.

Look out for yourself, Crosby!

Jeff, as I learned afterwards, had entered the antechamber, on his way to the step at the head of the ramp, where he hoped the air would be more breathable. He intended to remain there and to keep Dorjes people inside until Grim should decide what to do with them. But as he ducked through the opening into the ante-chamber, both those bat-fouled Hindus doused the lights and rushed him. He collared one. The other scrambled out between his legs, but Jeff caught him by the foot and held on. Everything would have been all right if panic had not seized the crew that remained in the Great Chamber. They had been fooled and had betrayed their master; they may have hoped, in one mad rush, to undo the betrayal by destroying us. Or, they may have been suddenly seized by an animal impulse to fight their way out of a trap and abandon everything  escape  hide  vanish.

At any rate, they rushed Jeff. It possibly occurred to them that the very last thing he would do would be to use the two revolvers he had taken from the Hindus. If so, they guessed rightly. Probably no man ever lived who was more dependable than Jeff in a matter of that kind. He was so utterly loyal to Grim that he would rather be killed than put a hitch in one of Grims plans. Grim needed time to send Bertolini away with Chullunder Ghose. Bertolini must not be alarmed. And God knows there was noise enough without revolver shots.

But how to describe that fight in total darkness! It is impossible. I cant even remember the order in which incidents occurred, any more than one can remember details of a nightmare. It was almost as quick as a nightmare  nearly as confusing; and the psychological effect of fighting in the very womb of Gizeh, overwhelmingly outnumbered by men whose organization and plans were still almost as mysterious as the origin and purpose of the pyramid itself, must be considered before I am blamed for a hazy account of what happened.

I had a flashlight in my pocket. To reach it I had to set the Princess down and before I could use it the whole scrambling avalanche of hysterical humans was on top of me, with Jeff on his back in the midst of it. Two mens teeth were in his right arm (but I did not know that until afterwards). His left fist, though men were hanging on it, was going like a piston. So were his legs, though men were clinging to those too. As a matter of fact, before he reached me, there were three men out of action, one dead, with his skull crushed on the edge of the granite step at the top of the ramp. That dead man was Ku-sho  copper-belly  but none of us knew it. Jeff was giving them plenty to keep them occupied, and he was using head as well as muscles. He had thought of the revolvers.

Naturally, every single one of those scrimmaging madmen had thought of them too. That was one reason why they were all on top of Jeff together. But he had thrown the revolvers away; one slithered past me, down the ramp. One man, who had a wave-edged dagger, was so eager to grab the revolver that he forgot his own weapon until about the moment when the scrimmage reached me. When he did remember it he drew and plunged it to the hilt between the shoulder-blades of the Hindu who wore spectacles, where it stuck tight. But that was another thing learned later on.

Instinct governed me. I picked up Baltis to protect her. Down I went  down under them, as the weight of all those scrambling humans struck my legs, and I clung to my burden as we used to hug the ball on the football field, wishing to God some unexpected referee would blow his whistle. Fighting never did amuse me, anyhow. I believe Jeff likes it. Someone smashed me in the mouth, and I declare it was Jeff, although he says it wasnt, because if it had been I would have no teeth left and it only loosened two. It felt like an eternity before we brought up, all in a pulsating heap together, at the wall at the foot of the ramp.

Then Jeffs prodigious strength had something firm to use for leverage. He was like an earthquake. I suppose I helped him, although I imagine not much; I was almost half out from the shock of that blow in the teeth. He hove that mass of humans off him something in the way that blasting powder heaves off debris. And he had his wind left, which was more than I had.

Wheres your flashlight? he asked.

The flashlight answered him. I had dropped it when I went down under. I suppose it slid down with us. One of the Mongolians had picked it up and now he used it, directing the light straight at us, to his own undoing; Jeffs fist struck him like a hammer on the jaw and he crumpled, but the flashlight crumpled with him  smashed to smithereens as it struck the stone floor.

However, that brief flash of light was actually all we needed and we were safer in total darkness once we had the lay of things. Baltis was as limp as a corpse and I supposed she had suffered internal injuries in spite of my efforts to protect her. Jeff was bleeding. I knew I was, although nothing to matter. But the enemy were in a bad way. That one glimpse of them was as encouraging to us as reinforcements would have been. Jeffs fists and feet had done terrific punishment, and they were not the sort of men who thrive on that stuff; whereas the more you hurt Jeff, the more deliberately gamely he fights and the keener his sense of strategy, which sometimes does not fully wake up until he is rather hard pressed.

Into the passage!

He shoved me with his elbow. He admitted afterwards he would have knocked me into the passage if I had as much as hesitated; and it is a fact that he once saved Grims life by a punch in the jaw that knocked his head out of the way of an Afghans tulwar. If theres fighting, you either jump when Jeff says jump, or you get moved on in spite of yourself, your self-esteem and your opinions. He takes full charge of operations. And he grins immensely afterwards, if you should waste words on remonstrance.

There was nothing whatever for me to do but to back away into the darkness, carrying Baltis who was not particularly heavy and who was beginning to show symptoms of recovering consciousness. Jeff backed down the passage after me and we retreated step by step until we had passed the entrance to the so-called Queens Chamber. There Jeff halted and I heard his fist swat someone like a pole-axe; whoever he hit crawled into the passage toward the Queens Chamber and lay there calling to his friends; I think two, or perhaps three, of them followed him, and Jeff let them go by because they were as good as out of action in that low, narrow tunnel.

And then Grim came. Are you fellows hurt? Youve saved our bacon! I was afraid Bertolini would hear the rumpus, but Chullunder Ghose clowned a panic and made enough din to drown yours. He almost carried Bertolini to McGowans car. Theyre waiting for Baltis. Is she all right?

He had a flashlight but did not use it. I heard her murmur, Jeemgreem! and I think she threw an arm around him.

Jeff and I will do the rest of this, he said. Get her to the car and on your way back tell McGowan what has happened.

So I dont know just exactly how Grim discovered that copper-belly was dead. I only know that between them they drove all the rest of that gang into the Queens Chamber and that Grim got a clip on the forehead that made the blood run into his eyes.

My head was a bit woozy, but by the time I reached the entrance and the fresh air I felt almost fit to carry Baltis back to Cairo. I believe I would not have minded trying! I defy anyone to hold that woman in his arms and not like her, to put it mildly. In attempting to tell this story as it happened, I have probably not done her justice. Idiot and malignant little traitress though she was in some ways, she was wonderful in others. I laid her on one of the pyramid courses and wondered whether it would be safe to strike a light in order to look through my pocket kit of first-aid remedies.

There was no sign of McGowan. I could hear what sounded like a motor- truck, but it was impossible to judge its direction or how far away it might be. Baltis, as most normally healthy people do, had begun to recover the moment that decently breathable air reached her lungs, and it is one of my heretical theories that nature, once stirring, is best left to her own devices, so I put back the kit, proposing to give her about two minutes before carrying her further. However, I overestimated her need. She sat up without help and spoke low but audibly, which was a very certain symptom of returning strength.

Where is Jeemgreem? (I answered her.) Do you think he will trust me now? I could have betrayed him. I could have caused you all to be killed. I could have escaped with those men; and I could have done much work for Dorje elsewhere. Now  do you think  will Jeemgreem trust me?

I answered, I was sure he trusted her. But I did not say he trusted her to get the breaks for him by trying to betray him. However, I believe she understood me. I was probably not in such good shape myself that I could talk without giving my meaning away.

What do you do with me now? she demanded.

I told her: To the hotel.

You tell Jeemgreem I am not so simple as he imagines. I love him. You say that. And because I love him I will help him as no one else can.

I said: He counts on you to do that.

Yes? But does Jeemgreem count on me to help him for philosophic reasons? I am as pragmatical as he is! Furthermore, I am as ruthless! If you have true affection for him you will tell him what I say.

I promised.

Very well. Then, say this: he is winning  just this little skirmish, and that makes me love him more than ever. But the big fight comes, which he shall not win unless he loves me also.

It was a strange time and place to discuss the strategy of love, in which some idiot has said that all is fair. But she seemed on the verge of revelation, and although Chullunder Ghose was waiting and probably half frantic with impatience, I cast about in my mind for an answer that might tempt her to indiscretion. However, there was no need. She continued:

He may think that he can leave me here in Egypt. He may think that he can silence me by shutting me in prison. And he is ruthless enough. But I also, I am ruthless. I enjoy to die dramatically, as I always did do, in every life that I have lived  and there are plenty of future lives in which to love each other. It would be too tame if there were no tragedy once in a while. So I will bring on both of us a tragedy unless he

Interesting, but not important, as I saw it at the moment. Threats nine time out of ten amount to nothing. So I picked her up and carried her as fast as I could toward where we had left the car. However, when I told Grim afterwards about that conversation he took it seriously and said he would not dream of leaving her behind, and always after that he treated her with a shade more show of confidence than formerly. I say, show of confidence. From first to last he never once confided in her; and he never once accepted as a fact one single scrap of information from her except such as she revealed in her efforts to win the whip hand over him. So far, she seemed the only really capable agent Dorje had. The others, the moment danger showed itself, seemed to run around like ducks with their heads cut off. But all conspiracies are like that; there are never more than half a dozen, if as many, dependable desperadoes  all the others merely follow those if they succeed  desert them if they fail.

For the moment Baltis, who was a genuine desperado, had Chullunder Ghose to deal with; and he was as full of exasperation as a boiling kettle, having Bertolini on his hands and being anxious to get away before Bertolini could learn what a trap he was in. The chauffeur was a thoroughly reliable old-timer of McGowans, stupid enough to take no interest in anything but food and wages, clever enough to seem more stupid than he was in order to avoid mistakes; so there was no anxiety on his score. But there was an awful risk that some more of Dorjes men might appear at any moment and give the game away. Bertolini was perhaps not exactly suspicious, but he was puzzled and as I drew near the car I heard the babu say to him:

As to that, we will see what messages we get when we sit quietly in your place.

The moment I opened the car door and began to help Baltis in, the babu turned on me and damned me like a criminal to help bolster Bertolinis growing doubt of him.

You keep this important agent waiting while you philander in the darkness! Just because you heard me say I will investigate him you forget that he is the head man here until or unless removed by direct order from headquarters! I will report you to the Lord Dorje himself as one who grows slack at critical moment!

Then he nudged me by way of apology, as if that were necessary, and turned his tongue loose on Baltis, who was much less likely to endure his impudence, her sense of humor having had a hard siege.

Damn you! he exploded. You women! You keep everybody waiting, always! If the King of the World succeeds in spite of women he will work a miracle! I have told him that not once but many times! If he fails, it will be because of a woman  I have told him that, too!

She perfectly understood that he was merely talking for Bertolinis benefit; and the importance of keeping the blind man deceived until we had uncovered his secrets, must have been equally clear to her. It is not likely, either, that she had forgotten Bertolinis comments on her own shortcomings and she probably understood she was in danger from him. But she could not resist her natural impulse to annoy the babu and, if possible, to make his blood run cold with foreboding.

Yes, she retorted. Dorjes fate is in a womans keeping ever since he announced himself! Yours, too!

What is that  announced himself? Bertolini demanded. But then the car moved off and I was left standing, wondering what new dilemma was in store for our ingenious babu. I wished I had kept Baltis with us. She could have ridden the donkey. If she had happened to get killed, we could have spared her, it seemed to me. I had already forgotten I felt sorry for her.


CHAPTER 20. Its only being caught off-stage that actually hurts.

Like most successful men of action, McGowan had a genius or choosing his assistants. If a less efficient and alert man than Lieutenant Allison had been in command of that motor-truck with its searchlight and squad of infantry, that night would probably have been our last on earth. However, I must explain what had happened.

After listening to learn what line Chullunder Ghose would take with Bertolini, and having assured himself that copper-belly and his gang were not being troublesome, Grim left the ante-chamber and hurried for a conference with McGowan at the pyramid entrance. There he yielded to McGowans protest that it was unsafe to neglect those visitors who had fled when Honey Foxman was shot in the back. They agreed to signal for the motor-truck, and to do that McGowan had had to make a circuit of the pyramid, which takes time.

He did not dare to signal from the entrance, because of the risk of being seen by Dorjes men, and there was the added difficulty that he did not know exactly where the truck was in hiding. So, as I say, he made a circuit  and then climbed the pyramid  no mean feat in total darkness. From the summit he had only dared to make three or four quick flashes, but he had been answered instantly, and by the time he had got to the foot of the pyramid Lieutenant Allison and the truck were almost within hailing distance. However, he did not dare to hail them; Dorjes men might be lurking anywhere in the shadows.

He took the lesser risk of walking out to meet the truck, getting in its way and hoping rather than expecting not to be shot by some keen-eyed riflemen. Luckily, Allison spotted him. So McGowan got into the truck, and from that moment there began to be action that would have satisfied even old-time movie patrons.

I am not quite sure that McGowan had not lost patience with Grims peculiar tactics, although he never dropped a hint of it, that I heard. At any rate, with or without Grims concurrence, he had decided on a clean-up; and one of the most marvelous things I have ever seen was the instantaneous, mechanically perfect response of the cordon of troops from the moment the truck went into action. Someone  I have no idea who  not only had trusted McGowan implicitly, but had imposed exact cooperation in a plan that must have been decided on, in almost no time at all, at a conference during the days confusion.

As the truck approached the south side of the pyramid McGowan ordered the searchlight turned on. It flooded all the lower courses of the masonry with a white glare in which hardly a snake could have hidden. It was answered instantly by a revolver shot from one of Honey Foxmans gang lurking somewhere in a gap in the broken masonry; he probably aimed at the lens in the hope of smashing it, but he hit the driver of the truck, whose crew cut loose with a machine-gun while Allison himself took the wheel and two men picked up the wounded man. Then the truck came on again, spurting rifle and machine-gun fire and wiping out the shadows with its roving eye. One moment there was a broad path of light in front of it; the next it was sweeping the pyramid; and there must have been twenty-five or thirty men in hiding, every one of whom aimed at the light and tried to smash it with revolver fire. Each shot from the pyramid courses was instantly answered by a belt or half a belt from the machine-gun, and in the glare from the light I saw several men come tumbling headlong.

Two thoughts worried me. One was, whether the car containing Chullunder Ghose and Bertolini was already far enough away to permit the babu to invent a plausible enough explanation of the firing, which the blind mans sharp ears could not fail to detect. The other was that the searchlight could inevitably sweep in my direction in a moment. There was nothing to distinguish me as friend or enemy  no cover where I was at the moment  nothing for it but to walk straight forward, wondering what the next world looks like, if there is one. And sure enough, about fifty bullets clipped the macadam road on either side of me before McGowan spotted who I was and yelled to me to come and attend to the wounded driver.

Unless you have steady light and instruments, there is not an awful lot that you can do for a man with a revolver bullet in his shoulder, especially in a crowded motor-truck that is bumping over sand and broken masonry. However, I stopped the bleeding. By that time there was no more shooting from the pyramid; they were turning the searchlight in every direction and potting at fugitives. I had time to observe what the cordon of troops was doing.

Searchlights  I would never have believed there were so many in all Egypt. They were advancing ahead of the troops in a wide arc with one end extended toward the pyramid and the other, away to the south of us, curving around toward the Nile. They did not, of course, at one time make a perfectly unbroken zone of light in front of them, but there was not an inch of ground that those searchlights did not sweep, and it was impossible to see beyond them except for moments when two lights diverged and one could glimpse between. One could only imagine the supporting troops, converging like ribs of a fan. I wondered what would happen if that tremendous quantity of active electric current should disturb the as yet uncovered cache of Dorjes thunderbolts. What would happen, for instance, to the ammunition in the mens belts? I did not know they had none.

Meanwhile, there was another of our men hit and McGowan himself was half- stunned by being pitched off the back of the truck when we struck a lump of limestone masonry that lay covered with blown sand; so I had my hands full, although McGowan recovered rapidly and very soon took charge again. They maneuvered until they had the searchlight turned full on the pyramid entrance  that is to say, at a considerable upward angle, and to do it they had to back away about a hundred and fifty yards, so as to avoid impenetrable shadow on the few flat feet where there is standing room.

The maneuver made the truck an almost perfect target. A mere handful of Dorjes men, instead of following the others across the sand and being shot down, had climbed to the higher courses and now kept up a determined, long- range fire with their revolvers in the hope of putting the searchlight out of action; they could have escaped then pretty easily toward the Nile, where they would at least have had a slim chance, although there was undoubtedly a whole flotilla of boats on the watch. They were clever; they never fired twice from the same spot, and it is not easy to aim upward; they had acres of irregularly broken masonry in which to hide, and they only needed one lucky hit to smash the searchlight or put the power-plant out of business.

Allison solved it. He suddenly switched the searchlight off, as if it had been smashed, and the din the engine made before they throttled it helped out the illusion. Even above that din we heard one man shout to the others from higher up. I caught the word homar (donkey). I told Allison where Bertolinis beast was standing tied to a lump of broken granite; it was a fine white Muscat mare as capable of speed as any animal of that size can be; to the imagination of a desperate fugitive, particularly if he happened to be wounded, it probably seemed like lightning on four feet.

I had signed the donkeys death warrant, but she never knew what hit her and she had company into the next world, if that was consolation. Pausing, directing the searchlight, counting seconds, calculating how long it would take those men to scramble down the courses, Allison suddenly switched the light on. He gave no order. The machine-gun stuttered. Five men and the donkey went away from this world with the suddenness of shadows caught by sunlight  only that these left their shadows in a graceless heap behind them. I heard a sergeant:

Lad, yre learning! You may buy beer on the strength o that. Ill drink wi you!

Then Jeff  gigantic  he bulks like a barge in darkness  standing in the entrance, shouting down to us to prevent a hail from the machine-gun. The searchlight, swerving upward, caught him and reduced his size as if he had been re-focussed.

Weve prisoners as soon as you can spare some men!Allison went in, and six men after him. McGowan stayed in charge of the truck; he spared me one man and I went to see if there were any wounded among the machine-guns victims. I found three, of whom one was almost dead. The second one we came on  he was lying on the second  lowest course of masonry  struck upward at me with a wave-edged dagger and had to be held down by the rifleman while I improvised a tourniquet to prevent him from bleeding to death. The third man fired his last shot as we drew near; it clipped about a third of an inch of skin and hair from the side of my head but did no other damage. He had a smashed leg  it was almost shot off  but he tried to hide himself among the shadows, and when we did what we could for him he bit the soldier through the hand.

We had to return and get help, and even so the utmost we could do was to carry those three wounded men and lay them on the sand where they could be found by an ambulance crew later on. We had water for them, from the riflemens bottles, and there was a first-aid outfit on the truck that provided temporary bandages; beyond that and a few cigarettes they had to take their chances, which were nothing to feel cock-a-hoop about. We had no time to search them or the dead for clues about Dorje just then. Grim came, looking like a serious casualty himself because of the cut on his forehead; but he took one look at the semicircular cordon of advancing searchlights and then spoke to McGowan:

Signal, if you dont mind.

O.K. Signal, said McGowan.

Up went the searchlight skyward and described a circle three times, then descended and was switched off. That was twice repeated. There was sudden darkness. Almost exactly together the advancing searchlights were switched off, one only, away to the rear, continuing to send a long pencil of light toward the sky. It was possible then to see the troops behind the searchlights; companies and squadrons had closed in on one another until they looked like one sickle-shaped brush-stroke painted rather deeper than the midnight gloom around them. They were grimly mysterious  ominous  almost impossibly silent.

Shall we go? said Grim.

McGowan left two men in charge of prisoners and wounded. Jeff climbed into the truck and demanded antiseptic for the bites in his arm, so my attention was again occupied, but I did not miss much. We jolted forward slowly without running lights, skirting the second and third pyramids and narrowly avoiding open tombs that were hard to distinguish from shadows. Grim whispered to me:

This looks like catching a mouse with a herd of elephants, but wait and see. If Dorjes cache is where we think, they might have got through to Cairo with enough dingbats to destroy the city. Theyre desperate. I should say weve one chance in a million.

I asked the obvious question: Why not wait for daylight?

Too many people got the wind up, he answered. The politicals want Cairo cooled off, if it should leak out that theres a cache of these thunderbolt things in the desert. Were lucky theres a red-hot general commanding; he doesnt believe a word about the cache, so Mac says, but hes giving us full rope to prove our theory or eat crow. Hes all right. But hell try to make us eat crow at the show-down. Why not? Who wouldnt? So I think therell be fireworks.

Then we start for Chak-sam?

Not unless were right on this hunt. If theres no cache where were looking for it, theyll remind me Im a United States American, to whom a visa to visit India cannot be granted just at this time for fear of the danger to my health and morals. However, they play fair. They dont like us outsiders on the team. But if we pull this off theyll give us carte blanche  almost.

We had passed the third pyramid and swung on south by east on bumpy ground. McGowan ordered one flash from the searchlight then, to show our whereabouts, and it was answered by a zig-zag movement of the beam of light behind the troops. We began to go slower. Suddenly we stopped. Allison switched on the running lights. McGowans motorcycle Cockney leaped out of a shadow and came running toward us, exposing himself to the light for fear he might be shot unless recognized. He was out of breath and unable to talk in a low voice; his speech came in gasps, so we all heard what he said, although McGowan jumped to the ground to talk with him:

Sir, youre close up! Theres nigh on fifty of em, scared desperate, all iding in and around that tomb. Them that couldnt crowd in dug a funk-ole for emselves in the sand what come out o the tomb. Theyve killed Mahdi Aububah with the butt-end of a rifle, maybe thinking it was im who brought the troops down on em. Theyve got lots o firearms, but l couldnt get near enough to tell what kind.

Did you overhear anything?

Yes, sir, but not much. One man said in Arabic that theyd better die there than be hanged like dogs on a Christian gallows.

How far away are they?

Alf a mile. Maybe a bit less. Maybe a bit more. I dunno. Ive oofed it.

Wheres your motorcycle?

Busted. Pitched ead-first into a open tomb and cut my ead; its all bloody.

So I had one more job of bandaging, but I heard what followed. McGowan, Allison, Grim and Jeff went into conference, as the business bosses say at tea-time. They agreed to signal to the general. Up went a beam from the searchlight and McGowan, with Grim agreeing word by word, dictated to Allison, who wrote the message down and then dictated to the sergeant-signaler, who jerked a little gadget and made Morse code flashes on the sky.

Cache believed discovered. Reported held by more than fifty riflemen. Distance about half mile. May we wait for daylight?

It was nearly five minutes before the answer came dash-dotted by the searchlight at the armys rear:

Send demand for unconditional surrender, failing which within sixty minutes action will ensue without further warning.

Orders are orders, said McGowan. He cant say afterwards he wasnt told. He doesnt believe in the thunderbolts.

He never will, Grim answered. Some men cant believe what isnt in the books. However, hes a good sport. We cant grumble. Who goes?

You do, said McGowan. Youre likeliest to be able to talk them into unconditional surrender.

I would like a witness, said Grim.

Yes, of course. All right; Allison, you go with him.

And the guide would save time. Is he fit for duty?

Me, sir? That aint duty, its a pleasure! My eads as good as gospel taint broke  only shook up!

And a bodyguard, said Grim.

Make haste then  pick your own.

Care if I take my own crowd?

Course not.

So there were four of us, including Jeff and me, who followed that excellent Cockney through the darkness with nothing but his sense of direction to guide us. He was as keen as a terrier hunting rats. He was one of those men whose passion it is to pull out chestnuts from the fire for other people, well contented if only his beneficiaries make the utmost use of what he finds. A priceless man, impossible to bribe or frighten.

A handkerchief was too small, so we fastened a shirt to a stick and took two flashlights to illuminate it. Grim took the flag. He divided us:

No use all getting shot.

Twenty paces to his right went Allison  Jeff twenty paces to his left. I followed, twenty paces to the rear. And the Cockney led, like the fellow who carries the drag for a crack pack, that is to say not thoughtful for our comfort. He took an almost straight line, and the going was so evil that we took a full eleven minutes to negotiate that scant half-mile.

We arrived breathless in the bottom of a hollow like the trough of a wave, caused by wind having whipped out the sand; and for a minute we all lay there, breathing deep. Then Grim moved, and the Cockney said:

Straight up ahead of you, sir. Not an undred yards now.

So we climbed to the top of the sand-wave, where Allison and Jeff switched on the flashlights and Grim stood bathed in light with the white flag waving slowly as high over his head as he could hold it. I counted ninety seconds before at least a dozen heads showed fifty yards away and a harsh voice shouted:

Di e di? (What is that?)

Arbain Khamseh! (Forty-five) Grim answered.

The entire conversation took place in Egyptian Arabic, and there was not a great deal of it.

Sixty thousand dogs! came back the answer.

That is the true word, but who told it to you?  and who are you?

Have you heard of Jimgrim?

It was a reasonable question. He is so well known by that name from end to end of the Near East that it was hardly likely that at least one of them would not know him by reputation.

Curses on his religion! What does he want?

I am Jimgrim. I have come to advise you to surrender.

What is offered?

Nothing. Dorjes cause is lost. Unless you surrender unconditionally  and at once  you will be wiped out.

There was a long pause, probably for consultation, but we could not hear voices. Grims voice broke the silence:

I make no promise except that  if you surrender  I will do what I can for you. Probably only those who have committed murder will be hanged. I advise those of you who have killed no one to compel the others. I will count one hundred, slowly. Wahid  itnein  talateh

The answer was a savage howl of laughter and three rifle-shots. Out went the flashlights and we all ducked below the sand-hill, except young Allison, who rolled over and over. I had to grope for him in total darkness. A hail of bullets swept over our heads and I estimated more like a hundred than fifty rifles. Then there was sudden silence and a voice yelled:

Curses on your religion, Jimgrim! If you are afraid to see ten thousand dead men, take away your army!

Then another storm of bullets swept above us. Allison was hard hit. Jeff carried him, and as we crawled away over the rim of the hollow. I saw the armys searchlights all come blazing into action. There was a roar from the distant motors as the cordon closed in on the cache, at high speed, flooding the sand in front of them with flowing light. Ahead of us we could see McGowans searchlight racing forward, tossing its rays as the truck wheels bucked over ridges of sand. We hurried. There was no guessing what would happen, or what surprise those fanatics had in store; our cue was to beat it as fast as we could. Something not remotely unlike panic lent us wings, and if Jeff had not had to carry Allison and we had not waited for Jeff, we would probably have lowered the worlds sand-track record for a quarter of a mile.

Finally Jeffs wind gave out. We lay down and I tried in the dark to feel where Allison was hit. He died as I laid my hands on him  as decent a young officer as ever stopped a blackguards bullet. Then the thing happened that has been so variously described, since it was seen by many thousand men and no two witnesses ever see or remember anything exactly as it happened. My account is very likely no more accurate than scores of others. I can say what I remember, that is all.

The cordon of searchlights closed in, in an almost perfect segment of an arc. McGowans truck bumped and thundered past us. And then suddenly I felt something that I cant describe. It suggested static, although I dont know how or why it did, and it made ones skin tingle and ones teeth and ears ache. All sound ceased instantly  or seemed to  as every searchlight went out at the same moment and every truck came to a standstill. It was almost as if the universe had gone dead. A plane, that I had not even noticed circling in the night, crashed within three hundred feet of where I lay. As nearly as I remember, at about the instant when that happened and when six or seven other planes were falling in all directions, there began a white-hot glow at the place where the cache was supposed to be hidden.

It was next thing to impossible to watch it, it increased so rapidly and its glare grew so prodigious. For a moment, but only a moment, it showed the hues of decomposing metals. And it only lasted about a minute  perhaps less. I believe I saw human figures fleeing from it, caught in its heat and instantly cremated; but they were gone like swift shadows, and that may have been imagination. I can only say that when I think of it, and close my eyes, there is a very vivid mental picture of human figures leaping in the white-hot glare of the hell of the Fundamentalists.

For a minute or two, when the glare died, we were all blind. It was as if we had stared too long at lightning. I was almost deaf, too; I could not make sense of Grims remarks to Jeff, although he was close beside me. Jeff picked up Allison, not knowing he was dead, and carried him toward McGowans truck. Our flashlight was out of action; Allison, of course, had dropped his, and the one Grim took from Jeff was so hot that it burned him and he had to throw it away. Dorjes infernal machines had absorbed every atom of electricity anywhere near them in the act of destroying themselves and Dorjes men.

Dazed, I followed Jeff, who groped his way toward McGowan. Grim was on ahead of us. The first words I distinguished clearly as the vague paralysis left the region of my ear-drums, were McGowans:

Maybe hell believe us next time!

No, said Grim, hell say it was a meteor or an earthquake.

McGowan laughed. Perhaps hell say we planted it to make ourselves a reputation! Anyhow, the old boy broke a record as well as his planes and dynamos. Ill bet you thats the first time an army left its ammunition on the desert and advanced behind a screen of unprotected trucks. Say that for him! Whos that? Whos gone west? Allison? Oh, damn! Id rather have lost

He did not say whom he would rather have lost, but his next phrase was a bit suggestive:

Grim, Id trade you any six brass hats on earth for Allison. That boy had brains and guts too.

Allison wont kick. He died up front, Grim answered. Its only being caught off-stage that actually hurts.


CHAPTER 21. What has our babu done to them, I wonder?

Once, when I was younger, I used to believe the official reports of events. Medical training, of course, taught me that almost no one ever knows the real reasons why people do things or refrain from doing them; but I did believe official blue books, and it always seemed to me that Lincolns theory, that you can fool all of the people some of the time, conceded too much. But I think now that people prefer to be fooled until so long after the event that the actual truth takes on the hue of fiction. And I know that numbers of extremely competent men are so peculiarly credulous that in the face of facts they will believe anything whatever except the true explanation.

That general was a case in point. I never met him, never even saw him. Grim did, and privately, afterwards, he and McGowan laughed with Jeff, Chullunder Ghose and me about the conversation they had with him under the stars while the army engineers waited for a destroyed tomb to grow cool enough to be examined.

But it would be very unfair to give the generals name. He failed in nothing except imagination, and his handling of the troops that night was patient, resolute and ingenious. He did not believe in the existence of Dorje, or his thunderbolts; but he played fair and gave us every opportunity, his only mistake having been that he risked quite a number of airplanes and lost them along with their crews. Not one member of the air force employed that night survived to talk about it. Every electric device within a mile and a half of Dorjes cache not only fused but was made irreparably useless. Even motor vehicles whose engines were not running at the moment were put out of action by the exhaustion of their batteries, which occurred with such sudden violence that the batteries were wrecked. The only reason why the army was not wiped out was that every round of ammunition had been left under guard on the desert five miles away.

But the general maintained his disbelief in Dorjes thunderbolts, and in Dorje also. There was not a trace of them after custodians had in all probability turned the plugs on dozens, perhaps hundreds of them, in the hope of escaping just before the critical moment and then watching the army blown to smithereens by the explosion of the ammunition in the mens belts. But they were probably ignorant men incapable of estimating how much electricity so many searchlights would develop or at what range it would become effective. Anyhow, they were caught; and the immeasurable heat  as intense, perhaps, as that developed by a meteor in contact with the atmosphere  that entirely consumed the brass tubes, did more than incinerate those men within its radius. It dissolved them into gas, bones and all. There was not a trace of them discovered.

So there was no one to be questioned after the event, and there was no tell-tale evidence except a hot hole in the ground that looked volcanic and that might have been caused by a meteor or by a terrific bolt of lightning. There had been a tomb there, but now there was none. Stone weighing tons had vanished. Something new in thermo-dynamics had been invented. Someone had discovered how nature converts vibration into heat and dissipates the concentrated heat into another vibration that has other characteristics and effects.

But the general declared it was the Communists and that a cache of some kind of explosive smuggled in by agents of Moscow for the use of Egyptian malcontents had gone off. He accounted for the absence of noise by suggesting that the shape of the tomb might have had the effect of a silencer. The effect on batteries and magnetos he ascribed to shock. And you know what the newspapers said. They had their information from official sources.

Its probably some new sort of explosive, the general admitted. Or they may have rediscovered Greek fire. No one knows what that was; no one knows what its explosion would have done to electrical instruments because there was no electricity in those days.

And because no traces of them could be found he denied that all the guardians of the cache could have been killed. He was sure that most of them escaped, so all the troops were promptly put to work to find them, with the result that scores and scores of said-to-be suspicious characters were rounded up and thrown in prison, where, being wholly innocent, they accused one another and gave birth to fabulous stories about Communist activities. Some of those tales are still going the rounds.

But he was a courteous general, and though he considered Grim a visionary and Dorje a mares nest, he thanked Grim for his opportune assistance and provided us with camels, since there was not a car or even a motorcycle whose ignition was not completely ruined. He sent an Egyptian orderly along with us, too, to take charge of the camels and return them.

It was almost daybreak when we entered the city and were challenged by a sergeant in charge of a guard at a street corner. We had been given no password, and McGowan had stayed with the general; moreover, the sergeant was bored and wanted news, so he accused us of stealing army camels, which our orderly thought was a fine joke, so the orderly said nothing. Bruised, tired, sleepy and craving a bath before anything else, we were not in a mood to solve problems by the exercise of humor, or even to realize that this wasnt a problem and that the sergeant was only joking with us. However, Grim amused him with a yarn about the searchlights having quit because the army swore too badly about working overtime; and Jeff borrowed a cigarette from him, which is always an excellent way to open negotiations.

Our Indian friend has mine, said Jeff, and the sergeant stared at us again by the light of a kerosene lantern.

Were you gentlemen the friends of Maharajah Gautama Sri Krishna Hanuman Asoka Sahib of Bengal? I think that was the name.

We are his worshipful admirers, Grim answered. What has happened to him?

Sir, he has the Maharani with him, and theyd blind Bertolini the archaeologist in the car. Is one of you gentlemen Major Grim by any chance? Well  he left word that his chauffeur would pick you up at Browns Hotel; and he said it would be all right for you all to come to breakfast without shaving.

Had he the password?

No, sir. But he was riding in a service car and it was Colonel McGowans chauffeur, so I let him pass without argument. My orders are not to interfere with anyone who can give a decent account of himself. That one was a prince all right. I wish there were a few more like him. Affable? He told me, any time I go to India hell get me transferred to his own corps of lancers  says the pays about double what we get and the chances of promotion A1. Took my name, too  had the Maharani write it for him on an envelope.

We rode on, bidding baths good-bye. The only conceivable meaning of breakfast without shaving, was that Chullunder Ghose needed us in a hurry. McGowans car was waiting near the hotel; as soon as the camels were out of sight we piled in; and before we had slammed the car door we were off, the chauffeur treating us to an exhibition of fancy driving that was too impetuous to be based on mere desire to get his nights work done and go to breakfast. We fairly flew toward the region of Nile-bank villas where the better class of houses stand in walled gardens.

There was no name on the gate of the house where we drew up  nothing to distinguish it from a score of others that had gardens sloping to the Nile, except that the shrubbery topping the wall was a bit more dense and the house was invisible through the bars of the iron gate because of a turn in the drive which curved around some sort of outhouse screened by a clump of bamboo. For a blind mans house the grounds looked too well kept. There was an atmosphere of wealth and good taste. Yet we knew it was Bertolinis house because his donkeys hoof-prints were deep in the dust outside the gate, and there are not many people living in that kind of house, even in Egypt, whose donkeys use the front entrance.

The gate opened mysteriously, pulled by someone unseen, and the chauffeur drove in without ceremony, down a drive along which, on either hand, Egyptian statuary alternated with well-kept palms. Dawn was breaking; the place looked clean and peaceful in the early light, and there was a pond in which a group of flamingos preened themselves with an air of never having been neglected or disturbed since Noah left the Ark.

It was a big white stucco house. All the blinds were drawn, and behind two of them, on the ground floor, there was candlelight. The front door opened as we drew up under the portico, and a Chinaman dressed in good black silk stood bowing to us, shaking himself by the hand.

Grim spoke low, hardly moving his lips, so that the chauffeur should not hear him. Remember now, no shooting! Were ditched if we do. Bertolini knows theres something wrong; and hes crafty, or he wouldnt be Dorjes agent. Hell argue that if were enemies well shoot on provocation. Then we can be charged with murder or attempted murder  no bail  and hell have time to cover up before we can prove anything. It wouldnt surprise me to discover hes been warned by some Egyptian official that were on Dorjes trail; if so, hell know we have no warrants  no authority. If he thinks theres half a chance were us hell play the old game  get us foul of our own net.

The Chinaman in the doorway seemed a bit disturbed about our lack of haste. He came forward and opened the car door, smiling blandly but looking displeased when Grim ordered the chauffeur back to the hotel to wait for McGowan. However, the chauffeur was gone before the Chinaman could protest.

Were filthy, said Grim. Can we clean up? Instead of hurrying, he grew deliberate. He paused in the hall to admire Egyptian antiquities, with which the house was as full as a museum; he lingered to examine scarabs in a glass case: May I have a candle? Lights too dim. I cant see.

No, no, not now, said the Chinaman.

Why not?

Lavatoly this way.

He led and we followed, but we took a long time in there, washing blood off our faces and tidying up. The Chinaman stood watching us, as obviously irritated as a disturbed owl, and as silent and outwardly still. We had to ask him for towels. Grim took off his turban, examined it and decided to re-bind it with the outside in. He asked the Chinaman to help him.

That take too much time. You use hair-blush.

But apparently Grim had no sense of time. He bound the turban on as carefully as a woman getting ready for a fancy dress ball.

Baltis here? he asked.

No answer. Grim repeated the question.

You come soon. You see.

Youre garrulous! said Grim. If you want me to hurry, come and help me with this.

So the Chinaman stood behind him to put a hand on the folds at the back and to guide the silk as layer carefully was added above layer. Jeff, done spluttering in the basin, rubbing his stubble-black face with a towel, watched the mirror  noticed Grims expression  saw the movement of his eyelids. So did I, but I did not know just what it meant. Jeff, on the way to his jacket that hung on a hook on the door, had to pass behind the Chinaman. He turned suddenly. His left hand clapped the towel over the Chinamans mouth; his right arm, descending, crushed the Chinamans to his sides and pinned him helpless.

Id a hunch to wear this thing, said Jimgrim, and removing the turban he used it. It was vastly better than a rope. I helped him, and between us we bandaged the towel in place besides trussing the Chinamans arms and legs until he was as immobilized as a mummy  almost. He could still breathe. We could still investigate his pockets, of which he had several in the lining of his loose black jacket. Jeff pulled out a pad made of medical cotton and gauze, well folded in a linen handkerchief. I found a sealed glass flask containing about a pint of some colorless liquid. It might be chloroform. There was no cork; it had been sealed by melting the neck of the flask in a Bunsen-burner, and the only way to get the stuff out was to break the bottleneck.

Dont open it, said Grim. Its possibly as new and deadly as the thunderbolts.

He went on searching. Tucked in the waistband of the black silk pants he found a Yale key; it was wrapped in a scrap of paper and enclosed in a small leather purse that fastened with a snap.

Master-key. The letter M was stamped on the metal. Look at that, will you. He held the scrap of paper toward the candle in a sconce near the mirror. Scrawled on it in heavy pencil were the words Sweet A. Stooping again to continue his search he kept up a running comment while his fingers felt the seams. Sweet Adeline is rather far from home. Suite A is the number of Baltis apartment at the hotel. Oh, hello  heres something.

He stood up again to examine his find in the candle-light. It was a token made of gold, no larger than a dime and beautifully done by hand. In high relief on one side was a Tibetan Dorje  the short lamaic scepter with a crown at each end. On the reverse was a pyramid composed of forty-five stars.

Stowed in the seam of his pants leg. This man may be Bertolinis boss, disguised as a sort of confidential butler; else why the gold token and why the air of authority? If he had been obeying orders he would never have let us keep him waiting all that time. Whoever gave him the orders would have come to see why the delay? But you cant make a Chinaman talk  not his sort; so lets leave him.

Grim pocketed the token and blew out the light. Jeff locked the lavatory door and pocketed the key; then he opened the door of a room in which we had seen candle-light at the edge of the window-blinds. The candles were still burning; there were fresh cigar-butts  nine of them  on ashtrays spaced around a table made from slabs of cypress looted from ancient tombs. There were nine chairs of the same material. The other furniture was all museum-stuff and no doubt priceless, if you like that kind of thing. I would as soon live in a pawnshop. There was a mummy, up-ended, naked, with a sheet of plate-glass covering its coffin, at the far end of the room.

Grim merely looked in, counting the cigar-butts.

Ten then, unless Bertolini smokes. Not many blind men do. Two others kept a lookout  see those chairs displaced beside the window  twelve then. What has our babu done to them, I wonder?

Grims movements were almost leisurely, although he made almost no sound as he walked, so he may have been listening. Jeff pulled up the blinds and we left the door of that room open for the sake of the light that it admitted to the hall. Then Grim led quietly along a passage to the right and stood still.

I was following so close I almost stepped on his heels. There were three doors at the end of the passage, one at each side and one facing us. They all had Yale locks, of the sort that snap shut when you close the door and that can be opened from the outside only with the key, unless the latch is held back by a sliding button that manipulates a pin. As silently as possible Grim tested one door, then another  the one facing us; it was unlocked; it opened into a small square waiting-room, in which there was an electric bell and a numbered indicator.

Facing the door was a cushioned bench. Above that was a shelf containing Chinese books in paper bindings. On the right hand were a plain chair and an equally plain wooden table. On the left hand was a papered wall, entirely bare except for a gilt-framed reproduction, three by two, of Botticellis Graces. The frame was heavy and securely fastened to the wall with screws at top and bottom.

Grim let out a low whistle.

There was a lighted candle on the table. Grim took it and examined the picture. He tinkered with it  tried to push it sideways  downward  upward  but nothing happened. He clapped his ear to it  listened and seemed encouraged  tried again, feeling the wall with the palms of his hands. Then suddenly he handed Jeff the candlestick and whispered:

Have you matches? Blow that out then if you see this even looks like moving.

I shut the door. It was as stuffy in there as a bears den and there were smells such as only a Chinaman knows how to brew  no window and no ventilator. Grim resumed his efforts, until at last his fingers found a small lump on the edge of the frame farthest from the door. He pressed it, and found that the picture and glass moved inward on a hinge. Then Jeff blew out the light.


CHAPTER 22. Play this as you would your last ten dollars in a poker game!

The entire wall slid sideways  a mere screen that concealed an icebox door a pace or two beyond it. Light shone through a small round aperture in the door and we all stepped at once as close to the door as we could crowd ourselves to avoid being seen. After listening for about a minute Grim raised his eyes to the level of the hole and peered through. We could hear voices, but there was apparently no one on guard at the door. Grim put his arm through the hole  groped  tried to move a bolt of some sort  failed and whispered to Jeff to try it. Jeff succeeded. The door swung inward on hinges that had been oiled quite recently.

We descended a stairway of plain deal boards into a vestibule of ancient masonry, that led into a gallery, which overhung an ancient burial chamber. On our way we passed the guardian of the door, apparently a Greek with a touch of Egypt in him, lying dead on his side with a knife between his shoulder-blades. He had been dead less than an hour  perhaps less than thirty minutes. He had been slain with his own knife, drawn from the sheath in his red cotton sash.

In the midst of the floor beneath us there was a round hole through which the top of a ladder protruded. Evidently Bertolinis tomb had been excavated on more than one level. There was a masonry stairway, very narrow, leading to the gallery and it appeared that if we only had some weapons we could hold that stairway against all comers. It curved sharply on itself; no one on the way up would be able to use a revolver until within four steps of the top, and then only with his left hand. It was like one of those stairways built into the walls of the Tower of London.

One man sat still on a lump of broken stone beneath us, slapping the palm of his hand with a blackjack eighteen inches long. There were numbers of lighted candles set in niches in the rock walls and the light from those threw the gallery into deep shadow, so that though he glanced up he did not see us. Probably the slight sounds we had made were over-balanced by the noise of argument and scuffling that came through a rectangular opening in the wall directly facing us.

Who killed that guard? demanded Grim, in Arabic. The man sprang to his feet. Then he answered in English: I did. He was on the death list. He admitted a police spy. Then suddenly: Who are you? Who let you in here?

I am Dorje, Grim answered.

The man staggered. He almost fell backward in his effort to peer through the shadow in order to see Grims face.

The lord Dorje? Arabic again. May peace descend on you and bless your

What have I to do with peace? Grim answered. He touched my pocket. I passed him the flask I had found on the Chinaman. Then he whispered to Jeff, and Jeff motioned to me to follow him. What are those fools doing in there? Grim demanded in a loud voice. As I followed Jeff I heard the answer:

There was a trial and they tortured a man. He talked about our plans to strangers. It is the rule of this lodge that each of us must torture him in turn, after which he is let down into this hole to die when Allah pleases. We are a very faithful lodge

Jeff was in haste, so I heard no more of that speech, and Jeff said nothing until we had gained the butlers room. More flasks! he said then, starting in at once to hunt for them.

Grim thinks theyre probably deadly, and so is the gang were up against. He shook the table  tipped it  set his knee on it and strained until the muscles cracked and one half of the top came away in his hands, revealing ten flasks like the one I had given Grim, only that five of these were twice the size. We filled our pockets. Each of us took one in either hand.

Ill bet that Chink is one of Dorjes head men  perhaps Bertolinis boss, said Jeff. Why else should he be the keeper of this ammunition  if it is ammunition? Come on  Grim may need us.

Grim did. He was keeping himself back, in shadow. Beneath him, the chamber seemed to swarm with men, although that was due to movement and to semi- darkness, someone having put out more than half the candles. Their actual number was not more than a dozen, of whom the leader was a Chinaman with the loose-looking shoulders and physical strength of a Shanghai longshore coolie. They were all armed. Knives  revolvers. One man had a sawed-off shotgun. Jeff took his stand at the head of the stair. I went and stood near Grim, taking advantage of the shadow by stooping as much as I could without cutting off my view over the stone front of the gallery.

The Chinaman spoke insolently, in a language totally unknown to me, although I caught the word Dorje.

Wants to look at me, Grim whispered. Says he knows Dorje by sight. Stand by for trouble.

Through the opening in the wall that faced us two men dragged in one between them  one who still lived, tortured, gagged and with his arms bound. They dropped him feet first down the hole in the midst of the floor, and the Chinaman laughed. Then he spoke English:

If you are Dorje, come down. Let us see you.

Bring Bertolini, Grim answered.

The Chinaman laughed again, but under cover of that he gave an order to the man nearest to him. I warned Jeff in a whisper that there were four men edging toward the stairway. The Chinaman pulled another man forward by the arm to act as interpreter  a man who might be a Sicilian, but who spoke with a Chicago accent:

Youre not Dorje. How many are you? How did you get in?

I repeated my warning to Jeff.

I ordered you to bring Bertolini, Grim answered.

Heard you the first time! Weve put Bertolini on the spot. Hes no good. This mans chief now. He glanced at the Chinaman. Bertolini gets his when the bell rings.

Sneaking up the stair, Jeff whispered; only Jeffs whisper is more like a watch-dogs growl. Shall I wait for the word? The man with the Chicago accent talked on, obviously to gain time, and the Chinaman took advantage of it to back away toward the opening in the far wall.

Were all sick o being told nothing and kep idle. You aint Dorje. You aint cops, or youd ha

Suddenly he drew an automatic. And he was quick on the trigger. Six bullets chipped the rock behind us as Grim and I stepped sideways into other shadows, just as Jeff said calmly: Here they come, Jim.

Let them have it!

I saw Grim hurl his own flask at the Chinaman. Mine hit the Chicago spokesman on the shoulder and broke into fragments. Jeff hurled two flasks down the stairway. It is difficult to tell what happened then, although we lingered as long as we dared  two, possibly three seconds. Instantly the liquid contents of the glass flasks changed into a dense white vapor that filled the entire chamber to a height of nine or ten feet.

There was no noticeable smell. It was wooly, heavy-looking stuff that expanded as swiftly as steam but remained, for as long as we watched it, almost as flat as water on its upper surface. It did not put out the lights; they shone through it as I have seen candles shine through loose snow. But it appeared to smother sound. There was a ghastly silence.

Snappy! said Grim, and we ran for our lives until we reached the ice- box door and slammed it. Jeff stuffed a cushion into the round peep-hole and punched it in tight with his fist.

I hope we havent killed our babu, I suggested. If hes anywhere underground  and if that stuff creeps  it may reach him through crevices  tunnels

Lets go! Grim put a flask of the stuff in his pocket. Jeff and I did the same and followed him, closing but not locking the door of the butlers room. With the pass-key he had taken from the butler Grim opened the door on our left. There was another unpainted deal stairway and Grim led the way down, but I lingered to fasten the catch on the spring-lock, so that the door would open readily if we should need to retreat in a hurry. About twenty feet down in the dark a lantern burned dimly, in a niche in a very old masonry wall, into which had been fitted a modern door made of stout unpainted oak.

Grim inserted the master-key and again I made sure of retreat by fastening back the spring-bolt. There was a long passage that turned on itself and brought us to a stairway hewn from solid limestone, lighted by three candle- lanterns set in niches and by a kerosene lamp near a door at the bottom. It was more than fifty feet from top to bottom of that stairway, and it was very ancient.

At the foot of the stairs was a circular vault with the door on the far side.

Understand, said Grim, weve no search warrant, and no legal right in here whatever. Were not even accredited. If we make a bad break well be out of luck. Weve no proof that the stuff in the flasks is actually deadly. If those men recover they can take us from the rear. On the other hand, if theyre dead we answer for it, unless we get what were after and prove a whole case to the hilt. So play this as you would your last ten dollars in a poker game. Each watch the others. And remember: what we need is evidence, not dead men for the undertaker.

He inserted the key. And once again I made sure of retreat by fastening back the spring-bolt.


CHAPTER 23. Now! Go the limit!

The smell of coffee greeted us. There is no need to tell an old campaigner what that means to men who lack food and sleep. We were like tired horses sniffing crushed oats. There was a well-tanned horse-hide curtain at the far end of a twenty-foot passage, and beyond that was warm light, which turned out to be from many lanterns and from the glow of a charcoal fire in a big copper pan on a tripod.

Grim parted the curtain and strode in, motioning to us to keep behind him, so I had to look over Jeffs shoulder, because Jeffs breadth almost filled the passage. I was backed against the curtain and I dare say its movement suggested there might be a number of people behind me. That may possibly account for our immediate reception. No one started to his feet and no one fired at us, though there were several revolvers in the room.

The place looked like a mortuary chapel, but it was much less evenly proportioned than, for instance, the passage by which we had entered. A natural cavern had been hewn out and adapted for the purpose, leaving the roof and some parts of the walls in their original condition. The entire floor had been hewn to such depth as to leave what may have been an altar or a bier in the center; and at the opposite end from the door there was a platform contrived in the same way, occupying the entire width of the chamber  twenty-five feet, more or less.

At the right-hand end of that platform, which had a depth of eight or nine feet, there was a natural protrusion of the rock wall which had been carved into a throne as grand as anything that Rodin ever chiseled. Its proportions perfectly suggested all the majesty and ponderous insolence of olden priesthood. On that sat Bertolini. He was no longer wearing spectacles; his eyes were closed; he looked like a scholarly anchorite in meditation; even when he moved there was the same effect of spiritual calm suggested by the drooping eyelids; outdoors they were protected from the sun by goggles, so that they were whiter than the rest of his face. But when he turned his face toward us the effect was different; he became a hater, nervously alert. Above his head, exactly in the corner of the wall, there was a natural crack in the rock, that led upward, growing gradually wider, until it spread into a hole up near the roof, as a river flows into the sea.

There was nobody else on the platform. In a semicircle on the floor around the brazier, with their backs to the wall, sat seven men on prayer-mats. There were coffee cups beside them. Facing them, not far from Bertolini, but below him, there were five more, also on mats with their backs to the wall. They were of different nationalities, well dressed. One man, in a suit of raw silk, was undoubtedly German; another looked English; three wore Arab costume, and of those one seemed to be a muallim (Moslem teacher).

Chullunder Ghose sat back toward us, also on a prayer-mat, hands on thighs, his big head sunk a little forward as if thought weighed more than muscle could support. He looked fatter than ever  enormous. He was squatting well to one side of the stone bier, in a position where he could watch Bertolini and everyone else. He had the coffee-pot beside him; it was no Turkish coffee  good United States dripped nectar; and instead of turning his head when we entered he poured some, so that the aroma reached our nostrils.

And as I told you that he would be, here he is! he announced. It did not occur to me at the moment that he had seen us reflected in the polished copper of the pot from which he poured.

Who? Bertolini sat bolt upright. Is Titai with him?

No, said Grim, but Titai, if thats your butler, sends his compliments and says hell see you later.

Bertolini recoiled as if someone had slapped his face. Damn that Chinaman! His insolence grows unbearable. How the devil did you get in here?

I passed myself in.

Through three locked doors?

Why not?

Who are you?

Major James Grim!

If a bomb had gone off it would hardly have caused more alarm. I heard two revolvers click, but the only hand that I actually saw move was Bertolinis; he let it fall between the throne and the end wall, and since he produced no weapon I concluded he had touched an electric bell-push. The other men held strained, alert, breathless silence.

Jimgrim? Of the Intelligence? said Bertolini.

Does it surprise you? Grim asked; and I saw his game now. He had given Chullunder Ghose a cue and was simply marking time until the babu had acted on it, or returned another.

What do you imagine? the babu asked. That Dorje has no agents in the secret services of all the countries in the world? You must be crazy. I dont wonder  no, indeed I dont  that Dorje ordered you to be investigated!

Chullunder Ghose had passed the buck back. Grim carried on:

You have balled things badly. If I can save you, Bertolini  but how can I?

Bertolinis lean right hand dropped out of sight again. I saw his shoulder move; he was pressing on something, almost certainly a bell-push. Your credentials are lacking, he retorted. I hear three of you. I have a hole here that has taken more than three at a time into the Nile  many more than three who could not NAME THE NAME RIGHT! He almost screamed the last four words. Then he leaned over the right arm of the throne and there was no longer any doubt whatever that it was a bell-push he was furiously pressing with one finger after another. NAME THE NAME! he shouted.

I dont need to, Grim answered. Feel this.

He walked toward him, and to do that he had to pass between the group of seven and the group of five. There was plenty of light. He let them see the small gold token that he held between finger and thumb. I heard the hammer of one revolver click to half-cock.

Feel it!

Bertolini took the token in his fingers. You could have stolen that, he answered, Get off the platform! With a trick of sleight of hand he made the token vanish. There was no knowing where it had gone. Do you hear me?

Jeff and I felt for our glass flasks, but I failed to see how we could use them without putting Grim out of business. We would have had to throw the things and beat it down the passage: even Chullunder Ghose would have been lucky to escape. And all twelve men pulled out revolvers.

Jims out! said Jeff in my ear. It was the only time I ever heard him admit that there was no hope. Beat it while you can. Ill stay and

I believe Jeff still thinks that I started to run but recovered in time to save my self-respect. What I actually did was to draw back the curtain a little and shout down the passage:

Stand by for a rush, you fellows! If a shots fired, come in on the run  no waiting!

And I contrived to drop my memorandum book behind the curtain and to kick that skidding along the stone floor of the passage. To me it did not sound in the least like lurking men, but then I knew what it was and the others did not. It served. It raised at any rate a doubt in thirteen minds, including Bertolinis.

So thats why my men havent answered my summons! said Bertolini. Bring your men in here!

I had made a mistake. Grim, as he told us afterwards, having observed that natural crack in the wall, had followed it downward with his eye until he noticed something not quite normal in the darkness on the far side of the throne on which Bertolini sat. He was wondering why they had made Chullunder Ghose sit where he could not see into the shadow beyond Bertolini, and why the lamps had been grouped so as to cast that shadow. There was no light near where Bertolini sat. Imagination aiding eyesight, he had not exactly seen, but sensed an opening in the wall beyond the throne, and his intention was to enter that, if necessary, and to hold up Bertolini and his gang by threatening to bomb them with a glass flask. He had counted on us, of course, to follow suit, and on Chullunder Ghose to save himself by getting behind us. I had ruined that move.

Bring them in! Bertolini repeated.

Grim switched plans in a fraction of a second.

If I do, he said, youre done for. They are your men! Theyre the gang you rang that bell for! Theyre the pretty boys who were to fix me! Imbecile! Do you suppose you can set yourself up as an independent without Dorje knowing it? And do you suppose hell know it without sending somebody to pull your plug? What do you take Dorje for? A sort of small-town politician who swaps pork for votes?  Put up those revolvers  Ill give you thirty seconds!

They obeyed, although the German hesitated and one Arab only stuffed his weapon under his abayi. Evidently they had had a taste or two of Dorjes discipline.

Self, remarked Chullunder Ghose, am under the influence of Dorje so much that am Dorje-minded, absolutely. Dont give a damn who dies, who lives. Notwithstanding which, our Jimmy Jimgrim, being of the secret service, is of much more use to Dorje than yourselves. And Dorje oils good tools. Youd better listen.

Grim was signalling to Jeff. They have a private code of not more than a dozen hardly observable gestures, indicating such essentials as safe for the time being stand by, dangerous leave it to me go to it. I know seven of the signals. That one meant Now! Go the limit! and Jeffs limit is nothing that anyone else can predict; it includes everything except cats and elevators. Calmly, almost casually, in a low voice he remarked to me:

Youd better show em one flask. Ones enough.

So I drew the flask out of my pocket and held it high where everyone could see it. Jeff strode forward until he reached the nearest of the group of seven. It was the German.

You first. Lay your gun on that stone altar!

Bertolini jumped up. What is happening?

Were being sensible, said Grim. My orders are to spare you all if possible  particularly you.

Obey him! said Bertolini and sat down again.

The German eyed my flask and Jeffs fist bulging in the right hip pocket. Then he got up and laid his automatic on the stone.

Both guns! Jeff commanded. The German drew a smaller automatic from an inside pocket. He laid it alongside the first one.

Now your knife!

Wahrhaftig, ich habe keins!



Get back there then. You next.

Psychologically speaking they were knocked out. Even the Arab who had stuffed a revolver under his abayi obeyed orders, although he called the others cowards and worms in the bellies of dogs, in spluttering Arabic that told the whole tale of the state of his nerves. Unloading one by one, Jeff let the shells fall on the floor and tossed the empty weapons into the corner. Chullunder Ghose, who was watching Grim, did not even dodge the pistols as they curved in a long, low parabola over his head. Perhaps Jeff meant it as an inspiration to him. If it was a hint, he took it.

As was saying antecedently to disarmament conference, at which am happy to observe that minority sentiment received magnanimous consideration, am expertly dubious about your understanding of the secret code. Am otherwise at loss to explain how such mistakes have happened. Will resume interrogation.

Have I gone mad? asked Bertolini.

That is what this committee of investigation wishes to discover, said the babu.

Bertolini almost staggered to his feet. He stood swaying, pressing both hands to his blind eyes. He was a madman if ever I saw one  incurable, with egomania embittered by a consciousness of creeping weakness of the will. One reason why we had disarmed that crowd so easily was that they had already lost faith in the blind despot; they could see the sick will waning even faster than the outworn body and nerves.

Repeat to me the cipher. Then explain it. said the babu. I bet you I will spot the mistake in half a jiffy. Who knows it? Potzblitz! Donnerwetter! You first!

None of us knows it, said the German. Only he does. We must come to him for

Sounds interrupted him. There were footsteps approaching along the passage by which we had entered.


CHAPTER 24. Gad, what a team shed have made with her twin!

Grim signalled it was my job. Fully expecting that the men we gassed had come to life and at last were answering Bertolinis electric bell, I parted the horse-hide curtain and stepped through swiftly. No use hesitating. There was no one in the passage. I saw the door at the end shut silently. So it was all to do over again, and I was in doubt whether to creep up and spring the latch so that no one could enter, or whether to take all chances.

There was perfume in the air  faint, but it stirred memory, and in some strange way it stopped the skin from crawling up my spine. I did not realize how scared I had been until I suddenly felt less scared. I decided caution was as useless as guesswork and went straight ahead  jerked the door open  and then wasted no more time whatever. Baltis  with her throat in a Chinamans fingers! He had her down on her knees and her hands were wrenching at his wrists. He tried to turn on me. He could not free himself. He went down like a steer under the pole-axe when I hit him. Then, before I even thought of stopping her  I was watching to see whether the Chinaman was actually out or not  she did something to the bracelet on her left wrist, knelt, and struck him with it on the neck. While I helped her to her feet she readjusted the bracelet.

It is for myself I wear this. Where is Jeemgreem?

Poison? I asked.

She nodded. Where is Jeemgreem?

Give that to me. You might use it on Grim.

It is for myself I keep it. Where is Jeemgreem?

She was rubbing her throat with her right hand; the man had almost torn her muscles out, and her voice was hoarse-choked. But she had the vitality of an animal, and the pluck of one besides; in addition, she had taken some sort of stimulant since I last saw her. Her eyes betrayed that. She could stand unaided, so I turned to push open the door into the passage. It was locked. I suppose when I opened it I had accidentally released the pin that held the bolt back.

It was hard to know what to do then. If I should hammer on the door, of course, Jeff or the babu would come and open it, but that would leave only two to handle thirteen men and well might be the signal for a stampede. On the other hand, if I waited that might worry them. I might be badly needed in there.

I decided to wait. That would give them, at any rate, opportunity to take their own time about coming to look for me.

How did you get here? I demanded. I took her arm and led her toward the hanging lantern, to examine her throat. The skin was lacerated by the mans long nails, and it was likely the bruises would swell, so that she wouldnt be able to talk much presently. It seemed a good idea to get her to talk while the going was good. Mercurochrome was all I could do for her; I had a phial of that in my silver pocket-case and I used lots of it.

You laugh at me?

In that uncertain lantern-light the red stuff made her neck look comically ghastly.

Yes, I said. I see you really were Anne Boleyn. Youve the headmans trademark. But how did you get here? Werent you at the hotel?

She glanced down at the Chinaman and I stopped to examine him. He was stone dead; whatever poison she had in that bracelet was as quick as cyanide, but there was none of the characteristic crushed-almond cyanide smell.

Tell me, I said, or Ill take that bracelet from you.

Yes, I was at the hotel. That fat Indian left me there. I went to Suite A. I was filthy. A hotel servant, staring very much, unlocked for me the door. I bathed. I drank champagne with cognac. (She had also taken something stronger, but that was her affair.) I went to bed. I could not sleep. So I got up again and dressed myself, wondering what I should do. And in my mirror I saw that Chinaman. Through the window he entered, very silently. There was a glass flask in his hand.

This Chinaman?

Yes, that one. And I guessed that flask held some of Dorjes stuff. So I knew they think I am my sister and someone  Bertolini very likely  has said Kill her! That stuff turns into fluffy vapor  no smell  no noise. It kills. It leaves no mark  no trace. It vanishes. And then the doctors say Heart failure, or perhaps A blood clot; because its effect may differ, although its action is always the same.

You have seen it used?

She nodded. In the war, but not often. There is very little of it. Even Dorje can only make it in small quantities and it is dreadfully expensive. It is known as Catalyst A  because it is the catalyst that causes death most swiftly to combine with anything that breathes. I knew what that Chinaman had in the flask. And he knew that I had seen him in the mirror. So he stepped back, and his foot slipped on something outside, so that there was a moment before he could recover. Then he threw the flask and smashed it on the bedroom floor. But by that time I had reached the door, and was outside in the sitting-room, where I had time to snatch this dress out of a closet; and I put it on out in the corridor. I hoped the Chinaman would think I was dead.

Did you summon anyone?

Of course not. If I had made a fuss they would have kept me there answering questions and I could not have found Jeemgreem to warn him; I decided if I am on Dorjes death list there is no longer the least doubt in my mind as to whose side I am on. So I left the hotel to look for Jeemgreem. It was already daylight. I saw Colonel McGowans car. The chauffeur recognized me. I ordered him to drive me to wherever it was that he had taken Bertolini and that fat Indian. He obeyed, driving very swiftly.

How did you get in? I asked her.

The gate was shut and no one opened it, although I rang the bell. The chauffeur wished to drive me away again, saying he must return at once to wait for Colonel McGowan; but he also told me that Jeemgreem and you and Jeff Ramsden are somewhere in this place. So I sent him away. I did not wish him to see me climb the wall. And then I could not climb it, so I did not know what to do. And that Chinaman came and found me vainly trying to lift that great gate off its hinges.

Did he go for you?

Not he. I think he thought I did not recognize him. He unlocked the gate. I went in with him. He was very civil. He unlocked the house door. And he told me to wait in the hall while he went for someone. He looked first in one room  then another  then another. Then he went upstairs. So I, too, began opening doors. I found my way down here. I had opened that door. I was listening in the passage from behind a leather curtain, when that Chinaman came on me from behind and seized my throat. He put a hand over my mouth. I bit him, but I could make no sound; and he dragged me out here, where he tried to kill me. That is all. Then you came.

Jeff opened the door abruptly. Whats up? He stared at Baltis, thinking the mess on her neck was blood. Better carry her in here. Seen McGowan?

Where is Jeemgreem? She went ahead of us into the passage. Jeff looked worried.

Bertolini, he said, has cracked badly. If we dont look out his brain will go completely before Grim gets him to explain that cipher. Chullunder Ghose is almost at the bottom of his bag of tricks. Its, a blank wall.

Baltis heard him. She waited for us and demanded to be helped, but refused to be carried. She put a hand on Jeffs shoulder. From behind I put my hands under her arms, but she shook me off. The passion, that had made her stab the Chinaman in the neck like a she-cobra, was still raging in her and she struck at whatever irritated; it was probably lucky for me that she had covered up the deadly fang of her bracelet.

Jeemgreem learns the cipher, does he? Bertolini tells him? And they put ME on the death list!

Physically she was weakening. Emotionally she had flared up, and there was no guessing how far that indignant heat would carry her. When we had passed through the horse-hide curtain she tried to stand alone but had to cling again to Jeffs arm, and in the stronger light her face looked ghastly; cunning and desperation fought with almost overwhelming weakness.

Jeemgreem! she said  and then stared at the crew who were still on the prayer-mats with their backs to the wall. One by one she studied them, until at last her eyes sought Bertolini and she clung to Jeffs arm with both hands as if to economize her strength and have plenty to launch at the blind man. She reminded me of a beaten boxer saving himself for the clang of the bell and hoping to land meanwhile with one venomous punch. Instinct governed her. Jeemgreem, if you wish to understand that cipher, let me speak with Bertolini.

Grim nodded. Jeff passed her to me, his instinct, habit, training keeping him at his post as guardian of the exit. She protested, but she could hardly stagger unaided, so she took my arm and I led her toward the platform. Bertolini was muttering like a drunken man, with his chin on his chest, and Grim was listening but evidently making nothing of it.

I had to lift her to the platform; there was no step. As I did that I tried to get her bracelet, but there was no pulling it off over her hand and Grim shook his head when I held out her wrist toward him.

Poison, I explained.

Yes, he said, most snakes have that.

The sneer enraged her. He added insult: Its all theyre good for.

Chullunder Ghose sprang to his feet and backed away toward where Jeff stood near the entrance.

I suppose I was standing too close to her to see the signal she made; my attention was divided, too; I had noticed what Grim must have seen when he first approached the platform  a square hole in the wall no higher than the seat of Bertolinis throne; one could only see it by looking around the throne, and I may have been doing that. At any rate, I did not see her signal, but Chullunder Ghose did and he divined its purpose instantly.

Out went a light with a crash as the German smashed it. He wasted no time at all; he charged straight for the horsehide curtain, kicking over another lantern on his way and lowering his head to butt Jeff in the solar plexus. Jeff took care of him of course; but he knocked him sideways; the German crashed into the babu, who was caught off balance, and the two went down in a flailing heap together, punching at each other.

It was as quick as a bar-room roughhouse. Light after light went out. The man who rushed me trod on a revolver cartridge and did a split like a comedian so that my fist missed him by several inches. As he fell he grabbed my leg. Another man knocked me backward and I fell in Bertolinis lap and experienced all the sensations of instant death; imagination made me absolutely sure that the glass flask in my right hip-pocket had struck the stone arm of the throne. That it did not break was one of those things that make a man want to believe in miracles.

Then someone got me by the throat, and there were two men hanging to my left arm. Underneath me Bertolini struggled like a fish in a net. All the lanterns were out except one; I could see one somewhere. And the harder I used knees and feet and right fist, the nearer my right hip-pocket approached the arm of the throne.

Grim had the lantern. Presently I saw him. It was his fist that felled the man whose fingers clutched my throat. I saw Baltis, too, on hands and knees, quite near me. I believe it was she who helped to pull me clear of Bertolini; and then, for a few seconds, Grim and I had to fight with our backs to the wall at the back of the platform, and the brunt of that business fell to me because Grim had the only lantern and to save that seemed almost as important as not to break the glass flasks in our pockets.

It was too dark to see what Jeff was doing. The place sounded like a shambles when a wounded steer has broken loose. But Jeff is such a coolly calculating and terrific fighter that he probably could have held that exit almost indefinitely if Baltis had not been there, and if Chullunder Ghose had held his tongue, and I mine. Small blame to him, the babu hates fighting and prefers to use his wits. He had kicked a man in the stomach and then busied himself throwing the empty revolvers down the passage to prevent the enemy from getting them. But he kept one; and two or three cartridges came kicked along the floor toward him, of which one fitted.

Jimmy Jimgrim sahib, shall I shoot? he called out.

NO! Grim answered. He and I had got the best of it at last at our end and to shoot, if you are winning, is to shoot your evidence as well as add hysteria to what is bad enough already.

Come and get these flasks out of our pockets! I shouted. Then protect those with your pistol.

Baltis had not known until then that we had those flasks. I felt her snatch mine from my pocket at the moment when a punch-drunk Levantine rushed me for one last effort to crack my head against the wall. I side-stepped him and grabbed her. Grims fist downed the Levantine and in the same second Baltis tried to hurl the flask against the wall. She dropped it. Grim caught it  tripped on the legs of the man he had knocked down  fumbled it (he had the lantern in one hand)  and sent it spinning into the square hole in the wall beside the throne. I heard it smash. Then Grim fell and the lantern went out.

So now we all die! Baltis said calmly. It is not a bad death.

Out of here! Grim shouted. Hurry up, Jeff  grab the babu!

He seized Baltis and said quietly to me, Bring Bertolini; so I dragged him off the throne and hoisted him like a sack. It was pitch-dark. I had to scramble from the platform to the floor and then head for the noise where they were fidgeting to be first into the passage. I tripped on a mans legs and staggered on to a cartridge, fell and lost sense of direction. I had thought Grim was ahead of me. He was not. It was his hand that helped me up again. Jeffs voice gave direction:

This way! This way!

Then the babu fired his pistol to give us a flash to see by and we entered the passage all together with the battered survivors of Dorjes gang fleeing ahead of us. Jeff had picked up three who could hardly stagger and had shoved them toward safety. The last one slammed the door in our faces, but as there was no way of holding it on the far side and the lock was toward us they gained nothing by that. They were met by McGowan descending the stair with a flashlight in one hand and his automatic in the other; and behind McGowan was a view of the puttied legs of armed men. I was holding the door for Grim; he was a long time coming; I almost turned back to look for him, fearing he had been caught and overcome by the fumes from the flask. However, he came at last with Baltis in his arms, and in the mixed light from the hanging lantern and McGowans electric torch both of them seemed to be laughing.

Hello, Mac. He set Baltis down, letting her slide slowly to the floor, where she sat with her back to the wall. Then he glanced at Bertolini, whom I had laid not far away. Whats wrong with him?

Dead, I answered. On his neck above the jugular, there was a puncture that might have been made by a snake with one fang; by the lantern light it was hardly visible, but it was plain enough when McGowan turned the torch toward it.

Baltis bracelet, I whispered, and Grim nodded:

Gad, what a team shed have made with her twin!

McGowan did not hear that. He interrupted:

What killed twelve men in the other cavern? We got in by a tunnel from the garden and broke down a door. Theyre as dead as mummies, and not a sign of how it happened.

Gas, Grim answered. You can have some for analysis. He passed his flask to McGowan. Baltis spoke up hoarsely; her throat was swelling:

I hope you open it! I hope your friends are with you when you do!

McGowan took no notice of her. Theres a tunnel, he said, that seems to lead from that cavern to this one, and theres an electric bell at the entrance. Have you seen an opening at this end?

Yes, Grim answered. Gad, youre lucky!

How dyou mean?

I dropped a gas-flask in there  broke it.

And the fun is, Baltis interrupted, rubbing her throat, that nobody can ever prove  that there was anything  in the bottle! It becomes gas  it kills  it vanishes  it leaves no trace!

She loved the humor of it. She appeared to wish that Grim were such another as Dorje with similar weapons. Grim ignored her as McGowan had done.

Why did Bertolini keep such watch over the tunnel?

Well give the gas time. Then well go, look, see, McGowan answered.


CHAPTER 25. People dont want problems. They want answers. And they want the answers wrong, I tell you!

Who killed Bertolini? asked McGowan.

I did, Grim answered.

McGowan stared, but not so hard as Baltis did. McGowans men had rounded up the prisoners and marched them elsewhere. We were waiting down there for the gas to vanish out of the tunnel as Baltis said it would and as it already had done from the cavern where a dozen dead men lay. We had not yet dared open the door of the room we had recently left, and I dont think any of us were in a hurry to go into action again, we were so dead-weary, bruised and starved. McGowan had sent one of his men to try to cook some breakfast for us up in Bertolinis kitchen; and the Chinaman whom we had trussed up in the lavatory had been brought down and placed facing us, back to the wall with the gag removed but his hands and feet still fastened. He glared balefully at Baltis and I think he thought she was her sister. But not a word would he say.

Am a liar too, on suitable occasion, Chullunder Ghose remarked. But suitability seems incognito. I dont recognize it.

Grim said, looking at McGowan: I killed Bertolini to save Baltis.

Was she worth it? asked the babu. Bertolini understood the cipher. If you had left him alone in a room with me and something  say a copying press in which to crush his fingertips, I would have solved it!

Save her from what? asked McGowan.

Grims index finger traced a noose around his throat and then repeated it to make sure Baltis understood.

They might not hang me, he suggested.

No. Of course they wouldnt.

But  they would  hang  her.

And if this babu is asked for evidence, she will be shamefully and undramatically dead to all intents and purposes from moment when he takes the witness stand! Am expert witness! Furthermore, am deaf. For purposes of lawful evidence, I did not hear our Jimmy Jimgrim say he slew corpus delicti.

Yes, said McGowan, theyd hang her all right. If I were you Id let em do it. She is no more use. If she wont tell what she knows I dont see why you should shield her.

She will tell, Grim answered, in exchange for my telling who killed Bertolini.

Baltis looked indifferent. She rubbed her throat with both hands and took her time before she answered:

I killed Bertolini. He had idiotically bungled Dorjes business. He had presumed to put me on the death list, which was not his business at all. I am his superior, to whom obedience was due. And there was a third reason: Bertolini was about to tell the secret of the cipher.

Same no longer being secret, said Chullunder Ghose. It reads this way: forty-five minus forty-five equals forty-five. And that is easy. Nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one-are forty-five. Reverse that order- forty-five again. Subtract one from the other and we have the self-same figures in a different order, namely: eight, six, four, one, nine, seven, five, three, two. That then evidently is the order in which the numerals should read for decoding purposes. How goes the rest of it?

McGowan spoke up: Bible, McLaughlins Dictionary, Encyc. Brit. Eleven.

Undoubtedly those are the books, said Chullunder Ghose, to whose lines and pages we must refer for the explanation of given numerals. That is also easy. What next?

McGowan spoke again from memory: One to twenty-eight equals circle. Nine, ten, eleven are one, two, two-two.

Thirty-one numbers, said Grim. Those might refer to the days of the month, the circle meaning the full moon. How many volumes has the eleventh edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica?

Twenty-eight, I said, omitting the index.

So perhaps from the first to the twenty-eighth we should consult the Encyclopaedia  volume one on the first, volume two on the second, and so on.

I suspect it is not so easy as all that, said Chullunder Ghose. A skunk emits a smell to stupefy his adversary. Would not Dorje do that also? How many volumes has the Bible?

King James version  usually one, I answered.

Atcha, sahib. On the twenty-ninth we consult the Bible, which is oftener than many Christians do it. Self, am substitutionist with pantheistic prejudices; one religion failing to excuse my tendencies, I substitute another  always. Am familiar with Bible, having frequently consulted same for proof of theory that nobody knows more than he can find out. What about McLaughlins Dictionary?

French-English, I answered. Two volumes.

So we know that, said the babu. On the thirtieth we consult volume one, and on the thirty-first volume two of McLaughlins Dictionary. Not too troublesome. I hate French, it is such an accurate language. But we all hate something. Rammy sahib hates cats. Jimmy Jimgrim sahib has no word for how he feels regarding people who think they are better than others. Now what?

Thats the rub, said Jeff, who likes concrete problems on which he can use force.

Lets look through Bertolinis pockets, Grim suggested.

There was nothing much. A handkerchief  watch  keys  a little money  a new cheap memorandum book. The latter contained nothing except a folded half-page from a Cairene daily paper, from which the date was missing. Grim examined it.

We win! he said abruptly after half a minute. He handed the sheet to McGowan.

McGowan nodded. Obvious. We have clerks who watch the daily papers. The agony column is always clipped and pasted in a scrap-book. We have known for, I should say, nine years that Bertolini paid for those occasional strings of numbers. But then he was known to be a crank on numerology among other things. Have you read his treatise on the Pyramid? It was just like him to publish a string of numbers without explaining them. We all thought he was warning us in his own opinionated and obscure way about the date of the end of the world. In fact, when asked about it he admitted that. He used to say that people who couldnt understand the figures werent entitled to the information, and that most people are idiots who will be exterminated like vermin when the end of the world comes. Bertolini was what you might call crusty.

The piece of newspaper was passed from hand to hand and reached me finally. At the top of the column headed Public Notices there were several lines of figures that resembled, for instance, a list of the numbers of bonds drawn for redemption: only there was no accompanying text. Simply the numbers, separated into groups by means of hyphens. No signature  no initials  not one word of explanation.

He was blind. He himself couldnt read it, I objected.

Precisely, said Grim. He glanced at the Chinaman sitting sulkily under the lantern. Then he glanced at Baltis, sideways. She understood him.

Do you still  think  you can  manage  without me? she answered.

Numbers are a universal language, Grim said quietly. Yes, I can manage now nicely without you. Good-bye! He glanced at McGowan. Could one of your men take her upstairs?

McGowan summoned a man. Escort the Princess Baltis into Bertolinis house and let her lie down if she wants to. But watch her, and call another man to watch with you. I will hold you answerable.

Baltis changed expression. I saw her hand go to her bracelet and quicker than I could cry out she had struck at Grims neck. Jeff sprang at her. But Grim had guessed what to expect and caught her wrist. Jeff held her while Grim took off the bracelet and passed it to McGowan.

Interesting piece for your museum, he remarked. Ive finished with her. She can go now.

She was led away in something like a stupor and the soldier had to call another man to help him carry her up the winding stairway.

Jail, I suppose? said McGowan when she was out of earshot.

No, Grim answered. I need her badly.

For the cipher?

Lord, no. Thats as clear as daylight. Ill explain it in a minute. Ive been watching for a real chance to get her goat so thoroughly that shell go all limits to get vengeance. She can endure anything except contempt, so I pretended to despise her. Candidly I think shes splendid stuff. Let her go, Mac. She cant return to France. Theres only one thing she can do  one man she can go to  Dorje! If she can get to Dorje, so can we.

But how the devil can we let her go? McGowan asked. If we do, she will know why we do it. She will lead you on a false trail.

Im as easy to lead as a loose pig, Grim retorted, and she knows we have the Chak-sam clue. She probably wont try to reach Chak-sam; shell head for some place in India where she knows she can get in touch with Dorje. He may come to meet her, although its hardly likely. Much more likely hell order her to come to him; and if he doesnt have her killed in ambush on the way  and if she stands the climate and hardships  we can follow.

But how are we to let her leave the country?

Breakfast came  strong tea and what the soldier said was omelet. Maybe it was; at any rate, we ate it. Then, Chullunder Ghose inventing ingenious details, Grim and McGowan between them worked out a scheme. A friend of theirs named Jean Roche at the French Consulate-general was to be asked to approach Baltis and to offer her a forged passport and credentials if she would agree to escape from Egypt with his assistance and to do a little dirty work in India for the French.

He can say he wants the low-down on the probability or otherwise of native armies joining in a revolution, Grim suggested.

And she can go by plane, said McGowan. We had an application six or seven days ago from the French for permission to use our airports for a flight to Delhi. It isnt granted yet, but I believe it will be. If so, I can very likely persuade Jean Roche to smuggle her on board and make the pilot take a confidential letter to the Indian Intelligence. Youll follow  ?

Hard on her heels. Were ready the minute weve got this cipher ironed out. Shall we all take a chance on that gas being gone?

Give it ten more minutes, said McGowan. Whats the secret of the cipher?

Grim smiled at the babu. You tell. Whats the secret of the famous Indian trick of sending news without wire or signal?

McGowan snorted. If you know that, you know what our smartest men havent been able to discover. Its done all right, but I dont believe the Indians themselves could tell you how its done.

Those who could tell, wont; and those who would tell, cant because the new words to explain it havent been invented, said Chullunder Ghose. Am personal antithesis of secrets. Not only cant keep one but hate to try to do it. Nevertheless, am neither Webster nor a psychiatrical contortionist who can elucidate the said-to-be subconscious subterfuges of the mechanical instrument known as the brain. Same swims in thought the same as a frog in a bottle of alcohol. You stir the alcohol  the frog moves. You stir the sea of thought  and brains think  or they think they think, which shows what piffle words are. How do you suppose that Jimmy Jimgrim sahib guesses accurately six times out of seven what to do next? How do you suppose I understand him and can do what he wants me to do without his saying anything? How do you suppose a world goes mad and butchers ten or eleven million men without knowing what it is fighting about? It is because the brain is a machine that does exactly what it is told to do; and if you dont tell it, someone else will. In India we teach ourselves to use our brains as listening machines, since that is easier than hard work. Our trouble is too many people send us such perplexing contradictory absurdities to think about; and too few understand the trick of tuning in to what is worth getting. And besides, jazz stirs them to excitement, whereas symphony suggests that there are problems. People dont like problems. They like answers. And they like the answers wrong, I tell you. Now I bow and take a back seat. Jimmy Jimgrim is from Tibet, where they teach such matters. Let him tell it.

Grim did tell. Ten minutes trailed into an hour while he explained, as far as can be done when scientific words have not yet been invented for the purpose. I did not believe him. Neither did McGowan. My mind, while I try to keep it tolerant of other mens opinions, refuses to take seriously explanations that are not demonstrable by scientific method. For him to say, as he did say, that the Eastern trick consists in emptying the brain of thought in order that it may pick up other thought deliberately broadcast or else latent in the layers of the mass mind, left too much still to be explained. His argument that orators, with nothing in the world to say, can stir mens minds by stilling thought with trickery of voice and gesture, and then fill them with emotion that induces them to go away and vote in opposition to their better judgment, seemed to me unconvincing.

But he knew what he wanted to say, and he did his best to say it, in a language that is singularly lacking in appropriate terms.

The difficulty is, he said, that though we are all being constantly bombarded by a perfect barrage of thoughts from all directions, so that lots of people go mad because they are oversensitive to it, there are very few who are able to train themselves to select the thoughts they wish to think and to reject the others. I believe Dorjes messages are  to use a stock phrase  thoughts sent on a certain wave-length. Trained brains intercept them.

Is yours trained? asked McGowan.

Partly. I keep thinking of a string of numbers.

So do I, said Chullunder Ghose.

So do I, said Jeff.

Without telling each other, lets all three write down what we get, said Grim.

He, Jeff and Chullunder Ghose wrote on leaves torn from McGowans note- book. They passed to me what they had written. I read aloud:

4-3-2-9-2-5-9-8-7-1.

There were the same figures, in the same order, on each sheet of paper.

And Jeff and I are only partially trained, said Grim.

Chullunder Ghose comes by it naturally.

What the devil do the figures mean? McGowan wondered.

Grim glanced at the black-clad Chinese butler.

They are meant, I think, he said, for Bertolini, who could very likely get them but, being blind, could not have looked them up, for instance, in a code-book, if there is one, as I think there must be. Someone loose that fellows legs. He has heard our conversation, so wed better take him with us, or he might talk to the wrong man while our backs are turned. Besides, we need a man who knows to go ahead of us and make sure that the gas has gone out of the tunnel. He looked straight into the mans eyes. If he wont talk, he shall serve us somehow!


CHAPTER 26. Even Lenin never had the nerve to blow his horn as loud as that!

There was no smell or sign of gas in the rock-hewn chamber where we had fought with Bertolinis gang, but there were five men lying on the floor who had died so instantaneously that their nerves had not had time to make their muscles move and register pain or even a spasmodic struggle. There was a careful autopsy performed on them, and on the dead men in the other cavern, late that evening and not a trace of anything was found that could explain why or how they had died. They were dead; the life was separated from their bodies; that was all that even chemical analysis could answer.

Nor was there the slightest trace of gas or of any detectable rare element within the tunnel leading downward from the cavern, although later in the day men came and chipped small pieces from the stone and those were crushed and chemically tested. Nobody believed our tale about the gas until a too incredulous laboratory expert opened one of the glass flasks taken from the drawer in the Chinese butlers room. That expert and his five assistants died so swiftly that the only good they did was to suggest how other unexplained deaths, in many countries, might have happened. There are nine of those flasks remaining for some genius to open, if he dares, and analyse if he can find a way to do it. And there may be others; nobody knows how many gallons of that deadly liquid Dorje sent to different quarters of the globe for the removal of objectionable people. All we do know is that Dorjes factory is now as lost forever as the secret of the means by which men built the Pyramid, of blocks that weigh eight hundred tons apiece, before even wheels were in regular use or steam and electricity were known. We know no more, comparatively, than the ancients did; their ignorance of what we know was probably not greater than our ignorance of principles they understood. And when a man like Dorje taps a new vein of the infinite resources of the universe, he leaves our ablest scientists as ignorant as cavemen gaping at a radio receiving set.

Grim was quite sure the Chinaman was Bertolinis intimate if not his master. He was equally sure, although he had no proof, that Bertolini had a code-book hidden somewhere and that the Chinaman knew where it was. But I dont think that even Grim with his inductive imagination guessed to what fanatical extremes that Chinaman would go to keep the information from us.

It was a square hole three feet high, but it formed the opening of a circular descending shaft, thirty or thirty-five feet deep, that had difficult steps cut spiral-wise around it. We had to descend with our bodies pressed close to the wall, while a soldier lay in the square opening overhead and showed the way with an electric torch. The Chinaman seemed used to it. He went down as adroitly as a sailor and reached the bottom several seconds ahead of Grim, who came next and was racing to overtake him.

But McGowan had brought extra torches and we each had one. At the bottom with our hands free we could use them; so the Chinaman fled down a six-foot tunnel in a glare of white light and he very soon came to a standstill, realizing that he had no chance of hiding from us and that whatever he did we could see him. I believe, too, that he was stiff from being tied; his tendons hurt him. Anyhow, he slowed down, Grim overtook him, and by that time we were hard on Grims heels.

It was partly a natural tunnel, partly hewn; the ancient burrowers had followed a fault in the rock, and wherever they came to pockets they had hewn them into rectangular chambers of all shapes and sizes, so that the passage was irregular and not unlike the Roman catacombs. There were skeletons in some of the chambers, and I paused long enough in the entrance of one large chamber to make sure that several skeletons in there were those of men who died quite recently; the flesh appeared to me to have been removed with acid. In another place there were female skeletons, two of them with long dark hair still clinging to the skulls.

There was a gap in the floor that we jumped, Grim following the Chinaman and we pursuing Grim. Jeff jumped it like a catapulted hayrick, but Chullunder Ghose seemed as light on his feet as a full balloon, although he came down on the far side awkwardly, slid, and sat down so hard that his belly shook and he dropped his flashlight down the hole. It was switched on, and it fell on something that prevented it from breaking. I turned back to help him. He and I looked down into a cave illuminated by the torch, which lay undamaged on a pile of filthy-looking sacks.

Come on, I said, we can examine that hole later.

Said the dentist to the man with toothache. Now or never, sahib. You do what you jolly well dam-choose about it!

Down he went feet first on to the pile of sacking, ignoring rough steps hewn into the rock wall. I saw him roll off the sacking and vanish. Arguing that Grim was not likely to need me since he had Jeff and McGowan, I followed the babu, landing on the sacking heels first. Dry things cracked under my weight.

I opened one and a broken skull rolled out of it. The floor was spread a foot deep with the broken bones of human skeletons  not mummies. Nailed to the walls of the cave with iron spikes were parts of other skeletons still held together by dry ligaments that broke and let the bones fall as the babu touched them. Of the hundreds in there, some looked old enough to have been dead for centuries; but I counted ten, on walls and floor, that at the first glance I could swear had marrow in their bones.

Look out! said the babu suddenly.

The Chinaman came sprawling down the hole and landed on hands and knees on the loose mass of ribs and skulls and thigh-bones that concealed the floor. He was up in a second; he rushed me with his head down, clutched my jacket as I dodged him, tore it and then charged Chullunder Ghose. The babu fled.

Come on, sahib! I say, come on, dammit!

He switched his light out. In another second he was clambering the rough steps.

Come on, sahib, for the love of

So I switched my light out too, although I couldnt see why I should run from a middle-aged Chinaman who was already out of breath as well as stiff from being gagged and tied. I could hear Grim coming, and the others close behind him. My hand touched the babus foot. He switched his light on  jumped for the sacking again, taking me with him, and we rolled together off the sacks on to the floor. But he held his torch as if it were a gun and he were fighting. He kept it full on the Chinaman. Grim  Jeff  McGowan crashed on to the sacks. Jeff and the babu spoke together:

Doubled on us! Ducked around a Y-shaped passage! Sahib, he has swallowed it! I guessed he did not come down here for nothing! I saw where it came from!

I sprang at the Chinaman. So did Grim  Jeff  McGowan. He was gagging. He had swallowed something that stuck in his throat, but he fought like a bear-cat. We held him, and by the light of the babus electric torch I tried to force him to disgorge what was choking him. He bit my fingers to the bone. It needed all the strength of Jeffs two hands to force his jaws apart; and even then, though he was dying of strangulation, he resisted and kept on struggling to swallow something that would not go either way; his will was such that he could overcome the natural instinct to disgorge, even though I used every trick I knew to make him do it.

I had no instruments. To save the mans life, if for no other reason, I had to take desperate measures, and whether I killed him or not is something that the Book of Judgment, if there is one, must determine. I got the thing out, and he bled to death. He would have strangled to death, I believe, if I had not done that; and if he had contrived to swallow what I pulled out from his throat he would undoubtedly have died, not quite so quickly but in great pain.

It was a tube, of such diameter that it was a mystery how he had got it into his throat at all. It was three and a half inches long and made apparently of bronze  at any rate of some copper alloy, very ancient and extremely thin  so thin that at one place where it was broken it had turned up like paper and would certainly have pierced the lining of his stomach, had it ever got that far. It was screwed together in the middle and contained a roll of exceedingly thin, strong paper that had been thumbed and handled so often as to be entirely discolored on the outside. Grim unrolled it, and his fingers trembled.

It was nearly a yard long, entirely covered on the inside with Tibetan characters, which neither McGowan nor I could read. We held the torches. Grim, Jeff and Chullunder Ghose pored over it, the babu breathing through his nose and almost squealing with excitement.

We have him! he shouted. We have him!

He danced, impiously posturing like Krishna with his flute, whereas he should have danced like Siva. The thighs of a skeleton crashed from the wall to the floor.

Symbolic of the end of Dorje! Read it, Jimgrim sahib! Read it! Translate!

What were those numbers? Grim asked.

Four, three, too, nine, two, five, nine, eight, seven, one, I answered.

This, said Grim, is all divided into numbered words and sentences. The numbers are not in sequence. Theres a sentence at the bottom, numbered one, that seems to be the signature. It reads I am Dorje the scepter of that which shall be. I am Maitreya. I destroy that I may rebuild. Dorje is my body and Maitreya is my spirit. I am dual and I bring forth the third, which is a new dispensation.

Hot stuff! said McGowan. Even Lenin never had the nerve to blow his horn as loud as that.

But there are lots of number ones, said Grim, at least a dozen of em. The numbers seem to run from one to nine; and then from one to nine again, and so on. And the words and sentences, except that last one, dont make sense in the order in which they stand, not even if you read them in the order four, three, two, nine, two, etc.

Omit that last one, Jeff suggested. Thats the signature. That leaves nine numbers.

And transpose them! The babu was dancing again  dancing on skulls and ribs and thigh-bones. Forty-five from forty-five leaves eight, six, four, one, nine, seven, five, three, two. So we start with the eighth figure. Which would that be?

Three, Grim answered. Good  youre right. It makes sense. Give me a paper and pencil and for Gods sake hold that torch-light steady. He scribbled. Wait a minute. There are two twos in the figures we got, and two nines.

All right, said McGowan, arent there lots of twos and nines on that sheet? Try the first two for the first; the second two down the line for the second; the first nine, and then the second nine  how does it read then?

Give me your notebook. Using Chullunder Ghoses broad back for a table, swearing at him irritably when he moved, Grim covered half a dozen pages. Yes, he said at last, weve got it. Listen: I find fault. Slay those who moved too soon. Those who escape, betray them to their governments. Continue until I order otherwise to attribute blame for every outbreak and every destruction to whichever social rebels in each country are already most notorious. Continue to excite rebellion against all governments. Double and redouble all precautions concerning shipments of my lightning and my breath of anger (God, what a name for the stuff!) even to the extent if necessary of destroying those who have served their destiny by bringing these to the appointed places. Concentrate on spreading unrest and a feeling of impending cataclysm. Observe greater secrecy. Remember you are only one of many who obey me. My conquest is not hastened by your consulting with one another, which can lead only to confusion. Drink your inspiration from its source, which I am. I am Dorje, the scepter of that which shall be. I am Maitreya. I destroy that I may rebuild. Dorje is my body and Maitreya is my spirit. I am dual and I bring forth the third, which is a new dispensation!

General orders! said McGowan. Hot and heavy! Got to hand it to him! How about those figures in the daily paper?

What was the date? The twenty-ninth? Grim asked. We cant read those, then, till we get a Bible.

The babu yelped excitedly. Am three in one! Am most observant babu in the universe; am champion long-distance heavy-weight deductionist from Kanchenjunga to Peru; am humble servant. All three! Just a minute. I saw where Celestial sword-swallower of Dorjes predigested pilot-book abducted same! I bet you! I bet everybody. Pounds Egyptian fifty! Who bets? Wait a minute?

He began to burrow among bones that almost filled the opening of a six-foot cavity in the middle of the end wall, tossing jaws and ribs and thigh-bones to the floor like a terrier enlarging a rat-hole.

Torches! Torches! Why does no one bet me?

He dragged forth an armful of bones and we flooded the hole in the wall with white light.

There you are! I said so! Why should something so important that a Chinese swallows it be hidden here, and not lots of other improbable things? Law of improbability is only mystery that always functions! Is it likely? No. Then seek and ye shall find it! Look, I tell you!

One would have thought he had found Dorje himself, so jubilant he was. However, what he found was all we needed at the moment  a big Bible, a complete set of the Encyclopaedia Britannica and two volumes of McLaughlin, along with a set of work-sheets done in pencil giving sets of figures evidently meant for insertion in the agony columns of newspapers all over the world. There was even a list of newspapers, including more than fifty in the U.S.A.

McGowan read off the figures from the Cairene daily paper. Chullunder Ghose transposed them, using the order 8, 6, 4, 1, 9 ,7, 5, 3, 2; 8 becoming 1, 6 becoming 2, and so on. Grim decoded, turning from page to page of the Bible and jotting down the indicated words. The first number preceding a hyphen were page numbers, the next gave the line on the page, and the next gave the word. The message read:

Men of Egypt, laugh if they say these calamities are caused by this or that. Know ye they are the deeds of him ye look for who shall rule all peoples from his high place. Therefore let each of you according to his own ability strive to bring your rulers into despair and contempt. Pay no taxes. Lend not to your rulers. Obey no laws of their making. Cause the wheels to cease turning. Answer no man. And beware ye of rash speech with one another. I am that I am.

That smells a bit of Bertolini  lacks the Nelson touch, said Grim. However, now were all set.

I suggested that such messages were hardly likely to accomplish much in civilized countries, but McGowan snorted:

Have you forgotten our war-time propaganda? Was there ever anything less credible than that? And who didnt believe it? Why, even our own propagandists did!

Sink a few more battleships, said Jeff.

Blow up a few more arsenals, said Grim.

Chullunder Ghose almost shouted. He was screeching with excitement:

Smash a bottle of that liquid in the House of Commons  in the House of Representatives in Washington  in the French Chamber of Deputies  in the Berlin Reichstag  kill off all the politicians! And no trace of how it happened! Dorje might turn out to be a godsend after all! Am not yet convert to cause of Dorje, but I feel premonitory symptoms! If he would also guarantee to kill wife of this bosom  but that is too much to imagine!

We can stop him now, said McGowan. Well have his code copied at once, and that roll translated. Well distribute copies to every secret service in the world. It should be easy to track down the men who insert the advertisements. Theyll squeal on the others. Then what?

Chak-sam, Grim answered,

Plane, of course?

If you can manage it. For Gods sake, Mac, get word to them at Delhi not to tie us up with red tape. Tell em anyone may have the credit. What we want is leave to cut loose and behave like crazy men.

Ill do my best. But just how crazy?

From the hour I land in India, Im Dorje! His technique is to be mysterious and let no one see him. Ill force his hand or bust. You fellows game?

We nodded. Maybe I look meek, but Im a tough guy, said the babu. Was in jail in U.S.A. and know all about bloody murder. Nobody can scare me, except emancipated wife.

And, Mac, will you make sure Baltis gets to India?

I will. Who wants her here!

That evening McGowan brought us secret news of the Italian disaster  the first of three terrific ones in three days  the explosion of the arsenal near Genoa that killed a thousand men. The earthquake made it easy for the censors to exclude it from the news; and when it did leak out it was blamed on the anti-Fascisti, seventeen of whom were hanged and others sent to life imprisonment. He also told us that a big plane would be ready first thing in the morning, for India, via Baghdad.


CHAPTER 27. Deify me, and I bust. But I bust you also!

Grim was jubilant.

Can you stay awake? he asked us. We had had four hours sleep on cots and sofas in McGowans apartment. We can sleep in the plane, he suggested. Therell be nothing else to do. Therell be another big one tuned up and waiting for us in Baghdad. Its a rotten trip. Nothing to do but bump the bumps and hear the engines sing until we get to Delhi. Listen to this.

He began to read us excerpts from a pile of papers in a box marked secret that McGowan had left with him. They were decoded cablegrams received during the past twenty-four hours and they provided the first real glimpse that any of us except Grim had into McGowans actual importance in the secret service network. There are probably not ten men in the whole world, foreign editors of newspapers included, who are kept so accurately posted as McGowan as to the details of subversive events. There was hardly a sentence from any cablegram that could have been published without causing a panic somewhere.

Unemployment and increasing discontent in England, Germany, the United States, Belgium, Spain, Austria, Portugal, Scandinavia, Australia, South Africa  the list was endless.

Deify me and I bust! observed Chullunder Ghose. But I bust you also! Verb sap. Easiest way to dispose of inconvenient phenomena is to call same frauds or miracles. Diabolize or deify. It is true that Asia looks for coming of Lord Maitreya and new dispensation. Has been looking for a long time. Hope deferred maketh the heart grow more and more inclined to listen to hot-air salesman. Am same. Frequently have contemplated going into the Maitreya business  was prevented by a too keen sense of humor. Cannot laugh at self and at same time be a super-Jupiter. Am Munro-ish also like U.S.A.  nervous of competition. What succeeds by saying one thing can be house-of-cardishly upset by someone saying something else. As unimportant babu, slander is my best advertisement. But as King of the World I can tolerate neither truth nor lies nor competition. Am intolerable. Prick me and I blow up!

How can you prick a man you cant find? Jeff objected.

Dorjes strength consists in being undiscoverable. His agents all seem to be pretty futile people, and they dont know where he is. Perhaps Baltis has seen him; but have any of the others? Probably ninety per cent of em dont even know they are Dorjes men.

Exactly, said Grim. Thats how he has got away with it and how we catch him. If we dont, he has the world whipped, because he is doing what every conqueror has always done  playing on the worlds ignorance and jealousy, and using propaganda of all three kinds, secret, political and religious, backed up by drastic violence. Every conqueror has had something new to sell, and Dorje has gone them all one better, this being an age of science. Dorje has discovered something theyve known in Tibet for centuries: how to send out thought-waves so that other people get them. Thought wave-lengths are like radio wave-lengths, only different in degree and impulse. This wave-length reaches one kind of person  that, another. Very few guess what is happening to them. So he needs hardly any organization; he makes use of other peoples.

For instance, in Italy he can stir the anti-Fascist element. In France, the Communist. In Russia, the anti-Communist. In England, the unemployed. In India, any and every one of a dozen political and a hundred religious factions  each against the other, and the lot against the British. In China, Communist against Nationalist. There isnt a country in the world he cant reach.

I objected. There cant be force enough in one mans brain to send out waves to all the people in the world. It needs horsepower, for instance, to send out radio.

But, Grim answered, if the energy is there already and all Dorje has to do is use it, what then? He doesnt have to create it. Nobody creates energy. A machine, or a gun, or a brain, or a human body is only a rather clumsy means of using the same energy that turns the world around. A so-called dynamic man is merely one adjusted by temperament or training to a certain sort of thought-wave, or energy-wave, or whatever you like to call it. He responds to and distributes that particular type of energy. That is what Dorje understands. And what I dont doubt that he also understands is what Chullunder Ghose just hinted at:

He cant stand competition  mustnt tolerate it for a moment.

You? I asked him. Do you mean that? Are you going to compete?

He nodded. Force him out into the open. Why find Dorje? Why not make him come and find me?

He will send his thugs instead, with a bottle of deaths breath, I suggested.

Yes, he said, well have to take tall chances.

Same are like tall women, said Chullunder Ghose. They look impressive but are not so deadly as the short ones. You should see my wife  height four feet seven, but emancipated  very.

Then McGowan came, with news of Baltis. All O.K. Shell arrive in Delhi shortly after you chaps. Dammit, I feel sorry for her. She perfectly understands shes being imshied off to India to serve as bait. She might commit suicide.

Not she, Grim answered. Everybody has faith in something. Hers is in reincarnation. She honestly believes she was the Queen of Sheba, and Anne Boleyn, and all the rest of em. Thats the crazy side of her religion. The sane side is, shell endure anything rather than kill herself, because that would cause her to reincarnate as a foredoomed failure. No. Shed kill Dorje or me. But herself? I think not.


CHAPTER 28. In indelible ink?

Every tourist in the world knows what happened. While we were speeding toward Delhi in a plane provided for us by the Royal Air Force, McGowan and his staff were sending cablegrams in code to London giving a detailed explanation of Dorjes cipher, and London was distributing the information to all the governments of the civilized world through the embassies and legations, along with a careful description of Dorjes thunderbolts and the glass flasks containing his deaths breath.

Consequently tourists were exasperated by the questions they were forced to answer at every frontier they crossed, and by the minute inspection of their baggage. Droves of them were detained for special enquiries and were less annoyed by that than by the evasiveness and apparent indifference of their own ambassadors and consuls to whom they complained.

Like most emergency precautions, those were probably overdone. However, numbers of Dorjes thunderbolts were found in baggage that looked innocent, and numbers of probably innocent people were hard put to it to explain how, when and where the things were hidden among their belongings. Some of those are still in prison and extremely likely to remain there for a long time, along with the guilty, of whom many had unenviable records and were consequently easy to convict.

But those intense and annoying precautions, though they undoubtedly reduced disaster to a minimum, did not prevent the Hull, the Essen and the Angora explosions that caused so much havoc, and the latter of which, by destroying all reserves of ammunition, prevented the Turkish army from annihilating the invading Kurds. There were also serious disasters caused by the examination of the captured thunderbolts; incautious officials turned the plugs in the thread at the end, with the result that fires were started and electric light plants put out of commission along with trolley systems, telephones and factories that used electric current. Governments were unanimous in keeping silence about Dorje. For one thing, there was no evidence against him  that is to say, no legal evidence, because the thunderbolts destroyed themselves and left no trace. It might have been much wiser to tell the truth and so unite all factions in one indignant and alert defence against a common foe; but it seemed at the moment more convenient to all the governments to blame their pet domestic adversaries. So those arrested were accused, according to the country in which they happened to be at the moment, as Communists, Reds, Anarchists, Fascists, anti-Fascists, Monarchists, Republicans, Carlists, Semites, anti-Semites, revolutionaries pure and simple, counter-revolutionaries, Socialists or anti-socialists as the case might be. In more than one country the Pope was accused of conspiring to conquer the world by force of arms and even nunneries were searched for hidden stores of arms and ammunition.

In India there were nearly as many explanations as there are factions. Gandhi was an obvious suggestion; in prison though he was, it was simple to associate him and his followers with the awful affair at Cawnpore, where the arsenal exploded on the day we landed and a quarter of the city, along with thousands of men, women and children, was obliterated. But the Hindus blamed it on the Moslem fanatics; the Moslems blamed it on the Hindu Nationalists; and the Sikhs blamed both or either; while a number of noisy agitators of the opportunist type accused the British-Indian Government, asserting that the explosion had been deliberately caused, to provide an excuse for drastic military measures. And incredible though that was, thousands of ignorant people believed it, and not only in India; it crept into print in a number of countries.

On the other hand, there was a saner, less sensational report that the explosion had been caused by agents of the Afridis who were then invading the Peshawar district on the North-West frontier and who were too well armed, and too well informed and organized not to be at least suspected of collaboration with powerful interests in India itself.

Delhi  or at least that part of it where the new great Government buildings stand and the official nerves of India meet in one imposing but too vulnerable ganglion  was in a state of tension such as even India had not produced since the days of the Mutiny. The Intelligence Department, normally the best informed and most efficient in the world, was as overloaded as a switch-board on the New York Stock Exchange when millions of shares are dumped on to a slumping market. The office into which we were led by a uniformed guide was as quiet as a morgue  too quiet. There were too many sentries. Officers walked much too calmly through the waiting-room and down the corridors, betraying tension by an overdone restraint. And when a voice fell on the silence it was as startling as a pistol shot in church.

We were kept waiting forty minutes before we were shown into the office of a general who was glad to see Grim but was not so cordial toward Chullunder Ghose.

I have had dealings with you, he remarked. You are on my black book.

In indelible ink? the babu asked him, and the general nodded.

Then please tear out the entire page, general sahib. My Akashic record is already bad enough without another one in this world also. Besides, I have credentials  new ones, uncontaminated yet.

Grim gave the general a letter from McGowan in which the babu was emphatically praised and recommended. The general read it, scowled and refused to yield:

I dont care. I refuse to take him into confidence. He has a bad record and has been in prison three times to my knowledge.

On the other hand, said Grim, I understand him and he understands me.

Do you think he has reformed? asked the general.

Chullunder Ghose gulped. Never! Am not so contemptible! Reformers and reformed are all dishonest scoundrels. The rest are honest scoundrels, of whom self am Admirable Crichton. You put a reformer or a reformed person in your job, and see how soon Dorje, for instance, will abolish the job altogether! Respectability? I dont give a damn for it! Am last equationist. That is to say, appearances may go to the devil unless they serve my purpose; and the only problem that concerns me is, what do you or I intend to do about it? Life is a personal business. I am personally pleased to work for Jimmy Jimgrim sahib against Dorje; but for you I would not work on any terms whatever. If you feel about me as I do about you, we will both of us go to the devil; but I think the devil would receive me pleasantly, whereas your brass hat and your shoddy morals would annoy him. That is my opinion, and if I were a lawyer I would charge you money for it.

You may leave the room, said the general, and I saw a flicker in the wrinkles at the corner of Grims eye. Chullunder Ghose went, waddling out importantly, and when the door had closed behind him the general continued, smiling: That is the worst of that man. One of the best we ever had in some ways, but incorrigibly impudent. I cant have dealings with him. If you care to trust him, you must do so at your own risk and on your own responsibility.

I think its just a question of understanding him, Grim answered. Hes a rare bird. He would ten times over rather die than let a man down.

Well, you manage him. As a matter of fact, Grim, if the situation werent so serious I should have to dispense with you and Ramsden. I cant employ you. I cant put you on the pay roll.

Do you mean you wont recognize me?

Officially, no. Personally you and I have been friends since the day we first met. If you go after Dorje I cant protect you or even promise to back you up in any way whatever. You must act in your private capacity with no more than my personal encouragement and good will.

Suits me, said Grim. Do you know where Dorje is?

Nobody knows.

If he were in Delhi you would hear of it, of course?

Within the hour, most likely. Within the day, at any rate.

If his presence in Delhi were reported to you, would you dare not to arrest him?

I can dare anything. But whats the idea?

I am Dorje.

The general stared, leaned back and drummed his fingers on the desk.

There is no other possible way to uncover him, said Grim.

His very loose organization has got a bit out of hand and gone off half- cocked before he was ready. Its a cinch hes lying low and covering his tracks; he wont move a finger to protect the fools who made the big mistake.

Do you suspect where he is? asked the general.

Probably in Chinese Turkestan. Perhaps in Tibet.

Then how can he possibly know what has been happening during the past ten-twenty days? I can swear he has not used wireless; wed have caught that in a minute. Theres a single wire to Lhasa; I have a record of every message, both ways, since the wire was first installed. The same goes for the wire to Ladakh. Of course, the Chinese have a wire of their own from somewhere in Turkestan to Peking, but it takes about a week to get a message through and it has to be transmitted so many times that it arrives all garbled. Do you suppose the Russians have run a wire that we dont know of, over the Pamirs?

No, Grim answered. Dorje is as much a problem to the Russians as to all the rest of us. Dorje is using thought-waves, of a scientifically determined wave-length, to send code numbers to individuals all over the world who have been trained to get them. We have a book they use to interpret the numbers.

Yes, said the general, McGowan rushed a photostatic copy to me, in the plane that brought you.

There must be another book, said Grim, containing other numbers and another set of words  phrases  sentences, that someone  very likely only one man, or a woman  uses to send messages to Dorje. He would not be likely to entrust that to more than one or two people, even if he could find more than one or two people in the world who could be trained and trusted. Otherwise, they might start sending messages to one another. There is some one person, somewhere, who can get the world news  probably its someone in a foreign office, or at any rate a government department  someone high up  who is sending code  thought-messages to Dorje. I believe that code book and that person are in India.

Why?

Several reasons. It would be easier to teach an Indian to work the trick. In a certain degree the Indians are used to it; it would only need developing and training. Again: Dorje has not been getting all the news.

What makes you think so?

His message that we caught in Egypt, ordering his agents to discontinue action and wait for orders. A ruthless devil such as Dorje must be, in receipt of information that his agents had produced major disasters in a dozen countries, would be likely to order them all to cut loose and wreak general havoc. Why not? So it looks as if his information man is hampered by the censorship. Isnt the censorship screwed tighter here than anywhere?

The thread might break if we took one more turn at it!

Im guessing, but I think that information man is probably a rather high official here in Delhi  someone who had access not so long ago to all the bulletins, but who somehow or other no longer has it. If so, you can find him by a process of elimination. However, dont move too fast. Give him time to get word through to Dorje that theres someone here in Delhi masquerading as himself.

Do you realize the risk? Grim smiled  nodded.

It would be safer to pose as the Pope, or as the Viceroy of India, said the general. At least five hundred million people, to whom religion means more than food and drink, await the coming of the Lord Maitreya under one name or another. Its the strongest and most dangerous undercurrent in the world today, and it includes all Asia  even China and Japan. Dorje has stirred that undercurrent so adroitly that the whole of Asia awaits the new dispensation  expects it. These political disturbances are symptoms. Theyre ready  on tip-toe  listening and looking for the new Messiah. Look what they did to Gandhi  almost deified him. I tell you, if Gandhi hadnt been a man of iron will and decent spirit theyd have done it! And theyd have killed him if he had lost his head for half a minute! Dorje  you play Dorje and theyll mob you. Theyll demand a miracle. Fail, and theyll tear you to tatters!

I will take that chance if you permit, said Grim.

I couldnt think of it. I forbid it absolutely. The general glanced at Jeff and me. I want you all to understand me. I forbid that. I would like to talk to Grim privately, if you two excuse us.

So Jeff and I returned to the waiting-room, where I sat discouraged. But Jeff understood the situation rather better.

The old game, he said, grinning genially. Now there are no witnesses, hell give Grim carte blanche. If Grim fails, Grim can get it where the chicken got the axe. If Grim succeeds, all honor to the Secret Service! Thats how bureaucracies work; their promises are so evasive that theyre not worth breaking, but their hints mean help yourself and pass the bottle! Wait and see.

We waited  endlessly. If we had known that Grim and the general were going over Dorjes cipher and the code book that we found in Bertolinis cavern, we might have gone for a walk and returned in a couple of hours. However, Jeff continued genially patient until Chullunder Ghose smiled his way in through a door that opened into secretaries offices. Then Jeff became suddenly ill-tempered.

You damned fool! he exploded, sounding all the more violent because he kept his voice low. Why the devil did you insult the general?

Sahib. I bet you pounds Egyptian fifty. Have not yet had time to see a money-changer; otherwise would bet you rupees.

What do you bet?

Rammy sahib, I bet you I got out of that room very neatly, and that you cant think of any other way I could have done same and appear to have a message from the general to someone else. Am fish in water hereabouts. Know all the holes and corners. Lend me a thousand rupees.

What for?

I wish to bet you handsomely. I wish to bet you that I know how Dorje has been getting news of world events. He did until several days ago, but now he does not.

What the devil do you mean?

Now he knows only Indian events, unless he has another intermediary.

Not so loud, said Jeff, that man on duty at the door might overhear.

Have personal old friend in this department  very friendly person  name of Hari Kobol Das  he did me out of good job once and got me sent to prison, but he never knew I knew who did it. Was at one time teacher of a class in Sanskrit, which was cover-up job for an undercover study of the Sanskrit sciences. Had to get money somehow, and it takes a long time to make dummy replicas of ancient manuscripts and substitute same for the real ones stolen from the temple libraries. Hari Kobol Das and this babu experimented with thought transmission, which is intricately but not too lucidly explained in certain ancient books. I stole them, which is how he had me put in prison, but no matter.

Where are the books now? Jeff asked.

Back in the temple library. He did not have me put in prison until he had translated the books and had begun to study the translation, and grew jealous and began to fear that I might learn something. He was like a man who has discovered gold; he wanted all of it.

Just now I went through that door. As I passed through I was halted, but I said the general sent me; and before the man could ask to whom had the general sent me, I saw Hari Kobol Das sitting all alone at a desk in a little office at the end of the corridor. So I replied that I was sent to Hari Kobol Das, and he pretended he was very glad to see me, though he feared I came to ask a favor. So I told him I was prosperous and came from Europe; and I did not ask him why a man who knows as much as he, should be satisfied with such an unimportant place in such an office. He had scissors and a paste-pot. He was clipping items from the Indian daily papers and pasting them into a scrap-book.

When he learned I was from Europe he began to ask me for the latest news. I pretended to wonder at that. I said, surely you have all the news in this place. He said, yes, until recently I clipped the bulletins decoded from the secret cablegrams from Europe, but now no longer; they have put me to this task, which is not so interesting. And he began to question me. But I denied that I had any news; I said the ship on which I came was not equipped with radio except for purposes of S.O.S. But he knew that was a lie, because I told him I traveled first-class on a P. & O. liner. So he reminded me that he and I are old friends who can trust each other. And at that I let him understand that I had come straight to him from the generals office. So he supposed I am one of the generals secret agents.

Presently he hinted news is valuable. There is money to be picked up, he said, buying and selling rupee paper, which goes up or down according to the world news. If there were disasters all over the world, for instance, it would go down as soon as the news was known, and if I had advance information I could sell high and buy low. Do you know of any such disasters? Such, for instance, as this business at Cawnpore?

So I told him he should learn that by thought-transference, and left him. But as I turned away he begged me not to repeat our conversation. And of course I said I would not. But I bet you pounds Egyptian fifty that if anyone possessed of faculties should search the dwelling place of Hari Kobol Das, he would discover there a code book showing how he thinks the news to Dorje over thought-waves of a certain length.

Then Grim came through the generals private door. And by the look in Grims eyes it was easy to see that what had been said in confidence to one man was as different as what had been told to three as chalk is from the cheese on tasters tables.


CHAPTER 29. But you must kill him!

Grim calls his own sudden feats of induction following the Middle way. Jeff calls it tight-rope walking. And Chullunder Ghose describes it as the inside-out-ishness of paradox pursued to ultimate improbability, which is the essence of the quest for truth. But then, Chullunder Ghose claims he can understand Einstein.

The babu was too cock-a-hoop with his discovery of Hari Kobol Das, and a bit too pleased with his own astuteness. As we drove in the generals car to an address that Grim whispered to the chauffeur, Jeff aired his view of it:

No one of Dorjes caliber would be such a damned fool as to trust a man of that type. If Hari Kobol Das has brains enough to wring the juice out of a Sanskrit treatise on thought-wave-lengths, and not guts enough to make himself a power in the land on the strength of it, then Hari Kobol Das is a piker. Pikers can do nothing but a pikers job, and anyone of Dorjes weight must know that. The nearer we get to Dorje, the more power youll find his real captains have. They wont be pasting clippings in a scrap-book.

There are traitors, said Grim, in every camp. But it was not clear at the moment what he meant by that remark. He appeared excited. I imagine we all would have been if we had known what he was contemplating.

We went where I hoped we were going  to the Chandni Chowk  to Benjamins, where anyone may go without exciting comment. Nineteen expeditions out of twenty buy their second-hand stores from Benjamin, and get their information from him, too, if they want it dependable. His great dim store is like a mausoleum of the memories of caravans. The smells of Asia live there. Camel-saddles, reeking with the sweat from Samarkand, lie heaped between the stacks of canned provisions, blankets, overcoats and boots. Tibetan devil-masks scowl from the walls between tulwars, spears, Persian knives and all sorts of obsolete weapons. There is a pervading smell of musk. There is some of everything, from saddle soap to coral nose-studs for Zenana ladies. And whatever you buy from Benjamin is what he says it is  exactly that. They say he is as rich as Croesus. But he is disconsolate because he has no sons, and even his son-in-law Mordecai died in a storm in the throat of the Zogi-la on the way from Tibet.

Benjamin met us  old  old  bearded  in a little skullcap  red-rimmed around the eyes  wearing spectacles nowadays, down on his nose; he looked at us over them. And he was as pleased to see Grim and Jeff as if they had been his own sons returned from the grave. He almost ran ahead of us into the windowless lamp-lit office at the rear, where receipts and letters hung on long, old-fashioned filing hooks and a portrait of the Tashi Lama, looking like Elihu Root in a bathrobe, stared from an ebony frame on the wall above a roll-top desk. There he embraced them  kissed them  and then looked at me. He took no notice of Chullunder Ghost until he had examined me from head to foot, blinking as he peered at me above his glasses.

Jimgrim! he said. Jimgrim! And you, Jeff! It is better than meat and drink to see you two again before I die! And who is this one? Is he one of you? Well, you know best. You trust him? That is a recommendation. And you still trust that one?

He stared at the babu, shook his head, showed him a box in a corner to sit on and then offered us the bentwood chairs.

Food presently  my daughter shall spread her best for us. Hey-yeh, what memories. Well, Jimgrim, what now? What is it this time? For you never come to see me unless your nose is up-wind like a lean dogs: Either you seek Shambala, or you hunt some devil. What now?

Dorje, Grim answered.

Yeh-yeh, I might have known it! Seven years ago I said that Dorje must be reckoned with sooner or later  just as I told them that Mustapha Kemal would get a grip they cant break. It was I who told them that the Dalai Lama would be driven out of Lhasa. And that was Dorjes doing  I said so. I told them also about the Tashi Lama; and that, too, was Dorjes doing. But they laughed. Was I right, Jimgrim, or was I wrong? They only listen to me after it is too late. Dorje has stolen the wind in the sail of the myth of the Lord Maitreya. It is likely your last journey if you think of hunting Dorje.

We are on our way, Grim answered. May we camp here? May we use your subway?

Kek-kek-keh! Subway! What a name for it! You may use everything I own, Jimgrim. You will stay here? You will sleep in my house?

Grim nodded. Who are the most expert prostitutes in Delhi? he asked.

Hey-yeh-what now? There are three important ones. Sumroo, Damayanti and Vasantasena. But Vasantasena grows old.

Who is Hari Kobol Das?

That rat? Never trust him, Jimgrim! I believe Vasantasena uses him to spy on them. And they use him to spy on her. She tells him things to say to them. They tell him things to say to her. Tss-ss-a cheap one, making here and there a little blackmail money, which he loses at the quail fight or at Ganjis gaming house. He thinks he has a system. It is based on sending thought into anothers head. It was from him, they say, Vasantasena got the copies of the Sanskrit books that Babu Jamsetji translated for her  and then died, it was said, of a sting of a scorpion. But there are more ways than one, Jimgrim, of increasing a scorpions venom. I have heard of gangrene being painted on the claws and on the sting. They say, too, that Vasantasena herself made secret copies before she surrendered those books to a temple because the priests were after her. But who knows? All I know is that she buys from me the musk that I get from Kulu, for the perfumes that her maid makes. So I took some to her, myself in person. And I am old, Jimgrim, but I am neither blind nor deaf.

Grim made no comment. He apparently knew Benjamin too well to interrupt him with unnecessary questions. And after a minutes stroking at his beard the old man went on:

Nine. Is nine the residue of nine from nine?

Grim nodded. Forty-five is four and five  thats nine. And forty- five from forty-five is

Eight, six, four, one, nine, seven, five, three, two, said Benjamin.

Which are forty-five  four and five  nine again.

You have it, Jimgrim. Nowadays Vasantasena loses customers to Sumroo and Damayanti. But there are others who come in their place. I noticed that if one should say nine to the man at the outer door in any language, he asks how many are left if nine are taken; and whoever answers nine may pass into the courtyard, where the inner guard stand  she who slew the younger son of Poonch-Terai in 17 and hid the body in a sweepers cart, so that none knew who had done it, except those who have ears to the ground. And if he should ask such a question as how many miles has your honor come, the answer should be forty-five miles, whereat he will probably ask how many hours that journey took? And if the answer should be forty-five hours, then that person is admitted to the stair-head, where a maid asks other questions in a voice so low I could not overhear. There come strange people to Vasantasena.

Hari Kobol Das among them?

Often.

Does he come here?

Sometimes. He comes to spy on me. I humor him by paying him a little money now and then to tell me lies about the European news. And I tell him other lies because I know he will repeat them to a certain general to whom I do not choose to seem too well informed. They have a way, those generals, of dealing harshly with a man like me, if I should know too much.

Could you get word to Hari Kobol Das? Grim asked him.

Could you bring him here without arousing his suspicion?

Why not? I can pretend I have secret news.

I want him to learn that Dorje is in Delhi.

You are mad! Jimgrim, of all the madness

Call me any name you care to, Benjamin, but

Jimgrim, if I say that Dorje is in Delhi

Strong old fingers like a sculptors began combing at the long beard. Red- rimmed, scandalized, and it seemed to me terrified eyes scanned each face swiftly and the babus turn came.

Jimgrim, send that one away!

No, Grim answered. Chullunder Ghose is as much my friend as you are. A general told me this afternoon that you paid the lien on the dhow of Haroun ben Yahudi, months ago, so that he could clear from Karachi, for Marseilles, with a mixed cargo, including scrap brass.

What of it? Eh? What of it? Is my money not mine?

And that you sold that fleet of dhows that you used to send each year to Zanzibar.

True. True enough. As you said, Jimgrim, I am old. It was time I should get rid of that liability. Dhows were profitable once, but not so nowadays. It is no secret that I sold them.

But it is a secret that Dorjes thunderbolts were shipped in dhows from Karachi to the coast of the Red Sea, and to Egypt, and to Marseilles, and to other places.

What do I know of Dorjes thunderbolts?

Or of Dorje  eh, Benjamin? Or of the fact that Dorje used your underground, as Mordecai called it, for the transportation of his thunderbolts from Chak-sam to Karachi?

It is a lie, Jimgrim!

So the general supposes. But the thunderbolts did reach Karachi. And I have traveled by your underground, so I know it exists and how carefully Mordecai planned and perfected it. If Mordecai had lived, that secret chain of hand-to-hand communication would have reached Siberia.

True, Jimgrim. True enough.

And the Gobi desert.

Eh? Eh?

So that whatever was found in the Gobi could be smuggled either north or south? Why did you and Mordecai devise that underground?

Before I helped you into Tibet I explained that, Jimgrim. Has the government not a secret service network, like a spider-web that reaches in all directions? And what a government can do well, an intelligent man can do better. Their system is expensive. Mine has been a source of revenue to me.

Yes. Has been. When did Dorje steal it?

How do you know he stole it, Jimgrim?

Because I know you, Benjamin. The general told me that you are no longer a problem  no longer suspected  no longer watched, except as a matter of routine.

Tschuh-tschuh! Hari Kobol Das  that imbecile!

He remarked that since Mordecai died you have lost ambition and that you finally abandoned your underground, at just about the time when he had clapped a hundred men on to the job of tracing it.

Well? What if I washed my hands of it? What of it? There was nothing illegal, except a little matter of some customs duty now and then. But at my age should I make myself trouble?

Benjamin, men like Mordecai, and you and I, and Jeff, and Crosby, and Chullunder Ghose, dont quit because old age creeps on us. We die with our boots on. And if someone steals the boots, we try to steal em back. We dont squeal. And we dont have change of heart. And if we know of buried cities in the Gobi Desert, we dont give up scheming. But if we grow old, we possibly look for a partner. And we sometimes trust the wrong man. Why did you trust Dorje?

Jimgrim

And when Dorje stole your system, as I have no doubt he did, why did you  yourself  in person, as you told me just now, put yourself to the humiliation of delivering musk to Vasantasena? Benjamin  the richest man in Delhi

Not the richest, Jimgrim. I have had losses.

And the proudest  too proud to go to a general and reveal the system that has baffled the Indian secret service all these years  delivering an ounce or two of perfume to a prostitute! And memorizing numbers! Trying to trap Dorje, Benjamin? Well, so am I. And I dont betray old friends  not on any terms, or for any reason. So if you wish, you may hold your tongue. I wont humiliate you.

Jimgrim, if you knew what I know of the Gobi!

I can guess.

Cities  cities  buried cities by the dozen! Libraries  perhaps a million years old! Sciences, forgotten when the Gobi sank under the sea! And let that secret out? Tschuhtschuh! The Chinese would pour in the burrow like rats. They would dig for the gold. They would destroy everything. No water  no food  no transportation. But that would not prevent the Chinese if they saw one golden chest that came out of the Gobi. They would overrun like rats, and die like rats; and like rats they would win in the end!

And you told Dorje!

Nay, I did not. Dorje knew it. And he has wrested secrets from the buried cities. But he learned that I knew. And he learned of what you call my underground. So he came and made a bargain with me. And as you say, I trusted him. He has the most vast intellect and breadth of understanding I have ever met. And within one twelve-month, Jimgrim, he had thrust me to the background  he had turned against me all the men who  Jimgrim! May the maggots of Gehenna crawl into his soul, and may he know that in the outer loneliness!

Never mind his soul. Im here to get his body! Are you going to help  or have you lost your spirit? Is cursing all youre good for nowadays?

Jimgrim, I swore I would never trust another man born of a woman! But I am old. I have no sons. I think you will not succeed in finding Dorje, let alone catching him. I think that Dorje can defeat the whole world with his knowledge of things unknown to other people. But I will make this bargain with you. Kill him. And I will reveal to you the secret of the Gobi Desert! I will bequeath that to you. It shall be yours and Jeffs  and to do with whatever you will! But you must kill him!

Are you going to help me?

Benjamin nodded.

All right. Send for Hari Kobol Das; and when he comes here, tell him Dorje is in Delhi. Then one other thing. A lady who calls herself the Princess Baltis will arrive by plane, perhaps tomorrow and perhaps the next day. She has French credentials and a British secret service visa. She will go to the Kaiser-i-hind Hotel, because she will be told to go there by the officer who examines her passport. Do you know a woman whom you could trust to go and meet her?

My daughter

Splendid. I want Baltis told that the lock  of the gate of the trail  that leads to Dorjes nest  is  ?

In Vasantasenas house, said Benjamin.

And I thought this babu knew how many beans make five! remarked Chullunder Ghose. I sigh myself into a back seat. I absquatulate myself. I am gentleman named Anon

Thats a good one, Grim said quietly. Ahnon Mirza  Persian merchant  you can play that. Benjamin can tog you as a Persian. Snap right into it and go and spend some money at Vasantasenas place this evening.

I have pounds Egyptian fifty.

You will need two or three times that much. Benjamin, cash me a draft on London for as much as a fat Persian ought to squander in a brothel.


CHAPTER 30. Dorje is in Delhi!

Hari Kobol Das turned out to be a Hindu of the kind who wear second-hand London suits that have been sold to dealers by the valets of extravagant young men of fashion. He was considerably over fifty years of age and would have looked much less incongruous in one of Gandhis cotton caps and shorts. Clean-shaven, he attempted to look twenty-five in spite of gold-rimmed spectacles and a wrinkled forehead that bulged like that of a professor from the U.S. funnies; and he wore a straw hat perched a trifle to one side that made him look more like a dark Goanese than a Hindu. He carried a cane, with which he slapped his striped pants. And he was obviously nervous.

Grim and I observed him through two knot-holes in the rear wall of Benjamins dim office. Chullunder Ghose had been arrayed an hour ago in gorgeous silks and had departed through the back door. Jeff had gone to the Royal Air Force hangar to get news, if he could, of the progress of the French plane that was bringing Baltis. Benjamin was in a mood that Hari Kobol Das was at a loss to understand.

You owe me money, Hari Kobol Das. Why dont you pay me?

Why do you speak to me in English?

Because you wear English clothes. You look so like an Englishman that I feel you ought to pay your debts, as all English gentlemen do.

Is that why you sent for me?

Yes. It is three years since I lent you money and you have never even paid the interest. Nevertheless, you appear to expect me to keep on giving you secret news, so that you may go to your employer and pretend to be a good spy  whereas, as a matter of fact, you are only a poor pretender. Tschey-yey! You believe you can make a quail win fights by sending thoughts into its head! And you have lost my money betting on such imbecility. Pay me, if you want the secret that I know now.

You have news? Better tell me, Benjamin, or I will tell the general some things about you that will

Benjamin acted perfectly. He exploded. He gave a word and gesture  perfect imitation of an old Jew terrified by threats and tantalized by inability to get his money back. He rose out of his chair and trembled. He appeared to attempt to recover his dignity. He muttered Hebrew phrases. He began to speak a dozen times, and checked himself. He sat down, staring, scandalized above spectacles down on his nose.

And is this gratitude? he asked.

Gratitude is the humiliating vice of unimportant people, remarked Hari Kobol Das, who had apparently been memorizing modern phrases. You had better tell your news.

But if I tell you  ?

I will protect you. I stand very high in my department.

Dorje is in Delhi!

Incredible!

But you must not tell anyone except your general!

Where is Dorje?

I dont know. I only know he is in Delhi.

How do you know?

I saw him. I have spoken with him.

Where?

Here.

In this office?

Yes.

When?

This afternoon.

What did he say to you?

Nothing.

What does he look like?

That was how we got our first reliable description of the man of mystery. Baltis had given us five or six descriptions of him, each one different; it was part of her method to maintain her own value by elaborating mystery. But Benjamin believed that Hari Kobol Das had probably seen Dorje, so he described him accurately:

He is of medium height, but looks big. He looks as if he might be Chinese, Afghan, Irish and American Indian all in one. He has big eyes that can suddenly grow small, and a small mouth that can suddenly grow big, particularly when he laughs. He has a nose that looks as if it smells the history and the meaning of everything on any wind. And he carries his head like a woman who brings water from the well.

That is Dorje! But how was he dressed?

Quite plainly, like an Englishman. But on his finger was a gold ring in the form of coiling serpents that hold an uncut ruby in their coils. And over the English clothes he wore the hood and kirtle of a Ringding Gelong Lama from Tibet.

That is Dorje!

Do you know Vasantasena? Benjamin asked.

Yes. You know I know her.

I advise you not to mention it to her.

Why?

I dont trust her. I would tell the general if I were you.

Would you? I dont believe you. Else, why not tell the general yourself and get the credit for it? I believe you play a trick on me. You wish to prove to Dorje that I am unfit to be trusted. I shall certainly tell Vasantasena, because if Dorje is in Delhi there are going to be some killings and I do not choose to be a victim. If you are not careful I will tell Vasantasena that you are treacherous and that you sent for me to persuade me to betray Dorje.

No, no, no! Oh, no! said Benjamin. Not that! Could you be such an ingrate? That you may get some credit for yourself I tell you something  and you betray me?

Well, be careful. If I catch you playing tricks with me and withholding information, I will certainly not spare you, but will report you both to the general and to Dorje!

He smiled conceitedly. He posed as a person who might tell a great deal if he chose to. But he reminded me of one of those incompetents who hang around the fringes of societies  extremely learned in the text, perhaps, of occult books but absolutely void of any occult gifts excepting cowardice, chicanery and self-esteem. When he had gone, and the door of the great gloomy shop was closed behind him, Grim and I came out of hiding and Benjamin said what he thought:

You are crazy, Jimgrim! I have done what you demanded, but I tell you: that fool will go to Vasantasena straight away, and he will tell her Dorje is in Delhi. She knows Dorje. She has seen him. She is like all important prostitutes, she has a horde of spies, like rats, who run her errands. She is a clearing house of secrets  a schemer  a power in Delhi  and a woman of great intelligence. She will pump that fool as dry of information as a dead bat. And the next thing you know, she will be sending peeled eyes, and tickled ears, and curious noses to visit this place!

We wont put her to all that trouble, Grim answered. I want a Ringding Gelong Lamas outfit. Have you one?

Yes. But I might as well give you a shroud! You will be detected. You will be stabbed, and they will throw you, shroud and all, into a rat-pit. What the rats leave of your bones they will probably send in a bag to the generals office with the compliments of Shiva!

Sort me out a Kashgari traders kit for Jeff. He can talk that language perfectly to anyone except a man from Kashgar.

And for Major Crosby, I suppose, a nautch-girls costume! Jimgrim, you have lost your senses! You will go to Vasantasena? Then I bid you good-bye. You will never see tomorrows sunrise!

Jeff came, dropped at the front door by a hooting car that belonged to the Royal Air Force, driven by a subaltern to whom intrigue was as incomprehensible as speed and bombs were sweetly reasonable logic. Jeff had all the news he went for:

Baltis gets here any time. The French plane turns out to be a record-beater. Theyve wirelessed that theyre running short of gas and may not quite reach Delhi, but theyre due, if they can carry on, about nine-thirty. So the Air Force has a squadron looking for them, to guide them to a landing place in case they cant quite make the distance.

All right, Crosby, you go as is. Grim stared at me thoughtfully. Your story is that Baltis is in need of medical attention. You are one of her gang. Youre the doctor she trained in Paris to be sent to the United States to do a little strategic poisoning of key-men like the President and the Chief of Staff and a few of the hot men in the secret service. You were sent here to replenish the supply of vegetable poison. Go to the hotel and wait for her, but dont let her see you until Benjamins daughter has told her Dorje is in Delhi. Then tackle her and refuse to be shaken off. The point is this: I think were right in guessing that Vasantasena is the hook-up between Dorje and his agents, but there may be several. I count on Baltis to pick the right one.

I objected: But suppose she heads off somewhere else. How can I let you know? How can you trace us?

Grim laughed. Baltis will be shadowed by the generals experts from the second she steps out of the plane until she gives them the slip  and that wont happen too soon. Dont show fight, whatever happens. If youre trapped, well come and get you.

So I left them disguising themselves with the aid of the protesting Benjamin, whose old age had not lessened his ability to criticize, nor yet the lively skill with which he pulled out garment after garment from chests and drawers and lockers  rejecting this, selecting that  and even choosing perfumes that, as he expressed it, made them stink like where they should be from; because the wrong stink stirs suspicion quicker than a clumsy gesture. A man from Kashgar might  yey  yey, he will unconsciously copy the gestures of Delhi but he will smell of loess dust. And a man from Tibet will smell like a yak in a shed  yes, though you wash him for a whole year. I have perfumes that suggest such characteristics, and it might surprise you to learn what prices wise ones are willing to pay to get them.

I never saw Benjamins daughter until nearly ten oclock that evening. Baltis came to the hotel escorted by an Air Force officer, who insisted on ordering cocktails and tried to amuse her  I suppose to give spies time to take up tactical positions; I saw none of the spies, but he took his leave quite suddenly, so I suppose someone made him a signal. Immediately after that, Benjamins daughter turned up, looking like a middle-aged ayah. She was followed by a porter carrying a suit-case, but she took that from him when she reached the door of Baltis room; and when she knocked she was admitted instantly, Baltis probably supposing she was someone sent by the authorities to play servant and act as a spy.

I gave them fifteen minutes to get acquainted. Then I went to the door and met Benjamins daughter already on her way out, but without the suit-case. They had been quick. Baltis was already arrayed in Indian costume and both her hands were full of native jewelry that Benjamin had sent along with the clothing; otherwise, she would have locked the door in my face. She was as pleased to see me as a bird to see a tom-cat, but I forced my way in, so she made the best of it, but there was murder in her eye.

She had risen to the occasion  recovered all her natural, ebullient impudence. Hope, I suppose, had sprung triumphant in her thought of being met by one of Dorjes agents with a suitable supply of clothing and the news that Dorje was in Delhi.

Where is Jeemgreem? she demanded. I offered to take her to Grim.

She nodded, studying herself, and I think me also, in a full-length mirror while she tried on Benjamins jewelry  astonishing, barbaric stuff that suited her perfectly. By the time she had made her choice of necklaces, anklets, and bracelets she was like a houri of an Oriental dream; and when she had done smiling at herself she turned on me with a look of candid triumph.

You are sent to spy on me because Jeemgreem hopes I will communicate with Dorje. So I will be fr-r-ank. I will tell you the plain truth.

I supposed a thumping lie was coming. But I was mistaken. Grims method, I think, had undermined her self-confidence to the point where she ceased to calculate the odds but betted her last stake on one forlorn hope. And she encouraged herself by discouraging me  or by attempting that.

I am spied upon also by Indian agents. But I go where spies are not admitted. Jeemgreem had his chance to be my fr-r-iend. But he spur-r-ned it; and he tr-r-eated me as I do not choose that any man shall tr-reat my offer of myself. I am against him, as he shall presently discover! As for you  you keyhole peepaire!  I will shoot you deader than a mouton if you disobey me!

She had stolen one of the Air Force automatics! She did not make the amateurs mistake of holding it so far in front of her that I could kick it or knock it upward.

Before they shall have come and found your car-r-case, I will be out of that window and gone to where all the police in the world can nevaire find me!

Benjamins daughter evidently had brought all kinds of comforting assurance.

My orders, I said, are to watch you and go wherever you go. But I have definite instructions not to interfere.

She nodded. It will be simpler if I take you with me. This is a city where a woman looks less noticeable if she has an escort. Get out through that window  down the fire-escape  go to the end of the garden  wait for me beside the door in the wall. And if the door is locked, find someone who will open it.

I obeyed. I knew she could not escape through the hotel without being followed by government spies; and I was sure she intended to shoot if I should even hesitate. Grim had most emphatically asked me not to show fight; I had that excuse with which to salve a somewhat chastened vanity.

The garden was a tawdry quarter of an acre, with a chair or two for after-dinner cigarettes and sad geraniums in red pots flanking a red-brick path that radiated stored heat like a bakers oven. I was probably seen; an Indian night has more eyes than its sky has stars; but it was nothing to stir more than idle curiosity that a sahib should use the fire-escape to reach the garden. The door at the end of the garden opened when I touched the latch. I waited, and saw the light go out in Baltis room.

A minute later, walking  looking like an ayah  shrouded in a cheap black sari that shadowed her face and made her look bulky and misshapen, she followed me; and I dont doubt she was also seen. But there was certainly nothing wrong about an ayah leaving by the back way, and if the secret service spotted her, and followed, then they did it so adroitly that I saw no hint of it. I opened the door in the wall and passed through ahead of her. She closed it.

I will shoot you dead, unless you do exactly what I say!

There was a taxi standing with its motor idling, clocking up the rupees, six feet from the garden gate. The driver leaned out and opened the door. She jumped in.

Hurry! she commanded. So I followed and she ordered me to take the front seat, where she could keep me covered with the automatic.

The driver started without being told and drove two or three hundred yards before he asked for orders.

Vasantasena!

Evidently Benjamin had left our destination undetermined to allow for Baltis having secret links with Dorje of which we knew nothing.

See here, I said, you throw that pistol through the window. Im your doctor. Im the man you trained to send to the United States, to poison Presidents and other superfluous people. I have met you here in order to obtain supplies of vegetable poison that is deadly but leaves no detectable trace. Thats Grims story. You tell it.

She laughed. The only story you and Jeemgreem need is an obituary notice. Your last opportunity was in that hotel room. Yes, you are quite right  I no longer need this.

To my astonishment she leaned out then and dropped the automatic in the shadow of a passing bullock-cart.

Now disobey me if you dare!

I think she thought the taxi-driver certainly was one of Dorjes men, and it was not my cue to disillusion her.


CHAPTER 31. Grim seems to have dug up someone to ballyhoo him.

We arrived at a gate in a wall, where, even though it was almost midnight, jewelers and such-like people sat on mats, through which we were observed by someone who was in no iron brackets. It was a rather wide gate, made of teak, with iron studs, and there was an iron-barred window in it, through which we were observed by someone who was in no haste to admit us. He gave the merchants ample time to pester us with offers of golden bracelets and I dont know what else, which they insisted would procure us great consideration in Vasantasenas salon.

I walked up to the grille in the gate and demanded, in Hindustani, in the name of nine abominable devils, why were we kept waiting; and I noticed that the merchants and their hangers-on kept at a discreet distance. There were probably government spies among them, but the spies undoubtedly already knew the rigmarole of word and counter-word; it would be impossible to keep such a formula secret from men who have nothing to do but ferret out such matters. Those who were not spies (if there is such a person in India) were careful to avoid the appearance of trying to listen.

The individual behind the gate suggested in excellent English that if I had nine devils with me I had better leave them outside. I remarked that, if so, nine would remain to enter with me. Then I heard him unfasten the bolt of the gate, so I turned and helped Baltis get out of the taxi and we walked through, into a courtyard full of statuary, flanked on one side by the house and on two others by a garden wall. The entrance to the house was in the left far corner; but between us and that there were obstacles in the form of not less than a dozen truculent-appearing loafers in clean white clothing, who observed us with the air of watchdogs. The man who had admitted us looked worse than any of them  bigger, uglier, less willing to be done out of an excuse for fighting. He demanded the dasturi, meaning the customary tip, so, seeing there were two of us, I gave him the equivalent of twenty dollars, which he tucked into his cummerbund so abruptly that I knew I had grossly overpaid him. However, he salaamed to us, which was something, since it impressed the others, who lined themselves against the wall as we advanced. But when we had passed them they formed themselves into a group between us and the gate, so that it seemed a simpler matter to enter that courtyard than to escape from it.

There was not a glimmer of light from the house; such narrow windows as there were presented blank teak shutters to the night. And there was no electric light, presumably because  Vasantasena did not choose to have her premises invaded by the electricians and inspectors. But there was a bright oil lantern above the house door, and beneath that stood a man who wore a Persian dagger tucked into his waist-band. He had a scar on his face, and two fingers missing; he was handsome in a picaresque way, but looked as tough as a rat-pit terrier. He, too, demanded the dasturi. He demanded the first. It began to be apparent how the expenses of such a household are provided. Luckily I had lots of money with me.

Then he asked me whether I would mind waiting forty-five minutes. I told him we would not wait one minute. He replied:

If I can arrange to cancel the forty-five minute delay, how many minutes would your honor be willing to wait?

I answered Forty-five.

He said: Well, that will cost you forty-five rupees!

I answered: Get it if you can, you robber!

He grinned. He understood English perfectly. However, then he asked, in Hindustani: Does your honor count nine in the usual way?

I hesitated, recalling the order of the numbers, not wishing to make a mistake; but Baltis thought I had forgotten. She piped up promptly  arrogantly:

Eight, six, four, one, nine, seven, five, three, two! Now let us in, you whelp of forty-five dogs  you forty-five times spat-upon and cursed imbecile!

She had a gift for doing unexpected things. She suddenly removed the voluminous, cheap, black cotton sari and stood resplendent in the lamplight, looking as native Indian as himself and lovelier than one imagines Bluebeards women were. She handed him the sari. Under cover of it possibly she exchanged some kind of secret signal with him. He immediately bowed and thumped the door with both hands, drumming at the same time with his fingers.

The door opened. Until it closed again behind us we could not see the woman, who had backed away behind it into a sort of sentry-box niche in the wall. She was an old woman, dressed from head to foot in crimson, rather wheezy, and extremely fussy with the lock, and bolt, and strong brass chain. She finally swung a big iron bar in place that fitted into the sockets in the masonry. There was no doubt we were locked in.

There was a short hall, then a stairway  steep  of teak  well lighted by about a dozen silver lamps with crimson shades, and carpeted an inch deep, so that footfalls made no sound whatever. On a landing at the stair-head, grouped against a gold-striped crimson curtain, there were three young women dressed as modestly as virgins. Their gestures were modest. It was their smiles, and the worldly-wise, impudent laugh in their eyes that suggested they were possibly not there to guide the righteous into church.

Baltis went upstairs ahead of me. She made signals to me to linger on the stairs and give her time to show credentials, but I ignored them. Even so, I was unable to detect the secret sign she undoubtedly made; it was possibly something she did with her lips or her eyes; and I could see no answering signal, although the pretty little minxes at the stair-head glanced at one another and became immediately respectful. Their bracelets and golden anklets clashed; their beautiful white teeth appeared between carmined lips; they fluttered with a genuine excitement, and then two of them came running down the stair to take her hands and help her to the top  an utterly unnecessary courtesy  she was at the top in a moment, whispering to the third girl, and I was too late to have a chance to overhear.

To right and left of the gold and crimson curtains there were full-length mirrors, framed in painted wood that had been carved with suitably obscene but legendary, more or less symbolic figurines in very high relief; and I detected human eyes that peered through the dark interstices. I could hear giggling, too, suppressed as if it was intended to be heard but only discreetly noticed; it produced an atmosphere of unchaste mystery, increased by the muffled sounds of string and wood-wind music rhythmically punctuated by a muted drum. And there was a lascivious perfume.

Baltis vanished through the gold and crimson curtain, spirited away by one of the three girls. I followed, but I was held back for a moment by the other two, who stood straight in my way and laughed, not yielding until the curtain had done swaying. Then I stepped through into a perfect maze of curtains, with mirrors between them that multiplied confusion, and there was no knowing which way to turn until another woman stepped out from behind a mirror, beckoning and smiling as if I were her long-lost lover home at last with half a lakh of rupees itching to be squandered on her. She beckoned and I followed, feeling about as comfortable as an infidel on the way to be examined by the Holy Inquisition.

Not a sign of Baltis. An amazing curtain, figured with all the colors of the prism, moved on a rod and revealed a passage lined with carved wood panels, lighted by colored lamps that gave the walls a soft, warm glow. A door on the left. My guide opened it and, when I hesitated, tried to push me through, smiling persuasively as if she thought we understood no words in common. It was a small room. There was a hag in there who had no teeth and looked as if she might have rheumatism  lockers, shelves, drawers and a couple of chests on the floor against the wall. One chair. Nothing noticeably dangerous. I went in.

My guide said something in an undertone. The hag immediately drew forth from a locker a voluminous long cloak of maroon silk lined with peach-colored satin. She threw it over my shoulders. I was urged to sit down. In a moment the hag had my shoes off, provided me with soft peach-colored slippers that had pointed toes and figures stamped all over them. I was offered a turban and refused it. I was offered a fez and refused that. But they took away my straw hat, and that was the last I ever saw of it. A girl came, probably not more than ten years old, apparently as timid as a mouse but quite as acquisitive-looking, who hung two long garlands of flower-buds around my neck. I was told then in good plain English that it was time to pay the usual dasturi; and when I produced some money I could almost feel their eyes weighing my wallet, so I used a little sleight-of-hand trick that is well worth practising and stowed it away in one pocket while they thought I put it in another.

Where is the sahiba Baltis? I demanded.

That appeared to be the signal to induct me into deeper mysteries. My guide apparently forgot that she understood English. She resumed her gesturing, inviting me to follow her. She led me along the passage to a shut door at the far end. There was a grille. She knocked and someone opened the grille half an inch or so. We waited, and again the grille opened. Whispers. Then a sudden burst of louder music as the door swung wide into a passage that turned sharp to the left and opened without any other door into a long, high-ceilinged room.

The first person I saw was Chullunder Ghose. He looked drunk, lolling on a deep divan that faced the entrance, and he was being entertained by  rather, he was entertaining  half a dozen dancing-girls. There were two beside him on the divan; two were on the cushions near his feet; and one was bringing him a tray with glasses on it; they were laughing at his jokes, and one of them had pulled the turban down toward his eyes, which made him look peculiarly rakish and amused them almost to hysterics.

There were at least two dozen other dancing-women in the room, most of them older than those who were making merry with Chullunder Ghose, and none of them dressed more puritanically than a Broadway chorus-girl. However, they were behaving quietly; there was nothing obscene about their gestures. As I entered, half a dozen of them started a sort of group-dance in the middle of the floor; and though they were well trained, and seemed to enjoy it, there was nothing about it to make even a tourist think he was immersed in Indias sin.

The music was behind a screen of lacily carved sandalwood. Around three sides of the room there were divans spaced at regular intervals, and nearly all of them were occupied by men of various races, who gave me one glance and then watched the dancing in the sort of sullen mood in which impatient people await events of more importance. There was very little conversation, although the girls were trying to start some and a group of three were closing in on one grim Afghan-looking person with the evident intention of stirring him out of his gloom.

No sign of Baltis. I recalled her boast that all Grim needed now and I too, was an obituary notice. No sign of Grim. No Jeff.

On my right, at the end of the room, was a dais, not remotely unlike one of those high beds of state on which royalty used to sleep; only the curtains were draped from a balcony that overhung the dais and extended from wall to wall. On the right hand of the dais, in the teak wall, was a door. The balcony was something like a choir-loft in a small church, except that its timbers were more richly carved, and I could see that there were two doors at the back, and one at the end, half-hidden by heavy curtains.

The strange thing was that no one appeared to object to my presence. My guide motioned me to an unoccupied divan not far from the door and then went away, smirking a bit mysteriously but not, so far as I could detect, speaking or signalling to anyone. A young girl with an almost white skin and a perfume that suggested rose leaves in an ancient Persian jar set a small, low table before me and brought a cool, colored drink in a tall glass. Another girl brought coffee. Then they both sat down on cushions near me and appeared to wonder what to do to entertain this barbarian. They smirked at each other and stared at me when they thought I was not observing them.

Chullunder Ghose seemed not to notice me at all, so I took my cue from him. He appeared to me to be the only person in the room, except the half-dozen girls whom he was keeping in gales of giggles, who was not waiting in impatient boredom for something to happen. A Pathan two seats away on my left seemed savagely indignant about something and when a good-looking girl approached him he sent her away with a stinging reprimand; it brought a retort from her that almost fetched him to his feet and for a second I thought there was going to be murder. However, he simmered down, and the girl joined the two who were studying me.

I counted the men in the room. Including myself and Chullunder Ghose there were nineteen of us, of whom four were gambling in a sort of alcove by themselves and two were smiling cynically as they turned the pages of an illustrated book. The only weapon in sight was a dagger; I could see its hilt protruding from the waistband of a Mongolian-looking person who was dressed like a Cossack, high kaftan and all. He sat cross-cornerwise from the Pathan and watched him; I believe it was his presence that prevented the Pathan from springing at the girl who had traded an atrocious insult for a fierce rebuke. He looked relieved when a woman came through the door beside the dais and beckoned the Pathan, who arose and followed her, swaggering in a way that suggested he was not so sure of himself as he seemed. As the door closed behind him I thought I heard scuffling and a thud, but a burst of music almost at the same moment made it impossible to be sure. However, I noticed that the four men who were gambling glanced at one another nervously and the Mongolian-looking person in the kaftan smiled.

Not many minutes after that, Jeff entered by the same door near the dais. He looked enormous in his Kashgar clothing. He might have stepped out of an oriental story book. He thrilled the dancing-girls, who clustered around him chattering like birds in an aviary, and it was astonishing to see how perfectly he played his part  no ladies man but an excellent actor  tipping them appropriate small sums to say a prayer for him, to remember him in their dreams, to bestow on the poor in the name of gratitude for pleasant hours  a suitable remark to each, that served its purpose. Evidently Jeff knew all the ropes. They let him alone, he having disgorged a just proportion of the overhead.

I saw him exchange glances with Chullunder Ghose. He then approached me and bowed profoundly, talking loudly in the Kashgar dialect as if he knew I understood it, but which, of course, I did not. But between the stately, sonorous sentences he interspersed plain English:   Baltis raising hell  in there with Vasantasena  invite me to sit down with you, you damned fool!

So I acted as well as I could the part of a rather patronizing British official who had chanced to meet him in the Kashgar country, and after he had gone through all the rigmarole of modestly declining such an honor he sat beside me on the divan. Then, until he was quite sure no one overheard us, he continued to lavish polite speeches on me, which I answered in a low voice in English, telling him all that had happened since I left him at Benjamins. Jeffs voice grew more and more subdued until he, too, spoke English; but even then, at intervals he interspersed it with louder remarks in the Kashgar dialect for the benefit of dancing-girls who kept on passing to and fro.

My own opinion is that Grim has  buyerda tukhesutdin bilak hama nersa talaledur  you can get everything here but chickens milk  my opinion is that Grim has balled it badly this time. He had announced himself as Dorje and demanded a room to himself where he will send for all and sundry when it suits him. Vasantasena is in a fine stew. Baltis got to her  I suppose she knew all about her before she left France  sai buida tort tufak tortilarsi kok tufak  I found four heifers in the desert, and all of them beautiful blue heifers  and as plain as a pike-staff shes taking a seat on the fence, so that she can jump off either way  denounce Grim or support him, depending on whether Grim endorses her or not. She gave Vasantasena nearly all that jewelry that Benjamin supplied. Theyre as thick as thieves already, sitting on one dais and exchanging compliments  yollgha tushgan patikdin panah berghil, Khudayim  from quicksand on the road, good Lord deliver us

I glanced up. I think it was Chullunder Ghoses face, across the room, that made me do it.

Grim is probably exploring, Jeff went on. But suddenly he, too, noticed the babus attitude and glanced as I had done toward the balcony above the dais. There had appeared a face  a face and shoulders  elbows resting on the railing of the balcony  long fingers so exactly underneath the chin that they suggested something horrible that grew where normally a beard might be. A monstrously impressive face, as handsome as the devil; no more oriental than it might be Irish, English, French, German or Scandinavian; no more European than it might be Hindu, Mongolian, Turkoman or even Chinese. It was a racial blend, made humorous, mysterious and terrible by crimson lamplight shining upward, and by shadow, and by the suggestive, graceless grins of two Tibetan devil-masks that hung beneath it, one on either hand, on the balcony panels.

The face spoke, and it brought the whole room to startled silence. Even music ceased. The voice had a strange, dull quality, as if emotion were something long ago forgotten and only the mans will remained. But the voice filled the room and the syllables were as distinct as one, two, three. I heard my own name, mispronounced.

What is he saying? I asked Jeff.

The Lord Dorje the Daring commands the immediate presence of Ahnon Mirza, Said Akhun (thats myself) and Major Crosby. Lets go. Grim seems to have dug up someone to ballyhoo him.

But I think Jeff felt the kind of premonition I did. And I know Chullunder Ghose turned gray beneath his weathered ivory skin.


CHAPTER 32. Dorje!

There was a sensation  tension  as we three strode toward the center of the room. The face had vanished, leaving behind the same sort of effect that a monster might produce by peering, head and shoulders, from a pond and then submerging. There were the ripples. What was it? The dancing-girls were awestruck and as suddenly quiet as birds that have seen the shadow of a hawk  until the music resumed, and then one of them laughed and they all joined in, not knowing why. That gave us opportunity to speak. Chullunder Ghose tried to control his voice, but it came in a scared whisper, and there was sweat on his jowls:

Rammy sahib, have you seen the garden? There is something there that the girls think is Indras chariot. They are forbidden to look, so they have all peeped. They are forbidden to speak of it, so they told me.

Grim got wind of it, Jeff answered. Thats why he wanted a room to himself. Maybe he has contrived to see it.

It has neither wings nor wheels, said the babu.

Get a move on, Jeff insisted, and wake up, babu-ji. Lets overlook no bets.

They were already dancing again, in several groups in front of the seated men-folk, and the dance was neither so restrained nor decent as it had been. But that was obviously done to disguise a very different excitement. We were watched, as we walked to the door beside the dais, by every eye in the room. As we passed through the door and I closed it behind us there began a buzz of conversation, blended with the music and the clash of anklets and the rhythmic thump of bare feet.

We found ourselves in a low, wide passage, lighted by one lamp. There was a door in front of us and a door on our left.

Straight ahead, said Jeff. But Chullunder Ghose, more scared than I had ever seen him, had nevertheless completely re-established self-control. His wits were functioning.

There might be a window here, he remarked. That business of overlooking bets is why Napoleon lost Waterloo!

He tried the left-hand door, and being a native of that land he knew the likely ways to open it. He groped  found something  pressed  pulled. The door moved inward, and the lamplight shone into a bare room not much larger than a good-sized closet. On the floor, face upward, lay the Pathan. He was gagged. His arms were tied. A knife  his own, it might be  stuck hilt-upward from his throat, and they had spread his coat neatly beneath him to prevent the blood from pouring on the floor.

Women did that, said the babu. Men would have spoiled a curtain or a carpet. But they were experts. See how the edge of the blade is upward. Amateurs strike edge-down. I am all in favor of annihilating the Pathans, but what had this one done, I wonder.

He was about to stoop over the body to look, I suppose, for clues on which to base deduction. Jeff seized him by the shoulder, too late. Before he could get that door shut, the other door at the end of the passage opened and two women stood there, smiling. One, obviously, at the first glance, was Vasantasena; she was wearing some of the jewelry that Benjamin had sent for Baltis, but even without that there could have been no doubt of her identity.

She was not young. She may have been forty-five or fifty years old. But she had the kind of ageless spirit in her that Salome may have had, that makes experience and maturity more luring and much deadlier than youth, because more interesting and alert with calculated guile. The day had gone by when she counted on mere surface charm, or even on mere familiarity with what men crave. She had become an artist.

And at that, she was no faded flower. She was a strong tree. She had the figure of a naiad. There was passion in her eyes, and humor. At the corners of her mouth there lurked that laughter at the inconsistencies which makes life tolerable; it might make even hell endurable, and heaven something else than abstract ennui.

She spoke English easily, but with an accent which suggested that she knew too many languages to speak even one of them thoroughly well. I have no idea why she spoke to me, unless it was because I was so obviously not an oriental. She looked like a woman who would inevitably tackle difficulties first.

You mock my enemy? You admire his happening? But I prefer you should mind your own business. Yes?

When in doubt, said Jeff out of the corner of his mouth to me, go forward. And he led the way. Then, aloud, to her, in the sort of guttural and toothy Hindustani that a man from Kashgar speaks: The Lord Dorje sent for us.

For me also, she answered. Should I tell him it was you who slew that Orakzai Pathan, perhaps he may reward you. Who knows? Or he may take pity on the poor dead homeless one and send you to keep him company. Let us go and inquire.

She led the way, along another passage, to the right. The other woman was a mere mute sycophant with scandalized, serious eyes, who opened and shut doors and did her best to make us feel we were in the presence of might, and mystery. She was the sort that kings, queens, and presidents employ to call attention to the brilliance that might shine better without such advertising. She ushered and fussed us all into a room whose wooden walls were covered with astonishingly painted indiscretions of smiling gods and gazelle-eyed goddesses.

At one end was a dais heaped with cushions, and beyond it was a door. Above the dais was another balcony, exactly like the one in the room we had left. Shaped something like a horseshoe, and extending around two thirds of the room, its center exactly opposite the dais, was a deep lounge, also heaped with cushions. At the end that faced the dais there were windows concealed by painted iron shutters and embroidered curtains. There were many flimsy little tables; only one bright lamp, that looked like gold encrusted with precious stones, was suspended by gold chains from the ceiling.

Grim sat on the dais, cross-legged. He was dressed in a brown Tibetan cloak, like a monks. But it was lined with scarlet silk that rather chastened the face of austerity, and he had a golden girdle that suggested there may possibly be solaces on earth as well as abstract affluence in heaven. Benjamin had stained and rubbed his skin until it looked like leather; and if that had been my first introduction to Grim, I dont think that anything, ever again, could have made me like or trust him. He looked treacherous, proud, cruel, arrogant, calm  almost, for the moment, I believed his was the face that had looked from the balcony in the other room. Almost. Grims was not quite large enough  not coarse enough. But the resemblance was astonishing. I could hardly recognize him.

With a gesture that was equally unlike his own he signified that we might take our places on the horseshoe lounge. Vasantasena, solemn as a priestess, set us the example, but as she led the way I thought her back suggested laughter and excitement, and I know Chullunder Ghose did.

Sahib, he whispered, Jimmy Jimgrim is in Dutch dam  desperately now. Believe me. Go and talk to him. As European you cannot be expected to have any manners. Go now.

So instead of following Vasantasena I turned back toward the dais.

Chief, I said aloud, I have a message for you.

Speak low, he commanded, in Hindustani. So I bowed toward him, whispering:

What do you want us to do? Chullunder Ghose believes were trapped.

I think so, too, he answered.

They murdered a Pathan

I know that. There is nothing to be done but carry on and see what happens. If you get the opportunity, tell Jeff hes not to try to rescue me. Ive seen something, through a window. If I disappear, you fellows try to follow, but dont try to keep me from getting killed, or any rot like that.

I think he would have said more, but Baltis entered, through the door on the right of the dais facing the one that we had used. And she was no longer the victim of Grims indifference. Demurely, but with confidence and laughter in her eyes, she climbed on to the dais and arranged a heap of cushions near him so that she might lie on her elbows and study his face. She spoke low, but I overheard her:

Jeemgreem, if you love me you shall live  not otherwise!

She was excited. She looked like a refinanced gambler staking all her new resources on one throw. The part suited her. There was something sportsmanlike as well as tempting in manner. I believe her plan was to persuade Grim to escape that minute, although she afterwards insisted that she had no plan whatever but was trusting to the inspiration of a moment. Or  she may have intended murder: she was capable of that. She began to whisper to Grim, and in his part of Dorje he could hardly object to her laying a hand on his shoulder. Had not Dorje as many wives as Solomon? And has a wife no privilege?

Vasantasena called me and I faced about. She beckoned. I wanted to make sure that Baltis should not draw a knife and drive it into Grims heart. But there was that message to Jeff, who was seated near Vasantasena, and he made a motion with his hand for me to come and sit beside him. Then I noticed an expression on Chullunder Choses face  horror again. He was looking upward at the balcony, which I could not see from where I stood. Perplexed, I decided to go and tell Jeff what Grim said; and as I took my place beside him he and I together saw the face the babu had already seen.

It was the same we had seen in the first room, in exactly the same attitude. This time,  though, it did not speak; it vanished. And before I had finished giving Jeff Grims message the door on the right of the dais opened. It opened wide. Someone in the gloom beyond the door was examining the room. A dull voice made an exclamation  one word. Then the owner of the face came striding in and someone closed the door behind him. Baltis almost shrieked; I saw her seize Grims arms, and Grim shook himself free. Vasantasena chuckled with a sound like poison bubbling in a cauldron.

Bow to the Lord Dorje, said Vasantasena, awkwardly, in English.

The newcomer faced Grim and smiled, showing stained and irregular teeth. Then he stepped to one side of the dais and faced us all. He had his hands behind him and he stood like a man too used to power to assert his own authority  his feet apart  shoulders a trifle stooping  big head hanging forward  strong  lean  dressed like Grim, except that this mans cloak and hood were lined with yellow and not scarlet silk. The hood was thrown back, showing a crisp crop of short black hair.

Who are you? Grim asked, speaking English too. I think Grim knew already.

I was Dorje!

Silence, for about a second. Then a gasp from Baltis. She began to speak to him in rapid French. Instead of answering, he pointed at her with one finger of his left hand and then swung his arm in the direction of the lounge where we sat. She obeyed him; and when she had sat down near me he spoke to her in English in his dull, disinterested voice:

You failed. And your sister (he pronounced it shishter) let the cipher out (he pronounced it shypher). Do not lie to me.

Dorje she began.

He interrupted. You know what you get.

Then he turned toward Grim, and he and Grim observed each other for several seconds.

It would be usheless, he said presently, to try to kill me, I am well protected.

Probably, said Grim.

Am I to take your name  since you have taken mine? I like mine better. They have spelled yours to me. Jinkrin?

Jim Grim.

Grim, eh? Libra  sun in Taurus  moon in Aries  born, I dare shay, probably at high noon. Courage  judgment  why should you shuppose you could defeat me?

Try anything, said Grim.

He nodded. I alsho. I will try you. You are coming with me. Bright young  what is your name? Jinkrin  Jinkrin?  never mind it, I will give you a good name  you shall be my

Baltis and Vasantasena, almost with the same voice, interrupted:

Dorje! Dorje!

He snapped his fingers. It was like a whipcrack. Both doors opened. In came three men through either door, all hooded; and as Jeff and I sprang to our feet they turned long tubes toward us.

Keep still, you fellows. No use courting certain death, said Grim. Chullunder Ghose began to test the iron shutters, Baltis walked forward.

Very well, she said, kill me!

Dorje made a gesture with his finger and the tube-men held their weapons up. She approached Dorje. He turned and struck her  one blow that sent her reeling backward. She fell, writhing. I picked her up; she was winded; not hurt badly.

Nothing doing, you fellows, said Grim. No sense in bucking the impossible.

Vasantasena began to suspect there was something wrong with her arrangements. She shook her waiting woman  whispered  shoved her, and the woman went running toward the right-hand door. One of the tube-men turned his weapon on her. I suppose it went off, but there was neither sight nor sound; the woman merely fell dead, and Dorje took no notice. I could smell no gas. Vasantasena screamed and Jeff swore savagely between his teeth.

Come! said Dorje, pointing to the door. Grim glanced at us. So long, you fellows.

Dorje snapped his fingers. The door opened. Dorje gestured with his head. Grim walked out. Dorje followed. The six tube-men stood and faced us with their backs toward the open door until someone outside whistled. Then they backed out one by one, the last man closing the door after him. We heard the heavy bolts click.

I went in a hurry for the other door, but that was locked, too, on the outside. I examined Vasantasenas waiting woman. She seemed lifeless, but I laid her on the lounge beside the window. Jeff was wrenching at the shutters.

Get me a tool  a weapon  anything! he grumbled, Dammit, lets get out of here!

Chullunder Ghose went looking for a tool. He overturned the dais  found a two-foot-high bronze image underneath it, almost solid  brought that.

Anybody else smell fire? I asked. Smell it? said Jeff. Cant you hear it?

He took the bronze, obscene god from the babu and began to rain blows on the iron shutter, making enough din to awaken Delhi, while Vasantasena beat her breasts and rushed here and there, trying the doors, screaming, beating on the panels with her fists  then running back to scream in Jeffs ear, until I dragged her away. I could hear dim, distant screams now and the crackle of flames. There was a hot stench. Smoke began to creep along the floor cracks, and there was more of it, up where wall met ceiling. There was nothing to do but watch Jeff work. I saw flame lick under the door before he broke the shutter down at last with a crash of window glass, and found another outside shutter of thick teak. He could not smash that, but the bolt broke.

Out with the women!

I had the curtains ready. Four of them tied end to end were long enough. The floor was well alight now and the heat was terrific, but I almost had to throw Vasantasena through the window. I believe she wanted to commit suttee. However, she went down hand over hand fast enough when she found there was nothing else for it. I took Baltis then and held her while I slid to the ground. The babu followed me. Then Jeff, with his coat on fire; and before he reached the ground the flames had eaten through the rope, so that he fell at my feet and I smothered the burning coat with garden dirt.

Now, wheres Grim?

We had to run for it to escape the crashing timbers and the clouds of hot smoke bursting between cracking walls. The entire house was already done for  tinder, generations old and drier than match-wood. As I looked back the roof collapsed amid a roaring holocaust of sparks and flame. It was by the light of that that we saw where Grim had gone.

The thing  it resembled nothing we had ever seen  arose, not more than fifty yards away from us, from beyond a clump of ornamental trees that shaded a fountain in Vasantasenas garden. It reflected the flames. It was long, cylindrical, had no propeller  no wings. It arose quite leisurely. It appeared to me made of metal and had fluted sides, like corrugated iron. I guessed its length at fifty feet, its diameter at fifteen. It shone like silver, blood-red where its corrugations caught in the firelight. It went straight up until it was almost lost to sight, then shot away toward the northeast. It appeared to me to go as fast as sometimes the moon appeared to move between the rifts of storm-blown clouds.

Is that the end? asked Baltis. What now?

The beginning! said the babu.

Jeff laughed. We will talk about the end at Chak-sam on the Tsangpo River!


CHAPTER 33. Here is darkness. Curse me, sahib!

No one  at least no one to whose credence anyone attached the least importance  believed one word of our account of the astonishing machine in which Dorje had escaped from Delhi; least of all the general, to whose house we hurried as soon as the fire-brigade and the police would let us, and who received us in pajamas. He had already received three accounts of the burning of Vasantasenas house. He was inclined to believe a spys report that we set fire to it. His doubt of us was irritated by the fact that we had lost sight of Baltis and Vasantasena, who had escaped in the confusion.

I will send my car for you to your hotel after breakfast, he remarked.

Checkmate! said I, as we returned to our taxi. It was then three in the morning.

He is, Jeff answered. Generals plug gaps through which they might attack the enemy and forget the one through which the enemy escape. Hell send for us at about nine-thirty. We have six hours and twenty minutes.

In which to do what? I demanded. I could see no prospect of our overtaking Grim or of ever learning what had happened to him.

In which to thank God that were warned, said Jeff. Get out of this, Chullunder Ghose. Tell Benjamin were coming by the back door.

But the babu had a better notion.

Rammy sahib, Benjamin expects us. That Jew hears everything. He will have heard already that Vasantasenas house is burnt. He will suspect the authorities of suspecting us. Therefore he will deduce we are in difficulties. To whom else should we go but to him? So he will keep the back door open, and he will stage a camouflage. And he will not suspect us of being such innocents as to arrive in the same taxi that has waited for us where a generals myrmidons could murmidate driver of same. Let us emerge discreetly, you first. Thusly. At first dark corner you vociferously say, in drivers hearing, I am stink in nostrils of obscenity, or some such platitude familiar to him, in order that his penny-wise profundity may leap to circumstantial conclusion. Get me? Visibly exasperated by your honors criticism, I stop cab and get into seat beside driver, for obvious purpose of borrowing from distance the enchantment is said to lend to disenchanted and humiliated objurgatee. I preoccupy attention of said driver while your honors get the hell from here into the shadows, if I may be excused for quoting poetry of U.S.A. United States. Thus we drive on, leaving you to find your way to Benjamins on foot, or even in another cab, as case may be.

All right. But how will you get out of it?

Through needles eye of opportunity! See  here is darkness. Curse me, sahib!

Jeff did a perfect performance. He even scandalized the driver, and an Indian cabman is no chaste stickler for polite speech. The babu went into a paroxysm of indignant righteousness, stopped the taxi, clambered out, and held the drivers close attention while we slipped out through the far door. As we vanished down a side-street I could hear the babus voice, disconsolate, in Hindustani:

Drive on! Drive on! It is bad enough to have ones ears burned. Look not backward lest you lose your eyesight! Drive on! Let us swiftly be rid of such blasphemous drunkards!

Jeffs Kashgar costume blended him into the Delhi darkness, and his intimate familiarity with Delhi slums and by-ways made it a simple matter to find our way to Benjamins. But my European clothes were more conspicuous and it seemed likely that one of the ubiquitous government spies would turn in a report before morning of my having been seen wandering the street  a white man walking with an Asiatic. It would be simple to follow us to our destination. I suggested to Jeff that it might be wiser for me to walk alone to the hotel.

Trust Benjamin, he answered, but I did not. I was in a mood to trust no one and nothing.

However, Jeffs confidence was not misplaced. Systems of spies in contact with a centralized bureaucracy and backed by armed force, automatically foster similar resources in the governed. Short of extermination, never in the whole worlds history has any government succeeded in suppressing a nations freedom of communication or destroying its ability to conspire and contrive expedients. Even the Prussians failed in Belgium. Drasticism and alertness only sharpen wits.

There was a man near Benjamins back door who saw us coming while he held the attention of two constables by telling them a long unlikely tale about conspiracy to loot the store and carry off the daughter of a nearby silversmith. He threw his arms up in apparent despair at their incredulity. But that was a signal. Instantly, from nowhere, there exploded one of those sudden riots that sweep like a flurry of wind down-street and carry all before them until they cease in an equally sudden calm and no man knows what caused it or why nobody was hurt. Both constables were swept around a corner, blowing whistles and trying to use their truncheons on the heads of men who merely pushed them down an alleyway and vanished, while we entered unobserved through Benjamins back door.

Tschuh-tschuh! You have been a long time on the way! said Benjamin. I expected you sooner.

Others also expected us. Benjamin led us to a cellar of whose existence even Jeff was ignorant  and Jeff once lay hidden in Benjamins place for days on end, when secret agents of the since exterminated Nine Unknown were after him. There was a trap-door hidden beneath blankets heaped on a false floor that swung on a pivot. A stairway led between stone walls into a place resembling one of those chambers in the Roman catacombs where fugitives from authority survived in spite of ancient Romes intelligence department. It was lighted by imported American candles struck into ancient brass vases, and furnished with comparatively modern cots and camp-chairs bought by Benjamin from some expensively equipped explorer.

Forth from an inner chamber stepped Vasantasena, looking like an actress of classic tragedy. She had beaten her breasts. She was demanding deeper misery than anyone had ever felt. Her eyes burned like those of a parched and hungry tigress.

She mourns her women, remarked Benjamin. They  and her faith in Dorje and in all her false gods  all were burned in her house. There is only hate left.

Vasantasena did not speak, but I thought she did not hate Benjamin, although she might have said she did, if she were asked. Behind her, Baltis stared out of the inner gloom and scolded:

Mon Dieu! You think, you two, that destiny awaits your leisure? Jeemgreem is over the roof of the world and face to face with Dorje! He fights his duel. Meanwhile you go, I suppose, to ask the military to believe in an engine-less airplane  or perhaps to ask for permits to go to Chaksam!

Can you suggest anything? Jeff asked her.

Enfin. You turn to me? At last, eh? It is I who shall suggest? Imbecile! If you and Jeemgreem and the rest of you had tr-r-rusted me  But how could I expect it? It is my karma. Even Dorje did not trust me! He believes he burned me, along with Vasantasena whom he mistrusts also. Always one last straw makes insolence intolerable. Life after life I have to teach that dog not to be tr-r-reacherous to me. And now  in the end  at last he forces me to turn on him! You look at me? You do well. You can do nothing without me!

That is true, said Benjamin.

It is indeed true! She pushed past Vasantasena, who, in spite of her trade and her tragedy, preserved the oriental womans nervousness in presence of alien men. Can you persuade Vasantasena? But you need her also! Why? Because she craves revenge  and she will take it from you, unless you help her to avenge herself on Dorje.

That is true, repeated Benjamin.

Did I say that I love Jeemgreem? Bah! He is not lovable. He is a man of ice that no warmth melts! But Dorje is hateable! And I hate! Dorje needs Jeemgreem to be his lieutenant. He will not kill him before he has exhausted every temptation, and every threat, and perhaps even every torture to persuade Jeemgreem to yield and obey. He will show Jeemgreem buried cities and all the marvels that were in the world when the world was Atlantis and the Deluge had not yet made men savages.

He can do it, said Benjamin.

But in the end he will have to kill Jeemgreem, because Jeemgreem will not yield to him. So you men shall obey me.

Go to hell, Jeff answered.

Unless you obey me, you shall never rescue Jeemgreem!

Better make peace with her, Benjamin whispered.

Tschahyeh! Women without children, what are they? Devils! Devils!

Jeff stuffed his fists in his pockets and stared at Baltis.

You obey me, or you lose your friend Jeemgreem! she gloated. I am not afraid to lose him. I am weary of him. He bores me. I go after Dorje now because I hate him and fear nothing. But you are afraid!

Benjamins spectacled book-keeper opened the trap-door, peered at us and spoke with a squeak that resembled the plaint of the trap-door hinges. Down the steps came Chullunder Ghose, and one could guess by the subdued triumph of his stride that he had either good news or a more than usually fantastic scheme in his head.

Salaam! he remarked with an air of patronizing impudence. If I were civilized enough to wear a hat, I would remove it to you! You are damn-bad, devilish  enterprising woman! Sahibs  we win!

Do not trust him. That one is a bad one, murmured Benjamin. He had never forgiven, and never would forgive Chullunder Ghose for some trick played on him in days gone by.

You? What have you done? demanded Baltis. Her eyes narrowed almost into slits. She glanced at Vasantasena; for an agonized second she believed the babu and Vasantasena had a secret understanding. But Vasantasenas dully disillusioned, tragic face killed that suspicion.

Done much! said the babu. Am obese with muchness. Much news. Sahibs, I learned less than an hour ago that they ascribe the burning of Vasantasenas house to rivalry between three schools of prostitution, two of them resenting the entertainment of an alien by Vasantasena who thus brought discredit upon an ancient profession; and your honors are accordingly to be deported before further complications can ensue.

Vasantasena, looking like death, with irregular seams and splotches where the tears had washed cosmetic from her face, turned on her heel with an exclamation of disgust and disappeared into the inner room, her right hand feeling for support against masonry, her left hand beating the air so that her bracelets clashed a dirge of melancholy. I heard a cot creak as she threw herself against it on her knees.

Listen to me first, Benjamin suggested. But the babu was in haste, although he pretended he was not.

You may tell them afterwards, he said, that once I tricked you out of rupees sixteen hundred. At the moment I am speaking of important matters.

Step on her! said Jeff. How do we overtake Grim?


CHAPTER 34. I will bet you pounds Egyptian fifty that the Jewess overboils the eggs!

Dorje, remarked Benjamin, will go by way of Chak-sam because there he has a relay post. But his goal is beyond the Kwen-lun Mountains, to the north and west of Koko Nor. And he will not travel by day, for fear of being seen; so he will come to earth at a place, this side of Katmandu, which has no name and is not on any map. It is in a valley amid mountains. It is reputed sacred. Even the people of Nepal avoid it. He will stay there all day, until after dark. But how shall you find the place? How get there? Ten days  or it might be eight  or even seven  I have one who could guide you, and the Middle Way is open, unknown even to the secret service. But in seven, eight, ten days, where is Dorje? Gone! And Jimgrim with him! And the Roof of the World to be crossed! And then the Kwen-lun Ranges! Hey-yeh! It is the end of Jimgrim!

If it is the end of your croaking, then I will sing said Chullunder Ghose. Tell me: would you offer rupees sixteen hundred for the means of reaching Jimgrim?

More than that, Benjamin answered.

You may charge off the extra for interest. I no longer owe you rupees sixteen hundred! Do you wish to come with us and see Jimgrim before noon? No? Then you must take my word for it. But we shall jolly well need breakfast before daybreak, so you had better tell your fat daughter to cook it. Rammy sahib likes three cups of coffee, if the cups are big ones; otherwise, five. Five of us  say twenty cups of coffee and enough eggs for a regiment, with fruit, bread, butter and whatever else you have!

It shall be done, said Benjamin. But, dog of a babu, if you play a trick on us

Trick? Me? Am simple person. Let us sit.

We squatted on an Afghan blanket, all except Baltis, who stood with her back to the wall and her arms folded, watching us as if she knew we meant to leave her there and follow Grim without her aid.

Pursuing purpose of deceiving taxi-driver, this babu as per pre-arranged plan took hold of wheel and brought about collision with a bullock-cart, whose driver turned out to be person of malevolence. In cut off nose to spite face-ishness he swung his bullocks so that taxi-driver could by no means make a lightsome get-away, not knowing that a wheel of taxi-cab was broken but intent on breaking taxi-drivers head with butt of cudgel used for stimulating foot-pound  kilowattic-energy of bullocks. God is very good to this babu. In course of altercation, during which a constable admonished both of them with his truncheon and whistled for help, there came unstipulated godsend in the form of five-passenger, high-speed, ram-you-damn-you, nickel-plated French motorcar, driven with exhaust wide open by a drunken citizen of France, who put on brakes in nick of time to let this babu give good imitation of casualty with at least three broken legs.

Same had sobering effect. Nevertheless, sobriety not yet adequate to cause suspicion when this casualty climbed in without assistance, sighing Take me to the hospital  be swift  will show way  straight ahead! The constables, not having time to take number of car, and being now three in number, wrought much havoc with the indignant drivers, who yelled for help, and there were the makings of a riot, so that I do not think our driver will remember us. Such mens heads hold only one idea. Even that one will have been made to hibernate by blows from the police. So I commended all those men to God, who doubtless loves them, and directed my attention to the officer at wheel of this amazing vehicle that passionately scorched through streets in search of hospital that fortunately lies in opposite direction.

Self, am lightning calculator. Frenchmen are the only ones who drive through streets at that speed. How many Frenchmen in Delhi? Ten? Not probably. Of those, how many drive a car like lunatics possessed of sixteen extra senses and a drunkards luck? How many Frenchmen get drunk? Very few, unless the English entertain them. Q.E.D. that this one has been entertained. Why? Aviator? Why not? May he not be that one who has piloted the plane that brought our beautiful Princess from Cairo? Bold guess, but am seldom timid.

Self, am also super-P.F.D., which means, am perfectly familiar with damsels, due to wife of bosom, to say nothing of three daughters who are married and have husbands who dislike work as infra dignitatem. Verb sap, very. Woman in our hour of ease is opportunist. In predicament, in an airplane, juxtaposed to handsome aviator of a naturally amorous and gallant disposition, woman become Einsteinian in her relativity to all the inhibitions. Aviator, taking off, beside her on back seat, not improbably is introduced to sandwich in the form of kilowattish love-stuff between slices of imaginary past history and promises of future bliss as unrestricted as prospectus of an oil-stock salesman. Not improbably, this aviator has been dated up and now is looking for his Cinderella, who has very likely given an indefinite address. I take a chance  about as big as if I bet you that the sun gets up next Tuesday morning. I lean over back of front seat and say Baltis! in gentlemans ear. Instantly invented new word  Baltistics  meaning curvature of ace on consequence of mixture of champagne with aviator-complex, amorousness, starlight, secret service trendishness of mind and the seductive genius of her who now observes me as if I were Dick Whittington letting cat out of bag in order to become thrice Lord Mayor of London.

Brakes  four  functioning as when irresistible force meets immovable obstacle. Invitation to climb into front seat. Why am I? Who am I? This babus abominable belly being wrong-side-uppish from attempting to continue with velocity while vehicle skids to a standstill, took time to consider problem. Thought being unconditioned by time and space, can do lots of thinking in thirty seconds. Decided I am messenger from Princess Baltis, sent in search of Prince Charming, burdened with her confidences, and political extremist  very. Said so, in so many words, each suitable selected for its vagueness and inspirational suggestiveness. Suggested also that we might do well to drive on, to avoid the impudence of curious policemen. So we began to circumscribe a square mile, like a puppy pursuing its tail; and we went so fast that I swear I could see the tail-light just in front of us.

Speed, I find, exhilarates the brain. Though drunkenly. Threw logic and all laws of probability to hell. As unfettered and uncontaminated as a Christian Scientist in act of demonstrating money, I decided that improbabilities are all we have to go on in predicting destiny, but destiny is, nevertheless, the mule that must be driven. It is obviously not in the least probable that the French secret service will neglect its god-sent opportunities. Ergo  Q.E.D.  this aviator is the sort of gentlemanly patriot who does the fancy spying for his government. Why not? If he is any good, he may be even now establishing an unsuspicious character of drunken irresponsibility in order to conceal a deadly purpose.

Do the French not wish to know any number of things about the British dispositions and preparedness in India? Is there anything that the French do not wish to know? They crave omniscience, in order to be better able to make us conscious of their culture.

Multiplying guesswork by the square root of improbability; and knowing that our adorable Princess is an ex-French spy, like toad under the harrow of dilemma but astonishingly opportunist, this babu deduces that  in order to escape from observation, and in order to save time in reaching Dorje when she shall have learned his whereabouts  she will have dated up this aviator to give her a joy-ride after reaching India. She will have promised to show him things which nobody is meant to see. And perhaps she will have promised, should he set her down at some place indicated by herself, to do a little cultural observation for the French General Staff. That is what this babu would have done in said predicament; and is she less free with promises than I am? Promises are easier to make than pie-crust, and a whole lot easier to break.

We now descend to facts, like politicians after the election. A debacle, but  God pity us  a fact or two are necessary. I know that our adorable Princess has met Vasantasena, in whose now incinerated studio of chastity I simulated drunkenness and learned, from giggling girls, that someone has been sent to tell a Frenchman whither he should come to enjoy an evenings, or an early mornings devotion to culture. Obviously, our beloved Princess was the sender of the message  to this aviator. Six plus six are sixty-six. And the rest is easy.

I discover his name, by saying I must not pour confidences into incorrectly labeled ears. His name is Henri de la Fontaine Coq. I peer into his mental processes by saying there is nothing to be done unless he can begin at daybreak. He reminds me he has had but one hours sleep since leaving Baghdad. I remind him that sleep is the curse of opportunists. He assures me in four-dimensional English mixed with aviation French that opportunity is a pretty oiseau which invariably comes into the cage that he has artfully prepared. So I demand particulars, assuring him that there are other plans in competition with his own. He grumbles. He remarks that the plane in which he made his record-breaking journey is in need of readjustment. Men are working on it at that minute. He is to make a test at daybreak, to discover whether, with a full tank, he can now ascend to I forget what altitude. Thus grief gives birth to opportunity. I sharpen same before his eyes like butcher at a grindstone. He becomes excited. I tell him to convince the British Air Force and the authorities that he only intends to fly a little distance, by leaving his flight companion on the ground. Thus  should he receive a message from our puritanical Princess  he can ascend for purpose of picking up her and whoever is with her, though he does not yet believe that she will have companions. He will be disappointed when he sees us. I am sympathetic babu.

Very good, said Jeff, But what if he refused to take extra passengers?

International scandal instantly! Eminent French aviator ordered to the ground and sent home for conspiring with unsavory babu to smuggle undesirables to Katmandu, which is forbidden territory! Nay, nay! Having started, he must continue! After reaching neighborhood of Katmandu, he makes forced landing. We vanish. He invents prevarication about throttle having jammed wide open, or some other mechanical alibi that authorities can pretend to believe for the sake of saving face, each knowing that the other spies on each and neither of them actually looking for a scandal. Point is, that he had not yet received a message from our Princess. I delivered it.

Baltis snorted but said nothing at the moment. It was Jeff who spoke next:

All right, lets say you bluff him into taking us. Will the plane hold us all?

Like can with one sardine too many. Chummy  no room to be distant to each other.

How about the weight?

Spill gasoline from reserve tank. Eight pounds to the gallon  spill a hundred pounds  plenty left to take us all the way to Katmandu.

He will be watched, said Jeff. The moment he heads away he will be followed.

They will have to summon aviators, warm up engines, telephone to God- knows-who, for God-knows-what instructions signed in triplicate on Blue-form B. He will have a long start, sahib.

But suppose they overtake us?

What with? He has just broken all worlds distance records. Barring a few pursuit planes, all of which are guarding North-West Frontier from raids by Pathan and Afridi Hillmen, his is much the fastest plane in India  perhaps in all the world. Catch as catch can  I wish them luck. But I bet you pounds Egyptian fifty.

All right, said Jeff, well try it. But how are we to find the place where Dorje landed?

We will take Vasantasena. I believe she knows it.

She does, said Benjamin.

Chullunder Ghose grinned. I think he knew exactly what would happen next. Then all we have to do, he added, is to eat breakfast, borrow rugs and overcoats, and take our Princess and the other lady to the place at which I made our l assignation. It is

I will not go! Baltis interrupted. Henri de la Fontaine Coq will certainly not take you unless I go also. She was a bargainer by instinct; but I think her main motive was exasperation that Chullunder Ghose had discovered her plan, stolen it and made it practical.

You will not stay here, said Benjamin. I will turn you out into the street!

Where you will be arrested and sent back to France, I suggested.

Do they send women like you to Devils Island? Jeff wondered. Chullunder Ghose stood up and faced her, arms akimbo: Sweet sahiba, this babu speaks reverently, always being worshipful of disrespect for rules on conduct. Self am pre-Falstaffian anti-delusionist, to whom all human honor rooted in a mess of profiteering stands. In man, spiritual honor is an unknown quantity, but dimly guessed at by those who have friends in tight places. Jimmy Jimgrim, to my face, has called me very often names that I would not repeat in presence of such beauty and integrity as yours. But, behind my back, he has described me as his friend and always trusted me. It seems he thinks that you are necessary to his designs on Dorje. Consequently, if this babu lives, you will accompany us, if necessary in a sack, until our Jimmy Jimgrim sends you to the devil.

Jeff glanced at Benjamin. Have you a sack thats big enough?

But Baltis sneered. Could I persuade an aviator from the inside of a sack?

Not likely, said the babu, but I think I can persuade you. Jimmy Jimgrim needs us; you shall therefore use your full charm on that aviator. Otherwise I will cut your nose off.

She glanced at Jeff, then at me. They would never let you attempt it.

I would hold you while he did it, I retorted.

I have stuff that makes a wound burn like eternal fire, said Benjamin.

Chullunder Ghose continued. But I offer you this promise. Am professional liar, an immoralist, a person of no reputation and even less desire for one. Nevertheless I keep all promises. If you will play your part and use your charms on Captain Henri de la Fontaine Coq, until we reach Nepal; and if you try to play no tricks on us, I promise you my friendship as the only comprehensible religion.

That is different, she answered. I accept that. You will support me before Jeemgreem? I need Jeemgreems help if I shall outwit Dorje.

I will say you are a good girl. He will not believe it, but he will condone my indiscretion, said the babu.

Baltis nodded, turned and went into the inner room, presumably to tell Vasantasena. Benjamin, leading the way, invited us to breakfast in an upper room. Chullunder Ghose took Jeffs arm:

Rammy sahib, crown me! Mayhem! Me, who cannot see a tooth pulled and not shudder! And oh, what have I promised? Friendship  to a woman, to whom friendship is a bargain on a scratch-me basis, and I scratch you! She will scratch my eyes out. I will bet you pounds Egyptian fifty that the Jewess overboils the eggs.


PART 3. THE UNCROWNED


CHAPTER 35. She is a happening  a tragedy exuded from the womb of ruin.

Captain Henri de la Fontaine Coq was of the type that impudently upsets calculations, having genius for seeing flaws in rules, but seldom profiting by it, except in excitement, which is some mens standard of value. And as alcohol makes some men brazenly indifferent to consequences, so excitement made him icily remote from prudence. He had calm eyes that observed everything, feared nothing except boredom, and appeared to be quietly laughing at the absurdity of caring two sous whether the sun should rise or not tomorrow morning. We amused him. Baltis amused him immensely. It intrigued him beyond laughter that no one had remembered to stipulate what his movements should be while in India; that Nepal is closed territory into which no alien may enter; that there was actually no order in council or any other published rule (since nobody had thought of it) forbidding foreign planes to fly into Nepal.

The appointed rendezvous was to the north of Delhi, on a maidan where the jungle, that has overgrown the ancient city, lies hedged around with ruins. It was a landing place that called for iron nerve, because of broken masonry that had been piled in heaps as part of an abandoned scheme for clearing the whole area; but it was easy to see from the air and had the additional advantage that there were no dwellings near it except those of criminals who make their hives among the ruins.

We went to the place in a closed car, not unlike a delivery van or a police patrol wagon; there were small gratings, instead of windows; it was the sort of thing in which women are transported from one harem to another. It was Vasantasenas hearse in which many a woman had taken chastity for burial, and the driver was a taciturn Moslem who nodded when Benjamin spoke to him, made no remarks, and favored us with no more recognition than if we had been sacks of merchandise, although he seemed to fear Vasantasena. He drove at a moderate speed, negotiated carefully the rough track leading through the jungle to the cleared maidan, waited just exactly long enough for all of us to get out, glanced to make sure we had done so, and then drove away again, ignoring Jeffs offer of money.

Wrapped like mummies in the clothing Benjamin provided, and a bit uncomfortable because Vasantasena had brought tragedy as well as convention along with her, we sat on broken masonry and waited until daylight. Twenty minutes followed, each of them as irritating as the other, and all of us nervous from lack of sleep as well as from wondering whether Henri de la Fontaine Coq would come. It is a paradoxical world, in which there are no more conventional people than public prostitutes. Vasantasena stood off even Baltis. It was Chullunder Ghose who seduced from her the one short speech she did make. In the courtly Persian that such women, in common with poets and elegant social swells, consider is the only language fit to speak he shot one question at her.

Dorje will reimburse you for the burning of your house?

And my women! she retorted. Dorje is a devil who has stabbed his servant.

He translated for my benefit, then added comment: And the strange thing, sahibs, is that she regards us and an airplane simply as the instruments provided for her by the moralistic god she worships. It is not revenge she seeks, nor will she do an act of justice. There is a sort of absoluteness. Dorje has done that to her which sets up consequences; she gives birth to consequence; it is a sacred frenzy such as actuated all those widows who committed suttee in the days gone by. She intends to slay Dorje but not to survive him. And she is absolutely sure that she will slay him. I tell you, she is no longer human; she has identified herself with forces as irrational as tides and storms. She is a happening  a tragedy, exuded from the womb of ruin, destined to bring forth cataclysm.

What do you know about women? Baltis asked him.

Nothing, most inscrutable sahiba. That is why I ignorantly dared to offer you my friendship  such as it is  such as it is. I am enigma to myself.

Dawn broke brazen-yellow and three jackals, jabbering obscenely, fled as if they thought the great descending plane was something prehistoric, lurking in the tombs of memory  some monstrous bird of prey, perhaps a pterodactyl. Henri de la Fontaine Coq made one of those landings that destroy an onlookers belief in prudence and the laws of gravity and common sense. It was a superbly perfect landing, too good to be anything but accident or almost superhuman skill. He taxied to a standstill within twenty feet of us and calmly signed to us to turn the plane around, so that he might take off unobstructed. There was no wind; his only problem was the piles of debris.

He smiled with the curious air of one who regards a biped as an anachronism  estimated, I suppose, our aggregate poundage  got out  spilled a quantity of gasoline which he remarked, in French to Baltis, might help to explain his movements to the Royal Air Force, should they turn inquisitive  helped Baltis into the front seat, and climbed in after her. Jeff and I had to restart the engine and that, even with Jeffs weight and strength, took several minutes. Then the rest of us scrambled into the rear cockpit, wedged like herrings in a barrel. To make matters worse, Chullunder Ghose and Vasantasena were both air-sick soon after we started.

We escaped the Royal Air Force by about five minutes, perhaps less. Our aviator had been watched and was seen to descend. Supposing him in difficulties, five planes took the air to fly to his assistance, rising almost at the same moment as ourselves. Coq calmly turned toward them. Seeing him apparently returning without trouble they went to ground again. Coq at once began circling for altitude, and it was not until he was several thousand feet above the Air Force hangar that he took a bee-line toward the north-east. Then, barring accident, we were beyond pursuit.

Baltis was in her element. The wine of excitement made her eyes so brilliant that it was noticeable even through the goggles that Coq lent her. Several times she stood and turned to look at us, enjoying our discomfort. Her triumphant smile suggested the intention to make us pay at compound interest for each humiliation she had suffered at our hands. I wrote on a scrap of paper: Can he find Katmandu? and passed it to her. She nodded  showed a map that Coq had brought with him. It became evident that on her way from Cairo she had fully informed the Frenchman as to what might be expected of him. I scribbled on another sheet of paper:

It is not Katmandu, but a valley perhaps fifty miles from there. Can you find it?

She borrowed my pencil and was a long time writing her reply, which was only two words jerkily scrawled. I have kept them, pasted in a notebook, as the only souvenir of her that I have excepting a scar that is as indelible as memory itself:

Vous membêtez!

I showed it to Jeff. He produced an unregistered Colt automatic that Benjamin had supplied from some unlawful arsenal; Benjamin had armed me, too, and even forced a pistol on Chullunder Ghose. Jeff wrote on a page of his own memorandum book, tore it out and passed it to me to hand to her. When she turned to receive it he showed her the pistol. The message he wrote was:

One trick  even one mistake  and I will shoot you. This is a promise. J.R.

Jeff keeps his promises, as she was perfectly aware. She was careful after that to make no gesture that suggested anything except attention to the job. She kept the map on her knees and conned the distant land-marks.

Jeff and I were worrying about the prospect of pursuit. There was no fear of our being followed from Delhi; we had too much start at too high speed. But nothing would be easier than for phone or telegraph to send on word ahead of us. We could ignore all planes already in the air, since those would have no excuse to suspect us of lawless flight; but planes on the ground could be sent up to get in our way and force us down, so we scanned the horizon nervously. As a matter of fact, the only plane that did come near us was a Royal Air Force unit on patrol; but it was slower than we were by twenty or thirty per cent and its pilot, though he tried hard, had no time to gain sufficient altitude. We passed directly over him, and though he followed for a while and appeared to be trying to signal to us, he was soon outdistanced, and I doubt whether he could see how many passengers we had, although it was impossible for us to duck down in the crowded cockpit.

I suppose I never will get used to the speed with which the leagues trail out beneath and behind an airplane. I am a natural-born biped, fond of hoofing it leisurely and not air-minded. Trains seem fast enough, and the Woolworth Building high enough. I discover myself almost scandalized by a speed of a hundred miles an hour. A hundred and twenty  a hundred and forty miles an hour removes me from the realm of reason and I simply dont believe my senses. When I saw the Brahmaputra River, which is the Tsangpo slightly civilized, and Darjeeling, and the Mountains of Nepal, there was no mistaking them and yet they were no more genuine, to my mind, than remembered dreams. That journey, even now, seems unreal, and it was rendered more so by the Frenchmans perfectly sublime indifference to consequences. He undoubtedly believed he was acquiring information, or about to do so, useful to his government; and he probably knew as well as any other taker of such chances that at least ninety per cent of the risks run and the ingenuity expended by the secret services is as useless as afternoon tea at a cocktail party. But air-mindedness and normal prudence seem incompatible. A genuine airman, who is as scarce as a genuine poet, views life relatively to a brand new set of values. He belongs, I believe, to a new race; and he has the apparent youthful irresponsibility of all things young  and irresponsibility to standards that an ageing race considers sacred because it seeks to justify its inhibitions.

Baltis might be also of that new race. She was at least equally contemptuous of custom and the etiquette of nations. She and he hit it off famously. They seemed to understand each other without speech  almost without gesture. She appeared to me to acquire a new self-confidence during that swift journey, as if Henri de la Fontaine Coq were a magician who had conjured forth, by mere proximity, her hidden value. He appeared to trust her absolutely, which was rather disconcerting to us passengers, because it was she who compared the landscape with the map, she who guided us above the winding valleys of Nepal between enormous mountains. No reason appealed to me why she should sit there with our lives in her hands. But there was nothing to be done about it.

It was she who first discerned the mass of palaces and temples that is Katmandu. From a height in the air it looks like a patternless jumble of fantastic toys that someone played with and forgot; and the enormous snow- topped mountains heaped on one another to the northward look like foaming waves about to burst and overwhelm the place. We flew lower  much lower  I suppose because she and he desired to look at the forbidden city. We could presently see crowds of people, some of whom were evidently soldiers, and we had some faint idea of the excitement we were causing. Most of them had certainly seen planes before; but there is not one native of Nepal who does not know that theirs is forbidden territory.

We were signalled, with flags. When we ignored that, we were fired at. A whole company of troops were marched on to a level space that looked like a drill-ground and fired three volleys at us, but the bullets came nowhere near. Then we saw them dragging out some kind of cannon, but before they could bring that into action we had circled the city and were heading away northward, climbing and then spiralling to get more altitude. There was a pass that Baltis seemed to recognize, although she shrugged her shoulders at the map now. It looked barely negotiable by men on foot and quite impossible for horses; here and there were ascents as steep as the face of the New Jersey Palisades, and where the slopes were less terrific we could see the deep grooves cut by avalanching rocks and snow.

And now the wind became a problem. It began to blow in sudden ice-shod squalls that made our course a swerving zig-zag. The plane bumped and swayed like a small boat on an open sea with wind against tide. The roar of the exhaust seemed somehow lacking in assurance, as if the stream of sound was slightly interrupted at its source  not less yet, but less solidly convincing. Henri de la Fontaine Coq began to finger the controls and to watch the gauges so intently that there could be no doubt there was something not right with the engine.

But we needed the engines full power. Time and again a sharp squall almost wrecked us against crags where rescue, if we should by miracle survive the crash, was too improbable for even drunkards to imagine. Coq kept trying to climb higher but the engine refused to exert the needed power and several times it stuttered ominously. Straight ahead of us, the summit of the pass  a mere notch between saw-tooth crags swept clean of snow by shrieking wind  seemed actually higher than ourselves; and to turn and go back was stark impossible in that wind, with mountain walls on either hand. It looked, with that failing engine, as if the luckiest conceivable journeys end would be a snatched forced landing on the hundred yards of rock  it looked smooth  in the throat of that screaming gap, through which the wind came pouring like winter water through a broken dam.

I dont know how Coq managed it. I know I thought that we were blowing over backwards  then I believed we were in a tailspin. One terrific bump convinced me, for a fragment of eternity that is not measurable in degrees of time, that we had struck the rock on the summit. Then we worried our way forward with the motion of an artificial minnow being reeled in on a casting line. There were three upward swerves like the swoop of a car on a Coney Island scenic railroad, followed by a sudden, sickening descent that changed into a long, untroubled, gliding motion like the leisurely roll of the water that comes tumbling over the Horseshoe Falls at Niagara. The engine stopped. Rocks  sides of mountains  and then trees sped past us far too swiftly for the eye to measure them. We were coasting, not more than a hundred feet, I think, above the steep northern slope of the mountain. It was almost like a runway underneath us, with walls on each side that prevented our turning. Down that chute we slid, with crags and tree-tops underneath us merging until they seemed as smooth as the top of a billiard table  until at last there was room to maneuver and Coq went into a wide, slow spiral like a vultures, seeking for a place to land.

We were above a valley that had no apparent outlet. There was a lake near the eastern end of it  two small villages of stone-built huts  some forest  a wide clearing  then another forest. In the midst of the clearing, buildings in a semicircle. Nowhere but in the clearing was the landing even moderately safe, because where there were no trees there were boulders or else the ground was so irregular that a crash would be unavoidable. Coq headed for the clearing, spiralling downward, using great skill that was, nevertheless, not comparable with his resolute negotiation of the summit. I believe he was tired. Or perhaps like all the rest of us he needed sleep.

At any rate, a squall of icy wind came screaming through a gap between two northern peaks and caught us beam on. We slipped sideways, almost turned over, then nose-dived. Coq came out of that, I dont know how, but struck a treetop on the eastern edge of the clearing. It damaged our right wing. Then he crashed into the trees to save us from being dashed to pieces on the ground and something struck me on the forehead, so that I dont know just what happened during the next few minutes. That, however, is the inside story of the mystery that seems to have puzzled newspaper readers the wide world over, of how that record-breaking plane was found within forbidden territory with its aviator missing and no clue as to why it came there.


CHAPTER 36. I will not be vairee jealous.

I recovered consciousness with Baltis leaning over me. She was kneeling. I knew she had gone through my pockets. Not that it mattered; there was nothing there of any interest except my small emergency kit, some money and identification papers.

I think you die, she said. I think you shall be Henri de la Fontaine Coq.

I understood her, as one understands things in a dream. I didnt even remember where I was, or what had happened, but I understood, nevertheless, that she proposed to leave my carcass lying there with Coqs papers, and that he should escape with mine. Above her I could see the sky through branches, and I knew I was wedged uncomfortably in some undergrowth.

A pity I must not shoot you, she remarked, but it would make a noise. Nevaire mind. It will be almost painless.

She had removed a lancet from my pocket-case of instruments. I winced as she slashed at my forearm to sever an artery. But she made her incision in the wrong place, and the pain revived me so that I sat up and hurled her backward into the tangled undergrowth. When she tried to get up I shoved her back again. It was not until then that I remembered everything and saw the smashed plane, fifty feet away, nose downward, jammed between two tree-trunks. I had to look upward to see it. I had been thrown into a depression between rounded boulders. My head ached.

You are a fool, I told her.

Yes, said a voice behind me. I turned slowly, because if a man has the drop on you it is the silliest thing in the world to give him an excuse to pull the trigger. Dorje stood there, on the nearest boulder.

Damn you, where is Grim? I asked him. I was not quite in my proper senses yet.

With the others.

He did not look human. He looked like the devil. Like a devil from a Tibetan picture. I felt for my automatic, but Baltis had thrown it away.

She hash just that much shense, he remarked. He seemed unable to pronounce the letter s. The effect was disgusting. It is mainly little things like that which cause mayhem and murder. Big things are too big for us to get angry about.

Kill Baltis if you wish, said Dorje. You may take that little knife and kill her.

But Baltis was unimportant. She made the curious mistake of thinking that I spared her life for gentlemanly reasons, or perhaps because I wished to buy her gratitude. The truth is, I was intellectually frozen. I had never suspected myself capable of such concentrated hatred of any condition, thing or person. Baltis was no concern of mine  none whatever. Dorje was a monopolizing obsession.

He is a doctor. He saves people. He does not kill them, Baltis remarked  childishly, I thought.

I laughed, inside myself. I could have vivisected Dorje, without qualm or compunction. So much for the veneer we think is manners, and good morals, and a spiritual inward grace. Dorje laughed outright  one humorless, cynical sneer:

Then you are ash big a fool as she ish. To grow corn, it ish nesheshary to kill weeds and inshects.

Reason returned slowly. I could feel it almost like a physical reaction. The obvious thing to do was to kill Dorje with my hands before he could have a chance to summon help. I took a step toward him. But I had to climb that boulder; and as I started to do that two faces peered above it, one on either side of Dorjes legs. They were as devilish as his, but stupid. His seemed all intellect; those other two were like the faces of the men who can be hired, for money for promised paradise, to maim and torture heretics. I picked up my case of instruments and put a plug on my forearm to stop the bleeding, bound that with my handkerchief and held it out for Baltis to tie the knot.

What next? I demanded.

Thish way.

The two owners of the faces followed him  mongrel Mongols clothed in dyed leather  lean, muscular rogues whose tread suggested secret purposes and confidence in something not yet brought to pass. They had knives in their belts, but no firearms that I could detect. Then Baltis took me by the hand.

We are fr-r-riends now  yes?

Tu membêtes! I answered, paying her in her own coin, with interest.

Pourquoi? It is obvious that you and I are destined to be useful to each other. Othairwise I could have keeled you. But it is impossible to do what is not destined. Therefore you should do as I do and forget the little difference.

Come along, I answered. I believe she genuinely felt much more friendly than she ever had done; circumstances, from her viewpoint, had made intimacy almost unavoidable. She kept hold of my hand  locked her fingers in mine. I rather liked it.

Dorje paused beside the airplane, stared at it, then turned and smiled at me. The smile wrinkled his face and made him better looking. It was the mischievous, tolerant smile of an expert at an amateurs mistake.

Petrol! he said. Shilly as shtilts! Grow treesh high enough and climb to heaven! Wind blowsh  down you come! Tree breaksh  down you come. And heaven ish shtill a long way off  eh?

He resumed his stroll into the clearing, walking with his head a little forward as if thought were heavy. He had a strong neck and fine shoulders, but his legs looked spidery and spindly in proportion to his bulk; they could carry him well, but he seemed to dislike using them. I noticed for the first time that his clothing, too, was made of leather, dyed to resemble russet-colored cloth and cut like no garments I had ever seen; they were so evidently comfortable that at first glance one was almost as unaware of them as he was.

In the near distance was the semicircular group of buildings that we had seen from the plane. They looked now rather like farm buildings, but of a far better type than one would expect to find outside the United States or certain parts of Europe. There was a central building that resembled an enormous barn, with silos at one end, only they were too wide and not high enough to be regular silos and there was grass growing on their flat tops, so that whatever their use might be they were certainly not filled from above or from the outside. All the other buildings looked like dwellings or else store sheds. The clearing was possibly fifty acres in extent. There were a few small cows, some goats and chickens.

Baltis and I followed Dorje toward a building at the right of the big central barn. We walked slower than he did because my head was a bit woozy from the shaking up and Baltis, too, refused to be hurried.

Have you been here before I demanded, and she shook her head.

When I came down from Koko Nor it was by way of China. And when I went there it was by way of Russia and

She checked herself. She had evidently spoken unguardedly, telling the plain truth  something contrary to habit. She had been thinking furiously of something else.

Listen, she said, I dare not speak of that. While Dorje lives I dare not speak of it. He is too cruel. When he kills he is swift. But when he punishes

She shuddered.

Are you hoping to regain his favor? I asked her.

No, no. Impossible. But I am hoping to save Henri.

Not in love with Grim now?

No. Jeemgreem is too impassionate. Henri de la Fontaine Coq is  oh, he is perfect! I am afraid Henri will laugh at Dorje.

What then?

Dorje does not enjoy to be laughed at. And what he does not enjoy he abolishes.

Use your wits, then. You and Vasantasena might

You listen to me! she interrupted. Should Vasantasena keel him, there would be such vengeance on us all as it is impossible to imagine! Such tortures  such prolongation of the agony  such devilish ingenuity! And Dorje knows why she is here. He is no fool. He will use her, and me, and Henri, and us all as arguments to make Jeemgreem submit to him and become his lieutenant. Either Jeemgreem does so, or he tortures us in Jeemgreems presence. Oh, I know Dorje! Not for nothing did he give us opportunity to overtake him. He did not need to wait here. Northward from here he can travel by day and none the wiser, since who would believe a story of an airship crossing all those mountains?

She sat down, pretending to remove a thorn or something from her sandal, since we were near the buildings now and there was more she wished to tell me.

I know him. I know how he reasons. He would argue that if we are worth troubling about, then we will find some way of overtaking Jeemgreem. And if we have that much ingenuity, then we are worth employment. Me  Vasantasena  he will keel, unless Jeemgreem makes a bargain for us. All you others he will use.

Piffle! I retorted. If hes shrewd hed know we would simply pretend to yield to him, and ditch him at the first chance.

Yes? she answered. You have not yet seen the punishments! But he will show you. Furthermore, he will do what he did to Bertolini  and to me  and to my sister  and to all the others who know anything about him. He will force you to commit a crime for which there is no forgiveness if the crime is found out. None of Dorjes intimates can ever turn against him, because always there is that atrocity that never can be expiated. Whether you do it or not, he will construct the evidence. But he can offer such temptation  of such power and excitement  that they are not many who shrink from the practical pledge. He is persuasive.

A hypnotist?

More. He knows the anatomy of emotions. He can produce them. And he is protected always by his bodyguard, who are devils on whom he imposes discipline.

Dorje had paused in a doorway. I saw him make a remark to his two attendants. He went inside. They turned back and approached us. Baltis refastened her sandal and took my hand again. We strolled forward and the two men waited for us.

I love Henri.

Arent you a bit changeable?

I am as lightning that looks for its lover. It flashes this way. It flashes that way. But when it finds its real mate it

Kills him? I suggested.

No. You imbecile, it kills those who get in the way! Tell Jeemgreem  he would not believe me  tell him I am truly his accomplice if he only will agree to save Henri!

Grim will do what he can to save all of us.

Maybe. But you do not know yet. You tell Jeemgreem that I make that bargain with him. Unless he saves Henri for me I will ruin us all. I am not afraid of death. And if it is true that Jeemgreem is my destiny and I am his, nevertheless, there can be interludes, and there are many lives. I will forgive him if he finds himself a temporary love until our destiny unites us. I will not be vairee jealous. Tell him to be generous to me, and I will truly help him against Dorje.

Dorjes two attendants were impatient  beckoning.

Come along, I answered. All right, I will tell him. When did you and Henri reach your understanding?

Not yet. He does not yet know it. He has only begun to wonder why he is annoyed when I speak of Jeemgreem. Henri is a reincarnation of dArtagnan, who was the greatest lover in the world. But he does not know that either  not yet. He is a vagrant. He has no loyalties. He is no good. But he is marvelous. I love him and he loves me.


CHAPTER 37. Henri  he has genius.

We entered a long, narrow room, roughly beamed, with two small windows on the northern side, through which there was a view of snow-topped mountains. Across the full width of the western end there was a platform, about three feet high, untidily loaded with Eastern rugs, and on a heap of those sat Dorje, cross-legged, leaning back against a pile of cushions. He took almost no notice of us when a man in leather closed the door behind us  one glance under heavy eyelids and then attention again to a box-like instrument in front of him, as if he were playing chess and studying the next few moves ahead. To right and left of him, lolling but looking insolently capable of violence, were eight men.

Grim, dressed as when I last saw him, sat on a rug on the floor with his back to the wall near a hearth on which a dozen sticks are burning. Grim smiled, nodded, then resumed his far-away stare through one of the windows. He, too, might have been playing chess; his right hand moved at intervals as if he hesitated which line of attack to develop. Jeff sat opposite to Grim, and it was several minutes before I guessed that the movements of Grims right hand were signals which Jeff was reading while he pretended to stare at the fire. Chullunder Ghose, near Jeff, was studying the signals too.

Vasantasena had vanished; the only sign of her was a shawl hanging over the edge of the platform, which I thought I recognized as hers, although I was not sure. Henri de la Fontaine Coq, picaresquely amused but looking pale as if he had been badly shaken by the crash, sat watching Dorje, leaning backward against a rough-hewn post that supported a roof beam. There was another upright post, supporting the other end of the same beam; I went and sat against that, where I could see everyone. Baltis stood in mid-room, facing Dorje, with her back to Henri Coq and me. She was evidently waiting for a chance to speak to Dorje without annoying him by interrupting his train of thought, and I wondered what language she would use. However, Grim spoke first, in English:

No use keeping up the pretence that youre the Baltis from Marseilles. I have told Dorje how she died in the Cairo hospital, and that I got the key to his cipher from her. I have explained to him how you changed identity in order to be able to worm your way into my confidence. He had sentenced your sister to death for having made mistakes in France.

Dorje looked up. He, too, spoke English. I believe he did it to prevent his men from understanding.

Bad bitch! She was silent.

Prinshipal shtreet of Capetown? he demanded. Adderley Street.

Hotel?

Mount Nelson.

Which way you travel?

Buluwayo  Ujiji  Bukoba  Gondokoro  Khartoum.

Liar! Who ish Capetown represhentative?

Dorje, I cant remember his name. You know I always had a bad memory. That is why you gave me the cipher key in writing. She  my sister  stole it from me.

Liar! You are the other one.

Dorje, you have so many women that you cant remember!

No matter. You are both bad bitches!

There was evidently something wrong with Dorje. His was not the method or the manner of a super-man who knows his power and decides all issues instantly. I would have betted there and then that Dorjes brain was worn out  glowing and dying, glowing and dying like the embers of a tremendous furnace  and that Dorje knew it. That might be why he spoke English  afraid to let his men learn what was happening to him. Almost anyone could have tested Baltis claim to be her twin sister better than he had done. And Grim would surely not have chosen such a dangerous expedient to save her from Dorjes wrath unless he had detected something wrong with Dorjes grasp of things.

Paranoia? Paresis? I began to wonder. Dope seemed improbable, although I was sitting too far away from him to draw confident deductions about that. But he was certainly not the same dynamic monster that he had been, hardly fifteen minutes gone, when he interrupted Baltis operation on my forearm. It seemed to me his lower lip had drooped a trifle, and the occasional movement of his left hand near his mouth suggested something wrong with the co-ordination of his faculties. He blazed up suddenly. He seemed to have forgotten the problem, or perhaps to believe he had solved it. Vanity lurked in his smile as he glanced toward Grim.

You want her?

Yes, said Grim.

Take. You can have as many ash you want. Kill her if shes no good.

Come here, said Grim, and Baltis promptly went and sat beside him; but she glanced at Henri Coq, who smiled and tilted both ends of his dArtagnan moustache.

Dorje lurched off the pile of rugs and cushions. Locomotor ataxia? Apparently not; he walked without any noticeable difficulty with his legs, although he still had the air of disliking to use them. He went out through a narrow door at the back of the platform, but the eight men remained where they were. They lolled and stared at us. One of them sprawled on his stomach on Dorjes rug-pile and appeared to try to understand the box-like instrument. The others smiled at him. He smiled back, sat up, shrugged his shoulders and resumed his former place.

Grim glanced at me. You get it?

Is it safe to talk English?

Yes, when he isnt here.

Cracking, I said, thats obvious. Do you know what it is?

He calls it soma. He has probably gone out now to take some. If so, he wont be back for twenty minutes. He never sleeps. He takes that stuff instead. First it makes him relax. Then it makes him diamond-hard and mentally alert.

Theres something physical as well.

Sure. Thats why he began to take the stuff. Its a drug the Atlanteans used.

Where is Vasantasena?

God knows. He seemed afraid of her. Two men took her somewhere. I hope nothing happened.

Stick to the point, said Jeff. Tell us all you can before he gets back. I understood your signals to mean Success not quite impossible if we humor him. Go on from there. I didnt get the rest of it.

Hes at the end of his tether, said Grim, and he knows it. He may decide to kill us, and he may not. He broke down badly on the way here  nerves gone  had the horrors  sees the Asiatic hells when hes in that condition, but has to control himself to keep his men from guessing whats wrong. So he talked to me. He found a buried city in the Gobi Desert, where the Atlantean secrets are all preserved in synthetic gold tablets in chests of the same metal  chemical formulae  everything.

I could have told you that, said Baltis.

But you didnt.

Benjamin mentioned it, said Jeff. Go on.

He hadnt brains enough himself to read them, or the patience either, but he had the luck to find a Chinaman who could puzzle it out. He says its a kind of key-language, in ideoform, not unlike Chinese. The Chink found several men to help him, and between them they deciphered a lot of it, but theres oodles more. Dorje began experimenting with the formulae that they translated into modern Chinese, and he soon found he could wreck the whole world, as the Atlanteans did, if he trained himself and taught some people to become receptive to his impulse. Thats about how he phrased it. He decided to rule the world instead of absolutely wrecking it. And, of course, he had heard the legend about the Lord Maitreyas expected coming, so he began with propaganda about that, and by getting a rep as a great magician.

How long has he been doing this? Jeff asked.

I dont know. He says he is more than eighty years old. He has kept himself going with chemical formulae found in those gold chests. So has the Chinaman. But the Chinaman also is cracking.

Out there in the Gobi?

No. No water or supplies out there. His first establishment was in Siberia. Do you remember reading of a cataclysm, said to be caused by an enormous meteor, that wiped out hundreds of square miles  about the time of the Armistice, I think it was  wiped em out so absolutely that it was years before anyone knew what had happened? That was his headquarters  his explosion  caused by him because his men rebelled. It was where he was making his thunderbolts. He blew em up  or rather, he made a woman do it; he says he was bored with the woman anyhow.

He breaks womens hearts, said Baltis. They love the excitement of his wisdom. When that fails them there is nothing left. Who cares to live for nothing? And to turn against him would be to incur misery and torture without any self-esteem. Women die for self-esteem, not love, and Dorje knows that.

Go on, Jim, said Jeff. Hell be back in a minute.

Dorjes next move was into Tibet, where he found, and rebuilt an abandoned monastery to the north of Koko Nor. He took advantage of the fact that Tibet is closed territory and that Tibetan monks are naturally secretive and predisposed to so-called psychism and anything of a super-normal nature. The Maitreya legend helped him. He was able to plot, and to do almost anything he chose, under the cloak of religion. He established a college in his monastery and even obtained a sort of charter for it from the Dalai Lama. People flocked to him from all the ends of Asia, and he picked and chose until he had plenty of men  and women, too  to make his thunderbolts and poison-gas. He began to train men  and women  to scatter all over the world and take advantage of Communist  Fascist  almost any kind of propaganda  stir unrest  discontent  preach pessimism. And he had the genius to see that the secret services were his best medium, so he diligently corrupted those, until even the famous Indian secret service is as undependable today as a wet squib. Always harping on the coming of the Lord Maitreya, he encouraged the Indian Nationalists, and the Gandhists, and the Moslems, setting one against the other and them all against the British; and of course, when the ball got rolling it increased of its own momentum.

He sent agents into China, Mexico, South America  everywhere. The discipline was simple; if they failed, or disobeyed him, they were simply betrayed to the police or to the military. When his agencies grew strong enough they set up secret courts of justice, such as Bertolinis in Cairo, and inflicted unspeakable tortures in the presence of one another, compelling the latest recruits to do the torturing, so that there was not much risk of their betraying one another after that. And only picked men and women knew anything at all about himself, his purpose or his organization; all the others believe to this hour that they are Communists, or Fascists, or some other kind of savior of mankind.

His plan was to destroy, in one week, all the modern ammunition in the world. That would leave all modern armies at the mercy of men with bows and arrows  swordsmen  spearmen  cavalry. And there would be no navies  no airplanes left. Asia can easily put ten million men in the field, and Asia believes in the Lord Maitreya. All Dorje had to do was to keep himself out of the limelight and to plant his thunderbolts and flask of poison-gas. The idea, of course, of the gas is to bomb the legislatures of the world. The flasks will go in anybodys pocket. Two or three flasks, for instance, tossed on to the floor of the House of Congress  two or three more in the White House  two or three dozen, say, in the Treasury and other important administrative buildings  the same thing on the same day in a dozen or more countries  it only needs two or three hundred carefully instructed men  and where is the worlds government?

Good riddance to it! remarked Henri de la Fontaine Coq. A politician is something to be cr-r-racked like a louse.

Grim glanced at him. I saw him glance sideways at Baltis, too. Then he went on:

However, Dorje saw he had no chance to succeed, even with his gas and thunderbolts, unless he could contrive a system of communication not connected with the wire or wireless systems or organized civilization. There was plenty about thought transference in the golden library that he found in the Gobi Desert. Apparently the Atlanteans knew almost all there is to know about every form of vibration and what it will do. But there was no understanding it until those ancient books were found, of which Chullunder Ghose told us in Delhi; those reached Dorje through Vasantasena, who has been his agent for a long time. They interpreted into an intelligible script the secret formula; that were engraved on the golden tablets; and after that it was no longer a secret how to direct thought-waves and to send them a limitless distance.

But the trouble then was, that the receiving and sending instruments  human brains  are just about as delicate and misunderstood as the thought-waves themselves are. So he had to devise an instrument that would act, in a sense, like a mirror and respond  not to the broadcast thought-wave  he says that is impossible, because of confusion  but to the reaction set up in the brain of the recipient. In other words, a man might look at the machine and see the thought to which his brain is responding unknown to himself. That is one of the machines on the platform. He has to use it. He is getting worn out. He can no longer detect the messages his brain receives  or at any rate, not always. I was trained in Tibet, but I can only do it now and then. Chullunder Ghose can do it oftener than I can  Jeff not quite so often. Everybody can do it occasionally. But almost nobody understands it. Some call it playing hunches. Others call it being intuitive. The fact is, that the ether, which permeates all matter and is non-dimensional in any sense that our intelligence can grasp, is nevertheless more solid than any substance that we know of, and more sensitive than any photographic plate. A vibration set up in the ether is instantly spread in all directions. An explosion of dynamite might not affect the ether, because the vibration would be at the wrong rate. But a thought-wave does affect it. That is the principle behind Dorjes system of communication. He explained it to me in the airship, on the way here.

Dorje came in, stood in the doorway holding to the posts, stared at us, made me shudder, and went away again. He looked less weary of himself. His eight men stirred with a vaguely felt restlessness. I felt it, too. So, I think, did the others. Grim continued:

He encountered another difficulty. The machine is only rudimentary  extremely delicate  and doesnt work well. It appears to depend on something that resembles static. It works best at the highest altitudes, and in a dry atmosphere. The metal on which its functioning depends appears to absorb, not moisture, but the effects of moisture, whatever those are, and to lose a little of its sensitiveness. Dorje still can send  or he says so, but he cant receive any longer without that instrument.

Another thing he has discovered is the use of anti-gravity  his name for it. Mathematicians, of course, have understood for centuries that each law has its opposite; but it took Newton to reveal the law of gravity as a practical fact; and Dorje seems to be the first since the Atlanteans to put in practice what his Chinaman discovered from the tablets about antigravity  which is the principle on which his airship works.

I dont believe one word of that, said Henri de la Fontaine Coq. Nothing can fly without gravity  not even a what-do-you-call-it  a blimp.

Grim grinned. That is how he has preserved his secret. Nobody believed a word of it. His ships have been seen and reported by any number of people. He has two of them. Nobody believed the tales about chlorine gas until it wiped out a division at Ypres. Who believed in the telephone? It has been the same with Dorjes airship. And if you want rather worse humiliation than Bell got when he talked telephone, try talking anti-gravity to a group of scientists. Discoveries are made by unlearned men. The learned merely recognize them and perfect them after jealousy and incredulity are bankrupt.

Stick to your story, Jeff urged.

All right. Dorjes greatest difficulty is his general staff. He calls them his babus. He hates and despises them. They probably hate him, and Im betting on that.

Why did he go to Delhi? Jeff asked.

According to his own account, in order to catch me. His theory is, that the best of all lieutenants is a defeated enemy, and he thinks he has defeated me by burning Vasantasenas house. His agents in Delhi will say I burned it, and he thinks the secret service will believe that.

They already do, said Jeff.

Grim nodded. He says he has watched me for a long time, and he badly needs a chief of staff. Hes a strange mixture of slyness and naive frankness. He admits quite frankly that his plan has broken down, but he doesnt admit what I think is the obvious truth, that his staff have turned against him. He appears afraid of them. He speaks of them with the kind of bitter contempt with which Napoleon, on St. Helena, used to speak of some of his ex-generals.

It is too simple  too obvious. I got to sleep, said Henri de la Fontaine Coq. When I awake, then tell me that you still dont know the answer  and I will not believe you!

Henri  he has genius, said Baltis.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq composed himself for sleep. He removed his leather jacket and folded it for a pillow.

Aviators have neither brains nor courage, said Chullunder Ghose  pointedly, deliberately insolent. They are like birds that can be caught with seeds or quick-lime. And a French aviator is the stupidest of all. Nobody but a French aviator would have been such a fool as to do what you have done.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq sat up again and forced himself awake.

Your flattery is aimed at me? he asked. He yawned. I am unworthy of it, I assure you. If I were stupid I should be a banker or a commander-in-chief or a father of fifteen children, and very respectable. But I know luck when I see it.

He has genius, said Baltis.

Grim glanced quickly at Chullunder Ghose, nodded almost imperceptibly and looked away again. The babu resumed the offensive.

If we wait for him to guide us we shall soon see how easy it is to fly, because our souls will leave our bodies  if an aviator has one! said Chullunder Ghose. A man who has been fool enough to fly into forbidden territory, at the behest of an adventuress, is not a savant whose advice this babu would exchange for common sense. He has lost his plane. He has lost his reputation. He has lost his prospects

And he has won the game! said Henri de la Fontaine Coq. You animal! You fat toad! There is nothing now to do but to collect the stakes and spend them! It is too simple. We accept all of Dorjes proposals. We agree to everything. We even invent new staggering concepts for him. And we presently overturn him and avail ourselves of Dorjes riches. When it suits us, we dictate terms to the world. We become heroes. We are kissed by statesmen. But what we will do afterwards to save ourselves from being destroyed by boredom, I am a fat priest if I know!

He disposed himself again for sleep, curling up like a dog with his head on the folded leather jacket.

There is nothing that he does not dare, said Baltis. I assure you, Henri is an absolutist.

Self am opposite of absolutist, said Chullunder Ghose. I bet you pounds Egyptian fifty

Steady! said Grim through the side of his mouth. Here comes Dorje.


CHAPTER 38. A leader without a plan is more exciting than a plane without a rudder.

He looked like another being  a different monster, revived by the stuff he had drunk. His Mongolian features seemed to have been sharpened. His eyes glittered. He looked as unsympathetic as flint  as devoid of humor as a turtle. His head now was erect on his neck, and his neck looked almost brittle it was so incapable of bowing to any mood or morals not approved of by the bulging brain. There was a suggestion of the gladiator grown contemptuous of fear from too much use of its effect on others. Even his spidery legs had new strength; they were under him, instead of seeming afraid of his weight. And when he spoke, although he still could not pronounce the letter s, his voice had the jarring gracelessness of power that is beyond passion and not qualified by doubt.

He smells of ice, said Baltis in an undertone. Do you know now why a woman neither loves nor hates him, but obeys?

Now I go, said Dorje. You come. Kick that shluggard awake, or I will have him vivishected. Shtand up  closhe together  all fache that way.

I shook Henri de la Fontaine Coq and he struck at me, as if he resented being dragged out of a dream. But he was on his feet in a minute and laughing:

Lucky for you I missed your nose! One or two women have had to learn not to waken me suddenly. What does that animal wish us to do?

Dorje gave an order in a strange tongue to one of his men. They all came scrambling off the platform and lined up behind us. They stank of sour milk, rancid butter, yak-dung, sweat and rotten fish. The man behind me breathed on the back of my neck and it felt like being chosen for a pythons dinner.

Schlaa! said Dorje  or a word that sounded like it. A man opened the door and led the way, swaggering into the sunlight, turning there, licking his lips and then snotting his nose on the back of his hand. I would have preferred to have been killed by a hyena. Nothing in the whole world is as loathsome as a human being who has forgotten that he is one. For a second or two I think all of us, Baltis included, believed we were about to be killed. My own thought was that Dorje had overheard our conversation and had decided to make short work of us. It was one of lifes abominable moments.

It was not improved by the sight of an airplane  a mere speck in the south-western sky  that appeared to be trying to negotiate a different pass from the one we had used, or perhaps to be looking for the route we had taken. Even if it had been several thousand feet lower our smashed plane must have been invisible among the trees. It was possibly making for Katmandu, to land there and ask questions. It presently vanished behind the tops of tumbled mountains, and its only effect was to deepen our gloom. Even Baltis was gloomy.

We were shepherded into the entrance of the central building. There was a kind of hallway, about twelve feet long with a door at either end. It was bare of furniture. All except two of our custodians disappeared through the inner door without giving us a chance to see what was on the far side. The other two appeared to have no fear of our escaping; they leaned with their backs to the doors, with the hilts of long knives thrust forward. They chewed something that stank, and spat unskillfully. If they had any other weapons than their knives they did not show them. We might have rushed them successfully, but I dont know what good that would have done.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq was the first to make any remark:

Kill Dorje  yes? Then seize everything?

Get this, said Grim. If you try it, Ill kill you! All of you  I want this understood: if Dorje dies too soon, that will leave what he calls his babus in control of things. Theyre infinitely worse than he is, because there are more of them. Weve got to wreck them first  Dorje last. We need him in order to reach them.

All right. Whats your plan? the Frenchman asked.

I havent one.

Alors  then you all obey me.

Jeff took him by the left arm and the back of the neck. The Frenchman struggled for a moment, but he was as helpless as a fly on a sticky paper, and he had sense enough to try to be funny about it:

Peste! I was not built to come to pieces that way! Jeff threatened to crack his head against the wall.

We obey Grim!

Oh yes, why not? It makes no difference. A leader without a plan is more exciting than a plane without a rudder.

The two guards grinned but made no move to interfere and Jeff made the most of the moment. He let go, but he crowded Coq into the corner, smiling at him  always genial when he is least gentle.

Im merely calling your attention to a flat fact. Grim is head man. Shall I say that in French?

You say it very well in English.

Baltis drew near. You big oaf, you have only muscles!

Henri de la Fontaine Coq smiled:

But they are muscles. One admits that!

The door opened. A man beckoned us, and we were given not much time to observe our surroundings. Other men came. We were crowded  hustled forward into a great shed built of undressed stone and mortar. There were tanks, and gauges on the tanks. In the midst was Dorjes airship  pearl-grey  almost opal  and it was longer than it looked when we saw it rise out of Vasantasenas garden. From below it looked cylindrical, with fluted ends that suggested something new in streamline. Owing to the color of the metal of which the thing was made it seemed likely that the shape wouldnt be very confusing if seen from below from a distance; in certain lights it might be half-invisible  perhaps not visible at all. It was made of metal plates joined edgewise, not overlapping. Some sort of welding process. The seams had been rubbed smooth, but half-round ridges had been left that gave it a peculiarly neat appearance; but those ridges, too, seemed likely to catch sunlight and produce camouflage, whether or not that was intended.

There were rough steps. We were shepherded up those and through an opening in the airships side into a chamber about fifteen feet long. The bulkheads at either end appeared to be made of glass; at any rate, it was something perfectly transparent, except for narrow doors in either bulkhead that were made of wood, not metal. There were several more transparent bulkheads and we could see through those about two-thirds of the interior; but the bow and the stern were invisible, apparently the bulkheads there were made of metal without openings of any sort, but those sealed ends were much too short to possess any lifting capacity in the event that they were filled with gas.

There were mattresses strewn on the floor and on what appeared to be tanks along the sides of our compartment. Those tanks, too, were much too small to possess lifting power, and as a matter of fact they contained liquid ballast which we could hear splashing against swash-plates soon after we started. We could see out; there were four small windows set in the metal sides above the tanks and below the widest diameter of the hull, so that the easiest view was downward. An enormous flask of water hung from the roof in slings, but there was no food in sight and we were all of us ravenously hungry as well as sore- eyed from lack of sleep.

There was no machinery that looked capable of producing power; but a tube, apparently of some metal alloy, about two feet in diameter, extended the entire length of the airship immediately under the roof but not quite touching it. It appeared to be carefully insulated where it passed through the bulkheads, and it was held rigidly in place by a perfect spider-web of metal struts. There were similar, vertical tubes, in pairs, against the fore and aft metal bulkheads; and there was another tube, of the same diameter secured in the form of a circle to a circular plane-table marked with degrees in the roof of a compartment twenty feet astern of ours. Beneath that circular tube were what appeared to be the controls, in the form of three long levers; one of them rose through a slot in a metal housing on the floor; the others were on either side of the housing. Above those levers was a wheel connected to the circular tube overhead, and that appeared to be the steering apparatus.

There was no sound of moving machinery, no smell of heat or lubricating oil, no indication that I could detect of any motive power whatever. A crew of eight men  not the same who had herded us  lounged in the forward compartment, and there was one man seated in what appeared to be a conning-tower in the roof; we could only see his legs, which rested on a metal platform that could be reached by an iron ladder from the compartment immediately astern of that one containing the controls. Through a door in the side of that compartment a heavy, iron-bound, padlocked wooden box, about as big as a coffin-container and about the same shape, was hoisted and shoved in by four of the men who had shepherded us. Then Dorjes thought-detecting instrument was carried in and set exactly in the middle of the floor. The same four men then fastened up the door of our compartment from the outside, using screw-bolts, after which they entered through the other door and passed through to a compartment at the stern. Then Dorje came, still looking full of vitality but once more awkward on his feet; he had a hard time getting through the opening, but once in there he sat on some blankets on a tank like those in our compartment and tucked his legs under him as if that was their normal position. A man followed him lugging a heavy box like a sea-captains medicine chest, which he set on the tank beside Dorje. Then the same man closed the door of that compartment from the inside, after which he joined the others in the stern.

One man, who looked like a mongrel Chinese-Tibetan came aft now, passing through our compartment to the control room, where he took hold of one of the levers. Dorje watched him, and presently spoke to him through a tube; there was another tube from close by Dorjes seat that evidently reached up to the conning tower. The silence was death-like. No sound whatever reached us from the outside, not even when they rolled back the huge shed-door, as they must have done  until someone struck the hull with a hammer. That appeared to be the all clear signal. Dorje sat back, pressing himself against the bulkhead. Then he laughed. He enjoyed our discomfort immensely.

The man at the controls jerked his lever forward and we started so suddenly, and so swiftly, that it threw us all in a heap on the floor. There appeared to be two simultaneous motions  a foot or two upward, and forward with the speed of an arrow. The sensation was of being caught in a tremendous stream that was already in motion  almost of being caught by a conveyor belt, so that we started at top speed without any interval of gaining headway. It was not in the least like the motion of flying, and there was neither sound nor vibration. Chullunder Ghose was instantly and noisily sick; he abandoned optimism.

I  whoop  sahibs, life is like that. Every  whoop  everything ends in  whoop  vomit, and the worms win! Whoop  I hope they vomit also!

There was room for one of us at each small window, but the speed was so great that by the time we looked out there were no recognizable landmarks, and since we could not see astern there was no means of knowing how far we had come from the place we had left. The ship was rising rapidly, but on a perfectly even keel, although there was a perceptible roll and a slight pitching that were probably due to the resistance of the wind. The only sound came from the swishing of liquid ballast, and that was rather a relief from the weird lack of any mechanical sounds. Civilization has so accustomed us to the din of friction that its absence, when anything happens, is almost terrifying  and a silent terror is enormously worse than one that thunders, since we discount thunder from experience.

I am unable to describe the sensations set up by that airship, partly, I suppose, because I lacked at that time any technical knowledge that would have helped me to make mental comparisons; and in such circumstances memory is extremely tricky, however well trained it may be in some other respects. There was nothing about it that inspired confidence. It seemed amateurish. One expected it to fall at any moment and be smashed on the windswept mountain-tops beneath us. It was so cold in there that our teeth chattered, although a certain amount of heat came from the tube overhead and, I suppose, from the other tubes also. By my thermometer the temperature was 42 Fahrenheit, but that reading is not reliable.

A man brought us food  cold, half-cooked meat and parched barley. We devoured it ravenously, beastly though the meat was; in fact, ravenously was the only way to eat it  one had to get it down and get it over with. It was tossed to us as if we were animals cooped in a cage. Dorje, leaning back against a bulkhead, chewed parched barley as if his teeth were none too comfortable, and at intervals he sipped something from a bottle out of the box that resembled a medicine chest. It was noticeable that he allowed no one to wait on him; he produced his barley from an inside pocket of his leather coat.

Except for those outstanding memories the whole experience was like a dream  exactly like a dream, and just as difficult to recall in sequence and detail. That is possibly due to the fact that we needed sleep so badly. Henri de la Fontaine Coq curled himself up on a mattress on the floor, with three times his share of the blankets, and began to snore before we were in the ship ten minutes. Grim was wide-eyed. Baltis yawned and struggled to keep her faculties alert. Chullunder Ghose moaned on the floor until I took a couple of blankets off the aviator and covered him up, after which he slept and snored too. Jeff and I watched each other to see which would yield first.

Then a man came in and spoke gruffly to Grim in Tibetan. He made peremptory gestures, holding the door in the bulk-head open to keep it from slamming when the ship pitched in the wind. There was much more wind by that time; we could indistinctly hear it shrieking against the conning tower and along the flutings of the hull. Grim explained:

Im to go to Dorje. I wish the rest of you would sleep, if you can. Im good for another hour or two, but after that Ill have to turn in and it wont do for all of us to be asleep at the same time.

Grim went aft. I saw him sit down on the opposite tank, facing Dorje. Jeff and I removed another blanket from the aviator, gave two to Baltis, and then turned in together, on one mattress, for the sake of each others warmth.


CHAPTER 39. Theres nothing you would ask me, that I wouldnt do.

When I awoke I had undoubtedly been dreaming. In a sense I was still in a dream. That and reality were so mixed up that I could not separate them. Grim had touched me on the shoulder, and as Jeff and I sat up and stared at him I could feel the ship pitching far more violently than it had done. There was a horrible corkscrew motion.

Were descending, said Grim. Present elevation about eleven thousand. Were dropping into the wind that sweeps Tibet from the north.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq sat up. Who took my blankets? No wonder I freeze! You should have demanded others. He stared around him. We are all crazy, I tell you.

Give me something, said Grim, that will keep me awake. Dope. Lots of it. I mustnt quit. Shoot me full of the stuff.

I objected vigorously. So did Jeff. Grim put it bluntly:

Dont be idiots. One deaths as good as another. I must see this job through.

I felt for my pocket case. Jeff snatched it from me.

Very well, said Grim, Ill have to use Dorjes stuff. But it relaxes before it gets its work in.

He was gone before we could prevent him. Through the transparent bulkhead we could see him talking to Dorje, who gave him a big bottle from the brass- bound box. Jeff hurried after him, but before he could find out how to open the door Grim had swallowed about a tumblerful of milky-looking liquid that he poured into a glass bowl. Judging by the expression on his face the stuff was bitter. He returned. He sat down on our mattress.

God-damned idiot! said Jeff affectionately.

Grim smiled. I felt his pulse. It was about sixty already. His eyes had lost their steel, if that describes it, but they looked amused.

Ill feel vigorous, he said, in twenty minutes. Just at present Im incapable of lucid speech.

Chullunder Ghose sat up and belched like a gun going off. He stared at Grim.

What is it? he demanded. And when I told him:

Oh, my God! Our Jimmy Jimgrim drunk on soma!

Jeff growled at him. Shut up!

I tell you, I know all about it, said the babu. No, sahib! Give him no antidote  there is none  you will kill him! Let him keep still. If you increase his heart-beats he will fall dead!

I laid Grim on his back. He took no notice, although he was perfectly conscious; he seemed able to control his arms and legs but too indifferent to do it. I took his temperature. Ninety.

He is done for! Chullunder Ghose forgot his own physical distress. He was afraid of something that he understood, and which Jeff knew about, but which I neither understood nor knew. From now on he must either have that stuff or die in torture!

He is drunk, thats all, said Henri de la Fontaine Coq. It does a man good to get drunk now and then  now and then. I also wish to drink myself into a mood. What has he? Give me some of it.

He is not drunk at all, said Baltis. If he has drunk soma, you will shortly see him ten times abler than he evaire was. But afterwards

Am nihilist negationist from now on, said Chullunder Ghose. There will be no afterwards. We have lost our Jimmy

Shut up! Jeff commanded.

Smash me! What do I care! Worst has happened! Let me tell you! Jimmy Jimgrim presently will blaze up and be brilliant. But after a certain length of time he will have to have more soma. Perhaps he will take it once more, or even twice more  because he is absolutist  he will absolutely do his job. But then he will still need soma. And he will not take it, even if he could get it. So he will die  in great agony. Worse agony, I tell you, than a death from any other cause. Worse than death by Chinese tortures. Jimmy Jimgrim goes over the top, I assure you. Oh, how sweet it would be to believe that this life is the last one! Then one could make an end of it and cease forevermore to suffer!

Let us steal some soma. Let us all take some of it, Baltis suggested. Wait  I will go and ask Dorje. Perhaps he will give it to us. Why not? Life is nothing but experience. Let us have that experience!

Yes. We might as well die with our fuselage on fire, said Henri de la Fontaine Coq.

Sit down! Jeff commanded. And shut up!

He was so worried about Grim that he almost forced me to forget where we were. His whole frame seemed overcharged with an emotion that he suppressed with a will that was as dynamic as his muscles. But he could not suppress Chullunder Ghose.

Am busted flush. Am no good any more. I, who have tasted all adversity, and all contempt, and every species of disillusion, I am in profundis. Come to hell, all of you! Come, I say, come! There is no other place! That man is the only friend I ever had. He trusted me. He even made me trust myself. He treated me exactly as his equal. I am a scoundrel, and he knew it, but he trusted me, absolutely. I became a needle with a pole to point to. And now Jimmy  oh, Jimmy Jimgrim

He collapsed in tears, and there is almost nothing less exhilarating than a fat man crying. However, Grim stirred and that stirred us, so that even Jeffs strain eased a little. Grims pulse improved. I could feel his temperature rise without the aid of the thermometer. His eyes changed; they resumed the steely blue-grey hue. He sat up  yawned  smiled  braced himself  nodded at Jeff, then at me  but he spoke first to the babu:

Yes, its over the top. Youre right, Ive trusted you. I do now. You will carry on until you havent a resource left. Then youll take yours standing up, like any other man whose friendship is worth having.

All right, Jimmy.

Listen, please. I want you men to understand me, before this soma makes me too keen-cut to talk. Im in a middle mood at present. You, too, Baltis: listen, it wont hurt you. Five or ten minutes from now Ill be at white heat and unable to discuss anything. Aim  aim  aim and nothing else! I only hope my aim in accurate. I took the stuff because one of us must go the limit. That is my job. I dont believe in leading from the rear. Im good now for about thirty-six hours of all Ive got in me. Then Im burned out. You men carry on.

Without you? Jeff asked. Sure thing.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq reached forward and touched Grims knee.

Get me some of that stuff! Drunk, I am insuperable. Then together we will scr-r-ag him. Afterwards

Jeffs scowl and growl silenced him. Grim continued:

I have passed my word to Dorje to give him all the aid I can until he has reduced his babus, as he calls them, to submission. He would have destroyed us otherwise. While you fellows were asleep, he and I had it out. We dickered to a showdown. Im to help him, on condition that he does no sort of injury to any of you, including Baltis, while the contract lasts. It terminates the moment he has licked his own gang. Then we make a new deal  or none  whichever suits both or either of us.

Can you trust him? Jeff asked.

No. But he can trust me, and he knows it. If his gang succeeded in deposing him theyd scough him and thered be about a hundred of em free to play hell with the world. And theyd do it. Theyd be infinitely worse than he is. Theyd quarrel among themselves undoubtedly, but in the process theyd wreck civilization  just as the war-lords are wrecking China. Dorje intends, of course, to scough me  all of us as soon as he has dealt with his rebels. He knows I know that. But he considers well be easy victims, whereas his own gang at the moment are like Caesars friends, at one and the same time treacherous and indispensable. Theyre indispensable because he has divided up responsibility between them. None of them knows all his secrets; each of them, however, knows at least one secret. And theyre jealous of each other  which is probably the only reason why they havent killed him long ago. They damaged his other airship recently  although he says they deny it  in order to restrict his movements; and he caught and killed a dozen of them who were trying to damage this one.

How does it work? demanded Henri de la Fontaine Coq. It is as unexciting as a houseboat. There is no uncertainty. What moves it?

I dont half understand it, Grim answered, but it follows the earths magnetic currents, which are as intricate and differentiated as the web spun by a spider. There are main currents, and all sorts of diagonal and cross- currents, with what he calls dead places between them where there is no current at all. When they strike one of those places they have to rise or fall until the wind takes them into a current again.

What makes it rise?

I dont understand that either. He says, antigravity. In other words  mind you, I quote him, this is not my own opinion; I havent one  any force, of whatever kind, can be converted and reversed, although its motion cant be made to cease. There is a substance in those tubes  so he says  that in some way reverses the centripetal pull of gravity. The tubes lift, and the hull pulls downward; they determine the elevation by adjusting the proportion between the upward and downward pull.

What steers it?

He explained that, too, but I cant grasp it. That circular tube in some way sets up a resistance against which they can straighten the ship with the wheel.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq emerged out of his mask. He became excited  earnest. His eyes, normally so scornful and superior to the thrill of even his own emotions, actually blazed:

We could go to the moon! To the planets! Let us do that! Let us steal this thing and do it!

Grim smiled. We have five  ten  possibly fifteen minutes in which to talk sense before my faculties take charge of me and I become a sort of automatic and impersonal engine. I can feel this soma working. What it does is to release the inhibitions; or perhaps I should say it paralyzes them. Whatever real character a man has, takes charge. Jeff, I want a promise from you.

Theres nothing you would ask me that I wouldnt do, said Jeff. What is it?

Dorje has kept himself drunk on the stuff since he first learned how to make it from the Atlantean formula. He has reached the stage where it doesnt work the way it used to. It releases the devil in him; but it has even burned the devil, so that he isnt as keen-edged as he used to be. But you can see what it releases.

Well? said Jeff. What of it? He looked scared. It is not in the least agreeable to see a strong man frightened.

Grim broke the ice abruptly: If I act up badly, kill me.

Damn your eyes, I knew you were heeled with a barbed hook!

I would do the same for you, said Grim. I wouldnt let you do dirt. Hurry up, Jeff; this stuffs gaining on me!

All right, its a promise. Dammit, Jim  you make demands on friendship.

I know who my friends are. Listen: you see that big chest in Dorjes compartment  not the one he takes his bottles from  the big one?

Yes. Whats in it?

Vasantasena.

Dead?

No. Living. He intends to fill her up with soma. And he says she loves him.

That is true, said Baltis. In her heart she loves him, though with her brain she hates. But men know nothing about women  nothing.

Grim continued: Therefore, drunk with soma, she will sacrifice herself to save his day for him.

She will act exactly as her heart impels her, said Chullunder Ghose. That is what soma does to people.

All women do that anyhow, said Baltis.

Grim glanced at her, and continued: But Vasantasena has refused to taste the stuff. She knows its potency.

And she wishes to hate him. Why not? All Dorjes women wish to hate him. Baltis was in a mood for revelation of her own experience, but Jeff scowled and growled and she checked herself.

Grim continued: So he has her locked in there until it suits him to use force to make her drink the stuff.

He is using it now, said Jeff.

Two men had come forward from the stern compartment. They were opening the chest. Dorje had the big, pearl-colored bottle in his hand. One of the men reached down into the chest and dragged Vasantasena upright, back toward us. Dorje showed her the bottle. He spoke  I saw his lips move. Vasantasena reached out for the bottle, and I think she meant to snatch and break it: but Dorje and his two men also thought so. One of them seized her head and bent it back. The other wrapped the corners of her sari on his thumbs and thrust his thumbs between her jaws. Then Dorje poured the stuff into her open mouth and, with his own left hand, so pressed the muscles of her throat that she was obliged to swallow. He poured in lots of it. She lay down.

Have I talked rot? Grim asked. I feel as if I were coming out from laughing gas. By Gad, though

What? Jeff asked him.

Nothing. Then after a moment: I can understand now how this ship works. I can see

He paused again. Henri de la Fontaine Coq opened his mouth  hesitated  spoke:

Then tell me how it works. I will go to the moon!

You may go to the devil, said Grim, when I have finished this job. Meanwhile, you will do what I tell you or take the consequences.

I will go to the moon, he repeated. I wonder that Dorje never did it. Or  perhaps  did he?

Baltis crossed the floor and sat beside him: Henri, I go with you!

For a while the two talked French in low tones, very rapidly. Grim stared into infinity. The ship pitched like a barrel on a big sea in a gale.


CHAPTER 40. Wreck his bugs nest. Him we kill last.

Catastrophes come suddenly like tidal waves and leave us wondering what happened and how we survived. Presently we begin to invent an explanation, and before long we have convinced ourselves. That is one reason why all history is such a mess of inconsistencies, and why I hesitate to give my version of what took place that night in Northern Tibet. I dont know all, or nearly all that happened; and things happened so swiftly that it is difficult to distinguish between actual memory, deduction and sheer guesswork.

I went to a window. Baltis volunteered the information that we had left Chak-sam and the Tsangpo River leagues away behind us and beneath us. We were flying low and it was sunset, with a howling wind lashing the anger of Koko Nor. No need to ask what lake that was. There is no other body of water that it possibly could have been. We were flying slightly to the westward of it; I could see the desolate salt marshes and wastes of sterile desert left by the ever-shrinking inland sea. There were clouds of wild-fowl settling for the night. Not a human being. Not a human habitation. Loneliness  dreariness  and the depressing twilight grey that only swamp-land knows.

Something Grim said  though the actual words escaped me  was so startling that I suddenly realized what state my nerves were in. And I was no exception; we had all jumped when he spoke to us. Jeff was ashen colored under the sunburn. Baltis looked like painted porcelain, because the rouge on cheeks and lips was too red for the blanched skin. Chullunder Ghose was too air-sick to look anything but haggard. Henri de la Fontaine Coq had assumed an air of truculence without effectually hiding fear; and all of us, except him, were suffering from the swift change of elevation. Grim, it seemed to me, was undergoing mental torture, as if he fought within himself for courage to face something much more terrible than death. He spoke again:

The hell is, I remember human values. However, here goes.

He went aft into Dorjes compartment. Dorje took one glance at him and grew afraid. He stood up, pushing himself off the tank with both hands, and they two faced each other. Scared  dreading what might happen, and entirely ignorant of what weapons Dorje might have, or what his mens attitude was toward Grim and the rest of us, Jeff and I followed, with Chullunder Ghose close at our heels and all three of us doing our best to seem casual. We were in time to hear the end of Grims speech:

So dont try treachery; for I can see the color of your thought. The bargain is: Im your ally until your babus are at heel or helpless. Where is the stuff?

He stopped and took the soma bottle from the box  passed it to Jeff, not taking his eyes off Dorje.

Jeff, give that to Crosby. Crosby, up the ladder theres a hatch. Youll find a port-light facing aft. Unfasten it, and throw that bottle out. Then fasten it again. If the man at the top makes trouble, Jeff will take him by the legs and brain him against the bulkhead.

I obeyed in a hurry. The big, stinking Turkoman who kept the lookout in the streamlined conning tower refused to make room for me and I needed both hands, one for the bottle, which was heavy, and one for the ladder. But Jeff reached for his foot and twisted it until he yelled. Then he crowded himself against the framework, so that I had room to struggle up beside him. The front was rather like the windshield of a car, only sloping backward at a sharper angle. At the sides and the rear there were square ports. I undid eight thumb-screws of a rear port and threw out the bottle, which fell, I believe, into Koko Nor, since we were passing at that moment, at an elevation of a thousand feet or so, above an arm of the lake that sprawled into the marshland like a river estuary. Our actual elevation above sea-level, I suppose, was fifteen or sixteen thousand feet.

Then I sat on the uncomfortable metal seat beside the Turkoman, who resented it but offered no resistance beyond crowding me with his elbow. There was no attempt whatever at comfort in that airship; probably its builders took their cue from the gruesome wilderness around them  raw  cold  gale-swept. Comfort, in a land like that, was probably as productive of a feeling of guilt as Gregorian music would be in a Scots kirk.

On a ledge in front of us, too far away to rest our elbows on it, just at the foot of the sloping window, were three crudely constructed switches something like those on an electric surface car; but they were apparently not in use just then; the man at the wheel beneath us did the steering; the man beside me apparently signalled him by striking one heel or the other against the sides of the ladder. But there was very little steering needed; it was quite possible to imagine that we were flowing, against the wind, in the stream of one of the earths magnetic currents. Perhaps my ignorance of what magnetic currents are, and how they function, made it all the easier to imagine.

Straight ahead of us, fifteen or twenty miles away, there was a group of low hills, hardly more than dunes, that might have been islands when Koko Nor was vastly wider than it is now. In the weird, wild quarter-light that follows sunset at that altitude they resembled the bones of a monster. Wind had cut them until spine-like hummocks lay along their summit. To the eastward they were higher, as if the monsters head lay pillowed on a low hill. And where the monsters eye might be there was one blue light  as blue as those they use on the underground tracks in the New York railroad stations.

By the movement of the pools and shadow clumps of marsh-grass beneath us I guessed our speed at eighty miles an hour, against that wind, until the Turkoman beside me spoke abruptly to the man beneath us. Then we slowed down to about half that speed, which enormously reduced the pitching, although the sideways roll continued. It was growing darker and the stars looked so big that nothing  absolutely nothing anywhere seemed real. It was like a dreadful dream that grew more dreadful as we approached those low hills. A baleful sheen of cold blue light appeared above them  dim  like a luminous mist; and yet there was no mist; there was too much wind for mist to concentrate and stay in one spot, and there was not a trace of moisture on the outside of the window. On the inside, moisture from our breath began to freeze and cloud the window, but the Turkoman growled to the man at the controls and in a moment I could feel heat rising. He leaned forward and wiped the window with a sour-smelling cloth.

There was no light in the airship. Down below me I could hear Grims voice, and then Jeffs. Once I thought I heard Vasantasena, and then Dorjes metallic voice, but there was no sound from the others. I could not see down into the dark compartment, and it was impossible to hear what was said, partly because of the swishing of the liquid ballast. Grim would shout if he needed me. I decided to stay where I was  fascinated. It was like a dream of death  a ferry-load of souls and stinking Charon at the helm. Ahead lay Limbo  cold, pale, mysterious. We were heading straight toward the motionless blue light that seemed so like a pupil of a monsters eye. It grew bigger, but not brighter. We appeared to aim ourselves straight at it. The man beside me struck both heels against the ladder and I heard a lever clank. They had shut off power. For a moment the wind checked and veered us, but the man beside me took a switch in each hand and we began to move ahead again. No pitching now whatever, and a lot less roll than formerly. The blue light seemed to race toward us, and it kept growing bigger and bigger. The Turkoman thrust both switches forward to their limit and then seized the third one; he seemed able to control our speed with that exactly as he pleased. We slowed almost to a snails pace. I believed then, and I still believe it, that our nose was being drawn toward a magnet that formed the mooring; I think the first two switches kept us straight, and that the third one increased or diminished the pull of the magnetic current on the airships nose. The wind ceased. We were in the lee of a big shed, creeping into it, and the light came from a ball of what looked like metal at the far end. I could see men on platforms made of undressed stone and packed earth, but before we passed into the shed I got one glimpse, to right and left of our surroundings.

Such a glimpse as that is no basis for an accurate description. It was almost more confusing than if I had seen nothing at all. A nightmare would be just as easy to recall from memory  a nightmare of gloomy walls and fortresses, enclosed within a rampart of alluvial mud, illuminated by pale blue light that streamed through doors and windows, throwing monstrous shadows against beehive mounds of mud and masonry that looked like black breasts burning; but the flame within them, glimpsed through slot-like openings at the bottom, seemed to give no heat.

We slid into the shed. The airships nose made contact with the blue-lit ball. The man beside me closed two switches and left the third one opened to the limit. There was a clanging of metal as the men on the platforms began opening the doorways in the ships sides  both sides this time; and they were swift  it was hardly a minute before light poured in along with icy air; and before I could reach the ladder-foot they were already dragging out the chest in which Vasantasena had lain imprisoned. Grim was already outside. Dorje was out ahead of him; I saw him talking to a small man in a bearskin overcoat, who had a snub nose and a graceless Cockney accent  caught about a dozen words:

Hi saye es sick! I tell yer, sick aint alf of it. Es craizy!

We  Jeff, Baltis, Henri de la Fontaine Coq, myself  were herded by the airships crew and driven out on to the platform. There were thirty men there, as grimy as stevedores, coated in half-dressed leather to which dirt clung like soot on cobwebs. Some of them  the broader-hipped ones  possibly were women; one of those, struck in the face by a mans fist, stumbled backward and fell between the airship and the platform. She, if a woman she was, lay moaning like an animal, but no one took any notice of her. Presently I saw Vasantasena standing in a shadow beside Grim, who was talking to her; but she seemed to be trying to hear what Dorje and the bearskin-Cockney man were saying:

Sick, I tell yer! And the gangs all sick o dilly-dallyin. Theyve got the irritator goin full blast. And now the messages aint workin. No news  and they saye you done it. Taike my tip, guvnor, and get ter ell out of ere afore they maike an end of yer!

Then Dorje beckoned and one of the airships crew ran swiftly. He seized the Cockney from behind, set a knee against his spine and jerked his head back. I was unable to see what weapon the Cockney used, but he struck behind him as he almost turned a back-spring, fell and lay still. I suppose his neck was broken. His assailant swayed and fell on top of him. I saw the Cockneys hand twitch. Dorje also saw it. He beckoned Grim.

You kill him.

Grim did not hesitate. He stooped over the two, on one knee, holding out his right hand. Dorje laid a knife on it, flat on the palm. Grims fingers closed; he plunged the knife in, withdrew it, wiped it on the bearskin, passed it back to Dorje and then set his face close to the Cockneys as if listening for breath or heart-beats.

Quite dead, he remarked, getting up.

Conshpirator, said Dorje. Thish way.

Grim followed him. Vasantasena followed Grim. The rest of us were herded by the airship crew and driven along the platform toward the blue-lit ball; but I was never close enough to that thing to be able to describe it, except that it appeared to be semi-transparent. We came to a rough gap in the wall, and as we were herded through that I had a chance to look back. I could no longer see the Cockney, although the other mans body lay face downward where it had been.

Then the shed went pitch-dark with a suddenness that made ones ear-drums throb with the instinctive leap to relieve a dead sense with a live one. It was even darker in that passage we had entered. Two of our custodians shouted and ran, I suppose to get the light turned on again. The remaining four began to drive us along the passage. Two of them had crowbars; one could understand those even better than the hoarse commands they uttered, although I think Jeff understood their speech. Baltis slipped in front of me to save herself from being prodded. Jeffs voice  sharp and sudden:

Keep behind me!

He burst back past me like a gun-team going into action. Jeff is a projectile in the instant when he abandons patience and the art of peace. I heard his fist thud like a battering-ram. No crowbar fell  not that time  Jeff had that one, and it almost struck me as he slung with it to crack skulls. It was the second crowbar, dropped by a man whose brains splashed like an egg-yolk, that rolled against my shins. Henri de la Fontaine Coq seized it. There were four men down in front of us and Jeff was in the gap in the wall  shadow against darkness  just discernible. I picked up Baltis to keep her feet out of the blood that might be oozing underfoot; she let herself be carried but kept calling Henri! Henri! until Chullunder Ghose shouted:

Look out, Rammy sahib! Oh, my

His shout saved Jeffs life. The two guards who had run when the light went out came creeping back. They rushed Jeff suddenly. Warned by Chullunder Ghose, he did the unexpected  stepped forward instead of back into the gap  then turned and let them have it. There were undoubtedly other men not far away, but for the moment it felt as if we stood alone in dark infinity. There was not a sound except the moaning of wind on the shed roof, but there was a sensation in front of us as if eternity were moving sideways, toward the left. Alternatively, we were being moved toward the right.

Are we all dead? Let us hope so, said Chullunder Ghose. How painless was the passing! What killed us?

Baltis! That was Grims voice. He was invisible. On the heels of that talk about death the suggestion was bloodcurdling; it was vox et praeterea nihil. Even Baltis, not much given to alarm of that sort, shuddered and pressed against me. However, it was Grim, not his ghost; he stepped toward us  another shadow, no more visible than Jeffs.

Are you there, Baltis? You and the Frenchman get into the airship.

Henri de la Fontaine Coq took Baltis by the arm and hurried her. He shook her. Suddenly a pin-prick of light gave us something to focus on. It was a struck match. Someone lighted a candle  inside the airship, and one could tell then what had moved and made the night seem to be sliding apart. The airships nose was no longer fast to anything. That Cockney was standing beside the controls with his hand on a lever. Two doors, on the far side, had been closed and several men were screwing up the bolts of the forward door on our side, but they were having difficulty because the slightest pressure seemed to make the ship move. Grim spoke French then:

Coq, you and Baltis help him to get the ship outside about a mile away, and wait for us. You may need all your skill to make him wait for us. He hasnt the slightest notion who I am. Dont tell him. If you keep him mystified

Coq hurried away with Baltis and the airship started backward, with a door wide open and one door only partly fastened almost before they could jump through the opening. It swung so that its nose just missed us, and there was a great difference now that the power was on. It struck the wall within six feet of where Grim was standing and brought down probably a ton of debris, bounded off and struck the far wall, but it was too dark to see how much damage it did over there. Then the candle went out, but we could see the airship  a black blot moving against starlight  acting something like a fish that has not yet struck but feels the first discomfort of a baited hook. It was either damaged, or else the man in bearskin did not fully understand the controls.

This way, Grim said then. Quickly  quietly!

He led us to the opening through which he had recently followed Dorje; he was just visible against the night sky at the sheds open end. In the darkness on the far side there were sounds of trouble, as if the airship hurt several men when it crashed the far wall. Stones were being shifted. There was someone groaning. Grim led through a doorway and along a passage, pausing at the far end and Chullunder Ghose said:

They are after us! I heard  Krishna!  men went to the opening we just came out of!

Grim shot an iron door and bolted it. It was darker then than doom; it felt solid; but Grim struck a match.

Wheres Dorje? Jeff asked.

I dont know.

Lord God! Weve a fat chance!

I came back to save you fellows. That Cockney is a man who escaped from a death cell fifteen years ago when he was awaiting execution for murder. Hes tough. When I saw he was shamming hurt I drove the knife into the dead mans body. Then I whispered to him to take the airship out and wait for us. Theres a chance in fifty hell do that. I believe it was he who put the light out  cut off a magnetic field and released the ships nose from that ball at the end of the shed. But hes a bad egg. We cant depend on him. He may go over to the babus, and weve got to beat that outfit before daylight.

Someone shook the iron door. Grim paused, listened, then went on speaking:

They wont try to force that without Dorjes orders. Hes still master of this corner of the buildings.

He struck another match and looked at each of us. The soma had enlarged his eyes in some way, but he seemed unexcited  more calm than ever.

He has sent Vasantasena with a message to his women. I dont know how many they are, or where they are, but he appears to count on them. I dont know what the message is, or what its purpose is. But he was feeling confident again, and when he had sent her with the message he boasted to me that he had ordered all of you killed. I think he thought the soma would make me as much a devil as it has him. I accused him of breaking faith. He tried to kill me with his own hand, but I struck first  not hard  hit him in the face. Then he ran one way, I the other to save the fellows and to make him think I had escaped.

For Gods sake, why didnt you kill him? Jeff asked.

Because I need his help to wreck his whole works.

Hell be on the qui vive now, said Jeff.

He was that already. Weve a better chance as things are. And I think I shook him badly. He may be a bit dazed. Otherwise, why should he run? Our first job is to wreck his plant, then kill him. From now on, kill  dont hesitate. Kill anyone but Dorje. Wreck his bugs nest. Him we kill last.


CHAPTER 41. Good-bye, old man.

Few conspiracies succeed unless the key-note is sheer simplicity. Even then they succeed because other men overlook such dangers as a blind man might be counted on to see. We were blind conspirators; and we had to be simple. There was nothing else under the stars that we possibly could be.

Grim led through gloom until we found an open door into a passage lined with cell doors and lighted by one oil lamp. We knew then we were in a monastery. At the far end the passage turned a corner. Near the middle of the passage was a Tibetan stairway, which consists of a single wooden upright with cross-pieces nailed to it. We took that and climbed into a room that had a door which opened on a long roof with a waist-high parapet. There was a set-back and the building went one floor higher, Tibetan in every line, with overhanging semi-Chinese eaves. The undressed stone wall was vaguely blue with light reflected from below where the breast-shaped ovens were with their long slots like gashes in Halloween pumpkins, near the bottom of each of the thirty or forty, or perhaps more  I had no time to count them.

We walked to the eastern end of the long roof, where it jutted out and we could see the full length of the south wall. There we saw the airship, hardly a thousand feet up and behaving curiously, slowly going forward and then backward; twice, when it swayed beam on to the worrying wind, it seemed almost to roll over, but it was only a shadow against the stars and very difficult to observe. On the whole, it suggested a fish that had taken the hook and had struck and was already weakening. Chullunder Ghose spoke:

Dekko! I see him, sahibs!

Shushh!

Grim had seen him already. There was a balcony above a main gate in the middle of the south wall. Dorje stood there, staring at the airship. Even as a shadow amid shadows he was unmistakable, with those spidery legs, and his big head, and his hands behind him.

Come where he cant see us. Let us hope he thinks were up there in the ship.

Grim led us back along the roof and we stood for several minutes staring at the macabre scene to westward, trying to map it in our minds. It was unintelligible  an inferno  formless shadows made bewildering by cold blue lights. There was no pattern that the eye could recognize, and no noise. Nevertheless, there was a feeling  a sensation rather than any signs of great activity. At measured intervals a stream of men, who looked like monks in single file, each carrying something heavy on his shoulders, passed near enough to one of the blue lights to be vaguely visible. Someone, somewhere, blew a radong that boomed like a fog-bound steamer whistle; that was followed almost instantly by a crash like the noise of iron ore being loaded, and blue flame leaped from a dark half-acre on the far side of an embankment. But that flare only confused the shadows more than ever, although I did see what looked like a long street of mud-built dwellings, and there was a glimpse for a moment of hundreds of men scurrying like ants in a broken ant-hill. I had glimpsed, too, a huge, black, shapeless building, blind-walled on the outside, with slot-like windows pouring blue light into a maze of courtyards.

I wonder where they make, or store that poison gas, said Grim. They dont make electricity, they make an alloy that collects it. If I could make that flow into their store of thunderbolts  but where is it?

We made a mistake, said Jeff, in letting Baltis go. She might have told us.

She was the only chance we had, said Grim, to keep that airship somewhere near us as a possible line of retreat.

Chullunder Ghose sighed resignedly. Retreat? We are all dead men. Let us kiss ourselves good-bye to hope, and act like madmen; that is only sane course. Sanity is madness; madness sanity. To hell with common sense, which would encourage us to try to walk on foot across the whole of Tibet without food or money! No, no, I have pounds Egyptian fifty, with which to buy tickets for Tibetan railroad trains! Or shall we catapult ourselves into that airship. Self, am not good catapultist. I say, let us die as soon as possible, along with Jimmy Jimgrim, in what the U.S.A. Americans would call a champeen all-time-record death pact!

That is my job, Grim answered. Yours is to do as I tell you. I take first crack at it. If I succeed, you fellows do your fighting damnedest to get home alive. If I fail, Jeff carries on. And if Jeff fails, Crosby carries on. If Crosby fails, Chullunder Ghose, its your turn; and if you succeed, then you obey my orders and get home alive if possible.

He leaned over the parapet  peered into the darkness  stiffened. Yes, he said, I see her. But how he knew it was Vasantasena is a mystery; the rest of us had glimpsed a shadow flitting amid shadows. Get that ladder, someone.

Jeff and I dragged up the Tibetan stairway  lowered it over the parapet  dropped it. Luckily it fell as we intended. Then we lowered Grim by the arms and the ladder fell with him when he was halfway down.

All right, he called up, and we heard him set the ladder back against the wall, rooting it firmly.

But the ladder had made a noise. A wooden window-shutter opened and a man came stealthily along the roof with a sword in his hand and a round shield on his left arm. We three ducked into the shadow of the parapet, but he had seen us. I suppose that roof was a forbidden zone  perhaps a place where monks resorted to escape routine. At any rate, he came on like a monitor pursuing small boys. Jeff stepped out to meet him.

The man circled around Jeff, flourishing his weapon, until his back was toward the parapet. Then I, too, stepped out of the shadow, so that he took his eyes off Jeff for a half a second  and Jeffs fist shot home. I think that fellow broke his back against the parapet, but Jeffs second blow toppled him over; and at last we had a weapon  one between three of us. Jeff kept it.

Then we heard Grim climbing, speaking in a low voice as he came up the ladder. But when we leaned over the parapet and reached down for his arms Vasantasena gripped our hands. Grim followed her. Vasantasena was a living battery of passion. It was like touching a vibrator.

She began to speak in hard, vibrating whispers to Chullunder Ghose. Grim broke her news to us:

His women are all dead. Killed by his babus, as he calls them. Gassed. They were Dorjes spy system. He had them here, there, everywhere; but they met as a matter of routine in a central place she calls the bibi-kana. They were trapped in there.

She says, said Chullunder Ghose, is this a war on women? First my women  now his. I also am a woman. It is my war.

Grim put a hand on her shoulder. I expected her to throw it off indignantly, or at least to shrink away from him, because Vasantasenas ancient calling is a cult, in India, that sets a chartless no-mans-land between East and West. But they had both drunk soma. They were neither of them any longer bound by unessentials; from opposite directions they had met in mutual understanding, with the same aim, the same view-point. Jeff and I felt like outsiders, and Chullunder Ghose came close to us, putting in words what both of us knew but neither of us could have said:

I tell you, he and she can see like eagles. And we look to them like trifles. And we are! It took a prostitute to measure Jimmy Jimgrims consciousness. Self shall be same henceforth. But it is too late. She has left us like dogs in the dust of a bicycle built for two!

Grim hardly noticed us. He kept his arm around Vasantasena, talking to her in a low voice. They led; we followed through the window that the swordsman had left open, Jeff pausing there a moment to remove the shutter from its hinges and leave open a line of retreat. Long, lamp-lit corridors. Cell doors. Great gloomy rooms, some occupied, some empty. Men like mediaeval monks in shabby brown cloaks, who seemed to take for granted we were Dorjes men  who else could we have been?  looked up from their work. They appeared to be measuring liquid, drop by drop, into tiny phials and there was  nauseating smell  not much of it, but enough to suggest an unwashed morgue. A burly ruffian with daggers at his waist came out of a door and blocked our passage for a moment, but Vasantasena knew a word that passed us instantly. He stepped back. He seemed to expect something  perhaps a present. But it was praise he craved. He beckoned. Jeff, Chullunder Ghose and I together peered into the passage he had come from. We followed him in, and I wish we had not.

It was a short passage. It led to a gallery that surrounded a stone- walled place of torture and abominable death. There had been human vivisections there  recently. The evidence was spread on tables  hung on hooks on the wall. Jeff went berserker furious. That ruffian was probably not Dorjes executioner; he seemed to lack enough intelligence to have done all that investigating of the human nerves. Jeff gave him debit on the doubt; he seized him by the waist and hurled him to the stone floor thirty feet below, and there we left him  dead or not yet dead, I dont know.

No guards in front of Dorjes room. There was a man inside who opened at Vasantasenas knock. It was a big room hung with oriental rugs, warmed by two braziers, lighted by oil lamps. At the far end was a dais, beneath a canopy. A sick man lay on it  a Chinaman, so old and feeble that he was hardly more than skin and bone, although his eyes were like a childs, alight with mischievous intelligence. He looked up once, then took no further notice of us; he was studying a gold plate, eight inches by ten, and an eighth of an inch thick, inscribed with characters that no one to whom I have shown it has been able to read. In fact, no scientists believe it is an ancient plate, it looks so new, but they are puzzled by the purity of the metal; they appear to think I made the plate myself, and that the characters are nonsense that I etched into the gold in order to create a sensation. It is the only loot I took from Dorjes place  unless food is loot, and it was not I who took that.

They were packing up food in a room at the back of the dais. Dorje watched them. Stuff like German sausage, highly concentrated  stuff that in infinitesimal quantities conserves strength, even at enormous altitudes.

Take some, said Grim with one glance at us. Then Dorje turned and stared; and anyone could tell what ailed him. He craved soma. He was waiting for it. I suppose those monks in gloomy rooms were measuring the drops that should be mixed into the final compound. There was a table, near the dais, spread with glass tubes and a scale with a set of fractional weights; there was also a heavy glass flask. Probably they did the final mixing on that table.

Dorje was almost speechless. Raw-edged nerves were irritating him until he had no will remaining to be brought to bear on any problem but his need of the drug that had dropped in the marshes of Koko Nor. He hardly knew who Grim was.

Making ready to bolt? Grim asked him.

I believe it was the English words that rallied his will power. The effort to understand them rallied memory, and memory supported will. He became furious.

Wheresh my ship?

Gone, Grim answered. Where are your babus?

Ten or twelve words Dorje spoke then, in a language that I dont know. But Grim understood him. Grim spoke English; I suppose he wished us to follow the conversation:

Yes. I promised. I am your ally until your babus are defeated.

Dorje answered him in the other language. Grim replied:

Better make haste. Do you wish them to steal your thunder?

Rage then. The rage of a maniac intellect that knows its slaves have stolen what it built. A hurricane of words. His spidery legs trembled. He turned on the Chinaman  struck him with a bronze rod that was used for stirring charcoal in the brazier; and the Chinaman died like a flame that has burned its last drop of oil. Another hurricane of words. Grim answered him:

That is talk. If I am to destroy them, I will not wait until soma is brewed. I dont need it.

Dorje sneered. He said another dozen words.

Very well, Grim answered. Tell me where the switch is.

Dorje hesitated.

Jeff  you kill him!

Jeff stepped forward. Dorje backed away in front of him. He went into a panic. He began to gibber. Grim restrained Jeff with a raised hand.

Where is the switch?

Three monks came in with bottles in their hands and Dorje came out of his panic like a felon who has been reprieved. The monks set down the bottles on the table and retired.

You may have that afterwards, said Grim. Where is the switch?

Dorje spoke to Vasantasena, but she stood motionless. She and Grim were pledged companions. She would make no move unless he made it with her. Dorje lost patience. He spoke to Grim in English:

I told her. She knowsh where that ish. Let her show you.

Yes, said Grim, and very likely you are lying. The agreement is that you and I shall work together until there is an end of all your babus. Jeff, give me one of those bottles.

Jeff went to the table and picked up one of them and brought it. Grim passed it to Vasantasena:

You may have that after I have seen that switch. And if you get back here alive, you may then mix all the soma you care to. Meanwhile, Jeff  you kill him if he wastes another minute.

Dorje  tigerish new cunning in his eyes, and lees of will power succoring his lean legs  started for the door. We all followed, Grim and Vasantasena leading, and Chullunder Ghose came hurrying from the room behind the dais, munching something; he had a load of the stuff that looked like German sausage. I picked up the gold plate that the Chinaman had let fall when he died of Dorjes blow with a bronze rod.

Three times, I think, Dorje planned to summon help; he hesitated as we passed the doors of cells where men like monks were working. But Jeff, with that sword in his hand, was too near. Dorje had to keep on leading until we reached that window with the shutter taken off its hinges. He would have led on down the corridor where probably there was a surprise in store for us, had not Vasantasena spoken.

This is the shortest way, said Grim; and Dorje, once more hesitating, stepped out through the window. We could see the airship, like a smudge of hazy opal-grey against the starlit sky. It seemed not to be moving.

Dorje led along the roof toward the northern end. Grim spoke. Vasantasena nodded.

Wait! Grim commanded.

Dorje faced about and stared. Grim took Jeffs sword. There was a buttress near us; it supported the wall of the set-back. With the sword Grim signed to Dorje to back into the corner it offered. He believed he was about to die then and he did not like it. But Grim faced us:

You fellows go now. This is my job.

Lead along, said Jeff. Were coming.

Grim looked hard at him. I think he was trying to fight back his emotion. Jeff was his oldest friend.

Dyou want my place? he asked. I didnt think, Jeff, that youd  Your job is to try if I fail. You

Jeff cut in on him. Good-bye, old man. They shook hands. It was my turn, and I felt I had no right to speak when Jeff was silent; so I also shook hands, saying nothing. Grim turned toward Chullunder Ghose and held his hand out.

Jimmy sahib, this babu His voice broke. Jimmy, this babu will

I understand you. Good-bye, babu-ji. Youre a damned good scout. Keep your eye on the ball, thats all there is to it.

Grim shoved him away. I believe he was prouder of the manhood he had found in our babu than of almost anything else he had ever done.

And now you chaps, if I should pull this off, get back to India. If you can take that airship perhaps science will forgive us if we wreck the rest. He met Jeffs eyes again. Get as far away as possible, as quickly as you can, then wait and have a crack at it if I fail. Jeff turned away. We made no attempt to persuade Vasantasena to come way with us; she would no more have come than a Hindu widow of a hundred years ago would have accepted a reprieve from suttee. It would have been an insult to suggest it to her.

I lowered Jeff over the wall until his feet were on the ladder  then the babu  and Vasantasena lowered me, but she ignored my good-bye. At the bottom we ran  in the direction of the airship  past the hangar  out through freezing shadows between low alluvial dunes, until Chullunder Ghose was winded and we had to wait for him. He lay down, panting. Then we all three stared back at the roofs where we had left Grim.

We could see them  three black shadows silhouetted by the blue light and the starlight at the far end of the long wall. They were fighting. Grim had Dorje in his arms. He had carried him that far, struggling like a windmill. He carried him out of sight around the corner while we watched.

Jeff spoke: Grim may fail yet. Better wait here. Im next.

I quoted Grim: As far away as possible, as quickly as you can!

All right. Lets wait a mile away.

We were less than a mile away; our backs were turned, and we were towing along the babu at a steady jog between us, when the earth shook. We were shaken off our feet. Seconds before sound reached us every fragment of Dorjes monastery and all its suburbs blew up in an incandescent splendor. It was shot with spears of flame that resembled lightning. Clouds of the stored-up poison gas rolled upward and shone like opal and mother o pearl as they were rent apart by hundreds of explosions underneath them. Then the thunder of it reached us, and a blast of hot wind drove us to take cover behind the shoulder of a dune. Huge lumps of masonry fell fifty yards away. Then silence and when we crawled up on the dune there was only a crimson furnace, shot with green and indigo, where Dorjes citadel had been, and where Grim went with Vasantasena to their chosen death.

Jeff swore: The toughest job Jim ever gave a man was when he made us leave him. Damn  I hope he understood me. Do you think that soma had dulled his feelings?

It had sharpened them, I answered.

Then the airship came. It flew low, slowly, like a big fish looking for its prey. We pulled off coats and waved them from the summit of the sand dune. We were seen  or I think we were seen. It encircled us once. It came lower, within fifty yards of us. Then suddenly it turned and vanished northward. There were no lights, and it showed no signal.

To the moon! said Chullunder Ghose. I hope they make it! In previous incarnation she was doubtless somebody important on the moon! However, self was dArtagnan! We have Tibet to cross  by God on flat feet! We have Jimmy Jimgrims orders to return to India. Dammit  Rammy sahib, youre next; I elect you leader! There, the south is that way. Lead on before I But he did. He could not help himself. Jeff broke next, and then I did.

Arm-in-arm together, we three turned our backs on Jimgrims funeral pyre and started on the bitterest, most melancholy trail there is. There was a wind that howled behind us from the Kwen-Lun ranges; and the leagues of the Roof of the World stretched out in front of us in darkness made more dreary by the contrast of the stars. That night we built a cairn beside the swamps of Koko Nor. There is a legend on it; Jeff did that, and broke his pocket-knife by using it to carve the stone. One word. A rather good mans name. No date. No comments:

JIMGRIM

THE END
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EPISODE ONE


CHAPTER 1. All right, Ill remember.

Someone began to pray in a nasal snarl, and a stallion squealed for breakfast, but the sun did not get up, and seven or eight thousand other horses that knew the time ignored the stallions appeal as phlegmatically as several hundred men cold-shouldered the religious argument. It was better to sleep than pray. Better to sleep than squeal for breakfast. That was all about it.

Horse or human, at a horse-fair let him rest who can. There is little enough peace in the world, and none at Dera Ismail Khan when the snow has left the passes and the foot-hills. There is horse-fair, holiday and hocus-pocus  money, maybe, and murder certainly; but no peace.

The stars had done a nights work and were fading away before the chill wind that blows the dawn along. To the northward the sky rested dimly on the dark mass of the Himalayas, and there was one warm light that marked the sentry-post by the bridge over the Jumna, but that was a long way off and made the darkness bigger and more bleak.

There was a smell magnificent, and one other light that moved. A man swinging a lantern walked among the rows of low tents, cautiously avoiding pegs and stooping at intervals to examine sleeping men who had taken advantage of tent-flies or piled baggage. But they were smothered head and all under blankets, and though he prodded one or two of them occasionally with a long stick that he carried ostensibly against dogs, he failed in his search.

Finally another dark form stepped from a shadow between two tents and cautioned him. This second man was obviously a Pathan policeman, and by the contrast between the two men you could tell, even in darkness, that the first was white. The white man swore, grumbled, and retreated to his own tent. Then suddenly the Lord of Light touched a mountaintop with an electric finger. Color was born and danced on the snow through a billion prisms. The wind increased quarrelsomely, and the camp awoke, each living being in it aware of emptiness and appetite.

Of such stuff music is made. Add the smoke of new dung-fires to the stamping and snorting of horse-lines. Send the whine of morning prayer through that, and the shouts of the saises dragging sacks of grain  then presently the steady munching as the beasts get fed, and you have a tune, if you know what that is. It contains no jazz  nothing syncopated  but a leisurely suggestion of long trails and a hum to the effect that life means business. Now and then the staccato thump as a hoof lands home punctuates the rhythm. Mares, whinnying, provide high notes that are nearly as eloquent as the mew of sea-gulls.

Music of the long leagues  immeasurable spaces  horse  and the smell magnificent of cooking and dung and unwashed men; tobacco, forage and dry grain in gunny-bags. That is Dera Ismail Khan when the passes open in the spring.

The white man was there to buy army remounts. That was, a quarter of a century ago, and his name does not matter, for he was no hero and never had been. Besides, he is dead and has probably learned his lesson. He belonged to that school of white man that asserts pride of race with boot and fist, demands obsequiousness, and is obsequious  the snob. Maybe the devil made them when the Creators back was turned.

To him, as he sat in his canvas chair in the door of his tent, came ex- Rissaldar Mahommed Babar, leading a boy by the hand. It is not thought unmanly for a warrior of that land of battles to lavish affection on his male child, but the sight of it raised the white mans gorge, and he omitted to return the stately greeting  although a viceroy had more than once gone out of his way to shake hands with Mahommed Babar.

Curse you! Why didnt you come yesterday?

I came the day before yesterday at sunset.

The rissaldars face did not betray that he had noticed insolence. It hardly mattered, for none could overhear. The camp was alive and a-hum with too many noises for one mean mans ill-temper to attract attention, and the small boy knew no English. True pride is hardly ever self-assertive.

You lie, said the white man. I hunted the whole camp over for you. All last night I poked among the shadows looking for your one-legged servant. Just for you and your dilly-dallying I got ordered out of the lines by a bloody Pathan policeman! I wont listen to your lies!

Surely not, sahib, since I tell none. I arrived as I said. The boy fell ill. My man and I nursed him.

And kept me waiting! Thats another obvious lie. Look at the brat  theres nothing whatever the matter with him!

I have another son, who

Thatll do! Youve kept me waiting while youve rigged the market against me. You promised to get the horses cheap! Kick that brat into the horse- lines and go to work now! I expect the best horses twenty percent cheaper than last year. Fail me if you dare, and take the consequences! Hurry! Dont stand there looking at me!

Rissaldar Mahommed Babar continued to look for thirty seconds, saying nothing. His only reason for promising to help had been desire that the army of the Raj, whose salt he had eaten, and in whose ranks he had fought, should have the pick of the horses available. Year after year for ten years since he retired on pension he had performed the same friendly office of advising the remount buyers. But one white man is no more like another necessarily than horse resembles horse, and he stood considering the difference before he turned and led his son away.

That was altogether too much for the white mans patience. He had to be cringed to, and had not been. Instead, saises, horse-dealers of a dozen tribes, and even a camp constable saluted the rissaldar as he began threading his way through the horselines. The white man picked up a tent-peg, which is an awkward missile, threw it at the rissaldar, missed him, but hit his son. The boy yelped  once  and bit the cry in halves  remembering what he owed his stock. The rissaldar turned to face the white man, and all that end of the camp grew curiously still. It is neither safe nor wise to strike back in a conquered land. It would be even less sensible than hitting a policeman in London or New York. Yet everybody knew the limit had been overstepped.

Are you afraid to strike me, that you throw things at the child? the rissaldar demanded. He used a tongue that every hanger-on in that camp understood, and the white man got to his feet, picking up his riding-whip.

Afraid of you? He walked close with his lower jaw thrust out. Take that!

He struck with the heavy riding-whip, and the rissaldar made no attempt to parry the blow, which fell on his shoulder and brought blood welling up through the cotton shirt under a semi-military tunic. The blow had opened an old wound.

One, and only one, consideration kept the rissaldar from defending himself  the same that prevented him from striking back or summoning assistance. There were twenty rival clans in camp, every man of whom would have instantly made common cause with him if the rissaldar had raised a finger. They would have beaten that white man to death, with consequences that any fool could foresee.

But the white man mistook the self-control for meekness, a quality that exasperates ill-temper. He struck again and again, until the boy let go his fathers hand and shouted shame on the horse-traders who could look on and not retaliate.

That was all that was needed. There would have been murder, and inevitable hangings afterward, but for another small boy. As he rode an Arab pony around the lines he saw the first blow struck, and, being the only son of Cuthbert Raj-bahadur King, who was sixth of his line to serve in India, he knew how to choose the right course even at that age.

While the men of a dozen rival factions ran to avenge the rissaldar, young Athelstan King spurred his pony in the opposite direction and reined in at his fathers tent.

What is it, boy?

Those two had learned to understand each other in eight years. You must, if you ever mean to, in a land that the white mans son may not know between the years of eight and eighteen. It is as children that the English learn the art of governing, and grown men return to India to pick up reins which were dropped when they left for Home and school. Nine or ten words were enough. Raj-bahadur Cuthbert King lifted his son from the saddle and galloped across camp as fast as the red pony could lay hoof to earth under him.

He was in time to burst through a yelling swarm armed with knives and sticks and take on his own body a last blow aimed at Mahommed Babar. The white man was afraid now, with the bullys fear that seeks to terrify the strong by hammering the weak. The blow would have killed if it had landed on the old mans head. Instead, it gave Raj-bahadur King excuse for the only means of saving the situation.

He struck back, dismounted, and waded in with his fists, treating the white man to a licking such as few white men have ever had in front of an Eastern crowd. Not a man from Delhi to Peshawar would willingly have laid a finger on Raj-bahadur King. Rather than harm him they forewent their rage and stood back in a circle until it dawned that the thrashing he meted out was better, and more just, than the murder they had intended. After that they ceased shouting and watched in silence, while all the theoretic principles of the army were broken and an officer thrashed a civilian with his fists.

Finally Raj-bahadur King threw the victim into his tent, resumed his jacket, and addressed himself to Rissaldar Mahommed Babar.

Im sorry, old friend, that this should have happened. Are you hurt?

Nothing that I cannot endure for your sake, sahib.

Is the boy hurt?

Not he. He has had a lesson.

King picked the youngster up and set him on the pony.

Ride over to my tent, he ordered.

Then he took Mahommed Babars arm and the two walked side by side across the camp, as equals, all the camp wondering. Raj-bahadur Cuthbert King was considered the equal of viceroys in all except rank, and greater than any viceroy in his grip on the hearts of men.

When they reached the tent he with his own hands set a chair for Mahommed Babar, and made his own son bring the old man breakfast, even as the Black Prince waited on the French king after Agincourt. Then they sat and smoked together in view of all those northern traders, so that the news of the honor done to Mahommed Babar was certain to be spread from Delhi as far as Khabul after a month was out. Then:

Is there anything I can do to make amends, Mahommed Babar?

By your God, sahib, may dogs eat me if I bear one grudge! I am old, and that fool struck me harder than he knew. Let him not know. He is not worthy to have killed a rissaldar of the Peishwaris. Moreover, if it were said that I die because of him, better men than he would presently be hanged for taking law in their own hands.

There was fire smoldering behind Kings eyes, but he nodded.

Why didnt you tell me? Gallopers could have brought an army surgeon here by noon.

My time has come. Why trouble the surgeons? This is thy son?

King nodded again. The rissaldar knew well the youngster was his son, but there are proper ways of approaching subjects, and a man who fought on the right side in 57 is not to be denied his measure of stateliness.

This is my son: Like thine, he shall carry on the purpose. He shall serve the Raj. They two may be the last for all we know. None may know that, save Allah. My boys name is the same as mine, Mahommed Babar. And thine?

Athelstan.

A kings name! Good. Mahommed, lay thy hand on his. Be thou his man as long as Allah gives thee breath!

Shake hands with him, Athelstan, said Cuthbert King, swallowing something and hiding emotion angrily after the manner of his kind.

The two boys shook hands, the Englishman frankly with a smile, and the other with some embarrassment.

Say something! commanded Raj-bahadur King.

All right. Ill remember, said Athelstan. And that was surely as good as anything he could have said.

Mahommed, said the gray ex-rissaldar, moving himself very gently in the chair for fear of hemorrhage, do thou remember likewise. Other mens memories will fail them in the years that come. There will be talk of this and that. Let no talk seduce. Hot words are emptiness. Nothing is good in Allahs sight but deeds well done. I, thy father, who am Allahs slave, will stand at the gate of paradise and question thy deeds when thy time comes! Color, clan, creed, tribe, wealth, honor are all nothing in the scales against one deed. Remember!

Do you hear that, Athelstan? This is for you, too. Are you listening? demanded King senior.

Take no vengeance. That is Allahs. But requite in full. Repay. Owe no man. Thou hast seen how this sahib repaid, disgracing his own countryman and honoring me. Think well on that.

The old man laid his head back and moved his hand to signify the episode was over.

And now, sahib, shake hands with me. Thine is a friendship bearing no regrets. If your honors servants have nothing better to do, it would be kind to have me laid on a litter and carried home. Good-by, sahib. May Allah bless your son  and mine!


CHAPTER 2. Twenty-five years later.

Poona, Bombay Presidency. Three words to a man who knows the western side of India like three sniffs in the dew to a hunting-dog. They tell the whole story. Poona, summer government headquarters, depot for artillery, cavalry and favored infantry, sick-and-short-leave station  second-class Simla, as it were, where the pale-faced men and women who have bridled the rising Eastern peril meet once in a lustrum and exchange remarks, was the same after the war as before it. Only the people had changed a little. There were new faces, and the old ones were older. That was all.

Pig-sticking, polo, and gymkhana dove-tailed into the days work, and the nights were fabulous  Arabian. India lends herself to that. Hot skies and hard sport go together. The star-powdered Indian sky is the background of them all for nodding paper-lanterns. Turbaned servants, flitting on naked feet among shadows darker than themselves, suggest intrigue that never sleeps. A khaki uniform looks golden, a white one silver, and a womans bare shoulders like a glimpse of Heaven.

The fortnightly dance at the gymkhana differed in no wise from a hundred that preceded it. A dozen scattered men in evening dress among two hundred only punctuated the color scheme and made the whirling pattern easier to read.

One of the men in black was Cotswold Ommony. He never wore uniform, being of the Woods and Forests. You could tell at a glance that he never walked abroad without a gun under his arm  a sturdy, stocky man with a queer, old-fashioned look that made you take a second glance at him.

He was the only man in the room who wore a beard; one of the very few that danced in the new style. Most of them waltzed round and round in the Victorian way that Byron thought so scandalous and that looks so absurdly antique to Americans. But Ommony did the fox-trot and the one-step. He was no expert, but an enthusiast, and the high and mighty into whom he bumped did not approve. They said so at intervals, but Ommony smiled; whereat you knew immediately why he held his job.

Among the scandalized objectors was young Mrs. Wilmshurst, so-called because her husband was a middle-aged High Court judge. She angrily chafed an elbow as she talked with Athelstan King against the veranda rail, with a blue Chinese lantern swaying gently overhead. They stood together exactly at the point where the yellow ballroom glare outpouring through wide doors and windows met dark night and defeat.

King was safe to dance with. He had not learned the new tricks. Moreover, he did not dance too much and get too hot, and had no beard; and women always liked to talk with him because he had never been known to make love to any one, and in a case like that there is always hope.

Although both men were in evening dress he looked as different from Ommony as a carriage-horse from a cart-horse; taller, although the two were really the same height; lighter, although they weighed about the same; darker- complexioned, in spite of Ommonys dark gray-shot beard; more active, although Ommony was prancing like a satyr, and King stock-still.

Mrs. Wilmshurst was in her bitterly cynical mood, which she believed becoming to a High Court judges wife whose elbow has been hurt by a Woods and Forests man.

Has India seeped into your blood and made you mad, that you should have left the army in your prime, Major King?

Perhaps, he answered. He was thoroughly bored with her, but quite able to be bored without letting her know it.

I suppose theres more money in your present job.

No. Less money.

Gracious! Then you surely are mad! Do explain! Im crazy about complexes. My husband has been reading Freud and talks about it at breakfast. She tapped his shoulder familiarly with her fan. Come, let me analyze you!

King turned to face the ballroom and leaned his back against the rail.

Theres a man enjoying himself! Look at Cot Ommony! he laughed.

Mrs. Wilmshurst understood that she had failed to please, and her bitterness became as nearly genuine as anything she usually felt.

Does he prance that way in the forest glades? she wondered. What a pity a man said to be so brilliant should waste his time among monkeys  and learn manners from them!

Ommony has learned more from the beasts than most of us learn anywhere, King answered.

Oh, is he a friend of yours? I see youre huffed. So sorry. I thought you had no intimates  so everybody says.

Ommony and I are friends.

I suppose it would be rude to say I dont envy either of you! I like warmth about my friendships. How can you possibly be friends, when he lives in his great forest and you disappear over the Himalayas for months on end? Do you write each other billets-doux?

Practically never write. I think your next partner is looking for you, King answered. Here you are. Dont let me rob you, Campbell.

She left on Campbells arm, but had the last word and took care that King heard it.

So glad you came, Captain Campbell. I was frightfully bored.

King chuckled and lighted a cigar. A moment later Ommony joined him, wiping the inside of his collar with a handkerchief.

Hello, said Ommony.

Hello, Cot.

Youre lean. Whats the matter?

Nothing. Got a scratch up Khyber way. Brass bullet in the stomach. All right now.

Where are you going next?

To stay with you.

Excellent.

Ommony pulled out a gold watch that must have been an heirloom, because nobody nowadays would buy such a thing. Seventy-two minutes. One A.M. train.

Ready when you are.

The fact that they had not met for nearly four years was as unimportant as the water that had tumbled during that time over Poona bund. They resumed where they had left off, those two, hardly troubling to exchange remarks over a whisky-and-soda at the bar; then striding side by side into the darkness to interrupt gambling by candle-light and send their boys in search of baggage..

Servants and baggage went in a tikka-gharri to the station, but they walked, characteristically saying no good-byes. Ten words from each of them and their servants went about the business of going somewhere  anywhere  with that unsurprised contentment that is homage of elementary intelligence to men who know their minds. There is more than art or violence in being well served; more also than money payment.

They had not more than enough time to catch the train, but you could have hurried an era just as easily as either of those men. Two things  knowledge of the exact number of minutes at their disposal, and an all- absorbing interest  took them out of their way through winding streets instead of straight down the high-road to the station. Add to that the faith in their servants of two men who have kept faith, and you have their whole motive. But it was promptly misinterpreted.

India never sleeps. And because the long night of her subjection to innumerable despotisms has probably begun to wane and life moves in her hidden roots, night is the time when secrets draw near the surface. Just as you can hear the jungle grow at night, so you can see India seeing visions, if you look. Not very many trouble to look.

There were voices on the roofs. Guttering candles made a beautiful golden glow among shadows where only hate lurked. Light emerged from the chinks of shutters, sound crowding through after it  mostly of men talking all at once, but now and then of one mans voice declaiming. The gloom of the narrow streets, with the occasional ineffectual-looking constabeel under a lamp at a corner, produced an unreal effect, as if they were walking in a dream.

A door opened violently as they passed, and a copper-colored man with his long hair coiled in a chignon and sweat running in streams down his naked, hairy belly, stood boldly with a hand on each doorpost and eyed them as agreeably as a caged beast eyes its captors. His eyeballs rolled, and he spat into the gutter. Then, turning with slobber on his jaws as if frenzy had gone beyond control, he shouted in the Maharati tongue to the men in the room behind him:

Come and look at them! Oh, brothers, come and look at them! How long shall we endure? Those lords, eh? See them swagger down the streets! We labor to pay their salaries, but

Someone pulled him in by the waist-cloth and the door slammed shut. The constable at the next corner, who had heard every word of the tirade, saluted rigidly and stared after King and Ommony in a sort of dumb perplexity. He was not obliged to salute them, for they were not in uniform.

Ive been up and down India recently, said King. Its like that everywhere. It isnt honest discontent that common sense and guts could deal with, its something else. The troops are beginning to get it. Theyre wondering. Did you notice that policeman? Nothing but his pay between him and anarchy. Whats happening?

God knows, said Ommony.

Of course, living in your forest

You can learn a lot in a forest.

Granted. But

This, for instance  goats will keep a forest down. Control the goats, and they do it good; it grows. Turn them loose and they kill it. Thats us. We controlled the goats for a hundred years, and India grew. We were so busy policing goats that we overlooked other things. The forests getting out of hand.

I often think we English are the blindest fools that breathe, said King.

Queer, isnt it? Ommony answered. Ive puzzled over it. Read a lot  specially foreign criticism. But the critics dont help. They only sneer at our faults as if we werent aware of them. The nearest Ive come to explaining it is that were so busy policing goats, jailing robbers, passing cautious laws, cleaning unhealthy places, that we cant see beyond that. Were near-sighted.

And where there is no vision King suggested.

No foresight, yes.

  the people perish. May I die with my boots on!

Amen! said Ommony.

Some of us will, some wont. Therell be all kinds of us, in all sorts of predicaments, when that hour comes. If that brass bullet didnt let all the steam out of you wed better put on speed now. Weve exactly seven minutes.


CHAPTER 3. Ill prove to you that theres not much wrong with Mahommed Babar.

Ommony being official overlord of half-a-million acres of forest and stream, he and King traveled in a compartment all to themselves. Characteristically, Ommony asked no questions. Their car was cut off, bunted and shunted from one track to another. They smoked, said little, and were fed from luke-warm tin cans at intervals by servants who climbed monkey-fashion along the footboard for two long days and three longer nights. And at last they left the train at dawn at a station kept by one lone babu who was station-master, telegrapher, freight-agent, porter, and every other thing. He looked glad to see Ommony and told him the gossip of the line, which was mainly about sudden death, that being Moplah country.

A decrepit tonga waited, drawn by two nags not yet quite old enough for pension, and driven by a man, most of whose property was on his back (three yards of cotton cloth, less wear and tear) and he contented. That tonga was the last link for a while with the life that is smothered under stiff shirts.

Feels good here, said King, with his knees nearly up to his chin on the back seat and the early morning flies making patterns on his sleeves and helmet.

This is home, Ommony answered, lighting a cigar beside him, with his heels on piled-up luggage on a level with his head. I hope to die here, if theres anything in death. Heavenll be a forest. Lots to do; lots of time to do it. By George, its going to be hot among the trees!

A rut-worn red earth track began to ribbon out behind them. The forest closed in on either hand, and with it the stifling breath of trees with interwoven smells that are an open book to all the animals and some men. Ommony brushed the flies away with a horsetail switch and wallowed in contentment, while the driver tossed back for his consumption snatches of fact  true journalism  a bulletin of forest happenings since Ommony went away.

There was a little fire near the place where Govinds pony broke a leg two seasons back. Dhyan Singh took a gang from the village and put it out.

That shall be remembered.

Govind has offended all the gods. It is true that his ponys leg mended, which was wonderful. But the beast was lame, nevertheless, and three days back a panther sprang at twilight.

Which panther? demanded Ommony.

The black one, sahib, who slew the old boar in the millet patch beyond the charcoal-burners. He slew the pony and ate the throat part

That one always did begin at the throat.

As the sahib says. Govind went to see what might yet be recovered. While he was gone Govinds wife ran away with Hir Lal, son of the blacksmith.

I warned Govind he would beat that woman once too often.

True. I heard the furious names the sahib called him. Mahommed Babar, seeing the sahib was absent, went after Hir Lal and made him give the woman back. Hir Lal recovers, but there is no skin or comfort on the backs of his thighs and loins.

Did Mahommed Barbar use my riding-whip?

Surely, sahib. How else should he have authority? He took it from its nail in the sahibs bedroom, daring greatly lest a greater evil happen. And now Mahommed Babar knows not how to mend the broken whip. Nevertheless, Govind has his woman back.

What else?

Govind beat her. She is as weary of blows as Hir Lal, who is a great rascal.

There are others! What else has happened?

Shere Ali has changed his hunting-ground. He hunts now near the village and the people fear he will kill cattle. So they send six men when the cows go grazing, and work which needs doing is not done, because, though they bring the cows home too early, the six men say they are weary, which is a lie, but who shall prove it?

Ill interview Shere Ali!

Soon, sahib! Soon! That tiger grows too bold. The wolves have been hunting over Guznee way of late.

So it went, detail by detail the account of all the little things that, multiplied ad infinitum by the little things of elsewhere, make a world of news.

King screwed himself back into his corner and reveled in the only genuine rest, which is anticipation of the good time coming. Every great natural gift includes the consciousness of spaces in between events. The music of the spheres is not all noise. There are interludes. Only the men who understand true time can leap into action at exactly the right moment.

The forest closed in, and in, until they drove in a golden shaft between walls of darkness. The rank, lush after-monsoon smell had begun to yield to the hot-weather tang that gives birth to fire without rhyme or reason and keeps the naked gangs alert. Suddenly the drive curved and opened into a wide clearing with Ommonys house in the midst, and all the evidence of a white mans twenty-year-long vigil in a dark mans country. An obvious bachelors house. The flowers and vegetables stood in straight, alternate rows. Saddles and such things, polished to perfection, rested on brackets on the front veranda, where three dogs were chained. A boy loosed the dogs as soon as the tonga came in sight, and the next few minutes were a tumult punctuated by shouts of Down, sir! Down! Get off my chest!

There was the first so-called police dog ever imported into India, an Irish wolf-hound nearly as high at the shoulder as a native pony, and the inevitable, quite iniquitous wire-haired terrier.

Then came the servants, observing precedence  butler, hamal, dog- boy, dhobie, sweeper, three gardeners  all salaaming with both hands, and Mahommed Babar standing straight as a ramrod over to the right because he was of the North and a Moslem, and would not submit to comparison with Hindus. He gave the military salute, although he was not in any kind of uniform; and in his left hand, that the world might see he was not afraid, he held the broken riding-whip. Having saluted his master he came to pay homage to King, who promptly shook hands with him.

Are you satisfied? King asked him.

Surely. There is no such sahib as Ommony bahadur. But for these Hindus

But for the night, it would be all daytime, wouldnt it? King answered, laughing.

Sahib, speak a word for me.

Are you out of favor? King answered. What have you done?

Sahib, I am a Moslem of the North, and these

You must face your own music, King answered. Im your friend to the gallows side, if need be. I cant save you from yourself.

The sahib is still my friend?

King nodded.

Enough. I am the sahibs friend.

King and Ommony went into the shuttered sitting-room, where several hundred faded books in glass cases provided most of the furniture. But there was a tiger-skin on one wall, three deep wicker arm-chairs, and a desk crowded with papers under lead weights. Through an open door was a view of Ommonys iron bed with its legs set in jam-pots filled with insect poison. The dogs came and flopped down on the floor with their legs out straight, panting. In his own house at last Ommony opened up.

Here I am, he said. Now. Tell me first why you left the army.

Too many things a soldier cant do. Too many over you. They spoil every game by wanting to know at the wrong moment, King answered.

How did you solve the money problem?

Found an American millionaire whose passion is pulling plugs. To use his own term, he hired me. Ive a free hand.

You didnt come all this way just to tell me that, said Ommony. Do you want some good advice? There isnt any! I can show you what I consider a good example, but youll have to be the judge of it.

I want information.

Ask and it shall be lied unto you. I can give you my opinions about alleged facts. I believe em, but I may be as wide of the mark as the pigs that perish.

Whos running the ructions here in Moplah country? King asked. Who is at the bottom of the chimney, making smoke?

Whoever it is has made fire, Ommony answered. Moplahs are fanatics. Fires under em. I turned in a report a year ago, and was told to mind my forest. I hate to be obedient as much as any man, but I like the forest and dont like politics. Besides, I had broken my own rule, which is never to offer advice. I lay down. If a man comes all this way and asks, he either wants to hear me talk or has something of his own to say; thats different. Theres fire under the Moplahs. Theyll cut loose soon.

Did you go to Poona to say that?

I went on leave because short leave was due. Chose Poona, although I hate the place, because I knew Fludd would be there. He could do more than anyone else to remedy this situation. Accepted dinner at the brutes house. Talked with his wife and daughter, who belong to all the societies for restricting other people. Hoping, of course, that he would ask for my opinion. He didnt. Here I am again, minus my leave and eight hundred rupees for expenses. All he said on the subject of the Moplahs was that theyre sending judge Wilmshurst to investigate the rumored persecution of Hindus. He thought Id be pleased to hear it. I didnt try to look pleased, so he changed the subject.

And Wilmshurst will bring his wife, King suggested.

Undoubtedly. Darent leave her!

Dyou care if I use this as headquarters? King asked. Wilmshurst will be intensely legal. Hell hang so many, and imprison so many adjusting the proportions nicely

And brother Moplah will do the rest! Ommony agreed. Headquarters what for? Reception committee? I forbid Mrs. Wilmshurst the house!

Plug-pulling campaign. I want to keep the peace in spite of Wilmshurst.

Ommony laughed, genuinely, making almost no noise but throwing his head back.

All right. What else?

What is the matter with Mahommed Babar?

Nothing. Hes a first-class man. Between the devil and the deep sea. As the son of his father he wants to stand with us. As a pious Moslem owing money to a Hindu shroff he naturally believes death is the dose for Hindus and nows the time. Why? Has he said anything?

King repeated what the Northerner had said when they arrived. Ommony nodded.

Hes all right. Hes being tempted almost beyond endurance, but Id rather trust him than Wilmshurst. Have you seen him out with tiger?

The nearest to tiger-hunting that King had done for years was stalking greased Afridis in the northern mist.

All right, said Ommony. Ill prove theres not much wrong with Mahommed Babar. Do us all good. Mahommeds nerve may be going if he thinks he needs speaking for  moral nerve. Physically hes harder than either of us. Have to interview Shere Ali anyhow. Fancy any gun from that rack?

That is as exciting as being invited to choose your own horse out of a bunch. There followed five minutes of absolute delight, Ommony remarking on the virtues of each weapon as King lifted them down in turn. He selected an Express.

Good, said Ommony with one of his curt nods. Id sooner youd take that than any. Precaution  self-defense; thats all. Stop him if you have to. Shere Alis in his prime. Preserves the jungle balance. Be a shame to kill him. Are you ready? No, no dogs this trip. No, no shikarris. No, no bearers. Only Mahommed Babar and the jungli.

The jungli needed no summons. Naked except for a leather belt, he lived, moved and had his being within earshot in hope of a command from Ommony, and, like the dog, followed unless forbidden.


CHAPTER 4. Fear and the heart of a fool are one.

Roughly speaking, Ommonys forest is fan-shape, with his bungalow in a clearing near the handle of the fan. The jungle is hilly and in many places impenetrable, but fire-lanes have been cut through and through it, and the local villagers main source of revenue is laboring to keep those clear. They are also the best feeding-ground for the village goats, which is the reason why Ommony set forth to interview Shere Ali.

None of the lanes went straight, because of the conformation of the ground. They could seldom look back two hundred yards and see anything but solid jungle with heat shimmering up from it toward a brassy sky. Except the two white men, followed by Mahommed Babar and trailed by the naked jungli, the only moving objects were kites circling above the trees, who followed the view of two rifles on general principles. The jungli displayed scant interest, his bronze head was like a gladiators, too familiar with fanged death to treat it seriously until face to face  unintelligent, perhaps, in some ways.

On the other hand, Mahommed Babars manly Northern features  rather hawk-eyed he was, rather hook-nosed; and the corners of his mouth, scarcely suggested under the dark beard, were rather cynical  appeared preoccupied. Not nervous. Not in the least nervous. Bent on something  perhaps arguing with himself.

We may have to execute Shere Ali, said Ommony. I hope not. He shall have fair trial. His dam came down from Khalsa ghaut and hunted the forest for nine years before she killed a woman at the water-hole, and I had to do my bit. Thats her skin on the wall in my sitting-room. I had this fellow in my arms when he was about the size of a family cat. Huh! Hed purr when you stroked him and claw and bite you the moment you stopped. The jungli found him, and we fed him chickens and mice until he was old enough to take his own chance in the jungle.

Pity to kill him, King agreed. What does he get away with?

A full-grown buck or a doe about every other day. If it werent for him theyd graze in one place until the ground was sick of them. But, what with him and the wolves, they keep moving and the young stuff has a chance. However, hes taking to goats, apparently, and thats the first step on the road to murder.

Whats the reason? King wondered.

Another tiger, probably. Shere Ali may have a yellow streak. If another male tiger has elected to hunt this forest Shere Ali may be afraid to challenge him. No wild animal is dangerous to man until fear gets its work in. I hope he proves himself not guilty. Magnificent beast. Too good for a viceroy. I was hoping to keep him for the prince.

They might have been strolling in the Botanical Gardens for all the apparent precaution they took. But Ommony knew his men, as well as his forest. At the end of an hours steady tramping the jungli took the lead uninvited, armed with nothing but a small flat tom-tom and a stick. Ommony said something to him in a language that sounded hardly human, and he disappeared immediately like a shadow among the trees.

Two minutes after that they emerged into a clearing of several acres with an almost dry stream winding through it. There were occasional bushes, but the open space sloped southward, and from where King and Ommony stood they had a clear view of the whole of it with the light on their left hand.

Hell come that way, said Ommony, nodding toward the right front.

As if in answer to him there came a short, sharp rattling noise three or four times repeated. It was almost like a woodpeckers note.

What the devil is that? demanded King.

The junglis tom-tom. Its made of tortoise-shell and lizard skin. He can drive anything with it  even pig.

Mahommed Babar announced his presence with a cough and came closer. Ommony looked at him and then up at the kites, and laughed.

The Romans used to call the birds good prophets. What do you think of them? he asked.

They expect you to die. Will you oblige them, Mahommed?

Inshallah, sahib. (If God wills.)

The tom-tom rattled again two or three times, and Ommony seemed familiar with its code, for he motioned to King to take his stand on the far side of the lane by which they had entered the clearing. He took the near side and stood with legs apart and his rifle balanced loosely in the crook of his right arm.

Shere Ali will be here in a minute, he said. I want to try him out, Mahommed. Will you go and stand fifty yards away  not on rising ground  the lower you are the more helpless youll look. See if hell kill man without being attacked.

Mahommed Babar glanced at King, who detected the Northerners look of unfinished argument. It was not fear. It might be doubt.

Take my rifle, if you like, and Ill go instead, King volunteered.

Mahommed Babar smiled. So did Ommony. The rattle of the tom-tom was repeated five or six times.

Better be quick, whichevers going, said Ommony, and if there had been any doubt that ended it. Mahommeds face cleared. Those five words of Ommonys added to Kings offer had established him as an equal as far as essentials were concerned. He moved his hand cavalierly and strode forward to play in the presence of death, unarmed. The tom-tom rattled again, three times more loudly. King opened his breech to make sure, being an army man. Ommony knew. His rifle lay along his forearm and he never once glanced at it.

Mahommed Babar walked toward the apex of an isosceles triangle, of which Ommony and King were the base, and stopped at the end of fifty yards, looking up. There was a lump of ground in front of him, three or four yards high, with a tangle of dead bushes on top. Shere Ali had come silently from the direction Ommony predicted and stood looking down at all three men with his head thrust out through a clump of high grass. Kings hands fidgeted with the Express. Ommony remained stock-still.

The more or less unexpected had happened, as always in tiger land. Shere Ali looked down on Mahommed Babar, measuring the distance, snarling, one ear forward and the other back, and looked altogether too long for his own reputation. A tiger whose hand was not against man would have taken the clear road to safety along the watercourse after one swift survey.

Then Mahommed Babar did either a very bold and confident or a very afraid and foolish thing. He began retreating, backward. King swore between his teeth and raised his rifle midway. Ommony continued to stand still. Mahommed came very slowly, feeling his way behind him with each foot-trod in a hole, lost balance, staggered, and fell. The rest was all instantaneous. Yellow as sunlight, in his prime, magnificent, Shere Ali launched himself like a flash to wreak murder. Both rifles spoke at once. An Express bullet and a .404 went home, and the tiger fell short, writhing with a smashed shoulder and paralyzed hind legs. Getting to his knees, Mahommed Babar stared across a scant yard into the brutes eyes, and Shere Ali struck with the one uninjured forepaw, missing by inches, and then trying to struggle nearer. Aiming very carefully, King sent his second bullet exactly between the tigers eyes.

Trial, sentence, and execution were all over in less than sixty seconds; and the jungli appeared between two trees, looking about as enthusiastic as a stuffed museum piece. His only comment was to rattle his strange little tom- tom; then he went to count the dead brutes claws and whiskers. Ommony must have moved, for it was his bullet that smashed Shere Alis backbone and paralyzed the hind legs; but he was standing exactly as he stood at first, with the rifle lying on his forearm, legs apart.

He ejected the empty cartridge-case, reloaded, and strode forward, for one thing to make sure that the jungli did not steal claws and whiskers; for the superstition is that those things are good against devils, which, as every jungli knows, are all too plentiful. King reloaded the Express and followed Ommony, neither man having spoken a word since Shere Ali showed himself. It was Ommony who spoke at last. He came to a halt midway and felt for his cigar-case.

That beats hell, he said wondering.

Mahommed had got to his feet and, glancing at the tiger once to make sure, had faced about. Presumably he was waiting for Ommony and King, but the old look of unfinished argument was on his face, with irresolution added. He glanced almost furtively from one man to the other, moved a pace or two  seemed to hesitate  and then started running. He made a circuit and disappeared at top speed down the lane they had come by.

Theres something I cant explain, said Ommony, as King caught up with him. No smoking in the forest. Care to chew a cigar? You see that beast? He had no excuse for killing man. He wasnt hurt. He hadnt been driven far enough to make him nervous. I think he came by a yellow streak when we raised him by hand. But where and how did Mahommed Babar come by his? In a month Shere Ali would have been killing children at the water-holes. But whod have thought Mahommed Babar would cut and run? Can you explain it?

King shook his head.

Somehow I dont believe it yet, he answered. He and I were brats at Dera Ismail Khan. He had guts as a youngster. We gave that tiger benefit of doubt until he actually sprang. I vote the same for the rissaldars son.

Why did he leave the army? countered Ommony.

Resigned. Suspected of politics. Nothing was proved. I sent him to you to get him as far away as possible from Peshawar. There might have been trouble up there if anyone had thrown the resignation in his teeth. He was champion of the native army with the saber  ambidextrous  capable of fighting three at once. Ive seen him use two swords at once for practice. Marvelous footwork. Shifts his ground so that one opponent is always stymied, and sometimes two. Hot man in a tight place.

Ommony checked the count of claws and whiskers and sent the jungli for a gang to skin the tiger and bring in the hide. He and King kept guard until the gang came, talking intermittently, swiping at flies with their handkerchiefs.

Mahommed Babar had a claim on me, said King. I wish I had a notion of what the real matter with him is.

What is a man that thou art mindful of him? quoted Ommony. I know a little. He has been pestered out of his senses by the Moplah malcontents, who lack nothing but military training to make them almost invincible among these wooded hills. Mahommed Babars a bit of a fanatic, and theyve fed him the Koran until his blood boils. On top of that some of these gentry have been to Peshawar, and one of them heard a story of some insult offered to Mahommeds father by an Englishman. Not sure the Englishman isnt supposed to have killed his father. Anyhow, he spread the yarn here-abouts, of course, and theyve been rubbing that into Mahommed Babar along with the Koran. I told em in Calcutta a year ago that the Moplahs would cut loose at the first opportunity. Maybe Mahommed Babar is opportunity. Was he a good soldier?

First-rate, King answered. Two campaigns. Promoted for gallantry. Nothing wrong with him except a cursed bent for politics. He never could understand that a soldier mustnt touch that stuff.

Soldier or any other wise man! Ommony answered.

Specially in India. Well, Im afraid Mahommed Babars lien on your friendship wont help him much. Did you see his eyes just now, before he took to his heels? Wed pulled a thorn out of him a minute or two before. He walked out like a man and a brother to meet Shere Ali. Then he and the tiger both had a yellow fit. Mahommed Babar knew we saw him flinch. Thought wed be scornful.

Ommony got off the rock he was sitting on, saw the jungli gang coming in the distance, and turned to meet Kings eyes.

Im afraid weve found him out, he said. Hes an enemy, or if not the next Moplah he meets will convert him.

He gave instructions about the skinning, and he and King walked back, not saying much, nor exactly aware of the forest in the way they had been. The gold had gone out of the morning. Something drab had entered in  nothing a man could explain, even to himself. Very soon another tiger would find his way into that part of the forest and Ommony would have the delight of discovering his lair, and of knowing where he hunted day by day. North, south, east, and west there were loads of men as fit to make friends of as Mahommed Babar, and for that matter King had friends everywhere. Nevertheless, the day was changed. News did not improve it.

They were met about a half-mile from the house by two of Ommonys servants, who came running to report that Mahommed Babar had packed his bedding-roll and ridden away at a gallop on his own gray pony. Furthermore, that certain chiefs of the Moplahs had come for a conference and were awaiting Ommony on his front veranda.

Any men with them? he asked.

Nay, sahib. Three chiefs without followers. But they act boldly, as if their followers were not far off. Moreover, since when did a Moplah chief go unattended? Therefore, being afraid, we sent the hamal and two gardeners to discover where their followers are hiding. They have not come back, and we are more afraid.

Fear and the heart of a fool are one, said Ommony, quickening his pace.

As they neared the house the third gardener met them with a message from the butler.

The three men from Malapuram entered the house to help themselves to guns and ammunition, sahib. The butler forbade, but they threatened him. They were prevented by the dogs.

The dogs were still on duty when King and Ommony came in view of the veranda, the terrier standing gamely between the legs of the other two and making most of the noise. The Moplah chiefs, with the fanatical Moslems loathing for dogs, showed their teeth almost as prominently as the beasts did, and were standing herded together at one end of the veranda with hands on the hilts of most un-Indian looking swords. Their sword-belts, rather like Sam Browns, were surely never made in India.

Ommony called the dogs off, rewarded them with curt approval, and sat down on a sort of garden seat between the sitting-room window and the front door. King took a seat beside him, crossed his long legs, lighted a cigar and proceeded to look indifferent. The Moplahs approached, slowly recovering their poise.

They looked nearly as un-Indian as the swords they wore. They had the long, Semitic Arab nose and the ineradicable Arab stealthiness added to truculence, inherited from Aram ancestors. One of them had red dye in his beard, which increased the Semitic suggestion.

Nobody knows what Moplah really means, or exactly whence the turbulent fanatics came; but they invaded India three centuries after the prophet Mahommeds flight from Mecca and ever since have been Moslems in the middle of a Hindu land. Moreover, in that impenetrable mountain jungle they have increased to a million strong  a million thorns in the side of Brahma and the Indian Government  rebels to a man in every generation.

Their approach to Ommony was after the manner of their kind  not deferent. On the other hand, it was not insolent, although there are men in the East who call everything insolence that does not include obsequiousness. Theirs was rather the approach of peace-makers, who come to reason with a weaker adversary to save him from his own mistakes; and Ommony, who knows men as understandingly as he knows animals, chuckled as he signed to them to sit down.

They squatted before him with their backs against the veranda rail  proud, fierce-looking fellows. Change their Arab-looking garments, give them a haircut, and you could imagine them driving cattle in Mullingar (forgetting, of course, the tell-tale noses). They waited for Ommony to speak, for manners is the breath of all the East.

Have you come to serve notice on me to quit? he asked them in their own tongue.

The man in the midst with the red beard took up the tale at once.

Father of Forests  that was what the one word meant it is better that you go. Your house and your goods shall be spared. Go, and come back afterward. Only leave the guns. We came for the guns and cartridges.

They knew their man  not quite as well as he knew them, but broadly nevertheless. Otherwise they would have beaten about the bush for an hour first. Ommony answered without a suggestion of superiority  which is the secret of real rule.

The dogs would not let you take the guns.

True. But now you are here and have understanding.

Am I less than a dog? wondered Ommony.

Nay, sahib!

Then I, also, will not let you have the guns.

That was final. All three men recognized it. If he had lorded it over them, or argued, or threatened, there would have been a false note, which would have led to dispute, hot words, and quite likely murder. But he stated facts simply, and they understood.

Father of Forests, you cannot fight against all of us. We are many. We rise in honor of the Khalifate, which is being sacrificed by the British for the sake of Hindus.

As Ive told you a score of times, you know nothing about international politics, Ommony answered. Youve been lied to by professional agitators, whose salaries are paid by the same foreigners who sent you those swords and sword-belts. Whoever enters politics is a fool. I have told you that often.

You will be a fool if you fight against us, sahib.

I dont intend to, said Ommony. I shall stay here in my forest, on duty. He said my forest with the unconscious arrogance that came of having served the forest faithfully for twenty years. It was really the forest that owned him.

But  but if harm comes?

Then my blood will be on your heads. I have been your friend. I never harmed any of you.

That is true. Allah be witness, that is true. But if we take the guns and ammunition?

Allah will witness that also. It will be over my dead body.

Ommon-ee sahib, that must not be.

Dont try to take the guns then.

But we need them.

So do I.

Oh, if you need them. Ah, that is straight talk. The three heads whispered together for a minute, looking devilish sly as they nodded, arriving at decision. You will not give the guns to the Hindus.

No.

Good. That is satisfactory. You have always been a friend to us, Ommon- ee. You know our Koran better than our own priests do. You have known many of our secrets and have not told.

That isnt true, said Ommony. I have told the Government in Calcutta, in Otticamund, and in Simla all I knew of your secrets. I have warned them of your intentions. They told me to come back here and mind my forest. I did.

The Moplahs laughed. That was the type of joke that tickled them, for they did not doubt for a single second the deliberate truth of every word that Ommony uttered. (You can make your word worth more than Government paper at the end of twenty years if you try hard enough.) A Government refusing to believe the reports of its own best forester  that was humor. They cackled. A forester knows everything, or should. If he doesnt, the trees will make him so lonely that he will go mad, and from madness to the devil is only one step.

Will the Government send troops to protect your house? they asked.

I hope not, said Ommony.

Then, sahib, we must mount a guard to make sure the Hindus do not come and take the guns away.

When do you begin? asked Ommony.

They whispered again. This time they were longer reaching a decision, but they did not lower their voices much, and Ommony could easily have overheard if he had cared to. Obvious cut-throats though they were, they were rather like children playing at secrets in front of their nurse.

Will you tell your Government? the red-bearded one asked at last.

Certainly, said Ommony.

Ah! Then we will not answer.

All right. My servants will give you food, said Ommony, by way of dismissing them. But they had not quite finished.

Will you report on this interview?

Of course, said Ommony.

We do not guarantee the messengers life!

I will be the messenger. I myself will walk to the station and send a tar,* answered Ommony. [* Telegram]

Humor appealed to all three of them again simultaneously. They cackled.

The sahib will weary himself in vain. The wire is cut! Ommony raised his eyebrows.

The babu will send my message by the next train, he answered.

The babu, who was a Hindu and would not recant, is dead of a cut throat, said Red-beard pleasantly. Moreover, the train will not go because the rails are torn up.

Oh, all right, answered Ommony. No need then to tell the Government. They probably know already. Food is waiting for you. You have my leave to go.


CHAPTER 5. Loyalty to whom  to what?

Governments are like earthquakes. They sleep for protracted periods and then wake suddenly. Waking, they blunder expensively and  cui bono?

The easiest way to wake a Government is to cut the railway and the telegraph. The Moplahs did not mean that, naturally. Being simple sons of stream and forest, their idea had been, as usual once in a generation, to convert a few hundred thousand Hindus by fear, to make a horrible example of as many conscientious objectors as could be caught, and to keep the detested British Government afar off by severing communications.

Whereas, of course, if they had let trains and messages go through they would have gained ten days or so for unhindered violence. Nobody would have believed the alarmist reports until long after scores of Hindu villages had ceased to exist. So the Moplahs threw away their best trump card when they tore up the railway line.

To the uninitiated in such matters a damaged track looks serious; especially when the rioters  as the Moplahs were described at first  have removed the spare rails to be made into bullets, swords and what not else. Actually it was less than nine hours before the first train got through and reached Ommonys wayside station. He was sitting at dinner alone, when a hot, red-headed military man rode up from the station followed by two mounted orderlies. Hair had been rubbed off their horses rumps by contact with the inside of a cattle-truck, but otherwise  except for the redness of the officers face  there was nothing about them that suggested emergency.

The officer shouted from the saddle. Ommony sent out the butler to invite him to dinner.

Youre a cool one I must say, said the officer, striding in. Or didnt you know?

Have a drink, said Ommony.

The Moplahs are out.

Sit down. Eat and drink. There are no Moplahs under the table, said Ommony.

The cavalry man ignored the invitation, but rather bridled at the jest.

Havent you a man named King here  Athelstan King?

No.

He arrived by train with you this morning. Where is now?

If I knew I wouldnt tell you. Martial law yet?

Not yet.

Neither King nor I are military men. He resigned his commission, you know. Sorry, said Ommony.

Im Major Pierson.

Sit down. Eat. Drink. Youre wasting my merry mood.

The cavalryman took a chair and helped himself to whisky.

Merry mood? Great Scott! Yes, thanks. Ill eat. Are you simply a satyr, well-fed and isolated? Im in command of an armored train patrolling the relaid track between here and Malapuram. I want information.

So do I. We all do, said Ommony. King and I went to the station before noon and buried as much of the babus corpse as we could find. The Moplah chiefs were here this morning and gave me leave to live. They agreed not to steal my guns. King painted his face and tired his hair until no wild Moplah in all the Nilghiris could out-mopple him. Hes gone  vamoosed, vanished, napoo.

What about Mahommed Babar? Hes on my list.

Gone too.

Where?

Ask Allah! King set out to find him. Now eat, drink, and tell me the news.

There isnt any. This affair wont amount to much. Headquarters have wired for judge Wilmshurst to come and hold an investigation, but the old boy had already started. My orders are to bring in anyone I find along the line who feels frightened, with special reference to yourself, King, Mahommed Babar, and one or two others up the line.

Ommony looked straight into the majors eyes and deliberately blew up, crashing his open hand down on the table until the plates and bottles jumped. I shall stay here. I told those opinionative asses at headquarters  in Calcutta, Ooty, Poona  sent word to Simla. Now you. This is the biggest show the Moplahs ever staged. Not going to be. Is!

Whos running it? asked the cavalryman, with frank incredulity. Savages always fail for lack of leadership. Have they hired a new Napoleon from the Army and Navy Stores?

Thats a question for headquarters, Ommony answered.

Scores of Moplahs were in France  sapper and pioneer units. Learned trench-digging and lots else. I warned the Government theyve got bombs, modern rifles, ammunition, and even uniforms.

Got em where?

Abroad. France, Italy, Japan, U.S.A.

Who paid? Moplahs havent any money.

Whoever is running Indias bid for independence paid. Best moneys worth on Asia! Brother Moplahs going to keep a whole division busy. If he only had planes hed raid Calicut. Its his turn. Hasnt staged a good show for thirty years. Do himself proud this time. Cares no more for brass hats and army corps than my terrier does for a steam-roller. Hes been told that if hell engage the British army for a month the whole of the North will rise at the British rear. Theyve promised brother Moplah half the loot and all the Hindu converts he can make. So hes out, and the British armys in for it!

Youd better come away then, said the cavalryman with the inevitable nurse-instinct that all soldiers feel toward civilians.

Bunkum! Im your only possible liaison with the Moplahs. You cant exterminate em. Weve nobody to blame by ourselves.

What for, pray?

Being English. Osseous formations on the occiput.

Well, we cant help that.

No. On the whole were rather proud of it. Do you think you could so far penetrate the brass hats at headquarters as to make them see the wisdom of leaving me here? said Ommony. Were awfully proud of muddling through, you know. Tell them it would be Nelsonic rashness; that should turn the trick. I will act as liaison officer.

If you like to call that a message, Ill deliver it, said the cavalryman. Suppose you put it in writing. Eh? What?

Ommony laughed. I see myself! You might add, will you, unofficially, of course, that as things are likely to move swiftly my permission to remain here ought to be granted definitely within a few hours. How about tomorrow noon?

What dyou mean? Is that a threat?

From several points of view the Moplahs might do worse than kidnap me.

Major Pierson stared at Ommony, and Ommony smiled back with unquestionably genuine amusement.

You see now why I wont put my demands in writing, dont you? Theyre demands. Theres going to be wholesale murder, of course  bombs, machine-guns, bayonets  a beastly mess. Naturally, we win. Thats inevitable. I can prevent some of the fighting, and owe no obedience to the army. So either I get my permission in writing before noon tomorrow to remain here  or the Moplahs kidnap me!

Major Piersons face became a mask  one of those obvious masks that announce to the wide world there is something to conceal.

Ill deliver your message, he snorted, and Ommony chuckled.

I shall be out when the answer comes, he said. If its Yes, Ill return to the bungalow. Otherwise Ill be kidnapped. He turned his head and whistled on a low note that carried amazingly. The dogs, sprawling on mats by the door, looked up but did not move; they knew that whistle.

The jungli, naked except for a leather strap, appeared in the door and fidgeted. It was possible he might have come in if Ommony had ordered, but a room was too much like a trap for him to venture of his own free will. Ommony merely nodded in his direction.

This is the man who will know where to find me. Hell wait at the station.

Dyou think youre acting loyally? asked the cavalryman, pushing aside a half-finished glass of whisky-and-soda and brushing away crumbs as if Ommonys hospitality were now under suspicion.

Loyally to whom  to what? Im no soldier. The minute martial laws proclaimed Im under the armys heel. They mean fight, and I know I can reduce the fighting. Ergo, I make my bargain in advance. Im sober and in earnest.

Wouldnt you obey an order to come away?

I should never receive it!

The jungli in the door still fidgeted. He had left his lizard-skin tom- tom and stick somewhere and was at a loss how to draw notice to himself. It was the dogs who first sensed the note of alarm; they growled and called Ommonys attention. He turned his chair about, and the jungli promptly squatted in the doorway with his eyes on Ommonys face but a sort of glance in reserve for the cavalryman. Ommony grunted a monosyllable and the jungli turned loose floods of speech  little staccato freshets in his case that broke forth and were dry again. It was all about the cavalryman; that much was obvious even to the dogs, who watched him and were restless. The major, too, became impatient.

Thus saith the Lord  but what? he demanded.

Ommony grunted a dozen monosyllables and turned his chair again. The jungli disappeared. A big winged insect dashed itself to death against the table-lamp with an elan that almost broke the glass  first-class cavalry tactics.

Your two orderlies have disappeared, said Ommony.

Major Pierson overturned his chair in a hurry to get to the door.

Nonsense! he said. They cant have gone far. Orderly! Oh, orderly!

He ran down the veranda steps in the pitch darkness and stood still at the bottom, listening, but could hear nothing.

Orderly! Oh, orderly! Where are you?

There was no answer. His eyes were growing used to the dark so he strode forward, trying far-sightedly to penetrate the blackness where the line of trees began. Suddenly he stumbled, tried to recover, and fell headlong.

My God! Ommony! You there, Ommony? Dead horses  two of em. Hot! Dead about a minute! Blood! By God, my hands are all sticky with it!

Better come back, advised Ommony from the veranda.

Got to see where the men are. God, if theyre

If youll come back here Ill get your men for you.

Pierson wiped his hands on the dry grass and cocked his service revolver with an ostentatious click.

What do you know about this? he demanded, making his way back cautiously, peering sideways, trying to make out whether Ommony was armed. It was one of those panicky moments, euphemistically termed a crisis, when the army does things not easily explained in the hard light of tomorrow. Ommony recognized it.

Youll be safe up here beside me, he said in deliberately commanding tones. (You cant safely plead with hysteria, especially in armed, grown men.) Come on; I need your advice.

Ill blow your head off if you try any tricks! the major answered.

Unfortunately Im no use without my head! Come up! said Ommony. Lets talk this over.

Talk? You do as I say!

The major climbed the steps and tapped the muzzle of his revolver against the veranda railing. Call your servants! Send two of them to the train to find out whats happening!

My servants have bolted, Ommony answered. He seemed not to see the revolver at all, although it was within a foot of him, in the shaft of light that came by the window shade. The butler brought the coffee and followed the others for what they call tall timber in the West. The jungli has gone for your orderlies.

You dont mean they ran too? For Gods sake

According to the jungli, they were surprised, gagged, bound, and carried off. He saw it.

Good God! Whats it all about?

The mystery is why the dogs didnt bark, said Ommony. One of my servants must have attended to that. The dogs are above suspicion. So is the jungli.

The major sat down on the garden-seat between the door and window, pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his face. Then he shoved the revolver back into its holster.

I say, was I beastly rude just now? he asked.

Not at all. Ommony produced his case, chose a cigar, and offered him one.

Thanks. I mean, wasnt I

Men gone  horses dead  any man would flare up.

Dashed decent of you to admit it. Some men would have  Whats that noise?

Out came the revolver and was cocked  quietly meaning business.

The junglis drum. Hes signaling. Listen.

There was no need to listen. You couldnt help hearing that peculiar, dry rattle. It penetrated like the note of a cicada.

Theyll be here in a minute, said Ommony. Dyou mind unloading that revolver?

What the devil? Do you think Im

Ommony was much too wise to admit what he thought.

Im going to tell them were unarmed.

But suppose

Well know presently. Unload, please.

So the cavalryman unloaded, and that chance of accident was barred out. Ommonys hand closed in the dark on the empty revolver.

Not in the holster. Always tell em the exact truth. Let me lay it down.

He laid it on the window-sill and strode forward to the head of the steps in the full yellow lamplight from the open door. All three dogs came and growled beside him with scruffs raised, and the terriers sawed-off tail disappeared completely.

The nights alive with em! said Ommony. Could your men scout as quietly? I tell you these Moplahs

A voice from the dark interrupted him.

Oh, Ommon-ee!

He leisurely lighted the cigar he had chosen two minutes before, and it occurred to the soldier for the first time that his host was in full evening dress  not dinner-jacket. Old-fashioned style. Stiff white shirt. It suited him so well that even out there in the jungle it looked perfectly in harmony.

What do you want? he said at last.

Your tracker said that you wish to speak with us. But you are not alone. We see a khaki-sahib. We see his pistol by the window.

It is not loaded.

That is a trick to tempt us.

You have my leave to come up here and talk. You shall not be harmed.

There are dead horses, Ommon-ee!

Very well, said Ommony. I will go with this sahib and not come back.

There came the noise of hissed argument from the blackest shadow, and presently the speakers voice was raised again.

We want your promise there is no trick, Ommon-ee.

There is none.

No attack from the te-rain?

What orders did you give the train crew? Ommony asked over his shoulder.

Just to wait for me.

Ommony translated that news into the vernacular, but cautiously.

The train-men have no orders to attack. But you must not attack the train.

That satisfied them. The three chiefs who had presented themselves that morning rose like goblins from the gloom and approached  grinning  undoubtedly pleased with themselves. They squatted uninvited in the pool of light before the door.

Where are the Rajput orderlies? demanded Ommony.

They are not dead  yet, Ommon-ee.

They glanced at the major, but he missed the point, not knowing the dialect. Ommony came back promptly with a point that everybody understood.

Produce those orderlies unharmed, or clear out!

But we make war, we Moplahs. They are prisoners  our first!

You make war in my clearing and call me friend? he retorted.

We have not touched you, Red-beard answered lamely.

Ommony sat down beside the major and crossed his legs. He had won, and he knew it. All that remained was that they should know it too.

The word of a Moplah is good or it is not good, he said abruptly.

By Allah, it is very good!

This is sanctuary then. All who wish, of either side, have leave to come and go here unmolested.

But Ommon-ee  they might come to make war here.

Not while I live! he answered. Neither side shall make war here. Give back those prisoners.

But Ommon-ee

I have spoken.

They laid their heads together and whispered without much emphasis, there was so little to argue about.

Very well, Ommon-ee.

The fellow with red in his beard raised his voice, and another man answered from the shadows. One of the three began to converse with Ommony, but he would not listen until the two prisoners were surrendered unhurt. So, as is said there was once in heaven, there was silence for the space of half an hour  lighted by fireflies and the glowing ends of two cigars. The dark was full of witnesses unquestionably, but even the usual jungle noises seemed to be suppressed for the occasion.

At last came the sound of footsteps and the voice of a native orderly reminding his captors that he had told them so. He furthermore asserted they were pigs, and the night became instantly alive with recrimination. The shadows shrilled back with fifty voices that there would presently be no Hindu idolaters in Moplah country and the Rajput prisoners replied in kind. Ommony appealed to the major, who stood up and barked the order for attention. In perfect silence again the orderlies stood at the foot of the steps and saluted.

They were complete and unharmed, even to their small change, and admitted it reluctantly. They naturally thought that vengeance was in order, and it was pity to reduce the count in any way. Nevertheless, the fact was that although everything had been taken from them, all had been returned.

Except the horses, remarked Ommony.

They are dead, said the chief with the red beard.

Have you horses that are fit for army remounts? Ommony retorted.

As Allah is our witness, we have no horses whatever, sahib.

Then you must pay money. The horses were slain in this sanctuary after you had passed your word. You must pay. Everybody knows the price of an army remount.

But we have no money with us, Ommon-ee.

I dont care. Sign a promissory note, plus interest from date. Pay it here in my house whenever you like, or add it to the fines that the Government will levy after this foolishness is over. You must either pay now or sign.

Very well, we will sign.

Ommony went into the house and wrote out a note for the proper amount.

All three of you must sign, he said, handing them his fountain pen. Then, as he shook the paper to dry the signatures:

One other thing.

Nay, sahib, this is enough! We have done honorably.

My servants have run away. One of them did as you told him and kept the dogs quiet while you seized the orderlies. Having obeyed you, he is yours. Keep him. Send the others back, and dont interfere with my servants again.

Very well, Ommon-ee.

And take away those horses. You have paid for them. We are not sweepers here to clean up after you! Leave the saddles and bridles.

The man with the red beard shouted and again the night became full of noise-grunting, many exclamations, much advice, and the sound of heavy bodies being dragged.

You have my leave to go, said Ommony, and the three chiefs shook hands with him and went not quite so turbulent, but still looking fairly well pleased with themselves.

By God! exclaimed the major. May I be eternally damned if I ever saw anything like it! Mr. Ommony, if my report of this affair counts youll be here whether you like it or not until the chiefs are all hanged and this extraordinary show is over!


CHAPTER 6. Engage the enemy more closely.

In every generation there are scores of men who can disguise themselves as natives of the East and get by undetected. The really rare men are those who can do it and regain their Western heritage. It means something more than merely staining your whole skin black to act Othello. It is more like dying and being born again.

Athelstan King was dead to his own kind  to the past  to the world that knew him  possibly to the future. If he should die, they would say only this of him  that no man knew how he met his death, or why he courted it, and that few except Ommony had ever understood him. But that, too, is a most rare gift  the ability to go without praise and recognition. Ommony and King were both men who valued praise merely at its asset value. If it gave them command of more resources for the great game, good; if not it bored them.

King limped a little, for the white mans feet grow soft in boots, however hard he uses them meanwhile. He looked so like Mahommed Babar from the rear that even in broad daylight the Northerners relatives might easily have jumped to the wrong conclusion. But it was dark in the jungle, although still fairly light overhead, and he held the end of a khaki turban between his teeth, as the men of that land do when in haste; from in front, when he strode into the luminous gloom of a clearing, you could not have told whether or not he was bearded, and Mahommed Babar might have thought himself face to face with his own shadow.

A jungli, who had never seen King clothed and in his right mind, and was too incurious to be suspicious, was leading jungle fashion at a dog-trot, not boldly down the middle of the lanes, as King went, but flitting from shadow to shadow, afraid of the dark and of devils, but much more afraid to disobey Ommony  who owned both devils and forests, as every jungli knew.

King ran heavily. The jungli made no sound that any but an animal could hear. King breathed heavily. The jungli, like a phantom, seemed to do without breath. At intervals the woods resounded with the crash of falling branches, and at every one of those sounds the jungli would leap almost out of his skin, springing, like Puck, from side to side of the fire-lane. Now and then there would come the clear cry of a hunted animal, and at every one of those sounds King would stiffen tensely, but the jungli took no notice.

They did not speak, for they had no word in common, Ommony being one of half a dozen men who have ever learned the jungli-bat,* and very few junglis knowing anything except their own and the animals language. Ommon-ee had spoken. The jungli showed the way, and thereafter would say nothing because he knew nothing and did not care to know.

  * The incomprehensible language spoken by the aborigines, who live in the jungle, and who are probably the last of a race that was conquered and proscribed when India was first invaded, thousands of years B.C.   

Mahommed Babar doubtless believed himself beyond pursuit. Like all Northerners, and Highlanders especially, he had an inconvincible contempt for Southern, and above all lowland ways. As Ommonys steward of supplies, he had seen the junglis at their work reporting every incident in the forest, including the tigers and the leopards meals, but that had not persuaded him that such folk could ever outwit a campaigner like himself.

Was he not born in the Northern mists? Had he not scouted unseen on Allahs slag-heap by Quetta, where men are trained to outview the kites? Had he not been guide to the Guides* themselves? When such as he decide to vanish and leave no trace, there is less trace than a light wind leaves! Gone on a gray horse  that was the last the curious would know until it should suit him to enlighten them! [* A famous Indian regiment]

Nevertheless, four hours after he left it was told to Ommony that a panther had slain the gray horse while Mahommed Babar rested under a tree. Hairs from the mane and tail of the horse were brought in proof, together with a bit of fly-decked meat to show that the leopard had one eye-tooth missing.

An hour after that it was reported that Mahommed Babar stopped to pull a thorn out of his heel. It was even said from which heel and what kind of thorn it was. By that time King had used walnut stain so skillfully from head to foot that not even the mirror could expose his origin and Ommony Dutch-uncle-ing, as he called it, from an arm-chair, had done breaking up facts with a sledge-hammer.

Then King fared forth as the seventy did of old, with neither purse nor scrip, but  since the Good Book says nothing about pistols  with a perfect little Colt repeater nestling against his ribs and a great faith in his own high purpose. A jungli was whistled for and told to lead Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan on the trail of Mahommed Babar, and in the heat of the afternoon pursuit began.

Now a man on foot can run down anything that lives. He can walk down anything that lives, and within a day or two. With a five-hour start on a well-fed horse, and given the information that he is followed, another man, of course, can hold his lead provided he has legs and knows enough to abandon the horse at the end of the first forced march. But a man who has counted on a horse and lost it in the first few hours, and who thinks he has baffled pursuit, so that he has ignorance as well as disappointment against him, is in no shape to leave a determined huntsman behind for long. The outcome is simply a question of mathematics and the huntsmans wind. Kings wind was good.

Moreover, although King had the white mans natural fear of the beasts who hunt the jungle lanes, Mahommed Babar was even more afraid of them, because unused. In his land men hunt men, which is another matter altogether. He was afraid to set his foot down where a snake might be hiding. He feared, as the evening closed on him, that the down-hanging tendrils were pythons in wait for the passer-by and a strangled meal. He had the North-born sense of direction, but no guide to show him practicable cuts. And although he had to perfection the swinging, almost tireless Hillmans stride, the end that he had in view was not so sure as the rock-strewn landscape he was used to marching down. There was a sort of jaw-set half-determination, at war with itself, that led to dalliance and reduced speed.

Whereas Kings alert guide knew every short cut  every forest voice. He was afraid of devils, but believed that King could protect him from them, since Ommon-ee had said so, and whatever else Ommon-ee did he never lied. King was afraid of tigers, leopards, pythons, what not else, but knew that the jungli would give him ample warning of any of them. And the end King had in view was absolutely sure. He knew that because he was following first principles there was nothing whatever to argue about and the outcome was, as Moslems say, on Allahs knees.

When it grew dark and the fire-lane lay like the mold of loneliness in front of him Mahommed Babar felt inspired to climb out of harms reach and wait for the dawn. He would not admit to himself that he was superstitious and that the in-drawn sigh of the tree-tops put him in mind of all the spirit-tales that haunt the Northern villages. He was a man and unafraid, he told himself, but a soldier likewise, who would travel better by daylight and could sleep well in a tree.

Moreover, a leopard slew my horse, and I am easier to slay. I have no firearms. Shall I fight bagheela in the dark with a knife and my bare hands? Let us hope there are no pythons in this tree.

He chose an enormous, wholesome one that spread impenetrable shade above ten thousand feet of ground, and clambering with the sureness of a mountaineer discovered a dry branch near the top that had not been long enough dead to be dangerous. Climbing that, he found himself again in the short, clear Indian twilight and, bracing himself like a man at the mast-head, he surveyed the undulating sea of green that reached every way to the horizon  overlooking one fact. He was silhouetted against the crimson glare that the retreating sun had scorched on a tired sky.

King stopped by a stream, laughed curtly and sat down. Having satisfied himself that the jungli also had seen Mahommed Babar he got into the stream, cold water working on the Anglo-Saxon like magic; when he emerged and ate sandwiches he was fit to march all night if need be.

The jungli grunted and King looked up. Darkness comes very swiftly in those latitudes, and he was only just in time to see Mahommed Babar clamber down again and disappear into the opaque foliage. Another minute and the dead branch blended with the others in a blur against the night.

So King and the jungli went forward again, and were in time to hear Mahommed Babar drop from a low branch and resume his original direction. He had seen something; that much was obvious. Something friendly. Not too far away. King began to wish poignantly that he knew a language intelligible to the jungli  knew the general lay of the land  knew anything. The trouble was that the jungli had orders from Ommony to show the way taken by Mahommed Babar, and would therefore do that and do nothing else. Pantomime was no good; the jungli merely laughed at it.

The only possible remedy was to see what Mahommed Babar had seen  if there should still be light enough. King chose the same tree, since that was proven climbable, and bent all his faculties to the task of reaching the top before the last faint glimmer of light should die. He had signed to the jungli to stay below, but that had no effect; the jungli climbed too, and suddenly the merit of his stupidly literal obedience became apparent. He was showing the way still  step by step the only way Mahommed Babar could have climbed the tree! Swinging overhead like an ape, he pointed, first with one toe, then with the other, to the branches King should mount by, with the result that King reached the fork of the dead branch while a baleful lemon-yellow glare still flickered low in the west. It was freakish, like summer lightning.

He need not have hurried. What Mahommed Babar had seen became much more visible as darkness deepened. A series of fires placed roughly in the shape of the letter M flickered and gained brilliancy in the woods about five miles away, illuminating a wide clearing, and he could see dark shapes of men dancing around in circles and ducking. Pure Arab that. Nothing Indian about it. Brother Moplah was reverting true to type, as all men do when their primitive passions are aroused. You can recognize the pigeon-movement of Arabs dancing as far away as you can detect any movement at all, but the man does not live who can explain the significance of just that bobbing of the heads towards the center all together.

There was rising ground capped by a high rock on Kings left front, about two hundred yards away. Because of the trees you could not see it until up in the tree-tops; Mahommed Babar had seen it and evidently decided it was better than the tree, for he was up there now, where he, in turn, had been seen by a Moplah scout. By a flash of sheet-lightning King saw Mahommed Babar step out and stand silhouetted on the summit of the rock. The next flash showed two men talking furiously.

King climbed down again followed by the jungli. There was nothing to be gained by guessing; much to be gained by the fact that Mahommed Babar did not suspect pursuit. For a man entitled to the benefit of the doubt and no more the Northerner was taking reckless chances, but not greater than King proceeded to take; for King, having no password or sign, risked being seen by Moplah scouts, who are as alert as they are blood-thirsty. For the life of him he could not make the jungli understand that he wanted to creep close and listen without being seen. The jungli understood that he should follow and overtake Mahommed Babar, and when you understand a thing, you understand it, naked or otherwise. King tried to send him back to Ommony, but he would not go, not having accomplished his task yet, so finally King put a cord around his throat and held him in leash by that, as you would a too-eager hunting dog. So they crept closer, each mistrustful of the others smell, as the way is of humans as well as animals.

The arrangement did not last long. Restraint was intolerable and the jungli slipped out of his noose. Down there under the trees the range of vision ceased at about a hands breadth from the eyes unless you had animal sight. The jungli vanished with the incredible speed of a shadow, and King thought he heard him break a twig about fifty paces ahead some seconds later, so he crept forward, groping with fingers on the ground. The great thing was to make no noise. Doubtless the jungli had made that little noise in order to guide him. Wonderful fellows junglis. Pity they could not talk intelligibly.

One thing was quite unnecessary  to be on guard against animals. The fires five miles away and the out-thrown ring of scouts would have driven every jungle denizen bigger than a hare to other hunting-grounds. Nothing to do but keep out of sight and go close  close  close; that is where secrets are learned and thoughtful little games prevented  close! Engage the enemy more closely  Englands watchword, or it ought to be. It went through Kings head like a refrain, like those snatches you repeat in time, to the thump of train-wheels.

Closer! Closer! Nothing to be gained by hanging back!

Then someone struck a light  touched off a fire of leaves and twigs on top of the pinnacle rock  and he saw Mahommed Babar seated facing the other man, talking with him earnestly. There were four men now, not two, and he recognized Mahommed Babar by the shape of his turban, which was unmistakable. They heaped fuel on the fire as if they wanted to be seen by all the country side. But, of course, the fire made it seem even darker down below, just as staring at it produced spots of light in front of the eyes that made the dark more difficult to penetrate than ever.

So King took his eyes off the fire and crawled forward again. He was sure he heard the jungli. Another twig broke, which is a way those people have of signaling. Ommony could have read the signal accurately, but all King could do was to follow the sound. Now he could hear the men talking on the high rock. He glanced up again and saw six, the last two standing. At any rate he hoped they were the last two.

He hardly felt the blow as two other men landed on his neck. Being perfectly unconscious instantly it did not trouble him that his face was pressed into the mold, or that his hands and feet were lashed with rawhide until the blood in them ceased circulating. He had engaged the enemy more closely, and the incurious jungli trotted homeward to report the news to Ommony.


CHAPTER 7. I am the High Court judge.

The British are always taken unawares. They get more notice than other people, and they dont ignore the notice. They wonder at it. Sometimes they admire it. They are also always interested. But as for its meaning anything serious until afterward, the forebodings of Noah, Cassandra and the Prophets meant more in their generation  much more; men pelted Noah, mocked Cassandra and stoned the Prophets, whereas the British do none of these things. The British preserve a noncommittal attitude and wait and see.

They waited and saw at Ooitacamund. Saw the flames of Hindu villages. For a generation it had been notorious that regular troops could campaign in Moplah country only with the utmost difficulty because of the hills and impenetrable jungle. So there were no troops to speak of. There was not even a garrison to defend Calicut, and one had to be improvised when the first horde of wounded and panic-stricken Hindus came stampeding for protection.

Even if there had been troops available they could not have been used to advantage at first, because the Moplahs were ready and the British were not. There was a prevalent superstition to the effect that the Moplahs knew nothing about tactics or strategy. Therefore there was no need to be ready. Moplahs always had been savages; ergo, they always would be. Q.E.D.

Once a viceroy of genius had ordered Moplahs to be enlisted in the army, on the same principle on which Lord Channing enlisted Scottish Highlanders after the Jacobite rebellion of 1745. But brother Moplah did not take to discipline, albeit he liked fighting so much that he even fought with the other regiments and his own officers. It followed, of course, that he never could be disciplined.

Benevolent despotism therefore was the only dose for Moplahs, reinforced with aeroplanes, naturally. Aeroplanes had scattered the Somalis, who are a desert people, and had routed the Afghans, who live on treeless hills and plains. Therefore aeroplanes could easily police the Moplahs, who would fear them if nothing else.

But unfortunately aeroplanes can hardly accomplish much over hill and dale that is spread from end to end with a natural, impenetrable camouflage. And a bomb among trees, though it makes a lovely noise, does inconsiderable damage. Moreover, as Ommony had reminded King, scores of Moplahs went to France in the well-paid labor units, where they grew so familiar with bombing-planes that anything short of being actually hit by a bomb left them entirely unconvinced. And that kind of insouciance is more contagious than the itch.

The Moplahs broke all standing rules from the start. They sprang a surprise that was perfect in all its ways. They were well supplied with arms and ammunition, had a well-laid plan, displayed considerable strategy, used modern tactics, and obeyed somebodys orders  none of which things an honest Moplah ought to do.

In a pigeon-hole in Calcutta, with a duplicate in Simla and a triplicate in Delhi, there is a report drawn up by a painstaking committee, which sets forth for the confusion of future historians just how the Moplah show began. Nobody knows how it began. It started everywhere at once, and everyone concerned was much too busy taking his part on one side or the other to have any knowledge of what might be happening elsewhere.

Torn-up tracks and cut wires were the first intimation the authorities received. The spares kept at wayside stations and beside the track were carried off as plunder, but with commendable speed and resource the emergency crews replaced everything, thus providing brother Moplah with a second instalment of welcome iron-mongery. As the improvised armored trains patrolled the relaid track, just around the next curve, screened by trees before them and behind, the Moplah raiders helped themselves. Armored trains were isolated for lack of rails to run on. Crews were what is known as scoughed after the ammunition had given out.

Of course, not all the trains were caught in the open or wrecked in broken culverts between depots. After the first damage had been repaired and between raids there were even passenger trains that got through. For instance, the train attached to which was a coach containing judge Wilmshurst and his hot, although fashionable wife, who mourned like another Rachel and would not be comforted, arrived somewhere finally. As Ommony wisely said, the judge had not dared leave his wife behind.

The train winds through those hills like a patient worm possessed of brains. Ever it turns aside at each obstacle; always it appears again somewhere beyond, once more circling toward its ultimate objective, frequently passing a place on three sides within a mile or two before swerving in suddenly and dumping passengers or freight for a touchdown. The train always wins, unless the Moplahs are out and in earnest, and sometimes even then. Such is the fortune of war and its freakiness that neither judge Wilmshurst nor his wife as much as saw a Moplah; and when a subaltern commanding twenty men at a wayside station ordered them out of the train for safetys sake they not only disbelieved but were indignant.

However, you cant successfully oppose a British subaltern with anything less than steel or TNT when he has once assumed responsibility. The judge tried all the old methods of overawing a child, and his wife tried several new ones, but none worked. Not even blandishments accomplished anything. The youth gave his name as Charles Sutherland, and Mrs. Wilmshurst remembered she knew the Sutherlands of Southrey, but he was not interested.

I could pick your family profile out of a million, she assured him.

Wheres Southrey? he answered. Im from Blackheath. My people never had a county-seat. Dad was an architect. Youre delaying us awfully.

She refused to leave the car that she had been complaining of for two hot days and nights, and told her husband he was spineless to let a mere subaltern impose on a High Court judge. So he from Blackheath ordered the car uncoupled and let the train go on without it  which it did for ten miles, at the end of which it fell into a broken culvert, where the Moplahs looted it.

As the solitary car in certain contingencies might make a superb addition to his scant means of defense, Charley Sutherland of Blackheath made his men put their shoulders to it and shove until it stood exactly at the angle with the station building that his martial eye approved. There he left it, with two fifteen-year-old boys in uniform on guard (attested, of course, as twenty-one), and two more, who were honestly eighteen, carrying water in kerosene cans for drinking purpose in case of siege. They filled the copper tank, but as Mrs. Wilmshurst promptly took a bath and said nothing about it the total accomplishment did not amount to much.

The station buildings were sufficient for their purpose, whatever that may have been. Undoubtedly they were no good for anything else. There was a ten by twelve concrete hut constituting ticket-office and babus quarters, and from that a roof reached either way for fifty feet above a masonry and gravel platform. That was all, except that a wooden hut had stood fifty yards back from the station by way of zenana for the babus family. There were nice black ashes where it had been. The babu and his family were Hindus, and the Moplahs had done the rest. Charley Sutherland, a sergeant, two corporals, and seventeen men arriving later on the scene raked up the ashes of babu and family into sacks and buried them, which was respectful, even if blasphemously carried out and not at all the orthodox way of disposing of Hindu remains.

Charley Sutherland and his twenty were there by the whim of naked luck, not otherwise. They had been sent to lend distinction to the funeral procession of a Moplah chief, whose relatives and whose village the authorities chose to honor for reasons best known to themselves. Having marched for twenty miles along a jungle lane, slept in a flea-infested thatched hut, proceeded according to orders, and having even fired a salvo in the deceaseds honor, they had marched twenty miles back again, only to discover a burned babu.

The station premises had been looted perfectly, but the arrival of Sutherland and twenty men had interrupted proceedings and the wire was not yet cut. Sutherland was a telegraphist of sorts and he managed to get headquarters before the raiding party thought of cutting the wire out of sight around the curve. Being only of sorts he had difficulty. Skepticism, blank incredulity, panic and fuss were among the elements at war with him, added to all of which he could send, like most of sorts men, much better than he could take. However, he managed to read off that trains will proceed as usual before a clangor unmistakable announced that the wire was cut and being shaken.

Thereafter Charley Sutherland assumed responsibility, and, being beyond reach of his superiors, did fairly well. He kicked a private of the line, which is strictly against the regulations, but as man to man, conveys enlightenment; and he let the only train go through, as per orders. But orders had said nothing about passengers, and although judge Wilmshurst and his wife said a very great deal, they ceased from being passengers and became occupants of a fort on wheels  the right wing of Charley Sutherlands defenses.

When he heard the wire go down he sent a sergeant and six men to bring in as much of it as could be snaffled without loss of life. The sergeant was a Lancashire man who had poached in Yorkshire and could fight either end up. The raiders abandoned their half-coiled wire and the sergeants men dragged it in uncoiled  enough to make a breast-high fence of five strands between the station office and the Wilmshursts car, with connecting strands so woven as to make a rather efficient net of it.

So far, good. There was more wire in the other direction and the sergeants party sallied forth again. This time, having to do the tearing-down themselves, they did not bring in so much of it; but it was enough for a three-stranded entanglement on the other side, and meanwhile Sutherland had superintended the dismantling of the platform roof, and then ten-foot sheets of corrugated iron raised two-deep lengthwise and with sand and gravel packed between them made a bullet-proof and fairly efficient means of communication between the right and left wing. More iron sheets and sand around the car wheels completed the arrangement, and Charley, scratching the back of his head like an architect considering new plans, sat down on the edge of the platform deliberating what to do next. It was then that Judge Wilmshurst so far thawed as to call to him. Not by name, of course. Nothing so human as that.

Have you any food? he asked.

The men have scant rations for one meal in their haversacks.

How long do you expect to hold this post against an enemy?

Hadnt thought of that, sir. Hold it as long as we can.

Have you ammunition?

Some.

How many rounds?

Thats a military secret, answered Sutherland, drying up. Wilmshurst smiled broadly.

Would you mind listening to me a moment? Im Grosset Wilmshurst  High Court judge  perhaps you never heard of me? My business here is to hold an inquiry into complaints laid by the Moplah headmen against the local administration. They knew I was coming. Now, if youll send word to the nearest headman that Im here, I think youll find therell be no trouble.

Sutherland looked actually shocked, and it takes a very great deal to shock a youngster of his profession. He had known the Moplahs more or less for six months, and the conceit of a man who supposed that his mere arrival from afar could cause trouble to cease in that neighborhood was breath-taking. Dead and burned babus he could face, but...

Have you any idea what it means when the Moplahs are out? he demanded. Perhaps you think

Tut-tut, my dear boy, try it.

You know theyve killed the station-master and his family, cut the wires, torn up the track behind you, and fired on my men?

I should have been here sooner. The minute they know I am here to inquire into their grievances they will calm down. Send word to them.

The judges butler-like countenance was so self-assured that Sutherland was almost half-convinced. If he had been ten years older the judges self- assertion might have appeared less absurd, but the judgment of youth is much more critical than Solomons.

If I had a man to spare, perhaps, he said dryly.

The judges head retired through the window, but his defeat enraged Mrs. Wilmshurst to the blazing point. Fresh from her bath she confronted the limp, perspiring judge and demanded to know whether he supposed she had married him in order to be snubbed by a two-penny subaltern of infantry.

Have you no manhood? she demanded, and proceeded to display her own by stepping down on to the track to force the issue.

What is this nonsense? she demanded. How dare you imprison a lady in this abominable way! You heard my husband. Send at once for the Moplahs headmen!

No need. Get back in! commanded Sutherland, and shouted to his men to duck, pushing Mrs. Wilmshurst toward the door at the same time so violently that she collapsed on to the step, providing just sufficient clearance for a bullet, which clipped the brim of her panama hat.

Two more bullets plunked through Sutherlands helmet, half a dozen smashed the glass in the car windows, and one good answering volley under the sergeants direction caused a temporary halt in the proceedings. Mrs. Wilmshurst climbed in and crouched on the floor.

What does this mean? asked her husband, head through the window again.

It was obvious what it meant. Sutherland read off the symptoms as one with vision reading to the blind.

Theyve moppled your train, thats what! Scoughed everybody, or Im a Hindu! Wonder we didnt hear the shooting  must have been some  no-train crew wasnt armed, thats right; they may have ditched the whole shebang and used knives! Anyhow, theyve looted everything. I can see lamps, an oil-can, shovel, flags, some third-class carriage doors  give em another one, sergeant, theyre gathering again!

The volley tore across the barricade before the judge could get a word in, and the Moplahs, who had been swarming around the bend three hundred yards away, scampered for cover.

There! That will do! Thats enough, I tell you! Have you killed anybody? Let me manage this.

The judge was no longer ridiculous, even if not yet sublime. Sublimity, warts, and a butlers nose are not congruous; but he knew what he thought he could do, and proceeded to try it, tying his handkerchief to a walking-stick and waving it from the carriage window.

Good God! You mean surrender? Sutherland made a jump at the stick but missed.

Certainly not! You leave this to me. Let me talk to them!

Be careful! Oh, be careful! came the voice of Rachel Wilmshurst, but the judge ignored her absolutely.

The Moplahs had swarmed through the fringe of trees bordering on the line and already had Sutherlands scratch defenses threatened on two sides. They established that fact beyond argument by means of a scattering cross-fire, which ceased, however, when the judge had waved his white flag for about a minute. Ironically enough the Moplah leaders answered with the colored flags they had looted from the train, and presently, when it was clear that there would be no more shooting for the present, three white-turbaned, long-haired fellows in a kind of khaki uniform, armed with modern rifles and swords slung from the shoulder by a black belt, emerged from the trees and took their stand a little nervously by the ashes where the babus zenana had been.

The judge with his flag in his hand walked forward to meet them, and Sutherland accompanied him after cautioning his men.

Shoot at the first sign of treachery! he ordered. This is no surrender, I promise you that. Merely a palaver. If anything should happen to the judge and me, use your ammunition sparingly and fall back on the railway carriage. Protect the lady at all costs.

He had to run to catch the judge, who was marching like a man in a procession best foot foremost with the flag over his shoulder.

Can you mopple their lingo? asked Sutherland.

No. No, my lad. Ill speak English to them. Key-language of the world  of the universe for aught we know to the contrary! Keep behind me, and dont try to interfere.

There is something in cocksureness after all. It was the key-language. All three of the Moplahs knew English, he with the green flag in the middle almost perfectly.

You surr-ender? he asked, making a dactyl of the word.

No, said the judge. I have come to tell who I am.

The Moplahs bowed  a shade ironically. One can afford to be polite when the outcome is inevitable; and as the agony was to be all on one side there was no harm in prolonging it.

I am Grosset Wilmshurst, sahib.

The statement was received with blank incomprehension. The Moplahs glanced at one another for a cue, and someone shouted to them from the trees behind. The judge put on speed to explain.

I am the High Court judge who was sent for from the Bombay Presidency to hold impartial inquiry into the Moplahs grievances.

Ah! Oh! Ah!

That evidently did convey a meaning. The Moplah headmen looked in one anothers eyes again and knew themselves unanimous.

That is good. Then you are a prisoner, said the tall man in the middle.

Stuff and nonsense! I came to inquire into your grievances. Do you treat a guest that way? Have you no sense of honor?

The man in the middle began to translate that to the other two, who had only half-understood it, and the judge took advantage of that to turn on Sutherland.

Leave this to me, dyou hear me? This is a case for the civil authorities. Go back there and tell my wife to keep out of sight. As long as they dont see her

But it was already too late. They both saw Rachel Wilmshurst stepping down from the car. The three headmen saw. Every Moplah in the fringe of trees had seen. There were shrill comments from the covert, not all of them unintelligible.

I demand protection for my wife and myself, said the judge; and that, although he did not know it, was a thoroughly strategic attitude to take, for if Moslem law insists on one thing it is that the stranger demanding protection must receive it.

Needless to say, it does not always work, and the Moslem does not live who is not a quibbler over technicalities.

That shall be seen, said the man in the midst. You demand for yourself and your wife? You are High Court judge? Judge what name? Williamsshirse. Bohut atcha. You know bohut atcha? Bombay language. Very well. We take you and your wife. As for these others, it is too late to make demands for them. Besides, they are military. They kill  we kill  bloodfare regular business. Of course, you understand.

There followed one of those revolting arguments that leave all concerned dissatisfied. The judge and Sutherland asked time for consultation and were granted fifteen minutes by the headmans silver watch. They walked back toward the station arguing, the judge trying to overbear Sutherland and the subaltern falling back on sheer obstinacy.

I tell you I will!

You shall not, sir!

You young ass!

Maybe. But you shall not while I have a man left to prevent you!

The judge believed that he and his wife would be perfectly safe in the hands of the Moplahs. Furthermore, that the Moplahs would let the soldiers alone if they could gain two important hostages, and the loot from the first- class railway carriage, without a fight.

Sutherland, with a youngsters views, might perhaps have been persuaded to let the judge go. The judge was his senior and of the male sex. But bluntly and truthfully he swore that he and his men would die before any Moplah came within bayonet length of Mrs. Wilmshurst. He disliked her already cordially, and for sufficient reason; hoped never to see her again, and told the judge so to his face.

But Id like to be able to look my own men and my mother in the eye. Whats more, I will! By God I will! She stays. Thats all about it!

The judge made the incredible mistake then of appealing to Sutherlands men over their officers head. He stood with his back to the station building and spoke as if he were on the bench lecturing a row of lawyers.

Now you men must know what the origin of this disturbance was. Your officer has told me how you came to be here. He has said nothing about your conduct in the village where you were supposed to attend a funeral, so I am left to draw my own conclusions. These Moplahs are a proud people, who bitterly resent such indignities as soldiers of an alien race can thoughtlessly subject them to; and they no more enjoy having their harems interfered with by aliens than you would enjoy having, let us say, your mothers carried off by Moplahs. However, the harm is done, and must be remedied. I am the only person who can do that. I am here on an investigation of Moplah complaints. I intend to report that in my opinion at least this one disturbance was due to our soldiers  to yourselves in particular  possibly others, too, but this disturbance certainly. Now I am going to order your officer to deliver my wife and me to those people as hostages in evidence of good faith

Sutherland saw fit to interrupt, and, since he did not care to dispute with the judge before his men, turned on the men, and barked them back to their posts.

The next man who leaves his post without my order will be for it, he announced.

They had no particular reason for fearing the judge. Besides, he had warts and a butlers face, and they had heard his wife scold him unrebuked. Sutherland they knew. The regulations they knew. The sergeant they knew particularly well, and the sergeant feared no fifty-year-old civilian, whatever he might think of foes in shining armor. Each man proceeded to the post assigned to him, and squinted along his rifle because that was the obvious thing to do.

Brother Moplah, peering from the fringe of the woods, could not see what took place under the shelter of the station building, but did see the men return and line the ridiculous defenses. He naturally misinterpreted. Wishing to believe that all British officials were rogues and liars, and with his hereditary instincts almost out of control in any case, he translated suspicion into certainty.

Probably no chief gave the order. It was spontaneous combustion, as it were, the spirit of pirate ancestors taking charge and unquestionably blaming the breach of faith on the British. From three directions at once the ragged, independent firing poured out from the trees, and Sutherland stopped one of the first bullets with his shoulder.

Thereafter Judge Wilmshurst conceded there was no peace, and stepped down in favor of the military, obeying without argument. Sutherland ordered him back into the railway carriage with his wife, where the two lay obediently on the floor, the judge on the side whence the bullets were coming and she pouring into his ear in fitful detail her opinion of him for having brought her among such savages, and for having failed on top of that so signally in trying to assert his authority.

There was no peace anywhere; nor much hope, with only twenty men, and the rails torn up to prevent relief from coming. There were a corporal and three men on their bellies under the carriage, peeping out between the iron sheets that surrounded their lair like a petticoat; but four men were not enough when the Moplahs crossed the line lower down and proceeded to surround the whole inclosure. As Sutherland, with an arm swinging limp, dragged more men from the barricade and drove them into the carriage to fire from the open windows someone on the Moplah side had enough military genius to take advantage of the momentary confusion. They rushed the station building, gained the cover of the wall, and thereafter had the outcome in their own hand. It was merely a question of how many casualties, and were they willing to pay the price?

The Moplah will pay any price when his blood is up. They surged around the station building from both sides and jumped at the telegraph-wire entanglements, encouraging Tommy Atkins, age sixteen, enormously by the sight of writhing arms and legs and bodies like bloody scarecrows hung face-forward grinning across the wire.

As long as the ammunition lasted, and with the harvest in full view fifty feet away, there was no chance whatever of storming that nest of youngsters. Nobody misses much at fifty yards from behind a breastwork when life depends minute by minute on aiming straight.

But the ammunition did not last. At the end of fifteen minutes even the steadiest men had only two or three rounds left; and Sutherland knew that when it came to bayonets his boys would stand no chance again Moplah swordsmen. Stunned for the moment by the extent of their losses the Moplahs took cover, and Sutherland seized the chance to reduce his line of defense. There was nothing else for it. He had to abandon the station building, behind which the Moplahs were already gathering again for a final rush; abandon the sheet-iron barricades; abandon all except the railway carriage, underneath which he stowed his seven wounded, not reckoning himself. His kind never does reckon himself a casualty until unconsciousness supervenes and they carry him off on a stretcher.

Inside the carriage, kneeling on the seats that ran parallel with the windows, they waited, and tried not to damage Mrs. Wilmshurst with the heels of ammunition boots. Sutherland ordered a count of cartridges, each man calling out the number still remaining; but before that was half done the Moplahs resumed the attack, leaping the undefended barricades and charging at the carriage from all four sides simultaneously.

Each man save one cartridge for close quarters! ordered Sutherland.

He had eyes for nothing but his own men and the enemy, and did not see the handkerchief on a stick thrust through the window at his back and waved violently. All he knew for the moment, and wondered at, was that the Moplahs halted and ceased firing  halted with their prey by the throat, as it were  an unimaginable thing. But he was not dead or dreaming; he knew that because his shoulder hurt so. They did halt, and their chiefs came forward to parley again. He turned to look through the other window  and saw the white flag!

Oh, my God! You rotter!

The judge has not forgotten, nor will forget that last comment of Sutherlands until his dying day. The next moment a bullet fired from the rear by a Moplah who knew nothing of white flags drilled Sutherland through the temples, and it was too late to say anything in his own defense. The judge lifted the boys body off his complaining wife and gave her his handkerchief.

I suppose Im in command now? he said to the sergeant, who could not answer easily because his lips and front teeth had been shot away.

The judge was acting in perfectly good faith. So was the sergeant, who aimed a blow at the judges stomach with his rifle; he only missed because his bayonet caught another mans tunic and steered the blow awry.

Weve surrendered. Now no more fighting! said the judge. Put up your weapons, men. Youve done your best. Now the right thing to do is surrender with good grace.

He shoved his head through the open window and tried to make his meaning clear to the men underneath.

Your officers dead. Weve all surrendered!

Oaths answered him, and he was not sure whether he had been understood or not.

The best thing we can all do now is to file out one by one, he said, with a feeling of inspiration. Leave your rifles on the seats, and theyll not harm you.

The sergeant had collapsed. Disgust and loss of blood completed the Moplah bullets work. One corporal was underneath and the other was dead. The remaining boys obeyed, laying their rifles on the seats dejectedly, with wicked barrack-room oaths, and filing down to the track one after the other.

The Moplahs let them come  took scant notice of them  only closed in and stood waiting; and the same headman with red in his beard who had palavered before came to the door with a hand stretched out to receive the surrender of Wilmshurst and his wife. Mrs. Wilmshurst, pale-faced and tousled, stepped down almost into his arms, and the judge followed. The Moplah chief, smiling but saying nothing, led them by the hand away behind the station building and then cried out an order in a language of which Wilmshurst knew not one solitary word. So his evidence is not trustworthy.

Months later, after the big surrender, the Moplah chiefs said that the men underneath the railway carriage had reopened fire, thus making unavoidable what followed. They said that four or five of their own men were shot down without warning, and went so far as to give names. However, unsupported by impartial witnesses, that evidence has not much value either.

The fact is unpleasant. The moment the judges back had disappeared behind the station building butchery began, and did not cease so long as a soldier remained alive. The judge and his wife heard it all, of course, but were not allowed to see; the excuse for that being that they might have exposed themselves to bullets fired by the British soldiers.

Finally, when the carriage had been stripped of doors, windows, upholstery and everything removable, the Wilmshursts baggage, of course, included, the British dead were piled into the carriage. Branches of trees, loose lumber from the station yard and some telegraph posts were dragged up. The babus looted kerosene was poured over the lot, and a badly made imported Japanese match did the rest.

Thereafter the judge and his wife were made to walk interminable miles, until Mrs. Wilmshurst fainted.


CHAPTER 8. The benefit of the doubt.

Ommony made shift for twenty-four hours without servants  rather fecklessly being used, like most Anglo-Indians, to being waited on hand and foot. A man can almost forget how to pull his own boots off after twenty years, just as an Admiral of the Fleet can forget how to tie a bowline. The cooking was the worst part. He opened cans, ate out of them, let it go at that, incidentally making discoveries about a Hindu cooks kitchen-keeping methods that are not good for the white mans temper.

Like most men who deliberately sleep at noon, Ommony burned midnight oil, reading omnivorously. So he was not in bed when the jungli returned at three in the morning. A twig struck the wooden shutter, making a noise not much louder than that of a big insect alighting, only different. A mans ears draw distinctions instantly after twenty years of life like Ommonys. He stuck a marker in the book and walked to the door without any more doubt or hesitation than a city apartment dweller who expects a friend.

Afraid, unseen, indiscernible, the jungli gave his version of what happened, sending forth his guttural monologue from behind a bougainvillaea. It being his experience that man gets punished for all kinds of occurrences that are beyond his own control, he kept out of Ommonys aim and reach, albeit trusting Ommony more than any other man. Ommony found a small bag of rice for him, which was a prodigious treat, tossed it in the general direction of the bougainvillaea, and returned indoors to meditate. The sound of the falling rice-bag convinced the jungli. He decamped, and the rice lay there until morning, where the squirrels found it.

The jungli had been sure of two things: that King was dead, and that Mahommed Barbar had ordered the slaying from the summit of a high rock. The rock was described so accurately that Ommony identified it.

Benefit of the doubt? he muttered, putting his feet on a chair and beginning to read again.

But he could not read  not even Schopenhauer, whom he idolized. His thoughts reverted ever to that rock  the pinnacle wolf-rock. The first time he had ever seen it was by moonlight. A wolf had sat alone, on the very apex of it, howling dismally; and he had shot the wolf because those were the days when he still thought he owned the forest, and was consequently lonely and irritable. Later, when he came to know that the forest owned him and made use of him, just as it made use of light, dew, warmth and all the creatures, he always remembered that rock as the wolf-rock, and regretted the lone wolf, whose cured pelt was on the floor beside his bed.

Strange that King should have met his death in that place. He wondered whether there was any possible connection. The more a man reads Shakspere, Schopenhauer, Goethe, and the Prophets, the more convinced he is of subtle interwoven causes and effects, impalpable but governed by law  leisurely, unhurried, inescapable. Live twenty years in the jungle, and either you open your mind to the unity of all things and all actions, or else go mad. Ommony sat until dawn and remembered. He had slain that wolf wilfully, unjudged  he whose business in life it was to judge the jungle, always considering the greatest good of the greatest number. Had that slow, certain law impelled him wilfully to let King go to his death?

For he could have prevented. He could have dissuaded, diverted, forbidden. Had the same unreasoning impulse that blinded him to the lone wolfs right to sit on a rock and howl, if so minded, blinded him, too, to the obvious treason of Mahommed Babar? If so, why had he sent King to his death instead of destroying himself? He laughed. It was early yet to beg that question; the law was leisurely! He was no such fool as to think that killing the wolf brought consequences. It was willingness to kill the wolf without good cause that would cause him to stumble forever until he should wake up and understand. Strange, though. He thought he had learned that lesson long ago. But if he had learned it, why should the circumstances force themselves so insistently on his mind now?

So a man thinks who has lived in the jungle for twenty years and loved the jungle most of the time. Ommony sat and puzzled over the impartial law that governs all creatures without hurry or emotion, until he heard the horses in the stable neigh for breakfast and his dogs came and thrust damp, curious noses into his hand. Even then he had not puzzled it out. The horses needed grain, hay, and water. More, they expected and would presently receive. The dogs wanted corn-meal and gravy in three plates set in a row on the veranda; and they too would get what they asked for, even if he had to cook the stuff. He himself wanted eggs, bread-and-butter, and tea, and nobody would bring them.

Responsibility. That was the word that suggested itself as the answer to the problem. Sense of responsibility was better, perhaps. But to whom, and for what? All he could answer positively was that he would feed the animals before he fed himself, and that he was sorry he had let King go the day before.

He did not waste time being sorry for King. No man who understands life in its simplest aspects wastes a second being sorry for a fellow who dies in harness proceeding as per plan. That is the way to die. Whatever lies beyond that is inevitably based on good faith, hope, and manliness. But he was sorry to lose King, which is quite different, and he was extremely critical of himself for having let King go on such a hare-brained mission.

He broke about a dozen eggs but managed at last to fry two, and ate the mess out of the frying-pan. Then he went to the veranda for his morning smoke, and wondered all over again from the beginning why Mahommed Babar, or a lone wolf on a rock in the moonlight, should have been allowed to make such a mess of things, and what the connection might be. In a universe composed of units, every one of which was equally important  granted  nevertheless, why should Mahommed Babar  of the North  an interloper after all  be allowed to betray the hands that had fed and protected him and to order the death of a man  a real man such as Athelstan King?

Benefit of the doubt? Of what doubt? Which doubt? Cui bono? Murder was murder since Cain killed Abel, and why should the best man be the victim nine times out of ten?

So Ommony was entertained for the whole of a lonely day, while he and his dogs alternately or together policed the grounds and he fed the horses and chickens at intervals. Not a soul came near him. He did not dare go to the station to discover, if possible, whether trains were moving, and there was nobody to send. He almost forgot that he had ordered the Moplah chiefs to send his servants back; and be quite forgot his threat to Major Pierson to have himself kidnaped rather than desert his forest post.

Not that his threat made the slightest difference. Major Pierson lay face- upward beside a wrecked and burned train, while the crows picked the holes where his eyes had been. The Moplahs were on the job, and meant business if no one else did.

Toward evening the servants came back, looking foolish and afraid. Two had been beaten. One looked near death from exhaustion, and collapsed while the dogs went and sniffed him to make sure he was really someone who belonged. They all lined up before the veranda, headed by the butler, who gathered dust in both fists and heaped it on his head in token of abject repentance.

Oh, you children of disillusionment! said Ommony, smoking his cigar with that days first touch of contentment. Shall I dismiss you all or take you back again?

Father of forgiveness! We have nothing and nowhere to go. The Moplahs took all and drove us forth again. We will submit to fines and beatings without number. We are dirt. We abase ourselves. We have wept because the sahibs meals were not cooked and his bed not made. We are good Hindus. Pious people! We will not become Moslems! And we will serve the sahib faithfully forever  presenting ourselves for a beating forthwith!

They all bowed repeatedly like a row of tall plants waving in the wind.

Doubtless you have consulted on the way, said Ommony, stroking his beard between puffs of the cigar. That is a clever proposal you decided to make. Whose idea was it? Yours? Exceedingly clever, since not one of you has ever known me to beat a servant or impose a fine! Did you ever see me beat even a dog?

Sahib, you have been our father and our mother. We are very much ashamed. All nine of us eat sorrow.

Then why did you run away?

The Moplahs threatened us. We are Hindus, and they vowed all Hindus will be slain or forcibly converted. They sent word again and again. They said unless we went to them, to a village a days march distant, and became converts of the Moslem priest, they would come here and murder us all, the sahib included. So we ran to the village, hoping to save the sahibs life.

And you all became Moslems?

Nay, sahib. Therein our honor was at stake and we refused. Two of us were beaten. We were all robbed of our possessions. One of us was made ill with too much fear. But we refused to be converts, and at last the Moplahs took pity or else admired, we knew not which, and drove us forth again.

A very pretty story! answered Ommony. So here you are  all honorable Hindus, eh?

He chuckled. There is a certain way of knowing whether or not an individual has been admitted to the fold of Islam.

Your clothes smell, he said to the butler. They have contagion on them, but that is not your fault. The clothes must be burned. There are no women here. Strip, then, and enter the house. Take new cotton sheeting from my store-chest and clothe yourself decently.

The butler hesitated. But what was the use? You could never deceive Ommony for more than five minutes. He stripped shame-facedly, and Ommony laughed out-right.

Nine new-made Moslems, eh? Well  you need comfort, not more punishment! Strip, all of you. Go and wash. Go to work. The butler shall give you each new cotton sheeting. Put that sick man to bed and Ill physic him presently.

The sick man was carried off moaning, Not episin sawts  oh, no, not episin! and the butler came out on the veranda carrying a bolt of white sheeting, to make sure.

There is none to overhear, said Ommony. Tell me the truth now. Who ordered you to run away from me?

The butler hesitated, showing the jaundiced whites of his eyes. Sahib, I am afraid. Is Mahommed Babar here?

No. Hes gone.

Run away? Ommony nodded.

Sahib, it was Mahommed Babar who ordered us. He said we should go to that village and be made Moslems, after which he would see that we were not slain. It was truly Mahommed Babar, sahib. He ordered us.


CHAPTER 9. I will lead!

Athelstan King recovered consciousness, but did not advertise the fact, not believing in advertisement, and having seen too many men betray their plans and their weakness at the instance of that up-to-date disease. He does not believe that it pays, and his dread of advertisement is of such long standing and so ingrained that it controls him even in the twilight between near-death and recovery.

So he lay still and discovered that he was lying on his stomach between a dozen men and a ridge of rock. He could touch the rock with his right hand. The men sat in a row between him and a bonfire, whose light danced and fell, alternating with shadow on the rock beside him. His head ached and there was a singing in his ears, but he could hear the men talking, and could hear others jesting across other fires not far away. He knew that his wrists and ankles had been tied, for they smarted where the thongs had cut, but someone had loosed them and the blood was circulating freely.

Moving inch by inch, he managed to turn his head and look under his left arm, but it took him a long time to recognize what he saw as anything but phantasy, because the blood was still surging behind his eyes. He had evidently had a bad blow on the head, and a cautious survey with his fingers discovered a bruise the size of half a mango  whereat he was content. Bruises that break outward hurt but are hardly ever serious.

The scene, as viewed between the hips of two men who squatted chin on knee, resembled a glimpse of Robin Hood and his merry men carousing in the open. There were even bows and arrows in evidence, but most of the men had rifles and bandoliers. All had peculiar swords of foreign make; and every single man had loot of some kind  when nothing else, then brass railway carriage handles or the buttons from an officials uniform. Headmen were haranguing groups in front of fires, for a Moslem loves to be told what he wants to think and will listen in raptures to almost anyone who will reel off the right sort of platitudes.

Obviously, these were men returning, not from one raid, but from a series of them. They had the loot of Hindu villages as well as of railway trains. Over beyond the fires he could make out the shadowy shapes of cattle and sheep; and herded in a corner between two bonfires, with a guard beyond them, were unquestionably prisoners, mostly young Hindu women, like himself unbound, but unlike himself, watched closely.

Gradually King began to remember the incidents preceding the blow on the head that had stunned him. He judged that he must have been transported a considerable distance since then. He remembered the pinnacle rock and looked for it, but it was not there. Instead, his eye rested on another  a monolith twenty feet high from the ground, shaped like a huge recumbent tombstone, on which men were seated talking in the dark.

He could not hear words at first; could not recognize a single voice, for they were all pitched low; and he did not expect to be able to understand the language in any event; but he listened, trying by sheer force of will to overcome the singing in his ears.

Presently the men who squatted near him got up and crossed over to the far side, without even glancing at him. Taking advantage of the shadows, King instantly started to crawl toward the monolith, and gained a point about twenty yards away from it, where a dozen dwarf trees cast impenetrable darkness. He lay there and listened again, beginning to imagine that a rather hard, not exactly nasal, but roof-of-the-mouthy voice might be familiar. There were certain notes in it that struck chords of memory.

Then, to his surprise, he recognized words  Hindustanee, which meant that one race was talking to another, using the lingua franca. That drew attention to the predominant voice again, and he was more than ever sure that he recognized it. Nevertheless, he could not catch more than a word or two here and there that were meaningless without the context. And he did not dare crawl nearer.

The men were not quarreling, but they were arguing. Some of them were shooting questions at the fellow with the Northern voice. That was it  Northerner! Mahommed Babar for a fortune! Knowing who the man was made it easier to hear what he said for some unfathomable reason.

There are liars here as elsewhere evidently. You have listened to very many lies. You have only yourselves. No help from outside. Yes, it is true there is discontent. Yes, the North is full of violence. Yes, I have come from the North expressly to be with you. Very true, I would not do that unless I felt sure the cause I espouse would succeed. But I know more than you do. Listen! I tell you, you will only make these British obstinate by raiding out of your own territory. I know them. They are like those trees; they can be made to bend before the blast, and if they are uprooted they grow again, and they hardly ever break. By Allah, I say you must act wisely, brothers! Slay no more prisoners lest the British send an army corps!

The speaker got up to pace restlessly to and fro, and King could see him clearly at last outlined against the crimson overglow of a row of fires a hundred yards beyond. It was Mahommed Babar  both hands behind him  chin down  staring at the rock before his feet.

Apeing Napoleon?

Who is that fellow we seized by the look-out rock and brought along with us? He is a Hillman like yourself. Who is he?

How should I know? Mahommed Babar answered. Men from the Hills are sure to come in ones and twos. The news of your looting will bring them like kites. But do kites help?

Every Moslems sword is welcome to strike a blow with us for the Khalifate! someone shouted, and for a minute or two they all chorused, There is no God but Allah, and Mahommed is his Prophet. The whole bivouac voiced the sentiment.

How many times must I tell you that between us and the Northern tribes lie not only leagues but armies! said Mahommed Babar when the noise had died down. The men of the North have made you promises, but cannot fulfil! Can each of you fight a hundred? No. Neither can they. You are as far apart as the mountain was from Mahommed, and neither can get to the other! You must manage this the way I tell you, or you will be overwhelmed.

Apeing George Washington?

The others talked on. Mahommed Babar with hands knitted behind him continued to pace to and fro until the mauve of morning glimmered over the tree-tops and the glow of the bonfires paled. Then, of course, most of the raiding party proceeded to fall asleep. But someone blew a horn that sounded like a bagpipe, and a dozen others took it up, running officiously among the dying fires to waken everybody. Probably they had been feasting through the night on the flesh of Hindu cows. None paused for breakfast. They were up and away, on foot all of them, before the first golden shaft of sunlight pierced between the trees; and nobody seemed to remember King. At all events nobody looked for him, and none took notice of him as he took to the trail with the rest.

It was difficult to think at all with his head almost splitting apart with pain, and he rewound his turban to make sure that the early sun did not creep under it and put the finishing touch. They were marking nearly due west, and a cursory study of one of Ommonys forest maps had not conveyed much information. He did not know where he was to begin with, so could hardly calculate what place they might be heading for.

He did not know whether to approach Mahommed Babar and tax him with disloyalty  perhaps dissuade him even yet  or to let him alone and wait on events. Chance and the law of averages always play into the hands of him who waits. He did not even know whether Mahommed Babar had seen him or not; nor, if so, whether he had recognized him. That answer made on the monolith, How should I know who he is? might have been honest in either of two ways  plain truth, or the effort of a careful man to save a friends life.

He decided at last to look for Mahommed Babar and watch for an opportunity. But whether his head ached so badly that he could not watch as alertly as usual, or whether Mahommed Babar avoided him, he failed  even when they reached a Moplah village and filed up the one tree-shaded street.

It was a prosperous enough village of about two hundred huts, some in considerable compounds, all inclosed behind a fence of sticks, and all shaded by enormous trees; underneath which the inevitable poultry put on muscle, fighting and chasing insects. Peaceful enough at the first glance, except that the little boys who came running out were noisy and pelted the prisoners, and the women peering through the high stake-fences shrilled like furies.

There was a mosque built mainly of mud and thatch at the upper end of the steep street, and someone was thumping a tomtom near the door. King made straight for that, confident in spite of the sickening pain in his head and the increasing curiosity of a dozen small boys, who detected his foreign appearance and were inclined to be abusive on general principles. Just as the center of a cyclone is the safest place, so is a mosque in Moslem country, if you can pass for a Mahommedan. Every Moslem has right of refuge there  the right to pray and meditate and sleep.

Moreover, the mullah very often fancies himself as a physician, or at least as a vendor of cure-all charms; so King had a double claim on him, in addition to a knowledge of the Koran that would establish his credentials in any community where, as likely as not, the mullah himself knew no more than a hundred texts. Moreover, women having no soul worth mentioning in Moslem lands, the mosque, the coffee shop and the barbers are sure to be free from the sex, which gossips no more than men, and is no more curious, but is different. The gossip of men falls nine times out of ten on unbelieving ears. The curiosity of men is fairly easy to withstand. It was a woman, not a man, who saw through Peter by the courtyard fire, and though he had no objection to lying thirty times if need were, whether cock crew or otherwise, King was resolved to avoid the dangerous sex as much as possible.

Nevertheless, a priest is usually the next most dangerous.

The mullah greeted King with undisguised relief. He craved the nights news, was full of a private stock of rumors of his own, wanted to mix with the crowd and do what the Scots call arglebargle, yet dared not for fear of losing dignity. Evidently there was some local phase of politics that upset the usual procedure and, temporarily at any rate, robbed the priest of his privileges.

Ah! An Afghan! he exclaimed at sight of King. No? An Afridi, are you? Well, the same thing. Both are true believers, and Islam is all one, or ought to be. The blessing of the Most High rest on you, my son.

He was a learned-looking mullah, with the white turban supposed to imply that he was a doctor of the Moslem law; but the crafty expression of his face, added to a sort of vague indefiniteness, provided excuse for reasonable doubt. If a small community lacks a really learned priest it must make the most of an ambitious one, and usually does.

He had a straggly beard through which he ran his fingers at frequent intervals, showing his fangs between rather simian lips, which could smile, nevertheless, extremely good-naturedly. Clearly a man who could let well enough alone; who would rob Peter but would certainly pay Paul; who would fight underhandedly or in any other way for his own interest, but would concede the other fellows once his own was sure. In fact, not such a bad fellow, provided you did not poach in what he claimed were his preserves.

It is good to meet a learned man among all these fools, said King. I sat at the feet of the learned Sidiki ben Suliman of Delhi, of blessed memory, who filled me with a void of loneliness because so few can talk as he did.

The mullahs eyes changed swiftly as he went on guard. He was like a cat that wonders whether you mean to stroke or seize it. Plainly he was willing to admire Kings learning, even if he would not comprehend much of it, for all India knows the name of the late Sidiki ben Suliman, and those who were taught by him are entitled to deep respect. But he was not going to be shown up before the villagers as an ignoramus; and if anything of that kind were on the cards he was going to denounce the new arrival out of hand.

You scratch my back and Ill scratch yours, his brown eyes said, and King understood him perfectly.

Now King really had sat at the feet of Sidiki ben Suliman. That had been part of his Secret Service training, and the great Sidiki had accepted him quite frankly as an Englishman in quest of knowledge, who would inevitably do more good than harm in a world that is all too empty of what are called true seekers.

Naturally I know much less than your eminence, said King, and I have never had the inestimable privilege of being appointed mullah. But there are some things that the great Sidiki told me which your honor might be pleased to hear; and I have been fortunate in acquiring some medical skill that might increase your honors reputation.

The mullah almost purred. He crossed one fat leg over the other and leaned back against a wooden upright of the portico, brushing a place on the floor with his hand as a hint to King to sit beside him.

I perceive your honor is a man of great distinction, he said warmly. My servant shall bring a wet poultice for your head, which I regret to see is injured, and may Allah bless your honor with a swift recovery.

They exchanged names, and the mullah rolled Kings over in his mouth half a dozen times, liking the sonorous high sound of it.

Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan! Your honor favors us. To what circumstance do we owe the good fortune of this visit?

I heard of what you Moplahs intend, and as a good Moslem I came to see for myself and possibly do some good here, King answered. However, some of your outposts saw me first in the night-time and all but beat my brains out. Your men are alert and have keen eyes in the dark  good fighting men. There is no serious harm done. I shall recover. Many a harder blow than this has fallen to my lot in the Northern wars.

The mullahs servant came and bandaged Kings head rather skillfully, clipping the hair around the bruise and laying on a kind of cool leaf that reduced inflammation.

Tell me what chance you think we have! You are a soldier. Tell me, can we drive the British away from here, seize their ships, and send an army to restore the Khalifate in Stamboul?

All that is on the knees of God, King answered piously, grateful for the Moslem habit that makes that kind of reply acceptable. Let us talk first of the great Sidiki ben Suliman and the wise sayings that he taught.

The mullah sent for food. He was delighted. Here was a man, not only of good breeding but of learning, not only of learning but of valor, not only of valor but of discrimination  a stranger most unquestionably versed in the law, who set the law first and politics after it  who was pious, wise, indisputably well disposed toward himself  one from whom he could learn priceless scraps of knowledge, to be retailed thriftily to the villagers afterward, and one whom he dared trust to give impartial, sound advice.

Surely, he said. If your honor pleases, tell me of the great Sidiki and his sayings, whose memory and whose wisdom may Allah bless forever. This is a stiff-necked people and I need such word as your honor brings for the better chastening of their pride. They are willing to slay the infidel and to circumcise the idolater, but they are backward in prayer and fasting, and in alms-giving less eager than these stones.

So for an hour they talked, eating chupatties swallowed down with draughts of cows milk (for the plundered Hindu cows were lowing for relief, and the villagers were not so unmindful of their mullahs needs as he chose to maintain).

Kings art  his whole art  consisted in being all things to all men, as that arch-strategist the apostle Paul advised; so as he talked the mullah warmed to him, calling him my son, drinking in the absolutely simple proverbs that had fallen from the lips of Sidiki ben Suliman, deceased, wondering at his broad humanity, chuckling at his shrewdness; more and more patronizing him, and, as he patronized, delivering himself bound and helpless into Kings net.

King asked no questions. Whoever has watched a lawyer examine even a willing witness must know that direct interrogation is the surest way to get the facts confused. He was simply sympathetic; not so flattering as friendly; willing to be waited on and accorded deference, but much more pleased to render service if that could be done with dignity. He owned the key that opens all doors in the world, and the oil that prevents the tell-tale squeak of hinges.

Your honor is acquainted in the North. Do you know Mahommed Babar? the mullah demanded at last. The really important subject must come to the surface, as a cat knows when she camps near a mouse-hole. King was at least as cautious as a cat.

Who is he? What of him? he countered.

He came and worked for Ommon-ee, who is mad but who has been blessed by Allah with compensating gifts. He ran away from Ommon-ee and came to us; and my servants brought me word last night that he sets himself up as leader.

What does he look like? King asked, avoiding direct question.

I have not seen him. He advises one course, whereas I have all along insisted on the other. I say, raid and plunder. We have always done it  always. We have met defeat, because of dissension generally, but we have always kept the plunder, for our villages are inaccessible. Hindu women make good wives when their cursed superstitions have been whipped out of them. The Moplah nation has grown to be a million strong because Allah has blessed us with the daughters of our enemies. I say: Raid in the name of Allah! This Mahommed Babar from the North says otherwise. What does your honor think?

I think, said King.

In Allahs name think quickly, then, for I need advice! It is not good that a stranger should upset my authority. If he has valuable counsel for us, that is well, but he should address it to me first. Then with my approval it can be passed on by the elders.

He lacks manners, King agreed. Your wisest course is to arrange for me to have private word with him. Meanwhile, if you think his advice is bad

It is the advice of an ape in the tree-tops!

  you may say there is another here from the North, whose advice may prove different.

Excellent! Excellent! And you will say nothing without my sanction?

I will discuss each syllable with you in advance.

King entered the mosque and lay down in the cool, clean interior. The mullah departed, blessing him. He had let enough time go by to preserve his dignity, and now, with a wonderful new ally in reserve, whom Allah must have sent for the express purpose of upholding traditional authority, he could afford to approach the raiders and high-handedly demand to know. Incidentally, of course, he would make a few inquiries as to the share of the loot that was due him, and would look the prisoners over  males first, of course, in the name of Allah, for likely converts. Females second, not quite so perfunctorily, in the name of prudence, since he had but two wives.

And because some of them wished to avoid the mullah, whose prayers were doubtless excellent but whose appetite for percentages was insatiable; and because it was the custom; and because there was nowhere else where men could talk at that time of day without being overheard by women (which is always inconvenient), gossiping parties of two and three, with an eye for the mullah as they made a circuit of the house, began dropping in to the mosque and squatting face to face on kaskas mats.

It was reasonable that King should lie there fast asleep against the wall. Even in the gloom everyone could see that his head was bandaged. He might be dying. Who knew? In the name of the Prophet, Allah bless the man!

And having breathed the word of charity, they spoke of blood  of this and that raid on the railway line; of this and that woman dragged screaming from a Hindu home  of jewelry, cash, cattle  and the tale of butchered Hindu traders.

But lordly though the count was, and uninterrupted the series of detailed victories, every little group opened presently on the subject of Mahommed Babar, until one group joined another, and, absorbed in a common subject, they all formed one wide circle  outside which, in the shadow, King lay presumably dead to the world. Not that he mattered. A Moslem, an obvious Northerner  a man with a broken head whom the mullah had been seen to feed on the portico  let him listen for all they cared.

Mahommed Babar had puzzled them. They recognized him for a good, grim fanatic, whose fiery impulse was to convert all India to Islam forcibly; but they did not understand his everlasting harping on the theme of caution  forbearance  discrimination.

What in the name of Allah did forbearance have to do with rebellion? Why discriminate between troops and civilians? Troops could hit back. Civilians usually couldnt! Civilians had money. Troops had none. And by the time you had driven British troops to bay and butchered the last man there was usually not any ammunition left. It was wiser, easier, more profitable and much less dangerous to kill civilians. Moreover, the soldiers never had women with them, and civilians always had.

The consensus of opinion was that Mahommed Babar was probably mad. Not that madness was necessarily against him. Most good leaders had a strain of divine frenzy that showed itself in unexpected ways. But it was a weird kind of madness that urged them to make common cause with the Hindus! Mahommed Babar actually said, and swore to it in the name of the Most High, that in Delhi and such-like ancient places even in Ahmedabad and Lucknow  Moslems and Hindus had fraternized and sunk old grievances in the hope of combining to clear India of foreigners from end to end. The man was obviously not a liar, but they did not believe a word of that. Someone had deceived him.

Why, the first thing they would do, if the British could be driven out of India, would be to  Allah! Think of it! How many Hindu virgins, and how many rupees in Hindu pockets, would remain between the mountains and the sea? Oh, Allah, Giver of all Good, hasten that day!

Nevertheless, Mahommed Babar had impressed them. Their neck of the woods lacked leadership. Their own mullah was a greedy fellow, full of talk and plentifully bent on rapine, but not inclined to take the field himself  which, indeed, was no misfortune, since he would be quite sure to lead into disaster if obeyed, and if he were disobeyed there would be even less discipline than at present.

Mahommed Babar would make a splendid leader. Trained in war  widely traveled and full of experience  scornful of personal gain, and therefore unlikely to tithe them too heavily  brave, for had he not faced their headmen the previous night and stood up to them unarmed, insisting on his determination to be heard? Magnetic  for had he not appealed from the headmen to themselves, and successfully? They had actually threatened their headmen with violence unless they gave the Northerner a hearing, and one by one the headmen had seen the advantage of befriending him.

Followed much laughter. It was funny to remember with what haste the headmen had scrambled to make friends with Mahommed Babar after the first one had shown the way. Hah! With what jealousy they competed for recognition! How they had flattered, who but ten minutes before were mouthing hot threats! How they had striven and intrigued for the privilege of being host to him!

Even now all the headmen were crowded together uncomfortably into one small room rather than let one man have Mahommed Babars private ear. Allah, what a stifling heat in there!

What a mess of argument! If Mahommed Babar were indeed a leader he would drive those headmen forth and claim his privacy! By Allah, that was a brilliant proposal! Who had thought of it?

They all had, since somebody said it was brilliant. Each nudged the other and insisted on having been the author of the praised remark.

Why  how was it brilliant? Hah! Any man with half an eye could understand that. Let there be a sign from Heaven. Was not that the authorized, established, ancestral way of deciding knotty issues? If Mahommed Babar should up and drive those headmen forth, thus proving himself greater and braver and wiser than the headmen, then let him be accepted as their leader! If not, then no.

Let Allah, Lord of Life, decide the issue. Then if Mahommed Babar drove the headmen forth it would be the verdict of Allah and  

The speaker was interrupted by the arrival of the headmen in more or less of a cluster, each doing his best to seem the most important without offering the others too much inducement to challenge him. For a while they all whispered and talked at once, unable to elect a spokesman, until at last the youngest of them seized the advantage, speaking very rapidly and loud to avoid interruption.

We advise that you engage this man Mahommed Babar to be leader for the present, he announced.

We recommend it.

We have considered the proposal in council and we strongly advise it.

We will continue to be a council. He may do nothing without our approval. Subject to that, we advise you to appoint him leader for the present.

We are unanimous.

We urge you to agree to this at once.

The headmen were undoubtedly unanimous, but in nothing so much as preventing any one of their number from rising a little higher than the rest.

There came another man into the mosque. He was laughing and full of communicative malice.

He drove them forth! I saw! I heard! From the street I saw and heard! He called them bellies full of wind and said he will appeal to less opinionative folk! He said he will offer himself as leader before us all, and we may leave or take him. If we take him he will lead. By Allah, he will lead, said he. If we reject him he will go away and we may stew in our own juice! So he said, standing in the door with legs apart, and they went away and held a council afterwards.

Good! Let him be leader! shouted someone, and they shouted agreement.

But he must change that part about doing no violence to civilians! We must be allowed to loot or kill unhindered! They agreed to that, too, unanimously.

Let someone bring him and we will tell him so to his

The speakers jaw dropped. There was silence. In the door Mahommed Babar stood, with head bent a little forward and hands behind him. He appeared to meet the eyes of every man in the mosque before he spoke. Then:

I told these headmen that I will be your leader, he said quietly. Does anyone object?

None did. At least none cared to voice his disapproval.

Very well, then, he said after a full minute. I will lead. Henceforth there will be no killing of unarmed civilians. But there will be a plan and a purpose, and no back talk. I will give my orders to the headmen, who will enforce them. By Allah, since you have named me leader, I will lead!


CHAPTER 10. Hostages.

People live on the slopes of Vesuvius. They speak of the volcanos cruelty, its sudden anger, its destructive outbursts  of the names of its slain, of the square leagues of vanished orchards, and of the cities buried under lava. They continue to live on the slopes of Vesuvius. The profits while peace lasts are greater than on the crowded plains, and the human gambling instinct draws them to settle again among the smoking lava beds between eruptions.

Hindus live in Moplah country. They speak of the Moplahs cruelty, their sudden anger, their destructive outbursts  of the names of the slain, of the square leagues of vanished cultivation, and of the cities buried in jungle that once hummed with Hindu life. Hindus continue, nevertheless, to live in Moplah country. The profits while peace lasts are greater than on the crowded plains, the gambling instinct draws them to resettle the smoking villages between outbursts of fanaticism.

The Hindus were there first, just as people were there before Vesuvius. Once in every fifty years or so since the Moplahs first invasion, which is oftener than Vesuvius breaks loose, the Moplahs have readjusted the balance in their own favor, adding to themselves new wives, new cattle, new money, and new blood in the shape of compulsory converts. Estimates of the number of Hindus killed on those occasions vary from a score to a million, according to whether Hindu or Moslem makes the estimate and whether the inquirer is merely curious or a British Government official.

Undoubtedly there is more looting than murder, just as Vesuvius impoverishes more people than it slays. The Hindu can run and, moreover, has a merry little way of accepting the creed of Islam temporarily, together with its permanent brand, and reverting to Hinduism when the storm is over.

For the profits are prodigious. The Moslem is literal-minded. The Koran forbids charging interest, so he never charges it, but he will pay it willingly. And whereas under the ancient Moslem law no mans land or house could be attached for debt, the British have changed all that; a mortgage has become the money-lenders chief security. And a Hindu would rather lend money than till fields, especially with the legal maximum at twenty-four percent.

So once in a generation or so the balance really calls for readjustment, and it is only the Moplahs method that is reprehensible. Like Artemus Wards kangaroo, he is an amoosin cus. He redistributes the money-lenders surplus and converts the villager to Islam, but is careful to leave the money-lender unconverted, in order to have someone from whom to borrow by and by. And although he plunders the towns and villages and puts priests to the sword, he as often as not leaves the Hindoo temples unharmed, in order to tempt the Hindu back again when recurrent peace sets in.

It was so at Podanaram, which the legends say was an enormous city before the Moplahs came. That may be true, for the Hindu temple that stands in the midst with narrow streets criss-crossing around it in every direction is much too big and well-built for a town of the present size. Some of its stones are enormous. There are evidences of its being an ancient Buddhist temple made over by the Hindus, although the Hindu carving has suffered, too, where the iconoclastic Moslem has knocked off ears and noses.

The temple appears suddenly and sets you wondering, just as Podanaram appears unexpectedly amid the jungle at the end of a winding forest path. The jungle has invaded the ancient city in sections, gaining foothold where it may, and enormous trees make it impossible to gain any idea of the size of the present community, or even to see the temple from anywhere except in front; the temples rear is plunged into impenetrable gloom, and from overhead the monkeys drop down on to its pagoda-like roof, which in places has been rubbed into grooves by the action of branches and wind.

Podanaram now was headquarters of the most radical Moplah puritan reformists. The Hindu temple was official G.H.Q. Just as Cromwell stabled horses in cathedrals, the pupils of the Ali Brothers chose the most sacred Hindu shrine available for their designs against the Hindus, and the famous Alis being in hail elsewhere, those who carried on the good work were much more thorough than their teachers might have been.

The Moplahs, being sons of their sires, were split into factions, of course, although not so badly as usual. The rabid, self-elected G.H.Q. at Podanaram was aiming at unity by force of a good example. So they seized a hundred Hindus, men and women, and made them clean that temple from cellar to roof, there being nothing under the blue sky filthier than a Hindu place of worship, nor anything cleaner than a Mahommedan mosque.

Having cleaned the temple thoroughly, the Hindus were marched in procession to distant villages, where a dozen or so in each place were publicly and painfully executed, to the greater glory of Allah, who is the Father of mercies and men, and never sleeps.

Very ingenious, that. There was not a village in the radius of twenty miles thereafter that could claim no Hindus had been butchered in its midst. All being equally guilty, all must unite in repudiating foreign rule, repelling British troops and raking the coals of Jehannum. Nothing like blood-guiltiness to stir fanaticism, which was stirred accordingly.

Meanwhile, in a clean-swept G.H.Q., the puritan reformers began their bid for power, as such gentry always did and do. Loot, rapine, reformation, destruction of idolatry  those were the wages of the blind-obedient. Power was the reward of brainwork, and the key of all contentment. They chose, and would take nothing less. Control. The Key of Everything.

There were the individuals who had been taught by the cleverest agitators in the East. That their teachers were in jail only keened their appetite for vengeance and rebellion. Supplied with funds from the common Hindu-Moslem purse, they urged the butchery of Hindus, not because they cared, but because that was sure to be obeyed, and obedience is the very bones of power.

Schooled by shrewd demagogues, they knew that the outcome must be defeat. Therefore they planned for such disaster as should make the Moplahs turn toward themselves more desperately. For such outrage as should force the British hand and oblige retaliation. Then for such advertisement of British ruthlessness as should set alight the whole fire of Moslem India. By that light they expected to see their way to power indeed.

But little by little! First Moplah-land. Power first over the factious villages, never forgetting for a moment the obligation to provide for their own individual safety in any event. Better jail than death, for a man may use his brains between four walls. Knowing defeat was inevitable, they could plan for the days beyond defeat, and did.

And the first consideration of G.H.Q. must be intelligence. Village by village they arranged for spies, mullahs mostly, who kept them informed of every development. In the beginning, when a village sent its men-folk on a raid, G.H.Q. invariably sent a messenger in pursuit, who ordered just that raid in the name of G.H.Q. emphatically  only they called themselves the Khalifate Committee, which sounded more orthodox. So the suggestion of obedience was imposed and grew. None seemed to know exactly who the Khalifate Committee were, which helped immensely, and almost from the start men who would have defied their own headmen to their teeth obeyed the Khalifate Committee without murmur.

There are principles for winning the control of men, just as there are for training dogs. There are men who teach them; other men who study them as keenly as bankers investigate the laws of money. You take away a bone from a puppy, and presently give it back perhaps, to demonstrate your absolute authority, and by and by the puppy lets you do it with an air of resignation, almost reverence. You must do the same thing to a crowd if you hope ever to exercise unquestioned sway.

There came along a fire-lane through the forest a crowd of a hundred and fifty men carrying the plunder of a mixed train, dragging an elderly white man with them, who had warts and a butlers face, and carrying the prisoners unconscious wife on an improvised litter. There were other prisoners, but those were the important ones. Incidentally they were also the greatest nuisance, since it took four men to bear the litter and four more to drag and shove the judge along.

He had said he was a judge, which was why they had spared his life from the start, and there was no precedent in living memory for killing or mishandling a white woman, so they had brought his wife along too.

The loot was very good indeed, including rifles. Most of the other prisoners were young women from a Hindu village down along the railway line  entirely satisfactory. The judge and his wife were a speculative quantity  perhaps profitable, perhaps not; certainly a cause for pride, but as inconvenient as a pair of European boots and quite likely dangerous, if one only knew.

They had sent word by runner concerning the judge and his wife, partly in spirit of boastfulness, but also to see what the reply would be  not to the Khalifate Committee in Podanaram, for that would have conceded too much, but to a village whose mullah they well knew would forward the news to the Khalifate Committee. Thus they could obtain a professional opinion without confessing themselves in need of it.

The professional opinion met them in the form of a stern command delivered to them in a forest clearing by a sub-committee headed by an ex-Brahman who had been forcibly converted twenty years before and wisely had made the best of the situation. A Brahman is constitutionally bent on self-assertion and inclined to reach the top, like scum on water. Nearly always an adept, too, at establishing his claim over ignorant men.

He told them to give up their white prisoners  to surrender them to the Khalifate Committee, who would take charge of them and be responsible. The men who carried the litter, and who shoved and dragged the judge, complied without demur; so the headmen were presented with a fait accompli, which like possession is nine points of almost any argument. The ex-Brahman ordered his own party to take the prisoners away, and himself stood guarding the retreat exactly in the middle of a narrow jungle path, like a swag-bellied Cerberus.

The Khalifate Committee takes charge of all white prisoners, he announced. Whoever conceals or neglects to hand over a white prisoner will be punished. You are allowed to keep all other loot, he added, as if that were a concession granted by incontrovertible authority.

It was cleverly done. The moment was accurately chosen. The raiders wanted to go home and eat, brag, sleep. They decidedly did not want to go to Podanaram and argue with men who were almost certain to have the best of any argument except possibly force. The headmen could have accomplished nothing by going without their following, who would almost certainly have refused to go, and all who were in favor of not carrying litters or pully-hauling corpulent kadis* said, Aye. The Ayes had it. The raiders sought their own villages, one of which was that in which King lay nursing a bruised head and Mahommed Babar was establishing himself. [* Judges]

And so it happened that after many hot hours and much imprecation the judge and his wife were presented like captured animals before the door of a temple that would have stirred the judges archaeological lees on any other occasion.

Mrs. Wilmshurst had recovered consciousness. In fact she had done that some hours ago, but had played possum for fear of being made to walk again in high-heeled shoes. The litter lay on the stones of the temple forecourt, and she sat on it, staring and being stared at by a row of Moslems, who varied all the way from cardinal-like sanctity to perfect ruffianism.

They broke no rules. As ever in such cases, they were nearly all foreigners  mostly from places as far removed as New York is from Mexico. The sprinkling of native-born Moplahs among them was enough to lend a skimpy patriotic flavor to the whole, as if a Moplah or two had felt obliged to import advisers. Enough Moplahs, in fact, were there to take full blame for the whole committees actions, and being ignorant savages they were swamped meanwhile  bewildered  almost ignored  but kept in a suitable state of amenity by dint of flattery and bribes.

Their day of disillusionment was coming, when the time should come to surrender and send in those responsible for outrages. For the present the Moplahs stood long-haired, open-mouthed, marveling at fortune that had sent them British prisoners.

The men from Calcutta, Bombay, Delhi, Ahmedabad, Lucknow, Aden, Peshawar and the far North saw fit to be more polite to the judge and his wife than the Moplahs might have been if left to themselves. More polite and less agreeable. The Moplahs would have grinned and gloated, but would have fed them and let them wash.

There was a table, looted from where Allah only knew, but a good, teak, Christian table, set under the temple portico on the thousand-year-old flagstones just within the limit of the shade so as to have the advantage of whatever breeze was moving. Around that were chairs  one each for the committee, some of whom, Moplahs especially, had never sat on chairs until fate pitch-forked them into such prominence. They took their places, with an oily-haired Moplah at the table head for sake of the advertisement, nearly all cross-legged but some enduring the European posture as, for instance, Mrs. Wilmshurst endured her shoes, and the judge and his wife were requested to stand at the end of the table opposite the chairman.

The language elected was English, probably because the choice implied a patronizing air toward the judge.

The chairman had nothing to say. He stuck his tongue in his cheek, displayed his magnificent teeth, and lolled with his elbows on the table, making an occasional scrawl on paper with a quill pen, perhaps to disguise the fact that he could neither read nor write. He was a very obvious figurehead and none too beautiful.

The man who opened on the judge was an under-sized dapper little Delhi Moslem, seated on the chairmans right, who looked and spoke as if he might have been a practising lawyer. His mild brown eyes were only mild at the first impression. They were unflinching really  bold  calculating  afraid of nothing  and a lot too shrewd to take his share of the risks. That dark shade of brown that grows harder and darker as you look at it.

He recognized the judge, instantly, but gave no sign. The judge was not sure. There was something about the mans deliberate impudence that seemed familiar, but of course he had seen hundreds of the same type from the bench, and he did not care to run the risk of appearing to curry favor by recognizing someone whom he was not sure he knew. He stood with his hand on his wifes shoulder, helping to support her, and glanced from face to face, but always back again to the brown eyes of the undersized man from Delhi.

You realize you are a prisoner? asked the Delhi man.

You need not be afraid. We do not beat our prisoners.

I am not the least afraid, the judge answered, but I would appreciate your providing a chair for my wife.

One or two of the committee had the grace to look uncomfortable, but the man from Delhi grinned meanly. The judge began to be very nearly sure he recognized him, and was glad he had not made overtures.

She shall have a chair, certainly. Many an Indian has been made to stand at her whim, but we are not vindictive!

He clapped his hands and a boy brought a broken chair from inside the temple. The judge, who was weary almost beyond endurance, was left standing. Mrs. Wilmshurst sat down, speechless almost for the first time in her life.

If you are not afraid, your case is different from that of the unfortunates who so frequently stand before you for sentence  unfortunates whom you punish drastically for breaking laws they had no voice in making, said the man from Delhi; and at last Wilmshurst did recognize him. But he contrived to keep the recognition from his eyes.

What do you propose to do with us? the judge asked.

Why should we propose at all? the other retorted. You are a prisoner. You should ask mercy.

He evidently meant to inflict as much verbal torture as possible, for he was settling himself comfortably, cross-legged. Nevertheless, he did not enjoy the paramountcy that he hoped for. There was sturdy opposition from a graybeard facing him, who wore the white head-dress of an educated man and was big enough to have made about three of him from Delhi.

They are hostages, he said in English. Make no error about that. I will agree to nothing else. They are hostages.

The man from Delhi smiled with lean lips, accepting the suggestion, but obviously reserving venom for later on.

Do you realize what it means to be a hostage? he asked the judge. For every outrage perpetrated by the British troops against us you are liable to be made to suffer in your own body.

Wilmshurst smiled, rather wryly  because his feet were in agonies  but genuinely none the less. He was not such a fool as to suppose that men of the type before him would torture valuable prisoners. The suggestion was too absurd for him to answer with the obvious threat of what the British troops might accomplish in return. The point was not worth arguing.

Graybeard in opposition opened fire again, laying his fist on the table manfully and forestalling the Delhi mans next remark.

You will write a letter, he said. You will say in it that your wife and you are prisoners. You will say you have been well treated

That will depend on the facts, Wilmshurst interrupted. My wife has been disgracefully ill-treated, and so have I. We have had no food  no rest. If I write a letter I shall say in it what I consider true.

Say what you like! the graybeard answered. You write the letter. Your friends will know you are a prisoner, and that is what we want.

I shall read the letter, of course, before you seal it up, said the man from Delhi.

I am willing to write, said the judge after a moments reflection. His legal mind could see no possible objection to communicating with British Headquarters, wherever that might be. He rather suspected a trick, because the man from Delhi was connected with it, but for the life of him he could not see through the trick, so he supposed that none existed.

The man from Delhi, watching Wilmshurst with a quizzical expression that seemed to hint at ultimate consequence foreseen as yet only by himself, pushed paper, pen and ink toward the judge, who ignored them.

The Moplah at the head of the table said something in his own tongue, and there was a moments discussion in which the man from Delhi did not join.

You are promised good treatment and anything you want in reason that is in our power to do until we shall have formulated our final demands. That is not yet. We will discuss them. When our final demands go to the British, your treatment after that will depend on the British reply. Now write, said the man who sat between the chairman and the graybeard.

He had obviously had legal training, and seemed more than usually proud of his command of English, for he smirked self-complacently when he had done his speech.

The judge wrote:

To whom it may concern: My wife and I are prisoners in the hands of Moplahs, who have notified us that we are hostages, but have promised us good treatment for the present. Hitherto the treatment has not been good.

Cross that out! commanded the Delhi man, coming round to look over the judges elbow.

Certainly not, Wilmshurst answered, and signed his name. Send that or nothing.

They were in a quandary whether or not to use that letter, and some of them did not care to argue the point in the prisoners presence; so two of the committee  Moplahs, who knew no English  were told off to take them to the quarters assigned to them inside the temple. There were basins, great quantities of water, some soap, two towels, and two string-beds with cotton-stuffed mattresses and clean white sheets.

Oh well, this might be worse! said his wife, growing almost cheerful as the Moplahs locked them in.

Might be worse? Yes. Might be better, said the judge. That fellow from Delhi who did the talking is a man whom I once sentenced to twenty years for forgery and arson. He escaped from prison. His name was Aurung Ali in those days, but he has probably changed it.


CHAPTER 11. Yours truly, John Linkinyear.

Ommony returned to first principles  to his forest  cherished it. As a military man he was nothing. As a forester he had work, and knew that he could do it better than anyone else, or otherwise he would have gone long ago to learn from the better man. War, and especially rebellion, means fire; fire in the forest means a generations increase gone, and possibly baked earth in which no tree will root again. He went to work.

Many of the Hindus in the scattered villages had been murdered. Others had run away toward the coast, where in due course a warship put in appearance and produced an impression of safety where there was none. But it is impressions that count. Even a pitched battle is for no other purpose than to convince the enemy.

Ommony convinced his friends, which is always equally important. The one lone cruiser that dropped anchor off Calicut accomplished no more in its way than Ommony in his. He was a refuge in a stricken land  one white man unafraid. You could go to him and have your panic laughed at  then listen to strong sympathy and reassuring wisdom.

It was Ommony, leisurely regarding life from a wicker chair on his veranda, who pointed out that, whereas a village could be burned and its women carried off, the junglis who had no villages were safe.

You can rebuild your villages, he said, but can you come to life again? Moreover, will the Moplahs burn an empty village?

Thereafter, whoever had overheard him might have understood why the Christian missionaries have no kind word for Ommony; for he talked to those pagans in the terms of their own understanding, so that they knew him for an elder brother, not a representative of unintelligible wrath.

The gods of the woods are afraid for their trees, he announced. I, who have served their forest, am protected. You have seen how the Moplahs spare me and my house, although they murder the white men in the trains. The gods are grateful. But how about you? Is it better to serve the gods with little cakes and withered flowers, or to go and look after the trees that the gods love? How do I know that the gods love the trees? People of no discernment! If the gods did not love the trees, why should they live among them?

The logic of that was so much easier to grasp than the Moslem theory of one revengeful, flattery-loving Allah; and, moreover, it was so much more like what they were used to than the ordinary admonitions of a white man preaching allegiance to an incomprehensible Government, that they felt comforted and listened on, instead of shrugging their shoulders at the great gulf fixed between them and whatever gods there be.

If you care for the trees, the trees will hide you, said Ommony. That is the way of the gods, who reward for service rendered. If you let the trees burn, the gods will forget you. Pray, and the gods will laugh like the money- lender. Keep the fire-lanes clear; find the Moplahs deserted watch-fires and slake the ashes; search for the heat where smoke is, and the gods will protect you, even as they do me. Moreover, the Deepartament, whose servant I am, will pay wages by the month.

So they left their miserable villages, cached their scant belongings, drove their cattle and goats into forest clearings under Ommonys directions, and submitted to be formed into gangs. The junglis, who are so wise that they have no homes and will not work unless the work amuses them, were set to guarding the cattle, driving them from clearing to clearing out of the way of the raiding Moplahs and not losing more than a fair percentage to the lords of the jungle. Leopards must eat, and the terrified buck were much harder to kill since the fighting started.

Other junglis, scouting to discover which way the Moplahs might come next  in order to give notice to the herdsmen  were told to keep a bright eye lifted for Mahommed Babar, and to discover what had been done with the body of Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan  for none of the junglis understood that King was an Englishman. Some of them had seen him in English clothes when he first came, and with a rifle when he helped to execute Shere Ali, but that only led to the logical inference that he was an Indian who could play a white mans part.

And meanwhile, the British authorities were not idle, although every precedent had been upset. Precedents are British gods, and it is distressing to see all your little deities broken on the earth, faces downward. Nevertheless, you can distress the British without immobilizing them, and they have this characteristic: that when the old gods are quite worn out and in disrepute they adopt nice new ones promptly.

The railways were out of commission, along with nearly all the bridges and a good proportion of the rolling-stock. The roads, too, were blocked with felled trees and great rocks loosened from the hills, for brother Moplah, who had seen the white man practicing his creed in France, had learned at last how to do a job thoroughly. Wherever a barricade of rocks and trees could be arranged to check the advance of troops, there it was. There, too, were trenches very skillfully designed and placed.

The torn-up railway track was about the only practicable line of advance; and as there were hardly any troops available, and such as there were were mostly needed to garrison fixed posts and protect defenseless small towns, the only possible course was to send junior officers in charge of small parties of men to patrol the line and keep the Moplahs worried.

Left to himself without a nurse in red tabs and brass hat a British subaltern can lead men. Whether wisely or not is not the question. He can be depended on to go three times as far as suggested and to have much less trouble with his men than if there were a canteen and a court-martial within reach.

So Lieutenant John Linkinyear, marching jauntily at the head of eleven men  having lost three en route and buried them  arrived at Ommonys one early morning just as Ommony was coming down the steps with a gun under his arm.

Bacon and eggs! demanded Linkinyear, whose last meal was a supper of dry biscuit. For twelve of us! Section-halt! Stand easy! Let your mouths run!

Ommony shouted to his cook to continue bringing hot food until further notice, and demanded news.

Im three days out, thank God, and out of touch, said Linkinyear. The last I heard was that Sutherland of the Rutlandshires and twenty men got theirs  and a rumor about old Kadi Wilmshurst and his missus. Its true about Charley and his Ruts. We found their bones in the ashes of a first-class railway carriage. Gave em full military honors  loaded salute. Theyd earned it. Charley was a first-class man. Hed actually thrown up earthworks with the railway carriage on one wing and the station building on the other  telegraph wire entanglement  iron off the station roof to keep the gravel and sand heaped up  no end good! Must have moppled em too  made em so sore they left the wire and stuff behind em  probably hadnt enough men left to drag it away.

What was the rumor about Wilmshurst and his wife? asked Ommony.

They were in a train that didnt get through. Im supposed to be sniffing for kubber* of them. Morning I left there was a note supposed to be from him saying he was a prisoner, missus along with him, and both safe. But nobody could swear to his signature and it was suspected to be a forgery.

What good would the forgery do the Moplahs? demanded Ommony. [* News]

Dunno. Everybodys mad  Moplahs maddest of all xcept of course the D.A.A.G. acting everything. Hes no longer human. Theory was that Moplahs might be tempting us into a trap. Letter was dated from Podanaram or some such place. Never heard of it. Know where it is?

Ommony nodded and led him into breakfast, leaving the men to wolf food on the veranda.

How did you come to be here? Linkinyear demanded between mouthfuls. Why arent you killed or circumcised? Are you a Moplah chief  wizard  mad mullah  whats the secret? Youll come away with me, of course?

Ommony laughed and waved the suggestion aside.

Ive news of Wilmshurst and his wife. One of my junglis brought word last night of two white prisoners locked up in the temple of Podanaram.

Man and wife?

Male and female made he them, said Ommony.

Any description? asked Linkinyear, pulling out his memorandum book. Lets see  warts  age fifty-two

No description, but who else could it be?

All right, said Linkinyear, thats my next objective then. Which would you rather do, stay here or come with us? Ill have to borrow some sort of guide from you. Perhaps you know the way? You might be safer on the march with us.

For his own amusement Ommony mentioned the denseness of the jungle, describing it as pretty much one huge ambush. Then he described Podanaram and guessed at the number of troops that would be needed to assault the place. It all went by Linkinyear like so much weather.

So you know the way. The luck holds! If Charley Sutherland had had my luck hed have snaffled promotion out of this instead of making room. You know, these High Court kadis have influence  kadis missuses even more so  what? You get me? Rescue a kadi and his beldame out of durance vile and the tide in the affairs of  whats your name again?  Ommony, and Linkinyear starts rising forthwith. Princesses in enchanted castles are possibly all right, but for practice give John Linkinyear, yours truly, one fat kadi and his wife in one tight fix. Return tickets, please, for Podanaram  but perhaps you cant march?

Ommony thought he could march, but sensed a predicament unseen by the proponent of direct action.

Some of the Moplah chiefs are my friends, he said. Suppose I try to get word to them.

Get word? Why? Theyll know our game then. No. Lets steal a march on em. Nothing like unexpectedness  wins every time! We wont hurt your friends as long as they behave.

Ommony laughed again.

They wont hurt me as long as I behave, he answered. Theres a truce that covers me, my house, property, and servants. Any one may come or go unmolested from here to the station. I can go unarmed anywhere, but they would consider I had broken the truce if I led a raid on Podanaram.

I thought you were some kind of a wizard when you turned on bacon and eggs. All right, you stay here and Ill take another guide. If Podanaram contains Wilmshurst and his wife Im off there to acquire merit. I see an extra star for this on the shoulder of John Linkinyear.

I see you and your men face upward looking at the crows! answered Ommony. Youve no chance, Linkinyear. Ill send word to the Moplah chiefs. Perhaps theyll come here to talk things over. Your wise course is to march back along the railway line and report. By the time you come this way again Ill have more news for you.

Rats! answered Linkinyear rudely. Your eggs are good, Mr. Ommony. Your advice is rotten!

Ommony produced cigars and summoned his reserves of patience, which exceeded those of his visitor by the amount of twenty years accretion at compound interest. His trump card was that Linkinyear would never be able to find Podanaram without a guide, and none could possibly be obtained unless he, Cotswold Ommony, consented. With that for final argument, and a fund of experienced geniality for front line, he wore the younger man down, while eleven of the rank and file smoked pipes and listened through the open window.

The dispute lasted nearly all morning, with interruptions when Ommony went out to render off-hand justice between quarreling village folk, or to give orders for the guidance of the gangs. Whenever a native sent in word for Ommony, Linkinyear would follow out to the veranda and demand to know in his best attempt at the vernacular if he knew the way to Podanaram. He had no success. They all looked equally stupid. And he never once caught Ommony making signals with hand or eye, although he was smart enough to be suspicious and to watch for them. Ommony was not smart  merely wise.

Linkinyear would not return to G.H.Q. as long as it was humanly possible to remain away. His orders were to give the Moplahs something to think about, and if possible to make them believe that an attack in force was already under way against them. He would not sit down and be quiet in Ommonys bungalow while Ommony went to Podanaram to make inquiries, even if that should be permitted by Ommonys Moplah friends. Nor would he let Ommony go alone on any terms.

In fact, he vowed and declared that if Ommonys refusal to produce a guide should oblige him to return to G.H.Q. it would be his duty to take Ommony along with him. Whether or not it was his duty, he would do it. He convinced Ommony of that.

But the older mans moderation and good humor were having more effect than the youngster realized. Linkinyear yielded nothing of his demands, but gained nothing. He did not want to return along the line with Ommony in tow; yet Ommony, by everlasting obstinacy and exasperating good temper, obliged him to threaten that again and again as the only alternative to Podanaram. He threatened it most pleadingly, reducing himself to a mental condition in which he would have cheerfully offered Ommony a years pay to yield, if only that would not have made himself ridiculous.

At last, being full of youth and overrunning energy, he reached the stage where the judge and his wife in Podanaram seemed to be the only goal worth striving for, and Ommony, biding that time, recognized it.

Theres only one way we can agree, he said at last.

Name it! snapped the youngster. No toss of a coin! I wont gamble on it! I go to Podanaram, or you come with me to G.H.Q.!

An armed party leaving here for Podanaram would be attacked and butchered for a certainty, said Ommony. But I might obtain permission for an unarmed party to go and speak with the prisoners.

Fine! agreed Linkinyear. Dyou think theyd swap the judge and his missus against the lot of us? That ud be good odds from their standpoint. Equally good from ours. If anything should happen to Mr. and Mrs. High Court Kadi our side would have to be enormously vindictive, whereas we wouldnt matter. Nobody would care if we got scoughed. The game is to get the judge and his wife away to safety.

The Moplahs are not such fools, Ommony answered, looking Linkinyear candidly in the eye. They know the value of a judge and an English lady. Theyd set no more value on you and your men than G.H.Q. would! No. But you may be able to talk with the prisoners and come away.

All right, Ill go you!

You would have to leave your weapons here. Linkinyear demurred.

Its against all the rules of war and the British service! I wouldnt mind promising not to use them. We could agree to bury our cartridges somewhere, perhaps, but

No butts or bayonets!

Man! Wed take their word not to attack us. They must take ours not to use our weapons.

If I go, Ommony answered, I go without even a hunting-knife. If you go, you do the same. I know the Moplahs. You dont. I propose to return alive, which we never would if we carried rifles.

Unloaded rifles? Just for appearance?

The appearance is what would start trouble inevitably. No. White flag party. Same way that a Moplah might be allowed to penetrate our lines.

Ill find out if the men are game, said Linkinyear, and walked out on the veranda, arriving just too late to surprise them grouped with their ears to the open window.

Ommony went to the back door and whistled the same jungli who had attended Shere Alis obsequies. They exchanged guttural coughs and grunts for about a minute, and the jungli departed at a dog-trot.

The men are perfectly splendid. Game to go anywhere on any terms! said Linkinyear. Now for your Moplah chiefs! Mind  you must make this a regular white flag party  honors of war  good faith on both sides  all that kind of thing!

Yes, all that kind of thing, said Ommony. Ive sent for the chiefs.

But it was dark  nine oclock  before the same three chiefs came who had made terms with Ommony in the first instance.

What is it, Ommon-ee? Who are these soldiers? We promised. You need no guards in this place.

Be seated. My servants shall bring food. You have prisoners at Podanaram  a judge and his wife.

Not we, but the Khalifate Committee. What of that, Ommon-ee? Do the British not take prisoners?

Ommony chose a cigar and drew on his air of deliberate leisureliness.

Have you ever defeated the English? he asked after a moment.

Not seriously. No. However, this time

If they should defeat you, would it not be best if there were certain claims on their generosity that might be brought forward on the day of settlement?

We have treated you well, Ommon-ee.

But I am only a forester. The prisoners at Podanaram are very important ones. If they should be ill-treated

As Allah hears us, they shall not be!

If I should send word into the British lines that of my own knowledge those two prisoners are well and are being treated kindly, there would be satisfaction, said Ommony.

Satisfaction begets good-will. And out of good-will no harm was ever born, even between enemies.

That is true. We trust you, Ommon-ee. We will take you to see those prisoners, but you must not spy on us; you must promise that.

I shall return to this place, he answered, and these soldiers will carry my report.

Good. They may wait here. Only we will take their weapons as guarantee. When you return we will give them back their weapons. That is fair.

But not wise! Ommony answered. It is better to leave their weapons here, subject to your promise not to interfere with them, and to take the officer and his men, unarmed, with me. In that way there will be no excuse for hostilities.

The headmen objected strenuously, but Ommony refused equally strenuously to leave any of the party in his bungalow, saying that if anything under heaven were certain it was that news of soldiers being quartered there would leak abroad, and Moplahs from a distance, who knew nothing of the truce, would pay the place a business visit.

These soldiers are too many, said the chief who had red in his beard. Send all but two of them back to the British lines. Later, when those two return with your message, we will give them a safe conduct.

That was good common sense, but Linkinyear would not listen to it, for he himself would have had to return to G.H.Q. It would have been out of the question to send ten men back without so much as a non-commissioned man in charge. His adventurous heart was set on penetrating the jungle and the way to Podanaram and reporting the accomplished fact to his superiors. His men were no whit behind him in enthusiasm.

So Ommony held his ground, half admiring Linkinyears persistence, and wholly minded on his own account to look into the condition of the prisoners. There followed an interminable argument as to disposition of rifles and ammunition, which it was finally agreed should be locked up in Ommonys Store-room.

Then the servants had to be sent for and carefully persuaded that the Moplah guard about to be set over them would guarantee their safety, and would not molest them, in Ommonys temporary absence.

Last, but not least, there were the white flag terms to be discussed, and the exact conditions of the safe conduct, which it was agreed in any event were contingent on the soldiers good behavior.

One way and another, it was dawn before the white flag party left Ommonys bungalow and plunged into the gloom along a jungle fire-lane.


CHAPTER 12. Mahommed Babar wants a cavalry saber.

The mullahs servant came into the mosque and changed the bandage on Kings head as an excuse for listening to deliberations from which he would normally have been excluded. In theory the mosque is absolutely democratic, but in practice there are tyrannies and sharp distinctions that a man must understand before he can cope with Moslem politics. If the mullah had been there in person his servant would undoubtedly have been excluded.

But the mullah, of necessity, was playing for his own hand. Having advised the village elders to oppose the claims and the temperate methods of Mahommed Babar, he could ill afford to continue to advise them in their hour of defeat. On his way down the village he had seen them driven forth by the Northerner, and had divined, with professional insight into local politics, that jealousy among themselves had practically made Mahommed Babar a gift of the leadership.

So he sent the servant to change the bandage on Kings head, King being another Northerner and therefore very likely destined to be the first ones ally. And as for himself, he took the obvious course  entered the house and the room assigned to Mahommed Babars use, and waited.

His servant came first, reported that Kings head was a great deal better; and gave an almost phonographic account of Mahommed Babars final victory in the mosque. So that when the Northerner himself arrived, striding down-street with the peculiarly even motion of a man long used to spurs, and entered the house with his handsome head bowed gloomily, the mullah was well posted.

Are you rested? Have you bathed? Permit my servant to trim your honors beard and nails, the mullah suggested, rising and bowing.

Mahommed Babar stroked his beard and eyed the mullah for a moment in critical silence, well aware of the mans unstable friendship  equally aware of the mullahs possible importance as an ally, if wisely managed.

Nothing for nothing is the universal law of politics, with its practical opposite, quid pro quo. In the East there are symbols, still continuing, that have their counterpart in Western decorations and honorary titles.

Bring me a saber, said Mahommed Babar. A cavalry saber, clean and sharp; the heavier the better.

The mullah understood. He was accepted. Subject to Mahommed Babars overriding authority, his influence was likely to be greater than ever. An orthodox leader of rebellion  rare, but, oh, how wise! The mullah bowed, and almost visibly began to plan small indignities for his political rivals.

What became of the Northerner whose head was injured when the scouts surprised him in the night? demanded Mahommed Babar.

Your honor refers to Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan?

If that is his name. What became of him?

He has been in the mosque all morning.

Mahommed Babar started almost imperceptibly.

Unconscious?

No. I had his head dressed. He recovers. He is anxious to speak with your honor.

Mahommed Babar began to pace the room, chin forward and hands behind him, to and fro, to and fro, wrestling with indecision. There were moments when his fine teeth and hard eyes gleamed with an iron resolve, followed almost immediately by a different interpretation of the same impulse. Once or twice be stood and held his dark beard in both hands as if about to tear it in the Eastern expression of distracted grief.

Mullahs, priests, ministers know all those signs. They can recognize pride, honesty, fine frenzy, patriotism, determination, compromise. The mullah watched stealthily, looking away each time Mahommed Babar faced about.

What do you say his name is? Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan? Great names! A great man possibly.

He faced the mullah and stood with legs apart looking down at him, holding one elbow and stroking his beard again.

See that he is respectfully treated. Let him have no weapons, but he may come and go unmolested. That is my order.

It was the very first detailed order given by Mahommed Babar since his grasp of the leadership, and the mullahs opportunity to attach his own imprint to authority.

If he comes and goes but has no weapons harm may befall him, sahib. Better imprison him.

I have spoken! If harm befalls him, let his blood be on your head! Let me have word of everything he says or does.

Your honor will not speak with him?

No.

The mullah hesitated, devoured by curiosity, which eats the brains of some men as worms gnaw the belly of a dog.

He has no beard, but  is he your honors brother?

Mahommed Babar glared. The word brother in the East has various significances. Moreover, a mullahs curiosity more often than not has teeth. Answer, and he perverts the answer. Refuse, and he draws his own conclusions. Appear to mistrust him, and he mistrusts you. Trust him, and take the consequences!

You may get the answer to that question from Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan, and you have my leave to go! replied Mahommed Babar, resuming his stride up and down the room with his hands behind him.

So the mullah returned to the mosque, where the elders had done arguing, and announced his restored importance in a short speech. He had prayed, he informed them; that being his business and he a faithful man. In answer the Lord of Mercies had inspired him to go and visit Mahommed Babar down the street. During the ensuing interview knowledge had been born in his mind in a flash that this Mahommed Babar was the Lords appointed leader; and he had therefore blessed him in the name of the Most High, whose right arm would now surely uphold the Moplah cause.

Mahommed Babar, a very prince of men and a lover of God if there ever was one, had accepted the blessing and given thanks for it, requesting him, the mullah, to continue with spiritual meditations and wise advice. In view of the facts, and of his conviction that all this was Allahs will, it was his duty to urge them to obey Mahommed Babar implicitly in all things  for the present. He added the last words in more or less of an undertone, having not only a fine imagination but a well-developed bump of preparedness against contingencies.

The elders departed, discovering scant amusement in the mullahs sermon, but bent on making the most of the situation. They were so eager to keep an eye on one another that they flocked out, elbowing and shoving  hurrying down-street to undo the advantage gained by those who had stood nearest to the mosque door.

The mullah approached King, who was still lying down with his bandaged head cushioned on the folds of his turban.

Your honors brother is disturbed for your honors safety, said the mullah. He orders a bodyguard appointed for your honor, lest harm befall. There is a little room behind this mosque  clean, comfortable  my son and my servant would bring food

King noted the tense and was careful to look pleased. The mullahs under- handedness was easy enough to see through, but the word brother was not so easy. He suspected guesswork, not believing that Mahommed Babar would have proclaimed relationship for any reason. He had probably given orders that made the mullah suspect blood-relationship as the only likely explanation. There might even be a slight facial resemblance. He was no such fool as to enlighten the mullah one way or the other.

Has your honor a weapon? the mullah asked, almost off-handedly, not looking directly at him, but sidewise. Conscious of the automatic still tucked snugly against his ribs, King shook his head.

Get me one! he urged. Those rascals who struck me on the head took mine.

The mullah looked relieved, and beckoned King to follow. Almost laughing, King obeyed him and passed out through the rear door of the mosque into a tiny court, at the back of which was a one-story thatched building. As a jail it was ridiculous. Nevertheless  

This is where your honor must stay until further orders, said the mullah.

King noted the must, and bowed acknowledgment. The mullah looked relieved again, as King observed. When men of the North, or Moplahs of the South, make prisoners, they search them; usually strip them, and invariably lock them in a place whence escape is impossible.

The mullah showed the way into a reasonable room, carpeted with matting. It had two windows, barred with upright wooden rods. The ceiling was low and of calico. The door had obviously been stolen from some ready-made imported building and could be kicked down easily. There was a folding canvas cot, a camp-chair, and a few odds and ends, including a bundle of old swords and bayonets in a corner, some of them dating from before the Mutiny. One of them was an enormous cavalry saber, much heavier than is used in any army nowadays.

The mullah made an armful of the weapons and pitched them all out in the yard, as if tidying the place. Reconsidering things, he brought the big saber in again. A very tactful man, that mullah. Quite a strategist.

There is a cot  a chair  your honor may rest here and get well. Would your honor do a favor for me? There is no hurry, but when the head feels better. This saber now  an old one  I place no faith in such things, but prefer this.

He pulled out a Mauser repeating pistol and patted it meaningly. King noticed rust on the sliding action and wondered whether the thing would go off.

Your brother, Mahommed Babar, wants a cavalry saber. Would your honor care to clean and sharpen this for him? See, it was a good one once. Whoever owned it knew how to use it, too. Look at the notches he has nicked below the hilt  nine, ten, eleven men! A fighter! Your honor  a fighting man, sharpening a saber must be  see, I have a box of implements; files, a whetstone, sand, leather, and some rags. There is water in that iron jar. Your honor is willing?

Diplomacy! But two can play at that  none better than King, who can seem to play the other fellows game more innocently than a sheep led by the bell-wether.

If your honors head were only

Much better! announced King. Hardly aches now.

I will be back in an hour. If that saber could be ready.

Easily.

I must find the right men for guards, who will treat your honor reasonably well.

It had been bodyguards the first time. Reasonably well seemed also a concession to unnamed contingencies. King bent his head to hide a smile and examined the blade of the saber.

I would prefer this personally! said the mullah, pulling out his Mauser pistol and patting it meaningly again. Very diplomatic!

They are better than a sword, said King, reaching for the box of rusty files and things.

So. I will be back in an hour, said the mullah, and went out, locking the door after him, incidentally forgetting in his haste the patriarchal blessing that he should have paused in the doorway to invoke.

Both men were beautifully satisfied. The mullah now had to ask no favors of the blacksmith, who was a person given to curiosity and almost as much independence as the men of his ancient guild who hammered armor for the knights of old. His guest was busy and undoubtedly believed himself a prisoner. He had time to hunt up discreet individuals, who would mount guard for a day or two and hold their tongues. There was no such simple way of reporting a mans sayings and doings as to keep the individual under lock and key. And, as he wanted very badly to be absent for the next few days, the arrangement was all the more convenient.

Last, but not least, the saber was likely to be cleaned and sharpened in such fashion as would delight even such a fierce soldier as Mahommed Babar. Excellent! There is no God but Allah, who is all-wise and who directs the thoughts of the faithful. Mahommed is the Prophet of Allah, on whom be peace! He emerged from the mosque and walked down-street with an air of contemplative statesmanship.

In the bedroom King worked at the saber contentedly. He might need it  if the mullah or his servants should return too soon. Meanwhile, it might be true that Mahommed Babar needed it, in which case King was this kind of man: he would either break the weapon or make it as near perfect as he could. He cleaned it  made it as sharp as a razor  within half an hour; tested it a time or two by hacking at the door until the cheap lock came in pieces; scratched on the blade with the sharpest file and the smallest letters he could compass: To Mahommed Babar from A.K. with compliments; returned it to its scabbard, stood it in the corner, and walked out. It was no use closing the door; the frame and lock were smashed too noticeably.

An hour later the mullah, returning with four chosen sycophants, discovered the bird flown but the saber leaning upright in a corner, clean and sharp. He did not examine the blade beyond testing of its sharpness with his thumb. And he had this element of greatness  he could see the uselessness of crying over spilt milk.

Go and look for him! he ordered. Find him, be polite to him, and bring him back and keep him here!

Then he went to deliver the saber to Mahommed Babar, for that was urgent. He delivered it in presence of all the elders, who were suitably and flatteringly jealous. Mahommed Babar did examine the blade, every inch of it  seemed able to read the inscription on it  possibly the makers name. He looked pleased, and yet not pleased, as he nodded and slung the saber at his waist. A strange, uncommunicative, puzzling sort of man, Mahommed Babar.


CHAPTER 13. To-night I will write down how ye did.

It was no mean accomplishment that Ommony had undertaken. Among those rival and fiercely jealous Moplah villages he himself could probably go unchallenged at any time. But it was another thousand of bricks to take with him an officer and eleven men  even an unarmed officer and men on good behavior, with full permission granted by three chiefs.

The trouble was that the chiefs authority was largely local. Their influence, and Ommonys own, varied with the points of the compass. With distance from their village theirs diminished, although Ommonys actually increased in some respects as he went further from his home. Locally they knew him as a friend through thick and thin, fire, drought, and famine  a mediator between them and the Government  a scoffer like themselves at lawyers law, but a masterful upholder of first principles. At a distance he was less well known but more rumored about. Men came from a long way off to submit their quarrels to him rather than go to court and be ruined with fines and fees; and they, returning well content, told stories about him, invented mainly on the way home, that made King Solomon of legend seem in comparison rather a cheap and silly potentate. In far outlying villages Ommony was almost a myth. They used his name to frighten children with and as a threat conclusive when the younger members of the village council would not see sense.

So, although the chiefs provided an escort of four men whose business was to emphasize the sacredness of the flag of truce under which the party marched, and although they all carried white flags nailed to sticks, it was Ommonys person that was really sacred. The white flags did not mean much, and the chiefs representatives meant less and less as they drew near rival villages.

Entered another distinction, with its fine edge widening progressively. Ommony had lived among them for more than twenty years, through internecine outrage and occasional rebellion, with never an armed man to protect him. There had never been a man in uniform attached to Ommonys scant staff. He had been policeman, lawyer, judge, adviser, forest king, and friend so intimately and with so little friction that he was in a class by himself. Apart from the military arm  which to the Moplah is incomprehensible if it is not a direct invitation to fight. Soldiers fight  fight soldiers  the words worked either way.

And the ways of a rumor are wonderful. It turns on itself like a whirl of smoke blown in the wind, until the outside becomes the inside and sense is nonsense. Moreover, it grows, even as smoke grows, covering more ground as the particles of fact grow thinner. And in a forest that is even more the case, because the range of view is limited and the eye can seldom check up what the ear exaggerates.

So word was sent echoing from tree to crag by the Moplahs outposts, and it became known for a fact in the village, where Mahommed Babar was busily evolving his plan of campaign, that Ommon-ee was a prisoner of war, and was being marched through the jungle by a British officer and ten men. Ommony was riding and the others were on foot, but it was described with how many knots Ommonys feet were tied beneath the horses belly.

Naturally, the village wiseheads had to invent a reason for any such extraordinary turn of affairs; and, having no facts to go on, they depended wholly on imagination, which is the secret of most news anyhow. They decided that the British were bringing in Ommony with the purpose of exchanging him against the judge and his wife who were close prisoners at Podanaram.

Whereat was laughter. Who would hold Ommony prisoner for a day? Should they let the two prisoners go, whom they certainly could hold for ransom, and accept in exchange the one whom they would have to release instantly because of friendship and past favors? Moreover, Ommony had dealings with the forest devils, and might inflict disasters on them. Who knew? Such things have happened. How much simpler in any event to release Ommony and obtain his everlasting good-will, incidentally increasing their own stock of British prisoners, who would no doubt be very useful when the time for talking peace should come.

That was the argument, and action follows very close on argument in Moplah-land. Every step was easy except one, which was impossible. There was no way of surrounding the party in the forest without Ommonys junglis becoming aware of it.

So a jungli came hurrying to Ommonys stirrup and made noises with his mouth. Ommony wheeled his pony and addressed Linkinyear, who had refused the offer of a mount because it would make the men feel better if he marched with them. They were all swinging along at a good three miles an hour, carrying their tunics and brushing off flies with bits of twig and stuff  not sorry to halt  rather expecting to laugh, because Ommonys jokes seemed inexhaustible.

Whatever happens next, dont show resentment or offer to hit back, said Ommony unexpectedly. He spoke to Linkinyear, but at his men. Our escort are acting in good faith, but were surrounded, and we might be attacked if there were any hastiness.

They surrounded Ommony to hear his explanation, not that he had much to say, although Linkinyear shot question after question at him.

If youll let me keep about fifty yards ahead, Ommony suggested, that will look less as if I were relying on you for protection. The great thing is to show them from the first that we rely absolutely on their respecting a flag of truce.

He rode on. They allowed him nearly a hundred yards. So there was plenty of room, and the pony was hardly aware of disturbance behind him when fifty men rushed between Ommony and Linkinyears party. It was over so swiftly that Ommony did not even see what took place. He wheeled his pony and spurred back; but when he got there and forced his way through the yelling crowd, beating them over the head right and left with his hunting-crop, most of the men were already dead and Linkinyear was struggling under half a dozen Moplahs, who were trying to tie him and at the same time to murder a private whom he was protecting.

It was amazing what they took from Ommony without retaliation. He beat them off as a huntsman whips hounds off a kill, cracking open more than one skull with the butt of his loaded whip. But he was too late to save the lives of more than Linkinyear and three men. Two more were so badly wounded as to be obviously in their death throes, and the rest lay with their throats cut Moplah-fashion, which is right back to the spine.

Then the escort of four men, who had been leading considerably in advance for the express purpose of preventing a surprise, came running back and swore with good reason that their honor was involved. They were perfectly ready to fight about it, and would have been killed in turn if Ommony had not threatened to do murder and thus force them to do violence to himself. Whether Ommony guessed it or not, they had peremptory orders from their chiefs to do him no injury on any pretext, and he made the most of his immunity as it developed.

Linkinyear was nearly off his head  just not quite mad enough to fling himself on the Moplah knives.

You swine, he yelled at them in English. You rotten, dirty blackguards! You know what a white flag means  you! Oh, you swabs! Look what youve done, you stinkers! Good, decent fellows marching under flag of truce and  just you wait, thats all! A hundred of you swine for every decent one of my men youve murdered! Say, they dont understand that. You tell them, Ommony. One hundred of the swine for

Better give those men decent burial, Ommony suggested. Do you know the funeral service?

No. Good God! How does it begin? Any of you men know the funeral service?

Im sorry to say I know it by heart, said Ommony. He turned on the Moplahs, resting the whip on his thigh and speaking as if disobedience were unimaginable.

Dig graves for those gentlemen! he ordered.

The Moplahs demurred. They are not proponents of hard labor at the best of times. This was war  their war. There had recently arrived hugely exaggerated stories of a British victory somewhere down between Ooticamund and the sea, in which a raiding party of Moplahs had left their own dead on the field. There were stories that Hindus were burning the bodies by British order, and burning is everlasting shame and desecration to the Moslem. To be made to bury fallen British soldiers in the circumstances was something of an imposition, as they viewed it.

But not for nothing had Ommony been unofficial judge of all that land for twenty years. In their own tongue he could rake their very consciences over the coals of Eblis better than their mullahs could. For every argument that they could hurl at him he knew ten texts  could cite ten instances where they had come to him for help and had received it. Besides, they were afraid of him, and he feared nothing but his own opinion of himself.

They dug the graves  not one trench, but a separate grave for each dead man in a row along the jungle lane; and Ommony recited the funeral service seated on his pony, who behaved as if he had attended that kind of ceremony scores of times  motionless until the end.

Damn them, theyve got firearms! Let them salute my men! exploded Linkinyear when Ommony had finished.

Ommony looked at him a moment and decided on heroic means to prevent worse trouble later.

This was a horrible mistake, he said to the Moplahs, who had stood viewing the performance sulkily, waiting to push in the covering dirt with their hands when Ommony should give the word. Honorable men who make mistakes must make just acknowledgment. How many of you bear a grudge against the dead ye killed?

That was the kind of Solomon-like question with which he always had his way with them. None answered.

If these men had come to fight, ye had a right to kill. But they came peacefully, observing peace. If they had died in fair fight, there would have been others of their own race, with firearms, to pay them final honors. But they died by your mistake, unfairly. Will ye rob as well as kill?

They, whose notion of life was organized robbery, denied the imputation hotly.

But the dead are dead! exclaimed one of them.

Ye can honor the dead like honorable men, and so yourselves be honored! answered Ommony.

How then?

He told them. So the unbelievable took place. Four and fifty Moplahs, some with the blood of murdered soldiers on their bands, fired a salute at the tree-tops, not knowing what it meant exactly, but understanding that in some way they were wiping out a stain on their own honor and a score that would otherwise have increased against themselves with interest. They fired across the graves exactly as Ommony told them, and the scared crows winging from a tree near by looked like the souls of dead men.

Moslems  very ignorant Moslems  living among Hindus pick up by hearsay and observation innumerable Hindu superstitions, rail their mullahs how they may. The Moplahs glanced at the crows, met one anothers eyes and stared at Ommony with new respect.

By God! You know  by God! I say  you tell them, will you, in their own confounded bat  by God! Theyve done the right thing, damn it! Say that, will you, please? demanded Linkinyear. God damn them! Theyve done the decent thing!

But Ommony had not quite finished. He made the Moplahs fell two big trees straight across the path, so that all would go around in future, making a new track. And none would tread on the graves until the forest had blotted them out completely, along with the thousands of others that dot the earth unmarked. Then:

Tonight I will write down how ye did, said Ommony. It shall be set down that ye slew like dogs and fools, but that ye honored the dead like decent men.

Let it be set down that we did not rob the dead, but buried them in their uniforms, called out one of them.

That, too, shall be written down, said Ommony.


CHAPTER 14. But they stole no Hindu women?

Mahommed Babar had done with indecision, even if jealousy had not altogether done with him. There were those who mistrusted, without feeling strong enough to oppose him. News of the first British success to date made the moment ripe for action. He spoke like a man. He laid good plans. He gave orders without excuses, as a leader should. And as he led off through the forest he inspired confidence. Nevertheless, he also inspired resentment.

There were those beside the mullah who hurried to Podnanaram to consult with the Khalifate Committee. Some went merely as tell-tales. Others were marplots, who would have plotted the downfall of anyone who seized the leadership. About a dozen men all told, including the mullah, took to the jungle path leading to Podanaram, and the mullah saw every one of them pass him, but could not help it, being loaded with a bigger belly and more years than they.

The mullah was, furthermore, suspicious that he was followed, and that delayed him. Not sure of it. Ten times at least in the course of a long days march up hill and down dale he thought he saw somebody dodging out of sight behind him. As many times he stepped behind a tree and waited, and once he was almost sure his pursuer had crept up within twenty paces; but although he called, coaxed, challenged, cursed  and hunted among the tangled jungle growth as pluckily as if he had been a genuine fighting man instead of a rather spoiled, short-winded priest, he was still in doubt at the end of it.

The glimpses he thought he had had conveyed only one impression. Reason told him it must be false. It could not be possible, he argued, for Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan with that injury to his head to be following so persistently  unless and there another thought entered in  perhaps that injury was not so serious, in which case . . .

He put on speed for awhile. But endurance was more in his line. Speed distressed him. He sat down on a rock near a tree that shaded him from the afternoon sun, in a clearing from which he could see in several directions, and gave suspicion full rein, muttering the names of the Most High as a sort of touchstone against which to test his thoughts.

If Mahommed Babar and Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan were brothers  and whence did that suspicion come if it were baseless?  one might be spying for the other. Notoriously, brothers were either the closest friends or the deadliest enemies, almost without exception. Mahommed Babar had refused to speak with the Sirdar, yet had refused to have him imprisoned. Why? And he had ordered a report to be made of all the Sirdars sayings and doings. Strange. Very.

It began to look possible that he, the mullah, was being used as a stool- pigeon. If he was to report the Sirdars sayings, what would be easier than for the Sirdar to say things that should convey desired information? Obvious! And if he, the mullah, was to be the go-between  a go-between who was also to be spied upon  what was more probable than that the Sirdar was close on his trail?

Meanwhile, less than fifty paces from the mullah, King sat behind a tree from under whose lowest branch he could just see his quarry, and was very grateful for the short rest. The poultice of leaves had worked wonders, but the pain in his head still robbed him of fifty percent of efficiency. Nevertheless, the pursuer has all the advantage. It is much easier to keep a fugitive in sight than to make the pace, especially if the fugitive is short-winded and the pursuer long-winded.

Officers of the Indian Army are encouraged to hunt the most difficult big game in the world because of the experience it gives them, and the mullah would never have caught a glimpse of King unless he had so chosen. He had deliberately shown himself a dozen times for a fraction of a moment because he wanted him rather rattled. Nervousness upsets even a mullahs judgment, and it is by the other mans mistakes that the pursuer profits.

Cagey old bird, the mullah! He settled himself apparently for a well- earned snooze in the shade  but with his head turned in the direction from which pursuit would come. King could just discern beyond the clearing the only possible path by which the mullah could eventually resume his journey. So he skirted the clearing, which was a very difficult thing to do without betraying himself because of the denseness of the undergrowth and the necessity for crossing the open scores of times. Having reached the point where the track plunged again into the jungle, he sat down exactly in the midst of it, and waited. Cagey old bird though the mullah might be, there was salt on his tail!

When King began to make his circuit of the clearing the mullah heard a few dry twigs break, as King intended that he should. Thereafter was silence, and the mullah lay shamming sleep, with one eye watching the direction whence the noise of breaking twigs had come. At the end of half an hour he could endure the suspense no longer. He got up suddenly, and ran for the point where he had heard the twigs break, found nothing, beat about the bush for fifteen minutes, and returned jumpily nervous to the rock, where he had left his bundle of traveling necessities. It was gone!

The ground was too dry to take footprints. There was nothing to show whether bird, beast, or man had done the lifting, and the mullah in his heart suspected devils. Even his cotton umbrella was gone  that inseparable emblem of his dignity that, unlike all other dignities in this world, provided comfort too!

One point was settled at all events. It was a common thief, and not the Sirdar Mahommed Akbar Khan. No sirdar would steal a mullahs cloth bundle containing snuff, soap, tobacco, socks and a change of shirts. Luckily he had tucked his small supply of money into the fold of his belly-band. Luckily, too, he knew of a lodging for the night, where he would be treated with proper dignity, umbrella or no umbrella. He resumed his journey angrily, yet praising Allah in that he had not been killed.

He was telling his beads as he turned the corner into the jungle lane on the far side of the clearing, and it should not be written of a mullah that he screamed. It was not a scream. It was blended of oath, prayer, exclamation, agony of fear, astonishment, roar of rage, and recovering presence of mind. There is no one word in all the dictionaries that covers that ground completely; but there is one sound that expresses all of it, and the mullah used the sound, leaping backward at the same time like a colt that sees an adder in the path.

King rose easily from a sitting posture, holding the mullahs bundle and umbrella  very careful indeed not to startle his man any further. For that rusty Mauser pistol might go off after all, supposing the mullah could find it among the folds of his clothes.

I saw that your eminence was tired, so I picked these up to carry them for a while!

How  why  what?  Allah! Why are you not where I told you to stay?

The saber was clean and sharp. None came. I was curious to see the village. I emerged  looked about me  caught sight of your eminence  and naturally followed.

Naturally! the mullah snorted. Did the door open naturally? The lock was smashed to atoms!

Yes. A poor lock and a good saber! Which way shall I carry your eminences bundle  forward or toward home?

The mullah eyed him, hesitating. He looked tired, and there was pain behind his eyes as if his head ached terribly; but none the less he was an antagonist too well-set-up and limber-looking to be tackled except as a last resource. Besides  

I have no means of protecting you. Can you protect me if we march together? asked the mullah.

But no wise man shows his weapons until he means to use them.

We came thus far, King answered, smiling. If Allah pleases  is the road much longer?

The mullah decided on direct tactics. This was a crafty fellow, who could outwit craft. It would be waste of words to try cozening him.

Tell me truly how you stand toward Mahommed Babar! he demanded. Are you his friend or his enemy? I charge you, answer the the truth, or the curse of Allah and of all His angels shall pursue you forever!

King answered without a moments hesitation.

Mahommed Barbar is a friend of the Moplahs and of all who love liberty, he answered.

And you?

I, too, am a friend of the Moplahs.

That was as direct an answer as a man may expect in a land that had studied evasiveness for seven thousand years.

You spy on me on his behalf? asked the mullah.

I am his friend. And you? King retorted.

The mullah made a virtue of necessity  an easy enough thing to do when you are a fatalist by profession. Believing in prayer and direct answer to prayer  failing any means to rid himself of this man  and having prayed repeatedly for guidance in the present difficult turn of affairs, the mullah considered himself guided accordingly. This sirdar must be a guide sent purposely by Allah.

I am his good friend! he answered. It was I who placed in his hands the saber that you sharpened, in token of Allahs blessing. He hitched the saber on and has gone foraying.

They swung into step together and walked in silence for a mile or two, until the sun got down so low that all was deep gloom under the trees; and the monkeys chattered overhead quarreling about perches for the night.

Where are we going? King asked at last.

Podanaram. But not tonight. Tomorrow. I go to find out what the Khalifate Committee says about our friend Mahommed Babar. The news had gone ahead of me; no need for us to hurry. We are near a place where we can spend the night.

From under the trees you can see the stars before the sun goes down, but dimly. It was just as the stars shone forth with full brilliancy that the mullah pushed King up a side path whose existence was concealed by a tree-trunk lying parallel with the main track.

Most men are afraid of this place, he said. Are you timid about devils?

Suddenly the mullah turned aside again, and a dim light showed itself a hundred yards away at the end of the gut of gloom. A man was holding a lamp  one of those earthenware things like a saucer, with a lip to take the wick. They followed the light, and the man led the way into an ancient temple that was part cave, part masonry  a Hindu temple, very likely once Buddhist, now indubitably Moslem superficially. For the noses had been knocked off the images that lined the walls, and some parts of their anatomy were missing altogether.

This man was a Hindu priest, said the mullah with a self-satisfied smirk, taking the lamp and shifting it this way and that so that King could have a good view of their host. I circumcised him. He is grateful. He and I have been good friends ever since.

Strange that a man should feel grateful for being circumcised against his will, and for having his temple walls shorn of their beauty. King met the Hindus eyes, and one of those intuitive flashes of intelligence passed between them as incomprehensible as ether and electricity, no more, no less. The Hindu offered them water, washed the mullahs feet, then Kings, with the forlorn air of a man who has lost his caste forever; and then brought food, which he served on the temple floor. King sat thinking, saying nothing. The mullah patronized the ex-Hindu, tossing him insignificant scraps of news and asking questions.

At last the mullah wiped his beard and announced his intention of sleeping until an hour before dawn, when he expected to resume his journey. With a dumb glance in Kings direction that implored him to stay where he was, the Hindu led the mullah away to some chamber in the rear and presently returned. He made a small fire of crossed sticks on the temple floor between himself and King, and sat before it, saying nothing until the mullahs snores came thundering and rasping through an open door. Then:

You are a Hindu at heart! said King, looking straight at him.

You are a white man  English! the Hindu answered.

If that were true, would it mean anything to you? King asked.

Hope! he replied, speaking English. I had almost given up hope. My spirit said you are English. You are a secret agent of the Government  an officer, I think. If you stay here I can be useful to you after that mullah has gone in the morning. Can you think of an excuse?

Easily. My head is injured. But how can you be useful?

Listen, sahib. You are here to work against these Moplahs  is it not so? I would give my right hand, and my left hand  my feet, eyes, liver  and all my life for one real chance to do the Moplah cause an injury! I am a renegade outcast, without honor in this world or the next. Nothing is left for me but vengeance, and I crave that as a hungry man craves food. I could have slain this cursed mullah, but I yearn to do the whole Moplah brood an injury! That mullah thinks he is the only guest who uses this place, and his talk is forever of devils, to keep others away from here. Stay here, sahib, and you shall know all the reports that reach the Khalifate Committee. Only promise me  on your sacred honor, sahib  that you will use the information against the Moplahs!

They must be defeated, King answered.

He showed King a place to sleep, in a niche behind a great stone image, and lent him a pair of most unpriestly blankets. But King was not allowed to sleep much, either during that night or those that followed. What the snoring mullah fondly dreamed was his own private preserve turned out to be a secret meeting-place. Ex-Hindus who had been converted forcibly to Islam, losing caste so that return to their own religion was hopeless, as every suppressed people in the world has always done, had formed themselves into a secret society with passwords, signs, and countersigns. But they were much more deadly dangerous than most in that they eschewed murder and confined their activities to spying, hoping to know so much about the Moplah cause that they could some day ruin it with information laid in the proper quarter.

King was awakened about midnight to sit up behind the stone image and listen to a man whose brother was secretary to the self-appointed Khalifate Committee. They had had to make use of ex-Hindus because the number of Moplahs who can read and write is approximately zero. A few mullahs. A few headmen. A few of the sons of the wealthier land-owners. No Moplah wanted any such menial task, and the virtue of the ex-Hindu consisted in his being so utterly forlorn and spiritless as not to be dangerous to anyone  presumably.

He described the Committees reception of the news of Mahommed Babars coup detat. They had approved the idea of a leader who led; who rallied a village around him and started on a foray almost before his leadership had been confirmed; a soldier, who had training and experience. But they objected emphatically to a leader who preached observance of the rules of war. In perfect pantomime, and even mimicking the voices, the man described each member of the Committees reaction to the news.

And they will do something terrible to offset the preaching of Mahommed Babar, he prophesied before he left.

There was no danger of the mullah overhearing, even if his own snores had not rendered the feat impossible. There were some small boys, who appeared from nowhere in particular and sat on guard in the doorway of the mullahs chamber. If he had wakened the alarm would have been given.

Never more than one visitor entered the temple at a time. There was some means of signaling with the lamp that kept new arrivals at a distance until whoever was talking to the ex-priest took his leave. In that way none but the ex-priest received the news, and none could swear who his informant had been. There was almost no chance for treachery.

It was like being in the center of a well-laid system of wires. Not an hour of the night went by but someone brought news. Of a Moplah raid. Of a Hindu village burned. Of a British force entangled in the trees and badly cut up. Of a counter-attack and a Moplah retreat. The dates of events were confusing, but the particulars were clearly given, as if the informants had trained themselves determinedly.

News came, about fifteen minutes before the mullah snored his final blast and came out to pray noisily on the temple portico, of Mahommed Babars nights adventure. He had burned the railway bridges over the most difficult section of the line, and had chased away a contingent of sappers who had been trying to make the track practicable for an armored train.

But they stole no Hindu women, and burned no villages! said the informant, as if that were much the most important part of the story.

The ex-priest told the mullah that King was delirious with fever, and the mullah was so little disturbed by the news that he did not even trouble to confirm it, mumbling only something about the devils of the place.

I will call for him on my return, he said blandly. Then, accepting a handful of chupatties to break his fast with on the way, he stepped out into the cool, rustling darkness that precedes dawn.

Thereafter King slept in snatches, and was entertained in snatches. His host never once let him be seen by the men who brought information. That seemed to be the first and most strictly observed rule of all, that each was entitled to full secrecy and only the ex-priest should meet any informant face to face.

The Khalifate Committee aired their views rashly, considering that their servants were all forcible converts. Not even the General Staffs in France ever talked more incredibly loosely. Almost every argument and change of opinion reached Kings ears within six hours of its expression by an irritated member of the Committee.

More and more their discussion raged around the subject of Mahommed Babar. Reports were so constantly and so cleverly turned in that King even got to know what policy was favored by which Committee-man, and who were the most consistent zealots of the nine.

By midnight of the second night the news had become fixed in an alarming groove, as disturbing to the ex-Hindus as to King himself.

Many villages, some a long way off, are offering allegiance to Mahommed Babar, and to all he makes the stipulation that the rules of war shall be observed. The Committee desire outrages. They wish to force the British to make stern reprisals. They have sent their messengers in every direction, urging the contrary of what Mahommed Babar teaches, and now they have a worse plan. They desire to antagonize the British against Hindus and Moslems equally. Thereby they propose to torture and kill the two English prisoners  the Kadi and his memsahib  and to lay the blame to Hindu converts; the argument being that British soldiery will draw no distinction between Hindu or convert but will retaliate on all and sundry. Well handled, that would make a good story with which to goad the rest of India to rebellion.

If that is their plan, why do they delay? asked the ex-priest shrewdly cross-examining.

Because they hope for more prisoners. They wish to perpetrate a thorough- going outrage that will madden the English to a pitch of frenzy.

King waited the whole of another day listening to the development of that plan, and then there came news that put an end to mere eavesdropping. It was time to move swiftly. The mullah had not returned, and there was no news of him; so King accepted the chupatties that were ever a symbol of action in the Hindu world, and set forth with a lean, half-naked boy, who knew the distant village where Mahommed Babar was.


CHAPTER 15. That kind of talk is always true.

The mullah, returning from Podanaram, avoided the temple where he had left King, reasoning that if, as was likely enough, the sirdar should escape, the ex-priest would be blamed for it. For himself, he had troubles enough without any added difficulty of making explanations to Mahommed Babar.

He returned to his own village in doubt about Mahommed Babar. The Khalifate Committee head decided to throw their whole influence against him. Choosing the weaker of two sides was not the mullahs guiding principle, and he would have cheerfully given the amount of a years stipend for sure, prophetic knowledge as to which of the rival influences would prevail.

As a Moslem and a mullah, he could hardly disapprove a plan to murder a couple of foreign infidels, if the cause of Islam was to be gained by it. What did prisoners expect? They would be lucky not to be tortured as well as murdered. Nevertheless, the project scared him. In the long run the British always had been victorious. It would be unpleasant to be hanged. Vastly safer to have an alibi. If Mahommed Babar were really strong enough to prevail against the Khalifate Committee, undoubtedly the best plan would be to notify Mahommed Babar of the project. He could manage that without the Khalifate Committee learning of his discretion, as he described it to himself, because he had promised them to return to his village and spy on Mahommed Babar. But he must have a witness, otherwise the double play would be no use. He must be able to prove, in the contingency of British victory, that he used his influence against the murder of European prisoners.

It was in that frame of mind that he approached his village near nightfall. The village was almost empty of inhabitants, excepting women and children, who, however, were creating a prodigious disturbance at the foot of the hill, where the one street entered the jungle. He hurried downhill to investigate, and was met by Ommony on pony-back, who knew him slightly, and whom he knew very well indeed by reputation.

You step down opportunely out of Allahs lap, said Ommony by way of greeting. Save these mens lives, will you? This is a British officer. These are three of his men. The remainder were killed in the jungle, while marching behind me under flag of truce  a bad mistake! Now these idiots of women want to kill the rest of them.

Where are you going? asked the mullah.

To Podanaram.

The mullah thumbed his beads in secret recognition of the wondrous ways of Allah, and launched forth a string of abuse that sent the women homeward. That left some half-dozen old men and cripples, and four or five armed youths who for one reason or another had not accompanied the raiders. The mullah gave Linkinyear and the three men into their charge. Ommony protested. The mullah excused himself, but was adamant. He said it would cause a bad impression in the village if he acted otherwise, but invited Ommony, as a favored individual, to come to the mosque with him and talk the situation over.

Ommony yielded the point temporarily, knowing from experience how vastly easier it is to conduct an argument without an audience. Linkinyear did his best to look cheerful, and encouraged his three remaining men by sitting down beside them, ignoring rank over their protests. The mullah took Ommonys stirrup uphill, and the four Moplahs who had been lent by the chief for an escort took to their heels incontinently. Ommony tied the pony to a tree outside the mosque, and a jungli, whom no one had noticed hitherto, came and sat in the dust beside the animal. The mullah led the way around the mosque and through a gap in the fence into the room whence King had cut his way out with a saber. The door had not been repaired.

If your honor will be seated, I will find my servant.

Ommony raised no objection. Unless your host in those parts commits himself to some extent by supplying food and drink you have small chance of gaining your point. He sat down on the bed and pulled out a cigar  paused  lighted it  smoked  smoked the whole of it. His host was gone more than half an hour, yet it was not politic to arouse suspicion by betraying it.

Meanwhile the mullah went into the mosque and sat there. He wanted time to think. He took off his turban and pressed his temples between both hands. Put on the turban again and knelt in prayer. Laid his forehead on the mosque floor  then rose and beat his forehead with his fists. Went out and found his servant, but suddenly changed his mind about what he had meant to say. Abused him roundly for looking like a fool, to the shame of his Creator, and then coaxed him, begging him to be discreet. Ordered him into the mosque. Ordered him out again. Called him back. Made him squat down before him. Warned him how Allah is omnipresent  omniscient  knows, hears, sees all things and reads mens hearts. Bound the servant to secrecy by half a score inviolable oaths  and then sent him downhill to tell the whole party who were standing guard over the prisoners to march all four of them away at once to Padanaram, and to bring him an answer.

The answer came back in the shape of a protesting Moplah, who accompanied the servant and demanded to know whether they were to march through the jungle by night. Was the whole world crazy all at once? The mullah told the servant to say yes. The other refused indignantly, because of the danger. The mullah cursed him; then cursed and coaxed alternately; then coaxed  through the mosque door. They compromised. The prisoners were to be taken out of the village immediately, sleep wherever there was shelter, hurry on to Padanaram at dawn. Praise Allah! The mullah had not compromised himself. He could claim afterward that he had sent the prisoners along, or that he had not. None had seen him talking through the mosque door, except the servant; he could beat him.

He returned to Ommony, who was pacing the room restlessly  had to go out again, however, because he had forgotten in the excitement to tell his servant to bring food. Came back again and sat down rather humbly on the floor in front of Ommony.

And now, O Father of the Forest, let us seek to oblige each other, he suggested.

Have you ordered food for that officer and his men? Ommony demanded.

That is what took this long while. It was necessary to see the food was suitable. It has been done.

He described in considerable detail the ingredients and condiments that had gone into the imaginary stew, whereat Ommony professed himself satisfied. Ommony began to explain the situation in detail, dwelling on the baseness of murdering unarmed men who came carrying white flags. He told why they were coming. He, Ommony, had consented to the expedition for no reason whatever except to save the Moplahs from consequences that inevitably must ensue if they should murder those two prisoners at Padanaram.

The mullah grew nervous again. He suggested that the consequences might not be so serious. Ommony disabused his mind. After the British victory, which must come sooner or later, the defeated Moplahs would be falling over one another to denounce the authors of every outrage, and nothing would be easier than for the British to identify culprits, who would be hanged after trial and conviction.

The mullah became very nervous indeed. Ommony pointed out that foreigners from other parts of India, who might look just at present like responsible people, would undoubtedly try to run away before the end came, leaving the Moplahs to shoulder the consequences.

The mullah, more nervous than ever, excused himself to go and see why the food was so long coming  actually to find his servant and countermand the order about taking those prisoners to Podanaram. But he could not find the servant. He had to get another man to make tea for his guest, and by the time that came at last it was after sunset.

Where are my friends going to sleep? demanded Ommony.

The mullah professed not to know. By that time he was too jumpy to invent a workable lie on the spur of a moment. Ommony insisted on finding out where they were to sleep; invited the mullah to accompany him, but threatened to go alone and investigate otherwise. Not knowing exactly what excuse to make, but hoping for something to turn up, the mullah took a lantern and followed him out, taking the lead as they passed through the gap in the fence and drew abreast of the mosque portico.

There a man ran into them  cannoned off the mullah in the dark and nearly upset Ommony. He was heaving  sweating  did not smell like a native of Madras  and Ommonys nose was jungle keen. The man collapsed on the portico, gasping for breath. Ommony took the lantern from the mullah and, stooping to see who had come in all that haste, looked into the face of Athelstan King!

Oh, hello! he said. Lo, Cot!

Ommony and the mullah picked him up between them and supported him into the mosque, where Ommony kicked his boots off as a concession to the mullahs prejudices.

Thought you were dead, he said, smiling at King in the dancing, dim lantern light.

That was guesswork, Cot, not thinking! Is it true He lay down a minute, still panting for breath, then sat up again. Sorry. Ran uphill. Is it true you had an officer and three men with you? Women said so. Why dyou let em take em to Podanaram?

Ommonys lower jaw dropped a trifle as he turned on the mullah, that was all. The mullah recognized a crisis and proceeded to use his natural weapon.

This person is an English spy, for he speaks English! he announced. You  you had our confidence! I will denounce you both!

Man without brains or hope of life eternal! exclaimed King in the vernacular. I come from Mahommed Babar, who now has four hundred followers. He cares nothing for mullahs  all for his friends! He is within a march of here.

The mullah chewed the cud on that a minute, then nodded and got up to leave the mosque.

Sit down there! commanded Ommony, who, however, had no weapon.

The mullah reached into the folds of his clothes for his own rusty Mauser  hearing a low whistle and, turning, found himself looking down the barrel of Kings little automatic.

Give me your weapon, and sit down! ordered Ommony. The mullah obeyed in both particulars.

I was scratching myself, he explained. I wasnt going to use that.

Allahs own truth! agreed Ommony. It wouldnt have gone off. Here, take it.

The mullah stored the Mauser away again with an air of drawing comfort from it nevertheless.

Weve got to do something quick! said King. He tapped the mullahs knee with an arresting finger. It is not too late for you to put yourself right! We are men worth making friends of, Ommony and I. Can you bring that officer and his men back here at once?

I dont know where they are, said the mullah impotently.

Ommony gave King a brief account of how they had come, King interjecting short, quick questions, which Ommony answered in the same laconic code. Then:

Every prisoner in Podanaram, including Judge Wilmshurst and his wife, is going to be tortured and murdered! King announced. Some talk of making it a public exhibition. The majority favors doing it in secret and showing the bodies afterward from village to village  commit em as accessories  encourage further outrage  offset the influence of Mahommed Babar, who preaches decency and enforces it.

Better get word to him, Ommony suggested.

Ive just come from him. Strange fellow. Had a long talk. Seems it was we who drove him to rebellion. Yes, you and I, Cot! Member when we shot Shere Ali? Member how he flinched, or seemed to? Swears he didnt. Swears he stepped back to tempt the brute, and had perfect confidence in us. When he saw the look on our faces he knew he wasnt one of us and never would be! Thats his version of it. Says we thought him a coward, and he didnt care to argue.

That kind of talk is always true, said Ommony. A liar would have invented something plausible.

I tried to get him interested in Mr. and Mrs. Wilmshurst; heard all about them in a temple where this mullah left me. Mahommed Babar said he was sorry for Mrs. Wilmshurst, hardly interested in the judge, and busy in any event. True, too. Really is busy. Theyre flocking to his standard in scores by the hour. Then there came a rumor about you and a party of British soldiers surrounded and cut up in the jungle.

Mahommed Babar didnt believe a word of it  gave me leave to live  said he will always consider himself my friend  and hinted that the interview was over. I came hurrying here to investigate the rumor about you and soldiers. Its bad, Cot. Rotten. What are we going to do?

I can go to Podanaram, suggested Ommony.

Worse and worse! Theyd kill you out of hand, and impale your head to prove all hells loose! No. Think of something else. This mullah. What about him? He cooked the goose. Can he uncook it?

Ommony considered the mullah for a moment.

He has points. He has points, he answered. I wouldnt trust him out of my sight.

Dyou know where Mahommed Babar is? asked King, and the mullah nodded.

Both King and Ommony considered in silence for several minutes. Each kept looking at the other. The same idea was dawning in both minds and the mullah recognized the birth of a force that would sweep him he knew not whither.

I have been a friend to both of you  to both of you! he muttered.

Do you understand that the murder of those prisoners must be stopped? King demanded at last.

The mullah nodded. He would have agreed to almost anything, but he seemed convinced of that.

If we promise to report to the authorities that you did so, are you willing to use your influence to prevent those people from being tortured and killed?

In the name of the Lord of Mercies, yes.

You realize that Mahommed Babar has forbidden outrage from the first? Good. As a mullah you have influence with his men? Good. If you go and argue with his men that this outrage at Padanaram must be prevented, he cannot accuse you of being in opposition to him, can he? Better and better. Go and do that. Go with Ommony sahib. If you do your work cleverly, when Mahommed Babar tells his men that this crime at Padanaram must be prevented, they will have been convinced already. They will obey with alacrity. Small time will be wasted. Will you do that?

Better let me go alone, the mullah answered, ever on the alert for a chance to switch plans undetected. Then suddenly he recalled an earlier thought that, he must have a witness if his alibi was to be the least use. No. No. It is good. I will go with Ommon-ee.

King shut both fists in a characteristic gesture. As you suggested; keep him in sight, Cot. Im off to Podanaram  now  tonight  no argument. Arrive as soon after dawn as I can make it. Will you lend me your pony? Have to take a chance on leopards.

Take the pony certainly. But what when you get there? asked Ommony.

Surrender, of course  tell em Im an Englishman. Theyll add me to the list for auto-da-fe. You tell Mahommed Babar where I am. Say I sent you. Dont say anything about his father and mine, but say as regards that tiger incident Im giving him the benefit of the doubt.

You think

I know! Has the pony been fed?

He has. And theres a jungli who can get you by the leopards, answered Ommony.


CHAPTER 16. Tomorrow a big victory!

Although it lacked two hours of dawn, the roar amid the trees was like the din of a city. In a clearing, partly natural and partly new  hewn, the watch-fires threw sparks that would have set Ommonys heart on fire, but more by luck than arrangement the dry trees had not caught. There was a glow over the tree-tops, and a great din where the blacksmith labored, so that from half a mile away it might have looked like a Titans forge. Only it would have been very risky for strangers to come within a mile, because of the pickets who guarded every negotiable track.

Mahommed Babar had done with indecision. He walked resolutely from one fire to the next addressing scant words to the men who cleaned their weapons by the blaze or merely awoke from slumber to greet him as he went by. No need to listen to what he said. His attitude  with a great old-fashioned saber slung from his shoulder by a modern Sam Browne belt; the reception he received; the air of alert expectancy he left behind him  all were perfectly eloquent. Nevertheless, the words, being the expression of the spirit in him, were important.

Tomorrow a big victory! Obedience, remember  wait for the word  leave loot to the jackals  be tigers! Be proud! Seek nothing but to conquer in fair fight  and the rest is sure! You shall have a victory tomorrow, and then forward to another one!

As savages will, they turned his words over and over by one fire, while he strode to the next, where someone would stir the sleepers and they would all sit up and grunt at him.

They conquered India by discipline  by obedience to orders  by fighting fair and not establishing resentment. When they take prisoners they treat them well, caring for the wounded. Do ye so likewise. In no other way can ye win freedom.

He had the fiery eye and carriage of a man of action  looked like a fighting man  and yet refrained from foaming at the mouth and calling on God to curse whoever disagreed with him. Which, if they did not analyze, they at least appreciated. He told them at another fire how he had thrown his all, including life, into the scale. They might trust him to do his best for them.

There are others who urge you to outrage now, who will run from the first sign of disaster. You will find me with you to the end, whatever that may be!

By one fire a fellow sneered openly, demanding what hope of profit had brought him from the North to claim leadership.

I fight for all India, he answered. I forbid rape and murder, and you hate me. But I tell you, it is only by such fighting as I permit that you can win freedom and set India free!

The idea of setting India free was a brand-new one to most of them. If he left an excellent impression, it was much like a ships wake that prevails but seldom long. There were men who followed him surreptitiously from fire to fire, undoing his words, reversing them, pouring scorn on them, quoting the Koran in evidence that it is right to murder infidels of all sorts.

He says that he will be with us to the end, but that is talk. Watch him! He will leave us in the lurch. Even tomorrow, possibly. The Khalifate Committee speak ill of him. They say he is paid by Hindus to protect their property and lives. It is hinted that he serves the British. If that were so, that might explain why he insists on treating prisoners so tenderly! Turn that thought over in your minds, my brothers! Victory tomorrow? For whom? For himself doubtless!

He had no other means of thwarting the discontented element than that he took, constantly moving about and appealing to the spirit of the others. He had hardly had time to surround himself with a group of loyalists, hand picked, really to be depended on, although he had done his best along that line. Over by his tent, which was a tarpaulin spread over branches, his more or less inner guard waited for him. When he approached they showed him a good deal of deference; but that was not in necessarily every instance more than their way of excusing themselves for accepting his leadership. To obey him and not appear to respect him would have been to make themselves ridiculous.

The bonfire in front of a tarpaulin was his G.H.Q. Thither the runners came, bringing messages from the out-thrown intelligence units  spies, the enemy called them  scouts, they called themselves  experts unquestionably. Mahommed Babar sat down on a log with his saber across his knees, and two runners who had been waiting for him stood up to tell their story.

The British work their way along the railway line. They toil by night, with great oil-burning lamps that roar exceedingly. Where the bridges are broken they use timber very cunningly. Soldiers guard the workers with machine-guns, and a tee-rain follows fifty paces at a time as fast as the rails are laid. Another took up the tale from another angle.

They push supplies along the mended line  heavily guarded  food and ammunition for a thousand men perhaps

Perhaps! agreed Mahommed Babar with a dry nod. They have no thousand men. Two hundred men in five days eat as much as a thousand men in one.

They come fast, sahib! It is better we oppose them now.

Let them come! he answered.

Some of the men around the fire caught one anothers eyes at that. One of them tendered advice;

But, sahib, if we let them come too far there are others who will pounce on them and get the loot. We are not the only armed men in the woods.

We are the wise men of the woods! he answered. Let others fight them. We will cut their line of communications when the time comes. They will be obliged to surrender. The more well-treated prisoners we have, the easier it will be to make satisfactory terms. What we must do is to defeat, not aggravate.

Sahib, they say you have a purpose in holding us back.

I have a purpose.

They say a private purpose.

None who believes that need follow me.

There began to be a fairly obvious division of his adherents into two. Perhaps a third of them believed their own advantage lay in supporting him as long, at least, as success might seem to attend his methods. Two-thirds proposed to use him for their own ends, and, if he would not be used, either to force his hand or else cast him off.

We fighting men came to find a leader. You show us words and dalliance, one man grumbled.

The woods are already full of loot, but the others have it all. Where is ours? said another.

Listen! said a third. There is a Hindu shroff who has fled to Calicut, but his house lies yonder, half a days march. Once he lent me a little money. Three times with the aid of the notes I signed he took away all I had, and he claims that I still owe him more than he originally lent me. Lead to that mans village! Let me see the burning of his whole property! Thereafter you may lead me where you will!

Mahommed Babar got to his feet, rested his hands on the saber in front of him, and met the gaze of every man in turn. The firelight shone in his eyes, and the most inexpert guesser might have known that even his Oriental patience was near exhaustion.

How many times shall I tell you I am no mans agent? he demanded. He spoke through his teeth, spitting the words at them. I lead, or I do not lead.

Very well, lead on! retorted someone from just beyond the zone of light. Thus far you have only led on little forays. We will give you until an hour after dawn to lead us against this big force that comes along the railway. Defeat that for us  lead us to all that loot  and we will follow you from here to the sea and plunder Calicut and give you all the richest gems in the city!

That was short notice. The stars were already paling. A considerable murmur of applause greeted the last speaker, and before Mahommed Babar could reply another runner came, announcing that Moplahs to the north and westward wanted to know at what hour the attack on the railway repairing party should begin. He was answered in chorus.

An hour after dawn! Mahommed Babar will lead us then or sooner!

Somebody hustled the messenger out of the light-zone and sent him away on the run to deliver his answer. Other men by the bivouac fires began passing the word along, and the enthusiasm leaped from fire to fire until the whole clearing roared the news, and the men in the outer ring of Mahommed Babars circle smiled.

Another word began passing from lip to lip among the shadows. Now we shall see! He says he will be with us to the end. They say he will run from real danger. We shall know within an hour or two.

That was such obviously good leverage that the inner circle caught it up and used it.

Now deeds may answer words and all will know that you are not paid by the enemy to save their lives and property!

There was nothing indecisive in his answer. He drew his saber with a jerk of the wrist that made the fine steel thrum.

It is good! he answered. Ye shall have your way! An hour after dawn I will lead against the British force  and by the holy blood of martyrs ye shall rub your noses into the worst of it! I will pistol the man who flinches! Headmen!  jemadars!  join your parties  inspect weapons  see the men are fed  be ready!

In a moment he was almost alone by the fire, standing, staring rather gloomily in front of him, angry because he knew he was being forced into a mistake, yet seeing no way out of it. True, he might snatch a victory, but it would be costly and worth nothing. If he could only hold them back he knew he could accomplish something worthwhile, at almost no cost in life at all.

Well, there was nothing else for it; he must establish his reputation, on which authority must rest. He was turning to eat the food that a servant brought when another messenger arrived.

A sahib comes!

A sahib? What sahib? You are crazy!

But the sahib, walking swiftly and followed by a weary mullah, arrived almost as soon as the messenger.

Dont shoot, Mahommed Babar! said the sahibs good-humored voice. Im Ommony.


CHAPTER 17. I am a rebel.

The door of the priests chamber in the temple of Padanaram opened suddenly and they thrust a man in so violently that he stumbled and fell over the recumbent body of a soldier who lay asleep on the stone floor. There were only two cots. One was occupied by Mrs. Wilmshurst.

Is this to be another Black Hole of Calcutta? she complained.

The suggestion was absurd. It was a good, large, airy room for one thing. The sun was already above the trees outside and flooded the room through a large window set high in the wall, through which escape might almost have been possible, for there was no glass  no bars. Only, one did not know what was outside, and the judge was neither active nor adventurous. The soldier acquiesced, dog-weary, and knowing what they knew.

The judge had lent his cot for a few hours to Linkinyear, who sat up and stared.

Oh, are we to have natives in here? asked Mrs. Wilmshurst in the identical tone of voice that has made most of the trouble between the East and West.

The man recovered himself, apologized to the soldier, and faced Mrs. Wilmshursts cot, on which she lay clothed, languidly fanning herself.

Pardon the interruption, but they threw me in here, he explained.

Oh well  if you couldnt help it, I suppose

I could have helped it all right, he answered.

By that time they were all staring at him  judge, Linkinyear, three privates of the line, and Mrs. Wilmshurst  puzzled principally by the excellence of his English.

Oh  beg pardon! I forgot. My names King. Traveling incog, thats all.

Not Major King  whom I met at Poona? Mrs. Wilmshurst would have used her lorgnon if she had had one. Mr. Ommonys friend? Well, I never! You look as if you need a bath. Sorry we cant oblige you.

Well, well! her husband exclaimed, stepping forward to shake hands. At least were safe then! The famous Athelstan King

Not in the least safe, King interrupted. Has anybody tried that window? Backs, please.

Two of Linkinyears men stood face to the wall, and King climbed on to their shoulders. One glance through the window was sufficient.

Not at all safe. Small yard  high wall  jungle. Two men with rifles on the wall, and probably others on the temple roof. Impracticable.

What then? the judge asked. Why are you here? You say you could have helped it?

Heard you were all here, so came and surrendered to the Khalifate Committee. They were delighted, of course.

Goodness gracious! Why didnt you run the other way and bring some help? Mrs. Wilmshurst asked indignantly. If the authorities knew we were here theyd

No time, King assured her. She was right in her diagnosis. He was not a ladys man. Were to be murdered. High noon today. Bodies disgustingly mutilated, before death or afterward  then placed on view  excite the Moplahs. Murder will be secret. Afterwards theyll advertise it. Scheme is to persuade Moplahs to go in for frightfulness wholesale.

Oh, my God! said Mrs. Wilmshurst. What do they kill you with? Knives?

Pardon me, old top, but have you a weapon of any kind? asked Linkinyear.

Sorry. No. Had a pistol, but they searched me rather thoroughly just now, King answered.

How do you know that is their intention? asked the judge. Perhaps they were only threatening you on purpose to terrify

Oh no. You see, I didnt tell them who I was at first. They mistook me for a friend. Told everything. It was after that that I mentioned my real name and nationality, and of course then there was nothing to do but kill me or throw me in here. Mean minutes while they decided that point!

But, my dear man  that was quixotic, wasnt it? Outside, and incognito, there was surely always a chance in a thousand to help save us, whereas

Whereas inside Ive an even chance, King interrupted. Cot Ommony has gone for help to a friend of mine, who has influence and some backing. He cant refuse to rescue me  at least, I hope not. He wont, if I know him. The risk is he may be overruled by the men about him. And, of course, he may arrive too late. Id say the chance was fifty-fifty.

Mrs. Wilmshurst got up and paced the floor, trying to master herself. Her husband began to offer sympathy, a little clumsily but kindly. She shook him off.

I tell you what, she said suddenly. We ought to pray. Lets all pray. Do you hear me?

They heard, but none responded. She returned to her cot to lie down and pray by herself.

What do you say they kill you with? Knives? she asked. Oh, my God!

King entered into details, in particular about the Khalifate Committee, whose prisoners they were.

Moplahs are decent savages. That Committee are devils, he insisted. All theyre playing for is ructions, north, south, east, and west. Bag them, and this Moplah business might be over in a month or two.

Why discuss that? Theyve bagged us! said the judge with a wry smile.

Oh, my God! I cant remember any prayers! said Mrs. Wilmshurst. Which of you knows a prayer?

One of the privates did, and volunteered to prove it. Mrs. Wilmshurst welcomed him and they knelt against the cot, one on either side.

Cant we stage a show of some kind? wondered Linkinyear. We might stand by the door and swat them as they come through  swat or scrag them. Kill a few before they snaffle us. The hell of it is theyll get the beldame anyhow. If Id a gun

Come and listen, Lu! Mrs. Wilmshurst called to her husband. This man prays beautifully! He has made me cry already! Come here at once!

The judge went and sat on the end of the cot, listening with a rather puzzled look. He might have been hearing a witness in a rare language.

If Mahommed Babar comes too late, said King, theres this  perhaps we couldnt have used our lives to better advantage.

How so? demanded Linkinyear. Id rather take mine with the damage Id done all in full view around me!

It might be the last of this Committee, King answered. The sight of us all dead may arouse Mahommed Babar to the

There came a kick against the door. It opened slightly. There was a noise of scuffling, and it closed again.

There! Someones coming to the rescue! There! That comes of praying! exclaimed Mrs. Wilmshurst, getting off her knees. The door opened wide. A man in a khaki shirt and pants, without much else on, was hurled in backward and the door slammed shut.

There? Is that your Mahommed Babar?

It was Cotswold Ommony, flat on his back. King helped him to his feet.

Lo, Cot!

Lo, Athelstan!

Any prospect?

None whatever!

How did you come so quickly?

Borrowed his horse. When I gave him your message he was eating chupatties, standing in front of his tent. He went on eating.

My friend King sahib asks more than he knows, he answered. You speak of the benefit of doubt. Whose doubt?

Your own, I said. He has no doubt of you.

He looked me in the face for about a minute after that. You know the way he strokes his beard, standing with his legs apart? He looked pretty much like a man, with an old-fashioned saber hes dug up from somewhere. I liked him. I hope he realized it.

No time to waste, I said. This is post-haste or nothing!

You shall see what you shall see, he answered, and began shouting for some of the headmen. They came running.

These are some of my most loyal, he told me, and then began explaining to them what was wanted.

You never saw such a riot! They turned on him like wild dogs. Accused him of treason. Said he had promised to lead em against troops on the railway line, and led they would be or else teach him what became of traitors! The mullah was down among the men already, playing his part, but some of the headmen ran and gave their version, and if it hadnt been for a half-dozen stalwarts theyd have scoughed Mahommed Babar there and then. Several men took shots at him. He strode in among them like a man and a brother. Good to watch.

It turned their hearts like eggs on a skillet. They shifted the blame on me  said Id come there to corrupt him. I became the target. Nine or ten of them missed me beautifully. He managed to control them for a moment somehow, and gave me his pony to escape on. Told me to cut and run back to my bungalow, where Id be safe. I came here, of course, hoping my influence might have weight, but Im worse than useless. The Committee told me point-blank they would rather cut my throat than anyones, because of the effect on the country-side. They stripped me of nearly everything and pitched me in here, but I kicked two of them in the belly  hard!  before they got my boots!

What time is it? King asked.

Oh, about half-past ten  quarter to eleven  somewhere there. They took my watch. Not an earthly chance of Mahommed Babars making it, even if he decides to and they let him come.

Any one know any hymns? asked Mrs. Wilmshurst. I can hum tunes, but who knows the words of a hymn?

Ommony did. They say in the woods that Ommony knows everything. He not only could sing hymns, but he could put that peculiar verve into them that distinguishes faith from mere habit of say-so. When Ommony hymned you knew somehow that God, Allah, Jehovah, Elohim, Maheshwara  it, he, they all are one!  was in heaven, and all was well with the world, at least in principle! You could believe it as long as he kept on singing, beating time with hand, foot, shoulders, head  sometimes with all his body. Captain of unexpectedness, he knew psalms  could sing them, too!

It takes time to roll out those stately meters. It may have been nearly noon when the door opened and a voice called:

Come out, one at a time! Mr. Ommon-ee first!

They half-closed the door again from the outside. It was impossible to see who waited. They intended to kill quickly, one by one, or else they were few out there and did not feel confident.

Well soon see, said Ommony, and walked out before the others could raise a hand to prevent him.

Follow up? whispered Linkinyear. One of those stage whispers that can penetrate stone walls and be heard through the talkie-talk of siege guns. He led; King was next; the others herded Mrs. Wilmshurst in between them; and they all surged for the door  which, however, was slammed in their faces.

When they open again let me go first, said Mrs. Wilmshurst. They wont dare offer violence to a woman.

Ladies last! King answered over his shoulder.

Pig! Ill-mannered boor! she retorted, and they all laughed. When the door opened again  just a little  very cautiously  they rushed it in a scrum all together, but failed of their purpose. Someone on the far side had forestalled them by placing a beam so that the door could only open wide enough to pass one person at a time. Linkinyear disappeared through the opening as if sucked through by a vacuum. The door shut suddenly  opened again and King felt his neck in a noose. He could not step back to avoid it because of Mrs. Wilmshurst, who pressed forward from behind. He was hauled through choking, and the door was once more slammed.

Young Linkinyear was already stripped to the waist and tied with his hands behind one of the fluted temple pillars. Three men were holding and tying Ommony when King was dragged in, and they tied him next. There were only nine of the enemy.

The whole of the Khalifate Committee, said Ommony, and only nine to our eight! If only we had known!

One of the three who were tying him struck him on the mouth. The Committees smallest, meanest, most self-assertive member nodded pleasantly at that, examined Kings thin rope and struck it a few times with the edge of his hand to make sure that it bit into the flesh, and then took charge of proceedings, giving orders without any suggestion of sharing authority with others. He was the whole raise  the works  the brains  the up-to-date Napoleon.

Now there are only four men and a woman in there. Draw your pistols. Stand by the door. Open it wide. Let them come through. If the soldiers make any resistance, shoot them, for they dont matter much.

The first man through was one of the three privates. He charged in with his fists clenched, ready to do battle with the universe. But a Hindu tripped him as he went by. Another noosed him as he lay prone, and dragged him, strangling, to one of the pillars, where he had no difficulty in tying him single-handed  passing the rope around the pillar and kicking his victim until he stood upright  then choking him helpless with one hand while he roped the mans arms with the other.

The second soldier through was knocked more or less unconscious by a pistol-butt, so that he, too, was easily tied in place by one man. The third soldier pulled judge Wilmshurst and his wife back into the room.

Come on in, ye devils, and fight like men if ye can! he challenged, striking his Lancashire fighting attitude, which holds feet as well as hands ready.

Instead of going in they sent a bullet. He fell forward, and his brains spread in a way that made Mrs. Wilmshurst scream. But that was the last exhibition she made of any kind of weakness. The judge took his wife by the hand, kissed her, and they walked through together. Once through the door they were seized, dragged apart, and tied like the others, the judge at one end and his wife at the other next to Linkinyear. Linkinyear, with a rope cutting into his wrists, called on all that was left of his lone command to act like men, and they responded by telling Mrs. Wilmshurst to Cheer up, maam, and not be down-earted! Whereat she laughed and called them darlings. Her own wrists were in agony, but she said nothing about that.

There were twenty pillars supporting a dome. Six more were missing  had been knocked out and carried off by Moslems  and it was a marvel that the dome had not collapsed. The gap thus caused faced the temple door, which, nevertheless, was only dimly discernible in the gloom. The prisoners had been tied to the pillars directly facing the gap, so that when the door opened the light shone directly in their faces. On the right also, only dimly discernible beyond the pillars, was a blank wall with a huge image at either end and a long stone bench between the two. Eight of the Committee went and sat on that bench, while a ninth opened the door to look out on the temple portico.

A vicious-looking rascal stood out there with his back to the door, but turned and saluted.

Remember, warned the Committee-man, if anybody comes, rap loudly and give us ample warning!

He spoke Hindustanee, the lingua franca. They all did. Among nine Committee-men there were five races and three creeds, and they could not have understood each other or their servants in any other tongue.

All is well, said the ninth, joining the others on the stone bench.

The Moplah chairman no longer sat in the midst but at the far end. The place of importance was occupied by Aurung Ali, the little, self-important man. He was the only one who looked quite comfortable, lolling back against the wall with his hands folded in his lap contentedly.

Well, your honor judge Wilmshurst, he began sarcastically, I believe the pleasure of recognition is mutual, eh? I recall you were in no hurry when you sentenced me to twenty years imprisonment. I will be equally patient and provoking! We are all going to enjoy ourselves thoroughly in secret session. Isnt it nice!

He said that in English; then to the Committee in Hindustanee:

Now you understand. The evidence of torture cannot be applied to a body successfully after death. It must be done, painstakingly, while they are living. I will not have them killed too soon. There must be proof, positive and convincing, that they were done to death miserably. This is an opportunity of a lifetime to inaugurate a reign of reprisal and counter-reprisal that will last until India is aflame from end to end! Now, who has a pistol?

They all had. They produced them, thinking he wished that. He cackled meaningly.

There you are! You produce them much too readily! You will use them too readily!

I say, shoot them first! said a rather fat man, shifting his legs nervously. Only Moplahs will see the bodies afterwards. They have no professional coroners. We can say they were tortured, and they will believe it. I am against this business of torturing.

You mean, I suppose, that your brain has become as fat and flabby as your stomach! Idiot! We must take great care that the bodies fall into British hands! What would be the use of inflaming the passion of one side, without a corresponding hatred on the other?

We can easily make marks on them with a hot iron directly after death  almost the same second. None would ever know the difference, the other objected.

No! Look here, youre going to spoil everything! Lay down your pistols, all of you! Lay them on the bench! Look  see  there is mine! To hear you talk you might be a lot of Gandhis preaching non-violence! Now, no backing out of this! We were all agreed. You must all commit yourselves. Each of you must lend a hand and torture somebody. Take your knives, and somebody bring the hot coal. Leave Mrs. Wilmshurst to me  I am sure the judge would rather have it that way!

They obeyed him, laying their pistols on the bench, and in proof that it was fear and not compunction that had made him flinch it was the fat man who went at once to drag a glowing charcoal brazier out from behind one of the stone images. The remainder chose their victims with a businesslike air, Aurung Ali bowing sarcastically to Mrs. Wilmshurst.

I want you to watch this, judge! he said pleasantly, moving toward the brazier to choose an iron.

Not one of the prisoners said a word. Each stared at the devil in front of him. Each devil fingered a long knife, hesitating even yet to begin the abominable business.

Now watch! said Aurung Ali, whirling a hot iron.

But his movement was arrested by a quiet tap on the temple door from outside. Every member of the Committee turned and faced the door as if Nemesis had already entered.

Go on, go on! exclaimed Aurung Ali. That is nothing. I ordered him to knock loud for danger. This is some minor matter. I will go and see.

He walked to the door, after thrusting the iron back in the fire to keep it hot, and drew the bolt back gingerly. The instant the edge of the bolt was clear the door was burst in violently, and the dead body of the man who had been left on guard was flung in like a sack, knocking Aurung Ali backward half-way across the temple floor. The blazing light of full noon shone in like a sunburst, and in the midst of that stood Mahommed Babar, with the mullah, haggard and red-eyed, behind him. Mahommed Babar held a pistol in each hand. There was nothing to be gained by moving. He stood there, summing up the situation, for about thirty seconds  then spoke to the mullah without turning his head. The mullah went to the stone bench and gathered all the pistols off it into his lap.

This comes of hymns and praying! announced Mrs Wilmshurst. The soldier who had prayed with her was dead, but that thought did not occur until afterward.

If you would kindly cut our thongs, Mahommed Babar, said King, we could

But he left the mullah to do that. Without answering King, he spoke again over his shoulder, and someone closed the temple door behind him. In the sudden change from light to gloom it was difficult to see, but none could mistake the sound of the saber licking from its scabbard, or the thrum as he wristed it to the attack.

It was then that Aurung Ali went mad and charged Mahommed Babar with a hot iron, upsetting all the charcoal on his way and screaming in the last frenzy of fear. There was a sudden swish and thud, and Aurung Alis head rolled to Ommonys feet, where it lay mouthing at him.

Then panic seized the rest, and they pursued the mullah from shadow to shadow, from pillar to pillar, from corner to door. The mullah shook the pistol chambers empty as he ran and then threw away the weapons. They fought for the empty weapons, and screamed as they found them useless  rushing, swearing, imprecating, screaming  like rats in a pit with a terrier after them. And in among them  swift  unhurrying  certain as the act of destiny  Mahommed Babars saber licked  and hacked  and thrust  until the last Committee-man backed away screaming in front of him and clung to Mrs. Wilmshurst for protection.

You neednt kill him to oblige me, she said. Is he worth killing?

Mahommed Babar hesitated  stepped a pace back  and seemed to go off guard. The frenzy of cowardice gripped the other, and he lunged with his long knife, missing Mahommed Babar by an inch. A thwack  a thud and his head rolled to lie gaping near Aurung Alis.

The mullah was struggling to cut thongs, making poor progress. Mahommed Babar shouted and the temple door was swung wide open. Twenty or thirty men peered in, crowding to see but not crossing the threshold. Mahommed Babar walked behind the prisoners and severed all thongs with his saber. King held his hand out. Mahommed Babar shook it, very stately and gently, perhaps because of the injured wrist.

Were all awfully obliged, said King.

I say  were simply frightfully grateful! said Mrs. Wilmshurst.

Youre a man and a brother, Mahommed Babar, put in Ommony.

Wont someone introduce us? asked the judge.

Of course, youll come with us, old man? King asked, taking Mahommed Babars arm.

Linkinyear led his two privates to bring their dead comrades body from the inner room.

No, sahib. I have my work to do. I am a rebel. Here are fifty men who have put the Committees men to flight. They will escort you to the British lines. Please give them safe conduct back again.

Ommony and I  this that you have done here  we can save you from a rebels fate King began.

Sahib, you and I are friends, he interrupted. Forgive me, then, for my fathers sake and yours. I am a rebel. I will be a rebel until the end.

He bowed to Mrs. Wilmshurst, then toward the open door, then to the judge, and kicked two gaping heads out of the way. You have my leave to go, he said, and stood waiting, only shaking hands with King and Ommony as they went by.


EPISODE TWO


CHAPTER 1. There isnt a king, crowd, or parliament that could make me the enemy of a man whom I approve.

Cotswold Ommony sat in what he called his seat of custom, underneath the sambur antlers, between the front door and the window of the library, on his veranda that overlooked an acre or two of clearing on the outer, penetrable fringe of the forest.

A crowd of mixed Moplahs with a few veiled women among them squatted on the brown earth that was lawn for two or three months of the year. Man after man emerged into the clearing and added himself to the crowd.

All eyes were one way. They all watched Ommonys face  even the dogs, between the intervals of announcing newcomers  as if dreadful matters rested in the scales of his decision.

Beside him on a mat there squatted an almost naked individual who knew but one business, and who feared that such gods that he had heard of might envy his good fortune unless he also wore the tigers eye-tooth around his neck. He cleaned a rifle more scrupulously than any mere military weapon was ever cleaned. Ommony watched that. He said something to the rifles valet, who rose and held the barrel so that Ommony could squint along it.

Son of Neglectfulness, it calls for three more drops of oil, and much perseverance!

Father of Eyes, it does! agreed the naked man, without so much as looking to confirm the observation or dispute it.

The dogs announced the arrival of several more foot-weary men and women, who seemed  at any rate the men  to have improvised a wardrobe from somebodys rag-pile. Ommony hardly glanced at them, but chose a cigar from a leather case that held half a dozen, and someone below in the crowd accepted that as a sign.

We are all here, Ommon-ee.

So I see. The dogs know you are murderers, thieves, destroyers. They grow!

That is true, Ommon-ee. That is why we are here. We wish you to do something about it.

The speaker was a tall, lean, long-haired man with eyes like a birds, who rose from the front rank of the squatting visitors as meek as a Jew on Sinai, all simple lines of ragged drapery from head to heel; with a nose like a vultures beak and a neck that carried the head manfully for all the forward bend of deference.

Because you did not burn my house or steal my goods am I beholden to you? Ommony demanded, obviously enjoying his cigar.

Nay, Ommon-ee. We did not burn or take away because you were our friend. That has nothing to do with this. Only we have escaped the cordon of troops, burying our weapons in the jungle, and you are the only friend we know of.

You have to make peace with your enemies, not me, he retorted.

Oh, Ommon-ee! You jest, but we are men between the upper and the lower millstone, who laugh lamely. We made rebellion, and we lost, as Allah knows. We seek comfort, not mockery.

What have you made in the form of overtures? asked Ommony.

What could we do? Those who surrendered when the Raj made proclamation will escape death. Not so with us.

How then? Did Allah breathe a special destiny into your bodies?

That must be. He is omnipotent and can do as He pleases. We are the last, who stayed with Mahommed Babar, whom the British proclaimed a traitor, threatening death to all who should give him aid, counsel, or encouragement. They offered a reward for Mahommed Babar, dead or alive. We be poor men, yet we did not seek that reward. Nevertheless, when the end came we proposed to deliver him to the British as the price of our own lives.

Well?

When we sought him, he was gone!

The comforting thing about Ommony was that he always sat still. When in doubt or puzzled he did not get up and pace the veranda restlessly. You could look at him in one place, and feel him look at you, and know that whatever the outcome Ommony would do his best because he was neither nervous, in a hurry, nor afraid.

Mahommed Babar was my friend, he said at last, blowing the ash off his cigar away over the veranda rail. If you would surrender my friend, why should I seek to save you?

The speaker for the Moplahs dropped his jaw for about a second, as if he had just seen the answer to a hard conundrum; and instead of answering he sat down swiftly with his back toward Ommony, beckoning the nearest men to gather close. To them he explained the situation as it now appeared to him; they nodding, grunting, whispering  and presently hurrying outward to explain it to the others in intensely interested groups. They acted as if there were a screen that prevented Ommony from seeing them. It was ten minutes before the diplomatic interlude was over and the spokesman rose to his feet again.

Oh, Ommon-ee, what if we spare Mahommed Babar? What if we will not inform against him? Will you help us then?

He answered promptly.

He was your leader, or he was not. He led you bravely, or he did not. He would have been a fool to leave himself in your hands at the end, or he would not. Judge for yourselves, then tell me the answer.

The Moplah chief sat down again. The conference was resumed. In three or four directions one handkerchief could have covered a dozen heads. It was like one of those games that children play, whispering until somebody shouts ready.

They reached emphatic, gesticulating unanimity.

Oh, Ommon-ee, we are agreed. In the name of Allah, who is Lord of Truth, as we be men, we will not betray Mahommed Babar.

I see there are women among you, answered Ommony, wise in the evasions of the East.

We answer for our women. They shall not speak.

Ommony seemed unimpressed, went on smoking and said nothing. Whatever his visitors purpose they appeared to have failed in it. They conferred again, blundering only into deeper mazes of incomprehension, growing angry with the spokesman. Hissing abuse at him for not establishing their case, until at last he cursed them and got to his feet with both hands clenched and a look of forlorn hope.

Oh, Ommon-ee, we are not liars. We will not injure Mahommed Babar. We seek only help for ourselves.

Ommony saw fit to hint at what was lacking.

A man was drowning, he said gruffly. Those on the bank said, Lo, you were a good friend; we will not throw stones at you!

The spokesman saw the point. The final whispered interlude lasted about two minutes. Then:

Oh, Ommon-ee, we are agreed. As Allah is our witness, Mahommed Babar led us to defeat, but he led well. In the end he knew of our intention to deliver him to the British, and because of that he left us. We will not betray him. We will help him while we live, as Allah sends the opportunity.

Ommony nodded. Everybody nodded. The atmosphere changed almost as when the button is pressed that starts a big electric fan.

There are those whose orders I obey. I might be told to ask you questions about Mahommed Babar, said Ommony.

Oh, Ommon-ee, we would not answer you. He nodded again. So did they all.

It is a pleasure to help brave men, he said.

We be brave men, Ommon-ee. Are we not the last who held out?

You are outlaws, he said. What is your answer to that?

We are rebels, but we are defeated. We surrender.

They will say you have aided and abetted treason, helping the traitor Mahommed Babar. What will you answer?

Nothing. There is no answer. We beg you to help us, Ommon-ee. Accept our surrender and

I have no authority for that, he answered.

But you can help us?

I will write a letter. Surrender yourselves and deliver the letter to the nearest British post. I dont know yet what I can do, but I will do my best. My servants will give you food. I will come and see you where they keep the prisoners. You have my leave to go.

They trooped away to the back of the house, where Ommonys Hindu steward measured to them short weight of what meager fare the store contained, taking a receipt for overweight. Ommony sat still, smoking, frowning  watched the dogs as they watched the Moplahs trail away wearily, eyed and initialed the stewards store-book, sent the steward away, whistled the dogs to lie down near his chair  and continued to sit still; even though birds voices and the setting sun told him it was time for certain routine duties. Unbidden, the jungli leaned the clean rifle against the wall and vanished.

Suddenly all three dogs rose upright with their ears alert. But they did not bark, and Ommony did not move. Diana, the Irish wolf-hound, laid her chin on his knee and thumped the floor slowly with a tail that never makes mistakes. The sun dipped under the topmost trees. The voices of all the servants arguing rose from the kitchen at the rear of the house. A mans footstep creaked. The fox-terriers sawed-off tail made a shuffling sound wigwagging on the floor, and Ommony spoke without moving his head.

Go into the library, Mahommed Babar.

He gave the man plenty of time, and then followed him in, after a very careful survey of the deepening gloom, which he sent the three dogs scouting to confirm. He obviously cared to have no witnesses.

Sorry to keep you waiting. Pardon me if I lock the door.

Mahommed Babar looked startled and then checked himself. Ommony understood  left the key in the lock and deliberately turned his back on it, walking across the room to light the lamp. If it is bad manners to scare your guest, it is worse to appear to know that he is scared.

They stood on either side of a small teak table and looked in each others eyes. The other was a very tired man, but still resolute. He wore a saber of the fifties slung from his shoulder by a Sam Browne belt, and a khaki uniform that was patched in a dozen places and half-concealed by a cape that once hung from German shoulders  possibly in the first rush into Belgium, for it was old enough. His turban was torn, and folded carefully to hide the tears. He had no boots, but sandals, with puttees over them.

Before you go, Mahommed Babar, go into my bedroom and take anything you need, said Ommony. You understand, anything! Theres money in the dressing- table drawer.

Perhaps I will not go at all, sahib. I came to discuss that.

Sit down then. Are you hungry?

Yes.

Its not safe to ask the servants  Ill get what I can myself.

Ommony went into the dining-room, returning with a tin of biscuits, water, butter and some cheese, locking the door again behind him.

Now?

These Moplahs, sahib  the handful who rebelled with me until the end. They were so discouraged finally that they decided to hand me over as the price of their own pardon. You know there is a price on my head?

Yes, I know that.

Pardon me if I eat and talk at once, sahib. The time is short. These Moplahs were in rebellion before I came, but I became their leader.

Led like a soldier and prevented outrages!

Yes, sahib, that too was my doing. The British have called me a traitor, because I was once in their army, and have condemned me to death unheard. Nevertheless, if it had not been for me there would have been ten times as much outrage as there has been. I will die a rebel! I deny the right of any foreign government to outlaw me. But I will bargain. The British may have me, and hang me if they like, against their guarantee to pardon that last handful of mine. It is about that I came  to ask you, sahib, to intercede for them, and to conduct negotiations in case I must surrender.

It is less than an hour since I promised to intercede for them in any way I can, said Ommony. They wont betray you.

But the British will punish them unless they betray me, Mahommed Babar objected.

How can they betray you? Ommony answered. There is all this forest. Take what you need when my back is turned, and work your way northward over the border into the mountains

Ommony checked himself. He could see he was wasting words, suggesting the impossible.

They could betray me, said Mahommed Babar simply. The men who ask fewest questitons find out most. Ommony asked none, understanding that his guest would have made no such statement unless the facts were damning and indisputable.

Your last handful have promised to help you when Allah provides the opportunity, he commented, and Mahommed Babar smiled in the way a man does who has listened to large promises before. He did not look cynical, nor yet credulous.

Well, sahib, to be hanged is disagreeable, and life imprisonment would be a thousand times worse than death. The question is, can you keep me informed of developments without getting your good self in trouble?

Ommony nodded.

There is a reward of ten thousand rupees for my head, sahib. I am proclaimed a traitor. They might do things to you, if

The two mens eyes met over the smoky lamp.

There isnt a king, crowd, or parliament that could make me the enemy of a man whom I approve, said Ommony.

Strategically youre a pawn against the whole back row. But youre brave, Mahommed Babar, and

Sahib  Ommony sahib  I wish you would think twice. I want you not to feel you owe me anything because I saved your life on one occasion

Tchutt! Ommony interrupted scornfully with snapping fingers. It was your plain duty. If I thought you held that over me I would kick you out of the house. Now  what is there exactly that I can do? If I hold too much communication with you theyll have me watched and trap you easily.

Sahib, there is a high pole by the chicken-run, on which your honor hoists foolishness to frighten hawks. If an old boot should hang there I would put the leagues between us. If two boots I would make great haste. But if I should see an old cane chair-seat swinging in the wind I would understand that I may rest. And I would come if I should see a cooking-pot.

All right, said Ommony.

And letters, sahib  I shall need to mail them.

Ommony shook his head. You may take pens, ink, paper, postage-stamps, whenever Im not looking. Ill deliver any letter from you to the Government. But

I understand, sahib. I will find a way.

There came a knock at the door.

The butler, said Ommony. Dinner. I must dress. Now, you know my house  where everything is  money, medicine, clothes, boots, writing- paper. Bear in mind that Ill be useless to you from the moment Im suspected of befriending you. Go out by the window. Therell be a bag of things to eat on the veranda every night  take it or leave it. Good night, and good luck to you, Mahommed Babar!

Ommony opened the door. Dinner was not ready after all. It was the steward, not the butler, who had knocked and gone away again.


CHAPTER 2. How is Ommony exempt?

All wars, all rebellions end the same way, with civilians and soldiers at loggerheads. The Moplahs had come in, thanks to courage and good strategy as the soldiers believed, owing to force of circumstances as a committee of civilians insisted. But, as the Moplahs themselves explained it, because they had had enough. Either way it left plenty to argue about.

There was the usual division between men who advised drasticism  dubbed Dotheboys, to their enormous indignation; others who believed in reconciliation  known as Sister Susies; and a third party mixed of civilians and military who were for moderation on the whole, with incidental and severe exceptions. They were known as the one-two-three brigade, because they talked a lot of nonsense about concrete and the way to lay foundations of enduring amity.

But all were agreed on one point, even if they reached agreement by a dozen different ways.

The king-pins missing. Well soon have the work to do all over again unless we get Mahommed Babar!

But none knew how to get him.

There was a council held in a great marquee pitched on a hill near the compounds where the prisoners loafed in tents and ate three meals a day. The British never let prisoners starve, although they send them to places like the Andamans and break their hearts. Opposing arguments were led by a Fellow of Oxford University, who contended that if the reward were increased some one would probably poison Mahommed Babar sooner or later; a financial genius, who was for equipping selected Moplah prisoners with firearms and forgiving them on condition they should hunt Mahommed Babar down  thus saving ten thousand rupees; and a soldier, who proposed the scandalous notion that Mahommed Babar should be treated honorably.

Offer him personal indemnity if he will come in surrender and behave!

The soldiers name was Tregurtha. He himself had been treated honorably on occasion, for he wore the V.C. ribbon. Nevertheless, the proposal was howled, sniffed, laughed at, snorted at, but found a seconder and reached the dignity of a debate. No matter what the legal members said about the impropriety of overlooking treason, three soldiers and several civilians kept harking back to the theory of treating a brave man bravely as a remedy for ill-will.

Some of you talk as if you would have poisoned Botha and Smuts!

Piffle! Mahommed Babar is a foreigner  Peshawar way  what business has he in the South? Besides, he was in the army. So was his father. Hes a traitor  ate our salt  that puts him beyond the pale, you know.

What price George Washington and Lafayette?

Dyou want to put him in their class?

Certainly! Why not!

Oh, lets talk sense. Hes just a dacoit with more brains than usual. Any other Government in the world would run him to earth and hang him.

Treason, gentlemen, is treason. Always recognized as a crime in a class by itself. It is treason to compound treason  to overlook it  or to permit it to exist unchallenged. The nation that tolerates treason commits suicide.

Cromwell, George Washington, de Valera

Order! Order!

The leader of the drastic Dotheboys made up his mind to spike the milk- and-water partys guns once and for all by making them absurd.

Suppose we concede the absurd principle of compounding treason, admitting forever our weakness and all that kind of thing  which I dont, mind you, for a minute. How are we to get in touch with this renegade? An outlaw  a runaway at large in an enormous forest  who is to tell him he may come in and be kissed on both cheeks? Perhaps some bright genius  ha  ha!

Easier than you think, retorted a man with a monocle. The lot who stuck with Mahommed Babar to the end came in day before yesterday. I examined em. I asked em where Mahommed Babar is, and they said theyd promised Ommony they wouldnt tell.

Say that again, will you! (From the chair.)

Promised Ommony they wouldnt tell. Said hes Ommonys friend and that Ommony insisted on it. Get that? He insisted. All said the same thing. They brought along a letter from Ommony, in which he volunteered himself as their next friend. Ill bet anybody one months pay that Cotswold Ommony can get word to Mahommed Babar within the day. Wholl take me?

That brought up for discussion Ommonys merits and demerits, which are an inexhaustible subject. Some men began telling anecdotes and had to be brought to order; several others agreed that it was just like Ommonys impudence to interfere; and there was one man, Parkinson Macaulay, who bided his moment skillfully and brought on climax.

Can anybody tell me under what dispensation Mr. Ommony has dealings with traitors? he asked.

The question was put in a penetrating voice that brought silence more swiftly than the chairmans gavel. Eyes met over the table. Most men present knew Macaulay and his reputation. Some had felt his steel, and had official wounds that rankled. None liked him.

Harboring your countrys enemies, holding communication with the enemy, trafficking with the enemy  treason! How is Ommony exempt? I ask for information.

At the end of a considerable silence a man who hated Macaulay more bitterly than most spoke up for Ommony. But as everybody understood his motive none cared to be associated with that effort and the defense fell flat. Macaulay resumed the offensive:

I suggest that Mr. Ommony should be asked to come here and explain, he said acidly; and everybody knew what that meant. He had once tried a tilt with Ommony and met defeat. He would like exceedingly to have him at his mercy answering questions for an hour or two.

Colonel John Tregurtha laid his hands palm-downward on the table, leaned his weight on them, and spoke in a voice like a womans. But for the fact that he wore the V.C. ribbon along with a dozen more you might have supposed he was afraid.

This committee will not lend itself to the pursuit of private quarrels as long as Im on it, he announced. If Mr. Macaulay wishes to see Cotswold Ommony charged with treason or anything else, let him prove reasonable suspicion first  and in the proper place  or else charge him over his own signature.

The only man in the marquee who had no remarks to make or opinions to offer was the officer directing the Intelligence. After one casual reference to the fact that there ought to be a bar with assorted drinks provided, which was frowned on by the chair as irreverent, Colonel Arthur Prothero subsided into a condition of perspiring coma, from which he appeared to awake once or twice to make notes on the backs of envelopes.

He looked less intelligent than anybody in the room  even than himself; for from behind, although massive, he appeared alert and the back of his head was shaped like a thinkers. But he had small, protruding, lobsters eyes, a drooping mustache, whose ends came nearly to his chin; a low, creased forehead, and a cave-man way of stooping forward, as if he were always a little the worse for alcohol.

It was a case of almost perfect natural camouflage. His own contention  printed in brochure CXaaF21 and filed in the Royal Societys archives as well as in the Intelligence Department records  is that the appearance of cleverness is really stupiditys mask. Real brains, he says, need no advertisement and therefore Nature goes to no pains to develop a brainy type. A look of stupidity, says he, is the safest mask for brains to work behind; therefore beware of the stupid-looking man. And just as a hermit crab covers itself with odds and ends, and a leopard has brilliant coloring to disguise its craftiness, the really stupid fellow is sure to look handsomely intellectual.

That, he goes on to explain, is how all countries are so abominably governed. The crowd that used formerly to support the knight in the handsomest suit of armor with the gaudiest crest and plumes nowadays votes for the man who looks brainy, who invariably has no brains worth mentioning, and it ignores the owners of carefully camouflaged intelligence, who are clever enough to keep in the background and enjoy life instead of being public slaves.

He cites himself as an instance. His photograph is on the flyleaf of the brochure, side by side with drawings of the heads of a dozen notoriously stupid, intellectual-looking statesmen, who have been dead long enough for the depths of their folly to be understood. In contradistinction to them he cites himself as having avoided matrimony, as having a profession that keeps him out of the public eye; as being a man without a master to the extent that that is humanly possible. For almost nobody can give him orders, and he is in position to wreck the career of anyone  and as being paid by the public without the public having a word to say as to his activities. Not even the police may interfere with him. Yet, as he confesses with naive amusement, he resembles from in front a caricature of a drunken satyr, and in profile so that the warts show on his left cheek  the average mans notion of what a Prussian sergeant-major ought to look like.

As he remarks at the end of chapter one of the brochure: If he had not brains in more than usual degree, how should he have attained to such a height in his profession, be without a home or other dull encumbrances, possess ample private means accumulated through the Stock Exchange, and keep the finest cook in India?

He was much too clever to remain in that committee marquee, where he knew his advice would not be listened to, but, if given, might be held against him subsequently.

He stayed long enough to get his name down on the minutes  so as to be able to share the credit or repudiate the whole thing as he might subsequently see fit. Contrived to offend the right people, which is always profitable, picked the kernel out of the nut, as it were, and had himself called forth by an underling, in the same way that doctors have themselves summoned away from assemblages that bore them.

Outside, with one button of his tunic unfastened to make room for curry and rice in which his cook that morning had excelled himself, Colonel Prothero interviewed Major Bean and Captain Tilley, whom he had thoughtfully trained to do most of the work and take all of the blame for anything that went wrong.

Something has turned up that may be important, he explained. I shall be gone some time. Perhaps a day or two. You fellows carry on. Nothingll come of this cackle in the tent. When theyve talked emselves dry theyll agree on some idiotic scheme. All you need do is flatter Macaulay and just carry on as usual. Ill need Lal Rai.

Lal Rai was human  although some doubted it  was meticulously clean as to his person, and as to his raiment, such as it happened to be at the moment, most abominably unclean. Lacked certain fingers, some toes, most of his teeth, a portion of his nose and upper lip, one eye, but none of his born impertinence  and reminded the casual observer more of a stray terrier than of any other living thing. It was not that he looked like a terrier, for he did not. Presumably he thought like one. At any rate, the impression contrived to be conveyed to the observers mind. Born in Calcutta slums, he had traveled, and in the end united all the tongues he had tried to learn into a sort of shorthand pidgin-English of his own invention.

He stood in front of Colonel Prothero without self-abasement, listened without reverence to instructions tersely conveyed in Bengali, nodded, neglected to salute. Put away in the fold of his turban an order scribbled by the colonel, and presently departed up the railway on a hand-car shoved by half a dozen coolies, who looked like bronze statues of Krishna but had not sense enough between them to avoid working hard for a lazy man.

Lal Rai came in due course to the station to Ommonys forest home. Left his coolies there unfed to bivouac against the up-turned hand-car; and just as evening fell set forth along the track to Ommonys bungalow, where he arrived about the time when Ommony sat down to dinner; and, cautiously avoiding the front of the house and the neighborhood of dogs, presented himself at the servants quarters.

As he looked almost supernaturally stupid just then they were at no pains to investigate him, but let him cool his heels in the porch outside the kitchen door, where, from behind the mask of unintelligence, he saw and summed up everything that could be seen and calculated.

The ultimate result of that was that he paid no further attention to the kitchen staff, but betook himself to the door of the stewards one-room hut, where the steward presently stumbled over him and only ceased from cursing to discover that it might be wise to listen for a while instead. Lal Rai had a way with him when minded, and a terse habit of expression picked up from department officers. They went into the stewards hut, where Lal Rai ate enormously and the steward weighed pros and cons.

The pros had it. Until midnight Lal Rai listened to accounts of happenings and speeches in meticulously tiny detail repeated again and again. Even what a man did with his fingers while he spoke was told and made a note of. And at midnight Lal Rai went away, finding his way by moonlight to the station, where he slept on the one seat on the platform until dawn.


CHAPTER 3. Foolishness to frighten hawks.

Colonel Arthur Prothero arrived shortly after dawn in a special car attached to a dawdling freight train. The car was shunted into the only siding, and he remained in it until his cook had prepared one of those breakfasts that make all earth look cream and rose-color, and every task worth while. Then, for the sake of digestion, he started on foot for Ommonys bungalow rather than send and ask for a conveyance.

It was not his purpose to catch Ommony unawares. He never did that kind of thing. There was no need. Lal Rai, getting off the one seat on the station platform, followed him like a dog at heel unbidden, and defiled the dewy morn with reminiscences, in which the names of Ommony and Mahommed Babar occurred repeatedly. Prothero made no comment, absolutely none. He strode along with hands behind him and might not have been listening; but he knew as much of that subject as Lal Rai did by the time he reached the clearing and discovered Ommony descending from the veranda with a gun under his arm.

He walked straight up to Ommony, of course, threw his overcoat to Lal Rai, which sufficiently explained that individual presence, and shook hands. Ommony, who knew him, asked no questions, which threw the burden of conversation on the colonel.

Nice little place you have here.

Ommony knew that. Said nothing. Waited.

Have I interrupted? You were off somewhere?

Merely a round of inspection.

Good. Ill walk with you. Nice little place you have here, he repeated. Quiet. Lots of solitude. Time to think, eh? Hello! Chickens, eh? Imported?

Just a notion to cross-breed English poultry with jungle-fowl, said Ommony, warming instantly.

He proceeded to explain all about jungle-fowl and their presumed descendants to Prothero, who only cared for any of them in a pot presided over by Louis Manoel, the finest cook in India. However, he followed Ommony about, asking questions as fast as he could think of them.

And this? Whats this? he asked. Totem  fetish  prayer- pole  village priest been making you do pooja to the local god?

He laid his hand on a fifty-foot pole, like a flagstaff, from the top of which an old cane chair-seat fluttered and dived in the morning wind.

Just a scheme to keep hawks and crows away, said Ommony. I cant sit here and pot them all day long. Novelty is the secret. They get used to one scare, so I change it frequently. Here goes.

He put two fingers to his teeth and whistled. A servant came running, and he sent him in search of a pair of old boots. Meanwhile, he hauled down the chair-seat under Protheros unsuspicious-looking eyes.

In point of fact Prothero was not suspicious. He did not have to be. There was Lal Rai, only fifty paces off, who suspected everybody  everything  always.

Ommony bent the boots on to the line and hauled them up, where they swung one above the other kicking seven league style.

That should be a sufficient hint to bird, beast, or man, to clear out! grinned Prothero. Whats that old kettle doing? Physic for the hens?

Goes aloft, too, on occasion.

Protheros lobster eyes went through a gyration that Lal Rai noticed. He gave no answering sign, but his one eye rested on the kettle for a moment, whereat Prothero looked away.

Ommony whistled the dogs, which had been undergoing torture in the form of grooming in the stables. They came like the Gadarene swine with a rush, and had to be sternly forbidden to attack either Prothero or Lal Rai. Dogs detect the atmosphere of enmity at first sniff; but, as the boots on the high pole testified, Ommony needed no warning. He foresaw that all he needed was to keep an eye on Prothero; which is proof enough that not even Ommony foresees infallibly.

Shall I lend you a gun? he asked.

But Prothero was much too lazy to enjoy a gun, preferring to stroll beside Ommony and pay attention. He foresaw that all he needed was to keep an eye on Ommony, which is proof that he knew his business. What was more, he could afford to be agreeable. Ommony brought down a hawk that had been trespassing too much of late, and Prothero complimented him gracefully.

Next moment he paid an honest ungraceful compliment, wrung from him by emotion. For more quickly than the dogs could make up their minds, an almost naked, nearly coal-black jungli emerged from between the trees and caught the shot hawk before it reached earth. Prothero had never seen the man before, who had received no orders, but had followed among the trees  inaudible  and had surpassed the animals in guessing the hawks flight, Ommonys aim, and the angle of descent. In his own way he was even more amazing than Lal Rai.

Ill give you five hundred for that fellow? Prothero said instantly, and then gasped  another helpless compliment. Ommony spoke to the man in the jungle dialect, which not more than a dozen civilized men have ever learned. The jungli answered, and Ommony understood, which was even more remarkable.

By Gad, sir, you have talent!

The jungli showed the hawk to Ommony, stuck a wing-feather in his tangled hair, and disappeared again.

Five hundred, did you hear me? Ill give five hundred dibs for him! All right, a thousand then!

You may have him for nothing if you can catch and keep him, Ommony answered, and they walked three miles in silence down a fire-lane to a great crag that rose above the trees and afforded a view of square leagues. They climbed by what looked like a goat-path, that really had been made by Buddhist hermits centuries before, and had been used since by none save the animals and Ommony.

It wound corkscrew fashion around and around the crag, mostly hidden by low bushes that yielded and sprang back into place, shaking the air full of powdery smells.

Prothero followed, breathing heavily, resenting the strenuous exercise, but interested beyond measure in this man who could speak the jungle-bat.

This is the Outlook Rock, Ommony announced. You could see a fire from here within a radius of twenty miles

The words died on his lips as he turned slowly to sweep the horizon and presently face his own bungalow. Nothing of the house was visible except the thin column of smoke from the kitchen chimney. But straight down the fire-lane, through a gap between the trees and a notch between two hummocks, he could see the pole on which hung foolishness to scare the hawks  foolishness which should consist just then of two old boots.

He pulled out his field-glasses. Indubitably the kettle was now hoisted where the boots had been. It was blown out nearly at right angles by the wind entering the lidless hole and crowding out slowly through the spout. A big, chipped, once enameled, iron kettle  no mistaking it.

He turned and stared at Prothero, who had given no orders to anyone regarding any kettle, and could afford to look innocent, and in any event could not have seen such a small object with his naked eye at that long range. Prothero blew his nose and wiped the sweatband of his helmet, as if no such thing as a kettle existed. Possibly a shade too innocent.

Got a cigar with you? he asked, and Ommony produced one. Then the dogs came, brushing the undergrowth aside, led by Diana the wolf-hound, with the tail that never made mistakes. She thrust her great muzzle into Ommonys hand, and the long tail said things that are not in the dictionary. He twisted her ear by way of recognition, and stood thinking, thinking  motionless in one place, with the gun under his arm and both hands behind him  legs apart. Finally he glanced again at Prothero and whistled three short, peculiar, rising notes, that might have been heard a hundred yards away. The dogs took no notice; it wasnt their language. He did not speak for several minutes, and Prothero enjoyed himself, grateful for the company of a man who could be silent.

Then the jungli came in answer to the whistle and stood on the edge of a rock with a golden line of sunshine drawn down one side of his naked body, most astonishingly beautiful to see.

You offered a thousand rupees for him I think, Ommony said at last.

For the Service. We can use him.

Like my steward instead?

What the hell would I do with your steward?

I dont know. Do you want him?

Why?

Hell be in need of a job presently, Ommony answered, and, without moving his head, spoke to the jungli in what sounded like a morse code made of grunts and consonants.

The jungli vanished.

That is the end of the steward as far as Im concerned. Hell be gone when we get back, bag and baggage. Now I suppose you want to see Mahommed Babar. Why couldnt you ask me decently?

Prothero snorted. That was the first time he had been caught off guard in months and he was hardly ready with an answer. He hesitated, using his lobster eyes on Ommony in a swift effort at snatched, last-minute judgment. Finally he lied.

Truth is, Ommony, youre being accused of treason. I came here to disprove it if possible. I hope you understand that anything you say to me is

Is said in the presence of Allah and the wilderness, retorted Ommony. Thereafter, my word against yours.

Lets be friends! said Prothero suddenly, holding out his hand.

He had judged his man. How could Ommony refuse him? Slowly he advanced his hand. Prothero seized it, leaped from judgment to unmerited conclusion, and threw away what he had gained, abasing himself in Ommonys opinion to the level of the worms.

Friends! Thats it! Scratch my back and youll find me useful to you. Set a net for this Mahommed Babar, and there isnt a thing in my power that I wont do to oblige you. Alive if we can take him. Dead will do. It ud mean a feather in my cap, and promotion in your pocket.

Diana, the wolf-hound, returned from another wild gallop up and down the jungle lanes that radiated from the Outlook Rock, and once more her tail beat rhythmically as she thrust her wet nose into Ommonys fist.

Sorry we cant be friends, said Ommony. Have you a pistol?

Why? What dyou mean?

You must hand me your pistol if you wish to meet Mahommed Babar.

Not friends, eh? said Prothero. I like you. Youre a damned fool to oppose me, but  here you are!

He held his automatic muzzle-end. Ommony took it.

Now the other one.

Prothero laughed and pulled a small Webley from under the skirts of his tunic.

Im curious to meet the man, but Ill make you pay for this, you know

As long as I live I will pay my own debts! said a quiet voice in English, and Mahommed Babar stood before them  in Ommonys old hunting-jacket, wearing a shirt of Ommonys, but looking no more like an Englishman than a wolf looks like a bear. He had come across the ledge on which the jungli had stood fifteen minutes earlier, and waited with his back against the sun for Ommony to invite him nearer.

His black beard and an air of having been through prodigious hardships made him look older than he was. He stood like a god. The sinews outlined under the dark skin looked as if cast in copper. Only the ancient saber slung from a Sam Browne belt suggested that he might be dangerous. The dark eyes were dignified, almost mild.

I came  to see the view, he said simply, glancing, however, in the direction of the pole on which blew foolishness to frighten hawks.

Prothero sat down on a lump of rock with his legs stretched out in front of him and proceeded to make the most of a predicament.

My name is Jones, he said pointedly.

I have no name, said the Northerner, and his eyes met Ommonys, who was in plenty of time to remove two pistols out of harms way; which was the same thing as Protheros reach.

Sit down and lets talk this over, suggested Prothero. There are no witnesses. We may arrive at something.

Ommonys head bowed an almost invisible affirmative, so Mahommed Babar took his seat on a rock facing Prothero, with the saber laid in its scabbard across his knees, in an attitude much too beautifully managed to appear alert, although it was that or nothing.

You say your name is not Mahommed Babar?

I said, for the present I have no name.

You could take a message to Mahommed Babar? Prothero suggested, with his lobster eyes on Ommonys shot-gun. Ommony laid the gun down and beckoned the wolf-hound, who came and lay with her paws across the barrel. She was big enough and strong enough to tear a man like Prothero to pieces.

I could if I would, said the man with the saber, showing his teeth in a milk-white smile.

Prothero took time. He was judging his man again. Not one element of honesty or fairness entered into Protheros calculations, except in so far as they might govern the other fellow. He could not have existed in such elements, but he could observe them  study them  and did, as a fisherman observes the weather.

He ought to know at whose expense hes enjoying liberty, he said at last, and noticed that the eyes of the man with the saber contracted just sufficiently to record a touch. He ought to be told what price others will have to pay for his freedom, he went on.

The flashing white teeth appeared again, but not exactly in a smile. It was more the way a wolf exchanges compliments.

If you wish me to deliver such a message you must enter into details, he answered, raising the saber an inch or two and laying it down on his knees again in a gesture of nervousness.

Prothero was only too delighted to give details.

Tell him that the last lot who surrendered, who held out with him until the end, will be denied the status of rebels and charged with treason in that they upheld him after the final proclamation. Some will be hanged, and the rest will be sent to the Andamans. The only way to prevent that would be for Mahommed Babar himself to surrender and eat his gruel like a man.

You mean that the British will murder surrendered prisoners because they refuse to tell of Mahommed Babars hiding-place? I dont believe you, he retorted. I will take no such message as that. It would be a lie.

You might tell him two were shot yesterday, said Prothero, blundering  not for the first time that morning. They had been shot by sentries while endeavoring to escape, and he would have been wiser to admit that, if obliged to mention the incident at all.

The man with the saber rose to his feet with perfect dignity, rested both hands on the saber hilt, and bowed.

Then there is no need for discussion, for I know what Mahommed Babars answer will be. He will say no bargain is possible; the men who slew those prisoners have no honor, he retorted.

His indignation was icy cold. Prothero had touched him on the virgin center of his heart, and what to almost any other man would have been admirable drew a chuckle from the Colonel of Intelligence. He had him! He had him now like a fish on a barbed hook, foul. No chance for him.

He may not mind about his men, but how about his friend? he asked.

You mean, sahib?

I mean Mr. Ommony. Tell him  Hell! Lets stop this foolishness. Mahommed Babar, I am Colonel Arthur Prothero of the Intelligence. Unless you surrender at discretion  and to me, now  your friend Mr. Ommony will be arrested and charged with treason. It will be your fault, and the least he will get will be disgrace and imprisonment!

That was another blunder.

I think no judge would take your word against Ommon-ees, and there are no other witnesses, Mahommed Babar answered.

Several others, said Prothero. His steward, my man Lal Rai, Moplahs  every single one of that last lot of prisoners, who all say Mr. Ommony bound them over not to betray you

Ommonys face was a picture. So was Mahommed Babars. Emotions chased each other as the shadows of the clouds do on a mountain-side.

Why not kill him, sahib? said the Northerner, but Ommony shook his head. His whole career in that forest, which was all the life he cared about, seemed to be slipping away from him, and the end was smoke.

Give him back a weapon, sahib, and fight him to the death!  or let me!

Mahommed Babar drew the saber and sliced the air with it so savagely that the whistle and hum set all three dogs to barking; but Prothero did not flinch. He might blunder on occasion, but he was no such fool as to believe that Ommony would consent to his being killed.

Youll have to surrender if you want to save him, he said, smiling like a man who holds all the remaining trumps.

Mahommed Babar glanced at Ommony, who shook his head, and at that the Northerner made his mind up.

I judge you to be a liar; but answer this to whoever gives you orders  for every hair of Ommon-ees that is offended I will slay an Englishman! I will teach you what rebellion means!

He returned the saber to its scabbard with violence, and strode back to stand on the rock against the sky, where he looked like a bronze effigy of vengeance. Then with a wave of the hand he disappeared over the crest of the crag.

Ommony gave Prothero his pistols back  too soon, for he seized them and sprang for the ridge  but just too late; whereat he laughed, and clicked his teeth with his thumbnail for about a minute.

I wonder what you have to say to all this, he said presently.

Nothing. If I thought you would understand I could say a great deal, Ommony answered.

Suppose we get back then in time for tiffin.

Ommony led the way, and at the bottom walked straight on down the fire- lane without waiting for Prothero, who heard a rustling among the undergrowth and stopped to listen. It was not the dogs, for they were in front, ahead of Ommony. He became sure there was someone lurking in a clump of dense thicket between two boulders and, there being no law for the outlaw, fired three shots running with his automatic, which naturally brought Ommony and the dogs back on the run.

What frightened you? asked Ommony. There isnt a tiger or leopard within a mile of us.

Theres a man in there  hit  dead  your friend Mahommed Babar!

The dogs were investigating.

Theres nobody dead, someones hit, said Ommony, listening. You wait here.

He made a circuit, following the line the dogs had shown him, and came on one of his junglis writhing in dumb misery with a broken knee and a hole shot through his lung, stabbing at the dogs, who he feared would obey the jungle rule and make an end of him. In his own opinion it was right, but to be resisted nevertheless. He was past recovery.

Ommony whistled. There came other junglis  four, five, six of them  flitting from tree to tree like homeless shadows. He questioned them. They had seen. He asked who had fired the shot. They pointed through the undergrowth at Prothero. Ommony called to Prothero, who came crashing through the bushes like a wounded buck.

Heres your victim, he said. Victim and six witnesses.

Their evidence

Plus mine, said Ommony dryly.

Prothero eyed him for a minute, clicking his teeth with his thumbnail.

Very well, he said, you and I had better understand each other. These poor devils wont know enough to make a complaint unless you  By the way, though  halt and as you were! How could their evidence be taken without an interpreter? And whos to interpret? You?

Ommony faced him, answering nothing. It was true, he was the only possible interpreter, and if he himself were to stand charged with treason  

I, too, was a witness! said a quiet voice from behind the nearest rock.

For a second Ommony caught sight of Mahommed Babars face. Prothero turned on his heel and emptied the automatic stupidly in the general direction of the voice, and then, while he reached for the Webley:

Look! said the same voice.

Two heads appeared above near-by rocks  strangers heads that set the dogs growling savagely.

These also were witnesses, Mahommed Babar continued, keeping carefully out of sight.

Who the hell are they? demanded Prothero. Associates of yours? That outlaws em!

You are a murderer. That outlaws you! replied Mahommed Babar. You are only safe from me as long as you are the guest of Ommon-ee. Whatever harm befalls him shall recoil on you!

Mahommed Babar disappeared and Prothero laughed. The jungli coughed his life out. The others picked the body up and carried it away. Ommony started homeward. Prothero, stowing away both pistols, swore and followed him.


CHAPTER 4. Peria Vur.

Ommony sat on his favorite seat on the veranda that evening, cursing not exactly fate but his own misuse of it. It is a chief part of his forest-learned creed, which he has drummed into the heads of scores who thought themselves unfortunate, that misfortune is not a cause, but the result of mistakes and misuse of opportunity. So he had no self-pity; only distress and a desire to know wherein he had stumbled.

For stumbled he certainly had. Whoever had heard Protheros leave-taking that afternoon could not have failed to understand that Ommonys number was up, as the saying is. The colonel had made one last effort to reach terms dishonorable, and Ommony had simply laughed.

Trap Mahommed Babar for me and Ill save your bacon!

Those dogs wouldnt do what you ask. Am I worse than a dog? he had answered.

And Prothero had said:

Yes! Less than a dog youll be before Im through. Im a man of few principles, Ommony, but I live up to em. I never brook refusal or interference. If I go for a man, I get him. Now  Ill give you a last chances

Go to hell, said Ommony.

Whereat Prothero went to the railway station on Ommonys pony, having no sense of pride where his own comfort was concerned. Lal Rai followed on foot with several of Ommonys prized possessions concealed about his person, having no more pride than his master.

So Ommonys cook went to no pains with the dinner. And the butler neglected to put flowers on the table. The boy put broken studs into the white shirt that he laid on the bed, and deliberately picked out old socks with holes in them. It is in such little ways as that that kings first learn of their subjects disaffection.

They reasoned that Ommony would dress for dinner in spite of the colonel sahibs threats and the whispered hints of Lal Rai, who was a badmash, but knew too much. Ommony always did dress for dinner even when alone, that being another section of his inviolable creed. A white man, to his way of looking at it, is a white man, and his home is his castle, wherein if he does not respect himself none will.

However, he continued to sit on the veranda that evening until after dark, taking no notice of the boys announcement that hot water was ready  refusing to have his boots removed  keeping his gun beside him instead of letting the hamal place it in the glass case and bring the key as usual.

The butler, who had been many things to many masters, spoke darkly of suicides he had known. According to him, a white man always sat that way, with a gun beside him, and his head between his hands, and elbows resting on knees, when he contemplated blowing out his brains. He said the signs were infallible. Moreover, the dogs came and sat down beside their master miserably, divining his sorrow, which was an even more positive sign. Diana, the wolf-hound, moaned, and was rewarded with a few pats on the head, which brought the terrier into Ommonys lap in spasms of jealousy.

Dinner was announced by the butler  in a dirty smock because of the occasion. Normally Ommony would have dismissed him for the evening in shame and tribulation for daring to be otherwise than spotless. But Ommony did not even look up  did not acknowledge the summons  and the dogs, having understanding of their masters mood and not much patience with stupidity, growled at the butler for the first time since he had been engaged two years before, so that he fled precipitately and locked himself into his quarters.

Finally Ommony shook the terrier off his lap and pulled out a cigar. He could see no solution of the problem; therefore he would bide the event  mark time, as the soldiers have it. Protheros power was too great, his influence too vast, and the fear of him in bureaucratic circles too well- founded for any one man in India to possess a chance against him, whatever the rights and wrongs of the argument.

He might charge Prothero with murder, it was true. But he had only jungle witnesses, and himself for interpreter, unless he should call on Mahommed Babar and his two unexpected friends, whose heads had appeared so opportunely near the scene. But he could not call on Mahommed Babar without putting the mans life in jeopardy, even supposing he could find Mahommed Babar now in any event. The owners of those unexpected heads were probably fugitives from justice, who had served to bluff Prothero nicely at the time but would never dare approach a township to give evidence against him.

And there was the whole unholy gamut of Protheros ability to procure false witnesses, sustain false charges, tamper with evidence and blackmail officialdom. Moreover, there was that filthy beast Lal Rai, capable of swearing and procuring witnesses to prove whatever Protheros ambitious heart desired.

There was only one thing to do, one course to take that he could see.

Nothing! he said aloud. Nothing whatever, and trust whatever gods there be!

Your honor might take in Mahommed Babar and surrender him, said a voice he knew; and he realized all at once that for several minutes past Diana had been nuzzling into his fist to call attention, and the other dogs had been wagging tails and restless.

He turned his head to see Mahommed Babar standing in the dark inside the door, holding his hand back of him as if restraining someone else. He got up, taking the gun with him, and entered the library, where three men followed him, one of whom locked the door. He could not see who they were until he had lighted the lamp, but the dogs, who had come too, betrayed no alarm, so he set the gun down in the corner before he struck a match. The light showed Mahommed Babar and the other two strangers from the North who had witnessed the killing of the jungli. Mahommed Babar presented them.

All Khan of Aira. Jhat Singh of Jubbulpore. Your honors servants.

Jhat Singh was square and squat, but Ali Khan looked much like Mahommed Babar. Ommony eyed them without enthusiasm. Their presence only complicated matters.

Mahommed Babar, I wish to hell youd go away, and stay away  you and your friends! he said rudely. Ali Khan is an escaped murderer under sentence. Youre no better than the company you keep. Get away from here!

Give me up, sahib! I am here to propose that, said Mahommed Babar. Here are two men who will carry on my work. After I am hanged they will do better than I, being two in place of one and spurred to greater valor by the fate that overtook me.

Damn it! Dyou think Im on your side? demanded Ommony. Dyou think I protect you in order to see my own crowd slaughtered?

Nay, sahib, I know better. You have been my friend, and I offer you my life to save your honor. But I would be dishonest unless I showed you what the consequence would be. I speak in good faith. You may surrender me. These men, my brothers-in-blood, will carry on the task.

Youre talking rot! Ommony retorted. Youre claiming blood-brotherhood with a convicted criminal, who richly deserves hanging. If you choose to surrender, go and do it. Thats your affair. My business is the forest.

Sahib, I would surrender if I saw no other way.

Mahommed Babar took a side-step rather swiftly in the direction of the corner. Ali Khan of Aira pocketed the door-key. Ommony noticed neither incident. Only the dogs began to grow unaccountably restless, so that Ommony had to chide them gruffly, laying his hand on Dianas neck to smooth the rising hair.

Mahommed Babar had his back to Ommonys shot-gun now.

I do see an alternative, he said abruptly. Can your honor control those dogs? Otherwise I must shoot the big one!

The thing was over in a minute. Mahommed Babars friends pinned Ommonys arms behind him, and the gun was leveled at Diana. So he spoke the word that saved the dogs life, and Mahommed Babar smashed in the glass of the gun-case, taking out three rifles, one revolver, a shot-gun, and some ammunition.

During all the time you have trusted me I have never touched your firearms, sahib. But now it shall be perfectly clear that you are an unwilling prisoner. We will demonstrate the absence of collusion  thus!

They had tied Ommonys hands, and Diana the wolf-hound was sniffing at the cord, wondering what to do about it yet obedient to the almost unbelievable command to stay still. Mahommed Babar gave Ommonys rifles to his two friends, himself buckled on the revolver, laid the shot-gun on the table, and took pen and paper. He wrote in English:

Mr. Cotswold Ommony has been taken prisoner and is held a hostage for the lives of all Mahommed Babars men who surrendered recently. Should harm befall those Moplahs, Mr. Ommony will suffer in like degree. Should they be set free unharmed, Mr. Ommony will receive the same treatment.

 Mahommed Babar (Sirdar),

Officer Commanding the remaining unsurrendered rebels against British rule.

He pushed it across the table for Ommony to see. Ommony laughed.

Wholl believe that after Protheros account is in? he sneered. Youd better shoot me and have done with it.

We shall see, sahib. We shall see. We shall see, said Mahommed Babar, and began to give hurried orders to the other two. We will leave this manifesto on the table. That should be a good place. Be good enough to control those dogs, sahib. It would grieve me as much as you to be obliged to kill them. Thus. Now we will proceed. Which servant would your honor prefer? Unfortunately one is all we can permit, and I advise the cook.

Do as you damn please! answered Ommony, walking out of the room with a shot-gun at his back.

Your honor shall ride. Which horse do you prefer?

The gray one.

There followed panic almost indescribable in pitch blackness criss- crossed by the glow-worm flashes of three lanterns, as Mahommed Babar turned out Ommonys servants and put them to work producing such stores as he needed. Nothing more was demanded of Ommony than that he stand and be seen under the stable lamp with his hands made fast behind him and a shot-gun leveled at his head. Every one of the servants saw him  all three grooms, the gardeners, butler, hamal, boy, and two or three hangers-on. They saw the cook seized, too, and bound, protesting, to a tonga-wheel while the kitchen was rifled of delicacies.

Then the whole lot  provisions, delicacies, ammunition, odds and ends, and cook  were bundled into the tonga and driven away down a jungle lane, followed by Ommony on the gray pony with his hands still tied behind and the dogs in close attendance.

Mahommed Baber rode away last on Ommonys fourth horse  a beast that was nearly due for pension underground. He locked up the empty house first, and drove the other servants all away toward the railway station, after making sure they would report all they had seen by threatening them with torture if they did. Then he kicked the decrepit mount into a canter, overtook Ommony and reined alongside.

Could your honor summon the junglis to keep leopards and such away? he asked.

No need, Ommony answered. They never let me out of sight unless I go by train.

Day or night?

Day or night. Loosen this cord, will you; it cuts like the devil.

No, sahib. I am sorry. Nevertheless, I am pleased it cuts.

Mahommed Babar gave no explanation of that paradox  avoided being asked for one  rode on  overtook the tonga  exchanged places with Ali Khan, who was driving, and sent the other back to act rear- guard.

Ali Khan was distinctly curt with Ommony. Although a convicted murderer, apparently he did not like the name. The atmosphere of captive and captor  almost of threat  became unmistakable, and on the whole was rather a relief. At least a man knew where he stood, so to speak. Even the cord that bound his wrists seemed to hurt less.

They went at a slow trot as far as the ponies could drag the tonga. Close to the Outlook Rock the track became too difficult for wheels in the dark, so they took the ponies out, up-ended the tonga shaft so as to tip out all of the contents, cached everything except one haversack full of eatables which they loaded on the cook, left the tonga where it was, mounted the cook on one of the tonga ponies, where he sat lamenting dismally, and carried on.

The forest owned Ommony. He was its guardian spirit. There was not a track he did not know. It was not his boast, but his conviction, that you might blindfold him and lead him anywhere within its limits, and he would place himself almost instantly after his eyes were uncovered. It was certainly impossible to lose him by following any negotiable trail within ten miles of his bungalow; and as his eyes were not bandaged it was only a matter of minutes before he understood perfectly whither they were heading.

Once, in the days when the Buddha was something more than a tradition, those square leagues used to echo to traffic and the boom of temple bells. There were half a dozen cities in the area now claimed by Ommonys beloved trees. Roots, rain and wind had used the centuries to upturn and make mere stones of the masonry. Where towers had stood were mounds, in which the she- wolves dug to rear their young. In the market-places was a tangle of such undergrowth as only the wild pig could scramble into. Streets had become watercourses, boiling brown in the monsoon, almost unnegotiable tracks when the rain was over.

But there were visible remains of splendor, if a man knew where to look for them. There are papers in archaeological archives, written by Ommony, and filed by men who paid him graceful compliments, but neither cared nor understood, describing in extraordinary detail some of the Buddhist remains in Moplah country. They are accompanied by photographs and drawings  even maps  so that an inquirer could find his way to them without much more than a compass and an escort. But there is fashion in archaeology, as in other things. Ommony and advertisement dont jibe. He tells what he knows and, if it falls on deaf ears, turns his back, respecting societies no more than individuals. So his antiquities are almost as unknown as when he first discovered them and scratched among their carvings with a stick.

One, and the most wonderful, is the place he has called Peria Vur, which means Great City; not that there is any city left, but he argues that the temple, whose foundations and part of whose upper structure he discovered, can only have existed in a populous community. It may have housed as many as a thousand priests. Its gates that open north, south, east and west are more massive than those the ancient Egyptians raised, and, though in ruins, still bear witness to the traffic passing under them, for the stones are worn into channels by the tread of simply countless naked feet.

Ommony, with the aid of junglis, had done a little work in there with ax and spade at various time; but the jungle grows so fast again after the rains that year by year he could hardly find the clearing of the year before. He had ordered the junglis to drive animals away, and the track leading to the place had been kept more or less practicable by their repeated visits in the breeding season for that purpose. But as a rendezvous almost any jungle clearing would have been more practicable than Peria Vur when he last set eyes on it.

Nevertheless, to Peria Vur they were bound, for that winding track led nowhere else. As they advanced it became easier, instead of more difficult. In the pitchy darkness  not even stars were visible through the canopy of branches  it was quite impossible to tell how much work had been done, but there were no low-hanging twigs to strike a horsemans face, and the stirrups did not catch in undergrowth as formerly.

It was about nine miles, by a winding route that made fifteen of it, from the Outlook Rock to Peria Vur, and they covered the distance in three hours, which was proof enough that more than a handful of men had been busy. Then they were aware of three lights  red, green, yellow  evidently looted train lamps  swinging horizontally in line above the trees.

Someone  probably Mahommed Babar  blew a horn. One shrill blast. It was answered by the lights, which moved, and hung vertically. Also by another blast, which explained unmistakably the condition of the track by which they came. Elephants trumpeted.

There is a huge rock that you must skirt before you come on Peria Vur. Even by day it shuts off all view of the place from between the trees. It stands so high and bulks so big that bonfires on the Peria Vur side would be invisible to anyone approaching. On the top of that rock  the Rump, as the junglis call it because of its shape  someone was managing the colored lights. The elephants  seven as it transpired  were tethered to the left of the track, and the party wound around between them and the rock, being greeted by a second trumpeted salute that nearly scared the ponies out of their senses.

Beyond the Rump Rock the scene was wonderland, for the elephants had cleared away all growth between rock and temple, exposing more than an acre of the ancient granite blocks with which the courtyard had been paved. Some had been piled on others by the pressure of roots from beneath, and none remained on the ancient level, so that to reach the temple one had to walk along a zigzag causeway, which was practicable none the less for beast as well as man.

Some of the holes between the paving-blocks made reasonably spacious caves and had been covered over with awnings improvised from looted odds and ends to make a bivouac. A dozen fires cast a crimson light on the weird scene, and legs, arms, heads appeared out of the holes like dead men answering the Trumpet Call. Only they looked once and retired, as if satisfied that Gabriel was only practicing.

Over in a corner, where a fire glowed brightest, rose the ding-ding-dong of a smithy in action and a number of tortured gnomes gesticulated in hell- flame, repeating the motions interminably.

Light glowed and danced all up and down the broken temple wall, which had been cleared of creepers and the disemboweling roots of trees that force their way into the masonry, overturning millimeter-wise. The great, wide temple door remained and was as clear and clean as on the day when worshipers brought the first offerings of flowers to strew the portico. Only, against the carved wall on either hand were set three stones  one on the left hand, two on the right  and three men were using them as chairs. The man on the left was smoking an ordinary English briar pipe. Those on the right sat with knees on a level with their chins.

Ali Khan dragged Ommony off the horse, for his hands were still tied, and gruffly ordered him to call the dogs back; they had rushed at the man who was smoking in the temple door, as if be were a well-known ancient enemy. Diana persisted longest, and he had to summon her by name, whereat the man with the pipe, who had retreated into the building, came out again and, staring with his head bent forward in the puzzling light, called:

Oh, hullo, Ommony!

The two men on guard  Sikhs by their turbans  who had also retreated in front of the dogs, came out and cautioned him, whereat he sat down obediently on his stone and laughed.

Go forward, sahib! said Mahommed Babar from the far side of the pony he had ridden.

Ommony approached the temple, picking his way carefully over the up-ended blocks, with his hands still tied, not greeting the man with the pipe until close enough to see his eyes, although well knowing who he was. Then:

Hullo, Prothero, he said. What are you doing here?

Ill answer when Ive seen your hands, said Prothero.

Ommony turned his back to let him see, and Prothero whistled.

Im the same as you, Ommony, a prisoner. The rascals ditched my train and rubbed my nose in the dirt beside the track, but  by gad, sir! By the wrath of Indias gods! Your wristsll mortify if those thongs arent cut! Here  someone come and free this man!

Mahommed Babar strode up, drew his saber, which was razor-sharp, and severed the thongs in an instant.

You chafe his wrists. You have nothing else to do, he said, looking in Protheros eyes.

Then he gave an order to the guard and strode into the temple, where his footsteps echoed cavernously, and a few dim lights at far intervals made periods in the gloom.

Sit down, said Prothero, not offering his own seat.

One of the guards rolled his stone across the doorway, and Ommony accepted that, Prothero sitting beside him and chafing at the numb wrists rather leisurely.

You see what comes of befriending the wrong crowd, he said. Now, if youd done what I suggested, wed have both scored heavily. Instead, we havent a cook who can boil eggs without burning water. We havent a change of linen. Possibly we havent an hour to live. I detest the thought of death on an empty stomach.

They brought my cook, Ommony answered.

Then I forgive you! But Government wont! Youre damned, my boy, irrevocably damned! You cant tell me that a man who can talk the jungle-bat and whistle up junglis from the undergrowth didnt know all about this encampment. Youre done for  ab-so-lutely cooked!

I can tell you, said Ommony. Getting you to believe the truth may be another thing. I ordered the junglis not to report to me any of Mahommed Babars doings. Thats fact. It was none of my business to keep an eye on him.

Fact? Hmmm! Prothero half-closed his lobster eyes and hummed a tune. Tell that to the horse-marines.


CHAPTER 5. Hah! He is Perr-r-other-o-o-oh!

It was characteristic of Colonel Arthur Prothero that he said nothing about what had happened to the train-crew and his servants when Mahommed Babars followers ditched the train. His silence was comprehensible. If shame was not in him, at least he was mortified not to have known that Mahommed Babar still had men under his command with sufficient morale to go raiding. The train had gone dawdling without an escort, without pilot engine, without any means of protection, for the staff imposed confidence in Protheros assurance that there wasnt a rebel left with guts enough to grin with.

So the ditching had not had to be very serious. A misplaced rail caused the engine to plow up fifty yards of track before the engineer came out of a day-dream and things stood still, just naturally, of their own accord. Whereat Prothero ceased from eating a ragout fin provided by his priceless cook, and shoved his inquiring head out of the window. The rest of him followed promptly, pulled out by Mahommed Babar and two Sikhs, who took away his pistols. He swivelled his lobster eyes about inquisitively until they drew a gunny-sack down over his shoulders, pitched him into a hammock, and started off through the jungle with him for the Lord knew where.

Being a philosopher after his own fashion, the ragout having been more than usually excellent, and the hammock being comfortable, he slept, the gunny-bag serving splendidly to keep off flies. Nor did he wake up until they reached Peria Vur, where they set him more or less at liberty, and he observed that Mahommed Babar was not present. He spent the rest of the day using his trained faculty for observation, seated in the doorway of the temple, until Ommonys arrival close on midnight  asking questions which were not answered, drawing deductions that were not entirely accurate, and wishing like the devil that he had Lal Rai. When you have built your reputation on the genius of an underling there comes a feeling said to resemble homesickness if you have to get along without him in a crisis.

Now that Ommony had come he could think of nothing more appropriate than to go to sleep again. It was too bad about Ommony  a decent fellow but an awful fool to have antagonized himself, and to have got mixed up with this Mahommed Babar business. In fact, if it hadnt been against his strict principles he would have been inclined to overlook the personal aspect, and to make friends with Ommony. He never had forgiven anybody yet, but he might try, and the experience might be amusing. Church, for instance, baptisms, weddings, and all that kind of thing were decidedly amusing on the rare occasions when be attended.

But no gentleman could treat Ommony as an equal  sit and talk with him  compare notes  share confidences (as if Prothero ever shared confidences!)  knowing what the outcome must be. Why, even in self-defense, to prevent Ommony from making capital out of the accidental shooting of that jungli, he would be obliged to make out as black a case against him as possible. Prothero admitted to himself he was not squeamish, except in so far as cooking was concerned, but he hardly felt equal to sitting up with Ommony and being friendly in the circumstances.

Ommony was a such a confoundedly friendly fellow, hang it! You caught yourself liking him against your will if you werent careful, and accepting little favors that might make subsequent relations extremely awkward. He wished he hadnt ridden the fellows damned horse to the station.

So he said a gruff good night and asked the Sikh guard to tell him where to sleep. The man led him into the temple, to a dark hole already cleaned out and appointed. The other man remained in the portico with Ommony, decidedly thawing in manner as well as method the moment that Prothero had gone, for he merely requested Ommony to sit still where he was and, receiving the assurance, disappeared in turn into the temple interior.

Within two minutes of that Mahommed Babar came striding out, jangling his inseparable saber, and there was none to overhear when he sat down on the stone beside Ommony.

Ommony sahib, for those cut wrists you may take whatever price you will! But what else could I do? How else could I have satisfied that devil Prothero that you are honestly a prisoner? I know that son of an evil mother. Well I know him! I will hold you as hostage for the safety of my friends  but him I will kill unless he serves my purpose obediently!

He produced torn linen and some of the aromatic oils that India still relies on rather than the antiseptics of the West, dressing Ommonys cut wrists with the care of a trained nurse.

You shall have no more ill-treatment, sahib. I would rather hurt my mothers son. It is on Prothero that reprisals shall fall if the British make those necessary. Prothero shall clear you of complicity in my rebellion.

Rot! answered Ommony cheerlessly. How did you catch him?

The sirdar explained how the train had been ambushed.

That beast Lal Rai will get back to headquarters and give his version of it, Ommony grumbled. Lal Rai has orders to make out a case against me, and

You think so?

Mahommed Babar whistled. A man answered out of darkness. The sirdar gave an order in the Pashtu tongue, and after a minute two Afridis appeared, dragging Lal Rai between them. He looked beaten, but unconquerable. His one eye gleamed in the firelight and he carried himself malignantly between his captors, powerless for the moment but convinced of his own ultimate resourcefulness.

You know where your master is? Mahommed Babar asked. He nodded. The nod was a challenge as much as an answer.

You want to lose your master?

The question was asked in Hindustanee, the lingua franca by which a hundred Indian nations interchange occasional ideas. The answer came in a gibberish of a dozen tongues mixed with a thieves palaver  threat  all threat  unqualified by anything except abuse  the long and short of it, that he would come back from the grave, if necessary, to avenge the Dekta sahib, which was apparently his own pet name for Prothero.

Kill me  kill him  devils kill you! he shouted, spitting. He evidently loved in his own fashion, which was more than his beloved master could confess.

You can save your master, said Mahommed Babar.

Only give chance, an I member not plung-um hot iron in your belly!

That was the limit of his gratitude  his utmost offer. He was all fight, unconquered, unconquerable, unafraid.

You may take a letter written by Ommon-ee.

Lal Rai nodded. The gesture included utter contempt for Ommony, whose fate he considered he foreknew.

You will say that if it is desired to save the life of Colonel Prothero the British will send a white flag party of not more than two officers, unarmed, to treat with me. Can you remember that?

The one eye flashed scornfully. He could remember anything.

The white flag party shall have safe conduct. They will be met at the place where the train left the rails, and escorted thence through the jungle. And you will say, furthermore, that if an armed force should be sent, it will not fare well with Colonel Prothero!

At Mahommed Babars instigation Ommony wrote, setting forth the situation. It was a short note, on a scrap of paper. Lal Rai stuck it in a fold of his loin-cloth.

You may wait until dawn, said the sirdar.

I go now!

Are you not afraid of the jungle beasts?

Fraid nothing, and not you! Give a thing make noise with; I go.

Did you see Ommon-ee arrive here?

He nodded.

Look at his wrists?

He nodded again.

Say at headquarters that Ommon-ee sahib was injured by the man who tied him. You understand?

To Ommony it looked as if he understood too well. The one eye gleamed with a malignancy as full of intelligence as a cobras. However, Mahommed Babar seemed confident, and dismissed him with an order to his guards to provide him with some noisy instrument and see him out of camp.

They gave him a tin pan with a hole in it, and saw him as far as the outer range of leaping shadows where the elephants rocked at their pickets and the mahouts slept between. There they warned him to make both noise and haste, and shoved him away with a devils blessing.

Noise he did make; haste not. The scandal of his beaten tin pan died away into the dark, and ceased  ceased where he laid the tin pan down behind a tree and began to retrace his steps. Nobody saw him slip between the elephants, nor what he did; but a scream of rage suddenly ripped the night apart and in a moment the mahouts were yelling for assistance, crying that their charges had gone mad. They were fighting, as humans will, each believing the other had done stealthy injury, and there was so much confusion that even Mahommed Babar came out of the temple to lend a hand, and Ommony followed him.

All seven elephants broke loose. There was hue-and-cry to round them up, for panic-stricken elephants might go twenty miles before morning. Ommonys dogs joined in that fun naturally, and during the confusion Lal Rai reached the temple door unseen, crept in, and discovered without much difficulty the dark hole where his master lay.

Prothero was asleep, and affected no surprise on being awakened. He was used to having situations saved for him by his graceless factotum. Moreover, he never bestowed much praise, never admitted obligation, never let the other party grow too self-important.

Where have you been all this time? he demanded.

Lal Rai, in his own assorted gutter-speech, explained. He had the gift of laconism.

Scoot. Caught. Knock-out. Gag-an bind-um. Kick, shove, pull, drag along behind, and by-um-by me come easy. Kep a dekko lifting. Fetch here  chuck um in dark hole. By-um-by Ommony write letter. Mahommed Babar orderum fetch me. Take letter. Me going. Coming back. Look for you. Now you savvy whole goddam bisnis.

Show me the letter, growled Prothero.

No can see.

Strike a match, damn you.

You see  evrybody can see. Never min letter. Me eatum. You say what shall say  me say it, savvy?

Prothero did savvy instantly and wasted no time on wordy gratitude.

Give me that letter. Give it here! Now cut back to Headquarters and say this: My compliments to the General Commanding. Mr. Ommony caused my train to be wrecked and me to be taken prisoner. You get that?

Lal Rai repeated it word for word.

Mr. Ommony is here, at liberty to come and go among the rebels, with his dogs, his horses, his cook, and several guns. Repeat that.

Lal Rai repeated it.

Say, With Mr. Ommonys assistance, Mahommed Babar is raising a new force from the Punjab and all over the North. Have you got that? Say the whole message over from the beginning. Good. Now add: Two hundred men resolutely led and moving swiftly could surround this party and finish the business. Say the whole thing over once more. Excellent. Now go! Take care of yourself. Remember, my life depends on your getting through.

Small need to urge Lal Rai to take care. He was adept at that. Small need to urge him now to make haste; he had a shrewd idea what his fate might be if he were caught in camp after being ordered out of it. He dodged and ducked from shadow to shadow and ran for the spot where he had cached his tin can, for even he hardly dared travel the jungle at night without some means of scaring the beasts of prey.

Once escaped from the zone of firelight he said Protheros message over and over again to himself  said it perfectly  even pronounced the words correctly, since the speech was another mans and not his own. They say that every criminal always forgets at least one important thing. He had forgotten nothing  except Ommonys dogs, which had out-distanced the elephants and turned them. Headed back by the dogs, the already sobering seven were met by their mahouts and stopped. Having ascertained that they were to be coaxed and petted, not punished, they surrendered accordingly. Diana, who could not count, proceeded to range the jungle tracks in search of stragglers, not quite uninfluenced by the delicious discovery that five tons of elephant would run from a hundred and twenty pounds of dog.

Being a wolf-hound, Diana had no nose worth speaking of, but eyes and ears that were miracles  eyes for the daylight and ears for the dark  ears that could catch the cadence of Lal Rais stealthily retreating feet. And she had a tongue like the Inchcape Bell, which summoned the other two.

Luckily Mahommed Babar had not ordered Lal Rais knife returned to him. He had nothing but his tin pan, and the stick he beat it with, to use in the dark on Diana. Even her milky fangs were invisible. She used the fangs on him, making no sound now, never relaxing her jaws except to seize a firmer hold, downing him  reaching for his throat  possessed of one sole purpose, for she knew him for her masters enemy  a thing to be destroyed.

It was the other dogs belling and yapping in pursuit who gave Ommony notice. He shouted Dianas name half a dozen times, and she let go her victim long enough to throw up her head and bell acknowledgment. He shouted again and she shut her jaws reluctantly. Lal Rai, who was under her, seized her by the forelegs; and he might have done an injury, for she was too well taught to disobey that call of Ommonys. She would not bury her teeth again in the creature he had ordered her to watch. But the other two dogs caught up, closed in; they knew much less discipline but more desire to make up for lost time. So Lal Rai was bitten and torn, while Diana looked on and Ommony hurried, arriving ahead of Mahommed Babar and about a dozen of his followers, all breathless from pursuit of elephants.

Lal Rai by that time was a beast at bay  bleeding, frothing  scared of every sound and shadow  outraged  unable to believe in anything but danger  death  fighting with fist and teeth. They had to seize him from behind. They threw him, and he gnawed their legs. They had to tie him with turbans and frog-march him  all in the dark, hardly knowing which end up he was.

So that when they came to the nearest fire and searched him for Ommonys letter it seemed obvious that he had dropped it in the struggle. Suddenly his frenzied mind became aware of what they were looking for, and a devils delight in defeating their purpose  anybodys purpose except his own and Protheros  seized him. Yah! Yah! Sons of worms, I eat um!

He yelled to them to cut his belly open and look if they did not believe him. Seeming to think in that crazy minute that an order from Prothero had magical qualities, or thinking, perhaps, that they thought so, he roared with malicious delight that a message had been written that would ruin all of them.

Call me when he grows reasonable, growled Mahommed Babar, and turned away. Everybody knew what that meant, Ali Khan especially. Ommony remonstrated. He caught Mahommed Babars arm and spoke with a catch in his throat.

Are you forgetting your izzat? he asked.

Sahib, he has obviously slipped back and talked with Prothero. If you can make him talk to us in any other way

Give me ten minutes, said Ommony, and the sirdar nodded. So Ommony went into the temple, and Mahommed Babar stayed by the fire superintending. They brought water as well as irons to be heated, and Lal Rai understood, setting his teeth and grinding them like a boar at bay. Ali Khan smiled with cold eyes and thin lips, understanding perfectly how to be master of such ceremonies.

But Ommony, understanding something else, shook Prothero until he could not feign sleepiness.

Theyve caught Lal Rai, he said. Theyre heating irons to torture him because he wont tell what your orders are. The only way you can save

He wont tell, said Prothero.

He will if you order him.

Im no such fool.

Youll let him be done to death?

Oh, they wont go that far. And, if they do, damn it, man, it wont hurt Lal Rai half as much as it would you or me! Were, comparatively speaking, soft  at least I am physically. Done myself too well. Youre soft-hearted and soft-headed. Hes hard as nails  an animal  a peculiarly intelligent animal, good in his way, but no more in our class than the fish you catch or the bear you shoot.

Then you wont say the word? asked Ommony.

No. If he were to divulge my orders they would probably kill you and me.

Ommony had what he wanted, but a quirk in his nature that other men, and frequently he, too, construed as weakness, impelled him to offer Prothero a last chance.

Wont you come out and stand by? asked Ommony.

No. That ud be foolish.

It might comfort the poor devil.

He has no more use for comfort than a hunted animal. Id make him nervous. The sight of what theyll do to him might upset me. I might weaken. Weakness is vice, only more disastrous.

I shall tell him you wont come.

Good idea. Tell him. Make him realize its up to him to stick it out and see it through. It wont hurt for you to stand by. Hell want to show off in front of you. Your presence might help. Go on. Go and tell him I wont come.

Mahommed divined easily enough what Ommony had been asking Prothero. The obvious thing was to persuade him to say the word that would loosen Lal Rais tongue. But he thought he knew better than Ommony what manner of man was Prothero, and laughed as Ommony strode out into the firelight from the gloom of the temple door.

The pigs weak place is his belly, sahib. Did the brein respond to argument? Has he a heart?

Have you one? Ommony retorted.

Is it you who should ask that?

Are you going to torture that poor devil?

Ommon-ee, I will let him go if you care to say the word. You were my friend when none believed in me. But be my friend! Think twice! Prothero is the Head of the Intelligence. If I can learn what orders he gave to Lal Rai it is likely I can slip out of a tightening net.

Ommony knew better than to believe that. The unlikeliest thing was that Prothero had done more than appeal for help, with a detail or two as to how to reach him. But it is not wisdom to argue with a man in dire straits about things you cant prove to him. Mahommed Babar was not open to argument.

Let me speak with Lal Rai alone, suggested Ommony.

So though Ali Khan displayed reluctance they drew away at the Sirdars gruff command and left the captive gagged and trussed between two fires with the evidence of their intentions all around him. Ommony loosened the gag. Lal Rai spat in his face promptly. Ommony wiped off the spittle with the sort of deliberate care he would have used if it had been wind-blown dirt, and with no more resentment. Something in his manner of doing that conveyed more to the captive than words could have. He glared around at Ommonys dogs that sat showing their fangs at him, and from them to their master, who took an iron out of the fire and stirred the ashes contemplatively.

Burn me! I will not tell! he sneered.

There is no danger of your being burned, said Ommony. You are of no importance. But you can sit here, and see them torture your master with these irons and that water and not speak?

Hah! He is Perr-r-other-o-o-oh! They could burn him forever and he would not tell!

But will you permit that? That is the point. Will you sit here unharmed, and watch, and let them burn him, when a word from you  ?

What word?

Ommony made a signal with his hand behind his back before answering, and Mahommed Babar began to draw near unostentatiously.

If you tell what the message was that he gave you to take just now there would be no object in torturing him.

The one wild eye betrayed hesitation palpably. Ommony put in his subtlest stroke.

It is true he will not come and tell to save you from being tortured, for he does not consider you are worth it. I have asked him. But you might tell to save him, for you are his man, and he is your master. Besides, he would never know.

Never know?

Never know.

Ommony moved his hand again, and the sirdar came and stood quite close behind the prisoner.


CHAPTER 6. Im going to kick you out of this!

It is team work that wins, even in questioning prisoners. The ability to watch and wait and support the other man is what makes captains in the end, and never a rebel leader lasted thirty days who could not play second fiddle to opportunity. Lal Rai was disposed to bargain for terms and guarantees, but Mahommed Babar, listening behind him, saw the drift and played into Ommonys hand.

What are you waiting for? he growled in a sort of stage-assassins sotto voce, and Ali Khan and several others got up, wondering what he meant.

The irons are hot. Are you afraid to burn his feet because his hide is white and his name is Prothero? His liver will be found whiter than his skin, Ill warrant! Must I show you? Take the fire into the temple and heat the irons there. Make haste. Have him tied and stripped before I come.

Those were Afridis, neither averse to inflicting pain nor ashamed of the impulse. The hills they are born among are cruel, and why should they not be? Moreover, they were rebels, whose heads, excepting Ali Khans, were not yet priced only because the authorities did not yet know their names. If caught they might be hanged, and the preference for being hanged for something rather than for nothing is as old as draconic law. And Ali Khan, who would be hanged in any case, might just as well go the limit. In the mind of Lal Rai there was no question as to their intentions. In their shoes he would have done the same thing.

I will tell, he said, with a great mans simplicity.

Do not touch him until I come! Mahommed Babar shouted, and Ali Khan, who at that distance looked like the sirdars twin brother, threw up his hands in a gesture of disgust. The others looked not more pleased than hungry men would be if told to wait while the dinner cooled.

Lal Rai, taking all that in with one super-observant eye, hastened to repeat the message Prothero had given him. Parrotfish he pronounced the words almost perfectly, even apeing his masters voice, he who when coining his own phrases never used a word or part of speech without maltreating it.

My compliments to the General Commanding. Mr. Ommon-ee caused my teerain to be wrecked and me to be tak-en peerisner. Mr. Ommon-ee is here at liberty to come an go among the rebels with hees dogs, hees horses, hees cook, and several guns. Weeth Mr. Ommon-ees assistance Mahommed Babar ees raising a new force from thee Punjab and all over thee North. Two hunred men resolutely led and moveeng swiftly could surround thees party and fineesh thee bisnis.

Mahommed Babar made no audible comment but strode out of the firelight and returned, two or three times, with his hands behind him. Ommonys face betrayed emotion, but not incredulity. Lal Rai was a person whom you could disbelieve easily in most circumstances, but not when he reeled off that particular message in that particular tone of voice. It would have been as sensible to disbelieve a dog with feathers in his mouth, bringing in news of partridges. At last Mahommed Babar stood still and exploded  one word:

Allah!

It contained a whole encyclopedia of mixed information as to his own thoughts. He was full of scorn. He was amazed. He doubted what to do.

I advise you to keep this fellow prisoner, said Ommony. Put irons on him. Make sure of him.

The sirdar nodded. And the other?

Let him go, said Ommony.

Mahommed Babar thought that was part of the snare of words being laid for Lal Rai. He entered no immediate objection, but shouted to his men to come and tie the prisoner carefully and followed Ommony away into the shadows.

I do not see the connection, he said then. I do not understand the trick.

No trick, said Ommony. Just let him go. Id have the junglis watch him as far as the railway line. Hes useless to you as he is, but

I do not understand you, Ommon-ee. Listen to me. That man Prothero is a snake with the hide of a lion and the mentality of a hyena. You have heard the message that he hoped to send. If I let Prothero himself go he will tell worse lies. Moreover, he will know the way to this place, and

Why be here? wondered Ommony.

Because I must!

It was no use arguing that, no time for explanations.

All the more, I advise you to let him go, insisted Ommony. As a hostage he isnt the slightest use to you. Theyll be searching for him now. My servants will have told all they know. By morning the scouts will have found my tonga in the jungle. It wont be very difficult to trace you from that point. Theyll find the footprints of your elephants if nothing else. Reinforcements will be sent for. Theyll surround you. Youll be killed if you dont surrender. And whats to prevent Prothero from telling any lies he pleases?

But, Allah! If I let him go

He will tread on his own feet  dig his own pit-trap himself! If you must stay here

I must.

Then your only chance is a mistake by the other side! Keep Lal Rai and let the colonel go, for hes a man wholl make mistakes! Youll puzzle him if you let him go. Hes absolutely sure to put a false construction on it.

Sahib, I will have nothing to do with this! said Mahommed Babar with a sudden exclamation of disgust. If the British caught me they would hang me as a traitor, who am a rebel and no worse. I have caught him. I should hang him as a convicted jackal masquerading in a mans skin! It is in your hands. Do as you like with him!

Is it between him and me? asked Ommony with a strange new thrill in his voice.

I give him to you, sahib. I give you leave to turn him loose or kill him or trade him for yourself and go free, or do anything you will.

Ommony threw his shoulders back and instantly took Mahommed Babar at the letter of his word.

Keep Lal Rai out of sight then, he answered with a grin, and started for the temple, springing to alternate paving-blocks with a playfulness that he had hardly felt since his school-days.

There is no such exhilaration as the courage that a man of peace produces when he has made up his mind at last that patience, having had her rein, is due to trot behind. Your mere berserker, used to hurling thew and steel into each chance argument  your bully, who delights to see the other fellow cringe  even your stone-wall fighter forever on the defensive  neither know nor can imagine such perfect thrills as he enjoys who knows in his heart of hearts that he has done all possible to avoid offense.

Ommonys boots rang on the temple floor as he entered. He knew vaguely where Protheros corner was and struck a match as he drew near, whereat Prothero began calling to him from somewhere else. He followed the sound of the voice and came on steps descending. There was a glow of light below, so he went forward, down into a cavern where the ancient priests had held their mysteries, all cleaned out anew and hung with plundered mats and what not else.

They had Prothero tied in there  bound with ropes on a thing like an altar in the midst  but neither gagged nor blindfolded. They had their little fires and the hot irons staged so that he should miss no detail of what was supposed to be prepared for him. Fully believing that Mahommed Babar was in earnest, Ali Khan had gone to the length of sharpening a knife and describing to him how conveniently near the surface nerves are so that they can be opened up for more exquisite entertainment. So Prothero was in no mood for pleasantries, although he had not lost his courage when Ommony arrived; the sweat was running from his naked body in anticipation of the ordeal, but his eye was bold and he was asking no quarter. Plainly he had hurt a man or two in the scuffle when they seized him, for Ali Khans nose was bleeding and another was chafing an injured arm.

Loose him! commanded Ommony. The sirdar has given him to me.

They were about to refuse. No Afridi cares to be balked of his prey when the cruel side of him has been deliberately conjured uppermost. Ali Khan thrust out his lower jaw and flashed his knife. But Ommony made as if to call Mahommed Babar; and suddenly Diana appeared from the upper gloom. She had followed her master unbidden, and looked like a special kind of devil with white fangs flashing and eyeballs glaring in the glow of the torture-fires. Superstition is stronger than desire, more compelling than anger.

Oh, if the sirdar says

Take the fires away with you, said Ommony. Leave that lamp.

One of them set the little clay lamp on a ledge on the cavern wall. Ali Khan, because it was the most unpleasant way of doing it, seared through the cords that bound Prothero, using one of the hot irons, and walked out swinging the weapon in illustration of his frame of mind. Ommony told the dog to follow to the stair-head and keep watch. Then he turned at last on Prothero and stood watching him pull on his pants and boots.

Youd better leave your coat and collar off, he said. Im going to lick you!

What in blazes do you mean? demanded Prothero.

Just that.

Good Lord! Are you mad? What possesses you?

General principles.

Dont be an idiot!

Never more sane! Youre a skunk. Youve been given to me to do what I like with. I like to give you a licking, and kick you into the jungle! Stay up there, Diana! Do you hear me?

Dianas tail thumped the stone upstairs in dumb acknowledgment of orders, and Ommony peeled his coat off, rolling up big flannel shirt-sleeves in a way that almost made him feel in school again.

But it was Prothero who was in school, and he began to take instruction with three different disadvantages. As he had remarked earlier to Ommony, he had done himself too well, and, although hale and strong, he was overfed. The dim light from the clay lamp did not suit his small eyes, whereas Ommony was used to peering down the gloom of jungle lanes. And he did not believe that Ommony was serious. Everybody knew Ommony for a man who preached peace almost to the point of getting fired for it.

He was not really convinced of Ommonys seriousness until an unimaginary fist struck him on the nose. Bellowing with rage he hitched his pants, squared himself and struck back, receiving another on the nose that made it bleed and added incitement to conviction.

The fight once on he proved no mean antagonist, for he was heavier and full of that ruthless, selfish courage that is apt to surprise those who count too literally on the maxims of the copybook. Bullies may be cowards, but most British officers can box a bit, and in his early days Prothero had studied the game for purely disreputable reasons, counting on the average officers objection to having his head punched, as a safe basis from which to disregard the finer canons of conduct. He had almost wooed unpopularity, that being the easiest way for a man to climb who has scant social charm. It passes for strength of character.

So once or twice as they sparred around the altar in the midst of the cavern the advantage passed from Ommony to Prothero. But never for more than a moment, because Protheros spirit was the cynics bent on self-defense, Ommonys that of the dealer of chastisement. Moreover, Ommony had never done himself well in the Lucullian sense. If he was an epicure it was of thoughts, principles, and self-control. The self-controlled man who elects at last to fight is utterly invincible  except in the dark and then perhaps.

The dim light from the clay lamp handicapped Prothero. There was just enough of it to let him see the others fists as they came on his guard. Sight and sensation were almost simultaneous, and although Ommony could not hit like Bob Fitzsimmons, his blows were amply hard enough to shake the teeth of the other, who felt himself weakening, sickening, dizzying, more and more distressed  and had no regard for what decent fellows call the game in any event.

Some men can take punishment, consider it as punishment, fight back but bear no malice, knowing they deserve what they are getting but intent on coming off as little damaged as may be in their own or the enemys estimation. You may bet on those men safely  not that they will win; but that they are fit to laugh and live with  fit to be fought and forgiven.

Prothero was the other kind. Punishment, that he so loved to inflict, brought out the yellow devil in him either way. He could not hit except to kill. His vices were his virtues in his own opinion. Sportsmanship was cant, that he could use to his own advantage on occasion, but that he was never bound by. He was incapable of liking  of admiring  of respecting; but he could fear, and he could hate. He began to hate Ommony poisonously, as fear increased and he felt himself at his intended victims mercy.

We hate men for the wrongs we have inflicted or intended to inflict on them. To Prothero, backing away around and around the altar, it began to seem an outrage that Ommony should not be tried for treason. Each blow that passed inside his weakening guard increased the sense of it. He, Prothero, needed someone to be blamed for the fact that Mahommed Babar was at large and in command of men. Why, then, not Ommony? What right had Ommony to resent being a victim. Or to refuse? Or to hit back? Damn him! Had he the impudence to think himself an equal! The son of a dusty old Cambridge bookseller the equal of Colonel Prothero of Cheltenham and the Intelligence?

By Gad! Was he, Prothero, going to take a thrashing from a shopkeepers son? Not while he knew it! He would teach the fellow!

One eye was nearly out of commission. Glassy, over-fed, protruding things, they were only too easy to hit. But the one that Ommony had not yet reached caught sight of an iron, the size of a tavern poker, that had rolled against the wall and been forgotten. It was under the lamp. The dim light glinted on it. He had to look away, lest Ommony should see it too and be forewarned. Turning his head exposed the angle of his jawbone to a right-hand punch that sent him reeling backward, but it also gave him the excuse to give ground unsuspected. He sprang for the wall, jumped, smashed the clay lamp with his fist, and ducked instantly in the total darkness to grope along the floor.

Ommonys fist crashed against the wall, and the next he knew was a stinging blow as the iron struck him from behind between the shoulder-blades. The blow almost produced paralysis, but missed it by a fraction of an inch.

Colonel Prothero could see no sense in sportsmanship. But Diana could not even understand the meaning of the word! Subtle canine reasoning convinced her that the sudden darkness canceled previous orders. And possibly her huntress eyes could see in the total darkness, where Ommonys could not.

Prothero groped for the back of Ommonys head with his left hand and raised the heavy iron for the blow that should finish the argument  taking his time  making sure of his aim  laughing as Ommony turned half-toward him. He seized him by the hair with his left hand to force the head downward in position, and the laugh changed to a gurgle as Diana took him from behind with paws on his shoulders that bore him downward and jaws that tore his neck. He went down in the darkness, crying out.

No iron  no torture  nothing less than Ommonys voice and hand could have caused Dianas fanged hold to relax, as it did reluctantly. Then, because Ommonys back still pained him where the iron had struck, Diana was given the seat of Protheros pants to haul by, and master and hound together dragged the Chief of the Intelligence upstairs into the temple, where the gloom was not quite so opaque, and there Prothero recovered, not having quite lost consciousness at any time. He was only torn and punched, whereas Ommony had been clubbed from behind, which is almost the worst thing that can happen to a man.

Damn that dog of yours! Well, have you worked your temper off? Youd better shake hands, suggested Prothero, running true to type, as men do in most emergencies and using what he believed to be psychology.

Conscious of pain between his shoulders and its origin Ommony said nothing yet. He knew exactly what he was going to do  needed no suggestion. But he waited, for he was curious.

A man who wont shake hands after a fight Prothero began.

How did you hit me in the back? asked Ommony.

I didnt. I hit you on the chin. You staggered back against the wall and hurt yourself. I was bending forward to steady you when your infernal dog seized me from behind. Dyou realize what hes done to my neck, confound it? Hes torn the flesh out! Missed my jugular by half an inch. And you sit there refusing to shake hands! Thats a nice return for my trying to steady you on your feet. You hit me first anyhow  attacked me like a madman.

I suppose thats the story youll tell at headquarters, said Ommony, smiling at last. The smile was invisible, because of darkness, but there, and as unmistakable as pain.

Headquarters?

Yes. Have you still got that iron?

He reached to make sure, and Prothero neglected the opportunity thus provided to strike him behind the ear because of Diana, whose shaggy hair was bristling and who was making music of a kind.

Get up! commanded Ommony, seizing a handful of Dianas scruff and leaning his whole weight on her as he got to his feet. Get out into the jungle! Walk home and tell any lies you like! Cheat  chouse  perjure yourself  and have first move! Ill play what I have and beat you! Get out of here!

Prothero ran to escape being kicked  ran faster because of Dianas music growling through her teeth behind him  and was bitten by the other two dogs that had been caught and held at the temple door by Mahommed Babars orders. No Mohammedan quite likes the company of dogs in his living-quarters, and he had ordered all three kept outside, but nobody had dared handle Diana, whom Ommony now had to hold with all his might to prevent her from joining the other two and tearing Prothero to pieces.

The other two dogs were dragged off at last, Ommony contrived to leash Diana, and Prothero, refusing to believe his senses, yet aware of the toe of his enemys boot, was driven past the fires, and past the elephants, and out into the jungle  bleeding, bruised, sans weapons, sans cook or cooking-pot, sans cigarette, sans anything.

But after Prothero had gone, with Dianas deep voice belling from behind to hasten him, Ommony whistled in a way that was peculiar to him, and a jungli came flitting between the tree trunks no nearer than was necessary. Only his outline was vaguely visible  that and the reflection of the firelight in his eyes  but he grunted, and Ommony answered. After about a minutes interchange of gutturals the jungli disappeared again along the trail of Prothero.


CHAPTER 7. A cur, never!

It is not good to be bleeding in the jungle in the dark, and all alone, especially if you can only see a star or two at intervals between the over- arching trees and have lost a great part of your sense of direction because one eye is nearly out of commission and the other bruised. Ill-temper and hatred are no help.

There are creatures that see in the dark and have wings and like blood and can sting. There are four-footed fellamilads with fangs that moisten at the smell of warm blood from far off. Eyes that gather up the almost non- existent jungle light and gleam as they dodge from tree to tree. Voices that whimper and whisper and yelp of hunger  voices that roar  and, the worst of all!  stealthy footfalls, announcing the approach of none knows what, but it may be a black panther. And there are snakes which rustle in the undergrowth, or hang down swaying among the creepers.

Prothero elected to climb a tree and wait in its branches until morning. But even as he raised his right foot painfully, using a hand to help his thigh that ached on the under part where Ommonys toe had met meat, a silent form, almost invisible, moved in the velvet gloom beside him and he leaped for the narrow glade again, where a man at any rate had room to swing his fists.

Whereat a low noise like the mewing of a cat made his blood run cold, and he retreated along the glade, slapping the back of his neck to kill mosquitoes and turning at every second stride to see what he should see, but hoping to see nothing.

The mewing ceased when he went forward. When he paused to listen it began again  sometimes so close that the goose-flesh rose up all one side of his body as if some creeping thing had touched him. He was being followed, but could hear no footsteps. He could almost feel the presence of a living being, but could see none. Once, when he struck out suddenly in a sort of panic of despair, he thought his fist actually brushed against something, but it might have been one of the countless winged insects that were fluttering all about him  there were lots of those.

A bat crashed into his face, filling his nostrils with a stink beyond analysis. He struck the creature to the ground and killed it, but cried out, almost on the verge of tears  he, Prothero of the Intelligence!

He mastered himself with an effort and continued down the glade, but stopped again after a minute, for he heard the crunch of strong jaws that devoured the bat. He had to consider. Only two animals in all the jungle would devour that filthiness  pig or hyena  the bravest and the meanest beasts that live. He was not afraid of hyenas, or need not be; but if it was pig  the lords of the jungle, the tiger and leopard, give right of way to the boar, and he would better choose a tree accordingly.

He chose a tree, and even as he raised his foot to climb some other creature struck the brute that ate the bat. It snarled and yelped and ran off whimpering. So he knew it was hyena and not pig. But who  what had struck the brute? Not another hyena, for he heard the blow  almost a thump  it might have been a kick  a hoof he would have thought, only he could hear no footfalls. He started to climb the tree, and that infernal mewing began again.

No use trying to climb away from any of the big cats. Each to his own element, and a man, even in extremity, is better on the hard ground and his own two feet. He groped about in utter darkness for a stick that would serve for a club, and his hand touched something neither warm nor cold that moved and drew an oath from him.

It might have been a snake, although it was hardly clammy enough. It had not feathers, nor any hair that he could feel. He had touched it, or it had touched him  which was it?  on a level with his waist. A snake can sit up to that height  some snakes can  but it had not struck, it had retreated.

Then a twig broke on his left, and another twig behind him, and the mewing began again. Colonel Arthur Prothero of the Intelligence cried out, on the threshold of hysteria.

After that he ran for a little while, hoping that the sound of his heavy footfall might scare away creatures given to mistrust of unfamiliar sounds. But the life of the jungle is lived by night, as it sleeps by day, and nearly all waking life is curious. He heard the crashing of the undergrowth as some big beast that knew his own power too well to worry about caution hurried to investigate. Stopping to hunt frenziedly for any kind of weapon  going on his knees to grope for down-wood  he heard what sounded like a fight. There were a dozen blows, a deal of crashing, snarling, growling, guttural grunting followed by retreat. But retreat of what he could not guess, any more than he could see what had caused retreat.

Had some beast  someone of the big cats  chosen him? Was it playing cat-and-mouse with him, and driving away competitors meanwhile? It felt, looked, sounded like it! He began to run again, partly to find out whether he was followed.

It was easy to run along the jungle lane, for the narrow slit overhead made the gloom luminous and the irregular line of trees on either hand was like two walls of blackness leaning inward, only just a trifle darker than the night itself. He could not hear anything following, and as he grew out of breath he stopped again to listen. Instantly, under the sound of his breathing and the humming of his own heart, he heard the mewing as distinctly as ever  closer than ever. He almost felt breath on his cheek, it was so close. He struck out, kicked, shouted, and his foot struck something neither soft nor hard that yielded and vanished, for when he kicked a second time there was nothing there.

The mewing resumed from behind him; not quite so close this time, but near enough to make his blood run cold  from about the height of his waist, or perhaps a bit higher, as well as he could judge.

At last he found a stick that would come away in his hand and was heavy enough for a weapon. He wielded it, whirled it about him, and shouted to raise his own courage, which was parlous near to disappearing altogether.

The stick struck something and broke. Whatever it struck was alive, for it grunted and gave way. Then instead of one sound of mewing there were three, distinct, from separate directions, and they seemed to be closing in on him. So he gripped the short end of the stick that was left in his hand and started off running again.

There came footfalls from behind him this time, but he could see nothing when he glanced over his shoulder. It was like the sound of soft feet galloping  not wolves or wild dogs, for they made no other sound and did not come fast enough  perhaps a hyena again. He stopped to stand at bay, and pursuit ceased instantly, which suggested a hyena more than any other brute.

But you can generally see a hyenas eyes, hung low and moving sidewise, and he could see nothing. He found another stick and charged with it, striking at the spot where he supposed the brute might be; but only beat the air and presently abandoned that, for it made him feel more impotent than ever.

Meanwhile the bruises Ommonys fists had made and the flesh torn by Dianas teeth had become a spread feast for the insects. He had come away without a handkerchief, so he tore off the tail of his shirt to make a bandage. In the dark he tore it badly. It was too short. He had to tear the whole shirt up to get a piece long enough to be any good. That did serve to cover up the actual open wounds; but it stuck to them and hurt nearly as badly as the insects had. Moreover, it left the bruises exposed, and his torso arrayed in nothing but a cotton singlet, through which the mosquitoes could drive their gimlets comfortably with the additional advantage of a foothold.

Just like that cad Ommony to kick me out without coat or hat!

Rage against Ommony helped for a little while, but gave place to chagrin. He did not feel proud of having been kicked out of camp by the booksellers son. Ommony was a person who had friends. He, Prothero, was indisputably blessed with a number of steadfast enemies. He had always regarded his enemies as useful hitherto. They had provided him with opportunities to score vindictively and call attention to his dangerous qualities, which was the same thing in his mind as importance.

Ommonys friends were not only numerous, some of them were highly placed. That made the situation awkward. Damn the man! Why couldnt he be the nincompoop a booksellers brat ought to be, and take the consequences! A mere Woods and Forests man who was friendly with rebels and knew the junglebat was such an obviously easy mark for a Colonel of Intelligence in search of a scapegoat! Friends or no friends, he could have contrived to blame Ommony for Mahommed Babars continuance in the field if only the bally man hadnt presumed to take his own part so damned effectively!

He could have made a lovely scandal of it. A minor British official charged with treason! An insignificant but famous Woods and Forests man convicted of harboring his countrys enemies! A notorious pacifist caught in the act of fostering rebellion! Suspected, tracked down, seen, overheard and taken by the famous Arthur Prothero, hero of so-and-so and such-and-such. He might have got a decoration out of it! And the leverage it would have given him over Ommonys erstwhile friends would have been priceless.

Thats what you think, is it? Well, Im told you used to believe in Ommony, so your opinion

But who was going to be convinced now by circumstantial evidence without investigation? No one, except that ass Macaulay, who was known to hate Ommony and always to be convinced, in advance of the evidence, on whichever side his prejudices leaned.

Macaulay on your side was worse than useless. All the other influential men would wait before passing judgment. They would ask why Ommony had thrashed him, Prothero. And what would the answer be? Damn it!

He knew what the answer would be. People who liked Ommony were fanatics about him, and all fanatics were fools. They would assert and maintain that Ommony, being such as he was known to be, would never thrash a man without good reason. They would look into the reason. And, damn it!  whatever Ommony might say, there would be men who would believe, implicitly!

Dread of future developments added itself to immediate fear and the torture of insects. There were moments when it almost seemed better to face about and wait for the wild beasts that dogged him so persistently. He wished he knew more zoology, so as to know what animal mewed like that. Come to think of it, he had never heard an exactly similar noise, but that might be because he had never studied leopards except by way of shooting them occasionally. It might be a cheetah.

Someone told him once that cheetahs mew when tracking down their prey. If it was a cheetah there were very likely several of them. That made the recent chorus of mewing comprehensible. There were two or three hours yet until dawn. They kill at dawn or just before it preferably, he remembered  or so somebody had said.

Well, he always did hate a man who funked death when it could not be escaped. If it could be avoided, then any course was justifiable for a man of position and means. But was it avoidable now? Was there any other victim for the cheetahs, to be substituted for himself? No. Not even Lal Rai  that impudent, lying, rascally, useful dog Lal Rai.

He wondered what would happen to Lal Rai. To whose lot would he fall? He would surely fall to someone, for a man like that was never any use without a master. And he certainly would never find another master who would understand him and make use of him as he, Prothero, had done. Any one with idiotic notions about conventions and morality might as well hold a two-edged knife by the blade as try to employ Lal Rai. For a while he was almost happy, thinking of the tricks he had turned through Lal Rais agency. But the mewing began again.

He was dreadfully tired as well as sore and irritated. He had an idea that his nerve would fail altogether if he continued retreating in front of that beastly, blood-chilling noise. As a man of notorious resourcefulness he felt reasonably sure that if there were a remedy within reach he would not have overlooked it. Death seemed inescapable. No way out. It was undignified, as well as stupid, to keep on running away from what could overtake him whenever it chose.

Beaten  defeated he might be. A cur, never! He chose a tree by the feel of it, and sat down with his back against its bole, to wait for death. He even composed his own epitaph, and wished he had a pencil with which to write it on a scrap of paper for the search-party to find and turn in at headquarters.

He waited a surprisingly long time, and nothing happened, except that the cloud of insects increased, and whenever he moved there was mewing. Hang it, it was almost like a house-cats! That thought brought relief, after its absurdity had faded, and it is surprising what relief will do to a man whose nerves are all on edge.

He found himself struggling to keep awake. He had to rub his eyes repeatedly. More and more frequently his head fell forward on his breast. More than once his own half-finished snore brought him back to his senses with a start. When he heard other sounds, and thought he saw eyes in the dark very near him, he could not be sure that he was not dreaming.

Finally he decided that he might just as well be killed while asleep as while awake. So he made himself as comfortable as he could, laying his head against a root and curling up as if he were in bed. He fell asleep almost instantly, and was awakened by loud mewing shortly after sunlight had begun to penetrate the jungle.

He sat up, rubbed his eyes and looked. Six of Ommonys naked junglis sat around him in a semi-circle  sat and mewed at him, and pointed in the direction of the railway line.


CHAPTER 8. Colonel John Tregurtha, V.C., D.S.O., Etc.

In the big tent by the flagstaff, on the hilltop overlooking the compounds where the prisoners wondered what was next, Macaulay smiled meanly. He was at his best, always, when a reputation was in danger. And his best was his worst. He could break a man more skillfully and painfully, and read a more eloquent lesson from it afterward, than any man in India, except perhaps one missionary, who deserves a story to himself and shall be accommodated  one of these days.

Macaulay did not seem to feel the heat. He was probably as incapable of suffering or sentiment on such occasions as a hound in full cry.

Colonel John Tregurtha V.C., D.S.O., etc., on the other hand, wiped sweat from his forehead and swore in undertones. He sat across the table from Macaulay and studied the map between them in order to keep himself from doing violence  which must never be done to civilians.

Ommony had made the map, and there were ways in which it differed from the Ordnance Survey maps, as Macaulay had been careful to point out; but, as Tregurtha had made answer, Ommony was not an Ordnance Survey man, and it was the only map available.

He should have taken the trouble to familiarize himself with requirements, said Macaulay.

Was he ever paid for his work? asked Tregurtha.

Macaulay withdrew into cynical silence behind his handkerchief. Tregurtha rubbed it in.

I understand that we didnt even lend him the surveying instruments.

Why should a Woods and Forests man make maps at all? demanded Macaulay. He is paid to look after trees.

Dont his trees look good? asked Tregurtha. This is an excellent map.

It looks to me like the work of a man whose attention is divided  improperly divided, said Macaulay.

He includes geology, altitude, contour, running water with depth and periodicity, standing water, rocks, trees  a very good map, said Tregurtha. Just the least confusing to a person not taught to read maps

Do you refer to me as a person? asked Macaulay.

These peculiar marks are ancient buildings  not given on our maps at all, said Tregurtha.

Probably not there, said Macaulay.

This one is Peria Vur  or so he calls it.

That, I take it, is his ultimate effrontery, Macaulay sneered. The naming of places is a function of Government, not the privilege of Woods and Forests men. But, of course, as the place is probably not really there

Tregurtha got up and strode up and down to make sure of himself, then resumed his chair in the way a man faces the dentist. If his duty, as it seemed, was to speak to Macaulay civilly, he decided he could manage it.

A spy has reported elephants at a point that seems to correspond with Peria Vur, he said.

Doubtless wild ones, said Macaulay.

The Air Force reported recently that their men have seen what look like camp-fires close to the same spot.

Forest fires, the other answered. Ommony was no doubt making maps instead of attending to business.

Tregurtha was about to retort, but a junior officer brought in a despatch marked O.H.M.S. Secret. Tregurtha opened it, studied it, wrinkling his forehead for several minutes, and began wiping away sweat again  a process that annoyed the other, whose only natural function was declared by irreverent juniors to be indigestion.

Let me remind you, said Tregurtha, first and last I have urged reconnaissance of Peria Vur.

You have insisted ad nauseam! I suppose you had the right to. I have opposed it for three reasons, which I dont mind repeating. In the first place, the expense. Second, the rebellion is over; armed reconnaissances should give place to peaceful measures. Third, Peria Vur is a mares nest  one of this man Ommonys inventions for calling attention to himself. He craves notoriety. Its a disease with him.

Tregurtha laid the secret despatch face downward on the table, for it had become a habit with all who knew Macaulay to permit him no unnecessary opportunities. Well, heres important news, he said. From the Intelligence  delayed  cut wire. The train in which Colonel Prothero was traveling was derailed. Prothero was carried off. Ommonys bungalow was raided the same night; his stores were looted, and Ommony too was carried away prisoner.

Macaulay refused to be shocked.

Prisoner fiddlesticks! Hes hand and glove with every disaffected person in the country!

I suspect Peria Vur. The report says tracks lead in that direction, and Ommonys servants confirm the belief.

Id like to interview those servants.

Nothing to prevent you. The predicament of Prothero calls for action.

You may act in any way within your province, Colonel Tregurtha. Limits were laid down at the recent conference. The predicament of a Colonel of Intelligence! Hah! It ought to make a good story!

This is an emergency.

I deny that it amounts to that, Macaulay answered, reaching for the despatch, and turning it face upward.

Tregurtha permitted him with ill-concealed reluctance. The men who write military messages in great haste are not adepts at presenting their case to sarcastic civilians. Macaulay, martinet-civilian, as Tregurtha was practical soldier, was there for the appointed purpose of bringing military measures to an end; he could combine business with pleasure, and did, his pleasure being such as it was.

On the strength of this one scribbled note do you expect me to risk my reputation by permitting armed extravagance? he asked with his choicest sneer. What is obviously called for is an investigation as to how Colonel Prothero

I will investigate, Tregurtha interrupted, pocketing despatch and map and getting to his feet.

In person? asked Macaulay, taken aback for the moment; then, recovering himself, You will report to me, of course.

Tregurtha made no answer but strode out of the tent and gave his own orders wherever he felt he still had some authority. Under Macaulays exacerbating regime the tendency was to set clique against clique, with everybody spying on everybody else and all power consequently centering into Macaulays own hands. But not all men are amenable to that kind of thing, and Tregurtha had his resources. He made the most of them. There was no prohibition against sending out patrols in quick succession, so he did that, and gave them orders to rendezvous at a point along the line, whither he himself proceeded in an empty freight train.

So he arrived with about a hundred men next day at the point where Protheros train had left the line and was still blocking the way. Labor gangs were already busy with it. Nobody had been killed; no loot had been taken from the train, which, except for minor damage, was unharmed. The train crew, the handful of passengers, Ommonys servants, and a few other witnesses had been rounded up by the first officer to arrive on the scene in charge of a patrol, and they were all indignantly anxious to tell their story and get away from the miserable wayside station, where they were accommodated in a shed that reeked of ancient skins and similar products of the country.

Tregurtha packed them into his train under guard and sent them back, after hearing what they had to say, and himself remained on the spot with most of his men, planning to return in the derailed train when the gangs should have put it in commission, and providing nothing else transpired meanwhile.

There was no proper breakdown machinery on the spot, and no chance of getting any until the wires should be mended, which was not yet. So the soldiers were put to work, and what with showing the railway coolies how to do things, and being shown by them, it was night before the job was nearly done. And there were no flares. If it had not been for a culvert that the engine broke when it left the track  but there is always something.

So the men bivouacked happily, Tregurtha studied the situation, as his report expressed it afterward, and sent out scouts to find natives who might throw some light on events. Nothing happened, except for an incidental fight or two between the soldiers and the half-caste railway underlings, who hate one another as suddenly and fiercely as ants from a different hill. No native informants who had any valuable knowledge were discovered, and when morning came Tregurtha recognized himself as hardly wiser than the day before.

However, when the sun was just beginning to peer over the tree-tops and start the men swearing, there came stumbling to the edge of the bank above the track an apparition in a bloody singlet, with a fragment of a torn khaki shirt knotted around his neck. His eyes were almost entirely closed by bruises and mosquito bites, and he came forward as if goaded like an ox; as if direction were supplied by pin-pricks and the impulse to advance by fear of something following.

He in no wise resembled any form of military man, except for his puttee leggings and boots, which still retained shape, if not slickness and polish. His breeches were a mass of matted leaves and blood, for the jungle insects are hardly delayed by a thickness of cotton twill. He needed shaving, to say nothing of a bath; and in fact had reached the stage of misery, dirt, and discomfort in which he almost ceased to resemble a human being. He did not see the top of the bank, but stepped forward and fell over it, sliding and rolling twenty feet to the bottom, where he sat up presently, making no sound, only his swollen lips moving. A sentry from a point of vantage some way along the bank called attention to him as a man at sea might report a ship on the horizon. But it seemed to be nobodys business to go and investigate, and finally Tregurtha went himself, rather expecting to have to call for a non-com to arrest a drunken half-breed.

Who are you, my man? he asked when he came close enough.

By Jabez, Tregurtha, he mumbled. Im damned if I know! I was Prothero once!

Now Prothero and Tregurtha reckoned any way at all were as the poles apart. Tregurtha did not even regard Prothero as a good Intelligence officer, and as for his morals, manners, and personal habits he despised them de profundis. On various occasions he had found him out in ambitious prevarications, without, however, ever having had sufficient proof to force an issue; so almost the first thought that occurred to him as he beckoned for help was that he should guard against trickery.

No cause had any interest for Prothero unless it should profit him personally. That was notorious. It was therefore almost a duty to regard Protheros statements with suspicion. There was, moreover, Macaulay. He and Prothero were known as the fox and badger, because they were allies but not friends, and had other peculiar characteristics that endeared them neither to each other nor to their subordinates, but made both of them dangerous to their equals and superiors.

So he avoided confidences for the moment on humanitarian grounds and superintended the sponging of Protheros face. Then he had him almost embalmed in vaseline and bandaged from head to foot; all of which was very comforting after such a night as Prothero had spent, and set up a corresponding reaction in his mind  brought his natural inclinations uppermost. If you thaw out a frozen snake you must not be surprised if he bites you, but some folk never learn that.

Tregurtha had learned it, of course, but never really understood. He could dislike, distrust, and despise like any normal man; but he was constitutionally incapable of fathoming the obliquity of either Prothero or Macaulay; and he was unfortunately capable of pitying either of them, even when he felt most sure that they were poisonous rogues.

In other words, Tregurtha was a plain and decent fellow, who knew obliquity existed, and regretted the fact. But he was as a rod in the hands of any high-placed crook who dared make use of him. He might have learned the facts if he had questioned Prothero the minute he came on him, but he did not.

So by the time he had Prothero comfortably stretched on a seat in the very car from which he had been dragged by Mahommed Babars men, with his own effects around him and his own servants, cook included, sent for from the railway station, the advantage had passed entirely into the wrong hands. It is a maxim of the Intelligence to say nothing without good reason; and Prothero, with his wits just sufficiently recovered to make him cautious, determined to give away no information unless and until he could find out how much was known already.

It would have been a breach of discipline, punishable under Kings Regulations, to refuse to answer questions, so he took the simply obvious course of pretending to be all in. He certainly looked the part, and the bandages added their picturesque suggestion.

Lal Rai, he mumbled with his eyes closed, instead of answering the questions Tregurtha put to him.

His purpose was to commit himself to nothing; his interest in Lal Rais whereabouts would be taken as only natural, no matter how much Tregurtha knew already or would be likely to find out later.

I have no news of Lal Rai, said Tregurtha. Try to collect your thoughts now. Just nod or shake your head, while I put questions. You were captured from this train and carried off  which direction? East? Northeast?

It might have been the bandages that made the head movement so difficult to interpret. It seemed like a combination of nod and shake.

Southeast? Tregurtha suggested, and received the same answer  or so nearly the same answer that no sane man would swear to the difference.

Who carried you off? Tregurtha asked. Mahommed Babar? Was Ommony a prisoner too? Did you see him?

The movements of his head continued to mean either yes or no, until gradually Prothero became convinced that Tregurtha knew literally nothing, or he would not have asked such questions.

There was no doctor on the scene, as Prothero lapsed unchallenged into a kind of coma in order to think uninterrupted. He took his time about recovering; did not recover, in fact, until the culvert was reported practicable and Tregurtha went out to examine it. In Tregurthas absence he sat up and demanded whisky; and the whisky provided just that touch of daring that, in his condition, was all that was needed to change irresolution into decision. As Ommony had correctly diagnosed, he was a man who would inevitably make mistakes.

As an inventor, who had wrestled with a problem for endless weeks, may sit up in the night and see in a flash the false key to his discovery, so, with the whisky fumes in his brain, Prothero saw not only how to have revenge on Ommony, but how to gather credit for himself. To men of his disposition no success is genuinely palatable unless it includes failure for someone else.

He saw how to discredit Tregurtha, who in his opinion was overrated and needed showing up. Overrated men ought to be shown up as a matter of religion. The solution was perfect  three-sided, as all perfection should be! He was careful to show just sufficient symptoms of recovery to induce Tregurtha to resume his questioning on his return from inspecting the culvert and ordering steam up on the engine.

Face to face with Tregurtha across the narrow compartment he allowed it to be dragged forth from him that a considerable body of outlaws, about whose numbers he succeeded in being unintelligibly vague, was at large in a clearing to the eastward. It was no part of his intention that Tregurtha should snatch one of those quick successes on which he had risen to distinction. So whenever Tregurtha questioned him about Peria Vur and ancient Buddhist temples he fell back on silence, vertigo, and incomprehensible mumblings through lips that masked his trickery to perfection.

Had not he himself cross-questioned hundreds of prisoners in his day? Did he not know all the side-steps of evasiveness, and how to state the truth while conveying the meaning of untruth? He contrived to convey the impression that these outlaws were a very ordinary company of malcontents, who might be surprised and rounded up without much difficulty; and the surprising fact that the train had not been burned or looted lent color to the suggestion. To Tregurtha, whose mind was direct and uncompromising, drawing simple conclusions from plain facts, it looked as if Mahommed Babar and a miserable handful had pounced on a couple of more or less important Englishmen with the notion of holding them as hostages  possibly to be exchanged eventually against indemnity for themselves.

But how did you escape? he demanded, and Prothero grew unintelligible again.

Did you fight your way out?

That was the kind of question Prothero was delighted to answer. To tell a lie truthfully tickled his sense of humor and complied with all his tenets. He nodded. He had fought his way out, hadnt he? He certainly wasnt going to admit that Ommony had kicked him out! He framed the words with cracked and purple lips, and made a gesture by way of illustration. Obviously, as a modest man, he could not boast of his own resourceful bravery, but the suggestion was in the air, nevertheless, that V.C.s are mostly a question of available witnesses.

All of which naturally added to Tregurthas growing conviction that the outlaws were an insignificant number, who should be handled with speed and resolution. Were there not Protheros previous reports, to the general effect that not a rebel was left at large with guts enough to grin with?

Personal ambition did not influence Tregurtha, and he was man enough not to be governed by desire to score off Macaulay. But to his view the situation called for immediate action, and that was nearly, but not quite, all about it.

Didnt they take you to Peria Vur? he demanded. Isnt there an ancient temple where theyre camped? Elephants? An enormous rock that junglis call the Rump?

Protheros eyes were much too swollen and discolored to betray the thought behind them as it began to dawn how perfectly he could mislead the other man without incriminating himself. He permitted the impression to escape that he was gradually recalling impressions and incidents, which had been for a while obliterated by his experiences in the jungle. There was such a temple. They were camped there. He remembered.

You came on foot from there to here? How far away is it then? Must be fairly close. You arrived here about eight in the morning. In your condition you cant have been marching many hours. Is it three-four-five miles?

Prothero nodded at the word five. Fifteen was nearer the mark, and he knew it, but the truth might make Tregurtha over-cautious. Tregurtha remembered that Ommonys map, which he had in his pocket, gave the distance as fifteen or sixteen miles; but, as Macaulay had insisted, the map was not necessarily accurate. Prothero, who had come recently on foot, should know best.

All right, he said suddenly, Ill have this car cut off and send you along. Please tell Macaulay that my patrols will probably be in touch with the outlaws by the time you get there. He may expect to hear from me soon after. This should be a quick business, so Ill keep all of this train except your car, and use it for a base of operations. Hang it, man! I do believe youre smiling! Well, well, thats splendid! Feeling better already, eh?


CHAPTER 9. I will do anything you ask of me, Bahadur.

The showdown came at dawn. They do. If the history of crises could be written it would be set down that the turning-point in the career of nations as well as individuals occurs with almost mathematical exactitude between darkness and the rising of the sun.

Mahommed Babar came before the false dawn and awoke Ommony, who was sleeping fitfully on a heap of blankets in the lap of a stone Buddha. Together they mounted the Rump by a winding flight of steps cut the width of a human foot into the granite, and sat facing the direction where the sun would presently appear. There was an enormous lingam there, which Mahommed Babar used as a stool, sitting in the European way with legs thrust forward and his old-fashioned saber laid across his knees. Ommony sat on an altar to some obscure Hindu god that, like the lingam, had displaced, or, at any rate, had followed after the purer worship of the Buddha.

They were aware that they formed an almost perfect contrast  conscious of the fact that they were men of opposite color, differing creed, rival culture, seeking for a common denominator, as it were, through which they might attain to understanding. So they were silent all the while the false dawn flickered in the sky. For just as the really hungry hound pursues and does not give tongue, men who genuinely seek knowledge make no noise about it.

How is it, my friend Ommony? Mahommed Babar said at last. We are men, we two. The world as we know it would be safer in our hands than in those of the men who do rule it. We have the merit of being honest. Why are we not successful?

Perhaps because we are fools, suggested Ommony.

Nay, I think not. If a man is a fool who puts conviction to the test, then I have no use for the universe or all its laws!

Perhaps the universe with all its laws has a use for you, Ommony answered dryly.

We mean the same thing, sahib, only we phrase it differently. But I would like to know what it all amounts to. My heart burns with rebellion. Who put it there? I see, I know, I admire such men as you; and I rebel against the culture that you worship! I defy your masters! I cannot rebel against what represses me unless I injure you; and if I ceased to rebel I would cease thereby to be a man, and be not worth your respect. What is the meaning of it all?

When I have looked I have nearly always found a middle way, said Ommony.

A middle way? Hah! That is the obsession of the English. Compromise is its other name. I hate it! The middle way between light and darkness is gloom; between enmity and friendship is treachery; between rebellion and servitude is hypocrisy! I despise all three. Nevertheless, I am gloomy and a traitor and a hypocrite!

I shouldnt have supposed you were the last two, Ommony answered, biding his time like a fisherman.

It is being a traitor and a hypocrite that makes me gloomy, Mahommed Babar answered. I must betray the Moplahs, who stood with me until the end, or else my Northern friends, or you  or even possibly all three!

How does that make you a hypocrite?

I do the very thing I hate. I play off one alternative against the other. You think me a brave man  a bold man, Ommony?

I have considered you brave.

I am afraid!

I have often been afraid, Ommony answered.

I am a coward!

Ommony chose a cigar from his case and stuck it in his teeth belligerently, up-tilted  lighted it with one hand, never taking his eyes off the others face  and slightly closed his left eye, as he always did when studying the jungle.

Hah! You eye me as a man who judges wine, and you are a good judge. But, you see, it isnt dawn yet, and who shall judge wine in a half-light?

Half-light! I think thats it! said Ommony, and the rissaldar nodded.

Something is happening, sahib, but we know not what. We see a little, but not enough. You see that the sun is setting on the day of empires  on the earth hunger that has made one nation rule another. I see the sun rising on new realms. Yet neither you nor I see clearly. I am a rebel, because my heart burns. You are

My business is the forest, Ommony answered.

I would praise Allah more profoundly if I might speak as you! said the rissaldar. You can devote yourself to the forest and injure none. Mine is rebellion, and it seems I must injure everyone! Yet, sahib, if the truth could be peeled, as it were, so that one might see it naked, it would be known that I would rather die than injure anyone except myself!

Ommony nodded with understanding. To be born rebel, whose brave heart burns without envy, his own submission to authority always seems to be the greatest injury that he could do the world. The very strength of his compassion for the under dog strips him of patience. Pilate asked, What is truth? and washed his hands, committing murder to save himself trouble. The rebel sees untruth and strikes at it because he knows what truth is, yet not how to express it. He kills that other men may live  is willing to die that other men may live. The world has gone forward on the backs of rebels, continuing to treat them as vermin, yet making heroes of them after they are dead.

What puzzles me is why you dont get out of here, said Ommony at last.

How can I, sahib? When this Moplah rebellion began I lent my sword and became a leader. I sent letters to such cities as Peshawar. Men joined me from the North, and then I sent back to recruit others, appointing a rendezvous here, on this spot. Shall they come then and not find me here?

If the troops come and find you here

There might be a fight! Mahommed Babar answered. That might possibly serve as an advertisement to keep my friends away! But I doubt it, and it might do the reverse. You remember that I suggested that you should mail my letters, and you refused? You were right to refuse. Besides, letters, are probably opened, so of late I have written none. My friends are in ignorance, and if I were to be taken without a fight they would never learn of it until they all came blundering into a trap. But if there were a fight, and I should defeat the British, news of that would travel on the wind. My friends might come hurrying all the faster  and to what? To a cause already lost  to sure defeat! So either way I am a traitor to my own! What shall I do, sahib?

Thats the end of every problem, What are you going to do about it? answered Ommony. Look. Theres the dawn at last.

Aye, but the dawn of what? Irresolution  irony  Nemesis  who knows? And how about you, my friend? You have kicked that hyena Prothero into the jungle. Your junglis will shepherd him. My scouts say that railway men are already working on the wrecked train, so he will find servants, if not friends. He will say what he likes about you! What if they kill me and you are taken?

Ommony got to his feet and stretched himself, facing the rising sun.

Lord knows! he answered. Its your affair as long as Im your prisoner.

And if I let you go?

It would then become my business.

Mahommed Babar rose with his back to the sun and stood facing Ommony. He smiled, but he looked like the image of robbed hope, not disillusioned but defeated. The suns rays, edging him, only appeared to exaggerate his mental agony.

It is a difficult thing, he said, to set a hundred nations free! He did not exaggerate. India is at least a hundred nations. Ommony laughed, but without scorn.

The funny part about that is that you have to free one man first, he answered; and of the two, although he was prisoner and the other captor, he looked the less distressed in mind or body. Mahommed Babar was pale and drawn with anxiety. The sun, brazening as it rose, made of the surrounding tree-tops a shimmering sea of gold and silver, and of the rock they stood on an opal; but it made Mahommed Babar old and grim, although be was hardly as old as Ommony.

I think that I will set you free, he said slowly  then broke out suddenly in bitterness: It seems to make no difference what I do! I came to help these people, not myself; and they surrendered and left myself to pay the price! I sent for my friends, and I am become a bait that lures them to their undoing! Yet I intended less to make use of them than to provide them with opportunity! I took you prisoner because I hoped to save you from the stigma of having befriended me. But I think I have only made your situation worse! Prothero is free, for you freed him; he will lie about you to save his own face. Lal Rai is loose

Ommony gasped as if someone had hit him.

Lal Rai gone! That rascal is Protheros brains! I warned you

I know you did, Bahadur. But he broke the iron with which we fastened him, slew two of my men in the night, and slipped away. None knew until early dawn. I sent men in pursuit, but

Damn! exclaimed Ommony.

So there are two dangerous men who will accuse you. No man, sahib, ever had a better friend than you have been to me, and no friend ever steered a course more carefully. I could answer truly that you never stepped beyond the letter of your authority, but who will believe me?

Ommony did not answer. Something told him that the upshot of it all was ripe for announcement, and that Mahommed Babar was only coming at it in his own way.

I can save you, sahib, I think, but first tell me this: Am I of use in the world? I am a defeated man, but might my sword perhaps yet serve these people?

That is Allahs business, answered Ommony, in his usual unbigoted way that makes so many Christian missionaries hate him.

Is it your business to

My business is the forest! he interrupted, sure that he could never insist too strongly as to that.

If I let you go, will you do me one favor, sahib?

Because you release me? No.

I do. You are no longer a prisoner. Will you do me a favor, sahib?

Ask. Ill answer yes or no.

Lead British troops to this place! Let them take what they find, see what they see, draw their own conclusions  and do you say nothing!

No ambush?

None! I want you to promise me to keep hands off  to say nothing, know nothing, do nothing except see to it that news of my capture and death is made public. My friends must hear of it.

It was Ommonys turn to be irresolute. By the terms of the original permission given to him to remain at his forest post, when all other Europeans were hurriedly herded into Calicut because of the rebellion, he might regard himself as almost a neutral, in order that either side might have the ear of the other through him. In common with all neutrals, being human, he had not pleased both sides; although the Moplahs had never once doubted him and some of his own countrymen had understood.

He regarded it as none of his business to dictate to Mahommed Babar what he should or should not do. If the sirdar wanted to surrender that was his affair, between himself and his own conscience. What did occur to him and puzzle him was whether or not the Moplahs would understand, when they should learn eventually that he, Ommony, whom they had trusted, was the individual who guided troops to their ex-leaders hiding-place and so brought about his capture, and in all likelihood his death.

Understand me, sahib, please! No lawyers to be hired to try and turn death into life imprisonment! As a friend I am asking you to lead the troops to this place and to let what may happen to Mahommed Babar!

Suddenly Ommony squared himself and turned his back on the sun in order to see better into the sirdars eyes.

Your life is yours and you are master of it, he said slowly. If I go, it will be my duty to bring the troops here, provided Im asked to. If youre here when they come thats your lookout. All right. Do me a favor in return.

Subject to the stipulations I have named, I will do anything you ask of me, Bahadur.

Good. Youve a murdering, torturing devil in your party, who richly deserved hanging a year ago. See that hes here, too, when the troops come. I refer to Ali Khan of Aira.

To Ommonys surprise the sirdar nodded, answering eye to eye unflinching.

He shall be here. He is a rascal, but he has been brave, so let us pray they shoot him instead of hanging!


CHAPTER 10. Im glad its you, Tregurtha!

Most men run as true to type as animals. Tregurtha did. As a wolf or a bear or an elephant will react in a definite way to a given set of circumstances, Tregurtha, given opportunity, could be counted on for forced marches, swift decisions, and a trick of catapulting his whole command at a hole in the enemys line. He had won half a dozen distinctions that way, including the respectful title of Sic em Tregurtha from his men, and there was as much likelihood of changing him as of persuading the Sphinx to move along a bit.

Circumstances were decidedly in his favor. He no longer had any engine, so he couldnt return to headquarters. Prothero was on the way to see Macaulay, who, without any doubt whatever, running also true to type, would take immediate steps to spoil the game for all concerned; that was another certainty. He had a map, a compass, and a hundred and eleven men, plus a more than usually guarded admission from Prothero that the enemy was within striking distance. Plenty for Sic em to base a decision on.

So Prothero had hardly been gone twenty minutes when Tregurthas dispositions were all made, down to the final selection of the dissatisfied eleven whose duty would be to stay and guard the train. The delighted hundred were drawn up awaiting the order to march, and Tregurtha was giving his final instructions to subordinates, when, however, according to Tregurthas memoranda, twenty-two minutes and thirty seconds after the departure of Protheros engine and one car, a one-eyed specimen of humanity emerged from the forest and descended on the railway line by the ancient and honorable means of sitting and so sliding. As he had no pants he wore out nothing.

He resembled one of those unfortunates released from the Bastille, in the beginning of the Terror. He was about as full of human charity. His one eye glared. From his wrists, by bent but unbreakable rings, hung the broken bar with which they had fettered him and with which, when he had smashed it, he had brained his guards. Furthermore, there was other than human blood on those pieces of iron. He had had no escort of junglis, and they who believe they are lords of the jungle had challenged his right of way. He could have chanted a one-night Odyssey had poetry been in him. However, he was a wholly prosy individual, laconic, and obsessed by one idea, outlined, defined, and expressed by the first word that escaped him after one of the eleven had pounced on him and led him to Tregurtha. Perr-r-other-r-roh!

Everybody knew that pest Lal Rai, either by sight or hearsay. Tregurtha recognized him instantly and knew, too, that news of the rascals master was a key that would surely unlock speech. So he explained at once, and with sympathy, that Colonel Prothero was safe, comparatively speaking well, and already on his way to headquarters. Thereafter Lal Rai was provided with that lubricant of tongues that comes in a dented bottle, and given a seat in the shade on a camp-stool over against Tregurtha. Decidedly a seat of honor.

Lal Rai knew enough to dislike talking before witnesses, so as time was short Tregurtha conceded the point and there was none to overhear. Accordingly, Lal Rai was not afraid of being taxed with unlawful statements; and there was only one person to whom he ever told the truth in any event. There was fact in his account, but not much of it.

He had not seen Ommony thrash Prothero and drive him forth, so he was no more limited as to details than by his passion for revenge. Having been sent against Ommony in the first instance, he hated him as a good dog hates his masters enemy, and for no other reason. While he had lain under a displaced paving-stone in irons at Peria Vur his guards, who had had no orders to the contrary, described to him in joyous detail what was taking place, adding exasperating extras for their own amusement. Nevertheless, something of judicial hesitation had crept into Lal Rais make-up, from constant association with officialdom, and he asked one question first. A lonely atom of the element of fair play lurked in him somewhere.

Dekta sahib look-um like hell? Beatum bad?

Tregurtha nodded. He saw no use in disguising that truth. And that settled it, naturally. Lal Rai was convinced and promptly turned imagination loose.

Luridly, with syncopated art, he pictured an attack by Ommony on Prothero. Ommony was the dragon of his story, Prothero Saint George, defeated, and the battle took place in a cave, as was picturesque, fitting and right. There were hot irons in it, and Ommonys dogs, and cold steel  blows rained with a bludgeon  horrible, dragony curses by Ommony. Piteous cries from the saintly Prothero  valor pitted against frenzy  and a final touch of perfect fiction reinforced by circumstantial evidence.

You saw all this? asked Tregurtha, with both gray eyebrows raised.

Lal Rai exhibited the broken fetter, still dangling from his wrists by rings.

Me in it! Me beatum good! Killum too many men!

He showed blood on the ends of the iron, and hairs sticking to the blood, which he swore were human hair. That gave Tregurtha, who knew what a leopards hair looked like, his first real inkling of how much of the story to believe.

Who began the fight?

Ommon-ee!

Did he simply attack Colonel Prothero?

Curse-um. Tack-um. Kick-um out!

Why?

Dunno!

The mental picture of how Prothero had looked when he first came convinced Tregurtha that there was something in Lal Rais account. Prothero had almost certainly been thrashed. However, he knew both men. He felt sure that Ommony had never thrashed anybody without utterly unpardonable provocation. He also realized that Lal Rais account was colored by desire to avenge his master. But he did not realize the extent to which Lal Rai would dare go, for he had the usual senior officers conviction that subordinates should not, and therefore do not, presume to instigate military movements.

But Lal Rai was made of atoms every one of which was disrespect. His soul was impudence. His god was Prothero. He knew where Ommony was, and, knowing less of military matters than a dog-like devotion to his masters feud, hoped, which in his case was the same thing as supposed, that Ommony could be taken red-handed in the rebel camp if Tregurtha and his hundred would only start at once and move swiftly. For himself, he was almost all in, but no more ready to quit than a wolf would be in the like predicament. A little more whisky  just a tumblerful  and he would guide them.

So he answered Tregurthas succeeding questions with only one object in mind  to convince him how easy it would be to surprise and capture the rebels. He had no love for Mahommed Babar or for any of the men who had bound him and obliged him to make that desperate escape. He proposed to himself to enjoy their last predicament when Tregurtha should bring them to bay. But that was a side-dish  butter on the bread, you might say. The meal that should really satisfy was Ommony.

So whereas Prothero had tried to get Tregurtha to invade the jungle for one reason, and a mean one, Lal Rai persuaded to the same end from a different motive, after all not quite so mean, because it was based on loyalty to Prothero, whereas Protheros malice was wholly selfish. Neither of them, of course, gave a moments thought to the privates of the line who would be slaughtered inevitably if the rebels should ambush them and get the upper hand.

That, however, was the one remaining consideration that gave Tregurtha pause. He considered it, but experience had shown him what can be done by skating over thin ice, moving so swiftly that the enemy has no time to make plans and execute them. And he devoted the next five minutes to extremely careful cross-examination of Lal Rai intended to uncover what the risk might be, as that astute individual was quick to appreciate.

So Lal Rais answers were framed to persuade him that advance was reasonably safe and the distance short. Within three quarters of an hour of Lal Rais arrival on the scene he was limping back again, meditating exquisite amusement, guiding Nemesis in the shape of a British colonel, two captains, four lieutenants, and a hundred fighting men. Tregurtha for about the twentieth time in his life had crossed the Rubicon.

So the junglis, who had acted angels of the night to Prothero, and were asleep in the enormous hollow of a tree, awoke and fled before a column that came along the fire-lane noisily, four abreast, believing itself jungle-wise; whereas all the knowledge that it really knew was bravery  a good thing, but not all-inclusive. They fled before the frightening thump of feet, through a screen of Mahommed Babars scouts composed of men who had crept oiled and naked through raw Peshawar mists at dawn to steal the rifles of wide-awake outposts, and whose only weapons had been won that way.

The junglis disappeared behind the screen of scouts, but the scouts remained, and intelligible word went back, exchanged from lip to lip, until it reached a plundered telephone restrung along the monkey-lanes, and Mahommed Babar learned the whole of what was happening, but not the whole of Tregurthas intentions. And because there is never any knowing just how rash, ill-advised, and so occasionally brilliant a British colonel with a hundred men will be, it seemed wise to the sirdar to engage, and draw the column forward, until Ommony, no longer a prisoner but a free man burdened with a promise, could meet it and do the rest.

So the prettiest little fight took place that ever set the jungle leaves afire and scared awake the lovers of the dark. None better than Tregurtha could deploy a column in a tight place and advance  keep edging forward  ever alert like a man in the ring to punch with right or left as instant opportunity might offer. And none knew better than those wind-weaned Northerners how to fight a rear-guard action, neither yielding a yard too much nor standing a minute too long at any time. It was a nice, blind, bloody little mix-up, helped by the burning undergrowth and stinging smoke, costing a bakers dozen of men on either side and whetting the edge of the ardor of all concerned. It convinced Tregurtha that Protheros and Lal Rais information was correct about the nearness of Peria Vur and the rebels stronghold. He proposed to keep advancing and to sic em, so his men picked up their dead and were of one mind  his.

The reputations of great captains are built on their enemies mistakes. Tregurtha, of course, knew that. He believed that once again by greatly daring he was upsetting all the enemies calculations. In fact, the calculations of Mahommed Babar now were precisely made, and Tregurtha was kept advancing at the speed most convenient. The redoubtable sirdar took the field himself. Tregurthas men were allowed no rest, given no glimpse of their antagonists, tempted, lured, enticed, retreated from, and once  when Tregurtha proposed to fall back on rising ground by water, for roll call and a breathing spell  informed by effectual means that retreat was impossible. They could not fall back on the railway if they wanted to. There was nothing for it after that but to continue the advance and strike at the heart of the rebels stronghold.

Naturally, by that time every man in the column understood the predicament, and only the superstition of Tregurthas invincibility prevented the mens morale from vanishing. The gloom of the jungle, penetrated by the irritating shafts of light that confuse eyesight and that caused the panther to invent those puzzling spots of his, the heat, almost insufferable, and the need to carry their dead as well as food and ammunition, were progressively effective  cumulative. Even Tregurtha was feeling the depression that foretells impending anti-climax, when the perfectly impossible occurred.

War  womb of melodrama  never staged anything more neatly, obviously, utterly theatrically turned.

Into the opal twilight of an opening caused by the enormous spread of twenty trees, in and out between the whiffs of dust and pools of light, nervous and yet persistent, dodging back a time or two but again urged on by the impulse of obedience, there emerged a wolf-hound, and was missed repeatedly by twenty men, who were in no mood for natural history. They swore, each time she dodged out of view, that they had shot a wolf, hyena, panther, leopard, jackal, antelope  practically everything except an elephant. It was Tregurtha himself who recognized the dog and blew his whistle for cease fire.

As if she knew what the whistle meant, and as if she knew that he who blew the whistle must be officer commanding, Diana leaped out of the shadows, taking fallen tree-trunks in her stride, and thrust her great moist muzzle into Tregurthas hand. He felt rather than saw the edge of folded paper, closed his fingers, and she was gone again, too swiftly to be patted, thanked, praised  gone with her haunches under her, shoulders and feet and sinews all one prodigious impulse, more beautiful and swift than a shadow of the tree-tops vanishing.

Tregurtha unfolded a slobbery half-sheet, pierced by Dianas eye-teeth, warm with her breath, and made out a message in a level, square caligraphy with which he was more or less familiar from constant study of a certain map.

To O.C. Troops marching on Peria Vur. If you will cease fire long enough to make the proceeding possible I will join you and bring information.

 Cotswold Ommony

The enemys intermittent, scattered firing had all ceased several minutes before. Tregurtha shepherded his men into a safe formation, ringing the opening under the roof of golden-green with men who were gradually picking up the art of harmony with their surroundings. A man from the city streets might have strolled through the circle without seeing one of them. But the jungle undoubtedly smiled, as a city man smiles when a hick takes the sun on the sidewalk.

And Ommony smiled, as he came walking into the ring with a rifle at rest on his arm and three dogs at his heels. A jungli, as naked as black, bearing cartridges, flitted and trotted behind with that spring in his gait that a led Arab stallion uses when nervous. He shied like a horse when a man blew his nose, and was not reassured until he saw that the dogs were unsuspicious.

Lal Rai crouched by Tregurthas feet and watched, his one eye looking less alarmed than mischievously curious  nevertheless aware of a certain tenseness in the situation. All three dogs raised their scruffs and growled at him. Ommony silenced them with a gesture, and they lay down, watching Lal Rai as if expecting to be told to tear him in pieces presently, Diana baring her teeth each time he moved even to flick a fly off. The jungli lay down beside the dogs on his stomach, chin on both hands. He watched Ommony, the only human being from all the outside world whom he could understand.

Ommony spoke first:

Im glad its you, Tregurtha!

The colonel unstiffened. Nothing in Ommonys words nor in his expression turned that trick. It was something in the air. If Ommony had sought to justify himself Tregurtha would have drawn on guard and might have missed the note, or the wave, or whatever it is that assured him Ommony was telling truth and totally reliable. Men are just like animals in that respect. They sniff-translate vibrations into smell  and either fight or make friends; but there are very few who understand the process that affects us all.

You have information?

Ommony nodded, and handed his rifle to the jungli, who sat up and nursed it in raptures of responsibility.

Youre all right, he said. The rebels are retiring in front of you. Mahommed Babar wants to quit. The others wont let him surrender until theyve had time to remove their belongings from Peria Vur. The elephants are forcing a line of retreat through the jungle. When theyve cached their ammunition and supplies they mean to abandon the elephants and scatter. If you dont advance too swiftly youll find Mahommed Babar, with possibly a handful, at Peria Vur, and hell surrender at discretion. But if you attack too swiftly youll force their hands. How many men have you  a hundred? Well, they have more than two hundred. Theyre desperate. Mahommed Babar wishes me to say that he is thoroughly tired of fighting and that he would appreciate it if he werent obliged to surround you and cut you up!

Said that, did he? How far is Peria Vur?

Ommony told him. There was more than half the way yet to go. Tregurtha glanced at Lal Rai, who looked in the other direction. He recalled to mind Protheros nodded five-mile estimate. Swiftly, in the sudden way in which he saw the answers to algebraic equations at school, he grasped the fact that Prothero for one, at any rate, had lied intentionally. It often used to take him longer than anybody else to see a thing; but that was like Tregurtha. When he did see, he knew.

Is it true you thrashed Prothero? he asked.

I did my best, said Ommony, opening his cigar-case, offering neither explanation nor excuse. Tregurtha watched him pull out a cigar, bite off the end and light it  eyed him thoughtfully with dawning appreciation for about a minute  then, sic em fashion, made his mind up.

Ill have one with you, he said, shutting lips and teeth as if he had bitten off the end of doubt. Give me a light from yours. Now sit down here and tell me your version of this.

Ive told it, said Ommony. I was a prisoner until after dawn this morning. I was released, and then requested to bring you the message Ive just delivered.

Do you guarantee the truth of it?

No. I repeated it exactly. I believe it. It seems to correspond with what Ive observed.

Did Mahommed Babar make no stipulations?

Yes. He asked me to promise that news of his surrender and of his execution, if that takes place, shall be heralded broadcast in the interest of peace. He thinks the news will do more than anything to take the fight out of men who would otherwise keep flocking here from the North, to find him and fight under him. His only fear is that his capture may be kept secret.

I say, he sounds like a sportsman, doesnt he? said Tregurtha, blowing cigar smoke through his nose.

Ommony nodded.

He has two hundred men?

More than two hundred, said Ommony. Hes commanding the rear-guard himself. He says, and I think hes right, he could have surrounded you and destroyed you half a dozen times this morning. You see that rock against the sky between the treetops? Thats where he was ten minutes ago  gone now, of course.

Tregurtha gulped and swallowed smoke, which made him cough. Probably no man would like to be told that he has held the lives of his whole command in jeopardy all morning.

This is an incredible business! You say if I advance slowly he wont attack, but will surrender at Peria Vur? You believe that? It isnt a trick to draw us into ambush?

Youre at his mercy now, if he should care to attack, Ommony answered. He gave me his word of honor there should be no ambush. I believe him so fully that Im willing to return with you. Cant say more.

All right, well take him at his word!

Tregurtha was Tregurtha  unchangeable  half-school-boy with his itch for action and delight in other mens strong qualities. Ommonys first words. Im glad its you, Tregurtha! summed the whole situation up. There were half a dozen men available, of equal rank, any one of whom would probably have been incredulous on general principles, and might have retired to the edge of the jungle to await reinforcements. And a British retreat at that minute very likely would have tempted Mahommed Babars rebels out of hand. It would have been like pulling lambs away before the eyes of wolves.

And Tregurthas men were hero-worshipers. They idolized him as Lal Rai did Prothero, but with much more innocence. Realizing devotedly that he had snatched another victory by daring and great skill, which Ommony had come to announce, they went forward with a new enthusiasm, no longer needing impulse from the rear but Captain Cautions in advance of them to hold control.

There were stray shots now and then, but nobody was hit. There were shouts in the jungle at intervals, just beyond range, that suggested the presence of danger sufficiently to cause delay. But the shots and the shouts became fewer as hours and the miles sweated by and the crimson sun bore down below the higher tree-tops.

Then one prodigious bugle, winded by a man with leather lungs, clarioned a long laugh down the echoing fire-lane, and a feu-de-joie, or it might be a feu-de-congee, rattled through the trees like summer fireworks. Tregurthas men answered it nervously, blazing at nothing; and theirs  the last echo of their useless volley  was the end. It was the blot, in place of period, that closed the so-called Moplah Uprising in Malabar. But that was all it closed, for incidents repeat themselves.

Tregurtha led on. And when the sun died down behind them, and the Rump loomed up enormous in the gloom at last, they saw a lone man seated there, in a sort of uniform, bowed, and with a saber of 57 across his knees. He made no sign. Tregurtha called to him:

You may come down, Mahommed Babar. Youre a man. Well treat you decently.


CHAPTER 11. Ommony was right in some respects.

Destiny makes no mistakes. We men are so perpetually fallible that, weary of ourselves, we invent a cause for disappointments and call that Destiny; but Destiny proceeds and is positive  with the precision of a calculating instrument. You punch a few keys here and it gives you a result there. No errors. No stray consequences.

Mahommed Babar did not come down from the Rump and surrender as requested. That surprised Ommony and annoyed Tregurtha. Tregurtha had in mind to do the decent thing and treat the rebel leader like a gentleman. He had proposed to himself to let him keep his sword, at least until they should reach the railway line, when it might possibly be mislaid as if by accident and not be seen again until turned into store at headquarters. He had decided to invite him to dinner al fresco, and to share with him the last two tots of whisky remaining in his pocket-flask. A gentleman resolved to act with courtesy is naturally annoyed by surliness.

And Ommony was twice surprised. That Mahommed Babar should be gloomy and aloof was in the circumstances comprehensible. But that his whole disposition should change in a few hours from that of a gallant commander to one of fear and surliness was puzzling. There was no reason whatever why he should not come down and shake hands and be introduced  unless he had not kept his promise to deliver Ali Khan to justice. Even so, perhaps, he had.

Ommony set about exploring the temple, peering into the holes under the paving-blocks where the rebels had made themselves at home, visiting the scene of his fight with Prothero in the vault below the temple, hunting behind the great image of the Buddha, in whose lap he had slept on a pile of blankets, investigating the shadows, bidding his dogs go find him. But the dogs searched as vainly as he.

It was possible, and even probable, that Ali Khan had proved cantankerous, and at the last minute had had to be roped or even killed. But if roped, where was he? And if killed, where was his corpse? The mans crimes had been so abominable, and even his escape from jail, where he had awaited death, was contrived with such cruelty, that to leave him loose in a forest uncontrolled would be a worse crime than rebellion  a moral crime, whereas rebellion was only a legal one and might be a moral obligation. Yet the dogs could find no trace of him, dead or alive. And he hated to ask Mahommed Babar for an accounting of his given word  hated the idea of that as much as Tregurtha hated to send up a junior on the Rump to bring the defeated leader down.

The whole situation savored of anti-climax. The men lighted bonfires where the rebels fires had been, and reflections of the flames danced merrily on the wonderful temple wall. The cook and his assistants, cursed, contriving, competent, began without argument to burn and boil the evening meal, so there was even that comforting smell to advertise contentment. There was even a trench ready-dug that would serve as a grave for their dead and rob death of its toil. There was plenty to eat; there was nothing to fear; there were dug- outs to sleep in and a temple for the officers; and yet there was gloom.

Something, somewhere had gone wrong, and even the cooks assistant stirring the slumgullion knew it.

Since Mahommed Babar would not come down, and there was only one way up discoverable, and that a narrow one eked out with hewn steps as wide as a mans foot, it was clearly beneath Tregurthas dignity, as well as dangerous, to go up to him. If the man had to be dragged down, then a junior must do it. So he sent up a captain and two men, with orders to be polite if possible.

Waiting at the foot of the narrow, winding stair, that turned on itself like a snake in the dark, Tregurtha was presently aware of the captains head that dropped through the dark to his feet and lay crushed like an egg. He felt hot blood splash on his hand, and almost before he could spring away in disgust the body of one of the privates came somersaulting down, striking the rock alternately with head and feet until it thudded on the captains head and stayed there.

The third man shouted. He was putting up a fight. Tregurtha shouted too. There was a rush to clamber up and reach him before it should be too late and as only one at a time could use the steps they swarmed up the sides of the rock on one anothers shoulders. Dozens fell back, and a number were injured, some badly; but nothing  no natural bar  can prevent the assault of men really determined. The fires of Vesuvius  Everest  the North Pole  nothing but the equally determined will of other men can hold them back; and nearly a score of them, clambering like apes, with bayonets shoved into the chinks to tread on and belts let down to haul the other fellow up, using teeth and nails and, chiefly, courage, scrambled on their bellies over the bulging summit. Then the rest was a matter of seconds and more team work. To their everlasting honor they took their prisoner alive, and unhurt except for the broken skin in places where the webbing they tied him with had bitten a mite too deep.

He had killed an officer and one man, mortally wounded a third, and seriously injured five more, including a lieutenant  all on the strength of a message, sent by Ommony, to the effect that he would surrender at discretion for the sake of peace.

Tregurtha naturally was indignant, although so proud of his mens performance that the two emotions choked him and he could hardly speak. They had taken the prisoners sword away. A private, saluting very emphatically to call attention to himself  for the hope of decorations burns undimmed  presented it to Tregurtha, who took it in his fist by the middle of the scabbard, hardly noticing, and led the way to find a place where they should dare untie the prisoners legs and arms without risking further violence or possible escape.

It did not prove easy to find just the right place. He made up his mind to ask Ommony. But where in hell was Ommony? What was he doing? What the deuce did he mean by absenting himself in a moment like that? And Lal Rai? Where the devil was that one-eyed scoundrel?

He knew in about a minute. He came on him gasping what looked like his last in a fight to the death with three dogs and the jungli who had trotted behind Ommony. They had to drive the dogs away with rifle-butts and drag the jungli free, too late to get any reasonable explanation from Lal Rai, who was raging semi-conscious in a hell full of imaginary monsters, acting like a cat in a fit  epileptic possibly. And as for the jungli, none knew his speech, even if he had said anything; he simply collapsed into absolute fear, which is stupidity.

The dogs did the explaining. Hurt by Lal Rais fingers and the rifle- butts of his rescuers, they retreated to the first cause, the beginning, the basic fact that they understood, which is the way of intelligent men as well as animals. Without even glancing backward to see who followed, they sped into the temples inner gloom and vanished downward, only the terrier giving tongue with a yap-yap-yap that gave away the whole itinerary as its tone changed, growing cavernous.

So they brought flashlights, a lantern, resinous torches, and followed  the colonel, two officers, and about a dozen men shepherding the prisoner, careful to use no violence, but hedging him in so closely that he would have had to kill three or four before he could start to escape.

The temple shadows danced in the torchlight and lamp-light, suggesting mystery and danger that the echoes more than half confirmed; but they followed the dogs, downstairs into the temple crypt, and came on them licking and whimpering over Ommony, who lay looking dead at the foot of the steps, between them and the thing like an altar on which Prothero had recently avoided painful entertainment.

But he was only stunned, for he was breathing. They picked him up, dogs protesting, and laid him on the altar, where he came to, blinking like a man just waking from a dream.

So he and the prisoner saw each other  looked for one swift moment into each others eyes before the soldiers closed around their man again and hustled him away into the farthest corner. Question  Ommonys  met mockery  the sirdars  as Tregurtha saw and noted mentally. It took more than seconds, usually, for Tregurthas mental process to function, excepting in action. He knew he needed time to think.

What happened? he asked.

Dont know, said Ommony, also needing time to think. Tregurtha walked around the cavern examining the walls carefully, making sure it was a safe place in which to keep his prisoner, then ordered two of them to carry Ommony up the steps if he could not walk, and himself led the way, stumbling over Ommonys rifle that lay in a shadow below the lowest step. So he picked up the rifle, and thought about that, too.

Outside in the temple porch, rifle in one hand, captured saber in the other, Tregurtha stayed to question Lal Rai, who was recovering his wits  malignant all of them.

What happened? he asked.

Omm-on-ee.

Ill speak with him presently. Tell me your version of it.

Omm-on-ee going shoot-um me, damn-is-eyes, damn quick me knock-um down!

Didnt you try to kill him?

No! No kill-um! None my bisnis. He sahib, me Lal Rai no kill-um. He going shoot-um me then give-um shove. Dogs coming  me run quick!

What happened to Ommony sahib? Tregurtha asked suspiciously.

No savvy. Give-um shove, dogs coming, and me run!

Tregurtha went back into the temple and met Ommony leaning on the shoulders of two men, limping with a twisted ankle.

How is your memory working now? he asked. Do you know what happened?

I remember a blow on the back of the head. Theres a bruise. You can feel it.

You might have got that falling, said Tregurtha.

Im pretty nearly sure Lal Rai hit me from behind, said Ommony, not realizing yet that he was in a brand-new false position. He was still half- dizzy from the blow, or the fall, or from both.

Did you see him?

Yes. He followed me into the temple. I called the dogs off him.

He tells me you threatened to shoot him.

No. Ordered him out of the temple, thats all. Then hunted here and there

For what?

For a man I expected to find. Lal Rai must have followed me and struck me as I started down the steps.

You had your rifle in your hand, of course?

Under my arm, the way I always carry it.

Why didnt he brain you with it, or use it to shoot the dogs? He says you threatened to shoot him, so he pushed you and ran to escape the dogs.

Probably the dogs prevented him from taking the rifle, Ommony answered, beginning to appreciate that he himself was now under suspicion.

You mean possibly. It is just possible, Tregurtha answered. A man attacking from behind according to your version would mean murder. Lal Rai knew the dogs were there. If he really did attack you he would naturally seize the rifle to defend himself against the dogs, if not to murder you.

What do you suggest as the alternative? Ommony asked dryly.

His story is that you threatened to shoot him, and he knocked you downstairs backward. Youve a bruise on the back of your head I believe.

Oh, all right. Believe him if you want to, Ommony retorted.

It was the first time he had lost his temper since the ever memorable day when a member of the British Cabinet, traveling at national expense, had asked him to have tigers driven into a wire inclosure to be shot by his right honorable self before a battery of cameras. The present circumstance was not so aggravating, and be probably would not have lost control of his emotions but for that pain at the back of his head and the agony in his ankle. And if he had kept his temper nothing should have been easier than to regain Tregurthas good opinion.

Ill thank you for my rifle, he said, letting go the men he leaned on and holding his hand out. He wanted it to support himself, but Tregurtha, hot-headed at the best of times, misunderstood.

No you wont. Ill keep it. There are things that youll have to explain.

Tregurtha turned his back and strode away with head erect and lips set in a straight line under the iron mustache.

Cotswold Ommonys case began to look not so clear to him  in fact curiously turgid  rotten! All those rumors, all that talk about him, all that criticism at headquarters, might have had foundation after all.

Where the smell of smokeless powder is, someone has pulled the trigger, thought Tregurtha to himself. I should have remembered that. Im too prone to take a fellows word for everything. Cant afford it! Too damned trusting, thats what I am! Always refusing to believe ill of anyone. Foolish  foolish! Ought to be more careful.

It occurred to him that Ommonys report of the situation had been nearly all wrong  not wrong enough to convict him of deliberate falsehood, but sufficiently so to throw discredit on his whole judgment. This might be an ambush after all. Something had doubtless gone wrong with the enemys plans, which was why they had caught the sirdar all alone there on the rock, and only taken the fellow after a struggle.

Lord! How the fellow defended himself! What a scorpion at bay! Moslem- fanatic, of course  never had intended to surrender  end of his resources  seeking paradise by the usual route of killing a few unbelievers  well  he missed it  have to be shot like a gentleman and go to hell instead  altogether too bad that he got so many men before they captured him  good men, too  wonderful men! Too bad. And how about Ommony?

He puzzled about Ommony, the while he took precautions, running no more risk on the strength of Ommonys assurance that there would be no ambush, no surprise attack. He posted every available man in person, placing them in twos, with orders that one should sleep and the other stay awake alternately. Then he went down in person and saw that his prisoner had food and a blanket, not speaking to him except in an official tone of voice to ask whether he needed anything, and receiving no reply.

Surly devil! he remarked, and came away after cautioning the men; presently he sent down his remaining captain to be in charge all night, and himself sat in the temple doorway, alert as a gray wolf, meaning to stay awake and sincerely hoping that Ommony would not come and try to talk with him. He hated that kind of thing.

Beastly bad taste to insist on explanation, at the wrong time. However, Ommony agreed with him, it seemed, at least on that point, and did not come. He had given no orders that Ommony should be restrained in any way, and he could see him with his three dogs up on the top of the Rump, sitting smoking in the liquid, honey-colored moonlight.

Rather decent of him, I should say. Shows tact. Keeps himself in full view without occupying anybody.

If there was one quality under heaven that Tregurtha esteemed above all others it was fairness. So he naturally was fair. He began to feel ashamed of having treated Ommony so cavalierly on the strength of the mere assertion of a one-eyed epileptic such as Lal Rai. He decided to question the rascal again, and sent for him. But nobody could find him. He sent a junior officer up to the Rump to inquire whether Ommony had seen him, but Ommony had not. Ommony, however, volunteered to summon junglis, who would track the miscreant through the jungle in the event of his having sneaked away.

Very decent of him, said Tregurtha, and sat still smoking, thinking the situation over for about an hour.

The silence was only broken by the occasional snore of a tired man, the footfall of an officer quietly going the rounds, and the cry of the outpost men at regular intervals announcing that so far all was well. Those, and the voices of millions of insects, made up the nocturne. There was no suggestion of the presence of an enemy. A lieutenant, told off to patrol with six men along the new lane forced by the rebels elephants in their retreat, came in to say that he had met no enemy except mosquitoes.

Ommony was right in some respects, Tregurtha thought. Honest enough, I dare say. Probably made use of by Mahommed Babar, who wanted to die in a spectacular fashion. Sorry I didnt give him back his rifle when he asked for it. Beastly rude of me! In front of witnesses, too. Well, a suitable apology in front of witnesses should offset that.

He began to wonder why Ommony should have thrashed Prothero, and that line of thought made him sympathetic, almost affectionate; for if ever a cad deserved kicking, Prothero was he, in his, Tregurthas, judgment. Dearly he would have loved the task himself! Times without number nothing had prevented but the rules of the Service and the requirements of discipline!

A cad with influence, money, and imagination. Is there anything worse? Tregurtha wondered, and on top of it began to wonder, too, whether his own treatment of Ommony had complied with his standard of personal conduct  his own, by which alone he was entitled to judge others.

He decided to send for Ommony, and a moment later an orderly started up the Rump. He returned, however, to say that Ommony was sleeping with the dogs all around him. Was he to be disturbed, and if so might the dogs be killed if they should offer to prevent?

No. Let him sleep. Hes a hurt man, said Tregurtha.

That again seemed a strong point in Ommonys favor. True, the lower types of criminal can sleep in any circumstances, but the man of intelligence, caught in the act of illicit intrigue, and thereby in danger of life and liberty unless he can explain himself, is much more likely to lie awake and cudgel his brains nervously. A headache and a twisted ankle should make that sort of man yet more sleepless. If Ommony could sleep like that he was probably not guilty of anything worse than over-confidence.

At the suggestion of over-confidence he looked down at the row of medal- ribbons on his tunic. Most of them had been won by over-confidence  rashness some men called it.

Suddenly it occurred to him to wonder how a man with a badly twisted ankle could have climbed the Rump. He had given no orders to have him carried up there, and he could account in his head off-hand for the movements of every one of his officers and men since he made his dispositions for the night. He called to the orderly.

How did Mr. Ommony get up there on the Rump? Who carried him? He cant walk. Find out, will you?

At the end of five minutes the orderly returned with rather surprising information.

They do say, sir, that alf a dozen black men came when e whistled an carried im up there.

Where are the black men now?

Theyre gone, sir. Cleared out at soon as e give em the word.

Anybody see them go?

No, sir.

It dawned on Tregurtha again that, in spite of patrols who saw nothing, the whole of the jungle surrounding them might be full of enemies. So an hour before dawn he had all the men wakened, that being the deadliest time for a surprise attack. At dawn the cook and his assistants, cursed and cheerful, served what is known as coffee to the optimists who win wars, and smelling it  for it smells much better than it tastes  Ommony came down from the Rump, sitting and working his way gradually, hanging sometimes to Dianas collar. At the foot of the track he picked up a stick and used that, limping toward the kitchen.

Tregurtha intercepted him, before two officers, a non-com and several men, deliberately.

Good morning, Mr. Ommony. It appears you were right when you said we would not be attacked.

Yes, it seems I was, he answered. But after that affair last night I took no chances. There were junglis watching. They would have warned me.

But you were asleep.

They would have wakened the dogs. They know how to.

Well, Mr. Ommony, Im having your rifle cleaned for you. If youll be kind enough to forget my remarks last night, which were totally unjustified, Ill

Have a cigar, suggested Ommony, reaching into a hunting-pocket for his case. Ill take coffee, please.


CHAPTER 12. Whatll you do?

Macaulay sat in a rigid arm-chair in the big marquee  on the hilltop over by the camps where the Moplah prisoners wondered what was next  sniffed the scent on his handkerchief, and suffered. He always did suffer when unpleasant people inflicted their company on him, and he hated the smell of iodoform. Prothero reeked of the stuff. Moreover, he looked like the deuce, or as much of him did as you could see. Prothero, understanding perfectly, liked to see Macaulay suffer.

He should not have been there. He said so. Macaulay agreed with him. But what he called sense of duty, and what Macaulay knew was a captious spirit of suspicion, had dragged him from a sick-bed, swathed in smelly bandages, to offer advice as poisonous as the mosquito-bites that had given him malaria and, under the guise of conveying information, to find out Macaulays intentions.

People who want to be powers have to keep awake and work. Macaulay smoothed his rather heavy black mustache behind the scented handkerchief, stroked his nose, and looked at Prothero from under heavy dark eyebrows with inquisitive malice that he hardly troubled to disguise. He was one of those men who believe there is just so much good in the world, and no more, to go round, and that therefore no profit can come to himself without a corresponding loss to somebody else. It did his heart good to see Prothero suffer, although, unlike Prothero, he would not have admitted it and much though he disliked the vulgarity of the spectacle. His eyes and his philosophy were not one. He could keep them separate, letting not the one know what the other doeth  much preferring toothache for his adversaries, because it hurts so exquisitely and perverts judgment so diabolically without upsetting the beholders nerves.

He was obliged to consider Prothero, to listen to him and in fact to treat him as an ally. The rules and constitution of the Commission, whose chief member he believed himself to be, took care of that. To antagonize the Chief of the Intelligence would be suicidal. In the circumstances he believed himself capable of making use of his compulsory ally  his obbligato, as he ironically dubbed him  all things, and especially Protheros present state of health, considered. So, although he detested the stench of iodoform, he smiled as he looked at Prothero across the handkerchief.

Nevertheless, you couldnt see very much of Prothero through the bandages, nor judge much from his bloodshot, protruding, half-closed lobster-eyes. Prothero had thoughts of his own, and much experience in concealing them.

Trigll be here before long, he remarked, as if the thought gave him comfort. It did, for it discomforted Macaulay. Trig was Tregurtha.

Considering your reports that rebels were no longer in the field, and that Mahommed Babar had probably died of pneumonia  those, and the fact that theres been a rather sharp engagement, and Tregurtha is bringing in Mahommed Babar alive  I should think you wouldnt be too pleased to meet him, said Macaulay.

I like Trig, Prothero answered. Hes such a plain, straight-forward simpleton. If he holds the ace of trumps he leads it. You know where you are all the time. He holds it this time and hell lead it this time. You watch.

I wonder what you mean? Macaulay asked acidly. He could not guess whether Prothero was smiling because the bandage almost hid his lower jaw, and his eyes looked parboiled.

Hell go for you, if I know Trig. You advised against a reconnaissance of Peria Vur  did everything you could to prevent it  and finally, when he did go, you turned in a report accusing him of insubordination and extravagance

He has lost a lot of men, Macaulay snapped.

But  he has brought in the rebel leader, answered Prothero, enjoying the afternoon and glad he came, although the fever racked him.

The leader, who your reports said was a dead man long ago!

I had to turn in on demand such information as I possessed. Subsequently it was I who advised him to march on Peria Vur, said Prothero. Ask Trig when he comes if that isnt so. Youll find hell confirm it.

Damn! said Macaulay, frowning into his handkerchief. The oath corresponded to the roll of drums that immediately precedes a change of tune.

Whatsamatter? asked Prothero, cocking one red eye and trying at the same time to appear considerate.

Nothing, except that by another of those strings of accidents Tregurtha seems to be snatching the chestnuts again! For a man of no consequence he gets much too much spotlight. Undeserved. Hes only a lucky bungler.

Who will lead his ace of trumps, remarked Prothero. Can you beat it?

Macaulay leaned back in his chair  leaned back till it rested on two legs, and his toe against the table was all that preserved equilibrium. From that angle he could look under his eyelashes and study Prothero, who sat in the direct path of a beam of sunlight.

We might, he said  not accenting the we, but prolonging it a little. Therell be very little to divide, he went on. A few minor medals, of course, but only one civil and one military distinction. Pity if the military one should go to Tregurtha, who has had so much more than his share.

How do you propose to manage it? asked Prothero, not accenting the you, but dwelling on it. Having been caught recently and ignominiously he had no intention of walking into any trap set by such a known bird-limer as Macaulay. Whats your big idea?

Publicity, of course, is what confers distinction, said Macaulay. If it gets out that Tregurtha made a raid on Peria Vur and took the redoubtable Mahommed Babar prisoner after a sharp fight against odds  well  imagine that in the papers with Tregurthas photograph. All his old regimental friends would start wire-pulling. The sentimental element would shed tears and call the viceroys attention. You and I would be obliged to recommend him for reward, to save our own faces.

Whereas? You suggest?

It was uphill work. Prothero was refusing his share of it, leaving the whole pull to Macaulay, who was beginning to wear a look of dark guilt, and was conscious of it  beginning to be conscious, too, that the other was amused behind that mask of evil-smelling calico.

Look here, he said suddenly. Wed better be frank with each other. Times short. And I tell you, if I have to support Tregurtha on account of your refusing to take the sensible view and agree with me, that will be the end of our friendship, Prothero. The end of it. You understand?

Which end? asked Prothero, and Macaulay winced. If youve a proposal, make it, Prothero went on.

There was no one in the tent except themselves, but Macaulay got out of his chair to make sure that the sentry was not exercising every sentrys prerogative of hearing as much as he might. Then he went to a familiar-looking piece of furniture at the rear of the marquee and produced sounds like the tinkling of fairy sleighbells, doubly seductive and delicious because of the appalling heat. He understood at least one of Protheros peculiarities.

How about a whisky-and-soda?

Not too much soda, answered Prothero.

Macaulay did not drink, but made a gesture with his hand as much as to say that men just out of sick-bed were entitled to peccadilloes. Prothero drank copiously and with absolute indifference to anyones opinion.

That was good, he said, gasping. Another one would be better.

Macaulay returned to the sideboard and refilled the glass, resuming his chair with a surreptitiously amused expression.

Now that you think youve made me drunk, suppose you spill the beans, suggested Prothero. Im still sober enough to listen.

Youre a conscienceless brute, said Macaulay. But Ive brains. Trig hasnt. I like Trig.

A recommendation from you to the effect that Mahommed Babars capture should be kept secret would receive my indorsement. One more vote would give us a majority on the committee. My influence will secure that. In fact, I can swing the committee at almost any time; but the recommendation should come from you; it would have more weight and would make my task easier.

Prothero waved his nearly empty glass, and now the other could tell he was grinning, for the whisky had wetted the bandage so that it drooped from his mouth. He looked more than ever like a swathed and parboiled corpse, and the sight of him made Macaulay feel physically sick, but heroes are made of stern stuff, and it is a gross mistake to imagine that all heroes are virtuous. The public will decorate anyone who overcomes his limitations and gets away with most of the Ten Commandments without being actually caught at it. Macaulay was working for a decoration, and would have been a hero in his own opinion even if seasick. He made the supreme effort of an arduous career.

Well, old fellow? he asked.

Ive heard what you want, Prothero answered. Point is, are you willing to pay for it  er  old fellow?

Macaulay gasped. In all his long official experience he had never listened to anything quite so indecent. Men should be known by their fruits, not by their frank admissions. To talk like that was worse than to walk naked.

Pay for it? he asked with eyebrows raised, fiddling with his fountain- pen as if he expected to have to write a stiff check presently. If you mean you want to borrow money

Oh, you silly ass! said Prothero. Ive got more money than you  more than Ill ever need. Whatll you do, damn it? You want me to do something. Whatll you do thatll do me any good? Dont look like an old maid in a Turkish bath  name your offer and give hostages, for I wouldnt trust you out of this tent!

Macaulay was utterly scandalized, but did not see how to back out. Prothero had diagnosed him perfectly; he could be anything except naked. He enjoyed the smell of a pink much better when he called the thing Dianthus Jedewegii. His napkin was a serviette. Quid pro quo was listening to reason, and he much preferred Dame Reason with her skirts below her knees, immoral old trot though he knew that she frequently was. He never paid cash for anything, but liked to have statements sent him subject to varying discounts, and when he didnt trust a man he never said so.

Trigll be here soon, Prothero repeated by way of clearing the atmosphere. Suppose you measure me another whisky? Macaulay measured him a stiff one, and it began to have its own peculiar effect, which varies with each patient, both in kind and degree. You never can tell in advance what the fumes will do. They made Prothero think of Ommony, who had thrashed him, Prothero, most confoundedly and kicked him into the jungle and dreadful night; Ommony, who now had Tregurthas ear.

Theres a man I dont like, he said simply.

Oh, very well, Macaulay answered, visibly relieved, although he disliked the vulgarity of the admission. What is his name, I wonder.

Cotswold Ommony is the name his carcass goes by.

Macaulay smiled thinly but seraphically. One of his own pet dislikes, and yet some people refuse to believe in coincidence.

I want him broke! said Prothero, and Macaulay smiled more perceptibly.

My word, Prothero, arent you vindictive?

I am! You bet I am! I want him broke. Break him, and Ill help you do Tregurtha out of a ribbon.

Macaulay was happy again. He had Prothero committed and the market beared; all that remained was to resume, deftly and immediately, garments of virtue that Prothero had rudely torn off.

I take it were agreed about Tregurtha being overrated, he said thoughtfully. Neither of us would care to stand in the way of a first-class man.

No, because a first-class man would lick the hell out of both of us, said Prothero. If Trig had brains hed beat us. As it is, well beat him.

Naked again! Macaulay clenched his teeth. He simply couldnt understand the nature of a man who liked his cynicism unadorned, or his oysters raw, as Prothero would probably have phrased it. However, virtue will assert herself:

I have no compunctions about Ommony  another vastly overrated man, he said with the angular sneer of a cross-examining attorney. Im acquainted with the head of his department and will write a letter throwing light on some of Mr. Ommonys activities. He is notoriously hand in glove with every rebel in

Dont make a fool of yourself, Prothero advised him. Remember hes coming in with Trig, who tells the truth the way a mule kicks, at all four points of the compass. Trig may say that Ommony induced the surrender. There are more unlikely things, and people will believe Trig.

Well, I happen to know something else against him. He draws a salary for looking after the forest, and spends the time that belongs by rights to his department making maps and things of that sort that are no possible concern of his.

The whisky was working in Protheros brain, but not making him stupid  belligerent perhaps, and cynical, but it took nine or ten stiff shots as a general rule to upset his critical judgment.

All right, he said suddenly. Write your letter and Ill drop it in the post. Youve got to prove to me that youll break Ommony.

Macaulay frowned  more nakedness  but wrote and signed the letter.

Youll indorse my recommendation as to secrecy about the capture of Mahommed Babar?

Sure. Whenever you make it, answered Prothero. And you couldnt see whether his tongue was in his cheek, because of the bandages.


CHAPTER 13. Let the man alone!

Ommony sat on a stone, gulping down stuff the cook described as coffee, and Tregurtha superintended the construction of litters for his wounded, Ommony and prisoner included; for a man cant march on a twisted ankle nor should a prisoner be dragged, and the horses taken from Ommonys stable by Mahommed Babar and his men had vanished in the general retreat. He took special pains about Ommonys litter and consulted him about it, seeking to make amends for his rudeness of the night before.

One of the easiest habits to acquire is forgetfulness of insult. Most successful men and all wise ones pick it up naturally and become incapable of carrying resentment in their thoughts. Like practiced mountaineers, they would laugh at the notion of burdening themselves with useless luggage, which is all resentment is. But the habit has its disadvantages, for it sometimes arouses the suspicion of the people who expect to be the butts of your resentment. They think you are either a hypocrite or a very subtle schemer, and of the two the suspicion of subtlety is usually worst.

Ommony, of course knew that, being a philosopher in some ways, but he forgot it for the moment under the agreeable influence of Tregurthas frank apology. He, too, was desirous to please, and Tregurtha was communicative.

Rotten bad about Mahommed Babar, he remarked. The silly fool is so ill- tempered I darent trust him. Have to tie him. Much rather treat him decently.

Suppose I talk with him, suggested Ommony. I havent had a word with him since he was captured. Perhaps if I could speak with him alone I might

You recognized him? Tregurtha interrupted abruptly.

Yes. Recognized the sword, too  its there in that bundle. Let me see it.

An orderly brought the sword. Ommony, drawing it from the scabbard, looked for some initials scratched deep on the blade and began to explain how they came there. To Tregurthas agitated mind he showed a little too much knowledge of the rebels history.

The point is, you recognize it? he said, intertupting again.

Yes, hes proud of it. Never let anyone else touch it, I believe. Now, if I should take that sword to him  hes sentimental like all patriots  and I might

Thanks, the less you say to him the better! Tregurtha snapped. He told you hed surrender! Did he? Youll oblige me, please, by keeping away from him.

Ommony understood that, very likely better than Tregurtha did. He knew he could only stir suspicion deeper by attempting to argue the point or to justify his own motives. Besides, the rebel leader had broken the promise in two ways by surrendering neither himself nor Ali Khan, so he needed no excuse for staying away from him.

He knew a little of the Moslem mind, having a gift and a liking, which is another name for it, for studying the abstruse. He understood the pride with which Mahommed Babar would strive to keep faith, and, pride failing, the recklessness with which he would deliberately go the limit of unfaithfulness. Reproach would not improve that frame of mind, and in the circumstances any attempt by Ommony to hold communication with him must unavoidably savor of reproach. Silence, aloofness, was the kinder course, as well as the only one tolerable to Tregurtha.

So Ommony begged leave for his bearers to lag behind, alleging the good reason that his junglis would not then be afraid to bring him word of any overtaking enemy. Junglis and the dogs were better than any regulation rear- guard.

Tregurtha sent his prisoner on ahead, with a lieutenant and twenty men told off to do nothing but guard him. His wrists and his ankles were lashed to the poles of the litter, and, since that arrangement would have submitted him otherwise to torture from flies, a burlap curtain was suspended all around him. Even that was raised at fifteen-minute intervals to make sure he was not up to tricks.

Tregurtha marched midway down the column, where he could handle the whole most easily whichever end might get into difficulties. The cook with his pots and pans and all the odds and ends borne cheerfully enough on poles by Tommy Atkins, who will make a joke of anything provided he only gets the kind of officer he loves, was between the main column and the official rear-guard, who again preceded Ommony. So only the dogs and the men who carried Ommony were aware of the one-eyed thing in rags who crept from a thicket on all fours, blubbering and ranting in a mixture of Lascar-English, French, Portuguese, Hindustanee, and a dozen other languages. He clung to the legs of the litter-bearers and refused to be kicked away. Ommony had to control the dogs sternly.

He was long past walking. Yet he could not be left, and every minute of delay increased the columns lead. He was pierced with thorns, fly-bitten, full of fever that racked him and shook his aching limbs, and worse than all those, mad with a fear that made his one eye bulge out of its socket.

Oh, hell! he groaned. You know Lal Rai! You know-um! You not leave-um! Oh and he wandered off into a stream of dock-rat blasphemy that all meant nothing except that he was licked, conquered, begging for mercy, and as fit to be trusted as a wolf in similar circumstances.

In other words, there was just the possibility that he might be tamed a bit.

Is that the bloke as it ye on the ead, sir? asked a litter-bearer sympathetically, grateful for the delay and making use of it to light a clay pipe. If e ad is rights ed lead the dawgs acrost a line o country! Let the blighter crawl, sir, if is feet aint workin. Serve im proper if e cant keep up. That blokes a bad at  never done no one no bloomin good. Ger-r-r-outo-that! Lemmy-leg-alone, dye ear!

But though it had been a moral obligation to punish Prothero, it would have been descending to the culprits level to wreak vengeance on his miserable servitor. There is a definite distinction in such matters. Ommony put his fingers in his teeth and whistled  then laughed, for the fear that had been was as nothing to the paroxysms when the first three naked junglis emerged like timid wraiths into the jungle lane.

A man in delirium tremens, seeing snakes, makes the same fuss that Lal Rai did, and for reasons as valid. The junglis would no more have harmed him physically than the shadow of a cloud will wreck a mountain. They were almost as afraid as he was, only they knew they had a friend in Ommony, and Lal Rai knew he had none even in far-away Prothero. That constituted all the difference, intangible, but enough, and his grimaces were like Pierrots voiding his sense of emptiness.

The junglis are no more muscular than they are intelligible to the ordinary run, which is hardly at all. No more are they carpenters  builders of anything. The difference between them and the animals, anatomy excluded, is confined to this  that just a little more distinctly than the animals they are aware of the existence of a moral law, apart from physical desire. That is the ladder along which all creation moves, the only way it advances, and is the reason why the missing link is no more discernible than the exact point where light begins and darkness ceases. Or so says Ommony. There are high-priests, low-priests and followers of other cults who call him an impostor and an ignoramus.

At least he can understand junglis, and they him, which is unusual. He put them to work, which no other man ever did. They brought him some poles and the long, supple strands of a creeper, and held them while Tommy, with ingenuity and language suitable to the occasion, constructed a litter that would do. Whereat the junglis fell on Lal Rai, Ommony commanding, dogs on tiptoe with excitement, and Thomas Atkins critically amused. The wretch who had fled from those thin, naked forms through the night was incapable now of believing them able or willing to help him. He fought like an animal trapped. It was minutes before they could throw him and tie him in place in the comfortless thing they had made, whereon he was to travel like a man half- crucified, with Ommonys borrowed blanket thrown over him to keep off the flies and a night-spook fanning his face with a broken wild-plantain leaf.

The junglis were unused to carrying  except one of Ommonys guns on occasion, which was the highest honor within reach, and corresponded to Macaulays yearned-for-decoration. When they moved their scant belongings, which was often, women labored, which is womans business. It was incorrect, undignified to gather up that litter with its burden and bring up the rear of the procession, league on league.

Yet Ommony commanded, and they did, half-consciously aware that he knew dim, disastrous laws beyond their ken, which he obeyed and they did not dare disobey. Whereas all other men, except their own sparse remnants of a history-less race, were incomprehensible, astonishing, unable to explain, Ommony understood and could give reasons, that were reasons and not conundrums to the jungle intellect. Wherefore, although their women-folk would mock them and need beating, they obeyed, conceding doubtless that a beating would do the women good.

Once in a while Tregurtha sent back a non-commissioned officer to inquire whether all was well, so it was reported that the blacks were carrying Lal Rai. But nobody was interested. It was agreed the world would be no richer for him, and would hardly have been poorer if the wolves had overcome him in the night. They had Mahommed Babar, safe and alive, which was what they went for, and Tregurtha proposed to wash his hands of all association with the lying stool-pigeon Lal Rai, whose discreditable master Prothero might have the whole credit for him and his consequences! So he ignored the news of his existence, gave no orders concerning him, made no comment when the breathless, overtaking non-com hiccoughed his report. Least said, the soonest mended.

They halted for food and a rest, but food was scant. Tregurtha believed that a raiding party should travel light and lived up to his convictions. If the men wanted a square meal, they must march; the train was the larder; so the breathing spells were short, and Ommony, whose men must rest too, never came near catching up. Toward the end the junglis wilted like severed green stuff under their unaccustomed load, and had to be coaxed as well as waited for; so although they reached the train about midafternoon, the soldiers had eaten and were singing songs impatiently when Ommony came. Steam was up on a newly-arrived engine, which had brought a letter to Tregurtha from headquarters forbidding him, over Macaulays signature, to go raiding into the jungle on any pretext whatever.

That letter put Tregurtha in a perfectly good temper. The wires were repaired, and Macaulay, he knew, must already be aware of what had happened, with what excellent result. The engine had brought an empty box-car, which was stuffy but an otherwise perfect place of confinement for the prisoner, who was locked in nearly naked, with no means of hanging himself, and watched through a small iron grating by two men, one at either end, who would give the alarm in a moment should he try to escape. Everything was excellent, including one of Ommonys cigars.

He was a troublesome prisoner  difficult to handle in proportion to his value and the cost of taking him. Whenever they had loosed one hand to let him eat or drink he had used it to pluck at his other fastenings, never saying a word, but toward the end of the journey glancing incessantly from right to left, as if he rather expected someone to spring out of the undergrowth and rescue him.

So they had taken great care; and even when they had him clear of possible ambush in the jungle and locked in the box-car, twenty men were told off to keep guard on either side of the track until the train should start, and the two who stood on the iron steps at either end were cautioned under penalty never to take their eyes away from the gratings through which they watched the prisoner.

But Tregurtha could override his own strict orders. And to him, obsequious and bland, armed with a permit to be out along the line, to look into the extent of losses at the hands of Moplahs  almost as beautifully forged it was, and quite as convincing, as the servants references sold in the bazaar  came a Hindu gentleman in cotton clothes and turban, who rejoiced to believe that Mahommed Babar had been captured.

That scourge of the villages! That terror of the jungle! Oh, sir, the country-side will bless you!

That did not make Tregurthas temper any worse. The decent gentlemen who held a country in subjection, being decent, like to believe themselves appreciated by the thoughtful natives. The Briton in India is as sure of his duty and as keen on it as ever Roman legionary was in Britain. Moreover, he will cling at least as steadfastly, and die in the end as game. Meanwhile, he liked a little recognition, even on the lips of flattery.

Oh, sir, how I would love to set eyes on him! He burned my property. I saw him standing with his officers giving the order to set my barn alight. I heard the words. I could recognize his voice again. If I only might identify him! Then I could tell all men I have seen him with these eyes  heard him with these ears  and even those who have said they receive no protection from the Government would have to take their words back!

That was reasonable. It could do no harm to let him look through the grating at one end of the box-car, while the man at the other end moved to let the failing light shine through. Tregurtha himself gave the order to the men to get down off the steps and let the Hindu gentleman see inside. So the Hindu stood for possibly twenty minutes tip-toeing on the iron step, exchanging a few words with the prisoner, as if trying to persuade him to look up and be recognized. Tregurtha did not mind his talking with him. It was too late for words to make any difference. Weapons  nails  a small file  were the sort of thing to be looked out for. Satisfied at last, the Hindu gentleman, all gratitude and grins, asked after Ommony.

For it was said, sahib, that he was taken prisoner by Mahommed Babar.

Mr. Ommony is on his way here, said Tregurtha.

If I might only see him too. Then I could satisfy everybody!

Go and wait there, at the end of the jungle-path, and youll see him coming.

That being the apex, as it were, of all available permission, the Hindu sat down in the shade and referred inquisitive sentries to Tregurtha, who, when appealed to, answered:

Let the man alone.

So when Ommonys litter at last came sweating jerkily along the fairway a man in Hindu turban, whom the dogs unaccountably did not challenge, strode out of the shadow of a great tree. He was a clean-shaven Hindu, unknown to the junglis or to Ommony; but Dianas tail, that never made mistakes, beat a sort of reassuring tattoo on the dry earth alongside the litter. The fox-terrier yapped, disliking Hindu clothing, and the setter cocked one eye warily. The sun being low beyond the westward trees, the light in the throat of the lane was uncertain, which accounts in the main for one or two things.

The Hindu as he drew near raised his right hand almost with the motion of an upward dagger-blow. The soldiers had halted. They dropped the litter, each with a separate oath. They were ready to kill for the sake of the man they had carried all that way and who, according to their view of it, was a decent sort of bloke. Nevertheless, the dogs made no move, and the junglis, who were quite as watchful and suspicious as the dogs, did not even set their burden down. Questioned about it afterward, they said the dogs told us, which was a long speech from them and more than usually full of explanation.

The Hindu did not strike. He did not come near enough to strike. So far as anybody knew, and notwithstanding the imagination of Private Joe Peebles who was litter-bearer on the forward port-end, he had no weapon. He simply tossed a folded letter into Ommonys lap, made a gruff exclamation whose purport no one caught, and vanished into the deepening gloom along the edge of the forest.

Ommony could have sent Diana to keep track of him, but the train was waiting and Tregurtha was beckoning violently. He could have sent the junglis, but they were prodigiously weary after their unaccustomed labor, and the same problem of lack of time entered into their case too. The simplest course was to open the letter and read it, and to do that he was obliged to have himself carried out into the open, where the light was better. Which being accomplished, there was no longer any sense in pursuing the Hindu, who, if in haste, had had plenty of time to put distance between them. Tregurtha called to him and the litter-bearers answered at the double, so he did not actually read the letter for several minutes.

There was the business of rewarding the junglis, for whom he begged fabulous gifts from Tregurtha  even a blanket apiece from the dead mens kit and  unbelievable, amazing wealth of wonders!  an army flannel shirt for each of them, as useless, and henceforth as fashionable, in the jungle as a silk hat at midsummer funerals in Maine.

It was after that, as the sun went down, Ommony sitting on the running- board of the train beside Tregurtha, whom he invited to read it along with him for politeness sake, that the contents of the letter were revealed to four astonished eyes. The train had not moved on yet because a man with a cutting-in set had reported that headquarters was trying to phone Tregurtha along the mended wire and he expected they would overcome the bad connection in a few minutes. So together Tregurtha and Ommony studied, and studied again the remarkable note that, though never read at any trial, did constitute a plea for mercy more effective than the voice of any paid attorney in the world.

Ommony sahib, Salaam!

My heart is broken that I did not keep my promise to surrender to justice Ali Kahn, who is a murderer deserving death, and who himself admits it. Wherefore I sought death, but was taken prisoner, and am treated, as you see, with indignity, which may be just, since Ali Kahn escaped and I am at fault.

I have not the heart to appeal to you in person, nor to look into eyes that ever met mine fairly and without reserve. If opportunity is given me to end my life before the executioner can take the work in hand, I will seize on it. This, therefore, is perhaps a dying mans request, made to a friend whose heart it is believed is great enough to overlook the present for the sake of past esteem.

Sahib, I fear but three things: First, that your honor may suffer for having acted charitably, ever seeking to persuade me to avoid such violence as should include me among those to whom no quarter may be granted. It was through your wise advice that I kept that standard ever first in mind, and it is therefore due to you that I forbade, and sternly punished, excesses by my followers. Sahib, I implore you, let no consideration for my predicament interfere with your own care for yourself. I am as good as dead. You have your life to live. You need not spare my memory.

Second: I fear that my capture and execution may be kept secret in order the better to trap certain of my friends, who, if the news were published, would not leave the North in search of me. Permit me to remind you, sahib, that my reason for disbanding at this time and deliberately letting myself fall into British hands was none other than to save those friends of mine from hurrying to join a lost cause. My sacrifice will have been worse than useless, therefore, if the news should not be so widely published as to become common talk throughout the North. If it is the last favor, sahib, and although there can be no acknowledgment from me, I beg you in the interest of peace and for the sake of honorable men not yet indictable, use all your influence to break up secrecy!

Third: There is a fear that tortures me alone and therefore shall be mentioned with less emphasis. I fear that they will hang, not shoot me. Sahib, as you know, death by hanging is not conformable to my religion, nor is it worthy treatment for a man who, whether or not proclaimed guilty of treason, has been a rebel and no worse. If your honor should have time and the inclination, I would be grateful for such relief in this respect as one friend may contrive for another.

This letter is written with the aid of Ram Ghose, who, if caught and punished for passing pen and paper to me by means of a trick played on my captor, will beseech your honors favor on the ground that it was he who treated your honors dogs in your honors absence at a time when they would otherwise have died of poisoning. He has no other claim on your consideration.

For the rest, Bahadur, kindly spare me the distress which is all that a final interview between us could accomplish. You live for India. I die for her. Your hope is in patience and the overturning evolution in the hearts of men. My faith is rooted deep in war, the saber and straight-forwardness. Only Allah, who knoweth all things, can decide between us.

May He, who judgeth pride, when all is set and off-set, reckon in my favor, if nothing else, than this  that with pride and gratitude I lived, and shall have died.

Your friend, (Sirdar) Mahommed Babar Khan (Once of the Dera-Ismail Border Regiment.)

By God! exclaimed Tregurtha, choking. Gad! That fellow shant be hanged if it costs my commission! He shall be shot by men of unimpeachable record who fought in France, if my names Trig! So thats why he put up a fight instead of surrendering fraid wed hang him! Huh! A decent fellow who could write that letter should have known wed never hang him! Cant you speak with him through the bars and persuade him to be sensible? Well let bygones be. Ill take his parole if hell ride where I can keep an eye on him.

But Ommony demurred. Better than most Englishmen he knew the Moslem mind, which is, however, not to say infallible.

Hardly, after that request to be excused an interview. Hed think it an impertinence. I thought you had his wrists tied; how did he write that letter?

Tregurtha explained how the Hindu had been allowed to stand for nearly twenty minutes on the iron step under the grating at one end of the box-car.

A sleight-of-hand adept, I suppose. Slipped paper and pen through the bars, although I watched him and did not see. He stood speaking, wanted to hear his voice, too, for identification purposes. Suggestion works subtly. He looked to me like one of those native doctors who travel around the country combining quackery and politics.

I always wondered who treated my dogs that time, said Ommony, with eyes half-closed, remembering. Mahommed Babar was working for me in those days, and on the spot. He didnt care to touch the dogs himself. Some Moslems dont, you know. Religion. He told me afterward he found a Hindu, who considered himself free from caste and understood dogs, but he never did say what the Hindus name was. Well, that explains why the dogs didnt go for his throat when he threw the letter in my lap.

What about publicity? Tregurtha asked. Pon my soul, Id like to oblige the fellow, but in my position

This Hindu Ram Ghose has very likely started the ball rolling already. But, of course, official confirmation of the rumor

I darent do that, said Tregurtha.

Have you any orders to give me? Ommony asked him.

Not a damned one! Technically, I suppose  no, I doubt if even technically I command your tongue. I could seize your correspondence if I cared to, but

No orders, eh? said Ommony.

Not a damned one!

Any use for Lal Rai?

My God, no! Hes Protheros pimp. I wouldnt touch him with a barge- pole!

He may

Lie on the line and let the train run over him! I hope he will!

May I have a compartment alone with him for an hour or two?

Tregurtha nodded, motioned toward an empty compartment with his thumb, and walked away toward the nearest telegraph pole, where a signaler crouching on his knees was behaving like a terrier at a rat-hole, the difference being that sound instead of smell was exciting him.

Connections better now, sir! Got them! he called out.

Ommony and all three dogs, pushed, pulled and generally mothered by a non- com and six privates, piled into the empty compartment, and, at Ommonys request, Lal Rai was shoved in along the floor the way they slid a casualty into an ambulance. There was no need for any armed guard; Diana did that part perfectly. At Ommonys invitation, seconded by music from between Dianas teeth, Lal Rai arose and assumed a squatting posture in the middle of the forward seat under the solitary lamp. Diana bared her teeth at him and they shone in the lamps unpleasant, yellow rays. It was not yet time for Lal Rai to recover from the agony of fear; he knew from experience how those teeth felt when they closed on sinewy flesh.

You hold-um! Me good feller! he objected.

Do what I say then, said Ommony.

Then the train started. It was too late for Lal Rai to jump out or yell for help, even if either course would have done him the least good.

Peer-r-r-other-o-o my master  Dekta sahib he began.

But Ommony silenced him with a gesture, reinforced by the castanet rattle of Dianas teeth and an under-growl from the other two dogs.

Listen! commanded Ommony. You may have your choice between going to prison for about ten years for attempting to murder me, or obeying me implicitly.

You telling me, I do! he answered, his eye on Diana.

There were elements of greatness to him. He was terse. But Ommony also went straight to the point.

Do you know the newspaper correspondents?

Lal Rai nodded. Well he knew them, regular as well as surreptitious. There were men employed around headquarters, who corresponded secretly, whenever they could glean facts, for as many as a dozen native papers each. Had he not been employed by Prothero to fool them by disseminating false news? He, Lal Rai, had access to the ear of every newspaper in India!

I will write concerning the capture of Mahommed Babar, said Ommony. It will not be signed. You may say you had it from a British officer. Show the account to every correspondent you can find within two hours of this trains arrival at headquarters. After that  you understand me, after that, not before  you will deliver a letter from me to Colonel Prothero.

Lal Rai nodded. It looked safe and easy. He saw no objection. But Ommony added the final, super-subtle touch.

The newspaper correspondents will spread the news. My letter to your master will tell him how to take advantage of the news. But unless the news is spread first my letter will be of no use to him. You understand?

He did. Me do-um, he answered, nodding.


CHAPTER 14. You exceeded your authority!

The train came whistling in between the hills at dusk, and was met by Macaulay waiting side-by-side with a secretary. It had entered Macaulays consciousness, in the way conclusions do when a man has nursed his own ambition long enough and with sufficient disregard of the other fellows, that now if ever should the blow be struck that should change his lot from one of merely departmental drudge, as he described himself, to that of a power in the land. The divinely appointed minute, the stroke of destiny, that so many men before and after Napoleon have sought and missed!

So he brought the secretary with him to be witness that he left to Tregurtha no loophole. He was minded that Tregurtha should be sacrificed to the gods of his own destiny. The secretary was a gentleman from Bengal, with spectacles and a monumental stomach, who did not adore the military and most of all despised Tregurtha, who had once called him a bellyful of objections, which was rude but accurate. With such a witness in his favor and the cards all stacked, Macaulay knew he had Tregurtha beaten before the play began. He intended that Tregurtha should have plucked a chestnut from the fire for him, and go not only unrewarded but discredited for his pains. And all this without especial malice, but because according to the creed Macaulay favored no man can attain to eminence without treading on anothers upturned face. He supposed the universe was designed that way by its Artificer.

So, feeling en rapport, as it were, with Destiny, he smiled beneficently while he waited for the train. He had a flower in his buttonhole, and knew he looked handsome  no exaggeration, that. In a florid, well-dressed, rather too neat way he vaguely resembled one of those good-looking guides who board the boats at Naples to steer tourists into harms way.

And he smiled as the train rolled in; smiled as Tregurtha stepped to the platform, smiled, with extended hand, as Tregertha failed in an effort not to see him quite so soon. Tregurtha had to shake hands and be patronized.

Im glad youre alive and well, at any rate, he said suggestively.

What dye mean? Tregurtha answered, wiping the sweat from the back of his neck with a bandana handkerchief. It only needed that earth-to-earthy touch to break the thin veneer of Macaulays manner.

Why, I understand, Tregurtha, you exceeded your authority! Conducted a foray! After receipt of a letter from me. I said in the letter  I have a copy of it  that in the opinion of the Commission no such enterprise should be attempted on any pretext!

Youve got it all balled up, Tregurtha answered, and was going to say more, but Macaulay interrupted him.

I understand it was you who got all balled up! How many men did you lose on this unwarranted raid?

I will report that in writing.

Tregurtha was growing about as stiff as an Airedale terrier making the acquaintance of a cur from foreign parts. He particularly did not approve of that kind of conversation in front of the Bengali, who was smiling like a courtezan and fanning himself with a palm-leaf.

I understand you brought the notorious Mahommed Babar back with you?

Tregurtha nodded.

And I suppose your men have been as indiscreet as usual?

Am I expected to care what you suppose? Tregurtha demanded. My men have had no opportunity to speak with anyone.

Mn-n! Well, you have shown small regard for the Commissions rulings! Be good enough to order your officers to keep silent. The men must be quarantined on suspicion of smallpox to keep them quiet; I will see the P.M.O. about that. The prisoner is to be handed over to a special guard responsible to me.

Tregurtha was too amazed to speak. His impulse was to kick the smirking babu and roast Macaulay for an impudent fool in front of all his men. When injury was added to the insult and a guard composed of uniformed police was marched on to the platform to take charge of the prisoner, he knew himself incapable of speaking without losing self-control. Macaulay produced a document signed by himself as the Commissions duly appointed executive member and witnessed by the fat man from Bengal, requiring Tregurtha to deliver the prisoner Mahommed Babar into custody. And almost before the station lamps were lighted the special guard of twelve policemen marched away with the prisoner in their midst.

Ommony, supported between two soldiers and followed by his dogs, limped up. Macaulay, who knew him quite well, raised his eyebrows, frowned, and stared point blank, as at an upstart who might presume to claim acquaintance. However, Ommony came straight up to him.

Where can I sleep? he demanded.

I should say the prison would be the logical place, Mr. Ommony, Macaulay answered with his choicest sneer.

Ill provide him with quarters. The mans a gentleman! Tregurtha snapped before Ommony could get a word in.

Oh, very well. Your definition, however, remains to be confirmed! Macaulay sneered. My own conviction is that people guilty of treason should be hanged, as high as Haman  as Mahommed Babar will be!

Ommony set the example of turning his back; Tregurtha might have otherwise let loose the vials of his wrath. Macaulay chose that moment to play his extra trump  the one he carried up his sleeve.

As friend to friend, Tregurtha, he said with apparent candor, resuming his social smile, I advise you to apply for long leave. I believe it would be granted. I will use my influence. Otherwise

I might stay here, I suppose, and punch your head! Is that the trouble? Tregurtha retorted through a swollen and indignant throat.

The words seemed to force their own passage out through strangling muscles. Suddenly he turned his back as rudely and deliberately as he knew how to contrive, and strode down the platform to the sweeter, simpler atmosphere of Thomas Atkins faced with news of quarantine.

Yes! he roared at them, words flowing free at last. Youre quarantined! Youve got the smallpox, you blighters, every mothers son of you! Youve caught it by behaving like gallant men and youll be cured when thats convenient to your betters! Not a word now! Ten-shunn!

He marched them away, they mystified and he increasingly aware of the enormity, the characteristic blind and impudent enormity of the mistake that Macaulay had made. The idiot proposed to break him, Tregurtha, for disobedience, keep the affair as quiet as possible, and make some political use of the prisoner for his own ambitious ends. But it did not make him feel any better to know that he could show up Macaulay as a blundering ass. It was not within his scheme of things to break anyone in purse, pride, prospects, or reputation. He was not vindictive. The only man he cared to hit hard was his countrys enemy, and only him as long as he persisted in the enmity.

Knowing he had done no wrong he had never lost confidence  only his temper. He recovered his temper on the march uphill, lending the pony they had brought to the station for him to Ommony, who needed it, and regaining judgment as the exercise set the blood to coursing naturally through his veins.

But there was nothing else to regain. No satisfaction. That fool Macaulay would compel him in self-defense to prove that he raided Peria Vur and captured Mahommed Babar before orders not to do so ever reached him. Macaulays smug advice to him to apply for long leave meant that he was in the way. Good! He would stay there! Moreover, having pledged himself to see Mahommed Babar shot, not hanged, he would be obliged to face Macaulay over that issue too. It looked on the whole rotten for Macaulay, who was possibly all right in his way if you only understood him. He, Tregurtha, was a stubborn fellow, rather inclined to believe that stubbornness is sin but given over to it. He would hit back  have to  unavoidable. What was worse, he would wait and let Macaulay overreach himself, emulating Stonewall Jackson, as he always had done even before he studied strategy and tactics with a crammer. Macaulays subsequent progress would be all downhill, and he, Tregurtha, was entirely sorry for him. But not in a sparing mood. Stubborn. Dogged-does-it.

He sent Ommony to the mess tent and marched his men into the quarantine inclosure, where he explained to them that the quarantine was no more than a precaution against loose tongues. Knowing that that explanation would only impel them to find ingenious ways of making public all they knew. He went to the length of saying the mistrust of them was none of his contriving, and that personally he would simply have put each man on his honor not to tell  which was true, as they knew perfectly.

So Ill ask you to oblige me by holding your tongues, he said at the close of his remarks. And that naturally settled it. They would talk.

But it all took time. It was four hours after the train arrived before Tregurtha reached his own square tent and sat down to let his servant pull his boots off.

Meanwhile, about an hour before, say three hours after the arrival of the train, there had come seeking Prothero in his much more comfortably furnished wooden hut no other than Lal Rai, bearing a letter.

So its you! said Prothero. Well, Ill be damned! Where ha you been?

He opened the letter  then whistled  then again gave vent to the bromidic prophecy about his future state.

When did he give you this? Trains been in a dickens of a time. Where ha you been?

He did not wait for an answer but read again:

My Dear Prothero,

Speaking for myself, whatever difference may have existed between us was adjusted by the steps taken by me to that end recently. That incident is closed and will continue so if will or act of mine have anything to do with it. With the idea of resuming satisfactory relations, am sending you the following information, which as Chief of Intelligence I believe you will be able to employ to the advantage of those most concerned, yourself included. You are under no obligation to refer to me as the source of your information.

Correspondents of newspapers  I dont know how many or which, but including the news services  have been informed of Tregurthas brilliant exploit in capturing Mahommed Babar with the loss of so few men. Tregurtha, with characteristic frankness, has said that information supplied by you was what sent him off on his daring raid into the jungle. As I understand it, the newspapers have been told that you undertook the task of scouting alone, and that you returned with priceless information after adventures in the rebel stronghold.

Details were given to the newspapers without the knowledge of Tregurtha, and, in fact, in face of his strict orders to the men to say nothing.

For your special benefit the following precis of the situation is appended:

If Mahommed Babars capture could be kept secret, Tregurtha, and you, might be deprived of the credit. There would be continued fighting, due to the fact that disaffected persons from the North would continue gathering to serve under a leader whom they would still believe to be at large. That would discredit the Intelligence, and so yourself.

If the news of the capture of Mahommed Babar, on the other hand, were to receive official confirmation and widest publicity, you and Tregurtha would receive full credit unavoidably. Further bloodshed would be prevented. Those who may have advocated the reverse policy would be discredited.

Bitter resentment, consequently trouble, would be sure to follow the hanging of Mahommed Babar; who, if to be executed, should be shot. This last point is very important. Considering Mahommed Babars fine record in preventing excesses by his followers, it ought to be easy to oppose the views and expose the unsportsman-like motives of any who seek to have him executed with indignity.

Subject to observance of the above stipulation in regard to treatment of Mahommed Babar, you may count on my support in obtaining full official recognition of Tregurthas achievement. It should not be necessary to refer to the manner of your departure from Peria Vur other than to say that I assisted you to escape.

Yours faithfully, Cotswold Ommony

Prothero glanced for a second suspiciously at Lal Rai, realized that his rascally factotum would perish rather than be party to a trick on his master, and chuckled. The whole thing looked to him as obvious as twice two.

He had always said Ommony was a decent enough chap. Evidently he had brains enough, too, to know he must lose in any long-drawn vendetta with the rather well-known Dekta Prothero.

Mn-mn! Handsome does, eh? The amende honorable! Not so bad at that, friend Ommony! Well  well kick Macaulay in the face first; his numbers up. Trig must be applauded. He wins. Lucky! I wonder what it is that makes a simpleton like Trig have all the luck  a one-track mind! A single-barreled gun who goes off whenever anybody pulls the trigger! Consistency must be the secret of it.

He began pulling off the bandages from his face and hands, and ordered a servant to prepare a tub for him. Having taken good care of himself and obeyed the doctor, he felt well enough to rise unswathed to the emergency. So he washed off all the ointment and got into uniform, strapping on his holster and a .45 Webley from force of habit.

But if that ass Ommony supposes Ill forgive and forget he said to himself, half-closing his little protruding eyes as he adjusted his tunic before the mirror.

He whistled and walked out, followed by his servant with a lantern. Entering the mess tent, he discovered Tregurtha and Ommony sitting vis- à-vis across a table, discussing belated supper.

He nodded to Ommony, but laid his hand on the others shoulder.

Gratulations, Trig! he exclaimed, holding his hand out. So you took my tip and pulled it off, eh? Thats once when the Intelligence didnt fail you!

It was much farther to Peria Vur than you intimated, said Tregurtha.

Intimated, eh? You didnt understand me. I was suffering  couldnt talk. Stands to reason I knew how far it was. Didnt I walk it, by Gad! Tell me now  would you have gone, but for me?

I cant say, said Tregurtha frankly. If I had known really how far it was  no, I cant answer. It was what you said, or, rather, what your gestures implied, that finally decided me; that and what your servant told me. Your accounts agreed, and you were both mistaken!

He was puzzled. After the manner of his kind, which passes the understanding of all sneaks  although Prothero knew perfectly what he would not do, even if not why he would not do it  he had deliberately avoided references to the circumstances of the meeting of Ommony and Prothero in Peria Vur. Lal Rai had said something about an encounter between them; but the statements of a brute like Lal Rai were no basis for impertinent questions, at least in his judgment. He never had liked Prothero. He did not like him now. He did not trust him. Nevertheless, he was not going to refuse him his due.

He, Tregurtha, had gone to get Mahommed Babar; had found Mahommed Babar; had brought Mahommed Babar in. That, as far as he, Tregurtha, was concerned was all about it. Except that he was glad to notice that Ommony and Prothero were not at daggers drawn.

Sit down and drink with us, he suggested.

Havent time, said Prothero. Just dropped in to congratulate you. My report on this should get you your brigade, old man. Macaulay, by the way, has done for himself. He has written a long complaint lambasting you, charging you with insubordination among other things. He claims to have sent you a letter in time to forbid your entering the jungle, but I happen to know that it never reached you.

Thats not quite true, said Tregurtha. I received the letter on my return to the railway line. The engineer brought it.

Better and better! More and more witnesses! laughed Prothero. But hes done worse! He has acted in the name of the Commission without first getting the Commissions vote! I knew he would. He counted on my support to give him a sure majority, and relied on having his action approved after the event.

If you knew what he intended you should have made your objection clear to him, Tregurtha said sternly.

You cant make some folk understand, sneered Prothero. His plan was to take your prisoner away from you

He has done that, said Tregurtha.

I know. Did he suggest you should apply for leave?

Yes.

Prothero chuckled and nodded.

Do you get the idea? The notion is to claim a civil service victory over the military, shelve you into obscurity, hang Mohommed Babar to oblige the Hindus, and blame the army for hanging him so as to pacify the Moslems. However, hes counting without my vote. His action will not be approved tomorrow when the Commission sits. Hes done for himself! Now Ill go and formally identify the prisoner. Suppose you come with me, he suggested, looking hard at Ommony. You and I both saw him at Peria Vur. And oh, by the way  Macaulay has reported you for making maps without permission.

Damn! snapped Tregurtha. I shall insist on the Commission taking official cognizance of that map! Macaulays reported you for it, has he? By the

Come along! said Prothero.

Tregurtha was glad enough to have him go. It savored to him almost of naked indecency that Ommony should have overheard such unclean official confidences.

So Ommony chained up his dogs and limped with the aid of a stick beside the least forgiving enemy in India. Prothero knew every inch of the way in the dark and ordered the man with the lantern to keep behind them because the unsteady bright rays bothered his inflamed eyes. Ommony could see in the dark almost as well as one of his own jungli-folk; but they had to go extremely slow because of his injured ankle.

So it was possibly fifteen minutes before the shadow of the police- station loomed in front of them with its one oil-lamp flickering over the sleepy man on guard in front of the door and another chink of light escaping between the shutters.

Isnt it the limit? asked Prothero. To put a prisoner in here in charge of a dozen lying constabeels when weve a stone cell, a searchlight, and regular troops! Nothing here but corrugated iron. Police asleep as usual, Ill bet you!

They were not all asleep, for the man under the lamp challenged. Prothero answered, and the policeman lapsed again into a sort of camel-coma, chewing something, one hip protruding nearly out of joint.

They stamped into the police-station, where the officer of the night came out of a snooze with elbows on the desk to greet them sulkily.

No, he said, answering Protheros question. There are orders he should not be seen.

All right. Are you disposed to arrest me? Prothero retorted.

I shall report you. Your name, please!

Suit yourself. You know my name perfectly, you black rascal! Where are your keys? Open that door!

You must first sign a requisition, the policeman stipulated. Prothero agreed to that  was glad to; it would constitute more proof of Macaulays unauthorized high-handedness. He scribbled a chit on the desk, and the officer opened the door leading to a stifling corridor that divided two rows of cells smelling strongly of disinfectant.

The cell at the end on the right, he said stiffly, closing the door behind them and remaining outside  washing his hands, as it were, of complicity in the unauthorized proceeding. Afterward, Ommony remembered that the man was simply huffy, not apparently afraid.

Can you beat that? asked Prothero. Not even a man on guard between the cells!

There were no other prisoners that night. Two rows of empty cells flickered shadowy in the rays of oil-lamps that illuminated the passage fairly well but left the rear of the cells almost pitch dark. Prothero led the way, muttering to himself. Ommony stumped along after him, wondering about a number of things; but chiefly whether Mahommed Babar would be offended by his coming to identify him. Considering the emphatic request in that letter, he decided to keep in the background, and if possible to see the prisoner without himself being seen. He proposed to himself to enter the next cell, whose door was ajar, and to look for a hole in the corrugated iron partition. His hand was on the swinging grille when a yell from Prothero prevented him.

Can you beat that? Quick! By God!

He pulled his Webley out and fired.

Where the hell are your dogs? You should have brought them! he shouted excitedly. Damn it, hes dead; that ends him! Head and shoulders through that hole! Ten more seconds and wed have been too late! I suspect Macaulay of collusion with the police in this!

That, of course, was ridiculous. But men say ridiculous things in the heat of a moment. The astonishing circumstance was that the prisoner was not dead, not even badly wounded. Protheros bullet had grazed him and gone through the cell wall, knocking him down on the cement floor; plowing in transit a shallow course above his shoulder-blade that hardly drew blood.

The police officer came bursting in, lantern in hand, and temper out of hand, which made an awkward team of him and Prothero.

Open the cell, you ass! Prothero yelled at him.

It is not your business to order me! he retorted.

Damn it! Are you blind? Theres a hole in the wall you can see the stars through! Hes got a cold chisel in there! How did he get it? Someone gave it to him! If it wasnt you, who did? Open that cell or Ill call a guard and

He had to go back for his keys, and that took time, for he was sulky and disposed to give himself time to think of some alternative. But he opened the door at last. Between them the policeman and Prothero dragged out the prisoner and put him in the next cell, Ommony keeping out of the way. It was Ommony who picked up the cold chisel with which the prisoner had forced apart the sheets of corrugated iron; it had the Government broad arrow and a number stamped on its upper end.

The policeman saw him with it in his hand, but did not see him give it to Prothero, who put it in his tunic pocket.

Then Macaulay came in. He said he had heard the disturbance a quarter of a mile away, and there was a fine row, everybody blaming everybody else. It took Macaulays keen sense of obliquity to bring on temporary truce by concentrating blame on the policeman.

Dont presume to contradict me! he snorted. Your motive is obvious. You knew there was a reward for this prisoner dead or alive, and you proposed to let him escape so as to shoot him in the open! If not, why did you post a policeman with a rifle outside this corner of the building? Dont deny it! I stumbled into him in the dark as I came along!

He was there to prevent an escape! the policeman retorted indignantly; and he was going to say more, but was stopped by Prothero, who whispered. Something had given Prothero what he regarded as a bright idea.

I suppose, as a matter of fact, if he should get away wed never hear of him again, he said aloud, almost as if speaking to himself, directing the remark really at Macaulay  who bit instantly  but puzzling Ommony, who at last had swallowed his compunction and was leaning, looking through the cell bars. He knew there was a key to the puzzle within reach, but could not lay his finger on it. The prisoner turned his back, unwilling to be recognized.

Get away? Macaulay snapped angrily. He must be hanged as soon, and as secretly as possible. This whole business should be hushed up!

When do you propose to have him tried? asked Prothero.

At once. Theres plenty of evidence.

But no need of it! Prothero answered. Mahommed Babar was proclaimed a traitor and outlaw. If youre bent on hanging him, it may take weeks. But if you want him shot you can have it done at dawn tomorrow by simply signing your name. If what you want is secrecy, all you need is a couple of witnesses and a firing squad. The men wont know who it is theyre shooting.

That may have occurred to Macaulay before, but perhaps he had needed a co- conspirator to give him that kind of daring. He did not act or speak as if the idea was totally new to him.

Hell only be trying to escape again, or else commit suicide, if we leave him in here, he said darkly.

Beastly business, suicide, and difficult to hush up! was Protheros comment.

Macaulay nodded.

To prevent the police from playing further tricks of this sort  yes, he said; yes, yes  yes; yes decidedly. Youll receive an official communication from me before morning, Prothero.

Macaulay walked out. The policeman held the door open. Prothero went next; Ommony last, and the policeman touched him on the shoulder. He knew Ommony by reputation for a man who had a heart inside his ribs.

You could save me much trouble, sahib, by letting me keep that cold chisel, he whispered. They will use it otherwise to try to prove that we were helping Mahommed Babar to escape, so as to shoot him and claim the reward. Whereas that is not true. It could not be. It

I gave the cold chisel to Colonel Prothero. Im sorry I did, but it cant be helped now, Ommony answered.

The policeman noticed the tone of voice, observed the absence of the note of enmity  took heart of grace.

Could you not get it back for me, sahib?

Ommony shook his head. It was obviously out of the question and the refusal was emphatic. The policeman began to plead. Let me tell you, sahib! Give me just one minute to explain! Mahommed Babar

Will be shot at dawn, said Ommony. I cant help you. If you want the cold chisel, you must ask the man who has it.

He saw him go to Prothero. The two stepped aside into the shadow outside on the porch. Ommony, limping out, passed the policeman coming in, without the cold chisel, but smiling like a man who drew four cards, and filled.


CHAPTER 15. My country is the forest!

There is a discontent that is divine. That night, in the tent provided by Tregurtha, it took such hold of Cotswold Ommony that his dogs moaned. Less complex than a man, they were better able to apply those elemental principles they understood. They loved Ommony and that was all about it. When he groaned inwardly they cried aloud, and were objurgated suitably.

They tell us that all problems are as simple as twice two, which may be honest information; but few look simple, and least of all Ommonys that night. He saw chicanery and double-dealing all around him, and the impulse was to expose it; yet he knew that if he tried to do that he would do more harm than good, and only in the end expose himself to the enmity of bureaucracy, which is specious, cruel, and vindictive the wide world over.

Besides, there is an irony that is divine, and it is sometimes well to let the mills of God grind on. Whoever made the mountains can make big ones into little ones with equal ease.

By the dim tent candle-light he studied again that extraordinary letter Mahommed Babar had written him; recalling incident by incident the circumstances that led up to it and the clever means arranged for its delivery. Almost too clever. Almost too like making a mere stalking-horse, convenience, of himself; a thing he should resent.

My business is the forest! he asserted testily in answer to that argument, bringing himself back with a jerk to first principles. I dont have to resent unless I choose.

He understood perfectly that officialdom, if ever called on to review the facts, would deny he had any other duty than to lay bare all he knew. Bureaucracy would punish him for having an opinion of his own; would humiliate him for daring to be independent. Patrioteers would call his friendship for Mahommed Babar treason. They would say he set a personal regard above loyalty to country.

My country is the forest, where my job is, he assured himself.

He had done his duty by the forest. Even he, least lenient of critics of himself, knew that.

If they knew all the facts they would say he had favored his countrys enemies by helping a considerable horde of rebels to escape. But which were his countrys enemies? They who used authority to further their own ambition in the name of taxpayers six thousand miles away, or he who stretched a point to do his utmost for an honorable man? He conceded he had stretched a point or two in favor of Mahommed Babar. But the doctrine of my country right or wrong did not appeal to him.

He wished he were back in the forest, where problems arose and things happened that he understood exactly how to deal with. Bureaucracy, supported by and supporting patrioteers, would hold him up to obloquy if it should ever find it out; citing against him instances from all the school-books to show that a man must sacrifice an honorable friend in favor of dishonest government. Should forgo his own first principles in favor of sacrosanct privilege and anything majorities might say are good.

Yet there were famous men he could think of who had stood by their friends in the face of that kind of criticism. Men whom he felt able to admire. Not wholly despicable characters. Practically all the men who ever rallied to a standard of rebellion would have to be included, along with all those who blazed new trails as traitors, if that were treason. He himself had striven to bring what element of flux he might into healing the breach between the East and West. If that was treason, then so be it! He could and would plead guilty with a high chin!

He had never been paid to do anything else than serve the forest. He had earned his pay. He decided, not for the first time nor the last, that he was a free man otherwise  free to live, move, have his being and befriend such branded traitors as he of his unfettered judgment should deem worthy of it!

That decision, naturally, carried action in its wake. Ommony unleashed his three dogs, left the candle burning, and returned to the police-station, meaning to share his own conclusions with the prisoner, through the bars if need were, but alone in the cell with him for choice. Although he did not realize it at the time, he saved himself whole from the avenger in that hour.

It seemed to him decent and compatible with love of country that a man about to face a firing-squad should know in his last moments that someone understood the circumstances and appreciated what he did.

Theres not a great deal a fellow can say to him. The less the better probably. Short  to the point  and friendly.

He followed the dogs along the winding path, turning over in his mind the things a fellow might say in the circumstances. He decided not to mention the fighting, or the distinctly questionable incident on the Rump when he fought like a devil instead of surrendering.

What he did do, isnt the point. What hes doing now is the whole issue. Must be careful, too, not to start any discussion. Have to say a few words simply, thats all.

He had plenty of time to think, for the distance was more than a quarter of a mile and the state of his ankle obliged him to walk extremely slowly. Finally, in full view of the flickering police lamp, he decided on the words  his words, but the worlds forgiveness and farewell according to his view of it.

Youre doing well. Youve chosen the right course. Theyd have taken you sooner or later and hanged you. Now you may die like a man and do good by it.

That, he decided was all right. Even if the jailer had to listen, that short speech could do no harm. None but the condemned would understand it, and he would realize that somebody appreciated the sacrifice sufficiently to forgo resentment.

It isnt bowing to necessity that counts. Its the motive with which we face necessity  the unselfishness with which we do the unavoidable, he argued, not aware that he, too, was doing just that.

Nevertheless, he drew blank temporarily. The policeman met him at the door with that inconstruable laugh with which the East looks on the Wests dilemmas.

They came for him, he said simply, answering the unspoken question. Then, to the spoken one:

Oh yes, he was violent  at first  that is until they told him he should be shot. Afterward he was well-behaved. But they carried him in a stretcher for fear he might go wild again.

He wont, said Ommony, and the policeman nodded, comprehending.

Did you get that cold chisel from Colonel Prothero? Ommony asked him.

No, and I no longer care for it, he answered. It will not be used against me.

Ommony studied him a minute.

Tell me, he said. Dont count too much on

The policeman understood. Almost every mans hand is against the Indian police. He proceeded to make for himself a friend who could be counted on.

Sahib, when it was learned yesterday evening by telephone that the train was bringing this important prisoner, Macaulay sahib began to make arrangements. The prisoners who were in here were removed. About an hour before the train arrived Macaulay sahib came in here to visit the cell. I had my arrangements made to put the prisoner in the end cell nearest to the office. It was Macaulay sahib who countermanded that and chose the cell at the other end. He visited it. He was alone in it. After he came out and closed the door none was in it until the prisoner was pushed in. Consequently, since the prisoner was searched and had no cold chisel, and could not have had that cold chisel In any case; and since I have ascertained that a cold chisel similar to that one is now missing from a storeroom which Macaulay sahib inspected yesterday, there is only one conclusion to be drawn! I draw it! Macaulay sahib wished him to escape! I shall hold my tongue, unless

Unless Prothero should turn on you? Well, he wont! said Ommony. He would rather turn on Macaulay.

I know that, sahib!

Under the flickering lantern they looked straight into each others eyes.

The prisoner had a scar, said the policeman darkly.

Was that what you talked about with Colonel Prothero? Ommony asked him. Had Prothero seen the scar?

Yes, sahib, he had noticed it. Would your honor care to see the records of two years ago?

Ommony, not given as a rule to that kind of curiosity, accepted the invitation.

You see, said the policeman. I obliged Colonel Prothero to sign that chit tonight. He cannot say afterward that he was not here and did not speak with me. You see? But you do not look surprised, sahib. How is that?

Not the least surprised, said Ommony. You said youd hold your tongue. Do you mean to? I advise that. After dawn, when  he spoke slowly and distinctly Mahommed Babar will be dead and buried, mine would be the only evidence worth anything to you if those men should try to make you a scapegoat. As long as you do hold your tongue, you may count on me implicitly.

They shook hands on that, but Ommony limped away aware of fear; for, like Tregurtha, he had crossed a Rubicon. Thenceforward he must carry on, although he knew that nothing could prevent that policeman from trying to blackmail all concerned and, failing that, from telling all he knew if one least step should fail in what should follow.

He returned to the tent and found Tregurtha sitting there, smoking irritably. He explained where he had been.

I thought Id cheer the man a little if I could, but theyve removed him.

I know they have. Damn it, thats Protheros doing! Tregurtha answered. Macaulay must be drunk or off his head! He has given Prothero an order to have Mahommed Babar executed at dawn. There isnt one possible excuse for it!

Yes, there is, said Ommony. Macaulay wanted Mahommed Babar to escape. He could have blamed the police for it; and without Mahommed Babar on his hands it would have been lots easier to discredit you. However, the escape failed. Hes just as keen now on the execution, for fear the prisoner might tell how he came by a cold chisel. Macaulay recognizes Waterloo and wonders whether hes French or English!

Tregurtha swore explosively.

Theyve the right, he said, but no excuse! Prothero is a bounder, and Macaulays worse! However, theres only one thing I can do about it. Will you come with me and see the poor devil gets treated decently?

They sat talking until shortly before dawn, Tregurtha just simply indignant and Ommony aching to tell what would drive him to a frenzy of defiant countermanding, yet holding his tongue for friendships sake. Toward dawn they tied the dogs up and walked side by side to the execution ground in the valley between three hills.

They could not refuse to let Tregurtha witness the proceedings.

Wheres Macaulay? he demanded.

No need of him, said Prothero, tapping his pocket. Ive his signature. You leave Macaulay to me!

The prisoner had been carried on a stretcher, but was standing now. They had given him back his uniform and his hands were not tied. Beside Prothero there was only one officer, a non-com, and a dozen men. Prothero ordered the prisoner blindfolded and tied, but Tregurtha interfered.

No, if he prefers to stand and face it! he said. I forbid tying him unless its necessary. Give him his chance to die like a brave man.

The prisoner, avoiding Ommonys eyes, glanced at Tregurtha gratefully and raised one hand to the salute in the first admission of any human feeling he had made since he was captured. The officer touched him on the arm and he stepped forward instantly to the sand-bank with a smile on his lips that hardly suggested defiance. It was more like triumph.

Funny! said Tregurtha. I dont see victory in that death, but my! hes proud of it. And whats his complaint against you? Why dont he at least nod you a so-long?

Perhaps he thinks I know too much about him, ventured Ommony.

They fired as the sun rose facing the condemned man over the ridge that closed the valleys end. So he fell with the light in his eyes. And almost before the sand began to soak the blood up, Prothero produced a sheet of paper fastened in a clip on a writing-board. He, Prothero, certified the dead man dead; then passed the paper to Tregurtha, who wrote his name as witness.

Youd better sign too. You knew him. Just write your name and the date below Tregurthas, said Prothero, but Ommony shook his head.

No, he answered. Ill have nothing to do with it. My jobs the forest!

Good man! said Tregurtha. Mind your own business, eh? Besides, it was a damned shame shooting that man!

No, Ommony answered, it would have been a shame to let him live! But Im pleased he escaped hanging.

Lord! exclaimed Tregurtha. What dye mean, man? Is it pique because he didnt recognize you  or a touch of sun? Sun  must be! Come away! Youll feel better after breakfast. Just a plain, straight-forward, simple fellow, Tregurtha was.


CHAPTER 16. A mans death is the most a man may ask!

Cotswold Ommony sat in what he called his seat of custom, underneath the sambur antlers, between the front door and the window of the library, on his veranda that overlooked an acre or two of clearing on the outer, penetrable fringe of the forest. The morning mail had arrived, and there was only one letter that interested him; although there was other interesting news, for Prothero had turned up on the same train and sent up asking for a conveyance to bring him from the station.

Prothero was always above-board  always fair and unsecretive  always announced his coming in advance. But that did not imply by any means that Ommony desired to meet him. He had sent the tonga to the station, but his gun was against the veranda rail, and the dogs knew what that meant. Meanwhile, he read the letter again and again  particularly part of it:

You have the news of course. Tregurtha is a brigadier. That pig Prothero they say has contrived to snaffle the only important decoration. Its not gazetted yet, but they say its a foregone conclusion. Macaulay, who everybody thought was the man of destiny  he surely believed it himself  got a backstairs promotion downward and resigned! Hes on his way home. Cant feel sorry for Macaulay, somehow. Nobody seems to know what caused his downfall, but everybody in this department feels triumphant about it, because he had the petty spirit to report you for making maps!

And by the way, about those maps  Tregurtha took it up with his usual combativeness and recommended for you everything in sight. It seems there are no funds from which you can be paid for making them, and as a decoration costs less anyhow theyve set your name down for a C.M.G. or something  

He laughed, picked up his gun and started for the jungle, the dogs leaping and racing about him, showing the way to the lookout rock, as if he did not know it. There, at the end of the long fire-lane, he climbed at last.

A few minutes later a mans footsteps were distinctly audible, ascending. They paused.

Alls clear, Mahommed Babar. Come on up! said Ommony.

The sirdar strode out on to the narrow level at the summit. He looked a trifle younger, perhaps because his beard was not so long. It looked newly grown, as if he had shaved it rather recently. He wore nothing resembling a uniform, but the semi-modern, simple garments of a Northern Moslem of good standing.

I came to say good-bye, sahib. I have spent these weeks making sure my rebels scattered and laid down their arms. I have kept faith and will keep it.

How did you persuade Ali Khan to die in your place? You came near breaking it with me, said Ommony.

Near, but not quite! I was there, sahib! If harm had befallen you at any time since, I would have given myself up! I swore to you to be there and to surrender Ali Khan to justice. Did I not?

He didnt surrender, said Ommony.

So I saw! He feared lest they would hang him. He was glad to die if he might die decently. He knew they would capture him sooner or later, for he was a man of few friends and many enemies; and as a murderer condemned to death he would certainly have been hanged whenever caught. So he offered to die in my place. When you left me, sahib, I intended to disperse my following and surrender, keeping only Ali Khan with me. He was not a man who should be turned loose. He deserved to die, and he knew it. He would have become a common bandit if I had let him go. After you were gone it was he who made me the proposal; I who agreed to it, liking well enough to see him act the man at last. When he was taken, I was within a hundred paces almost, lying along the bough of a great tree  watching. Thereafter there was nothing for me to do but write a letter and arrange for its delivery.

Who delivered that letter? asked Ommony.

I did, sahib. The dogs and the junglis recognized me, and I saw you were puzzled. I shaved and took a Hindu part, and for two reasons  needing to make sure that you, sahib, should believe I was really in the box-car; and having promised Ali Khan he should be shot, not hanged, if I could manage it. When did you first know, bahadur, that it was Ali Khan, not I, who had been taken prisoner?

The night before the execution, after he tried to escape, when I saw him in the cell close up.

Did he die like a man, sahib?

He did. I saw him die.

Good! Surely a mans death is the most a man may ask! May Allah

He was interrupted by the dogs. Dianas clarion bark was bearing news, and the yelp and the yap of the other two confirmed it. Ommony stared jungle- wisely in the general direction of the tumult, studied the trees a minute and then laughed.

Youre not the only fellow who can lie along a bough, Mahommed Babar! Look!

He called the dogs away.

Lal Rai! he ordered. Get down and go back to your master! Tell him Im coming! You hear me?

There was a noise among the branches and then, presently, retreating footsteps.

Will that dog Prothero  Is there danger, sahib? If so

None whatever! What about you? Ommony demanded.

I go North tonight. I will keep faith. I will never return and make rebellion here. The weapons of those who scattered have been rendered useless.

Youd best be going now. Good luck to you! said Ommony, holding his hand out. Ive committed treason to a lot of rotters  for the sake of a damned good man. Go away and be just that! Yes  see you some day. Gby, Mahommed Babar!

Five minutes later he was striding homeward, keeping the dogs to heel, for they had a way of making free with uninvited guests who did not assay up to standard. He reached his own veranda with three sets of glistening teeth on guard and six eyes flashing fire. Lal Rai crouched away at the far end, ready to jump the rail, and Prothero, rising from Ommonys favorite chair, looked nervous. Ommony went to the point the way he raised a rifle, only careful not to raise his voice lest the dogs should make a mistake.

Your stool-pigeon told you he saw me, I suppose?

Prothero accepted the challenge. He was a man who usually did the wrong thing when face to face with honesty. It was only dishonesty that he understood.

Yes. He saw you with Mahommed Babar! Thats why Im here. Ive heard of your goings-on!

Ommony waited. He knew what was coming. Prothero could only have one possible motive for playing his ace of trumps so swiftly. He was in a clubbing mood. He meant to browbeat Ommony into usefulness to himself  to win the upper hand, and keep and use it everlastingly.

That means, said Prothero slowly, that youve saved your friend, and you and I had better reach an understanding.

Whereat Ommony was deadly wise; for there are bullies and then bullies, and with some it does not pay to let them voice their threats first. Prove you can win, before they start to try to bluff you.

Lets! he said, leaning back against the rail, motioning the dogs to keep still. You knew that was not Mahommed Babar when you saw him in the jail. You knew before I did! You recognized the scar on Ali Khans hand. You knew there was an entry in the office records minutely describing Ali Khan! You saw him when he was locked in there two years ago! The jailer knew that. You knew the jailer knew it! You were so anxious to break Macaulay that you risked a bargain with the jailer  a bad risk, Prothero! Knowing the dead man was not Mahommed Babar, you signed the death certificate! You invited me to sign it, you remember. I refused! Knowing you had shot the wrong man  or, rather, a different man  you sent in a lying report and have been recommended for a decoration, which you will accept, no doubt. It will look very pretty on you! You may wear it. I shall receive one too, and wear it. But I make no bargain with you! Perhaps Ive nothing to bargain with. Youre the best judge of that. You know now what I know. You know what Tregurtha shall know if you dont behave yourself! Ive saved a friend, as you say, and you might break me, but Trig has clean hands and wont thank you for promoting him on false pretenses!

Well, lets shake hands and

No! You came from the station in my tonga, but youll walk back! Theres no bargain between us. Any time you feel like denouncing me, remember Id rather that than be your friend! But dont imagine that I wont hit back! Dont ever come here again or Ill set the dogs on you! Now go! Get out of here!

So Prothero went  on foot  with Lal Rai tagging him. And it is a reasonable surmise that Prothero chose to be discreet, because he is still a Colonel of the Intelligence on speaking terms with Tregurtha. Ommony still lives in and for the forest; and Mahommed Babar is officially dead, not resurrected. There is a reward of two thousand rupees for Ali Khan, dead or alive, which somebody might claim who knew enough to dig among graves beside the execution grounds.


EPISODE THREE


CHAPTER 1. Slow but sure  the Lord providing foresters

Success in public service is the deuce. In a democracy they hate you. In any other kind of country you are overworked. But there are compensations. In India you get transferred and lent from pillar to post to cover the delinquencies of other men; but you may go, like Cotswold Ommony, in a barge with sixteen rowers down mile-wide waterways illuminated by an Indian moon.

Howard Craig, of Little Cold Springs near Omaha, Baptist missionary, says it is the same moon that shines everywhere; but Ommony refuses to believe him. What Ommony does not believe, and what he does, has caused him to fall foul of lots of men like Craig. He scorns the history books as poisonous fiction, the Bible as Hebrew politics mixed up with plagiarized mid-Asian ethics, and modern civilization as a shoddy re-hash of the worst of Rome, Egypt, Babylon, and Greece; pasted and held together by matter-worship, which is another name  so he says  for modern science. But he is the happiest man in India.

Concede him, though, no merit on the ground of contentment while the long sweeps rowed him southward, beating time to a song the boatmens ancestors had sung a thousand years ago. For as the King of England is the son of Englands king, so rowers are the sons of rowers, songs are the development of one song, and the same short, deep stroke drives Maharajahs boats as always did keep time to steersmans chanting, banishing discontent.

Nowadays the Maharajah owns a motor-boat; that is the fashion. Miserable men like viceroys and their secretaries, who must move with the times, and American millionaires, who believe they know what is due them, are conceded seats in the hot, noisy machine that hurries them into the picture and out again before they can spoil it. So gasoline has virtue.

But men who are known only by the work they do, and have no press notices, may enjoy the ancient pageantry. Cotswold Ommony leaned back under a moving canopy of colored stars in a stern seat that had been a royal throne; and his enormous dog Diana stood in the bows, rigid as a carving, baying whenever the temple bells ashore offended her. She looked like a figurehead  part of the boat.

There was a temple to every fifty yards of water-front, with palaces behind them and between. Branch water-lanes led at random amid fields and villages, and along all shore-fronts danced the new-moon-shaped lateens. There was no moon; but the stars seemed overcharged with light, and the Milky Way was awash with liquid fire.

Down in the boats waist, where the guns stuck up between the blanket- roll and leather bags, sat Ommonys two servants. And forward, in the break below the little deck on which Diana the wolf-hound stood, was Toto, her attendant, expert at extracting fleas and thorns, eighteen years old and regarded in his own home circle as a made man. In deference to Ommony and the great Diana  not of Ephesus  he had postponed his wedding until this present wandering was over.

For Ommony was of the old school, miscalled feudal by its modern critics. Who served him, he served. It was as sure as that tomorrows sun would shine that Cotswold Ommony would never leave India to draw his pension with even a dog-boy behind him unprovided for. Men knew that, although Ommony had never said it, and he was waited on accordingly.

They swung along a water-lane in which the stars and every shore-light were a million times reflected. The jewels of Indian legend and the mystery of Indian custom based on fifty thousand years of fact were all about them, nothing inscrutable to men with eyes, but dark, annoying and unreal to all who think the West will conquer the East in the long run.

Because they thought and lived in terms of an eternity far older than the stars, they rowed the stars down, unwearied, and the great hound in the bow stood shimmering gold in the rays of the rising sun, betraying at last what men and animals call life. She swayed her tail with mannerly reserve when another boat shot forth from a landing beside temple-steps and ranged alongside.

Mr. Ommony? Im Craig. Im glad to meet you.

A tall, good-looking man with iron-gray hair that was longer and fuller than Englishmen wear theirs as a rule, dressed in white drill and a soft gray Stetson hat, stood up in the stern of the other boat and offered his hand.

Ive heard of you, said Ommony with truth.

He had heard much of many missionaries, and as to this man had had warning.

Fine! said Craig. Ive heard of you, too. They tell me youre the best forester in India. As soon as we knew you were coming we made a room ready at the mission. Mrs. Craig will try to make you comfortable. She has looked forward to this. Youre the first white man to stay with us since the Committee of Inspection three years ago. I tell you, man, youre welcome!

Youre good, said Ommony. Ill come to breakfast but I cant stay.

Craigs face fell. Ommony, eyeing him soberly under the brim of the helmet he had donned at sunrise, divined unseen causes and subsurface currents. He was glad he had refused the invitation. Reason rallied to acclaim the intuition. But he liked the look of his would-be host well enough to offer an excuse, and was glad he could do it without much stretching of the truth.

You see, Mr. Craig, Im loaned by the Woods and Forests. Its the Maharajahs duty to lodge me properly, and hed feel hurt if I ignored that. You know how these princes are.

Howard Craig knew too well  knew, too, that Ommony was not giving his whole reason. Dame Rumor is a jade, but sometimes just, and he had heard of this middle-aged man with a head so well set on his neck and a rather belligerent expression not nearly hidden by a grizzled, short beard, that he dared to decline any offer, princely entertainment not excepted.

Mrs. Craig will be disappointed, he said; but Ommony had also heard of Mrs. Craig, and he betrayed no symptoms of relenting.

He has been accused of hating women  a manifest absurdity, as will appear.

At the quay, where there were great iron rings as old as the days of Hiram Abiff, set in stonework that none knew who laid in place, Craig had a swarm of mission-servants and hangers-on waiting to pick up Ommonys belongings. Ommony demurred.

The Maharajahs men

May come to the mission, Craig interrupted. Youre a white man

Born in London, Ommony admitted.

And a Christian

Ommony raised his eyebrows. Having had no breakfast, he declined that argument.

  Its only right you should receive our hospitality. Were one color, if of a separate flag, Mr. Ommony; and you may feel need of the moral support of your religion before youre through here. The superstitious darkness of this native State is indescribable.

Ill wager youve tried to describe it, Ommony answered, smiling, tucking under his arm the rifle that he never allowed to be touched by any one except himself and one jungli  in this instance left behind. Come here, Diana. Never bite this man. You understand me?

The great hound looked at Craig and sniffed him, slowly swaying her tail, puzzled but obedient. The boatmen, who had orders, but were growing used to missionary ways, watched Ommony, hoping he would steer them out of a predicament. He read the dumb perplexity.

Any one ill at the mission? he asked.

Nothing that need frighten you, Craig answered. Nothing contagious. Only a man with a broken leg and a

Ommony, interrupting, turned away from him and spoke to the head boatman in a tongue few missionaries know  and they not Protestants:

Pay compliments to diwan sahib. Say I go to mission house to do what is possible for man with broken leg. Ask diwan sahib graciously to send men for my luggage after breakfast.

The boatmen grinned. The diwan was the Maharajahs representative. Their Maharajah was a poor thing possibly, but theirs, and they preferred him above all the advance agents of penny plain religions, their own being two-pence, colored, and prodigiously more comforting to the eye and ear, establishing, for instance, that their Maharajah was descended from the gods, the moon specifically; and they grinned because Ommony had recognized the royal prerogative. With the aid of a suitable lie or two they could now assure their prince that all due precedence had been observed. They ran off full of laughter, and Craig vaguely resented it.

You cant tell whether theyre laughing at us or at something else, he complained.

Thats easy  us! said Ommony. Dont you think were laughable  teaching our great-grandmother to suck eggs?

You mean  ? asked Craig.

Lets not keep Mrs. Craig waiting, Ommony suggested. Craig was silent, wondering at this sturdy fellow with a gun under his arm, who strode beside him as if down forest-lanes, and spoke like one who knew men. Craig had heard a world of things of Ommony, some good, some bad. A human being then undoubtedly. A man, they said, who feared no government and no superior, but whom a million ignorant villagers looked up to, preferring his pronouncements to the law. Not an anarchist then, nor a totally bad man, for of their own free will folk do not submit to rogues. He knew too well how hardly they submit themselves even to imported righteousness and sacrament. Not a wholly good man, Craig decided, although not dissolute; none of the marks of vicious living were impressed on him. Wanton possibly. Too prone to trust his own opinion and to forfeit that of others for the sake of independence. A free-thinker. Godless? Well, he hoped not.

And Ommony, who had received official warning about Craig, pursued the even tenor of his way unprejudiced. He had heard too often of other men being warned against himself to attach the slightest importance to unproven hearsay. Each man obscurely knew that as far as things had gone he liked the other, but that was to be expected of Ommony, who liked or detested. Craig kept reservations. Ommony crossed each bridge as he came to it.

And even more reserved than her husband was Mrs. Craig, emerging from the screened veranda of a tidy, thatched house, smiling a welcome and wondering what the guest was going to bring into her life. Strangers can so easily upset things. She was almost glad  hardly able to look disappointed  when Craig blurted out that Ommony would only stay for breakfast; and she fell back on scolding Craig to cover her embarrassment. Why had he brought the luggage from the boat if Mr. Ommony wanted it elsewhere?

She was younger than Craig and equally good-looking, but her seriousness rather had the air of being laid on and then bitten in, whereas his was natural. She was thirty, or thereabouts. Ten years earlier she might have laughed without warning and without assuring herself first that it was right to laugh. If so, she would have been a very pretty woman.

There were signs of dimples, not yet quite ironed out by duty. She had violet eyes, expressive of much thought, not all of it somber; lips that ought to have been kissed  and may have been when Craig was wooing, but not much since; a line of hair cut straight across her forehead above level eyebrows; and feet that could have danced. Not that Ommony is any dancer, except for policy and exercise and his partners sins; he merely observed a natural fact.

She had a trim, light figure, brown hair, and once on a time was no doubt called a sweet girl by her elders in Curlew, Oklahoma. Craig had never satisfied himself that sweetness is not vice.

The man we sent up a palm-tree to watch for your boat said there was a golden calf in the bow. Breakfasts ready, she added pleasantly. Does the golden calf eat breakfast? Does she come into peoples houses? What a simply adorable dog!

Diana was commanded to make friends while Craig frowned thoughtfully. Ommony recalled to mind the patient with a broken leg and asked to see him.

Why, are you a doctor? Elsa Craig demanded.

A tactician.

Ommony saw her raise her eyebrows at her husband; but she led the way promptly to a cool, screened outhouse in the rear of the compound, where a convert from one of the basest forms of Hinduism lay at ease.

Ommony hardly looked at the man. He seemed to think the details of the case irrelevant. The clean, sweet-smelling room made no perceptible impression; he was more interested in Dianas nose sniffing against the screen from outside than in the carefully written card at the foot of the bed. He turned on Elsa Craig in the midst of her description of the case and interrupted:

If anybody asks you, please say I came first thing to see the patient.

But you havent looked at him! Youre not even listening to his history!

She was piqued. Even unenthusiastic fishermen like boasting of the taken fish.

Ill make the man remember me, said Ommony, and dug down in his pocket.

No, no! she objected instantly. We dont allow that! This is not one of those missions. Presents are against the rule. They come because they want to be Christians, or they stay away. We dont bribe them to come here. Rather we expect them to contribute.

Good, said Ommony, continuing to dig and thumbing loose a ten-rupee note. Nobody has ever given this man a tip?

Not since he came here.

Then hell certainly remember me!

He gave the man the ten rupees and met the obsequious salaam with a steady gaze that was unforgettable because it was the stare of intelligence making use of an inquiring mind. The stranger with a shut mind and blown-in-the- glass convictions is the one whose features and conversation men forget.

Who are you that you should break our rule? Elsa Craig demanded irritably.

Only you can break yours. I observed my own. You cant make rules for me, he answered, and she saw laughter in his eyes, although his face was sober.

He was not mocking her, he was amused.

Love of money is the she began to quote resentfully.

You should have kept me out if you didnt want your convert corrupted, he assured her; then, looking again at the patient: Im Ommony sahib. Come and see me when youre well.

Elsa Craig, indignant, led the way out. She knew in her heart that what she resented was his having brushed aside a falsehood she had schooled herself to accept as truth. She did not mind his ruthless recognition of essentials, but she did mind his applying it to herself and her affairs. He had no right to doubt her husbands converts. And his first words, outside in the garden among the well-kept palms and flowers, only increased her anger.

Thats a bad rascal you have in there. Dont trust him!

Then why do you want him to come and see you?

So hell remember my visit. Whats his name?

It was on the card. John Ishmittee. He cant say Smith.

What in heaven  ?

Ommony stopped, turned and stared at her  not rudely, and she knew it. He was just astonished.

He had another name. He had a past, she answered. When he adopted a true religion he asked us to change his name, and we arranged it legally. He had a right to turn his back on all the past.

Ommony nodded, conceding all the claims of tolerance in full, but not of incongruity or humbug.

Our backs are to whats behind us, he admitted. Hes facing a future, though.

Is that why you bribed him? she retorted acidly.

Yes. Pay men in their own coin or theyre not bought. Your coffee smells like a breath of Allahs heaven!

She felt herself thaw, and resented that, too. If he had said simply heaven and had omitted Allah she could almost have forgiven him the earlier offenses; because not even the viceroy  and surely no bishops wife  enjoyed such coffee as she set on the table. It was her connecting link with home, departing youth, and memories that she was never willing to let quite die, although they hurt. Whoever praised her housekeeping, and her coffee above all, touched the cord in her that had not hardened.

Are you a Moslem? she objected.

Ask Allah that! he answered with a curt laugh. Well all be surprised to discover what we really are when our time comes.

She froze again, suspecting that he knew, or that he thought he knew, what she was, though he had said no word that hinted it. She even knew he was sympathetic. He was like a surgeon, who cut deep and then looked under the bandages.

She felt that he had peered into the depths of her thought and understood, and that he was sorry for her and no more inclined to be ruled by her limitations than an eagle is to wear blinkers. The little conventional lies that he tolerated for the sake of courtesy meant no more to him than the big ones that he challenged on sight. Without saying a word, he seemed to her to have challenged her whole overlaid philosophy, which she had been ten years studying and smoothing, until she herself hardly knew it any longer for a lie.

No living man could do that and not be her enemy. No man could be her enemy and not sustain defeat if victory were in her. She smiled the little, hard, too-knowing smile that had cost her the love of a man in the States and married her to a missionary, who believed that sex was something to be ashamed of. She thought that Ommony did not see the smile. Her husband saw it, standing in the door of the heavily screened veranda, and imagined they were friends already. He prided himself on never entertaining jealousy  on always recognizing facts  on imperturbable good-humor.

Eatmetights! he called to them. Wheats! Ham and  ! Lets play were in the West!

Ommony played with him. They sat down vis-a-vis and traded reminiscences, Ommony making fun of his own misadventures in the States, that time he used a saved-up leave in search of forestry and found none.

But Elsa Craig  although they praised her coffee  was depressed; not one suggestion that her husband might have made could have had more unfortunate results that morning. To play at being in the West  to recall old times  on top of Ommonys surgery  was torture, no less. She was cross to the servants and gave all her breakfast to Diana, much to Ommonys concern.

That dogs on a diet, he cautioned her. Theyre hard to raise in this climate. One meal a day

She was glad. She was not mean enough to wage war on the dumb beast, but it was very good to cause Ommony even slight distress. She left off feeding the dog, not to oblige the master, but because she admired the animal, making mental note that it tortured Ommony to see mismanagement he might prevent.

How long do you expect to be here? she asked him.

Several months.

She was glad again. In time and with persistence one can make pain felt. She was almost, and on the surface quite, good-tempered when the meal was done and it was Craigs turn to show Ommony about the mission.

There was no risk of the Maharajah sending men for his luggage yet, for that was Southeast India  a native State  just warming up for the monsoon. Men were as lethargic as the flies.

Many converts? Ommony asked as they strode off side by side with the dogs nose between them, making free with Ommonys hand, thanking him for lawless ham and eggs provided by the enemy.

Few. Slow progress. Slow but sure, Craig answered. I have never tried for fireworks. Competition isnt keen here. No other Protestant denominations. I dont have to make a big superficial showing to get money. My private income helps out. Slow but sures my motto  slow but sure, Mr. Ommony, the Lord providing.

Providing foresters, for instance?

Ommony looked straight at Craig. There was no evading his directness, although it was that and nothing more  no resentment  nothing sly  a straight question.

Yes, sir, the Lord providing foresters  or one at any rate, Craig admitted. You knew?

I know now.

Craig checked an exclamation of impatience. There had been no need to confess his hidden hand in the matter after all! He wished he had not admitted it. So many folk were willing to accuse missionaries of interfering in politics; Ommony was doubtless like the rest.

However, he could not withdraw the confession. Explanation seemed the wise course.

You see, Mr. Ommony, something had to be done. The Maharajah is a weak man, alternately in the hands of his prime minister and a Hindu priest. Between them those two control the destinies of all these people.

Ommonys eyes twinkled. He had his own ideas of destiny and people, but he did not say anything.

The priest is my deadly enemy. That is, of course, what you might expect, Craig went on. You can hardly blame him. If I win, he loses. Converts to my religion mean increasing decay of his. Id like to be his friend, but he wont let me.

Ommony contrived to look grave, but it was difficult.

Have you offered to make friends with him? he asked, looking the other way.

Oh yes. I was aboveboard. I even offered to pay his sons expenses to America, so he might see for himself what Christianity and civilization mean. But the man is so enwrapped in superstition and a sense of Brahminical importance that theres no penetrating his conceit. I gave it up.

I have to confess were enemies. Im sorry. He offends me in all ways possible, and I try to act with forbearance, but fact is fact.

Ommony looked frankly at his host, sizing him up, considering the automatic, educated humor that would laugh at the accepted jokes and frown at all uncensored ones  the obstinate courage  the enthusiasm that no flood might quench  the perfect orthodoxy  the manners that were one thing and the man that was another  all clearly written on the fine, too serious face. He knew that he and that man would never enjoy the same paradise; but he hoped to find a means of getting on with him in this world, in that city, for the present.

Something had to be done, Craig continued. It was no use talking to the Rajah, for I tried it. Each time the poor wretch entertained me he had to spend a week at the priests dictation resanctifying himself. My very presence was pollution.

So I tried the diwan. Hes open to argument, and you cant say that for either priest or Rajah. The diwan is jealous of the priest  thats natural  resents all interference of the Church in politics. As an American I was able to agree with him in that respect without reservation. I made it clear my friendship might be worth his while.

Ommony laughed outright  one clear, Hah!

What amuses you? asked Craig.

The Church in politics. Go on.

I told the diwan what this State needs is forestry. Christ, and then forestry. The British confer knighthoods on men who put through great public improvements. I happen to know he is anxious for knighthood.

I assured him there are means at my disposal of calling the attention of Government to any good or evil he might do. Then I suggested that by public forestry on an extensive scale he could not only serve his own case but inevitably injure the priests. He saw it. The diwan has astuteness in a measure.

He paused for Ommony to ask the inevitable question. But Ommony judged it sufficient that he beat back laughter.

Every tree cut down in this State pays a small tax to the priests  small, but in the aggregate immense, Craig went on after a dramatic pause. So it is to the priests interest that trees should be cut  to the diwans and the peoples to grow trees and conserve them.

It was Craigs turn to look critically at Ommony. It occurred to him to wonder how his guest was taking this confession. Some twinge of an uneducated conscience not yet dead, antedating his appointment as a missionary, perhaps, suggested that his guest might have opinions and a right to them. But as far as he could judge he had given no offense yet. Ommony, rubbing the dogs ear, strode beside him looking politely interested.

The diwan is like all Orientals, he went on. I could only get him to agree with me on condition he had his own way. He had heard of you. It was a case of you or nobody. If I could get you, then he was willing to defy the priest and go in for forest conservation seriously.

And what were you to get out of this? asked Ommony, controlling his voice but twitching the hounds ear so hard that she whimpered.

Personally nothing, but the mission a great deal  those little, inconsiderable favors that amount to so much in the long run  an occasional visit by the diwan  recognition by the Maharajah in the form of a small financial contribution, just for the sake of the principle involved. Above all the discontinuance of picketing. They are not to sit at the gate and hound my converts through the streets. The local papers are to discontinue scurrilous abuse of me and to cease telling lies about my methods. No pressure of any kind is to be brought to bear on any of our converts. Dont you think now I was justified in using influence to get you sent down here?

Youre your own judge, Ommony answered.

He hated to be asked to pass judgment on other mens mistakes.

I mean can you forgive me for

Ommony laughed curtly.

Youre not responsible for any move of mine, he answered. They told me you were trying to pull wires. I looked into it and applied for the transfer.

Craig looked at him again, and stroked his chin, and wondered.

I know the diwan rather well. Hes a friend of mine, said Ommony, and Craig continued wondering.


CHAPTER 2. They conceded fish.

Craig presently felt his feet. Did he, Craig, not know all the wires he pulled, the influences he had brought to bear, the patience he had exercised to bring this essay into forestry to pass? Ommony, in his judgment, could no more have withstood the pressure than could any other cog in the immense machine of Indian government.

Ommony, he decided, was a vain man  one of those who, rather than confess themselves a part of a machine, must boast that they control it. Knowledge of human nature and of how to play on it is nearly the most valuable tool in any missionarys kit. Craig glanced at Ommony now with a changed expression in his eye, believing that he understood him.

Thenceforth he showed the mechanism of his mission in intimate detail, asking Ommonys advice wherever room might be for improvement and frequently where none was, and Craig knew it. As he had said, progress was slow; energy had had to find an outlet in perfecting processes rather than in caring for floods of converts, which in point of fact were non-existent. Four-and-twenty converts was the total, and even Craig admitted their conversion was a question of degree.

But there was a laundry, a carpentry, a printing-office, a loom, and appurtenances for weaving homespun, and a school, besides the raw, new-fangled chapel dwarfed by the roof of a thousand-year-old Hindu temple that overshadowed it from beyond the compound wall. On the gravel path leading to the chapel door the image of a Hindu god cast its black reflection, like Pulcinella pulling snooks.

Craig did not see it. Craig would rather have died than have confessed to seeing it. Ommony kept his thought about it to himself, suppressing the unbidden smile lest Craig, who was disturbed by the dogs efforts to enter the chapel, should draw wrong conclusions.

One wrong conclusion was enough for that first morning, but how should Ommony upset it without offense? He was perfectly aware of Craigs intention to flatter him into a frame of mind useful to the mission. Had Ommony not turned the same trick scores of times, changing a race-conscious, self-assertive junior into someone who could love trees? You can learn more about human nature in a forest than in teeming cities, and Ommony knew Craig disbelieved his statement about his coming of his own free will. But how should he convince him? Was the effort worth it? What would be the consequence?

You say the diwan is your friend? Craig asked as they turned toward the house again.

He tried to make it sound as if he thought the assertion true; but men who have listened for a lifetime to the voices that come down-wind through forests are not easy to deceive as to hidden meanings. Ommony was sorry he had made the statement, but he nodded.

Thats excellent, said Craig.

It was all he did say on the subject just then. Men were trooping through the gate to gather Ommonys belongings and carry them to the royal guest-house. There was a pompous Hindu officer in charge, walking as if the mission gravel did dishonor to his boot-soles, bent on making much of Ommony and snubbing Craig. Ommony shook hands and introduced him, forcing him to be polite to Craig, gaining the Hindus admiration for his own tact but missing what he intended. Craig drew him aside.

I appreciate your motive, but kindly dont force me to shake hands with that man again. Hes one of my most malignant enemies. Hell brag now all over town that

Ommony cut him short by turning to say good-bye to Elsa. She emerged from the veranda smiling so serenely that for a moment Ommony was almost fooled. Only the undisguisable acid in her voice re-warned him.

Come again  come often, Mr. Ommony. When you yearn to be understood, and for home comforts, and to hear your own language, youll know where to find us.

So she thought she understood him. Hell! Ommony set his teeth as he rode the Maharajahs fat horse, sent for his discomfort and greater honor. He would rather be understood by the devil than by Mrs. Craig just yet! He suspected possibilities, but they were latent. Her own incomprehension, it seemed likely to him, would be the only safeguard for anyone who came within her reach  that, and perhaps the limitations of her too narrow orbit. She would dominate or die  use or usurp  control or conquer and then tread underfoot! She was dynamic mastery imprisoned! Good-looking as the deuce!

So she started the ball, eh? I thought the diwan was telling the whole truth in his letter! Men-women? Give me animals and trees! We men are all fools!

He rode through streets whose history was fading in the days when Rome first built a fort beside the Thames and called the fever-stricken mound Londinium  past buildings where a lore lies hidden that is foolishness to modern wisemen, but compared to which their most amazing calculations would be as journalese to Sappho  past pagodas never penetrated by the profane, not even by all-conquering warriors, who might else have destroyed what they could not understand; alongside waterways where ships they say were Solomons once lay at anchor, loading gold, apes, peacocks, and the rest of the trash he prized; through awninged marts where modern mock enamelware displayed itself indecently beside the craftsmanship of self-respecting days; into the realm of elephants, where big, stake-hobbled brutes ceased dusting to salute at the command of a mahout; and beyond them to a triangle between three roads on which was set the guest-house, hidden by flowering trees and hedged in by a living fence of clipped bamboo.

It was a place quite fit for an emperor, if an emperor had brains enough to know it.

There, beneath the stone gate-arch on which the gods were carved in pictographs, whose inner meaning only a rare few still preserve, the diwan waited, white from head to foot  turban, hair, beard, clothing, shoes  his bronze skin looking handsomer in contrast, and his smile as gentle and as humorous as that of the too-naked god who posed in stone overhead.

My friend, my friend, he said in English as Ommony dismounted, I cannot say how you are welcome.

You neednt.

No, I think you know.

They entered the garden on foot together, the old diwan accepting Ommonys arm to lean on and the serving-men absorbing reverence for future use  that being Indias ancient way; it has nothing to do with petty larceny and perquisites, that flourish equally and side by side with it; those are the weeds in Indias Eden, encouraged, as her flowers are neglected nowadays.

They called each other sahib; for how else should five-and-forty years address five-and-seventy, or five-and-seventy answer a member of the conquering race? And, as was right, Ommony asked first the conventional questions concerning the Maharajahs health. He learned that in His Highnesss condition there was no change.

Conventions all observed, they sat and were unconventional  as much as India can be  on the deep veranda of the guesthouse in among sar and teak trees, sipping weak tea for politeness sake, and for the sake of privacy selecting the corner that gave them full view of the house and garden. They were seen by a hundred observing eyes, but could not be overheard, even by the Christian gardener employed there to flatter Craig.

He is what he himself would call the limit, that Mr. Craig, said the diwan. He insults me daily without knowing it. In intention he is merely galvanic; he would like to charge new life into us as they charge the battery of His Highnesss motorboat. In effect, however, he is paralyzing!

As bad as that, Kalambi sahib?

Worse! I have spared you the infliction of the truth! You have seen his wife? She, who rules him, sought to govern me through my wife. She wrote, inviting herself to visit my wife in the seclusion of the zenana, as she expressed it. I replied that the seclusion was too genuine at this time to be broken without unpredictable consequences. She answered accusing me of hypocrisy and marital tyranny  also of opening my wifes letters, which she claimed was illegal. But when I explained that my wife had been dead for more than twenty years she did not apologize.

Ommony sat back in the long chair facing the diwan and chuckled silently. Her sort dont, he answered. What did she do?

I dont know, sahib. But I received a call from the British Resident, who said he had been requested by the Secretary of State to suggest that I might with propriety use less prejudice in my relations with the wives of missionaries!

Good God! Ommony exploded.

There was a garden-party at the mission soon afterward, so I attended it to prove how little prejudice I have. And they were very kind; they let bygones be bygones; they made it obvious they had forgiven me. They gave me cakes I did not dare to eat, and much advice I would not take if death were to be the consequence of rejecting it. To avoid argument I asked to be shown the garden; and I talked to them a little of the knowledge of trees that I garnered years ago from you in your forest. I wish I had torn my tongue out rather!

Why?

Because I gave that woman an idea, and it would have been safer to give dynamite and fuses to some of the converts she and her husband keep about the place! They learned  I regret to say from me  that some of the Hindu temple revenues are raised by a tax on tree-felling  a tax imposed centuries ago to conserve the forests; paradoxically it has wasted them.

Craig and his wife seized at once on that chance to wage war on our Hindu hierarchy. That very evening Craig came and promised me a knighthood, as if he had the dispensing of the King of Englands favors. He did not know that I have refused a knighthood from every Viceroy since Dufferin.

Didnt you hit back? Ommony asked.

I did. I lent them an elephant. I said  which was true  that the royal and ancient way of showing the Maharajahs favor is to do that. The chief mahout, of course, enlarged on the details of an elephants rations. Contractors in receipt of hints delivered quantities of hay and grain together with their bills.

Craig had to call on me and ask my influence in getting the loan of the elephant withdrawn with as little offense to His Highness as possible. I did so on condition that he should likewise grant me peace. He promised. He is honest. But he could not keep a promise he did not understand.

How long did he let you alone? wondered Ommony.

Until next morning. He came then, alleging gratitude in that I had withdrawn the elephant, and offering in return to help me with all his influence in the matter of the forestry! He showed me a telegram he had received  of which I could have shown him the copy that I received before his reached him!  saying his friends had already taken the matter up in Simla.

He had the impudence to say that a knighthood was hanging from ungrown trees for me to pluck, and that all I had to do was to grow the trees and take it. He considered that a pleasantry, I know, because he laughed at it. He added that since His Highness had felt friendly enough to lend an elephant, he ought to be easy to convince. He even offered to go to His Highness with me and give me the benefit of his eloquence.

He paused to let Ommony finish laughing. He would have preferred that he should not laugh, but he understood that the West can do that and be sympathetic. The East does not mix emotions.

At what point did I come in? asked Ommony at last.

When Craig had written anonymously to the papers demanding a commission to investigate the decimation of our trees. He persuaded friends of his to do the same. There began to be editorials about it.

You must understand  no doubt you do  that the priests, headed by Parumpadpa, were hard after me all this while. They resented less the attempt to cut their revenues than the scarcely-veiled attack on their authority, and they threatened me with expulsion from office unless I could drive forth this missionary out of our coasts.

The threat to me was comparatively easy of fulfilment. It was impossible to drive out Craig. I believe that I am useful to the State and that my resignation would be detrimental. I can guess who would be appointed in my place, and what advantage those priests would take of him. So what could I do but temporize?

Ommony nodded. He could have finished the tale himself, but the diwan continued:

I at last persuaded Parumpadpa and his priests that one course remained, and that I alone could take it. If you, with whom I boasted I have influence, could be persuaded to come here and inaugurate the forestry regime, then we should have a man with us whose breadth of experience and tolerance might solve the problem without disaster. Otherwise

He paused, preferring that Ommony should imagine alternatives; but Ommony fell back on rule of seniority and manners, and the diwan had to finish his own sentence.

Otherwise, there will be bloodshed  murder  poison  and perhaps religious war. Our Hindus are indignant that Moplahs should have slaughtered their co-religionists a day or twos march away. They are still more indignant at having been prevented by the British from retaliating. It would be too easy to arouse them beyond control. The consequences

Would be on the knees of influences known as gods, who are less controllable than we are, Ommony conceded gravely. Well?

The simplest course, said the diwan, would be to kill Craig. A missionary sent in place of him might prefer fish to forestry. And as to indemnity, the temple funds would care for that. The Maharajah would apologize beautifully. There are even Christians in the mission who might be trusted to do the murdering, although they are not very trustworthy.

But the difficulty there is that I dislike bloodshed from conviction  from within  outward  wholly. I believe I have sufficient influence remaining to prevent it.

And it would be impossible to foresee any except the immediate consequences. So we must save Craigs life, although I think he is as much a menace as that other idiot who fired the shot at Sarajevo.

Ommony felt like a cat in the sun. Not one non-Aryan in a hundred million ever listened to the unmasked thoughts of the real ruler of an ancient Indian State. The key to their thoughts can not be won by force or influence, nor by any other means than friendship. He nodded, unlike Craig, for instance, who would have launched forth an unnecessary diatribe on murder.

You mustnt expect me to side with you against Craig, he answered guardedly.

If I had wanted  ah  the sort of man who would do that, I would not have asked the Woods and Forests to lend you for a while, said the diwan dryly. A second course that has been suggested to me would be to have Parumpadpa murdered. A skillfully conducted preliminary secret propaganda might produce anarchy within the hierarchy in that event.

In fact, the suggestion was made to me indirectly by an individual who would welcome my assistance in snatching for himself the office of chief priest  although what his friendship would be worth afterward I dont know. But there again we cannot foresee the indirect consequences. We might cry for Parumpadpa back again. The people would.

It is true that Parumpadpa is no altruist. But he has no brains. And in his place there might be inflicted on us a priest with brains, than which there is no worse calamity.

A green cloud of parakeets flashed screaming between them and the sun, as if Nature herself felt forced to comment on that instructive saying. A great tame stork by a fountain untucked his other foot, stood to attention, nodded solemnly and went to sleep again. Diana, down below the veranda, raised her head from between enormous paws and growled.

Suggestion three? asked Ommony.

Was made by the priests. It was that every alien forester sent here should be beaten to death by a mob. You understand, it would be very easy to arouse the mob on religious grounds. And if a Hindu were to be sent he could be killed with even less difficulty; there would be scores of ways of getting him into trouble. That was another reason why I begged for you to be sent here: it occurred to me you would be much more difficult to kill.

Ommony lighted his pipe. He had to do something to disguise his reaction to that compliment.

What do you consider the solution? he asked.

You, my friend, are the solution. You have been invited here to that end. Whatever may be the limiting terms of your official instructions, privately you have carte blanche from me. You are to accomplish the incredible, as I have seen you do before.

In the name of Craig and his accomplices  who came here uninvited  it has been ruled that we may cut down no more trees. People who are so poor that one pice is a consideration have been ordered not to pay the infinitely tiny wood-tax. They may purchase fuel instead at seven times the former price from neighboring unrestricted States. And we are to plant trees, although where has not been specified. There are no public lands available unless we take away the grazing-grounds

Ommony interrupted him with a gesture of impatience  the rebellion of an open mind, that recognized no real impossibilities, against prejudgment.

An old story, Kalambi sahib. There are always fifty reasons for cutting trees, a hundred more for not replanting them  and politics. Thats worse.

Worse than religion?

Tell me about Parumpadpa.

The temple chests are overflowing. Therefore he thinks more of power than of money just at present.

Yet you say he has no brains?

None whatever, sahib. He is the perfect embodiment of abstract sanctity without a concrete reason. He presides over his Church as our Maharajah presides over his government; only to the Church there are no restrictions. Consequently the priests can make Parumpadpa do anything, whereas I can only advise my Maharajah to act constitutionally.

What is Parumpadpas weakness? Ommony demanded.

Vanity! That is why he heads the Church so ably. His subordinates flatter him, and he obeys.

Whats his strength?

The fact that there has been no war in this State for many generations. The people are not afraid of the threat of it. They do not know what it means. They would be very easy to excite and very difficult to subdue. They believe that Parumpadpa is their friend against these foreigners who increase the cost of fuel. Moreover, the priests stand well with His Highness, who is deeply devout and who is respected by the people because of his devotion.

Then why didnt you advise him to answer the Secretary of State that he should mind his own business? Why not refuse point-blank to interfere with forestry conditions?

My friend, because at the time when this man Craig began his assault on our peace there was a question of fishing rights at issue between the British Raj and ourselves  highly important from the point of view of our improvident people; unimportant to the British, except as a tactical advantage. They conceded fish and demanded forestry.

Ommony knocked out his pipe and chuckled.

Craigs a real calamity, eh? He has brains.

He or someone with him, said the diwan darkly. But he has no heart, he added, and the heart, my friend can conquer cleverness.


CHAPTER 3. Hail, Parumpadpa!

Parumpadpa and his priests played the opening gambit, urged by circumstances out of their control.

The waiting game is best when your resources are an unknown quantity to your opponent. Leave initiative to him; block him without disclosing your own hand, forever riding on his shoulders, as it were, and tiring him more fatally the more he struggles. The East, and peculiarly India, understands that method.

But it was conceded in priestly councils  not held in crypts in which the Yogi brood over old mysteries, but in a temple back room like a vestry  that Ommonys arrival on the scene had forced their hand.

For instance, there were rumors, spreading swiftly on excitements wings, that on the bows of Ommonys boat a golden god had stood, shaped like nothing ever known in Indian cosmogony. Some said his skin was tongues of flame, and others that his voice was like far-away thunder.

The boatmen  having held a consultation, too, where a Frenchman sold forbidden beverage  were suspected of collaboration in another rumor that whomever the new god touched was blessed and could pass along the blessing. The boatmen had all had contact, and were charging a rupee, a person to be touched in turn; which was bad enough.

But worse was that it all redounded to Ommonys credit. They would make a god of him next, with leave to plant or cut trees anywhere!

We must do something, said Parumpadpa oracularly, having ascertained that his technical subordinates were of that opinion. He was a very learned- looking man, whose long robes, long beard, long gray hair descending to his shoulders, and long ascetic nose would have gained respect for him in any decent society, provided he kept still. The diwans judgment of him notwithstanding, he had brains enough to appreciate his own stupidity. None could ever accuse him of responsibility for failure, or refuse him credit for success, because with priests, just as with other folk, the strongest faction wins, and he led deftly from the rear.

So Parumpadpas, We must do something, amounted in effect to a question, What shall we do?

There followed hours of a to-and-fro discussion, in which all theories had an airing, including those of murder; but none was found acceptable because Parumpadpa could not detect as much as a nucleus around which a faction might form with encouragement. The spy, who told the diwan of it afterward, said there seemed to be as many plans as priests.

But at last a man stood up, whose name was Jannath. It was he who had suggested to the diwan that Parumpadpa might be murdered, profitably to himself and perhaps, too, to the diwan. Jannath, pouring sarcasm from bitter lips, offered a plan that should break Craigs heart if nothing else, and volunteered to execute it.

That suited Parumpadpa, who detected sufficient jealousy of Jannath to make it quite safe to intrust him with the opening act of war. The first move is always the butt of condemnation. Even if it succeeds beyond all expectation, jealousy is sure to find fault with it.

And Parumpadpa was aware of Jannaths overtures to the diwan. The diwan had told him, to make politics more pleasant for all concerned.

Let us hear Jannaths great plan, he commanded with sufficient sneer to establish later on if necessary his own claim to have disapproved it in advance.

Jannath, on his mettle, spoke of elephants and of the Feast of the Mahouts, to occur within the week. He spoke so eloquently that he convinced them. Parumpadpa sensed a big majority in favor.

Jannath shall try his plan, said Parumpadpa. Let the chief mahout be sent to me.

The chief mahout, an illiterate, almost casteless, wholly superstitious member of the useful underworld, would have been sufficiently enraptured to be interviewed by the high priests subordinate. But Jannath was only given permission to be present at the interview for the purpose of bearing subsequent blame; and between them he and Parumpadpa reduced the chief mahout to a state of doddering acquiescence, in which he would have been willing to eat hot coals if so commanded; for never before in the history of that State had a chief mahout been granted an interview by the chief priest. He was the most blessed mahout in history. Thenceforward anyone who should seek his favor would have to pay double the former price. He went forth wondering, owned soul and body by the hierarchy, and beat his wife to assist her understanding.

Jannath had shown genius, for elephants are the most uncertain of all beasts and none can predict what they will or will not do, except their mahouts on occasion. When, as at the Feast of the Mahouts, you have nearly a thousand elephants in procession through crowded, narrow streets, on their way to be blessed at a temple, and winding thence, afterward, in ever-increasing circuits until the whole city shall have seen their flower-draped hugeness, the chance for trouble could hardly be improved. A cracker will start elephants stampeding. A small dogs bark, a drum with unaccustomed note, a shadow on a wall that should not be there, will madden them beyond control.

Mahouts may not be blamed for the custom, as old as the throne itself, of conferring on strangers the privilege of riding the royal elephants on the day of the feast. Mahouts are untouchables, who might grow heady if allowed a feast unto themselves; so in the beginning honored strangers were imposed on them  at the strangers risk  for the same reason that the Maharajah always stayed away. Strangers were the skeletons at the feast. The Maharajahs absence was the false note inserted to act as a sedative.

On this occasion the only suitable skeletons available were the British Resident and Ommony. The Resident had toothache, or said so, and in place of himself sent his helmet and a case of presentation whisky to the chief mahout, who accordingly was drunk before the gambit opened, as Ommony was first to learn  unless you count the elephants: they miss nothing.

The mahout, rebuked suitably, insisted it was Ommony who was drunk, that being a sahibs right condition; he further asserted that the elephant was father of typhoons, progenitor of earthquakes, causer of calamities  

Wherefore would the sahib please be seated?

Ommony took his place in the howdah with misgiving, and as an afterthought whistled Diana, thinking the great hound would be safer up there than in the street and less likely to cause trouble. The mahout drank copiously from a bottle draped in cotton cloth and, remarking that doubtless all was well beyond the stars, whacked the elephants skull with the butt end of the ankus. That elephants name was Tippoo Sahib, and he has made a heap of history more than once. He arose and wandered forth a little too moist at the trunk end, as if he too had been imbibing the forbidden drink.

And animals no less than men ask only to be led. The hundred monsters in the palace grounds were used to following Tippoo Sahib, just as their mahouts were used to following their chief without much argument. So, though the time was not yet and the orchestra that should have played weird music had hardly set its ancient instruments in place, the rank and file of the mahouts, all self-conscious in their clean white clouts and turbans, allowed their charges to wheel into column and shuffle in Tippoos wake.

Several people shouted, and a native officer galloped up in an effort to head the procession off. But the chief mahout, like an avalanche once under way, was capable of anything but turning back. Down came the heavy ankus drum-fashion. Tippoo Sahib, blowing the Rogues Riot Call through a slobbery trunk, went forward through the orchestra, destroying two drums en route.

Priests instructions were aflame in the mahouts mind. They might have burned themselves to ashes there had one of those two drums not circled Tippoos forefoot like a napkin-ring. It irritated him beyond endurance. Stamp how he would, the loose, annoying ring would not drop off. In some way he connected it with the ankus blows that rained on him, and irritation burgeoned into wrath. The great brute trumpeted again, and this time most of the royal herd answered him.

Set me down! said Ommony.

But it was too late, and he knew it. One of those events had had its birth that like a dynamite explosion must increase. They will not go back into the shell. Their only end is in development, which a man may guide but not prevent, and he who gets in the way of them is nothing.

There was a high wall shutting in the courtyard surrounding the palace, and a great arched gate, through which six elephants might march abreast. Tippoo went straight for the gate at a speed not lessened in the least by Dianas barking, and the whole herd quickened into a mob behind, not knowing and not caring why, but simply following and in a hurry to catch up.

And even so there might have been no disaster, for a drunken mahouts and an elephants thoughts are x, the unknown quantity. But outside the gate there were nearly nine hundred more thick-skinned anachronisms, each with a feast-keeping man on his neck, all drawn up ready for entertainment and decked in sufficient finery to grace even that occasion. There were torn draperies and broken chains; elephants were plucking at each others trappings and their own; mahouts were becoming angry. There was nearly enough friction to start a fire before even Tippoo came trumpeting through the gate, making mens skin creep and terrifying every animal within a mile.

But a hundred more rioted in Tippoos wake. The gate grew chock-a-block with struggling brutes, and even great blocks of masonry were shifted by the thrust against them. The panic spread like fire.

Ommony watched it helpless, clinging to Diana, who seemed to believe that by barking and jumping she might accomplish something.

The chief street of the city lay ahead like a bow-string taut between point and point of the curving water-front, and all the countryside in gala dress was packed between the shop-fronts, leaving hardly a lane for sober elephants  none whatever for emergency. Tippoo went down that cramped opening full speed ahead, and a thousand monsters raced for first place in pursuit. At one point there were ten of them neck and neck, and the crowd had nowhere to turn to escape them.

The unknown quantity of reason in the mahouts mind, inflamed by the presentation whisky, worked like an engine with the governor released. Turning once, he saw the helpless mob of men and women go down under the pell-mell avalanche of brutes. He heard Ommonys pistol; for the one lean chance was to kill an elephant or two and scare the others to wheel and retreat. But who, from a howdah on the back of a screeching, living earthquake, can hit the eyes of elephants in panic, with a .38 automatic? Ommony hit one, and did well. He might as well have shot to stop the monsoon.

Ommony had done his utmost, and had no more cartridges. But if the sahib was disturbed enough to shoot, why then should a reasoning mahout, the confidant of chief priests and the instructor of royal elephants, not show his capacity under emotion?

Ganesha!* Hah! [* The Elephant-god]

What enemy hath done this thing? Who but a Christian missionary  Craig  could have  would have  would have dared to spoil the Feast of the Mahouts, that had been a famous feast each year since the gods themselves last walked on earth with men? Great  oh, great and wise  were the priests who had warned him in advance that the elephant folk might know enough to trample Craig underfoot this day!

Whack! came down the heavy ankus on Tippoo Sahibs skull. Where was it  that mission garden, where the priests had warned him Craig was growing trees by means of which to impose his hated creed on a folk whose gods were plenty good enough, and kind, and not too critical?

Lo and behold, the garden of the mission! Lo, the foreign looking trees mocking their betters over the top of the garden wall! Lo, the gate! An arched gate! Too narrow and too low to pass an elephant!

Hah! Ganesha!

Whack came down the ankus once again on the brutes sore skull. Hook, knees, imprecations labored to change direction, even as the old gun- laying crews would work in the days of sail. Tippoo Sahib hove his rump and a restless tail to windward; and Ommony, grabbing Diana by the scruff with one hand, seized the elephants tail and jumped! Dianas weight alone was enough to have destroyed his chance, but his hold on the short tail offset that, and when he let go and fell it was the hounds elastic strength that saved him. He was up, and off, and away out of the path of the pursuing herd at the same instant that Tippoo Sahibs forehead struck the wall above the narrow gate and toppled down a section wide enough to admit six elephants abreast.

Thereafter there was damage done, and Ommony beheld the whole of it from the roof of Craigs house, sitting between Craig and his wife, with the servants and the converts in a crowd behind them and Diana baying her disapproval to the skies.

For he and the dog had burst into the mission just in time to rescue the Craigs and round up the whole outfit out of harms way. Only John Ishmittee with his broken leg in the little screened outhouse was left, like Lots wife. Elsa called to him, but he stayed to gather up absurd belongings, and from the roof they saw the splintering outhouse disappear under a blue-gray wave of wrath.

The garden wall went down in sections like a dike when the sea gets through the weakest part. Three thousand tons  a thousand  the elephants poured in and milled, a blue-gray maelstrom, screaming as they cut their feet on things Craig had imported, and reducing just that piece of earth and all things on it to the state of a parade-ground-flat.

It grew into a sort of tune. The big blue shoulders rose and fell in unison as they worked like washerwomen at the tub, their fool mahouts nodding to one another, each forever saying the same thing, and all as helpless as the wrack that rides on waves.

They have seen the Lord Ganesha. He has ordered it. He verily has ordered it.

Who had or had not ordered it made small difference to the Craigs just then. The elephants had broken in through the veranda screen, and the whole lower floor was a part with the gardena desert  a flat waste, much marked with trampled things whose part and purpose were no longer discernible. They heard the tear and twang of the grand-piano strings as one big brute drove a tusk in under them and ripped the lot to hell. The crash of glass and crockery was like the splash of spray.

Im glad I built the walls well, Craig said solemnly.

No more than that one reminder, of all that married life with Craig had been, was needed to destroy the fence that Elsa had painstakingly erected around herself. It went down like the garden wall. He cared for nothing but the concrete wall that still stood! Her feelings, her emotions, her regrets, even her sympathy, escaped him altogether!

He was glad, doubtless, that her body and the servants and the converts bodies were up there with life in them beside him on the roof; but the only thing that aroused his emotion to the point of speech was walls which stood!

I hate you! she said simply.

For a moment he thought she meant Ommony. That she should hate himself was so incredible that the thought failed to penetrate his understanding until her blazing dark eyes, looking straight at him, drove truth home.

Elsa, are you sane? he asked. In front of a stranger  Elsa, Im surprised!

He might have used vitriol and have hurt her less. In front of a stranger! There was the whole point. That stranger understood her  knew  had known almost in the instant when they first met  that her married life and her mission field were dry bones draped. And in presence of the first man who had vision who had come into their lives, in the moment of heaped ruin when almost any excess of sentiment would have been excusable, he forgot her ten years labor side by side with him, her courage and encouragement, her guidance, her restraint, even her money thrown into the fight with his  and praised his masonry that stood!

Not only that; he had not even the human charity to lie, as she herself had lied for ten lean years, and pretend that he held her dearer than bricks and mortar!

Smash! she said bitterly between set teeth leaning over to watch the elephants. Go on! Smash it all! Im glad! Im glad!

Elsa!

Craig was scandalized; afraid, too, that perhaps he had an unhinged woman on his hands. Ommony turned away and walked to the far side of the roof, holding Diana by the scruff lest she jump into the maelstrom beneath and perish underfoot. As surely as the dog saw outrage to be opposed with teeth and noise he, Ommony, sensed a greater climax; and he knew that only silence and a view as wide and wakeful as the suns at dawn would be the least use.

All the kings horses and all the kings men, he reflected; yet  no king and his horses are the whole of it.

He began to pace the roof with hands behind him, followed by the dog, who only knew that where her laconic owner was solutions of all problems usually grew as if of their own accord. There was now a great crowd running from the streets to view the spectacle, and its voice was half a laugh, so blended with an angry undergrowl that not the cocksurest Christian would have mistaken it for friendly.

It might be worse, Ommony reflected, looking down from a corner of the roof, first at elephants, then at men and veiled, shrill-voiced, excited women. The crowd would have used fire. The brutes are merciful.

The mercurial Eastern mind had lost no seconds seizing on enlightenment. They understood below there that Craig and his household were suffering because the priests decreed it.

But someone had confirmed that. There were runners in among them whispering the news from ear to ear that Parumpadpa had begged the loan of the royal elephants for this purpose, and that the stamping-out of Craig and his Christians was the Maharajahs doing.

Hail, Motherland! Hail, Parumpadpa!

The cry went up from one voice. A hundred echoed it. A thousand rolled it up into a roar that thundered down-wind all along the water-front and set the citys rift-raff by the ears  that element that never stirs away from water save when the looting tempts. Ommony heard trumpets blaring in the royal barracks, and turned to watch the Maharajahs cavalry emerge through palm-trees for riot duty.

But he did not see that. It was Elsas eyes he met, she standing not a yard away with fists clenched  calm  appearing enough otherwise, except that the line of her lips was harder and her eyes were brighter than most womens are.

I believe you did that! she said with a jerk of her head downward toward the elephants.

Ommony was rather too wise to argue just then with any woman in such a mood.

There goes a lifes work  two lives work! she went on. Who are you, and what have you done? What do you amount to, that you should see our ruin?

He saw no reason to defend himself.

You think, because you have planted trees, you are fit to take pity on us possibly?

She ground her heel into the roof.

We have planted Gods word in the hearts of heathen! I believe you were jealous, and you ordered this!

Still Ommony did not answer. After all, he had planted a few score million trees, and the trees had grown. He believed that on their plane, in their degree, the trees have souls and life and consciousness; also that men who work have no need to assert themselves.

Youre a coward! said Elsa Craig, and turned away from him.

Her scorn provided him excuse for silence; not that he would have dreamed of denying her accusation. Man that is born of woman is of few days and full of cowardice. Those who were not cowards have been crucified, slain, tortured, burned, imprisoned, everyone. Ommony was no exception, and the only difference was that, knowing himself a little, he was not annoyed by plain speaking.

He was a coward beyond doubt. He was afraid then. The elephant herd, and the mob that milled around them, more vicious and less manly than the brutes, did not disturb him very much, for all they can do to a man is break or burn him and that, like the toothache, though it hurts, is presently over with. He would not have been afraid to go down among the elephants, provided anything might be gained by that. He feared nothing he could see.

But as he had once told an intimate, his own Achilles heel was in the air. The trees had taught him. Only a long view lends itself to forestry, and Ommony could foresee consequences far beyond the scope of ordinary vision. Like the trees, imprisoned by the destiny of trees but free from haste, he knew of wolves and little foxes  serpents in the undergrowth and unseen fowl that roosted above the boughs  knew and could not prevent their goings and comings.

He could see the hand of Parumpadpas priests in this affair as plainly as Belshazzar once saw writing on the wall. He knew it was war, not accident, although he was wrong in thinking the chief mahout had received his whisky from the priests.

Knowing the nature of that kind of war, he knew there would be no quarter. Non-combatants would suffer like the rest; in fact there are no non- combatants when Church and politics join issue for the right to rule, although the majority imagine always they are on the fence, or above it all and out of it.

The priests would no doubt seek to destroy his, Ommonys, reputation. But that did not frighten him; that was not his Achilles heel. Long, long ago, when he first laid all ambition on Indias ancient altar and received in exchange for it the understanding that is only Indias gift, he learned that reputation is delusion. It meant nothing to him who received mens credit for the work he had done. He had done the work, and that was all that mattered  except this: that he dared not fail.

Whatever his hand attempted he had finished. That was his reward for self- elimination. But even as Achilles, dipped in Lethe to be made invulnerable, had to be held to earthy weaknesses by one link, so Cotswold Ommony. He dreaded failure. He was afraid to fail. It appeared to him worse than sin  which is, after all, mainly ridiculous, like the fools who couch their lances at its specter.

As he saw life, the man who understands a little of the Law in force around him holds what he knows in trust. And since a thousand fall for one mans failure, the price in irremediable consequences  what the East calls karma  is too high to pay, yet must be paid inevitably.

So a man who thinks he knows himself a little  none may know more than that  should hesitate before he undertakes a task. Failure may whelm a million people, every quiver of whose agony must in the end be felt by him through whom affliction came.

It is a law with compensations. There is the corresponding side to it. Alternatively he who sows shall reap. But just then Ommony saw nothing but the shadow, knowing he had undertaken the immeasurable task of bringing surcease to an ignorant swarm, that lay beneath the hoofs of raging creeds as surely as the garden and the mission floor lay under the pads of elephants.

He wondered whether the trees he loved, in whose name he had come there, had taught him enough to know where to begin. At least he knew he would not attempt too much at a time.

And he could see Craig, gray with misery, back turned to his wife, staring down at the ruin and the blue-gray brutes beneath him. Ommony went over to him.

I dont pretend to understand or criticize the will of God, said Craig, but who shall pay me for all this?

It is difficult to comfort anyone who figures accident in terms of income unless you can show him money. Ommony could neither do that nor answer his question.

Neither did he estimate the ruin as the will of God. Craig or no Craig, Ommony knew the driving force behind the mission and the certainty that as long as the West has dimes and quarters for the offertory plate, the East will not lack foreigners to assail her old philosophy; he knew, too, that an out-and-out victory for Parumpadpa and his priests would be as pregnant with evil consequences as mens conquests always are. He smiled to think of Parumpadpas innocence  an old rogue gaging the Wests resistance in terms of elephants and whisky-primed mahouts.

I suppose youre glad to see this work undone? Craig asked bitterly, watching him.

Undone it was. The elephants that had not won into the compound, but had had to satisfy themselves with overthrowing walls and making the surrounding huts and gardens into unsightly wilderness, were already coming back under control and being herded sulkily up-street. Sharp cries of mahouts and ankus- blows, now that there was no more harm to do, were gradually mastering the rest.

What recently had been a blue-gray sea of heaving trunks and shoulders sprayed with white turbans of mahouts was breaking up into separate eddies that whirled and were borne away on another tide. In fours and fives and dozens they returned with an air of satisfied accomplishment to the great maidan outside the palace wall, where they began to line up as straight as infantry on parade.

Im told this Feast of the Mahouts has never been a failure yet, said Craig. They attribute it to their beastly god Ganesha. Well  the Lord moves in a mysterious way His wonders to perform. At any rate, theyll have to admit Ganesha fails them this time. There wont be any feast now, thats sure; nor any procession. Im glad of it. Why do you laugh?

Ommony was not laughing. Nothing but a corner of a smile escaped him, and he regretted that. He knew, though he saw no use in telling Craig, that there would be all the greater feast and all the more processioning.

What if the flowers and frills had been torn from a couple of hundred of the elephants? Was a Christian mission not obliterated? Had the Lord Ganesha not avenged himself by the feet and the knees of elephants? True, men, women, and children  some said a hundred  had gone down beneath the brutes stampede, but that was a thing to be blamed on Christians afterward.

You and your wife, of course, will stay with me in the Maharajahs guest- house? You cant stay here, said Ommony.

Craig looked sharply at him, not so much surprised as critical of motives.

Yes, he said after a moments pause. Theres nowhere else to go. We must.

Come when youre ready, said Ommony, and whistled his dog.

The elephants were not all gone yet, but he preferred the flattened garden even so.


CHAPTER 4. My name is Craig!

There is a fiction, more useful than a superficial view pretends, that royalty should be advised of events before any decision is taken. It gives the world breathing-space. It lends dignity and poise to what would else be nothing but a scramble  mad, mean, hysterical.

My friend, said the old diwan from the arm-chair facing Ommony on the veranda where none might see him but the stork and the Christian gardener, and only Ommony could hear the quiet voice, if you could only come with me!

Why not? asked Ommony.

Because, my friend, you shot dead one and badly wounded five of the royal elephants. Parumpadpas audience must wait until after mine, but he has already sent private word to the Maharajah. The priests version is that your pistol-shooting caused the stampede; therefore that you are alone responsible for the death of seventy people, and for the damage to the mission.

Thats just why I should go with you, Ommony answered.

No. The priests would accuse you in His Highnesss presence. You know how he is. He would only listen to the priests. Whatever you might say would fall before him like dead leaves blown against a fence. They have his ear.

Take me with you, Ommony insisted. Im evidence  saw it all  give him a first-hand account

He has had too many accounts, the diwan answered. The priests were ready with their version of it all before it happened. You must turn the tables on the priests. You cannot do that by simply telling a story different from theirs.

Ommony stood up and knocked the ashes from his pipe. He laughed a little dryly.

All right.

Remember! he said. I sent for you to work a miracle.

Ommony chuckled again. He had not a notion what to say to the Maharajah  only a second-hand version of what the priests messengers probably had said to him  that and the divans assurance that the immediate outlook was the worst imaginable.

But he had the long view, backward as well as forward. It was his experience that, given will to do the right thing, Nature, Law, the Universe all must combine to put the answer in a mans mouth, to set the stage for him  if necessary to produce new agencies. All nature abhors a vacuum. A need, of thought of things, is proof in advance of its supply.

But he did not say that to the diwan, because the merely religious and the merely shrewd grow frightened at prospect of Reliance on the Unseen. It was wiser to look clever and pretend to having spare tricks up his sleeve.

So they went to the diwans waiting carriage and drove for a mile down an ancient avenue, whose trees had seen a hundred Maharajahs of one lineage come and go. Then swiftly through that palace gate that only a diwan uses, and along between the sentries, armed with Snyder rifles lest 57 repeat itself.

The priests would use another gate and another door. But a man stood on the steps who was trained in the ways of priests, and he whispered to the diwan as the old man ascended the palace steps leaning on Ommonys arm.

There is bad news, the diwan said to Ommony.

But Ommony had been hearing bad news all his active days. His business in life had been withstanding it. Fire, flood, and famine all concern the man who rules a forest, and all of those are less destructive and less fearful than the rumor they send ahead of them.

Never mind it, he said curtly. Lets go  see and judge for ourselves.

I must warn you, the diwan answered.

It was no use Ommony protesting. He would rather not have known the details. All those things are only snares to hinder a man and spoil his aim and judgment. Look  see  act on intuition; that is the secret of resourcefulness. But the diwan had grown white-haired in the other school, that pits its wits against the enemy and plans in advance of the event.

They have charged that you brought this on deliberately, sahib. They have said your purpose is to bring all of us into difficulty with the British by causing it to seem that we hate missionaries. His Highness believes the tale. They have shown him the bullets you shot at the elephants, and a bottle that once held whisky, which they say the chief mahout declares he had from you!

Ill tell him wilder news than that, if thats his mood! Lead on, said Ommony.

The diwan drew assurance from the boast. Not once, ten times, he had seen this man in other days take victory out of utter ruin as a conjurer takes rabbits from a hat. He understood that Ommony had learned a theory from India more faithfully than Indians do. As for practice of it, were the woods and ways not noisy with the tales of this and that amazing feat he had performed? Some even called him a mahatma.

But the faces of attendants on the palace stairs were eloquent. Ill news, a-weaving ill fame, had assailed diwan as well as Ommony. Smiles that should have greeted both were not forthcoming  rather sullenness and nothing said, along with the sidewise glance from eye to eye alert to improve upon another menials impudence. Easier than read the wind by weather-vane you can guess your momentary rating at the court of any Eastern king from the demeanor of the flunkies.

The comfort within was absolute. In place of the whirring electric fans that make modern interiors sound and look like the tween-decks of a battleship the old embroidered punkahs moved with leisurely pause and swing that is as peace-conveying and restful as the ticking of old clocks. Carpets were laid three deep to silence footfall.

No new thing, new face, new custom was in evidence to disturb serenity. Colors were time-softened. Even the gold and vermilion on carved screens and the peacock-splendor of embroidery were tamed by the years until no stray tone of rawness broke the harmony. The bird by a stair-head in a lacquered cage whistled with a note as mellow as old wine.

Nevertheless there was an atmosphere of vague discomfort, because mens thoughts are stronger than the things they heap about them. Normally it was not a trying experience to wait in a teak, vermilion and gilt-lined throne-room until the heir of all the ages came and accepted homage. But the note of restfulness was lacking, and a noise suggestive of the penetrating anger of debate, muffled but not excluded by several doors, contributed to the sensation.

Ommony supposed it was the priests, awaiting their turn, entertaining courtiers with a sacerdotal concept of the crisis. But the strident voice and the protesting ones continued, even after the Maharajah entered the throne-room through ivory doors. Noise at that solemn moment was almost as contrary to precedent as Ommonys plain tweed shooting-jacket and the pipe, still hot, that nestled in his fist.

As the diwan had told Ommony the day he came, in the Maharajahs condition there was no change. He was as he had been five and thirty years, and as he would be until he died  too inbred to be educated, too well cared for to be ill, too sure of the past to comprehend the present. He had learned and forgotten nothing.

His face looked like a cameo beneath the old-rose turban, and his hands were those they drew in Persian miniatures six centuries ago. Perhaps he weighed a hundred pounds, and he looked as fragile as old porcelain; not bored, not angry  but obedient to laws and whims and superstitions that were growing ancient when the West was in leading-strings.

He nodded after a suitable pause, when the two attendants had given him the royal sword and target, without which royalty in that State is incognito.

You may speak, he said with lips that scarcely moved. They were delicate, blue, sensitive  considerate of custom.

The diwan let go Ommonys arm and stood erect, no less aware of the advantage of years and stateliness than Ommony was of the virtue of plain dealing. Ever men have paraded their highest conceptions of manhood in all crises, and forever will. The diwan was about to weave of musical old words a cloak of dignity about his sturdy-standing, blunt, too honest friend and leave the argument to him. But all old beacons were adrift that day.

There was interruption  an intrusion, uninvited, unannounced, without the Maharajahs leave  as good as blasphemy!

Three doors in swift succession were kicked, swung wide and slammed again. A babel of angry protests rose and died away as the enormity of what was happening out-wondered speech.

The bronze doors, facing those of ivory that royalty used, burst open, and an angry man broke in, all white from head to foot, in an old white hat undoffed, his face as livid white as gypsum from expressed emotion, with a staphorn-handled riding-whip in one hand, as if he had come to chastise somebody.

My name is Craig!

He doffed the white hat slowly and stood waiting, as if the very announcement of his name should be enough to force all issues. Even as his courage had set armed guards aside and his arrogance had brought him through forbidden doors.

Two deep folds of an arras came to life. Two men armed with scimitars strode forward, one on Craigs either hand, and paused. At a nod from the Maharajah there would have been blood and entrails on the waxed floor; but it may be he caught Cotswold Ommonys eye. His right hand, which had been closed a long while on the hilt of the Sword of State, opened, and the two went back, not now behind the arras, but on guard in front of it.

Craig understood that play perfectly, but knew nothing of the etiquette of courts and cared less. He spoke again without waiting for invitation.

Im here to demand immediate satisfaction!

There is a famous admonition to Christians to offer the other cheek, and cheek has become a missionarys lawful weapon. Craig had his with him.

I demand compensation in full  an apology  and re-erection of my mission at the States expense! he announced, folding arms across his breast in the attitude of unyielding resolution.

If he had been a pagan defying fanatical invaders, or even a Christian told to swap religion or take the consequences, he might have challenged admiration. As it was he challenged anger.

The Maharajah, lineal descendant from the moon, who knew small English and less bad manners, bit his lip. None had leave to speak yet. Even the diwans leave had lapsed.

The Maharajah held trumps. Little and inbred he might be lord of a little kingdom and less revenue, with tug-o-war on top of him between the British and the priests, and only a nine-gun salute whenever he crossed his borders. But he could outplay Craig.

He made a signal  just a gesture of eye and lip  to an attendant, who at once relieved him of royal sword and target. He was in another world that instant, as immune from approach or address as if invisible. And he rose and yawned and sauntered out as if the veil between himself and lookers-on were actual, not assumed.

Well, Ill be

Damned? suggested Ommony.

  sugared! Craig corrected.

The diwan sighed. He was helpless. Unless he should choose to concede to Parumpadpa and his priests a similar privilege, which they would doubtless multiply and never yield again, he did not dare presume to follow His Highness through the ivory double door.

Like the priests, he could send his unofficial messengers to whisper behind the scenes; but for the remainder of that day and all the next the Maharajah would be within his constitutional rights in refusing to grant audience. It was only another of those devices anciently contrived for taking haste out of affairs of State.

But the men who thought it out had not reckoned with the coming Christians other cheek, so Craig stood like the horse-thief who had shot the judge; there was none now to be appealed to against mob law. His enemies had two days unobstructed grace.

Remember! I said a miracle! the diwan reminded Ommony, touching his arm again.

He would have ordered a chair except for the contingent obligation of offering one to Craig.

Wheres your wife? asked Ommony suddenly, and Craig looked at him with gathering resentment.

He did not consider that he had come there to be questioned sharply by this forester, whom he suspected of being a pagan in league with pagans to oppose good mission-work. But he could not avoid an answer.

She is superintending the pitching of a tent.

To live in it?

Craig nodded.

Unsafe! I offered you and her accommodation in my quarters, Ommony answered, squeezing the diwans arm a little more tightly than politeness called for, but watching Craig.

She objects in the circumstances, Craig said, making no effort to disguise the iron in his voice.

He was a good, hard fighter, willing enough to come out into the open. But then so was Ommony; and Ommony knew better why he fought. He turned toward the diwan:

I advise you to order this mans wife detained under suitable guard for her own protection, he said deliberately, and turned his head again in time to intercept a look on Craigs face that was almost comic.

It meant relief from tension. It was almost like a prisoners being turned unaccountably out of doors.

The diwans old eyes twinkled, but he shifted nervously. Few but such as he can estimate the danger of meeting sword with sword  the zeal of missionaries with the blunter means of law.

By law he might take law into his hands for two days at his own risk; for the Maharajah might repudiate him afterward, that being another safeguard long ago devised to keep the throne in countenance. None but the British, and not even they until the Resident should be informed, could countermand his orders.

There was a rumor that the Resident was ill with abscess and had taken too much morphia to ease the pain. And for what had the diwan sent for Ommony unless to be guided by him?

That is my order, he said simply. I will go and attend to it.

He left the palace attendants to get rid of Craig as they might see fit. His excuse for withdrawing Ommony was that old age needed a strong arm to lean on.

Better take up quarters with me, said Ommony over his shoulder to Craig. Come whenever you see fit.

He did not propose to give Craig excuse for accusing him of open enmity. Perfervid zealots with the lid of conjugal restraint removed are capable of wild leaps into the chaos of illusion. He preferred to use Craigs energy to foil the priests rather than let it burn up in uncomprehending rage against himself; if only for the sake of the trees, which were his lifes business, even as Craigs was converting Hindus. Besides, he liked the man  admired his courage if nothing else.

So presently he and the diwan found themselves alone together where the carriage waited under the porte-cochère. They were seen, because those Indian palaces are pierced in the recesses of a thousand carvings with eye-holes for the omnipresent spy, but none could overhear them.

Where will you put her? asked Ommony.

Sahib, I

The diwan hesitated. Though he trusted Ommony he had the seniors dislike to lay bare mental processes, and to that was added Eastern unwillingness to be quite frank. Pride of the offensive sort was not in him, but he would have been a poltroon had he no respect for his almost absolute authority.

I will consider.

Do. Consider this. Defeat is to the irresolute; victory to the swift. If she appeals through the Resident to Delhi, that will mean that the British must interfere. And if they must, theyre at the mercy of organized religion as much as you are. Better defy Big Business than the Church.

The thing to do is to earn her gratitude. The way to do that is to let her get into the toils. Then get her out again. The way to defeat Parumpadpa and his gang is to compromise them badly. Did you ever go fishing? You should give the fish lots of line always before you strike.

Man of enigmas! Just now you warned me to be swift!

I did. Are your horses swift? Then lets go driving.

It was then, and not until then that the diwan understood.

Craig will return to his wife and warn her. Yes. But what if they go together to the Resident?

My servant told me Craig went there first thing. The Resident is in no condition to see anyone or do anything. The Residency doctor is away. The only immediate danger is that the Resident may have wired for someone to replace him.

He has not, said the diwan, who had his own arrangements for knowing what telegrams were sent.

He doesnt want the morphia habit to become official knowledge, no doubt, Ommony answered.

But, sahib, what if the Craigs should send a telegram to Delhi? I dare not prevent that. There can be a little delay  an accident  a few hours

Plenty! said Ommony with confidence. Listen, diwan sahib: I have your word for it that if Parumpadpa and his gang can find excuse to stir the mob against these missionaries there will be bloodshed  possibly a revolution.

The diwan nodded  shuddered.

All India is on the verge of that, he answered.

If Craig and his wife should win too handsomely that will be the priests next move.

Indubitably. See what they did! How swiftly the mob crowded to applaud the elephants: I have reported that was all due to an accident, but the priests are asserting it was due to you, and

We must give them line  go fishing  driving, rather! After you, sir.

He helped the diwan into the carriage, and in view of as many spies as cared to see they drove off, the diwan fidgeting nervously. But Ommony chuckled. He knew now he had won.

You recall the Peace Conference in Paris? he asked.

I was there, said the diwan. I was there and learned nothing new.

Few did! But there were master moves made. You recall how the Japanese stampeded the other representatives by packing up one night? They were only moving to another building, but the others jumped to the conclusion they were going home. Therell be jumping down here within thirty minutes!

God send you are right, said the diwan, for I see only the jaws of war that open for us!

Let us drive as if we were very busy, Ommony advised him.

It shall be as you say  for thirty minutes!

Your office first. The fact that we do nothing  say nothing  will make it hard for them to draw right conclusions  easy to make mistakes.

Then a telegram in code about nothing to nobody! The babu will fail to understand it and either do nothing or else send gibberish along the wire. They may get a copy of the wire

They will!

  and misinterpret it!

So they drove by a roundabout route to the diwans office. The diwan entered. Ommony remained outside. The diwan emerged again, looking serious, and a man who was sitting in the shadow of a doorway got up and hurried in the direction of a temple, where two priests peered under their hands out of gloom into the sunlight.

You have five more minutes, said the diwan.

To the Residency then.

We shall not be admitted.

Let us hope not.

And after that?

It is their move. Then ours. And in the end there shall be more trees in your honors domain than in all the four neighboring States together, said Ommony, leaning back on the expensive cushions and looking much less anxious than he actually felt.


CHAPTER 5. By Jiminy, well now grow trees!

Mobs never rule. They always think they do, imagining they choose new leaders when the old are trampled underfoot. Cozened and flattered and betrayed, a mob does murder that the rogues who rule may profit, and it sets new feet of clay on its own neck before its head can rise between one master and the next.

No man would choose Barabbas. No mob fails to prefer him. Men  individuals, that is  are stubborn thinkers, liable to err, but each in his own advancing stage a battler for his highest views of right.

As teams they can accomplish. As a mob they become that fluid horror, gorging flattery as hogs eat swill; that senses no impulse other than self- righteous greed and is manipulated for their own ends by men more evil than the beasts because more intelligent.

An Eastern mob differs in nothing from the rest except in increased subtlety. Its motives are the same; its fear and lust and cruelty are identical.

And as the sea is whipped into a rage by wind, or lulled into a temporary calm, so mobs are managed by the rogues who understand them and imagine that life is only a psalmists three-score years and ten. All history is a proof of that, and of the other fact, that one man with his eye fixed on eternity is as the shadow of a great rock in a weary land. There is a foretaste of eternity in planting trees.

The priests, and they who pandered to the priests, had lulled the mobs unrest as suddenly as the cries of children cease. That is done by promises, though not of loot, for they start action, but of something new about to happen. Expectation, veiled and vague, brings on a pause.

Ganesha had expressed his wrath by means of elephants. Now let them wait and see what next he had in store. Something marvelous was coming. There would be a miracle, let none doubt.

So Elsa Craig, unhindered, was ordering the pitching of a big tent in the ruined mission compound; and they who obeyed her were not Christians, for the converts had all decamped  as other converts once did in a famous hour. This and that man from the street had been called in, and was working for coin and curiosity. Some of them were priests spies. All were aware they only hastened the undoing of the damned. Word had gone forth through the subtle avenues of Eastern news that the Craigs and all their root and branch were doomed. So there were three-score idlers doing tens work, getting in one anothers way and speaking to Elsa civilly.

Into that confusion Howard Craig came hot-foot, brushing sweat from his forehead with three fingers  a vulgarism Elsa hated.

Girl, he almost shouted  and she hated to be called that youre to be arrested. Ommony advised the diwan in my hearing to put you under guard in some safe place until

Her anger checked him. Over his face there crossed the same look Ommony had noticed. Habits  loyal ones peculiarly  die hard, but again the thought occurred to him that worse than that might happen. Safe she then would be beyond all doubt; and he, without her to protect, without her to impose conditions on him, could accomplish more. He knew himself for no physical coward. He would dare  

What did you say to that? she demanded.

Really, Elsa

You agreed?

I did not. But I want you to agree. I think

It was scorn now. She could school herself to batten down her anger; but contempt, associating him with the proposal, was too strong for her and him. He could not argue against it.

Her unfairness struck the ground from under him. More than ever he was sure she would be better in a safe place in the diwans custody; and she, too well able to read his thoughts, answered them instantly.

Look! she said, gesturing toward the throng who did her bidding, as much as to say the city would obey her if she were left to her own devices.

He swept the suggestion aside schoolmaster-fashion, irritably, with one hand.

Listen, Elsa! he stammered. I went to the Residency. No admittance. Gould is sick or something. Couldnt get word to him, not even a note or a verbal message. So I went to the palace  shouldered past the guards  saw the Maharajah

That nonentity!

I demanded instant satisfaction, and he left the room! At least I have lodged my protest before witnesses. Ommony was there, and the diwan

What business had Mr. Ommony?

Listen, Elsa! Ommony is quite right. He said

He stopped because she was not listening. She had that uningratiating gift of switching all attention suddenly from whoever was addressing her to something or someone else. Not only did she not intend to listen, she actually did not hear.

She had seen Diana, Ommonys great staghound, lawlessly at large and nosing curiously in among the trash the elephants had made. Diana, once commanded to make friends and good-dog-fashion as sure of Ommonys discretion in such matters as she was unwilling to remain indoors.

Please pitch the tent, she said suddenly, and without another word walked off to coax the dog.

Craig let her go, and stayed to do her bidding. He knew the uselessness of argument. In that mood she was capable of snubbing him for days on end, and the only remedy he had ever discovered was patient endurance; which, he consoled himself, was laid on him by his religion and his chosen path.

He hoped they would come and arrest her, never doubting they would treat her respectfully. The diwan was a gentle pagan likelier to yield his own life rather than offer indignity to a woman or any foreigner. Craig hoped it might happen while his back was turned, for that would absolve him of a hand in it.

Once under arrest by order of the diwan she could not reasonably expect him to drag her back to danger. Expect it she probably would, but not reasonably. Reason would be on his side. It would uphold him afterward.

She had said, Please pitch the tent. He went about pitching it methodically, with the intricate precision he had used in building up the mission, measuring the pegs so many feet apart and gradually getting order out of chaos with a quiet, determined way he had of setting the example. He never realized, nor could, that nine tenths of the work was his while they who should have learned looked on.

And Elsa, stroking Dianas head, fingering the dogs ear as she had noticed Ommony did, picked her way disgustedly over the debris of the ruined wall into a deserted street; oblivious of direction and of every other thought except that life was all dry thorns in a weary wilderness.

She was the victim  she, who might have been the wife of a U.S. Senator! She thought she would have made a President of that man, if only he had not resented her efforts to guide him.

She had tried to make a famous man of Craig; she had forced her own broad thoughts into his narrow mold, accepting dogma that was all dry dust to her and weary routine. All hypocrisy to her and balm to him  laboring with converts she knew well were unconverted; all to the end that Craig might be a great one in the world, and she his proprietor. And now this!

Ashes and agony and gray remorse! Craig didnt understand. He could not. He cared only for the sticks and straw of trampled buildings  that and her physical safety.

No doubt he would sooner or later gather his scattered converts back, when the casteless crowd they once disowned had forbidden them right of reversion to their old religion. He was capable of putting them to work and rebuilding, replanting, rewhite-washing, like an ant, no better than an ant. A one-track mind, she reflected bitterly, leading from nonentity to nothing else!

That kind of thought acts like the blinkers on a horse. She walked forward, seeing nothing but the ground before her feet, her right hand on the staghounds shoulder. Diana guided her. Dianas nose, forever ascertaining news by sniffing moistly at the tainted wind and reading smells as men read books, became aware of faint iodoform and followed the direction of it up a little lane between old trees; by a picket fence, through an open gate into a fenced inclosure where a few huts leaned untidily. There Dianas eyes recognized something familiar. She trotted forward, leaving Elsa standing; and Elsa turned her head to look back down the lane.

She stepped into the shadow of the gateway instantly. She was just in time to avoid recognition by that self-same Hindu officer who had come to the mission that first morning to greet Ommony and superintend the removal of his luggage.

He was there on horseback with six troopers and a two-horse carriage  looking about him impatiently. Intuition argued he had come for her, and anger rose in a crimson wave to her temples.

He should look in vain! At least he should look in vain as long as possible! Determination to escape, to hide, perhaps to run away from Craig  was not quite definite; but she knew that officers capacity for insolence, and one emotion was so heaped on another that reason hardly governed her.

A longing to hit back  to cause trouble and to give offense  surged in her. She stepped forward into the inclosure to annoy the officer, and she remembered that she might perhaps give Ommony some twinges of anxiety by keeping his beloved dog from running home to him.

The dog was sniffing at a pallet on which a man lay in the shade of palm- leaf eaves. Whether dead or only ill, that man provided her with excuse for trespass. If he should happen to be a high-caste man, who inevitably must repel any foreigner offering to touch him, she would none the less have done her duty in offering him aid; and it was very unlikely that a high-caste Hindu would be found in that place, or, if so, that he would submit to attentions from a dog.

She hurried forward, feeling relieved to have something definite to occupy her mind, stooped over the pallet, and cried out with astonishment.

You! John Ishmittee! You were supposed to be dead! How did you come here?

Diana had completed her investigation. Having no more interest, she moved away and stood in the midst of the inclosure, looking for new attractions. John Ishmitte began a rambling account of his adventures, interspersed with a few words of kitchen-English. But it was obvious at the end of the first few sentences that either he was out of his head or all his information of the elephant disaster was at second-hand. He was interrupted by Dianas battle-cry  no bark, but a growl like thunder in the hills  a noise that of dark nights made strangers blood run cold; then instantly on top of it the worrying snap and snarl of action.

Diana! Here! Here!

But Diana was engaged. Eleven men  and Elsa knew them!  were attempting what not twice their number could have done without a net; to capture Ommonys white-fanged bodyguard and drag her away into a hut.

Two men were down with blood gushing out of gashed wounds. A third was by the throat, and the rest were in one anothers way, all struggling for a hold of tail or legs. Boatmen all, none sober, and the lot the same men who had pulled the long sweeps of the Maharajahs barge that had brought Ommony.

Here! Diana! Good dog! Here!

As well cry to the clouds far overhead! And another man was down, making mud from the flow of a torn artery. But Elsa had the courage of her sex and race, that is as cold iron in some sorts of emergency. Running with mission- pattern skirts uplifted, she waded in and, seizing the hounds collar, thrust her forearm into the blood-red jaws. The fangs closed on it like a vice and forced a scream from her; but even in that summit of brute rage the hound knew an official friend and let the arm go, snapping to right and left and straining at the collar to reach the enemy again.

Elsa felt her grip on the collar yielding. It would have been easier to hold a horse. She flung herself on her knees and took the dogs throat in her right hand, throttling and gasping orders: Down, Diana! Down, you hear me? Lie down!

The hound obeyed, still growling like the rumble of a subway, and the drunken boatmen drew off in a semicircle, muttering their comments in a jargon not expounded in the missionaries grammar-books.

Then down-lane there came the noise of trotting horses, clank of a saber on stirrup-iron and heavy carriage-wheels. Elsa turned her head with a gesture of nervous fear and cried aloud to the one sole creature there she had a claim on:

John! John Ishmittee! Hide me somewhere! Those are the Maharajahs men!

John Ishmittee, raising himself on the pallet, said something in the boatman jargon. The men Diana had torn and bitten dragged themselves away. The other five grinned, beckoned, pointed to a door in the wall behind the end hut. They urged her to make haste. Elsa  no whit afraid of them  consented.

But she did not dare let the dog go. Diana would have run home. The Maharajahs officer would see the dog and draw conclusions  guess that his quarry might be where the dog had come from. She gripped the collar with trembling fingers and dragged Diana with her.

The great hound came at first unwillingly. Then, throwing up her head, she uttered on long, penetrating howl, more desolate than a wolfs in winter, and obeyed with no more protest.

Ommony, up on a tower, where he stood to watch that no indignity should go with the arrest, heard the howl, watched through a single spy-glass, whistled to himself and gave instructions to the dog-boy, who was squatting on the tiles beside him.

Trees! he said to himself then, chuckling; yes, by Jiminy, well now grow trees!


CHAPTER 6. The priests did this.

The crises of the world, that take so long a-brewing, are mismanaged or disposed of in the course of minutes. Any fool could sense the danger after Sarajevo, or can tell, when a strike has been declared, that trouble and loss will come of it; but it is given to few to recognize the half-hour in which the tide of evil may be taken at the flood and turned, cross-currents and all, into constructive use. Those are mostly men without ambition, who become great doctors, lawyers, statesmen, or, as in at any rate one instance, foresters.

Ommony came down the steps of an ancient tower built for watching water- lanes when piracy was open and a gentlemans pursuit. His stride was positive  the thirty-inch, deliberate march of Romes centurions who conquered by the strength of an idea.

He was afraid, and yet his fear was only lest his own ability should fall short of attainment. He had seen. He understood. Remained to hold the thread of the solution through inevitable darkness, and to follow it to the outcome. He forgot himself. The outcome was to be new forests and  the necessary way toward that  peace between factions.

The dog-boy had gone ahead, and he had trained him as a good commander trains his staff, or as the Church trains zealots. So he could afford to pause in front of John Ishmittee and give that pawn of Destiny no inkling that a peoples fate might possibly depend on him. He smiled and spoke leisurely, as if asking questions for his own amusement, providing no excuse for lies.

Why, hello! How did you come here?

The sahib gave me money. I was tired of that bed in the mission. I paid the boatmen to bring me here.

What have you to do with boatmen?

Sahib, I was of their religion once. And they have been saying that the sahibs big dog is a god in the form of an animal. The priests are angry with them, and the priests said there will be a punishment unless they seize the dog and drown him where the carcass can never be found.

So they came to me, knowing the sahib was friendly with the missionaries, asking me to assist them in the matter. And I paid them to carry me hither  hoping thus to do your honor a service by dissuading them, he added by way of establishing his own pellucid innocence.

You are a snake in the grass and an ingrate, answered Ommony.

Nay, sahib!

Ommonys alert, observing eyes, that appeared to watch nothing but the converts face, were at work conveying information to a brain that was absorbed by only one objective. He detected cautious movement.

You are a thief!

On my honor, sahib

Let me look beneath that blanket! Quick now! Pull it back! No argument!

It was a check-book, that only a fool would steal. He likely thought he could forge checks on Craig that a bank would cash. Ommony picked the book up, smudged a little ink on the inside of the cover with his fountain-pen and passed it back.

Put your thumb-prints there  both of them! He took the check- book back and pocketed it.

Jail? he asked. You want to go to jail?

Nay, sahib!

Who came this way just now? Who went out that way?

Memsahib Craig.

Did she wish to be seen?

Nay, not to be seen. She begged me to hide her. The boatmen

Silence then for silence! Ommony said sternly. Whoever asks, say nothing! You understand?

The convert did not understand, except that Ommony held evidence that could convict him. Having tasted jail, then hospital, no bird was more in love than he with re-won freedom. Ommony tapped his pocket meaningly.

Tell a soul you have seen Memsahib Craig, and Ill say where I found this check-book! Moreover, I will prosecute you for trying to steal my dog! In addition I will tell the priests that you told me about their secret instructions to the boatmen

Nay, sahib! Nay, not that! Not that of all things! I am dumb! See, sahib, I will tear my tongue out rather! Only if your honor will not tell the priests.

Eyes rolled piteously, and the dusky face turned ashen.

Silence for silence! said Ommony sternly, and passed along, out behind the end hut, closing the gate behind him and fastening it with a stick thrust through the iron padlock-rings.

He had not far to go. The dog-boy squatted in the dust beneath a window latticed across with iron. The building was an old one set in a bit of a garden with trees on either hand and with its back against a high wall, over which the roofs of houses rose in intricate confusion. The dog-boy looked up once and nodded, then went on working the dust into patterns with his fingers.

Ommony rapped on the dry teak door very quietly twice. After a minutes pause the door opened gingerly about six inches, and a drunken boatmans questioning face appeared. Ommony sent the man staggering and strode in, kicking the door shut again behind him.

For a moment in the inside gloom he was in danger. A cloth was drawn on a string across the only window, and his eyes were set for the outer glare.

The man who had staggered backward drew a boatmans knife, as good for gutting humans as for caught fish. A thing with a lanyard on it and a heavy handle that makes weight behind the iron blade. Ommony ducked from instinct, and the knife struck humming in the dry wood just behind him. He pulled it out and curled the lanyard on his wrist.

Then another drunkard recognized him and said three words in the boatman jargon that brought the knife-thrower down on his knees in abject supplication, lying with a drunkards swift, absurd inventiveness.

Heaven-born, the lanyard slipped through these fingers, which are sweating! It was the purpose to throw the knife into a corner, lest the heaven-born should hurt himself when about to strike me in evident anger!

Silence! commanded Ommony in their tongue in a gruff, low voice, not meant to carry.

But it did, and it was recognized. A short bark and a low whine announced that Diana, near at hand, had recognized her master. Ommony clucked  that quieted the dog  and looked about him. There were only seven boatmen. Two wore bandages of soft white cloth that might have been the substance of a petticoat, a lot too well applied to have been done by their oar-awkward fingers. They were afraid  self-conscious  guilty of they knew not what exactly  in confusion because they did not yet know what was to be charged against them. Ommonys face was an enigma. Even with fumes of longshore arrack in their heads they knew enough to wait and see.

Ommony heard the dogs low whimper again, and then a womans voice without fear instructing somebody  knew beyond any question that the dog would howl a warning to him if there was instant danger  and opened the door at his back. He beckoned the boatmen out into the sunlight, waiting until the last had slunk by. Then he shut the door and, glancing once quickly to right and left, led them into the evil-smelling shade of thick-boled trees, in a corner with the house on one side and the high wall behind. There no passer- by could have seen them.

What does she do? he demanded.

Sahib, she has torn her garment to bind up woundings the dog did. She is well. None has harmed her. She begged us to

He cut that short with a gesture. He who is wise is careful not to learn too much. Nor does he ask to be informed of what he knows. He asserts what he knows when questions would invite evasion.

You attacked the dog. The priests so ordered it.

Sahib, we

To the devil with your lies now! Answer me! This is the priests doing?

The heaven-born knows too much, admitted one of them.

You fools were pretending blasphemously that my hound is one of your gods incarnate. The priests heard of it and threatened you unless you stole the animal and drowned her. Now you have failed, will the priests admit they gave those orders to you?

They grinned. They knew from much experience how the priests would handle that predicament.

The priests will leave you to be punished for attempted theft of a sahibs dog  for being drunk  for hurling a knife at me

Sahib, the heaven-borns honor heard this man confess it was a slip of the hand that

And for violence to a memsahib! For decoying her and shutting her inside a stinking room for God knows what evil purpose!

Sahib, sahib, that is untrue! She

He checked them again with a gesture. They were sobering, and the lees of arrack fumes no longer were enough to keep too much truth from escaping unless he acted censor.

Yet you are good boatmen. You rowed well on the journey.

That was art  immodest, opportune  applied, as all art is, to the occasion, using truth to point mens thought a fraction higher, prostituting pride of honest oarsmanship in this case to the ends of forestry. There is no pride like the boatmans in his skill.

The priests did this, said Ommony.

He counted on the knowledge that all simple folk who live beneath the heel of priests and their religion, hating the one and drawing comfort from the other, tolerate the official for the sake of glimpses of divinity that they discern beyond him. It is easy to arouse antagonism to a priesthood  very hard to slay mens faith in what priests represent.

They are always mischief-makers, said a boatman darkly, with an air of having heard more than he cared to tell.

The others nodded. Ommony felt the intuitive thrill that told him he was winning.

Disaster comes of interference without knowledge, he assured them; and the East loves proverbs as the West loves beef and bread.

They nodded sagely. He was talking heart to heart, and had praised their oarsmanship. They understood him, at least.

To your boats, O watermen!

Shall the priests not finish what they started? he demanded. Will ye bear blame for their devices?

Nay, nay! What have we done?

Truly, ye have only sought to steal my dog, and that is an issue between you and me, he answered.

Will the heaven-born not protect us? asked a boatman, taking heart of grace.

Ye are ingrates, answered Ommony.

Na, sahib, we are boatmen, sons of boatmen. We be men whose hearts are in us.

Ye are drunkards, he insisted.

Nay! A little arrack

To help the priests play tricks on you!

The stuff is all gone.

Bring out the bottle then.

One went in and carried out an old glass flagon still about a third full of the forbidden, pungent stuff. He tried, but was not in time to prevent Ommony from seeing it.

Ye are liars.

Nay, we thought it was all finished.

Give me the flagon.

The man yielded it, and Ommony poured out the poison on the ground before their eyes.

Now it is finished. Buy no more of it.

We did not buy that, sahib. One came saying it was a gift from the diwan sahib because we had rowed swiftly on the journey.

It was the priests who sent it, said Ommony; and whether that was true or not they took his word for it, he seemed informed about so many things.

He was itching to get away, for he knew the priests were busy with their own solution of affairs. Having given them time in which to make mistakes, and a show of mysterious activity to force their band, it was of utmost importance now to find out what the priests were doing.

But he did not dare give these simpletons a hint of his impatience. The easiest way to fail in India is to let her sons know your affair is urgent.

Listen now to me, he said, with an air of having all eternity to lecture in  an air disarming all suspicion, opposite to the customary way of sahibs, which by haste stirs opposition. If ye should speak, the priests will turn your words against ye.

They nodded. They knew that.

So say nothing. Watch. Be silent. Keep the memsahib within there.

Ye shall see priests come presently and carry her away. Say nothing to them, nor let them see ye. Simply watch. Then afterward if any ask, and if ye would escape from the nets the priests are laying, answer simply what ye saw, explaining nothing, not excusing nor accusing. Say, The priests did this.

Ye understand?

They did. He was advising them to use habitual taciturnity when confronted with whatever they could hardly comprehend. Easy! They nodded.

Obey, and ye shall find me your friend. If ye disobey my warning, take the consequences!

The heaven-born truly will protect us?

Yes, unless ye drink again and let loose babbling tongues.

On the word of boatmen, we obey!

He gave the knife back, haft forward, to the boatman who had thrown it, and there isnt an emotion under heaven more enduring than that act of grace aroused. The knife was worth a rupee.

The boatmans pride, his dungaree jacket, a dirty turban and a loin-cloth were pretty nearly all he had. Pride outweighed everything, and the man salaamed, as once the rank and file saluted Caesar. There was manhood and a great emotion expressed in the uplifted hands.

Warn the others, said Ommony and strode away, not guessing  knowing.

He had turned that trick.

The dog-boy followed him unbidden. He took no notice until they turned a corner into another alley.

Go back, he said then. Keep the dog quiet. Where the dog goes, follow. Leave a trail my messenger can pick up.

The dog-boy dropped astern like a mark thrown overboard. Ommony began to show speed. He had left a horse tethered at the gateway leading to the tower, and he surprised the fat, palace-trenched beast into a gallop with a bamboo cane broken from a hedge. Spluttered-up street dust stung the eyes of watchers who passed the word along. Before he regained the guest-house Parumpadpa in a temple cloister knew the line he had taken.

But his thoughts were his own, and he found the diwan waiting for him, fidgeting in the veranda arm-chair, so all the priests gained was anxiety.

What have they done? demanded Ommony, pretending unembarrassment for the diwans benefit.

My friend, they have done the worst!

That is always the best thing. It provides excuse for miracles, said Ommony, producing a cigar. Tell me. Theres loads of time.

The diwan laughed, but with an effort.

Fail with your miracles, he answered, and some of us wont live to see tomorrow!

As bad as that?

Ommony threw the cigar away and chose another, so he might have been referring to tobacco, but the diwan recognized the nervousness that had forced the question.

I dare not go near my office. They have besieged it  emissaries of the priests. They hope to force me to take action or to make a statement that will compromise me.

The officer who went to  ah  to escort Mrs. Craig to  ah  a safe place  he had no orders to arrest, you understand  the terms were vague  he might interpret them as he saw fit without committing me  has galloped back to say she cant be found. I learned that five minutes ago by telephone. The idiot must have talked, for the priests are saying I have hidden her.

Their men are stirring up the mob with a tale of my being in missionary pay. They say the missionaries stampeded the elephants. The missionaries are answerable for the resulting death and injury.

I, they say, am sheltering the woman and being influenced by her behind the scenes. They say my ultimate purpose is to rob the temple revenues in order to get money to plant trees

Well, isnt it? asked Ommony.

Trees that will occupy the grazing grounds and impoverish

The priests! Yes, go on.

Impoverish the people, they say. They blame Mrs. Craig and her husband for the increase in the cost of fuel. And Craig is making matters worse! He has gone to my office  forced his way in  and is waiting there until I come. The crowd outside is saying I befriend him!

Good! exclaimed Ommony. Couldnt be better! Dont you befriend him? Hasnt he your protection? Wont it be excellent afterward to be able to say that even the hostile crowd accused you of steadfastly protecting missionaries?

Afterward, my friend? The priests think it is time for a swift uprising. Who shall prophesy of afterward? There is a crisis now. They think the British will do anything to avoid despatching troops.

Thats almost true, said Ommony.

They hope to drive all missionaries out, get rid of me and dictate politics in the future. They believe they have me and the missionaries compromised.

Ha-ha!

They even speak of His Highness abdicating in favor of a minor.

Idiots! Have you ten men whom you would dare trust with knowledge that you had stolen public funds?

Two score. But I do not steal.

Ten is plenty. Do they look like priests?

Some could. There are the eight who usually watch the priests for me. They are in my house now. I can telephone.

Do that. Have them rigged like Parumpadpas men and send them here to me, ek dum. Tell em its a life-or-death call.

There were servants in the hallway, much too obviously busy to be innocent, so the diwan used the extension in Ommonys bedroom. Even so, although he had his own man on the old-fashioned central switchboard, there was desperate risk of leakage.

But there is a risk in every ruse men undertake. Contrivances succeed because of other mens omissions more often than from perfection.

They will be here in thirty minutes, he said, sitting down again in the arm-chair facing Ommony on the veranda after discovering the gardener too near and sending him to chase crows away from the distant flower-beds.

Thirty minutes? said Ommony. That means an hour. Shall we waste it worrying ourselves, or use it worrying the priests?

If only I knew where Mrs. Craig is! Shall we not search

And learn too much!

The diwan looked relieved.

I see you know.

I havent seen her since she disappeared, said Ommony, and the diwan nodded.

He began to regret less that he had trusted the solution into this mans hands.

I vote we go, said Ommony.

Where now?

To the Residency.

The diwan assented meekly. This was all new experience for him; his method, subtler perhaps, and much less active on the surface, resembling more those sub-sea currents that deflect a keel unknown to the eyes aloft. Storming along, tacking against the head-winds of sedition, reduced him to obedient bewilderment.

I am like the dogs tail. I wag at your pleasure, he admitted, and Ommony chuckled over that confession all the way to the Residency, through crowded streets where men avoided wheels and cantering hoofs as by a miracle, assisted to it by the coachmans whip and objurgation that would have started riots in the West.

The Residency stood alone in sixteen acres of flowering shrubs and immemorial trees, surrounded by a low stone wall  a palace set aloof, an extraterritorial embassy, assigned to an individual whose mission is to watch the nearly independent ruler of a native State and act as communicating link with the British Raj.

There are States where the Resident is kept keyed up until he dies of too much physical and mental strain, collapsing like an overloaded fuse, and is replaced by a new one on less salary. And there are States, as this one, where a man goes for reward, or to be shelved because of inefficiency too vague to be punished by retirement home.

A few reports, occasional telegrams, a visit now and then to the central government to satisfy the lords of pigeon-holes that all is as it should be in the outer marches; that, quail-shooting  and a lot of morphia between-while was Goulds routine. And in his friend the doctors absence he was prone to overdose himself, fearing abscess and loathing loneliness more than the poisons aftermath.

Gould was a flaw in the machinery, overlooked by the most alert bureaucracy on earth because no strain had hitherto arisen to test his weakness. Now the strain had come he was hors de combat  useless  worse, an obstruction in the way.

Ommony stormed at the chuprassi on the porch, swearing it was rank indecency to keep a diwan at the door. The menial admitted it; but the burra sahib was ill; orders were to admit nobody and to accept no messages. The door was not locked; Ommony noticed that. He returned to the carriage, helped the diwan out, and, shoving the chuprassi to one side, strode in.

But this is an offense, the diwan objected.

All his innate sense of courtesy was aroused with a new and not vague fear of consequences.

Come on! Ommony answered, and the diwan came forward in the wake of swift decision.

Servants interposed themselves on the stairs, but Ommony, with the diwan leaning on his arm, strode on up, thrusting them aside, offering no explanation. They would not tell him which Goulds bedroom was, but he found it by opening door after door until he came on a locked one and kicked that in.

Gould lay in buttonless pajamas on a tousled bed beneath a punkah that had ceased to swing, unshaven, staring at the two intruders with eyes whose pupils were reduced to pin-points, conveying only mirage to the poisoned brain behind. He muttered unintelligibly.

Wake up! commanded Ommony, and shook him.

The answer was a motion like a childs sleep resenting to be disturbed. Ommony caught the diwans eye.

Witness this, he said.

Then he shook Gould again. No use. The mans intelligence was out of reach.

He went to the cabinet on the wall, chock full of patent medicines, old hypodermics, bottles  threw half of them out impatiently  found an emetic and forced a dose of it down Goulds throat that would have changed the routine of a mules inside economy. The floor beside the bed grew horrible and the diwan clucked compassion. Goulds absent wits, recalled by violence, began to glimmer across the gulf between illusion and reality.

Wake up! Ommony commanded.

Intuitive caution came to the aid of the weakening drug and Gould affected a lapse, too dazed to understand anything except that silence possibly was safest. He moaned to awaken pity, and instead was shaken, pinched, slapped, taken by the neck and raised up  made to face reality whether he chose to or not. At last his lips mumbled some sort of question.

Im Ommony of the Woods and Forests.

Go way, damn you!

This is the diwan.

Too ill t see him!

Theres a crisis. Can you handle it? Theres

Gimme a shot, old fellow, will you? Stuffs in that

Listen! Ommony commanded. Someone must wire. The Maharajahs life  yours  mine  the very States in danger. Insurrection any minute. Get up and take charge!

Ill, I tell you! Go way! Who are you?

Ommony. Shall I act?

Dont know you! Lemmelone!

Ill let you alone if you tell me to act for you.

Go to hell!

Gould tried to escape again into the realm of effortless illusion. Ommony shook him until his head rolled on his shoulders like a disconnected thing.

Someone must act for you until the doctor comes.

Doctor?

The word impressed him. That was a friend, who knew how to return him to the world he dreaded, by easy stages. Contrast of that memory with this unease set him vomiting again.

Ill wire for the doctor if you appoint me temporary substitute. Make over to me, coaxed Ommony.

All right.

Gould collapsed on the bed and hid his face among disheveled sheets.

You heard? asked Ommony.

I bear witness, said the diwan.

Good. Lets leave him.

Ommony led the way down to a large, well-furnished office, where the official code reposed in a steel safe and a secretary was supposed to keep official hours. There was no sign of the secretary. Ommony sat down and wrote a telegram:

Gould seriously ill. Has made over to me. Send substitute for him and a doctor. Rush. Grave unrest here due in part to kidnaping of missionary Craigs wife and in part to fuel situation. Priests are so busy trying to establish alibi that suspicion rests on them. Troops may be necessary. Maharajahs forces possibly insufficient. Shall use my own discretion pending arrival of Goulds successor. Dont answer in code.

(Signed) Cotswold Ommony (Woods and Forests)

The diwan read it over half a dozen times. He suggested changes. Ommony overruled them.

Why not in code? asked the diwan.

The priests wouldnt understand the code. Please have that sent at once over the public wire. Then order out every Maharajahs man available to keep mobs from forming. I represent the Raj now, understand. Im with you, diwan sahib  to a finish!

And the finish?

The diwan looked dejected.

What will the finish be?

A forest! Ommony assured him. More trees than in all the neighboring States together! Courage, mon ami! We win!


CHAPTER 7. Silence, please, Memsahib!

Mrs. Craigs subsequent account of these events was tinged in its early stages by resentment, and as to the end by mixed emotions. Some parts of it, as prejudiced, are not worth setting down; others, that do her credit, are withheld at her request. But the vein of actual occurrence, in so far as it served Ommonys as yet undeeded forest, is not difficult to trace.

No doctrine alien to her instinctive views was needed to set her bandaging those boatmens wounds. The dog had torn the men badly and scared them worse, for to some imaginative folk a wound from a hounds clean tooth is more to be feared than the filth of their habitual surroundings. Having no other antiseptic she used the arrack left in a bottle in the inner room, and that stung them enough to satisfy their craving for immediate medical treatment. Most missionary women are adepts at first-aid surgery.

Now go to the free dispensary, she ordered. And dont tell anyone you saw me.

So they filed out, and were met by the rest of the crew, who added Ommonys commands to hers.

Then she sat down in the stifling room to consider her own case, first throwing all the covers off a string-cot for fear of the inevitable lice. She wondered why she did not feel ashamed of herself.

She had left her husband in the lurch. He was a good, plain, loyal fellow, who would never have left her. She did not doubt he was already exploring all imaginable holes and corners in search of her.

She smiled at that. It served him right, she reflected, for having presumed to agree to her arrest on any terms.

She had never lost her native color-prejudice. Americans abroad, with few exceptions, carry along with enormous trunks the rockset traditions of their home; and those, for good and evil, are as changeless as the Easts conservatism, humans being human under whatever sky.

Arrest for any sake by dark-skinned aliens, whose culture  or lack of it  and creed she equally despised, was more unwelcome to her than death would be. That was not affectation; it was inborn, inbred, ingrained; and there are worse states of mind possessed by bigots who would blame her.

For another thing, though she hardly knew it, her whole being was in rebellion against the deadly sameness of the mission routine. Seven long years without vacation she had devoted half her energy to Craigs work and the other half to improving Craig himself, who was as unimprovable as salt; for what he was, he would be, true to his convictions and afraid of sin if he should venture half a step beyond them.

In total, she was playing hooky. She knew she should go back  considered that inevitable. There was neither profit, pride nor much amusement to be had from sitting in that stifling hut. But there was satisfaction in the thought of scaring Craig, a hope that by delay she might avoid the insolent protection of the Maharajahs men and a great contentment in offending Ommony by keeping his beloved dog from him. Ommony had seen through her mask of zeal at first glance, so she hated him, as we all hate those who discern what shams we are.

The behavior of the dog was unaccountable. After one penetrating howl Diana had followed her into the hut without objection and had lain in a corner, head on paws, as if listening and gathering news by means of an unhuman sense.

Once when a heavy step drew near she had trembled, although apparently not with fear. Then when a low voice had said one word in the next room in an unknown tongue, the dog had yelped and whined. The sound of someone clucking with tongue in his teeth had stopped the whining instantly.

Once after that she had whined, but the low voice of some young fellow crooning just under the window seemed to provide all the consolation necessary. Mrs. Craig tried to look out of the window and discover who the comforter might be, but he was too close to the wall for observation. The crooning continued at intervals, and the dog lay quiet but refused to come near her when she coaxed.

Presently, what with the heat and dread of insects, she decided to move on  perhaps to look for Craig  she would decide that point presently. She tried the door, but could not move it; not all her strength and weight could make the least impression on it.

She went to the window, but that was built into the wall and guarded on the outside by iron latticework. Only part of it was glazed, so she called through it in a low voice. The crooning that had comforted the dog ceased, but there was no other response.

She laughed  at herself. So this was the outcome! Seeking to avoid arrest, she had simply walked into the trap set by the Maharajahs men! She might have known Orientals would use underhanded means. No doubt whichever way she walked they would have simply closed a door or a gate on her. Her actual whereabouts was immaterial to them provided they had her trapped and under observation.

But what brutes! What a cell to keep her locked in! She thought of the Black Hole of Calcutta, and that brought all the calmness of her inborn courage to the surface.

No sense in beating like a bird against unyielding bars! She would rest and reserve her strength! She took the remainder of the arrack, wiped each stick and string of the bare cot, and lay down.

Then the crooning began again, and she was sure a spy had been set beneath the window, who perhaps could see her through some undiscoverable cranny in the wall. All that puzzled her after that was why the dog should like the crooning so and should decline her own proffered caresses.

She lay so long that she almost fell asleep, and had no idea what time it was when someone knocked and the great hound, with every hair bristling, sprang at the door ready to do battle the minute it opened. Elsa struggled with all her might, tugging at scruff and collar, but she could not drag the dog away. Nor had she any kind of rope, nor anything to fasten a rope to that would have held for an instant.

But the crooning resumed under the window, interspersed with unintelligible speech. Diana went back to her corner and lay down, head on paws as formerly, still growling like a volcano making ready to erupt, but offering no more fight. More mystery!

Come! But you must take your own chance with the dog. I cant hold her! she called in English.

She expected the Hindu officer who had always been at pains to show such guarded insolence. But in came two men whose ivory skin showed between the folds of garments more like Brahman priests than soldiers. She was not sure of it, not having mastered all the intricacies of caste and costume, but she was nearly sure they were priests or temple acolytes. She could see six more behind them waiting in the other room.

They smiled, saluted her, made gestures that invited her to come with them; in fact, were not uncivil in the least; and, strangest of all, they took no notice of the dog, who growled as if thunder quickened in her lungs. Undoubtedly the crooning outside the window kept the dog from attacking them; but how did they know they were safe? They had no weapons she could see  no means to defend themselves against flashing teeth; yet they were so supremely confident they did not even turn heads to look. Mystery again!

She decided to follow without protest. The dog submitted to be led by the collar, and she signed to the two to lead the way. But they stood aside for her and looked to make sure there was nothing of hers they should carry. The six in the outer room, with evident respect, but no trace of hesitancy, formed up around her, two ahead, one on either hand, two behind, and marched out into the open.

She saw the boatmen, some now wearing the unbleached calico bandages of the free dispensary. They all salaamed sheepishly in a group under the wayside trees, but made no other comment. The two men who had first entered the room brought up the rear of the strange procession, and at a little distance behind them a young man followed whom she suspected of being the author of the crooning.

She knew then by the declining sun that it was nearly five oclock, and discovered, too, that she was hungry. She thought of Joan of Arc being led to the stake by priests, and smiled, by no means afraid of laughing at herself.

Romanticism, though it forever made appeal, was an element she had turned her back on long ago. She mocked it, for like the U.S. Senator it was part of the might-have-been. She assured herself there was no romance in her existence.

She tried to feel matter-of-fact. There were crows on the wall that cawed impudently. Overhead the kites wheeled ceaselessly against a pure blue sky. A pariah-dog glimpsed Dianas shape between her escorts legs and fled incontinently. The wheels of a bullock-cart were creaking, and the drivers agonized invective grated on her ear. All was as usual except that she, Elsa Maconochie Craig, was walking a prisoner in the midst of Brahman priests, perhaps within a stones throw of her husband!

She decided to scream at the first profitable opportunity, and conserved her breath meanwhile.

But humdrum opportunities had ceased. It was a day of baffling unexpectedness. Out of the boatmens sight, behind a godown that projected into the alley, one of her escort threw a sheet over her head, another wrapped it deftly, and a third, using English, offered sharp advice, with his mouth two inches from her muffled ear.

Make no outcry! Obey us! We will gag you if you scream! Be wise!

They had not hurt her. They had not touched her more than necessary. They did not seize her hands, which were free beneath the colored cotton sheet. And it was a clean sheet; it did not even smell offensive! They had hardly frightened her, but that may have been because of her iron courage.

Knowing they were eight to one, she decided not to try to resist them, just then at any rate. But she wondered why the dog did not offer fight; she had let go the collar in the first instinctive struggle with the sheet, and did not even know where the dog had gone.

Naturally, now she could not be aware of Ommonys dog-boy with both arms around Dianas neck engaging the hounds whole attention.

She heard a door open, remembered she had noticed it in the midst of a short, otherwise blind wall between two locked godowns, was led through, heard it slam and lock behind her, and felt herself pushed against the tail-end of a wheeled conveyance of some kind.

Get in, please! said the same voice that had cautioned her previously.

Again no violence was offered  no unwelcome aid. They let her grope her own way. Two men followed; then a third. She heard Diana leap in and felt the hounds head on her lap.

She guessed she was in an old-fashioned covered ox-cart with her back to the corner by the curtained front end. In a moment more she knew it, for the driver cried aloud and the wheels creaked.

Then interminable bumpings at a snails pace over cobbled streets and unpaved roads that wound to right and left, leaving behind at last the noises that told of town life and fording narrow streams occasionally, where men seized hold of the wheels to help the oxen.

Where am I being taken? she asked once through the all-concealing yellow sheet. But the only answer came from the same man who had spoken twice before.

Silence, memsahib, please!

If they had treated her disrespectfully she might have made their business troublesome  might have obliged them to play their hand to the utmost and commit themselves to violent handling of a missionarys wife, for which there would be stern accounting afterward. But they did not.

The three men sat apart from her. She thought she could feel their eyes, but never a hand approached. So she sat still, listening to the wheels, the soft thud of the oxens feet, and the tramp of the remainder of her escort marching alongside and behind.

She felt the gloom within the car grow darker and guessed the hour of sunset; but the cries of the driver continued, and the wheels bumped on, it seemed forever, until she could have wept from very weariness. But she was not of the weeping kind  took pride in that, and comfort from the pride.

It was probably after nine oclock when she reached her destination. There at last they took the sheet away when the ox-cart halted before a gate under an arch, whose outlines were almost indeterminable in the gloom.

Again the mens politeness disarmed her. They appeared no whit ashamed of having carried her off, but bent on showing her all deference, and their salaams were manly, not the cringing sort she was accustomed to. They stood on the brick steps of a porch, four on either hand, saluting as if she were a captured empress. Iron in her character insisted on her going forward up the steps with no fuss and no questions asked.

She was a prisoner after their own hearts. They brag of her, those stalwarts, to this day.

The bronze-barred door swung open, and she passed in, hearing it clang behind, but never turning. So imperially, looking straight before her, Elsa Craig entered her prison, staring up beyond the arch, between sentinel trees, at stardust swimming in a purple sky.

She was in fairyland!

And she was glad to be alone! Craig, had he been there, would have spoken bitterly of images of gods that smiled benignly amid shrubbery, as if they were hiding to play games. She didnt care if they were idols. She loved them. They were beautiful.

There were fountains that tinkled and splashed music, even at that hour. The air was moist and cool. An old, old servitor advanced and, beckoning, walked down a brick path between verdure trained to grow in sequences as rhythmed as string symphonies. The scent of flowers and shrubbery arose and waned in obbligato to a melody of form. They skirted a lotus pond in which, between the lordly, lazy fronds reflections of stars reshone like jewels buried in the pool, and in their dim, calm light the meditative image of Jinendra sat.

They came to a house of marble as appealing to the eyes as are those ancient little temples that stand aloof wherever mystic worshipers have dwelt  all pure  each true line drawn by one who knew his life was neither this nor that thing but eternity. Candlelight within made peace, so prisoned in the stone, appear alive and welcoming.

The rays of a rising full moon touched the edges of the roof, redrawing mans concrete masterpiece in liquid silver. Elsa gasped. The old manservant, saying not one word, but beckoning as if he, too, felt the inspiration of the place, led on.

They approached the house, he ever turning to be sure she understood, up marble steps in which tree-shadows in irregular design lay as if each touch of purple had been drawn in place by Him who rules the symphonies.

As in a dream one passes disconnectedly from phase to phase, she found herself in a chamber where moonlight through the open window shone on a table spread for her  rice, bread, milk, honey  things that men may eat without accepting the role of executioner  not interfering with the karma of the beasts.

In a chamber next to it were clean clothes laid on a spotless bed of hand- wrought sandalwood. A woman older than the man made signs to her to change into the comfortable dress of a Hindu lady of rank  loose, lovely stuff embroidered richly, yet as simple in design as all true art.

She laughed. She needed that. Hitherto she was intruding. Now, bathed and rearrayed, she was no harsh discord but a new, strong note in harmony. The mirror, held by the old woman, told her that.

How Craig would have scorned!

The meal, with the old attendant silent behind her chair, was like supper before sailing into new dimensions. It dawned on her intelligence how mean and narrow is the Western view that mentions heathen in the same breath with ancient culture. She could doubt Christianity in that hour, along with all her educated notions, excepting one  she was still white, and American.

Who built this place? she asked in the dialect.

And as she spoke a bulbul piped his anthem to the rising moon.

It was always here, said the old attendant.

Who owns it?

The diwan sahib  now.

Who formerly?

The diwan sahibs wife.

But she has been dead for twenty years. Who lives here now?

None, save caretakers.

Does the diwan sahib never use it?

Seldom. At times his honor comes to observe that all is as it was when she lived, for she loved the place. He planted and adorned it for her summer- house, building the high wall about it for her greater peace. She was a holy woman, and he loved her more than all else. Here she would come to meditate; and here she died.

The diwan sahib gave orders to us to preserve all things as they were when she enjoyed them. And we also loved her. Therefore the command is easy of fulfilment, and the diwan sahib finds no fault.

The fish in the pond are fed. None harms the birds. The gardeners pull weeds. None enters, save the diwan rarely. The memsahib is the first since she died.

Why am I here?

The question came to her lips unbidden, and was out before she could restrain it.

None knows. The order came this afternoon. The diwan sahib sent word over his seal that your honor is to be treated in all things as she, the diwan sahibs wife, was, save only that your honor may not pass beyond the wall, nor may you receive guests.

Then I am your prisoner?

The diwan sahib said you are his guest.

I wasnt a willing guest.

Whatever the memsahib wishes is an order, saving only the key of the gate.

She went out and walked in moonlight  watched and marveled at her own reflection in the lotus-pond  heard the liquid bulbul note that is Natures effort to explain the gist of hope; and a great contentment grew on her. She began to wish Craig were there, believing it would move him too, to a mood more mixed with tolerance.

That set her thinking about Craig, and her own new tolerance shed kinder light on him. She saw the manliness of his erect and incorruptible pugnacity  the boys heart that had borne him storming to the Maharajah in the face of what would have discouraged most men  the conviction, too rock-hewn to be altered by even her seven-year siege.

She found she could excuse a deal of narrowness for sake of that steadfast honesty, mistaken often, but, unlike her own, uncompromising. There, where she stood in moonlight, at a distance, she condoned his passionate regard for bricks and straw  discovered that, even if he thought otherwise, they were only landmarks he had set up on a hard trail. And now they were all to be reset. She would help him!

Suppressed intelligence awoke in Elsa Craig that night and mellowed her  until she thought of Ommony. She hated him! Which led to a belated recollection of the dog. She wondered what had happened to Diana, and who had fed her. Had she gone away again with those men? If so, the men must be Ommonys, or otherwise Diana would have rebelled. Yet  supposing they were Ommonys, why had the hound shown fight when they first appeared, only to be calmed astonishingly by the crooning and gibberish of somebody under the window?

She could not make head or tail of it as she strode with hands behind her along brick paths between the peaceful trees. The old attendant followed  silent as another shadow  keeping his distance unobtrusively. It was no use asking him. He had probably never heard of Ommony.

She wearied of the problem, and discovered then that she was weary in every atom of her being. So she returned and went to bed on a mattress stuffed with rose-leaves, shaken into utter softness by the old woman who attended her.

The last waking thought she remembered was of peace and the breath of sandalwood. But her dreams were of Ommony, whom she detested even more in that realm of illusion than she had done waking.

He appeared in the form of a ghoul with a great magnifying-glass, through which he scrutinized her, nodding as he analyzed in all its naked ugliness the pride, ambition and hypocrisy compounded, that he told her was the essence of her being! She woke up three times screaming at him that he lied, and each time the old woman brought her cooling drinks.


CHAPTER 8. Sir William Molyneux will blame your priests!

What Ommony hoped for was really the inevitable. Reactionaries always make mistakes, counting on what were possibly good tactics yesterday to force the issue of today, like those who shoot behind the moving mark.

On the heels of Ommony the priests spies nosed and listened for the news. But they themselves were news. Public knowledge that the priests had plans afoot made countless other eyes and ears alert, and the spies were watched more closely than they looked out for Ommony. Accordingly when men, a move and several hours too late, invaded the alley where the boatmen lived, there were a score of hangers-on who overheard and oversaw what happened.

It was known to the priests that the diwan meant to imprison Elsa Craig for her protection. They supposed it done. They approved that and, as Ommony intended that they should, had heralded intention as a fact, denouncing the diwan to the mob for hiding the woman and being influenced by her behind the scene.

But Craig, rushing from his ruined mission compound to the diwans office  thence, in the diwans absence, to the taciturn police, demanding where his wife might be and trumpeting fear broadcast  had advertised to the priests the possibility of some miscarriage of arrangements. Craig ought to have known where his wife was. They wasted three hours speculating and conferring.

Then a minor spy sent word, shoulder over shoulder with the speed of relay signaling, that Ommony and the boatmen had had speech. So half a dozen master-spies were sent, for the sake of overawing numbers and the advantage of a checked account, to dredge out the boatmens information. And they were so proud of being Parumpadpas agents that they made no secret at all of what they were but swaggered to the rendezvous all six together.

What said Ommony sahib? they demanded.

Nothing. He came for his dog.

Where is the dog?

She bit some of us and went away.

Where is Ommony sahib?

Who are we that we should know? He came and he went.

The hangers-on were crowding close. The spies became impatient. The boatmen, with Ommonys promise to befriend them recent in their ears, admired the notion of showing priests spies the worst of it before an audience.

Did he ask where the memsahib of the mission is?

He asked where his dog is, saying nothing else.

It began to be clear to one of the boatmen that misinformation would die stillborn unless brought forth voluntarily. Scorn of the priests intelligencers and the simpletons joy in intrigue compelled speech.

Ha-ha! he bawled out for the audiences benefit. If he sought the memsahib of the mission, he should have asked you, not us! Lo, she hid in that house. Priests came and took her. We know that, for we all stood here beneath these trees and watched!

In vain the boatmen were reviled. They stuck to the tale, refusing to change a word or to attempt an explanation. Threats were thrown away on them.

We know not why she hid in there, nor where she is. Priests came, and they took her. We are boatmen . . . honest men!

Ye are liars! said the spies; but that was small use.

The news was out. The unbidden audience, increased by the boatmens shouts to nearly a hundred, was delighted. Whatever they might think of Parumpadpa  the opinions of him were mixed  they all conceded to the priests a near-divine omniscience in dealing with intrigue. The priests themselves had busily instilled that superstition.

So, faster than the spies decamped to bear the incredible information, the audience dispersed through different streets to brag of what they knew.

Parumpadpa has carried off the missionarys wife and hidden her!

Parumpadpa was too clever for the diwan! He forestalled him! He sent his men to seize the missionarys wife!

They throttled her!

She lies in a crypt beneath a temple, none knows exactly where!

She is to be eaten alive by rats!

Each version of the tale found believers, and the boatmen, strong in their faith in Ommony, but not so sure now of his exact instructions, confirmed everything, inventing new versions of their own.

The priests told us to steal the new god Dhai Enna, who came in the form of a big dog and was enslaved by Ommon-ee.

That resembled many an Indian story of the gods on earth, passing muster easily among the ignorant.

The memsahib of the mission also wanted to steal Dhai Enna, because she is against all gods and sought to kill this new one. So the priests took both of them, and that is all we know.

Public opinion, perennially instructed, had it that the priests were forever behind and in advance of every new turn of affairs. That the priests think, then the diwan moves was a proverb.

It was plausible, and even likely, that the priests should have forestalled the diwans action. They had done that frequently in the memory of all who followed events with discernment.

So within the hour the citys humor changed from irritable anger to excited guessing as to what the other side would do. In vain the priests sent broadcast contradictions of the story. Those were taken for official fibs intended to deceive the enemy. The man in the street was on the inside this once, and the more the priests denied it, the more implicitly the mob believed.

Long after dark those who could struggle past the cordon of Maharajahs troops swarmed around the guest-house because someone said the diwan was in there conferring with Ommony. And none needed to tell the old diwan why they came; he had all the news by telephone.

And hot-foot through the sweating cordon and the clamoring mob, with shouts of Tar! Tar!* that made even that throng yield a passage for him, came a messenger in loin-clout and khaki jacket. [* Telegram]

Tar for the diwan sahib!

It was perfect  better than a play or than the tales men listen to of evenings. Verily the gods all had a hand in this! Events were on the anvil. Siva the Destroyer was evolving out of Siva who creates.

Now watch!

But it was too dark then to see from the top of the wall, and for fear of soldiers none dared penetrate within the guest-house grounds to see the diwan, vis-à-vis to Ommony on the veranda, tear open the envelop and sign for it. His hands were trembling so he could hardly read the penciled message. But Ommony chuckled.

The paper bore the marks of sweating thumbs, and was even crumpled. In all likelihood a copy of it was in Parumpadpas hand that minute:

Cotswold Ommony accredited as temporary acting substitute for Gould, who is withdrawn on the ground of illness. His Majestys Government regard with grave concern report that priests are suspected of responsibility for disappearance of Mrs. Craig. Please send motor-boat to railhead to meet Sir William Molyneux, who is proceeding on todays train to take over Residency. Pending his arrival please accord Mr. Ommony all privileges and assistance in tracing Mrs. Craig, who has His Majestys Governments official recognition.

He passed the telegram to Ommony, who squealed delight.

Thats Brass-Face Molyneux! A damned fine fellow, but the hardest nut in the bag. They keep him for emergencies. It was he who horse-whipped Rajah Kutch Dowlah

He deserved worse, said the diwan.

Yes, but nobody but Brass-Face would have dared. It saved a massacre. Now

You see I am to help you find Mrs. Craig, the diwan interrupted, judging that no time for reminiscences.

Go ahead. Help me.

We know where she is!

The priests dont. The wire doesnt say where were to find her.

The diwan stroked his beard, but his kind old eyes grew terrified. Not for amusement had he fought the priesthood during thirty intriguing years. He knew the depth of their ability to wreak havoc and avoid responsibility.

My friend

I accept full liability, said Ommony. Theyll break me on the wheel if this fails. I promise to absolve you.

But isnt it the easiest thing to answer that telegram and say Mrs. Craig is safe and sound? the diwan objected. Then let Sir William Molyneux

Come and wonder what the stew was all about, eh? Brass-Face is no diviner of subtleties. Youll get no trees. The priests will have scored. Theyll lay the whole blame to the missionaries. Brass-Face will insult Craig  he hates the tribe.

Youll be superseded. Your successor will be nominated by the priests. No, sahib, weve got to win this main!

The diwan nodded. He was as clay in the hands of this man. No sooner was he nervous than the memory of something he had seen Ommony do brought back confidence.

What then? he asked, his eyes resuming their accustomed brown placidity.

Its Parumpadpas move next, Ommony answered. Hes sure to do something imprudent. The crowds in no mood for

Very nearly out of hand, the diwan answered. Hear them!

Over and through the trees surrounding the triangle on which the guest- house stood a gradually rising uproar increased and waned as if from two sides centers of commotion were approaching. It was hard to distinguish between rage and exultation, but it seemed as if the two elements were mixed. And in among the din the shouts of troopers and their officers ordering the crowd back subtracted nothing from the tumult.

Anger and adulation slowly separated into vortices, approaching separate gates at angles of the grounds, and they could hear the troopers leave one party to care for itself and go to the rescue of the other. Then through both gates mounted men entered galloping.

Parumpadpa sends his emissary demanding audience! said the first man.

Craig sahib asks admittance! said the other. Ommony caught the diwans eye and nodded twice.

Admit both! the diwan ordered.

Neither spoke while the difficult business of letting the right ones in and keeping out unauthorized intruders was under way. Advice at the last minute to the man who must take the reins distracts. Then nothing but assurance of strong support is of the least use, and that is best done without words. The diwan felt aware that whether he should play his hand supremely well or make mistakes, he could count on Ommony to help face consequences, some men having the gift of conveying that assurance silently.

First came Craig, alone, white-suited, striding like a phantom up the graveled drive, hat in hand and brushing sweat with three fingers from his forehead.

Mr. Ommony! Your Excellency! Can either of you tell me where my wife is?

He spoke the instant his foot was on the veranda and approached their corner with one hand on the rail as if grateful for something to lean on. Ommony rose from his chair and pushed Craig into it.

Thank you. Im tired out. Ive searched every conceivable place she might have gone to. Your boatmen, Mr. Ommony, tell me priests have carried her off. They assured me that one of our converts, John Ishmittee, saw it happen; but he has disappeared. Now the crowd say the same thing. Im afraid

Not you!

Ommony spoke abruptly. The old diwan was too aware of sympathy to trust himself; it was not his way to cause unnecessary anguish. But Ommony was like a surgeon with a sharp knife, daring for the sake of what he saw beyond.

Sit down here. Wait and see. Have you eaten?

Over Craigs protest he called for sandwiches, and those arrived simultaneously with Parumpadpas emissary  Jannath  none less  sent that he might be blamable if plans miscarried, since it had been he who first proposed them.

Jannath, rather puffy-faced and ivory-pale in the lantern-light, stood on the path below them with the official meekness and abominable pride so blended as only a Brahman can accomplish. He would not set foot on the veranda lest its touch defile his feet, and he waited for the diwan, who was not a Brahman, to salute him first.

The diwan accorded him the superficial gesture of reverence and mumbled request for a blessing that Brahmans accept perforce when deeper homage is refused. Jannath, equally perfunctory, responded.

Then for the space of a minute there was silence, broken only by Craigs munching at a sandwich that annoyed the priest until his eyes blazed indignation. It was not cow-meat between the bread, but Jannath chose to suppose it was.

What good fortune brought you here? the diwan asked at last politely.

Parumpadpa sent me. He demands to know why you have told the people that the missionarys wife is in our hands. We know nothing of her.

I said no such thing, the diwan answered quietly.

Then whence the tale?

The insolence was perfect, but the diwan knew the uselessness of letting that draw fire. His voice was gentle and his manner almost deferent:

You priests know better than I whence rumors spring. By coming you have saved me from going to ask you that very question. Where is she? Whence the rumor?

We know nothing of her! Jannath answered with disgust.

Craig left his chair suddenly, gulping the last of a sandwich, and leaned forward over the rail to peer into Jannaths face. Behind his back Ommony caught the diwans eye.

He can only do good, he whispered.

If you priests dont know where my wife is, at least you can find her if anyone can, he said, speaking the language fluently enough but with a Western idiom that made the reasonable statement ring doubly offensive in the priests ears.

Jannath stood like an insolent image in painted wood, ignoring him; and that offended Craig much worse than hot retort. He resumed:

Ive never harmed you. Repeatedly Ive offered to be friendly. All the return Ive ever had has been unfair accusations and malignant lies about my converts. I believe you priests were at the bottom of that elephant business. I believe you know where my wife is.

If you priests kept your hands off her for reasons of policy, nevertheless Im sure you know what happened. Indirectly, at least, if not directly, youre responsible for her disappearance. I demand her back at your hands!

He paused, not for breath, for he was quite unconscious of himself, but to watch for the effect on Jannath, whose face remained as stolid as an idols. Not for any inducement in the world was Jannath willing to appear to recognize before witnesses this enemy of all his kind. Craig, used to unresponsive audiences, came at him again, leaning forward, as it were with both hands on a pulpit-rail.

Now Im a Christian. You hate me for it. Thats the offense in your eyes for which youve visited this cruel wrong on me. But Ill prove to you here and now what Christian ethics are. No vengeance. No, not even punishment if youll reverse yourselves.

Give me my wife back unharmed, and Ill ask the diwan and the British Government to take no steps against you. Now, tonight, I want her at your hands!

Jannath remained motionless  ivory-white insolence  the flickering lamplight exaggerating the scorn of his proud lips. Craig knew he had made no impression and searched his magazine of arguments for anything that might penetrate the priests chilled armor. He rightly judged an appeal for pity would be of no use; thought of threats, and, as his bearing betrayed, discarded those for the moment; then recalled that his own agitation for forestry would have depleted temple revenues if successful.

Perhaps that was all the trouble. If so  he would not yield on any point of principle; but the financial argument  

If you return my wife unharmed to me tonight I will withdraw my claim for the damage done to my mission buildings. I will not retaliate. There shall be no consideration on my part of revenge.

You hear him? asked the diwan.

They both might just as well have spoken to the empty air. The priest refused to acknowledge by word or gesture that he was even conscious of Craigs demand. But the diwan seemed encouraged. He moved in his chair with a chess-players suddenly born activity and read the telegram aloud, translating it for Jannaths benefit.

You see, he said, the British Raj is interfering. They accuse you priests. When Sir William Molyneux comes there is no knowing what will happen. It is best to have Craig memsahib found before he arrives.

We know nothing of her! Jannath insisted hotly.

Be advised by me, the diwan answered. Tell Parumpadpa to produce her before Sir William Molyneux arrives. They say he has scant respect for Brahmans.

For sixty breathless seconds Jannath dwelt on his retort, his face immobile but his eyes ablaze with energy that burned in the subtle brain behind them. But he reserved his subtlety for future use.

The people threaten insurrection! he said meaningly.

Sir William Molyneux will blame you priests, the diwan answered. Therefore it is to your advantage to calm the populace. Discovering strength where he had looked for weakness, Jannath cut short the interview, turning without another word and striding away magnificently, followed by attendants who emerged from shadows as if they were secret-service men to protect him against the diwans treachery; instead of being Parumpadpas spies intent on taking back an absolutely true version of what took place. Parumpadpa knew better than to trust to Jannaths sole account.

The crowd at the gate roared jubilantly as the Brahman appeared and the troopers forced an opening for him. Some of them looked for a hint that would have laid the city at their mercy; none expected less than an assurance of great doings presently.

But it may be that Jannaths face betrayed no optimism, or perhaps his followers, who had heard what passed, dropped words of caution here and there. It happened at all events that Jannaths progress through the mob was marked by lessening clamor, and within ten minutes of his leaving all the lined-up troopers sat their mounts at ease with only a dwindling crowd to watch. Then  

We win! said Ommony, reaching for cigars.

You mean? demanded Craig.

Trees, fellow; trees!

My wife

Youll have her back.

You think Parumpadpa can produce her?

He must! answered Ommony. Brass-Face Molly is no long-range diplomatist. His reputation goes before him, and his trail is up and down the land. They know hell fight without gloves. Theyll produce her before he gets here if they have to make a new Eve out of Adams rib to do it! Bed! The prescription for you is bed, my friend. Come on, Ill show you to your room.


CHAPTER 9. Obey the priests!

Emergency and Heaven are the same thing  there is no night there, said Ommony, grinning, returning to the veranda. Poor Craigs in hell. I gave him a dose of sulphonal. How about you, diwan sahib? Tired?

With a weariness none could guess who hadnt a throne and a peoples destiny to watch. These old bones are all but ready for the dissolution. Months, a year or two perhaps, then rest. None meanwhile if there is duty.

Well, there is, said Ommony, and sat down facing him.

The diwan waited. It was likely the night would hold as much anxiety for him as for Craig. Craig, should the drug do its duty, would suffer no interruption, whereas he would be called to hear every rumor. He preferred to stand the racket sitting upright.

Those priests will make their big break now, said Ommony.

Assuredly.

Theyve two chances. The first is to find Mrs. Craig. How much risk is there of your men letting the cat out of the bag?

None. None whatever. All those men are absolutely loyal. The priests might search for a month, but they would never find a trace of her.

Splendid. Parumpadpa has one move then, and hes checkmate.

Tell me, sahib, said the diwan, why did you insist that Mrs. Craig should change into Hindu dress?

For the same reason that Diana and the dog-boy are on duty. Dont ask to know too much just yet, sahib, or you may be obliged to lie your way out of it; thats a serious matter at your time of life. Are you sure you made it clear to your men that they were to order Mrs. Craigs own clothes thrown over the wall?

They understood. I made them repeat the instructions. I wish I understood your object half as clearly.

Theres a hitch somewhere, said Ommony, pulling out his watch.

For a while he was silent with his elbow on an arm of the chair and the short, crisp hair of his beard protruding through the fingers of one hand. The other was on his knee. He was listening, but the only sounds were the occasional stamping of a troopers horse, and now and then voices as the lingering remnants of the crowd resumed stale argument.

Ill have to go, he said after a while. If I might do that without explaining things that no diwan in your predicament should know

I will wait here for you, sahib.

Thanks. Thats good of you.

Ommony was on his feet when the sound that he listened for arrested him. It was almost like a jackals cry, not indistinguishable from that by one unused to night notes in the wilderness. He grinned and sat down. After a pause he whistled one note.

Presently, a shadow among shadows, making no sound, Diana slunk across the driveway, disappearing instantly into the dark under the verandas protecting edge. There she whined so softly that it was hardly audible.

Ommony snapped his fingers. The dog came stealthily up-steps and paused when she saw the diwan. He sat still. Ommony motioned to him to turn his head away. The instant he did that Diana leaped and landed in the dark behind Ommonys chair, thrusting her nose into the hand he let fall.

When I gave orders to the dog-boy I forgot those gates might be shut and guarded, Ommony explained. I suppose Di jumped the wall. That was a wonder of a jump, Di, old lady!

And it means? asked the diwan.

This.

He showed a piece of slobbery turban-end the dog had dropped into his hand.

Its the dog-boys summons.

He went into the house and came out hooded in the all-disguising cotton sheet the middle classes throw about them when they walk abroad at night. His trousers were rolled up, and his bare feet showed through sandals. On his head was a bunnias turban, and his very walk was changed to fit the new part.

Careful, sahib! warned the diwan. If they recognize you

Risks are for the rashly wise to run, laughed Ommony. I need your pass to get me by the troopers.

So  the diwan wrote an order to pass Bunnia Chirol Varma out or in, and Ommony sent his great hound into the bedroom out of harms way. Then, having salaamed the diwan obsequiously, he walked to the nearest gate with the heels of his loose sandals rutching on the gravel and dislike of exercise written all over him as if he were a Hindu merchant to the manner born.

He swallowed insult at the gate, as bunnias must who crave the good-will of the military, answering abuse with meekness and sufficient flattery.

It is good, said he, that we have brave men for our protection. May many gods strengthen and bless you to preserve us from violence and our godowns from plundering if insurrection comes!

Some coins changed hands  the slipper-money due by ancient custom from visitors to a gates custodian, and no less welcome to a soldier in the right recipients eclipse.

Would that all bunnias were as wise as that one!

With his turban just a little to one side, as surely no man in disguise would think of wearing it; he disappeared into the gloom, avoiding moonlight, threading unlighted thoroughfares with a woodsmans sixth sense of direction, and arrived presently at the little two-room hut with a wall behind it, in the alley where the boatmen lived. There, in the evil-smelling shadow of the trees beside the road, he sat down and whistled softly.

No sound answered him, not even footfall, but what might have been the dog-boys ghost flitted across a shaft of moonlight and squatted down beside him. Even his breathing was inaudible.

You found the clothing?

Nay, Dhai Enna did. They who tossed it over the wall are fools, moreover without conscience, making no signal. So the bundle fell into such a tangle of thorns and rocks as snakes love.

I waited until God made me impatient. Then I sent Dhai Enna to make circuit of the walls, and she smelled it, where it lay so that no eye could have seen it. And so I, naked, wrapped my clothes on her for fear of cobras, and she brought it, leaving my jacket among the thorns. I did not dare fetch the jacket nor send the dog back for it, for fear of snakes.

You shall have a new one, said Ommony.

Nay, sahib, not a new one. The shooting-jacket with the leather pockets that the sahib tore at the armhole when he jumped off the elephant!

Yes.

The dog-boy thrilled in silence for a moment, then resumed:

So I carried the bundle of clothing to the priests in the temple of Siva as the sahib ordered. I having no jacket, they believed my tale that I was a son of a gardener working for Bunnia Chirol Varma at his house by the waterside. They answered they had never heard of him, but what of that?

I said I had found the clothing by the waters edge and had wondered at how excellent it was. Meaning to steal it, I had run away. Then, fear obliging me, I had brought it back to them. I begged them to take it and to let me go and to say nothing. But they said much, calling me thief and what not else. One  a great one with a snout like a dogs and the upper half of his head bald and, as it were, swollen, said I should be kept within the temple. But I cried no, that the gods would visit me

You will be a great man some day, said Ommony.

  and they saw I was afraid. So another said I will be given to the police if I am found within the city. And at that I ran crying, No, no! and found Dhai Enna where I had left her hidden, and had much trouble to bring her away unseen because of many men who watched the priests and some who saw me and wished to question me. But I escaped them all. Only the dog broke my hold and attacked some men who looked for me in a clump of bamboos in a garden. They cried out that Ommon-ee must be near and no doubt spying on the priests.

Excellent! said Ommony.

So I came to this place, and sent the dog with a rag from my turban as the sahib ordered. I shall need a new turban.

Granted. How did you get from the place where the memsahib is hidden to the temple of Siva? That is a great distance, isnt it?

There rode a fool of a peasant, much afraid of darkness, and his horse, which was a young one, was afraid of Dhai Enna. The man fell off and ran, crying, Bagh!* So I caught the horse and rode, Dhai Enna following, and I turned the horse loose when I came to the city. [* Tiger]

Very good. Now bring the head boatman here, ordered Ommony. Be swift.

So after not much tapping on a broken pane but much whispering, the head boatmans bulk took form against a background of purple sky between the tree- trunks, and Ommony bade him squat down.

Sahib, there came a priest who offered us money to leave the city, he began abruptly, being, too, a tactician in his way.

How much money?

Not enough. We receive very small pay from the diwan, but it is every month, and we would be fools to forfeit that. He went away to get permission to increase his offer, saying he will return tonight.

I think he will return with a totally different offer  perhaps a better one, said Ommony.

The boatmans self-importance was increasing; it could be actually felt. But watermanship breeds corollary; sly he could be, and avaricious; but he could not help responding to bold appeal and downright daring any more than his simple thinking could resist intrigue. He stated his case deliberately, as he would have faced a rising sea.

If we should leave the city, then the sahib will have no more hold over us in the matter of our trying to steal his dog.

It was clear enough that the offense had dwindled to extremely small proportions in the boatmens estimation.

I undertook to be your friend, said Ommony. Has that no bearing on it?

But the priest who came declared the priests are our friends.

Do you believe him?

Nay, he was a liar. We know that. But the priests are willing to pay us much money perhaps.

Im not, answered Ommony. I dont buy or sell friendship.

The boatman was silent for a long while. Longshore avarice pulled tug-o- war with the spirit of open water in his inner man. The fact that Ommony was in disguise and obviously scheming did not simplify the issue.

Are we to lose the priests money and have their enmity? he asked at last.

Take it!

And deceive them?

Deceive nobody. I think the priests will come presently and offer you money for a service and for silence afterward. Accept the money, perform the service and keep silent.

The priests will choose you because they already have a certain hold over you in the matter of your idiotic boasts about the dog and because you are the diwans men, and they wish to make the diwan look ridiculous; moreover, because they know it is your business to draw the diwans fish-nets before dawn, and there is no other crew available that might be trusted and that knows just where the diwans fish-nets are.

And the sahib will not turn his back on us afterward?

No. When the priests come, dont admit them to the house. Pretend there are women in there. Talk among these trees, so I may listen. When they have gone I will tell you whether it is safe or otherwise to carry out their orders. Go now, and caution the others.

Ommony moved back into the deepest shadow between the trees and the wall, where an old, ill-smelling crate up-ended offered absolute concealment. He tested the crate a time or two to make sure it would not squeak under his weight and then crawled into it, sitting motionless like a fakir meditating. The dog-boy retreated down the alley and hid where there was no earthly risk of discovery.

Ommonys state of mind was the hunters who, with all the resources at his command and vast experience of beasts ways, has set a trap and sits to watch it. He knew the priests were in a quandary; knew they were alarmed at the news of Molyneux being on the way. Was sure they were mystified by their belief that the diwan did not know Mrs. Craigs whereabouts; expected them to jump to conclusions, to which he had contributed by maneuvering the dog-boy. And he staked all on one shrewd guess, that the priests would be true to the past and, following the line of least resistance, try to compromise the diwan and absolve themselves in one stroke.

The risk was that it looked too easy. They might hesitate for just that reason. But there is always a risk, and if forestry is your religion you must be willing to take chances for it, going to the stake if necessary, blaming yourself for failure, adoring forestry for its success.

No Ananias holding back a sure thing for himself can win against the forces of reaction. For the sake of trees unborn, then, Ommony crouched in a filthy packing-case, chancing life, pension, and preferment on one main with Indias priesthood.

If he should fail  if there were insurrection  even if the priests hand should be strengthened as the net result, he would have all the blame. If he should win there would be a forest where none had been, and for himself, in course, oblivion. He judged the scales fair enough, but wished he dared smoke; the mosquitoes tortured him.

It was two hours after midnight  time enough to undergo the agonies of twenty times repeated fears  before the priests came; three, with Jannath in their midst. This time there was no ostentation; they came adroitly along the shadows where moonlight made splotches of dark purple hiding the pale-amber road.

The boatmen kept them waiting. There was maybe a conference within the hut, with someone holding out for a double-cross all round; but, if so, single views prevailed. There followed altercation at the door, for the priests were unwilling to expose their persons any longer in the alley for the benefit of chance wayfarers. If there were truly women in there, let the women be driven forth.

Noise won that argument. The priests could not afford to wake the neighborhood, and yielded for the sake of silence.

So the boatmen all filed out, none yawning; there had evidently been excitement enough already to drive sleep out of their thoughts. They sat down in a group beneath the trees with the backs of the nearest not a yard from Ommonys lurking-place, and promptly the head boatman, acting spokesman for the group, dispensed with inessentials.

Have you brought the money with you?

Yes, but there is work to do for it. The money must be earned.

Such work as what, for instance?

Oh, a little work. No danger. Nothing to fear. A little, simple task. An act. A statement of the plain truth. And then no talking afterward.

Speak plainly, said the boatman. We be plain men, not priests.

Fifty rupees for each of you!

Little enough!

Nothing to do but take this bundle of a womans garments with you when you go to draw the diwans nets. Open it at the nets. Throw the garments in the water. Leave them long enough to let the water soil them. Gather them again. Return; and if you should meet one of us at the wharfside, say, We found these in the water. That is all.

And what if the police should meet us?

Say the same thing.

And if we are arrested?

You will not be. We promise that.

The promise was received in silence. From that negative comment the priests might draw such solace as they chose.

We should be told the true reason for this, said the boatman after some reflection; but the veriest child would have recognized the bargain formula.

He wanted the money and was afraid the priests might hang back if he agreed too quickly. Jannath saw the point. There followed a chink of silver as a bag changed hands, and then more chinking and much muttered counting.

We have not said we will leave the city! the head boatman announced then with a note of triumph.

He considered he had scored, and sought to establish the fact.

No need! Jannath answered. Lo, these two are witnesses. Ye have the money. If ye fail now, or if ye talk unwisely afterward, or if ye say aught except that ye found the womans clothing in the diwans nets, then this will be said against you  aye, and proven! That ye told us where the garments are, and that we paid you to go and find them, because of a rumor that the woman has been carried off by priests.

Even as we saw happen! said the boatman, off guard.

There was nearly a slip then! Ommony squirmed in his hiding-place. Jannath possibly had not quite realized the depth of the boatmens conviction that they really were priests who had come to the hut for Elsa Craig.

All that saved the day was that the money had been passed and counted. It would hardly do to quarrel with the boatmen now and have them perhaps go hurrying to the diwan with their tale before steps could be taken to silence them forever.

He who speaks rashly to his betters of things he does not understand is a fool without profit to himself or others, said Jannath sententiously, temporizing, seeking for a loophole; and the proverb opened it, for of all the wisdom-adoring East, boatmen love proverbs best.

We be plain men, seeking only money for our work, the boatman answered meekly.

See to it that ye be plain men! said Jannath, seizing on the mans mood. See ye talk not! I can lay a curse on you that will kill; that will give no rest; that will bring you back to earth in the belly of a dog, a fish, a tadpole, an insect in a dung-heap, a snake without fangs crawling in the slime, a vulture feeding in the cesspits

Peace! said the boatman, grinding his teeth together.

Peace! Give a blessing!

And the other boatmen clucked and grunted restlessly.

Jannath refrained. It may have been beneath his dignity to squander blessings on such common clay.

Be careful! Obey in all particulars! he sneered, and went away with his brother-priests on either side of him.

The boatmen sat still, watching them retreat cautiously along the shadows; saying nothing, feeling possibly the Judas-guilt of having traded honest watermanship for silver of the Sadducees. But Ommony crawled out of his box and stretched himself, yawning and then grinning. That changed the aspect of affairs.

The sahib heard?

Heard everything. You nearly spoiled it.

Shall we do this thing? What if  ?

Obey the priests. Fulfil your bargain.

What if

I have told you. Then whatever happens, Im your friend. If youre arrested you shall be released.


CHAPTER 10. To the Queens taste!

Dawn rose unlovely, yet so like preceding ones that only men in agony of mind for their inventions knew the difference. The morning colors were all there, the quiet, the dissipating dawn-wind bringing in sea-sweetness; an hour of cool relief between a breathless night and baking day, yet few to relish it. The city then was in no mood to be caressed.

Craig came to the veranda red-eyed with a headache, and eyed disgustedly the sloppy saucer with its cup of chota hazri tea awash with buffalo cream. He swallowed the stuff and gasped, denatured profanity.

Ommony came out, brisk as he often was at daybreak. The great gray hound that followed him sniffed half a dozen times upwind, read all there was to know, yawned and lay down disgustedly. Ommony looked at his teacup, dumped its contents over the veranda rail, and shouted for the hamal.

Chai!* he demanded. Chai, not dish-wash-water! [* Tea]

He looked at Craig, who was pacing the corner like a schooner captain with the reckoning confused.

How are you? he demanded.

Worried.

Huh!

Craig stared at him. He himself would have known how to be sympathetic if the cases were reversed. It dawned on him that this man might be worried too  perhaps had not slept.

Mr. Ommony.

What is it?

Ommony paused in the act of lighting a pipe  in itself proof of nervousness to anyone who knew him; he almost never smoked until the sun was over the high boughs.

You are fortunate in that you have no wife to disappear in distracting circumstances, Mr. Ommony. We all have a cross to bear. I am glad for your sake your troubles are not as serious as mine.

Damned good of you! said Ommony, recovering.

He rises to occasions like a war-horse, in the second stride. He had to manage this man. What was worse, he had to spare his feelings to the utmost, and yet did not dare admit him to the secret. He stuffed the unlighted pipe into his pocket.

Your wife will be found, Craig.

What makes you think so?

Intuition. Experience. I know these people.

Im afraid you dont know women. Mr. Ommony, Im nearly off my head with self-reproach. Elsa was unhappy. A splendid, brave woman  out of her true environment.

Im sorry. The admission is forced from me. I have been unwilling to face the situation all these years; but last night, sleeping a little and dreaming of her, waking a great deal and turning it all over in my mind, I confess to myself that Elsa has been bravely putting up a losing fight.

Seven years without vacation. Too long, Mr. Ommony! Seven years in an environment unsuited to her. Never a complaint. Yet never any joy in her task  that true inner joy that makes willing martyrs of some of us.

Your arrival on the scene somehow, in some way  Im not imputing blame to you  brought her unhappiness to the surface. Mr. Ommony  I hate to say it  I

Ommony took his arm and paced the veranda beside him, saying nothing.

  I fear suicide!

Impossible!

I regret to say, not impossible. Her grandmother

Fiddlesticks!

Pardon me. Her grandmother took her own life.

Fiddlesticks!

Craigs grief was poignant. Ommonys dilemma was at least an equal torture. Unlike him, he began to hesitate. Had he a right to inflict such grief on this decent fellow? Did he dare let him into the secret? He decided to feel his way carefully.

Suicide? What brings that to mind? Are you monkeying with thoughts of it yourself?

Craig stopped and faced him.

  No, no, Mr. Ommony! A mans cross is his privilege. I will bear mine  bravely if I can. But if I cry out I will bear it. Elsa never cried out, until that first time when you heard her on the roof. Im afraid  Im afraid

The fears the hell, said Ommony. Try faith.

In my religion? I have faith.

In her.

Dread that she has taken her own life amounts almost to conviction.

In me then. I believe she will be found alive and well.

Craig paused in the walk again and turned to look at Ommony with eyes fear-hardened, almost fanatic. They burned under the bushy eyebrows with that zeal that changes into frenzy.

Are you drugging me, as you did last night? Do you mean to buoy me up with false hope?

I suggest you wait and see.

It has crossed my mind that you and the divan together are playing some deep game. With me. With my wife Elsa for a pawn, Mr. Ommony. If I thought that  if I believed it

Come on. This will relieve the pressure at least. Lets sit down and you tell what youd do in an imaginary case like that. What would you do first? Ommony suggested. Lets suppose I

Craig refused to sit down. Taller than Ommony, he looked down into his eyes and laid one fevered, lean hand on the thickset shoulder.

I know you would play no such trick on me. Youre not a heartless man. But if you did  if it were proven  I would never rest until I had you out of the Service, you and the diwan both! You would not be fit for public trust!

You do believe in private vengeance then?

Not I. But I believe in duty. In such a case as you suppose duty would be as obvious as daylight. I would ruin you. I would make it impossible for you ever to perpetrate such infamy again.

You dont consider, then, that the public interest might override private feelings on occasion?

Not a fair question, Mr. Ommony. Think for a moment and you will realize it. On occasion, yes; in principle undoubtedly; in instances of this sort, never!

Not only is it wrong to draw a missionary into politics, it is ten times over-wrong to draw his wife in! I am forbidden by the terms of my agreement with the Indian Government to enter into politics in any way. To lend my wife to any scheme involving local politics would be unthinkable! However, why flog imaginary horses? Were talking foolishly.

Yes, whats the use? said Ommony, and sat down, fingering his chin in discontent. Diana, aware of something wrong, got up and came to sniff the creases at the back of Craigs knees.

Perhaps the dog could find her? Elsa! Where is she? Go find her! Craig said suddenly.

The long tail waved response, but Diana would take orders from none but two men, and from one of those only when Ommony decreed it. She lay down, eyes on her master.

She seems to understand! Mr. Ommony, send that dog to look for my wife  please!

We might do worse, he answered. Di, go find her!

The hound trotted off, stern down, broke into a canter on the driveway, bayed at the corner gate a minute or two, then, none answering, turned and sprang over the stone wall at the third attempt. Craigs hands as he watched were trembling, opening and shutting.

Man! He turned to Ommony. I hope! Theres new hope born to me! Elsa went off with the dog! She saw your dog in the mission compound. She asked me to go on pitching the tent, and walked off to speak to the dog. She was always soft-hearted with animals. Your dog knows where she is  what happened to her! Oh, God! Lets hope

Yes, lets hope, said Ommony, aware of new developments. Craig with his head between his hands did not see the diwans uniformed messenger coming up the driveway from the southern gate.

The diwan sahib sends salaams, and will Ommony sahib please come immediately to the office?

Ill walk there with you, Craig announced. Might be news; you never know.

Ommony could not refuse him, though he would have liked to. He dreaded what he knew was coming, knowing he would have his work cut out to manage the diwan and the priests without Craig on his hands in the bargain. It was a long walk to the diwans office, and that was additional annoyance; he would have preferred to ride, but Craig for some reason objected to horseback, and he felt he owed Craig all the consideration possible.

So it was half an hour before they entered the courtyard of an ancient palace that had long ago been converted into suites of offices. There was bustle and activity, prevailing custom being to begin the days business soon after dawn and close through the hot hours.

The courtyard was crowded. Some were the usual petitioners armed with screeds done by the public letter-writer, but the most were obvious partizans of the priests with the inevitable curious hangers-on.

The High-Church Party, Ommony murmured, and Craig almost laughed.

There was no demonstration as they passed through the crowd, but none the less an atmosphere of insolent anticipation.

Upstairs in the spacious place that once had been the royal durbar-hall the old diwan sat in an office chair before a great teak desk. Jannath, avid of high-priesthood and too proud to sit, stood erect a little to one side, and there were priests behind him. Over against them a policeman and two of the diwans subordinates stood looking worried.

On the blotting-paper on the desk lay an ominous bundle covered with a piece of cloth. Hardly acknowledging Craigs bow or Ommonys spoken greeting, the diwan drew the cloth back.

Can you identify these garments, Mr. Craig?

Craig stepped forward. One look satisfied him. He covered the bundle with the cloth at once as if it were his dead wifes face.

Yes, Elsas. My wifes. Where were these found?

In the water! In the diwans fishing-nets! said a small man from between two priests.

No priest himself, he had been brought to interpret, and as plainly enjoyed a chance to show spleen.

By whom? asked Craig.

By the diwans boatmen! sneered the same assertive individual.

Craig turned to Ommony.

I warned you I feared this, he said. Then: Has her body not been found?

No, said the diwan, looking miserable, avoiding Ommonys gaze.

That, said the priests interpreter, is for obvious reasons!

And Jannath signified approval of the speech by nodding three times gravely.

What do you mean? snapped Ommony.

He looked belligerent, as if it might be well to answer him.

The clothes were found in the diwans nets, and our contention is that the diwan is the author of the charge that this lady was kidnaped by the priests. We believe he knows who made away with her.

The clothes were thrown into the water, and he hoped they would be found and used as evidence against us. But, you see  his own men found them in his own nets! And in further proof that he has guilty knowledge he has caused those boatmen to be locked up where none can submit them to examination. They should be brought before a magistrate.

Is all this true? asked Ommony, as if every word of it were news to him.

Craig went and sat down in a chair in a corner with his head between his hands.

Jannath whispered. The interpreter nodded like a lawyer prompted from behind and resumed the attack.

It is not only true, but we know it was by the diwans orders she was killed! We know she was carried off in a covered cart by night. After that the diwan spread a tale that priests had done it. So when a man came and said a womans clothes were in a water-way the priests paid the diwans boatmen to go and look for them; and the boatmen told the truth to us

Thats more than youve told! Ommony interrupted with a grin.

Our point is that Craig memsahib is dead and that the priests are not responsible, said the interpreter, swallowing the insult. The facts must be made public. There should be an investigation of the diwans conduct

Stop!

The amazing happened. Craig rose from his chair in the far corner and strode over to the desk, with his own grief thrust into the background and a fine compassion softening the hard lines of his face. He laid his right hand on the diwans shoulder.

I know you would never be guilty of any such crime, he said simply. During seven years that you and I have known each other you have been an honorable gentleman. I denounce the charges now made against you as unworthy.

The diwans eyes were moist, and he could not speak. He glanced appealingly at Ommony.

Good man, Craig! said Ommony. Wet clothes dont prove your wifes dead.

The boatmen have told me, not one of them faltering, that it was priests who took her away, said the diwan struggling with emotion. They are locked up to prevent tampering with evidence. They will be kept so until Sir William Molyneux arrives, after which there shall be full inquiry. Craig sahib

Yes.

Craig was discovering new iron in his character. He stood erect. The patience he had lavished on the mission bricks and mortar was forcing a new channel for itself now the old was blocked.

If I were you I would not lose heart, said the diwan.

Not I! Craig answered. You may count on me to a conclusion. There is a motive. If these priests have made away with my wife for the purpose of discrediting you, they will have us both to reckon with! Im with you! I will not believe she is dead until it is proven. Let the whole city search for her! Offer a reward! Make it ample!

The diwans eyes met Ommonys and read prodigious satisfaction there.

From my own purse, said the diwan, I will offer at once a reward of rupees one thousand to whoever finds Memsahib Craig.

Alive, Craig added. Ill contribute a thousand to that.

Me too. A thousand, said Ommony quietly.

There shall be a proclamation. Meanwhile, said the diwan, turning to the priests and speaking in their tongue, the Maharajahs troops will enforce the law against rioting. Even outside the temple there must be no assembly. I urge you before these witnesses to use your influence to keep peace.

Jannaths puffy face for a moment lost its proud indifference. Black anger darkened it, and to Ommonys observing eyes the weakness of an underlying fear betrayed itself. Possibly the vision of high-priesthood was slipping away into the never-never land of useless dreams.

Then spite took hold, and Ommony, observing, scratched his chin. He made a signal to the diwan.

Stately, venerably dignified, the diwan rose and left the room by a door at the rear. Ommony glanced at Craig, who hesitated, then knocked at the diwans private door and followed him in.

He caught Jannaths eye. Jannath stood still. He looked straight and curiously at the diwans subordinates and the policeman; they excused themselves, mumbling this and that reason for retreating by the front way.

Were not alone yet, said Ommony in the native tongue, smiling at Jannath dryly.

Jannaths face did not move. He was thinking furiously behind the mask. Every one of his entourage except the little restless rat of an interpreter was doing the same thing, like a group of graven images. The little man glanced sharply from face to face, alert for his cue.

Jannath muttered something. All except the interpreter walked out through the front door, and the doorkeeper closed it from the outside.

We are not alone yet! remarked Ommony.

Jannaths face remained perfectly expressionless. Not even the shark eyes betrayed the least emotion. He was mastering thought again, unlike Ommony, who was its servant, choosing between good and bad, wisdom and unwisdom, letting intuition lead him. At the end of a minute Jannath spoke again, and the interpreter followed the others out by the front door.

Ommony looked under the desk, out along the ledge below the windows, behind the big wall-map, into a cupboard partly filled with stationery, behind a screen in a corner.

Were alone, he remarked.

You are an evil man  a foreigner without right here, said Jannath.

Thats a question of opinion. Time presses. We should talk of facts, Ommony answered.

Then he baited his hook shrewdly and cast warily.

I have you beaten, he said with an air of super-wisdom.

None more readily than Jannath would have scorned a mere show of diplomatic trumps. But an air of super-wisdom was something that the Brahman could not tolerate. His lip curled. Ommony looked wiser than before and sat down.

Ive outwitted you, he told him, and the priests thin smile grew vague as he dallied with a dozen thoughts of how to overcome this boaster.

Sir William Molyneux will come and will demand Memsahib Craig alive at the hands of you priests, said Ommony. I know all about the boatmen. I was there listening when you came last night and paid them fifty rupees each. I overheard every word you said.

A look of astonishment, almost incredulity, escaped the priests control; but it was gone in a second.

Parumpadpa will be in a tight place, wont he? said Ommony dryly. Now if Parumpadpa had been wise enough to yield in the matter of the revenue from cut trees all this might have been avoided  mightnt it?

The glare of an insane ambition leaped into Jannaths eyes. He almost gave assent, but checked himself.

Parumpadpa has betrayed his office. Why dont you act sensibly and hand over Mrs. Craig? asked Ommony.

You know I dont know where she is! sneered Jannath.

Ommony was no such fool as to admit his own knowledge, nor to enter into any bargain with an utterly relentless enemy. Fish catch themselves. That is the anglers whole art, making it look tempting to the fish to do so.

If I could have my way about the trees I might  perhaps  put information in your way that

Enough. The hook went home.

I will not treat with you about the revenue from trees, said Jannath, and his eyes assumed that insolent, inscrutable, superior stare that advertises treason in high places.

Outwitted? He had Ommony tricked two ways! He proceeded to emit a smoke- screen for his further confusion.

Neither you nor I know where she is  nor anyone! You are an impudent impostor!

He drew his white garments, symbolical of purity, about him, and without another glance in Ommonys direction walked out, prefiguring high-priesthood in his stride. The door slammed at his back, and after a minute the diwan came in through the other door.

What happened? he asked.

I hooked him!

The danger is that the priests will arouse the mob. They may think that by killing Sir William Molyneux

No fear now, laughed Ommony. Jannath thinks he has the whole solution in his own head. Hell restrain the orders until Brass-Face gets here. Ive managed to fool him.

How?

To the Queens taste! answered Ommony, who keeps in his inner man a quite peculiar regard for the late, by him, for one, lamented, Queen Victoria.


CHAPTER 11. Think it over!

That afternoon Ommony strolled down the street that leads by the Temple of Siva. The city was strangely quiet, lulled into an ominous unrest and doing nothing while it waited for the gods to make the next move within a day or two. That was what the priests had recommended busily since less than an hour after Jannaths interview with Ommony.

In the temple portico stood Jannath, talking to his sycophants. He had stood there for an hour, since a spy brought word that Ommony was on the prowl; but Ommony, not knowing of that spy and only aware of another one who dogged him, took great pains to call attention to himself, examining old carvings on walls and doorposts all along the street. He appeared not to see Jannath, but continued his inspection of antiquities in that aggravating, superciliously interested way that white men have when they hope to prove they are not Philistines.

The moment he caught sight of him Jannath stepped into the shadow and slunk thence into the gloom inside the temple door. He watched. It was nearly five oclock, so Ommony was very clearly outlined against house walls by the westering sun. A man with a carbine hidden under his cotton cloak stepped up beside the priest and showed the muzzle end suggestively, but Jannath shook his head.

Leave this to me, he said, dropping his lower lip until all the small, betel-stained teeth showed.

There was no objection to that. It was known Parumpadpa had imposed on Jannath the problem of confounding Ommony; suspected that the job was more than usually risky; well understood, too, that Jannath was ambitious; and remembered against him that by jealous habit he would bite the hand that helped him to success.

Jannath desired no witness. He beckoned off the spy who was dogging Ommony about the city, and gave orders none was to follow himself. Then when Ommony turned a corner out of sight Jannath set out alone in pursuit.

The sycophants laughed.

So much he thinks of dignity! sneered someone. Is it possible to think of Parumpadpa acting thus?

And they sat down in the cool shade of the portico to gossip of the two men, taking sides, not sparing either. Ommony, with one of those small mirrors in his hand that women carry in vanity bags in public, began to hurry. Soon after Jannath turned the corner behind him he pulled out his watch and made a gesture of alarm.

Thereafter Jannath had to put best foot forward, aping dignity how he might, while Ommony grinned to himself, as hard as nails from perpetual exercise. He had a notion to tire his hooked fish early in the game, and no idea of the extent of Jannaths forethought. As they passed a great old archway that gave on to a stable-yard an ekka* drawn by a lean, dun pony came bumping out over the cobbles and followed the priest at a respectful distance.

  * A two-wheeled conveyance drawn by one horse   

So, though Jannath was blown and angry, he consoled himself when Ommony at last reached the clump of trees near the diwans office where he had tethered his horse. There was a mattress full length of the ekka, and a cover stretched over it on iron hoops. The priest climbed in, and lay full length.

Maybe the diwan saw through the window. Someone from the diwans office brought what might have been a map and handed it to Ommony, who studied it for a minute or two, sitting horseback so that the sun might shine from behind him over his shoulder.

Then, shoving the map, if it was that, into his pocket, he rode away. The ekka followed, the pony loping to keep up, and if Jannath did not grow seasick from the pitching it must have been because he had been a sailor in a recent incarnation.

Ommony set the pace just fast enough to keep the pony loping and the passenger worried. Time for undisturbed reflections might make Jannath reconsider his course, because, to put it mildly, it was risky and infra dig for a priest to do his own out-of-town espionage. There were obedient and reverent devotees by the score who would do that kind of thing for almost nothing.

But once more Ommony had banked on the inevitable. Pickpockets, footpads, common cheats and all the small fish hunt in schools. Big fish, aiming to supplant the biggest, stand or fall alone. They must. They know too much of their own treason to dare employ an underling who might betray.

If Parumpadpa were to learn that Jannath thought he held a key to the mystery, that key would have to be explained in council; or at very least in the high priests private ear, and gone would be all hope of Jannaths using it for his own ends.

On the face of it Ommonys moves might seem connected up with gossamer that the slightest accident would break. In fact he was depending on known habits of his quarry, such as fishermen and hunters use. The only risk now was that Jannath might grow fearful on account of distance.

Even the document sent down from the diwans office was a ruse. Ommony needed no map. He had had full directions from the diwan, and his woodsmans head retained that sort of information as some minds remember limericks.

There is art in being hunted as in hunting. It required that touch of suggestion to make Jannath think perhaps Ommony was not quite sure of the way  a strong incentive to pursuit; ask any hunter  and to heighten conviction that the diwan, too, knew where Elsa Craig was hidden.

Two pigeons in one shot! If Jannath could discover her, use that information for his own ends and also convict the diwan, he was a made high priest! The only course left open then for Parumpadpa would be to resign, adopt the begging-bowl and wander for his souls sake.

High time! thought Jannath, lying on his elbows, holding his chin in both hands to offset jarring, and worrying the ekkas driver with lay advice as to how to keep the horseman in view.

Ommony, holding that small mirror in his fist, had no need to look behind him until darkness fell. Then, in the short, fast deepening twilight he made believe there was a stone in his horses shoe, and so let the priest catch up.

When night fell, and no moon yet, he lighted a cigar and let the glow of that serve for navigating-light, for there were no roads, only cart-trails leading between field and field with the farmer folks small fires aglow at intervals.

The wonder of it was that Ommony, with only the diwans verbal outline and perhaps a map illegible in darkness, could lead unerringly. Life in the forests adds that gift to a mans own birthright  that, or, if he has no birthright, makes a beast of him.

They splashed through fords. The priest in the ekka made nothing of the fact that Ommony did not look round or wait to see who followed. White men act so, riding up and down the land all-ignorant of what is in it for the sake of a, to them, agreeable aloofness  white men and priests. The rest wonder, waiting on Karma, the Law of Cause and Effect that compensates all errors in the end.

Hes as selfish and blind and exclusive as all other white men, thought Jannath. Truly, whom the gods intend to ruin they insert into a white skin!

He, too, believed in Karma, but you have to do a lot more than believe in it to profit by its absolute precision.

There was one incident that might have given Jannath an inkling that he was fish, not fisherman. The ekka wheels stuck between stones in a ford, and Ommony waited while driver and priest got down knee-deep in the muddy stream to lift the wheel clear. He could not afford to let them lose sight of him.

A new cigar was the excuse, but if the priest had thought at all he might have known that the first one was hardly half finished. Truly, whom the gods intend to ruin they make eager and ambitious, and too sure of their own cleverness.

Not long after that the moon rose and Ommony increased the distance between them, satisfied that he was silhouetted against the enormous amber lantern of the sky. He could hear the crack-crack-crack of a stick on the wearying dun, and put his own horse to a canter presently, for he saw an outline etched with moonlight that answered a description. It was nearly time to land his fish.

He was a long half-mile in the lead when he came to an ancient gate under an almost prehistoric arch, above whose gloom great trees stood luminous in the moons rays  but too far within the wall to be of use to intruders. He struck on the gate a dozen times with the butt-end of a riding-whip and then called out a dozen words that the diwan had entrusted to him. They acted like Open, sesame!

There was an answer from within, and the door swung open about an inch for an eye to peer through. Then it shut tight. Ommonys voice had accomplished more than one thing. Out of the dark along the shadow of the wall a great beast bigger than a wolf came in ten-foot leaps and landed in front of the saddle, like a devil out of Scripture, on Ommonys lap!

Down, Di! Down!

Diana licked his face and whined and wriggled like a puppy, leaped to the ground again and sprang back. Then, when Ommony dismounted, lay down to have her feet felt over in the dark for thorns. Ommony pulled two. There was no hurry.

The noise of the dun ponys cantering had ceased. Jannath had dispensed with the ekka now, lest the driver share his information, and was coming forward on foot.

Ommony calmed the dogs excitement; just one of her rare, exultant barks might have spoiled everything. Then, with her muzzle in his hand to make sure, he knocked on the gate again.

Once more it opened about an inch. He spoke through it, and shoved in a sheet of paper that bore the diwans seal. An old voice answered him:

Sahib, beware! There is a great beast that none ever saw before. He-she- it is a female  has besieged this gate since morning. I am fearful

Thats all right. Im a tamer of such beasts. This one is sent by the gods to do the diwans bidding. See  I hold her with one hand!

Now listen: close the gate. Wait there. When I knock again three times, open it wide! But if I speak when I knock, dont open it!

There was no appeal beyond the diwans orders over his seal and signature. The old man grumbled an affirmative. The gate closed tight, and one bolt clanged in place.

Ommony faced about to school Diana, whose fault now was eagerness. She was willing to go forth and conquer  even to lie down and keep still, if only Ommony were close at hand. But he planned division of effort and did not dare raise his voice. It was a stick that made her understand at last. She went and lay watching where he told her to.

Ommony stayed at the gate, not still, but moving up and down impatiently, ascending and descending the brick steps; pacing irritably to and fro in front of it; ascending again to strike on the gate and demand admission in the proper manner of a sahib who cant wake the gateman.

I tell you Ive the diwan sahibs authority! Open, do you hear me! he shouted.

Once he had to whisper, for the old man was alarmed and wondered what it all might mean  whether he had his orders right or had perhaps mistaken them. But only Jannath was mistaken. He came nearer  much too near. He had a dagger in his hand, contending there was no least need for Ommony in this world when once the secret of Elsa Craigs whereabouts should be betrayed beyond all question.

Jannath avoided moonlight, kicked off his sandals, crept so close he hardly dared breathe for fear of discovering himself. Came closer  nearly trod on something in the dark that moved away an inch or two  and felt the goose-flesh rise as an unseen creature sniffed his leg! He raised the dagger instinctively. Moonlight glinted on the blade.

Down him, Di! Ommony yelled, and sprang too, to save the dogs life.

No need! Diana was as sudden as a mine exploded under the feet of scouts in No Mans Land. The priests heel caught in a root of undergrowth and he went down backward with a thump.

Hold him! yelled Ommony.

When he reached the place at a run the priest was on knees and one hand, swiping right and left with the dagger and jibbering obscenity, Diana growling and dancing this and that way with jaws going like castanets to keep him where he was. Ommony sent the dagger spinning with a blow of the riding-whip and caught the priests leg, turning him over on his back, where he lay still, breathing through his nose. There was very little said. Ommony said all of it.

Get up! Hands above your head! Now walk in front of me! That way!

Jannath obeyed, much less afraid of Ommony than of the dog, who growled at his heels. Long intimacy with the tricks to which men easily succumb makes Jannaths kind complacent in the presence of force majeure. They know too many subtle ways of turning force against itself. But a dog is a different matter. The corners of Jannaths eyes were on Dianas teeth, not Ommonys riding-whip.

Not speaking, Ommony struck three times on the gate. The bolt came clanging back. The gate opened half-timidly, as if the very wood had grown unused to intrusion.

Forward! Ommony commanded; and Diana went in first to make sure there were no traps for her master.

Instantly the priest switched round like an eel, aiming at Ommonys eyes with the heels of both hands, with all his might. Ommony stepped back, and the closing door caught him between the shoulder-blades.

The double blow missed, but Jannath was behind it with another dagger snatched from inside his clothes, and again Diana saved the night. She heard and, swerving like a wolf, snapped hold of the dagger-wrist before the blade could quite touch Ommony.

The priest screamed, for the fangs bit bone. Ommony relieved him of the dagger and then ordered the dog to let go. The old gate-keeper, trembling as he barred the gate, gave tongue to his displeasure.

But this is all unseemliness. Here should be peace! No strife! No quarreling! The diwan sahib

Desires this! Ommony interrupted. Now! Wheres a safe place to lock this man up?

All is safe here, sahib. None can enter, none escape.

Ill wager the rats get in and out. This priest is twice as smart! Show me a place with no window and a floor he cant dig through with his fingers!

The old man led the way down a path between shrubbery and flowers to a stone hut shaped like a little wayside temple. It was full of gardeners tools. Ommony pulled them all out, piling them in confusion on the path, and asked the old man to bring water in something he cant use to dig a hole with. Then he spoke to Jannath.

Youre a Brahman. Shall I dress that wrist for you?

The laws of caste are iron  the higher, the more rigid. Jannath hesitated. He was afraid of dog-bites.

All right, think it over, said Ommony. Ill think too, he added, grinning.

Then he shut the priest in along with a bowl of water the old man brought, padlocked the thick door himself, and put the key into his pocket.

The memsahib? You came to see her?

Presently, said Ommony. Take her my compliments. Ask her to be ready to receive a sahib. Let me out first. I must go out and return.

Outside he set Diana quartering the ground, for he guessed the priest had not come all that way barefooted. One pair of sandals look much like the next, but there are significant small differences, and the very last thing he wanted was a hue-and-cry.

Diana found them, and he put them in his pocket. Then he mounted his horse and set out to find the ekka and its driver  nearly lost both, for the dun believed Diana was a wolf and the driver agreed with her. They went a mile before he overhauled them.

Back with you! he ordered. Drive on till you come to a gate in a wall!

The driver obeyed, but he was wild-eyed. Once he made a jump for freedom, but Diana caught him, and Ommony threw him back into the ekka by the loincloth. After that he began to proclaim virtue, denouncing all wicked men and calling no less than Ganesha to witness that he never in his life harmed anyone.

Why was the sahib taking him, and where? He had done no wrong. For a very low price he had driven Jannath the priest  That was all Ommony needed to know. He knew the priests name. Lock and key for him!

They came to the ancient gate, and over the old mans protests hauled the ekka up the brick steps and under the arch. Then Ommony brought his own horse in.

But this is unheard of! the old man objected. Never were wheels or a horse in this place! Never in her day  never since then! It was her wish, and the diwan sahib

Gave me full permission, Ommony assured him.

It is sacrilege!

Leave the ekka here under the rock. Stable the horses somewhere. Have you any grain?

Grain was produced. There were sacks full kept for wild birds beloved of the diwans wife. Room was discovered for the horses in a shed beside the granary, and the driver of the ekka was shut in there along with them. Then Ommony returned to Jannath, having begged first from the old gatekeeper aromatic oil, which is never far out of reach in India.

He will refuse it. He will say his caste forbids, the gateman grumbled, but Ommony was in no mind to be refused.

He found Jannath glowering like Marius in a dungeon.

Now, he began, suppose I dress your wrist and well be friendly.

Jannath cursed him, without emphasis, because no fraction of the curse was less emphatic than the rest  a venomous monotone. Ommony seized the injured wrist and washed it while the priest, not otherwise protesting, went on with the commination service. Ommony tore a long strip from the priests own clothing, soaked it thoroughly in aromatic oil and bound it on.

You will be a sow when the time comes! Jannath assured him calmly.

Maybe. Ill try to be a good sow and bring forth prodigies of young! Is the wrist comfortable?

Jannath refused to answer. It was enough that he had submitted to defilement by a foreigner. He was certainly not going to acknowledge obligation to the impudent beast from oversea, who had done no more than dress an injury committed by his own dog.

Listen to me! said Ommony. You came to find out where Memsahib Craig is.

The priest became suddenly alert.

Incidentally to kill me.

The shark eyes gleamed in the gloom of the cell, but there was no response.

What if I show Memsahib Craig to you alive and well? What then?

As well argue with a mummy about metaphysics! Jannath was intensely interested; that much was as obvious as the malicious leer and the hate in his motionless eyes.

Um-m-m! If I were to kick you, said Ommony aloud to himself in English, that might only awaken the lust for martyrdom thats in the veins of all your kind.

Then to the priest in the other language:

Youre defiled already. You may as well wallow in defilement. Why not come to terms with me? You can wipe it all out together afterward in one course of holy disinfection in the temple!

No reply  but a change behind the trustless eyes. Unyielding, Jannath was alert for opportunity.

Ill admit to you Im in a mess, said Ommony. It never crossed my mind to use violence toward a sacred personage. How should I have known who you were? But here we are, and Ive done it! What now? In one sense youre at my mercy, but you know quite well I wont kill you, so in another sense Im at yours. Weve got to get you out of this without involving me if possible. You understand?

He did, for that was something Jannath could appreciate. The law of action and reaction as applied to evil was his life-long study. As the tides flow and the moon wanes, there is always repercussion in affairs of men, victors in their turn becoming vanquished and all plans being riddled full of flaws because of human lack of foresight. He could now resume where he had left off. Were the gods not with him?

The Government is obliged to protect priests, he said acidly.

Of course. Thats what Governments for.

Jannath almost let a smile escape him. This was absolutely typical of an Englishman, making a bluff for days on end at being subtle and then becoming as transparent as a child!

I shall do nothing, he announced with an air of finality.

Nothing tonight, Ommony agreed sarcastically. Tomorrow, though, unless Ive come to terms with you, Ill go to Parumpadpa and

Jannath betrayed alarm. His eyes narrowed. He shrugged himself as if stung.

  and Ill tell Parumpadpa the whole story, Ommony continued. Parumpadpa might not excuse me  but at least he will make a laughing- stock and an example out of you! Think it over, he added, and walked out, padlocking the door behind him.

He chuckled as he found his way back to the gate and hardly grew serious until the old gatekeeper led him to within eyeshot of the Home of Peace where Elsa was installed. There another old man greeted him respectfully and led the way up the marble steps, on which the lightest footfall sounded like rank impropriety.

Ommony became aware that he was walking like a cat and smiled at himself. No humility was likely to serve much in the next few minutes. Thorough! That would have to be the keynote of the next tune, and he hated it, but let his heels ring on the marble and went up thenceforth boldly.

Mr. Ommony?

Elsa in the clinging draperies of India stood before him in a doorway, looking like a goddess, feeling as if she were in night attire.

They said, the sahib. I felt sure it was my husband. You mustnt see me like this.

Ive seen you, said Ommony.

Her detestation of the man revived and flooded her thoughts. Too surely he had seen her, and seen through her! The basis of their enmity!

What do you want? she demanded.

Your help.

At this hour? Wheres my husband?

Hes all right. He slept last night in the guest-house with me.

Does he know where I am?

No. Hes badly worried, but behaving like a man.

Why dont you tell him where I am?

Ommonys reply was truthful literally, if evasive.

The dog traced you here. I came to find the dog. The man at the gate admitted me after some argument.

The dog? Diana? She found me? Where is she? Bless her heart!

Ommony whistled, and Diana came out of the shadows, where she was studying history with her nose to earth. At sight of Elsa Craig she threw her head up and bayed, all golden in the moonlight.

Shes hungry, Ommony said cunningly. Have you anything she can eat?

He had divined the password!

Come! she called to the dog, and Ommony went on up with Diana.

When Elsa returned from a hinterland of old women and cooking-pots with a great bowl nearly full of cooked rice, Ommony was seated on an ebony chair in the marble hallway. Elsa draped herself in a cashmere shawl and stood in the doorway against the full moon, watching Diana eat.

May I smoke? asked Ommony, craving something commonplace to bring them both down to earth.

What happens next? she answered, not caring whether he smoked or not.

She had small use for him, and showed it in her manner.

I smoke, he said genially, and pulled out a cigar.

She watched him light it, he being at great pains to appear at ease.

Do you propose to spend the night here?

Not for fifty rajahs ransoms! I propose to talk to you and ride a tired horse back.

Have you eaten since morning? she asked.

Why no. It was nice of you to think of that.

Having thought of it, she had to feed him. One of the old women was requested to put food before him in the dining-room. Elsa at last had recognized a quality she liked, and was quick enough to comment on it.

So you thought of the dog first?

No, the horse. Im next. The priest comes last.

What priest?

Jannath. He was outside, trying to get in. I let him in. He had a dagger. The priests have said youre dead, and are trying to prove it. Heres one of Jannaths daggers.

He pulled the thing out of his pocket and showed it to her.

Hes in the toolshed now, considering new sins.

Are you sure hes in there?

Perfectly. I have the key.

But there are tools in there.

No. I removed them.

Heavens, Mr. Ommony! I wonder what all this means.

So do I, he answered. It means one of two things  trees or treason. Either I grow trees  a million of them  or you commit treason to yourself, your sex, your race, your husband, and the world! Weve got to understand each other.

Then kindly dont talk in riddles!

Im a plain man, he answered. Youre the riddle. Would you rather snub me because I dont pretend to like your John Ishmittee  or help me defeat Parumpadpa?

To what end?

Trees! he answered, knocking ash from his cigar. You were at the bottom of this tree business, he went on. Do you care to see it through?

She leaned back against the doorpost, for she felt hot temper rising and herself not strong enough to battle with it. But she looked amazing with the moons rays silvering her outline and the edges of her hair.

See it through? And Im at the bottom of it! Mr. Ommony, you thought you saw through me that first morning when you came to breakfast. You

I recognized your courage, he interrupted. I was sorry

What right had you to be sorry for me? she burst in, grinding her heel on the marble threshold.

None. I was sorry to see courage wasted.

Wasted? Our mission

Wasted in a losing struggle with the Hindu priests. But, you know, you cant help people who defy you from the word Go. Now I need your help badly, he added, judging he had stood on the defensive long enough.

And Elsa did not answer, but stood wondering with her face toward the moonlight, until the old woman came and said food was ready.


CHAPTER 12. Hows the situation? Ticklish!

Elsa did not sit down facing Ommony across the buhlwork dining-table as he suggested; that would have looked too much like a signature of peace. There was none. Peace had vanished from the tranquil place.

But her thoughts had undergone a great change in the night and a day she had spent there. She went to the seat in the great square window looking out on moonlight shimmering among the lotus-leaves and sat there rigid; but she was conscious of a weakness in her own attitude, and not so sure of the impudence in Ommonys. After all, what had the man done to her? And was he not there offering protection and requesting her help?

What do you want me to do? she asked presently.

Nothing you dont care to, said Ommony. I can manage natives usually, but I wouldnt interfere with your judgment.

It wouldnt pay you. What then?

He finished eating very deliberately, and turned his chair so as to face her.

My sympathy for your mission is about on a par with your sympathy for me. I dont pretend to any. But I like Craig. Hes a man, and hes entitled to his own opinions and their product. He believes in his mission, and Ill help him as far as I can without surrendering my own judgment. My job is to provide trees for the generation that will follow us; and there were on common ground, for the priests are against your mission and against me.

Prejudice and all that sort of thing aside, and conceding to the Hindu priests a right to their own viewpoint, weve got to defeat them before either your mission or my trees have a ghost of a chance.

We cant defeat them in the open, because they fight underground. Their weakness is in mutual mistrust. So is ours. Now what about it?

What can I do?

You can postpone your chastisement of me, for one thing, until we havent an enemy in common who needs our undivided attention.

She smiled in spite of herself, aware that she did not dislike him so much as she had thought.

Very well, we will postpone our enmity.

Thats thoroughly agreeable to me. The other thing Ill ask you to do is to let me play this hand, and to obey my orders implicitly. Youll need courage

I think I dont lack that.

He decided courage was a sympathetic chord and harped on it, reminding her at long length that the white mans chance in India had always hung as much on womans bravery as on any other factor. He even mentioned Lucknow and the Mutiny, and talked of the wives who wilt beside their husbands in the fever districts.

Tell me your plan, she demanded after a while, and he unfolded it while she thrilled and trembled alternately.

You understand, he said finally, theres a chance you may not come alive through this. Theres an equally strong chance that I may be broke forever for it; and if they kill you, theyll probably kill me and all the rest of us. Weve got to win or take the consequences standing. Are you game?

She nodded.

But my husband? How much does he know?

Nothing. He would never have agreed. He has acted splendidly. Left to follow his own course he has been a prodigious help, but he would go up in the air at once if be knew the part you are to play. When he learns the whole truth he will probably denounce me for a scoundrel. He would never let you do it if he

I will do it, she interrupted, drumming with her fingers on the window- sill, and Ommony did not disguse his smile of triumph.

Youll make a dangerous opponent when the time comes to resume your enmity with me, he assured her.

Thereafter he wasted no time, but got to horse, and with Diana cantering beside him splashed through the fords on the way back, hoping against hope to reach the quay before the Maharajahs motor-boat could come with Molyneux.

Hope was confirmed. He had to wait, with the horse dripping sweat and the hound asleep, until an hour before dawn, hearing the thug of the approaching motor miles away and observant that a dozen priests, who waited in a group near by, had no boat in which to put out and obtain first audience. The diwans representative, who came at the last minute, saluted cordially, but it was even his place to wait until Ommony, as acting substitute for the British Resident, should have tendered the first greetings.

So, though the priests pressed close, it was Ommony who blocked the gangway, and he who stepped down into the launch, awakening Sir William Molyneux, who slept the sleep of all God-fearing, unimaginative men.

Dyou mind backing out again, sir? We can talk unheard in mid-stream.

Bet your last rupee! Hows poor old Gould? Spiffy boat this  Tottenham Court Road cushions  slept all the way down.

Goulds in the hands of the Maharajahs court physician. The priests are waiting on the quay to get your private ear.

Want to confess me, eh? Well, thats premature. By gad, sir, Im not nearly on my last legs. Hows the situation?

Ticklish!

Found the missionary lady yet?

I know where she is.

Why not pounce on her and pull the plug?

Didnt care to act prematurely. Needed you to use your well-known discretion in such matters. The priests darent kill her

What? Those rascals have her, and you

Half a minute! Thought you might take better advantage of the situation. Youll find shes in Sivas temple. Tomorrow  no by Jove, today; theres the false dawn!  this evening theres a temple ceremony  feast of the full moon.

Theyll be at their wits end what to do with her. I have the information. They admit the crowd at sunset. Meanwhile you might commit the priests to a statement, preferably in writing, that they havent got Mrs. Craig. Then if you demand admission to the temple, say an hour before the crowds due, and find her in there

Yes, said Molyneux, that sounds like common sense. Are you sure shes safe meanwhile?

Reasonably sure. My informant had word with her during the night. She seems to be comfortable and not put to indignity.

But shes a lady! She must be suffering the tortures of the damned! These missionaries are a nervous lot, you know, Ommony. We ought to take that in consideration.

Mrs. Craig is a plucky woman.

Well, Ill take your word for her. So you think I should be a bit stand- offish with these priests?

I would gain time if I were you, sir.

The launch put back to the quay, and Sir William Molyneux stepped out to shake hands with the diwans representative. But almost before the usual courtesies were over that deferent individual was thrust aside by a dozen others in the white robes of their office, who pushed forward a little narrow-faced man as interpreter.

Sir William Molyneux

That is my name, sir.

That man

Why dont you name him? Which man?

Mr. Ommony and the diwan have accused

He stopped. Molyneux had not been nicknamed Brass-Face without reason. The sight of his jaw alone would have stricken fear into a prize-fighter. When he frowned the brows came down over the normally good-natured eyes, and a thick, untidy crop of hair considerably shot with iron-gray increased the effect. It was growing dawn, and though a light mist moved on the early wind each line and contour of the bold face was discernible.

Your diwan has the name of an honorable gentleman. Im not here to listen to tales against him, he interrupted sternly.

But, sir, he

I will present my credentials to the diwan after breakfast. At the proper time, if he agrees, I may be willing to hear both sides to any dispute between you. I bid you good morning!

They drew off, showing their resentment in every way they could, including remarks in their own language intended for his ears.

Damn them! exclaimed Molyneux. Id rather be friendly than tread on their corns. Cant they understand that? If theres anything I hate it is being rude without excuse. Confound them, why do they force it on me? Ive a sincere respect for priests of all religions, Ommony. If my advice is not impertinent, Id say  Hullo! Where did you get that stunning stag-hound?

Diana made friends, and with the diwans representative beside them for the sake of the amenities they walked to the guesthouse for breakfast, Molyneux postponing taking over the Residency until, as he expressed it, the confounded stables clean. But gad, sir, I can smell that poor chaps drugs from here!

He walked, as his conversation was, down-rightly, not avoiding puddles left by the city bhists,* nor hurrying unduly, looking about him to admire the sights and distributing uncounted small coins to the beggars, who were up betimes for lack of luxury and aware of a generous man from long, long practice.

  * Water-carriers who sprinkle the streets from goatskin water-bags   

Might be you and me, you know. Do you believe in all this reincarnation stuff? By gad, if I should be a beggar in the next life for my sins Id hate to be refused an alms. Have you any more small change, Ommony?

They breakfasted along with tales of hunting in the Dekkan, sniping in the gray mist up by Dera Ismail Khan, tiger-shooting in the Assam jungle and, above all, snipe.

Id rather shoot snipe, my boy, than go to Windsor!

All things were met down-rightly by Molyneux, and each in turn, including poached eggs. Business and the diwan would come presently.

Were young, you know. Hes on in years. Lets not hustle the old gentleman. Wheres Craig? Is there any means of smuggling comforts in to Mrs. Craig? Too risky? Damn! I hate to leave a woman in a predicament. Are you sure shes in no immediate danger, Ommony?

Craig came in, and Molyneux met that emergency with customary frankness.

So you missionaries have been playing politics, eh? Dont deny it, sir! Dont deny it! Let this be a lesson to you, damn me! Will you ever learn, though?

Well, so Mrs. Craig is missing, eh? And Ommony tells me youve acted like a man. Thats good! That shows guts! Well find her for you.

Do you smoke? Drink? Chew tobacco? Swear? No? Well, thats right. I like a man who lives up to his convictions. I do em all myself; found chewing a great relief up North after Ovis Ammon  great rocks, you know, and leagues on end without a dram of water. Ever hunt? No? Well, each man to his taste.

That situation well met, he dismissed Craig from his calculations, and apparently from memory. It was time to visit the diwan before there was any mention of the plan to rescue Mrs. Craig. As they started to leave for the office, Craig put the question What do you propose to do?

Not much notion yet, sir. Why talk behind the diwans back? The mans an honorable gentleman. Hell do the right thing certainly.

Craig remained at the guest-house, none too confident, his head between his hands in the chair on the veranda.

Down-right and all above-board, Molyneux strode into the diwans office and refused to let the old man rise to greet him.

Always glad to be of service to a man of your distinction, sir! I take it youre a mainspring of the State and Im an oil-can? Eh? Now whats the difficulty? Priests, they tell me, and a missionary lady. Any plans?

The diwan looked appealingly at Ommony, who had promised to bear the brunt and take all risks. So Ommony broke in.

How much do you want to know, Sir William?

All there is to know! What else?

Do you wish to override the diwan?

No, sir. What the hell dye mean?

The diwan naturally knows the ins and outs of all this business. Ive helped him at his request. The things involved, and unless you wish to override him he prefers, and I agree with him, to handle the underground end, if backed up in the open by your prestige. He doesnt like the idea of your becoming involved behind the scenes in any intrigue between him and the priests

Ha-ha! Intrigue? Me? I never saw the use of it! So you and his honor the diwan have a little plan all cooked between you? Eh? Well

He pulled a letter from his pocket, tugged it out of the envelop, consulted it, and thrust it back.

  my instructions give me latitude. They say you may be trusted, Ommony. I like a man who may be trusted. I invariably trust him once at any rate!

But, understand me, Im responsible. By gad, sir, I accept responsibility! I trust you at my own risk! You fail, and youre responsible to me! Ill be abrupt with you! Ill take no excuses, mind! If your guts wont hold on that, you may tell me your whole plan and Ill adopt it or reject it. Now think it over.

Theres nothing to think over, said Ommony. If you knew all I know youd be handicapped, thats all. I invite you to play the hand as dealt. Ill lead up to you, and his honor the diwan will follow suit.

Good. I like a man with guts. Dig your trenches, fire your mines, send for your shock troops, lay down your barrage, and over the top! Thats business! Fail, and the drumhead afterwards; thats business too! Now what?

It was the priests. They flocked in with the same interpreter, and he was primed, for they had had time to study their plan carefully, and they had new ammunition. One of them stood forward and reeled off a speech in his own language, pointing his finger at the diwan, but addressing Molyneux.

Explain, said Molyneux when he was done, and the interpreter stepped up beside his chief.

Memsahib Craig, the wife of a Christian missionary, has disappeared, following a slaughter of innocents in the city streets by elephants, who subsequently smashed the mission, all of which was brought on purposely by the missionaries in order that they might bring accusations against us! The diwan

His honor the diwan, Molyneux interrupted.

His honor the diwan caused a rumor to be spread that we, the priesthood of Siva, were responsible for all this and for the womans disappearance.

You mean Memsahib Craigs disappearance?

Yes, sir.

Then why in blazes dont you say so?

Whereas we know nothing of the matter except this: that word was brought to us, saying a ladys clothes are in the waterway. So we paid the diwans boatmen to look for them, and they found clothes, identified subsequently in our presence as Memsahib Craigs by Craig sahib himself  found them in the diwans fishing-nets; which nets, I may add incidentally, are spread nightly by the diwans orders for his own use and profit, he employing for the purpose boatmen paid from the tax receipts. We ask your honor to question those boatmen, whom the diwan now has under lock and key.

Is that agreeable? asked Molyneux.

Perfectly, said the diwan. The boatmen will tell you that they saw priests carry off Memsahib Craig.

We maintain that they were not priests. We assert that they, if they exist at all, were villains in the diwans pay. In further proof of which, a priest of ours named Jannath, who knew more about this business than his honor the diwan thought convenient, has likewise disappeared. We accuse the diwan of instigation and complicity!

Molyneux leaned on the arm of his chair and faced the diwan.

Any knowledge of this? he asked.

None, said the diwan truthfully. Molyneux frowned toward the priests again.

Damme! What a mess of lies this is!

Sahib, we tell only the plain truth.

Then you dont know where Memsahib Craig is?

No, sahib; but we believe she is dead, and that Jannath has also been drowned by the diwans orders.

Put that in writing! ordered Molyneux.

They tried to avoid it, whispering excuse after excuse to the interpreter, the last of which was nearly valid:

We have no authority. Our high priest Parumpadpa is absent.

You seem to think you have authority to accuse the diwan sahib! Molyneux retorted. Bring Parumpadpa here!

Sahib, it is not fitting that our high priest should be subject to possible insult. We

All right. I respect a high priest. Paper-pen-ink-blotter? Thank you. Now!

He drew his chair up to the table and began to write in a fist of tombstone-makers script, reading aloud as each word bit into the paper.

We the undersigned, being priests of Sivas temple, do declare on oath that we do not know the present whereabouts of Mrs. Elsa Craig, wife of a missionary, and furthermore that we had nothing to do with her disappearance.

Sign that, all of you, in my presence.

The interpreter interpreted. The thing looked innocent enough. One by one they came to the desk and wrote their signatures. Molyneux blotted it and handed it back to the nearest priest.

Take that to Parumpadpa. Have him sign it too. Tell him that if he refuses Ill know exactly what to think! Meanwhile Ill interview those boatmen. Bring that signed document to me this afternoon. If Mrs. Craig isnt found by six oclock this evening Ill search the temple!

But the charge against us should also be in writing.

Who has charged you? Molyneux demanded, and they hardly dared admit possession of copies of official telegrams. They filed out.

Has His Highness the Maharajah any troops that could be counted on in an issue with the priests? asked Molyneux as soon as the door was shut.

Many of them might be afraid of the priests. But there is a regiment of cavalry that served abroad. The men lost caste by crossing the ocean, and the priests have refused to reinstate them without great expenditure of money, which the men, most of whom have wives and families, cannot afford. That regiment would be entirely dependable.

Id like to speak with their commanding officer, said Molyneux. Theyre all Hindus, eh? Not afraid to march into a temple?

They would enter if so ordered. But, Sir William, I should warn you: none but a Hindu has ever set foot inside the temple of Siva. There are sacred mysteries. The intrusion of an Englishman, however distinguished, would be considered sacrilege. An appeal by the priests to the mob

Ill let you know when Im afraid, said Molyneux. Are the boatmen next?

It was then that Ommony excused himself. He was not afraid of anything the boatmen might admit. Their tale would involve the priests undoubtedly, and the worst they could say of himself was that he had advised them to obey the priests in the matter of Elsa Craigs clothes. He yawned.

Up all night, he explained.

Take a nap, advised Molyneux.

But the diwans eyes met Ommonys and twinkled.

I think Ill ride it off.

Good! Guts! said Molyneux.

May I have a horse? The one you lent me is all in.

You shall have the best horse in His Highnesss stable.

The diwan rang the desk bell.

Now what  in blazes  Well  I said Id trust you

Molyneux laid his iron jaw on a fist like a club, watching Ommonys broad back as he walked out.


CHAPTER 13. Good dog, Di!

Ommony rode furiously, but it was two hours after noon before he reached Elsas hiding-place and tied his sweating horse under the arch.

Have you fed him? he demanded.

Nay, sahib.

Good. A fed priest folds hands on his lap and dreams alls well. Unfed, he worries. Worry does the wrong thing. Lord send I say the right one!

Diana, dog-weary, flopped and fell asleep under the ancient arch, but Ommony walked to the tool-house and interrupted Jannaths meditations.

Things look rotten for you priests! he began. Sir William Molyneux has come. At six oclock he intends to demand Memsahib Craig alive and unhurt, and if she isnt forthcoming hell search the temple.

Parumpadpa is in panic. He committed all of you to a statement that shes dead, and now the other priests begin to see the unwisdom of that. Theyre about ready to turn on Parumpadpa. If youll overlook my having handled you roughly last night, Ill give you a chance to produce Mrs. Craig and save the situation.

Jannath nodded. Promises not actually spoken are easier to repudiate. His eyes betrayed no intention of forgetting or forgiving anything, but a great, new hope.

You understand, said Ommony, if she isnt forthcoming by six, Brass- Face will search from dome to crypt. The mob cant stop him; he has troops. The only way to stop him is to produce her. If Parumpadpa cant produce her, and you do; if Parumpadpa swears she isnt there, and you demonstrate she is, producing her in the nick of time to save the temple from desecration  you win! Parumpadpa will be down and out  napoo  finish! Understand me?

None knew that better than Jannath. He even smiled; but whether from long habit his facial muscles naturally bent that way, or whether there was new treachery awakening, would have been hard to guess.

Youll have to be careful. If Parumpadpas men catch sight of her theyll take her away from you, of course, and youll have to bear the whole responsibility. They wont stick at sacrificing you to save their own skins. Do you know a secret way into the temple?

Again Jannath nodded. He knew half a dozen secret entrances. He also knew things of which none but Sivas priesthood have an inkling, and what scandal there would be if any foreigner should be known to have penetrated the temple crypts.

Ommony was aware that there were subtle overturnings going on behind the inscrutable mask, but he had no time to spare, nor any means of guessing what the treachery, if that it was, might be. If he could have seen four hours ahead and could have known what desperate, dumb seconds were to hold the balance, he would have flinched. But men win mains by never knowing too much. All the truth at once would scare the wits out of the bravest.

Will you take food? Ommony asked him.

But Jannath had gone his limit in accepting defilement at Ommonys hands, and proposed to die rather than take food from him. He snarled a rebuke. So Ommony left him locked in, and went in search of Elsa Craig.

He found her ready, resolute, and less inclined to feel friendly than he hoped. She seemed to have slipped back into her earlier suspicion of him. However, she raised no objections, and walked beside him draped in the cashmere shawl over a silken Hindu costume that was once the diwans wifes.

You look wonderful, he said; but that only offended her.

She did not thaw in the slightest until she saw the dog under the arch; but endearments lavished on Diana then perhaps decided the outcome of the next few hours. Diana, like most hounds, would accept all the petting offered from a friend.

They harnessed up the ekka, its driver backing the corn-fed dun between the shafts while Elsa held them up, and Ommony wrote a short note to Molyneux on a leaf of his memorandum-book. Then he brought Jannath and motioned him into the ekka first.

Youll have to ride with him, he said to Elsa. Would you like my pistol?

It would only be bluff. I wouldnt use it.

Um-m-m! Do you care if I put the dog in with you? Shes tired and has a sore foot where a thorn went in.

That was the last thing to which Elsa would object. First aid to man or beast was instinctive with her. She would even have rearranged the bandage on Jannaths wrist if he had let her touch him.

Then with passengers inside, the ekka bumped down the brick steps, and the gate of the Home of Peace clanged shut behind them. A hot wind seared the landscape and Jannath, peering through the curtain in front, had to half-close his eyes.

Put your head in! Ommony commanded. When we reach the city then tell the driver where to go without showing yourself. Now, drive like the devil!

So the dun ate whip, and Ommony cantered alongside hoping the motion would not upset Elsas stomach, or her nerves, which would be worse. It was touch and go whether they could reach the goal in time.

He did not dare to slacken speed, nor even to stop and ask her how she felt; for what could he have done about it? It was forward, and hard through the fords at risk of broken wheels, with the more mud and dust the merrier because that would help make them inconspicuous. And tough Scots ancestry in Elsa Craig held her immune from sea-sickness.

The ekka creaked and groaned. Its wheels shrieked torture. Time and again the dun pitched forward on weak knees, and once had to be unharnessed and pulled up again.

The sun wore down into a crimsoning sky. Long before they reached the city they could hear the tumult of a demonstration staged at Parumpadpas order; for the high priest was unwise enough to think danger would make Brass-Face rescind a threat! They could hear drums reverberating like the roll of thunder, and Jannath, who knew how easily the mob could be worked to that pitch, smiled to himself complacently.

They had twenty minutes to spare when the dun staggered into the city, and Jannath, peering between the curtains, began to direct the driver right and left. For a while he seemed to be making for Sivas temple; but within a hundred yards of it, three dinning crowded streets away, he suddenly ordered a turn about, and they plunged into a narrow lane in the opposite direction. It was nearly blind on both sides  nothing but walls with barred doors at intervals and, here and there, the irregular outline of a roof against the sunset.

They stopped in the narrowest place, in front of the narrowest door of all, set deep into the wall and thickly studded with bronze nails. Jannath slipped out between the front curtains before Ommony could spur his horse between wheel and wall in the gut where the alley curved.

There was a narrow, barred slit in the door, and Jannath spoke through that. The door opened about an inch, as if someone within were holding it ready. Jannath shrank into the recess out of reach, and it was too late then to grab him by the neck and keep control of him.

With growing misgiving Ommony dismounted. The dog jumped out and made ready to attack Jannath from under the ekka at the first hint from Ommony; but it was in his mind that minute to call off everything. What right had he to risk a womans life when he could save her by simply ordering the ekka to drive on?

He went to the rear end to lean in through the curtains and caution Elsa to remain inside. But she stepped out before he could speak.

All ready! she said, smiling.

Maybe the Christians smiled and spoke and looked like that before they stepped into the arena in ancient Rome. She was nothing if not admirable.

Then Jannath yelped. The ekka-driver whacked the foundered dun and drove away. Ommony had thrown his horses reins over a peg on the tail-end; so the horse went too.

And out of doors before them and behind, some thirty yards in each direction up and down the alley, there came other priests and priests attendants. There was no retreat, nor any use in sending the dog to change the ekka-drivers mind. There was room to have fought, now the ekka was out of the way, but an impulse not to fight  an inner prompting to go forward with the whole affair.

He could see in his minds eye Molyneux in white drill, dress sword and official helmet approaching the temple entrance, striding straight and taking no heed whatever of side issues.

Jannath beckoned. The door opened wider. Elsa Craig, with less than a full glance at Ommony over her shoulder, walked straight in, and the dog followed at her heels. The priests  four or five from each direction  started to run as if their intention was to cut in in front of Ommony and block the way. With a sickening feeling in his heart of having mismanaged it all and failed, he followed Elsa with a leap, repeater in one hand and riding-whip in the other; and instead of priests at his back the door slammed shut  in darkness!

Where are you?

No answer. Not even Dianas whimper to announce her whereabouts. Absolute silence, and a sense of being shut within thick walls. No glint of light; the slit in the door he entered by was covered by an iron plate, and he could not feel what fastened it. Matches! He stuck the riding-whip under his arm to grope in his pocket; found a box of safeties, worried one out with impatient fingers, struck once without result, struck again  and the fire he saw was in his own eyes as he fell! He was hit hard, and he knew it  even knew it was a sandbag  felt the numbness down his neck and shoulders  knew enough to lie still.

He was not unconscious  knew that presently. He felt as if Cotswold Ommony were lying down and out, perhaps dead, while he, another man, was looking on, or, rather, listening-in, for it was much too dark to see. And his brain was working perfectly; he understood each word he listened to, in a language not so many know besides the priests.

Is he dead?

I think so.

Better hit him again and make sure.

No need. If he comes to life I will hit him.

Have you his pistol?

Yes.

What is the meaning of all this, Jannath?

Send someone with money to that ekka-driver. He must either be killed or bribed to go away. What he knows must be covered up.

Presently. No hurry about that. Brass-Face threatened to search the temple. He is on the way. Parumpadpa is distracted and blames all on you.

Parumpadpa shall eat blame for this. I am the next high priest. Those who are my friends now will be recompensed. Parumpadpa has said she is dead. We will prove it.

We have all said that.

My friends, and I, will say that Parumpadpa ordered it. She must be killed and thrown into the crypt. We will show her, dead, to Brass-Face, saying Parumpadpa ordered it. To the people we will say that Parumpadpa is to blame for desecration of the temple.

Why kill her? Why not give her up alive to Brass-Face?

She knows too much. She would deny what we say.

Then what about this man?

Let him be found dead along with her. Of him we will say it is a scandal; that he loved the missionarys wife. Loving not such scandals, the British will be easier to manage afterward. Take this pistol and go in and kill her.

Not here! There would be a noise.

Then go in with a dagger or a rope.

None dares. It is dark, and that dog is as big as a man  more savage, too, than ten men!

All right; let her walk into the crypt; that is easier. There you and I will kill her. Leave the dog to me. I will shoot the dog with this pistol; you use your dagger on the woman.

I am afraid.

Ask no favors then when I am high priest! You can see that Parumpadpas day is done. His friends will fall with him. There will be a collapse. Who but I can restore our former prestige?

Then you will kill the woman, and I will try to shoot the dog.

No. You must be compromised, so that I may be sure you wont betray me afterward. Come along; help me drag this thing.

Ach-h! I hate to touch a corpse; it is defilement.

That is why I havent killed him, quite. We will finish the business in the crypt. Make haste. Brass-Face may be at the door already.

They each took a leg and dragged Ommony face upward over smooth flags with gaps between them; and every bump over the gaps brought Ommony to clearer consciousness. The healthy blood resumed its coursing, and he felt the life flow back through nerves and muscles, tingling like pin-points.

Better listen first, said Jannaths accomplice. Yes, Ill go with you. There must be no slip!

Leave me to watch here then, while you go.

Not I! Come with me. Is that, door shut?

Yes.

Come on, then.

They let go Ommonys legs and hurried down an echoing passage in the dark. Ommony lay still until he heard a door shut behind them in the distance before he got to his knees and fell forward again from vertigo. Afraid to try that again, lest reaction should overcome him altogether, he lay still, calling: Di! Di! in a low voice. Then he whistled, and heard Dianas snuffling beyond a door and the dogs low whimper. He crawled to the door, and felt a half-inch crack beneath it.

Mrs Craig! Mrs. Craig! he whispered.

Mr. Ommony? Is that you?

He groped in his inner pocket.

Quick! Take this!

And he pushed under the door the page from his memorandum-book, on which he had written a message to Molyneux.

Theres a leather loop on Dis collar, near the buckle. Fold this message and push it through the loop so that the paper sticks out at each end and can be easily seen. Then at the first chance send the dog for help. Just say: Bring a white man! Bring a white man! and shell do her best.

Dont answer me! Dont try to speak to me! Im supposed to be dead or dying, and thats the only chance weve got  except the dog; so preserve Dis life as long as possible. Hs-s-h! Theyre coming!

He crawled back to the spot where they had left him and lay still, face upward. There were four now. Jannath and his friend had found two other men, or had been detected by them and had had to let them into the secret.

Parumpadpa swears all is your fault, Jannath!

He will cease boasting presently! But silence! You two bring the woman and the dog while we drag this thing. Threaten her that if she does not keep the dog quiet you will kill them both instantly.

Why not kill the dog at once?

Yes; no harm. But no noise; and be swift!

All in pitch blackness Jannath and his friend began to drag Ommony, and the bumping over smooth, unevenly laid flags so dinned into his head that he could hardly hear the others open the door of the room where Elsa was. But he heard what followed  thunder! Volleys of angry growling split apart by Dianas war bark! Cries for help!

They let go Ommonys legs and ran back, crying for silence. He decided it was time to come to life and, now or never, to test his returning strength. He whistled  shouted:

Good dog, Di! Down em!

He managed to get to his feet. Jannath returned on the run, and Ommony could hear the sandbag whirling as the priest got speed up for a blow that should finish him. If he could only see!

But neither could Jannath see. The priest swung  missed  clutched at his victim  and went down as a chance left swing by Ommony went home under the angle of his jaw.

Down on his knees on the priests empty belly went Ommony, searching for the pistol  found it  and brought the butt of a .45 down hard on the shaven head. That ended Jannaths chance of the high-priesthood. The skull broke like an eggshell.

Back down the passage there was pandemonium, echoes of growling, shouts, feet slipping on stone  and a woman gasping, crying:

Careful! Careful!

Sic em, Di! yelled Ommony.

The dogs best chance for safety against daggers lay in swift attack; and the more ferocious she was, the better his chance from the rear. He ran with both hands out in front, guided by sound, turned to the right when he felt the corner of the wall, and nearly fell again, for a man crashed backward into him to escape Dianas jaws.

He used the butt again. Diana smelled him  slobbered on him  began to wriggle and yelp pleasure  then yelped in earnest as a long knife reaching for her slit the skin along her flank. She turned and had that opponent by the throat before the echo of her yelp came off the wall, and Ommony saved a second stab point blank with the .45.

By its flash he saw Elsa, white and motionless against a corner of a four- square stone cell, and the third man coming for him, felt the wind of the dagger descending; thrust the muzzle against naked ribs  and fired again.

Four all accounted for! Are there any more in there?

No more, said Elsa. Are you hurt?

No. Come.

We ought to stay and give first aid to these.

Theyve had all theyll need! Come on!

He took her hand and ran with her, Diana careering ahead to smell out ambush and making the long passage echo with a hunting-howl. Elsa tripped over Jannaths body and had to be helped up.

What next? she gasped.

Straight through with the plan!

Do you know the way?

Well find it! Come on  hurry!

Ive hurt my knee.

Come on!

At the end of possibly a hundred yards of echoing darkness they ran into a door. He stopped and struck matches  three of them; the damned things wouldnt light.

Suddenly it occurred to him to try the door. It was unlocked. They ran through into gloom that was as daylight by comparison, and down endless steps, with Dianas waving tail always a turn ahead of them and her deep, delighted bark announcing, Alls well!

Into another passage  deep below ground-level this one  and along that for fifty yards to rising steps. Diana charged up them and returned looking puzzled, standing where an overhead shaft allowed a beam of distant light to filter in.

What is it, Di? Lord! If a dog could only talk! Come on; well have to chance it!

Up, and up, dragging Elsa by the hand, she following gamely; turn, and turn again, another short passage  steps  and then a door-locked! No lock on this side  only a keyhole, big enough to thrust the muzzle of the .45 in easily. He fired, and an ancient iron lock fell loose on the other side.

Something still held, but a shove with most his remaining strength sent the door swinging, and Diana rushed in past him  into the crypt  no doubt of it, they were under Sivas temple.

In a gloom like twilight, images of what looked like a dozen different gods were ranged against the walls, as if one by one they had been superseded and relegated to this lumber-room. But the place was clean from use. There was an altar in it with a lingam, and away beyond that steps leading upward into golden light.

Temple lamps up there! said Ommony. Its a goal! Come on!

They could hear confusion in the temple  mens voices, and a noise as if things were being moved to barricade a door. Someone was giving orders. Ommony caught ones purport.

Theyre coming! Shut the door now! Shut it in their faces!

Then Diana must have burst among the priests like an apparition. Ommony, speeding up the last steps, lost sight of her, for the inside of the temple was a maze of pillars, images and colored lights, with a great clear space in the midst.

But the great door was open yet. The bolt that should drop into a hole in the stone threshold caught in the stones as they fumbled in their haste. There was a gap yet a yard wide, through which the outer twilight streamed.

Good dog, Di! Get a white man! Go bring him!

Like a flash the dog broke through; and then they raised the bolt, and the door slammed after her, missing the end of her tail by the breadth of a hair on it.

Now, said Ommony, if Im not sick I feel like it. My head aches. Take this pistol and defend yourself. If youre alive when Molyneux comes in, say you came up from the crypt. Say nothing more if you can help it. Please obey that.

Then he sat down suddenly with his back against the wall in a corner and his heels sliding out from under him. His head fell forward on his chest, and Elsa, with the pistol in her right hand, stood there looking at the priests and him, and wondering what to do.


CHAPTER 14. She euchred the Ephesians!

Sir William Molyneux, advancing up the narrow street toward the temple with a mounted regiment behind him, met the diwans carriage coming from the other direction and saluted. Behind the diwan was a company of infantry, not nearly so dependable, but there in order that the Maharajahs forces might be fully represented.

Brass-Face pulled out his watch. He seemed totally unconscious of a crowd that swarmed behind the troops and yelled at him from roofs and every imaginable vantage-point. A stone fell and broke within two feet of him, but he took no notice.

Six-thirty! Ive allowed them half an hours grace. Diwan sahib, I intend to force that temple door unless they open it or produce Mrs. Craig.

A big stone knocked the watch out of his hand, but he took no notice. He was smiling  frowning over it  a little like a heavyweight considering the opponent from his corner of the ring.

Ah! Theres a priest. Perhaps they intend to be sensible.

The temple door was shut, but a priest came solemnly around a corner of the building, mounted the steps at the end, and then came down them straight toward Molyneux. Even the crowd grew still. The only sounds were the stamping of restless troop-horses and a dogs bark not far away. The priest stood still in front of Molyneux and waited to be addressed.

Wheres Mrs. Craig? asked Molyneux in English.

We do not know.

What does he say?

He says he does not know, interpreted the diwan.

Is she in that temple?

No.

What does he say?

He says, No.

Hell have to prove it! Tell him that! My information is that she is in there.

The diwan spoke, and the priest grew angry.

She is not in there. We know nothing of her. She is probably dead by the diwans orders.

Lord! I hate this! muttered Molyneux.

He turned half-about to say something to the troops commanding officer but checked himself. He caught sight of a white mans helmet, someone  Craig, it could not be another  forcing his way violently toward him along the line between the troopers and the crowd.

Let that man come! What is it, Craig?

Craig burst through and ran to him, holding a great bleeding stag-hound by the collar with one hand-waving a piece of paper in the other  breathless.

A letter  Ommony  my wife  theyre in there!

He thrust the paper into Molyneuxs hand.

But this is addressed to me, sir!

Cant help that! I read it before I knew. It was in the dogs collar. She found me, and Ive found you! Theyre in there now! Get busy, man!

I accept that explanation. All right, Craig.

Then hurry, man! Look sharp!

But Brass-Face, whom no man ever succeeded in hurrying, paused to read the penciled note:

You will find Mrs. Craig in the temple. I will try to worm my way in and be with her. When you get this note it will be time to act swiftly.  C.O.

Swiftly was another thing from hurriedly. Molyneux and speed could be one unit on occasion, with unexpectedness on top of that to hurry the other side.

  Open that door! he commanded, feeling for his watch, forgetting it was in fragments at his feet.

He had meant to allow sixty seconds.

We will not! the priest answered. There is an image backed against it. You may not  cannot-enter!

The diwan started to interpret, but Molyneux did not wait for that. He seized the priest by neck and one arm, twisted the arm and forced the priest to face about.

Forward! he commanded. Straight to that door you came through!

Then over his shoulder to the Maharajahs officer: Twenty men! Dismount em, and follow me!

The priest went on a run, astonishingly undignified. The crowd, after one yell, grew dumb with amazement. Twenty troopers and their officer, all casteless, not enamored of the priests, swept Craig along between them, so that it almost looked to the crowd as if Craig were arrested. They began to yell again.

Molyneux came to a halt at a little side door between two projecting corners of the temple wall and ordered the troopers to drive out members of the crowd who had packed themselves in there in the hope of seeing something.

Tell em to open it! he ordered, squeezing the priests neck. Say if they dont Ill break it down!

He backed up his threat by beckoning the troopers forward, and the priest, squirming and discovering no hope, cried out. Like an echo to his cry the troopers carbines thundered on the wood; and someone inside drew the bolt.

Molyneux let go the priests neck and jumped in with Craig at his heels. Diana nearly upset them both, dashing between them, yelping and then throwing up her head to make the great dome echo to her hunting-call. Then she led them in a series of elastic leaps, with toenails clattering and slipping on the marble, toward the rear of the building, where in lamp-lit gloom stood Elsa, at bay, surrounded by a dozen priests, with someones blue repeating pistol in her right hand.

My wife! Elsa!

Craig ran forward, reckless of the priests, who backed away before Dianas reawakened fury. The dog seemed to think they had killed her master. She charged back and forth to lick him and savage them alternately.

Elsa! What does this mean?

What?

This costume?

They took my clothes away and

That was enough for Molyneux. He was bending over Ommony to feel his heart-beats.

Where have you been? he asked.

In the dark! Mr. Ommony brought me up those steps

Admit the diwan! Molyneux commanded. Wheres the high priest? Summon Parumpadpa!

Are you hurt? he asked Elsa, resuming his slapping of Ommonys wrists with an eye on Diana, who appeared to view his ministrations with mistrust.

But she and her husband were being foolish and she didnt even answer him.

The diwan entered, leaning on a mans arm, and almost in the same second they brought in Parumpadpa, two priests on each side doing their best to enhance his dignity. But better gild the lily! He was all arch-priesthood typified. The long beard, nearly to his waist, and his robes of office made it seem a sacrilege to speak above a whisper.

But Molyneux kept him waiting. There were signs of life in Ommony, so he shook him and raised him up, then set him with back against the pillar. Not noticing the high priest yet, but holding Ommony by the lapel of his coat, he turned his head and whispered to the diwan.

Weve got to use tact! Get me?

The diwan nodded and tried to hide a smile.

The less said the better. You understand? His Majestys Government would rather avoid a scandal.

Does he know English? No? Will you interpret? Excellent! Hullo, this fellows coming to! How now, Ommony? Feeling better?

Ommony murmured something. Molyneux stooped to listen  nodded.

Craig, come over here, please. Will you be satisfied if they pay for the cost of repairing your mission from the temple funds? Yes? Well, thats a Christian attitude. I like a Christian. Mrs. Craig, does that seem all right to you? Good.

He turned to the diwan.

Tell them that, please!

Parumpadpa listened with amazement he could hardly contain. He had expected personal indignity. Not knowing where Elsa had been, he could only suppose Ommony had broken in somehow and found her in the crypt, where some of his priests, he thought, must have concealed her without his knowledge. If so, these terms were mild. He gave assent, not bargaining, with all the dignity at his command.

But Ommony tugged Molyneuxs coat, and he bent his head once more to listen.

Oh! Ah! Yes, I get you!

He turned to the diwan.

Tell him this serious offense is against His Highness the Maharajah almost as much as against these innocent people.

The diwan interpreted. The high priest bowed.

Law  order  His Highnesss government must be respected.

The high priest bowed again, but with slightly more reserve. Unless he wants His Britannic Majestys Government to interfere and mete out punishment there must be an apology to His Highness the Maharajah

Parumpadpa almost let a smile escape him, but concealed it with another stately bow. Ommony whispered again.

  and compensation in some form acceptable to His Highness.

Parumpadpa frowned.

I understand this temples revenue is drawn in part from a tax on all cut lumber. Will it be acceptable to His Highness if that revenue is transferred to the State for the specific purpose of planting trees?

I believe so. I may say, Yes, said the diwan. He interpreted, and Parumpadpa scowled.

Tell him he may agree to that or do the other thing! said Molyneux, glaring at the high priest.

And the high priest yielded. There was no alternative.

Pens, ink, and paper! Molyneux commanded. Well sign up now and get it over with.

So they set a table under the dome of Sivas temple, and for the first time in all history a contract between Church and State was drawn up and signed in that sacred edifice with Parumpadpas signature, witnessed by Molyneux, and lacking nothing but the Maharajahs seal to make it absolute.

There! exclaimed Molyneux, throwing sand on his own signature to dry the ink. Tact! Thats the stuff! I told you Im an oil-can! Assure His Eminence I have a deep respect for high priests. I like a man who takes his gruel standing up. Yes, sir; convey him my compliments!

He put an arm like a grapnel around Ommony and, saluting the high priest with the other, started for the door.

Why, hullo, youre making a quick recovery! Guts, Ommony! By gad, sir, I like guts in a man! Why, damme! You can walk alone! Whats happened?

Trees! said Ommony. I see trees!

Still light-headed, I perceive. I wonder what hit you. The less said the better, of course. I mean to ask no questions. Alls nicely settled. But between you and me, my boy, Ive a notion youve put something over.

No. Someone else did.

Who then?

Diana! She euchred the Ephesians! Shall we go, sir? It must be dinner- time. Mrs. Craig and I had no lunch.

Guts! By God, yes, that dog has guts! said Molyneux. Well have to stitch that wound up for her, Ommony. I see shes still bleeding a bit. You hold her, and Ill stitch. By gad, sir, I admire a dog with guts!

THE END
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CHAPTER I. Talk about transmuting elements

HOW can you begin a tale at the beginning, when it has as many beginnings as there are people in it? I dont see that these critics who make literary laws have done much else than shut out two-thirds of the best tales by making it impossible to tell them.

At any rate, as Im telling this one; and as nobody need listen if he doesnt like, Im going to begin it where I please, which happens to be in Berlin, Germany, which I visited long enough after the Boer War for men who fought all through it, to show themselves there without having to have police protection.

My business is prospecting, and I hadnt made my little pile in those days  hadnt attained, in other words, to that only essential of contentment in this world: the ability as well as the inclination and the right to suit yourself as to what youll do next, where youll go, and how.

My particular pet delight is independence. But in those days I was trying to get a syndicate of Prussian vons and zus to finance an undertaking in what was then known as German East Africa. Looking back through the smoke of adventurous years I should say now that it would have been about as easy to persuade the U.S. Government to finance a claimant to the throne of France. I cooled my heels, spent money in a very bad hotel, and dare say I should have been insulted finally, if it werent for my odd inch or so above six feet and the muscle that carries it upright. Even in those days the Prussians werent openly rude to anyone they werent sure they could lick.

But I made a profit, for I met an Australian named Jeremy Ross. It was worth a trip half around the world to make that mans acquaintance.

He was swearing at the methods of the same hotel proprietor and trying to tap the same financial sluices. We had two common grievances, which is sufficient basis for friendship in most circumstances; and, as we both were, comparatively speaking, broke, we walked about together a good deal, seeing what Berliners thought were sights, while the syndicate of von S and zu S considered how to put one over on us  an entirely vain devotion of super-thought on their part, as well as a waste of our time.

Even in those days I had reached the point of tolerating other peoples manners and notions right up to the chalk-line where they trespass on my liberty. But Jeremy Ross hadnt traveled as much, or met as many weird varieties as I had of the manners that mayketh man.

Having served through the Boer War as a trooper in the First Australian Horse, he had a profound contempt for, and enmity against all officers who were not Australians risen from the ranks. But he didnt include all Australian officers in his catalog of the blessed by any means, having, as he put it, eaten dirt from twenty-five too many of them.

Talk about transmuting elements, said Jeremy. Turning iron into gold is nothing to it. Take a chap whos a good mining mate and a decent trooper, with no more use for the airs of officers than youve got, put a couple of imitation bronze stars on his shoulder, and youve turned him into a cocky ass, wholl slate you for fatigue if you tell him as much as where he came from and where hed go if hed take advice. Officers ought to be elected, thats what I think; and I can think as good as anyone.

The sight of a three-inch red collar with gold lace on it to Jeremy was more irritating than a red flag to a black bull. A monocle acted on him as fulminate of mercury does on dynamite. So a jaunt shoulder-to-shoulder with him through the streets of Berlin was hardly a soporific. He took to imitating the swagger of the Prussian officers, with a silver coin stuck in his eye by way of emphasis. And Jeremy Ross is noticeable  a regular corn-stalk, still wearing his big felt hat  lean, long-legged, striding like a horseman, none too comfortable on his feet; a handsome fellow, whom the women glanced at twice, which in itself was good ground for a quarrel in the Prussia of those days. So the Prussians had to notice him.

Still, somehow or other I contrived to keep him out of actual difficulties, even when he refused to give up his chair at a restaurant table in order that a party of Uhlan officers might have the corner of the beer-garden to themselves. I daresay the size of the two of us, added to our obvious unity of determination, had something to do with the officers haughty retirement from the scene; but the proprietor wouldnt serve us after that, and Jeremys wrath boiled over. He reached the conclusion that all Prussian arrogance was bluff, and when we strode out together after half-an-hour I knew that trouble was inevitable. But I liked him finely, and stood by.

It came even quicker than I expected. We were walking up a street that leads into Unter den Linden, remarking the free figure and neat ankles of an American girl going the same way about twenty yards in front of us. The sight started Jeremy to bragging about the female loveliness of New South Wales.

None like em! None like em anywhere. A man couldnt be a polygamist in New South. One of our girls is worth a hundred from anywhere else in the world, and do your own picking. Im going home again. A mans a fool to leave Australia.

The girl ahead of us was a tourist obviously. She was carrying parcels in both arms and had a camera slung over her shoulder by a strap. She was unused to Berlin, for she tried to take the wall of a monocled, high collared von in cavalry uniform who came clinking his saber and spurs down-street. I suppose nobody but the traffic cop in her home city had ever challenged her right of way before.

Well, the Prussian behaved according to type. He bore what he had been taught to think was dignity in mind, shouldered her out into the middle of the side-walk, knocking both parcels from her hands; and then he smirked at her with a view to starting flirtation. According to the code, she ought to have felt flattered by his attention; but being merely an American, uneducated in such matters, and seeing he made no attempt to spoil his corset by stooping to pick up the parcels, she looked about for a man. She seemed bewildered  hardly indignant at first  I think she was too much taken by surprize for that. The Prussian probably mistook her blush for a symptom of admiration for himself, for he murmured something and tried to take her arm.

She shook herself free of him at almost exactly the same second that Jeremys fist took the Prussian in the jaw, sending him crupper over neck into the gutter. And it proved entirely characteristic of Jeremy that he ignored the Prussian forthwith, picked up the ladys parcels, and began a flirtation in his own way, on his own account. Youd have thought, if there had been time to think, that no such incident as spoiling a Prussians dignity had ever taken place in his young life.

The Prussian didnt do much thinking. He was automatic. He scrambled to his feet, livid and bristling with all the rage he felt entitled to, and drew his saber. He didnt shout, or even swear. He had seen Jeremy and me together, and it was all one to him which of us had struck him. He came for the nearest of us, which happened to be me. And I didnt do much thinking either.

A man with a long saber is at a disadvantage at close quarters against any one with strength enough to use his hands as nature intended. I dont like bloodshed, particularly mine, so I took his toy away from him and broke it. I have been told since that that is considered a horrible indignity to put on a military person, and if I had realized as much at the time I dare say I wouldnt have broken the thing. I could have thrown it across the street, for instance. However, the harm was done.

Most of the mere civilians in sight proved their meanness by scattering for cover  didnt want to be called as witnesses, most likely. The only non-military gent who took an interest in the proceedings was a cabman, who drove past, turned and drove back again, willing to be anybodys friend at so much per. I gave the Prussian the two pieces of his sword, supposing he would enjoy making himself scarce at once, and signaled to the cabman to come and get him. But there were lots of things I didnt know in those days.

Jeremy was still talking to the girl  Miss Eliot I remember her name was. Honestly, I believe he had almost forgotten the whole incident. When the Prussian beckoned and a policeman came running with drawn sword, Jeremy didnt realize in the least that he was the goal  or rather, that the nearest jail was goal, and we three meant for footballs.

Several officers passed across the street half a block away, and our friend with the broken sword shouted to them. I knew enough German to get the gist of his remarks, and enough of politics to be aware that jail is no place from which to address your embassy, if you hope for satisfactory results. Besides, five more officers were straining their corset laces badly in a hurry to help their man; even with Jeremy to aid me, I couldnt take all their swords away. It was time now to act first and think afterwards.

The policeman was loud-mouthed and importunate. He ordered us, Miss Eliot included, to march to the jail in front of him, and seemed to expect us to do it. Im told we broke no less than nine laws by refusing to obey him; he brandished his sword in my face, but did not strike, and I believe the ass thought I was trying to help him when I seized Jeremy by the neck and shook him, to make him see sense. He wanted to stay there and fight all Berlin. I caught the eye of the cabman, who drew up as close to us as he dared on the far side of the street. It did not take any persuading to get Miss Eliot into the cab, but I had to use violence on Jeremy, who has never since quite forgiven me for spoiling what he swears would have been a gorgeous victory. He went into the cab backwards, using bad words freely.

That sort of thing was evidently not unknown in Berlin, for the cabman needed no instructions. He whipped the pretty good horse to a gallop, and turned two corners before speaking. Then, slowing down to a trot as he turned a third corner, he leaned back to drive his bargain. He said he supposed that the gnädige Herrschaften had the British Embassy in mind.

But Jeremy and I were as one man in denouncing that suggestion. The whole British Empire isnt worth a damn to a chap in trouble, laughed Jeremy. Theyd simply hand us over to the Square-heads. Maybe yes, if we had coronets embroidered on our underwear, but the socks I stole from a duke in the Boer War made the squadron jealous on the trooper going home, so I auctioned em off to the crew and as like as not theyre in Hongkong or Yokohama. No, we cant pose as dukes. Lets try your embassy.

He chuckled while he talked, as if we had all played hookey from school and were having a gorgeous time. The cabman demanded a thousand marks, which I suppose was about the tariff in the circumstances; but Jeremy knew German pretty well, and offered to gamble with him  two hundred marks or nothing. He hadnt a trace of fear of consequences, and proved it by getting out to walk when the cabman turned obstinate; whereat a settlement was soon reached; we agreed on a hundred and fifty marks as the fare, and reached the United States Embassy streets ahead of the news.

The ambassador was out of town, as luck would have it; he might have been diffident, especially as one of us was an Australian. But there was a secretary there, whose aunt or somebody came from Miss Eliots home-town, and what with the girls influence, and Jeremys chuckles, we had him convinced before the military telephoned. They had drawn the British Embassy blank by that time as well as all the leading hotels, and were growing furious.

I dont know the full extent of the lies that that good secretary told, and I certainly wont tell his name, for he did his duty and deserves a curtain. But I heard him say over the phone that we were all three intimate friends of Colonel Roosevelt; and when a red-necked colonel without corsets came to demand our surrender on about a hundred criminal counts, the secretary received him alone in a small room and contrived to satisfy him somehow. The long and the short of it was that Miss Eliot was permitted to continue her journey to Switzerland, which she subsequently did, leaving Jeremy disconsolate for fifteen minutes and the story to progress without her. I have never seen her since, although I have been told that she described me when she got home as a great, dark lunatic, who might have got her into jail if it hadnt been for the handsome Mr. Jeremy Ross. But she never saw him again either, so no harm was done.

Jeremy and I were ordered to leave Germany that night, under embassy escort as far as the frontier  for which we had to pay. We didnt mind that much, since business with the vons and zus looked stagnant. We were also forbidden to return for twelve months, and forbidden even after that lapse of time without a special police permit. But as neither of us ever wanted to go back, that hardly mattered.

We had supper at the embassy, and Jeremy passed the time with conjuring tricks and ventriloquism, giving a performance with hardly any paraphernalia that would have passed muster on any stage in the world. He could do stunts with billiard balls, and make a Japanese mask talk in a way that brought to mind those ever-green romances about Indian fakirs. In fact, I dont think it would have surprized anybody much when it was time for us to start for the train, if he had performed the fabled trick of throwing up a rope into the air, climbing up it out of sight, and pulling the rope after him.

The only thing that could surprize you about Jeremy Ross after you had known him for an hour or two would be to see him gloomy or depressed, or at a loss for some unusual way of passing time.

All the way to the Dutch frontier he kept the embassy escort and the train crew amused with sleight-of-hand tricks, banter, and ventriloquism. Perhaps his best stunt was making a fat man, who had a corner seat in our compartment say outrageous things about the Kaiser in his sleep. When he tired of that he spilled a flow of reminiscences that could not have been lies, because no man could have invented all that much.

He seemed to have worked at every trade there is, and to have forgotten nothing. Youngest son of a well-to-do ranch-owner, he had rebelled at the station routine and set out to make his own fortune at the age of fourteen. When I met him in Berlin he was twenty-three or four, and though the fortune hadnt taken shape yet he seemed to have enough to get along with and was certainly well equipped with experience.

* * * * *

WHEN we left the train in Holland the conductor, the ticketman and several passengers, including the fat one who had been made to say things in his sleep, insisted on shaking hands. It was a miserable little junction station, but that did not disturb Jeremy; as soon as the farewells were over and we had seen the embassy fellow into the return train for Berlin he took my arm and proposed that we should set out at once to explore Holland. But I demurred. I couldnt afford in those days to wander at large  or thought I couldnt, which comes to about the same thing.

Somethingll turn up. It always does, he prophesied. Dutch moneys all right; you can spend it. Its round and it rolls. Lets get some.

But I hadnt yet learned the difference between being timorous and being cautious. I quoted the old jingle that has somehow lasted down the years as a label for the Meinheers  



In matters of commerce the fault of the Dutch
Lies in giving too little and asking too much.



All right, he answered. Come with me to Australia. Lets try West Aus. Get some camels and find gold in the desert. Great game. Make a pile quick and settle down to a life of roving. Come on!

I wonder what it is that makes a man deliberately decide against his inclination. There wasnt really any reason why I shouldnt go with Jeremy. A merrier companion couldnt be, or a braver. He would get into trouble, of course, but chuckle his way out of it; and you dont mind sharing any sort of difficulty with a mate who is game to lift his end of it. His optimism and my comparative caution might have made us good partners. But I had London in mind and a brace of millionaires whose profitable passion is to finance such folk as me, and Jeremy wouldnt try London on any terms.

Dukes, knights, lords, earls  afternoon tea in the office  wipe your feet on the mat, please  one of the Empires splendid sons when dividends aint rolling in and the bankers want a war  blooming Botany Bay Colonial when the fightings over! No, Ive seen London. The king may have it! I wouldnt fight for the Empire again, not if they offered to give me the whole damn thing for my trouble!

He spent the best part of two days trying to lure me to Australia, recounting the delights of humping bluey, the romantic possibilities of pearling on shares, the carefree existence that a man might live trading cattle on the long drive down from the northern territories, and the fortunes to be made by paddocking in West Aus.

But that something  maybe intuition  that so many people offer to explain and no man understands, urged me elsewhere. I offered to share up with Jeremy whatever arrangement I could contrive with the men in London; but the notion seemed to be fixed in his head that making profits for anyone outside Australia was treason. I dont say he wasnt right. Nobody ever made it clear to me why international financiers should be allowed to weave empires on a basis of percentages for the fellows who do the work. But Jeremy couldnt, or wouldnt see a difference that looks clear to me between grub-staking a man on shares and criminal plutocracy. He said there was no such thing as fair play in financial circles outside Australia, and not even too much of it there. Not that he was a socialist, or a communist, or any other kind of reformer. He could sum up his philosophy and politics in about ten words: If theres gold in a stream, and I can pan it, what in Hell do I need a financier for? Im the young feller thats going to finance any operations Im engaged in.

I asked him what he proposed to do when he had made the pile he talked of hopefully; how would he invest it?

I wont, he said, Ill spend it. You wait and see!

I dont carry my craving for independence all that far. Ive made my little pile, and used the money of more than one financier to do it. The dollars are salted down in United States Government securities, and I figure now that the world will have to go to pieces before any man can crowd me to the wall. Ill tell you what happened to Jeremy presently; and although my method has worked so well for me, Im still not sure that his hasnt suited him equally well. Its a matter of individuality, each man to his own affairs, of which there is a lot too little nowadays.

I said good-by to Jeremy in Rotterdam, where he took passage for Australia, glorying rebelliously in the steamers foreign registry. He swore over the taffrail  I was going to say solemnly, but he never did anything that way  at the top of his lungs, at all events, that he would never sail again under the British flag, salute another British officer, set foot in England, or pay taxes. He also gave me a specific message to deliver to the king, wished me well rid of my financiers, and begged me to get religion and come to Australia where God rides horseback.

The last I saw of him on that occasion he was performing on the bridge deck as the steamer swung into the tide, juggling with three opened, but not empty, beer bottles and as many tumblers, dancing to his own tune simultaneously. And the tune that he whistled was as free from care or any real malice as his own heart. For a day or two I missed him sorely and wished I had gone with him. Then, as such things do happen in this rapid motion-picture world, he passed from mind in a new welter of business negotiations. My twin millionaires saw a chance in the prospect that I offered them; we signed up, and I went to Abyssinia, where I was able to pack up a decent competence and return them several hundred per cent on their outlay; which may be immoral, but is something I peculiarly like to do.

What with digging gold, and hunting elephants on the side, I dont believe I thought of Jeremy Ross more than once or twice during all the time I stayed in Abyssinia, a land whose riches are kept idle under a blanket of graft that gives you all you need to occupy your mind.


CHAPTER II. Grims a bird  you ought to meet Grim.

NOW skip a number of years. The end of 1913 found me still in Abyssinia endeavoring with varying success to protect my financiers investment. But in January, 1916, I got out at last and headed down the Nile for Cairo, where, after a deal of arguing, the military let me have a room at one of the two big hotels. Some of you dont need telling what those places were like in war-time. The Mount Nelson in Cape Town during the Boer War was a kindergarten to it. The notice at the front door, Out of Bounds to all Enlisted Men, summed up the situation. You couldnt breathe for brass hats, or do a thing without being told you mustnt; and all the things you mustnt do were being done right and left by everyone who had a relative at the War Office or a good-looking wife who entertained.

I tried for a while to horn in somewhere and be useful; but you couldnt get near Allenby or Lawrence or any man who was really responsible. The rest were willing to have you know that the ground whereon they stood was holy; in fact, you had to concede that point before theyd talk to you at all. Thereafter, whatever you wanted to know was an official secret, but you were usually allowed to pay for drinks.

It petered down finally to the alternative of going home, or taking a hand along with the Levantines in profiteer contracts for army supplies, which is a trade I dont take to readily. So I decided it wasnt my war, put my name down on the waiting list for a passage to the States, and waited. There are worse places to wait in, once youre definitely a spectator and dont care who cheats whom, or why. And while I waited I ran into Jeremy Ross again. It was no surprize to see him once more in British uniform. Peter the Apostle set the example of protesting and then swallowing the protest. Jeremy erred in first-class company, and appeared to thrive on it. But he was sinning, too, against the army regulations, which is much worse, as well as likelier to bring instant punishment. Within ten paces of that notice by the hotel door, directly facing it, he, Jeremy Ross, a sergeant with the worsted chevrons on his sleeve, sat drinking whisky-and-soda at a table between two palms on the front veranda, in full view of any righteous personage who might pass.

It was scandalous, outrageous, subversive of all social order  more dangerous, I dare say, than trading with the enemy or spying for the other side. So I went and sat down on the chair in front of him, and ordered the Nubian waiter to charge the drinks to me, having a notion in the back of my head that for the second time I was going to steer Jeremy out of a scrape.

Well, glad to see me was no word for it. Some men blaze out like the sun from behind a cloud when they meet a friend, and Jeremy was one of them. He couldnt have made more noise if he had struck it lucky in the gold-fields of West Australia, where men dont celebrate in whispers; and he tried to tell me all his adventures since we parted in one long sentence. But he couldnt crowd it in or talk sense for high spirits.

He was perfectly sober and looked handsomer than ever in his broad-brimmed felt hat with the black cocks feather; moreover, he was as full as usual of disrespect for possible consequences and bubbling with amusement at the discomfort of one or two officers not far away, whose business it didnt happen to be to substitute for the provost marshal. They were as indignant as ruffled turkeycocks, and I remarked on it.

On edge, aint they, laughed Jeremy. But we Australians have made a bit of a rep for ourselves. Youll notice none of themll interfere until somebody comes whos big enough to give them Hell for letting dirt like me sit in the sight of nabobs. Crikey! I could tell you tales about whats happened up there in Palestine when the staff tried to what they call discipline us chaps that would make you gasp. Weve done most of the hard fighting; thats all right; thats what were here for. But they havent got us feeding out of their jeweled hands exactly. Listen to this.

And he told me tale after tale that never got into the papers about how the Australians had left their mark on the General Staff as well as on the Turks and Germans. Maybe he exaggerated, but I dare say not. I know what those fellows did and did not do in South Africa, and there were more of them on this occasion, farther from home and possessed of even less respect than formerly for swank, eye-wash, and petty tyranny.

The inevitable happened at the end of half an hour. A staff major came out of the hotel, who thought more of the line between enlistment and commission than of that great gulf reported to be fixed between heaven and the other place. He marched straight up and demanded to know what Jeremy thought he was doing there. Hes my guest, I answered, before Jeremy could get a word in. You can find out, if you care to, that whatever he has had to drink is charged to me.

But all that did was to include me in the class of undesirables. I was told I had sinned more grievously than Jeremy, and that I would be turned out of the hotel if I didnt mend my ways. He demanded my name. I offered to exchange cards, which he refused; so I advised him to mend his manners, if he thought that could be done without any risk to his health, and he went off in a towering rage in search of the provost marshal.

I was fully determined by that time to stick it out and see the affair through with Jeremy. It wouldnt have been the slightest use for either of us to clear out, for there was a provost sergeant watching us from over the way, who would simply have arrested Jeremy out of hand. I suppose the only reason why the staff-major hadnt ordered him to do that anyhow was his ambition to include me in the picnic, and anyone less than a full-blown marshal with the correct stars on his shoulder and the proper badge might shake down a windfall of enforced apologies, and all that disagreeable kind of thing, for an assault on an American civilian. And Jeremy was simply in his element. It was a long time before the provost marshal came, and he passed it calling full attention to his crime, laughing, chuckling, cracking jokes, and describing for my benefit the comforts of the desert bull-pen out by the Pyramids, where he assured me I should be locked up along with him.

Then came one of those dusky magicians who produce day-old chickens out of a tarboosh on hotel verandas, and we watched him for about ten minutes, until Jeremy grew scornful of such amateurish stunts and elected to give the fellow a lesson. But it wasnt all professional pride; he wanted, too, to show me what a mastery he had of Arabic, which he must have learned in about a year in between terrific bouts of fighting.

Picked it up, havent I? he said over his shoulder between one superb trick and the next. There were officers all around us now, ignoring military caste for the sake of being mystified. A subaltern brought the pool balls from the billiard table, and Jeremy made them crawl all over his arms as if they were bewitched; the Egyptian was pushed into the background, and slunk away disgruntled.

An officer came along with a fox-terrier; Jeremy took the dog on his knee  he has a way with animals that makes them instant friends and turned on his ventriloquism, making the pup give Arabic answers to his remarks in English.

Wish Grim was here, he said to me when he paused to swallow a drink and light a cigaret.

Whos Grim?

One of you Yanks. First-class fellow. Working under Lawrence over in Arabia. I tried to get a transfer to his show damned free and easy  independent  no airs  just the kind of job I like. Grim was willing, but nothing came of it; some brass hat got jealous, I suppose; nobody loves an Australian. If Grim was here now Id show him a thing or two. Hed apply for me quick, and have his own way about it. Grims a bird  quiet chap nearly all the time, but game to tell a full-blown general to go to as soon as look at him. You ought to meet Grim. Watch this.

But watching him was no use; you couldnt tell how he did it. He spun twenty coins of different sizes on the table and palmed the lot with one swipe of his hand. You could hear them click into place on top of one another, but half a second later when he opened his hand it was empty. It looked logical and easy after that when he produced them, with his other hand, out of the pups mouth.

Then came the provost marshal, whose profession is to spoil sport and put the lid on entertainment. He had been brought away from an afternoon bridge-party, and was in a corresponding frame of mind  didnt know me  didnt want to know me  hadnt time to listen to me  ordered Jeremy under arrest at once  and threatened to arrest me in the bargain if I had any more to say.

So I saw a way to help Jeremy once more out of a military entanglement and said a great deal fervently. But I was careful what I said and the provost marshal wasnt. An officer in uniform, who has the law and regulations on his side, simply cant afford to be abusive to a civilian who isnt scared. There never was a military regulation yet devised that couldnt be off-set somehow, as the Belgians proved to Von Bissing.

He did exactly what I hoped he would do in the end  ordered me put out of the hotel, added one or two remarks about my nationality, called me a slacker because I wasnt in uniform, and strode away fuming.

Meanwhile, Jeremy had been marched off in disgrace, even so looking not at all dejected. His black cocks feather danced along jauntily; and even the provost sergeant couldnt keep the guard from laughing at his jokes.

Try your Embassy again! he shouted to me from the street. But the U.S. doesnt keep an embassy in Cairo, and a consulgeneral has his limitations; our consul might have made it all right for me, but couldnt help Jeremy. Bankers are the boys, when theyre your friends; and you cant live several years in Abyssinia, making money for other people, without being on good terms with a Cairo banker.

There was a man of millions, whose head office was in London, who had instructions from my financial twins to do anything he could for me at any time. I found him in his office, and the rest was easy, although it did take a day or two. He sent for my effects from the hotel and put me up in his private house at Ramleh, pending a settlement.

There was nothing that I wanted  not even an apology. The provost marshal hadnt gone an inch beyond his rights in having me turned out of the hotel; and as for bad language, Im no schoolgirl; Ive listened to a lot of it, and used some too. But  well, you know the difference between men, whose troubles are their own affair and serve em right, and the other sort, whose part youll take whether they deserve punishment or not? Id have stood by Jeremy if hed committed murder.

The solution was all the easier because my banker acquaintance had social notions and didnt like that provost marshals manners; and you may believe it or not, but when a war is on, and the army, and army contractors need money every day, he who deals in cash across the counter has more influence than any ten ambassadors.

THREE DAYS AFTER the incident I went down, armed with an official pass, to the Australian camp near the Pyramids to see Jeremy, and found him in a barbed-wire enclosure in the hot sun digging a nice square hole in the sand under the eyes of a sergeant-major.

They had reduced him to the ranks for absence without leave, but werent content with that. A theory was being tried just then that drasticism was the only physic for Australians; so, for having dared to sit and drink in a hotel reserved for the higher caste, he was sentenced to dig ten holes, each to be exactly ten feet square and ten deep, in yielding sand and afterward fill them up again. He was still in the first hole when I found him; and because my pass expressly stated that I might talk to him alone the sergeant-major had to withdraw out of earshot.

Jeremy didnt say much at first. He smoothed the side of the hole with his shovel, grinned at me, patted another rough place, and presently expressed his judgment of the British Empire. I hope the Hottentots get London, he said. Id like to see an army of our Australian Aborigines looting the Bank of England. And the thing to do with the Royal Family is to put em in cages and send em on tour with the circus. The fall of Rome was a penny squib to what I hope happens to England, and Id help anyone except the Kaiser who had sense enough to take a crack at it. No use helping the Kaiser; he hasnt got guts; besides, if he won, hed be worse, supposing thats possible. But to think I volunteered  just think of it! Me that belonged to the regiment that won the Boer War and took oath to see the whole British Empire into Hell before wed ever fight for that crowd again! But whats the use of talking? Wait till I get out of uniform, and see. Thats all!

I helped him out of the hole, gave him cigarets, and we sat down on the sand together, facing.

How about that fellow Grim you told me about? said I.

Would you care to join him?

Wouldnt I! Grim is for Feisul, and so am I. But it cant be done. They keep Australians for the fighting and fatigues. Theyre using Feisul the same way  ditch him soon as the wars won  wait and see.

I cant get your rank restored, I said.

Dont try, he answered. Id stuff the chevrons down the throat of the first British officer I met!

But I know a man who can get you transferred to Akaba under Grim, I went on.

Then youre my enemy!

How so?

For not having done it already.

So I got his promise not to fall foul of any regulations, nor of any man  not even a sergeant-major until he should set foot in Arabia; and with that understanding I returned to my banker, who by that time had set three club committees by the ears and had cabled London and the U.S.A. Financiers dont stop short of taking pains when they pursue vendettas.

The cables werent working very well, and it was another week  Jeremy had dug more than half his holes  before the General Staff began to realize my nuisance value. I received an official call from a major, who knew nothing of what had taken place, but supposed he could straighten the matter out over a couple of cigars. He began by saying he thought it very decent of me not to have complained to the consul-general.

But I followed the bankers instructions carefully and the major left with the impression that the least I wanted was the degradation of the provost marshal to the ranks, together with personal apologies from all concerned to almost everybody in America. The banker, who was present during the interview, dropped hints at intervals about my financial connections.

The General Staff was busy and worried, and in no mood to pause in its stride for the sake of a provost marshals dignity. Somebody higher up told him sharply that he must straighten the tangle out himself at once, or take the consequences; so he took the only course left to him and sent one of his assistants to ask for an appointment for his chief.

On the bankers advice, I wasnt in. But the door was open between the two rooms; the banker did the talking and I listened. You know what these Americans are  pig-headed men. Once theyre set on a course theyre hard to turn. This man is a pretty good fellow, but hes no mans fool to be pacified with a perfunctory apology.

What does he want, then? Does he expect the provost to walk here on foot with peas in his boots and call out Peccavi through the back door? Hes crazy if he expects a man like Colonel Gootch to come and grovel to him.

I dont think it would amuse him in the least to see anybody grovel.

Well, what does he want?

An apology, of course. He was publicly insulted; hes entitled to an apology in public, and as a guest in my house Id expect him to demand at least that. But he wants more. As a practical man he demands some practical proof of regret and of willingness to make amends.

Good Lord! You mean money?

Of course I dont, nor does he. You know better than that. At the time of the insult he had an Australian with him  Sergeant Jeremy Ross by name  an old friend whom hed met that afternoon for the first time in ten years. It seems the Australian was the cause of all the trouble  out of bounds at my friends invitation in a place reserved for officers. The Australian was very severely punished as well as reduced to the ranks, and my friend feels badly about it.

Good God! Dyou mean he expects Gootch to go and kiss the sergeant on both cheeks and beg his pardon?

Hardly But you may tell Provost Marshal Gootch privately from me that if he cared to arrange that Australians transfer to Akaba for special duty under Captain Grim, theres no doubt I could persuade my friend to accept an apology in this room and let the whole matter drop.

But Colonel Gootch hasnt anything to do with transfers.

He has influence. Let him use it. Youd better make it clear to Colonel Gootch that hell have me to deal with unless he does the right thing pretty quickly. I have business at headquarters tomorrow noon. It might be best for all concerned if I could say at that time that the air is clear again. Ive heard of bigger men than Gootch being transferred to less agreeable duties.

Well, Ill tell him.

Put it bluntly. will you? Tell him you talked with me. Gootch understood the situation and got busy. Napoleon may have told the truth about the British in that famous remark of his; maybe he spoke collectively; but I can certify that one highhanded colonel, at all events, knew when he was beaten. Jeremy was excused from digging holes that afternoon, and his transfer to Akaba was arranged the same evening.

The apology to me, too, left nothing to be desired; it began by being stiff and throaty, but ended in armchairs with whisky-and-soda. In fact, I rather think Gootch and I were on good terms before he left: it was his suggestion that I might like to travel with Jeremy as far as Port Said, and he provided me a pass that came pretty near to being the key of Egypt.

So I traveled in a troop-train through a hot night, listening to Jeremys accounts of what had happened to him in the years between. It seemed he had even been a police-court magistrate, and had done almost everything else from trading horses down to conjuring in small towns with a traveling vaudeville troupe. But he thought that none of the things that he had done were half as inexplicably marvelous as my getting him that transfer for special duty under James Schuyler Grim the American, and he swore friendship forever on the strength of it.

This time he waved good-by with his cocks-plume hat from the deck of a decrepit tug in the Suez Canal, and his last words were of jubilantly roared advice to me to get attached to Grims command in some way.

Grims the real thing, he shouted. Come along and see life!

At the last glimpse I had he was dancing on the tugs poop, laughing and making friends with everyone on board. He had promised to write, but of course he didnt, and the letters I wrote to him were all returned eventually marked undelivered for reason stated. The fact that the reason wasnt stated hardly shed much light on Jeremys career.

However, I received news of him almost simultaneously with those undelivered but carefully censored returned letters of mine. My banker friend in Cairo wrote to me after I got back to the States, enclosing a clipping from an official list of casualties. It read:



Trooper Jeremy Wallace Ross.
 th Australian Light Horse.
On special duty Akaba. Missing.



I wrote in vain for further details. Nothing seemed to be known about him, and although the authorities were courteous and apparently took great pains to find out for me, presumably dead was the final official verdict. So I wished I hadnt engineered his transfer to Akaba, and more or less forgot him once again.


CHAPTER III. Protection looks best from a long way off.

NOW skip several more years. Mastery of time and space is the prerogative of him who tells tales and possibly has something to do with the readers contentment. In what is called real life the days are steps of a tedious stair, up which we climb unhandily enough with never a chance to take ten dozen in a stride during the monotonous interludes when nothing seems to happen. Even when we fall instead of climbing we must bump down one day at a time, with the bottom everlastingly receding as discomfort grows. For nothing I ever read, or heard, or saw convinced me that there is top or bottom; we just go on forever, either way, one step at a time.

But in a story you can leave out the uninteresting parts, and omit mention of the people who crowd the steps uncomfortably. The whole worlds history, and the gamut of human cussedness go to the making of every incident and give biologists a deal of material to keep them busy. But we, who for our peace of mind are not biologists or dry-as-dust historians, may sum up every situation in five monosyllables: So it came to pass.

It came to pass, then, that in 1920 I was back in the Near East  in Jerusalem, to be exact  not at a loose end, nor on a lost trail, but venturing more or less at random for an opportunity. Being independent and in the prime of life  which is the present moment in which every healthy fellow finds himself and has nothing to do with middle age  I was in position to engage in any pursuit that interested me.

I like to see the fruit of my labor in the form of invested dollars. I think a man is a fool who doesnt salt down more than half of what he earns; but no man is entitled to an opinion who lacks the courage of it. Ive been called more than my share of hard names by men who describe themselves as generous, but I shant have to tax their generosity when old age comes, because I have made it a rule to reckon costs up in advance and never to engage in anything until I can see which side the bread is buttered on. You might call me a cautious man, and in one sense conservative.

Nevertheless, I have had my full share of fun and look forward to plenty more; and the reason of that is as simple as addition. I have never looked for money merely for the sake of getting money. The game has got to interest me first; and Ive discovered this: That when youre really interested you can start a good game anywhere. The fact that you are interested opens doors.

So, although Jerusalem looks at the first glance like a strange choice for a professional prospector as a jumping-off-place into the unknown; and although it certainly would be the worst place imaginable for a man dependent on his earnings from month to month, with its prodigious interest as a maelstrom of human emotions fixed in the centre of the habitable surface of the world, within a days ride of the unknown in more than one direction, it suited my case perfectly.

Where all the tribes, all the politics, most of the creeds and a generous sprinkling of cranks foregather, there the tales blow like blossom in the wind. Blossom that sticks begets fruit; every blown blossom had to have a tree to grow on, and you can find the tree if you look long enough. In other words, most tales are worth investigating for the truth that underlies them; and if you want one tale a minute, each wilder than the last, just try Jerusalem for a month or so.

And as I have already told, it was in Jerusalem that I at last met the James Schuyler Grim who Jeremy had said was such a first-class fellow. Lawrence, who did more than any living man to defeat the Turks, by composing Arab differences and swinging the Arabs into line behind Feisul to fight on Allenbys right wing, had returned to England long ago. Most of the quiet handful who achieved impossibilities for Lawrences sake had followed him into retirement or scattered over the earth to new fields of activity. But Grim stayed on in the Intelligence Department, and I have told several adventures that I had with him. Grim isnt a man whom you would normally expect to lead you on to fortune  nor to fame; for he appears to find his meagre pay sufficient, and isnt even keen enough on that to cling to his job unless the British let him have his own way. And publicity offends him like a bad smell. He had to know me intimately for months, and I had to make him all kinds of promises, before he gave me permission to lay bare some of his doings.

And I dont mean by that that he is modest in the usual meaning of the word; for he isnt. He knows his own value and pits himself with confidence against odds and in situations that would make his seniors in the service gasp. But he is a man of one idea; and as well as I can describe it in a sentence it consists in using his own extraordinary ability to the utmost. What he knows is Arabia, Syria, Egypt, and Arabs.

What he can do is to understand the Arab and bring out his good qualities. What he thinks is that Feisul, third son of the King of Mecca, who  for the first time since Saladin  united the Arabs under one banner in one cause, should be allowed to work out some form of independent Arab government. What he does is to devote his whole energy along that line, making use of his commission in the British army because it gives him authority and funds.

Mind you, he earns the money that the British pay him; and, seeing that he is an American, with no real claim to their consideration since peace was signed, it isnt likely they would continue him in the service unless they were sure they had their moneys worth. I found him as Jeremy described, a man game at any time to tell a full-blown general to go to Hell, and the convenience must therefore be considered mutual; the British pay Grim because he is useful to them; he accepts their pay, and wears their uniform at times, because that is the line of least resistance to the furtherance of the cause he has at heart.

Most people like him, although some officials are jealous of his ability and of the scope that he enjoys in consequence; for he goes just where and when he chooses as a rule, which makes his lot considerably pleasanter than that of the routine men tied down to stuffy quarters in Jerusalem, Nablus, Haifa, and such posts. Most criminals like him, for though he frustrates their more important schemes with an ingenuity that must seem almost supernatural to them, he is never vindictive. The crowded jail in Jerusalem is full of Grims friends; and the toughest rogues of the Near East are his best assistants, for if ever a man took others as he found them, discovered the best in each, and bent it to the cause he has espoused, that man is Grim.

I remember how in my callow days I couldnt sit down at ease with men possessed of a different notion of morality from mine. Nowadays, on the rare occasions when I lie awake, I spend the time laughing at the superior airs of that aspiring young moralist who once on a time was me. Contact with the earths ends soon kicks out of you, of course, ninety per cent. of your puppyhood but a modicum remains that varies with the individual, and it needed Grim to teach me that a murderer, for instance, isnt necessarily a bit worse than a politician, nor either of them so much worse than you and me that you could measure the difference with a micrometer.

In Grims company I have spent days in the intimate society of professional thieves, to whom murder was a side-line of the business, and I reckon Im the better for it; for Grim has the faculty of bringing out what makes the world such an amazing place  the infinite capacity possessed by every rascal for doing the decent thing deliberately.

Havent you seen men who can take ill-broken horses and drive them all day long without a kick or an accident, because of sympathy and understanding without a weak spot in it? That best describes Grims way. There isnt any mush in him. Slushy sentiment wont manage men when a crisis comes any more than petting will control stampeding cattle.

He looks facts in the face without wincing, and where whip, rein, and voice are called for he can use them; but, though I have been in more than a score of uncommonly tight places along with Grim, I have never once heard him make an ill-considered threat, or seen him weak for a second when firmness was the cue. The truth is, he can read the hearts of men, which is the only book worth reading in the long run, although there are some printed ones that help you to understand; it is full from end to end of unexpected wonders, and those cynics who assert that mans nature is predominantly evil are ignorant fools, who lie.

And, as I have said, Grim hates publicity. He even hates to air his views, or to discuss information before the minute comes for using it. That makes him a rather disconcerting man to get along with, for he springs things on you when you least expect, and keeps you in the dark at times when you would give ten years of your life for the certainty of living ten more minutes. I think he is obsessed by the unusual belief that to share his thoughts lessens their fertility, and I know he regards all propaganda as a foolish and indecent waste of time.

So the mere fact that he doesnt answer, or shakes his head, or looks bored, or says he doesnt know, doesnt prove much. I remember asking him, not long after I first met him in Jerusalem, for some account of Jeremys doings in Arabia and of how the merry fellow lost the number of his mess.

To my surprize Grim denied all knowledge of him, although not by any means convincingly. He didnt seem to try to be convincing. He looked up from the book he was reading and stared at me for about thirty seconds with those baffling eyes of his that now and then gleam so brilliantly under the bushy eyebrows that they almost seem on fire. He had been smiling at something he had just read, but now his lips set noncommittally in a straight line.

Why? What do you know of him? he asked.

It struck me at once as improbable that Jeremy had never mentioned me to Grim, seeing that I had been instrumental in bringing the two together in Akaba. However, it isnt always good manners to make a display of incredulity; and there isnt a set of circumstances anywhere, nor ever was, in which bad manners are less than a mistake. So I took the question at its face value and told all I knew about Jeremy from the beginning.

Grim closed his book and listened with apparently deep interest, never interrupting once. Not one least gesture betrayed previous knowledge of the Australian; and although he smiled once or twice at the accounts of Jeremys misdeeds, it wasnt with any air of being familiar with them. All the same, I still wasnt convinced. I cant tell you a thing about him, he said at last, when I had come to the end of my tale and waited for Grim to make a remark of some sort. Then he resumed his reading, holding the book so that I could no longer see his face, which may have been an accident but left me less convinced than ever.

I formed the conclusion that my friend Jeremy Ross must have done something discreditable, which Grim preferred to leave undiscussed, that it might be forgotten the sooner. Strange, isnt it, how we jump to the worst conclusions and associate all silence with unpleasantness? Since that was my judgment of the situation, decency obliged me to keep silence too  that and a discreditable, although not unique desire to dissociate myself from the record of a man who appeared to have failed in the last pinch. Thats another strange thing, isnt it, how decency and despicable motives run in double harness!

There were plenty of incidents after that, when I ventured with Grim and his following of born thieves into the trans-Jordan country, which brought Jeremy to mind again; but I kept my thoughts to myself and never once referred to him. Nevertheless, the more I learned of the amazing story of what Lawrence and his handful did in the war, with another handful of untrumpeted zealots toiling in their rear, the less I liked to remain ignorant of Jeremys share in the doings. And the more I turned over in mind what I did know of Jeremy, the less probable it seemed that what I did not know could be much to his discredit. Wild he was certainly, and free with his opinions about men and circumstances that he did not like; but it seemed increasingly incredible that Jeremy, wearing the uniform of a free man who had volunteered for foreign service, would do anything meriting the name of treason.

In my experience, free-speaking men of courage are less likely to betray their flag than are some of the patrioteers, who wave their hats in air when the flag goes by, but would sell it, and throw their country in, for less than Esau took in exchange for his birthright. Neither was Jeremy Ross a likely plunderer. There are looseended men, of course, who constitutionally cant let alone such opportunities for pouching money as unguarded army supplies provide. But Jeremy was one of those fellows who could make money easily without stooping to dishonesty. In fact, it was bellicose honesty in harness with boisterous humor that made him rail at shams and got him so often into trouble. That kind of fellow doesnt steal.

The only plausible supposition left, then, was the oldest in the world. Jeremy was a handsome man with a little dark mustache that turned naturally upward and made you think of dArtagnan. He had eyes and a smile, free shoulders and a horsemans supple loins, that together with his bubbling spirits might easily have stirred the ambition of a desert-born Delilah.

There are women in all lands who are like spiders, not content to play the vampire game, but only satisfied when they have lured, bled white and finally destroyed. Moslem countries are the last in which a wise man would run that kind of risk; but Jeremy Ross  clever, brilliant, alert, courageous  was not nearly always wise. A woman seemed the likeliest guess; but that only added to my desire to learn all the facts.

Patience, however, is my long suit. I have had to acquire that quality, for lack of some of those more marketable talents with which men born under other stars than mine seem to attain to what they want so easily. I take it that patience had quite a lot to do with Grims selection of me to go with him on expeditions, for I have no strategic or diplomatic genius. True, he had my services for nothing, and that is quite a consideration when you remember how poor the governments are in these days, so that all the unspectacular, unpopular departments must have their expense sheets pared to the bone.

It is also true that hard knocks and harder work in all kinds of out-of-the-way places have made me in a sort of way dependable. I have been let down too badly and too often by men who called themselves assistants, to care to submit another fellow to that sort of mortification.

I can talk Hindustani pretty well, and my skin has been burned a sort of raw mahogany color by sun and wind and sea, which makes it comparatively easy for me to pose as an Indian Moslem in places where Indians are well known by repute but rather rare. And I have learned enough Arabic to understand the drift of things, and to hold up my end in any argument. But Grim, who can act the part of an Arab so perfectly as to deceive the most suspicious of them  and there isnt a more swiftly suspicious race under heaven  could have found dozens of men who understood the Arabs better, and who could disguise themselves and act their parts better than I.

Grim is really a long-headed imaginative business man in a peculiar environment. Even in his majors uniform he looks the part. In civilian clothes you couldnt possibly mistake him. He is one of those men for whom the Napoleons of commerce hunt ceaselessly, and to whom, when discovered, they pay whatever salary the find considers himself worth.

For make no mistake about it, nine-tenths of the art of making millions lies in knowing a born executive when you see him in the raw. And again, nine-tenths of an executives worth consists in knowing men. Grim knows all about men. He has a genius for judging just how far a given individual will go in certain circumstances. He understands how far to trust, and just when to mistrust.

And, greatest art of all, he knows how to cajole a notoriously dishonest fellow into playing straight, as well as how to forestall the vastly more difficult customers who practise knavery under the cloak of a good reputation.

So I claim it is a feather in my cap that Grim made a friend of me, and invited me to share his quarters in Jerusalem in the funny little stone house down an alley at the back of the Zionist hospital. As his friend I must count myself among a score or two of cut-throats, some of whom are in the jail this minute, and two of whom they tell me are now under sentence to be hanged. But I dont find the association unendurable. In fact, the meannesses of what is called polite society, where men and women commit their crimes by proxy, bore me rather soon, and Im minded to go back and meet some of those honest thieves and murderers again. I like things and people labeled with their proper names.

We didnt use Grims quarters for many days on end, for the Administration wasnt paying him to sit down and grow fat. One expedition followed another with the swiftness and almost the regularity of a motion-picture serial, and between times, when Grim wasnt reading, there was a constant succession of visitors, who brought in scraps of information from zones not reached by rail or telegraph.

We had almost daily news of Mustapha Kemal in Anatolia. Now and then there were tales of the Bolsheviki in northern Persia, and once when I was present a hairy, swarthy, smelly fellow brought information from as far away as Samarkand. The spies who reported at headquarters on the Mount of Olives were usually sent along to Grim to repeat their story to him personally, so that before you had been in his company a week you felt as if you were posted in the center of a great map, with all the roads, tracks, wires, and rivers radiating outward from you.

Few of the visitors knew how to behave in so-called civilized surroundings, and most of them when offered a seat preferred a mat or a cushion on the floor. Your progressive Arab likes to air what he thinks are occidental manners, but the men familiar with deserts cant disgorge their news unless you let them sit at ease in their accustomed way.

By constant repetition one peculiarity became remarkable  the farther away the place from which any of our visitors came, the more insistent that man would be that Grim should return with him to help straighten matters out.

I dont think that meant that Grims fame had reached all the way to Samarkand, for instance. His Arab name, Jimgrim, can be conjured with throughout northern Arabia and Syria, but hardly beyond that; and at any rate he put a totally different construction on the circumstance.

You see? he laughed one afternoon. When theyre not familiar with western methods and only know of them by hearsay, theyre crazy to call us in. But the folk nearby, whove had a dose or two of our enlightenment, would rather be let alone in future. Notice it? The stories from fifty or a hundred miles away are mostly given one kind of twist calculated to calm the Administrations nerves; from beyond that the twist is exactly reversed. European protection looks best from a long way off. Well, Im dead set against outside interference. If I could have my way, thered be no meddling in foreign lands. Each to his own affairs is my creed. But, like the rest of us, Grim cant have his own way very often and has to be content with compromise.

* * * * *

ONE afternoon, about a month after our return from the affair with Ali Higg at Petra, there came a man on camel-back, followed and noisily rebuked by a couple of mounted policemen, who insisted that he should report himself and his business first at police headquarters.

But he had no use for the police, and was much too wise to stop and argue, or to draw his weapons and give them an excuse to call assistance and arrest him. He knew the way to Grims quarters and sent his camel along at top speed, stone-deaf to shouts, threats, commands, and all abuse.

He dismounted at the narrow stone gateway without making his camel kneel, and leaving the beast for the police to watch strode straight in unannounced, brushing aside the servant who ran to the door to question him.

Grim and I happened to be playing chess, with the board between us on a stool in front of the fireplace. The man stood watching us in silence for two or three minutes, patient now that he had reached his goal; and Grim didnt appear to notice him, although the smell of human and camel sweat blended and the fellows heavy breathing were remarkable, to state it mildly. It was five minutes before the Arab saw fit to interrupt. Salaam aleikum, ya Jimgrim! he said at last. That game you play there is a slow one. I have brought you word across the desert of a swift one that a man must play between life and death. Ben Saoud summons you!


CHAPTER IV. In the name of Him Who never sleeps it is a bargain!

OUR visitor was tall as well as smelly, and he smelt of other things besides sweat  the desert, for instance, which, like the salt sea, has its own aroma. It makes some folk afraid before they are conscious of what frightens them, filling others with a vague restlessness.

All smells are certainly to be included in that new elusive law of relativity. Grim and I, freshly tubbed, in a clean-swept room, were more offensive to that Bedouin than he to us. He had cotton stuffed in his nostrils, an habitual indignity the desert people offer to the cities on the rare occasions when they leave behind the safety of all outdoors and contemptuously tread the peril-haunted streets.

There was nothing about our quarters that he enjoyed. He stood with his big brown eyes wide open, not distrustful, for he knew Grim, but about as alert as a horse just in off the range, turning his head an inch at a time to examine every detail of the furniture. Grim told him to sit down, and he chose the rug in the center of the floor, gathering his brown cloak about him and arranging its folds as if to protect himself from unseen evil.

How did you get as far as this without surrendering your rifle? Grim asked him.

By damn, Jimgrim, it was either that or not at all. If I had come by way of El-Kerak and taken the bridge over the Jordan the Sikhs on watch there would have been too many for me. They would have required it according to custom.

They would have given you a receipt, said Grim. You could have had it back on your return.

Maybe. A rifle is a mans life. Who leaves his life in a strangers keeping, against words on a scrap of paper in a foreign speech? I came by the south end of the Dead Sea, avoiding Sikhs and such folk. At El-Kalil there was an officer  an Englishman  a young cock-sparrow full of mirth and brains, who bade me give my rifle up. But I gave him talk instead of it. In the name of Allah the Omnipotent, said I, you shall fight me for the rifle if you want it. I killed a German for it in the war; now it is mine until another man kills me. Maybe thou art the man, said I, although I think not.  That would be Captain de Crespigny, I dare say? Grim suggested, smiling.

Aye, that was the youngsters name. A straight-standing child with a smooth face. Mashallah! He told me he is Governor of El-Kalil! Did he lie?

Not he. What did he answer you about the rifle?

He laughed, and said it would be a shame to kill such a specimen as me. Whereat I started on my way again, but he called me back and wrote out a permission, lest, as he said, I should slay all the soldiers in Jerusalem.

Did you show the permit to the police here? Grim asked him.

By damn, not I! I let the dogs bay after me! What I have in my pouch is my affair. Who has permission from the Governor of ElKalil needs no favors from lesser folk; and besides, he might not have been the governor after all. Who am I to stop and trade curses with policemen?

Lets see what de Crespigny wrote, said Grim.

The Bedouin reached into the mysterious recesses of an under-garment and produced a greasy, thumb-marked sheet torn from a memorandum book. It was folded criss-cross fashion, and addressed in pencil to Grim. Grim read it, smiled, and passed it on to me. It ran:



Dear Grim,
this fellow Aroun, of the Saoud clan swears he is a friend of yours. I rather hope its true. I like him. But if hes a liar, send him back this way, and Ill have some fun with him in the jail here.
Yours, C. de Crespigny.



Grim handed the note back to its bearer, who pouched it proudly. It has probably done yeoman service since in the heart of Arabia, displayed to folk who cant read as proof conclusive of any wild statement its owner cares to make.

Well, what message do you bring? Grim asked him.

Hassan ben Saoud says you are to come to him.

To what place? When?

Now, at once, to Abu Kem, which is two days camel-ride to the south and east of Abu Lissan. He said, Tell Jimgrim to do no dallying but come at once.

Grim crossed one leg over the other and leaned back in his armchair lazily.

In a hurry, is he? Whats the trouble?

He said: No need to tell the nature of the trouble. Let it be enough that there is trouble. Jimgrim interfered between me and Ali Higg of Petra. By a trick he came between me and sure victory. I had pledged my word, and I kept my word. Now Jimgrim keep his word to me. He promised to come and help me at my call. It should therefore be enough to say that Hassan ben Saoud the Avenger summons him. If he doesnt answer that, let him go the way of all dogs and I will do without him. But I think he is not a dog, and will answer the summons. So spake Saoud the Avenger and I rode a seven days journey to repeat his words.

Dont you know what the difficulty is? asked Grim.

Wallahi! That I do!

Is it a secret?

As secret as the devils hiding-place! Some say that King Solomon has come back to Earth and has the witches working for him. Others say that the devil in person has made his abode in Arabia. There has been a comet, and the great well at Abu Kem has run dry.

I cant catch comets in a net, or fix dry wells, said Grim. Witches are none of my business either. I wouldnt know how to deal with the devil, and as for King Solomon, I guess as much of him as isnt dead is hard to find. Youll have to tell me a plainer tale, than that, my friend.

But ben Saoud the Avenger has your promise. What is the word of Jimgrim worth, then?

I didnt promise ben Saoud to do exactly what he said at any time. He demanded that, and I refused. What I did promise was to help him in my own way, if he should get into difficulty. Youve got to tell me what the difficulty is.

By Allah, not so! When I call my camel he must come.

I am no mans camel, answered Grim.

If a man owes me money and I demand it, he must pay. I am not required to tell him what I need the money for.

Does ben Saoud realize what it means for me to get men together and make that journey? Is he so hard pressed that he feels entitled to put me to all that expense and inconvenience?

By Allah, Jimgrim, you know me, our visitor answered. You know I am the Avengers trusted man. You hear my words. You hear me say I speak for the Avenger. You hear me say he needs you. You made the Avenger a promise. Keep it!

I intend to, Grim answered.

Taib.

But answer this: Which would likely be of most use, a friend with his eyes shut, or a friend who can see all sides of a matter and so make preparation in advance?

A friend is a friend, Jimgrim.

True; and a rifle is a rifle, but some shoot straight and others dont. Suppose the rifle is supplied with cartridges that dont fit?

Well; this is a matter of life and death. Come well armed and supplied. Bring machine guns and six regiments if you have them, said our visitor.

Grim laughed aloud at that, and clapped his hands for the servant to bring coffee.

You fellows believe in just one solution for all problems, dont you! he said.

True, Jimgrim. It is the law of Allah that death solves everything. A man is righteous; he dies, and enters paradise; shall he complain? A man does evil; he is slain and hurled into Jehannum; the survivors have his goods, and Allah smiles. Without death in the reckoning all would be talk and no solution. A good rifle and a sharp sword are Allahs arbiters.

The coffee came, and we drank it in comparative silence. The snorts and lip-smacking of our visitor were intended for a compliment  an echo, as it were, of inward ecstacy, not to be confounded with mere noise.

Are you fit to travel? Grim asked at last.

Inshallah, I would like to go tonight, but my camel is exhausted.

I can lend you another camel. Well give your beast a days rest, and Ill bring it along after you. Youll start back at moon-rise?

By your honors favor.

Then tell ben Saoud the Avenger this: Im coming at once, because of the promise. If he needs help badly, Ill do my best.

God give your honor long life!

But it is neither simple nor convenient just now for me to come. If I find that the Avenger has sent for me without good reason, not only will my promise be wiped out, but the balance will swing heavily the other way. Will you tell him that?

If I live.

I shall start tomorrow night. If on second thought the Avenger decides he can do without me, let him send back a messenger to meet me on the road. In that case, well and good; I will turn aside to important business, and no harm will have been done. But unless such a messenger meets me, I will go forward, and the Avenger will have hard work to make his peace with me afterwards, if this should prove to be false alarm.

Better write all that in a letter, Jimgrim.

Why? The Avenger sent his message by word of mouth to me.

But if I should die on the road, or be made prisoner?

In that case a letter would certainly fall into wrong hands. No. If there is to be any writing, the Avenger shall do it over his seal and signature at my dictation.

By Allah and His Prophet, these are words at random anyhow! said our visitor. The affair is serious, as you shall see. The Avenger believes you are the only man capable of understanding, to say nothing of solving it. He holds you to your promise, but he is no ingrate. Show him the way out of this, and you may name your own terms afterwards.

Trust me. I will! Grim answered dourly.

He who keeps promises shall find that promises are kept, said the Bedouin sententiously.

* * * * *

SO, by a bolt from the blue, as it were, our activities were outlined for the next three weeks. All Grims immediate plans were swept into the discard, and we began there and then the always exhilarating business of preparing for a fresh campaign. There isnt any greater fun on earth than that, whatever the subsequent outcome. I believe that wars are made more often than not by the fun men have in getting ready for them; and the misery of the last is straightway forgotten in the sport of preparation for the next. Lord knows, Ive had as much trouble in wild lands as most men of my age, but Im as thrilled as the greenest tenderfoot at the sight of blankets being rolled; tents made ready; and, above all, saddles. Saddles and sails  the day has not yet come when gasolene or steam can quite replace them; they are rather more than symbols in the desert of this latter-day efficiency, and their lure has the old heart-tug in it. And camel-saddles are the best of all.

Nevertheless, the trappings are as nothing compared to the men who shall use them. Given good men, you can campaign on a shoe-string, and the worst of starting in a hurry is the risk of taking with you handsome fellows who will lie down in a pinch, and quarrel over trifles twenty leagues from home.

That was where Grim enjoyed his great advantage. He was under no necessity to employ the alleged efficient hirelings, who make nightmares of most journeys in that country. The absurd delusion that a jail-sentence unfits a man for official jobs obsesses governments, so the men who ought to be in jail get government employment and the fellows who have learned by sharp experience that off-side isnt in the game are left off-side without a chance to put their schooling to fair use.

But, being on short allowance for expenses, Grim was not only permitted, but encouraged to pick his men from among the reputed undesirables. The widows of the riffraff dont draw pensions, and there arent any union rates of pay; but the riffraff, if you want to call them that, are usually grateful for small mercies. The same rule applies, with obvious exceptions, to enlisted men. It isnt always wise to choose the men who know the inside of the regimental clink, but some men with scandalous defaulter sheets are rebels against monotony rather than against discipline, and what such fellows hunger for is interesting work. The first man Grim sent for was Narayan Singh, our Sikh friend, who had been with us on one or two adventures  the best man in his regiment by almost any way of reckoning but, as it happened, in disgrace  and in the cells  just then.

There wasnt anything they could have done but put him in the cells. The cantonment life had bored him badly after our last trip, and the hooch they sell in the out-of-bounds slums of Palestine works miracles with the sign reversed. As a rule when he is drunk he likes to parade without his pants, but on this occasion he had turned up stark naked on the drill-ground and, being a man of muscle and adroitness, had provided ten men and a sergeant with an hours strenuous work catching him and putting him in irons. Good soldiers, like good workmen at any trade, possess friends in high places and corresponding advantages unguessed by the ranks of mere malingerers. A telephone message to Narayan Singhs colonel relieved more individuals than one; you could almost feel over the wire the satisfaction with which Goodenough agreed to continue the Sikhs punishment  to make a horrible example of him, in fact  by ordering him out of cells at once and away on special service under Grim.

I am told that not a man in the regiment smiled next morning when the order was made known. There are people  Sikhs among them  who can enjoy a joke without disturbing the conventions.

Narayan Singh arrived that evening, resplendent in a brand-new khaki uniform for which his pay would probably be docked for months to come. His beard was oiled and curled; his dark eyes had already lost the dissipated glare that goes with drunkenness; and somewhere in the middle of the black hair was a streak of flashing white teeth that showed first as he loomed enormous in the doorway of our sitting-room with the night behind him.

Not a word of explanation or excuses. Grim and he understood each other. Narayan Singh saluted, Grim nodded, and there all ceremony ceased.

Were going back of Abu Lissan, Narayan Singh.

Wherever you say, sahib.

Its a blind affair. No knowing whats in the wind.

So long as the affair is blind, and not we, let the wind blow how it will, bahadur. Who else goes?

Well take the old gang.

Better so. Old dogs hunt best.

Suppose you get away to El-Kalil tonight. Take a Ford car, and have the driver hurry. Call at the governorate first; then roust out Ali Baba in the suk [bazaar] and tell him to get ready to start tomorrow with his sixteen sons. If any of the sons are away, or cant be spared, or happen to be in jail on serious charges, tell Ali Baba to find substitutes. But if any of them are in jail for a minor offense, ask Captain de Crespigny to release them. You cant travel as a Sikh beyond El-Kalil; dress as a Pathan; heres money; account to me for it. Thats all, I think.

There was something else, though. Narayan Singh stood without speaking, motionless, like a great meek simpleton  he who is neither meek nor simple in any circumstance. He was technically still a prisoner, and his rifle and bayonet were locked away until such time as Grim should report his sentence served. It was beneath his dignity to refer to the matter, yet a dog without teeth would be happier than that Sikh without weapons.

It was about a minute before Grim understood the situation.

Hadnt you better go for that car? he said.

But Narayan Singh continued to stand in silence.

You dont need a note from me. The driver knows you. Just jump in the car and tell him where to go.

But the Sikhs expression remained wooden, and Grim looked puzzled. The world was more likely to come to an end from surfeit of morals than that Narayan Singh would balk at active service and responsibility. But an almost unnoticeable gesture of helplessness  a relaxing of the muscles of arms and shoulders  provided the clue, and Grim sat down at his desk to write a note to the Governor of El-Kalil.

Give that to Captain de Crespigny, and hell let you pick over the governorate armory. I dont suppose what hes got there is any good, but youll have to manage.

The Sikh grinned contentedly, saluted, and was gone. Until midnight we two overhauled old maps, Grims old notebooks, pistols, kit, and what not; and we were about to turn in when the same Ford car that had taken Narayan Singh came to a clattering, tooting halt outside the gate, and someone began pounding on the front door.

* * * * *

WE were used to midnight messengers, for Grims business works day and night. It was likely enough some scaremonger who had begged a ride on the strength of wild tales of a rising somewhere. Grim went to the door with his face set ready to cut short the interview, but a moment later ushered into the sitting room no less a personage than Ali Baba, father and grandfather of the sixteen thieves of El-Kalil.

Now what is it that makes a nod of confidential recognition from such a man seem more like balm of Gilead than the smile of a proconsul? Ali Baba was a thief, and the proud progenitor of thieves. I dont suppose there is a species of raw rascality that he and his have not been intimately connected with at some stage of their careers; and the last time I had anything to do with the old villain he stole my good repeating pistol, and made a song about it, which he and his sons sang repeatedly thereafter in my presence, it being part of their creed that no theft is really profitable. or amusing unless the victim knows who perpetrated it.

I should say you couldnt find a more disreputable character than Ali Baba in the whole of the Near East  and mind you, that is a broad statement  yet the old mans nod to me was like the handshake of a friend.

Well, I didnt make the world. Im telling facts, not trying to explain things.

Ali Baba was perturbed. His gray beard bristled with excitement, and his dark eyes shone with nervousness. As he sat down cross-legged on the couch his wrinkled hands twitched; and though he normally looks bland and respectable enough to be custodian of a saints tomb, there was an air about him now of impotent rascality caught napping. He wasnt exactly in a rage, but he was ready to blow up at the first excuse, and his right and left hand went in turns to the dagger stuck in his waist-cloth. But after he had sat down he went through all the long formality of Arab greeting, first to Grim, and then all over again to me  question and reply  question and reply  all about our health, the state of our bowels, glory be to Allah the condition of his own inside  the weather  the crops  the price of camel-feed  then, suddenly:

That Sikh Narayan Singh came, Jimgrim. He bade me be ready tomorrow with my sons and God knows how many camels for an expedition to last a month.

Grim nodded, smiling. He smiles with his eyes at Arabs in a way that seems to break down all suspicion and open the way for confidences.

But it is impossible. By Allah, it cant be done.

Youve been doing things that cant be done all your life, Grim answered. Whats the trouble, O father of impossibilities?

I have a business in hand. It is profitable. All my sons and grandsons are engaged in it. Every camel I own, and twenty more that I have hired are in training for a long trip. The loads are made up. All is ready. We would have been gone day before yesterday, inshallah, if that young dog they have made Governor of El-Kalil hadnt got wind of it and set his cursed police to prevent us. He threatens the lot of us with jail if we as much as move. May Allah change his face! He only let me out of El-Kalil tonight to see you, Jimgrim, on condition that the driver promised not to set me down anywhere between there and here.

Uh-huh. Young de Crespigny has wisdom.

Wisdom, has he! Taib. I have business! Listen, Jimgrim; I have been a friend of yours. You and I have seen the color of the face of death together. When have I refused to do you a service? I have risked my neck, and the necks of all my sons for your sake

Wasnt it worthwhile?

Yes, by Allah! But it is your turn to do me a favor. You have power in the land. When you suggest, the Administration listens. When you request, what you ask is granted. So say the word, and let me go about this business.

What is the nature of the business? Grim inquired cautiously. But subsequent events convinced me that he knew very well what the business was, only it is part of his method almost never to admit how much he knows.

We had a prosperous thieving business, you know, Jimgrim, until you came to El-Kalil and put an end to it. There are no cleverer thieves than we, but you are a devil, and we cant outwit you.

Well?

A man and his sons must live.

That seems to be an axiom.

But only a Jew can live legally in this land, nowadays. We are not used to these new laws and restrictions, and cant understand them, because they are not in the Koran and we had no hand in making them. Under the Turks there was law, but that was good. All men understood it. There was a law against this, and a law against that  there were laws against all that was desirable; but there was a price for breaking the law which could be arranged beforehand with the Turk; the price varied, but a good bargainer could make a profit.

But these young British idiots wont play that game. The Turkish governor used to make his own laws, which everybody understood; but these British infants, such as de Crespigny, enforce laws made elsewhere by other people, which neither they nor any other man except a Jew can possibly understand, and though you can bribe a policeman to his hearts content, the man whose orders he must obey is incorruptible.

Too bad, Grim commented, when the old man paused for breath.

So it became necessary to arrange for business beyond the border, where there are no British to enforce whatever the Jews require. And when I took my sons on that last trip with you to Petra, we all kept our ears to the ground.

Ali Baba paused again, this time in order to judge how much it might be safe to tell. His foxy old eyes blinked keenly for several seconds, trying to read faces in the jumpy light of the reading lamp: but there was only a smile hovering about Grims eyes, and as I knew nothing it was easy for me to look the part of a stuffed owl. Grim raised his eyebrows at last, and relighted his pipe, to get the old man to talking again.

So it happened that Mujrim, my oldest-born, went on a little expedition all alone. There was great risk, but he is a great adventurer, and he was in Allahs keeping; so he came back

With a bag of gold-dust, which he sold for cash to Aaron Cohen, said Grim. We all know that. Go on.

You all know it, you say? Who are all of you that know it? Bismillah! Is there no such thing as a secret any more? Cohen swore he would not tell. Curse him, he shall eat his oath whole, and feel the knife that carves it inside his belly!

Cohen didnt tell, said Grim.

Then, if you are not the devil, Jimgrim, he is your father and patron saint! How did you find out?

Easily. Cohen resold the gold-dust to the bank. The bank was obliged to report the purchase. It was known that Cohen had been to El-Kalil, and took a lot of cash with him; and there hasnt been gold-dust in El-Kalil for generations. He returned without the cash, but with the gold-dust. It was known that your son Mujrim had been away, and in which direction. There has been gold in Arabia ever since Solomons time. Two and two make four. Go on, tell me the rest of it.

Mashallah! To tell you things is like repeating the days lesson to a mallim! Tell me how much you know, Jimgrim, and I will answer whether its true or false.

Uh-uh! You came here to ask me a favor. State your case, O father of evasion.

Well; that gold-dust was given as a trust to Mujrim. We are known far and wide as honorable thieves. A man can have confidence in our promises.

Which man in this instance?

Jmil Ras.

Grim nodded. Is he as handsome as his name implies?

I havent seen him, Jimgrim. Mujrim tells me he is a wonder to behold. Surely he pays handsomely, and knows a trustworthy fellow when he sees him. After deducting a percentage for profit and expenses  half and half was the condition named, but the Jew cheated us about the price of gold-dust and it would not have been fair to charge the loss against our portion  the remainder was to be spent for certain goods, which we were to deliver by camel to a place beyond Abu Lissan.

Now we have kept faith; we have laid out his share of the money with great care having sent even as far as Egypt for some of the things; and because Jmil Rass share of the money was not sufficient, we invested some of ours, trusting to his fairness to make it good with interest. We are ready to do our part in full, Jimgrim, but a puppy of a governor prevents  may Allah cause his bowels to burn seven days and seven nights a week! Unless you help us, Jimgrim, we must fail; and who then can repay that money to Jmil Ras?

And if I help you?

Name your own terms, Jimgrim! Speak, and I agree!

All right. You may make the trip, but Im coming with you.

Il hamdulillah! May Allah bless your sons and grandsons and give you old age to enjoy them, Jimgrim! I swore no friend of yours could appeal to you in vain!

But as you suggested, it is I who name the terms, Grim continued, and Ali Baba peered at him once more like a fox.

Whatever is possible, Jimgrim. Whatever is possible. There were things that even the Prophet could not do.

You supply me and my friends with camels and escort as far as I choose to go. You and your sons obey me first, last, and all the time. My business comes first, but I pay no wages, and nothing for camel-hire. On those conditions, I will help you to deliver the goods to Jmil Ras, and we start tomorrow night. Do you agree?

In the name of Him who never sleeps, it is a bargain, Jimgrim! Allah makes all things easy!


CHAPTER V. Suppose we stage an accident!

THERE are a thousand ways to anywhere, but only one will serve, says the Arab proverb; so we took our former road by way of El-Kalil, although the simplest course would have been to let Ali Baba and his men come to us and then ride straight eastward from Jerusalem, crossing the Jordan by the iron bridge. We might have saved a days march that way, but should undoubtedly have loosed a thousand tongues.

Ali Baba, like many another old man, needed little sleep and preferred that little in the afternoon; so back he went that night to El-Kalil to muster his sons and make all ready. He had told us the camels were in training, which means they had been kept without water for constantly increasing periods; they had now gone five days without a drink, and his most important business was to water them at dawn, superintending with experienced eye to make sure that each beast took its fill; for they will fool you if not watched, and lie down to die of drought the third day out from home.

We silenced the tongues of Jerusalem by changing into disguise next morning before we started. Its easy for Grim, who simply changes clothes and is an Arab; but to fix me up as an Indian, which is my only chance of being mistaken for a Moslem, takes time and trouble.

My head had to be shaved, for one thing; fortunately for the purpose I have a dark beard, which grows fast, and by removing all hair from where a white man grows it and allowing it to bristle and curl on my jaws instead, I can pass muster as a rather respectable-looking Indian darwaish  which is a fanatical person with a taint of learning, who wanders at the prick of religious fanaticism.

Being a big man, I naturally look enormous in the narrowlegged cotton pantaloons and straight smock under a sort of frock-coat thing that well-to-do Indians affect. But that doesnt matter if I pose as from Lahore, where the giants of the North have left their physical stamp on more than one conquered race. The shaved head offsets the normal Arab contempt for Indians by creating the suggestion of religious authority, and a necklace of prayer-beads does the rest. The costume is comfortable enough, but when you put one of those great brown Bedouin cloaks on top of it, youre likely to sweat the fat off before riding many miles. Grim and I rode horseback as far as Hebron, cantering the first few miles because of the risk of my being recognized until the dark whiskers should conceal a jawbone such as  so Grim tells me  might have been used by Samson when he slew the thousand Philistines.

If a thing is made known in Jerusalem it is multiplied a thousand-fold in Baghdad ten days afterward; Damascus passes it on by way of Beirut to the Golden Horn, and in about a month there is a question asked about it by a labor member in the House of Commons.

A little later, New York prints a paragraph about it in between the murders and divorces, and someone on the Stock Exchange sells the whole list short and starts rumors of war. It isnt a bad plan to avoid observation when youre off on secret business.

But there were few folk abroad that morning, except peasants, mostly women and asses laden with stuff for market with a leisurely, lordly man or two consuming cigarets in charge. They gave us a wide berth to avoid our dust, and also because we had rifles, which might have meant we were policemen. There are other places in the world where the police take toll of passers-by, but none where it is done more thoroughly, because the evil of the Turks lives after them.

An hour after daybreak the land lay white as a bone and the color of amethyst in the baking sun. The glimpse we had of the Dead Sea was of a sparkling sapphire set in the rust and sulfur of the Moab hills; and Jerusalem behind us was a gray-white sepulchre. There wasnt any milk and honey overflowing, nor any balm in the wind that brought dust devils courtesying and waltzing all the way from Egypt.

We were two dry men who drew rein at the governorate, reverently grateful for the luke-warm drinks mixed by de Crespigny, who prides himself with all the man-of-the-worldishness of six-and-twenty years on some attainments he does not possess. You can forgive him false pride in weird formulas for spoiling liquor, because he does not know that he is a genius at keeping peace among ungovernable men, and speaks of the impossible that happens regularly in his parish, as he calls it, as just my luck. I was born under a lucky star.

We were all day long in El-Kalil, talking things over with de Crespigny and dozing through the afternoon. There was information shared by Grim and de Crespigny that they did not trouble to explain to me, although they discussed it in my presence and did not try particularly hard to keep it secret from me. It seemed they both knew this man Jmil Ras, to whom Ali Baba proposed to deliver merchandise, and it was the nature of the merchandise that gave them most concern. Incidentally, it made me prick my ears more than if the camel-loads had contained machine guns and ammunition.

Spades, said de Crespigny, shovels, sieves, sledge-hammers, crowbars, picks, bags of cement  that all might be for building a fort or something; but heres the unexplainable  nine lengths of steel rail stolen from the railway stores at Ludd, three big sheaf-blocks pinched from a Greek boat laid up at Jaffa for repairs, and three great lumps of hard steel weighing more than a hundred pounds apiece, one with a hole through the narrow end, one shaped something like a bottle with a big nob where the cork would be, and the third an old-fashioned scale-weight by the look of it, with a bar shaped in the top to lift it by.

Do you suppose the shapes are design or haphazard? asked Grim.

Both, I should say. There were plenty to choose from; they were being used as ballast by a coast-wise trading felucca, and Ali Baba offered such a price for his pick that the little captain saw the superior virtues of sacks filled with pebbles from the beach, and traded. I imagine Ali Baba chose the shapes that came nearest to specifications; but what dyou suppose Jmil Ras wants with them?

Well, said Grim, he paid for them with gold-dust, didnt he? How would you go about getting gold out of quartz? he asked, turning suddenly to me.

Dolly it out with weights dropped by hand from a pulley, I answered. Ive worked out enough to pay for proper machinery in that way more than once; but its hopeless unless the stuff assays a good many ounces to the ton, because you cant recover half of it. Hell need mercury

Ali Baba has been moving heaven and earth for mercury and cyanide. Not a chance of getting either, though, said de Crespigny.

I know where theres cyanide, Grim answered, but mercury is another matter.

Who is Jmil Ras anyhow? I asked, breaking my rule of not asking questions. But I might as well have broken a plate or something of that sort. De Crespigny glanced swiftly at Grim, who is much more expert at concealing the fact that he knows and prefers not to tell. Grims face didnt change a particle as he answered me.

We aim to discover that on this trip. Where in thunder can we get cyanide?

I made a suggestion at random.

Unless the Huns left some behind on their retreat And suddenly Grim remembered. Werent they experimenting with the glass business here, Crep? Took over a building in the glassmakers quarter, didnt they? Put in a new-fangled furnace with a fuel-saving contraption to regulate the heat? Anybody been in there for a year?

No. Enemy property. Place is sealed up.

If I remember rightly there was a big steel ball full of mercury that opened and closed the draft in some mysterious way, said Grim.

Yes, maybe; but we cant break that seal, de Crespigny objected.

I wonder how much mercury was in the thing, and whether its there now. How much would we need? asked Grim.

Not much, said I. An ounce or two would be better than none. You can use the stuff over and over. Depends on the scale of operations.

One piece of information Grim could not keep to himself. He was excited. The poker players mask that he assumes when on a hot scent was growing uncommonly transparent; his left fist was clenched tight, and his forehead wrinkled into whorls.

Weve got to get that mercury or cyanide, Crep.

De Crespigny laughed and shook his head.

Cant be done, old dear. Steal anything you want except enemy property. Cant have the Crown Prince tossing us tu quoque. Ill accept your receipt for anything you fancy, bones of Abraham included, but no Hun stuff  unless, of course, you care to override my authority.

Wouldnt consider doing that, of course, but see here, Crep, said Grim with more impassioned earnestness in his voice than I had ever heard him use. Weve got to find a way of contriving this. Its Feisuls chance! The French are going to chase Feisul out of Damascus; thats a foregone conclusion, and about the best thing that can happen to him, for he hasnt a chance to make good as king of united Syria.

Hell go to Europe, where hell beard the politicians in their den and remind them of the promises they made when they wanted him in the war on any terms. They cant deny that they made the promises; and not even that gang could deny that Feisul and his Arabs made it possible to win the war. They promised him an independent Arab kingdom, and theyll have to make good. If anything on earth is certain, its a dead sure bet that theyll send Feisul back to carve out an Arab government across the Jordan. Hell probably get Baghdad too to begin with.

Lets hope so anyhow, laughed de Crespigny, but what has that got to do with quicksilver? Im acting deputy custodian of enemy property just now, and though I get no extra pay for it, a jobs a job.

Its this way, Grim answered. What Feisul is going to need most of all is money. If he has to depend on European high finance hes likely to get ditched again before he has half a chance to make good. But if we can fix him up with an independent gold-mine, situated in Arabia beyond the zone of mandates and the reach of company promoters, rich enough in ore to pay for machinery out of profits, Feisul is a made man. Dyou get me?

Yes, but that dont get you the quicksilver! Besides, it seems to be Jmil Rass gold. What has Feisul got to do with it?

Leave that to me. Jmil Ras wouldnt send for mercury unless he needed it the worst way. Mercury and cyanide  good Lord! He must have known that inquiries for stuff like that would set the Intelligence Department by the ears. What worries me is that the next thing you know, the Zionists will hear of it.

What if they do?

They need money.

All right. Theyve no claim to Arabia?

Theyd no claim to Palestine that anyone out here could see; but here they are. If they claim Palestine because King Solomon built a temple in Jerusalem, whats to stop them from claiming the quartz out of which Solomon roasted his gold? This is a case for head-work. If we dont supply Jmil Ras with what he wants, sooner or later hes going to sell his prospect in the open market. Weve got to help him make a killing, and then bottle up the secret until Feisuls time comes. Dont you see, Crep?

Sounds all right, if you can satisfy Jmil Ras. But I wont break that enemy property seal for Feisul or anyone  not even for you, James Schuyler Grim; and I count you my friend at that.

Never mind me. Think of Feisul.

Hes a friend, too, but Im custodian.

Suppose we stage an accident. How thick is the door? The windows are iron-barred, I remember, but a camel might kick the door in.

I had never seen Grim so desperate for an expedient. He is usually reserved to the point of taciturnity, and stolidly averse to argument, especially when he has a plan in mind. But now there were actually great beads of sweat standing on his forehead, and his normally quiet face had the keen expression of a heavy plunger watching a horse-race.

Not if I can keep away the camel, laughed de Crespigny. No, Grim. Youve either got to override me on the score of seniority  in which case I shall have to phone Jerusalem, of course  or the seal stays where it is.

Well, I guess youre right, Crep. Damn it to Hell!

Grim looked sharply at me, and just at that moment Narayan Singh came and stood in the doorway to ask for orders. He was dressed in his usual disguise as a Pathan, and what with the rifle and two bandoliers that he had picked out from the governorate armory he looked sufficiently humorously savage even for that part. Like me, he looks enormous in clothes of that kind. It occurred to me to wonder which of us two was the heaviest, and that  added to Grims swift glance  gave me another thought.

Ill speak to Narayan Singh, said I, and left the room.

In the name of all wonders, sahib, what has happened to our Jimgrim, sahib? the Sikh asked me when we reached the street.

Do you know any of our Western mythology? I asked him. Who were the ancient gods, for instance?

They made me read that nonsense in the school where I learned English.

You remember then that Mercury was the messenger of the gods?

Aye, wings on his ankles he had.

Theres reason to believe the gentleman is hiding in a German glass-factory in El-Kalil; but like the spirit in the vase in the Arab fish-story, hes sealed up. Nobodys allowed to break the seal. But if you and I can get him out and leave the seal unbroken, I know how to make him coax gold out of rock, and Jimgrim thinks he can make him set a new king on an ancient throne.

Well and good. We be two resourceful men. Lead the way and let us try.

I dont know the way, I answered, but Ali Baba does, and he has sixteen thieves to lend a hand.

So we threaded the mazy suk of El-Kalil and found old Ali Baba in the camel-khan sitting in the shade on top of a pile of roped loads, smoking his water-pipe and lecturing his sons. When I told him what I had in mind it did not take him ten seconds to decide to show the way.

But we did not go trooping through the narrow streets to call attention to ourselves; nineteen men, seventeen of whom were notorious thieves, all headed in the same direction, would have given El-Kalil a theme to talk about for weeks. Ali Baba knew a way over the roofs that was hot, devious, and risky, because the harem folk dont encourage that kind of liberty; but we ran less risk of observation that way, for the heat had driven everyone indoors, or into the shadow of the ancient arches.

* * * * *

IN less than ten minutes all nineteen of us were standing on a flat roof with a high stone chimney at one end, which Ali Baba guaranteed to be the sealed-up German factory. I got down to the street and made sure, for there was no sense in burgling the wrong place. The seal was on the door all right, and the door was of solid olive-wood, which no camel in the universe could have kicked down, although any of the long-necked beasts can kick from either end about as hard as three mules. The windows were all barred with thick iron. I couldnt find another door, and there were no weak places in the walls; so I climbed up to the roof again. The roofs of El-Kalil are of stone, at least a foot thick and cemented; there was no chance of breaking through without making noise enough to disturb the whole citys siesta. I had hoped to find a trap-door, which Narayan Singhs weight and mine combined might break.

I dont like lying as a general thing, but taking one consideration with another and the fact that we were burgling Hun property, I wouldnt have minded swearing that was an accident. However, there was no trap-door, so I was saved from perjury. The chimney was the only thing for it, and the top of that was barred across with an iron grille; but the job had been done hastily and the ends of the iron werent set deep in the masonry. Mujrim, Ali Babas oldest and biggest son, fetched a long piece of wood, and the grille came loose in about two minutes when we used that as a lever and he, the Sikh, and I exerted our combined strength. Those expert thieves would have gone down the chimney like rats into a hole, but as I would have to show them which was the mercury and how to get it, I decided to go first; and not being an old-timer at their trade, they had to lower me. So they made a long rope of their waist-cloths, making one end fast under my arms, and I went down feet first  slowly, because the big knots in the rope didnt render freely over the chimney coping, which was about a foot higher than the head of a man standing on the roof. In fact, you had to stand on a mans shoulders in order to get into the chimney to begin with.

It was an idiotic thing to go first. We should have sent the smallest man to prospect for us. I am bigger than Narayan Singh, and even than Mujrim, and although what isnt bone in my great bulk is mostly muscle, sheer strength doesnt fit a man, any more than wealth is said to, for passing through the needles eye. In addition to getting stuffier and rougher as I went down, the chimney narrowed, for some ultra-scientific reason known best to the Germans who designed it, and I stuck twice and nearly suffocated before reaching a queerly shaped black hole at the bottom, lined with soot. By that time I had lost a lot of skin off my knees and elbows and was about two-thirds choked in the bargain. Hardly any light came down the chimney, of course, but by groping I discovered that the only opening into the factory was a slot about six inches deep and two feet wide on about a level with my waist as I stood on a deep cushion of soot.

I hated to be hauled up again. It was going to hurt for one thing, and for another such soot as I hadnt scraped off on the way down was going to fall on my head. However, there seemed nothing else for it, so I shook the rope to call their attention above, and the whole thing fell down on top of me. A moment later the square of blue sky overhead was shut off by Narayan Singhs head and shoulders, leaning over to inquire if I was all right. I wouldnt be surprized to hear that I used bad language. However, that wasnt the end of the world, of course. They could get another rope and lower it, and no doubt there was air enough down there to keep a man alive indefinitely, although it did not feel like it; my lungs, in fact, felt full of soot already, and the sensation was of having been buried alive.

Narayan Singh kept asking idiotic questions, and one way and another my temper got the better of me. I could have thrashed the fools who dropped that rope, and killed the men who designed such a trap of a chimney. I shouted to Narayan Singh to take his wooden head out of the light, and in a huge rage at the notion of having to be hauled up empty-handed, grimy as a sweep, to be laughed at by those Arabs, I began to grope about with my fingers in the dark.

The hole I stood in was so small that I could run my hands over every inch of the walls without shifting my feet, and I scraped the soot off, thinking that perhaps the miscreants who built it might have left a man-hole somewhere.

But all I discovered was a round iron plate that covered a hole about large enough to admit a mans arm. It was fixed in place as firmly as a strong-room door, being bolted apparently to another plate on the outside. My wrath boiled over entirely at that discovery. You know how unreasonable a man can be in a tight place, when he feels he has brought his trouble on himself and would rather pass the blame along? I dont get that way often, but when I do I see fire.

I wanted to do damage  began to grope with my fingers for something I could seize on and break; and I found a crack in the masonry extending from the bottom of that iron plate all the way down in a zigzag to the level of my feet, where the piled-up soot had filled and covered it.

It wasnt reason, but downright savagery that made me set my shoulder against that crack, brace both feet against the opposite wall, and exert every ounce of strength I had in me. I thought of Samson among the Philistines breaking down the galleries on his tormentors; of Horatius holding the bridge over the Tiber in ancient Rome  Oh, of loads of splendid things that had no conceivable bearing on my predicament; and with the fury of the Berserker that lives somewhere underneath my normal calm I shoved until my muscles swelled and cracked and crimson fire blazed under my shut eyelids.

Something had to give, or I should have been lamed for life by my own exertion. I came within an ace of serious injury as it was; for suddenly the whole wall of the chimney below that iron plate and to one side of the crack gave outward, and I shot my full length on to a smooth stone floor all mixed up with the falling masonry. And there I lay for I dare say sixty seconds, wondering whether I were dead, and if not, why?

Narayan Singhs excited booming down the chimney made me begin to think again like a more or less rational being. Alive or dead, there will always be something to do I reckon. I wasnt bruised worth mentioning, but I had made a hole in that chimney wall that you could have wheeled a barrow into, so either the manufacturers tables of the tensile strength of cement are away off the mark, or else that was local stuff put up without analysis or guarantee. I yelled up the chimney to the gang to get another rope, and set about exploring.

There was the new-fangled furnace sure enough, and it did not seem to have been used much. In front of it, protruding from a neck-like tube was the steel ball Grim had spoken of  not much bigger than a good-sized coconut, which it furthermore resembled, in that its only opening connected with the stem, or neck. There was a sledge-hammer near by, and I might possibly have broken the ball off; but it occurred to me that people with enough ambition to import that furnace would be likely to provide for accidents. So I looked further, kicking open a locked door in a partition wall.

The first glimpse inside set me to whistling so loud that Narayan Singh bellowed down the chimney again to ask what I wanted. A long table set against the wall of a narrow, room was piled with experimental pieces of rolled glass, and the back of nearly every perfect piece was silvered! Who couldnt love a German after that? I changed my mind about the Huns, forgave them for the chimney, and began to look about for the store of quicksilver, nervously refusing attention to a persistent fear that some manager with time on his hands might have used up all the furnaces reserve supply in the course of a private experiment.

It turned out that he had done just that. A small container that had held the stuff was empty in a corner on the floor; but that wasnt all. On another bench was more rolled glass all laid out ready to be silvered, as if the experiments had gone far enough and mirror-making was about to begin on a small commercial scale.

Now the man who had made those preparations might have been waiting for the quicksilver to be imported; but in that case it was hardly likely that he would have laid the glass ready in rows. So I kicked down the door of another small room, hoping for a pound or two but never dreaming of the affluence in store.

There was a whole flask of mercury. But right in the middle of the floor of a big, dark closet stood a whole drum of cyanide of potassium not yet unsealed, although the top had been knocked from the crate.

Well; no nugget ever found by a Klondike sourdough or a fossicking old- timer at Ballarat was destined to have more far-reaching results than that unlawful discovery of mine. Like a stone cast into a pool, it has made rings that have not done rippling outward yet.

All I thought of at the time was Grims need of the stuff, and the probable delight of Jmil Ras, whoever he might be, remembering my own emotions on many an occasion when the needful turned up on a prospect from nowhere. But as the Indians say, we men are only as flies riding on the wheel; we have no foresight worthy of the name; we can guess pretty accurately what will happen when we touch the match to powder; but when a move and a discovery at random fits into the universal scheme so that the whole machinery of nations goes forward half-a-turn, we never dream of the result.

It was enough that Grim had what he wanted. In presence of that satisfaction difficulties vanished, and the business of repacking the stuff into improvised containers that could be hauled up-chimney  of following it with a rope under my armpits that cut like a medieval torture-rack  of rounding up cement and sand in order to reset the grille in place above the chimney  all got accomplished somehow.

Fortunately I had left my Bedouin cloak on the roof, and so could hide the torn and filthy state of my clothes when I reached the street. A good sluicing from a goat-skin water-bag in Ali Babas camel-khan removed the soot from head and hands, and I was able to regain the governorate and get upstairs unnoticed by anyone but Grim, who smiled at me through the open door as I passed, but said nothing. De Crespignys back was turned, which was as well.

Narayan Singh bought new, clean clothes for me in the suk, and brought them up to de Crespignys bedroom; and he smuggled out my sooty rags for some beggars benefit. I rather expected Grim to come upstairs and ask me questions, but he didnt, and if de Crespigny suspected anything he kept quiet about it too. Before he left with my discarded clothes Narayan Singh put my mind at ease about the plunder, and gave me some information on another point that proved important in its way.

Old Ali Baba has nailed up the poison in new boxes, and is hiding them among the camel-loads, sahib, He is in a great good temper, for he swears that you, sahib, are a prince of thieves with whom it is an honor to go stealing! He vows that your name shall be no longer Ramsden, but Harami [Thief]. Henceforth he says he is your father and is proud to call you son!


CHAPTER VI. Yemen  a thousand miles away  that hardly sounds like Jeremy!

SO we were a well-found, well-contented party that rode out of El-Kalil that night and headed for the south end of the Dead Sea. Old Ali Baba is as careful of his camels as a good sea captain of his ship, as well as past master at judging their points, which are more elusive than those of a horse but equally important. We were mounted on the best beasts out of Syria, and swayed along at a fine clip under the stars in almost utter silence, except for the halfdozen brass bells swinging from camels necks. The baggage beasts were tied in strings of four, and each string was towed, as it were, by one of Ali Babas sons. The rest of us rode anywhere we chose to in the line, with Grim and Ali Baba leading, knee to knee. We all get our share of knocks and disappointments, but I have found the world a good old ball for all that, and have enjoyed the past, take it on the whole, nearly as much as I expect to like the future. Having wandered, I have seen and experienced a thousand things that are only hearsay to the fellows who have to stand by the home jobs, and there arent many of the pleasant ways that I havent sampled. But the best of all were those nights on camel-back, on what Grim calls his beat.

The moonlight made the dusty dry land seem to be carpeted with snow. The deep, blue-velvet shadows seemed to be full of the ghosts of ancient history, and the camel-bells intoned the same tune that has chimed along ridge and wadi, desert and dry watercourse for six or seven thousand years that we know about, and only the stars can tell you how many ages before that  each bell sounding a different note. And as no two camels stride alike there is no monotony; the carillon keeps changing.

You dont talk much. Now and then a curt remark is shouted down the line; but for the most part you sit up there and meditate, with your head among the stars  rifle slung behind you  swaying comfortably as the beasts swing forward everlastingly  too contented to talk, or even to smoke.

Youll hear a different tale from folk who have ridden baggage-camels for their sins. There is a great gulf fixed between the two experiences  a gulf as wide as that between old Ali Babas gang and the thieves who pose as law-abiding men. In a land where ninety-nine percent or so are thieves, it is safest and least mortifying to share your tent and provender with such as call themselves by their right name; frankly admitting that they are rascals  taking open pride in it, in fact  they will frankly find a decent camel for you. That quality of frankness is invariably based on elemental manhood, which is the only thing worth betting on anywhere from West Street to Hoboken, going East.

Nothing happened for four days, until we reached the rusty track of the Hedjaz Railway twenty miles to the southward of El-Maan, not far from where a desert track reaches out toward Petra and the Edom Mountains. There we gave the camels a twentyfour-hour rest after their long climb out of the Jordan Valley; for it doesnt matter how carefully, and with what experience, you cinch the loads, up-hill and down-hill work are going to punish animals that were built for traveling at speed along the level. So we pitched our little cluster of worn tents in the shade of an enormous rock, and sat down desert-fashion; which means that: we did nothing with both hands continuously, while the camels munched dry thorns the day long and moaned and muttered through the night. We had the loads arranged in a semi-circle like a wall around us, and barring the flies and a scorpion or two, along with rather more sun and hot wind than you get at the seaside, that was as good a place to waste time in as any.

We had forced the camels to one long march in order to reach that spot at nightfall, so as to start off again by night when the full days rest was over. By four oclock of the afternoon, a little while before the hot wind died, we all began to grow restless. Mujrim got into an argument with Ali Baba as to whether it wasnt time to go and round up the camels, which started a lecture by the old man, every word of which I had heard ten times before; so I went over to Grims tent, where he was sitting in the entrance with his legs crossed, smoking.

I hadnt anything particular to say; you seldom do have after the fourth day out, when all the details of the daily routine have arranged themselves and the world you left behind you seems a million miles away. But Im not as self-contained as Grim  havent yet quite rid myself of the silly civilized convention which obliges you to say something whenever you approach a man. Theres no excuse for it. Youre never really fit to be a mans friend until you can let the days go by without a word. Talk, at best, is only a substitute for proper apprehension, as the animals and ancients understand. Grim is always polite, even when you break in on his solitude.

Strange, I said, that you cant recall my Australian friend Jeremy. At the time when he was transferred from Egypt for special service under you, Lawrence, Im told, was holding Petra; and as you were doing factotum for Lawrence, you must have been somewhere between here and Akaba at that time. Doesnt the neighborhood stir your memory? When you return to a place after a considerable absence, dont all the incidents and the people connected with it in your experience come back to mind?

Why, yes, they generally do, said Grim.

Unaccountable, then, that you cant remember him. He was not the kind that is easy to forget  a boisterous, lovable, laughing, handsome fellow, well set up, and as full of tricks as an organgrinders monkey  ready with his hands  a great conjurer. Good Lord, man! You couldnt possibly set eyes on Jeremy and not remember him. Did he die before he got to you?

Grim eyed me steadily for thirty seconds, not considering me, apparently, nor my question, but turning over something in his mind that puzzled him.

Why do you suppose, he said at last, that a fellow like Jeremy Ross should choose a country like Arabia to soldier in? Wasnt he fond of company and good jokes? Wasnt Ross the sort of man who whoops her up with the crowd whenever possible, and goes crazy from loneliness?

Hed heard of you. He told me his one ambition was to see service under your command. No, I should say Jeremy could burn his own smoke as well as any man.

You think so? You really think that? Grim asked me with surprizing earnestness.

Spill the beans, I suggested. I never could guess conundrums. Out with what you know.

* * * * *

I BELIEVE it hurts Grim almost physically to divulge his thoughts before what seems to him the proper time. It isnt that he cant trust you, for his judgment of whom to trust is more nearly infallible than any mans I know; and he has the courage of his own conviction. Neither does he mistrust himself, or he would never undertake the dangerous missions he delights in. The nearest parallel that I can think of is that of a Scot with money in his purse; he is canny in the use of it, and careful not to tell. When he must, as it were, spend the information he hates not to get value in return for it.

Your friend Jeremy Ross, he said at last, was in my camp all told about three weeks. He was a good man, but utterly undisciplined; I should say he was so sure of his own keen intelligence that orders from a less intelligent superior seemed like an insult to him. We put him to work at Akaba off-loading cattle out of bumboats, and he doped out a new way of doing it without using gear or injuring the cattle  did a rare good job, in fact. But there was a certain Major Hendrick there, who knew nothing about cattle, but had opinions; and one of his opinions was that Jeremy Ross needed snubbing. So he ordered the method changed.

It cost us about fifty head of cattle, and Ross said things not provided for in the army regulations. Well, you know how it is; when a trooper talks back at a major, the trooper gets the worst end. I was a major, too, but Hendrick was my senior, and you have to watch points in any case, taking the part of a trooper against an officer. The best I could do was to pretend I knew nothing, and to transfer Ross out of reach for the time being. Major Hendrick proposed to make a court-martial case of it, but there wasnt any place to lock a man up in, and I shipped Ross away with a supply caravan that started inland the same afternoon. Hendrick kicked up an awful row, but couldnt prove that I knew the Australian was under arrest; and anyhow, I was too busy to be quarreled with.

What did Hendrick do about it? I asked; for Grim showed symptoms of drying up at the source.

Nothing. Hendrick died that night. The cattle he didnt understand broke loose and he was horned in the dark. But I guess Ross had the wind up. His defaulter sheet was none too rosy, and a man of his caliber doesnt enjoy the prospect of military prison  especially for an accumulation of alleged offences that are not considered crimes in civil life. Ross disappeared.

Deserted?

Grim raised his eyebrows noncommittally. You couldnt prove it by me. The whole caravan disappeared, and Ross with it. That sort of thing happened rather frequently, because we hadnt officers to spare, and now and then the Arabs used to call it a short war, when left to themselves, and light out for home with any plunder they could lay their hands on. Whether they took Jeremy Ross with them, or killed him before they bolted, didnt transpire.

Bear in mind, Grim wasnt deliberately trying to keep information from me. Im quite sure of that. I suspect that most of these secret keepers, who get the name for iron self-control, really withhold information just as naturally as they breathe. The self-control in Grims case is added on to a prenatal peculiarity. Mujrim and two of his brothers started off after the camels and that was a job that would take them fully half-an-hour. There was plenty of time to coax admissions out of Grim, so I settled down cross-legged straight in front of him and pulled out cigarets.

Now, see here, Grim, said I, I knew Jeremy Ross and I know you. You didnt help him out of that scrape for nothing, and he didnt disappear for nothing. No fellow of your disposition could know Jeremy for three weeks and not appreciate him. What did you and he cook up together?

Nothing.

He didnt die and you know it! What became of him?

I dont know.

You mean youve no official knowledge!

Well?

Whos this Jmil Ras were going to see?

Were going to see.

Jmil Ras  Jeremy Ross  Ive heard names more dissimilar!Are they one and the same man?

Wait and see, he answered, smiling at me blandly.

Youve no call to be reserved with me, I said. Even if you did connive at Jeremys desertion, and admitted it to me, I wouldnt give you away. Surely you know that?

He nodded. I didnt. Ive no proof that he deserted, and I dont believe he did. I dont know a thing about him for certain.

What do you know about Jmil Ras?

No more, and no less than I know about Jeremy Ross.

Then what do you suspect?

Thats different.

Spill it!

About a dozen incidents since the armistice was signed have led me to suspect that Jeremy Ross wasnt killed. I hardly believed at the time that he could have been  at all events, not by the men he went away with that afternoon. He was clowning, ventriloquizing, and doing stunts for them before they started; and youve no notion how the Arabs idolize a fellow who can do that kind of thing. He had a natural gift for learning Arabic, and a talent for amusing folk that was even greater than his flair for resenting Jack-in-officiousness; and underneath all that he had keen common sense. There was nothing the matter with Jeremy Ross except boisterous spirits and a little too much independence.

And youre pretty sure in your own mind  arent you?  that Jmil Ras and Jeremy Ross are the same.

I wont say that. Its just possible; and Ive known of equally strange circumstances. It might be the worst that could have happened, if its true.

How so?

This message from the Avenger doesnt look good. If Jeremy Ross can really burn his own smoke, as you called it just now; and if Jmil Ras is really he, we may be able to pull a fat chestnut out of the fire for Feisul. But if Jmil Ras is a Jeremy Ross who got bored and lost patience, then all these supplies were taking him will only add fuel to the fire. I wouldnt help Jeremy Ross or any other white man exploit Arabia against the Arabs. Im for the Arabs in their own country, and dead set against all foreign interference. However, it may all turn out to be a mares nest. Well know soon.

There were other matters to learn first, though, and one was how fast the post can ride when Arabia deigns to admit she is in a hurry. Why is it that the men who drive like Jehu son of Nimshi are the most lethargic at all other times? Your consistently energetic man hardly ever drives furiously.

There came a rider like a black insect in a dust-cloud, pushing a racing camel as if life depended on the number of yards covered before dark. We could see the incessant stick long before we could make out whether we were to be spoken with or avoided; in fact, the rider was in such a hurry that we were possibly unseen in the shadow of that great acre of rock until we were so close that a rifle shot could have compelled an interview.

It was no man, but a woman, dressed in the somber black cotton from head to foot that usually hides the Bedouin ladys charms; and the moment she was near enough to recognize us she gave a wild, shrill cry of welcome that put at rest all doubt of her intention and of her identity.

She cried out again when Grim got to his feet, and rode at him like a warrior brandishing her rifle.

But none raised a rifle to prevent her. We all knew Ayisha, the divorced wife of Ali Higg the self-styled Lion of Petra, whom Grim had managed to remarry to Saoud the Avenger. I told about that in the last tale. She was the last person in the world who would want to injure Grim. Besides, she was laughing.

And Lord! Wasnt she good to look at, as she halted her spent beast within a yard of him, saluting with her hand up to her forehead like a man. Most of those desert women grow old early, and are hags at twenty-eight. She was possibly twenty, or twenty-one, and though she must have been nearly as tired as the camel, she looked seventeen and shone with youth through the mask of desert dust.

Il awafi! [Hail] O, Jimgrim, it is good to see you! she exclaimed, laughing down at him before leaping from the camel to stand facing him as frankly as a woman from the West. She had learned a lot from her short association with us at the time Grim checkmated Ali Higg, being one of those rare Eastern women who learn quickly because they are not too conservatively settled in the ancient ways.

Welcome, Ayisha! What brings you? Grim answered smiling.

An ill-wind brings me! Thanks to the Lord of Mercies who sent you to befriend me, Jimgrim, I have a man for husband. But Allah jests savagely now and then.

Are the other wives too jealous of you? Grim asked; for there wasnt any other likely reason why a rather newly married woman should be riding away from home alone in all that hurry.

No, she answered. Not too jealous. Not more than enough to amuse me. But unless you come swiftly I am like to lose my man!

The camels were collected in a bunch and were roaring out their usual objections to being saddled and put to work; but instead of swearing back at them and putting on the harness all our gang had come clustering around Grim and Ayisha. But Narayan Singh came thrusting himself among them, elbowing right and left.

Are ye cattle or men? he thundered. Is there no room to spread in all this desert? Is there no work to do? Ye cluster like the flies around a bad smell, yet ye have enough smell of your own to shame a camel, every one of you!

That was hardly a gentle hint, but they seemed disinclined to take it. Moreover, they werent a good gang to insult too freely  not if you hoped to preserve peace. I was as keen as anyone to hear what Ayisha had to say, but it was likely that if I waited they would all stay too, and Narayan Singh might feel the point of a long knife for his trouble. So I led the way toward the camels and lent a hand with the heaviest loads  a task that even Mujrim, their strongest, was pleased enough to have me perform.

So I got no other information just then than the guess-work of the gang tossed off between grunts, as they saddled the protesting camels, with all the assurance with which old-timers pretend they know when they dont, the wide world over. Mujrim pretended to know most, of course, since he had paid a secret visit to Jmil Ras; and the whole-cloth completeness of his misinformation may explain why Grim hadnt bothered as much as to question him about the man whose goods we were delivering.

Jmil Ras is a handsome Sheik, whose wives are growing old. He has seen Ayisha, and she him. Her husband the Avenger is jealous, for he is a proud Sheik, to whom it is no pleasure to consider sharing his fourth wife with a rival; so he set a strong guard to close the road between Ayisha and Jmil Ras. But he who would keep a she-fox in the ground should stop the hole at both ends! He watches that way, and she has bolted this. She heard that our Jimgrim is coming, and ran to meet him! Can not he who married her to the Avenger marry her again to Jmil Ras? That is the long and short of it. Look  see how she pleads with him there where they stand together.

Ali Baba, for very pride in his great black-bearded oldest-born, confirmed every word of that story. He was in position to, of course, not having visited Jmil Ras, nor having anything to go on but imagination. Supposing Jmil Ras really to be Jeremy, I could have invented that sort of story all too easily myself, and was only too prone to believe it; for a man doesnt need to have Jeremys fondness for company before he can get into trouble with women, in a land where that kind of thing is deadly dangerous. I could very easily imagine Jeremy indulging in an affair with Ayisha, just out of devilment and for the sake of running counter to convention. Before we had got the camels loaded there were raw jokes going the round, and the whole gang was set for a romance in high life, with daggers, poison, torture, and a couple of blood-feuds all thrown in  enjoying the prospect almost as much as if it were something that had actually happened, for Mahommed, the gang poet, to make songs about. For they prefer to glorify with song the past that all men know, rather than the future that lies in Allahs lap.

And though Narayan Singh affected to attach no weight to their prognostications, his own were hardly reassuring. He and I sat on the rump of a loaded camel, smoking and watching Grim, waiting for him to give the order to march.

Hitherto we had a problem that was simple, he growled. What it was I know not, but it was simple, for it had to do with men. Now there is a woman in it, and nothing that they touch is simple any longer. Moreover, we know the woman. What is worse, she knows us. Those women remember things that a man forgets; and if one of us in the past once showed a weakness, she will use that as a target for her brains at every opportunity.

She is grateful to Jimgrim, I answered. It isnt likely she would try to injure us.

No woman knows what is injury to a man, he retorted. Whatever looks good to her, she believes must be good for her victims. I knew a woman once who truly thought that death must be good for me because she wished to see me dead; she was a very religious woman and a great advocate of reform among us Sikhs, but I observed that the changes she proposed were all designed for her advantage. She wished to see me dead because of things I knew that she did not wish known. So I made love to her, and she drank the poison she prepared for me. I shall make strong love to Ayisha; it is safest.

He had made what he calls strong love to her right up to the day when Grim contrived to marry her to the Avenger, but hadnt accomplished much beyond providing her and all the rest of us with amusement by the way. I dare say I grinned reminiscently.

You have my permission to laugh at me, he said, for you are one of those who laugh without contempt and jest without malice. Nevertheless, it is better to be like Jimgrim and not laugh when a man speaks out of his hearts knowledge. Ayisha will make show of scorning my advances, but I shall make all the more show of overwhelming passion. To her that will seem like a weakness. And as in war we look for the enemys weak point, so she, being a woman, will look for this partys weakest member and will suppose that I am the one. Thus, whatever her purpose may be, she will try to use me. I shall seem to walk into her trap, with the result that Jimgrim will receive what the army calls intelligence.

Well, it looked to me rather like a bear-trap set to catch a fly, but there never was sense in sneering at an honest fellows notions. I changed the subject slightly.

What do you suppose is the reason why the Avenger has sent for Jimgrim?

As well try to guess what is behind the moon! But I know this, sahib, and you know it too, for you were present. It was agreed between Jimgrim and the Avenger that because the Avenger yielded to Jimgrims terms of settlement in the Ali Higg dispute, when he might easily have broken faith and made great trouble, therefore the Avenger should have the right to send for Jimgrim to help him out of any difficulty.

And the Avenger said  you heard him say it  that if there should be no excuse for summoning Jimgrim he would take care to create one. Well, sahib, if you give a child a pistol he will fire it off. These Arabs are children, and the most like children are the chiefs, for they have mens lives to play with, which are the most enticing toys. Give an Arab chief the right to send for such a man as Jimgrim whenever he gets into trouble, and he will make trouble. The nature of the trouble? Who knows? Who cares? Trouble is the name of it. It is all one. You will find that our Jimgrim has his work cut out.

The sun was nearly down by then, and the gang cook  one of Ali Babas grandsons  spilled hot rice, coconut oil, and rubbery chicken into a great tin pan, around which we squatted on our hunkers for the evening meal, Narayan Singh foregoing all the rules of caste  as the Sikh is supposed to do in any case, but almost never does, except at the spur of necessity. We dipped our right hands into the mess and ate in the usual hurry, because whoever doesnt eat fast gets a lot less than his share.

But Grim ate alone. And Ayisha ate alone; for not even her disrespect for convention entitled her to share a meal with menfolk. It was really a remarkable concession that she wasnt kept waiting until after we had finished; and it wouldnt have been made, only that Grim was determined on an early start.

Most of us were stanch Moslems, and those who were not were pretending to be, but the law requiring prayer at sunset, which is all-important, was forgotten, whereas there was quite a little comment on the circumstance that the bint, as they called Ayisha, was allowed to give herself such airs. In fact, we acted pretty much like Christians, take us on the whole.

I didnt get a chance to talk to Grim until we had left the camping-place a mile behind and were heading nearly southeast over wilderness that Moses and his horde made famous centuries ago. Then I whacked my camel to a gallop and drew beside him in the lead.

Well; whats the news? I asked him, for it was a dead sure bet that he wouldnt tell me unless I did ask.

Jmil Ras came from Yemen at the south end of Arabia about two years ago. He has a ragtag following, said to be very fierce and rather well-disciplined; and he has established himself in a deserted village on the side of a hill about twenty miles from Abu Kem, where he defies all comers.

They say he has rebuilt the village and fortified it strongly, and the malcontents are flocking from all over the place to join him. The Avenger, who claims to rule that district, demanded tribute, which was scornfully refused. The Avenger threatened to exterminate him, and Jmil Ras retorted by ambushing about a hundred of the Avengers men, taking their camels and weapons, stripping them, and sending them back stark naked with a verbal message to the general effect that two can play at the extermination game. So the Avenger has sent for me.

But why Ayisha?

The man who brought the message to Jerusalem seems to have disappeared. Nothings been heard of him. Most likely he was murdered for his camel and rifle. The Avenger had relays of men in wait at different points to intercept him and pass the word along. Theyve seen us and reported us by signal; so Ayisha was sent to meet us half way on the supposition that possibly the first messenger never reached Jerusalem. It seems she told the Avenger she has influence with me; and his other wives encouraged him to send her off alone so as to have a good basis for starting an intrigue against her.

Yemen? I said. Thats a thousand miles away. That hardly sounds like Jeremy.

No, he admitted, it hardly does. But then theres this  they say Jmil Ras is a magician, who can change bullets into gold and make the dead saints talk in their tombs. Does that sound to you like an Arab, or an impudently humorous Australian?


CHAPTER VII. A member of a strangely free and independent, brave and disrespectful sect.

I GOT no more out of Grim. He did not propose to hamper his free range of thought with guesswork based on half the facts, and said so. I believe that on such occasions he forces his thoughts into channels that lead anywhere at all except into the maze that lies ahead of him  thinks about the stars, or cabbages and kings, or Shakespeare.

Maybe Im wrong about that; but I know that when we halted about midnight for a half-hour rest and I drew abreast of him again, he pulled out a pocket edition of Mark Twain  A Yankee at King Arthurs Court I think it was  and leaned against his camels rump to read it in the moonlight.

Perhaps it was only a hint to me that he didnt want to talk, but I think not. He seemed really absorbed in the book, wrinkling his forehead over the fine print and chuckling occasionally, very quietly, as if the humor were a secret between the author and himself. Our Arabs were hugely impressed. Ali Baba beckoned me away, and I joined him, thinking he had some request to make to Grim by proxy. When the old fox had any particularly outrageous demand in mind he usually tried to make me the go-between, partly because Grim seldom refused me anything if he could help it, but also in order to lay the blame of a possible refusal on to my head and retain the good opinion of his sons, who regarded him as an arch-strategist, who could always get what he wanted. However, for a wonder, he had no request to pass along on that occasion.

Jimgrim prays, he said sternly. Let him alone. I have talked with the woman Ayisha. Sometimes women dont lie, and if the tenth of what she says is true it will take a deal of prayer to get us through to Jmil Ras.

As he was a professional thief, and all his sons and grandsons were the same, I was curious to know exactly why that thought should trouble him.

Youve had your money, havent you? said I. If you cant get through, what difference does it make?

He stroked his beard for thirty seconds before answering, and his wrinkled old face grew reproachful.

In El-Kalil, he said at last, with something near grief in his voice, I named you Harami, but you are Ramsden after all! Under that black beard of yours is only a fools face, or you wouldnt ask such a question. Under that great strength is only a sheeps heart. You will never make an honest thief! Bismillah! Ask my sons; ask Mujrim  ask Mahommed  Hassan  Achmet  Yussuf  any one of them. Ask what I would do to any one of them who named a price and took the pay but failed to keep faith! You have no understanding, Ramsden; you are only a foreign unbeliever with the strength and the brains of a bull! Jimgrim would never ask such a question. Not even that bull-headed Sikh would ask it. Allah! Am I to be thought a common cheat in my old age?

How was that for a rebuke? I called him Allahs pet rascal and tried to jolly him out of his ill temper, but he was as ruffled as a turkey in the wind, and the more I sought to soothe him the angrier he became. So I told him I would forgive him if he liked for that good repeating pistol of mine that he stole on our former trip and, quoting a text from the Koran about unseemly pride, left him to think that over.

It hurts loaded camels to stand still, and our beasts were all kneeling, grumbling of course, and squealing for a bite at anyone who passed them close enough. I went and squatted beside Mujrim in the lee of one of them, for he and I had been great friends ever since I fought and licked him in the Valley of Moses close to Petra. He nodded in the direction of his irascible old father, as much as to say that I wasnt the only one who got into a bath of anger now and then, but said nothing, and warned me with a gesture to keep silence too.

There were voices coming from the far side of the camel next to us  Narayan Singhs deep bass, and Ayishas alto. I suppose you couldnt choose a more suitable scene for making love, with the moonlight bathing the desert in honey-colored light, colored stars twinkling almost close enough to be plucked like jewels from a purple pall, and the hills on the horizon looming softly mysterious, sending the vague, spicy scent of Araby toward us on a warm wind.

O darling! boomed the Sikh in his best Arabic, that is perfectly grammatical but contains a softer, throatier aspirate than any Arab can accomplish. O heart of my desire! What does it matter to me that a son of sixty dogs who dubs himself Avenger flatters himself by calling you his fourth wife? I am a Pathan of the Orakzai  a man of violence, whose passion brooks no living rival!

You mean you are a pig from the Indian hills? she suggested without audible emotion.

Nay, beloved, I mean this: That as I said a thousand times before I say again, I will pull kings off their thrones and fill dry wells with their carcasses until there are no more kings to stand between me and my hearts desire; but cease I never will until you admit you are mine!

Until the moon falls out of the sky then!

What are the doings of the moon to me! the Sikh retorted scornfully. Let him [the moon is masculine in Hindu mythology] fall, and we shall have good darkness for great deeds! You shall be mine, whatever happens to the moon!

Bukra fil mishmish! she quoted, laughing. It was clear that she was at least amused by his protestations.

What need have we of moons when two eyes such as thine can burn up night? he boomed. I shall see to fight by their radiance! I will make you a necklace out of the milk-white teeth of emperors whom I shall slay for your sake, and all the women in the world shall squint with jealousy! Consider a while, beloved  did I not swear to you before that I would come again to find you? Here I am!

Here to clean the boots of Jimgrim, she suggested.

Here in obedience to Destiny!

He almost said Karma, but remembered in the nick of time not to use the Hindu term. Not that it would have mattered, for she wouldnt have understood what Karma meant.

And here art thou, O hearts desire, also at the call of that same Destiny! But you doubt?

Surely!

Put me to a test then! Come! Let us make a plan together. We Orakzai Pathans are good at plans, and better yet at forcing them through broken teeth down the throats of the fools who oppose us! How about this Avenger now, who thinks he owns you? Shall we make a corpse of him and claim his heritage? How would you like to be queen of this part of Arabia for a beginning  just for a beginning?

She answered with a low laugh, no such fool as to believe a word of it, but nevertheless delighted; for immeasurable though a mans desire may be, it is at least a compliment that he should seek to give his lady-love a glimpse of it; and where there is all that smoke an element of fire lies underneath. And who should blame a woman of that incorrigible land who took advantage of a such vainglorious boaster?

* * * * *

HOWEVER, that was as far as the intrigue could go just then, for Grims whistle announced that time was up. Ayisha mounted behind me, because her own beast was hardly in fit condition to be towed, so furiously had she ridden to meet Grim. I did not invite her on to my beast, but I put my foot on his neck and swung into the saddle as he rose, and she vaulted up behind me with a rifle in her right hand  not such an easy feat by a long way as it looks on paper.

She knew Grim was an American, but I suppose she had no reason for suspecting me; and maybe I had learned the part of an educated Indian from Lahore fairly well by that time. I couldnt have fooled another Indian for a minute, but her native shrewdness wasnt experienced enough to detect any slight mistakes I made from time to time.

And it is a peculiarity of that land that however strong, influential, wealthy or even courageous an Indian may be, the Bedouins regard him as an inferior, whether Moslem or not. Our seventeen thieves were not Bedouins, but men of El-Kalil, who hold themselves superior to Bedouin and Fellahin alike  superior, in fact, to all Eastern peoples and the equals of the conquering white; they drew no such social distinction, and judged men more by personal merit.

They knew me for an American and a trusted friend of Grim, who had beaten their champion Mujrim in fair fight; and they recognized in Narayan Singh a Sikh, who was also Grims friend, and a man of parts. But Ayisha knew no such standards of comparison as they, and her attitude toward me was that of a duchess to her confidential butler  if you can imagine a dusty duchess in black cotton, with a rifle in one hand, jumping up on to the butlers camel.

I was at a disadvantage, having her behind me. I like to watch the face of anyone Im talking to, the study of faces being a hobby of mine that I have found as expensive in the long run and as profitable in the end as collecting postage stamps or curios. For it takes you a long time to learn what shades of expression mean, and as you back your judgment you pay accordingly; but what you do learn finally cant be found in books or filched from you by competitors.

She put her left hand over my left shoulder, ostensibly to keep her balance, although she needed that as much as a cat needs crutches on a wall. It was a shapely, slender hand with hennad nails, and there was a ring on the middle finger with an uncut sapphire set in it that I dare say would bring two or three thousand dollars on Fifth Avenue. I didnt pay much attention to it until the fingers began tugging at my whiskers that were growing black and unkempt after nearly a week without shaving. It isnt considered complimentary to play tricks with a mans beard in Moslem lands, but I let that pass. She tugged until I turned my face half around toward her before she spoke.

O Miyan, she said then, using the rather contemptuous term by which they address all Indians, you are a doctor, for I have seen you use the knife and give the physic. How much magic do you know? All Miyans know magic.

It was true I had charge of the medicine-chest, but if ever there was an unqualified surgeon or physician, I am he. I can skin a dead beast, having had experience of that; and when it comes to lancing boils or opening an abscess with a safety-razor blade, I have the stomach for it and can cut deep. But I give copious castor-oil for all complaints, and am seldom twice in demand by the same patient. As for magic  my hands are calloused and not subtle; I cant even shuffle a pack of cards without making a hopeless mess of it. But it doesnt always pay to confess ignorance, unless youre sure of being found out.

I know magic when I see it. There is magic in your eyes, O lady Ayisha, I answered guardedly. It is generally pretty safe to pay a compliment when you havent any other answer ready.

To whom are you taking all this baggage? she demanded next.

Only the enfranchised woman sticks to what a man considers is the point; but Ive noticed that the female sex does keep a point in mind as a general rule, for all that, and I answered guardedly again  

Ask Jimgrim.

Bah! As well ask the desert! Jimgrim listens and never speaks. I asked one of Ali Babas sons, and he said the goods are for someone on a mountain-side. He thought that a clever answer. Jmil Ras lives on a mountain-side; are the goods for him?

They are not my goods, I answered. How should I know? I go wherever Jimgrim leads. And thinking to turn the tables on her I asked a question, Who is Jmil Ras?

Jmil Ras is a great magician. I know the goods are for him. Some people know what isnt true. How do you know?

Because it is known that that oaf Mujrim came and went, escaping the Avengers men by the thickness of the shadow of his camels smell. If they had caught him, he would have been made to talk; but spies were sent after him, and it is known that Ali Baba began buying goods at once in El-Kalil. Were the goods not for Jmil Ras?

How should I know?

Malaish! The Avenger will take the goods. None can prevent, for he lies between here and the mountain where Jmil Ras has entrenched himself.

Entrenched? said I.

He has dug great ditches. Is there magic among these camel-loads?

I thought of the quicksilver. Whoever has used that stuff as much as I have, and seen it absorb the gold out of broken quartz, may be forgiven for talking like an old-time alchemist.

Magic? said I. Woman, there is stuff among those loads that at a word from me will either poison the very devils in the pit or turn rocks into money! It is metal, and yet it runs to and fro like water; it is liquid, and yet so heavy that it sinks like lead and will not mix with water! It shines like burnished silver, yet cannot be coined; and a drop of it will make the teeth fall from the jaws of a giant!

That is good stuff, she answered. Give me some of it!

Youll have full right to laugh at me, you fellows, if you see fit, after you have ridden camel-back under the stars with a pretty girls hand on your shoulder, her breath in your ear, and her soft voice coaxing you. Im no Don Juan, nor no Saint Anthony  merely a fellow who has had that rare experience. You may take it from me unreservedly that there are circumstances and conditions in which it is easier to keep your head and to refuse requests.

What do you want it for? I countered.

It is enough that I do want it. Am not I, Ayisha, your friend of old?

I laughed at that. Youre the woman, said I, who stuck a knife into my leg when I was fighting Mujrim!

Oh, as for that  malaish! she answered. That is a little thing forgotten. Has the wound not healed?

There is only a scar there now, I assured her. Do you recognize all your friends by the dagger-marks you make on them? Her answer to that was unexpected, even if characteristic. She withdrew her left hand, and in less than half a second I could feel her daggers point against my ribs.

Now, Miyan! she exclaimed with a hard little laugh. I need thy magic! Does life seem sweet?

The magic wont work without me to give it orders, I retorted, trying to speak evenly; but that dagger-point tickled as well as pricked.

She pushed it in a fraction of an inch, and the thing was getting beyond a joke.

Give it your orders, then, Miyan! Put a piece of it in my hand and tell it to obey me!

It is necessary first to make a spell, said I. Unless I wave my arms to summon devils the magic wont work.

Summon them!

She pricked me again with the dagger to emphasize her authority, and I think she was rather surprized that an Indian should act as I did then. Did you ever try acrobatic stunts on the back of a pacing camel? It was my first attempt at anything of that sort, but she was at a disadvantage too, in that her perch was even less secure than mine. I spread both arms outward to their full extent, as if to summon devils from all corners of the universe  leaned back, face upward, as if praying to the stars  seized her suddenly by neck and shoulders  and yanked her, heels over head, into my lap so suddenly that she had not even time to drop her rifle or drive the dagger into me.

Having her in both arms then it was a comparatively easy task to take the dagger away, although she bit until her teeth met in my arm; and when I loosed her a little to let her breathe she tried to use the rifle as a club to brain me with.

Meanwhile, the camel didnt help matters in the least. He objected to acrobatics, and from the way he carried on all the devils I was supposed to have been summoning might have been torturing his stomach. When Narayan Singh rode close and seized the head-rope the silly brute pulled backward trying to jerk his own head off, and kicked out at random, north, south, east and west. However, we got going again; but by that time I brought up the rear of the procession, with Narayan Singh acting escort on the left flank.

Now, you little cannibal, said I at last, suppose you tell me what you want that magic for!

Wait till I turn the Avenger loose on you! she panted.

All right, I said, Ill wait. Meanwhile, lets go forward and talk with Jimgrim.

If Grim was at all aware of what had been happening, he made no sign. It wasnt unusual for a camel somewhere in the line to start squealing and fighting, and no one took much notice as a rule unless he happened to be too close to the brutes teeth. Grim, away off in the lead, might easily have failed to notice the disturbance. Ayisha did not propose that he should learn the details of it now. Peace, Miyan! she exclaimed, trying to laugh. I was only joking.

Next time you joke, then, do it with your lips, and keep your dagger and teeth for eating with! said I.

Give me back the dagger.

Instead, I whistled and tossed it to Narayan Singh, who caught it deftly by the hilt. She shuddered when I whistled, for most Arabs and all Bedouins regard that as the devils music.

The Pathan shall keep it for a love-token, I said. Men of his race would rather have that sort of thing than a kiss. Come on, now, tell me what you wanted magic for!

But instead of answering my question, she called to her amorous Pathan in the strange, reverberating voice with which Eastern women have spurred their men to fight ever since Cain killed Abel.

Come closer, if you love me! Come and stick that dagger into this fool! Quick! It is the test!

I had dropped my riding-stick in the scuffle when I yanked her from behind me, and a camel doesnt officially recognize any other accelerator; yet flight was obviously the only way to save the Sikh from a predicament. He couldnt very well pretend to try to kill me without making himself ridiculous, nor refuse without swallowing his boasts. So I tried to make the beast gallop by kicking and swearing at him, which works occasionally.

But Narayan Singh saw the same way out of the predicament that I did. He circled about and approached from the rear, as if intending to stab me in the back; but it was my camels rump that stopped the dagger-point, and no new-fangled racing auto ever leapt into speed more suddenly than that ill-used, ill-tempered mount of mine.

We had overtaken Grim in less than sixty seconds, with the Sikh still brandishing the dagger two lengths in the rear, and to keep up appearances I claimed Grims protection. So did she, and Grim transferred her to his camel, which gave Narayan Singh enough excuse to fall to the rear again.

Grim is not given to overlooking bets. He is fonder of listening than of asking questions, and he likes to let events explain themselves rather than render them obscure by being too inquisitive. But not even an Arab could resent interrogation in those circumstances. He held her in his lap the same way I had done, with a quiet eye on her rifle to make sure she should take no pot-shot at me, and without halting  because then old Ali Baba and the gang would all have swarmed about us  asked for my explanation first.

He might as well have wanted pudding before soup, or a seat at a show without the ticket. it couldnt be done.

Jimgrim, she interrupted, why do you travel with two miserable Indians? Ali Baba and his men are bad enough, but the other two creatures put you to open shame! Take my rifle and shoot that fool, or else let me do it!

The moon glistened on their faces, and he smiled at her exactly as if she were a child.

That Miyan there, she went on, can make magic. He says he has stuff hidden among the loads that will turn the mountains into money and make mens teeth fall out. Kill him before he makes magic against you and me; then we will take his stuff and send Jmil Ras some food that has been treated with it. When that is done, we will turn Abu Kem into money and bribe the British to go away from Palestine Then we will kill all the Jews, and Saoud the Avenger shall be king in Jerusalem. I will poison his other wives, and I shall be a great queen.

Suppose instead of that we make the Miyan work for us? he suggested kindly. I dont know how to use that magic stuff of his. Do you?

Give him the bastinado then! Make him obedient! He is much too impudent and independent for a Miyan! she insisted. That is because he knows magic perhaps. All magicians are proud. Besides, he added, smiling again, I never bastinado anyone in advance. What were you and he quarreling about? I told you. I want some of his magic.

What for?

To poison Jmil Ras.

Why?

I hate him!

What harm has he done you?

He has set himself up against my husband the Avenger, she answered, but not very promptly; there was a distinct pause while she considered what answer to make, and Grim noticed it all right.

They say Jmil Ras is rather young and handsome, he answered. They also say he has ability, and isnt married. Now, if he were to overthrow the Avenger, he might consider marriage with the youngest and best-looking of the Avengers wives. Isnt that so?

What of it?

I am wondering why you should hate him so much in the circumstances.

I hate him because he is more insolent than this Indian Miyan of yours!

You spoke with him, and he insulted you?

No. How should I speak with him?

You have seen him, though?

Yes.

Now lets have that all over again. Jmil Ras is good-looking and unmarried. He is clever, and you say he has set himself up against the Avenger, who is sufficiently afraid of him to send for me. Have you ever sent Jmil Ras any messages?

She did not answer.

Has it ever occurred to you, Ayisha, that your position as the Avengers fourth wife is perhaps a little insecure?

It was you, Jimgrim, who arranged my marriage to him; you ought to know.

Let me see  I think you cant write, can you?

No.

That makes it awkward, doesnt it. People who have to send messages by word of mouth are sometimes at the mercy of the messenger, eh? The Avenger sent you to me, so I take it he doesnt suspect yet that youve been communicating with Jmil Ras. But I suspect it!

You would suspect the Prophet of Al-Islam! she retorted. That may be, he answered, smiling. He was a great man, but Im familiar with his history. He and Julius Caesar and Napoleon were all on the watch for opportunity. Now, Im not blaming you, Ayisha, for I know some of the circumstances; but if you want me to help you as I did once before, hadnt you better take me into your confidence?

That Miyan is listening.

Hes a magician. Perhaps he could find out what you know in any case. Better not run the risk of his using that magic of his. Didnt you offer to help Jmil Ras if he would marry you?

I expect the accuracy of Grims deduction seemed pretty much like magic to her. Add to that the fact that he had helped her once before in dire extremity  his almost tender friendliness  the comfort of being held in the arms of a man with such a name as Jimgrim had earned for keeping other peoples confidences  then moonlight, and the whole romantic scene  and it would have been a wonder if she hadnt fessed up.

It was Ibrahim ben Ah, she admitted suddenly, rushing the story now, to get it over and done with.

The old warrior who commanded the camel-corps of Ali Higg of Petra?

Yes. He deserted to the Avenger, but wasnt treated with sufficient dignity, so he deserted again to Jmil Ras. Before he went away he talked with me. Wallahi! It was his fault. He swore he would make Jmil Ras a great one, and that if I would persuade the Avengers men to desert to Jmil Ras, he, Ibrahim ben Ah, would guarantee on his honor that I should be the first wife of Jmil Ras when the time came. So I agreed. But Jmil Ras sent me word by the mouth of a wife of one of his men that he would have nothing to do with any such arrangement  may Allah change his face!

And had you already persuaded any of the Avengers men to desert?

No. I had had no opportunity. Jmil Ras had the impudence to tell that woman to tell me to mind my own business! May Allah turn him into worms! I will teach him to despise me!

Grim glanced in my direction.

Does he sound like an Arab to you? he asked.

Or an Australian? said I.

What is an Australian? Ayisha demanded.

A member of a strangely free and independent, brave and disrespectful sect, Grim answered, smiling pleasantly.


CHAPTER VIII. Miyan, you are a great magician!

THAT dawn we bivouacked in a fiumara, which, as I think I have explained before, is a formation peculiar to that country  part valley; part dry river-bed  a roaring torrent for a few days in the year, and all the rest of the time a waste of sand and boulders with a muddy water-hole or two at distant intervals. They wander across the land snake-fashion, roughly east and west, and what with the banks being high in places, so that men and camels can lie hidden, and the all-important water, they play no inconsiderable part in tribal warfare, which is endemic and deadly.

The water-holes being so scarce, the places where they are known to be are almost like a crossroads, and the hoof and human footprints give an erroneous suggestion of incessant traffic on a large scale. But traffic is actually scarce, no man being fool enough to travel except at the spur of need, since whatever superior force catches sight of a smaller one will certainly pursue and plunder, if not murder.

But being by that time near the indefinite boundary line of the ruling chief whom we were visiting by invitation, we pitched the little tents in an elbow of the fiumara near a water-hole without much anxiety, taking no more precaution than to post one man on either bank as soon as we had eaten breakfast, or supper, whichever you like to call the meal after a night march. And Im fairly well convinced that both men fell asleep within five minutes, although they managed it sitting upright.

Grim went to sleep serenely in his tent, after putting Narayan Singh in charge, who was to make over in turn to me at the end of four hours; and it was the Sikhs military instinct that saved us from ridicule, if nothing worse, and enabled us to turn the tables on fortune.

Within the length of a furlong there the fiumara curved exactly like the figure S, but there were so many bleached white boulders just above the spot where we pitched that the bed was impracticable, and anyone using the course for a road would be obliged to climb out and make a detour, unless he cared to risk breaking a camels legs.

I dont think Narayan Singh heard anything. He was just so trained in military ways, and so suspicious of new ground that he couldnt keep still. He came and shook me awake at the end of fifteen minutes instead of four hours, and instead of swearing at him, as I had indubitable right to do, based on inviolable custom, I sat up and laughed at the chorus of snores rising up to heaven from our bivouac like the music of a sawmill.

Grim, in the tent next mine, was snoring as loud as anyone; and the camels fifty yards away were making a weird row of their own; for, having only one more march ahead of us, we had fed them the remaining corn, and I suppose they thought they were singing songs. You never heard such a trombone-voiced menagerie.

When I had done laughing and had lit a cigaret, my friend the Sikh saw fit to explain himself.

Even hogs need watching, sahib! Look at them! Some lie belly-upward, others belly-down, but it is all one whether a knife strikes before or behind. The hog dies when his blood flows.

Ive heard you snore a time or two! I answered.

That is as maybe. Did you hear our Jimgrim put me in charge of this nightmare for four hours?

I did. The jobs yours. Im not stealing it!

You heard, eh? Then you admit that my honor is involved? Well and good. Come and help me scout for a stone-throw or two.

Why? Are you afraid of ghosts? I asked him.

Neither of us two are men to whom fear should be lightly imputed, he answered. But call me an old woman if you will. Only come and scout with me. I have an intuition.

Well, I believe in intuitions. I have had them. I believe that if a man can only school himself to follow intuition and not be turned aside by second thoughts or other folks opinions, he will be as safe in all circumstances as a dollar in. the U.S. Treasury. I put up no further argument, but rose with a yawn and followed him. Now I would have taken to the high bank, being naturally lazy and averse to scrambling over rough rocks when a shorter, smoother trail will serve. But the Sikh led straight on up the winding fiumara, and, when we reached the roughest maze of boulders, added difficulty on to inconvenience by warning me to make no noise. For all my size and weight I can go quietly when I choose, having learned that lesson painfully when stalking game for the pot in many hot lands. And a Sikh, of course, can make less noise than a shadow, as the Germans discovered in Flanders. We could have been seen from above quite easily, but not from in front, for we kept cover behind the stones as we advanced; and I think few animals, and no man not deliberately laying for us, would have heard a sound. The whole performance smacked more and more of the ridiculous to me, as we crawled around the turns and peered, and saw nothing but jumbled up white rocks. But Narayan Singh was set on his self-appointed task like a cheetah that winds black buck, and he never paused for more than a second or two to make sure. Most men can learn to scout slowly, but that fellow can go unseen over rough ground nearly as fast as a man walks on the level, and keeping up with him was no joke. We came within ten yards of a small panther and surprized him out of his sleep, which may give some idea of how much noise we made.

But nothing whatever happened, except that the panther spat at us and hesitated for a moment whether to show fight or run, until we reached the last bend of the figure S and could see nearly straight ahead up the bed of the fiumara for maybe half a mile. Then Narayan Singh, who was about two lengths ahead of me, suddenly lay quite flat, and whispered.

Kabadar! [Take care!]

I crawled up beside him, and he didnt know I was there until he turned to look. Nobody ever gave me a medal for anything, so I dont know what it feels like to be kissed on both cheeks on parade; but the smile of a good scouts approval that he flashed at me was worth more than the stock certificate I bought with my first savings, and by the way subsequently burned as worthless. Now of course, we have all met folk who say there is nothing in intuition. They will argue about it endlessly; and, funnily enough, they are always the same ones who maintain that an animal has instinct and cant think. Fortunately, in spite of all the modern means for clubbing, coaxing, perverting, and trapping us until we are willing to admit that black is white  or if not that it ought to be  there is still a remnant of the sweet old theory that each of us may have his own opinion without being slandered or imprisoned for it; and it suits my disposition to go down, if I must, with that ship firing all bow guns, I say that intuition is worth more than immediate evidence. I have proved it repeatedly to my own satisfaction, and I dont care a damn what the prophets of all dreary science say.

* * * * *

THERE was nothing whatever in sight when we reached the end of that rock-pile and lay staring up the bed of the fiumara, nothing, I mean, from which a dogmatist could have deduced the neighborhood of danger. If I had wanted to, I might have laughed at Narayan Singh, or have called him to account for robbing me of the sleep I was entitled to.

But my intuition took the form of trusting his, and although a score of birds were going about their normal business, some wild pigs were rooting unconcernedly a hundred yards ahead, and even our friend the panther stopped to lick a paw and look back at us; I was satisfied, without reasoning at all about it, to lie there and watch.

We lay for fifteen or twenty minutes without speaking or moving, while the flies made breakfast off us, and the first reward of patience reached us from the rear. Ayisha could walk like a cat when she chose, but  equally cat and tigresslike  could make plenty of noise when she thought she wasnt watched. A tiger going through the jungle, unless hunting, makes more noise than a buffalo. Knowing that she had escaped from the bivouac unseen, she was taking no further precautions, and we were aware of her clambering over the rock-pile from behind long before she had a chance of seeing us. It was a simple matter then to drop down between boulders and hide ourselves completely.

She followed the left-hand side of the fiumara, where most of the rocks were not so difficult to negotiate. She seemed in no hurry, and didnt carry her rifle, which I took for proof that she intended to return to the bivouac after accomplishing her present mission; it seemed likely, too, that she was on her way to meet a friend or she would certainly have brought her weapon.

A little to the front of us on our left hand, on top of the bank of the fiumara, stood a dead thorn-tree, so blasted by age and hot wind that very little of it was left except the twisted trunk and one long branch sticking upward at an angle. However, there was another, shorter branch that apparently had fallen a long time ago from higher up and got caught in the big one, for it lay nearly parallel along it. I wouldnt have noticed the tree and its branches particularly if Ayisha hadnt glanced up at it more than once, as if she expected to keep her assignation there.

But, seeing she did look up at it with obvious interest, I studied the tree carefully through a crack under the bellies of two boulders. The only peculiarity except its age and withered branches was a filthy old rag, once white, that was tied and twisted to the upper end of the short branch that lay along the other.

And that wasnt so very peculiar. It is customary in that part of the world when a man is buried to tie rags and similar personal souvenirs to the nearest place to which they can be attached. If the dead man was something of a saint, or in other ways important, his grave becomes in course of time a fluttering jumble of odds and ends. Murder being the usual thing, such graves are everywhere; so a soiled rag in a tree wasnt anything to speculate about. However, Ayisha climbed the bank and went to the tree, but said no prayers, as she probably would have done if keeping tryst with a dead friend. Instead, she illustrated one of the soundest rules of scouting, which is that if you want to signal unobserved, it is better to remove an object that has been standing all along in clear view than to set up a new one. It applies with equal force to hunting. Animals as well as humans are so constituted that they notice new things much more readily than they miss the old. She didnt wave the rag, but simply laid the branch on the ground and climbed back into the fiumara, where she sat down within thirty feet of us, with her back against a rock, so as to be unseen from the direction of our bivouac but visible at once to anyone coming toward us down the straight.

I could not see that the signal was answered in any way, but at the end of about five minutes thirty men on camels rounded the bend a furlong in front of us and came straight on, led by a fine looking, slim fellow, whom I presently recognized as the Avengers brother.

We had only met him once, when Grim checkmated the Avenger in the affair with Ali Higg at Abu Lissan; but he rode with a rather rare alertness and hair-trigger way of glancing to right and left that were unmistakable when considered along with his gorgeously striped cloak and the red and green and gold bands on his head-dress.

He did not pay Ayisha any too much deference, and he and his men made their camels kneel and settled down comfortably in the shade of the high bank before any of them noticed her. Then one of the men called to her to approach; but the Avengers brother countermanded that, and when he had drunk his fill from one of the goat-skin water-bags he crossed over to where she sat. She remained seated, and he stood throughout the interview. There was no formal greeting of any kind, and as both of them dropped their voices low it was extremely difficult to catch what was said at a distance of thirty paces. I decided to take the risk of crawling closer, hoping that any sound I might make would be mistaken for that of some small animal. It was easy enough to manage without being seen, because of the way the stones were heaped on one another.

Seeing my intention, Narayan Singh made a gesture with his head in the direction of the bivouac, and started at once to crawl back and waken Grim. It didnt need two of us to listen, but teamwork like that calls for something more than heathenism. I have heard Sikhs described as heathens, and have known folk who so describe them, who would have horned in  out of curiosity  to listen, leaving events to take care of themselves.

I found Jimgrim, I heard Ayisha say, and he had received the Avengers message. He was on his way to answer the summons. But he has those thieves with him, and two Indian magicians, and the thieves have magic for Jmil Ras hidden in the camel-loads. If Jmil Ras ever gets that magic there will be no hope for the Avenger.

Where is Jimgrim? he demanded after a moments pause, during which he may or may not have been reviewing with alarm the tribal tales of witchcraft and devilry. I could not see his face.

He sleeps nearby  just down the fiumara behind me.

How many men has he?

Nineteen; but he himself is as good as nineteen more, she answered.

Has he posted men on watch?

Two, in good positions, but I think they sleep, for neither of them saw me come away.

If they are awake can they see in every direction?

Yes, except up the fiumara, where none would be likely to come because of the rocks. No camel could pass that way, and the men on watch cant see because of the turns.

The Avengers brother paused again, and through a gap between the rocks I could see him stroke his heard reflectively.

If I send men to seize those watchmen, they might see my men first and raise the alarm, he said at last, and I began to hold my breath with that stupid involuntary effort that is first cousin to driving an auto from the rear seat. So we must leave the camels and go down the fiumara, he continued, pausing again to stroke his beard and think. They are asleep, eh? We can take our time. Do you think they will fight, if suddenly awakened, or are those thieves likely to surrender at discretion?

They will fight! she answered promptly. They are the worst firebrands out of El-Kalil.

Wallahi! That is too bad, he exclaimed. Jimgrim must not be harmed on any account, for he travels under my brothers promise of protection. But nothing was said about those thieves

Who, moreover, seek to carry goods for Jmil Ras  and magic  magic that will turn the mountains into gold and make the Avengers teeth fall out! You must capture them.

Nevertheless, if we come on them, and they show fight, and Jimgrim takes the part of his friends, as he has the name of doing, how shall we keep him from harm? he answered, resuming the stroking of his beard. Wallahi! But this is an awkward business.

You would do no harm by seizing Jimgrim first, she advised him. That would not break the law of host and guest for you would have saved his life. He could be set free afterward.

I wonder what my brother would say to that?

He would agree! I know the Avenger.

Peace, woman! You have only known him a few weeks  I a lifetime. Let me think.

I began to breathe sensibly again, remembering how the Avenger and that man in front of me had spared the life of Ali Higg, their deadliest enemy, at a time when they had him completely in the power. The promise to spare his life had been won by a trick, but they had observed the promise without as much as considering the alternative. The habitual takers of human life and prosecutors of relentless blood-feuds are not by a long shot the worst men in the world.

Jimgrim must be separated from those thieves, he said at last, for if not, they will claim his protection, and he ours; whereas, if we get him away from them they can all be in the next world before he knows it. And as for magic  the more of it that Jimgrim can dig out of those loads the better. Let the loads be his, if he claims them, but those thieves have cumbered the earth too long already. Go you back, woman. Waken Jimgrim quietly, and persuade him to return with you to this place, saying that one man waits to speak with him alone. Bring him along the high ground, and my men will use the fiumara.

But what if he brings two or three?

No matter. I will keep a handful here to deal with any bodyguard he brings. While Jimgrim is kept talking here my men will attend to the other matter. It is time the crows were given a good meal!

She argued a little yet. I dont think she relished her job much, or that she was any too sure of luring Grim into the trap. But he cut short her arguments abruptly with a string of sulfurous oaths and turned his back on her to go and instruct his men.

So she began rather slowly and reluctantly to climb back over the tumbled rocks. And as soon as her back was toward me I began very cautiously to follow her, thankful that she went so slowly, because I had the double task of keeping hidden from both front and rear. I was minded to have a talk with her before either of us reached Grims tent, but not so soon that she should be able to shout an alarm to the Avengers brother.

So we made one turn and the half of another before I called a halt. There was an enormous round boulder in the middle of the fiumara bed at that point, and she was just about to feel her way around it, stepping gingerly from rock to rock, when I called out.

Ya sit Ayisha! [O lady Ayisha.]

She stopped as if shot, saw me, and made an instinctive dive into her clothes for a weapon. But all she had was a dagger  not the one that I had taken from her and tossed to Narayan Singh, but a Persian thing with a curved blade. She drew it and showed her teeth pretty much as our friend the panther ha behaved an hour before.

It was pretty to watch the changing emotions on her face as I drew nearer. Her first instinctive intention to kill me if she could gave place to realization of the hopelessness, as well as the uselessness of that; next to almost hysterical despair; and then to cunning, and a flashing smile as sweet as sunshine on the morning dew. Lord! But she was pretty when she beamed at you that way. However, I kept both eyes on her and trusted to luck for my footing, for she might have thrown that dagger, and Ive seen her throw one mighty straight, as I hope to tell one of these days. Mashallah! Why this secrecy? she said with a laugh as soon as I drew close. But she kept the dagger in her hand, and if she had been anything other than a woman I would have drawn my pistol. Wisdom and self-respect dont always seem to run in double harness, do they?

I knew all along that you were there listening, she said mockingly. You made more noise than a frightened horse!

I knew that wasnt true, but decided to test it all the same.

You might have seen me coming out of the tent, said I, for it was difficult to hide just then; but after that I thought I followed pretty well.

Your magic didnt work, O Miyan! I looked back and saw you four times between the tents and that tree, and I could hear you coming behind me all the way.

Well, that was just like a woman. I cant imagine why she chose to lie about it, unless to reduce my conceit and make me more amenable to argument.

No matter, I answered. I heard what you said to the Avengers brother, and what he said to you. That is the main point.

At that she lied again, remarkably readily. Im not blaming her any more than Grim did at any time. I like the wench, and dare say she will go far under the new régime just dawning in Arab lands. But she had learned political ambition with no more leaven of redeeming altruism than Grim had been able to teach her in less than a dozen days. Moreover, she had had time, and lots of opportunity to forget the lesson learned from him; so now, caught in a predicament, she lied as her ancestresses always did.

You must not make trouble between me and Jimgrim, she said, pleading  but keeping the dagger in full view still. You are a Miyan and do not understand. There was a plot to capture Jimgrim, and to render him helpless by killing all his men, so that he would have to obey the Avenger whether he will or not. But I love Jimgrim. I am on his side. Wallahi! I would die for his sake. Therefore I pretended to agree to the plot, and came to meet Jimgrim in the desert. Then, this morning, I kept the tryst here to make sure of everything, for fear of losing Jimgrims confidence by giving him a false alarm. And now I go to warn him.

Bismillah! He ought to be grateful to you! said I.

You think so?

Why not? But for you the trap might have been set far more effectually. Let us go now and wake the weasel from his sleep lest the rabbits catch him.

Are you sneering at me, Miyan? Have a care!

Who would sneer at such a beautiful princess? I answered.

By the whiskers of the Prophet, it was your cleverness that shed light in a dark place. Come along, let us find Jimgrim.

But she stood at bay still, with her back against the bulge of the great boulder, and I think she would have stuck her dagger into me if the footing had been better, and I less alert.

Are you and I enemies or friends? she demanded.

All Jimgrims friends are mine, said I.

I suspect you, she answered. I think you are like an adder lying in the sand that bites the camels heels. You are one of those who speak fair and act foul.

Nothing like seeing yourself as a woman sees you, is there! But Im better at self-defense with fists than tongue, and rather irreverently prone to laugh at criticism.

I dont think you need feel afraid of me, I said; and she tossed up her chin as if she were the Queen of Sheba putting one of King Solomons court attendants in his place.

Afraid of you? It is you who should fear me, Miyan! I am well able to care for myself, but you are

I have the name of a magician, I interrupted.

But one of the strangest things in the world is that people who believe in black magic and witchcraft also believe that they can overawe the magician or the witch, much as if a prizefighter with gloves on should threaten a man in an armored aeroplane.

Use your magic the way I bid you, then, or you shall suffer for it! she retorted. Use it to protect Jimgrim now without setting him against me!

So be it, O lady Ayisha, I answered; and I began to make passes with my hands, and to quote about all the Latin I remember from my school-days.

Quadrupedante putrem sonitu quatit ungula campum! I remarked by way of final emphasis; and there is a sort of galloping thump to that line when you say it properly that commands respect. She was distinctly a shade paler by the time I was through.

Go along ahead of me now, I said, and judge for yourself whether the spell has worked or not. And afterward, if you are satisfied, you must give me credit for obliging you.

So she went ahead, full of mingled pride, superstitious fear, and curiosity; and I chuckled in her wake, for I was sure of three things  that Narayan Singh had wakened Grim long ago; that Grim had already made arrangements for the protection of Ali Baba and his men; and that Grim was the last man who would set himself or be set against Ayisha for any consideration. He isnt given to petty personalities, or to complaining of his tools, but plays up to the best instincts of friend and enemy alike. But I never suspected how perfectly he had turned the trick for me, nor what prodigious respect Ayisha would have for my magic as the result. Having lost time talking, she hurried down the fiumara, leaping like a doe from rock to rock, and I had a hard time keeping pace. In fact, I failed to do it, and she turned the last corner more than fifty yards ahead of me. There she stopped dead, and when I overtook her she stared at me open-mouthed, saying nothing for about a minute.

Grim was gone. So were the tents. So were the camels. So were Ali Baba and his men, and Narayan Singh. There wasnt a trace or a sound of them, and except for a few deep scratches in the sand you could hardly tell there had been a bivouac pitched there. I dont approve of too much crowing over a victory, especially when nine-tenths of it is due to another mans quick wit; but I couldnt resist the impulse then.

Does the spell seem to have worked, princess? I asked triumphantly.

Miyan, you are a great magician! she answered. You must obey me now in all things, and we will send Jmil Ras to Jehannum. After that I will be a great queen!


CHAPTER IX. Ask the camel of Jmil Ras!

WELL, that was a fine plan of Ayishas; but as Grim must have done a heap of swift guesswork and would likely be grateful for hard facts, my first business was to find him. I thought it probable he would hide somewhere and wait for me before deciding on his gambit; but what he actually had done was to stow the men and camels in a hollow about three hundred yards to the left as you stood facing up the fiumara, with Narayan Singh on guard to keep them in there, and to come back himself in search of me. He peered down over the bank from between two rocks just as I was starting off to look for him in the opposite direction  having guessed wrongly that he would follow along old camel-prints in order to gain time by making his pursuers stop and think.

Are you running away with Ayisha? he called down.

Ayisha, Im surprized; I thought that you and I were friends!

Does he seem set against you yet? I asked her, and she almost purred at me like a fed cat.

We climbed up the bank, and in a hurry I told Grim all I knew of the Avengers brothers plan, giving Ayishas version of her connection with it because she was listening and checking me up. But I contrived to wink at him without her seeing, and Ayisha was the only person fooled.

I like to watch Grim make his mind up when he has all the facts. It reminds you of the breech-bolt action of a quick-firing gun that one moment is all wide open waiting for a charge, and the next shuts tight with a click and is ready for instant business. You can almost hear the click. The expression of his face changes very little, and he says less; but you know that a deal has been closed, so to speak, and that nothing remains to do but follow him to the conclusion.

Coming down the fiumara, eh?

He cast his eyes swiftly over the landscape, and the general drift of that thought was easy to understand. As I explained, whoever used the fiumara for a road would have to leave it where the boulder-cluttered figure S began and make a detour, which was really a short cut. You could see where hundreds of men had done that very thing; and as humans are like cattle in following the line of least exertion, the track had come to look almost like a road, leading in a wide semicircle along the lowest level. The head of a man on camel-back would hardly have been visible at any point along it to anyone peering over the rim of the fiumara.

Come on! said Grim, and led the way to the hollow where the men all waited.

Then he sent Narayan Singh on foot to hide himself on top of the bank where the figure S curved toward us, with orders to signal the movements of the men below. He was to raise his left fist once for each man he could see, and his right fist to mean that they were coming forward. If he raised his rifle that would mean that something unforeseen was happening, in which case Grim would send a messenger to him to learn particulars.

We waited for Narayan Singh to take up position, old Ali Baba fuming impatiently because Grim wouldnt order a retreat. By Allah, Jimgrim, hasnt the Sikh told you that those are the Avengers men? They will cut my sons throats and steal this merchandise as quick as look at it! We have good camels, man; let us run, and come at Jmil Ras by another way. I have my bargain to keep!

You made a bargain to obey me! Grim answered, and the old man left off talking. His sons and grandsons were as full of fear as he, but perfectly content to fulfill any terms their sire had committed them to. They were tough, and no observers of any commandments that the West pays lip-service to, except the Fifth, and if their days are not long in the land in consequence some sort of explanation should be due them from the missionaries.

Narayan Singh shot up his left fist twenty-nine times, and Grim led forward. Our destination was the blasted tree from which Ayisha had made her signal, although the track we followed re-entered the fiumara at a point considerably beyond that. We brought all the baggage beasts along  went forward, in fact, as if just arriving on the scene after a long march, and I rode beside Grim giving him an exact description of the fiumara where the Avengers brother waited.

Even so, it wasnt quite obvious what he intended to do, although he seemed in no doubt whatever. Narayan Singhs right fist kept shooting up in token that our would-be murderers were holding their course steadily. They were no doubt going slowly so as to make no noise, surprize being the main element of their strategy; so we went slowly too, in order to have them as far away from us as possible by the time we reached the tree.

As we held the shorter course and were mounted, we went at least two to their one, so that by the time we reached our goal they were about half-way to theirs, well out of call of the Avengers brother, but not far enough along to discover our ruse and return or start hue and cry, which was about the ideal arrangement. Grim ordered us to dismount fifty yards to the left of the blasted tree and hobble the camels. Then, leaving Ayisha in charge of Mujrim as a precaution against her giving the alarm too soon, he walked to the tree along with me and Ali Baba, and stood still and silent for nearly a minute, smiling as he watched the men who waited patiently below.

We were three to three; or so it must have seemed to the Avengers brother when he looked up. He didnt seem surprized at first, for he expected Grim; and I daresay he thought Ayisha had stayed behind to direct the plunder of our bivouac, which would be about the normal behavior of a princess of that land. Nearly all tribal battles end in the plunder of one camp or the other by the women-folk, whose principal value to their husbands is their ability to garner wealth while the men gather martial laurels and notch their rifle-butts.

He rose and bowed to Grim, smiling handsomely  a regular Paladin making his guest free of all the desert.

Greeting, Jimgrim! God give your honor long life! May the blessing of the Most High bring you peace and prosperity! My brother sent me to bid you welcome.

Greeting! Grim called down. And then, like the man who met Jehu son of Nimshi in the Bible story Is it peace?

Peace between us, Jimgrim! Come down here and rest a while.

Three men, Grim answered, and more than thirty camels? You speak of peace. Is this an ambush or a trap?

Allah do more to me, if I would lay a hand on you, Jimgrim! There is a party of miscreants near here, whom my men have gone to settle an account with. As soon as they have attended to that business we will start for Abu Kem, if your honor pleases.

The Avengers brother was looking very hard indeed at Ali Baba, whose face was more than half hidden in the folds of his loose head-dress. He had only seen the old man once before, but seemed to think he recognized him nevertheless. Grim whispered to me without moving his lips much, and I stepped back a few paces to make a sign to our men.

Perhaps you need help to deal with those miscreants? Grim suggested. One friend should help another, and where there are miscreants there is no peace. I pray you, let me lend a hand. Nay! Your honors life is too important to be risked in such a little matter. Rather come down into the fiumara, and

The smile left the face of the Avengers brother suddenly. But he acted well. He kept his chin high, and his gaze at Grim did not falter for a second. Our men, stepping forward all in line, had reached the fiumaras edge, and stood staring solemnly down at the three and the camels. Their rifles were cocked, but that is as normal in the desert as the old-time pirate custom of firing a shotted salute to another pirate ship.

There was no more than a hint yet, although a broad one, of reprisals in kind, but the Avengers brother and his two men were nervous, and kept their hands off their own weapons with an obvious effort. They were absolutely at Grims mercy, camels and all, but Grim offered no explanation, not even suggesting by a smile or gesture what the outcome was to be.

Grim is past master at that game of keeping silent until the other man commits himself; he plays his tune on the strings of human character, choosing carefully; for, as I have heard him say, there is always one string you can tune the others by. It was the Avengers brothers turn to speak, and almost anything he might say  he being a chivalrous and honorable man according to his lights  was going to be a chord that Grim could use; and as a matter of fact he plucked the simplest string of all.

Is it peace? he asked, using Grims formula.

That is for you to say, Grim answered, looking rather stern, and wholly noncommittal. It seems to me, I find you unprotected.

True. I claim your protection, Jimgrim!

Grim saluted him in the graceful, lordly desert fashion, head bent and hand to forehead.

These are my men, he answered. Their goods are my goods; their weapons my weapons; their honor my honor. Let it be their honor to protect both thee and me.

Ali Baba is a wise old fox, quicker than most professional thieves to understand fine points of honor, and totally different from the Western sharp, in that he will observe the fine point, once agreed on, to the death. He is no slick-tongued shyster, pinning down a victim to rules that he himself wont observe, although he is slick and slippery as well as an outrageous liar when it suits him. He made an instant signal down the line and held up his right hand in token of agreement to the bargain; every one of his sons and grandsons  except Mujrim, who was still keeping Ayisha out of sight  followed suit. They swore aloud then in the name of Allah that the Avengers brothers life was in their keeping; and at a sign from Grim, Mujrim, leading Ayisha by the hand, came forward and did the same. thing.

Jimgrim, thou art a prince of tricksters! said Ali Baba, grinning sidewise at him with his old face screwed into a thousand wrinkles. But have a care! One trick begets another!

Under the unwritten desert law it would now be the unspeakable offense for either side to do the other an injury; but you can drive a coach and four horses between the provisions of any law that ever was made, unless there is means of enforcing it, and the greatest sticklers for law and etiquette are invariably splitters of fine hairs. It would have stretched imagination too far to pretend that we were absolutely safe now, but we were safer than we had been.

Ayisha was the weakest point remaining at the moment. She followed Grim down into the fiumara, and the black look flashed sidewise at her by the Avengers brother was no good sign; reasonably and rightly he regarded her as the cause of his predicament, and if she had not purposely betrayed him there was no way of his knowing that, nor much likelihood of his believing it.

But Grim didnt propose to waste time over domestic squabbles just then. The men who had been sent to murder our crew were likely to draw blank any minute and come hurrying back, and although they would probably obey the Avengers brother, if he should have time to forbid their attacking us, that wasnt much more than probable; they would see us between them and their camels  appraise the odds at three to two in their favor  and just as likely as not open fire on us from the cover of the jumbled fiumara rocks.

If they should return along the high ground, on the other hand, they might snap up Narayan Singh on the way and then pounce on our beasts with their valuable loads; and if there is one safe bet in the world it is this  that when plunder has once fallen into Arab hands it needs more than the orders of their Sheikh to make them give it up again.

* * * * *

SO Grim sent one man running for Narayan Singh, and ordered all our camels brought down into the fiumara. They came tumbling down like a lot of double-ended dummies, some of the loaded ones falling and rolling, and all roaring their fear of the goat-path loud enough to set the fiumara echoing and warn whomever it might interest a mile away.

But you cant be discourteous to a man like the Avengers brother  not, that is to say, if you are wise and have a bargain with him that is based on desert etiquette, and whatever his secret impatience Grim spoke as courteously as they say the Spanish torturers used to in the days when one gentleman would invite another to be seated on the iron chair before the glowing coals.

If your honor would be kind enough to agree, I would like to take all my men and all your honors camels about a mile farther up the fiumara.

In the name of the Prophet, why?

In order to wait there for your honors men.

But my men will expect to find me here!

Inshallah, we shall disappoint them. By your honors favor we will leave one man here to explain the circumstances to them. Otherwise, if they should come on us suddenly in this place there might be an accident.

Mashallah! the Avengers brother retorted hotly. You doubt my good faith?

Allah forbid! But since our mutual honor is involved, my good faith obliges me to protect yours. Let there be no chance for misunderstanding between your men and mine.

The Avengers brother did not like it, but couldnt refuse a command put so politely. He had the good taste to beg Grims pardon for not having thought of the plan first, and they spent at least two minutes paying each other compliments, while Ali Baba fumed inwardly, but stood still with a magnificently assumed air of patience.

The old fox, too, had manners, and although technically the Avengers brother was in no position to refuse any demand whatever, he waited for their owners personal permission before laying hand on the camels or letting his sons take a step toward them. So all the conventions were observed, and it was the Avengers brother, not Grim, who at last requested Ali Baba to take all the men and beasts and to honor the universe by casting his noble shadow on it about a mile farther up the fiumara.

Ali Baba answered at once that the Avengers brothers lightest wish was a command to him, second only in importance to the law of Allah; and, taking one thing with another, I dont believe two Western nations at daggers drawn could have saved each others faces more gracefully.

One of the two men who had stayed with the Avengers brother to welcome Grim was left behind to greet the returning men and take the sting out of their disappointment, and away the rest of us went to look for a better place in which to await them and, if necessary, defend ourselves against attack; for, having made no agreement with Grim or anyone else, they might elect to solve the problem in their own way by rescuing their master. As things turned out we never discovered what course they would have taken, for circumstances played into Grims hands in such fashion that all the Avengers brothers men became our debtors within the hour  circumstances and Jmil Ras. And we were to learn more about Jmil Ras before the unexpected happened.

Not much was said as we trailed up the fiumara, Grim and Ali Baba side by side with the Avengers brother bringing up the rear. But Ayisha ranged alongside me, and was by no means dumb.

Now for thy magic, Miyan! she commanded. Thus far it has worked well and Jimgrim hasnt quarreled with me; in which he shows wisdom, for I am his friend. But that Achmet Saoud, the Avengers brother, looked blackly at me. You must poison him. The son of sixty dogs suspected me of plotting with Ibrahim ben Ali, but could prove nothing. Now he will add that to this and make a mountain of it.

He and the Avenger are not like ordinary brothers, for they do not hate each other, and what the one says the other agrees to; so there is trouble in store for me in Abu Kem unless you poison him. You say that magic stuff of yours will make the teeth fall out? Good. Do that for a beginning! I wish to see it work. Then, while he bewails his lost teeth, you may kill him altogether in some other way.

I think I have said at least a dozen times that I am no diplomatist, my forte being patience and direct action; but it seemed best to me just then to divide the honors with Narayan Singh, who, excepting those rather rare intervals when bazaar whisky stirs bats in his belfry, is a master of Machiavellian finesse.

I must confess to you that there are two of us magicians. I cant work without consulting the Pathan, said I, nor he without consulting me. And youve made it difficult for me to cast spells for you by mocking the Pathan when he makes love to you, so that he is angry and will agree to nothing.

Dont you think that was passing the buck pretty smartly on the spur of the moment? I mean, for a man who hasnt ever fooled himself that he was quick-witted. It convinced Ayisha by a process of inference not only that my magic powers were really so, but also that I should be treated more respectfully; for, where one magician might be dirked for disobedience, two, working in partnership would have to be managed gingerly.

But his love is foolish, she protested. I wouldnt be the wife of such a man if there were no men left! He makes himself ridiculous and me a scandal!

Then, with a subtle sidewise smile at me and a lift of her arched eyebrows What a pity that the wrong magician vows he loves me!

Well, there you are. You see, a man cant pit his brains successfully against a womans, and youve got to use brute force, or run away, or else be defeated in the end. Grim is the only exception to that rule whom I have met, and I wouldnt bet on Grim too far, if a woman once got half a real chance at him.

If mine was a quick-fire diplomatic shot, hers was twice as quick and twenty times as cunning. Having no intention in the world of yielding herself to any Indian  a race she openly despised  she proposed to flirt with both of us and play one off against the other. You may say I could refuse; that I might have claimed the prerogative of a darwaish, who is supposed to have turned his back on the delights of this world, flirting the very first among them.

But unless I should walk to some extent into her net, I would be depriving Grim of half my usefulness. He was counting on me for inside information, which only Ayisha could provide. So the only practicable opening she had left me was a mighty mean one, and I tried that, faute de mieux.

If that Pathan were to catch me looking at you covetously, he would knife me in the back at the first chance, I answered lamely.

She laughed delightedly at that. Nothing could have pleased her more than the notion of two magicians fighting to possess her, with the ultimate refusal hers in any case.

I have seen you fight, she answered. You fought Mujrim, who is twice as strong as the Pathan; and I know your magic can protect you for, you remember, I stuck my dagger into you and it only grazed your leg.

That Pathan has killed a score of men in Palestine, I answered, and Allah knows how many more before he came here.

Twenty men to his hand? Good. Kill him then, and cut one-and-twenty notches on your rifle-butt!

I have to consider Jimgrim, who employs us both, I answered, and Jimgrim is considering Jmil Ras. Tell me about Jmil Ras. He is called a very great magician. If that is true, I mustnt kill the Pathan, because it will take the two of us to overcome him. Tell me all you know about him.

Nobody knows anything about him, except that he is handsome and in league with the Devil! Some say this, and some say that. He can make the dead men talk in their graves.

How do you know that?

Because he said there was gold in the mountain and began to dig for it. But there were graves of saints there, and the people said he should not desecrate the sacred ground. So he cast a spell, and each of the saints began to talk out of his tomb, commanding him to dig the gold out in order that they might have peace.

The saints said that if the gold were once taken the devils would go away forever, having nothing left to stay there for. A hundred men who were present heard them say it, and the voice of each saint was different from the other, some speaking faintly, as if from far off, and others very loud, as if close at hand; but they all said the same thing, although some of them used different words.

That sounds like strong magic, said I. What else does he do?

Sometimes men begin to doubt him, because the mallims, who did not hear the saints speak, come and say that it is sacrilege to dig wherever saints tombs are. Then he does unbelievable things, turning bullets into money, gathering gold pieces from the air, discovering this and that thing in the clothing of men who never saw the things before. Moreover, he can make a camel talk; when it opens its mouth words like a mans come forth, so that nowadays folk have a saying that you should ask the camel of Jmil Ras.

Who was his father? I demanded, thinking that might lead to revelations.

The father of insolence and cunning and all unexpectedness! she answered. None can foretell his next move or explain his last one; yet he foretells everything. Whenever men gather to attack him, he seems aware of it and makes the first attack, sometimes by night, dispersing the first-comers before they are reinforced, so that now men are unwilling to gather against him, saying that none can fight against the powers of darkness.

We reached a bend in the fiumara where it would be possible for twenty men to render a good account of themselves against thirty, and I had just finished repeating that conversation word for word to Grim when a lot of intermittent, ragged firing broke out somewhere about a mile behind us in the direction from which we had come. Rifles always seem to me to have voices that express emotions in their own field as distinctly as those of men and animals; its one of those things you cant explain, that nevertheless convince you after years of more or less promiscuous campaigning.

You cant persuade me that the sound made, for instance, by a lost man firing to attract attention to himself is the same as that made by a hunter shooting game, and I am not alone in my conviction. Grim, for one, agrees with me, and so do most desert Arabs I have talked with.

That was desperate firing, done by men fighting for their lives, alternately taking careful aim and then blazing away furiously in a moments panic. Grim got out his glasses, and leaving the camels in the fiumara the whole lot of us followed him to the top of a sandy hillock that provided a good view of the countryside for miles.

We could all see what was happening, but Grim with the glasses was the only one who could make out details. The Avengers brothers men  invisible among the stones in the bed of the fiumara  were being attacked by more than a hundred, who had arrived unseen from the eastward  for their camels were hobbled in a group on the east bank  and were now firing into the fiumara from both sides. It looked like a merciless effort at extermination; but having had experience of those jumbled boulders I was willing to bet that it couldnt succeed unless the men on top were willing to go down and finish the business hand to hand.

Ali Baba was the first to speak, and he was all for flight, as usual. That was the fox instinct.

Wallahi! Jimgrim, why wait! This whole business is a trap to get those goods of mine! Those are the Avengers men attacking, and they think it is we who are down in the fiumara! This Avengers brother is a treacherous fellow sent to block this end of the trap while the others attacked from the rear. Trust me! I see through the whole plot! Now be wise, Jimgrim! Listen to an old man, who has come alive, thanks to Allah, out of a thousand tight places! Jmil Ras is the man to depend on; ride as the wind goes, then, for Jmil Ras!

What does Jmil Ras look like? Grim asked casually.

In the name of Allah! Who cares what he looks like?

Black mustache? No beard or whiskers? Does he wear a cocks plume stuck in his head-dress?

Yes! said Ayisha. He makes magic with it!

Grim returned the glasses to their case, and smiled at me.

Weve found your friend Jeremy, he said. Dyou think hed recognize you?

Not in this disguise, Ill bet he wouldnt.

Can you think of any way of making him recognize you? Hes out for trouble by the look of things, and therell be a mess if he divides his force and sends fifty or so to tackle us while he deals with that bunch in the fiumara. Think now!

Im not pretending to explain how thoughts come in a crisis. I only know that if they didnt thered be precious few of us alive to carry on this worlds affairs.

Yes, I said, if I can get within a hundred yards of him, and if thats Jeremy, I can call the fighting off and well issue rain checks.

Good! he answered. Go and try.

I tell you, I like that fellow Grim. He knows how to pick a man for a certain task, and then turn him loose without both ears chock-full of limiting instructions. He turned and drove our party back under cover without another word to me.


CHAPTER X. Youre a fallen angel, Ramsden!

I TOOK my rifle, not that I proposed to use it, but for old acquaintance sake, because all my stalking has been after big game and, say what you like, we humans are creatures of habit just as much as the animals we hunt. I once knew a man who couldnt find his way in the city without an umbrella, and I was one of the very few who never laughed at him.

It wasnt easy stalking. For one thing I had to go fast unless those men among the boulders were to be decimated; for another it was practically open country, with only that sandy ridge running nearly parallel to the fiumara to take advantage of. But, as probably a million men discovered in the great war, you can hide behind a pebble when the other fellow isnt looking for you and inside a few square feet of shadow even when he is. A brown Bedouin cloak is hot and in your way when youre using hands and knees, but even in strong sunlight shades away into the desert color-scheme beyond belief.

It was nervous work, though, for I knew that two score eyes and a pair of Zeiss binoculars were watching me from under cover in the rear, and there wasnt one of them likely to miss a fine point. True, I wasnt going to get written up in the papers, and read an account next day of how badly I had bungled the fourth hole; and Grim wasnt going to pass remarks whatever happened; but I function best out of the public eye, and would never have made a good gladiator or anything like that, although I enjoy using what faculties I have so thoroughly that old women of both sexes have called me an instinctive savage.

I think I made the distance  say a mile along the straight from where Grim watched to the boulder I had singled out to work magic from  in a minute or two under half an hour, and I daresay each five minutes of that time cost the life of a man, although Ive lost no sleep over it. I didnt start the fight, and I didnt hesitate to save time by taking chances across the open when a circuit would have cost ten more minutes.

Anyhow, unseen as far as I know, I reached the cover of a boulder shaped something like a dogs head, rather more than a hundred yards to the rear of the firing-line, and wondered what to do next, for there was so much din of battle going on  shooting and yelling and running to and fro for a better pot-shot at somebody among the stones below  that you couldnt have made yourself heard at that distance with a fog-horn.

Every minute or so somebody would yell, and jump up, and dance delightedly, swearing he had shot a man, grabbing his mates here and there to brag to them and explain in pantomime exactly where the bullet hit, and how the victim fell over; but fortunately you cant always believe an Arabs account of casualties any more than what you read at home in the daily paper. But I saw three men drilled cleanly through the head as they leaned over the edge of the fiumara, so it wasnt any childs play that was going on, and the men in the trap werent selling their lives cheap.

I could see the man who Grim had said was Jmil Ras, but it was several minutes before he turned enough toward me for me to make sure he was really Jeremy. He had a black cocks feather stuck in the camels-hair band that bound his Arab head-dress, and that was unusual enough to mark him for no ordinary native of the country; but it might have meant that he had shot an Australian in the war and chose that way of boasting of the feat. Some mens rifle-butts have so many notches cut in them that they invent new ways of signifying that their foes are dead. But when he turned my way there wasnt a doubt of him. He had lost a little of his youthful look, but he was Jeremy Ross if twelve oclock is noon.

He wasnt encouraging his men or giving any orders, but gave the impression of letting them have their fling. I saw him laugh aloud when one of his own fire-breathing fanatics was shot dead in the act of boasting, but on the other hand he dragged the wounded from the firing-line with his own hands and stowed them under cover behind rocks.

In fact, it was the strangest picnic, and he the strangest host I had ever watched, and how to call his attention without drawing the fire of twenty rifles on myself seemed an unsolvable mystery.

But I was there to make magic, and seeing I had to take a chance of some sort I decided that if my nerves werent quite as steady, perhaps, as Jeremys at the moment, my life was at least as sweet as his; and if his nerves were really the steadier, then a close shave wouldnt hurt him. He sat down on a rock and began unscrewing the stopper of a service flask, and I know I hoped the rock he sat on was as hot as the infernal thing I had to sprawl across. It is rarely that two men shoot their best in exactly the same position; I like to rest my belly and elbow over a solid support of some kind.

The risk was that I might drill a bullet through his head when he lifted the flask to drink, but that seemed better than being shot before I could get word with him; so I held my breath and took aim six inches to the left of his mouth, and let drive as he lifted the thing across the foresight.

If I werent a good shot I should be one of the unteachables who belong in the orderly places where you buy your meat in shops and dont cross the street until the cop gives you permission; for Lord knows I have had experience enough.

And as luck would have it, Jeremy held the flask by the neck, so that there was a good hands breadth of brown felt cover between my eye and the sky-line; the bullet went plump through the middle of that, sploshing the water into his face, knocking the flask galleywest, and spoiling his drink abominably, but doing no other damage.

And of course he glanced in my direction, although I never heard tell what human sense it is that tells a man which way a bullet came. Im willing to swear he couldnt have heard the report of my rifle, because of the din made by his own rapscallions. I could see his lips move as he swore, but it wouldnt have been Jeremy if he hadnt laughed at the same time; and he wouldnt have been human if he hadnt reached for his rifle, but before he could touch it I gave tongue.

Coo-eee-eee!

Lord! How he jumped and stared; and the look of delight, that flashed across his face was worth twice that dusty crawl to come and see. He couldnt have heard that long Australian yell for more than two years, and it took all the sudden fight out of him. He let the rifle lie, and stood up  a fair mark for anyone inclined to murder him  and putting both hands to his mouth yelled back:

Coo-eee-eee! Coo-eee-eee!

Now that was genuine magic. There was no hocus-pocus, superstition or mechanical ingenuity in any way connected with it. I had made a sound that touched the inner heart-strings of a fellow man and switched his whole attention instantly from the absorbing business of a fight to me  alone  a bearded, brown, presumptive Indian on a hot rock. He turned his back entirely on the screaming fighting men, coo-ee-ed again between his hands, and came running toward me with the awkward half-galloping gait of a horseman in a hurry.

You may say what you like about Free Masonry, and I say nothing, being wise in that respect. But when youre in a tight place in foreign parts and yearn for action without argument, just yell Coo-eee! to a Cornstalk; and if all the Devil and his accomplices are boiling between him and you, youll see Hell shifted and its legions made afraid, because there isnt any inferno, and never was, that can douse an Australians chivalry.

Its a new chivalry, because theirs is a new land; but theres more of the old in it than you dare try to explain to an Australian, unless you want to swap punches. They dont like being told that England with long-bow and leather jacket taught them anything. The point to bear in mind is, that in a tight place, in any circumstances, Coo-eee works. And now that Ive spilled the beans, Ill leave Australians to sweep them up again, and get on with the story.

I guess he thought I was an Indian until he came within ten yards of me, and Australians all draw the color-line tight and hard, dont forget that. But I once saw an Australian sluice himself from head to foot and go through burning grass to rescue an Afghan, simply because the Afghan had once driven camels across the desert in West Aus.

When he came close enough I grinned, and called out:

Hello Jeremy! Whod have thought of meeting you again? Whats your difficulty this time?

Oh, you, is it? he answered. Well, Ill be damned! Where did you get those whiskers? Say; that fellow Grim turned out a dandy  perfect Jim-pippin of a man! What became of him?

We shook hands as if we were pumping water, and he sat down there on the rock beside me, with all that fighting going on, and began to talk as if we had seen each other yesterday.

Hah-hah! Too bad I couldnt kidnap Grim along with me. He and Id have added Arabia to the Commonwealth! Hah! What happened to him? I heard tales of him using this part for a checkerboard, shoving the Sheikhs from square to square as he pleased.

Hes close by, I said. He sent me to tell you to call this fighting off.

The Hell he did! Same old Grim, eh? Hed hand out orders to the Almighty and watch him do it! But listen a minute: I came out to meet a man named Ali Baba, whos supposed to be bringing me dynamite and jam. Id walk to Jericho to get some jam. These parts arent healthy for a hilly-and-bluey column on the march, so I got the idea to round em up and kind o nurse em, see? Came out with a hundred men  best gang of Bible-minded robbers ever you set eyes on  and sent out a scouting party of twenty at dawn to look for my supply column.

They looked about and didnt see much, so they cooked it up between em to rest in this fiumara, where I couldnt see em loafing from the skyline, knowing Id twist their tails to beat the Queen if I caught em at it. And while they parked their hams down there along come thirty sons-of-guns and go for em without notice! Shot nine men before you could say Christmas, and waded in to chew hash out of the rest!

I know who they are; they belong to that Willy-boy who calls himself the Avenger, and hes got it in for me. I havent treated him strict enough  too soft-hearted by a darned sight  been teaching him kindergarten  stripped his men and sent em back to him naked and that kind of thing, whereas what he needs is strafing by a Hun.

Top o that my men were sore all the way through at being jumped on that way, and I dont blame em. They swore by Allah and the Prophet to wipe that outfit off the map, and I turned em loose to do it. Call em off, eh? Might as well try to whistle dingoes off a sick sheep! They mean to clean up, bones and all.

They have my sympathy, said I, but it dont suit Grims book, Jeremy old man. He puts it this way  hed regard it as a special favor if youd call this game off, because hes got a hotter one waiting to begin, and all this noise youre making spoils his aim.

Does he know Im here?

You bet.

And he asks it as a favor?

Certainly.

Well Ill be damned! If Grims not a good sport, there isnt one! Dont he think Im a deserter?

He didnt say.

Well, hes the boy for me! Lets see if we cant oblige him. Stay there.

He ran off, skipping and jumping, toward the firing-line without another word and, seeming to pick them carefully, dragged back two men by the scruff of the neck and shook them until they paid attention to him.

I suppose I ought to have stayed where I was, because there isnt any sense in walking about among flying bullets unless you have to, and Grim was counting on me for information and support later on. But women arent the only people who are curious, and anyhow I went.

The only men down in the fiumara who were visible had been dead some while, and it was doubtful whether you could bury them without a rake, because Jeremys crowd on both banks were wasting ammunition riddling the corpses full of holes. And I suppose each man would notch his rifle after each shot! But those who were still keeping up a hot fire from under cover must have been getting short of ammunition, and it didnt call for much shrewdness to figure out that they would surrender if given the chance. I dont know what Jeremy said to the two men he had singled out. Maybe he threatened them with black magic or something of that sort, but whatever it was it took effect. He sent one man to cross the fiumara below the bend and spread the order from mouth to mouth on the far side, and after about ten minutes the firing ceased. Then Jeremy himself stood as close to the edge of the fiumara as he dared and offered quarter in the name of Allah, saying that anyone who cared to claim protection now might have it.

There were only eleven men left alive, and several of those were seriously wounded, but they had enough presence of mind left not to show themselves as long as Jeremys men were in evidence.

When he called his men off, and one spirit more daring than the rest had crawled out to take a look, the remainder emerged one by one like rabbits out of holes, whereat Jeremy told them to bury their dead and look sharp about it.

That reassured them, especially when a couple of rough hoes were tossed down for the purpose, it being a Moslems principal obsession to be buried when he dies, just as a Hindu wants to have his body burned. But the job was perfunctory; they buried the totally dead ones first under about a foot of sand, with a few stones piled on top to make the hyenas work for a meal  and then dug rather deeper graves for the men who should have been dead, even if they werent, and would be soon in any case.

They werent allowed to carry out that part of the plan, but it was an interesting sidelight on men and manners. They had one shallow grave dug, and placed a wounded man in it before Jeremy called my attention to it, placing the man so as to sit upright with his back against the end, and the victim seemed to take it all as a matter of course.

He would probably have died of thirst, if the vultures and hyenas didnt hasten the process; and in spite of that prospect he seemed surprized, and even resentful, when Jeremy ordered him carried up and laid in the shadow of a rock beside his own wounded.

He was bad-tempered, too, about the water that was given him to drink, swearing it wasnt fit for camels; and he cursed like a wet cat at one of Jeremys men who was told off to bandage him. The other wounded were the same  indifferent to the prospect of a thirsty death in an open grave, and bitterly resentful of attention. There wasnt much you could do for the wounded anyhow, and I wouldnt have cared to change places with them. They were slung on to the camels  one man nearly upside-down in a gunny-bag until Jeremy interfered  and taken along on the off-chance of their having enough stamina to survive the march; in which case they would be held for ransom, or else traded against prisoners held by the surrounding Sheikhs.

One way and another it was nearly an hour after the surrender before Jeremy provided me a camel and I started off beside him at the head of all his men to resume touch with Grim. The march, though, didnt seem to last five minutes, for Jeremy was garrulous, chatting away to me in English just as if I werent pretending to be an Indian and disregarding my protests with a fine air. Make any explanation you want to afterward. Ill back it up, and theyll believe me, for Im a great magician in these parts, mind you, and anything I tell em that isnt in the Book gets written into the appendix quick! Say, I havent talked English for a century, it seems like, and Im going to do it now or bust. You listen, and tell me if Ive lost the knack!

* * * * *

YOU might as well have tried to stop the tide with a tin bucket. He talked away like a boy just home from school, and made you laugh because of the incongruity of all that flow of speech from a man dressed like an Arab, mounted on a camel in the midst of all that silent desert. The black cocks feather stuck into his brow-band was the only thing in keeping with his conversation.

Yes, he said, Ive stuck to the old sky-tickler. Had to have something to remind me I was white. But say; as I was telling you, that fellow Grims a two-legged man on feet. He has my vote. I fell foul in Akaba of one of those red-throated fools with inky fingers that the army calls staff-officers, and he was for having me treated with field-punishment number one plus. But Grims white, and thinks without moving his lips. He said nothing, but slipped me away with a column of camp-roustabouts who left that afternoon with odds and ends of supplies; but Ill get that red-throat some day!

No you wont, hes dead. Died the same night.

You dont say! Well, thats too bad. I was for getting my discharge in proper shape and going round the world to bust him in the nose. He called a beef-bullock an ox, and said I couldnt talk Kings English. Well, hes in Hell now, and let him roast! Hell know what beef is when the fat runs! As I was saying, I slipped away with a column of fly-by-nights, thanks be to Grim, and they and I were fast friends in half o no time. I did tricks for em, and they had me down for a number one wizard who should bring them luck.

Theyd made up their minds to cut and run with the swag before ever we started, and instead of slitting my throat they made me prisoner and had me giving a performance at every tin-pot village we spent a day at. We traveled nights, you know, and only looked in at the one-horse stands, where they hadnt enough fighting men to hold us up.

How far did they take you? I asked him.

My God! We went forever! And I got so sick of finding money in a pocket-handkerchief and turning bullets into eggs that I began to invent new tricks, and got good at em too. Ventriloquism went over best, and I got to making the goats say their prayers and prophesy rain; and one day rain came after Id done that, so they sacrificed the goat on a rock to Allah and made me a saint of ElIslam or some such tommyrot.

But they wouldnt let me go. A Johnny-on-the-spot who can make goats tell when rainll come looked good to them, and they offered me a quarter-dozen wives, but no return ticket. Being circumstantial godfather to Jeremy, I had my rights. I asked the obvious question.

No. Im a bachelor right down to this minute. They lined up a lot of em and offered me my pick, and some were not half bad. But Ive kissed a few of the other kind, and Im no King Solomon. The Queen of Sheba couldnt corral me! Crikey! Wait till I set foot in South Aus! One look round at the Bulls Kid, and then the wallaby trail, with soft grass under me!

Ill take a tin billy and an old blue blanket for the love of it; and I know places where the little stations line out one by one along the road, and real girls in lilac and white sunbonnets and straw hats lean over the hitching rail at dinner-time to see if strangers are in sight whod say yes to a meal. Oh, bully boy! Real women, with violet and blue and gray eyes, and red lips, and a jolly laugh! Say; you ought to come with me. Ill show you lips worth kissing if youll take those whiskers off!

Thought you had a gold-mine? said I.

So I have. But how did you know?

Grim told me. Go on talking.

Well, I got sick of it and hit the trail southward  stole a good camel and lit out one night with nothing to guide me but the stars and a habit of being lucky. North would have been best, but seeing I couldnt make that the south had to do instead; and the farther I went south the easier it was to beat my way by doing tricks. I got all the way to Yemen, and if a crow flew backward to keep the sun out of his eyes, hed make a thousand miles of that trip even so.

Werent you sick by that time?

Uh-huh. Boils. Too many dates and muck like that. I needed a refit sure enough, but all I got wind of down in Yemen was another of these here staff-officers acting like the Devil in a small way near the coast, and if Id gone to him hed have had me pinched for a deserter sure  which I wasnt, but I couldnt have proved it.

Top o that Id picked up information on the way down  white quartz, old son, with nice soft yellow veins in it that you could pick out with the blade of your knife; so I tossed up whether Id hunt the home of that stuff or give that staff-officer a chance to call me names, and punch his head for it and go to jail. I used an old two-headed penny that I keep for doing tricks with, and tossed three times to make sure. Then I hit the trail again  north this time.

Sick and all?

Why, no. I got feeling better soon as that penny made my mind up; and then I ran into an Indian doctor whod gone broke in Mecca and was working his way home. That lad did me no end o good. He could make good strong physic out of weeds  stuff that ud shift the inside out of a tombstone; and another thing that recommended him to me was a half-pound of mercury he carried in a little iron box. He traded it against a dozen lessons in sleight o hand, but I gave him at least two dozen, for he was clumsy  no surgeon  just a pill-and-poultice walloper. He could palm six coins at once and fool his own eye when I was through with him. That mercury looked good to me, and I wanted the Miyan to have his moneys worth.

Did you hike back all alone? I asked him.

No. Didnt hike, and couldnt have bought solitude with real money. There were fanatics in Yemen unattached  sore as boils against every Sheikh in sight, and wanted for minor crimes like murder and rape. They took a fancy to the tricks I did and approved of my reputation for saintliness; and seeing they were first-class foragers, and wouldnt let me out of sight night or day, I took em along after theyd fossicked a fine new camel for me that belonged to the wife of an enemy of theirs. This is the beast Im riding now; pippin, aint it?

How many were they? I asked him.

Eighteen to begin with. But we went up Arabia like a magnet through a sand-heap, picking up the iron in it on our way. And I laid law down. Bet your life I did! Any fanatic who hesitated to obey me got stripped stark naked on the spot and turned loose without weapons to rustle an honest living.

Top o that I worked the oracle, of course, all ways from the middle, spending all my spare time auguring on certs; and when the certs Id prophesied came off they wanted to start a new sect or something, and have me archbishop. Time I reached this part of Arabia there wasnt much I couldnt do in the way of getting things.

Natural-born who didnt know what truth meant were afraid to lie to me, for fear Id find em out and turn their livers into hot lead. I didnt have to ask more than thirty thousand times before they led me to the outcrop  leastways, to where the outcrop had been. Solomon or somebody about a million years ago when labor didnt cost much had shaved the surface down, and there were tombs on top of it.

Ill bet you didnt admit what you were looking for, said I. Youd never have found it in a million years.

No. I wasnt as raw as all that. I showed em a piece of quartz Id won from a mallim, who admitted it came out of a tomb; and I told em I was looking for a stone that would be holier than the black one in the wall of the Kaabah at Mecca. I said that chunk I carried was a piece of it, and the fools ud come and ask to kiss the handkerchief I had it wrapped in. Well; I used to get so sick of asking questions that now and then Id almost decide to head for Jerusalem and let em call me a deserter; but that was when Id run out of the Indians physic and my liver wasnt working good. I made some more physic by-and-by out of weeds I found, and took a chance on it; tried it on a sick Arab, and he got well, so I drank about a quart  it was awful bitter  and it fixed me to beat clock-work. Never had a sick minute after that.

Say; after Ive made this gold-mine pay Im going to form a company and float that physic on the market  thought of a name for it too  name and a slogan  Jeremys taib, tickles your liver and makes it laugh! Pretty good, what? Make a million out o that easy.

Tell me some more about the mine, said I.

Oh, the mine? Thats simple. There were graves on top of it, and they told me only one man had been down into em for centuries. That ud be the mallim I won the piece of quartz from. So I did a bit of prophesying, and voted myself chairman of an investigating committee of one, to go down with a torch and tell the dead men what was going on in the world.

We had a corroboree on top first, and they all did two-bow prayers, and I hadnt been down in the first tomb fifteen minutes before I struck it rich. Say; those old-time emperors knew how to make the hands turn to all right! Dyou know what they did? Youd never guess. They took out the whole reef in chunks and shipped it  must have done! There isnt a sign of a furnace, or a mills or a dump. They took no chances on the local manager, but toted every bit of rock on mens heads to the coast and roasted it elsewhere. Theres no other way of explaining it. And why they quit beats guessing. Maybe there was revolution. There would have been if Id been one of the labor gang!

They quit with the reef cut square across and the prettiest veins you ever saw  loaded, man, loaded! Running downward nearly due east at an angle of fifteen. I let on that the dead men down there wanted all the quartz removed because the holy stone I was after was somewhere underneath, and the only difficulty after that was tools and dynamite. You havent got dynamite by any chance?

Grim knows where theres some hidden away. Ive a drum of cyanide.

I guess those whiskers of yours are singed feathers. Youre a fallen angel, Ramsden! Whos that lordly-looking codger on a camel over there?

Its Grim, said I. Seems hes coming out alone to meet us.

The Hell it is? That Arab-Grim? Say; give me one o your cigarets quick! Im feeling nervous!

And he was, too. His hand was trembling as he struck the match.


CHAPTER XI. Allaho Akbar!

COME to think of it, that meeting between Grim and Jeremy was rather dramatic. I rode my camel to one side and looked on, keeping near enough to listen, but aloof enough to take in the whole scene  Jeremys hundred in a long line two abreast, with the rear ranks closing up toward us like a telescope and all their spears and rifles pointing this and that way  Jeremy along in front, smiling with a strange twitch at the corner of his mouth  Grim facing him, sitting his camel square and upright, uncompromising as the Sphinx, and the sun beating down on the lot of us so hard that the dust devils, whirling in the simoom, shone with a glint of gold. The fiumara on our right hand, cutting the dry desert like a great wound down the middle. A horizon bounded by blue, hot hills. And Grim spoke first.

Well, Jeremy, hows everything?

Oh, pretty good.

Got a gold-mine, I hear.

Sure. Want to buy a share?

Did you get the news of peace?

Jeremy nodded and sat sidewise, swinging a leg across his camel.

Theres no amnesty yet for deserters, Grim said dryly.

That dont faze me. See here, Grim; Im no deserter, and you know it! The old pugnacious look was dawning dark on Jeremys face, but Grim paid no attention to it. He was going to lead his ace of trumps in half a minute, but you couldnt expect Jeremy to know that; it takes time to learn Grims game.

Got your discharge about you? Grim inquired, as if he expected Jeremy to pull it out and flourish it.

Say; youre talking like one of those staff-experts! Whats come over you? Of course I havent my discharge! How could I have?

Then youre still a trooper.

Well? What of it?

Trooper Jeremy Ross of the Australian Light Horse, transferred on special service to Akaba.

All right. Spell it backwards, if you want to! Whats the game?

Im Major James Grim, your commanding officer.

Well?

If youre no deserter, youll need proof of it. A court martial would summon me as witness. Being the first officer to get in contact with you, my evidence would be important.

I dont get you yet.

Grim smiled broadly at last.

Thought you were quicker-witted, Jeremy. What should the first act of a

Oh, ha-ha! I get you. I report for duty, sir. Was made prisoner and kidnaped by deserting Arabs. Managed to escape, but havent set foot yet on British territory.

All right. Youre ready to obey orders?

Um-m-m! Got a copy of the articles of war about you? Id like to read em first. Is this a scheme to order me off to Jerusalem and jump my mine?

Its a scheme to save both of us trouble, Grim answered. Im going to give you an order. If you obey it, well and good; if not, youll have to clear yourself as best you can without my help.

Well; you were a white man when I knew you last. Ill take a chance. Go on then, sir. I report for duty.

Are those your men? Grim asked him.

Thats what they say.

Make me and my party prisoners!

Jeremy threw his leg back again and began to whistle.

Im not joking, Grim assured him. Im an officer on the strength of the British Army giving you official orders.

Oh, all right! said Jeremy. Want to be crucified, or anything like that? Weve all the extras.

Suppose you get busy? Grim suggested.

Very good, sir. Major Grim, youre my prisoner! So are you, Ramsden! How many in your party, sir?

Twenty-three at present, including the Avengers fourth wife, the Avengers brother, a Sikh, and a party carrying supplies intended for you.

Jeremy whistled again and began to chuckle. Better hand your weapons over, I suppose. And how about cigarets? If youve a packet of canteen gaspers in your kit Ill reduce your ransom!

We each handed him a broken packet, and he almost lighted two cigarets at once, he was so glad to get them.

Mind you, Im not running a hotel, he warned us. Theres better hamper and dead sheep to be had in the Never-never country of West Aus; but if youve really got Ali Baba and my loads along, Ill feed you jam till further orders. Jam makes the grandfather goat slip down your gullet easier. And say, how about orders now? Whos giving em, I mean? Will you obey me?

My whole party surrenders to you and claims your protection, Grim answered. Well observe the conventions.

Conventions, eh? Youll find me a stickler for those things! Dress for dinner you know, and no tooth-picks at the table  use both forefingers and a thumb to pull the gristle out of your back teeth. I think youd better keep your weapons after all, because about the only convention we really observe is going tooth and nail for any armed party that crosses our landscape.

Theres sure to be a hot scrap between here and home, because the Willy-boy Avenger has it in for me; weve used up between us all the threats there are, like two dogs on chain. Somethings due to give now, and youll see the hair fly in mouthfuls! But, say; tell me the idea! Whats the drift of my taking you prisoners?

Go to it first, said Grim. Ill explain later on. Im on the way to the Avengers camp. First his wife and then his brother met me on the way. They tried to kill my escort, who happened to be Ali Babas crew with your loads. You take the lot of us prisoners, and carry us off to your place. Isnt that clear?

Clear as bull-pen soup. All right. But whos the wife? Not Ayisha?

Yes, Ayisha.

Golly, what a lark! Shes been trying to marry me for weeks past. Come on, you prisoners, were wasting time  lead me to the big feast! Oh, say, will the rest of you show fight?

No, said Grim, Ive warned them. Theyll surrender.

How about the Avengers brother? Hes a peppery customer from all accounts.

Ali Baba will attend to him. Come on.

* * * * *

BUT it turned out that Ali Baba had his hands full. The Avengers brother never doubted that Jmil Ras had made the lot of us prisoners. In fact, knowing what his own men had been up to, and guessing without much difficulty how they had crept into the wrong wasps nest, he was surprized that we werent all slated for execution  but not agreeably surprized. There are lots of his kind. He wasnt a bit afraid of death, but he hated to surrender to a man whom he regarded as a rival of his brother for the overlordship of the district, and Grims back hadnt been turned a minute before he was making Ali Baba all kinds of promises  heaven included  if the old man and his sons would desert Grim and make a bolt for it.

But I said, said Ali Baba afterward, by the tomb of the Prophet, said I, Jimgrim I know; and this world I have found good; by the grace of Allah I will stay in it and follow Jimgrim while I may. I die when Allah pleases, but not at the behest of a prince who sought to murder me an hour ago! And I said to my sons, said I, I am old, and it may be ye would like Mujrim for your leader now; therefore choose whether ye will follow me or this Avengers brother, for my lot is cast with Jimgrims and I wait here for him. So they came on the Avengers brother from behind, and threw him on the ground, and tied him hand and foot; and Ayisha mocked him as he lay, until I bade the woman hold her peace. The old man wanted to deliver all the goods to Jmil Ras there and then. Having no notion of Grims ultimate purpose, any more than the rest of us had, he asked for a final settlement of accounts and leave to return home; and being a moderate old gentleman according to his lights, he only demanded a hundred camels for the mercury. But though Jeremy and Jmil Ras were one and the same man, their methods were as different as chalk from cheese  almost as those of Jekyll from the ways of Hyde.

Did I not pay you? asked Jmil Ras. Wallah! You shall keep your bargain to the last letter of the last word in it! Your son Mujrim boasted to me that you dared follow any trail and fight whoever opposed you. Make good the boast, thou gray-beard! You shall fight your way to Abu Kem I promise you! Is it nothing that I meet you with a hundred men to help you keep faith with me?

Il hamdulillah! the old fox answered humbly, and added almost under his breath with no humility at all, curse you and your fighting! With me and my sons to help him, Jimgrim would have managed this without a fight at all!

But I suspect that even he doubted the truth of that assertion within the hour. I dont know what plan Grim had had in mind before Jeremy arrived on the scene although I dont doubt he had one roughly formed that could be changed, as usual, at a moments notice to offset the moves of any adversary. But it is as certain as humanly can be that we should all have been in the Avengers hands that morning if Jeremy hadnt turned up; and how Grim would have saved those goods from confiscation  which after all, didnt matter so much  and Ali Baba and his sons from death as traders with the Avengers enemy  which did matter a great deal  beats imagination.

Ive confidence enough in Grim to believe that he would have found some way out of the predicament, but I cant believe he would have settled the affair without a fight to the death between the forces of Jeremy and the Avenger.

As I have said before, the only rule that you can lay down concerning Arab warfare is that the water-holes are the all-important strategic, and whoever holds those can make the enemy come to him. Barring that, the strategy and tactics are haphazard, governed by a moments whim and utterly confusing for that reason, so that the best-laid schemes unless put through with overwhelming force, are really more likely to fail against the Arab than some adaptation of his own rough-scrambled methods would be.

The Avenger had sent out his brother and thirty men to meet Grim, get those goods intended for Jmil Ras, and punish with death the men who had dared to trade with his mortal enemy. There wasnt any imaginable reason why he shouldnt have sent more than thirty men to accomplish that purpose; and if he had learned since that Jmil Ras was on the prowl with a hundred, there seemed even less reason why he should now send fifty more to reinforce his brother.

If he had sent two hundred, as he could have done, and had taken the field in person, he might have had a chance to catch Jmil Ras away from home and overwhelm him. An even sounder policy would have been to swoop with all his forces on the stronghold of Jmil Ras and take it by storm in the owners absence. But one bet at least seems safe  that most Arab chiefs will become hypnotized by the thought of possible plunder moving on the hoof. I suppose it seemed better business to the Avenger to make sure of possessing the goods intended for Jmil Ras, and the redoubtable Grim along with them, than to take his chance in a pitched battle.

And he may have been right, for all I know, because Jmil Ras, even with his back turned, was no easy mark for any man. Friend Jeremy had made his reputation good a score of times by outgeneraling every leader sent against him.

Whatever the Avengers argument, he sent out fifty belated men to re-inforce his brother, and they came down the bed of the fiumara two by two with all the serene confidence of men who expect to find the work already done. All the precaution they took was to throw out an advance-guard of four men, and Jeremys lookout reported them before they came within two miles of us. So we set an ambush in a hurry, which only worked sufficiently to draw the fifty within range  for the kites circling overhead betrayed us  and there was a first-class scrap that lasted nearly an hour and was better than anything that Colonel Cody ever staged.

You see, even after the kites had made them aware of us, the Avengers fifty didnt know yet that we werent exactly the party they had come to meet. They didnt even grow suspicious until their shouts werent answered  and that was a mistake on our part; but Jeremy, who was giving all the orders, hadnt time to consider everything.

Sensing danger in time to escape the trap, they scooted up the back out of the fiumara, spread out in a wide half-circle, and came on to draw our fire. Half of them were mounted on mighty good horses, and the speed of their maneuver put us at a terrific disadvantage for the space of about three minutes while we scrambled into new positions. If they had come straight on Lord knows what they might not have done to us; but, like the British fleet in the first attack on the Dardanelles, they didnt know. And its what you do know that counts in the fighting business.

Narayan Singh, Ali Baba, Mujrim, and myself were the first to open fire on them. Jeremy and Grim had their hands full getting the rest of our crowd into a new formation to meet the emergency. An example was the thing most needed, for if too many people try to give directions in a crisis, circumstances usually take charge and the last state of panic is worse than the first.

And here I have a confession to make. I suppose its a proof of weakness; and all the missionaries I have talked with on the subject assure me I shall go to Hell for it. And yet  I wouldnt confess (for why should I?) if I couldnt do so without qualms. I hate to shoot a good horse. Grim agrees with me.

Ive had to deal with men who see snakes in delirium tremens, but I never wasted much time swatting the snakes. It was simpler and more efficacious to deal with the cause of them. And so, as has happened more than once in my career, when a horse comes at me with a man on his back, rather than shoot the horse, who is hardly a free agent, I prefer to put a bullet through the man. I can do that without compunction, because, to my way of looking at it, the man is a free agent and the horse no worse than a willing servant. Nevertheless, Ive been called a murderer to my face by a missionary, who left three tied horses without water during two hot days and complained afterward about his own hard luck.

Well; there you are. I might have shot a horse, and that might possibly have had the same effect in the long run. But I picked out the leading man instead, and drilled him clean, and my three friends, crouching behind boulders on my right hand followed suit. I believe Mujrim missed, although he never would admit it, but at any rate, between us we tumbled three men out of the saddle, and one of them was dragged head-downward by the stirrup for half a mile before the horse stopped and came whinnying back.

That four-shot salvo saved an awkward situation for us, for the rest of the troop fired wildly from the saddle once or twice, wheeled sharp about, and galloped out of range, leaving the men on camels to make the next move. And while they thought about it, Grim and Jeremy had got our force straightened out, devised a plan, and got it fairly started.

Grim came running up with the rest of Ali Babas men, and put me in charge of the lot, including Narayan Singh.

Keep up a hot fire from here, he said. Make them believe, if you can, that youre the main force. Dont spare ammunition. Dont move away from here; keep an eye on the Avengers brother.

Having said that much, which was more than usual for him, for he doesnt often limit you, he went sliding down again into the fiumara. So I posted my men behind boulders and started up a rather long-range fire at the camel party, crawling from one man to the next to explain what was expected of us. Ali Baba snatched up the idea as a dog takes meat, and what with his croaking to his sons and my choosing one rock after another from which to fire several shots in rapid succession, I daresay we contrived a pretty good illustration of, say, fifty men at bay.

And neither the camel-men nor the horsemen opposing us dared approach the fiumara to discover how many we really were, or to take us in flank and rear, because of the possibility that we might have reserves down there in ambush.

Over my shoulder I saw Jeremy take most of his men, all mounted, straight up the fiumara in the direction from which the enemy had come. Grim, on the other hand, took twenty or twenty-five of Jeremys crowd in the opposite direction, and in a minute or two the plan unfolded.

* * * * *

A QUARTER of a mile below us Grim led his small force out on to the plain, and the horsemen began to attack him mosquito-fashion, charging to within a hundred yards, to fire from the saddle, wheel suddenly, and gallop out of range again. I hadnt time to estimate casualties, for the camel party seemed to have made up their minds that our whole force was now accounted for and came at us headlong, yelling Allaho Akbar! shooting and flogging alternately.

But, you know, a man cant flog a galloping camel and shoot straight at the same time. They looked awfully ferocious, and I expect they would have scared the wits out of raw riflemen. They were brave, too, for I think they believed there were forty or fifty of us, and we had cover, whereas they had none unless you count the smokescreen of sand the camels kicked up as they came, which went billowing down-wind until you couldnt see what was happening in Grims direction.

But you couldnt find a tougher, less easily stampeded gang in Asia Minor than the party Grim had left with me. They spat on their cartridges and crammed them in like veteran soldiers instead of the thieves they were by trade, and each bullet was loosed on its way with an appropriate curse, until Narayan Singh on the far right laughed so that he could hardly shoot straight. And the camels went down one by one like great ships sinking, pitching up their sterns as they plunged bow first.

But that war-cry Allaho Akbar! is something more than a formula. It seems to fire the men who use it with a frenzy that bullets cant quench. Camels fell, but their riders charged forward on foot, and by that time they could guess how few we were, which added confidence to fury. The amount of nickel-coated lead that a charging Arab can eat up as he comes is incredible. There isnt an animal  not even a bear  that can compare with him. That gang of fanatics charged home  got right into the middle of us  and used their knives to such effect that Ali Baba and his youngest son Mahommed were the only two who hadnt some sort of wound to show by the time we had beaten off their survivors. We were lucky to have none killed. Mujrims devotion was all that saved old Ali Babas life.

My share was a blow on the head from the back of a sword that knocked me nearly unconscious for a minute; Ali Baba came and bent over me  thinking I was dead  genuinely sorry I believe  but anxious to acquire my watch (which is an heirloom). Two men sprang on him as his back was turned and his fingers just beginning to explore my shirt; Mujrim laid them out, and fought a duel with a third, bagging three to his own knife.

Those frenzied Arab charges, though, are like oncoming waves that have to recede when the momentum fails. Unless they accomplish their full purpose at the first shock, they inevitably draw off and make ready for another and another, until there are none of them left to charge or the game seems hopeless. I dont know how many we killed all told, for I was otherwise occupied when the time came for burying the dead, and Mahommeds song about it afterwards turned units into scores; but they left nine dead or dying among our clump of rocks. We had killed more than camels as they rushed us across the open.

The remnant ran at last as furiously as they had attacked, but by that time Jeremys counter-attack was under way. He and about seventy camel-men swooped out on to the desert on the far right, cutting the line of retreat. I heard their roar rising in volume as they wheeled and started forward  caught sight on the left of the dust of horsemen reeling back in front of Grim  and that is all the account I can give at first hand of our pitched battle by the fiumara, for as my wits recovered from the sword-blow I recalled Grims admonition to keep an eye on the Avengers brother.

I looked about, but couldnt see him  couldnt see Ayisha either. They had been left close together in the fiumara just below the bank on top of which we took position, he tied hand and foot, and she glumly fingering her rifle  for she could hardly be expected to help us against her husbands men, yet couldnt rightly be regarded as an enemy.

Ayisha, to state it mildly, was on the horns of a dilemma. If we should be defeated and the Avengers brother rescued, she would have to face that brothers charge of treason on her return home.

On the other hand, she wouldnt be much better off if we should win, for she would then be in the hands of Jmil Ras, who had rejected her previous overtures and who, if he followed the usual course, would merely use her as a basis of exchange, in which case there would still remain the Avengers brothers enmity to face; for he was quite sure to be ransomed and set free along with her. It would have been easy for her to murder him, and I havent a doubt she weighed that idea thoroughly. But I dare say, too, that she took into consideration Grims wholly incomprehensible  to her  but pronounced objection to throat-slitting in such circumstances; and she had a sort of reverence for Grim that I think came closer to being in love in our Western meaning of the word than any emotion she had ever felt.

At any rate, what she did do was to try the other prong of the dilemma first, and since she was dealing with another opportunist, it bent momentarily to suit her. She proceeded to make friends with the Avengers brother  on her own terms, of course  and all the while that the fighting was going on she was negotiating with him the conditions under which she would cut the thongs that bound him and help him to escape.

If she could have been satisfied with just that, the two would have made their getaway and I would almost certainly have died before they did it; because it was after she had cut the thongs, and while the Avengers brother was hiding between rocks, waiting for her to do the necessary scouting, that Grims instruction to keep an eye on the two of them crossed my mind and I went to look.

But perhaps she wasnt any too sure of the newly purchased friendship. Most women in precarious positions have discovered that most men will promise them nearly anything in return for what they want at the moment, only to forget the promise when the time comes to repay; and though Ayisha was a most amazing optimist in some respects, she was cynical in others. She decided to take a magician with her to control events and conjure away mistrust, and I suppose she thought me too well attached to Grim to make the trouble of trying to persuade me worth the risk. So she crept up the bank, and lay beside Narayan Singh. And because she had her rifle along and made some show of opening the breech, he supposed that she had come to fight beside him against her own folk. A man hasnt much chance to think reasonably when the Allaho Akbar roar is rising and bullets fly; nor has he time to make hot love or be polite. He had to be coaxed a good deal and mighty tactfully before we could get his version of the story afterwards.

O mighty fighter! she exclaimed, as she watched him lay cheek to the butt and blaze away. They told me you Pathans were only boasters, but Wallahi! are they all like you?

May the father of mistakes who made this rifle die of palsy! he growled back at her  a little flattered, no doubt, although as suspicious as he had time to be. I got the misborn weapon from the governorate at El-Kalil, and its vomit goes a mile wide of every mark! See that  may rats gnaw the eyeballs of the maker of the thing!

But you are a magician! Make magic, and the rifle will slay two men with one bullet!

He had presence of mind enough even so to try to preserve that fiction.

Magic takes a certain amount of time, he growled back, jamming in another clip of cartridges.

But Lord! She was quick to use anothers argument as cement  and masonry for hers. True! she answered. This is not your business. My lord is wasting time and running great risk at work that is only fit for thieves. Come away with me, and use magic, and you shall be a great chief! Come! Come quickly! Come and hide among the rocks, and slip away, and leave these cattle to their own devices!

Go whither? He had time to spare for only two words.

To Abu Kem, to the Avenger. He is a great prince, who will richly reward a friend. And have I not listened times out of number to my lords protestations of devotion? Am I deaf? Can a womans heart be like steel forever? Come now and show me how you topple down the thrones of kings!

According to his own account Narayan Singh found time between shots to make her a tactful answer; but my private belief is that he called her Umm Kulsum, which is an opprobrious title, and told her to go to the good old-fashioned hot place that most of us would hate to think had been abolished. For then where could we send folk who dont like our points of view?

At any rate, she left him and went back to the Avengers brother, and the two of them were conning their line of escape from behind a rock when I hurried down to look for them. It was only when Jeremys attack began and our share in the fight was practically over that, fortunately for me, Narayan Singh grew really hot at the thought that Ayisha, or anybody else, should dare consider him corruptible. Anger increased suspicion, and he, too, turned toward the fiumara to discover what might be going on. It was a big rock that the two of them were hiding behind. I looked around it, but they dodged me so silently that I didnt hear them. At the moment when Narayan Singh reached the edge of the fiumara and looked down, and I was on my way to investigate another clump of boulders, the Avengers brother sprang at me from behind.

If he had knifed me to begin with I might feel differently about it, but he didnt try to use Ayishas knife until he had tried first of all to pin my arms from behind and throw me. He said afterwards, and I believe him, that his first intention was to gag and leave me there; but of course he had no chance whatever of doing that to a man of my build and mere muscular attainments. I threw him forward over my head, but did not break his hold entirely, and he closed again, twisting round like an eel to face me.

It was then that he used the knife Ayisha had given him, stabbing me badly in the arm and following up by nearly braining me with the hilt. Coming on top of the sword-blow I got earlier his half-dozen hammer-strokes were too much even for my thick skull; but I didnt quite lose consciousness at once, contriving to clinch and lean my weight on him in the same sort of way that a beaten prize-fighter avoids being counted out.

But I got weaker every second, from the blows, not from bleeding  the cut in the arm was serious, but not enough to put me out of action  and if Narayan Singh hadnt turned up in the nick of time some other fellow would have had to tell this tale. It may be Ive done Jeremy out of a profession!

But the Sikh did come like a landslide down the fiumara bank, swinging his rifle butt-end foremost, and the Avengers brother had to take the heft of that on his collar-bone, which naturally broke. I was out by the time that happened  out; but, they tell me, still standing and clinging to my opponent; which may be true, but I think they lied to make me feel better about it afterward.


CHAPTER XII. Ross, Ramsden, and Grim. Grim, Ramsden, and Ross.

I RECOVERED consciousness in a most extraordinary place, where they had laid me because it was cool, and my head along with the rest of me seemed to be immersed in Hell flame before I was properly dead. As I came to I thought I heard war-drums near at hand, but that turned out to be nothing but my own pulse beating, although it was an hour or so before I realized the fact. At the end of a century or so, that may actually have been an hour, or even less, after I came to my senses sufficiently to realize that the walls of the cavern werent on fire but that my head was aching, Grim and Jeremy came and stooped over me, holding lanterns. Maybe I smiled; I tried hard enough.

Not dead yet, you blooming immortal? laughed Jeremy. You cat o nine-lives! Why, you old son a gun! We carried you balanced on your belly on top of a camel, and you bled so much that the camels flank looked like a sunset in Port Darwin! Youve got no right to be alive! What have you done? Jumped your bail, or wouldnt the Devil have you? Well; theres no need for you to believe in reincarnation; you can make the same old carcass serve you over and over, but its a shame to cheat the worms that way. Sit up, and take a drink.

They had to help me up, but the drink worked wonders. I dont know how many halves of one per cent it contained; but as I wasnt in the U.S.A., Hawaii, or the Philippines, the Eighteenth Amendment doesnt cover the facts in this story. I felt better as the poison, if you like to call it that, crept through my vitals, and presently was asking questions.

Youre in my mine, old top. How long? Oh, two or three hours. Its nine oclock tomorrow morning now; we marched all night and nearly killed the camels, but Grim said a little extra speed might save your bacon, and the darned fool insisted you were worth the trouble, so here we are. No, we didnt make em all prisoners; three or four got away  the horses were too fast for us. The Avenger has got a machine-gun or two, you know, and we expect he has heard the news by this and is oiling the works for a bit of strafing in return. Were making plans to hold our end up, and as long as he dont turn out too many Sheikhs against us, you lay your money on this team, old son!

He propped me against the wall and walked about with his lantern, doing showman. We were not in a tomb, but underneath one. Six enormous slabs of stone lay overhead, with their ends resting on a cornice hewn in the solid wall. A seventh stone, twenty feet long, about eight feet wide, and two feet thick, had either fallen or had been levered out of place, for it lay at an angle across one end of the cavern, with its upper end against the wall. Perhaps it broke in falling, for there was a crack extending from end to end; they had thrust pieces of wood into the crack, to serve as a ladder. That was to my right hand as I lay.

To my left, where the last great overhead stone fitted snugly into its appointed place, a wide, hewn tunnel began, having straight smooth sides that widened perceptibly outward. At the entrance, where the tunnel was narrow enough, the roof was neatly arched, which I suppose really puts a date to it, although I dont know enough archaeology to lay down law on that. Grim said something or other about the date that Ive forgotten. But the architect  for he was nothing less; he hadnt been satisfied with merely cutting out the quartz, but had left the mark of his orderly mind on everything he touched  had been no stickler for one style. He was as utilitarian as any builder of skyscrapers on Manhattan.

As the tunnel widened and the overhead arc became too extended for safety, he had changed his system and cut nearly square, leaving finely rounded pillars down the middle of the tunnel to support the roof. He seemed to have cut the tunnel to the very edge of the quartz reef, leaving only patches of quartz here and there along the sides, where the reef had widened irregularly. Lord knows who he was, said Jeremy, but Ill bet the old son-of-a-gun had a high-bridged nose and a chin like Julius Caesars. Hed ha done for the British Army, he would! Ill bet he inspected the finger and toe-nails of each gang as it relieved the last, and worked em day and night in twelve-hour shifts. Look at the holes in the walls for torches. And see this thing? Its a knouthandle; the leather has rotted away, but theres an iron loop in one end to tie the lashes to, and the woods all shiny from the sweaty fist of the overseer.

But thats not half of it. It puzzled me for nearly a week to find out why the polish on the floor was different on this side of the tunnel from that side; its all worn smooth by mens feet  you can pretty nearly slide on it where it dips  but one sides smoother than the other.

I doped it out at last that the fellow with the knout stood here by the pillar directing traffic  you can even tell where a generation of the devils rubbed their elbows on the stone. The gang returning light kept down this side to the right; coming up again with quartz rock on their heads they took the other side of the tunnel and produced a finer polish on the floor because they were heavier.

I asked him how long the tunnel was, and whether the reef showed signs of thinning out.

Seventeen hundred paces. No, shes shaved off square across, and there are three parallel veins. Id hate to tell you what shell assay to the ton, for youd call me a liar, and your heads too sore to be punched at present. Notice how fresh the air is?

You cant notice everything at once when youve lain unconscious for a day or so, but now that he spoke of it the condition of the air did seem remarkable. There was even a draft.

Theres more than a mile of old tombs along the top, said Jeremy, and every blooming one of em a ventilator! Here and there theyre close together; in places theyre a hundred yards apart; but there isnt one that hasnt a shaft let down through the floor as far as the tunnel, and theres only one way they could have cut them; they must have lowered a poor devil with a pick headforemost, pulling him up by the feet when he had some loose rock. No doubt they strafed him with a knout between tricks.

The Arabs hereabouts think those graves are holy mens, but my guess is as good as theirs, and I believe that once in so often the gang would get an overseer with a hunk of rock, or a pick, or something and the big boss would have him planted in state along the reef. All the tombs were sealed up. I opened them. Every blooming one was built with a permanent opening toward the prevailing wind. Only a couple of inches deep from top to bottom, but two or three yards long. The tombs acted as sandboxes; most of em are half-full of fine stuff blown in through the ventilating slit by the simoom, but theyre so cleverly designed that hardly a ton of sand all told has got down into the tunnel in centuries.

I tell you, Ramsden, old man, we dont know how to mine gold nowadays. Were savages! Good Lord! Why, they made old Charley Simms a lord for inventing a turbine ventilating fan that pretty nearly kills the gangs below-ground; but this old cousin of King Solomon, or whoever he was, probably got knouted for doing a ten-times-better job without a fan at all! This old codger was a sure-fire conjurer; our modern engineers are clumsy boobs!

Under the spell of Jeremys enthusiasm I began to feel strong and, as a man will do with the fever on him, insisted on being shown more. And as neither Grim nor Jeremy had allopathic theories to prove whether the patient died or not they let me have my way, and leaning between them I saw a lot of the wonderful shaft before surrendering again to weakness and having to lie down. But even so, the exercise did good. I have seen it work equally well with animals and men; and, though the doctors call me a lay theorist, which is bad language camouflaged, I maintain that walking about, if you can do it, makes the blood function normally and reduces fever. I know it cleared my head, and although I couldnt stand I was able to go on listening to Jeremy.

Now, see here, Rammy old top! were friends, arent we. I got you out of a Hell of a mess once in Germany, when you wanted to fight the Prussian army (Can you beat that?) and I enabled you to score off the provost marshal in Cairo. You owe me a good turn. Ive been talking to Grim, but every time I press my proposition he comes the bally major over me. I cant argue with him man to man. The son-of-a-gun listens, and then tells me Im a trooper.

But youre not in the God damned British Army, so he cant play that game with you. Weve got a mine here thats worth millions any way you look at it. You talk Grim round  sit on his head when you feel a bit stronger, and punch him until he sees sense  and we threell be mining mates  keep it between us and clean up!

* * * * *

I LEANED up against the wall and looked at Grim, who smiled exactly as I have seen financiers do when I wanted money for a prospect. You know the attitude? The thing looks good; they know youre telling truth and keep your promises or bust; but theyve got other irons in the fire  know things that you dont know  and nothings doing. One of these days some fortunate billionaire is going to find Grim out of a job for the moment and hire him. Therell be a whole new chapter then to be added to the secret chronicles of high finance.

Most of us show our hands too soon. Jeremy always does, except when he is conjuring; and I nearly always do, although I know what a mistake it is. Grim shows his, if anything, too grudgingly. But he always wins. All he chose to do just then was to point out the flaws in Jeremys proposal, like a banker with a would-be borrower in front of him.

You see, Jeremy, as long as youre a trooper you cant do a thing.

But you can!

No. Im in the army. Im not allowed to engage in private business.

Well then, quit the army! Turn in your perishing papers! What are you doing in the British Army anyway? Youre a Yank. Get out of uniform and get rich!

Grim shook his head.

Cant do that, Jeremy. The army can rub along without me, but I need the army just at present.

Well then, to Hell with it! Ramsden can turn the trick. Let Rammy own the mine. Hes white. Well divvy with him on the q.t. until we both get our discharge, and draw up a deed of partnership afterward. Ive dollied out enough gold to finance us for a fair start. Well make the thing pay as it goes, and to the Devil with banks and the stock exchange!

You may bet that my ears were pricked. You forget a headache and a sort of foolish feeling in the stomach, when the dream of a lifetime looks like coming true. Most professional prospectors hope eternally for a gold-mine rich enough to pay its way from the start, and Im no exception. But Grim still wore the high-financial smile.

Theres no law in Arabia, Jeremy old man, that would let you work the mine or give you title to it. Theres no mandate here yet, and no government that could take that responsibility.

To Hell with all governments! exploded Jeremy. Well keep the thing secret.

Cant be done, Grim answered flatly. When some men say a thing is impossible it makes any fellow with sand in his gizzard just that much more set on accomplishment. But even Jeremy, born optimist and independent enthusiast, realized that Grim wouldnt talk that way unless he knew whereof he spoke.

What do you mean? Why, I can make ten times your salary at the end of this shaft single-handed! You cant kid me theres no way of working the thing.

Theres a way, Grim agreed, but not yet, because you cant possibly keep it secret. Youve been quiet, havent you? Youve fooled the Arabs mighty cleverly with tales about a white stone youre looking for and dead men talking from their graves. Yet I knew about your mine even before you sent to El-Kalil for picks and shovels. I dont mean that I knew all the details, but I had enough information to make the trip out here worthwhile, and Id have come in any case.

All right. Youre one who knew. Who else had as much as a suspicion?

Half a dozen people. Besides, I shall have to turn in a report on this. Im on oath  Intelligence Department  the Administration trusts me to investigate rumors and turn in facts.

You mean youre going to blab?

Jeremy looked scandalized, and Grim laughed.

Dont worry! There are may be a dozen excellent reasons why the Administration wont want this thing talked about. Imagine what it would mean if Ben Saoud in the south, or the King of the Hedjaz, or both of them got word of it. Thered be civil war within the week. Next, Mustapha Kemal, who needs money like the Devil, would horn in from the north. Then youve got the Zionists to think of, with all their political influence; and the whole horde of Levantine financiers, whod start pulling Foreign Office wires. Better a million tons of TNT than a gold-mine in this part of Arabia just now!

But heres the mine! said Jeremy. What are you going to do with it?

Thats up to you, Grim answered.

No tisnt! Damnit, man, the minute I make a proposal you remind me Im a trooper.

All right, said Grim. Suppose we drop all that  forget that either of us ever saw the army  and settle this between us three?

Good! Now youre talking. Go ahead. Heres a mine worth millions. What do you suggest?

Close it down. Seal it up. Forget it for a while, Grim answered.

What? And leave it for the first Chink or Indian or Arab who stumbles on it to jump and treat me to a ha-ha! Think Im crazy? Ive got two thousand pounds worth of the yellow stuff, won from the reef with my own two hands, that says Im not!

Pull your freight, then, while youve got it, Jeremy. Thats my advice. You can stay here if you like, but you wont last long; the rival interests will tear you like a pack of wolves, once the facts leak out, as they must sooner or later. Whereas Feisul

Ah! said I; for like a flash I saw Grims meaning, although Jeremy didnt.

They tell me Feisuls down and out, said Jeremy.

He is and he isnt, Grim answered. Hes still in Damascus, and the Syrians have proclaimed him king. But the French hate him, and are watching their chance to turn him out. Theyll do it, too. But Feisul has lots of friends, including most of us who fought behind him in the war.

You bet! nodded Jeremy. Feisuls a white Arab. Id fight for Feisul against the French any day of the week.

Well; Feisul is going to be the ruler of this part of the world before long, Grim continued. Hell have to bolt from Damascus, for the French have poison gas, and Feisuls army has no masks. But hell go to Europe  I know that because Ive discussed it with him  and hell tell his own story where it will do the most good. The politicians will be powerless after that to do anything but keep the promises that were made to him as an inducement to come into the war on our side, because when voters know the truth the men in office have to watch their step.

Whatll they do, do you suppose? Order the French to reinstate him in Damascus? asked Jeremy; and Grim and I both laughed, for that was as typical of Jeremy as anything well could be. He is a trickster with his hands, and an expert at ballyhooing the spectators of his magic, but he can never think of any but the shortest cut to whatever he considers reasonable.

Hardly, Grim answered. You and I might offer to punch another fellows head unless he did the right thing, but nations dont act that way after a long war. Theyll contrive to save each others faces.

Whatll they do then?

Find a new throne for Feisul, and theres only one thats possible.

You mean this country? Lord pity him!

I mean Mesopotamia. This will be an annex to it; and Feisul is the only man living who can straighten things out from the Jordan to the Persian Gulf.

All right, said Jeremy. Good luck then to Feisul. But what has all this got to do with my gold-mine?

If you keep quiet about the mine, old man, and Feisul is made ruler of Mesopotamia, hell be the fellow who can give you title to the mine.

Jeremy brought his open palm down on his thigh with a slap like a gun going off.

Dont you believe it! Im no hand at politics, but I know better than that! If they make Feisul king, theyll send him back here hog-tied with agreements to give the oil concessions to this financial gang, the gold to that one, and the railways and rivers to someone else. Good-by me and any chance I might have had of getting title to as much as a tomb to be buried in!

Jeremys good-natured face was now a picture of chagrin. He was much too intelligent not to see the truth of Grims contention, but that did nothing to dull the edge of disappointment. What with my headache, and liking Jeremy so much  to say nothing of the glamour of that mine, which is a glamour that gets you harder the oftener you experience it  I could almost have wept for him. You know, a fellow gets weak and foolish when his head has been beaten a good deal with a dagger-hilt.

But there was an expression on Grims face that I had learned to recognize, and I knew we hadnt got the last of his opinion yet. What he had said so far was by way of barrage laid down in preparation for assault; he would unpack the punch in a minute. I felt sure of it, and as it turned out was right. So I shed no idle tears in Jeremys behalf.

Dont forget, old man, that Feisuls white, Grim said, with his eyes fixed steadily on Jeremys.

He might be an angel, without being to beat those politicians! Jeremy retorted. Didnt you say you know where theres dynamite hidden? Im going to blow the blasted mine to Kingdom come!

How about giving it to Feisul? Grim suggested.

What? Say that again!

Just now you promised to give it to Ramsden and trust him to divvy up afterwards. Why not treat Feisul that way instead?

What? Me partners with a king?

You and Ramsden. Why not?

Say; now youre talking again! Dyou suppose  Oh, but whats the use of kidding at a time like this? Lets blow the mine up. How much dynamite is there in that cache of yours?

You see, Grim went on, if you and Ramsden were to go to Damascus and see Feisul  Id give you an introduction  and if you were to tell him about this mine of yours and make him an offer, his hand would be a whole lot stronger when the time comes to deal with those political financiers in Europe. He wont have to give concessions in return for cash, or bargain away a shred of independence.

Whats more, if he has this mine to draw on he wont have to tax the Mesopotamian Arabs to the point where they rebel. And I know Feisul. Hes a fellow you can bet on. All youd need do is to get his signature to an agreement giving you the right to work this mine on royalty, and when hes made king he wont go back on it.

Its the only chance youve got, but its a chance to do more than make a pot of money. Youll be helping put the right man in the right place, and youll spike the guns of half the money-pirates of Europe.

And Id rather do that than eat! said Jeremy piously.

Well? Grim answered. What about it? Its up to you, as I said in the first place.

Jeremy crossed his legs in front of him and knitted his brows, rather like a terrier puzzled by a blank wall. He thought, and scratched his head, and smiled for several minutes, and chuckled finally, as I had seen him do years before when a more than usually smart performer did a sleight-of-hand trick better than Jeremys own.

But whos going to engineer the closing of the mine? he asked at last. There was a new-old light in his eye now, and Grim not only detected it, but understood it.

You, Grim answered. Who else?

Um-m-m! Might be done. Can do, as the chinks say. How much cyanide did you bring?

A whole drum. A hundred pounds of it, said I.

Well, see here; if that fellow Feisul comes the king at me, and tries to treat me as a trooper, Lord love him, for hell need it! Ill close the mine, and make Feisul a fair offer. If he accepts it, well and good. If he says no, Ill come back here and play a lone hand. But if he tries to trick me with promises and fair words, or gives me as much as a suspicion that he means to jump my claim when the time comes, Ill kick his royal backbone out through the jewels in the crown he wears for a hat, and theyll have to round up another emperor for Mespot. Rammy, old top, you and I once kicked a Prussian colonel; will you double up with me again and hold a king while I put my boot into him?

I nodded, not that I had any doubt of Feisul; whoever has met him, and isnt a Frenchman with ambition to turn Syria into another Algeria, respects that man and trusts his given word. But I would play a busted flush against four kings for Jeremys sake. Better soak me with the responsibility, said Grim. I know Feisul better than either of you two fellows do. Jeremy doesnt know him at all, except by hearsay. Ill endorse Feisuls paper in blank, as it were.

Meaning exactly what? asked Jeremy.

That if Feisul breaks his word to you, well reckon it as if Id broken my word. In that event Ill let you name the penalty. Jeremy grinned hugely.

All right, old top, Ill name it now. Well play this like one of your U.S. election bets. If Feisul makes a bargain with me and breaks it, you quit the army and come to Australia as junior member of the firm of Ross, Ramsden, and Grim. You start at the bottom as office boy  lick the stamps  polish up the brass plate on the door  argue over the phone with central  live for a year on thirty bob a week  and dont get promoted to a partnership until we own a mine as good as this one!

And if Feisul makes you a promise and keeps it, what then?

Why, then well be Grim, Ramsden, and Ross. Rammys head aint delivering its rated horsepower just at present, so he cant say no to anything. Youd better not try, Rammy; there are several sore spots on you that I could land on!

Very well; well call that a bet, said Grim. Shall, we write it down? But remember, I dont guarantee to join the firm unless I lose. If I win, I have the option to become a partner. That right? Sure. Senior partner if you win.

Jeremy wrote down the terms of the bet in Grims memorandum book, and though he would have it that my brains werent functioning, it was I, not he, who detected a ringer in our woodpile.

Feisuls good faith is a cinch, I said, but how about that report that Grim must turn in at headquarters? Are you going to cook it, Grim?

No, sir.

Then what? Suppose some snooping office clerk gets hold of it? He could sell his information to a Levantine, or in London, Rome, Paris  anywhere. Thered be gangs with some Foreign Office pull out hunting for Jeremys mine like cruisers picking up a derelict; and if the Arabs tried to prevent em thered be a new war, thats all. How are you going to keep your end of the secret, Grim?

Easy enough, he answered. I report direct to the Administrator. Hell have to share the confidence with his Chief of Staff and three or four others; but every single one of them is pro-Feisul. Therell be nothing put in writing beyond a bald, and rather vague account of my journey to this place. The Administrator will send a private report to London, but if he calls this mine ancient workings, such as are known to exist all over Arabia, that will only interest the archaeologists. And if he adds that steps were taken to prevent desecration of ancient tombs by private, adventurers nobody will be in any hurry to investigate. Theres only one chance for a leak that I can see.

Then sit on it and keep the water out! said Jeremy. That gold that you sent to El-Kalil. It was bought by the bank in Jerusalem.

Theres going to be more of it, too, said Jeremy. Im going to take a bagful of the stuff away with me, and cash it in, for Ill need money.

Grim sat tight and looked puzzled for several minutes, like a player studying a chess-board.

Well manage that all right, he said at last. Didnt you come here all the way from Yemen, Jeremy?

Sure did. Got fifty witnesses. Ask some of my bob-tail following. Pick out the lads who had to hoof it while I rode a camel.

Well, we neednt lie about it. Well contrive to tell the truth to anyone whos curious in such a way that hell conclude you brought the gold from Yemen.

And thats a thousand miles from here, remarked Jeremy rather boastfully. But I think that if I had accomplished this feat I might be tempted to boast too.

Grim pocketed his memorandum book with an air of having closed a satisfactory deal.

So thats all settled. Good. Now lets put Ramsden back to bed, and go and look at the defenses. If I know the Avenger  and I think I do  hell come for us with all hes got. Just at present hell be rounding up some other Sheikhs to help him; but hell come quick before their enthusiasm wanes. Lets go.

Lord! This is the life! laughed Jeremy. Sundowner one day. Millionaire mine owner the next. Now turn politician and shuffle thrones  me that would kid a king as quick as look at him! Suits me all right! Come on.


CHAPTER XIII. Oh, I say!

I MADE the swift recovery that men of my type usually do. It is the ultra-sensitive and subtle-minded fellows who linger in bed after an accident; the less abstract the mentality the quicker its recovery, until you get away down in the scale to the lobster and the lizard, who can grow a new claw or a tail without troubling the doctor.

I lay through the day, but was tired of inactivity by nightfall; and even though the Avengers brother with his broken collarbone, and Ali Baba and Narayan Singh all came and talked with me on Jeremys roof under the stars  for they werent allowed into the mine and knew next to nothing about it  I had a hard time to idle through the following night, and dawn found me, if not yet fit for work, still less fit for doing nothing. The Avengers brother  his name was Achmet by the way  took quite a shine to me because I didnt resent his blows on my skull. But unless he had used the blade or the dagger first and killed me from behind, I dont see what else he could have done, do you? He had a perfect right to try to escape, and I was looking for him on purpose to prevent that very thing.

It wasnt a case for resentment at all; and besides, he had much the worst of it, for his broken collar-bone had pierced the flesh; and the wound, together with Grims and Jeremys amateurish surgery, caused him a lot of pain, which he endured, however, like a man.

I will see that your life is spared when my brother comes, Ramsden Effendi. He will deal with Jmil Ras as with a scorpion that he crushes underfoot, he assured me. But you and Jimgrim shall be set free, because Jimgrim is his friend and you mine.

At that old Ali Baba snorted like a blowing grampus. He and the Avengers brother were hardly on terms at all, and only tolerant of each others company because there was no alternative. Ali Baba was really acting jailer, although he did not emphasize the point; as captain of our gang he ranked next after Grim and me, so Grim had chosen him for the task in order to show as much respect toward the Avengers brother as was possible in the circumstances.

Wait and see! Ali Baba advised, nodding his old head sagely. You think that the Avenger can sweep all before him; and he certainly must try for his own honors sake. If he doesnt try to destroy Jmil Ras after this, his own men will laugh at him. But Jmil Ras holds Jimgrim, and Jimgrim has the brains.

What of that? the Avengers brother sneered. A prisoner can be made to talk; he can be made to work; he can even be made to fight grudgingly against his own side; for few men suffer torture very long without yielding up their will. But who knows how to make Jimgrim think, or how to make any prisoner think? Can you make me invent for you a way out of your difficulty, and teach you the way?

No! Neither, then, can Jmil Ras make use of Jimgrims brains. Make thy peace with Allah, Oh ancient of days, for the Avenger will tie thee to a gate-post in the sun, and where the ropes cut the skin the ants will enter!

Jmil Ras has bought Jimgrim, Ali Baba answered. Gold is the stuff that can make a prisoner think.

Mashallah! My brother the Avenger has more gold than Jmil Ras, and Jimgrim must know that.

Maybe, Ali Baba retorted. But he is meaner with his gold. This fellow Jmil Ras acts like a prince. He has paid me my price and the half again added to it. He will buy Jimgrim in the same manner, and you shall see a plan born, that will leave Jmil Ras contented, the Avenger obedient, and Jimgrim smiling; because that is Jimgrims way. I know the man. Wallahi! I am the cleverest thief in all these parts, yet Jimgrim had the better of me; and if he can do that he can trap and defeat any ten Avengers! Wait and see! And then came Ayisha, equally a prisoner and deprived of her rifle at last though not of liberty to come and go within definite limits. She looked askance at Narayan Singh and laughed openly at me.

Aha! Miyan, little use was thy magic against a mans blows! A millieme for such magic! And the other great magician had to use a butt-end to protect you! Bah!

She evidently shared the opinion that the Avenger would come presently and capture the lot of us, and had made up her mind finally as to which side her own bread was buttered. She went straight to the Avengers brother and rearranged his cushions, re-wetting the sponge under his arm, and doing all she could to keep his favor.

It was well that she chose that course, for though her forecast of events was wrong as it turned out, it would have been awkward for us, and worse for her, if the Avengers brother hadnt approved of her.

There are much more pleasant fates than that awaiting a disloyal woman in Arabia, and simpler tasks than finding a new husband for Ayisha.

We certainly couldnt have left her to her fate, if the Avengers brother had seen fit to charge her with treason; but she had another shot in her locker yet, and took good care before the climax came to establish her position.

Grim spent all that night alone on the same roof, but aloof from us, thinking fish, as Jeremy expressed it. Did you ever see a Cape Cod schooner captain go into a brown study for hours on end doping out where the cod will go to feed next? All born fishermen acquire ability to do that; so do big game hunters; I have astonished myself more than once after a long spell of camp life and shooting for the pot, by an uncanny ability to reason out where the game will be at any given moment.

Grim, I think, applies the same sort of mental process in dealing with human problems. He seems able to withdraw himself from immediate surroundings and to think as Arabs do  exactly like a schooner captain thinking fish  with the result that he knows in advance what they will do without their telling him, and can make use of his knowledge either to assist or confound them. In that respect hes exactly the opposite of Jeremy, who stages his play on the spur of the moment as a general rule, confounding all adversaries by a combination of quick wit and pugnacity. Compared to either of them, Im slow-minded  slow on my feet, too, having to make up for that by a kind of patient tenacity  a sort of heavy siege-gun of a man, more often than not exasperated by my own inability to size up situations quickly.

* * * * *

I DONT think Grim slept at all that night. The roof we were on was the usual flat stone affair with a coping all around it  about the only roof in all that village that hadnt needed patching when Jeremy pounced on the place. The house underneath it, strangely enough, was in ruins, the second floor and one of the walls having almost totally collapsed; but the roof provided a good view of most of the country-side, so Jeremy had made it his watch-tower and called the comfortless barn underneath, headquarters.

From time to time Jeremys snatches of song and his leisurely cavalry footstep broke the silence as he came to report to Grim some information brought in by a spy, or to ask advice about a change in the defenses; for, though I expect friend Jeremy would have resented deeply anything that smacked of interference, he is no such fool as to neglect opportunity; being told to do things, and getting good counsel when you ask for it are as the poles apart, especially if youre Australian.

It was on Grims advice, re-inforced by mine  for Im a cautious man, not caring to bite off more than I can reasonably expect to chew  that Jeremy cut down ruthlessly the area he proposed to defend. The ruined, patched-up village lay on the spur of a mountain, whose true name nobody knew, for only the goat-herdsmen pretend to local knowledge of geography, and though they can always find their way among the hills, and each height and ravine has a name as old as history, no two of them ever apply the same name to the same place  which adds variety, of course, and is a gorgeous ingredient for building lies, but annoys us matter-of-factish Westerners.

It was a rather straggling village. That long line of tombs interfered with its formation, there being a Moslem prejudice against digging foundations too near to ground made sacred by dead mens bones. Months ago Jeremy had joined up house to house, pulling down the worst ruins for material for his wall; but the eggshaped enclosure thus contrived was too big for the three hundred men at his disposal, and the greater part of the night was spent in flattening one end of it, as well as in improving the roof stockades, so that an enemy seeking cover behind outlying ruins could be raked from more than one angle.

Totaling up, we had water enough to last forever; food enough for about three weeks, after which we would have to eat starving camels; about a thousand rounds of ammunition to a man  Jeremy having raided the supplies of more than one local Sheikh  and men who did not deceive themselves with any hope of quarter from the Avenger, and who would consequently die, if need be, in the last ditch.

On the other hand, the news brought in by Jeremys spies was not reassuring. In the first place, the Avengers city, as he called it, of Abu Kem was only twenty miles away; so he had a perfect base for operations and could launch his attack without being hampered by a long supply train  the bugbear of all who take the field. Added to that, there wasnt a Sheikh within fifty miles who hadnt been annoyed by Jeremy in one way or another, and though the Avenger was far too ambitious to be popular, and too powerful to be trusted, a common cause will unite the most suspicious rivals for a while, and Jeremy had provided just that.

One spy after another brought word that the Sheikhs of neighboring villages were promising support to the Avenger. Promises dont always amount to much in that land, but there came information of night marches toward Abu Kem, and as the night wore on there were watch-fires lighted on the hills within ten miles of us. The Avengers brother grew jubilant at sight of them, and vowed that he knew by their arrangement whose fires they were.

Five thousand men will come against this place at dawn! he said confidently, Ayisha nodding confirmation of his guess. Better send messengers and try to make terms. Perhaps, if you surrender all the arms and all the loot, and if the men agree to forsake Jmil Ras for the Avenger, even the life of Jmil Ras may be spared. My brother the Avenger is no hyena; but, by Allah, he makes his name good when men oppose him!

Coffee was brought up to the roof just then, and I made that an excuse for going over to Grims corner and telling him what the Avengers brother had just said. Grim nodded, and looked as if he expected me to understand the whole series of deductions that the nod meant.

Out with it! I urged him. Coffee cuts grease; drink some and cough up what you mean.

He put his head on one side and looked up at me with a humorous twinkle, and a twitch at the corner of his mouth.

He sure did batter up that bean of yours! he answered. Doesnt it occur to you that if he still thought Jmil Ras was an Arab hed never have suggested sparing his life? Dog eats dog, you know. Theyre more bitter against their own heretics and schismatics than against any foreigner. That fellow knows his brothers mind pretty nearly as well as you know whats in your pocket. They think like twins.

Well, what do you make of it? Is his opinion good news or bad?

You bet its good. Guess I was tired or something. Ive been puzzling the blamed conundrum and had it all doped out except for that one obvious point. Honest; it never occurred to me! Youve put the key into my hand.

Not consciously, I said. I dont see the point even now.

Ive been figuring all the while that the Avenger would insist on having Jeremy executed for desecrating tombs and working magic. He brought his hands together as if sweeping the chessmen off a board. The Avenger is mate in one move. Feisul wins!

Well; Ive overlooked a bet or two in my day. I went hungry for three days once, with forgotten corned beef in the locker; and on another occasion I forgot that you can make fulminate from cyanide and quicksilver, and wasted I dont know how many days waiting for detonators. And there was nobody in those days to give my tired-out thinking gear the necessary twitch, as it seems I did to Grims. None the less, I cant help thinking that with all his mental alertness he would have found that loophole when the time came  as it did with disconcerting speed.

When the sun rose angrily above the skyline in a glowing smother of dust it was as if the vultures had been gathering overnight to attend our obsequies. There was no five thousand gathered against us  for Arabs exaggerate more wildly than the U.S. yellow press  but certainly two thousand riflemen were bivouacked in sight of Jeremys crude ramparts; and, what was worse, they had green banners with them, which implied that the real issue had been cloaked in a religious garb, so that we had fanaticism on top of greed to deal with. Jmil Ras had been denounced as a heretic impostor, and the sure reward of paradise had been promised to all who might die in the effort to wipe him off the map.

But no man living could take down friend Jeremys colors by any form of threat. He came up to the roof grinning his usual boisterous greeting to the world at large, and using astonishing profanity in Arabic  which is a language all Australians ought to learn; it was built for hard swearing.

Say, Grim, old top; Hullo, Rammy, come here half a sec. Looks like the last trick, dont it? The Devil couldnt lick that outfit with a matter of three hundred men! Theres more on the way, too; that Willy-boy Avenger has managed to persuade his pals that Im easy, and therell be a race in a minute to see who can be first over the wall. We might stop half of em if the luck runs right, but Lady Luck looks sick at her stomach. Some of my last-ditchers seem to think theres more room over the skyline to dig the damned thing, and Im offering two to one that half of em will bolt within two minutes of the first shot; the sons-of-guns wont get far, but theyll take their chance on that.

Whatd you think youre driving at? demanded Grim.

Why, this: youre my prisoners. Dont matter how or why, but prisoners you are and youve got to obey me. Anything I say goes; dye get that? Now I say, Get the Hell out of this! Take a man or two, look slippery, and hide among the rocks until this games over. Soon as theyve scuppered me theyll quarrel among emselves and hurry off to loot each others harems; then you hit the trail for Jerusalem. Now, no argument! You take and do what I say!

He looked pugnacious enough, with his hands on his hips and head to one side, and I for one knew there would be a row before we could convince him, because Jeremy with his mind made up is less amenable to reason than a mule. But there came a diversion in the nick of time that brands me forever; and I dont know how to take the brand off.

Did you ever hit a woman? I did then. I hit Ayisha, and the weight of my left fist is no joke. The Avengers brother was sitting on a pile of rugs and cushions in the middle of the roof, but I dont believe that he had anything to do with it. My judgment of the matter is that Ayisha thought she saw her chance to convince him finally of her loyalty. She was behind the Avengers brother, and Jeremys back was toward them. Grim and I were facing each other, with Jeremy between us in such a way that we naturally wouldnt notice much that might go on behind.

It was out of the corner of my right eye that I suddenly saw Ayisha spring to her feet and drive for the space between Jeremys shoulder-blades with a knife about eighteen inches long. Lord knows where she got the knife; we had taken her own away from her. I knew it was Ayisha  never doubted that for a tenth of a second; and I didnt hesitate. I swung my left fist under the peak of her jaw and crashed her so hard against Narayan Singh, who was standing fifteen feet away, that the two went down together. There was no need to count ten. She was out; and she stayed out for several minutes.

Oh, I say! said Jeremy.

And Grim said nothing, which was worse. I pointed to the knife on the floor and said nothing too, for I hate a man who makes excuses. Having done a thing it suits me as a rule to face it out; a course which doesnt make black white by any means, but at least doesnt add yellow to it. Jeremy ignored the knife, shouted for water, went and picked up Ayisha, and laid her on the heap of cushions close to the Avengers brother.

Grim didnt waste a second then on side issues. He snapped into action like a piece of spring mechanism.

Quick! he said. Before Jeremy gets back on the track! Remember youre an Indian now. Take Narayan Singh, and the two of you cross to the Avengers lines. Tell him youve come from me  that Im a prisoner  but that on my word of honor I can settle this to the Avengers advantage if he will meet me in that old tomb half-way between our lines and his. Let him bring three or four men, and Ill bring three or four; and here, Ill give it you in writing; pledge my word that if nothing comes of the negotiations our side will take no improper advantage of him.

Youd better tell him Ive got Jmil Ras buncoed. You can also say that if he doesnt agree to meet me and discuss terms, I shall take the side of Jmil Ras and therell be a fight then that will cost him the utmost damage I can help Jmil Ras inflict.

I was glad enough to get away from there, even on such a dangerous mission as that. You fellows who havent ever knocked a woman down with your fist may not believe it, but it makes you feel like a yellow hound, even when by doing it you have saved the life of such a man as Jeremy. It would only have made matters worse if Ayisha had found me standing over her when she came to; for the more guilty a woman is, the more bent she will be on contrasting the iniquity of someone else. There would have been a scene that would profit nobody.

So I stayed not on the order of my going, but beckoned my good friend Narayan Singh and started down the outside stone stairs at just about the moment when the first irregular salvo of rifle-shots announced that one of the Avengers neighbors on the far right had elected himself conductor of the overture. The range was much too long for effect, but among rival Sheikhs it is something to be able to boast of leading the men who fired the first shots.

That was a good blow you struck, sahib, the Sikh growled in my ear as we reached the bottom of the stairs. If it broke a womans jaw, what odds? It saved a mans life!

But I think that in his heart he, too, regretted that I had struck it. If I had thought twice I should rather have struck Jeremy and knocked him sidewise out of the path of the knife. However, its no use arguing after you have done a thing.


CHAPTER XIV. By Allah, it is too late!

IT took us longer to get past Jeremys defenses than you might expect. They tell me that Australians are shock troops, rather given to despising precautions and bent on winning every fight by speed, bravery, and direct assault, with a quick-witted trick or two maybe thrown in now and then, just to prove what they can do when so disposed, but above all mockingly irreverent of every theory except one  which is, that Australia cant be beaten.

If Jeremy is typical, then that description of Australians is true. But perhaps he is unique, as his defenses surely were. They seemed to have been devised much less to keep out an enemy than to make it easy to sally forth and swat him.

There was excellent cover here and there for Jeremys men, and the wall by which he had connected house to house was a good screen, but not much more, for there were gaps in it at frequent intervals, and where they were missing almost any man with hands and feet could climb it. I should say it was deliberately devised to tempt an enemy to attack without wasting time, but when I asked Jeremy about it afterwards he only laughed.

Did you ever catch a showman telling how he turns his tricks? he asked me.

Well; it was a chain of tricks that Jeremy had stretched around the place, and as it turned out it was I who had provided the star feature, but I did not know that at the moment. My head ached damnably, so I sat in the gap of a more or less unfinished wall and let Narayan Singh scout about a bit for some way of reaching the Avengers lines without being seen by either side until we might choose to show ourselves; for there was just as much risk of being shot from behind by some of Jeremys enthusiasts as of being plugged from in front by the enemy.

And while he did that I observed Jeremy and Ali Baba followed by Ali Babas gang lugging a great iron pot between them headed for the northeast corner of the wall at the point where Jeremy had shortened the line he proposed to defend. Of all the easily assailable points that corner looked like the weakest, so there was nothing wonderful about his posting Ali Baba there; that old rascal and his sons would give a costly account of themselves against any odds whatever, and if there was a trick to be pulled off they were the lads who would pride themselves on managing it perfectly.

Narayan Singh spied out the route at last, and we crawled forward, but the oftener I looked back the less optimistic I became. Maybe the headache had something to do with that, but it seemed to me that if I were the Avenger I would attack that place rather than waste time talking.

Apparently the Avengers temporary allies on his left wing shared my opinion, for they were following up their opening salvo by creeping closer, about four hundred strong, and taking up position to assault that obviously open corner where Ali Baba and his men were posted. There was nothing but a breast-high rampart of broken stone between them and our men.

So I hurried. If a fight could be prevented, the time to do it was while the issue was in doubt. It was a precious poor exhibition of scouting that Narayan Singh and I gave as we crossed the open ground toward the lip of the hill where the Avengers black tent was pitched. We were seen when about half-way, fired at by a hundred men for several minutes, and were pounced on and roughly handled when we managed at last to hoist a handkerchief on a stick. The stick was shot out of the Sikhs hand before our surrender was accepted.

But they took us straight to the Avengers tent, which after all was the main thing. And he, being a decent fellow after his own kind, cursed our captors roundly for having made us both bleed as they tore nearly all our clothes off. He did that even before he recognized me as the Indian who had accompanied Grim on that trip to Abu Lissan, when Grim got the better of him in a bargain.

Miyan, he said then, stroking his fine black beard, this is no way to have treated Jimgrims friends. Those devils of mine shall pay for it. What brings you?

So I told him, giving Grims message word for word, and adding that Jimgrim was confident of being able to persuade Jmil Ras.

By Allah, it is too late! he answered. Nine other Sheikhs have joined me to make an end of Jmil Ras, and who shall stop them now? Look; they havent waited for my order. I can hold my own men for a little while, because they know that if we attack first those others will loot our baggage; but once those neighbors of ours are over the wall, my men will follow. Inshallah, let Jimgrim not be slain by accident. Is my brother well?

He said nothing about his wife Ayisha, because that wouldnt have been good manners; but I said that a member of his honors family had done her best to make his brother comfortable, and he understood me. After that he cut the conversation short, because the fighting over on the left had started in real earnest. All I could see for it was to hope with him that no half-dozen frenzied fanatics would find Grim and kill him before he could be protected. I didnt have much doubt of the Avengers good faith; all tales about him; and our own experience of him in the past were in his favor; and he looked the part of a chivalrous and honorable chieftain, as he stood there with his arms folded watching the progress of events.

It wasnt easy to watch. We had to screw our eyes up, because a scorching hot wind blew toward us. I know I wouldnt have liked the job of facing it on camel-back, let alone on foot against defended ramparts. The obvious course would have been to make a circuit and attack from the other side, when the odds would have been reversed and the defenders blinded by the dust and heat; but the rival Sheikhs were too impatient to begin.

I dont think our side fired a shot until four hundred madmen densely massed in nothing remotely resembling a military formation broke cover from behind low rocks yelling Allaho Akbar, and started to rush that weakest corner of the wall where Ali Baba lay hidden. And even then the firing on our side was feeble. It looked as if our men, with the dust and wind behind them and the wall in front, had lost heart already. There wasnt more than enough shooting to keep the assaulting force keyed up, and very few of them fell at first  not more than a dozen I should say  until a strange thing happened.

The hot wind increased in violence and the dust flew in a stinging cloud, but that hardly accounted for it, especially as the enemy rushed close and began to get a little protection under the lee of the low wall. But all at once they began to go down, face forward and writhing, numerically out of all proportion to the amount of firing from our side.

As the dust storm writhed and twisted it looked exactly as if it blasted them, until at least the half of the four hundred lay dead or struggling on the ground, and the remainder, covering their faces in their headcloths, turned and ran.

Then, and not until then, Jeremys men opened up a really withering fire on them, raking and cross-raking them from the rear, and a murmur sounding almost like a prayer went up from the ranks of the Avengers men.

But the attack wasnt over yet. There were other Sheikhs whose men proposed to show the runaways how real warriors attack a wall. Another roar of Allaho Akbar! broke out like a series of explosions, and eight hundred or a thousand men broke line to storm the whole line of the defenses. Not firing much  for the wind prevented that; they charged with their left arms held up to protect their faces and went like bolts into a sea of dust  they covered the intervening half-mile as if it were a race for money. And those on the right nearly reached the wall, making for the obvious gaps, where Grim and Jeremy directed a hail of bullets into them. There was hand-to-hand fighting in the breaches before the right wing of the assault reeled back. But over on the left, where the bulk of the attacking force attempted to charge home and Ali Baba waited for them exactly the same thing happened as before. They went down in dozens and lay writhing, as if blasted by the dust.

Uh! Poison gas, remarked Narayan Singh, standing on my right-hand. But I knew that Jeremy had no poison gas. How should he have? And on my left the Avenger expressed a different opinion.

By Allah, that is magic! They have told the truth of Jmil Ras; he and the Devil are in partnership!

But I could see the Avengers face, and there was a look on it of something rather less poignant than chagrin. It called for scant mind-reading to deduce that he didnt exactly resent seeing his neighbors forces decimated. If he could make favorable terms now his own supremacy in that part of the world would be unassailable.

Do you think Jimgrim would come out and meet me now? he asked.

Inshallah, why not? said I. If he should see you and me and my friend here advancing alone across the open he would come at once to meet us.

By Allah, we will try it! he answered.

But he harangued his own men first, displaying the sort of political opportunism that a man needs if he is to be a successful ruler almost anywhere. I wouldnt call him a liar exactly, that being a hard word, and he a fairly good sportsman with the game not won; besides, our daily papers set him the example.

Now, ye impatient fools! he thundered at them. Now do ye understand why I ordered you to lie still? See what I preserved you from! Ye would have met the fate of those fools yonder but for my wisdom! By my beard and the Prophets feet, ye would be no better than the goats without me to save you from destruction! Wait now and guard the baggage, while I go and settle this affair without losing one mans life!

Wallah! You seem to have faith in your star! said I when he returned to the tent with two men whom he had selected to go with us.

I have faith in Jimgrim, he answered. Jmil Ras is too many for me, but Jimgrim will know of a way out of it.

We waited a few minutes yet while word went down the line that all firing was to cease pending the outcome of negotiations; and the word hadnt passed a dozen lips before it was twisted into a report that Jmil Ras had offered to surrender. Some of the men began putting up a pole to crucify him on. But that was Grims affair; he had said he knew how to extricate Jeremy from the mess. Narayan Singh and I followed the Avenger and his bodyguard of two straight forward across the open, walking slowly to give Grim a chance to recognize us through his glasses.

And as I had predicted, Grim came out to meet us. But he surprized me, nevertheless, for he brought with him Jeremy and Ali Baba to offset the Avengers two; and after stately and very formal greetings we all sat down in a circle beside a battered ancient tomb that afforded shelter from the wind and dust. Jeremy nodded to me with the brightest twinkle in his eye you ever saw  

Thanks for the cyanide, old top! he whispered.

It was I who roasted it! said Ali Baba out aloud, tapping his chest with conscious pride. Did you see the devils wilt under the magic?

Then the business began; and because Grim led off it was shorter and more directly to the point than any other conference with Arabs that I ever listened to. Grims face was stern, although Jeremy smiled all the while and kept up a running fire of jocular comments, mostly in undertones but now and then aloud.

Now, O Avenger, Grim began, I promised that if you should get into trouble I would come and help you in my own way. Here I am. Are you going to listen to me?

By Jimgrim! This is my country from the Gates of Petra to the border of the Hedjaz; I will listen, but none shall dictate to me!

Well see about that, said Grim. Would you rather listen to me or to Jmil Ras?

Jmil Ras is a wicked bastard, who must die! he answered.

Taib! said Jeremy promptly. Let you and me settle it together right here! Come on, Im ready! Knives  pistols  swords  rifle  bare hands  if you want a piece of me, come and help yourself!

You talk like a white man! the Avenger sneered.

Well, what in the bloody Hell dyou take me for? Jeremy retorted in English with a laugh. Dyou think an Arab would have let your brother live, or have respected your captured wife? Youre a looney, thats what you are! Come on, old top; lets have it out and see whos the best man!

What does the madman say? asked the Avenger; and his question put another weapon into Grims hand.

He is quite mad, Grim answered.

Here  steady on, old top!

He is an Australian, whom Allah afflicted; but he eats out of my hand.

Well Ill be damned! put in Jeremy.

He thinks he is damned, and therefore that nothing matters, Grim continued. Being, as he supposes, damned already he is not afraid to open tombs or to make use of witchcraft and black magic; but he hasnt harmed your brother or your wife. He will listen to me. But if you wont listen to me, then I will simply leave him here and let him do his worst. If, on the other hand, you wish me to take him away there is a condition that you must agree to first, taking oath on the name of Allah, and by your beard and your own honor and the honor of your sons.

You say he hasnt hurt my brother?

Your brother has an injury sustained in fair fight, but he has been treated with respect and is satisfied on that score. You may have back your brother and the other member of your family, who is unharmed except for an accidental bruise on the jaw-bone.

By Allah! chuckled the Avenger. That may stop her talking for a while!

And you may have this place, and may take over all the followers of Jmil Ras

Half a mo! Half a mo! Whoa, hoss! said Jeremy. Theres ten of the blighters he cant have. Ten of em went underground with me and know the secret  or at least enough of it to give the game away. By crikey, they and I dont part company!

You may have all of his men who care to follow you, excepting ten, whom Jmil Ras himself will select, said Grim.

The Avengers eyes were gleaming. The addition of about three hundred men to his force would be a victory in itself, for it would make his supremacy indisputable.

By Allah, the condition! What is the condition? Name it!

You must agree to support Feisul. You must promise on your honor that when Feisul is proposed for ruler of Mesopotamia you will take his part with all your men and all the means at your disposal, receiving therefor proper dignity and treatment. And these tombs that have been opened

Wallah! They must be closed again, and stay so! That damned Jmil Ras has brought enough sorcery out of them already to destroy the world! Have no fear about the tombs!

They must stay shut until Feisul opens them, said Grim. Feisul is a direct descendant of the Prophet, who may do without harm things that other men may not do.

Taib. But what if I refuse to support Feisul? I am the ruler of these parts. Let Feisul be king in Baghdad, and I will not prevent, but let him leave this part to me.

If you refuse, you must fight Jmil Ras without my help, Grim answered. I am his prisoner; I will return to the village with him and events must take their course. Perhaps you would like to send your men against his magic?

By damn, not I!

Then choose, Grim answered. Feisul is a true prince, by blood, creed, honor, and action. You are a man of honor, too. Which is better: To be a petty Sheikh, with this thorn in your side, and the hands of the friends of Feisul all against you to insure your downfall in any event when Feisuls day comes; or to be the powerful supporter of a king, with proper honor and reward?

Mashallah! You have a tongue of silver, Jimgrim!

And what are your ears  leather?

Nay, they are golden! I have nothing against Feisul. Let him be king, if he can accomplish it.

That is not enough. Will you support him?

On your terms, and if Jmil Ras goes, away, yes I will be for Feisul, if he can win the throne.

Will you help him win the throne?

Wallah! What a persistent fellow! Very well, I will help Feisul.

Do you swear it?

Yes.

Let me hear you.

By Allah and all His names; by the Prophet of El-Islam and all the holy saints; by the great Ali; by the Forty Martyrs; by my beard and my own honor and the honor of my sons, I swear to help make Feisul king, and to recognize him and support him, provided that Feisul recognizes me as first among the Sheikhs from Petra to the borders of the Hedjaz.

All right, said Grim. You have sworn before witnesses. As long as you keep that oath Ill be your friend. If ever you break it, Im your enemy. Now shake hands with Jeremy Ross the Australian.

Wallah! I would dread to do that. He is mad, and he has handled magic

You can turn the magic away from yourself by shaking hands with him. Take my word for it, said Grim.

By Allah, your word is good, but peace of mind is better! I would rather not.

But Jeremy had the solution all ready for that little difficulty. Put a bullet in the palm of your hand, and Ill give you a sure sign, he said, that its peace between us from now on. The Avenger hesitated, but Grim urged him, and at last he worried out a nickel bullet from a new cartridge and laid it in the open palm of his right hand.

Abracadabra! said Jeremy. Woolloomooloo! And three rousing cheers for my discharge!

He seized the Avengers hand, shook it once, and let go. The bullet had vanished, and a bright gold Turkish medjidie lay in its place, worth I dare say twenty U.S. dollars. The Avenger laughed.

Can you do that always? he asked.

It happens as often as I make friends with a man, said Jeremy. Dont spend that coin, though. As long as you keep it youre protected against magic. Now that Ive made friends with you Im going to stow the stuff that killed those fanatics yonder down into the tomb, and close it tight. And Ill put a spell on the tomb thatll keep the devils quiet. But if anybody except me, or Feisul, whos a direct descendant of the Prophet, dares to open the tomb, that stuff that killed those men will turn itself loose, and youll all find Hell comfortable in comparison.

Its easy, of course, from this distance to laugh at the Avenger for a simpleton; yet Ive seen people in New York, who had a college education, deceived by quackery equally absurd and without any such object-lesson as the Avenger had just witnessed. There were more than a hundred men lying dead or dying within a half-mile of us, who bore witness to the deadly efficiency of Jeremys magic. I think it would have been a marvel if he hadnt been convinced; for that is a land full of ancient superstitions, where the tales are mostly about jinn and ifrits, who perform incredible miracles whenever it suits the plot.

The Avenger in my judgment is one of the most decent and manliest Arabs I have met; and having witnessed that verbal agreement between him and Grim and Jeremy, it gives me pleasure to know that he has kept his part of it religiously, although how and when he struck for Feisul must be told another time. We are most of us superstitious in one way or another, and it is wisest not to sneer at a decent fellow who believes in devils and black magic but keeps his given word, come one come all, through thick and thin. Ill doff my hat to him or his brother any day.


CHAPTER XV. Ali Baba! Ali Baba!

THE Avengers men had to bury the dead, for the other Sheikhs cleared out in a hurry, taking their wounded with them, for they questioned their own safety now that the Avengers force outnumbered theirs; and their men, having had enough of it, were unmanageable.

Jeremy buried the remaining cyanide and closed up the tomb that covered the mouth of the mine with ceremony that would have done credit to any stage in the world. He caused the voices of the dead to speak out of the tomb, confirming his threat of what would happen if anyone but Feisul or himself should dare to trespass in there; and he kept the ten men who knew the secret and had helped him dolly out the gold-dust standing near him, chanting a jingle he had taught them, while he himself did astonishing tricks of sleight-of-hand  pulling a live chicken in halves, for instance, and making two live chickens of it. There isnt a better showman in the world than Jeremy Ross.

We pulled our freight that evening. Thousands of successes have been spoiled by staying around to talk about them afterward. And besides, you couldnt have kept Jeremy Ross there another night without tying him hand and foot; he was like a boy released from school, dancing and singing and making a fool of himself until a saying started that they tell me has persisted until now as mad as Jmil Ras.

Say, you chaps, come with me to Sydney! Ill show you the old Bulls Kid, and then well hit the grass trail  country where you can buy a horse for twenty pounds that can gallop all day long, and the girls have sweet red lips  Oh golly! Im so sick of camels and the talk they sling out here that Id swap my gold-mine for a billy and blanket and a six months miners right! Come, and Ill show you what life is!

What would you do with your ten Arabs? I suggested, thinking that would faze him. But not a bit of it.

Do with em? Why, take em along, of course. They wouldnt let em land in Sydney without a bond, but Ive got money  and still more in the bank at home. Ill turn em into a traveling show  teach em tricks, and make their blooming fortune. Theyll know where Allah lives when theyve been in Australia half a day!

However, that wasnt their destiny; there were other activities in store for Jeremy and Grim and me and them, as I hope to tell.

Meanwhile, our satisfaction was almost mild compared to that of Ali Baba and his sons. It was Ali Baba who had kept the fuel lighted under the great iron cooking-pot and sent the fumes of cyanide downwind, and his sons, who had defended him with rifles while he did it, were agreed that the honors were all his.

So Mahommed, his youngest-born, gang poet and sublime romancer, made up a song about it and they sang it on the march all the way home to El-Kalil. I dont remember nearly all of it, but I wrote down a few of the stanzas and have tried to translate them into English, though they lose most of their virtue in the process.



Who came out of El-Kalil?
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
Bearing magic on his camels,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
Laughing scorn of the Avenger,
Making mock of all his numbers,
Giving confidence to Jimgrim,
Giving good advice to Jimgrim,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He who rode from El-Kalil!

Who defeated the Avenger?
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
In a battle in the desert,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
Conquered all the desert horsemen,
Made a princes brother captive,
And rode on into the mountains
With his magic on the camels?
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He who rode from El-Kalil!

Then he mocked them in the mountains,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
And he called his sons around him,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
When a thousand desert chieftains
Swore to follow the Avenger
Bringing each a hundred horsemen
With their banners to attack him,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He who honors El-Kalil!

But the father of fine magic,
Ali Baba!
Swore by Allah to destroy them!
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He, the friend of all the ifrits,
He, the brother of the lightning,
Took a cooking pot of iron
And he filled it full of magic!
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He, the pride of El-Kalil!

Then the thousands came against him,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
A hundred times a thousand!
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
But his magic made a tempest,
And he loosed the tempest at them,
And he mixed the magic with it,
So that Azrael obeyed him!
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He who rode from El-Kalil!

So they cried out as they perished,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
For the storm of dust obeyed him,
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
And he smote them in their thousands,
He, the father of fine magic,
And they fell and died in thousands,
Oh, he slaughtered them in thousands!
Ali Baba! Ali Baba!
He whose home is El-Kalil!



Well  thats how history gets written. Mahommed, son of Ali Baba, is another man without a college education, and as full of superstition as a Jerusalem mattress is of bugs; but Ill bet you anything you like that his version of these happenings will outlive mine, and that long after Jeremy and Grim and the Avenger and I are in our graves they will tell the story in El-Kalil of how Ali Baba made magic and destroyed a hundred thousand men.

THE END
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I

The Wheel of Destiny

Justice, destiny and love, these three are blind, says one of the lesser known commentators on the laws of Manu. But what the devil that had to do with Ben Quorn was a question that did not even occur to him. It did not even bore him. He ignored it. His job of digging graves in Philadelphia left him lots of time for reading. Nowadays, at five or ten cents a volume, a grave-digger can accumulate as good a library as anybody needs. Quorn was an omnivorous reader, on all sorts of subjects; and well-read books that can be carried in the pocket make their readers skeptical of writers  of philosophers for instance, and especially of journalists who quote philosophy. Just now, having finished a grave for a notorious millionaire whom he pitied for having to leave all that money behind him, Quorn was on a barrel in the tool-shed, studying the Morticians Monitor  an aggressively cheerful publication that flaunts a fighting motto on the title page: Theyre dying one a minute. Are you getting your share of the funerals?

One funerals enough for any man! said Quorn to himself. He had seen too many of them. He was restless.

That reference to the Laws of Manu was on the second page, which is always reserved for intellectual trifles and embalmed jokes of the smile that leaves no sting persuasion. Quorn turned to the Want Ads  one and a half columns on the inside back page. The top half-column on the left-hand side contained in heavy black type the advertisement Your face is your fortune. Improve it with Calverleys Soap. Beneath that was an electrotype of a movie hero with a he-man chin, whose face could have been improved by almost anything. Quorn thought about his own face for the ten thousandth time; it had become a habit. His face puzzled him, as it did other people. He stroked it, to remember what it looked like.

It was an ordinary sort of face at first glance. But people who looked twice, usually looked a third time. It made him look much older than he actually was. It was the only reason why he dug graves for a living instead of being some ones butler, or perhaps a bishop. Nobody trusted him much, and that was a strange thing, because he had discovered he could trust himself. His eyes held all the amber unbelief in ethics of a he-goats; their imponderable purpose made most people suspect him of being a satyr or an anarchist. As a matter of fact he was a rather conservative fellow, who saved his money and preferred Shakspere to Mencken, although he harbored a suspicion that poetry and music are a bit immodest.

So far Quorn is comprehensible, and he could even understand himself. Having read three and a half dollars worth of five-cent books on psychology, behaviorism and kindred subjects, he felt he knew as much as the experts  maybe more. But why did he like elephants? There was nothing in Freud or Jung or Adler about elephants. And why did elephants like him? There was nothing in natural history to explain that. He could not stay away from the elephants when a circus came to town; they fascinated him. It seemed he fascinated them, too, although he never fed them, merely watched them. He had sometimes bribed elephant keepers to let him sit up all night with their charges. He liked their smell. He liked everything about them. But when questioned about it he usually only scratched the birth-mark on his forehead, just over the pineal gland. The question puzzled Quorn more than any one else. He seemed intuitively to know all about elephants; and because their home was India he had read a lot of books about the country and had a curious longing to go there. Last night he had dreamed he was in India. Coincidence? Here, at the foot of the right-hand column of the inside back page of the paper he was reading, was a Want Ad that made him almost bristle with curiosity. Work was over for the day. He shoved the folded paper in his pocket, washed himself and set forth to find the advertiser, at a good respectable address in an old-fashioned part of the city. He was shown into a private library and not kept waiting.

Are you a reliable single man? a ministerial, middle-aged person asked him; he resembled nothing so much as a heron in spectacles. Quorn gave references, answered questions and agreed to be examined by a doctor. He got along astonishingly well with his inquisitor, who was almost the first person who had ever stared at him without becoming suspicious. He was almost suspiciously unsuspicious.

How many fellers have had this job? Quorn asked him. Is it one of these short-lived propositions?

Two men have had it. One died. The other complained of being lonely, his informant answered. I myself was in Narada once, for three days. It is a very romantic, mysterious, beautiful place, and I enjoyed it immensely. But the circumstances are peculiar. There is usually a British official Resident, sometimes with his family; but no other Occidental is allowed in Narada for more than three days at a time, excepting our one caretaker. If you are seriously interested, I will tell you all about it.

It appeared that Narada, a tiny but extremely ancient Indian State, is almost independent, being subject only to the terms of a treaty with the British-Indian Government that dates from Clives time. The State contains one large city that is principally palaces and temples. Nobody knows why, and nobody cares, but when its ruler pays his biennial official visit to the British Viceroy, he rides all the way to Delhi  a journey of three weeks  on the back of an elephant, whose howdah is heavy with gold and silver. He returns to Narada on a different elephant, and is afterwards very expensively disinfected by Hindu priests, although he is not a Hindu by religion, but an Animist as far as anybody can discover. The Hindu priests can make him do incredibly severe and costly penances whenever he breaks the least of their ceremonial laws. His tyranny is consequently tempered by discretion.

There is an army, limited by the treaty to one hundred and twenty officers, whose only serious duty is to guard the palace. It is commanded by the equivalent of a colonel, and looks fierce because the men all dye their whiskers and eat lots of pepper. The palace contains what guide-books would undoubtedly describe as priceless treasures; but the guide-books dont mention Narada, because of that ancient treaty, which permits no visitors, no explorers, no investigation of antiquities, and no Christian missionaries.

The latter clause of the treaty was long evaded, however, by a missionary sect, whose persuasion is so peaceful and numbers so insignificant, that even Naradas sensitive nerves were hardly conscious of the quiet intrusion. The sect was heavily endowed at some old ladys death, and for fifty years or so the mission flourished. The Reverend John Brown, adopting something of Naradas method, which includes subtlety and breaking laws while seeming to obey them, bought an ancient palace from a dissolute heir to the throne and converted that to begin with. Behind its greenish limestone garden walls he modernized the buildings. He imported plumbing, books, and school desks. He started an elementary school of medicine, that would have caused an immediate riot if he had not possessed more than normal tact; but he called it a revival of ancient Hindu magic. He even offered to supply the local priests with free drugs in any quantity; so that numbers of babies began to be born with unafflicted eyes, which led to tolerance.

There was even gratitude. A junior priest of an obscure temple, after being suitably protected by incantation, was actually sent to hang a garland around the Reverend John Browns neck. That created a scandal, of course, but the Hindu hierarchy lived it down. The Reverend John Brown converted all Narada finally to the use of quinine. Then he died. He was promptly cremated, Hindu style, to lay his ghost before anyone could interfere, and his ashes were sent home to Philadelphia.

Death has a way of inspiring much diplomacy. It occurred to several people that there might be trouble about that cremation, because one of the principal heathen practices against which the Reverend John Brown preached was the burning of dead mens bodies. It was a very important detail of his doctrine. Quorns informant even interrupted the flow of his narrative to emphasize that:

It is because you so evidently believe in burying the dead, Mr. Quorn, that I shall support your application before the board of trustees. You are the only gravedigger who has applied for the post. How can the dead ever rise again if thoughtless people burn their bodies?

Realizing the importance of the injury done to the late John Brown, the priests of Narada decided to set a diplomatic backfire before trouble should ensue. So they sent a deputation to Delhi, with a band of music, and painted elephants, to demand that the illegal Christian mission should be withdrawn. Meanwhile, half of the Maharajahs army guarded the empty mission, or pretended to, while the mails went to and fro across several oceans and the files of the British Embassy in Washington grew fat with memoranda, minutes, references and such similar documents with which delay is diplomatically fortified until dilemma dies a natural death.

The truth is, Mr. Quorn, that we have not been very diplomatic. Mahatma Gandhi, of whom you have perhaps heard, has made things very difficult for us. We made the serious mistake, some years ago, of asking him to espouse our cause. He did so, with the best of intentions. But the result was that the Indian Government opposed us more firmly than ever. And there was a man named Bamjee, a telegraphist, who mixed himself up in everything. He read our telegrams, and he was a shrewd little bat of a man. He was the nigger in the wood-pile, if you will excuse my language. It was he who suggested a compromise, to which we were finally forced to agree after he had helped himself to almost everything removable. He did exceedingly well for himself; he became the Maharajahs purchasing agent, an office that he himself invented and applied for. The compromise provided that there should be no more mission work, but that the buildings and what remains of their contents should be allowed to continue as the Reverend John Brown left them, until we can find a purchaser for the property. We are permitted to maintain one caretaker on the spot, who must be a citizen of the United States, unmarried and of good personal character. The caretaker has no duty, and no priviliges other than to see that the mission property is undisturbed until we sell it. However, we are under no compulsion to find a purchaser. Our caretaker is particularly not to interfere with native women.

Sounds like a cinch of a job, said Quorn, whose eyes, he knew, made many women shudder. He had read all about women in five-cent books, in order to discover how to get along without them. Women dont mean much in my life, he admitted.

His informant nodded. That was Quorns only unpleasant moment during the entire interview. He would have preferred that this stranger should not understand so readily why women were not a serious problem, as concerned himself.

There is only one other important point, his informant continued. This Bamjee person, of whom I spoke, died recently. Unfortunately, his successor as purchasing agent for the Maharajah is an unspeakable Machiavellian monster named Chullunder Ghose, who appears to have fallen heir to all of Bamjees secrets. He is an intriguer of the most objectionable type. It would be unwise to offend him  equally unwise to become at all intimate with him. Do you think you possess tact enough to govern yourself in such a situation?

Men who look like me have tact ground into em, Quorn answered simply.

Two days later Quorn was summoned before a board of trustees, questioned narrowly about his morals, certified as sane and physically fit by a physician, sworn before a notary public, given a two-page contract along with an order for suitable clothing, a phrase-book and a dictionary, and supplied with a ticket to India, second-class.

You are off to a land, said the chairman, where people believe in the Wheel of Destiny.

Destiny? said Quorn, scratching the birth-mark on his forehead. Ive read books about it. Seems to me its just another word for horse-feathers.


II

First Soft Job In Five-and-twenty Years,

I Wish To Tell You.

Ben Quorn traveled seventy miles from rail-head in a two-horse tonga and installed himself in the comfortable gate-house of the Narada mission, along with a one-eyed Eurasian servant named Moses who did the cooking and helped him to learn the language. Each in his own way they were men of strong opinions, Quorn especially. There being little to do, they would sit for hours on tilted chairs, blue-shirted against the whitewashed gate-house wall and argue about Noahs Deluge, or the curious statement in the Book of Genesis that light was created before the sun. Quorn considered all his neighbors, from the unapproachable Maharajah down to the untouchables who swept the street, as heathen. That was the only word he had for them, but it was no worse than the word they had for him, so there was no spite wasted. He became a well-known figure, cleanly dressed and shaven, wandering without much curiosity through sun-baked, crowded streets. Before long, people took no more notice of him than they did of the sacred neem trees; or of the sacred monkeys catching fleas on one another; or of the sacred bulls, thrusting their way through alleys packed with humans to steal grain from the bags in the open shop-fronts; or of the sacred peacocks strutting and screaming on walls that guarded sacred mystery from public gaze.

So many things in Narada are sacred that it is simplest to take the Apostle Pauls advice and hold that there is nothing common or unclean, not even the temple dirt.

When men had nearly ceased to notice Quorn, they grew almost friendly. They ceased to become darkly silent when he drew near. Moses was not a bad language teacher, so that after a while Quorn was able to chat with strangers in the street. It puzzled him that they should be so courteous to him. He spoke to Moses about it, but Moses only stared into his eyes and smiled. It was several weeks before it gradually dawned on Quorn that what had been a handicap at home was here an asset. It appeared that men understood, or thought they did, that strangeness in his eyes, which he himself did not understand.

But the East guards understanding carefully and hides it with all sorts of subterfuge. When Quorn strolled in the great roofed market-place, at least a thousand pairs of eyes would glance furtively toward the wall at the far end, but no one spoke to him about it. Even when he and Moses once went marketing together he missed the explanation. Half Oriental, half inclined in consequence to keep all secrets hidden, but equally half inclined to lay them bare, Moses led him to that end wall, where broken sunlight played on partly ruined carving. The wall was almost unguessably ancient, and there was not enough left of the carving to tell a connected story, even to an antiquarian; but there was an obvious elephant, the lower half of a woman who had jewels on her feet and ankles, and the head and shoulders of a man in a turban. Farther along the wall appeared the same man riding on the elephant, with the lady up behind him in a funny little howdah; but most of the rest of the carving was too fragmentary to present a picture.

Some say you look like that man, Moses volunteered. Then he looked away, pretending to be interested in a woman.

Quorn stared, unaware that he was being watched through the corners of hundreds of eyes. The market had almost ceased its chaffering.

Some heathen god? he asked at last.

No, not a god, said Moses. Onlee some old sacred personage of veree ancient time.

Then the Western half of Moses  the part that could not keep secrets  stole a moments freedom from the Oriental half that could.

Once, he said, there was a man named Gunga, toward whom the gods were veree friendly. He is said to have been veree brave and pious, although not absolutelee obedient. Because of his braveree the gods selected him to rescue a princess who was living her life in durance vile. So he came for her on an eleephant, which eleephant was also chosen for the purpose by the gods. But because this personage named Gunga was veree brave and veree willing, and yet onlee partlee obedient, he did not fineesh what he had to do. He got down from the eleephant to see about something or other; so the eleephant is supposed to have believed the Gunga personage had grown faint hearted. Therefore the eleephant slew him, or so it is said, because an eleephant is not an animal conspicuous for temperate emotions. Consequentlee the princess was recaptured by her proud and veree angree father; and she lived all the rest of her life in the durance vile from which had been hoping to escape. For this the gods were sorree, so the storee is. Therefore the gods said someday Gunga must return to fineesh what he had begun. Then that carving was made on this wall. Some say the gods commanded that also. That is the legend. And now these people say you look like Gunga.

Bunk, Quorn answered. Heathen priests ud lie about nothin at all, and pious idolaters ud believe em. Horse-feathers! He turned away with his hands in his pockets.

Oh yes, certainlee, said Moses, and withdrew, tor- toise fashion, into the Oriental half of him that was ashamed and afraid of the half that told secrets.

Quorn sent Moses home to prepare dinner and to chase pariah dogs and sacred monkeys out of the mission compound. He had pretended not to be interested, but as a matter of actual fact he was puzzled by that ancient carving. He recognized it did look like himself. As usual when puzzled, he grew discontented. When discontented he always went to see the Maharajahs elephants. There was something about the big brutes that made him feel less homesick. So it was discontent, not destiny that introduced him to the Maharajahs purchasing agent.

Babu Chullunder Ghose was an enormous person, probably nearly fifty years old; but he looked younger because of a genial disposition and a pair of remarkable brown eyes. He possessed a prodigious stomach, wore a very brightly colored turban and the graceful Bengali costume which displayed one huge thigh. He had a small, black cotton sunshade and a silver-mounted cane with which he terrified the chief mahout; he was accusing that miserable grafter of having stolen and resold a quantity of the elephants rations. The moment Quorn entered the compound the babu spotted him. He squandered a cascade of brilliant insults on the head of the chief mahout, struck him with the silver-mounted cane and almost ran to greet Quorn. He was as suddenly bland as he had been angry.

Cheerio, top o the morning to you, how dye do and look whos here, by Jiminy! Mister Quorn, I take it? Caretaker at the mission. Soft job. Lots of time for meditation. Meditation leads us into mischief. Mischief is the devil, and the devil is still at the old stand. I am His Highness purchasing agent  soft job also  first soft job in five-and-twenty years, I wish to tell you  first time in the history of this inelegantly scandalous babu that people praise me to my fat face. Let us sit down. Let me tell you what you wish to know. I know it all. Compendium of cyclopaedic, up-to-date and useless information  this babu, yours truly.

He took Quorn by the arm. He led him to a shed, where there were canvas chairs beneath a lean-to roof. He snapped his fingers and commanded liquor. In almost a moment there were whisky pegs in two long glasses, brought by a servant who knew how to excite thirst by making the ice tinkle musically.

Self am hedonist, like Mencken, save and except I know too much to write for magazines. I drink to your distrust of me. I like it, said the babu.

Facing the shed in a wide ellipse within a high stone wall the elephants stood picketed beneath enormous trees. They tossed up the dust with their trunks and created a haze like a golden veil. They swayed to elephantine music utterly inaudible to man; perhaps it was the music of the spheres.

Quorn drank, then spoke as he reached for his pipe and filled it, knowing that tobacco made him tactful:

Ive been warned o you. As one man to another, Ive been cautioned youre a hot snipe. It was told me straight, in Philadelphia, that trustin rattlesnakes is common sense compared to lettin you get chummy.

Quite true, said the babu, sighing. But his eyes laughed. Never having had a decent reputation, self am public benefactor. There was not enough humility or virtue for us all. A half-share would be mortifying. So I contributed my portion to the public. Having got along without it I am like a charter member of a colony of German nudists. Such uncomfortable clothing as morality would annoy me. How do you like our Maharajah?

Never saw him, said Quorn.

Live in hope. He is an eyeful as they say in U.S.A. United States, the babu answered. He is out riding. Three of his wives have been consulting an astrologer, who told them that the moon is in a quarter likely to afflict and weaken his Highness obstinacy. So they chose last night to air their views about a contemplated new  to put it diplomatically  wife, of whom they have heard rumors  very well authenticated rumors. They consider he already has enough wives and a lot too many more expensive women. They proceeded to convince him of the same profound truth. In plain words, they were women in his hour of ease. So he got drunk to relieve his headache. After being drunk he always has a much worse headache, because he mixes his drinks. So he rides abroad looking for some one to punish. He is a prince with a high sense of duty on such occasions.

Three wives, has he? Quorn asked.

Five wives. Two have taken to religion. But that is not all of it. He has a daughter whose mother is dead. She has modernistic views. She acquired them from reading modern books, including Kant, Mencken, Ingersoll, Ring Lardner and Eleanor Glynn. She has refused to marry anybody not of her own choosing. But how shall she choose, since he keeps her behind the purdah? How shall she meet men? Do you see the dilemma? She is a cause of much perplexity not only to herself, but to her father also, she being his only child and the heir to his throne. He hates her, but what can he do about it?

Ship her to the U.S.A. and keep her short o pocketmoney, Quorn suggested.

He does part of that. He keeps her short of money, said the babu. Just now there is very great perplexity. Visiting Narada are some emissaries from his Highness the Maharajah of Bohutnugger, who is an eighteen-gun man of enormous influence; his royal ancestral tree is traceable for seven thousand years, where it becomes lost in Darwinian haze. Through these semi-official intermediaries he has condescended to suggest that if there were sufficient added money, he might perhaps be willing to lay his polygamous heart in the dust at the feet of the Princess Sankyamuni.

Shes our nabobs daughter? Quorn asked.

Yes. And that would manifestly be a fine alliance. But the infernal nuisance is that these semi-official representatives are too inquisitive. As usual with elderly gents who have looked for virtue in the arms of Venus, the Maharajah of Bohutnugger is a stickler for the social graces in his own domestic circle. Do I bore you?

No, said Quorn. I dont believe you, thats all. Im jus curious to find out why youre kidding me.

Enviable ingrate! I continue. Should these emissaries of his Highness learn that Princess Sankyamuni smokes, has modern views, can only be restrained with difficulty from escaping from the palace precincts and from showing her beautiful face to strangers, what then? All negotiations would be called off. Worse, though  much worse: stung by disillusionment, those emissaries of the Maharajah of Bohutnugger would immediately spread malicious scandal. It would cause the Maharajah of Naradas face to blush the color of his turban, which is usually yellow. He would rather have the girl killed, although one must admit that he is normally too lazy to murder anyone, even his own daughter, except on the deadliest provocation.

Why tell me all this? Quorn asked him.

To disturb you, said the babu. If I like a man at first sight, I invariably tell him secrets, to discover his reaction to them. That is thoroughly immoral, but it often saves me from making mistakes later on.

Aint going to be no later on, Quorn answered. Me and you are destined to be strangers. Ill be civil to you, thats all.

Ah! Chullunder Ghose shone with amusement. His intelligent eyes became liquid with silent laughter. Having been the destinee of too much trouble, as for me I dont believe in destinee at all. To hell with it.

Same here, Quorn agreed. Then he finished his drink by way of emphasis. The babu emerged from his chair, with astonishing lack of effort in such a big-bellied man, and beckoned to a sais to bring his pony. He mounted the animal, Quorn marveling that even such a stocky little mount as that could carry such a huge weight.

Neither of us then believes in destiny? Both are skeptics? Good, said the babu, smiling as he gathered up his reins and opened his sunshade. Destiny, however, may not be a skeptic. How if destiny believes in us? Have you considered it? Auf wiedersehen  come and have a drink with me at any time.

He rode off, riding admirably. Seen from behind he resembled the pot-bellied Chinese god of Luck, all confidence, good temper and amused indifference to human morals.

Quorn stuck his hands in his pockets. That guys up to no good, he remarked to himself. Then he strolled across the compound to observe the elephants.


III 

Asoka

Before he had been three weeks in Narada, Quorn had struck up quite an acquaintance with the biggest elephant of all, Asoka, who was chained by one leg to the picket farthest from the compound gate. He was a monster possessed of immeasurable dignity and was reputed, too, to have a temper like a typhoon, although Quorn had seen no evidence of that. He and the great animal were satisfied to stare in silence at each other, neither betraying a trace of emotion. Asoka swayed and fidgeted, as all elephants do. Quorn stood still. A mahout watched, squatting beneath a neem tree with his naked brats around him, all dependent for their living on the elephant and all ungrateful, but aware of obligations.

Quorns back being toward the compound gate, he did not see the Maharajah enter  did not even hear him ride in followed by a group of mounted squires. The Maharajah was a handsome man, magnificently horsed. He looked too lazy to be dangerous; but his squires kept well out of range of his riding whip. He wore a blood-red turban, possibly suggestive of his inner feelings; and he spent ten or fifteen minutes at the congenial task of cursing the ancestors, immediate and distant relatives, the female family and person of the head mahout, to whom, after threatening to have him thrashed to death, he gave reluctant leave to live because a substitute might be an even more disgusting scoundrel.

Meanwhile, destiny being a dead superstition, some other influence touched the trigger of the unseen mechanism that propels events. Perhaps it was the fact that Quorn found time a little heavy on his hands. For the first time in his entire experience of elephants he had the curiosity to find out whether or not Asoka would obey his orders. He commanded the brute to lie down. To his agreeable surprise, Asoka slowly descended to earth, like a big balloon with the gas let out, and thrust out a forefoot for Quorn to sit on. Quorn did not understand that gesture, but he sensed some sort of invitation and drew nearer. Then, smiling at his own foolishness, wondering what Philadelphia would think of it, he vaulted on to the great brutes neck, thrusting his knees under the ears, as he had seen mahouts do. He felt younger and ridiculous, but rather pleased. He thought he could imagine worse things than to have to ride elephants all day long.

It was at that moment, just as Quorn was mounting, that the mahouts brats, underneath the neem tree, caught sight of the Maharajah riding forward down the track between the avenue of big trees in the middle of the compound. They yelled with one voice to Asoka to get up and salute the Heavenborn. Quorn held on, exclaiming  

Hold her, now there, steady!

But Asoka knew no English. He rose like a leisurely earthquake. Quorn tried to think of ways to get down, but his nerves were suddenly, and utterly for the moment, paralyzed. Asoka raised a forefoot, threw his trunk in air, and screamed the horrible salute that Hannibal, a thousand viceroys and kings, some wisemen and a host of fools have been accepting as their due since elephants were first made captive. It sounded like paleolithic anguish.

The Maharajah was riding a new, young horse that had not yet been broken to the voice of elephants. The horse reared, terrified. The Rajah spurred him. Four-and-thirty elephants at pickets scattered up and down the compound, taking their signal from Asoka, trumpeted a goose-flesh raising chorus, each of them raising a forefoot and stamping the dusty earth until a cloud went up through which the sun shone like a great god, angry.

Terror, aggravated by whip and spurs and by the cries of the mahouts, became a thousand devils in the Maharajahs horses brain. Strength, frenzy, speed and will were his to get to hell from that inferno. He shed the Maharajah  spastically, as a cataclysm sheds restraint. He fled, as life goes fleeing from the fangs of death  a streak of sun-lit bay with silver stirrups hammering his flanks, and a broken rein to add, if it were possible to add to anything so absolute and all-inclusive as that passion to be elsewhere.

Asoka trumpeted again, accepting all that tumult as applause. The Maharajah sprawled in smelly dirt, too angry to be stunned, too mortified to curse his squires. But panic warned those gentry that their masters royal anger would be vented on themselves; and they were conscious of too many undetected crimes against him to feel able to defy injustice. They must act, to direct injustice elsewhere. So some fool struck Asoka as the source of the catastrophe, struck him across his friendly, sensitive, outreaching trunk with a stinging whalebone riding whip.

Then genuine disaster broke loose naturally  upward of four tons of it, with Quorn on top. A green and golden panorama veiled in smelly haze, with sacred monkeys scampering like bad thoughts back to where bad thoughts come from, wherever that is; and a crowd of frantic horses, shouting mahouts and screaming children darting to and fro, was opened, split asunder and left gasping at Asokas great gray rump. It had an absurd tail, like an elongated question mark suggesting that all speculation was useless as to what would happen next.

The unbelievable had happened. Never before, in more than forty years, had Asoka broken faith by snapping that futile ankle-ring. He had always played fair. He had pretended the rusty iron was stronger than the lure of mischief, thus permitting an ungrateful, dissolute mahout to spend the price of a new steel ring on arrack, which is worse than white mule whisky, and more prolific of misjudgment.

And now Quorn and Asoka were one unit, provided Quorn could keep his balance, and his knees under those upraised ears. He had never before ridden on an elephant. The only earthquake motion he had ever felt was on the steamer on the way to India, and there had been something then to cling to, as well as fellow passengers to lend him confidence. He was alone now  as alone as an unwilling thunderbolt, aware of Force that was expelling him from something that he understood, into an unknown but immediate future where explosion lay in wait.

Whoa, blood! Steady!

Asoka screamed contempt of consequences. Quorns helmet fell over his eyes; he did not dare to lift a hand to push it back in place. He was drenched in sweat. He felt the low branches of trees brush past him and was aware of danger, colored green, that went by far too swiftly to be recognized. The speed was beyond measurement; it was relative to Quorns imagination and to nothing else except Asokas wrath. They four were one  two animals, two states of consciousness, with one goal, swiftly to be reached but unpredictable.

They passed through the compound gate like gray disaster being born. Several sarcastic godlets on the ancient gateposts grinned good riddance. And because the road led straight toward the market, headlong forward went Asoka, caring nothing whither so he got there, and then somewhere else. Carts went crashing right and left. A swath of booths and tents were laid low. Fruit stalls, egg stalls, sticky colored drink stalls, peep-shows, fortunetellers tents and vegetable curry stalls lined the long road amid piles of baskets. An indignant elephant goes through and not around things. All that trash went down as if a typhoon struck it, each concussion a fresh insult to Asoka. He was red-eyed. He was a rebel against the human race.

Quorn ceased to wonder what would happen. Fear had gone its limit. He recovered that state of consciousness that makes some men superior to elephants. Not that he felt superior  not yet by any means; he felt like nothing on the edge of chaos. But he had begun to speculate in terms of why, instead of what.

Why me? he wondered. Easy, feller, easy! Where dyou kid yourself youre going, fathead? Let me down and then smash all you want to! Who-o-a, Irish!

There were dozens of collisions, there was a mile of ruin in his wake, before it occurred to Quorn that he was speaking the wrong language. By that time there was a black umbrella threaded on Asokas trunk. like a rat preventer on a ships cable. He was catastrophically anxious to be rid of the incomprehensible thing, and Quorn had to cling to his perch like a monkey. That umbrella changed mere passion into a deliberate determination to destroy, and Quorn could sense that. He did his utmost to guide the elephant away from the market-place. He might as well have tried to turn the sun from its course.

Quorns helmet was struck by a roof-beam as they charged in through the cluttered entrance; it collapsed, shapeless, looking like a twisted turban  like the turban on the man named Gunga on the carving on the end wall. For perhaps five seconds, malignantly choosing his mark, Asoka paused in the market entrance. Panic struck the crowd dumb, and for a moment motionless. The drama took Quorn by the spine and stiffened him. He sat majestically, unapproachably aloof as if there on purpose, obeyed by the monster he rode. Then he raised his hand. He shouted to them. But he could not remember afterwards what words he used.

Asoka screamed and burst into the throng. And there is no wrath like an elephants. It is a prehistoric passion. It is elemental, learned in the dawn of time when Nature brewed the future in a cauldron of floods and earthquakes, burning trash like white-hot lava and obliterating errors with sulphurous deluge. Asokas taught, trick loaded memory was in abeyance. Herd memory, subconscious, filled him with a horror of all newness. There is almost nothing that is not new to that primeval instinct  new, abominable, loathsome, to be trodden and unmade.

Down went the market stalls  cloth, eggs, brassware, chickens, crockery, imported clocks, curry and spices, cooked food, benches, baggage, basketry  smashed into a smear of vanity that once was. Humans in white-eyed droves fled this and that way, witless, aimless, shrilling, praying to a thousand gods  as if the gods cared! There was a dreadful din under the roof, like the braying and cracking of battle, until the Maharajahs soldiers came, astonishingly fierce of wax and whisker but above all careful not to harm Asoka, who was expensive, or the crowd that was cheap but not unfriendly in its own way.

The soldiers made a vast and most important counterdemonstration. They brought three bugles into action. They fired blank volleys; and in the pauses of that startling din they made the vast roof thunder with reverberating martial commands. And being well drilled, they avoided danger, which was excellent example. There began to be plenty of room for Asoka. Havoc fully finished, and the noise being intolerable, Asoka glimpsed the sunlight in the entry and went avalanching forth in quest of a less nerve-wracking field of battle.

Some said afterwards that Quorn shouted on the way out, though others doubted that, and Quorn never remembered. But all agreed that he had raised his right arm, as if his right hand held an ankus, and that his gesture, position, attitude were those  exactly  of the Gunga sahib, he who rode the elephant amid the broken carving of the end wall. It was agreed by all, including many who did not see it and who therefore knew much more about it, that all he lacked to make resemblance perfect was the funny little howdah up behind him. His smashed helmet looked exactly like the Gunga sahibs turban. His coat was gone; he had thrown it away; he sat in flapping, loose, bazaar-made shirt-sleeves. People who believe in such nonsense as reincarnation and destiny may be excused for having stared hard at the carving on the wall. There is no law against comparing one thing with another. Men, whose stalls and goods and money have been smashed into an uninsured and eggy chaos, need some sort of superstitious comfort to help them endure it. There was grief, but there was no wrath, in the wake of that awful event. It was karma, grievous but inevitable.

Patience bringeth peace, observes the commentator on the Laws of Manu. Anger aggravates. Be gentle, O ye sufferers, lest worse befall you.


IV

This May Be Wonderful. But Is It Wise?

Asoka went ahead, up-street, in straight spurts. He was growing winded. Nearly a score of dogs ceased licking sores and scratching their verminous pelts, to let themselves be swept into the current of excitement. Asoka became the pursued. He hated dogs; but an offensive, uninvited, unclean pack of yellow curs, each in a little dust cloud of his own, ears up, tail between legs and anatomy tautened in spasms of energy, yelped at his heels. It was enough to make a herd of elephants hysterical. Asoka went in search of solitude. He deserted the city.

It was the sort of day that might have almost tamed a locomotive, so hot was the sun. The very palms and mangoes seemed to cast a shriveled shadow. Sound itself fainted with weariness. Sweat died still-born. Dust enwrapped everything. Asokas ton-weight footsteps fell on silent earth. He was a great gray ghost bestridden by a wraith, dry throated, talking to himself.

Crashing the gates o death, Id call it! He aint thinkin. He aint lookin. All hes doin is to get the hell from here. He dont care where he goes until he hits what stops him. Wish I was in Philadelphia!

But it was no use wishing. One had to do something. There was a wall in the distance  a good, high, solid looking stone wall that should stop a steam-roller. Quorn decided he would try to guide the elephant straight at the wall. It might be possible. The brute was getting dog-tired. Quorn remembered how short-sighted elephants are. A sort of instinct told him what to do. If he could get near enough to the wall there were overhanging branches; he could grab those and swing himself up to safety. He began to urge the elephant, not guessing that his voice might stir the monster to a last tremendous effort. But it happened.

They went at the wall like a battering ram, and the wall was rotten. There was a shock that almost threw Quorn over backward. The wall shook, tottered, and fell inward into dusty heaps. Asoka swayed into the gap, then staggered forward, stumbled on some masonry, and fell. He lay sobbing, heaving, near enough to an artificial fish-pond to smell water and too spent to reach it. Quorn was pitched into a woeful heap and rolled into the pond, among the frightened frogs. He felt mud on the bottom; it frightened him, although the water was not very deep. He groped for something to take hold of  heard a voice and touched a hand. It was a little one  a womans or a childs. He seized it. Then another, stronger hand took hold of him and he felt himself dragged to dry land.

Will you kindly let me use my lip-stick? said a womans voice, in English. He discovered he was still holding the small hand, and there was something in it, so he let go. Then he began to be able to see distinctly, and it occurred to him at once that he was probably dead, because he had never even dreamed of such a girl as this one. She was using her lip-stick calmly, making faces in a tiny mirror; and what with her pale-blue dress, and her eyes, and her sandaled feet, and dark hair, she was so lovely that he blinked at her speechless. Quite unconscious that his middle finger had been smeared with lip-stick carmine, he began scratching his forehead. Were those stories true, that his mother had told him about angels, when he was knee-high to her apron-string?

It was the voice of Chullunder Ghose that brought him back to earth. He recognized that instantly.

Sahiba, solitude has taken wings, like easy money! This babu advises you go home.

Quorn turned to stare at him  fat, bland, imperturbable, but vehement. He was a man with a plan, one could see that. It occurred to Quorn he might be interrupting an important interview. He removed his battered helmet from respect for a ladys presence, then felt at his head and discovered his skull was almost baked through by the suns heat. His eyes wandered; he saw a shawl of golden gauzy silk that hung from a branch of some shrubbery. He was afraid of the Indian sun; without stopping to think whose the shawl might be, he seized it and bound it on his head like a turban. Then he turned again toward the lady, and for the first time she was able to observe his eyes and the crimson caste-mark he had made unconsciously above them with his lip-sticked middle finger. She uttered an exclamation, almost screaming. Quorn hastened to reassure her:

Youve no call to fear me, missy. Me and him committed trespass, but we didnt mean no harm.

He turned from her to look at him  Asoka, sobbing and tossing his trunk in futile efforts to reach water. Hey, you, he ordered the babu, panee lao! Fetch a bucket quick, hes famished.

Chullunder Ghose merely gestured toward some bushes, where Quorn spied an expensive, imported watering can that had been abandoned among the flowers by a gardener who probably preferred the ancient goat-skin mussuk. Quorn fetched the can and filled it at the pond, then grabbed Asokas trunk and thrust it into the receptacle.

There, ye darned old ijjit, suck your fill an sober up.

The water vanished, to be squirted down Asokas dusty throat while Quorn refilled the can. A second and a third dose went sluicing down the same course. Then Quorn himself took a drink, and the relief it gave him stirred imagination. He sat down on Asokas forefoot.

There, dont carry on. twerent your fault. And it werent my doing neither. Quit your grieving. Theres been no harm done that money cant set right again. Theres always somebody got money. Youre all bruised up, an youre scared, but youve had your fun, so now act sensible.

Asoka seemed to recognize the note of friendship. He left off moaning. He even touched Quorns shoulder with his trunk. But his eyes did not lose their madness until Quorn began talking to him in the native tongue, remembering the phrases he had heard mahouts use when their charges were ill-tempered or in trouble.

Prince of elephants! A prince, a maharajah, of the hills, a bull of bulls, a royal bull! Did they offend him? He shall have a howdah made of gold and emeralds! They shall paint him blue and scarlet! He shall lead the line of elephants! He shall carry kings on his back!

The poor, bewildered brute responded, swaying his head to and fro and permitting Quorn to rub the edges of his ears. He gurgled for more water. Quorn persuaded him to rise and led him to the fish-pond.

In you go, you sucker!

He was obeyed so swiftly that a dozen fish were splashed out on the wave displaced by four descending tons. Quorn picked up the fluttering fish by the tails and tossed them in again. Reveling amid the ruin of the lotus plants, Asoka lay still. Quorn began to wonder what to do next.

Im the only friend hes got on earth this minute. Theyll shoot him sure, unless I take the blame for all that damage. Maybe Id better talk to that babu.

He followed the sound of voices, peered between some shrubbery and saw the babu squatting comfortably in the presence of the lady. She was seated above him, on the marble railing in front of an exquisite garden-house. Her eyes, as she watched the curl of the smoke of a cigarette, were half-hidden beneath languorous, dark lashes that somehow failed to conceal excitement. She had pearly skin, with just a hint of color, and the great dark pearls that she wore as earrings beneath a turban of cloth of gold were like drops of the juice of youth and life exuding from her.

O daughter of the moon, the babu argued in his mellow baritone, this may be wonderful, but is it wise? Suppose these garden walls have ears?

They have, she answered, but they dont understand English, so say what you like, except that you mustnt contradict me.

Heavenborn sahiba, may this babu talk of commonplaces? If the question may be forgiven, does it not occur to your superb imagination that this situation is desperate? This babu will be accused of aiding and abetting your escape. Not only shall I lose my perquisites, but I shall be caused to eat slow poison  ground glass probably.

Yes, any fool would know that, she retorted. Use your wits then, babu-ji.

But, daughter of astonishment, I have no wits for such a situation! She, on whom his eighteen-gun-saluted majesty of Bohutnugger chooses to bestow his royal heart, has fled from the parental roof! His emissaries will insult your royal parent in an expert manner. Who could forgive that? It is not that your royal parent really minds your modern views. I think he secretly enjoys them. But he has to think about the priests, who are scandalized. And a scandalized priest is a serious matter! How can you get away from here? There is no way. To remain here is to be discovered. And discovery means  O Krishna, what does it not mean? It means shame, sahiba. Your royal parent

She interrupted him: He is like a parent in somebodys novel. It could never occur to him how ashamed I would be if he could force me to marry some one I had never seen. I wouldnt love such a man, not even if he were so lovable that it would kill me not to love him.

Krishna! the babu exploded. In addition they will blame me for providing you with modern books! They will blame me with excruciating details such as hunger in a dungeon! Probably your father will incarcerate you until you agree to be religious and become a temple ministrant.

Oh no, the priests wouldnt have me, she answered. You see, they know I know too much. Either I go to America, or

Do you know where America is? he exploded. Do you know about the Quota, how they count heads and reject all immigrants who are not respectable? Unmarried but beautiful ladies are never respectable in U.S.A. United States. How will you get as far as Bombay? You have neither clothes nor money for such a journey.

That is for you to attend to, she retorted. I have made up my mind to be independent. I have run away. I have done my part. Now you attend to your part.

Krishna! Who shall explain things to a woman?

There is no need for explanations. Either take me to America, or else accept this destiny and

I tell you, there is no such thing as destiny, the babu interrupted. That man is a common laborer

She made a scornful gesture. What of it? You are a common babu. I am a common princess. If, as you say, there is no such thing as destiny

Damn destiny!

I see you are after all only a boastful rogue, she answered. You are not really an adventurer. You are afraid. Very well, you may leave me. I will manage my own affairs.

Chullunder Ghose sighed. Honesty is rotten policy, he remarked with an air of finality. I have honestly tried to dissuade you. As a dissuadee you are a failure. Very well then, let us succeed at something. What do you wish me to do?

She threw away her cigarette and lit another one, and though there was mischief in her smile, there underlay the mischief something that looked dangerously like intelligence. There was a bit of a frown, like a vague cloud on her forehead. There was a certain not unpleasant firmness of the lips. At the back of her brilliant eyes was something more than mere audacity.

Does he, or does he not resemble Gunga sahib? she demanded. Do I, or do I not resemble Sankyamuni, whose namesake I am? Did he, or did he not come on an elephant and find me in a difficulty? Let us take advantage of it.

Do you know what the risks are? the babu asked her. It will be you, and I, and this man Quorn, whom neither of us knows, against a universe!

Cheese it! said Quorn to himself. Its in my contract not to interfere with native women. That lets me out.

He stole away silently, back to Asoka who was enjoying himself in the pond.

Come on out, old-timer, he commanded. Me an you are in trouble enough without extras. I reckon I need a friend as bad as you do. Out you come. No sulking.

But Asoka was not yet quite amenable. He came out, but he stubbornly refused to face the gap in the wall. Quorn decided to look for a gate, and the elephant followed him meekly enough around a clump of bamboos, along a pathway. There were vine-covered arches at intervals; the big beast knocked down two of them, but there was no return of panic. They arrived, around the corner of an empty house, at a stone-paved stable yard where ancient vehicles and rotting lumber were crowded in confusion. Along one side there was a shed, in which Quorn spied new-cut sugar-cane. He made Asoka lie in mid-yard, broke a rotten door and appropriated as much of the cane as he could carry.

There now, thats for being daddys good boy. Eat it, and well go home.

He left Asoka munching sugar-cane and went in search of a gate that might open on the main road. He found one, but it was fastened with a lock and chain and he struggled with that for fifteen minutes, trying to smash the padlock with a stone, until it suddenly occurred to him that he could lift the light gate off its hinges. Then he hurried back, for fear Asoka might be up to mischief. But it was not Asoka. He had already become a mere lay-instrument of mischief.

There were servants on the scene  three gardeners. The princess was directing operations. Chullunder Ghose, as muscular as all three gardeners in one, was helping to drag out through a stable door a funny little ancient howdah and some rat-gnawed harness that had to be moistened before it would bend. The howdah was crimson and in fairly good condition; there was only room for one person in it. It had four upright poles that supported a gilded roof, precisely like that on the howdah borne by the elephant carved on the wall of the market-place. The gardeners were afraid to approach the elephant, so Chullunder Ghose kicked them with astonishing force and agility. Then they started to try to lift the howdah to Asokas back.

There was only one thing to be done, because nobody took the slightest notice of Quorns protests. Un- explainably, but definitely that was Quorns elephant. The equation contained plenty of unknowns, but pride was a basic element. He felt responsible; he could not have the elephant misbehave himself. So he went to Asokas head and kept him quiet while the unaccustomed crew toiled at the howdah and finally strapped it in place, Asoka heaving himself without a protest, to let the great buckles be passed under his belly. Then the babu drove the gardeners away, commanding one to unlock the gate and another to fetch his pony.

It is dangerous, he said. Sahiba, should this elephant misbehave himself, then the harness will break, and

We have nothing to lose, she interrupted. If the gods have a sense of humor

But there arent any gods, said the babu.

So much the better, she answered, we neednt give them a thought. We shall know in an hour whether we also are nothing at all. It is all we can do. It is all or nothing.

She turned and smiled at Quorn. He was aware of being analyzed  read like a book. He was vaguely offended. But for his pride in having tamed an elephant he would have bowed to her and walked away. When she spoke to him after a moment her voice was rich and low, and there was humor in her eyes, but that only increased his suspicion and made him feel obstinate.

Did anybody ever call you Gunga sahib? she asked him.

No, Miss.

Many people will, from now on.

My name, Miss, is Ben Quorn.

We are destined, I think, to be friends, Mr. Quorn.

No, Miss, I believe not. I was sworn before a notary to avoid all women for as long as Im in India.

She became immediately serious. A vow? she answered. Nobody should dare to try to break that. I am sorry. Is it out of the question for you to escort me to the palace?

No, Miss.

Quorn felt disarmed. He was not at all sure he had answered her wisely. She was a heathen. She was in league with a babu whom he had been warned not to trust. He did not understand their game, but he had overheard enough to realize that their conspiracy included himself in some way. Still, there was no harm in taking her home, he supposed. Afterwards, he would return Asoka to his picket in the compound; and if she and the babu could involve him any deeper than that, they would have to be mighty clever.

He made Asoka rise. The babu dragged a ladder from the shed and set it up against the howdah. The princess appeared to expect Quorn to offer a hand. He felt it would be surly to refuse that. She hardly touched his hand. She was as active as a kitten. But that one touch affected him strangely. It was not exactly thrilling; it was confidential; it made him feel as if she trusted him. And then the babus manner also produced an effect that thoroughly disturbed Quorns self-command, although he did not realize it at the moment. He was conscious of the babu watching him intently. A suspicion stole into his mind that Chullunder Ghose expected him to use the ladder in order to get to his seat on the elephants neck; in other words, the babu knew him for an amateur.

Take that dam ladder away; he ordered.

All or nothing, eh? Well, they were not the only two who could accept that gamble. He had seen mahouts mount scores of times, and he knew the right word of command. He went and stood beside Asoka  spoke, low voiced  and was obeyed. Asoka curled his trunk around him  it was like being gripped by a python  raised him high in the air, where he felt for one agonized moment as if he were doomed to be smashed into pulp on the ground  and then set him in place exactly, gently, astride the broad neck with his back to the howdah.

Chullunder Ghose had found an ancient ankus in the shed to which he had returned the ladder. He gave it to the elephant, who passed it up to Quorn.

To the manner born! said the babu. It is too bad you are honest. Good mahouts are rogues, invariably. Honesty is dam-bad policy, believe me, I have tried it!

Silence! the princess commanded. Dont annoy him. And again Quorn felt an unfamiliar emotion that intrigued him strangely, even while it increased his sense of danger.

A gardener brought the babus pony. He mounted, opened his black sunshade and led the way, hugely incongruous, riding with wonderful dignity and yet, somehow or other, a clown. He was play-acting. Even the bewildered Quorn could see that. A dramatic impulse seemed to seize them all as they passed out through the opened gate into the road, Asoka swaying homeward with the stately pageant-stride that durbar elephants all learn and always use unbidden, as if by instinct, when there is importance in the air. Quorn sat upright, with the butt of the ankus resting on his thigh  coatless  in a bazaar shirt, somewhat soiled  in a yellow turban  with a crimson caste-mark on his forehead. And his agate eyes were luminous with wonder that suggested mystic and inscrutable design, unless one knew what thoughts were surging through his puzzled and suspicious brain.


V

Youre A Damned Strange Coincidence!

Quorn was a fellow whose thought took the definite form of words before it meant much. He seldom  almost never muttered to himself. But he carried on a conversation in his brain, which was the same thing plus reticence. He liked to dig at problems, almost in the way he used to dig graves, shovelful by shovelful, one thought at a time and no hurry.

This here old prodigal son, he needs a massage and a hot towel. Reckon I can lie him out o trouble somehow. Elephants are elephants. Hes easy. But the rest of it smells to me like politics. This aint a circus.

But it did look like a circus. All Narada seemed to be pouring along the highway to discover what had happened to Asoka. The crowd was excited, hot, breathless, expecting something terrible, and in a mood to be thoroughly entertained by almost anything, so be it staggered imagination. The sun shone through the cloud of dust they raised, on to a drunken riot of color all in motion. And the crowd beheld a miracle. There was no doubt about that whatever.

When Asoka had burst forth like a typhoon through the city, he had had no howdah on his back. When Quorn had ridden forth, he had had no turban on his head, no ankus and no caste-mark. There had been no princess in any way connected with the incident. And yet, here came the elephant, moving as if impelled by dignity and destiny combined. On his back was an ancient crimson howdah, such as nobody had seen in use for generations. Riding in the howdah was a gloriously dressed and radiantly beautiful young woman, unveiled. No one in the crowd had ever before seen her face to face, because the purdah custom had prevented that. But everyone had seen the carving on the market wall. What should not a breathless crowd believe  the more incredible the better?

Furthermore, there was the loud voice of Chullunder Ghose, riding ahead and shouting to them in their own tongue:

Way there! Way for the Wheel of Destiny! The gods now finish what the gods began!

Could anything be simpler? Could anything be more authentic? Why should anybody not believe it? Up went a roar of recognition  such a tumult as perhaps Darius heard when multitudes acclaimed him King of Kings.

The Gunga sahib! The Gunga sahib and the Princess Sankyamuni!

Messengers were sent post-haste to warn the priests of thirty temples that a prophecy was coming true at last. And there is competition among temples. It was almost like Lindbergh coming home to the United States, such streams of rival welcoming committees raced to be first to pay official honors. Priests turned out in hundreds with bands of music. They choked the road. Asoka had to slow down. It was all that Chullunder Ghose could do, using his lungs and his wits to their utmost, to get the crowd moving again. And the delay gave time for garlands to be brought  long chains of flowers that were tossed to Quorn, that fell draped on Asokas shoulders and all over the crimson howdah, until the Princess looked forth from a perfect bower and Asoka trod crushed blossoms underfoot.

There is nothing so convincing as flowers, unless it be a procession behind bands of music. Through Naradas streets there surged such a procession as those ancient buildings had not seen for centuries. The sacred peacocks screamed from garden walls. The sacred monkeys jabbered and grimaced from trees as green as jade. And Quorn sat silent, wondering, aware he was the hero of it all, but not at all enjoying the heroics. He was more contemptuous than actually timid.

Heathen!

It was a heavy iron ankus that he held. He could have thrown it and easily hit the babu. It was tempting to do that, and he never really knew why he didnt.

Hes making a monkey of me. Well, Ill fix him afterwards.

He almost forgot the Princess, until she called to him to take her to the palace. Asoka had been following the crowd, that flowed toward the center of the city where the larger temples stood. But Chullunder Ghose led up a winding street toward the park-like suburb where the palace was. Asoka obeyed the pressure of Quorns knee; so that the order of procession became suddenly reversed, Asoka leading and the crowd surging behind him. That gave Chullunder Ghose a chance to gallop forward as fast as his overburdened pony could set foot to earth; and by the time Asoka reached the palace the babu had interviewed the Maharajah, who had evidently had quite a number of brandies and soda as a sequel to the mornings accident. Sober, he would very likely not have dreamed of doing it, but he was decidedly not sober. He donned his royal robes and jewels. And he came on foot to meet the thunderous procession at the splendid entrance gate.

The crowd heard nothing, because the crowd itself was making too much noise. But the crowd saw, which was the all important point. It saw the great gate close behind Asoka, as if destiny had turned a page and was about to write new history. Perhaps it was Chullunder Ghose who put the thought in some ones mind. He was certainly not in the palace grounds when the gate closed. At any rate, somebody started a shout going, and it caught on, in little explosions, until the whole crowd roared in unison and the Maharajahs brandied face grew darker with concern.

Bande Sankyamuni! She is free! She is free! This time the Gunga sahib did it! She is free! She is free!

Less than a dozen priests and half-a-dozen members of the crowd had managed to follow behind Asoka before the gate was shut tight by the Maharajahs servants. The priests had promptly grouped themselves around the Maharajah, to prevent him from feeling or appearing too important. He turned toward them, and they were as baffled as he was. He spoke a few words and they answered in whispers. Then he shrugged his shoulders. He appeared not altogether unhappy. He sent somebody running toward the palace, and went on talking with the priests until a group of women from the royal zenanah came and waited on the Princess. Quorn made Asoka kneel. The Princess almost jumped into the arms of veiled, excited women who flung a silken sheet around her and then hurried her away.

Quorn remained on Asokas neck. He doubted what to do next. But he knew exactly what to do when he saw the Maharajah start toward him. He would hold his tongue. He would not tell what had happened. It was none of his business.

The Maharajah came as close as he could get. He ex-amined Quorns eyes. For a minute at least, they stared straight at each other in silence, Quorns resentment gaining, until at last the Maharajah spoke, in good plain English, awkwardly pronounced:

Well, well. Youre a strange coincidence. You realize, of course, that youd be an impossible nuisance in Narada? You must go home. How much shall I give you?

That was the first really great moment of Quorns life. lt was the first time that anyone ever had offered to bribe him. Instinct warned him that heroics was the one thing to avoid.

This elephants in trouble, sir, he answered. Ive a contract job here, Im not going to the States, so forget it. You protect this elephant, and I wont trouble you. If they should shoot him

Shoot him? said the Maharajah. I would kill the man who did it! You must go home.

Quorn fell on silence, closing his lips grimly.

But you see, said the Maharajah, you dont know India. It mightnt be healthy for you after this. There are more ways of dying than there are of living. Has that thought occurred to you?

As long as I mind my job I reckon Ill be safe enough, Quorn answered, and the Maharajah stared at him again at least a minute. Then he lighted a cigar, strode to and fro a dozen paces and resumed the stare.

Youre a damned strange coincidence, he said at last. Can you manage that elephant? Can you return him to his picket? All right, do it. I will send a man to talk to you tomorrow.

Somebody opened the gate. Asoka arose and headed homeward, passing through the dense crowd outside like an alibi through circumstantial evidence. The crowd roared. Hundreds followed through the winding streets. But there was new news; something else was stirring, and by the time they reached the compound where the other elephants stood swaying at their pickets Quorn had no more than a following of small boys and a few dozen caste-less women. Some police drove them away. The head mahout attempted to get rid of Quorn as easily. Quorn smiled. He could show an eye-tooth when he did that.

You send a man for my servant, he answered. Moses is to fetch my supper here and bring a cot too. I sleep here. You understand that? Right alongside of Asoka. Now dont argue. Do it. Would you care to kiss that? He showed the man the tightened knuckles of his left fist. Somethings happened to me, he remarked to himself, as he watched the head mahout despatch a messenger for Moses. Somehow its the same day. But Im not the same man.


VI

Soft Snap Now Is Staring At You,

But You Cant See.

Sunrise discovered Asoka munching an enormous loaf of hot bread and Quorn drinking tea on a chair within ten feet of him. He was reading a five-cent book entitled Maxims of Napoleon. He had no use whatever for the Corsican. He considered him a scoundrel. What puzzled and intrigued him was that such a scoundrel should have been so philosophically wise.

A guy who didnt have to be a king, but went and was one  a guy who might ha been a poet, but who went and was a politician  a guy who could have had it easy, and who went to Roosia  just imagine that  was crazy. He was as crazy as this here elephant was yesterday. He ran amok through Europe. Yet he talked wise. Get this one: It is much wiser to despise the judgments of certain men than to seek to demonstrate their insignificance and versatility. True, aint it? Yet the guy who said it lets the English ship him off to St. Helena jes as simple minded as a communist asking the cops for board an lodging!  It ud be like me if I should ask that balm for an introduction to an easy billet.

That last thought was brought into being by the sight of Chullunder Ghose on pony-back, riding toward him. Quorn stuffed the booklet in his pocket and studied the man. He noticed that the pony was tired. The babu needed shaving. He dismounted without betraying fatigue, but his eyes looked as if he might have been up all night. Somebody brought him a chair. He demanded a cup and saucer and drank some of Quorns tea while they stared at each other in silence.

I wouldnt trust you, the babu said at last, with one small secret. Youre a moralist. You believe in right-eousness. Same is the excuse which solemn nobodies depend on to explain their unscrupulous acts. You are a prig with irreligious eyes  in other words a fraud. I get you.

What would you call yourself? Quorn retorted, charging his pipe with his thumb.

Chullunder Ghose finished the tea and then stared at the leaves in the teacup before he answered:

Mark Twainian definition fits me as its own skin fits a herring. An honest man, said Mark Twain, is a hellion who will stay bought. That is what is known as verb sap.

Uh-huh? Some one bought you lately? Quorn asked.

No, not lately, said the babu. I could find no purchaser. So I bought myself  long ago. I paid a high price. And I have stayed bought like any other trouble that was in the market.

Quorn stared, smoking, leaning on his elbows. He signed to a mahout to bring grass for Asoka.

Go on, he said. Are you the man that Maharajah said hed send to talk to me? Im listening, but Im believing nothing.

Good, then I can tell the truth. Chullunder Ghose opened his black sunshade and balanced it over his shoulder against the rising sun. That gave him an advantage; he could watch Quorns face, whereas his own was in shadow  not that Quorn cared. The truth is only dangerous when somebody believes it, he went on. I was cheap at the price, and the price was a high old time, by Jiminy. I have had it. And there is worse to come.

Says you.

Yes, best time ever. Good time depends on upsetting equilibrium of status quo and vested interests, like bull in china-shop. Everything else is mere morality. You had a good time yesterday. So did the elephant.

Uh-huh?

Yes you did. You didnt know it, thats all. Soft snap now is staring at you, but you cant see.

I can see youre a crook, Quorn answered.

The babu nodded. That is what exasperates me, he admitted. You have enough intelligence to see that, yet you lack imagination. You, with your advantages! Excuse me if I smile. It is to save myself from weeping for you hypocritically. Hypocrisy is the only vice I dont permit myself.

Advantages? Me? Quorn thumbed his pipe and lighted it again. If you knew, you wouldnt talk such boloney. I was a poor lad. Mother took in laundry. Since I was fourteen Ive had one mean job after another, on account that my eyes scared even me when I looked in a looking-glass. Ive got me a sort of education, but it gets me nowhere. You dont know what tough luck is.

Perhaps not, said the babu. I was only failed B.A., Calcutta University. I was expected to raise a family on Rupees thirty-five per month less fines for indiscretions. Am indiscretionist by nature. Solemn stupidity stirs my soul to Rabelaisian amusement. There were so many fines in consequence that I was owing the treasury money every pay-day. I assure you a sense of humor is a bad thing for a failed B.A., in a country ruled by white mans burden-bearers. Once the English get to India they seem to think that Rudyard Kipling wrote them; so unless you can get them to laugh at themselves they are so self-conscious that they creak like rusty bed-springs. Only one in two dozen can laugh at himself; that makes all the rest regard him as a bounder, so he has no influence. It was no use. I had to eschew respectability, and I have been happy ever since, all things by turns and nothing long, like U.S.A. American politics. I have been wayside conjurer  secret service agent  salesman of spells and potions  twice to the United States as lecturer on magic  twice deported on the ground of too hot competition with the native clergy  twice to Tibet  twice around the world. I know eight languages, Charlie Chaplin, Trotsky, Aimee Semple MacPherson and Albert Einstein. I have owned a hundred thousand dollars in actual money for several months. I have been in jail in seven countries. I have had a Chinese mistress and a Jewish secretary. I have been the intimate friend of men and women who walked this earth like gods. And I have been patronized by pompous and expensive nobodies. I have been to a garden party at Buckingham Palace, where I was mistaken for a Maharajah. I have been up in airplanes, and down in submarines. I have been condemned to death twice by angry governments and kissed on both cheeks by a Frenchman. I was run out of Russia, bare-footed over the snow through a forest, on an empty stomach. I have dined on ortolans in Paris, on rotten eggs in Pekin, and on raw wind to the northward of Lhassa.

You seem to have seized your opportunities, said Quorn incautiously.

They seized me. Chullunder Ghose paused. I was a tidbit in their talons. He paused again. But never saw I such an opportunity as this one.

Purchasing agent, eh? I dont doubt theres graft. Watch out you dont lose your job.

Chullunder Ghose smiled, as one would at a child who spoke ingenuously. Graft? he answered. Graft is for such as would cheat themselves at solitaire! Myself am cosmic opportunist, eager for gargantuan enjoyment. Graft is mouse-trap bait. It catches little mice like moralists and hypocrites, who are the self-same leopard with the spots exaggerated. No self-respecting immoralist could condescend to be a grafter. Graft is a system of petty rewards for pikers, such as noblemen, politicos and similar mistakes of nature. Graft is self-humiliation on the easy payment plan. Are you a grafter?

No, said Quorn, I never had a chance to graft but once. I passed that chance up. Not that its any o your business.

Graft, remarked the babu, is the grave of opportunity. But perhaps you dont know a verb sap when you see one. Did you ever hear of the boy who struck the winning blow at Bunker Hill?

No, never heard of him.

Have you heard of the cow that kicked the lamp that burned the house that Jack built? Have you seen Chi- cago? All due to a cow! Have you seen London? All due to a bakers ash-box  Pudding Lane to Pie Corner, all one ash-heap  all one cosmic opportunity. But perhaps you dont know history? Have you heard of Mahatma Gandhis false teeth? He has had them made for him in prison by an expert dentist, as a signal that he means to starve himself to death. What do you think of that one?

Id call that contrariness o disposition.

The babu looked grieved by such stupidity. Contrariness, he said, is your complaint, Gandhi is a G. B. Shaw in bathing trunks without the whiskers to get in his way. He would rather die than lose, and he looks like losing, so why not die spectacularly? But if he wins, hes in training for dinner; hell need teeth, so he gets some good ones. Gandhi is pure paradoxist. You are prudish, Pollyanna minded quidnunc. You have been in training during many lean years to embrace an opportunity, and here is opportunity. You seem to think it is an opportunity to fiddle while India burns! You are a cow with a lamp all ready to be kicked, but you let it burn you instead of the barn! You have a chance to be a corner-stone of history. You can be laid with dignity, good humor and perhaps with profit. You prefer to be a Maharajahs goat, deported to save him trouble!

That was a shrewd thrust. Quorn stiffened at the thought of that indignity.

Whats your lay-out? he demanded. And he knocked out his pipe on the heel of his boot  a symptom that the babu noticed, analyzed and remembered for future reference. For the moment the babu merely remarked:

It seems a pity they should shoot this elephant.

Quorn swallowed that too, hook, line and sinker. Who says wholl do that? The Maharajah said hed kill any one who dared try to shoot him.

O-o-oh? exclaimed the babu. O-o-o-h! So youre as innocent as all that? You should go back to the U.S.A. United States and vote for prohibition! Do you really believe  that the word of a prince  in a tight place  is a rain-check? It is as breakable, I tell you, as the Ten Commandments! It is as worthless as a bankrupts promissory note! It is worth exactly as much as a priests forgiveness! That a man with such eyes as yours should be so innocent! Oh, what a life! What disillusionments! What waste of energy and plasm, that evolution, in a billion years, should breed no better than the face of Gunga sahib with the brains of a lump of institution pudding! That I should live to see it! Ignominy!

Whose ignominy? Quorn demanded. He was skeptically curious. His wits were in low gear, racing to ascend to heights of more Olympian comprehension.

Mine  mine  mine! said the babu, almost tearfully. Should I give a damn for your ignominy? Besides, you havent any. To have ignominy, one must have intelligence and self-respect. It is otherwise as marmalade to moonshine  neither is even aware of the other. Oh, the shame  the shame of it! I said to her, you have imagination. I staked my intelligence on it. I said: sahiba, there are no gods. There is no such thing as destiny. There is a word that covers this, which only Germans or the Chinese could appreciate  Comicosmiccoincidentalfortuity. The Law of Improbability, that governs the drawing of sweepstake tickets, has functioned. Unworthy aggregates of atoms though we are, Humor has attracted to us some one who would rather die than double-cross your Highness. She did not know what double-cross means. I told her that to you the word means worse than alimony, worse than bugs in boarding-houses. I said Ben Quorn will desert neither you nor the elephant, whatever happens. Oh well  I eat ashes. It is not the first time.

I believe youd double-cross your own self, youre that crooked, Quorn answered. I wouldnt take your word for twice two. But shes a right nice young lady. I wouldnt see harm done to her, if I could help it. But Id have to have her word on it. I wouldnt take yours. Have you come from her or from the Maharajah?

Am diplomatist, the babu answered. Same means double-headed eagle looking both ways, sitting on two horns of a dilemma and on both sides of a fence. It isnt easy. However, the word is all over the City that you are Gunga sahib. It is very funny. The Maharajah was drunk when he met you at the palace gate. But he was not yet too drunk; and I had whispered to him. So he asked those priests who forced their way in, whether or not you are Gunga sahib. They said Yes, because they had no time to think; the crowd was demonstrating, and I was outside telling the crowd what words to yell. It happened he was very angry with the agents of the Maharajah of Bohutnugger, who have been giving themselves great airs and demanding too much money. Therefore what I whispered to him sunk in. Being drunk enough, he sent a scandalously unimportant messenger to tell those agents they may go home, seeing that his precious daughter is now next thing to a goddess and therefore much too good for such a brute as Bohutnugger.

Whats wrong with that? Quorn asked. She doesnt have to marry Bluebeard. Sounds all right to me.

Oh? Does it? Cant a Maharajah sober up? He has been interviewing priests all night long. Priests dont like miracles that happen. They prefer miracles that are said to have happened, somewhere else and long ago. They see the difficulties. This babu is Difficulty-specialist  fathead maybe, but first-class fisherman in troubled water  up all night long spreading propaganda, promising the people celebrations, fireworks, a procession, free food, all the elements of jubilee. And they forget it will be paid for from the taxes. Also have been sending messages to her by female courier. Consequently, she demands her freedom. She demands elaborate establishment of precedent. She insists she shall ride through the streets of Narada unveiled, escorted by the troops. And the priests forbid it. Why not? They stand to lose everything. They say that you and the elephant ought to be killed. She should be made so sacred that no one ever may see her again. They have a holy hole to put her into, down under the temple crypt, where several saints have earned immortality by being lousy and hungry.

Quorn relighted his pipe. The hell they say it. Well, I reckon I can die game. Him and me  he glanced at old Asoka, who was calmly tossing tufts of hay on to his head and shoulders him and me can cut loose any time were minded. Bring on your priests; Ill talk to em. But how about the lady? Is that father o hers so skeered o priests hell hand her over?

The babu shook his head. Its no use, he said sadly. I couldnt trust you. I must send word to her to be brave. She will die dreadfully, but death is nothing.

Quorn stood up. He faced the babu. He put his pipe in his pocket. He clenched his fists. He thrust aside the babus sunshade, so that they could see each other.

Look here, he demanded, who  said  who  cant  trust  me?

Dont be ridiculous, said the babu. Danger is danger. Fear is fear. Why not admit it?

God damn your soul to hell, said Quorn. You name your bet! Ill show you whos afraid of priests, or you or anyone!

Perhaps you are not afraid of me, because I am a benevolent elderly gent, said the babu. And perhaps you are not yet afraid of the priests, because you are ignorant. But you are afraid of that elephant, because you know he is dangerous. You would not dare to ride him to the city and let me show you something.

Is that so? Quorn answered.


VII

When Was A Throne Less Valuable

Than A Naughty Daughter?

There was nothing the head mahout could do about it, except sulk, vow vengeance, and then put on his best clothes and walk to the palace to complain that his honor was dead. Quorn had ordered a pad put on Asoka, and the helpers had not dared to disobey him. He mounted, with the babu on the pad behind him looking beneath his sunshade like a fat, benignant deity, and off they went toward the city. Quorn was silent  more scared than he was willing to admit, even to himself. He made no comments on the babus chatter. Not guessing that inscrutable aloofness was the surest means of involving himself deeper in the toils of an ancient legend, he did not even acknowledge the crowds obeisances. He hoped they might grow tired of demonstration if he took no notice. He was wondering about his job at the mission, and watching the elephant. Asoka obeyed perfectly, but Quorn was skeptical and on the alert for symptoms of another outbreak, at the same time mildly appreciative of the babus courage. Surely there could not be many people who would have taken a ride on that elephant after the previous days tantrum.

Did you ever see a tiger? asked the babu, chatting away like a fat old woman at a picnic. They are outsize pussy cats that look like fire on four legs. They have 54 fangs. They have claws and they can use both, believe me. But they are not as dangerous as elephants. An elephant has intellect, and he can crush like an Englishman snubbing an upstart.

Quorn had seen plenty of tigers in circuses. They had never meant much to him, and he betrayed no interest in them now. He wasnt specially interested in the English either; they were all of them pretty much George the Thirds, except the ones who dropped their aitches, and those were all on the dole. His attention was fully occupied. The streets were crowded and narrow; numbers of fools appeared almost to wish that Asoka would trample them. It was a phase of Oriental superstition that Quorn had never quite believed was true, although he had read about the Car of Juggernaut and similar relics of antiquity that stir emotional excess. He had heard too of the unarmed crowds that hurl themselves against the armed police in ecstasies of passive protest. He discovered, however, that if he shouted they would clear the way; his voice, if he pitched it carefully, held almost as much mysterious authority as his goat-like eyes did. Against his will he had been obliged to wear yesterdays turban, because he had had no time to buy a new helmet and he was afraid of the sun. The babu had bound the turban on properly and had slyly touched his forehead with a little carmine, so that he looked exactly as the day before, except for a clean shirt, open at the neck, revealing sun-burned skin. He had no idea where they were going. He doubted the wisdom of going anywhere at the babus instigation. However, he let the babu direct him toward a part of the city he had not yet seen, and, doubting the outcome, hoped it might not be too awful.

To estimate effectiveness of diplomatic dodges, said the babu, one should multiply the speed by the unexpectedness, then add the square of ones opponents tendency to be conservative. Divide that by the number of fools who are in your confidence, and then you know the odds against you. If it figures as odds on, change the plan immediately. Odds on chances usually fail because Perversity is same as Destiny, and Destiny is what you call horse-feathers. Odds on chances also are corrupters of imagination. I intend to introduce you to a Derby-sweepstake-ticket shot  about a million to one.

Gambling was out of Quorns line. He had never even won a raffle. If he had any opinion about it at all, he would probably have said gambling is wicked or antisocial. But the subject did not interest him. He continued calling to the crowd to get out of the way.

Perversity, remarked the babu, being omnipresent, sits on fence and saddens prospects quite impartially. You and I are not monopolists of evil. Enemy shares same fifty-fifty. Thus it happens there is no one at the Residency, which is good for us and bad for crackpots who believe in cricket  same being English for puss-in-the-corner according to Hoyle, who was a doctrinaire. And doctrinaires are like Napoleons cannon that stuck in the mud en route to Waterloo. A British Resident, just now, would be a Blücher in the wrong box. He would put out the fire and filch the chestnuts. God in gray silk reach-me-downs would be a tolerant and unconventionally easy-going look-the-other-wayish humorist compared to the kind of British Resident they send to this sort of place. There is a new one coming. I have never heard of him. But I will bet you he is some one they have relegated to obscurity until he can be pensioned in usual course. They need their good men to resist the passive calm that Gandhi whooped up. A good Englishman is an incorruptible opportunist with iron bowels and a sense of humor. But this will be a middle-class Englishman, with middle-class morals and a middle-class horror of innovations and responsibility for same. He will have middle-class notions of dignity. He will say no with an air of firmness, to everything, because he is afraid to say yes. He will know eight antediluvian jokes and he will tell them tiresomely. He will disapprove of you, of me, and of everything else that is irregular. So we have thirteen days in which to play Perversity against the bank. Winner take all. I wish you kindly to observe that carving.

They were half-way down a long street that is called the Pul-ke-nichi, meaning underneath the bridge. It is the street where the fortune tellers and the nostrum sellers do a roaring business, in between the offices of money-lenders and the lairs of ladies of the oldest trade on earth. It is a narrow, smelly, noisy, interesting street. The ancient stone bridge crosses from one temple to another, and the street dives under it in gloom that could hide a hundred murderers, but they are only cripples and homeless pariahs who sleep there. The bridge is beautiful, because time has smoothed it and obliterated all the builders sins of over-decoration. The two temples that it connects are together known as Kalis Bosom, because they stand on two, low, rounded hillocks. But the bridge has been blocked at either end for centuries. The rival priesthoods quarreled. Grass has grown in the cracks of the limestone. Doves build their nests on the shoulders of gods and goddesses that face each other inward from the parapets on either side. It is an act of impiety nowadays to cross the bridge; men even smear a little carmine on the wall before they pass beneath it, lest ill luck happen. It is said all sorts of evil spirits haunt the neighborhood where priests have excommunicated one another.

Carved on one side of the ancient limestone arch, where slanting sunlight stabbed into the smelly gloom, there was a figure of a tiger being led into what looked like a temple doorway. He was being led by a lady. The lady wore jeweled anklets. The tiger had on a collar, and she led him with her left hand. In her right hand were flowers. Quorn halted Asoka to stare at the carving, and that caused quite a sensation in the crowded street. The babu, flourishing his sunshade, delivered what appeared to be a lecture to the crowd. It was received with rapt attention.

Now lets go, said the babu finally. Enough is just a leetle too much. Always omit the explanation if you wish to stir imaginations. Forward!

They passed under the bridge and emerged in sunlight, Quorn observing over-shoulder that the babus words were being repeated to fresh arrivals on the scene. There was almost a mob back there; it was too interested or excited to pay any attention at all to the incompetent police.

Vox populi vox dei, said the babu. That means anyone who cares may make the laws, if I may cultivate the superstitions.

Then at last Quorn spoke to him: Your times up. Either you talk horse, or else get down and walk. You hear me?

First talk tiger, said the babu. You have seen the carving of that virgin on the bridge. She is the self-same Princess Sankyamuni whom the Gunga sahib rescued. It is part of the same legend, that after the elephant slew the Gunga sahib she was thrown into a tigers den within a courtyard of this temple on your right hand. But it is said she tamed the tiger. It is said she led him forth, across the bridge, into that other temple on your left hand. Do you get the sweet significance?

Not yet, said Quorn. You talk. Ill listen.

I was just now telling all those people not to let the priests deceive them. I informed them that the priests are jealous and will say you are not the real Gunga sahib, nor is she the real Sankyamuni. I suggested, however, that if she is the real Sankyamuni they will soon know it, because of course she will fulfil all the prophetic legend, not only half of it.

Quorn came out of his mood; he was horrified out of it. You mean she has to tame a tiger?

You must, said the babu, unless she is to be eaten.

Then she gets et, Quorn conceded.

The babu sighed, then continued: In that temple on your right hand is a very sacred tiger, said to be so savage that only his keeper can approach his cage, which is set in the opening of a passage leading to the crypt, said passage consequently being free from trespass. Dont you see how eagerly the priests will leap at the suggestion that the real Sankyamuni should tame that tiger? Let her lead him across the parapet, into that temple beyond the bridge, and thus fulfil the legend. Priests are always reasonable.

Is she silly ass enough to try it? Quorn asked.

If she doesnt, said the babu, loves young dream of liberty is what a Russian calls kaput, like Five-Year Plan statistics. And unless she does same sooner than the British Resident arrives, she will be stopped before she starts  and you will be deported as a fraud who tampered with the local superstitions.

Quorn forgot his incredulity. Hell, he demanded, will her father let her do it?

Will he not! When was a throne less valuable than a naughty daughter? asked the babu. Morals are elastic. It is only economics that are intransigent. Her father will try to bargain with the priests for quid pro quo-ish terms which either side will hope to force the other to observe, and he will then get beautifully pie-eyed.

But its murder, said Quorn.

No, its morals, the babu corrected. Anything done in the name of religion is moral. Didnt you know that? And besides, the Maharajah will conservatively give a little money to the gods to make a miracle. He doesnt believe in miracles. But he does believe in Lord God Alibi  like Admiral Nelson seeing signals.

Arent the British Christians? Quorn demanded. How about it, when the missionaries hear o this?

The Maharajah will refer them to the story about Abraham and Isaac, said the babu.

That wont get him nowhere.

Very likely not. He knows a Christians religion is the same as anybodys  words adroitly strung together to excuse mendacity. But did you ever know a criminal who did not over-play his knowledge?

Quorn conceived a sudden idea. Tell you what, he said, Ill let you in on this. You and Ill split the credit. Lets hit the pike. Its only seventy miles to rail-head, and this elephants fit to make that in a day and a night. Lets get to rail-head and send a hell of a long telegram to the British, at Delhi or wherever they keep their head man. Thatll stop it. Therell be troops here in a jiffy.

Look at me, the babu answered. Look quick. Do I look like a fool?

You look crooked. I could see that, and I said so, first time me and you met, Quorn retorted.

But do I look simple? Do I look like a reformer  or a tittle-tattle-tell-tale  or a player of penny-a-hundred Old Maid? Listen to me: I have been a thousand things, and three of them were good enough to live for. But I have never yet been a Prime Minister. I intend to be one. Do you think I would let a respectable ignoramus with ratty morals stand in my way for a minute? Krishna! Disillusionize yourself!

Im mission caretaker. Put that in your pipe and smoke it. Me and tigers dont mix, Quorn retorted.

Nevertheless, said the babu, we have given that head mahout plenty of time to reach the palace and complain against you. I should say the Maharajah will immediately order you deported. You will be assassinated on your way to rail-head.

Why should I be murdered? Quorn asked, angrily because he could feel he was losing confidence.

To prevent you from sending telegrams! the babu answered. As for me, in my opinion, murder would be too good for a moralist who would leave a lovely woman to be given the works, as will happen to her if you fail her.

Damn your eyes, stop calling me a moralist!

Stop being one.

Does that there Maharajah mean to shoot this elephant?

He will do as the priests instruct him, unless you are sensible.

What dyou mean, sensible?

Trust me.

Nothing doing.

Listen: self am soloist on harp of opportunity. Emotional attachment to yourself, or admiration of your brains is not a motive that emasculates my purpose. As for you, to hell with you, unless you have some guts and affability. You get that? Get this also. To succeed, I have to make you useful.

Meaning tigers?

Meaning telepathic insight into such malignity as might destroy your usefulness to me. You yokel! Can I have my cake and eat it? Can I throw away my ace of trumps and win the rubber? Can I let you down and set myself up?

What then?

We are going to the palace. We will speak to the Maharajah. Trust me, and I promise you a red-hot time, by Jiminy, plus self-approval, which is Natures niftiest reward. Oppose me, and I guarantee you self-contempt, opprobrium, oblivion and Amen. Am a good prognosticator.

Youre a good slick promiser, said Quorn. Promises are easier broke than kept. Can you save this elephant?

He is damned if I dont, said the babu.

Shucks  Ill try you. Save the elephant, and Ill trust you one move more. Make good again, and Ill trust you again. Take that or leave it.

I accept  your manners are so gracious, said the babu. I will show you fun as long as you are on the level

Cut that, Quorn growled over-shoulder. Which way to the palace?


VIII

At Your Own Risk!

The Maharajah never received anyone within the palace, except political priests and perfumed ladies. He had had an overdose of priests and almost no sleep. The very mention of a woman made him blasphemous. So he decided to tackle the problem of public immorality and went to the lodge in the grounds to give audience and grind out justice. Unconscious realism made him wear a yellow turban that morning, with brownish spots that suggested the state of his liver. He found himself immediately besieged by petitioners begging for compensation for damage done by the royal elephant on the previous day. There had been plenty of time to use imaginations and to suborn witnesses. The total amount of the claims was almost astronomical. The Maharajahs temper had become volcanic by the time Asoka swayed along the sunlit drive between the splendid beds of cannas and came to a casual standstill.

There the brute is, said the Maharajah. You may have him. Shoot him  sell him  skin him alive  hes all you get. The law is, that you cant claim higher compensation than the value of the instrument that caused the damage.

That was not the law, nor was it justice, and the claimants knew that. But they also knew the Maharajahs offer was a trifle less outrageous than their own exaggerated total. There was plenty of room for negotiation.

Time was no object. It is Eastern custom that a ruler shall be democratically liberal of audience even if free with insulting epithets and furiously unjust. The entire crowd squatted on its hunkers to await the drama of debate and the gradual seesaw evolution of an artful compromise.

Chullunder Ghose descended by Asokas tail, onehanded, as active as a pot-bellied Japanese wrestler. His little black sunshade looked like an absurd parachute. He closed it with a flourish, faced the marble balustrade of the audience lodge, and bowed to the Maharajah as profoundly as if the divine right of kings were his whole religion.

You swag-bellied rogue, what evil news have you brought? the Maharajah demanded, and his secretaries grinned at one another. Quorn felt thoroughly ill at ease. What chance had either he or the elephant if the babu was out of favor? The secretaries seemed confident, and glad of it, that the babu would be sharply reprimanded, if not worse. But the babus mellow baritone went booming along the three-foot pavement that split the crowd down the midst like parted hair. The native language lends itself to melodrama. Vowels open gates of grandeur for the consonants to tramp through like a bristling army on the march.

O Heavenborn, I bring important tidings! It is not this babus privilege to spread abroad what wisdom may prefer to guard with silence.

The Maharajah scowled. Im busy, he answered haughtily.

Forever caring for this peoples needs! the babu ventured, marvelously tinting flattery with pastel-shaded ridicule. Time is busy also.

Time should have tripped your mother. You would have been better still-born, said the Maharajah.

The Heavenborn knows best, the babu answered. Is not trouble also better still-born? This babu knows many ways of aborting trouble. As for time  perhaps your Highness can delay that?

Curse you, said the Maharajah.

I am cursed into oblivion, if wisdom says so.

Get hence!

So the babu bowed himself away and turned Asoka by the trunk toward the main gate. But he walked extremely slowly. It was the easiest thing in the world for anyone to overtake him. A hurrying servant, to whom the Maharajah whispered, and who escaped from the lodge by a back door, reached a clump of cannas by a winding path and hid himself behind the blazing flowers more than sixty seconds before Asoka drew abreast. He only said one word, and no one answered him; but the babu took Asoka by the trunk again and led him along a by-path that circled S-wise toward splendid trees, and a stone wall, and a graveled roadway. They entered a little compound, where there was hay to keep Asoka interested, and a rope to keep him anchored. There was also the head mahouts chore-boy in charge of his masters slippers. Quorn tossed him a quarter-rupee and ordered him to mind the elephant. The babu led on, through a high door in a wall, so rapidly that Quorn could hardly keep pace. He had no chance to ask questions. Dignity warned him not to run, and he was almost breathless from walking so fast, when at last he overtook the babu in a little private garden at the back of the audience lodge.

Whats your hurry? he grumbled.

Horoscopically speaking, we are seven seconds early, said the babu, glancing at a wrist-watch. Talking, however, in terms of physics, I prefer to see him first, before he sees me. You act naturally. I act supernaturally. Never mind me. Nature, if permitted to direct my actions, might make horrible mistakes. I see him coming. Stand still.

Chullunder Ghose disappeared behind a clump of bougainvillæa. Quorn awaited the Maharajah, who strode along whacking an English riding-boot with a whip of rhinoceros-hide.

Youre a bully, thought Quorn to himself. But you cant bully me. Ill take no dirt from any man. However, he remembered manners. He stepped to one side of the path in case the Maharajah should have it in mind to keep on walking. That gave the Maharajah opportunity to play a favorite trick. He drew abreast as if he were hardly aware of Quorns existence. Then, as if expecting to be murdered, he suddenly turned and faced him, half-raising the hand that held the riding-whip.

Well? he demanded. What do you want?

Plain talk, said Quorn, unflinching.

You shall have it! The Maharajah beckoned. Solemnly, savagely, sneering and stealthy as hell, the head mahout came out of hiding from behind the statue of a dancing goddess. He began to speak so rapidly that Quorn understood hardly a word. But he gestured, he spat, he accused, he pointed, he glared with bloodshot eyes, and there was no doubt he was not exactly praising Quorn for anything.

You understand him? asked the Maharajah.

Yep, I dessay. Is he asking for a loan of a punch on the nose, or something?

He says, yesterday you purposely caused that elephant to scare my horse, and that you tried to make him trample me. He says you made the elephant do all the damage possible; and that now you have stolen the elephant, for mysterious reasons.

Do you believe him? Quorn asked.

He has been my servant for eleven years. Why shouldnt I believe him? asked the Maharajah.

Quorn looked him straight in the eyes. Perhaps you do, he answered. You dont look to me such a damned fool as that. Id give you credit for more sense.

The Maharajah hesitated, showing his teeth between a smile and a snarl. Where is that rotten rogue, Chul- lunder Ghose? he demanded.

The babu stepped out from behind the bushes, speaking English: Seize your opportunity and sack that scoundrel, Heavenborn! Five times I have caught him selling stores. I tell you, listen to me! Dont waste time. I know what I am urging. I accept responsibility. You sack him now and trust me to explain it to you afterwards!

The Maharajah flicked his front teeth with a thumb- nail. Suddenly he shrugged his shoulders, turned toward the head mahout and struck him savagely, raising a welt on his neck with the riding-whip. He cursed him and called to his servants to kick the man out of the grounds.

And now what? he demanded. Justify it, or you get the same dose. But Chullunder Ghose seemed unperturbed. There was a slightly perceptible change in the Maharajahs eyes as he watched the babus face. If not afraid of him, he was at least not free from premonition. What is your news?

That there are thirteen days before the Resident will be here!

Idiot! I knew that.

There are thirteen days in which to break the power of the priests, and be the real instead of the nominal ruler of Narada!

What are you driving at, damn you?

Thirteen days before a Resident arrives to frown on all political activity! Thirteen days for a bid for power!

It was surely not the same babu whom Quorn had doubted and defied! He was vibrant. He was passionate. If roguery was in him, it was overrun by vehement and iron-willed courage. He was stirring to watch. Enthusiasm bristled from him and excited a response.

Are you a man? he asked the Maharajah.

Are you capable of advising me? came the answer, slow, doubt-laden. Is your plan safe?

Safety? said the babu. Oh my faith in princes! Listen to me. Twice in all your life your Highness has been spoken to as I speak! He lined himself up by Quorn. This man spoke as I do. He was unafraid, as I am also. I, who have doubled your Highness income by reducing theft and bribery, am I less to be trusted than the priests who hunger for your money? Or than the ministers who betray your secrets to the priests and to the British Resident?

The Maharajah stroked his chin and studied the babus face beneath lowered eyelids.

It was you, he said, who were the cause of yesterdays abominable outrage.

Up went the babus hands. His blazing eyes grew round with indignant protest. By whatever is thats holy, I declare I never dreamed of it, he answered. It was all an accident. But did I take advantage of it? Did I, or did I not commit the priests to a mistake? Didnt they call this man the Gunga sahib? Didnt this man play his part? If you are fit to be a Maharajah, he and I are fit to fool those priests a little farther and to make them kiss feet! Is it pleasant to be tamed and sneeringly humiliated by shaven ecclesiastics?

Hatred glinted in the Maharajahs eyes at mention of the priests. But he bit at his knuckles, hesitating. You have raised up my Calamity against me, he said, sucking at his teeth. Custom forbade him to mention the sex or the name of his child in the presence of men.

The babu bore him down by vehemence and weight of will. Do you believe, he asked, that you can conquer that by crushing it? Cant it appeal to the Resident when he gets here?

The Maharajah bit his fingernails and swore beneath his breath. Then you suggest what?

There are thirteen days in which to trap the priests into a public and disastrous error. Should that individual of whom we speak ridiculously blunder into one trap with the priests, is that a thought that shocks your Highness?

I have no son, said the Maharajah.

May your Highness live to have a hundred, said the babu, bowing.

Why this curiously fervent zeal for my cause? the Maharajah demanded. You want what?

Your Highness happiness, prosperity and ever-increasing influence! the babu answered, bowing again. As chief of your Highness ministers of state, it would be less a duty than a priceless privilege to work unceasingly to that end.

I might try you, if you prove youre worth it, said the Maharajah, but I suspect you of treachery.

How could that benefit me? the babu asked him, and the Maharajah nodded.

Get me into trouble and youll know what trouble is, he said darkly. What do you suggest that I should do now?

Play for safety, said the babu. Your Highness may remember that a rather recent ancestor was slain by a frenzied elephant. The head mahout is discharged. Respectfully I recommend this person for the post of master of the royal elephants.

The Maharajah stared at Quorn. Do you want the job?

Quorn nodded. He was too excited to trust his voice.

Since that will be defiance of the priests, I beg your Highness, said the babu, not to weaken when they protest, but to count on public sentiment.

Quorn trusted his voice at last. Ill need a contract, he interrupted.

So I suppose, said the Maharajah. What else?

It would be fatal, said the babu, absolutely fatal to refuse permission to a certain person to appear unveiled in public. I assure your Highness, it is too late now to close the purdah door. That hen has flew the coop as U.S.A. United Statesian diplomatist would asseverate. The clever thing to do, is to provide an opportunity for blunders, same as Mexican police suggesting to a thief that he may go free.

The Maharajah nodded. She must not be shot! he said severely. Anything that happens to her must be obviously accidental.

Chullunder Ghose beamed. Your Highness is a statesman, he said with an air of cordial approval.

Prove yourself to be one, and perhaps I may promote you, said the Maharajah. Then he eyed Quorn critically. How about that elephant? Can you answer for him?

If I get a contract sealed and swore to, Ill live up to it, Quorn answered. He smelt treachery. He trusted no one.

If your Highness will permit it, said the babu, I will tell all those petitioners that they should put their claims in writing and submit the same to me as arbiter. I will reduce the claims to reasonable proportions, and then find a way to pay them that will not reduce your income.

Visibly gratified, the Maharajah scowled to conceal the fact. He nodded with an air of hesitancy. What else?

Pray permit me to be provocative agent of conspiracy to modernize Narada.

At your own risk!

I shall have to interview the principal offender.

At your own risk!

But I have your Highness leave to do it?

At your own risk!

Am a risqué babu. I ask leave to go now.

R-r-ruksa! said his Highness.


IX

Am Using TNTmanship.

Chullunder Ghose mingled with the crowd in front of the audience lodge. Quorn watched him, not exactly admiring the babus method but admitting to himself at least that there was something in it. Huge though the babu was, and pompous though he could be, he was as ingratiating as a puppy when it suited his purpose.

Wisht I was half as affable, said Quorn to himself, grudgingly. He watched the change in the petitioners psychology as the babu moved from one group to another and engaged them in conversation. But hes a con man. Hed sell counterfeit bills to a Revenue Dick. Hed argue Andy Mellon into buying phoney sweepstake tickets. Hes a bad egg. Less I have to do with him the better.

Nevertheless, Quorn waited for him. He would not have admitted it, but he felt actually friendly when the crowd began to break up and go home, and the babu rejoined him at last. It was so long since he had intimately talked with anyone, except one-eyed Moses, that his natural resistance had weakened. Common fairness, too, obliged him to admit to himself that the babu had got him a job that was better than anything he had ever dreamed of. One thought at a time was Quorns method, and the more important problem first; so, as he walked beside the babu, he broached his subject without preliminaries.

Howll I get around my mission contract? Cant exit and leave nobody there to caretake. Im on oath to observe that agreement faithful.

Contracts are same as religion, said the babu. They have many meanings. Let me see yours. Oaths are like the Constitution of the U.S.A. United States; interpretation normally depends on kind of coffee oathees had for breakfast. I will criticize your contract, same as colored person studying amendment giving him a vote and taking away liquor  maybe. That is easy. We will first do something difficult.

Quorn jibbed. Hey, you paddle your own canoe. Im no conspirator. Politics aint in my line.

If you were a politician, the babu answered, I would impolitely pay your fare to hell as soon as possible. Politics are hellish but present no difficulties. A conspirator is a fool with a Freudian inferiority complex that obliges him to act like Guy Fawkes on a powder barrel. Difficulties are the food of daring, and daring is TNT. I only know of three real difficulties. One is, to restrain intelligence from being too smart. Another is, to use stupidity and not be tangled by it. And the third is to manage a woman who is intelligent enough to know she is ignorant but stupid enough to be honest. Do you remember Cinquevalli? He could juggle a cannon-ball, an open umbrella and a half-sheet of crumpled paper at one and same time while he grinned at audience. Am Cinquevallian exponent of a metaphysical conception of the same trick. Am a G. B. Shavian diplomatist with easy morals and a Rabelaisian delight in truth, whoever tells it. Truth is only palatable to intelligence, so dont you meddle with it. Always lie about me. I prefer that. My obliquity is such that I am happy unless some one knows the truth about me. My mendacity is most ingenious when hiding from myself my own opinion of me. You understand that? No? Well, watch this.

They had reached a corner of the palace where a high wall enclosed a garden and entirely shut off a view of any windows that might overlook it from that ancient and uninviting wing. It resembled a prison wall. There were sharp iron spikes along it. Trees inside the wall had been so clipped and pruned that they afforded no means of invasion. There was one door, tall and narrow, studded with iron nails, but it presented not even a keyhole to suggest that it was ever opened. There was a deathly silence, emphasized by the liquid song note of a mina, somewhere in a cage beyond the wall.

Is this where that young lady has to live? Quorn asked.

It is where she dies, the babu answered. Death and monotonous virtue are the same thing only more so. She has had a Swiss, a Swedish and a Cincinnati governess, but none of them could be so pure so permanently. I assure you, it is not opportunity but the absence of it that inserts the sting in chastity. A visitor or two, politely reprehensible but self-restrained, to make the governesses happy, might have saved our Sankyamuni from the solitude that frets her to such rebellion. Ah me! The Maharajah, too, was just a little tactless. Had he insulted them with money  who knows? But he honored them with offers of gratuitous amours. The governesses went away. Oh solitude, what crimes are born within thy cruel womb! She sees no one  no one!

Well, he told us you could see her.

Same as keeper telling us to enter cage and pet some tigers! You suppose a Maharajah is a master in his own house? He is more like a man in delirium tremens swatting rats that wont obey him. Were you ever photographed? You stand still and watch for the birdie. Dont move. When you see the shutter open, keep on looking straight in front of you, and dont watch me.

He chose a good-sized lump of broken stone and used it on the door as if he meant to break his way in. He made a thunderous, scandalous noise. He kept it up for two or three minutes, then listened, threw the stone away and stepped aside, crowding himself against the wall. Quorn, straight in front of the door, stood as directed, arguing to himself that serious trouble could hardly come of standing still and doing nothing. But the truth was, he felt so curious that his spine tingled. He couldnt hear himself breathe.

There was a sound of creaky bolts at last. The door opened gingerly. A surly, angry voice demanded Koi hai? No answer. Then the door opened wide. A man stood framed in it who held an ancient sword which quivered in his right hand. His broken teeth, beneath a black moustache, were like the fangs of malice. He stared at Quorn, muttered, then swore aloud at him. Probably Quorn looked frightened, and perhaps he even took a half-step backwards. Either that, or else his own chained-watch-dog disposition, tempted the man to swagger forward to where he could swing the sword more easily. He fell  as sudden and as silent as a pole-axed beef  stunned by a blow on the back of the neck from the babus left fist, that he used as Firpo once used his to club Jack Dempsey.

Come on, said the babu calmly, Bring the sword and lock the door.

He gathered up the fallen warrior as easily as if he had knocked out weight as well as consciousness. Inside the door there was a roofed passage, closed by another door at the far end. To the right was a small room containing a bench, a table, a water-jar and a roll of shabby bedding. Chullunder Ghose laid his victim on the table. He trussed him to it skilfully with the cord from the bedding roll and with the mans own turban that contained not less than thirty yards of thin, hand-woven silk. Then he locked the door on him and dropped the key out through a tiny iron-barred window high up in the passage wall.

Are you afraid? he asked Quorn.

Me? Hell. What of? No. Why?

Liar , said the babu. Then he opened the door at the far end and, as casually as if he owned the place, led the way into the loveliest garden Quorn had ever seen. It was a blaze of color, and so silent that he felt like walking on tiptoe. The way the babu walked seemed sacrilegious, swaggering along a path between glorious roses, actually humming to himself and swinging his right arm like a senator rehearsing his speech on his way to the Capitol. Quorn followed, doubtful whether he had better keep his distance for safetys sake, or keep close to the babu for the same reason. He felt sure of nothing, except that he was going into danger. Self-respect did not permit him to desert the babu, no matter what might happen. But he was making a fool of himself; he knew that. It was not reassuring knowledge.

The path twisted and wound until it passed the corner of the palace wing and brought them to a green lawn watered by a maze of sprinklers that flung whirling cascades of diamonds above the sunlit green. There were splendid ancient trees there, and a fountain long ago imported by a prince who liked the realistic sort of Gallic nudity which leaves imagination nothing to invent. There was a Queen Anne window in a semi-Gothic, near-ecclesiastic addition to an Italian wall of the Neapolitan ice-cream Renaissance period, all grafted on to ancient mouse-gray masonry. Art for the love of opulence had had her innings. The Queen Anne window opened on a classical Greek portico with Corinthian marble columns and a Byzantine roof of fluted copper sheeting. Quorn was pop-eyed. So were several of the palace women; they were sunning themselves, unveiled, against the marble columns. Three of them fled indoors. One stood her ground, one rather older than the others; it was she who insolently asked the babu what he wanted.

Quorn knew enough of the language to follow the argument. The babu pointed to a little summer-house beyond the unchaste fountain. He declared he had the Maharajahs written order to discuss important business with the Princess. He would interview her in the summer-house, and she must waste no time, since the matter was urgent. Where was the written order? How did anyone suppose he could have got into the garden without giving up the order to the gate man?

And besides, he added, in a lower voice that blended impudence and confidence, are you her enemy? If I snap fingers there will be a change of women here in sixty minutes!

Then he sat down, fat and friendly looking, on a marble pedestal beside the steps that led up to the portico. Quorn stood near him, sweating, too uncomfortable to explain his own sensations to himself.

Taking chances, arent we? he suggested.

Million to one shot! said the babu. Is that not ridiculous enough without hysterics also? Fortunately I am sleepy so I cant feel frightened. Should his Highness catch us, we are out of luck I tell you.

Hell, he said for you to see her.

Said the spider to the fly. Am using TNTmanship. It is the art of crashing thin ice to arrive at roots of riddles. As a skater I am no good. Cant trust ice or women. If that woman is as shrewd as you are nervous, we are likely to resemble nothing much in less than half-a-jiffy. Verb sap. Did I tie that gateman tight enough? If he should break loose

Guess you killed him, said Quorn.

Oh, I hope so! Did you ever kill a person? Murder is the only squeam remaining to me. As a composite immoralist one soon runs out of devilish sensations. As a solace, murder is dependable when all else seems so stupid. She is coming. I behold her. I regret to have to tell you that your fear was quite unnecessary. It is saddening to waste ones worst emotions on an empty nothing. I must hope to do a little better for you next time.

It was gradually dawning on Quorns not too quick mind that behind a barricade of nonsense the babu was coolly intelligent. Unwilling to admit that he was beginning to like the man, he did feel less distrustful of him. He eyed him so narrowly that he hardly noticed the Princess. She was veiled and swathed in silken saris, hurrying between two women down a path toward the summer-house.

You quit your kidding, he said to the babu. Talk on the level to me, and Ill treat you equal.

Solemnly the babu stared. His speculative, skeptical, alert eyes darkened with a kind of humorous inscrutability. He looked like a figure of self-control, in graven rock, by Rodin. Then his throat moved as if he tested it before he trusted it to speak.

Fraternity, he said at last, is scratch me and I scratch you, but the devil take the hindmost. Liberty is live and let live, if the vested interests permit. What is equality?

All men are born equal, said Quorn. Equal opportunity and equal rights. One mans as good as another.

Verb sap. Let us go and meet an equal, said the babu. Let us share and share alike such disillusion as awaits platonic libertines. Equality! If we are equal to a situation  three things equal to the same thing  Ah! you duffer  you forgot that Einstein has abolished Euclid. Relativity is female  aged eighteen, I tell you  TNTically disrespectful. Lead on. My equality has four flats. You go ahead and tell her you are equal to her. That way  to the right around the fountain, and then straight on.

Quorn went forward. Princess or no Princess, he was not going to be chaffed out of countenance by a heathen babu.


X

I Can Act As Crazy As A March Hare Too, I Reckon.

Quorn had manners. He stood facing the summer-house door with the natural dignity of an event that has happened. He appeared entirely unselfconscious and incurious. He waited to be spoken to. He rather wondered at his own poise  always had been rather puzzled by his own intuitive behavior whenever circumstances put him in a false position. Nervousness had a trick of deserting him at critical moments, leaving him nothing to carry on with but his own inherent good sense.

Gunga sahib, said a voice as full of liquid laughter as a pebbly spring. He could see nothing, because the inside of the little shrine-shaped house was all in shadow. Is it good-by? Are you a dream? Or are you real?

Yours to command, Miss. He could think of nothing else to answer.

Has Chullunder Ghose confided in you?

Him, Miss? Hes said plenty. Im not saying I believe him or I dont believe him. Maybe youve opinions that youd like to have me listen to?

Would you believe me?

Miss, it isnt in my character to disbelieve a lady. But Im good at keeping out of mischief. I could listen, supposing you wished that.

Do you like being Gunga sahib?

No, Miss.

I dont like my situation either. Shall we help each other?

Miss, Im an ignorant man. If youll forgive me giving you advice, Id say you need an expert.

Isnt babu Chullunder Ghose an expert?

Miss, according to him hes the only one alive and out o prison.

You dont trust him?

Miss, Ive had to.

Was it unsafe?

Im not dead yet.

You dont like him?

Quorn scratched his forehead. For the first time he was aware of the carmine that Chullunder Ghose had slyly smeared that morning when he bound the turban on so carefully. He examined his middle fingernail.

I like his cheek, Miss. Hes a slick customer. Id trust him off my own bat maybe half as far as I could throw an elephant with one hand.

But he promised me to have you appointed Master of the Elephants. Hasnt he done it?

Yes, Miss. When I see the contract Ill believe my own eyes.

Dont you ever  what is the expression?  dont you ever take a long chance?

Seems to me, Miss, that Im taking one this minute. Me and Maharajahs arent two of a kind. If what Ive read in books is on the level, palace eunuchs arent particular how they hop to it. They give a man the works if they can catch him.

She gave a little squeal of laughter. My attendants are women. The only eunuch is the gateman, and he is not at liberty to leave his post, she answered.

I noticed that, Miss.

But what a phrase! Give them the works! Is that right? Gunga sahib, that expresses it exactly! I intend to give the works to all Narada  and to all this stuffy conventional life  and all this cruelty  and all the priests  and superstition  and silly prejudice  and dirt  and uneconomical, unscientific misgovernment  and degradation of women  and unsanitary habits

Sounds, Miss, like a primary election platform.

I will wear that as a motto! I will have it done in gold and jewels! Give them the works! Oh, wonderful!

But we begin, said a baritone voice, by being less conspicuous. Sahiba, this babu is satisfied that three of your attendant ladies are dependable unless depended on too much. The others are amenable to expert flattery  too loving to betray you unless tempted. It is best that nobody should know too much, however. So, in view of unconventional intentions, please dismiss the two who sit there with you.

But they dont know English?

Star of Heaven, secrets and a womans knowledge are identical. A woman only tells you what she doesnt know. What she knows, she tells to others at the wrong time. Were they sleeping all the while you were at English lessons? It is bad enough for us to have to trust each other, Moon of Magnanimity! This fatness is not fatuous; I am a taker of tremendous chances. But about takeable chances there is some uncertainty. There is no uncertainty whatever about trusting more than one woman at once.

Oh, very well. There was a whispered interlude. Two veiled, a little too secretive looking women left the building by a back door. The babu watched them well on their way toward the palace before he thrust Quorn forward with a hand in the small of his back. They entered side by side into a small, octagonal, wide-windowed chamber that contained a divan and a few small tables. There was a fountain-pen on the table, a box of paper, and one of those leather-bound books with a brass lock in which financiers keep their real balances, and young folk write such secrets as they burn in later years. The room was rather dim, because creepers hung in dense cascades of green and yellow from the low eaves. But the Princess, on a straight chair by the table, sat where broken sunlight streamed in; and as they entered she threw off her veil with a shoulder-shrug and a little laugh of what was probably excitement. Quorn had seen a young girl at Atlantic City make exactly the same gesture as she threw off a beach-robe and dared propriety in an up-to-date bathing suit. She motioned to them, so they sat down on the divan, Chullunder Ghose bare-footed, drawing up his legs and squatting like a fat god.

Do you keep a diary, sahiba? he demanded.

She stared at him, almost as if he had questioned her about her underwear.

Burn it! he commanded. Burn it! An important diary is evidence of thought, and thought is treasonable anywhere, at all times and in all lands. An unimportant diary is worse. Whoever steals it learns your sentimental weakness, and you are at his mercy.

It is only poetry, she answered, locking the book in the table drawer.

Self am poet also, said the babu, but myself am poetry enough to keep me busy. Am a free verse  difficult indeed to set to music.

The Princess lighted a cigarette. Let us lay aside all silly etiquette, she proposed; and she appeared to believe that was easy to do. She knew  of course she knew, that she was lovelier to look at than a dewy rose in sunlight. She was perfectly aware of the line of her leg, and of the harmony of color where her ivory foot peeped forth from dawn-hued gossamer. Perhaps she thought that men are unobservant, or unemotional, and that they dont rely on etiquette to govern impulse. I enjoy being called Miss, it is so delightfully informal and democratic. I would be a communist, if communists would let me, but they think Im anarchistic; and to me they seem such terrible old superstitious fogies, all afraid of new ideas. I will call you Gunga sahib. The name fits you. And besides, you will have to get used to it sooner or later.

The sooner the better, said the babu. Moon of Modesty, are you used to the thought of trusting all your destiny to one throw of the Dice of Danger? There are fifty thousand women within a five-mile radius, not one of whom would hesitate to take a pink risk for a good fat profit. You have got to take a bloody red risk for a rats chance of a royal flush. There is a fortune in the kitty  but a cold deck.

She frowned a little. What does that mean?

Cards are stacked and you have nothing much to draw to, except the joker. Self am which. Do you intend to listen to me?

I intend to trust you, she answered.

The babu glanced at Quorn sideways. Self-esteem, he remarked, is sweeter than success but not so necessary. You prefer your comforts?

Quorn was noncommittal. Talk horse, he retorted.

Suddenly the babus face changed. He assumed that graven rock expression that had made Quorn almost like him. He was serious, not solemn; it would have been impossible for him to be solemn and not ridiculous. But he was energy incarnate  concentrated sincerity, selfconsciously bent on realism.

Miss! he said with emphasis. I speak to you as dam-Dutch uncle, if you know what that is! Listen to me. Self am flotsam on a wave of circumstances, same as anybody. Disillusionment is my meat. Do you wish to be a heroine? Or are you human? Can you be a heroine from the heels up, but a human from the head down? Can you laugh at yourself?

She stared hard. Am I funny?

Yes  unless you see the joke, he answered. If you see it, you are hot stuff. Caesar, let me tell you, was irresistible and bad luck had to take a back seat, for as long as a sense of humor kept him laughing at himself. But when he was a hero in his own eyes, then the gang got dangerous and snickersneed him.

Oh well, Caesar was a man, she answered. All men are victims of vanity.

Cleopatra was a woman, said the babu. So were Catherine the Great and Queen Elizabeth. Until they thought of themselves as heroines they had it easy. Are you a heroine? If so, this babu isnt having any! Martyrdom is no good. I assure you, it is no more dignified to die a Joan of Arc, with flames for a chemise, than it is to be a bawdy woman in a bad-house. Either way, you only minister to monstrous animality. Am animal, but attitudinist. An elementary idealism forces this babu to kid himself he isnt foul enough to mislead bravery. But heroism isnt honest. Honesty incorrigibly causes self-analysis. If same is competently undertaken, comedy is so self-evident that even flattery and appetite seem funny. Fun and fortune are the same thing. Fortune and solemnity are opposites.

Am I to laugh myself out of this prison? she asked. I thought you came here to advise me seriously.

Marvelous sahiba, seriousness is mere mountebankery compared to my emotion! Let us bargain. In exchange for nothing but my own self-entertainment, I will fly like fathead into face of Providence and beat the rules or bust, until you reign as Maharanee of Narada  if  but only if  you promise me to play, not prostitute your talents in the pro bono publico stews of self-humiliation.

Pro bono what? she demanded. What does that mean?

Soul of unborn Indiscretions, this babu, like Shakespere, has a very little Latin and a lot less Greek. But natural suspiciousness induces me to think the words may mean morality is mediocrity. If that is true, the public should be grateful if it gets no worse than what is coming to it. Verb sap. After you are Maharanee

I have promised. You shall be chief of my ministers.

Am incorruptible immoralist. As helpmeet to a heroine, am worse than caviar to a giraffe. So we will cross that puddle of conundrums as per schedule, same as train on wet track, if we reach it. After you are Maharanee, you may do exactly as you dam-please. You may be a reformer. You may get religion. You may thumb your nose at Reason and behave like Gandhi on the greasy pole of popular approval. I am speaking of preliminaries. I exact a promise from you to be sensible to start with. Never mind what happens afterwards. You are neither a child of destiny, which was the skin of a banana that Napoleon set his heel on; nor a favorite of the gods, which was the gullibility that disillusioned Marie Antoinette; nor a credulous romanticist, which was the handicap of Mary Queen of Scots. And you are neither orthodox, which was the fault of Charles the First; nor pious, which was James the Seconds failing. You are not sentimental. You are not a superior young person. You are not cynical. You know morality is morbid jaundice, due to lack of an imagination; and you know imagination is the door of opportunity. But opportunity is damned exacting and demands a sense of humor. So you laugh at yourself. But you take damned good care nobody else does, unless you foresee you will laugh last. Promise!

She smiled, a bit perplexed. I will try to remember it all, she answered.

Star of heaven, it is too late for a tryout. We have got to hit this unforgiving opportunity so accurately on the snout that it will know its master! To be merciful to opportunities is just as foolish as to cry for spilt milk. Do you know the temple where the Jains treat injured animals?

I know it well, she answered. I have often sent them gifts. I sent a cat there to be treated, but it died. They set my minas broken leg, however, and

They weep, the babu interrupted, over spilt milk.

Oh. Why?

Orthodoxy, said the babu. Same old story. Applesauce for goose is good for turkey-buzzard  same hymn for a virgin and a venerable roué  ethics same for tiger and a titmouse. Jains dont eat meat. Consequently, tigers mustnt, dogma being as illogical as calculus but easier to preach. A tiger is sent to them  fine one  born in captivity  nice tame triple-extra treachery in stripes  incalculable very  very sick, though  calculably manageable pro tem. He is pap fed. He recovers. He is milk fed. Convalescence makes him ravenous, however. So he upsets milk in argumentative request for change of diet. Orthodoxy up against it, same as a Mohammedan with only ham and wine and some one looking. Do you get my idea?

No, she answered.

Point is: will you take a tigerish chance?

I will take any chance you advise, she answered val- iantly.

Miss, Miss! Thats not clever, Quorn objected.

Have him tell you all about it first. You think it over, and then talk it over.

Why? she asked. I said I trust him. If I live to trust nobody else, I will trust him.

Why, Miss? He admits he isnt moral.

He is the only friend I have, she answered. If it turns out badly, I will not regret I trusted him. It would be much worse to go on living this way, than to die in a forlorn hope.

Miss, is it as bad as that? Quorn asked.

She eyed him steadily. If I could go mad, she said after a moment, then perhaps I could endure this existence. But I cant go mad. I only suffer. So it is better to act madly, and to win free or take the consequences.

Very well, Miss. Quorn made up his mind that instant. It occurred to him that life would not be comfortable in the knowledge that she had failed for lack, perhaps, of something he might have done about it, though he had no idea what. I can act as crazy as a March hare too, I reckon. But Im no hero. Dont expect it of me. Im an ignorant man, and Im timid. As much as its in me to do, Ill see you through your trouble.

I thank you, Gunga sahib. There was wisdom in her. She said nothing about compensation. But she looked excited.

Quorn turned to the babu. Watch your step, he recommended. Trip up, and youll reckon with me, if its my last act.

Now what? Quickly! said the Princess, intervening to prevent the stab of answering wit that might have led to anger. What do I do?

Write a letter to the Jains, O Song of heaven. Ask them to present to you the tiger that you hear embarrasses their magnanimity. Invite them to deliver same carnivorous obscenity to bearer, who is faithful but anonymous. Suggest that their immediate necessities might stir your regal generosity if you should know their nature. Sign your name and seal the letter; then let this babu entrust it to an unknown messenger.

She wrote, her eyes aglow with curiosity. Her lips were set firm. Her chin was reckless.

Read it, she said. Then: Couldnt you have asked them? Dont you know them?

Yes, sahiba. But they know me. Jains are pious people. Piety implies a critical mistrust of realism such as motivates this impiously contemplative student of their views! But oh, how much they will enjoy a letter! Now I kiss feet. I beg leave to go like bat in blazes.

Go if you must. But what next?

Hush, hush! Secrecy is so important that I let my lips not know what my imagination hatches! Trust us! He included Quorn in a retreating gesture of conspiracy and mutual esteem, then bowed his way out backward, pulling Quorn too.

Come on, he commanded. It is better to be hot than Hollywooded. In a minute, she would melt our reticence like Myrna Loy in movies. She is wonderful, but it is better she should fret than ruin spontaneity with too much reason. Cold feet come of hot enthusiasm overfed with facts, I tell you. Where did you put the gatemans shudder-maker?

Stuck it in the bushes.

Get it then and give it to me. Get the key too.

Quorn obeyed. He overtook the babu in the gate-house. The babu unlocked the door and cut the prisoner loose with the sword. It was as sharp as a razor. He returned it to the victim, who was still half-dazed.

There, take it, he commanded. Show your gratitude, you carrion! Had I not spoken for you, gone was your job! I spoke, however, and the Princess has forgiven you for being such a badmash  such a beshirm! Silence  do you understand me? Speak of it  think of it  even remember it  and I will tell the Maharajah you habitually pass in visitors! Do you understand me?

Yes, sahib.

Will you speak of it?

Nay, sahib.

And when I knock another time, will you admit me?

Yes, sahib.

The babu turned to Quorn. Embarrass him with riches. Give him a glare and a growl and rupees ten. Then get your elephant and go home. I will see you after midnight, near the wall behind Asokas picket.


XI

They Will Say Now That Asoka Is Not Blesséd.

It takes much time for ancient India to become commonplace, so that a man can accept what he sees and understand his own reaction to events. For the first time in his experience Quorn felt life flowing through him, colorful and vivid. Yet he felt like a man in a day-dream. It was natural, and yet it was not. It was strange, mysterious, incredible, yet real. It was even terrifying. It felt as if sudden death, from unknown causes, might occur now  in an hour  in a day. More than a day ahead was unimaginable. Philadelphia was somewhere in a half-remembered former life, vivid enough at moments but impossible to correlate with this experience.

The most puzzling part of it was that it seemed so natural to ride through swarming streets on an obedient elephant. To avoid being stared at, he lay prone on the elephants neck, but even so he excited interest. The name Gunga sahib was on all mens lips. It seemed to him that there was rather less enthusiasm than there had been  rather more watchful waiting, as if the crowd anticipated something they were warned would happen. Once or twice he thought he noticed sly smiles of the wait and see sort, and they made him shudder. But the sensation of swaying along so high above the crowd, and of being important, yet feeling unimportant, of understanding none of it, yet feeling himself to be essential to it all, so swamped all else that thought was almost in abeyance. It was no use reasoning about unreasonable things. Babu  Maharajah  palace  Princess  elephants  there was nothing to compare them with. It wasnt even like the movies. It was least of all like digging graves in Philadelphia and reading books by men, who, he began to suspect, knew not much after all.

Realism? he said to himself. Almost all the writers of the five-cent books are realists, or rationalists, or materialists, or Reds. I wonder. Is there such a thing as being so incredulous you cant see truth until it hits you for a home run?

Things seemed real when he reached the compound. It was known already who was Master of the Elephants, though no one told from whom the information came, and no one would confess to having seen the babu. Moses was in the compound waiting for him, ostentatiously exuding flattery, but curiously careful how he phrased congratulations.

Oh, I am overjoyed, sir! Oh, I know how absolutelee wonderful it must feel. And the salaree is no doubt most remunerative. Affluence is so nice. I am hoping, though, your honors resignation from the mission is not written just yet?

Why the hell should you care? Quorn asked. You aint fired. You follow me. Might happen youd rate five or so a month more money if you pull yourself together.

I am veree grateful. Moses one eye somehow qualified the gratitude with doubt. It was a thought I had, that possiblee  your honor  I mean  is there a hurree?

What the hell are you driving at? There is so little to do at the mission.

Dont I know it?

It is comfortable  it is cleaner at the mission. Will your honor sleep here?

Quorn glanced at the shed where he had had his first drink with Chullunder Ghose. There was room for a cot. There was a veranda  two armchairs  and quantities of water. He was not a man who craved luxury, as Moses knew well. But Moses oriental half was on the qui vive.

Here are manee not so veree conscientious people. Could you not deputize me to be the mission caretaker? Then the safe if not so profitable position would be still yours, should this eleephantine change appear unfortunate.

I get you. Quorn was quick enough to see the drift of that idea. You want my job at the mission in case Im murdered  that it?

There are jealousees and so forth, said Moses. Possiblee your honor does not comprehend them all.

Luckily for you, Im deaf o one ear, Quorn answered. Take my tip and hold your jaw. Youll learn in plenty o time about my job at the mission.

He went the round. He inspected the elephants one by one, examining their feet. The circus men in Philadelphia had told him that elephants feet are their weakness. He had often watched the job of paring corns with a chisel and mallet. He knew exactly what to look for, and he was not so naïve as to think that the mahouts were conscientious. He found plenty of fault, but he needed Moses to interpret, since his own vocabulary lacked as yet the technical expressions that mahouts use.

Presently he invaded the store-shed and discovered quantities of oil. He ordered the elephants oiled that morning. Moses repeated the order unenthusiastically. No move was made to obey. And then Quorn noticed that he was receiving no obedience at all. No elephant was down, having his corns cut; they were all standing, and the mahouts stood by as if expecting something.

Tellem, he said to Moses, if they dont hop to it, therell be hell here such as they aint used to. Wait a minute. Tell me first whats the big idea. Whats eating em?

They wait, said Moses, for the heathen cereemonee. This is the day on which the high priest always blesses all the elephants.

Why didnt you tell me that?

You did not ask, said Moses.

How soon?

Presentlee.

Exasperated, but suppressing the temptation to declare war there and then on anything that challenged his authority, Quorn strolled to his chair beside Asoka, filled his pipe and sat down.

You stay by, he ordered Moses. Soon as this here high priest has strutted his stuff, Ill strut mine; and Ill need you so there wont be no mistake about my meaning. Fetch a chair and sit beside me.

They were seated there together when a band of weirdly unfamiliar music struck on Quorns ears. It resembled, more than anything else he knew, the din of carnival, heard from a couple of streets away, when ten or a dozen mechanical instruments, all playing different tunes, are working full blast. All the elephants began to sway as if their lives depended on it. The mahouts raised their hands to their foreheads and bowed. Quorn tilted back his chair, one leg crossed over the other, and assumed the air of brassy and contemptuous indifference with which he would have looked on at a procession of the Knights of Pythias. But as the procession came into the compound he had hard work not to betray his curiosity.

He would not have believed that such a person as that high priest existed, if his own eyes had not seen him. Magic, in Quorns imagination, meant Houdini or the conjurer who filled in at the picture palace back in Philadelphia. Black magic was boloney  something that the suckers fell for, and that ignorant European peasants gradually sloughed off when they emigrated to the U.S.A. He had heard of Wops who still believe in the evil eye; and he had read in the paper that witches now and then still haunt the rural districts of even enlightened Pennsylvania. But there was nothing to it. Five-cent books had made him positive on that point. Spiritualism was even less than boloney, it was hooey; and in fact all mysticism came under the general heading of horse-feathers  not to be taken seriously by any man of sanity and self-respect.

Yet  here was this high priest! And it wasnt a circus, in spite of all the elephants and costumes. It wasnt music that the band played  not in Quorns ears. Music was Sousas marches, one-step, two-step, fox-trot, and The Gangs All Here. This was mystery stuff that made a fellows backbone curdle and reduced his thinking process to a sort of frenzy, as if static were coming over fifty radios at once and he were trying to pick out Mac- Namees description of a prize-fight. That high priest was a chocolate-creamy maniac from some kids story book. But was he? Bughouse Bill was Quorns name for him, instantly invented  never to be substituted; in sheer self-defense, he would call that expert Bughouse Bill forever. For he surely was an expert, and Quorn knew he was  feared him  hated him  shrunk, within himself, away from him, and outwardly insulted him with slightly over-done indifference. Quorns eyes saved his face; they were too saturnine to betray horror, even when he knew the high priest saw him and was watching him sideways. Moses, solar topee in his hand, stood up respectfully, unable to endure the strain of Quorns contemptuous attitude.

Sucker! said Quorn. But Moses bowed his head.

The high priest, all in white, with shaven head and naked breast and belly, stalked the earth like deaths grandfather. Surely he invented death  begat it! His ascetic body, rib by rib, was unreality electroplated on an idea! His movements were stealthy and hypnotic thought, expressed in cautious action, arrogant but ten times as alert as a leopards. He had high cheek-bones. His eyes were as agate as Quorns but touched with red, lashless. He had no eyebrows. His heavy eyelids were as wrinkled as walnut-shells; his eyes peered steadily out from under them like an alligators.

As he passed each elephant he raised his right hand casually, barely as high as his shoulder. Six robed priests behind him swung their censers then, exactly to the same height, toward the indicated beast that swayed at its picket. There was a sudden cloud of incense smoke. Obedient to its mahout each elephant in turn acknowledged, with an upraised trunk, its individual blessing, and the band blared ritual disharmony that indicated godly recognition of the act and deed. Thirty-five or forty temple ministrants in white robes, following the men with censers, chanted nasally like irritated wasps. As many nautch girls, naked-bellied but arrayed in savage copper-purple splashed on naked skin, clashed their anklets and sang like harpies snarling through tinny megaphones. They looked to Quorn like birds of prey. He suspected them of being cannibals. They brought back to his mind, too, stories he had read of goings-on when Rome was learning about vice in Syria. They hardly danced; theirs was a movement more resembling waves  a spastic surge, repeated and repeated. It aroused the puritan antagonism that was close to the surface of Quorns self-taught skepticism.

As the high priest reached Asoka, Quorns eyes met his for perhaps one second. Then the priests hand went up and the censers swung. Asoka stood still; he was not even swaying. He was used to await the order when the priests went by, and Quorn gave none. He had resumed his swaying by the time the nautch girls reached him. Quorn was still considering the high priests stare, detesting it and steeling the strength of prejudice, accepting enmity  enjoying it. He noticed, though, that all the nautch girls stared at him and Asoka.

That is terrible, said Moses. They will say now that Asoka is not blesséd.

Me an you are missionaries. Well baptize him, Quorn retorted irritably. He was having to restrain himself. A man who might be a priest or something of the sort, who had been following the procession, had detached himself and was drawing nearer. He was grinning, but the grin was wry and lean, and he was making gestures that suggested anything but laughter. They were hardly ceremonial. They might be deaf-and-dumb signs, comprehensible to anyone who knew that alphabet. Indifference was difficult to keep up under that ordeal. Moses, frankly terrified, caught at the back of Quorns chair:

Oh, do be respectful to him! Do be sensible! he muttered.

If he wants my goat, hes got to get it he-man fashion, said Quorn. If he gets it, hell know it.

But he is a personage!

Shucks!

The personage approached. One of his gestures was to spread two fingers of his right hand and to point them straight at Quorns eyes. He approached then within about two strides, so that Quorn got the smell of the incense on his garments. But he spoke to Moses, looking straight at Moses  spoke so rapidly that Quorn couldnt catch one word he uttered. Then he passed on, following the procession, walking normally as if his act were finished.

What did he say?

I dont know.

How come then youre terror-stricken? Tell me.

No, no, sir, I did not understand him.

That so? Then youre fired for lying. How much do I owe you? Draw your money and get the hell from here.

But sir, I am a poor man. Dont be angree  I am veree much upset. I

Come across or quit. No argument. What did he tell you?

Sir, if he had said it of me, I would go away from here so rapidlee I

Shoot, I say! What did he tell you?

It is veree bad luck, sir, to tell such superstitious sayings. Should I say it, I should have to go to confession to a priest. But how can I? There is no priest in Narada.

Bad luck, eh? said Quorn. Youd better confess to me, you sucker! See here, me and youve been tolerable friendly. But you see this? Knotted knuckles stopped within a foot of Moses nose. You talk, or youll learn what bad luck is. Youll need a set o new front teeth and a job too. Come on.

Sir, he said  oh, no, I dare not say it!

Come on!

Sir, he said  before the moon is full, your spirit shall incarnate in a worm within the belly of a dog that has mange and rabies.

Is that all? Hell, I thought hed threatened me!

Sir, it is superstitious magic, but so veree dangerous that

Shucks. You go and bring my dinner. Cut along now, and forget I talked rough. After dinner you can find a porter and fetch my cot here. You sleep at the mission till I tell you what next.

Moses went off in a hurry. He would have been useless anyhow to talk to the mahouts  too nervous. Quorn was curious to find out whether he could make mahouts, who had seen him cursed, obey him. He knew well, everyone of the mahouts had seen and understood. He half expected to have to make some bloody-nosed examples, and he wondered how far it was safe to go. Not having seen a knife used as an argument against authority, nor ever having had to analyze his food, he was not afraid of knives or poison. But he did not want to begin with a general strike on his hands. He rather hoped the miserable head mahout would come and beg for re-instatement; as a subordinate, well-watched and disciplined, he might be useful, for a while at any rate.

However, there was another surprise awaiting him. He was obeyed on the instant. The mahouts went to work in a hurry. Every elephant in the compound, including Asoka, was given a thorough grooming. The mahouts appeared to think a priestly cursing had increased Quorns potency for evil so that it was unsafe to disobey him in the slightest detail. Letting well enough alone, he invaded the shed and made a list of all the stores; and by the time that Moses brought his dinner he was feeling good-tempered  almost unsuspicious.

If I can get them priests to curse me reglar, once a month, he said to Moses, Ive a notion I can run this job to suit my sense o whats what.

Oh, sir, priestlee cursing is a veree deadlee sin, said Moses.

Shucks. Aint you a Christian?

Certainlee. But so were all the holee saints who died in torment. It is necessaree not to be a sinner, but it is not necessaree to be made a martyr.

Quorn stuck a spoon into curry and rice. Im agin that too, he answered. Im too ornery to burn meek. Reckon, for a martyr, Id be kind o cantankerous. If they can martyr me, theyre welcome, but  its swell curry. Youre a good cook.

Oh, sir, do not be irreverent, said Moses.


XII

I Fear No Foe In Funny Underwear.

Things went so smoothly that Quorn took a nap in the afternoon. There were no orders for the elephants. Except that during certain seasons of the year they had to haul a little lumber in the hills, it appeared that there never was much for them to do. Every other day or so a few of them would haul grass, but most of the grass was delivered in ox-carts by contractors. There were now and then public processions, and more rarely a royal ceremony in which the elephants had to take part, but on the whole it was a lazy life they led, chained to their pickets, with a bath and a scrub in the river whenever they needed it.

The shed that Quorn appropriated to his own use backed against a high wall. There was a narrow door in the wall that looked as if it had not been opened for a hundred years. He discovered that Chullunder Ghose had a locker in the shed, and a cot too. However, the job was his, so the shed was his; he set the babus cot against a side wall and had his own put opposite, with a table between.

Im hospitable. If his nibs dont like it, he can pull freight.

He liked the shed. It had a sort of hide-out atmosphere, exactly suiting Quorns observant, solitary disposition. From the small veranda, and through the little windows at both ends, he could overlook the entire compound. It was so close to Asokas picket that he could call to him and get him used to the sound of his voice. There was a shelf where he could keep his five-cent books. All he lacked was a daily paper to make conditions perfect.

Having had his nap and made his rounds, he sat and read a book on the Failure of Christian Missions, by McCabe, whose bitter advocacy of eternal ignorance of anything but blood and brains precisely suited the occasion. He enjoyed the thought that intellectuals are sometimes more stupid than other people. It helped to make his own bewilderment a bit less irritating.

There are more learned fools in the world than you could shake a stick at, he commented. He had given many a nickel to Christian missions. He refused to believe he had been choused of his money. He felt he needed all his confidence in Christianity to help him keep a cool head in the midst of all this heathen hocus-pocus. As a lay custodian of mission property, he felt he belonged to the Christian camp. As one who had been publicly cursed by a heathen, he felt that he was bound in common honesty to take a stiff view; and he wished he had a Bible with him, that he might read up about the whoredoms of the Jews, who brought the truth into the world. He knew there was an angle there that he had never thoroughly considered. Careful study of it might enable him to understand his duty to religion  and the Princess.

He was aware of two exactly opposite opinions about the Princess, each of which was equally convincing. Was she a Jezebel? Was she a whoore o Babylon? Was she an unfilial, immodest vixen, treacherously plotting, with a rogue who boasted of his immorality, to seize her fathers throne and play old Harry with established law and order? It seemed that way. Or was she an honest youngster, too well educated for her station in life, and too high spirited to submit to conventional cruelties, determined, at whatever risk, to try to make a change? That seemed true, too. Had her governesses taught her a corrupt idealism? Quorn mistrusted foreigners of all sorts; he had read of governesses who were used as spies in international intrigues.

I wouldnt put it past them Roossians to have stirred her up, deliberate, with Red ideas. That fat babu said he was in Roossia  said he was run out o Roossia. Sayings easier than doing. Maybe he was told to say he had been run out. Roossians who were sending him to India to propagand a Bolsheviki upset o the government ud hardly ship him to the border in a nickel-plated special.

Then there was the Maharajah to consider. Quorn held no brief for hereditary despotisms. He had even less use for polygamy, in theory or practice. But as Master of the Elephants his boss was certainly the Maharajah. That was an awkward predicament. To do his duty by the elephants was not enough to offset a conspiracy against their owner. To desert the mission was an equally doubtful proposition. Hadnt he better have thought a bit before making the jump?

Bughouse Bills not serious. Hes ugly, but hes no more dangerous than one o them there fish that make faces at you in the aquarium. But whos this British Resident thats coming? Whatll he say to a white man on the Maharajahs pay-roll? Seems to me Ive heard the British know their onions at raising hell for anyone they didnt okay. Theyd be running the United States this minute if it werent for having raised such hell that nobody could stand it. Say he ships me. He could do it. He could run me out of India like Emma Goldman getting the air from the U.S. Then whered I be? No job. No credentials that a nigger ud look at. Unemployment. Breadline. Not so rosy!

Moses brought his dinner. Moses one eye almost looked astonished not to find him dead already. After dinner he sent Moses home with a flea in his ear, then took his chair and went and sat beside Asoka, comforted by the big brutes proximity. That set him thinking about elephants and wondering again why elephants and he were on such naturally good terms. He could almost feel Asokas satisfaction when he sat down near him.

The compound was a marvel of beauty. The mahouts were cooking, and their fires glowed crimson through the trees. Enormous shadows moved amid the gloom. The stars looked as large as saucers, on a sky whose blackness held the whole range of blue and purple. There was audible silence  feather-footed secrets stealthily confiding in each other until night seemed one vast secret of tomorrows plans. There were good smells, earthy and indistinguishable without an effort from sight and sound. The senses all led to the same emotion. They were one experience. Their effect was feeling. It was psychic  dreamy. Quorn dozed until his pipe dropped and awoke him  smoked again until he dozed. And it was midnight.

Asoka had lain down to sleep, but was up again, fidgeting. There were some sounds behind the high wall. Quorn heard Asokas new steel picket-ring clink on the chain as he tested its strength. There was no moon. It was too dark to see details; Asoka was a big black shadow, not now swaying as he did in the daytime, but erect, alert, each movement definite and ominous. Staring, Quorn could see the monsters trunk extended and the huge ears moving. There was something wrong. He spoke. Asoka grumbled, turning sideways, testing with his trunk suspicious smells that reached him, so it seemed, upwind and from over the wall. There were signs of a tantrum brewing. Other elephants apparently had sensed a general alarm and some of the mahouts were reassuring them, commanding them to lie down. Had not Quorn been a natural elephant man there might have been disaster on a big scale. There was the markings of a panic. He had no experience, but he seemed to know intuitively what to do.

He dragged his chair a little closer to Asoka, and sat just out of reach of the flailing trunk. He relighted his pipe. Gruffly he commanded good behavior, leaning backward in an attitude of calm indifference. He started humming to himself. At the first sign of returning calm he commanded Asoka to lie down. He was obeyed. When the elephant moved, Quorns voice broke the silence gruffly but without the least note of alarm. Presently Quorn called for a helper and commanded a little smoke-smudge to be made  a smoldering fire of dampened dung that spread familiar and undisturbing smell between Asoka and the high wall. All was quiet by the time the lock creaked in the high door in the wall, then the unoiled hinges screamed and Chullunder Ghose emerged, not stealthily but not making much noise for a man of his weight.

When do you sleep? Quorn asked him, yawning.

Slept this afternoon. Like Duke of Wellington, Napoleon, and other great calamities, can cat-nap any time or sleep ad lib as indicated. Am bee-hive of a lot of mixed emotions just now. All of same are acrimonious.

Disturb my elephants at night again, and me and youll be plenty acrimonious, said Quorn. There might ha been a stampede, durn you. Whats up?

Down to hard tacks  naturally. Do you think I get a chit for eleemosynary tiger tame from infancy, and do not cash same before Jains disgust him so with milk that he becomes an anarchist? An anarchistic tiger is a bad ingredient.

Ingredient of what?

A miracle. Get me some meat. Not too much. A young kid. Kill him and let me have him.

This time o night? I can get you a hen.

Holocaust me three hens.

Quorn sent the man who had built the fire to bring three hens from the chicken-shed that a mahouts wife tended. Take em and kill em  you hear me? Ill pay at daybreak. Then he turned to the babu. Spill it. Whats the low-down?

Low-down blackguard of a carter has exacted rupees fifty, simply to convey a cage containing tigers one, and no gossip, from thence to thither, secrecy improbable but stipulated. Same is now voraciously billeted in dark shed on the other side of this wall. Cage is weak and wooden  therefore necessary to reduce voracity of tiger and increase his sleepiness with chicken diet, simultaneously causing an association of ideas. Henceforth, to the tiger you will mean meat.

You dont say.

Nice red, fresh, raw, bloody meat. The very sight of milk arouses him to anger. He will love you.

Like hell he will.

Unless he chews his way out of that wooden cage before the chickens get here. Did I tell you she is wonderful?

She-tiger, is it.

She-exasperator! She-young monkey with a mischievous imagination! She is worse than her mother, who died of trying to adapt polygamy to theories of matriarchy. Rumor mentions arsenic, but I say belladonna, knowing local methods. Should it be acceptable to other ladies in a populous zenana, to be matriarchied by a moralist, whose qualification simply is that she is mother of the boozy monarchs one child? Women are all witches. Princess Sankyamuni is ten, and the devil as well. She has set that whole zenana by the ears. No sooner had we left her than she sent word through the palace that the Maharajah is not her father at all. She said her late lamented lady mother was concubinated by a he-god, as per legendary custom. Consequently, she herself is only semi-human. That means she is not reducible to human categories. She is free to do as she jolly well dam-pleases, and is superior to priests or anybody else.

She complained she couldnt go mad. Is that her trouble? Is she nutty? Quorn asked. Bats in her belfry?

If so, said the babu, They are brickbats of Machiavellian gray-stuff. I am over-stout and elderly to trip the light fantastic on a mental tight-rope. Teach her to be a heterodox  she preanticipates the unexpectedness that was antepenultimate trump up sleeve of this babu. She forces pace. Her inexperience eliminates a fat mans sense of step by step from this to that. And youth  so practical  so unromantic  sees absurdity of superstitions and immediately uses same to put the superstitionees in a hell of a fix. She is a genius. She gives me a Freudian inferiority qualm. I hate her. She did what I ought to have done. It is a finesse.

Do you mean, said Quorn, That she believes shes only half o this world?

She is red-hot realist, the babu answered. She jolly well knows that nobody believes such Santaclausian stupidity, except tax-paying proletariat that sighs for fresh frauds to endure, like Alexander asking for a higher income tax. No matter why. Truth is too unpalatable to be interesting, so they buy lies for cash in advance. Not even priests believe such imbecility. But priests have taught it, havent they, since the first priest found the way to toil not that he might be comfortable? The Maharajah knows it isnt true. But what can he do? What can he say? Isnt he descended from the gods, according to the legend which repudiates his duty to be decent and explains his privilege to live like pig in clover? None of his wives believe it. Why should they? Dont they know him? He is human, much too human. They will raise hell. Hell in a zenana is a little too much even for a Christian imagination. That is why Christians oppose polygamy. They will say she is an illegitimate impostor; a scandalous stain on nobilitys fame and dignity; an infamy in impudent apparel; to hell with her; to a dungeon with her; to oblivion. But you may do as you please with peoples rights, provided you respect the superstitions, and the Maharajah knows it. The priests know it. The proletariat has seen you and her on the elephant. It loves the Gunga sahib story as the English love a Lord Mayors coachman  as the U.S.A. Americans love liberty in winkers.

Does she aim to set up as a goddess? Quorn asked, scratching his forehead. Id say shell have difficulties. Bughouse Bill  the head man of the holy Joes who came and blessed the elephants this morning  him with a naked face like nobodys sweet poppa  hell act peevish, if I know a bob-cat when I see him. Hes a monopolist, that guy. Ive seen bankers at funerals, burying bond hogs, who were liker him than bunk is like boloney.

The babu suddenly sat down in Quorns chair, holding his sides. He giggled silently, the silence only emphasizing mirth that shook him like a hiccough. The helper was on the way with the chickens before he could speak without spluttering. Then he grew as suddenly serious, self-controlled and dramatic. He stood up and laid a hand on Quorns arm.

Did you know, he asked, That phrases are the chemistry of fate? No? Let me show it to you. Made in Germany set competition going that produced the crash in August 1914, didnt it? The little corporal was invincible; the emperor was old stuff, self-defeated. Ben Quorn is a nobody; the Gunga sahib is an idea! Do you get that? Gunpat Rao  the great Gunpat  is a high priest, terrible with secret power, throned on mystery and almost too much as an adversary even for an opportunist such as I am. But Bughouse Bill? I fear no foe in funny underwear! I accolade you! Let us take the chickens to the tiger. He, too, needs a change of viewpoint.

They groped their way into a dark shed on the far side of the wall; and through the opened door the starlight shone on eyes that scared Quorn. There was a smell that stirred instinctive dread. There was a sound that crouched  a tension that tightened the skin on Quorns neck and forearms. Suddenly the thing behind the eyes smelt blood. There was a snarling whine that swelled into the short, explosive kill-roar of a famished tiger.

Quick! said the babu. Wooden boards do not a fortress make!

Quorn found a stick and shoved three chickens through the bars. The tiger struck them off the stick, savagely snarling. Then the crunching began.

Feathers and all? Bones and all?

Yes, said the babu. Better for him than a physic. He is constipated. Animals in cages die of sentimentalism feeding them politely. Come on. He led the way out and shut the door. Darkness, appetite, a good meal for the first time in months  he is happy.

Anything you dont know? Quorn asked.

Not much. Sadly ignorant, however, about Bughouse Bill. Have always thought of him as Gunpat Rao. Verb sap indicated but is lost in maze of relativity. Must study Bughouse Bill. Must study him  study him. You pardon me, if I sit here and meditate?


XIII

I Will Tell Her You Funked It!

Quorn shredded some tobacco, rammed it in his pipe, lighted it and then looked dourly at the babu. It was four in the morning, and as a matter of fact Quorn had fallen asleep in his chair, but he chose not to admit that, even to himself. To pretend to have been thinking seemed more dignified, although he knew what millions have learned, including Edison, that forty winks are usually better than a full days worry.

Now you listen to me, he began, and the babu sat bolt-upright. Im an ignorant man, but I know my likes and dislikes. Plain talk, and each to his job, is two o my notions. Nothing gets my nanny worse than a lot o bull without no meaning to it. If I buy me a can thats labeled corn beef, all I expect is weary Willy on the inside. If its salmon, I want my money back, even if salmons more respectable or maybe better for me. Dont you interrupt. Its my turn, and Im loaded.

Two shots for a nickel, said the babu. Am an easy target.

Im a man o my word, or I aim to be. I told a princess I was for her, and I meant Id go my limit. But there is a limit. Christianitys my camp, no matter what my private doubts about it may be. Christianity dont hold with goddesses, and I dont aim to give a goddess no more recognition than I would an atheist. Goddesses and atheists are two sides of a Bolsheviki heathen heresy. Im set agin em. Do you get that?

Now the other barrel, said the babu.

Im signed up to watch a mission property. Its my job. Id be acting treacherous and ungrateful, if I was to abandon them buildings on account o my liking for elephants. I like em fine; I grant you that. Im cut out for a job o minding em. But a contracts a contract, and the trustees back in Philadelphia have confidence in me to protect their property for the full term o the agreement.

How does it feel to break a promise? asked the babu.

Lousy.

Verb sap. Flit is indicated.

Flit my eye. You listen to me. Goddesses are heathen and agin religion, but a gods a heap worse. Strikes me, Im as near to being branded to a wrong herd as if I took out Chinee papers, or became a Christian Scientist. You get yourself another Gunga sahib. Im no god, no matter if this here elephant did take a shine to me and act up legendary. Im a plain man, and Im acting plain and sensible from now on. Do you get that?

Got you! said the babu. What else?

Me and tigers aint amusing one another worth a goddamn.

Truth, said the babu, will out, wont it!

Meaning? Quorn struck the bowl of his pipe on the heel of his boot. Were you insinuating anything?

No. Sweet sahiba has insinuated, said the babu. Shall I let cat out of bag? I said cat, not tiger. Dont be nervous. Tiger might be easier to manage, but the cat is more fun.

Talk English.

She flat, said the babu. She has flitted. Moses, it is safe to draw near!

Moses came forth from a shadow looking, even in the darkness, melancholy. He walked as if he were late for church and interrupting prayers.

How long have you been here? Quorn asked him.

Sir, this babu recommended me to wait until your honor should awake and not be veree acrimonious. A ghastlee difficultee has arisen.

At the mission?

Yes, sir. What to do about it?

Tell what happened.

Sir, the Princess came and has ensconced herself with six or seven ladees in the main building, and

What the hell did you let her in for?

Sir, I told her to go away. But they were manee women. They had a key. What could I do? She said to me, if I am puneeshed she will mollify me with indemnitees. But I am veree upset. So I came to noteefy your honor.

Flit was indicated, said the babu. She has flitted from the palace. Any more shots, Gunga sahib?

Quorn stuck his pipe in his pocket. Not knowing what to do, he stood up. Moses backed away from him, but there was nothing criminal about Quorns temper. It was himself he criticized.

Dammit! he grumbled. Ive only me to blame. If Id been where I belong at the gate-house

Being you, you would have told a lady in distress to go to hell, the babu interrupted. I can see you sending her to Bughouse Bill for charitable favors! Am mysogynistically stoical, but simply sentimental in comparison to such an iron moralist as you are. Kick her out then. Why not?

Damn you, did you tip her off to go there?

Up against it! Any port in typhoon. Her audacity set pace and stung this elderly babu to ratiocination. Simple little matter to declare herself semi-divine and set the palace sizzling. But what then? My ball, wasnt it? This babu must hit a hot one. Can I leave her to be eunuched? Belladonna  sand-bag  upstairs window  pillows  snake-bite  many ways of dying opportunely. Bughouse Bill is busy; dont forget that. What was indicated?

Dont ask  tell me! What did you do?

Sent a letter to her, naturally, saying, in the mission she is difficult to kill but very easy to exaggerate.

Theyll raid the mission! Quorn exploded.

Bughouse Bill will recommend that, said the babu. But the Maharajah is a party to a contract that prohibits him from interfering with the mission. On the contrary, it obligates him to preserve same from trespass.

Hes a drunkard. Hell forget that.

Possibly. But populace is superstitious very. Suitably exaggerated rumor  demonstration. Demonstration  riot. Rioting is not so good for rulers. Same inevitably lose out any time they send for sahibs to assist them. That is verb sap point of statesmanship, the same as sending for marines in Nicaragua, or borrowing from bankers.

Hell, hes on the job already, Ill bet, Quorn said dismally.

You dont know him, said the babu. If he is, though, he will see it is a bad job. Do you take me for a tortoise? I am fat, but as fast in a pinch as a pig into sausage in U.S.A. Am propagandist in excelsis  expert! It was this babu who propaganded Gunga sahib story. So then  should the Maharajah swoop upon the mission, he will find a crowd of six or seven thousand very superstitious and fanatical believers in the Gunga story, advocating hands off.

A couple o cops could move em on, Quorn an- swered. He had not seen a passive resistance swarm opposing elasticity to force. Hell haul her out  and thats the end of her  and of my job too, I reckon.

There was a warning of dawn in the air. The sky paled. To the westward there was faint false morning, and the babu looked exactly like a bloated ghost set fluttering by the wind that ushers in the day,

Supposing he could do it, he retorted, supposing he dared and were drunk enough, would he do it for love of Bughouse Bill? Or why else? Such a diplomat as you are! You should show the League of Nations how to put the Japanese in China!

Shut up! Im sick of you, Quorn retorted. What with listening to you, Ive lost my job. I may as well start for the States this minute.

The babu sighed. You have a goats eyes and a moralists imagination! Yesterday you wonder how to keep two jobs and do your duty by them both, you duty maniac! Today I show you, and you blow up! Idiot! Answer! Does your contract order you to caretake? Is she your friend or your enemy? Is she likely to protect the mission or to wreck it? Cant you say you gave her sanctuary? Isnt that a good ground for the British to support you, should a slip-up happen, using the excuse that otherwise the U.S.A. United States might make a diplomatic faux pas such as asking for the interest on fifty billion or so? But why suggest a slip-up? Why not use imagination? Will the Maharajah do a thing that might afford the British an excuse to interfere? Or will he do a thing to build up Bughouse Bills authority? If he should sack you, there is still the mission. Can he sack you from the mission? Is he likelier to try to make you his friend or his enemy? Which? Dont argue with me. Answer!

Hell make me the goat, thats what, Quorn answered. He dont love me any.

Love you? Does he love his daughter? Does he love me, or the British, or Bughouse Bill? He loves nobody but Number One, I tell you. He is tickled silly to employ you in a plot to slap religion for a home run. Later, he will slap you, if, as, when and how we let him do it. Do we let him do it? Do I look like a shopkeeper that loves to be kicked by a duke for the social prestige? Are we smart enough to double-cross and do in Bughouse Bill, but too besotted in our wits to make a Maharajah overreach himself? And what then? Should his only daughter become Maharanee, are you probably a pauper? Put your bet down! Is she probably an ingrate?  Oh, hell! Go to the United States! I never knew a white man yet who had the guts to back a long shot!

Eh? The hell you didnt!

U.S.A. Americans are all afraid of women. I will tell her you funked it.

Quorn lifted a heel and struck his pipe on it:

See here! See that elephant? Asoka, she and me can see this to a finish. You go find a tack to sit on. Hey, you, Moses  go and get word to the Princess that Ill be around to see her as soon as this elephants fed.

Am I mistaken? said the babu. But you are afraid of tigers.

 Fraid o nothing when a womans in a bad fix.

Shame humiliates me, said the babu. For the first time, I mistook caution for cowardice.

Im maybe slow, said Quorn, but hell cant shift me, when Ive made my mind up.

Henceforth, said the babu, I will take advice from you before I venture. May I be forgiven?

Shucks. You aint a bad guy. All you need is easy manners. What dye say we wash and get a bite to eat before we hustle around and see her?


XIV

Here Goes Anyhow. I Got To Trust Him.

Aint No Other Way Out.

The babu went off alone to see the Princess after all. He swaggered away beneath his little black umbrella as if there were nothing to worry about in all the universe. Quorn had to call on the Maharajah. He was sent for very shortly after daybreak, almost before Asokas meal was finished; and he went on the elephant, knowing that, if he went on foot or in a gharri, he would feel inferior. He did not dare for half a second to forget what digging graves had taught him, that the same shovel buries us all.

Ill treat him civil, even if he treats me supercilious. But thats my limit.

He was sorry he had spoken rather roughly to the babu. Otherwise he might have had the advantage of more last minute advice. But the babu had been very off-handed:

Listen to him. Tell him nothing. Then he will think you are stupid. Princes are only afraid of clever people. Clever people never are afraid of princes.

Nevertheless, Quorn felt afraid because he did feel stupid; at the back of his mind he knew that was why he was rehearsing independent views, to stiffen resolution, as he rode Asoka through the city. Even at that early hour the streets were thronged. There was excitement. Evidently the news was out that the Princess had left the palace. But there was no disposition to swarm around the elephant. He was given a clear course, made way for like an entrant in a great event, watched, stared at, now and then applauded, but only by small groups. One incident did more to steady Quorns nerves than almost anything else could have done, by arousing his belligerency. Some one, either from a roof or from a window down one of the winding alleys, threw a tile. It missed Quorns head by the breadth of a flicker of wind. And there was mocking laughter.

Evidently something less than all Narada believed the Gunga sahib story. That was bad enough; it made Quorn feel like an exposed charlatan. But the laughter accomplished more than the missile, since it hit its target. To be laughed at always did make Quorn more bellicose than a punch in the nose could. Punched, he would still have sense enough to weigh his strength against his adversarys. Laughed at he was neither patient nor forgiving.

Ill show em! He was in a fine pig-headed mood by the time he reached the palace gate and shouted to the man in charge to open it. He stared at the sentries, who ostentatiously did not salute him  stared them out of countenance. He was in a mood to enjoy the effect of his agate eyes on superstitious people.

Maybe I dont rate a subalterns salute. But maybe courtesy ud cost em nothing. Seems I pack a whallop. No use packing what you dont get comfort of.

It made him angry to be told to wait at the audience lodge; not that there was anything wrong with waiting, he had almost always had to wait for people all his life. Some people are even late for their own funerals. It was the insolence of the servant who told him to wait that stirred his anger. He had begun, without knowing it, to experience the irritation that almost always ruins whites who accept employment under Indians; it is exactly the same irritation that enrages educated Indians who accept employment under whites. Its immediate effect on Quorn was to make him scornful of everything in sight  the palace and its grounds  the methods of the patient, pottering, lethargic gardeners  the fierce light  the heat  and the flies that hit him on the lips and made him spit.

Bring on your Maharajah, summed up his emotion. And the Maharajah came at last, in Jodhpur riding breeches and a pair of slippers with silken tassels on their upturned toes that aroused Quorns prejudices. Sissy! he muttered. He had dismounted. He was standing beside Asoka, restraining the restless trunk, at frequent intervals, from breaking twigs off near-by shrubbery. The Maharajah stared, and Quorns eyes met his unblinking.

You are supposed to salute me, said the Maharajah. There were puffy pouches beneath his eyes. He looked sulky and yet determined, and his blood-red turban hinted violence. He licked his lips. He evidently did not in the least like what he had decided he would do.

Uh-huh. Thats okay with me, if its in the contract, Quorn answered. How do you have it? Army fashion?

Somebody shall show you. Have you seen that babu?

Yes, I seen him.

Did he tell you anything to say to me?

He did not.

Do you know who is at the mission?

I know who was there.

Do you mean she has gone?

No.

What the devil do you mean?

Theres no knowing what that party might do, almost any minute. I werent there. I slept along o this here elephant, on account of his being restless.

Did you invite her to go to the mission?

I did not.

Did you expect her?

I did not.

I am told you spoke to her.

Who said it?

An informant. I was told it.

Some folksll believe what anybody tells em.

Quorn knew he should not have said that. It was un- civil, not to say disrespectful; if he could, he would have withdrawn the words. He fully expected to be dismissed on the spot, and he would have considered it served him right if that had happened. He knew instantly what he would do in that event; he would accept dismissal, and then apologize, as one man to another. Meantime, having said it, he stood to his guns, so to speak, and stared, until it dawned on him that the Maharajah did not really know that he had spoken with the Princess. Probably the gateman had kept silence. The Maharajah had lied, to elicit information. No apology was needed. Okay.

You and I must have an understanding, said the Maharajah.

Quorn waited.

I have sent an officer and twenty of my soldiers to the mission to protect the place. They are to let no one in and no one out.

If they should shoot me, Quorn said, that ud cause a frackass. Im in duty bound to

You may enter. I ordered it.

Okay. If they should shoot the babu

He, too, is allowed to enter. Now then, tell me what your plan is.

I dont know of any plan, your Highness. Quorn got off the words your Highness competently. He was proud of having done it without a trace of insolence. He was feeling almost sorry for the Maharajah. It had never occurred to him before that an autocrat might be in ignorance of what was going on around him, or might be unable to control even his own domestic circle.

There is a tiger, said the Maharajah.

Yeah  I  (Quorn almost said I seen him, but he changed it in time) seems I heard something o that.

I understand you are quite reliable with animals. In fact, thats evident. You and the babu seem to me quite competent to  ah  work out all the details. Did he say how much money you get?

He did not.

I will settle with him. You look to him for payment.

How about my contract? Quorn asked.

You will need no contract. You will be on your way in a week from now. There are twelve days, but I think it better you should go as soon as possible. Otherwise, you might meet the British Resident on his way from railhead. He might ask unnecessary questions. So whatever you do, must be done in a week.

I dont know yet what Im supposed to do, Quorn answered, and the Maharajah scowled.

The babu will undoubtedly explain that to you at the right time. You, the babu, and the priests, between you, one or all of you, get the full blame for whatever happens. If the priests get it, so much the better for you and the worse for them. I dont interfere with religion or religious practices; and I shall deny having ever spoken to you about it.

Sounds like taking some one for a ride, said Quorn, scratching his forehead. Im Then he hesitated. Knowing himself to be very stupid in some ways, he knew nevertheless that it is almost as dangerous to be in a murderers confidence as it is to be the intended victim. He had often wondered, when he dug graves, how many people died because they knew more than was comfortable for their confidants. It seemed best to shut up.

There are more ways of dying than living, said the Maharajah, as if he could read Quorns thoughts. A human life is cheap in India. Remember: eight days from today it will be unsafe here for either you or the babu. The first train, and the first boat after that. You understand me?

Sort of.

I shall not need any elephants for eight days. You are in full charge of the elephants and make your own dispositions. The official understanding is that I have engaged you on probation. You are subject to dismissal at the end of eight days, or to a permanent appointment at the end of eight days if your services are satisfactory, which of course they wont be.

Quorn nodded, no longer trusting himself to speak. The difference between reading about criminals, and being treated as a criminal by one who evidently meant to double-cross him, so astonished him that he could hardly feel indignant. Anger, for the moment, crouched under a protective camouflage of cunning. It was better to look stupid. The babu was right. This prince, who was afraid of his own family and of Bughouse Bill, and of a British Resident, would murder anyone he feared, if he could get away with it, with as little compunction as a Philadelphia or New York gangster. Better to play with a tiger than to argue with that man.

Good enough, said Quorn. I guess I get you.

He escaped from further conversation by mounting and riding away, not looking backward. He would not have dared to speak again, for fear of not appearing much more stupid than he actually felt. He felt he was beginning to wake up.

Damn his eyes, he thinks I dont see through him. One thought at a time took shape in words in Quorns brain in time to the sway of the elephants head. Maybe I dont. Maybe Im crazy. Maybe it isnt his plan to have me do his dirty work, and have me run, and have me scuppered as I run. Its seventy miles to rail-head  forty mile o jungle-room for fifty of me to be et by jackals, kites and what not. And a few dead bones dont say much, even if a Resident should see em. Whats a Resident? If hes as stupid as the sort o sap they keep at Washington D.C. to drink embassy liquor, hell believe what hes told anyhow, and twont be much theyll tell him. How about that babu?

He thought so intently about the babu that he rode through the palace gate without even seeing the soldiers. Did he like the babu? Did he trust him? Was the babu for the Maharajah or against him?

Who knows whos what hereabouts? That little lady is a hot tomater, but shes on the level or Ill eat this elephant. But that there babu? Is it his game to make a goat o me, and grab the jack, and beat it? Mebbe. She and me are for it, thats a ring cinch. Wisht I knew more local politics. Them priests are to be let kill her, and mebbe me too  probly me too, come to think of it. That gives loving poppa an excuse to soak it to the priests, the same as politics in Philadelphia. You fix a crime on a guy when he hogs more n his share o the graft. That proves youre a paragon o civic virtue actuated by a love o duty. And the voters fall for it. Me and shell be martyrs, and the crowdll howl for priests heads. Fat lot o good thatll do us. I werent cut out for the martyr racket. How about that babu?

Somehow or other, the more he thought about the babu, the more convinced he became he could trust him. It would be rather like trusting a lunatic. You never knew what crazy stuff the man would say next; or what he would do next  such as turning up, for instance, with a tiger, in a wooden cage, at midnight, needing chickens at a moments notice.

Nutty? Ill say he is. But smart. And dammit, somehow I cant figure him electing for the Maharajah as against that nice young lady. If hes slated for a ride the same as me and her, theyll maybe have to work to put it over on us. Here goes anyhow; I got to trust him. Aint no other way out.


XV

Are You Afraid Of Death, Babu-Ji?

When he arrived again at the compound, Quorn was told by one of the mahouts that all the elephants should go down to the river that day for a swim. It was the custom. Since they had been thoroughly oiled the previous day he saw no sense in it; but it seemed a good way to get them all off his mind for the morning, so he gave permission for all except Asoka and one helper, who was at great pains to explain why Asoka became suddenly ill-tempered.

He knows they will swim. He will go also. One week  ten days he will be indignant, and none can manage him.

Hes spoiled, thats all the matter. You leave him to me, Quorn answered. He had an idea. But he went first to examine the tiger. The door in the wall was locked, so he used a ladder to reach a branch that overhung the wall, and climbed down by the big tree on the far side. When he peered in, the tiger was sleeping, flat on its side in the darkest corner.

Tame, he thought, but how tame does a tiger get? Theres a mark on his neck where that ones worn a collar.

He climbed back, after observing that the tigers shed was in a field of barely two acres, surrounded by a high wall with a solid wooden double gate at the far end. New wheel-marks led to the gate, so that was evidently how the tiger had been brought there. But why? He returned the ladder to its hooks on the wall, and bound it carefully in place with wire to prevent anyone else from whetting curiosity by that means.

As a detective, he thought to himself, Id be a first- class flop. It beats me.

Then he turned attention to Asoka, who was straining his chain and behaving like an outraged baby. When the helper approached he tried to rush the man.

Stand aside and leave me to it, Quorn commanded. He took a horse-whip and cracked it. Buddy, he said, youve got to learn it pays to trust me. I know where to hit you where it hurts, so quit your bluffing. Sit down. On your hunkers. Sit up.

Asoka obeyed. He could beg like a dog, and he looked ridiculous with this trunk straight upright; he appeared to be hanging by it from an invisible hook in the sky. The absurdity strengthened Quorns assurance. So he made the great brute kneel. And after that he took a long chance, to the horror of the helper. He went close, vaulted on to Asokas neck and ordered him to stand up.

Loose him, he commanded. Now you lead along toward the mission.

So the helper walked ahead, continually looking backward in fear for his life. But there was no more difficulty, and the victory, such as it was, did Quorn good. It made him feel there were at any rate four tons of potential murder that knelt and obeyed and were good at the word of command. Inferiority seemed less his own particular personal attribute. Nature was full, after all, of inferior things. The ugly silence of a few by-standers, who watched him furtively as he passed through the smelly streets, and the remarks that a few others shouted after him, took no effect, unless to strengthen obstinacy. And he felt contemptuous, too, of applause and obsequious reverence, of which there was much more than of critical sneering. None of it made much impression on him. He was seeing India through new eyes, and himself in a new perspective.

Mebbe gladiators felt like this when they were marching in to give the works to one another. Funny, Im not skeered or excited. But Im not pleased either. Im ugly, thats what I am. Thats my mood. I get me. Giving me the worksll come expensive. Morals? That babu dont know what hes talking about. Im not a moralist. Im ugly  just plain ornery and out for trouble. Yeppy. I allow Ive had enough o being blind man to a bunco steerer. Me for knowing whats what. Show down. This here lifes as personal to me as anyones. Whoever gets mine, gets it bobcat inconvenient. Ive been too good natured, thats what. And it dont pay. Thats the trouble with these heathen; they get things put over on em by their rulers and the British just because theyre easy mannered. Im a looker out for Number One from now on.

But he felt like a Number One exhibit as he neared the mission gate. The babu had not exaggerated. There were thousands in the street, and on the scrap of common land that faced the mission wall. The greater number were all seated, awaiting events with eastern patience  a sea of turbans under black umbrellas. They roared a greeting to him, but they were onlookers, not demonstrators, and nearly all of those remained seated. But there was a crowd near the gate being held back by a platoon of the Maharajahs men, who had to use the butts of their rifles to club a gangway for Asoka. There appeared to be some fanatics among that lot  very wild eyed  utterly indifferent to blows. It was they who held the attention of the soldiers, so that the helper got by with the elephant. Their officer shouted to the helper to stay outside; but he had to face about at once to deal with a rush of sweating enthusiasts who tried to force their way in when the gate opened, so the helper got by. Once inside, Quorn turned Asoka about and made him shove the gate shut with his forehead. Then the din died down a little. But Quorn had a feeling of narrow escape, from what he did not know, but it was nothing pleasant.

In the midst of the mission courtyard was a pond with sides of heavy masonry. It probably had been a spectacular affair before the palace buildings were stripped of all their pagan ornament and put to moral uses. It was full of water still, but totally neglected, and the frogs made merry amid tangled reeds and matted lotus roots.

Set me down, Quorn commanded, and Asoka lifted him to earth. Now see what comes o trusting me, you big stiff. In you go, and cool off.

So Asoka, for the second time, associated Quorn with comfort at the end of dusty boredom. Quorn found a broom in the yard and bade the helper scrub the big brute. Scrub him pukka. Then he lighted his pipe and made a survey of the situation.

Cant bust in on ladies. Better size this up a minute.

It was almost like a great abandoned hotel  buildings on three sides of a courtyard with the doors and windows boarded up. The padlock on the big front door was still in place; there was no sign of anyone having trespassed. Moses was nowhere visible. The little back door of the gate-house was locked. Quorn hammered on it, but there was no answer. No sign of the babu. Noises in the street, and the tremendous splashing of Asoka in the pond, made it impossible to be sure that no sound came forth from the buildings, but the place seemed as dead as bygone history.

Didnt I say theres no knowing what she or that babull be up to next?

Quorn walked the entire length of the buildings, listening at boarded doors and windows. One great solid square of boarding closed the end of a passage that led to where the Reverend John Brown had made a hospital of former servants quarters  or perhaps they had been the lairs of dancing girls. At any rate, there was another courtyard, back behind the main buildings, that Quorn had only visited once, when he first came, because there was nothing there worth guarding  empty rooms in long rows, looted long ago of every scrap of furniture they had once contained. He remembered seeing a few empty bottles and a broken bedspring. He remembered dying pomegranate trees, and shrubbery that had survived somehow or other without attention. Come to think of it, he and Moses had unscrewed that massive boarding that blocked the passage, and had had the devils own job to set it up again. They had had to call in help. The easiest way to get through now would be to employ the elephant as a battering ram. But if the Princess was on the far side, how did she get there? Suddenly he remembered that a cellar had been used by Moses as a place for storing vegetables. He had never visited the cellar  always had a notion that there might be cobras in it; and he had a horror of snakes.

Moses, he knew, had always reached the cellar by a stone trap-door that could be lifted by a rope and pulley on the outer wall, close to the gate-house. He walked over there and tried the rope. It was a heavy haul, and the rope was none too trusty looking. However, the stone trap came up gradually, hinged on a pivot near its middle; and a dark hole yawned with dampish, greenish limestone steps that led into gloom that made Quorn shudder. For the moment he forgot he had decided to be tough.

If I set here and wait for that babu, hell come, he argued.

But the thought of sitting there and waiting brought to mind that crowd outside that also sat and waited.

Theyll wait eight days for a sight o what next. Ive eight days to strut my stuff or be et by a tiger or something. Snakes are bad, but waitings worse.

He tied the rope to a ring to keep the stone trap open and admit the daylight. Then he went down the steps with his whip in his hand, expecting to have to use it to kill cobras. The steps led down to a passage, whose floors and walls and roof were limestone blocks; and it was not particularly dark; there was light at the far end. The dampness evidently came from the pond in which Asoka wallowed; water dripped from the roof where the passage passed under the pond. On his left, at the foot of the steps was Moses sack of vegetables.

Breeds are breeds, no matter where you find em. I suppose that sucker never spoke o this because I never asked him! God, what a country.

He went ahead gingerly. More than midway of the passage, fifty feet beyond the spot where water dripped, there was a stone door. It looked like a big rough monolith upended to support the roof. But a semicircular ridge in the mud on the floor betrayed that it had recently been opened. It appeared to swing on pivots set in hollows in the masonry at top and bottom. There were footprints in the mud; he could make them out distinctly even in that dimness.

Nice place for a mission! he reflected. Dirty work could go on, and nobody wiser. What was the name o that telegraph guy who looted the mission and then died? Bamjee? Probably Bamjee took the loot out down this passage and through that door. And lets see  wasnt I warned Chullander Ghose had fallen heir to all o Bamjees secrets?

Mistrust of the babu re-arose in his mind with the overwhelming logic of a mathematical equation. It appeared as nothing less than madness to imagine that the babu could be anything but a scoundrel. He had very likely murdered Bamjee for the sake of the mission plunder. Bamjees bones might lie beyond that stone door. Quorn tried to find a way to open it. If he could, he might learn something to his own advantage  something to the disadvantage of the babu. He spent several minutes examining the cracks and looking for a lock of some sort, but, not knowing what to look for, his search was half-hearted, perfunctory, finally a mere reflex action. He was thinking, faster than he had thought yet since he came to Narada, and with greater concentration. And the thoughts made his blood run cold, as they marched on his brain like ghosts in step, one following another, damning him, and dooming him, and leaving no hope.

Im a sucker. All I ever knew about this mission is what they told me in Philadelphia. Likelier than not they lied to me about it. I should ha known there was something fishy about my getting the job so easy. Second place, that Maharajah probably has damned good reasons why he dont want missionaries here. But he wants this mission. He can maybe get it if he gets me into trouble. Scupper me umbrageous, and he takes charge in the name o protecting the place; and once in, whos to put him out? Maybe Bughouse Bill and his gang want the place as bad as the Maharajah does. As I was told it, it was they who claimed the treaty right and made the missionaries shut down. Thats two parties that want it. And now shes here. Maybe its worth having. Who knows? Maybe she wants it as bad as any of em. And shes his daughter. Theres not much shed stop at, if she takes after him:

By the babus account, her mother werent what you might call of a easy disposition. That young woman ud have me murdered, like as not, with no more squeams about it than a U.S. Immigration officer deporting aliens to starve in Europe. Maybe shes agin the Maharajah; but she got out o that palace suspicious easy. Maybe theyre collusioning. He sends soldiers to protect her. Next thing is to get me into trouble  frame me into acting lawless, so I can be bumped off. Then the troops march in.  Or, maybe again, she is agin him. Thats imaginable. She and the babu cook it up between em to involve me in a heap o trouble. Somehow they make use o me to trip up Bughouse Bill and trick the Maharajah. Seems theyre all afraid of this here Resident, whoever he is. Maybe hes a kind of Federal Bank examiner, who can walk in and ask for the keys o the situation anytime he pleases. Me, I get mine just before this Resident arrives, I reckon. Then she and the babu get the mission. Maybe he gets his too. What for? God knows. But Im the goat, and I dont like it. It aint natural. Maharajahs and princesses and high priests are none o my business. Im a decent, God-fearing democrat. I wisht I was in Philadelphia.

He almost turned back. In the little room in the gatehouse were his savings, suit-case and a change of clothes. He could break down the door and get in. In the pond overhead was the elephant; on the back of Asoka he could reach rail-head faster than anyone could follow. The only serious danger would be the telegraph wire; it might be possible to turn out villagers to intercept him before he could reach the frontier. But it was only ten miles from the frontier to rail-head, where there was a white officer with some Indian policemen. It was very tempting. Panic almost had him in its grip. But it is strange what influences actually makes men do, or not do, things that argument could not persuade them to consider.

I cant leave that guy Moses in the lurch. Theyd bump him off to stop him telling what he maybe knows. Got to find him first.

Ahead he went, gingerly, fearful of snakes amid the debris. It was slippery in places. There were quantities of loose stone on which it would be easy to twist an ankle. He was not a noisy fellow; self-consciousness connected with his eyes had taught him never to be self-assertive; so that, what with being scared and thoroughly suspicious, he was almost silent until he reached the foot of the steps at the end of the passage and blinked upward at a patch of dazzling bright blue sky. It was then that he first heard voices  recognized the babus voice, and heard his own name. But he could not pick out any other words distinctly. So he crept up the steps with the stealth of a cat on the prowl after birds.

He remembered now. In the midst of the neglected shrubbery there was a big round well-head, boarded over. And beside the well-head was an open tank, of masonry peculiarly shallow. He remembered wondering why any one should have gone to the trouble to build such a tank only a couple of feet deep. He could see now that the floor of the tank was nothing but a roof above the stairway, and that the stairway opened into the well-head. The opening into the well-head had been blocked with rubble, and whoever knocked that out to make an opening had thrown most of the rubble down the well; but some of it had fallen into the passage below the steps, and that accounted for the ankle-twisters he had had to avoid. From the opening in the side of the well-head to the top there was a wooden ladder, set there recently. It was a new ladder; its iron nails were not yet rusty. The big round wooden cover of the well was raised on end and held in that position by a rope that passed over the ancient iron gallows over which the bucket-ropes originally passed. It was that cover that served as a shield, preventing Quorn from being seen as he climbed to the top of the ladder and listened. He heard the voice of the Princess:

Babu-ji, you are too suspicious. If I always talk with you in English, it will make my ladies think I mistrust them.

Dont you? asked the babu. It is bad enough to have to trust me. You have got to learn to trust absolutely nobody unless you have to. Everybody else has got to learn to trust you. But that is different. It is the difference between wisdom and folly. Trust not, that you may be trusted. That is verb sap of the sappiest supreme quintessence of eternal wisdom.

Cant I trust the Gunga sahib?

Yes, you can, the babu answered. So can I get in the way of a cannon when it goes off. I can trust it to abolish all my interest in subsequent events. But why do it? Coruscating and adorable but obstinate sahiba, cant you see that if you make him trust you he is then dependable, but if you trust him you are left dependent on his whimsies, morality, obsessions, prejudices, pride and sundry unpredictable but deadly tendencies to act up? Dammit, how you argue! As your confidential adviser I must be permitted now and then to get a word in edgewise.

Very well, she answered, but I dont quite trust you altogether.

Flickering of false dawn! Or is it true that wisdom wakens?

I doubt you intend to let me play fair.

But I insist on it, he answered. All I ask is, let me make the rules, and keep them secret. If you play according to another persons rules, you have less than a fifty-fifty chance, because you cant compel him to obey his own rules. And if he knows your rules, he has more than a fifty-fifty chance. A fifty-fifty chance is much too much to give ones adversary, and a lot too little for oneself. This isnt cricket, with time out for tea. As proof of ones nobility it might be dignified, perhaps, to give ones adversary one chance in a hundred thousand  but retain that on deposit as a hostage for his good behavior. An adversary is an adversary. You should be a Christian. If he kisses you on one cheek, punch him on the other.

I was thinking of friends, not adversaries, she answered. I would rather die than betray a friend, I have so few of them. I am not in the least afraid of dying. I will not send anybody into deadly danger for me that I dont share.

I am afraid then, said the babu, you are destined to be great. As Japanese would say: am sorrow for you!

I have no wish to be great.

Then you are great. This confidential adviser pities you. Improbably you may be fortunate enough to die before you are discovered. Otherwise, you will learn what lonely disillusion greatness is. However, let us get you going! All this talk of principles is very entertaining, but it isnt war. Cest magnifique, mais what the hell, sahiba? Time is ruthless.

So am I! Her voice struck full on a natural note; it was neither flattened by overemphasis, nor sharpened by the slightest effort to persuade; it stated fact, unqualified. I, too, am ruthless. I am no romantic figurehead that people are to die for. I am not a lie in a chastity belt that lives off others chivalry. Let danger be. I love it. I accept mens willingness to share my danger, if they see fit. And the death they die is their death, very honorable if they die as brave men. But I die too. I die with them. My danger is mine, and I ask no odds from destiny. I challenge it. Let destiny be proven. I will not accept what others win, unless I share all risks.

Mere morals, said the babu.

It is what I will, she answered.

Then you make me trust you, most intelligent sahiba, which is what I dreaded. This babu, investigating all philosophies, discovered nothing he could trust in all the universe except a good sport. Sportess is even gooder. I will have to trust you to deprive me of timidity. O dreadful thought! Timidity has saved me from so many bad imbroglios! But self-contempt is something I have known too intimately ever to embrace again  unless scared like a found-out high financier or something.

Are you afraid of death, babu-ji?

Very, he answered. There is so much still to un- learn! It is only as one ages that the opportunities appear to upset youths dogmaticism! If that Gunga sahib doesnt come soon

Im here. Quorn stepped up on to the well-head rim. He stared down at the Princess; she was seated on a chair amid the tangled shrubbery, looking as unlike a movie princess as anything he could imagine. She looked like just a nice young lady, with a frown above her eyebrows and an unself-conscious air of intellectual audacity. The babu squatted on a stone bench near by, looking mischievous. I listened in, said Quorn. It werent good manners, but I done it, and Ill trust both o you. Thats final. What next? Then he jumped down and stood with his back to the well, awaiting orders, wondering what Moses could be saying to the women who were grouped, unveiled, around him near an open door. It wasnt sensible; it wasnt even sane as far as judgment indicated, but Quorn had drawn a mental line, and turned a page. It was blank. He, too, would challenge destiny and see what destiny could write.


XVI

But A Legend Must Be Legendary.

Nothing next, said the babu. All will be simultaneous, unless my intuition has a fit of relativity  which may be. Einstein demonstrated Space-Time infinite non sequitur of experientia docet. This adorable sahiba is square root of minus one of this equation. Si vis bellum para pacem. That means dog eat dog in any case.

Whats Moses doing? Quorn asked.

Being flattered by the ladies. Inferiority complex being liquidated in a sea of indescribable emotions. He is being rendered irresponsible, in order that utility may transpire. Anesthetic, thats all.

Mr. Quorn, said the Princess; and since it was the first time she had called him by his right name, Quorn felt suddenly self-conscious.

Yes, Miss?

You have interviewed his Highness? I suppose he said he intends to be in ignorance of what is doing, but it must be done before the Resident arrives?

How did you know that, Miss?

Because I know him. He pretended to be ignorant of an attempt made late last night to have me thrown off the palace roof. That was the priests way

Bughouse Bills way, said the babu.

  of preventing me from doing what I will do. That is why I came here. His Highness thought that if the priests should murder me, he might be able to accuse them of it and excite the rabble to an act of vengeance that would rid him of priestly tyranny.

The proletariat is vox particularly dei at the moment, said the babu. That is Greek for propaganda has its uses.

Hes a fatherly sort of a gent, his Highness seems to be, Quorn ventured.

Yes, said the Princess, fatherly. He has a young wife, so he hopes to have a son one of these days. Naturally, he supposes I would have the son poisoned.

Would you? Quorn asked. He was deadly serious. He wished to know.

Why poison? she answered. Poison always seems to me such a servile way of doing things. I like rebellion, open and honest. I intend to end this reign of stupidity. If he should have a son, that son would perpetuate it for one more unnecessary generation. Things would go from bad to worse; because, if the son should succeed as a minor, he would get more than ever into the power of the priests. So I am not in favor of his having a son.

Miss, how will you prevent it? Quorn asked.

Dead men dont beget sons.

Miss  you mean to murder your own father?

Oh no. Murder isnt intelligent. Its stupid. Only stupid people think of it. But people who oppose themselves to big ideas have a way of dying. It is like getting in the way of a determined elephant. I have a big idea.

She means, it has her, said the babu.

Miss, if I was you, said Quorn, Id send a telegram. Id have the British here so quick thered be nothing to it. Theyd come with a flock of airplanes. I dont figure the British are the special people that they kid emselves they are, not by a long shot. But Ill say this: theyre on the level when it comes to dirty murder, and I dont mean maybe. Theyd protect you, even if it cost your old man all his money.

She shook her head. The British are in need of friends, not fed cats, if they are to hold India for one more generation. I am not a fed cat. I will catch my own mice. If I win this  you may think perhaps Narada isnt much. But is a pawn much? Do you play chess? I used to play it with my governess. I won many a game by having a pawn on the right square, when my opponent was thinking about nothing but kings and bishops. I can bargain with the British if I play this carefully. But I must take a big risk to begin with.

She looked astonishingly unoriental, although her eyes were splendid and liquidly luminous. True, her skin was darker than the ordinary, and her cheek-bones were perhaps a fraction higher than those of Western women. She was not exactly pretty; in fact she was not pretty at all. Quorn decided she was almost plain on close examination. But she was damned good looking. She was knit of one piece, slight, small, not athletic but alert and active looking. Above all, she looked intelligent. And when she smiled, one felt the smile was humorous, not malicious, but wise. The smile made her look older than she was. The frown that came and went above her eyebrows made her look younger.

Shes a swell girl, Quorn thought to himself. And he knew, without letting the thought take form, that what enabled her to command his loyalty was not the end she had in view. He didnt care a damn about that. It was the fact that he, whom women usually drew away from with apparently instinctive horror when they saw his eyes, was privileged to have the confidence of this one, who, to him, seemed consequently better than them all. She knew his eyes were not a satyrs. Therefore he knew she was on the level. That was his limit of praise. He thought of God as on the level, when he thought about God at all, which was not very often.

Okay, Miss, and Im for you. But I still think your best bet is the British. Id hate like hell to have to buck that outfit. Theyre no diplomats, I grant you. But diplomacy dont bother em. They just go after what they want and get it, same as Soaker when hes working off a peeve.

He means Asoka, said the babu.

And they do their diplomating afterwards, Quorn added. Soakers here, Miss. I can come and go; so I can get a howdah, and then feed him good, and bring him back here. I can set you down at rail-head inside four-and-twenty hours, I reckon  you and quite a raft oladies, if you want to bring em. You could fix a dicker with the British, I dont doubt. Ive read of Maharajahs being treated same as Jimmy Walker  him o New York. Maybe you never heard of him. He was resignated recent. Maybe the British ud give your pa the air and set you on the thrown, as peaceable as pulling teeth.

He stopped because it appalled him to be listened to with such diffident attention. The mere manners with which she heard him to a finish made him so self-conscious that he actually blushed beneath the tan. The babu chuckled. He noticed it, and that restored his poise a little. But he had said his say. He waited for the Princess.

People who are set on thrones, she answered after several seconds, are

Like fools financed by bankers, said the babu. They work, and the bankers bankidoodle-i-do. Verb sap.

Not Lenin  I dont like Lenin, said the Princess, but Mussolini, Mustapha Kemal and Venezelos set me my example. They dared everything and won. They did impossible things. Nothing worth having is won by letting other people do it for you. One has to see an opportunity and seize it.

Steve Brodie took a chance, said the babu, nodding. That is U.S.A. American for carpe diem, which is algebra for toujours laudace. And that is Admiral Nelson K.C.B. with telescope to blind eye. The precedents are all in favor of it.

Gunpat Rao is the adversary, said the Princess. The babu interpreted:

Bughouse Bill, he said, and smacked his lips like a bishop enjoying a quotation from one of the naughtier odes of Horace. But like Queen Victoria on an historic occasion, the Princess was not amused.

Gunpat Rao is enraged, she continued, by the coincidence that you and I should fit the Gunga sahib story so astonishingly well. It is only an old legend which the priests have used for centuries to entertain the ignorant and keep them pious. It has become an article of faith.

Like Prohibition, said the babu, and George Washingtons cherry tree, and Free Trade.

The people have been taught to believe it, because it was harmless and it was easy to point a simple moral, said the Princess.

But a legend must be legendary, said the babu, and that is the hell of it. A simple moral is a complicated issue, same as bird-lime to a pigeon, when a legend turns up like a Rip Van Winkle. You and this Sahiba have between you sprung a Mary Baker Eddy on them. Bughouse Bill must now repudiate the Gunga sahib story, or admit that miracles are still on tap. And he must certify them, or submit to proletarian ribaldry, the same as Christian bishops saying age of miracles is over. Predicament and propaganda are the male and female parents of a crisis. This babu as midwife certifies the crisis is delivered, healthy and vigorous  yelling  parents also thriving.

Gunpat Rao, said the Princess, tried to have me murdered last night. He may try it again, because he is desperate. He knows that if I gain the throne I will make an end of his pretensions. It is he or I, and no quarter asked or given. That is why I chose this place, where I cant be hit by missiles from the road.

Quorn scratched the birth-mark on his forehead. I wonder, he said, was it Bughouse Bill who had em pitch a tile at my head? I dont take that guy too serious. I wisht I threw a cabbage at him when he came and sprayed the elephants.

The babu chuckled. Cabbages, he said, are a corollary of kings, but Bughouse Bill is somewhat subtler than a cabbage. You have seen him on the day when precedent compels him to appear in public. That blessing of the elephants is a ceremony as ancient as the Lord Mayors show. He hates it, but he has to do it. Otherwise he spends his whole life in the temple precincts. But they say of him that if a woman sneezes in the palace, Gunpat Rao knows it. So he knows what this sahiba says about him. The hostility is mutual. He loves his enemy on both cheeks. So we have to chuck a tiger at him, not a cabbage.

Let me talk, said the Princess. You make him think you are not serious. It is this way, Mr Quorn. There are two temples with a bridge connecting them. Together they are known as Kalis Breasts because they stand on low hills separated by a hollow. Both are very ancient, but the older is really Sivas temple. The one which is not so old is Kalis.

Yes, said Quorn, I seen em.

It is a part of the Gunga sahib story, she continued, that the Gunga sahib died this way: after he had rescued Sankyamuni of the legend, he was ordered by the gods to take her to Sivas temple, where there was a tiger of such ferocity that none dared to approach him. She had to lead that tiger across the bridge into Kalis temple. Being guarded by the gods, she did it.

That, explained the babu, is symbolical of something, same as Daniel in den of lions, only more so.

The Gunga sahib waited for her on his elephant, the Princess continued. He watched her cross the bridge and disappear into the other temple. Then he grew afraid. So he got down from his elephant to go and help her. And the elephant thought he was running away, so the elephant slew him.

Symbolizing something, said the babu.

But the legend goes on, said the Princess, that the gods felt sympathetic, since they knew the Gunga sahibs real motive. So they commanded that in course of time  and certain gods are said to hold the keys of time  he, she and the elephant, all three should be reborn; and that then she should lead the tiger back across the bridge from Kalis temple into Sivas, where a cage is always waiting. Thus the Gunga sahib may redeem his fair name, and the elephant may be forgiven.

Symbolizing something else again, the babu added.

That the legend might be vital and important, said the Princess, some say for a thousand years, but certainly for many centuries, the priests have always kept a very savage tiger in a cage in Kalis temple. When the tiger dies, they get another. They of Kalis temple say the tiger symbolizes

Something, said the babu, it is always something.

They of Sivas temple say not.

Bughouse Bill bets both ways, said the babu.

I have undertaken, said the Princess, to enact that legend.

Miss, said Quorn, do you mean you intend to lead a tiger by the scruff across that bridge?

I have demanded my right to do it, she answered.

This is 1932, Miss. Such things aint done.

And the legend says, she went on, that when that shall happen, then Sankyamuni shall become the ruler of Narada.

Propaganda indicated? asked the babu. Oh no! Fat- head such as I am would be likely to miss that one.

Gunpat Rao either has to

Bluff or show cards, said the babu.

He must let me try it or be laughed at. And the crowd is naturally very eager. Some believe and some doubt. Some are scornful. Some, but not many, are taking Gunpat Raos part and urging him to denounce me and forbid the attempt. But on the whole the people differentiate between religion and the priests, and the majority would very gladly see a

Waterloo for Bughouse Bill. Am for it also, said the babu. Now you understand undoubtedly that tiger which the Jains have made religious. Rabbit out of hat is nothing to it. We have got to swap a doubtfully religious tiger for a hellish certainty and trust to luck. Have you a rabbits foot?

The point is, Gunga sahib, said the Princess, would you rather have a double? I have read the magazines of Hollywood. I understand that all the stars have doubles for dangerous events. I must have you for what are called the close-ups, because no one else in all Narada looks exactly like the Gunga sahib. And besides, you can manage Asoka. But once inside the temple courtyard where they keep their savage tiger we could see a double for the really dangerous business. You see, we dare not leave the savage tiger in his cage. He has to vanish. We cant shoot him. A shot might be heard by the crowd outside. It will be difficult. You see

Quorn interrupted. Miss, I think maybe you didnt understand my meaning. Are you going to tackle that proposition?

Oh yes. Why not? I have nothing to lose. If I die, I am dead. I prefer that to a living death and finally to die of dreadful living. But you

Miss, I dont think thats nice of you, said Quorn. Tigers and heroics aint in my line; and I dont quite get the idee  not yet. But did you think Id let another guy do my job? The hell I will. Im double for the Gunga sahib, thats what I am. Getting et by tigers is a raw deal but a durned sight better than it would be to watch you et, and me sitting pretty. Get a double for the babu, if he needs it. Hes a heathen.

Chullunder Ghose grinned. Am bum psychologist, I dont think. This babus verbosity is many verb saps made into a volume. Lets go. Million to one shot  same as odds of Irish sweepstakes! Somebody always wins. Its Moses turn to

Let me talk to Moses, said the Princess.
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B. Q.

Quorn never knew what the Princess said to Moses. He could only guess that she had said it well. The change in the one-eyed, rather shifty looking Eurasian was even more sudden and remarkable than what had taken place in Quorn himself; his self-esteem had suddenly been raised to altitudes where mystery redeems one from a lowly heritage. Excitement, held in by pride, produced what years of education and environment had almost obliterated  that spark of essential spirit that, like death and sleep, makes all men equal  the spark that always upsets calculations, the divinity in man not being calculable by lords of things and rules and precedents.

I am to guard you, sir, said Moses. You are not to be a massacre. I am entrusted with it.

Guardianship began when Quorn went down the ladder in the well-head. Moses went first. He went ahead through the tunnel. The only check in the growth of Moses new sense of responsibility was momentary. Quorn called to him to ask what lay behind the huge stone door in mid-tunnel, and for thirty seconds then, Moses plainly hesitated. He seemed afraid to confess ignorance. Then, suddenly:

But sir, it would be breach of confeedence. It will be told at the proper moment.

Not one word more could Quorn get out of him on that subject. Moses went ahead up the steps at the far end, peering about at the top to make sure no enemies were ambushed. Quorn watched him engage the assistant mahout in conversation; watched the mahout change from sleepy indifference to alertness.

What have you said to him?

Nothing much, said Moses. If one says too much to such ones they become bad. I have onlee said he shall receive the debt paid that he owes a monee-lender, if for one week he obeys obedientlee and is utterlee secretive.

Asoka was summoned out of the water, glistening wet, and for the first time in his life Moses rode in real state, up behind Quorn, scared but too proud to admit it, with a hand on Quorns shoulder to keep his balance, The assistant mahout unlocked the gate. The Maharajahs soldiers drove the crowd back, and Asoka swayed homeward, the assistant mounting by his tail and perching on the wet back with the agility of a monkey.

What next? Quorn asked. He was slightly jealous of the fact that Moses had been taken into confidence.

Moses, leaning forward, answered in his ear awesomely but trying to smile it off:

We are to teach the tiger.

We? You mean youre game to tackle that?

But sir, if we should fail to do so, there would be unsatisfactoree conseequences.

What do you know about tigers?

Nothing, sir. But I also do not know about poleetics. Yet here I am, politicalee active. That must be undoubtedlee because God wishes it; and if I die obedient to God, then I shall go to heaven. It will make no deeference whether a tiger kills me or I die of some other atrocitee.

Gee, youre pious.

Pietee is better, sir, than supersteetion.

Arent you scared any more o the priests?

Oh yes, but they are not of princeepal importance. I shall need some monee. I must send to the bazaar for food and cooking pots, since it is necessaree now to see you are not poisoned, for a week at anee rate. So I will cook in the shed. And I will sleep there also.

The hell you will.

Yes, I have promised, and there are two cots. This assistant is to have a blanket, and shall sleep on the veranda. He and I will watch that you are not a massacre by night. For one week onlee. It is orders.

Whose?

Her Eminences orders.

Quorn thought things over. It was a new one, to be subject to Moses dispositions and vigilance. Was Moses set to spy on him? Again a gulf appeared to yawn between himself and all this mystery of legend and intrigue. It was too late now to back down. He was for it. But the thing seemed more ridiculous than ever. Five-cent books on history had taught him that a coup d état is never possible unless the military are behind it, yet a coup d état was obviously being planned. Two or three British bombing planes could easily subdue Narada. There was the wire to the border that could summon the Royal Air Force at a few hours notice. Even supposing some one should cut the wire, there were the Maharajahs hundred men and the police. It was the damnedest, craziest, least credible proposition he had ever heard of.

Do they mean to feed that Maharajah to the tiger? he wondered. There was no suggestion wild enough to fit the situation.

Quorn said nothing more until they reached the compound and Asoka was once more safely picketed beneath his tree with hay to keep him amused. But there was a faint smell of tiger that appeared more interesting than the hay, so Quorn sat on the veranda of his little shed, where he couid watch and be ready for trouble. The elephant was real enough; Quorn understood him. But the rest seemed unreal, and he could not understand it. There were too many mysterious details. There was too much clockwork-like precision in the way things fitted  as for instance: during his absence some one had hung a newly killed kid in a sack to a nail on the wall of the shed. Did that fat babu never overlook anything? How many secret assistants had he? Moses came and sat beside Quorn:

It is better, sir, said Moses, that you should not seem to understand the language. Then, if I interpret for you, you will know exactlee what is said. And you will not need to say veree much. But what you do say will be accuratelee understood by those to whom I will interpret what you do say.

The proposal being reasonable, Quorn nodded. It suited him perfectly.

It is better to seem stupid than too senseeble, said Moses. It is even better that you give a foolish name to that assistant who has gone for food and cooking pots, because a follee is an unsuspicious circumstance. Exactitude is something to arouse the curiositee of malevolent people.

Yeah, I already named him, said Quorn. Hes the image o Ratty Riley  him that they lectrocuted for the Trenton hold-up. He already answers to Ratty.

And sobrietee is inadvisable, said Moses.

Quorn eyed him sideways. Never touch the stuff, he answered. Im a tartar when Im pie-eyed. Six or seven shots o Rye and you couldnt kid me that I cant lick Dempsey and a locomotive. Im not taking any.

Nevertheless, said Moses, should I put some cold tea in a whisky bottle, it would cause them to treat you not so carefulee, because a drunken person acts ridiculouslee, whereas sober people must be treated otherwise.

I get you. Okay. Ill act pie-eyed. This whole damned business seems pie-eyed to me. Lets feed the tiger.

Asoka had grown quiet and was tossing hay on to his back contentedly. Quorn took down the kids carcase from the nail, and he and Moses climbed over the wall. They pulled the ladder after them to reduce the risk of espionage. Quorn fed the tiger, shuddering as the brute struck the meat off the end of a stick and began to devour it instantly, entrails first.

How do you tame a brute like that? he grumbled.

It must certainlee be done, said Moses. Possiblee if you should beat him with a whip  or with a hot iron

Quorn sent him over the wall again, to cook dinner and keep an eye on Asoka.

If Im needed, throw a rock on the roof of this shed. Ill come quick.

Then he settled down to study the conundrum. There was an old packing case in the shed; he sat on that and watched the tiger devour his meal, all but the head and the lower parts of the legs. Then he went near enough to make sure there was water in the pan, and since the tiger merely stared he grew bolder and decided to try to clean the cage. So he climbed back over the wall, hunted up a long-handled hoe and returned. When he shoved the hoe between the wooden bars the tiger played with it, striking at it and pretending to be furious. Or perhaps he was furious. But the job was finished in about fifteen minutes and then the tiger lay down, licking himself contentedly.

If I should feed him fat, hell probably go sick, Quorn argued to himself, but hell be safer full o meat than craving it. Id sooner he was sick than me all chewed up.

He dragged the packing case close to the cage and sat there to let the tiger get used to him. The brute took no apparent notice, although Quorn sat there until he was weary of sitting still. Then Moses summoned him to dinner. After dinner he returned and found the tiger pacing up and down, so he paced up and down too, as close to the bars as he dared; and at last, when the tiger grew tired of it and lay down in a corner of the cage, Quorn scratched him cautiously. The tiger promptly sprawled to let his ears be rubbed. He was tame. He was used to being handled. There was the clear mark of a collar on his neck.

If I should get a collar on him, what then?

Barring one journey across the wall when all the elephants returned from the river and supplies had to be measured out, Quorn stayed with the tiger all that afternoon, talking to him now and then in a low voice, hunting for a phrase that the beast might recognize, but with no result. The tiger drowsed most of the time, not growing restless until Quorn started to move away, when he jumped up. He appeared to like human company.

But what the hell? A woman couldnt hold him by the collar, even if he is tame. Its a cinch hed break away. And shed be lucky if he didnt scrag her. Could I give him opium, I wonder?

There was opium in the store-shed, for sick elephants, and as a reward, to be rationed out in minute quantities to the mahouts, who needed it at intervals to keep their dissolute bodies and souls together. But how could one feed a tiger opium? And how much?

Wisht I had a book on tiger-training.

It was almost dark when Moses summoned him. A stone came thumping on the roof of the shed and startled the tiger out of a snooze. Quorn left him pacing up and down, and as he climbed the wall he could smell supper. There was a little table laid on the veranda. But all that Moses produced was a whisky bottle, from which he poured a stiff dose into a long glass. Not a word was said. Quorn drank the stuff. He detested the flavor of lukewarm tea, but he kept a straight face and even smacked his lips, since there was evidently something in the wind.

Give me some more, he commanded. Moses made a show of protest. Quorn insisted angrily. He drank a second glass, then lurched to the chair and sat down.

There is somebodee to see you, sir, said Moses.

Let him wait.

Quorn shredded tobacco clumsily and filled his pipe, staring about him while he lighted it, but he could see nothing out of the ordinary. The last of the sacred monkeys was getting away with stolen corn, almost too sleepy to dodge the stone that a mahout threw. It was almost dark; there were a few pale stars already visible and the day smell had changed to the smokier, slightly damper, cooler smell that heralds night. Moses retired into the shed, but Quorn was aware of him peering through the window; he could hear him performing the silly old trick of snapping coins together to suggest a cocked revolver. But nothing happened.

Well  who is it? he demanded at last.

Then, from around beside the shed, there came a dark-skinned, solemn-looking little man with high cheek-bones and mutton-chop whiskers turning iron-gray. He had a fierce moustache and wore a dull-red turban made of twisted cloth. The bare calves of his legs looked powerful as he stepped on to the veranda, but he was a more than middle-aged man and not particularly active looking  no one to feel afraid of, although he had a vague air of being used to authority, and he was certainly not afraid of Quorn.

Kick off your slippers! Quorn commanded.

The man obeyed without comment. Then for almost sixty seconds he and Quorn stared at each other, mutually hostile, until the sudden total darkness of the Indian night closed in around them and they were framed in the yellow lamplight from the open window.

What does he want, Moses?

Quorn knew enough of the language to follow the conversation, and his ears were alert enough to catch the flick of the blade of Moses cooking knife against the wood beneath the window.

Sir, this personage is the private secretary of the Maharajahs minister of state. He wishes to speak to you confidentialee.

Tell him to come in the moming when Im sober. Say when Im as drunk as this I dont keep secrets.

Sir, he says it would be well to treat him confidentialee. Thus he may befriend you properlee, but otherwise how can he?

After breakfast in the morning is the time for talk, Quorn answered.

He says, sir, that it is necessaree he and you shall speak together now. Moses came around through the door with his knife in his hand and dragged up a chair for the visitor, who sat down. He says, sir, that if there are to be events he wishes to be cognizant of same, in order that he may behave discreetlee. Somebody, he says, has cut the telegraph wire. He thinks you ordered it.

I should care what he thinks.

He says, sir, that you should have a friend or two at court unless you are willing to die of a perfect certaintee; because it will not be permitted that the Princess shall attempt to lead the tiger, and if necessaree they will shoot the tiger and will kill you.

Says he.

Sir, he says that you are quite undoubtedlee a British agent. He is perfectlee aware, he says, that you are sent here by the British to perform a mysteree in order that political disturbance may occur, because the British, who are in manee difficultees, wish for an excuse to seize Narada as they once took Scinde and certain other places. So, he says, you must be veree brave to dare death so importantlee. He says, it is invariablee profitable to protect the brave and to provide for their necessitees. If you should need some monee

Tell him he may go to hell, Quorn interrupted. Ignorant he might be, but he was not so ignorant as that. When a total stranger mentions money it is time to close the conversation. But Moses, it appeared, thought otherwise:

He says, sir, he is certain that your honor is in no great danger after all, because, if anyone should kill you, that would give the British an excuse to interfere, and nobody will wish that. Nevertheless, he thinks that you should authorize him to suggest that thought to others, just in case some sillee person should neglect to think about it and should act indiscreetlee and kill. He says, it is so easy to take life, so difficult to preeserve same, so impossible to bring back to life when once thoroughlee dead.

Does he think Im crazy? Quorn asked.

Sir, he says you certainlee are crazee unless you culteevate his affection, because otherwise he will not dare to speak to you as one friend to another.

Kiss him for me. Say I love him first rate.

He says, sir, that he will tell you all he knows if you will be a friend to him in what he calls contingencees. I believe, sir, it would be as well to treat this personage politelee.

Go ahead then. Kiss him.

Moses interpreted that at such garrulous length that Quorn grew tired of listening. He gathered, though, that Moses represented him as being tough, and rather drunken, but such a man of his word that even the incredulous and cautious British-Indian Council of State entrusted him with terrific secrets. Moses idea of the Indian Government was almost as hazy as Quorns, but he made up for that with an air of sincerity, and at last the visitor revealed a slightly deeper layer of his motive:

Now he says, sir, that the popularitee of the Princess is such that nobodee will dare to attempt to preevent what she has said that she intends to do.

He said the opposite o that just now, Quorn inter- rupted.

But, he says, he did not dare to tell the truth until he tested first your honors confeedence. But what he wishes to inquire is, how will your honor overcome the prejudices of the priestlee tiger, which is being teased to make him veree angree? Should the Princess try to lead that angree animal, he says, she will be certainlee a massacre. But should she not attempt it, after having promised, she will lose her popularitee, and consequentlee certain personages hesitate to acclaim her. Should they do so they might be much humiliated. If your honor has a good plan and a safe one

Quorn interrupted again: You tell him miracles are my meat. Joshua, who made the sun stand still, was a mere beginner. And remind him your names Moses. Tell him plaguing the Egyptians with frogs and boils was nothing to what youre cooking up for Bughouse Bill. Say tigers dont mean nothing to us. Tell him, where I come from, tigers are pet cats. Then tell him I want my supper, so to hell with him and good night.

Moses translation of that was free but eloquent. He managed to convey the idea without unnecessary detail. The visitor stood up and bowed; but as he bowed he spoke again, low voiced.

He says, said Moses, does your honor not want monee? He would like her Highness to remember, later on, that he was friendlee toward her

Tell him to see Chullunder Ghose about it.

That was final. Quorns voice was suddenly whip-crack definite, and the visitor turned to go.

It isnt that I dont like graft, said Quorn to Moses. Findings keepings. First come, first served, mebbe. But I like to know whos buying what, and why. You get me?

But Moses only answered:

Oh my God! He dropped his knife on the veranda and stood frozen with terror. Quorn let his chair come forward with a thump and sat still.

The visitor had paused at the veranda step to put his slippers on, and perhaps to think of one last argument to break down Quorns reticence. Out of the darkness, flashing for a second in the lamplight from the open window, came a thrown knife. It struck the visitor between the shoulder-blades. He fell without saying a word, blood spurting from his mouth. His lungs were pierced.

They have killed him, sir, said Moses stupidly. Quorn got up to look closely, but suddenly thought better of it. He decided first to summon the mahouts as witnesses. His foot struck Moses kitchen-knife.

Pick it up, he ordered. Get inside and stay there.

Sir, that knife was meant for you! said Moses. But another voice interrupted, laughing:

Not so! This babu bets all his money that Bughouse Bill proposes you shall be accused of murder, Gunga sahib! I bet that is your knife, stolen from the mission gate-house! Let me see it.

Chullunder Ghose strode out of shadow. He stooped to examine the victim  an enormous target, had there been another knife in ambush.

Watch out for yourself, Quorn advised him. How long have you been here?

Not long. I followed this man; what he had to tell you was important. Yes, this knife has B.Q. on the handle  your initials.

Quorn swore angrily: I never put em on a knife. No? The babu chuckled. They did! Bughouse Bill is fond of finesse, and he thinks of details! One knife for two adversaries. Not bad! But a bughouse is a bughouse. And a verb sap is He raised his voice a little higher. Idherao! he commanded.

Three men stepped out of the darkness  two who looked like soldiers, and a third who trembled in their grip on his sinewy arms.
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Two In One Skin!

The babu looked deathly tired. The yellow lamplight made his weary, handsome face look older. The chair that Moses brought creaked under him as he let himself go and sat slackly, relaxed. His eyelids drooped, but there was fire behind the meditative eyes. His big head still poised masterfully on the strong neck. Lines of humor, still there, indicated that the humor might have irony behind it. It was a marvel that the man was not a high court judge or something of the sort. In that rich light and shadow he was a picture of Quorns idea of what a senator had looked like in the splendid days of Rome. His powerful, well-shaped fingers tapped judicially on the table as he considered the man in front of him  a man who no longer trembled and no longer tried to shrink free from the grip of the two who held him.

Were full in lamplight, Quorn warned.

And the audience is in the dark, the babu answered. That is proper. Then he began to talk to the prisoner, arrogantly, in a language of which Quorn knew not one word. Moses, who appeared also not to understand that language, slunk indoors, crossing himself and shuddering as he passed the corpse. As he opened and closed the shed door, light shone for a second on shadowy forms in the outer darkness. The mahouts had gathered. They were watching. They were trying to listen.

Suddenly Moses yelled and came rushing out again. The crash of upset cooking pots behind him was as startling as an explosion.

Cobra! Oh my God! His one eye was white in the lamplight. Who will kill him? Somebodee must kill him! The mahouts came closer. One could hear them breathing.

Shut the door, said the babu. Keep the snake in there. It shall kill this prisoner, unless he tells me what I wish to know. Apparently he repeated that to the prisoner, who grinned uncomfortably, as a frightened, stubborn man might show his teeth at the sight of instruments of torture.

Quorn shut the door with a slam that made Moses jump. Then he stared in through the open window for about a minute.

Yes, he said at last, a big un. Darn you, youve spilled my supper, he added. How did he get in there?

Which is easier, the babu asked: to throw a knife, or to let a cobra out of a basket? Bughouse Bill is thorough. But so are cobras. This man, who threw the knife, shall fight that cobra with his teeth unless he answers me. He said something or other very swiftly, in a low voice, to the two who looked like soldiers though they wore no uniform, and they began to twist the prisoners arms behind his back. Quorn sat down nervously:

Eh? Third degree? he objected.

To begin with, said the babu. There are ninety-nine degrees in India and I know all of them. Tread on his toes, he commanded. Time is of the essence of our haste, and I am not so sentimental as I look.

A heavy, military-looking foot descended on the prisoners, who set his teeth and held his breath.

Now punch him in the belly, said the babu. Out came the prisoners breath with a spastic gasp  then a groan  then a tortured exclamation.

He will talk now, said the babu. I intend to let him go if he is truthful. He repeated that to the prisoner.

But he murdered a man, Quorn interrupted.

You moralist! The babu smiled scornfully. Lives there a king or president or ruler in the world, whose authority is not based on murder? Name me a god who is not a murderer! What do I care that this fool slew a secretary? I have learned that the palace hesitates which way to bet. That was the dead mans message. Having given it, what was he worth? He is a dead rat. Now then (he changed to the vernacular) twist his fingers.

But the prisoner had had enough persuasion. He began to talk rapidly, in the language that Quorn did not understand.

A mere fool, said the babu at last. A fanatical fool, and a liar, as fanatics all are. He justifies himself. He says he had no orders, but he overheard the speech of Gunpat Rao. Very probable! It is as if I said I overheard the secrets of the British Cabinet in Downing Street! But he says that he and another therefore made conspiracy together. One would introduce a cobra into the shed. The other  that is this one  would throw a knife. And thus, one way or the other, one of them would slay this imitation Gunga sahib and prevent the intended sacrilege. He says it was an accident; he slew the wrong man. He lies, but what of it? He forgets the initials on the knife. That dead rat went to Gunpat Rao and did talk to him. Am I a simpleton? So simple am I that the man who overheard was no less than the dead rats body servant; so I know the whole truth. And the truth is this: there is a palace revolution, almost; but the palace hesitates. So the dead rat was sent to see you, and you only. However, he was a rat, and first he went to Gunpat Rao to have both confidences and to sit on both sides of the fence. Gunpat Rao easily seduced him. So he came here and held you in conversation, intending that you should be an easy target for a thrown knife. But Gunpat Rao is Bughouse Bill, who loves no rats that run from one side to another. To accuse the Gunga sahib of a murder, and to murder the rat who might otherwise betray his confidence, seemed subtler to him and a lot less dangerous. So this fool was instructed, although not by Gunpat Rao, who is not so easy with his confidences, and a knife was notched with your initials. Simple, wasnt it? Why not arrest you? But the point is, nobody knows now what this murdering fool has told me. Bughouse Bill will certainly repudiate him, but he will not know how much I know. He will try to discover how much I know, before he makes his next move. He surely knows already that his plan miscarried; probably a dozen messages have reached him.

Hell, said Quorn, hell send and murder both of us. Thats easy. Put the light out, Moses. Sitting heres like daring em to do it.

But Moses was afraid to go into the room where the cobra was, and the lamp was too far back from the window to be reached from outside. The babu seemed too tired to make a joke about it, but he spoke to Quorn as to a child who had been stupid at his lessons:

There are more than thirty witnesses observing us, you innocent! Do you imagine Bughouse Bill would trust mahouts to keep his secrets?

Quorn grunted, not enjoying the snub in the presence of Moses. He had abandoned his feeling of superiority to the babu, but Moses was a half-breed and his servant to boot. The word innocent had humiliating implications. However, the babu changed the subject. Suddenly he sprang out of his chair as if exploded out of it. The prisoner tried to flinch away from him.

You lied! said the babu savagely in English, hardly raising his voice but making it vibrate with anger. Then he changed to the vernacular and spoke three or four short sentences that sounded like threats or curses, or both combined. The prisoner flinched again, seemed almost reassured for a second, and then more terrified than ever.

He will talk now, said the babu confidently. But he was wrong. The man sulked, until at last the babu asked for pen and ink and paper. Quorn produced a fountainpen, but the babu had to use the fly-leaf of a book to write on, because neither Quorn nor Moses would face the cobra in order to bring paper from indoors. When he had finished writing he folded the note. Then:

An ekka, he commanded.

There was a lean pony at a picket in the compound, and in a corner was a small two-wheeled cart with hoops over it to support a sheet in rainy weather. Quorn shouted to Ratty to go and harness the lean pony and bring the ekka. Ratty emerged from a shadow almost at his feet and ran like a ghost to obey. Within three or four minutes the ekka waited close to the veranda. But there was no covering over the hoops.

Get a sheet, said the babu. That took longer, but one was found and tied over the hoops at last. And then the night grew tense with silence. Sixty or seventy eyes were watching from the darkness. There was a sensation of breath being held. The prisoner looked terrified; he almost spoke; his lips moved, but there were no audible words.

Off with his turban, said the babu. Then he went and stooped over the murdered man as if to make sure he was actually dead. But he appeared to take death for granted, or to be indifferent. What interested him was the dead mans turban made of yards and yards of coiled red cloth. He pulled it off, tied a loop in the end and passed that over the prisoners head.

Going to lynch him? Quorn asked. I wont stand for it, he added. Hes a dirty murderer, but

Worse than lynching, said the babu. Then he ordered the prisoner bound hand and foot with his own turban, and that was done very efficiently by the man who held him. Using a length of wire that Quorn kept handy for cleaning a pipe-stem, the babu pinned to the prisoners breast the folded note that he had written.

Just my compliments, he said, to Gunpat Rao. Lead him to his victim now, and throw him, he commanded.

That was done with military zeal and lack of gentleness. The murderer fell prone on his victim, and the babu lashed the two together with the turban that he had looped in readiness around the murderers neck. He trussed them neck to neck, and arm to arm, and leg to leg.

He would love death better, he remarked then. Making corpses is heroic, but to touch them is against his conscience. He is ritually unclean now, and who shall ritually cleanse him? Bughouse Bill? I think not.

That is terrible! said Moses. It is sinful. It is

Pretty drastic, arent you? Quorn suggested. Monkeying with a guys religion

Sometimes even I am moral, said the babu. Now into the ekka with them.

It was curious to watch the care with which the military-looking individuals avoided touching the corpse, or even the blood that already drenched the murderers clothing. They took the murderer by head and feet, so that the corpse came with him, and hove the two into the ekka like sacked merchandise. And even so they wished to wash themselves  went to the faucet near-by, splashed there for several minutes and then came back dripping. The babu used that interval to make sure that the cover was lashed tight to the ekka. He was not easily satisfied. Finally with his own hands he tied the murderer to the hoops to keep him from escaping. Then he gave his orders:

Take them to Gunpat Rao! One of you lead the pony. One of you walk behind the ekka.

Both men objected, one volubly, the other muttering.

Then go back to your Maharajah! said the babu. Go and tell him you deserted but have changed your loyalty a second time!

They muttered mutinously. They were more afraid of Gunpat Rao than of court martial. But the babu argued, bullied, threatened, and then suddenly drew one more surprise from his store:

I will go with you! I will lead you!

It was almost a defeat. They hesitated. It was clear enough that, though they doubted the babu, they had no doubt at all about Gunpat Rao. Chullunder Ghose might punish them, perhaps; perhaps he might not dare to try to punish them. But Gunpat Rao had the powers of darkness at his beck and call. It was the babus last shot that won:

The Gunga sahib is coming also.

Whether they believed that Quorns eyes were an armor against evil, or whether it was curiosity that won them over, or a sense of shame, they surrendered, and one went at once to the ponys head. Quorn wondered whether to refuse or not. The whole transaction was a lot too lawless for him. But it was Moses who spoke:

Sirs, you leave me here alone? he asked. He came and stood beside Quorn. He looked determined  rigid  sacred but not to be imposed upon. And he received at once the accolade that was all he needed to make him a redoubtable ally:

We need you with us, sahib, said the babu. No one had ever addressed him as sahib. No one had ever before addressed him as a man whose courage was a positive, unquestionable fact.

You may command me, he answered, and his voice held a hint of a choke, as a mans should in a splendid moment. Then the babu turned to Quorn and spoke low:

One fathead, so many things to do, no sleep  and what do you think will be the end of it? Am I a man of ice and iron?

Youd better watch out, or youll crack, Quorn answered. But the babu frowned and his face grew firm:

I will not fail! It is good that I made a slight mistake, since it awakens me! If I had been awake, I would have thought of this first! Had you and I not gone to pay this call on Bughouse Bill

Why call on him?

We might have had to deal with Gunpat Rao, said the babu.

Theyre the same man, arent they?

Two in one skin! I can outwit Bughouse Bill. But Gunpat Rao is a better man than I am. Come on.

Quorn followed Moses. He was actually too distrustful of the outcome, and too nervous, to have followed the babu without an argument. But he refused to feel inferior to Moses. So he gruffly ordered Ratty to guard the shed, and stepped forth into darkness, swearing below his breath and scratching at the birth-mark on his forehead.

Were as crazy as hell, he muttered. Were every one of us as crazy as Billy-be-damned.


XIX

So You Ventured Too Near Gunpat Rao?

The public oil-lamps were far apart and rather dim. There were a few patches of light from badly fitted shutters, and there was a glow on the roofs, where women chattered amid curtains that swayed in the evening wind. The stars shone wonderfully, and the low half-moon bathed one part of the sky in liquid silver. But down in the narrow streets there was barely enough light to show that they were being followed, it was impossible to guess by how many people. The sound of sandaled feet was like that of a soft wind in a forest.

Whats your plan? Quorn demanded. But the babu was not to be drawn.

Only opportunists have plans, he answered. Self am creator of opportunities that, being new, have not been spoiled by other people.

Wisht wed come on Soaker, Quorn grumbled. Well be mobbed, or else land in the lock-up. Which is worse, I wonder?

It would be worse to have no witnesses, the babu answered. Curiosity prevents more crimes than cupidity causes. It would be safer to sleep with cobras than to visit Bughouse Bill on such an errand unless lots of people saw us do it. Oh publicity, what secrecy thy fierce light hides! Oh secrecy, how silly are thy slaves!

He chatted, probably to keep himself awake; or perhaps to keep Quorn from thinking and becoming scared by his own imagination. He may have done it to conceal his own thoughts. At any rate, he revealed a new side of himself:

Give me one small state that is a member of the League of Nations, and then watch me! Machiavellis day is down the river, like Kiplings empire. The bourgeoisie who wrangle at Geneva think arithmetic empowers them to cope with relativity! One man with an imagination, and the courage of it

Meaning you? Quorn asked him, keeping step. They trudged behind the ekka like poor relations discussing estimates of compensation and employers liability behind a paupers hearse.

Imagination  courage  patience, said the babu. Narada is nothing  a mere Andorra  a mere Corsica. But Corsica is an empty egg that hatched a famous chicken!

Marry the Princess? Quorn suggested. In the stories he had read, and in the pictures he had seen, the princess always married the adventurer who overcame her enemies. He knew that difference of age, in the East, is unimportant. That ud make you Maharajah, would it?

Innocent! Am I a simpleton? I like impossibilities, but that would be impossible and silly also. There never lived the king or queen who was more than a puppet. And today their ministers are puppets.

Sure, there youre right, said Quorn. Democracys the stuff.

Stuff? Yes. It is the stuff of which calamities are made, agreed the babu. Brains and an imagination! Plus a swarm of silly politicians jealous of each other and in deadly rivalry for self-importance! That is the stuff of which Napoleons build empires.

Oh! So youre a new Napoleon?

How can there be a new Napoleon, you ignoramus! What would be new about his mistakes? He was a fool who wisely wanted India but never saw it because vanity and greed prevented him. Gandhi could have had India, but was too much of a moralist to want it. I am not a moralist, and I will win Narada for the Princess. Then what? What when India exchanges British rule for self-determination? Who shall be the self who shall determine that outcome? And if India grows great because of brains and an imagination, what of Asia? If I should live for five-and-twenty years

Weve five-and-twenty minutes, maybe,• if were lucky, said Quorn, whose imagination reveled in no such flights at awkward moments. On their left hand, in the darkness of the street that passed beneath the bridge, already loomed the Kali temple wall. It was like the wall of a prison, sheer for twenty feet, of massive masonry. Above that, vaguely luminous in starlight and in places silvered by the moon, there was crowded ornament, with images of gods and goddesses and their attendants staring into vacancy. But beneath, there was solemn gloom, and the silence and stench of unknowable things. A great gate, ponderous with iron fastenings, its timbers carved with legendary themes of life and death, stood grim and uninviting in the shadow of an arch that could admit two elephants abreast. There was a small door in the gate, but no grille  no bell  no knocker.

It is better that we leave the bodies here, said Moses trying to conceal his terror with an air of judicial wisdom. But the babu ignored him. He seemed to have changed his personality again. He was alert, undreamy, impudent  a realist with a plan. He picked up a stone and hammered on the gate until the echoes thundered; and at last some one called down to him angrily through a hole near the top of the arch. The babu answered scornfully at no great length and resumed his hammering.

To the front gate? he remarked to Quorn, who stood beside him. Not I! Self am diplomatically much too modest. Quorn was nervously eyeing the shadowy figures that filled the street behind them. Those at the rear were pressing forward but were being held back for the moment by the cautious ones in front. The weird telepathy that summons crowds was functioning; already, from beneath the bridge down-street a swarm of men and women was running uphill.

Were cut off, both ends now, said Quorn. The next thing, copsll turn up. Then what?

But the babu kept on hammering, and presently the small gate in the big one opened about two inches on a chain that some one rattled carefully to make its presence known. The babu talked through the opening, low voiced but with violent emphasis. The only words that Quorn overheard were Gunpat Rao. Apparently the babu was invited to enter alone. He refused, and there followed a long pause, presumably for consultation inside. Then another argument. And at last the great gate opened gingerly, then suddenly swung wide. Ten or a dozen men in yellow robes poured into the street and stood to keep the crowd from entering. The babu waved to the soldier who held the ponys head to lead the ekka. He, Moses, Quorn and the other soldier followed, almost chased in by the men in yellow. Then the great gate shut with a thud and the bolts went home.

Thats good-by to the U.S.A.! Quorn muttered, sniffing. There was an acrid stench, and there were figures moving amid shadows. He could see great columns ris- ing upward into darkness. In a corner, on his right hand, moonlight and a little lamplight fell on a flight of steps that seemed to lead toward the bridge that crossed the street. Somewhere ahead in the gloom a man was carrying a lantern; he appeared to have entered a tunnel. There were perhaps a dozen tiny ghee-lamps stuck on brackets amid carving on surrounding walls. The sky looked like a purple-black roof sprayed with jewels. But the babu seemed to care for none of that. He was unimpressed  arrogant  swift in his movements.

The pony suddenly grew frantic and the babu sprang to its head. He ordered the shafts loosed from the harness, and he kicked the hesitating soldier. He could kick like a battery mule and the shock reduced the man to mechanical, dumb obedience. The babu ordered him to hold the shafts; then he let the pony go, and the terrified beast went galloping away amid echoing empty spaces, sending up sparks from paving stones, until he vanished somewhere. Then the babu ordered the ekka turned around, and he himself cut the cords that tied the prisoner to the hoops. When a lantern was seen coming, and then four more lanterns, along a passage directly ahead, across the courtyard, the babu took hold of the ekka shafts and held them level. In that darkness the passage down which the lanterns came looked as if it might lead to the midst of the world.

Thats not Bughouse Bill, said Quorn  deliberately. He was disappointed. He felt like facing Bughouse Bill and fighting him to soothe his nerves. He was conscious of a small-boy impulse to throw stones and jeer. Had he not interviewed a Maharajah and a Princess? Priests, however solemn or exclusive, held no social terrors for him. But the priests, if priests they were, came forward unbelligerently, almost humbly. Darkness masked the pride that their assumed humility could only make more evident in daylight. They were weirdly beautiful, with lantern light on naked arms and on one side of their faces; they suggested an Old Masters painting of Apostles attending a midnight conference. However, the babu denied them any dignity whatever.

See that! he shouted as they neared him. At the word he raised the ekka shafts until the prisoner and the corpse, still bound together, rolled on the paving stones and almost touched the feet of the leading priest, who recoiled in horror. All the priests stood transfixed, staring, scandalized. They were trained men, thoroughly familiar with death and taught to cover even great astonishment with poise and silence. But that was too much. Their silence gave the babu opportunity, and his baritone voice made the utmost use of it. He made a speech, with rounded periods and studied vehemence of gesture, that suggested a fat Mark Antony addressing the conspirators who murdered Caesar.

What is he saying? Quorn asked. Moses almost struck him to keep him silent and listened until the babu finished. Then:

He speaks defiantlee. Accusinglee he challenges them most contemptuouslee. He demands that they shall come with him before the Maharajah, now, this minute, and in public, before all men, make denial of responsibilitee for this obscenitee.

And what do they say? Quorn asked.

Moses listened. Some one came and took the note from the prisoners breast, then cut the turban that bound the prisoner and corpse together, but even so he could not writhe free unaided. The babu forbade helping him. He made some jibe about the note, and the man hurried away with it into the darkness.

They ask, said Moses, that the babu shall accompanee themselves into the temple and speak more privatelee of this and other things.

Quorn stepped closer to the babu. Dont you go, you idiot! Theyll scrag you! He took the babu by the arm, but the babu whispered to him:

The miscarried plans of guilty opportunists are less dangerous to this babu than horse-feathers in a mares nest. Verb sap.

There were terrible, stealthy sounds not far away, and although Quorn could not see into the darkness on his left hand, he knew now what the stench meant and what had terrified the pony. There was a lot of noise, too, in the street, and it seemed to irritate the priests. The babu pointed to the moonlit steps.

He says, said Moses, whispering, that he will go up there and speak to anyone, where all the world can see him from the street.

Hes crazy, Quorn answered. Hell, theyll shove him off the parapet.

Moses agreed: It is the end of us. They will play a trick on us. I am not confeedent  and this is all veree sinful.

Whats that babu saying now? Quorn demanded.

He is saying that the murderer has spoken to us all in presence of each other, and that there are manee witnesses of what happened; but that they may have both murderer and victim for their purposes. They say they will not have them, but he tells them they must have them. They are veree angree, but he is satisfactorilee complacent.

One of the priests gave a command in a loud voice. Some one came forward out of the darkness and untied the murderer, who struggled stiffly to his feet and glowered at the babu. The soldiers closed in on the babu to protect him. But a priest spoke to the murderer, and he sulkily walked away into the gloom that had swallowed the pony. Nobody offered to touch the corpse; it lay twisted gruesomely, with the knife sticking out between the shoulder-blades. One of the priests set a lantern down beside it.

He will pray, said Moses. But he did not. He examined the dead mans face, stooping over it, his own face in the lantern light looking sour and contemptuous; then he backed away and left the lantern standing where it was. Two of the priests then turned toward the stairway and the babu followed them. Quorn, the two soldiers and Moses crowded close to one another, trying to look unconcerned but shuddering when they touched each other because the gloom felt full of knife-blades. They watched the babu  pompous  senatorial. Revealed alternately by moonlight and lantern light, he swaggered up the steps behind the priests, until they saw him silhouetted against the sky, above the street. There he squatted. But the priests stood, and they seemed to be arguing.

Grab me that lantern, said Quorn. But Moses feared to do it. So he ordered a soldier to bring it, but the soldier pretended not to understand him.

Hell, Im scared, he said to Moses, but Im curious, and standing still dont suit my type, so here goes!

He walked forward as nonchalantly as he could and took the lantern. Then he turned to the left in the direction whence the stealthy noises and the stench came. No one offered to prevent him, but Moses and the soldiers followed for the sake of company, and the priests walked away toward the foot of the steps up which Ghose had gone.

Oh God! Moses exclaimed, and his teeth began chattering.

Twenty or thirty feet ahead a pair of eyes shone in the dark, about breast high. Quorn went nearer and the lantern light revealed an iron cage, set on a masonry platform, filling the mouth of what appeared to be an ancient wide-arched doorway. The cage was about fifteen feet wide and as many deep, and there were bars back and front, but the sides were of stone blocks solidly cemented to the walls of the arch; and between the top of the cage and the arch the whole space had been filled in with some sort of masonry, plastered over. An enormous tiger crouched behind the bars and, as Quorn drew nearer, rushed at him, making almost no sound but displaying his tawny belly as he reared upright and tried to strike through the bars of the cage. The swaying lantern light exaggerated size and horror. The brute appeared to be mad  slunk away to the rear of the cage and rushed again, hurling himself against the bars and wrenching at them, snarling now.

He is a cannibal, said Moses. Come away, sir. It is not safe to be near him. Those bars easily might open.

Quorn examined the bars by lantern light that shone on wrath in motion  stealthy, swift, terrific, striped, enormous  impotent. The bars held. They were set in one iron frame, and the whole frame was hinged to the masonry at the bottom. At the top, an iron bolt was so arranged that if one pulled it downward the whole front of the cage would fall forward. It was a clumsy arrangement. The only way they could have got the tiger in there was by using a net to keep him in until the front of the cage was raised and locked in place. Apparently the rear of the cage was built in the same way, although it was impossible to see distinctly. The cage was not properly cleaned and the stench was almost unendurable.

It looks to me, said Moses, as if back there is a passage.

Try and go in, Quorn suggested. Nervousness had made him irritable. He felt savage  glanced up at the parapet and saw the babu silhouetted there against the purple sky  cursed him, and decided on the instant, right or wrong, to go up there and interrupt his endless chatter. As he started across the courtyard, robed men wheeled away the ekka.

Why? he wondered. What now? The corpse still lay there. He and Moses avoided it. So did the soldiers, although they lagged in the rear, apparently afraid of what Quorn might do next; they were even more afraid of the priests than Moses was. Moses spoke thickly, terrified but trying gamely to be brave about it:

I beelieve they will feed our ponee to that tiger presentlee  perhaps the corpse, too  and then afterwards. us also!

Do you reckon hes all that hungry? Quorn asked. Half a dozen of him couldnt eat our babu! Quit your belly-aching.

But sir, it is veree dangerous to trespass. It is also sinful. I advise we wait here.

Suit yourself, said Quorn and walked on. Moses followed, and the soldiers followed Moses. But the soldiers remained at the foot of the steps, paused there for a moment, and then marched away toward the gate. They marched as if they had a corporal behind them. Moses hurried up the steps to overtake Quorn, glancing to left and right and then behind him. He was so afraid of the priests in yellow robes near the foot of the steps, who had drawn aside to let Quorn pass, that he took two steps at a time and stumbled. With his solar topee that he wore at all hours because it signified western ancestry, he looked absurdly like a tourist. Out of breath, he begged Quorn to return to the courtyard, but Quorn went forward, ignoring him. It was a long climb  fine, wide polished stone steps, very ancient, and with narrow treads  hardly room for a mans foot, worn on the surface by the naked feet of centuries  a handsome balustrade  and at last the parapet, not less than ten feet wide, a veritable causeway leading all around the temple.

Quorn stood staring down into the street, where almost utter darkness swarmed with human life that one could not see. He sensed it  felt it, knew that it was human, but the sound resembled water rushing downhill. He supposed they were all talking at once. Moses was afraid to look over the edge; he touched Quorns sleeve and pointed to the babu, who was sitting so close to the edge, not thirty feet away from where they stood, that a kick or a shove would have toppled him over.

Should they kill him, sir, then

Quorn approached the babu, whose back was toward him. Moses suggestion had made his blood run cold. It was worse than cold; it curdled. He couldnt imagine what he could do without the babu. Now he knew, too, that he liked him  liked him first rate. Danger was the main thought; but a curiously strong wave of affection urged him too  an impulse that he would have denied furiously if taxed with it.

Hes loco  and hes logey for lack o sleep. God damn his eyes, he might fall off!

Two priests stood before the babu. They were talking to him, but they were not near enough to him to do much mischief without warning. However, Quorn conceived the notion of getting behind the priests, believing they would hardly dare to attack the babu with an enemy at their rear. It was no use trying to listen to the conversation; he could not understand a word of it. But he might be able to spy out the situation. There was a great stone image of the temple goddess  one of many that stared down over the parapet at intervals. It was only about fifteen feet beyond the priests. There might be somebody behind it. He would find out.

Moses did not pass the babu but stayed near enough to listen to the conversation. Both priests tried to intercept Quorn, but the babu was speaking to them and they seemed not to wish to miss what he said, so that their effort was distracted and a trifle too late. Another voice arrested them; it seemed to come from the huge image, or else from behind it. Quorn decided there was certainly an enemy in ambush, so he quickened his pace, expecting at each step to be hurled to the street or else knifed. He could not have claimed that his blood was up. It was a desperate manœuver, born of panic and that sudden feeling that he must protect the babu. His pace slackened again as he reached the shadow of the image. He came almost to a standstill and then, holding the lantern in his left hand at a level with his shoulder, approached cautiously. He came to a sudden halt, with his mouth wide open and his heart thumping against his ribs.

The image was hollow. There was a door in its back that opened inward. Inside, in utter darkness, Bughouse Bill stood staring at him. The lantern shone full in the high priests face, lighting it slightly from beneath, throwing strange shadows that exaggerated the look of proud malevolence. More than anything else it suggested the face of an evil spirit lurking in a tomb  a monstrous, mean, sadistic devil. Quorn tried to speak; he wanted to insult the man. But not a word would come forth; the muscles of his throat felt paralyzed and his dry tongue clove to the roof of his mouth. He held the lantern still and stared, his agate eyes not flinching as he met the priests that observed him with a cold gaze like an alligators from beneath their wrinkled, lashless lids. There was no gesture of recognition. Quorn was being looked at like an insect on a pin, perhaps with curiosity but not with anything remotely like fear or respect or excitement. It humiliated and enraged him. He felt like spitting at the face, or punching it, but he could not move.

Then the door slammed suddenly, and through a hole in the side of the image a voice that had a harp-string note spoke to the priests who faced the babu. The priests spoke in turn, and the babu stood up then as if the interview was over. But Quorn could not yet face reality. He doubted whether he could yet find speech. He discovered he was still holding the lantern shoulder high  still staring at a hateful face that would not vanish from the mirror of his consciousness. Turn how he would, the face was there in front of him  dispassionate, mean, vivid. It was not cruel, because it had no sympathies. It was hateful  awful  and it would not vanish.

To drive the image from his mind Quorn studied his surroundings. He noticed that the parapet led to the bridge that crossed the street toward the other temple. It became the floor of the bridge, but the bridge was blocked at both ends. However, the bridge also had wide parapets, with images that leaned outward and looked downward to the street. The parapets were as broad as ordinary footpaths  or so it seemed in the dim light. But as he stared at the bridge, that face was there. When he looked down at the stone he stood on, the face stared up at him. It made him feel hysterical. He tried to brush it away with his right hand. It did not even vanish when the babu called out: This way, Gunga sahib! The priests stood aside to let him pass them. Then, almost before he knew it, the babu had him by the arm in a grip that almost tore his muscles.

So-ho! said the babu. So you ventured too near Gunpat Rao? One more difficulty! Oh my fathead! Bughouse Bill is safe enough. But Gunpat Rao


XX

Oh Krishna, Why Was I Born Timid?

Moses went ahead, feeling his way carefully. He was so afraid of lurking enemies, or of stumbling on the worn stone steps, that he did not realize the babu had paused near the middle of the stairway and was speaking to Quorn. The moon had dipped out of sight. There was almost nothing visible except the pool of light around Quorns lantern in which he and the babu stood like tragic actors on a darkened stage, and the little ghee-lamps dotting the darkness, that illuminated nothing.

Let go of my arm, said Quorn. Dyou think I cant feel?

Raise the lantern. Look into my eyes, the babu answered.

They were Gunpat Raos eyes. Behind, or looking through, or mixed up with the babus massive head, was Gunpat Raos. As a pulse beats, Gunpat Raos baleful stare grew stronger than the babus. Then the babus eyes prevailed again. Then Gunpat Raos.

Loose my arm, I tell you!

Gunpat Rao is an expert, said the babu.

Moses came back, running up the steps in panic. His breath came in sobs, and his teeth were chattering. He stumbled, clutched the babus leg and saved himself from falling headlong. The babu gave him a hand and raised him. He clung to the hand with both of his.

Oh! he exclaimed. Oh! Then he clapped both his hands to his face and shook hysterically, fighting like a man to regain self-control.

Oh, well, said the babu. He sighed resignedly. If this is defeat, then it is. But let us see about it.

He retained his grip on Quorns arm but relaxed it a little. Moses seized his other hand, and the babu led the two of them down the steps in silence. There were no priests at the bottom  no lanterns. All was darkness. In the far corner the tiger snarled at Quorns lantern; he was pacing the cage; one could hear him plainly.

Oh God! Moses took his topee off and wiped sweat from his forehead. They are gone  the soldiers! We are helpless!

Are we? said the babu. He led them to where the corpse had lain. It was gone; there was not even blood on the paving stones. Look at me. What do you see? the babu demanded. It was almost the voice of a drill-master.

Quorn met his eyes again. He saw the eyes of Gunpat Rao. Moses blubbered:

How do we get out? Oh, sirs

The babu led toward the tigers cage. God-dammit, stare straight at him! he commanded.

The tiger crouched, his face so near the bars that in the lantern light there appeared to be nothing but eyes and fangs. They were the eyes of Gunpat Rao. But the face of Gunpat Rao gradually faded as the tigers shape took form in darkness. Then the eyes became an animals  terrible  hateful. But the passionless intelligence was not there. Suddenly the tiger sprang against the bars, reared up and leaped to the rear of the cage, where he crouched.

Look at me! said the babu. Quickly!

They were his eyes  sleepy  intelligent  skeptical. Remember, said the babu, that we deal with Bughouse Bill, not Gunpat Rao! Bughouse Bill is just a tiger in a cage called Gunpat Rao, thats all. Lets go.

But he retained his grip on Quorns arm, and there was a sensation, wordless but convincing, that the babu was almost as close to hysteria as Quorn himself. Moses was beyond control; he clung to the babus arm and muttered half-remembered prayers. He was praying to the Virgin.

Go where? Quorn asked.

Think! said the babu. Do some thinking! Are you brainless?

Quorn looked around in the darkness. There were little blinking ghee-lamps and the dreadful sound of silence. When the tiger moved, the skin went crawling up his spine, and Moses moaned. Quorn kicked Moses savagely, then talked to hide his own hysteria.

Cant go home, he said. The cobras in there. Therell be blood on the veranda. Oh the hell He made a pitiful attempt at humor. Call a cab and find a hotel.

Sleep is indicated, said the babu. He was almost asleep on his feet. The will-power that was forcing him to stay awake was also overburdening his nerves. A spot of Scotch, he said, would be the best bet, but the priests arent civilized. The trouble is, I dont know what has happened to the soldiers.

If you knew, you might be scared worse, Quorn retorted. Where do we go from here?

To a woman! Cherchez always the inevitable woman! This is hour of zero. Why are the priests so slow  so like eternity? If priests were only quicker, there would be no governments; the rest of us would all be choir-boys. It is their next move. Why dont they make it?

What do you mean, their next move?

I have made a bargain with them. Will they keep it?

Damn you! Quorn exploded. Wake up!

Moses shuddered and clung to the babu. Oh! he groaned, I hear them  they are coming now, and I must die unshriven! Bless me, some one!

Bless them, said the babu. They may have the military; what do we care? This is what they think shall be the hearse of our conspiracy! It is the womb, I think, of victory  a womb on wheels! Oh destiny, I disbelieve in you. You are too convincing. Nothing that convinces us is true. I know it. But you are plausible, you bad bitch.

Out of the darkness, rumbling, and to judge by the echoes, out of the tunnel from which the priests had come  strange sounds approached, but no lanterns. Gradually the thump of heavy wheels grew recognizable, and then the leisurely tread of oxen. It was impossible to see anything; the little ghee-lamps only made the darkness down there in the courtyard more impenetrable. Quorns lantern cast a yellow pool of light that made the dark beyond it seem like a black wall, on which Gunpat Raos face appeared whenever Quorn stared long enough. It was not as distinct as it had been, and when he thought of the tigers eyes it vanished. But it aroused hatred. It made Quorn killing irritable.

Now, if they should have a sense of humor, we are done for, said the babu, but solemnity and humor are not relative. They are Euclidean  cant be in the same place at the same time. Let us hope that is a verb sap. Otherwise

He still kept his grip on Quorns arm. He still let Moses cling to him. He led them forward, until the lantern light shone on a pair of milk-white sacred oxen, huge-humped, heavy-horned, yoked to the pole of a boxlike, four-wheeled vehicle with slatted shutters. It was nearly as big as a moving van, and it was painted yellow and vermilion. A nearly naked driver sat on the pole and held the oxen by the tails. There was a door at the back. A priest stepped out from darkness and took Quorns lantern. Another opened the door of the conveyance.

In with you, said the babu, for the first time letting go of Quorns arm. So Quorn climbed in and Moses followed. There were no seats, and it was pitch-dark inside, so they sat on the floor together, leaning their backs against the wooden wall. Outside, the babu talked for a few moments in a low voice. Then he climbed in and the door slammed. For a second or two dim strips of lantern light came through the slatted shutters and made a pattern on the ceiling. After that it was so dark that Quorn could not see his hand when he scratched his forehead. The vehicle moved and thumped over the paving stones. The great gate shut behind them with a thunderous thud, and there was a sudden sea of noise as a crowd made way and let the oxen turn up-street. Quorn got on his knees and tried to see through the slats, but the downward angle was too sharp, so he resumed his seat. It became insufferably stuffy and the sweat poured so that he pulled his jacket off.

Care if I smoke? he asked, but there was no answer. Quorn struck a match. The babu was already asleep. With his head on his chest and his hands on his belly he leaned into the corner by the door, not snoring but breathing like a man half-strangled. Moses screamed and clutched Quorns arm:

Oh God, sir! Did you see that?

But the wooden match had burned Quorns fingers. He dropped it and then shook Moses off. God-dammit, if you do that to me again Ill kill you! What the devil

He struck another match. He followed Moses horror-stricken stare. At the front end of the vehicle, facing each other, their heads sagging on their breasts, slouched into the opposite corners, were the soldiers. One mans turban had fallen off.

Wake em, said Quorn. But he knew they were dead.

This is a sin, said Moses. We are veree sinful. Let us wake the babu. I have prayed for us implicitlee, but

Out went the match, and Moses clutched Quorns arm again. The face of Gunpat Rao stared at Quorn whichever way he looked. The vehicle lurched over an open drain at a cross-street and one of the bodies thudded to the floor. Quorn felt Moses reach across him, meaning to grope for the babu and shake him awake. He shoved him back roughly.

Stiffs cant hurt us. If you wake the babu hell be loco. Give him a chance. Here, hold my coat.

He took his box of matches and approached the dead bodies on hands and knees. Then he struck match after match and examined them, until he had only two matches left. He could discover no wounds  no clue at all as to how they had died. Their eyes were shut and their jaws had fallen open. There was no plain evidence of poison, such as swollen lips or tongues  no bruises to be seen by matchlight.

Beats me, he muttered, and crawled back. Ill go mad if this keeps up, I reckon. Then he remembered he had two matches left, so he got out his knife and tobacco, shredded enough of the stuff in the dark, then filled his pipe and lighted it. It tasted like straw. He discovered his mouth was as dry as a brick.

Care to smoke? he asked Moses, and offered the pipe.

Flattered, Moses accepted it. He drew hard. In the sudden red glow from the bowl his one eye looked like the end of a hard-boiled egg, it was so white with terror. Moses passed the pipe back.

It is too strong, sir. But thank you veree much all the same.

Did that babu tell you where were going?

He said, to a woman.

Damn, Ill kill him if thats it! Weve had trouble enough for one night.

Are we there yet? asked the babu suddenly. He opened the door and looked out. No, not there yet.

Do you know whats in here? Quorn asked.

Yes, said the babu. Sleep is. In another moment he was breathing heavily. Ten minutes later he was awake again, opened the door and again looked out. Without a word he jumped out, and a moment later the vehicle came to a standstill. Quorn and Moses followed him. They were in time to see him kick the driver like a football and send him running for sheer life. There was no crowd visible or audible. They were in a dark lane, near a gate in a wall.

Do you know where you are? the babu asked.

Do you know whats in there? Quorn retorted. Two dead soldiers  our two  dead as mutton! Folks ll say we murdered em.

Priests will say anything, the babu answered. Let them say it. But he stood still, thinking. Damn them, so they did that? So they had a sense of humor? That makes them dangerous! How were they slain?

Not a mark, Quorn answered.

It is a good jest, said the babu, and that irritated Quorn. He bridled:

Dammit, they were our gang!

They were paid deserters, said the babu. They would have deserted us next. But we must turn that jest back somehow  oh for sleep  sleep! Help me do this.

In the dark it took all three of them to open the gate in the wall. They had to lift it off its hinges. Then the babu took the oxen by their nose-rings, and with a great deal of backing because of the sharp right-angle in the narrow lane, he guided them in through the gate.

No, leave it open, he commanded. You go over the wall and fetch that young assistant. Dont you know where you are? Cant you smell your elephants? And bring a flashlight if you have one. Moses, stay here.

Quorn obeyed. He could think of no alternative. As he groped his way toward the wall he heard the lumbering van follow. By the time he had climbed to the roof of the tigers shed and swarmed the wall, the oxen were already backing and turning beneath him. It was not until he had dropped to the earth on the far side that he began to wonder how to get the flashlight. There was a cobra in the shed. How could he enter? The lamp was still burning, but he could see no blood on the edge of the veranda where the murdered man had fallen. He supposed Ratty had washed it away. Not a bad guy, for an ignorant heathen. He walked over to Asokas picket and found Ratty half-asleep beside a sack in an open box. The mans vocabulary was as limited as Quorns; it took him about three minutes to explain that he had caught the cobra by noosing him with a string on a long stick. He explained it was a very fine snake; he could sell it to a man whose trade was snatching out their fangs and teaching them to dance to music. It was worth five  perhaps six rupees. When Quorn told him he was wanted on the far side of the wall he insisted on taking the snake with him, lest one of the mahouts should steal it. He seemed to expect Quorn to help him over the wall with his burden, and there was disillusion in store for him on that point; Quorn would not knowingly touch a cobra at the end of a ten-foot pole. But when they reached the wall the narrow door was open and the babu stood in the gap, fuming with impatience.

Hurry! he commanded. Where is the flashlight? But Quorn paused to explain to him what Ratty had done, and suddenly the babu threw impatience to the winds. He put his hands to his stomach and went off into one of his spasms of silent laughter.

Bughouse Bill! he gurgled. He was breathless. Go and get your flashlight.

By the time Quorn had found that and a box of matches the babu was in the tiger shed with Ratty. Moses, standing beside the oxen, stammered a warning only just in time to prevent Quorn from stumbling over something. He switched on the flashlight and discovered the two dead soldiers at his feet. They were carefully posed, as if they had died writhing. On top of one of them lay a cobra, dead but still squirming.

God forgive us all, said Moses. It is tereeble to treat dead people sacreeligiouslee. They made the cobra bite them both, and then they slew it. That babu is

Are you never coming? the babu shouted.

It was all Quorn could do to squeeze into the shed because the van was backed against it. The moment he was inside, Moses backed the oxen further, until the rear-end of the great boxlike vehicle was flat against the shed wall. Its open door was in the center of the shed door, but there was a space underneath, half the height of the wheels. The babu blocked that with the packing case that Quorn had used to sit on. Then he took Quorns flashlight.

Are you ready, Moses? he shouted. Oh if I had thought of bringing meat! he muttered. Now then. Let us do this swiftly. Let a tiger think, and he will think of difficulties! Take that stick and stand there. If the tiger turns back, whack him! If he kills you, go to heaven and remember this babu with condescending pity!

He and Ratty each took an end of the cage and began to pull at the pegs that held the corners together. The babu flashed the light into the empty van. Then the whole front of the cage suddenly fell outward and the babu switched the light off. There was total darkness for a second. Then the light flashed again on a tiger leaping for the open doorway. It leaped straight into the trap prepared for it. The babu shouted, ran, and held the flashlight in the opening while Moses tugged at the oxens heads and the van lurched forward. When it had moved by the width of its door Ratty slammed the door shut. He seemed to think it was all perfectly right and natural; he grinned because the job was well done, but he was not excited.

Oh Krishna! exclaimed the babu. Why was I born timid? Then he leaned on Quorn so heavily that he almost threw him to the ground. Quorn helped him to the packing case in the doorway, and the thing creaked under his weight as he sat down. He made as if to vomit, but recovered.

Never mind me, he said after a moment. You take your assistant. Bring your elephant.

Bring him where?

To the mission. Lock that door in the wall, and bring the key with you.

How about Moses?

I will feed him and his morals to the tiger! said the babu. He can not be timid without feeling sinful. I will teach him soon what sin is! Look sharp. Wait for me at the first cross-street. You had better keep the elephant behind us. I am not a good driver. The oxen dont know me. If they balk, you must shove from behind. Yes, yes, leave me, I am all right  No, no. Wait a moment  do you see the jest now? Soldiers hypothetical desertion is accounted for by bite of cobra! Who can contradict it? And it probably was known we had a tiger in here  tame  from the Jains, who tame them thoroughly. Now, the tiger is gone  has escaped! I will leave the big gate open. Whoever finds the soldiers sees an empty tiger-cage! A little propaganda! All I have to do is to announce a big reward for one tame tiger, and Bughouse Bill will think he has us!  Go now  hurry, hurry, hurry!


XXI

Are Rats As Important As Tigers?

It took time, because Quorn took two elephants, one for the purpose of carrying food for Asoka; he knew there was no food for him at the mission. He was rather proud of having thought of something that Chullunder Ghose had overlooked. The mahouts, too, made difficulties. They wanted to know about orders for the following day, and that was obviously only an excuse for asserting themselves. They had seen a murder and a mystery. They knew there was a secret in the wind. They knew they had a nuisance value. It was as clear as impudence and furtive suggestion could make it that they had already talked with the police. However, since the world began, no sane mahout ever told the truth to a policeman; and they were even more afraid of Quorns eyes and his Gunga sahibdom than of the priests of Kalis temple. They insisted Quorn should remain there and protect them, and he suspected the police had ordered them to say that, because they refused to tell from what he should protect them. After fifteen minutes argument he rationed out some opium from the locked store and they withdrew, looking more contented than he felt, for he discovered that somebody had a key to the shed. A quantity of opium was missing. That and the sight of the mahouts clustering around him in the darkness, with their eyes reflecting the light from the lamp in the shed window, had almost as much effect on Quorns imagination as the eyes of Gunpat Rao had done. That was perhaps because he understood them better. He could understand how unreliable and treacherous they were.

Is all India like that? he wondered.

As he rode Asoka out of the compound, with Ratty following on a smaller elephant with the grain and baled hay, Quorn munched at half a loaf of bread until Asoka raised his trunk and begged for what was left. He did his utmost to explain the situation to himself, but without much result. The strangeness of riding an elephant had not yet worn off. It was still weird to be obeyed by the enormous beast, particularly in the dark.

Are all revolutions as crazy as this, I wonder? Are all politics like this? Are rats as important as tigers? Theres the big bugs at the League o Nations ragging one another like a lot o horse-thieves at a phoney poker layout. Theres armies, and navies, and kings and governments. Theres viceroys, and high commissioners, and special police, and telephones, and radio, and Lord knows what else. And heres me and Moses and that babu pulling off a revolution! Are we? Or are we kidding ourselves? I suppose if revolutions was to go by rules, thered be none. All the men on top ud know what to expect, and theyd spike a thing before it happened. Its the unexpectedness, maybe, that wins out  same as a bank going bust in a boom  or same as that guy shooting somebody at Sarajevo. Banks go bust in spite of bank examiners. But its a licker to me that the British arent wise to whats going on here. What are their sly dicks doing? Wheres the gum-shoe gang? Why arent all their under-cover experts hopping to it? Are they all so busy on the track o Gandhi and the Afghans and the Bolsheviki that theyve forgotten this neck o the woods? Lets see  it was the British, wasnt it, that let the Irish put one over on them. If they could let that happen  maybe the British arent such shucks at running empires as the book says.

He was still pondering the problem, wishing he were better educated and trying to remember what a five-cent book had told him about hypnotism, which might explain why Gunpat Raos eyes kept staring at him from the gloom, when he overtook the babu. He did not feel hypnotized. He was in command of all his senses. He could see things and understand them. It was not like a dream. The great, lumbering van, unlighted, crawled along the middle of the street, a shadow amid shadows between trees and high walls. Moses was on the roof, lying flat on his hands, and when Quorn came close enough he crawled to the rear to talk, and there was nothing hypnotic about that either. The words made sense.

It is precariouslee touch and go, said Moses in a hoarse voice. The tiger is not contented, and the shutters are not veree strong. It is a possibilitee that he will break out.

Suddenly Asoka got the smell of tiger and became unruly. He would have smashed the rear end of the van in another minute. Quorn had to hurry him past the van and take the lead. He got a dim glimpse of the babu squatting on the pole between the oxens rumps with a tail in each hand, but after that Asoka kept him too busy to notice much else. The big brute made two or three spurts. The night air seeemed to make him mischievous, and a rap on the skull from the ankus only checked him momentarily; Quorns voice did better. He made the last spurt as he neared the mission. There was a small crowd, even at that hour, keeping watch on the mission gate. They fled unanimously. Even the Maharajahs soldiers beat a retreat. Quorn got the elephant quiet at last by guiding him up to the gate and talking to him. Then a non-commissioned officer drew nearer and stood by the lantern where the soldiers water-bottles and blankets were piled in a heap.

Gunga sahib, he said in a gruff, low voice. Apparently he recognized Quorns silhouette against the night sky; Asokas enormous bulk would complete the identification. Then, in the vernacular: Is it true they have killed the babu? It is said he was slain by a thrown knife.

Quorn answered scornfully. He could hardly see the man, but he recognized fear in his voice. He was feeling proud of having controlled his elephant. Ask the babu. Hell tell you. Hell be here in a minute.

Was none slain? asked the non-commissioned officer.

Oh yeah. They killed a Maharajahs secretary.

Who did?

The priests did. Then a cobra bit two of your men. Theyre dead.

God is inscrutable, said the soldier. Who knows what next?

Quorn hummed through his nose. He only remembered the words of the tune when he came to the end of the line: God moves in a mysterious way His wonders to perform It seemed somehow blasphemous, so he stopped humming. Then suddenly:

Open that gate before this elephant gets vicious.

So the gate swung open. Looking backward, by the light of the guards lantern on the ground, Quorn saw the babu almost lurch off his perch on the pole of the van. But he awoke in time. He turned the oxen. The non-commissioned officer stopped him and asked questions, but the babu appeared to answer curtly and drove in, followed by the other elephant. Then the gate slammed shut and all was dark again. Quorn with his flashlight saw to the chaining of both elephants and left them in charge of Ratty, who was perfectly contented. Ratty behaved like a man whose destiny depended on his being civil and obedient until tomorrow. Somebody had taken down the heavy wooden boarding that closed the passage to the inner courtyard. The babu drove the van into the passage. He and Moses unhitched the oxen and left it there; it almost exactly filled the passage; if the tiger should succeed in breaking through a shutter on either side, he would still be imprisoned by the walls of the building, and the ends of the van were much too solid to be broken by a tiger. Quorn had to crawl under the van to get through, and on the far side he found the babu talking to a stranger, who hurried away to do the babus bidding. The oxen were turned loose to shift for themselves and Moses had vanished. There were piles of chairs and tables in the courtyard and all sorts of packages. It looked like plunder. Not less than a dozen men emerged out of shadow and tried to have word with the babu; several seemed to be well armed. But the only one who held his attention for more than sixty seconds had no weapons. He looked like an unimportant person. He made what appeared to be a rather long report, and gave the babu a sheaf of papers. There were several lanterns dotted about, but the babu asked for Quorns flashlight and studied the papers.

Bohut Atcha, he exclaimed. Then he gave and repeated twice what evidently were important orders, and the unimportant looking person hurried away; a few moments later his head and shoulders appeared against the starlit sky as he mounted by a ladder. There was a back way out.

A back way in, too, Quorn reflected rather nervously.

Now for tribulation, said the babu. Royalty is royal. If you have a top-hat you must keep it valeted. He yawned. Oh Krishna, I cant endure an argument, and I am not a courtier. But come on!

There was not much ceremony. Two men, whose decided air of breeding was not concealed by the shawls that hid their mouths, stood aside after one of them had rapped on a door near an open window, whence the sound of womens voices came. The door opened instantly. The babu kicked off his slippers, and Quorn, not knowing what to do, started to pull off his turban, but the woman who had opened the door giggled at that, so he tried to put it back in place; however it had come unfolded, so he swore, and bunched it in his hand, and followed the babu. He decided he hated women.

There were ten or fifteen women in there, and it was immediately evident that the Princess did not lack friends in the city. They had furnished one of the Reverend John Browns hospital wards for her with huge cushions. There were curtains at the windows and some good rugs. The women were seated in a circle around the Princess, who had her back to a corner, but there were no men in the room. Quorn had never seen anyone look happier than she did, until he looked a little harder at her, and her eyes became Gunpat Raos. That infernal face was haunting him again. Two lamps, one on either side of the Princess, framed her in mellow light against the white wall. Gunpat Rao seemed to lurk behind her and look through her. She had a little desk on the floor, some papers, pen and ink  

Playing at it, Quorn thought. Is she? Am I secondsighted? Am I seeing the truth? Is she a devil behind that nice young lady looking face o hers?

The babu bowed profoundly, but without that overdone obsequiousness that an eastern Princess might expect or that Quorn thought she might expect. It was a bow of confidential regard that recognized conventions. The Princess nodded, smiled, frowned a little, spoke a few words in her own language, and then changed to English, probably for Quorns edification. When she spoke the eyes of Gunpat Rao vanished.

You are so late. We have all been busy, but it is terrible to wait here and not know what you are doing. Tell me  tell me! I am listening. But he looks tired. Make room for him, some one.

Gee, thought Quorn, shes sociable!

However, he changed his mind a moment later. He was left standing. No one offered him a seat of any kind; so he went and leaned his back against a curtained window, not exactly disrespectfully, but rather piqued, explaining to himself that he was more tired than he had realized. He could see Gunpat Rao again. The babu sat on an enormous cushion, facing the Princess and spoke to her rapidly in her own language, she and all her women listening so intently that they hardly breathed. Then, either because he wished Quorn to listen, or else because he wished her women not to understand, the babu began speaking in English:

Utterly adorable sahiba, this babu is inexhaustibly human, and that is to say exhausitible. And we are up against it. All our tempo has been galley wested, if you know what that means. There are now too many in the secret. We must jazz this up like Jimmy-o, or else the secret will be spilled milk, and a cat out of a bag to cry about it. Secrets are not kept by secrecy but by thinking three moves in advance of our friends, who consequently cant betray us to our enemies in time to do harm. We have got to do in one day what we thought to do in six or seven, because the telegraphist

Has not the telegraph wire been cut? she interrupted.

Melodramatic sahiba, only bandits and authors of novels cut telegraph wires. A cut wire starts alarm and brings the military in a moment. The telegraphist has had delivered to him for despatch nine telegrams to British India, of which one is in code, addressed to mercantile firms. Those only hint at trouble. And there are two others in code, undoubtedly from secret agents giving detailed information. One is from a banker. Those that are in code were sent scrambled, so that they will mean nothing at the other end. Here are the others. You may read them.

He passed to her the sheaf of papers that had been given to him when he entered the compound. She glanced over them quickly, frowning.

So he despatched these? she demanded.

Yes and no. The hints of a political disturbance were eliminated. There have been eight telegrams from British India, mostly mercantile, and you will find those all together at the bottom of the pile. One is undecipherable. None of them has been delivered to its consignee. But the point is, that telegrapher is not a Bamjee. He is good, but not very intelligent; and goodness is not so useful as intelligence. The gooder a man is, the more ridiculous mistakes he makes. Tomorrow, or the next day, or the next at latest, British India will smell a rat, and ratiocination is a dam-sight better than being rat-catched by British soldiers. We must make this snappy. Snappiness, sahiba, is a gift that only Sleep can give us. I need eight uninterrupted hours of

Eight hours? She was scandalized. Youth and excitement mocked at the idea. Ruthlessness was in her. Quorn recognized it. She had not been kidding herself when she boasted of it in the little summer-house beside the fountain in the palace garden. Two hours  I will give you two hours

But the babu interrupted. Exquisite sahiba, this babu is too old to be tricked by chivalry or taught by eagerness. As Maharanee you may do as you jolly well dam-please, if the British will let you. But until you are Maharanee, I will do as I jolly well dam-please, because otherwise you never will be Maharanee. As an advocate of equal rights for anybody who can grab them, I condemn myself to sleep for eight hours, sentence to run consecutively.

But Babu-ji, so much might happen, she objected. She appeared not to mind his impudence, and her women did not understand it, so it passed unchallenged.

Happen? Let it happen! said the babu. It is better that you deal with it. You will hate me otherwise, and I hate to be hated except by people whom I hate too. There is no such bitter and humiliating hatred as that of a celebrity who owes all to a faithful benefactor. Do you think I wish to be a Bismarck? Make a few mistakes tonight. You go ahead and make them. I will try to turn them into pinch hits, so that you may know you are a better manager than I am. Thus we may retain a friendship that would otherwise become a tidbit for the cynics.

You are cruel to talk to me like that! she answered. Her eyes blazed with anger. Do you believe that of me?

Do you believe I am sleepy? he answered, and her smile grew older, but the frown above her eyes was youngly resentful.

You may sleep  her voice was vibrant with anger until the end of time, if that is your wish! Surely I owe all to you. I am not ungrateful. Then she clapped her hands three times, and when one of the men opened the door she gave cold-voiced orders that the babu was to have the best bed that could be provided, and that he was not to be disturbed not even if the place takes fire she added. Then she gave the babu leave to go, and Quorn followed him. But she called Quorn back, and he stood for a minute in front of her, self-conscious because her women were all staring at him, until the sound of the babus footsteps ceased outside the window.

Were you with him? she asked then.

Yes, Miss.

Did he talk with Gunpat Rao?

No, Miss. Gunpat Raos eyes appeared again in front of Quorns face. They appeared to look through hers. He hated them. At the moment he felt he had no other friend in the world than the babu. And his friend had been treated damnably. He felt he hated women. This one was about to treat him also damnably. Her women watched, expecting that. He knew they would all giggle when he left the room.

Somebody, she said, has turned him against me. Was it Gunpat Rao? Has he turned you also? Are you both afraid to work for me any longer?

No, Miss. Quorns blood was rising. Nothing else than knowledge that he had no training in the ways of courts, or in the use of phrases suitable to well-bred women, kept him silent. Naturally she could see the anger in his eyes, and they were weird eyes. She misread it:

Has a little danger frightened you? she asked. Or has his Highness my father made you promises? Or do you know something that the babu hasnt told me, that has changed your judgment?

No, Miss.

What are you hiding from me?

Miss, if its a secret For another second, hesitating, Quorn bridled his temper. But again he saw the eyes of Gunpat Rao. Two of the women whispered to each other  One smiled. It made his blood boil. He threw off caution.   Lets have it out and over with! he went on. I havent changed my judgment, not for half-a-minute. This here is a crazy proposition, lock, stock, barrel and ramrod. I dont give a damn for who rules India or any part of it. I give less than a damn for being Gunga sahib. Elephants are swell, and murders lousy, thats my judgment in a nutshell. But I made you a promise. I was dog-gone crazy; and Im all that crazy, Ill keep it, seeing I made it. But it was a three-way promise, Miss, and it included that there babu. Hes a white guy. Him and me are in on this together. If you let him out, that gives me the air as simultaneous as two sides of a rupee. So its up to you, Miss.

He paused, more afraid of himself than of her. He would give her a piece of his mind, he knew, unless he could regain control of himself, and he saw no use in it. A heathen was a heathen, even if she did wear pretty dresses and behave like a modern young lady, lip-stick and all. She began to use her lip-stick, and he judged by that that she was thinking up a come-back, so he waited for it, hoping she would use discretion.

It has been told to me, she said after a moment, that Babu Chullunder Ghose needs money, being badly in debt, and that she paused perceptibly others know that and are making tempting offers to him.

Is that so, Miss? Quorn took his pipe out, struck it on his heel, then, suddenly remembering where he was, stuck it back in his pocket. Some folks ud believe anything. Id say that for a guy who thought about his pocketbook, that babu is a lot too free and easy with his sweet life. Pikers, if you know what they are, figure on their skins and comfort. He can take more chances in one day  damn-fool, crazy chances that a John J. Sullivan ud flinch at  against knives and tigers and Lord knows what else  than Ive seen taken in a year o Sundays. He can keep his temper, doing it, and thats no mark of yellow either. If hed give a damn for money-lenders, whether they went broke or not, Ill eat my elephant. The babus okay. And hes on the level. Money to him, Ill bet you, is the same as fresh air; he can get it any time he needs it. Buy him? Miss, Ill tell you. If theres any way to buy that babu, its to offer him a chance to buck the League o Nations or the British Navy or J. P. Morgan, or the Japs or Mussolini. There aint enough money in all India to buy him  nor me either.

Quorn again took a cinch on himself. He felt he owed it to his race to be temperate  not, that is, to speak too sharply to a lady.

He is not the only one who runs risks, she retorted.

There are poison, knives and tigers also in my horoscope. One may have courage and nevertheless be treacherous.

Maybe, Miss. Quorns tongue almost got the best of him. If you know more about treachery than I do, thats your privilege. My pleasure is to know a good guy when I see him. Him  I mean, he  that babu is the only party who can change my judgment of him. If youll pardon me, Miss, thats my last word.

It is my part to discover whom to trust, she answered.

Why not do it, Miss?

I think I like your spirit better than your manners, she retorted.

I apologize for them, Miss. Manners can be picked up easy; theres a heap o books about em, but Ive had no time to study. If its manners, Ill shut up, and listen, and try to mend em. But manners wont make you a Maharanee. Ive met guys with perfect manners that Id trust as far as I could throw Asoka by the tail.

That made her laugh, and all her ladies laughed, too, because they saw she was pleased, and they felt the relief from the strain, although they had not understood what was said. The Princess changed her voice and her entire expression:

I believe I can trust you, Mr Quorn.

Okay, Miss. What about the babu?

You seem to have convinced me. I believe I trust him also. Are you also very sleepy?

Quorn got that hint at the first guess, and nothing could have suited him better. Yes, Miss, he answered promptly. Good night. Good night, ladies. His retreat was masterly. He bowed, took two steps backward, stuck his right hand in his pocket, faced about and strode toward the door. When he reached it he faced them again and repeated: Good night, ladies. Then he walked out. There, he murmured to himself, thatll learn em who has manners. He listened for a moment for giggles through the open window. There were none. He nodded to himself.

One of the turbaned gentlemen on guard at the door supposed he was wondering which way the babu had gone, so he pointed in the direction of the passage where the van was parked. Quorn thanked him and walked toward it. He stumbled over the pole in the darkness, hurting his shin, and for some unaccountable reason that relieved his feelings, although he swore fiercely. He was about to crawl under the van when he heard the tiger clawing at the woodwork, so he spent ten or fifteen minutes talking to the beast through a little square hole with a slide, near the top, that he could just reach by standing on tip-toe on the drivers perch. The tiger grew quiet. He heard him lie down. Then he crawled beneath the wagon to the far side.

Wonder what it is, he murmured, about me and animals? The critturs seem to take a shine to me, no matter whether I like em or not. Wisht the women felt the same way! He walked over to where Asoka was chained beside the smaller elephant, and both beasts appeared pleased to see him. Asoka felt him and smelt him all over. Durned strange, he muttered, Im as scared as a cat when he does that, and yet it seems to make him easy-tempered. Am I second-sighted? Ive heard say second-sighted folks are good at  hell, I dont believe a word of it.

He stuck his hands into his pockets and walked toward the gate-house, where a streak of light shone through a crack in the window-shutter. If the babu was not in there, Moses was, and Moses could make him some coffee; he needed it, having had no supper. Moses opened the door when he knocked  no less white-eyed  no less frightened than he had been.

Coffee, he ordered. Make it snappy. Wheres the babu?

Oh sir, he is on your bed and he is sleeping, but I think you should awaken him and ask him what he has told me. I am veree upset.

Take a holt of yourself. If you upset the coffee like you did my supper, me and youll have an argyment. What did the babu tell you?

Sir, he said he hopes to see a massacre! He said the Princess is a naughtee bitch who shall be eaten by a tiger if he can contrive it! He says that the priests are gentlemen, and that the Maharajah is a sweetlee philosophic saint; however, that he hopes the British will arrive and murder all of them! He said he is fed up, and that he would sell all Narada for fifteen rupees. I fear he is mad and we are ruined!

Sounds to me as if hed gone sane of a sudden, Quorn answered. But I reckon hes only tireder than what I am. Go and make that coffee. Then chuck me a couple o rugs in a corner  find me something for a pillow  and Ill turn in.

Shall I call you, sir, at daybreak?

Quorn considered it a moment. Call us both, he answered, if you hear the British airplanes humming. Barring that, lets sleep good. Watch that coffee now, and dont use more than half an egg nor let it boil over. You ruined the last batch. Step on her.

Then he went in to look at the babu, who was sleeping like a fat child, naked except for a crumpled bed-sheet, smiling and breathing as easily as if he had never known trouble in all his life. Quorn switched off the flashlight at last:

Durn him, he muttered, whats the betting he isnt up first in the morning to have first crack at my safety razor? Guess Ill have to fit a new blade, and Ive only two left.


XXII

Why Am I A Nobody?

Quorn dreamed interminably that night, and the eyes of Gunpat Rao seemed to be the gates through which the dreadful dreams came pouring. Destiny and doom were one sensation, and the face of Gunpat Rao seemed to be the whole sky. His teeth were monuments, like milestones that measured the march of disaster. Then they changed into great white pillars that guarded realms of dark death. But they were tigers fangs nevertheless. And from his nostrils cobras crawled that killed men, who did not die but walked away into a gloom amid silent columns. All the while Asokas forefoot was above Quorns head, ready to crush him at a word from some one who was waiting for the airplanes. But the Maharajah drank and said the Princess should marry the babu and be sent by telegram, in code all scrambled. And that was why Moses walked along a parapet, with one eye like a lobsters at the end of a stick; he said the mob was surging against the temple wall, which would fall down soon and they would all be drowned.

When Quorn awoke it was broad daylight; he knew by the light-rays streaming through the shutters that the sun was already far above the roofs of the mission buildings. There was no sign of the babu, except for a disordered bed and the cast-off clothes of yesterday in a heap on the floor. And Quorn had been right about the safety-razor, only that the babu had used both the new blades, leaving him the choice of three wet, blunted ones with which to scrape away his own tough whiskers. That made him indignant and the indignation helped a little, but not much. There was plenty of noise in the compound, and a great deal more noise outside in the street. But Moses was making a friendlier clatter in the tiny kitchen, and by the time Quorn had tubbed himself there was a smell of well made coffee that stirred his nerves and made him feel almost human, although worried. He felt that last nights dream was ominous because he could remember it in detail and he was superstitious about dreams that he remembered after waking. There was a comfortless sensation of impending calamity.

When he had dressed he discovered that his crumpled turban was missing, and that was bad because he had come to think the thing was lucky. There was a brand-new one, of daffodil-yellow silk, folded neatly on the big wooden chest that was used as a dressing-table. He detested that shade of yellow; it suggested to him weakness and effeminacy. Good dark sturdy colors, such as navy-blue, maroon, or the brown of a well brushed riding-boot were more to Quorns mind. Or he liked snuff-color, or battleship gray. So he shouted for Moses.

What the hells this?

Sir, the babu said you are to wear it. Same is veree necessaree. I am to encrown you with it artfullee.

Ill crown him. Whats he doing?

Sir, I think that nobodee can tell. He is a man of manee importunitees, not confeedences. He was up at daybreak. He rebuked me with a boot when I suggested to him peaceablee that he should not appropreeate your shaving-brush; and he commanded me to get for him clean garments from the citee. So I did it, and the citee is tumultuous with manee people. It is like a hartal at Amritzar.

How did you get out of here? Quorn asked him.

Through the main gate.

Isnt it guarded?

Yes sir, but the sentrees are so friendlee that I think they are corrupted by the babu, who perhaps has won the militaree over to the Princess, though I do not know about such matters. And when I brought the clothing he had had his breakfast, using all the tinned peaches, so that there are none left. There was a disturbance because there are manee people who have entered the mission, and he went to see about it, saying that the Princess is princessing already and that is too soon for same. Somebodee brought bread for all these people in baskets that were passed over the wall; but Rattee stole same for the eleephants, who consequentlee are contented. But the breakfastless were veree angree, and so Rattee hid himself in the van with the tiger, where it would be indiscreet to follow. But the babu was angree about that also, saying that too manee people now know that there is a tiger in there.

Quit your kidding. Is Ratty in there now?

No, he came out.

All in one piece?

Yes, he is the man who had that tiger when it was a kitten and before it grew sick. It had the rickets. It was he who took it to the Jains because it was a veree lovely tiger, and he thinks it is an incarnation of a wicked person who was good to Rattee when he was a babee. So he loves it. But the babu says that you should feed the tiger, since it must remember you are not a nastee person; because even veree lovelee tigers are incorrigiblee tigerish, particularlee if they are an incarnation of a wicked person  which is superstitious, and I think he mocks it sacrilegeouslee, but I say what he said. So there is a killed goat in the kitchen, but I do not know who brought it.

Quorn poked at a bundle. Whats that? he demanded. That, sir, is the costume of the Princess.

What the hell for?

Rattee is to wear same. It is obviouslee redolent of personalitee. It savors of her individualitee, possessing sweet aroma that is markedlee delicious. And the babu says a tiger is inadequatlee wittee in his judgment, seeing that a sense of smell is not as rational as when a pundit understands the rule of three.

But whats the idea?

Sir, he did not tell me. But he said it would be veree sinful to neglect to load the dice in anee game with fortune, because fortune is a ladee, and he said that is a verb sap, but he did not offer to eluceedate it.

Whats all that noise in the street?

So manee people, sir, that nobodee can pass, and the police are impotentlee issuing commands that nobodee obeys.

Hell  havent the cops got billies?

Yes, sir, but a superstition is illusory, and it is consequentlee difficult to hit. The babu has been telling all the people  and I think he has assistants who are also telling all the people  they must watch, because the Princess, at a horoscopicalee perfect moment, will proceed to lead the tiger out of Kalis into Sivas temple by the bridge across the street; and after that the Gunga sahib will convey her to the palace. So the superstitious people are a little skepticalee predisposed to see that, and they will not tolerate a disappointment.

Whats the Maharajah doing? Why in thunder dont he act rough? Is he crazy?

It is said, sir, that the militaree are not loyal to him. It is also said that the police are satisfactorilee speculative as to what might happen if they made a bad guess.

Did the babu tell you that?

No. It was being said by manee people in the citee when I went to get the vestments for the babu. It is also said that gallopers have gone to rail-head, since the head telegrapher has said his instrument is out of order. Some say British troops are being sent for.

Sure thing, and thats the end of us! The Maharajahd be a sucker not to send for help. He should ha done it sooner.

But I think it is not he, said Moses. There are certain people in the citee who are unimaginativelee adverse to a change of government and it is they who sent the gallopers to rail-head. Some say other gallopers are sent to overtake them and there may be fighting. But the Maharajah, it is said, is hoping veree audiblee, and some say drunkenlee, that there will be an accident. It is a rumor in the citee that he says a daughter is a cheap price to pay for the humiliation of the priests, whose tiger is known to be so feerocious that the ceremonee is impossible; so if he had another daughter he would give her also if she were an emanceepated female. Same are poisonous to his equanimitee. Accordinglee he expects to deenounce the priesthood after the sad event  so they say in the citee. Manee people, though they do not love the Maharajah, say that it is proper she should perish horriblee, because she is a ladee who has broken purdah, which to them is worse than bolshevism.

Whats she doing?

She is sending messages impatientlee to find the babu. There are some who tell her that the babu is disloyal. They are saying she should trust some other person, who will find a way to satisfy the populace and yet not run a big risk. Those are saying to her also that it is a proper moment now to come to terms with Gunpat Rao, who is probablee a little worried. But she keeps on sending for the babu.

You ought to be a reporter, said Quorn. Youd make a fortune of a daily paper.

Oh, sir, I would love it! Just to think of writing about real kings and queens, and genuinelee interesting people! It would

In burst the babu, sweating but triumphant, with his nice clean clothing dusty and his turban over one ear. He slammed the door in the faces of about a dozen people and strode straight to the mirror to put his headdress in order.

Sir, said Moses, I am told to tell you, you should go immediately to the Princess, who is waiting.

She will keep a lot of people waiting if she is ever a Maharanee, the babu answered. And if we lose, it doesnt matter. Let her wait a little. I enjoy importance while I have it. Gunga sahib, are you good and tigerishly gutty? Attaboy and up guards? All that sort of hocus-pocus? It is up to you to hit the winning home-run. Babe Ruth in a coal-hole. There is dirty work to be done in the dark. Dam-bad-Yankee-doodle-i-do dangerous under-the-bottom  not over-the-top. Are you in favor of it?

Spill your beans, said Quorn, Im sick o knowing nothing.

But your ignorance is blissful. All the news is bloody awful, the babu answered. Cruxes are excruciating always. Do you know why this babu is nothing but a fat non-entity? He sat down, fanning himself with a Saturday Evening Post. There were marks of weariness  deep rings below his eyes and lines toward the corners of his mouth, but there was laughter and enthusiasm in his brown eyes, and the exhaustion, that had made his shoulders sag the night before, had vanished. He crossed one leg over another and looked like a man who had won a fortune. Haste was not in him although he glanced at his wrist-watch and compared it with the little alarm-clock on the mantelpiece, which had stopped for lack of winding.

Kings and Queens, he said, are always silly in a crisis. You can bet on it. For instance, there was Silly Willy Kaiser. There was simpleton Czar Nicholas. A person who consents to be a king is naturally silly. You can lay a safe bet how he will behave in any circumstances if you know the circumstances. What annoys me is that this babu should never have been a safe bet. I have been as silly as a foreign office expert  almost. How? You dont know. I will tell you. Modesty compels me to admit there isnt anyone on earth, from Venizelos, who is a wise old weasel, down to Mussolini, who is simply a revivalist in buskins, who has had half my experience. If you could imagine the reverse of ignorance, you might suspect how much I know; and it would make you sick, I dont mind telling you, I know such awful things about so many people. There isnt anybody in the League of Nations, and there wasnt anybody at Versailles, or at the Round Table Conference in London, possessed of a tenth of my knowledge about things that matter. There isnt a soldier in the world who has had more narrow escapes than I, nor a general who knows more strategy. This babu is a bird of many feathers, each of which is inconsistent with the other and appropriately lucky, because luck is consistent in nothing but inconsistency  a verb sap that is metaphysically scientific.

Cut the tape and come through, Quorn suggested, swallowing his coffee.

Listen to me. I have pulled off things that would arouse the incredulity of even a reporter of Soviet news for the capitalistic Press. I have studied history and philosophy until I know the faults of all the famous men, and the obscenity of all morality, and all the tricks of politicians, plus the use of propaganda. I am timid it is true, but I have learned to use that as an asset where a braver man would break his silly neck. And I have studied battles, since it always was a mystery to me why both sides werent wiped out like Kilkenny cats. So I have learned that it takes more than a million bullets to make one casualty, and that has been a great help to a timid person such as I am. But it did not solve the problem, Why am I a nobody?

Do you know now? Quorn asked, gulping down some more coffee.

Yes, I know now. Generals who were idiots have won battles. Statesmen, who were imbeciles, have won garters, without as much as knowing what a saucy woman thinks about. Presidents, who were figureheads in a stuffed shirt laundered by a crooked boss, have won general elections, and a tomb as big as a sane mans house. Slow horses have won fast races. And the reason why is, they were usually in the right place at the right time. But I never have been.

Where was you? Quorn asked.

In the right place at the wrong time.

Some folks dont know where theyre well off, Quorn retorted. In out o the wets the place to head for. Wisht I knew a hide-out right this minute.

That way you will never be successful, said the babu. Famous and important, maybe, but successful never. The reward of your importance will be a rotten reputation, same as mine is, and the privilege of crying Yes maam to a thief who stole your thunder. But I have been thinking about Napoleon, who set up kings and queens like skittles and got the credit for it, until he forgot his technique. Where did he get his reputation? In Italy. How? He made his dispositions for a battle, but he didnt bother about living to see the end of it, although nobody loved better than Napoleon to collect the gold out of the teeth of all the butcherees. He picked the point of greatest danger. It was he who led the attack on the bridge-head, carrying the colors. Later on, however, he forgot that technique. So he sought to die in bed like any other has-been. Then he wasnt. And he did die in bed; and it wasnt any better than the one I had in U.S.A. United States when they arrested me for having smuggled my intelligence without declaring same for customs purposes on Blue Form B.

I hear theyve sent some gallopers to fetch the British, Quorn interrupted. Therell be airplanes here in half a jiffy. Me and you wont die in bed, I reckon. TNTs a one-way ticket for a place where technique aint important. Maybe Id as soon have that as tigers. I was dreaming last night. Bughouse Bill has got me worked up so I cant feel cheerful. Ive a dose of willies.

Yes, I know it, said the babu. Bughouse Bill has psyched you, as they say in circles where it is not dignified to speak of magic. How do you think priests put it over on ignoramuses? By being pious? They perceive a complex and they irritate it, thats all.

Wisht Id punched that sucker!

The babu chuckled. You did better. You convinced him you are spell-bound by his personality.

Spell hell! But I cant get his eyes out o my mind.

He knows it. He depends on that to make you act stupidly, said the babu, as a bull in the ring acts stupidly, he added, when it does not understand the bandilleros.

Anything to that? Quorn asked. He tried hard to seem unconcerned, but he felt like a man with an inside agony consulting a physician. Moses, interrupting, did not help in the least, although Quorn despised Moses attitude toward heathen superstitions and reacted normally in downright opposition to them.

It is veree sinful and veree deadlee, said Moses. It is that which made the widows commit suttee in the olden time, and that which made Thugs commit thuggee. It is necessaree to be sanctified from it with manee masses by a priest whose pietee is

Chup karao! said the babu, in a voice like a sergeant-majors. Go into the kitchen! Then he spoke to Quorn nearly as angrily. Ass! Have you forgotten Bughouse Bill? He is the feet of clay of Gunpat Rao. He is why I thought about Napoleon. And he is why this babu, this time, will be in the right place at the right time.

Wheres that?

At the bridge-head. I will lead you. Should I die there, you will be what Moses calls a massacre, as Napoleons soldiers would have been, but that wont worry any dead babu, believe me. I dont care what happens after I am dead. And I dont think bridge-heads are as dangerous as funk-holes if we only knew it. What defends the bridgehead? Their tiger. What do we do with their tiger?

Shoot him? Quorn suggested. He had never used a rifle, and he certainly did not suspect the babu of efficient marksmanship. There was no other way he could think of, unless they could get some poisoned meat into the cage, and the priests would hardly be such fools as to permit that.

Shoot him? said the babu. How then could we manage? We have to get him out of there, and get the other tiger in without the priests knowing it. We have to do it tonight, as soon as darkness makes it possible, and before the moon disappears; because we need the moonlight for the main event, but lots of shadow for concealment. We are done for, if we delay until tomorrow night, because the Princess thinks her flatterers are friends, and she has taken half Narada into confidence.

It sounds like lunacy to me, said Quorn, but whats the Maharajah doing?

He is acting just like any other personage who thinks heredity is the same as privilege, and that divine right is genius, the babu answered. He is running true to type, like altruistic smarties at Geneva. He is being diplomatic, very  this babu providing irritant in form of an emasculated whisperer who tells him what to think and lets the Maharajah think he thought it. Very verb sap. Just the same as Charles the First, who lost his head for listening to friends he hadnt sense enough to see through. Bismarck and the altered telegram are nothing to him! He is supernaturally clever! Spiritual! Spirit comes out of a bottle! He has dared the priests to deny the truth of the legend of the Gunga sahib and the Princess and the tiger. They replied it is true. Of course they did. They had to. Then he dared them to say, is the prophesy true, that if she leads the tiger she will be the Maharanee? They could not deny that, so they said that remains to be seen. Accordingly he went to work and added to our propaganda. All last night his agents circulated tales among the people; and they undid a mistake which the Princess made, which might have ruined us. She has been saying, like a silly child, that she will lead the tiger of her own initiative. Her women have been telling that to all the women in the city. And it is women who make history. Men only swallow the blame for the womens mistakes and call it heroism  which it is, believe me! But the Maharajahs agents contradicted that: they said that the priests insist upon it, and that she consents to be a martyr for religious reasons. Do you get the hang of it now?

No, Im damned if I do, Quorn answered.

The babus patience seemed inexhaustible. He laid his elbow on the table and pointed a powerful forefinger at Quorn; but Quorn interrupted before he could speak:

In the name o common sense and caution, does her pappa think shes crazy? He must guess she has a trick up her sleeve. He must know that she wouldnt face that tiger in that there temple. Wheres his horse sense?

He has less sense than a horse, the babu answered. He believes in his own divinity. Why shouldnt he believe the Princess would believe in hers? People who believe they are special people will believe anything. Dont economists believe they can tax the world back to prosperity? Dont diplomats believe that they can lie and cheat each other into world peace? Dont moralists in U.S.A. United States believe that they can abolish drunkenness by act of Congress? Doesnt Gandhi believe he can remove the jealousies that are the product of a thousand years of selfishness and superstition, by eating nothing with his new false teeth? If you knew India a little better, you would understand why people went long of the market in 29, and why the Czar feared Rasputin, and why the Kaiser set his portrait in Jerusalem alongside Gods, and why the Christian Scientists take absent treatment for a present fracture of the tibia, and why Napoleon applied for British hospitality when they had beaten him at Waterloo, and why the taxes are increased in order to reduce depression, and why speculators go to money-lenders. People kid themselves. And there is no such kidder of himself in all the universe as a professional parasite, who always thinks heredity endowed him with peculiar judgment. Didnt the Princess set the palace by the ears by saying she is superhuman because lady-momma was concubinated by a he-god? That made his Highness out a cuckold, didnt it? And does he like that? Not he! Royal anger makes him positive that she believes that twaddle. And he never trusted her mother. He more than half-suspects adultery. And he is drunk. A little whisky is a good thing for the stomach, but a lot of it is bad for politics.

Okay, said Quorn. Lets say hes pie-eyed, and shes full o mischief. And no love lost between em, he added. And the British watching out for Gandhi and the Roossians so intent that weve a chance to slip one past em. And lets say the Democratic party o Narada wants a change o government so horrid bad that theyll all vote the miracle ticket. But what if the tiger scrags her? What then?

Easy, said the babu. You and I get scragged too. Thats soon over with. And then the Maharajah charges Bughouse Bill and all his crew with inhumanity, conspiracy and treason. He proves against them that they hated the Princess, because she said repeatedly that she will overthrow them one way or another. Thus he hopes to stir the populace against them, and to have British political backing in a campaign that will deprive the priests of nearly all their revenues and all their power.

If the British get here first?

Then we are flummoxed, said the babu, and we go to prison, because they are moralists. They think a Brahmin or a bishop or a top-hat are essential to status quo of ad hoc, which is foreign office-ese for Trust in God I dont think. That is why the priests, some merchants, and a banker, and some peace-at-any-pricers, and some followers of Gandhi, and a few lick-spittle opportunists have sent messages to India. They count on Holy Joe-ishness of British pragmatism. That means we must make this snappy, or the plug gets pulled before the pet cat catches the canary. It is the eaten canary that counts in politics  the same as Japs in Manchukuo.

Youve a chance? Do you think youve a chance? Quorn asked him.

No, said the babu, none whatever. If I thought that I would funk it. All the chances are against us, thank God. It is trusting chance that makes the difference between meum and tuum. Metaphysically speaking I am betting on the cert that tigers fangs are at the front end. Now I will go and see the Princess. She has made enough mistakes by now to make the priests feel cocky. Same is all-important. It is not the enemys mistakes, but ours, that upset chances and afford intelligence a sine qua non. That is Greek verb sap for over-confidence induces bad bets.

Moses came in from the kitchen, grinning diffidently. He offered Quorn a little crucifix on a ribbon. It is to wear around the neck, he said. It is against the eyes of Gunpat Rao.

Quorn accepted it politely, not knowing what else to do. It was against his principles, but nearly all his principles were down wind anyhow, and Moses meant well.

Take that now to Ratty, said the babu, and Moses walked out with the bundle of clothing that he said had been worn by the Princess.

When I have finished talking nonsense to her, we will feed our tiger, said the babu. And then we will get down to realities, and I will show you what the underside of anybodys bet is like before the cat jumps. Sit and smoke until I come for you, but dont touch liquor.

Then he walked out and left Quorn feeling like a man on trial waiting for a jury to return its verdict. He sat staring at the little crucifix until at last he put it in a drawer, and then shredded tobacco and filled his pipe.

Im crazy, he said at last. Its me thats bughouse, thats what. Im seeing things. He lighted the pipe and it tasted good. Okay then. Go ahead, he said. Lets see em.


XXIII

The Worst Plan Is The Best One, If The Best Is
Argued To A Frazzle And The Worst One Isnt.

Quorn had to go out before the babu came for him. Asoka winded the tiger and began behaving badly, working up a tantrum. Both elephants were chained to big iron rings and those were bolted through to the inside of a wall; but the smaller elephant was getting nervous, too, and between them they might pull the wall down; it was only of mud and stone, well rammed and hard with age. They had been dying buildings, but they had come to life again. It was no longer Quorns nice quiet caretaking job. The place had become overnight more like a camp devoid of discipline. Twenty or thirty people, mostly armed with swords and other ancient weapons, had gathered into a rather scared group on the far side of the tank. They had an air about them of looking for jobs as generals. Asoka screamed, ears up, and tried to wrench his chain loose, so they took to a roof by a ladder, and found their way over the roof to the inner courtyard.

Quorn took a whip to Asoka, and at the end of ten or fifteen minutes he had him quiet. But he did not dare to take him off the chain in order to remove him to the far end of the yard or to turn him loose into the tank. He would probably have charged at the van in the archway. Quorn was worried, what with Ratty nowhere visible and Moses useless for this sort of business. Two unmanageable elephants would be a fine mess of trouble to leave behind them while the babu and he went to play a trick on watchful priests, who more than likely had a trick up their own sleeves. The babu was right as usual; all the chances seemed to be against them. Secrecy? Where was it? There was a roar outside the main gate like that of a crowd on fair-day.

But when the babu came at last he seemed delighted. He crawled through the passage beneath the van, took a look at the elephants chains and chuckled:

They are as dependable as any other link of this conspiracy! At least they will keep this courtyard clear of inquisitive fools! So many people have offered their services to the Princess that she thinks she is already ruler of the world. They will all run if some one sneezes, but just now she is as happy as the owner of a sweepstake ticket planning how to spend the money, if she draws a horse and if the horse wins. She has emancipated all the women of Narada to begin with. She invited me to translate Karl Marx, so that she may have a popular edition printed. Just now she is writing a letter in English to the Viceroy at Delhi, making clear her political views. She is a Bolsheviki autocrat, pro-British with a rather de Valera tinge and Hollywoodish-Fascist notions of a Gandhi-esque return to nudist pacifism, all mixed up with Tolstoi and time out for tea. Oh, let us win! Oh let me live to see her buck the British Government! It wont last long, but let me live to see it! Go get the meat for the tiger. Dont put on the yellow turban yet; we need that for the Armistice-Fourth-of-July-Guy-Fawkes-day-Lord-Mayors celebration!

By the time Quorn had brought the slaughtered kid, the door of the van had been opened and shut, and Ratty was outside. He looked less like Ratty than a ragtag harridan from the cheaper stews. He grinned self-consciously in feminine apparel. The pale-blue clothing of the Princess, creased and filthy from the mess that the tiger had made in the van, unchastely clung to his lean frame and no longer was royal or even sweet smelling. He looked bawdy and incorrigible. Never a circus back-lot at a seasons end revealed such tawdry and untidy looking villainy. He knew it. He leered like a small boy dressed up scandalously, and his bigness made him even more immodest. He was taller than Quorn by inches, and the shortness of the clothing made his naked legs and feet ridiculous.

He isnt beautiful, but he is art, said the babu. He has done what a regiment couldnt. He has put a collar on the tiger and has chained him to the far end of the van. You can go in and feed him without losing your heart through your front teeth. Go in two or three times. Take in the meat the fourth time. Thus the tiger may discover you are not an evil person.

How about you? Quorn retorted.

I am evil. I dont go in.

So Quorn entered, and the tiger did not recognize him. There was a clatter of chain and a snarl in stenching dimness. Quorn prayed that the chain was short and strong enough as he stared at the luminous eyes and watched the brutes fangs uncover. The little laid-back ears suggested unchanging and deadly enmity. But when he spoke the tiger became quiet. He seemed to like to be spoken to. He was a big beast. He seemed in fine condition. But there was something vaguely lethargic about his movements like those of a dog that has recovered from distemper, as if he doubted his strength or had got out of the habit of using it. Quorn stepped out and shut the door, sweating.

Thats no pet cat, he remarked, wiping his forehead.

Sickness and the Jains have sissified his ego, said the babu, but a tiger is a devil in a wasps suit and we are going to have to do some close-ups. Go back in again.

So Quorn repeated the process, and repeated it again. And then, at last, he fed the tiger. It was not much of a rehearsal for cooperation under difficulties in the dark, but, as the babu said:

Familiarity is just as bad for tigers as it is for statesmen. Keep the tame ones guessing and they run no risks of being found out. That is verb sap, very. And besides, this is no worse than trusting God or any other unknown quantity. Women run much worse risks in childbirth, merely for the sake of bringing you or me into the world  and what a gamble! Also this is safer than to be a communist in New York, or to speak your mind in Moscow. I would rather this than be a moralist in Manchukuo, or be vaccinated by a Mexican apothecary on a railroad train without an antidote available; and that has happened to me; it was no good. Come to think of it, we only undertake a minor risk. The premium at Lloyds should be a bagatelle, and even so the underwriters would be robbers. I begin to lose enthusiasm, it is such a tame adventure. Come on; let us look into the entrails of it.

Quorn, understanding the babu better now, suspected he was talking to reduce his own excitement and to raise Quorns, while, behind that barrage of words, he reviewed his plans in microscopic detail. He had the mastergamblers trick of overlooking nothing, with an air of jocular irreverence that masked alertness keener than a cats. As soon as he saw Quorns facial expression change he turned and ordered Ratty what to do during their absence. Then he shouted for Moses and ordered a black cotton table-cloth torn in halves. One half he bound on Quorns head and the other on his own. Ratty was ordered to take the royal robes off and to stand by the elephants. Moses was to warn people out of the courtyard on the ground of danger if the elephants should break loose. Then the babu raised the stone trap leading to the passage underground. The well-head had been closed, so there was no light from the far end. Moses closed the trap behind them and they were in total darkness except for Quorns flashlight.

Give it to me, said the babu. Quorn was too slow for him. The babu appeared to lack that mistrust of darkness as a thing in itself which handicaps most people. He merely flashed on the light at intervals for half-a-second, talking all the while and striding confidently.

Were you raised on bogies? he asked. Everybody is. Indias darkness is said to be full of millions of them and it probably is; but I have never met one that could pull a trigger, and you cant scare me with mere malevolence. Benevolence is often much worse. This world is a place for pragmatists, and if the next world isnt, what do I care? Lend a hand, please.

It taxed their united strength to raise one of the stones in the floor. There was nothing under it but a big bronze rod, curved slightly, with a handle at one end and a small hook at the other. But a small stone in the wall came out rather easily after having been thumped a few times with the rod; and that revealed a hole just large enough to admit the hook. The babu inserted almost the full length of the rod and gave it half a turn until the hook took hold of something.

Now pull, he commanded.

Grunting, straining, with their feet against the wall, they pulled until something yielded and the rod came slowly toward them. It came almost half-way the width of the tunnel. Quorn could not see what was happening because the babu had switched off the flashlight and set it down in order to use both hands. He merely realized that they were pulling something out through the hole. He did not know that the enormous slab of limestone, that looked like a support for the roof of the tunnel, had opened outward, until the babu had flashed on the light again. They had been pulling at a chain which was fast to a lever on the far side of the wall. The babu turned the flashlight on a rather complicated looking system of levers, and then led the way in, up a flight of five steps and into a narrower tunnel whose floor was foul with bats excreta. There was very dim light that came through small gaps set at wide intervals; it foreshortened the view along the tunnel, so that it looked like a dungeon. The masonry of the arched roof, clumsy and irregular, afforded foothold for countless bats that let go and fled in front of them. The air was foul with their stench, although there seemed to be plenty of ventilation of a kind and the tunnel was dry.

Two miles! said the babu, and his voice rumbled along the tunnel. It is not too safe in places where the roof needs propping. It will fall in one of these days. Then another bit of history will lose reality. The scholars will debunk it. They will say there never was a tunnel. Howsoever, it is how the miracles were managed, in the days before the mission was even a palace as yet, and that is centuries ago. There used to be a dance of gods and goddesses on astrologically stipulated dates. There was a circle of flame around a stone stage and the gods and goddesses appeared within it, vanishing again before the flame died. That was very comforting to pious people, and it might be happening today, but certain of the priests and ladies of the nautch of Kalis temple somehow or other got badly burned. And it may be that the price of naphtha went up. Or perhaps the contemporary Maharajah was jealous and promised the people to restore prosperity by putting a prohibitive import duty on inflammables. At any rate, the gods and goddesses discontinued the entertainment. And there were always spoil-sports in the world sticking noses into things. The only difference is that nowadays they dont get burned at the stake, or flayed alive, or similarly cured of blasphemy, but go to parliament and get a peerage. Some one told about this tunnel leading out from Kalis temple to the place where spiritual fox-trots used to fascinate the credulous. They nailed him to a tree by the tongue, of course, for blasphemy. But that wasnt enough to stop talk. So the priests invented or revived the tale of Sankyamuni and the tiger. Ever since then they have kept the most ferocious tiger they could get, in a cage in the mouth of the passage. Priests are simple people, just like politicians and financiers. They hate to let go of a vested interest, even when the dividends have to be passed. Unrespectable criminals would have closed this passage, which would be easy to do. But priests are moralists, and morals mean looking a long way ahead. There might come a time in course of generations or of centuries when this passage could be put to profitable use again. So they discouraged all investigation from the end we entered, by arranging that their tiger can be loosed into the tunnel. Would you like to meet the front end of an angry tiger in a tunnel? And at that, a tiger propaganded by the priests as being fed by night on ogres entrails that are brought forth from the underworld by incantations?

Quorn was breathless from the bat-stench and the speed with which the babu led. The floor was regular enough, but he couldnt be sure of that, because the babu only used the light in the very dark intervals midway between the slots of daylight from the holes in the roof. The slots resembled chimneys as much as anything. Some of the holes were almost closed up, and those sections of the tunnel were in almost total darkness. Sweat streamed into his eyes. The babus conversation rumbled so along the tunnel that it was an almost intolerable effort to separate the words from their echo. It made him irritable, and the irritation was increased by thirst.

However, there was light ahead at last  a lot of blinding white light. The babu waited for him at the foot of what appeared to be a high, roofless tower, twenty feet wide at the summit and a great deal wider at the bottom. It was almost kiln-shaped.

We are now beneath Sivas temple, on the opposite side of the street from Kalis temple, said the babu. This is why I dared talk. Sounds pass upward at this point. Do you remember the roof of Sivas temple? This is one of those cone-shaped towers. All that fallen masonry in front of us was once a stairway that led to a door about two-thirds of the way up; but when the stair fell they bricked up that door. I am probably the only living man who knows for certain that the stair, when it fell, didnt block the last bit of tunnel. Bamjee knew it. He knew a lot more than was good for a man of his limitations. This babu brought medicines for Bamjee all the way from Cawnpore, where there is a poisoner who knows enough about antidotes to make the fortune of a specialist in bootleg liquor patients. But Bamjee died nevertheless. His fault was that his greed was stronger than his curiosity, and he was too crude. He attempted to blackmail Bughouse Bill by threatening to sell the secret of this tunnel to the Maharajah. It was a silly threat, as Bamjee realized when it was too late. Some men seem to have to die to get sense knocked into them. The Maharajah would have paid him nothing for the secret. And to threaten Bughouse Bill is to incur an animosity that oozes essences of herbs which do not aid longevity. However, dying men grow talkative if they are humorously entertained, so this babu learned Bamjees secrets. Let a man be solemn on his death-bed and he will talk about eternity and many other matters that he does not know yet. I told Bamjee jokes, and he told me, by Jiminy, this secret that he did know. I know how to use it, but he didnt.

He began to lead the way again, but paused. From here on, he admonished, silence! Not a whisper!

It was easy going, although there seemed to be no passage at all until they took the fallen masonry in flank and found an opening between it and the wall. They were now in a winding tunnel, pitch dark, that apparently made a circuit because its walls were a part of the foundations of the temple, The babu turned the flashlight upon carvings which suggested that even the foundations were built of ruins older than the ancient pile above them. Some of the carvings were upside down. At last they turned a corner and the babu switched the light off. Thirty feet ahead of them, seen cross-wise of the tunnel opening, at an angle, silhouetted sharply, stood the temple tiger, black against the bright sky. There was a rather sharp slope up toward him, and at the top of that, before one reached the cage, were stone steps. Both men breathed hard. The tiger heard them  turned  stared down at them, and snarled.

The babu touched Quorns black turban, then his own, and pointed to the shadow beneath the cage. The meaning of that was plain enough; their heads would be invisible from the temple courtyard, even should they raise them above the level of the floor of the cage. But the nearer they approached the tiger the more restless he became  then angry  then furious. He began to rush to and fro and to hurl himself against the bars. It was entirely probable that priests were watching him to prevent a trick being played. But the babu crept so close that the tiger almost clawed his turban through the bars. He drew Quorn closer  pointed  made him study details, while the tiger raved and ravened up above them.

The back of the cage was unlike the front. One section of it had been made to open, and that part resembled a door. It would swing outward on hinges. But the door, instead of being locked, was fastened, similarly to the front one, by iron bolts that shot into the framework of the cage, one at the top and one at the bottom. To reach either bolt would mean getting within reach of the tigers claws. Above the cage, behind where the arch had been filled in with masonry, there was a dark hole where several men might hide, unseen and safe, if they could reach it; but the only possible way to reach it would be to open the door of the cage and climb by that. The tiger probably could take the same route, since the door was cross-barred and would give him foothold for a leap.

Because they were below the floor-level, there was nothing to be seen through the cage but the far bars and the sky beyond it. But the babu pointed at the sky, so Quorn studied that, too. The sun, he observed, would set behind the cage. Long before sunset the huge pile of the temple would throw all that corner of the courtyard into deep shadow; and he remembered how dark the tigers cage was after sunset. But the more he considered that tiger in its cage, the more he wished himself in Philadelphia.

The babu beckoned him away at last, and they had a last glimpse of the tiger tearing at the bars in an attempt to follow them as they found their way back to the circular space beneath the open dome.

This, here, is our bull ring, said the babu. Here we kill him. We shall need a ladder. Then I climb to the top of the cage, and stay there. I release the top bolt. You release the bottom one with long tongs. As the door swings open it protects you from him. If he turns to attack you  if he does turn, which he may not  I switch on the flashlight in his face. He is hungry; the priests have kept him famished to sweeten his disposition. And a tiger loves dogmeat. We will have a dog tied here in this place and when we leave him alone the dog will howl. I have a good dog ready; he can howl like hell; he usually howls all night long. So the tiger goes after the dog, and you take a gun and go after the tiger.

Youre a genius, said Quorn. I know a hotter one than that, though. See here: the tiger jumps past me  I grab his tail and tie a knot in it  that makes him holler and fetches the dog, who grabs his ear and hauls him to the tank in the mission courtyard. There we drown him decent. Me and you get leather medals, and the band plays Hallelujah.

You are all right, said the babu. Certainties only fail when men cant joke about uncertainties. Now you tell me. How do you think we ought to do this?

Quorn scratched his forehead. Youre going to bring her along this tunnel with the other tiger? he asked. Shes to get through that cage, and then lead our tame tiger up over the bridge? Is that it? Youve your choice o two ways. Either you get a hunk o meat with good, quick poison in it, and you shove that through the bars from this side. If hes famished, hell swallow it quick; and if its cyanide, or even strychnine, you wont need no referee to count him out like Tunney. Then the ways clear. Otherwise you shoot him.

No good, said the babu. We have got to get their tiger out of the way. Their tiger absolutely never was. Ours is the tiger, and there is no other  not even his ghost. Ratty must lead our tiger through the tunnel. We couldnt trust her to do it. As a Princess, she is unpredictable. But as a tiger-leader, I should say she is a dead cert  dead before the job is half done.

Do you mean you have a double for her? Quorn asked.

No, not for the last act. But we neednt kill her in the first act, need we? Dead princesses are as useless as a League of Nations passport with a visa from the king of Manchukuo.

Well then, what the hell? Quorn answered irritably. Talk horse. Whats your idea?

But the babu only grinned. He answered: Think it over, Gunga sahib! Now is time for thinking. Get that over with. Tonight there wont be any time for thinking. He began to lead the way toward the tunnel. Over his shoulder he added: Think of the impossibilities. You will reject those. Then tonight you wont try them.

Aw, hell, come on, tell me your plan, Quorn insisted. But the babu answered over-shoulder:

Not I! You would argue it to death. This babus plans are best unargued even when theyre no good. And the worst plan is the best one, if the best is argued to a frazzle but the worst one isnt.

Just as he reached the tunnel-mouth he stooped and carefully examined something that was cached behind some crumbled masonry. It was a bundle. It consisted of one long rod with a two-pronged hook at the end, a pair of long-armed blacksmiths tongs, and a gun that looked almost twice as long as any other gun that Quorn had ever seen.

Am not a good sport, said the babu. When I aim at a tiger, I like a barrel long enough to keep him that far off at any rate.

Oh yeah? Quorn asked. So its you wholl shoot him?

Did you think Id let a God-dam Yankee do what I darent? the babu answered. I darent. But I will. You watch me. Lets go. There is lots to do yet  plenty to go wrong yet! Come on  hurry, hurry, hurry!


XXIV

It Is Impossible To Keep A Secret.

It was well they returned when they did. Asoka disliked his new quarters, and the smell of tiger had sent him into a passion of indignation. Ratty hardly dared to go near him. The ring in the wall was coming loose, too; half a dozen more tugs and either the iron bolt or the wall itself might give way. The younger, smaller elephant was copying Asoka  not exactly out of hand yet, but in a mood to make trouble at the first chance.

It was a problem that taxed resources. Quorn fastened a rope on to the end of the iron bolt inside the empty building and made that secure by bringing it out through a window, so that at any rate there was the weight of a whole wall to tax Asokas strength. The babu crawled beneath the tigers van and out through the archway. He returned with ten men, who looked like cabinet ministers, they were all so nicely dressed, but he set them to work at once to draw the van around the tank and toward the great stone trap-door leading to the tunnel. There he parked it, probably out of Asokas sight, because all elephants are short-sighted, and upwind from him anyhow. That done, he made the ten men raise and bolt in place the massive boarding that fitted the end of the archway; thus he shut off the inner courtyard and secured theoretical privacy. Then he dismissed the ten men  sent them up the ladder and to the inner courtyard by way of the roof. Moses, he decided, was a liability at that particular moment, so he sent him indoors out of danger. Ratty was commanded to resume the cast-off royal robes. They produced a curiously swift effect on him. He was a showman instantly  a circus showman, intelligent, alert, dependable, no matter what he might be out of sight and smell and sound of the arena. One imagined sawdust.

Destiny is a hussy, said the babu, but I think we bilk the lady. If she misses this one, its her last chance  almost. Up with the trap-door. Tie it open.

The van door faced the opened trap; the descending steps were six or seven feet in front of it. The door would open toward the courtyard wall. The babu ordered Quorn to stand between the van and the trap, so that he would be facing the door when it opened.

Stand a little nearer to the trap-door. If he likes you, he will pass you. If he doesnt I will swat him. He mustnt like me whatever happens. You coax, I drive  love and hatred, fifty-fifty. In you go  out with him, Ratty  take him down the steps into the tunnel!

Ratty jumped in swiftly and gave the tiger no chance to do any thinking. He unsnapped the chain in a second and drove the tiger out in front of him. But he followed so fast that he almost lost his foothold on the van step. The tiger hesitated, blinked at the sun-lit courtyard and seemed to mistrust the yawning hole in front of him. Quorn stood terrified. He could have touched the tiger. He could have kicked it. It stared at him, as undecided as Quorn was what to do next. But Ratty, with the chain in both hands, started down the steps. The babu stepped out from behind Quorn with a slat of wood in his hand. He spanked the tiger on the rump and it went down the steps, but in no great haste. It repeatedly snarled back- ward over-shoulder at the babu, who remained on the top step flourishing his weapon.

Love and hatred, fifty-fifty, he repeated. A tiger is a sentimentalist. A sentimentalist is a behaviorist. And a behaviorist would be a person if he had intelligence, but he hasnt. If the tiger murders Ratty, you will have to double for him. Let us hope not. Should he murder you, it would be all up! Go down now and help to seduce him into the other tunnel.

But seduction was not so easy. The tiger drank a little where the water seeped through from the tank. Then he stared back at the sunlight, eyed Quorn suspiciously and pulled back on the chain when Ratty went in through the opening into the long tunnel. He was much too powerful to have been dragged by one man, and he snarled at Quorn, who called back to the babu:

What now? Hes getting ugly!

But Quorns voice either scared the tiger or reassured him. He started forward. Ratty took up the slack of the chain. Quorn, with his heart in his mouth, slipped by between the tiger and the wall, so that he could at least pretend to cut off that end of the tunnel. Then he spoke again, pitching his voice low, and the babu ran down-steps and slapped them, as he came, with his piece of wood. He made a noise like crackers going off. The tiger gave one glance at him and then slunk stealthily through the opening. The hair was still rising on Quorns neck when Ratty called back quietly that all was well.

Do you mean, Quorn asked the babu, that youll trust that heathen to time your trick right?

Must trust some one, said the babu. So I trust me. I am not a heathen, let me tell you. Am a voluble verb sappist, realistically skeptical of destiny, who is a dull wench. What a hell of a life to know exactly what will happen! What a bore to be destiny! Let us go up now and close the trap-door. Should the tiger murder Ratty  oh, well  we shall know soon.

So they closed the trap-door, and to Quorn it felt like immuring a decent heathen in a dreadful tomb. It brought to his mind the pictures he had seen in the public library of martyrdoms in ancient Rome. However, those thoughts were dispersed by mutiny and Moses, the last person in the world from whom mutiny seemed likely. The babu shouted for Moses, who came out of the gate-house sulkily, offended because he had not been thought reliable enough to help with the tiger. He stuck a hand into his trouser pocket and looked superior. The babu ordered him to scrub the inside of the van.

You can bring a pail and carry water from the tank there. Please use quantities of soap and lots of water. Get the tiger-stink out.

But Moses stood on privilege. I am taking orders onlee from my employer, he answered, and for strictlee honorable service. I am cooking tiffin. As for sweepers, there are plentee in the citee.

As a good God-fearing democrat, Quorn saw the principle involved in that in less than half-a-second.

Okay. Youre fired, he retorted. Get your money. Now whose orders are you taking?

Fired, eh? said the babu. One of his amazing kicks snapped upward and missed Moses by the width of a shoe-sole. Moses eye whitened as he stepped backward.

Seeing youre fired, said Quorn, I cant protect you any. Where I come from, thats a white mans job to valet tiger-cages. Heathen dont get trusted with important jobs o that sort.

Oh, sir, if it is important

Quorn frowned. It needs doing right, he answered. I must find a guy I can depend on.

Kindly re-engage him, said the babu. It will save me the necessity of asking you to do that awfully important work.

But sir, said Moses, that is no job for a gentleman. His one eye looked at Quorn remorsefully. To save you from it I would do a so much worse indignitee.

Okay. Then youre hired again, said Quorn. Go to it.

So the babu smiled and Moses went to work with soap and scrubbing-brush. He scrubbed until the van was twice as clean inside as when the priests had loaned it to the babu. It was much too late for tiffin  after four already  and the rice was burned to the side of the pot, but the curry looked good, so Quorn started a kettle for tea, and while the kettle was boiling he fed the elephants. He did not dare to loose Asoka yet; he carried water for him, making six or seven trips with buckets; and by the time that was finished the babu had already helped himself to curry, had made the tea and was busy drinking from a saucer. Quorn helped himself, too, and then lighted his pipe and sat down.

Maybe Im dumb, he began, but Ive been fair itching to ask you something. If its part o your fancy plan that you wont talk about, I reckon I can save my breath to cool this.

They who ask, occasionally learn what is not true, and that eliminates some useless guessing, said the babu. And besides, I am not a diplomatist. I only lie when it is virtuous to do so  not from fear or force of habit. Try me.

Why in thunder, Quorn asked, did the outfit round at Bughouse Bills place loan you that there van and oxen, and no objections?

But there were objections, said the babu. Very grave objections. And I made them.

He imbibed tea from the saucer with a sound like the last of a bath-tubs contents gurgling down the drain. Then, noticing that Quorn was all attention:

They insisted on it.

Quorn waited. He expected a prodigious lie was coming. He could see the babus beautiful brown eyes enjoying roguery of some sort. But it might be reminiscence. Possibly the truth was humorous enough to need no tinkering. Silence seemed best, so he swallowed his tea  a form of moderated silence that was non-committal.

They insisted I should have the van to bring the Princess to the tiger, said the babu.

Hey now, dont talk crazy.

Cleverness and craziness are closer to each other than the cream and the milk, the babu answered. It was I who thought of it, but they who thought they thought of it when I refused, the same as Japanese denying that they want Manchuria, to use anything belonging to the temple. First they thought I wanted money, because priests are very simple people, who know all about psychology, like high financiers who get caught short of scarce stock on a rising market. So I had to help them; and I told them that the Princess would insist on coming in a modern motor car to show her disrespect for precedents and so forth. And I added, since I knew their proud and bitter hatred of his Highness, that they ought to ask the Maharajah for his new car, something they would almost rather die than do. As a matter of fact he cant use it in the city, because it wont go around the corners of the narrow streets  but priests dont think of those things. And I knew that Bughouse Bill was busy trying to be Gunpat Rao. You remember, he was lurking at a stairhead. He was prompting the priests I talked with. And when a high priest lurks, he has his cunning with him, maybe, but his wisdom is at the laundry or somewhere.

Quorn wiped his forehead as an excuse for passing his hands before his eyes. The very mention of that meeting with Gunpat Rao on the temple parapet brought back the awful vision of the priests face and made him shudder. But the babu, though he noticed the gesture, went on talking:

I knew that Kalis priests knew that the Jains had disposed of their tame but irreligiously carnivorous tiger. They knew about that tiger, because the Jains had offered it to them; they had refused it because they didnt need it, since they had one that was savage and more to their liking. They suspected me of having the Jains tiger hidden away somewhere because I am always suspected of anything anyhow; and of course it was only a matter of time before they would discover where I had it, because the only way to keep a secret from an inquisitive priest is to kill the priest or tell the truth. The truth will usually fool them; and a secret that they think they have discovered for themselves behaves like a strong wine in an ascetic head. So I became a little reverently courteous to them, just as you might be if a New York cop should catch you carrying some liquor, and I made one of my best mistakes. Whoever tells you that the highest art is to conceal art is a bum instructor. Such is amateurish in comparison to making bloody blunders at a proper moment. I apologized to them for the smell on my garments. There was none, but they smelt it then at once, and thought it had annoyed their sanctimonious noses since we first began talking. And I said the smell was from the ekka, which belonged to a trainer of animals who did some carting for the Jains. At that, of course, they knew for certain that I had the tiger and would try to substitute it somehow, or to play a trick of some sort.

Sounds like contract bridge, said Quorn, with deuces wild, he added. Go on. Im listening.

Bughouse Bill was listening, when I told them that the Princess was willing to concede a little to their prejudices, just as a matter of give and take in the name of sacredness, but that she could not be persuaded to employ a vehicle belonging to the temple. Gunpat Rao saw through that, of course, immediately; any experienced diplomat would have understood that I wished for the use of a temple vehicle. But intelligence and vulgar cunning in the same skin are like meum and tuum, they dont mix even on a communistic basis; so Bughouse Bill spoiled Gunpat Raos judgment. Bughouse Bill made one of the two priests who were talking to me step back and whisper to him; and I sat staring at the moon as if I were in love whereas I was wishing for supper and sleep.

And you were scared, said Quorn. Dont kid your- self.

I was not. I am frightened when I think I know that something terrible will happen, or when I know I know it will. But when I dont know, then my curiosity is made of what a Jew calls innocence, and you cant frighten that with innuendo. Cultivated innocence has no nerves. Until the priest came back to me I did not know that Bughouse Bill was such a cunning looney as I hoped. Nothing but audacity and innocence  and they are two heads of the self-same penny  made me hope that he would set for me a trap which Gunpat Rao in a calmer moment would have seen that I was tempting him to set. He did it, though. Bughouse Bill had told that priest to tell me that the show was off, and the priests would have nothing to do with it, unless the Princess should come to the temple in a vehicle provided by the priests. He stipulated that it should be a closed vehicle publicly recognizable as temple property. And he was cunning enough to pretend that stipulation was to save the Princess from the populace among whom certain fanatics, who dislike sacrilege, are probably conspiring to assassinate her, said he.

Hell  youre lying. Or the priests are stark mad, Quorn answered. They aim to have her scragged by that there temple tiger, dont they?

It is their divinely inspired and pious purpose that she shall get scragged, said the babu.

Well  their van connects em with the murder, dont it? A patrolman on his first beat could figure that out.

Ah, yes, said the babu. That is why the Maharajah waits with such complacency; because he knows we have that van. I know he knows, because I sent the information to him. That van is his trump card. It is evidence against the priests of full complicity and of conspiracy to murder. He is betting on it. But do you imagine that Bughouse Bill expects the Princess will be in that vehicle? Of course he thinks we will bring our tiger in it. I have sent for two big howdahs for the elephants; they will be here soon; and the elephants go with the van to make a nice procession through the streets; so Bughouse Bill will bet his destiny that the Princess is hidden in one of the howdahs.

What good would that do? Quorn asked.

He has such a saintly sort of cunning, said the babu, that he simpletonly thinks we mean to leave the temple tiger in its cage and let the Princess lead our tame one up over the bridge for the crowd to gape at. Possibly he thinks we mean to shoot the temple tiger. He will make provision to prevent that.

But its what I hoped at first you meant to do, said Quorn. That ud be possible, wouldnt it? The way it is now, if you can get the back of that cage open in time youll have two tigers on your hands and one gun. Maybe you think a tiger-fights a picnic, but Im losing my faith in this venture, I am. Ill lay a fair-sized bet who it is gets scragged, unless you figure youre too tough for tigers chewing.

Dont make fool bets, said the babu. I will tell you what to bet on. Bet that Bughouse Bills most truculent, suspicious and determined Holy Joes will be on the reception committee. Bet, too, that a crowd will fill the Pulke-nichi like a roaring river; and the roofs of all the houses will be crowded also. It will be the easiest thing in the world to start a riot.

Oh yeah  and me on Soaker? Not so good, that isnt.

They will demand to see the Princess in the van before they let her enter, said the babu. Why not? That is reasonable. Her identity is important, isnt it? Some of the priests will search the howdahs at the same time, probably. They dont know yet when to expect us. And they wont know for another hour or two yet whether to expect us tonight or tomorrow, because this astrologically-minded babu has to cast another horoscope or two and genuflect to Siva. And the priests believe that horoscope story as much as Asoka does. They know I mean to spring a trick and hope to catch them unprepared for it. So they will look for a tiger in the van. And they will look for the Princess hiding in a howdah. Would it not be an ecclesiastically cunning and contemptuously safe bet to denounce her to the crowd as an impostor who is playing hob with holy matters? Would the crowd not

Scrag her? Quorn set his teeth. Therell be Soaker, he said grimly. Scragging her means scragging him and me. If he should cut loose

The babu interrupted him: You must lead the procession. No matter what the priests say, you must ride Asoka into the temple courtyard ahead of the Princess. Otherwise, when the priests discover that they have guessed wrong they will be in a panic. Panicky priests, I tell you, are worse than politicians, because they have older instincts. They will stab Asoka, or do something else to make him furious. If he should charge into the crowd there would be a terrible calamity. They would blame you and her, and it would be easy after that to have you murdered by indignant fanatics. A mob would hunt you down and tear you both into little pieces. Do you understand that?

Yeah, and it dont sound good, Quorn answered.

It is better than good, said the babu. It is perfect. It is perfectly balanced. My agents, and the priests agents, and the Maharajahs agents, from three different angles have worked on the crowds psychology until it is ready for anything. What the crowd wants to see is a miracle. It wants to see and believe with its own eyes. Even if it doesnt believe, it wants to see. And it will be for us or against us at the touch of a trigger. So the moment the gate of the temple courtyard opens, ride in on Asoka and leave the van to follow you.

How are you going to time this? Quorn asked. Youll be in the tunnel.

I will time it by their tigers antics. They have kept him famished. He is restless. He will leap at the bars of the cage when he sees the elephant. I will be wearing a black turban and something black over my shoulders, and when he leaps at the front bars I will look through the cage from behind him.

Fine and dandy. What dyou kid yourself that Soaker will be doing when he sees their tiger? Quorn asked. Scratching himself or something?

Then you pinch hit, said the babu.

I get pitched off, thats what happens. Soaker flattens out the whole kaboodle, priests and Princess, tiger, me and every one. This here is a louse-bound proposition. I wont have a thing to do with it. Its crazy.

Yes, I knew youd funk it, said the babu. That is why I have another man ready to ride Asoka. He is being made up now by the women. He is just your size. If you will lend us your jacket, darkness and the womens pigments will do the rest. He is a man of evil character who will try to blackmail us afterwards, but he is afraid of nothing, so we must use him.

Oh, yeah? What I meant is, use your wits and think up something reasonable. Youve time to change the plan around. You said the priests dont know when to expect you to pull this off. Postpone it, and lets think o something.

Time, the babu answered, is a dimension, and the dimensions of one plan are not the same as those of another. This is timed for tonight. This time tomorrow we are either dead or very interesting people. But you have a perfect opportunity to run away, and you can go now. I will get you a horse, and you can ride to rail-head. Nobody will notice you, if you wear no turban and go quietly; they are all too excited about the Princess. Start at sunset.

Quorn struck his pipe on his heel. He spoke with decision: I dont aim to find fault with a heathen, such as you are, for mistaking the meaning of Christian speech. I was putting it up to you to think this proposition over. And I say its a crazy proposition. But if you wont be reasonable  and thats the trouble with heathens, they aint  you neednt kid yourself that Im yellow. Maybe I am, but I havent discovered it yet. Was that why you picked that yellow turban for me? God damn it to hell, I wont wear yellow!

You shall have a red one, said the babu.

Dull-red. Damn all these sissified colors!

Good, dark blood-red, said the babu.

Wheres this guy who wants my job? Id like to see him. Let me give him the once over. Maybe he needs taking down a peg. Been dolled up by the ladies, has he? Done wise-cracking about me, I reckon, while they prettied him up. Where is he? Lead me to him.

But the babu drew a herring over that trail and restored Quorns equanimity at the same time: You and I must go and see the Princess, he answered. We will go by way of the tunnel and up through the well-head; that is better than over the roof. So many people have been trying to persuade her to delay this ceremony, and for so many reasons, that I would bet my fortune, if I had one, that the priests are trying to gain time. And when the enemy tries to gain time, that is just what not to give him. She is impatient enough  perhaps too impatient. But they might persuade her. We must tell her the real reason why the time is tonight.

Quorns eyes brightened alertly: You havent told me yet.

I believe it is the priests reason for wanting to delay proceedings.

Ought to be hot. What is it?

That it is impossible to keep a secret. That the odds are something like a million to one that somebody has warned the British. Airplanes! It would only need one thoroughly experienced and cheerful Englishman to stop this. They might kill him. But hed stop it.

Hell, yes, that ud never do, said Quorn. Their Viceroy ud clean this place up with a posse o polite young earls in khaki, damn em!  and wed catch it! Lord, wed catch it! Come on. Soakers quiet now. Lets go and talk to the Princess.


XXV

But I Believe My Heart Is Broken.

The inner courtyard was crowded. It resembled a fair, there were so many people. Having had to come over the wall by a ladder, they were thoroughly enjoying a secretive atmosphere that was as illusory as it was important and exciting.

If less than ten per cent of them are spies, then I am an archbishop, said the babu; and as they swarmed around to ask him questions and to stare at Quorn, he told them that the day was not yet finally decided on.

But be ready! Be ready! he insisted. He who is ready reaps rewards. All others only read the bulletins and pay the taxes!

Then he almost forced his way into the room the Princess occupied. It was crowded with people. She was holding a kind of court. She was bright-eyed and excited, but pretending not to be. Unused to male society, but thoroughly determined to be modern, she was getting a swift education in manners and in how to impose them on designing flatterers. They were taking utmost advantage of her inexperience, and she needed help. The babu gave it to her.

He threw one man out  a very obvious nobody who was near enough to the door to be an easy victim.

Follow me, he said, and keep close.

Then he hustled his way through the crowd, not caring whom he elbowed, nor how violently, and Quorn kept at his heels, admiring the mans prodigious strength of mind and muscle. When he had forced himself near enough he whispered to one of the women. They were rather scared looking women; they lacked their young leaders inborn arrogance; and even more than that, they lacked her sense of humor, but they were protecting her from the crush as best they could. She to whom the babu whispered looked a little older than the others, and a bit less nervous, but she was so relieved to see the babu that she stumbled, and almost fell, in her hurry to repeat the whispered message to the Princess. The Princess nodded. The babu faced about suddenly, clearing a space for himself by sheer violence. But he smiled like a man who only did no worse than that because he saw no need. The arrogance of his air of power and authority was overwhelming. Silence fell. There were men in the room whose caste and rank were vastly higher than the babus. There were young bloods who had deserted the Maharajahs court for the sheer fun of an adventure. But before astonishment could change into truculence, the babu read that embryonic court a lesson, in the vernacular. He betrayed no trace of fear of them, and no respect of persons.

Animals! he called them. Parasites! Beggars of rewards for worthless promises! Her Highness has commanded me to clear the room. There is important news for her, and there are some of you who are untrustworthy. I could give names. He turned and appeared to whisper to the Princess, but Quorn thought he only pretended to. She looked puzzled for a moment, but smiled and then nodded again. The babu continued: She has commanded me to tell you, on her royal oath, that nobody shall be rewarded except for actual service! There are no promises asked or given  no bribes  no offices for sale. She will know whom to reward! You have her royal leave to withdraw immediately! Those of you whose treachery is known are warned to keep away unless you wish to test the temper and resources of more honorable men!

He drew a paper from his pocket and appeared to consult it. Out they all went. None had courage to oppose him. He looked, as he always did, like some one with resources at his beck and call. He only had to stride six paces forward, and the laggards at the rear made haste to get out of his reach. Then he summoned inside the two gray-bearded gentlemen who were on guard at the door, and when he had closed and locked the door he flattered them heavily:

You two are trusted, he said. By her Highness express command you are permitted to know the deepest secrets. Of such as you she hopes her future ministry may be when she is ruler of Narada. They scarcely acknowledged the babu. Caste and prejudice resented his assumed authority. But they bowed profoundly to the Princess. Then the babu approached her, taking care to leave them on guard at door and window. He lowered his voice so that they would need preternaturally sharp ears to overhear anything, and on top of that he spoke English:

Tonight! he said to her. Tonight, tonight!

But Babu-ji, she answered, I am told that the police may interfere. Some secret friends, who dare not let their names be known at present, have asked for delay, to give them time to persuade the police to

His laugh interrupted her. It was crusty, curt, dynamic. He could use the manners of an angry Bismarck when he chose. He silenced her without a gesture. Then he drew on fatherly and patient gentleness that only half-hid his anger, though the anger was assumed and the patience was nothing less than iron will:

Sahiba, this babu is willingly the servant of experience and wisdom, but presumes to tell you that experience is wisdom. Wisdom is experience. The two are twins. Their womb is Willingness to learn. And they are in that womb, sahiba, not yet born, or reared, or educated! Learn this: Secret friends are always open enemies as soon as secret treachery has opened doors through which their secret friendship can betray successfully the unwise person whom they altruistically love! That is very verb sap. Write it in your book of poems.

But the police she began.

He interrupted her. Sahiba, the police are opportunists, I assure you. Tempo is the plague of opportunists; it invariably beats them, because they wait for the beat instead of foreseeing it. You have read some books on Scotland Yard, and they were pretty good. I read them also. You believe with Teddy Roosevelt of U.S.A. United States that a policeman only needs a good example to become a saint. He died singing Onward Christian Soldiers, just as Gandhi will die of starvation or brotherly love, no matter which. But the police are still policemen. Discontent wont turn them into Galahads who will risk their jobs and pensions in behalf of decent government. They prefer it indecent. It is only in England that policemen can be morally correct and discontented at the same time. The blue bulwarks of the law of England would arrest you, if you treated them with ordinary kindness. They would say you were corrupting discipline or something. You cant trust an English policeman. He would arrest the King for buying a cigar after hours. But you can trust ours. They are police, not missionaries. That is why I took them into confidence.

You told the police? she asked, horrified. How much did you tell them? Isnt that enough to ruin us?

Enough, sahiba, is always too much. So I told them too much for our enemies, but not enough for the police to overtake our tempo. Many a conspiracy has failed because the politzei werent warned in time to keep out of the way. They have their dignity to think about, the same as you have. Anywhere except in England, where the unmatriculated bishops all join the police as a matter of routine, the police understand that law-breaking is what they live by. If the laws werent broken, nobody would pay policemen to arrest fat gentlemen for slipping on bananas. If they were taken by surprise, they might feel forced to do things. They would lose their tempers, and there might be serious trouble.

Then it isnt true they may interfere? she asked him.

After the event they will be for us or against us, as the case may be. If we succeed, they claim the credit for having made it easy for us. If we fail, they will feel they were treated fairly because we made things easy for them. They will be able to arrest the nuisances and let the valuable people go free  that is to say, the people who can afford to pay for it. The market price is always higher for conspirators than for mere criminals.

Oh I wont endure it! she exploded. I despise such hypocrites! When I am Maharanee

You may do as you jolly well please when you are Maharanee, if the British will let you, he interrupted. You may even have incorruptible police if you know where to find them. For the present you are dealing with an unevangelized police, who naturally wish to see which way the cat will jump before they make their bets. If it should suddenly occur to bet on airplanes there would be nothing for us to do but skedaddle. Do you know what that is?

I will not run away! she retorted.

This babu is much too fat to run away, sahiba. He would be a much too easy target for a bullet. That is why intuitive and selfish prejudice supports my reasoned judgment that tonights the night. Why? Nobody is ready.

Babu-ji, are we not ready?

Let us hope not! Ready is the word that rots imagination! That is why the Germans did not win the war, they were so absolutely ready! Everyone, including you, will have to pinch hit. Do you know what that means?

No, she answered. She was becoming angry with him. Evidently flattery had rather spoiled her taste for being lectured. But the babu restored her equanimity:

To pinch hit, he explained, is to produce at a dangerous moment the resourcefulness that makes the only difference between a special person and a duffer. If I did not know you have that spark of genius, I would be elsewhere. It is better to bet on the quails or the dogs than on second-rate people. This babu discovered that a quarter of a century ago.

Dangerous? she answered. How I wish there were some real danger! I would love to test my courage! I am not afraid of that tame tiger since you told me that the Jains used to let people go into his cage. My part of it is all too safe and easy. What can go wrong?

Everything! He grinned as if he relished that thought. If anything goes right I shall become hysterical! I wont believe it. I shall think that destiny is interfering. And I dont trust destiny! I beg you, please, to eat a moderately hearty meal, sahiba, and be ready one hour after sunset.

Very well, she answered.

Please dont talk to anyone, but let me manage the publicity. I can spread the news through the city in twenty minutes  three different versions; in an hour there will be thirty versions, because versions breed like microbes. That will perplex our opponents and will also fill the streets with an unmanageable crowd. They will be much more afraid of the crowd than of us. We shall need at least four elephants to force a passage for us. But there must be no armed followers  (he said that slowly, with great emphasis) because they would certainly start trouble, which can start itself quite easily enough. So I intend to scare away these faithful friends of yours who crowd this place to offer such undying devotion.

Scare them? You? How? she demanded. She was cut to the quick.

Sahiba, this babu has had five friends in fifty years, whose friendship stood the test of anticlimax. You have made a very good beginning with two friends. But I warn you: one of those is not yet tested! He bowed toward Quorn with mock-solemnity.

Quorn bridled. But he saw the trap. He knew, if he should boast, he would be at the babus mercy. He would have to live up to the boast, and things were bad enough already. Instinctively he felt for his pipe, but remembered in time.

Ive warned you, Miss, he said, that Im no hero. I can do my damnedest, and I will, but it maybe wont amount to much. So if youd sooner use that substitute that youve been grooming up to take my place, Im willing.

What substitute? she answered, frowning. I havent heard of one? What do you mean?

Your ladies, Miss, were titivating him this afternoon so hed pass in the dark for the Gunga sahib.

But that is untrue, she answered. It is the first I have heard of it. Who told you?

Quorn was puzzled for a moment. Were there other women, unknown to her, who did the real plotting?

Oh, well, said the babu, go ahead and penalize me for a pinch hit! Terminological inexactitudes are good when Winston Churchill uses them and gets found out. This babu was experimenting with the Gunga sahib. He is as per invoice. He is certified as Grade A. He is not a quitter.

You take too great liberties, she answered. She was very angry now. I will not have my friends subjected to your impudent experiments. Scare them away, will you? No need! They will leave me in disgust because I tolerate such methods!

He bowed patiently  suavely.

If you have a friend outside here, I will find him for you, he answered. And before she could stop him he went to the door. He walked out, closing it behind him. His unmistakable baritone voice could be heard clearly through the window, but his words were undistinguishable. He was gone several minutes. There was quite a lot of talking outside  mostly low-voiced, but considerably louder than the conversation of the Princess with her women, who discussed the babu angrily. When he came in again be was smiling.

Terminological inexactitudes, he said, are no good among loyal friends and gallant comrades. So I told what I know. Let us see what happens.

She was almost on the verge of tears, she was so exasperated by his insolence. She bit her lip.

Quorn could not endure the spectacle. It would have been bad enough to see her alone look mortified, but every one of her women was in a state of bewildered sympathy, or seemed to be. Her angry eyes and twitching lip betrayed the last extremity of self-control.

Shame on you! What ha you done now? Quorn demanded.

The babu told him: I have said that British airplanes and a bloodless revolution are not simultaneous equations. One, in fact, precludes the other. Messages undoubtedly have gone to British India to summon airplanes. Therefore it is timely that the names of those who pledge themselves to die if necessary in the name of this cause should be signed immediately on a roll of honor. Thus may each depend upon the others steadfastness and all may share the peril equally.

Who has said that the British planes are coming? asked the Princess.

I have said it, he answered. It is as sure as tomorrows sunrise. Are the British noted for their hesitation, when a rumor of this sort of storm in a tea-cup reaches them? They will come to find out. They will be TNT-ically ready to correct a false impression that Narada can conduct its own

He was interrupted by a voice. It spoke through the window rapidly. The two gentlemen in waiting bowed to the Princess and walked out, closing the door after them. But the Princess hardly noticed that; she, too, was talking rapidly in low tones to her ladies. They had clustered around her. Suddenly she faced the babu:

I will not permit it! Should they sign their names, if we should fail, their signatures would involve them all in ruin.

Altruism! said the babu. Oh what errors are committed in thy mad name!  But there wont be many signatures, he added. Let us count how many.

He went to the window and drew aside the curtain just sufficiently to peer out. She went to the other window. Quorn went to the door and opened it six inches. At the far end of the courtyard there were still some dozens of secretive looking men, but they were waiting their turn at the ladder. None spoke. For about two minutes the Princess stared through the parted window curtain. Quorn closed the door softly and watched her fight herself for self-command. She seemed to him to age in those two minutes, until, when at last she turned and faced the babu, youth had almost vanished. There was a hardness in her eyes that he had not seen previously.

Very well then, I am disillusioned, she said in a strained voice. There was a tear on her cheek, but she did not deign to notice it. What now?

Disillusionment is better than credulity, sahiba. You are learning what is understood by the strong, but that the weak obey, believing they originate it. You are learning tempo.

Tempo? Her voice was hollow. Why do you not speak plainly to me?

You are learning that on you yourself alone depends your destiny. You are your destiny. To count on crowds to aid you to destroy indecencies by which they hope to profit in their own turn, is as unwise as to trust in God and keep your powder in a wet sack. You must make them trust you. You must never trust them  never. Tempo is the art of doing unexpectedly and suddenly a concrete thing that theorists can talk about, until another concrete thing presents them with another climax. Thus they learn to trust you because you always put one over on them, and their doubts can never overtake your deeds. But they will never trust you if they know what to expect. They will merely love you for being as stupid as themselves. Their love is just as worthless as a tigers morals, and the sooner they learn that you can get along without it, the more determined they will be to make you love them. Your love for them is important; but keep it skeptical!

You have made me two hundred enemies, she said.

But I have shown you whom to trust, he answered.

Whom? She defied him  stared straight at him. Her indignant eyes declared he had lost her confidence.

Trust yourself, sahiba.

So that you may mock my judgment and my ideals and persuade me how ridiculous I am?

Sahiba, I have shown you what you are not. You are not a puppet at the mercy of designing mediocrities. You might be, if you had no impudent old babu to impose his criticism.

Through the window came the sound of footsteps. They were startling, because it had grown so silent outside. The babu went to the window and peered out.

Who are they? she demanded.

Policemen.

She caught her breath. Do you mean  Oh, why did you confide in the police! They

Plain clothes, he said, off duty  most anonymous  impersonal  and verb sap very.

What are they here for?

They will see that no more candidates for honors overcrowd your Highness. They will take care, too, that no one murders you until the tiger gets its innings! I was waiting for them; otherwise I would be snatching forty winks instead of preaching. Have I leave to go now?

She nodded. But as he and Quorn bowed she spoke again:

I will come to you through the tunnel one hour after sunset. And I will go through with this, come what may. But I believe my heart is broken. I believed those men were

Broken hearts, he interrupted, are the broken eggs of which the omelets of destiny are made, sahiba. Destiny is iron rations, and it kills off weaklings, but the strong grow stronger on it. Destiny is not a sentimental moralist in Red Cross uniform. It makes its omelets of bad eggs very often. But oh what good ones it can make of good eggs!

Then he bowed himself out, and Quorn followed. Look the other way, he ordered. Never recognize policemen when they are doing for you what they shouldnt! Then when they were out of earshot of the window: Breaking hearts is not this babus special pastime. Self am masochist, not sadist. But she had to have it. If I hadnt spanked her, she would have spanked me. And I dont need it. I have been kicked around too much by destiny  the hussy!


XXVI

Give Her The Works And God Will Bless You!

Quorn followed down the well-head ladder and let the cover of the well fall shut. In the darkness he could see nothing but the eyes of Gunpat Rao until the babu switched on a flashlight.

Zero! said the babu. The word went rumbling along the tunnel Ero  ero  ero.

Quorn laughed. Heroes? Were a brace o cheap bums buying trouble.

Uble-uble-uble, said the tunnel. Thats what we are.

We are  we are.

That Maharajah will hire us murdered, thats what hell do, even supposing we do pull this off. How much did he promise you?

Incalculable scads of money, said the babu. He expected to be blackmailed afterwards, so what did it matter what he promised? Yes, of course he means to murder us. But that is not what troubles me. He is too quiet. Even if he is drunk, he must be feeling like Macbeth. He must be getting lots of good and bad and worse advice, from people whom he detests, and all of whom detest him. And he certainly fears the Resident may get here too soon. It is time he hesitated. It is time he should do something silly. He doesnt.

The babu paused at the open entrance of the two-mile tunnel. He turned the flashlight into it. There was no sound  no sign of Ratty and the tiger.

Maybe he knows something, Quorn suggested.

There was a danger, said the babu, that he might reinstate the head mahout and order the elephants kept in their compound. But I foresaw that. The head mahout is in the lock-up on a charge of murder. He is booked under a false name. The police made a little mistake.

How about his soldiers?

They foresee advantage if he should lose. Their commander is in favor of the Princess although he hasnt the courage to say so openly. And the police are thoroughly against him. He blundered into their bad books a little while ago by pocketing the red light district conscience money. That had been their perquisite for ages. No. He walked on. I wish I could guess what he will do. It will be something silly. But it is the silly things that are unpredictable.

He said no more until they reached the outer courtyard, where the elephants stood swaying quietly, now that the disgusting smell of tiger had disappeared. Moses had finished scrubbing out the van and had mopped it dry. He was admiring his handiwork.

Put in a chair, said the babu. Quorns best armchair was produced and Moses nailed it in place.

Oxen? Quorn asked.

In the lavatory, using the wash-bowls as mangers. They are too slow. I have sent for a longer pole and we will use two elephants. They should be here soon. The mahouts are  oh, I think I have it!

Quorn waited. He had never seen the babu self-confessedly perplexed, and he rather enjoyed the revelation, even though the menace of irresolution was deadly at that late hour. The sun was already down below the mission roofs and the courtyard lay in deepening shadow. At last the babu spoke slowly; almost as if he tasted the words before he uttered them.

I ordered elephants for tonight, but food for them for three days. The Maharajahs fear is that I wont move soon enough. He wont know any sooner than the crowd does that tonights the night. He is worried for fear the Resident may turn up. He has stationed watchmen on the palace roof; and by night he will have listeners there, although it is hardly likely that a plane will come by night. But if the plane should come  he must get rid of you and me.

Give us the works, eh?

He has probably arranged to have us shot. Oh well  people seldom shoot straight. Tempo will beat the Maharajah  tempo  tempo! I am more afraid of Gunpat Rao. It is Czars and Kaisers, not priests, who believe in destiny. And Bughouse Bill might be a little reckless. But Gunpat Rao  he believes in holding five aces! Oh, why cant I be in ten places at once! I am afraid of Gunpat Rao. He can pinch hit, also.

I must speak to Moses.

See here. Quorn took the babu by the arm. I dont want Moses in on this. Hes all right in his own way, but hes easy scared. Im scared enough without him there to add to it.

I have a little special business for him that he can do as well as anyone, the babu answered; and he went and talked to Moses, who looked frightened but presently straightened himself. He even grinned, as if he had been given something safe to do that made him feel important. He walked away toward the gate-house.

Then there was considerable tumult in the street and the heads of mahouts were visible over the high wall. The babu went to the gate and cautiously admitted three men, but after he had talked to the three men he sent them away again. Then he talked through the gate to the soldier outside. He was sweating  thinking furiously. His gestures were nervous  less dynamic than they had been.

Are you cracking? Quorn thought. Oh Lord!

The babu set his back against the gate and wiped his forehead.

I have lighted the fuse, he said. The news is spreading through the city. It is too late now to hesitate. We must go on with it. But they have sent ten elephants. I only ordered six. There is something cooking. Krishna! Gunpat Rao easily could bribe a couple of mahouts! You keep away from the elephants! Go into the gate-house. Stay there, and let Moses come out here to me. Dont you come until I tell you.

So Quorn went into the gate-house glumly. It was no use disobeying or asking questions.

Its a dam-fool business, and Ill get a fools desserts, and serve me proper! Hell, I wisht I had the guts to say the hell with it, and back down. Wonder what being deads like. No use wondering, I reckon. Ill know soon enough!

He discovered Moses cutting a section off the rubber hose that had been fitted in place of a broken water pipe.

What for? he demanded angrily.

It was too lengthee. It was inconvenientlee leng-thee.

Its a darned strange time to choose to cut it. Get outside and find the babu. He wants you.

He examined the hose. It was a lie about its being too long. It was too short now, and the cut-off piece was missing.

Cant trust half-breeds. Damn em, theyre all alike. They steal when you least expect it.

He heard the big gate open and the elephants come swaying in. The gate slammed shut behind the last one. It was dark inside the gate-house, and when he tried to light the lamp he found no oil in it.

Unwise virgins, thats us! Ill lay a million dollars that the babus euchred. Hes a heathen. Taint in nature for heathen to run things, or theyd all be giving orders instead o taking em.

He sat and smoked, with his hands in his pockets, until he began seeing Gunpat Raos eyes again. He tried all sorts of ways to drive them out of mind, but failed, until it suddenly occurred to him that the babu might be murdered by the mahouts. Then he picked up the iron ankus that was almost heavy enough to brain Asoka with, and walked out. Indian darkness had come. The stars and the rather low moon were a little pale as yet, but the courtyard was utterly dark because of the high walls. The mahouts were at work by lantern light, and he could see they had already put a howdah on Asoka; it was a big one  big enough for half-a-dozen people. There was a regular dump of corn and hay, and there were two sacks full of enormous loaves; he took one of the loaves and gave it to Asoka, keeping a very careful eye on the mahouts meanwhile. He was not quite sure in the darkness, but he suspected one of them was a stranger. Presently he heard the babus voice from the direction of the van, so he walked over there to see what was happening. They had brought a long pole for the van, and there were two elephants standing by, but there was some trouble about fitting the pole, and the elephants harness needed some adjustments. The babu landed one of his terrific kicks and sent a man staggering away into the dark; then he tackled the pole himself and it was in place in a minute.

Wheres Moses? Quorn asked. Ive a mind to lick him. Hes been cutting my rubber water pipe when he reckoned my back was turned.

I have given Moses work to do, he answered, a bit irritably. Then he watched the elephants being harnessed up and ordered the mahouts to mount and draw the van toward the main gate. He and Quorn followed, and when they drew near the gate he threatened the mahouts with awful forms of mayhem if they should dare to dismount or to move without further orders. Then he turned on Quorn explosively:

Where is your turban? Oh, my God, have I to think of everything? Come  hurry, hurry, hurry!

He ran into the gate-house and used the flashlight. Thats the sissy-yellow turban, Quorn objected. You said blood-red.

Too late! Too late now. He bound the turban on by flashlight, Quorn holding the light and keeping it directed at the mirror. There now  look at yourself in the glass. Remember it is yellow! If you wish one blood-red, earn it! And now listen. I have changed plans.

Oh Lord!

Yes, I had to. Those two mahouts are spying on us. They believe our tiger is in that van, so I darent open it to let the Princess enter. She must hide in the howdah behind you, which is what they will expect her to do anyhow, and they will see her do it. They are probably prepared to signal to the priests that she is in the howdah. They will signal as they turn the corner of the Pulke-nichi. You must watch for the signal. And then she must show herself, at the last minute, when it is too late for the priests to think of what to do about it. Tempo! If you give a priest time hes got you. You must tell her Tempo! Tempo!

Tell her yourself. She wont obey me.

I will tell her. But you hit her with the ankus if she forgets! And now this last word: Two elephants go ahead of you to clear the way. Their mahouts are also spies, and you will have to watch them. That is why I chose those two to go in front. If they should try to change position you must raise hell  pinch hit  dont let them get behind you. But they are likely to be most dangerous when you reach the temple gate. They may try something there, so watch them! Next goes the van. And then you on Asoka. All the other elephants will follow, just to make up a procession. When you reach the temple, and the priests discover there is nothing in the van, remember tempo! Make it snappy! Turn in through the temple gate, and let us pray they shut it! Then we pinch hit  all of us! And she knows her part.

Hows she to get down off Soaker? Quorn demanded. Hell go crazy when he sees their tiger.

Anyone can get down! It is getting up that is not so easy, said the babu. She must swing from the howdah and jump.

And she a Princess! Hell, if she was raised in a circus she couldnt do it.

She must pinch hit! said the babu. Come on. You mount now, and bring Asoka to the stair-head. She will have to stand on my shoulders to reach the howdah. You watch the mahouts and look innocent; that will make them doubly sure that we are loading her in secret. Dont turn your head to look at her, or they will think we dont mind their knowing.

Okay.

One more last word: When you reach the temple, be the first through the gate. They may try a trick at the temple gate. Dont let any other elephant push past you.

Okay.

Be the first in, even if you have to charge in.

Okay.

Go ahead then.

Quorn surprised the mahouts by ordering Asoka loosed. He led him by the trunk into the darkness and then made Asoka lift him into place there where there was no risk of anyone stabbing or pricking the animal; he thought he knew of many nicer ways of being killed than to be hurled to the earth by an elephants trunk. However, Asoka seemed calm and was quite obedient, and Quorn felt better once he was up behind the huge head. He moved Asoka over to the wall, as close as he could get him to the stone trap. He could see the babu then; he was down on the stairway, listening. Quorn whistled softly but he did not answer. It was four or five minutes before anything happened. Quorn peered over the high wall, where the voices of a waiting crowd were like the sound of water pouring among rocks. There was motion, and there were a few lanterns, but he could not see much. Whichever way he looked he saw not much more than the eyes of Gunpat Rao. They were growing more distinct, and he began to hate them, and as he hated them he felt less nervous.

Hell, Ill kill him! he muttered.

Suddenly the babu switched the light on. He went hurrying down into the tunnel. Two or three minutes later he was on the way up with the Princess, although she was hardly visible beside him. He could hear the babu talking to her; he had switched the light off. They stood for at least two minutes, talking, in total darkness between the elephant and the wall, before Quorn heard her chuckle as she struggled on to the babus shoulders and began to scramble into the howdah.

Some folks ud laugh at their own funerals, he reflected. Wisht I felt merry!

She was into the howdah in no time and he heard her settle down amid the cushions.

Gunga sahib! said the babu. Tempo! Then extemporize and pinch hit! Make it snappy! If in doubt, do the craziest thing you can think of! Something certainly will go wrong! This babu will meet you in the next world, maybe, if there is one. If there isnt, who cares? Toujours laudace! That is German for Give her the works and God will bless you!

Then he took Asoka by the trunk and led him to his proper place in the procession. He marshalled it by lantern light, gave the mahouts their orders, threatened complicated mayhem for the slightest breach of discipline, and then shouted to the guard to open the gate from the outside. Quorn rode out into a sea of sound  of dense, packed shadow that swayed and surged. There was a stench of hot humanity, and of dust uprising. But the only face he saw was Gunpat Raos. It was the face of the night  of the crowd. He hated it. And when he looked ahead it backed away from him, leading.

God! he remarked to himself. I wisht Id punched him when I had the chance to do it!


XXVII

Soak Him, Soaker!

Blue-black Indian night  heat  uproar  and the sway of the ponderous elephants. Torch light  lantern light  leaping figures frantic with excitement  a whole population surging into one street and choking the crossings. Impotent policemen, hoarse, hot, frightened, borne along by hysterical crowds half-glimpsed by window-light. Smashed street-lamps. Hundreds fighting to approach the van and peer in through the slatted shutters. Quorn had to order two elephants forward, one to each side of the van, to keep the crowd at bay. And but that there were elephants ahead of him, Asoka would have cut loose; he detested the din; the miracle that nobody was killed beneath his feet in all those winding streets was even greater than the one the crowd was there to see. But there were scores of accidents, and there were fights where the eager crowds came pouring in from side-streets and were forced back. There were fires from smashed lanterns, and one big house burned like a volcano, so that when he looked back Quorn could see a thousand faces reddened by the flames.

But he looked back seldom, and he felt like a man in a dream, with Gunpat Raos hateful eyes examining his soul.

The eyes o doom, I reckon!

So he thought of tigers, but the high priests eyes refused to vanish. Then he tried to rehearse the program in his mind; but his own part of it was too vague, and he found he could not concentrate on anything except the danger that Asoka might get out of control and charge into the crowd. He tried to think about the babu, and for about two minutes he did imagine him, below there in the tunnel, with the draggled Ratty in a blue dress.

He cant do it! Hell, he cant begin to do it! Hes crazy! Therell be a tiger-fight  him and a brace o Bengal bobcats, one of em scared ugly and the other raving  him with a rifle six-foot long that likely goes off both ends. Then what? What can she and I do without that babu?

Uproar  tumult  blue-black darkness, lit by myriads of stars and swaying lanterns  smeared with the smoky glare of torch-light  and a smell that choked, intoxicated and condensed it all in one delirious emotion.

Stink makes East East. Lack of it makes West West! Hells bells, this is East o Suez and a vengeance! This beats Armistice night! And they dont care whos et by tigers, nor whos ruler, nor if school keeps, nor nothing! God, what a sight! Its almost worth it! Gee  if I could lay my hands on Bughouse Bill Id die easy-minded. Him and me  wed mix it, and the hell with what next!

The procession was slow. It was as slow as a funeral. The elephants were almost wading in a sea of yelling humans. They loomed along. Their special gift  their contribution to the cosmic whole  was conscious pageantry. Asoka gradually caught the spirit of the thing and moved along like time evolving destiny  enormous, solemn  as impersonal as darkness. But Quorn mistrusted that mood.

Geeif they should touch him with a torch! If he should cut loose!

Once or twice he knew the Princess tried to speak to him, but he could not hear what she said, for the tumult. It might have been safe to turn and answer her; the crowd imagined she was in the van; but there were hundreds staring at himself, and his name made more thunder than hers:

Gunga sahib! Gunga  Gunga sahib!

It was weird to be a legend from a past life greeted by an ancient name. He almost thought there might be truth in it, until the eyes of Bughouse Bill appeared again and banished all will to believe.

Him and me are on opposite sides! If hes for legends, Im agin em! This heres hooey! Gee, but its hard to believe it aint true!

He thought about the Maharajah. Whats he doing? Is he looking on? Or is he one o them there generals that die in bed unless a golf ball hits em? Say, if I was king o this mess, Id be in it! Id hire cheap uns to get drunk and do the legislating! Id be in on this stuff, and to hell with belly-aching in a palace! I could wish this werent over so quick!

But it was so slow that he feared the moonlight might be all gone before they could reach the temple, and he knew the babu counted on the moonlight. It was so slow that the eyes of Bughouse Bill again and again became the eyes of Gunpat Rao, terrible and so near that he almost struck out with the ankus. But at last they neared the Pulke-nichi, and there panic seized him, as the thunder of the mob rose tenfold. Roofs and walls were thronged with humans and the very sky roared Gunga! Gunga!

Now we catch it! Wonder if she packs a whallop?

Can she act up? This ud scare an angel! If she has a fit o willies were it! Gee-whiz! Yeah, I saw em!

The two leading elephants turned down-street in a flare of torch-light. Their mahouts raised both arms upward, three times. They had made their signal. For a moment after that a human maelstrom surged at the turn and the elephants stood swaying until self-elected stalwarts fought the crowd back, beating them with sandals  lathis  fists  with anything that offered. Savagery broke loose. It was like a battle that blared with conch-horns; and from the roofs, where excited enthusiasts lost their footing, men and women fell on the heads of the furious mob below. One roof broke beneath the weight of hundreds. But the pulse of the thunderous din was Gunga! Gunga!

A way opened. The procession moved. The van, between two elephants and drawn by two, went bumping forward. Then Asoka turned into the Pulke-nichi, and the bridge lay down-street etched in silver by the low moon  shadowy and lovely. It was like a path of silver laid on solid gloom, with silver statues standing guard along it. Left and right loomed temple buildings  silvered gloom  incalculable bulk upreared toward a star-lit night. But down in the street it was dark except for two flares near the great arched temple gate; and the gate glowed blood-red.

Guess its her turn!

Quorn looked back at last and struck the ankus on the hard front of the howdah.

Show yourself, Miss!

Then he had one glimpse of her. She seemed to be kneeling, with an aureole of light around her head. He wondered whence the light came, but he had no time to look twice. There was danger, from a dozen ways at once. Crowds on the roof on the right were absolutely frantic. If they should fall on Asoka  if tiles should fall  or if the priests should play a trick here  

Whoa there  steady, feller  steady!

There were lathis going. A belated company of volunteers clearing the way with a wedge-shaped charge into the crowd down-street ahead of them. The arch beneath the bridge was like a gate of dark death, spewing forth breathless legions. They were forced back screaming Gunga! Sankyamuni! Sankyamuni! It was impossible to see quite what was happening but there was death there, dark, choked, dreadful.

Us next! Quorn was staring at the eyes of Gunpat Rao.

Near the torchlight by the temple gate there was a space kept clear by main force and a barricade of bales and boxes. There stood men who looked like priests, not praying; if they prayed it was for trouble. There was a surge and a crash like the charge of cavalry when the men with lathis widened out the space, and Quorn followed the van to its midst. He did not dare look backward. He was all eyes for the priests, and cursing Gunpat Raos eyes that got between him and whatever he looked at. But he caught one glimpse of the Princess. She was standing upright. There was a priest  or he looked like one  who shouted and gesticulated. There began to be a counter-demonstration. There were catcalls and yells of derision. On the roofs and up-street there were evidently men strategically placed to yell to the crowd what the meaning of the altercation was. But there was organized opposition to that, and there began to be fights on the roofs.

Oh be swift! It was the Princess voice. She seemed hysterical. Her words reached Quorns ears on a sharp note that cut through the tumult.

Swift? There was nothing to do! The plan had failed  had gone wrong! Six priests climbed to the roof of the van and shook their fists at Quorn and the Princess. Not a word reached Quorns ears; tumult swallowed up their shouts, but their defiant gestures dared him to get down and open the van.

Tempo! he remembered. Tempo!

Not even Asoka could have forced a way backward or forward. But the temple gate was shut. Two of the priests with torches, looking frightened, struggled with the handle of the van door. It opened suddenly and they leaped back, to a din like an explosion from the throats of the hundreds looking on. But nothing happened. So the priests went nearer. They let torchlight flare into the van  and nothing happened. Then they peered in, and a roar went up from the street and roofs that shook the fetid air until Asoka raised his trunk and gurgled angrily. Perhaps he sensed the crowds impatience.

Tempo! Quorn remembered. Tempo!

But the eyes of Gunpat Rao mocked him, staring at him through the solid woodwork of the shut gate. One of the two elephants beside the van turned slowly while a priest commanded the mahout with word and gesture. Suddenly the elephant came spurting forward almost head-on. The mahout aimed a blow at Quorns head with his iron ankus. Quorn ducked. As he ducked he learned why Moses stole a length of rubber hose-pipe. From the howdah, like a striking snake, it licked out and hit the mahout on the back of the neck. He reeled and fell. The elephant continued on its way, and Quorn learned whence the light had come that made an aureole around the Princess head and shoulders.

It is veree necessaree to be swift, said Moses, and lay down again. He switched on the flashlight again. He bathed her again in light that made her look like Sankyamuni reborn out of ancient legend.

Tempo!

In a deafening, exultant, terrifying din Quorn turned Asokas head toward the temple gate and sent him at it. There was a rush from behind the priests that came too late. He heard the voice of Moses:

Swiftlee! Veree swiftlee!

Then Asokas head struck on the gate, and it yielded, unlocked, swinging easily. Asoka swayed in. Some one slammed the gate shut. Then Quorn turned his head for orders how the Princess was to dismount  but he only saw the flashlight  Moses hands  the rubber hose  the Princess clinging to the hose and dropping to the ground. Then Moses vaulted out, and vanished. After that he saw the eyes of Gunpat Rao  heard the short, gruff, gutteral war-roar of a tiger  felt an earthquake under him  Asoka trumpeting his anger into dreadful darkness  and a fight was on  a nightmare of a fight that lasted all eternity  or sixty seconds  or a week  Quorn never knew. But Bughouse Bill had played his fifth ace. Somebody had pulled a cord that somebody had fastened to the bolt that locked the whole front of the tiger-cage. Down came the front of the cage with a clang. There was a little moonlight  a little starlight  Moses flashlight, faithfully and well directed  and a tiger!

Pinch hit!

That was the babus voice. He was in the cage mouth. Moses flashlight showed him for an instant, standing with the rifle held in both hands. That was one glimpse.

But Asoka was moving stiffly  almost sideways  cat-wise  trunk out  gurgling. He screamed  rushed. Something shadowy and swift leaped almost out from under him. Asoka wheeled and gave chase, following in spasms, amid dark columns, something unseen that watched for an opening. There was a glimpse of Moses, up on the balustrade, his flashlight searching for the tiger. There was a glimpse of the Princess, higher up than Moses, on the stairway, with her hair just touched by moonlight. Then the torchlight found the tiger and he sprang  missed  missed by the width of the wind in his claws, as Asoka switched around and rushed him, trumpeting. Then the still hunt once more, with Asoka creeping like a frozen earthquake, until the flashlight found the tiger and Quorn knew the end was at hand. He had only his ankus. But the tiger was Gunpat Rao, and the tigers eyes were Gunpat Raos.

Quorn gripped tight. He swung the ankus like a club. He heard his own voice. It was like anothers, not his:

Soak him, Soaker!

At bay, in a corner, his back to a wall, the tiger sprang as Asoka charged. Quorn struck  struck straight at the brutes eyes with the iron ankus. There was a trumpeting, snarling, flash-lit shock  then a quivering thud  thud  thud that shook a temple wall as Asokas huge skull rammed the tiger up against it. Thud  thud  thud the ankus went home. Then a trampling dance in darkness as Asoka crushed the tiger into pulp beneath his feet.

Goo boy, Soaker!

Quorn reached out a hand to pat the great head rising and falling in time to the trampling forefeet; but he drew it back sticky with warm blood.

Hey!  Fetch  that  light  here! he shouted. Steady, feller, steady! Thatll do him! Hes dead!

So was Gunpat Rao dead as far as Quorns imagination knew him. There were no more awful eyes in the night around him. And he thought of nothing but Asoka.

Fetch that light, dye hear me!

He felt for the blood again, and there was lots of it. He heard the babu running; and the babu had two flashlights, Moses and his own. He shouted:

Well done, Gunga sahib! Now she pinch hits! We had difficulties  couldnt make our tiger wake up! But hes ready, and Bughouse Bill will think of something else unless we look sharp! He was standing behind a column, probably for safety if the elephant should still be furious and charge him. But his eyes were on details: Dammit! Ratty cant sell that tiger-skin  I promised he should have it, but its ruined  I shall have to buy it from him! Quickly now  outside with that elephant!

Flash that light on his head! Quorn answered. Did you hear me say hes bleeding? The poor fellers bleeding!

Take him out of here, I tell you! Out with him! Out with him! Moses will open the gate.

You go to hell! Hes bleeding bad. Dye see that? Two o the tigers claws ha ripped him awful  missed his eye by half o nothing! Water  dye hear me?  water  lots o water!

I cant bring that other tiger out until you take him away from here, the babu argued. He was almost dancing with excitement. Gunga sahib, for the love of this babu, be reasonable! Take him out into the street and they will bring you water by the cart-load!

Shut up and fetch some water!

Moses! yelled the babu. Moses!

Quorn had time to glance toward the steps. The Princess stood there, all alone, not evidently frightened. But a priest was speaking to her from a platform where the steps turned up toward the parapet, and the priest was limned clear in the moonlight.

Krishna! exclaimed the babu. Gunpat Rao.

He tossed a flashlight to Moses and ran toward the Princess. But to Quorn the very name of Gunpat Rao had somehow lost its meaning. There were no more fierce eyes in the darkness, although he felt strange and his head swam.

Get water, Moses, he commanded.

Sir, I do not know where  

Water! he repeated. Fetch a lot of it quick, or Ill kill you with this here ankus!

Moses and the flashlight vanished, and at last Quorn persuaded Asoka to cease pounding the tigers carcass. He moved him away a little, talking to him.

Goo boy, Soaker. Stopped a hot one, did you  but your poppall fix that! Easy, feller, easy! He moved him slowly to and fro until Moses came back, carrying a big earthern jar. Quorn reached down and raised it.

Sir, I think that it is holee water!

Says they! Gimme more light! Whats that babu doing?

He began to be aware again of tumult in the streets and on the roofs, that had not ceased; it was he who had left off hearing it. And he knew now he was trembling, when he tried to pour the water on the clawed wound. He felt sick. But he sluiced the water on and presently discovered the wound was wide, but not deep.

Sir, he listens on the steps, said Moses. It is she who talks to some one.

Suddenly the babu came down-steps like laundry blown before a high wind.

Oh my God! he exploded. For sake of Jiminy and hell-hell-hell, do get the devil out of here! I tell you there will not be any moonlight in a brace of jiffies and the effect of the tigers opium will wear off! Bughouse Bill is hands up! If we finish this he has to kay-o all of it! So get the devil out of here  you hear me? Do you hear me? Krishna! Wait a minute! Go into the street and watch, but dont let anybody kill you! When you see her cross the bridge, then work your way below the bridge and to the front gate of the other temple. Wait there  hurry, hurry, hurry! Pinch hit!

He went scurrying back to the steps. Moses led toward the gate that was invisible in the gloom of the temple wall. Quorn let the water-jar drop and smashed it to a thousand pieces. That served as a signal for Asoka, who followed Moses.

Ill be better in a minute, buddy. Go slow till I get this off my stomach. Quorn relieved his heaving inner man. A tigers like physic, I reckon. Nausea repeated. What a night! Id lead a tiger by a collar over that there bridge I dont think! He began to feel better, but his shirt and his jacket were clammy with sweat, and it was all he could do to sit upright. Outside, Soaker! Wish em luck, old-timer! Me and you ha pinch hit plenty for one inning!

Moses undid the temple gate, and the priests came pouring in when some one shouted to them. They slammed the gate shut, but Quorn hardly heard that, such a tumult arose at sight of him. He thought Moses had remained behind, but in another moment he saw him clamber to the top of the van. So he brought Asoka alongside the van, and Moses climbed into the howdah.

That was veree classee, but it was not safe, said Moses, and I think the worst is coming!


XXVIII

A Bit Too Late To Present Credentials

Something has been happening, said Moses, crouching in the howdah, his one eye searching the crowd. His head was close behind Quorns back, but there was such a tumult that it was all Quorn could do to hear him. We were in there, I think, five minutes onlee, but something has happened.

There was a change in the voice of the crowd. It had grown determined. The theme of the din was Gunga! Gunga! Gunga sahib! But it was as regular as drumbeats. There was almost a suggestion of an army awaiting orders to march.

They act as if the whole jobs in the hat, Quorn told himself. Whos told em what?

A woman gave some sticky sweetmeats to Asoka. She aroused envy and there was a dangerous surge of imitators, but Asokas trunk licked in and out amid the sweaty faces and outstretched arms. He accepted all that came his way, as his due, and grew contented. He forgot tigers. A mahout from another elephant brought oil-soaked linen for his wounded head; but where he got the oil and linen was a mystery until a woman in the crowd, with her own hand-woven linen torn from her breasts struggled up by a wheel of the van and yelled in Quorns ear. He did not know what she said, but he let her touch him for luck, since she seemed to have bought the privilege. Moses shouted back at her and she dropped to the ground, screaming excitedly to every one within reach. In less than sixty seconds there was a new wonder leaping from lip to lip.

She was asking you, said Moses, how the eleephant was wounded. And I said to her, the tiger was abominablee angree, but the Gunga sahib hit him with the ankus and he scratched the eleephant a little but was afterwards submissive!

Quorn laughed. Next you know, he told himself, Ill be a shining hero in a suit o chain mail, killing dragons by the carload. Selling me a hero story wont come easy after this, I reckon. Then he glanced at the ankus by the light of a flare. There was blood and hair on the end of it. The crowd was roaring his name, so he raised the ankus in acknowledgment. Moses turned the flashlight on him.

Higher! Higher! said Moses. This is absolutelee timelee!

So he held the ankus high in air; and by that time fifty tales about him and the tiger were leaping from lip to lip. The mahouts on the other elephants salaamed to him, and ovation thundered from the street and from the roofs. But the deafening din seemed weirdly blanketed. The breathless night felt solid with a kind of dreamy mysticism. Mob, heat, din, smell, starlight, temple walls, were all one. They were real. But what was yesterday? And last year? Tomorrow was beyond a bridge that was a streak of silver, like a bridge in a dream. It seemed to link eternal darkness, on the left hand, with the moonlit mysteries of Sivas temple on the right. The whole of Kalis temple was in darkness. The moon would be gone in a minute or two.

And something else has happened, I know not what, said Moses, but the crowd is definitelee resolute. It suddenlee is

Silence shut down. It was a clap of silence  as sudden as explosion. Quorn could hear Asoka munching sweetmeats. Out of utter darkness at the left end of the bridge the Princess stepped forth into moonlight. She was leading the tiger  by a ribbon it seemed; there was something light and flimsy looking in her left hand, that led to his collar. She was between the tiger and the edge of the parapet, and he walked beside her heavily, slouching his weight beneath his shoulders. Once or twice the tiger glanced back, and Quorn thought he glimpsed the babu, black turbaned, where the moonlight met darkness; but he was not sure he had seen him. He held his breath. His fingers ached from his clutch on the ankus. Should the tiger  and he seemed to be pressing the Princess left knee  move but one foot sideways, she would be dashed to her death on the heads of the crowd beneath her. Let the crowd but shout and terrify the brute  

And Moses talked. He talked continuously. Quorn could have brained him with the ankus, but he talked on as some people do at the movies, making situations clear to one another:

Rattee is beneath the parapet. He has a chain or something, and it is inviseeble because of shadow, but he leads the tiger, though it seems she does it. And the opium is not yet evanescent in the tiger, so he goes agreeablee. Oh yes, I think the babu also is behind the parapet, because I saw a piece of wood. I think he flourishes a threat.

Oh, cut your cackle!

And the deeficulty is, that there are statues. It was totalee insuperable, so they act extemporaniouslee. Then the tiger must go one way or the other, because the statue is in the middle. There may be an acceedent.

There was an accident, of what a scientist would call coincidence. It brought the thump of Quorns heart up against his teeth. It stilled the multitude to such a pass of silence that Quorn actually heard the sweat splash from his chin to the back of his hand. He had his left hand on his breast, for no known reason. When the tiger reached the first statue he paused. He stood and gazed at the crowd beneath him, marvelous in moonlight.

And I think now Rattee goes around the statue on the far side. It is impossible to see the tigers feet because of shadow. And I think that Rattee has him by a cord, because a chain would glitter. He is probablee provided with a hook or something, so that he can hook the cord around the statue under cover of the shadow. Then he can once more pull the tiger.

Silence, damn you!

The Princess passed in front of the statue, but the tiger waited. And he seemed inclined to turn back. He stared behind him  then changed his mind and followed her. The crowd breathed.

I think he saw the babu then, said Moses.

There were three more statues; and the light was stronger at the right-hand end of the bridge; but the moon was getting lower second by second. Whatever trick was being worked was riskier each yard of the way, because eyes on the roofs up-street could watch the parapet from a higher angle. Perhaps they could even see its full width, although to Quorn it now looked like a silver beam, in which she and the tiger were striding ankle deep.

And that Ratty is only a heathen, Quorn reflected.

Hes as like as not to make a fool break.

In the midst, between the first and second statues, the tiger paused again and stared downward.

And I think now somebodee is giving orders, remarked Moses.

She did seem to be listening. She took advantage of the pause to change position. Something startled the tiger; he stared downward, inward, to his left, toward the dark floor of the bridge. She passed in front of him, and when the tiger started forward she was on the inside and he on the edge of the parapet. And now she was more than ankle deep in shadow, so that when they reached the second statue, and the tiger passed it, she and shadow served to hide whatever Ratty did. She had to follow the tiger; but on the far side he appeared to wait for her.

And now I think that Rattee pulls him, but it was a veree stringent awkwardness, said Moses.

She was out on the edge again, bathing her feet in the silvery sheen of moonlight. And she was lovelier now than legend. She was lovelier than anything that Quorn had ever seen, because she walked with a grace as perfect in its own way as the tigers. Moonlight softened and graced all outlines; and in contrast to the tigers skulky, lazy arrogance her attitude was of young enthusiasm looking forward. Whether she was smiling or not, she appeared to be smiling. She appeared to be in no haste, victim of no embarrassment. No Duse in the spotlight ever played her part more naturally; and Quorn did not know that nature needs unnatural restraint and discipline, intelligence and iron will, in order to appear as reasonable, logical, inevitable drama.

Gee, but shes born to it!

I think, said Moses, that the babu speaks to her continuouslee from behind the parapet. He is a man who speaks loquaciouslee to stop another person from becoming solemn. I beelieve he is a sinner who will swindle God in some way, if it can be managed. And I hope that God perhaps will not be veree sorree.

There was no perceptible pause at the third statue. She went ahead and the tiger followed. But at the fourth statue, as the crowd was growing restless with a sound like rain-drenched undergrowth astir in steaming jungle, the tiger hesitated. He turned back. Something scared him and he snarled. She seemed to speak to him. He glanced right and left, then faced the street, crouching, as if about to leap upon the crowd beneath him. Then he came out of his crouch, and his shuddering, ominous, sulky roar re-smote down silence on the multitude.

Up went Asokas trunk. Up went his ears.

And now I think it is catastrophee, said Moses. But Asokas blast of anger drowned whatever else he said. The elephant began to dance as if he trampled something underfoot, and Quorn used the butt of the ankus on his skull. The tiger turned  he almost fled  not quite  he slunk away along the parapet. The Princess had to let go after they had passed the statue; he was moving too fast for her dignity. He vanished, leaping off the parapet into a gulf of darkness at the end of the bridge.

And now what? That was Quorns own voice. It startled him. His elephant was trudging, trudging, trudging, an imaginary tiger underfoot; but the rumps of elephants ahead prevented any forward movement. And the crowd was breathless. But the Princess, nearly knee-deep now in moonlight, possibly because the parapet sloped inward at the end, stood and raised her arms toward the crowd, her head back and her figure limned in silver light. She threw them her goodwill  flung it to them, three times  then turned and vanished. And Asokas huge head rose and fell, as he danced on an imagined tiger, crunching it beneath his feet.

The crowd grew frantic. Bedlam broke loose. There began a flow down-street beneath the bridge like one of natures timed, premeditated movements that obliterate past history. There was broken tumult. Gunga sahib! She is Maharanee!  laughter, and the wordless waterfall of sheer exultant din were all mixed in one uproar. There were explosions of sudden agreement; night shook with the excitement of group after group that caught on to the mystical significance of the tigers roar and the elephants answer. And Asoka danced! He kept on dancing! Destiny! Destiny! It was a true tale! Onward!

Crowning climax  as the low moon touched the city roofs, and the bridge uniting Sivas breasts sank deeper into purple-black gloom, priests of Kali, led by Gunpat Rao, marched in single file along the parapet, waist-deep in shadow, waist-high in moonlight, bearing lanterns. They were chanting. They were wading forth from Kalis dreadful death into the light of Sivas everlasting rebirth. Gunpat Rao, snatching victory from ruin, for the first time in a score of generations led the ceremonial, symbolic ancient pilgrimage from death to life, that signified the endless rebirth and the endless triumph of the endlessly evolving man! He endorsed the legend! He accepted Sankyamuni! He approved the Gunga sahib!

Bande! Bande!

Elephants and van and roaring men were swept beneath the bridge like a river in flood. Beyond the bridge the crowd spread like a lake on the wide maidan that fronted Sivas temple gate. It flowed the maidan full and was a torch-lit swamp of turbaned heads. Asoka, pausing once or twice to dance his trudge-step, elephantine instinct recognizing thunderous applause as something personal to him, remerged himself into the mob emotion. He became as manageable as the other elephants  obeyed the pressure on his neck and edged himself diagonally through the crowd toward the shut gate, where a hundred flaring torches smoked the glare, and sweating faces shone in lurid crimson light.

The gate opened, and the first man through it was the babu.

Pinch hit now! he shouted. He was sweating. He was furious. He shoved the crowd away from him. He fought his way toward the van, and in a spasm of ridiculous, dynamic energy  a fat man hoisted by his own excitement  he climbed to the roof by a wheel. From that he leaped into the howdah of the elephant alongside  knelt there, imprecating the mahout until he turned his elephant; and in another moment he was alongside Quorn. He clenched both fists and yelled at him:

To hell with luck, I tell you! Oh for Gods sake, pinch hit, Gunga sahib! This is awful!

Whats wrong? Quorn had to yell at the top of his lungs. Airplanes?

Much worse! They intend to scrag the Maharajah! Bughouse Bill is Gunpat Raoing! Damn him, he has stolen all my thunder! He is top dog! He is recognizing her as Maharanee. He is blessing her with incense, and his messengers are egging on the crowd to scrag the Maharajah! They will do it! He will blame me for it!

What the hell do you care?

She also will blame me! Dammit, she had planned to send him to the Riviera with an income! Oh for Gods sake, go and pinch hit!

Go where? Hit what?

To the palace! Juldee, juldee! Beat your elephant! Find him  warn him  hurry him away!

Where?

Rail-head!

On Asoka? He aint fit to

Pinch hit, I tell you! I will send some men to follow you with horses. Get him out of the way! I will send his friends to

Come on! Quorn shouted. Get into the howdah and Ill take you to him. He wont do what I say. Jump in!

Do you take me for a simpleton? The babus mouth was frothy with excitement. He used his turban-end to wipe it. Can I leave her? This is no time for mistakes, and she will make them just as sure as Jiminy unless I watch her! In a minute she will be signing her name to something! Gunpat Rao will be eating the canary! Go, I tell you! Go like Gallagher! Oh put some ginger in it! For the love of this babu, be ruthless! Ride hard!

Okay.

The iron ankus rapped Asokas skull to call attention to a new mood  new necessities. It was the stand-by bell. And like a swaying boat amid a sea of living flare-lit waves, Asoka gradually wore away toward the outer darkness. On a parapet of Sivas temple, in a torch-lit crimson glare, the Princess stood alone, unveiled, unmoving, and the crowd went mad again at sight of her. There was a roar that rent the firmament. But some took note that Quorn was leaving, and the din was broken into counter-tumult as a sea breaks when a cross-wind smites it. Quorn was in darkness, but he was not yet on the outskirts of the crowd when purpose shaped itself and motion thundered into being.

Maharaj-j-j-j-!

There was a shriek at the end of that  a worse sound than the savage rage of wind that rips a ship to death on unseen rocks. It turned the streaming sweat cold. It froze emotion. Quorn was running away, and he knew it, when he reached a dark street, and Asoka plunged along it toward silence. And then Moses voice in Quorns ear:

They are saying that you go to slay the Maharajah, because that is legendaree also!

Curse that babu! Why the devil couldnt he have known that this ud happen! Theyll kill that drunkard, and Ill swing for it! Better find him, I guess.

Nothing on four legs can travel much faster than an elephant for a mile, or a mile-and-a-half. Asoka rushed up dark streets like a gray ghost, and the thunder of the tumult died behind him  but not very far behind him. Crowds, like water, flow by short cuts.

They are coming, sir! said Moses. I can hear them. I can see the torches, that are dancing. They are running rapidlee. It is nip-and-tuckish, and I think the militaree will be

Speed at a corner swept his words away into the pitchblack shadows. Quorn set his teeth. He had no more notion what to do than Asoka had. He tried to think of what to say if he should find the Maharajah. He expected to be shot by sentries. He imagined himself and Moses seizing the reluctant Maharajah by the arms and dragging him into the howdah, somehow; even those mad moments failed to picture that exactly. He must pinch hit, must he?

Damn that babu! Wisht I was in Philadelphia! Then utter unexpectedness. The palace gate  no sentries  and the gate wide open, looming. Had the Maharajah taken flight already? Something was in the gate  it was big, dark  mens figures moved; they were working furiously. One man stood alone and looked on. Panting like a furnace bellows Asoka swayed to a standstill, close to the jaws of the open gate, and Moses switched on the flashlight.

Koi hai? demanded some one harshly.

Stalled in the gate was the Maharajahs auto, lights out. There was no one in it. Two men sweated with their heads beneath the engine cover, and a third was on his knees, with the battery out on the running board.

Yere as crazy as hell! Quorn shouted. It was no use trying to control his voice; it roared in spite of him. There isnt time to fix that. Wheres your Maharajah? Pitch him up here?

The man who stood alone and looked on took a few strides closer, staring along the beams of Moses flashlight.

You Quorn? he demanded.

Yes, sir. I came looking for you. Climb up and Ill ride you toward rail-head. Things aint healthy.

There was a moments silence. Framed in the circle of Moses light the Maharajahs handsome face looked scared but thoughtful. Then he said suddenly:

I will direct you where to take me.

Can you climb up by the roof of the auto? Quorn asked. Itll save time. Therell be a mob here in a couple o minutes.

Make the elephant kneel, he answered.

Argument would waste more time, so Quorn obeyed him. Asoka went down like a landslide at the order, nothing loath; he was blown, and the howdah was heavy. That brought Quorn and the Maharajah face to face, but Moses switched off the flashlight. There were no lights in the palace windows. It was all dark. Starlight hardly penetrated through the shadows of gate and shrubbery.

Damn your manners  dismount! said the Maharajah.

Who is that in the howdah?

Suit yourself, Quorn answered. Manners eat up time, but its not my funeral. He vaulted to the ground and stood still. Get out, Moses. Meet his Highness.

Moses jumped out like a cat with hot feet and withdrew himself within the darkness of Asokas loom.

Insolent dog! You damned adventurer! The Maharajah took a long stride nearer, but he was on the far side of the elephant from Quorn. Give me that ankus!

Hardly believing, Quorn leaned across Asokas neck to listen. His ears were full of the roar of a crowd. A mob was coming  coming hotfoot. The Maharajah swore in his own language and repeated:

Give me that ankus! I can ride my elephant! Do you hear me?

The men who were trying to repair the auto suddenly let go of everything and ran. The Maharajah called to them. There was no answer. Then he reached out for the ankus. His left hand touched the tiger-claw wound near Asokas left eye. There was a scream of anger from the elephant. The hurt brute rose like earth up-thrown by dynamite. It was impossible to see what happened then, but the Maharajah, legs first, rose against the star-lit sky, screaming, neck and shoulders tortured in Asokas trunk. The elephant swung him  shook him  and then hurled him to earth and trampled him  trudge, trudge, trudge  another tigers carcass.

Flashlight! shouted Quorn, but Moses failed him that time. He had to go in alone with the ankus, face the eleplant and drive him off his victim.

You big fool, youre done for! Now theyll shoot you sure! Let up! Let up, you hear me! Go on, kill me if you dare, you sucker! I dont give a God-damn!

He could not make Asoka obey him. But he felt no fear. In a sort of delirium  numb  bereft of care or thought of consequences  he attacked and struck out with the ankus, wondering that the huge brute backed away instead of killing him. He backed into the auto, screamed at it, and dashed past Quorn in panic, vanishing amid the beds of bougainvillæ and roses, crashing through them like an avalanche.

And that is destinee, I think, said Moses voice.

The hell with destiny! Quorn answered. Youll swing too! Theyll swear we came o purpose and

You have a flashlight? Let me have it, said a voice in English. Quickly! Some one stepped out from behind the auto and stood for a moment listening to the roar of an approaching mob. Push that car inside and close the gate, he ordered sharply. Shadowy forms obeyed him and the gate clanged shut in the sight of sweating faces that came pouring forward in the flare-lit smoke of torches. There was a dim view up and behind them of the heads of elephants.

Be quick now  help me! said the same voice. He was a tall man, hatless and in riding breeches, wearing a white shirt open at the neck. He used the flashlight half a second and then he and Quorn and Moses raised the Maharajahs body. Into the car, he commanded. And as they slammed the car door some one in the mob discovered that the gate was not locked. It clanged open. Torches and a yelling crowd rushed through and poured past. Luckily for you, I saw that happen, said the voice, and Quorn leaned back against the auto. He gulped.

Who are you, sir? he asked after a moment.

I am the Resident, said the quiet voice. I heard some rumors of this at rail-head, so I almost killed two horses getting here. However, it seems I came a bit too late to present credentials. Who is that?

On an elephant, surrounded by a sweating, yelling, torch-lit swarm of dancing maniacs, the Princess rode unveiled. Behind her, in the howdah, soiled and sweating but important looking, sat Chullunder Ghose, the babu. He appeared to be talking to her, and she seemed to listen.

Shes the Queen, I reckon, Quorn answered. No, thats not the right word. Shes the Maharanee.

And who is the fat man?

He, sir? Hes the works. Youd better ask him.

The palace lights went on and glowed like fairyland amid the trees. But the crowd still poured past, yelling with excitement and there was nothing to do but stand still.

And who are you? asked the man in riding breeches. Me, sir? Damned if I know! Ben Quorns my name and I wisht I was in Philadelphia. Id feel a damned sight better if my elephant was hunky-dory. Poor old sucker, hell get shot, I reckon.

I enjoyed the way you faced him. That took doing.

Some folks ud enjoy most anything, Quorn answered. I could tame that elephant, God-dammit! Him and me

Suppose you walk up with me to the palace, said the man in riding breeches. If the crowd will let us, he added.

So Quorn followed him.


XXIX

Rupees A Thousand! Pay Me!

The new arrival led for as much as ten or fifteen paces, courteously asking sweating men to make way. But he followed Quorn after that. Even in the starlight Quorn was recognized. A wide lane opened up. There was a roar of Gunga sahib!

Pardon me, after you! said the man in riding breeches.

So Quorn strode forward  a rather small man in a yellow turban, holding an old iron ankus, looking angry; next, a very tall man in a white shirt, looking curious and thoughtfully amused; and then a third man in a solar topee and a white suit, whose peculiarly lonely looking eye suggested nervous self-importance; without knowing what he did, he was using a piece of rubber hose-pipe for a walking stick.

The elephants were in a row before the palace front door, and in their midst was the guilty Asoka, in line, unmounted, decorated with the wreck of flower-beds. His lower lip hung slobbering. He had forced his way into his rightful place and nobody had dared to try to prevent him. The mahouts knew the mood he was in. They shouted warning to the crowd. It was the presence of Asoka, not the babu, that had cleared a wide space in the light from the palace windows. But it was the babu who seized that opportunity. In front of the shut front door, he held forth, fagged and sweaty, but triumphant, leaning forth from the low porch like a Roman orator. His voice was hoarse; and there was tumult, but a gradually gaining silence, and he evidently spoke well-aimed phrases barbed for interested ears. It was in a pause in his speech, as he wiped his face and looked around him with the practised demogogic art which silences a crowd, that he saw Quorn  and then saw the man behind him.

Oh my God! he shouted. Krishna! Jiminy! By  Sahib, this babu is drunk! Or is it true? It is too good to be true! I dont believe it! Brazenose Blake? Here? Now? In the nick of neck or nothing? Oh salaam  salaam  salaam  before I wake up! If I thought there were a god who gave a damn about the British, I would certainly have prayed to have you sent here! May I shake hands?

He descended from the porch. He shook hands. There was no way of escaping that, and there was no denying his enjoyment.

This is crown of my career! It is the accolade of destiny. I love it, he said grinning.

You damned old rascal, what have you been doing? asked Brazenose Blake. He made a certain effort to disguise affection, but his voice was not in key with the effort and the corner of his mouth twitched.

I? I seized a flood of destiny by short hair and booted it over the top, said the babu. And then, unexpectedly Rupees a thousand! Pay me!

Brazenose Blake looked puzzled.

Do you not remember  that day when you told me I am destined to be hanged for too much curiosity  I betted you a thousand rupees I will be a minister of state  a genuine, recognized, prime and trusted minister of state, with seals of office and a letter of appointment? You took that bet. Pay me!

Arent you just a wee bit previous?

I am not! There has been a revolution. There is now a Maharanee of Narada. Floated on the tide of fortune, this babu as minister of state awaits her recognition by the British Government. The former Maharajah is a fugitive from justice.

No he isnt, said Brazenose Blake. He is dead. I saw him killed.

The babus face fell. Dead? He glanced at Quorn. He looked shocked. Who did it?

An elephant. I believe it was that big elephant. I think the Maharajah hurt him somehow, but it happened very quickly in the darkness. As an eye-witness, I can only swear he was killed by an elephant.

The babu breathed relief. I feared, he said, that destiny had stuck a thorn, as usual, into the rose of our requiescat! That saves pension money! Did you ever see an elephant drink champagne? You shall see Asoka do it. He shall drink a whole case, paid for from the thousand that you owe me! Your congratulations are in order, sahib.

Where are the police? asked Brazenose Blake. Can you keep order?

The police are restoring order, sahib, by refraining from offending prejudices.

And the military?

Are in barracks. This babu persuaded them that revolution is a civil, not to say a civilized proceeding, capable of being misinterpreted by big majorities in search of somebody to blame for being in the way. They are to have nice new uniforms.

Brazenose Blake compelled a smile to tremble back into retirement.

I was told, he said, that the telegraph line is out of order. I tried to send a wire the moment I got here. How long

Fifteen minutes, sahib. This prime minister is magically good at mending instruments! You will report all quiet?

I will report situation apparently under control. But therell be a row about this, you understand.

The babu hesitated. Then he grinned. Sahib, he said, there is trouble enough for the British. When you tell them that her Highness is the lawful heiress, and that this prime minister is capable of guiding her, not only to a throne but also into wise and not too communistic policies

Is she a

She is modern, sahib. She is moral. This prime minister is middle-aged and totally unmoral. Shake hands on it!

Dammit, Im not the Government. I cant promise anything.

But they will listen to you. This prime minister The front door opened and the Princess stepped out. For a moment she stood smiling at the crowd that roared a greeting to her. Then she came to the edge of the porch and, leaning forward  

Chullunder Ghose, who is this gentleman? Present him to me. You should have asked him in at once. What dreadful manners! He will think my ministers are

Quorn walked away, unnoticed. Palaces were no place for him anyhow. But Moses lingered, listening. Quorn went to Asoka and stood staring at him, well within reach of the restless trunk.

I guess your lucks good after all, old-timer, he said glumly. Durn you, I wish mine was. Ill get marching orders in the morning. Lucky if I dont get stuck in prison, just for looking like a legend. Theyll be needing a goat.

He stood for fifteen minutes talking to the big dumb brute. And in the momentary intervals of talking to him he was puzzled, as innumerable other men have been, to know why men, who thought he was a legendary hero come to life, should think it natural to stand around him and not stare too curiously.

Indias a durned strange country, he reflected. Wisht I didnt have to go home.

Moses came to him at last, a little spineless, something lacking in him. He drooped like the piece of hose-pipe that he carried.

You blue, too? Quorn asked him.

Nobodee has anee word for me, said Moses. Certainlee the babu will be her prime minister. I heard her say that you shall be the Master of the Elephants, because the people will demand that, even if she did not also wish it. But of me they did not speak, although I stood there noticeablee.

Your jobs safe if I stay on, Quorn answered. Now Ive learned you how to make the coffee, youll do.

Rattee is to be a senior mahout, said Moses, and to have his debt paid to the money-lender. It is fitting I should have preeferment also.

What do you want? Quorn asked him.

Sir, if I may call myself your secretaree  I will cook the eggs and bacon and the curree and the coffee  but I should feel

Okay. Youre my secretary. Hustle along home and have the coffee ready. Time Ive hitched old Soaker to his picket Ill be all in. Mind now  only half an egg, and dont you let it boil over or youll lose your new job.

Thank you kindlee, sir, said Moses.

THE END
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The first edition


CHAPTER 1. Allah makes all things easy!

THIS isnt an animal story. No lions live at Petra nowadays, at any rate, no four-legged ones; none could have survived competition with the biped. Unquestionably there were tamer, gentler, less assertive lions there once, real yellow cats with no worse inconveniences for the casual stranger than teeth, claws, and appetites.

The Assyrian kings used to come and hunt near Petra, and brag about it afterward; after you have well discounted the lies they made their sculptors tell on huge stone monoliths when they got back home, they remain a pretty peppery line of potentates. But for imagination, self-esteem, ambition, gall, and picturesque depravity they were children  mere chickens  compared to the modern gentleman whom Grim and I met up with A.D. 1920.

You cant begin at the beginning of a tale like this, because its roots reach too far back into ancient history. If, on the other hand, you elect to start at the end and work backward the predicament confronts you that there wasnt any end, nor any in sight.

As long as the Lion of Petra has a desert all about him and a choice of caves, a camel within reach, and enough health to keep him feeling normal  never mind whose camel it is, nor what power claims to control the desert  there will be trouble for somebody and sport for him.

So, since it can have no end and no beginning, you might define this as an episode  a mere interval between pipes, as it were, in the amusing career of Ali Higg ben Jhebel ben Hashim, self-styled Lion of Petra, Lord of the Wells, Chief of the Chiefs of the Desert, and Beloved of the Prophet of Al-Islam; not forgetting, though, that his career was even supposed to amuse his victims or competitors. The fun is his, the fury other peoples.

The beginning as concerns me was when I moved into quarters in Grims mess in Jerusalem. As a civilian and a foreigner I could not have done that, of course, if it had been a real mess; but Grim, who gets fun out of side-stepping all regulations, had established a sort of semi-military boarding-house for junior officers who were tired of tents, and he was too high up in the Intelligence Department for anybody less than the administrator to interfere with him openly.

He did exactly as he pleased in that and a great many other matters  did things that no British-born officer would have dared do (because they are all crazy about precedent) but what they were all very glad to have Grim do, because he was a bally American, dont you know, and it was dashed convenient and all that. And Grim was a mighty good fellow, even if he did like syrup on his sausages.

The main point was that Grim was efficient. He delivered the goods. He was perfectly willing to quit at any time if they did not like his methods; and they did not want him to quit, because there is nothing on earth more convenient for men in charge of public affairs than to have a good man on their string who can be trusted to break all rules and use horse-sense on suitable occasion.

I had been in the mess about two days, I think, doing nothing except read Grims books and learn Arabic, when I noticed signs of impending activity. Camel saddles began to be brought out from somewhere behind the scenes, carefully examined, and put away again. Far-sighted men with the desert smell on them, which is more subtly stirring and romantic than all other smells, kept coming in to squat on the rugs in the library and talk with Grim about desert trails, and water, and what tribal feuds were in full swing and which were in abeyance.

Then, about the fourth or fifth day, the best two camel saddles were thrown into a two-wheeled cart and sent off somewhere, along with a tent, camp-beds, canned goods, and all the usual paraphernalia a white man seems to need when he steps out of his cage into the wild.

I was reading when that happened, sitting in the arm-chair facing Grim, suppressing the impulse to ask questions, and trying to appear unaware that anything was going on. But it seemed to me that there was too much provision made for one man, even for a month, and I had hopes. However, Grim is an aggravating cuss when so disposed, and he kept me waiting until the creaking of the departing cart-wheels and the blunt bad language of the man who drove the mules could no longer be heard through the open window.

Had enough excitement? he asked me then.

Theres not enough to be had, said I, pretending to continue reading.

Care to cut loose out of bounds?

Try me.

The deserts no mans paradise this time o year. Hotter than Billy- be  , and no cops looking after the traffic. Theyll shoot a man for his shoe-leather.

Any man can have my shoes when I cant use em.

Heard of Petra?

I nodded as casually as I could. Everybody who has been to Palestine has heard of that place, where an inaccessible city was carved by the ancients out of solid rock, only to be utterly forgotten for centuries until Burkhardt rediscovered it.

Heard too much. I dont believe a word of it.

Theres a problem there to be straightened out, said Grim. Its away and away beyond the British border; too far south for the Damascus government to reach; too far north for the king of Mecca; too far east for us; much too far west for the Mespot outfit. East of the sun and west of the moon you might say. Theres a sheikh there by the name of Ali Higg. Im off to tackle him. Care to come?

When do we start?

Now, from here. Tonight from Hebron. Ill give you time to make your will, write to your lady-love, and crawl out if you care to. Ali Higg is hot stuff. Suppose we leave it this way: Ill go on to Hebron. You think it over. You can overtake me at Hebron any time before tonight, and if you do, all right; but if second thoughts make you squeamish about crucifixion  they tell me that Ali Higg makes a specialty of that  Ill say youre wise to stay where you are. In any case I start from Hebron tonight. Suit yourself.

Any man in his senses would get squeamish about crucifixion if he sat long enough and thought about it. I hate to feel squeamish almost as much as I hate to sit and think, both being sure-fire ways of getting into trouble. The only safe thing I know is to follow opportunity and leave the man behind to do the worrying. More people die lingering, ghastly deaths in arm-chairs and in bed than anywhere.

So I spoke of squeamishness and second thoughts with all the scorn that a man can use who hasnt yet tasted the enmity of the desert and felt the fear of its loneliness; and Grim, who never wastes time arguing with folk who dont intend to be convinced, laughed and got up.

You cant come along as a white man.

Produce the tar and feathers then, said I.

Have you forgotten your Hindustani?

Some of it.

Think you can remember enough of it to deceive Arabs who never knew any at all?

Narayan Singh was flattering me about it the other day.

I know he was, said Grim. It was his suggestion we should take you with us.

That illustrates perfectly Grims way of letting out information in driblets. Evidently he had considered taking me on this trip as long as three days ago. It was equally news to me that the enormous Sikh, Narayan Singh, had any use for me; I had always supposed that he had accepted me on sufferance for Grims sake, and that in his heart he scorned me as a tenderfoot. You can no more dig beneath the subtlety of Sikh politeness than you can overbear his truculence, and it is only by results that you may know your friend and recognize your enemy.

Narayan Singh came in, and he did not permit any such weakness as a smile to escape him. When great things are being staged it is his peculiar delight to look wooden. Not even his alert brown eyes betrayed excitement. Like most Sikhs, he can stand looking straight in front of him and take in every detail of his surroundings; with his khaki sepoy uniform perfect down to the last crease, and his great black bristly beard groomed until it shone, he might have been ready for a dress parade.

Is everything ready? asked Grim.

No, sahib. Suliman weeps.

Spank him! Whats the matter this time?

He has a friend. He demands to take the friend.

What? I said. Is that little  coming?

Two men in all Jerusalem, and only two that I knew of, had any kind of use for Suliman, the eight-year-old left-over from the war whom Grim had adopted in a fashion, and used in a way that scandalized the missionaries. He and Narayan Singh took delight in the brats iniquities, seeing precocious intelligence where other folk denounced hereditary vice. I had a scar on my thumb where the little beast had bitten me on one occasion when I did not dare yell or retaliate, and, along with the majority, I condemned him cordially.

Whos his friend? asked Grim.

Abdullah.

Now Abdullah was worse than Suliman. He had no friends at all, anywhere, that anybody knew of. Possibly nine years old, he had picked up all the evil that a boy can learn behind the lines of a beaten Turkish army officered by Germans  which is almost the absolute of evil  and had added that to natural depravity.

Let Abdullah come, said Grim. But beat Suliman first of all for weeping. Dont hit him with your hand, Narayan Singh, for that might hurt his feelings. Use a stick, and give him a grown mans beating.

Atcha, sahib.

Two minutes later yells like a hungry bobcats gave notice to whom it might concern that the Sikh was carrying out the letter of his orders. It was good music. Nevertheless, quite a little of the prospect was spoiled for me by the thought of keeping company with those two Jerusalem guttersnipes. I would have remonstrated, only for conviction, born of experience, that passengers shouldnt try to run the ship.

What shall I pack? I asked.

Nothing, Grim answered. Stick a toothbrush in your pocket. Ive got soap, but youll have small chance to use it.

You said I cant go as a white man.

True. Well fix you up at Hebron. The Arabs have scads of proverbs, he answered, lighting a cigarette with a gesture peculiar to him at times when he is using words to hide his thoughts. One of the best is: Conceal thy tenets, thy treasure, and thy traveling.

The Hebron road is not the road to Petra. Were going to joy-ride in the wrong direction, and leave Jerusalem guessing.

Five minutes later Grim and I were on the back seat of a Ford car, bowling along the Hebron road under the glorious gray walls of Jerusalem; Narayan Singh and the two brats were enjoying our dust in another car behind us. There being no luggage there was nothing to excite passing curiosity, and we were not even envied by the officers condemned to dull routine work in the city.

Grim was all smiles now, as he always is when he can leave the alleged delights of civilization and meet life where he likes it  out of bounds. He was still wearing his majors uniform, which made him look matter-of-fact and almost commonplace  one of a pattern, as they stamp all armies. But have you seen a strong swimmer on his way to the beach  a man who feels himself already in the sea, so that his clothes are no more than a loose shell that he will cast off presently? Dont you know how you see the man stripped already, as he feels himself?

So it was with Grim that morning. Each time I looked away from him and glanced back it was a surprise to see the khaki uniform.

The country, that about a week ago had been carpeted with flowers from end to end, was all bone-dry already, and the naked hills stood sharp and shimmering in heat-haze; one minute you could see the edges of ribbed rock like glittering gray monsters skeletons, and the next they were gone in the dazzle, or hidden behind a whirling cloud of dust. Up there, three thousand feet above sea-level, there was still some sweetness in the air, but whenever we looked down through a gap in the range toward the Dead Sea Valley we could watch the oven-heat ascending like fumes above a bed of white-hot charcoal.

Some season for a picnic! Grim commented, as cheerfully as if we were riding to a wedding. Youve time to crawl out yet. We cross that valley on the first leg, and thats merely a sample!

But its easy enough to be driven forward in comfort to a new experience, never mind what past years have taught, nor what imagination can depict; if that were not so no new battles would be fought, and women would refuse to restock the world with troubles makings. A reasoning animal man may be, but he isnt often guided by his reason, and at that early stage in the proceedings you couldnt have argued me out of them with anything much less persuasive than brute force.

We rolled down the white road into Hebron in a cloud of dust before midday, and de Crespigny, the governor of the district, came out to greet us like old friends; for it was only a matter of weeks since he and we and some others had stood up to death together, and that tie has a way of binding closer than conventional associations do.

But there were other friends who were equally glad to see us. Seventeen men came out from the shadow of the governorate wall, and stood in line to shake hands  and that is a lengthy business, for it is bad manners to be the first to let go of an Arabs hand, so that tact is required as well as patience; but it was well worth while standing in the sun repeating the back- and-forth rigmarole of Arab greeting if that meant that Ali Baba and his sixteen sons and grandsons were to be our companions on the adventure. They followed us at last into the governorate, and sat down on the hall carpet with the air of men who know what fun the future holds.

Narayan Singh stayed out in the hall and looked them over. There is something in the make-up of the Sikh that, while it gives him to understand the strength and weaknesses of almost any alien race, yet constrains him more or less to the policemans viewpoint. It isnt a moral viewpoint exactly; he doesnt invariably disapprove; but he isnt deceived as to the possibilities, and yields no jot or tittle of the upper hand if he can only once assume it. There was scant love lost between him and old Ali Baba.

Nharak said, O ye thieves! he remarked, looking down into Ali Babas mild old eyes.

Squatting in loose-flowing robes, princely bred, and almost saintly with his beautiful gray beard, the patriarch looked frail enough to be squashed under the Sikhs enormous thumb. But he wasnt much impressed.

God give thee good sense, Sikh! was the prompt answer.

Fear Allah, and eschew infidelity while there is yet time! boomed a man as big as the Sikh and a third as heavy again  Ali Babas eldest son, a sunny-tempered rogue, as I knew from past experience.

Whose husband have you put to shame by fathering those two brats? asked a third man.

Mahommed that was, Ali Babas youngest, who had saved Grims life and mine at El-Kerak.

They all laughed uproariously at that jest, so Mahommed repeated it more pointedly, and the Sikh turned his back to consider the sunshine through the open door and the rising heat within. Suliman and the other little gutter-snipe proceeded to make friends with the whole gang promptly, giving as good as they got in the way of repartee, and nearly starting a riot until Grim called Ali Baba into the dining-room, where de Crespigny was shaking up the second round of warm cocktails in a beer-bottle.

Ali Baba chose to presume that the mixture was intended for himself. The instant de Crespigny set the bottle on the table the old rascal tipped the lot into a tumbler and drank it off.

It is good that the Koran says nothing against such stuff as this, he said, blinking as he set the glass down. I have never tasted wine, he added righteously.

Are the camels ready? asked Grim.

Surely.

What sort are they? Mangy old louse-food, I suppose, that had been turned out by the Jews to die?

Allah! My sons have scoured Hebron for the best. Never were such camels! They are fit to make the pilgrimage to Mecca.

I suppose that means that the rent to be charged for each old camel for a month is more than the purchase-price of a really good one?

The camels are mine, Jimgrim. I have bought them. Shall there be talk of renting between me and thee?

Not yet. After Ive seen the beasts. If theyre as good as you say Ill pay you at the government rate for them per month.

Allah forbid! The camels are yours, Jimgrim. For me and mine there will no doubt be a profit from this venture without striking bargains between friends.

Grim smiled at that like a merchant listening to a salesman. It is not often that you can tell the color of his eyes, but on occasions of that sort they look iron-gray and match the bushy eyebrows. He turned to de Crespigny.

Have you finished the census, Crep?

Pretty nearly.

Have you got Ali Babas property all listed?

Yes.

And that of his sons and grandsons?

Every bit of it thats taxable.

Good. You hear that, Ali Baba? Now listen to me, you old rascal. When you complained to me the other day that there was no more thieving left to do in Hebron, I told you youre rich enough to quit, and you admitted it, you remember? You agreed with me that jail isnt a dignified place for a man of your years and experience.

Taib. Jail is not good.

But you complained that you couldnt keep your gang out of mischief.

Truly. They are young. They have talent. Shall they sit still and grow fat like a pasha in the harem?

So I said Id find them some honest employment from time to time.

That was a good promise. Here already is employment. But you know, Jimgrim, they are used to rich profits in return for running risks. Danger is meat and drink to them.

They shall have their fill this trip! said Grim.

Taib. But the reward should be proportionate.

Government wages! Grim answered firmly. The old Arab smiled.

Under the Turks, he answered, the officer pocketed the pay, and the men might help themselves.

Dyou take me for a Turk? asked Grim.

No, Jimgrim. I know you for a cunning contriver  an upsetter of calculations  but no Turk. Nevertheless, as I understand it, we go against Ali Higg, who calls himself the Lion of Petra. Sheikh Ali Higg has amassed a heap of plunder  hundreds of camels  merchandise taken from the caravans; that should be ours for the lifting. That is honest. That is reasonable.

Not a bit of it! said Grim. Lets get that clear before we start. I know your game. Youve got it all fixed up between yourselves to stick with me until Ali Higg is mafish and then bolt for the skyline with the plunder. Not a bit of use arguing  I know. You shouldnt talk your plans over in coffee-shop corners if you dont want me to hear of them.

Jimgrim, you are the devil!

Maybe. But lets understand each other. Your property in Hebron is all listed. Well call that a pledge for good behavior. You and your men are going to have government rifles served out to you that youll have to account for afterward. Every rifle missing when we get back, and every scrap of loot you lay your hands on, will be charged double against your Hebron property. On the other hand, if any camels die you shall be reimbursed. Is that clear?

Clear? A camel in the dark could understand it! But listen, Jimgrim.

The venerable sire of rogues went and sat crosslegged on the window-seat, evidently meaning to debate the point. If an Arab loves one thing more than a standing argument it is that same thing sitting down.

We go against Ali Higg. That is no light matter. He will send his men against us, and that is no light matter either. They are heretics without hope of paradise and bent on seeing hell before their time! Surely they will come to loot our camp in the dark. Shall we not defend ourselves?

But Grim was not disposed to stumble into any traps.

Does a loaded camel on the level trouble about hills? he asked.

But Ali Baba waved the question aside as irrelevant.

They come. We defend ourselves. One, or maybe two, or even more of Ali Higgs scoundrels are slain. Behold a blood-feud! Jimgrim and his friends depart for El-Kudz or elsewhere; Ali Baba and his sons have a feud on their hands.

Now a feud, Jimgrim, has its price! It would do my old heart good to see the blood of Ali Higg and his heretics, for it is written that we should smite the heretic and spare not. But we should also despoil him of his goods, or the Prophet will not be pleased with us!

That is the talk of a rooster on a dung-hill, Grim answered. A rooster crows a mile away. Another answers with a challenge, but the camels draw the plow in ten fields between them. That is like a blood-feud between you and Ali Higg. Five days march from here to Petra and how many deserts and tribes between?

So much the easier to keep the loot when we have won it! answered Ali Baba.

Theres going to be no loot! said Grim.

Allah!

Would you rather have me send back to Jerusalem for regular police?

Nay, Jimgrim! That would be the end of you, for those police would bungle everything. You need clever fellows with you if you go to sup with Ali Higg.

Well? Are you coming?

Taib. We are ready. But

On my terms!

But the pay is nothing!

So is my pay nothing! This man  he pointed to me gets no pay at all. Narayan Singh, the Sikh, gets less pay than a policeman.

Then what is the profit?

For you? The honor of keeping your word. The privilege of making fair return for past immunity. Why arent you and all your sons in jail this minute? Why did I invite you to come with me on this occasion? Because a man looks for friends where he has given favors! But if you consider you owe the administration nothing for forgiving all past offenses, very well; Ill look for friends elsewhere.

As for the administration, Jimgrim, may Allah turn its face cold! But you are another matter. We will come with you.

On my terms?

Taib.

You would have thought that settled it, especially as Ali Baba had already stated that he and his gang were prepared for the journey. But the East, that is swift to wrath, is very slow over a bargain, and it is a point of doctrine besides, all the way from Gibraltar to Japan, to keep an American waiting if you hope to get the better of him. Ali Baba settled down for a nice long talk; and you would have thought, to judge by Grims expression, that he could ask for nothing better.

The old rogue wanted to know among other things who would have the task of cleaning rifles on the journey. It seemed that he was long on sanctity, and not allowed by his religion to touch grease in any shape or form. Grim satisfied him on that point. Narayan Singh should clean the rifles.

But that started him off on a new trail. He tried to see how much more he could impose on the Sikh, and suggested such matters as pitching tents, cooking, gathering firewood, cleaning pots and pans, leading the pack-camels, and a host of other necessary evils.

I shall issue all needful orders to each man, Grim told him bluntly at last.

And what is to be done to Ali Higg?

That remains to be seen.

He is a devil with a cold face.

So Im told.

He has more than a hundred armed men.

I heard twice that number.

And we shall be twenty?

Twenty.

Oh, well, Allah makes all things easy!

But that was not the last word. There was still a custom of the country to be met and overcome.

Are the camels watered? Grim asked.

Surely.

Packs all ready?

All tied up-everything.

Youre all ready to start, then?

Inshallah bukra.

Tomorrow wont help me, said Grim. We start tonight, at sundown. Ill go with you and look the camels over now.

But, Jimgrim, that is impossible. My son Mahommeds second wife is sick

Leave him behind, then, to look after her.

He will not consent to be left! Two of the camels are not paid for. The man comes in the morning for his money.

Leave the money here for him with Captain de Crespigny. We start tonight.

But what if the camels are not satisfactory?

I shall see about other ones at once in that case. Therell be time if we look them over now. We start tonight.

I was thinking about some mules to carry an extra load or two.

No. Dont want mules. Too hot for them. Besides, theres no time for changing the loads over. We start tonight.

Tomorrow will be a better moon, Jimgrim.

We want a full moon when we get to Petra. We start tonight. Come along; show me the camels.

It is hot now. There is a bad stink in the stables. Better see them when it gets cooler.

Im going now. Are you coming with me?

Taib. I will show them to you. They are good ones. They will make you proud. Better give them another nights rest, though, Jimgrim.

Come along. Lets look at them.

One has a little girth-gall that

Ali Baba, you old rogue, we start tonight! said Grim.


CHAPTER 2. Trust in God, but tie your camel!

DO you believe in portents? I do. Whenever in the East the first two statements that a man has made in my presence, and that I have a chance to test, prove accurate, I go ahead and bet on all the rest. I dont mean by that that because a man has told the truth twice he wont lie on the third and fourth occasion; for the East is like the West in that respect, and usually seeks to turn its virtue into capital. But in a land where, as old King Solomon, who knew his crowd, remarked, All men are liars, you must have some sort of weathervane by which to guide your national optimism, so I settled on that one long ago.

Ali Baba had said there was a bad stink in the camel stables. A natural expert in hyperbole, he had not exaggerated in the least. And he had said that they were good camels; it was true. You did not need to be a camel expert to know those great long-legged Syrian beasts for winners. They looked like the first pick of a whole country-side, as he maintained they were  twenty-five of them in one string, representing an investment at after-war prices of the equivalent of five or six thousand U.S. dollars.

Who has been looted to pay for these? asked Grim.

Allah! You have put an end to our proper business, Jimgrim. What could we do? We took our money and bought these camels, thinking to take a hand in the caravan trade.

Grim looked into the old rogues eyes and laughed.

In the land I come from, he said, a capitalist with your predatory instincts would pay a lawyer by the year to tell him just how far he could safely go!

A wakil? sneered Ali Baba. The wakils are all scoundrels. May Allah grind their bones! No honest man can have the advantage of such people.

Grim looked the loads over, but there was nothing that anyone could teach that gang about desert work. The goat-skin water-bags were newly patched and moist; the gear was all in good shape, none new, but all well-tested; and there was food enough in double sacks for twenty men for a month. Mujrim, Ali Babas giant oldest son, picked up the loads and turned them over for Grim to examine with about as much apparent effort as if he were tossing pillows.

Presently Grim laughed again, and looked at the line of fifteen other sons and grandsons, all squatting in the shadow of the wall watching us.

Which is the chief Lothario? he asked; only he used a much more expressive word than that, because the East is frank where the West deals in innuendo, and vice versa.

They are all grown men, said Ali Baba.

Theres a woman named Ayisha  a Badawi (Bedouin)  who has lately come from El-Maan with a caravan of wheat merchants.

How did you know that, Jimgrim?

Im told she has been buying things in the suk that no Badawi could have use for, and has sent to Jerusalem for goods that could not be obtained here. I want to speak with her. Has any of your  he smiled at the line of placidly contented sons again fathers of immorality made her acquaintance by some chance?

Every one of the sixteen sons instantly assumed an expression of far-away meditation. Ali Baba looked shocked.

I see! said Grim. Um-m-m! Well  none of my business. But one of you go fetch her to the governorate. You may tell her shes not in trouble, but an officer wants first-hand information about El-Maan.

Shall my sons be seen dragging a woman through the streets? asked Ali Baba.

Lets hope not. But I dont care to send the police. I dont want to put her to indignity, you understand. Suppose you arrange it for me, eh?

Listen, Jimgrim; that woman is a strange one! Men have spoken evil of her, but none can prove it. I have heard it said she has a devil. Trust in God, but tie your camel! says the Book. The wisest among wise men would be he who let that woman alone!

I suppose Ill have to get Captain de Crespigny to arrange it for me.

Tfu! There is no need for a man like you to appeal to the governor. Taib. It shall be done. Have no doubt of it.

All right. Send her up to the governorate  and no delays, mind! We start tonight at sundown.

On our way back we met Narayan Singh returning from the sukwith parcels under his arm. That in itself was a sure sign of the lapse of contact with law and order; in Jerusalem he would have had an Arab carry them, because dignity is part of a Sikhs uniform. You realized without a word said that the uniform would be discarded presently. He looked me up and down as the quartermaster eyes a new recruit, and nodded in that exasperating way that makes you feel as if you had been ticketed and numbered. If Grim had not told me that the Sikh had been first to suggest taking me to Petra I would have insulted him painstakingly there and then; but you learn a certain amount of self-restraint, I suppose, before such a man as Narayan Singh ever approves of you for any purpose.

He undid the parcels on the dining-room table in the governorate, and the next half-hour was spent in rigging me up as an ascetic-looking Indian Moslem, with the aid of a white turban wound over a cone-shaped cap, great horn-rimmed spectacles, and the comfortable, baggy garments that the un-modernized hakim wears over narrow cotton pantaloons.

Over it all they put a loose, brown Bedouin cloak of camel-hair such as any man expecting to travel across deserts might invest in, whatever his nationality; it was hotter than Tophet, but, as the Arabs say, what keeps the heat in will also keep it out. It gives you a feeling of carrying your home around with you on your back, the way a snail totes its shell, and there are worse sensations.

Now consider yourself a while in the mirror, sahib, said Narayan Singh. When a man knows how he looks he begins to act accordingly.

Have you ever stopped to think how true that is? There was a full-length mirror upstairs in de Crespignys bedroom, left behind by a German missionarys wife when the Turks and their friends stampeded, and Narayan Singh watched while I posed in front of it. Before many minutes, without any deliberately conscious effort on my part, gesture and attitude were molding themselves to fit the costume, in somewhat the same way, I suppose, that a farm-hand from Montenegro shapes himself into a new American store suit.

But it is necessary to remember! warned Narayan Singh. We should have done this sooner. There should be a photograph to carry with you, because a man forgets his own appearance where there are no mirrors and none others resembling himself. Henceforward, sahib, sleeping or waking, be a hakim! There is a chest of medicines downstairs.

By the time I had got down Grim had already changed into Bedouin dress  stepped simply out of one world into another. All he does is to stain his eyebrows dark, put on the clothes, and cease to resemble anything on earth except a desert-born Arab. I dont know how long he was learning to make the transformation, but no man could learn the trick in twenty years unless he loved the desert and the sinewy men who live in it.

He looked me over again narrowly, and then decided I must return upstairs and shave my head. The only chance youve got of not being pulled apart between four camels, or pushed over a precipice, is to look like darwaish. Have Narayan Singh stain the back of your neck with henna  not too much of it  just a little  youre from Lahore, you know  a university product.

By the time I had carried out that order I could not even recognize myself without the turban on. No matter how many mistakes now, Sahib! grinned the Sikh. None but a crazy Moslem would travel in this sun with his head shaved. Better put a cloth inside the cap, thus, for greater safety.

The only other thing Grim did to me was to throw away my toothbrush.

Theyre suspicious in these parts, he said. Theyd figure it was hog- bristles. Youll have to make shift with a chewed stick, and pick your teeth between times with a dagger the way the rest of us do. Hello! Here she comes. You do the honors, Crep; were in the game from now on.

De Crespigny went to the door and Grim and I squatted cross-legged in the window-seat. I tried to feel like a middle-aged native of the East under the rule of that twenty-six-year-old governor; but it couldnt be done. I dont know yet what the sensations are of, say, a bachelor of arts of Lahore University who has to take orders from a British subaltern. I expect you have to leave off pretending and really be an Indian to find out that; otherwise your liking for the fellow himself offsets reason. No white man could have helped liking young de Crespigny.

He came in after a minute perfectly self-possessed, leading a young woman who took your breath away. I have heard all the usual stories about the desert women being hags, but every one of them was pure fiction to me from that minute. If all the rest were really what men said of them, this one was sufficiently amazing to redeem the lot. De Crespigny addressed her as Princess, and she may have really ranked as one for all I know.

She sat on a chair, rather awkwardly, as if not used to it, and we stared at her like a row of owls, she studying us in return, quite unabashed. The Badawi dont wear veils, and are not in the least ashamed to air their curiosity. She stared uncommonly hard at Grim.

Of middle height, supple and slender, with the grace of all outdoors, smiling with a dignity that did not challenge and yet seemed to arm her against impertinence, not very dark, except for her long eyelashes  I have seen Italians and Greeks much darker  she somewhat resembled the American Indian, only that her face was more mobile.

Part of her beauty was sheer art, contrived by the cunning arrangement of the shawl on her head, and kohl on her eyelashes. That young woman knew every trick of deportment down to the outward thrust of a shapely bare foot in an upturned Turkish slipper. Her clothing was linen, not black cotton that Bedouin women usually wear, and much of it was marvelously hand-embroidered; but all the jewelry she wore was a necklace made of gold coins. It gave a finishing touch of opulence that is the crown of finished art.

But it was her eyes that took your breath away, and she was perfectly aware of it; she used them as the desert does all its weapons, frankly and without reluctance, sparing no consideration for the weak  rather looking for weakness to take advantage of it. They were wise  dark, deadly wise  alight with youth, and yet amazingly acquainted with all evil that is older than the world. She was obviously not in the least afraid of us.

You are from El-Maan? asked de Crespigny, and she nodded.

Did you come all this way alone?

No woman travels the desert alone.

Tell me how you got here.

You know how I got here. I came with a caravan that carried wheat  the wife of the sheikh of the caravan consenting.

She spoke the clean concrete Arabic of the desert, that has a distinct word for everything, and for every phase of everything  another speech altogether from the jargon of the towns.

Are they friends of yours?

Who travels with enemies?

Did you know them, I mean, before you came with them?

No.

Then you are not from El-Maan?

Who said I was?

I thought you did.

Nay, the words were yours, khawaja.

Please tell me where you come from.

From beyond El-Maan.

She made a gesture with one hand and her shoulder that suggested illimitable distances.

From which place beyond El-Maan?

She laughed, and you felt she did it not in self-defense, but out of sheer amusement.

Ask the jackal where his hole is! My people live in tents.

Well, Princess, tell me, at any rate, what you are doing here in El- Kalil. [Hebron]

Ask El-Kalil. The whole suk talks of me. I have made purchases.

Thats what Im getting at. Youve made some unusual purchases, and youve sent to Jerusalem for things that people dont use as a rule in tents out in the desert  silk stockings, for instance, and a phonograph with special records, and soft pillows, and writing-paper, and odds and ends like that. Do you use those things?

Why not?

Do you use books in French and English?

She hesitated. It was the first time she had not seemed perfectly at ease.

Can you even read Arabic?

She did not answer.

Then the books, at any rate, are meant for someone else? Tell me who that someone is.

Allah! she exploded May I not buy what I will, if I pay for it?

But that was a false move. You cant upset the young British officer by storming at him. De Crespigny smiled, and came back at her with his next question suddenly.

Are not those things for the wife of Ali Higg, and are you not from Petra?

If you know so surely whence I come, why do you ask me?

Are you a slave?

Allah!

How many wives has Ali Higg?

How should I know?

Because I think you are one of his wives. Is that not so?

I am Ayisha. I claim Your Honors protection.

That was no false move. It was so nearly a checkmate that de Crespigny went to the sideboard for the silver box of cigarettes, to offer her one and gain time for thought.

Ever since the days of Ruth, and no doubt long before that, it has been the first law of the desert that man or woman claiming protection can no longer be treated as an enemy. It is possibly the earliest form of freemasonry, and it survives.

Arab history is full of instances of a warrior laying down his life for an enemy who has claimed protection from him. And young de Crespigny was ruler of the most unruly city in the Near East because he understood better than most men how to respect Arab prejudices. Ayisha accepted a cigarette, fitted it into a long amber tube, and watched him.

Very well, he said at last. If I protect you you must answer questions. Are you Ali Higgs wife?

Have I Your Honors promise of protection?

Yes. Are you Ali Higgs wife?

I am his second wife.

Thought so! And youve been sent to make purchases for number one?

She nodded.

How do you propose to convey all these things back to Petra?

Surely it is not difficult now that I am promised Your Honors protection!

My district extends half-way to Beersheba and to the eastward as far as the shore of the Dead Sea  no farther, said de Crespigny.

I can wait. I must wait for the purchases from Jerusalem. Sooner or later there will be a caravan across the desert to El-Maan. I have two servants here to make inquiries for me.

Yes, and two more who went to Jerusalem. Four men. Tell me this, Princess Ayisha: how came Ali Higg to trust you, alone with four men, on such a long and difficult journey?

Is he not my lord?

But the men?

Is he not also their lord? And he holds their wives and sons in trust at Petra.

Youll admit its unusual?

Do you find it strange that a woman should be faithful to her lord?

But to Ali Higg? He has a name  a reputation! How many wives has he?

The Koran permits but four. The others are not wives.

And youre going back?

Inshallah. [If God is willing.]

It was obvious that no alternative would have the least appeal for her.

Well, your movements have all been known to me. Your men have been watched. The word from Jerusalem is that the two you sent there have made their purchases. I heard over the telephone that they are on their way here. A suggestion has been made to me that you five might be held here as hostages to bring Ali Higg to terms.

She laughed. He would raid, and make prisoners, ten for one. If an exchange were not made promptly his prisoners would be put to torture, and

De Crespigny saw fit to bring the conversation back to its other foot, as it were. Not the whole British Army was in a position just then to impose its will on Ali Higg, so certainly de Crespigny was not; and if you are any kind of real diplomatist, with a career in front of you, you dont talk fight unless you mean it.

But of course, as youve claimed my protection I couldnt dream of that, he assured her. Now, is there anything else you want after those men get here from Jerusalem?

Nothing else.

Theyll be here in an hour or so. Would you be ready to leave at once for Petra?

As soon as I can join a caravan.

Today? This evening, for instance?

Allah provide it!

Thats settled, then.

He turned toward Grim.

This is Sheik Hajji, Jimgrim bin Yazid of El-Abdeh, who has twice made the pilgrimage to Mecca. He is my honored friend. He starts tonight with a caravan toward Petra. You may travel with him and be in safe hands all the way.

She eyed Grim curiously, startled, it seemed to me. Then her expression changed slowly to excitement, followed by a look of baffling wisdom, as much as to say she knew something and would not tell. I dont think it was his name that startled her; that sounded Arabic enough.

What business has he at Petra? she asked.

De Crespigny let Grim answer that conundrum.

Ya sit Ayisha, said Grim, I carry a letter to Sheikh Ali Higg from someone in Arabia. I will deliver you along with the letter. You may have a place in my caravan  provided you have camels, provisions, and a litter, he added; for the surest way to increase her already alert suspicion would have been to offer to provide everything.

Let me see the letter!

Grim produced one instantly  an envelope with a big red seal on it. It was marked across the top in large letters On His Majestys Service, but addressed in Arabic to somebody, and as she could not read she was satisfied.

Ali Higg will hold you answerable for my safety if he has to destroy armies to reach you! she said simply.

Ya sit Ayisha, Grim answered solemnly, may Allah turn my face cold if Sheikh Ali Higg shall have fault to find with me in this matter!

How many is in your caravan? she asked. Twenty armed men.

She nodded. I will pay for my place in the caravan, according to the custom  the half now and the other half on arrival.

Without gesture, without moving a muscle of his face, Grim turned down that proposal desert-fashion, that is emphatically, with a reservation.

Ya sit Ayisha, may Allah do so to me, and more, if I will accept a price for this. Between Ali Higg and me let this thing be.

Taib, she answered. My men shall look for camels. I will go with you tonight.

She went away then, leaving a smile behind her that would have coaxed the Sphinx, and rode down-street toward the ancient city on a big gray donkey guarded by two Bedouins armed with swords and spears.

Did I do all right? asked de Crespigny.

Fine! Grim answered. Youll be ruling England one of these days, Crep. Good job I had that letter to show her, though, wasnt it?


CHAPTER 3. Ali Higgs brains live in a black tent!

I HATE to have to admit that there was any virtue in Suliman, or anything other than vice in his new chum Abdullah. The two little devils stole my cigarettes, and deviled me unmercifully about my disguise, making improper jokes, at which Ali Baba and his sons laughed uproariously, and which they recalled at intervals for days afterwards.

But almost immediately after the lady Ayisha had left the governorate I was forced to admit that the brats were useful. In their own way they served Grim as a pair of hounds work for a man out hunting rabbits, for they could penetrate places and be welcome where a grown man would be killed  at the very least  for intruding or attempting to intrude. Harems, for instance. And they could be naive and wheedling toward a woman when they chose.

They came in with their tongues hanging out like a pair of pups, and sticky with the awful stuff men sell for candy in the El-Kalil bazaars. Evidently some woman had been pumping them for information, and Grim made them stand in front of him on the carpet.

Well?

They both spoke at once. Now and then one paused for breath and then the other, but on the whole it was a neck-and-neck race to tell the tale first.

There was a woman in the suk who had heard of Jimgrim but never saw him, and she bought us sweets and took us to her house, and she asked us questions about Jimgrim, and we told lies, and she asked us what we were doing in El-Kalil, and we said nothing, and she said wallah! That was very little, and then she asked us all over again about Jimgrim. (Gasp)

So we said Jimgrim has already gone back to Jerusalem, and she did not believe; but we swore by the beard of the Prophet, so she said what were we going to do now, and we said we would go to the governorate and beg for bread. (Gasp)

So she said what next, and we said there is a great sheikh here from Arabia, who makes a journey to Petra, and inshallah he will take us with him, and she said why did we want to go to Petra, and we said because our mothers were carried off by the Turks and sold to the Arabs and inshallah we should find them near Petra. (Gasp)

So far, good! said Grim. Thats what she got out of you. Now what did you get out of her?

She said wallah! There is Ali Higg at Petra and he grinds the face of the poor and is a great chief and will make us prisoners and sell us for slaves or have us turned into eunuchs, and we said (gasp) that we are msakin and not afraid of Ali Higg and he may as well have us as anybody, and if it is written that we shall be eunuchs then it is written and who shall change it? (Gasp.)

And she said what made us think that the great sheikh will take us to Petra, and we said because he had promised, but he may be a big liar and we dont know yet.

What kind of woman is she? Grim asked.

A big fat woman with a belly like two waterbags one on top of the other, thus!

What is her name?

She is the wife of Ismail ben Rafiki, the wool-dealer.

Uh-huh. Yes. Go on.

So she said we should come back here and find out if the sheikh will really take us and say to the sheikh (gasp) there is a lady in the city who can be of service to him in a certain matter and he should come back with us and we should lead him to the house and she will give us money and the sheikh will understand.

Good! pronounced Grim. Not half bad. Just for that Ill go with you.

He winked at de Crespigny, nodded to me, pulled on a black-and-white striped Bedouin cloak, and went off with them at once. Whereat Narayan Singh came in, looking like another person altogether, although, if anything, bigger than before. He had got out of uniform and was dressed in a medley of Indian and Arab costume that made him look like one of those slaves in the Arabian Nights who cut off the heads of women. All he needed was a big curved simitar to fill the bill.

Henceforth I am the hakims servant, he said, showing his teeth in an enormous grin. Only, he added, since it will be I who instruct the hakim, in secret the sahib must listen to me.

He got out the medicine-chest, and being a Sikh with all of a soldiers opinion of civilians proposed to teach me what the labels on the little bottles stood for. Even he laughed after a minute or two, when he had got himself thoroughly sewed up and called each bottle by its wrong name.

Ah! What does it matter! he exclaimed at last. Sore eyes  broken leg  boils  knife-wound  let it be all one. Give episin salts  always episin. Then, if we are long in one place, so that a sick man comes a second time, swearing grievously because of episin, give croton. That person will not come again, but the fame of the hakim will spread far and wide.

Youd much better teach me how a hakim sits a camel, I suggested.

All ways, sahib, for the hakim is not seldom a bunnia whose parents bought him education. Softer than wax is the rump of a bunnia and one who reads books. He sits this way until the boils break out, and then that way until the skin chafes. Then presently he lies across the saddle on his belly and either prays or curses, according as his spirit is pious or otherwise. But the camel continues to proceed, since that is its nature.

Well, go on, instruct the hakim, then. The sahib listens.

It is well to remember there will be with us, besides those seventeen thieves of this place, who know who we truly are, four sons of the desert and a woman. Now the woman, being woman, and they are all alike, will take note of the hakim and pretend to little sickness for the sake of making talk. Whereas the men, being, as it were, the guardians of the woman, will be seized with pride and jealousy. So that what with the womans curiosity and the mens watchfulness there will be great need for discretion.

How would you define discretion?

In the case of the woman, insolence. In the case of the men, a good humor  with perhaps some such physic for quarrelsomeness as croton oil administered in their food on suitable occasion. Whenever they get suspicious, sahib, drench their food!

When the woman makes great eyes and shams complaints, tell her what their cursed Prophet said of women. Never mind whether he said it or not, sahib, for she will not know the truth of it, never having read the book. Only speak evil of all women, and so we shall come to Ali Higgs nest in good repute.

All right. Ill try not to flirt with the lady. What next?

The sahib will be accused of being a Persian, and will be insulted accordingly, for none loves a Persian in this land, Islam having two chief sects, of which the Persians chose to adopt the Shia faith, which is not in favor with the Sunni, who are most numerous and most fanatic. The less the Sunni knows of his religion the more he despises a Shia; and when these people despise they steal, strike, abuse, and act otherwise unseemly.

But Im not supposed to be a Persian, am I?

No, for you could never act a Persians part. But they will accuse you of being a Persian because you are an Indian, as I have heard a man called a dago because he was born somewhere south of a certain line. When it has been established that you are no Persian, but an Indian, it must be remembered that there are only two kinds of Indians whom they do not despise, and they are Sikhs and Pathans  Sikhs, because a Sikh can smite three Arabs with one hand, and the Pathan for much the same reason.

But I must not go as a Sikh because of the religious difficulty; neither may you be a Pathan, because you in no way resemble one, nor do you speak the Pushtu tongue. But I will be a Pathan, because I can speak that language; therefore they will respect me as a man prone to fight readily and well. And knowing that no Pathan would demean himself by being servant to a man of no account, they will more readily respect you, although you are neither Sikh nor yet Pathan but are supposed to be a Punjabi Mussulman. Therefore, sahib, you must take a middle course between peace and pugnacity, pretending on the one hand to restrain my quarrelsomeness, yet on the other depending for safety on my readiness to take offense  as a man who is accustomed to a servant of mettle.

The rest of his lecture was about niceties of behavior, religious observances, and so on. It was a mystery how that man had never been promoted. He seemed to have eyes for everything and a memory for everything that he had ever observed. The Sikh despises the religion of Islam quite as fervently as the follower of the Prophet scorns Sikhism; yet he seemed familiar with every detail of Moslem custom, and knew to what extent geography affected it. The point he seemed to understand best was how to turn the flank of ignorant fanaticism.

Whenever you make a mistake, sahib, remember this: you are Darwaish, which is a man who is privileged, having set behind him all unimportant matters. So when you are accused of not observing this or that, or of acting with impropriety, confound the Bedouin always by sneering at their ignorance, saying that where you come from men know what is proper. And Jimgrim, having truly made the pilgrimage to Mecca, will confound them likewise, having knowledge, whereas most of these rascals only know by hearsay.

I suppose he lectured me for two hours, until Grim came in looking pleased with himself, followed by the two infants looking much more pleased. You cant mistake the adventurous air of an eight-year-old with money hidden on his person, whatever his nationality may be. De Crespigny followed them in to learn the news.

Know anything about old Rafiki, the wool-merchant? Grim asked.

Steady-going old party, said de Crespigny. Says his prayers, cheats his customers, keeps the curfew law, and runs a three-wife establishment, I believe, in three parts of town, all according to the Book. Why, have you run foul of him?

He has offered me ten thousand piastres to poison Ali Higg

Show me the money! laughed de Crespigny.

He was hardly as previous as that. His head wife bribed these kids to bring me to the house, and the old boy met me in the wool-store. Said hed been told I was going to Petra.

First suggestion he made was that I should take my time on the road and waylay a caravan thats sure to follow. Hed no idea, of course, that the lady Ayisha is to travel with me. His little scheme is to provide her with camels and men on his own account  mean camels and his own men, who would run away at the first sign of trouble.

He assumes that Im a gay Lochinvar whod like nothing better than to carry off the lady. He wants her carried off and ravished as a spite for Ali Higg.

Well, I didnt exactly fall for that; said I couldnt very well approach Ali Higg afterward, and he admitted that relations in that case might be kind o strained. So he proposed next that I should meet up with Ali Higg and poison him. He offered to supply the poison  stuff that he said would make him die slowly in agony.

Whats his quarrel with Ali Higg?

Seems the old boy had a daughter who was the apple of his eye  or so he said. She was on her way down to Egypt; and I suspect she did not travel by train because shes been bought by some beast of a pasha. They didnt want inquiries by passport people, or any interfering bunk like that.

Anyhow, Ali Higg is quite a ladies man, and he happened to be crossing the map with part of his gang of thieves somewhere down Beersheba way. He agreed with the pasha on the point of taste and carried off the girl. So old wool-merchant Rafiki had to refund the purchase-price  not that he admitted that to me, of course.

I suspect thats where the rub comes. If he hadnt been selling the girl illegally hed surely have complained to you about the rape in the first instance. As it was he couldnt think of anything except revenge.

I asked him if hed take the girl back, and he said no, what should he do with her? What he wants is money, or else the lingering death of Ali Higg; and seeing its about as easy to get money out of that gentleman as cream cheese out of the moon, hes willing to part with a hundred pounds for either of two things  the rape of Ayisha or the death of Ali Higg. On those terms he vows hed die contented.

If he finds out that Ayisha goes with you tonight hell try to corrupt old Ali Baba or one of his sons, said de Crespigny.

Yes, and he probably will find it out. But corrupting Ali Baba would take time and a lot of money; and none of his sons dares do a thing without the old mans approval. I feel fairly sure of the gang. Point is, do you know of any other gang that the wool-merchant could hire right now to attack us somewhere on the road?

Theres none in Hebron that would dare. Plenty outside in the villages.

The lady Ayisha has probably told that shes going tonight, said Grim. Old Woolly-wits might not find it out until too late, but I suspect his wives get all the gossip thats going. Then hell have to work fast, because we shall move fast. What villages does he trade with chiefly?

The Beni-Assan and the Beni-Khor.

Small crowds, both of them. Counting her four fanatics, well be four- and-twenty armed men, and tough in the bargain. Is there any outlying sheikh who owes old Rafiki money? Who are his wives, for instance?

Now youre on the track, said de Crespigny. One of his wives  the third, I think  is the daughter of Abbas Mahommed of the Beni-Yussuf tribe. Abbas Mahommed is always in debt to him.

Wheres his place?

Down near the lower end of the Dead Sea. Right near where youll want to pitch your first camp. Abbas Mahommed sells him camel wool and hides, and goes in debt in advance regularly. This spring, for some reason, he delivered very little, and is still heavily in debt to Rafiki.

How many men has he?

Might turn out fifty strong.

Thats where were due for our first trouble, then, said Grim. Well have to put one over on him. I know one way of spoiling friend Rafikis game; old Woolly-witsll fall sure. Suppose you go and see him, Crep, or send for him, and ask him straight out to provide camels for the lady Ayisha. Hell send his own men along with them, of course, and give them private instructions. Lets see  four men and a woman plus provisions, and hell probably send five men with them  twelve camels, eh? Who else can raise seven good camels in this place?

Easy. I know where to get em.

Good. Hire them then. Tie them in two strings and send them out with two policemen to wait for us ten miles along the road. Be sure they start ahead of us. Soon as we overtake them Ill dismiss Rafikis men, wholl be nothing but his spies, swap the princess and her four men and their loads on to the fresh beasts, and leave the police to chase Rafikis experts home again. Will you do that?

It was getting well along toward sunset, and de Crespigny had to hurry; but one of the advantages of being short-handed as administrator of a district is that you have to keep in intimate personal touch with all essentials, and there was not much that young de Crespigny did not know about getting what he wanted done in quick time. Within half an hour seven pretty good camels were sauntering southward out of Hebron, with a couple of phlegmatic Arab policemen perched on the two leaders, and the noses of the others tied to the empty saddles of the beasts ahead. They were neither as big nor in as good condition as old Ali Babas wonderful string, but very likely better than any that the wool-merchant would provide, and by that much less likely to reduce our speed after we should make the change.

You see how easy it is, said Grim, for a rascal like Ali Higg to upset a whole country-side. Here we are getting the crime of Palestine running in grooves, as it were, sos to regulate it first and then reduce it to reasonable proportions, and all that beast needs do is steal a woman and start civil war.

But I did not see that the wool-merchants private plans for vengeance amounted to civil war, and said so.

Hah! Wait and see! said Grim. Woolly-wits goes after vengeance. Somebody gets killed. That means a blood-feud. All the relatives of the slain man  whether its Ali Higg or one of his retainers doesnt matter  take up arms; and all the relatives of Woolly-wits do ditto. For each man killed in the war that follows the other side is out for the equivalent in life or goods. Village after village gets drawn in.

Suppose that sheikh at the south end of the Dead Sea whos in debt to Woolly-wits jumps at the chance to loot our caravan and bag the lady, well be lucky if one or two of our men dont get scuppered. That means a blood-feud between that village and all old Ali Babas clan.

But that isnt nearly all, nor nearly the worst of it. Ali Higg learns next that the Dead Sea outfit have tried to waylay his wife; so he takes the warpath. And instead of that making a three-cornered fight of it, it might mean an offensive alliance between Ali Higg and Ali Babas gang.

Civil war would be a very mild name for that. Thered be brains brought to bear on it. The administration might have to spend twenty or thirty thousand pounds and jail a lot of estimable Arabs. The thing to do is to stop that kind of thing before it happens.

By corraling Ali Higg, I suppose? said I.

Cant very well do that. Hes a free man. Of course hes got no right to cross our border and steal women, but, on the other hand, hes made himself boss of a district that no other government pretends to control.

If we can catch him our side of the line hes our meat; but thats reciprocal; if he can catch us on his side theres no law to prevent his doing what he likes with us. Weve got to use our heads with Master Ali Higg.

I think that was the first time it really dawned on me that this venture was going to be dangerous. Even so, the calmness with which Grim considered leaving law and all the means of its enforcement behind and crossing deserts with a gang of known thieves for accomplices took most of the edge off it.

You simply couldnt feel scared when that fellow smiled and exposed the risks in detail, even with dark coming on and the sound of camels being made to kneel outside the window. For Ali Baba had become convinced at last that Grim really intended to start that night, and, making a virtue of necessity, was better than punctual. The camels were groaning and swearing, as they always do at the prospect of a nights work.

As I see it, any tribe out there has as much right to elect Ali Higg leader as you and I have to elect a president, said Grim. I dont suppose they did elect him, but theyll claim they did. The point is, hes got himself elected somehow. Weve no veto. I dont hold with murder; it sets a bad example and turns loose a horde of individual trouble-makers who were under something like control before. It might be easy to have him murdered; you see how easy old Woolly-wits thought it might be. Murder has always been the solution of politics in the Old World right down to date; and look where theyre at in consequence!

You must have some idea to go on, I suggested.

Whats your plan?

They say I look a bit like Ali Higg.

But what then? Havent you a plan  nothing you mean to try first?

Oh yes. Chercher la femme.

So theres a woman in it?

You bet! Ali Higgs no born statesman. His brains live in a black tent, and he keeps em encouraged with French and English books bought in Jerusalem  silk stockings  gramophones  all kinds of things.

What is she  a Turk? Ive heard some of them are educated nowadays.

No. And she never was a Turk. She was born in Bulgaria of Greco-Russo- Bulgar parents, educated at Roberts College and Columbia University, New York, married to a drummer in the shredded-codfish business, divorced  on what grounds I dont know  divorced him, though, I believe came out here as war worker-teacher in refugee camps in Egypt  made the acquaintance of Ali Higg when he was prisoner of war down there  he was fighting for the Turks at one time  and helped him to escape.

Ive never set eyes on her, but they say shes a rare good-looker and has more brains in her little finger than most men keep under their hats. Im told she has designs on the throne of Mesopotamia.

Mespot? I thought the League of Nations was going to let the Arabs choose their own king.

Sure. And as soon as she sees that Ali Higgs pretensions dont amount to a row of shucks I wouldnt give ten piastres for that gentlemans lease of life! Borgia had nothing on her, they tell me.

So were out to play chess with a white woman. Why didnt you tell me this before?

Whats your hurry? asked Grim. If you find out too much all at once youll lose your bearings. Ill introduce you to the lady if we ever reach Petra right side up. Now lets eat, and get a move on. A full belly for a long march! Come.


CHAPTER 4. Go and ask the kites, then, at Dat Rasi

SO far everything worked out strictly according to plan. We had hardly finished a hurried meal when the lady Ayisha and her men arrived on mean baggage camels provided by old Rafiki; and they were not in the least pleased with their mounts, for a baggage camel is as different from a beast trained to carry a rider as an up-to-date limousine is from a Chinese one-wheel barrow. Perched on top of the lady Ayishas beast was a thing they call a shibriyah  a sort of tent with a top like an umbrella, resting on the loads slung to the camels flanks. From inside that she was busy abusing everybody.

There was only one good camel with her outfit  a small, blooded looking Bishareen, a shade or two lighter in color than the rest, ridden by a wiry, mean rascal with a very black face. He seemed anxious not to assert himself, for he kept his mount well away in the shadows, and moved off when anyone approached him.

It was growing pitch-dark. Grim counted noses and gave the order to be off. Two or three men mounted, and that brought all the kneeling camels to their feet. One of Ali Babas sons caught the beast assigned to me, brought him round to the gate, and began nakhing him to make him kneel again. But I know one or two things about Arabs and their ways of assessing humanity. Knowledge is for use.

Do you mistake me for a cripple? I asked, and instead of continuing to nakh in the camel language he pulled the beasts head down.

The trick is simple enough. You put your foot on the hollow of the camels neck and swing into the saddle as he raises his head again. Men used to the desert despise you if you have to make your mount kneel in order to get on his back, pretty much as horsemen of other lands despise the tender foot who cant rope and saddle his own pony. Theres no excuse for that, of course; it stands to reason that lots of first-class men cant mount a camel standing, never having done it; but, according to desert lore, whoever has to make his camel kneel is a person of no account.

So I started off with at least one minus mark not notched against me. There was also an enormous feeling of relief, because I heard those two brats blubbering at being left behind.

And oh, what a start that was before the moon-rise, with the great soft- footed beasts like shadows stringing one behind another into line through the streets of a city as old as Abraham! Utter silence, except for three camel bells with different notes. Instant, utter severance from all the new world, with its wheels that get you nowhere and conventions that have no meaning except organized whimsy.

Peace under the stars, wholly aloof and apart from the problem that had sent us forth. And the feel under you of league-welcoming resilience, whatever the camels might say by way of objection. And they said a very great deal gutturally, as camels always do, yielding their prodigious power to our use with an incomprehensible mixture of grouchiness and inability to do less than their best.

Grim rode in advance. His was the first camel bell that jangled with a mellow note somewhere in the darkness around the turn of a narrow street, or in a tunnel, where house joined house overhead. The lady Ayishas was the second bell, three beasts ahead of me; she being the guest of honor as it were, or, rather, the prize passenger, it was important to know her whereabouts at any given moment. And last of all came old Ali Baba with the third bell announcing that all were present and correct. He and his men sat their camels with a stately pride more than half due to the rifles and bandoliers that had been served out.

That black-faced fellow on the little Bishareen did not trouble himself about position in the line as long as we wound through the city streets. He was next in front of me, and I saw him exchange signals with a fat man in a house door, who may have been Rafiki the wool-merchant. Narayan Singh was next behind me, and I looked back to make sure that he had seen the signal too.

But when we passed out of the city at the south end and began to swing along a white road at a clip that was plenty fast enough for the baggage beasts, the man in front of me urged his beast forward, thrusting others out of the way and getting thoroughly well cursed for it, until he rode next behind Grim.

Seeing that, Narayan Singh rode after him, flogging furiously, and got well cursed too. But nothing else in particular happened for several miles until we began to descend between huge hills of limestone and, just as the moon rose, came on the reserve camels waiting for us in the charge of two policemen in a hollow.

Then there began to be happenings. First there was shrill delight from Ayisha and a chorus of approval from her four men at the prospect of changing to reasonably decent mounts. Then a tumult of indignation from the wool- merchants crowd  blunt refusal by them to consent to any change at all  threats  abuse  arguments  the roaring of camels who object on principle to everything, whatever it is, even to a chance to rest, because it hurts their backs to stand still loaded and over it all presently Grims voice issuing orders in a tone he had when things go wrong.

Strange that they dont choose leaders more often for their voices! Its the most obvious thing in the world that a man with a silver tongue, as they call it, can swing and sway any crowd. If that man knows his own mind and has a plan worth spending effort on he can trumpet cohesion out of tumult and win against men with twenty times his brains. I dont doubt Peter the Hermit had a voice like a bellbuoy in a tide-rip. Grim pitched his above the babel so that every word fell sharp, clear, and manly. They began to obey him there and then.

But he could not attend to everything at once, and while he oversaw the changing of pack-saddles, and gave orders to the policemen to ride back on the camels behind Rafikis men and see them safely into the city, that black-faced fellow on the Bishareen edged away, and in a moment was off at full gallop headed southwards. Narayan Singh was the first to see him go, but it was half a minute before he could get near Grim and call his attention to it.

Grim ordered three of Ali Babas men in pursuit at once.

Shall we shoot? Shall we slay? asked one of them.

No, no. He hasnt committed any crime yet. Catch him and bring him back.

Crime? What is crime out here? We can kill him. But overtake him on that beast? Wallah!

They wasted another minute arguing for leave to shoot, and by the time they were off the deserter had a long start; but they rode with a will when they did go.

If anything on earth looks more absurd than a ridden camel galloping away in the moonlight, with his neck stretched out in front of him and his four ungainly legs in the air all together, it is three more camels doing the same thing. They looked like a giants washing blown off the line flapping before a high wind, and made hardly more noise. The whack-whack-whack of sticks on the beasts rumps was as distinct as pistol-shots, but you hardly heard the galloping footfall.

Grim went on about his business, for changing loads in the dark is a job that needs attention, unless you choose to have a good beast lose heart before morning and lie down in the middle of the road. A camel in pain from a badly cinched girth will endure it without argument for just so long; after which he quits, and not all the whacking or persuading in the world will get him up again.

At the end of twenty minutes we were under way once more. Peace closed down on us, and we swayed along under the stars in majestic silence. There have been better nights since, I think; but until then that was the most glorious experience of a lifetime.

It is my peculiar delight to read and relive ancient history, and of all history books the Old Testament is vastly the most absorbing  far and away the most accurate. There is a school of fools who set themselves up to scoff at its facts, but every new discovery only confirms the old record; and here were we sauntering through the night on camels over hills where the fathers of history fought for the first beginnings of each mans right to do his own thinking in his own way.

After a while Ali Baba gave his camel bell to his oldest son Mujrim, and forced his beast up beside mine, seeming to think silence might ruin the nerve of such a raw hand as myself. Or perhaps it was pride of race and country that impelled him. Even the meanest Arab thrills with emotion when he contemplates his ancient heritage, just as he rages at the prospect of seeing the Jews return to it, and Ali Baba, though a prince of thieves, was surely not a man without a heart.

But the trouble with Arab as distinguished from Jewish history is that too little of it was written down, and too much of it invented to prove a theory  much like the stuff they put between the covers of school history books  so Ali Babas lecture, although gorgeous fiction in its way, hardly enriched knowledge. Not that he was free from the latterday craving for accuracy whenever it might serve to bolster up the rest of the fabric.

Yonder, he said, for instance, pointing toward the sky-line with a dramatic sweep of his arm, they say that Adam and Eve are buried. But they lie!

And having denounced that lie, he expected me to believe everything else he told me.

According to him every rock we passed had its history of jinn and spirits as well as battles, and he knew where the tomb was of every national saint and hero, every one of whom had apparently died within a radius of twenty miles. Some of them had died in two or three different places as far as I could make out from his account of them.

And what Abraham had not done on those hillsides in the way of miracles and war would not be worth writing in a book; whatever cannot be otherwise explained is set down to the Ancestor, the Arabs ranking Abraham next after Mohammed, because the patriarch built the Kaaba, or Mosque, at Mecca, that Mohammed centuries later on adopted for his new religion.

But even Ali Baba grew tired of acting historian at last, and once more silence settled down, broken only by the bells and the camels gurgling, until about midnight we overhauled the three men who had been sent in chase of the fellow on the Bishareen. They had lost him, and were angry; for what should a man do except be angry in such a circumstance, unless he is willing to accept blame?

You should have let us shoot, Jimgrim! Once I got close enough to have cut his beasts legs with my sword! You think this is like the city, where a policeman holds up a hand and men halt? Hah! Wallah! It was he who drew sword, and behold my camels nose where he slashed at it! One fingers breadth closer and I would have had a sick beast on my hands  but he proved a blundering pig with his weapon and only made that scratch after all.

However, it is your fault, Jimgrim! You have made us to be laughed at by that father of dunghills! His beast was the faster, and he got away, and vanished in the shadows.

So there we halted and held a conference, letting the camels kneel and rest for half an hour, while each man said his say in turn.

That man is Rafikis messenger, said Grim. He is on his way to Abbas Mahommed, Sheikh of the Beni Yussuf, who owes Rafiki money. I think Rafiki is offering to forgo the debt if Abbas Mahommed will lie in wait for us and carry off this woman.

He did not ask for suggestions. There was no need. Every one of those cloaked and muffled rascals had a notion of his own on the spur of the moment, and was eager to get it adopted.

Allah! said Ali Baba. Let us fight, then, with Abbas Mahommed, and plunder his harem instead! It is simple. We come on his village before dawn when those sons of Egyptian mothers are asleep. We set fire to the thatch, and thereafter act as seems fit, slaying some and letting others escape!

Wallah! Let us ride straight through the village, set a light to it, and run, suggested Mujrim. There isnt a woman in that place I would burden a camel with.

Nevertheless, we should take some women to keep as hostages against the time when a blood-feud begins.

And surely we shall carry off some camels.

Aye! They have a horse or two as well. Abbas Mahommed trades with El- Kerak, and only last month acquired a fine brown mare that caught my eye.

What are fifty men! We can fight twice fifty of such spawn as the Beni Yussuf.

Wallah! They ran when the police paid them a visit. Ran from the police!

Yes, and were afraid to kill the Jew who sued Abbas Mahommed in the court for arrears of interest. They are cowards who dare not take their sheikhs part in a dispute.

Better wait until dawn, and then ride by their village and defy them.

But the lady Ayisha had the most astonishing suggestion. She came out from under the curtains of the shibriyah and sat against her camels rump to face the circle of armed men and instruct them.

Taib! she said scornfully. Let this Abbas Mahommed come and take me. I have a knife for his belly in any event. You go on to Ali Higg and say his wife is in the hands of that scum. Ali Higg can cross the desert in three days, and by the evening of the fourth day there will be no village left, nor a man to call Abbas Mahommed by his name. If I havent killed him already Abbas Mahommed will be carried off to Petra with the women, who shall watch what is done to him before they are apportioned with the other loot. That is simplest. Let Abbas Mahommed lift me if he dares!

She was clearly a young woman not averse to experiences, as well as confident of her lords good will. But Grim had the peace of the border in mind; and the gang were not at all disposed to stand by meekly while Abbas Mahommed paid a debt so easily to a mere wool-merchant.

I am an old man, said Ali Baba, and must die soon. May He Who Never Sleeps slay me before I see my sons afraid to fight Abbas Mahommed and all his host!

Lets talk like wise men and not fools, proposed Grim at last, and since he had let them have their say first they heard him in silence now. The difficulty is that Abbas Mahommeds village lies at the corner of the Dead Sea. We must turn that corner. If we pass between him and the sea he has us between land and water. If we journey too far south to avoid him we lose at least a day and tire our camels out. A forced march now would mean that we must feed the camels corn, and we have none too much of it with us; whereas tomorrow the grazing will be passable, and farther on, where the grazing is poor, we shall need the corn.

Wallah! The man knows.

Inshalla, let there be a fight then!

Wait! counseled Ali Baba. I know this Jimgrim. There will be a deception and a ruse, but no fight. Listen to him. Wait and see!

I think we will travel to the southward, said Grim, and halt at dawn out of sight of Abbas Mahommeds village. There let the camels graze. But I, and a few of us, will take the lady Ayishas camel with the shibriyah, and draw near to the village. That black-faced rogue of Rafikis will point us out to them, for he will recognize the shibriyah.

Then when they come to seize the lady Ayisha they will find no woman in the litter. So they will believe that Rafikis messenger has told lies that are blacker than his face, and will beat him and let us go.

But if they do not let you go? They are ruffians, you know, Jimgrim.

Then I shall find another way.

And how will you account for being so few men, when Rafikis messenger will have said we are at least a score?

Will that not be further proof that the man is a liar?

If I did not know you of old I would say that is a fools plan, remarked Ali Baba, and his sons grunted agreement. But you have a devil of resourcefulness. Taib! Let us try this plan and see what comes of it.

So we started off again to a running comment of contemptuous disapproval from the lady Ayisha, who seemed to think that no plan could be a good one unless it entailed murder. The farther we headed eastward, the nearer we came to the pale beyond which her lord and masters word was summary law, the more openly she advocated drastic remedies for everything, and the less she was inclined to take no for an answer.

However, her monologue was wasted on the moon, for no one argued with her. Grim led the way-off the highroad now, and down dark defiles that set the camels moaning, while their riders yelled alternately to Allah and apostrophized their beasts in the monosyllabic camel language. Camels hate downhill work, especially when loaded, and fall unless told not to in a speech they understand, in that respect strangely like children.

You had to look out in the dark, too, for the teeth of the camel behind, because they dont love the folk who drive them headlong into gorges full of ghosts, and one mans thigh or elbow makes as easy biting as the next.

Camels are no mans pets, and there is no explaining them. The fools will graze contentedly with shrapnel and high explosives bursting all about them, but go into a panic at the sight of a piece of paper in broad daylight. And when they think they see ghosts in the dark they act like the Gadarene swine, only making more noise about it.

I wouldnt have been the lady Ayisha going down some of those dark places for all the wealth of ancient Bagdad. Her shibriyahpitched and rolled like a small boat in a big sea, and whenever a rock leaned out over the narrow trail, or a scraggy old thorn branch swung, it was by a combination of luck and good carpentry that she was saved from being pitched down under the following camels feet. Whoever made that shibriyah could have built the Ark.

But we came down through one last terrific gorge on to a level plain, where the camel-thorn grew in clumps and the heat radiating from the hills was like the breath from an oven door behind us. There the animals went best foot forward, as if they smelled the dawn and hoped to meet it sooner by hurrying. We had quite a job to keep back for the loaded beasts, and three or four men, instead of one, brought up the rear to prevent straggling.

Then, about an hour before dawn, in a hollow between sparsely vegetated sand-dunes, Grim ordered camp pitched, and in very few minutes there was a row of little cotton tents erected, with a small fire in front of each.

Most of the camels were turned out at once to graze off the unappetizing- looking thorns, sparse and dusty, that peppered the field of view like scabs on a yellow skin. There was no fear of their wandering too far, for if the camel ever was wild, as many maintain that he never was, that was so long ago that the whole species has forgotten it, and he wouldnt know what to do without his owner somewhere near.

He has to be used at night, because he will not eat at night; on the other hand, he refuses to sleep in the daytime; so there is a limit to what you can do with a camel, in spite of his endurance, and once in so many days he has to be given a twenty-four hour rest so that he may catch up on both food and sleep.

But on the dry plains such as where we were then they give less trouble than anywhere. For though they soon go sick on good corn, which a horse must have, they thrive and grow fat on desert gleanings; and whereas sweet water will make their bellies ache oftener than not, the brackish, dirty stuff from wells by the Dead Sea shore is nectar to them.

Have you ever seen twenty camels rolling all at once with their legs in the air, preparatory to making breakfast off dry thorns that you wouldnt dare handle with gloves on? If so, youll understand that theyre the perfect opposite of every other useful beast that lives.

But not all the camels were turned out. Grim chose Mujrim  Ali Babas eldest son  a black-bearded, forty-year-old giant  two of the younger men, Narayan Singh and me; and with the lady Ayishas beast in tow with the empty shibriyah set off directly the sun was a span high over the nearest dune.

We rode almost straight toward the sun, and in five minutes it appeared how close we were to the village whence danger might be expected. It was a straggling, thatched, squalid-looking cluster of huts, surrounded by a mud wall with high, arched gates. Only one minaret like a candle topped with an extinguisher pretended to anything like architecture, and even from where we were you could see the rubbish-heaps piled outside the wall to reek and fester. There was a vulture on top of the minaret, and kites and crows  those inevitable harbingers of man  were already busy with the days work.

The village Arabs are perfunctory about prayer, unless unctuous strangers are in sight, who might criticize. So, although we approached at prayer-time, it was hardly a minute after we rose in view over a low dune before a good number of men were on the wall gazing in our direction. And before we had come within a mile of the place the west gate opened and a string of camel-men rode out.

The man at their head was the sheikh by the look of him, for we could see his striped silk head-dress even at that distance, and he seemed to have a modern rifle as against the spears and long-barreled muskets of the others. There were about two-score of them, and they rode like the wind in a half circle, with the obvious intention of surrounding us. Grim led straight on.

They rode around and around us once or twice before the man in the striped head-gear called a halt. He seemed disturbed by Grims nonchalance, and asked our business with not more than half a challenge in his voice.

Water, Grim answered. Did Allah make no wells in these parts?

It doesnt pay to do as much as even to suggest your real reason for visiting an Arab village, for they wont believe you in any case.

What have you in the shibriyah?

Come and see.

The Sheikh Mahommed Abbas drew near alone, suspiciously, with his cocked rifle laid across his lap. His men began moving again, circling around us slowly  I suppose with the idea of annoying us; for that is an old trick, to irritate your intended victim until some ill-considered word or gesture gives excuse for an attack. But we all sat our camels stock-still, and, following Grims example, kept our rifles slung behind us.

The sheikh was a rather fine-looking fellow, except for smallpox marks. He had a hard eye, and a nose like an eagles beak; and that sort of face is always wonderfully offset by a pointed black beard such as he wore. But there was something about the way he sat his camel that suggested laziness, and his lips were not thin and resolute enough to my mind, to match that beard and nose. I would have bet on three of a kind against him sky-high, even if he had passed the draw.

He drew aside the curtain of the shibriyah gingerly, as if he expected a trick mechanism that might explode a bomb in his face.

Mashallah! Where is the woman? he exclaimed.

I found out then that I was right as to the way to play that supposititious poker hand. Grim had doped him out too, and answered promptly without changing a muscle of his face.

Wallahi! Should I bring my wife to this place?

Allah! Thy wife?

Whose else?

It was Ali Higgs wife according to the tale!

Some fools swallow tales as the dogs eat the offal thrown to them! By the beard of Gods Prophet, whom do you take me for?

Kif? How should I know?

Go and ask the kites, then, at Dat Ras!

You are he? You are he who slew the  Shi ajib! Now I think of it they did say he was beardless. Nay! Are you  Speak! Who are you?

Does your wife wander abroad while you herd cattle? Grim asked him.

Allah forbid! But

Is my honor likely less than yours?

Then you are Ali Higg?

Who else?

And these?

My servants.

Your honor travels abroad with a scant escort!

Let us see, then, whether it is not enough! A tale was told me of a black-faced liar on a Bishareen dromedary who fled hither from El-Kalil last night to persuade the dogs of this place to bark in some hunt of his. There was mention made of a woman. My men pursued him along the road, but fear gave him wings. Hand him over!

Allah! He is my guest.

Or let us see whether I cannot fire one shot and summon enough men to eat this place!

That is loud talk. They tell me you travel with but twenty.

Try me!

You didnt have to be much of a thought-reader to know what was passing in that sheikhs mind. Supposing that Grim were really the notorious Ali Higg, he might easily have left Hebron with twenty men and have been joined by fifty or a hundred others in the night. Or there might be others on the way to meet him now. It was a big risk, for Ali Higgs vengeance was always the same; he simply turned a horde of men loose to work their will on the inhabitants of any village that defied him. The sheikh was not quite sure yet that he really sat face to face with the redoubtable robber, yet did not dare put that doubt to the test.

Is that all Your Honor wants? he asked. Just that messenger?

Him and his camel  and another thing.

What else, then? We are poor folk in this place. There has been a bad season. We have neither corn nor money.

If I needed corn or money I would come and take them, Grim answered. I have no present need. I give an order.

Allah! What then?

It pleases me to camp yonder.

He made a lordly motion with his head toward the west.

This side your village, then, all this day until sundown, none of your people venture.

But our camels go to graze that way.

Not this day. Today yours graze to the eastward.

There is poor grazing to the eastward.

Nevertheless, whoever ventures to the westward all this day does so in despite of me, and the village pays the price!

Allah!

Let Allah witness! answered Grim.

And his face was an enigma; but half the puzzle was already solved because there was no suggestion of weakness there. It was the best piece of sheer bluffing on a weak hand that I had ever seen.

Will Your Honor not visit my town and break bread with me? asked Mahommed Abbas.

If I visit that dung-hill it will be to burn it, Grim answered. Send me out that black-faced liar and the Bishareen. I am not pleased to wait long in the sun.

If we obey the command do we not merit Your Honors favor?

That was a very shrewd question. A weak man with a weak hand would have walked into that trap by betraying the spirit of compromise. On the other hand an ordinary bluffer would have blundered by overdoing the high hand.

Consider what is known of me, Grim answered. How many have disobeyed me and escaped? How many have obeyed and regretted it? But by the beard of Allahs Prophet, he thundered suddenly, I grow weary of words! What son of sixty dogs dares keep me waiting in the desert while he barks?

Mahommed Abbas did not like that medicine, especially in front of all his men. But they had ceased circling long ago and were waiting stock-still at a respectful distance; for the name of Ali Higg meant evidently more to them than the honor of their own sheikh  which at best depends on the sheikhs own generalship. It was a safe bet that if he had called on them to attack that minute they would have declined.

So he gave the dignified Arab salute, which Grim deigned to acknowledge with the slightest possible inclination of the head, and led his men away.

What would you have done if he had called your bluff? I asked Grim, as soon as they were all out of earshot.

Dunno, he said, smiling. Ive learned never to try a bluff unless Im pretty sure of my man. That guy doesnt own many chips. As a last resort Id have to admit Im a government officer  if they hadnt killed us all first!

We sat our camels there for about three quarters of an hour before half a dozen of Mahommed Abbas men appeared with Rafikis messenger riding the Bishareen between them. His face when they handed him over was the color of raw liver, and if ever a man was too scared to try to escape it was he. Ali Babas two sons got one on either side of him without making him feel any better, for he too was a Hebron man and knew them and their reputation. There was nothing improbable about their throwing in their lot with the greater robber Ali Higg.

Then the sheikhs men tried to load gifts on Grim  chickens, a live sheep, melons, vegetables, and camel milk in a gourd. Grim did not even deign to acknowledge them in person, but made a gesture to Narayan Singh, who promptly took charge of the prisoner himself and sent Ali Babas sons back for the presents. They had the good grace to find fault with everything, vowing that the sheep especially was only fit for vultures. However, with a final sneer or two anent the donors manners they bore sheep and all along behind us back to camp.

Is it well? called Ali Baba, watching on the ridge of a dune, and coming to life like a heron as soon as we drew near.

Alls well, said Grim.

Father of cunning! What now? the old man answered.


CHAPTER 5. Let that mother of snakes beware

THE terms that Grim had imposed on Abbas Mahommed were perfectly well understood by everyone concerned. The Arab is an individualist of fervid likes and dislikes and the thing that perhaps he hates most of all is to be observed by strangers; he does not like it even from his own people. So there was nothing incomprehensible, but quite the reverse, about that requirement that none from the village should trespass in our direction all that day. And, of course, only a bold robber conscious of his power to enforce them would have dared to insist on such terms. But it was a good thing that Mahommed Abbas did not call the bluff.

As it was, we slept all morning undisturbed, with only four watchers posted, relieved at intervals of one hour. And the only disturbance we suffered was from the lady Ayisha, who insisted that the black-faced prisoner was hers, camel and all, and that he should be taken to Petra for summary execution. She threatened Grim with all sorts of dire reprisals in case he should let the man go.

But setting every other consideration aside the man would have been dangerous company on the journey. He was putting two and two together in his own mind, and was not nearly as frightened as he had been. But in Hebron he could do no harm, for once the Dead Sea should be behind us it would not matter how many people knew of Grims errand, since we should travel faster than rumor possibly could across the desert.

But if he should get one chance to talk with the lady Ayishas men, and even cause them to suspect that Grim might be in league in some way with the British authorities, it would be all up with our prospect of deceiving folk in future. There was danger enough as it was that one of Ali Babas men might make some chance remark that would inform Ayisha or her escort.

Grim decided finally to let the man escape and gave Narayan Singh and me instructions how to do it. But first he satisfied Ayisha by giving loud orders to everyone to watch the man, and by telling her that he didnt care what she did with him after we reached Petra. Then, late in the afternoon, when Mujrim had rounded up the camels, a dispute was intentionally started about an old well, and whether a good trail to the southward did not make a circuit past it. The prisoner was asked, and he said he knew the well. Grim called him a father of lies, which he certainly was, and sent him off on the worst of the camels between Narayan Singh and me to prove his words. Ali Baba kept the Bishareen.

He led us a long way out into the desert among lumpy dunes in which the salt lay in strata, and where no sweet-water well could possibly be, or ever could have been. It was pretty obvious that all he wanted was a chance to escape from us, and he began offering bribes the minute we were out of sight of the camp.

The bribes were all in the nature of promises, however. He hadnt a coin or a thing except the clothes he wore, Ali Babas gang having attended to that thoroughly.

The wool-merchant  my master  is a rich man, he urged. Let me go and he will be your friend for ever after.

We have no need of friends, Narayan Singh answered. This man and I, being spies in the government service, on the other hand, are men whose friendship is of value. You can serve us in a certain matter.

Then give me money! he retorted instantly. He who serves the government nowadays receives pay.

The way to receive pay, said I, is to take this letter to the governor of Hebron, who will then know that a certain man is pretending to be Ali Higg. Thus you will do the government a great service, and may receive the difference in price between the Bishareen camel and that mean brute you ride now.

We waste time. There is no well out here. Give me the letter!

He was gone in a minute, headed straight for Hebron, and Narayan Singh and I fired several shots in the air to let Ayisha know what a desperate pursuit we had engaged in. When we rode into camp again, trying to look shamefaced, they had about finished packing up, so Grim had time to call us terrible names for Ayishas benefit  names that it would not have been safe to apply to any of Ali Babas men if he had chosen them for the job.

Those thieves would stand for any kind of devilry, and were willing to undertake all risks at Grims bidding. Jail, fighting, hardship, meant to them no more than temporary inconvenience. But to have asked them to let a prisoner escape, and submit to shameful abuse for it afterward in the presence of a woman and strangers, would have been more than Arab loyalty could stand.

And, mother of me, how that woman Ayisha did revile us! If ever she had doubted we were Indians she was sure of it now. She swept with her tongue the whole three hundred million Indians into one vile horde and de-sexed, disinherited, declassed, and damned the lot of us. Before you think you know anything about abuse, wholesale or retail, you should hear a lady of the desert proclaim displeasure. I wouldnt be surprised to know that the very camels blushed.

It was all Narayan Singh could stand, for Ali Baba and his gang laughed derisively, and no true son of the East can endure to be laughed at.

Let that mother of snakes beware! he growled in my ear; and as it turned out in the end, he did not forget the grudge he owed her.

We were off again a good hour before sundown, and Mahommed Abbas sent out a screen of camel-men to follow us for several miles. They fired about twenty shots when we were well out of range, and boasted, as we learned afterward, of having put Ali Higg and a hundred men to rout.

But that did no harm. It reduced the real Ali Higgs prestige for a while all over the countryside; and in these days of League of Nations and mandates and whatnot it is hard enough in all conscience for brave villagers with muskets to find something to make up songs about. De Crespigny knew the truth about it as soon as our escaped man got to Hebron.

Before midnight we were well south of the Dead Sea and far beyond the border up to which the British mandate was supposed to be going to extend whenever the League of Nations Council should stop arguing. We were something like two thousand feet below sea-level now; but although the heat all day long under the tents had been almost intolerable, the night air was actually chilly because of the tremendous evaporation. The earth was throwing off the heat it had absorbed all day, and chill drafts crept from the mountaintops to take its place.

And as we crossed the imaginary border in pure, mellow moonlight, with our three bells clanging, you could have told its approximate whereabouts by the change that came over the gang. Even Grims back, away ahead on the leading camel, assumed a jauntier swing. Old Ali Baba, next ahead of me, began to look ten years younger, and his sons and grandsons started singing  about Lots wife acceptably enough, for we were near the fabled site of Sodom and Gomorrah, and the Prophet of Islam, who had nothing if not an eye for local color, incorporated that old story in the Koran.

The pillar of salt that used to be called Lots wife, and that stood there until this day, when the Old Testament writer penned his narrative, has fallen into the Dead Sea in recent memory. But all that did was to set loose imagination that had hitherto been tied to one landmark, and Ali Baba pointed out to me a dozen upright piles of argillaceous strata glistening in moonlight, every one of which he swore was either Lots wife or one of her handmaidens.

Such should be the fate of many other women, he asserted piously. It would save a great deal of trouble.

The lady Ayisha heard that remark, and the things she said for the next ten minutes about men in general and old Ali Baba in particular were as poisonous as the brimstone that once rained down on Sodom and Gomorrah. She seemed to have no sense of being under obligation for the escort, but rather to think we were all in her debt for the privilege  a circumstance which appeared to me to bode ill for the manners of the gentry we proposed to visit.

Thereafter  I suppose since she considered she had utterly routed and reduced me to submission after the messengers escape she summoned me to her side, thrusting the shibriyah curtains apart and beckoning with the fingers turned downward, Bedouin fashion. We conversed quite amicably for more than an hour, she mocking my Arabic pronunciation, but asking innumerable questions about India  who my mother was, for instance, and whether my father used to beat her much; what physic was used in India for date-boils; why I had not stayed at home; wasnt I afraid of meeting Ali Higg; and were there such great ones as he in India?

So, as there wasnt one chance in ten million of her knowing anything at all about India, I saw fit to explain that as a cockroach is to Allah so was Ali Higg to dozens of Indian bandits I had known. I told her tales of mens head piled mountains high, and of roads of corpses over which rajahs drove their chariots; of arenas full of tigers into which living prisoners were thrown once a week; and of a sheer cliff more than a mile high, over which women were tossed to alligators.

She took it all in, but doubted demurely at the end of it whether all those princely Indian terrorists added together could, as she put it, reach to the middle of the thigh of Ali Higg!

I asked her how she had come to marry the gentleman, and she answered with becoming pride that he had plundered her from the Bagdad caravan; but I think she meant by that a caravan of Bedouin on their way from Bagdad to wherever the grazing and thieving were good. She had a way of her own of enlarging things. Finally she asked me whether I carried good poison in my chest of medicines, and I told her I had some that could reach down to hell and kill the ifrits.

Wallah! she answered. If you two eunuchs hadnt lost that prisoner we could have tested some of it on him!

After that she dismissed me, I suppose that she might meditate on poison in the moonlight. I rode forward to take counsel with Grim, and sometime during the night she got word with one of Ali Babas younger sons. We had hardly camped an hour after dawn in the red-hot foothills east of the Dead Sea when Narayan Singh caught him rifling my chest, and he had the impudence to ask which were poisons and which not. Narayan Singh threatened an appeal to Grim, and the man apologized; but I saw Ayisha giving him sweetmeats in her tent not long afterward.

She had none of the ordinary Moslem womans notions of privacy. A whole Bedouin family will live in a black tent ten by twelve, and though she had picked up wondrous ideas of high estate since her infancy, the desert upbringing remained. Her tent was pitched each day in the midst of ours, and she ordered everyone about, Grim included, as if we were her husbands purchased slaves. And because it was Grims idea to make use of her to gain access to her husband we all put up with it, fetching and carrying without a murmur  that is to say, all except one of us.

Whenever Narayan Singh had to do her bidding his great black beard rumbled with discontent; and as that only amused her she ordered him about more than anyone, the others aiding and abetting by inventing things for him to be told to do. But it hardly paid her in the long run.

On the third day, when we camped by an old well that Ali Baba swore was the identical one made by the angel Gabriel to provide water for Hagar and Ishmael  there are twenty or thirty of those identical wells in Palestine alone, to say nothing of Arabia  she began to take a particular fancy to Grim and to treat him with more respect, giving him the title of prince on occasion, and abusing the men for not attending more swiftly to his needs.

Now, whatever the alleged custom of other lands may be  and I refuse to be committed on that point  there is no doubt whatever about the East. There it is the woman who makes the first advances. Grim took to sleeping in a tent with Mujrim and Ali Baba.

Considering the customs of that land  the savage, accepted way in which women swap owners when tribes are at war, and between times when the raids are made on caravan routes  it would be altogether wide of the mark to blame her too severely. Grim is a good-looking fellow, even in the khaki officers uniform that makes most Christians look alike. Disguised as an Arab he takes the eye of any man, to say nothing of women.

The lines of his face are just deep enough to accent the powerful curve of his nose and chin; and his eyes, with their baffling color, arrest attention. Then he stands, too, in that gear like a scion of an ancient race, firmly, on strong feet, with his head held high and arms motionless  not fidgeting with one or both hands, as white men usually do. The wonder really is that Ayisha did not betray her designs on him sooner.

Narayan Singh grew as nervous as a hen in the presence of snakes, for he foresaw how Grims star would surely wane from the moment any such woman as Ayisha should establish a claim on him; and he did not quite realize the full extent of Grims resourcefulness in making the most of a situation. Old Ali Babas advice, on the other hand, was just what he would have given to any of his sons.

Let Ali Higg keep his wives within reach if he hopes to call them his! Wallahi! I would laugh to see the Lion of Petra tearing his clothes with rage for such a matter as this!

And all the gang agreed.

Ayisha began to question Grim openly about his home and belongings. She wanted to know how many wives he had, and he told her none, which made her all the more determined. If he had affected squeamishness she would have despised him, and that would have been the end of her usefulness; for scorn is very close indeed to hate, and hate to spitefulness in the land where she was raised. But he did nothing of the sort. He was as frank as she was, and did his fencing, as you might say, with a club.

The desert is full of women! he told her on one occasion when she made more than usually open overtures.

But not such as I am!

A womans heart lies under her ribs, and who shall read it? he answered.

A pig can read some things! she retorted; for he always managed to keep just clear of the point where frankness might have merged into poetry.

Her own four armed attendants seemed to take the whole affair rather speculatively. She was probably in position to have them crucified on her return to Petra in case they should offer unacceptable advice. And it may be they would have looked favorably on the chance to transfer allegiance from Ali Higg to Grim, who had crucified nobody yet; as Ayishas servants they would doubtless go with her, should she change owners.

She asked me repeatedly for love potions, to be slipped into Grims food or into his drink, and was so importunate about it that, after consulting Grim, I gave her some boric powder. The next morning Grim told her that her eyes were like a young gazelles, so my reputation as a hakim rose several degrees.

Is he mad? growled Narayan Singh. Ah, each man has his weakness! He and I have played with death a dozen times, but I never knew him lose his head. So he is woman-crazed? What next, I wonder!

The girl had lots of encouragement, for, not counting the younger men, who were hell bent for any kind of mischief, and constantly egged her on, old Ali Baba spent half of each day in the tent expounding to Grim the ethics of such situations; and they were as simple as the code of Moses.

Love thy neighbors wife if she will let you. Defeat thy neighbor in all ways whenever possible. On these two hang all amusement and prosperity.

And Grim was much too wise to pretend to Ali Baba any other motive than expedience. It would not have paid to take the old rascal too much into his confidence, because most Arabs overplay their hand; but he did drop a hint or two; and from what he told me I should say it was Ayishas persistent love- making that provided the first suggestion of a plan in his mind for bringing Ali Higg to terms.

But Im sure the plan did not really take shape until we reached the sun- baked railway-line that drags its rusty length behind wild hills all the way from Damascus down to Mecca.

Some say that the very steel of the rails is sacred because it was built to carry pilgrims to the Prophets tomb. But some say not. And those who lost the carrying trade on account of it, and the tribes that used to lie in wait in mountain-passes for the Damascus caravan in the month of pilgrimage, say distinctly not. Between these two opinions there is a third, that of the gentry who declare it is a curse, to be turned back on the heads of those who use it.

During four nights we climbed unlovely hills, avoiding villages  to the disgust of Ali Babas gang, who would dearly have loved to pick a quarrel somewhere and loot. They had a thousand excuses for taking another trail, declaring that Grim had lost the way or would lose it; that there was sweeter water elsewhere; or that the hills were not so steep and hard on the camels. But the moon was nearly full by then, and Grim seemed to carry a map of the district in his head.

Whether he went by guesswork, or really knew, we turned up finally a few miles from El-Maan at the exact spot he had aimed for, and pitched camp soon after dawn within fifty yards of the track. There was no water in that place and the gang grumbled badly; but it was not long before the reason of his choice was fairly obvious.

Tracks across the desert have a way of curving from point to point, no more following a straight course than the cow-paths do in other lands. Where there is a rock, or some peculiar conformation of the ground to attract attention, men and beasts will head for it, attracted somewhat after the fashion of a compass-needle by a lodestone or lump of iron.

There was a rock shaped like a flattened egg beyond the track, two or three hundred yards away from us. It stood all alone in a dazzling wilderness that was doubtless green at certain seasons of the year, but now was bone-dry and glittering with flakes of mica. Close beside that ran a track worn by camels and horses, and the shadow of that great rock in a weary land was plainly a halting-place.

Our men wanted to cross over and take advantage of the shade it would give as the sun climbed higher, but Grim refused to let them; whereat Ayisha went into a shrewish rage, and ordered her four men to take up her tent and pitch it over by the rock whether Grim permitted it or not. So they obeyed her, and Grim said nothing.

The rest of us set about cooking breakfast after the morning prayers were over. My prayer-mat was next Narayan Singhs, and it was interesting to hear him curse the Prophet sotto voce while pretending to vie with those robbers in fervid protestations of faith in Islam. But more than the Prophet he cursed Ayisha, praying to his Hindu pantheon to wreak all wrath on her.

It was a diluted pantheon, of course, because he was a Sikh; he wasnt able to call on as many animal-shaped gods with as many arms and teeth as a Bengali could have urged into action; but he did his best with the technical resources at his disposal.

Without pretending to be a judge of other mens creeds, I thought at the time that he made a pretty workman-like hash of that ladys prospects, so far as his particular formula could do it. I jotted down some of his suggestions to the gods for future reference, and purpose to teach them to the U.S. Army mule-skinners next time this country goes to war.

While we were eating breakfast in a circle in front of the tents, all sticking our right hands into a common mess-pan and eating like wolves  you have to be awfully careful not to use your left hand, and unless you eat fast youll get less than your share  there came five men on camels out of a wady  a shallow valley that lay like a cut throat with red rocks on its edge something over a mile away beyond the egg-shaped rock. They were armed  as everybody is in those parts who hopes to live  and in a hurry.

Ayisha and her people did not see them, because the great rock was in the way, but we left off eating to watch, and Grim went into his tent to use field-glasses without being seen. It is not unheard of for an Arab sheikh to use Zeiss binoculars, but it might make a stranger suspicious.

The five men came on at a gallop, sending up the dust in clouds like a cruisers smoke-screen. They seemed to take it for granted that we were friends, for we were in full view and far outnumbered them, yet they did not check for an instant, and that in itself was a suspicious circumstance.

They came to a halt ten yards away from Ayishas tent, and stared at her in silence, realizing, apparently for the first time, that they had come within rifle-shot of strangers. We could see her talking to them, but could not hear what she said. Perhaps that was as well. I think that even Grim with his poker face in perfect working order would have been flustered if he had been given time to think. The surprise, when it came, made him brace himself to meet it; and, once committed, he played with the sky for a limit as usual.

One thing was quite clear: Ayisha had made herself known to them, and they were properly impressed. They dismounted from their camels, and, after bowing to her as respectfully as any lord of the desert decently could do to a woman, they left their beasts kneeling and started all together toward us.

So Grim went out to meet them, even outdoing their measured dignity, striding as if the desert were his heritage. But he went only as far as the railway track, and waited; to have gone a step farther would have made them think themselves his superiors. Ali Baba, Mujrim, Narayan Singh, and I, went out and stood behind him at a properly respectful distance.


CHAPTER 6. Him and me  same father!

EVERY detail of a mans bearing is watched carefully in that land. Every action has its value. The etiquette of the desert is more strict, and more dangerous to neglect, than that of palaces, although it is simpler and more to the point, being based on the instinct of self-preservation.

The Arabs who approached us, having ridden straight into a trap for all they knew, for they had expected friends and found strangers, were even more than usually observant of formality. They were fierce, fine-looking fellows, possessed of that dignity that only warfare with the desert breeds, and they saluted Grim with the punctilio of men who know the meaning of a fight to him who doubtless understands it too. A very different matter, that, to raising your Stetson on Broadway, with two cops on the corner and the Stars and Stripes floating from the hotel roof. They eyed Grim the while in the same sort of way that men who might be charged with trespass look at the game warden, waiting for him to speak first.

Allah ysabbak bilkhair! he rolled out at last.

Allah ya fik, ya Ali Higg! they answered one after the other.

And then the oldest of them  a black-bearded stalwart with extremely aquiline nose and dark-brown eyes that fairly gleamed from under the linen head-dress, took on himself the role of spokesman.

O Ali Higg! May Allah give you peace!

And to you peace! Grim answered.

I could not see Grims face, of course, since I stood behind him, but I did not detect the least movement of surprise or nervousness. He stood as if he were used to being called by that name, but the rest of us did not dare look at one another. Once across that railway-line we were in the real Ali Higgs preserves. It occurred to me at the moment as vastly safer to pose as the U.S. President in Washington.

Still, Grim had not actually accepted the situation yet. I held my breath, trying to remember to look like a product of Lahore University.

We were on our way to El-Maan, O Ali Higg, not knowing that your honor had a hand in this affair.

Since when is a lion not called a lion? demanded Grim. Who gave thee leave to name me?

Pardon, O Lion of Petra! But the woman yonder, boasting with proper pride that she is Your Honors wife, bade us approach and pay respect.

On my left I heard Narayan Singh muttering obscenities through set teeth. On the right old Ali Baba wore a twinkle in a wicked eye; the rest of his face was as emotionless as the face of the desert; but when an old man is amused not even the crows-feet can do less than advertise the fact.

A womans tongue is like a camel bell, said Grim. It clatters unceasingly, and none can silence without choking it. But art thou a woman?

Pardon, O Lion of Petra!

There followed a long pause. When men meet in the desert it is only those from the West who are in any hurry to betray their business. There being an infinity of time, that man is a liar who proclaims a shortage of it.

Will the sun not rise tomorrow? asks the East.

Grim stood like a statue; and, judging by my own feelings, who had nothing at all to do but look on, I should say that was a test of strength.

Last week the train was punctual at El-Maan  three hours after sunrise, said the spokesman at last.

On lines where there is only one train a week it is not unusual for its arrival to be the chief social event on the country-side, but that hardly seemed to me to account for the way those five men had been driving their camels. However, as Grim knew no more of their business than the rest of us, and needed desperately to find out, he was careful to ask no questions.

No desert responds to the inquisitive folk who camp on its edge and demand to be told; but it will tell you all it knows if you keep quiet and govern yourself in accordance with its moods. The men who live in the desert are of the same pattern  fierce, hot, cold, intolerant, cruel, secretive, given to covering their tracks, and yet not without oases that are better than much fine gold to the man who knows how to find them. They enjoy a proverb better than some other men like promises.

Allah marks the flight of birds. Shall He not decree a trains journey? said Grim.

Inshallah, Lion of Petra! The train will come, when that is written, and that which is written shall befall. It is said there are sons of corruption on the train, who bear much wealth with them.

It were a pity to leave all the looting to those who got to El-Maan soonest. They who slay will claim the booty.

Or does Your Honor intend to arrive afterward and claim a share, leaving the labor to those who seek labor? In that case we crave permission to join Your Honors party. It may be we can help enforce Your Honors just demands, and be recompensed accordingly?

Wallahi! Grim answered after a long pause. Who sets himself to plunder trains without my leave? Have I been such short time in Petra that men doubt who rules here? Have I not said the train shall pass El-Maan and come thus far? Who dares challenge me? Do I wait here for nothing? Shall I be satisfied with a string of empty cars?

The Arab turned and conferred for a moment with his four friends. They shook their heads.

O Lord of the Desert, he said after a minute, none has heard of this decree. Your Honors messenger may have failed or have fallen into bad hands on the way. Word has not come that you reserve this train for your own profit. There will be fifty men at El-Maan now waiting to slay certain passengers and plunder others.

Grim had evidently made up his mind and had set full sail on the course indicated. I confess I shuddered at the prospect; but I never saw a man look more pleased than Ali Baba, and Narayan Singhs face betrayed militant admiration. Nor have I ever heard such a streak of fulminous bad language as Grim swore then, calling earth and all its elements to witness the brimstone anger of a robber chief.

Go ye, he thundered, and tell those sons of swine that I say the train shall pass to this point. And as to what happens thereafter that is my affair. Bid any and all who chose to dispute my word to look first to their wives and goods. I have spoken.

The five men fell back a pace in consternation, no doubt partly affected for the sake of flattery; but they were quite obviously disconcerted.

Wallahi! If we go on such an errand who shall save our lives? Who are we to come between wolves and their prey?

Say ye are my messengers, retorted Grim. Let any touch a messenger of mine who dares.

But they will not believe us.

That is their affair. It is Allahs way to make blind those who it is written are to be destroyed.

Nay, Lion of Petra, give a man to go with us  one whom they will know and recognize. Then all shall be well.

Have I ever said that Grim is a genius? He can take longer chances in a crisis with a more unerring aim than any man I ever knew. Surely he took one then.

Nay, he laughed. I will send them a woman. Let us see who will dare gainsay the woman.

That was simply supreme genius. It even pleased Narayan Singh, since the tables were turned on Ayisha. The only reason she could possibly have had for telling these men that Grim was Ali Higg was to score off him, either by capturing him for herself, or in the alternative by ruining him for rejecting her advances. It was not clear yet which of the two she hoped to accomplish; perhaps, little savage that she was, she would have been content with either alternative and had simply chosen to force the issue.

At any rate Grim had passed the buck back to her. He sent me over to the rock to fetch her, and I found her smiling serenely, like the Sphinx, only with more than a modicum of added mischief.

Woman, the Lion of Petra summons you, said I.

She laughed at that as if the world were at her feet  got up, and stretched herself, and yawned like a lazy cat that sees the milk being set down in a saucer  straightened her dress, and nodded knowingly to her four men. She had evidently reached an understanding with them.

I hasten to do my lords bidding, she answered, and followed me back.

It calls for all your presence of mind to remember to walk in front of a woman who is addressed as often as not as princess; but if I had walked behind her they would have suspected me at once of being no true Moslem.

I returned and stood behind Grim, and she stood in front of him, so that I was able to see her face. It was as good as a show to see her swallow back surprise and wonder at him open-eyed, as he played the part she had foisted on him and loaded her with the responsibility.

Go with these men, Ayisha, and tell those swine at El-Maan that I say the train shall pass unharmed as far as this point. Moreover, say that none may trespass. What shall take place here is my affair. The range of my rifle is the measure of the line across which none may come.

Stay with them, Ayisha, until the train leaves El-Maan. Then you may leave your camel and return hither on the train. That is my order.

She was bluffed. And she recognized it with a sort of dog-like glance of admiration. We had all her baggage, for one thing, and it represented more wealth than any Bedouin woman would let go willingly.

Now if she were to reverse what she had said, and refuse to advertise Grim as Ali Higg, these five men and probably others would surely denounce her to her real husband. She had no choice. But she was sharp-witted, and made the most of the situation even so.

Shall I go alone, my lord? Alone with these strangers?

Take two of your servants.

But what she wanted to make sure of was that Grim might not decamp with her baggage and leave her to face the consequences. It seems you can fall in love in the desert without putting too much faith in masculine nature.

Nay, give me two men I can trust. Give me that and that one.

She selected old Ali Baba and me; and it was a shrewd choice, for unless Grim was a more than usually yellow-minded rascal he was surely not going to leave the captain of his gang behind. And no doubt she supposed I was valuable to Grim because of the friendly, confidential way in which he always treated me. In other words, she proposed to have two first-class hostages.

Grim gave her three. He sent Ali Baba, me, and Mujrim, and mounted her on the Bishareen dromedary, that men might know she was one whom her lord delighted to honor. She tried to get a chance to whisper to him, but he was too alert and acted exactly as if he had known her all his life, needing no explanations or assurances.

So off we nine rode beside the railway track, she leading, since she was chief emissary, and the last I saw of Grim for a few hours he was squatting in the circle of remaining men, talking to them as calmly as if nothing had happened.

Well, there was nothing for me to do but ride forward and watch points. I was a hostage without responsibility.

If Ayisha should chose to turn on us and hand me over to the crowd at El- Maan I believed I would have wit enough to denounce her in return; and it might be that as a Darwaish I could claim immunity. Failing that, I found myself able to hope with a really acute enthusiasm that my shrift at the crowds hands might be short. I did not want to be crucified, or pulled in pieces by camels; but if mine was to be the casting vote, of the two the camels had it.

There were other points to be considered. I had a rifle slung behind me, and two bandoliers. However, it was highly unlikely I would have a chance to use the rifle, which is an awkward weapon at close quarters when surrounded.

But hidden under my coat I had two repeating-pistols and a knife. Since a man cant prevent himself from making plans when there is nothing else to think about, I made up my mind finally in case of trouble to let them take the rifle and the knife; they might then suppose me to be disarmed. After that, if the trouble should be due to Ayishas treason, I would execute her, and shoot myself in the head with the same pistol rather than submit to torture.

At the end of the first mile I drew alongside Ali Baba and passed him my second pistol. It did not seem any of my business to advise him what to do with it beyond hiding it under his clothes. The old rascals eyes glittered as his hand closed on it, and it seemed to me he understood; and so he did, but not what I intended.

I never got the pistol back. He understood that a fool and his repeater are soon parted. When I asked him for it afterward he vowed he had lost it, and called his son Mujrim in addition to Allah and Mohammed and all the saints to witness that he spoke virgin truth, and, moreover, that he never lied, and would rather die ten times over than play a trick on me. I have heard since that he has become a very good shot with a repeating-pistol, but has difficulty in stealing suitable ammunition.

Ayisha wasted no breath on conversation on the way, but whipped her camel to its utmost speed after the first mile, so that we had our work cut out to keep up with her. It is aggravating to ride a big beast and try in vain to overtake a little one; but she had been born to the game, and there wasnt a man in the party who could have won a race against her, whichever of the animals she rode; for the camel knows quicker than a horse whether his rider understands the art or not. And art it is, as surely as painting or music  art that can be tediously learned in a degree, but must be born in you if you are ever to excel at it.

The desert was all red sand now and dreary beyond human power to imagine. The clouds of dust we kicked up followed us, and even the cloths we kept across our mouths and nostrils did not keep it out. You felt like a mummy riding a race in hell, and how the camels managed to breathe I cant guess. The sun on our right hand was just at the angle where it struck your eyes under the kuffiyi.

But I was the only one who seemed at all distressed by any of those inconveniences; the others accepted them as in the natural order of things, and my camel, realizing how I felt, galloped last in the worst of the dust.

El-Maan itself was a picture of green trees above a mud wall; but we did not visit it, for the station, with its hideous red water-tanks, was a mile and a half to the eastward of the place  a miserable, bleak, unpainted iron roof and buildings, with a place alongside that had once been a Greek hotel.

At present it looked like a camel-mart; but there were dozens of horses there too, gaudily turned out like the camels with red worsted trimmings on saddles and bridles. And as for the fifty men our five new acquaintances had spoken of, there were a hundred and fifty if one, all herded in groups, each with a rifle over his arm or slung across his shoulder. Their talk ceased as we rode along the track, and those who were on the platform  about half of them  eyed Ayisha with as much curiosity as a Bedouin taken by surprise ever permits himself to betray.

She did not give them much time for reflection, and wasted none whatever on conciliation, but affronted them from camel-back, having learned that method, no doubt, from her rightful lord and master. It was obvious from the first that they all knew her by sight.

Wallahi! Good meat for the crows ye will all be presently! Has the Lion of Petra lost his teeth that jackals hunt ahead of him? Did the men of Dat Ras profit by coming between him and his prey? Go, look at Rat Das and count the splinters of mens bones! So shall your bones lie  ye who tempt the wrath of Ali Higg!

She rode along the line, showing her little teeth like pomegranate seeds in a sneer that would have made a passport clerk take notice; and her voice was raised to a shrill, harpy scream that rasped under the iron roof, so that none could have pretended he did not hear.

The Lion claims this train! The Lion of Petra lies in wait for it at a place of his own choosing! Who dares forestall him? Who dares slay one passenger, or loot one truck? Who dares? Stand out, whoever dares, that I may take his name back to the Lion of Petra!

Nobody did stand out. They all herded closer together, as if in fear that anyone left on the edge of the crowd might be assumed to challenge her authority. Yet they looked capable of plundering a city, that company of stately cutthroats. Perhaps some of them had seen what actually happened when Ali Higg raided Dat Ras. Certainly they came from scattered settlements, on which Ali Higg could take detailed vengeance whenever it suited him.

Ye know me! I wait here for the train. I shall ride on it to where the Lion of Petra waits. Who dares interfere with me or follow? Let him name himself! Who dares?

Her savagery fed itself on threats, and increased as she felt herself grow mistress of the situation. Partly the primitive love of power, partly the animal instinct to subject and oppress  pride on top of that, and something of her sex, too, glorying in giving orders to the self-styled sterner members  drove her to increasing frenzy.

And it was not fear alone that impressed the crowd and impelled it to obedience, for those highland Bedouins are, after all, too practical for that. We were but nine all told, to their seven or eight score, and they might have enforced the logic of that first, and left the threatened consequences for afterward, but for the appeal of the spectacular.

It bewildered them to be harangued confidently by a woman  they who were used to watching women carry loads. There was something revolutionary about it that took their breath away, and swept their own determination into limbo.

As always, the men in the background, who felt they could avoid recognition, were the only ones who ventured to raise objection. One or two of them started to laugh, that being the best answer all the world over to any threat, and if the laugh had spread that would likely have been the end of us. I had unslung my rifle and held it in full view resting on my thigh, being minded to look as murderous as possible, but she stole all my thunder by suddenly snatching the rifle away and drawing back its bolt to cock the spring with that almost effortless adroitness that comes of long use.

Who laughs at the Lion of Petras threat? she screamed, raising herself in the saddle to survey the crowd. Who laughs? He shall die by the hand of a woman! Who laughs, I say?

But nobody wanted to die by a womans hand; and nobody chose to slay the woman, because of the certainty of vengeance dealt by an expert in terrorism. I know I didnt doubt she would have used the rifle, and I dont suppose they did. If she couldnt be laughed out of countenance the only alternative was bloodshed, and none dared show fight.

Old Ali Baba worked his camel closer, and, because an Arab must boast at every opportunity, began to whisper in my ear.

Wallahi! Was I not wise? It was I who told her if she wanted our Jimgrim she should tell the world she is his wife and he the veritable Ali Higg! It takes an old mans tongue to guide the cleverest woman!

The train screamed then in the distance, and a Syrian station agent in tattered khaki uniform went through the wholly unnecessary process of letting down a signal. We got off the track and rode our camels round on to the platform. The crowd gave way before us, and Ayisha thrust herself this and that way among them, breaking up groups, striking me over the wrist with the stick she had for flogging the camel because I tried to regain the rifle.

By the time the rusty, creaking, groaning rattletrap of a train drew up there was not an element of cohesion left in the crowd. She knew too much to drive them away to where they might have regained something of determination, but let them stand there under her eye where they could see in herself the ruthless symbol of Ali Higgs ruthlessness. And not even the sight of the frightened passengers, in a panic because of tales that had been told them up the line, could restore their plunder-lust.

As a matter of fact that was a romantic little mixed train when you come to think of it. The Arab engine-driver, piloting his charge through no-mans land, where the bones of former train crews lay bleaching, simply because he was an engine-driver and that was his job; the freight in locked steel cars consigned by optimists who hoped it might reach its destination; the four guards armed with worn-out rifles that they did not dare use; the four passenger-cars with their window-glass all shot away; the half-dozen Arab artisans carried along for makeshift repairs en route; and the more than brave  the too-fatalist-to-care-much passengers wondering which of their number had an enemy at every halting-place; and along with that the formalism  the observance of conventions such as blowing the whistle and pulling down the signal, on a track that carried one train one way once a week; it made you feel like taking off your hat to it all, reminding me in a vague way of those Roman legionaries who kept up the semblance of their civilization after the power of Rome had waned.

I rode over beside the engine-driver and warned him to pull out before trouble started. But he had to take in water first. And he seemed to be an expert in symptoms of lawlessness. Leaning his grimy head and shoulders out of the cab, he looked the crowd over, spat, and showed his yellow teeth in a grin that vaguely reminded me of Grims good-humored smile.

Mafish! he remarked, summing up the situation in two syllables. Nothing doing!

I would have given, and would give now, most of what I own for that mans ability to pass such curt, comprehensive judgment without reservation, equivocation, or hesitation. I rather suspect that it can only be learned by sticking to your job when the rest of the world has been fooled into thinking it is making history out of talk and treason.

There was nothing whatever but water for the train to wait for. Nobody had business at El-Maan, for the simply sufficient reason that you cant do business where governments dont function, where all want everything for nothing, and whoever could pay wont.

The engine-drivers grimier assistant swung the water-spout clear and climbed back over the cab, cursing the view, crowds, coal-dust, prospect  everything. He meant it too. When he said he wished the devil might pitch me into hell and roast me forever he wasnt exaggerating. But I got off my camel and boarded the engine nevertheless. Ayisha had handed over her mount to Ali Baba and entered the caboose, ignoring the protests of the uniformed conductor who, having not much faith in fortune, did not care whom he offended. But he might as well have insulted a camel as Ayisha, for all he would have gained by it.

My friend the engine-driver blew the whistle; somebody on the platform tooted a silly little horn; a signal descended in the near distance and we started just as I caught sight of Mujrim coming to take my camel.

Then it occurred to some bright genius that even if they might not loot the train there was no embargo on rejoicing; and there was only one way to do that. What they saw fit to rejoice about I dont know, but one shot rang in the air, and a second later fifty bullets pierced the dinning iron roof.

That made such a lovely noise and so scared the passengers that they could not resist repeating it, and by the time we had hauled abreast of the distance-signal there was not much of the roof left.

I saw Ali Baba and Mujrim take advantage of the excitement to start back with the camels; and two minutes later about twenty men decided to follow them at a safe distance. The rest had begun to scatter before the train was out of sight, and I never again saw one of the five gentry who had introduced us to the whole proceedings.

Then my friend the engine-driver found time to be a little curious.

Whatn hell? he asked, in the lingua franca that all Indians are supposed to understand.

So I answered him in the mother argot at a venture, and he bit.

Theres a man down the line a piece wholl blow your train to hell, said I, unless you pull up when he flags you.

Son of a gun, eh?

Sure bet!

Where you learn English?

States, said I. You been there too?

Sure pop! Goin back some time.

Not if you dont stop her when you get the hint, you wont. That guy down there ahead means business.

I dont think he would have dared try to run the gauntlet in any case, for the best the engine could do with that load behind it was a wheezy twenty miles an hour, and the track was so out of repair that even that speed wasnt safe. I was willing to bet Grim hadnt lifted a rail or placed any obstruction in the way, but the driver had no means of knowing that.

Son of a gun, eh? he repeated. What in ells e want?

Nothing, if you pay attention to him. All he hankers for is humoring. He wants to talk.

Uh! What in ells a matter with him?

Nothing, but hell put a crimp in your machinery unless you stay and chin with him.

I give him dry steam. Hell run like the devil.

Dont you believe it. Hes wise. Better humor him.

Shucks! I shoot him. I shot lots o men.

No need to shoot, said I. This is love stuff. Hes got a lady in the last car.

Oh, gal on the train, eh? All right. You climb back along the cars an kick her off soon as you see him.

Gosh! Id sooner kick a nest of hornets!

You her brother?

Not sos youd notice it.

What then?

Shes got my gun. Barring that were not real close related.

Uh! Those damned Bedouin fellers cant shoot for nuts. Let em fire away. I take a chance.

Ever hear of Ali Higg? I asked him.

He turned his head from peering down the blistering hot track, wiped the sweat from his face and hands with a filthy rag, and looked at me keenly.

Why? You know him?

Yes. I asked if you do.

Son of a gun! Him and me  same father!

You mean hes your brother?

He nodded.

Hes the man youve got to pull up for.

His gal on the train?

Sure thing.

He resumed his vigil, leaning over the side of the engine with one hand on the throttle-lever.

All right, he said. I stop for him. Son of a gun! If he bust my train I kill the sucker!

I never posed as much of a diplomatist, but it seemed wise to me in the circumstances not to offer any further information or ask questions. But I was curious. It was possible that Ali Higgs brother had been given the task of running that train for the reason that no lesser luminary would have one chance in a thousand of reaching the destination.

I never found out whether my guess was right or not, and never left off rating that engine-driver in any case as one of the worlds heroes. Ive a notion there is a book that might be written about him and his train.

A polished black dot in the distance soon increased into the flattened egg-shaped rock, and then we saw Grim standing on the track with all his men.

That is the safest place to stop a train from, because you avoid a broadside from the car-windows. True to his word the driver came to a standstill, and Grim came up to speak with him just as I jumped off. I waited, expecting to see a contretemps.

Ya Ali Higg! You fool! said the driver. You would kill your own brother? You let me go!

Hah! You recognize me, then? said Grim, coolly enough on the surface.

But his poker mask was off. In that land of polygamy and deportations it is frequent enough that one brother does not know the other by sight; but it must be disconcerting, all the same, to have a supposititious brother sprung on you. He gave a perceptible start, as he had not done when first addressed as Ali Higg that day.

Mashallah! swore the driver. I would know thine evil face with the meat stripped off it! Nevertheless, thou and I are brothers and this is my train. So let me go!

Grim watched Ayisha jump out of the caboose with my rifle in her hand, and turn to take aim at the open door, through which the conductors voice came croaking blasphemy.

All right, he said. Since thou and I are brothers, go thy way! Allah ysallmak!

The driver did not wait for a second hint, but shoved the lever over so hard that the wheels spun and the whole train came within an ace of bucking off the track. And before the caboose had passed us Ayisha was alongside Grim abusing him for not having broken the locks off the steel freight-cars.

I am a robbers wife! she said, stamping her foot indignantly. What sort of robber are you that let such loot pass free?

Shall I rob my mothers son? Grim asked her. God forbid!

Then he turned to me, wondering.

Can you beat it? he said.


CHAPTER 7. You got cold feet?

WE did not have to wait long for Ali Baba, Mujrim, and the camels, for they had not been fools enough to dawdle, with a hundred and fifty balked freebooters within rifle-shot, whose resilient pride was likely to breed anger. You cant lead camels any more than horses as fast as you can ride them; unless stampeded they tow loggily; but the fact that two or three dozen mounted Arabs had elected to follow along behind and watch from a safe distance what might happen to the train had lent Ali Baba wings.

And the same fact gave us wings too. We were up and away at once, headed eastward toward Petra, I perched on top of a baggage beast until Ali Baba could cut across at an angle and overtake us.

So those who watched no doubt confirmed the story of Ali Higgs presence on the scene. Had they not from the horizon seen the train stopped? Did they not with their own eyes see us scoot for Petra? And who else than the redoubtable Ali Higg would be likely to own such a string of splendid camels  he who could take what he coveted, and never coveted anything except the best?

The evidence of identity was strong enough for a judge and jury. Men have been hanged in America on less.

But that didnt help make the rest of our course any clearer than a fog off Sandy Hook. The real Ali Higg was in Petra like a dragon in a cave, and from all accounts of him he was not the sort of gentleman likely to lavish sweet endearments on a rival who had stolen not only his thunder, but his name as well.

When in doubt go forward is good law; but which is forward and which backward when you stand in the middle of a circle of doubt is a point that invites argument; and as soon as I could get my own camel I rode up beside Grim to find out whether our leader had a real plan or was only guessing.

But he seemed in no doubt at all, only satisfied, with the air of a scientist who has at last found the key to a natural puzzle. I found him chuckling.

That explains a hundred things, he said.

What does?

Why, my likeness to Ali Higg. Its evidently so. Ive often been kept awake wondering why strangers  Bedouins mostly  would show me such deference until they found out who I really am, and after that would have to be handled without gloves. It bothered me. It looked as if I had some natural gift that I couldnt identify, and that got smothered as soon as I put mere brains to work.

But I see now; they mistook me for the robber, and the reaction when they found out I was someone less like the devil made them act like school-kids who think they can guy the teacher. Now I understand, Ill do better.

The point is, said I, that youre established as the robber now, and here we are riding straight for his den. Can we fight him and his two hundred?

Fighting is a fools game ten times out of nine, he answered. Thats to say, its always a fool who starts the fight. The wise man waits until fighting is the only resource thats left to him.

Why not wait, then, and watch points?

Because were not dealing with a wise man; hes only clever and drastic. If we wait words bound to reach him that someones posing as himself, and hell sally forth to make an example of us  do a good job of it too!

Id hate to be caught out in the desert with twenty men by Ali Higg! Hes a rip-roaring typhoon. But the worst typhoon the world ever saw had a soft spot in the middle.

You know what the Arab say? A dog can scratch fleas, but not worms in his belly! Weve got to be worms in the belly of Ali Higg, and where the man is there will be his belly also. Weve got to stage what the movie people call a close-up.

Almost everyone in the outfit had a different view of the situation, although all agreed that Grim was the man to stay with. Narayan Singh, growling in my ear incessantly, scented intrigue, and his Sikh blood tingled at the thought; he began to look more tolerantly on Ayisha as a mere instrument whom Grim would find some chance of using.

For the cleverest woman whom the devil ever sent to ruin men is after all but a lie that engulfs the liar. I know that man Jimgrim. She will dig a pit, but he will not fall into it. It may be that we shall all die together, but what of that?

Ayisha, on the other hand, was getting nervous. Grim avoided her. She was reduced to questioning others, edging the little Bishareen alongside each in turn. She seemed no longer able to suffer the close confinement of the shibriyah, but endured the scorching sun and desert flies with less discomfort than the rest of us betrayed, camels included.

What will he do? Is he mad? Does he think that the Lion of Petra is a camel to be managed with a rope and a stick?

I have given him his chance; because of my words men already fear him. Why doesnt he plunder, then, and run to his own home? Why doesnt he talk with me and let me tell him what to do next? I know all these people  all their villages  everything!

All women know too much, yet never what is needful, Ali Baba answered.

He was frankly jubilant. Son and grandson of robbers by profession, father and grandfather of educated thieves, life meant lawlessness to him, and he could see nothing but honest pleasure and the chance of profit in Grims predicament. He loved Grim, as all Arabs do love the foreigner who understands them, deploring nothing except that unintelligible loyalty to a Western code of morals that according to Ali Babas lights consisted of pure foolishness. And now, as he saw it, Grim stood committed to a course that could only lead to trickery. And all trickery must pave the way for plunder. And plundering was fun.

His sons and grandsons in varying degree saw matters from the old mans viewpoint, although, having had rather less experience of it, they were not quite so confident of Grims generalship; but they made up for that by perfectly dog-like devotion to the old man, their father, whose word and whose interpretation of the Koran was the only law they knew.

What tickled their fancy most was Ali Babas cleverness in egging on Ayisha to advertise Grim as Ali Higg. Again and again on the march that day, in spite of the grilling heat, and thirst and flies, they burst into roars of laughter over it, chaffing Ayishas four men unmercifully.

And after a while Mahommed, the youngest of Ali Babas sons, regarded by all the others as the poet of the band and therefore the least responsible and most to be humored in his whims, made up a song about it all. It called for something more than boisterous spirits; it needed the fire of enthusiasm and ingrained pluck to set them all singing behind him in despite of the desert heat and the dazzling, bleak, unwatered view. They sang the louder in defiance of the elements.

Lord of the desert is Ali Higg!
Akbar! Akbar!
Lord of the gardens of grape and fig.
Akbar! Akbar!
Lord of the palm and clustered date.
Mishmish,†, olive and water sate
Hunger and thirst in Alis gate!
Akbar! Akbar!
Akbar Ali Higg!

Lion of lions and lord of lords!
Akbar! Akbar!
Chief of lances, prince of swords!
Akbar! Akbar!
Red with blood is the realm he owns!
Bzz-u-wzz-uzz the blood-fly drones!
Crack-ak-ak-ak! The crunching bones!
Akbar! Akbar!
Akbar Ali Higg!

Jackals feed on Alis trail!
Akbar! Akbar!
Speed and strength and numbers fail!
Akbar! Akbar!
Swooping along in a cloud of sand,
Killing and conquering out of hand
Hasten the slayers of Alis band!
Akbar! Akbar!
Akbar Ali Higg!

Camel and horse and fat-tail sheep,
Akbar! Akbar!
Alis kite-eyed herdsmen keep!
Akbar! Akbar!
Gold and silver and gems of the best,
Amber and linen and silks attest
What are the profits of Alis quest!
Akbar! Akbar!
Akbar Ali Higg!

Fair are the fortunes of Alis men! Akbar! Akbar! Each has slave-women eight or ten! Akbar! Akbar! Ho! Where the dust of the desert swirls Over the plain as his cohort whirls, Oho! the screams of the plundered girls! Akbar! Akbar!
Akbar Ali Higg!

There was any amount more of it, but most of the rest was not polite enough for print, because the Arab likes to enter into details. It sounded much better in Arabic, anyhow. And more and more frequently as the song grew lurid and they warmed to the refrain they made their point by changing the third Akbar into Jimgrim:

Akbar! Akbar! Jimgrim Ali Higg!

It suited their sense of humor finely to announce to the wind and the kites that Grim, the strict, straight, ethical American was a ravisher of virgins and a slitter of offenseless throats, who knew no mercy  a man without law in this world or prospect of peace in the next.

When we reached an oasis about noon  sweet water and thirty or forty palm-trees  and simply had to camp there because the camels were exhausted after a night and half a day of strenuous marching, they were still so full of high spirits that they had to work them off somehow; and unwittingly I provided the excuse.

I was on the lee side of a camel, opening a boil in Mujrims leg with his razor, when I caught sight of one of the younger men trying to burgle the medicine-chest. I yelled at him, and naturally gashed my patients leg, who rose in giant wrath and with enormous fairness smote the real culprit.

The resulting blasphemous bad language brought Ali Baba to the scene at once as peacemaker, with all the gang behind him; and in a minute they had all joined hands, with Mahommed standing in the center, and were dancing like a lot of pouter-pigeons, singing a new song about Mujrims leg, and a razor, and blood on the sand, and palm-trees, and a saint, and my superhuman ability to let daylight into the very heart of boils. You dont have to believe any one who tells you that Arabs havent humor.

There were the ruins of half a dozen mud-walled huts near the spring in that oasis. There had once been a sort of rampart and a gate, but there was hardly enough of that left to show where it stood. The only building still quite intact was a stone tomb of about the height of a man, with a plastered cupola roof; and Ali Baba, who always knew everything, swore that was a great saints grave, and that there was much virtue and good luck to be gained by praying inside the tomb. So they all took turns to go in and pray fervently  two-bow prayers as they called them  reciting thereafter such scripture as Ali Baba thought suitable and could remember.

Hunting about in the ruins I found indubitable human bones. Ayisha, when asked about it, said that Ali Higg had raided the place several months ago and killed or captured every one.

Because he is lord of the waters, she explained, and seemed to think that reason unassailable.

There was quite a dispute at that place as to who should stand first guard while the rest of us slept, but Grim settled it by casting lots with date- stones in a way that was new, but that seemed to satisfy everyone  especially as the first watch fell to Narayan Singh and me.

That is because the rest of us said our prayers, explained Ali Baba piously.

But I think it was really because Grim knew how to play tricks with the date-stones.

The Sikh and I kept making the circuit of the palm-trees and talking to keep each other from getting too sleepy, for there is no time when desire to sleep so loads you down as in the noon heat after a long march. You very often cant sleep then because of the very heat that makes you drowsy; but the glare has been so trying to your eyes that you yearn to shut them, and inertia sits on your spine and shoulders like a load of lead.

Thou and I must watch that woman, sahib, said Narayan Singh. Our Jimgrim will make use of her; but how shall he do that if her heart changes? As long as she hopes to snare him I am not afraid of her. But what if it should be she who grows afraid as we get nearer to Ali Higgs nest? A woman afraid is worse than a man with a dagger in the dark. Suppose she bolts to Ali Higg and lays information against us  what then?

I tried to argue him out of his anxiety, because I wanted to sleep when my turn came. My habit of never looking for trouble is a lovely one until trouble starts; but the Sikh, being only a heathen, could not be persuaded; so I had to promise him that, turnabout, four hours on and four off, he and I would watch Ayisha faithfully until such time as Grim should make other disposition of our services or there should be no more need.

And I think, sahib, that it will be best to shoot or stab her without argument if she turns treacherous.

But I never stabbed or shot a woman yet. I have a loose-kneed prejudice against it. I said so.

Then, sahib, if it be your turn on watch, and you detect treachery, summon me, and I will send her to Jehannum. [Hell]

I think we ought to speak to Jimgrim about it, I objected. He might have other plans.

The Sikh turned that over in his mind during one whole circuit of the palm-trees, stroking his great beard with his right hand the while as if the friction would inspire his brain.

Jimgrim will say she is a woman and therefore must not be killed in any event, he answered at last. But that is of the nature of his error, all men suffering delusion in some form, since none is perfect. If we submit the problem to him he will answer wrongly; but we shall then have received orders, which, as faithful men, we must not disobey.

As concerns ourselves, being men without specific orders on that point, the question is simple: Of that woman and that man, if the one must live and the other die, which shall it be? And I say Jimgrim shall live, if I die afterward even by his hand for it.

It sounded logical. The arguments with which an unselfish, honest fellow deceives himself into wrong-doing always do bear quite a lot of investigation. But I was at sea before the mast once, where I learned painfully that the captain commands the ship; not even the notions of the buckiest bucko mate amount to as much as a barnacles bootlace if the old man disagrees from them.

What makes you think he doesnt understand the obvious danger of Ayisha? said I.

No man from the West ever understood a woman of the East, he answered.

That being obviously true  Adam did not understand Eve, and no man from anywhere has understood any woman since  I had to rack my brains for a different argument.

There are two sure ways of discovering treason, I said at last. One way is to pick a quarrel with the person you suspect. But the safer way is to seem very friendly.

Now  why dont you make love to her? Youre a fine, big, handsome man. I dont suppose shell prefer you in her heart to Jimgrim, but shell not be ashamed to appear to respond, and if she has evil intentions she will surely seek to take advantage of your passion to forward her own plans. Seeking to make use of you, she will betray herself.

So speaks the jackal to the tiger. This way, sahib! That way, sahib! A broad-horned sambhur to be killed, worthy of your honors strength! Why dont you make love to her?

Because Im afraid, said I quite frankly. If I thought I could get away with it Id try. But shed laugh at me, whereas your attentions might flatter her.

You think so?

He stroked his great beard again, and twisted his mustache.

Im sure of it.

Atcha. We shall see. I will give the trollop that one chance. It may be she will preserve her head on her shoulders yet by confiding in me; for if I can forewarn Jimgrim of her plans I will reckon it beneath my dignity to use a sword on her. So. It is settled. We shall see.

You know that warm glow of vanity that sweeps over you when another fellow concedes your plan to be better than his? It is rather like the effect of certain drugs  a highly agreeable sensation while it lasts.

But it was tempered in my case by that reference he had made to a jackal, and Im still left wondering how much justice there was in the insinuation. Narayan Singh and I are friends right down to this minute, but I am none the less conscious of a query that seems to spoil confidence a little.

He, being master of himself by training, and used to sleeping when he saw fit, volunteered to take the first four-hour watch on Ayisha, so I got as much sleep as the flies and the snores of the rest of the gang would permit, and awoke toward evening to the sound of unaccustomed voices outside my tent. There was one voice with a squeak in it like a rusty wheel that I had certainly never heard before.

It seemed we had made some prisoners. There were three seedy-looking camels kneeling over by Grims tent, and three almost as seedy-looking individuals were talking to Grim in the midst of our camp, with most of our gang seated in a semicircle listening. Grim had out his traveling water-pipe for the sake of effect, and was puffing away at it while he meditated on the information that was being drawn forth gradually. Ayisha was seated on the mat beside him.

The man with the squeak in his voice, who did most of the talking, was a very dark-skinned fellow with a short, coal-black, curly beard. He had little gold rings in his ears, and in spite of the filthy condition of his clothes he wore an opulent look  the sort that suggests intimate acquaintance with the fabled riches of the East. I have seen a Moor, who hadnt a coin with which to bless himself, create exactly the same impression by simply being dark and handsome.

He was eating dates while he talked, so I suppose Grim had been to some pains to make him feel welcome. But he hadnt been there long.

Wallahi! he said as I joined the circle. But Your Honor is surely Ali Higg, and that is the lady Ayisha! Your Honor is pleased to pretend otherwise, but am I blind? I, who come straight from Petra where Your Honor paid me, am not thus easily deceived!

Lo, the good camels! It was easy to make a wide circuit, and reach this place a day ahead of me; but what is Your Honors purpose? What do you want with me, O Lion of Petra?

Nevertheless, said Grim, I am not Ali Higg, who styles himself Lion of Petra.

Is that not the lady Ayisha? he retorted. True, I have only seen you in the dark, but have I not seen her at the least ten times? Was it not she who had my servant flogged on a former occasion because he likened her to other women?

Grim said nothing to that. Ayisha drew the embroidered head-cloth over her face, I suppose to hide a smile.

For what purpose did you visit Petra? Grim inquired.

Mashalla! Did I not receive payment from Your Honor? I do not understand!

It is I who do not understand, said Grim. Repeat to me what you did at Petra.

But Your Honor knows!

Very well. Return with me to Petra. I have reasons for asking.

Wallahi! If it suits Your Honors humor to make me tell you a tenth time what I have nine times said already, I have a tongue that wags. But I see that another has been telling tales of me behind my back, making me out a liar for his own purposes. Inshallah, it shall be found that my tale varies by less than the ten-thousandth part of the width of a hair from what I have told already.

Proceed, said Grim. I listen.

Thus then: While in Jaffa, having received Your Honors letter by the hand of Shabbas Ali, requesting me to spy on the British troops, I made all haste, laying aside my own affairs and journeying wherever the trail of information led me. I asked questions, but was not content with asking. I went and looked. I made friends with subordinate officials, some of whom I bribed to show me written orders removed from the desks of commanding officers.

I ascertained all particulars and found this to be the fact: That whereas there are small bodies of troops scattered in certain places, those are needed for local protection of the places where they are; and that whereas there is at Ludd an army of more than twenty thousand men, with guns, great store of supplies, cavalry, and aeroplanes, that army is held in readiness to go to Egypt and cannot for the present be sent against you. Moreover, the long march, so difficult for guns and supply-wagons, from there to Petra, would not be attempted during the hot season. So Your Honor is safe from attack.

Uh! So you say! Grim grunted.

You could almost hear the wheels click inside his head as he tried to puzzle out what use to make of this man. One thing was clear enough: the Lion of Petra was well informed. It was nothing less than fact that on no account could an expedition be undertaken against him for a long time. And it was fair, therefore, to presume that in his Petra fastness the robber chief would be feeling confident, and would be that much more difficult to bluff.

But it is one advantage of that land that you may be deliberate without causing impatience or losing respect. Rather the contrary; the Arab values your decisions all the more for being reached after several minutes of silent thought.

Neither our own gang nor the prisoner was in the least disturbed by Grims taking his time, and only Narayan Singh, still postponing his sleep, was anxious when Ayisha leaned her head close to Grims and whispered. Grim did not nod or shake his head or make any recognition of her presence  for a real Arab would not have dreamed of doing so  but it was she who gave him the right suggestion, although her intention was totally different from his.

You lie, he said suddenly.

Allah!

There is an army making ready now to march on Petra.

As Allah is my witness, there is no such thing.

You shall return to Petra.

But Your Honor knows I am in great haste. My own small affairs at Jaffa, God knows, have been neglected. How shall I spare time to return to Petra?

And there you shall reverse your story.

Allah!

You shall tell the very numbers and equipment of the army that makes ready.

May He who never sleeps preserve me! Am I mad, or dreaming? In Petra I have told Your Honor a true tale; shall I return to Petra in order to tell you a lie? O Lord of the limits of the desert, listen to me! I have property in Jaffa; I must attend to it.

I know you have. By the wharf where the Greeks land melons from Egypt, isnt it? Three godowns and a cafe on the corner? A nice property.

He paused, and I think he was turning over in his mind just how far it would be wise to go with all those others listening; for every word he let fall was sure to be discussed and discussed again at the next halting-place.

Which is better  to return to Petra and obey, or to lose that property?

How shall I lose it? Hah! Your Honor is pleased to joke. You will invade Palestine as far as Jaffa?

For those who live under British protection and yet spy against the British are not so well treated by them as those who spy on their behalf.

Maybe. When they are caught! When they have caught a fox they may skin him.

And I am not Ali Higg, the Lion of Petra.

Then who in the name of the Prophet are you, with the Lions wife at your side?

That is none of your business. You come back to Petra with me. No, not your men; they go on. You alone. I have spoken.

In vain the man protested. He did not believe for a moment that Grim was not Ali Higg, and he felt sure that he was being kidnaped for some frightful fate, although Grims mildness of demeanor must have puzzled him; for according to accounts the real Lion of Petra was a roaring beast.

Grim assigned two men to watch him, and gave the order to strike camp, refusing to listen to any further argument. And since the mans camels were too exhausted to march at once he ordered all three left behind at the oasis and put the prisoner on one of our baggage animals.

Just as we were ready to start he walked over to the two men and threatened them with frightful torture unless they hurried westward the minute the camels were fit to move on. It was pretty obvious that they were only too glad to obey; and Yussuf, our prisoner, made obedience more certain by shouting messages to them to be delivered to friends in Jaffa.

So Narayan Singh cast appraising eyes on the shibriyah, and curled up in it like a big dog, without troubling to ask Ayishas permission. Sleep was his first intention, but he was for killing two birds with one stone; I did not realize at the time what a chance that was going to provide for making the first advances to the lady.

I rode forward beside Grim, who guided us with a compass on his wrist until the stars came out; and for hours on end we went side by side, saying nothing, listening to the monotonous jangle of his camel bell and the obligato of the bells behind. It was music that suited our mood, harmonizing perfectly with the solemn marvel of a desert sunset and the velvety, cool silence of the starlit night.

That man Yussuf had me guessing, he said at last. I couldnt place him. Knew his face, but that was all. Then she whispered something about his being a wind that carries smells from one village to the next and back again, spying against both sides at the same time. Then I remembered. He used to spy for us against the Turks and sell them information about us at the same time. Nearly got shot for it, but was let off because his services had really been valuable. I remember his being sent down to Jaffa and told to stay put.

But what in thunder are you going to do with him? I asked. He thinks youre Ali Higg

Grim chuckled.

Wonder what Ali Higg will say when hes confronted by Ali Higg!

Wonder what hell do, you mean, dont you!

What dyou keep looking back for?

Just keeping tabs on Ayisha.

No need to worry about her. Now weve got Yussuf on our string its a cinch we can use her whichever way the cat jumps. Shell be afraid hell tell tales about her.

Hell! I said. It seems to me this whole processions crazy! The best weve got with us is a gang of professional thieves.

The farther we go the more we load up with sure-fire traitors. First Ayisha; shed cut throats at so much per. Her four men, whod change sides once an hour if they were made afraid that often. Now this Yussuf  a professional spy, whose habit you say is to betray both sides.

Pretty good outfit, Ill tell the world, he answered.

Good for what?

You got cold feet?

Ive got cold judgment. Were crazy. We havent a chance in a million of getting the best of an outlaw with two hundred men.

We can try, cant we?

Yes, and die, cant we!

Well  we might do worse. Id sooner croak in harness than have an eight-horse funeral. But say, if you dont like it you go back and join those two fellows at the oasis. Therell be no hard words.

But I felt too afraid of my own opinion of myself to turn back at that stage of the game.


CHAPTER 8. He cools his wrath in the moonlight, communing with Allah!

NOW the desert at full moon is as light as Broadway, and the only shadows are those the camels cast, than which there is nothing more weird in the whole range of phantasmagoria. We looked like a string of glistening ghosts accompanied by goblins of a fourth dimension mocking us, and though you couldnt see the details of mens faces, looking back along the line you could see every movement and distinguish man from man.

About midnight Ayisha made up her mind to enjoy the shibriyah,more, I suspect, for the sake of annoying the Sikh than because she really wanted it. So she ranged alongside, and chiefly because I was curious and chose to be amused, but partly because of my league with Narayan Singh to keep watch on her, I checked my protesting camel and let him drop back into place behind them.

I knew Narayan Singh was awake, for I had seen the glow of his cigarette through the curtains ten minutes before; but he pretended to be asleep, so that she had to get the camels flank to flank and put her hand inside the curtains to awake him. Then he did the obvious thing and seized her hand, and I heard his bass voice answering her shrill protests. I dont know why, but the moonlight that made all things clear seemed also to make words more than usually distinct.

Ah! he boomed. I dreamed of paradise. I awake and find a houri with her hand in mine! Il-hamdul-illah! I Enter, beloved! Why waste the moonlight hours?

Pig! she retorted. Father of bristles! Let my hand go!

Nay, lovely one! I awake  I see  I understand; thou art not a houri after all, but that same Ayisha I have loved in secret all these burning days! I, who had resolved that gold and honor were as feathers in the scale against thy kisses, am I blessed as last?

Cursed by black ifrits, thou son of an Afghan pig! Let me go, and get out of that shibriyah!

Such eyes! Behold, the moon is pale beside them, and the stars mere drops of sweat on the skys dull cheek! Such loveliness as thine, beloved, needs a warrior to worship it  such a man as I, who would cut the throats of kings for a kind word from thee!

Dont forget, you fellows who have to call on a girl a dozen Sunday evenings in succession before she will go to the movies or condescend to sit out a dance with you, that east of the fifteenth meridian the situation is reversed, and the man who wasnt swift about his wooing would stand no chance at all. Modesty of approach is reckoned a sure sign of unworthiness, and deference as cowardice that fears to seize an opportunity.

An Indian lover and a boasting louse are one, she answered; but she laughed as she said it, and her voice had lost the shrill note.

Hah! Try me! he retorted, tugging at her hand again, and whether or not she tried really hard to release it she failed. Boasts should be put to the test, beloved! We of the North have a way of understanding our performance. I would burn and lay waste cities for thy sake! Come!

Her laugh struck a bell-like note now. There was a hint of pleasure in it, and more than a hint of thoughtfulness. You know those overtones of a bell that go fading away into the infinite, in touch, somehow, with thoughts that havent reached any of us yet except the man who made the bell.

Ah! Afghans are all alike!

Sikhs say that of Afghans too, and Afghans say the same thing of the Sikhs.

You would say anything for me; but as for cutting throats and laying waste, I myself would be the very first victim. Thy love, I think, would burn up and be ashes faster than the cities I should never see.

Cities! I will take you to all the cities! You shall have your will of the richest! Covet pearls, and I will burn the feet of jewelers until they beg you to take their costliest! Covet rubies, and I will plunder them from the eyes of temple gods! Covet gold, and I will melt down the throne of a maharajah to make bracelets for your ankles!

Wallahi! You speak like a braggart.

Braggart? I? Nay, I am a lover whose words go lamely. They are but chaff blown along the wind of great accomplishment. With thee to fight for I would dare the very rage of Ali Higg!

He still held her hand. She waited about a minute before answering.

Which Ali Higg? she asked at last.

Any Ali Higg! All Ali Higgs! As lions go down beneath the feet of elephants so shall the Lion of Petra fail before me!

One at a time! she laughed. There is one Ali Higg who could command you with a word  another who could order your carcass thrown to the vultures. Words first, since your boastings are all words! I say that, for all your brave words, this Ali Higg who rides ahead of us can make you slay me for a word of praise from him.

You mean, beloved, you could make me slay him for a word of praise from you! the Sikh lied glibly.

But I might not want him slain.

Have him made into a cripple, then  a ruin of a man, for daring to displease you!

But he pleases me!

Aha! I am jealous! By the beard of the Prophet, Ayisha, beware of my jealousy! I am a man of few words but sudden deeds! Is there a man who stands in my way? May Allah show compassion on him, for he is like to need it!

He was so fervid in his avowals that he almost convinced me  almost made me believe that his private agreement with me had been a camouflage for his real intentions.

There is precious little of which my friend Narayan Singh isnt capable in the way of romantic soldiering; he ought to have been born two or three hundred years ago as, in fact, according to his reincarnating creed, he was. Perhaps he remembers past lives so vividly that he lives them over again. I wish I could remember a past life or two.

Ayisha was about to answer him when Grims shrill bosuns whistle that he keeps for emergencies whined from in front, and the sleepy-looking line awoke with a start. Every single rifle down the length of the caravan, including mine, was unslung in a second and the click of the sliding bolts was as businesslike as if we had been a squad on the parade-ground. Narayan Singh, rifle in hand, sprang on to Ayishas little Bishareen, and she jumped into the shibriyah, like a pair doing stunts at the circus.

So far good. But the rest was amateurish. We milled badly. Grim away in front had halted to let the line close, and we swarmed around him like a herd of steers that smell wolves, and nobody seemed to know which way to look, or what to do next.

I was right in the midst of the mess, with a camel on either side trying to get its teeth into me, and what with Grims shouting to get the tangle straightened, and our all trying to obey at once, it was some minutes before I got the hang of things. In fact, I think I understood last.

We were already surrounded perfectly on three sides by camel-men who kept out of reasonable rifle-range and stalked us like dark ghosts from the rear. They resembled a drag-net, drawing us in the direction of Petra, and the only unblocked segment of the circle was exactly in front of us. Every time I tried to count them there seemed more than before, and there were certainly over a hundred.

I got one close look at Grims face, and knew he had made his mind up what to do; but all the men were shouting different advice and it was a question whether he would be able to get control before a disaster happened. I said nothing and did nothing but kept fairly close to him. Narayan Singh found his proper place alongside me, with the halter of Ayishas camel in his hand; and he said nothing either.

Suddenly Grim reached out and seized old Ali Baba by the shoulder, drawing him close and growling into his ear. I could not catch the words, but he repeated them again and again, and Ali Baba nodded vehemently. Not a shot had been fired yet, for Grim had forbidden it, and the other side showed no disposition to do other than surround us at a safe distance. But I noticed they were reducing their estimate of safety and seemed to be gradually closing in for a concerted rush from all sides at once.

Then two things happened suddenly. Out of the open horizon in front, from between two great mounds that looked like ant-heaps, three figures emerged on camels, apparently all alone and unsupported. The one in the middle on the tallest camel made a signal with a long strip of cloth waved like a semaphore against the moonlight.

Instantly the opposing force began to close in, and Ali Baba proved his mettle. Those sons and grandsons obeyed his order as efficiently as he did Grims. They made a feint all in a cluster together straight for the widest gap in the circle behind us.

The enemy drew off to a safer distance, whereat Ali Baba wheeled and charged another segment of the circle, widening it again. Still not a shot had been fired by either side.

Around Grim now were Narayan Singh, Ayisha, and myself with our prisoner Yussuf, and Ayishas four. Grim watched his chance and sent me to bring back four of Ali Babas men, and by the time I had done that he had lessened the distance perceptibly between himself and the three lone individuals in front. He was leaning low over his camel, peering at the three like a seaman staring from a crows-nest in a fog.

It was a weird business  a swiftly played chess game, almost noiseless; for wherever Ali Baba charged the enemy drew off, while the rest came closer until they were charged in turn.

Its obvious were intended to be made prisoners, Grim said to me at last. But I think its obvious were not going to be.

Nevertheless, I understood nothing of his plan, except that our little group kept drawing closer to the three, one of whom seemed in command of the other side. At the moment I suspected that Grim was one of those officers who are splendid at intelligence work and at playing a lone hand, but less than ordinary in the field; Ali Baba looked like the man of action.

Why, with all that brave old mans ability to swing and spur his gang in absolute control, had not the lot of us burst through the circling enemy and made a bolt for it? That was what I should have done.

But suddenly Grim turned and pushed the muzzle of his pistol into Ayishas face as she leaned out of the shibriyah to watch. It caught her under the jawbone, so that she could not see what his finger was doing, and did not dare try to move away.

Now shout! he ordered her. Tell em your name Wallahi! Yell, or Ill kill you.

She let out a bleat like a frightened goat, that might have been audible thirty yards away if there were no other noise.

Louder! Ill blow your brains out if you disobey!

So she screamed at the top of her lungs, making her voice carry as all desert people can. And after she had called three times she was answered by a clear, contralto womans voice.

Ay-ish-a! O Ay-ish-a!

Jael! Jael! she called back; and at that the rider of the middle camel waved the cloth again.

As fast as they caught sight of it  in tens and twenties  the oncoming riders halted.

But Ali Baba did not stand still. Neither did we. The three lone individuals in front of us began to approach.

Come on! said Grim. Nows our chance!

And at last I saw his idea. I did not know which to admire more, the man who had thought of it in that sudden crisis, or Ali Baba who had understood so swiftly and carried out his part so well. But there was no time for admiration then.

All together  Ali Baba and his men along one side of a right-angle and we from the other  we swooped on the three. And there were nine or ten shots fired before we closed on them, though none by our side.

My camel went down under me twenty yards before we reached them. Two other camels were killed, and one of Ali Babas sons was grazed. But in another second we had captured two men and a woman, and it was too late for the spectators to do anything, unless they cared to risk killing their own leader.

I thrust my way on foot through the milling camels, for I wanted to be in at the death, as it were, and I saw Grim take the womans rifle away. She looked more surprised than anyone I have ever seen  more so than a man I once saw shot in the stomach who looked suddenly into the next world and did not like it.

Shout to em, Jael! he ordered in plain English. Call em off, or Ill kill you! Shout to em; dyou hear!

Ayisha! What does this mean? Ali? Ali Higg? You here? I dont understand!

Youll be dead before you understand if you dont call those men off, Grim answered; and his pistol demonstrated that he meant it, for her men were closing in on us.

So she knelt up on her camel and cried out that Ali Higg was there, bidding them keep their distance.

But what does this mean, Ali? And you speak English? Since when? Oh, I must be mad! You are not Ali Higg! No! I see now you are not, but . . .

She turned on Ayisha and spoke in Arabic: Ayisha, what does this mean? Answer me!

But Ayisha said nothing. She chose to get back between the curtains of the shibriyah, and I saw Narayan Singh on the far side whispering to her.

For, as he told me afterward, the time to persuade a woman you are her friend is when she is afraid or distracted by doubt. At all other times she is like a leopard; but then she is like a lost sheep!

The silence was at an end now. Everyone was shouting; the real Ali Higgs men wanting to know what had happened, and Ali Babas answering them with threats if they dared disobey and come closer. The effect was exactly as if the figures on a motion-picture screen could be heard calling back and forth.

The two men whom we had captured with the woman Jael were silent, staring hard at Grim as if they saw a vision; and Yussuf, the prisoner we had made at the oasis, tried to talk to them, but they would not listen to him; the drama was too absorbing. Jael herself, inclined to be panicky at first, was recovering self-possession by rapid stages, and grew silent.

She hardly looked like a woman until you came quite close to her, for she was dressed like a man, in the regular Bedouin cloak and head-gear, with a bandolier full of cartridges. But her hair had come unbound, and one long reddish lock of it was over her shoulder.

She had a good-looking, strong face, badly freckled, and was probably about forty years old, although that much was hard guessing in the moonlight; for the rest, she looked like the incarnation of activity  standing still, but only by suppression.

Now Jael Higg, said Grim, well have no squeamishness about sex. Im in a tight place, and youll obey orders or take the consequences. Were going to Petra, the lot of us.

You! Are coming with me? To Petra?

Yes. And weve escort enough. Who commands those men?

I!

Yes, yes. But whos at the head of them now?

Ibrahim ben Ah.

Call out for Ibrahim ben Ah to come here to speak with Ali Higg, and watch that he comes alone, Grim ordered, and two or three of Ali Babas men went off to obey. Now, Jael, you do the talking. Understand me, though; this pistol has a way of going off quite suddenly when the trigger is pressed. Answer: What village were you intending to raid?

None.

No use lying. Ali Higgs spy brought word to him that the British are engaged elsewhere. Raid follows promptly, of course. Now, out with it! I dont need you at Petra; Ayisha will serve my purpose there. Youve ten seconds before I pull the trigger. Where was this raid headed for?

El-Maan. Why?

That place has become too independent. The tribes meet there and plan raids on their own account.

Uh-huh. That sounds fairly credible. Now, observe  I pass my pistol to this Indian.

He handed it to me.

He will shoot you dead if you make one false move. You will tell Ibrahim ben Ah to take all his men at once to that next oasis on the way to El-Maan, and to wait there for yourself and Ali Higg, to wait as long as three days if necessary. Say you will join them there and lead the raid. You understand me?

Yes.

You understand that you will die immediately if you disobey?

Yes.

He will ask what the shooting meant just now. You will answer that there was a mistake owing to the darkness, and that Ali Higg is in a great rage, and he had better make himself scarce. If he asks others questions, curse him and tell him to be off.

And one last warning, Jael Higg! Obey me exactly, and you shall see your husband in Petra. Disobey by as much as a word or a sign and youre dead. Do we understand each other?

You really mean it? You will go to Petra?

Yes.

I have seen fools, and men in love, and gamblers, but you are the greatest madman of them all, she answered. Very well, I will speak to him as you say.

Grim mounted his camel and rode to the top of a ridge of sand about twenty yards away, where he halted and sat motionless. If he really looked so much like Ali Higg, as seemed to be the case, no one at that distance could have doubted his identity. I hauled off two or three paces, so as not to betray the fact that I was to be Jaels executioner in a certain contingency, and the long sleeve of my cloak concealed the pistol.

As I am setting down the facts exactly as they happened I may as well record here that I laughed. She thought I laughed at her in cold-blooded delight at the prospect of murder, and I think that tightened her resolution not to give me the least excuse.

But I was not feeling in the least cold-blooded. I was laughing at myself, who might be forced to shoot a woman after all.

Perhaps Grim gave the job to me because he knew I would not shoot her in any case. I dont know. Nor do I myself know now whether I would have shot her; sometimes I think yes, sometimes no. My guess is that I would have failed to do it, and that Narayan Singh, who was standing by and heard every word that passed, would have wiped my eye, as the saying is.

Then Ibrahim ben Ah came striding into our midst like an old-time shepherd with a modern rifle in place of crook, looking neither to the right nor the left of him, but fixing his eyes on the man he thought was Ali Higg on the camel beyond us. He seemed surprised when Jael Higg stopped him, and told him to take all his men at once to that oasis, where he was to wait, if necessary, three days.

I was told to speak with the Lion himself, he objected. Ya sit Jael, there is wrath for those who disobey him!

Go, taste his wrath then! she retorted. There was shooting because of a mistake in the darkness. Good camels were killed. He is more enraged than at the loss of twenty men. He would have it the blame is yours

Mashallah! Mine!

But I persuaded him. He cools his wrath in the moonlight, communing with Allah. Better go, Ibrahim, before his mood changes again.

But how came he to be here ahead of us? We left him in Petra. How

How old beards love to wag! Fool! Go ask him then! I call these men to witness I have given the order that he told me to give to you. I wash my hands!

She began to make the gesture of washing hands, but thought better of it, for I might have mistaken that for a signal. Old Ibrahim ben Ah looked straight into her eyes, read resolution there, and bowed like a courtier to a queen. Then he turned on his heel, strode back to his camel, mounted, and returned to his men without another word to anyone. Yet I dare bet that he had counted us, and knew we were all strangers, and dare say his thoughts would fill a good long chapter of a book.

Grim continued to sit his camel motionless until the raiders under Ibrahim ben Ah had formed into four long lines and ridden away westward, towing enough baggage-animals behind them for a week or twos supplies.

One hundred and forty men, he announced when they were gone. The Lion of Petra cant have many left.


CHAPTER 9. I think weve got the Lion of Petra on the hip!

GRIM is one of those fellows who tell you their principles as grudgingly as they let out facts. He would make the poorest sort of propagandist or politician, for he doesnt advertise, and hates long arguments. What he knows he knows is so because it works; and he proceeds to put it to work.

Nor is he much of a teacher. He takes people as he finds them and adapts his plans accordingly. So it is only from observation extended over a considerable period in all sorts of circumstances that I can say I believe his first and underlying principle is to look for the positive, concrete usefulness in anyone with whom he is associated, whether friend or enemy. And this I have heard him say several times.

In secret service you limit yourself if you make plans. The game is to listen and watch. Presently the other fellow always tells his plans or else betrays them.

And he is no such fool as to be caught in the act of listening, or to forewarn his enemy by seeming to wish to listen.

He gave the order to march at once. Some of the men doubled up uncomfortably on the riding-camels, because of the three that had been killed, and the Bishareen fell to me.

I ranged alongside Jael Higg, with Narayan Singh on the other side of her. At that we were off, Grim leading, well in advance, with Ali Baba and six men in attendance.

The moon was a bit behind us by that time, so that I did not have much chance to observe Jael Higg narrowly until she turned her face to speak to me. But she was not long about doing that  say fifteen minutes  nine hundred seconds; suppressed curiosity can work up a pretty high pressure in that time.

Who is this man who looks like Ali Higg? she asked me suddenly, and I had a good look at her face; you dont have to answer questions without thinking, just because they are asked by a woman in a friendly tone of voice.

Her nose was Roman and very narrow, and her dark eyes looked straight at you without their pupils converging, which produced a sensation of being seen through. She had splendid teeth; and her mouth, which was humorous, turning upward at the corners when she smiled, had nevertheless a certain suggestion of stealthy strength  perhaps cruelty. Her chin was firm and practical. So were her freckled hands. I decided that the less I said the better.

He is a sheikh, said I pretty abruptly.

She turned that empty information over in her mind for a minute, and decided to turn her guns on me. Conversation was not easy, for we were swinging along at a great pace, and my camel was a lot smaller than hers.

And you are an Indian? How is it that you speak English?

Many of us speak it. We pass our college examinations in English.

How do you come to be with that  that sheikh? she asked next.

It pleases me to follow him. Inshallah, I may help him in case of sickness.

You are a hakim?

I admitted that, although secretly pitying any poor devil who might pin faith to the claim.

Ali Higg  the real one, who is known as the Lion of Petra  believes in Indian hakims, like all these Arabs who have no use for European doctors. And this big man on my left, who is he?

My servant.

An Afghan?

A Pathan.

She turned that over in her mind, too, for several minutes.

And how does Ayisha come to be with you? she asked at last.

At that Narayan Singh broke silence, and although he denied it afterward I know that his only motive was to get a little preliminary vengeance on Ayisha for the names she had called him. He maintains that he was casting a stone, as it were, into a pond to see which way the ripples went.

Few women will refuse to follow a Pathan when honored by his admiration, he boomed.

I could not see her face then, because she was staring at Narayan Singh.

Do you realize whose wife you are tampering with? she asked him.

Hah! Where I come from a man must guard his women if he hopes to keep them.

Where you are going to, such a man as you will find his own life hard enough to keep, she retorted.

Bismillah! I have kept it thus far, said Narayan Singh.

She turned to me again.

What does the sheikh of yours call himself?

Hajji Jimgrim bin Yazid of El-Abdeh.

Jimgrim. Jimgrim. Where have I heard that name?

The stars have heard it, roared Narayan Singh loud enough for the stars to hear him boast. He has taken the Lion of Petras shape. He has taken his name. He has taken his wife. And now he will take his den. Akbar, Jimgrim Ali Higg of Petra!

Mahommed the poet was riding two or three behind us in the line, and heard that. He took the cue and began his song. In a minute the whole line was roaring the refrain, and it broke like volleys on the night:

Akbar! Akbar! Jimgrim Ali Higg!

Jael Higg laughed. He has a fools luck and a lusty band of followers, she said. It was only because Ayisha called out that he caught me. But a fools luck is like a breath of wind that passes

Suddenly she sat bolt upright and raised her right hand.

Oh, this night! This madness! Of all the dreams, of all the hallucinations, this is the wildest! I warned Ali Higg! I told him my foreboding, and he laughed!

She looked down at me again, and studied me for half a minute.

Tell me, she went on, is that Sheikh Jimgrim of yours mad, or am I mad?

If you ask my opinion, as a hakim, I answered, you were mad to sit your camel alone, with only two men, within reach of our Jimgrim.

What does he think he will do with me at Petra?

He thinks silently, said I.

Whereat she too was silent for a few minutes, and then broke out into a new tirade of exclamations, but this time in a language of which I knew not one word  perhaps Russian, or Slovak, or Bulgarian. I think she was praying in a sort of wild way to long-neglected saints.

She gave me the impression of being mentally almost unhinged by the sudden anticlimax of helplessness after over-confidence. Yet when she spoke again her voice was calm, and not without a ring of rather gallant humor.

I suppose he thinks he has stolen the queen bee, and so has the swarm in his power. But the swarm can sting, and will come for the queen bee.

So they bring their honey with them, who minds that? Narayan Singh retorted.

He was enjoying himself, acting the part of a bandits follower with perfect gusto.

Oh, so it is honey you are after? And you two are Indians  a Pathan and

From Lahore, said I.

Five thousand pounds would buy your services?

Five thousand promises would make us laugh, said the Sikh.

How much will your sheikh ever pay you? In an hour I will show you a wady down which we three can escape. Agree to that and you shall have five thousand each the same hour that we reach Petra.

Wallahi! Doubtless! laughed Narayan Singh. Five thousand bastinados each from Ali Higg, while the queen bee laughs at us for fools! Nay, lady Jael, you are Jimgrims prisoner.

Jimgrim! she said. Somewhere I have heard that name.

And she turned it over in her mind again like a taster trying wine, not speaking again for nearly an hour, until we drew abreast of a chaos of irregular great boulders that partly concealed the mouth of a gorge as dark and ugly as the throat of Tophet.

There is your chance! she said. Will you take it? You shall have employment with the Lion of Petra! Come!

But neither of us answered, and I kept a bright lookout for a pistol she still might have concealed on her; for she had not been searched  there was none who could do that with decency except Ayisha, who was not to be trusted.

I knew Grim would not halt again before morning because the camels would not feed properly until after daylight, even if you put corn in front of them. We were likely in for a forced march on Petra, and he would not choose to halt twice if it could be helped. And I supposed that when we did halt he would look to Narayan Singh and me for information.

Yet Mrs. Ali Higg number one was hardly a person you could expect to answer questions truthfully; and even until the stars began to grow pale in the east ahead of us I possessed my soul in patience.

Then: Is it money your Sheikh Jimgrim wants? she asked at last. Does he hold me to ransom? If so, I will give him a draft on the Bank of Egypt. I have Ali Higgs seal here, and I write all his letters.

I did not answer, but Narayan Singh checked his camel a stride or two to make a signal to me behind her back.

Hah! he remarked with an air of triumph. And I took that to mean that in his judgment Jimgrim could find use for Ali Higgs seal.

But of course she heard him, and she took it to mean that she had guessed rightly. She turned to Narayan Singh; and because in that land, as an almost invariable rule, no business with a chief can be accomplished without bribing his minions, she worked off a little spite and offered largesse with the same hand.

Arrange good terms for me and you shall have Ayisha.

But I have her, said Narayan Singh with a great laugh.

Maybe. But you havent settled yet with Ali Higg. Arrange good terms for my ransom, and I will see that Ali Higg wipes off Ayishas score.

We shall see about that; we shall see, he answered.

Yes, yes! You go and see! Go to him now!

When we halt, the Sikh answered.

In an hour it may be too late, she insisted. If Ali Higg is prowling and should swoop down on you who would bargain then?

By that time it was light enough to see clearly at close range, and Narayan Singh caught my eye behind her back. I nodded. If there were any likelihood of Ali Higg being on the prowl why should she be in such a hurry to make terms?

Right then Grim called a halt  none too soon for the camels  in a semicircular space protected by a low cliff that might have been a quarry-face two thousand years ago; what might have been a pit was all filled in by drifted sand. But he had his own mat spread on the top of the cliff, whence he could keep an eye on the surrounding country, and gave none of the prisoners a chance to talk to him.

Nobody helped Jael Higg from her camel, for she jumped down like an acrobat and stood staring about her at Ali Babas gang, and being stared at as they went about the business of off-loading the complaining beasts. I saw Ayisha get out of the shibriyah,face around slowly, and meet Jaels eyes.

Neither woman spoke for a minute, or made any sign, but you could almost see the alternating current of scorn and hate that passed between them. Then Ayisha fell back on insolence and walked past Jael deliberately, with dark eyes flashing and a thin smile on her lips.

So you are now a Pathans light o love? Jael sneered in Arabic.

At that Ayisha turned again and faced her.

Who speaks? She whom the Lion could not trust to go to Hebron? Um Kulsum!

Ayisha passed on with a scornful shoulder movement. Narayan Singh grinned with malicious amusement. And I was just in time to catch two of the men again attacking my medicine-chest. Instead of trying to open it they were dragging it along the ground, and they were as pleased with themselves as two small dogs caught burying a boot.

She has given us money!

Who has?

The lady Ayisha. We are to bring her this, and she will take poison from it and put it in the other womans food! So Jimgrim will be rid of her, and all will be well!

I got Narayan Singh to keep his eye on the chest, and walked up to where Grim was going through the form of Moslem prayer, facing Mecca on his mat on the low hilltop. That was for the benefit of the prisoners, no doubt.

To save time I got down on my knees beside him and went through the same motions, keeping a bright lookout for interruptions and telling him in low tones all that had taken place, repeating conversations word for word as well as I could recall them.

At last we both squatted, facing each other, and he lighted a cigarette; but it was several minutes yet before he answered.

Wants to make terms in a hurry, eh? And has the Lions seal with her? he said at last.

Well, as old Ali Baba keeps repeating, Allah makes all things easy! Its a little soon to talk yet, but I think weve got the Lion of Petra on the hip!


CHAPTER 10. Theres no room for the two of you!

OF course, no committee in the world ever yet did more than cloud an issue with argument. It takes one man to lead the way through any set of circumstances, and the only wise course for a committee is to make that mans decision unanimous and back it loyally. But men have their rights, as Grim is always the first to admit.

Ali Baba came and joined us on the cliff-top, and Narayan Singh was not long following suit. The Sikh said nothing, but Ali Baba was conscious of the weight that years should give to his opinion, as well as justly proud of his nights work, and not at all disposed to sit in silence.

Now the right course, Jimgrim, is to make a great circuit and carry these two women back across the British border, he began at once. The Lion of Petra will then pay us all large sums of money, without which you will refuse to intercede with the government on his behalf for their return. Thus every one will be satisfied except the Lion, who will be too poor for a long time afterward to have much authority in these parts. Moreover, it will be told for a joke against him, and he will lose in prestige. I am an old man, who knows all about these matters.

What do you think, Narayan Singh? Grim asked.

Sahib, what are we but a flying column? Swiftness and surprise are our two advantages. We should be like a javelin thrown from ambush that seeks out the enemys heart. If we fail we are but a lost javelin  an officer, a sepoy, a civilian and a handful of thieves  there are plenty more! If we succeed there is a deed done well and cheaply! I never hunted lions, but I have seen a tiger trapped and beaten. Have we not good bait with us?

There followed a hot argument between Arab and Sikh, each accusing the other of ulterior motives as well as ignorance and cowardice; in fact, they acted like any other committee, growing less and less parliamentary as their views diverged. Ali Baba seemed to consider it relevant to call Narayan Singh a drunkard, and the Sikh considered it his duty in the circumstances to refer to Ali Babas jail record. In the midst of all that effort to solve the problem at Petra, Grim asked me to go and invite Jael Higg to join us.

In that hard, uncharitable desert daylight she did not impress me very favorably. The lines of her freckled face suggested too much ruthlessness, as though she was positively handsome in a certain way  as long as you observed the whole effect and did not study details  there was a look of cold experience about her brown eyes that chilled you. Of course, she was tired and that made a difference; but I did not find it easy to feel sympathetic, and I thought she was hardly the woman to win a jurys verdict on the strength of personal appeal.

Nevertheless, with all the odds against her, she accomplished that morning what I had never done, or seen done, although many have attempted it and failed. She contrived to tear away Grims mask and to expose the mans real feelings.

He was always an enigma to me until that interview, at which they squatted facing each other on Grims mat, with me beside Grim and the Sikh and Ali Baba glaring daggers at each other on either hand. The early sun seemed to edge everybody with a sort of aura, but it also showed every detail of a face and made it next to impossible to hide emotion.

She opened the ball. I imagine she had been doing that most of her life.

Jimgrim, she said. Jimgrim. Are you by any chance the American named James Grim, who fought with Lawrence in Allenbys campaign?

Grim astonished us all by admitting it at once. The name Jimgrim sounds enough like Arabic to pass muster; and we wondered why he should have gone to all that trouble to disguise himself, only to confess his real name when there seemed no need. Even Ali Baba left off cursing the Sikh under his breath.

I am glad to know that, she said. It will save my wasting words. No man could ever get your reputation without being ruthless. I wont annoy you by pleading for mercy.

And she looked at once as merciless as she expected him to be.

Now, Jael Higg, he answered, lets talk sense.

Youre a rare one, if you can! she retorted.

Lets do our best, he said kindly.

She looked very keenly at him for thirty seconds, and seemed to make up her mind that she had no chance against him.

Very well, she said. Ill begin by being sensible. How much money do you want?

It is true that the more you analyze Grims face the more he does impress you as a keen business man. But there are modifying symptoms. He did not appear to have heard the question.

I want you to be straightforward and tell me all you know of Ali Higgs circumstances.

Yes. Id expect you to want that. As an American hired by the British to help them exploit this country, thats what you would ask. After you know all about him you can fix the ransom. That right? Well, I wont tell.

I hoped we were going to talk sense, he answered quietly.

How can anyone talk sense with a man like you? What are you doing in this country? Horning in is what theyd call it in America. Youve got no business here. Its different in my case. Im married to Ali Higg. Ive thrown in my lot with these people. Ive a right to help them to independence. But what right have you got to interfere? Bah! Name your price. Ill pay if I can.

Well, Jael, he answered with a rather whimsical smile. Ill try to disillusion you to begin with. Perhaps if you understand me better youll be reasonable.

All I know is Arabic and Arabs. Ive no other gifts, and I like to be some use in the world. Im real fond of Arabs. It ud tickle me to see them make good. But I can see as far through a stone wall as any blind horse can, and I know  better maybe than you do, Jael  that all theyll get by cutting loose and playing pirates is the worst end of it. I hate to see them lose out, so I use what gifts Ive got in their behalf.

Do you call it helping us to come out against Ali Higg and kidnap his wives? she retorted. Ali Higg is a patriot. Hes against all foreign control of Arab country, and hes man enough to fight.

These British and French and Italians promised us an independent Arab country. Where is it? Have you seen any of it? No. And youre helping the British break their promise!

Ali Higg is doing his best to redeem what Arabs fought for in the war, and Im his wife. You ask me to betray him? Never!

Ali Higg is doing his worst, not his best, Jael.

He is creating unity among these tribes, she retorted.

He is practically forcing the British to come out and smash him, said Grim. Now, see here, Jael, I dont want him smashed. I dont hold with his method, but thats the Arabs business; if being crucified and shot for differences of opinion suits them, why, no doubt Ali Higgs the right man for them. They tell me he delivers the goods. But he cant go starting a new war out here, not while Ive any say he cant.

Who are you that should say or not say? she demanded.

Same as Ali Higg, Jael; Im a human. Hes from Arabia, youre from the Balkans, Im from the U.S. Were all three foreigners, arent we?

Yes. But he and I are foreigners who will drive the British out

And let French or Italians in.

Ali Higg is a fighter, I tell you! Hes an Arab, and he knows how to control Arabs just as the Prophet Mohammed did. He has only begun in a small way, but

But hell wind up like a small-town sport in the lock-up, the way hes going, said Grim. Now, see here, Jael, Im just as set on doing my bit in the world as Ali Higg is. Maybe Im a mite more tolerant, but there isnt a man or woman living who can shift me off a course once Im set on it.

Ali Higg considers the Arabs need a holy war. Im hell bent for peace. Im going to stop him. Im not arguing that point, for it wont bear arguing, and Im not trying to convert you. But youre in my power, and though I sure would hate to inconvenience a lady, Im that plumb remorseless Id separate you from Ali Higg for ever unless you helped me call him off the warpath.

Help you! she exclaimed with horror.

Sure. Youve got to! Theres no law this side of the border, Jael, that can make me hand you over to authority. Theres no mandate out here yet. There never will be one if I can prevent it. Im here to keep a foreign army from trespassing across the Jordan, it being my crazy notion that Arabs can evolve their own government, if let. Youve got to help me keep that foreign army out, or take the consequences.

She laughed at last. It was rather a hard laugh without much mirth in it.

Your words are a liars, but your voice rings true, she said. I think youre only another of these diplomatists.

Im that diplomatic Im chancing my hide to save other peoples, he answered. Lets be quite frank, Jael. Im in danger out here. All Ive got with me besides two respectable men are thieves from El-Kalil. That little army of Ali Higgs lies between me and the border, and Im no kind of a darn-fool optimist when it comes to figuring on Ali Higgs hospitality in Petra. Nor am I kidding myself I can persuade His Dibs by a theological argument or any cheap advice.

But Ive reasoned it out this way  if Ali Higg sends Ayisha to El- Kalil rather than trust you to do your shopping, thats because he sets a value on you. Since he sends you out in charge of a raid on El-Maan I guess he sets a high value on you. Thats as good as saying youve got influence. Believe me, Jael, youll use that influence to suit my plans or were not going to be friends!

Friends? she said, and stared at him.

Sure. Why not? Look at the men Ive got with me; theyre all my friends. Im right proud to say it. I might have hanged most of them once, but I never knew it do much good to a man to hang him; so we get acquainted, and one way and another we contrive to keep on good terms.

See my point? Nobodyd hang you if I scooted back over the border with you, Jael. There isnt a law that would cover your case. But theyd deport you, and youd be an outcast with tabs kept on you, and Ive seen your sort come to a bad end. I never liked to see it. I never saw anybody gain by it. Id sooner see you winning everyones respect by sticking to Ali Higg and schooling him to play safe.

Her pale face actually blushed under the freckles. She had not lived in America for nothing. As the wife of a polygamist she knew exactly what he meant about winning respect. Her sort enjoys to be patronized by reformers and social uplifters about as much as an eagle likes a cage.

You talk well, she said, but you must be a fool at bottom, or you wouldnt suggest friendship with me. Can you imagine me not pushing you into Ali Higgs clutches at the first chance?

Sure I can, or I wouldnt waste time talking. Youve got more sense than that, Jael. You might trick me. It has been done. Ali Higg might scupper me and the crowd  he mighty likely would. But that ud be the end of Ali Higgs prospects, for as sure as my names Grim the British would smash him to avenge me, and you know it! If they didnt get you theyd get him, and youd become the property of the first petty chief who could lay his hands on you. So lets talk like two sensible people.

Youll find me sensible, she answered. I shall just do nothing  tell you nothing.

Youve told too much already to be able to stop now, Jael, he answered, smiling. Im sure you wont put me to the necessity of searching you; youve too much pride for that. So suppose you pass me Ali Higgs seal  the one you sign all his letters with. No, dont try to hide it in the sand; put it here.

He held his hand out, and she bit her lip in mortification. It was too bad that she had made that slip of boasting to Narayan Singh and me about the seal, but there was nothing else for it now and she gave it to him  a gold thing as big as a silver half-dollar, marvelously engraved.

That settles the financial end of it, said Grim. We can impound all that money in the Bank of Egypt  although Im free to admit I wouldnt take such a seal away from a friend of mine.

Give it back, then, she answered with a bitter little laugh. I see Ill have to be your friend.

He smiled  wonderfully gently. There wasnt the least offense in it, although there wasnt any credulity either.

I always aim to prove myself a mans friend  or a womans, he said, before expecting to be trusted out of sight. I dare say thats your code too?

If ever Ali Higg catches you with that seal

He wont catch me, Jael; he wont catch me. But you shall have it back, and the money shant be touched, if you play straight.

She shrugged her shoulders petulantly, admitting defeat but resenting it. There came a time, months later, when she understood Grims peculiar altruism and respected it, but she was a long way just then from admiring him.

You force me, she said. Name your terms.

Well, then, suppose we speak of Ali Higg to begin with. Is his temper uneven? Is there any way to catch him in a specially good humor?

Hes the most even-tempered man I know, she laughed. Hes always in a rage.

So much the easier for us, Grim answered. That kind always make mistakes. He must have counted on your brains exclusively to keep him on top; and now your brains are in my pocket, so to speak. Hows his health? Boils? Indigestion?

She nodded.

Ah! Most angry men have indigestion. Dislikes European doctors, I dare say? Thought so; most fanatical Moslems do that. But an Indian hakim? Now, many an Indian hakim knows how to relieve indigestion  in between the bouts of rage. Dyou suppose hed entertain a hakim?

She nodded again.

Well, well fix it so a hakim can relieve his boils and indigestion. But let you and me understand each other first, Jael. I can be a mean man when I must, but Ill always take a heap of trouble to find a white mans way of accomplishing the same purpose. I can act mean toward you  sheer plug-ugly if you force my hand  but Id sooner not; and Id just as lief help you as hinder you, provided you dont upset what Im seeking to build.

She laughed again, and not so bitterly.

Youre on the wrong side of the wall to build much, she answered. You should come over into our camp. Youre so like Ali Higg in certain lights and in some of your gestures, and so unlike him in other things, that if you came across the Jordan for good I think you could show us something.

Her eyes said far more than her lips did. She was studying him from a new angle  a thoughtful, speculative angle that vaguely excited her.

What I mean is just this, he said; that you and I had better decide to be real friends, and not half-open enemies, each looking for a chance to spoil the others game. There are men in this camp wholl tell you that I keep my word. Im willing to pledge it not to hurt you or Ali Higg, provided you pledge yours to be equally friendly and to help me in taming Ali Higg sos hell be useful and not just an ordinary trouble-maker.

Would you accept my word? she asked him  ready to consider him fool or liar, according to how he answered.

Ill accept it, Jael. Sure. For youll have to give it, and its all youve got to trade with. And Ill watch you just about twice as carefully as examiners watch the bank directors of New York State.

Knowing youre watched, like them youre going to be too proud to cheat; and after youve found how it pays to play straight with me youre going almost to enjoy being watched for the sake of the advertisement.

Her face did not soften in the least; but it changed expression, like a woman buyers who has decided to make a purchase but has not done bargaining.

I think Im going to like you, she said. Of course, youre a liar, like all men, but youve a finer touch than most.

At that point Ali Baba made his first contribution to the argument. The old man did not know much English, but there are certain words  such as liar, cheat, swine, thief, and the list of oaths  that find their way like water to the common level and are known from Spitzbergen to the Horn.

He is no liar! he exclaimed in Arabic. A cunning man with the brain of three, who can use the truth for his own ends! A keeper of secrets! An upsetter of plans! But he is no liar, and I will not hear him called one by a woman! Peace, thou fool! It is written that a womans tongue is worse than water dripping through a roof!

It is manners in that country to sit silent while an old man speaks, and even Jael Higg did not offer to rebuke him for the interruption. When he had quite finished Grim took up the argument again.

Now lets know where we stand. Are you and I to be friends, Jael?

She nodded.

Im no half-way adventurer. Ill make your fortune, she said, if youll come the whole way with me, and stay this side of Jordan.

He shook his head and smiled back at her.

Youve your work cut out to keep Ali Higg off the rocks, Jael.

Theres no room for two of you, she answered darkly.

I guess not.

She looked hard at me, and back from me to Grim. I dont know yet whether she was setting a trap for us or really in earnest about what she said next. Grim thinks she was drawing a bow at a venture.

Is this the hakim? One of the two respectable persons you have with you? Hm! Respectability is a mask  often a safe mask, often an offensive one, always a lie. All really dangerous criminals are respectable people.

And a hakim, eh? An Indian physician? I have heard of Indian physicians being poisoners  although, of course, theyre respectable people and give the poison by mistake! Now if he should go to Ali Higg and poison him, while pretending to cure boils and indigestion

But he wont, said Grim, so why suppose?

Of course he wont, unless you tell him to! she snapped.

I dare say hes as much in your power as I am. But suppose you tell him to

I wont, Jael.

Now dont you be a fool, James Grim! You cant deceive me into thinking youre above such things. That haughty attitude is British, not American; youve been defiled by contact with them. Come out into the open like an unhypocritical American. Talk business.

Ive tried to make a man of Ali Higg, but hes only an animal after all. The best I can ever do with him will be failure compared to what I could make of you, James Grim. You look enough like him to make it possible to substitute you with care. Go ahead and send your hakim.

Grim smiled with perfect good humor, but a blind man could not have mistaken his refusal.

Oh, youre all hypocrites, you men  Americans, English, French  youre all alike; glad to see a man die, if hes a nuisance, but afraid to admit youd a hand in it. But you neednt fear. You can send your hakim uninstructed. Hes an Indian, isnt he? Well, Ali Higg is sure to insult him to the very marrow of his bones, and you can safely leave Indian revengefulness to do the rest.

Grim shook his head.

Hed be too afraid he might meet me some day. He knows Id not stand for it. No, Jael; I invited you to talk sense. Youve got to make shift with Ali Higg as is. If you dont like it say so now and Ill tell off three or four of my thieves to escort you over the border into British territory while I play this game without you.

What youve got to understand first and last is that Im dead set on clipping Ali Higgs claws. I dont care a row of imitation pewter shucks about any mans ambition, or any womans past. My job in the world is to do what Im able to do, and Im going to prevent war in this land if I get killed doing it and have to ruin you in the bargain! Now, are we set?

I think youre a fool, she said, and you think me a villain. Were strange partners! Very well, lets try.

Promptly he handed her an envelop, sheet of paper, and his fountain- pen.

Write first, then, to Ibrahim ben Ah. He knows your hand, I suppose? Tell him there is news of a British force coming over the border, and that he must stay at that oasis in readiness to attack after Ali Higg has taken steps to draw the British in the right direction.

Say he may have to stay there a week or ten days, and that he is to enforce the death penalty on any of his men who dares try to leave the oasis. Tell him that secrecy as to his present whereabouts is the all-important point. For that reason strangers may be made prisoner and held until further orders. The messenger who bears this is to be sent back with an answer immediately.

How much of that is true about a British force? she demanded. Are you trying to trap those men?

None of its true. No, theyre safe. You write, and Ill sign it with your seal.

She hesitated, but I dont know whether from caution or from a genuine dislike to deceive her husbands loyal henchman. But there was no way of getting out of it except by blunt refusal, involving the threatened escort into British territory and deportation. So she wrote, and Grim sealed the letter: He handed it to Ali Baba.

Select the most trustworthy of your sons, O King of Thieves, give him the fastest camel, and let him ride with that to the oasis. Bid him ride hard and overtake us with the answer.

Do you think my sons have wings? asked Ali Baba.

Not unless devils are winged! laughed Grim. It is a simple matter  just there and back again.

Not so simple, Jimgrim! It is written that in the desert all men are enemies. What if he should meet a dozen men?

The letter will be his pass. He must take a chance returning.

Wallahi! A letter? A pass into Jehannum possibly! By Allah, Jimgrim, a man needs more than a letter in these parts. He needs brains  age  influence  experience. Nay! If any is to take that letter, let me do it. I am old, and they hesitate to kill an old man. I am wise in the desert ways, not rash. And if they do kill me, then it is only an old mans body bloating in the sun.

Besides, I am cunning and can give wise answers, whereas those sons of mine might take offense at an insult, or recognize a blood enemy at the wrong moment. Nay, it is I who must take that letter.

Grim clapped him on the back.

Good, my father; you shall go. Take one son with you to look after your comforts.

He turned that suggestion over in his mind for several minutes, but shook his head finally.

I go alone. They would ask me why two men bring one letter. Moreover, they might send the one back with an answer, retaining the other as hostage; for it is the way of the devil to put suspicion in mens minds. Two men would double their doubt, just as two stones weigh the twice of one. And I will not take the best camel, but the worst one.

Why?

Write me a second letter. Have the woman write it, and you affix the seal. Give order that they are to provide a swift, fresh camel in exchange for my weary beast. I shall make a great fuss about the beast they provide, rejecting this and that one, thus causing them to believe in me, since men without proper authority do not act thus, but are content with anything so be they can only escape unharmed.

So the second letter was written; and in the rising, scorching heat old Ali Baba set off, mounted on the meanest of the baggage beasts, whose hump was getting galled, so that he wasnt likely to be of much use to us within a day or so.

Then we all got under the shelter of the low tents to give the other camels a rest and wait for evening, and I think Jael Higg slept, but I dont know, for we gave her a tent to herself; she refused point blank to share one with Ayisha.

And Ayisha, I know, did not sleep. She came in the noon glare to the tent I occupied with Narayan Singh and entered without ceremony, slipping through the low opening with the silent ease that comes naturally to the Badawi. She squatted down in front of us, and I awoke the Sikh, who was snoring a chorus from Wagners Niebelungen Ring.

For a moment I thought he was going to resume the nights flirtation, but there was something in the quiet manner of her and the serious expression of her face that he recognized as quickly as I did. All her imperious attitude was gone. She did not look exactly pleading, nor yet cunning; perhaps it was a blend of both that gave her the soft charm she had come deliberately armed with.

Of this one thing I am absolutely sure; whatever that young woman did was calculated and deliberate; and the more she seemed to act on impulse the more she had really studied out her move.

Narayan Singh checked a word half-way, and we waited for her to speak first. Her eyes sought mine, and then the medicine-chest. Then she looked back at me, and I made a gesture inviting her to speak.

You told me, she said at last, that you have poison in that box that would reach down to hell and slay the ifrits. Give me some of it.

Ya sit Ayisha. I need it all for the ifrits, I answered.

I will make no trouble for you, she said; and for a moment I suspected she meant to kill herself.

You are young and beautiful, I told her. The world holds plenty of good for you yet.

At that she flashed her white teeth and her eyes blazed.

Truly! Allah puts a good omen into your mouth, miyan! Yet little comes to the woman who neglects to plan for it. Give me the poison. I will pay.

I was about to refuse abruptly, being rather old-maidish about some things and not always ready with a smile for what I dont approve; but Narayan Singh interrupted in time to prevent the unforgivable offense of preaching my own code of morals uninvited.

Tell us who is to be poisoned, he demanded.

That is none of your business, she answered calmly.

But the poison is our business, said the Sikh. We make terms. If the person to be poisoned is an enemy of ours, well and good; you shall have it and we shall be gainers. But Allah forbid that we should hasten the death of a friend! Is it for Jael Higg?

No, for I see that to poison her would be to incur the enmity of Jimgrim. Already he takes counsel with her; did he and she not lay their heads together in your presence after morning prayers?

For whom, then? For Jimgrim?

God forbid! Shall I woo a dead man? Nay! You say you will give me the poison if I tell? You swear it? Then it is for the Lion of Petra. Thus I shall win the love of Jimgrim. And Jael, being without a man, will run away to Egypt, where her money is.

Bismillah! swore the Sikh. I see no reason why I should not get an angry husband out of the way so simply! But remember, Ayisha, you must slay me in turn if you hope to have Jimgrim for husband. By my beard and the Prophets feet, it is I who will have you to wife, if I have to burn kingdoms first!

Give me the poison first, and we shall see, she laughed.

Very well; leave us for a while, Ayisha. I will persuade this master of mine, who has a vein of caution, since he lacks the zeal of love. I will bring you the stuff when he and I have talked it over.

Strong, strong stuff, she insisted. Stuff that would eat iron. Ali Higgs belly is tough.

It shall come out through his flesh like flame, the Sikh promised.

As soon as she had gone, and he had watched her out of earshot, he turned to me with a gruff laugh.

Now, sahib, make her up a potion of some harmless powder for me to carry to her tent while you go and tell our Jimgrim what has passed. Give her physic that will purge the Lion of Petra without doing worse than make his belly burn. Stay; give croton in a bottle; that is best.


CHAPTER 11. That we make a profit from this venture!

LATE that afternoon, before they loaded up the camels, there was another conference between Grim, Jael Higg, Narayan Singh, our prisoner Yussuf, and myself. The ancient hills of Edom were not far away, and we were near enough to Petra to feel nervous. Jael made a pretty good pretense of meeting Grim half-way, and I think she had made up her mind to let him dig his own pit and tumble into it.

Yussuf was aware by that time, if not of Grims identity, at any rate of the fact that he was an officer in the British pay, and was rather obviously considering which would likely pay him best  to side secretly with Ali Higg or openly with Grim, or both.

Having fought over all that country under Lawrence, and knowing consequently every yard of it, I suppose Grim felt neither thrilled nor mystified; but in case any scientist reads this and wants to know how I felt, fed up and far from home about describes it. But there was worse to come!

Grim turned to me at last and smiled in that darned genial way he has when he means to call on your uttermost patience or endurance.

You see, the difficulty is, he said, to get to Ali Higg without his getting us first. He has probably got between forty and fifty men in Petra with him, so we darent invade the place. Yet weve got to hurry, because old Ibrahim ben Ah with that army may get suspicious and send back a messenger on his own account. Now, do you feel willing to beard the Lion in his den?

Alone? I asked.

I never felt less willing to do anything, and dare say my face betrayed it.

No. Narayan Singh will go too, and, of course, Ayisha.

Ayisha seemed about as safe an ambassador to send as an electric spark to a barrel of powder. I glanced at Narayan Singh and felt ashamed, for his eyes glowed unmistakably. He was enthusiastic.

Well, it seems I draw a color-line after all. I cant fight like a Sikh, or be as good a man in lots of ways; but Im not going to be outdone by one in daring, while the Sikh is looking.

All right, I said, Ill do anything you say.

But I did not have the perfect voice-control I would have liked, and Jael Higg grinned. That naturally settled it.

Narayan Singh neednt come if hed rather stay with you, I added, and the Sikh raised his eyebrows.

Do you dare to make love to Ayisha, sahib? he grinned.

I began to see the general drift of the plan of campaign, and wondered. Having seen more than a little of the Near East, and knowing how the peace of the whole world depends on preserving that unmelted hotpot of nations from anarchy, I was not impressed by the stability of things in general!

Grim had come out on his hair-raising venture because no army was available to deal with Ali Higg, and he would not have ventured unless powers-that-pretend-to-be were sure that Ali Higg was deadly dangerous. Did the peace of the world, then, depend on the success or otherwise of a Sikhs mock love-making. It did look like it.

Narayan Singh got to his feet with a laugh and a yawn, and went to dance attendance on Ayisha, while Grim reinstructed Yussuf regarding the ease with which the British could impound his Jaffa property; but though I listened to all that, and heard Yussufs vows of fidelity  heard him promise to reverse his former report and spread rumors in Alis camp of a British army getting ready to advance  the prospect to me looked gloomier and gloomier.

You can only die once, Grim laughed after a quick glance at my face, and we may save a hundred thousand people from the sword.

But I suppose I wasnt cut out to be a willing martyr. It was a case of making a silk purse out of a sows ear, and though I did go forward on that mad escapade it was fear that drove me  fear of the Sikhs and Grims contempt, and of my own self-loathing afterward.

Grim and Narayan Singh are made of the real hero stuff. I wonder how many others there are like me, who face the music simply because one or two others have got guts enough to lead us up to it.

We didnt move far that night, for there was no need, and Grim was careful not to go where Ali Baba could not find him. We passed through acres of oleander-scrub into a valley twelve miles wide at its mouth, that narrowed gradually until the high red sandstone cliffs shut out the moonlight. It was like the mouth of hell, and suffocating, for the cliff-sides were giving off the heat they had sucked up through the day.

The surest sign that Ali Higg was either over-confident or seriously engaged elsewhere was that there was no guard in the ravine. Ten men properly placed could have destroyed us. Even the great Alexander of Macedon could not force that gorge, and suffered one of his worst defeats there. The Turks made the same mistake and tried to oust Lawrence in the Great War; but he simply overwhelmed them with a scratch brigade of partly armed Bedouins and women.

Grim called a halt at last where a dozen caves a hundred feet above the bottom of the gorge could be reached by a goat-track leading to a ledge. There was a rift in the side-wall there, making a pitch-dark corner where the camels could lie unseen and grumble to one another  safe enough until daylight, unless they should see ghosts and try to stampede for the open. Grim sent the women and Ayishas four men up to the caves with only Narayan Singh to watch them, for there was no way of escape, except by that twelve-inch goat-track.

Then, because Ali Babas sons and grandsons were nervous about the old man their father, and because the one thing that more than all other circumstances combined could ruin our slim chance would be panic, Grim squatted on the sand in the gorge with the men all around him and began to tell stories.

Right there in the very jaws of death, within a mile of the lair of Ali Higg, in possession of two of the tyrants wives, with an army at our rear that might at that minute be following old Ali Baba into the gorge to cut off our one possible retreat, he told them the old tales that Arabs love, and soothed them as if they were children.

That was the finest glimpse of Grims real manhood I had experienced yet, although I could not see him for the darkness. You couldnt see anyone. It was a voice in the night  strong, reassuring  telling to born thieves stories of the warm humanity of other thieves, whose accomplishments in the way of cool cheek and lawless altruism were hardly more outrageous than the task in front of us.

And he told them so well that even when a chill draft crept along the bottom of the gorge two hours before dawn, taking the place of the hot air that had ascended, and you could feel the shiver that shook the circle of listeners, they only drew closer and leaned forward more intently  almost as if he were a fire at which they warmed themselves.

But heavens! It seemed madness, nevertheless. We had no more pickets out than the enemy had. We were relying utterly on Grims information that he had extracted from the women and the prisoners, and on his judgment based on that.

No doubt he knew a lot that he had not told us, for that is his infernal way of doing business; but neither that probability, nor his tales that so suited the Arab mind, nor the recollection of earlier predicaments in which his flair for solutions had been infallibly right, soothed my nerves much; and I nearly jumped out of my skin when a series of grunts and stumbling footfalls broke the stillness of the gorge behind us.

It sounded like ten weary camels being cursed by ten angry men, and I supposed at once that Ibrahim ben Ah had sent a detachment to investigate and that this was their advance-guard. Who else would dare to lift his voice in that way in the gorge? You could hear the words presently:

Ill-bred Somali beast! Born among vermin in a black mans kraal! Allah give thee to the crows! Weary? What of it? What of my back, thou awkward earthquake! Thou plow-beast! A devil sit on thee! A devil drive thee! A devil eat thee!

Whack! Whack!

Oh my bones! My old bones!

Mujrim was the first to recognize the voice. He got up quietly and stood in the gorge; and in another minute a blot of denser blackness that was a camel loomed above him, and he raised his hand to seize the head-rope. But the camel saw him first, and, realizing that the journey was over at last, flung itself to the ground with the abandon of a foundered dog, and lay with its neck stretched out straight and legs all straddled anyhow. Mujrim was just in time to catch his father, who was nearly as tired as the camel. It was pretty obvious at once that Jaels authority had failed badly when it came to exchanging camels.

The sons all surrounded the old man and made a fuss over him, laying him down on a sheepskin coat and chafing his stiff muscles, calling him brave names, rubbing his feet, patting his hands, praising him, while he swore at them each time they touched a sore spot.

They would not even give him a chance to hand over his letter to Grim, until at last he swore so savagely that Mujrim paid attention and took the letter out of the old mans waistcloth. It was in the same envelop in which the other had gone, unsealed, but with the thumb-mark of Ibrahim ben Ah imprinted on its face.

To think that I, of all people, should fetch and carry for such dogs! swore Ali Baba. I asked for a good beast in exchange for mine, and they gave me this crows meat, and laughed! May Allah change their faces! May the water of that oasis turn their bowels into stone!

Aye, Jimgrim, they will stay there! They are glad enough to stay there. They are dogs that fear their masters whip. They are so afraid of him that I think if Ali Higg should bid them roast themselves alive the dogs would do it. May they roast a second time in hell for giving me that camel.

Bah! What kind of sons have I? Are these the sons of my loins that let me parch? Is there no water-bag?

Grim struck a match in the dark corner where the camels were; but all the envelop contained was a piece of jagged paper torn from the original letter, with Ibrahim ben Ahs thumb-mark done in ink made from gunpowder by way of acknowledgment. It meant, presumably, that instructions would be obeyed, and so far, good; we were not now in danger of trouble from that source.

But Ali Baba found his tongue again, and freed himself from his sons after he had drank about a quart of water.

That Ibrahim ben Ah was puzzled, he said. Allah! But the fool asked questions; and by the Prophets beard I lied in answer to him! Ho! What a string of lies! Who was I but a sheikh from El-Kalil bringing word to Ali Higg of the movements of a British force! In what way did I become the friend of Ali Higg? Was I not always his friend! Was it not I who fed him when he first escaped from Egypt! Ho-ho-ho! Have I not been working for a year to gather men for him in El-Kalil! Have I not made purchases in El-Kalil and El-Kudz for his wife Ayisha! Il hamdulillah! My tongue was ready! May the lies rot the belly of the fool who ate them!

But that was not all. He wanted to know other things  as, for instance, whether the other force of forty men is still at large, and if so who shall protect the women in Petra.

For, quoth he, by Allah, there are men in the neighborhood who have felt our Alis heel, and who would not scruple to wreak vengeance if his back were altogether turned. Convey him my respectful homage, and bid him look to his rear, said Ibrahim ben Ah.

At that Grim called to Narayan Singh, who came down the goat-track like a landslide. You mustnt whistle your man in those parts, or the Arabs will say the devil has defiled your mouth.

Ask Jael Higg to come here.

A word first, Jimgrim sahib! While I watched, those women talked. Jael, the older one, offered Ayisha forgiveness if she would obey henceforth; but Ayisha gave her only hard words, saying that in a day or so it will be seen whose cock crows loudest. So Jael called to two of the men who have been with Ayisha all this time, and they squatted in the mouth of her cave. As it was very dark I crept quite close and listened. She bade them watch their chance and run to Ali Higg.

If he is ill and angry, never mind, she said. If he beats you, never mind. He will reward you afterward. Bid him, as he values life, she said, call in those forty men whom he would send to punish the Beni Aroun people. Tell him I am a prisoner, but those forty are enough to turn the tables until Ibrahim ben Ah can come. A camel must leave in a hurry for Ibrahim ben Ah at the oasis, and bring him and all the men back to straighten this affair.

She promised them money and promotion for success, and sure death for failure!

Good! said Grim, turning to me. You see? It always pays to stage a close-up in a game like this. Weve caught our friend Ali Higg between soup and fish.

Get in quick, then, and kidnap him, I urged.

Man alive, he answered, weve no kind of right to do that. Bring her down, he told Narayan Singh, and then have Mujrim tie those four men of Ayishas so theyve no chance to escape.

Jael Higg came down in a livid passion  altogether too near home to enjoy taking secondhand orders from an Indian in the dark. She was still less amused when she discovered that Grim knew her little scheme.

Well, Jael, he said, you werent quite frank with me after all, were you? Which will you do now  stay in that hole up there with a double guard, or come into Petra with us and behave yourself?

For, I should say, a whole minute, she did not answer. You could not tell in the dark, but I think she was fighting back tears, and too proud to betray it.

Im your prisoner, she hissed at last. Do what you like, and take the consequences.

Ill put you to no indignity, Jael, if youll play fair.

My God! What? Are you mad, or am I? What are you going to do with Ali Higg?

Make friends with him.

You swear that?

Sure.

She was silent for another minute.

Very well, she said at last. Ill do my best.

Accepted, answered Grim. Now  bring down Ayisha  fetch out the camels  mount  and forward all!

We went forward just as dawn was breaking, and I believe every man Jack of us except Grim had his heart in his teeth. Grim was likely too busy conning over the plan in his head to feel afraid, that being, as far as I could ever tell, the one lone advantage of being leader, just as the capacity to drive out fear by steady thinking is as good a reason as exists for placing a man in command.

Nobody knows how old Petra is, but it was a thriving city when Abraham left Ur of the Chaldees, and for a full five thousand years it has had but that one entrance, through a gorge that narrows finally until only one loaded camel at a time can pass. Army after army down the centuries have tried to storm the place, and failed, so that even the invincible Alexander and the Romans had to fall back on the arts of friendship to obtain the key. We, the last invaders, came as friends, if only Grim could persuade the tyrant to believe it.

The sun rose over the city just as we reached the narrowest part of the gut, Grim leading, and its first rays showed that we were using the bed of a watercourse for a road. Exactly in front of us, glimpsed through a twelve-foot gap between cliffs six hundred feet high, was a sight worth going twice that distance, running twice that risk, to see  a rose-red temple front, carved out of the solid valley wall and glistening in the opalescent hues of morning.

Not even Burkhardt, who was the first civilized man to see the place in a thousand years, described that temple properly; because you cant. It is huge  majestic  silent  empty  aglow with all the prism colors in the morning sun. And it seems to think.

It takes you so by surprise when you first see it that in face of that embodied mystery of ancient days your brain wont work, and you want to sit spellbound. But Grim had done our thinking for us, so that we were not the only ones surprised. Such was the confidence of safety that those huge walls and the narrow entrance to the place inspire that Ali Higg had set only four men to keep the gate; and they slept with their weapons beside them, never believing that strangers would dare essay that ghost-haunted ravine by night.

They were pounced on and tied almost before their eyes were open; and, catching sight of Jael Higg first, and getting only a glimpse of Grim, they rather naturally thought their chief had caught them napping; so they neither cried out nor made any attempt to defend themselves; and presently, when they discovered their mistake, the fear of being crucified for having slept on duty kept them dumb.

Grim led the way straight to that amazing temple, and we invaded it, camels and all, off-loading the camels inside in a hurry and then driving them out again to lie down in the wide porch between the columns and the temple wall. The porch was so vast that even all our string of camels did not crowd it.

The main part of the interior was a perfect cube of forty feet, all hand- hewn from the cliff, and there were numerous rooms leading out of it that had once been occupied by the priests of Isis, but the lion and the lizard had lived in them since their day. We put the prisoners, including Ayishas four men, in one room under guard.

That much was hardly accomplished when the spirit of our seventeen thieves reacted to their surroundings, and all the advantage of our secret arrival was suddenly undone. Half of them had gone outside to tie the camels, under Ali Babas watchful eye; and it was he, as a matter of fact, who started it. From inside we heard a regular din of battle commencing  loud shouts and irregular rifle-fire  and I followed Grim out in a hurry.

There was no enemy in sight. Old Ali Baba was busy reloading his rifle fifty paces away in front of the temple door, facing us with his sons, in a semicircle around him, and they were shooting at something over our heads. Grim laughed rather bitterly.

My mistake, he said. I ought to have thought of that.

So I went out to see.

Surmounting the temple front, at least a hundred feet above the pavement and perfectly inaccessible, was a beautifully carved stone urn surmounting a battered image of some god or goddess. It was in shadow, because the cliff wall, from which the temple had been carved, overhung it; so it was peculiarly difficult to hit, even at that range; but they were all firing away at it as if Ali Higg and all his men were hidden behind the thing. There was no particular need to stop them, for they had made noise enough already to awake the very slumbering bones of Petra. Ali Baba advised me to shoot too, and I asked him why.

To burst the thing.

But why?

That we make a profit from this venture.

How?

He paused to reload once more. He had already fired away about fifteen cartridges.

Allah! The very dogs of El-Kalil have heard of Pharaohs treasure.

I am neither a dog, said I, nor an inhabitant of El-Kalil, for which Allah for his thoughtfulness be praised! Tell me what you and the dogs know.

This place was the treasury of Pharaoh, King of Egypt, a bad king and an unbeliever, whom may Allah curse! In that urn are his gold and rubies. If we can crack it they will come tumbling down and we shall all be rich.

Mashallah! You believe that? Why havent Ali Higg and his men cracked it, then?

Shu halalk? I have told you Pharaoh was an evil king. He was in league with devils and bewitched the place. The devils guard it. May Allah twist their tails! Look  see! We shoot, but the bullets miss the mark each time!

Perhaps you havent prayed enough to exorcize the devils? I suggested, and he dropped the butt of his rifle on the ground to consider the proposition.

Out of the mouth of an unbeliever has come wisdom before now, he said. There may be truth in that.

And he called all his sons and grandsons there and then to spread their mats and pray toward Mecca, performing the prescribed ablutions first with water from one of the goatskin bags.

Well, there wasnt any further use in trying to keep our movements secret. Grim beckoned me to where he stood beside Narayan Singh, with Ayisha looking mischievous in the gloom behind them, and issued final instructions.

Present my compliments and these gifts to Ali Higg  Im busy at prayer, remember  and say how greatly honored we feel to have escorted his wife across the desert. If he asks where her four men are, tell him Ill bring them later. Be sure and make me out a great sheikh, and say I heard he is sick, so sent my hakim in advance to give him relief; then do your best for him, if hell let you  after Ayisha has done her worst, he added in a whisper. Dont forget youre a darwaish. The more you jaw religion the better the old rascal will like you. See you soon. So long!

So Narayan Singh and I, followed by Ayisha and two of Ali Babas sons, left that ancient temple bearing the medicine-chest as well as presents, and I hope the others did not feel as scared as I did.


CHAPTER 12. Yet I forgot to speak of the twenty aeroplanes!

YOU can expect anything, of course, of Arabs. People who will pitch black cotton tents in the scorching sun, and live in them in preference to gorgeous cool stone temples because of the devils and ghosts that they believe to haunt those habitable splendors, will believe anything at all except the truth, and act in any way except reasonably. So I tried to believe it was all right to be unreasonable too.

You would think, wouldnt you, that a man who had set himself up to be the holy terror of a country-side and put his heel on the necks of all the tribes for miles around, would have made use at least of the caves and tombs to strengthen his position. There were thousands of them all among those opal- colored cliffs, to say nothing of ruined buildings; yet not one was occupied. Ayisha had told most of the truth when she said in El-Kalil that her people lived in tents.

We walked down the paved street of a city between oleander bushes that had forced themselves up between the cracks, toward an enormous open amphitheater hewn by the Romans out of a hillside, with countless tiers of ruined stone seats rising one above the other like giant steps.

In the center of that the tents were pitched, and the only building in use was a great half-open cave on another hillside, in which Ayisha told us Ali Higg himself lived, overlooking the entire camp and directing its destinies.

On the top of the mountain in front of us was the tomb of Aaron, Moses brother. On another mountain farther off stood a great crusader castle all in ruins; and to left and right were endless remains of civilization that throve when the British were living in mud-and-wattle huts. The dry climate had preserved it all; but there was water enough; it only needed the labor of a thousand men to remake a city of it.

We avoided the amphitheater with its hundreds of tents pitched inside and all about it, because Ayisha said the women would come running out to greet her, and she did not desire that any more than we did. So we turned to the right, and started up a flight of steps nearly a mile long that led to an ancient place of sacrifice; two hundred yards up that the track turned off that led to Ali Higgs cavern.

It was there, where the broken steps and sidetrack met, that the first men came hurrying to meet us and blocked our way  four of them, active as goats, and looking fierce enough to scare away twice their number. But they recognized Ayisha, and stood aside at once to let us pass, showing her considerable gruff respect and asking a string of questions, which she countered with platitudes. They did not follow us, but stayed on guard at the corner, as if the meeting between Ali Higg and his wife were something to keep from prying eyes.

So the far-famed Ali Higg was alone in his great cave when we reached it, sitting near the entrance propped on skins and cushions with a perfect armory of weapons on the floor beside him. The interior was hung with fine Bokhara embroideries, and every inch of the floor was covered with rugs.

There was another cave opening into that in which he sat; and it, too, was richly decorated; but the sound of womens voices that we heard came from a third cave around the corner of the cliff wall, not connected. Ali Higg was apparently in no mood for female company  or any other kind.

In the shadow of the overhanging rock he looked so like Grim it was laughable. He was a caricature of our man, with all the refinement and humor subtly changed into irritable anger. He looked as if he would scream if you touched him, and no wonder; for the back of the poor fellows neck, half hidden by the folds of his head-cloth, was a perfect mess of boils that made every movement of his head an agony.

His eyes were darker than Grims, and blazed as surely no white mans ever did; and his likeness to Grim was lessened by the fact that he had not been shaved for a day or two, and the sparse black hair coarsened the outline of his chin and jaw. In spite of his illness he had not laid aside the bandolier that crossed his breast, nor the two daggers tucked into his waist-cloth. And he laid his hand on a modern British Army rifle the minute he caught sight of us.

Narayan Singh and I both bowed and, after greeting him with the proper sonorous blessing, stood aside to let Ayisha approach. We should have demeaned ourselves in his eyes, and hers as well, if we had walked behind her. He nodded to us curtly, and almost smiled at her; but that one wry twist of his lips was his nearest approach to pleasantry that morning.

She knelt and kissed his hands and feet, waiting to speak until she was spoken to; and he did not speak to her at all, but signed to her with a tap on the head and a gesture to take her place on the rug behind him. Then at a motion from me Ali Babas two sons brought forward the presents and the medicine-chest, setting them down before him in the cave-mouth.

The presents were pretty good, I thought. I would not have minded owning them myself; but he eyed them dully. There was a set of Solingen razors, marked in Arabic with the days of the week; a cloak of blue-and-white-striped cloth, fit for any prince of Bedouins; and an ormolu clock with a gong inside it that would have graced the chimneypiece of a Brooklyn boarding-house.

Marhaba! he said at last, by way of acknowledging our existence, after he had stared at the presents for about two minutes sourly; and I took that for permission to say my little piece.

So I delivered Grims message, saying that he was a most God-fearing and hard-fighting sheikh from Palestine, who had had the honor to escort his mightiness wife to Petra, and now, learning of the illness of the famous Lion of Petra, who might Allah bless for ever, rather than postpone his devotions had sent me, his hakim, schooled in medicine at Lahore University, and a darwaish to boot, to offer such relief as my modest skill might compass.

That was a long speech to get off in Arabic for a comparative beginner. I rather expected him to smile or say something pleasant in return, but he didnt.

By Allah, you have come to poison me! he growled. All hakimsare alike. There was an Egyptian tried it a month ago. Look yonder on the ledge, where his skull hangs. May devils burn his soul!

It was easy enough to look shocked at that suggestion. He had the drop on me for one thing; and, for another, Ayisha was whispering to him, and I couldnt guess whether she was betraying me or not. It turned out that that young woman was much too bent on swapping owners to do anything but smooth our path; but I wasnt so sure of that then as Narayan Singh seemed to be, and as, for that matter, Grim was too.

But he seemed to grow a little less irascible, until she leaned too close to him and touched his neck. Then he went off like a pent-up volcano, and cursed her until she shuddered; and her fright gave him no satisfaction, because he could not turn his head to look at her.

Where is this cursed person? he demanded, meaning Grim, of course.

He rests at the treasury of Pharaoh, said I, hoping that as Narayan Singh and I both stood exactly in front of him he might not catch sight of Grims movements in the valley below.

How did he enter Petra without my leave? he demanded.

I took a long pause, for that was an awkward question. I could not very well admit that Grim had seized and imprisoned his watchmen. But Narayan Singh strode into the breach.

The Lions jackals slept, he announced in a voice of righteous indignation. There was none to give our great Sheikh Jimgrim as much as Allahs blessing. Nevertheless, he sends these presents.

Without answering that Ali Higg clapped his hands twice, and a woman came around the corner from a near-by cave. By her bearing she was either a junior wife or a concubine, and she greeted Ayisha like a sister with a great pow-wow of blessing and reply. But Ali Higg cut all that short. He was no sentimentalist.

Find Shammas Abdul, he ordered her. Order him to take camel and meet the men returning from the Ben Aroun raid. Let him bid them hurry. Go!

She obeyed on the run. There was discipline in that mans camp, as long as he was looking. But Ayisha followed the woman out, and whether she herself found Shammas Abdul, or whether she contrived to pervert the junior wife, Grim presently became aware of that move to summon forth men, and governed himself accordingly.

For about a minute Ali Higg fixed baleful eyes on me.

You are a Shia! he snapped suddenly. A Persian! A cursed heretic!

A look of pained surprise was the best retort I could accomplish; but Narayan Singh came to the rescue again. He thumped a fist on his chest as if it were a drum, and glared indignantly.

Would I, a Pathan of the Orakzai, demean myself by being servant to a Persian? he demanded. Lo! We bring gifts. What manner of desert man are you that reward us with insults!

Peace! I said. Peace! remembering the Sikhs counsel about the middle course I should pursue. The Lion is sick. May Allah take pity on him!

Narayan Singh growled in his beard by way of submitting to the mild rebuke, and Ali Higg  a little bit impressed perhaps  proceeded to question me on doctrine and theology, showing a zeal for splitting hairs that would have done credit to a Cairo mallim.But I had had lots of instruction on those points, and in fact surprised him with a trite fanaticism equal to his own, ending with a statement that whoever did not believe every article and precept of the Sunni faith not only was damned forever beyond hope, but should be despatched in a hurry to face the dreadful consequences.

His eyes softened considerably at that; and for the moment I think he almost approved of me, in spite of the foreign accent that must have grated on his ears, and his national dislike of anyone who hailed from India. He actually told both of us to be seated, and clapped his hands again. Another woman came, looking dreadfully afraid of him.

Coffee! he ordered.

We sat down on the ledge of rock in front of him, for although it was hardly wise to seem too deferent, it would have been most unwise to move away and give him an unobstructed view of the valley, where Grim might be in sight or might not be. Our job was to gain time.

He did not say a word until the coffee came, beyond swearing scandalously when he moved his head and the boils hurt.

O Allah, may Your neck hurt You as mine does me!

I thought that pretty good for such a hard-and-fast doctrinaire, but it was almost mild compared to some of his other remarks.

The woman brought the coffee on a tray in little silver cups  as good and as well served as if our host were a Cairene pasha; but our irascible host took none, for Ayisha called out and warned him not to, saying it would heat his boils.

She came like the wife of Heber the Kenite, who slew Sisera, bringing forth butter in a lordly dish. She held in both hands a marvelous Persian rose-bowl half filled with clabber, saying she had prepared it for her lord herself, and offered it to him on bended knees.

I could not see her face, for her back was toward me and she had her shawl over her head; but I thought of that little vial of croton oil Narayan Singh had given her instead of poison, and the Sikh caught my eye meaningly.

Ali Higg was pleased to condescend. He took the bowl in both hands, muttered a blessing, and drank deep, swallowing about half the stuff before he noticed its strange flavor. Then he flung the priceless bowl away from him, smashing it to atoms, and picked up his rifle to take an aim at Ayisha.

By Allah, the bint has poisoned me!

She screamed and ran. He fired, but she was already past the corner, and the bullet grazed the rock. Moreover, croton oil is a drastic cathartic, and waits on no mans convenience. He dropped the rifle, groaned  and I would rather not set down quite all the rest.

Sufficient that it gave Narayan Singh and me our opportunity. It made him too weak to resist, and we took care of him. I let him go on believing he was poisoned, and gave him harmless doses that he presently believed had saved his life; so that even the tyrannical fanatic felt a kind of gratitude.

Held like a baby in the Sikhs enormous arms with no less than half a dozen terrified women looking on  for they had all run one way while Ayisha ran the other  he slowly recovered control of his emotions, while the women loudly praised my medicinal skill.

And since I knew almost nothing at all of medicine, and therefore could say anything I chose without feeling guilty  like the fellow on a soapbox who harangues a crowd on politics  I told him he must have the boils lanced there and then, or otherwise the poison might get to them and inflame them beyond all hope.

I suppose the men who had met us at the corner of the great flight of steps did not come and interrupt because they had had enough of his temper for one morning and did not choose to sample it again uninvited. The rifle-shot did not bring them, because it was nothing new for him to vent displeasure by shooting at folk; and if there were a corpse, and it had not fallen over the cliff or been kicked over, they would come and remove it when ordered, but certainly not sooner.

Ali Higg has strength enough left to assure me that if I killed him he would wait for me in the next world and settle the account there. I told him what was perfectly true, that I would rather lose my hand than kill him, so he added that if I hurt him more than was reasonable four camels should be told off afterward to hurt me.

Seeing he was to be sole judge of what was reasonable pain, and having no means of guessing whether Grim was still alive and able to protect me, I decided to give him a hypodermic, and put a shot into his arm that would have quieted a must elephant. Maybe I rather overdid that, but as I have no medical diploma nobody can call me to account.

And the operation was successful, if unpleasant. I used one of the presentation razors.

Then Grim came striding up the mountain-ledge, with Ali Baba and all the rest of the gang at his tail, but no sign anywhere of Jael Higg. He stood and boomed out a sonorous Arab blessing; and if ever a man felt and looked like a trapped wild beast it was that Lord of the Limits of the Desert and Lion of Petra, Ali Higg.

However, Narayan Singh and I had played our part and got him weak enough; he could not even jump to grab his rifle. The rest was clearly up to Grim, who looked in no hurry at all.

He stood in the cave entrance with the light behind him, turning slightly sidewise to let Ali Higg see him in profile. The Lions jaw dropped. Grims very head-dress was striped like Ali Higgs. His cloak was the same color. He had been dressed rather differently when I last saw him, so he must have been doing some pretty careful spy-work.

Of course, a close examination showed a dozen differences between the two men, but in his weak state following that drastic physic and the operation Ali Higg believed for a moment that he saw his own ghost! One or two of the women checked a scream, which helped matters, and the others shrank into a corner, staring with wild eyes. One woman laughed, but not from amusement.

Salamun alaik, O Ali Higg! said Grim after a full minutes silence.

Wa alaik issalam! Who are you, in the name of Allah?

Instead of answering Grim strode in, and Ali Baba lined up his sons across the cave-mouth. Unless Grim had left undone some precaution in the camp below it looked as if we had the Lion caged to rights, and you could tell by the look in Ali Babas usually mild old eyes that there would have been short shrift for somebody if his advice were taken. For a moment I caught sight of Ayisha peering timidly between the end man and the wall  to see, I suppose, whether the Lion was dead yet  but the minute I caught her eye she disappeared.

Grim stooped down over Ali Higg, who was sprawling on his stomach on a Persian rug.

Has my hakim relieved Your Honors pain? he asked.

The Lion managed to sit upright. Three of the women piled cushions behind him and ran back again to their corner.

Who are you in my likeness?

A friend, inshallah, answered Grim.

He squatted down cross-legged on the mat in front of him; for though the Lions neck was pretty nicely bandaged and the hypodermic had not lost its power, yet it hurt him quite a little to look up.

I had three brothers, but thou art none of them. I had one son, but neither art thou he. In the name of the All-Knowing, name thyself!

I am he, said Grim, who brought Your Honors wife from El-Kalil.

Oh! And a million curses on the bint! She tried within the hour to poison me. But for this Indian of thine I were a dead man now. Stay! Send for her!

He clapped his hands.

Let her be flung over the cliff. Go bring her! But nobody moved to do his bidding, and it dawned on him a second time that he was cornered. He wasnt a man who took such a discovery mildly.

Ayisha shall be dealt with at the proper time! he snarled. I have not accepted those gifts. Take them up! You who have entered Petra without my leave shall account to my men presently. Thereafter we will talk of gifts.

Which men? Grim asked him blandly. Surely not the forty and four who went to raid the Beni Aroun? Nay, I took the liberty of sending them a message signed with Your Honors seal. They will not come for a day or two, so we can make friends undisturbed.

Shu halalk? With my seal?

With Your Honors seal. Observe; I have it.

Then  then  Where is she into whose hands I gave it?

That was the first sign that Ali Higg had given of the slightest affection for anyone. His face looked ghastly at the thought of losing that strange, half-western wife of his.

He had called Ayisha by her name in front of strangers, out of disrespect. Jael he would not name, even when confronted by the proof that she had broken trust and lost his precious seal.

I took another liberty, said Grim. I sent word by messenger, who bore a letter sealed with that same seal, to Ibrahim ben Ah. He will neither raid El-Maan nor return to Petra.

He is defeated? asked the Lion, dumbfounded. And she  is she a prisoner?

Grim did not answer either question.

And I met a man named Yussuf. You know him?

Naam. (Yes).

He has been lying to Your Honor. He has said that the British are helpless. He brought Your Honor a report from Palestine that was a skein of falsehood hung up on little pegs of truth. He told you the British are not able to defend themselves, he knowing better; for he is one of those men who say always what the hearer would like to hear.

What has that to do with thee? demanded Ali Higg.

He was looking about him furtively, and Narayan Singh picked up his rifle off the rug and stood it against the wall. Grim turned toward Ali Baba.

Bring Yussuf! he ordered.

The ranks opened, and Yussuf was thrust forward into the cave, where he stood looking like a felon awaiting sentence.

Did you speak the truth, or did you lie to the Lion of Petra? Grim demanded.

Who am I that should know the truth of such matters? the man whined, his voice squeaking like a cart-wheel. I obeyed. I looked. I asked. Perhaps I did not understand all I saw and what was told me.

Is the Lion of Petra with ten-score fighting men able to stand against the British with twenty thousand? Grim asked him.

Inshallah. The Lion is brave. Who knows? Yet I forgot to speak of the twenty aeroplanes at Ludd, each having ten bombs of a hundred pounds weight that could make short work in an hour or two of ten score men.

Why dont they come? snarled Ali Higg.

They take no delight in slaying the women and children, answered Grim. Those black tents below there would be an easy mark to aim at; but who would gain? It is better that peace were kept.

Throw that Yussuf over the cliff! commanded Ali Higg.

But once more nobody moved to obey him, and Yussuf had the indecency to smirk, for which Grim cursed him with whiplash sarcasm.

Then Ali Higg put both hands before his face and prayed aloud:

O Allah, Lord of mercies and of wisdom and rebuke, if I am in the hands of enemies and she who was the mother of good plans is taken away from me, have I not, nevertheless, smitten the heretic in thy name and raised thy banner over Petra? Give me, then, wisdom, that I deal with these men and confound thy enemies. La Allah illa Allah!

He dropped his hands and looked up with a hard, fanatical frenzy in his eyes. But they changed almost instantly. The ranks of Ali Babas men opened once more; and Jael Higg stepped through, dressed like a fighting Bedouin, bandolier and all. Grim had even let her have a rifle and cartridges. As he promised, he had put her to no indignity.


CHAPTER 13. There is a trick to ruling!

DONT you hate a story with a moral in it? I do. This is an immoral story. And, remember, I said in the beginning that it had no end, but was no more than an episode in the career of Ali Higg. I would have liked to tell it from his viewpoint setting down what he thought of this unexpected stick thrown in his wheel, omitting most of the bad language for the censors sake.

His first thought was that Jael had returned from the raid with a hundred and forty men. You could tell that by the light in his eyes, even before he spoke.

Allah reward you; you come in time! Have Ayisha and that Yussuf thrown over the cliff. Praised be Allah, I shall be obeyed at last!

It was his worst shock yet when even Jael did not start at once to carry out his order. Instead, she sat down on the rug, so that she and Ali Higg and Grim formed a triangle.

O Lion of Petra, she said  for it would not have been manners to call him by his right name in front of strangers what was written has come to pass, and my foreboding was a true one. If we had let the tribes at El-Maan be, and if you had kept those forty men instead of sending them to raid the Beni Aroun, this could not have happened. Now twenty men have cornered us, while Ibrahim ben Ah eats up provisions to no purpose, sitting idly in the desert.

Then the El-Maan men were not scattered to the winds? groaned Ali Higg. O Allah, may shame devour you as it tortures me! Those dogs will have looted a train and will say that Ali Higg no longer dares interfere! The sun rises, but it sets at evening, since Allah wills; but is my day so short?

By no means, answered Grim. The El-Maan men saw me and believed I was the Lion of Petra. I forbade the looting of the train, and Your Honors wife Ayisha went to El-Maan to enforce obedience by her presence.

Later they saw me start for Petra when the train had passed; and now they will learn that Ibrahim ben Ah with seven score men is bivouacking in the desert. The world is round, O Ali Higg, so that where in one place it seems dark in another they say the sun is rising.

In Allahs name, who art thou? asked the Lion.

James Schuyler Grim. Men call me Jimgrim.

Allah! Wallahi haida fasl! Not he who fought under Lawrence against the Turks? Wallah! I fought on the other side, but we all feared Lawrence and admired him so that not a man would try to capture him, although Djemal Pasha put a great price on his head. And you were known far and wide as his man! There was a price on your head too  dead or alive  five thousand pounds Turkish  well I remember it. By the beard of the Prophet, you might have come here as a friend, O Jimgrim!

Grim laughed.

I come here as a friend in any case, he answered. Khajjaltni bimarufak! You brought back a woman to poison me!

And this is where the immorality comes in. I told a lie, and dont regret it. Nor did Grim regret it; and he backed me up. And Narayan Singh supported both of us.

The lie was my own idea entirely, invented on the spur of the moment; and afterward, when old Ali Baba named me The Father of Lies on the strength of it I felt extremely proud, as he intended that I should do. The lie worked.

I said:

O Ali Higg, men said of you that you are a fierce man, swift in wrath and slow to take advice. And others said that you are sick with burning boils; yet who shall go into the Lions den and heal him? And Ayisha said to me:

Thou art a hakim, yet he will never listen to thee. But he is my lord, and shall I see him linger in agony? Give me a potion that will weaken him. Then in his weakness he will call for help, and thou shalt heal the boils. And afterward that which is written shall come to pass. If in great wrath because I mixed the potion in his drink he shall have me slain, nevertheless the Lion will be whole again; and who am I compared to him? So said the lady Ayisha.

I know Grim would have given a hundred dollars for leave to laugh then right out in meeting; but he kept a straight face, and he had so contrived to make Jael Higg afraid of him that though she looked scandalized she held her tongue. And Narayan Singh, as I said, supported me.

These words are true, O Lion of Petra, he boomed out. I heard the lady Ayisha speak, and it was I who put the little vial in her hands. By the beard of the Prophet I swear the words are true.

But as he is a Sikh, and therefore believes that the prophet of El-Islam was a liar and impostor, with a beard as fit to be dishonored as his fiery creed, perhaps his perjury was scarcely technical. Anyhow, I am not the recording angel. And Grim said, being a more cautious liar than the rest of us:

Therefore, O Lion of Petra, mercy is due to the lady Ayisha, seeing that the end in view was good, although the means were questionable.

But Jael Higg looked daggers at her lord. She had made up her mind to reduce that establishment by one at least; and Ali Higg, looking in her eyes, read what all polygamous husbands have had to face ever since the day when Abraham was forced to drive out Hagar into the wilderness. So he pronounced one of those Solomon-like judgments that are the secret of a mans rule over men in that land, granting to each contender the whole of what he asked, yet having his own way in the bargain.

I find she is not worthy of death, he said, since she played a trick that brought me comfort. Yet I will not endure a womans tricks, nor condone the offense. I divorce her. Before witnesses I say she is divorced.

Its a simple affair in that land, isnt it?

But there were matters not so simple to attend to, and Grim saw fit to waste no further time.

I said I come as a friend, he resumed.

I heard it! the Lion answered dryly.

Without boasting, I have saved you from destruction, while delivering your purchases from El-Kalil. And I have done your name no harm, but good on the country-side.

Allah! How have you saved me from destruction?

By preventing that unwise raid on El-Maan.

Wallahi! Do you think my men could not have accomplished it?

Maybe. Do you think the British would be fools enough to let that go unpunished? The El-Maan people would surely have appealed to them. Aeroplanes would have been sent to bomb you out of Petra. Can you fight aeroplanes?

The British do not pretend to rule on this side of the Jordan, the Lion retorted.

No. Do you want them to pretend to?

Allah forbid!

Then take a friends advice, O Ali Higg, and keep the peace here rather than make war.

That is good advice; but will the British make a treaty with me?

No, Grim answered, smiling. By that they would recognize you as a ruler, which they will not do until they surely know you rule.

Mashallah! How shall men know that I am a ruler unless I make war and enforce my will?

Have I made war on you? asked Grim. Have I disarmed you, or killed one man? Yet I enforce my will, as you shall see.

By a trick! You played a trick on me, or otherwise

There is a trick to ruling, answered Grim.

By the beard of the Prophet, that is true! But show me a trick that can defeat eight hundred men. The Sheikh of Abu Lissan plans to come against me. Those El-Mann dogs had heard of it, and so had the Beni Aroun; therefore I planned to crush them first before dealing with Abu Lissan. Show me a trick that can defeat the Abu Lissan men, and surely I will call thee friend!

Suppose we make a bargain, then, said Grim.

Taib. I am ready.

Giving pledges for fulfilment.

You mean I shall give pledges to the British?

Hardly, Grim answered. If they took a pledge from you that would be like signing a treaty, wouldnt it? I have no authority to sign a treaty. This must be a bargain between me and thee.

Taib.

It is known, said Grim, that you have money on deposit with the Bank of Egypt.

A lie! A lie! snapped Ali Higg. Who said it?

Fifty thousand pounds in gold was the exact amount, deposited at six percent, and interest to be compounded every half-year, said Grim. And because the Koran denounces usury by Moslems, and you are a pious man  and also perhaps because of the risk attached to using your name in the matter  your wife Jaels name was used. Nevertheless, your seal was used at the time as a check on her. Now, at a word from me the British would impound that money, interest and all.

A murrian on them! But you spoke of being friends?

And of a pledge between you and me. In proof that I speak as a friend, though I had your seal I have returned it.

Jael Higg confirmed that by displaying it in the hollow of her hand.

You cant possibly prevent a message from me reaching British territory, Grim went on. A letter is written already, and you dont know which man has it. You are not my prisoner. I intend to leave you free and unharmed. It is possible you might attack me when I go, and kill me and some of my men; but the rest would escape. And then would come aeroplanes, and you would never see that money in the Bank of Egypt.

The Lion blinked away steadily, looking so absurdly like Grim in some respects, and so utterly unlike him in character nevertheless, that it looked like plus opposing minus, or a strong man tempted by his baser self.

Therefore, continued Grim, if you will promise me to raid no more villages I will undertake to deal with the Sheikh of Abu Lissan. But as a pledge, Jael and you must sign and seal a letter to the Bank of Egypt stipulating that the fifty thousand pounds shall not be withdrawn for three years. As long as you keep your promise that money of yours shall be safe, with no questions asked as to how you came by it; for I shall not say a word about it to the British Government, making only a sealed report, which shall be locked away and never opened unless you break the bargain.

And at the end of three years?

Who knows? Grim answered. The years are on the lap of Allah. By then we may all be dead, or you may be king, or may be weary of politics  who knows?

And if I refuse?

Aeroplanes!

But how shall I believe you?

Do I not pledge my life? Grim answered. I have said that I will go to Abu Lissan.

Allah! Why dont you send the aeroplanes to Abu Lissan? Blot the dogs out! Destroy them! Why not?

Would it not be easier to send them here? asked Grim. This is only part way. You, who found it easier to crush the smaller first, tell me why the aeroplanes should not come first to Petra!

Wallahi! I wish I had aeroplanes!

But you havent. Choose now: Will you make that bargain with me, or shall I go straight back from here to Palestine and make my report to the administrator? Never doubt that I can get back; I know where your men are, and I know the desert trails as well as you do. You and your few men that you have here and the women might attack us in the Wady Musa, but I would prevent that by taking you and Jael with me until we reached the open.

You talk boldly, the Lion sneered. If you think you can take us with you that far then why not to Jerusalem? The words of a boaster are a mask of doubt. Hah! Take us to Jerusalem! Why not?

Because then, Grim answered, there would be ten-score cutthroats at large without a leader who can hold them. One Lion can keep a bargain, but ten score jackals would ruin a country-side.

Ali Higg turned that over in his mind for five full minutes, like a chess player refusing to admit that he is mated. But there wasnt a move left to him, and Jael went closer on her knees to whisper advice in his ear.

I agree, he said at last. As Allah is my witness, I agree. Let us be friends, O Jimgrim!

Grim shook hands with him and offered him a cigarette, while Ali Babas men outside the cave sent up a great shout of victory. Then to Ali Higgs inexpressible delight Mahommed started to sing the Akbar song, and they all roared the chorus:

Akbar! Akbar! Akbar Ali Higg!

The song put everybody in good temper, so that when Jael wrote out a letter to the bank at Grims dictation Ali Higg affixed the seal to it without a murmur and ordered food supplied at once to all Grims men; and we had a feast up there on the ledge outside the cave  in sight of the very spot where Amaziah, King of Israel, once hurled ten thousand of his enemies into the gorge below  that, in some respects, was the most enjoyable I ever shared.

But Grim was not the man to spoil success by lingering in what might yet turn into a trap. He who sups with the devil should not sit long at the feast; and I warned you this was a story without an end to it.

There is the lady Ayisha, and what became of her, and the account of when and in what way the Lion kept his bargain. Well, have you heard of those tale-tellers in the East, who sit under a village tree with the menfolk all around them? They work up to the climax, and then pause, and pass the begging-bowl for whatever the tale is worth. I fear those masters of inducement would mock me as a tyro for having already told too much before the pause!

THE END


C.I.D.

[image: img59.jpg]

CONTENTS

CHAPTER 1. There is no such person. There is no such country.

CHAPTER 2. I am sent by Soonya

CHAPTER 3. Isnt that brute dead yet?

CHAPTER 4. This is from the fat babu who ate your dinner

CHAPTER 5. I need a new knife, sahib

CHAPTER 6. The trouble with impossibilities is that they so often happen

CHAPTER 7. You should have been the Unknown Soldier

CHAPTER 8. It happened thiswise, sahibs

CHAPTER 9. Talk with one another

CHAPTER 10. Whoever it is, is as scared as I am

CHAPTER 11. How about a permit?

CHAPTER 12. The devil quotes scripture, sahib

CHAPTER 13. Let us hope you have no conscience

CHAPTER 14. We nibblers at the thread say nothing

CHAPTER 15. Not yet!

CHAPTER 16. I kiss feet, Heavenborn!

CHAPTER 17. Sappier and verbier than you guess! Hurry! Hurry!

CHAPTER 18. I know devils when I see them!

CHAPTER 19. C.3 meant to do that, if he did it

CHAPTER 20. It will probably be something!

CHAPTER 21. What are good guys for?

CHAPTER 22. You shall drink with it to your own health, you devil!

CHAPTER 23. A tiger comes quick as a punch in the eye!

CHAPTER 24. Simple! Since they wished it, why not?

CHAPTER 25. Accept my humble praises, sahib




CHAPTER 1. There is no such person. There is no such country.

It was typical south-west monsoon weather, about as bad as Noahs deluge. Due to choked drains and innumerable other troubles, some parts of the single track lay two feet under water; and it was next thing to impossible to see through the driving rain, so the up mixed reached the terminus three hours late. It crawled dejectedly and grumbled to a standstill in Narada Station, with curtains of water drooling from its eaves. The drum of the rain on the iron station roof seemed to add to the gloom of the lamp-lit platform. Stanley Copeland stuck his head out through a first-class compartment window and received not less than a gallon of water on the back of his neck. Cursing all things Indian, he opened the door then and jumped for comparative shelter  simultaneously with a very obese Bengali babu, who was traveling second and apparently possessed no other luggage than a black umbrella.

What chance of getting a porter? he asked the babu.

None whatever, sahib. Havent you a servant?

Copeland had not, but he had a smile worth money. He had to pitch his voice against the splash of torrents from the eaves, the crash of thunder and the scream of the engines safety valve; but his voice was sonorous, not harsh:

Someone was to have met me, but apparently he hasnt. If they tried to auction India

The babu interrupted him. He chuckled amiably, pointing to the railway dining-room.

You go in there and order dinner for us both, he said, and whisky pegs in two tall glasses; those are most important. Do you see those elephants?

Three huge brutes loomed and swayed in lamplit shadow on the far side of the platform. One had an awninged, nickel-plated howdah, dyed tusks and vermilion paint around its eyes.

There is a royal personage on this train, said the babu. He monopolizes all the porters. Is your luggage labeled? How many pieces? How many more in the compartment? Very well, my servant shall attend to them and I will supervise him. I am good at watching other people work. Go in and order dinner.

As he spoke, a dish-faced, coppery-hued fellow in a dirty turban and a ragged cotton blanket left off talking to a pair of yellow-smocked, ascetic- looking pilgrims by the door of a third-class carriage and ran to receive the babus orders. Rather fascinated by the pilgrims, Copeland stared at them. To him they seemed more interested in the crowd than most such pious people are, when they have sworn a vow of poverty and set forth with staff and begging bowl in search of some religious rainbows end. However, they walked away and the shadows swallowed them. Copeland, finding himself alone, made tracks for the gloomy dining-room, sat down in the farthest corner at a fly-blown tablecloth beside a window, and ordered dinner from a bare-foot Goanese who knew enough to bring the drinks first.

He had to wait for the babu. He had swallowed one drink and ordered another when a dark-skinned man in a blue European suit, a raincoat, and a turban, entered. He glanced at Copeland shrewdly and then took a seat as far away as possible, but sat facing him. He had keen eyes and a look of self- assurance, but there was something sinister about him.

His gestures were those of a conjurer with nothing to conceal, and his very shapely hands were too conspicuous; a ruby, that perhaps was genuine, in a ring on the middle finger of his right hand suggested a danger signal; and Copeland was not prejudiced in his favor by the fact that he wore a gold chain- bracelet on his right wrist. His stare was lynx-like when the babu entered. He appeared to suspect, if not to recognize him, but the babu took no notice. A cane chair creaked under his weight as he sat down with his back towards the other man and swallowed, almost at a draught, the long drink that awaited him. Then he plunged into conversation:

It will be a rotten dinner, but you will learn that without my telling you. What is the use of your talking to me, unless I tell you what you cant discover for yourself? I am a reprehensible and graceless babu named Chullunder Ghose  investigator; dont, however, waste your time investigating me, for there is no such person. Out there on the platform you were about to speak of India. There is no such country.

Where, then, have I spent the last six months? Copeland asked him. The visa on my passport calls it India.

If I should call myself a surgeon, said the babu, would that prove it? India speaks more than fifty languages, but cant explain itself. It has a hundred heavenly religions, and is going to the devil. It has two hundred governments, no two alike, and more misgovernment per square mile than a colony of monkeys in a madhouse. India is misunderstood by itself and by every one else, the same as you and me, but would like to be understood, the same as you would; I, myself, however, pray that nobody may ever understand me. If I understood myself, I should inevitably die of boredom. You, sir, are a surgeon. Dont deny it. I know all about you.

Why should I deny it? Copeland answered. There is nothing to know about me. Im a specialist from the neck up  eye, throat, nose, and ear. Just now Im studying cataract, if you know what that is. I came here because I heard that the next State, Kutchdullub, is full of it. I operate on anyone wholl let me.

So does that man, said the babu with a backward motion of his head, but sane people dont let him.

Copeland glanced at the man at the far corner table. Does he know you? he asked.

Not yet.

Hell remember the shape of the back of your head!

He shall remember more  much more! the babu answered. If only other people had longer memories, he might not now be drawing such a fat retainer as the medical wizard in charge of the Prince who came on our train. Even wealthy Indian Princes are as silly as peasants and lots of other people; they will listen to and pay a charlatan, but send a reputable doctor to the devil. Do you find it easy to get patients?

Copeland smiled reminiscently. He had merry eyes and almost comically large ears, but a studious face and an unself-assertive manner.

Ive had better luck than I expected, he answered. Lots of Mohammedan patients, and some Hindus. In the hospitals Ive had no difficulty with the Hindus  even women. However, if I understand the situation, now Im up against State rights. Narada seems to be the jumping-off place into ancient history, as well as railroad terminus and border-town. The Rajah of the next State doesnt even answer letters.

Perhaps, if he were sober said the babu. Oh, is that the trouble? I was told he has religious prejudices against modern medicine and surgery.

Prejudices! said the babu. The religious member of that family is the Rajah of Kutchdullubs cousin. It was he who arrived on our train. It is he who would inherit if the present Rajah should die childless. The present Rajah inherited because his elder brother did die childless. I am an investigator. Verb. sap.

I should say, then, that the cousin would be wiser not to cross the border. Why does he do it?

And in this weather! There are always seven reasons for everything that anybody does. I know three: politics, health, religion. And the greatest of these is human nature! That is not a reason, but a good joke. His political adherents in Kutchdullub arent so sticky that it doesnt pay to see them now and then and spread more tanglefoot. He has a country villa where his medical adviser, whom you see behind me, tells him that the medicinal springs are curative of ulcers of the stomach. As the hope and ewe lamb of the high church party, it behooves him at certain seasons to be sacramented by the priests. The other four reasons are what I am here to find out. But why are you here?

Me? Im hoping, said Copeland. I want to see Kutchdullub, and I want to shoot a tiger. Theres a small dispensary in this town, and the Sikh in charge of it has offered to let me hold a clinic. So Ill stay here for the present. What did you mean by saying there is no such person as yourself?

Am dead just now, as happens frequently. Was mixed up in a case near Quetta, and some murderers were hanged. But certain other murderers and friends of same were not caught, it being out of the question to catch and hang the total population; because no government is wise or reasonable; they always compromise: Therefore the C.I.D.  you have heard of it? Criminal Investigation Department  had me murdered and cremated as a precaution against revenge, and then removed me to this sweet solitude for a vacation.

Taking chances, arent you?

No, I never take them. One of them will take me some day. Until then I am taking long odds, but betting only on certainties.

Copeland studied him a minute, while they both dipped spoons into abominable soup. He decided that the mans obesity might be as deceptive as his mild brown eyes and his almost bovine calm.

What I meant, he remarked, when thunder had ceased crashing, is, why do you tell me your name and what you are? I might betray you.

He was answered by a chuckle. Then: Do you suppose the C.I.D. would send me here because I dont know the country intimately? Knowing, I am naturally known; and, once known, not so easy to forget! If His Highness the Rajah of Kutchdullub happens to be sober, his spies will tell him before midnight that you and I have dined together. So why should I observe secrecy towards you? On this side of the border what harm can you do me?

Will they let you cross, or must you sneak in? Copeland asked him.

I would go in with a brass band, if there were one, said the babu. Some of them will welcome me as small boys do a teacher, telling me the little secrets better to conceal the big ones. For I tell you, that secrets are not kept by being secretive; nor can you discover them by looking like a questionnaire in a headsmans mask. But tell me, have you ever shot a tiger?

Cant say I have, said Copeland. But a fellow needs a steady nerve at my trade. There isnt much room for error when you operate on eyes, for instance. I can handle a rifle. Ive a good one that Ive used quite a bit. Say, look here! I dont know of anything that I can offer you, but perhaps you can think of something. You can get into Kutchdullub, and youre going. I want people suffering from cataract to come and see me. And I want to shoot a tiger. Help me in either of those respects, and name your quid pro quo. If I can match you, I will.

Swiftly, penetratingly, and only once, the babu glanced at him; his brown eyes almost changed their shape during that fraction of a second, and their color glowed like amber with a light behind it. Then he looked down at his goat chop.

Do you ever gamble, sahib? Do you bet blind? Do you have an intuition that you trust against the evidence of all your senses?

Sometimes.

Care to bet on me? I have a nuisance value. Not even God can guess the value of a nuisance, or He would not have created such a paradox. A nuisance is superior to Einsteins square root of minus one; that has no demonstrable existence but can solve a problem by creating greater ones. I would exact a promise.

Thunder again, chain lightning, and a volley of rain on the iron roof. The man in the far corner washed his ruby in a tumbler, polished it on a napkin, turned up his overcoat collar and walked out, letting in a gust of wind that blew off tablecloths and smashed some crockery.

I would ask you to promise, said the babu, not to cross the border into the State of Kutchdullub until I send for you or come and fetch you.

Whats the big idea?

Take no chances, said the babu. Sahib, it is paradoxically true in this world that the simplest way to get what you are after is not to try to get it. Say no, and resist temptation when you mean yes and already have fallen for it like an apple on to Newtons nose.

O.K., I get you. Very well, I promise.

But I promise nothing, said the babu. It is contrary to my religion to make any promise that I dont intend to break. I am a slave of my religion.

Youre a high-caste Hindu, arent you? How comes it that you eat with me, and eat meat?

Chullunder Ghose took up a bone in his fingers and gnawed it before he answered:

Sahib, why do you cut cataracts off eyeballs?

For the practice. Hell, Im learning!

Same here! Self am also surgeon  of impossibilities! I amputate them. Why? For the experience. I like it. And one does not get experience by being holier than other people.

But the Hindu religion, as I understand it

You dont understand it, any more than I do, or the priests do, said the babu. I am a devotee of all religions and all politics. I am an autocratic democratic absolutist, communistically minded  a pro-Gandhian believer in machine-made products. Also am a Nietzschean-Tolstoian Platonist with animistic leanings, balancing a pole, like Blondin on a tightrope, with a Bryanite bimetallism on the one end and a sense of humor on the other. I believe that governments are necessary nonsense, and that the only deadly sin is sorrow, whether you inflict it or accept it.

So you sign up with the C.I.D. and send men to the gallows?

I? Their lack of humor hangs them! Clowns and other funny people never reach a gallows. It is people who take themselves seriously who slip up on their own solemnity, like politicians on a party platform. The secret of all the crimes there ever were, is self-importance. It is that  their self- importance, that eventually traps them.

All right, go and prod their self-importance, but remember, I want some cataract cases  and a tiger. You can reach me at the Sikhs dispensary. He wrote he has a bedroom for me, but I dont know the address yet. Ill have to wait here at the station until he shows up. Where will you be?

Everywhere, sahib. I must splash around in this abominable monsoon, wishing I were Jonah in the belly of a whale. And I must go now. Thank you for the rotten dinner and the pleasant company. I wish you hecatombs of mutilated heads to study with your lancet.

Thanks, I hope you hang your man, said Copeland. Bring him to me first, though, if his eyes need fixing.

Good-by, sahib. Dont come out into the rain. But curiosity compelled, so Copeland buttoned up his overcoat and watched three elephants go swaying off into the darkness loaded with a Prince and all his retinue. The station lights, reflected in a kind of misty halo by the rain, revealed even a glimpse of royalty  a lean, dark-turbaned, youngish man, a trifle stooping at the shoulders, perched up in the nickel-plated howdah with a heavy shawl over his English raincoat. He was taking himself, or something, seriously. He looked sad. But he swayed away into the rain and was lost in darkness before Copeland could even memorize his features.

Then an ekka drove up for the babu  a one-horse, two- wheeled, springless cart, already piled up with the babus baggage under a watertight tarpaulin. The babus dish-faced servant was already up beside the driver. The babu climbed in and the cart creaked. The driver screamed at his decrepit horse. The babu pulled an end of the tarpaulin over him and waved his black umbrella  and suddenly, out of the station shadow, the two yellow- robed pilgrims ran like ghosts and climbed into the cart too.

Charity to holy people is a way of going long of riches in the next world! the babu shouted. Good-by, sahib.

There was a frightful flash of lightning  seething rain  thunder  howling wind; lightning again, and a vivid glimpse of trees bent almost double  ruts through black mud  miles of muddy water. And then darkness.

Its a hell of a night, said Copeland to himself. He went back to the dismal dining-room and paid his bill. Who was that man who had dinner with me? he asked the waiter.

Some babu, he answered. I not knowing.

But he did know. He was too afraid of him to talk. The lamplight shone on too much of the bloodshot whites of his distended eyes.


CHAPTER 2. I am sent by Soonya

Wind rolled away the steam of two weeks rain and gave a glimpse of tumbled mountains beyond lush green jungle. Out of the jungle poured a roaring river; coffee-brown, loaded with trash; it stank of dead things. Where, two weeks ago, the shallow ford had been, and village cattle came to drink, it boiled and eddied ten feet deep  impassable. A dozen mat-and-cotton, toe- rag camps were clustered on the side towards the city; there the traveling native merchants waited for the yearly race to be first in the field, to sell goods on credit while the peasants rain-fed optimism rose like sap in green stuff.

On the far side of the river, on a hillock, in a thatched shed built for him by villagers, Chullunder Ghose sat camped in luxury. He had crossed, before the river rose too high, on a log-raft that had been carried away by the next nights flood and left him stranded. He had exactly what he needed, and he needed extremely little. In an English Norfolk jacket, a Hindu loin-cloth and a plain black cotton turban, he looked rich enough to be important and yet not so rich that the villagers might feel afraid of him. He sat on a mat in the door of the shed; cross-legged, like a fat god, smiling. And since he paid his way, and certainly was not a tax-collector or policemen, the villagers came and talked to him between the storms of rain. Their talk was chiefly about taxes, and the priests, and the iniquitous forced labor when the Rajah needed porters for his hunting expeditions. They talked about the Prince who had come across the ford with three elephants, and who had actually paid them for firewood and elephant feed.

A good Prince. But he came near drowning. There was with him a Madrasi, with a red stone on his finger. When the Prince fell off the elephant in mid- stream that Madrasi pretended to try to rescue him. But we saw. And it was one of us who swam into the stream and saved him. He received for that a gift of two rupees from the Prince. But from the Madrasi he received a cursing. The Madrasi said a low-caste person should not touch the Princes person. And that is true. But what would you?

They talked also of Gandhi. Gandhi, they had heard, was in London teaching the English how to use the hand-loom. Was it true, as some of Kalis priests said, that Gandhi intended to kick the English out and give the government to Moslems?

Chullunder Ghose was patient. He declared he had to wait until the ford was passable. He asked no questions about tigers, none whatever about Kalis priests, or about the ruined temple in the jungle near by. If he had asked, he might have heard nothing. But, as usually happens to a good-tempered man who listens but is not inquisitive, what he wished to learn began to reach his ears in driblets. He was told, among many other things, the reason why, for instance, nobody came near him after four in the afternoon, and why the cattle were driven home so early.

He has slain six women, four men, five children, six-and-fifty goats and nineteen head of cattle. He is a male tiger. He is harder on us than the takkus [tax]. Our shikari should have set a trap or shot him, but he dared not, though he talked loud; and when we mocked him he ran away, we know not whither. It is not wise that your honor camps in this place, and if we had known how good your honor is we would have spoken. Come now and dwell in the village. Chullunder Ghose might have accepted the invitation, but the rain came down that minute, so a dozen villagers were forced to share the shed with him, and half a dozen more came running along the track at the edge of the jungle to take shelter. Five of them reached it, and the sixth was hardly fifty yards away when he suddenly screamed. A tiger leaped out from the undergrowth and struck him, seized him by the shoulder, worried him a moment and then dragged him out of sight. It was all over in ten seconds. But they heard the man scream in the jungle  once. After that, silence. It had happened phantom-fashion. Even the rain seemed silent and unreal.

All the villagers took sticks and ran to beat the jungle. But it was useless, and they knew it. One by one they came back to squat and shudder in the babus camp-fire smoke and ask advice.

Another widow to feed. That is the fifth man, making sixteen humans. Shall we abandon the village? But where then? There is no place for us.

Tell the Rajah, said the babu. Is it not his business and privilege to deal with tigers?

Sahib, we have sent and told him. Long ago we told him, when the tiger slew the first man.

What else have you done?

We have paid much money to the priests of Kalis temple. But the priests also do nothing.

What else?

To the priestess we have given money. Her name is Soonya. It is her tiger. She lives in the ruined temple yonder in the jungle. The tiger lives there also.

Liars! Can she keep a tiger like a tame cat? If it eats you, would it not eat her?

Nay, not so. Is she not a priestess? She is not like other people, sahib. Furthermore, she says the tiger will continue killing us and our cattle until the Rajah keeps a promise to rebuild the temple. Nevertheless, if he should do that he would first increase the takkus; and how can we pay it, since the tiger eats us and our cattle? Will your honor not speak to the Rajah?

I would like to speak first to that priestess, said the babu. Which of you will lead me to her?

There were no volunteers. There were fifty excuses, chief of which was that the hour was growing late; it would be dark in the jungle. Some of them even admitted they were too scared.

Sahib, in a few months, when the sun has dried it, we will burn the jungle. There is nothing to do until that time comes.

Except to get me an elephant. Get one. Go and do it!

But the nearest elephant was fifteen miles away. It belonged to a zamindar notorious for meanness; he would demand too much money. The elephant would eat the food of thirty people. The mahout and two or three alleged grass- cutters would also demand rations and money. Probably the elephant would go sick. He might even die; and who would be blamed for it?

Tell me then about this Soonya whom you call a priestess, said the babu.

So they told him an endless story, that being the least they could do after refusing his other requests; and he believed some portions of it. None knew whence she first came. She was married, some said, at the age of ten years to a man so handsome that the gods were jealous of him. Therefore the gods slew him with a sickness. She wanted to die on his funeral pyre, as widows used to, and, it is rumored, that some do even to this day. But that was forbidden by the Sircar, that is obstinate about such matters.

So she tried to starve herself to death, which also was forbidden. Sahibs took her to a hospital and fed her by force with a tube until she gave in and agreed to live. She was then sent to a Christian mission, and the padres taught her to deny caste. But she did not agree to the rest of the teaching, so she ran away. She became a sanyassin  wandering, wandering with staff and begging bowl, and rumor had it that she went mad. But some say that the padres had already made her so.

We are all mad, said the babu. If we were not, nobody would love us. How did she come to this place? Did she bring the tiger with her?

Opinions varied. Some said she had come before the tiger; some said afterwards. They all agreed, however, that at Kutchdullub she had adopted the terrible creed of Kali, which serves death, not life. It worships death and sings the praises of calamity. Our fathers told us about Thuggee, sahib. Has your honor heard of that? The Thugs slew people as a sacrifice to Kali, the Destroyer. But the Sircar also made an end of Thuggee  some say.

I will cross the river, said the babu.

Nay, nay, sahib! Not yet for a week, or for more than a week. It drowns men. Who can cross it?

I will cross now.

Nay, nay! Tell us more about the dok-i-tar who skins eyes so that blind men see.

Lead me to the priestess, or I go now.

But we dare not. Is that killer not loose in the jungle? He is worse than she is.

Then I go at once. These  he pointed to his odds and ends of baggage are in your keeping. Make me a raft of goatskins  tight ones  well sewn. Bring a long rope and a pole. And if I drown I hope the tiger eats you all.

They pleaded  argued; but his mildness had vanished. He even beat them. So the goatskins that an Indian village never lacks were blown up tight and lashed together. Standing on that, the babu poled and paddled himself across, assisted by the rope that held the raft against the stream. It took him two hours. It was after nightfall, and he was almost fainting from exhaustion, when he crawled out on the far bank in a storm of wind and rain. He staggered to the nearest traders bivouac, where a kerosene lantern made a warm glow in the darkness.

Horses! he commanded. Harness up and drive me to the city!

Mocking voices answered. Swim, thou mudfish! Sit in the mud thou fool, and pray for miracles! Thy belly holds more food than we have here  go and fill it with frogs!

I am sent by Soonya, he answered.

There was instant silence. Presently a man crawled out into the rain and thrust a lantern near the babus face.

Who do you say sent you?

Ask again, thou dog, and she herself shall answer! Harness up! She orders. I pay  twenty rupees.

That was a mistake.

So? She? A priestess offers money for a service?

But the babu snapped back: Atcha! I will keep my money. Ask her anything you wish to know. I will go and bring her.

He turned away into the dark rain. The lantern followed.

Sahib! Sahib!

Fifteen minutes later he was splashing into darkness toward Kutchdullub City in a hooded cart, behind two strong horses, munching at chapatis spread with hot spice. The driver asked no more questions.

It appeared that Soonya was someone.


CHAPTER 3. Isnt that brute dead yet?

Divinely authorized and autocratic sounds good, but it seems that liabilities invariably balance assets, somehow, even in the Rajah business. To begin with, it was monsoon weather. The marble and limestone palace, with its terraces, courtyards, gardens, summer-houses and lotus-ponds was one desolate splash made drearier by hurrying dark-gray clouds. There were creditors out on the palace steps, bemartyring themselves beneath umbrellas. The walls dripped clammy moisture. There was mildew on the hangings. The canaries in gilded cages were molting miserably and refused to sing. The Rajah had the bellyache, a headache, and a letter from a banker  a swine of a banker  a dirty, contemptible son of a low-caste shroff, who demanded his interest and found it inconvenient to lend another rupee. Nor was that all.

The zenana hummed with malice, like a wasps nest being smoked out. The most recent recruit to the Rajahs private ménage was a lady with a genius for spending money and a magnetism that exploded all the stores of jealousy and discontent that she could anywhere discover.

There is plenty of both in a Rajahs zenana, always. And today it is not nearly as safe as in the good old days of twenty years ago to use the whip; because even in Indian Native States there are women who know about modern notions. They inform the others. And any woman understands that one does not have to believe things in order to try to get away with them.

So the Rajah was in his library, where the books were all soggy with moisture; and even the brandy and soda did not taste good, because he had drunk too much of it the night before. His servant had left the lid of the cigar-box open, so the cigars were ruined; they tasted like hay and blotting-paper  two rupees each. The cat looked happy, sleeping on a cushion near the smelly oil-stove. So he kicked it, and that settled the cat for a while. Then he got up and looked in the mirror  a full-length one, behind which was a closet of books such as even a Rajah does not let the servants see.

There was a damp film on the mirror, but he could see himself. He had never had any faith in religion except as an important form of politics; but the sight of himself in the glass nearly, if not quite, convinced him that a diabolical intelligence does actually govern things. How otherwise could such a handsome fellow, so endowed by nature with a figure, a brain, and a taste for smart clothes and expensive entertainment, find himself in such a damned predicament? No answer. He made a grimace at himself in the glass.

Then he pressed an electric bell; but rain had discovered the places where a rascally contractor had saved money on the insulation, so the bell was silent. After waiting a few minutes he seized a revolver and fired it five times at the bell-push. He was a good shot, even with all that brandy in him, so he hit the mark three times, but it annoyed him that he missed twice; and the noise made the cat act like a lunatic, so he put the sixth shot through the cats head. Then the servant came. He might possibly have shot the servant  it would have cost less than to whip a woman  only that the cartridges were all used up.

Take away that cat and tell Syed-Suraj I want him.

The servant left the cats blood on the carpet and ran like a marauding jackal with the carcass. Syed-Suraj was the only one to run for when the Rajah was in that mood. Discreetly vicious sycophant and rapacious grafter though he was, Syed-Suraj could be depended on to calm the Rajahs humor even when the last new female favorite was afraid to go near him. A relation, distant, on the distaff side; an educated sybarite, whose estates had all been squandered in Madrid, Heidelberg, Paris, London, and Monte Carlo, Syed-Suraj had equipped himself with cynicism and a charming manner that the Rajah and Syed-Suraj, too, mistook for statesmanship. But Syed-Suraj was a lot too shrewdly cautious to accept an official position. It suited him better, and so did the pickings, to be the Rajahs confidant, pander, parasite, and go-between.

He entered briskly. There was a flower on the lapel of his well-cut British suit. He looked well, lithe, humorous. His olive skin, fresh from the barber, shone with apparent youth, although he was almost fifty years of age. He was a small-boned man, with rather hairy hands and small feet. Nothing about him except his eyes suggested danger, importance, or even much experience. But the crows feet at the corners told their tale, and his eyes were slightly simian, brown, brilliant, a bit too close together, with a habit of narrowing slightly after one swift, penetrating glance.

He sat down, He and the Rajah usually conversed in French or English to avoid being understood by servants, who were always lurking where they should not and who always carried tales to the zenana. The Rajah scowled. Syed-Suraj smiled.

Youll be dead soon, he remarked, so be gay. Let the money-lenders worry.

Damn the money-lenders, said the Rajah. I would sell my entire State for the price of a trip to Europe.

But you cant, dear boy. Its mortgaged for more than its worth. Why be impractical? Besides, imagine what might happen if you went away. You know as well as I do that the priests are playing poker with a whole pack up their sleeves. Theyd frame you in your absence. They already accuse you of neglect  of withholding temple revenues  of personal defilement

That last was a sore point and the Rajah sputtered, cursing the priests of Kali in a language enriched by ages for just that purpose. The expense of being undefiled was bad enough  they have a special rate for Rajahs  but the worst part was the tedious ceremonies. He shuddered to think of them.

And, said Syed-Suraj, they again demand fulfillment of your promise to rebuild that damned old temple in the jungle. You would have made that promise over my dead body, had I been here when you came to the throne.

But, damn your eyes, I had to make it, said the Rajah. They pretended they knew all about my elder brothers death. If a lying rumor had come to the ears of the British that he died of poison

Yes, that might have been inconvenient. But rumor and proof, dear boy, are not the same thing, even if your brothers death was slightly opportune, and even if he was cremated rather in a hurry. The point is now, that you cant keep your promise about that because you lack the necessary funds. They know that. Nevertheless, they are using pressure  propaganda  and that tiger. If you shoot the tiger they will charge you with sacrilege, which wont cut any ice except with half the population, who will probably refuse to pay their taxes. Swallow that one! If you dont go and shoot the tiger you will hear from Smith about it

Damn Smith! Damn his middle-class morality! Oh, damn his father and his mother and his

Smith is all right, said Syed-Suraj. As a representative of the British Raj at the court of a reigning Prince he is rather a joke, I admit  or a bore, whichever way you look at it. But what if he werent lazy and had some brains and self-respect? Youre lucky to have such a fossil to deal with. When he retires on pension, two or three months from now, youll be out of luck; there cant be two politicals like Smith in India, and if there were, the law of averages would keep them from sending the other to succeed this man. I advise you to get things straightened out before a new man comes in Smiths place.

To hell with the British!

Not so loud! said Syed-Suraj. They, too, have their difficulties, but their ears are as long as a mules and

Blather! Their days done. Theyve lost their grip on India  lost it, I tell you. Theyll be gone in a couple of years. And then the deluge. Then well have the old times back again.

Not yet! And meanwhile, Smith will be compelled to make himself a nuisance. How can he help it? The British have sent that fat scoundrel, Chullunder Ghose, to spy and report

The Rajah sat suddenly upright. Isnt that brute dead yet? I arranged

Syed-Suraj interrupted: Yes, I know you did, and it was very thoughtless. Hes the C.I.D.s pet undercover man. Do you remember when he came two years ago and asked you to employ Hawkes? Do you remember I cautioned you not to refuse? He wanted Hawkes placed here to keep an eye on you. If you had turned Hawkes down, Chullunder Ghose would have flooded the State with Hindu spies, and those dogs would have framed you for the sake of their own advancement; whereas Hawkes plays cricket. Nobody could make Hawkes tell a lie or shirk work. Hes a good servant and he saves you money.

All right, said the Rajah, but Chullunder Ghose is

Sui generis. He might be much worse. Bump him off  and see then what descends on you! It might be utterly impossible to prove you ordered it, but nobody would doubt it. The C.I.D. would be out for revenge; they value that man. They would send a mob of expert second-raters, who would do exactly what the priests want  frame you and force you to abdicate. The priests, you know as well as I do, want your cousin on the throne.

Hell never get there, said the Rajah. He already has what he thinks are ulcers of the stomach. If your doctor from Madras is half as good as you pretend, the priests will soon have the mortification of conducting funeral ceremonies for their darling nominee for my throne. I see humor in that.

Syed-Suraj blew his nose and glanced at the Rajahs face over his handkerchief.

Well, he remarked, his death wont help you at the moment. Neither would it help in the least to kill that fat babu.

I have ordered him killed.

Then countermand it.

It is too late.

He is probably your best friend in the circumstances. He is not a trouble-maker. He has a genius for pulling the plugs of trouble and letting it pour down the drain. That is undoubtedly why the C.I.D. have sent him.

He is dead, said the Rajah. That is, hes as good as dead.

Im sorry to hear it. I cant do any more than give you good advice.

Oh yes, you can. The Rajah stood up. He chested himself. He struck the attitude that always had effect with certain sorts of women, but that did not deceive Syed-Suraj for a moment. Take my Rolls-Royce, and go and borrow money for me. Go to Ram Dass; he has plenty.

Twenty-five percent, said Syed-Suraj.

What do I care?

He will also take a note for twenty-five percent more than he really lends you.

I will sign it.

And Ram Dass will show your note to the priests.

To hell with them!

They will say you now have money and must rebuild that temple immediately.

What? During the monsoon? Impossible! Go and get me some money.

You might offer me a little douceur!

Damn it, what becomes of all the money that you wheedle from me?

Syed-Suraj closed his eyes a trifle. Then he contrived to look hurt.

Any one of the servant-girls in your zenana costs you more than I do, he retorted. Most of what you give me is spent on your business  on informers, for instance. Do you think spies work for nothing?

I am certain you dont, said the Rajah. Dammit  all right  five percent. And dont ask for another rupee for a twelve-month. Do you hear me?


CHAPTER 4. This is from the fat babu who ate your dinner

Across the border, five hundred yards from the railway station, in a corrugated iron barn that faced a yard at the back of the Sikhs dispensary, by the light of a gasoline lantern Stanley Copeland labored and forgot the weather. Rain drove in between the joints of the iron walls and drummed on the iron roof. Sometimes the lantern blew out at critical moments and the Sikh had to come to the rescue with his flashlight. The operating table was a thing of planks and trestles that had to be scrubbed at intervals with soap and water. There was a very slim supply of anaesthetics, and the Sikh was ignorant as well as nervous, although willing. There were no nurses  no trained help whatever.

But the Sikh had snatched at opportunity. The moment he was sure Copeland really would come he had gone hard at work at propaganda. He had promised that the greatest surgeon in the world would operate, free, gratis, and for nothing, on anyone, no matter who he was or what might be the matter with him. And the only reason why the Sikh had not been at the train to meet Copeland was that his dispensary was chock-a-block with patients clamoring for first turn. He had had to drive them out into the rain and lock the door on them before daring to leave the place; they might have wrecked it.

So, instead of restricting himself to eyes, with occasional side-ventures to an ear or throat, Copeland had been forced to tackle almost all the horrible and crippling ailments known to Asia. He had amputated gangrened legs, attended to enlarged spleens, opened abscesses, adjusted and set compound fractures, cauterized dog-bites, treated ague, diagnosed and taken chances with afflicted kidneys, livers  anything and everything. And luck was with him, as it usually is with men who pull their coats off and go straight ahead at what needs doing, even though they dont know how to do it. Nobody had died yet on the operating table. Seven days, of fourteen hours work each, had gone by and the waiting list still grew. The sleepless Sikh was half-hysterical, but happy. Copeland had begun to dream he really might amount to something some day, which is half the battle. He could see himself getting the high-priced custom in Chicago or New York. And then a messenger arrived  a dish-faced messenger.

He came in grinning, dripping, with a flour-sack hooded on his head and shoulders. He was otherwise naked except for a breech-cloth. In his hand he held a cleft stick, in which a note was tied securely, wrapped in a scrap of goatskin. He refused to wait outside although a cancerous nose was being amputated. He refused to give the message to the Sikh. He forced his way in and waited patiently, amused by the removal of the nose and now and then feeling his own to make sure it was still there. When the job was finished and he had given up the note to Copeland, he offered to help scrub the operating table. He was not in the least discouraged or offended by the Sikhs rebuff, but watched the Sikhs assistant for a minute and then, being quite a person, pushed the incompetent duffer aside and did the whole job perfectly, in quick time.

Copeland lit his pipe with the fourth or fifth match  matches and tobacco being damp. Then he studied the note before he opened it. He only vaguely recognized the dish-faced man and was not really sure he remembered him. There was nobody who ought to write to him; no one, in fact whom he knew on the country-side. The thing suggested trouble, or perhaps an urgent call for surgical help in some outlying district, so he scowled at it. However, he was the kind of man who likes to hit his troubles on the snout, not run away. So at last he opened it. The address read:



To the Skin em alive-o Doctor sahib at the Sikhs dispensary.  From Babu C.G.



That was impudent, but not discouraging. Besides, the messenger was a genuine human being with a good grin, who appeared to believe in working while he waited. That, too, was a favorable sign. He unfolded the paper and read on:



This is from the fat babu who ate your dinner. Cheerio. How are you? Please excuse the paper, but the nearest shop is more than twenty miles away and the miles are mud if you can find them under water. I am curious to know if you are still premeditating battle with a tiger? Or have you slain so many people on the operating table that the thought of even lawful murder sickens you? If you are still ferocious, oil your gun but wait for kubber. If you are still the gentlemanly sportsman that I took you for, be kind enough to hold your tongue about it, because silence feeds no flies, of which there are a lot too many. Please send back an answer by this messenger and tell me whether you would back your skill against a belly-trouble, said to be an ulcer but suspected by me to be more of a family token of regard. It might be possible to bag the tiger and assault the ulcer at the same time. Point is: will you do it?[BR] [BR] Please dont pay the messenger, it spoils him. Give him two spots of the cheapest whisky you can get and kick him forth to come and find me with your answer. Hoping the supply of crushed and otherwise intriguing eyes is holding out; and wishing with all my heart that you were here to buy me drinks and dinner  alas, I have none of either! I remain, Your Honors most respectful servant,

C.G.

P.S.  And remember, there is no such person!



Copeland thought a minute  thought of the work to be done where he was, and of the mud and the rain outside. He almost tore the note up  almost told the messenger to say no answer. But the messenger grinned and the grin was good. And he remembered then that the fat babu had smiled like someone who was safe to bet on. So he handed the messenger two rupees and told him:

Go and buy yourself some whisky. Come back when youve drunk it.

Then he wrote on a piece of dispensary paper:



From S.C. to C.G. This is a telegram. Try me. I dont believe you.



He folded it, sealed it with a lump of candle-grease, impressed his thumb- mark, wrapped it in the goatskin, tied it in the cleft stick, set it where the messenger could see it on a stool beside the door, then:

Come on, he said to the Sikh, bring in your next case. At this rate itll be midnight before weve done a days work.


CHAPTER 5. I need a new knife, sahib

Chullunder Ghose sat in the dark cart, enjoying motion after days of sitting still and being talked to by ignorant villagers. It was slow motion; the big wheels sank deep in the mud and the horses paused at frequent intervals to gather strength; but the horses were as keen as the driver on reaching the journeys end, so they pulled their best. The silence  he enjoyed that also  was comparative; the important thing was that the driver made no conversation. Countless millions of frogs made such a din that he could hardly hear the splashing of the horses hoofs or the squeak of an oil-less wheel. But none of those facts excused carelessness; the business of being purposely misunderstood demands unceasing and acute attention.

It may be that the comfort of a heavy blanket made him sleepy. He felt sure, too, that he had left behind a village that was friendly to himself, whatever hatreds or intrigues might dwell there. But probably he himself could not have told exactly why he let his normally alert and intensely intelligent senses slumber while he mused and pondered. He was chuckling over the letter he had sent by messenger to Doctor Copeland, and envying the almost superhuman skill and courage of the messenger who swam that swollen ford without as much as hesitating on the brink, when his turban fell over his eye and he felt a blow on the back of the head that almost stunned him. But he had felt the blow. He could still feel it. Therefore he knew he was not too badly hurt, and in the dark the odds were in his favor yet, whoever the enemy might be. Between him and the driver was a curtain of heavy cloth that made the inside of the cart so absolutely dark that he knew his assailant must have struck at random. Probably some enemy had crawled in over the cart-tail and was now crouching amid the litter of empty sacks and goatskins, waiting to see what his blow had accomplished. Those thoughts took a fraction of a second.

In another fraction of a second Chullunder Ghose had stripped his blanket off and bulked it, holding it at arms length in his left hand. Beneath it, with his left foot, he kicked on the floor of the cart to suggest his own whereabouts. He felt a club hit the blanket. He pounced. A man as wet as a fish, and as slippery, writhed in his grasp, and even the babus prodigious strength was hardly enough to hold him; he had to grab the mans hair and almost strangle him with his left arm while he thumped him breathless with his right knee. The driver heard the intense, swift struggle, and pulled the curtain aside to ask what the trouble might be. Chullunder Ghose mastered his breath:

Another passenger. He overtook us. I invited him to ride.

He should pay, said the driver. Such a journey as this may break my cart and harm my horses. It is enough that

It is enough that your crows meat pull so feebly that this cripple overtook us! the babu retorted. Drive on. I will pay you with a kick in the teeth if I hear another word from you!

Shameless ingrate! I will turn back, said the driver.

Try it! See what happens!

It was too late to turn back; it was already nearly as far to the encampment by the ford as it was to the city. And to turn about meant facing wind and rain. The driver made a virtue of convenience.

I made a promise. It is better that I keep it. I will pray your honor to be generous.

He closed the curtain, and Chullunder Ghose relaxed the pressure on his assailants throat, but he did not let go of his hair. He seized an arm and twisted it.

Who are you? he demanded. Besides being a jungle-bum with less brains than an animal, what are you?

Have pity, sahib!

Answer before I break your neck, you murderer!

And if I answer, what then?

Pity, perhaps; and perhaps a thrashing; possibly a rupee. Who knows? Was it Soonya who sent you?

Nay, nay, sahib! We of the village laid our heads together.

And the honey of united wisdom came forth?

Sahib, we thought if your honor should make complaint in the city about the tiger, then there might be trouble from the priestess.

You should have said that to me before I left you.

But we did not think of it until your honor crossed the river. Then we guessed that your honor had lied about being a spokesman for the dok-i-tar sahib who skins eyes. Some said you are probably a politician; and we agreed that much trouble might come, and of that we have plenty, without more of it.

Chullunder Ghose jerked at the mans hair. As an afterthought he groped for the club and laid it out of reach. For instance? he demanded.

First, a sahib might come. It might be Smith sahib, who would command the services of many people and much food for his servants, who would beat us. And the servants would pay us nothing, even though their sahib might give them money for the purpose. Or perhaps the Rajah himself might come, and that would be much worse.

Yes, and  ?

She would put a curse on us for having made complaint.

Who? Soonya? That priestess?

Yes, sahib. She might carry out her threat to loose on us a second tiger  a she-one  much worse.

Uh-huh.

So it seemed best

To silence me by killing me, eh? How did you cross the river?

That was easy, since your honor let the raft get caught to the far bank by a tree-root. Was there not the rope? We drew that tight and I crossed by it, hand over hand, being better used to such dangerous work than the others. Was it not I who received a reward for rescuing a Prince in mid-stream? And having crossed I sought a club, but it was difficult to find one in the darkness. The one I cut at last was too light. Thus the blow I struck was feeble and your honor

Where is your knife, with which you cut that club? the babu asked him.

It was in my loin-cloth. But it fell in the mud when I slipped, as I tried to crawl silently into the cart. Otherwise I could have used it, and your honor

I will give you a new knife, said the babu.

That is generous. But it is only fair. I

With which to cut your own throat for being such a frog-brained jungli!

Nay, I will need it badly for my work in the fields when the rains are over.

If I let you sit there near the cart-tail will you jump off and run home?

Nay, I need a new knife, sahib. Where can we buy it unless in the city?

Then what?

I will go home. I will tell them in the village you are one whose heart is so big that it swells your belly. They will excuse my failure when I show the new, expensive knife.

Clothe yourself with sacks. Sit silent. I am sick of talking to you.

So the cart creaked on and there was no more conversation. Wind, rain, trees, and frogs united in an ocean-chorus; it was easy to imagine that the cart was a boat on a storm-tossed sea. The villager, almost invisible even against the sky at the open cart-end; sat with his chin on his knees and seemed to meditate. Chullunder Ghose, wrapped in his blanket, cuddled himself at the front end, in a corner, undiscoverable even to a bats eyes, it was so dark. Even when the jolting of the cart-wheels moved him he was quite invisible.

The cart stopped. Someone spoke to the driver. Chullunder Ghose, ear to the curtain, caught the drivers answer.

Nay, I am from this side of the ford. I know not who he is.

Is he a fat man?

Look within the cart and judge that for yourself.

Footsteps splashed around the cart. Someone hooded in a flour sack leaned in, from the rear. At the same time there was a faint click, but to the trained ears of the babu it was clearly not a pistol. It was probably a flashlight, damaged by rain, short-circuited, useless. A man swore scurrilously.

Who is in here? he demanded.

The villager stirred uneasily. The man seized him and dragged him out into the darkness.

Who are you? Who else is in there?

No one, said the villager.

Not a babu? Not a very fat man? Not he who was camped beyond the river?

Nay, nay! I am from that village. I have seen that fat one  I have spoken with him. He is still there. How could he have crossed the river?

How did you cross?

On a horse  but it drowned the horse. I, clinging to its tail, was thrown up on the bank on this side.

Why are you traveling?

To reach the dok-i-tar. My eyes fail and I fear I go blind. I have heard there is a sahib

Stealthily Chullunder Ghose moved to the cart-tail, the villagers club in his fist. The frog-noise and the rain that spattered on the roof effectually drowned any noise he made. He crouched in the corner opposite to where the villager had sat.

You jungli, you are lying! said the voice in outer darkness. He who drives said

Unexpectedness was two-thirds of Chullunder Ghoses method, and the other third was use of intuition. He decided there was only one man to be dealt with. He sprang  two hundred and fifty pounds of suddenness and muscle. He struck with the club with all his might. Luck aided him. Square on the top of a skull the club broke in two and the man went down into a puddle like a pole- axed steer. The babu set a foot on him. He waited; there might be someone else; although he guessed not.

See who he is, he commanded presently. The villager knelt  felt  pulled at something.

Nay, your honor means, who was he? He is dead now. And he had this.

He thrust a heavy, old-fashioned revolver into the babus hand. By its weight  by the balanceless feel of it Chullunder Ghose guessed, almost beyond the possibility of error, that it came from the Rajahs armory. The Rajahs private weapons were as new and costly as caprice could dictate and his credit provide, but his soldiers and policemen  and his murderers and bullies  had to use what other armies sold as bargains fifty years ago. However, the babu struck a match to make sure, recognized the Rajahs monogram on the holster worn by a man in plain clothes who lay prone in a puddle, and then threw the revolver away. He heard it splash into a deep hole.

Are you sure he is dead? I also think so. Get into the cart.

He climbed in too, and resumed his blanket in the corner.

Cheloh! he commanded, drawing aside the curtain. Why do we wait? Are the horses as stupid as you?

The driver whipped and yelled. The cart creaked forward and the rain came down in blustering squalls that almost blew the roof off. It was several minutes before Chullunder Ghose even attempted to make his voice heard. Then he moved a little closer to the villager and asked him:

Did I say you are a frog-brained jungli?

Yes, but it is not true.

I repeat it. You wished to kill me. That man would have done it for you.

Yes, I guessed that, sahib.

Why, then, did you tell those lies and say I was not in here?

I need a new knife, dont I?

Krishna! You shall have a good one, said the babu. I can use such a madman as you are!


CHAPTER 6. The trouble with impossibilities is that they so often happen

Major Eustace Smith, aged fifty-four and rather seedy for his years, lay in bed at the Residency. There was nothing much wrong except for a boil on the back of his neck, which made him irritable. The damp and the dripping of rain depressed him; and, since the doctor went on leave, he had been lonely, although he and the doctor detested each other as only two bachelors can who have no other society than each other for months at a time. He enjoyed not having to have breakfast with the doctor, even though he missed him and needed his attentions now. Bed was comfortable. Office details were obnoxious to a military man  of the old school, dammit!  and there was nothing his clerk could not attend to; his successor, three months hence, might suit himself and find as much fault with the clerk as he pleased. In the meantime, the less business the better. Three months  then a pension, thank God!  and a little cottage in Madeira, where a fellow can live cheaply and enjoy the climate.

However, as he reached for a book and a cigarette he saw a scorpion on the pillow. Scorpions made him half-hysterical. He slew the thing and yelled for his servant; and by the time the servant came he was too upset to take things easy any longer. He swore at the servant and made him examine everything  clothes in the closet, boots, suitcases, curtains. Then he put on slippers and his bathrobe, changed the bandage on his boil and decided to try the veranda that faced the Residency garden  a mere patch of shrubbery and draggled flowers circled by a high stone wall. He ordered tea brought out there.

It always annoyed him to be interrupted at his morning tea. As a soldier he had had to rise at five a.m. or earlier and attend to all sorts of details. But political life, according to Smiths view, called for military dignity, not military rigor. He still wore his graying moustache in fierce, waxed points, and he was ramrod-straight, however lazy he might feel. But business before eleven in the morning? No, sir! Not except in grave emergency.

So he swore when his servant brought out word to the veranda that Hawkes sahib wished to see him. It was bad enough to be expected to interview any one at that hour. But he especially detested retired infantry sergeants who eked out their pensions by staying in India and getting jobs in Native States. Such fellows ought to live in England, where they have equals and where their rotten manners consequently clash less with the social standards of their betters.

However, he knew Hawkes could not be exactly looking forward to the interview; he had been to particular pains to impress on Hawkes that he was not a welcome visitor. So he supposed there was some news that Hawkes, at any rate, believed important.

Show the man in, he commanded. Take that other chair away. Ill keep him standing.

Hawkes stood five feet ten in heavy boots and a ready-made English serge suit. He had left his waterproof outside, and he came to attention from old habit, so that his fine figure showed to advantage and made Smith look and feel slack as he sat staring at him in pajamas, stocking-less feet, slippers, not yet shaven. Smith, conscious of the contrast, decided to begin by taking Hawkes down a peg or two.

A pity, he said, that a man of your physique should loaf his days away when England needs guts and muscle. Native States are no place for pensioned soldiers. What good are you doing here?

I seem to satisfy His Highness, sir.

Dont you flatter yourself?

And Im keeping off the dole two sisters, one down with tuberculosis  and my mother.

Keeping them in idleness, I dont doubt.

Well, sir, Im not idle. And I didnt come here to waste your time. There is something I think you ought to know, sir.

Smiths eyes glared with irritation.

I have told you before, Hawkes, I have very reliable sources of information. Nothing goes on in the state that I dont know about before you know it. I resent your interference. Unless you know of something that I dont know

Its about that tiger near the village beyond the river.

Bah! That old wives story! Let me tell you something for your own good. The political significance of tales like that is wrapped up in obscurity too deep for inexperience to penetrate. I heard it long ago: a woman in the jungle is supposed to possess a man-eating tiger that destroys whole villages. Well, put it in your pipe and smoke it! Its a mares nest. Its a bit of local politics, in which His Highness and the priests are engaged in jockeying for influence. If I hear of you taking a hand, I warn you, I shall insist on the Rajah getting rid of you at once.

You threatened that before, sir; but he cant. Ive a contract. I dont wish to show you disrespect

Youd better not!

And politics dont mean a thing to me, said Hawkes, but I intend to do my job. When I tell you that theres a tiger killing people  and that the Rajah nor anyone elsell do a thing about it  you may make up your mind that Im telling the truth.

Is that so? Very well, Sergeant Know-it-all, why dont you go yourself and shoot the tiger?

Because of politics and me not touching em. My job is inspecting stores and checking sales and purchases.

Ah! Why not, then, attend to business?

Very well, sir. Ive reported. Thank you for the interview. Good morning.

Smith did not even answer him. He scowled. As soon as Hawkes had left he got up and began pacing the veranda.

Dammit, I suppose I ought to go myself and shoot the bloody tiger; that ud stop this particular feud for a while. The brute is killing people  no doubt of that. But in this weather? And with boils on my neck! Mud  rain  snakes  malaria  and then a tiger in a ruined temple? Fat chance for a pension Id have! Somebody would draw my life- insurance! And Im not here to do the Rajahs dirty work. I think Ill send for Syed-Suraj. Thats it. Hes a slimy devil, but he has tact. He can put it to the Rajah unofficially that something has got to be done about this  and done now. Thats it. Diplomacy. Nothing in writing that would call for explanations to the Foreign Office. Keep away from red tape. Yes, Ill send for Syed-Suraj.

Europe, profligacy, and the need to refinance himself by stealth had educated Syed-Suraj to an understanding of the value, among other things, of promptness in his dealings with the nervous, Nordic blonde. He arrived almost too soon for Smith to be shaved, and he had to wait in the outer office, where he fingered correspondence while the office babus back was turned. He was amused to read that the C.I.D. requested prompt attention to the forwarding of Number D.3s confidential reports; and the Department authorized D.3 to draw whatever sums he might need up to Rs. 250, against his own voucher.

One other letter equally amused him. The Foreign Office, in view of strained political conditions, urged that foreigners  particularly doctors  should be discouraged from entering Native States unless provided with a special Foreign Office passport. The attention of the Foreign Office had been called to instances where aliens, possessed of medical skill and enthusiasm, but having no political experience, had acted indiscreetly and contributed to local unrest by exciting caste prejudice. Smith came in before he had a chance to read the other letters. Smith invited him into the library, replete with volumes of the Indian Census, law-books, and the works of Edgar Wallace. They sat down facing each other in front of the oil-stove.

How are you?

How is His Highness?

The polite formalities took half a minute. Then there was a rather awkward pause, unbroken by Syed-Suraj, who was half afraid that the news of the death of Chullunder Ghose already might have reached Smiths ears. It was news that would have to break sooner or later. His eyes were alert, hard, less simian, more brilliant.

Suppose you and I have a friendly chat, said Smith; no witnesses.

A pleasure, I assure you.

Unofficial, of course.

That condition imposes itself, since I have no official standing.

Understood. Do you mind telling me how matters stand at the moment as regards the quarrel between His Highness and the priests?

Syed-Suraj chuckled, visibly relieved. Why shouldnt I tell? he answered. Its no secret. They insist on his building a temple, and he has no money. They insist he purify himself by an expensive ritual. He will not.

Why not? Smith asked. Is his personal ease so important to him that he cant concede a bit to superstition? Church and State must hold together, dammit,  or well all be Gandhi-ized. The next thing will be Communism. Nobody requires His Highness to believe in gods that were thought good enough for his ancestors. But he might at least pretend a bit. How else, in these difficult times, are we going to preserve our sacred institutions? How shall aristocracy survive in the face of Communism, if the Native Princes dont stand with the Church? Do you recall what James the First of England said? No bishop, no king! Tell that to His Highness.

Syed-Suraj placed the tips of his fingers together, as he had seen the English lawyers do in consultation. He imagined it impressed the English. He particularly wanted to impress Smith, not that he admired or trusted him, but he admired and trusted his present royal patron even less. It might be time to consider safety. British practice, which is frequently above-board, is invariably based, at least politically, on careful underground investigation  spy-work, to put it bluntly. Why had Chullunder Ghose been sent by the C.I.D. to snoop and listen? Smith, as Resident, was the unacknowledged but none- the-less actual  even if duly incompetent  link in that part of the world between spies and their secretive but immensely powerful masters  men with misleading titles, who can make or ruin any one by hinting at the existence of mysterious, anonymous reports. Syed-Suraj hoped to have his own name inscribed on the list of desirables. But he was shrewd enough to know that to betray his present patron unadroitly would be to destroy his own chances. Treachery, if it is to succeed among gentlemen, has to be cloaked in decency and faithful phrases.

It occurs to me, he said, that this might be your opportunity to crown your career with a ribbon.

Pah! Smiths scorn of decorations was proportioned to the probabilities. My dear fellow, I have never let such considerations influence me for a moment.

He believed that, perhaps. But Syed-Suraj did not. Even governments, said Syed-Suraj, now and then are grateful. Many of us who have experienced your tact and kindliness would dearly love to see you receive some official recognition before you retire.

Tut-tut  let us talk of more important matters.

The forced abdication of the Maharajah of Indore, said Syed-Suraj, coming promptly to the point, undoubtedly has strengthened British influence in some ways. It has drawn attention to the fact that the British-Indian Government can, when it pleases, discipline  by removal  any Rajah who ignores what we might call the rules of the game.

Yes, Yes. Smith shifted nervously. The conversation was getting a bit too serious to suit him. Even minor issues, such as tigers, were a nuisance; major ones were anathema. However, he had started it; he had to listen.

On the other hand, said Syed-Suraj, it has called attention to the  let us say, vulnerability, of our ruling Princes. There is a feeling that a Prince no longer has the unconditional  and, shall I call it, ingenuous backing?  of the British Raj. A Prince has become, to some extent, a skittle, one might say, who can be knocked down by a wave of indignation.

That is an extreme view  too suggestive of hysteria, Smith answered.

Ah! But we must consider local prejudices, politics and misconceptions. It is not on facts, but on their interpretation that rebellions are based.

Rebellions? said Smith. He looked scandalized.

Revolutions, if you prefer the word. The priests have always exercised enormous influence in this State. They resent the present rulers rather careless  and frequently, I may say, stupid  efforts to destroy that influence. They foresee  or they think they do  that the democratization of India, aimed at by Gandhi and rapidly gathering headway, must produce a conflict between new and old ideas. In plain words, they believe they must fight to the death for their privileges, sooner or later. They appreciate that phrase you wisely quoted just now no bishop, no king. They would, however, say, no king, no bishop. Therefore, they feel that the reigning Rajah, in order to preserve the established order, must make common cause with them and uphold their dignity and influence, that they, in turn, may uphold his. Our mutual friend, my patron, will not see that.

Damn him! Smith said fervently.

The priests, in consequence, would vastly rather see his cousin on the throne. The cousin, as undoubtedly you know, is a religious man, untainted by vice or cynicism, and remarkably attentive to the drift of world affairs. He is also wealthy in his own right. I know him well. A very honorable man. Perhaps a trifle over-altruistic, but sufficiently shrewd to live over the border, in British-India, where he can keep in touch with his  ah  his admirers in the State, but be more or less safe from  ah  well, you know what so often happens to the heirs-apparent to a throne.

Smith scowled. That was another unpleasant subject. It was notorious that for hundreds of years those few direct heirs to the throne of Kutchdullub who had not been murdered had survived by luck or accident, or through the watchfulness of faithful servants.

Let us hope that British example has relegated that sort of thing to the dishonored past, Syed-Suraj.

Yes, let us hope so. Hope is wholesome. The point is, the cousin is sick  very sick. He is said to have ulcers. Rather rashly  in my opinion  he is just now visiting a little place he owns up in the mountains in this State.

Yes, I know that. He paid me a call on the way, Smith answered.

He was taken worse there.

You suspect  ? Smith almost used undiplomatic language. Syed- Suraj diplomatically did not notice it.

The priests  the High Church party, that is  are afraid he may die and be lost to their cause. They believe, whether rightly or wrongly, that medical  possibly surgical  skill might save him. And they dont trust the man from Madras who has charge of the case.

Too bad the Residency doctor went on leave, said Smith.

Yes, altogether too bad. In the circumstances it is only natural the High Church party should be restless. They are in a position to put the screws on. They intend to do it, in order, if possible, to save the life of the heir to the throne. They want him on it, and they mean to get him there by hook or by crook.

Ridiculous! said Smith. Impossible!

The trouble with impossibilities, Syed-Suraj answered, is that they so often happen. The High Church party has been most ingenious. They have a tiger that is killing people. And they have a story that exactly fits the superstitious prejudices of the peasants, while it tickles the sense of humor of more intelligent people.

Yes, Ive heard that tiger story. Something must be done about it.

What, though? From time immemorial it has been the Rajahs privilege, in person or by deputy, to shoot all tigers that molest the people. If he shoots that tiger he will find himself denounced for having violated the ancient sanctuary where a so-called priestess keeps the brute. How she keeps him there, I dont know, but she does it. And remember that the Rajah, from the High Church viewpoint, is in a state of gross impurity that he refuses to correct by proper ritual and sacrifice. It would be a scandalous act for him to cross the threshold, even of a sacred ruin, no matter for what reason. They could make an awful stink about it.

There would be riots. He might get killed  thats almost probable, there are so many fanatics who have been stirred up by the propaganda.

Whose propaganda? The priests?

You bet. They are masters of it. And what will happen if he does not shoot the tiger? They will say not only that he neglects his duty, but that the tiger is sent as a curse from the angry gods because he broke his promise to rebuild that ruin in the jungle. And he cant rebuild it, even if he cared to, since he has no money. Consequence  even worse rioting!

Dammit, perhaps Id better go and shoot that brute myself, said Smith.

But if you do, my friend, you will end your career in a hornets nest instead of being decorated for discretion!

What do you suggest?

I dont know. It occurred to me that possibly you might  ah  let us say, intuitively, guess  the  ah  the British attitude toward the Rajahs cousin. If he should come to the throne, why then, of course, the priests would get rid of the tiger. Theyd poison the brute.

Smith was horrified. He was as capable of treachery as any other nerveless, self-important bureaucrat; but minor treachery  nothing heroic  nothing that might involve him in a nine-day tempest in a teapot at the close of his career. He had a genius for minor treachery. Already he was shaping in his mind a full report of this strictly private conversation, to be sent to Delhi, where it would do Syed-Suraj no good. But now he thought of something better. He could kill two birds with one stone, and retain his own reputation for tact.

Its as simple as most problems are when you face them, he answered. I can see no reason to take official cognizance of this. But take my compliments to His Highness, and suggest to him that he should send that fellow Hawkes to shoot the tiger. I am told he is an excellent shot.

But sacrilege

Yes, certainly. He can blame Hawkes, and dismiss him  pack him off home to England. Hawkes was in here not two hours ago. I had to reprimand him for trying to interfere in what was none of his business. I can testify that Hawkes is an incorrigible meddler.

Hawkes has a contract

He can be dismissed for cause, Smith answered. Use tact. Warn His Highness to be careful how he instructs Hawkes. Thats all.


CHAPTER 7. You should have been the Unknown Soldier

From the British Residency, where a Union Jack drooped dismally on a pole from which sun and rain had flaked most of the paint, to the Rajahs palace, where damp-chilled and disgusted sepoys stood on guard before the pretentious iron gate, was a mile and a half. There was an avenue of trees, then winding, cobbled streets  a maze of narrow-fronted, mostly two-storied houses with flat roofs, built around tiny courtyards in which the hot-weather life of the city was lived. But during the monsoon most of the life was indoors, where it grew shrill and irritable  over-crowded.

At about the time when Louis XIV was inviting bankruptcy by building palaces to house his ignorance of economics, a Frenchman of curious character, possessing an amazing gift of salesmanship, had inspired the despot who then occupied the throne of Kutchdullub with ambition to rebuild the city. Nothing sanitary  such indecencies had not been thought of  but as grandiose and gimcrack as a stack of exposition buildings. Naturally, the job was never finished; tax-exasperated merchants had the Rajah poisoned, and the Frenchman was chased off the roof of the house he had built for himself; the city dogs ate what was left of him. The houses had come to their natural end and had been replaced by indigenous Indian architecture. But the squares remained, and the trees still graced them. So the center of the city was a spaciously conceived oasis of four paved quadrangles. One faced the palace; another the temple of Kali; the third was mainly occupied by shops belonging to the more successful merchants; and the fourth square was a marketplace. Normally the latter hummed with chaffering and stank of cabbage, onions, and spice; but in the monsoon it was a waste of bluish-gray cement on which sheets of rain rippled. Around three sides of that was a stucco colonnade, beneath which were the shops  half-shuttered now to keep the draught out  of the dealers in corn, enamel-ware; and all the cheap stuff that peasants delight in. There, also, was the store of Ram Dass, dealer in mortgages, money, and grain. It had yellow-painted shutters. It occupied eight whole arches of the colonnade.

Wheeled traffic was not allowed in that square, and the prohibition was enforced by steps and a row of ancient iron cannons set three feet apart with their muzzles downward, along the side of the square that opened to the main street. So even Rajahs had to walk if they should wish to visit Ram Dass, and a Rajahs confidential dick-odirty-work was under the same necessity. Syed-Suraj had to leave the Rajahs silver-plated Rolls-Royce standing in the street and mince amid the puddles under a big umbrella held for him by the liveried footman. He hated, as much as a cat, to get his little feet wet. And he hated to wait in the draughty shop. But Ram Dass kept him waiting  sent out word that he was being treated for lumbago by a doctor and could not come until the torture was over.

Ram Dass was a comfortably fat, gray-bearded veteran with twinkling eyes, who no more had lumbago than he had melancholia. There was nothing whatever wrong with him, or with his bank account. Voluminously clothed in clean, white cotton and the little round cap of a bunnia, he sat cross-legged on a pile of corn-sacks, with a kerosene stove beside him, on which a kettle sang cheerfully. In front of him, on an up-turned, empty box, there was a teapot, sugar, cream, two teacups, and a silver case of cigarettes. Beyond that wholly satisfactory and swankless table, on another pile of corn-sacks, equally contented, sat Chullunder Ghose. He was enormously bulky, but there was something about him  it might be his sense of humor  that suggested they were two of a kind.

If they think you are dead, said Ram Dass, they will presently unthink it. You are about as easy to disguise as an elephant. Someone must have seen you enter my shop. You are well known. And as soon as the Rajah learns about his bully lying dead in the rain he will

Oh no, he wont, said Chullunder Ghose. He knows I could appeal to the Resident if he should have me arrested. Even if he locked me in a secret place, he would know that you or someone else could

Could avenge your death. What good would that do? He would swear that you had died by an accident and bring a hundred witnesses to prove it. Then what?

Chullunder Ghose smiled and sipped tea. Then he helped himself to an expensive cigarette. The god of accidents, he remarked, and blew the sweet smoke through his nose, is a respecter of persons. Self am favorite. You ascertain the odds as soon as possible, and bet on this babu.

I never bet.

No? Why, then, did you lend His Highness, yesterday, ten thousand rupees, as you say you did?

Only five thousand. I took his note for ten.

What is that but betting  on a, weak quail?

I agreed to lend another five  same terms, same interest  provided I receive the contract to supply grain for the elephants for five years. That is why Syed-Suraj waits outside there. He has brought the contract. He has come for the money.

You believe, then, that the Rajah will continue on the throne as much as five weeks? asked Chullunder Ghose. For a man of affairs you are credulous  credulous. Pour me more tea.

We could do without him, Ram Dass answered, pouring. But they tell me his cousin is dying  poison, no doubt. So who shall succeed him? The British always shut their eyes and ears unless they see a way clear; and the whole world knows they have trouble enough with Gandhi and the Nationalists, and the Round Table Conference, and unemployment, and God knows what else. They certainly dont want to have to add this State to British India. The nervous old wreck at the Residency, who would have hysterics if he were called on to act with determination, is sufficient proof to me that the British dont mean to be drastic.

Any rioting yet? asked Chullunder Ghose.

No, none yet. This is bad weather for rioting. There will be some, though, unless someone kills that tiger. Priests are just as stupid as Princes; they have overdone it this time, and they dont know how to back down. As if the Rajah would care that their tiger eats a hundred people! That will only react on the priests when people wake up. Then what?

Let us interview the jackal.

Bring him in here?

Why not? But why lend money?

I want that contract.

Have it. But save five thousand rupees. Hawkesey never takes commissions. Offer Hawkesey good grain at a fair price, promise him youll not cheat, and ask him to get you such a contract next month. Hawkesey is on the establishment. A change on the throne would make no difference to Hawkeseys job. He loves those elephants. Moldy corn delivered to the elephants would make Hawkesey your enemy. I think I would prefer the tiger  or myself. I also am a sentimental adversary. Verb. sap.

Syed-Suraj was admitted: A discreet clerk bore a chair in front of him and set it where the light would fall straight on its occupants face. That act of courtesy made it perfectly clear to Syed-Suraj that he was not being received as an equal. The democracy of corn-sacks was denied to him; he was a mere ambassador from a throne, looked upon from the corn-sacks with contempt. It amused him, or at any rate he tried to think it did.

I forgive you the lumbago on condition that I need not drink tea, he remarked. Then he faced Chullunder Ghose. You certainly surprise me. Where are you from?

The babu winked at him. I surprised myself. Question is, what will His Highness do with corpus delicti? Is it found yet?

Oho! So you killed a man?

I? said the babu. Telling you things is a lot too dangerous; you have brains. For instance, I would not dream of hinting to you that a wise rat leaves a rotten ship.

Syed-Suraj produced one of his own cigarettes and lighted it, cupping his hands around the match to hide his face a moment while he controlled its expression. Then he turned to Ram Dass:

Do I get that money?

No, said Ram Dass.

I have brought the contract.

Tear it up, said Ram Dass.

Syed-Suraj stared from face to face. Chullunder Ghose spoke swiftly before Ram Dass could put in another word:

You know something, dont you? Why not tell us?

I have no news. I was at the Residency. Smith was as usual  futile.

Did you fall or were you pushed? the babu asked him. I mean, were you sent or sent for?

Syed-Suraj dropped the cigarette and set his heel on it. He laid his hands on his knees and faced the babu. He grinned like a cat.

If you want information, he retorted, you will have to play fair. Is the net out for me too?

No, the babu answered.

But the C.I.D.?

I never heard of that. What is it? asked the babu.

Cursed Inquisitive Dog Department, Syed-Suraj answered. If you wont play fair, damn you!

All right, I shall have to ask Smith what you talked about and, if he does not tell me, I can tell him! You were either sent or summoned. What is there for him and you to talk about but His Highness, the priests and a tiger? Did he send for you to talk about the weather?

I believe you have already talked with Smith.

Your beliefs are as unimportant to me as the day-before-yesterdays dinner that I didnt eat, Chullunder Ghose answered. I wasnt joking when I said I think you have brains. I am giving you a chance to use them.

Syed-Suraj stared a minute at the oil-stove. He looked at Ram Dass, but the merchant was stroking a black cat that had laid a dead mouse on the sacks beside him.

Clever pussy! Fool mouse ran the wrong way, did he? Ram Dass tossed the mouse into a corner and the cat leapt after it.

Syed-Suraj drew a folded contract from his inner pocket, crackled it to attract attention, and then tore it to pieces. A nod, he remarked, is as good as a wink. Let us exchange confidences.

He was interrupted. A turbaned clerk came in to announce that Hawkes sahib wished to speak to Ram Dass.

Ask him to be good enough to wait. Be sure to give him a cigar.

The clerk went out again and Syed-Suraj assumed a rather bored expression. He had evidently thought of a bright idea; he wished to hide its newness; he was conscious that the bright, mild eyes of Chullunder Ghose were studying him  smiling.

Well, it was, as you say, about the tiger, he began. I went for a quite informal conversation, but Smith seemed worried about the Rajahs difficulties. One thing led to another until we got pretty deep into local politics, and at last he asked me my opinion. So I gave it. I suggested he should shoot the tiger. He objected, so I offered an alternative. I told him to ask Hawkes to do it. That ought to solve the problem. Hawkes can be the scapegoat afterwards.

Does Smith pay Hawkes? asked Ram Dass.

No. The State of Kutchdullub pays Hawkes. Smith saw that point. You got Hawkes his job, Chullunder Ghose; so I suggest that you should tell Hawkes to go after the tiger. Hawkes would listen to you. You would get the credit with the C.I.D. for having pulled a trigger that saved a nasty situation.

And a nice, kind Rajah! No, the babu answered, we will let you have the credit. You may need it. You tell Hawkesey.

If I do, and if he speaks to you about it, will you put a word in?

Chullunder Ghose stretched his naked feet toward the stove to warm them.

Why not? The suggestion, though, should come from you in the first instance, not me. I will add my influence.

Then I will tell him now, said Syed-Suraj. May I count on you also to mention my name in the proper quarter?

Chullunder Ghose nodded. Syed-Suraj bowed with semi-serious respect to both men and went out, shutting the door behind him.

Well, that settles it, said Ram Dass. You have saved a situation, as he calls it. But you have also saved a monster on a throne that he defiles every day of the week. You have probably condemned the Rajahs cousin to a painful death by poison. You have certainly sacrificed Hawkes  and that means you have cost me a contract. I dont think you are so clever.

Clever? said the babu. I am treacherous. And I believe in devils. I believe I know them when I see them. Dont keep Hawkesey too long.

Ram Dass, contract still in mind, went out to do the honors. Five minutes later he himself led Hawkes in. Hawkes looked curiously like a London Bobby with his long black waterproof and the hood drawn up over his head. He was wholesome. As he pushed the hood back and his eyes grew used to the gloom amid piled-up corn-sacks, he stared  grinned  held out his hand:

You, you damned old son-of-a-gun! Say, when did you blow in? And why not my house? Damn  Id sooner see you than a pay-raise! Remember last time you and I got drunk together? Its about time for an encore.

Drunk since? asked the babu.

Hell, no! Youre the only one I drink with. I could pass for a teetotaler if you werent living.

What is new? the babu asked him.

Nothing. Same old round of checking up and finding fault. Yes, there is, though  damn, the sight o you ud make a man forget his mother. Have you heard o the tiger thats killing and eating em, over beyond the river?

I have seen that tiger, said the babu. I have come from there. I saw it kill a man.

Trust you to know everything! Smith as good as called me a liar today for reporting it. Was that fellow Syed-Suraj in here? Do you trust him? He button-holed me as he went out, said he had the Rajahs orders to instruct me to go after the brute tomorrow morning. Do you think thats on the level?

On about three levels, said the babu. What did you say?

Me? I asked for it in writing.

Hawkesey, you are much too sane to do me any credit! You should have been the Unknown Soldier! Take an elephant and start tomorrow morning.

Do you mean that?

But you must not shoot the tiger!

Whats the idea?

You must find out for me how they keep a tiger in a ruined temple and persuade it to return when it has finished hunting. When you have found that out, you must come back and tell me.

Youve the call on me, said Hawkes. I cant say no to you. You know that.

Some men can forget more easily than you do, Hawkesey. Can you manage to get word to Syed-Suraj? Ask to see him. Say you didnt understand him. Ask him to repeat the conversation. Then agree to start tomorrow. And then do it. But as one friend to another, kindly  please  dont kill the tiger, even if he bites you! I require him.

Alive?

Yes, and gnashful! Teeth, tail, talons and a nasty disposition!

Wont you tell me what the game is?

Hawkesey, I would tell you anything, if only you werent honest! Wait until afterwards. But bring back word and tell me all that happens.

O.K., since its you, old trusty.


CHAPTER 8. It happened thiswise, sahibs

The head mahout was angrier than even the monsoon weather justified.

Ten thousand devils take that Haw-kiss-ee! Now he gets up in darkness to punish the sun if it rises late! See him look at his watch that he doubtless stole from someone! Hurry-hurry-hurry!

It was a presentation watch; it had been given to Hawkes by a grateful general as a reward for inventing a wonderful trick for teaching raw recruits to shoot straight. He had saved his country millions of pounds and nobody could ever guess how many lives, but he rightly considered the watch a more than ample compensation. It was a chronometer watch. It had been made by scientists. Hawkes had a touching and abiding faith in science.

That was half the secret of his friendship with Chullunder Ghose. He knew the babu could talk nine languages and think in terms of quantum; drunk or sober, he could quote Kant, Einstein, the Mahabharata, Shakespeare, and Plato with equal humorous familiarity. So the babu was on a pedestal in Hawkess mind. But there were other reasons; the babu was a genuine friend in need, with secret influence that he had earned by merit. It was the babu who had wangled him the job that saved him from the dreaded half-existence on a color- sergeants pension back in England and enabled him to keep his sisters off the dole.

So whatever the babu said or did was scientific, straight, dependable, in Hawkess opinion, to be betted on  blind, if need be  and unquestionably on the level. There were no reserves in Hawkess mind; he had tested the babu and judged that he could trust him. Dynamite might modify Hawkess judgment by destroying Hawkes, but he was otherwise as changeless as the honest flavor of an onion or as the habit of water to run downhill; which was why the babu liked him. And Hawkes started on an elephant at daybreak, having talked the evening before with Syed-Suraj as requested, because Hawkes invariably kept a promise.

He was curious, but not offended, to discover that a sly-eyed villager from beyond the river wished to ride with him. The fellow had a big new knife in an embossed sheath and was inordinately proud of it. He also had a chiteh from the babu  just a scrap of paper, with the words: Please take him. C.G.

Up you get, said Hawkes, you naked golliwog; youll need a blanket. Here, take this one. You may keep it.

It had been a good one in its day. It was an ante bellum blanket, big and beautifully criss-crossed by a German-Jew designers notion of a Highland tartan. It was a bit ragged, but the hole in the middle would do to stick a fellows head through. It established in the mind of the villager the opinion that Hawkes was a wealthy and profligate man, from whom important favors might be coaxed if he were suitably managed. The question being how to manage him, he sat silent at the rear of the howdah, on the left-hand side, remembering all the tales he had ever heard about a white mans blind obedience to unknown laws. He naturally got them badly mixed up; it seldom happens that a naked plowman from a mud-and-wattle village by a jungle understands an Englishman, however hard he tries to. But he can try.

The elephant squelched through the mud and enjoyed it. The howdah bellyband, his belly, and his legs, became a slimy, comfortable mess that did not dry and cake off, since the rain, that had lessened a bit and had warmed since yesterday, streamed down his sides in rivulets and kept the paste thin. The mahout was miserable, since he had to face the rain; but he did not dare to vent his temper on the animal, because he knew Hawkess strange objection to the habit; and he also knew that Hawkes had whisky with him. Liking whisky, he proposed to be rewarded with a tot for good behavior. And the elephant, who also liked it, knew that Hawkes invariably spared some, to be poured on the enormous loaf of corn-meal that formed part of the load in the howdah. So it was best foot first, to reach dinner as soon as might be, and in spite of the rain and the hurrying clouds there was nobody feeling that life did not have compensations. Hawkes smoked, with a hand over his pipe to keep the rain from drowning the tobacco.

On the left was jungle, on the right an endless waste of water reaching to the sky-line, that would presently be plowed fields when the flood subsided. Far ahead were mountains curtained by pearly mist that sometimes, when the wind grew squally, let the sun through and presented sudden vistas of green-and-gold forested ranges. There was not a human to be seen until the villager grunted to call Hawkess attention, and Hawkes saw four men in the khaki uniform of State constabulary, staggering along through nearly knee-deep mud towards them.

They were carrying something. It was a litter made of poles and twigs. A man lay on it, who was not in uniform. They set down the litter and waited for the elephant, and as it drew near two of the men walked out into the road  looking determined  pulling down their tunics and squaring their shoulders to show authority.

Halt! one of them commanded. Here we have a corpse. It must be taken to Kutchdullub.

Do you mistake me for an undertaker? Hawkes asked. There was neither love nor admiration lost between him and the State constabulary. He regarded them as blackmailing bullies, in league with criminals, and eager to be bribed by anyone. They sullenly resented him as an alien who had no right to criticize them, but who did it bluntly and without that tolerance that men who drew the Rajahs pay should feel for one another.

Who is he? Hawkes asked.

One of us. He was on plain-clothes duty. We were on patrol and found him lying near here, raving with a cracked skull.

Could he talk sense? Hawkes asked.

Not until shortly before he died. Then he spoke of a cart. But if there was one, then the rain has washed away the marks of it. And he spoke of a man in the dark, who struck him as they stood together talking near the cart- tail.

From the howdah Hawkes stared at the muddied corpse on the litter beside the road. He observed an empty holster.

Where is his revolver? he demanded.

Missing. Whoever struck him, took it.

What did the assailant look like? Did he tell you?

No; he said he couldnt see him in the darkness. He could only say a few words. Then he grew delirious again and soon died.

Was he on patrol too? Why was he alone? You plunderers always hunt in couples, when there arent a dozen of you. What was he doing?

Secret duty.

Dirty work, eh? Why are you patrolling?

We were looking for him.

That so? You expected trouble, did you?

Silence. Surly glances from the four men, then a sour grin from the spokesman. Hawkes stared at the litter again.

What have you underneath that sacking? He could see the edge of a shovel. You look like a burial party to me.

The villager in the howdah interrupted:

It was a priest who did it, he said suddenly in Hawkess ear.

One of the policemen overheard him. Come down here, you!

Stay where you are, Hawkes ordered. Tell your story.

Fame! A pulpit! Oratory from a Rajahs elephant! Police for audience! A friend, not only reckless with expensive blankets, but not even scared of the Rajahs constabeels. Ecstasy! Also a vision of favors to come!

It happened thiswise, sahibs. Having lost my old knife, I must get a new one. Therefore I swam the river and set forth on foot to Kutchdullub. There rode a priest in a cart, and I sought to overtake the cart, being minded to ask the favor of a ride into the city, as was not unreasonable. Many a time that priest has drunk our cow-milk at the village, it being he who brings the he- goats for the temple sacrifice.

What temple?

That one that lies in ruins in the jungle.

Sacrifices?

Once a week that priest brings seven goats, all he-ones. There is a daily sacrifice. However, we of the village offer no goats, since a tiger slays too many of them, so we told the priests to

The constable swore impatiently to keep the story within limits.

Tell what happened.

Thus it happened. As I overtook the cart  it labored in the deep mud, sahibs  that one, he who lies dead, came forth from the jungle suddenly. He did not see me, but I saw him. And I feared him. So I crouched in darkness. I heard him say he would ride in the cart. But the priest said nay to that. For they are thrice-born swaggerers, those priests. They fear a mans touch, notwithstanding that the Lord Mahatma Gandhi teaches

To the lowest hell with Gandhi! Tell what happened.

But I do tell. He began to climb into the cart, holding his revolver thus. But the priest had a light  a peculiar one, like a stick, that he flashed into the mans face. By that light I saw the priests hand hold a club and strike the man twice on the top of the head. So he fell. And he dropped his revolver. So the priest got down and, groping for it, found it. He flung it away. I heard it fall into a pool of water. Then the priest returned into the cart. I heard him command the driver to go forward. And, being frightened, I ran. The cart was heavy and the mud deep. Therefore I reached Kutchdullub far ahead of it. I bought my new knife. And because I enjoy the special favor of the Ruler of the Land, I now return home on a royal elephant.

Get off the elephant before I drag you down, the policeman commanded. You may tell that story, or another version of it, at the kana.

But the villager appealed to Hawkes in silence, eloquent in gesture. Hawkes knew as well as the villager did what tortures they would give him in a dark cell to induce him to tell a lot more than he knew, and to edit his story to suit police convenience. It was not his business, but he had Chullunder Ghoses note; he felt he might be letting down the babu somehow if he failed to interfere now.

Go to hell, he answered. Im in charge o this man. Two of you had better hunt for that revolver that he says the priest threw away. If you find it, itll be evidence. One of you stand by the corpse, and let the fourth man hurry to Kutchdullub for assistance.

Nay, nay! That is the Rajahs elephant. We will ride home on it.

That so?  Cheloh! Hawkes commanded. The mahout knew better than to disobey Hawkes. The elephant resumed his squelching progress through the mud. Rain came down again in torrents. Hawkes sat silent, with his coat up to his ears until the squall ceased. Then he turned his head abruptly.

Youre a liar, he said to the villager. Why did you tell that mess of lies? If it was true, youd have held your tongue about it for fear of being held as a witness.

Nay, I spoke truth.

Get down and walk then. Swing yourself down by the elephants tail and go with the policemen!

Is the sahib angry that the priests should eat a little trouble? They have made enough of it for other people. They have said their tiger only slays the wicked. So our village has become a by-word, and other men mock us to our faces. Nobody will slay that tiger for us, and the priests say

Cut it short now. Who did kill the police spy?

Nay, I know not.

Do you mean you invented all that yarn? Then down you get and go back. Youre too big a liar to ride on a decent elephant.

But is the sahib not the friend of him who sent me with the chiteh? And if the sahibs friend should be accused of slaying some one, would the sahib like that?

Hawkes stared.

I am a poor man, said the villager. I thought if I should save the sahibs friend from accusation, then the sahib possibly might give this humble person a reward.

Hawkes continued to stare. Did you see the man killed? he demanded. Did you see who did it?

Yes, but no matter. I have turned the blame on to those bloody-minded Brahmins. If the sahib should give me fifty rupees, I could hide among the mountains until it is time to plow. And for a hundred I could stay away all summer.

Hawkes spat. Not a rupee.

But the sahib has an old coat. It is tied in the roll of bedding that is under the tarpaulin.

You stay by me, Hawkes retorted. If I get a good report about you from the babu you shall have whats right.

But if he lies about me? All babus are liars.

Hawkes stuck his pipe in his teeth, carefully lighted it, puffed a few times and then leaned back against the bedding roll.

If you think that about him, hook it, he suggested. The elephant keeps his tail at that end. Use it. Ill look straight ahead until were past that big tree on the left hand.

Nay, nay, said the villager. That babu said I am to ride free all the way to the village.

Hawkes stuck his hands in his overcoat pockets and whistled softly to himself. The villager did not like that, because it is well known that to whistle softly summons evil spirits; so he hummed a little nasal mantra said to disagree with evil spirits, and sat meditating  wondering why sahibs are so complicated and unable to discern the simplest way of solving riddles.


CHAPTER 9. Talk with one another

Crises on which destinies appear to hinge are sometimes unimportant, being actually no more than the din of aftermath. The genuinely change- producing undercurrents escape attention, they are so deep and devious. But they meet. They create a vortex. Then the deluge. And they who are caught in the deluge rarely ever know exactly how and why it happens.

The Rajah was a man who did not see deep, although he thought himself almost a Machiavelli. He had plenty of spies; but all of them, except Syed- Suraj, had learned to tell him what they guessed he wished to believe; he had a way of striking off the pay-roll anyone who told unpalatable truths too often. And he read the papers, even though they bored him; so he flattered himself that he thoroughly understood the trend of world affairs.

Tu membêtes! he remarked to Syed-Suraj in the library. A bat could tell you theres a revolution going on all over the world. Its economic, its religious, its scientific, and its social. It will end in the break-up of empires  as happened to Rome, and to our Moghuls, and to Napoleons half-finished scheme. And then what? The survival of the fittest! Princes who are not such asses as to give a damn what other people think, will come into their own again. Pour me a brandy-and-soda. India, within a year or two, will be a welter of what that idiot Wilson preached as self-determination  take my word for it  each State for itself, to hell with all the others, and the English, thank God, stewing in their own grease on an island in the North Sea. All I need is to prevent the priests from getting too much power. Just now Im letting them go too far, on purpose. Later, when the crash comes, I wont need them; they will need me. Have a drink too? Why not?

It will need a clear head to  ah  to follow your line of thought, said Syed-Suraj. I am not a statesman. But I run your errands. Wouldnt it be safer if you took me into confidence?

About what?

What have you done, for instance, that I dont know?

Nothing, except that Ive sent a party out to bury that babu. I picked four men notorious for criminal associations. They are men who wont talk  wont dare.

Syed-Suraj blinked his bright eyes, hesitated, and then changed the subject.

Any news of your cousin?

Not yet. That doctor of yours from Madras is a slowcoach.

He has made a lot of money out of life-insurance cases, said Syed- Suraj, and he understands the dangers of an autopsy. Hes a safe man. But have you paid him?

Why ask? You know as well as I do that Im personally broke. I will give him a thousand rupees from the five you got from Ram Dass. Then let him whistle. He wont dare talk.

Im afraid of the priests, said Syed-Suraj. They are subtle.

Are they? They will find themselves out-subtled! Hawkes is on his way to shoot their tiger, isnt he? I may have to fire Hawkes for a scapegoat. But what of it? There are plenty of Hawkeseys. Every one will understand that the tiger trick was rather neatly turned against them. They will be laughed at. It will cost them prestige. And what is left after that of their prestige will fall in the mud when the news breaks that my beloved cousin cant succeed me on the throne for rather concrete reasons! After that, what can they do but make their peace with me? No heir! Do they want the British to take over the State and run it Gandhi-fashion  brotherhood with Christians, Sikhs and Moslems  child-marriages unlawful  caste repudiated? Not they! The priests will decide to put up with me! And they will pray for a son of my loins to inherit the throne!

It sounds good, said Syed-Suraj. How about my rake-off, by the way, of the loan from Ram Dass?

Get the balance. Then Ill pay you.

But he wont lend any more.

Try him again, if you want your rake-off, as you call it. Take my car and go and see him.

But Syed-Suraj did not take the Rajahs Rolls-Royce. Neither did he go to Ram Dass. He had debts of his own, and a craving  not to pay his debts exactly, but to place a stake to windward where his creditors might whistle for it. He was nervous. He felt that the Rajah had gypped him out of a commission, and he savagely resented it. He could not go directly to the priests, and offer to betray the Rajah to them. They would probably decline an interview. But there are ways and ways of doing things.

There never yet was an important priesthood that did not subsidize a more than ultramontane lawyer to direct its contacts with temporal government. Ananda Raz was a Brahmin schooled in those arts. He kept an inoffensive-looking office in the square where the wealthier merchants had their shops, and did a lucrative legal business. Thither walked Syed-Suraj, carrying his own umbrella, because, although he hated Brahmins, he knew it rarely paid to put on airs in their presence, even if one has adopted Western habits and repudiated caste to some extent. One may afford to smile sardonically at the very mention of religion, but it is wise not to flourish ones offensive affiliations in a land where priests have teeth and competent attorneys.

There was the usual outer office, white-washed, full of meek clerks and spidery files; and there was an oil-stove in the midst, because Ananda Raz was prosperous and liked to have his clerks half-thawed as well as half-starved  meekly eager, that is, and aware that their employer thought about their little comforts. Next, between outer and inner office, was a waiting-room without a stove, as dark as a police cell, furnished with one plain table and one rigidly plain chair. After a minute or two of mysterious conversation through a tube, Syed-Suraj was conducted to the waiting-room and left there. He was very interested in the thickness of the ancient wood partition between the waiting-room and inner office. It was almost a museum piece  incongruous. He wondered at the richly carved panels, and as he examined them, he saw a panel slide the merest fraction of an inch. So he sat down and glanced at his watch, a bit disgusted that he could not recognize the eye that he could easily see peeping at him through the opening. The eye vanished. The panel closed again  almost. There was still a thin crack  quite unusually careless for a man of Ananda Razs distinguished habits. Syed-Suraj put his ear to the crack. He forgot for the moment that his name had been announced through a speaking-tube, so it did not occur to him that the crack might have been carefully left to induce him to listen.

Ananda Raz was speaking  wheezily, squeakily. Even the attorneys of the pious now and then have asthma.

The priests repudiate all knowledge of the tiger, he said. If His Highness wont keep his promise to rebuild that temple, no one but he is to blame if a tiger occupies the ruins and slaughters villagers. If there are riots on account of it, he will be answerable for that too. As the legal member of the Legislative Council, I shall raise that issue at the very next session, no matter how many members he thinks he has under his thumb, and no matter how many threats are aimed at me. And I assure you  he began to whisper, an asthmatic rasp as noisy as an engines safety valve I mistrust that doctor from Madras who is attending the Rajahs cousin.

I know him, said another voice. He is a charlatan.

I intend, said Ananda Raz, as soon as possible to send another doctor to the Rajahs cousin, at my own expense if necessary.

There is, the voice answered, as it happens, a doctor at rail-head  just over the border  at the Sikh dispensary  an American. He is an enthusiast who would cost you next to nothing.

Panic seized Syed-Suraj. Cold sweat crept along his forearms. As the Rajahs Dick-o-dirty-work, suspicion would certainly fall on him if some reputable doctor were to diagnose poison. And he knew his Rajah. Cousin- poisoners and money-gyps are hardly likely to protect their intimates if danger to themselves looks serious. He could see himself hanged as a murderer  could almost see the Rajah grinning over perjured evidence. The cold sweat turned to hot sweat and again grew cold before the inner office door was opened and Ananda Raz invited him to enter  melancholy-looking, shrew-nosed, small Ananda Raz, in a neat white turban, gold-bespectacled and irritable, wearing the thread of the twice-born.

You are unwelcome, but never mind. I am busy, but I dare say that it doesnt matter.

That was a bad beginning, although only the obvious Brahmin reaction to his having omitted the phrase I kiss feet. Nobody who wants a Brahmins good- will should omit that formula. But there was worse to follow  a shocking spectacle. In a chair outside the railing beyond which no non-Brahmin might trespass with calamitous impurities, near the lawyers desk, Chullunder Ghose sat smiling like a fat, complacent toad! The most dangerous man in the C.I.D., in confidential standing with the enemys attorney!

Syed-Suraj had not meant what he said when he told the Rajah he was not a statesman; he did not consider himself a rat who would pimp for a rattlesnake if there were comfort in it. There was no comfort here  none whatever. He had overheard the conversation through the crack, so he knew that Chullunder Ghose at least suspected that the Rajahs cousin was being poisoned. Not improbably the babu also shrewdly guessed who had instigated the attempt to murder himself; he had probably added two and two together and was out for vengeance. It was time for Syed-Suraj to swap horses. He tried it instantly:

Am I right, he asked  he looked directly at the babu in supposing that the C.I.D. have sent you to contrive a political change here? An important change? If so, I might help you. I am thoroughly disgusted with the goings-on. I have done my best to solve the tiger difficulty; as you know, it was I who told Hawkes to shoot the brute. He hesitated, then stared at Ananda Raz, conjecturing what shot might penetrate the Brahmins prejudices. This morning I spent an hour attempting to convince the Rajah that he ought to purify himself and make peace with the priesthood. But I cant convince him.

You are his intimate. Why not set him the example? Ananda Raz ask pointedly.

I cant afford it. And, besides, it might lose me the, Rajahs  ah  friendship, and that would destroy my usefulness. He eyed Ananda Raz. I could do it afterwards.

What do you mean  afterwards?

A more generous patron might  ah  might provide me with the stiff fees that the priests demand for ritual purification. If the Rajahs cousin knew how sincerely I would work for and welcome his

Ananda Raz snorted. He seemed unimpressed. He wiped his spectacles. If you have anything to tell us, tell it, he breathed. It was too like a snakes hiss to encourage indiscretion. Syed-Suraj grinned back, catwise.

Make me an offer, he suggested.

But it was Chullunder Ghose who made the offer  suddenly, before Ananda Raz could answer: Get out of the State, and stay out.

But I cant afford it. Cant you see, you fool, that you should use me?

How so? asked the babu.

I could get proof!

Proof of what?

Someone is murdering someone. Chullunder Ghose smiled like a seraph. Yes, he said, and certain sorts of murderers need parasites to cover up their tracks  sycophants to hire their doctors from Madras. Get out of the State, you jackal! Leave your royal tiger to the huntsmen!

Syed-Suraj wilted. Oh, all right, he answered, since you put it that way.

If I catch you here tomorrow

I will go today. I will take tonights train.

Get a permit from the Rajah. You will need it. And I dont care what you tell him, said the babu.

Syed-Suraj strode out, dignified  if dignity consists in throwing up ones chin. And it is difficult to hold that pose and notice things, still more difficult if one must hold an umbrella against a rainstorm. He did not, for instance, notice a man in rags, a beggar possibly, who followed him almost as far as the palace gate. The ragged, dish-faced person dodged behind a tree six feet away, exactly at the moment when a mud-bedraggled member of the State constabulary, staggering with weariness, stepped out from the shelter of that same tree and confronted Syed-Suraj. It was squally; the constable seized the umbrella and held it to windward, protecting them both. So most of the conversation reached the man who listened. He was downwind.

Careful, sahib! Someone, who I think is a friend of the fat babu, just now offered me ten rupees to tell what I know. I refused.

Unfortunately, silver jangled in a tunic pocket, and it was certainly not pay-day. However, that might be coincidence, and Syed-Suraj pretended not to notice. The constable continued:

Something went wrong. He who should have slain that babu was himself slain by a priest from Kalis temple, who was on his way from having taken goats for sacrifice at that old ruin in the jungle.

Who said that? Who knows it?

We four found the body. And Hawkes knows it. With Hawkes, on an elephant, is he who saw the deed done  a fool of a villager; we would have brought him here in custody, but Hawkes said no; he took the fellow with him. What now? May I have an elephant to bring the dead man to the city?

Syed-Suraj sneered back: How do I know? What do I care? Ask His Highness.

He is in his bibi-kana. None may summon him, said the constable. His voice held envy or contempt; it was not easy to tell which.

Do you expect me to enter the zenana? Syed-Suraj retorted.

Wait here until you are sent for.

I am weary, sahib.

Constables sometimes are, they tell me. What are you paid for? Wait there.

Syed-Suraj hurried toward the palace, still not noticing the dish-faced man behind the tree, who ran before the rain until he once more reached the office of Ananda Raz. But he did not enter; he sat in the rain and waited for Chullunder Ghose. He appeared to be doing, it might be, penance, wrapped up in a piece of ragged sacking.

Syed-Suraj went into the palace and demanded instant audience with the Rajah.

If he has a dozen women in his lap, I dont care! I will see him now  do you hear me? Tell him.

So the Rajah fumed into the library, showing his teeth. He smelled of blended perfumes. What the devil does this mean? he demanded.

Good-by! Im off.

Curse your impudence! Ill shoot you like a dog if you ever again dare to summon me from the zenana!

Never again, I assure you! Give me my percentage of the loan from Ram Dass.

To the devil with you! All you do is badger me for money!

Better pay me this time, or I might talk! Im deserting you. Thats final.

You treacherous swine! The Rajah turned his back, but watched the mirror. He opened the mirror  took out a revolver  faced about abruptly. Dog of a traitor! What does this mean? he demanded, walking forward.

Syed-Suraj backed away from him. Steady now, steady! Ive warned you often enough against your temper. Dont make matters worse by

Tell me, damn you! What has happened?

Nothing, my good man; oh, nothing, oh, dear me, no! Syed-Suraj found that tart sneer irresistible. I warned you. Did you listen? Not you! Now the priests know you are poisoning your cousin! Furthermore, Chullunder Ghose is alive, in the city, in touch with the priests  one of whom killed the man whom you sent out to murder Chullunder Ghose. Do you suppose the babu doesnt guess who ordered him killed and buried in a swamp? And what does that mean? That you have the C.I.D. against you! That is why I am going. Give me money and a travel permit.

The Rajah took three steps forward. You propose to desert me, eh? You propose to betray me from over the border! Probably you hope to toady to my cousin! Speak, you hyena! Have you sold yourself? To whom? For how much?

Syed-Suraj backed away again. He struck a footstool  staggered. Probably the Rajah misinterpreted the sudden jerk toward him in an effort to recover balance. He raised the revolver. Panic-stricken, Syed-Suraj clutched at his wrist. The Rajah fired three times, to summon a servant.

Help! he shouted. Help! Help! frenzy of indignation making him forget he was using English. Syed-Suraj, wincing as the shots smashed the window- glass, struck at the Rajah and tried to escape before a servant could arrive. He poked two fingers at the Rajahs eyes. The Rajah shot him  twice  through the heart. As he fell he kicked him four or five times in the face.

Then the Rajahs mood changed. Languidly he turned and faced the door. It had opened. His personal servant stood there. He signed to the man to close it and come nearer. Then he stared into the mans eyes.

You, who saw what happened, did you see him take my revolver from the closet behind the mirror?

The servant nodded, wide-eyed, silent.

Did you hear him threaten me? And did you see him try to shoot me, three times, as I stood between him and the window?

The servant gravely bowed assent.

And did you hear him boast that the priests will provide him an alibi, and pay him handsomely for killing me, because they wish my cousin on the throne?

The servant bowed.

And did you see me snatch the pistol from him?

It was well done, said the servant. Others saw it also. I will go and find them.

The Rajah poured himself brandy-and-soda, smiled, and drank it.

Yes, he said, proud of his self-control, bring them in. Refresh their memories. Talk with one another.

He drank another gulp of brandy  straight, and strode out, back to the zenana.


CHAPTER 10. Whoever it is, is as scared as I am

The rain ceased, but the river had risen; it poured out of the jungle with a gurgling rush that carried big trees ducking and bobbing in mid-stream. Men from the merchants bivouac on the near side gathered around Hawkes and warned him that not even an elephant could cross for possibly a week to come. No one could remember such a monsoon. They regretted having started out so prematurely. They were beginning to lack provisions; they described themselves as idiots for not having returned to the city along with the man who had taken the fat babu for nothing; nothing, mind you!

But the babu had a way with him. A madman. Or perhaps a holy person: Holiness makes some folk impudent. Besides, the owner of the cart and horses was afraid of the woman across the river; but the babu claimed to have authority from her. It might be; and she might be dangerous; men say so. There are great owls in the jungle, and they cry too much; men say they cry out to announce the prowling of that woman and her tiger.

Have you seen the tiger? Hawkes asked.

Nay, nay! Could it cross the river?

How do the priests cross when they bring goats? Im told they bring em once a week for a sacrifice of some sort in a ruined temple.

Who knows? Some say they cross by a bridge. The people hereabouts wont speak of it, except as something to stay away from. They pretend it is guarded by evil spirits. Now and then they tell the truth, those villagers.

Hawkess passenger had heard the conversation. He admitted that he knew there was a ruin  and a tiger  and a priestess. The tiger killed folk, and the priestess ate them; everybody knew that. But a bridge? He shook his head.

How do the priests cross the river? Hawkes asked.

They sit on a mat, and the mat gets up and flies. But some say that the owls pick up the mat and carry it.

That sounds more probable! said Hawkes.

Yes, much more probable. How could the priests make a mat fly?

The mahout was adamant. His elephant could not possibly swim the river, and he himself would rather die than ride into that jungle to look for a bridge.

For should there be a bridge, it might not bear the elephant. And whoever heard of a bridge in a jungle? But every one has heard of evil spirits. They are bad for elephants. An elephant goes crazy and kills, and smashes things, when evil spirits enter him.

Threats, bribes, arguments, were useless, until at last Hawkes gave the elephant a lump of corncake soaked in whisky, to establish confidence, and ordered the elephant to hoist him up to the mahouts seat. With his legs behind the great beasts ears he urged him forward. The mahouts mind changed then. He declared his honor was at stake. He shrieked disconsolately, as a man should who, for honors sake, must plunge into the midst of devils magic. Hawkes crawled into the howdah and took his rifle from its case; but rifles are no good against devils. The mahout climbed by the elephants knee to the elephants neck; white-eyed with terror he demanded whisky, which is good against everything. Hawkes gave him some.

Then tank-work, such as only elephants, of all living things, can do  crushing, sliding, grinding, breaking, crashing into undergrowth  plunging through the tributaries of the river, following its course and smashing down the thickets  turning aside for nothing but the big trees and the biggest boulders. Time and again the howdah and its load were almost ripped off; half a dozen times Hawkes swung by the arms from a branch of a tree to save himself from being brained. But the elephant waited for him, and they went on, mile upon gloomier mile, drenched, bitten by a million mosquitoes, leaving a track behind them that a blind man could have followed if he only were amphibian. And at last, about four in the afternoon, the going became firmer. Limestone cropped up through the tree roots and the trees were less huge, although as dense as ever. The weary elephant appeared encouraged, as if he recognized the neighborhood of humans, where a decent beast was likely to get dinner. Suddenly the river curved; it thundered down a waterfall between sheer flanks of limestone, with a fern-filled, rocky island in the midst.

It was easy to see there had been a bridge there once upon a time, although its fallen masonry had long ago been swept down-stream by rain-fed torrents such as this one. There had been a road of some importance; some of its paving-blocks, up-ended by resistless trees, stood up like tombstones in the jungle. For a bridge now, there was nothing but a hand-rope, taut across the river, and two tree-trunks  near bank to the island, island to the far bank. They were slippery with rain and only half-trimmed; branches blocked the way along them. It was something that a goat or a man could tackle; for an elephant, it might as well not be there. The mahout grinned, chattering with terror, but relieved because this seemed to be the limit.

Hawkes pulled out a flashlight from the bedding-roll, shouldered his rifle by the sling and put some spare shells in his pocket, filled the other pocket with some chocolate and biscuits, looked to his flask and gave his orders.

Set me down, he said, and wait here. Feed your elephant and hunt some dry wood. Its getting late; if we have to make a night of it well need fire.

He poured all that was left of the whisky on the elephants big, flat corn-loaves. Then he started across the bridge. It was a slow job, although the rope helped; the rifle and flask slings kept on catching in the half-trimmed branches, and by the time he reached the island he was dizzy with exertion and with the roar of the torrent beneath him. He rested on a pile of masonry that had once formed a part of the bridge. Then he glanced back at the elephant  one of those sudden, intuitive movements that the dogmatists explain away by calling them coincidence.

He could see the mahout in his place on the elephants neck; and before that sight set thought in motion he became aware of danger. The mahout did not look round; he merely urged the elephant. Before Hawkes could think or shout, the elephant was going full pelt through the jungle, back along the way he came. There was only a glimpse of him, gray as the tree-trunk shadows. He was gone in a second.

Hawkes shrugged his shoulders. It was no use swearing. He would kick the liver out of that mahout in good time. Meanwhile, what next? Forward was hardly likely to be worse than backward, and he could not possibly struggle back to the ford before sunset. Neither was it the slightest use to sit still. Besides, he was dripping wet; the elephant had shaken down continual showers of water from the trees, and Hawkes had a wholesome dread of a night in wet clothes in the fever-ridden jungle. He decided to go forward and to look first for a place where he could spend the night. Next, he would look for dry wood. Then, if there was any time left before sunset, he would try to discover a path towards the village on the far side of the river. He was angry, but not in the least discouraged.

The tiger, for the moment, gave him no concern whatever. With his double- barreled .577 express and sufficient daylight he felt well able to care for himself; by nightfall he proposed to have a hot fire going that would keep any tiger away and be smoky enough to defeat the much more dangerous mosquitoes. Chullunder Ghoses curious injunction not to shoot the tiger troubled him least of all; if he had seen the tiger there and then he would have shot the brute without a moments hesitation. But as he worked his way along the slippery tree- trunk, with the hungry dark-brown flood beneath him, he did wonder why the babu should have been so emphatic about it.

Damn him, he knows me. He should have chosen a native for this job if he didnt want the tiger sent west.

Something hit him on the helmet. It was a fine, big, padded helmet with a waterproof cover. It absorbed shock, so that the stone, or whatever it was, did no harm except almost to make him lose his footing. Sacred monkeys sometimes swarm amid ancient ruins; thinking of the ruins that he hoped to find, he supposed for a moment that one of the monkeys had pelted him, as they frequently do. He hurried to the far bank, scrambled to the ground and looked up at the tree-tops. Not a sign of monkeys. But another stone hit him a crack on the jaw.

He unslung his rifle, cocked it, stared about him and aimed at a sound. There was something moving in a thicket, or behind the thicket. He was certain it was not a tiger. Someone who had flung that stone was lurking  looking at him. He could feel eyes. He began to walk toward the thicket. Something or somebody scurried away, not making more noise than a furtive animal, but it was an unrecognizable noise. Elimination left no probability except that a human being was trying to scare him back the way he came, but was afraid to be seen.

Hell! Whoever it is, is as scared as I am, he reflected. Knowing he was rather scared, he set his jaw and squared his shoulders.

Half-light filtered through the trees of a jungle under heavy clouds, induces nervousness. It makes a sound seem half-mysterious and wholly dreadful. Hawkes was neither superstitious nor a weakling, but the goose-flesh rose all over him. He was as dangerous then as dynamite. He would have shot at anything he saw. But he could see nothing. The trees were not nearly so dense on this side of the river, due to sheet-rock that afforded only random root-hold; undergrowth was dense where it had found a lodging, but there was not much of it to give a fair view in all directions, except where boulders blocked the way. Much of the undergrowth was fern, a little less than waist-high, drenching wet, but passable. And, winding through the fern, if not a track, at least something that faintly suggested one, appeared to take an almost definite direction. Much too nervous now to care to stand still, Hawkes decided to follow that track.

It led away from the gloom of the jungle. It presently curved into a space of ten or fifteen acres where a fire had raged not long ago and second- growth was barely knee-high. Stumps and charred downwood barred the way, but the footpath, more distinct now, wound amid them. On the right hand, sunset bathed the sky in furious crimson. On the left hand was a pond an acre in extent, half-filled with lotus-pads and still surrounded by limestone masonry, broken, but not so badly that one could not see some of the steps that once had lined the pond on all four sides. And beyond the pond, the ruined temple.

It was a heap of grim blocks, tumbled by an earthquake. Trees had rooted in the cracks, and done more havoc than the tremors that had wrecked the roof and some of the enormous columns. Giant creepers, flaming in the sunset, seemed to tie the mass together as if jungle-gods had drawn a net around it to preserve its shapelessness. Nothing remained of a temple, seen from outside, except one huge image, partly fallen, tilted forward and to one side, staring downward. Unimaginably held by roots and broken masonry, it grinned at its reflection in the still pool  loathsome on a blood-red mirror  cruel, calm, impassionate. A million frogs made music to it. On its head, amid the carving of the hair, a seed had rooted and produced a drooping spray of green that made the head look drunken. And the coarse lips and the lazy, heavy- lidded eyes smiled confidently at the glutted drunkenness of death that swallows life, and even swallows death itself, and ends in nothing.

Hawkes remembered he was hungry then and ate some chocolate. There was plenty of charred wood that would make a camp-fire; there was time enough, too, to gather up a good load. Nothing for it but the ruins; he must take his chance of snakes and hunt for a nook or cranny large enough to spend the night in. He could build a fire in the entrance and dry his wet clothes. Forward!

Fifteen minutes scramble over fallen masonry and tangled creepers brought him to a window, or what had been one. It was nothing but a shapeless, dark hole, but it opened into what the flashlight revealed as a cell, about twenty feet by ten, with walls of heavily carved limestone, and so deep in bat- dirt that there was no guessing what the floor was made of. At the far end there were shadows and a broken masonry partition, but Hawkes did not stay to examine those; he went for wood. After half a dozen trips he had enough to keep a good fire going all night; so he frayed up tinder with his clasp-knife, economically built his watch-fire in the middle of the hole, and set to work to clear a piece of floor to sit on, scraping away the bat-filth with a piece of charred wood. The stench turned his stomach, so he let it alone after a few minutes and decided to sit on a loose, square block of stone that had a clean side when he turned it over. Then he pulled his clothes off and began to dry them at the fire.

So he was naked, except for his socks and boots, when something stirred away behind him in the dark beyond the broken masonry partition. He grabbed his rifle. Then he pulled his trousers on. He listened. Suddenly he used the flashlight, but it made the darkness even darker where the shadows lay beyond the broken masonry. He felt his trousers slipping, so he had to tighten his belt with one hand while he clutched his rifle with the other. He held the flashlight between his knees; the light went upward, terrifying scores of bats that were disturbed enough already by the watch-fire in the entrance. By the time he had his belt tight and the flashlight aimed again there was a woman staring at him.

She had stepped from behind the broken half-wall at the far end. One could tell she was a woman by her long hair, flowing to her waist but gummed into ropes with blue mud. From her breasts, as flat as pancakes, to her knees, as gnarled as tree-knots, she was covered with a goatskin apron. She had no eyebrows. Her eyes glowed sullenly from dark holes in a wrinkled face that looked as hard as bronze. Her lips seemed hardly skin-thick, tight against splendid teeth that were as yellow as amber. Beauty that had left her as the tide leaves the barren beaches, made her terrible by hinting it had been hers.

And another thing was terrible. Emaciated, scarred by thorn and weather, she stood straight as a spear and as strong as an Amazon. Life had not left her; it lingered and burned in a scarred mask. And she looked as if she hated life, that rioted in sinewy, strong loneliness, and gave her nothing.

Cheerio, said Hawkes. Ive chocolate and biscuit. Come and have some.

No answer. He repeated the invitation in Hindustani. Come on, mother. Come and share supper with me. Ill forgive you for hitting my jaw with a rock. It was you. No use lying. Who else could have done that?

Again no answer. But she beckoned, holding a long stick like a spear in her left hand, motioning with her right arm stretched out in front of her at full length, four upturned fingers summoning, unmistakable.

All right, mother. I can lick you, he remarked. Ill follow.

She turned on her heel, and from behind she was as splendid as a statue of youth, with the goatskin loosely drawn round her loins and nothing but the long blue ropes of hair to hint at old age. The muscles of her back, as she moved, were ripples in the flashlight.

Hell! I wonder  could I lick you? Hawkes thought. But with his thumb he set the safety catch of his rifle. Hell! Id hate to shoot a woman. Why not stay here?

But he followed. Curiosity was stronger than good sense.


CHAPTER 11. How about a permit?

Stanley Copeland suddenly  as such things happen  saw that he had bitten off a mouthful that a dozen of him could hardly have chewed. He was getting no rest, and the Sikh was as tired as himself.

Say, you and I are like the old lady who tried to sweep back the Atlantic with a house-broom, he said; and the Sikh stared wide-eyed at him, equally enthusiastic, equally conscious of human limits, but guiltily aware of a waiting list of crippled, maimed, and sick who had responded to the call of naive propaganda.

Were like Germany, we need a moratorium, said Copeland. Im game to buy my standing with hard work, but you and I are just snowballs in hell, thats what we are. Next thing, both of us will go sick. Nurse each other, I suppose, eh?

But I have some very interesting cases for you, said the Sikh apologetically. I am even hoping to bring you a leper.

The devil you are. You may not believe it, Kater Singh, but what I crave now is strong drink and a tiger. Im sick of patching cripples. I want to kill something. Philanthropy palls. If you brought me a really rare eye, I could walk out on you. Thats the plain truth.

God relieves the over-burdened, the Sikh quoted piously. And that was also true, apparently, because the door opened without a knock that instant. The Sikh scowled, not so positively sure of Gods benevolence as speech might indicate. Copeland turned about and faced Chullunder Ghose, the omni-impudent, the all-observing, genial and fat to look at in his English shooting-jacket and his homespun loin-cloth.

Dont you like it? he asked, lifting the loin-cloth like a ballet- girls skirt. He did a caricature of Pavlova. It is my concession to Mahatma Gandhi. All things in their turn to all men  not too much, though, or they love you, and their love is dreadful.

Drink? suggested Copeland.

You will go far. Never have I seen a swifter diagnosis. Eighty percent of diagnoses  so says Osler  are inaccurate, but yours is verb. sap. to the ultimate dimension! Let me warn you, whisky is forbidden by the Sikh religion. Order, therefore, three drinks. We will drink ours swiftly to preserve him from the sin of voting too dry and becoming too wet.

Copeland produced the whisky bottle, and his servant brought the glasses and siphon. They drank in silence until Copeland set the glass down. Id forgotten what it tastes like!

Same here, said the babu. And the sun is shining! Your eyes assure me you have forgotten what that looks like! Come and see it! Twenty million miles of mud  and only one macadam road in all Kutchdullub! But it leads you to the city, and it starts here. Ive a Ford car.

How about a permit? Copeland asked. Ive had a formally polite but firm communication from the Foreign Office calling my attention to section so- and-so of Order in Council number umpty-um restricting the movement of aliens into Native States.

Did it mention boils? Chullunder Ghose asked. Boils on the back of a bachelors neck  of a hypochondriacal bachelors neck  of a white babus neck  an officially dignified and economically useless, ethically hypocritical anachronisms neck? I think not. Circumstances alter cases. I could do the job as well as you can, with a safety-razor blade. But dignity would call that impudence. Besides, I need a mouse to help me nibble at the nets of Humpty-Dumpty on a rocking-horse. He rocks like hell, I tell you. One shove  and we shall have his alternative, probably worse, undoubtedly not much better, but different. That is nature. Work with nature, same as Osler ordered. Are you coming?

You bet. But coming where? Why? Do I get the tiger?

Yes, unless he gets you. And unless you are afraid of moss-back majors with a mid-Victorian morality that makes them fit this epoch as a pig fits an automobile.

Frighten me later on, said Copeland. You have pulled my cork. Im coming. He grinned at the Sikh. Youll have enough to keep you busy till I come back. Keep all those eyes in the dark, if you can, and remember what I showed you about draining deep wounds. Go slow with iodoform, and dont let em change their own dressings. Ill be back  when?

Then! the babu answered. When its over. When the Major has been recommended for a decoration, and when you and I have received our reprimand! Observe my belly; it is obese with reprimands. The walls of my wifes bathroom in her home in Delhi are beautified with fifty of them, framed in pale pink. Let us go now.


CHAPTER 12. The devil quotes scripture, sahib

Major Eustace Smith, in a sweater and blazer with a scarf round his neck that gave him almost the appearance of a rowing man, paced the tiled veranda, pausing at frequent intervals to glare into the Residency garden. He had to turn his whole body in order to do it, because the boils on the back of his neck were in the sharply painful stage. The garden offered no encouragement; it was a drab, wet, dreary wilderness of half-neglected flowers ruined by the rain. The sun had burst forth through the brown-gray clouds, but nothing welcomed it except the weeds and a lonely bull-frog, who reiterated big drum belches of enthusiasm from an unseen puddle.

Curse and damn my luck! Smith exploded. Why the devil is that fat brute taking all this time to bring a doctor? To have a murder on his hands  a palace murder  with a little less than three months more to go before leaving India forever Damn that Rajah! Damn and blast him for a skunk in velvet! Does he think this is Chicago? To avoid a scandal I shall have to accept whatever lies he cares to trump up. But for two-pence, if I had my own way, I would hang him, dammit!

He had learned of the shooting of Syed-Suraj two hours after the event, through palace spies who brought the information to the back door. He had spent a whole night disbelieving it, inertia suggesting to him that it might, after all, be another rumor cooked up by the Rajahs enemies. But with the dawn Chullunder Ghose had come  that scoundrelly babu with the know-nothing face and omniscient eyes. The babu had had the story first-hand from the female servant of a woman in the Rajahs over-full zenana; she had heard and seen the whole thing through a panel in the wall above a bookshelf, where she had been lurking to report the Rajahs movements for the information of her own neglected mistress.

And the worst of that was that Chullunder Ghose would write his own report to a Department that regarded Smith as less than nobody, but that employed the babu and accepted his information at face value because  

Oh, dammit! Why do they insist on knowing everything that goes on? Not a chance for a man to use his own discretion! I could smooth this over. I suppose theyll order me to investigate. God-dammit, and the chances are some idiot will get his lies all mixed up. Then the cats out of the bag  and gee- whiz! I had better send my own report in  telegram in code  before the babu gets his off. Confound him, the fat brute has probably wired from rail-head! I had better ask for full discretion, on the ground that all reports are not in, and it may be possible to clear the individual on whom suspicion now rests. Thats it.

He wrote his telegram, translated it to code, checked and rechecked it, destroyed the original, gave the coded version to his office babu to be signaled and then returned to the veranda.

He was nearly frantic from the bandaged neck boils when a Ford car with a flat tire clattered to the front door, and its abominable honking jarred Smiths nerves so that a murder seemed like sweetly, reasonable justice. If a snarl and a scowl could kill he would have slain his servant.

Show them in, you idiot! The library  yes  where else? Do I receive visitors in the bathroom?

He paced the veranda again a few times, trying to calm himself. But the abominable bull-frog mocked him, a mosquito bit him and he slapped his face to kill it. That jerked his head and sent a stab of pain into his neck that nearly made him cry out.

Going all to hell! he muttered. Eustace, old fellow, take a pull now  steady!  steady!

He thrust both his fists into the blazer pockets and tried to stroll into the library, remembering that he had donned that ancient blazer merely to impress the damned American, who very likely would expect him to be wearing gold-braid and a cocked hat. Nothing like a little informality with foreigners. It takes em off guard.

Ah, Im pleased to meet you, Doctor Copeland. It is very kind, indeed, of you to come and see me. I am only sorry that I had to send a Ford car and a very unofficial babu to escort you. But the Residency staff is quite inadequate for such emergencies.

Thats perfectly all right, said Copeland, setting his bag on the table. He glanced at Chullunder Ghose, and even Smith could see that those two understood each other. Chullunder Ghose answered the glance and then stared out of the window.

Did you send a telegram from rail-head? Smith asked.

No, sir, said the babu. He had sent one from the city before seeing Smith that morning, in a code more intricate than Smiths, so he was saved from lying. But he would have lied, if necessary.

I can see you need a sedative, said Copeland. Let me give you that first. As a working rule, its not a bad idea to get rid of the discomfort and then see whats left that needs attention. He was looking into Smiths eyes. He felt his pulse without glancing at it. Tongue, please. There were no apparent symptoms of the solitary drinking that he half-suspected. If youll swallow these He gave him three big, sugar-coated pellets. Now, if I may have a basin of warm water, well take that bandage off.

Is yours what you would call a bedside manner? Smith asked. He could not resist the impulse to be disagreeable. He hated anyone who dared to take charge. The suggestion to remove the bandage should have come from himself, as the senior. May I ask how much your fee is for a consultation?

Copeland stared at him, then caught the babus eye again and smiled.

There will be no charge for the consultation. I will tell you in advance how much the rest of it will cost you when I know what needs doing.

And if I let you do it!

Quite so

Then the basin came, and towels. Smith sat with his back to a window and Copeland carefully undid the bandage. Then he wetted the dressing and snatched it off so suddenly that Smith screamed. Dammit! Oh, my God, that hurt me!

It had hurt him all right. He put his head between his hands and moaned; but that was eyewash, to explain away the scream; the pain was over in a fraction of a second. Copeland studied the boils.

Theyre bad, he said, and theyll be worse before theyre better. Do you like pain?

Thats an idiotic question! What needs doing?

I should say you need to wangle me a permit to go tiger-hunting.

Quite impossible, my dear sir. You Americans imagine you can do as you jolly well please, whatever government you favor with your disrespect. But I assure you this is one place where you toe the line like other people. You may not go after tiger in Kutchdullub.

I will bandage you again, said Copeland. Keep still.

Do you mean you can do nothing for me? Smith turned suddenly to look at him. The involuntary movement was a torture worse than pulling off the dressing, and it lasted longer. Yow! Its agony, I tell you!

No doubt. But it isnt serious, said Copeland. You can stick it out, I reckon. Once a surgeon names his fee its scarcely ethical to take less. My fee is a tiger permit  just one tiger.

I have no authority to grant one.

Then were two of a kind, Copeland answered. I have no license to practise surgery in the State of Kutchdullub. I have a complimentary license for British-India, but Native States arent mentioned.

Smith smiled, forcing it; he tried hard to recover geniality and decent manners. Did you see the British flag? he answered. Within the walls of this Residency you are on British ground.

But either somebody had tutored Copeland or he had done his own thinking exceedingly well in advance. That may be law, he said, but its a mighty thin excuse for me to bet on. I came here to treat boils, not to split hairs. Do I get a crack at tiger? Come along, Ill match you! You risk your certificate, and Ill risk mine!

Perfectly unheard of! Smith exploded. But Chullunder Ghose came over from the other window and, as meek as Moses, sat at Smiths feet, smiling upward.

Will your honor kindly send for secret correspondence file and study letter number O-A-7, date of August 30th? he asked. I saw a copy of it. Same applies to this case.

You may go to the devil, said Smith. But his memory stirred uneasy thought. Official secret correspondence was about as rare as fresh eggs for his breakfast, so he could hardly forget that letter. But the babu quoted from it  one whole paragraph:



In view of all the circumstances, it is therefore urged upon all acting representatives of H.M. British-India Foreign Office to avoid any but the most discreet and only absolutely necessary interference at the courts of Native States. It is important that the public should not be encouraged, at this juncture, to believe that Native Princes are in any danger of removal from the throne or of loss of prerogatives; since obviously, if that impression should gain ground in an already heated and disturbed condition of affairs that may be likened to a major crisis, the authority of Princes might be challenged by their subjects, with results that it is difficult to foresee.



Smiling at him, confidently impudent, but curiously oozing a sort of wise benevolence, the babu paused. He had done with quoting. Now for some diplomacy.

The Devil, he said, quotes scripture, sahib. But your honors humble servant, this babu, is devilishly compos mentis when it comes to stern realities. I think your honor would appreciate an O.M., or perhaps a C.S.I., before retirement? Same is not impossible.

Curse your damned impertinence! Smith answered. Do you mean you sell em?

Sahib, no. I wangle em! A decoration is a public honor worn by diplomats who know enough to trust a totally dishonorable person in a tight place. This is tight place  very. Verb. sap. Self am a dishonorable person; nobody could easily imagine me bedecorated with a star and ribbon. Reprimands are my meat; I enjoy same. I was reprimanded  and received a pay-raise incidentally  for getting the goods on the Afghan minister; but it was General Aloysius McCann who got the decoration. General McCann had hives; they made him as indignant as a hornet in a big drum. He threatened me with mayhem. But we saved an international imbroglio, and he got decorated for it. Now you! Why not be a properly bejeweled personage at your retirement three months hence? And is the neck not painful?

Dammit, yes! Smith answered, grateful for the opportunity to answer yes. Dignity did not permit him, in the presence of a damned American, to traffic for a ribbon. Humor beamed forth from the babus mild eyes. He understood perfectly.

Let us suppose that you make a mistake, he suggested. Then we lose what? Nothing! You retire in three months  pension check as regular as Hawkeseys presentation watch! And you can blame me, who am too notoriously unrespectable to dare to answer! But suppose it comes off  !

What do you propose to do? Smith asked him.

Ah! If I myself knew, I might argue with myself, and that is fatal. And if you knew, you might try to educate me, which is much worse.

But you dare to try to educate me!

God forbid it! I propose that you should give this eleemosynary eye- enthusiast a cagey sort of letter which his Yankee optimism can interpret into an authority from you to shoot a tiger on the Rajahs territory.

I cant do it.

He can make boils painless! said the babu. With an angry gesture Smith repudiated the suggestion that his personal discomfort influenced him in any way whatever. But the movement almost made him yell with agony. He had to wait a minute before he could speak. He devoted the minute to furious thought.

If you should tell me, on your honor, he said then, that you require this for the doctor for the purposes of C.I.D. I could stretch a point then. But I would require such an assurance from you.

Sahib, I assure you on my honor that I need it.

And your honor rooted in dishonor stands! Smith answered. He could not resist the obvious retort; he never could; no more than he could understand why so few friendships had graced his career. Its a very risky course to take. I know nothing of Doctor Copeland. However, I might give him a note to His Highness asking for permission for him to go and shoot one tiger. There would be no obligation to present the letter to His Highness. He might possibly interpret it as

He will do so! said the babu. Will your honor kindly write it?

Major Eustace Smith, as desperately nervous as a schoolboy cheating at examinations, almost tiptoed to his desk. He wrote on Residency paper, with a quill pen, as illegibly as self-respect would let him  blotted it, which made it more illegible  inclosed it in an envelope, then crossed the room and handed it to Copeland.

Thats your fee in advance, he remarked, but I want it clearly understood between us that I havent given you permission to go tiger-shooting. I have merely asked His Highness whether he would care to give you that permission.

Its as good as Greek to me, said Copeland. Im taking my cue from Chullunder Ghose. A Rajah and a circus amount to about the same thing in my

In your ignorance! Smith snapped back. Now, will you be good enough to earn your fee, sir?

Stanley Copeland went to work on him with pitifully skillful hands, a local anaesthetic and a lancet that had learned to stab as accurately as a sculptors chisel. If he lacked a bedside manner he redeemed that by precision and the confidence that he had bought with hard work. The relief on Smiths face, when the job was over and the patient lying on the couch, was almost comical; his character, the habitual mask relaxed, leered upward loose-lipped and selfish.

Yours is an easy way to earn a living, isnt it? he volunteered. In New York I suppose youd charge a hundred dollars a boil for play thats as easy to you as cutting toenails.

No, in New York I would send you to a Christian Scientist, said Copeland, for a dose of divine intelligence. Take these in water  once every two hours, twice; then every four hours. Have you someone who can change the dressing once a day? Very well, Ill look in on you on my way back to the border. If anything goes wrong meanwhile, just cross the border to the Sikh dispensary  Kater Singh, his name is  he has no diploma, but hes O.K.

And we thank you, said the babu. Have we now your honors leave to give ourselves an absence treatment?

Certainly, yes. Go to hell! said Smith. You make me want to get my gun and

Good-by, said the babu.


CHAPTER 13. Let us hope you have no conscience

A spirit of mischief  nothing else whatever  actuated Copeland. He was coming up for air, and neither principalities nor powers  least of all a sense of reverence for stuffed shirts or responsibility to dead tradition  controlled his behavior. For months on end  particularly for the last ten days, he had been seeing humanity stripped, in the raw, with its weaknesses upward. His regard for it was limited to sympathy, without much of the sauce of admiration; and at the moment, as long as the mood should last, whoever failed to make him smile was no one, but whoever gave him belly-laughs was somebody. In plain words, he was tired out, and Chullunder Ghose had dawned on him like the rising sun at the end of a long, dark night.

The tire was still flat; nobody had dreamed of fixing it. Another tire went presently. The babu drove serenely on the rims; he seemed unconscious of the jolting. Also, he seemed to believe that the horn was part of the propelling mechanism; from the Residency gate until they reached the city he scarcely stopped using it. There was an elephant in mid-street; it was half a mile ahead when they saw it first; it was still in mid-street when they caught up; it remained there; and the more the babu honked, the less inclined it seemed to get out of the way. The street grew narrower, and the crowds were out because the rain had let up for a few hours; it was a sullen swarm, touchy from close confinement indoors, and averse to making room for anyone. The elephant grew more and more afraid of the infernal noise behind him; the mahout, afraid of what might happen, concentrated on his mount and never once glanced backward; but the babu kept on honking.

For a C.I.D. man, I should say you advertise, said Copeland. If I was the elephant Id face about and squash us like a pat of wheat-cake. Whats your hurry?

That is the Rajahs elephant. Observe the mud on him. And there is Hawkeseys luggage in the howdah, but no Hawkesey. I must talk with the mahout.

You need a telephone. Jee-rusalem, this is a crazy city! Whats that show ahead of us? A circus?

It was Kalis priesthood, reawakening the public consciousness of death by holding a procession through the streets. They had the image of the goddess Kali on a huge float drawn by twelve white oxen. Conch-horns blared amid a jamboree of cymbals, drums of lizard-skin, and jangling brass bells. Drawn towards it down a dozen streets, like water towards a central drain, the multitude roared  surged  sweated  beat its breasts and grew delirious with frenzy. Those in front of the procession lay to let the sacred oxen trample them, and had to be prodded away by the priests sharp- ended sticks  a substituted pain, symbolical of the invited death and less embarrassing to the temporal power that prefers to gather taxes from the living rather than support the orphans of the dead.

A Ford horn honking at his rump, and all that din ahead of him, the elephant chose hysteria as the only consolation left. He screamed. He raised his ears. He did a trample-dance in time to the incessant drumming of the ankus on his aching skull. And then he charged into the crowd like three insulted tons of dark-gray death endeavoring to slay them all at once.

Oh, hell! I go to work again, said Copeland. But Chullunder Ghose ignored that. He had left off honking. He had eyes for nothing but the howdah.

The disturbance had awakened someone. Out from under a tarpaulin someone crawled who had his head through a hole in a blanket and a decorated sheaf- knife hanging at his loins. He gave a glance at the catastrophe, then seized the howdah rail. He almost flung himself over the elephants rump  a whirl of naked legs and lurid tartan. But he caught its tail. He streamed out like a flying devil cast forth from a monsters flaming entrails. Then he let go suddenly, fell feet first, tumbled backwards, did a perfect somersault and landed on the radiator of the Ford.

So thats that, said the babu. Where is Hawkesey? Damn you, where is Hawkesey? There is nothing else I want to know, so shut up and say where he is! Then he remembered he was talking English. He repeated the question, using the vernacular, bringing the car to a standstill by the narrow sidewalk. Where did you leave Hawkesey?

Copeland got out, carrying his handbag. He could see the elephant embattled with the goddess Kali; he was tusking at her float and overturning it, while mortally indignant priests engaged him with their sharp sticks and the sacred oxen milled in only half-awakened panic. Heroism had the priesthood by the shoulders that day; they stood up to the elephant, prodded him and beat him on the trunk. And heroism, as it usually does, caught on, assuming curious disguises. Someone on the sidewalk brilliantly, instantly, decided the mahout was guilty. Fury lent him strength. He tore up a cobblestone, flung it and hit the mahout. It brained him. The mahout fell down beneath his charges feet; and, having nobody to interfere with natural behavior then, the elephant screamed a last defiance  and departed up-street, scattering the sacred oxen. There were lots of cobblestones. Innumerable heroes tore them up and buried the mahout, a broken mess of blood and bones, beneath a mid-street cairn.

The Rajahs elephant yelled someone.

No priest offering to stop that dangerous assertion of a plain truth, tumult took it up and tossed it to the roofs, where women yelled it to and fro until a quarter of a city knew the Rajah had deliberately sent an elephant to wreck the chariot of Kali. The remainder of the city, pardonably swift to magnify a rumor, took to cover and put up shutters, shouting that machine-guns, manned by the Rajahs sepoys, had begun a massacre. And Copeland, with his coat off, set a leg or two and bound up bruises that miraculously were the only irreligious damage that the elephant had done. (They were covering Kalis fallen image with a huge sheet, to await the privacy of darkness.)

In the Ford car, on the front seat, fat babu and slender villager engaged in argument.

But you said you could use me. Therefore do it. I will tell you nothing, said the villager, until your honor guarantees employment. I will prove to you then what a father and mother of brains your servant is. I am a good one. Write me on the roll and pay me.

I will kick you in the teeth unless you answer!

Nay, I have a new knife. See it. I remember now that Hawkesey said I am to have his overcoat. But that is in the howdah, and the elephant is spilling things, so probably the priests will take it.

I will take you to the kana, said the babu.

Nay, nay! That is where the constabeels are. I have had enough of that tribe.

Very well then, tell me, where is Hawkesey?

How, do I know? Am I God that I should know it? All I know is that a constabeel accused him on the way of having slain that other plainclothes constabeel, who tried to slay your honor when I saved your honor in the darkness. Lo, they had the body with them and they would have taken Hawkesey to the kana; but I told them priests had done it, so they let us continue our journey. And Hawkesey promised me the overcoat.

And then what?

Why, later we came to the river. But the elephant would not swim the river, though I took him by the trunk and tried to make him do it.

Did you push him? asked the babu.

Certainly I did. I pushed him in. But out he came again, the coward. And then Hawkesey rode off looking for a bridge, although I warned him that the jungle gods would not approve of it.

Did you ride with him? asked the babu.

Nay, not I! I went and did a little puja to the gods, to keep the devils from deviling Hawkesey. I made a little image of an elephant, of mud. It took a long time, because I wanted no mistake about it; it must not be like a cow, or like a horse, or like a common elephant. It must resemble that one. As I say, it took a long time. So the devils got Hawkesey.

How so?

It was the fault of the mud. It was too wet. I had finished the elephant and set a little fire in front of him. And I had finished the mahout and set him on the beasts neck. So both of them were all right. But when I started the image of Hawkesey, gun and all, the wet mud would not stick together. And before I knew it, back they came, the elephant and the mahout, with no less than a thousand devils chasing them  although they had no need to fear the devils, because that part of the puja was attended to.

And Hawkesey?

The mahout said that a tiger got him.

Do you think he was telling the truth? the babu asked.

No. All mahouts are liars. That one lies dead yonder, doubtless because of the lies he told.

Why dont you think he was telling the truth?

Because he waited at the ford for Hawkesey. He pretended that his elephant was weary. But I know, by the way he sat all night and watched, that he expected Hawkesey to come any minute. What I think is that the devils tempted Hawkesey far into the jungle, and that is the last you will ever hear of him. They could not tempt the elephant and the mahout, because I had finished their part of the puja. However, Hawkesey had promised me the overcoat. Undoubtedly that elephant has run back to the lines, so I had better go now and claim the overcoat before some rascal steals it.

I will find it for you, said the babu. Get into the back seat. Then he shouted in English to Copeland: Doctor sahib! Do you stop a forest fire by putting out the match that lighted it? You are a reincarnation of Nero  you are setting legs while Rome burns! Incidentally you rob the local leeches of a fat fee! You will hear from the Union!

But Copeland was already face to face with that. He had been violently shoved away from one case. Two good splints that he had improvised with commandeered umbrellas had been pulled off and the bandages, made from the victims turban, had been thrown into the gutter. Men of the victims own sub- caste had carried him away for treatment by a ritually clean incompetent; and other victims, not yet carried off, were calling to their friends to come and rescue them before the foreigner could touch them with pollution.

Oh, to hell with them! said Copeland. How can you help such fools? He climbed into the front seat, pitched his bag beside the villager and reached into his pocket for tobacco. Where now? Whos your new friend?

To the palace, the babu answered. And the son of untruth on the back seat is the guide who is to lead you into mischief. Luckily you cant talk to each other; there will be trouble enough without that!

He began to drive as furiously as the flat tires let him, taking short cuts through the crowded, winding streets towards the central rectangular part of the city. There was mob-rule in the making  leaderless as yet, but ominous enough to terrify the police, who were conspicuous by their absence; they had concentrated on the kana, where they awaited orders from the palace. Popular resentment at the outrage to the image of the goddess took its customary way of raging against anything foreign and anything modern. Cobblestones and vegetables pursued the Ford, shattered the lamps and windshield, struck the occupants; but Copelands helmet and the babus turban saved their heads from injury, and nobody was hurt except the villager  and he not badly; he bled at the nose and wiped it on the blanket with an air of having suffered far worse inconvenience without the compensating fun of being driven, gratis, by a babu in a rich mans chariot. It was not until Copeland forced him, that he lay down on the car floor and protected himself with Copelands bedding-roll and suitcase.

But the worst came in the great square, where the palace sepoys, hurriedly reinforced from the barracks had been lined up two deep to protect the gilded iron railing and the great gate. Their commanding officer looked fierce enough to eat his own revolver, and the bearded sepoys  bayonets already fixed  were in the nervous state that leads to massacre or rout, whichever accident determines, or whichever the leaders nerves may set in motion. Swarming in the square, the hoarse crowd yelled and imprecated, fearful of the bayonets and perfectly aware that one word might direct a volley into them, but urged on from the rear, where bullets were less likely to reach loud- lunged agitators and the streets offered ready escape. Copeland advised discretion:

Isnt there a back door to the palace, if you feel you have to go there?

But the babu glanced up at the lowering sky and shouted back, between the honkings of his horn: There is a time for meekness and a time for being insolent. I think, too, that the gods will save these imbeciles!

He honked into the crowd. It made way. At the top of his lungs he shouted: From the Residency! Let pass someone from the Residency!

That bluff worked for half a minute. A lane widened. But the sweaty faces glowered. Teeth flashed. Eyes glared. And then someone shouted Bande Mataram!  Hail Motherland!  the war-cry of the self- determinists who want an end in India of all things British, influence in Native States included. Someone with a long stick struck at Copelands helmet and the officer on horseback at the great gate saw it. He shouted. He drew his saber. He turned in the saddle to bark a command at his men. The babu gave the engine all the gas he dared, and above the din of that  above the mob- yell  sudden as a thunder-clap  a volley from a hundred rifles ripped into the air above the crowds heads. Then the gods got busy.

Thought so! said the babu.

Down came the rain. It was as if the bullets had shattered a firmament. A deluge, driven by a gusty wind, smote slanting in the faces of the crowd and scattered them as if their angry gods had opened on them with artillery. The lightning sizzled through the rain. It thundered. And in sixty seconds one whole company of drenched, but relieved and scornful sepoys stared across a streaming pavement at a solitary, flat-tired, battered Ford that skidded crazily towards them, honking for the gate to open.

Quick! Am I a fish? Chullunder Ghose asked.

The commanding officer, proud on his high horse, but peevish because the rain was pouring down his neck and chilling his spinal column, rammed his saber back into the scabbard and motioned the babu away with the flat of his hand. He ignored Copeland. To explain about that volley would be trouble enough without adding to it by an altercation with a foreigner.

I bring a doctor for His Highness, said the babu.

I know nothing of an illness.

Does the Rajah have to ask you for permission to be sick? Chullunder Ghose retorted. Do you think your haughty ignorance will save him from a death- bed?

Go away, I tell you.

Very well then, stick that saber into me and take the consequences! Or command a volley! One more like the last one should improve the Rajahs headache! It should sweeten His Highness temper!

Where is your authority?

Where yours is  under a wet towel in the Rajahs bedroom! And the towel will catch fire unless they change it very frequently! Already I am late. But I would rather be me than you when I have told who kept me waiting!

The commanding officer decided, ungraciously, on a middle course. He faced about and ordered two men to mount the running-boards and go with the Ford to the front door.

Then, if they are not admitted, bring them back to me and I will show them the guard-room door from the inside.

The gate swung open and Chullunder Ghose drove honking round the drive to the pretentious portico, where insolent retainers lolled in heavy overcoats and scowled at such an insult as a Ford car.

Tradesmen to the back door!

The sepoy escort took their cue and ordered the babu to drive on. But he stopped the engine and was out on the palace steps too quickly for them.

Idiots! Did you hear that shooting? I am from the Residency. Go and tell His Highness that unless he sees me instantly a telegram will be sent to British-India for troops to quell the insurrection!

Even palace flunkies understood the dire significance of that threat. The arrival of a single company of British infantry would mean political extinction as a State  and that would mean the end of perquisites. Another differently sordid crew of bureaucratic thieves would govern. So a man fled up- steps and the babu followed, placidly ignoring the command to wait. He followed through the front door; he was too heavy and powerful for the attendant to slam it shut in his face.

You forgot me! he said with a grin. I am the broker, not the moneylender! Kiss yourself on both cheeks with the compliments of Mother Kali!

But the impetus of impudence was almost spent by that time, and they kept him waiting in the hall. He gave his name to the attendant. Three inhospitable looking stalwarts stood and glowered at him, while another vanished to inform the Rajah who it was that dared to crave an audience. Their ominous scowling made the babu nervous; he was suffering reaction from his own enthusiasm, and the longer he waited the worse he became  until the chimes of a grandfather clock nearly startled him out of his skin. It was high noon. He compared the time by his wrist-watch  set the wrist-watch.

Mid-day  mid-monsoon  in media res  we lay our bets  fortuna insolente ludit  God proposes, man forgets  and then calamitas intrudit!  I forget my Latin. What the devil else have I forgotten? Oh yes  that the wind is tempered to the shorn lamb  let us hope so. Let us hope, too, that the scissors shear well!

Suddenly and very rudely he was beckoned to the Rajahs presence by a man whose servile nature parroted his masters mood. He even parroted the silence  imitated the sneer and the nod of the autocratic head that had assented to the babu being haled into the presence. Down a corridor as gloomy as a morgue, with mildewed tapestry, the babu followed the attendant to a room that the Rajah described as his office. It was very plainly furnished and reserved for visitors whose social standing was of much less note than their importance. On the wall that faced the plain oak desk there was a portrait of Queen Victoria, bearing her autograph. It had been made in one of her less amiable moments, and a small crown, at a saucy angle, indicated that she knew her onions, although she might have been offended at the phrase.

You swag-bellied scoundrel! What do you want of me? the Rajah asked.

Magnificence, I need an elephant. With his hands to his forehead, the babu bowed as meekly as a tradesman asking ten times what a jewel for the last new favorite was worth.

The Rajah struck the desk. May devils with a set of jaws at both ends bite you in the liver, he exploded. If I had a thousand elephants, you shouldnt have one.

But the thousand-and-first? I beg the Presence to begin to count at that end.

I will gladly count a dozen that shall tread you into food for rats, if you will only go and lie down in the mud where you belong!

But if the priests should let me have an elephant

Pah! Try them!

I should need to persuade them, no doubt, by informing them of what I know.

Eh? What? You rotten spy! And what do you propose to tell them?

It would need to be something serious, said the babu, since they know so much already. All I need is just one elephant, for one week

Week? You raging imbecile! I tell you, not for one hour!

The Rajah opened the middle drawer of the desk. He drew out a revolver, a little beauty, all mother-of-pearl and nickel-plate. Then he rested his elbow on the desk and covered the babu, glaring at him.

Now them Tell me why youre here, and what you think you know, or go out down the main drain!

Did the main drain swallow Syed-Suraj? I am sure Your Highness would have shot me first thing, if it were not risky. Did the main drain swallow all Your Highness slightly rash remarks about the British? It is said that others than the priests have overheard them. It is said, too, that Your Highness cousins health is

With the butt of the revolver on the desk the Rajah dinned him into silence.

They accuse me, do they? And is that what brought you to Kutchdullub? You abominable traitor, are, you sent to inform against me, and to find an excuse for getting rid of me in order to enthrone my cousin?

Is the Presence dreaming? asked the babu.

Tell me why you want that elephant.

To save your Honors honor!

What the devil  ?

If the Presence will believe a desperately hurried babu, I am sent to do the diametrically opposite of what the Presence honors me by hinting that I might be trusted to attempt! A little meditation might convince Your Highness that the British Raj, if it should wish to bring about your abdication, would hardly entrust that task to such a person as myself.

You lie, you fat hog!

If I should reveal a secret, will the Presence not betray me?

I will blow your brains out, unless you tell me all you know, you viper!

Then I must tell. You are murdering your cousin. You have murdered Syed- Suraj. By refusing to destroy a tiger you have murdered many of your subjects, for the sake of making a dilemma for the priests. I am afraid that you have sent my good friend Hawkesey to his death. And you have tried to murder me. But I am sent to save a scandal.

The Rajah grinned. And you propose to do it? How? He tapped the desk with the revolver.

I intend to send a doctor to your cousin. That is why I need an elephant.

And  ?

As Your Highness shrewdly said, I am a viper. I forgive the attempt to have me murdered

Do you? You slew one of my men! said the Rajah. It was no doubt you who told a villager to say a priest had done it. You shall hang for that as surely as I sit here!

But unless you promise me, the babu went on, pointing an accusing finger, and unless you keep the promise, to attempt to save the life of my friend Hawkesey

Then what?

Then what? Damn you, I will let the priests win! I will let you abdicate! And you shall die in prison in the Andamans, where they will neither give you champagne nor expensive women! Shoot me  go on, shoot me! I am unimportant. I am only the one person who can save you from enforced abdication!

Curses on your black soul! said the Rajah.

If I thought I could trust you

You cant! You cant trust anyone, the babu answered. My employers trust me. That is all you can depend on. It is your luck that they dont want any scandal. They have sent me to preserve them from the bad embarrassment of forcing you to abdicate, at this time when political strain is too severe already. You can no more trust me than I trust you. But you can use your judgment. Have the whisky and the women left you any?

Damn you

Do I get the elephant?

When?

Now!

Do you mean you are for me, not against me?

I am dead against you! But I have my orders to save you from the Andamans. Do I get he elephant?

Yes.

Give the order.

Presently. About Hawkes? What do you wish done about him?

I will tell you about Hawkesey when the elephant is at the front door.

You annoy me, said the Rajah. I advise you, it is dangerous to do that.

Is it? asked the babu, bulging out his stomach. Let me tell you then, that I am fat from too much danger that has never happened! It is you who are in danger. I would rather see you dead than prosperous, so hurry up! Unless I have an elephant in fifteen minutes

Twenty, the Rajah answered. With an air of bitter resignation he returned the nickel-plated weapon to the drawer. It will take them all of twenty minutes to get him saddled. Wait here.

While you shoot the doctor? It will take me twenty minutes to instruct him, said the babu. It is not so simple as, perhaps, you think, to save your face and keep my conscience at the same time! Let us hope you have no conscience; that may save your Presence from the horror of repentance at the end!


CHAPTER 14. We nibblers at the thread say nothing

Behind Hawkes was the light from the fire he had built. He also held a flashlight that exactly indicated where he was, although it also aided him as long as he kept it switched on. It showed him a hole in the wall, down which the inscrutable woman slid, heels first; and it showed him her head at the foot of the hole, when she landed on something firm and waited for him. But he switched it off then, in order to spare one hand for his rifle and the other for groping. He could slide in the dark, and he did. But when he switched it on again before reaching the bottom it made him a mark for any one who might be lying in wait for him.

Suddenly, then, he remembered he was naked from the waist up  no spare ammunition; all the extra shells were in the pocket of his coat that was waiting its turn to be dried at the fire. His curiosity, or possibly the womans weird appearance, or her magnetism, whatever that is, had obliterated caution. He cursed himself and instantly decided to climb back, to get his coat and reconsider tactics. A bat in his face increased his eagerness. He directed his flashlight up the hole  and felt his feet seized from beneath him.

He had carried his rifle muzzle-upward, to protect the sight, and from habit, and because the butt might come in handy to provide a purchase on the rough wall. Now there was no room to turn the weapon end for end; it was as useless as a protest in an earthquake. Worse, it occupied his right hand. And he clutched at his watch with his left hand  that precious watch that he kept in the padded, buttoned pocket underneath his belt. So he dropped the flashlight, heard it clatter downward, and the next he knew its rays were focused on him.

He was jerked out from the hole so violently that he was almost stunned when his head struck masonry; but he hung on to the rifle and his thumb snapped off the safety catch as automatically as his other hand had gone to the protection of the watch. He could see nothing except his flashlight pointed at him. He was lying in a pool of white light on a black floor  onyx  black marble  something smooth and slippery; and he discovered that his feet were in a noose. He sat up suddenly to aim his rifle at the flashlight, and was equally suddenly jerked to his back again. Someone snatched his rifle then and twisted it out of his grip. Whoever that was, whispered:

Sorry to be so rough, sahib  take it easy! Good plain English! But the noose around his feet was plainer than a hint too. So was the butt of his own beloved .577, poised in the path of the flashlight, over his nose and near enough to explain exactly what it meant. He saw now that the woman held the flashlight; but the rope that held his feet went taut into the dark beyond her.

Pride has its very peculiar way with individuals, no two reacting quite alike. It made Hawkes silent. It was pride in his own resourcefulness that told him, if he said nothing and did nothing, surprising opportunity would offer him the upper hand in due time. Why waste effort? Why not fool the adversary, meanwhile, with a show of sulky submission? He lay still, hoping his hands would escape being tied. But that was a vain hope.

He who held the rifle set a lean knee on his neck and pinned him to the hard floor, forcing him to writhe to one side to avoid suffocation. He raised his hands to strike at the knee, or to seize and twist it. Both hands were instantly caught and drawn tight in another noose. The pressure on his neck ceased, but his hands were pulled over his head and he lay stretched like a felon awaiting the rack. It was a very neat job; even Hawkes admitted that. He was as angry as a noosed gorilla, and about as likely to forgive his assailants, but he was curious too. He had bumped his head, but why in thunder had they been so thoughtful not to hurt him worse than that? And why the devil did the woman stand there saying nothing?

He began to be drawn, on his back, by the feet. Whoever had charge of his hands kept that rope taut enough to make struggling useless. As he passed the woman she spat on him. Suddenly, then, the torch was snatched out of the womans hand and switched off. He heard a blow that sounded as if the womans arm had struck someone, and he heard a knife go slithering along the floor. After that he was dragged in great haste, scraped around a corner, down some steps, where the man behind him raised him by the shoulders, presumably to save him from being skinned on the stone treads, and then carried by two men through a door. He heard it slam behind him.

Sahib, said a voice, we thank you in the name of our employer.

What for? Sullenness was melted by astonishment; Hawkes could not keep his tongue still.

That you let us avoid the wrath of our employer.

Whos he?

He insisted we are not to hurt you. Did we?

Damn your eyes, who is he?

But he ordered us to seem to be your honors enemies, in order that your honor may assist us.

Turn a light on!

But we are to warn your honor not to use the rifle  not yet.

Strike a light, I tell you! Let me up, God dammit!

Babu Chullunder Ghose said also that your honor is depended on to listen to us two and not be angry with us.

Whats his number? Hawkes asked.

C.3.

Whats yours?

We are F.11 and F.15.

O.K., Ill listen to you. Dammit, if youve hurt my rifle

Take it, sahib. It is unhurt.

The spokesman switched on the flashlight that he had snatched from the woman in passing. He grinned.

She had a knife under her goatskin, but I knew it. Slash your throat and feed you to the tiger too soon  that was her idea. But I tricked her. And now I shall have to persuade her all over again.

Hawkes stood up, kicking his feet free from the noose. He examined his rifle.

What the hell dyou mean by too soon? he demanded. Then he stared at two men dressed in yellow smocks, their hair a mess of yellow clay. They looked like religious pilgrims; on their foreheads were the yellow-ocher signature of Kalis chosen. They were worshipers of Death, if signs meant anything. One of the men was lighting a hurricane lamp in a corner. He was using Swedish safety matches. As soon as the lamp was properly alight the other man switched off the flashlight.

Let us save that. We shall need it. She  that woman  knows you are the Rajahs agent. She supposes you have come to kill her tiger. She would have knifed you if we hadnt coaxed her to reserve you for a special offering to Kali. We persuaded her that there would certainly be trouble unless the tiger kills you in the open and it looks like accident. And we agreed to tie you, and then loose you in the tigers way some evening. But you see what she is; she cant wait. Shes a bad one.

Why not noose her then, the same as you did me? Hawkes asked him. Drag her to Kutchdullub. Chuck her in the clink. Ill interview her tiger. Let me get my eye on him at fifty or a hundred

Steady, sahib! He who sent us is an artful person. If we take this woman to the kana, who can prove anything against her? But it will prove to the priests that we are their enemies; and the priests will prove it to the people, who will riot. One priest is a better liar than a hundred lawyers, and a lawyer is no duffer at it, God knows. They will turn lies loose against us like a swarm of hornets. And the worst is, they will say the British have a hand in it. They will say that the British are aiming plots at their religion, we being men of the C.I.D., which is a British agency. It would be true; and the truth is deadly dangerous, except as one friend to another.

Hawkes stared at the fellows straight nose and at his hungry, fierce eyes; they were fierce with savage laughter.

If you couldnt see a joke, youd be a damned keen killer on your own hook, Ill bet! Whats the game now?

Sahib, wait for C.3. He and we are mice that nibble at the thread by which a sword is hanging over someone.

Politics, eh? Hawkes scorned the word; he never used it except as an insult.

Nay, sahib, not so. Politics is talk, of which there is already too much. Is a politician he who lets the pythons strangle one another? Nay, a politician seeks the stronger side. Then he robs both the loser and winner and says: Behold me, what a paragon I am! But we  we nibblers at the thread  say nothing, and rob no one.

I cant wait here, Hawkes said savagely. He hated mysteries. He had a .577 that he felt could easily solve this one. C.3 wanted me to find out how they get a man-killer to come back when they call him. Im to go to Kutchdullub and tell him. Hows it managed?

We will show you, sahib.

Any priests here? Hawkes asked.

No, not priests, but devotees, such as we are supposed to become when the spirit overcomes and overwhelms us. Do you understand that?

No, he answered sulkily. He did not wish to understand it. But as thieves delight in teaching thieves, and scientists delight in teaching scientists, the C.I.D. exists because its members passionately love their art and teach it, as it might be music, to whoever has the O.K. of a master of their guild.

It is the same as Thuggee, sahib. Thuggee never died out. It was a religion. A religion never dies, although, it can be changed into another form. So when the British set the C.I.D. to wipe out Thuggee; and its devotees, who slew by stealth for the sake of slaying, saw the shadow of the gallows  and the slayers, though they love death, love not that death; then they had to seek another way of worship. So they sought this. And it is also like the death beneath the wheels of juggernaut. And it is also like the death by suttee. Only this is far more dreadful.

And they like it dreadful? Hawkes asked.

Drama, sahib! They are unlike the little weaklings, who go in gangs and flatter one another. They are like lone criminals, on whom a spirit of crime has cast its shadow; or like great conquerors, on whom the breath of war has breathed. They achieve aloofness and aloneness. And the drama they devise is for themselves alone. It is not crime or conquest that they serve  or profit; and it is not fame they seek  or justice. Neither is it pride. And they are not mad  not as common madmen are. They see crime, or they see death as a drama; and themselves its climax. Slay  then be slain; it is all one.

They may kill emselves for all of me, said Hawkes.

And why not, sahib? But a man must understand them if he hopes to serve the C.I.D. and grapple with the brainy ones who turn such drama to their own ends.

Hawkes spat. He reached for his pipe and tobacco  remembered again that he had no coat on  swore irritably. Then he answered:

Out o my line. Im not C.I.D. I never would be. I like give and take above the bellyband. To hell with sneaking in and out o holes.

But if the secrets are in holes? You shall look at this one, sahib.

F.11 signed to F.15, who took the lantern and led downwards into smelly darkness, by a flight of stone steps in the thickness of a wall whose seams not even an earthquake had been able to enlarge. The darkness stank. There was a silence that not even Hawkes boots could shatter with Fusilier tramp on the masonry.

Wheres that woman? Hawkes asked.

You shall see her, sahib. I must tie your hands now. Even in the darkness that is better; one might come and feel you.

No less suddenly than Thugs were used to whip their scarf around the throats of victims, F.11 noosed Hawkes arms. F.15 had snatched the rifle from his hand and he was pinioned like a gallows bird before he could start to resist.

It must not be forgotten, sahib, that a death awaits your honor! It is by your honors death that we two may achieve the ecstasy that shall prepare us also for the embrace of Kali!

Sullen silence fell on Hawkes again. He could have kicked and done some damage, but not enough to make the offense worth while. So he grinned while he gritted his teeth; he had had enough of indignities and somebody would pay  unless  

Are these blokes fooling me? he wondered. They could have learned those numbers  easy. Am I for it? He could feel the goose-flesh rising on his bare skin; and the stench of a charnel-house sickened him. Chullunder Ghose said nothing about these men. Why, I wonder? Maybe theyve been spying on him, thats what! He began to think about his mother and his sisters. Dole! How he hated the word.


CHAPTER 15. Not yet!

There was a goatskin on a shelf of masonry. It was sewn like an enormous short sleeve. F.15 used it to cover the lantern, and then it was pitch dark except for the blood-colored glow on his knuckles where the bail just topped the goatskin. So it felt like following a dead mans hand into the morgue at midnight. Or a graveyard. Or a pit where paupers corpses lie awaiting Gods worms.

The abominable stench grew sharper as a passage curved round the roots of broken columns, amid debris over which Hawkes stumbled. There was only a glimpse now and then of a column lying prone beneath the wreck of a colossal roof  until the glimpses presently became a dim reality, and suddenly the passage opened on a segment of gallery, on which about a dozen tiny clay lamps flickered. There had been a balustrade round the gallery, but that had fallen. Perched round the edge, beside the little lamps, sat humans, chins on knees, like vultures at a Parsee charnel-tower. And the stench came upward, from a darkness that suggested death made solid. The little grease-fed, smoky flames round the gallery resembled yellow tongues that sought to slake undying thirst.

The human vultures glanced uneasily, as vultures on a roof do, at the sound of Hawkess boots on the masonry. Then they resumed their vigil, staring downward. F.11 whispered, so Hawkes sat between him and F.15, with his legs tucked under him; but they sat like the others, chin on knees, with their arms round their shins. The gallery was only three feet wide; Hawkes set his back against the wall and shuddered. It would be a lot too easy for his guides to seize him, one on either hand, and shove him over. He could almost feel himself go. He shut his eyes  then opened them and forced himself to stare into the dark, polluted silence.

Then he saw eyes. They were green. They were not, they were red  no, green  no, one was green and one red. They were both green. They were moving. Up and down a trifle; then from side to side and back again  as much as twenty feet each way  faster and then slower. They were deep down somewhere, and no guessing how near  fifty  a hundred  a hundred and fifty feet away  no, fifty. And they seemed to be in mid-air. But they were too big for a birds eyes; and never a bird flew as that one did. They were enormous. No, they were not; they were yellow, and they shrank. They were two of the lamp-fires mirrored on stagnant water. But they vanished. And there they were again as big as ever, moving sideways, emerald  then blue-green. Much more swiftly they were moving.

Silence split so suddenly that Hawkess heart checked, then hammered on his ribs. It was neither a growl, nor a whine, nor a snarl, but all three, ending in a harsh cough.

Tiger!

Now he recognized them; tigers eyes, weird in darkness, made that way by nature to confuse all others. And it was easier to guess, now that he knew what they were. They were thirty feet down, and twice that much distant, moving to and fro behind a barrier of some sort, but he could only imagine the barrier. They were catching the light from the tiny clay lamps and reflecting it.

In the gruesome stillness Hawkes suddenly heard a footfall. It was heavy  careless; something rolled away as if kicked. It sounded unlike stone. And then there was light  a little blaze of tinder, leaping into crimson as a resinous torch caught fire. It was the woman. She was perched on a broken column, seated slightly above Hawkess level, to one side of a circular pit, whose roof consisted of a mass of fallen masonry supported by its own dead weight against surrounding walls. She shook her torch. Amid the leaping shadows, thirty feet beneath him, as he stared, Hawkes saw human ribs, skulls, thigh-bones, scattered amid fallen debris  then a tiger and tigress, she behind a barrier of upright stone bars, rubbing herself against them, as if fawning on the male. He stood as close as he could get to her, magnificent and startled, staring up at the torch. He blinked at the light. He snarled and showed his eye-teeth. His tail twitched in and out of shadow. He crouched. He slunk away towards the dark mouth of a tunnel  turned round a shapeless heap of masonry and changed his mind  turned back again and stared up at the broken gallery  then coughed and sprang like lightning at the column on which the woman sat. His leap fell short of her by twenty feet. He tried it three times. Then he slunk back to the tigress, who was frantic; she was flowing back and forth behind the stone bars like a shadow with emerald eyes.

No one had moved, stirred, spoken. On the segment of the broken gallery that solemn audience sat still like vultures that await death. Whose? Hawkes struggled to release his arms, but F.11 heard him and whispered:

Not yet!

Then Hawkes pressed his back against the wall so hard that it tortured his pinioned elbows; but the pain was better than the too near edge of that rail-less gallery. When F.11 moved a little closer to him he set his teeth  shrank. Pride would not let him cry out, but he felt already the appalling vertigo of falling into dark space. He began to pray for guts with which to face it.

Suddenly the blood came coursing through his veins again like an electric current. Sound as vibrant as a file on brass so struck the silence that it seemed to make the very silence throb with anger. It was the hag. She was singing. And never in battle, nor in the ambulances where the stricken screech their greeting to the jaws of hell, nor in the jungle, when the python steals on victims in the night, had Hawkes heard such a paean to the gods of horror. Agony was in it, and the utter emptiness of hunger for the ultimate of nothing  and the knowledge that the hunger, too, was nothing, and the agony of the nothingness of hunger in a void that had no end and no beginning  an eternity that was not, is not, never will be. And the human vultures in a row round the ledge, between the little yellow lamp-flames, chanted flat, monotonous responses to her litany of death.

It ended in a silence in which nothing stirred except a skull that rolled out of shadow where the tigers eyes shone in the torchlight. Then the hag struck a gong and the tiger crept into view, as if he knew that signal. Some one at the far end of the gallery  without a word or gesture that betrayed emotion  set his thumb deliberately on the little flame beside him, stood up leisurely as if he yawned at what was coming, raised both arms above his head, swayed slowly and then, soundless, let himself go, feet first, down into the dark pit.

He fell with a thud amid bones and debris. There was no other sound, except a slight one as he writhed in shadow. Hawkers pulse beat a hundred times before the tiger leaped like tawny lightning through the zone of torchlight. Then a guttural growl  thud  scrunch, as teeth went home into a mans neck. Silence  nothing  no emotion, except that the tigress, like a frantic green-eyed shadow, wove to and fro on a loom of longing in her dungeon behind the stone bars.


CHAPTER 16. I kiss feet, Heavenborn!

Ram Dass, dealer in grain and mortgages, was a gentleman whose hat was always in the ring. He had an enviable reputation as a good sport, who was easy on his debtors if the debtors played fair. But it was dangerous to gyp him. Having lent the Rajah five thousand rupees at usurious rates on an open note, at the request of Syed-Suraj, he was perfectly willing to wait for his enormous profit; but he did not choose to lose the money.

And Chullunder Ghose had very deftly planted in the mind of Ram Dass more than a suspicion that the Rajah was in danger of losing his throne. On top of that came rumor  then the circumstantial story  and then proof that the Rajah had murdered Syed-Suraj in the course of a furious argument. The inquest, held immediately in the Rajahs library; the servants version of what had happened; and the verdict  had deceived nobody, not even the presiding judge who acted coroner. The Rajah had not even honored the inquest with his presence, although rumor had it that he listened through the panel above the bookcase that had been used by the woman who actually saw the murder and reported it in detail to Chullunder Ghoses dish-faced spy.

If I must lose my money I will have a run for it, said Ram Dass to his head clerk. Royalty may get away with murder, but the ones who do settle their debts! And besides, that babu didnt drop me hints for nothing. It was not for nothing that he told me how to get the elephant-feed contract. Not for nothing that he saved me from lending another five thousand. Not he! He does nothing for nothing. And he knows I play fair. What does he expect, then? He didnt say what he wants. But if I play my own game it will probably exactly fit his.

He had none of the airs of the plutocrat. In spite of all his wealth he did not even own a carriage. Beneath a very cheap umbrella, and with a very ordinary cotton blanket swathed round his shoulders, he walked to the office of Ananda Raz, the Brahmin attorney. He was admitted instantly into the Brahmins presence. And, being a sensible man, to whom anothers dignity was equally important as his own, so long as it entailed no calculable loss or inconvenience to him, he started with the proper formula.

I kiss feet.

So the Brahmin wheezed an asthmatic, equally perfunctory but inoffensive blessing and they sat down, studying each other with the guarded guile of men who thoroughly detest each others morals but respect each others business acumen.

Terrible weather, said Ram Dass.

Dreadful, agreed the Brahmin. But the rain should give us good crops. Do you look for a low price for future rice deliveries?

I look for Gods will.

Such is wisdom, said the Brahmin.

As attorney to the temple trustees, you undoubtedly are more familiar with Gods will than the rest of us, said Ram Dass. Is it probable that changes of importance may occur soon?

Of the weather?

At the moment I was thinking more of ruined temples  and a tiger  and the funeral of Syed-Suraj, Ram Dass answered. Is the Rajahs cousins health improving?

I have no news.

Is the sahib at the Residency well?

I have heard he has boils, said the Brahmin. And if that is true, he should be pitied. Boils are painful, and they who suffer from them usually lose their judgment along with their bodily vigor.

That was an opening. Ram Dass rode straight at it, whip, spur and bridle.

Is he sick, or is he shamming? Are they diplomatic boils, and is he waiting on events, to see which way the priests  I mean the cats  jump, before he bets on one or other of them?

Strictly between you and me, he is ill, said the Brahmin, but it makes no difference. Such a person as he is always at the mercy of events, since he always looks backwards. If he does look forward, it is only to a dream of laziness. In consequence, a change inevitably sees him trying to resist it.

So you do think there will be a change? asked Ram Dass.

Do I? And what sort of change? the Brahmin answered.

That seemed to be another opening, so Ram Dass tried again.

I am in favor of a change, he answered. Did you hear the Rajahs sepoys fire a volley from the palace gate just now?

Yes, yes. Nobody was hurt, however. It was a warning to the crowd to disperse.

I am in favor of the crowd, said Ram Dass. I have heard that the Rajah sent an elephant to wreck the sacred image of the goddess Kali. Do the priests intend to overlook such sacrilege? Ananda Raz knew perfectly that Ram Dass cared no more for Kalis image than he did for Confucius; he was simply talking to seduce the attorneys confidence. Ananda Raz, however, only wanted an excuse; he only dreaded to give an opinion that he could not, later, claim he had been justified in giving. So he yielded  let his temper get the better of him  wheezed as if someone had stolen a fat fee:

Sacrilege! Sacrilege! Now you have laid your finger on it! Murder we are used to! Insolence and personal defilement we have had to learn to tolerate! But show me proof that it was he who sent that cursed elephant to break up the procession through the streets, and I will

He hesitated for effect, and Ram Dass flattered him by a show of breathless interest:

Tell me!

I will guarantee to have him replaced by his cousin within ten days! said the Brahmin.

How then?

I will bring on a rebellion! And I will get up an appeal for British troops! And I will sign up an association of his creditors!

He paused again. He stared hard. Then he pointed with his index finger. Tell me, are you not his creditor?

At that Ram Dass unmasked his own artillery as blandly as a conjurer producing rabbits from a top-hat.

Thank you, he retorted.

What for?

A concerted action by his creditors might force me to accept as little as a tenth of what he owes me. So, unless I get mine first, in full, you may depend on me to take his part in any serious trouble that may turn up!

You astonish me!

I know, too, that he owes you a lot of money, Ram Dass continued. You expect to get it from his cousin, as the price of the priests support, but you propose to make the other creditors accept a small percentage of their claims.

But I assure you

I need no assurance! As attorney for the temple trustees, you know that the priests have got themselves into a mess! They have a tiger

Prove it! snapped the lawyer.

I dont need to. Tigers are their own proof! Are you such a fool as to suppose that an inquiry by the British wont involve the priesthood in a scandal that will clip their claws and break their teeth forever? That is why you sit still. You, as the attorney for the priesthood, are afraid to appeal to the British. So unless I get the money that the Rajah owes me, I am going to the Residency now to demand that the Resident wire for troops.

Then neither of us could collect the money that the Rajah owes us, said the Brahmin.

I can afford to lose mine, Ram Dass answered. I would lose it far more cheerfully if you must lose yours also.

The attorney stood up, blazing indignation. Go then, to the Residency! Ram Dass bowed to him in mock humility.

I kiss feet, heavenborn!

He bowed his way out, but he guessed Ananda Raz would have him followed. So, his purpose being to recover money, not to make more difficulties, he struggled against the rainstorm to the palace without the slightest effort at concealment. If Ananda Raz should guess that he was on his way to offer the Rajah loyalty and influence, possibly then Ananda Raz might change his mind and buy him off by purchasing the Rajahs debt. But if not  and if the Rajah should be obdurate or flat-broke  there was still the Residency and the more or less amusing prospect of annoying  and arousing  and compelling Major Smith to act with energy that was as foreign to his nature as humor and genuine dignity were.

The officer on duty at the front gate never had been asked to pay his bill for horse-feed, so Ram Dass was promptly admitted. But he was questioned. The officer wanted to know what course the rioting had taken and what the prospect might be of a further demonstration at the palace gate.

I am not in politics, said Ram Dass, and I mind my own business. But I have heard that the priests are up to something. They are crows who caw of death, remember!

The officers face betrayed concern. And His Highness is suddenly sick! he remarked. Just now they brought a doctor to him. If he had spoken the word poison he could not have expressed the thought more clearly.

Ram Dass nodded, to conceal his own surprise. His Highnesss cousins health? he asked, to keep the thought in motion.

But the officer was not so easy to tempt into indiscretion.

Go in, he answered. Bring me the news on your way out.

So as accident, or luck, or some unseen directing spirit such as dogs the ways of murderers, would have it, Ram Dass swayed and struggled against rain and wind and reached the Rajahs front steps, under the elaborately gaudy portico, exactly at the moment when Chullunder Ghose came down the steps to confer with Copeland, who was sitting on the back seat of the Ford attending to the nosebleed and the bruises of the villager. The villager was enjoying the fun of being serviced by a sahib, in a rich mans chariot, beneath the up- turned noses of a lot of Rajahs servants, who were showing their profound displeasure from the high steps of the very palace entrance. It was exquisitely pleasant to offend such haughty nabobs.


CHAPTER 17. Sappier and verbier than you guess! Hurry! Hurry!

No less swift or sure of touch than Copelands to the villagers needs, Chullunder Ghoses genius leaped instantly to deal with Ram Dass. That a middle- aged man of affairs should face such filthy weather, at a time of riot, was sufficient proof that opportunity was stirring, and the babu knew the nature of the seed that he had planted in the merchants mind. The law of probabilities suggests, if it does not actually indicate, that certain sorts of men are likely to react in a clearly predictable way to certain sorts of pressure; and the babu was an artist; he could recognize a psychological condition with the accuracy of a sculptor making notes for future use, and with the skill of a physician who observes the symptoms that a patient is trying to hide from himself.

Which are you doing? he demanded. Are you sawing off the branch you sit on? Or are you trying to ride two camels, in two directions, with a fence between them that you wish to sit on?

I have come to recover my money, said Ram Dass.

With his belly thrust out and his hands on his hips, like a fat chef in an apron, the babu laughed at him. He laughed as if the universe held nothing else than good jokes.

Perhaps you like to lose your money? Ram Dass shot back irritably.

God, I havent any! Ha! ha! You wont have any, unless you change your methods! I would rather look for goblets full of cool wine in the Gobi Desert, than for money where you go questing for it! You remind me of a virgin who has lost her reputation. It is irredeemably lost, and the thing for her to do is to forget it and establish herself as soon as possible as someone much too sensible to feed a dead horse!

I have talked with Ananda Raz. I have just been to see him, said Ram Dass.

Anyone could guess that! the babu answered. And a pair of pale eggs in a frying-pan could see that you have told him too much and have heard too little! I suppose you offered to join the High Church party on condition that the party should agree to guarantee your money? Dont deny it. I would probably have done the same thing!

What would you suggest? Ram Dass asked. You, who said you never bet, but who have lent your money to a profligate at the request of needy adventurer, in the hope of making too much profit from a contract to supply good elephants with bad corn  you astonish me that you forgot my hot tip! Bet on this babu, I told you.

Is it too late?

Do I look it? Unless Hawkesey also has forgotten which horse he should bet on, and has upset all the dope by disobeying men he doesnt know and shooting away the weight that my opponents have to carry, I am winning hands down! Bet on me, you idiot!

I bet, said Ram Dass.

Very well, then. Go in and demand your money. He will say the money isnt due, and it isnt, but you must accuse him of having got it from you under false pretences, and of having shot the only witness.

Ram Dass hesitated. He will shoot me!

Do you think so? In my presence? I shall be there, mind you. It is less than fifteen minutes since he did not dare to shoot me, all alone, and dearly though he would have loved to do it!

Ah! If you are coming with me

I would not trust you to see him alone, the babu answered. And now understand this  memorize it: he knows a lot too much already for his own good, because I have told it to him. I have given him exactly twenty minutes to prepare a trap, and I intend to walk right into it! He had the impudence to tell me that it takes his whole corps of mahouts that long to harness up an elephant. He had the ignorance to imagine I would wait in his office while he summoned somebody to quarrel with me and provoke a fortunate excuse for my arrest. He does not dare to kill me; he is contemplating other means of making me innocuous. So when he does what I am almost sure he contemplates, you are to fall into the trap too.

Ram Dass was a much too easy-going usurer, and much too downright in his dealings to consider traps with equanimity. He checked again.

You have a sahib in the Ford car. Take him in there with you. I will wait here. Then, if you dont come out in due course

Chullunder Ghose affected sudden interest. He swept away resistance by accepting and conditioning the other mans proposal before he had time to voice it.

Yes, yes. You could go to the Residency and report to Major Smith. But you must do that afterwards: It is of the utmost importance that you should go to the Residency, and I depend on you to do it.

Do you mean you planned this? Ram Dass asked him. How did you know I was on my way here?

Planned it? No, no. But the second I saw you coming I knew the gods were working with me! Ram Dass, I said to myself, is a gift of the gods to a man in a tight predicament! I was in terror at the thought of taking in this surgeon sahib to protect me in the Rajahs presence. He is brave and honorable, but about as ignorant of statecraft as an alligator is of contract bridge. So you can estimate my pleasure when I saw you  thoroughly experienced and dependable Ram Dass! Here is a man, said I, whom I can safely bet on! We shall help each other; what a privilege  what fun  what justice  in return to help him get his money!

Do you believe I can get it?

Yes, if you will trust me.

I have trusted you before, said Ram Dass, but never to this extent. However, there is no fool like an old one. I will go in with you.

Not you. Go on now, ahead of me! the babu answered; and he shoved him up the steps so violently that the palace servants noisily rebuked them both and Ram Dass felt he had to go in, to preserve his dignity, since otherwise the servants might honor themselves by thinking they had overawed him. Then Chullunder Ghose hurried to Copeland.

From now on, sahib, until hell and high water permit, you will kindly believe nothing unless I tell it to you! As, for instance, do you see an elephant? It is one! And you are to ride it  now, immediately! Get out. The mahout will set a ladder for you; climb it, and dont forget the rifle and the little black bag. The villager shall carry up your bedding, but dont let him appropriate it, you will need it badly. I will tell the villager where to go, and where to wait for me. If the mahout refuses to obey him, beat both of them with the butt end of your rifle and then beat the elephant  since that will cause the elephant to run, and the mahout to make the best of it; and it will make that villager believe you know what you are doing.

Maybe its as well I dont know?

Verb. sap., sahib! Sappier and verbier than you guess! Hurry! Hurry!

It would have been harder to persuade Copeland not to ride the elephant, in that holiday mood in which he found himself. It was a monster of a beast that swayed into the rain round the palace wall and halted beneath the portico. It seemed the Rajah had said nothing about trappings, so the chief mahout had compromised on a sort of semi-royal turn-out, with a howdah that had canvas weather-curtains and enough enameled woodwork to suggest that, at the very least, a royal favorite was being sent for a ride in the rain to cool her disposition. Copeland climbed the ladder, drew the curtains, and reached for his pipe.

O.K. with me, he chuckled.

Chullunder Ghose watched the villager climb up with Copelands luggage, then beckoned him down and took away the ladder.

Run away, he ordered.

Why?

You are a liar, a thief, a murderer, a greedy fool, a treacherous and dirty-minded ingrate, and a devil destined to be reborn in the belly of a worm. Besides, I dont trust you.

Naturally. But you like me, said the villager, and that is why you take advantage of me. What now?

To the devil with you, said the babu. Run and fetch me a man I may trust.

The villager turned his back and ran into the rain. He turned again and ran back.

This is he! And now what?

This fellow looks like a talker to me, said the babu.

Uh-uh! This ones name is Silent Shadow!

Are you deaf and dumb?

Yes.

Then you cant hear me tell you to lead this elephant to the grain-barns that belong to Ram Dass, and to wait for me there. So you cant tell anyone I told you what to do. But you will do it.

The mahout might not obey me.

He is not deaf. I am not dumb. So he will obey me; otherwise the sahib in the howdah will instruct him with the butt end of a rifle.

Is he such an one, that sahib?

He is such an one as cuts out livers. He extracts eyes. He cuts off noses. Legs and arms are so much trash to him, he mows them off. He can make a man unconscious in a moment, and the man may wake up with a noseless, blind head on a legless, armless body  and no liver either. That is the exact truth, so observe a careful attitude towards him.

Certainly. I will make him like me as much as you do. Does your honor mean the barns of Ram Dass that are on the outskirts of the city, eastward from here? Very well. And now, since I am dumb, you had better command the mahout to tell his elephant to pick me up and set me in the howdah.

You will walk, said the babu.

In this rain?

And being a silent shadow, you will observe whoever follows. If you speak to nobody until you see me  under any provocation, mind you  and if, when I give you leave to speak to me, your speech is satisfactory to me, I may consider you for permanent employment.

Dont doubt, I will satisfy you. Let me have a little money for my victuals.

You shall eat, at my expense, when I eat. Lead on.

Atcha! By the size of your honors belly, I believe you eat good food and plenty of it.

Chullunder Ghose aimed a kick at him to get him started. Then he ordered the mahout to follow and called up to Copeland to beat the mahout if he should dare to disobey the villager.

And if anyone asks you questions, say you are the Residency doctor  locum tenens  temporary  just come  out for a look at the scenery. They wont believe you, but they wouldnt believe you if you told the truth.

Copeland laughed. Theyd have to search me! I dont know the truth!

Nobody does, said the babu. You shall see me when you see me. So long.

The elephant swayed away majestically and the babu returned up the palace steps. He was nervous again.

You scowl at me? said the attendant.

Open the door wider! the babu commanded. Do you take me for a sardine? Yes, he added, things are going too well. I suspect you of soaping a stone for me to slip on!

Curiously cautious all at once, he peered round the door before he entered, but there was no one lurking there in ambush.

A hyena smells its own breath, and fears its own shadow, said the attendant, smiling acidly. He had received no slipper money  the extortion customary in the East, where slippers are supposed to be kicked off at the outer door and left in the attendants charge. Chullunder Ghoses slippers lay beside the plainer ones of Ram Dass, on the top step. He returned. He picked them up. He handed them to the attendant.

You shall hold them for your greater honor, he remarked, and if I catch you having set them down, you beshirm, I will ram them down your gullet! Where is Ram Dass?

Slightly cowed, but surly, the attendant pointed and another man came forward to escort the babu, who smiled, but his smile was noticeably thin, as if it had been pasted on his fat face. He was down into the depths of the fear that follows closely on audacity and sometimes overtakes it.

Things are going too well! he repeated half aloud, and the escorting servant answered: Sahib?

I said, Hurry up, you father of a snail!

He was as irritable now as he was normally serene. The palace gloom affected him. He started at the least sound. The corridor draught made him shudder.

Where is the library? Where was Syed-Suraj shot to death? he suddenly demanded.

They were passing the library door. The servant pointed to it. There is still a broken window, so the room is disused for the present.

But I wish to see it, said the babu.

Nay, it is forbidden.

Chullunder Ghose, however, tried the doorknob. The door was not locked. He pushed it open, glanced inside, and suddenly stepped into the room, slamming the door in the servants face. There was a key inside. He turned it.

Bohut salaam! he remarked in his usual calm voice, bowing from the hips, not lowering his eyes. His nervousness had gone as utterly as if it were a cloak that he had left behind him in the corridor. Here was real, unexpected, unimagined danger. He could face this. The Rajah, with his right hand in the mirror-paneled closet, turned to face him with a sneer as savage as a startled cats.


CHAPTER 18. I know devils when I see them!

There was brandy on the table. There was brandy in the Rajahs eyes too. They blazed. He had swallowed almost half a bottle of the stuff. A mere matter of twenty minutes, plus the alcohol, had changed a worried unregenerate into a calculating savage.

Who invited you in here? he demanded, and the babu guessed he had to answer well and swiftly or receive a bullet in the belly.

You did! Your dilemma did! Unless you act exactly as I tell you, it is absolutely certain that the blood of Syed-Suraj will be avenged on your head! I am here to save you from it.

That was stark bluff, and the Rajah suspected it was. But he was as eager to conceal what he was doing with his right hand as the babu was to see what he was doing. If there was a pistol in the closet, it was strange that the Rajah did not pull it out and use it. The babus wits worked furiously, and he was gaining control of his face. He smiled inscrutably  a poker smile that might mean triumph; or it might not.

Has not Ram Dass asked you for his money? he said slowly. You are rightly afraid of Ram Dass. So am I afraid of him. He is the one man rich and important enough, and determined enough, to force an intervention by the British. He would do it for revenge if he believed you cheated him. But can you pay him back his money?

It is not due, said the Rajah, trying to withdraw his hand without disturbing something, or without opening the closet door so wide that the babu could see what was in there. Probably he hoped, too, that Chullunder Ghose might think there was a firearm on the shelf.

But Ram Dass says you did cheat, said the babu. He asserts you borrowed under false pretences, not intending to repay. Why did you borrow the money  such a little sum of money? And where is it?

That was calculated impudence. The brandied dignity of royal breeding boiled up, and the Rajah withdrew his hand to strike, or to make a gesture with it. Keys clashed, and something fell forward off a closet shelf and stuck between shelf and door as the Rajah tried to slam the door shut with his foot. The babu moved a trifle sideways, and the Rajah followed his movement, as a cornered snake does, so that the pressure of his foot against the closet door was relaxed and something fell to the floor with a crash.

It was an unlocked, decorated metal box. It spilled its contents. There were seed-pearls and a lot of semi-precious stones  trash for the most part; but there also was an aigrette set with diamonds that was probably one of the jewels of State. The Rajah tried to hide it with his foot, but he was too late.

You propose to offer that to Ram Dass as security? the babu asked, sure of himself now. You had much better traffic with me. I am a poor man.

What do you mean? The Rajahs eyes glowed sullenly, but there was a flicker of indecision and a hint of half-awakened hope about the way he showed his teeth through slightly parted lips.

You havent tried to tempt me, have you? said the babu.

Blackmail?

Never! A reward for saving you from abdication and the Andamans, however, might be  well, it might make matters easier.

I have no money at the moment.

None? Not any? None of what you had from Ram Dass?

I have only three thousand rupees of it left. And as for you, you dog, I wouldnt trust you with it. You would pocket it and then betray me.

Why, of course I would, if I could do it! said the babu. I dont love you and you dont love me. But how do you suppose I am to pacify Ram Dass, unless I let him see what happens to his money, or some part of it, and tell him why it happens? And if Ram Dass is a witness, how shall I be able to betray you without ruining myself? So I suggest that you should let me talk to Ram Dass, and then pay that money to me in his presence. It is very little money. It is scandalously little. But if its all I can get I will have to accept it.

Yes  and then collaborate with Ram Dass to betray me! said the Rajah.

I would tell you not to be a fool, if you were not a royal personage, the babu answered. I am under orders, as I told you, to prevent an abdication if it can be done. And Ram Dass simply wants his money. Promise him the elephant-feed contract and

I did. I offered that just now, the Rajah interrupted. He refused to listen.

Let me talk to him.

The Rajah hesitated, blustering to hide his fear that fifty of his crimes were known to the babu. It would be no use buying him off on two or three counts, only to be blackmailed on a dozen others.

You dog of a devil! he sneered. It might be wiser in the end to shoot you as you deserve! And besides, this is inconvenient. I need that money.

So do I, the babu answered smiling. However, keep it  keep it! Anyone who wont pay that small sum of money to be saved from abdication and the Andamans is, after all, no patron for a man of influence like me! It may be better to report to my employers that this is a situation too explosive to be saved except by drastic measures.

I will try you, said the Rajah. But if I even suspect you of playing a trick, you fat hog He snapped his fingers by way of illustration.

Bring the money, said the babu. Let us waste no more time.

But the Rajah had to go and get the money, so he turned the babu over to a servant.

Keep an eye on the fat brute! he ordered. See that he waits in the corridor. During my absence he is not to speak to Ram Dass.

So the babu stood and stared out of a window, and because it was raining outside and the murky clouds shut off the sun, someone had turned on the hideous electric chandelier that dangled like a trained icicle from the corridor ceiling. The window-glass, due to the stronger light on the inside, became a moderately clear reflector of the corridor. The babu watched it. Suddenly he ducked. His foot slipped on the polished marble and he fell on his back. He rolled sideways as far as the wall and got up cautiously, first on his hands and knees, with his back to the window. However, he could only see a very slight sway of the curtains at the far end of the corridor where, in the window- glass, he had detected the long tube of a blowpipe. And in the window-pane behind him was a neat hole surrounded by feathery cracks, such as nothing on earth could have made but a sharp dart.

Am I so unpopular? he asked the servant. Stand here and observe me! How can you observe what I am doing if you shrink behind that statue?

He compelled the man to stand between him and the curtains; and the fellows nervous shudder and his furtive glances were enough proof that he knew about the blowpipe and expected at least another shot. The babu watched him like a lynx.

If you should move your right hand, I would break your neck! he warned him. Not that you are not a pleasant fellow, nicely scented up with musk to save your nose from turning upward, but I dislike a knife in my belly.

Then the Rajah returned, not more than glancing at the babu as he beckoned him and opened a door on the right-hand side of the corridor. He looked as if he had another stock of brandy somewhere and had swallowed a lot of it  perhaps to make it easier to part with money.

Wait for me. We will go in here together! said the babu. Your assassins are such rotten shots that they might hit the wrong man unless I protect you! How you would laugh if you knew how important to me your royal life is!

You are drunk, you fat fool! said the Rajah.

Yes, Your Highness. I am so drunk that I do not notice that you, not the servant, have opened the door. Has he a pistol? A dagger? What has he?

Sullenly the Rajah jerked his head. The servant slunk away along the corridor. The Rajah entered the room and the babu followed him. Ram Dass was standing in a big bay window, dwarfed and as shabbily aged as a mendicant by the high ceiling and the rich cut-velvet hangings. He looked sorry for himself and eager to be back amid the grain-sacks in his comfortable store; but he perked up at sight of the babu. As he bowed to the Rajah he raised both hands respectfully to his wrinkled forehead and glanced between his fingers at Chullunder Ghose. But there was no answering signal, and for a moment here was silence. The Rajah seemed not to know what to say. However, it was up to him to speak first, so he turned contemptuously on Chullunder Ghose.

It is beneath my dignity to repeat your conversation, he sneered. Tell this merchant what you have suggested.

Then, as naively as if he were a bagman selling rubbish to a fool, Chullunder Ghose unfolded his proposal to the gravely nodding Ram Dass, who stroked a graying beard and puckered wise eyes.

Ram Dass, sahib, as your honor knows, this babu is the underpaid employee of a government that sends me into trouble but repudiates me if I cant keep out of it. I know His Highness owes you money, but he cant pay me to turn my coat and do him certain little favors, if he pays you also. And, besides, he has not enough money for you at the moment. He has only three thousand rupees. And that is my price.

I demand my money, Ram Dass answered.

Either that, or I go to the Residency. And if Major Smith wont ask for an investigation, I myself will go to Delhi and demand a hearing at the Foreign Office.

He was so sour and vehement that he almost deceived Chullunder Ghose. He made the Rajah swear and stutter.

Tell him! he commanded. Tell him what you told me!

In a moment. Ram Dass, sahib, only this babu in all the world can save His Highness from flattering the Kaiser and the King of Spain by imitating them. But he would have no money and less liberty, so he would rather imitate the Czar of Russia. And that would do nobody any good, since who would pay his debts? So he proposes to pay me a little money in your presence, and to assign to you all the contracts that are at his disposal. In return we are to lend him our united influence, and you are not to press him for the money he recently borrowed, until it is due. I beg your honor to agree.

I want my money now, said Ram Dass.

But he cant pay!

I wont pay until it is due, said the Rajah.

And unless he pays me something there will be a calamity, said the babu. All his creditors will have to whistle for a dividend from nothing, properly prorated after the attorneys have been satisfied. He is to bribe me in your presence to prevent my double-crossing him. Is that clear?

Ram Dass looked amazed. I didnt know you take bribes, he answered.

I can seldom get them, said the babu.

Do you mean, said Ram Dass, that your influence can actually save this Rajah? Changes are sometimes bad for business. When we know where we are, we are there, at any rate. But can you do it?

I am sent to save him from an abdication, said the babu.

But you wont, unless he bribes you? Oh, well. I shall never think the same of you again. But stability counts. I will wait for my money  provided I get all the contracts for delivery of corn.

Yes, yes, said the Rajah, at a good price  at a very good price. I will see the treasurer about it, and you need not fee him. But I shall expect your loyal influence. There must be counter-propaganda to offset the lies the priests are telling.

I detest those rogues, said Ram Dass.

The Rajah forced a smile. He crackled three one-thousand rupee notes and laid them on the window-sill.

I may depend on both of you  eh? They are yours. You may take them, he said to the babu. But as he drew his hand away his finger-ring struck the window-pane. And as the babu took the money, a red turban  two eyes  then a lean, mean face appeared above the sill.

You see, we have another witness! said the Rajah, smiling much more genuinely than he had done. I supposed a little bribe was all you wanted, so I took a precaution.

Only one? the babu asked him.

No need now to kill you! said the Rajah. You will either serve my interests without fail, or lose your job and go to prison for accepting bribes. You understand me?

Perfectly, huzoor.

You had better begin to use your wits at once against those thieving priests.

I wish to do so.

And dont forget that they are intriguing to get my loving cousin on the throne.

I will not forget it.

Then you have my leave to take your beastly presence hence into the rain, you blackguard, and begin!

I go now, said the babu.

Bowing  suitably respectful  he and Ram Dass hurried out. Chullunder Ghose retrieved his slippers from the door attendant and slapped him with one of them.

Just to remember me by! he remarked. Your master has insulted me. Out of my way, you dog, before I spit at you!

Just try to get in here again! said the attendant.

You have done it now! Ram Dass grumbled. He hurried down the front steps, but the babu overtook him.

Get in! he commanded.

Into that old Ford? Not I. It has flat tires. Why should I risk my neck at my age?

Because I tell you. Get in!

Chullunder Ghose hustled him in, but it took him a minute or two to get the thing started, and he had to hold the merchant.

Let me out, I tell you! I have never ridden in a

Fear seized Ram Dass as the car jerked forward, missing badly, thumping on its rims. He set his teeth and held on grimly until the car had to stop at the iron gate, where the officer, dismounted now, leaned in to speak to the babu.

What news?

Not much, said the babu. Any more rioting?

None yet. That one volley turned their stomachs. Let us hope the rain will continue. That will stop rioting. But tell me your news.

Can you keep a secret? asked the babu.

None better! I am trained to keep them.

Dont say that I told you. But the truth is that Hawkesey  you know Hawkesey?

Dont I!

Hawkesey has been got at! He has turned against His Highness. He is in a temple in the jungle, where he is conspiring with the priests to bring about a coup détat to put the Rajahs cousin on the throne. Hawkesey has been promised double salary. And the Rajahs cousin has guaranteed him a pension for life in the event that the British insist on having him deported. Thats all.

And you call that nothing? Does His Highness know it?

No. And I darent tell him, said the babu. Even if I did dare, I could not get back into the palace. One of the attendants has assaulted me. He called me vile names. All the palace servants are afraid of me because they think I spy on them and will report them to the Rajah. So I dont know what to do.

How many people know this? the officer asked.

Not many, sahib. Even Ram Dass hears it only for the first time.

The officer affected scorn. I dont believe this. It is another big-fish story.

Who expects you to believe it? Who expects the Rajah to believe it? Nobody believes a true tale, until too late! Why should you believe me? I am an anonymous and stupid fat man, sent by someone stupider than me to find out what is going on  so, naturally, I know nothing! I would like to know, though, what the Rajah is to do about it!

Five hundred men! said the officer. We can hew hard. We can shoot straight. Even Hawkes has praised our shooting lately!

Oh yes. I suppose, then, you will face about and display your heroism to a brigade or so of British troops? You idiot! Do you suppose the British will permit a civil war in this State at a time when they must also deal with Gandhi and a dozen other troubles? They will simply march in and annex the territory. And then where will you be? Perhaps you think the British will sack their commander-in-chief in order to provide you with a fat job?

What is this about poison? the officer asked. His Highness sent away that doctor just now on an elephant.

Poison, nothing! I suspect the Rajah knows the truth of what is happening and simply has the wind up! He is drinking too much, and he has a headache, thats all. Anyone who told him what to do would be a Godsend to him.

I can reach him, said the officer. His Highness is always willing to receive me whenever I have anything to report.

But you are not to tell him that I told you, said the babu. He would be angry with me for not having told him myself just now, when I had the chance.

Why did you not tell? asked the officer.

Because I was afraid of him, for one thing. As for you, if you are not afraid, you had better say your own spies told you. Thus you will receive more credit.

Why not? Yes, that part of it is simple. But what is the proper advice to give him?

Ask me! laughed the babu. Who am I to know that? I know well enough what I would do in his shoes. But I am not in them, praise be to the gods of Karma!

What would you do?

I would go to that temple on elephant-back. I would take not more than one or two men with me, and perhaps some servants. I would order Hawkesey to return to duty.

And if Hawkes should refuse? asked the officer.

The babu stared. Are you so innocent as that? Do you suppose Hawkesey would shoot him  and hang? Of course he would not! Could he take him prisoner? Quite equally, of course not! What could Hawkesey do with such a prisoner? I tell you, Hawkesey is alone, with only three or four priests. He is supposed to be shooting a tiger. He is actually making propaganda.

Why not appeal to the British?

That would take time, said the babu. Time is in favor of Hawkesey.

Why not go, then, with a hundred men and seize Hawkes?

Because of the rioting! Let twenty-five, or fifty, or a hundred armed men march, in monsoon weather, and who will believe the Rajah is not making war against the priests? Do you suppose the priests will sit still and say nothing? You have never seen a riot such as that one would be!

But if Hawkes refuses to surrender to His Highness personally?

Then the Rajah has a fine case, hasnt he, against the British! They would have to help him to destroy Hawkes, but it would not give them an excuse to overturn the government and put another in the Rajahs place. At the least, they would have to pretend to be ashamed of Hawkeseys misbehavior.

Well, why not shoot Hawkes? asked the officer. He might be ambushed. Or he might be tempted into a parley and

Oh, how I envy anyone whom you advise! the babu interrupted. Shoot Hawkes without bringing him to trial  and then see who can stop the yell of murder that will go up! Dont forget that Hawkes is much more popular than you are. And the priests, who probably despise him, nevertheless would take advantage of his murder to accuse the Rajah. Can the British let a Britisher be killed and not retaliate?

So you suggest  ?

That he should use his courage! said the babu. Has he any? Order them to open me the gate, I pray you.

Presently, in drenching rain, in mutually watchful silence, Chullunder Ghose and Ram Dass skidded to a standstill. There was no one near the yellow- shuttered corn-shop except a dish-faced penitent who sat in sackcloth, chin on knees, beside the shop door; even he seemed unobservant.

Now I thank God I am still alive, said Ram Dass, starting up the steps between the ancient cannons. He seemed to wish the babu not to follow him. He hurried. He turned at the shop door and noticed the babu giving money to the dish-faced individual.

Buy merit if you can! You need some, he remarked, and then entered his shop.

Chullunder Ghose followed him through to the back room, where the oil- stove burned amid the corn-sacks. Ram Dass turned on him.

You are insane! he said bitterly.

I hope so, sahib! Here are your three thousand rupees. Take them.

My three thousand? Are you drunk too?

Not yet. When insanity has done its job, I mean to get as drunk as Bacchus! Take your money. You are fined two thousand dibs for having lent good money to a bad crook! I could not do any better for you.

Do you mean it? You are not so mad after all. That dirty dog would never have repaid me, whatever I threatened. He knew I was bluffing. I thank you. Three thousand is better than nothing at all. And I apologize for my remarks just now.

But how about the contracts? asked the babu. Do you want them? And dont you owe me something? Turn about is fair play.

Money? How much?

To the devil with your money! Hawkesey and I are on the level. So are you, Ram Dass-jee. Run an errand for me, and we cry quits!

What now?

Go to the Residency and insist on seeing Major Smith, however many times he may refuse to see you. Tell him that his boils are not an alibi, and say you have important information for him. Then, as soon as he has finished reprimanding you for the intrusion, turn the tables on him. Say that the priests are telling all the people that the Rajah has sent Hawkesey to commit a sacrilege by invading a sacred place. Say also that the Rajah boasts that Major Smith advised him to send Hawkesey, and that therefore the people are doubly indignant. Tell him that todays riot was a prelude to rebellion that only he can prevent. And then commence to flatter him. When flattery has done its work, tell him you have overheard me talking to the Rajahs bodyguard, and say you think the Rajah intends to force a civil war, in order to compel the British India authorities to intervene and put the hooks into the priests  which will inevitably bring the British into the religious sort of difficulty that they dread with all their nerve and instinct.

I was right when I called you insane, said Ram Dass.

Nevertheless, reserve your judgment, said the babu. My insanity is catching! What I want is to get Major Smith to hurry to the palace. He will take a sore neck and a rotten temper with him. He will threaten the Rajah. He will Dutch-uncle him. I know Smith. And if I know the Rajah, he will drink a lot of brandy and decide on what a statesman would have jumped at in the first place  and spoil it by incorporating what that officer of the guard to whom I spilled a little seed of my insanity, advises.

Then what?

Major Eustace Smith will get a decoration.

What for?

Nothing. I shall get a reprimand, and much more interesting work to do. And you will get the contracts.

Pah! I doubt it. That mans promise

Is as good as wooden money, no doubt. How about his cousins promise? If I tell his cousin you were instrumental in

Oh! This man has to abdicate?

No.

What then?

Wait and see! the babu answered. Will you do that errand at the Residency?

Ram Dass rubbed a finger on his sly old nose and hesitated half a minute. Then he answered:

I will do it. Not because I trust you, but because I think you trust me.

Stchah-Stchah! The fellow to trust is the Rajah, the babu answered. I know devils when I see them!


CHAPTER 19. C.3 meant to do that, if he did it

Familiar though he was with deaths most bloody and disgusting shapes, Hawkes was dazed and sickened by the devotees death at the claws and fangs of the tiger of Kalis temple. Helplessly bound, with the stench of the tigers den beneath him and the grim hags torchlight breaking up the gloom, he hugged the wall again for fear of falling off the ledge. Ghosts of dead men seemed to leap out from the shadows. He could hear the tiger snarling and the crunch of the brutes fangs on human flesh and bone.

There was no more ceremony, except that the hag stood upright on her broken pillar and began to scream, waving and shaking her torch. She was as mad- drunk as ever a Roman mob became at orgies of dramatically frightful death. Her screams appeared to stir the tigress in the cage behind the stone bars; eyes that glittered in the torchlight did a dance to the measureless rhythm of the hags chant, leaving to imagination the invisible contortions of a body yearning to glut strength in a feast of frenzy.

Both Hawkess captors seized him by the shoulders, raised him to his feet and started back along the gallery, one leading with the shrouded lantern and the other urging from behind. He could not have been recognized by any of the others on that gallery; it had been too dark; his captors hustled him away too soon. At the end of a winding passage  not the same they came by  they descended three steps and passed through an iron door that F.11 closed and bolted. Then the other unshrouded the lantern  grinned and pointed.

Half in and half out of a trough of carved stone lay a python, heavier and much longer than any Indian python Hawkes had ever seen. It was offended by the lantern-light. Red anger stared from its fixed eyes. It swayed its head in baffled arcs as it tried to see beyond the lantern. Then it crawled away across the threshold of another door and vanished amid tumbled masonry. And F.15 spoke:

Fed full! He has slain his count of men, that serpent; but he eats goats, since a man is too much for his jaws to swallow, though he crushes them like sponges dipped in red wine! One goat a week they give him  and six for the tigress; on the seventh day they let her hunger. But to the he-tiger they give nothing; he must hunt men!

Loose my arms! Hawkes ordered. Dammit, I gave all my whisky to the elephant. I need a drink like Judas Iscariot!

F.11 unfastened his arms and chafed the places where the raw hide thong had bitten when he strained against it in his terror.

Now the rifle!

F.11 gave it to him. There was no hint of his being a prisoner now  no fear of him, and not the slightest trace of anything but comradeship. F.15 and F.11 grinned, disclosing teeth as yellow as their long smocks, and their eyes were as inscrutable as those of alligators. They were partners in an ugly game; they were as full of guile as rats, as full of ruthlessness as leopards; but they were as friendly as two good hunting dogs.

Hawkes stared up at a ceiling formed by broken vaulting, into which huge blocks of masonry had jammed themselves in falling.

What now? he demanded. Id like half a ton o T.N.T. Id fix this place up proper! Samson could ha done the job right  pull away the props and drop it on em? Never heard o Samson? You should go to Sunday school, the same as I did. How do I get out o this?

You dont! said F.11. Did not C.3 tell you to obey us?

Chullunder Ghose asked me to get back quick to him with information, Hawkes answered. If youve any message for him, get it off your chests, now. And then how about one of you coming to show me the way home?

Both men shook their heads. Our orders are to stay here, F.11 answered. We have done our work well. Soonya believes we are a pair of Kali-worshipers in quest of this death. Even F.11 shuddered. Our turn is the last  us two together  after all the others have been torn and fanged into eternity. We are to keep you here until the babu comes. He said so.

Hawkes asked: Did he mention me by name?

He did not. What does C.3 care about a mans name? C.3 is a doer of the silent deeds that set up this one, and that set down that one, but that leave him as secret as the drawers of nights curtain. Nay, a mans name or his place are nothing to him; for if Number One says, this one is a traitor; ruin him! or that one is a true man in a tight place; clear a way for him a little! C.3 does it. And he told us he would send a man to stand by, who should do our bidding and defend us if it comes to grave need. We are to defend him also and to show him all we can discover. You are that one.

Am I? Im in a predicament, Hawkes answered. Thats what Im in. First of all, the Rajahs Dirty Dick says Im to come and shoot the tiger. I tell C.3, and he urges me to come, but says Im  not to shoot the tiger; Im to hurry back and tell him whats what. On the other hand, he did say Im to dress by anyone I find here who appears to have credentials; and you blokes have em. And you tell me Im to stay along o you until he comes. But Im paid by the State o Kutchdullub, out o taxes, and supposed to obey the Rajah  barring that, I maynt take part in politics or buck the local prejudices, one of which is that a white man shouldnt enter temples. Its a mix-up! Damned if I know what to do now! Ive a mind to go and shoot both tigers to begin with.

Nay, nay, sahib! C.3 needs them.

What the hell for? Is he crazy? Ever since Ive known him he was just a good old fatty with a sense o fun and twice his share of honest guts. Has he gone off his onion? Does he know about the goings on in this place? Has it made him barmy? Dammit, Ill go barmy if I dont get out o here!

But in the darkness, sahib? Through a jungle such as this one? In the monsoon?

What do you suggest? Hawkes answered.

Sahib, we are pieces in the game he plays, so let him move us!

But he has told you one thing, and me another!

Sahib, nothing is more certain than that C.3 meant to do that, if he did it.

Damn his eyes! Hawkes spat perplexity. Then he reached for his pipe and swore again when he remembered he was naked to the waist and that his pipe was in his jacket pocket, in a cell at the end of a maze of winding passages. You two come and sit by my fire, he suggested. Itll go out if I dont get back and heap some wood on. We can sit there until daylight  fresh air and no skeeters  how about it?

Both men nodded.

But to hell with that damned hole where you two caught me by the feet! said Hawkes. Well stick a rock in that from top-side. Lets get out o here and find our way by the glow o my fire in the dark.

But there is no way out. said F.11, except through the chamber where the woman keeps watch.

O.K. She shall have my butt end if she cuts up!

Nay, nay! She is mad, that woman, and she has the cleverness of madness. As a drunkard gets drink, or as a drug-addict gets drugs, Soonya will get what she is after, until the end comes. It is better that we let her think she has her way now. She will take a short cut to her way if we stir suspicion. If we slew her, we should have those others down on us; and they would be worse than she is, because they would have lost their guide into eternal death! They would say we had robbed her also of eternal death! She teaches that eternal death is only to be had by dying in the right mood and exactly at the proper moment, of ones own will. And they crave the nothingness of nothing  the annihilation of themselves and of knowing, and feeling, and being. They crave it as an egg craves life, or as a lover yearns for his beloved.

All right. Up the hole! Hawkes answered. Ill go nutty if I stay here, thats a safe bet.

He shuddered. Unimaginative as a rule, and ignorant as most men are of all that did not interest him, he had not the remotest notion of the meaning of that temple, or of the fact that Moloch-worship, the fire of the Inquisition, and a hundred other horrors, are only new names for a basic madness that is older than history. All Hawkes cared to know just then was that the stars and moon were shining somewhere outside, up above a murky wilderness of clouds that would be blown away by clean air. And he yearned for that air in his lungs  good, washed air.

Get a move on!

F.15 led, carrying the lantern. F.11 followed with a cat-like tread that suggested his own nerves were nothing to boast of just then. The contact with Hawkess plain thinking probably had showed him, as a light shows darkness, something of his own weird peril. He seemed almost as much afraid as Hawkes was, and the echoes of the thump of Hawkess boots on the floor of shadowy, long passages so scared him that he crowded close on Hawkess heels and glanced backward so often that Hawkes, too, felt they were pursued. Crowding on the man ahead, Hawkes stumbled frequently, because there were steps in unexpected places and the rising ramps between them were encumbered by the litter of fallen carvings off the passage walls. But at last they reached the sloping hole that Hawkes had come down at the invitation of the woman.

Then F.11 went up first with his rawhide looped round his waist, and when he reached the top he lowered it for Hawkes to clamber up by. But it was too short. F.15, with bare feet, had a better grip on time-smoothed masonry, so Hawkes, encumbered by his rifle, had to tread on the lamp-bearers shoulders, and the two of them slid twice to ground again before Hawkes caught the noose at last. It tightened on his hand, and F.11 felt the strain. He pulled hard. Hawkes went upward like a fish hooked foul, and landed, cursing, with his chest and face in bat-dirt and the stench of that to stomach rather than the fresh night wind for which he famished.

But the fire burned; all it needed was a few sticks and a moments fanning. Outside, gusty rain was splashing on the stones and gurgling down the channels it had cut in slopes of root-bound debris. Hawkes went out, trousers, boots and all, and washed himself until the bat-stench faded. Then he pulled off his trousers and wrung them, coming in again to dry them at the welcome fire and squat there like a wet frog. He examined his rifle carefully by firelight before he found his pipe. When he had filled and lighted that he felt less nervous, but a military instinct urged him.

Take that rock, you two, and plug the hole, he ordered. Theres a brace o tigers, and a woman, and a python; none o thems good company.

When they had done that they came and squatted on their heels beside him, and for a long time there was silence, only broken by the storm sounds or when one of them poked the fire. But at last Hawkes got into his clothes, and that broke F.11s reverie.

Until the earthquake, he said, and that was in the time of Akbar, or earlier, this temple was known as a place where death could be had for the asking. There was fire in those days. Men  aye, and women were thrown in, at their own wish, after being taught the meaning of it by the priests of Kali. But it always was a secret, told in whispers. Men said that the earthquake ended it. But our trade teaches this, if nothing else; that evil has no end and no beginning. Vigilance reduces it, as day does night, but even day has shadows. None knows how to stay night from returning. And an evil springs up from its own roots in the very shadow of the scythe that just now mowed its stalks.

Hell, you talk like a funeral, Hawkes objected. What do you draw pay for? Half the world ud starve if the other half werent in need of policing, one way or another. Clean up! Rout this place out! Burn it like a hornets nest!

And there would still be hornets, sahib! Aye, aye, we are sent to clean this. Trust us, we will do it. C.3 will attend to it. But there is no end. That which causes evil will discover such another place and find another way of befouling the darkness. It is like the cholera  plague  smallpox

Its a job o work for you blokes  Whats that? Hawkes asked. Suddenly he gripped his rifle. Wind was blowing, but the rain had spent itself and myriads of night sounds were as audible as Hawkess own breathing!

It was probably a jackal or a rat, said F.11.

Shut up! Let me listen.

Water trickled and the frogs made a floor of din on which all other noises marched. It was impossible to see beyond the firelight, even if smoke had not watered their eyes. And the wind went sighing through the foliage of creepers rooted on the ruins. One could imagine anything. Hawkes whispered:

Were you expecting someone?

Only C.3.

Tisnt him; hed give his signal. But theres someone out there who has seen our fire. Hes afraid to come close before he knows whos in here.

Surely a hyena, sahib.

Sit still. Hawkes took his rifle and crawled out, cursing the mosquitoes. For a while he sat in total darkness, listening, but at last he put himself directly in the zone of firelight and stood upright so that he could not help but be seen if there were eyes in that outer darkness. He could hear no outcry, and no footstep. He had decided he was mistaken and had faced about to crawl back through the hole when something touched him on the instep and he almost yelled, it felt so like a snake. It gripped his ankle. He raised his rifle to smash at whatever it was with the butt, when a voice said Sahib! and he checked the blow in mid-swing.

Hawkes sat. He knew his knees had given way from panic. He pretended to himself that he had sat in order not to have to raise his voice. Training and natural doggedness served him; he recovered swiftly, and the moment he could trust his voice he answered, hardly above a whisper:

Well? What?

I am F.9.

What do you want?

I look for F.11.

Where are you from, and who sent you?

Nay, I will not answer that until I know who you are.

Come in then.

I will follow, sahib.

Watch your step then! Any funny business and youll wish you hadnt!

Hawkes did not catch even a glimpse of the owner of the voice until he himself had crawled back to the fireside. Even then he only saw a momentary naked shadow, because a bundle of wet clothing struck him in the face, and by the time he recovered from that surprise the newcomers wet fingers had gripped him by the throat from behind. It was an iron grip, one-handed, forcing his face in jerks towards the fire while another hand twisted his arm behind him. Then his pipe fell from his teeth into the embers. F.11s hand recovered it. There was a little talk in undertones, and then the grip relaxed as it had seized hold, suddenly. Hawkes struck at random, but his fist hit nothing and a man laughed.

Do you wish to fight me, sahib? Better give a number next time, if you hope to be questioned gently! I was taught to take no chances.

Who the devil are you?

Not the devil  but a playmate of the devil! I am acting Number Two to C.3. These men spoke for you, or you would now lie smothered in those ashes.

Naked, and the color of coppery-bronze a little reddened by the firelight, with a chin like Gandhis and incredible, steel-rimmed spectacles above a thin nose that was almost like the beak of a falcon, sinewy and stronger to the eye than whipcord, grinning with the tip of a red tongue thrust through a gap in his front teeth, F.9 met Hawkess stare and mocked his indignation.

One of these days Ill teach you manners, Hawkes retorted.

It is hard to teach an old ape new tricks, sahib. I was learning in Chicago how to keep a thumb out of my eye before your honor knew a rubber teat from dry dugs. I have word for C.3. Do you take it?

F.11 leaned into a cloud of smoke and touched Hawkess knee.

I said it, sahib! Said I not that C.3 has the key to any puzzle that he sets up? All we have to do is to obey him, and the plan unfolds! Not you  this man was the one we waited for; and not we  he is to instruct your honor! He stays here with us, and we shall show him what we know. But you obey him!

How do I get back to C.3? Hawkes asked.

How did I come? How else than by elephant? said F9. Did you think there is a subway?

Can he swim the river?

Easily, but can you hang on when the river ducks him?

Say, Id hold fast to a submarine if it ud take me to Kutchdullub! Wheres your elephant?

Down yonder in the jungle.

Whats your message?

It is for C.3s and no other ears. The elephants mahout knows nothing.

O.K. Ill deliver it to C-3  if I get through. And Ill get through if it snows ink.

Tell him this, then, sahib: F.9 saw the target and reports that many shots have missed it, since the marker uses tricks that turn the arrows. But the marker is not suspected. Please repeat that.

He made Hawkes repeat it three times, then resumed dictation:

Add this: But the archer, becoming impatient, invents excuses to step nearer to the target and assault it with a new bow. Being unpaid, he is eager to hit the very heart of the bulls-eye and claim the reward. Repeat that also to me three times, sahib.

Hawkes repeated it. Then F.9 made him say it all from the beginning, interrupting him to test his memory. But Army signaling had made Hawkes good at that game.

Then add these words, sahib: It is high time. Too late is as bad as never!

Hawkes stuck his pipe in his pocket and tied a shoelace. Then he buttoned his jacket.

Say what it means, he demanded.

Oh yes, I forgot that. F.9 grinned at him again and leaned into the firelight. Probably it means that C.3 trusted you to come and get the message, and that F.9 trusted you to take it! Are you hungry? Are you thirsty? There are bread and meat and whisky in Kutchdullub!

Are there! And theres cheese in your guts! Youve fair warning. Watch yourself, the first time me an you meet unofficial! You can have it Queensberry or catch-as-catch-can  your choice.

F.9 chuckled. He stuck out his tongue. Come along, he answered, I will show you to your elephant. Perambulator for the sahib! Cushions! Let me know if the mahout is rude to you and I will slap him!

Sticking a fist into his pocket to restrain himself, and setting his rifle at safety to prevent an accident that might have looked like an attempt at murder, Hawkes crawled out into the darkness. F.9 followed, took him by the hand and led him at a half-run, laughing at him when he stumbled  pushing him, pulling him  seeming to see in the dark like an owl, whereas Hawkes saw almost nothing, having stared too long at firelight. He could smell an elephant before he saw it; and before he knew how near he was or guessed the meaning of F.9s shout he was caught by an elephants trunk and hoisted, kicking, to a lightweight howdah such as sporting princes use for speed and distance. And before Hawkes had his breath the elephant was crashing through the jungle like a landslide; he had to lie low and cling to the howdah to save himself from being brained against low branches. Twice he almost lost his rifle. Half a dozen times he threatened the mahout with mayhem to persuade him to go slower. He could guess neither time nor distance. It was pitch-dark, and the crashing of the elephant through undergrowth silenced all other sounds until the roar of the river greeted them.

The great brute did not hesitate. There was a sickening slide, then a splash and they were swimming in an unseen maelstrom. The mahout climbed in and hung on to the howdah rail. They seemed to spin round in tunnels of bewildering spate, in a deafening roar, on a slippery perch that ducked them twenty times a minute. And then earthquakes, as the elephant stuck toes into the far bank and hove himself up on rotten earth that gave way under him. Panic in the blue mud  the mahout in place again  a blind crash into tents and overturning carts  a chorus of blasphemous cursing from awakened campers  and they were off again, towards Kutchdullub, splashing through the mud at top speed  full five tons of dark anachronism hungry for a hot meal.


CHAPTER 20. It will probably be something!

Ram Dass once more donned his blanket and sent a shop assistant for a one- horse gharry, it being too far to walk to the Residency, and too wet for his old gray Muscat donkey that he sometimes rode and always treated with the sentiment that he seldom allowed to intrude into corn or mortgages. Chullunder Ghose rehearsed him while they waited for the gharry, going even to the length of telling him what Major Eustace Smith would probably say, and how to make Smith angry and afraid without the slightest risk of personal retaliation.

Tell him that you have a telegram of about three thousand words already written, that you will take to railhead to avoid State censorship, and send to Delhi at your own expense unless he takes immediate steps to check this rioting, same being bad for business.

It is nice to be able to tell at least a little truth, said Ram Dass. We had better shut our shops if rioting continues.

Truth, remarked the babu, is good. But only that is good of which we like the consequences. Use that as the measure of the lies you have to tell, and dont be squeamish! On your way you are to stop for just two minutes at the office of Ananda Raz, who is a mixture of lawyer and priest, so beware! You are to tell him you have absolutely confidential, but positive, news that the British-India authorities are intervening; and that, therefore, if the priests will tell the people to stop rioting they will soon see a change. However, if the rioting continues, there will be investigation and a public trial of the culprits.

Ram Dass nodded. Kalis priests would dread that.

And a riot, said the babu, is a form of suicide committed by ignorant fools at the behest of human jackals in the pay of human tigers, who are much worse than the beasts, because they know what they are doing. So let us stop these riots. And Ananda Raz can do it. As the priests attorney he has influence enough to make those devils change their tactics.

I will talk to him.

Two minutes only! He is an attorney; he will totally defeat you if you argue with him! Simply say your piece and go away in silence  to the Residency. Go and get into the gharry; it is waiting. Go now.

As mercurial as the very essence of his native Bengal, Chullunder Ghose cracked his knuckles and the joints of his toes inside his slippers. It was all he could do to force himself to wait until the merchant was well out of sight. There was no sense in letting Ram Dass know too much; he had seen that dish- faced fellow squatting near the shop door, but had probably not memorized his features; so it was not until the gharry drove away that Chullunder Ghose walked past the man and, sotto voce, bade him follow. Round the corner, out of sight and earshot of the shop assistants, he turned and gave his orders rapidly.

Buy bananas; eat them as you run, if you are hungry. Go now swiftly to the British Residency. Speak there with the old chuprassy whom the Major sahib uses as a spy. You are to tell him that a rumor is abroad that Hawkesey is indignant, and has refused to shoot the tiger because somebody has said to Hawkesey that the Major played a dirty trick on him by telling Syed- Suraj to instruct Hawkesey to go and shoot the tiger and then to tell the Rajah to dismiss him as a scapegoat. Say that over to me.

Dish-face had a number in the C.I.D., so he was not in need of much rehearsing. Unimaginably underpaid, he was as keen as he was illiterate, and as proud of his job as he seemed to be stupid and humble. He adored the babu. When he repeated the message accurately at the second attempt, and the babu nodded, his eyes had the mute devotion of a sheepdogs.

You are not to say to the chuprassy whence you have that news. But say that if it does not reach the Majors ears immediately there will be a new chuprassy within three days. If he asks who said that, say a bullfrog told it to you. Go then to the palace. Watch what happens. If the Rajah goes away by elephant, you are to set on fire as soon as possible the  he hesitated it must be a very big blaze. It should look like the work of rioters. I must be able to see it from far away. And it must kill no one. It must not inflict important hardship.

Dish-face nodded. I can burn the place I sleep in, sahib. It stands alone in a deserted compound at the rear of the palace. It is a great old wooden barn, wherein they stored the grass for elephants. But a contractor filled it full of grass no elephant would eat, and now the rats are in it, because the roof is tight and the grass dry.

Atcha. Set it well alight then, said the babu. I have given you the money for your railway ticket. You will not see me again until we meet in Delhi.

At the usual place?

Yes, if you are not shot by a Rajahs watchman as you run from the burning barn. Go now, and be careful.

But it was the babu who was almost caught off guard and was lucky to keep that rendezvous in Delhi. He was almost sizzling with excitement as he hurried through the rain on foot towards the barn where Ram Dass kept his surplus grain. His theory that typhoons illustrate the nature of all violence and that, therefore, the safest place is always in the slowly moving midst of the disturbance, may have made him overlook the element of motion of the midst. He was no longer in it. Three hundred yards from the barn, with a couple of acres of muddy slums to thread his way through and the rain in his face, he was suddenly struck on the jaw by a stone as he passed a narrow alley between two disreputable houses.

Ninety-nine men in a hundred might have taken to their heels. But his brain was too swift for his instincts.

He who hits to kill, hits harder, he reflected. So he dodged into the alley whence the stone had come. There was not much more than shoulder room between the walls, and rain came pouring from the eaves on both sides, forming an ankle-deep stream down the middle. There was no shelter  no cover of any kind, except the buttress of a house wall on the right hand. It projected two feet out into the alley-way. He ran towards it. Out from behind it sprang the villager who had named himself Silent Shadow. Quicker than the shadow of a rat, he knocked the babu off his balance and shoved him flat-backed against the wall behind the buttress. Then he smote him in the belly.

It is too big! Suck it inward! Anyone who passes in the street could see it.

Where is your elephant?

Where I left him, by the barn of Ram Dass. But your honor ordered me to watch who followed. So I noticed that the same men whom I prevented from taking that elephant away from Hawkesey  they, I mean, who found and carried in that badmash whom your honor slew with my club  they four came forth from a guardroom near the palace gate and followed. They were very weary men, and they had knives and clubs and pistols. So I said to myself, they are up to no good since nobody sends out tired men on a long chase but to do that which weariness will urge them to do swiftly.

Must I listen to a tale about your cleverness?

But I was clever, sahib! I am much the best assistant that your honor ever found by good luck! Did your honor not forbid me to have speech with them? So what could I do but coax them to have speech with me?

Very well, they spoke. And what then?

Only one of them spoke. The others smote me; and they twisted my arms until I had to speak. However, that was all right, and not disobedience at all, because I lied to them. It is a well-known fact that lies are nothing and the truth can prove them to be nothing. Telling nothing is not speech, so I was not disobedient. I told them that your honor saw a woman through a window and had called to her to set a signal whenever her husband should be away from home. I said she set the signal and I saw it and informed your honor; so your honor hurried to the house.

Did they believe that?

Yes, they presently believed it, after I had added certain details. They would have broken my toes and fingers if I had not been clever and made them believe. I told them how your honor wished to use that woman as a spy, by getting her to talk to the zenana servants. So they set an ambush, saying they will stop such treason. There they wait, to slit your honors throat; but me they drove away, mistrusting me. They feared I might cry out or make a signal and inform your honor. So I came here by way of the back street. And here I waited in all this draughty air and rain, as cold and hungry as a

Where are they now?

Round the corner. Just round the corner of the next street.

Very well. Now we shall see if you are fit for permanent employment. Go and tell them  and demand a fee for telling it  that you have just now seen me entering the shop of Ram Dass. If they doubt you, offer to go with them.

But if they take me to the kana

You will get a meal there and a dry bed. What should you care if you sleep in a police cell? We, of our service, sometimes even serve a term in jail to hide from enemies.

There was no more speech between them, but it was as if an ax had fallen and severed the thread of the villagers interest. He nodded, but the nod was unconvincing. The natural slyness left his eyes and was replaced by a look of stolid honesty, which is a danger-sign in yokels. The intangible, perhaps magnetic, current that unites two men in one enthusiasm, ceased as suddenly as switched-off light; and the villager smiled as he walked away into the rain. If he had looked back, he might have noticed that Chullunder Ghose was smiling also.

He was too good to be true, that villager, remarked the babu to himself. That one is the ninth or the tenth I have tested who was afraid of a cell, although crafty enough to fool a hundred constables. Well  now he sells me to the constables, so what next? There are two ends to this alley.

But the villager knew that; and the babu felt equally certain that the villager had decided to betray him. The chances were that two of the police would come from either end, so as to catch him whichever way he bolted. But to do that, two of them would have to give the other two enough time to run round the block of buildings and take up position. Nothing for it but the buttress.

There is no time now for bad luck! O thou Lord Ganesha, lift me by the short hair! Grip same as it rises!

It was such a buttress as an ape might clamber easily enough, but it was slippery with rain and not an easy climb even for an athlete equipped with leg- irons. For the babu it looked like stark impossibility. But he kicked off his slippers and stowed them in his waistband. Pudgy-looking fingers and bare toes took a grip on cracks and the interstices of weathered bricks. Knees and elbows hugged the buttress as a vice hugs lumber, and he went up like a jack-o-ladder in a toyshop, until he swung himself over a low parapet on to a flat roof and lay there listening.

Three minutes later, four men approached from opposite directions and came to a halt beneath him. One of them spoke to a fifth man:

Well, where is he?

Sahib, he was here!

You lie, you vermin! I watched this end of the alley.

Another man spoke: If that fat brute had escaped at our end, we two surely would have seen him running. There is no door here  no window. He could not have hidden. This lying jungli has been fooling us!

I have not, sahibs, I

Take that, you mud-begotten toad!

And take that, you dog of a liar!

And take that!

And that!

To the kana! We will teach him in the kana!

In a dark cell we will teach him

Where a rat or two will gnaw his whip-sores!

He shall eat salt

Lots of it, and listen to the splash of water!

Put the handcuffs on him.

Hold him while I bruise his insteps! Why should he walk in comfort when our feet ache from a long wait on account of his lies?

Ouch  ohee-ee-yow-oh-h-h-!

Forward, or Ill crack you on the heels, you jungle-hopper!

Peering above the parapet, the babu watched them march away down the alley in single file, with the villager limping in their midst.

Another cull! he muttered. What a pity! He was almost all right, that one. But the tainted egg becomes a bad egg. That one will become a criminal. There is not room for a split hair between those and us; and yet the stars are nearer to the earth than they and we to one another! Too bad!

Down he went over the parapet, and out the far end of the alley, hurrying, and not once glancing backward.

I am probably beholden to the god Ganesha, he reflected. And the gods are worse than money-lenders. They collect  they collect  they collect! So why waste breath on thanks to them? And bombs dont fall twice in the same place. Good luck is just like a cold in the head; it runs for three days if it isnt squelched the first hour. Three days? I can do it, if only Hawkesey hasnt acted like a true-blue Britisher and shot my works away to save his character  or something. It will probably be something.


CHAPTER 21. What are good guys for?

Copeland sat up, in the howdah, smoking, studying the back of the mahouts head and admiring the way the rain ran from the roof of the enormous barn  a two-storied affair. The upper part projected and was supported on thick wooden posts; it served as shelter from the rain, and the smell of the corn and semsem seed and peas was not bad, so that Copeland actually was enjoying the long wait. He had hardly realized how tired he was, after so many days of incessant and exacting work, until he sat in that swaying howdah while the elephant pumped restlessly at an imaginary crank. And there was lots to think about  the Sikhs enthusiasm  Major Eustace Smiths boils and abominable manners  the riots in front of the palace  this astonishing elephant  and the babu. Most of all the babu. It was like a dream directed by a humorous, fat showman.

Copeland had ceased to believe or disbelieve. He chuckled over it, enjoyed it and pretended to himself that nothing mattered, although at the back of his mood was sane sense warning him that things like that dont happen unless serious events are stirring underneath the surface.

Hell, its not my funeral! he reflected. Its the tigers if Ive luck and if the babu isnt lying. He probably is, but who cares? He amuses me, I like him, and I shant mind if he soaks me any reasonable sum of money. All Ive missed until now is the Rajah, but Im riding his elephant, so thats something. And I dont know where Im off to, which is even better! Heres luck!

He drank from his flask, relighted his pipe, and almost fell asleep in the gently swaying howdah, with nothing bothering him except mosquitoes and the smell of the mahout, who stank of garlic, betelnut and unwashed underclothing. He was somewhere between sleeping and waking when a clod of earth fell in his lap and the babu called up from beside the elephant:

Come down! I have a key to this place, but just look at the cripple from whom I took it! Ram Dass probably employs him because he couldnt run away with grain-bags!

There was a rope suspended from a beam, so Copeland swung himself down by that. A half-paralyzed and at least half-insane watchman fled at sight of him, limping and writhing round a corner of the building.

He would not have let me have the key if I hadnt told him you are sent by Ram Dass to remove his legs and arms and have them cured in the United States. Let us steal two hundred pounds of grain.

Im willing. But, for Gods sake, why? asked Copeland.

Fuel! Number One Welsh for the non-stop special! Elephants are engines with the fire-box at the wrong end. Do you like excitement? Look at me then; I am essence of it! Come on!

Between them they dragged out four bags of the best unhulled rice, and the elephant hoisted them into the howdah. Then he lifted Copeland and the babu, who addressed the mahout with savage vehemence:

You son of evil, I am wet through and ashamed to ride behind a filthy drunkard such as you are! So beware of making me more angry than I am already! I want speed and plenty of it. If I have to speak again to you about it, I will brain you with your ankus and then drive the elephant myself! Get going. Take the road towards the river.

An elephant is one of the fastest things on four legs. Corn-fed and in good condition, with his feet well tended, he can out-speed and out-endure any mammal that breathes, excepting always, man. He is incomparable in squelchy going, if the squelch is only on the surface so that it does not bog his great weight. But his head bobs, and his body sways; he is as comfortless at high speed as a racing motor-boat in the teeth of a wind-crossed tide. So Copeland presently bestowed his breakfast on the blue-black mud that smick-smacked to the suck-and-plug of four enormous feet. He was not interested in the sandwiches he had brought and that Chullunder Ghose appropriated. Optimism oozed away, along with the rain that drooled down from the high-peaked howdah- top. It is impossible to vomit and be proud, or even to be reasonably vain; so he began to live on obstinacy. Nothing but that preserved him from the last disgrace of asking to be set down and left by the roadside. At the end of ten miles he would have welcomed a tiger, if the brute would only guarantee to kill him.

However, most people survive even sea-sickness and its equivalent, especially men like Copeland, who can laugh at themselves between the devastating spasms. Sunset found him sprawling on his back with his eyes shut, unable to endure the sight of a revolving universe. One hour after sunset he was sitting up and following the babus gaze across the trees in the direction of Kutchdullub.

They had stopped on high ground, he supposed, to breathe the elephant. But except for the great brutes heaving lungs there was no motion now, and Copelands senses came back to resume work almost as swiftly as they had deserted him. He saw a column of flame in the distance, and a hell-red splurge below the belly of a black cloud. It looked as if a city was burning.

What is it? he asked  his first words since they left Kutchdullub.

Just a signal, said the babu.

Looks like rioting to me.

It means that things are going much too much like clockwork, the babu answered. I shall begin to suspect disaster unless something goes wrong presently.

My works have been going wrong, said Copeland with a pale grin.

That is not enough, however. In important matters there are always errors. To succeed, it is essential to get those errors cleaned up and out of the way. If not, the climax catches us with so much to attend to that we act like politicians chasing broken pledges with a fish-net. I am worried.

Talk sense, cant you? What does the signal mean?

It means that the Rajah has left his palace.

Didnt you want that?

I insisted on it! I have used up all my ingenuity to get him to do so. He has done it. Now I am afraid.

Of what?

I can imagine only one way now by which he might upset my calculations. I imagine that, however; and it makes me feel like being raised the limit by a fool who drew one card and may have filled a royal flush.

I dont know what youre calculating. What could he do to upset you? Do you suppose he is out after our tiger?

If he isnt, we are flummoxed, sahib, if you know what that means.

For the love of Pete, talk sense and then Ill try to understand you.

Sahib, if he has not had enough to drink to inflame his ego  which is to say, if he has the wind up too badly  some stray, fluffy little shred of common sense still floating in the water on his brain may tempt him to disgrace his ancestors and save himself by hurrying across the border into British India. If he should do that, and claim protection against his cousin and the priests, accusing them of having caused the riots, my work would be wasted and the British would have to send for Jack the Ripper to invent a reason for not coming to his rescue  since a treaty is a treaty, even among statesmen!

Are you framing him, for Gods sake?

Sahib, he is framed in barbed-wire by his own besotted conduct! It is inconvenient to abdicate him, so he must be buried. And he cant be executed, so he must be made into a hero.

Bumped off?

Much more diplomatic. Have you ever seen a scorpion sting itself to death?

Eh? Suicide?

No, no. But allowed to follow causes to their natural conclusion, sahib.

Copeland shied off vigorously. Dammit, Ive no share in this. I wont be drawn in. If youd given me a hint of all this, Id have

You shall keep your moral feet dry, said the babu. Cheloh! he commanded, and the elephant resumed its squelching down the pitch-dark lane between the jungle and a wilderness of flooded fields.

Copeland would have liked to argue, but the vertigo seized him again. It was not quite so bad as before, but it made speech impossible; so he lay still, watching the crimson cloud grow dull-red as the rain descended on the fire beneath it. For another hour they swayed amid a sea of forest noises into black night. Then a shout  unmistakably English  stopped them, and Copeland sat up. An electric torch stabbed at the darkness and the elephant was bathed in milky white light, striped with parallel lines of rain.

Oh, Hawkesey  is it Hawkesey? asked the babu, his voice sonorous with emotion.

The answer was equally sonorous, but the emotion different:

Who the hell did you suppose it was? Get down off there  or let me up  Im scuppered!

What has happened, Hawkesey?

Ive a message for you. Lost my elephant! He went into a panic when a buffalo got up and startled him. He crashed into the jungle and brained the mahout on a branch; he brained him deader than a doormat. Then he bogged himself in a mud-hole, and I jumped. He couldnt climb out. Last I saw of him was bubbles, where his trunk blew Last Post through a foot o stuff like blue soup. Hed a bullet in him. Soon as I saw he was there for keeps I shot him; then he sank in half a jiffy. That was mid-day. Ive been walking ever since.

I thank you, Hawkesey! said the babu.

What for, dammit?

Oh, for getting in the way of trouble! You are a very dependable person, Hawkesey! Now I am an optimist! I think that all is well from now on!

Cheese it! Hoist me up there. Any liquor?

Catch! Copeland summoned strength enough to throw his whisky-flask. Hawkes recovered it out of the mud, up-ended it and drained it empty. Then the elephant knelt in the mud and Hawkes stared at Copeland by the aid of the flashlight while he leaned against the big beasts heaving flank.

I hope that whisky wasnt all you had, he said politely. Struth, but I needed it.

Ive another bottle, said Copeland.

What is the message, Hawkesey? asked the babu.

F.9  scarecrow in his birthday trousseau and a pair o specs. You know him?

I have known him when he wore a top-hat, Hawkesey! I have seen him ride a bicycle in plus-fours. He is a very important liar. What did F.9 tell you?

Hawkes delivered the message. Its as Greek to me, he said, as algebra. He sassed me when I asked him to explain it. Does it mean much?

Hawkesey, yours will be the winning uppercut at Armageddon! Did you shoot that tiger?

No chance, dammit! Wish I had! I saw him kill and eat a bloke who asked him to! I never saw the like of it. If Id been drinking Id have known I had the D.T.s. And I didnt shoot that woman, either; but I will if she ever gets in range o my express!

F.15 and F.11?

On the job. F.9 is with em. It was they who tied me so I couldnt shoot the tiger.

God reward them for it! Hawkesey

What now?

Are you all in?

Youre a Pharaoh, thats what you are! Do you think Im a blinkin Israelite to go on making blinkin bricks for you without no blinkin straw? I want supper and sleep.

That message, Hawkesey, means that your employer has been paying a physician from Madras to poison his cousin. But because that cousin, Prince Jihangupta, has a body-servant who is loyal; and because F.9 explained the danger to that body-servant, something else was substituted for the poison. So the doctor from Madras is seeking other means of killing him, and we must hurry to prevent it.

Im not stopping you, Hawkes answered. I can reach home on foot all right, if I take it easy. Got a sandwich?

Your employer, Hawkesey, is behind us. Or at least, I hope he is behind us. He will not come quite so fast as we did, being fonder of his comforts.

Dont I know it. Elephants give him a gut-ache. When he rides em youd think he was going to his own funeral.

He may be going to it, Hawkesey. Who knows?

Hey? What? Someone set an ambush for him? Maybe Id better wait right here and warn him as he goes by!

Wait, yes. But there isnt any ambush, Hawkesey. Nobody will kill him. Tell him all that you have seen within that temple. But neglect to tell him that you know he ordered you to shoot the tiger, with intent to sack you afterwards for having committed sacrilege by entering a sacred and forbidden place!

The hell he did!

It is as true as that I sit here, said the babu.

Then hes worse than I took him for!

Lots worse, Hawkesey.

And hell sack me anyhow, if I admit Ive been into the temple. Sacred places are expressly mentioned in the contract; I maynt touch em.

So we understand each other. Had I asked you not to tell him what you saw in there, we might have argued half a night about it! You are quite right; you would be a fool to tell him.

What then?

Say that you have heard his cousin will be there at daybreak.

What for?

To destroy the tiger and to get the credit.

But I havent heard it.

Are you deaf? I told it to you. You may say I told it to you. You may say I am encouraging his cousin to get up out of bed and to steal a march on him and kill that tiger for the sake of gaining popularity, and, at the same time, putting hooks into the priests of Kali, who will have to behave after that, or else be shown up. You may tell the Rajah I am very angry with him for his several attempts to have me murdered.

How can I speak civil to him? Hawkes asked.

The babu leaned out of the howdah, thrusting his face into the rays from the flashlight.

Be a good sport, Hawkesey! You have done so perfectly that I am prouder of you than a cuckoo that has laid a fresh egg in a foul nest! Dont go now and spoil it! Swallow anger for the sake of

Damn you, Ill do anything for you, said Hawkes, so cut the Sunday sermon. Ill wait here and

Offer to go with him to the temple and to help him kill that tiger!

Did you hear me say Im all in?

Play the little gentleman, and

What else?

Dogged does it, Hawkesey! Here are seven sandwiches. But drink rain  no more whisky! And expect me when you see me. I depend on you to be a true-blue British bulldog of the sort whose ignorance is priceless, and whose errors are so honest that the gods convert them into pitfalls for the enemy!

Oh, go to hell!

Auf Wiedersehen, Hawkesey!

Bong swoir! And the same to you, sir. Thank you for the snifter.

Then the elephant rose to its feet like something rocked up by an earthquake, and resumed the sucking, plugging sway into the darkness.

Its a hell of a night to leave a good guy sitting in the rain, said Copeland.

What are good guys for? the babu answered. To be put in paper wrappers in a glass case?


CHAPTER 22. You shall drink with it to your own health, you devil!

Pictures burned themselves from then on into Copelands mind. They were lurid, with gaps between them, like the midnight glimpses from a railway window. Some of them were like remembered fragments of a nightmare. There was one where the elephant swam the river; part of it was a fantastic fight in darkness with a tree that whirled down-flood. It entangled the elephants legs; he tried to dive beneath it, and its branches caught the howdah trappings. Tree and elephant at last were flung against the far bank.

Then there was a two-hour wait beside a smoky bonfire while they fed the elephant on wet rice; and a little whisky for his disposition. Copeland dried and cleaned his rifle by the intermittent glow of firelight, coughing and rubbing the smart of the smoke from his eyes. The mahout refused further duty at that stage, until he was beaten with a fire-brand by the babu, who threatened to kick him into the fire and leave him there. He meant it. He clutched him by the beard and throat and forced him backwards. The mahout capitulated and was given about an ounce of whisky.

Then on again, into the folds of foothills, where the trees went by like black ghosts. There the going became rocky and the elephants tired feet began to hurt him, but he was driven mercilessly.

Show me man or beast who doesnt have to suffer at some time without knowing why, said the babu in answer to Copelands protests. Most of us suffer without reward, but this big simpleton will get a hot mash, with some sugar in it, and a gallon of arrack.

Measureless and timeless darkness  then an oil-lamp throwing wet light on a gate amid enormous trees. A gate-house, and a sleepy gate-man with his turban all awry, who sulkily refused admission.

I will crash that gate, you son of sixty dogs! the babu yelled at him. He ordered the mahout to charge it, head-on, but the gate-man ran into the gate- house for his key and let them pass in. Then a winding drive amid a dumpy maze of feathery bamboo and scented shrubs. A dark house. One dim light beneath a portico. A huge bell, that the babu tolled like the knell of hastened destiny. An angry group of servants at a dark door  one wax taper, and a voice like a barking watchdogs.

He is ill. You may wait outside until the morning. This is no time to disturb His Highness.

Shall I shoot my way in? asked the babu. He seized the bell-rope  sent a clangor through the night that brought another group of servants on the run from the stables and out-houses. Some of them brought ladders and a chemical fire-engine. Light after light appeared at curtained windows; one jerked open with a screech of unoiled hinges and a voice called:

What now? What the devil is it?

An important message from His Highness the Rajah of Kutchdullub! the babu shouted, and the window slammed shut.

Then the doctor from Madras appeared in the doorway, in his blue suit and his watch-chain, with his necktie loose. His black beard looked as if he had been sleeping on it.

You  I want you! said the babu. The elephant knelt. He climbed out. Come here  and talk English, or you may regret it! Then he drove a group of servants out of earshot and beckoned the man from Madras to the side of the howdah. He approached with hesitation, that he tried to offset with an air of insolent importance.

You? he said, folding his arms on his chest. I know you well by sight. Who are you?

No one of the least importance, said the babu. I am from His Highness of Kutchdullub, who is not pleased. You are too slow! He has sent another doctor  this one  who must see the Prince instanter!

He is too ill.

Did you hear me?

Have you it in writing?

Do you take His Highness for a born fool? You are to receive your payment in a certain place at daybreak. After that you may go to the devil. I will take you to the place, and I will be a witness that you are paid-in full  as a precaution against blackmail!

I have never heard of such indignity. I

An acetylene light in the hall was turned on suddenly. A very weary looking man with strange eyes, in a yellow turban and a yellow robe of flowered silk, came and stood in the doorway. He was shadowed by a servant ready to support him; as he appeared to fear his master might fall backwards. Chullunder Ghose promptly salaamed with both hands to his forehead. Behind them he whispered to Copeland:

Get out of the howdah!

He almost pulled Copeland out. He hustled him towards the door.

Prince Jihangupta, he said, it is my privilege to introduce to Your Highness Doctor Copeland of the United States of America who comes in great haste

Why? the Prince asked, staring. He appeared not to see distinctly. Copeland muttered one word: Digitalis!

He congratulates you! said the babu.

I am flattered. But on what account does he congratulate me  and at this hour?

Her Majesty Queen Victoria had to be haled out of bed by Lord Melbourne to be told she had succeeded to a throne, the babu answered. So we have a precedent to go on. May we speak to Your Highness in private?

The Prince swayed, but the servant caught his elbows. Then he turned on his heel and led the way into a small room, where his servant lighted candles. It was furnished almost like a monastery cell  wood-paneled, severe, no ornaments, a vaulted ceiling. The servant remained; he merely withdrew into a corner at a sign from the Prince and stood still and alert  a very old man with a young ones quickness.

Well, what is it? Is my cousin dead? the Prince asked.

Not yet, said the babu.

Copeland interrupted: You will be, unless you listen to me! How much digitalis have you taken?

But it was not digitalis! said the Prince, and sat down.

Let me see your wrist, said Copeland. He did not touch it; he could see the tell-tale needlemark from where he stood. How many shots have you had?

Two. He  my doctor  says that two more will restore my health entirely.

Send that servant for my bag, said Copeland. But the servant said his say then. He was voluble and he even shed tears. Chullunder Ghose interpreted:

Who am I to know about such matters? But I know that these hurt no one, so I substituted these for what the doctor gave him  and he lives!

The servant produced a tin box from his sash. On its cover, in big white words, were the name and the claim of a patent capsule so notorious that reputable druggists will not sell it and some governments refuse to let it pass their frontiers. He went on with his story, and Chullunder Ghose interpreted:

Today he took a little syringe. What could I do? And he squirted something into the Bahadurs arm. He did it twice. And now what? Will he die in spite of all my watching?

Tell him to bring my bag, commanded Copeland.

But the servant was afraid to leave his master, so Copeland himself went for the bag, and that took several minutes, because the mahout had taken the elephant towards the stables and was busy arguing about accommodations. When he returned he found the babu talking to the Prince like an auctioneer to a baulky bidder. He caught the end of a sentence:

You are not the first Prince I have talked to! If it isnt priests, its money-lenders! If it isnt drink, its women! I am nothing but a babu, but I dont keep my brains in my belly, and I will ruin you unless you listen to me!

Copeland poured a tumbler nearly full of brandy. Drink that, he commanded.

But I never drink. It is against my

Drink it!

Then the doctor from Madras came in, his beard brushed and his necktie properly adjusted. He watched the Prince screw up his face as he drank; and he smiled as the Prince wiped teeth and lips with a purified handkerchief to offset the defilement from Copelands touch. Then he shrugged his shoulders:

My responsibility has ceased! If that mans medicines should kill you

How much did my cousin offer you to poison me? the Prince asked; and before he could answer the babu turned and faced him:

Tell it when the Rajah pays you, dog of a hypnotist! Dog of a murderer! You are coming with us!

The Madrasi turned towards the door, but the babu seized him and flung him backwards almost half across the room. Then he glanced at the Prince, and from him to Copeland.

Can he travel?

Copeland nodded. Violent exercise is what he most needs. Put him on an elephant and sway him. That and the brandy ought to overcome the digitalis.

Will Your Highness give the necessary orders? asked the babu, and the Prince staggered out of the room on the arm of his servant.

Then Chullunder Ghose nudged Copeland and the two of them faced the Madrasi. He showed his teeth; his hand was in his right hip-pocket. They approached him closer.

If you have a pistol, draw it! said the babu. Suddenly he kicked him, pounced and seized him by the arms. You take his pistol, Doctor sahib!

The Madrasi had no pistol. In his right hip-pocket were a hypodermic syringe in a silver case that also held a phial of digitalis, and a screw-lid wooden box that looked as if it might hold ink for refilling a fountain pen. Copeland opened it. He found a small glass bottle, drew the cork and sniffed once:

Prussic acid!

The Madrasi wilted. Let me have that! he said in a harsh voice. It will save trouble for us all!

Copeland gave the poisons to the babu. It was not his business. But he was curious. Any ground-glass in the Princes stomach? he asked.

No, no, said the Madrasi. He has ulcers and

The babu interrupted: Pah! The Prince is nothing but a hypochondriac, and morbid! He had belly-ache, and this man hypnotized him to believe it was ulcers! This man is a specialist, I tell you. Too many of his patients die of overdoses of some drug or other! Yet he has no money; he is blackmailed by the undertakers and the servants of the heirs who pay him to murder a rich relation!

You are a fat and filthy liar! the man from Madras said savagely through tight lips.

Tell that to the Rajah! Are you coming with us? Shall I tie you? asked the babu.

Listen to me; I will let you have that Prussic acid

Give it to me!

You shall drink with it to your own health, you devil, if you will accuse the Rajah to his face, before us all, of having bribed you to murder the Prince!

Ha! Two sides of the same coin! He will simply shoot me.

Otherwise, you go to prison, said the babu, and await what happens in the prison to a man whom the police of this State find it inconvenient to send to trial!


CHAPTER 23. A tiger comes quick as a punch in the eye!

Hawkes, with is head on a tree-stump and his rifle on his knees, fast asleep on a fallen monument beside the temple pool, snored louder than the bullfrogs. Sun was rising very dimly through a gray mist and the pool was like a mirror ruined by the damp  no ripple on it, but a patchwork of leaden lanes with silver-gray between them. Kalis temple drooled, gray-ugly; it was like an ant-heap, except that the mist made semi-luminous the green of its marauding foliage, redeeming it a little. Two huge elephants  blue-black phantoms looking twice their real size  swayed amid trees at the edge of the jungle. Out of sight of those, but visible from where Hawkes lay, two other elephants stood stock-still waiting to be told to kneel and be unloaded; they were on the opposite side of the temple  away from the river. A mynah- bird squinted at Hawkes from a burned stump, scolded at something  and took wing.

How long have you been sleeping, Hawkesey?

Hawkes sat up, gripping his rifle. Seconds passed before he recognized Chullunder Ghose. The babu sat six paces off, facing the temple but camouflaged by tree-stumps and a bunch of tall grass. Hawkes yawned.

Thought youd gone and lost yourself, he answered. Its a pity you didnt. Things look enough like hell to pay, without your adding to em!

Tell me.

The Rajahs drunk. He was afraid to cross the river, though hes generally bull-rash when the liquors in him. Damned if I think hed ha crossed if he werent so bent on shooting you. He hates you worse than he does his cousin. Im next. Id ha betted a hundred dibs hed try to shoot me when I told him what you said to tell him.

Where is he?

Yonder by the elephants. Theres seven servants with him, not including the mahouts. It takes two of em to keep the champagne iced and ready for His Highness; and at that he never offered me a drink, the stinker  not even when I took an elephant and three men, crossed the river to the village, stole a rope and made a raft o goatskins, sent that over on the elephant, and towed him across  in the dark, mind! Hes as drunk as two coots. Killing drunk. His eyes ud burn a hole in sheet-iron. I came over here to be out o harms way. I dont want to have to shoot him  not even in self-defense. Id sooner hook it.

Stand by, Hawkesey! said the babu. I am needing all the courage I can beg or borrow!

Whats up?

I have brought the Rajahs cousin! I have also brought the doctor from Madras who has been poisoning the Prince! I have him tied into a howdah, between Doctor Copeland

Whos he?

U.S.A. You saw him and you drank his whisky. He is pukka. Between Doctor Copeland and a servant who would give both eyes for leave to torture him to death; but I have other uses for the doctor from Madras.

Youd better use him quick, said Hawkes. Its getting daylight, and the Rajahs up to dirt o some sort. Give him about one more quart o champagne and then watch him!

Is the woman in the temple?

Lord knows.

Have you seen F.9?

No.

He has seen us, said the babu. He has set a signal.

Which? Where is it?

The babu pointed to a red rag hanging from the limb of a tree amid the temple ruins. That means he has seen us and that the tiger is in there.

There are two of em, Hawkes answered. Ones a female. Shes behind bars.

No, she isnt, said the babu. F.9 had his orders. If there was a way of letting out that tigress he has done it.

How did you know about a tigress? Hawkes asked sulkily. You sent me to discover how they

I could not imagine any other way of getting a loose tiger to return home after killing somebody, Hawkesey. So I told F.9 to look for one, and, if she happened to be caged, to loose her.

Why? Which are you  drunk or off your nut, you fat fool?

Listen, Hawkesey. I have done a good job. It is too long to explain in detail, but by choosing a critical moment to spring a surprise, and by dint of impudence and luck and argument as forceful as a ton of T.N.T., I have convinced a pious and perfectly harmless Prince that it is up to him to assert himself. And Doctor Copeland has inserted ginger into him in little capsules. He must act, however, before lethargy sets in again, or he will think he has an ulcer in the stomach and must lie down.

Whats the program? Hawkes asked.

I have told him he must shoot that tiger, since the Rajah has refused to do it. He is ritually clean, and therefore he can go into the temple without involving himself in a charge of sacrilege. And after he has seen what he has seen, he will be able to compel the priests of Kali to behave, for fear of an exposure of their goings-on. And the Rajah will follow him into the temple. I will be there. And the doctor from Madras will be there. F.9, F.15 and F.11 will be there also. Thats all.

Dont you kid yourself! Hawkes answered. Thats not half of it! Theres Major Eustace Smith across the river, boils and all! Theres him and Ram Dass. Ram Dass hired an elephant and brought him, and theyre both afraid to cross the river. So theyre setting there, top o the elephant, afraid to wet their feet and cracking on like two old cronies. Smiths as mad as a man with corns in tight boots. No doubt Ram Dass likes to see him that way.

Suddenly the babu beat his head and breast and struck clenched fists together.

Dammit, Hawkesey! Why did I up-shoot Ganesha? Listen! Bear me witness. I will give the god Ganesha, for his temple in Benares, rupees fifty to convert this into good luck! Does the Rajah know about this?

Not he. You remember sending me a note about a villager you wanted me to take home on the elephant? I took him, but it seems he returned to Kutchdullub, on the same elephant, after its damned mahout rode off and left me. He fell foul of the police in some way; they arrested him and gave him hell. But he escaped em somehow and ran to the Residency, where he found Ram Dass and told him a long yarn about you being gone on an elephant to find me and look for treasure in this here temple. Can you beat it? Smith was furious and fetched the villager along, sos to be able to prove to the Rajah that you and I are behaving without any orders from him. And Ram Dass came along to make sure Smith pays for the elephant.

Who told you, Hawkesey?

He  the villager himself. He swam the river, and he found me. Hes as proud of what he told em as a dog with two tails. Now hes in the temple.

Did he say why?

Yes. Its you hes looking for. He says he knows youre in there.

Did he say why he wants me?

Yes. He said hed saved your life a time or two, and if he saves it again, perhaps youll hire him permanent.

Chullunder Ghose sighed. Oh, well, there are always difficulties! This was too good to last. I should have known that villager would get into the wheels and ditch the train!

Tiger may kill him, said Hawkes.

I hope so! Oh, I hope so! Hawkesey, the Rajah is not so very drunk. I see him.

He is so drunk that hes icy-sober, Hawkes insisted. See him? He walks like a man in a dream. And hes alone; hes left his servants! Know what? I believe he thinks the Prince is in there, and he wants no witnesses! Hes killing-crazy, thats what he is!

And he has no rifle with him, said the babu.

Automatics  two of em  in holsters, Hawkes answered. He knows hes no good with a rifle.

How does he know the way in, Hawkesey?

Hell, I told him! I got sick of lying, so I told him good and plain Id been inside. He made me tell him ten times how to find the hole that I went in by. You can see it from here; you can see where my smoke blackened up the stonework. Can he see your elephants?

He isnt looking, said the babu. Hawkesey, do you know another entrance? Which way does the tiger take?

Do you mistake me for a blinkin lunatic? Hawkes asked him. Do you think I asked the tiger? Theres a tunnel that he uses; Smarty F.9 maybe took a chance and

Blocked it! said a thin voice, so near in the knee-high grass that Hawkes turned two shades paler. He looked haggard, anyhow, unshaven and with dark rings under his eyes. But the babu sat unmoved. He did not even turn his head when F.9s spectacles appeared through parted grass.

I have been waiting for you, he said. You are almost too late.

Time enough, said F.9. I have blocked the tunnel to keep that tiger in. And I have loosed the tigress; it was possible to raise a stone bar from above by climbing carefully along a cornice. Now they are both in the pit in the midst, and they are raging thirsty. The tunnel mouth is only blocked with stones and branches, so they may escape unless you set a gun there.

Any other way in? asked the babu.

Yes; the way that I came.

Where are F.15 and F.11?

Shadowing the Rajah. Acting holy. Waiting to betray to him the passages  in silence. They are supposed to be under a vow of silence.

Safe stuff, silence, always, said the babu. Let us hope he doesnt shoot them for it! There he goes now. He has gone in. Quick, come with me! Come on, Hawkesey!

Several minutes later Hawkes and the babu posted Copeland on a big rock that commanded, at a range of less than fifty yards, a tunnel entrance on the far side of the temple from the hole that Hawkes knew. It was partly choked by fallen masonry, and the remaining space was jammed with branches.

Its a bad light, Hawkes said, and a tiger comes quick as a punch in the eye. So dont wait. Plug him if you see a tuft o hair between those sticks. Hell bust through there as sure as Christmas. Five shots to your magazine? Good. Give him all of em, and then reload quick  same as if you was seeing a girl home in Chicago and the bandits asking for your small change.

I have kept my promise, said the babu. I have given you a chance at tiger, Doctor sahib. It is up to you to kill him! Come on, Hawkesey, let us put our Prince into a hat and see what comes out! Too bad there is not an audience. I love an audience when tricks click!

Cheese it! Take me for a clown like you are? Hawkes retorted. Me, Im out o bounds and acting foolish. Whats more, I cant keep my eyes open, let alone shoot! If we come out o this alive  oh, hell  come on, lets get it over with!


CHAPTER 24. Simple! Since they wished it, why not?

F.9 led. Hawkes followed him, for no especial reason except that he might get a chance to retaliate for F.9s cheek, as he regarded it. Next came the Princes servant, on the watch for snakes and fussily suspicious of the entire proceedings. Then the Prince, with a repeating rifle that he fingered with an air of knowing how to use it; but he looked as if he felt the effort was beneath his dignity, and he walked as if he felt too fragile to exert himself much. Chullunder Ghose came next, unarmed, untidy, corpulent, unshaven, weary- looking, but sturdily strutting his weight on huge thighs. He was wearing his loin-cloth tucked up, workmanlike. And he was talkative, perhaps to keep himself awake, but every word was aimed directly at the Princes lethargy or at the pale mood of the doctor from Madras, who walked beside him. The Madrasi spoke once:

If I should run, and were shot as I run, would that not save trouble for us all?

I am not your executioner, the babu answered. I am not your judge, and I am not the jury. I arrange the pieces for the gods to play with. I have set there quite a puzzle, and I think I know the answer. But it may end by your being Rajah of Kutchdullub! Who knows?

Bargain with me. I will give you evidence against the Rajah.

Bargain with the gods, the babu answered. Priests will tell you the price.

To the Prince he was a calculating irritant. He lectured him as if they were a small boy and a master of a sternly managed truant school.

The modern state of mass-intelligence does call for figureheads on thrones, no doubt of it. But a king is a king, and dignity is not attained by being hypnotized into a death-bed. What is the use of morals, if you let a drunken blackguard get away with murder? You are like a rabbit that waits for a weasel to bleed it to death because it knows a weasel does that sort of thing. You cant help having royal blood in you, but you can make the best of it.

The Prince kept silence, although his eyes glowed with anger. He showed no nervousness when F.9 led them into what had formerly been cloistered passages and now were trash-encumbered channels leading between broken walls. There was a practicable footpath, winding amid roots and debris  only room for single file, and the babu made the Madrasi walk ahead of him. There began to be broken arches  sections of unfallen roof  until at last F.9 pulled out a lighted lantern from behind a fallen statue. Then he scrambled, almost like a hairless monkey, up a pile of fallen masonry into a dark hole in a thick wall. There Prince Jihangupta hesitated and his servant tried to make him turn back, but the babu mocked and Hawkes said, Maybe hes forgotten his galoshes. So the Prince found unsuspected energy and went up like a front-rank man into a breached fort.

Then there were interminable passages, and no one spoke because the echo of their footsteps was a solemn, horrifying noise that made the blood run cold. It sounded like the voices of the shadows put to flight by F.9s lantern. And the bats were like dead mens memories of evil, wakened for a moments panic by a light that broke on peaceless dreams. There was an acrid stench of bat-dirt and then, presently, pervading it and blending with it, the appalling reek of rotting bones and tigers ordure. But at last a row of clean cells, doorless, in a carved wall representing Kalis orgies of annihilation; and another lantern; and the saffron smocks of F.15 and F.11 dimly looming in a broken archway at the far end of the passage.

F.9 spoke to them in whispers that went murmuring away into the silence like the rumble of muffled wheels. Then he beckoned. Chullunder Ghose shoved the Madrasi in front of him, pushed past the other three and joined the conference. The sweat of fear was dripping from him, but he governed his voice and himself, not trembling. The Madrasi, too, was either proof against hysteria or else beyond it, numb-brave as a gallows-passenger to unknown regions, on his last march.

Soonya? asked the babu, making almost no sound; but the echo of it multiplied itself in hollow darkness and an underworld said Soony-oony-oony, as if secret messengers were calling her from her forgotten tomb.

Soonya saw him

Saw him, saw him, said the echo.

  and she ran and summoned all her holy candidates for death. They tried to terrify him, but we hid him in the chamber where we hid Hawkes. And he is hokeema mut; the liquor crazes him and he is unafraid. He seeks his cousin. He will slay his cousin. He will throw him to the tigers.

Chullunder Ghose lost patience. Never mind that. Tell me what happened.

Came the noises you made, and they echo like tramping of armies all converging on a center. There is no guessing whence a sound comes. Soonya cried out that the Rajahs men are here to stop the sacrifice and make an end of Kalis mercy, and she summoned them to bring their little lamps while there is yet time. Then the Rajah threatened us with pistols, so we let him go forth. He is wandering in darkness.

Hurry! Lead us to Soonyas charnel-house! the babu ordered.

They were swift, and the noise of their feet was a tumult as loud as the quarreling roar of a torrent that vanishes into a mountain. Shadows fled before them in enormous frog-leaps, until, rosy-red on masonry, a torch-flare lit the darkness as they turned an angle. In a moment then they pressed on one anothers heels into a stinging tiger-stench and stood grouped on a platform whence the broken gallery projected over one-third of the circumference of Soonyas dreadful pit.

There was a row of little lamps along the gallery. A row of ghosts  ghouls  vultures  sat between them. Perched on her pillar of marble, Soonya stood brandishing a flaring torch and shaking sparks into the pit, where four eyes glittered opal-colored in the coal-hole darkness. Soonya screamed. The row of little lamps went out as suddenly as if her scream had switched them, and she flung her torch into the pit. It spiraled, blazing red and yellow, and she followed it, spread like a home-coming Harpy embracing a spirit of hell in her shadowy arms.

Then, one by one, as frogs seek water when a footstep startles them, the owners of the clay lamps sprang into the dark pit. There was one scream  then a sound of struggle amid dry bones and the snarl of tigers. The Madrasi said the first word: Simple! Since they wished it, why not?

Hawkes clicked his pocket flashlight, swearing: Just my cursed luck! Its played out, dammit! F.9 swung a lantern over darkness, but it made no depth of light; it seemed to set a yellow halo swimming on a sea of black pitch; and beneath that there was growling horror.

Suddenly F.15 and F.9 raised their lanterns and a pale light framed the broken entrance-gap. It shone on an English shooting-jacket  and a pair of nickel-plated automatics held in lean hands  and on the dark eyes and the self-admiring, sly smile of the Rajah of Kutchdullub.

Caught you! he remarked. His eyes were on the babu and he aimed both pistols at him. Dog of a meddlesome Bengal rice-rat!

My turn! said the babu. Oh, well.

F.15 and F.11 drew away their lanterns. F.9 smothered his in something. But there was light enough still. The Rajah lingered on his aim, enjoying the amazement on the babus face, not guessing why the babu stood so still and breathless. Suddenly a slim black shadow flicked out from the darkness at the Rajahs back. It bunted him off balance, snatched both pistols from his hands and sent them spinning down into the dark pit. Naked  grinning  confident  the villager, a broken handcuff on his right wrist, stepped up and saluted the babu like impudence addressing dignity.

So now I am your honors friend again!

Chullunder Ghose thrust him aside; he had no time for pleasantries. The Rajahs cousin was in shadow behind Hawkes and F.9; now the villagers black body added one more to the protecting screen. The Rajah tried to step back through the opening, but F.15 and F.11 stepped behind him and prevented. He made rather a brave figure of a man, at bay with folded arms. The babu pushed the doctor from Madras towards him.

Your turn!

Well, well! said the Rajah.

The Madrasi seemed as unemotional as ice. His attitude was almost casual, his voice as calm as if he passed a good check through a bankers window.

We are found out.

Are we? said the Rajah.

But I dont choose you should leave me to suffer the sole blame. I accuse you of having bribed me to poison your cousin.

You yelp like the pi-dog you are, said the Rajah. Where is he? There were death-sounds in the darkness  groans now, and a noise of struggle. Is he down there?

The Madrasi went a step nearer. You deny it?

Damn you, yes, you liar! said the Rajah, and he struck him. The Madrasi clutched the Rajahs wrists and forced him backwards along the broken gallery. The Rajahs cousin forced himself out between Hawkes and F.9, pushed past Chullunder Ghose and ran towards them.

Stop that! he commanded. But he paused and let an enigmatically lean smile linger on his lips as F.11  lantern held high  ran, too late, along the gallery. The lantern lit the Rajahs face. He saw his cousin. The Madrasi tripped him and leaned on him, bending him backwards, but agony changed to maniac, stark hatred on the Rajahs face as his eyes blazed at his cousin and he fell, with the Madrasi clinging to him, somersaulting down into the stinking darkness. They were striking at each other as they fell.

Then pandemonium was loose. The pit became a pool of frightful tumult. Lanterns swinging from the gallery suggested unseen horrors hidden amid shadows heavier than waves of dark oil. There were yells and the guttural snarls of brutes made frantic by thirst and the fury of slaying. Hawkess voice shouted, Get a rope and let me down there! Maybe hes alive yet. I cant see a dam thing. Then the Rajahs cousin began shooting  at random  at nothing  blindly  each flash showing fragments of a scene like Dantes vision of the pits at the Inferno.

Hawkes snatched F.9s turban  then Chullunder Ghoses  then the smocks of F.11 and F.9 and the Princes servants turban  tore and knotted them into a rope and gave the babu one end.

You and them others hang on to it and let me down  not too slow  Ill be done for if a tiger sees me. Maybe I can see when I get down there. Stop that fool shooting!

But the Prince refilled his magazine and had his own way. Blinding flash and echo-cannonading crack continued, even after Hawkes was swinging by a string of turbans, turning as the babu lowered him. He was clinging by one hand, with his rifle in the other.

Cant see a dam thing! he called up, when his feet touched bottom.

Then the babu: Wait there, Hawkesey. I will bring a lantern.

F.15 and F.11 laid their weight and strength against the rope and F.9 hurried to their aid as Chullunder Ghose grabbed at a lantern and swung himself over. He went down hand over hand, with his naked toes against the masonry, the lantern clattering against the wall. They were both visible, like divers under water  small  foreshortened. Hawkess voice: Steady now. I see one.

His express spat blue-white. Stripes  fangs  black-and- yellow phantom with a sound like snapped wires  leaped into the zone of lamplight, fell short, clawing at a rotten skeleton, and lay still.

Tigress! said the babu. His voice boomed. He sounded steady, like a big gun.

Hawkess voice, several notes higher: Can you see the other?

He is down that tunnel, Hawkesey. I saw his shadow as he stole in.

Came the sound of an empty brass shell falling and the snap of the closing breech as Hawkes reloaded. Then again Hawkers voice:

Find the Rajah.

The pool of lantern-light went sideways, slowly, while the babu hunted amid shadows. Then it moved back.

I have found him. He is stone-dead. I believe his neck was broken.

The Madrasi?

Dead, too.

Can you climb back? Blinkin man-eaters in blinkin tunnels aint a picnic.

I can hear him, Hawkesey. He is clawing at the branches at the far end. We could see him against daylight if we should go in after him.

Youre crazy. If he didnt kill us wed be shot by that American.

If we pursue him with the lantern, Hawkesey, he will break through that way. He is thirsty. He has had enough of this place. It is never wise to think the enemy is less afraid than you are.

Have it your own way. Come on.

And I like to let the gods have equal opportunity to swat me like the others. We are all flies on a cosmic window-pane.

They vanished down a dark hole, and a tunnel rumbled to their footsteps, until two shots, muffled by a distance, cracked as faintly as whips in a blustery wind. Three minutes later, Hawkess voice, tunnel-hollow:

The American got him! He broke through. Were going out at that end. So long.


CHAPTER 25. Accept my humble praises, sahib

Thats a splendid tiger. Did you get permission?

Copeland turned and stared at Major Eustace Smith, wet, bleary-eyed from lack of his accustomed sleep, and pompous as an offset to a dirty collar and a two-day growth of whiskers.

How are the boils? he answered.

Before Smith could answer that, Chullunder Ghose, unturbaned, bloody from thorn-scratches where he had scrambled out of a hole, abominably filthy and so weary that he rolled like a drunkard, came towards him.

Salaam, sir, said the babu. Did you swim the river?

No, I got wet, dammit, hurrying to stop your mischief! What have you been up to?

Earning you a ribbon!

What the devil do you mean, you vulgar fellow?

Listen, said the babu. I am going over there  he pointed to appropriate the champagne that his late lamented Highness of Kutchdullub does not any longer have an opportunity to drink. I am taking with me Hawkesey and Doctor Copeland. Let us hope there is enough champagne to make us all drunk. We deserve it. You will get a ribbon, and you dont deserve it, but it will look very nice on your dress-suit lapel.

Hawkes strolled up, wearier, if anything, than the babu.

Morning, sir.

You are both arrested, said the Major.

No, no, said the babu, you are much too diplomatic. You have saved a very nasty situation, I assure you.

Ram Dass, glancing at the tiger, came and stood as close to Major Smith as tact permitted.

Had you shot the tiger  had Hawkes shot it  had the Rajah shot it, said the babu, diplomatic priests would have immediately stirred a revolution in a teacup, and it might have been another Sarajevo  who knows? And if you, or I, or Hawkesey, or the Rajahs cousin, or a common murderer had shot the Rajah, there would certainly have been a bad mess. As it is, the Rajah took advantage of an opportunity to die in manly battle with the poisoner who tried to take his cousins life; and I have no doubt that you recommended to the Rajah he should look into the dirty rumors that were flying. It is certain that he acted as a consequence of what you said to him in private conversation. He is stone-dead, so he cant deny it. And by giving your authority to Doctor Copeland, in a letter that I witnessed, to go tiger- shooting, you have cleverly removed a menace from the countryside without affording opportunity to priests and such-like people to accuse the British of the sacrilege. As an American, does Doctor Copeland give a damn for local prejudices? Not he! And what can be done to him? Nothing! He is diplomatically no one, and a very useful scapegoat. You invited him to shoot the tiger, in my presence! You requested me, in fact, to bring him to relieve your boils with just that purpose, and no other, in your mind before you sent for him. I know it. I shall say that in my confidential report.

Smith glanced at Copeland. Copeland grinned and nodded to him.

Im mum.

It is true, there were a tiger and a tigress, said the babu. Both of them are dead. The death of one is not accounted for. But I admire immensely your particularly brilliant intention to congratulate the Rajahs heir immediately and to tell him, if he does not burn this temple, you will take steps  diplomatic steps, as serious as may be. It is nothing less than statesmanlike of you to think of telling him that if his elephants should draw some fifty or hundred tons of fuel, such a quantity, if burned beneath the dangerously-broken roof, would cause it to collapse completely and to bury a bone of contention  many, many bones, I might say! And I think it noble of you to insist on Hawkeseys contract being recognized and properly extended, at an increase, by the new regime. Accept my humble praises, sahib. Now, if you permit me, I will lead away my boon companions and get as drunk as quantity permits. I have my leave to go.

But Ram Dass interrupted him. About that contract for the corn

Oh, to the devil with you!

Then the villager came running. Am I numbered on a pay-roll, sahib? What next? Am I

Oh, my karma! said the babu. C.I.D. is not a bed of roses, is it! Come on, Hawkesey  come on Doctor Copeland  let us drink annihilation to the C.I.D., and politics, and tigers, and to every other dam thing!

THE END
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CHAPTER 1. Ill make one to give this Faisal boy a hoist

Whoever invented chess understood the worlds works as some men know clocks and watches. He recognized a fact and based a game on it, with the result that his game endures. And what he clearly recognized was this: That no king matters much as long as your side is playing a winning game. You can leave your king in his corner then to amuse himself in dignified unimportance. But the minute you begin to lose, your king becomes a source of anxiety.

In what is called real life (which is only a great game, although a mighty good one) it makes no difference what you call your king. Call him Pope if you want to, or President, or Chairman. He grows in importance in proportion as the other side develops the attack. Youve got to keep your symbol of authority protected or you lose.

Nevertheless, your game is not lost as long as your king can move. Thats why the men who want to hurry up and start a new political era imprison kings and cut their heads off. With no head on his shoulders your king can only move in the direction of the cemetery, which is over the line and doesnt count.

I love a good fight, and have been told I ought to be ashamed of it. Ive noticed, though, that the folk who propose to elevate my morals fight just as hard, and less cleanly, with their tongue than some of us do with our fists and sinews. Im told, too, quite frequently that as an American I ought to be ashamed of fighting for a king. Dear old ladies of both sexes have assured me that it isnt moral to give aid and comfort to a gallant gentleman  a godless Mohammedan, too; which makes it much worse  who is striving gamely and without malice to keep his given word and save his country.

But if youve got all you want, do you know of any better fun than lending a hand while some man you happen to like gets his? I dont. Of course, some fellows want too much, and its bad manners as well as waste of time to inflict your opinion on them. But given a reasonable purpose and a friend who needs your assistance, is there any better sport on earth than risking your own neck to help him put it over?

Walk wide of the man and particularly of the woman, who makes a noise about lining your pocket or improving your condition. An altruist is my friend James Schuyler Grim, but he makes less noise than a panther on a dark night; and I never knew a man less given to persuading you. He has one purpose, but almost never talks about it. Its a sure bet that if we hadnt struck up a close friendship, sounding each other out carefully as opportunity occurred, I would have been in the dark about it until this minute.

All the news of Asia from Alexandretta to the Persian Gulf and from Northern Turkestan to South Arabia reaches Grims ears sooner or later. He earns his bread and butter knitting all that mess of cross-grained information into one intelligible pattern; after which he interprets it and acts suddenly without advance notices.

Time and again, lone-handed, he has done better than an army corps, by playing chief against chief in a land where the only law is individual interpretation of the Koran.

But it wasnt until our rescue of Jeremy Ross from near Abu Kem, that I ever heard Grim come out openly and admit that he was working to establish Faisal, third son of the King of Mecca, as king of just as many Arabs as might care to have him over them. That was the cat he had been keeping in a bag for seven years.

Right down to the minute when Grim, Jeremy and I sat down with Bin Saud the Avenger on a stricken field at Abu Kem, and Grim and Jeremy played their hands so cleverly that the Avenger was made, unwitting guardian of Jeremys secret gold-mine, and Faisals open and sworn supporter in the bargain, the heart of Grims purpose continued to be a mystery even to me; and I have been as intimate with him as any man.

He doles out what he has in mind as grudgingly as any Scot spends the shillings in his purse. But the Scots are generous when they have to be, and so is Grim. There being nothing else for it on that occasion, he spilled the beans, the whole beans, and nothing but the beans. Having admitted us two to his secret, he dilated on it all the way back to Jerusalem, telling us all he knew of Faisal (which would fill a book), and growing almost lyrical at times as he related incidents in proof of his contention that Faisal, lineal descendant of the Prophet Mohammed, is the whitest Arab and most gallant leader of his race since Saladin.

Knowing Grim and how carefully suppressed his enthusiasm usually is, I couldnt help being fired by all he said on that occasion.

And as for Jeremy, well  it was like meat and drink to him. You meet men more or less like Jeremy Ross in any of earths wild places, although you rarely meet his equal for audacity, irreverence and riotous good-fellowship. He isnt the only Australian by a long shot who upholds Australia by fist and boast and astounding gallantry, yet stays away from home. You couldnt fix Jeremy with concrete; hed find some means of bursting any mould.

He had been too long lost in the heart of Arabia for anything except the thought of Sydney Bluffs and the homesteads that lie beyond to tempt him for the first few days.

You fellers come with me, he insisted. You chuck the Army, Grim, and Ill show you a country where the cows have to bend their backs to let the sun go down. Ha-ha! Show you women too  red-lipped girls in sun-bonnets, thatll look good after the splay-footed crows you see out here. Tell you what: Well pick up the Orient boat at Port Said  no P. and O. for me; Im a passenger aboard ship, not a horrible example!  and make a wake for the Bulls Kid. Murder! Wont the scoff† taste good!

Well hit the Bulls Kid hard for about a week  mix it with the fellers in from way back  you know  dry-blowers, pearlers,† spending it easy  handing their money to Bessie behind the bar and restless because she makes it last too long; watch them a while and get in touch with all thats happening; then flit out of Sydney like bats out of hell and hump blue‡  eh?

Somethingll turn up; it always does. Ive got money in the bank  about, two thousand here in gold dust with me,  and if what you says true, Grim, about me still being a trooper, then the Army owes me three years back pay, and Ill have it or go to Buckingham Palace and tear off a piece of the King! Were capitalists, by Jupiter! Besides, you fellers agreed that if I shut down the mine at Abu Kem youd join me and wed be Grim, Ramsden and Ross.

Ill keep the bargain if you hold me to it when the time comes, Grim answered.

You bet Ill hold you to it! Rammy here, and you and I could trade the chosen people off the map between us. Were a combination. Whats time got to do with it?

Weve got to use your mine, Grim answered.

Im game. But lets see Australia first.

Suppose we fix up your discharge, and you go home, Grim suggested. Come back when youve had a vacation, and by that time Ramsden and I will have done whats possible for Faisal. Hes in Damascus now, but the French have got him backed into a corner. No money  not much ammunition  French propaganda undermining the allegiance of his men  time working against him, and nothing to do but wait.

What in hell have the French got to do with it?

They want Syria. Theyve got the coast towns now. They mean to have Damascus; and if they can catch Faisal and jail him to keep him out of mischief they will.

But damn it! Didnt they promise the Arabs that Faisal should be King of Syria, Palestine, Mesopotamia, and all that?

They did. The Allies all promised, France included. But since the Armistice the British have made a present of Palestine to the Jews, and the French have demanded Syria for themselves. The British are pro-Faisal, but the French dont want him anywhere except dead or in jail. They know theyve given him and the Arabs a raw deal; and they seem to think the simplest way out is to blacken Faisals character and ditch him. If the French once catch him in Damascus hes done for and the Arab cause is lost.

Why lost? demanded Jeremy. There are plenty more Arabs.

But only one Faisal. Hes the only man who can unite them all.

I know a chance for him, said Jeremy. Let him come with us three to Australia. There are thousands of fellers there who fought alongside him and dont care a damn for the French. Theyll raise all the hell there is before theyll see him ditched.

Uh-huh! Londons the place for him, Grim answered. The British like him, and theyre ashamed of the way hes been treated. Theyll give him Mesopotamia. Baghdads the old Arab capital, and thatll do for a beginning; after that its up to the Arabs themselves.

Well? Where does my gold mine come in? Jeremy asked.

Faisal has no money. If it was made clear to him that he could serve the Arabs best by going to London, hed consider it. The objection would be, though, that hed have to make terms in advance with hog-financiers, whod work through the Foreign Office to tie up all the oil and mine and irrigation concessions. If we tell him privately about your gold mine at Abu Kem he can laugh at financiers.

All right, said Jeremy, Ill give him the gold mine. Let him erect a modern plant and hell have millions!

Uh-huh! Keep the mine secret. Let him go to London and arrange about Mespot. Just at present High Finance could find a hundred ways of disputing his title to the mine, but once hes king with the Arabs all rooting for him thingsll be different. Hell treat you right when that time comes, dont worry.

Worry? Me? said Jeremy. All that worries me is having to see this business through before we can make a wake for Sydney. Im homesick. But never mind. All right, you fellers, Ill make one to give this Faisal boy a hoist!


CHAPTER 2. Atcha, Jimgrim sahib! Atcha!

That conversation and Jeremys conversion to the big idea took place on the way across the desert to Jerusalem  a journey that took us a week on camel-back  a rowdy, hot journey with the stifling simoon blowing grit into our followers throats, who sang and argued alternately nevertheless. For, besides our old Ali Baba and his sixteen sons and grandsons, there were Jeremys ten pickups from Arabias byways, whom he couldnt leave behind because they knew the secret of his gold-mine.

Grims authority is always at its height on the outbound trail, for then everybody knows that success, and even safety, depends on his swift thinking; on the way home afterward reaction sets in sometimes, because Arabs are made light-headed by success, and it isnt a simple matter to discipline free men when you have no obvious hold over them.

But that was where Jeremy came in. Jeremy could do tricks, and the Arabs were like children when he performed for them. They would be good if he would make one live chicken into two live ones by pulling it apart. They would pitch the tents without fighting if he would swallow a dozen eggs and produce them presently from under a camels tail. If he would turn on his ventriloquism and make a camel say its prayers, they were willing to forgive  for the moment anyhow  even their nearest enemies.

So we became a sort of traveling sideshow, with Jeremy ballyhooing for himself in an amazing flow of colloquial Arabic, and hardly ever repeating the same trick.

All of which was very good for our crowd and convenient at the moment, but hardly so good for Jeremys equilibrium. He is one of those handsome, perpetually youthful fellows, whose heads have been a wee mite turned by the sunshine of the worlds warm smile. I dont mean by that that he isnt a top- hole man, or a thorough-going friend with guts and gumption, who would chance his neck for anyone he likes without a seconds hesitation, for hes every bit of that. He has horse sense, too, and isnt fooled by the sort of flattery that women lavish on men who have laughing eyes and a little dark moustache.

But he hasnt been yet in a predicament that he couldnt laugh or fight his way out of; he has never yet found a job that he cared to stick at for more than a year or two, and seldom one that could hold him for six months.

He jumps from one thing to another, finding all the world so interesting and amusing, and most folk so ready to make friends with him, that he always feels sure of landing softly somewhere over the horizon.

So by the time we reached Jerusalem friend Jeremy was ripe for almost anything except the plan we had agreed on. Having talked that over pretty steadily most of the way from Abu Kem, it seemed already about as stale and unattractive to him as some of his oldest tricks. And Jerusalem provided plenty of distraction. We hadnt been in Grims quarters half an hour when Jeremy was up to his ears in a dispute that looked like separating us.

Grim, who wears his Arab clothes from preference and never gets into uniform if he can help it, went straight to the telephone to report briefly to headquarters. I took Jeremy upstairs to discard my Indian disguise and hunt out clothes for Jeremy that would fit him, but found none, I being nearly as heavy as Grim and Jeremy together. He had finished clowning in the kit I offered him, and had got back into his Arab things while I was shaving off the black whiskers with which Nature adorns my face whenever I neglect the razor for a few days, when an auto came tooting and roaring down the narrow street, and a moment later three staff officers took the stairs at a run. So far, good; that was unofficial, good-natured, human and entirely decent. The three of them burst through the bed room door, all grins, and took turns pumping with Jeremys right arm  glad to see him  proud to know him  pleased to see him looking fit and well, and all that kind of thing. Even men who had fought all through the war had forgotten some of its red tape by that time, and Jeremy not being in uniform they treated him like a fellow human being. And he reciprocated, Australian fashion, free and easy, throwing up his long legs on my bed and yelling for somebody to bring drinks for the crowd, while they showered questions on him.

It wasnt until Jeremy turned the tables and began to question them that the first cloud showed itself.

Say, old top, he demanded of a man who wore the crossed swords of a brigadier. Grim tells me Im a trooper. When can I get my discharge?

The effect was instantaneous. You would have thought they had touched a leper by the way they drew themselves up and changed face.

Never thought of that. Oh, I say  this is a complication. You mean ... ?

I mean this, Jeremy answered dryly, because nobody could have helped notice their change of attitude: I was made prisoner by Arabs and carried off. Thats more than three years ago. The wars over. Grim tells me all Australians have been sent home and discharged. What about me?

Um-m-m! Ah! This will have to be considered. Lets see; to whom did you surrender?

Damn you, I didnt surrender! I met Grim in the desert, and reported to him for duty.

Met Major Grim, eh?

Yes, said Grim, appearing in the door. I came across him in the desert; he reported for duty; I gave him an order, and he obeyed it. Everythings regular.

Um-m-m! Howd you make that out  regular? Have you any proof he wasnt a deserter? Hell have to be charged with desertion and tried by court martial, Im afraid. Possibly a mere formality, but itll have to be done, you know, before he can be given a clear discharge. If he cant be proved guilty of desertion hell be cleared.

How long will that take? Jeremy demanded.

His voice rang sharp with the challenge note that means debate has ceased and quarrel started. It isnt the right note for dissolving difficulties.

Couldnt tell you, said the brigadier. My advice to you is to keep yourself as inconspicuous as possible until the administrator gets back.

It was good advice, but Grim, standing behind the brigadier, made signals to Jeremy in vain. Few Australians talk peace when there is no peace, and when theres a fight in prospect they like to get it over.

I remember you, said Jeremy, speaking rather, slowly, and throwing in a little catchy laugh that was like a war-cry heard through a microphone. You were the Fusilier major they lent to the Jordan Highlanders  fine force that  no advance without security  lost two men, if I remember  snakebite one; the other shot for looting. Am I right? So theyve made you a brigadier! Arent you the staff officer they sent to strafe a regiment of Anzacs for going into action without orders? We chased you to cover! I can see you now running for fear wed shoot you! Hah!

Grim took the only course possible in the circumstances. The brigadiers neck was crimson, and Jeremy had to be saved somehow.

Touch of sun, sir  that and hardship have unhinged him a bit. Suffers from delusions. Suppose I keep him here until the doctor sees him?

Um-m-m! Ah! Yes, youd better. See he gets no whisky, will you? Too bad! Too bad! What a pity!

Our three visitors left in a hurry, contriving to look devilish important. Grim followed them out.

Rammy, old cock, said Jeremy, sprawling on the bed again and laughing, dont look all that serious. Bring back your brigadier and Ill kiss him on both cheeks while you hold him! But say; suppose that doctors one of these swabs who serve out number nine pills for shell-shock, broken leg, dyspepsia, housemaids knee and the creeping itch? Suppose he swears Im loony? What then?

Grim will find somebody to swear to anything once, I answered. But you look altogether too dashed healthy  got to give the doctor-man a chance  here, get between the sheets and kid that something hurts you.

Get out! The doc ud put a cast-iron splint on it, and order me into a hospital. How about tooth-ache? That do? Do they give you bread and water for it?

So tooth-ache was selected as an alibi, and Jeremy wrapped his jaw in a towel, after jabbing his cheek with a pin so as to remember on which side the pain should be. But it was artifice wasted, for Grim had turned a better trick. He had found an Australian doctor in the hospital for Sikhs  the only other Australian in Jerusalem just then  and brought him cooing upstairs in a way that proved he knew the whole story already.

The autopsy, as he called it, was a riot. We didnt talk of anything but fights at Gaza  the surprise at Nazareth, when the German General Staff fled up the road on foot in its pajamas  the three-day scrap at Nebi Samwil, when Australians and Turks took and retook the same hill half a dozen times, and parched enemies took turns drinking from one flask while the shells of both sides burst above them. It seems to have been almost like old-fashioned war in Palestine from their account of it, either side conceding that the other played the game.

When they had thrashed the whole campaign over from start to finish, making maps on my bed with hair brushes, razors and things, they got to talking of Australia; and that was all about fighting too: dog fights, fist fights between bullockies on the long road from Northern Queensland, riots in Perth when the pearlers came in off the Barrier Reef to spend their pay, rows in the big shearing sheds when the Union men objected to unskilled labor  youd have thought Australia was one big battlefield, with nothing else but fights worth talking of from dawn till dark.

The doctor was one of those tightly-knit, dark-complexioned little men with large freckles and brown eyes, who surprise you with a mixture of intense domestic virtue and a capacity, that shouldnt mix with it at all, for turning up in all the unexpected places. You meet his sort everywhere, and they always have a wife along, who worships them and makes a home out of tin cans and packing-cases that would put the stay-at-home housekeepers to shame. They always have a picture on the wall of cows standing knee-deep in the water, and no matter what their circumstances are, theres always something in reserve, for guests, offered frankly without apology. Never hesitate with those folk, but dont let them go too far, for theyll beggar themselves to help you in a tight place, if youll let them. Ticknor his name was. Hes a good man.

Say, Grim, theres a case in the Sikh hospital that ought to interest you, he said at last. Fellow from Damascus  Arab  one of Faisals crowd. He wouldnt let them take him to the Zionist hospital  swore a Jew knifed him and that the others would finish the job if they got half a chance. Theyd have been arguing yet, and he dead and buried, if I hadnt gone shopping with Mabel. She saw the crowd first (I was in Noureddins store) and jabbed her way in with her umbrella  she yelled to me and I bucked the line.

The Jews wanted to tell me I had no right to take that chap to the Sikh hospital, and no more had I; so I plugged him up a bit, and put him in a cab, and let him take himself there, Mabel and me beside him. Seeing I was paying for the cab, I didnt see why Mabel should walk. Of course, once we had him in there he was too sick to be moved; but the Army wont pay for him, so I sent a bill to the Zionists, and they returned it with a rude remark on the margin. Maybe I can get the money out of Faisal some day; otherwise Im stuck.

Ill settle that, said Grim. Whats the tune he plays?

Utter mystery. Swears a Jew stabbed him, but that Damascus outfit blame the Jews for everything. Hes only just down from Damascus. I think hes one of Faisals officers, although hes not in uniform  probly on a secret mission. Suppose you go and see him? But say, watch out for the doc on duty  hes a meddler. Tell him nothing!

Sure. How about Jeremy? Whats the verdict?

What do you want done with him?

I want him out of reach of trouble here pending his discharge. No need to certify him mad, is there?

Mad? All Australians are mad. None of us need a certificate for that. Have you arrested him?

Not yet.

Then youre too late! Hes suffering from bad food and exposure. The air of Jerusalems bad for him, and hes liable to get pugnacious if argued with. That runs in the blood. I order him off duty, and shall recommend him within twenty minutes to the P.M.O. for leave of absence at his own expense. If you know of any general who dares override the P.M.O. Ill show you a brass hat in the wind. Come on; dyou want to bet on it?

Will the P.M.O. fall? asked Grim.

Like a new chum off a brumby.† Signs anything I shove under his nose. Comes round to our house to eat Mabels damper and syrup three nights a week. You bet hell sign it: Besides, hes white; pulled out of the firing-line by an Australian at Gaza, and hasnt forgotten it. Hed sign anything but checks to help an Anzac. Ill be going.

You trot up to the slaughter-shop, Grim, and interview that Arab  Sidi bin Something-or-Other  forget his name  he lies in number nineteen cot on the left-hand side of the long ward, next to a Pathan whos shy both legs. You cant mistake him. Ill write out a medical certificate for Jeremy and follow. And say; wait a minute! What price the lot of you eating Mabels chow tonight at our house? We dont keep a cook, so you wont get poisoned. Thats settled; Ill tell Mabel youre coming. Tootleloo!

But there was a chance that the brigadier might carry resentment to the point of sending up a provost-marshals guard to arrest Jeremy on the well- known principle that a bird in the hand can be strafed more easily than one with a medical certificate. The bush was the place for our bird until such time as the P.M.O.s signature should adorn the necessary piece of paper; so we three rode up in a cab together to the Sikh hospital, and had a rare time trying to get in.

You see, there was a Sikh on guard outside, who respected nothing under heaven but his orders. He wouldnt have known Grim in any event, being only recently from India; Grims uniform would have passed him in, but he and Jeremy were still arrayed as Arabs, and my civilian clothes entitled me in the sentrys opinion to protection lest I commit the heinous sin of impertinence. An Arab in his eyes was as an insect, and a white man, who consorted with such creatures, not a person to be taken seriously.

But our friend Narayan Singh was in the hospital, enjoying the wise veterans prerogative of resting on full pay after his strenuous adventures along with us at Abu Kem. There was nothing whatever the matter with him. He recognized Grims voice and emerged through the front door with a milk-white smile flashing in the midst of newly-curled black hair  dignified, immense, and full of instant understanding.

Grim said a few words to Narayan Singh in Arabic, which so far as the sentry was concerned wasnt a language, but Narayan Singh spoke in turn in Punjabi, and the man just out from India began to droop like Jonahs gourd under the old soldiers scorn.

In consequence we got a full salute with arms presented, and walked in without having to trouble anybody in authority, Narayan Singh leading with the air of an old-time butler showing royalty to their rooms. He even ascertained in an aside, that the doctor of the day was busy operating, and broke that good news with consummate tact:

The sahibs lightest wish is law, but if they should wish to speak with the doctor sahib, it would be necessary to call him forth from the surgery, where he works behind locked doors. Is it desired that I should summon him?

Operation serious? asked Grim, and neither man smiled. It was perfect acting.

Very, sahib. He removes the half of a sepoys liver.

Uh! Couldnt think of interrupting him. Too bad! Lead the way.

But we didnt enter the ward until Narayan Singh and an orderly had placed two screens around number nineteen cot, in the way they do when a man is dying, and had placed three chairs at the bedside contrary to the regulations printed on the wall. Then Narayan Singh stood on guard outside the screens, but didnt miss much of the conversation, I believe.

The man in bed was wounded badly, but not fatally, and though his eyes blazed with fever he seemed to have some of his wits about him. He recognized Grim after staring hard at him for about a minute.

Jimgrim!

Sidi bin Tagim, isnt it? Well, well I thought it might be you, said Grim, speaking the northern dialect of Arabic, which differs quite a bit from that spoken around Jerusalem.

Who are these? asked the man in bed, speaking hoarsely as he stared first at Jeremy and then at me.

Jmil Ras, a friend of mine, Grim answered.

And that one?

He didnt like the look of me at all. Western clothes and a shaven face spell nothing reassuring to the Arab when in trouble; he has been helped by the foreigner a time or two too often.

An American named Ramsden. Also a friend of mine.

Oh! An Amirikani? A hakim?

No. Not a doctor. Not a man to fear. He is a friend of Faisal.

On whose word?

Mine, Grim answered.

Sidi bin Tagim nodded. He seemed willing to take Grims word for anything.

Why did you say a Jew stabbed you? Grim asked suddenly.

So that they might hang a Jew or two. WAllah! Are the Jews not at the bottom of all trouble? If a Greek should kill a Maltese it would be a Jew who planned it! May the curse of Allah change their faces and the fire of Eblis† consume them!

Did you see the man who stabbed you?

Yes.

And was he a Jew?

Jimgrim, you know better than to ask that! A Jew always hires another to do the killing. He who struck me was a hireling, who shall die by my hand, as Allah is my witness. But may Allah do more to me and bring me down into the dust unburied unless I make ten Jews pay for this!

Any one Jew in particular? Grim asked, and the man in bed closed up like a clam that has been touched.

He was a strange-looking fellow  rather like one of those lean Spaniards whom Goya used to paint, with a scant beard turning grey, and hollow cheeks. He had thrown off the grey army blanket because fever burned him, and his lean, hard muscles stood out as if cast in bronze.

But for the Jews, Faisal would be king of all this land this minute! he said suddenly, and closed up tight again.

Grim smiled. He nearly always does smile when apparently at a loose end. At moments when most cross-examiners would browbeat he grows sympathetic  humors his man, and, by following whatever detour offers, gets back on the trail again.

How about the French? he asked.

May Allah smite them! They are all in the pay of Jews!

Can you prove it?

WAllah! That I can!

Grim looked incredulous. Those baffling eyes of his twinkled with quiet amusement, and the man in bed resented it.

You laugh, Jimgrim, but if you would listen I might tell you something.

But Grim only smiled more broadly than ever.

Sidi bin Tagim, youre one of those fanatics who think the world is all leagued against you. Why should the Jews think you sufficiently important to be murdered?

WAllah! There are few who hold the reins of happenings as I do.

If theyd killed you theyd have stopped the clock, eh?

That is as Allah may determine. I am not dead.

Have you friends in Jerusalem?

Surely.

Strange that they havent been to see you.

WAllah! Not strange at all.

I see. They regard you as a man without authority, who might make trouble and leave other men to face it, eh?

Who says I have no authority?

Well, if you could prove you have

What then? the man in bed demanded, trying to sit up. Faisal, for instance, is a friend of mine, and these men with me are his friends too. You have no letter, of course, for that would be dangerous ...

Jimgrim, in the name of the Most High, I swear I had a letter! He who stabbed me took it. I

Was the letter from Faisal?

Malaish  no matter. It was sealed, and bore a number for the signature. If you can get that letter for me, Jimgrim  but what is the use! You are a servant of the British.

Tell me who stabbed you and Ill get you the letter.

No, for you are clever. You would learn too much. Better tell the doctor of this place to hurry up and heal me; then I will attend to my own affairs.

Id like to keep you out of jail, if thats possible, Grim answered. You and I are old acquaintances, Sidi bin Tagim. But of course, if youre here to sow sedition, and should there be a document at large in proof of it, which document should fall into the hands of the police  well, I couldnt do much for you then. Youd better tell me who stabbed you, and Ill get after him.

Ah! But if you get the letter?

I shall read it, of course.

But to whom will you show it?

Perhaps to my friends here.

Are they bound by your honor?

I shall hold them so.

There was the glint in Grims eye now that should warn anyone who knew him that the scent was hot; added to the fact that the rest of his expression suggested waning interest, that look of his forebode fine hunting.

Theres one other I might consult, he admitted casually. On my way here I saw one of Faisals staff captains driving in a cab toward the Jaffa Gate.

The instant effect of that remark was to throw the wounded man into a paroxysm of mingled rage and fear. He almost threw a fit. His already bloodless face grew ashy grey and livid blue alternately, and he would have screamed at Grim if the cough that began to rack his whole body would have let him. As it was, he gasped out unintelligible words and sought to make Grim understand by signs. And Grim apparently did understand.

Very well, he laughed, tell me who stabbed you and I wont mention your name to Staff-Captain Abd el Kadir.

And these men? Will they say nothing?

Not a word. Who stabbed you?

Yussuf Dakmar! May Allah cut him off from love and mercy!

Golly! exploded Jeremy, forgetting not to talk English. Theres a swine for you! Yussuf Dakmars the son of a sea-cook who used to sell sheep to the Army four times over  drive em into camp and get a receipt  drive em out again next night  bring em back in the morning  get a receipt again  drive em off  bring em back  us chaps too busy shifting brother Turk to cotton on. Hell be the boy I kicked out of camp once. Maybe remembers it too. Ill bet his backbones twanging yet! Lead me to him, Grim, old cock, Id like another piece of him!

But Grim was humming to himself, playing piano on the bed-sheet with his fingers.

Is that man not an Arab? asked the fellow in bed, taking alarm all over again.

Arab your aunt! laughed Jeremy: I eat Arabs! Im the only original genuine wooly bad man from way back! Im the plumber who pulled the plug out of Arabia! You know English? Good! You know what a dose of salts is then? Youve seen it work? Experienced it, maybe? Hah! Youll understand me. Im a grain of the Epsom Salt that went through Beersheba, time the Turks had all the booze in sight and we were thirsty. Muddy booze it was too  oozy booze  not fit for washing hogs! Ever heard of Anzacs? Well, Im one of em. Now you know what the scorpion who stung yous up against! You lie there and think about it, cocky; Ill show you his shirt tomorrow morning.

Suppose we go now, suggested Grim. Ive got the drift of this thing. Get the rest elsewhere.

You can fan that Joskins for a lot more yet, Jeremy objected. The plugs pulled. Hell flow if you let him.

Grim nodded.

Sure he would. Dont want too much from him. Dont want to have to arrest him. Get me?

Come on then, answered Jeremy, Ive promised him a shirt!

Beyond the screen Narayan Singh stood like a statue, deaf, dumb, immovable. Even his eyes were fixed with a blank stare on the wall opposite.

How much did you hear? Grim asked him.

I, sahib? I am a sick man. I have been asleep.

Dream anything?

As your honor pleases!

Hospitals stuffy, isnt it? Think you could recover health more rapidly outdoors? Sick-leave continued of course, but  how about a little exercise?

The Sikhs eyes twinkled.

Sahib, you know I need exercise!

Ill speak to the doctor for you. In case he signs a new certificate, report to me tonight.

Atcha, Jimgrim sahib! Atcha!


CHAPTER 3. Hum Dekta hai

Like most of the quarters occupied by British officers, the house occupied by Major Roger Ticknor and his wife Mabel was enemy property, and its only virtue consisted in its being rent free. Grim, Jeremy, little Ticknor and his smaller wife, and I sat facing across a small deal table with a stuttering oil-lamp between us. In a house not far away some Orthodox Jews, arrayed in purple and green and orange, with fox-fur around the edges of their hats, were drunk and celebrating noisily the Feast of Esther; so you can work out the exact date if youre curious enough. The time was nine p.m. We had talked the Anzac hurricane-drive through Palestine all over again from the beginning, taking world-known names in vain and doing honor to others that will stay unsung for lack of recognition, when one of those unaccountable pauses came, and for the sake of breaking silence, Mabel Ticknor asked a question. She was a little, plucky, pale-faced thing whom you called instinctively by her first name at the end of half an hour  a sort of little mother of loose-ended men, who can make silk purses out of sows ears, and wouldnt know how to brag if she were tempted.

Say, Jim, she asked, turning her head quickly like a bird toward Grim on my left, whats your verdict about that man from Syria that Roger took in a cab to the Sikh hospital? Im out a new pair of riding breeches if Roger has to pay the bill for him. I want my moneys worth. Tell me his story.

Go ahead and buy the breeches, Mabel. Ill settle that bill, he answered.

No, you wont, Jim! Youre always squandering money. Half your pay goes to the scalawags youve landed in jail. This ones up to Roger and me; we found him.

Grim laughed.

I can charge his keep under the head of information paid for. I shall sign the voucher without a qualm.

Youd get blood out of a stone, Jim! Go on, tell us!

Im hired to keep secrets as well as discover them, Grim answered, smiling broadly.

Of course you are, she retorted. But I know all Rogers secrets, and hes a doctor, mind you! Am I right, Roger? Come along! There are no servants  no eavesdroppers. Wait. Ill put tea on the table, and then well all listen.

She made tea Australian fashion in a billy, which is quick and simple, but causes alleged dyspepsia cures to sell well all the way from Adelaide to the Gulf of Carpentaria.

Youll have to tell her, Jim, said Jeremy.

Mabels safe as an iron roof, put in her husband. Noisy in the rain, but doesnt leak.

But neither man nor woman could have extracted a story from James Schuyler Grim unless it suited him to tell it. Mabel Ticknor is one of those honest little women who carry mens secrets with them up and down the world. Being confided in by nearly every man who met her was a habit. But Grim tells only when the telling may accomplish something, and I wondered, as he laid his elbow on the table to begin, just what use he meant to make of Mabel Ticknor. He uses what he knows as other level-headed men use coin, spending thriftily for fair advantage.

That is secret, he began, as soon as Mabel had dumped the contents of the billy into a huge brown teapot. I expect Narayan Singh here presently. Hell have a letter with him, taken from the Syrian who stabbed that man in the hospital.

Whoa, hoss! Jeremy interrupted. You mean youve sent that Sikh to get the shirt of Yussuf Dakmar?

Grim nodded.

That was my job, Jeremy objected.

Whoa, hoss, yourself, Jeremy! Grim answered. Youd have gone down into the bazaar like a bull into a china-shop. Narayan Singh knows where to find him. If he shows fight, hell be simply handed over to the Sikh patrol for attacking a man in uniform, and by the time he reaches the lock-up that letter will be here on the table between us.

All the same, thats a lark youve done me out of, Jeremy insisted. That Yussuf Dakmars a stinker. I know all about him. Two whole squadrons had to eat lousy biscuit for a week because that swab sold the same meat five times over. But Ill get him yet!

Well, as I was saying, Grim resumed, theres a letter in Jerusalem thats supposed to be from Faisal. But when Faisal writes anything he signs his name to it, whereas a number is the signature on this. Now that fellow Sidi bin Tagim in the hospital is an honest old kite in his way. Hes a great rooter for Faisal. And the only easy way to ditch a man like Faisal, whos as honest as the day is long, and no mans fool, is to convince his fanatical admirers that for his own sake he ought to be forced along a certain course. The games as old as Adam. You fill up a man like Sidi bin Tagim with tales about Jews  convince him that Jews stand between Faisal and a kingdom  and hell lend a hand in any scheme ostensibly directed against Jews. Get me?

So would I! swore Jeremy. Im against em too! I camped alongside the Jordan Highlanders one time when

But we had had that story twice that evening with variations. He was balancing his chair on two legs, so I pushed him over backward, and before he could pick himself up again Grim resumed.

Faisal is in Damascus, and the Syrian Convention has proclaimed him king. That dont suit the French, who detest him. The feelings mutual. When Faisal went to Paris for the Peace Conference, the French imagined he was easy. They thought, heres another of these Eastern princes who can be taken in the old trap. So they staged a special performance at the Opera for him, and invited him to supper afterward behind the scenes with the usual sort of ladies in full war-paint in attendance.

Shall we cut that too? suggested Mabel.

Sure. Faisal did! Hes not that kind of moth. Ever since then the French have declared hes a hypocrite; and because he wont yield his rights theyve been busy inventing wrongs of their own and insisting on immediate adjustment. The French havent left one stone unturned that could irritate Faisal into making a false move.

To hell with them! suggested Jeremy, reaching for more tea.

But Faisals not easy to irritate, Grim went on. Hes one of those rare men, who get born once in an epoch, who force you to believe that virtue isnt extinct. Hes almost like a child in some things  like a good woman in others  and a man of iron courage all the time, who can fire Arabs in the same way Saladin did five centuries ago.

He looks like a saint, said Jeremy. Ive seen him.

But hes no soft liver, continued Grim. He was brought up in the desert among Bedouins, and has their stoical endurance with a sort of religious patience added. Gets that maybe from being a descendant of the Prophet.

Awful sort to have to fight, that kind are, said Jeremy. They wear you down!

So the French decided some time ago to persuade Faisals intimates to make a bad break which he couldnt repudiate.

Why dont he cut loose with forty or fifty thousand men and boot the French into the sea? demanded Jeremy. Ill make one to help him! I knew a Frenchman once, who

Well come to that presently, said Grim. I dare say you didnt hear of Verdun.

Objection sustained. Hand it to em. Theyve got guts, grinned Jeremy. Fire away, old top.

Well, they ran foul of an awkward predicament, which is that there are some darned decent fellows among the officers of their army of occupation. Theres more than a scattering of decent gentlemen who dont like dirt. I wont say they tell Faisal secrets, or disobey orders; but if you want to give a man a square deal there are ways of doing it without sending him telegrams.

Mabel put the tea back on the kerosene stove to stew, with an extra handful of black leaves in it. Grim continued:

Another thing: The French are half afraid that if they take the field against Faisal on some trumped-up pretext, hell get assistance from the British. They could send him things he needs more than money, and cant get. Ninety-nine per cent of the British are pro-Faisal. Some of them would risk their jobs to help him in a pinch. The French have got to stall those men before they can attack Faisal safely.

How dyou mean  stall em? demanded Jeremy. Not all the British are fools  only their statesmen, and generals, and sixty percent of the junior officers and rank and file. The rest dont have to be fed pap from a bottle; theyre good men. Takes more than talk to stall that kind off a man they like.

Youve got the idea, Jeremy. You have to show them. Well, why not stir up revolution here in Palestine in Faisals name? Why not get the malcontents to murder Jews wholesale, with propaganda blowing full blast to make it look as if Faisals hand is directing it all? Its as simple as falling off a log. French agents who look like honest Arabs approach the most hairbrained zealots who happen to be on the inside with Faisal, and suggest to them that the French and British are allies; therefore the only way to keep the British from helping the French will be to start red-hot trouble in Palestine that will keep the British busy protecting themselves and the Jews.

The secret agents point out that although Faisal is against anything of the sort, he must be committed to it for his own sake. And they make great capital out of Faisals promise that he will protect the Jews if recognized as king of independent Syria. Kill all the Jews beforehand, so there wont be any for him to protect when the time comes  thats the argument.

Mabel interrupted.

Havent you warned Faisal?

She had both elbows on the table and her chin between her hands, and I dare say she had listened in just that attitude to fifty inside stories that the newspapers would scatter gold in vain to get.

I sure did. And he has sent one of his staff down here to keep an eye on things. I saw him this afternoon riding in a cab toward the Jaffa Gate. I said as much to that fellow in the hospital, and he was scared stiff at the idea of my recovering the supposed Faisal letter and showing it to an officer who is really in Faisals confidence. That  I mean the mans fear  linked everything up.

You talk like Sherlock Holmes, laughed Jeremy. Ill bet you a new hat nothing comes of it.

That bets on, Grim answered. Its to be a female hat, and Mabel gets it. Order an expensive one from Paris, Mabel; Jeremy shall pay. Weve lots of other information. The troops here have been warned of an intended massacre of Jews. The arrival of this letter probably puts a date to it.

But it puts a date to something else on which the whole future of the Near East hangs; and that means the future of half the world, and maybe the whole of it, because about three hundred million Mohammedans are watching Faisal and will govern themselves accordingly. India, Persia, Mesopotamia, Egypt, all Northern Africa  theres almost no limit to what depends on Faisals safety; and the French cant or wont understand that.

There came the sound of heavy ammunition boots outside on the stone step, followed by a cough that I believe I could recognize among a thousand. Narayan Singh coughs either of two ways  once, deep bass, for alls well; twice, almost falsetto, for a hint of danger. This time it was the single deep bass cough. But it was followed after half a minute by the two high-pitched barks, and Grim held up a hand for silence. At the end of perhaps a minute there came from the veranda a perfect imitation of the lascars ungrammatical, whining singsong from a focsle-head:

Hum dekta hai!  Im on the watch.

Grim nodded  to himself, I suppose, for none had spoken to him.

Do you mind stepping out and getting that letter from him, Ramsden? Keep in the shadow, please, and give him this pistol; he may need it.

So I slipped out through the screen door and spent a minute looking for Narayan Singh. Im an old hunter, but it wasnt until Narayan Singh deliberately moved a hand to call attention to himself that I discovered him within ten feet of me.

The risk of being seen from the street in case some spy were lurking out there was obvious. So I walked all the way round the house, and came and stood below him on his left hand where the house cast impenetrable shadow; but though I took my time and moved stealthily he heard me and passed me a letter through the veranda rails, accepting the pistol in exchange without comment.

I could see him distinctly from that angle. His uniform on one side was torn almost into rags, and his turban was all awry, as if he had lost it in a scuffle and hadnt spared time to rewind it properly  a sure sign of desperate haste; for a male tiger in the spring-time is no more careful of his whiskers than a Sikh is of the thirty yards of cloth he winds around his head.

As he didnt speak or make any more movement than was necessary to pass me the letter and take the pistol, I returned the way I had come, entered by the back door, tossed the letter to Grim, and crept back again to bear a hand in case of need. Grim said nothing, but Jeremy followed me, and two minutes later the Australian and I were crouching in darkness below the veranda. This time I dont think Narayan Singh was aware of friends at hand.

His eyes were fixed on the slightly lighter gap in a dark wall that was the garden gate but looked more like a dim hole leading into a cave. There being no other entrance that we knew of, Jeremy and I doubled up on the same job, and a rat couldnt have come through without one of the three of us detecting him. If we had had our senses with us we might have realized that Narayan Singh was perfectly capable of watching that single narrow space, and have used our own eyes to better advantage. However, were all three alive today, and two of us learned a lesson.

It wasnt long  perhaps five minutes  before a man showed himself outside the gate, like a specter dodging this and that way in response to unearthly impulse. Once or twice he started forward, as if on the point of sneaking in, but thought better of it and retreated. Once his attitude suggested that he might be taking aim with a pistol; but if that was so, he chose not to waste a shot or start an alarm by firing at a mark he couldnt see. What he did accomplish was to keep six keen eyes fixed on him.

And that gave three other men their chance to gain an entrance at the rear of the wall in the garden, and creep up unawares. It was probably sheer accident that led all three of them along the far side of the house, but it was fortunate for Jeremy and me, for otherwise cold steel between our shoulder-blades would likely have been our first intimation of their presence.

We never suspected their existence until they gained the veranda by the end opposite to where we waited; and I think they would have done their murder if the man outside the gate hadnt lost his head from excitement, or some similar emotion and tried to make a signal to them. All three had brought up against the end window, where a shade torn in two places provided a good view into the room in which Grim, Mabel and the doctor were still sitting. Each of them had a pistol, and their intention didnt admit of doubt.

Are you there, sahib? Narayan Singh whispered.

But Jeremy and I were aware of them almost as soon as he, and rather than make a noise by vaulting the veranda rail, we took the longer route by way of the front steps. Jeremy, who was wearing sandals, kicked them off and not having to creep so carefully, moved faster.

Of course, the obvious question is, why didnt Narayan Singh shoot? I had a pistol too; why didnt I use it? Well, Ill tell you. None but the irresponsible criminal shoots a man except in obedience to orders or in self- defence.

You may argue that those three night-prowlers might have shot Ticknor and his wife and Grim through the window while we aired our superior virtue. The answer to that is, that they didnt, although that was their intention. Narayan Singh, already once that night in danger of his life, and a godless, heathen Sikh, as I have heard a missionary call him, pocketed the pistol I had given him before proceeding to engage, he being also a white man by the proper way of estimating such things.

Jeremy was first on the scene of action, with Narayan Singh close behind him, and I was quite a bit behind, for I tripped against the top step in my hurry. The noise I made gave the alarm, and the three Arabs twisted round like cornered scorpions. I guess they couldnt see us well at first, having been staring through the torn shade into the lighted room.

Their pistols were cocked, but Jeremys fist landed in the nearest mans face before he could shoot, and he went crashing backwards into his friend behind, whose head disappeared for a moment through the window-pane, and the only blood shed on that occasion came from the first mans nose and the back of the second mans neck where the smashed glass slit a gash in it.

The third man fired wildly at me, and missed, a fraction of a second before Narayan Singh landed on him with hands and feet; whereat the man in the street emptied his pistol at me and ran away. I was in two minds whether to give chase to him, but made the wrong decision, being heavy on my feet and none too fond of running, so the big fish got away.

But even with my help added, the three less important fish still gave a lot of trouble, for they fought like wild cats, using teeth and finger-nails; and the doctor and his wife and Grim were all out lending a hand before we had them finally convinced that the game was up. Mabel trussed up the worst man with a clothes line, while I sat on him.

I expected to see a crowd around the house by that time, but Jerusalem works otherwise than some cities. The sound of a pistol-shot sends everybody hurrying for cover, lest some enemy accuse them afterwards of having had a hand in the disturbance. And the nearest police post was a mile away. So we had our little outrage all to ourselves, although strange tales went the rounds of the Holy City that night, and two weeks later several European newspapers printed a beautiful account of a midnight massacre of Jews.

We dragged our prisoners into the sitting-room, and stood them up in front of Grim after the doctor and Mabel had attended to their hurts, which werent especially serious; although nobody need expect to get in the way of Jeremys fist and feel comfortable for several hours afterwards. The cut made in the second mans neck by broken glass needed several stitches, but the third man was only winded from having been sat on, and of course he was much more sorry for himself than either of the other two  a fact that Grim noted.

There was another noticeable circumstance that shed light on human nature and Grims knowledge of it. They were all three eager to tell their story, although not necessarily the same story; whereas Narayan Singh, who knew that every word he might say would be believed implicitly, was in no hurry to tell his at all.

Now when youre dealing with Eastern and near-Eastern people of the sort who lie instinctively (and it may be that this applies to the West as well) its a good plan to establish, if you can, a basis of truth for them to build their tale on; because the truth acts like acid on untruth. Theyre going to lie in any case; but lies told without any reference to truth knit better than when invented at a moments notice to explain away anothers straightforward statement. Theres a plausible theory that culprits taken in the act are best examined in secret, one by one, in ignorance of all the evidence against them.

The wise method is to let them hear the evidence against themselves. Nine times out of ten they will accept that as unanswerable, and strive to twist its meaning or smother it under a mass of lies. But the truth they have accepted, as I have said, works just like acid and destroys their argument almost as fast as they build it up. In the few cases when that doesnt happen, they break down altogether and confess.

Anyhow, Grim, who taught me what I have just written, refused to listen to their bleating until Narayan Singh first told in their hearing all that he knew about the nights events. They were forced to sit down on the floor and listen to him like three coffee-shop loungers being told a story; and I dont doubt that the effect was strengthened by the Sikhs standing facing them, for the contrast was as between jackals and a lion.

Not that they were small men, for they werent, or mere ten-dollar assassins picked up in the souk. They looked well fed, and wore fine linen, whereas Narayan Singh was in rags and had lost weight in our recent desert marching, so that his cheek-bones stood out and he looked superficially much more like a man at bay than they did.

But their well-cared-for faces were lean in the wrong place, and puffy under the eyes. In place of courage they flaunted an insolent leer, and the smile intended to convey self-confidence betrayed to a close observer anxiety bordering on panic.

The most offensive part about them really was their feet, which are indices of character too often overlooked. They had come to their task in slippers, which they had kicked off before reaching the veranda, and instead of the firm, tough feet that a real man stands on, what they displayed as they squatted were subtle, soft things, not exactly flabby, but even more suggestive of treachery than their thin beaks and shifty eyes.

To sum them up, they were dandies, of the kind who join the Young Turk Party and believe the New Era can be distilled of talk and tricks; and they looked like mean animals compared to that staunch conservative Narayan Singh, who, nevertheless, is not without his own degree of subtlety.


CHAPTER 4. I call this awful!

Sahib, in accordance with instructions I proceeded to Christian Street to the place you spoke of, where I found Yussuf Dakmar drinking coffee and smoking in company with these men and others. They did not see me in the beginning, because I entered by the door of a house threescore and five paces farther down the street; and having by that means gained the roof I descended to a gallery built of stone above one end of the coffee-shop, and there lay concealed among evil-smelling bags.

They conversed in Arabic; and presently when other men had entered, some of whose names I overheard and wrote down on this slip of paper, Yussuf Dakmar locked the outer door, turning the great key twice and setting a chain in place as well. Then he stood on a red stool having four short legs, with his back to the door that he had locked, and spoke in the manner of one who stirs a multitude, gesticulating greatly.

The argument he made was thus: He said that Jerusalem is a holy city, and Palestine a holy land; and that promises are all the more sacred if given in connection with religious matters; whereat they all applauded greatly. Nevertheless, a little later on he mocked at all religion, and they applauded that too. He said that the Allies, persuaded thereto by the British, had made a promise to the Emir Faisal on the strength of which the Arabs made common war with the Allies against the Turks and Germans, losing of their own a hundred thousand men and untold money.

So, sahib. Next he asked them how much of that promise made by the Allies to Emir Faisal as the leader of the Arabs had been kept, or was likely to be kept; and they answered in one voice, None of it! Whereat he nodded, as a teacher nods gravely when the pupils have their lesson well by heart, and said presently in a voice like that of a Guru denouncing sin: A womans promise is a little matter; who believes it? When it is broken all men laugh. A promise extorted under threat or torture is not binding, since he who made the promise was not free to govern his own conduct; that is law. A promise made in business, said he, is a contract contingent on circumstances and subject to litigation. But a promise made in wartime by a nation is a pledge set down in letters of blood. Whoever breaks it is guilty of blood; and whoever fails to smite dead the breaker of that oath, commits treason against Allah!

They applauded that speech greatly, sahib, and when they grew silent he bade them look about and judge for themselves at whose door the breaking of that sacred promise really lay. Show me, said he, one trace of Arab government in all Palestine. Who owns the land? he asked them. Arabs! said they. Yet to whom has the country been given? he shouted. To the Jews! they answered; and he grew silent for a while, like a teacher whose class has only given half the answer to a question until presently one man growled out, To the sword with the Jews in the name of Allah! and the others echoed that which satisfied him, for he smiled, nevertheless not using those words himself. And presently he continued:

We in this room are men of enlightenment. We are satisfied to leave past and future to speculations of idle dreamers. For us the present. So we attach no value to the fact that Faisal is descended in a straight line from the founder of the Moslem faith; for that is a superstition as foolish in its way as Christianity or any other creed. But who is there like Faisal who can unite all Arabs under one banner?

They answered, sahib, that Faisal is the only living man who can accomplish that, making many assertions in his praise, Yussuf Dakmar nodding approval as each spoke. Yet, said he when they had finished, Faisal is also fallible. In certain ways he is a fool, and principally in this: That he insists on keeping his own promises to men who have broken their own promises to him. And like pupils in a class who recite their lesson, they all murmured that such a course as that is madness.

So, said he, we are clear on that point. We are not altruists, nor religious fanatics, nor slaves, but men of common sense who have a business in view. We are not Faisals servants, but he ours. We make use of him, not he of us. If he persists in a wrong course, we must force him into the right one, for the day of autocratic government is past and the hour has come when those who truly represent the people have the first right to direct all policy. If the right is still withheld from them, they must take it. And it is we in this room who truly represent the Arab cause, on whom lies the responsibility of forcing Faisals hand!

Well, sahib, these three prisoners who sit here offered, at once to go to Damascus and kill the men who are advising Faisal wrongly. They said that if they were given money they could easily hire Damascenes to do the dagger work, there being, as the sahib doubtless knows, a common saying in these parts about Damascus folk and sharp steel. Whereat Yussuf Dakmar suddenly assumed a sneering tone of voice, saying that he preferred men for his part with spunk enough to do such work themselves, and there was an argument, they protesting and he mocking them, until at last this man, whose neck the glass cut, demanded of him whether he, Yussuf Dakmar, was not in truth an empty boaster who would flinch at bloodshed.

He seemed to have been waiting for just that, sahib, for he smirked and threw a chest. I am a man, said he, of example as well as precept. I have done what I saw fit to do! I make no boasts, said he, for a man who talks about himself sets others talking, and there are deeds creditable to the doer that are best not spoken of. But I will tell you other things, and you may draw your own conclusions.

Because Faisal refuses to attack the French, having promised those promise-breakers that he will not; and because Faisal has promised to protect the Jews and is likely to try to keep that promise to the promise-breaking English, certain of his intimates in Damascus, in whose confidence I am, have determined to force both issues, taking steps in his name that will commit him finally. Faisals army of fifty thousand men is as ready as it will ever be. There is no money in the Damascus treasury, and therefore every moment of delay is now a moment lost. The time has come for action!

Our three prisoners were listening to the recitation spellbound, and so were we all for that matter. The mere memory feat was amazing enough. Few men could listen in hiding to a strangers words, and report them exactly after an interval of more than an hour; but Narayan Singh did better than that, for he reproduced the speakers gesture and inflection, so that we had a mental picture of the scene that he described. Mabel offered him stewed tannic acid in the name of tea, and Ticknor suggested a chair, but he waved both offers aside and continued as if the picture before his mind and the words he was remembering might escape him if he took things easy.

Sahib, they were very much excited when he spoke of action. First one man and then another stood up and boasted of having made all things ready; how this one had supervised the hiding of sharp swords; how another had kept men at work collecting cartridges on battlefields; how this and that one had continued spreading talk against the Jews, so that they swore that at least ten thousand Moslems in Jerusalem are fretting to begin a massacre. Let Faisal only strike the first blow from Damascus, said they, and Palestine will run blood instantly!

And we sit here drinking tea, exclaimed Mabel, while up at headquarters theyre dancing and playing bridge! I call this awful! We all ought to be ...

Grim smiled and shook his head for silence.

Weve known all this for some time, he said. Dont worry. Therell be no massacre; the troops are sleeping by their arms, and every possible contingency has been provided for. Go on, Narayan Singh.

Well, sahib; when they had done babbling and boasting this Yussuf Dakmar got back on his stool and spoke sternly, as one who gives final judgment and intends to be obeyed. It is we who must make the first move, said he; and we shall force Faisal to move after us by moving in his name. Whereat this man here, whose nose was broken on the fist of Jeremy sahib, said that a letter bearing Faisals seal would make the matter easier. For the men, said he, who are to slit Jews throats will ask first for proof of our authority to bid them begin the business.

And at that speech Yussuf Dakmar laughed with great delight. Better late than never! said he. Better to think of a wise precaution now than not at all! But oh, ye are an empty-headed crew! he told them. I pity the conspiracy that had no better planning than ye would make for it without my forethought! I thought of this long ago! I sent a message to Damascus, begging that a date be set and just such a letter sent to us. Faisal, I knew, would sign no such letter; but the paper he uses lies on an open desk, and there are men about him who have access to his seal. And because my appeal was well-timed it met with approval. A letter such as I asked for was written on Faisals paper, sealed with his seal, and sent!

But does it bear his signature? a man asked.

How could it, since he never saw the letter? Yussuf Dakmar answered.

Then few will pay heed to it, said the other.

Perhaps if we were all such fools as you that might be so, Yussuf Dakmar retorted. However, fortunately the rest of us have readier wits! This letter is signed with a number, and the number is that of Faisals generation in descent from the Prophet Mohammed. Let men be told that this is his secret signature, and when they see his seal beside it, will they not believe? Every hour in Jerusalem, and in all the world, men believe things less credible than that!

But at that, sahib, another man asked him how they might know that the letter really came from Damascus. It well might be, said that one, a forgery contrived by Yussuf Dakmar himself, in which case though they might stir many Moslems into action by showing it, the men in Damascus would fail to follow up the massacre by striking at the French. And if they do not strike at the French, said he, the French will not appeal to the British for aid; and so the British troops will be free to protect the Jews and butcher us, by which means we shall be worse off than before.

Whereat Yussuf Dakmar laughed again. If ye will go to the Sikh hospital, said he, ye will find there the man who brought the letter. He lies in a cot in the upper story with a knife-wound between his shoulder-blades. It was a mistaken accident unfortunate for him; the letter was intended for me, but I did not know that. What does the life of one fool matter? He gave out that Jews stabbed him, and it may be he believes that; yet I have the letter in my pocket here! And he touched with one hand the portion of his coat beneath which was the pocket that contained the letter. I was watching, sahib, from where I lay hidden.

He was about, I think, to show them the letter, when another thought occurred to him. He wrinkled his brow, as if seeking words in which to make his meaning clear, and they seemed willing enough to wait for him, but not so I, for I now knew where the letter was. So I sprang into their midst, falling less dangerously than I might have done by reason of a mans shoulders that served for a cushion. It may be that his bones broke under my weight. I can give no accurate report as to that, for I was in great haste. But as he gave way under me, I pitched forward, and, kicking Yussuf Dakmar in the belly with my boot, I fell on him, they falling on me in turn and we all writhing together in one mass on the floor. So I secured the letter.

Good man! Grim nodded.

Wish Id been there! mourned Jeremy.

And, having what I came for, I broke free; and taking the red stool I hurled it at the lamp, so that we were in total darkness, which made it a simple matter to unlock the door, and proceed about my business. Nevertheless, I heard them strike matches behind me, and it seemed unwise to take to my heels at once, it being easy to pursue a man who runs.

As the sahib doubtless remembers, between that coffee shop and the next house is a stone buttress jutting out into the street, forming on its side farthest from the coffee-shop a dark corner, for whose filth and stink the street cleaners ought to be punished. Therein I lurked, while those who pursued ran past me up the street, I counting them; and among them I did not count Yussuf Dakmar and three more. It happened that a man was running up the street and the pursuers supposed him to be me. So I was left with only four to deal with; and it entered my head that no doubt Jimgrim sahib would be pleased to interview Yussuf Dakmar.

And after a few moments Yussuf Dakmar came forth, and I heard him speak to these three fellows.

Those fools, said he, hunt like street dogs at the sound of rubbish tossed out of a window. But I think that Indian soldier is less foolish than they. If I were he, said Yussuf Dakmar, I think I wouldnt run far, with all these shadows to right and left and all the hours from now until dawn in which to act the fox. I suspect he is not far away at this minute. Nevertheless, said he, those Indians are dangerous fellows. It is highly important that we get that letter from him; but it is almost equally important that we stop his mouth, which would be impossible if he should escape alive. If we wait here, said he, we shall see him emerge from a shadow, if I am not much mistaken.

So they waited, sahib. And after a few minutes, when my breath had returned to me, I let him have credit as a wise one by emerging as he had said. And those four stalked me through the streets, not daring to come close until I should lead them to a lonely place; and I led them with discretion to this house, where happened what the sahib knows.

That is all I know about this matter, except that being absent from duty on sick-leave there may be difficulty in the matter of my tunic, which is badly torn.

Having finished his story Narayan Singh stood at attention like one of those wooden images they used to keep on the sidewalk outside tobacco stores.

Grim smiled at the prisoners and asked whether they had any remarks to make  a totally lawless proceeding, for he did not caution them, and had no jurisdiction as a magistrate. They were three men caught red-handed attempting murder and burglary, and entitled accordingly to protection that the law doesnt always accord to honest men. But, as I have said, a true tale in the ears of criminals acts like a chemical reagent. It sets them to work lying, and the lie burns off, disclosing naked truth again. But, mother of me, they were daring liars! The fellow who had come out of the scrap more or less unscathed piped up for the three, the other two nodding and prompting him in whispers.

What that Indian says in the main is true. He did jump down from the gallery and surprise a meeting summoned by Yussuf Dakmar. And it is true that Yussuf Dakmars purpose is to bring about a massacre of Jews, which is to be simultaneous with an attack by Faisals forces on the French in Syria. But we three men are not in favor of it. We have had no part in the preparations, although we know all details. We are honest men, who have the public interest at heart, and accordingly we have spied on Yussuf Dakmar, purposing to expose all his plans to the authorities.

Jeremy began humming to himself. Mabel tittered, and little Doctor Ticknor swore under his breath. But Grim looked as if he believed them  looked pleasantly surprised  and nodded gravely.

But that hardly explains your following this Indian through the streets and attacking him on the veranda, he suggested, as if sure they could explain that too  as sure enough they did.

We did not attack him. He attacked us. It was obvious to us from the first that he must be an agent of the Government. So when Yussuf Dakmar told us to follow and murder him we decided it was time to expose Yussuf Dakmar, and that this was our opportunity. We knew surely that this Indian would take that letter straight to some official of the Government; it was only necessary to pretend to hunt him and in that manner inveigle Yussuf Dakmar into the toils.

But when we reached this house Yussuf Dakmar was afraid and refused to approach nearer than the street. He insisted on keeping watch outside the garden gate while we should draw near and shoot everyone who might be in the house and recover the letter. He is a coward, and we could not persuade him.

So we decided to pretend to do his bidding, and to whisper through the window to the people within to pass out to the street by some back way and capture him, after which we would give all our evidence to the authorities.

It was while we were looking through the window, seeking to call the attention of those within for that purpose and no other, that we were attacked and submitted to much unnecessary violence. That is the whole truth, as Allah is our witness! We are honest men, who seek to uphold the law, and we claim the protection of the Government. We are ready to tell all we know, including the names of those connected with this plot.


CHAPTER 5. Nobody will know, no bouquets

There followed a tedious hour or two, during which Grim cross-examined the three honest men, and took down lists of names from their dictation, getting Doctor Ticknor meanwhile to go for the police because Yussuf Dakmar might still be lurking in the neighborhood for a chance to murder Narayan Singh. It was only after the police had carried off the prisoners to jail (where they repudiated their entire confession next morning) that Grim showed us the letter which, like a spark, had fired a powder magazine  although a smaller one than its writer intended.

It isnt in Faisals handwriting, he said, holding the feathery Arab script up to the lamplight; and its no more like his phraseology than a camel resembles a locomotive. Listen to this:

To the Pan-Arab Committee in Jerusalem, by favor of Yussuf Dakmar Bey its District President, Greeting in the name of God:

Ye know that on former occasions the foes of our land and race were overwhelmed when, relying on the aid of the Most High, and raising the green banner of the Prophet  on whom be peace  we launched our squadrons in a cause held sacred by us all.

Ye know that in that fashion, and not otherwise, the accursed conquerors were driven forth and our sacred banner was set on high over the Damascus roofs, where by Allahs blessing may it wave for ever!

Ye know how those who claimed to be our friends have since proven themselves foes, so that the independent state for which we fought is held today in ignominious subjection by aliens, who deny the true Faith and hold their promises as nothing.

Ye know how Damascus is beset by the French, and Palestine is held by the British who, notwithstanding the oath they swore to us, are daily betraying us Arabs to the Jews.

Know now, then, that the hour has struck when, again in the name of Allah, we must finish what we formerly began and with our true swords force these infidels to yield our country to us. Nor on this occasion shall we sheathe our swords until from end to end our land is free and united under one government of our own choosing.

Know that this time there shall be no half-measures nor any compromise. It is written, Ye shall show no quarter to the infidel. Let no Jew live to boast that he has footing in the land of our ancestors. Leave ye no root of them in the earth nor seedling that can spring into a tree! Smite, and smite swiftly in the name of Him who never sleeps, who keeps all promises, whose almighty hand is ready to preserve the Faithful.

Whereunto ye are bidden to take courage. Whereunto our army of Syria stands ready. Whereunto the day has been appointed.

Know ye that the tenth day from the sending of this letter, and at dawn, is the appointed time. Therefore let all make common cause for the favor of the Most High which awaits the Faithful.

In the name of God and Mohammed the Prophet of God, on whom be blessings.

There followed the Moslem date and the numerical signature over Faisals indubitable seal. Grim figured a moment and worked out the corresponding date according to our western calendar.

Leaves six days, he said pleasantly. It means the French intend to attack Damascus seven days from now.

Let em! Jeremy exploded. Faisalll give em hell! All theyve got are Algerians.

The French have poison gas, Grim answered dourly. Faisals men have no masks.

Get em some!

That was Jeremy again. Grim didnt answer, but went on talking:

Theyre going to get Damascus. All theyve waited for was poison gas, and now theres no stopping em. They forged this letter after the gas arrived. Now if they catch Faisal in Damascus theyll put him on trial for his life, and they probably hope to get this letter back somehow to use as evidence against him.

Go slow, Jim! Mabel objected. Wheres your proof that the French are jockeying this? Isnt that Faisals seal?

Yes, and its his paper. But not his handwriting.

He might have dictated it, mightnt he?

Never in those words. Faisal dont talk or write that way. The letters a manifest forgery, as Ill prove by confronting Faisal with it. But theres a little oversight that should convince you its a forgery. Have you a magnifying glass, doc?

Ticknor produced one in a minute, and Grim held the letter under the lamp. On the rather wide margin, carefully rubbed out, but not so carefully that the indentation did not show, was the French word magnifique that had been written with a rather heavy hand and one of those hard pencils supplied to colonial governments by exporters from stocks that cant be sold at home.

That proves nothing, Mabel insisted. All educated Arabs talk French. Somebody on Faisals staff was asked for an opinion on the letter before it went. My husbands Arab orderly told me only yesterday that a sling I made for a man in the hospital was magnifique.

The objection was well enough taken, because it was the sort the forger of the letter would be likely to raise if brought to book. But Grims argument was not exhausted.

There are other points, Mabel. For one thing, its blue metallic ink. Faisals private letters are all written with indelible black stuff made from pellets that I gave him; theyre imported from the States.

But if Faisal wanted to prove an alibi, he naturally wouldnt use his special private ink, objected Mabel.

Then why his seal, and his special private notepaper? However, theres another point. Faisal writes the purest kind of Arabic, and this isnt that sort of Arabic. It was written by a foreigner  perhaps a Frenchman  possibly an Armenian  most likely a Turk  certainly one of the outer ring of politicians who have access to Faisal and seek to control him, but are not really in his confidence. Damascus is simply a network of spies of that kind  men who attached themselves to the Arab cause when it looked like winning and are now busy transferring their allegiance.

I think I could name the man who wrote this; I think I know the man who wrote that magnifique. If Im right, Yussuf Dakmar will notify the French tonight through their agents in Jerusalem. The man who wrote that magnifique will know before morning that the letters missing; and it doesnt matter how careful I may be, itll be known as soon as I start for Damascus.

Theyll dope out that our obvious course would be to confront Faisal with this letter. The only way to travel is by train; the roads are rotten  in fact, no auto could get through; theyd tip off the Bedouins, whod murder everybody.

So theyll watch the trains and especially Haifa, where everyone going north has to spend the night; and theyll stop at nothing to get the letter back, for two reasons; as long as its in our hands it can be used to establish proof of the plot against Faisal; once its back in theirs, they can keep it in their secret dossier to use against Faisal if they ever catch him and bring him to trial. You remember the Dreyfus case?

I shall start for Damascus by the early train  probably take an auto as far as Ludd. If I want to live until I reach Damascus I shall have to prove conclusively that I havent that letter with me. Anyone known to be in British service is going to be suspected and, if not murdered, robbed. Ramsden has been seen about too much with me. Jeremy might juggle by but hes already notorious, and these people are shrewd. Better hold Jeremy in reserve, and the same with Narayan Singh. A womans best. How about you, Mabel?

What dyou mean, Jim?

Do you know a woman in Haifa?

Of course I do.

Well enough to expect a bed for the night at a moments notice?

Certainly.

Mabels eyes were growing very bright indeed. It was her husband who looked alarmed.

Well, now, heres the point.

Grim leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette, not looking at anybody, stating his case impersonally, as it were, which is much the shrewdest way of being personal.

Faisals up against it, and hes the best man in all this land, bar none. Theyve dealt to him from a cold deck, and hes bound to lose this hand whichever way he plays it. To put it differently, hes in check, but not checkmated. Hell be checkmated, though, if the French ever lay hands on him, and then good-bye to the Arabs chance for twenty years.

I propose to save him for another effort, and the only way to do that is to convince him. The best way to convince him is to show him that letter, which cant be done if Faisals enemies discover who carries it. If Ramsden, Jeremy, Narayan Singh and I start for Damascus, pretending that one or other of us has the letter concealed on his person, and if a woman really carries it, well manage. Is Mabel Ticknor going to be the woman? Thats the point.

Too dangerous, Jim! Too dangerous! Ticknor put in nervously.

Pardon me, old man. The danger is for us four, who pretend weve got the thing.

There are lots of other women and Ive only got one wife! objected Ticknor.

Were pressed for time, Grim answered. You see, Ticknor, old man, youre a Cornstalk and therefore an outsider  just a medico, who saws bones for a living, satisfied to keep your body out of the poorhouse, your soul out of hell, and your name out of the newspapers. Your wife is presumably more so. There are several officials wives who would jump at the chance to be useful; but a sudden trip toward Damascus just now would cause any one of them to be suspected, whereas Mabel wouldnt be.

I dont know why not! Ticknor retorted. Wasnt she in here when those three murderers came to finish the lot of us? If Yussuf Dakmar makes any report at all hell surely say he traced the letter to this house.

Yussuf Dakmar came no nearer than the street, Grim answered. He has no notion who is in here. His three friends are in jail under lock and key, where he cant get at them. How long have you had this house? Since yesterday, isnt it? Dyou kid yourself that Yussuf Dakmar knows who lives here?

I can get leave of absence. Suppose I go in Mabels place? suggested Ticknor, visibly worried.

The mere fact that she goes, while you stay here, will be presumptive evidence that she isnt on a dangerous mission, Grim answered. No. It has got to be a woman. If Mabel wont go Ill find someone else.

You could tell by Mabels eyes and attitude that she was what the salesmen call sold already; but you didnt need a magnifying glass to detect that Ticknor wasnt. Men of his wandering habit know too well what a brave, good-tempered wife means to encourage her to take long chances; for although there are lots of women who would like to wander and accept the worlds pot luck, there are precious few capable of doing it without doubling a fellows trouble; when they know how to halve the trouble and double the fun theyre priceless.

Grim played his usual game, which is to spank down his ace of trumps face upward on the table. Most of us forget what are trumps in a crisis.

I guess its up to you, doc, he said, turning toward Ticknor. Theres nothing in it for you. Faisal isnt on the make; I dont believe he cares ten cents who is to be the nominal ruler of the Arabs, provided they get their promised independence. Hed rather retire and live privately. But he only considers himself in so far as he can serve the Arab cause. Now, youve risked Mabels life a score of times in order to help sick men in mining camps, and malaria victims and Lord knows what else. Heres a chance to do the biggest thing of all

Of course, if you put it that way ... said Ticknor, hesitating.

Just your style too. Nobody will know. No bouquets. You wont have to stammer a speech at any dinner given in your honor.

Dyou want to do it, Mabel? asked Ticknor, looking at her keenly across the table.

Of course I do!

All right, girl. Only, hurry back.

He looked hard at Grim again, then into my eyes and then Jeremys.

Shes in your hands. I dont want to see any of you three chaps alive again unless she comes back safe. Is that clear?

Clear and clean! exploded Jeremy. Its a bet, doc. Half a mo, you chaps; thats my mine at Abu Kem, isnt it? Ive agreed to give the thing to Faisal and make what terms I can with him. Jim and Rammy divvy up with me on my end, if any. That right? I say; let the doc and Mabel have a half-share each of anything our end amounts to.

Well, it took about as long to settle that business as youd expect. The doctor and Mabel protested, but its easier to give away a fortune that is still in prospect than a small sum that is really tangible  I mean between folk who stand on their own feet. It doesnt seem to deprive the giver of much, or to strain the pride of the recipient unduly.

Ive been given shares in unproven El Doradoes times out of number, and could paper the wall of, say, a good-sized bathroom with the stock certificates  may do it some day if I ever settle down. But the only gift of that sort that I ever knew to pay dividends, except to the printer of the gilt-edged scrip, is Jeremys gold mine; and youll look in vain for any mention of that in the stock exchange lists. The time to get in on that good thing was that night by Mabel Ticknors teapot in Jerusalem.

It was nearly midnight before we had everything settled, and there was still a lot to do before we could catch the morning train. One thing that Grim did was to take gum and paper and contrive an envelope that looked in the dark sufficiently like the alleged Faisal letter; and he carried that in his hand as he took to the street, with Narayan Singh following among the shadows within hail. Jeremy and I kept Narayan Singh in sight, for it was possible that Yussuf Dakmar had gathered a gang to waylay whoever might emerge from the house.

But he seemed to have had enough of bungling accomplices that night. Grim hadnt gone fifty paces, keeping well in the middle of the road, when a solitary shadow began stalking him, and doing it so cautiously that though he had to cross the circles of street lamplight now and then neither Jeremy nor I could have identified him afterward.

Narayan Singh had orders not to do anything but guard Grim against assault, for Grim judged it wise to leave Yussuf Dakmar at large than to precipitate a climax by arresting him. He had the names of most of the local conspirators, and if the leader were seized too soon the equally dangerous rank and file might scatter and escape.

Down inside the Jaffa Gate, in a dark alley beside the Grand Hotel, there are usually two or three cabs standing at any hour of the night ready to care for belated Christian gentlemen who have looked on the wine when it was any color that it chanced to be. There were three there, and Grim took the first one, flourishing his envelope carelessly under the corner lamp.

Yussuf Dakmar took the next in line, and ordered the driver to follow Grim. So we naturally took the last one, all three of us crowding on to the rear seat in order to watch the cabs in front. But as soon as we had driven back outside the city gate Yussuf Dakmar looked behind him and, growing suspicious of us, ordered his driver to let us pass.

It would have been too obvious if we had stopped too, so we hid our faces as we passed, and then put Jeremy on the front seat, he looking like an Arab and being most unrecognizable. Yussuf Dakmar followed us at long range, and as the lean horses toiled slowly up the Mount of Olives to headquarters the interval between the cabs grew greater. By the time we reached the guard-house and answered the Sikh sentrys challenge there was no sign of Grim in front, and we could only hear in the distance behind us the occasional click of a loose shoe to tell that Yussuf Dakmar was still following.


CHAPTER 6. Better the evil that we know...

Yussuf Dakmar had his nerve with him that night, or possibly desperation robbed him of discretion. He may have been a more than usually daring man with his wits about him, but youd have to hunt down the valley of death before you could bring the psychoanalytic guns to bear on him for what theyre worth. I can only tell you what he did, not why he did it.

The great hospice that the German nation built on the crown of the Mount of Olives to glorify their Kaiser stood like a shadow among shadows in its compound, surrounded by a fairly high wall. There was a pretty strong guard under an Indian officer in the guard-house at the arched main gate where the sentry challenged us.

A sentry stood at the foot of the steps under the portico at the main entrance, and there was another armed man on duty patrolling the grounds. But there were one or two other entrances, locked, though quite easy to negotiate, which the sentry could only observe while he marched toward them; for five minutes at a time, while his back was turned, at least two gates leading to official residences offered opportunity to an active man.

One lone light at a window on the top floor suggested that the officer of the night might be awake, but what with the screeching of owls and a wind that sighed among the shrubs, headquarters looked and sounded more like a deserted ancient castle than the cranium and brain-cells of Administration.

We heard Yussuf Dakmar stop his cab two hundred yards away. The cabman turned his horses and drove back toward Jerusalem without calling on Allah to witness that his fare should have been twice what he received; he didnt even lash the horses savagely; so we supposed that he hadnt been paid, and went on to deduce from that that Yussuf Dakmar had driven away again, after satisfying himself that the Faisal letter had reached headquarters. It was lazy, bad reasoning  the sort of superficial, smart stuff that has cost the lives of thousands of good men times out of number  four oclock o the morning intelligence that, like the courage of that hour, needs priming by the foreman, or the sergeant-major, or the bosun as the case may be.

The sentry turned out the guard, who let us through the gate after a word with Narayan Singh; and the man who leaned on his bayonet under the portico at the end of the drive admitted us without any argument at all.

I suppose he thought that having come that far we must be people in authority. Ever since then I have believed all the stories told me about spies who walked where they chose unchallenged during wartime; for we three  a Sikh enlisted man, an Australian disguised as an Arab, and an American in civilian clothes  entered unannounced and unwatched the building where every secret of the Near East was pigeonholed.

We walked about the corridors and up and downstairs for ten minutes, looking in vain for Grim. Here and there a servant snored on a mat in a corner, and once a big dog came and sniffed at us without making any further comment. Jeremy kicked one man awake, who, mistaking him for an Arab, cursed him in three languages, in the name of three separate gods, and promptly went to sleep again. The sensation was like being turned loose in the strong-room of a national treasury with nobody watching if you should choose to help yourself. There are acres of floor in that building. We walked twice the whole circuit of the upper and lower corridors, knocking on dozens of doors but getting no answer and finally brought up in the entrance hall.

Then it occurred to me that Grim might have gone into the building by some private entrance, perhaps round on the eastern side, so we set out to look for one.

We had just reached the northwest angle of the building, when Narayan Singh, who was walking a pace in front, stopped suddenly and held up both hands for silence. Whoever he could see among the shadows must have heard us, but it was no rare thing for officers to come roistering down those front steps and along the drive hours after midnight, and our sudden silence was more likely to give alarm than the noise had been. I began talking again in a normal voice, saying anything at all, peering about into the shadows meanwhile. But it was several seconds before I made out what the Sikhs keener eyes had detected instantly, and Jeremy saw it before I did.

There was a magnolia shrub about ten paces away from us, casting a shadow so deep that the ground it covered looked like a bottomless abyss. But nevertheless, something bright moved in it  perhaps the sheen of that lone light in an upper window reflected on a knife-hilt or a button  something that moved in time to a mans breathing.

If there was a certainty in the world it was that somebody who had no right to be there was lurking in that shadow, and he was presumably up to mischief. On the other hand, I had absolutely no right in that place either. Jeremy and Narayan Singh, being both in the British Army, were liable to be disciplined, and I might be requested to leave the country, if we should happen to blunder and tree the wrong possum, revenge being more than usually sweet to the official disturbed in the pursuit of unauthorized diplomacy. It might even be some clandestine love affair.

So I took each of my companions by the arm, gripping Jeremys particularly tightly, and started forward, whispering an explanation after we had turned the corner of the building. Let one of us go and warn the guard, I suggested. If we should draw that cover and start a shindy, were more likely to get shot by the guard than thanked.

So Narayan Singh started off for the guard-house, he being the one most capable of explaining matters to the Sikh officer, and Jeremy and I crept back through the shadows to within earshot of the dark magnolia tree, choosing a point from which we could see if anybody bolted.

You know how some uncatalogued sense informs you in the dark of the movement of the man beside you? I looked suddenly sideways toward Jeremy, knowing, although I couldnt see him, that his eyes were seeking mine. It is only the animals who omit in the darkness those instinctive daylight movements; men dont have sufficient control of themselves. We had both heard Grims voice at the same instant, speaking Arabic but unmistakable.

There were three men there. Grim was talking to the other two.

Keep your hands on each others shoulders! Dont move! Im going to search all your pockets again. Now, Mr. Charkian. Ah! That feels like quite a pretty little weapon; mother o pearl on the butt? Have you a permit? Never mind; not having the weapon you wont need a permit, will you? And papers  Mashallah! What a lot of documents; they must be highly important ones since you hide them under your shirt. I expect you planned to sell them, eh? Too bad! Too bad!

You keep your hands on Mr. Charkians shoulders, Yussuf Dakmar, or Ill have to use violence! Im not sure, Mr. Charkian, that it wouldnt be kinder to society to send you to jail after all; you need a bath so badly. It seems a pity that a chief clerk to the Administration shouldnt have a chance to wash himself, doesnt it? Well, Ill have to read these papers afterward  after weve usurped the prerogative of Destiny and mapped out a little of the future. Now  are you both listening? Do you know who I am?

There was no answer. You, Mr. Charkian?

I think you are Major Grim.

Ah! You wish to flatter me, dont you? Never mind; let us pretend Im Major Grim disguised as an Arab; only, Im afraid we must continue the conversation in Arabic; I might disillusion you if I tried to talk English. Well say then that Im Major Grim, disguised. Lets see now ... .What would he do in the circumstances? Heres Yussuf Dakmar, wanted for murder in the city and known to be plotting a massacre, seen climbing a wall when the sentrys back was turned, and caught in conference with Mr. Charkian, confidential clerk to the Administration. Im sorry I didnt hear all that was said at your conference, for that might have made it easier to guess what Major Grim would do.

Dont play with us like a cat playing with a mouse! snarled somebody. Tell us what you want. If you were Major Grim youd have handed us over to those officers who passed just now. Youre just as much irregular as we are. Hurry up and make your bargain, or the guard may come and arrest us all!

Yes, hurry up! complained the other man. I dont want to be caught here; and as for those papers you have taken, if we are caught I shall say you stole them from the office  you and Yussuf Dakmar, and that I followed you to recover them, and you both attacked me!

Very well, said Grims voice pleasantly. Ill let you go. I think youre dangerous. Youd better be quick, because I think I hear the guard coming!

Give me back the papers, then!

Aha! Will you wait and discuss them with the guard, or go at once?

The Armenian clerk didnt answer, but got up and slunk away.

Why did you let that fool go? demanded Yussuf Dakmar. Now he will awaken some officer and start hue and cry with a story that we robbed him. Listen! There comes the guard! We had better both run!

Not so fast! Grim answered.

And then he raised his voice perceptibly, as if he wished to be overheard:

I think those men who passed just now were not officers at all. Perhaps they were strangers. It may be that one of them is confused, and is leading the guard in the wrong direction!

Dont make so much noise then! retorted Yussuf Dakmar. Jeremy, who thinks habitually about ten times as fast as I do, slipped away at once into the shadows to find Narayan Singh and decoy the guard elsewhere. I didnt envy him the job, for Sikhs use cold steel first and argue afterward when on the qui vive in the dark. However, he accomplished his purpose. Narayan Singh saved his life, and the guard arrested him on general principles. You could hear both Jeremy and Narayan Singh using Grims name freely. Yussuf Dakmar wasnt deaf. He gave tongue:

There! Did you hear that? They are speaking of Major Grim. You are a fool if you wait here any longer. That fellow Grim is a devil, I tell you. If he finds us we are both lost!

We have to be found first, Grim answered, and you could almost hear him smile.

Quick then! What do you want? snapped Yussuf Dakmar. Grims answer was the real surprise of the evening. It bewildered me as much as it astonished Yussuf Dakmar.

I want that letter that came from the Emir Faisal!

I havent got it! I swear I havent!

I know that already, for I searched you. Where is it?

Ask Allah! It was stolen by a Sikh, who delivered it to someone in a house near the military hospital, who in turn gave it to an Arab, who brought it here. I hoped that fellow Charkian might steal it back again, but you have spoiled everything. Charkian will turn against me now to save himself. What do you want with the letter?

I must have it! Grim answered. The French agent

What  Sidi Said? You know him?

Surely. He would pay me a thousand pounds for it.

May Allah change his face! He only offered me five hundred!

You have seen him already, then? Grim asked. I dont believe you! When did you see him?

On the way up here. He stopped my cab to speak to me at the foot of the hill.

I began to see the drift of Grims purpose. He had established the fact that the French secret agent was already on the track of the letter, and that in turn explained why he had not seized Yussuf Dakmar and put him in jail. It was better to use the man, as the sequel proved. And Yussuf Dakmar walked straight into Grims trap.

What is your name? he demanded.

Call me Omar, said Grim.

A Turk, are you? Well, Omar, let us help each other to get that letter, and divide the reward. Sidi Said told me that the British are sure to confront Faisal with it, and to do it secretly if they can. They will try to send it to Damascus. Let us two find out who takes it, and waylay him.

Why should I divide with you? demanded Grim, who is much too good an actor to pretend to agree without bargaining.

Because otherwise you will not succeed. I was afraid of you when you first surprised me with Charkian. But now that I know you for a spy in the pay of the French I am not afraid of you, even though you have my revolver and dagger. You dare not kill me, for I would shout for help and the guard would come. You are in danger as much as I am. So you may either agree to work with me, sharing the reward, or you may work alone and have nothing for your pains; for I shall bring accomplices to help me take the letter from you after you have stolen it!

Well, I suppose that anyone with criminal intentions could submit gracefully to that much blackmail. Besides, Grim was rather pressed for time and couldnt afford to prolong the argument.

I see you are a determined man, he answered. Your demand is unreasonable, but I must agree to it.

Then give me back my pistol!

No. I need it. I lent mine this evening to another man, who has not yet returned it. That was a piece of wood with which I held you up just now. You must get yourself another.

They are hard to come by in Jerusalem. Give me mine back.

No. I shall keep it to protect myself against you.

Why? You have no need to fear me if we work together.

Because I intend to tell you what I know; and I may find it convenient to shoot you if you betray the information.

Oh! Well, tell away.

I have been cleverer than you, Grim announced blandly. I knew who had given the order to the Sikh to steal that letter from you, and I was concealed in his house when the letter was brought to him. I heard the conference that followed, so I know what is going to be done about it.

Oh! That was very smart. Well, tell me.

Three men are going to take the letter to Damascus, but I dont know which of them will have it on his person. One is an Arab. One is an American. The third is that same Sikh who took the letter from you. They will take the train from Ludd, and I have engaged myself as servant to the American.

Now that was extremely clever of, you! said Yussuf Dakmar.

Yes, Grim agreed. But perhaps it will be as well to have an accomplice after all, and you will do as well as any. If I steal the letter they may accuse me; but if I can pass it to you, then I can submit to a search and oblige them to apologize.

True! True! That will be excellent.

So you had better take the morning train for Damascus, Grim continued. But understand: If you bring others with you I shall suspect you of intending to play a trick on me. In that event I shall shoot you with your own pistol, and take my chance of escaping afterward. In fact, you are a dead man, Yussuf Dakmar, the minute I suspect you of playing me false.

The same to you likewise! Yussuf Dakmar answered fervently.

Then we understand each other, said Grim. The best thing you can do between now and train-time is to see the French agent again.

What good will that do? He is irritable  nervous; he will only ask a thousand questions.

Then your visit will do all the more good. You can calm him. We dont want a horde of fools interfering with us on the journey. We want to work quietly, and to share the reward between us. Therefore, you should tell him that you are confident of getting the letter if he will only leave the business to you alone. Give him every assurance, and explain to him that interference may mean failure. Now, I have done much the greater part so far; let this be your share to balance the account between us; you go to Sidi Said, the French agent, and make sure that he doesnt hinder us by trying to help.

Very well, I will do that. And I shall meet you at the station in the morning?

No. My party will go as far as Ludd by motor. You will see us join the train there. Go now, while the guard is out of the way.

I could not see, but I heard Yussuf Dakmar get up and go. He had hardly time to get out of earshot when Grims voice broke the silence again:

You there, Ramsden?

Instead of answering I approached.

Did you hear what was said? he asked.

Yes. Why didnt you arrest both the blackguards and have done with it?

Better the evil that we know ... he answered, with the familiar smile in his voice. The important thing is to sidetrack the French agent, who could put fifty ruffians on our trail instead of one.

Why not send a provost-marshals guard to the French agent, then?

Cant do that. France and Great Britain are allies. Besides, they might retaliate by spifflicating our agent in Damascus. Wise folk who live in glass-houses dont throw stones. What I think has been accomplished is to reduce our probable risk down to Yussuf Dakmar, whos a mean squib† at best; and I think weve drawn suspicion clear away from Mabel Ticknor. All that remains is for me to go to that room where you see the light burning and discuss matters with the chief.

If hes awake hes lonely! said I; and I told Grim of our experience inside the building.

Yes, he said. Governments are all like that. They talk glibly of the ship of state; but a ship run in the same way would pile up or sink the first night out. Youd better go home and get an hours sleep; Ill call you at seven.

Well take turns sleeping on the train, I answered. Come first and rescue Jeremy. I think the guard pinched him. Say, did you intend one of us to go and decoy the guard away that time you raised your voice?

Sure. Recognized your voices  yours especially  when you passed, and heard you breathe as you crept back. You nearly spoilt the game by turning out the guard, but you saved it again handsomely.

Its a marvel those Sikhs didnt shoot Jeremy in the dark, I answered.

You bet it is, said Grim. I guess hes too useful to be allowed to die just now.

He hung his head, thinking, as we walked side by side. That was a close shave  too close! Well, as you say, lets go and rescue him.


CHAPTER 7. You talk like a madman!

Grim changed the plan a little at the last minute. Mabel Ticknor left Jerusalem by train, as agreed, but Narayan Singh was sent that way too, to keep an eye on her. He being a Sikh, could sit in the corridor without exciting comment, and being dressed for the part of a more or less prosperous trader, he could travel first class without having to answer questions or allay suspicion.

Grim, Jeremy and I drove to Ludd in a hired auto, Grim and Jeremy both in Arab costume, and I trying to look like a tourist. Jeremy was supposed to be a traveled Arab intent on guiding me about Damascus for the usual consideration.

The platform was crowded, and we secured a compartment in the train without calling much attention to ourselves. There were British officers of all ranks, Egyptians, Jews, Greeks, refugee Armenians, Maltese, Kurds, a Turk or two, Circassians, men from as far off as Bukhara, Turkomans, Indians of all sorts, a sprinkling of Bedouins looking not quite so at home as in their native desert, and local Arabs by the score. About half of them were in a panic, encouraged to it by their shrill women-folk, fighting in a swarm for tickets at one small window, where an insolent Levantine demonstrated his capacity for self-determination by making as many people as possible miss the train. I caught sight of Mabel Ticknor in the front compartment of our car, and Grim pointed out Yussuf Dakmar leaning through a window of the car behind. His face was fat, unwholesome, with small, cold eyes, an immoral nose, and a small mouth with pouting lips. The tarbush he wore tilted at an angle heightened the general effect of arrogant self-esteem. He was an illustration of the ancient mystery  how is it that a man with such a face, and such insolence written all over him, can become a leader of other men and persuade them to hatch the eggs of treachery that he lays like a cuckoo in their nests?

He smirked at Grim suggestively as we went by, and Grim, of course, smirked back, with a sidewise inclination of the head in my direction, whereat Yussuf Dakmar withdrew himself, apparently satisfied.

Now hell waste a lot of time investigating you, said Grim in an undertone. Wed better keep awake in turns, or hell knife you.

The toe of my boot to him! I retorted. One clean kick might solve this international affair!

Steady! Grim answered. We need him until after leaving Haifa. The French agent wired, and theyll have a gang at Haifa ready for us; but Yussuf Dakmar will warn them off if we keep him hoping.

So we settled down into our compartment after a glance to make sure that Mabel was all right, and for about two minutes I imagined we were in for a lazy journey. Narayan Singh was on a camp-stool in the corridor, snoozing with one eye open like a faithful sheep-dog. It didnt seem possible for a creature like Yussuf Dakmar to make trouble for us, and I proposed that we should match coins for the first turn to go to sleep.

We had just pulled our coins out, and the engineer was backing the train in order to get her started, when Yussuf Dakmar arrived at our door, carrying his belongings, and claimed a seat on the strength of a lie about there being no room elsewhere.

Theres something about a compartment on a train that makes whoever gets in first regard the rest of the world as intruders. Nobody would have been welcome, but we would have preferred a pig to Yussuf Dakmar. Jeremy, democrat of democrats, who had slept without complaining between the legs of a dead horse on a rain-swept battlefield, with a lousy Turkish prisoner hugging him close to share the blanket, was up in arms at once.

Imshi! he ordered bluntly.

But Yussuf Dakmar was delighted. The reception convinced him, if anything were needed to do that, that one of us really was guarding the secret letter; and he was one of those hogs, anyhow, who glory in snouting in where they are plainly not wanted. He took the corner seat opposite Jeremy, tucked his legs up under him, produced a cigarette and smiled offensively. Ill concede this, though: I think the smile was meant to be ingratiating.

He pulled out a package wrapped in newspaper and began to eat before the train had run a mile. And, you know, more men get killed because of how they eat than by the stuff they devour. If you dont believe that, try living in camp for a week or two with a man who chews meat with his mouth open. Youll feel the promptings of a murderer. I know a scientist who swears that the real secret of the Cain and Abel story is that Abel sucked his gums at mealtime.

You ought to be buried up to the neck and fed with a shovel! Jeremy informed him in blunt English after listening to the solo for a while.

Aha! That is the way they used to treat criminals in Persia, he answered pleasantly, with his mouth full of goats milk cheese. Only they put plaster of Paris in the hole, and when it rained the wretched man was squeezed until the blood came out of his mouth and eyes, and he died in agony. But how comes it that you speak to me in English? If we are both Arabs, why not talk the mother tongue?

My rump is my rump and the land is its rulers, Jeremy answered in Arabic, quoting the rudest proverb he could think of on the spur of the moment.

Ah! And who is its ruler? Who is to be its ruler?

Yussuf Dakmar made a surreptitious face at Grim, and his little cold eyes shone like a hungry pariah dogs. It began to be interesting to watch his opening gambit.

I have heard tales, he went on, of a new ruler for this country. What do you think of Faisals chance?

As he said that he eyed me sideways swiftly and keenly. Grim sat back in his own corner and folded up his legs, watching the game contentedly. Jeremy, intercepting Yussuf Dakmars glance, put his own construction on it. He is a long, lean man, but like the Fat Boy in The Pickwick Papers he likes to make your flesh creep, and humor, to have full zest for him, has to be mischievous.

So he commenced by pulling out his weapons one by one. The first was a razor, which he sharpened, tested with his thumb suggestively, and then placed in his sock, studying Yussuf Dakmars throat for a minute or so after that, as if expecting to have to use the razor on it presently.

As the effect of that wore off he pulled out a pistol. It was one of the kind that wont go off unless you pull the Hammer back, but Yussuf Dakmar didnt know that, and if he had flesh and blood capable of creeping its a safe assertion that they crept. Jeremy acted as if he didnt understand the weapon, and for fifteen minutes did more stunts with it than a puppy can do with a ball of twine. One of them that interested Yussuf Dakmar awfully was to point the pistol straight ahead, half-cocked, and try to get the hammer down by slapping it with the palm of his hand.

Most of our baggage was on the floor, but one fairly heavy valise was in the rack over Yussuf Dakmars head. Jeremy got up to examine it when the pistol had ceased to amuse him, and taking advantage of a jerk as the train slowed down, contrived to drop it into the Syrians lap; who rather naturally swore; whereat Jeremy took offense, and accused him of being a descendant of Hanna, son of Manna, who lived for a thousand and one years and never enjoyed himself.

It was our turn to eat sandwiches after that, while Yussuf Dakmar recovered from his disgruntlement. But just before the meal was finished Jeremy revived the game by asking suddenly in an awestruck whisper where it was. He slapped himself all over in a hurry, feeling for hidden pockets, and then came over and pretended to search me. There wasnt anything to do but fall in with his mood, so I resisted, searched my own pockets reluctantly, and said that we might as well take the next train back, since we had lost the important document.

Before we started we had put into a wallet the fake envelope that Grim had carried in his hand the previous night, and had entrusted the wallet to Jeremy in order to have an alibi ready for Mabel in case of need. Grim took up the cudgels now and reminded me respectfully, as a servant should when speaking to his master, that I had taken all proper precautions and could not be blamed in any event.

But I think it will be found, he said hopefully. Inshallah, it is not lost, but in the wallet in the pocket of that hare-brained friend of yours.

So Jeremy went back to his corner, searched for the wallet, found it after pretty nearly, standing on his head to shake his clothes, examined it excitedly, and produced the fake envelope, flourishing it so violently that nobody, even with eyes like a hawks, could have identified it with certainty.

Then he dropped it in among the baggage on the floor, and went down on his knees to pick it up again. There is no more finished expert at sleight of hand than he, so it vanished, and he swore he couldnt find it. In a well- simulated agony of nervousness he called on Yussuf Dakmar to get down and help him search, and the Syrian hadnt enough self-command left to pretend to hesitate; his cold eyes were nearly popping from his head as he knelt and groped. The chief subject of interest to me just then was how he proposed to retain the letter in the unlikely event of his finding it first.

It was a ridiculous search, because there wasnt really anywhere to look. After three bags had been lifted and their bottoms scrutinized the whole floor of the compartment lay naked to the eye, except where my feet rested. Jeremy insisted on my raising them, to the accompaniment of what he considered suitable comment on their size, turning his behind end meanwhile toward Yussuf Dakmar.

Grim chuckled and caught my eye. Yussuf Dakmar had walked straight into temptation, and was trying to search Jeremys pockets from the rear  no easy matter, for he had to discover them first in the loose folds of the Arab costume.

Suddenly Jeremys mood changed. He became suspicious, stood up, resumed his seat  and glared at Yussuf Dakmar, who retired into his corner and tried to seem unconscious of the game.

I believe you are a thief  one of those light-fingered devils from El-Kalil! said Jeremy suddenly, after about three minutes silence. I believe you have stolen my letter! Like the saints ass, you are a clever devil, arent you? Nevertheless, you are like a man without fingernails, whose scratching does him no good! Your labor was in vain. Give me back the letter, or by Allah I will turn you upside down!

Yussuf Dakmar denied the accusation with all the fervor that a blackguard generally does use when, for once, he is consciously innocent.

By the Beard of the Prophet and on my honor I swear to you that I havent touched your letter! I dont know where it is.

Show me the Prophets beard! commanded Jeremy. Show me your honor!

You talk like a madman! How can I show either?

Then how can you swear by them? Father of easy words and evil deeds, give me the letter back!

Yussuf Dakmar appealed to me as presumably responsible for Jeremy.

You saw, effendi, didnt you? I tried to help him. But he who plays with the cat must suffer her claws, so now he accuses me of stealing. I call you to witness that I took nothing.

You must excuse him, I answered. That is a highly important letter. If it isnt found the consequences may be disastrous.

By Allah, it shall be found! exploded Jeremy, glaring harder than ever at Yussuf Dakmar. Look at his face! Look at his evil eyes! He came in here on purpose to spy on us and steal that letter! It is time to use my razor on him! I swear not by the Prophets beard or anybodys honor, but by the razor in my sock that he has the letter and that I will have it back!

Well, that was a challenge there was no side-stepping. Sure of being able to prove innocence, Yussuf Dakmar decided that a bold course was the best. He proceeded to empty his own pocket, laying the contents on the seat before Jeremys eyes. And Jeremy watched like a puzzled puppy with his brow wrinkled. The process took time, because he was wearing one of those imitation Western suits, of prehistoric cut but up-to-date with every imaginable pocket that a tailor could invent. Their contents included a dagger and a clasp-knife with a long blade sharpened on both edges, but no pistol.

Now are you satisfied? he demanded, after turning inside-out the two secret pockets in the lining of his vest.

Less than ever! Jeremy retorted. Until I see you naked I will not believe you!

Yussuf Dakmar turned to me again. He was a patient spy, if ever there was one.

Do you think I should be put to that indignity? he asked. Shall I undress myself?

By Allah, unless you do it I will cut your clothes off with my razor! Jeremy announced.

We drew up at a station then, and had to wait until the train went on again. By that time Yussuf Dakmar had made up his mind. He slipped off his jacket and vest and began to unfasten his collar-button as the train gained speed.

Everything went smoothly until he stood up to remove his pants. He had the top of them in both hands when Jeremy seized him suddenly by the elbows and spun him face about. And there the letter lay, face downward on the seat he had just left, bent and a little crinkled in proof that he had been sitting on it for some minutes past.

Now it doesnt make any difference whether a man meant to take off his trousers or not. In a crisis, if they are unfastened, he will hold them up. Its like catching a monkey; you put corn into a narrow-necked basket. The monkey inserts his arm, fills his hand with corn, and tries to pull it out, but cant unless he lets go of the corn, which he wont do. So you catch him. Yussuf Dakmar held up his pants with one hand, and tried to free himself from Jeremy with the other. If he had let go his pants he might have seized the envelope and discovered what a fake it was; but he wouldnt do that. It was I who pounced on it and stowed it away carefully in my inner pocket.

Yussuf Dakmars emotions were poignant and mixed, but he was no quitter. He thought he knew definitely where the letter was now, and the wolf glance with which he favored me changed swiftly to a smile of ingratiating politeness.

I am glad you have recovered what you lost, he said, smiling, as he fastened up his pants and resumed his coat. This friend of yours  or is he your servant?  made me nervous with his threats, or I should certainly have found it for you sooner.

And now Grim resumed a hand. The last thing he wished was that Yussuf Dakmar should consider his quest too difficult, for then he would probably summon assistance at Haifa. Encouragement was the proper cue, now that Jeremy had tantalized him with a glimpse of the bait. We had nothing to fear from him unless he should lose heart.

The value of a sum lies in the answer, he said, quoting one of those copybook proverbs with which all Syrians love to clinch an argument.

The letter is in its owners pocket. The accuser should now apologize, and we can spend the rest of the journey pleasantly.

Jeremy proceeded to apologize:

So youre not such a thief as you looks.

Then he provided entertainment. He drew out the razor and did stunts with it, juggling it with open blade from hand to hand  pretending to drop it and always catching it again within a fraction of an inch of Yussuf Dakmars person. By and by he juggled with coins, match-box, cigars, razor and anything he could lay his hands on.

Mashallah! exclaimed the Syrian at last, his face all sweaty with excitement as he shrank back to avoid the spinning razor. Where did you learn such accomplishments?

Learn them? answered Jeremy, still juggling. I am a dervish. I was born, not taught. I can ride through the air on cannon-balls, and whatever I wish for is mine the next minute. Look, I have one piaster. I wish for twenty. What do I do? I spin it in the air  catch it  dyou hear them? There you are  twenty! Count em if you like.

A dervish? A holy person? You? Where do you come from?

I was born in the belly of the South Wind, answered Jeremy. Where I come from, every shell-fish has a pearl in it and gold is so common that the cattle wear it in their teeth. I can talk three languages at once and swear in six, use sulfur for tobacco, eat sardines without opening the can, and flavor my food for choice with gun-powder.

Ive been everywhere, seen everything, heard all the lies, and I found that big effendi in Jerusalem. I saw him first. He calls himself Ramsden, which is derived from the name of a creature bearing wool, which in turn is a synonym for money. Hes on his way to supply Faisal with money, and Im going to show him the streets of Damascus. Anything else you want to know?

Supply Faisal with money? That is interesting. American money perhaps? An American banker by any chance?

Nothing to do with chance. Hes a father of certainties. Didnt he give me that letter to keep, and didnt I find a safe place for it between you and the cushions? Yes, I put it there. Im an honest man, but I have my reasonable doubts about this other fellow. Ramsden effendi found him somewhere, and engaged him as a servant without asking me. Perhaps hes honest. Only Allah knows mens hearts. But he hasnt got an honest face like yours, and when pay-day comes I shall hide my money.

So you know Damascus? answered Yussuf Dakmar. I hope you will come and see me in Damascus. I will give you my address. If Ramsden effendi has only engaged you temporarily, perhaps I can show you a way to make money with those accomplishments of yours.

Make money? answered Jeremy, prattling away like a madman. I am weary of the stuff. Im hunting the world over, in search of a friend. Nobody loves me. I want to find someone wholl believe the lies I tell him without expecting me to believe the truth he tries to foist on me. I want to find a man as tricky with his brains as I am with my hands. He must be a politician and a spy, because I love excitement. Thats why I called you a spy. If you were one, you might have admitted it, and then we could have been friends, like two yolks in one eggshell. But I see youre only a shell without a yolk in it. Who cleaned you?

How long have you been in the service of Ramsden effendi? Yussuf Dakmar asked him.

Not long, and I am tired of it. He is strong, and his fist is heavy. When he gets drunk he is difficult to carry upstairs to bed, and if I am also drunk the feat is still more difficult. It is a mystery how such a man as he should be entrusted with a secret mission, for he drinks with anyone. Aha! He scowls at me because I tell the truth about him, but if I had a bottle of whisky to offer him he would soon look pleasant again, and would give me a drink too, when he had swallowed all he could hold.

If he had really been my servant I would naturally have kicked him off the train for a fraction of such impudence. I didnt exactly know what to do. There is a thoughtful motive behind every apparently random absurdity that Jeremy gets off, but I was uncomfortably conscious of the fact that my wits dont work fast enough to follow such volatile maneuvers. Perhaps its the Scotian blood in me. I can follow a practical argument fast enough, when the axioms are all laid down and were agreed on the subject.

However, Grim came to my rescue. He had his pencil out, and contrived to flick a piece of paper into my lap unseen by Yussuf Dakmar.

Jeremys cue is good [the note ran]. Dismiss him for talking about you to a stranger. Trust him to do the rest.

So I acted the part of an habitually heavy drinker in a fit of sudden rage, and dismissed Jeremy from my service on the spot.

Very well, he answered blandly. Allah makes all things easy. Let us hope that other fellow finds it easy to put you to bed tonight! Allah is likewise good, for I have my ticket to Damascus, and all I need to beg for is a bed and food at Haifa.

I muttered something in reply about his impudence, and the conversation ceased abruptly. But at the end of ten minutes or so Yussuf Dakmar went out into the corridor, signaling to Jeremy to follow him.


CHAPTER 8. Hell forgive anyone who brings him whiskey.

You remember, of course, that line that Shakespeare put into the mouth of Puck? What fools these mortals be! The biggest fools are the extra smart ones, whose pride and peculiar joy it is to beat the game.

Yussuf Dakmar assessed all other humans as grist for his mill. Character to him was expressed in degrees of folly and sheer badness. Virtue existed only as a weakness to be exploited. The question that always exercised him was, wherein does the other fellows weakness lie? Its a form of madness. Where a sane man looks for strength and honesty that he can yoke up with, a Yussuf Dakmar spies out human failings; and whereas most of us in our day have mistaken pyrites for fine gold, which did not hurt more than was good for us, he ends by mistaking gold for dross.

You can persuade such a man without the slightest difficulty that you are a fool and a crook. Jeremy had turned the trick for his own amusement as much as anything, although his natural vein of shrewdness probably suggested the idea. Yussuf Dakmar, ready to believe all evil and no good of anyone, was convinced that he had to deal with a scatter-brained Arab who could be used for almost any purpose, and Jeremys riotous bent for jumping from one thing to another fixed the delusion still more firmly.

But Lord, he had caught a Tartar! Outside at the end of the corridor, in full view, but out of earshot, of Narayan Singh, Yussuf Dakmar made a proposal to Jeremy that was almost perfect in its naive obliquity. There was nothing original or even unusual about it, except the circumstances, time and place. Green-goods men and blue-sky stock salesmen, race-course touts and sure-thing politicians get away with the same proposition in the U.S. every day of the week, and pocket millions by it. Only, just as happens to all such gentry on occasion, Yussuf Dakmar had the wrong fish in his net.

He jerked his head toward where Narayan Singh sat stolid and sleepy- looking on a camp-stool with his curly black beard resting on the heel of one hand.

Do you know that man? he asked.

WAllah! How should I know him? Jeremy answered. He looks like a Hindu thinking of reincarnation. Inshallah, he will turn into a tiger presently!

Beware of him! He is an Administration spy. He is watching me talk to you, and perhaps he will ask you afterward what I have said. You must be very careful how you answer him.

I will tell him you asked me for a love-potion for the engine-drivers wife, Jeremy answered.

I am listening. What is it you are really going to say?

That master of yours  that Ramsden, who dismissed you so tyrannically just now

That drunkard? There is nothing interesting to be said about him, Jeremy answered. He is a fool who has paid my fare as far as Damascus. May Allah reward him for it!

Are you telling me the truth? demanded Yussuf Dakmar, fixing his eyes sternly on Jeremys.

Your con man never overlooks a chance to put his intended victim on the defensive at an early stage in the proceedings. How can he have paid your fare as far as Damascus? This line only goes to Haifa, where you have to change trains and buy another ticket.

I see you are a clever devil, Jeremy retorted. May Allah give you a belly ache, if that is where you keep your brains! It was I who bought the tickets. The fool gave me sufficient money for three first-class fares all the way to Damascus, and I have the change. He forgot that when he dismissed me.

Then you wont need to beg board and lodging in Haifa?

Oh, yes. I need my money for another matter. It is high time I married, and a fellow without money has to put up with any toothless that nobody else will take.

So you hope to find a wife in Damascus?

Inshallah, Jeremy answered piously.

Well, I will find you a good-looking girl for wife, provided you first prove that you will make a good son-in-law. I take men as I find them, not as they represent themselves. He who wishes for the fire must first chop wood. You understand me?

WAllah! I can chop wood like an axe with two heads. Is the woman your daughter?

That is as may be. Let us talk business. I reward my friends, but woe betide the fool who betrays my confidence! said Yussuf Dakmar darkly.

I see you are a man after my own heart, answered Jeremy; a thorough fellow who stops at nothing! Good! Allah must have brought us two together for an evil purpose, being doubtless weary of the League of Nations; Unbosom! I am like a well, into which men drop things and never see them anymore.

You are a fine rascal, I can see that clearly! So you think that Allah is cooking up evil, do you? Tee-hee! That is an original idea, and there may be something in it. Let us hope there is something in it for us two, at all events. Now, as to that fellow Ramsden

Avoid him unless he is drunk, advised Jeremy. The weight of his fist would drive a man like you like a nail into a tree.

Who fears such an ox? the Syrian retorted. A fly can sting him; a little knife can bleed him; a red rag can enrage him; and the crows who devour that sort of meat wont worry as to whether he was killed according to ritual! He has money for Faisal, has he? Well, never mind. He has a letter as well, and that is what I want. Will you get it for me?

Do you need it badly?

By Allah, I must have it!

By Allah, then I am in good luck, for that makes me indispensable, doesnt it? And an indispensable man can demand what he pleases!

Not at all, Yussuf Dakmar answered, frowning. I have taken a fancy to you, or I would see you to the devil. When we reach Haifa, ten or even twenty men will present themselves to do this business for me. Or, if I choose, I can use that fellow Omar who is traveling with Ramsden; he would like to be my accomplice, but I dont trust him very much.

In that you are perfectly right, answered Jeremy. He is not at all the sort of man for you to trust. It wouldnt surprise me to learn that he has warned Ramsden against you already! Better beware of him!

According to Jeremys account of the conversation afterward, it was not until that moment that he saw clearly how to prevent Yussuf Dakmar from calling in thugs to attack me either at Haifa or at some point between there and Damascus. Until then he had been feeling his way along spieling, as he calls it  keeping his man interested while he made all ready for the next trick.

To tell you the truth, he went on, Omar isnt that fellows real name. He is a sharp one, and he is after the letter every bit as much as you are.

How do you know that?

WAllah, how not? because he himself told me! just like you, he tried to get me into partnership. He offered me a big reward, but hes not like you, so I didnt believe him; and he has no daughter; Ive no use for a man who hasnt a good-looking daughter. What hes afraid of is that someone else may get the letter first. And hes a desperate fellow. He told me his intentions and whether you believe me or not, theyre worthy of a wolf!

Im glad I resolved to take you into my confidence, said Yussuf Dakmar, nodding. Go on; Im listening. Tell me what he told you.

He plans to get hold of the letter between Haifa and Damascus. He thinks thats safest, because its over the border and there wont be any British officers to interfere. Somewhere up the Lebanon Valley, after most of the passengers have left the train, looks good to him. But I think he knows who you are.

Yes, he knows me. Go on.

And hes afraid youll get help and forestall him. So hes going to watch Ramsden like a cat watching a mouse-hole, and hes going to watch you too. And if anybody tries to interfere at Haifa, or if men get on the train between Haifa and Damascus who look like being accomplices of yours, hes going to murder Ramsden there and then, seize the letter, and make a jump for it! You see, hes one of those mean fellows  a regular dog-in-the-manger; hed rather get caught by the police and hanged for murder than let anybody else get what hes after. Oh, believe me, I didnt trust him! I laughed when he made his proposal to me.

Now that is very interesting, said Yussuf Dakmar. To tell you the truth I had a little experience with him last night myself. He came on me by accident in a certain place, and we conversed. I pretended to agree with him for the sake of appearances, but I formed a very poor opinion of him. Well, suppose we put him out of the way first; how would that be? You look like a strong man. Suppose you watch for an opportunity to push him off the train?

Oh, that would never do! Jeremy answered, shaking his head from side to side. You mustnt forget that Indian who sits in the corridor. It was you yourself who told me he is an Administration spy. If he suspects you already, he will suspect me for having talked with you, and will watch me; and if I try to push that fellow Omar off the train, he will come to the rescue. Surely you dont expect me to fight both of them at once! Besides, you must consider Ramsden.

That fellow Ramsden is big and strong, but he is a nervous wreck. Give him the least excuse and he will yell for the police like a baby crying for its mother! He looks on Omar as his bodyguard now that he has dismissed me; and if Omar should get killed, or disappear between here and Haifa, Ramsden would demand an escort of police. In fact, I think hed lose courage altogether and put that letter in a strong-room in the Haifa bank. What is the letter, anyway? Whats in it? How much will you pay me if I get it for you?

Never mind whats in it. Will you get it, thats the point  will you get it and bring it to me?

That isnt the point at all, answered Jeremy. The point is how much will you pay me if I do that?

Very well, I will pay you fifty pounds.

Mashallah! You must need it awfully badly. I could have been hired for fifty shillings to do a much more dangerous thing!

Well, twenty-five pounds ought to be enough. I will pay you twenty- five.

Nothing less than fifty! Jeremy retorted. I always get fifty of everything. Fifty lashes in the jail  fifty beans at meal-time  fifty pairs of boots to clean for Ramsden  fifty is my lucky number. I have made forty-nine attempts to get married, and the next time I shall succeed. If it isnt the womans lucky number too, thats her affair. Show me the fifty pounds.

I havent that much with me, answered Yussuf Dakmar. I will pay you in Damascus.

All right. Then I will give you the letter in Damascus.

No, no! Get it as soon as possible.

I will.

And give it to me immediately. Then if you like you can stay close to me until I pay you in Damascus.

The ass is invited to a wedding to carry wood and water, and they beat him with one of the sticks he carried, Jeremy quoted. No, no, no! I will get the letter, for I know how. After I have it you may keep close to me until we reach Damascus. I will show it to you, but I wont give it to you until after I get the fifty pounds.

Very well, since you are so untrustful.

Untrustful? I am possessed by a demon of mistrust! Why? Because I know I am not the worst person in the world, and what I can think of, another might do. Now, if you were I and I were you, which God forbid, because I am a happy fellow and you look bilious, and you stole the letter for me because I promised to pay you in Damascus, but wouldnt give me the letter until I paid you, do you know what I would think of doing? I would promise a few tough fellows ten pounds among them to murder you. Thus I would get the letter and save forty pounds.

Ah? But I am not that kind of man, said Yussuf Dakmar.

Well, you will learn what kind of man you are in the next world when you reach the Judgment Seat. What is most interesting now is the kind of fellow I am. I will steal the letter from Ramsden, and keep it until you pay me in Damascus. But I shant sleep, and I shall watch you; and if I suspect you of making plans to have me robbed or murdered I shall make such a noise that everybody will come running, and then I shall be a celebrity but theyll put you in jail.

Very well; you steal the letter, and Ill keep close to you, said Yussuf Dakmar. But how are you going to do it, now that Ramsden has dismissed you from his service?

Oh, thats easy. You get me some whisky and Ill take it to him for a peace offering. Hell forgive anyone who brings him whisky.

Tee-hee! That is quite an idea. Yes. Now  how can I get whisky on the train? If only I could get some! I have a little soporific in a paper packet that could be mixed with the whisky to make him sleep soundly. Wait here while I walk down the train and see what I can find.

Yussuf Dakmar was gone twenty minutes, and whether he begged, bought or stole did not transpire, but he returned with a pint flask containing stuff that looked and smelt enough like whisky to get by if there had been a label on the bottle. He poured a powder into it in Jeremys presence, the two of them squatting on the floor of the corridor with the bottle between them so that no one else might see what was taking place.

Now, you would better get rid of that fellow Omar while you attend to this, Yussuf Dakmar cautioned him. Can you think of any way of doing that?

Oh, easily! Jeremy answered. He is a great one for the women. I will tell him there is a pretty Armenian girl in the car behind. He will run like any other Turk to have a good look at her.

Very well. I will wait here. But understand now; I am a dangerous man. You have fortune in one hand, but destruction in the other!

Very well; but this may take me an hour, and if you grow impatient, and that Indian sees you peering into the compartment after having watched you and me talking all this time, hell grow suspicious.

All right; Ill go to the car behind. As soon as you have the letter, come and tell me.

So Jeremy came back and entertained Grim and me with a burlesque account of the interview, after whispering to Narayan Singh to give the alarm in the event of Yussuf Dakmar returning forward to spy on us. Grim put the doped whisky into his valise after a sniff at it, instead of throwing it out of the window at my suggestion; and after a suitable interval he went out in the part of the Turk to look for the imaginary beautiful Armenian. Then I gave Jeremy the fake letter back, and went to sleep.

So its no use asking me what the country looks like between Ludd and Haifa. I didnt even wake up to see the Lake of Tiberias, Sea of Galilee, or Bahr Tubariya, as it is variously called. A rather common sickness is what Sir Richard Burton called Holylanditis and Ive had it, as well as the croup and measles in my youth. Some folk never recover from it, and to them a rather ordinary sheet of water and ugly modern villages built on ruins look like the pictures that an opium smoker sees.

The ruins and the history do interest me, but you cant see them from the train, and after a night without sleep there seemed to me something more profitable in view than to hang from a window and buy fish that undoubtedly had once swum in Galilee water, but that cost a most unrighteous price and stank as if straight from a garbage heap.

The whole train reeked of putrid fish when we reached Haifa in the evening, in time to watch the sun go down across the really glorious Bay of Acre.


CHAPTER 9. The rest will be simple!

Haifa was crowded with Syrians of all sorts, and there were two or three staff officers in the uniform of Faisals army lounging on the platform, who conned new arrivals with a sort of childlike solicitude, as if by looking in a mans face they could judge whether he was friendly to their cause or not. Mabel had wired to her friend, and was met at the station, so we had nothing to worry over for the present on her score. Our own troubles began when we reached the only hotel and found it crowded. The proprietor, a little wizened, pockmarked Arab in a black alpaca jacket and yellow pants, with a tarbush balanced forward at a pessimistic angle, suggested that there might be guests in the hotel who would let us share their beds ...

Although there will be no reduction of the price to either party in that event, he hastened to explain.

It was a wonder of an hotel. You could smell the bugs and the sanitary arrangements from the front-door step, and although the whole place had been lime-washed, dirt from all over the Near East was accumulating on the dead white, making it look leprous and depressing.

The place fronted on a main street, with its back toward the Bay of Acre at a point where scavengers used the beach for a dumping place. There was a hostel of British officers about a mile away, where Grim might have been able to procure beds for the whole party; but I noticed no less than five men who followed us up from the station and seemed to be keeping a watchful eye on Yussuf Dakmar and it was a sure bet that if we should show our hands so far as to mess with British officers, the train next day would be packed with men to whom murder would be simple amusement.

Yet Grim and Jeremy needed sleep and so did Narayan Singh. We offered to rent an outhouse for the night  a cellar  the roof, but there was nothing doing, and it was Yussuf Dakmar at last who solved the problem for us.

He found a crony of his, who had occupied for several days a room containing two beds. With unheard-of generosity, accompanied, however, by a peculiar display of yellow teeth and more of the jaundiced whites of his eyes than I cared to see, this individual offered to go elsewhere for the night and to place the room at my disposal.

But there is this about it, he explained. Where I am going there is no room for my friend Yussuf Dakmar Bey, so I must ask you to let him share this with you. You and he could each have a bed, of course, but it seems to me that your servants look wearier than you do. I suggest then that you take one bed, effendi, and share it with my friend Yussuf Dakmar Bey, leaving the other to your servants, who I hope will be suitably grateful for the consideration shown them.

Grim nodded to me from behind the Syrians backs, and I jumped at the offer. Payment was refused. The man explained that he had the room by the week and the loan of it to me for one night would cost him nothing. In fact, he acted courteously and with considerable evidence of breeding, merely requesting my permission to lock the big closet where he kept his personal belongings and to take the key away with him. Even if we had been in a mood to cavil it would have been difficult to find fault, for it was a spacious, clean and airy room  three characteristics each of which is as scarce as the other in that part of the world.

The beds stood foot to foot along the right wall as you entered. Against the opposite wall was a cheap wooden wash-stand and an enormous closet built of olive wood sunk into a deep recess. The thing was about eight feet wide and reached to the ceiling; you couldnt tell the depth because he locked it at once and pocketed the key, and it fitted into the recess so neatly that a knife-blade would hardly have gone into the crack.

Outside the bedroom door, in a lobby furnished with odds and ends, was a wickerwork sofa that would do finely for Narayan Singh, and that old soldier didnt need to have it pointed out to him. Without word or sign from us he threw his kit on the floor, unrolled his blankets, removed his boots, curled up on the sofa, and if he didnt go to sleep at once, gave such a perfect imitation of it that somebodys fox terrier came and sniffed him, and, recognizing a campaigner after his own wandering heart, jumped on his chest and settled down to sleep too.

As soon as our host had left the room, all bows and toothy smiles, Jeremy with his back to me drew from one pocket the letter he was supposed to have stolen from me, flourished it in Yussuf Dakmars face, and concealed it carefully in another. Then a new humorous notion occurred to him. He pulled it out again, folded it in the pocket wallet in which he had carried it from the first, wrapped the whole in a handkerchief, which he knotted carefully and then handed it to me.

Effendi, he said, you are a fierce master and a mighty drunkard, but a man without guile. Keep that till the morning. Then, if Omar wants to steal it he will have to murder you instead of me, and I would rather sleep than die. But you must give it back at dawn, because the prayers are in it that a very holy malim wrote for me, and unless I read those prayers properly tomorrows train will come to grief before we reach Damascus.

He acted the part perfectly of one of those half-witted, wholly shrewd mountebanks, who pick up a living by taking advantage of tolerance and good nature. Youve all seen the type. Its commonest at race-meetings but youll find it anywhere in the world where vagrant men of means forgather.

Again Yussuf Dakmars face became a picture of suppressed emotion. I pocketed the wallet with the same matter-of-fact air with which I have accepted a servants money to keep safe for him scores of times. He believed me to be a drunkard, who had been thoroughly doped that day and would probably drink hard that night to drown the after-taste. It ought to be easy to rob me while I slept. Any fool could have read his thoughts.

He came down and ate supper with us at a trestle table in the dimly lighted dining-room, and I encouraged his new-born optimism by ordering two bottles of whisky to take upstairs. Jeremy, who cant be happy unless playing his part for all its worth, became devoutly religious and made a tremendous fuss because ham was put on the table. He accused the proprietor of using pigs fat to smear all the cooking utensils, demanded to see the kitchen, and finally refused to eat anything but lebban, which is a sort of curds. If Yussuf Dakmar had entertained suspicions of Jeremys real nationality they were all resolved by the time that meal was finished.

But the five men who had followed us from the station sat in the dark at a table in the far corner of the room and watched every move we made. When the coffee was brought I sat smoking and surly over it, as if my head ached from the days drink; Grim and Jeremy, aching for sleep but refusing like good artists to neglect a detail of their part, went to another table and played backgammon, betting quarrelsomely; and at last one of the five men walked over and touched Yussuf Dakmars shoulder. At once he followed all five of them out of the room, whereat Grim and Jeremy promptly went to bed. It was so obviously my turn to stay awake that Grim didnt even trouble to remind me of it.

So I took the whisky upstairs, noticed that Narayan Singh was missing from the couch where he had gone to sleep, although the fox-terrier was snoring so loud in his blankets that I had to look twice in the dim light. I mentioned that fact to Grim who merely smiled as he got between the sheets. Then I went down to the street to get exercise and fresh air. I didnt go far, but strode up and down in front of the hotel a quarter of a mile or so in each direction, keeping in the middle of the street.

I had made the fourth or fifth turn when Narayan Singh came out and accosted me under the lamplight.

Pardon, he called aloud in English, does the sahib know where I can find a druggists open at this hour? I have a tooth-ache and need medicine.

Come and Ill show you a place, said I with the patronizing air of a tourist showing off his knowledge, and we strode along together down the street, he holding one hand to his jaw.

Thus and so it happened, sahib, he began as soon as we had gone a safe distance. I lay sleeping, having kept my belly empty that I might wake easily. There came Yussuf Dakmar and five men brushing by me, and they all went into a room four doors beyond the sahibs. The room next beyond that one is occupied by an officer sahib, who fought at El-Arish alongside my battalion. Between him and me is a certain understanding based on past happenings in which we both had a hand. He is not as some other sahibs, but a man who opens both ears and his heart, and when I knocked on his door he opened it and recognized me.

Well? said he. Why not come and see me in the morning?

Sahib, said I, for the sake of El-Arish, let me in quickly, and close the door!

So he did, wondering and not pleased to be disturbed by a Sikh at such an hour. And I said to him:

Sahib, said I, am I a badmash? A scoundrel?

No, said he, not unless you changed your morals when you left the service.

Said I, I am still in the service.

Good, said he. What then?

I go listening again in no-mans land, said I, and he whistled softly. Is there not a roof below your window? I asked him, and he nodded.

Then let me use it, sahib, and return the same way presently.

So he threw back the shutter, asking no more questions, and I climbed out. The window of the room where Yussuf Dakmar and the five were stood open, but the lattice shutter was closed tight, so that I could stand up on the flat roof of the kitchen and listen without being seen. And, sahib, I could recognize the snarl of Yussuf Dakmars voice even before my ear was laid to the open lattice. He was like a dog at bay. The other five were angry with him. They were accusing him of playing false. They swore that a great sum could be had for that letter, which they should share between them. Said a voice I did not recognize: If the French will pay one price they will pay another; what does money matter to them, if they can make out a case against Faisal? Will they not have Syria? The thing is simple as twice two, said he. The huntsman urges on the hounds, but unless he is cleverer than they, who eats the meat? The French regard us as animals, I tell you! Very well; let us live up to the part and hunt like animals, since he who has the name should have the game as well; and when we have done the work and they want booty let them be made aware that animals must eat! We will set our own price on that document.

And as for this Yussuf Dakmar, said another man, let him take a back seat unless he is willing to share and share alike with us. He is not difficult to kill!

And at that, sahib, Yussuf Dakmar flew into a great rage and called them fools of complicated kinds.

Like hounds without a huntsman, ye will overrun the scent! said he; and he spoke more like a man than any of them, although not as a man to be liked or trusted. Who are ye to clap your fat noses on the scent I found and tell me the how and whither of it? It may be that I can get that letter tonight. Surely I can get it between this place and Damascus; and no one can do that, for I, and I only, know where it is. Nor will I tell! And they answered all together, We will make you tell!

But he said, All that ye five fools can do is to interfere. Easy to kill me, is it? Well, perhaps. It has been tried. But, if so, then though ye are jackals, kites and vultures all in one with the skill of chemists added, ye can never extract secret knowledge from a dead mans brain. Then that letter will reach Faisal tomorrow night; and the French, who speak of you now as of animals, will call you what? Princes? Noblemen?

I suppose they saw the point of that, sahib, for they changed their tone without, however, becoming friendly to Yussuf Dakmar. Thieves of that sort know one another, and trust none, and it is all a lie, sahib, about there being any honor among them. Fear is the only tie that binds thieves, and they proceeded to make Yussuf Dakmar afraid.

There seems to be one among them, sahib, who is leader. He has a thin voice like a eunuchs, and unlike the others swears seldom.

This father of a thin voice accepted the situation. He said: Well and good. Let Yussuf Dakmar do the hunting for us. It is sufficient that we hunt Yussuf Dakmar. Two of us occupy the room next to Ramsdens. If Yussuf Dakmar needs aid in the night, let him summon us by scratching with his nails on the closet door. The rest will be simple. There are four in this besides us five; so if we count Yussuf Dakmar that makes ten who share the reward. Shall Yussuf Dakmar grow fat, while nine of us starve? I think not! Let him get the letter, and give it to me. We will hide it, and I will deal with the French. If he fails tonight, let him try again tomorrow on the train. But we five will also take that train to Damascus, and unless that letter is in my hands before the journeys end, then Yussuf Dakmar dies. Is that agreed?

All except Yussuf Dakmar agreed to it. He was very angry and called them leeches, whereat they laughed, saying that leeches only suck enough and then fall off, whereas they would take all or kill. They made him understand it, taking a great oath together to slay him without mercy unless he should get the letter and give it to them before the train reaches Damascus tomorrow evening.

Well, sahib, he agreed presently, not with any effort at good grace, but cursing while he yielded.

In truth, sahib, it is less fear than lack of sleep that Yussuf Dakmar feels. I could hear him yawn through the window lattice. Now a man in that condition is likely to act early in the night for fear that sleep may otherwise get the better of him, and the sahib will do well to be keenly alert from the first. I shall be asleep on that couch outside the door and will come if called, so the sahib would better not lock the door but should call loud in case of need, because I also have been long awake and may sleep heavily.

Suppose I walk the streets all night? said I. Wouldnt that foil them?

Nay, sahib, but the reverse; for if Yussuf Dakmar should miss you after midnight he would go in search of you, with those five in turn tracking him. And as for finding you, that would be a simple matter, for every night thief and beggar waiting for the dawn would give attention to such a big man as you and would report your movements. All six would come on you in the dark and would kill you surely. Then, as if that were not bad enough, having searched you they would learn that the letter in your possession is not the right one; and the trail of the right one would be that much easier to detect.

Then come with me, said I, and well make a night of it together. You and I can defend ourselves against those six.

Doubtless, sahib. But my place is within hail of Jimgrim. No, it is best that you see this matter through tonight between four walls. Only remember, sahib, that though a man on duty may feign sleep, it is wiser not to, because sleep steals on us unawares!

So I returned to the bedroom where Grim and Jeremy were snoring a hallelujah chorus; but Yussuf Dakmar hadnt returned yet. I took advantage of the Syrians absence to open Grims valise, remove the bottle of doped whisky and set it on the table close to the window beside the two bottles that I had bought downstairs  one of which, for the sake of appearances, I opened just as Yussuf Dakmar entered, smiling to conceal anxiety.


CHAPTER 10. You made a bad break that time

Grim was in Mephistophelian humor. He can sleep cat- fashion, for sixty seconds at a time, with all his wits about him in the intervals, and likes to feel in the crook of his own forefinger the hidden hair-trigger of events. I dont think Jeremy was awake when I first entered the room, although it suited Grims humor that he should be presently; but you would have sworn they were both unconscious, judging by the see-saw, bass and baritone snoring.

I poured out whisky, drank a little of it grouchily, and watched Yussuf Dakmar into bed. He didnt take many of his clothes off and even by candle- light you could see the shape of the knife concealed under his shirt. He sat cross-legged on the bed, presumably praying, and as I didnt like the look of him I blew out the candle.

Instantly, pinched and prompted by James Schuyler Grim, Jeremy sat up and yammered profanely at the darkness, vowing he couldnt see to sleep without a light in the room. I tinkled a tumbler against a whisky bottle, and Jeremy instantly swore that he heard burglars. Sitting up and whirling his pillow he knocked Yussuf Dakmar off the bed on to the floor.

So I lit the candle again, after emptying my glass of whisky into a spittoon; whereat Jeremy quoted the Koran about the fate of drunkards and, getting out of bed, apologized to Yussuf Dakmar like a courtier doing homage to a king.

Your honor was born under a lucky star, he assured him. I usually shoot or stab, but the pillow was the first thing handy.

The Syrian had hard work to keep his temper, for he had fallen on the haft of the hidden knife and it hurt him between two ribs, where a poorly conditioned man is extra sensitive. However, he mumbled something and crawled between the sheets.

Then Grim vowed that he couldnt sleep with a light so I blew out the candle, and in about two minutes the steady seesaw snoring resumed. I took the opportunity to empty half the contents of a whisky bottle into the spittoon, and after lighting a pipe proceeded to clink a tumbler at steady intervals as evidence of debauch well under way.

Except for the clink and bump of the tumbler, and once when I filled and relit the pipe, all was quiet for half an hour, when Yussuf Dakmar piped up suddenly and asked me whether I didnt intend to come to bed.

I will not trouble you, effendi. I will keep over to my side. There is plenty of room in the bed for the two of us.

As he spoke I heard a movement of the bedclothes as Grim pinched Jeremy awake again. I answered before Jeremy could horn in.

Hic! You spect me nto bed full o snakes? Never sleep slong as venomous reptiles waiting! Hic! You stay n bed an keep em way from me!

Well, Jeremy didnt want any better cue than that. He got up, lit the candle and explained to me with great wealth of Arabic theosophy that the snakes I saw were mere delusions because Allah never made them; and I tried to look utterly drunk, staring at him with dropped jaw and droopy eyelids, knocking an empty bottle over with my elbow by way of calling attention to it.

Get into bed, effendi, Jeremy advised me, feeding the cue back, since I was in the middle of the stage.

Not into that bed! I answered, shaking my head solemnly. That fler put snakes in on purpose. Whys he sober when Im drunk? I wont sleep in bed with sober man. Let him get drun too, an both see snakes. Then Ill sleep with him!

Jeremys roving eye fell on the small doped bottle that I had taken from Grims valise. Looking preternaturally wise, he walked over to Yussuf Dakmars bed, sat down on it with his back toward me and proceeded to unfold a plan.

Allah makes all things easy, he began. It is lawful to take all precautions to confound the infidel. We shall never get that drunkard to bed as long as theres any whisky, so lets encourage him to drink it all. When its gone hell sleep on the floor and well get some peace. Its a good chance for us to drink whisky without committing sin! We neednt take much  just one drink each, and then hell swallow the rest like a hog to prevent our getting any more. You look as if a glass of whisky would do you good. That fellow Omar is asleep and wont see us, so nobody can tell tales afterwards. Its a good opportunity. Come on!

I had sat so that Yussuf Dakmar couldnt see what I was doing and poured out the liquor in advance, arranging the glasses so that Yussuf Dakmar would take the doped stuff  a perfectly un-Christian proceeding, I admit. Christians are scarce when you get right down to cases. Most of us in extremity prefer Shakespeares adage about hoisting engineers. It gets results so much more quickly than turning the other cheek. At any rate, I own up.

Yussuf Dakmar, smirking in anticipation of an easy victory, took the nearest tumbler and tossed off the contents in imitation of Jeremys free and easy air; and the drug acted as swiftly as the famous knock-out-drops they used to administer in the New York Tenderloin.

He knew what had happened before he lost consciousness, for he tried to give the alarm to his friends. He lay on the floor opening and shutting his mouth, and I think he believed he was shouting for help; but after a minute or two you could hardly detect his breathing, and his face changed color as if he had been poisoned.

Grim didnt even trouble to get out of bed, but listened without comment to my version of Narayan Singhs report, and Jeremy went back to sleep chuckling; so I held a silent wake over Yussuf Dakmar, keeping some more of the doped whisky ready in case he should look like recovering too soon. I even searched him, finding nothing worthy of note, except that he had remarkably little money. I expect the poor devil was a penny ante villain scheming for a thousand-dollar jackpot. I felt really sorry for him and turned him over with my boot to let him breathe better.

A little before dawn I awakened Grim and Jeremy and we left the room quietly after I had scratched on the closet door with my fingernails. Pausing outside to listen, we heard the closet door being opened stealthily from the far side. I caught Grims eye, thinking he would smile back, but he looked as deadly serious as I have ever seen him.

You made a bad break that time, he said when we had gone downstairs. Never give away information unless youre getting a return for it! If youd left Yussuf Dakmar to scratch that door after he recovered consciousness, hed have invented a pack of lies to tell his friends, and theyd have been no wiser than before. Now theyll know he never scratched it. Theyll deduce, unless theyre lunatics, that someone overheard their conference last night and knew the signal. Thatll make them desperate. Theyll waste no more time on finesse. Theyll use violence at the first chance after the train leaves Haifa.

Rammys like me; he hates not to have an audience for his tricks, put in Jeremy by way of consolation.

Weve got to stage a new play, thats all, said Grim. Id have the lot of them arrested, but all the good that would do would be to inform the man higher up, whod tip off another gang by wire to wait for us over the border. Say, suppose we all three bear this in mind: No play to the gallery! Thats where secret service differs from other business. Applause means failure. The better the work you do, the less you can afford to admit you did it. You mustnt even smile at a man youve scored off. Half the game is to leave him guessing who it was that tripped him up. The safest course is to see that someone else gets credit for everything you do.

Consume your own smoke, eh? suggested Jeremy.

That and more, Grim answered. Youve got to work like hell for whatll do you no good, because the moment it brings you recognition it destroys your usefulness. You maynt even amuse yourself; you have to let the game amuse you, without turning one trick for the sake of an extra smile; most of the humor comes in anyhow, from knowing more than the other fellow thinks you do. The more a man lies the less you want to contradict him, because if you do hell know that you know hes lying and thats giving away information, which is the unforgivable sin.

Golly! exclaimed Jeremy. Your trade wouldnt suit me, Jim! When doing tricks, its good to watch folks eyes pop open. What tickles my wish-bone is what I can see for myself on their silly faces, half of em trying to look as if they know how its done and the other half all grins. I did tricks for a Scotchman once, who got so angry I thought hed hit me; he said, what I did was impossible, so I did it again and he still said it was impossible, and he ended by calling me a puir dementit mon. That was my apogee; Ive never reached that height since, not even when I first made a camel say prayers at Abu Kem and the Arabs hailed me as a prophet! Breads good, but its better with the butter on it right side up!

Not in this game, it isnt, answered Grim. If your bread seems smeared with butter thats a sure sign its dangerous. For Gods sake, as long as you stay in the game with me dont play to the gallery, either of you! Lets order breakfast.

It was the longest lecture and expression of opinion I had ever listened to from James Schuyler Grim, and though Ive turned it over in my mind a great deal since, I cant discover anything but wisdom in it. I believe he told Jeremy and me the secret of power that morning.


CHAPTER 11. They are all right!

There was no competition for seats on the Damascus train that morning. Several of the window-panes were smashed, there were bullet-marks and splinters on the woodwork everywhere  no need to ask questions. But I found time on the platform to chat with some British officers while keeping an eye lifting for Yussuf Dakmar and his friends.

Damascus, eh? Youll have a fine journey if you get through alive. Nine passengers were shot dead in the last train down.

No law up there, you know. Faisals armys all concentrated for a crack at the French (good luck to em! No, Im not wishing the French any particular luck this trip). Nobody to watch the Bedouins, so they take pot shots at every train that passes, just for the fun of it.

May be war, you know, at any minute. The French are sure to make a drive for the railway line  youll be hung up indefinitely  commandeered for an ambulance train  shot for the sake of argument  anything at all, in fact. They say those Algerian troops are getting out of hand  paid in depreciated francs and up against the high cost of debauchery. Youre taking a chance.

Wish I could go. Havent seen a healthy scrap since Zeitun Ridge. Hey! Hullo! Whats this? Lovely woman! Well, Ill be!

It was Mabel Ticknor, followed by the six men I was watching for, Yussuf Dakmar looking sulky and discouraged in their midst, almost like a prisoner, and the other five wearing palpably innocent expressions.

Lord! remarked the officer nearest me. That gangs got the wind up! Look at the color of their gills! Booked through, Ill bet you, and been listening to tales all night!

The gang drew abreast just as another officer gave tongue to his opinion. They couldnt help hearing what he said; he had one of those voices that can carry on conversation in a boiler foundry.

Theres more in this than meets the eye! Shes not a nurse. She dont walk like a missionary. I heard her buy a ticket for Aleppo. Can you imagine a lone, good-looking woman going to Aleppo by that train unless she had a laissez passer from the French? Shes wearing French heels. Ill bet shes carrying secret information. Look! Dyou see those two Arabs in the train? He pointed out Grim and Jeremy, who were leaning from a window. They tipped her off to get into the compartment next ahead of them. Dyou see? There she goes. She was for getting into the coach ahead. They called her back.

Almost all the other cars were empty except that one, but, whether because humans are like sheep and herd together instinctively when afraid, or because the train crew ordered it, all six compartments of the middle first-class car were now occupied, with Mabel Ticknor alone in the front one. Nevertheless, Yussuf Dakmar and four of his companions started to climb in by the rear door. The sixth man lingered within earshot of the officers, presumably to pick up further suggestions.

So I got in at the front end and met them halfway down the corridor.

Plenty of room in the car behind, I said abruptly.

They were five to one, but Yussuf Dakmar was in front, and he merely got in the way of the wolves behind him. The sixth man, who had lingered near the officers, now entered by the front end as I had done and called out that there was plenty of room in the front compartment.

Theres only a woman in here, he said in Arabic.

And he set the example by taking the seat opposite to Mabel.

It would have been easy enough to get him out again, of course. Not even the polyglot train crew would have allowed Arabs to trespass without her invitation.

The trouble was that Jeremy, Grim, Narayan Singh and I all rushed to her rescue at the same minute, which let the cat out of the bag. It was Doctor Ticknors statement in Jerusalem about not wanting to see any of us alive again if we failed to bring his wife back safe that turned the trick and caused even Grim to lose his head for a moment. When a Sikh, two obvious Arabs and an American all rush to a womans assistance before she calls for help, there is evidence of collusion somewhere which you could hardly expect a trained spy to overlook or fail to draw conclusions from.

It was all over in a minute. The rascal left the compartment, muttering to himself in Arabic sotto voce. I caught one word; but he looked so diabolically pleased with himself that it didnt really need that to stir me into action. I take twelves in boots, with a rather broad toe, and he stopped the full heft of the hardest kick I could let loose. It put him out of action for half a day, and remains one of my pleasantest memories.

His companions had to gather him up and help him pulley-hauley fashion into the car ahead, while an officious ticket-taker demanded my name and address. I found in my wallet the card of a U.S. senator and gave him that, whereat he apologized profoundly and addressed me as Colonel  a title with which he continued to flatter me all the rest of the journey except once, when he changed it to Admiral by mistake.

Grim went back into our compartment and laughed; and none of the essays I have read on laughter  not even the famous dissertation by Josh Billings  throw light on how to describe the tantalizing manner of it. He laughs several different ways: heartily at times, as men of my temperament mostly do; boisterously on occasion, after Jeremys fashion; now and then cryptically, using laughter as a mask; then he owns a smile that suggests nothing more nor less than kindness based on understanding of human nature.

But that other is a devil of a laugh, mostly made of chuckles that seem to bubble off a hell-brew of disillusionment, and you get the impression that he is laughing at himself  cynically laying bare the vanity and fallibility of his own mental processes  and forecasting self- discipline.

There is no mirth in it, although there is amusement; no anger, although immeasurable scorn. I should say its a good safe laugh to indulge in, for I think it is based on ability to see himself and his own mistakes more clearly than anybody else can, and there is no note of defeat in it. But it is full of a cruel irony that brings to mind a vision of one of those old medieval flagellant priests reviewing his sins before thrashing his own body with a wire whip.

So that ends that, he said at last, with the gesture of a man who sweeps the pieces from a board, to set them up anew and start again. Luckily were not the only fools in Asia. Those six rascals know now that Mabel and we are one party.

Pooh! sneered Jeremy. What can the devils do?

Not much this side of the border at Deraa, Grim answered. After Deraa pretty well what theyre minded. They could have us pinched on some trumped-up charge, in which case wed be searched, Mabel included. No. Weve played too long on the defensive. Deraa is the danger-point. The telegraph line is cut there, and all messages going north or south have to be carried by hand across the border. The French have an agent there who censors everything. Hes the boy weve got to fool. If they appeal to him this train will go on without us.

Ramsden, you and Narayan Singh go and sit with Mabel in her compartment. Jeremy, you go forward and bring Yussuf Dakmar back here to me; well let him have that fake letter just before we reach Deraa, taking care somehow to let the other five know he has it. They wont discover its a fake until after leaving Deraa

Why not? I interrupted. Whats to prevent their opening it at once?

Two good reasons: for one, well have Narayan Singh keep a careful eye on them, and theyll keep it hidden as long as he snoops around; for another, theyll be delighted not to have to let the French agent at Deraa into the secret, because of the higher price they hope to get by holding on. Theyll smuggle it over the border and not open it until they feel safe.

Yes, but when they do look at it ... said I.

Well be over the border, and they cant send telegrams to anywhere.

Why not?

An Arab government precaution. If station agents all along the line were allowed to send telegrams every seditious upstart would take advantage of it and theyd have more trouble than theyve got now. But I warn you fellows, after Deraa  somewhere between the border and Damascus  therell be a fight. The minute they discover that the letter is a fake theyll come for the real one like cats after a canary.

Let em come! smiled Jeremy, but Grim shook his head. Ive been making that mistake too long, he answered. No defensive tactics after we leave Deraa! Well start the trouble ourselves. You watch, after Deraa the train crew will play cards in the caboose and leave Allah to care for the passengers.

Theres only one thing troubles me, said Jeremy.

Whats that?

Narayan Singh got Yussuf Dakmars shirt night before last. Ive had it in for Yussuf ever since we Anzacs went hungry on account of him. Anyone who scuppers him has got me to beat to him. Hes my meat, and I give you all notice!

It isnt good to stand between an Anzac and the punishment he thinks an enemy deserves.

All the same, Grim answered, smiling, Ill bet you dont get him, Jeremy.

Ill bet you. How much?

Mind you, when the game begins, you have a free hand, Grim went on.

All right, answered Jeremy, who loves freak bets, if I get him you quit the Army soon as this jobs done, and join up with Rammy and me: if I dont Ill stay and help you on the next job.

Thats a bet, said Grim promptly.

So Jeremy went forward to play at being traitor, while Narayan Singh and I kept Mabel company. She fired questions at us right and left for twenty minutes, which we had to answer in detail instead of straining our cars to catch what Grim and Jeremy might be saying to Yussuf Dakmar in the next compartment.

Whatever they did say, they managed to prolong the interview until within ten minutes of Deraa, when the Syrian returned to his companions smiling smugly and Narayan Singh strode after him, to stand in the corridor and by ostentatiously watching them prevent their examining the letter.

Grim and Jeremy, all grins, joined us at once in Mabels compartment.

Did you see the devil smirk as he went off with it? asked Jeremy. Golly, he thinks were fools! The theory is that we two had betrayed you, Rammy, and swapped the letter against his bare promise to pay us in Damascus. He chucked in a little blackmail about sicking his mates on to murder us if we didnt come across, and I tell you we fairly love him! Lordy, heres Deraa! If they open the thing before the train leaves, Grim says the lot of us are to bolt back across the border, send Mabel home to her husband, and continue the journey by camel. That right, Grim?

Grim nodded. It was Mabel who objected.

Im going to see this through, she answered. Guess again, boys! My hairs gone gray. You owe me a real adventure now, and I wont give up the letter till youve paid!

We had one first-class scare when the train drew up in the squalid station, where the branch line to Haifa meets the main Hedjaz railway and the two together touch a mean town at a tangent; for a French officer in uniform boarded the train and stalked down the corridors staring hard at everyone. He asked me for a passport, which was sheer bluff, so I asked him in turn for his own authority. He smiled and produced a rubber stamp, saying that if I wished to visit Beirut or Aleppo I must get a visa from him.

Je men bien garderai! I answered. Im going to see my aunt at Damascus.

And this lady? Is she your wife?

I laughed aloud  couldnt help it. All the Old Testament stories keep forcing themselves on your memory in that land, and the legend of Abraham trying to pass his wife off as his sister and the three-cornered drama that came of it cropped up as fresh as yesterday. There was no need that I could see to repeat the patriarchs mistake, any more than there was reasonable basis for the Frenchmans impertinence.

Is that your business? I asked him.

Because, he went on, smiling meanly, you speak with an American accent. It is against the law to carry gold across the border, and Americans have to submit to personal search, because they always carry it.

Show me your authority! I retorted angrily.

Oh, as for that, there is a customs official here who has full authority. He is a Syrian. It occurred to me that you might prefer to be searched by a European.

Call his bluff! Grim whispered behind his sleeve, but I intended to do that, anyway.

Bring along your Syrian, said I, and off he went to do it, treating me to a backward glance over his shoulder that conveyed more than words could have done.

Hell bluff sky-high, said Grim, but keep on calling him.

Ive been searched at six frontiers, said Mabel. If its a Syrian I dont much mind; you boys all come along, and hell behave himself. Theyre much worse in France and Italy. Hadnt one of you better take the letter, though? No! I was forgetting already! I wont part with it. Ill take my chance with the Syrian; hell only ask me to empty my pockets and prove that I havent a bag full of gold under my skirt. Sit tight, all, here he comes!

The Frenchman returned with a smiling, olive-complexioned Syrian in tow  a round-faced fellow with blue jaws as dark as his serge uniform. The Frenchman stood aside and the Syrian announced rather awkwardly that regulations compelled him to submit Mabel and me to the inconvenience of search.

For what? said I.

For gold, he answered. It is against the law to smuggle it across the border.

Ive only one gold coin, I said, showing him a U.S. twenty-dollar piece, and his yellow eyes shone at sight of it. If it will save trouble you may have it.

I put it into his open palm with the Frenchman looking on, and it was immediately clear that that particular Syrian official was no longer amenable to international intrigue. He was bought and sold  oozy with gratitude  incapable of anything but wild enthusiasm for the U.S.A. for several hours to come.

I have searched them! said he to the French officer. They have no gold, and they are all right.

The French have faults like the rest of us, but they are quicker than most men to recognize logic. The man with crimson pants and saber grinned cynically, shrugged his shoulders, and passed on to annoy somebody easier.


CHAPTER 12. Start something before theyre ready for it!

Just before the train started, a handsome fellow with short black beard trimmed into a point and wearing a well-cut European blue serge suit, but none the less obviously an Arab, came to the door of our compartment and stared steadily at Grim. He stood like a fighting man, as if every muscle of his body was under command, and the suggestion was strengthened by what might be a bullet scar over one eye.

If that fellow had asked me for a loan on the spot, or for help against his enemies, he would have received both or either. Moreover, if he had never paid me back I would still believe in him, and would bet on him again.

However, after one swift glance at him, Grim took no notice until the train was under way  not even then in fact, until the man in blue serge spoke first.

Oh, Jimgrim! he said suddenly in a voice like a tenor bell.

Come in, Hadad, Grim answered, hardly glancing at him. Make yourself at home.

He tossed a valise into the rack, and I gave up the corner seat so that he might sit facing Grim, he acknowledging the courtesy with a smile like the whicker of a sword-blade, wasting no time on foolish protest. He knew what he wanted  knew enough to take it when invited  understood me, and expected me to understand him  a first-class fellow. He sat leaning a little forward, his back not touching the cushion, with the palms of both hands resting on his knees and strong fingers motionless. He eyed Mabel Ticknor, not exactly nervously but with caution.

Any news? asked Grim.

Jimgrim, the world is full of it! he answered in English with a laugh. But who are these?

My friends.

Your intimate friends? Grim nodded.

The lady as well? Grim nodded again.

That is very strong recommendation, Jimgrim!

Grim introduced us, giving Jeremys name as Jmil Ras.

Hah! I have heard of you, said Hadad, staring at him. The Australian who wandered all over Arabia? I am probably the only Arab who knew what you really were. Do you recall that time at Wady Hafiz when a local priest denounced you and a Sheik in a yellow keffiyeh told the crowd that he knew you for a prophet? I am the same Sheik. I liked your pluck. I often wondered what became of you.

Put it here! said Jeremy, and they shook hands.

For twenty minutes after that Hadad and Jeremy swapped reminiscences in quick staccato time. It was like two Gatling guns playing a duet, and the score was about equally intelligible to anyone unfamiliar with Arabias hinterland  which is to say to all except about one person in ten million. It was most of it Greek to me, but Grim listened like an operator to the ticking of the Morse code. It was Hadad who cut it short; Jeremy would have talked all the way to Damascus.

And so, Jimgrim, do the kites forgather? Or are we a forlorn hope? Do we go to bury Faisal or to crown him king?

How much do you know? Grim answered.

Hah! More than you, my friend! I come from Europe  London  Paris  Rome. I stopped off in Deraa to listen a while, where the tide of rumor flows back and forth across the border. The English are in favor of Faisal, and would help him if they could. The French are against him and would rather have him a dead saint than a living nuisance. The most disturbing rumor I have heard was here in Deraa, to the effect that Faisal sent a letter to Jerusalem calling on all Moslems to rise and massacre the Jews. That does not sound like Faisal, but the French agent in Deraa assured me that he will have the original letter in his hands within a day or two.

Grim smiled over at Mabel.

You might show him the letter? he suggested.

So Mabel dug down into the mysteries beneath her shirtwaist and produced the document wrapped in a medical bandage of oiled silk. Hadad unwrapped it, read it carefully, and handed it to Grim.

Are you deceived by that? he asked. Does Faisal speak like that, or write like that? Since when has he turned coward that he should sign his name with a number?

What do you make of it? asked Grim.

Hah! It is as plain as the ink on the paper. It is intended for use against Faisal, first by making the British suspicious of him, second by providing the French with an excuse to attack him, third by convicting him of treachery, for which he can be jailed or executed after he is caught. What do you propose to do with it, Jimgrim?

Im going to show it to Faisal.

Good! I, too, am on my way to see Faisal. Perhaps the two of us together can convince him what is best.

If we two first agree, Grim answered with a dry smile.

Do you agree that two and two make four? This is just as simple, Jimgrim. Faisal cannot contend with the French. The financiers have spread their net for Syria, Faisal has no artillery worth speaking of  no gas  no masks against gas, and the French have plenty of everything except money. Syria has been undermined by propaganda and corruption. Let Faisal go to British territory and thence to Europe, where his friends may have a chance to work for him. The British will give him Mesopotamia, and after that it will be up to us Arabs to prove we are a nation. That is my argument. Are we agreed?

If thats your plan, Hadad, Im with you! Grim answered.

Then I also am with you! Let us shake hands.

Shwai-ya shwai-ya! said Grim. Better join up with me in Damascus. There are six men in the car ahead wholl try to murder us all presently. Theyve got a letter that they think is that one. The minute they find out weve fooled them therell be ructions.

I am good at ructions! Hadad answered.

My friend Narayan Singh is forward watching them, said Grim. What theyll probably try when they make the discovery will be to have the lot of us arrested at some wayside station. I propose to forestall them.

I am good at forestalling! said Hadad.

Then dont you forestall me! laughed Jeremy. The fellow with a face like a pigs stern is Yussuf Dakmar, and hes my special preserve.

I am a good Moslem. I refuse to lay hand on pig, said Hadad, smiling.

We discussed Faisal and the Arab cause.

Oh, if we had Lawrence with us! exclaimed Hadad excitedly at last. A little, little man  hardly any larger than Mrs. Ticknor  but a David against Goliath! And would you believe it?  there is an idiotic rumor that Lawrence has returned and is hiding in Damascus! The French are really disturbed about it. They have cabled their Foreign Office and received an official denial of the rumor; but official denials carry no weight nowadays. Out of ten Frenchmen in Syria, five believe that Lawrence is with Faisal and if they can catch him he will get short shrift. But, oh, Jimgrim  oh, if it were true! WAllah!

Grim didnt answer, but I saw him look long at Jeremy, and then for about thirty seconds steadily at Mabel Ticknor. After that he stared out of the window for a long time, not even moving his head when a crowd of Bedouins galloped to within fifty yards of the train and volleyed at it from horseback merely out of devilment, as Hadad hastened to assure us.

We were winding up the Lebanon Valley by that time. Carpets of flowers; green grass; waterfalls; a thatched hut to the twenty square miles, with a scattering of mean black tents between; every stone building in ruins; goats where fat kine ought to be; and a more or less modern railway screeching across the landscape, short of fuel and oil. Thats Lebanon.

We grew depressed. Then silent. Our meditations were interrupted by the sudden arrival of Narayan Singh in the door of the compartment, grinning full of news.

They have opened the letter, sahib! They accuse Yussuf Dakmar of deceiving them. They threaten him with death. Shall I interfere?

Any sign of the train crew? Grim asked.

Nay, they are gambling in the brake-van.

Grim looked sharply at Hadad.

What authority have you got?

None. I am a personal friend of Faisal, that is all.

Well, well pretend youve power to arrest them. Ramsden, youve suddenly missed your letter. Youve accused Jeremy of stealing it. He has confessed to selling it to Yussuf Dakmar. Go forward in a rage and demand the letter back. Start something before theyre ready for it! Well be just behind you.

Leave Yussuf Dakmar to me! insisted Jeremy. I pay the debt of an Anzac division!

I hope Ive never hurt a man who didnt deserve it, or who wasnt fit to fight; but I have to admit that Grim didnt need to repeat the invitation. I started forward in a hurry, and Jeremy elbowed Narayan Singh aside in order to follow next, Australians being notoriously unlady-like performers when anybodys hat is in the ring.

By the time I reached the car ahead the train had entered a wild gorge circle by one of those astonishing hairpin curves with which engineers defeat Nature. The panting engine slowed almost to a snails pace, having only a scant fuel ration with which to negotiate curve and grade combined. To our right there was a nearly sheer drop of four hundred feet, with a stream at the bottom boiling among limestone boulders.

But there was no time to study scenery. From the middle compartment of the car there came yells for help and the peculiar noise of thump and scuffle that cant be mistaken. Men fight in various ways, Lord knows, and the worst are the said-to-be civilized; but from Nome to Cape Town and all the way from China to Peru the veriest tenderfoot can tell in the dark the difference between fight and horseplay.

I reached the door of the compartment in time to see three of them (two bleeding from knife-wounds in the face) force Yussuf Dakmar backward toward the window, the whole lot stabbing frantically as they milled and swayed. The fifth man was holding on to the scrimmage with his left hand and reaching round with his right, trying to stick a knife into Yussuf Dakmars ribs without endangering his own hide.

But the sixth man was the rascal I had kicked. He had no room  perhaps no inclination  to get into the scrimmage; so he saw me first, and he needed no spur to his enmity. With a movement as quick as a cats and presence of mind that accounted for his being leader of the gang, he seized the fifth man by the neck and spun him round to call his attention; and the two came for me together like devils out of a spring-trap.

Now the narrow door of a compartment on a train isnt any kind of easy place to fight in, but I vow and declare that Jeremy and I both did our best for Yussuf Dakmar. Thats a remarkable thing if you come to think of it. As a dirty murderer  thief  liar  traitor  spy, he hadnt much claim on our affections and Jeremy cherished a war-grudge against him on top of it all. What is it that makes us side with the bottom dog regardless of pros and cons?

It was a nasty mix-up, because they used knives and we relied on hands and fists. Ive used a pick-handle on occasion and a gun when Ive had to, but speaking generally it seems to me to demean a white man to use weapons in a row like that, and I find that most fellows who have walked the earth much agree with me.

We tried to go in like a typhoon, shock-troop style, but it didnt work. Another man let go of Yussuf Dakmar, who was growing weak and too short of wind to yell, and in a moment there were five of us struggling on the floor between the seats, one man under me with my forearm across his throat and another alongside me, stabbing savagely at a leather valise under the impression that he was carving up my ribs. On top of that mess Narayan Singh pounced like a tiger, wrenching at arms and legs until I struggled to my feet again  only to be thrust aside by Jeremy as he rose and rushed at Yussuf Dakmars two assailants.

But with all his speed Jeremy was a tenth of a tick too late. The wretch was already helpless, and I dare say they broke his back as they leaned their combined weight on him and forced him backward and head-first through the window. Jeremy made a grab for his foot, but missed it, and a knife-blade already wet with Yussuf Dakmars blood whipped out and stung him in the thigh. That, of course, was sheer ignorance. You should never sting an Australian. Kill him or let him alone. Better yet, make friends with him or surrender; but, above all, do nothing by halves. Theyre a race of whole-hoggers, equally ready to force their only shirt on you or fight you to a finish.

So Jeremy finished the business at the window. He took a neck in each hand and cracked their skulls together until the whack-whack-whack of it was like the exhaust of a Ford with loose piston rings; and when they fell from his grip, unconscious, he came to my rescue. Believe me, I needed it.

They were as strong and lithe as wildcats, those Syrians, and fully awake to the advantage that the narrow door gave them. One man struggled with Narayan Singh and kept him busy with his bulk so wedged across the opening that Grim and Hadad were as good as demobilized out in the corridor; and the other two tackled me like a pair of butchers hacking at a maddened bull. I landed with my fists, but each time at the cost of a flesh-wound; and though I got one knife-hand by the wrist and hung on, wrenching and screwing to throw the fellow off his feet, the other mans right was free and the eighteen-inch Erzerum dagger that he held danced this and that way for an opening underneath my guard.

Jeremys left fist landed under the peak of his jaw exactly at the moment when he stiffened to launch his thrust. He fell as if pole-axed and the blade missed my stomach by six inches, but the combined force of thrust and blow was great enough to drive the weapon into the wooden partition, where it stayed until I pulled it out to keep as a souvenir.

There wasnt much trouble after that. Grim and Hadad came in and we tore strips from the Syrians clothing to tie their hands and feet with. Hadad went to the rear of the train, climbing along the footboard of the third-class cars to the caboose to throw some sort of bluff to the conductor, who came forward  called me Colonel and Hadad Excellency  looked our prisoners over  recognized no friends  and said that everything was quite all right. He said he knew exactly what to do; but we left Narayan Singh on watch, lest that knowledge should prove too original which, however, it turned out not to be. It was bromidian  as old as history. Narayan Singh came back and told us.

Lo, sahib; he went through their clothes as an ape for fleas, I watching. And when he had all their valuables he laid them on the footboard, and then, as we passed some Bedouin tents, he kicked them off. But he seems an honest fellow, for he gave them back some small change to buy food with, should any be obtainable.

After that he stood flashing his white teeth for half an hour watching Mabel bandage Jeremy and me, for it always amuses a Sikh to watch a white man eat punishment. Sikhs are a fine race  but curious  distinctly curious and given to unusual amusement. When Mabel had finished with me at last I stuck a needle into him, and he laughed, accepting the stab as a compliment.

A strange thing is how men settle down after excitement. Birds do the same thing. A hawk swoops down on a hedgerow; there is a great flutter, followed by sudden silence. A minute later the chattering begins again, without any reference to one of their number being torn in the plunderers beak. And so we; even Grim loosened up and gossiped about Faisal and the already ancient days when Faisal was the up-to-date Saladin leading Arab hosts to victory.

But there was an even stranger circumstance than that. We werent the only people in the train; our car, for instance, was fairly well occupied by Armenians, Arabs, and folk whose vague nationality came under the general heading of Levantine. The car ahead where the fight took place, though not crowded, wasnt vacant, and there were others in the car behind. Yet not one of them made a move to interfere. They minded their own business, which proves, I think, that manners are based mainly on discretion.

As the train gasped slowly up the grade and rolled bumpily at last along the fertile, neglected Syrian highland, all the Armenians on the train removed their hats and substituted the red tarbush, preferring the headgear of a convert rather than be the target of every Bedouin with a rifle in his hand.

The whole journey was a mix-up of things to wonder at  not least of them the matter-of-fact confidence with which the train proceeded along a single track, whose condition left you wondering at each bump whether the next wouldnt be the journeys violent end. There were lamps, but no oil for light when evening came. Once, when we bumped over a shaky culvert and a bushel or two of coal-dust fell from the rusty tender, the engineer stopped the train and his assistant went back with a shovel and piece of sacking to gather up the precious stuff.

There was nothing but squalid villages and ruins, goats and an occasional rare camel to be seen through the window  not a tree anywhere, the German General Staff having attended to that job thoroughly. There is honey in the country and its plentiful as well as good, because bees are not easy property to raid and make away with; but the milk is from goats, and as for overflowing, I would hate to have to punish the dugs of a score of the brutes to get a jugful for dinner. Syrias wealth is of the past and the future.

Long before it grew too dark to watch the landscape we were wholly converted to Grims argument that Syria was no place for a man of Faisals caliber. The Arab owners of the land are plundered to the bone; the men with money are foreigners, whose only care is for a government that will favor this religion and that breed. To set up a kingdom there would be like preaching a new religion in Hester Street; you could hand out text, soup and blankets, but youd need a whales supply of faith to carry on, and the offertories wouldnt begin to meet expenses.

Until that journey finally convinced me, I had been wondering all the while in the back of my head whether Grim wasnt intending an impertinence. It hasnt been my province hitherto to give advice to kings; for one thing, they havent asked me for it. If I were asked, I think Id take the problem pretty seriously and hesitate before suggesting to a man on whom the hope of fifty million people rests that hed better pull up stakes and eat crow in exile for the present. Id naturally hate to be a king, but if I were one I dont think quitting would look good, and I think Id feel like kicking the fellow who suggested it.

But the view from the train, and Grims talk with Hadad put me in a mood in which Syria didnt seem good enough for a soap-box politician, let alone a man of Faisals fame and character. And when at last a few lights in a cluster down the track proclaimed that we were drawing near Damascus, I was ready to advise everybody, Faisal included, to get out in a hurry while a chance remained.


CHAPTER 13. Bismillah! What a mercy that I met you!

While the fireman scraped the iron floor for his last two shovelfuls of coal-dust and the train wheezed wearily into the dark station, Grim began to busy himself in mysterious ways. Part of his own costume consisted of a short, curved scimitar attached to an embroidered belt  the sort of thing that Arabs wear for ornament rather than use. He took it off and, groping in the dark, helped Mabel put it on, without a word of explanation.

Then, instead of putting on his own Moslem over-cloak he threw that over her shoulders and, digging down into his bag for a spare head-dress, snatched her hat off and bound on the white kerchief in its place with the usual double, gold-covered cord of camel-hair.

Then came my friend the train conductor and addressed me as Colonel, offering to carry out the bags. The moment he had grabbed his load and gone Grim broke silence:

Call her Colonel and me Grim. Dont forget now!

We became aware of faces under helmets peering through the window  officers of Faisals army on the watch for unwelcome visitors. From behind them came the conductors voice again, airing his English:

Any more bags inside there, Colonel?

Get out quick, Jeremy, and make a fuss about the Colonel coming! ordered Grim.

Jeremy suddenly became the arch-efficient servitor, establishing importance for his chief, and never a newly made millionaire or modern demagogue had such skillful advertisement. The Shereefian officers stood back at a respectful distance, ready to salute when the personage should deign to alight.

What shall be done with the memsahibs hat? demanded Narayan Singh.

You could only see the whites of his eyes, but he shook something in his right hand.

Eat it! Grim answered.

Heavens! Thats my best hat! objected Mabel. Give it here. Ill carry it under the cloak.

Get rid of it! Grim ordered; and Narayan Singh strode off to contribute yellow Leghorn straw and poppies to the engine furnace.

I gave him ten piasters to fee the engineer, and five for the fireman, so you might say that was high-priced fuel.

What kind of bunk are you throwing this time? I asked Grim.

He didnt answer, but gave orders to Mabel in short, crisp syllables.

Youre Colonel Lawrence. Answer no questions. If anyone salutes, just move your hand and bow your head a bit. Youre just his height. Look straight in front of you and take long strides. Bend your head forward a little; there, thats it.

Im scared! announced Mabel, by way of asking for more particulars.

She wasnt scared in the least.

Piffle! Grim answered. Remember youre Lawrence, thats all. Theyd give you Damascus if you asked for it. Follow Jeremy, and leave the rest to us.

I dont doubt that Grim had been turning over the whole plan in his mind for hours past, but when I taxed him with it afterward his reply was characteristic:

If wed rehearsed it, Mabel and Hadad would both have been self- conscious. The game is to study your man  or woman, as the case may be  and sometimes drill em, sometimes spring it on em, according to circumstances. The only rule is to study people; there are no two quite alike.

Hadad was surprised into silence, too thoughtful a man to do anything except hold his tongue until the next move should throw more light on the situation. He followed us out of the car, saying nothing; and being recognized by the light of one dim lantern as an intimate friend of Faisal, he accomplished all that Grim could have asked of him.

He was known to have been in Europe until recently. Rumors about Lawrence had been tossed from mouth to mouth for days past, and here was somebody who looked like Lawrence in the dark, followed by Grim and Hadad and addressed as Colonel. Why shouldnt those three Shereefian officers jump to conclusions, salute like automatons and grin like loyal men who have surprised a secret and wont tell anyone but their bosom friends? It was all over Damascus within the hour that Lawrence had come from England to stand by Faisal in the last ditch. The secret was kept perfectly!

We let Mabel walk ahead of us, and there was no trouble at the customs barrier, where normally every piaster that could be wrung from protesting passengers were mulcted to support a starving treasury; for the officers strode behind us, and made signs to the customs clerk, who immediately swore at everyone in sight and sent all his minions to yell for the best cabs in Damascus.

Narayan Singh distributed largesse to about a hundred touts and hangers- on and we splashed off toward the hotel in two open landaus, through streets six inches deep in water except at the cross-gutters, where the horses jumped for fear of losing soundings. Abana and Pharpar, rivers of Damascus, were in flood as usual at that time of year, and the scavenging street curs had to swim from one garbage heap to the next. There was a gorgeous battle going on opposite the hotel door, where half a dozen white-ivoried mongrels with their backs to a heap of kitchen leavings held a ford against a dozen others, each beast that made good his passage joining with the defenders to fight off the rest. I stood on the hotel steps and watched the war for several minutes, while Grim went in with the others and registered as Rupert Ramsden of Chicago, U.S.A., and party.

The flood, and darkness owing to the lack of fuel, were all in our favor, for such folk as were abroad were hardly of the sort whose gossip would carry weight; nevertheless, we hadnt been in the hotel twenty minutes before an agent of the bank put in his appearance, speaking French volubly. Seeing my name on the register, he made the mistake of confining his attention to me, which enabled Grim to get Mabel safely away into a big room on the second floor.

The Frenchman (if he was one  he had a Hebrew nose) made bold to corner me on a seat near the dining-room door. He was nervous rather than affable  a little pompous, as behooved the representative of money power  and evidently used to having his impertinences answered humbly.

You are from the South? Did you have a good journey? Was the train attacked? Did you hear any interesting rumors on the way?

Those were all preliminary questions, thrown out at random to break ice. As he sat down beside me you could feel the next one coming just as easily as see that he wasnt interested in the answers to the first.

You are here on business? What business?

Private business, said I, with an eye on Jeremy just coming down the stairs. You talk Arabic?

He nodded, eyeing me keenly.

That man is my servant and knows my affairs. Im too tired to talk after the journey. Suppose you ask him.

So Jeremy came and sat beside us, and threw the cows husband around as blithely as he juggles billiard balls. I wasnt supposed to understand what he was saying.

The big effendi is a prizefighter, who has heard there is money to be made at Faisals court. At least, that is what he says. Between you and me, I think he is a spy for the French Government, because when he engaged me in Jerusalem he gave me a fist-full of paper francs with which to send a telegram to Paris. What was in the telegram? I dont know; it was a mass of figures, and I mixed them up on purpose, being an honest fellow averse to spys work. Oh, Ive kept an eye on him, believe me! Ever since he killed a Syrian in the train Ive had my doubts of him. Mashallah, what a murderous disposition the fellow has! Kill a man as soon as look at him  indeed he would. Are you a prince in these parts?

A banker.

Bismillah! What a mercy that I met you! I overheard him say that he will visit the bank tomorrow morning to cash a draft for fifty thousand francs. Id examine the draft carefully if I were you. It wouldnt surprise me to learn it was stolen or forged. Is there any other bank that he could go to?

Not so, Grim answered. If you dont like the plan, Ill trust you to fall out and keep the secret.

Oh, in that case, answered Hadad, hesitating. Since you put it that way ... .well, it is lose all or perhaps win something  half-measures are no good  the alternative is ruin of the Arab cause  it is a forlorn hope  well, one throw of the dice, eh?  and all our fortunes on the table!  one little mistake and hélas  finish! Never mind. Yes, I will play too. I will play this to the end with you.

So were all set, remarked Grim with a sigh of relief. Instantly he threw his shoulders back and began to set his pieces for the game. And you know, theres a world of difference between the captain of a side who doesnt worry until the game begins and Grims sort, who do their worrying beforehand and then play, and make the whole side play for every ounce thats in them.

Mabel, youre Lawrence. Keep silent, be shy, avoid encounters  act like a man whos not supposed to be here, but who came to help Faisal contrary to express commands laid on him by the Foreign Office. Get that? Lawrence is a shy man, anyway  hates publicity, rank, anything that calls attention to himself. The more shy you are, the easier youll get away with it. Faisal must help pretend youre Lawrence. The presence of Lawrence would add to his prestige incalculably, and I think hell see that, but if not, never mind, well manage. Any questions? Quick!

You cant ask questions when youre given that sort of opportunity. The right ones dont occur to you and the others seem absurd. Grim knew that, of course, but when youre dealing with a woman theres just one chance in a hundred that she may think of something vital that hasnt occurred to anybody else. Most women arent practical; but its the impractical things that happen.

Suppose were captured by the French? she suggested. Thats whats going to happen, he answered. When theyve got you, then youre Mrs. Mabel Ticknor, who never saw Lawrence and wouldnt recognize him if you did.

Theyll ask why Im wearing mans clothes, and masquerading as an Arab.

Well, youre a woman, arent you? You answer with another question  ask them just how safe a woman would be! They may claim that their Algerians are baby-lambs, but they cant blame you for not believing it! Anything else?

She shook her head, and he turned on Hadad.

Hadad, lose no opportunity of whispering that Lawrence is with Faisal. Add that Lawrence doesnt want his presence known. Hunt out two or three loyal Arabs on the staff and tell them the plan is to kidnap Faisal and carry him to safety across the border; but dont do it too soon; wait until the debacle begins, and then persuade a few of them  old Ali, for instance, and Osman  choose the old guard  you and they bolt with him to Haifa. The Syrians have been thoroughly undermined by propaganda; gas will do the rest, and as soon as the Arabs see the Syrians run theyll listen to reason. They know you, and know youre on the level. Do you understand? Will you do that?

I will try. I see many a chance of spilling before this cup comes to the drinking, Jimgrim!

Then carry it carefully! Grim answered. Ramsden, take that car you came in. Find that banker. Hes the boy who has bought Faisals staff, or Im much mistaken. Bring him here. Suppose he wont come?

Bring him. Take Jeremy with you. Try diplomacy first. Tell him that a plot to kidnap Faisal has been discovered at the last minute, but give him to understand that no suspicion rests on him. Get him, if you can, to send a message to the French General Staff, warning them to watch for Faisal and two civilians and Lawrence in an auto. After that bring him if you have to put him in a sack.

Whats his name, and where does he live?

Adolphe René. Everybody knows his house. Jeremy, look as unlike Faisal as you can until the time comes, but study the part and be ready to jump into his clothes. Narayan Singh, stay with me. You and I will do the dirty work. Get busy, Ramsden.

Circumstances work clock-fashion, wheel fitting into wheel, when those tides that Shakespeare spoke of are at flood. Disregarding all the theory and argument about human will as opposed to cosmic law I say this, without any care at all who contradicts me:

That whoever is near the hub of happenings is the agent of Universal Law, and can no more help himself than can the watch that tells the hour. The men who believe that they make history should really make a thoughtful fellow laugh. The moving finger writes, and having writ moves on; the old tentmaker Omar knew the truth of it. You could almost hear the balance-wheel of Progress click as the door opened before Grim had finished speaking, and a staff officer appeared to invite him to be present at Faisals conference.

Grim asked at once for the auto for me (I couldnt have had it otherwise), and a moment later Jeremy and I were scooting into darkness through narrow streets and driving rain, with the hubs of the wheels awash in places and shipping it green over the floor when we dipped and pitched over a cross- street gutter. The Arab driver knew the way, from which I take it he had a compass in his head as well as a charm against accidents and a spirit of recklessness that put faith in worn-out springs. There wasnt room for more than one set of wheels at a time in most of the streets we tore through, but a camel tried to share one fairway with us and had the worst of it; he cannoned off into an alley hind end first, and we could hear him bellowing with rage a block away.

And our manner of stopping was like our progress, prompt. The brake-bands went on with a shriek and Jeremy and I pitched forward as the car brought up against the kerb in front of an enormous door, whose brass knocker shone like gold in the rays of our headlights. We told the Arab to wait for us and stepped knee-deep into a pool invisible, stumbled and nearly fell over a great stone set to bridge the flood between street and door, then proceeded to use the knocker importunately, thunderously, angrily, as men with wet feet and bruised toes likely will, whatever the custom of the country.

We went on knocking, taking turns, until the door opened at last and the bankers servant peered at us with a candle in his hand, demanding to know in the name of the thousand and one devils whom Solomon boiled in oil what impudent scavengers were making all that noise. But the banker himself was in the background, thinking perhaps that the French had come already, on the lookout over the servants shoulder for a glimpse of a kepi. So we put our shoulders to the door, thrust by the servant, and walked in.

Take care! I have a pistol in my hand! said the bankers voice.

Three shots for a shilling at me then! retorted Jeremy.

Who are you?

Tell that shivering fool to bring the candle, and youll see!

Oh, you, is it! I told you to come in the morning. I cant see you now.

Cant see me, eh? Come in here and peel your eyes, cocky! Sit down and look at us. There, take a pew. Wonder where I learned such good English? Well, I used to shine the toenails of the Prince o Wales, and you have to pass a Civil Service examination before they give you that good job. I talk any language except French and Jewish, but this master of mine turns out to be a Jew who talks French, and not a prizefighter after all.

What did I tell you this evening? Said he was a spy for the French, didnt I? I tell you, Im a dependable man. What I say you can bet on till youve lost all your money. Here he is, spying to beat the promised-landers  just had tea with Faisal and learned all the inside facts  offered me a pound to come and find you, but I charged him two and got the money in advance.

You ought to pay me a commission, too, and then Ill get married if theres an honest woman left in Damascus. If either of you want my advice, you wont believe a word the other says, but I expect youre both too willful to be guided. Anyhow, youll have to talk in front of me, because my master is afraid of being murdered; he isnt afraid of ghosts or bad smells, but the sight of a long knife turns his heart to water and sets him to praying so loud that you cant get a word in edgewise. Go on, both of you  yalla! Talk!

Does it begin to be obvious why kings used to employ court jesters? The modern cabinets should have them  men like Jeremy (though theyd be hard to find) to break the crust of situations. Suspicion weakens in the presence of incongruity.

This fellow seems less than half-witted, I said, but hes shrewd, and Ive found him useful. Unfortunately he has picked up a lot of information, so well have to keep an eye on him. My business is to communicate with the French General Staff and Im told you know how to manage it.

Huh-huh? Who told you that?

Those who gave me my instructions. If you dont know who they are without my telling you, youre the wrong man and Ill not waste time with you.

Let us suppose that I know then. Proceed.

Your name was given to me as that of a man who can be trusted to take necessary action in the interests of ... er ... you understand?

Uh-huh!

The plot for Faisal to be kidnapped by some Syrian members of his staff has been discovered at the last minute, I said, looking hard at him; and he winced palpably.

Mon Dieu! You mean

That it is not too late to save the situation. You have not been accused of connection with it. I came here in pursuance of a different plan to kidnap him  a sort of reserve plan, to be employed in case other means should fail. All arrangements are in working order except the one item of communicating with the French General Staff. I require you to accompany me for that purpose, and to send off to them immediately a message at my dictation.

Tschaa! Suppose you show me your authority?

Certainly! I answered.

Realizing that he wasnt in immediate danger of life he had returned his own pistol to his pocket. So I showed him the muzzle of mine, and he divined without a sermon on the subject that it would go off and shoot accurately unless he showed discretion. He didnt offer to move when Jeremys agile fingers found his pocket and flicked out the mother-of-pearl-handled, rim-fire thing with which he had previously kept his courage warm.

I was told not to trust you too far, I explained. I was warned in advance that you might question my credentials. You are said to be jealous of interference. As a precaution against miscarriage of this plan through jealousy on your part, I was ordered to oblige you to obey me.

And if I refuse?

Your widow will then be the individual most concerned. Be good enough to take pen and paper, and write a letter to my dictation.

Jeremy went to the door, which was partly open, made sure that the servant was out of earshot, and slammed it tight. René the banker went to his escritoire, took paper, and shook his fountain pen.

How shall I commence the letter? he asked me with a dry, sly smile.

He thought he had me there. There are doubtless proper forms of address that serve to establish the genuineness of letters written by a spy.

Commence half-way down the page, I answered. Well insert the address afterwards. Write in French:

I shall accompany the Emir Faisal and Colonel Lawrence to the front tonight, former plan having miscarried. When Syrian retreat begins look out for automobile containing Faisal and Lawrence, which may be recognized easily as it will also contain myself and another civilian in plain clothes. At the psychological moment a white flag will be shown from it, waved perhaps surreptitiously by one of the civilians. In the event of breakdown of the automobile a horsed vehicle will be used and the same signal will apply. For the sake of myself and the other civilian, please instruct all officers to keep a sharp lookout and protect the party from being fired on.

There, I said, sign that and address it.

He hesitated. He couldnt doubt that his own arrangements with traitors on the staff to kidnap Faisal had gone amiss, else how should I be aware of them at all  I, who had only arrived that evening in Damascus? But it puzzled him to know why I should make him write the letter, or, since his plan must have failed, why I should let him share in the kidnapping. He smelt the obvious rat. Why didnt I sign the letter myself, and get all the credit afterward, as any other spy would do?

You sign it, he said, pushing the letter toward me; and I got one of those sudden inspirations that there is no explaining  the right idea for handling fox René the banker.

So youre afraid to sign that, are you? All right; give it here, Ill sign it; pass me your pen. But youll come along with me tonight, my lad, and make your explanations to the French in the morning!

Looking back, I can see how the accusation worked, although it was an arrow shot at a venture. His greasy, sly, fox face with its touch of bold impudence betrayed him for a man who would habitually hedge his bets. Faisals safe-conduct had protected him from official interference, but it had needed more than that to preserve him from unofficial murder, and beyond a doubt he had betrayed the French in minor ways whenever that course looked profitable. Now in a crisis he had small choice but to establish himself as loyal to the stronger side. He hurriedly wrote a number at the bottom of the letter, and another followed by three capitals and three more figures at the top.

Seal it up and send it  quick! I ordered him.

He obeyed and Jeremy called the servant.

Summon François, said the banker, and the servant disappeared again.

François must remain a mystery. He was insoluble. Dressed in a pair of baggy Turkish pants, with a red sash round his middle, knotted loosely over a woolen jersey that had wide horizontal black and yellow strips, with a grey woolen shawl over the lot, and a new tarbush a size or two too small for him perched at an angle on his head, he stood shifting from one bare foot to the other and moved a toothless gap in his lower face in what was presumably a smile.

He had no nose that you could recognize, although there were two blow- holes in place of nostrils with a hideous long scar above them. One ear was missing. He had no eyebrows. But the remaining ear was pointed at the top like a satyrs, and his little beady eyes were as black as a birds and inhumanly bright.

The banker spoke to him in the voice you would use to a rather spoilt child when obedience was all-important, using Arabic with a few French words thrown in.

Ah, here is François. Good François! François, mon brave, here is a letter, eh? You know where to take it  eh? Ha-ha! François knows, doesnt he! François doesnt talk; he tells nobody; hes wise, is François! He runs, eh? He runs through the rain and the night; and he hides so that nobody can see him; and he delivers the letter; and somebody gives François money and tobacco and a little rum; and François comes running back to the nice little, dark little hole where he sleeps. Plenty to eat, eh, François? Nice soft food that needs no chewing! Nothing to do but run with a letter now and then, eh? A brave fellow is François  a clever fellow  a trustworthy fellow  a dependable, willing fellow, always ready to please! Ready to go?

Well, theres the letter; be careful with it, and run-run-run like a good boy! A whole bottle of rum when you come back  think of it! A whole bottle of nice brown rum to yourself in that nice little room where your bed is! There, goodbye!

The creature addressed as François vanished, with a snort and a sort of squeal that may have been meant for speech. That is the best messenger in Syria, said René. He is priceless  incorruptible, silent, and as sure as Destiny! The French General Staff will have that letter before dawn. Now  what next?

You come with me, I answered.

He felt better now that the message was on its way; second thought convinced him of my connection with the French. There is no more profitless delusion than to suppose that a countrys secret agents are always its own nationals. They are almost always not.

If the French used only Frenchmen, Germany used none but Germans, Great Britain only Englishmen, and so on, it might be prettier and easier for the police, but intelligence departments would starve. So there was nothing about an obvious American doing spy-work for the French that should stick in his craw; and that being so, the more cheerfully he aided me the better it would likely be for him.

So he called for the servant again, and proved himself a good campaigner by superintending the packing of a big basket with provisions  bread and butter, cold chicken, wine, olives, and hot coffee in a thermos bottle.

The French will be in Damascus by noon tomorrow, he said. Ha-ha! Those French and their hungry Algerians! We do well to take a good provision with us  enough for two days at least. We shall enter with them, I suppose, or at least behind them, and of course my house here will receive consideration; but  ha-ha!  how many chickens do you believe will be purchasable in Damascus one hour after the first Algerians get here? Eh? Put in another chicken, Hassan, mon brave. Eh bien, oui  pack the basket full; put in more of everything!

At last he got into an overcoat lined with fox-pelt, for the night air was chilly and an overcoat is less trouble than blankets if you expect to spend a night on the move. We hove the huge basket into the waiting auto, slammed the front door of the house behind us, piled into the back seat and were off.

I shall be glad when this business is over, said René, with a sigh of satisfaction. I am a banker by profession. For me the ebb and flow of trade, with its certainties and its discretions. But what would you? Trade must be prepared for; doors that will not open must be forced; those who stand in the way must be thrust aside. This Faisal is an impossible fellow. He is a hypocrite, I tell you  one of those praters about righteousness who wont understand that the church and the mosque are the places for that sort of thing. Eh? You follow me? But tell me, what has been done to Daulch, Hattin and Aubek? Were they backed against a wall and shot? Who betrayed them? Too bad that such a plan should fail, for it was perfect.

Far from perfect, I answered; for that one piece of strategy I have by heart  the way to make a man tell all he knows is to pretend to superior knowledge.

Heh? How could you improve on it? Three members of the staff to order sauve-qui-peut unexpectedly, seize Faisal, and deliver him dead or alive? What is better than that? But what has been done to the three?

Nothing, I answered.

Just like him! just like him! I tell you, that man Faisal would rather be a martyr than succeed at his proper business. We reached the palace just as Faisal was leaving it. Several members of his staff were hard on his heels in the porch and our party was behind them again, with Mabel last of all. There was a line of waiting autos nearly long enough to fill the drive, but an utter absence of military fuss, and no shouting or hurry. It looked in the dark more like a funeral than the departure of a king to join his army at the front.

I remained in the car with the banker and sent Jeremy to report our doings to Grim. Presently I could see him standing under the porch lamp with a hand on Grims shoulder, and I leaned out over the auto door to watch; but René the banker leaned back, snuggled up in his overcoat, liking neither to be seen nor to get his skin wet. I expected to see the three staff officers Daulch, Hattin and Aubek arrested there and then; but nothing happened, except that Faisal suddenly drove away with Mabel and Grim in the same car with him.

There followed a rush for the other cars, and the whole line started forward, Jeremy jumping in as our car passed the porch. Daulch, Hattin and Aubek are at the front, he said, and began humming to himself.

At the front? demanded René, sitting upright suddenly. At the front, you say? When did they leave for the front?

This evening, answered Jeremy.

You couldnt see his face in the dark, but I think he was chuckling.

Strange! said the banker. Yet you say they have been betrayed  their plan is known  yet they left for the front this evening?

It was pitch-dark inside the car, for the rain swished down in torrents and Jeremy fastened the flaps after he got in. Renés change of expression was a thing that you could feel, not see. He kept perfect silence for about two minutes, while the car skidded and bumped at the rear of the procession. Then:

You tell me that Faisal knows, and yet ...

Oh, I didnt tell you that, laughed Jeremy. It was this other man who said so. I never deceived anyone; Im an honest fellow, I am. Remember, I warned you against him when we talked in the hotel; you cant blame me. I told you he was up to mischief. I advised you to keep a careful eye on him and to look twice at his paper! WAllah! You must be a lamb in fox-skin. My master is a wolf in a wooly overcoat! Wait till youve seen him eat that chicken that you brought, and then youll know what kind of a man he is!

You see, you should have given me money when I asked you for it. Im a fellow with a price, I am. Whoever pays my price gets his moneys worth. If youd had the sense to pay me more than this man does, Id have helped you trick him instead of helping him trick you; but he gave me my wages before dinner and you gave me nothing, so here you are, and I wouldnt like to be keeping your pair of trousers warm! I tell you, this Ramsden effendi is an awful fellow, who will stick at nothing, and Im worse because Im honest and do what Im paid to do!

I took the precaution of putting my arm around René, for it was likely that he had another weapon hidden somewhere, and the obvious thing for him to do was to shoot the two of us and make a bolt for it. For a second I thought I felt his hand moving; but it was Jeremys, searching all his pockets and feeling for hidden steel. So I pulled out a cigar and lit a match.

Of course, anyones face looks ghastly by that sort of sudden light; but Renés was a picture of hate, rage, baffled cunning and fear, such as I had never seen; his eyes looked like an animals at bay, and the way his lips parted from his teeth conveyed the impression that he was searching his mind wildly for a desperate remedy that would ruin all concerned except himself.

But it was only a stale old recourse that he had. In a mans extremity he turns by instinct to his own tin gods for help, and you may read his whole heart and religion then.

Very well; very well, he said, as if he were on the rack, speaking hurriedly to get it over with. I make the sacrifice. You will find my money in an inner vest pocket underneath my vest. It is a lifes savings. Take it, and let me go. It is not much  only a little  I am not a rich man  I had hoped to be, but it would mean a fortune to you no doubt. Take it and be merciful; give me back the smaller packet of the two, keep the larger, and let me go.

Out of curiosity I reached inside his vest and pulled out both packets. Jeremy struck a match. The smaller packet contained a draft on Paris for a quarter of a million francs. The larger held nothing but correspondence. I returned them to him.

Listen! I said. Ive never yet murdered a man, so if you provide me with another excuse for murdering you, youll be a virgin victim. Keep that in mind!


CHAPTER 15. Catch the Algies napping and kick hell out of em!

Youre no doubt familiar with the fact that the accounts given by two men who have witnessed a battle from the same angle will differ widely, not only in minor detail but in fundamentals; so you wont look to me for confirmation of any one of the countless stories that have seen the light of print, pretending to explain how the French won Damascus so easily and unexpectedly. I was only on the inside, looking outward as it were; the fellows on the outside, looking in, would naturally give a different explanation.

Then you must bear in mind that this is a day of official accounts that would make a limping dog of Ananias. When the General Staff of an invading army controls all the wires and all lines of communication you may believe what they choose to tell you, if you wish. But you dont have to, as they say in Maine. And I admit that all I saw was from a curtained auto as we swayed and bumped over broken roads, with an occasional interlude when Jeremy and I got out to lend our shoulders and help the Arab driver heave the car out of a slough.

My clearest memory is of that Arab  silent, stolid, staring like an owl straight forward most of the time  but a perfect marvel in emergencies, when he would suddenly spring to life, swear a living streak of brimstone blasphemy in high falsetto, and perform a drivers miracle.

By two hours after midnight we were running on four flat tires; and Ive got the name of the maker of those wheels for future reference and use. One spring broke, but we went forward sailor-fashion, with a jury-rig of chain and rope, after getting more gas from some Christian monks, who swore they hadnt any and wept when one of Faisals officers demonstrated that they lied. You couldnt see any monastery; I dont even know that there was one  nothing but lean faces with tonsured tops that nodded in unison and lied fearfully.

The gunfire began to be heavy about that time, although nothing like the thousand-throated bedlam of Flanders. As neither side could see the other and neither had any ranges marked, my guess is that the French were advertising their advance  doing a little propaganda that was cheap for all concerned except the tax-payers. And the Syrian army was shooting back crazily, sending over long shots on the off chance, more to encourage themselves than for any other reason.

The sensation was rather like riding in an ambulance away from the battle instead of toward it, for you couldnt see anything and you had a sense of helpless detachment from it all, as if a power you couldnt control were carrying you away from a familiar destiny to one that you couldnt imagine. It wasnt so much like a dream as like a different, real existence that you couldnt understand because it bore no kind of relation to anything in the past.

Anyhow, we bumped and blundered on until dawn came, streaked with wonderful rolling mist, and gave a glimpse at intervals of a wide plain sloping toward the west, with long lines of infantry and here and there guns extended across it in parallels drawn north and south.

The rifle firing started ten minutes after dawn, and it was all over in less than half an hour; but I cant describe exactly how the finish came, because the wind was toward us and the morning mist blew along in blanketing white masses that only allowed you a momentary glimpse and then shut off the view.

We were about a mile behind the firing-line and I couldnt see Faisals car or any of the others. For the moment there was just one clear line of vision, straight from where I sat to the nearest infantry. I could see about fifty yards of the line and perhaps that many men; and they were blazing away furiously over a low earthwork, although I couldnt see a sign of the French. There was hardly any artillery firing at that time.

Suddenly without any obvious reason the men whose backs I was watching broke and ran. The mist obscured them instantly and the line of vision shifted, so that bit by bit I saw I dare say a mile of the firing line. The whole lot were running for their lives and, look where I would, there wasnt a sign of a Frenchman anywhere.

I should say it took about ten minutes for the first of them to reach the dirt road, where our autos stood hub-deep in mud, and by that time we had shoved and pulley-hauled them into movement, our engines making as much row as a nest of machine-guns as they struggled against the strain. We didnt want to be swamped under that tide of fugitives.

But they took no notice of us. They had thrown away their weapons and were running for home with eyes distended and nothing in mind but to put distance between there and the enemy. I jumped out of the car and seized one man.

What are you running from? What has happened? I demanded, holding him harder the more he struggled.

Poison gas! he gasped, and I let him go.

I thought I caught a whiff of the darned stuff then, but that may have been imagination.

Poison gas! I said, returning to the car, and René made a fine exhibition of himself, smothering his head under the fox-lined overcoat and screaming.

He got right down on the floor of the car and lay there huddled and gasping  which may have been a sensible precaution; I dont know. There was no time just then to bother with him.

The fluky morning breeze shifted several points. The mist curled suddenly and began to flow diagonally across our line of cars instead of toward us, and from one moment to the next you could see straight along the road for maybe a mile or more. There was a sight worth seeing  Faisals cavalry in full rout  running away from ghosts by the look of it  their formation hardly yet broken, horse and man racing with the wind and a scattering of unhorsed fugitives streaming behind like a comets tail.

According to Grim, who should know, that cavalry division was the kingpin of Faisals plan. He had intended to lead a raid in person, swooping down the French flank to their rear; but the three staff traitors, Daulch, Hattin and Aubek, sent forward the previous evening to place the division and hold it ready, had simply tipped the French off to the whole plan and at the critical moment of Faisals arrival on the scene had ordered the sauve-qui-peut. I dont believe the French used more than a can or two of gas. I dont believe they had more than a few cans of it so far advanced.

But the sauve-qui-peut might have been useless without Faisals capture, for he was just the man to rally a routed army and snatch victory out of a defeat. Nobody knew better than Faisal the weakness of the French communications, and the work of those three traitors was only half done when the cavalry took to its heels. The one man who could possibly save the day had to be bagged and handed over.

I didnt realize all that, of course, in the twinkling of an eye, as they say you do in a climax. Maybe Ive never faced a climax. Im no psychologist and not at all given to review of sudden situations in the abstract.

There was a fight, or a riot, or something like it going on near the head of our line of autos. The first two or three had come to a standstill; several in the middle of the line were trying to wheel outward and bolt for it behind the fleeing cavalry, and those at the tail end were blocked by one that had broken down. Of course everybody was yelling at the top of his lungs and the hurrying shreds of blown mist further confounded the confusion.

So Jeremy and I ran forward, plunging through the mud and knocking over whoever blocked our way. It was rather fun  like the football field at school. But one man  a Syrian officer  stood near the last of the forward cars with the evident purpose of standing off interference. He took careful aim at me with a revolver, fired point-blank, and missed.

I forgot all about my own pistol and went for him with a laugh and a yell of sheer exhilaration. Theres an eighth of a ton of me, mostly bone and muscle, so it isnt a sinecure to have to stop my fist when the rest of the bulk is under way behind it. I landed so hard on his nose, and with such tremendous impetus, that he hadnt enough initial stability to take the impact and bring me up on my feet. He went down like a ninepin, I on top of him, laughing with mud in my teeth, and Jeremy landed on top of the two of us, holding the skirts of his cloak in both hands as he jumped.

Jeremy picked up the fellows revolver and threw it out of sight, and the two of us ran on again  too late by now to help in the emergency, but in time for the next event.

Grim had managed everything, although he was bleeding, and smiling serenely through the blood. Hadad was there, not smiling at all, but bleached white with excitement; he had brought a number of Arab officers with him, six or seven of whom were standing on the running-board of the front car and all arguing with Faisal, who sat back with his feet and hands tied, guarded by Narayan Singh.

At Grims feet  dead, with bullets through their heads  were three Syrian staff officers. They were the traitors Daulch, Hattin and Aubek. Grims pistol was in his right hand and had been used.

There had been a first-class fight, all over in two minutes; for the traitors hadnt arrived on the scene without assistants. Unfortunately for them, Hadad had turned up at the same moment with his loyalists. Narayan Singh had jumped from the car behind and seized Faisal, thrown him to the floor out of the path of bullets, and tied his arms. It was actually Mabel, hardly realizing what she was doing but obeying the Sikhs orders yelled in her ear as he struggled to keep his wiry prisoner down, who tied the kings feet, using her Arab girdle.

Faisal, of course, was all for dying at the head of a remnant of his men. That would be the first impulse of any decent leader in like circumstance. But his loyal friends, eager to die with him if they must, but unwilling to die at all if there were an alternative, were overwhelming him with streams of words and promises. Suddenly two of them jumped into the car and began to untie his arms and feet. Grim, looking swiftly to right and left, saw Jeremy and pounced on him so fiercely that an onlooker might have guessed another fight to the death was under way. Too excited to say what he had in mind, he tugged at Jeremys clothes.

I get you, Jim  I get you! Jeremy laughed gaily, and in ten seconds had stripped himself down to his underwear.

Hadad must have been discussing details of the plan with Grim along the road; for he got busy at the same time, persuading Faisal to part with his garments  not that his consent really mattered at the moment; they were pulled off him by half a dozen hands at once, and Jeremy had the best of that bargain all right, for in addition to silk headdress and a fine black Arab full-dress coat, there was linen of a sort you cant buy  better stuff than bishops wear and clean, which Jeremys own wasnt.

The time it takes to read this gives a totally false impression of the speed. The whole thing took place, I should say, within two minutes from the time when I punched that Syrians nose until Mabel and Narayan Singh stood beside me watching Hadad, two more Arabs and Faisal drive away, with a second car crowded full of loyalists in close attendance.

By that time Jeremy was dressed in Faisals clothes; and though he didnt look a bit like Faisal from a yard away, in the mist at ten yards, provided you were looking for Faisal, youd have taken your Bible oath he was the man; for he had the gesture and mannerism copied to perfection.

However, standing there wasnt going to increase the real Faisals chance of escaping. The sooner we got caught, the quicker the French would discover that our man had given them the slip. Our business was to give the French a long chase in the wrong direction, and those bogged autos werent ideal for the purpose.

But they were the only means in sight just then, and we had to bear in mind that message I had made René send, warning the French to look out for an auto with a white flag and two civilians together with Faisal and Lawrence. So we picked out the two best that remained, pitched René and his basket of provisions into the front one with Mabel and Jeremy, piled Narayan Singh in after them to take my place as the second civilian, and started them off straight forward, Grim and I following in a second car after I had paid our former Arab driver handsomely and sent him off grinning to give a lift to as many runaways as the car would hold.

We learned afterward that the rascal made a fortune, charging as much as fifty pounds sterling for the trip halfway back to Damascus, at which point the car collapsed. They say he carried eleven officers that far, bought two wives with the proceeds and escaped all the way to a village near Mecca, where his home was.

You know how bewildering and tricky those early mists are when they start to roll up before the wind. We had hardly got going when the whole mass seemed to shift in one great cloud, covering the fleeing troops and incidentally Faisal, but leaving us in our two autos high and dry, as it were, in full view of the French. And they were advancing by that time.

I couldnt see more than a division of them that we would have to reckon with  nearly all Algerians  and they looked dead-weary. I guess they had forced the pace in advance of the main body in order to take advantage of the treason of Faisals officers. They came slouching forward with their rifles at the trail and a screen of skirmishers thrown out a quarter of a mile or so ahead.

There were cavalry and guns far off on their right, evidently trying to work around to the flank of the fleeing array, but those were much too far away to trouble us and were going in the wrong direction. Rolling banks of mist shut off the farther view to westward and there was no guessing where the main French force might be, and for all I know it hadnt started from the coast yet.

Fortune came to our rescue with one riderless horse, a splendid Arab gelding tied by the bridle to the wheel of a water-cart and left behind in the stampede. Jeremy appropriated it, riding Arab fashion with short stirrups, and I wouldnt have blamed Faisals own brother for falsely identifying him at ten yards. He was born mischievous and he caricatured Faisal on horseback as if he were acting for the movies.

I guess the French officers had good glasses with them, for Jeremy had hardly mounted when the advancing Algerians opened a hot fire on us. The whole division surely wouldnt have blazed away, with machine-guns and all, at two cars and a man on horseback unless someone had passed the word along that Faisal was in full view.

So Grim and I abandoned our car, driver and all, and jumped into Jeremys place. It wasnt more than two hundred yards to the top of a gentle rise, over which we disappeared from view; and just as we bumped over it I wrenched out the white tablecloth in which Renés chicken and stuff was wrapped and waved it violently.

Then, Lord, what a sight! Below us, sheltered between two flanking hillocks, was about a division of Faisals Arab infantry, packing up sulkily, preparing to follow the retreat. It was a safe bet the French didnt know they were there, and I dare say the same thought occurred to every one of us the same instant. Mabel thought of it. I know I did. But Jeremy voiced it first, heeling his horse up beside us.

What do you say, Jim? I bet you I can rally that gang. Shall I lead em and lick hell out of the Algies?

But Grim shook his head.

You might, but the game is to pull the plug properly. Get this lot on the run. The less fighting, the less risk of drasticism when the French get to Damascus. Chase em off home!

So Jeremy did it; and that, I believe, accounts for a story that got in the newspapers about Faisal trying to spring a surprise on the French at the last minute. Some French officers in armored cars came over the brow of the hill in pursuit of us  three cars, three officers, three machine-guns, and about a dozen men. One car quit on the hill-top, so I suppose it broke down, but its occupants must have seen Jeremy careering up and down the line encouraging those sulky Arabs to get a move on, and I suppose they told tales afterwards to a newspaper correspondent at the base.

Anyhow, the two pursuing armored cars didnt dare come near enough to be dangerous until we had followed the retreating Arab regiments for about a mile, and the Algerians appeared over the hill-top, coming very slowly. A long-range rifle-fire commenced, the Arabs returning it scrappily as they retreated; and we made believe there were other regiments to be shepherded, steering a northward course downhill toward broken ground that couldnt have suited our purpose better. By the way those armored cars came after us, keeping their distance, it was clear enough that they suspected an ambush.

So we had a clear start and led them a dance in and out among boulders and the branches of a watercourse, Jeremy galloping ahead to spy a course out. Whenever they came in view we acted a little piece for them, making René wave the white cloth while I protected him and held off Mabel and Grim, who went through the motions of trying to brain me with pistol butts.

Two or three times they opened fire, more by way of forcing a surrender, I think, than with any intention of hitting us; they wanted to take Faisal alive. It was like a game of fox and geese, and with Jeremy scouting ahead we could have kept them dodging us for hours if we hadnt run out of gas.

Then we abandoned the car and took refuge in a cave that stank as if it had been a tomb for generations. The French drew up their cars fifty yards away with machine-guns covering the cave mouth; and after we were sure they werent going to squirt a stream of lead at us, I went out with the tablecloth to negotiate terms.

I didnt want to go, but Grim seemed to think theyd understand my French.

Of course, there wasnt anything really to argue about, but I played for time, because every minute was of value to the real Faisal, speeding on his way to British territory. The French officer who did the talking for his side  a little squat, pale, pug-faced fellow, who gave the impression of having risen from the ranks without learning polite manners on the way, agreed to accept our surrender and spare our lives for the time being; and by that time the smell in the cave had nearly overcome our party, so they all marched out.

And Lord! The French captain was spiteful when he discovered that Jeremy wasnt Faisal after all. He swore like a wet cat, accused Mabel of being a spy, took away our basket of provisions, and I think would have shot Jeremy out of hand if Jeremy hadnt started clowning and made the other Frenchmen laugh.

Laughter and murder no more mix than oil and water. He did what he called a harem dance for them, misusing his stomach outrageously, and the incongruity of that by a descendant of the Prophet took all the sting out of the situation. But they burned our abandoned car in sheer ill temper before crowding us into their own. And they shot the good horse.

The joy-ride that followed was rather like the kind they give pigs on the way to the sausage shop  hurried and not intended to be mirthful.

Whats the use of losing tempers? I asked Captain Jacques Daudet, who had captured us.

He sat on my knees, with his pistol pressed against my chest. Why not regard the whole thing as a joke? Youve done your best and nobody can blame you. Besides, what can possibly happen? What do you suppose theyll do to us?

He shrugged his shoulders and his little cold blue eyes met mine.

You will all be shot, of course, he answered. After that ...

He shrugged his shoulders again. But he cast no gloom; for Jeremy kept the lot of us, French too, excepting Daudet, in roars of laughter for ten miles until we reached temporary headquarters, where a born gentleman in a peaked red cap with gold on it sat on a camp-stool directing things.

He recognized Grim at the first glance and knew him for an American in British service. He looked Grim in the eye and smiled. We told our story in turns, interrupting one another and being interrupted by René. The officer turned on the banker savagely, ordered him sent to the rear, and smiled at Grim again.

Then he picked up the bankers belongings, including the two packages, and tossed them after him with an air of utter contempt.

Whereat he smiled at all of us.

And you are quite sure that the Emir Faisal has escaped? he asked.

Well, there are those whom the news will annoy, which is too bad, but cant be helped. For myself, I cannot say that I shall shed tears. Madame ...  He looked straight at Mabel. Major ... He met Grims eyes and smiled. Messieurs ... It was my turn, and Narayan Singhs; his steady stare was good and made you feel like shaking hands with him. Monsieur Scapin... That was meant for Jeremy, and they both laughed. You have been adroit, but do you think I could depend on your discretion?

We did our best to look discreet.

You see, Madame et Messieurs, this is not warfare. We desire to accomplish a definite object with as little unpleasantness as possible. I shall regret the necessity of sending you to Beirut, but that is for your safety. An additional and very sound precaution which you yourselves might take would be to preserve complete silence regarding the events of the last two days. Subject to that condition, you will be given facilities for leaving Beirut by sea in any direction you may wish. Do we understand one another? Good! Now, let me see whether I have your names correctly.

He carefully wrote them down all wrong, described us as noncombatants, who should be allowed to leave the country, warned Jeremy that in a kings clothes he looked too intriguing, provided plain clothes for him, returned our belongings (except the basket of provisions, which he kept) and sent us off in an ambulance on the first leg of the journey to Beirut, whence we got away in a coastwise steamer within the week. Not all the French are swabs! said Jeremy grievously as we took our leave of him.

Grim agreed.

Not all of em. Lets see  there was the Marne, the Aisne, the Somme, Verdun...



THE END
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CHAPTER I. Which is a kind of preface

We Americans are ostriches. We stick well meaning heads into the political sands of these United States, swear  probably correctly  they are better than all other sands, and accordingly declare ourselves free for ever from entangling alliances. Struthio camelus, whose plumes are plucked for market while his head, stowed snugly in a stocking, sees no evil, hears no evil, speaks no evil, and who then struts about asserting that a plucked and smarting rump is fashionable, ought to be our national bird, not the all-seeing eagle.

But this isnt an effort to reform the United States. Were the finest there is or ever was, only rather more entangled with the old world than we think.

The Great Pyramid of Gizeh is older than the Declaration of Independence, and its claims continue to have precedence, our elected statesmen notwithstanding. Statesmen understand not much beyond the drift of popular opinion; but conspirators have always understood that the safest place to conspire in is the centre of the establishment they aim at.

The men whose lives are spent mainly in the open are the widest awake. To assert the contrary is only another phase of the ostrich habit. If a man wipes his knife on the seat of his trousers and knows where the cinnamon bear will be rooting at six a.m., hes not necessarily less enlightened than the fellow who thinks he knows what the editorials in the morning paper really mean. That partly explains why the best policemen come from the plough-tail and the woods, and cities dont often produce Abe Lincolns.

All this sounds rather far from Egypt and the Pyramid of Gizeh, but is not. Few people know or knew why the Great Pyramid was built. Hundreds of thousands toiled at the making of it, most of whom thought they knew, just as most of the people who take the subway in the morning think they know why, and are deluded. They believed what they were told. They were told what was considered good for them to think. The men who told them knew hardly any more but were getting a profit, and hard cash always did look like Euclids Q.E.D. But the men who really did know why the Pyramid was building held their tongues and toiled elsewhere, also for cash, except Khufu himself, who was the arch-type of perfect profiteers.

Khufu was king of Upper and Lower Egypt in those days. Cash dividends did not trouble him much, for he had the taxes to draw on and auditors passed his vouchers without comment. Consequently the man in the street of to-day might be paying higher taxes on account of old Khufu, if Joan Angela Leich hadnt just contrived to miss me with her Ford one dark night on the Geiger Trail; which sounds incredible.

But so is Joan Angela incredible; Im coming to her presently. Everybody knows her who isnt fenced in by apartment-house blocks. If she had pushed me over the edge of the Geiger that night, you, who read this, would be paying for more armaments.

But it was Khufu who started the trouble. He is better known to fame as Cheops, and we know pretty well what he looked like.

He was a calm, proud, confident-appearing man, with an obvious sense of his own importance and a smile that seemed to say: Carry on, boys. Whats good for me is good for you, Being city folk, he had them all in one place where they had got to listen. Spell-binders laid the argument on thick in one direction; in the other the overseers laid on the lash; and the minstrels, who were the equivalent of the daily Press in those days, praised all concerned.

But right here Im going to be called in question by the Egyptologists unless I hasten to explain. It will be said with a certain amount of surface truth that the Egyptians who laboured at building the Pyramid were peasants on vacation. Work ceased in the fields when the Nile had overflowed, and they were kept out of mischief by thoughtful superiors, who provided wholesome amusement with educational value that incidentally promoted trade. When the Nile receded at the end of three months, those who had survived the education were permitted to return home and go to work in the fields again, in order to raise crops, with which to pay the taxes, that should keep the ball a-rolling and Jack Pharaohs pyramid a-building again next season. That is what the text-book writers will assert.

But those peasants were city folk. Egypt was always one great straggling city, with one wide avenue  the Nile  running straight down the middle of it. Everybody lived on Main Street, and they all do still; there was, and is, nowhere else to live, and if the Nile were to dry up Egypt would disappear.

Living on one long street, Egyptians all look alike, think alike, and react to the same inducement. You cant change the Nile, but it will change you, and if you stay there long enough will pattern you until you resemble all the others. Egypt has been invaded scores of times, overrun, looted, conquered, and made to pay tribute; its women have been forced to intermarry with the conquerors, because they are beautiful women with the eyes of gazelles and with a properly respectful attitude toward the male; so the pure-blooded Egyptian no longer exists. Nevertheless, the Egyptian of to-day is exactly like the Egyptian of four thousand years ago, and so is Egypt, except that nowadays you see blue cotton dungarees in place of unbleached linen; a corrupt style of near-French architecture; and two streets instead of one, since the foreigner built the railway.

Then, just as now, there was always a small crowd of foreigners running things, while the native Egyptian did the work. It was a foreigner who suggested the Great Pyramid to Pharaoh, and who doubtless drafted the design and got the contract. No Egyptian ever lived who was capable of designing it. Khufu provided the money and labour, but there is always someone pulling strings behind the autocrat.

In a later Pharaohs day another foreigner, Joseph by name, thought of cornering corn. Still another foreigner, Lesseps by name, conceived the Suez Canal and put that through. Only the dirt was shifted by Egyptians because they are Egyptians, and the dividends go elsewhere for the same reason.

You cant change Egypt. Not even its religion has changed except on the surface. The religion of the educated classes century by century may be the nominal creed of the labourer, but it has never got under his skin. He was always a fatalist, always a believer in brute force, born, bred, beaten and buried on the Nile, and tributary to it all his days; and if you want to start trouble on the Nile now you can do it exactly as it was done in Pharaohs time.

Pharaohs religion was more than perfunctory, or he would never have run the prodigious political risk of forcing gangs of a hundred thousand men to labour in three-month tricks for thirty year. The priests put him up to it, of course. Pharaoh believed that his future in the next world depended wholly on the amount of material preparation that he made for it in this.

He was not only an arch-profiteer. He pyramided profits. He conceived the idea  or priests conceived it for him  of taking the next world by storm. He would be a king for all eternity. He would outdo all the aristocracy who had had themselves entombed in opulence for generations past.

The peasantry  the real Egyptians, that is, who lived on Main Street and paid taxes or were whipped  were no more impressed by that theory than they are by the Sermon on the Mount to-day. They had a more pragmatic, Nile-mud point of view. They wondered, just as they do to-day if anyone propounds a theory to them, whether there was money in it. It was obvious to them that there was. There was their money in it. Every Pharaoh, and every high official who got buried, had as much of the tax money as he could scrape out of the treasury buried with him for his use in the next world. The dwellers on Main Street, preferring this world to the next, and having toiled in the sun for twelve hours a day to earn that money, did some good, plain, Nile-mud thinking; and the result was what you might expect.

It cant have been long before the insurance Companies, if there were any, who underwrote burglary risks on mausoleums went out of business. It got so that a Pharaohs mummy was hardly set stiff before the boys were out with pickaxes to break the door down and get the treasure out of the vault. It was no use putting a guard before the door, because you can always bribe the guard in Egypt, anyhow, and the guard, being peasants in uniform would be quite as anxious to get their share of the loot as anybody else. No doubt a few got caught and hanged, or flayed alive, or whatever was considered suitable for that offence in those days, but the number of kings and noblemens tombs that were not broken open and robbed was zero, and that was all about it. The cash went into circulation again.

So succeeding kings and noblemen took thought. They appealed to the public sense of decency, only to find that there was none. They got the priests to threaten damnation in the next world as the sure penalty for robbing tombs, only to discover that the boys who did the robbing didnt take much stock in the next world, anyhow, but were dead set on getting what small comfort could be had in this. The nobility raised the taxes, strafed whole districts with extra hard labour, issued proclamations, passed laws forbidding anyone below the rank of nobleman to be seen near a cemetery, imported guards from other countries-and all to no effect. Bury a Pharaoh, and the boys got away with his baggage, as often as not in broad daylight, almost before hed started on his journey to the world beyond.

So they changed part of the plan. It was decided that secrecy would solve the problem. Laws were passed forbidding anyone to know where a Pharaoh was buried. The head undertakers enjoyed a monopoly, and held their tongues for business reasons. Undertakers helpers came cheap, so they were all killed and shipped along with Pharaoh to be useful to him in the next world. The mausoleum was underground, out of sight, in an unfrequented spot, and the sand was tidily arranged on top to look as if nothing but the desert wind had ever ruffled it. The living nobility breathed again.

But all they had accomplished was to add a sporting zest to what had hitherto been humdrum certainty. The boys had to go prospecting now, and theres no doubt whatever they found the loot, getting away with it all the more profitably because there were no expensive imported guards to be bribed. So the upper classes had to think again.

They did not abandon the secrecy theory. Rather they proceeded to improve on it. A Pharaoh would start to build his tomb as soon as he came to the throne and had finished maligning his predecessor. He constructed false tombs nearby to deceive prospectors. Then, to the real tomb, he had long dummy tunnels driven, leading to a pit, which was dumped full of rock; and on the far side of the pit was the real passage leading to the place where his corpse would lie in state.

But the prospectors soon discovered that trick, and it got so that a Pharaoh couldnt be certain of getting to heaven with a small coin in his jeans.

About that time the easiest way to make money in Egypt was to come along with an intricate plan for an undiscoverable tomb; but as they had no Patent Office, and anyone who had the price could imitate the plans, tombs soon got stereotyped again, and once one real entrance had been discovered it became a comparatively simple matter to repeat the process and open every rich mans tomb on the country-side.

Things had reached the point where Pharaoh and his friends didnt know what the rising generation was coming to, when who should ascend the throne but Khufu, otherwise known as Cheops. He went through the usual process of removing his predecessors signature from all the public monuments in order to call attention to his own omnipotence, and then proceeded to entertain a distinguished stranger.

Some say that this stranger was Job, the hero of the Old Testament drama. He was certainly an architect and a man of genius. He laughed when Pharaoh told him of the hard work it was for a decent fellow to get to heaven nowadays without arriving like a common tramp.

Suppose I show you a real idea, he suggested. If I draft out a plan by which nobody will ever find your real tomb, Khufu, will you give me the contract for the job?

The plans were produced, and they were marvelous. No doubt there was a cost-plus-basis contract attached with red tape and sealing-wax. Pharaoh signed that, and for thirty years the labourers  the tax-payers that is  of Egypt toiled at the building of what they were told was to be the largest and most magnificent tomb the world had ever seen.

Meanwhile, very secretly and quite a long way off, other workmen were digging the real tomb; and it was into the real one, when Khufu died, that his body and most of his treasure were smuggled, although the public funeral was held at the base of the Great Pyramid, while the population stood around and cursed the tyrant who had forced them to build such a mausoleum for his bones.

The pyramid was so well built, and on such a titanic scale, that the tax-payers, who had built it, knew better than to try to open that; so for thousands of years it stood intact, with Khufus bones and Khufus treasure presumably inside. Nobody hunted for his real grave, because everybody knew that he was buried in the pyramid.

But when at last a conquering Moslem, Mahmoun by name, forced his way into the pyramid to get the treasure out, he found it absolutely empty, except for a great stone chest that had no lid. He naturally jumped to the conclusion that tomb robbers had been in there ahead of him. But how I came to know that Mahmoun was wrong and what Joan Angela Leich and the man in the street in the U.S.A. had to do with it shall all be unfolded in the proper order.


CHAPTER II. Moustapha Pasha

I NOW go forward to the Geiger Trail, one dark night. I was driving a Ford up the winding, seven-mile grade toward Virginia City, wondering at the prodigious guts of the men and women who crossed a continent to tear the inside out of those mountains with pick and shovel. I still maintain that the accident was Joan Angelas fault entirely.

Her Ford, coming down-hill, struck mine very nearly head-on. Her lights were out and her brake-bands burning, so she enjoyed the full advantage of surprise as well as impetus, and it was only a friendly rock at the edge of the road that caught my front axle and saved car and me from falling a couple of hundred feet.

Why didnt you get out of the way? laughed a musical voice. Are you hurt?

I proved I wasnt by scrambling out.

Joan Angela Leich, I exclaimed, or Im a Dutchman!

Why, Jeff Ramsden! Shake hands! I saw you last in Egypt, laying out about a hundred natives with a pick-handle!

You got me into that mess! I laughed. Heres some more of your doing! Dyou expect me to walk all the rest of the way up-hill?

You enjoyed the last mess I got you into, she retorted. Your cars in the way. Push it right over, and Ill buy you a new one.

Tisnt mine, I said. I hired it.

Ill give him this in place of it. This is less than a month old. Its a fair swap. Go on, push yours over.

I made the attempt, but the front axle was bent and had caught on the rock like a yoke. I started to hunt in the dark for something that would do, but she backed her car far enough up the trail to descend again and bunt mine over. I had forgotten to turn off the switch, so the thing caught fire and looked pretty good as it went catapulting down the cliff-side.

Now whatll we do? she demanded. My brakes wont, hold. Think of something, quick!

I found a place where there was room to turn by manoeuvring carefully, and stood guard at the edge of the precipice while she did the shunting. Then I climbed in.

Drive up-hill, drop me at Virginia City, and return to where you came from, I suggested.

Nothing doing! Im on my way to Reno, and youre the very man I need. Fun going down-hill backwards!

You need no education to enjoy Joan Angela, so there were compensations. Her granddad crossed the continent in 49 or 50. He was about seven years old at that time, and he crossed the Six-mile Desert on the back of the last remaining mule. He left his son with a claim or two that proved bonanzas; and when the son died he left Joan Angela about a million dollars and a hundred-thousand acre ranch in California.

She had sat on my knee scores of times until either she or I, or both of us, had outgrown that, and then she went traveling. During her absence abroad, her manager, the son of her fathers closest friend, found oil on her ranch, so theres no real reason why she should select a Ford to make long journeys in.

Shes tall-maybe a mite too tall for some folks notions-and mid- Victorian mammas would never have approved of her, because shes no more coy, or shy, or artful than the blue sky overhead. She has violet eyes, riotous hair of a shade between brown and gold, a straight, shapely little nose, a mouth that is all laughter, and a way of carrying herself that puts you in mind of all out-doors. Ive seen her in evening dress with diamonds on; and much more frequently in riding-breeches and a soft felt hat; but theres always the same effect of natural-born honesty, and laughter, and love of trees and things and people. Shes not a woman who wants to ape men, but a woman who can mix with men without being soiled or spoiled. For the rest, shes not married yet, so theres a chance for all of us except me. She turned me down long ago.

Someone told me youd gone into business with Meldrum Strange; thats why I was so glad to meet you, she explained as we backed down-hill.

I swallowed that compliment, and answered truthfully.

Dyou suppose hed sell out to me? she asked, and again I told truth.

He feels like a great strong spider in the middle of a web, and he loves the sensation.

Well, would he let me buy into the firm?

Not if he takes my advice, Joan Angela!

What have you got it in for me about?

Were steady-going, plodding, conservative, cautious, patient, counting on the long swing, and exceedingly careful before we leap into anything.

Old fogies! Well, would you timid old ladies let me hire your firm for an investigation?

It all depends, I said. Were at the foot of the trail now; you can turn round and go forward.

Thanks! Depends on what? Where were you going when I ran into you?

Cant let mines alone, I answered. Have to go, look, see. My trade, you know. Had a case not far from here. The man got drowned in Lake Tahoe, and the woman was a poor fish, anyhow; the case against her has just been dropped.

Who was the woman?

A Mrs. Aintree.

Thats funny.

Nothing very funny about her; shes

Its extremely funny, Joan Angela corrected. Do you believe in coincidences?

Partly. And Mrs. Aintree. So shes

A crook, I said, preferring to put the conversation on a basis of solid fact.

Um-m-m! That accounts for a whole lot, said Joan Angela.

And for a while after that she sat silent, driving the Ford without lights at much higher speed than the law permits or than the manufacturer intended.

Im on the way to Reno more or less on Mrs. Aintrees account, she said, slowing down at last. She gave a man a letter of introduction to me, and hes in Reno now. Now that I know Mrs. Aintree is a crook, I want this man investigated more than ever.

Whats his name, for instance?

Moustapha Pasha.

I whistled. If you go there often enough, and stay long enough, you are likely to meet almost anyone in Reno.

You know him?

Noureddin Moustapha Pasha, of Cairo, Egypt? You bet I know him.

Hes a crook, too, isnt he?

I wouldnt lend him a match, I answered. Is he after your money?

No. He wants to pay me money. You remember I went to Egypt. They were having a side-show there, you remember-trying to shoot the King, or to go democratic or ditch the English-sort of five and ten cent revolution. And I hadnt a visa  forgot to get one. I had a hard time getting into the country, and an even harder time to stay there after they found I wouldnt sit still and be ornamental at Shepheards Hotel. I had to flirt with fat generals, until at last one of them told me that the way to work it was to transfer lots of money to Cairo; then theyd have to let me stay for business reasons. So I did. And I began to wonder what to do with the money. After that I found a statesman with brass arteries whod do anything on earth if you let him hold your hand and gurgle. He signed all the necessary papers and even invented extra ones. So then I went and bought a lot of land that everybody said was no good because it was too far from the Nile. You remember the piece?

You bet I remember it! That was where I had to lay out those fellahin with a pick-handle. Lucky for you I made a side-trip to see what tents were doing in such a wilderness!

Tisnt a wilderness! Theres a good well. I never found out why those fellahin wanted to drive me away. Id paid at least three times what the land was worth, and it wasnt any good to them for crops or anything. However, an officer came along that afternoon, you remember, and conscripted the lot of them for the labour gang. Arrested you, too, didnt he, for being in Egypt without a permit?

Yes. It meant nothing in his life that permits werent being issued in Abyssinia. He took me down to Cairo in a sheep-truck on my own first-class ticket; but go on.

Well, you know I get notions. I had a notion to see what could be done with that piece of land. About half the Egyptian babies that survive the flies are either blind or going to be. And I knew a number one eye doctor in Colorado, and I supposed if I should build an eye hospital hed be keen to run it. It was only after I had hired an architect and had the plans all drawn that I learned he had married a chorus girl and financed a musical comedy on Broadway to provide her with a star part. So that was that. And then I had to come home. Theres oil on my place, you know, and all the sharks in California, and a whole lot more from the East, were trying to get options on the property from my manager. I wish youd seen the rush when I showed up! I listened to more black-faced lies and blarney in five days than Id heard even in Egypt, but they got wise finally, and weve got the thing going in first-class shape now  rigs and pumps all over the place, and our own pipe-line. Never borrowed a nickel.

Who are we? I asked her.

Just me and the manager. I own the whole shooting-match. Well, I kept the title to those acres in Egypt. You couldnt have sold them for a song. Id about forgotten that I owned the land, although I left a British ex-Tommy in charge of it, just to see that the Gyppies didnt steal the holes out of the ground. However, about a month ago along comes this Moustapha Pasha, and wants to buy the land. I thought it funny he should come all that way, when he could have done as well by mail, but Id have sold him the property for almost any price hed cared to offer if his lies hadnt made me suspicious. There wasnt any sense in them. I asked him out of curiosity what he proposed to do with the property, and he said some friends of his intended to make a hotel out of it!

You could no more make a hotel out of that place than out of a pig-sty in the sage-brush. Nobody would go there. There wouldnt be anything to do if they did go there. Its too far from the railway, too far from the mountains, too far from everybody. When I was using it we had to bring supplies in lorries a whole days run, and one of the chief reasons why the British didnt come and turn me off it was that their red-tape specialists were too lazy to come and argue.

Well, I refused to name a price, but told this Moustapha Pasha Id think it over. He got pretty impudent then  tried to tell me that I didnt know my own business, and that as a foreigner I had no right to own land in Egypt that I couldnt use, and so on. So I gave him the gate. I said if he wanted to negotiate on that basis he could do it through the courts, or through his embassy, or whichever way Gyppies do their long-range cheating. He went off to San Francisco in a huff.

Within the fortnight, though, he came back I with a letter of introduction from Mrs. Aintree, whom I once knew slightly. Its terms were far more affectionate and intimate than shed any right to use to a practical stranger, and I grew more suspicious than ever.

I asked him what he thought the land was worth, and he hesitated for about a minute, and then said a hundred pounds. Wasnt that like a Gyppy, to come all that way and then offer five hundred dollars for a thousand acres? I laughed, so he offered a thousand pounds, and then, when I still laughed, five thousand. He had brought the money with him, too. A draft on New York.

But theres something about that Gyppy that stirs all the fight in me. His atmosphere suggests a plastered fake. He seems to think hes talking down to you all the time. I know hes a faker of some kind, and

Well?

I want to ditch the brute! Need help!

By that time we were running into Reno. A man stepped out under a street-lamp and held his hand up.

Driving without lights, he said. Excuses dont go. Hell! Its Joan Angela! Okay. If anyone stops you farther along, Miss Joan, just tell em I said its all right!

You seem popular, I suggested.

If they knew your dad, and liked him, and know youre on the level, thats all there is to it, she answered. Im going to this hotel. Youd better come too.


CHAPTER III. You talk like the British government

The hotel was full, but the proprietor surrendered his own suite to Joan, and caused two house-maids, two page-boys, one Chinaman and a darky to sweat furiously. There was nothing whatever to it but friendship  which of course includes respect, or it isnt of the first water by a long way. There were no strings; I saw her bill next morning. And she was charged four dollars fifty for the use of two rooms, supper and breakfast.

After I had found a place to sleep I returned to the hotel for supper. The proprietor came and sat with us while we tackled a scratch feed that his sister threw together in the absence of the cook. For a while the talk was of folk well known to both of them, and of the ups and downs of local celebrities, all worth recording but not bearing on this tale, unless to show that there is a sort of masonry among old-timers and their sons and daughters that is as a sealed book to all outsiders.

You might cheat such people; in fact it might be easy  once. But for all their open-handed kindness youd never succeed in being one of them until youd assayed honest-to-God before their eyes  after which it wouldnt matter whether you were broke or a billionaire; youd be on the inside, looking out.

Anybody staying here named Moustapha Pasha? Joan Angela asked after a while.

Yes. M. Pasha. Here a week. Some kind of an Ayrab or something  maybe a nabob  seems to think he owns the place because he can pay. Tips the bell-hops half a dollar and expects em to call him Excellency or some such bunk. Hes hitched up with a shady gang of lawyers here in town, but I dont know what the game is. Id layoff him, if you asked me.

Who are the lawyers?

Zezwinski and Zoom.

Joan Angela laughed.

Zezwinski and Zoom wrote me the other day from their San Francisco office suggesting theres a flaw in the title to part of my ranch.

Is there? I asked.

There might have been once, she answered. An old friend of my dads named Collins called my attention to it. It didnt mean anything to him, but after wed talked it over, he gave me a receipt by which he waived for ever any claim that he might have to any portion of my ranch. Its in my strong-box. Mr. Collins died, and his estate got into the courts. I dare say Zezwinski and Zoom have been hired by some of the heirs to make all the trouble possible, but I didnt even bother to answer their letter. Suppose you ask Moustapha to come and see me in my room as soon as were through supper? Ill ask Mr. Ramsden to help interview him.

The proprietor agreed, but hesitated: Is Mr. Ramsden a lawyer? he asked.

No, merely white. Hell do.

All right, Miss Leich, that goes with me. Ill tell M. Pasha youd like to see him.

And Tom, dont say anything. I dont want it all over town that

Trust me!

So, twenty minutes later, the door of Joan Angelas sitting-room was opened by a page-boy, who ushered in Noureddin Moustapha Pasha. The Egyptians smile vanished almost before the door was closed behind him  the moment, in fact, that he saw me. He had evidently expected a tete-a-tete.

Neither clothes nor nationality appear to me to matter much, and Im not quite such a born fool as to expect a foreigners ideas of right and wrong to agree with mine exactly. You can always make allowance for another fellows standards, provided he has them and believes in them, just as, for instance, a man who makes cloth by the yard can sell it by the metre if he must. But there are men of all creeds and colours, who can mouth morality like machines printing paper money, but who you know at the first glance have only one rule, and that an automatic, self-adjusting, expanding and collapsing one, that adapts itself to every circumstance and always in the users favour. This man was clearly one of those.

A handsome man, not very dark-skinned, but looking more like a dark man who had bleached indoors than a pale man who had bronzed a little in the open. He was immaculately dressed in one of those grey tweed suits that they get such an awful price for from the men who want to look like wealthy sports. He had a little black moustache, the thin neck of the city-born Egyptian, a rather prominent nose that carne within an ace of being shapely, and bright, dark eyes.

The worst of him to look at was his feet and fingernails; the first were much too small for his height, and encased in shoes that might not have disgraced a woman, and his fingernails were polished until they shone with a feminine pinkiness.

Another way he had of being objectionable was to assume that he understood you perfectly, and that you and he were on a basis of good fellowship merely because he was willing that such should be the case.

Ah-ha! Miss Leich, he began. I thought you would come round to my viewpoint; but you neednt have come all this way to see me, really. However

What is your viewpoint? she asked him blandly.

That you should sell me that Egyptian property. You have no earthly right to it, you know. Egypt for the Egyptians  that is our motto nowadays.

And America for any person who cares to come over here and help himself, I suppose? she retorted.

You dont suppose I came to this country for nothing, do you? he asked. The tart note came into his voice as suddenly as if someone had kicked him.

Nobody ever does, she answered. If you had come to pay the war debts youd be a novelty.

She was enjoying the interview, and as that fact gradually dawned on him all the mans acrid jealousy, that is the underlying secret of Egyptian character, began coming to the surface. He threw diplomacy to the winds, and from that moment bore in mind only one circumstance, as his restless eye betrayed-namely, that I was capable of taking him with one hand and dropping him down the elevator shaft. He and I had exchanged no words, but had no misunderstandings.

I will make my wants known, he said, and it makes no difference who hears. The fact is my friend Mrs. Aintree employs the same firm of attorneys

Zezwinski and Zoom?

Yes. We have compared notes. We were drawing up articles of incorporation of a small company, to be financed partly in the United States, for the exploitation of that real. Estate of which you happen to possess the title.

Forehanded, werent you? remarked Joan Angela.

Remarkably so. It transpired that legal rights could be purchased which would give the purchaser a claim to that section of your ranch, Miss Leich, on which the most profitable oil-wells have been drilled brought in I believe is the expression. I purchased those rights for cash through Zezwinski and Zoom, who represent the estate of the man who originally owned the rights  an estate now in litigation. My purchase was agreed to by the various litigants, and will be confirmed by the courts of California, I dont doubt. So, you see, I am no longer in the position of one who invites you to sell your Egyptian land to me. I now come to you and say: Unless you hand me the title to those thousand acres in the Fayoum, I will enforce my claim against your California property! You are no longer in a position to please yourself, Miss Leich!

Do you think it was sportsmanlike to go behind my back and buy up those rights? she asked, trying to look serious.

It was legal, he retorted.

Do you realize what those rights would be worth, if anything? she asked him. Dyou mean to tell me youll trade a million dollars worth of rights in California against a thousand acres in the Fayoum? Either you know the rights you have bought behind my back are worthless and youre merely trying to blackmail me, or  and I suppose its possible  you set a higher value on those one thousand Fayoum acres than you do on all my oil! Theres nothing doing, Moustapha Pasha! If you think theres any value to those California rights youve bought, instruct your lawyers and bring suit. Ill fight.

He rose from his chair about as lividly angry as a rattler at a picnic.

I am not a man accustomed to letting my plans be upset by a

By a woman?

I shall proceed to enforce my rights.

Be a man! she said, nodding.

He was about to make some acrid answer to that when the telephone rang to announce the arrival of a bevy of Joan Angelas women friends, who had only just heard of her appearance on the scene. She invited them all up to the room, so the Egyptian and I had to make ourselves scarce.

We will meet again, he said stiffly, bowing himself out.

We were only one flight up, but he refused to walk downstairs. He would have considered it infra dig. However, you dont have to agree with a man on all points before holding him awhile in conversation, so I sat down beside him on one of the row of rockers that faced the front window in the lobby.

Do you know that young woman well? he asked me.

I saw a good deal of her several years ago, I answered guardedly.

Oh. So you are not her friend?

Youd have to ask her that.

Her lover, perhaps?

Were all in love with her. Its a sort of religion, or perhaps a cult, in this part of the world.

What are you? How do you stand toward her? he asked, eyeing me sharply sideways.

Im an acquaintance.

I would have kicked the brute for his insolence, if Joan Angela hadnt notified me that she wished to ditch him herself. One doesnt lightly deprive her of her privileges.

Do you know her well enough to tell her the plain truth? he asked.

I know her a lot too well to lie to her, I answered.

Tell her this, then, for her own good. In my country I have power as well as wealth; the terms are synonymous in Egypt.

You need brains over here, if you hope to keep the one or get the other, I answered.

And it is brains that she will find in opposition to her! I am no fool! he said, suddenly sitting sharply upright and facing me. You tell her that! She has to deal with a man who is not accustomed to being refused by women! I tell you, I get my way! I know ropes! When I engage lawyers, they are smart ones, and I make them earn their fees! Do you know Egypt? You have heard of me? Then tell that young woman what you have heard of me! Tell her what happened when an American firm brought suit against me! Perhaps you heard of that too? I could have acquired her Fayoum property without troubling to cross what you call your herring-pond. It is only a question of paying lawyers.

It occurred to me to let him ram his conceited head into trouble in his own way, and then, like the devil in Mr. Kiplings poem, I thought of holy charity.

Suppose you listen to me for one minute, I suggested. I wont argue, but Ill warn you. When youre dealing with crooks and cowards, it may be the best plan  although I doubt that gravely  to be a crook and a coward, too. But as far as concerns Miss Leich, you are dealing with another kind of person altogether. Listen to me, now; dont get impatient. Im going to pin you in that chair and make you listen if you dont act sensibly. Sit still.

Theres nothing to stop you from getting title to that land in the Fayoum except your own indecency. Miss Leich doesnt want it. She doesnt need money. All she would insist on is a square deal. If you happen to know that that land is very valuable  that theres gold on it, for instance, or oil, or something of that sort  all you need do is to lay your cards face-upward on the table.

You mean shed sell?

I dont know what shed do. Shed give you a square deal of some kind.

All right, he urged. You get me title to that thousand acres and Ill pay you. Suppose we agree on the amount of the commission now?

Thanks, I said, but Im not in the commission business.

You want money, dont you?

Not at present.

Well, then, what do you want? he demanded. What is your motive in buttonholing me, if you dont want to do business?

Im doing my best, I said, to resist a temptation to thrash you! Im taking pity on you if youd only realize it.

You talk of thrashing me and of taking pity in the same breath! You talk like the British Government! However, I believe I did not invite you to sit next to me.

Like Dulcy in the drama, I counted ten. It works occasionally. Then:

Its a matter of common hospitality, I said Youre a stranger in a strange land, and Im warning you. If youve business to do, you can do it but youll have to do it straight or youll suffer; for it simply happens that youve picked on a woman who belongs to a crowd that is honest. And theyre so honest that theyll smash you all to pieces if they catch you playing under the table.

Such hypocrites, I suppose you mean! he answered, getting out of his chair.

And at that he walked away with a sneer as perfect as a tom-cats that gives elbow-room, but no more, to an Airedale terrier.


CHAPTER IV. Zoom of the Zee-Bar-Zee

I met Mr. Zoom of Zezwinski and Zoom the next morning on my way to breakfast; he was taking the air with a half-dozen dogs. He believes in keeping himself before the public eye, does Ollie Zoom  enjoys a reputation for giving two-dollar bills to hoboes, provided that someone is looking, and rather poses as the man behind the legislature  a pose that costs him a lot less than running for office. In fact, he cultivates an atmosphere of influence based on clandestine information, and walks to the office in golf stockings to show what a democrat he can be, in spite of everything.

Ollie Zoom likes nothing better than to be accosted by a stranger in the street. It gives him a chance to get off some real, free, genuine Western stuff rather suggestive of a five-cent chromo of the Grand Canyon, or, if you prefer the simile, of a chain-store Camembert cheese, all smell and no flavour. He liked immensely to have me admire his German police-dogs, and told me all about their pedigrees, what they had cost to import, and which prizes he proposed to win with them. They were a melancholy-looking lot of brutes that lacked nothing so much as an honest job of work, but I flattered Zoom unrighteously about them and he grew chesty. When he learned that I was recently from New York he became at once a Colonel Cody in his own imagination. He had asked me pointblank where I came from, which no genuine Westerner would ever do.

Ah! New York  thats where you see the best dogs, of course, and the best of everything that money can buy. But you cant buy life; thats what I always say, you cant buy life. Out here theres life and lots of it. Were not effete; were free and easy; theres room to turn around in. What were you thinking of doing out here?

I answered with one of those true statements of fact that act like bait in a wolf-trap.

I represent an Eastern capitalist.

The wolf walked straight in.

Got any connections here? he asked sharply, suddenly.

No.

Well, say  youve come to the right city and met the right man! Im Zoom of Zezwinski and Zoom  the Zee-bar-Zee, as the boys all call us. Heres my card; suppose you come and see me at my office; at that corner, first flight up where you see that long row of big windows. Light, my boy! Thats my medicine. Let there be light! Who dyou represent?

The god of good appetites, I answered. Im on my way to breakfast.

Hah! Nothing like this climate for making you hungry, eh? Punish a meal and then see me at nine-thirty! Suit you all right? Ill make a point of being there. Theres nothing between the Coast and Utah I cant tell you all about. See you later, then.

He went one way and I the other, but I stopped on the stone bridge that crosses the Truckee River and pretended to watch the water, for the fun of seeing him stand and pretend to fool with his dogs in order to watch me. It was just as well I did that, because Joan Angela came out on the hotel steps and if I had walked straight along he would have seen me talking to her; but he proved less patient of the two, and I remained on the bridge until he turned a corner.

Joan Angela is one of those women who are good to see at eight in the morning. Lots of them look lovely by eleven oclock, and, of course, in the afternoon and at night they are all adorable. But Joan comes out as if the dew were on her, and is wide awake and full of laughter from the start-hungry in the bargain!

She hurried me in to breakfast with the wife of the man who keeps the hotel cigar-stand, and we three had a table in a corner to ourselves. Joan Angela resumed an argument over the ham and eggs.

You see, dear, she said, if you keep on being angry, when your husband comes youll make him angry too. Sam doesnt stop to think. Hell just use his gun and therell be trouble. I know Sams popular and so are you; and of course any jury around here would bring it in an accident, or self-defence, but whats the use?

He ought to be shot! Hes no better than a coyote!

Exactly. Then give him the range, advised Joan Angela. The law is off coyotes. Hell fall foul of someone whose business it is to go after his kind.

But think of the brutes impudence!

She was a pretty little woman, but her eyes were, and her forehead was, all netted up with angry wrinkles.

Why should you of all people take the part of such a reptile? What is he, anyway? Some kind of prince? Does he think that any woman over here, just because she happens to be running her husbands shop while hes away, will be tickled to death to

Never you mind, laughed Joan Angela. Ive had lots and lots of that kind of proposal! He comes from Egypt, where they think that any woman who shows herself in public is doing it to attract them. They dont know any better.

Hell learn as soon as Sam gets back!

Sam need never know. Why, those Egyptian pashas used to get introductions to me and make me the most amazing offers. Its really funny if you stop to think. There was one of them, a big, fat man like a Turk with a bulbous nose, who swore hed turn Bolshevist and upset the world if I wouldnt be his fourth wife. I told him hed better be a Bolshevist than nothing. I called him Mafeesh Pasha  mafeesh means nothing in their language. The nickname stuck, and ruined all his political chance: forever.

This brute didnt even offer to make me his fourth wife, said Sams sole partner, beginning to smile at last. I could have treated that as a joke but

It is a joke. His very name is a joke. Moustapha It suggests a sort of sly tom-cat with stage whiskers. Hes not worth getting Sam in trouble over. Would you have Sam get a rep for shooting tom-cats?

Speaking of cats, I said, I was talking with Zoom, of the Zee-bar-Zee, just now. Got a date with him at half-past nine. Are you quite sure about that title to your oil ranch?

Absolutely, said Joan Angela, looking straight and frank at me with level brows. She comes of a crowd not given to deceiving either themselves or other people.

So I kept that appointment with Zoom after breakfast, and was ushered into an office hung with pictures of the West intended to convey the impression that Mr. Zoom held options on it all. There pictures of Mr. Zoom standing in the foreground of vast oil-well areas, and of Mr. Zoom inspecting mining properties. And on Mr. Ollie Zooms great, flat, mahogany desk there were samples of ore that would make your mouth water, if you didnt know how easily such things can be obtained. Mr. Zoom produced cigars and turned his chair so as to have the light behind him, crossing one knee over the other with a sort of make yourself at home and lets talk intimately gesture. He had good control of his face; his expression suggested no more than a friendly interest, but the corners of his mouth would have undeceived a widow with insurance money to invest-or so youd think.

Now, what are you interested in? he asked me.

I like to stick to the unvarnished truth; but you dont have to tell all the truth in order to retain your self-respect.

Just at the moment I have oil in mind, and not in this state, but in California, I answered.

Couldnt be better! Couldnt be better! My partner Zezwinski runs the San Francisco office. Between you and I and these four walls, a better business head than Zezwinskis simply aint, thats all. Had you any particular property in mind?

Yes,

Come on, now; lets have the cards on the table, said Zoom, rubbing his hands together. We know all the decent prospects in California  every one of them. Name your district, and Ill reel you off whats there!

Do you know a place called Arcady?

Do I! Eighty-eight miles from Sacramento as the crow flies. Miss Leichs place; thats all of it. No good as a ranch, but theyve brought in oil. That girl has millions has was the word I used. Getting and keeping are not always the same thing.

Do you know anything about the title to the property? I asked him.

Ah! So thats the lay of the land, is it? Well, youre too late, my friend. Theres a flaw in her title  a big, wide-open flaw that means shes going to lose a long slice down the middle-about one-eighth of the property, seven-eighths of the oil, or so say men who ought to know. But theres been a man ahead of you, who bought the claim to the title through our San Francisco office. Who dyou represent? If your man has money there still might be something doing. Money talks, you know.

The man I represent has ample means for anything he sets his mind on, I assured him.

Um-m-m! said Zoom. If you tell me who you represent, so theres a basis of confidence between you and I, so to speak-why, theres no knowing but I might give you the right steer on this proposition. Come on, now  whos your man? My names Zoom; everybody knows me. I aint no secret!

Neither is Meldrum Strange a secret. But if I were to have mentioned the name of Meldrum Strange all hope of worming information out of this man would be gone that instant.

No, I said; if youve something you think can sell me, shoot.

He hesitated, but only for a moment. The chance to add more tricks to an already tricky business was too tempting to let pass.

Well, between ourselves, then. This things a wee mite complicated. An Egyptian  hes a prince or a duke or a count or something  calls himself a pasha  yes, thats it, a pasha-has bought those rights from the Collins heirs. He paid a pretty stiff price. We warned him he was buying a lawsuit, but I dont think theres much doubt he can win, and he has already started to form a corporation here in Nevada, to be a sort of holding company for whatever can be won from the Leich estate and some lands in Egypt as well. Miss Leich happens to own both properties, and, between you and I, I rather think he knows what hes doing. Im on the board of directors of his new company  or shall be when we incorporate, and Ollie Zoom dont lend tame to anything in the nature of an unfilled flush, believe me! Lifes too short for taking chances.

Whats the use of telling me all this? I asked him. If youve got a good thing you naturally wont part with it.

On terms, my boy, on terms. Ill always take a profit when I see one. If your man has money enough to buy me out, Ill sell.

So you yourself have put money into this?

Well, hardly; not exactly. My partner and I have put our time and knowledge into it, and thats worth money. We took a share instead of charging him a cash fee. For one thing he balked at the size of our fee, which is a way these foreigners have; theyll pay any price at all for something they can look at, but when it comes to shelling out for service rendered and for legal skill and advice and so on, they yell murder. For another thing, he wants some honest-to-God Americans on the board  folk like Zezwinski and I who have influence behind the scenes at Washington. Now if your man had influence with the State Department this proposition would be his meat. Dyou suppose hes fixed so he could make his pull felt in that quarter?

I nodded.

You see, the idea is this: this is one of those cases that are best settled out of court, and between you and I, thats whats going to happen. The Leich girls a fighter from the word go; but I know what Im talking about. Shell settle, for shes going to get the right advice. Of course, she can lose the best part of her property if shed rather have the lawsuit; but were going to offer to take over her whole estate and give her stock and bonds in exchange. In that way shell be much better off. Well be more than fair, well be generous. The offer we expect to make will cut her actual loss in half if she accepts it once were in possession of all that oil, with our own private pipe-line to the Coast, you can easily see how a combination with two or three other companies would build us into a concern that Washington would have to take mighty seriously. Get me?

But what about the Egyptian end of it?

That is the crux of the whole business! The value of that Egyptian property is something fabulous! Of course, it might turn out to be a mares nest, as anything may in this world, but well make enough money from the oil to take care of that, and plenty over! The terms will include the surrender to the company of that real estate in Egypt, and the point is this-that under the laws of Egypt, as I understand it, its pretty near impossible for an Egyptian to do anything; its mighty close to being impossible for anyone to do anything unless hes a British subject, with considerable pull at that. But if a strong United States corporation were to take hold of the project with the backing of the U.S. Government behind the scenes, and perhaps a little newspaper publicity to keep the politicians nervous, the British would have to sit back and look on. You get me?

More or less. But it doesnt seem to me that youve got that Egyptian property yet, I said: and you havent as much as suggested why it should be worth as much as you seem to suppose.

Well, see here, said Zoom, Ive told you enough to give you an inkling. If you want to know any more, you come across with the name of the man you represent.

Not yet, I answered. But Ill tell you this, hes one of the richest capitalists in the U.S.A.

Do you think from what Ive told you that hell look into it?

Im inclined to think that he will, I answered truthfully, having already made up my mind that Grim, Ramsden and Ross were going to investigate this whole affair to the bottom. What makes this Egyptian property so valuable?

Ah! Now youre asking! Isnt the oil end of the business enough to begin with? If youll come back this afternoon, Ill show you a map of that property, location of the wells and exact figures. Meanwhile, Ill have a talk with the pasha and well have offer ready to send to your man  I take it hes not afraid to talk six figures, is he? And if he likes the look of that, and cares to introduce himself, well throw in the Egyptian end by way of bonus  see? Well go into details about Egypt after he has satisfied himself regarding oil. That suit you?

Nothing would have suited me better than to learn the secret there and then of that thousand-acre piece of sand, with its one well and its ruinous, deserted, wooden camp. Obviously there was something under those Egyptian acres to send an already wealthy pasha to the States, scheming in partnership with Zoom, whose local reputation was for overshrewdness, that lost him all the honourable business in two states, but had made him a fortune of sorts for all that. Zoom probably knew what he was doing.

So I made an appointment for that afternoon, and hurried back to the hotel to see Joan Angela.

What do you know of your manager at Arcady? I asked her.

All there is to know. Why?

Is he in debt, or anything like that?

If he needed money he would only have to ask me for it.

He might not care to ask you.

Jeff Ramsden, sit down there, come out from behind that mask, and tell me exactly what you mean! If theres anything the matter with Will Tryon, Im going to know it.

That man Zoom told me just now that someone is going to advise you to accept a rotten offer for your property, I said. It must be somebody whos in your confidence. Who else has any say in your affairs?

Will Tryon is the only roan who knows my business,

How about a woman? I notice you look startled. What woman knows all about your affairs?

But thats impossible! Clara Mulready is as honest as the day is long. Its true she knows everything, and I talk ideas over with her and all that. But Clara  why shes true as steel!

Are you in the habit of taking her advice?

Sometimes. She often gives me good advice.

Has she any money of her own?

No. None to speak of.

How do she and your manager get along?

I think Will Tryon hates her. Will is one of those crotchety old-timers who cant believe a woman has more than one possible sphere. He swears Im the only exception to that whom he ever knew.

And Clara Mulready lives on the ranch? What is she  Miss or Mrs.?

Mrs. Shes a widow.

Any man in the offing?

Yes. Theres a rather bright young fellow named Jansen. Will Tryon gave him a job on the ranch, and thinks quite a lot of him. Hes a year or two younger than Clara, but I think its only a question of time and enough money before she marries him.

So Jansen has no money either? Clara listens to Jansen, and would like him to have money. Clara has your ear. Do either of those two people know about the receipt you got from old man Collins that establishes your title to the ranch?

Clara does.

Has she access to your strong-box?

No.

Who else has, besides yourself?

Only Will Tryon, and only he when I give him the key and a special letter each time.

Where is the strong-box?

In the bank at Sacramento.

Has Clara Mulready ever been with you when you went to open the box?

Oh, often.

When was the last occasion?

Three or four days before I came away. Its a big box, and much too full; so I took her along to help me straighten out all the papers.

Did you see the receipt from Collins on that occasion?

Certainly I did. Showed it to Clara. Theres a little room at the bank for the use of depositors. I little room at the bank for the use of depositors. I decided to hire a second box, so we had both boxes put in that room and divided the papers into them. She packed one box, and I the other.

Who put away that Collins receipt, you or she?

She did.

She didnt bring it away with her by any chance?

No.

What makes you so sure of that?

I saw her stick it in an envelope, and saw her lay another envelope on top of it. She called my attention to it at the time, because the envelope that she laid on top was one that Will Tryon was likely to want before long.

What was he going to want it for?

Its the title deed to a little scrap of land in San Francisco thats as good as sold. We gave a man an option on it. In fact, I had half a mind to bring the deed away with me, so that Will Tryon could take it to the lawyers when he goes to San Francisco. Then I remembered that Wills fussy about carrying valuable papers in his pocket, or even keeping them in the office safe any longer than he must; and he has to go to Sacramento anyhow on the way to Frisco; so I left it in the box.

Was the envelope sealed?

It wasnt. Clara sealed it, and wrote on it in blue pencil what it contained.

I suppose so that Will Tryon would take it away without troubling to examine the contents?

The idea was to save him time. Wills generally in a hurry.

Now tell me some more about young Jansen. Does Will Tryon trust him much?

I think so. He doesnt trust anybody more than he can help. Will is one of those faithful fellows who accept responsibility for everything that goes wrong. Heaven knows how he finds time to do all the things himself that he does do. Now and then he has to trust Jansen.

Does he ever send Jansen to San Francisco?

Oh, yes. Thats part of Fritzs business, to run errands. But what are you driving at?

The question is  shall we drive or go by train?

Where?

To your ranch. I propose we give Moustapha Pasha the range for a while, as you suggested at breakfast-time. Are you expected at the ranch?

Not for several days.

Good. Ill telephone to Zoom and call off my appointment for this afternoon. Which is it to be, Joan Angela-train or auto?

Ive turned that Ford over to the man you hire yours from. Go and buy a decent car for me. I think youre crazy.

So I laid out close to five thousand dollars of Joan Angelas money, and almost within the hour we were scooting along the concrete pike toward Carson at a speed distinctly higher than they recommend for brand-new cars of any make.


CHAPTER V. Zezwinski of the Zee-Bar-Zee

It was characteristic of the woman that, all that long way, Joan Angela never referred to the problem that was taking us in such a hurry back to Arcady. She talked incessantly, telling story on story of the men her father had lived and made his fortune among, but her own affairs seemed entirely out of mind. It was not, I think, that she was counting on me to unravel the problem for her. She has inherited the gift of facing each mile as she reaches it, which I believe was the secret of the conquest of those mountains that we drove among.

If my guess is correct, she had detected instantly the weak link in her line of defenses when I asked her those questions before we came away. She probably saw it more clearly than I did, and faced the situation like a flash. But she has that priceless quality of once having faced it, neither letting up nor worrying until she has met the emergency and conquered it. That is the true spirit of conquest, embodying the said-to-be-unladylike but surely God-made quality described for lack of a plainer term as guts.

Among such folk as happen to be worth the salt they eat, about the only arrow of outrageous fortune that can really sting is betrayal by ones friends. All else is endurable. Loss means nothing much, provided your real intimates stand by and let you keep your faith in them. Betrayal by mere outsiders hardly comes within the words real meaning, since the most that an outsider ever did was to take advantage of a momentary lack of watchfulness-annoying, if you like, and mean, of course, but to be expected, and your own fault if you let it happen.

But youve a right  you may say youve a duty to trust the inner guard, as old Confucius knew when he advised the world to look the other way if its neighbour is walking in the melon-patch. And Joan Angela is of the loyal kind whose friends can only lose her friendship in one way. It seemed more than possible that somebody at Arcady had taken that one way, and she might have been excused for nervousness; yet she gave no sign that I could detect of the slightest lack of ease.

We rolled into Arcady long after dark  a dusty, undetermined sort of village, that hardly seemed to know yet whether its destiny was township or collapse. There were ancient trees in haphazard disorder and young eucalyptus set out in rows like armies getting ready for the great advance; old houses built of bone-dry wood, and new ones cut to order out of lumber that still oozed resin; well gear everywhere, whichever way you looked pump-beams rocking endlessly with the intense air of concentration of animals burrowing; and, of course, the smell. They say thats good for you. Maybe. Anything is good for you that keeps your spirits up.

The old ranch-house was a wonder of a place, set far back from the oil-wells, in a fold between two spurs of the hills behind, at the head of the valley, and surrounded by very ancient trees. It had been built in the days when strength meant weight and thickness, and added to by someone who understood that right proportion is the secret of design. There seemed to be absolutely nothing whatever the matter with it, except that it stood so far away from anywhere, and all too close to that stinking outpour from earths sore wounds.

It more nearly resembled the house that Cecil Rhodes built at Groote Schuur than any other I have seen-a comfortable, unpretending, dignified, and decent mansion with an air of peace all over it  nothing left undone to make it worthy to be lived in and to look at; nothing overdone.

And the first encounter with its occupants was equally reassuring. The Chinese butler must have been a direct descendent of Confucius, for he had all the virtues, including a tolerant smile and an air of not expecting too much from other folk as mortal as himself. Mrs. Clara Mulready was a rather pretty little woman, who looked younger than she was and seemed unqualifiedly pleased  even as pleased as the Chinaman  to see Joan Angela again so unexpectedly. The other servants, who were all Chinese  and there were three of them  did Wan Lis bidding at a sort of automatic trot, like a miniature Gilbert and Sullivan chorus.

Mrs. Clara Mulready looked rather a cuddle-some, caressing sort of little person, with blue eyes and a decided pride of leg that she adorned with expensive stockings. She had a wealth of rather pale hair done up painstakingly, and dimples in both cheeks that danced when she laughed. On the whole, the most remarkable thing about her was that Joan Angela should choose her for an intimate, for the two seemed as the poles apart. Clara Mulready struck me as not exactly stupid but something like a kitten on the hearth rug, too wise to go mousing as long as cream was served her on a plate.

Will Tryon came up to the house to dinner, bringing young Jansen with him. Will Tryon stood up square and grey-eyed, looked a stranger in the face, and cared for neither hell nor hours as long as the days work was done and to-morrows lay mapped out. He had a hard-lined face with a suggestion of the Indians stoicism at the corners of the mouth and eyes  a rather homely face, but honest to the end of time, and his hollow back and shoulders and loose loins were those of a man, if ever I saw one.

Janson was something different  a rather fair haired Scandinavian sort, very quick indeed with his agreeable remarks, and a trifle ostentatiously respectful  built lightly, rather nervous on his feet, alert, and cut out more for figuring, I should say, or ferreting, than for managing a big concern. You see his sort around legations, doing the detail work and keeping tabs on other folk rather than constructing anything. He wouldnt have made an honest fortune in a million years, I was sure of that, and I wondered what Tryon saw in him; yet Tryon seemed to treat him with considerable friendliness, and Tryon is hardly the man to trust business in a mere human ferrets hands.

They were probably all wondering what might have brought Joan Angela back so unexpectedly, but nobody asked questions. Will Tryon talked with her about the oil developments, and Fritz Jansen flirted half-mischievously with Clara Mulready all through dinner; I wouldnt have given ten cents for her chance of catching him, supposing that were what she really wanted, nor one cent for her judgment if she did. He had his eye on the main chance, that fellow, but I was puzzled about her.

She had one sure virtue that partly explained Joan Angelas affection for her, although only partly, because nothing you can do for Joan makes any difference; she likes you or she doesnt. It was Clara who made music after dinner  Chopin, on the Steinway Grand  while we three sat round the great hearth drinking the divine stuff in. The only fault I find with all out-doors is that its music isnt tameable, as rocks and forests and rivers are; the only good I see in town life is the music you can spread out like a feast of the gods within four walls. It always seems to me that if Judas Iscariot had owned a parlour Grand, and used it, the world would not have slipped backward twenty centuries.

I got no chance to talk with Will Tryon  had in fact no inclination to do anything but listen  until Joan Angela and Clara went off to bed and left us three before the low wood fire. Very shortly after that Fritz Jansen pulled out, making some excuse about early rising, but Tryon stayed on to act the part of host.

We talked about wind in the trees for a while, For the music had drawn that vein uppermost, but I had to broach business somehow, so at last I drove at him bow-on, for he isnt the sort of man who likes suggestions and evasiveness.

How soon were you thinking of going to Frisco? I asked him, and he looked up suddenly and stared hard.

When Im ready. Why?

Ill tell you in a minute. Could you go tomorrow?

I could, yes. If it was Joans business I could start to-night,

It is her business  

Im listening: he answered quietly.

Have you in mind to sell a small piece of real estate in the city?

Yes. Its sold.

You have to deliver the title deed?

I thought of sending Jansen:

Did he ask to go?

Yes. He has private business there.

Joan Angela told me this morning that only you and she ever have access to her strong-box in Sacramento.

Shes most always truthful.

Then either you or she would go to Sacramento in that case, to get the title deed out of the box?

I figured on going. Theres other things to see to at the bank.

You would take the deed out of the box, give it to Jansen, and send him to San Francisco with it?

Thats right. Joan seems to have been gossiping. Shes quiet about business as a rule.

Theres a scheme on foot to rob her, and I suspect the idea is to make you an innocent accomplice.

Innocent is good.

To whom is that title deed to be delivered?

John Doe. The lawyers who did the business are Zezwinski and Zoom, known all over the West as the Zee-bar-Zee outfit. Theyre skunks.

Do you think you could have Zezwinski come here himself and get that deed?

I dont know. Maybe. Why?

Id like to catch Zezwinski.

That would suit me. He skinned Joan once, when she was away in Egypt. What is the idea this time?

I dont know, positively. I only know a corporation is already being formed in Nevada as a holding company for this estate and Joan Angelas land in Egypt.

Say, thats interesting! Whos the hopeful incorporator?

A man named Noureddin Moustapha Pasha, an Egyptian of more or less Armenian ancestry. The plan is apparently this: Inside that envelope containing the title deed to the piece of real estate in San Francisco that you have just sold, I think will be found the receipt that the late Mr. Collins gave to Joan Angela. You know the receipt I mean?

I sure do. Thats what cinches her title to this ranch. Who put it in that envelope?

Neither you, nor she, nor I, at any rate.

Um-m-m! I get you.

The envelope is sealed. I know that. Its all ready, on top of everything in the box, with the contents written in blue pencil on the outside. You might be able to recognize the handwriting.

He nodded. His mouth had set hard long ago, and he was listening to me with his granite-like jaw resting on one fist.

You get the idea? You would take that envelope from the box and send it by Jansen straight to Zezwinski without opening it. Ive been thinking that perhaps it might be better if you were to ask Zezwinski to come here and get the title deed himself.

Hed smell a rat, said Tryon.

Can you think of a better idea?

Maybe not. Ill take a car at dawn, and get there when the bank opens. Fritz Jansen shall come with me. Ill let him see me take that envelope out of the box and put it in my pocket. Then Ill go in and see the bank manager; and when I come out of there, Ill tell Fritz theres been a phone message from the ranch and were both needed. Ill have him call up Zezwinski, and if its true that Fritz is mixed up in this, its a safe bet hell persuade Zezwinski to come at once before I open that envelope. Then well have Zezwinski, and whoever else has had a hand in the business, backed up proper. I hope youre wrong, but if youre right, Ill thank you. Good night. Mr. Ramsden.

I was up with the birds, just in time to catch sight of Will Tryons car departing in a cloud of dust, with young Jansen in the rear seat. Evidently Tryon was in no mood for conversation with anybody, and he had left it to me to explain the plan of operations to Joan Angela, which I had no opportunity to do for several hours because Clara Mulready was in her most clinging mood that morning and not to be shaken off by any means.

We spent most of the day riding about the ranch, and I had to watch my opportunity to tell her about Tryons arrangements. Thereafter she behaved toward Clara Mulready exactly as usual.

Tryon returned about four oclock, and gave Jansen plenty to do at once to keep him occupied; but I detected one exchange of signals between Fritz and Clara as he passed the porch. She raised her eyebrows, and he nodded; that was all.

Zezwinski arrived in a great yellow battle-wagon of a car about an hour before dinner-time, bragging of the speed he had made, and trying to turn the boasting into flattery.

A chance to see Miss Leich in her home, you know  a tortoise would have broken records!

There was somewhere near two hundred pounds of him, all shark. He had a great, indecent nose, too broad at the lower end and much too narrow at the top, brown crocodilian eyes with heavy lids, and a mouth that was all lips  flappy, mobile lips that would have earned his fortune as a maker of grimaces on the stage. It was a big, powerful head on a strong neck, and his shoulders too were powerful, but he was in poor condition, as the size of his stomach testified. His manner, like his partner Zooms, was that of a man who has adopted the West without being adapted to it, free enough, and easy enough, but deliberately built up from the surface instead of naturally growing outward from a core of manliness.

Lets get the business over first, Joan Angela suggested, and he was more than agreeable.

Thats right, Miss Leich. Never let business interfere with pleasure; get it out of the way and done with! If youve that title deed, Ive got my cheque-book. My clerks will attend to registering the transfer.

We all went into the library  Joan Angela, Will Tryon, Clara. Mulready, Fritz Jansen, Zezwinski, and I. Zezwinski rather wondered at that, and hadnt manners enough not to comment on it.

Business quite a family affair, isnt it? Well, the more witnesses the better to a straight transaction.

It is an enormous library. There is a fireplace built of Barstow granite, and in front of that, in the middle of the room, a large rectangular table that used to belong to Marie Antoinette, or some such extravagant patron of the fine arts. The evenings werent in the least chilly in that neck of the valley, but the room was big, the windows were open, and a fire looked cheerful, so the Chinaman had started a blaze. We all sat down  Joan Angela at one end of the table, Zezwinski at the other, facing her; Will Tryon on Joan Angelas right, and Jansen facing him, with his back to the fire. Clara Mulready took one armchair near the fireplace, and I the opposite, for, in theory at any rate, I had nothing to do with the business, and had no excuse for approaching the table. I thought that Clara Mulreadys face betrayed signs of nervousness, but Jansen seemed perfectly at ease.

The business didnt take long.

Theres the deed, said Will Tryon, and tossed a long envelope on to the table. Zezwinski produced his fountain-pen and began to write a cheque. I could see the big envelope easily from where I sat. But Clara could not see it, and Jansens eyes were on the writing of the cheque. Will Tryons face was an enigma-passive  the face of a man who has drawn three cards to a pair and has raised the bet.

Zezwinski reached for the envelope and tore it open. Then he peered down into it, and pulled out the deed with two fingers, using his thumb, or so it seemed to me, to push another paper back into the envelope.

Yes, he said, glancing at the deed, that seems to be in order. Youve endorsed it in blank.

He pushed the cheque toward Tryon and slipped the deed into his pocket, then crumpled up the envelope very casually. No waste-basket? Well, the fire will do.

He stood up to make sure of his aim, and threw the crumpled ball of paper well to the back of the burning sticks, where it caught instantly. I jumped for the poker, and burned my hand trying to grab the envelope before it was consumed entirely. Joan Angela jumped up, but sat down again at a nod from Will Tryon.

Thats all right, said Tryon. What dyou think youve burned? he asked, looking straight at Zezwinski.

Why  my dear man  burned an envelope-you saw me.

Yes. I was looking to see you do it. Young Jansen here phoned you this morning, didnt he?

He did.

He used a desk phone in the bank in Sacramento. I was at the switchboard in the back room, listening in. This morning that deed was in another envelope. I changed it. The handwriting on the one youve burned was mine. Inside it, signature upward, there was another piece of paper, wasnt there? You caught sight of the name Collins. That was my handwriting, too. Heres the real receipt that Collins gave to Miss Leich to establish her clear title to this ranch.

Will Tryon drew a sheet of foolscap from his inner pocket and displayed it. It was good poker  Joan Angelas pot. Fritz Jansens face was ashen  grey, and his fingers below the table opened and closed convulsively. Clara Mulreadys face was as white as the dress she was wearing. Joan Angela looked utterly sorry. Will Tryons look was stern. The only man who showed no particular emotion was Zezwinski.

Well? What are you going to do about it? he demanded.

Well give you your dinner in the kitchen with the Chinamen, Joan Angela answered. Then she glanced at Clara Mulready, wondering. Clara dear, will you come with me into the next room?

Zezwinski got up to go, shrugging his shoulders with a cynicism that I dont think was assumed. He was a shark who had missed his fish, that was all, ready to forget that one and pursue the next.

Sit down! commanded Tryon. His voice was like two cracks of a whip, and Zezwinski obeyed.

Jansen! Get out of here! Get out of California! Youve one hour, by my watch, to hit the trail! Take one of our light trucks and a man to drive. You may burn our gas for a hundred miles, and send the car back-any direction you see fit. But dont cross my path or Miss Angelas again! Thats all. Beat it!

Jansen left the room with a sheepish sort of washed-out grin on his face.

Zezwinski rose from his chair again and started to follow him.

I said sit down!

Zezwinski glanced at me and then at Tryon, and obeyed. Either of us could have managed him with one hand.

Now, whats at the bottom of this? Out with the whole story!

Ive no remarks to make, Zezwinski answered, pursing up his mouth.

I didnt call for no remarks from you, said Tryon. What Im going to have is facts

Facts, eh?

You heard me right.

Well, Im no poor sport, said Zezwinski, leaning back and thrusting both hands deep into his pockets. Youre talking through your hat, you know. You cant prove anything. I can afford to be generous. What do you want to know? The property belongs to Miss Leich as long as youve that Collins receipt to put in evidence; thats legal advice which Ill charge you nothing. Its free, gratis. What else?

Any fool knows why you wanted this place, and why you cant get it, Tryon answered. What for did you want that Egyptian property?

Oh, thats nothing to do with me. Thats a side issue.

No use lying. Ramsden here has had a talk with Zoom. Facts, now! What for did you want that Egyptian property?

Didnt Zoom tell you?

Zooms not here. You out with it!

Id nothing to do with that part; dont take much stock in it either; sounds like a mares nest to me. A client of ours happened to want it. He was so anxious to be in a strong position to bargain with Miss Leich that he paid a stiff figure for the Collins heirs claim against this ranch. The idea of a holding company for both properties grew out of that. The Egyptian land is said to be valuable, but Ive no proof of it.

In what way valuable?

Theres some talk about a tomb  a kings tomb, I guess he said. I dont remember the Kings name. My opinion is he kids himself.

Theres a nigger in this wood-pile yet, said Tryon. What Im going to know from you before you leave this room is: Who corrupted Mrs. Mulready and Fritz Jansen? Who put you up to it, and put them up to it, and linked the lot together? Thats what Im driving at.

Privilege! Zezwinski answered. You cant expect me to divulge a confidence.

Confidence? You dont know what that is! Dyou know what to expect if you dont answer? You wont rob anybody for quite a while if your discretion isnt working good.

Zezwinski didnt care ten cents about divulging confidences. What rattled him was being forced to do it. Being a born bully, he hated his own medicine, and he was no such fool as to doubt that Tryon would make good whatever he threatened.

If you had asked me civilly, as one man to another he began.

Ill give you sixty seconds! Tryon interrupted, Pulling out his watch.

Oh, well  Mrs. Isobel Aintree is the name.

Her address? demanded Tryon.

All right, I said. I know her address. So does Joan Angela.

Go and eat with the Chinamen! commanded Tryon, opening the door and standing back to let Zezwinski through.


CHAPTER VI. A land in which death is not difficult, but life has its complexities

High up behind Joan Angelas home, reached by a winding track that in places is barely practicable for a horse, there rises a promontory from which you can get a view of all that countryside. Once on top, you find a level forty acres and about thirty sugar-pines irregularly spaced, great, splendid fellows three feet thick that rise as straight as arrows for fifty or sixty feet before throwing a branch.

On the morning after Zezwinskis defeat we turned the horses loose up there, to nibble and play the goat, and Joan Angela, Will Tryon, and I made a picnic breakfast, which is to other breakfasts as a full moon is to a whale-oil lamp; theres no comparing them.

Below us the whole ranch lay divided into a geometrical pattern by the ugly well-rigs and the dusters of made-to-order bungalows that housed the gangs. It was a strange view, on the whole pretty typical of the birth- throes by which new orders come into being, and I dare say beautiful if you have an eye for interpretation.

Joan Angela was silent. We had seen nothing of Clara Mulready since she followed Joan out of the library the day before, and although, personally, I wouldnt have trusted her in the first place, or have worried about her in the second  and I knew Will Tryon agreed with me  with Joan it was another matter. Neither of us knew what to say to console her, and, man-fashion, I supposed that scorn of someone else might help.

Id have thought better of Zezwinski if hed accepted that offer of a meal among the Chinamen, I said. He stalked out of the house as if we were the devils and he an angel with his feathers pulled. Im all in favour of finishing the brute, if we can manage it.

But she could see nothing worth finishing about Zezwinski. He was never a friend of mine, and I never trusted him, she answered. It was all my fault. I shouldnt have trusted Clara. I knew she was inclined to be sly in some ways, but I thought that would thaw out of her in time. I guess she was tempted too far. Weve got no right to leave temptation in peoples way. Left to herself, I think she would have resisted it, but she met that Mrs. Aintree. Mrs. Aintree had been at the ranch quite often when I was away  six or seven times during the past month. And Clara was so fond of the comfort that money brings that she was willing to lend herself to that meanness  think of it! What is the matter with you and me, Will? You always mistrusted Clara; you never said so, but I knew you did, and I resented it. I never thought an awful lot of Fritz, and you didnt like my doubting your judgment. Now you feel as mean about Fritz as I do about Clara. What is the answer?

Lord knows! said Will. But I know when Im through with a man, and it dont take him long to discover it either.

That was evidently meant for a dig at Joan, and it drew the first laugh from her that morning. Perhaps that was what he had intended, for he smiled back; but a second later he was frowning again.

I see shes coming up here, he said discontentedly. Theres no way of giving her the slip  !

Clara came, looking her prettiest, riding one of Joans bay Arab ponies, smiling through her tears, but dressed to kill in a glove-fitting grey riding suit. She let the pony go, and came and flung herself beside Joan Angela, face-downward, and then presently looked up with her chin resting on both hands. My guess was that she had thought out that pose in advance, but perhaps I was wrong, for prejudice warps my judgment as surely as sun on the foresight spoils my aim. I started to move away, and so did Will, but Joan shook her head and we both sat down again.

Are you going to forgive me, Joan? asked Clara Mulready.

She was plenty good to look at, and if she was acting a part she was doing it perfectly. I didnt envy Joan her job, but Joan wasnt thinking about herself.

Clara, you dont know what forgiveness means.

You forgave that robber, Joan  the man who held you up that night when you were driving through the mountains all alone.

He wasnt my friend in the first place. There was very little forgiveness that he needed. A chance

Give me a chance!

Didnt I give you all the chances? I gave you too many, Clara. Do you expect me to forget that-

Yes, I do! You can forget anything  anything! Why should you remember my part of it, and care nothing at all about what the others did? Youre not even angry with that pig Zezwinski. You dont care about Fritz; youve forgotten him already. Mrs. Aintree doesnt even interest you. Why should you blame me for the whole of it?

I dont believe I blame you, Clara. I think perhaps Im just disappointed. I would do anything, anything, if I could only put you back where you were; but all the kings horses and all the kings men couldnt do that, Clara.

Oh, Joan, you couldnt cast me off like an old shoe!

Of course not. But, you see, Clara, youre no different now to what you were when we first made friends. All along  all the time youve been living here  youve had treason at the back of your mind. That must be, or you wouldnt have listened to Fritz and Mrs. Aintree.

Well, if thats so, Joan, Ive got rid of it! Ive cast it out! Joan dear, Ive been through hell all night long. I couldnt sleep for crying.

I could have believed that of Joan Angela, but not of her.

Call me your friend again, and Ill be the truest and loyalest friend that ever lived! You see, Joan, it isnt as if the trick had succeeded; there was no real harm done.

Joan Angela made a gesture between amusement and despair-nothing cynical about it.

I dont think you can imagine it, Clara, but I would rather have had Zezwinski succeed than learn that you were not my friend.

Joan, I am your friend! I am! I am! Ill prove it. Ill die for you. Ill do anything.

She broke down utterly and sobbed for several minutes.

You mustnt cast me off! I wont go! Ill your

Clara, I wouldnt dream of doing that. You may stay here as long as you wish. Only, you mustnt deceive yourself about it. I dare say you have learned a terrible lesson, but so have I.

You mean, were just acquaintances? Oh, Joan!

Joan Angela leaned down and kissed her.

There. You go back to the house, Clara, and wash away those tears, and play some music, and try to forget it. We three are going to stay here and talk.

Clara Mulready obeyed without another word, not understanding anything, I think, except that she had not been banished away from Easy Street. She did not look back, but caught her pony and rode away down-hill with her head drooping and her handkerchief to her eyes.

Now, for goodness sake, said Joan Angela, lets talk of something else before I break down and make an exhibition of myself!

Lets talk Egypt, I suggested. What are you going to do about that thousand-acre lot of yours in the Fayoum?

Zezwinski and Zoom wanted it mighty bad, said Tryon. Mrs. Aintree seems to have her eye on it. So does this Egyptian dude I havent met. Id watch my step, if I was you, Joan.

Mrs. Aintree, I said, is a poor thing but her own. She has ambition, but cant see straight and keeps out of jail by a string of lucky accidents. If you put a thousand dollars in the middle of an empty lot, shed tunnel underneath two blocks to get it. Somebody else would get there first, of course, and shed blame that on human depravity. But shed be dead sure the thousand dollars was there before she laid her plans to dig, so its a safe bet theres something in this Egyptian business.

Why not send one of the boys out to look the place over? Will Tryon suggested. Theres two or three would like a chance to travel, if they knew their jobs were waiting for them when they came back.

That gave me my opportunity, and I cut loose. This looks like a case for Grim, Ramsden and Ross, I said. From what Zoom told me in Reno, I suspect theyre planning to commit crime in Egypt and to get away with it on the strength of pull in the United States. Thats where Strange comes in. He turns us loose regardless of expense, and as we are known to have no political irons in the fire we get a rather free hand.

What would you have me do, then? Joan asked.

Use your own judgment, I answered. You wanted to buy our firm the other day from Meldrum Strange! You dont have to buy a car in order to ride in one, though I grant that you did.

Tell you what, said Tryon. Ramsden is a man wholl play straight. Why not give him a lease on that Egypt property on a percentage basis? That way youll keep control, and get whats coming to you, if there really is anything in it. Turn that over in your mind, Joan Angela.

What Im turning over in my mind is a trip to Egypt, she answered. I dont care for making anything out of that property, but Im curious to know why others should believe it so valuable. Ramsden, if Meldrum Strange will take this thing up I believe Ill lend a hand! Moustapha Pasha ought to be ditched; its a duty!

So ought Mrs. Aintree to be ditched, I answered.

Oh, hell! Will Tryon groaned. I had a hunch this affair was going to lead to a mix-up! Let it alone, Joan Angela! Let it alone, for Gods sake! Give Jeff Ramsden a lease, and let it go at that. You stay here, young lady, where the creams good, and where the worst that happens is a gun shoved against you on a dark night. Thats clean danger. Let those damned Gyptians alone. Thats my advice.

But Joan Angela doesnt like doing things by proxy. Her friendship and her enmities are first-hand affairs, and she is as direct as some other folk are crooked.

Ill go to Egypt, she said quietly, looking out over the valley as if she could see the Nile in the distance.

Youre looking due west, laughed Tryon, you dont mean going that way round?

Maybe. Might. Whats the difference? she answered. Jeff Ramsden, do you speak for Meldrum Strange?

Within clearly defined limits, yes.

Will your firm look into this?

I nodded.

Its a bet, then! Will, Im going! Ill meet you in Cairo, Jeff, soon as I can get cleaned up here.

It was the first time she had ever called me by my first name without adding the other. In some way, without her exactly knowing it, and certainly without my deserving it, I had dropped into Clara Mulreadys empty place; for Joan Angela is a woman who would wither up and die, like a flower without its petals, if her huge capacity for friendship could not find lodgment somewhere. She seems to me less sentimental than most women; her friendship does not depend on close quarters or constant intercourse, but its like a rock when she has once placed it. It stays put. She demands nothing of you, except loyalty.

Give me an option on your Egyptian property, I said. Give me a twelve months option for one dollar, and have Tryon write in any terms he cares to. You can have it back whenever you say, but I want it in my pocket for a while.

They both agreed instantly to that, but I laughed that afternoon when Tryon produced the document. It covered four foolscap pages, and protected his young employers interests in a score of ways that not even the wiliest old claim-swapper would ever have foreseen. I had an option, sure enough, and price one dollar, as agreed; but even if I should exercise it, and afterwards discover a billion dollars on the property, Joan Angela would still have had the control, and ninety per cent of the billion. I liked that man Will Tryon. I have kept on liking him better every time we meet. Theres something about real loyalty to an employer that ennobles a man in my judgment, and all the more since theres such a lot of the imitation stuff parading itself for praise.

I caught the train that night at Sacramento, and was in Reno by eleven oclock. Reno is one of those places where they eat at 6 p.m. and get to bed as soon as the movies are out, but your Egyptian is not so constituted, and, like the leopard, needs a few thousand centuries in which to change his spots; so it was no surprise to find him at that hour sitting in the hotel lobby, very nearly melancholy mad, and being watched suspiciously by a sleepy porter.

He was positively relieved to have somebody to quarrel with, and demanded that I follow him to his room at once.

You sure aint goin to waste good liquor on that heathen? the porter asked me in a stage aside. Hes one o these here ar-is-tocrats. Have you heard of a horses hime-end.

However, it was the porters job to run the elevator on demand, and I followed the Egyptian to his room.

Now, he said, throwing himself into a rocker, we two can talk business. Eh? Youre on the lookout for number one like any other Yank-or should I have said dam-Yank? You seem to know that Leich girl. Perhaps you know her pretty intimately? Eh?

Dont you enjoy listening to that kind of insolence?

Go ahead, I told him. Sure, I know Miss Leich.

Ive been what you dam-Yanks call stung. That brute Zoom is laughing at me. He and his partner Zezwinski played me a fine trick. I paid them fifty thousand dollars for a claim to part of a certain estate, and now Zoom tells me the claim isnt worth ten cents! The swine said it was a client of theirs who sold me the claim, but I dont believe a word of it; they pocketed my money, curse them! And I have nothing to show for it but a receipt that another lawyer told me this afternoon isnt worth the paper it is written on! Thats America for you! Thats Liberty, Equality, Fraternity-in God we trust  e pluribus unum! Thats your screaming eagle, and your home of the brave! Home of shabby robbers and shameless women, thats what this is!

Undoubtedly you manage those things much better in Egypt, I answered. What do you propose to do next? Fight Zezwinski and Zoom?

Gr-r-r-yah! Sittin kilab! [] I have lost fifty thousand e pluribus unums; they have them, and that is all about it. Ma-alesh! I am not a rag- picker; I snap my fingers!

What then?

I return to my main objective.

He glared at me for a moment with the helpless venom of a beast in a trap. He knew he was helpless, and yet hoped to spit and spite his way out somehow.

I will either get what I came for, or else make it useless to that Leich woman! I could do that easily! However, I will try the former first. In this land of free robbers there is only one argument that has weight. You listen to the chink of money, and to nothing else  unless it is to the man who makes moonshine whisky, and him you pay as if he were the tax-gatherer! Bah! What a rotten county is this America! What thieves! What hypocrites! Fifty thousand dollars, eh! Well, we will see who laughs last! Now, I will talk dollars to you; that is a language that you will understand!

Ill try, I said. Im no great linguist. My vocabulary in that language is decidedly limited.

You know that Leich woman intimately, dont you? Get me the title to that Egyptian land she owns, and I will pay you anything in reason.

How much, for instance?

I am short of cash. Those swine of lawyers have cost me nearly the whole amount of my letter of credit. If it comes to paying her a large sum for the property I shall have to cable for more funds. Allah! You are a Yankee, are you not? Cant you trick her out of it? See here, if you will get me that property for a thousand dollars, or two thousand dollars or so, I will give you a ten per cent interest in it, and you will have made your fortune! Take it from her! She has too much money. I have no compunction whatever in depriving such a wealthy female of something that she does not know how to use!

If the land is as valuable as all that, and if I could get it from her, Id be a fool to part with it to you for ten per cent, I answered. Youre not talking business.

Am I not? You listen to me! You couldnt use that property. Neither you nor she could use it! Even supposing you could discover the secret of its true value, you would be helpless; for, believe me, I am not a man to be laughed at free of charge! Not in Egypt I am not! Here, these swine of lawyers can take my money and tell me to go to hell; but there, not so! Over there I am a personage  a man of influence, I can assure you.

He looked down at his beautiful silk socks, gathered a sort of courage from them, and continued:

I am willing to be blind, of course. I understand business. You tell me how much you are supposed to pay that woman, and I will not make too close inquiries. If the sum is not outrageous, I will pay it. Go to her as a friend and offer to buy those thousand acres of desert that she owns in Egypt. Offer her a song for it. Say that you wish to own real estate there in order to bring suit as a resident, instead of as a foreigner. Say anything, but get that property for me!

What would you say to an option on it? I suggested.

For how long?

Twelve months.

Let me see; twelve months? That might do. An option to purchase at the end of twelve months? Yes, that is a clever idea. Being a woman, she would give an option and deceive herself into thinking that she still controlled the property. Yes, that is better; get an option, and pay her very little for it!

I have one in my pocket now, I said. See here.

And I pulled out the paper and displayed it.

Mashallah! So you are a true Yankee, arent you! Is it witnessed? Ah! He looked down at his beautiful socks again, and polished his nails on his sleeve. Well. That is worth nothing to you, but a very great deal to me. I will buy it from you. What will you take? I offer you ten per cent.

You might cheat me, I suggested.

I? I would not even cheat an enemy! I will deal honourably with you. Listen! Those dirty dogs Zezwinski and Zoom were drawing up papers of Incorporation for a Nevada company to own and work that property. They assured me a Nevada company can own property in Egypt. Now what we can do is to go ahead with that incorporation  employ another firm of lawyers and let Zezwinski and Zoom rot where they sit  and I will give you ten per cent of the shares in it in exchange for that option. Your shares will be worth at least a million dollars in one years time!

At that rate the whole would be worth ten million, I answered. What kind of idiot do you take me for?

You will be an idiot if you refuse to listen to me! You will throw away a million dollars for the sake of the money-hunger that burns in your Yankee breast! One word from me in the right quarter and that whole property is worth nothing to you!

Youd have to explain that before Id attach much weight to the mere assertion, I answered.

He looked at me for about thirty seconds from under lowered eyelids  the long-lashed Egyptian eyelids that have been the wonder of the stranger ever since Abrahams descendants went to Egypt and got stung. They are as attractive as a houris; deceitful as fame itself.

In the first place, he said, speaking with his tongue close to his teeth-beautiful white teeth so that the words rasped, if you were to go to Egypt with that option in your pocket, it would be disputed. There would be litigation and an injunction and the year would expire before you could do anything. In the second place, your life would be decidedly in danger. You know Egypt a little, I believe. You appreciate, then, that it is a land in which death is not difficult to attain. But life has its complexities. Eh? Its risks. You understand me?

In the third place, failing what is euphemistically termed the act of God, there is the law of Egypt, which is strictly drawn and not to be avoided without skilful and strong influence in high places. In the fourth place  in order that our argument may be four-square, my friend, and you may not delude yourself  as I have already told you, one word from me and the whole value of that property goes up in smoke! I am a man so constituted by heredity, and so convinced of what is due to me, that I would not hesitate to prevent another from getting what I have set my mind on having. I would certainly destroy its value rather than see another enjoy it. So, you see, you are helpless in spite of that paper in your pocket.

It was clear enough that I was not going to extract the secret from him by any amount of arguing along that line, just as it was obvious that the way to learn the secret was to dig  out there on those thousand acres in the Fayoum. There was only one piece of information that really seemed worth trying for in that bedroom, and Moustapha Pasha was such an irritable braggart that the effort seemed worth making.

Theres law in this land, too, I said, although you possibly dont believe it  yet. I think I know enough about you now to have you arrested and held for trial on a charge of attempted extortion. You might not be convicted by a jury. I dont know. But Im dead sure I could prevent your leaving this country for a year; and a year would be all I need to look into this Fayoum property.

The keeper passes along inside the guard-rail.

You would be watched, you know. You wouldnt be able to jump your bail, I added.

Oh, you Yankees! You all think youre damned smart! he answered. Have me arrested! Much good that will do you! I dare say you have not enough imagination to make you dread the retaliation that you will never be able to avoid! But do you, in the fatuous infancy of your foolish, stupid heart, believe that you have me alone to deal with? Idiot! Imbecile! I am a man of importance, it is true, as any ambassador must be. It would cause great inconvenience if you were to immobilize me, as you suggest in your crass ignorance. But  huh  kill me, and you shall see what you shall see! I am one of ten thousand. And every single one of those ten thousand will become your individual, drastic, determined enemy from the moment that you raise one finger to interfere with me in any way!

Well, I had what I wanted. There was nothing more to be gained by arguing with him. He was only likely to lie if I questioned him further.

Good night, I said, Ill think your offer over. See you in the morning, maybe.

If I had been half my size I think he would have tried to murder me before I left the room, but theres a certain advantage in weight and muscle, after all. He knew right then that the issue was joined between him and me to a conclusion  knew it as well as I did.


CHAPTER VII. The answer is still no Then go to the Devil!

Noureddin Moustapha Pasha lay abed next morning, and I rode a freight train as far as the edge of Wyoming, where I caught the Overland for Chicago and New York. My next job was to interview the boss and talk him over to my point of view.

It was not exactly easy. Meldrum Strange was in one of his cantankerous moods-feeling the weight of his money and disgruntled at the news of labour wars and politics and one thing and another. You would have thought the French and British had refused to pay their war debts to annoy him personally.

Joan Angela Leich, he fumed. She needs husband. Shes too wealthy to be at large without restraint. I suppose youve fallen in love with her. Is that it?

Yes, I said, we all fall in love with her. Which class were you in, 1926  or later? Mrs. Aintree is more in the field I canter with. Shes somewhere near the bottom of this again.

The hell! You dont mean it?

Meldrum Strange is much more easily interested in attack than in defence. Without being exactly a muckraker he is keener on exposing crookedness than on protecting or assisting honesty.

I showed him a typewritten sheet I had found in our record office as we came through. We had been keeping tabs on Mrs. Aintree ever since we took in hand the destruction of her P.O.P. Society, and she was not in a position to do much without our knowing it. She had booked her passage for Alexandria  first-class, special cabin, self and maid  as the last entry on the sheet made clear.

The sooner shes out of the country the better for everyone, herself included! was Stranges comment. Weve got our hands full, Ramsden, he went on. I cant have you cavorting all over the world at the whim of Miss Angela Leich.

He took out one of his black cigars and started chewing it.

Has she been talking about me? What did she say?

She said youre an old fossil. Wants to buy you out.

Hah! Takes after her father! I fought him for control of the Truckee United. It all but broke us both, but he had the best of it, and he called me a fossil, too. Well, whats in this business?

Some chance memory of the war between Strange and Joan Angelas father was what tipped the balance in my favour then, for you cant shift Strange from his yes or no, unless some quirk in his own interior turns the trick. Nor can you fathom a mans reasoning. Recollection of that war he waged against Joans father may have impelled him to keep an eye on her. Perhaps it turned him in her favour; stranger reversals than that have happened. At any rate, he began to listen intently.

Better wire Grim, he said. Let him break ground before you get there. Youd better engage your passage. So Joan Angela Leich thinks Im an old fossil, eh? Tell me, hows she looking?

There are thirteen lawful ways of reaching Egypt, and one that is unlawful and the best, though not the easiest, unless you know the right men and where to find them in a pinch. At that, you can work it going much more easily than coming; and the secret, of course, consists in making friends, which is less an art than an inclination. I had the luck that afternoon to come on Cappy Rainer at a club that he frequents, and we sorrowed for a while together about prohibition, until he remembered the flask in his hip-pocket.

Its all right for seamen, he said. I approve of it for seamen, both at sea and ashore. But for master mariners and grown men in general its plain hell. Thats my last word. So youre bound for Alex, eh? Spending good money on your passage, I dont doubt. Firms money? Put it in your pocket, and save a week as well. The old Acushlas dirty, mind; were carrying coal. Shell be out of dry dock day after to-morrow, and the mate takes her round to Philly in ballast. I guess well have the hatches on a week from now, and Ill bet you fifty dollars I can name the hour and day we drop anchor in Alex harbour.

Well, now you know; but dont blame me if you cant work it too, because, as I said, you have got to know your skipper. Theyre all great sticklers for the law unless old friendship, which is stronger than all the laws combined, should incline them to have a bet with you.

Grim answered my long cable with two words:

Important. Come.

It was like him to leave everything else unsaid. About all we could do at our end was to watch Moustapha Pasha and Mrs. Aintree, and to wire Joan Angela that the game was on. Strange was against her going to Egypt, on the ground that she would upset the lot of us and make a picnic of what otherwise might be a serious campaign. However, the land in the Fayoum was hers, and she was her own mistress. She wired back to engage her passage by Cunard and Transcontinental to Brindisi.

We kept our preparations quiet, naturally; and we knew almost hour by hour the movements of Mrs. Aintree and Moustapha Pasha. We knew that they met in Chicago, for instance, although our man failed to overhear their conversation, and the day before I left for Philadelphia, who should walk into the office but Moustapha Pasha himself, silk socks, silk shirt, silk handkerchief, silk hat and silky, smooth demeanour! He demanded to see me.

So you are a detective? he began, without preliminary. I have found out all about you. I have a system of my own, you see! I pay someone else to watch you while you spy on me-how deliciously simple!

Did you find Mrs. Aintree expensive? I asked him.

What do you mean? Who is Mrs. Aintree?

I hope she didnt overcharge you.

He nearly exploded, pacing the office floor without a trace left of his suavity, then suddenly stopped and tapped me on the chest with one finger, mastering his rage.

Yes-since your spies have told you  it was Mrs. Aintree. She described to me how you have hounded her. She told me the nature of your business  the extent of your ruthlessness  the persistence with which you pursue your quarry. Very well. Listen to me. You are business people. I make you a business proposition. I will engage your firm to act on my behalf! I will jettison  is that the word?  my Egyptian partners, and instead of to them I will give my contract to you, fifty per cent of the proceeds from this business! I will let my partners in Egypt go to the devil.

All you have to do is to exercise that option that you showed me in Reno  keep quiet  protect me from those men in Egypt who will resent my bargaining with you, although I have a perfect moral right to do as I please in the matter  and acquire a bigger sum of money than you ever dreamed of in your wildest imagination! There! That is the kind of man I am! I face issues! What do you say?

Where does Mrs. Aintree come in? I asked him.

Mrs. Aintree and I intend to be married, he answered pompously.

Here? In the States?

No. In Egypt. I would not marry in this e pluribus unum of a country!

What in Heavens name do you expect to gain by marrying Mrs. Aintree? I asked him. Knowing her, and appraising him, I was rather bewildered for the moment.

That is my business and hers, he retorted.

The question is: Do you accept my offer? What is your answer?

The answer is no.

I will give you sixty-six and two-thirds per cent.

The answer is still no.

Then go to the devil! I will fight you! And believe me, sir, I fight with deadly weapons! Good-bye for the present, and later on good riddance!


CHAPTER VIII. If you want to bet Ill bet with you

So it came to pass, as the old-time chroniclers would say whenever they wanted to omit unnecessary detail, that I reached Alexandria ahead of friend and enemy  two weeks ahead of Moustapha Pasha, three weeks ahead of Joan Angela, and exactly one dollar and eighty cents ahead of Cappy Rainer, who likes pinochle. Just as the splash of our anchor announced sunrise Grim stepped off the launch that had come for the pilot, and climbed aboard.

The same old scholarly-looking, quiet-eyed Grim, less conspicuous than ever in a grey civilian suit. The only change that I could detect was a greater suggestion of freedom about his movements since he had left the Army. There were fewer folk who must be satisfied at all costs, and more who might be offended without danger of reprisals.

Heres a wire that came a week ago, he announced with a grin. What dyou make of it?

It was from Strange. Grim had decoded it in pencil between the lines.

Mrs. Aintree and Moustapha Pasha were married in Chicago two days before their boat sailed. Her letter of credit thirty thousand dollars probably exhausts her fortune. She has sold everything she owns except clothes and jewellery.

It was chilly out there on deck, with the dawn wind blowing, and the sky that comfortless pale yellow and grey that Africa makes use of as a mask for her morning mood. We went into the chartroom, and the steward brought in hot coffee.

Has Moustapha already a wife in Egypt? I asked. Hes a Moslem, and can legally have four wives here; but that wouldnt go in the States. She obviously married him to make sure of being allowed to land in Egypt. He swore to me that he wouldnt get married in the States on any terms, which makes me think he was married here already and afraid of bigamy.

Grim shook his head.

Hes married. But until she makes a kick, theres not much we can do. He could have been pinched in the States for perjury, bigamy, and Lord knows what else. But I doubt if he could be arrested on a British ship; and once in Egypt hes safe.

I suggest that we tell her as soon as she comes that shes one of a harem, I said. She might take the next ship back and save a lot of trouble.

Dont you believe it! Grim answered. As long as she has thirty thousand dollars shell believe shes clever. Shell make use of him to come ashore, and when the hands played out shell simply return to the States and have the marriage annulled.

Isnt there a law here that can separate them and send her back?

If he were a Christian, yes. Not otherwise, until she complains. Its old stuff with a new quirk to it, Grim answered. Theres something underneath that sand in the Fayoum, and Ive found a man who thinks he could tell if he chose. The law is quite clear; they cant dig on private property, or remove antiquities without permission. Miss Leich left a British Tommy in charge of her huts, and a jackal couldnt dig without his leave. He has even hired extra guards at his own expense, trusting to Miss Leich to repay him. Hes a first-class man.

Whats your clue? I asked.

Politics! The Gyppies are all sorting themselves out into parties in preparation for independence, and theres going to be a struggle for power that will make home politics look like a one-ring circus. Theres only one thing goes in Egypt, and thats money. The party with the biggest chest will get control. Control, of course, means more money, and there you are. Theres a political party that is rather small but very influential. One names as good as another, and they call themselves the Agrarian Bloc.

They hold no offices at present, but content themselves with working quietly against any other party that shows signs of strength. Their policy is to discredit everybody and keep quiet about themselves, so that when the time comes theyll be the only outfit with any kind of reputation left to lose. Theyre nearly all big landholders, and they intend to own all Egypt before theyre through.

Is Mustapha Pasha a big landholder? I asked.

He was, but he took a post-war header on the bull end of the cotton market  only just avoided bankruptcy. However, he knows a lot of inconvenient things about a lot of other people, and some of the members of the Agrarian Bloc felt they couldnt afford to have him for an enemy. Hes in the secret of Miss Leichs sand-patch. The others raised a fund between them and sent him over to the States with an introduction to Mrs. Aintree and to a firm of lawyers.

But why on earth to her?

Oh, Lord! Shes been in correspondence with half the political schemers of the world for years. Shes known in India, China, South Africa, South America  it was only a question with her which cat would jump first. I guess she has laid out most of her income on note paper and postage stamps, building up an impression abroad that shes a woman of enormous influence. These Gyppies think shes a marvel.

Do you suppose she knows the secret of the sand-patch?

Remains to be seen. It was probably her idea to incorporate in the U.S.A., Grim answered. You see the idea? As the law stands now, whatever treasure might be discovered on Miss Leichs land would be confiscated by Government. But after the British quit, although the same laws may remain in force nominally, its going to be much easier to side-step them, provided you have influence. The easiest and most obvious way would be to incorporate abroad, and argue that the law cant be enforced for fear of foreign complications. Get me? The loot would line Egyptian pockets, but the Stars and Stripes would be the banner under which the burglars march. Thats the general theory of the thing.

Then they dont intend to dig until after Egypt gets her independence?

I guess not. The scheme is to get possession of that land in the Fayoum so as to prevent anybody else from digging.

But I dont see yet, I said, where Mrs. Aintree comes in. What do they stand to gain by letting her share in it?

Grim laughed.

My guess is the Gyppies intended to use her and then drop her. She propaganded herself to a point where they believed she had influence in the States. They proposed to use her influence, and then leave her to meditate on balked ambition. But I guess she got the goods on Moustapha Pasha, and, by jiminy, her marrying him like that before he could leave the States rather looks as if she were coming to Egypt with a can-opener in her hand! She means business.

How about murder? I suggested.

Thats their usual way of turning a page, Grim answered with a laugh. But shes thought of that. Shell have some way of making it unsafe to murder her. She might easily leave the secret sealed up in an envelope with instructions to someone to open it in case of her death. Supposing they believe she knows the secret, she would only have to let them know that she had done just that. Shes much more dangerous than

Lets admit shes deadly dangerous, I interrupted. Whats your plan?

Dig! he answered. Miss Leich is coming, isnt she? Get her consent and dig. Dyou think shell stand for that, knowing Government will take the stuff?

Shell have a perfectly original notion of what to do  and do it! I answered.

If they dont get her first!

What could they gain by killing her? I asked. The property would pass to her heirs, thats all.

Have you any proof that her heirs wouldnt sell it for a song? Grim retorted.

All right. Why not go straight to headquarters? Tell em the whole thing?

Thats what were going to do, he said, but well have to pick our men. Ill tell you why: it may be a Golconda. The men who are interested are keeping it awfully quiet among themselves, but Narayan Singh and I have overheard some talk, and the figure they name would make the Federal Reserve Board blink  fifty million pounds, or say two billion dollars!

Lets hope its true! said I.

Lets hope it isnt true! Grim answered. Any such sum of money as that would turn Egypt into Hades! If its there it means civil war, whoever gets it! With Europes treasuries in their present state the news of it would drive sane men crazy! We must pick our men and pledge them to secrecy before we tell them anything at all.

Hasnt the Egyptian Intelligence got any inkling? I asked.

Apparently not yet.

Do you think theres any such sum buried anywhere? I asked him.

He nodded.

Why not? Herodotus got his information from men who read off to him the hieroglyphics painted on the outer casing of the Great Pyramid. According to him, no less than sixteen hundred talents of silver, which is the equivalent of about three hundred and fifty thousand pounds, were spent on garlic, radishes and onions alone for the labour-gangs. That gives just an inkling of the total cost. The ruler who spent so many millions  his name was Khufu or Cheops  wasnt spending his last nickel. He had his hands on money, that boy had, and theres no record that he left any of it for the next man. Where did it all go? Khufu suffered from megalomania. Every Egyptian king made plans for being as important in the next world as in this, and they all tried to take money with them when they all tried to take money with them when they the pyramid, and could force gangs of a hundred thousand men to work at it without pay for twenty or thirty years, could conceive the idea of taking a couple of billion dollars with him into paradise. Is that so, or isnt it?

You think this moneys in the pyramid?

Of course I dont. Every inch of space inside the pyramid has been accounted for. There never was anything in there. Its the most monumental bluff in the history, fixed up in every way to look like a treasure-house, or a rich mans tomb. When Al Mahmouns men broke in and found the passage leading to the upper chambers, the whole passage was full of loose stones that had to be taken out one by one before they could ascend. It was physically impossible for anyone to have ascended before them since the time when the pyramid was finished and closed up. Yet when they got to the so-called Kings Chamber it was empty. There never had been anything in it. Khufu was supposed to be buried in it, but he wasnt. He was the richest Pharaoh Egypt ever had. He must have been, or he couldnt have built the pyramid. Where was he really buried, and what did he do with his money?

Ill bet you the contractors got all he had, I answered.

If you want to bet, Ill bet with you, said Grim. But youre making a fool bet. Do you kid yourself that a man who caused to be painted in huge figures on the outside of the building the amount that he spent on radishes would let anybody beat him out of ten cents? Think again. He was a miser! Do you suppose that a man who could throw that colossal bluff and command all those resources wouldnt be resourceful enough to hide his savings where nobody could find them?

Well, who picked up the trail at this time of day, and how? I asked. What makes anybody think that Khufu hid his billions on Joan Angela Leichs lot?

Thats a long story, Grim answered, and involves flights of higher mathematics that are over my head. It includes astronomical measurements, an understanding of the precession of the Equinox, and Lord knows what else. I suspect theres only one man in the world who really does understand, and hes crazy. Ive been trying to get hold of that man for several days past, but theyre keeping him incommunicado, and as his name isnt known and he seems to have no friends or relatives, its impossible to get a writ of habeas corpus. I dont even know where he is. I can only guess.

How did you learn of his existence, then?

Narayan Singh got wind of him. Narayan Singh can go snooping around where I would get killed in a jiffy. Between us we cooked up a scheme to get hold of the old bird, but whether well succeed is another matter. Hes crazy; thats our one hope. Narayan Singh proposes to go crazy too. Hes working up the differential calculus in Arabic. The pyramid is a perfect maze of absolutely scientific measurements that have puzzled the most learned men in the world ever since Napoleons French commission began their investigation. Nobody could ever dope out why those measurements should be so perfect, and at the same time why there should not be one single mark or figure or inscription anywhere inside the pyramid by way of explanation. Theyve all come to the same conclusion, however  that the architect of the building, whoever he was, knew more natural science than all the high-brows in the whole world know today.

Its the only building in the world, for instance, that is oriented exactly north, south, east and west. It bears an accurate relation to the whole earths weight, and its original height, before the cap-stone was quarried off for masonry for some pashas palace, was an equally accurate proportion of the earths mean distance from the sun. Theres plenty more; thats only by way of illustration.

A thousand acres is a whale of a big claim to open up, I said.

Unless we get hold of our learned lunatic, Grim agreed. But listen  that lot is in the middle of a perfect wilderness; theres nothing to identify it except the beacons left by surveyors twenty years ago; its a square of sand with a well near the middle. It stands to reason, then, that if these Gyppies are so sure of its being the real place theyre going on something else than figures. Theyve checked up that old lunatic in some way, and theyve seen something with their eyes that corresponds with Something he has told them. Ive been out to the property and looked it over. Barring Joan Angelas huts theres nothing but sand and the well. So it must be the well that constitutes their evidence.

Is it full of water?

Up to Nile level. Rises and falls with the Nile.

How far from the Nile?

Thirty miles.

Too far away for any kind of artificial connection, I said.

Think so? Grim answered. Old Khufu brought some of the stone for that pyramid from hundreds of miles away in blocks of eighty and a hundred tons  stuff that modern engineers wouldnt know how to shift ten miles, let alone set in position. What would forty miles of tunnel mean to a man of his determination? Ill tell you another thing: Herodotus wrote down a story he heard about an underground passage from the pyramid to the Nile, through which the water was supposed to flow into a great tank underneath the pyramid; but the story proved false, for the simple reason that the foundations of the pyramid are considerably higher than Nile high-water. But those old legends have a way of being based on truth.

Yes, I said. There was Jeremys mine in Midian.

Suppose, Grim went on, that Khufu was trying to make his real tomb impregnable as well as undiscoverable. To flood it with water would be as good a way as any, wouldnt it? You know that story about the Bank of England having a lake of water underneath it? They did the same stunt in Alexandria with the Catacombs  flooded them to keep out robbers, and to this day the lower levels havent been explored for that reason; they connected them up with the sea, and you cant pump the Mediterranean dry. All right  the only chance Khufu would have of turning on a limitless supply of water would be to connect up with the Nile. He could start to dig a tunnel forty miles away without attracting much attention, for the pyramid was probably giving the crowd plenty to think about. If he lined the tunnel with stone that wouldnt necessarily cause comment either, because so many million tons of stone were being hauled to the pyramid that, if he diverted some of it, folk might not notice. He could claim he was building a temple somewhere else, for instance. But when the tunnel approached the Nile that would be another matter.

The banks of the Nile were densely populated; theyd soon get wise to the tunnel, and hed have to invent a good excuse. Why shouldnt he put a yarn into circulation about a secret waterway from the Nile to the pyramid? Im willing to bet thats exactly what he did; and I think that when we come to examine that well on Joan Angelas lot more closely well find that it taps the conduit that was designed to make old Khufus real tomb impregnable against thieves.

The conversation was interrupted by a row on deck, and we went out to see Cappy Rainer struggling under the incubus of U.S. navigation laws. Theyre wonderful laws, but then he is a wonderful man, and perhaps they were designed to give such born Vikings their opportunity. I dont know exactly what had happened, but somebody had refused to do something or other, and had threatened the skipper with the U.S. Consul.

Go to the Consul, will ye? he was roaring, standing on one of the forward hatches with his tunic all unbuttoned. Maybe. But theyll carry ye there feet forward! Get me in trouble, will ye? All right! Ive been in trouble scores 0 times. Im used to it! Im not one 0 your hot-bath seamen that needs clean sheets twice a week before he can stand a watch. Salt-waters my name, and Im here to prove it! Hells whiskers! Why, when I went to sea there wasnt one 0 you bastards would have been allowed to lick the shore-dirt off the third mates boots, let alone clean em. And you stand there and think youll tell me how to run this ship! Go to the Consul, will ye? Not alive, ye wont! Ill beat your brains out first! Ye think maybe I cant lick the lot of ye? Come on and try, you sniveling dock-rats!

He peeled off his tunic and threw it on the hatch.

Come on  any one of ye! Come on, four of ye, then, if ones afraid! Ill take and beat your brains into stuff the hogs wont eat! Trouble with the Consul, eh? Well, you wont live to know about it! Come on. If yeve got guts! Lets see six of ye try and lick me! Lets see six of ye start for shore without my leave, then! Lets see the man that dares refuse an order on this ship! Now then  ye heard me say Off-hatches. Show me the man that hangs back when I count four, and Ill show ye a corpse! One-two...

It became a mighty busy ship before he started to say three, and then he had to come back on the bridge and repeat the whole argument to Grim and me, with variations explaining what he had said exactly as if the whole harbour had not heard him.

Thats a hand-picked crew down there, he bellowed, as if he suspected us of being at the bottom of the mutiny. Theyre treated good, and paid the salaries O railroad presidents! Clean sheets twice a week  hot baths  hotel Waldorf banquets three times a day  eight hours work  and three mates to watch they dont do too much! And, barring theyre lazy, theyre more or less all right until they get near Egypt. But soon as the smell O this Goddamned country gets under their noses theyre no more good than goats in church! I tell ye, Egypts a lousy cesspool of a country! It ud rot the guts of a Nova Scotia bosun! Ill be crazy as a coot now till they see my stern-light swingin out O here. You two boys had better beat it.

No, dont stay to dinner. Im not fit company for a vivisectionist until Im out o this! Go on; pitch your grips into a boat and leave me to stand off the damn fool laws o the United States and Egypt! Im a master mariner, I am  nursemaid to a crew of dock-rats and third-assistant- vice-consuls office-boy! Good-bye. See ye sometime, somewhere. Call again when ye want a lift. Push off as soon as yere in the boat; Ill stand by to kill any o my soft-sleeping courtesans that tries to jump in after ye! Theyre as crazy for the shore as sharks after garbage! Good-bye! Good- bye!

Cappy Rainer was right about Egypt.


CHAPTER IX. Lent us by Ah Li Wan

So now you know how you get ashore when youre not on the ships papers. What explanation the captain makes to the port authorities is between them and the captain. Grim and I, having time to kill until the night train pulled out, visited the tomb called Komesh-Shukafa, whose lower levels are all under salt water. It is a fascinating place, and exasperating, for the splendour of the upper part and the obvious wealth of the family for whom it was first built makes it likely that those lower levels contain treasure worth diving for.

You see, he said, when invaders came they simply let the water in. Why shouldnt old Khufu have done that? The care these people took makes you think they had something down there worth protecting. What about Khufu then? These people may have spent a hundred thousand dollars on this mausoleum. He spent more than a hundred million on a mere bluff. Do you begin to see the possibilities?

I suppose, as a matter of fact, you have really got to be a professional miner to feel the full tug of buried treasure at your heart-strings. Cupidity has not got much to do with it. I dont believe the sight of a hundred million dollars in the open would make any decent fellow forget the laws of right and wrong; but its another thing altogether to believe that some such sum is hidden in the earth, idle and useless. It isnt gold, but the game of getting out the gold and putting it to work that thrills you and makes you throw dice with fortune. At any rate, thats my experience, and Ive been mining all my life.

It exasperated me to have no diving-suit, to go down into those lower levels and explore them made me so discontented that I couldnt carry on a conversation. So youll understand why I dreamed all that night on the Cairo Express that the pyramid was on my chest, and that old King Khufu was sitting alongside grinning at me just out of reach. I saw in the dream long processions of fellahin, nearly naked, carrying bars of gold done up in papyrus and disappearing with their burdens down a shaft, while the priests of Amen-Ra kept count. And I couldnt get to see where they were putting the treasure because the pyramid held me fast. Then King Khufu turned into Meldrum Strange, and laughed more diabolically than the king had laughed. And after a while the pyramid and old King Khufu and Meldrum Strange and Joan Angela and Moustapha Pasha and Grim and Mrs. Aintree became all mixed up in a mad dance amid a shower of gold, while Narayan Singh and a white bearded, one-eyed lunatic made astronomical calculations with the aid of a planisphere and a surveyors plane-table. On the whole it was a feverish night, but hardly more so than the weeks that followed.

The very first day in Cairo produced excitement. We drove straight to Grims quarters, where Narayan Singh had a meal all ready, as well as information that he was almost bursting to impart; but the great Sikh held his peace until after the servant had left the room, and the three of us sat down on the deep corner lounge with our backs against a crimson Bokhara hanging. Then:

Sahibs, I have found the lunatic! he began.

He was too pleased with the accomplishment to be self-satisfied about it, but not so swept away by his enthusiasm as not to pause and see the effect on us.

Thus and so it happened, he went on, when we had suitably expressed our satisfaction. To look for him was to hunt for one star in the Milky Way. To inquire for him was to be mocked. To set spies hunting for him was to warn the enemy of danger, for the spy is very rare who makes a real secret of his purpose. So, what then? I remembered that he is a lunatic, and the nature of a lunatic is this  that forever he repeats his role. Like the camel that grinds out semsem in a dark vault, he goes round and round, sleeping and waking, one day like another, indifferent to everything except his one obsession. So. And the nature of our lunatics madness is what? It concerns the pyramid and stars and mathematics. And now another point. As a soldier I have served in many wars. Not only have I fought in nine campaigns, but I have spied; and, whereas any man can fight, or can be taught to fight, the gift of spying is a rather rare one. So it has been my lot more often than befalls most men to venture behind an enemys lines for information; and according to those officers whose orders I obeyed the most useful information I could ever bring them was concerning details of the enemys supplies. From that they would deduce all manner of things. So I bethought me, and the fashion of my thoughts was this:

Wherever that lunatic may be, he needs supplies, of one kind or another. But his wants are surely few in the way of food and clothing, and such as they might be they can be bought at any of a thousand places, and a man might hunt for a hundred years in vain tracing the onions and the roots of garlic from one place to another, and from hand to hand.

Quite so, said Grim, now wheres the lunatic?

But a Sikh will not tell his story in any but his own way.

I knew no more than you, sahib. But I reasoned thus-neither mathematics, nor astronomy, nor pyramids are purchasable in the Fish Market. And a lunatic is often an exacting man. Be he ever so tractable when given freedom to pursue his fantasy, deprived of that opportunity he may grow ravenous, or even die. And considering his importance to the men who hold him prisoner, it occurred to me that they will keep him satisfied if possible. So I turned my back on the bazaars and sought elsewhere, and by and by, on the afternoon of the same day, Jimgrim Sahib, that you left for Alexandria, I found a shop in a quiet street, where a Chinaman sells books on mathematics in many tongues, as well as more sorts of strange instruments than any but he could conceive to exist.

Old of mutual confidence, he assuring me that Sikhs are brute beasts who make incorruptible but fierce policemen, and I replying that the Chinese are neither for the present nor the future, but are corpses whom the gas of ancient graves has raised into a sort of imitation life. And on that basis we conversed, becoming very friendly.

And at last, seeing I was patient, he began to tell me how the Chinese invented all instruments centuries before the West had given up cannibalism. And I told him that was like the Chinese, to invent instruments they had no use for, nor could understand. Whereat he began to show me many marvels, and to tell me the use of them, and to lie about what the Chinese had accomplished with such things three thousand centuries before the present era.

Thus far, sahibs, the trail appeared to lead no-wither. But there was a voice within me that kept urging patience, and you are doubtless familiar with the well-known truth that the only good soldiers are those who are never in a hurry until the scouts have made full report. So, speaking solely with desire to cause him to speak again, I said that the Chinese possibly were living men in those days, but that now they are all dead and incapable of thinking. Whereat, as the way of most men is when so accused, he boasted; and in order to bring his boasting home, he cited instances.

Said he: You see this instrument? Can Sikh eyes see the fineness of it, or has so much liquor dulled the vision? And he showed me a thing such as I never before set eyes on  a thing of brass that slid inside itself when a screw was turned, so that certain figures came in contact with other figures, and they in turn with more, and there from calculations could be made in logarithms without chance of error.

Said he: You see that, dont you, you whose eyes would rather behold strong drink? You think that was made in the West? Look, see, then  here is the signature of him who made it. And he showed me Chinese characters cut deeply in the brass. This was made in Hong Kong by a Chinaman, he said, and there is but one other like it in the world.

Now, as to that, he may or may not have been lying, sahibs; but at any rate I told him he was lying, for, said I, the Chinese forever lie to foreigners. Moreover, I said that the instrument was a simple thing that any fool could design and put to use. Whereat, seeing we enjoyed each others company, he further controverted me.

Said he: Not only did a Chinaman make that, but none other than a Chinaman can use it. None other understands it.

But the numbers on it, said I, are European.

Surely so, said he, for it was meant that the barbarians should understand it. But none did. For ten years, he said, I have possessed these two machines, and I have offered them at a fair price to all such barbarians as think themselves educated and who entered my unworthy shop. Certain of them were curious, as if they beheld a sort of peep-show, but none understood. It was not until a Chinaman sent to inquire for something of the sort that I found a purchaser for one, so that now I have but this one left. It was no barbarian who bought the other, but a Chinaman.

Sahibs, my heart made a leap within me, for the instinct of an old scout assured me I was on the trail. And so it proved. Again I told him he was lying, for any man, said I, could invent a story of a Chinese purchaser and say without proof this or that to clinch an argument. Whereat he took down from the shelf his book in which he keeps a list of purchasers and what they bought and by how much he cheated them and what not.

See! he said. Look, see, drunkard!

He showed me, sahibs, the name of an Egyptian  Enim Ismail Bey  with an address beneath it that I also memorized, and I inquired since when were the Chinese ever created bey, that being an Egyptian title. So he told me how, not many days since, an Egyptian of that name came to him, making inquiries for a calculating instrument, and how the Egyptian was such a muddle-headed fool that he knew neither the name of the instrument nor its purpose, but supposed that one instrument might be as good as another for any mathematical purpose.

So, because talk led nowhere, and because the Egyptian admitted that the instrument was needed by a Chinaman who could not walk abroad to make his own purchases, that shopkeeper offered to leave his shop and visit the prospective customer. And to that the Egyptian raised objections, saying he would inquire more particularly as to the nature of the instrument required.

However, the next day the Egyptian returned and accepted the shopkeepers offer, and the two drove away to a house in the quarter Tewfikyeh, where was a very old and, so he said, sagacious Chinaman, who soon made known the nature of needs, and the shopkeeper returned and brought the instrument, and made a sale at a good price.

So you see, he said, it is only the Chinese who can appreciate such fine calculating instruments.

Wereat I said, sahibs, that whether he were Chinaman or not, he must be a lunatic to spend his old age addling what few brains remained to him with any such contrivance. And at that the shopkeeper smiled inscrutably and said that very much wisdom always upsets the human brain, for reasons that no Sikh could possibly appreciate.

For as a man grows wise, said he, he differs from the unwise, and in that degree must appear mad to such as lack his understanding.

So your customer was what a sane man would describe as mad? I asked him.

A drunkard would call him mad, said he.

Would a sober and well-educated white man call him mad? said I.

Of a certainty! said he. For the education of barbarians is such that they call all men mad who surpass them in understanding. Yes, they would probably confine him in a madhouse. To you, who are a Sikh and therefore a drunkard without brains, I answer yes, that he is mad; but to a man of true intelligence I would say: He knows more than any of us; and in the presence of the sage himself I touch the earth with my forehead.

So he is stark mad? said I.

Stark mad, said he, since we talk the English language in which truth cannot be told.

So I knew, sahibs, that I had found the address of the lunatic, and I went off in search of the place and discovered it easily, for it is a big house set in the midst of others in a row, none touching, but all close together-a long street of houses of the better sort, but not so modern, nor yet so well cared for, as in certain other streets near by. The windows are heavily barred, and there are shutters on nearly all of them, and although I watched for several hours, none came and none went through the door that opens on the street.

So, being weary, and needing time to think, I set certain of our men to watch that door all night. Four men I set on watch, so that if as many as three should fall asleep, there would still be one keeping vigil. And all four swore that none slept, yet that none came or went through that door; nevertheless, that a light had shown until after midnight in an upper window. So, soon after dawn, I myself returned to that street to study the situation fully and conceive a plan.

There was no light burning then. There was nothing to show that the house was occupied. But it was early, and the tradesmen who deliver milk and such things were delivering from house to house. As I have said, sahibs, those are houses of the well-to-do  of folk who eat luxuriously in the European fashion. Nevertheless, I observed that a man with a basket delivered at the house next door to the one I was watching such things as rice, ghee, garlic and dried fish; moreover that the quantities were small, as if for one individual and he particular about the freshness of his food.

I followed that man back to the stall in the bazaar whence he had come, and behold yet another Chinaman! But he, observing me to be a Sikh, and having memories no doubt of Sikh policemen in the treaty ports of China, was afraid to tell me anything, beyond that he delivered food at that house daily, now one thing and now another, but always in small portions. I asked him who paid for the stuff, but he answered that one mans money is as good as anothers and that it is all one to him who pays, so be that he gets what is due him.

So I sent some of our own men out again to make inquiries, and within the hour I knew that both those houses are the property of one Zegloush Pasha, a reputedly wealthy man who owns much land in the Fayoum, and that there is a covered way connecting them together from the rear, which cannot be seen from the street because of the shrubbery.

Now this Zegloush, sahibs, is the same who is said to be the leader of the so-called Agrarian Bloc, whose politics consist in abusing all men and supporting none-the same, in fact, who sent Moustapha Pasha to America. Therefore there is no longer doubt in my mind that the lunatic we seek is secluded in that second house belonging to Zegloush, where they doubtless keep him occupied with calculations, lest he grow restless and perhaps escape and make known his secrets elsewhere.

In your absence, Jimgrim Sahib, I was puzzled what to do. In this land, as in most others, bribery is the key that opens doors; yet in this case, bribery would likely be expensive, and though I had no fear that you would question my accounts, nevertheless it is not the part of a faithful man to spend his employers money recklessly. So I took thought again, and went back to the shop of the Chinaman who sells surveying instruments and so forth, whose name is Ah Li Wan  or so says the sign above his door; they lie concerning names, those Chinamen.

To Ah Li Wan, I said: Your miserable countryman, for whom that thing of brass that slides within itself was bought, is in bad hands. Is it good, I asked,

So I said to him: That old man, said I, remains in that house because he has nowhere else to go; and I take pity on him, having lived in China, and having received on more than one occasion great kindnesses from the Chinese. And it stands to reason, I said, that if he were to be provided with a home more to his liking, among friends instead of enemies  such as you, for instance, could contrive  he would come there willingly. The sage is mad, I said; he loves such instruments and things as you have here, and, being old, he enjoys deference. If you would make a home for him, I think I could contrive that he would come to live with you.

However, Ah Li Wan was afraid. He refused to interfere, saying that his business might be ruined if he were to make enemies among Egyptians; but he said he would contribute toward the old mans comfort, if that could be managed secretly. Whereat the gods whom I have always worshipped put a new idea into my head, and I made him a proposal, to which he consented after an hour or two of argument. And the outcome of that is thus, sahib  come with me and behold.

He led the way upstairs, and opened the door of a room as big as the one we had been sitting in-a room that Grim had had no present use for, but had been obliged to rent along with the rest. It was fitted up with almost no furniture, except a truck-bed in one corner, but with such a medley of globes, calculating instruments, and what-not that it looked like a museum almost.

These, said Narayan Singh, are lent to us by Ah Li Wan, I signing the receipt for them and guaranteeing the return of all things in good condition on demand. It has cost us nothing; Ah Li Wan paid transportation charges. So there remains, sahibs, nothing but to bring that ancient here, after which we will flatter his self-esteem and he will tell us all he knows.

How do you propose to get him here? Grim asked.

I have considered that. Narayan Singh looked hard at me. You, I, and Ramsden Sahib have contrived many a disguise together; moreover, we have risked our necks, and it is not good to let courage die from disuse merely because two of us have left the Army. I will be a lunatic. I will be a Sikh from Singapore, who has gone mad from too much Chinese education. And you, sahibs, will be friends of mine, the one an Arab and the other simply an American, who has traveled much and studied deeply in many lands. Ramsden Sahib must wear horn-rimmed spectacles, and that will be disguise enough. We will call at that house this evening, if you sahibs give consent, and if all goes well at least two of us will get to see that ancient Chinaman. We will have a motor-car waiting in the street, and only Ramsden Sahib will be in any personal danger, and not even he to any serious extent, because he is strong and men will think twice before they offer him violence.

Outside, in the street, a military band went by, playing an air from The Mikado, followed by the tramp of sixteen-year-old boys-for such the British soldiers mostly seem to be in these days. Through the window we could see black-veiled Moslem women elbowing flirtatious, unveiled Levantines, and men of every shade of creed and colour, from Nubian ebony to the thin-blooded white of the fellow who has been too long away from home. A man rode by through the crowd on a milk-white donkey, followed by a string of Coptic monks in single file, stepping aside nervously to avoid motor-cars and offered drinking-water by a man who sold it from a decorated brass jar hung with bells.

Narayan Singh, black-bearded and enormous began to busy himself getting out disguises for himself and Grim. And Grim, in a grey tweed suit, grey-eyed under bushy eyebrows, sat down cross-legged in the corner, leaned against a hanging from Bokhara, and chuckled silently.


CHAPTER X. Whom Allah hath made mad let none offend

We spent that whole afternoon rehearsing, not that my part was likely to be difficult, nor that either of the others were likely to misplay, but in order to get the teamwork into it. Grim doesnt have to pretend to be an Arab; he is one as soon as he puts the costume on-thinks, speaks, looks, and acts as if he had been born somewhere east of the Red Sea, with the only difference that he knows more than all the Arabs put together about the white mans view of things. It wont be until a few millions of us on both sides get that gift of Grims, and learn to see both sides at once, that East and West will ever really meet.

Grim and Narayan Singh between them had enrolled and broken in nearly a dozen good spies, that being mainly a matter of selection in a land where intrigue is the universal custom and spying comes, like breathing, naturally. Two of them kept watch on the house we were to visit, and not long after dark one of them brought word that Zegloush Pasha was within doors. We set off at once then in a hired cab. Narayan Singh sitting with his back to the horses, vulture-fashion, with his bearded chin resting on his knees.

Grim wore a white cloth turban, wrapped around a tarboosh, and all the other dignified paraphernalia of a uleema, or learned Moslem, a costume in which he was sure of getting at least outward respect from anyone who professed the creed of the Prophet. Narayan Singh was also clothed in white-good, well-laundered, expensive linen; for it does not pay to approach the house of an Egyptian Pasha looking like a person who would have to go to the devil if told to do so. The Egyptian aristocracy is one of wealth exclusively, and its manners correspond.

In the more or less dark, at a point midway between two street-lamps half a block away from the house we were to visit, stood the motor-car Narayan Singh had arranged for, with one of our best spies behind the wheel. So we sent the cab away and approached the front door boldly, Grim and I each taking an arm of Narayan Singh and half-dragging him between us, as if he were a cripple as well as daft.

For a minute after we had rung the front door bell we were examined through a pane of glass by a Nubian servant, who finally opened the door about six inches and took my card.

I told him I was a traveller with a problem that I believed would interest His Excellency, but that if he did not care to see me, there were doubtless others who would be glad to know about the matter. That piqued curiosity, and turned the trick. I was invited in.

So I left Grim and Narayan Singh in the hall, Grim on a chair ostentatiously in charge, and Narayan Singh squatted on the floor mumbling to himself and tracing imaginary figures on the carpet with one finger. I was ushered into the library. It was quite a magnificent room, if mere expenditure of money means magnificence. Most of the furniture was from Grand Rapids, but some might have come from the Tottenham Court Road, London, and some from France and Belgium. It was all extravagant, and beastly; but the shelves were liberally lined with books, some of which appeared to have been used a time or two.

Zegloush Pasha rose from a rocking-chair to meet me. He was a rather short, extremely stout man with a politicians smile  little black moustaches, carefully barbered and upturned  little, bright, black eyes set deeply in fat cheeks  a tarboosh at an angle on his close-cropped head  fat fingers  diamond ring on the right hand, emerald on the left  European dinner-clothes, and ladylike patent-leather shoes.

You have a problem  Mr.  ah  Ramsden? Have a seat, please, and explain. You are American?

Yes. But I have a Sikh servant and an Arab friend. They are giving me trouble at present. The Sikh is a man whom much learning has made mad. Hes a mathematician, who had his teaching from a Chinaman in Singapore. He and my Arab friend have been wandering about the bazaars together, and have met some Chinamen who said that my servants old teacher is here in your house. That, of course, means nothing to me, but to my Sikh servant it appears to mean a very great deal. He has been unmanageable ever since, vowing and declaring that he will see his old teacher or die in the attempt. Finally, he threatened to go to the police about it, and actually did start off to do that.

So my Arab friend and I talked it over, and realizing that we couldnt keep the Sikh quiet we thought it better to put the problem up to you. You see, I said, hes not sufficiently mad to be locked up, but hes a determined fellow, and he and my Arab friend both swear that they have witnesses who can prove that this old Chinese teacher is in your house. It occurred to me at once how distressing it might be for you if the police were to take the matter up and make inquiries, and it seemed at least possible that you might prefer to let him visit the old Chinaman, as the simplest way out of the difficulty.

There used to be nine wonders in the world. Nowadays, of course, there are nine million; but the most wonderful of all of them is the stupidity of people who let such folk as Zegloush become party leaders. Crowds are not nearly as stupid, really, as the men who control them; yet why do the crowds submit? That little, fat, beady-eyed son of a Turk sat looking at me with every emotion from suspicion to bewilderment crossing his face in turn. He was at a loss what to say or do without a confidant with whom to talk it over first.

But where did they get their information? he demanded.

I dont know, I said. But theyre perfectly sure of it. And, as I told you, my man is mad and not responsible. He talks of accusing you of keeping his old teacher a prisoner; he says hell get all the Indians in Cairo to come and storm your house. Obviously that kind of thing wont do; no man of influence desires a scandal of that kind. And it I would be so easy to calm him by letting him see his Chinese friend.

You think so?

Oh, yes. All he cares for is mathematics. He wants to talk in terms of calculus again with somebody who understands him. Hell be perfectly quiet if hes allowed to do that.

This is very inconvenient, said Zegloush Pasha. Why this unusual hour? Would not another time do as well?

As far as Im concerned, I said. If I take the Sikh away now, without his having seen his friend, Im afraid therell be trouble, thats all.

Then you yourself do not want to see this Chinaman ?

Oh, no.

He looked relieved. Egyptians despise Indians as thoroughly, almost, as Indians despise Egyptians. Zegloush would have refused me point-blank; but a Sikh was a different matter.

Are you a resident of Cairo? he asked me suddenly.

No. Here only for a month or two. Im hoping to send my Sikh back to India, if I can find somebody to look after him on board ship.

Oh, in that case-one does not like, you know, to have residents of Cairo too inquisitive into ones household; but if this Sikh is out of his wits, and is returning to India, there is really no objection. My servant shall take him to see his friend.

Better not leave him alone with the servant, I suggested. Let my Arab friend go, too, and keep an eye on him. I dont want to cause trouble in your house.

Let me see them both.

I followed him out into the hall, where Grim greeted him with profound solemnity, and for a minute or two he and Grim conversed in Arabic; Grim quoting that Arab text about whom Allah hath touched and made mad let none offend. In fact, Grim acted his part of learned hajji so well that Zegloush turned and swore at his servant for his bad manners in leaving such a worthy waiting in the hall. And all that while Narayan Singh kept making imaginary figures on the carpet with one finger, mumbling to himself.

What does he say his friends name is? asked Zegloush  not unexpectedly.

That was the one question we had dreaded, but Grim was ready with the only solution of the difficulty that we had been able to think of, and it got by.

He thinks his friend is in trouble and that he might not want his real name known, he answered. The uleema saith: It is wisdom not to inquire too closely into what does not concern us.

Taib! said Zegloush; then, turning to the servant: Show both of them the way.

I followed Zegloush back into the library, and there we sat and talked interminably, he glancing at his watch from time to time with ever increasing restlessness. He was a well-informed and well-read man on the surface, but, in common with most of his kind, preferred his learning done up in nice little parcels to be swallowed whole. He had smatterings of everything by heart, from Aeschylus to Beaudelaire, and could trot out a quotation to cap any argument. But no philosophy, nor any politics, meant a thing to him beyond that Zegloush Pasha must ride the rising wave at all costs.

At last, when we had talked for nearly an hour, he rang for the servant and told him to go and cut short the interview.

For I have an engagement, he explained, and I can really not go away and leave strangers in my house.

The servant came back presently in a great state of excitement. Sikh, Arab, and Chinaman, he said, had all vanished; moreover, two Nubians, supposed to be on guard in the passage outside the Chinamans door, were bound and gagged.

What does this mean? What have you done? Zegloush demanded angrily. Who are you? What

He jumped from his chair, shook his fist at me, and rushed by, but paused in the doorway to give orders to the Nubian servant.

Watch him! he ordered. Dont let him move out of here!

Then he was gone, on the run, through a swinging door at the end of a passage that led into the hall; and the Nubian proceeded to obey orders. I liked that Nubian, for he was a faithful fellow. The disproportion between his size and mine was something not to be ignored, so he stepped to the wall where a shield and scimitar hung between two bookcases and took down the scimitar. But he forgot the shield, so I took that, and it was two full feet from rim to rim, as heavy as so much solid metal. I thrust it out toward him and he slashed at it, breaking about six inches off the scimitars blade, so then I thrust the shield into his face and strode past, after which I had nothing to do but guard my retreat to the front door-a comparatively simple matter. I was outside in a jiffy, and in the street the next.

The motor-car was gone, but Grim was waiting for me at the corner of the street, chafing his wrist and his face alternately.

We had quite a job with two Nubians, he explained. Theres a cab, lets take it.

Did the Chink come willingly? I asked as we drove toward home.

He was crazy to come. Talks English. Said theyd kept him in that room so many weeks hed forgotten how long, and that although theyd bring him almost anything he asked for, they wouldnt let him out for fresh air. Soon as wed gagged that pair of Nubies we just ran downstairs with him, unbolted the front door and out into the street. Ive been waiting half an hour for you.

What is the prospect of pursuit? I wondered.

None. Zegloush wont draw attention to his having kept a prisoner in his house for weeks. But you may bet your bottom dollar theyll do something, and do it quick! They may try using influence to get us jumped on by the Government. They may try murder-poison is likeliest. But my guess is that the first attempt will be corruption...

They dont know who we are yet, I answered.

Theyll not take long to find that out. They own more spies, and better ones, than the Government does.

At any rate, we were in for whatever was going to happen, or, as a Moslem would prefer to state it, that which is written shall come to pass, and the next step obviously was to interview the Chinaman. We found him seated in Grims corner in the big sitting-room, being waited on by Narayan Singh-a dwarf served by a giant. He was ancient, and astonishingly frail to look at, dressed in black alpaca clothes and a black cloth Chinese cap, with big horn spectacles and thick-soled Chinese felt shoes. Somehow, although a prisoner, he had managed to keep himself shaved and clean, and the fingernails of his left hand were all unbroken, although he had no shields for them. The criss-cross crows-feet at the corners of his eyes, and the cheeklines that paralleled his drooping, dyed moustache made him look good-humoured, and he was certainly not in the least afraid, but smiled on the Sikhs ministrations with the air of an ancient guest accepting what was due to him.

Since Your Excellency has consented to occupy my most unworthy house, said Grim, is it permissible to know the honoured name of the great one?

Chu Chi Ying, he answered, smiling.

I knew who he was then. Not only Cappy Rainer, but at least a dozen other sailors had told me of the old Chinaman who used to teach mathematics to sea-captains waiting for a cargo and ambitious for their extra-masters ticket. They always spoke of him with wonder as a man who could carry in his head any combination of figures whatever, and who seemed to know such things as tide-tables and the astronomical calendar by heart.

From Singapore? I asked, and he nodded again.

How did Your Excellency come to visit Cairo and to be imprisoned in that house? Grim asked him.

Came look-see pylarnid:

Wanted to find out who was buried in it, I dare say?

Chu Chi Ying shook his head violently.

No man bellied in him. Pylamid is astlonomical monument, and has told one stlory four-thousand year long, but velly learned plofessors all look other way, and teach foolishness. Same as usual, he added, with neither sarcasm nor rancour. Mathlcmatics saying one thing, plofessors saying something else. I come look-see. I know.

How did Zegloush get hold of you? asked Grim.

He see me one time near pylamid. Must have money. Not much. Must have some. He see me teaching mathlematics to one velly sick man who stop at Meena House Hotel and come sit in sun near pylamid daily. Velly sick man much more sick; go back and lie down in hotel. Zegloush stay by me and talk many questions, not understanding what I say, but his fliend stand by and listen. By and by they talk. By and by Zegloush come back and say, You teach my son mathlematics. So happened.

You told him what you know about the pyramid ?

He nodded.

Big fool likee fat flirst mate, wantee masters ticket. By an by he understand something,

Well, we fed the old gentleman and did our best to make him feel at home. He scorned Grims marvellous curry and would take nothing more than rice with a little garlic in it, washed down with copious drafts of tea, but he seemed to enjoy our hospitality immensely and beamed grateful acknowledgment whenever anything was done for him. So, after our own meal was finished, seeing the good humour he was in, Grim pushed a table up against the corner seat, set Chinese drawing materials on it, and we three gathered round to try and get him to expound his secret.

He was perfectly willing. With a few strokes of the brush he drew for us a picture of the Great Pyramid in sections, showing the interior galleries and chambers. He drew it with the swift precision of a man who has studied his subject for years and knows the details all by heart; and then, with the persuasive charm of the philosopher who loves to tcach, he began at the beginning and told us the story of the pyramid and what it meant. Illustrating each step mathematically.

His English improved as he warmed to his task, and he did not seem to mind how often he was asked to repeat a statement or its explanation. But at the end of it  which was long after midnight  although we all three understood what he claimed to have proved, the maze of calculations through which he had led us was still a maze to me and I couldnt have repeated the hundreth part of it. Even Grim-to whom mathematics is, like music, a delight-laughed when I asked him how much he had understood.

Hes over my head. I cant follow his proofs. Yet  arent you convinced?

I was, and we all were. As far as I could make it out, Chu Chi Yings theory was this: There were men in the days when the pyramid was built who knew Knowledge. Abstract knowledge. And abstract knowledge was their notion of the after-life and what we call heaven. Therefore, the attainment of abstract knowledge meant eternal life. But  and here was the rub, as I understood it  abstract knowledge could not be understood unless first concretely expressed in some way. In other words, he who believed he had attained to abstract knowledge had to prove it, and to leave his proof for others to follow if they could. So the pyramid was an effort on the part of old King Khufu to express concretely the sum total of the abstract knowledge that had been taught to him by the sages of his day-who came from abroad, by the way; they were not Egyptians. But that was not all.

Now, mind you, Im hazy about all this, being one of the concrete fraternity from shoe-sole to occiput. Im simply trying to set down all that I could gather from the learned lecture of a nice old Chinaman, who was sufficiently abstract to be satisfied with rice and tea, whereas I eat porterhouse steak as often as I can get it.

According to Chu Chi Ying, then, as I understood him, abstract knowledge is infinite, and therefore has no end. One thing leads to another, as it were, and so on for ever and ever. Theres no stopping-place; nowhere where you can say: Here is the end of knowledge, or of this particular branch, of it.

Therefore, he who seeks to express in concrete terms-as in a pyramid, for instance-the abstract knowledge that he has made his own must take care to express its infinity in some way. It must not be complete in itself, but must lead on to something else; and it must in some way provide a connecting link, however obscure and difficult to trace, which other men may follow if they will.

According, then, to that ancient system of metaphysics, however much Khufu might wish to use his pyramid  his concrete expression of abstract knowledge, that is to say-for a blind to prevent thieves from finding his real tomb, nevertheless, if the knowledge he had gained was to be of any use to him in the next world, he was obliged to incorporate in the pyramid some means whereby men might follow him step by step, if they could puzzle It out.

And at that point came in Khufus limitations, his heathenism, materialism, or whatever you care to call it. He believed, in common with most of the educated folk of that day, that the door of the tomb in which his body was to be interred was the actual door of the next world, and that whatever he should take with him into his tomb, provided he could keep it in there, would be his in the next world also. So unless he chose to turn his back on his beliefs, he was compelled to incorporate in the pyramid some intelligible clue to the whereabouts of his next step forward, which he believed his private burying-place to be.

Does it sound like lunacy? Maybe it was and is. Maybe every speculation on the next world and the means of getting front scats there is lunacy. And undoubtedly our old Chinese friend had got himself accepted as a lunatic by the Egyptians to whom, in the innocence of a craving to instruct, he had confided his discovery. But those Egyptians had been just as much convinced as Grim, Narayan Singh and I were that there were facts and real pots of gold at the foot of Chu Chi Yings theoretic rainbow.

Moreover, the proof of the pudding is in the eating, and always was. It was possible that Chu Chi Ying was wrong, and that Khufu did not mix his pudding in that way at all. We, who have not spent fifty or sixty years in analysing all the evidence, have a perfect right, of course, to criticize Chu Chi Yings deductions and to label him a lunatic. But was there any pudding? If what Chu Chi Ying described to us was true, were there any such clues contained in the pyramid as he maintained there ought to be, and if so what were they, and where did they lead?

He laid aside that large sketch of the pyramid that he had made, and drew a map of the Fayoum, showing the Nile, the pyramid, the desert and the distant hills. Then, using the stem of the brushpencil to measure with, he placed with great care a drawing of the Sphinx.

You know liddle of Sphinx? he asked, and grinned. Plenty men know Sphinx made liddle. None guess, beclause not know what liddle is. Liddle of Sphinx, liddle of tomb of Khufu. Samee thing!

Then is the tomb of Khufu underneath the Sphinx, or inside it? I asked him.

Is point of departure inside ship? he retorted with a dry little cackle of amusement. Fat fool first mate wanting ticket askee same question.

He tapped his forehead meaningly with one lean finger.

Business of think, not guess! You know tligonometly? You know tliangulation? You know what base is? So. Look, see.

He went into a maze of calculations then that would baffle an astronomer who hadnt tables to fall back on. Chu Chi Ying used never a note, set down no figures, hesitated not one second, but reeled off  in English, mind you  numbers running into billions, pointing with the long nail of his left forefinger to the various details of the pyramids construction as he dealt with them mathematically, one by one. He calculated for an hour. He dragged in the precession of the equinoxes and law of gravity, the speed of light, and the mean distance between the earth and sun, and related all that-in some inscrutable fashion that seemed plausible while he was doing it  to the inside measurements of the empty granite sarcophagus  so called  that was all they ever found in the pyramid when Al Mahmouns men broke in, A.D. 800. And the long and short of all that was, as he announced triumphantly at the conclusion, that the base of the pyramid on the side opposed to the Sphinx is the base of a theoretical triangle, whose apex falls exactly on the opening into Khufus real tomb!

And I go look-see! he added. Answer collect. Plerfectly collect! Tomb there!

Grim asked him to figure out the result on paper, giving the site of the supposed real tomb, but omit ting details of the calculations, and he promised to do that the following morning, saying it would take time to draft it out with the aid of instrurnents.

Have you any idea what is inside the tomb? I asked him.

Mummy of dam-fool Khufu! he answered.

Anything else, dyou suppose?

Heap much plenty money!

Any way of guessing how much?

No can guess. Can reckon.

Reckon away then, Your Excellency, unless you want to go to bed.

Now he began unravelling the mysteries of another law that he said was one of the things men understood in those days. It included the law of summation. He said that the arrangement of the stars in the sky was governed by it-of the branches and twigs and leaves on a tree  of the seeds in a flower  of the proportions of dry land and water that go to make the world. He said it governed the proportions of the vases that the Chinese artists made so wonderfully in the reign of the Emperor Ming, and went on to add that it was the secret of all wealth, and of all true architecture, and of all true growth and accumulation.

To him, the pyramid expressed  by means of some abstruse relation between the number of courses of stone and the height and weight of the finished building  not only the number of ingots of gold and silver that Khufu caused to be buried with him in his tomb, but their exact dimensions, purity or fineness, and the order of their arrangement underground. Then, for our special edification, he jotted down on paper the totals in silver and gold in English ounces, and translated that into pounds sterling at approximately current market rates.

I simply refuse to repeat the total. It was staggering. The famous Comstock Lode, with its total output of seven hundred million dollars, was a dwarf beside it, and if there was a word of truth in what Chu Chi Ying undoubtedly believed, then Grims description of Joan Angelas lot as a Golconda was a ridiculous understatement. You couldnt believe it, for your mind refused to take it in. We three sat back, and two of us whistled; the third, Narayan Singh, grinned foolishly, and Chu Chi Ying sat and nodded at us, much more delighted with his mathematical solution and with our bewilderment than with any thought about the value of the gold.

No can get, said Chu Chi Ying with an air of finality.

Why not?

Too much heap plenty water:

Oh! laughed Grim. Lets wake up now and go to bed, or hell tell us the number of pints of water presently.


CHAPTER XI. Too much water!

To Chu Chi Ying mathematics were religion. From the moment the little old man started figuring, and interpreting the figures, he felt himself in touch with the Infinite, and was happy. The rest of us reacted in different ways. Narayan Singh, for instance, regarded the whole thing as a fairy tale, and believed it on that basis; he could gravely question facts that appealed to the Western mind, while jumping at deductions based on argument that most Westerners would instantly reject.

Grim, on the other hand, was noncommittal. Unlike the Sikh, he did not accept the whole argument as proven merely because it bordered on metaphysics; but he did not reject it, even if he could not understand it. Grim was willing to go forward and investigate. I was utterly incredulous after a nights sleep, refusing to concede the possibility of any such mass of bullion in one piece. I knew what a magnet it would be, and how surely men would a magnet it would be, and how surely men would have persisted in their search for it.

Besides, I said, arguing the point with Grim, there cant have been all that much gold in those days. If there was, where did they get it from?

Why not? he retorted. Where does gold go to, anyhow? They had gold to burn in Babylon; where is it? How much gold has been discovered in the world in our day? What has happened to it all? The banks and government treasuries cant account for half of it, to say nothing of what was left by the last generation. Where did all the gold go that Spain won from Mexico and South America? If the stuff can disappear out of circulation nowadays, it certainly could then, with an autocrat like Khufu doing what he darn well pleased. If he could tell off a hundred thousand men to build a pyramid, he could send another hundred thousand to the mines, for that matter; and the world is chock-a-block with ancient workings that nobody can set a date to or explain. If theres any gold at all in Khufus tomb there may just as easily be a whale of a lot. Lets go look.

There was nothing much that we could actually do, of course, until Joan Angelas arrival. On the other hand, there was nothing to be gained by hanging around in Cairo, where we might prove easy marks for Zegloush and his gang. So we hired a big car, and persuaded Chu Chi Ying to come with us. We started an hour after dawn, and none of us noticed any spies lurking near the house; but what we did see, as we sped toward the outskirts of the city, were extremely obvious signs of discontent  mobs gathering even at that hour, and furious spellbinders haranguing them from windows.

Our Western mob-orators are mere dead-heads compared to the agitators of the East, and for producing quick action they are as oxen compared to petrol. We began to be pelted with rocks. The windscreen was smashed before we were out of the city. We heard the bugles blowing at the Citadel to announce that Tommy Atkins was turning out to his ancient duty of restoring order.

I dont think even Grim quite realized, as yet, the extent of the influence of that Agrarian Blocc that Zegloush nominally controlled. The mob was turned. Out for no other purpose than to provide a screen behind which to invade our quarters, although the story they told to arouse the mob was that the British had purposely reduced the price of cotton in order to impoverish Egypt and keep the country that much more easily in subjection. Our quarters was the only place raided and searched.

In blissful ignorance of all that, we bowled out along the good macadam pike under the overarching lebbakh-trees as far as the Great Pyramid, and then struck out across the desert with the Sphinx behind us. Chu Chi Ying had not had time to draw his map for us, but there was no doubt of the direction, for there were still traces here and there of the track made by Joan Angelas lorries. Several tracks, in fact, converged toward that land of hers, for the well was the only one for scores of miles at which sweet water could be had without payment.

We had to drive slowly for fear of shaking Chu Chi Ying to pieces, so it was nearly noon when we reached the sun-dried, unpainted buildings and were accosted by a man in a blue shirt with blue powdermarks all over his face, and an unmistakable air of delegated authority. His back was truculent, and his Cockney face suggested the uncompromising impudence of drawn brass. He gave us a taste of his temper before he recognized Grim, for his eyes were the worse for blinking across sun-baked desert.

You can ave water for yer raiatord, and then sling yer bloomin ooks. The howner o this plaice dont allow no trespassin, so now yer know. The uts aint for sale, nor yet the land neither. My orders are to warn everybody off. Can yer read that notice? Ow! Its you, sir, is it? News 0 Miss Leich, by any chance?

He was a strange cuss. He had six Gyppies there, whom he had paid out of his own pocket hitherto, to help him guard the place, and he had drilled them so that they jumped to attention whenever he moved his head. There was not a nail missing; he had kept the blown sand shovelled clear; and although paint was lacking, and much of the woodwork had cracked in the dry heat, the camp was as ready for use as faithful obstinacy had been able to contrive. Even the cheap brass door-knobs were clean and bright, and the only liberty he had taken with his employers property had been to break up some benches to construct a water-trough beside the well. He apologized for it.

There werent no other wye, sir, 0 gettin these ere Harabs an their camels watered and off the lot. They was near drivin me crazy, angin round all day dippin out water a quart at a time.

That provided us with a perfect excuse for examining the well without taking him into our confidence. The well stood practically in the centre of the camp with buildings on three sides of it, and beside the old-fashioned bucket and beam arrangement, there was a motor pump installed by Joan Angelas direction; but the pump had long been out of order, and Grim suggested putting it to rights.

The well had a score of remarkable features. It was not especially deep; a plumb-line touched bottom at thirty-five feet below water-level, and the water at that time was fifteen feet below the surface. The maximum diameter was slightly more than six feet, and there seemed to be no cistern at the bottom; nevertheless, the supply of water was apparently inexhaustible, for, however much was pumped out, it was said never to make any difference to the level, which responded only to the rise and fall of the Nile, forty miles away.

Then there were the stones of which the shaft was made. Those at the top were obviously old stones that had been found in disorder and replaced with cement fairly recently; most of them had been broken and suggested nothing more than makeshift masonry. But commencing about eight below the ground-level the courses were great, carefully squared blocks, so marvellously laid in place that, from above, the looked almost like a [...words missing...] with one foot in the bucket, under pretext of examining the iron suction-pipe belonging to the motor pump, and it was only with the utmost difficulty that I could trace the joints between the courses. Even at the corners I could not find a crack with the aid of a knife-blade.

Chu Chi Ying appeared to think we were bent on exploration there and then, and borrowing my fountain-pen he drew a diagram of the well-shaft, showing that what we supposed to be the bottom should really be no more than a sharp turn, beyond which, according to his theory, the shaft continued downward at an angle of twenty-five degrees.

Same angle inside pylamid, he explained.

Twenty-six minutes, four seconds. I determined on a long chance, and hunted for a big rock to put in the well-bucket. Having found that, I stripped my clothes off, once again set one foot on the bucket, and, clinging to the rope, told the others to let go suddenly when I gave the signal, and not to haul up again until I jerked the rope violently.

With my head just out of water, waiting to give the signal, I began to have an absurd dread of crocodiles! There was not one chance in a thousand billion but the suggestion became so strong that if I had waited another minute I would have funked it!

At any rate, I took a long breath, raised my left hand, and plunged under, holding my nose in my left hand, after the sponge-diver fashion, and that fact contributed to the genuine danger as soon as I touched bottom. For, as Chu Chi Ying had predicted, the bottom was not flat, but at an angle, and the bucket did not hit the stonework square, but edgewise, my feet thrusting it forward as I clung with one hand to the rope; so that in a second I was shooting away down into the dark again on a slippery, stone, underwater ramp, striking out with my left hand too late to catch the edge overhead.

I did not dare let go of rope or bucket, for the stone was so slippery that to scramble back up the ramp would have been impossible. On the other hand, I could not signal, as agreed on, without letting go; so there was nothing else for it but to slide on down into black darkness, hoping that Grim would take alarm and haul short before the end of the rope should slip over the beam, or my breath give out. At a pinch my supply of breath was good for about two minutes, but it seemed like two hours before the rope tightened with a jerk and I felt the strain as they started to try to haul me up again.

They hauled so hard that the half-inch manila rope looked like breaking. Nothing happened! I could see nothing  not even light up above me; but I could feel that the bucket was caught on the edge of a sharp stone corner where the ramp left off and the masonry fell away vertically. I kicked and struggled, but failed to shift it. The harder I kicked, the tighter it stuck, and every effort only lessened my remaining breath. I did not dare strain on the rope too hard, for my weight added to their pull might cut it asunder overhead, where it chafed against the stone corner. In desperation I took a longer chance than ever, and forced my way downward until I could get the bucket in both hands and shake it loose.

By that time I was in no fit state to do what Narayan Singh would have termed scouting. The bucket came away suddenly and carried me upward, feet-first, until my feet struck the sharp corner overhead and I had no more strength left for fending my body away from the stonework. I dont know what happened then, exactly, only that I clung to the bucket so desperately that when I reached the surface, half-unconscious, they could hardly pry my fingers loose from it. For about ten minutes I could not remember what had taken place below water, and was aware of nothing but the pain caused by being bruised and scraped against the rock. But Joan Angelas Tommy Atkins  his name was really Atkins  had some oil that eased the pain considerably, and after a while I was able to describe what had happened.

Chu Chi Ying is right, Grim commented.

Mathlematics light, not Chu Chi Ying, the old fellow answered. Look, see.

He set to work and drew another diagram, purporting to show the whole arrangement of the abyss that I had nearly been drowned in. According to his drawing, Khufus tomb was a good-sized island, surrounded and covered by water, and with a cavern underneath it, full of water too, so that anyone attempting to burrow up from below would be swamped as soon as he pierced the masonry floor.

Too much water! he said pleasantly, as if the knowledge gave him private satisfaction.

Which way does the water flow in? Grim demanded, and, without a seconds hesitation, Chu Chi Ying connected up the Nile and the well on paper with one sweep of the pen. I have reproduced his drawing as I recall it. Grim kept the original.

By that time it was no use trying to keep the secret from Atkins.

Struth! he remarked, looking at the drawing over Grims shoulder. Hi thought as ow there was some uncommon particlar reason why these Gyppies was so set on gettin rid 0 me. So thats the gime! A bloomin sepulchre! Say-see the blighters cunnin little stratagem? E set that well where it is, sos anybody ud waste ten years untin for a tunnel leadin from the well to the bloomin Nile! Well, Ill be damned if e asnt let the water in the other end an taken is tunnel a mile round in a circuit. Dyer spose that old Chinks crazy, or does e know what es crackin on about?

Grim drew a copy of Chu Chi Yings plan, and gave the copy to Atkins.

Dont show that to anyone, he said. Eat it before you let anyone get hold of it. Spend your time trying to trace that water-tunnel. If we can find that we can dig down and cut it; and once weve plugged it, pumping out the water will be simply a question of time. Prospect around a bit, and put your six men on to digging, but pitch a marquee over the spot, and carefully spread the sand you take out. If you need lumber to shore up the hole with, pull down partitions from inside the huts. Ill give you that in writing sos to make you all square with Miss Leich.

We drove away, leaving Atkins well contented. To be trusted was the height of his ambition, and he shrewdly realized that his employer would reward him far more liberally for keeping the secret than any Egyptian would bribe him for betraying it.

We were much less contented than Atkins was by the time we drew abreast of Gizeh, for a rifleshot cracked out from among the sand-dunes and the bullet went through the top of Chu Chi Yings black cap, which was close enough. Evidently orders had been given to prevent our making use of the little old Chinaman on the dead men tell no secrets principle.

He was such a talkative, kindly little fellow, that, although he professed not to be sure how much he had told to Zegloush, it was a fairly safe bet that he had told everything. Zegloush, or someone in his confidence, had almost certainly made notes, so that the Egyptians probably stood to lose less than nothing by the Chinamans death, whereas he might not yet have had time to tell us all he knew.

Two servants, aided by our corps of spies, had restored our quarters to fair order before we got home, and nothing appeared to have been stolen. As a rule a mob tears down everything within reach. According to our servants account, there had been a great disturbance in the street below, with crowds breaking open cupboards, but finding nothing that contented them. They said nothing  did nothing, except hunt high and low, and it probably would have fared ill with Chu Chi Ying if they had I caught him under our roof.

So Grim got busy and worked out a plan of defence, which included the cooks tasting in our presence every dish of food that he set before us. The fat, black rascal was prodigiously amused by that precaution; he was probably faithful, but certainly lazy like all the rest of them, and the knowledge that he had to take that risk three times a day did more to keep him on the qui vive than any amount of talking could have accomplished.

We might have called in the police, but that would have involved explanations that we did not care to make as yet. We decided to keep silence until after Joan Angelas arrival, and let her make whatever disposition she might please of her own property. The Government would have to be informed before anything practical could be done toward opening Khufus tomb, but it was clearly her right to convey the information as and when she chose.

So we divided up our corps of spies into a bodyguard, allotting two to each of us, including Chu Chi Ying. They were unarmed, because of the stringent Egyptian law against carrying weapons  a law that, as in every country where it is enforced, works for the crook and against his victim. So they were hardly likely to show much fight in the event of attack; but what they did do was to supply each of us with three pairs of eyes, and to make it fairly safe to sleep for eight hours at a stretch.

Then we examined all the window-shutters, saw to the front-door bolts, barricaded the exit by way of the roof, and filled up everything that would hold water in readiness for an attempt at arson. Finally, Grim collected all our pistols and locked them up in the safe.

The next stunt brother Zegloush tries will be to tempt us to fire back at somebody, he explained. If we were fools enough to fire, wed all be arrested for using firearms; and theres probably influence enough at Zegloushs command to get us deported. If he can deport Joan Angela Leich hell figure he has the game in his own hands.

We settled down at last for an evening indoors, with the idea of leaving the next move up to the enemy, and Grim took down from the shelf an old copy of Herodotus that he had picked up at a second-hand store. He reads Greek as easily as he could when he left school, which is more than most of us can do, and I shall probably be forgiven for not quoting in the original the paragraph that he finally lighted on after searching the volume for hours. But this was the gist of it:

Liten, he said quietly. This is Herodotus describing his travels in Egypt. He is discussing the Great Pyramid and the theory current in his day, that Khufu was buried inside it. He calls Khufu Cheops. But the priests told me that Cheops was really buried in a certain place entirely surrounded with water by reason of a conduit that connects it with the River Nile; and where that place is, they said that no man knoweth.

Look, see! Look, see! chuckled Chu Chi Ying in his corner.


CHAPTER XII. Damn-fool thinkee money good for dead man. Makee plenty more mistake

Grim was right as usual. Within the next ten days every trick was tried to tempt us to some act of violence for which we might be arrested. The house next door was an Egyptians, who lived in part of it and let out the remainder. He turned some tenants out and admitted others for our peculiar annoyance.

They threw things in through our windows, including soaked in oil, and other things that stank. Someone with an air-rifle kept out of sight and potted at whomever he could see between our half-closed shutters. They invaded our roof and set a light to it, and when we went up in a body to extinguish the fire with water-buckets, brickbats and the air-rifle came into use again. It was tempting to hit back, but the temptation was too obvious, especially as Zegloush was known to stand particularly well with the police.

We did not all stay indoors all that time; but, when we walked abroad it was in twos, with our bodyguard on the watch, while the third man kept guard over Chu Chi Ying and the apartment. On two or three occasions our men gave us timely warning of an attempt to rush us in the street; and even Narayan Singh, who is a natural-born fighter, swallowed down his instincts and ran like a rabbit at the very sound of danger. The more we ran away, of course, the more impudent they grew, appreciating that we did, not dare appeal to the authorities.

Nevertheless, what with our alertness and the loyalty of our coloured gang, they hardly did a thousand dollars worth of damage. A second mob rising that they tried to stir was nipped in the bud by the authorities, and a patrol of British soldiers in an armoured lorry broke up the mob who were busy trying to break in our door on that occasion.

But it reached a point at which the only places where we could be safely seen were the verandas of the big hotels, the racecourse and the clubs, where no attack on us was possible without a clash with the authorities; so when my turn came to venture outdoors I put in more time smoking on the veranda of Shephards, for instance, than was good for a man of my bulk and active habit. And it was there, on Shephards veranda, where one half of transient Cairo sits and the other half passes by, that Zegloush Pasha caught sight of me and walked up as friendly as you please. He sat down in the basket-chair beside me and lighted a cigarette, with an air of amusement, before he spoke.

Well, he said at last, that was a clever trick you played on me! Oh, yes. Always I admire a man of strategy. Yes, always.

Its a quality that you and your rascals seem to lack, I answered, and he laughed, but the laugh was superficial; he was one of those fat men who appear good-natured and sportsmanlike on the surface  who, in fact, deliberately cultivate that air; but it was less than skin-deep.

You have been too clever, he confessed, with a wave of his cigarette and a mock bow. The worst is that the Chinaman has doubtless told you all he knows. You probably know the value of the secret. That is fine for you, but bad for me! However, the game is not yours quite altogether yet. You realize that, of course?

He paused for me to answer him; but some of our said-to-be-civilized conventions are not all they are cracked up to be and I chose the way of the untutored savage, saying nothing, moving not a muscle of my face.

You see, he went on, with the air of a heavy uncle lecturing a spendthrift nephew, you are a private individual, or perhaps I had better say a number of private individuals  a syndicate, if you prefer it. And you have a secret. But you are vis-a-vis to an organization. You have our political influence to bear in mind. It is true that you have a secret, but it is also true that your secret is valueless  to you, I mean  without the good will of your opponents. Vous comprenez?

The way to keep out of an argument is not to say anything, so I did exactly that.

Perhaps you do not understand. You are a stranger. Let me explain. If that secret were to become known to the British authorities, it would be worth nothing to anybody but to them. If there is no law under which they could commandeer everything, they would instantly make one. They would be very plausible about it, and the law would be made in the public interest  provided that by that I you understand the British public  but they would make the law immediately  at once  and the proclamation would be issued with the ink still wet.

Whereas, if you had your way? I suggested.

There are laws enough, he answered. The treasure that we know of would find its way into channels where it would do the most good  both politically and to certain individuals of whom you may just as well be one, my friend.

I was not exactly aware of having reached a friendly basis yet; but let that pass.

Whats the great idea? I asked him.

Let us be men of business. Before all else, business. I have received a cablegram from a certain Individual, who informs me that you represent the young woman who, by the merest accident, is the present owner of the property in which we are all interested. There are various ways of negotiating this matter. I might say, to commence with, that, as she obtained possession and title while Egypt was under military law, the civil courts can look into the title and perhaps upset it. I have been advised by eminent counsel that there are more improbable contingencies.

Why dont you go to law then? I demanded.

Because, my dear sir, I have proposed that we first talk business. The purpose of business  its legitimate purpose  is to make money. Between men of business the question of price is the paramount consideration. Tell me your price, then, and I will see what can be done.

My price for what? I asked him bluntly.

Well, sir, in the first place, I am suggesting to you that you might advise your principal  this already immensely wealthy young woman  that her legal title to the property in question is so insecure that she would serve her own interest best by accepting a reasonable figure  cash down, of course. And unquestionably, since such advice to her, reasonable though it is, would react to our advantage in certain contingencies, we would expect to compensate you in proportion. That is a sound business principle which my friends and I will gladly recognize.

Well, as a mining engineer, of course, I have had that kind of proposition made to me-less crudely as a rule-at least a score of times. I said nothing, but may have lost control of my face muscles for a second, and he noticed that he had not scored very heavily. So he brought out the next tool from his kit.

I am told you are a mining man, he resumed. And of course we shall need a man with great experience of mining to help us in uncovering what we are after, when the time comes, especially as it will be wise to work secretly. So that, if you were to elect to take your compensation in the form of a commission on the proceeds, we are ready to enter into an agreement with you along those lines, as well into an agreement with you along those lines, as well five per cent, what would your idea be as to salary?

I came back at him with a question:

When would you propose to start digging?

Ah! he answered. Your salary as engineer would commence at once. But there are conditions to be considered. Political conditions. Egypt will not remain a British back-garden much longer. When we have control of our own country it will be time enough to begin digging. We would have to wait for the auspicious moment, but you would receive your salary meanwhile, so why should that trouble you? And five per cent of that treasure will certainly amount to an enormous fortune for one individual. Come, let us agree!

Ill think it over, I answered.

I can give you five minutes, he said, pulling out his watch.

Suppose I dont give you my answer in five minutes? I asked him.

Im probably not good at disguising my opinion of a man and his proposals. He changed his tactics instantly, and his manner with them, becoming as deliberately insolent as only an Egyptian can be.

Miss Leich shall be told the truth, that you have been making overtures for a bribe, he answered. You are simply a dishonest employee.

I stuck both fists in my pockets from force of habit, for I always do that when I firmly intend not to use them. There were two or three Egyptian officers in dark-blue uniforms keeping a watchful eye from the other end of the veranda, and though it was tempting to take and toss him into the street, that was neither the time nor place. But he mistook the motion, jumped out of his chair, and backed away from me in a great hurry; maybe he had been to the movies and seen Americans using pistols at the least excuse.

As I produced no gun he grew pompously confident again, and went down the steps to the street like a dancing-master, nodding and waving his hand to the police officers with an air of There you are, my lads; Ive turned the trick for you!

There is a row of shops opposite, and he entered one of them in order to observe the fun through the open door. As soon as he had disappeared inside, one of the police officers  a handsome, swarthy fellow with a saucy upturned moustache  crossed to my end of the veranda and accosted me politely enough.

Pardon me, he said, speaking English perfectly. Have you a pistol in your possession?

No.

Any kind of weapon?

No.

But three of us saw you threaten Zegloush Pasha only a minute ago.

What do you suggest? I asked him.

That you submit to search, effendi.

By you?

Yes.

All right, I said, but in the presence of the U.S. Consul. Ill drive there with you, if you care to come.

Would it not be simpler just to prove to me that you have no weapons? he asked. We could step into a nom in the hotel here. It would hardly take a mute.

That sounded reasonable and he spoke with deliberate politeness as if anxious not to appear threatening or insulting. But it is an old game to plant a weapon on a man and then arrest him. Once under arrest, my individual activities in Egypt would be over for some time to come. However, Dame Fortune intervened. One of the assistants from the U.S. Legation drove by that minute, in a hired cab, with a friend. I signalled him.

Now, I said, Ill let you search all you want to.

The officer tried to back down then, for he saw that the game was up. But it seemed to me that it was not up. I insisted on being searched.

So we went into the managers private office and all three police officers went through the farce of searching me, with Lynch, the Legation assistant, looking on. I offered no explanation, so he invited me to lunch, and I drove away with him and his friend, to the disgust of Zegloush, whom I could see peering through the shop door.

Lynch returned to the Legation after lunch, threatening reprisals at police headquarters. The morning hardly seemed to have been wasted.

That night I took the train for Alexandria to meet Mrs. Aintrees boat, Grim having agreed to let me have a try to spike her guns. It seemed well to call her off if that were possible. Any kind of interfering fool might tangle such a complex set of affairs as ours. Nevertheless, my going was a blunder, for all I did was to provide her with an idea that she used against us later.

I explained to Mrs. Aintree that her new husband already had an establishment of wives, and pretended to assume that she would return home on the very next steamer. I even offered to secure accommodation for her.

She laughed.

Supposing what you say is true, and I have yet to see it proved, she answered, I am quite able to take care of myself, thank you. I have decided to make Egypt my home.

Very well, I said, were old enemies, but the time is coming when youll need help, Mrs. Aintree

Madame Moustapha! she corrected.

So remember, Mrs. Aintree, that when you discover, too late, that the U.S. Legation can do nothing for you, my party will be glad to forget old enmities, simply as fellow-countrymen.

It was the unwisest break I ever made. I was talking to a woman who specialized in turning good intentions to her own advantage. She tapped me on the shoulder with the handle of a fly-switch.

Youre bound to be the eventual loser, she assured me. Ill tell you why. Because you are selfish. You think only of your own pocket, whereas I know what true patriotism means. I am all the time serving others. This time I am serving Egypt, as you shall see.

Its no use arguing with anyone who attributes all the vices to you and concedes all the virtues to herself. I took the next train back to Cairo, expecting to be thoroughly laughed at by James Schuyler Grim.

However, he did not laugh. He had been hit by a rock thrown through the window, and, what with headache and my report of failure, was looking on life more gloomily than I had ever known him. Back in the Army-back chancing his neck in the desert country eastward of the Jordan, where, if your life is in your hand, at all events it looks, feels, and tastes of life instead of the fetid, hot streets, that are hardly better than a noisy dream of death to a man who loves the open.

He threw himself back in an armchair and grovelled in pessimism. According to him  and I think he was right at that  the only thing that kept Zegloush and his friends from shooting Atkins out in the desert and seizing Joan Angelas camp by force was fear, not of the courts  for they could fake a strong case for the lawyers easily  but of the small British coterie who still had the Upper hand in government. They did not dare arouse the curiosity of those men by calling their attention to that strange well in the desert.

He, Grim, did not dare excite the curiosity of those men either. If information should reach them of the fabulous amount of treasure supposed to be hidden in Khufus real tomb, that would be the end of Egypts hope of independence for many a year to come; for, according to Grim, while that fit of blues was on him, no argument except the economic had the slightest force with governments the whole world over, and the real British reason for pulling out of Egypt was simply that it cost too much to stay there.

And if they stay, therell be rebellion. If they go, therell be civil war. Whoever gets that treasure will raise hell with it. Yet its there, within reach, and it cant be destroyed!

He dissertated for an hour on local politics, describing the corruption that is part of the very Egyptian atmosphere. He sketched Egyptian history for three thousand years, describing how one conqueror after another has descended on the country, looted and debauched it, and has finally been swallowed and made part of Egypt, ready to lie down and grovel for the next invader.

Whoever gets those millions can do nothing but raise hell with them! he repeated.

He described the fellahin  described them in lurid terms  the seemingly passionless bulk of Egypts population that can rise more swiftly than their mother Nile, and wreak more ghastly devastation, without leaving any fertilizing silt, as the Nile does, by way of compensation after their frenzy has died down again to sullenness. The fellahin, who care for, nothing but their bellies and their buffaloes, and yet who can be whipped up into stark-mad, howling fanaticism by any religious hypocrite with politics up his sleeve  the voters-to-be of Egypt!

Theres bloody murder ahead, whichever way you look! Grim prophesied.

Then he harped on the string of Joan Angelas coming. She would be assassinated as she stepped ashore. Or, failing that, she would come to Cairo like a typhoon and, in the footsteps of every other moneyed hussy  to quote Grim again  she would try to run things to suit her own crazy notions, would insult the administration, make friends with the wrong people, put the new wine of her absurd ambition into Egypts ancient bottle, and explode!

Shell raise hell I tell you. If theres one thing under heaven thats as sure as pay-day, its that Joan Angela Leich is going to raise insatiable hell!

Suppose she should get murdered in the streets of Cairo! Setting aside the shame that would be ours in consequence  the black, ingrowing shame of experienced men who have failed their employer  there would then be the United States to reckon with! The Legation would be forced to take it up, and that might lead to international friction.

As if there werent enough already! he groaned.

You cant be a public servant  and the firm of Grim, Ramsden and Ross was that or nothing  without a sense of responsibility. And a sense of responsibility is all right as long as your liver is in first-class working order, but it becomes an overload as soon as pessimism creeps into your veins. Then you cant see the assets for considering the liabilities, and hope, which is driving power in the last analysis, grows cold, fails to expand, and quits. Grim could see all the possibilities of evil in that hour, and not one element of good.

He made the bald, dry statement that there was not one Power in Europe that in the present state of the worlds finances would not go to war for the chance of getting hold of Khufus treasure. Furthermore, that the sum was so vast that no Egyptian politician would hesitate to plunge his country into anarchy in order to get hold of even part of it.

And if Big Business learns of its existence, Lord help us all! he grumbled.

He vowed that he could feel the crisis in the air. He swore that Zegloush and his party were only waiting for Joan Angelas arrival in order to play some trump card that would either win them title to the property or give them an excuse for cutting loose with all the forces at their disposal. I suggested that such forces as they might be able to control were only unarmed rabble, whereat he simply snorted with contempt, and quoted G. B. Shaw by the paragraph, word for word, swearing that the our barons, typified by Undershaft and Lazarus, were making up for the business they lost when the Armistice was signed by running cargoes of arms in whole shiploads.

And dyou suppose their governments are trying to prevent them? he demanded. Governments are preventing nothing that can bring in revenue.

He cited instances; gave the names of ships that had been caught in the act of running arms into Egypt from Italy.

Dyou kid yourself theyve caught them all? he asked. There are rifles and machine-guns cached all over the place!

He went on to assert that the British force still kept in Egypt was no more than an ably managed bluff. He said there were not enough British troops there to hold the country for a week in the event of a serious uprising, and that all they would attempt to do would be to protect the Suez Canal and keep open the route to India.

Its a perfect bastard of a proposition! he complained. If we took a hundred tons of T.N.T. and blew that Khufus tomb to atoms, that wouldnt get us anywhere; the money would only be scattered, not destroyed! And it wouldnt be scattered far enough to accomplish anything. It would merely call attention to the stuff, and make it easier to fight for!

I suggested we might take the bull by the horns and go straight to the Administration with the whole story before Joan Angelas arrival. I did not mean that, and I would have voted against it, but I wanted to switch his thoughts off on to another track and get him into a constructive mood. But I missed my aim.

Do you suppose there is one man in the Administration who would dare to keep that secret to himself, or any three of them who could keep it between them? he asked. The fat ud be in the fire within five minutes!

I asked him what he thought Joan Angela could do, in view of the law about antiquities.

She can set anarchy loose! he answered. She can pull the trigger! Being a woman, she can choose the worst moment for doing it. Thats all the difference she can make!

Narayan Singh was sitting in a shop door opposite, keeping watch on the spies who were watching us. There was nobody else to talk to, so I went upstairs and found Chu Chi Ying as happy as a lunatic among his instruments. He had drawn a great plan of the pyramid, showing an extra chamber right in the middle, about half way between those that were discovered long ago and the apex. He said that it, too, would be discovered one of these days, and I asked him how he knew that.

Mathlematics no can lie, he answered. Youu no savvy. Me savvy.

He was obsessed by mathematics; but, according, to him, as I understood his explanations, music and mathematics are the interpretation of law that governs the whole universe, and he who understands them owns the key to everything.

He had that undiscovered chamber in the pyramid all drafted out to scale, showing its exact dimensions and the thickness of its walls. He knew the temperature inside it, or so he declared, saying that it would be found to be midway between the freezing and boiling points of water at that level.

That one not yet disclovered. When disclovered, same shape  same size  same weight  same sortee stone  all same as Khufus tomb!

Nor was that all. He added that Khufus real tomb would be found at exactly the same distance underground as this undiscovered chamber is above the pyramid foundations.

Is there anything in that undiscovered chamber?

Instead of answering he wrote a string of figures on paper, added them, and set down the total.

Anything in that? he demanded.

I failed to understand him, so he laughed. I

Figures  pylamid; same thing! he explained. Figures  paper  ink. Pylamid  stone. Same thing! Anything inside pylamid? Same thing inside figures  inside music  nothing. Figures tell something. Music tell something, pylamid tell something.

According to you, then, I said, the pyramid is a key to the discovery of Khufus real tomb. Do you suppose he left any clue as to how that gold could be got out without discovery?

Chu Chi Ying laughed and rubbed his hands together.

Khufu think no can do, he answered. Khufu allee same damn-fool, makee mlistake, not know evlything! Damn-fool thinkee money good for dead man makee plenty more mlistake. Wise man makee look, see. Savee?


CHAPTER XIII. Go to it, boys!

We were all ready for Joan Angela. Two days before her steamer was due word came in from Atkins, out in the desert, that he had succeeded in uncovering a section, ten feet long, of a tunnel built of stone slabs, whose direction corresponded with Chu Chi Yings rough drawing. With that, Grims fit of pessimism left him.

We took no chances that could be foreseen, but engaged a suite of rooms for Joan Angela at an hotel in Alexandria and made no stipulation about keeping the reservation secret. We engaged them for a whole week, and paid the money in advance. Then we arranged for a private car to meet her at the docks and convey her straight to the station, where we had a compartment reserved on the Cairo Express in a different name altogether.

Expense being no argument, we repeated that trick in Cairo, reserving rooms for her at one of the but secretly arranging for her to stay as a guest of a banker and his wife, who were friends of Grims  a Mr. and Mrs. Norwood  people who could be absolutely trusted if it should become necessary to let them into the secret. That arrangement was all the easier to make because Joan Angela had already cabled in advance arranging for credit with the bank of which Norwood was managing director.

The next step was to arrange for Narayan Singh to act as her personal servant and bodyguard. Sikhs, as a rule, do not take kindly to the more menial positions, being by race and religion stalwarts; but Narayan Singh volunteered his services, for his heart was in the game.

Our precautions were not likely to be good for more than a day or two at most, but there is more than a little in keeping the enemy guessing, if only for one day.

It was not likely that they would attempt to murder her at the first start off, because although that might leave them free to begin a lawsuit with her heirs, to upset title to the land, it would certainly compel investigation. The secret of the treasure would then become known to the Administration, which would be the end of its value as far as Zegloush and party were concerned.

But it was perfectly certain that they would discover her whereabouts and start trouble within forty-eight hours at the most; so we laid our plans for action on the very day of her arrival in Cairo. The first move had to be absolutely secret, and Grim took charge of the arrangements for that.

So I met Joan Angela at the dock in Alexandria, and immensely enjoyed the jealousy of sundry British officers, all of whom had laid careful plans for entertaining her. She had come by way of Marseilles, and five days on the P. & O. had been plenty. She had a travelling companion with her, a Mrs. Watts, whom I had never seen or heard of, and they were even making love to that middle-aged, plain, hearty-looking female in order to get the inside track. The unexpected swoop on Cairo took Joan Angela, as well as the enamoured officers, entirely by surprise, for we had been careful in the wireless that we sent her to mention no more than that the suite had been reserved at the Alexandria hotel.

My job, until we reached Cairo, was to persuade Joan Angela and Mrs. Watts of the seriousness of the situation, and I might just as well have tried to persuade two gobs off a warship that the shore police should be considered with respect. It wasnt possible, and that was all about it. They would take nothing seriously, not even my warning that their lives were in danger. Exuberant animal spirits was the diagnosis, and I had no physic that would fit the case.

Joan Angela had reached her own conclusions; and since arguing with a woman who has done that always seems to me an even more futile and irritating waste of time than golf or tiddly-winks, I gave it up at last, and laughed with them.

We arrived in Cairo long after dark, and there Grim met us, with Narayan Singh looming behind him like a jinnee out of the Arabian Nights. He had a great hired limousine in waiting, and took us straight to the hotel instead of to the Norwoods house. There Mrs. Watts was installed in the suite we had reserved for Joan Angela, and thither came Norwood presently, with his own private car, in a hurry to carry his guest away. But he had to wait, for Grim had worked a miracle.

There were two men in Egypt at that moment who really ranked as statesmen, and nobody quite knew which of them held the reins in the absence of the High Commissioner. Theoretically they were members of a council; but as there never yet was a theory that could be confined within four walls, nor a council that functioned as intended, those two men notoriously held control between them. Needless to say, they were perfectly aware of it. And if you think it is simple to persuade such men to come to you and hear your story, instead of your going to them and waiting on their convenience, just try it once and see. Grim had persuaded both those men to come to the hotel and listen to what we had to say; and said miracle gave birth to a young one en route, for they kept their appointment to the minute.

Simultaneously with them arrived Chu Chi Ying, blinking through horn- rimmed spectacles, holding great rolls of drawings in his hand, and bowing to everybody like one of those toy mandarins whose heads are balanced on a pendulum.

The financial member of a council always considers himself the most important. Like the other, the legal member, this one was a Scotsman-a short, full-tummied, grey, nearly bald man of about sixty, who bowed to Joan Angela, sat down with his hands folded one on top of the other on his lap, and studied Joan through his gold-rimmed spectacles. He was suspicious of her, having daughters of his own, nevertheless respectful, because in his estimation money was the life-blood of civilization.

The other man was rather tall and lean and canny-looking-decidedly inclined to be flirtatious in a noncommittal way; he somehow conveyed the impression of holding a power-of-attorney empowering him to flirt on behalf of the British nation, and of being careful not to let the nation go too far.

Like most middle-aged family-men they were half scandalized and half captured by Joan Angelas good looks. Nevertheless, first, last, and all the time they were on their guard lest some trick might be played on the Government they represented.

Grim opened the ball without preliminary. He told the whole story of the effort to form an incorporation in the U.S. in order to get title to the thousand acres in the Fayoum and exploit them under the aegis of the U.S. Government. Then he described our adventure in rescuing Chu Chi Ying out of the empty house next door to that occupied by Zegloush Pasha.

You broke the law there! snapped the legal member, pursing up his lips.

Grim did not wait for any dissertation on the legal aspects of the situation, but promptly tackled Chu Chi Yings deductions from the pyramid, hitting only the high places, so to speak, and merely tracing the outline of how the calculations indicated that strange well in the desert, and how we had investigated it, and what we had discovered there.

Both members of the council looked incredulous. The legal member curled his lip, and the two men exchanged glances of derision that I suppose they thought we were too bat-blind to notice. Joan Angela was taking particular notice of everything, however, and said nothing.

Grim, who felt the coolness with which his statements were received, sat down and asked Chu Chi Ying to show his map and diagrams. Nothing could have pleased the old Chinaman better; he started to spread them out on the floor, perhaps thinking that the members of the council would squat on the carpet beside him and be entertained. But there was nothing of that sort going to happen.

Weve all heard a very great deal of nonsense talked about the Great Pyramid, said the legal member. There are theories and theories about it, but few of them are even plausible to my way of thinking. I have even gone so far as to read one or two books that have been published in order to prove that the pyramid sets the date for the end of the world. All very ridiculous, I think. The pyramid was a tomb-just a tomb and nothing else. As for that well in the desert-it may possibly be in some way connected with another tomb; but it seems to me that you have let yourselves be carried away by-ah-cacoethes antiquarii.

The financial member, with his hands still folded in his lap and his spectacles down on the end of his nose, nodded and smiled.

Cacoethes antiquarii is a disease rather prevalent in Egypt. Its endemic, he said dryly.

Do you think I have it? asked Joan Angela quietly.

She was looking straight at the financial member; he could not avoid her eyes, and I dont think he wanted to, although he found her silk stockings almost equally attractive.

You seem to me to have come a very long way to investigate a mares nest, he said with a little apologetic laugh.

Its my property. Can anybody stop my digging there? she asked.

No, replied the legal member. You may dig on your own land.

And keep any treasure I find?

Ah! Thats different. If you should discover a gold mine, you could work it, I believe. There are so few mines here that Im not familiar with the regulations. I can inquire, if you wish.

I asked about treasure-gold or silver bullion  ornaments  coin  that kind of thing.

That would not be yours. Treasure of that sort would have to be surrendered. If it had no particular intrinsic value you might be permitted to export portions of it, but not otherwise.

What sort of man is this Zegloush Pasha? she asked next, switching her line of attack. Both men were perfectly aware she was attacking. They made wry faces, and glanced at each other again.

I advise you to have nothing whatever to do with him, said the financial member He is a politician of the meanest calibre, who enjoys an unsavoury reputation. Enjoys it, I said.

Would you prefer to deal with him or with me? she asked instantly. I could sell the property to-night to Zegloush and his friends. Would you I like me to do that?

Why not sell it back to the Government? suggested the legal member.

But the financial member shook his head.

No funds! he remarked with an air of finality.

I propose to reach a decision this evening, said Joan Angela, and both members of the council raised their eyebrows in alarm. They were not used to dealing with young women who stood right up to them.

All the way down from Alexandria, she continued, Ive been listening to a sermon from Mr. Ramsden about the danger if Zegloush should get hold of the treasure thats supposed to be in Khufus tomb.

Nothing could be worse! said the financial member.

Nothing! agreed the other.

Very well, said Joan Angela. If you ask me not to sell to Zegloush Pasha

I have advised you to have nothing whatever to do with Zegloush, said the financial member.

Thank you for advice, Joan answered, but youll have to do more than advise. If you dont want me to sell

Please dont, said the financial member.

Very well, she answered. But who is to have that treasure, supposing its there?

We would like time to consider that, said the legal member.

We have until midnight, she answered sweetly.

We could only discuss the question unofficially, then.

Go ahead, she answered. Be as unofficial as you please. Who does that treasure rightfully belong to, if its there?

To the Government, said the legal member.

Which Government? she asked. The Egyptian Administration?

Both men hesitated palpably.

The Egyptian Administration, said the lawyer, is in a peculiar, I might say unique, position. You might say we are trustees, holding Egypt on behalf of her foreign creditors, who are of almost every race under the sun. That was the original condition of occupation, and the change from avowed protectorate to decidedly qualified independence has hardly changed that. So, legally speaking, I would have to answer your question, perhaps, in one way; ethically, in another.

You might dig out that treasure and hand it over to the Egyptian politicians to spend, she suggested. Perhaps they would pay Egypts debts with it,

Perhaps! the financial member remarked dryly.

You have raised a fine point, said the legal member, setting the tips of his fingers together and crossing his legs. Supposing the treasure to be there, and if we were to say for the sake of argument that it belongs to the latter-day Egyptians because a king who reigned four thousand years ago raised the money in the form of taxes, we would be assuming what we cannot prove, On the same basis you would have to assume that buried treasure discovered, say, in Mexico belonged exclusively to the descendants of the Aztecs. But suppose we listen first to you, Miss Leich; you must have had some definite idea before coming all this distance. We are speaking unofficially, remember.

Joan Angela smiled, and I knew that minute she had made her mind up, and had only waited to be asked to state her terms.

That money belongs to the whole world, she answered. Her voice was in the middle of the note, and her mind in the middle of the track. She was speaking from conviction, saying something that was as clear to her as twice two equals four.

Thats an original suggestion! said the legal member.

Original, very! the other echoed.

Ive no objection to the British being trustees for it, Joan Angela went on. I think theyre entitled to be. Fifty years ago Egypt was a desert; everybody knows that. To-day its a rich country, and Egyptians have done precious little in return, except to swindle foreigners. If there really is treasure in Khufus tomb, I reckon Egypt owes it to the world!

Original! Original! Then what do you propose? asked the financial member.

To dig! Well soon know whether its there or not. If it is, I want it used in the general public interest, in the form of a trust, and I want a vote on the board of trustees. If youll agree to that, all right. If not, Ill sell the land to the highest bidder and let the future take care of itself.

My dear lady, we have no authority to treat with you in a matter of that kind! exclaimed the legal member.

Youre men, arent you? she retorted. If you dont agree, you can say so.

Well have to think it over.

Youve until midnight, she answered.

But arrangements would have to be made to keep any such solution absolutely secret in order to avoid an uprising, and how can that be done, if, as you say, Zegloush and his party already know of the existence of the treasure? objected the legal member.

You can leave that to my gang, she answered. Theyre a good gang. If they get any kind of square deal from you folks theres nobody on earth can beat them.

You mean you want the British Government to have that money? asked the financial member, looking at her in amazement over the top of his spectacles.

On trust, and for a public purpose, she retorted. If I thought youd pay your war-debts with it, Id say take it, but I dont believe your alleged statesmen ud do that. Theyd start a new war. If I find the treasure on my land and let you British have it, its to go to a board of trustees  gentlemen, not politicians.

We cant pledge the British Government, you know!

Nobody can. Your politicos are as rotten as ours in the U.S. But youve some gentlemen, havent you, outside politics?

The financial member sat back and chuckled. The legal member stared. Norwood, the banker, walked across the room and chose another chair. Grim turned round to hide a smile and avoided looking at me for fear I would wink at him. The financial and the legal member exchanged glances.

Very well, said the financial member, rising. In our private capacity, speaking strictly unofficially, we agree to do our best toward that solution, if the treasure is there.

Joan Angela gave him no opportunity to hedge on that.

Good! Go to it, boys! she said, smiling at I Grim and me. Good night, all! I wont keep Mr. Norwood waiting any longer.


CHAPTER XIV. Please come quickly!

Joan Angela awfully resented having Narayan Singh dancing constant attendance on her. But Norwood and his wife were equally relieved, for it is no joke having a millionairess in your house with an Egyptian feud against her. Mrs. Watts occupied Joans suite at the hotel, and Joan was spirited away near midnight in a closed car, but Zegloush knew before morning where she was staying. Narayan Singh, surveying the world at large before breakfast, recognized the same old street-cleaner spy and his assistant who had hitherto loafed in our street and reported our doings.

So when we called with a car to take her to view the property, that move was known to the enemy at once. Luckily they did not know of our interview with two members of the council, both of whom had left by a back way after midnight, provided with perfect alibis by Grim, who leaves as little to Lady Luck as can be managed.

Have you ever seen a map of the Fayoum? It is an extraordinary section of flat country that was once a lake-bed. In places where water reaches it the soil is immensely fertile, and every yard of that is cultivated by the peasantry, who live in the usual stinking Egyptian villages among their hens and thriving insects. But the edge of the Fayoum is not at all regular, so that the desert crowds it much as a sand-beach holds back the sea, in curves and promontories, and wherever, for any reason, the irrigation stops short, there the desert encroaches.

Joan Angelas thousand acres were unquestionable desert on a promontory jutting into the Fayoum, so that within a few miles there were half a dozen filthy villages, containing on the average two or three hundred inhabitants apiece, scattered southward and south-eastward in an uneven semicircle. Toward the south west all was sand as far as the distant limestone hills.

We started with the road to ourselves, except for peasantry bringing in their market stuff, but we began to be followed before long by two of those gorgeously painted, brazenly  trumpeting, sport-model cars in which the soul of the moneyed Egyptian delights. They kept behind us until, we left the avenue of lebbakh trees and the pyramid, and turned off into the desert. Then, though, they put on speed and passed, taking a line at an angle to ours, sufficiently close to us as they went by to disclose the fact that the leading car was driven by Zegloush himself. He turned his head to grin in our direction, and was evidently pleased that we should recognize him.

Two of the men in the car behind were the identical police officers who had searched me in Shepheards Hotel, although on this occasion they were not in uniform; they even went so far as to raise their hands in a sort of mock salute, and if anything in the world was obvious it was that they were bent on mischief and equally bent on our knowing that they, and none others, were responsible for what was going to happen.

As we had no weapons it would have been wise to return to Cairo, but Joan Angela would not hear of it. She said that coloured men were no more difficult to face than whites. You cant argue with a woman when she owns millions, and you like her, and she sees, or thinks she sees a chance to benefit the wide world, so forward we went, losing sight of all except the dust of those other cars long before we reached Joans camp and found Atkins and his staff busy with their excavation.

They had uncovered about twenty feet of what I looked like pavement, constructed of huge stone slabs, but it was much too wide to be a water- conduit, although Atkins swore he could hear water gurgling underneath. We slid down the sand to the bottom and listened, but could hear nothing, and Chu Chi Ying shook his head. He said it was too far to the southward by at least fifty yards, and not nearly deep enough below the desert level. Atkins had been trying to pry up one of the stones I with the meagre means at his disposal, but they must have weighed thirty or forty tons apiece.

On Chu Chi Yings advice we staked out another sand-patch, seventy-five yards south, and told Atkins to pitch another marquee and dig there, promising to send him out a good gang with plenty of tools the next day. He went about pitching the marquee at once; but before his men had dragged the heavy canvas out from one of the wooden huts we learned what Zegloush and his friends had gone for.

Warning came from the direction of the distant villages  sudden tumult  several hundred men advancing, roaring like a tidal wave and throwing up the sand in handfuls as they rushed. Their dust was like a battle-squadrons smoke-screen. You could only see the sticks they carried brandishing above the cloud. But you could recognize their roar; there was no mistaking it  the very worst mob war-cry that there is.

La allah ilia Allah! La allah ilia Allah!

Get those sullen, stolid fellahin once shouting their blind creed in unison, and after that about the only argument worth using on them is machine-guns. There was no room for doubt as to which way they were coming, or what their business was; they were headed our way, and the business was to beat us with their long sticks into red mud that would by and by cockle in the heat and go blowing downwind, leaving broken bones for the jackals to come and crack.

Ill bet you hes been telling them, said Grim, that were here to lower the price of cotton in some ingenious way. Well  all aboard! Atkins, you and your gang had better climb on the running-board. Well pull our freight out ahead of them.

That was perfectly sound tactics. It was even possible that by driving slowly and keeping well in sight of the mob we might draw them away from the camp and save the wooden buildings from destruction. We were going to need those buildings to house labourers. Grim took the wheel, and instead of retreating made a circuit in the mobs direction, merely keeping out of range of sticks and stones.

We headed eastward and they changed direction, swooping after us. If there had ever been a doubt of their intention, there was none now. The fellah would always rather kill than burn; centuries of the kourbash under the rule of conquerors have taught him that violence should be applied to persons; he will kill, when aroused, with a ferocity that surpasses the ravening of animals, but, unlike folk who are a fraction less materially minded, prefers not to destroy what he would rather tear down and steal at his leisure.

So it began to look like a mere amusing interlude, for they had no chance of catching us. We kept just sufficiently far ahead of them to draw them away from the camp. We were all laughing, when something went suddenly wrong with the engine; it heated up, the radiator boiled over, and we stopped. The mob yelled. Grim got the engine going again, but only for about a minute, and the second time we stopped the fellahin realized that we were in serious difficulty. Atkins got down and jerked up the engine-cover, and Grim and I climbed out. The roar that went up from the fellahin about three hundred yards away was the voice of ancient Egypt, as merciless as her scorpions and her sun-baked sky.

Damn bad pigeon! remarked Chu Chi Ying, folding his arms on the mid-ship seat philosophically.

There was no time to discover what the trouble was. Atkins lined up his little party of drilled automatons and told them to wrench sticks away from the mob. Grim and I got the tools out, and made shift to do our utmost with a hammer and a wrench, passing to Atkins the short iron bar that belonged to the jack, and I dare say that between us we might have done some damage before the end came-especially as Narayan Singh contrived to tear loose the iron foot-rest from the floor of the car: given any kind of weapon, he was sure to kill half a dozen men before they overwhelmed him. Joan Angela got out of the car and stood behind me.

Ill take your hammer when youre down, she I said quietly.

The mob was not fifty yards away, and a stone or two had come whizzing in our direction, when Zegloush and the two cars appeared from behind the dust-cloud, charging through the mob, knocking them right and left and getting between the raging fanatics and us. The plain-clothes police officers had revolvers and used them, firing in the air, and the others stood up, waving their arms, shouting, haranguing.

The mob checked sullenly-Egypt harking to the voice of her oppressors. But even so, nine or ten of them sprinted by and closed with us. We had our work cut out for a minute or two, for if you want to layout the angry fellah without killing him youve a scuffle on your hands. But, exactly as the hot wind dies after stirring up the desert into dusty hell, the mob grew sullen and submissive-not reasonable, you understand: it simply quit-ceased shouting, ceased throwing up the sand, and stood looking on possessed by a sort of contemptuous curiosity, and reeking to high heaven from the sweat on its filthy cotton clothing. Thats Egypt, sullen and fanatically fierce by turns  five thousand years of unmodified heredity, obedient to its robber-pasha, as it always has been, saying Kismet! The pasha is the will of God!

Within five minutes, lashed by the tongue of Zegloush and his friends, they were off back to their villages at a dog-trot, pursued by the nine or ten whom we had bruised with our improvised weapons, and Zegloush drove up, smiling like a papier-mache Turk, to inquire whether anyone was hurt. He introduced himself to Joan Angela.

I am Zegloush Pasha. Are you Miss Leich? I am glad to make your acquaintance. You are fortunate to make mine! I have saved your life, and if you are wise you will save yourself some serious trouble by listening to me. Those friends of yours are not well qualified to advise you, for they dont understand conditions. You have seen this morning what will happen if you try to excavate on that land that you are supposed to own. The fellahin resent interference by foreigners. Besides, your title to that land is very insecure, to say the least of it, so the best thing you can do is to sell it to me, for I understand these villagers and can manage them. I will pay you a reasonable price.

He was radiantly confident-beaming with self admiration  perfectly sure that we were now amenable  and sweating from his exhortation to the mob. The police in the car behind him were grinning like thieves who have got away with something.

Im not in the least afraid of your mob, Joan Angela answered.

Grim and I were working at the engine; all that was wrong was a broken water-connection, which was easy enough to fix, and we had plenty more water in a goat-skin bag.

If you think you can frighten me, summon them back!

His tarboosh nearly fell off with astonishment.

My mob? What do you mean  my mob? he demanded.

They came and went at your bidding, she answered.

His fat face darkened, and he showed his teeth in a venomous grin. Ah! You think you are very clever, Miss American Hig-liff, he sneered. However, you shall see!

He drove off without another word, straight toward Cairo, putting on speed at risk to his expensive springs; and when we had fixed the broken joint with a piece of rubber piping, and had refilled the radiator, we returned to the camp, none of us, I think, feeling particularly confident except Joan Angela.

If I die for it, Ill take care that that creature doesnt have his way, she said quietly.

But Grim took her in hand then, in the little hot camp-office that Atkins had converted into quarters for himself, and a lecture from Grim carries absolute conviction. He assured her that we were all ready to see the venture through, but that the life of every one of us, hers included, was worth less than a days purchase unless she watched her step. He likened Egypt to a desert full of unseen cobras that strike without warning, and insisted above all else that she should take utmost advantage of Narayan Singhs willingness to be her bodyguard.

That part rankled. She had no objection personally to Narayan Singh, but she was too well used to her own way to be shepherded by anyone. The frankness and readiness to meet anyone face to face that were her best possible protection in a civilized land were hardly a protection against folk who dont admire that kind of thing; but it was hard to make her see that.

Another difficulty was that Narayan Singh, being a Sikh, was well aware of the usual attitude of white toward the dark  whatever the dark mans creed or quality. He would not over-assert himself. His own self-respect would prevent him from chancing a rebuke, and it was likely to be easy for her to give him the slip if that was her intention. Grim urged her to make it her business to keep the Sikh within sight or reach.

She promised, and she meant it, but habit is too hard to be overcome by a fifteen-minute lecture, even when Grim does the persuading, and I took Narayan Singh aside.

If she wont listen, compel her! I said. Im with you, if theres trouble afterwards.

He laughed.

You and I are friends, sahib. I could take you by the throat and choke you into submission, if that were the only way, and no harm done. You could strike me, if I were mad and would not listen, and I would thank you for it afterwards. But with Miss Leich it is otherwise. She may strike me, if she wishes. If she gives an order, I shall obey. My life is at her service, I having pledged it. But I will lay no hand on her.

He was near enough right in his attitude to be proof against any argument of mine, and we had nobody else we could trust to protect her and who at the same time could act the part of household servant at the Norwoods without exciting comment, so there was nothing for it but to trust Dame Fortune-an untrustworthy jade. We drove back to Cairo, and arrived there probably three hours later than Zegloush and his party, well along in the afternoon; and three hours is a lot of time to allow to a mischievous, ambitious rascal who has influence, besides being plenty long enough for the impression made by a lecture to wear or.

We picked up Mrs. Watts at the hotel, and drove her and Joan Angela to the Norwoods house, where we left Narayan Singh on guard. Then we returned to our own quarters to make arrangements for a labour gang, and Grim went off to interview the financial member of the council, to see whether he couldnt arrange for British soldiers to be quartered at the camp as a precaution against further interference by the villagers. So I was all alone when, just about six oclock in the evening, there began to be another of those swiftly rising, savage riots for which Cairo was always famous  riots that explain why there is always at least one British regiment under arms in the Citadel.

It was a savage riot this time, as fierce as it was sudden  one of thirty that took place that year. The demagogues out of office were keeping the crowd stirred up, on the time-worn principle, or lack of it, that the political fishing is easiest in troubled waters. They called this particular thing a bread riot. Bread was the same price as usual, and the bakers were earning less than usual, but it suited somebody to have a riot, so the bakers had to suffer.

Suffer they did, for the military could not protect them all at a moments notice. It had been known at headquarters for days past that a riot might break out at any time, but nobody had been able to foresee on whose helpless necks the fury of fend himself would do for a scapegoat. The mob was sore, and all the politicians had to do was to direct its insane anger at somebody. They picked on the bakers as the easiest mark in sight, an appeal to the belly being irresistible.

So up the streets the mob came howling, breaking in the bakers windows and plundering on their way, with lorries full of soldiers and machine-guns in hot pursuit-all arms loaded with blank for the present, as the mob knew perfectly.

From out of my window I saw them drag one wretched Armenian baker from his cart, in which he had the loaves piled for his evening trade, beat him almost unconscious, drag him through his open shop door, and hurl him into his oven to bake to death. His screaming wife tried to drag the door open, so they hurled her in after him, and the British soldiers forced their way on the scene too late to do more than break a head or two with their rifle-butts and rescue two charred corpses. So far the soldiers had not fired a shot or used a bayonet, although most of them were bleeding. The butt and boot were the gist of their argument, and the mob was using anything within reach.

In the midst of all that came Narayan Singh, three steps at a stride upstairs, bursting in, breathless. He said nothing, but his eyes looked wild, and he thrust forward a crumpled letter for me to read. There wasnt much he could say in the circumstances. The letter ran:

Dear Miss Leich,

Please pardon my approaching you. I am in dreadful trouble. I recently married in America a Pasha who now turns out to have an establishment of three wives, all under one roof. He has my money. I have lost my citizenship and am helpless. He is ill-treating me, and I dont know to whom to turn unless to you, in the hope that your generosity will send you to my aid. I am ill and unable to walk; I am not sure I have not been poisoned; but my tormentor is away from home at the moment, and if you could come and carry me away to some safe place I would be everlastingly grateful. The servants would admit a woman into the house, but they would be afraid to admit you if you had an escort, so please dont think of bringing any men-folk, for that would mean the end of me. Bring another woman if you like. This servant, who, I think, is faithful, has orders to use my last remaining money to hire a carriage and bring you here, if you will come. Please come quickly. I know that if you dont I shah be dead within a day or so. If you will come I will tell you the whole secret of your land in the Fayoum. I am vomiting. I think it is arsenic. Oh, do, please, come quickly! You knew me as  Isabel Aintree.

It was blank paper, undated, no address.

Did she go? I demanded.

Sahib, I

Did she go alone?

Nay, I prevented that. She took the other mem-sahib. There came this black brute of a servant, looking more sly than a fox around the hen-yard, and I met him at the door. He gave me this letter for the mem-sahib, so I delivered it; and she, having read it in a moment, said that she would go, whereat I made ready to go with her. But she said no, there must be no man with her, and I, remembering your words, sahib, declared with much determination that she shall not go unaccompanied. Whereat she laughed and said the other mem-sahib shall go with her, for two women, said she, are the equal of one man at all times. And I still expostulating, she gave me a positive order, which I could not help but obey. She bade me bring this letter to you, sahib, saying that the letter itself explains all, and that you will surely understand. What little else there was to do I did. I demanded of the driver whence he came and whither he was going. He mumbled words that I could not hear, until both memsahibs were inside the carriage, and then spat at me and drove on. The carriage had no name or number on it. So the two mem-sahibs are gone, and we are men without honour.

Could you recognize the driver, or the servant who gave you the letter, if you saw them again? I asked.

Try me, sahib! I have a score to settle with both of them!

The telephone wasnt working. It almost never does when a mob cuts loose. There was no way of getting in touch with Grim, and there wasnt much sense in wasting twenty minutes going to the Norwoods house. All I could think of was Will Tryon back there in California, faithful and straight as one of those great pine-trees, counting implicitly me to send his young employer safely home again. I seemed to see Will Tryons face between me and the wall whichever way I looked. It wasnt any use cursing old King Khufu and his treasure; that would cut no ice with Will Tryon. If I ever wanted to look that fellow in the face again, I had got to do the right thing now, and do it quick.

I thought of the police. They were on riot duty. Whoever was left at headquarters would laugh. If he were asked to find a missing woman out of hand, especially as the carriage in which she drove away had no number on it. I thought of government headquarters and the military, but exactly the same argument applied. They would find her, certainly  dead, possibly  within the week, probably. I needed to find her now, within the hour.

I thought of hurrying to the residence of Zegloush Pasha and kicking in the door, for you get wild notions in such moments; but the certainty that he would have me arrested for taking part in the riot cut short the drift of that idea. The one paramount question was how to discover exactly where Joan Angela was gone; after that would be the time to take chances. But the streets were full of men about as reasonable as mad dogs. The police and military were only gradually getting the upper hand and driving folk within doors. There was the certainty of being turned over to the military  who lock you up first and ask questions tomorrow  if I should fall foul of Zegloush before knowing Joan Angelas whereabouts for certain. And Narayan Singh stood looking at me, miserably humble, self-condemned for having let her out of sight; there was not a chance of getting an idea from him.

I dont believe Joan Angela would have been alive today if it had not been for Chu Chi Ying. I would most likely have dashed out into the street with the Sikh at my heels, and Lord knows what form failure would have taken. Only I should have failed; that is outside the pale of argument. But as the Sikh and I stood there, reading baffled irresolution in each others eyes, old Chu Chi Ying came downstairs smiling blandly, to ask what the noise in the street was all about.

He was the last man in the world you would naturally ask advice from in a crisis; but he could recognize a crisis as quickly as anyone, and he stood still for about a minute in the doorway, blinking at the two of us.

No can do? he asked, as if we had been fat-fool first mates in a quandary over some theoretical navigation question he had set for us.

I had to say something, ask something, confer with somebody, or bust. I dare say you know the feeling. It makes It makes us take the most unlikely people into confidence.

Did you tell your story to anyone else, than Zegloush Pasha? I asked the old Chinaman.

He blinked, and seemed to swallow his Adams apple.

Heap plenty men, he answered.

Where? In his house?

He shook his head.

This miserable Chinaman, he receive much hospitality at first. Many people paying compliments. Much how-de-do.

But was all this in Zegloush Pashas house? Thats what Im driving at.

He shook his head again.

Taking this miserable Chinaman there afterwards. Much plomise before going. After get there, no can do!

All right. Where was the house where you did the talking?

In Clairo, he answered, wrinkling his forehead.

Could you find it again?

Mebbe.

What sort of house was it?

Plivate house.

Full? Empty? Big? Little? Where was it?

Yes, he answered, blinking and looking preternaturally wise.

Infidel! snarled Narayan Singh, taking a stride toward him. I am a man of blood, as you have called me many times. I am bellicose. Answer the sahibs question!

Big house, little street, little doorway, full that time, empty by and by, said Chu Chi Ying quickly, as if he were reeling off an exorcism.

Was there anyone there whom you could recognize besides Zegloush? I asked him.

Zegloush heap plenty fliends.

Would you know any of them again?

He wrinkled his forehead in a sort of criss-cross question mark.

Can find house. Can happen, he said doubtfully.

Lets go! said I. Wrap him up and carry him, Narayan Singh!

My brain was working at last. It balks like a mule at the wrong time always; but just once so often I get the right idea, and then my thews and sinews take charge and something happens. Narayan Singh, whose greatest quality is swift obedience, snatched one of Grims Bedouin cloaks from a hook behind the door, caught the protesting Chinaman in its folds like a fish in a net, and picked him up as if he were a baby.

Come on!

We shot downstairs and into the street as if the house were on fire, poor old Chu Chi Ying suffering uncomplainingly as his legs hit the corners, and at the foot of the stairs we cannoned into Grim.

Come on! I answered.

So we took the sidewalk at a run together, and before we had gone half a block an officer called from a passing armoured lorry to know what we had there, and where we were bound.

Wounded man! I shouted.

All right, he answered. Get indoors as quick as possible, and stay there.

The principle was to get all Europeans off the streets. We were stopped six times in half a mile by officers, some of whom insisted on seeing our wounded man. But by that time Chu Chi Ying had the rules of the game down fine, and when an officer uncovered him he rolled his eyes, stuck out his tongue, and made such grimaces that he almost convinced me. Between times he directed us from street to street, and I told Grim briefly what had happened.

It was my fault! growled Narayan Singh, crushing Chu Chi Ying so savagely that the Chinaman yelled. I will never forgive myself.

If you talk rot Ill give you no chance to redeem yourself! Grim retorted. Have you never seen me make mistakes?

That was the last word, so far as I know, that was ever exchanged between them on that subject, but it had a bearing on what followed, for a Sikh, like most other men, reacts gratefully to that kind of treatment.

The street fighting was by no means over, although most of the whites were safe indoors and the men in uniform were in such strong detachments that they were having matters their own way. But, when the lorries passed, the fighting resumed down the side streets behind them, for theres no time like a riot for paying off old scores, and in Egypt  Cairo especially  everybody has a grudge against almost everybody else. The ambulances were scooting like hawks along a hedgerow, and every once in a while a shot would ring out to remind the crowds that the machine-guns were ready for business.

Narayan Singh would not let either of us carry e Chinaman. He liked the effort. He was doing penance. Chu Chi Ying weighed less than a hundred pounds, but did you ever try to carry that much in your arms at a good, sharp trot? The Sikh never set his burden down once, nor paused to shift it; and he seemed to be going as strong as ever when, under Chu Chi Yings direction, we turned down a narrow alley between high walls. There were trees peering over the top of the walls in places, but that was only in between high buildings, whose windows were small, high up, and barred with iron.

All down that street there was only one doorway, and that hardly more than a slit in the high wall. The wall was built of limestone looted from ancient monuments  as likely as not from the casing of the Great Pyramid  and the door was of iron, set deep in mortice, so that neither locks nor hinges were visible from outside.

There! That door! said Chu Chi Ying, and the Sikh set him on his feet at last.

Without a word Grim took to his heels and ran straight on down the alley at full pelt. I was just in time to see an Egyptian in tarboosh and patent leather shoes disappear round the corner into another alley that crossed ours nearly at right angles, but as Grim can run about two yards to my one I did not join in the pursuit. Instead, I began examining the iron door, wondering how we could get inside it.

It was Narayan Singh, Sikh-fashion observing everything with hardly a motion of his head, who, saw and pounced on incontestable evidence that we had come to the right place. He picked up a piece of extremely fine linen about an inch, and a half square that lay between the cobble-stones to one side of the door, and passed it to me.

Does the sahib recognize that?

It had been torn from Joan Angela Leichs handkerchief. There was no doubt of it. It bore the initials J. A. L. done in a peculiar style of needle work. The linen might have come from almost any expensive store, but that peculiar embroidery was done by a Piute Indian at only one place in the world. Nor had the scrap of linen been wrenched off in a scuffle. It was torn off square, deliberately.


CHAPTER XV. Speak, o man of swift decisions!

Grim came back, dragging the Egyptian with him  a sulky, well-dressed, pimply-faced, obvious debauchee, who swore by Allah he would have Grim punished. He denied ever having been through that iron door; denied even knowing whose house it belonged to. But Chu Chi Ying identified him as one of the men who had been in the house when he first told his story of Khufus real tomb to a committee of Zegloush Pashas friends.

I never saw that Japanese in my whole life! the Egyptian protested.

Kill um dead! suggested our Chinese friend.

Narayan Singh went in search of a crowbar, but might as well have looked for diamonds.

Grim offered to let the Egyptian go if he would tell where Joan Angela Leich and Mrs. Watts were at that minute.

Hasnt there been a riot? he retorted. What stupidity to ask me! Rioters have certainly seized them and carried them off! Quelle betise! Je men fiche de vos dames americaines. Women who accept invitations to ride in strange carriages deserve whatever happens to them!

That was not convincing. Narayan Singh, returning from a fruitless hunt, tried other tactics.

Do you want to die, Egyptian? he demanded.

Dog of an Indian!

The Sikh grinned. He dared kill anyone that minute. But Grim shook his head, and then turned suddenly. Back at the corner of the alley behind us an armoured lorry had come to a standstill while its youthful officer made up his mind which street to patrol next. Grim passed the Egyptian to me to hold, and again went off at a run. In a minute he was talking to the officer. In another minute the officer and ten privates had climbed down from the lorry, leaving, only two men in charge, and were following Grim in our direction.

Miss Leich and Mrs. Watts are in here through that door? asked the officer, nodding to me; and I recognized him for one of the gallants who had been so disappointed when I carried Joan Angela off from under his guns, so to speak, in Alexandria. He was a clean young fellow, with a campaign scar across his cheek.

I dont dare break that door down. By God, you know, theyd break me for it.

If the door were open would you follow through? Grim asked him.

Ill set a guard over it, if you like, while we pass the buck to somebody and get permission to break in.

But I decided on a swifter method. I took that Egyptian by the throat and hurled him against the iron door backward so hard that some of his false teeth fell out.

You open that, I said, or Ill kick you through it!

I meant it. He knew I meant it. If he hadnt the means of opening that door, so much the worse for him. He hesitated, so I gave him another dose of the same medicine, and he made up what was left of his mind that of two evils his Egyptian friends were probably less dangerous.

That is enough! he stammered. I open presently! Just wait!

I conceded him one minute. He took a clasp-knife from his pocket and rapped out a signal on the iron. It was repeated after a moment from within. He rapped out another signal. We heard a heavy bar being shifted, and the door swung open about six inches, which was plenty in the circumstances. The lot of us went through like a winning football team, into a garden full of grapes and gorgeous flowers, with date-palms spaced at intervals. A Nubian servant slammed the door behind us, and we took him along, so as to leave no enemy at our rear.

A big, old-fashioned house opened into the garden, and there was no trouble about breaking into that, for the front door stood ajar, and the Nubian who came running from within to ask our business arrived too late. We locked him, the gate-keeper, and the Egyptian who had given the signal that admitted us, into an empty closet at the end of the hall, and charged upstairs with Chu Chi Ying in our midst; he told us that the room where he had told his story was on the first floor.

We made noise enough, of course, to wake the dead, for Tommy Atkins in ammunition boots and armed with a rifle trips on no light fantastic toe; so it was hardly surprising that we found the door that Chu Chi Ying indicated locked on the inside. However, having broken all the laws of Egypt already we did not hesitate to repeat on one of them, and the door went down under the thrust of butts and shoulders.

A strange scene confronted us then. A big, old fashioned sort of drawing-room with red plush furniture, and a plain deal table in the midst. Gilt mirrors everywhere. Eleven Egyptians, most of them with political stomachs, rose out of easy chairs and stood looking terrified. Three men at the deal table, one of whom was Zegloush, remained seated, too frightened to move, I think.

I thought youd be here presently! said Joan Angelas voice. Did you find my bit of handkerchief?

She and Mrs. Watts were on two small chairs at one end of the room. Their ankles were bound fast to the chair-legs and their hands lashed behind the bent-wood backs. In front of them, on a tray on the floor, was an ordinary womans curling-iron being heated in an alcohol lamp: why nobody had put that out of sight when they heard us coming is beyond imagination to explain, unless fright paralysed them.

Oh, hello, Captain Naylor! How nice, meeting you again!

Her voice was as usual, without a tremor in it. She looked calm, but Mrs. Watts was deadly pale and very nearly fainting. Narayan Singh was first across the room, untying their hands and feet; the rest of us took precautions to prevent a stampede through the door.

Have they used that hot iron? Have you suffered harm, mem-sahib? he asked.

She laughed and shook her head.

I owe you an apology, Narayan Singh, I heard her say.

I couldnt hear what he answered; he growled into his beard, and I was holding by the throat a pasha or a bey or somebody who imagined he could win the door by struggling. Captain Naylor was going the rounds disarming everybody. Three had repeating-pistols, and every single pasha of them had a knuckle-duster; one of them tried his on the British soldier who was holding him, and screamed loudly.

Grim fixed up the door more or less, and stood with his back against it.

What next, Naylor? he asked.

Lord knows! laughed Naylor, who had got round to where the women were and was resuming the flirtation left off on the steamer. He was a merry-minded little man. Its up to you, old top.

He walked over to the table.

Whats this? he asked, picking up a typewritten document.

Thats the title deed they wanted me to sign, said Joan Angela. I was to be tortured until I signed it, and killed afterward. Did you catch that man who went out? He was on his way to order a cart. The idea was to dump the remains of Mrs. Watts and me in an empty lot some time tonight and blame it on the rioters!

Yes, we caught him, answered Grim, beginning to write down the names of prisoners.

They were not asked their names, but identified with indignity from the contents of their pockets, Grim and I witnessing. It was Narayan Singh who thought of what to do next, plucking Grims sleeve.

Speak, O man of swift decisions!

Sahib, leave me in this room alone with all these!

Hed better have help, hadnt he? suggested Naylor.

Grim nodded, and Joan Angela looked scared.

Dyou mean youre going to kill them all? she demanded.

Oh, Lord, no! answered Naylor.

Pile your arms outside in the hall, you men!

The Tommies filed out, grinning hugely. They left their tunics outside, too, and came back rolling up their shirt sleeves.

Now understand, men, said Naylor. This is strictly unofficial. Nobodys got to be killed. Youve seen ladies put to gross indignity, and youll govern yourselves accordingly. Its personal between you and these Egyptians. You may fall out for fifteen minutes. Shall the rest of us go outside? he suggested pleasantly.

So we tiled out, and Narayan Singh reset the broken door in place behind us. We carried all the rifles and tunics downstairs, just as a precaution in case some more than usually active Bey or pasha should contrive to escape through the broken door. Then we went out into the garden to hear music. It was good music, of the sort that Egyptians understand; a little wild for white ears, and without much melody, but with a sort of rhythm to it that was fascinating in its way. Some of the high notes seemed off key, and, in common with nearly an Oriental music, if it possessed harmony it was of a nature unintelligible to the untaught ear. But it fairly pulsed with sounds like drum-beats; that part was comprehensible.

You see, Joan Angela, said Grim, laughing aloud at a more than ordinarily high falsetto screech that skirled through a broken window-pane, if we arrested them the secret would be out, whereas if they go and complain about this weve still got perfect evidence against them, and all their names. Theyre getting thrashed, and thats good for them. Theyll be afraid to complain, or to make any further trouble.

Besides, you know, Miss Leich, said Naylor, those men of mine put up with no end of dogs work to-day  being hit without hitting back, and all that kind of thing. You wouldnt rob them of an opportunity like this?

Im only sorry Mrs. Aintree isnt in the room. That might make her realize, she answered.

But I did not believe that. I dont believe it yet. She would merely have said that those Egyptians were suffering for their own sins, which of course was true, and would have flattered herself that she was the instrument of Providence.

There began to be more or less silence upstairs  the tune petered out to a frazzled end in fact  before the expiration of the fifteen minutes, so Naylor blew his whistle and the soldiers came down on by one, examining torn shirts, and feeling at bruises. They put on their tunics, picked up their rifles, and fell in in front of Naylor, not grinning, but with the air of men who have put through an important job.

Now, have any of you helped yourselves? asked Naylor. If any man has taken anything, Ill look the other way while he gets rid of it. Looting and justice dont go together, you know.

He turned his back deliberately, but none of them made a move.

All right, he said. Fall in then. Tshun! Stand at ease! Now, I want no talking about this. If youre asked any questions, refer the questioner to me and answer nothing. Youve done a white mans job. It was a great privilege. Now do the right thing by your officer and dont let your tongues get me into trouble. Tshun! Back to the lorry now. Forward  march!

Narayan Singh came last downstairs. He might have been coming from saying his prayers in a temple.

Such creatures should be skinned and thrown to the crows, he remarked, but we did the next best thing. What now, sahibs?


CHAPTER XVI. Cleopatra, who would have liked to sell Egypts soul again

I dont know what the authorities did about Zegloush and his accomplices. Grim took that list of names to headquarters, and we were given permission to go ahead as secretly as possible with the excavation. It is rather easy to guess what happened, however, without shooting wide of the probabilities.

Nothing is more improbable, for instance, than that Zegloush or any of that gang we caught in the upstairs room was in a fit condition to go about for several days. And, as they were not arrested, someone in the confidence of the authorities undoubtedly paid all of them a visit. It is likely that, viper fashion, they showed their fangs and threatened to make public what they knew if they should be prosecuted. Having plenty of trouble on their hands, the authorities preferred to avoid a prosecution, but undoubtedly threatened in return to prosecute and hang the lot if they let so much as a bleat escape them regarding the supposititious Khufu treasure.

Nobody knew exactly, or even nearly, when independence would be granted, if ever, and there was always the possibility that it might come sooner than anticipated; Zegloush stood to gain by keeping the secret. If at the same time he could prevent the existence of treasure from being proved, and keep the treasure underground until after the British let go the reins, there was always a chance that he and his gang might get possession of it. Joan Angelas title to the land would be worth about ten cents if ever Zegloush should be in a position to pull the political wires.

Zegloush and his intimates could still reach channels through which they stirred up the mob, for word of mouth is much more difficult to control than written or printed communications.

So, although we took a gang to Joan Angelas camp, and the authorities quartered an officer and twenty men in the huts for our protection, the neighbouring villagers became more and more threatening, and there even began to be half-veiled hints in the local vernacular press to the effect that foreigners were desecrating ancient monuments and planning to loot the country before the Egyptians themselves could get control.

We werent out of the wood. Anything at all against any foreigner was good propaganda just at that time. Any violent invective that could arouse the fellahin and set the whole country by the ears was regarded by the would-be statesmen as sound policy. And nothing was more certain than that the first whisper that we had unearthed enormous treasure would plunge the whole country into civil war: for every political party, and almost every individual, to say nothing of the foreign bankers who held Egyptian promises to pay, would stop short of nothing in order to get a share of it.

The solution was the idea of Grim and Chu Chi Yi between them. The engineering end of it was mine. The ticklish work was done by Captain Naylor and the same identical Tommies who had helped Narayan Singh administer field punishment that afternoon. Joan Angela paid the expenses, and provided the successful camouflage by granting an interview at the right time to the reporters of several newspapers, including representatives of all the Arabic press, who jeered at her in their columns afterward and mentioned her as the modern Cleopatra, who would have liked to sell Egypts soul again, but failed. However, Joan Angela failed in nothing, not even in the fun.

Our task was made at the same time more easy and more difficult by the circumstance that the two members of the council who were in the secret till regarded it as a burlesque. They seemed to think there was perhaps one-tenth of one per cent of a grain of truth underlying our delusion-just about sufficient to set Egypt by the ears, and therefore something to be handled circumspectly. They were all in favour of the trick that Grim proposed to play, but deadly in earnest in insisting that there the whole thing should stop. We had to deceive them, as well as the Egyptians.

The main difficulty was to waste sufficient time, for we needed weeks, not days, to tackle the real job. We had to invent labour trouble, broken derricks, sliding sand and a dozen other expedients to explain why it took so long to uncover the masonry that Atkins had come on when he first began prospecting. We knew that was not the right direction to explore in, but the longer we could keep the rest of the world believing that the treasure was supposed to lie underneath those slabs, the more time we had for real prospecting. So we did things that would have made a striking bricklayer weep for very shame at such loafing and stupidity. Whenever we got enough sand cleared away in order to up-end one of those thirty-ton slabs, either a rope or a chain or a sheer-leg was sure to give way. Or, failing one of those things, all the sand would come sliding down the bank and provide another three or four days job of digging.

Meanwhile, we pulled down one of the biggest huts and re-erected it on a spot that Chu Chi Ying indicated after making careful measurements; and inside the hut, using a picked gang, in eight-hour shifts, who carried the sand away quite a distance in buckets on their heads, we dug in real earnest. At the end of five days we had uncovered thirty feet of a masonry tunnel that was built as scientifically and substantially as the pyramid itself. We were lucky enough, or else Chu Chi Ying was clever enough with his calculations, to descend on it at a point where it began to curve in order to lead toward the Nile.

During the whole of the time that the digging was going on there was trouble with the near-by villagers, and there was even some talk of reinforcing our small contingent of soldiers, who had to shoot over the heads of raiding-parties sometimes as often as three or four times a day. The shooting was explained in Cairo as rifle practice.

We had to blast to get into that tunnel we had found. The cement that old Khufus engineers had used was of such good quality that they had been able to spread it thinner than a sheet of writing-paper, and it had set so that the tunnel was practically one solid piece of stone, forty miles long, without a break or a crack in it anywhere.

Nor was that the least amazing part of it, for it was twenty-one feet deep, inside diameter, and, at the time when we broke in, the upper nine and a half feet were out of water. The rise and fall of the Nile at that point is about sixteen feet, and taking the level of the river at that time into consideration it was obvious that there would always be a considerable air-space all along the tunnel  room, for instance, for a small boat.

So the two chief mysteries now were: Why should Khufu have constructed such an enormous tunnel? and: How had his engineers prevented it from silting up with mud in the course of four thousand years? Even supposing that it flowed in a wide loop and had an outlet back into the Nile at some point lower down, it should have silted none the less, for the Nile carries mud in solution until the water looks like pea-soup, and the mud settles so fast that not only has the whole Nile delta been formed by it, but the river-bed itself is considerably higher than it was in Pharaohs day.

The first mystery was solved by Grim, who produced some books on ancient Egypt. According to them there was some connection in the Ancient Egyptian mind between dying and going over water  so much so that the funeral processions of wealthy folk were all made in boats. The corpse in its magnificent sarcophagus was taken by boat across a lake, followed by all the mourners.

Apparently Khufus water journey had been postponed; at any rate no record of it has ever been discovered on any of the walls on which it was customary to depict the personal history of every king from the time of his ascending the throne until his death. Moreover, there was that account given by Herodotus to bear in mind. Herodotus came on the scene more than a thousand years after the event, but according to him the legend in his day was definite that Khufu had been buried in a place unknown, that was connected by a tunnel with the Nile.

So it seemed probable that, in order to avoid too much publicity and the consequent discovery of his tomb by thieves, Khufu had caused the boat-ride to be postponed until after his interment. To a man who could conceive such a gigantic hoax as the construction of the pyramid, with its three million cubic yards of fitted and cemented masonry, it can have hardly called for much additional effort of imagination to consider himself quite capable of taking that ferry-ride alone, without the aid of priests and their assistants. So what could be more plausible than that he should make provision for it by constructing his tunnel high enough for the upper part to be above Nile-level and so leave room for a boat? Whether that guess was right or not, we received some circumstantial confirmation of it later.

It was not long before we solved the other problem, of how the tunnel had been kept clear of mud. But first we had to discover where the intake from the Nile might be, and Chu Chi Ying could give us no pointers about that. He said there were no measurements in the pyramid on which to base calculations for that problem; so we had to go at it from where we were and hunt like rats in a drain.

We procured one of those flat-bottomed duck-punts with a small motor in the stern, in which expensive Egyptians like to fool about among the reeds while their hired men catch ducks in a net. And we blasted and broke the tunnel roof until the hole was big enough to lower the boat through without filling. An acetylene torch and some candles in case the acetylene gave out, four good life-preservers, and some long poles completed the outfit, and we were ready. The boat would hold four without too much crowding, and Joan Angela, Grim, Captain Naylor, and I climbed in. Nothing less than a warrant for her arrest would have kept Joan Angela from coming with us.

We pushed off slowly, using the poles at first, the tunnel echoing to every sound we made, so that we could hardly hear each other speak, and it was by that means that we discovered how the tunnel had been kept free from silt; for the poles went down into a foot or so of mud and then touched rock, except in places. At intervals of about twenty yards there were wide gaps in the floor where the poles went down so deep into the mud that we could hardly pull them out again. The floor on either side of those gaps was at different levels, that farthest away from the Nile being always the higher of the two by at least two feet, and, as far: as we could determine by groping, those were stone pockets whose throats faced the flow of water and caught the silt. The constant repetition of that arrangement for forty miles, and the almost immeasurably slow current, explained why the water reached the well in a condition fit for drinking without being filtered.

We poled perhaps for half a mile before starting up the motor. There was a smell of wet stone, but the air was not too stale to breathe. There was a certain amount of slime on the sides of the tunnel, but that sort of stuff apparently needs daylight to grow rankly, and you could usually see the joints in the masonry, although you couldnt have thrust a knife-blade in between them anywhere.

Crocodiles are supposed to have been exterminated from the lower reaches of the Nile, but not so. There were monsters in there-great, blind brutes whose scales were almost white, and who must have had quantities of fish to live on. There was a ledge a little more than a foot wide along each side of the tunnel about six inches below the present water-level, and the filthy brutes dropped off those ledges in dozens as we sent the rays of the acetylene torch along in front of us. Scales had grown over their eyes, but they were not quite insensitive to light. Their greyness made you think of lepers.

There was no other life down there but crocodiles and the fish, whose presence had to be presumed. Once we got the motor going, and its roar turned the tunnel into the very mother of all noise, we saw not another living thing, but ploughed ahead six miles an hour, leaving a wake behind us that washed the tunnel sides and added its own swishing to the tumult. It was useless trying to speak. Atkins and Chu Chi Ying told us afterward that they could hear the din of our progress until we reached the very end, and that they knew the instant we started back.

There was nothing to mark the distance, and no way of judging it except by time; even so, we did not know the exact speed of the boat and the thought of a collision with submerged rock and an upset among those sightless monsters was no encouragement to us to speed. We throttled the engine down after a while to the slowest rate at which it would keep on turning, and stopped it altogether, using the poles again, whenever we reached a bend  which was about once in every mile or so.

Sometimes there were sharp turns, twice repeated, as if the tunnel engineers had had to avoid tough rock; or they may have been designed as an added precaution against silt. The nearer we approached the Nile, the more frequent those turns were, and the deeper the silt became in the pockets; we lost all sense of direction after a while and, strangely enough, the sensation became one of going down-hill, as if we were descending into the very bowels of the earth, whereas, as a matter of fact, allowing for sand-dunes and ridges, we were at no point more than a hundred feet below the surface.

There is nothing like darkness to make a journey seem interminable, and it felt as if we bad been a whole day, instead of six hours, underground when we came to the intake at last, and the tunnel opened out into a vast stone tank, whose roof was made of monoliths, supported on upright pillars eight feet thick that rose out of the water in a long row down the centre.

This was another exhibition of Khufus royal extravagance; not a stone in that great tank can have weighed less than thirty tons, and some of them  those in the roof particularly  must have weighed two or three hundred tons apiece. And so perfect was the masonry, so accurate the joining and the geometrical design, that not one stone had shifted from its place in all those thousands of years. The place was as perfect as on the day it was built and sealed up.

But it was all right to admire the engineering; what we had to discover was some way of reaching the surface, or at least of identifying the spot, so that we might return and continue operations from above. We could hear the Nile, sucking and swishing and gurgling, but as the intake was under water we could not discover its arrangement, or even guess how Khufus engineers had solved the problem of silt and rubbish removal at that point. Obviously there was some sort of grating, and it was probably of stone, with spaces wide enough to admit small crocodiles, but too close together to let the grown ones out again. They were certainly wide enough apart to let big fish swim through, else what did the crocodiles eat? But they were invisible; and the bottom just there was fathomless: we drove one pole down so far into the mud that we could not recover it, and nearly upset the duck-punt in the attempt.

It was Joan Angela who thought of the solution. She had been reading about the pyramid, and studying the religions and superstitions of ancient Egypt more than the rest of us.

If Khufu planned to make his journey after death, along this waterway, how did he propose to escape at this end? He must have left an exit, she said. Do you recall how, when Al Mahmouns men forced an entrance into the pyramid, they had almost given up hope when they heard a stone falling in some hollow place inside? There may be some such stone left here that will fall if it gets a shock.

We examined the end of the wall nearest to the Nile, but there was no sign there of any loose stone, or of a stone that could be pried loose with anything less than dynamite.

Wouldnt he plan to emerge upward? Joan Angela suggested.

That being probable  for all men seem to think of heaven as being somewhere overhead, although where the Australians and Chinese would go when they die in that case is unpleasant to imagine  we turned the acetylene light on the roof. By standing up in the boat we could very nearly touch the roof with our fingers, so that, as we shifted the boat about and used the torch systematically, we were able to scrutinize every inch of it. Then we saw what we had not seen before-that the middle pillar of all was only two feet thick at the top and was cut in the form of steps all the way down to the water on the side nearest the Nile, at which point it was eight feet thick like all the others. And at about the point where the roof-stones would have rested on that pillar if it had been of the same thickness as the rest, there was a square of limestone set between the granite. It was set flush, and finished off so smoothly that the difference in colour was the only clue to it, and although apparently it was not fastened in place with cement, the joints were so absolutely perfect that friction should have been enough to hold it in place for centuries.

Ill bet its dropped in place from overhead, and weighs at least two tons, said Grim without enthusiasm.

Ill bet! Joan Angela answered. Give me that pole. Now, push the boat clear.

She shoved against the stone, but nothing happened, except that the boat shot all over the place and she nearly fell into the water.

Somebody stronger take a hand, she suggested. So I took the pole, and we shifted the boat so that Grim and Naylor could hold its stern against the next pillar. I shoved so hard that, what with my weight and the pressure, the bow all but went under, and suddenly the limestone moved  not more than a fraction of an inch, but enough to set the end of the wet pole slipping on its smooth surface. I tried to recover my balance, but Grims hands slipped on the rock he was clinging to and I went overboard at the same instant that the limestone block gave up its four-thousand-year grip on the granite and plunged down into the tank along side me!

I was thinking of hungry crocodiles, and I scrambled out as if the underworld were after me. Above us gaped a four-square black hole, just big enough for one man at a time to pass through Comfortably  King Khufus gate to heaven!

I went up first and helped Joan Angela through after me. The others followed with the torch and candles. We were in an oblong chamber, thirty feet by twenty, lined with porphyry. There were no beams visible above us, and the porphyry ceiling twenty-eight feet high  as we found out afterwards  glowed as smoothly as the hand-rubbed floor and walls. It was a piece of absolutely perfect workmanship, and empty. There was not even dust, and the air was almost impossible to breathe.

But at one end, that nearest the Nile-the eastern end that is-there was a perfect Egyptian doorway in the middle of the wall. It was apparently a blind door, for the space between the marvellously moulded uprights was filled up with the same smooth porphyry that covered walls, floor and ceiling.

We could not stay then to examine it; we were gasping for air already, and although a little air came in through the square hole we had entered by it would only have been a matter of seconds before we all collapsed. So we climbed back into the boat, Joan Angela first, and I last. I lingered to make sure of the direction of that door.

There must be an earth-mound overhead, I said. We can find that from the outside. Joan Angela, weve won the game! Old Khufu pays the bets!


CHAPTER XVII. Magnificent simplicity

It was after midnight when we emerged from that tunnel and found Chu Chi Ying and Atkins waiting for us. They had had some trouble in keeping inquisitive labourers at bay, but having heard our engine barking in the tunnel all the while had only been in doubt about our safety when we stopped the thing. According to Atkins they could not distinguish a word we said, but could identify our voices miles away.

Chu Chi Yings face wrinkled into smiles as he sat listening to us, nodding like an automatic toy.

Sometime finding porphyly chamber same size, same shape, same evlything upstairs in pylamid, he announced with an air of conviction. Way out pylamid top-side. Find him some day. Me savvy.

He was really only interested in the pyramid. The treasure did not attract him; what gave him exquisite delight was seeing the proof that his deductions were correct. He was too old to care for money, or too wise; I dont know which. Our motive from now on became wholly mercenary.

Dawn found us down by the Nile in two Ford cars, exploring for a mound to correspond with the porphyry chamber and the tunnels end. We found it. There was a place where a great grey rock thrust itself a short way out into the Nile and rose for fifty feet above the water. Inland, its southern end was all rock, but it shelved downward toward the north and north east, and there the earth had lodged so deeply that a fellah saw fit to own it, rig up a water-wheel, and grow crops. Joan Angela bought that piece of land from him at his own price  a price that would have put a war-crazed alien profiteer to shame; and he went away disappointed and grumbling at having been robbed, with a fortune in his pocket.

Then we really went to work; but first we had to build a long shed for camouflage, and in doing that we unearthed the stone foundations of an ancient temple. There was nothing whatever remaining of that old temple except foundations, part of the flooring, and one end wall with an unroofed chamber behind the wall that had been used by the priests for their mysteries. You find the same sort of chamber in all old Egyptian temples, but the remarkable part about this one was that it backed against the rock, which had been trimmed off vertically and carved to represent doorposts. The space between the doorposts was blocked with one enormous granite slab whose edges were so beautifully mortised into the carved post as to be almost undiscoverable without a magnifying glass.

We had to get ropes and lumber on the scene before we dared tackle that granite slab and, even so, we had to chip the edges with a chisel all the way round before we could insert a wedge to pry it loose  only to discover then, to our amazement, that it was no false door, nor yet a covering set in place to conceal a door, but the actual door itself. It was balanced in the middle, top and bottom, and revolved on stone hinges when a pressure of about a hundred pounds was applied to the right-hand side.

It gave access to a narrow passage in the rock of about: twice its own width. That passage was twenty feet long, and blind, but the end of it was built of porphyry, and when we set a jack against a plank up-ended on the porphyry wall and began to apply pressure exactly the same thing happened; a porphyry door revolved against the clock, away from us, and we walked straight through into that marvellous, empty, polished chamber above the tank at the secret tunnels end.

Now Khufu and his priests no doubt intended that marvellous piece of architecture to symbolize the awe-inspiring emptiness and peace that await all royal applicants at heavens gate. But the floor was good and slippery, and we danced on it. I would just as soon play golf or tiddly-winks as dance, but Joan Angela insisted, so we did the U.S. two-step all over Khufus floor. Maybe wed better say that she did, and I did my best. Grim and Naylor did a breakdown, South Carolina style, though Naylor refused to tell where he learned that noble art. We had solved how to get the treasure out without betraying it, providing there was treasure! Counting your chickens before they are hatched is profitable business, despite the proverb-mongers, if you do it in the right mood.

Nothing remained to do at that end, except to keep intruders away. The next thing was to build a dam across the tunnel, at the point where we originally blasted our way in, and then pump the water away from Khufus island tomb, which we were confident of reaching by way of the well as soon as all the water was exhausted.

But that was a lengthy job. We had to get cement to start with, and set up forms, and mix and pour the stuff, observing without much pride the difference in quality between our cement and the mixture made by Khufus engineers. The job had to be done carefully, because if the dam should give way, enough water could come flowing down that tunnel to drown us all in a very few minutes.

We procured a good American rotary pump from a dealer in second-hand machinery, and an oil-fired steam-engine to drive it. You can get any kind of black man to wet-nurse a boiler, but what the same man can do to a kerosene- or gas-engine would take two skilled mechanics to adjust again.

There was no trouble, of course, about getting rid of the water. We simply pumped it out over the dam and back into the tunnel toward the Nile; but there were hours, and even days, when we suspected we had merely cut a circular tunnel in the middle and were trying to pump the whole Nile not only dry but back into itself. An immense space had to be cleared of water-not only the lake surrounding Khufus tomb, but galleries and holes and tunnels, whose purpose none has guessed yet, but whose aggregate content was prodigious.

We finally got a second pump and another engine, and the two together gave us a twelve-inch flow of water, which began to make an impression. Meanwhile, we had to keep on working at the false excavation, and long before the pumping was finished the sand was thrown so far back, and so many of the huge monoliths were exposed that we could invent no further excuse for delay. So we got a new, stout sheer-legs set in place, with a hoisting gear capable of lifting thirty tons, and after another days hard labour contrived to get a chain round one of the stones. All we could do then was to hoist the monolith and set baulks of timber under it, which was enough, though, to provide access to the gloom below.

And oh, the rush when the baulks were in place at last and the great stone came to rest on them! Every hired man on the lot, Tommies and Gyppies and all, went down through the dark slot like rats into a hole, imagining gold and diamonds and all the farms and public-houses and motor-cars the loot would buy! They did not wait for lamps or candles, but probably expected to find their way by the light of the gleaming gems that would be heaped up in piles in the tomb. And at that, they were no bigger fools than the rest of us, who buy gilt-edged stock in mines that dont exist.

We were in no hurry. Chu Chi Ying was much too positive and had hitherto been much too often right in his calculations for us to buy any stock in that hole; so we sat on top and waited for reports, merely sending down a lantern by the last man-a private from the Tower Hamlets of London Town. We waited for an hour, listening to the rumble of their voices and the occasional sound of great stones being shifted, before the same man showed his face in the opening once more, lantern in hand.

Gawd blimey, its a dormitory! he remarked.

A perishin vault full O lines O drinkin-troughs, wi lids on em what weighs a ton apiece! Inside, nothing but blokes bones, what all died kickin! Come an see, miss!

No treasure? she asked.

Not a thripenny bit. And weve unted!

We climbed into a spacious vault that looked as if it had been hewn from solid rock, but was patched up with masonry in places to make it rectilinear and smooth. It was three hundred feet long from end to end, and down the length of each side, in triple rows, were plain stone sarcophagi, from most of which the lids had already been forced by our gang of invaders-a simple enough business, because they had not been fastened down in any way, but had been kept in place by sheer dead-weight.

There were no wooden coffins inside those stone boxes; no mummy- wrappings, nor any of the usual trappings of the Egyptian corpse; but inside each was a grown mans skeleton. Not one of the lot lay straight. The legs of some were raised, as if they had died in the effort to force off the stone lid. They had been buried naked and alive. And what was worse, some gruesome stuff had been put in with them, to preserve them.

We had the gang lift off every lid, and with the aid of lamps and candles we examined each interior carefully. There was not in any one of them the slightest trace of ornament or jewellery, or of anything that could identify the individual or explain the reason for his burial alive. But Chu Chi Ying laughed. A Chinaman can always see humour in cruelty; even the best of them seem to have that characteristic.

Damn fools bury Khufu. By an by priests bury them. Dead men not say much! he remarked. That was the long and short of it. Those were the bodies of men who carried Khufu into his last resting-place, treasure and all, and the priests had stopped their mouths  unkindly, as the way of such priests is.

Well, we had a story for the newspapers, at any rate. We had an alibi, and perfect proof of the failure of our excavations. We had a story for the soldiers and the labour-gang to tell in barracks and bazaars, and something to show the reporters, who came out and grinned at Joan Angela. We stopped the pumps, that afternoon of the famous interview that all the papers published with such scathing sneers at foreign Americans, who think they know so much, but whose brains are nothing better than mechanical, producing no literature worthy of the name, so nobody got wise to the fact that we had other excavations under way.

A very learned Egyptian professor burst into print with the explanation that the place we had found was an execution dungeon for the worst type of criminals, and neither very ancient nor of more than casual interest. A discovery has to be hig-liff and distinctly more than casual to interest Egypt. Even the fellahin began to be less troublesome.

So we were able to cut down our guard of British Tommies to the original ten under Naylors command, hand-picked by him; and with them we made a bargain, which, as far as I know, every single man has loyally kept. That done, and the last inquisitive reporter gone to write his acridly sarcastic comments, we resumed work with the pumps, while Grim went back to Cairo to confer with the financial member of the council and arrange for a Government boat to lie at anchor close by our new shed on the bank of the Nile.

It was a peculiar coincidence, which nobody ever seemed to notice, that that gas-driven, white-painted, yacht-lined inspection-boat was manned and occupied exclusively by officers, who lay aboard and yawned, and wondered at intervals what the confounded tamasha was all about. But they were young men, who had been told, although by no means everything, too much to care to ask for further information.

One thing that we did while waiting for that water to disappear was to pull down several of the wooden huts belonging to the camp and saw them up into short lengths ready to be nailed together in the form of rough boxes. It might have given the game away if we had ordered boxes made in Cairo.

There came a day at last when the pumps sucked little else but mud, and choked accordingly. By that time we had a wooden shed built over the well, with a door that could be barricaded from the inside as well as padlocked from without; and inside that hut we had high rubber boots, lanterns, electric torches, picks, crowbars, and two of those ever useful screw-jacks with which you can shift almost anything that can be shifted. We also had a stout beam fixed in place across the top of the well, from which a rope-ladder hung, and we had plenty of rope in addition for making safe our further descent into the unknown labyrinths.

The hut had no windows, and two of our Tommies guarded the place on the outside. We even had food with us, to avoid the necessity for interrupting our explorations. We started the descent so provided in every way that we could find that treasure, and get rid of it too, if expedient, without once coming to the surface.

Joan Angela claimed the right to go down first, and after some argument we let her have her way, that being the only possible solution, for she would not yield. So down she went with a lantern in hand, and I went next after her, armed with a club. The rope-ladder was easy, of course, but nothing could have been more difficult than that slippery ramp below, down which I had nearly drowned myself on the first prospecting trip. Even with a good stout rope to cling to, it was impossible to keep your feet, for the slime of centuries had established itself on the smooth stone, and our descent became a series of spasmodic efforts to check the speed. Somewhere up above us Mrs. Watts let go the rope and screamed; Naylor tried to get in her way by throwing his legs out, but she carried him with her, and the two dropped down on top of me, one on each side of me, clinging to each other; it was the sheerest piece of luck that I did not let go the rope and lower the lot of us down on top of Joan, in which case there would have been four first-class casualties for a beginning.

For from the lower lip of the descending ramp, that connected the well with the underground cavern, to the floor of the cavern itself was a drop of more than forty feet. We had to go down hand-over-hand, swinging in darkness, and, as I said, Joan Angela went first; but she surrendered her lantern to me, and by holding to the rope with one hand I contrived to attach the lantern-bail to the end of a ball of twine and to lower it foot by foot as she descended.

Mrs. Watts was in a hopeless predicament, for she was afraid to go over that edge, yet unable to get back. Nobody wanted to go down ahead of her, for fear she would let go her hold and fall on the unfortunates below. So finally, after a lot of talk, and after Joan Angela had called up cheerily to me to let go the lantern because she stood on rock bottom, I took Mrs. Watts down pick-a-back, as the only way out of the difficulty  and a darned, difficult, knuckle-breaking, desperate expedient at that!

Then, standing at the bottom, peering about us by quivering lantern- light, we got another illustration of Khufus forethought. He had conceived it possible that someone in the centuries to come might empty out the water by some means, and had made provision for their reception after they should lose their footing on the slippery ramp and come hurtling downward. The rock on to which we had to step as we let go the rope was carved into regularly spaced fangs three feet in height, two feet or so apart, and of about the same shape and thickness as an elephants tusk. It would have been absolutely sure death to fall on them. Nor was that all. There were crocodiles  blind, white-scaled monsters in there  waiting to finish what the stone fangs left undone! My instinct that day when I made the first descent was right.

Joan Angela screamed and jumped. I brought down my club on a brutes snout in the nick of time. If they couldnt see, they could smell or else hear, and nine of them came slithering their tails to left and right across the slimy floor, their teeth rattling like castanets and their great claws scratching on the rock.

There was no swarming up that rope again to safety, for the others were coming down it. The only chance was to stand among those stone fangs and use the club until Naylor could get down with his Army revolver. Naylor had only six cartridges. The blind brutes set their snouts and armoured claws between the stone uprights, and tried to force their shoulders through to reach our legs, and if you think they did not fight back when their snouts were struck you have another guess due. They hissed, foaming at the mouth, and although they could not see, as we speak of sight, whenever I struck at one of them another was certain to snap at the club, and several times my arm was within an ace of being caught in the clattering jaws.

And stink! It was worse than carrion, that smell of the guardians of Khufus tomb, much worse. Carrion is stuff you can understand; the reek of those filthy reptiles told of centuries of unintelligible gruesomeness.

When Naylor got down he put six shots into them, and five took effect; but that left four of the monsters to be dispatched by some other means, and although crocodiles are not nearly as dangerous out of the water as when in it, in spite of superstition to the contrary, one medium-size wooden club was no argument. Moreover, something had to be done about it fairly soon, for the soldiers were swarming down hand-over-hand behind us, and there was not going to be room for all of us to stand between those fangs of rock. On the other hand, lantern-light seemed to have some effect on their scale-covered eyes, for they rushed at the lanterns, so that whoever stepped outside that pale had either to fight in the dark or else expose himself to double risk.

The ultimate solution was clumsy, but effectual. We had to put all lights out except one, and swing that on outward on a pole that one of the soldiers had brought along for exploration purposes. The brutes snapped and hissed at that, and I swatted them. Im a hefty specimen, and what I hit most usually breaks, but it was rather too much of a cave-man shambles to come under the heading of amusement.

Then, though, at last we were ready for the great adventure, and it was merely a matter of minutes then before we knew the secret of Khufus burial arrangements, although that was not the whole of the problem yet.

Herodotus was right. Chu Chi Ying was right. We were in a cavern of vast dimensions that entirely surrounded an island of rock. And the rock under the island was undermined, so that it stood on rows of rectangular stone uprights, and when the cavern was full there was water over, under, and all around it. On the floor of the basin between the island and the outer walls there were no less than twelve deep pits with sloping sides, presumably for catching silt, which they had done, whether or not that was their purpose, for they were all about two thirds full.

We walked all round the island without discovering any means of entry, but it had been so obviously trimmed off square by hand, and was so plainly artificial at one corner, where masonry had been added to bring it into alignment, that the mere absence of an obvious opening did not discourage anybody, We made the circuit three more times, like the children of Israel parading round Jericho, but no walls fell for our convenience, although quite a lot of optimism dawned.

For one thing, there was the strength of those stone uprights to be considered. They were beautifully shaped, and arranged rather like the whalebone in a right whales mouth; and each one in itself was slender when compared to the bulk of the island overhead. Each was much too small, for instance, for a man to have burrowed upward through it to avoid the water; but there was a veritable forest of them, spaced hardly more than a foot apart, and they were obviously intended to bear a prodigious weight  something heavier than the island itself, which could have been supported safely by less than a quarter of their number. That gave us ground for believing that the island was hollow, and that the hollowness had weight enclosed in it.

The soldiers favoured blasting. That was just the military point of view, which is certainly practical enough in an age when the walls of cities no longer fall conveniently at the prayer of invading hosts. But there was something a lot too dignified, and stately, and calmly beautiful about the proportions of that wonderful island for the rest of us to care to use dynamite without trying other means first. Even Chu Chi Ying, a convinced iconoclast, who cared for nothing under heaven but the calculus and its solution, and who had come down the rope on Grims back because he said it was time to die soon, anyhow, so that danger did not matter time any more, was indignant at the suggestion of shooting away the props until the whole mass should collapse. Moreover, the dynamite was up aloft in the shed beside the well, and nobody wanted to shin up there and fetch it.

So we got the soldiers to make a platform of their backs, and clambered up on to a ledge that faced toward the eastward at the islands narrowest end. From that point of vantage the ledge seemed like a threshold and the island like a small dark temple of beautiful proportions, perfect in design and measurements as the Great Pyramid itself. In length, it was about a hundred and twenty feet; in breadth, sixty; in height, perhaps twenty-eight; but there were no doors or windows visible, nor any indications of a door, so we had the wooden pole passed up and used it on the wall in front of us in the same way that Koreans ring their great bells. The wall boomed hollow!

If his body is inside there, Ill bet you Khufu left some way of getting out without too much exertion, said Joan Angela, Try pushing hard.

But I had another intuition of impending danger. I took the pole first, and did some measuring. Making a rough estimate  for the pole was too short for accuracy  I came to the conclusion that if there was a door in the wall that faced us, and supposing it were made out of one huge slab, that slab would be long enough when lowered to form a ramp from the threshold to the floor of the cavern. Supposing such a stone to be lowered in that way, it would make a fairly convenient means of sliding up heavy weights, such as a stone sarcophagus, and if unwelcome intruders were to be standing on that threshold when it should fall outward...

And on whomsoever it falls, it shall grind him to powder, I said. Suppose we all get off here!

So we did. There was no means of setting a screw-jack against the perpendicular stone, for the threshold sloped downward at an angle of thirty-five degrees, and if my surmise was correct, that the facing rock was hinged at the bottom, a jack set against the lower end would not have done much good. The problem was how to get that great slab to fall forward, supposing that it really was designed to do so, and at the same time, how not to be underneath it when it fell.

The surface was absolutely smooth. There was not a crack to be seen, although that could partly be accounted for by the deposit of dark slime. The only way that I could see out of the difficulty was to damage some of the supports after all, on the theory that the weight on the floor might then cause a fractional sag, which would tilt the door forward and start it.

But there we were faced by another difficulty, for those uprights were so closely set together that nobody could force his way between them; and to stand in front to do the damage would mean the imminent risk of being crushed under the falling door. It began to look as if someone would have to go back for the dynamite, but I decided to try one forlorn expedient first.

So we set to work with the picks and crowbars, and tried to smash the uprights at either corner, not expecting to produce a sag in the floor so easily as all that, but hoping that the vibration of the blows might communicate itself through the masonry and loosen something above that depended on balance for its stability.

And about the tenth blow turned the trick! A section of stone in the middle of the front wall, amounting to a fifth of the whole width, tilted outward from the top without warning and fell with a two-hundred ton crash, so that it broke loose from its stone hinges below and smashed itself to fragments on the cavern floor! The din was an explosion. The cracking stone sent splinters whizzing like sharpened shrapnel.

But some of the broken pieces were large enough to form stepping-stones, and we scrambled up, flashing our lights into the gap the monolith had left. But our lights fell on another blank wall, of polished granite this time, and again I had an idea to call our party back. No amount of striking at the supports seemed to make any impression on that sheet of polished granite, so I tried poking at it with the pole from as far to one side as could be managed, so as to avoid the thing if it fell on me. But instead of falling outward like the other, it showed symptoms of revolving on a central hinge, yielding an appreciable fraction of an inch when I thrust against the pole with all my might.

Lets all get up there now and shove, suggested Naylor.

But I still had an idea. It seemed to me that a man who had thought of that simple means of flattening intruders, by balancing a monolith to fall forward on them, might also have thought of something slightly more intricate by way of a trap for such fortunates as had escaped the falling door. It would be the most natural thing in the world to get up there and shove against that polished granite the moment it showed signs of yielding. If Zegloush Pasha had been with us, or even Moustapha and Mrs. Aintree, I would have sent them up to shove without an atom of compunction. I know others, too, whom I might have employed without prejudice on that occasion. But the gang we had with us was a good gang, and Joan Angela is simply irreplaceable.

I sat down for a minute to think, and the sharp edges of the broken stone I sat on hurt the part that I sit with and provided the idea. That piece of stone weighed about two hundred pounds and it occurred to me that if we could catapult it in some way against the granite leaf, that might be hint enough for any hidden mechanism to start performing.

We had plenty of rope and a good, stout pole, but you need rather more than that to construct a working catapult in fifteen minutes. However. I had the idea all right and a pendulum is just as good. There were two sockets high up in the sides of the opening into which stone projections had fitted to help preserve the balance of the outer monolith. I cut the pole to an exact length to fit across the opening with one end in each socket, and stood on the shoulders of Grim and Atkins while I fitted the pole in place; it had to be forced in, and made a good, tight fit.

The rest was simple. All we had to do was to throw the rope over that beam, tie the rock to one end of it, and haul up until we could set it swinging at the proper level. In that way we were able to deliver blows on the granite leaf that amounted to something.

I guess we swung the rock against the granite knocking on Khufus bedroom door for admittance, as you might say, nine or ten times before anything happened. Then, however, the granite revolved at least a foot. And then the top fell free from the retaining socket, and the whole mass tumbled outward, as the first had done. I dont think it weighed more than ten tons; but ten tons are enough.

That was the last of Khufus hints to strangers. The tomb yawned wide, and we climbed up over the debris to investigate, Joan Angela leading the way with an electric torch. And the first sight was bitter disappointment  disillusion  anticlimax  although beautiful; you had to admit that it was beautiful.

There was only a narrow passage down the midst of the rock, and at the end of it one plain sarcophagus of hand-rubbed granite, resting on a carved stone boat. Khufu had even provided the ship in which he proposed to sail to heaven down that forty-mile-long tunnel he had made! That was all there was in there. That sarcophagus did not hold wealth enough to settle the debts of nations.

Yet, as I said, it was beautiful, for the tomb had been watertight. Not even damp had entered to spoil the gilding. All down one side, the wall was finished in dull gold; in silver all down the other, although the floor and ceiling were of polished granite and there was no skirting-board or decoration of any kind to conceal the joint between granite and gold and silver; it struck me that it would have looked better if there had been something of the sort.

However, we all hurried along to the sarcophagus, and got busy with crowbars prying off the lid  no easy task, for the lid weighed tons, rested in a mortise, and was fastened down with stone pegs that were difficult to find. However, we got it off at last, and tipped it over sideways against the gold wall, where it knocked off a section of solid gold sheeting about six feet high by three in width, for all the world like a piece of wall-board, and of about the same thickness, but heavy enough, of course, to fall like lead; and it had the ring about it that no man ever mistakes for anything but gold when he has heard it once.

Joan Angela screamed, not with fright but with sheer amazement. There was no more gilt in that place than there was garlic! The walls on either hand were lined with solid gold and silver sheets supported on granite uprights, and behind them on either hand the gold and silver treasure of Khufu was stacked in ingots from floor to roof, rows and rows and countless rows of them without a fraction of an inch between except where passages were left that gave just enough room for a broad-shouldered man to pass!

All was gold on one side. All was silver on the other, and whoever could estimate the value of it all has quicker brains than I have. Even Chu Chi Ying refused to state the amount approximately; he sat down on the boat that bore Khufus sarcophagus, with a told you so expression on his face, and borrowed a cigarette from Grim. I take it that was his comment on the situation.

The simplicity was magnificent. There was no attempt at ornament, inscription, comment, explanation. There lay Khufu, and there was his money  or rather the money he had wrung and raked and filched from Egypt in the course of fifty years. Inside the stone sarcophagus was the customary wooden one, and another wooden one inside that again, but never a mark or hieroglyph on any of them to announce who the occupant might be.

We raised the inner lid of all, and there lay his mummy, plainly wrapped, with the jars containing entrails alongside of him; but we did not pull the wrapping off the mummy, for it seemed a shame to risk damaging the relics of that arch old miser, who could live so masterfully thoughtful for his latter end and die in such prodigious state.

Consider the gall of the old rascal! Think of wringing all that bullion in taxes from the folk who had to build the pyramid to help him hide the place where he proposed to stow it all away! And then consider him lying there without so much as a name on his coffin, but with all that good money to right and left with which to purchase his way into heaven  and within a hundred yards of him the dungeon in which the men who had stacked the bullion were done to death!

And what hold had he over the priests, do you suppose, that prevented them from telling the next king where Egypts treasure lay? The next man must have come to a throne whose treasury was empty, and although the priests of those days took small stock in kings, but rather used them as an adjunct to the priestly power, you would think they would have made some use of their secret knowledge. For they must have known of that treasure. Nothing could be done in those days without the knowledge of the priests, nor even without their permission. Wouldnt the story of the politics of that make better reading than the quarrels of the League of Nations?

However, our job, like Khufus, was accomplished. There remained no more to do than to set a guard over the tomb, and to start that prodigious treasure on its way in the duck-punt along that forty-mile tunnel to the Government boat that waited near our big shed by the Nile. The bargain we lad made with the soldiers was that they should hold their tongues and be paid, provided sufficient treasure were discovered, the equivalent of five thousand pounds apiece. Naylor received his reward from the authorities direct, and I dont know how much it amounted to; but Joan Angela refused to touch a nickels worth of the treasure, subject to her one original condition, that the British should appoint trustees to use the treasure in the public interest, and that she herself should be one trustee.

And, of course, neither Grim nor I could take any of it, for we were the employees of a firm that had undertaken a definite task for a stipulated fee, to include expenses. Joan Angela paid Meldrum Stranges bill in due course, and that ended our connection with the affair.

But if you want to check me upon this story, I will point to a few clues that you may follow if you wish.

In the first place, then: There are ten ex-private soldiers who all purchased their discharge from the British Army on the same date, and who are all now settled in business in one English county town. Thats only a coincidence, you might say, but heres another one: On Joan Angelas ranch in California there is a man named Atkins who is boss storekeeper, and generally responsible for goods and chattels. He seems to have private means, for he drives his own car, and smokes cigars of a kind that you and I cant afford much oftener than once a year.

And heres yet one more clue: In Singapore, in a little side street that runs down toward the quays, there lives a Chinaman named Chu Chi Ying, who teaches no more fat-fool first mates how to pass examinations for their masters ticket, but smiles nearly all day long and amuses himself by making marvellous astronomical calculations. He seems to have an income quite sufficient for his needs, and a portrait of Joan Angela hangs on the wall just inside the doorway of his house. Go and look, if you dont believe me. On your way, consider the stuffed, blind, white crocodile in the Gezivich Museum, Cairo.

And finally, theres this: have you heard of the Khufu Trust Fund? There are very few who have not heard of it-almost equally few who know exactly what it does, although there are a hundred thousand rumours and certainly not less than a million schemes afoot to loot it. Perhaps you are even one of the hopeful who have tried to get your fingers in the pie?

I have been promised that before long I may tell the story of the Fund. I believe it will rather surprise you to learn how more intelligent rogues than old Khufu, and how even the armour barons failed to levy tribute from it.

After all, old Khufu had proposed to himself to spend that money in the next world. Nobody knows, at any rate yet, what the next world is.

If that should be a too exciting hint, try to bridle your impatience and imagination until the trustees keep their promise to let me be the first to tell the use that has been made of Khufus money.

THE END
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CHAPTER I. John Duncannon

There was a voice outside, and nothing else except the creaking of an evenly pulled punkah-cord that passed through a piece of gas-pipe in the wall into the only other room. On the mat on the floor, and under it, were scorpions, so that if a man rolled off the bed he had to pull his boots on, having shaken them to make sure no kraits were lurking coiled up near the toe. And over the rust-stained ceiling-cloth there raced an endless series of rats which seemed to know exactly where the cloth was rotten.

According to his own thermometer, bought from and guaranteed in writing by a Bombay cheap-Jack, John Duncannons temperature underneath his tongue was one hundred and nine and a half; therefore, he doubted everything, the scorpions included. When he took the thermometer out of his mouth it rose steadily to one hundred and thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit, as he ascertained by laying it down on the bed and resting his chin on his elbows to keep his head from shaking.

I dont feel dead, he muttered. Still  this might be hell. I wonder how I got here?

He stared at the bare stained stucco walls and could see nothing about them that was in the least familiar. There was a framed notice printed in two languages tacked to a door that led into the other room. He had looked into the other room. It was exactly like the one he occupied, with a similar pair of caned cots, four chairs, two wash-stands, coconut fiber mat and teak-wood table. The exertion had made his head swim so that he could not read the printed notice. Anxious not to fall on the floor amid the scorpions, he had returned to the bed, on his way taking the thermometer out of the kit-bag on the table.

He recognized his own baggage, or at any rate most of it, lying about on the floor. There were two rifles in leather cases and a shot-gun in a canvas sling, a small trunk, a suitcase, an awful thing the English call a hold-all  which could not be made to hold anything and keep its shape  and a bag containing books and papers. There was also a genuine Mexican saddle screwed up in a wooden box  or at least he supposed the saddle was inside the box, and even found enough mental energy to hope that it might be. Somebody must have opened the suitcase, because he found himself lying in pyjamas; and his clothes were on the table, rather neatly folded. He had looked at the watch which had stopped at 12:30, but whether noon or midnight, or how long ago, there was no guessing.

Within easy reach, on a chair beside the bed  which was spread, by the way, with his own blankets  was a half-filled whisky bottle and a chipped enameled jug containing tepid water. There was no tumbler, but there were fragments of glass on the floor under the bed.

A door led out of the room, apparently to a veranda, but it was locked from the outside and so, apparently, was a similar door leading to the same veranda from the other room.

There were beetles swimming in the water in the jug, and the cork being out of the whisky-bottle, quite a lot of ants had drowned themselves in that. The beetles that swam were devoid of all sense of direction, so it was difficult to rescue them, what with his hand shaking and one thing and another, but he got most of them out at last and found when he gulped the warm water that he could think more definitely  although either the taste of the water was horrible or else  

Was I drunk? he wondered.

He believed not, although he was not sure. For one thing, he habitually drank so seldom and then so temperately that there was almost nothing more improbable than that he should drink himself unconscious. But on the other hand, there were those incredible scorpions on the floor. He blinked at them. And then there was the voice outside  one that he was sure he had never before heard.

Am I in jail? he wondered.

But the place did not look like a jail. It was neither strong enough nor clean enough. He did not know whether they provided punkahs for the prisoners in Indian jails, but rather thought not; and if they did, then it was likely they would grease the rope where it passed through the pipe in the wall.

The funny thing was that he could not remember anything about the past few days, although he recognized his luggage, knew his name, his home address in Bangor, Maine, and could remember why he came to India. His brain quite readily recalled the circumstance of landing in Bombay from a P. & O. liner whose passengers behaved as if they were the rather weary gentlemen and ladies in attendance at a languid royal court. He recalled that even when you went on deck in your pyjamas before breakfast you did not speak to any one without being first introduced  not, that is, unless you did not mind being snubbed; and the officers seemed to expect you to touch your hat to them.

He remembered it was hot the day he landed, and that when you drank a long drink the whole of your shirt was wringing wet five minutes afterward. He could recall the vaguely insolent official who had examined his passport and passed him out of a corrugated iron-roofed shed into a street that was a splurge of many colors. He had gone thence to a horrible hotel, because the decent ones were full of Englishmen who had made their reservations in advance.

In a hired Ford that had a linen top with bright red tassels he had made the social rounds and left a dozen letters of introduction; and on the whole he had been well received, although it had amused him to discover that, as a person with commercial affiliations, he was not considered eligible for the best clubs.

However, people had been civil; they had invited him to dinners at their homes, and in less than a week he had learned enough from a dozen different points of view to realize that business in India would not be in the least like anything he had experienced anywhere else. Not that the discovery disturbed him in the least; Turner, Sons and Company had not picked him out from a hundred eligibles for nothing. He had come to India to hold his tongue and use his wits; moreover, he was well aware that he had used them fairly shrewdly.

Then how did I get into this fix? he asked himself, drinking some more of the disgusting water.

He decided he must have help, though he hated to ask for it until he could feel more self-confident. Not given much to dandiness in dress  in fact, preferring well-worn clothes to new ones  nevertheless, like many other men who loathe the latest fashions, he preferred to appear shaven before strangers. He could feel a three-day stubble on his chin, and his dense, unmanageable, crisp dark hair he knew was like a mop.

For a while he listened to the voices outside; his head did not ache so much since he had drunk about half of the water and he began to hear a little better. There was a squeaky, shrill voice and a baritone one, full, possessing a wide range, resonant and decidedly pleasing. The squeaky voice suggested an unoiled wheel; the other was human and, to an attentive ear, good-natured.



It was at least ten minutes before it dawned on John Duncannons slowly recovering brain that both voices were speaking English, the squeaky one vilely mispronouncing it, the other mouthing it with evident familiarity and no more than a trace of Oriental accent, but with a peculiar economy of unimportant words.

Must make, said the strong voice.

Squeezit? Squeezit? What is that? the other demanded. New words seemed to irritate him.

Ignoramus! Obsolescent savage! In what second-handed, six-weeks-course-in-English-and-perfection-guaranteed bazaar handbook did you pick out your vocabulary like a parrot choosing easy nuts? Gampati! Whoi! Should India swadeshi win, what jargon should we wrangle in? But why quote poetry to persons preferring dunghill snort of swine? Are Burmans persons? Tell me that? Or are they warts on a Darwinian landscape? Hari bol! Have you heard of the U.S. United States  thou, whose skin is like a parchment with the mantrams rubbed off by scratching yourself against shoot-no-rubbish signs?

Have heard, yes, certainly of U.S.A., the squeaky voice answered. But what is squeezit?

Krishna! Surface that thou art of improfundity! Know cricket?

Yes. Sahibs play cricket Hows a-at? A-out! Over! Bat  ball  run  sweat  tea-time!

Baseball, said the big voice, is cricket without tea-time, played in U.S.A. Biff  yow  pop-bottle on umpires ear  crowd roars  stand collapses  big man in prison-costume pitches bat at anybody nearest  everybody runs, trying brain everybody else with hard ball  people called fans throw hats from sun-shiny side of paddock and yell Slide, you bloody idiot! Person who did not hit ball  was standing elsewhere  sits down as admonished  slides on rump, heels first, for home plate, arriving one inch ahead of ball, with which man in armor seeks to brain him. That is baseball  hot stuff  very! Have seen. Was in U.S.A. Paid dollars two for seat plus twenty-cent tax. Peanuts extra.

Yes, but what is squeezit?

Man of muddy intellect! A squeeze hit is as aforesaid  skin of teeth ahead of ball at home plate. We must do same, ball in this instance being symbol of slings and arrows same as Hamlet suffered, only worse; he, being prince, ate frequently. Thou, mummy of a bohs ambition! Thou negation of discernment! Within, possessed of money and bankers references, also valuable luggage, lies one of unimaginative tribe of gora-log, at present in extremis, which is doctors way of saying e dunno where e are.

Is he baseball player? asked the squeaky voice.

Gampati! He is bread, meat, victuals! Thou shadow of the puncture in a sieve! Thou stranded jetsam on the beach of imbecility! He lies within, doesnt he? He is locked in, isnt he? He has raved in delirium, hasnt he? He will wake up, wont he? Well, what is left to us but making squeeze hit and be home first before said white mans wits return and beat us out of fat emoluments?

Well, I am ready, said the thin voice. Let us enter. Doubtless he has money in the

Chapper-band! Nay, I insult the rainy-season thieves of Malabar! Beast of a Burman! Am I come to this, that I must sit still and be ogled by a sneak-thief?

But you robbed the

Shush! I did not! The red-faced drunkard kicked me out of the first-class carriage by behime-end  and self having first-class ticket, generous employer having paid and self not having opportunity to trade same in and pocket difference. Should I entrust injured pride of bruised posterior to legal procrastination? So it happened that aforesaid angry drunkards pocketbook containing not too many bank-notes made exit simultaneously. Personally  price was too low in exchange for injury to self-esteem, omitting bruises.

But this is a different sahib, and his servants have run away, argued he with the high-pitched squeak. There is only one punkah-wallah, who will also run

He will not! I have threatened him with possession by Burmese devils if he should fail to pull the cord until relieved.

But why? Do we want witnesses?

The gora-log die in the heat without punkahs.

But if he were dead

Crow! Jackal! Dung-beetle! Grave-robber! Ghoul! Burman! When you die, may barbers bury you. Gampati, may you richly recompense me in the next life for the destiny of this one that has made of me a consort with this necromantic vermin! Oh, though unimaginative proof of Darwins dream! Thou tapeworm! That inside there is a specimen of homo sapiens  a young, clean, strong provoker of happenings  let us hope, not too well nursed by wisdom  let us pray, not noticeably provident  a buffalo for energy  a sentimentalist undoubtedly, since he is white. And we  what are we but parasites? Could we thrive off corpse? Are we priests? No. Are we wakils? No. Embalmers? No. Agents of political extortionism adding to bereavement of widow and children severe death penalty in form of cash down? No. Decrepit hyena! Even lice leave carcases! Living American goose from U.S.A. lays golden eggs if suitably encouraged. Kill same  flesh and feathers  bah!

Then what shall I do? asked the squeak.

Shall act as indicated.

Speak plainly.

Paragon of imbecility! Blind owner of empty belly! Witless ingrate! Lo and look! Could generous Ganesha have done better for us? Ignorant, opulent, inquisitive, rash, lonely, lost white man, possessed of energy, lies sick from circumstances he has probably forgotten. Servants of same, being terrified, run, having bribed one punkah-wallah to remain, lest death ensue and therewith complications such as police investigation. Said servants, intending to summon medical aid, argue, quarrel, accuse one another, change minds and scatter  is it not so? Did we not hear portion of said arguments? Well and good. Verb. sap. Excellent. We arrive on scene. We wait for symptoms of return to compos mentis. Hearing call for help, we enter. We are astonished. Withers being wrung by indignation at predicament of stranded personage, bowels of compassion obligate us to express benevolence. Not so? Universe as is, on fifty-fifty basis, barring accident, delivers quid pro quo  same, speaking personally, taking form of cash emolument. What was that? Is it time to be astonished!



John Duncannon lifted his head from an air-pillow that burned like a hot brick and swallowing more water, shouted:

Ho there! Who are you? Come in!

The effort made him weak and he lay down again, shutting his eyes because the walls whirled sickeningly. A key creaked in a lock, the door opened gingerly and a blast of hot wind entered, bringing dust with it. When he opened his eyes again he was aware of an immensely fat Bengali standing near the bed, examining the clinical thermometer with an expression of contemptuous amusement.

He was an extremely handsome babu. His face looked brainy and good-natured. The cunning of his large brown eyes was tempered by good humor. His bare legs, remarkable in a land of spindle-shanks, looked stout enough to have carried twice his weight, prodigious though that was. He wore a bright pink turban, rather soiled, a well-cut black alpaca jacket and elastic-sided boots, which were the only incongruity in an otherwise reasonable compromise between Eastern and Western costume.

Salaam, Kumar Bahadur! he said pleasantly.

I dont understand you, Duncannon answered, his voice crackling with the heat.

Salaam meaning peace where is no peace, but wishing same, said the babu. Am Washingtonian democratist since short experience in U.S.A. All U.S.A. Americans are kings as per constitution, consequently kings sons, unless Darwinian theory should be adopted as national religion by amendment  in which case ancestors would have to be sold at auction. Meanwhile, Kumar Bahadur, meaning son of a king, your Honor, is form of suitable salutation  same as how dye do.

Who are you? demanded Duncannon.

Sri Chullunder Ghose.

Sri?

Same being significant of high degree in Universal University, self being failed B.A., Calcutta, consequently persona non grata to certified nabobs of knowledge. General public notwithstanding, knowing good thing when it sees it, conferred title of Sri by acclamation; governing committees of less universal universities giving consent thereto by silence, same being very dignified.

Who is your friend? Duncannon asked.

Assistant, the babu corrected. Stays outside, being Burmese person of no social standing. Sits in dust where he belongs.

Why do you talk English to him?

Chullunder Ghose scratched his protruding stomach, possibly to help himself recover from surprise.

Being savage from wilds of Burma, said miserable creature knows no other intelligible language, he answered nervously. Then, with the bedside air of a physician, What can I do for your Honor?

His coppery-ivory skin appeared to glow with human kindness; there was cunning mixed with it undoubtedly, but nothing that looked treacherous.

What do you think you can do? Duncannon asked. I dont know how I got here, where I am or how to get away.

Sahib, show me any man who knows any of those things and I will show you a god! the babu answered.  Nevertheless, says Santayana, waking life is a dream controlled. We must endeavor to control same. Can assist.

He whistled and a lean hand passed a bag in through the door. Chullunder Ghose deposited the bag on the table and pretended to grope among its contents while thoughtfully examining Duncannons clothing.

What have you there? Duncannon asked. The bag looked much too businesslike.

Medicaments. Am charlatan. Have cure-all remedies for all ills flesh is heir to. First must diagnose. Pray let me see the tongue.

He seized Duncannons wrist but the patient shut his mouth tight.

Hmn! Venesection indicated. Am extremely expert venesectionist.

Nothing doing! Duncannon remarked between set teeth.

No? When were you in prison? asked the babu.

Duncannon sat up.

What do you mean? he demanded.

Tongue very white! said Chullunder Ghose. Am psycho-analyst. Who drank the whisky?

Ants, by the look of it!

New law of nature  marvellous! said the babu. Person lifting self upstairs by seat of breeches mere amateur compared to ants reducing level of liquid by lying in same!

He stooped and sniffed at John Duncannons hair, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand to hide a broad smile, and turned toward the bag.

Will prescribe, he remarked. Am intuitionist.

He whistled again and added three or four words in an undertone. The same lean hand that had produced the bag passed in a big brass chatty containing water. Chullunder Ghose felt it with his flexible fat hands and proceeded at once to reduce the temperature by wrapping it in wetted cotton cloth and standing it on the table where the hot wind through the open door blew all around it.

Next he proceeded to cool the room, pulling out one of Duncannons sheets from the hold-all, wetting it thoroughly and hanging it over the door. The effect was instantaneous. Duncannon sighed relief and laid his head back on the pillow. Then Chullunder Ghose poured water from the chatty into a tall brass cup, added powder to it and brought the sizzling contents to the bedside.

This, he remarked, will save you from the bhagl-kana.

Whats that?

Bug-house!

John Duncannon drank the sizzling stuff and stared. Almost at once he felt immensely better. His head ceased to throb. He discovered he could sit up and see clearly without the room beginning to whirl.

Dope? he asked suspiciously.

Squeeze miss! Close call  very. Bhagl-kana yawning! Memory any better?

Yes, Duncannon answered. Still vague mental pictures of the last three days were forming in his mind and, strangely enough, they travelled backward. He had recollection now of being carried on a stretcher in the darkness by a group of men who spoke only at long intervals, in a language of which he knew not one word. Then he remembered a temple  or was it a cave below a temple? All at once he recalled the person described as a Gnani, whom he had visited, contrary to the advice of Galloway, who was some sort of government official at Mount Abu.

The babu watched him, scratching a fat jowl, his huge head a little to one side.

Where am I? Duncannon asked suddenly.

Dak-bungalow  Hanadra  territory of the Maharajah of Sirohe, said the babu.

Duncannons face took on a new shade of perplexity. He remembered now that he had acted recently without respect for law or custom.

Sit down, he said, gesturing toward a chair. The babu sat, drawing his legs up native fashion under him, pulling off the elastic-sided boots and letting them fall to the floor.

How far am I from Mount Abu? Duncannon demanded.

As crow flies, ten  twelve  fourteen miles, said Chullunder Ghose. Nevertheless, two sides of triangle are longer than third side according to laws of geometry, Euclid still prevailing over Einstein. To return to Mount Abu you must climb four thousand feet, and we will all cuss Newton who invented gravity and made us sweat much.

I heard you say my servants have run away.

The babu nodded.

Am hopeful person, he added blandly.

What do you mean?

Am hoping your Honor heard nothing else.

Did you notice a tiger-skin anywhere? Duncannon asked.

No, sahib.

Thats strange. I suppose my servants stole it. I have a hunting permit. I came down from Mount Abu to shoot a tiger; shot one, too  a beauty. I was cautioned by a gentleman named Galloway  a magistrate, I think he is  who issued the permit, not to go near any temples and particularly not to interfere with a certain Gnani. But I did visit a temple, and come to think of it, I guess I met the Gnani.

Naturally! said Chullunder Ghose, folding his hands over his stomach. He was enjoying himself.

I must return to Mount Abu, Duncannon went on. Im expecting some mail at the post-office. Do you suppose I can manage without anybody knowing where Ive been?

Am expert manager, Chullunder Ghose said, looking upward at the ceiling where a snake apparently was pursuing a rat across the ceiling-cloth. Am exoteric pragmatist, he added, looking down again. On esoteric plane am all benevolence. Wisdom being priceless, make no charge for same, but for necessary application of philosophy to fact this babu should have recompense.

He betrayed suppressed excitement by producing a handkerchief and catching it adroitly two or three times between the toes of his right foot. Otherwise he was as calm as a bronze Buddha.

You mean you would like me to pay you for that medicine? Duncannon asked. He knew very well that was not the babus meaning, but as he began to feel better his natural shrewdness counselled him to begin to take the upper hand. But he was dealing with a man at least as shrewd as himself. The babu smiled and made a shoulder-gesture that was charitable, generous, sublime, indifferent to all temptation.

Am altruistic charlatan. No charge. Not being M.D., medical etiquette does not oblige me to submit bill  in fact, might go to prison did I do same. It is time for second dose of restorative.

He got off the chair as actively as a man of half his weight, washed the brass cup and mixed a strong-smelling potion in it, measuring extremely small spoonfuls of powder from a dozen packages and mixing them with water.

Learning in daily newspapers of ravages of bootleg liquor, he said, passing the cup to Duncannon, this babu made journey to United States to offer thaumaturgical assistance on basis of fifty-fifty, but fell foul of medical trust, who caused police investigation. Sad to relate, was arrested. Offered to prove conclusively by demonstration before magistrate, chief of police and editors of daily papers that this secret compound is elixir vitae, neither more nor less. Bidding them produce two men in delirium tremens, two drug addicts in last stages of disillusion and two politicians for the purpose of experiment, was fined two hundred dollars, same being sum total remaining in wallet after paying lawyer, and was ordered deported as undesirable  packages of drugs all confiscated  democratic, very! Drink, sahib!

Duncannon made a wry face as he swallowed the strong-smelling stuff; but almost at once he felt a comfortable glow and all his strength returning.

What do you suppose has been the matter with me? he asked.

Ignorance! said Chullunder Ghose. Clear case of congenital ignorance. Osseous formations on western occiput inducing self-esteem so adamantine no advice can permeate. Plus curiosity. Plus pride aroused by shooting tiger. Plus fact that tiger was pet pussy-cat belonging to temple of great Gnani. Plus underlying eagerness aroused by business. Total  serious derangement of biliary organs. Symptoms  fever, headache and a smell of a peculiar incense in the hair. Are you married?

No.

But engaged to be married?

No. Why?

The babu sighed and looked relieved.

Because I get along very nicely always until love affair casts cloud over horizon.

Are you a bachelor yourself?

Sahib, weep for me. Have wife and seven children! Am martyr at stake of emancipation. My wife is new female  poetess, political economist, lecturess  uneconomical, very. Rigorous, though obsolescent prejudices have excluded me from caste affiliations, all because of her, thus slamming doors of richly paid professions in my face.

Do you know India?

All of it, sahib! In quest of stray emoluments for sake of wife and family, have wandered from Columbo to Lhasa and from Karachi to Calcutta serving many sahibs most discreetly. Wisdom being priceless, all remuneration is an insult. Pocket same for sake of wife and family. Insult me, sahib. Probe the depth of this babus humility!

What can you do, for instance?

The babus face grew wreathed in an ingratiating, wise, suggestive smile.

Can get secret information, he said, pursing up his lips.

What makes you think I need secret information?

Chullunder Ghose chuckled and scratched his stomach with the nails of both hands.

U.S.A. United States sahibs dont call on holy men to sell them shaving soap! he answered. Nor do holy men put kibosh on foreign gentlemen to cause gap in memory, unless said gentlemen behaved with inquisitive and indiscreet assertiveness.

Do you know the Gnani? Duncannon asked.

The babu drooped his eyelids, either modestly or else to hide the fact that he was thinking.

We do not speak of knowing him, he answered after thirty seconds. Should you ask me, does the holy and benevolent one exert himself to know of my existence, I would answer.

Well? Does he?

There is no knowing how much he knows, the babu answered slyly. At certain times he exerts himself; at others not. Shall I diagnose? Shall I tell you, sahib, why you forced yourself into his presence?

John Duncannon hesitated. He could not remember yet the circumstances of his visit to the Gnani, though very dimly somewhere in his brain, or else in his imagination, was a picture of a gaunt gray-bearded face with burning eyes that glared at him indignantly. He more than half-suspected that the wise course would be to try to forget the Gnani altogether, especially if it were true that he had shot the old gentlemans pet tiger. However  business first. He had a sense of loyalty to the firm that amounted almost to religion; and it had dawned on him that he would have to find some native intermediary if he hoped to forestall Lichtig, Low and Pennyweather, who were on the same trail as himself. This man might do, but he must first make sure of him.

Tell you what, he said at last. If you can tell without moving off that chair why I went to the Gnani, Ill hire you.

Oil! said the babu promptly. He threw the handkerchief again and caught it in his toes. Am hired? he asked. How much emolument?

Expenses and a sum of

Duncannon paused.

Chullunder Ghoses face grew rigid; his expression was that of a gambler who has staked his last coin and awaits the outcome.

  thirty thousand rupees  thats the equivalent of ten thousand dollars  if I get what Im after.

Chullunder Ghose exploded an enormous gasp.

Sahib, he said, in the hope of that much money I would go in search of Golden Fleece, Holy Grail, Eldorado and Fountain of Youth! Am hired! Accept! Shall have to cheat you out of the expense account, having wife and seven children; but you will save money, nevertheless. Will write expenses in a little book. You audit same, for sake of appearances, and count the cash, which is the important thing. But the merciful man is merciful to his babu, so you will look the other way when this babu makes bargains  yes?

In reason, Duncannon warned him.

Sahib, I will walk on tip-toe of discretion.







before the board of trustees. You are the only gravedigger who has applied for the post. How can the dead ever rise again if thoughtless people burn their bodies?



Realizing the importance of the injury done to the late John Brown, the priests of Narada decided to set a diplomatic backfire before trouble should ensue. So they sent a deputation to Delhi, with a band of music, and painted elephants, to demand that the illegal Christian mission should be withdrawn. Meanwhile, half of the Maharajahs army guarded the empty mission, or pretended to, while the mails went to and fro across several oceans and the files of the British Embassy in Washington grew fat with memoranda, minutes, references and such similar documents with which delay is diplomatically fortified until dilemma dies a natural death.



The truth is, Mr Quorn, that we have not been very diplomatic. Mahatma Gandhi, of whom you have perhaps heard, has made things very difficult for us. We made the serious mistake, some years ago, of asking him to espouse our cause. He did so, with the best of intentions. But the result was that the Indian Government opposed us more firmly than ever. And there was a man named Bamjee, a telegraphist, who mixed himself up in everything. He read our telegrams, and he was a shrewd little bat of a man. He was the nigger in the wood-pile, if you will excuse my language. It was he who suggested a compromise, to which we were finally forced to agree after he had helped himself to almost everything removable. He did exceedingly well for himself; he became the Maharajahs purchasing agent, an office that he himself invented and applied for. The compromise provided that there should be no more mission work, but that the buildings and what remains of their contents should continue as the Reverend John Brown left them.

Destiny? said Quorn, scratching the birth-mark on his forehead. Ive read books about it. Seems to me its just another word for horse-feathers.


CHAPTER II. Galloway and Rundhia Singh

Norman St. Clair Galloway was much more than a magistrate. He was a bear-leader of rajahs on vacation at Mount Abu, which is a hill station in Rajputana. In the temporary absence of the local magistrate he had issued a hunting permit to John Duncannon, scrawling the words acting pro. tem. underneath the official seal and his wholly illegible signature.

Indian maharajahs, rajahs, nabobs, nizams, chiefs and minor princes being nearly seven hundred in number, and no two alike, no two having quite the same measure of authority or nearly the same personal peculiarities, the overruling British Raj has had to invent ways and means of tempering their eccentricities  elastic means, adjustable to circumstance. Hence Norman Galloway, so used to stepping into other peoples shoes and sawing horns off other mens dilemmas that a mere morning substituting for a magistrate was not worth comment at the club.

His own office was in his bungalow  in a big room opening on a veranda with a view of the lake and the enchanting Aravalli range of hills beyond it. Being a bachelor, the remainder of the house was given up to saddlery, polo-sticks, spears, guns, sporting prints and a very spacious sideboard  known as the high altar  containing alcoholic stimulants. There was a stable at the rear containing twenty ponies, each one of which had a sais of its own, and there were seldom less than fifty turbaned individuals of one sort or another, who had permission, or who received pay to do something, or nothing, around the premises.

The office was frequently empty. So was the bungalow. So were the grounds, of all except two or three gardeners, whose main task was to see that other peoples servants did not steal too many of the potted plants to grace their masters dinner-tables. There would be mornings when Norman Galloway would ride off an hour before sunrise, followed by a pack-train loaded up with tents and enough supplies for a small army; and he would return, as a rule after dark, when some particular emergency in some remotely distant native state had been snubbed, adroitly snipped or coaxed into resubmergence. Whereafter one more secret paper would be filed away in the already overcrowded pigeonholes and an incident of which no newspaper and not more than five or six officials had heard even a rumor would be closed.

Naturally, Norman Galloways official title revealed next to nothing of his actual authority. A consultation of the Blue Book would reveal that he had passed in seven languages, had been an army major and had occupied more than a dozen appointive temporary posts. His present rank appeared to be Assistant to the Secretary of the Home Department; but that might mean anything  and did.

His office was as unilluminating as his title. There were maps on all four walls, a very big desk with next to nothing on it, a smaller desk for the Parsee clerk, who was usually arguing with messengers outside, a swivel-chair, two armchairs and a basket for waste paper, in which a cat slept when the terrier would let her. There was also a steel safe, usually open and apparently containing nothing except cigars.



It was a hot morning  for Mount Abu, that is. The heat from the plains was creeping upward on the south wind; the lake was shimmering with hardly a cloud reflected on its surface; the mountain range was hazy, with evasive outlines and a glimpse here and there of scintillating granite. Norman Galloway sat in riding-breeches, long boots, spurs and a Norfolk jacket in the swivel-chair straight in the draft from the open window.

He was clean-shaven, with heavy gray eyebrows, grayish hair and a sunburned, florid face. His cheeks, and the end of his nose, were crisscrossed with bluish veins resembling the silk filaments in a United States dollar bill, and there was a deep white scar, two inches long, on one side of his chin. But it was a friendly sort of face; the blue eyes, wise and humorous, looked tolerant.

He was more than middle height and would probably grow fat when pensioned, but for the present his frame was wire-hard, though he possessed the knack of resting easily, tilting backward in the chair with his head against the wall behind him.

Facing him uncomfortably in one of the armchairs sat the scion of an ancient race of Rajputana, Rundhia Kanishka Singh. He resembled a lizard, if a lizard can be imagined in long riding-boots with six-inch spurs, a suit of neutral-colored silk and a blue turban with the end a yard long hanging over his shoulder. In a petulant, querulously spoiled way he was handsome. Since he was only twenty-two or so, the inroads of hereditary vice had not had time to make his face look puffy. His almost amber-colored eyes were dull with sulkiness, not with drugs. He had the beautiful old-ivory complexion of an inbred race, and his little black mustache was waxed into points that made him look aristocratic and distinguished, offsetting the lazy carriage of his shoulders. He was tall for his weight, which was probably hardly a hundred and twenty pounds, and he had very small hands and feet; his wrists, as strong as steel, were almost small enough to go through an ordinary napkin-ring. He wore no jewelry.

I will marry a white woman. Then you will see! he said angrily. He expressed his indignation rather by suppressing it than by any noticeable emphasis.

Norman Galloway put his hands behind his head and blew cigar smoke at the ceiling.

My good fellow, he said, smiling, how much experience have you had yet of bucking against the central government? You know, however much I personally admire an independent spirit, I obey orders.

The younger mans face grew vaguely darker. The eyes narrowed just a trifle. Galloway, rolling the cigar between his fingers, noticed.

And if I should die today, he went on pointedly, there would come another in my place who might be less sympathetic.

My father will die very soon now and I shall be in his place, said the princeling. He has been what you call a wise ruler. That means he has taken orders from you. He has stayed home. He has subscribed to famine funds. He has bought as much of the government loans as he could possibly afford. He has lent you troops to act as baggage-guards in your European war. He has swallowed all sorts of indignities. I am going to be different.

My dear boy, Galloway blew cigar smoke again at the ceiling and his voice was patient to the verge of condescension, your father began, let me tell you, by doing his best to be what you call different. It isnt mentioned nowadays and I dont want to dig up a forgotten issue, but the reason why he was not encouraged to grow personally rich was just that very difference that you propose for yourself. He was likely to use sudden wealth unwisely

By which you mean, without first asking your permission! said Rundhia Singh.

Why yes, I daresay I meant that, if you prefer to put it that way. You see, ruling princes are in the peculiar position that, while nominally independent, they must actually look to us to keep them on the throne. That makes us, so to speak, the guarantors. Were like the endorsers of a note. Were liable. So you see, its only fair that we should specify the terms on which that guarantee shall hold good. The risk is entirely sufficient without adding to it by giving young princes permission to do anything they please.

You spoke of marrying a woman not of your own race. Two or three rajahs have tried that. There are always women of a certain character, or lack of it, who can be found to undertake the obvious risk of  er  racial incompatibility. Most of them do it for money. You havent money  none to speak of  none that would attract a latter-day adventuress. I see your point, of course. You think that, though we can control your financial transactions, we could not control your wifes if you should put your money in her name.

Well, that may be; I express no opinion for the moment as to that. But I can tell you this, that there is at least one rajah who married a woman of my race and settled an enormous fortune on her  a vastly greater fortune than anything you can control or hope to acquire. The wife lives in the south of France and spends the money; and the rajah, I assure you, has nothing whatever to spend. He keeps up what appearances he can in a palace long ago grown shabby, and grows old regretting that impulse to be different. I would be sorry to see you make the same mistake.

Rundhia Singh uncrossed his knees and rapped at one of his long boots with a rhino riding-whip. He stared at the toe of the boot, his lips moving as if he were choosing and rejecting phrases.

You were rich, he remarked suddenly.

Yes, said Galloway, I lost the greater part of a considerable fortune through the failure of a bank. What of it?

You could be rich again if you would be my real friend instead of talking like an idiotic English schoolmaster!

Galloway laughed. Rundhia Singh stood up and with a gesture like a womans, shook the end of the turban over his shoulder.

Well, I will go to the club, he said, and hesitated, then added with a thin smile: You are throwing away a fortune.

Galloway threw the end of his cigar into an empty flower-pot near the window and held out his hand.

So long then. Look in again whenever you feel inclined for a chat. I wish youd ride one of my ponies  he needs skilful schooling. Will you? Good  Ill send him to the club this afternoon.

Galloway stood motionless until he heard the princes pony go cantering up the drive; then he bit the end off another cigar and shouted  

Framji!

Entered a benevolent appearing, handsome, middle-aged man in a black alpaca frock coat, wearing the Parsee headdress that is like a polished cows hoof upside down. His features were as refined as those to be seen in Persian miniatures. His manner was that of an up-to-date mortician, bland, alert, exceedingly considerate, tactful and unobtrusive. He kept his hands folded in front of him and waited to discover whether or not the situation justified a smile.

Whos available, Framji, for serious work?

Sivaji.

Good. Send Sivaji to Tonkaipur, and let him stay there until he finds out what young Rundhia Singh is holding up his sleeve. Incidentally, let him find out, if he can, whether the rajah is dying a natural death or whether its poison. Young Rundhia Singh is growing much too cocky about coming to the throne, and he just now hinted he would like to bribe me. That means he expects to make a bag of money. Sivaji must ferret out the facts.

Yes, sir.

The Parsees classically perfect features eased into a smile of confidential understanding.

Sivaji will need money, he remarked.

Usual pay and expenses, Galloway answered. Not an anna more. Give him fourteen days advance and send him packing. Tell him if he succeeds therell be a present out of the private fund; if not, its his last important assignment. Hes to report direct to me in writing as often as necessary, and hes not to use the ordinary mail. Registered wont do either. He must send his reports by runner and well pay the messenger at this end. Thats all.

Framji vanished with the unobtrusive tread of a distinguished personages butler. Galloway sat down at the desk, drew out a bulging envelope and proceeded to study the contents, turning sheet after sheet of closely written manuscript face downward as read. He was presently disturbed by an assistant Hindu clerk, who murmured something to him in a voice like a strangled parrots.

Show him in! he snapped, and went on reading.



There came a heavy, yet active tread, beneath which the office floor creaked; then heavy regular breathing. Some one stood before the desk, but Galloway took no notice until he had finished the papers and returned them to the desk drawer, which he locked.



So its you? he said then, staring.

Have walked up from Hanadra, said Chullunder Ghose. Have also answered likewise thirty thousand questions, tongue cleaving to roof of mouth in consequence.

Boy! Galloway struck a bell on the desk. Sit down  that big chair will bear up under you. Then to the white-robed servant who appeared in answer to the bell: Give Chullunder Ghose a mango-bass with ice in it.

Am not so rigorously bound by caste as all that, said Chullunder Ghose, his fat face widening in a grin.

Oh, all right. Bring the brandy at the same time.

Nothing further was said until the tinkling tall glass appeared on its silver tray and brandy had been poured into the mango-juice and imported soda-water.

In the hope that I may dance at your Honors wedding! Chullunder Ghose remarked then, drinking deep.

You fat rascal, what have you been doing now? asked Galloway. If youre in trouble, mind you, I told you last time it would be useless to come to me again.

Adamantine drasticism! Sahib, it is easier to rid oneself of fatness than of rascally proclivities. Am orthodox immoralist. Difference between me and other people is, that they act legally for immoral reasons, whereas this babu acts illegally for moral ones. Am just now duck in clover.

Duck? In clover?

Quack-quack! Certainly. Am wandering physician  mystifex  uncertified M.D. with troupe of performing Burmese charlatans. Can pull teeth, cure colic, cast a horoscope  permit me, sahib  can cast good one now this instant. Saturn being in conjunction with moon in constellation Scorpio, on Friday thirteenth, much intrigue is indicated. Verb. sap.

Spill the beans, confound you!

Beans too precious, sahib. Show me basket first. Maybe there are holes in it.

Galloway stroked his chin, one elbow on the desk.

All right, he said after a moment, you may speak in confidence.

Prerogative of deity! Who other than an immortal God  or an Englishman  would dare to say that, knowing he will not be mocked! Who other than a babu would believe him? Well  on this occasion there is bacon with the beans.

Come on now, dont waste time. Explain yourself.

Am impresario.

Perhaps youd like another drink before you go, said Galloway suggestively.

Before I go, yes, but not yet! You wait and see! the babu answered, visibly enjoying Galloways impatience. He proceeded to mop sweat from his face with an enormous handkerchief for the purpose of keeping the official waiting.

John Duncannon! he said then, wiping the back of his neck, but watching Galloway, his eyes not missing the vague trace of irritation that the other let escape him.

Well? What of him?

Yankee  American  U.S.A. Turner, Sons and Company, of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania  tr-r-r-illionaires!

Damn! remarked Galloway under his breath. Then aloud, I might have known youd not miss that bet!

Sahib, that is sweetest compliment, excepting one  have just received a months expenses on account! Am now fiduciary  one might say in partnership with Turner, Sons and Company of Pittsburgh  P-A  Pay  no pun intended!

Galloway lighted a cigar and let it go out again, crossed his legs, uncrossed them and sat staring at Chullunder Ghose.

I could lock you up, of course, he remarked at the end of about two minutes.

Nay-y-y! You bought pig in poke! You agreed this is matter of confidence!

Well  all right. Why is Mr. Duncannon here? I issued him a hunting permit and particularly cautioned him to keep away from temples. Information comes that he has been into a temple. What had you to do with that?

Nothing. This babu missed that bet! Was traipsing with personally conducted circus of world-famed Burmese magicians, through Sirohe country where peasants prefer toothache, the bellyache and barren wives to parting with a small emolument. Arrived at Hana-dra destitute of all but honor and five baskets containing performing snakes. Mutinous Burmese adherents were contemplating murder  of me! I had no money for their wages. Found U.S.A. tr-r-r-illionaire decidedly hokee-mut in government dak. Hired self to same for fabulous remuneration  plus expenses.

What do you mean by fabulous remuneration?

Over the hills and far away  payable on receipt of goods! Chullunder Ghose explained. Must help self from expense account.

Whats his object?

Oil! said the babu; and his smile was oilier than the word. His fat face beamed amusement. Galloway looked serious.

Im told he forced his way into a temple after he had shot the Gnanis tiger.

So am told. In fact, our Uncle Sam admits it. Nevertheless, the Gnani made short work of him. Tee-hee! Sahib, his hair smelt like Parsee tower of silence! The holy Gnani doubtless gave him soma, causing sleep, obliterating memory. Crœsus Americanus probably thought it was milk! From personal olfactory investigation this babu imagines that his Reverences servants, doubtless in absence of orders to contrary, defiled intruders sleeping head with asafetida on way to dak bungalow, where they seem to have carried him in stretcher, there leaving him to die or otherwise, this babu engineering otherwise.

Well, Im due at the club, remarked Galloway. Where is your American?

At Kaisar-i-Hind Hotel.

Ill have a talk with him.

Same might have advantages  likewise disadditto, said Chullunder Ghose, finishing his drink and setting the glass prominently on the desk.

Galloway rang the bell and ordered more drink. When the servant had gone Chullunder Ghose drew his legs up under him and holding the refilled tumbler in his right hand, looked very straight at Galloway across the rim of it.

Somebody knows something, he said, then poured the contents of the tumbler down his throat. As thus, he went on, gasping as he set the tumbler down, somebody went to United States with story of much oil in Rajputana.

Who? demanded Galloway.

Not me! the babu answered. Must have been immoralist, selling same misinformation to rival concerns. Lichtig, Low and Pennyweather of New York  also tr-r-rillionaires  have clapped hot noses on same cold scent! Curtis Pennyweather, no less, of Lichtig, Low and Pennyweather, is already in Mount Abu.

I know it. He lunches with me at the club, said Galloway and leaned back staring at the ceiling. Well, what do you suggest? he asked, throwing away the spoiled cigar and biting the end off another one.

Am thinking, now fat is in fire, better cook something, Chullunder Ghose remarked, also staring at the ceiling. U.S.A. Americans are very used to circumventing obstructiveness, being trained by prohibition. Shut lid here  peep out through crack there. Pad-lock? Remove hinges! Impose cash penalties? Form company to capitalize deficit thus created and sell stock in same at premium! Clap in prison? Convert prison into comfortable club, from behind convenient walls of which they control presidential election. Hang? Electrocute? Return as spooks at seances and manipulate affairs of nation by frightening old ladies of both sexes, who have vote! Only one way to put ultimate kibosh on hundred-per-cent U.S.A. Americans  same as dynamite  touch her off!  give her her head!  let her go, Gallagher!  step on her!  attaboy!  boof!  stand back!  and tidy up mess afterward! Positively something will happen. Better watch.

Norman Galloway nodded.

You propose then to bear-lead this Mr. Duncannon all over Rajputana?

Sahib, like modern commander-in-chief, this babu will direct campaign from rear, being thus in good strategic situation for about-face.

I may as well tell you now as later, said Galloway firmly, that there will be no prospectors permits issued.

Chullunder Ghose folded his hands on his stomach and appeared well pleased with the announcement.

Main point is, sahib, this babu having established official confidence by coming straight with information to proper authority, expects

No use! said Galloway. Theres no fund from which to pay you a retainer.

If possible Chullunder Ghose looked even more pleased.

  expects concessions.

Such as  ?

Look-the-other-way-iveness! There might be now and then irregularities not easily explainable at once. This babu is habitually most discreet.

Youd better be! If you get into serious trouble you must take the consequences. Mind you, I shall watch you, so youd better bear that in mind and report to me at intervals. Now I must hurry or Ill be late for lunch.


CHAPTER III. The Pennyweathers

The club at Mount Abu overlooks the polo-ground, which is a rather undersized field blasted from the rock and spread with mud; being fast in consequence, it lends itself to the extremely skilful technique of the Indian-born player, and at almost any hour of the day the benches are ablaze with color where the worlds most critical exponents of the game sit watching their friends at practice. Many of the princes of Rajputana spend the summer season at Mount Abu and they all have retinues of impecunious relatives. The club veranda is usually a splurge of sunshades, straw hats, topees, drab riding-coats and here and there the rose or yellow splendor of the headdress of a maharajah.

Which is why the visitor to India invariably jumps to the conclusion that no British-Indian officials ever do any work, not realizing that overworked men and their wives must come away from the hot plains now and then for a vacation.

So it was nothing new to Galloway when Pennyweather greeted him on the club veranda with rather tolerant superiority. The rigor of his nerve-devouring creed had lined and tightened Pennyweathers face and ruined his digestion until he looked like a yellowish old man instead of fifty-five or so. But his dark eyes shone with intelligence; he was very well dressed in a dark-gray suit, had a pleasant voice and his smile looked genuine as he shook hands with the slow withdrawing movement of a man who liked to study every one he met. But he seemed to have nothing to say and made haste to introduce his daughter.

Dads so grateful, or, at any rate, he ought to be! she said. He cant eat hotel food. He has had nothing but bottled jujubes since we left the ship.

Beef and pepsin lozenges, corrected Pennyweather.

Galloway grinned genially.

Soup, canned lobster, curried goat  with a cocktail first and coffee afterward, he announced and Pennyweather winced.

Galloway looked at the girl with the bachelors eyes, that are so much more critical and superficially more discerning than a married mans. He thought her overdone. There seemed a little too much art in her deliberate simplicity, a little too much confidence about her lack of shyness, too much restraint in not wearing more expensive clothes and too much care not to appear overcultured.

But there is no pleasing some people.

First trip East? he asked her.

He expected her to make some cliché comment on the mystery of India or on the disillusioning lack of it. He was ready with appropriate banalities to counter with. But she surprised him.

No. I have stayed twice with an aunt in Ahmednaggar. She runs a hospital for women  great fun.

Missionary! thought Galloway. Good God!

Aloud, he said  

You dont look old enough to enjoy that sort of thing!

I can even enjoy curry  and Dads punishment! she answered. He is paying for having broken rules for forty years. He ate fried eggs and pie at quick lunch counters, when he could easily afford to be sensible.

Arent you hard-hearted? asked Galloway.

Dreadfully. I hate bunk. You cant hate properly and compromise.

Galloway decided he disliked her, although her looks were in her favor. She was rather small, with quantities of bronze hair, dark-gray eyes and an agreeable voice that he thought was too well cultivated. He supposed that if he talked chiefly to the father he would be just about able to endure her company through lunch.

But the father appeared cautious about making conversation, ignoring the food served to him, refusing drink and feeding himself on tablets from a bottle in his waistcoat pocket. He encouraged his daughter to do the talking.

Debs amusing, he said. Make her work. Im only a dry old money-maker. Besides, Im not feeling well.

With a name like Deborah  Deborah Pennyweather  think of it!  I couldnt take life lying down, now could I? she asked, looking straight at Galloway. It made me fighting mad to have to live with such a tag tied to me.

Youll be changing it before long, Galloway suggested. What do you expect to do in India?

Provide Dad with healthy excitement. He has done nothing for nearly forty years but go to the office six days a week and read market reports all day Sunday. Since Mother died home doesnt mean a thing to him. He doesnt even know how many gardeners we keep. The only visitors he sees are doctors. Bunk, bunk, bunk! Im educating him  making him study something else than the clock on the library mantelpiece and the ticker at the office. Am I, or am I not, a holy terror when I once get started, Dad?

She was born at full speed and wont run down, said Pennyweather mildly. Shes been expelled from two schools.

They tried to teach me bunk! said Deborah. You cant lead any one except a zany by the nose unless you explain why and where and what its all about. Dad isnt a zany. And if you prod him hard enough he kicks. I had to think up something sensible for him to do and invent a cast-iron reason for it. I knew it wasnt any use telling him to take up literature or golf or go fishing. And nobody worth thinking of would marry him; he has too much money and too little imagination what to do with it. I had to invent a business reason or hed never have understood. And it had to hold water or he wouldnt play.

You call this play? asked Pennyweather, glancing at the curry in the dish.

Never mind, Daddy, youll eat crow before Ive done with you! said Deborah. I met a swami. Know what they are?

Rather! There are several varieties, said Galloway.

Well, this one was the other kind. He had no use for a dollar bill. He wanted billions. He was full of Sanskrit phrases done into journalese, but he knew how to talk turkey, and just now hes in prison, due to talking turkey raw. He didnt know Id been to India, but he did know Dad has money, so he cut short the beatitudes and made a proposition. He asked for twenty-five-seventy-five, and I beat him down to ten-ninety before I even showed the thing to Dad, and not a cent down, mind you. Dad knocked off an extra five, allowing him five per cent of the gross; and if we pull it off hell be on easy street when they let him out of Sing Sing.

What was his name? asked Galloway.

Swami Ullagaddi Hiralal.

Galloways face reddened visibly. He set his knife and fork down, staring, ready to explode.

Ill bite. What is it? asked Deborah.

A lean man with an ascetic looking face  hole in the lobe of one ear  one front tooth missing from the upper jaw?

She nodded.

He was in jail at Baroda for stealing, said Galloway. When he came out of jail Professor Abercrombie of the Glasgow Archeological Foundation took him on as interpreter for a tour through Rajputana examining ruins. A tiger killed Abercrombie and only bits of his body were found. I myself shot the tiger a week afterward. Most of the servants ran away and Ullagaddi Hiralal along with them. Ullagaddi means little onion, but he left no scent that any one could follow, and I always supposed it was he who took Abercrombies papers.

It certainly was, said Deborah. There was a map and a full report of an enormous oil-deposit, all in Abercrombies handwriting.

Those fellows can forge anything, said Galloway. Ive seen

Put up your money! Do you think Id take that swamis word for anything? Or that Dad would leave the ticker without checking up? We  I went to the publisher of Abercrombies book on Traces of Hittite Occupations near the Dead Sea, and they let me look at the manuscript. I swiped a page to show to Dad and he called in an expert. We had it photographed and made slides and projected a word from the manuscript on top of a word from the map, and then another word from the report. They fitted. Then Dad looked up Abercrombies rep, bought copies of all his books, decided he was the sort of man who would say if today is Monday, as seems to be approximately accurate within several places of decimals, and allowing for the changes in the calendar made by Julius Caesar on the advice of Sosistrates, then the inference is that tomorrow almost certainly will be Tuesday!

Yes, he talked and wrote like that, said Galloway.

Well, his report on the oil was in words of two syllables. He had seen, smelt, tasted, analyzed and measured up. Besides that, Dad found out that Abercrombie was the man who found oil somewhere up in Assam and never made a cent out of it  simply gave the secret away.

Yes, he did that. Yes, said Galloway. Go on. Wheres the report and the map? Id like to see em.

So would I! said Deborah. Im in Dutch  dragged Dad all this way and let him lose the papers! Can you beat it? Had them all right when we left the ship. Dad would have taken the next ship back, only it was he who lost them; and Ill say this much for him: he plays fair. They were in his trunk at the hotel. We went out to see the Elephanta Caves and when we came back they were gone. Lock picked. Nothing else missing.

Whom had you talked to? asked Galloway.

Nobody. The only one who could have spilt the beans is Swami Ullagaddi Hiralal. They let em write letters from prison, you know. He might have written to a friend in Bombay. Maybe he talked things over in Sing Sing with some of our more experienced get-rich-quicksters. Theyd be sore with him for only sticking out for five per cent; theyre mostly in, you know, for promising five per cent a week to ministers and honest farmers; and theyre all of them worse suckers than the people who buy their blue-sky bond issues, or they wouldnt be in Sing Sing. Ullagaddi Hiralal may have formed a syndicate. He only got a year and a day, I think it was. If hes caged up with some of our choicest native sons they may have coaxed him to write to an accomplice over here to steal the working plans.

Well? What do you propose to do? asked Galloway.

See life! she answered. Dad can quote you market fluctuations since the year before the panic. I learned Tennysons Princess by heart. Weve both got memories. Weve pored over the report and stared at the map until its not exactly easy to forget. It was like Treasure Island. Dad felt almost young. Were off after buried treasure!

There are formalities, said Galloway.

Red tape? Oh, shucks! Lets talk horse! Colonel Falmouth, who came to New York with the polo team, told us you are the inside works of the Indian Government, and that anything you O.K. gets rubber-stamped. No use your denying it; we had the low-down on you before ever we left home.

Im simply the assistant to the Secretary for

Bunk, bunk, bunk! said Deborah. I despise it! Why not say you wont, the way Dad did when I started in on him?

Youll have to pardon me, but what I meant was this said Galloway suppose I let you wander anywhere you please, and you get hurt? You know, this isnt the United States.

You bet! They murder em one a minute in Chicago. This shows tame. How many murders have you had in Rajputana since the year of Queen Victorias Jubilee? How many young girls disappeared?

Tigers, you know, said Galloway.

Ill bet you fifty dollars to a tooth-pick, Deborah retorted, that the autos kill more people on our main streets in one week than the tigers of the whole of India kill in a year! Well be careful and not jay-walk when we see a tiger coming!

Snakes.

Throw in your snakes. Ill bet the U.S.A. can beat your sudden death roll! Add Amritsar and Ill throw in Herrin! Youll have to think up a better excuse than the speed of the tiger-traffic!

Galloway grinned. He liked it. He began to change his mind about her.

Well, we mentioned red tape, he remarked. Theres lots of it. I might be able to get permission for you to go wandering through Rajputana. Mind you, I say might. But suppose you should find oil, what then? Do you think you would own it? Let me tell you, every inch of land in Rajputana has been owned for generations; either it belongs to individuals, who cling to it like leeches from one generation to the next, or it belongs to temples and religious institutions that cant sell if they would; or it belongs in entail to one of the ruling princes, who lease it to life-tenants, who would never let you stick a shovel into it on any terms at all.

Bunk! Deborah retorted. Ive seen the statistics. There are gold-mines, coal-mines, salt-mines, diamond-mines, oil in Assam  you English want to keep it to yourselves. I know you! Listen: do you suppose Dad and I took the trouble to find out who is the one man in India who can pull plugs, without intending to

She hesitated. Her eyes had caught those of an Indian prince who was seated at a near-by table toying with a glass of sherry and bitters.

Whos that shiek in lizard-colored silk? she asked.

Prince Rundhia Kanishka Singh. But please dont talk so loud. You were just going to offer to bribe me, werent you? Please dont. It gets monotonous. Youd be the second this morning and

Shucks! exclaimed Deborah. If I could buy you Id have known it long ago and youd be bought already. But they dont stay bought when they can be had that easy. Do they, Dad? But we know what youre up against. You want to irrigate about a third of Rajputana and you cant borrow the money in Europe? Am I right? Well, heres Dad with an automatic calculator in his head, bored stiff; hes so itching to talk business that he cant sleep. Explain your irrigation project to him, put one over on him if you can, and get your money for the water. Turn me loose to look for oil, with a water-tight concession guaranteed if I can find it.

You dont understand, said Galloway. I have nothing to do with irrigation projects. Thats a different department.

Deborah stared at him open-eyed.

Do you mean to tell me, she said, that you dont realise whats being fed to you out of a spoon? Dad had to fire a secretary for taking thousand-dollar bribes just to bring bond offerings to his notice! Your Indian Government could no more get to him in New York than Debs could get the Presidency! Here he sits  wide open! All youve got to do is steer your scheme to him. Hell snap it, if its good.

Prince Rundhia Kanishka Singh interrupted, strolling over from the other table to force introduction.

Did you send that pony? he asked in his pleasant voice. Ill practise him before the game this afternoon.

He knew quite well that the pony had not yet come, but in the circumstances Galloway could hardly snub him for intruding. He had to be introduced, and Pennyweather felt the first vague thrill he had experienced in India; he was actually interested.

One of the neighbouring kings? he asked, standing and shaking hands with that peculiarly slow withdrawing movement.

Not yet, the prince answered, but they tell me you are a real one  one of the American money kings! Our little principalities will look to you like comic opera. Come and see one at close quarters. We will try to make it entertaining. Then, with a sly sidewise glance at Galloway: You will see for yourself what might be done if it werent for the restrictions. Come to Tonkaipur. We have some very interesting ruins in a desert that once blossomed like the rose but nowadays needs irrigation.

There comes my pony, said Galloway pointedly, frowning through the window, and Rundhia Singh accepted the hint, but with a thin smile on his handsome face.

Interesting, very! remarked Pennyweather, glancing at his daughter when the prince had gone sauntering out of earshot.

One of our least interesting and least reputable sons of reigning rajahs, said Galloway. Hell be a nuisance if you let him.

Oh, I met lots of them at Abednugar, Deborah retorted. Usually when theyre called disreputable it only means theyre kickers. Believe me, theyre the only ones that have any pep. You dont want em to have pep, for fear theyll kick over the traces. What are we going to do now? Watch the polo game?


CHAPTER IV. Anup

At the rear of the club, out of sight of the polo ground, there was a marquee, under which maharajahs ponies were installed, protected from the flies and too much heat. Behind the marquee was a row of tents for saises, who, being much less valuable than ponies and much easier to replace, had to put up with very inferior accommodation. Behind the saises tents were booths of dry boughs roughly thatched with grass, under whose shelter tradesmen dispensed sticky sweet-meats and amazing stuff to drink, told fortunes, sold forged testimonials of character, lent small sums of money at enormous interest and swapped the gossip of all Rajputana.

Those booths were not commonly there; the usual regulations had been suspended on account of a septennial pilgrimage by Jains, Shrawaks and Banians to a cavern on top of Mount Abu, in which is a block of granite impressed with the footprints of Data-Bhrigu, an incarnation of Vishnu. The pilgrims had hardly yet begun to gather from the faraway villages, but trade does not follow religion; it makes straight the path ahead of it, and the parasites of piety were ready in advance of time.

Behind the booths, in the sun, because no maharajah owned them, there were animals in all the stages of decrepitude. Having four legs, they were described by courtesy as horses, to distinguish them from the sheep and goats, which were also caricatures of the animals whose names they bore. They were all for sale, as were the up-ended two-wheeled carts which the miserable brutes had dragged up the fourteen miles of zigzag high road from the baking plains.

Beyond those, under a gnarled tree that had a bald hawk perched on its topmost dead branch, was a small tent in which a Burmese gentleman sold charms to the relations of unfortunates who had been taken to the European hospital. He boasted that the charms were so terrifically potent that, if enough of them were smuggled to the patients bedside, the concerted efforts of the most experienced English doctors would fail of their purpose and the patient would get well. He did a steady business and was regarded as a public benefactor.

Behind his tent, protected by the shadow of the tree from much too much sunshine, and by the tent from the view of the one patroling Rajput constabeel, Chullunder Ghose sat, comfortably chewing pan and keeping one eye on his troupe of performing Burmese wizards, who were permitting themselves to be bitten by cobras for the edification of a dozen children, three tired women and some city-born sahibs servants  who would presently pay for the entertainment.

Squatted facing the babu was a gentleman from Bikanir, whose virtues were not illustrated on his face. He had narrow eyes, a retreating chin, a long nose with a wart near the end of it, high cheek-bones and skin of a sort of neutral tint midway between raw liver and wood-ash. His beauty was under discussion.

Anup, your horses might be sold to a green sahib, said Chullunder Ghose. Not all sahibs know a bad horse. But you yourself could not sell them, because if you had been born out of a mangy camel you could not look more like a buth than you do.

That is my misfortune, O Mountain of Fatness, said Anup, but if you had not inherited dishonesty from your female relatives, you would admit that my desert-bred charges are fit for a kings wedding.

Yes, to be fed to the jackals, since a king with any reputation to uphold invites all creatures to make merry with him when he marries, said Chulluder Ghose. The point is, Anup, that if the sahib who is honored by my discriminating service should see your ugly face, he would not buy your horses but would call for the police. Moreover, he would mistrust me for having regarded you with such favor as to have let you approach within three miles of him. Mine is a Melikin sahib, who uses gunpowder for snuff.

Then he will like my horse, said Anup, since the devils are in league with devils. That yellow one  nay, golden, one!  that your Honor says looks as if a mule begat him from a tiger is of just such a heart of your Melikin sahib. No such devil of a biting, kicking savage can be found this side of Bikanir. Hardly a rope will hold him, and when he gets loose he is so fleet of foot and so cunning that it takes a week to catch him. He has killed three men. He kicked the head of Kalyans buffalo to pieces. True, he is nothing to look at, but let your sahib only ride him and

He is not worth five rupees, remarked Chullunder Ghose.

The bargaining went on interminably and the yellow horse, looking meek enough to take a money-lender on his rounds, was led to and fro at the end of a halter by a child whose uniform consisted of a shoe-string. It was hours before Chullunder Ghose let even a hint escape him of the real purpose of his visit to that disreputable pilgrims market-place.

My sahib will need many horses, he remarked at last.

Let him buy one to begin with!

He will buy many, from the dealer whom I indicate, he being wise in this, that he entrusts his purchases to me.

Then buy my golden beauty, Shah Jehan!

He would even buy that yellow jackal-meat if I should say it. But there is no haste. A clever dealer would have time to scour the countryside and find the best to bring to him. Do brains hide anywhere behind that face of yours, O son of ugliness!

Lump of melting butter, it is not beauty that makes brains, or you would have bought my golden Shah Jehan for your Melikin sahib.

You boast like the hot wind, but are you really clever? asked Chullunder Ghose. If I thought you were clever I might trust you with a little mission. Having thus proved you are clever, I might buy many horses from you and give you another little task, that might prove profitable.

Mountain of ooze, there is none in Rajasthan as smart as I am! Do I not travel from village to village? Am I not known from Kashmir to Baroda? Do men not tell their secrets to me, knowing I know other secrets and can fit one to another as the key fits in the lock, thus straightening out difficulties at a profit to myself without ever telling one mans secret to another?

But you have never heard of Ullagaddi Hiralal, Chullunder Ghose said down-rightly, as if that ended the discussion.

Never heard of him? Hah! I sold a horse to Abercrombie sahib, and that son of immorality Ullagaddi Hiralal was interpreter, pocketing twenty-five percent  may buths disturb his peace! A tiger slew Abercrombie sahib. Before the news had time to spread, Ullagaddi Hiralal resold the horse to me at half-price, pocketing it all, nor could I make him take an anna less. Has he cheated your Honor?

He has, said Chullunder Ghose.

Then with a good will will I search for him and  what shall I do? Shall the kites feed?

Chullunder Ghose scratched his stomach meditatively.

This time Garudi must wait.

He referred to the god of the birds, to whom a corpse left where the birds can reach it is a sacrifice, according to some pious theologists.

What then? asked Anup, puzzled.

He has crossed the Kali Pani, said Chullunder Ghose. He told the Melikins he is a swami. They will believe anything. Therefore they locked him into the strongest prison where they keep the thugs and chappar-bands, telling him to make a miracle and get out if he could. So there he stays and they feed him cowmeat and the flesh of swine; and from thence he writes letters.

Hari bol! Preserve us from his letters! exclaimed Anup. That which is spoken is already bad enough. That which is written  who shall guess the meaning of it or foretell the end?

He has a friend, remarked Chullunder Ghose.

Not he! As a jackal among jackals was he. No man trusted him. They say his mother died of bamboo-fiber in her food, and that he never paid the barber who performed her last rites.

He has a friend, Chullunder Ghose repeated. If your ear is one tenth as awake as your beauty is asleep you will discover that a friend of his has been to Bombay recently. You will find that he is a man of good enough appearance, so that he could gain admission to a good hotel on some excuse or other. He can read the language of the gora-log and he can pick locks craftily. There can not be more than one man who could be reckoned a friend of Ullagaddi Hiralal, who would fit that description. If he has returned from Bombay you can find him as you search the countryside for horses. But you will not say for whom you wish the horses. If you are wise, and if you wish to sell many horses at a profitable price, you will make haste.

Does your Honor wish proof of his death? asked Anup.

I desire a proof that you have found him.

Then shall I bring him? It might be managed. Should he resist he might be gagged and bound and brought by night.

Siva namashkar! Why should I waste eyesight on a friend of Ullagaddi Hiralal? I desire a proof that you have found him, and there is but one proof that will satisfy me.

Name it, sahib.

A mans garment might be anothers, and his shoes might be anothers, and a turban might be bought in the bazaar. Moreover, witnesses are liars, and a horse-thief such as thou art, is a liar beyond possibility of detection until Yama checks up the account. But the things that are written do not lie, at least in some respects.

Hari bol! said Anup piously.

So you will bring me all the letters that you find in possession of this friend of Ullagaddi Hiralal. You understand me? All of them, retaining none!

Gampati! What if he has none?

Then I shall know you have not found him, and I will buy no horses; but I will recall to mind a little matter of a horse-theft that I used to know about and I will give my information to the jemadar at the thana who will go in search of you, he being a new paragon of virtue who believes promotion and preferment come to those who make the most arrests  which, though he is wrong in his belief, will not prevent you, Anup, from weaving coir mats in the prison and being very humble when the kotwal thumps you with a club for staring through your grating at the stars.

Hari bol! said Anup. I will find this man and I will bring the papers to your Honor.

Chullunder Ghose scratched at his stomach for at least a minute without speaking. Then:

I am thinking, he said, that men will wonder why you wander in the plains in the hot weather at a time when the stealing and selling of horses can be best conducted in the hills. No man will believe you are about your proper business unless you have a likely tale for them.

I can say I pursue my enemy, said Anup.

Yes, but then every one who has ever sold a horse to you, or has done you any other ill turn, will suppose himself to be the enemy; and one of them will surely go to the police with a bribe and persuade the police to arrest you.

Give me some money. I also can bribe the police, suggested Anup.

Why should my good money fatten the police? Chullunder Ghose retorted. Do the rogues not have their salaries, while you and I pay takkus? Nay, but you shall say this: He who stays the servant settles with his sahib? They will ask you then, who is your sahib? You will say Galloway sahib, being careful to add no word to that by way of explanation, because if Galloway sahib should hear of it he might be very angry.

A gleam of cunning shone in Anups eyes, which Chullunder Ghose instantly and accurately read.

Have a care! he remarked. Do you see that cobra with its head out of the basket?

Tsshyah! Its fangs are drawn, said Anup.

Maybe, and maybe not. That is the Burmans business. But none has drawn Galloway sahibs fangs; and if he should learn that you have used his name for purposes of buying horses cheaper than the market price or frightenting the peasantry, you will find he can strike like a she-cobra whose eggs lie hatching! There are sahibs who think they know much, but know little; and there are sahibs who know much, but spend all their time thinking. Galloway sahib, who is paghl and can hardly think at all, knows everything and strikes more swiftly than a snake at the beginning of the rains! So use his name as you would ride a vicious horse that you wish to sell to a money-lender, with a great display of confidence but no unnecessary showing off, and with alertness lest a false touch on the rein start the horse kicking all four ways at once and spoil the bargain.


CHAPTER V. Tiger

Now Gnani means Knower. He on whom that most respectful title is conferred by the mysteriously operating and unanimous consent of an unlettered public that knows nothing of and cares still less for university degrees is not a person to be treated with contempt by any one.

The eyes of Justice are usually represented as being bandaged, lest she should see too much and be bewildered by the sheer complexity of human problems. But Contempt never had any eyes, nor ever saw a fraction of an inch beneath a surface. India, that does not despise a Gnani, is likelier to understand him than are Indias critics, most of whom would be afraid to take a full-grown tiger by the tail, for instance.

A Gnani may be ignorant of Einsteins theory and may not have read Darwin on The Origin of The Species; he almost certainly does not know how to build a rheostat, has probably not ridden in a Ford car or seen a motion picture. Yet to say that because of these peculiarities and because he wears his hair long and not many clothes, and because he dislikes daylight and the gaping crowd, the Gnani is ignorant is to talk stark nonsense that affects the Gnani not at all.

A gentleman who lugs a bag of clubs around a golf-course for amusement has a point of view that differs from a Gnanis, but that may not be said to be superior without investigation. Gnanis are not easy to investigate.

A Gnani who prefers to move at night, accompanied by tigers who discourage interviews, may not resemble, except vaguely, the intelligentsia who walk in daylight with their dogs. That he is ignorant, or that he knows less, or less important things, than have been taught to college graduates, is easy to assert but much more difficult to prove. For instance, he can manage tigers, which neither Professor Einstein, nor Darwin, nor the Archbishop of Canterbury nor Mr. Henry Ford has ever pretended to be able to do.

And if without beating them or putting them in cages, he can manage tigers, which is said to be impossible, and can keep the secret of how to do it, which must be even more difficult in this age of persistent inquiry, then surely nobody can pretend to say exactly where his knowledge leaves off or begins; and it might be that he knows too much for it to be safe to tamper with him or to trespass upon his preserves.

So, at any rate, thinks Rajputana, which contains a proud race who were civilized when Britons were fighting the wars of the Roses and burning witches at the stake. Rajputana nowadays is quite familiar with electricity and Lewis guns. It has the gramophone and movie, likes them, understands them  and continues to respect the Gnani.

Nor is Rajputana singular. The longer the well-educated sahib has resided in the country, the less inclined he is to talk about Gnanis, except in private, after making sure his confidant will not repeat the conversation at the club or to the missionaries or the people who tour India and write all about it in a book. Familiarity may breed contempt, but no Gnani has ever grown familiar with any white man; and there are those  twenty years in the service, for instance  who believe, and assert in rare moments of expansiveness, that Gnanis not only know something, as their title suggests, but know as much more than most of the rest of us as we know more, or think we know more, than the Hottentot.



So although in the dew-softened mud of the tennis-courts belonging to Mount Abu Club there were the foot-prints of two tigers in the early morning, no plans were laid to go a hunting, not even by the railway engineers on long vacation, who take a godless joy in getting the best of all the sport in sight because it annoys their white-skinned superiors.

It was reported by the aged individual who rolls the tennis-courts at dawn that between the tigers spoor there were the footprints of a man who had walked bare-footed and so close to both tigers that he might have had a hand resting on each. He furthermore said, and the fact was confirmed by two rajahs, nine princes, and eight-and-twenty polo-playing hangers-on, one British colonel, the club secretary, eight British soldiers from the hospital and all the club servants, including the assistant cook, that the footprints, both tigers and mans, were directed toward the Deulwara Temples, which are about five miles away along a winding bridle-path overlooked by hordes of sacred monkeys.

Now the Deulwara Temples are of white marble and more beautiful than swans at rest on azure lakes. They may be visited by those provided with a permit from the magistrate, and the Hindu priests who take charge of the visitor are too polite to stand very close to their guests or to watch them too intrusively. They make no show of secrecy whatever and require the permit merely as a safe-guard against vandalism and the quest for souvenirs. Yet nobody except the veriest guide-book gulper thinks he has seen all that might be shown when he has made the round of fifty-five cells, each containing images with jeweled eyes, and has peered into the gloom of the inner shrine, where sits the gigantic figure of the god Parswanath.

To the temples at Deulwara there go maharajahs to whom obedient millions bow. Within the shrine they listen meekly; but to what they listen, and what they see there, none knows except those who see and listen. It is certain that no spies have ever crept into the shrine, and not a drunkard in his cups has ever told what takes place when the great door shuts and faint, fantastic music comes vibrating through the marble to the rows of white-clad priests who stand in the cloistered court. But it may be that the Gnani knows what happens in there.



It was near the tigers footprints, very early in the morning after having lunched with Galloway, that Deborah met Prince Rundhia Singh for the second time. She had watched him playing polo after lunch, and had formed a rather different opinion of him from her first one when she saw him staring at her in the dining-room. She had decided he was a horseman beyond praise, and consequently not without excuse for living.

Would you like to see the animals that made those marks? he asked, riding up and dismounting to stand beside her where she stooped to examine the tracks on soft dirt fifty yards beyond the tennis-court. Her own pony, borrowed from Galloway, was nibbling the bushes near-by.

As she stood up straight to answer Rundhia Singh her pony snorted, reared away from a smell that terrified him, broke the branch of the low bush over which she had thrown the reins and galloped off in the direction of Deulwara. Laughing, Rundhia Singh mounted and rode in pursuit. A group of British officers who saw the incident rode up to make themselves agreeable and when the prince returned leading the runaway Deborah was in the midst of them.

Shall we resume our ride? the prince asked casually, after a much more casual stare at the officers, who, having introduced themselves, were in no mood to give way to him. They grew suddenly silent, adepts to a man in the art of erecting social barriers without committing themselves; it was as obvious to Deborah as if they had pulled out a printed code and shown it to her that she should not go riding with an Indian prince alone.

He was going to show me the tigers, she suggested, half-inclined to accept the princes invitation out of sheer delight in scandalizing men who proposed to impose their code on her.

Her young, irreverent lips were framing merry impudence when suddenly every pony in the circle with the exception of Rundhia Singhs and her own, which were being held by a sais who had followed the prince on foot, shied, snorted, plunged and broke away, scattering in all directions.

The princes eyes were on a clump of bushes, fifty yards away, that half-concealed a gap between two granite boulders. The expression on his face was sullenly mysterious, but he made no comment other than to send the sais running for other men to help round up the ponies. One of the officers walked toward the clump of bushes, very deliberate in his movements, saying nothing. Another asked for the loan of Deborahs pony on which to ride after his own, but Deborah chose to have that fun for herself and swung into the saddle, taking the reins from Rundhia Singh. They cantered away together to get beyond two of the runaways that had already come to a standstill and were trembling, waiting to be caught.

What did you mean, asked Deborah, by talking about resuming our ride? I started out alone.

You shouldnt! said Rundhia Singh.

I shall do as I please! Who are you to make laws? I dont belong to this kindergarten.

She usually tested men by being rude to them to bring out their peculiarities and, if she failed to draw sparks in return wasted no more curiosity. Rundhia Singh checked his pony and turned to stare at her, his dark eyes smouldering.

Now kick! she said, mocking him. I hate a man who cant hit back.

Instead, he spurred the pony, then checked again with a peculiarly savage jerk at the bridle-rein.

The religion of you American women is independence, he said calmly, but she was aware of a volcano underneath the surface. So was his pony. You are as narrow and violent in that religion of yours as we Hindus are broad and peaceful. We make up our religion as we go along. You make a law of yours and never change it. The result is that you, for instance, can come to India, shut your eyes to everything worth noticing and go away as ignorant as when you came.

You, I suppose, are omniscient? she suggested.

At least, he said, I know why those ponies bolted. I notice there is only one of your English friends who even suspects the reason.

They are not my friends, she answered. I never met them until this morning.

They were within fifty yards now of the two nearest runaways, so they drew rein to see whether they would not come up to be caught. But one of them kicked and bolted and the other cantered after him.

Your fault! said Deborah. You scared them purposely. I saw you.

She turned to consider the group she had left. They were decent Englishmen, who could be trusted to be nothing worse than sentimental with a dash of vanity thrown in. This Rajput was an unknown quantity, who obviously had some reason for wishing to be alone with her. However, she was not in the least afraid of him.

A quarter of a mile away, the English officer who had approached the clump of bushes was waving his arm and shouting to the others.

What is he shouting? asked Deborah.

Tiger! said Rundhia Singh off-handedly. There were two within fifty yards of us. That was why the ponies bolted.

Lets go and see! she exclaimed. We can catch the ponies afterward.

Tigers dont wait to be looked at, or shot, he answered. Theyre already a mile away. There go the ponies. Lets gallop.

He spurred, and without much caring what she did she followed until he reined to a walk at the beginning of a bridle-path with a deep ravine on one hand and a steep cliff on the other. It led toward Deulwara. Sacred monkeys swarmed on the cliff, which was much too steep for ponies to find footing; and the side of the ravine was almost sheer, with no path leading downward. In the distance up the bridle-path the ponies they were after nibbled at low bushes.

Now if we dont scare them we can overtake them, said Rundhia Singh. Ride slowly and pretend to take no notice, as if we meant to pass them by.

So side by side again they dawdled up the path toward where the sun shone white on temple roofs amid a solitude of green and granite splendor.

You remarked those are not your friends, said Rundhia Singh. Nor are they mine, although I have to treat them civilly. You, who can choose your friends, why dont you act sensibly and learn something about Rajputana in the only way it can be done? None tries to cultivate our friendship, though I dont know why not.

You are said to be so unapproachable, said Deborah.

Try. Try me, for instance  you and your father, he added. There is nothing in Rajputana that I cant show you, from sport to mischief, from entertainment to  opportunity.

At the word opportunity he looked sharply at her and their glances met.

Why are you here? he asked suddenly.

She began to tell him of her fathers slavery to business and her own determination to pry him loose from it, but checked herself, discovering she was wasting words. The prince was not interested; his expression almost resembled her fathers listening to a salesman from whom he had decided not to buy.

Is it any of your affair? she asked. You Indians dont like it if we pry into your zenanas. I know, because I tried it at Ahmednuggar. Yet you ask the most impudent questions and expect us to answer politely.

You can lie as well as we can, he retorted. I will tell you why I asked. There is a man named John Duncannon, an American

He stopped because he saw he had surprised her. She was visibly rattled, and annoyed because she could not conceal it. She wanted to know where John Duncannon was, yet bit her lip to keep herself from asking. There was a long pause, while she tried to appear interested in the sacred monkeys that sat scratching themselves on ledges, peering down at them.

John Duncannon has engaged the services of a notoriously disreputable Bengali babu, who will swindle him until he yells for help, said Rundhia Singh.

Deborah smiled at that. The imaginary spectacle of John Duncannon squealing tickled her sense of humor even more than it disturbed her to learn that he was in India.

He can probably look out for himself, she answered.

He is looking out for something, said the prince. He forced his way into a temple recently, after shooting a sacred tiger. He had the good fortune to offend an individual who, on principle, refrains from taking life.

Just like his luck! remarked Deborah. Then she wished she had not said it.

Oh, you know him? The princes eyes were aglow again with a look of sulky mystery. Well, he is looking for oil. He watched Deborahs face narrowly, paused, and went on: What is more, he is on the track of it.

She could control her facial expression perfectly when men made love to her, but she was not yet old enough to have learned the trick of hiding business emotions. Rundhia Singh smiled to himself and raised his hand, pretending to conceal the smile, compelling her attention to it.

You had better warn your father he will be forestalled, unless

You leave my father out of it! she answered. This is my wild goose chase. If Dad knew John Duncannon was  But how did you learn? What made you think we are interested in oil?

I have ways of learning things, said Rundhia Singh.

Oh, I know. Of course. You overheard what I said at lunch to Mr. Galloway. My fault. I shouldnt have talked so loud. Well, I admit it. What then? Any of your business?

Naturally, since the oil is in my country. It is in the territory over which I shall be ruler very soon.

Oh! You know where it is?

The prince did not answer that. She repeated the question. He evaded it with another:

You say if your father knew John Duncannon is on the same trail  what then?

She shrugged her shoulders.

He would pull out.

Why? the prince asked her, looking puzzled.

I dont see what it has to do with you, she answered, but Ill tell you, if only to prove to you that it isnt only white people who are too inquisitive! John Duncannon wants to marry me. Dad thinks John is a wonder. If he knew John was on the same trail as we are, he would pull out and leave him a clear field, just to prove what a winner John is.

But if John Duncannon failed?

Dad wouldnt care. You cant prove anything to Dad by argument unless the argument agrees with his. If John pulled it off, Dad would say, Told you so, told you so! The sun of a gun can do things! And if he failed hed say, Never you mind; you watch him. He didnt have a fair chance that time. Dad plays hunches. If he likes a man he goes the limit.

Rundhia Singh appeared to turn that information over in his mind. For several minutes the only noticeable sounds were the ponies footfalls, the occasional sharp cry of birds, the drone of insects, and the chattering of sacred monkeys on the cliff-side.

I suppose now youre thinking of helping John Duncannon, Deborah said at last, in a voice of disgust. You know where the oil is and youll tip him off to it. Is that right?

Rundhia Singh smiled.

No. They say he hasnt any money. Neither have I; I am kept poor by the British Government.

You mean they wont let you tax the peasantry to death, suggested Deborah.

When my father dies  soon  I shall inherit all his debts, said Rundhia Singh. But I also have inherited ambition and a brain that seems to have skipped his generation. The existence of oil is a secret. What if I know the secret? What would your father say to that?

Hed say, Show me! What did you suppose hed say?

Rundhia Singh drew rein. They were very near the runaways, which were nibbling shoots and watching them, apparently inclined to let themselves be caught. But he appeared not to be considering the ponies; he was staring into vacancy. Deborah, halting beside him, followed the direction of his gaze, trying to make out what might have arrested his attention and, seeing nothing, looked around her. There was nothing specially interesting, except the walls of the Deulwara Temples, still too far away ahead for detailed study.

Nearby, perhaps a hundred feet away, an old man squatted on a rock. She was rather surprised he did not come and beg. He looked just like a beggar  long, straggling white hair and beard, naked to the waist, and below that only a dirty sort of apron; lightly and yet muscularly built and not so dark-skinned as the ordinary run of natives thereabouts. She decided after the third or fourth glance at him that he was probably a temple pilgrim meditating on the totally uninteresting subject of how to attain virtue by doing nothing.

She could not imagine a man wanting not to do things. Action, life, accomplishment were three words that for her had almost identical meaning. But she felt a sudden wave of compassion for the old man, half-imagined him a widower who possibly had seen a lifes work crumble into ruin or a home sold over his head by a money-lender. No doubt he had excuse for hopelessness in this world, and a contemplative curiosity about the next.

But it makes me mad that they wont do anything! she told herself. They could raise hell for the British and be independent if theyd only wake up! Now if that old bird had sense hed go and drive the ponies down the path toward us

The thought had hardly crossed her mind before the ponies came, of their own accord apparently. Certainly that old man had not moved. They came confidently and stood still to be caught, she taking charge of one and Rundhia Singh the other; and when Deborah had finished knotting up a broken rein and they turned to ride back by the way they had come, the old pilgrim had vanished. She intended to wave her hand at him and to toss him a coin if he had ventured near enough, but he seemed to have dissolved. Had she imagined him?

The princes voice startled her out of a reverie. Her quiet mood was caused, she supposed, by her having had no breakfast yet.

There are ways of discouraging John Duncannon, he said abruptly.

Deborah glanced at him. The expression on his face was nothing to arouse Western admiration. It was cunning and cock-sure, with a decided hint of malice.

He can be made to go away, he added, staring straight ahead along the path.

Deborah bridled at that. John Duncannon was her countryman.

Ill bet you cant make John do anything he doesnt want to, she retorted.

He can be made to want to go away, or else to regret not wanting to, said Rundhia Singh. He can be made to go before your father learns he has ever been here.

Here? she asked. Here in Mount Abu? Is he here now?

Rundhia Singh nodded.

Damn! said Deborah.

As they trotted around a bend in the path, with the captured ponies crowding them, they were greeted from a quarter mile off by the group of British officers who had obtained remounts and were cantering to join in the round-up. Rundhia Singh swore under his breath.

Now we shall no longer be able to talk secrets, he said, drawing rein to gain time. You must tell your father I will show him oil and he must make an agreement with me. You may depend on me to get rid of John Duncannon

Get rid of him? asked Deborah.

Yes, get rid of him! Hes in the way! You tell your father I will call. And above all say nothing to Galloway.

Deborah did not answer. She resented the tone of voice he used and did not like the hint of danger to Duncannon. She supposed this heir to an ancient throne would hardly dare to use violence, and yet  She glanced at him again keenly.

Remember not to say a word to Galloway! he insisted between his teeth, lips hardly moving, as the officers cantered up, all pleasant voices, laughter and good-natured chaff about the captured ponies.

Tigers! they said. Two big ones! Stood there looking at us  scared us worse than they did the ponies! Cant get a tracker to follow them. Natives all say they belong to the Gnani of Erinpura. Pity the old boy cant keep his cats at home  hell lose them one of these fine mornings!


CHAPTER VI. The Grounds of the Kaiser-i-Hind Hotel

Moonlight shimmered on a spectral mountain. From a pond came the resounding chorus of innumerable frogs. Bats flitted silently, and in the distance a night-watchman cried, Siva Namashkar, tisra gentra mara! On a hill-top loomed the squat, two-storied central building of the Kaiser-i-Hind Hotel, and below it, by the side of a ravine, were the shadowy shapes of the bungalows connected with it by winding paths. There were voices, laughter and the strains of music coming through the lamp-lit hotel windows, and the shadowy shapes of turbaned servants moved at intervals along the wide veranda.

By the hotel gate there stood a pony, with a sais squatting patiently under his nose. Not far within the wall, where a granite rock cast its shadow toward a clump of trees, Chullunder Ghose sat squatting like a great fat image of the Buddha, scratching his stomach now and then, but with his attention fixed on Deborah, in boots and riding-breeches, seated on a low projection of the rock, her back against it and both hands clasped around her knee.

Yes, Missy sahib, said the babu with a fat sigh that appeared to well up from the deeps of his stomach, according to English poet no man is good enough to be anothers master; yet am nevertheless not independent; have accepted service under John Duncannon sahib. Must eat. Must support wife and family, Almighty God having enough to do to feed fakirs with abstract and, I think, indigestible spirituality. Verb. sap.

Can you hold your tongue? asked Deborah.

Missy sahib, am adherent of Napoleonic heresy, maintaining that every man has his specific price, same varying in proportion to voracity and services required. For nothing much, a very high price. For dangerous act of consequential self-sacrifice, extremely low price. Can do anything for which am paid.

You know my name?

Yes, Missy sahib. Also renowned name of tr-r-rillionaire papa, at mere mention of whose opulence this babu trembles.

You are not to tell Mr. Duncannon you have seen me or have spoken to me. Do you understand?

At suitable remuneration, each per understanding, yes, agreed Chullunder Ghose.

How much does Mr. John Duncannon pay you?

Stupendously  in dreams. Such dreams as most material emotions mock! Like fifty-fifty shyster lawyer on contingency impossible to win, this babu looks to chance emolument to offset sadness of inevitable anticlimax. All is grist to this mill, Missy sahib.



Do you mean you think you wont get paid?

Am sure of it! Am non-Pythagorean predeterminist, discerning neck-or-nothing end of mares nest. Am to be remunerated on a basis of results. Preascertainable certainty of such results being nothing, plus unprofitable clash with obsolete religious prejudices and exasperated government officials, this babu will bet. Put up your money!

Then why do you work for him, if you feel so sure he cant get what hes after?

Because, Missy sahib, to be or not to be is not the question. Not in this instance. Am not Hamlet. Am impoverished babu employing exquisite quintessence of discretion in performance of slack-rope balance act, starvation yawning underneath. Big belly, bad luck, wife and family, unjustified but notorious blemishes on reputation  consequent lack of what is ridiculously known as steady job, job-holder having to be steady, whereas job is insecure! Like Hagar in Biblical landscape, this homeless babu prayed for succor and beheld Daniel in the lions den, sahib among scorpions. Did immediate beneficence, relieving headache, constipation, bad breath, fever and high blood pressure by means of unpatented but potent remedies. Was offered there and then fiduciary standing with the firm, expenses paid. Accepted gratefully. As honorable babu am committed to meager pilferings from petty cash until disaster intervenes, as usual, to turn me loose again in search of fortune.

It was of disaster that I wished to speak to you, said Deborah. I mean, of the risk of it.

Spare me! exclaimed Chullunder Ghose. This miserable babu is too familiar with disaster, which invariably comes to him who waits! Have tried not waiting for it, with identical result! Am it! Am physical expression of disaster, personally. What can I do for you?

This, said Deborah. Take care of John Duncannnon.

Krishna! Who can take care of a sahib who thinks that a forbidden precinct is an opportunity? Who believes a Gnani is a kind of fakir or a side-show conjurer! Who likes horses that have what he calls pep in them, and believes that Pittsburgh is Elysium where God lives. Who shoots tigers on foot, and alone, never previously having seen them out of cages; and who when he is told said tiger was protected for religious reasons, asks where the protection came in! Take care of him? Lords of Destiny, preserve this babu!

Has he a map? asked Deborah.

But the babu was not to be tricked into betraying information quite so easily as that.

He has three degrees of fever, he replied and folded both hands over his stomach.

Well, look here, said Deborah, Ill be perfectly frank with you. Im after oil, and I know he is. I know, too, that somebody else knows he is after oil, some one who is powerful and treacherous

Must be police! remarked Chullunder Ghose.

Somebody who might stop at nothing

She hesitated but the babu egged her on, well knowing that the way to make a woman tell the truth is to suggest the untruth for her to contradict. The worse nonsense the better.

Perfect frankness! he remarked. Tr-r-rillionaire father sahib from New York, U.S.A.! Yes. Stop at nothing, certainly. Verb. sap.

Some one might poison him. Some one who might possibly try to make use of you to poison him.

Sahiba! This babus reputation rooted in dishonor stands, but even so, that is too much! You discredit my imagination! Have been in U.S.A. United States. Was parked in inconvenient and badly ventilated cell during part of time, during which read many newspapers. Am quite conversant with uncivilized, not to say barbarian and anarchistic attitude of general public. All being kings by divine right, as per constitution, are above law, having made same for the other fellow, not themselves.

This babu does not believe that American, U.S.A., tr-r-rillionaire would try to poison John Duncannon sahib. Nay, nay, Missy sahib! Am specimen of homo sapiens  incredulous yet constant optimist, experienced in idiotic vagaries of human mind. Am very anxious to make squeeze hit and achieve fortune at this juncture, tr-r-rillionaires being harder to find than oil, though doubtless easier to squeeze if one can only find the proper method. But if tr-r-rillionaire papa should come to this babu and offer a mere million for poisoning of John Duncannon sahib, would disbelieve him flatly. Would pinch self and try to wake up!

I see its no use talking to you, said Deborah disgustedly.

Am enjoying anticipation of insults; have not been insulted yet, remarked Chullunder Ghose. Can pocket insults same as duck eats frogs.

You mean you expect money?

Sahib, this babu expects raw deal in all contingencies, from much experience of same. Am impecunious. Must swallow insults if tendered  legal tender eagerly preferred.

Deborah discovered a ridiculously tiny purse in the watch-pocket of her riding coat and from that produced a thousand-rupee note, which she unfolded and tossed to him.

Now, she said, thats about three hundred dollars. Are you oiled enough?

Indeed. Am slippery customer! the babu answered, tucking the money away in the folds of his white cotton waist-cloth. Have not been so insulted by a lady ever previously. Now explain yourself, sahiba!

Deborah changed her tone of voice. She had bought the man. Authority crept into word and gesture.

Keep me informed of Mr. John Duncannons movements  in advance. And take care of him. Keep him out of the reach of Prince Rundhia Singh. And you are not to tell Mr. Duncannon you have seen me. Do you understand?

Am tightwad of garrulity, Chullunder Ghose assured her.

Well now, what will Mr. Duncannon do first? she asked.

He will recover from the fever, said the babu.

Hes not seriously ill?

Only serious, sahiba, and ill-tempered. Otherwise recovering hourly.

What does he plan to do first, when he recovers?

To buy horses, this babu superintending.

Then?

To proceed into Sirohi country on a certain quest.

Certain? she asked.

Certainly continuous, sahiba! Like squaring of circle, perpetual motion, et cetera. Seek and ye shall find, maybe! Hope springs eternal, whereas oil

Has he a map? asked Deborah.

But the babu was again not to be caught.

Have not been through his trunk, he answered rather plaintively, and sighed.

You said Sirohi country. What place? What town? What village?

The babus smile was almost audible. It beamed through the gloom made by the shadow of the rock.

Sahiba, he remarked. Rupees a thousand is too high price for mere mendacity, yet not enough for naked truth. Same being naked is ashamed and should be tempted subtly into open, with assurances of secrecy. Lady Godiva, as for instance. There was peeping Tom.

Oh, shucks!

Oh, Siva, steel this babus resolution! prayed Chullunder Ghose, aloud in English.

Oh, very well, said Deborah, you neednt tell. I guess I can find out some other way.

Sahiba, said the babu solemnly, can you tell me this? How is it that when a man prays to the gods for affluence the gods are always deaf; yet when he prays for power to resist a profitable lapse from virtue they invariably answer?

He scratched his stomach noisily and Deborah laughed.

I wont tempt you any more, she answered. I would rather have you virtuous, for his sake. Does he ever mention me?

Let me think, said the babu. Let me think. He swears a great deal. What is it that he swears about? Oh, I remember  harridan, name of Isabel. Designing female, name of Isabel. Damned liar, painted parasite, man-hunting Jezebel of an imported, dyed, sophisticated she-cat, name of Isabel. No knowing who she is but he says she spoiled his chances. Says it to the moon, making this babu supremely happy.

Why?

Must I harp on obvious? Well, if, as this babu suspects, said Jezebel named Isabel has come between John Duncannon sahib and his hearts desire, sex possibly prevailing over sense, with contempt from supposedly angelic loved one superadded to contempt of self, then probably there will be no love-affair for several weeks.

What then?

Emoluments! This babu is experienced. Unmarried sahibs are manipulatable, tyrannical at times, but tolerant on the whole, not too suspicious or inquisitive concerning petty cash account. But enter the sahiba  phut! Farewell emoluments! He raves about the color of her eyes, he weaves romance and she checks up the figures or else makes him do it. Which is worse, because he usually kicks, or uses riding-whip! This babu is unromantic pragmatist with hedonistic leanings.

Well, take good care of him, said Deborah. Ill give you another thousand rupee note if no harm happens to him. And remember: when he learns Im at Mount Abu, as of course he will sooner or later, you know nothing! But you keep me informed of his movements!

Cash in advance? Chulluder Ghose suggested.

Cash on delivery of John Duncannon right side up, unpoisoned and unhurt, three months from now, said Deborah. Good night, babuji.


CHAPTER VII. Mrs. Bisbee

Pennyweather, having felt ridiculous because he had allowed himself to be persuaded by his daughter to come to India in search of a mares nest of an oil deposit, bored in consequence almost to the verge of mania and reduced to non-committal silence toward strangers to avoid being made more ridiculous than he felt already, plunged with a sort of frenzy into real business, of the kind he understood.

Public debts were things he could conjure with as Cinquevalli used to juggle knives and cannon-balls. In thirty minutes he was satisfied that Galloway was a man to whom those in control of Indian finances lent a friendly and appreciative ear. In thirty minutes more he had persuaded Galloway that public duty, self-respect and inclination all directed him one way and Rajputana must be irrigated watered was the phrase that Pennyweather used  until all other irrigation projects should look like mere toys in comparison.

Galloway saw knighthood in the offing. To a man whose ancestors for several generations had died in the Indian service, knighthood had attractions.

He and Pennyweather sat at a desk and sent endless telegrams to Simla, coding them and then impatiently decoding the replies.

The first fruits were all negative. The Secretary of the Treasury, per third-assistant ditto, was instructed to reply that all financial transactions involving loans from abroad must be authorized by Home Government through proper channels, after application made by Governor-General in Council.

But Pennyweather was an old hand at setting political wheels within wheels in motion. First he ascertained that every detail of the Rajputana irrigation scheme had been worked out by efficient engineers and that the project had only been shelved temporarily because of the state of the European money-market. Then he wired to the head of the Public Works Department to come and see him at Mount Abu, utterly corrupted him with praise and prophecy about a desert blooming like the rose and swept him off in a special train from Abu Road to Simla to talk to the gray-haired wizard who held Indias purse-strings.

This governments asleep! he said to Galloway. Ill point out to him the effect on Indias finances of a cash outlay of thirty million, all drawn from abroad. Why, man, the revenue will run away with them, cover the standing charges four or five times over! Then, look at the advantage from the other angle! No strain on the London money-market; relieve London just as much as India. Besides, its time India left off carrying all her financial eggs in one basket. If she learns to look to New York for her capital  Who are the influential natives? Theyll listen! Give me their names. Wire em to meet me in Simla! We can shove this through at a quarter or maybe a half percent cheaper than London would dream of doing it.

He even forgot his indigestion and ate curried mutton  almost forgot to say good-by to Deborah, whom he would not have taken to Simla with him for a million dollars. This was business, not idiotic searching for imaginary oil on the strength of a dead Scotchmans stolen documents. He did not want his daughter horning in with her infernal aptitude for creating distractions.

You go on and hunt your oil, he told her. Wholl look after you? You cant stay alone at the hotel. Youd better hire some one to

Bunk! said Deborah. Ill stay with Mrs. Bisbee.

From Galloways viewpoint she could not have chosen any one more mischievous, but Galloways obvious dissatisfaction with the arrangement only confirmed Deborahs determination. Joe Bisbee was an assistant commissioner who had had to stay and sweat in some unhealthy district in the plains. His wife, aged twenty-eight and possessed of a private income, had a summer bungalow at Mount Abu that overlooked the lake. She also had a curiosity concerning Oriental mysteries that made the bungalow a byword.

Nevertheless, she had admirers of her own race, as well as a large acquaintance among natives who had been to English universities. You could speak of anything in Mrs. Bisbees house and be believed, provided the thing was unbelievable and contrary to all accepted theory. Even newly married wives of covenanted civil servants had no word to say against her conduct with men, because she had a cast in one eye and a false leg, due to a railway accident; but most of the women in the station bitterly resented her hospitality to educated Indians, Eurasians, and to Europeans who, for one cause or another, were excluded from the upper social level. She could not be actually outlawed from society, because her husband stood well with the heads of departments and was regarded as a coming man; also because she had money and was generous when approached by subscriptions to charity funds. But she was known as a bad influence, and accordingly ignored as much as possible.

Her bungalow was beautifully situated in a grove of trees, too far from neighbors to be spied upon, yet easy to reach and approach by a narrow road that went winding out of sight of other peoples windows. So, although in India no European can keep secrets because native servants watch them constantly and retail all the gossip, there was at least a feeling of secretiveness about Lakeside, as she called her dwelling, and her strangely assorted visitors came and went with a sense of not having been indiscriminately observed.

What Deborah liked about her was her air of mischief. Barring that cast in her eye she was a rather pleasant looking little woman, who invariably dressed well and who took an exquisite delight in saying things that scandalized or else exasperated by their biting accuracy.

If Englands government of India is proof of the Almightys wisdom, why then arent the Indians happy? she was fond of asking.



You know, my dear, its funny, she told Deborah. Your father comes from a notoriously free country. Yet he is off to Simla to do his best to get his own claws tight on Rajputanas throat! If he succeeds hell have every peasant in Rajputana working for him  forced to work for him, whether they want to or not  to pay him interest on other peoples money! Doesnt it make you laugh?

Not much, said Deborah. If Dad can make the Rajputs work, good luck to him!

There was moonlight on the water. They were sitting in great wicker chairs on the veranda, with the scent and the stirring of pine-trees all around. Silvered by the moonlight in the distance granite peaks of the sacred Aravalli hills were upreared against a star-lit sky. It was a view of poetry and peace.

Ill let you see the other side of it, said Mrs. Bisbee. Im no traitor to my race, but they amuse me, just as you and your father do. The funniest thing is the blindness of the men who might see if theyd only look. Theyre none of them dishonest, except that they deceive themselves. We all do that.

To me the whole thing is a drama in a rapturously lovely setting. Im the audience. My husband is a member of the ruling oligarchy and I laugh at him too, though I love him. And the natives are just as funny. Therell be one here presently who is deeper than most of them. He is one of those intrinsically honest men who pose as rogues and break all moral rules because theyre clever and not deceived by conventional morals at all. In really big things this man is a rock of stark integrity, although to hear him talk, and to see him help himself to unconsidered trifles in the way of bribes and odds and ends like that youd think he was the biggest rogue unhung.

When he comes Ill receive him here; you go inside there and sit in the dark by the open window. Come out whenever you care to, but youll understand him better if you hear him talk to me before you meet him. Ill insist on talking English.

The visitor came presently, announced mysteriously by a butler who apparently had left him on the porch until he could make sure the man was really welcome. There was plenty of time for Deborah to go inside the house and hide on the dark window-seat. Then came a heavy footfall, followed by another not so heavy but at least as definite, and two figures, one ponderous, the other tall, entered the room. No lamps had been lighted. Deborah could not see either mans features. The ponderous one spoke in a low voice, gesturing, then led the way to the veranda.

Salaam, Memsahib Bisbee.

She recognized Chullunder Ghose the moment he spoke aloud, and her estimate of Mrs. Bisbee fell. Could it be possible she actually thought that fat Bengali was  what was it she had called him?  a rock of stark integrity?

The babu introduced the other man, and though she nearly leaned out through the window trying to catch the name she failed. Nor could she see him, though she knew he was a white man. He sat down with his back toward her in one of the big wicker chairs, answering Mrs. Bisbees conventional pleasantries in low monotone.

The babu, squatting in the moonlight on a mat on the veranda, presently began to guide the conversation.

Memsahib Bisbee, this babu is

Chup! she interrupted. Did you come with your box to sell me buttons or to talk as a friend to a friend?

Am nevertheless in presence of Kumar bahadur from land where every one is king, the babu answered.

Nonsense! said Mrs. Bisbee. I am sure Mr. Duncannon

Deborah did not hear the remainder of the sentence; she was too astonished, too intent on trying to recognize the back of John Duncannons head. There was nothing unnatural or unreasonable or even really surprising in John Duncannons paying after-dinner calls; and if he chose to make them in the company of his own servant that was his affair. But Mrs. Bisbee certainly had not expected him. It was uncanny that he should turn up just then, on the very first evening of Deborahs visit. She made up her mind that nothing should induce her to go out on the veranda until after both visitors were gone.

Cut all that circumlocution and talk horse! said John Duncannons voice, agreeably gruff. Weve no right to take up much of Mrs. Bisbees time. Remember, Im here uninvited. Mrs. Bisbee, if youll pardon me I think Ill do the talking.

Mrs. Bisbee moved her chair to face him in the moonlight; that brought her own face where Deborah could see it easily, and whether the moonlight softened it or whether she could control her features so as to tempt confidence, she looked Madonna-like, considerably older than her age and not so mischievous as usual.

A week ago I shot a tiger, Duncannon began. I had a hunting permit, but Im told now that the tiger belonged to a person named the Gnani of Erinpura. My servant, who ran away afterward, said so after I had shot the tiger, but I more or less disbelieved him, and anyhow it didnt seem important. However, he described to me where the Gnani lived and I figured Id go and apologize. I understood the Gnani is a sort of priest. It was when I decided to do that that all my servants ran away.

I found the Gnani in a crypt underneath a temple. I had some difficulty in getting in. A number of natives made it their business to try to prevent me, and as a matter of fact I think they would have prevented, if it hadnt been for the old Gnani himself. I didnt care to shoot; that seems a rotten thing to do to unarmed natives, although I suppose I could have claimed self-defense. One of them hit me on the head with a long stick. They had me down and pretty nearly out. You see, I couldnt explain to them, not knowing their language, and I suppose they mistook me for a souvenir-hunter or something. But just at the critical moment, when I had about made up my mind Id shoot  I was still hanging on to my rifle  along came the Gnani himself; or I suppose it was he. He said one word and stopped them.

He gave me a drink. I needed it. Theyd hurt my head. The drink may have been drugged. I dont know. I dont remember a thing that happened after that until I woke up in the dak bungalow at Hanadra with a high fever and this man Chullunder Ghose came and found me. I hired Chullunder Ghose to act as interpreter and came up here, where Ive been more or less sick ever since. Have I made all that clear?

No, said Mrs. Bisbee. Are you in your right mind? I mean, were you when you went into the crypt?

Im supposed to be, he answered. I was picked out from a hundred men to do the particular business Im engaged on. Im supposed to be able to worm my way in almost anywhere. In fact, the firm gave me my job for worming in. I was a newspaper reporter and I put one over on them, so they hired me.

I begin to understand, said Mrs. Bisbee. Go on. What next?

Well, Im after something in the Gnanis territory. I dont care to go to the government about it  theres a man named Galloway who might ask awkward questions. Itll be time enough to see him when Ive found what Im after. The proper thing appears to me to be to fix the Gnani.

He paused because Mrs. Bisbee was laughing.

How do you propose to fix him, as you call it? she asked, pulling out her handkerchief.

Why, I thought if I could meet him, along with some one whod interpret properly, I could apologize first of all for having shot his pet tiger, and then do the decent thing about it  either pay him compensation for the tiger or let him name his own figure or else make him a pretty handsome present if hed rather not take cash. You see, I dont quite understand these peoples prejudices.

No, she said, over the top of the handkerchief, I suspect you dont!

But Chullunder Ghose tells me you do, he retorted. He says you know the Gnani personally. Do you?

She nodded. She was pressing her lips with the handkerchief.

Fine! said John Duncannon. He leaned back in the chair instead of sitting forward with his hands on his knees as he had been doing. Now of course, he went on, there isnt any reason why you should help me. A business arrangement is probably out of the question, although that would be perfectly satisfactory to me, provided you felt that way about it. What I want is business with the Gnani and I need your influence.

What do you suggest you might do? Mrs. Bisbee asked, with a long pause about midway of the sentence, where she gulped a chuckle.

I notice youre laughing, he answered quietly, Ill laugh with you, if youll explain the joke. I suppose a foreigner in India does make amusing breaks. The point is, Ive been frank with you; you might be frank with me, if you feel youd care to.

Yes, she said, I will answer frankly. If you had come without Chullunder Ghose I would have had the butler show you the door! Youve made me an outrageous proposition! Do you know, for instance, that Im the wife of a responsible official? And that the Gnani of Erinpura is a reverend and very honorable gentleman, whose reputation for wisdom entitles him to the same sort of respect that people pay to the Archbishop of Canterbury?

Do you know that if you had forced your way into the Vatican you couldnt have done anything more outrageous than you did at Erinpura? Do you realise that if the Gnani had cared to complain about you to the government, you could have been fined and imprisoned, and possibly deported after you had served your sentence? I will tell you something else: Unless the Gnani had issued extremely definite orders that nobody was to do you any injury, you would have been dead some days ago! There are thousands of people who regard your trespass into that temple as sacrilege and a deliberate insult. They would think it a duty to murder you, unless the Gnani had gone out of his way expressly to forbid them!

It seems I put my foot in it, Duncannon answered. But theres always a right thing to do. What is it?

Smoke and Ill send for drinks, said Mrs. Bisbee. Chullunder Ghose would never have brought you here unless you were all right. Have you told me all or is there something up your sleeve?

She reached for a box of cigarets beside her chair and clapped hands for the butler, who came with a bowl of ice and set drinks on the table. Chullunder Ghose accepted whisky and soda and the three sipped silently until the butler was out of hearing.

Yes, Ive something up my sleeve, Duncannon said then.

Do you mean you think youve kept a secret from Chullunder Ghose? asked Mrs. Bisbee.

Perhaps he has told you what he thinks he knows already, he retorted.

On my oath he hasnt! Mrs. Bisbee answered, knocking ash from her cigarette. He didnt even warn me you were coming.

Deborah had no compunctions about listening. It was up to Mrs. Bisbee, who was hostess and could easily steer the conversation into other channels if she saw fit. John Duncannon had come uninvited. Nobody had asked him to divulge his secrets.

How far may I confide in you? Duncannon asked.

Just as far as you like to, said Mrs. Bisbee. Im the wife of a British official. I guarantee nothing. I dont even guarantee you wont be overheard.

Chullunder Ghose, with moonlight on his face, looked straight at the window where Deborah sat in the impenetrable shadow of the curtains. He raised his glass as if he were drinking a toast to some one.

Verb. sap.! he remarked sententiously and, setting the glass down, scratched his stomach.

I think Ill let Chullunder Ghose tell what he thinks he knows, Duncannon said. Then Ill see whether I care to add to it.

He lighted a cigarette, but declined a second drink.

Am quintessentially essence of discretion, said the babu. Not being principal, must deferentially say nothing unless otherwise commanded.

Talk, confound you! Duncannon growled at him.

Am confoundedly obedient. This sahib, on strength of photographic copies of report and journal written by a certain Abercrombie sahib, Scotchman, tigerwise deceased  said copies being sold to Turner Sons and Company of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, by Ullagaddi Hiralal, alleged reputed swami now in prison  seeks oil in Rajputana. Being guided by four-dimensional ignorance of all things beyond range of parish pump of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, this sahib wisely has retained this babus services, who, by process of induction and deduction fifty-fifty, foresaw difficulties. Thus:

Existence of oil is not proven. Nevertheless, fact that Abercrombie sahib was eliminated by tiger indicates to this babu that, possibly, said Abercrombie sahib may have ventured in where angels fear to tread and having learned what it was not intended he should know, may have been sent to teach the angels rashness. If so, same being case, who is lord of tigers hereabouts? The holy Gnani! Furthermore, the following is not to be denied, except by scientists:

Said Gnani, very holy person, age and antecedents unknown, contemplating human beings in abstract, which is very concrete business, made intimate experience of tigers for purpose of analysis of tragedy of human mind. Theory being doubtless that, just as arithmetic is easier than calculus, simple ferocity is first step toward understanding of complicated ditto.

And, notoriously, it is matter of common knowledge, said most benevolent Gnani in the course of his zoological experiments acquired much mastery over tigers, and applying same, has even reduced to some extent on rare occasions the ferocity of human beings.

But  and as lawyers remark, this is essence of contract  influence is mental. Consequently self-control by Gnani has highly important bearing on case, just as surgeon using implements of precision among vitals of heart-diseased patient must not sneeze. If surgeon has irritation of nostril-membrane, so much the worse for patient. Same way  angry Gnani, angry tiger. Angry tiger, no more self-control than sharp-edged instrument. Both kill  different method, thats all. Surgeon, trying to save life, slays, pockets fee notwithstanding, unless bowels of compassion caused him to perform for charity, in which case four or five students are the richer for an interesting corpse. Gnani, seeking to eliminate crudest elements of human ferocity, loses momentary control of tiger and thus causes a ferocious death. Galloway sahib goes forth with rifle, slays tiger  and there we are again! More death! Sum total of ferocity increased, and big new tiger-skin in taxidermists window, London, England, where it may suggest tigerishness to people tamed by corsets and false teeth but made ferocious by indigestion!

All very discouraging, but generalities are dangerous. Let us be particular. Gnani is human individual, possessing spleen, bile, liver and customary assortment of functional organs. Consequently has a conscience, troublesome and no known use but, unlike vermiform appendix, not amenable to surgery. Verb. sap. Conscience procreates regret, since like begets like and nothing in the universe is non-creative, although many things created are no more use than jazz-time music. Nevertheless, we get somewhere. Benevolent Gnani is very sorry, which is open door to uncompunctious people.

Personally have no compunctions. None whatever. Am purely hedonistic pragmatist with opportunist leanings. Marveling at beauty of Gnanis idealism, this babu would nevertheless, make use of him as Izaak Walton recommended using frogs, as if you loved them, but for purposes of catching fish, oil being fish in this instance.

Consequently, guessing processes of Gnanis mind, and being good guesser from necessity of feeding a politically minded wife and progeny who think this babu is a milch-cow having udders full of money, it is evident to me the holy Gnani realizes how one bloody thing has led to another, as per history of human race, and cat is out of bag at last. Secret of presence of oil in Rajputana in large quantities, if true, can not be kept.

Consider reverend Gnanis nature. Very holy person. Why has he kept this secret all these years? For benefit of human race undoubtedly, perceiving that oil would enrich already opulent exploiters of ryotwari groaning under foreign yoke and, alternatively, would increase subjection of said bellyaching and ungrateful malcontents.

Fat being now in fire, however, what shall benevolent Gnani do? Rig derricks as per California and sell stock by stampede processes to honest farmers seeking millions percent? Gnani is not commercially minded. What then? Notify British authorities and invite them to avail themselves of revenues from which they may reduce taxation? He is too aware of the mentality of governments, which are man-made, man being his own enemy and the nearest enemy being the one that should least be encouraged. He will not increase the British revenues if he can help it.

Notwithstanding which he will not make difficulties for them either, if it can be prevented, he being very compassionate person capable of pitying even alien tyrants who have bitten off more than they can chew and are trying to look wise and comfortable on horns of inescapable dilemma. Therefore, he will not whisper the remunerative secret into ears of local princes, who are difficult enough to manage as it is.

What then? What shall do? Very holy man is in predicament. Prefers society of tigers, but is anguished by responsibility to human race. Like man with toothache meeting charlatan, he is in a mood to listen. Self am charlatan. This babu would suggest to benevolent Gnani that if secret were given to tr-r-rillionaire U.S.A. American firm of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, subsequent influx of foreign rapacity might offset other dangers and enrich complaining peasantry a little without strengthening the government.

No wise man strengthens governments. The stronger they are, the worse they are. And no wise man weakens them too much, because if they are too weak they act desperately. The Gnani knows all about tigers.

Very well. Let us address ourselves to his benevolence. But how? Since slightly uncommendable encroachment by Duncannon sahib  same being previous to this babus engagement  followers of holy Gnani are like nest of hornets stirred with stick. Not pleasant to try to whisper in the Gnanis ear and none will carry messages, even if one should be fool enough to trust messenger, unless said messenger were this babu.

Why dont you try it? asked Mrs. Bisbee.

Memsahib, that is first indiscretion this babu has ever heard from your lips! the babu answered. Shall I expose in detail shameful nakedness of past indecencies? Am constitutional moralist, same not including confidence in virtue of confession. When this babu is forced to shuffle off his mortal coil and is brought before Yama for judgment, he will deny everything same as criminal arraigned before district judge. Awful lot of people and sins for the god to remember! Might get off. Never know your luck! But just now very holy Gnani does not approve of this babu. Value received, obligation mutual  am diffident. Point is, very holy Gnani does approve of you, memsahib.

What makes you think that, babuji?

Mrs. Bisbees voice was perfectly controlled. Her question gave no hint either of admission or denial. She was amused, that much was evident, but as to what she actually thought about it all there was no guessing.

O woman! the babu exclaimed. Least vain and most practical of sexes! Why prevaricate? This babu knows!

Knows what? she answered; but her voice was less under control. She seemed uneasy, and Duncannon leaned forward in his chair to watch her face.

Am cautious person  very, said the babu.

Blackmail? she asked. Are you trying to threaten me, Chullunder Ghose?

Being no gentleman in glass jug, throw no stones, he answered. Merely hinting at what is known to me. This babu came hither speaking thusly because he knew Memsahib Bisbee

That will do!

She cut him short abruptly with voice and gesture, and her hand was trembling when she lighted another cigarette, but whether from nervous fear or irritation Deborah could not guess, although she leaned dangerously far through the window trying to read her face.

John Dunannon rose out of his chair looking very fine and manly silhouetted by the moonlight. He was rugged and strong, and had manners that were gentle because of his strength.

Im dreadfully sorry, he said quietly. If I had thought this babu was going to threaten you I would never have dreamed of coming. Will you please forget the incident? Ill never mention it again. Ill thrash the babu when I get outside.

Deborah wanted to shout to him, Good boy, John! but subdued her emotion somehow, breathing through her nose. The babu shrugged his shoulders; he looked Chinese in the moonlight, like an image of the big fat god of affluence. Mrs. Bisbee blew out cigarette smoke, making rings, three, one inside the other.

Please sit down again, she said. It had to come sooner or later. Im not a coward and Id rather there were witnesses. Chullunder Ghose is such a realist hes dangerous, but his merit is that he is honest with himself. He is forcing something to an issue. He wouldnt have dared to threaten me unless he held the ace of trumps. Do please sit down.

Duncannon resumed his chair and threw one knee over the other, making no remark. Deborah, behind the window-curtain, held her breath for fear of missing something, but for several minutes not a word was spoken, until the silence became oppressive. One could even catch the whirr of bats wings. About a hundred yards away a jackal gnawed at something and the sound of a cracking bone was like a pistol shot. A light breeze sent ripples murmuring along the lake shore, and up on a hilltop more than a mile away a man sang a hymn to Vishnu, but only the high falsetto notes came like a whisper on the wind.

I see I have to yield, said Mrs. Bisbee suddenly. Her quiet voice was startling. She spoke with absolute conviction and without emotion, like a chess player who sees mate several moves ahead.

Where do I come in? Duncannon asked.

You came in with the babu, she answered. I suppose youve promised him a fortune if you find your oil. He is shrewd and you were lucky to strike a bargain with him.

I will not be party to blackmail, least of all of a woman, said Duncannon. I dont know your secrets and I dont want to.

No, she answered, but Chullunder Ghose does know them, and I know him better than you do. You might go away and wash your hands of it entirely, but that wouldnt change the situation. You see, Chullunder Ghose knows your secret now. Hes not a bit malicious; hes simply playing his own hand, and he happens to hold trumps. I have my husband to consider.

Better let me thrash the babu. Ill three parts kill him, said Duncannon.

That wouldnt help, she answered, and it wouldnt be right.

Besides, he doesnt know my secret, said Duncannon.

Chullunder Ghose swayed slightly as if he were digesting mirth.

Oh yes he does! said Mrs. Bisbee. He would never have forced the issue if he didnt. I know Chullunder Ghose. And I know when hes bluffing. He would never have wasted his hold over me if he wasnt quite sure of a hold over you.

Hold over me? Duncannon stood up again and took a stride toward Chullunder Ghose, who did not move an inch but watched him as if hypnotized. You damned fat rascal! Hold over me, have you?

Map! said the babu. Plans! Report by Abercrombie sahib! This babu has all originals. Obtained same five oclock this afternoon. Your Honor bought two horses dirt cheap at five-fifteen, he added apropos apparently of nothing.

You mean you have the originals from which my photographs were taken? Hand them over or Ill thrash the hide off you!

Am experienced person, said the babu. Naturally, have secreted plans with view to possible contingencies. They are not your plans. I have perfect right to sell them to competitor, who is also tr-r-rillionaire. Better sit down, sahib. Spare memsahibs feelings.

Yes, sit down, Mr. Duncannon. Its no use, said Mrs. Bisbee. Its as I thought; he has what you Americans call the drop on both of us.


CHAPTER VIII. In Mrs. Bisbees Bungalow

There fell another silence, almost unendurable. The murmer of the trees was like the whispering of spirits of the night. The lapping of the ripples on the shore was laughter at the tragedy of human folly. Now and then the house creaked, as if ghosts were walking in it. Deborah could hardly keep still on the window-seat, and John Duncannon shifted his feet several times, evidently nervous, watching Mrs. Bisbees face.

Yes, Mrs. Bisbee said at last, I yield. I must think of my husband.

John Duncannon coughed behind his hand.

Look here, he said gruffly, I repeat, Im not in on this.

Dont be silly, Mrs. Bisbee answered. Chullunder Ghose and I understand each other perfectly. He is honest. He will stay bought, if I buy him. He has held this over me for three years. It was understood by both of us from the beginning. He paid in advance. It was a bargain.

Fifty-fifty! said the babu, folding his hands on his stomach.

Deborah drew her breath in sharply. To her Mrs. Bisbees attitude was utterly incomprehensible. The woman seemed almost to delight in her surrender, almost passionately to insist on it.

Montaigne was right, said Mrs. Bisbee.  I find that the best virtue I have has in it some tincture of vice. The Gnani used almost the same words only yesterday. Hell understand the situation. Hes a Knower. He wont blame me for what I cant help.

You can help it, said Duncannon. I tell you, I wont have a thing to do with it. I dont care what the babu knows about you. Tell him to go plumb to hell.

He wont go! she answered. If he told what he knew my husband would suffer, and so would a number of innocent people. Besides, I made a bargain. It was quite fair. He could have made a profit by betraying me three years ago. I offered him money but he refused that. He preferred that I should do anything I can for him at any time he demands it and I agreed. I bought his silence. I have had it. I must pay. I will.

She threw away her cigarette and lighted another one.

But thisll never be the end of it, Duncannon argued. Hell go on holding it over you until

Oh, no, he wont, she interrupted. Two can play at that game. I could have him in prison very easily, and he knows me as I know him. It isnt a question of my being afraid of him. Im not. He couldnt harm me half as much now as he could have then; it would only make a nine days scandal if he told now what he knows, whereas then it would have caused dreadful trouble and perhaps disgrace to half a dozen people. He has kept his promise. I will keep mine. I pay, babuji.

Chullunder Ghose sat smiling placidly. Whenever John Duncannon moved he turned calm eyes toward him. Occasional emotions crossed his face but in the moonlight Deborah could not interpret them; to her he seemed an almost absolute enigma. What she understood still less was Mrs. Bisbees repeated insistence on the babus honesty.

It was surprising but not incomprehensible that she should be willing to talk as she did to John Duncannon. Anyone, even in the dark, could tell that John was honest  voice, gesture, speech, everything about him was manly. But to talk in that way to the babu in Johns presence, and with herself by invitation listening  

Suddenly it occurred to Deborah that Mrs. Bisbee might be playing an extremely deep game. Was she trying to trap the babu? If so, the babu had been very careful not to walk into the trap. He had made no threats that could be turned against him on a witness stand. It was Mrs. Bisbee herself who had done all the talking. She had suggested yielding to a threat before the threat was actually voiced. She had confessed in the presence of witnesses to unnamed guilt of which the babu knew, but the babu had said nothing to commit himself. When he did speak it was in terms of praise of her.

Not many memsahibs play game onside, he remarked. This babu would remove hat if same were natural habiliment. Having removed slippers on entering house, no further nudity would meet favor. My salaams!

He bowed with both hands to his forehead, bending himself forward gracefully in spite of his enormous stomach.

Then you mean you will arrange the matter with the Gnani? Duncannon asked.

I will do what I can, said Mrs. Bisbee. I will be glad to have settled with Chullunder Ghose.

When?

As soon as possible. Are you staying at the hotel? I will send you a message.

I dont like it, he said bluntly.

Dont be silly, she answered, rising to shake hands with him. It happens to be fortunate for you, thats all. Good night. Youll hear from me as soon as possible.

Ducannon gestured to the babu, who did not stir.

Come on! he commanded.

Am obese but intelligent person, said Chullunder Ghose. Situation is complicated now. Differential characteristics, impulse and inhibition. Civilized veneer is not thick. Impulse urges you to beat me savagely. Inhibition counsels this babu to keep away from you, not liking licking. Skin thin, very. Verb. sap. Go away and dream of oil-wells, sahib; you will feel less angry in the morning.

Come along, I tell you!

White mans burden! said the babu, sighing, rolling up his eyes. Inscrutable, oh, how inscrutable is Providence! Gentleman from land of conquered West Indians, seeking to steal march on East Indians for oil with which to enrich men who are too rich already, is appointed by deity mentioned on dollars to teach me morality  with whip! My aunt!

Are you coming? asked Duncannon.

Subject to motion of previous question. You will restrain impulsions of indignant virtue? You will not debauch your passionate peculiarities by whipping this babu?

I promise. Come on.

Am trustfully obedient. As brains of international partnership, however, must make all precautions in advance. Muscle cant think. Obesity, restraining acrobatic yearnings, forces the imagination into less objective channels. Preferable, very. Yes, sahib, am coming, am in great haste. Pray precede me. Hell is paved with good intentions. I will keep behind. Otherwise, temptation irresistible, perhaps!

The babu got to his feet with surprising agility, bowed to Mrs. Bisbee and gestured with his right hand toward the door into the house. Mrs. Bisbee clapped her hands and called out to the butler who began lighting lamps in the front hall, leaving the big sitting-room in darkness. Deborah shrank back into the corner of the window-seat, but as John Duncannon went into the house she saw the babu whispering to Mrs. Bisbee, who nodded and appeared to smile. Then the babu followed Duncannon and the two strode heavily toward the front door, where the butler let them out.



A moment later Mrs. Bisbee came and sat down beside Deborah.

How much did you hear? she asked.

All of it.

How shocked were you?

The butler came in to light the lamps, so Deborah did not answer. The man walked around the room on bare feet with a light taper, making miracles, his starched white clothing taking on the hues of lamp-shades as awakened shadows danced and shifted and the harmony of decoration leaped out of the gloom.

You like music? I will play for you, said Mrs. Bisbee, and went to the piano.

She seemed to be in an amused, contented mood and played airs out of Gilbert and Sullivans Pirates of Penzance, once or twice humming them but making no attempt to sing. She played for about fifteen minutes and then broke off suddenly.

I would give a lot to know exactly what you think of me, she said, with her hands in her lap, turning the piano stool so as to face Deborah.

Ditto! Deborah answered. Read me first.

Oh, youre quite easy. Modern aristocracy, tolerant of very nearly anything except restraint and cant, busy creating your own cant and your own code, which seem quite new to you but are as old as Moses; full of energy, which is what makes aristocracy, just as wealth eventually kills it; quite honest according to your light; plucky, affectionate, proud, contemptuous of humbug but as full of it as any other human being; healthy, rather reckless but too shrewd to risk anything except physical danger, which you enjoy. Youre one of the new race thats being born into America and you neither think nor feel in the way the older races do, which makes it almost impossible for you to understand me, for instance.

Deborah laughed at her. She liked being called an aristocrat and, being what she was, denied the charge indignantly.

Aristocracys played out! I wouldnt be a duchess if youd give me half of Europe to pay taxes for! Come now, Ive got more sense than that!

Now me, said Mrs. Bisbee, raw  no reservations! If Id thought you a ninny Id have said so.

Well, youre unmoral, said Deborah, not immoral. You just havent any. You can see straight, although one eyes crooked and you do things because you want to do them, not because theyre right or wrong. I dont believe you think there is any right or wrong.

Oh, yes, I do, said Mrs. Bisbee. But never mind. Go on.

Well, you like to play with dynamite. I dont mean real dynamite; that wouldnt interest you. Abstract dynamite, the sort of stuff they talk in Greenwich Village. And youre awfully courageous in a queer, cold way that makes my flesh creep. I think you have dabbled in art  your house looks like it  and Im sure youve studied metaphysics and philosophy. You have brains, and I dare say youre an agnostic or believe you are; but I think youve been bitten way down deep by the bug of Oriental mysticism, and youll either go mad or land in prison the way the swamis do when they find themselves like fish out of water in the U.S.A. I think youre flattered because natives of the country make a fuss of you, just as some of our fool Americans flatter swamis. I think John Duncannon gave you the right steer when he advised you to tell that babu to go plumb to hell!

Mrs. Bisbee chuckled.

Superficial, but not bad, she commented. From what the Gnani said of you I rather thought youd read deeper.

From what the Gnani said of me? asked Deborah. Hes never seen me.

Oh, yes he has! He sent Prince Rundhia Singh to lead you out toward Deulwara, that morning when the tigers prints were on the tennis-court. He looked you over carefully. Did you offer him money?

Well, Ill be damned! said Deborah. That old beggar by the wayside? No, I didnt give him anything; he was gone before I could.

He told me you pitied him, said Mrs. Bisbee.

What if I did? He didnt know it. I never said a word to him. I wanted him to drive the ponies down toward us, and

Didnt they come? asked Mrs. Bisbee.

Yes. But were you there?

No. Rundhia Singh told me that part.

Oh. So you know that rotter?

Not particularly well. But he thinks he is an inside man, and now and then he carries messages. The Gnani has to make use of all sorts of people.

You, for instance?

Yes, me, said Mrs. Bisbee. She seemed proud of it.

Deborah looked keenly at her. She began to feel thrilled. Her disrespect for mysticism did not lessen her curiosity. Being a guest in Mrs. Bisbees house began to feel like going to a murder trial, which does not imply sympathy with murder, at any rate not on the surface.

Now youd like to know what Chullunder Ghose knows about me, said Mrs. Bisbee, wouldnt you?

You dont have to tell me, said Deborah. Johns attitude was right.

My dear girl, I do have to tell you.

Why? Because Im your guest? Thats ridiculous.

Yes, if that were the reason. But I need your confidence, so I must give you mine. Are you curious?

No! said Deborah, jerking her jaw forward.

Liar! laughed Mrs. Bisbee. I never saw more curiosity in anybodys eyes in all my life! Now tell me: Why did you come to India?

To look for oil. Ive told you that already. Im beginning to be sorry I did. I dont want to be entangled in a lot of confidences. I dont mean anything rude by that. I mean, were strangers to each other and

Youre afraid, said Mrs. Bisbee. But never mind. How did you learn of the oil?

From Swami Ullagaddi Hiralal.

You know him fairly well? asked Mrs. Bisbee.

Deborah nodded.

What do you think of him?

Four-flusher. Hot-air ballyhoo. Soap-box philosopher in need of money. Ignorant, incompetent, conceited ass looking out for bigger asses than himself, wholl feed him in return for hokum. Hes in Sing Sing Prison.

Poor catspaw! said Mrs. Bisbee. Do you think he had enough iron in him to think for himself of going to America?

Did you put him up to it? asked Deborah. Her voice turned icy cold.

No. Rundhia Singh did. Rundhia Singh tried to buy Abercrombies report from him. Then he tried to get it by foul means, but Ullagaddi Hiralal knows all about poison and was careful. He went to Bombay, where he served for a while as spy for the police, so it was not easy to assassinate him; and nobody knew where hed hidden the documents. But Rundhia Singhs men kept after him with a cock-and-bull story about an American millionaire and promised him a good share of the proceeds if hed help locate the oil. It was that that put the idea of America into his head. He travelled first-class; as a tourist, and I understand he was clever enough to get his passport awfully well visaed, so I suppose they let him land without much difficulty. When Rundhia Singh heard of it he was in a towering rage and went to the Gnani for advice. They always go too late to the old man, like people going to confession after theyve committed sin, instead of acting wisely and then going for encouragement. The Gnani doesnt care a rap for their personal problems; hes only interested in the big, broad sweep of things. His wisdom is a treasure that he holds in trust for the whole of humanity. When they do go to him he gives them advice that, if they follow it, will serve the general good. Hes a genuine Gnani, a Knower. You cant fool him  and he never tries to gather up spilt milk. He doesnt preach, either. He says its for them to find out from experience what life is all about. So when they come to him with personal odds and ends he handles them from the point of view of universal politics, if that means anything to you.

How does the government like him? asked Deborah.

It doesnt! But it doesnt interfere with him.

They dont dare?

Oh, yes, they dare. But theyre most of them gentlemen. They try to be wise, and people who keep on trying never fail to learn, little by little. But they have no direct dealings with the Gnani, so, as my husband is a government official, I have sometimes managed to  well  to save the government from making a mistake.

Is that what Chullunder Ghose knows?

Mrs. Bisbee nodded.

When I was in that railway accident it was midnight and there was no help within thirty miles. It was in the monsoon; the signals were down and the line was washed away. It was a small mixed train, of the kind they run on branch lines in the mofussil, and I was the only first-class passenger. There were ten or eleven natives in the third class and every one was killed, except myself and one small boy. He ran for help. I was pinned under an axle, and I suppose Id lain there about two hours with the water swirling around me, when the Gnani came. The boy had brought him.

He cut my leg off. I believe he used an ax. And he left my leg lying there under the train. The break-down crew discovered it an hour or two later. There were all sorts of theories about what had happened to me. The Gnani carried me to his own crypt underneath the temple at Erinpura. I was unconscious, of course. He took care of me there for several weeks. He let me send word to my husband secretly, but he threatened that if anybody else learned where I was he would have me put out and let them take me to a European hospital. I chose to stay. It may sound wild to you, but I enjoyed it!

Didnt the pain torture you? asked Deborah. I have an aunt who runs a hospital at Ahmednuggar. Ive stayed there. I know about native surgery and medicine!

No pain. Not much discomfort, said Mrs. Bisbee.

Did he hypnotize you?

No. He says thats wicked. So it is. He applied remedies, and Ill show you tonight what he did to my leg. You wont find better surgery if you hunt the whole world over. He was simply marvellous  the gentlest, holiest old humorist you can imagine. Luckily for me I talk the language like a native, so I was able to understand him. But he didnt talk much, not very much. It was his trick to say something at exactly the right time, as if in answer to your thoughts, that won me. He seemed to creep into your soul, and sometimes it hurt; that was when he was angry at what he found there. But he was always sorry afterward when he had been angry, and he could heal up the ache inside as if he had put drops on it the way he put them on the stump of my leg.

Any women there? asked Deborah.

Not one. But he was gentler than a woman.

Mrs. Bisbee paused for phrases to convey her meaning. It was several minutes before she went on speaking.

Did it ever occur to you how impossible it would be to put hatched chickens back into the shell? Well, I was like that when the Gnani sent me back to my husband. I hadnt consciously aspired to anything. But I had grown and everything was different. I loved my husband just as much as ever. More, I dare say. But he knew I had grown. He could see it. He is one man in a thousand. He never tried to change me back again. He saw that what were right and wrong to him  rightly right and wrongly wrong to him  were simply different aspects of absurdity to me. All my values had changed, although I was more convinced of the difference between right and wrong than ever.

It was my husbands idea that I should take this bungalow. I couldnt keep myself from interfering with his work. I could see solutions that he couldnt; and though he very often admitted I was right, hes a covenanted official and he has to act according to the rules. I did outrageous things, for which the Gnani scolded me. I was like one of those religious fanatics who want to compel every one to think and act as they do. I did dishonest things, and on one occasion it was Chullunder Ghose who saved me and my husband and several others from disgrace. It was all my fault.

There was a lawsuit, one of those cruel ones, in which the courts are powerless to do the right thing because witnesses had been bribed and terrorized. There was a decent, honorable ryot who was going to be turned out of house and holding, and everything really hinged on the evidence of one individual, who had been well bribed by the plaintiff and who hated the defendant. I wont make a long story of it; but my husband was to try the case, and he knew from the way I argued with him about it that I was more than interested.

I persuaded Chullunder Ghose to make away with that important witness. He wasnt killed, you understand, but he vanished; and though he has turned up since, he doesnt tell what happened to him. Chullunder Ghose would accept no money from me, but he made that bargain that you overheard just now. And since then I have learned enough from the Gnani not to try to wriggle out of bargains.

You see, when you learn things from a Knower like the Gnani, youre like a growing child; you find yourself possessed of faculties that you dont know what to do with. That is why such people as the Gnani are frightfully careful whom they teach, and not to teach them too fast. Its much easier to learn to walk a slack wire than to use newly discovered intelligence. It runs away with you. You have to learn to practise the most drastic self-control or else you ditch yourself and everybody else. Thats why clever people are so much more dangerous than plodding, patient, stupid ones.

Why do you tell me all this? Deborah asked.

Because, my dear, the cats out of the bag. The Gnani knows that a secret he has kept for many years cannot be kept much longer. The existence of oil near Erinpura is guessed by too many people. The Gnani doesnt want the oil in the hands of princes or wealthy Indians who would use Western methods without Western experience and simply superadd efficiency to an autocracy that is already bad enough. Nor does he want it in the hands of the Indian government, who would like the revenue but would find themselves enormously embarrassed by it, in a way they cant forsee, but he can. It would lead to revolution.

But the Indian government can be trusted to keep a very careful eye on alien concessionaires, who could be taxed and controlled and prevented from acquiring political power, as no English or Anglo-Indian firm could be, with its influential friends in Parliament.

The Gnani looked you over. He decided you have energy enough and ignorance enough. Experts are always dangerous, because nobody can teach them. And he knows all about your fathers visit to Simla to finance the irrigation project. He doesnt pretend to know what the outcome of that will be, but he thinks your father will succeed.

How did he find out? asked Deborah.

From the Parsee in Galloways office, who made all the short-hand notes of conversations. There, I shouldnt have told you that! Do you see how desperately difficult it is for the Gnani to find some one he can trust? I blurted that out without thinking!



I wont talk, said Deborah.

Well, I hope you wont. If you do, youll ruin Framji.

So the Gnani is trying to run India?

No, said Mrs. Bisbee, but did you read Thucydides at school? Of the gods we believe, and of men we know, that by a necessary law of their nature they rule wherever they can. The Gnani knows things, and he has to put his knowledge into practise or hed die. That is why we ought to be frightfully careful what is taught to children. What they have learned they cant help doing. The Gnani knows what is best for India

Or thinks he knows! said Deborah.

The most the best of us can do is think, said Mrs. Bisbee. Who knows how to think? How many independent thinkers are there? I know only one  the Gnani. There are others, of course, but I havent met them; and apparently not many of them write books. The point is this: On the strength of what Ive told you, are you willing to wire to your father in Simla requesting him to insist on the control of all the oil in Rajputana, if discovered, as the price of his financing the irrigation project?

Yes, said Deborah. Hell do that anyhow. But Ill wire and remind him. What about John Duncannon, though? Hes after the oil for Turner Sons and Company. Youve promised him

Mrs. Bisbee interrupted, laughing.

Deborah, there isnt one possible situation that the mind of man can invent that hasnt complications and a problem for solution! I dont think the Gnani cares a rap whether John Duncannon gets the oil or you do. He rather likes John Duncannon, although he shot one of his favorite tigers; he likes him because he didnt shoot when the crowd at the temple attacked him. I should say its a race between you and John Duncannon, with the odds decidedly on you, because your father has the councils ear at Simla. Now lets write that telegram; Ill send it by a runner down to Abu Road to save our signaller up here from gossiping.


CHAPTER IX. The Gnani of Erinpura

Norman Galloway was as limited as any human being must be who has devoted all the best years of his life to one obsession; and, being a distinctly first-class man, he was as broad as that obsession, which, in his case, was the length and breadth of Rajputana. He knew hardly more of Europe than does the ordinary well-to-do American who travels now and then and reads the current magazines. His long leave was usually spent in London where he did the round of museums, art galleries and concerts, striving to keep touch with Western civilization; after which he plunged back into Rajputana and resumed his job.

He was a man of few illusions about human nature, although that had not made him cynical. He realized that one man can, and usually does, contain within himself the hero and the brute. And so with governments. He did not fool himself with the conceit that the British government of India was, is or ever can be sound in principle, particularly permanent, or even popular; but it was the best that he and a lot of other determined men could make it. His attitude, so far as any formula could express, was:

Here we are. Now what are we going to do about it?

His own particular doing had to be along the line of preventing friction, which called for tact, imagination and firmness. He did not for one minute dally with the notion that he might be an agent of enlightenment and progress. Such talk might suit politicians and the newspapers, but that was too far from the truth to cause him to waste breath on it.

If people cant rule themselves, they get ruled, was his judgment of the situation. If we werent here thered be the French or Dutch or Japanese.

He was not one of those enthusiasts who think their own bureaucracy is perfect. He knew better; and it gave him a peculiar delight to upset all the calculations of the heaven-born who rule the roost in Simla, provided he could do it without damage to the government machine.

More than all else, and in common with ninety percent of his brother officials, he despised and hated Parliament, along with all the interfering nobodies who made use of backstairs influence to betray India for their own short-sighted purposes. He was speechless on the subject, choked when he tried with blasphemously worded phrases to express his scorn of the control of India from Whitehall.

So he helped to further Pennyweathers project with a light heart and a chuckle, hoping that, if nothing more should come of it, at least it might upset the dignity of some of the I ams who gave themselves such airs in London. It might stampede them into doing something; or again, there was no knowing what influences Pennyweather could command; he had sent a perfect stream of coded cable-grams; New York might use financial pressure in some complicated way; the power in England might have to yield to Pennyweather in order to prevent a raid on the exchange or to obtain terms for the renewal of a loan. Like most men, Galloway was vague about high finance, but he knew it was a state of warfare waged with treasury bills, bank balance and promissory notes. He let it go at that, laughed and sent for Framji.



News from Sivaji? asked Galloway.

Not a word, sir. I sent him to Tonkaipur with fourteen days allowance. No message. Nothing.

Ill go myself, said Galloway. May as well go tonight. Leave you in charge. Oh, and by the way, Framji

The Parsee secretary stood with folded hands, a picture of bland gentleness, the muscles of his face prepared to broaden in an automatic smile or droop, as his superiors mood might indicate.

Keep an eye on that American, Duncannon. Dont interfere with him openly. Obstruct. He has a hunting permit; if he starts out again to use it you can manage to have his porters run away. Anything like that  just hold him up and wear him out. Americans are an impatient brood; all thats necessary is to keep em waiting and look stupid when they crack jokes, not see the point of their anecdotes, and never tell them anything. They blow up then and go back to the U.S.A. to tell the world theyre glad they werent born foreigners. Just keep him champing until I return.

The Parsee let the least imaginable flicker of a smile disturb the calmness of his face and bowed.

And then theres Miss Deborah Pennyweather, Galloway went on. Shes staying with Mrs. Bisbee and thats bad. Cant afford to offend Miss Pennyweather, on account of her fathers negotiations; but Ill send word around that shes not to have a permit to go wandering in native states and no authority to suspend them in any particular instance. Shell raise a yell, of course, and I may have to go through the farce of reprimanding you; but that wont be the first time, or the tenth, and I think we understand each other. Mrs. Bisbee, you know, is thick with the Gnani of Erinpura. Theres something brewing. Hes been prowling around with his tigers, as if there werent graves enough already in Mount Abu cemetery. Some one may have blabbed to him about the irrigation project. Probably the telegraph clerk or one of the Public Works Department assistant secretaries.

Framjis face looked suitably distressed by the suggestion. He permitted a discreet sigh to escape him. Galloways expression softened, as if he were appreciating a good faithful dog.

Watch Mrs. Bisbee. Watch her! If the Gnani is against the irrigation project, she might try to use influence behind the scenes at Simla. Dont hesitate to interfere if she  has she a hunting permit?

Yes, said Framji.

How ancient is it?

It was issued three or four years ago. I am not sure.

Well, there you are. Theres your excuse. If she starts off into the country, have some one ask to see her hunting permit. Dont do it yourself  send a policeman. If she says she isnt going hunting, that wont matter; a time-expired permit is excuse enough to rope her in. She can be told she should apply for a new one and you can manage to hold that up until I get back. If necessary, let a clerk or some one lose the printed forms.

When will you be back? asked Framji.

I dont know. Im going to find out whats under the smoke at Tonkaipur and why Sivaji hasnt sent us word. Oh, and by the way, drop a hint in Prince Rundhia Singhs ear. Let him know where Ive gone. Hell pack up and follow to watch me and thatll keep him out of mischief.



Galloway rode off that night with a string of ponies at his back, assured that he had left behind him an assistant who could be implicitly relied on. In fairness, as he told himself, to Framji he had set a dozen traps at one time or another but had never caught the man, so now he trusted him, sometimes with secret information that he never would have dreamed of sharing with officials of his own race.

So although, as he had said to Framji, he was aware of trouble brewing and was not at all sure what exasperating complications might ensue from it, he travelled all night long with the contented feeling that comes only from confidence in an assistant at the rear. It enabled him to enjoy the night as the ponies and silent servants picked their way down the mountain trail that led through the stirring jungle toward Hanadra on the plain below.

He knew himself peculiarly fortunate. Not many of the overworked and nowadays increasingly insulted members of the many branches of the Indian government could spend as much time in the open as himself. Under the rich, dark, jeweled sky, with jungle breathing all around him, and the night sounds of the beasts to listen to, he could forget the trivialities of bicker and intrigue and revel in the feel of being one with nature that is nowhere to be felt so intimately as in India where pantheism has existed in the consciousness of millions for so many centuries that it is as much a part of the surroundings as the smell, the climate and the color of earth and sky. A man grows steeped in it, and though it changes no predicaments and modifies no inconveniences, yet it does change his own attitude toward them.

They are very rare, and not affection-winning men, who feel no charm, no magic, no contentment in the bloom of an Indian night. The patient trudge of laden animals, the yelp of jackals, now and then the weird cry of a leopard; the sighing of a cool wind in the dried-out trees; the smell of bears, the sight of smaller animals that run from view and pause at the edge of the jungle to stare curiously, the high squeak of bats and the silent swiftness of their flight from gloom into the gloom, make not a mystery so much as an at-oneness in which a man feels sure of the benevolence of nature.

When the dawn peered mauve above the skyline and the birds awoke among the dry trees of Hanadra, Galloway was hardly the same man who had so recently and rather cynically talked with Framji the Parsee. No item of his task was changed; no fact or string of fact had vanished from his mind, and he was still the conscious agent of a watchful, nervously efficient government; but he saw things as one in the midst of them rather than from Olympian official heights, and even the old chowkidar who kept the lonely rest-house, greeted him with almost a suggestion of familiarity beneath the outward abject motions of respect.

There was a meal to be cooked before the sheer hard work of sleeping through the heat of an Hanadra day, and while Galloways cook wrought wizardry with canned ingredients, the chowkidar, ape-eyed and wrinkled, squatted at Galloways feet on the veranda regaling him with gossip of the countryside.

The maharajahs elephant  that big one, Runjeet is the brutes name  was must and slew the mahouts child. There was a great tamasha, and when Runjeet returned to his right mind he was punished by being disgraced to pull the dung-wagon. Whereat he broke the dung-wagon and a mans leg and three shop-fronts. Whei-yeh, but he is proud, and it was not fair to punish him for what he did when he was must! He broke into the granary and spilled millet out of all the heaped sacks, nor could they tempt him out with sugar-cane, and they were afraid to use torches lest the granary be burned. They had to send for the Gnani, and he calmed him, going in alone. He was in there three hours, and he came out leading Runjeet by the trunk, saying that since Runjeet had slain a child he must himself endure that karma, possibly for many lives to come; but that since they had offended him unjustly for what he did when out of his mind, they should make amends at once lest karma fall on them likewise. So Runjeet once more bears the great howdah and has had his tusks gilded.

Which brought the conversation to the point where Galloway could ask a question without silencing his informant.

Did the very holy Gnani bring his tigers with him?

Nay. Or men say not. I was not there. Men say that since the American shot one of his three tigers he is very careful of the remaining two. Or it may be they might have scared Runjeet into a greater frenzy, he being already more indignant than a typhoon. But who am I to speak concerning that? I know nothing of tigers. I havent seen them. There are no tigers. Nay, it is an old wives tale.

So I always supposed, answered Galloway. What became of the skin of the tiger the American shot?

I know nothing of it. Nay, how should I know? I saw nothing. I heard nothing. When they brought the sahib I was sleeping. At night they brought him and they laid him on the bed within there. Then a man aroused me and I was set to pulling at the punkah-cord. Then his servants came in great fear, and after they had looked at him and talked a while, and taken off his clothes and put a night-suit on him, they ran away, bidding me not cease to pull the punkah.

Who brought him here? asked Galloway.

I know not. I know nothing. He was a generous sahib; he paid ten times over what I had the right to demand.

Was it the Gnanis servants?

How should I know?

Was the very holy Gnani with them?

Who is he? I never heard of him! Nay, sahib, I know nothing. There has been talk by evil-minded men who seek to undermine me in the sahibs favor, making up a story about some great one who never lived! Doubtless the American sahibs servants, sons of evil mothers, who ran away and left him, made up a story to blame me for their own wrong-doing! Nay, I never heard of such a person as a Gnani  hah-hah-hah!  beyond all doubt the sahib jests with me; and I am an old man, having few teeth left. It takes a younger one to know a jest when he first hears it! Gnani! Hah-hah-hah! Will the sahib tell me, who ever heard of a Gnani? What is it?



So that clue closed itself, and Galloway knew better than to waste time trying to reopen it. He breakfasted; his servants hung wet sheets to cool the air inside the bungalow, and he slept until mid-afternoon. Then on again, riding ahead of the pack-train, perfectly aware that by that time all the countryside had been warned that he was on the prowl. His next stop was at Erinpura, where he arrived a little after midnight and pitched camp, there being no government dak.

The place he chose to camp in was between a group of splendid neem-trees and a dried-out river course. His tent was pitched on rising ground, from which, by moonlight, he had a view, across the sandy, wide depression that would become a torrent in the rainy season, of an ancient temple, partly in ruins, that raised a ragged roof against the velvet background of the sky. It was one of the forbidden temples never desecrated by the white mans foot, although there was a plan of its interior, drawn by a Punjabi spy, reposing somewhere in the Secret Survey files. Galloway had seen that plan and memorized it; it had appeared to be a very ordinary temple, but the details of the cavern underneath it had been only vaguely sketched and it was considered doubtful whether the spy had really seen anything below the level of the ground floor. His own story was that he had been into the cavern but had had to feel his way in almost total darkness, measuring its size by counting footsteps.

It was a temple of the god Vitthal, a benevolent and gentle deity, receiver of the ignorant and destitute of understanding, and not in any way connected with the ghastly, and as commonly indecent, Saivism. There are legends that the temple once belonged to Buddhists in the dim dawn of legendary history; and that when the Buddhists grew too rich and lost their inspiration Jains succeeded them; both peace-loving philosophers. But there is another legend underlying that and full of interest to men like Galloway, to the effect that once the crypt below the temple was a robbers cave and that the robber was converted from his evil ways by Vitthal  who was never heard of as a god until about the thirteenth century.

That robber, whose name is forgotten, is remembered as the Red Flame of Erinpura. If he ever had existence outside mens imagination he was doubtless much in need of spiritual commune with the gentler Powers. It was said he owned a furnace ever burning without fuel into which he flung his victims, but that the god closed up his furnace, putting out the fire and sealing the approach to it forever.

Now it happened that night, when Galloway had watched his servants pitch the tent and had taken his seat on a camp-chair to have his riding-boots pulled off, that the moon was notched exactly in the middle of the temple roof between two broken piles of masonry.

Some sort of parasitic creeper had found footing in the crumbled mortar along with wisps of feathery grass; and it may be that straw, blown by the hot wind, had collected there to add to the screen through which the moon shone at the moment.

It was not a full moon, and there were light clouds that helped to obscure it. Also, somewhere near the temple, on the far side, was a cattle compound. Something, possibly the smell of tiger, had disturbed the cattle, which had kicked up a powdery dust.

The result was that from the temple roof there seemed to glow a dull red flame, as if there were a furnace underneath.

It was almost passionately beautiful. Galloway, who in his youth had hoped to be an artist, watched it fascinated until the moon moved along her course sufficiently to change the picture. The imagination began working, as it almost never does when the brain is concentrated on an object. Galloway sat linking in his mind that legend of the Red Flame of Erinpura, the robber whose furnace has never needed fuel, and the rumor  for it was scarcely more  brought by two separate parties of Americans to the effect there was oil in Rajputana.

The dust from the cattle compound drifted down the wind toward him, filling his nostrils with the faint, familiar scent that should have conjured visions of a native village, for it is nose, far more than eyes, that brings suggestions to the brain. But he thought, instead, of earthquakes and the caving in of subterranean passages that might have extinguished flames from a burning oil-pool. He did not know anything about oil, except for snatches of stray information gleamed from newspapers and magazines, so there were no facts to dim his imagination. He saw pictures of an earlier fire worship, perhaps a demon worship with accompanying human sacrifice, that might have been the religion of the country possibly a thousand years before Buddhism brought kindlier centuries, only to die in turn.

He fell asleep in the chair with such thoughts in his mind and dreamed of weird infernos in which Pennyweather strode discussing irrigation, all mixed up with boyhood memories of scripture lessons about Shadrach, Mesheck and Abednego and Nebuchadnezzers burning fiery furnace. The voices of his servants, camped within hail, no doubt supplied the drone of the praying multitude that, in the dream, lay with foreheads in the dust around the fire. But there was one voice more distinct than any other, seeming to speak a dialect of Rajasthani, using the same phrase three times, each time more distinctly  

O Heaven-Born, live forever!



At the third repetition he opened his eyes, wide awake and looked straight in front of him. The moon had gone down and the velvet Indian gloom had deepened, leaving nothing but a blot against the darkness where the temple had been. Galloway stared for several seconds before his eyes discerned the outline of a man who stood less than six paces away from him.

He had no thought of danger; men whose heart is in their work seldom do when the unexpected happens; but he had to exert all his will-power to separate this spectral human being from the dream.

You set no guard over your camp, said a pleasant quiet voice in Rajasthani.

Why should I? Galloway asked.

And your servants sleep.

Why shouldnt they?

Therefore I came unannounced.

Who are you?

He could see now that there was no turban, only a mass of long hair. Vaguely he could see the shape of the man, whose age he could not guess. He was quite used to petitioners at all hours, but this man did not whine or cringe as if craving favors; he spoke as an equal, not even troubling to address him as sahib or bahadur.

I am a friend, the shadowy man answered.

So say all men who ask favors, Galloway retorted. Should a friend come at this hour? What is your name?

Has the Unknowable a name? Who knows it, except Him? Then who knows my name, except Him? And who then shall tell it? Nay, I came to speak of other things.

Speak on, said Galloway. He knew now who his visitor was. Be seated.

For twenty years he had known of the Gnani, had wished to speak with him, but had never even seen him. He reached for a cigarette and struck a match; but the Gnani seated himself, squatting on the earth, bending his head, perhaps to make sure there were no scorpions, and all Galloway saw before the match went out was a mass of nearly white hair falling to the shoulders.

Beware of Rundhia Kaneshka Singh! said the Gnani.

Why? asked Galloway, for the sake of manners puffing at the cigarette; he did not want it thought that he had struck the match for any other reason.

Because you are warned. That is reason enough.

Galloway began to feel exasperated. To a man in his position it was mortifying to be talked to like a child, but he controlled himself.

If you are an honest man you will tell me what you know, he said. It is not honest to speak to arouse suspicion without stating facts.

If I should tell you what I know, you would not believe, the Gnani answered. I have warned you.

Galloway was silent for about a minute, turning over in his mind alternatives.

I thank you for the warning, he said, reaching a decision suddenly, as his way was. Now I will warn you in turn. The government that it is my privilege to serve does not interfere with the religious customs, or even with the social habits of the people of India, provided that religion is not made a cloak behind which to conspire against the government. I know perfectly well who you are, and it has long been in my mind, as a duty to you as well as to the government, to caution you. Tolerance is not weakness, as some of you people seem to think; and the fact that you have been immune from arrest and detention all these years is not proof that you are at liberty to carry on intrigues against the government. As to your religion, you must admit that you have received every possible consideration. You have even been allowed to keep tigers at large, and though I understand one of your tigers was shot recently, that was done by an American who did not appreciate the circumstances. About two years ago one was shot that had killed Abercrombie sahib, but I dont know whether that was your tiger.

Galloway paused, but the Gnani kept absolute silence. The old man was motionless; even his breathing was inaudible.

The point is, said Galloway, that you have had extremely considerate, I may say respectful treatment; and as long as you confine yourself to religious activities that treatment will continue. But I warn you against interference with the Government.

He did not want to make his lecture too severe, so he paused again, dropped the half-burned cigarette and put his foot on it. Then, to give the Gnani opportunity to say something if he should choose, he groped for his cigar-case, bit the end off a cigar and lighted it. The match shone on the Gnanis eyes; they looked green and amber  fascinating.

There was a long pause before the owner of those eyes gave voice.

Nevertheless, you said that I should tell you what I know. Would that not be interference with the Government? For if I told you what I know, though you might not believe, you could not forget what I had told you; and the consequences would be felt by all of Rajasthan, since men act in accordance with the thoughts they think. I could speak to you now in such way as would ruin Rajasthan. To cause misery is never difficult. But I know that by my silence, and a very little speech, I can prevent disaster.

Galloways sensations were like those of a latter-day scientist who is told that a reservation Indian knows how to make rain. He was baffled by the mans assurance, and indignant less at the assertion than at the credulity expected of him. The knowledge that the Gnani thought him an extremely ignorant person added to the feeling of exasperation.

What is the disaster that you think you forsee? he demanded.

I foresee that it can be avoided, said the Gnani. Does a child born dead receive a name?

Suddenly it occurred to Galloway to ask a leading question bluntly and abruptly  not a tactful thing to do, in general, in India, where truth withdraws into its shell at the first breath of inquisition.

Is the Rajah of Tonkaipur, the father of Rundhia Singh, sick naturally? Or is he poisoned? he demanded.

The Gnani made no answer. He appeared to inclose himself within a wall of silence.

I am not suggesting you have poisoned him, said Galloway. When you came and I asked who you were, you said a friend. Why not prove your friendship and talk frankly with me?

I have warned you against Rundhia Kaneshka Singh, the Gnani answered.

Do you think the rajah will recover?

The moment he had asked the question Galloway knew how absurd it must sound, but it was too late to withdraw it. He covered his own confusion by repeating it and adding a sarcastic reason for it:

You, who are said to be able to prophesy, cant you say whether the Rajah of Tonkaipur will recover?

The Gnani ignored the sarcasm. He picked up dust in both hands and let it run slowly through his fingers. Then he said suddenly:

The tiger sallies forth to slay. Let him lose one buck and he will find another, since the will to slay has not been slain in him. And when he has slain, what then? The appetite is glutted, but the will remains and is stronger for the deed. He goes forth when he has rested and slays many times. It is his habit. Therefore, if he of Tonkaipur does not die, look to it that none dies in his place.

You mean me? Galloway suggested.

Shall it be said which buck the tiger will choose? the Gnani asked. But he who comes between the tiger and the buck he chooses  it may be said of him, he is in danger. I have warned you.

Galloway looked at his feet. It behooved him to think of something very courteous, yet not too self-committal, to say to the old man. He did not wish to be churlish, but on the other hand it would be unwise either to appear to attach too much credence to the warning or to pretend to ignore it altogether. And besides, he hoped, if he were tactful, to elicit further information.

But when he looked up with a phrase already framed, the Gnani was no longer there. He could not even hear his retreating footsteps. There was soft sand in the river-bed and the light wind sighing through the reeds obscured all other sound. After a while he was nearly sure he saw a shadow moving on the far side of the river, but the glimpse he had of it suggested the vague outline of an animal.

Then the ponies began tugging at their heel-ropes, snorting, and he knew what that meant. He went to awaken the saises, who would have slept through an earthquake, and for the next ten minutes they had a hard time to keep the mules and ponies from stampeding while Galloway fetched his rifle and stood quietly in the shadow of a tree. Several times he heard a tigers heavy footfall in the darkness, but not the throat noise that a tiger makes when he is contemplating mischief. It would have pleased him just then to have shot one of the Gnanis tigers, although he would have found difficulty in explaining why, but the tigers  he thought there were two of them  kept out of sight, so he ordered all the lanterns lighted and set men to swinging them.

Break up camp! he ordered. It will be dawn soon. No, I wont wait for breakfast.

Mixed motives made him impatient to be off. After what he had said to the Gnani about tigers, he was just as anxious to avoid contact with the brutes as he was determined to kill if he should see them. He was also puzzled and vaguely nervous about the Gnanis warning. The spy Sivajis long silence suggested foul play; and he knew that the British Resident at Tonkaipur was an inefficient invalid as likely as not to be in bed with fever  particularly at a crisis of affairs. The man, an ex-infantry major, had been sent to Tonkaipur as a last expedient, the Secretariat not knowing what else in the world to do with him until the day should come when he should automatically draw his pension and go home to be a nuisance to a London club.

Tonkaipur was not a very long march distant from Erinpura. He could make it before noon; and though the heat would be intolerable, ponies and servants would endure at least as much as he could.

Quiet! he ordered. Quiet! Break camp swiftly!

His servants obeyed with a will. They regarded the tigers presence as a hint much more suggestive than Galloways riding-whip that whacked his riding-boot to emphasize his impatience to be off.


CHAPTER X. Baxter

Chullunder Ghose sat with his back against a rock in a hollow about fifty yards away from the winding track up which the pilgrims toiled on their way to a cave that had been sacred for unnumbered centuries. He was out of breath and sweating, for though he was astonishingly active for his weight, the long climb up the mountain-side had taxed him severely.

Facing him were three men, one a European who had been a missionary in another part of India; he still wore the disgusting smirk that had made him so unpopular with fellow missionaries as to irritate them into forcing his resignation. Having money of his own, although not much of it, he had remained in India and had adopted the indefinite title of agent for European business. His name was Baxter.

The other two were an Eurasian named Andrew Bonamy, who had passed examinations as a lawyer, but preferred the less competitive pursuit of money-lending; and a Hindu by the name of Gokula Das, who had taken his M.A. degree at Oxford and thereafter denounced all Western learning as abominable barbarism. He was editor and owner of a newspaper produced by lithographic process once a week and enjoying a circulation of at least a hundred copies in the intervals between suppressions by the censoring authority.

Baxter was cool, calm, self-assertive and inclined to seize the upper hand by methods that had caused his separation from the church to which he once belonged.

You must prove to me, he said, that this is something that my conscience doesnt condemn.

Chullunder Ghose flapped flies away with a bandanna handkerchief.

No danger from police. Profitable, very, he remarked.

That may be, said Baxter, but this map and this report that you have stolen

Bought, Chullunder Ghose corrected.

How much did you pay for it? asked Baxter.

With torture and anguish  forty years of wandering in wilderness of rare and oh, so small emolument, agonies of sharpening wit at grindstone of impecuniosity, discovering how to choose immoral horse-trader who delivered documents to me in hope of selling spavined horses to representative of tr-r-rillionaire from Pittsburgh, Pa., United States America. Nevertheless, did not sell same. This babus conscience is without blemish.

Um-m-m! remarked Baxter. So now you propose to betray your trillionaire?

Have made no proposal whatever, Chullunder Ghose answered. Andrew Bonamy, being money-lender with heart of flint, demanded of me rupees a thousand principal and rupees nine thousand eight hundred seventy-two, annas eight, accumulated compound interest, self having received rupees eight hundred cash at time of signing promissory note. Boredom of debtors prison yawning between me and opportunity, this babu sought by truthful explanations made under seal of confidence to stave off Bonamys cupidity and gain time, not being aware that Bonamy is only agent for ex-reverend Baxter

Bonamy owes me money, Baxter interrupted dryly.

Conscience-money, doubtless! said Chullunder Ghose. And you owe money to Gokula Das, who, being Master of Arts, is expert creditor. In consequence, this babu in pursuit of too elusive fortune finds himself like camel bearing three loads. Last straw may produce distressing consequences. Verb. sap. Yes indeed.

Well, those are stolen documents, said Baxter. I consider it my duty to lay information in the proper quarter. That is, unless you can satisfy me that my conscience would permit me to treat the whole thing as legitimate business, in which case

Your conscience is too expensive! said Chullunder Ghose. Andrew Bonamy is bad enough with five percent per month at compound interest

Without securitee, the half-breed commented.

Oh, shut up! exclaimed Gokula Das, in a cultivated Oxford accent. We three have got the babu by the tail. Why jolly well let go? I vote we offer him a one-tenth share provided he gives up the bally papers. Then we three float a company and give enough stock to the proper parties to make it safe for us to go after the oil. Ill lend the columns of my newspaper for propoganda purposes and well soon have the ecclesiastics mobbing us to sell them oil-shares. Come along, Chullunder Ghose. Jolly well hand over that report and map, or go to prison for debt.

Remarkably jolly prospect! said the babu, fanning himself. Must take time to consider same.

Nonsense! remarked Baxter. A man of your age and experience can decide between right and wrong as quick as thinking. You are in debt to Andrew Bonamy. He demands his money. You must either pay or give him some security. Gokula Das has offered far too generous terms.

The babu scratched his stomach, then opened a cheap umbrella because the morning sun was beginning to peep over the rock. Plainly, he could not be stampeded.

We will give you until tomorrow morning, Baxter announced firmly. Meet us here at this hour and bring the papers with you. When I have seen them I will decide whether my conscience

He will beat you, if you give him time! Gokula Das interrupted.

If youre not here with the papers in the morning, I will have you arrested certainlee, said Andrew Bonamy. The warrant is readee to be signed.

Lock him up now! Gokula Das advised. Once inside the prison he will be jolly well eager to accept a reduced percentage.

I am inclined toward the opinion that you should be arrested for possessing stolen papers, said Baxter. If you are not here with those papers tomorrow morning I shall consider it my duty to inform the police.

And meanwhile we will have you watched, said Gokula Das.

You three are too highly moral for this slave of circumstance, Chullunder Ghose said, getting to his feet. Peversity cannot prevail against your lily-white soulishness. Ten percent.

Five percent! said Baxter.

Five percent then and the cancellation of my debt to Bonamy. Am adamant. Am no believer in your abstract consciences. Give me back my promissory note now!

All three men laughed, but Chullunder Ghose appeared indifferent to ridicule. He wiped the perspiration from his face and grinned at them.

Am going, he remarked. Am on my way to office of Commissioner sahib. You may follow me, if you wish. You shall have superior entertainment, causing thrills of exquisitely flattered consciences. You shall see this contrite babu taking documents from hiding place and subsequently giving same with deep salaam to highest official discoverable in Mount Abu. Shall request reward, suggesting conscience indicates same. Thereafter, will await arrest for debt and will enjoy vacation in new fashioned sanitary cell with courtyard adjoining for physical exercise; intellectual ditto will ensue from contemplation of fact that Andrew Bonamy must pay cash per diem for this babus board and lodging. My superb salaams!

He began to walk away. They intercepted him, he flourished his umbrella at the sun and was deaf to argument.

My conscience forces me, he answered; and they were unable to hold him. There was muscle under those prodigious rolls of fat.

At last they tried to compromise. They offered to come with him, and to give him back his promissory note against the stolen report and map; but he would not hear of it.

This babus conscience when aroused cannot be corrupted except for cash down! he assured them.

It was Baxter who counseled yielding, arguing with Andrew Bonamy:

The court would disallow most of the compound interest on that note. And besides, as Gokula Das said, we can watch him. If he tries to doublecross us, we can

He whispered the rest of it. Bonamy nodded.

Heres your note, he said, drawing out a wallet and selecting it from half a dozen other papers.

Chullunder Ghose took it, glanced at it, tore it into infinitely tiny fragments, scattered them like chaff before the wind and walked away.

Wait here for me tomorrow morning, he advised over his shoulder, using no more than a trace of sarcasm. But he shuddered. Andrew Bonamy drew a finger across his own throat meaningly and Gokula Das, having studied the classics at Oxford, turned his thumb down. Baxter, hands in pockets, looked the other way, no doubt to keep his conscience from fatigue from overwork.

Chullunder Ghose went swiftly, rolling in his gait, his black umbrella swaying, conscious he was watched and in full view for the whole of the two-mile downhill tramp to the Kaisar-i-Hind Hotel. Being watched did not trouble him much.

Must make squeeze hit! he muttered thinking aloud in the language in which he would have to manage difficult negotiations.

Hundred-per-cent U.S.A. American is worse than John Bull mixed with quinine, whisky and experience tied with red tape! Verb. sap., very! Can guess in advance what Englishmen will do. Wrong thing usually, calling same right thing by reason of conventional myopia. U.S.A. Americans do wrong things always, subsequently proving same was right by forming caucus and controlling the election. How shall diagnose? Perplexing, very!



He burst in on John Duncannon, who was writing letters in one of the small bungalows attached to the hotel, and managed to convey an atmosphere of urgency without committing himself to speech. He sat down on a mat near the door, sighed, mopped the perspiration and, that failing, opened and shut his umbrella three or four times trying to make the broken catch work. At the fourth disturbance John Duncannon folded up the letter irritably and turned to face him.

Well? he demanded. What now?

He was not pleased with the babu. He utterly mistrusted him, in fact, since the episode at Mrs. Bisbees house. And, having learned that Deborah Pennyweather was a guest at Mrs. Bisbees, he was nervous with the thought that Deborah might have overheard the conversation, not doubting that Deborah was on the same quest as himself.

All is lost save chance to make squeeze hit. Beat it for home plate  slide! said the babu. Has message come from Memsahib Bisbee?

Yes, confound it. Here, read it for yourself. Duncannon tossed a letter to him, frowning.

There was only a half-sheet of note paper inside the envelope, and on that was scrawled in Mrs. Bisbees spidery writing:



Party referred to has no objection but says you must use your own initiative. Burn this.

A.P.B.



Chullunder Ghose read it, examined the paper, sniffed it, held it to the light, returned it to its envelope and wiped his face with the bandanna handkerchief to hide a smile. He said nothing. Duncannon set his jaw impatiently.

If I had known what a mess of mysteries this country is, I would never have come. Do you suppose that means the Gnani is agreeable?

Very agreeable old gent, jolly old codger, oh yes, said the babu.

What I mean is, does he give me carte blanche?

Gives you oil, if you can find same. Go on horseback. Carts no good  too many mountains, no road.

Do you gather that Mrs. Bisbee has seen him already?

Female women write evasively, the babu answered. Better gather figs from thistles than seek to upset alibi of such experienced intriguist. Nevertheless, this babu heard, saw, can make affidavit. Last night, very holy Gnani went to Mrs. Bisbees house, held hurried conversation and departed. Likewise last night Galloway sahib rode off with ten days supplies toward Erinpura and maybe Tonkaipur. Very holy Gnani followed him. Most unholy heir to throne of Tonkaipur, name of Rundhia Kaneshka Singh, followed before midnight, riding very fast. Parsee, name of Framji, went to Mrs. Bisbees house, myself observing but not hearing much because of Parsees whispering proclivities. Attaboy  fish is in fat! is my judgment.

Duncannon tried to spring a surprise  

What the devil did you mean by not telling me that Miss Pennyweather is a guest at Mrs. Bisbees?

Am quintessence of discretion, said the babu.

How discreet is Mrs. Bisbee? Where was Miss Pennyweather while we were talking the other night? How much do you suppose she overheard? Wheres her father? From what I hear at the club he has gone to Simla. What is he doing there?

Am I encyclopædia? enquired Chullunder Ghose.

I believe you are either a bungling blockhead or a crook! What have you done with those papers? Duncannon asked. Have you sold them to Mrs. Bisbee or Miss Pennyweather?

Am keeping same for squeeze hit, said the babu.

What do you mean by that?

If blockhead, obviously shall surrender same for nothing. If crook, why not sell to highest bidder  same being, conceivably, Department of State? If honorable babu, toad under the harrow of calamity but full of sporting instinct, why not keep same for use if your Honor should miss tiger next time or maybe suffer blow on occiput? Can happen. This babu has suffered troupe of Burmese conjurers to disperse. They are paid off, gone, to misbehave themselves unchaperoned. If you should make exit into next world, whether by way of tigers throat or otherwise, this babu would thereby lose not only an incredible and therefore tempting fortune, but likewise fat insurance premium, same payable only on receipt of goods  your Honors self, undamaged.

What in thunder do you mean?

Have guaranteed your Honors safety. Same is risky business.

To whom did you guarantee it? Galloway? What the hell does he care whether Im killed or not?

No. This babu merely persuaded Galloway sahib that it is safe to let your Honor wander on the countryside. Was shrewd enough to undertake to keep Galloway sahib informed at frequent intervals. Nevertheless, am not in receipt of Governmental stipend, and said nothing about accuracy of said information.

John Duncannon stared at him.

Have you been talking to Miss Pennyweather?

No, sahib. Miss Pennyweather talked to this babu.

What did she say?

Rupees a thousand if your honor should be alive and right side up three months from date of conversation.

Damn! said Duncannon. Why didnt you tell me this before?

Am not Cupid. Am cupidious. Much matrimonial experience has made this babu cautious when damsels, unmarried or otherwise, offer cash down for gentlemans safety. Love laughs at babus. Bad for business. Besides, she paid me to say nothing.

John Duncannon bit his fingernails.

So youve played fast and loose between us? he asked bitterly. On top of that I suppose youve sold those documents to some one else?

Not yet, Chullunder Ghose conceded.

Why in Sam Hill dont you sell the things to me? Come on, Ill be the goat. How much?

Chullunder Ghose scratched at his great stomach. He smacked his lips. Some sort of epicurean flavor, or suggestion of it, seemed to tantalize him.

Am sentimentalist, he answered. Same is very bad for business. Bird in bush might turn out to be golden goose. Bird in hand is always sparrow. Sahib, he said, leaning forward, pointing with a fat forefinger, slide for home plate! Find oil! Get there first! Having no concession, you will then be like devil at revival meeting  awkward customer, but cannot be dispensed with. Problem, how to get you out? Moreover, you will have to pay me rupees thirty thousand, as per promise. This babu will buy himself a Ford car and be height of elegance. His wife will wear Paris-heeled shoes when addressing meeting of emancipated victims of Western materialism. Consequently, why buy documents from me? Discover oil, and they are worthless. Verb. sap.

John Duncannon scowled at him, then set his teeth. He knew now what Pennyweathers sudden rush to Simla meant. The old expert at manipulating state departments would return, almost to a certainty, with a concession for whatever oil might be discovered; and Turner Sons and Companys more orthodox but infinitely slower method of approach through Washington and London would be labor lost. He might find oil, if the whole thing were not a mares nest, and if there were anything in the alleged complaisance of the Gnani, though that in itself seemed utterly incredible.

Pennyweather would smile and say:

Too bad, my boy. You should have secured your title first.

However, there would be at least two satisfying aspects of the situation. Turner Sons and Company, not he, would have to take the blame if Pennyweather should forestall them in obtaining the concession. And Deborah Pennyweather  

Ill try it! he said abruptly. Start tonight. Go out and buy provisions for the journey and engage two extra saises for the mules.



Chullunder Ghose removed himself importantly, but he did not go at once about the purchase of provisions. He saw Baxter sitting on the hotel porch, avoided very pointedly by other Europeans and giving himself airs to offset his ostracism.

Chullunder Ghose opened his umbrella two or three times to attract attention, coughed and swaggered pompously toward the rock behind which he had his talk with Deborah one evening. When he reached the rock he again used the umbrella to attract attention to himself, then disappeared behind the rock and sat down. It was not many minutes before Baxter left the porch and strolled in his direction.

We will not pay you cash, remarked Baxter, coming to stand in front of him.

Rupees five thousand. Not an anna less! Chullunder Ghose assured him firmly.

Why, you rascal, youve already had your promissory note back! How much was that  ten  eleven thousand rupees, wasnt it!

Eight hundred only.

What do I care how much you borrowed? How long have you owed it? Besides, you signed with your eyes wide open, didnt you? Did anybody force the money on you? It amounts to this: you have been paid eleven thousand by the return of that promissory note. My conscience wont permit me to use threats to you, but I wouldnt care to say the same for Bonamy and Gokula Das. Youd better make your peace with them before they

Thats it, they have no consciences, the babu interrupted gloomily. There is no safety in any dealings with them.

Well, all right, deal with me, said Baxter.

Rupees five thousand.

I havent that much money with me, Baxter answered.

Same here. Plans also at a distance, said the babu. Moreover, Bonamy and Gokula Das are not essentially credulous. You go and exercise your conscience by telling them off and keep them from paying Thugs to murder this babu. I go to unbury documents. You cash check  rupees five thousand. Bringing same, you meet me at Dak-bungalow, Hanadra. We swap. Thereafter you need not share tr-r-rillions with Bonamy and Gokula Das, who are not honest men.

When shall I meet you at Hanadra? Baxter asked.

Go there day after tomorrow and wait for me, said the babu.

Very well. Now mind, if you fail me

If you fail to bring rupees five thousand, I will sell the documents to Bonamy, Chullunder Ghose assured him, and got up and trudged away, his fat legs striding truculently as if he were off to conquer India instead of merely to buy eggs and canned provisions in the open-fronted stores of the bazaar.


CHAPTER XI. Tonkaipur

Galloway rode into Tonkaipur at noon. The ancient city dozed and sweltered in the sun. Flies droned. Men slept in shop-fronts and on doorsteps. Dogs lay licking sores, and there was neither trade nor traffic to disturb their occupancy of the dust-holes in the middle of the street. Bullocks, asleep at the cart-pole, blocked the way, and here and there a camel knelt beside a house-door grumbling over dreams of heavy burdens.

The city had the pride of ancientry, the shabbiness of obsolete tradition persisting in spite of railways, that had passed it by, the smell of stable-yards and spices, and the color of a fiery opal. The rare trees were dusty and age-weary, and beneath their shimmering shade the beggars sat considering such problems as have made philosophers or fanatics of men since time began. The temple doors yawned, gloomy, between carvings of indecent amorous divinities; straight-standing women, loaded with brass water-jars, stood gossiping by ancient wells, some with infants straddled on their hips and some so old they had no teeth left. In all Tonkaipur none but the women labored in the heat of noon.

Not even servants seemed on duty at the Residency, where Major Rindervale in theory held the half-political, half-social link between the Rajput court and British suzerainty. No uniformed chuprassi idled at the gate. The flower-pots lining the carriage-drive were in disorder and unwatered; the flowers had shriveled. Most of the shutters were up. The door of the office was locked, without a notice on it to say when the clerk might be expected to return. Galloway left the horses and his servants grouped under a clump of trees between house and stables and strode to the front door, fuming.

He had to hammer on the door for several minutes before a disheveled looking Goanese butler, obviously not recovered from a debauch, came and opened it cautiously, hardly six inches and blinking at the sunlight, peered to discover what the noise was all about.

Where is Major Rindervale?

He is veree sick. He sees nobodee.

Galloway pushed against the door and sent the butler staggering, strode along a hallway thick with dust, glanced right and left into rooms where unwashed plates stood on the tables, and the flies had been allowed to foul the picture-glass and mirrors, into a bedroom at the farther end where dim light filtered through the slats of paintless shutters. There was no punkah going; the air within the room was foul with sickness and the smell of drugs. A thermometer suspended from a nail on the wall registered one hundred and thirteen degrees. On a big bed with a torn mosquito-net a man lay breathing heavily.

He was not unconscious. He remembered Galloway. His face, unshaven for a week, suggested, for an instant, shame at his surroundings. Then annoyance gave way to indifference; he turned his back.

Wake up! said Galloway and shook him.

Let me be! Im full of opium. I dont want to wake up. Let me die! I

Galloway shook him fiercely, jerked him to his feet and walked him up and down the room, shouting for the servants. None came. He threw Major Rindervale back on the bed and ran for his own servants, shouting to them, beckoning. He ordered one to pull the punkah-cord. The man refused, alleging that the task was beneath his dignity; he was no punkah-wallah. Galloway whipped him soundly and set him to work blubbering, with blisters on his legs he would remember for a week to come. Then he ordered the kaskas tatties damped to lower the temperature and resumed his bullying of Rindervale. There was no other way to save his life.

Not that I care if you die! he assured him, as the deadened brain began to function. Only youve got to give me some information first! Wake up, confound you! Here now, drink this! Come on now  Ill thrash you if you dont!

He gave him a stiff dose of potassium permanganate, and followed that with another of salt and water, making him drink until he gasped, then shaking him until he vomited. After that, he walked him up and down the room again and finally let him fall into a chair beneath the punkah.

Brain clear? Talk then. Why did you take opium?

This place! This Godless hell! Rindervale mumbled. Monotony! Gut-ache. No doctor. Berkley went on leave, not that he was any good  he didnt know much. Belly-burning, misery, no money. Better die and make and end of it. Now go to hell!

You bloody fool! Any of us would have lent you money. What ailed your stomach?

Dunno. Same complaint the rajah has. Burns  makes you miserable. Opium dulls it. Nothing else will.

Where are your servants?

Gone, I suppose. The new butler is somewhere, isnt he?

Where is your clerk?

Gave the fool a weeks leave. Didnt want him in the way.

Who cooked your food?

Cooks gone. I accused the swine of poisoning me and he ran away. Then I fainted. When I came to, I was too bloody miserable to think of anything but opium. Say, old man, give me some more of it. Let me  I know where it is. My belly, its like about a thousand knives, like rats gnawing, like

But Galloway was adamant.

Youre dying, Rindervale. Come on now  play the game. Die chin up. Talk. Why should the cook want to poison you?

Dunno. I dont remember.

Rot! Had you been asking questions about the rajahs illness?

Of course I had.

Whom did you ask, for instance?

Lots of people.

Name a few of them.

Rundhia Singh was one.

When? Come on now, answer me! Ill shake you again if you dont!

He called on me about three days before he left for Mount Abu. I asked him if he thought the old man had been poisoned. He said no.

What did you say?

I said, If he dies well have an autopsy, I said, You tell em at the palace, if he dies Ill recommend an autopsy.

Did you change cooks after that?

Yes, the old cook left. I had to get a new one.

Who recommended the new one?

Nobody. He just came. He had the usual package of forged testimonials. Give me some more of that opium, old chap. Its in the  let me

Sit down. Ill pull you through if possible. Ill send you up to Mount Abu in a stretcher  night marches. You may make it. Windles up there and hes a wizard.

Old fellow, I cant stand this. For Gods sake give me some more of that

Sit down! My cook is making you some coffee  good strong stuff thatll put life in you. Now think! Dont tell me you cant. You can; your eyes are better already. Look here, if you dont try to breathe deep Ill take a whip to you! Fill your lungs! Now again  deeper! Now answer me: Have you heard any talk about oil?

Rindervale moaned.

No oil! Dont give me castor oil!

Ill give you a thrashing if you dont keep on breathing deep! Heres the coffee  swallow all of it!

I cant.

Shall I thrash you?

Rindervale swallowed about a quart of strong black coffee and the pupils of his eyes no longer were contracted into pin-points. He began even to have the courage to resent the bullying.

Youre bloody unkind! he protested.

Keep breathing deep! Did Rundhia Singh say anything concerning oil?

Yes. Nonsense  I forget what.

Im going to make you remember! Do you see this whip?

No, no, Galloway, you cant do a thing like that! Wait a minute! Ill remember! Lets see, now

Keep on breathing!

Oh yes, I remember. He suggested I should chuck my job and apply for an oil concession. Said hed show me oil and give me a share, provided Id do something or other  I forget what. Oh yes, provided Id consent to be a figurehead.

When was that?

A month or two ago. I saw through it. He wanted to get rid of me. If Id chucked the job hed have laughed and told me to go to hell.

Why didnt you report to me?

Whole thing was too stupid.

Galloway went out and ordered the Goanese butler under arrest. He had no handcuffs but put him in charge of two of his own servants. Then he ordered two more servants to take charge of Rindervale and keep him walking up and down, with permission to use violence if necessary. He sent most of the rest of his saises and camp-followers in search of Sivaji the spy, and presently set off on foot alone toward the rajahs palace.



He had not gone twenty yards along the drive in front of Rindervales house when a basket came whirling over the high wall and landed almost at his feet. The top came off the basket and a cobra that had been coiled inside it, maddened by such treatment, struck at him. He killed the cobra with his riding-whip, then stepped back quickly behind a tree and watched the wall. He had a hunters eyesight. The wall was broken at the top and there were trees that cast perplexing light and shadow, but he detected brown eyes peering through a crevice. They vanished suddenly.

Galloway threw the dead cobra out of sight, kicked the basket away into the bushes, and continued his walk to the gate. He had turned into the street when he met Prince Rundhia Singh riding toward him. The prince smiled, appearing to look pleased as well as quite surprised to see him.

I heard you had gone to Erinpura, he said. Why are you walking? How can you stand the heat?

Heat, cobras, poison  all in my days work, said Galloway. Get off that horse and walk beside me.

Rundhia Singh looked almost as if some one had struck him in the face. He hesitated. Galloway seized the bridle-rein.

Get down and walk! he repeated. Now  to the rajahs palace!

Rundhia Singh wanted to keep on the far side of the horse, but Galloway would not permit that. Nor would he give a word of explanation. He had no authority to arrest the prince, nor any evidence yet that would justify laying a charge against him. He hoped, in vain, that if he said nothing the prince might make a statement and convict himself.

Where the narrow street turned into a wider one that led to the palace gate they were met by one of Galloways saises, who reported having found Sivaji in the first place where he looked for him  the jail; he was reported by the jail-guard to be sick and very likely dying.

Galloway told the sais to lead the horse. He walked on in silence beside the prince toward the palace gate, where sleepy-surly-looking sepoys armed with obsolete rifles saluted. The officer of the gate guard, black-whiskered, sabered, gorgeous in his tarnished gold braid, said the rajah was receiving no one, but Galloway walked through and the prince had no course but to keep him company. Side by side they strode for a hundred yards on worn and ancient flagstones under an avenue of neem trees, until they halted at the foot of marble steps, at the top of which about a dozen servants loitered at the palace entrance.

There, at the foot of the steps, they faced each other, Rundhia Singhs eyes glowing, Galloways hard as flint.

Youve a last chance to confide in me, said Galloway. Have you anything you want to say while none can overhear?

I dislike your manners! the prince answered sullenly.

You young dog! You tried to kill me with a cobra. Why? Because Ive found out that you poisoned Rindervale! Why did you poison him? Because he suspected you of poisoning your father! Do you think you will ever succeed to the throne? Not if I can prevent it!

The princes eyes showed indecision. He did not know how much Galloway had really learned from Rindervale.

You are altogether mistaken about me, he said, drawing himself up haughtily. I am on the same mission as yourself. I left Mount Abu in a hurry because I heard rumors the Gnani of Erinpura has poisoned my father.

Galloway was watching his eyes. They were a liars  a desperate, frightened liars. There was utterly no truth in them.

I can guess the Gnanis purpose, the prince went on. He would like to see oil-wells opened up for the sake of Rajputana. My father objects.

And you?

The prince shrugged his shoulders.

Well, come along in, said Galloway.

They had to wait interminably in the stuffy, tawdry antechamber of the audience hall, staring at abominable European furniture that crowded ancient Indian works of art. Bare-footed servants peered at them and went away. There were whispering, long silences, then sounds as if half of the palace furniture were being moved; until at last the minister of state came, smiling, wearing a new red turban and a long robe over a European suit of Chinese silk. He was a little man with the marks of small-pox on a lean, ascetic face. Galloway strode up to meet him as he entered, acknowledged his greetings brusquely, led him out into the hall and whispered:

Theres a rumor of poison. For your sake as much as any ones I must see the rajah without loss of time. Prince Rundhia Singh ought to be present.

Impossible! His Highness cant bear the sight of Rundhia Singh! He has forbidden him the palace. If he might only nominate another heir he could die in peace. The shock might kill him if Rundhia Singh should be admitted to the room.

Very well then, Ill see him alone. Perhaps thats better, said Galloway. Can you have the prince watched?

The minister of state looked doubtful.

Watched, perhaps yes, he answered. Permitted to remain here, no. If it should come to the ears of his Highness that I had permitted Rundhia Singh to remain within the palace, he would die cursing me! He would say I had brought the prince to gloat over his fathers agony! He would accuse me of trying to make my peace with Rundhia Singh in order to retain my position when the prince comes to the throne! I have been minister for twenty years. Surely you will not bring down curses on my head?

Turn him out then, but have him watched, said Galloway.

The minister left the turning out process to a subordinate official and gave whispered orders to the servants who where lounging near the palace door. Himself he led Galloway up ancient stairs all hung with tiger-skins and Rajput weapons into a room where the rajah lay on an imported European bed beneath a canopy of gilded wood and peacocks feathers. The room was nearly bare of furniture; the rajah plainly had been carried in there for the interview.

He was an old man, gray with sickness, lean with weeks of agony, his skin in pouches showing how the flesh had wasted. Hollow eyes burning with fever peered from under an aigretted turban. Four servants stood near the bed, but he gestured to them irritably to be gone when Galloway entered with the minister of state.

There was a long silence. Galloway bowed and remained standing, although the servants had placed a chair for him before they left the room. The rajah had the right to speak first and when he did, at last, he used his own speech, Rajasthani.

My hour is soon. There is bamboo-fiber in my entrails, but I shall live a little while.

In the pause that followed, while the dying man husbanded his strength, Galloway murmured the politest phrases he could think of, then added:

If your Highness would only see one of our doctors

Phagh! the rajah interrupted. The mere suggestion that a foreigner should touch him made him irritable. I die in debt. Let that be shame enough!

Who poisoned you? asked Galloway abruptly.

It cannot be proven, said the rajah, and for a minute he writhed in agony. Then: But he will gain nothing! Is it true there are Americans at Abu?

Yes. Why? asked Galloway.

The rajah groaned, then leaned up on his elbow.

They shall have the heritage! Peace! Listen to me! Nay, I cannot talk. You  you tell him.

He made a savage gesture with his finger at the minister of state, then clutched the bedclothes and rocked himself in the torture of internal inflammation. The minister spoke rapidly:

His Highness refers to the Red Flame of Erinpura  legendary oil wells, that perhaps exist. His Highness and the Gnani of Erinpura, who is his good friend, know that if Prince Rundhia Singh should succeed to the throne he will violate tradition in order to discover those wells and grow rich. But there came to Abu an American  I believe his name is Penny-weather.

I know about him, said Galloway. He has gone to Simla in connection with the irrigation project.

The minister of state smiled.

He came for oil, he answered.

Yes, but I switched him to water.

The minister smiled again.

He did not forget the oil. He took with him to Simla a request signed by his Highness, countersigned by me over the seal, addressed to the Viceroy in Council, asking that the concession for oil in Tonkaipur be granted to Mr. Pennyweather. That was done to save time.

Who on earth advised that? Galloway demanded  

The very holy Gnani of Erinpura!

But how did you get in touch with Pennyweather? Who was the intermediary? Pennyweather didnt know a thing about you. Who informed him?

Framji.

Well, Ill be damned! said Galloway. Well  that ends Framji!

He has probably been well paid, said the minister. They tell me that Americans pay well for valuable services. His Highness is hoping to live long enough to learn that the concession has been granted and that his heir will not inherit wealth but debts!

If I can prove any one of about six charges against him, the title to the throne will lapse for lack of heirs, said Galloway.

The rajah heard that. He sat up.

I will bless you! I will bless you as I die! My last breath is a blessing on your head if you can keep that dog from the throne of my ancestors! Let the English take my country! Give to Americans the Red Flame of Erinpura! Let dogs and kites and beetles eat my son who poisoned me!

Galloway withdrew, with all the bowing and exact speech etiquette prescribed; but outside the door he threw manners to the winds and cursed his secretary Framji, skin and bone, in three profanity-filled languages.

I dont blame Pennyweather  hes a business man; and I dont blame you  youre loyal to your chief. Neither do I blame the Gnani. But Id like to skin that Parsee!


CHAPTER XII. The Red Flame of Erinpura

John Duncannon, filled with a sort of dogged forlorn hope, was trying to teach new saises how to pack mules. But he was nervous. He expected some messenger would turn up at the last minute to warn him that the Government would like further particulars about his intentions before permitting him to wander at large. It was nearly nightfall. All his camp equipment was in heaps, surrounded by the mules and horses, on the far side of a rocky elevation so as to be invisible from the hotel. Chullunder Ghose was doing marvels of interpretation, listening to Duncannons explanations and then instructing the saises to saddle and load the mules in their own apparently ridiculous but time-approved way.

There will be no interference, he kept assuring Duncannon. It is true there is no prospectors permit, but this babu is expert sleight-of-linguist and received permission from Galloway sahib to conduct your Honor anywhere whatever. There will be no

Huh! Whats this then?

There arrived two messengers along the track that led from the hotel. One brought a telegram, the other a white envelope. Duncannon opened the telegram first.



Have ascertained by cable that New York concern has obtained provisional oil concession. Discontinue project and come home.

 Turner Sons And Company.



He gave the cable to Chullunder Ghose to read. The babu sighed.

Might make squeeze hit, nevertheless, he remarked with a gesture of superb contempt for principals five thousand miles away. Refusal to see signal made Lord Nelson very awkward customer. Disobedience of orders by Lord Napier added Scinde to the British Empire. Speaking as pragmatic opportunist I should say that cablegram is vague, incomprehensible. If you will give me twenty minutes I will construe it to mean Scoot for home plate  slide  attaboy!  Maybe there is substance for incomprehension in the other envelope. Open it, sahib.

It contained a note from Deborah, scrawled all over both sides of the paper in a boyish hand:



Hello, John!

Alls fair in  war, and it was smart of you to buy those photographic copies of our plans from the swami person. Dad and I lost the originals in Bombay. But you may save yourself any more trouble, old thing. Dad cinched the oil concession. Dads no tortoise; he took a special train to Simla and fixed things with the central government, so even if you should find the oil it would be ours, not yours. Honest, Im half-disappointed, John, old dear. I almost hoped youd beat us to it  sort of thought you had the stuff in you. Im going now with Mrs. Bisbee to locate the stuff, and if you need a job well maybe give you one later, but dont kid yourself; the oils ours. Whats more you will find me on the spot to prove it in case youre still incredulous and want to look-see. If you do come, look out for the Gnanis tigers; Mrs. Bisbee says theyre not tame cats by any means, and shooting em is against the rules. Try catnip.

 Deborah



Duncannon stuffed the letter in his pocket, breathing fiercely through his nose, the babu watching him.

Theyre off! remarked the babu. He looked comically nervous. Now at last I know why it is called human race. Cant call it anything else. Neck and neck all the time  necking parties in the U.S.A. United States included. Me? O woman in our hour of ease, with painted lips and naked knees, I think you are a piece of cheese. But juldee, juldee!

He began hurrying the saises.

John Duncannon swore at him and then looked at the automatic pistol that he carried in a holster at his waist. He was almost in a mood to shoot the babu for his impudence; what restrained him was inherent character, not fear of consequences. He knew something better than catnip for the Gnanis tigers, and he was certainly not afraid to kill and skin them, whatever governments might say about it.

Get a move on! he commanded. Deborah thought she had beaten him, did she? She would have to prove it, to the hilt. His jaw and eyes assumed their fighting look. He could endure a tactical defeat from Pennyweather; that would be all in a days work, something to shrug shoulders at and learn a lesson from. But from Deborah? Well, hardly. Not if he knew it! And he rather thought shed know it, too, before the showdown. That and more was in his eyes and on the firm line of his lips; the babu, very wise in script of that kind, read it all and, judging what was best for his own peace, got a very urgent move on forthwith.



By midnight they had reached Hanadra and the babus pony had already wilted under his prodigious weight. Duncannon left the foundered beast in charge of the dak-bungalow attendant and made Chullunder Ghose ride a spare mule. He was mocked unmercifully by the saises when the mule kicked. It needed a man on either side to keep him in the saddle, and their comments annoyed him even worse than the motion which shook and blistered him. At the end of ten miles he rebelled and insisted on walking, comically sorry for himself, but good-natured again the moment his feet were on the ground.

Blistered feet are less distressing than calamitous behime-end, same being solitary instance known to this babu of two evils being less than one. But no wonder we want to be gods. I would swap with a devil, I think, or even would consent to be a bird for sake of his wings, and be lousy and eat insects.

Duncannon did not spare him. Until an hour after the sun had risen the babu trudged the dust, using his umbrella like a walking-stick. And he was plucky. It was not he who called a halt at last. The sight of scrawny trees and of a thatch-roofed shed, with a well not far away, reminded Duncannon he must rest his horses; from that point as far as the eye could see over the hot plain there was not another scrap of shelter.

How far to Erinpura? he demanded.

Chullunder Ghose, sitting to nurse tortured feet, answered offhandedly:

None measures miles in Rajputana  none, that is to say, except the Government that levies taxes on them and the railway company that sells uncomfortable transportation by the inch. Nevertheless, I could forgive a railway at the moment, were there one. I heard you, sahib. Do you mean, when can we arrive at Erinpura? I assure you, never, unless you rest us! This babu will die and you will lose the way, in addition to other contingencies. A little whisky and quinine and, leaving here at three this afternoon, we can be there a little after sunset. Mind you, I said can, not shall, having ascertained there is many a slip between this-ishness and that-ishness  verb. very sap. indeed.

However, the babu knew no rest for an hour. He wandered off alone toward some huts, whence he returned with four protesting villagers, thin-legged, middle-aged and underfed. Bulk for bulk he was as big as all the four together.

Sahib, I have told these people that your honor is a stepson of the King of the United States. They disbelieve me. They are therefore scoundrels. Shall I smite them on the shins?

Duncannon was in no mood to be interested. He was thinking of Deborah, gritting his teeth, self-contemptuous, set on demonstrating that he who laughs last laughs longest, and assuring himself that there were other nice girls, lots of them.

Send em away, he commanded.

And find four more in this wilderness? It has been difficult to find these jackals leavings! They are to have conferred on them the only honor left remaining in my gift. Unbelievably unfortunate, they are to carry this babu to Erinpura, they themselves providing poles, like Hebrews in Egyptian brick-factory, your Honor substituting blanket in place of canvas which is non est. Please act kinglike, without changing expression of countenance; that scowl is excellent. I have tempted these abominable rogues with annas eight each, think of it! They are not mercenary. They affect ironic scorn for such unheard-of opportunity to enrich their exchequer at your Honors opulent expense. They assure me, nothing doing. I assure them, plenty doing with your Honors stick, unless

Duncannon raised the bid to two rupees for each man. Promptly they demanded twice as much, unwittingly assenting to the theory of work. Duncannon nodded. They demanded twice as much again, with sundry stipulations, as that meals were extra and that they should start the next day, or the next. Duncannon might have yielded, as far as the price was concerned, but Chullunder Ghose intervened in the name of righteousness and all his pantheon of gods  

Sahib, give me that riding-whip!

He seized it, used it, beat them until they knew and admitted it would be a royal honor to carry a babu belonging to a Grand Mogul of the United States. They leisurely proceeded to construct a litter out of poles and blanket.

Then the babu grew impatient, drawing diagrams in the dust with a fat fore-finger.

Necessity is mother of indignity, so we must make haste. Thus. There are two ways to Erinpura, of which we took the longest, being males. Females would take shortest route, because women will always do the most difficult thing in order to save themselves distance. We may count on their meeting difficulties, for I know that other road. I know it well. I have left pieces of my skin as souvenirs along it. Therefore, if we go now we may get there first.

Duncannon glared at him. He knew the babu had not read Deborahs letter. How did he know, how did he dare to know, that Deborah and Mrs. Bisbee  ?

Am not ignoramus, said the babu, keeping his distance. It appeared to him that John Duncannons toe was itching.



They presently resumed the march, against a wind that scorched them. The unhappy Rajput peasants groaned as the babu leaned out of the litter to assure them they were fortunate:

For you have shade under the litter, ingrates. I must fry like an egg.

But heat was less than half the difficulty. Wind like blasts from a painters torch brought dust with it, until they struggled against a stinging golden mist that radiated heat and dimmed the daylight, obscuring all landmarks. The mules became rebellious, turning their rumps to it. Some lay down and had to be kicked and dragged up. The four wretches toiling with the litter swore the way was lost; they set the litter down and lay with cloths over their faces, crying nothing could be done until the wind should change at night. They, too, were induced by uncivilized means to continue the march.

There was not much consolation in the thought that Deborah and Mrs. Bisbee must be similarly handicapped. No man worthy of his sex can reconcile himself to the thought that a woman, even an athletic, modern, up-to-date young woman, can or should endure what he can. Chivalrous ideas die hard; if unfashionable, they are nonetheless assertive. John Duncannon told himself repeatedly that he was not responsible for Deborah. He remarked it with blasphemous emphasis. He swore, as he spat out the grit from his teeth, that it served her well right if she were in the devils own mess. A darned good dose of calamity might do her good and make her see sense.

Then, of course, the high-falutin, grandiose thoughts had their way with him. He saw himself arriving in the nick of time to rescue two lorn women, being cordial to Mrs. Bisbee, formally polite to Deborah. He drew enormous satisfaction from the mental picture of himself with Deborah recumbent in his arms, she hero-worshipping and he, as grim as Ajax, bearing her to safety, where he would leave her. He would stride out of her life. Maybe she would remember him in years to come; he rather thought so. Not that he cared. No, sir. There were other women.

At the next halt he questioned the babu, trying to get him to describe that other route. But the babu read his intention perfectly and defeated it, having neither chivalry nor craving to prolong the march.

Am lost already. Why get lost more? Devil take hindermost, women included! Magnificent out of the dust we came. So says poet, doubtless very truthful person. Dust is therefore native element of female women, who can thrive in same as easily as we. If they remain in it, and we not, we shall get there first, and rupees thirty thousand is provoking cause of unsentimental disposition; likewise of forgetfulness, it may be. Sahib, I cannot remember where the other road is, but I do know how to get to Erinpura. You may whip me. I dont bloody care. I care rupees thirty thousand. I go get same.

And the wind grew worse. The dust rose like a wall of grinding particles, with stinging insects mingled in it, insects maddened by the heat and motion, clinging, digging in and fighting anything they touched. There was no track visible. They had to guess direction vaguely by the sunlight, which was all diffused into an orange-colored blur  orange and ominous gray. They had to lie down where they were, amid the animals and it was gloaming when the wind dropped. Presently it changed and the air grew cooler.

But the track was all obliterated, and in the short Indian twilight, and later, in the gloom of the moonless night, they were very hard put to find the way. Duncannon kept leaving such track as there was to explore for some by-way that led to the hills, where the women were probably lost. Forgetting that they certainly had servants who would probably be loyal and resourceful, he imagined them half-dead and at the mercy of wild animals. But perceiving his intention to digress in search of the women, the babu gave private instructions to one of the saises who, at so much per vision, saw shadowy figures ahead in the distance and, persuading the others to see what he imagined, almost convinced Duncannon.

So they came at last to Erinpura and pitched camp, without knowing it, exactly on the spot that Galloway had used two nights before.

There was no sign of Deborahs tents nor of any other human beings, although a tom-tom drumming in the distant gloom suggested that they were somewhere near a village. The partly ruined temple, a blot of utter darkness against a purple-black sky, loomed beyond the river-bed, conveying neither information nor encouragement, and except for that pulsing drum-beat there was stillness that seemed almost to possess weight.

Chivalry be damned, since we are here first! said the babu blandly. It is the least chivalrous who become immortals, because it is the gods who are the greatest cynics. If Kant did not say so, he should have. I could teach Kant many things.

Duncannon watched the saises digging down into the river-bed for water for the animals.

Abercrombies map said underneath the temple,  he remarked. Is there another temple?

Many, the babu answered. But that one just beyond the river is the very holy Gnanis, anciently owned by horribly unholy party known as the Red Flame of Erinpura.

Duncannon stared. The outlines of the place were growing more distinct, or else his eyes were more accustomed to the gloom. Strange memories were asserting themselves and then almost evading his brain.

Its the place, he remarked, yes, Ill swear its the place that I entered that day after I shot the Gnanis tiger. For the life of me I cant recall what happened inside. I remember their attacking me  and then the old boy came and called them off. He gave me some darned strange stuff to drink  I needed it, I guess! It tasted a bit like English beer. And I awoke at Hanadra! Do you feel fit? he demanded suddenly.

No fat man ever feels fit when a lean man asks in that tone of voice! said the babu. Specify nature of fitness. For what purpose do you wish my fitness now? I can tell you something I am very good at without extra payment; I can say no in several languages.

Duncannon shrugged his shoulders.

All right, stay here. Show me where that other road comes in. Im going in search of the women.

Only with the aid of point-blank mutiny, and even so not easily, Chullunder Ghose persuaded him to stay and eat before exerting himself further.

Chivalry is buncombe, sahib! Be a cynic, like myself. If you have empty belly, will that feed two women? If you are tired, will that refresh them? And besides, I observe that these up-to-date females think better of you if you give them credit for being Joans of Arc and she-pirates and Amazons all rolled into one.

I believe youre afraid, said Duncannon.

The babu smirked at him, his features screwed up in the lantern light, his head a little to one side.

That illustrates the difference, he said, between speculative mind of U.S.A. American and concrete realistic faculties of this babu, for instance. A belief is imbecility. I know I am afraid. A little knowledge is a dangerous thing, but in this case I know all about it!

Afraid of what? Tigers?

Of myself. And of the very holy Gnani. Has the sahib any whisky? It is said that strong drink is an insult to the soul because it deadens spiritual thinking. But it is spiritual thinking that weakens this babus resolution. Therefore I will deaden same, thus snapping fingers at my higher self.

He drank immoderately. Then what, he was pleased to call his lower self predominating, he started off at a run across the river-bed. Out of sight in the gloom almost instantly, he began calling to Duncannon.

I am surrounded, sahib  tigers! Do come swiftly!

There was nothing else to do. Duncannon, loosening his pistol in the holster strode toward him, minded to make an example of him for the benefit of the servants, who were all too likely to get out of hand unless the babu were dealt with sternly. But presently he thought he heard the footfall of a tiger, and when he came on the babu crouching in some reeds the babu clutched him by the legs and nearly threw him.

Lie down, sahib! Lie down!

He kicked himself free and advanced to where other sounds were emanating from  snorty, stealthy sounds not easy to explain.

Only an old water-buffalo, he called back. But his brain was busy wondering why a villager should tie his valuable beast and leave him in the river-bed.

Before he could suggest an answer to that puzzle another presented itself. A heavy weight went charging past him, straight toward the far bank; it was almost a minute before he realized that the babu, apparently panic-stricken, had gone headlong into danger.

Damn the man! Ill fetch him back and thrash him, he exploded, following. He did not analyze his own emotions at the time, but afterward, reviewing the nights happenings, he did not try to blink the fact that friendship for Chullunder Ghose was the impelling motive. The fat rascal had endeared himself to him; he was as kickable as any rogue, as likeable as any one he knew and to have lost him would have been a tragedy.

Behind him, the old water-buffalo grew angry at the white-man smell as all Indian cattle do, particularly in the dark. It snorted, stamped and tried to free itself, mowing down dry reeds with clumsy horns that can rip more neatly than a butchers knife.

Supper for the tigers! cried the babu from the far bank. Oh, come swiftly, sahib!

Two minutes later Duncannon reached him where he lay sprawling and gasping for breath. It occurred to Duncannon he was rather overacting the exhaustion, the more so as he suddenly grew still and gripped Duncannons ankle. Both men listened.

Came a crashing among the reeds, somewhere down in the river-bed where the buffalo was tied; then a bellow that died to a groan, a coughing snarl, much plunging  followed by the thud of a falling carcass and a few spasmodic sounds of kicks.

Oh Krishna! exclaimed the babu, we are easier to kill than buffalo! And there are two tigers; that is only one of them. Come on!

Duncannon refused to be hurried. He dreaded the Gnani more than tigers. More than all he dreaded the thought of Deborah advancing in the dark into unknown peril. If she had survived the hot wind she was likely to be near at hand.

Chullunder Ghose pulled at him and made him look toward the temple. There were shadows moving there, moving away from the temple to right and left  shadows suggestive of scene-shifters hurrying on a darkened stage. They vanished with the noiseless speed of bats.

We are here first! said the babu, trembling with excitement. For the moment he seemed to have overcome fear.



Suddenly a new noise broke the stillness. There came the thud of hoofs on dust. From along the river-bank a rider spurred a tired horse out of the purple gloom, swerved toward the temple, reined, leaped to the ground, whipped the horse to make him gallop off and vanished.

Straight into the temple! Man or woman? Duncannon wondered. He was thinking aloud. The riders figure was about the size of Deborahs, but where was Mrs. Bisbee?

There was another sound  voices from across the river and the noise that a string of horses and their chattering saises make when they reach camp and find a party there ahead of them.

That was Deborah sure enough, remarked Duncannon. Thats her outfit across the river. But why in the name of mystery did she chase her horse away?

He did not know whether he felt more relieved to know that she was safe or more mystified by her actions. Then he began to feel indignant that she should treat him as an enemy.

Damn women! Theres no understanding them! he muttered.

The tired horse came out of the shadows, stood a moment, snorted, ears pricked, and before Duncannon could get near enough to see him clearly, cantered off to where the other horses neighed beyond the river. There appeared to be an English riding saddle on his back, but Duncannon was not sure, nor could he remember what kind of saddle Deborah used. However, one thing now was certain: Deborah was in danger.

Come on, he said, hurrying forward. Do you remember the temple plan? The entrance to the crypt is at the rear end, down an incline that begins behind a great carved idol.

My belly turns to water. Courage I have none! said the babu. Cupidious, yes, very! Lead on, sahib!

He kept pace, breathing through his nose, and kicked his sandals off against the temple steps. The act was orthodox, yet comical; it looked as if he were about to disrobe for a bath. He peeled off his jacket and dropped that beside the sandals.

European, he said, kicking it. Offensive to the very holy Gnani. One sacrilege at a time is plenty!

For a moment he seemed to be praying. His lips moved and his attitude was meek, as if his knees could hardly hold his weight. Duncannon shoved him.

Come, if youre coming. Im going on in.

Duncannon strode up ancient steps that rang as if built of silver.

Stop, sahib! Stop! The babu almost screamed at him. Krishna! Has nobody told you, you must not wear boots!

Duncannon went on into echoing black gloom. There were no lamps visible, but a sooty smell greeted his nostrils along with the reek of rank butter. The darkness was blacker than death, and he could hear the ticking of his watch, the singing of his own pulse in his ears. Then something struck his cheek. He ducked and tasted salt blood in the corner of his mouth. Something clattered on a stone floor over to his left.

A man can think of a thousand things in half a second when death leaps at him from the dark. Had Deborah been killed? Was it lawful to kill trespassers in Indian temples? What had struck him? Where was Chullunder Ghose? Had the babu gone suddenly mad and tried to murder him?

He crouched low and waited. To shoot at nothing in the dark would only show an adversary where he was. Besides, he might hit Deborah. He heard the babus bare feet thumping on the stone steps and presently saw his bulk in silhouette against the slightly lighter darkness in the entrance. He wanted to warn him  but how, without warning the enemy?

At last he drew his pistol, held it at arms length and fired. Chullunder Ghose vanished like a big balloon snatched by the wind. A knife, hurled at the pistol flash, so nearly struck him that he could feel the wind it made. The knife went clattering along the stone floor and he fired in the direction he supposed it came from. He thought he heard somebody gasp, but he was not sure. A second later he heard footsteps  spurred boots retreating over stone flags so he fired again, but the flash of the pistol showed him nothing and he did not dare yet to use the electric flashlight that he had in his jacket pocket.

Presently he heard the babus breathing and the sound of something heavy shuffling along the floor. Then the babus voice, whispering:

Squeeze hit! Forward, sahib! Scoot for home plate! Attaboy! Very holy Gnani must be absent on vacation or would have interfered already! Whom have you killed, and how many?

None, worse luck!

My aunt! Some people dont know what luck is! The babus teeth were chattering Human life being least valuable known commodity, destruction of same is visited with heavy penalty, since we are ruled by penny Solomons. Lo, let us commit more sacrilege! Lead on into Holy of Holies  straight ahead!

They went forward on hands and knees, ready to drop flat at the slightest sound.

Properly abject manner of approaching shrine of deity! the babu whispered. Same can be adduced as evidence at trial  disproves criminal motives absolutely!

Shut up!

Say not so. Speech is comforting. Use flashlight, sahib. This babu is intuitionist.

Duncannon switched the light on, pointing straight ahead, expecting to see the great image of the god that he vaguely recalled from his previous visit. But the pale rays shone on nothing but a heap of broken masonry. The babu whistled. Then he chuckled. Then, forgetting fear, he laughed.

Krishna! Very holy Gnani has deserted roost! Image of deity fallen on face and broken  signifying help yourself! Sacrilege no longer possible! Roof will fall next! Look, they have destroyed the pillars! Very inconvenient if roof should fall on us! Home plate forward, sahib, first turn to the right! I vote we hurry!

Duncannon turned the light in all directions. It revealed great heaps of wreckage.

Demolitionists skedaddelled just when we came! said the babu. But I think they thought the roof was falling. Verb. sap.  very!

In the space at the rear, where the image of the god had stood, there yawned a dark hole and Duncannon led toward it, pistol in his right hand, flashlight in his left. The hole turned out to be a tunnel, sloping steeply downward, very narrow, and so low he had to stoop to enter. At the end of twenty feet or so there was a level platform from which smooth steps led downward to the right into the temple crypt. There began to be a filthy, stifling smell of tigers.

To the left, in a corner opposite the steps, the wall was broken, leaving a gap about three feet wide that seemed to have once been filled with fitted stones and then cemented. The stones had been thrust inward and in front of the gap, all smashed to pieces, lay the image of a god. Duncannon turned the light on it. The gods face in a circle of stone flames painted red, grinned at his. There was a broken hand that held a torch.

Red Flame of Erinpura! said the babu.

Duncannon scrambled over the broken masonry and stepped through the break in the wall, gasped, and came out again. There was no air in there. His hands felt filthy where he had touched the masonry inside. He peered in, using the flashlight, but there was only utter blackness and a smell that made him sick. Fumes came through the opening, blending with the tiger-stench. The heat was almost insupportable. Putting his handkerchief over his mouth and holding the pistol between his knees he peered in again, looking to see whether the floor were safe to venture on. The flashlight gleamed on a silvery spur, then on another.

Deborah! he exclaimed.

He drew a long breath, held it and jumped in.

He came out dragging a body, limp, in long riding-boots, whose spurs caught the broken masonry  some one whose silk shirt tore under his grip and whose weight was that of a young woman. In his hurry he dropped the flashlight and it broke.

Where are matches? asked the babu.

No, you idiot! Thats naphtha! Cant you smell it?

He picked up the body. He was sure now it was Deborah, and he handled it gently.

Go ahead. Help me find the way out.

It seemed to take an hour to find the way up to the temple floor. He was afraid to trip for fear of injuring his burden, and his head was reeling from the effect of fumes that he had breathed into his lungs. The babu, panic-stricken, did not wait for him but blundered up the steps and yelled each time his shins struck broken masonry.

The body in his arms was lifeless, but when he reached the temple floor he did not dare to set it down; he must reach fresh air before his own brain yielded to the fumes of naphtha which seemed to be coming up in volume from the tunnel behind him. He could dimly see the temple door; he made for it, staggering amid the débris of the broken images.

He knew he was bleeding badly where a knife had struck his face, and he knew, too, he was very nearly, all in. But the air felt cool from the temple entrance, reviving him a little. He made the last few yards in a sort of waking dream and staggered up against the babu on the platform at the temple door, trying to fill his lungs with fresh air. The babu took the burden from his arms and dropped it roughly on the stone.



He knew then he was dreaming, for he heard a merry voice he recognized and thought he saw Deborah standing in front of him. The babu struck matches, breaking half a dozen in his haste, kneeling over the body he had dropped so cavalierly.

Deborahs voice said  

Hello, John Duncannon  so you beat me to it!

Said the babu, striking a seventh match:

Left arm broken by a bullet  circumstantial, very  we should look out to establish alibi!

Did you find the stuff, John? Deborah asked.

No doubt it was her voice, her shape. But John Duncannon lay on the flags at the temple door, face upward, clawing at the stone-work with his fingers, trying to persuade himself he was not dead and in another world. Had he not held Deborahs lifeless body in his arms? Had he not seen, heard, shuddered at the dropping of that body on the flagstones? Was it her soul that he saw, that was speaking to him? If so, must he not also be dead? And was the business of death as easy as all that?

But if so, why did his head ache, and why was there blood on his face, that kept on streaming past the corner of his mouth?

A flashlight blazed into his eyes. It blinded him. Then Deborahs voice again.

John, youre hurt! What happened?

He knew what he wanted to say, but he seemed to have lost control of speech. On the contrary the babu seemed to have no notion what to say, but had voluminous ability to say it; he began to pour forth floods of explanation:

Missy sahib, this babu has alibi, same being best possible legal proof of innocence, accepted by all courts of justice everywhere, absolutely. Injury to John Duncannon sahib cannot be laid at door of this well-meaning individual, who am speechless with consternation. Loves young dream is superstitious and exacting, to say nothing of contemptuous, but beware of false reasoning! I did not do it! Can prove by my own personal affidavit, sworn in any language, that I was several yards away when accident happened. I do not even know what took place, it having been all dark in there. I neither

Deborah interrupted:

Hold his head up. No  leave him. Let me. Out of my way.

Duncannon felt his shoulders being lifted, and then felt his head rest in somebodys lap. Somebody else switched on the flashlight again and he looked up into Deborahs face.

I thought you were dead! he mumbled awkwardly.

Well, Im not! she answered. But youre not far from it. Her fingers began staunching the flow of blood from his cheek. Bring me water, somebody. If you turn out to be really badly hurt, John, I will have that babu punished. I made him promise  I even offered to pay him  to keep you out of harms way!

A flood of mixed emotions surged over John Duncannons brain. Why hadnt he thought of paying somebody to keep watch over Deborah? And why should she have paid the babu? Did he mean so much to her? His head refused the overload of thought-waves and almost welcomed the unconsiousness that supervened.

For a while after that he knew nothing except that he was carried by legs and shoulders and deposited on something soft.

When he began to recover his senses at last there were voices, a lantern and a man beside the lantern who, he knew at once, was Galloway. Galloway stood with legs well apart and an express rifle under his arm; Mrs. Bisbee and Chullunder Ghose were alternately answering his questions. It was pitch-dark and Duncannon could still smell naphtha; his head ached worse than ever, but it still lay in Deborahs lap, which was not in the least disagreeable, although it hurt abominably when she dabbed at a wound on his face with a wet cloth. He tried to move his head.

Lie still! she commanded. It was a possessive tone of voice, but what she said next had a different inflection: John, I wouldnt have had this happen for all the oil in Asia!

Galloway came nearer, peered at him and turned to Mrs. Bisbee:

Mischief! he remarked. Therell be a lot of explaining needed, Mrs. Bisbee! Who wrecked the temple?

The Gnani did, or else the Gnanis men, she answered.

How did you know so much? he retorted.

By making friends instead of enemies, O Lord of Arbitrariness! The Gnani told me.

Told you he had done it?

No, but that he intended to do it. He said the roof would soon fall in any event, and nobody really owns the place any longer, so that if he should go away  and he has gone!  the place will become the Governments and any one may have the oil who has the Governments permission. He prefers that the oil should be exploited, because he thinks that will be good for India.

H-r-r-umph! remarked Galloway. That doesnt explain Rundhia Singh. I followed him all the way from Tonkaipur. Where is he?

He was just now dead, remarked Chullunder Ghose. He lay there  out at home plate. Otherwise he would have owned the oil, having been first to discover same. But he was quite dead when Duncannon sahib picked him out of tigerish den of naphtha. Rumor  lying jade, who tells truth only when it cant be proved  suggests he was counting on oil to make himself more powerful than

Chup! commanded Galloway.

The only way to silence rumor is to tell the truth, said Mrs. Bisbee. Out with it! What do you know? Otherwise I will tell what I know, to whom it may concern, and when I see fit.

It might have been that Galloway had secrets, known to Mrs. Bisbee, which he did not care to have revealed. At any rate he spoke, promptly, abruptly:

I have evidence that would have hanged him. He poisoned Major Rindervale, and now his father, that fine old rajah. There are no heirs.

So Tonkaipur falls to the Central Government, said Mrs. Bisbee. I believe the Gnani foresaw something of the kind.

At any rate, if theres oil here the Central Government controls it, remarked Galloway.

That means Dad controls it. That means me! remarked Deborah, bending lower to discover whether John Duncannon were conscious or not. He kept still. If it werent that Johns for Turner Sons and Company, she went on, and theyre a set of small-town pikers trying to horn in to a mans game, Id step aside and let John have it.

The babu giggled.

Search his pockets, Missy sahib. Turner Sons and Company have tendered resignation. Look for telegram in pocket  right-hand shirt pock



There was sudden silence, and Galloway raised his rifle, making sure the springs were cocked. He was staring in the direction of the river-bed, but there were no sounds heard by anybody else that could explain his sudden tenseness. When he spoke it was harshly, with a distinct pause between each word:

Prince dead, was he? What became of him?

He was listening for sounds from the river-bed, not for an answer to his question, and none spoke. After a minute he strode toward the temple steps and stooped there, feeling for blood with his forefinger.

You say the body lay here? Was there fighting? he demanded.

I should say not! said the babu. John Duncannon sahib most heroically rescued him from filthy dungeon where the oil is. Heroism being blind, he may have mistaken sex of rescuee, but

Silence again, unaccountable, and all eyes turned toward the river-bed. Then suddenly a loud, explosive coughing sound, followed by a terrific snarl.

Bagh! exclaimed the babu, and a man who was holding the lantern dropped it.

Galloway started running toward a low elevation that would give him a view of the reeds in the river bottom, or at any rate of the darkness where the reeds lay. There was a half-moon now  it was after midnight; the dry river-bed was bathed in a wan mystery that looked like flowing water. Galloway stood still, grew rigid, aimed and fired.

There came another snarl and a terrific crashing near the edge of a clump of reeds. Galloway fired again. Then silence. Galloway walked slowly toward the river-bed after he had reloaded his rifle.

It was two or three minutes before he called back, and his voice sounded excited:

Its Prince Rundhia Singh! Tiger killed him  tore his arm off!

Too bad! Too bad! Chullunder Ghose remarked sotto voce. Circumstantial evidence is all gone now! Bullet made in U.S.A. United States, lodged in princes arm but chewed by tiger. Tiger should have been rewarded! Fortune, what an unfair jade thou art! Missy sahib, this babu has forfeited rupees a thousand, since John Duncannon sahib has been injured and, moreover, I foresee a worse disaster. Tell me: Does preliminary step to disillusion wipe out obligations of enraptured male?

What do you mean? demanded Deborah.

He means to be impudent, said Mrs. Bisbee.

Oh no, I dont. This babus disapproval of matrimony is purely abstract and impersonal, in spite of personal experience of same. The concrete problem is: Duncannon sahib promised this babu rupees thirty thousand if we got there first. We didnt; we got here second. Does a dead prince count? And are the intoxicating fumes of love so overwhelming that the philosophic friendship of a poor babu may be forgotten?

Im sure I dont know what youre talking about, said Deborah.

About thirty thousand rupees, said the babu meekly.

If Mr. Duncannon promised you that amount, then youll get it, I dont doubt, said Deborah.

As two rupees are better than one, so are two promises, remarked the babu.

Very well. Ill remind him.

The babu sighed enormously, perhaps to hide some other symptom of emotion. Galloway came striding through the dark and stood still, looking down at Deborah with John Duncannons head reposing on her lap.

Strange, he said. You said there wasnt any fighting. The tiger had torn off the princes right arm, but we found the arm, and my man found a bullet in it.

Doubtless your honors bullet! said the babu. Your honor will remember that you fired twice.

And the blood on the temple steps, said Galloway.

John Duncannon sahibs! said the babu. He fell there, and he lay there.

And I have the bullet, remarked Galloway.

Bad luck  very! said the babu.

What do you mean by bad luck? Galloway snapped back. Dyou mean  ?

I mean, sahib, that all philosophers, all holy men, all fortune tellers, and all ancient writings are agreed that it is very bad luck to preserve a bullet found in carcass of defeated enemy! If I had found it, I would throw it to the winds!

Oh, you would, would you?

That would be my first thought, said the babu blandly.

Galloway stood still a minute, thinking. Presently he took the lantern from the man who followed him and noticed that Deborahs fingers were moving in and out of John Duncannons hair.

Well, I wont spoil your young life, he said and turned and threw something as far away into the night as he could throw. Then he faced Deborah again and looked down at his right hand.

Hullo! he remarked. Its gone. I must have dropped it on the way up!

Thanks! said Deborah. Im glad, arent you? I mean, Im glad that John could shoot straight.

Both barrels by the look of it! said Galloway and strode off grinning. Wheres some water? I must wash my hands. Boy! Where are you? Pani lao!

Deborah bent her head to hear what John Duncannon was whispering. The babu interrupted, also whispering, but hoarsely:

Missy sahib! Am I dreaming? Missy sahib, promise one other thing besides the rupees thirty thousand! Promise to be careful! Promise me you wont die before all the red tape is unraveled and oil concession is finally granted! You wont lose check book? Could this babu have a little on account?


CHAPTER XIII. Baxter! Baxter!

The ex-reverend Mr. Baxter, mopping perspiration with a big silk handkerchief, sat in one of the two stifling rooms of the dak-bungalow at Hanadra, carefully examining a map and a report in manuscript.

How should I know these are not forgeries? he asked.

Chullunder Ghose, also mopping perspiration and extremely weary, stood beside the table in an attitude of rigidly controlled impatience.

Consult your conscience! he suggested. Can I forge naphtha analysis, not knowing chemistry? Or draw plan of temple I have never seen?

How do I know you havent already sold copies of these to some one else?

Am conscientious individual, the babu answered. For rupees five thousand they are yours, as per agreement. Pay your money. Take them. Otherwise return them to me at once, because I think you are trying to memorize the map. My conscience will not permit me to be flim-flammed.

The babu snatched the map away and folded it.

Well, look here: can I count on you? If Bonamy or Gokula Das should learn that I had bought these papers from you behind their backs, they might  do you understand me?

Chullunder Ghose nodded.

This babu intends to make himself extremely scarce, and will keep exquisitely non-incriminating silence.

What has become of your American?

Usual thing, the babu answered. Woman, disillusionment! Will marry daughter of quintillionaire, and this babu is consequently left flat. Hence this thusness. Money please.

Does that man Pennyweather not know where the oil is?

Certainly not. He is in Simla.

All right. Ill buy the papers from you. Heres your money. Count it. Now remember: no talking! I will go straight to Simla. I shall probably resell these papers to Pennyweather. If he should refuse to buy them I may make an offer to the government. But if you, with your usual loquacity, get talking

Believe me, Baxter sahib, said Chullunder Ghose, hiding away the bank-notes in the voluminous folds of his dhoti, my conscience would not approve of talking in the circumstances. I wish you luck. Good afternoon.

He walked out, rather stiffly, very wearily, for he had made a forced march alone from Erinpura; and without looking once behind him he climbed three or four miles of the steep trail to Mount Abu before he sat down on a rock beneath the shade of overhanging trees. There he sat until nightfall, munching food he carried in a basket, chuckling to himself at intervals.



It was in the deepening twilight that a monkey came and, scampering from one rock to another, seemed to wish to investigate the basket. Chullunder Ghose put empty nut-shells, an orange-peel and two banana-skins into a paper bag and tossed it two or three yards away. The monkey, scouting cautiously, alertly watching him, pounced on the paper bag and scampered off. It was a sacred monkey.

Baxter! the babu shouted after him. Yoo-hoo! Baxter! Baxter!

Chuckling then, with his cheap umbrella tucked under his arm, he resumed his upward tramp along the jungle-path toward Mount Abu.

THE END
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I. IN THE REIGN OF THE EMPEROR COMMODUS

Golden Antioch lay like a jewel at a mountains throat. Wide, intersecting streets, each nearly four miles long, granite-paved, and marble-colonnaded, swarmed with fashionable loiterers. The gay Antiochenes, whom nothing except frequent earthquakes interrupted from pursuit of pleasure, were taking the air in chariots, in litters, and on foot; their linen clothes were as riotously picturesque as was the fruit displayed in open shop-fronts under the colonnades, or as the blossom on the trees in public gardens, which made of the city, as seen from the height of the citadel, a mosaic of green and white.

The crowd on the main thoroughfares was aristocratic; opulence was accented by groups of slaves in close attendance on their owners; but the aristocracy was sharply differentiated. The Romans, frequently less wealthy (because those who had made money went to Rome to spend it)  frequently less educated and, in general, not less dissolute  despised the Antiochenes, although the Romans loved Antioch. The cosmopolitan Antiochenes returned the compliment, regarding Romans as mere duffers in depravity, philistines in art, but capable in war and government, and consequently to be feared, if not respected. So there was not much mingling of the groups, whose slaves took example from their masters, affecting in public a scorn that they did not feel but were careful to assert. The Romans were intensely dignified and wore the toga, pallium and tunic; the Antiochenes affected to think dignity was stupid and its trappings (forbidden to them) hideous; so they carried the contrary pose to extremes. Patterning herself on Alexandria, the city had become to all intents and purposes the eastern capital of Roman empire. North, south, east and west, the trade-routes intersected, entering the city through the ornate gates in crenelated limestone walls. From miles away the approaching caravans were overlooked by legionaries brought from Gaul and Britain, quartered in the capitol on Mount Silpius at the citys southern limit. The riches of the East, and of Egypt, flowed through, leaving their deposit as a river drops its silt; were ever- increasing. One quarter, walled off, hummed with foreign traders from as far away as India, who lodged at the travelers inns or haunted the temples, the wine-shops and the lupanars. In that quarter, too, there were barracks, with compounds and open-fronted booths, where slaves were exposed for sale; and there, also, were the caravanserais within whose walls the kneeling camels grumbled and the blossomy spring air grew fetid with the reek of dung. There was a market-place for elephants and other oriental beasts.

Each of Antiochs four divisions had its own wall, pierced by arched gates. Those were necessary. No more turbulent and fickle population lived in the known world  not even in Alexandria. Whenever an earthquake shook down blocks of buildings  and that happened nearly as frequently as the hysterical racial riots  the Romans rebuilt with a view to making communications easier from the citadel, where the great temple of Jupiter Capitolinus frowned over the gridironed streets.

Roman officials and the wealthier Macedonian Antiochenes lived on an island, formed by a curve of the River Orontes at the northern end within the city wall. The never-neglected problem of administration was to keep a clear route along which troops could move from citadel to island when the rioting began.

On the island was the palace, glittering with gilt and marble, gay with colored awnings, where kings had lived magnificently until Romans saved the city from them, substituting a proconsular paternal kind of tyranny originating in the Roman patria potestas. There was not much sentiment about it. Rome became the foster-parent, the possessor of authority. There was duty, principally exacted from the governed in the form of taxes and obedience; and there were privileges, mostly reserved for the rulers and their parasites, who were much more numerous than anybody liked. Competition made the parasites as discontented as their prey.

But there were definite advantages of Roman rule, which no Antiochene denied, although their comic actors and the slaves who sang at private entertainments mocked the Romans and invented accusations of injustice and extortion that were even more outrageous than the truth. Not since the days when Antioch inherited the luxury and vices of the Greeks and Syrians, had pleasure been so organized or its commercial pursuit so profitable. Taxes were collected rigorously. The demands of Rome, increased by the extravagance of Commodus, were merciless. But trade was good. Obedience and flattery were well rewarded. Citizens who yielded to extortion and refrained from criticism within hearing of informers lived in reasonable expectation of surviving the coming night.

But the informers were ubiquitous and unknown, which was another reason why the Romans and Antiochenes refrained from mixing socially more than could be helped. A secret charge of treason, based on nothing more than an informers malice, might set even a Roman citizen outside the pale of ordinary law and make him liable to torture. If convicted, death and confiscation followed. Since the deification of the emperors it had become treason even to use a coarse expression near their images or statues; images were on the coins; statues were in the streets. Commodus, to whom all confiscated property accrued, was in ever- increasing need of funds to defray the titanic expense of the games that he lavished on Rome and the presents with which he studiously nursed the armys loyalty. So it was wise to be taciturn; expedient to choose ones friends deliberately; not far removed from madness to be seen in company with those whose antecedents might suggest the possibility of a political intrigue. But it was also unwise to woo solitude; a solitary man might perish by the rack and sword for lack of witnesses, if charged with some serious offense.

So there were comradeships more loyal the more that treachery stalked abroad. Because seriousness drew attention from the spies, the deepest thoughts were masked beneath an air of levity, and merrymaking hid such counsels as might come within the vaguely defined boundaries of treason.

Sextus, son of Maximus, rode not alone. Norbanus rode beside him, and behind them Scylax on the famous Arab mare that Sextus had won from Artaxes the Persian in a wager on the recent chariot races. Scylax was a slave but no less, for that reason, Sextus friend.

Norbanus rode a skewbald Cappadocian that kicked out sidewise at pedestrians; so there was opportunity for private conversation, even on the road to Daphne of an afternoon in spring, when nearly all of fashionable Antioch was beginning to flow in that direction. Horses, litters and chariots, followed by crowds of slaves on foot with the provisions for moonlight banquets, poured toward the northern gate, some overtaking and passing the three but riding wide of the skewbald Cappadocian stallions heels.

If Pertinax should really come, said Sextus.

He will have a girl with him, Norbanus interrupted. He had an annoying way of finishing the sentences that other folk began.

True. When he is not campaigning Pertinax finds a woman irresistible.

And naturally, also, none resists a general in the field! Norbanus added. So our handsome Pertinax performs his vows to Aphrodite with a constancy that the goddess rewards by forever putting lovely women in his way! Whereas Stoics like you, Sextus, and unfortunates like me, who dont know how to amuse a woman, are made notorious by one least lapse from our austerity. The handsome, dissolute ones have all the luck. The roisterers at Daphne will invent such scandalous tales of us tonight as will pursue us for a lustrum, and yet there isnt a chance in a thousand that we shall even enjoy ourselves!

Yes. I wish now we had chosen any other meeting place than Daphne, Sextus answered gloomily. What odds? Had we gone into the desert Pertinax would have brought his own last desperate adorer, and a couple more to bore us while he makes himself ridiculous. Strange  that a man so firm in war and wise in government should lose his head the moment a woman smiles at him.

He doesnt lose his head  much, Sextus answered. But his father was a firewood seller in a village in Liguria. That is why he so loves money and the latest fashions. Poverty and rags  austerity inflicted on him in his youth  great Jupiter! If you and I had risen from the charcoal- burning to be consul twice and a grammarian and the friend of Marcus Aurelius; if you and I were as handsome as he is, and had experienced a triumph after restoring discipline in Britain and conducting two or three successful wars; and if either of us had such a wife as Flavia Titiana, I believe we could besmirch ourselves more constantly than Pertinax does! It is not that he delights in women so much as that he thinks debauch is aristocratic. Flavia Titiana is unfaithful to him. She is also a patrician and unusually clever. He has never understood her, but she is witty, so he thinks her wonderful and tries to imitate her immorality. But the only woman who really sways him is the proudish Cornificia, who is almost as incapable of treachery as Pertinax himself. He is the best governor the City of Rome has had in our generation. Can you imagine what Rome would be like without him? Call to mind what it was like when Fuscianus was the governor!

These are strange times, Sextus!

Aye! And it is a strange beast we have for emperor!

Be careful!

Sextus glanced over his shoulder to make sure that Scylax followed closely and prevented any one from overhearing. There was an endless procession now, before and behind, all bound for Daphne. As the riders passed under the city gate, where the golden cherubim that Titus took from the Jews temple in Jerusalem gleamed in the westering sun, Sextus noticed a slave of the municipium who wrote down the names of individuals who came and went.

There are new proscriptions brewing, he remarked. Some friends of ours will not see sunrise. Well  I am in a mood to talk and I will not be silenced.

Better laugh then! Norbanus advised. The deadliest crime nowadays is to have the appearance of being serious. None suspects a drunken or a gay man.

Sextus, however, was at no pains to appear gay. He inherited the moribund traditions that the older Cato had typified some centuries ago. His young face had the sober, chiseled earnestness that had been typically Roman in the sterner days of the Republic. He had blue-gray eyes that challenged destiny, and curly brown hair, that suggested flames as the westering sun brought out its redness. Such mirth as haunted his rebellious lips was rather cynical than genial. There was no weakness visible. He had a pugnacious neck and shoulders.

I am the son of my father Maximus, he said, and of my grandsire
Sextus, and of his father Maximus, and of my great-great-grandsire
Sextus. It offends my dignity that men should call a hog like Commodus
a god. I will not. I despise Rome for submission to him.

Yet what else is there in the world except to be a Roman citizen?
Norbanus asked.

As for being, there is nothing else, said Sextus. I would like to speak of doing. It is what I do that answers what I am.

Then let it answer now! Norbanus laughed. He pointed to a little shrine beside the road, beneath a group of trees, where once the image of a local deity had smiled its blessing on the passer-by. The bust of Commodus, as insolent as the brass of which the artist-slaves had cast it, had replaced the old benign divinity. There was an attendant near by, costumed as a priest, whose duty was to see that travelers by that road did their homage to the image of the human god who ruled the Roman world. He struck a gong. He gave fair warning of the deference required. There was a little guard-house, fifty paces distant, just around the corner of the clump of trees, where the police were ready to execute summary justice, and floggings were inflicted on offenders who could not claim citizenship or who had no coin with which to buy the alternative reprimand. Roman citizens were placed under arrest, to be submitted to all manner of indignities and to think themselves fortunate if they should escape with a heavy fine from a judge who had bought his office from an emperors favorite.

Most of the riders ahead dismounted and walked past the image, saluting it with right hands raised. Many of them tossed coins to the priests attendant slave. Sextus remained in the saddle, his brow clouded with an angry scowl. He drew rein, making no obeisance, but sent Scylax to present an offering of money to the priest, then rode on.

Your dignity appears to me expensive! Norbanus remarked, grinning.
Gold?

He may have my gold, if I may keep my self-respect!

Incorrigible stoic! He will take that also before long!

I think not. Commodus has lost his own and destroyed Romes, but mine not yet. I wish, though, that my father were in Antioch. He, too, is no cringer to images of beasts in purple. I wrote to my father recently and warned him to leave Rome before Commoduss spies could invent an excuse for confiscating our estates. I said, an absent man attracts less notice, and our estates are well worth plundering. I also hinted that Commodus can hardly live forever, and reminded him that tides flow in and out  by which I meant him to understand that the next emperor may be another such as Aurelius, who will persecute the Christians but let honest men live in peace, instead of favoring the Christians and ridding Rome of honest men.

Norbanus made a gesture with his right hand that sent the Cappadocian cavorting to the roads edge, scattering a little crowd that was trying to pass.

Why be jealous of the Christians? he laughed. Isnt it their turn for a respite? Think of what Nero did to them; and Marcus Aurelius did little less. They will catch it again when Commodus turns on his mistress Marcia; he will harry them all the more when that day comes  as it is sure to. Marcia is a Christian; when he tires of her he will use her Christianity for the excuse and throw the Christians to the lions by the thousand in order to justify himself for murdering the only decent woman of his acquaintance. Sic semper tyrannus. Say what you will about Marcia, she has done her best to keep Commodus from making a public exhibition of himself.

With what result? He boasts he has killed no less than twelve hundred poor devils with his own hand in the arena. True, he takes the pseudonym of Paulus when he kills lions with his javelin and drives a chariot in the races like a vulgar slave. But everybody knows, and he picks slaves for his ministers  consider that vile beast Cleander, whom even the rabble refused to endure another day. I dont see that Marcias influence amounts to much.

But Cleander was executed finally. You are in a glum mood, Sextus.
What has happened to upset you?

It is the nothing that has happened. There has come no answer to that letter I wrote to my father in Rome. Commoduss informers may have intercepted it.

Norbanus whistled softly. The skewbald Cappadocian mistook that for a signal to exert himself and for a minute there were ructions while his master reined him in.

When did you write? he demanded, when he had the horse under control again.

A month ago.

Norbanus lapsed into a moody silence, critically staring at his friend when he was sure the other was not looking. Sextus had always puzzled him by running risks that other men (himself, for instance) steadfastly avoided, and avoiding risks that other men thought insignificant. To write a letter critical of Commodus was almost tantamount to suicide, since every Roman port and every rest-house on the roads that led to Rome had become infested with informers who were paid on a percentage basis.

Are you weary of life? he asked after a while.

I am weary of Commodus  weary of tyranny  weary of lies and hypocrisy  weary of wondering what is to happen to Rome that submits to such bestial government  weary of shame and of the insolence of bribe-fat magistrates

Weary of your friends? Norbanus asked. Dont you realize that if your letter fell into the hands of spies, not only will you be proscribed and your father executed, but whoever is known to have been intimate with you or with your father will be in almost equal danger? You should have gone to Rome in person to consult your father.

He ordered me to stay here to protect his interests. We are rich,
Norbanus. We have much property in Antioch and many tenants to oversee.
I am not one of these modern irreligious wastrels; I obey my father

And betray him in an idiotic letter!

Very well! Desert me while there is time! said Sextus angrily.

Dont be a fool! You are not the only proud man in the empire, Sextus. I dont desert my friend for such a cowards reason as that he acted thoughtlessly. But I will tell you what I think, whether or not that pleases you, if only because I am your true friend. You are a rash, impatient lover of the days gone by, possessed of genius that you betray by your arrogant hastiness. So now you know what I think, and what all your other friends think. We admire  we love our Sextus, son of Maximus. And we confess to ourselves that our lives are in danger because of that same Sextus, son of Maximus, whom we prefer above our safety. After this, if you continue to deceive yourself, none can blame me for it!

Sextus smiled and waved a hand to him. It was no new revelation. He understood the attitude of all his friends far better than he did his own strange impulses that took possession of him as a rule when circumstances least provided an excuse.

My theory of loyalty to friendship, he remarked, is that a man should dare to do what he perceives is right, and thus should prove himself entitled to respect.

And your friends are, in consequence, to enjoy the privilege of attending your crucifixion one of these days! said Norbanus.

Nonsense. Only slaves and highwaymen are crucified.

They call any one a highwayman who is a fugitive from what our Roman Hercules calls justice, Norbanus answered with a gesture of irritation. His own trick of finishing peoples sentences did not annoy Sextus nearly as much as Sextuss trick of pounding on inaccuracies irritated him. He pressed his horse into a canter and for a while they rode beside the stream called the Donkey-drowner without further conversation, each man striving to subdue the ill-temper that was on the verge of outbreak.

Romans of the old school valued inner calm as highly as they did the outer semblances of dignity; even the more modern Romans imitated that distinctive attitude, pretending to Augustan calmness that had actually ceased to be a part of public life. But with Sextus and Norbanus the inner struggle to be self-controlled was genuine; they bridled irritation in the same way that they forced their horses to obey them  captains of their own souls, as it were, and scornful of changefulness.

Sextus, being the only son of a great landowner, and raised in the traditions of a secluded valley fifty leagues away from Rome, was almost half a priest by privilege of ancestry. He had been educated in the local priestly college, had himself performed the daily sacrifices that tradition imposed on the heads of families and, in his fathers frequent absence, had attended to all the details and responsibilities of managing a large estate. The gods of wood and stream and dale were very real to him. The daily offering, from each meal, to the manes of his ancestors, whose images in wax and wood and marble were preserved in the little chapel attached to the old brick homestead, had inspired in him a feeling that the past was forever present and a mans thoughts were as important as his deeds.

Norbanus, on the other hand, a younger son of a man less amply dowered with wealth and traditional authority, had other reasons for adopting, rather than inheriting, an attitude toward life not dissimilar from that of Sextus. Gods of wood and stream to him meant very little, and he had not family estates to hold him to the ancient views. To him the future was more real than the past, which he regarded as a state of ignorance from which the world was tediously struggling. But inherently he loved lifes decencies, although he mocked their sentimental imitations; and he followed Sextus  squandered hours with him, neglecting his own interests (which after all were nothing too important and were well enough looked after by a Syracusan slave), simply because Sextus was a manly sort of fellow whose friendship stirred in him emotions that he felt were satisfying. He was a born follower. His ugly face and rather mirth-provoking blue eyes, the loose, beautifully balanced seat on horseback and the cavalry-like carriage of his shoulders, served their notice to the world at large that he would stick to friends of his own choosing and for purely personal reasons, in spite of, and in the teeth of anything.

As I said, remarked Sextus, if Pertinax comes

He will show us how foolish a soldier can be in the arms of a woman,
Norbanus remarked, laughing again, glad the long silence was broken.

Orcus (the messenger of Dis, who carried dead souls to the underworld. The masked slaves who dragged dead gladiators out of the arena were disguised to represent Orcus) take his women! What I was going to say was, we shall learn from him the real news from Rome.

All the names of the popular dancers!

And if Galen is there we shall learn

About Commodus health. That is more to the point. Now if we could get into Galens chest of medicines and substitute

Galen is an honest doctor, Sextus interrupted. If Galen is there we will find out what the philosophers are discussing in Rome when spies arent listening. Pertinax dresses himself like a strutting peacock and pretends that women and money are his only interests, but what the wise ones said yesterday, Pertinax does today; and what they say today, he will do tomorrow. He can look more like a popinjay and act more like a man than any one in Rome.

Who cares how they behave in Rome? The city has gone mad, Norbanus answered. Nowadays the best a man can do is to preserve his own goods and his own health. Ride to a conference do we? Well, nothing but words will come of it, and words are dangerous. I like my danger tangible and in the open where it can be faced. Three times last week I was approached by Glyco  you remember him?  that son of Cocles and the Jewess  asking me to join a secret mystery of which he claims to be the unextinguishable lamp. But there are too many mysteries and not enough plain dealing. The only mystery about Glyco is how he avoids indictment for conspiracy  what with his long nose and sly eyes, and his way of hinting that he knows enough to turn the world upside down. If Pertinax talks mystery I will class him with the other foxes who slink into holes when the agenda look like becoming acta. Show me only a raised standard in an open field and I will take my chance beside it. But I sicken of all this talk of what we might do if only somebody had the courage to stick a dagger into Commodus.

The men who could persuade themselves to do that, are persuaded that a worse brute might succeed him, Sextus answered. It is no use killing a Commodus to find a Nero in his shoes. If the successor were in sight  and visibly a man not a monster  there are plenty of men brave enough to give the dagger-thrust. But the praetorian guard, that makes and unmakes emperors, has been tasting the sweets of tyranny ever since Marcus Aurelius died. They despise their Roman Hercules (Commodus favorite name for himself)  who doesnt? But they grow fat and enjoy themselves under his tyranny, so they would never consent to leaving him unguarded, as happened to Nero, for instance, or to replacing him with any one of the caliber of Aurelius, if such a man could be found.

Well, then, what do we go to talk about? Norbanus asked.

We go for information.

Dea dia! (the most mysterious of all the Roman deities) We inform ourselves that Rome has been renamed The City of Commodus  that offices are bought and sold  that there were forty consuls in a year, each of whom paid for the office in turn  that no mans life is safe  that it is wiser to take a cold in the head to Galen than to kiss a mules nose (it was a common superstition that a cold in the head could be cured by kissing a mules nose)  and then what? I begin to think that Pertinax is wiser to amuse himself with women after all!

Sextus edged his horse a little closer to the skewbald and for more than a minute appeared to be studying Norbanus face, the other grinning at him and making the stallion prance.

Are you never serious? asked Sextus.

Always and forever, melancholy friend of mine! I seriously dread the consequences of that letter that you wrote to Rome! Unlike you, I have not much more than life to lose, but I value it all the more for being less encumbered. Like Apollonius, I pray for few possessions and no needs! But what I have, I treasure; I propose to live long and make use of life!

And I! retorted Sextus.

With a gesture of disgust, he turned to stare behind him at the crowd on its way to Daphne, making such a business of pleasure as reduced the pleasure to a toil of Sisyphus (who had to roll a heavy stone perpetually up a steep hill in the underworld. Before he reached the top the stone always rolled down again).

I have more than gold, said Sextus, which it seems to me that any crooked-minded fool may have. I have a spirit in me and a taste for philosophies; I have a feeling that a mans life is a gift entrusted to him by the gods  for use  to be preserved

By writing foolish letters, doubtless! said Norbanus. Come along, let us gallop. I am weary of the backs of all these roisterers.

And so they rode to Daphne full pelt, greatly to the anger of the too well dressed Antiochenes, who cursed them for the mud they splashed from wayside pools and for the dung and dust they kicked up into plucked and penciled faces.


II. A CONFERENCE AT DAPHNE

It was not yet dusk. The sun shone on the bronze roof of the temple of Apollo, making such a contrast to, and harmony with, marble and the green of giant cypresses as only music can suggest. The dying breeze stirred hardly a ripple on the winding ponds, so marble columns, trees and statuary were reflected amid shadows of the swans in water tinted by the colors of the sinking sun. There was a murmur of wind in the tops of the trees and a stirring of linen-clad girls near the temple entrance  voices droning from the near-by booths behind the shrubbery  one flute, like the plaint of Orpheus summoning Eurydice  a blossom- scented air and an enfolding mystery of silence.

Pertinax, the governor of Rome, had merely hinted at Olympian desire, whereat some rich Antiochenes, long privileged, had been ejected with scant ceremony from a small marble pavilion on an islet, formed by a branch of the River Ladon that had been guided twenty years ago by Hadrians engineers in curves of exquisitely studied beauty. From between Corinthian columns was a view of nearly all the temple precincts and of the lawns where revelers would presently forget restraint. The first night of the Daphne season usually was the wildest night of all the year, but they began demurely, and for the present there was the restraint of expectation.

Because there was yet snow on mountain-tops and the balmy air would carry a suggestion of a chill at sunset, there were cunningly wrought charcoal braziers set near the gilded couches, grouped around a semicircular low table so as to give each guest an unobstructed view from the pavilion. Pertinax  neither guest nor host, but a god, as it were, who had arrived and permitted the city of Antioch to ennoble itself by paying his expenses  stretched his long length on the middle couch, with Galen the physician on his right hand, Sextus on his left. Beyond Galen lay Tarquinius Divius and Sulpicius Glabrio, friends of Pertinax; and on Sextus left was Norbanus, and beyond him Marcus Fabius a young tribune on Pertinax staff. There was only one couch unoccupied.

Galen was an older man than Pertinax, who was already graying at the temples. Galen had the wrinkled, smiling, shrewd face of an old philosopher who understood the trick of making himself socially prominent in order to pursue his calling unimpeded by the bitter jealousies of rivals. He understood all about charlatanry, mocked it in all its disguises and knew how to defeat it with sarcastic wit. He wore none of the distinguishing insignia that practising physicians usually favored; the studied plainness of his attire was a notable contrast to the costly magnificence of Pertinax, whose double-purple-bordered and fringed toga, beautifully woven linen and jeweled ornaments seemed chosen to combine suggestions of the many public offices he had succeeded to.

He was a tall, lean, handsome veteran with naturally curly fair hair and a beard that, had it been dark, would have made him look like an Assyrian. There was a world of humor in his eyes, and an expression on his weathered face of wonder at the ways of men  an almost comical confession of his own inferiority of birth, combined with matter-of-fact ability to do whatever called for strength, endurance and mere ordinary common sense.

You are almost ashamed of your own good fortune, Galen told him. You wear all that jewelry, and swagger like the youngest tribune, to conceal your diffidence. Being honest, you are naturally frugal; but you are ashamed of your own honesty, so you imitate the courts extravagance and made up for it with little meannesses that comfort your sense of extremes. The truth is, Pertinax, you are a man with a boys enthusiasms, a boy with a mans experience.

You ought to know, said Pertinax. You tutored Commodus. Whoever could take a murderer at the age of twelve and keep him from breaking the heart of a Marcus Aurelius knows more about men and boys than I do.

Ah, but I failed, said Galen. The young Commodus was like a nibbling fish; you thought you had him, but he always took the bait and left the hook. The wisdom I fed to him fattened his wickedness. If I had known then what I have learned from teaching Commodus and others, not even Marcus Aurelius could have persuaded me to undertake the task  medical problem though it was, and promotion though it was, and answer though it was to all the doctors who denounced me as a charlatan. I bought my fashionable practise at the cost of knowing it was I who taught young Commodus the technique of wickedness by revealing to him all its sinuosities and how, and why, it floods a mans mind.

He was a beast in any case, said Pertinax.

Yes, but a baffled, blind beast. I removed the bandage from his eyes.

He would have pulled it off himself.

I did it. I turned a mere golden-haired savage into a criminal who knows what he is doing.

Well, drink and forget it! said Pertinax. I, too, have done things that are best forgotten. We attain success by learning from defeat, and we forget defeat in triumph. I know of no triumph that did not blot out scores of worse things than defeat. When I was in Britain I subdued rebellion and restored the discipline of mutinying legions. How? I am not such a fool as to tell you all that happened! When I was in Africa men called me a great proconsul. So I was. They would welcome me back there, if all I hear about the present man is true. But do you suppose I did not fail in certain instances? They praise me for the aqueducts I built, and for the peace I left along the border. But I also left dry bones, and sons of dead men who will teach their grandsons how to hate the name of Rome! I sent a hundred thousand slaves from Africa. Sometimes, when I have dined unwisely and there is no Galen near to freshen up my belly juices, I have nightmares, in which men and women cry to me for water that I took from them to pour into the cities. I have learned this, Galen: Do one thing wisely and you will commit ten follies. You are lucky if you have but ten failures to detract from one success  as lucky as a man who has but ten mistresses to interfere with his enjoyment of his wife!

He spoke of mistresses because the girls were coming down the temple steps to take part in the sunset ceremony. The torches they carried were unlighted yet; their figures, draped in linen, looked almost super-humanly lovely in the deepening twilight, and as they laid their garlands on the marble altar near the temple steps and grouped themselves again on either side of it their movements suggested a phantasmagoria fading away into infinite distance, as if all the universe were filled with women without age or blemish. There began to be a scent of incense in the air.

We only imitate this kind of thing in Rome, said Pertinax. A larger scale, a coarser effect. What I find thrilling is the sensation they contrive here of unseen mysteries. Whereas

There wont be any mystery left presently! Theyll strip your last veil from imagination! Sextus interrupted, laughing. Men say Hadrian tried to chasten this place, but he only made them realize the artistic value of an appearance of chastity, that can be thrown off. Hark! The evening hymn.

The torches suddenly were lighted by attendant slaves. The stirring, shaken sistra wrought a miracle of sound that set the nerves all tingling as the high priest, followed by his boys with swinging censers and the members of the priestly college, four by four, came chanting down the temple steps. To an accompanying pleading, sobbing note of flutes the high priest laid an offering of fruit, milk, wine and honey in the midst of the heaped-up garlands (for Apollo was the god of all fertility as well as of healing and war and flocks and oracles). Then came the grand Homeric hymn to Glorious Apollo, mens and boys and womens voices blending in a surging paean like an oceans music.

The last notes died away in distant echoes. There was silence for a hundred breaths; then music of flute and lyre and sistra as the priests retreated up the temple steps followed by fanfare on a dozen trumpets as the door swung to behind the priests. Instantly, then, shouts of laughter  torchlight scattering the shadows amid gloom  green cypresses  fire  color splurging on the bosom of the water  babel of hundreds of voices as the gay Antiochenes swarmed out from behind the trees  and a cheer, as the girls by the altar threw their garments off and scampered naked along the river-bank toward a bridge that joined the temple island to the sloping lawns, where the crowd ran to await them.

Apollo having healed the world of sin, we now do what we like! said Sextus. Pertinax, I pledge you continence for this one night! Good Galen, may Apollos wisdom ooze from you like sweat; for all our sakes, be you the arbiter of what we drink, lest drunkenness deprive us of our reason! Comites, let us eat like warriors  one course, and then discussion of tomorrows plan.

Your military service should have taught you more respect for your seniors, as well as how to eat and drink temperately, said Pertinax. Will you teach your grandmother to suck eggs? I was the first grammarian in Rome before you were born and a tribune before you felt down on your cheek. I am the governor of Rome, my boy. Who are you, that you should lecture me?

If you call that a lecture, concede that I dared, Sextus answered. I did not flatter you by coming here, or come to flatter you. I came because my father tells me you are a Roman beyond praise. I am a Roman. I believe praise is worthless unless proven to the hilt  as for instance: I have come to bare my thoughts to you, which is a bold compliment in these days of treachery.

Keep your thoughts under cover, said Pertinax, glancing at the steward and the slaves who were beginning to carry in the meal. But he was evidently pleased, and Sextuss next words pleased him more:

I am ready to do more than think about you, I will follow where you lead  except into licentiousness!

He lay on both elbows and stared at the scene with disgust. Naked girls, against a background of the torchlit water and the green and purple gloom of cypresses, was nothing to complain of; statuary, since it could not move, was not as pleasing to the eye; but shrieks of idiotic laughter and debauchery of beauty sickened him.

There came a series of sounds at the pavilion entrance, where a litter was set down on marble pavement and a eunuchs shrill voice criticized the slow unrolling of a carpet.

What did I warn you? Norbanus whispered, laughing in Sextuss ear.

Pertinax got to his feet, long-leggedly statuesque, and strode toward the antechamber on his right, whence presently he returned with a woman on his arm, he stroking her hand as it rested on his. He introduced Sextus and Norbanus; the others knew her; Galen greeted her with a wrinkled grin that seemed to imply confidence.

Now that Cornificia has come, not even Sextus need worry about our behavior! said Galen, and everybody except Sextus grinned. It was notorious that Cornificia refined and restrained Pertinax, whereas his lawful wife Flavia Titiana merely drove him to extremes.

This Roman Aspasia had an almost Grecian face, beneath a coiled extravagance of dark brown hair. Her violet eyes were quietly intelligent; her dress plain white and not elaborately fringed, with hardly any jewelry. She cultivated modesty and all the older graces that had grown unfashionable since the Emperor Marcus Aurelius died. In all ways, in fact, she was the opposite of Flavia Titiana  it was hard to tell whether from natural preference or because the contrast to his wifes extremes of noisy gaiety and shameless license gave her a stronger hold on Pertinax. Romes readiest slanderers had nothing scandalous to tell of Cornificia, whereas Flavia Titianas inconstancies were a by-word.

She refused to let Galen yield the couch on Pertinaxs right hand but took the vacant one at the end of the half-moon table, saying she preferred it  which was likely true enough; it gave her a view of all the faces without turning her head or appearing to stare.

For a long time there was merely desultory conversation while the feast, restricted within moderate proportions by request of Pertinax, was brought on.

There were eels, for which Daphne was famous; alphests and callichthys; pompilos, a purple fish, said to have been born from sea-foam at the birth of Aphrodite; boops and bedradones; gray mullet; cuttle-fish; tunny-fish and mussels. Followed in their order pheasants, grouse, swan, peacock and a large pig stuffed with larks and mincemeat. Then there were sweetmeats of various kinds, and a pudding invented in Persia, made with honey and dates, with a sauce of frozen cream and strawberries. By Galens order only seven sorts of wine were served, so when the meal was done the guests were neither drunk nor too well fed to carry on a conference.

No entertainers were provided. Normally the space between the table and the front of the pavilion would have been occupied by acrobats, dancers and jugglers; but Pertinax dismissed even the impudent women who came to lean elbows on the marble railing and sing snatches of suggestive song. He sent slaves to stand outside and keep the crowd away, his lictor and his personal official bodyguard being kept out of sight in a small stone house near the pavilion kitchen at the rear among the trees, in order not to arouse unwelcome comment. It was known he was in Daphne; there was even a subdued expectation in Antioch that his unannounced visit portended the extortion of extra tribute. The Emperor Commodus was known to be in his usual straits for money. Given a sufficient flow of wine, the sight of bodyguard and lictor might have been enough to start a riot, the Antiochenes being prone to outbreak when their passions were aroused by drink and women.

There was a long silence after Pertinax had dismissed the steward. Galens old personal attendant took charge of the amphora of snow-cooled Falernian; he poured for each in turn and then retired into a corner to be out of earshot, or at any rate to emphasize that what he might hear would not concern him. Pertinax strolled to the front of the pavilion and looked out to make sure there were no eavesdroppers, staring for a long time at the revelry that was warming up into an orgy. They were dancing in rings under the moon, their shadowy figures rendered weird by smoky torchlight. Cornificia at last broke on his reverie:

You wish to join them, Pertinax? That would dignify even our Roman
Hercules  to say nothing of you!

He shrugged his shoulders, but his eyes were glittering.

If Marcia could govern Commodus as you rule me, he would be safer on the throne! he answered, coming to sit upright on the couch beside her. It was evident that he intended that speech to release all tongues; he looked from face to face expectantly, but no one spoke until Cornificia urged him to protect himself against the night breeze. He threw a purple-bordered cloak over his shoulders. It became him; he looked so official in it, and majestic, that even Sextus  rebel that he was against all modern trumpery  forebore to break the silence. It was Galen who spoke next:

Pertinax, if you might choose an emperor, whom would you nominate?
Remember: He must be a soldier, used to the stench of marching legions.
None could govern Rome whose nose goes up in the air at the smell of
sweat and garlic.

There was a murmur of approval. Cornificia stroked the long, strong fingers of the man she idolized. Sextus gave rein to his impulse then, brushing aside Norbanus hand that warned him to bide his time:

Many more than I, he said, are ready to throw in our lot with you, Pertinax  aye, unto death! You would restore Romes honor. I believe my father could persuade a hundred noblemen to take your part, if you would lead. I can answer for five or six men of wealth and influence, not reckoning a friend or two who

Why talk foolishness! said Pertinax. The legions will elect Commodus successor. They will sell Rome to the highest bidder, probably; and though they like me as a soldier they dislike my discipline. I am the governor of Rome and still alive in spite of it because even Commodus informers know it would be silly to accuse me of intrigue. Not even Commodus would listen to such talk. I lead the gay life, for my own lifes sake. All know me as a roisterer. I am said to have no ambition other than to live life sensuously.

Galen laughed.

That may deceive Commodus, he said. The thoughtful Romans know you as a frugal governor, who stamped out plague and

You did that, said Pertinax.

Who enabled me?

It was a simple thing to have the tenements burned. Besides, it profited the city  new streets; and there was twice the amount of tax on the new tenements they raised. I, personally, made a handsome profit on the purchase of a few burned houses.

And as the governor who broke the famine, Galen continued.

That was simple enough, but you may as well thank Cornificia. She found out through the women who the men were who were holding corn for speculation. All I did was to hand their names to Commodus; he confiscated all the corn and sold it  at a handsome profit to himself, since it had cost him nothing!

While we sit here and cackle like Asian birds, Commodus renames Rome the City of Commodus and still lives! Sextus grumbled.

Nor can he be easily got rid of, remarked Daedalus the tribune. He goes to and fro from the palace through underground tunnels. Men sleep in his room who are all involved with him in cruelties and infamy, so they guard him carefully. Besides, whoever tried to murder him would probably kill Paulus by mistake! The praetorian guard is contented, being well paid and permitted all sorts of privileges. Who can get past the praetorian guard?

Any one! said Pertinax. The point is not, who shall kill Commodus? But who shall be raised in his place? There are thirty thousand ways to kill a man. Ask Galen!

Old Galen laughed at that.

As many ways as there are stars in heaven; but the stars have their say in the matter! None can kill a man until his destiny says yes to it. Not even a doctor, he added, chuckling. Otherwise the doctors would have killed me long ago with jealousy! A man dies when his inner man grows sick and weary of him. Then a pin-prick does it, or a sudden terror. Until that time comes you may break his skull, and do not more than spoil his temper! As a philosopher I have learned two things: respect many, but trust few. But as a doctor I have learned only one thing for certain: that no man actually dies until his soul is tired of him.

Whose soul should grow sick sooner than that of Commodus? asked
Sextus.

Not if his soul is evil and delights in evil  as his does! Galen retorted. If he should turn virtuous, then perhaps, yes. But in that case we should wish him to live, although his soul would prefer the contrary and leave him to die by the first form of death that should appear  in spite of all the doctors and the guards and tasters of the royal food.

Some one should convert him then! said Sextus. Cornificia, cant Marcia make a Christian of him; Christians pretend to oppose all the infamies he practises. It would be a merry joke to have a Christian emperor, who died because his soul was sick of him! It would be a choice jest  he being the one who has encouraged Christianity by reversing all Marcus Aurelius wise precautions against their seditious blasphemy!

You speak fanatically, but you have touched the heart of the problem, said Cornificia. It is Marcia who makes life possible for Commodus  Marcia and her Christians. They help Marcia protect him because he is the only emperor who never persecuted them, and because Marcia sees to it that they are free to meet together without having even to bribe the police. There is only one way to get rid of Commodus: Persuade Marcia that her own life is in danger from him, and that she will have a full voice in nominating his successor.

Probably true, remarked Pertinax. Whom would she nominate? That is the point.

It would be simpler to kill Marcia, said Daedalus. Thereafter let things take their course. Without Marcia to protect him

No man knows much, Galen interrupted. Marcias soul may be all the soul Commodus has! If she should grow sick of him  !

She grew sick long ago, said Cornificia. But she is forever thinking of her Christians and knows no other way to protect them than to make Commodus love her. Ugh! It is like the story of Andromeda. Who is to act Perseus?

(In the fable, Andromeda had to be chained to a cliff to be devoured by a monster, in order to save her people from the anger of the god Poseidon. Perseus slew the monster.)

There are thirty thousand ways of killing, Pertinax repeated, but if we kill one monster, four or five others will fight for his place, unless, like Perseus, we have the head of a Medusa with which to freeze them into stone! There is no substitute for Commodus in sight. The only man whose face would freeze all rivals is Severus the Carthaginian!

We are none of us blind, said Cornificia.

You mean me? I am too old, answered Pertinax. I dont like tyranny, and people know it. It is something they should not know. An old man may be all very well when he has reigned for twenty years and men are used to him, and he used to the task, as was Augustus; but an old man new to the throne lacks energy. And besides, they would never endure a man whose father was a charcoal-seller, as mine was. I have made my way in life by looking at facts and refusing to deceive myself; with the exception of that, I have no especial wisdom, nor any unusual ability.

If wisdom were all that is needed, said Sextus, we should put good
Galen on the throne!

He is too old and wise to let you try to do it! Galen answered. But you spoke about the head of a Medusa, Pertinax, and mentioned Lucius Septimius Severus. He commands three legions at Caruntum in Pannonia. (Roughly speaking, the S.W. portion of modern Hungary whose frontiers were then occupied by very warlike tribes.) If there is one man living who can freeze mens blood by scowling at them, it is he! And he is not as old as you are.

I have thought of him only to hate him, said Pertinax. He would not follow me, nor I him. He is one of three men who would fight for the throne if somebody slew Commodus, although he would not run the risk of slaying him himself, and he would betray us if we should take him into confidence. I know him well. He is a lawyer and a Carthaginian. He would never ask for the nomination; he is too crafty. He would say his legions nominated him against his will and that to have disobeyed them would have laid him open to the punishment for treason. (This is what Severus actually did, later on, after Pertinaxs death.) The other two are Pescennius Niger, who commands the legions in Syria, and Clodius Albinus who commands in Britain. We must find a man who can forestall all three of them by winning, first, the praetorian guard, and then the senate and the Romans by dint of sound reforms and justice.

You are he! Rome trusts you. So does the senate, said Cornificia.
Marcia trusts me. The praetorian guard trusts her. If I can persuade
Marcia that her life is in danger from Commodus

But how? Daedalus interrupted.

We can take the praetorian guard by surprise, Cornificia went on, ignoring him. They can be tricked into declaring for the man whom Marcias friends nominate. Having once declared for him they will be too proud of having made an emperor, and too unwilling to seem vacillating, to reverse themselves in any mans favor, even though he should command six legions. The senate will gladly accept one who has governed Rome as frugally as Pertinax has done. If the senate confirms the nominee of the praetorian guard, the Roman populace will do the rest by acclamation. Then, three months of upright government  deification by the senate

Pertinax laughed explosively  an honest, chesty laugh, unqualified by any subtleties, suggesting a trace of the peasantry from which he sprang. It made Cornificia wince.

Can you imagine me a god? he asked.

I can imagine you an emperor, said Sextus. It is true; you have no following among the legions just at present. But I make one, and there are plenty of energetic men who think as I do. My friend Norbanus here will follow me. My father

Noises near the open window interrupted him. An argument seemed to be going on between the slaves whom Pertinax had set to keep the roisterers away and some one who demanded admission. Near at hand was a womans voice, shrilling and scolding. Then another voice  Scylax, the slave who had ridden the red mare. Pertinax strode to the window again and leaned out. Cornificia whispered to Galen:

If the truth were known, he is afraid of Flavia Titiana. As a wife she is bad enough, but as an empress

Galen nodded.

If you love your Pertinax, he answered, keep him off the throne! He has too many scruples.

She frowned, having few, which were firm and entirely devoted to
Pertinax fortune.

Love him? I would give him up to see him deified! she whispered; and again Galen nodded, deeply understanding.

That is because you have never had children, he assured her, smiling. You mother Pertinax, who is more than twice your age  just as Marcia has mothered that monster Commodus until her heart is breaking.

But I thought you were Pertinax friend?

So I am.

And his urgent adviser to

Yes, so I was. I have changed my opinion; only the maniacs never do that. Pertinax would make a splendid minister for Lucius Severus; and the two of them could bring back the Augustan days. Persuade him to it. He must forget he hates him.

Let him come! said the voice of Pertinax. He was still leaning out, with one hand on a marble pillar, much more interested in the moonlit view of revelry than in the altercation between slaves. He strolled back and stood smiling at Cornificia, his handsome face expressing satisfaction but a rather humorous amusement at his inability to understand her altogether.

Are you like all other women? he asked. I just saw a naked woman stab a man with her hairpin and kick his corpse into the shrubbery before the breath was out of it!

Galen has deserted you, said Cornificia. The murder was uninteresting; nobody made any comment.

Not he! Pertinax answered, and went and sat on Galens couch. You find me not man enough for the senate to make a god of me  is that it, Galen?

Too much of a man to be an emperor, said Galen, smiling amid wrinkles. By observing a mans virtues one may infer what his faults are. You would try to rule the empire honestly, which is impossible. A more dishonest man would let it rule itself and claim the credit, whereas you would give the praise to others, who would shoulder off the work and all the blame on to you. An empire is like a human body, which heals itself if the head will let it. Too many heads  a conference of doctors  and the patient dies! One doctor, doing nothing with an air of confidence, and the patient gets well! There, I have told you more than all the senate knows!

Came Scylax, out of breath, less menial than most mens slaves, his head and shoulders upright and the hand that held a letter thrust well forward as if what he had to do were more important than the way he did it.

This came, he said, standing beside Sextus couch. Cadmus brought it, running all the way from Antioch.

His hand was trembling; evidently Cadmus had by some means learned the contents of the letter and had told.

I and Cadmus he said, and then hesitated.

What?

  are faithful, no matter what happens.

Scylax stood erect with closed lips. Sextus broke the seal, merely glancing at Pertinax, taking permission for granted. He frowned as he read, bit his lip, his face growing crimson and white alternately. When he had mastered himself he handed the letter to Pertinax.

I always supposed you protected my father, he said, struggling to appear calm. But his eyes gave the story away  grieved, mortified, indignant. Scylax offered him his arm to lean on. Norbanus, setting both hands on his shoulders from behind, obliged him to sit down.

Calm! Norbanus whispered, Calm! Your friends are your friends. What has happened?

Pertinax read the letter and passed it to Cornificia, then paced the floor with hands behind him.

Is that fellow to be trusted? he asked with a jerk of his head toward
Scylax. He seemed nearly as upset as Sextus was.

Sextus nodded, not trusting himself to speak, knowing that if he did he would insult a man who might be guiltless in spite of appearances.

Commodus commanded me to visit Antioch, as he said, for a rest, said Pertinax. The public excuse was, that I should look into the possibility of holding the Olympic games here. Strangely enough, I suspected nothing. He has been flatteringly friendly of late. Those whom I requested him to spare, he spared, even though their names were on his proscription list and I had not better excuse than that they had done no wrong! The day before I left I brought a list to him of names that I commended to his favor  your fathers name among them, Sextus.

Pertinax turned his back again and strode toward the window, where he stood like a statue framed in the luminous gloom. The only part of him that moved was his long fingers, weaving together behind him until the knuckles cracked.

Cornificia, subduing her contralto voice, read the letter aloud:

To Nimius Secundus Sextus, son of Galienus Maximus, the freedman Rufus
Glabrio sends humble greeting.

May the gods give solace and preserve you. Notwithstanding all your noble fathers piety  his respect for elders and superiors  he was accused of treason and of blasphemy toward the emperor, by whose orders he was seized yesterday and beheaded the same day. The estates have already been seized. It is said they will be sold to Asinus Sejanus, who is probably the source of the accusation against your father.

I and three other freedmen made our escape and will attempt to reach Tarentum, where we will await instructions from you. Titus, the son of the freedman Paulinus, will convey this letter to Brundisium and thence by boat to Dyrrachium, whence he will send it by post in the charge of a Jew whom he says he can trust.

It is a certainty that orders will go forth to seize yourself, since the estates in Antioch are known to be of great value. Therefore, we your true friends and devoted servants, urge you to make all speed in escaping. Stay not to make provision for yourself, but travel without encumbrances. Hide! Hasten!

We commend this letter to you as a sure proof that we ourselves are to be trusted, since, if it should fall into the hands of an informer by the way, our lives undoubtedly would pay the forfeit. We have not much money, but enough for the expenses of a journey to a foreign land. The place where we will hide near Tarentum is known to you. In deep anxiety, and not without such sacrifices to the gods and to the manes of your noble ancestors as means permit, we will await your coming.  RUFUS GLABRIO Freedman of the illustrious Galienus Maximus.

Pertinax turned from the window. The Jews have a saying, he said, that who keepeth his mouth and his tongue, keepeth his soul from trouble. Often I warned Maximus that he was too free with his speech. He counted too much on my protection. Now it remains to be seen whether Commodus has not proscribed me!

Sextus and Norbanus stood together, Scylax behind them, Norbanus whispering; plainly enough Norbanus was urging patience  discretion  deliberate thought, whereas Sextus could hardly think at all for anger that reddened his eyes.

What can I do for you? What can I do? wondered Pertinax.

Then Cornificia was on her feet.

There is nothing  nothing you can do! she insisted. She avoided
Galens eyes; the old philosopher was watching her as if she were the
subject of some new experiment. Let Commodus learn as much as that
Sextus was here in this pavilion and

Sextus interrupted, very proudly:

I will not endanger my friends. Who will lend me a dagger? This toy that I wear is too short and not sharp. You may forget me, Pertinax. My slaves will bury me. But play you the man and save Rome!

Then the tribune spoke up. He was younger than all of them.

Sextus is right. They will know he was here. They will probably torture his slaves and learn about that letter that has reached him. If he runs and hides, we shall all be accused of having helped him to escape; whereas

What? Galen asked him as he hesitated.

If he dies by his own hand, he will not only save all his slaves from the torture but remove the suspicion from us and we will still be free to mature our

Cowardice! Norbanus finished the sentence for him.

Aye, some of us would hardly feel like noble Romans! Pertinax said grimly. Possibly I can protect you, Sextus. Let us think of some great favor you can do the emperor, providing an excuse for me to interfere. I might even take you to Rome with me and

Galen laughed, and Cornificia drew in her breath, bit her lip.

Why do you laugh, Galen? Pertinax strode over to him and stood staring.

Because, said Galen, I know so little after all. I cannot tell a beasts blood from a mans. Our Commodus would kill you with all the more peculiar enjoyment because he has flattered you so often publicly and called you father Pertinax. He poisoned his own father; why not you? They will tell him you have frequently befriended Sextus. They will show him Sextus fathers name on that list of names that you commended to his favor. Do you follow me?

By Jupiter, not I! said Pertinax.

He is sure to learn about this letter that has come. said Galen. If you, in fearful loyalty to Commodus, should instantly attempt to make a prisoner of Sextus; if, escaping, he is killed, and you bear witness  that would please Commodus almost as much as to see gladiators killed in the arena. If you wept over the death of Sextus, that would please him even more. He would enjoy your feelings. Do you remember how he picked two gladiators who were brothers twins they were  and when the slayer of his twin-brother saluted, Commodus got down into the arena and kissed him? You yourself must announce to him the news of Sextus death, and he will kiss you also!

Vale! remarked Sextus. I die willingly enough.

You are dead already, Galen answered. Didnt Pertinax see some ones body kicked into the bushes?

There was silence. They all glanced at one another. Only Galen, sipping at his wine, seemed philosophically calm.

I personally should not be an eye-witness, Galen remarked. I am a doctor, whose certificate of death not even Commodus would doubt. In the dark I might recognize Sextus garments, even though I could not see his features. And he added pointedly neither I nor any one can tell a beasts blood from a mans.

Daedalus! said Pertinax with sudden resolution. Get my purse. My slave has it. Sextus shall not go empty-handed.


III. MATERNUS-LATRO

Sorbanus brought the skewbald stallion. Not far away a group of women danced around a dozen drunken men, who sang uproariously. Seen against the background of purple and dark-green gloom, with crimson torchlight flaring on the quiet water and the moon descending behind trees beyond them, they were mystically beautiful  seemed not to belong to earth, any more than the pan-pipe music did.

Ride into their midst! Norbanus urged, pointing. Tickle the stallion thus.

The Cappadocian lashed out savagely.

Here is a bottle of goats blood. I will bring weapons, and I will join you as soon as possible after I have made sure that the temple priests, and all Daphne, are positive about your death. Now mount and ride!

Sextus swung on to the stallions back as if a catapult had thrown him. Until then he had let others do the ordering; he had preferred to let them take their own precautions, form their own plans and subject himself to any course they wished, after which he should be free to face his destiny and fight it without feeling he had handicapped his friends by wilfulness. He had not even issued a direct command to Scylax, his own slave. That was characteristic of him. Nor was it at his suggestion that Norbanus volunteered to share his outlawry. But it was also characteristic that he made no gesture of dissent; he accepted Norbanus loyalty with a quiet smile that rather scorned words as unnecessary.

Now he drove his heels into the Cappadocian with vigor, for the die was cast. The stallion, impatient of new mastery, reared and plunged, snorted, came back on the bit in an attempt to get it in his teeth, and bolted straight for the group of roisterers, who scattered away, men swearing, women screaming. Throwing back his weight against the reins, he brought the stallion to a plunging, snorting, wheeling halt in the midst of men and women  a terrifying monster blowing clouds of mist out of his nostrils! As they ran he let the brute rear  pulled him over  rolled from under him, and lay still, with goats blood from the broken bottle splashed around his face and seeming to flow from his mouth. One woman stooped to look, groped for a purse or anything of value, screamed and ran.

Sextus! she yelled. Sextus who was dining in the white pavilion!

Sextus crawled among the oleanders. Presently Norbanus came, hurrying out of gloom, accompanied by Cadmus, the slave who had brought from Antioch the letter that came from Rome. They were dragging a body between them. They laid it down exactly where Sextus had fallen from the horse. There was a sickening thwack as Cadmus made the face unrecognizable. Then came the lanky, hurrying figure of Pertinax leading a group of people, Cornificia among them  Galen last.

Sextus lay still until all their backs were toward him. Then he crept out of the oleanders and walked along the river-bank in no haste, masking his face with a fold of his toga. He chose a path that wound amid the shrubbery, where marble satyrs grinned in colored lantern light. He had to avoid couples here and there. A woman followed him, laying a hand on his arm; he struck her, and she ran off, screaming for her bully.

Presently he reached the winding track that led toward the high-road, with the gloom of cypresses on either hand and, beyond that, the glow of the lights in the caterers booths. He was as safe now as if he were fifty miles away; none noticed him except the beggars at the bridges, who exposed maimed limbs and whined for charity. A leper, banking on his only stock in trade  the dread men had of his affliction  cursed him.

You waste breath, said Sextus and passed on. He was smiling to himself  sardonically. Lepers live by threats he thought.

No more than any leper now could he expect protection from society beyond what he could force society to yield. He had no name, for he was dead; that thought amused him. Suddenly it dawned on him how safe he was, since none in Antioch would dare to question the word of Pertinax, backed by Galen and all the witnesses whom Pertinax would be sure to summon. He remembered then to protect the honest freedmen who had sent him warning  strode to a fire near a caterers booth and burned the letter, stared at by the slaves who warmed their shins around the embers.

One of those might have recognized him, in spite of the toga drawn over his face.

If any one should ask which way Maternus went, say I have gone home, he commanded, and strode away into the gloom.

He wondered why he had chosen the name Maternus. Not even his remotest ancestor had borne it, yet it came to his lips as naturally, instantly, as if it were his own by right. But as he walked away it came to mind that ten, or possibly twelve, nights ago he and his friends had all been talking of a highwayman Maternus, who had robbed the caravans on the mountain road from Tarsus. For the moment that thought scared him. Should he change the name? The slaves by the embers had stared; they showed him respect, but there was a distinct sensation mingled with it  hardly to be wondered at! Where was it he heard  who told him  that Maternus had been caught? He could not remember.

It dawned on him how difficult it is to decide what to do when the old familiar conditions and the expectations on which we habitually base decisions are all suddenly stripped away. He understood now how a general in the field can fail when suddenly confronted with the unknown. Shall he do this, or do that? There was not a habit or a circumstance to guide him. He must choose, the while the gods looked on and laughed!

Maternus. It was a strange name to adopt, and yet he liked the sound of it, nor would it pass out of his mind. He tried to think of other names, but either they had all been borne by slaves, and were distasteful, or else by famous men or by his friends, whom he did not propose to wrong; he only had to imagine his case reversed to realize how bitterly he would resent it if an outlawed man should take his own name and make it notorious.

Yet he perceived that notoriety would be his only refuge, paradox though that might be. As a mere fugitive, anonymous and having no more object than to live and avoid recognition, he would soon reach the end of his tether; there was little mercy in the world for men without a home or means. Whether recognized or not, he would become like a hunted animal  might, in fact, end as a slave unless he should prefer to prove his identity and submit to Commoduss executioners. Suicide would be preferable to that; but it seemed almost as if the gods themselves had vetoed self-destruction by providing that roisterers corpse at the critical moment and putting the plan for its use into Galens wise old head.

He must take the field like Spartacus of old; but he must have a goal more definite and more attainable than Spartacus had had. He must avoid the mistake that weakened Spartacus, of accepting for the sake of numbers any ally who might offer himself. He would have nothing whatever to do with the rabble of runaway slaves, whose only guiding impulse would be loot and license, although he knew how easy it would be to raise such an army if he should choose to do it. Out of any hundred outlaws in the records of a hundred years, some ninety-nine had come to grief through the increasing numbers of their following and lack of discipline; he could think of a dozen who had been betrayed by paid informers of the government, posing as friendly brigands.

And besides, he had no intention of adopting brigandry as a profession, though he realized that he must make a reputation as a brigand if he hoped to be anything else than a helpless fugitive. As a rebel against Commodus it might be possible to raise a good-sized army in a month or two, but that would only serve to bring the Roman armies out of camp, led by generals eager for cheap victories. He must be too resourceful to be taken by police  too insignificant to tempt the legions out of camp. Brigandry was as distasteful to him and as far beneath his dignity as the pursuit of brigands was beneath the dignity of any of those Roman generals who owed their rank to Commodus. For them, as for himself, the pettiness of brigandry led nowhither. Only one object appealed to them  fame and its perquisites. Only one object appealed to himself: to redeem his estates and to avenge his father. That could be accomplished only by the death of Commodus: He laughed, as he thought of himself pitted alone against Commodus the deified, mad monster who could marshal the resources of the Roman empire!

Such thoughts filled his mind until he reached the lonely cross-road, where the narrower, tree-lined road to Daphne met the great main highway leading northward over the mountains. There was the usual row of gibbets reared on rising ground against the sky by way of grim reminder to slaves and other would-be outlaws that the arm of Rome was long, not merciful. Five of the gibbets were vacant, except for an arm on one of them, that swayed in the wind as it hung by a cord from the wrist. The sixth had a man on it  dead.

Scylax, who was waiting for him, rode out of the gloom on the mare, leading the Cappadocian, and reined in near the gibbet, not quite sure yet who it was who strode toward him. Scared by the stench, the horses became difficult to manage. The leading-rein passed around one of the gibbets. Sextus ran forward to help. The Cappadocian broke the rein and Scylax galloped after him.

So Sextus stood alone beside the rough-hewn tree-trunk, to which was tied the body of a man who had been dead, perhaps, since sunset. He had not been torn yet by the vultures. Morbid curiosity  a fellow feeling for a victim, as the man might well be, of the same injustice that had made an outlaw of himself  impelled Sextus to step closer. He could not see the face, which was drooped forward; but there was a parchment, held spread on a stick, like a sail on a spar, suspended from the mans neck by a string. He snatched it off and held it toward the moon, now low on the horizon. There were only two words, smeared with red paint by a forefinger, underneath the official letters S.P.Q.R.:

Maternus-Latro.

He began to wonder who Maternus might have been, and how he took the first step that had led to crucifixion. It was hard to believe that any man would run that risk unless impelled to it by some injustice that had changed pride into savagery or else shot off all opportunity for decent living. The cruelty of the form of execution hardly troubled him; the possible injustice of it stirred him to his depths. He felt a sort of superstitious reverence for the victim, increased by the strange coincidence that he had made use, without previous reflection, of Maternus name.

Presently he saw Norbanus riding the horse that he himself had ridden that afternoon from Antioch to Daphne, followed on a mule by Cadmus, the slave who had brought the letter which had pulled the trigger that set the catapults of destiny in motion. Making a wide circuit, they helped Scylax catch the Cappadocian.

Norbanus came cantering back. He was dressed for the road in a brown woolen tunic contributed by some one in Pertinax suite. He shook a bag of money.

Cornificia was generous, he said. Old Pertinax thought he had done well enough by you. She cried shame on him and threatened to send for her jewelry. So he borrowed money from the priests. You are as dead as that. He looked up at the tortured body of the robber. What name will you take? We had better begin to get used to it.

It is written here, said Sextus, showing him the parchment. But the moon had gone down in a smother of silvery cloud; Norbanus could not see to read. I am Maternus-Latro.

I was told they had crucified that fellow.

This is Maternus. Being dead, he will hardly grudge me the use of his name! However, I will pay him for it. He shall have fair burial. Help me down with him.

Norbanus beckoned to the slaves, who tied the horses to a near-by tree. They sought in the dark for a hole that would do for a grave, since they had no burying tools, stumbling on a limestone slab at last, that lay amid rank weeds near a tomb hollowed out of the rock that had been rifled, very likely, centuries ago. They lowered the already stiffened body into it, with a coin in its fingers for Charons ferry-fare across the Styx, then set the heavy slab in place, all four of them using their utmost strength.

Then Sextus, having poured a little water from his hollowed hands on to the slab, because he had no oil, and having murmured fragments of a ritual as old as Rome, bidding the gods of earth and air and the unseen re-absorb into themselves what man no longer could perceive or cherish or destroy, turned to the two slaves.

Scylax, he said, Cadmus  he who was your master is as dead as that man we have buried. I am not Sextus, son of Maximus. I fare forth like a dead man on an unknown road, now being without honor on the lips of men. Nor have I any claim on you, being now an outlaw, whom the law would crucify if ill-luck should betray my feet. Nor can I set you free, since all my household doubtless is already confiscated; ye belong by law to whomsoever Commodus may have appointed to receive my goods. Do then at your own risk, of your own will, what seems good to you.

Being slaves, they knelt. He bade them rise.

We follow you, said Scylax, Cadmus murmuring assent.

Then the night bear witness! Sextus turned toward the row of gibbets, pointing at them. That is the risk we take together. If we escape that, you shall not go unrewarded from the fortune I redeem. Norbanus, you accept my leadership?

Norbanus chuckled.

I insist on it! he answered. He, too, pointed at the row of gibbets.
To be frightened will provide us with no armor against destiny! There
was little I had to lose; lo, I have left that for the mice to nibble!
Let us see what destiny can do to bold men! Lead on, Sextus!


IV. THE GOVERNORS OF ROME AND ANTIOCH

Dawn was sparkling on the mountain peaks; the misty violet of half- light crept into the passes and the sun already bathed the copper roofs of Antioch in gleaming gold above a miracle of greenery and marble. Like a sluggish, muddy stream with camels heads afloat in it, the south-bound caravan poured up against the city gate and spread itself to await inspection by the tax-gatherers, the governors representatives and the police. There was a tedious procedure of examination, hindered by the swarms of gossipers, the merchants agents, smugglers, and the men to whom the latest news meant livelihood, who streamed out of the city gate and mingled with the new-comers from Asia, Bythinia, Pontus, Pisidia, Galatia and Cappadocia.

The caravan guards piled their spears and breakfasted apart, their duty done. They had the air of men to whom the constantly repeated marches to and fro on the selfsame stage of a mountainous road had grown displeasing and devoid of all romance. Two were wounded. One, with a dent in the helmet that hung from his arm by the chin-strap, lay leaning against a rock; refused food, and slowly bled to death, his white face almost comically disappointed.

A military tribune, followed by a slave with tablets, and by a mounted trooper for the sake of his official dignity, rode out from the city and took the report from the guards decurion, a half-breed Dacian-Italian, black-bearded and taciturn, who dictated it to the slave in curt, staccato sentences, grudging the very gesture that he made toward the wounded men. The tribune glanced at the report, signed it, turned his horse and rode into the city, disregarding the decurions salute, his military cloak a splash of very bright red, seen against the limestone and above the predominant brown of the camels and coats of their owners. He cantered his horse when he passed through the gate, and there went up a clamor of newsy excitement behind him as group after group loosed tongues in competition of exaggeration.

Being bad, the news spread swiftly. The quadruple lines of columns all along the Corso, as the four-mile-long main thoroughfare was called, began to look like pier-piles in a flowing tide of men. Yellow, blue, red, striped and parti-colored costumes, restless as the flotsam on a mill-race, swirled into patterns, and broke, and reblended. The long portico of Caesars baths resounded to the hollow hum of voices. Streaming lines of slaves in the midst of the street were delayed by the crowd, and abused for obstructing it. Gossip went up like the voice of the sea to the cliffs and startled clouds of spray-white pigeons, faintly edged with pink against an azure sky; then ceased as suddenly. The news was known. Whatever Antioch knew, bored it. Nine days wonders were departed long ago into the limbo of the days of Xerxes. Nine hours had come to be the limit of mens interest  nine minutes the crucial phase of excitement, during which the balance of emotion hovered between rioting or laughter.

Antioch grew quiet, conscious of the sunny weather and the springtime lassitude that is a luxury to masters but that slaves must overcome. The gangs went forth to clear the watercourses in advance of floods, whips cracking to inspire zeal. Wagon-loads of flowers, lowing milk- white oxen, white goats  even a white horse, a white ass  oil and wine in painted carts, whose solid wooden wheels screamed on their axles like demons in agony-threaded the streets to the temples, lest the gods forget convenience and send the floods too soon.

The Forum  gilt-edged marble, tinted statuary, a mosaic pavement like a rich-hued carpet from the looms of Babylon  began to overflow with leisured men of business. Their slaves did all the worrying. The money-changers clerks sat by the bags of coin, with scales and shovel and the tables of exchange. The chaffering began in corn-shops, where the lawless agreements for delivery of unsown harvests changed hands ten times in the hour, and bills on Rome, scrawled over with endorsements, outsped currency as well as outwitted the revenue men. No tax-farmers slave could keep track of the flow of intangible wealth when the bills for a million sesterces passed to and fro like cards in an Egyptian game. Men richer than the fabled Croesus carried all their wealth in leather wallets in the form of mortgages on gangs of slaves, certificates of ownership of cargoes, promises to pay and contracts for delivery of merchandise.

Nine-tenths of all the clamor was the voice of slaves, each one of them an expert in his masters business and often richer than the owners of the men he dealt with, saving his peculium  the personal savings which slaves were sometimes encouraged to accumulate  to buy his freedom when a more than usually profitable deal should put his master in a good mood.

The hall of the basilica was almost as much a place of fashion as the baths of Julius Caesar, except that there were some admitted into the basilica whose presence, later in the day, within the precincts of the baths would have led to a riot. Whoever had wealth and could afford to match wits with the sharpest traders in the world might enter the basilica and lounge amid the statuary. Thither well dressed slaves came hurrying with contracts and the news of changing prices. There, on marble benches, spread with colored cushions, at the rear under the balcony, the richer men of business sat chattering to mask their real thoughts  Jews, Alexandrians, Athenians  a Roman here and there, cupidity more frankly written on his face, his eyes a little harder and less subtle, more abrupt in gesture and less patient with delays.

That is a tale which is all very well for the slaves to believe, and for the priests, if they wish, to repeat. As for me, I was born in Tarsus, where no man in his senses believes anything except a bill of sale.

But I tell you, Maternus was scourged, and then crucified at the place of execution nearest to where he committed his last crime. That is, where the crossroad leads to Daphne. There is no doubt about that whatever. He was nearly four days dying, and the sentries stood guard over him until he ceased to breathe, a little after sunset yesterday evening. So they say, at all events. A little before midnight, in Daphne, near one of those booths where the caterers prepare hot meals, a man strode up to where some slaves were seated around a fire. He burned a piece of parchment. All nine slaves agree that he was about Maternus height and build; that he strode like a man who had been hurt; that he had mud and grass stains on his knees, and covered his face with a toga. They also swear he said he was Maternus, and that he was gone before they could recover their wits. They say his voice was sepulchral. One of the slaves, who can read, declares that the words on the parchment he burned were Maternus Latro, and that it was the identical parchment he had seen hanging from Maternus neck on the cross. They tortured that slave at once, of course, to get the truth out of him, and on the rack he contradicted himself at least a dozen times, so they whipped him and let him go, because his owner said he was a valuable cook; but the fact remains that the story hasnt been disproved.

And there is absolutely no doubt whatever about this: The caravan from Asia came in just a little after dawn, having traveled the last stage by night, as usual, in order to arrive early and get the formalities over with. They came past the place of execution before sunrise. They had heard the news of the execution from the north-bound caravan that passed them in the mountains. They had all been afraid of Maternus because he had robbed so many wayfarers, so naturally they were interested to see his dead body. It was gone!

What of it? Probably the women took it down for burial. Robbers always have a troupe of women. Maternus never had to steal one, so they say. They flocked to him like Bacchanalians.

No matter. Now listen to this: between the time when they learned of Maternus execution and their passing the place of execution that is to say at the narrowest part of the pass, where it curves and begins to descend on this side of the mountain  they were attacked by robbers who made use of Maternus war-cry. The robbers were beaten off, although they wounded two men of the guard and got away with half-a-dozen horses and a slave-girl.

That means nothing  Pardon me a moment while I see what my man has been doing. What is it, Stilchio? Are you mad? You have contracted to deliver fifty bales at yesterdays price? You want to ruin me? Oh. You are quite sure? Very well: A good man, that  went out and met the caravan  bought low  sold high, and the price is falling. But as I was saying, your story is simply a string of coincidences. All the robbers use Maternus war-cry, because of the terror his name inspires; they probably had not heard he had been crucified.

Well, that was what the caravan folk thought, until they passed the place of execution and saw no body there.

The robbers possibly themselves removed it and were seeking to avenge
Maternus.

Much more likely somebody was bribed to let him escape! We all know Maternus was scourged, for that was done in Antioch; but they did not scourge him very badly, for fear he might die on the way to the place of execution. There is no doubt he was crucified, but he was only tied, not nailed. It would have been perfectly simple to substitute some other criminal that first night  somebody who looked a little like him; they would give the substitute poppy juice to keep him from crying out to passers-by.

Substitution has often been done, of course. But it takes a lot of money and considerable influence to bribe the guard. They are under the authority of a centurion, who would have to look out for informers. And besides, you cant persuade me that a man who had been scourged, and crucified, if only for one day, could walk into Daphne two or three nights afterward and carry on a conversation. Why should he visit Daphne? Why should he choose that place, of all places in the world, and midnight, to destroy the identification parchment? Having destroyed it, why did he then tell the slaves who he was? It sounds like a tale out of Egypt to me.

Well, the priests are saying

Tchutt-tchutt! Priests say anything. Nevertheless, the priests are saying that Maternus, after he was captured, managed to convey a message to his followers commanding them to offer sacrifices to Apollo, who accordingly intervened in his behalf. And they say he undoubtedly went to Daphne to return thanks at the temple threshold.

Hah-Hah! Excellent! Let us go to the baths. You need to sweat the superstition out of you! Better leave word where we are going, so that our factors will know where to find us in case any important business turns up.

In the palace, in the office of the governor, where the lapping of water and irises could be heard through the opened windows, Pertinax sat facing the governor of Antioch across a table heaped with parchment rolls. A dozen secretaries labored in the next room, but the door between was closed; the only witnesses were leisurely, majestic swans, seen down a vista of well pruned shrubbery that flanked the narrow lawn. An awning crimsoned and subdued the sunlight, concealing the lines on the governors face and suggesting color on his pale cheeks.

He was a fat man, pouched under the eyes and growing bald  an almost total contrast to the lean and active, although older Pertinax. His smile was cynical. His mouth curved downward. He had large, fat hands and cold, dark calculating eyes.

I would feel more satisfied, he said, if I could have Norbanus evidence.

Find him then! Pertinax answered irritably. What is the matter with your police? In Rome, if I propose to find a man he is brought before me instantly.

This is not Rome, said the governor, as you would very soon discover if you occupied my office. I sent a lictor and a dozen men to Norbanus house, but he is missing and has not been seen, although it is known, and you admit, that he dined with you last night at Daphne. He has no property worth mentioning. His house is under lien to money-lenders. He is well known to have been Sextus friend, and the moment this order arrived proscribing Sextus I added to it the name of Norbanus in my own handwriting, on the principle that treason keeps bad company.

My own well known allegiance to the emperor obliges me to tear out the very roots of treason at the first suggestion of its presence in our midst. I have long suspected Sextus, who was a cross-grained, obstinate, quick-witted, proud young man  a lot too critical. I am convinced now that he and Norbanus were hatching some kind of plot between them  possibly against the sacred person of our emperor  a frightful sacrilege!  the suggestion of it makes me shudder! There is, of course, no doubt about Sextus; the emperors own proscription brands him as a miscreant unfit to live, and he was lucky to have died by accident instead of being torn apart by tongs. It seems to me unquestionable that Norbanus shared his guilt and took care to escape before he could be seized and brought to justice. What is in doubt, most noble Pertinax, is how you can excuse yourself to our sacred emperor for having let Sextus escape from your clutches, after you had seen that letter! How can you excuse yourself for not pouncing the letter, to be used as evidence against rascally freedmen who forewarned the miscreant Sextus about the emperors intentions?  and for not realizing that Norbanus was undoubtedly in league with him? How can you explain your having let Norbanus get away is something I confess I am unable to imagine.

Conjure your imagination! Pertinax retorted. I am to inquire into the suitability of Antioch or Daphne as the site of the Olympic games that the emperor proposed to preside over in person. You can imagine, I suppose, how profitable that would be for Antioch  and you. Am I to tell the emperor that robbers in the mountains and the laxity of local government make the selection of Antioch unwise?

They stared at each other silently across the table, Pertinax erect and definite, the governor of Antioch indefinite and stroking his chin with fat, white fingers.

It would be simplest, said the governor of Antioch at last, to have
Norbanus executed.

Some one should always be executed when the emperor signs proscription lists! said Pertinax. Has it ever occurred to you to wonder how many soldiers in the legions in the distant provinces were certified as dead before they left Rome?

The governor of Antioch smiled meanly. He resented the suggestions that there might be tricks he did not understand.

I have a prisoner, he said, who might be Norbanus. He has been tortured. He refused to identify himself.

Does he look like him?

That would be difficult to say. He broke into a jewelers and was very badly beaten by the slaves, who slashed his face, which is heavily bandaged. He appears to be a Roman and is certainly a thief, but beyond that

Much depends on who is interested in him, Pertinax suggested. Usually a mans relatives

But the governor of Antiochs fat hand made a disparaging careless gesture. He has no friends. He has been in the carceres (the cells in which prisoners were kept who had been sentenced to death. Under Roman law there was practically no imprisonment for crime. Fines, flogging, banishment were the substitutes for execution.) more than a month. I was reserving him for execution by the lions at the next public games. Truth to tell, I had almost forgotten him. I will write out a warrant for Norbanus execution and it shall be attended to this morning. And by the way  regarding the Olympic games

The emperor, I think, would like to see them held in Antioch, said
Pertinax.

The merchants strolling to the baths stood curiously for a while to watch one of the rapidly increasing sect of Christians, who leaned from a balcony over the street and exhorted a polyglot crowd of freedmen, slaves and idlers. He was bearded, brown-skinned from exposure, brown- robed, scrawny, vehement.

Peculiar times! one merchant said. If you and I should cause a crowd to gather while we prated about refusal to do homage to the gods  of whom mind you, the emperor is one, and not the least

But let us listen, said the other.

The mans voice was resonant. He used no tricks of oratory such as Romans over-valued, and was not too careful in the choice of phrases. The Greek idiom he used was unadorned  the language of the market-place and harbor-front. He made his points directly, earnestly, not arguing but like a guide to far-off countries giving information:

Slaves  freedmen  masters  all are equal before God, and on the last day all shall rise up from the dead

A loiterer heckled him:

Hah! The crucified too?  what about Maternus?

The preacher, throwing up his right hand, snatched at opportunity:

There were two thieves crucified, one on either hand, as I have told you. To the one was said: This day shalt thou be with me in paradise; but to the other nothing. Nevertheless, all shall rise up from the dead on the last day  you, and your friends, and the wise and the fools, and the slave and the free  aye, and Maternus also

One merchant grinned to the other:

Yet I think it was on the first night that Maternus rose up! They stiffen if they stay a whole night on the cross. If he could walk to Daphne three nights later, he had not been crucified many hours. Come, let us go to the baths before the crowd gets there. If one is late those insolent attendants lose ones clothing, and there is no chance whatever of getting a good soft-handed slave to rub one down. Dont you hate to be currycombed by a rascal with corns on his fingers?


V. ROME  THE THERMAE OF TITUS

There were even birds, to fill the air with music. All the known world, and the far-away mysterious lands of which Alexanders followers had started legends multiplying centuries ago, had contributed to Romes adornment; plunder and trade goods drifted through in spite of distances. The city had become the vortex of the energy, virility and vice of east and west  a glory of marble and gilded cornices, of domes and spires, of costumes, habits, faces, languages  of gorgeousness and squalor  license, privilege and rigid formalism  extravagance  and of innumerable gods.

There was nobility and love of virtue, cheek by jowl with beastliness, nor was it always easy to discover which was which; but the birds sang blithely in the cages in the portico, where the long seat was on which philosophers discoursed to any one who cared to listen. The baths that the Emperor Titus built were the supreme, last touch of all. From furnaces below-ground, where the whipped slaves sweated in the dark, to domed roof where the doves changed hue amid the gleam of gold and colored glass, they typified Rome, as the city herself was of the essence of the world.

The approach to the Thermae of Titus was blocked by litters, some heavy enough to be borne by eight matched slaves and large enough for company. Women oftener than men shared litters with friends; then the troupe of attendants was doubled; slaves were in droves, flocks, hordes around the building, making a motley sight of it in their liveries, which were adaptations of the every-day costumes of almost all the countries of the known world.

Under the entrance portico, between the double row of marble columns, sat a throng of fortune-tellers of both sexes, privileged because the aedile of that year had superstitious leanings, but as likely as not to be driven away, and even whipped, when the next man should succeed to office. In and out among the crowd ran tipsters, touts for gambling dens and sellers of charms; most of them found ready customers among the slaves, who had nothing to do but wait, and stare, and yawn until their masters came out from the baths. They were raw, inexperienced slaves who had not a coin or two to spend.

Within the entrance of the Thermae was a marble court, where better known philosophers discoursed on topics of the day, each to his own group of admirers. A Christian, dressed like any other Roman, held one corner with a crowd around him. There was a tremendous undercurrent of reaction against the prevalent cynical materialism and the vortex of fashion was also the cauldron of new aspirations and the battle-ground of wits.

Beyond the inner entrance were the two disrobing rooms  women to the left, men to the right where slaves, whose insolence had grown into a cultivated art, exchanged the folded garments for a bracelet with a number. Thence, stark-naked, through the bronze doors set in green- veined marble, bathers passed into the vast frigidarium, whose marble plunge was surrounded by a mosaic promenade beneath a bronze and marble balcony.

There men and women mingled indiscriminately, watching the divers, conversing, matching wits, exchanging gossip, some walking briskly around the promenade while others lounged on the marble seats that were interspaced against the wall between the statues.

There was not one gesture of indecency. A man who had stared at a woman would have been thrown out, execrated and forever more refused admission. But out in the street, where the litter-bearers and attendants whiled away the time, there were tales told that spread to the ends of the earth.

On a bench of black marble, between two statues of the Grecian Muses, Pertinax sat talking with Bultius Livius, sub-prefect of the palace. They were both pink-skinned from plunging in the pool, and the white scars, won in frontier wars, showed all the more distinctly. Boltius Livius was a clean-shaven, sharp-looking man with a thin-lipped air of keenness.

This dependence on Marcia can easily be overdone, he remarked. His eyes moved restlessly left and right. He lowered his voice. Nobody knows how long her hold over Caesar will last. She owns him at present owns him absolutely  owns Rome. He delights in letting her revoke his orders; its a form of self-debauchery; he does things purposely to have her overrule him. But that has already lasted longer than I thought it would.

It will last as long as she and her Christians spy for him and make life pleasant, said Pertinax.

Exactly. But that is the difficulty, Livius answered, moving his eyes again restlessly. There was not much risk of informers in the Thermae, but a man never knew who his enemies were. Marcia represents the Christians, and the idiots wont let well enough alone. By Hercules, they have it all their own way, thanks to Marcia. They are allowed to hold their meetings. All the statutes against them are ignored. They even go unpunished if they dont salute Caesars image! They are allowed to preach against slavery. It has got so now that if a man condemned to death pretends he is a Christian theyre even allowed to rescue him out of the carceres! Thats Junos truth: I know of a dozen instances. But its the old story: Put a beggar on a horse and he will demand your house next. Theres no satisfying them. I am told they propose to abolish the gladiatorial combats! Laugh if you like. I have it from unquestionable sources. They intend to begin by abolishing the execution of criminals in the arena. Shades of Nero! They keep after Marcia day and night to dissuade Caesar from taking part in the spectacles, on the theory that he helps to make them popular.

What do they propose to substitute in popular esteem? asked Pertinax.

I dont know. Theyre mad enough for anything, and their hold over Marcia is beyond belief. The next thing youll know, theyll persuade her its against religion to be Caesars mistress! Theyre quite capable of sawing off the branch theyre sitting on. By Hercules, I hope they do it! Some of us might go down in the scramble, but

Does Marcia give Christian reasons to the emperor? asked Pertinax, his forehead puzzled.

No, no. No, by Hercules. No, no. Marcia is as skillful at managing Commodus as he is at hurling a javelin or driving horses. She talks about the dignity of Caesar and the glory of Rome  uses truth adroitly for her own ends  argues that if he continues to keep company with gladiators and jockeys, and insists on taking part in the combats, Rome may begin to despise him.

Rome does! murmured Pertinax, his eyes and lips suggesting a mere flicker of a smile. But only let Commodus once wake up to the fact and

Bultius Livius nodded.

He will return the compliment and show us how to despise at wholesale, eh? Marcias life and yours and mine wouldnt be worth an hours purchase. The problem is, who shall warn Marcia? She grows intolerant of friendly hints. I made her a present the other day of eight matched German litter-bearers  beauties  they cost a fortune  and I took the opportunity to have a chat with her. She told me to go home and try to manage my own wife! Friendly enough  she laughed  she meant no enmity; but shrewd though she is, and far-seeing though she is, the wine of influence is going to her head. You know what that portends. Few men, and fewer women, can drink deeply of that wine and

She comes, said Pertinax.

There was a stir near the bronze door leading to the womens disrobing hall. Six women in a group were answering greetings, Marcia in their midst, but no man in the Thermae looked at them a moment longer than was necessary to return the wave of the hand with which Marcia greeted every one before walking down the steps into the plunge. She did not even wear the customary bracelet with its numbered metal disk; not even the attendants at the Thermae would presume to lose the clothing of the mistress of the emperor. Commodus, who at the age of twelve had flung a slave into the furnace because the water was too hot, would have made short work of any one who mislaid Marcias apparel.

She did not belie her reputation. It was no wonder that the sculptors claimed that every new Venus they turned out was Marcias portrait. Her beauty, as her toes touched water, was like that of Aphrodite rising from the wave. The light from the dome shone golden on her brown hair and her glossy skin. She was a thing of sensuous delight, incapable of coarseness, utterly untouched by the suggestion of vulgarity, and yet  

It is strange she should take up with fancy religions, said Pertinax under his breath.

She was pagan in every gesture, and not a patrician. That was indefinable but evident to trained eyes. Neither he, who knew her intimately, nor the newest, newly shaven son of a provincial for the first time exploring the wonders of Rome, could have imagined her as anything except a rich mans mistress.

She plunged into the pool and swam like a mermaid, her companions following, climbed out at the farther end, where the diving-boards projected in tiers, one above the other, and passed through a bronze door into the first of the sweating rooms, evidently conscious of the murmur of comment that followed her, but taking no overt notice of it.

Who is to be the next to try to reason with her  you? asked Boltius
Livius.

No, not I. I have shot my bolt, said Pertinax and closed his eyes, as if to shut out something from his memory  or possibly to banish thoughts he did not relish. There came a definite, hard glint into Liviuss eyes; he had a name for being sharper to detect intrigue and its ramifications than even the sharp outline of his face would indicate.

You have heard of her latest indiscretion? he asked, narrowly watching Pertinax. There is a robber at large, named Maternus  you have heard of him? The man appears and disappears. Some say he is the same Maternus who was crucified near Antioch at about the time when you were there; some say he isnt. He is reported to visit Rome in various disguises, and to be able to conduct himself so well that he can pass for a patrician. Some say he has a large band; some say, hardly any followers. Some say it was he who robbed the emperors own mail a month ago. He is reported to be here, there, everywhere; but there came at last reliable information that he lives in a cave in the woods on an estate that fell to the fiscus (the government department into which all payments were made, corresponding roughly to a modern treasury department) at the time when Maximus and his son Sextus were proscribed.

Pertinax looked bored. He yawned.

I think I will go in and sweat a while, he remarked.

Not yet. Let me finish, said Livius. It was reported to Caesar that the highwayman Maternus lives in a cave on this Aventine estate, and that the slaves and tenants on the place, who, of course, all passed to the new owner when the estate was sold, not only tolerate him but supply him with victuals and news. Caesar went into one of his usual frenzies, cursed half the senators by name, and ordered out a cohort from a legion getting ready to embark at Ostia. He ordered them to lay waste the estate, burn all the woods and if necessary torture the slaves and tenants, until they had Maternus. Dead or alive, they were not to dare to come without him, and meanwhile the rest of the legion was kept waiting at Ostia, with all the usual nuisance of desertions and drunkenness and what not else.

Everybody knows about that, said Pertinax. As governor of Rome it was my duty to point out to the emperor the inconvenience of keeping that legion waiting under arms so near the city. I was snubbed for my pains, but I did my duty.

Your duty? There were plenty of people more concerned than you, said
Livius, looking again as if he thought he had detected an intrigue.
There were the Ostian authorities, for instance, but I did not hear of
their complaining.

Naturally not, said Pertinax, suppressing irritation. Every day the legion lingered there meant money for the enterprising city fathers. I am opposed to all the petty pouching of commissions that goes on.

Doubtless. Being governor of Rome, you naturally

I have heard of peculations at the palace, Pertinax interrupted.

Be that as it may, Commodus ordered out the cohort, sent it marching and amused himself inventing new ingenious torments for Maternus. Alternatively, he proposed to himself to have the cohort slaughtered in the arena, officers and all, if they should fail of their mission; so it was safe to wager they were going to bring back some one said to be Maternus, whether or not they caught the right man. Commodus was indulging in one of his storms of imperial righteousness. He was going to stamp out lawlessness. He was going to make it safe for any one to come or go along the Roman roads. Oh, he was in a fine Augustan mood. It wasnt safe for any one but Marcia to come within a mile of him. Scowl  you know that scowl of his  it freezes the very sentries on the wall if he looks at their backs through the window! I dont suppose there was a woman in Rome just then who would have cared to change places with Marcia! He sent for her, and half the palace betted she was ripe for banishment to one of those island retreats where Crispina (the wife of Commodus who was banished to the isle of Capreae and there secretly put to death) lived less than a week! But Marcia is fertile of surprises. She wont surprise me if she outlives Commodus  by Hercules, she wont surprise me if

He stared at Pertinax with impudently keen eyes. Pertinax looked at the bronze door leading to the sweating room, shrugging himself as if the frigidarium had grown too cool for comfort.

Marcia actually persuaded Commodus to countermand the order! Livius said, emphasizing each word. Almighty Jove can only guess what argument she used, but if Maternus had been one of her pet Christians she couldnt have saved him more successfully. Commodus sent a messenger post-haste that night to recall the cohort.

And a good thing too, Pertinax remarked. It isnt a legions business to supply cohorts to do the work of the district police. There were five thousand raw men on the verge of mutiny in Ostia

And  wait a minute  and, said Livius, dont go yet  this is interesting: Marcia, that same night, sent a messenger of her own to find Maternus and to warn him.

How do you know? Pertinax let a sign of nervousness escape him.

In the palace, those of us who value our lives and our fortunes make it a business to know what goes on, Livius answered with a dry laugh, just as you take care to know what goes on in the city, Pertinax.

The older man looked worried.

Do you mean it is common gossip in the palace? he demanded.

You are the first man I have spoken with. There are therefore only three who know, if you count the slave whom Marcia employed; four if you count Marcia. I had the great good luck not long ago to catch that slave in flagrante delicto  never mind what he was doing; that is another story altogether  and he gave me an insight into a number of useful secrets. The point is, that particular slave takes care not to run errands nowadays without informing me. There is not much that Marcia does that I dont know about. Livius eyes suggested gimlets boring holes into Pertinaxs face. Not a change of the others expression escaped him. Pertinax covered his mouth with his hand, pretending to yawn. He slapped his thighs to suggest that his involuntary shudder was due to having sat too long. But he did not deceive Livius. It is known to me, said Livius, that you and Marcia are in each others confidence.

That makes me doubt your other information, Pertinax retorted. No man can jump to such a ridiculous conclusion and call it knowledge without making me doubt him on all points. You bore me, Livius. I have important business waiting; I must make haste into the sweating room and get that over with.

But Livius sharp, nervous laugh arrested him.

Not yet, friend Pertinax! Let Rome wait! Romes affairs will outlive both of us. I suspect you intend to tell Marcia to have my name included in the next proscription list! But I am not quite such a simpleton as that. Sit down and listen. I have proof that you plotted with the governor of Antioch to have an unknown criminal executed in place of a certain Norbanus, who escaped with your connivance and has since become a follower of the highwayman Maternus. That involves you rather seriously, doesnt it! You see, I made sure of my facts before approaching you. And now  admit that I approached you tactfully! Come, Pertinax, I made no threats until you let me see I was in danger. I admire you. I regard you as a brave and an honorable Roman. I propose that you and I shall understand each other. You must take me into confidence, or I must take steps to protect myself.

There was a long pause while a group of men and women came and chattered near by, laughing while one of the men tried to win a wager by climbing a marble pillar. Pertinax frowned. Livius did his best to look dependable and friendly, but his eyes were not those of a boon companion.

You are incapable of loyalty to any one except yourself, said Pertinax at last. What pledge do you propose to offer me?

A white bull to Jupiter Capitolinus! I am willing to go with you to the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, and to swear on the altar whatever solemn oath you wish.

Pertinax smiled cynically.

The men who slew Julius Caesar were under oath to him, he remarked. Most solemn oaths they swore, then turned on one another like a pack of wolves! Octavian and Anthony were under oath; and how long did that last? My first claim to renown was based on having rewon the allegiance of our troops in Britain, who had broken the most solemn oath a man can take  of loyalty to Rome. An oath binds nobody. It simply is an emphasis of what a man intends that minute. It expresses an emotion. I believe the gods smile when they hear men pledge themselves. I personally, who am far less than a god and far less capable of reading mens minds, never trust a man unless I like him, or unless he gives me pledges that make doubt impossible.

Then you dont like me? asked Livius.

I would like you better if I knew that I could trust you.

You shall, Pertinax! Bring witnesses! I will commit myself before your witnesses to do my part in

His restless eyes glanced right and left. Then he lowered his voice.

  in bringing about the political change you contemplate.

Let us go to the sweating room, Pertinax answered. Keep near me. I will think this matter over. If I see you holding speech not audible to me, with any one

I am already pledged. You may depend on me, said Livius. I trust you more because you use caution. Come.


VI. THE EMPEROR COMMODUS

The imperial palace was a maze of splendor such as Babylon had never seen. It had its own great aqueducts to carry water for its fountains, for the gardens and for the imperial baths that were as magnificent, if not so large, as the Thermae of Titus. Palace after palace had been wrecked, remodeled and included in the whole, under the succeeding emperors, until the imperial quarters on the Palatine had grown into a city within a city.

There were barracks for the praetorian guard that lacked not much of being a fortress. Rooms and stairways for the countless slaves were like honeycomb cells in the dark foundations. There were underground passages, some of them secret, some notorious, connecting wing with wing; and there was one, for the emperors private use, that led to the great arena where the games were held, so that he might come and go with less risk of assassination.

Even temples had been taken over and included within the surrounding wall to make room for the ever-multiplying suites of state apartments, as each Caesar strove to outdo the magnificence of his predecessor. Oriental marble, gold-leaf, exotic trees, silk awnings, fountains, the majestic figures of the guards, the bronze doors and the huge height of the buildings, awed even the Romans who were used to them.

The throne-room was a place of such magnificence that it was said that even Caesar himself felt small in it. The foreign kings, ambassadors and Roman citizens admitted there to audience were disciplined without the slightest difficulty; there was no unseemliness, no haste, no crowding; horribly uncomfortable in the heavy togas that court etiquette prescribed, reminded of their dignity by colossal statues of the noblest Romans of antiquity, and ushered by magnificently uniformed past masters of the art of ceremony, all who entered felt that they were insignificant intruders into a golden mystery. The palace prefect in his cloak of cloth of gold, with his ivory wand of office, seemed a high priest of eternity; subprefects, standing in the marble antechamber to examine visitors credentials and see that none passed in improperly attired, were keepers of Olympus.

The gilded marble throne was on a dais approached by marble steps, beneath a balcony to which a stair ascended from behind a carved screen. Trumpets announced the approach of Caesar, who could enter unobserved through a door at the side of the dais. From the moment that the trumpet sounded, and the guards grew as rigid as the basalt statues in the niches of the columned walls, it was a punishable crime to speak or even to move until Caesar appeared and was seated.

Nor was Caesar himself an anticlimax. Even Nero, nerveless in his latter days, when self-will and debauchery had pouched his eyes and stomach, had possessed the Roman gift of standing like a god. Vespasian and Titus, each in turn, was Mars personified. Aurelius had typified a gentler phase of Rome, a subtler dignity, but even he, whose worst severity was tempered by the philosophical regret that he could not kill crime with kindliness, had worn the imperial purple like Olympus delegate.

Commodus, in the minutes that he spared from his amusements to accept the glamor of the throne, was perfect. Handsomest of all the Caesars, he could act his part with such consummate majesty that men who knew him intimately half-believed he was a hero after all. Athletic, muscular and systematically trained, his vigor, that was purely physical, passed readily for spiritual quality within that golden hall, where the resources of the world were all put under tribute to provide a royal setting. He emerged. He smiled, as if the sun shone. He observed the rolled petitions, greetings, testimonials of flattery from private citizens and addresses of adulation from distant cities, being heaped into a gilded basket as the silent throng filed by beneath him. He nodded. Now and then he scowled, his irritation growing as the minutes passed. At each gesture of impatience the subprefects quietly impelled the crowd to quicker movement. But at the end of fifteen minutes Commodus grew tired of dignity and his ferocious scowl clouded his face like a thunderstorm.

Am I to sit here while the whole world makes itself ridiculous by staring at me? he demanded, in a harsh voice. It was loud enough to fill the throne-room, but none knew whether it was meant for an aside or not and none dared answer him. The crowd continued flowing by, each raising his right hand and bowing as he reached the square of carpet that was placed exactly in front of Caesars throne.

Commodus rose to his feet. All movement ceased then and there was utter silence. For a moment he stood scowling at the crowd, one hand resting on the golden lions head that flanked the throne. Then he laughed.

Too many petitions! he sneered, pointing at the overflowing basket; and in another moment he had vanished through the door behind the marble screen. Met and escorted up the stairs by groups of cringing slaves, he reached a columned corridor. Rich carpets lay on the mosaic floor; sunlight, from under; the awnings of a balcony glorious with potted flowers, shone on the colored statuary and the Grecian paintings.

What are all these women doing? he demanded. There were girls, half- hidden behind the statues, each one trying, as he passed her, to divine his mood and to pose attractively.

Where is Marcia? What will she do to me next? Is this some new scheme of hers to keep me from enjoying my manhood? Send them away! The next girl I catch in the corridor shall be well whipped. Where is Marcia?

Throwing away his toga for a slave to catch and fold he turned between gilded columns, through a bronze door, into the antechamber of the royal suite. There a dozen gladiators greeted him as if he were the sun shining out of the clouds after a month of rainy weather.

This is better! he exclaimed. Ho, there, Narcissus! Ho, there, Horatius! Ha! So you recover, Albinus? What a skull the man has! Not many could take what I gave him and be on their feet again within the week! You may follow me, Narcissus. But where is Marcia?

Marcia called to him through the curtained door that led to the next room  

I am waiting, Commodus.

By Jupiter, when she calls me Commodus it means an argument! Are some more of her Christians in the carceres, I wonder? Or has some new highwayman  By Junos breasts, I tremble when she calls me Commodus!

The gladiators laughed. He made a pass at one of them, tripped him, scuffled a moment and raised him struggling in the air, then flung him into the nearest group, who broke his fall and set him on his feet again.

Am I strong enough to face my Marcia? he asked and, laughing, passed into the other room, where half a dozen women grouped themselves around the imperial mistress.

What now? he demanded. Why am I called Commodus?

He stood magnificent, with folded arms, confronting her, play-acting the part of a guiltless man arraigned before the magistrate.

O Roman Hercules, she said, I spoke in haste, you came so much sooner than expected. What woman can remember you are anything but Caesar when you smile at her? I am in love, and being loved, I am

Contriving some new net for me, Ill wager! Come and watch the new men training with the caestus; I will listen to your plan for ruling me and Rome while the sight of a good set-to stirs my genius to resist your blandishments!

Caesar, she said, speak first with me alone. Instantly his manner changed. He made a gesture of impatience. His sudden scowl frightened the women standing behind Marcia, although she appeared not to notice it, with the same peculiar trick of seeming not to see what she did not wish to seem to see that she had used when she walked naked through the Thermae.

Send your scared women away then, he retorted. I trust Narcissus.
You may speak before him.

Her women vanished, hurrying into another room, the last one drawing a cord that closed a jingling curtain.

Do you not trust me? asked Marcia. And is it seemly, Commodus, that
I should speak to you before a gladiator?

Speak or be silent! he grumbled, giving her a black look, but she did not seem to notice it. Her genius  the secret of her power  was to seem forever imperturbable and loving.

Let Narcissus bear witness then; since Caesar bids me, I obey! Again and again I have warned you, Caesar. If I were less your slave and more your sycophant I would have tired of warning you. But none shall say of Marcia that her Caesar met Neros fate, whose women ran away and left him. Not while Marcia lives shall Commodus declare he has no friends.

Who now? he demanded angrily. Get me my tablet! Come now, name me your conspirators and they shall die before the sun sets!

When he scowled his beauty vanished, his eyes seeming to grow closer like an apes. The mania for murder that obsessed him tautened his sinews. Cheeks, neck, forearms swelled with knotted strength. Ungovernable passion shook him.

Name them! he repeated, beckoning unconsciously for the tablet that none dared thrust into his hand.

Shall I name all Rome? asked Marcia, stepping closer, pressing herself against him. O Hercules, my Roman Hercules  does love, that makes us women see, put bandages on mens eyes? You have turned your back upon the better part of Rome to

Better part? He shook her by the shoulders, snorting. Liars, cowards, ingrates, strutting peacocks, bladders of wind boring me and one another with their empty phrases, cringing lick-spittles  they make me sick to look at them! They fawn on me like hungry dogs. By Jupiter, I make myself ridiculous too often, pandering to a lot of courtiers! If they despise me then as I despise myself, I am in a bad way! I must make haste and live again! I will get the stench of them out of my nostrils and the sickening sight of them out of my eyes by watching true men fight! When I slay lions with a javelin, or gladiators

You but pander to the rabble, Marcia interrupted. So did Nero. Did they come to his aid when the senate and his friends deserted him?

Dont interrupt me, woman! Senate! Court! he snorted. I can rout the senate with a gesture! I will fill my court with gladiators! I can change my ministers as often as I please  aye, and my mistress too, he added, glaring at her. Out with the names of these new conspirators who have set you trembling for my destiny!

I know none  not yet, she said. I can feel, though. I hear the whispers in the Thermae

By Jupiter, then I will close the Thermae.

When I pass through the streets I read mens faces

Snarled, have they? My praetorian guard shall show them what it is to be bitten! Mobs are no new things in Rome. The old way is the proper way to deal with mobs! Blood, corn and circuses, but principally blood! By the Dioscuri, I grow weary of your warnings, Marcia!

He thrust her away from him and went growling like a bear into his own apartment, where his voice could be heard cursing the attendants whose dangerous duty it was to divine in an instant what clothes he would wear and to help him into them. He came out naked through the door, saw Marcia talking to Narcissus, laughed and disappeared again. Marcia raised her voice:

Telamonion! Oh, Telamonion!

A curly-headed Greek boy hardly eight years old came running from the outer corridor  all laughter  one of those spoiled favorites of fortune whom it was the fashion to keep as pets. Their usefulness consisted mainly in retention of their innocence.

Telamonion, go in and play with him. Go in and make him laugh. He is bad tempered.

Confident of everybodys good-will, the child vanished through the curtains where Commodus roared him a greeting. Marcia continued talking to Narcissus in a low voice.

When did you see Sextus last? she asked.

But yesterday.

And what has he done, do you say? Tell me that again.

He has found out the chiefs of the party of Lucius Septimius Severus. He has also discovered the leaders of Pescennius Nigers party. He says, too, there is a smaller group that looks toward Clodius Albinus, who commands the troops in Britain.

Did he tell you names?

No. He said he knew I would tell you, and you might tell Commodus, who would write all the names on his proscription list. Sextus, I tell you, reckons his own life nothing, but he is extremely careful for his friends.

It would be easy to set a trap and catch him. He is insolent. He has had too much rein, said Marcia. But what would be the use? Narcissus answered. There would be Norbanus, too, to reckon with. Each plays into the others hands. Each knows the others secrets. Kill one, and there remains the other  doubly dangerous because alarmed. They take turns to visit Rome, the other remaining in hiding with their following of freedmen and educated slaves. They only commit just enough robbery to gain themselves an enviable reputation on the countryside. They visit their friends in Rome in various disguises, and they travel all over Italy to plot with the adherents of this faction or the other. Sextus favors Pertinax  says he would make a respectable emperor  another Marcus Aurelius. But Pertinax knows next to nothing of Sextus doings, although he protects Sextus as far as he can and sees him now and then. Sextus plan is to keep all three rival factions by the ears, so that if anything should happen he nodded toward the curtain, from behind which came the sounds of childish laughter and the crashing voice of Commodus encouraging in some piece of mischief they would be all at odds and Pertinax could seize the throne.

I wonder whether I was mad that I protected Sextus! exclaimed Marcia.
He has served us well. If I had let them catch and crucify him as
Maternus, we would have had no one to keep us informed of all these
cross-conspiracies. But are you sure he favors Pertinax?

Quite sure. He even risked an interview with Flavia Titiana, to implore her influence with her husband. Sextus would be all for striking now, this instant; he has assured himself that the world is tired of Commodus, and that no faction is strong enough to stand in the way of Pertinax; but he knows how difficult it will be to persuade Pertinax to assert himself. Pertinax will not hear of murdering Caesar; he says: Let us see what happens  if the Fates intend me to be Caesar, let the Fates show how!

Aye, that is Pertinax! said Marcia. Why is it that the honest men are all such delayers! As for me, I will save my Commodus if he will let me. If not, the praetorian guard shall put Pertinax on the throne before any other faction has a chance to move. Otherwise we all die  all of us! Severus  Pescennius Niger  Clodius Albinus  any of the others would include us in a general proscription. Pertinax is friendly. He protects his friends. He is the safest man in all ways. Let Pertinax be acclaimed by all the praetorian guard and the senate would accept him eagerly enough. They would feel sure of his mildness. Pertinax would do no wholesale murdering to wipe out opposition; he would try to pacify opponents by the institution of reforms and decent government.

You must beware you are not forestalled, Narcissus warned her. Sextus tells me there is more than one man ready to slay Commodus at the first chance. Severus, Pescennius Niger and Clodius Albinus keep themselves informed as to what is going on; their messengers are in constant movement. If Commodus should lift a hand against either of those three, that would be the signal for civil war. All three would march on Rome.

Caesar is much more likely to learn of the plotting through his own informers, and to try to terrify the generals by killing their supporters here in Rome, said Marcia. What does Sextus intend? To kill Caesar himself?

Narcissus nodded.

Well, when Sextus thinks that time has come, you kill him! Let that be your task. We must save the life of Commodus as long as possible. When nothing further can be done, we must involve Pertinax so that he wont dare to back out. It was he, you know, who persuaded me to save Maternus the highwaymans life; it was he who told me Maternus is really Sextus, son of Maximus. His knowledge of that secret gives me a certain hold on Pertinax! Caesar would have his head off at a word from me. But the best way with Pertinax is to stroke the honest side of him  the charcoal-burner side of him  the peasant side, if that can be done without making him too diffident. He is perfectly capable of offering the throne to some one else at the last minute!

A step sounded on the other side of the curtain. Caesar! Narcissus whispered. As excuse for being seen in conversation with her he began to show her a charm against all kinds of treachery that he had bought from an Egyptian. She snatched it from him.

Caesar! she exclaimed, bounding toward Commodus and standing in his way. Not even she dared lay a hand on him when he was in that volcanic mood. As you love me, will you wear this?

For love of you, what have I not done? he retorted, smiling at her.
What now?

She advanced another half-step, but no nearer. There was laughter on his lips, but in his eye cold cruelty.

My Caesar, wear it! It protects against conspiracy.

He showed her a new sword that he had girded on along with the short tunic of a gladiator.

Against the bellyache, use Galens pills; but this is the right medicine against conspiracy! he answered. Then he took the little golden charm into his left hand, tossing it on his palm and looked at her, still smiling.

Where did you get this bauble?

Not I. One of those magicians who frequent that Forum sold it to
Narcissus.

Bah! He flung it through the window. Who is the magician? Name him! I will have him thrown into the carceres. Well see whether the charms he sells so cheap are any good! Or is he a Christian? he asked, sneering.

The Christians, you know, dont approve of charms, Marcia answered.

By Jupiter, theres not much that they do approve of! he retorted. I begin to weary of your Christians. I begin to think Nero was right, and my father, too! There was a wisdom in treating Christians as vermin! It might not be a bad thing, Marcia, to warn your Christians to procure themselves a charm or two against my weariness of their perpetual efforts to govern me! The Christians, I suppose, have been telling you to keep me out of the arena? Hence this living statuary in the corridor, and all this talk about the dignity of Rome! Tscharr-rrh! Theres more dignity about one gladiators death than in all Rome outside the arena! Woman, you forget you are only a woman. I remember that! I am a god! I have the blood of Caesar in my veins. And like the unseen gods, I take my pleasure watching men and women die! I loose my javelins like thunderbolts  like Jupiter himself! Like Hercules

He paused. He noticed Marcia was laughing. Only she, in all the Roman empire, dared to mock him when he boasted. Not even she knew why he let her do it. He began to smile again, the frightful frown that rode over his eyes dispersing, leaving his forehead as smooth as marble.

If I should marry you and make you empress, he said, how long do you think I should last after that? You are clever enough to rule the fools who squawk and jabber in the senate and the Forum. You are beautiful enough to start another siege of Troy! But remember: You are Caesars concubine, not empress! Just remember that, will you! When I find a woman lovelier than you, and wiser, I will give you and your Christians a taste of Neros policy. Now  do you love me?

If I did not, could I stand before you and receive these insults? she retorted, trusting to the inspiration of the moment; for she had no method with him.

I would willingly die, she said, if you would give the love you have bestowed on me to Rome instead, and use your godlike energy in ruling wisely, rather than in killing men and winning chariot races. One Marcia does not matter much. One Commodus can

Can love his Marcia! he interrupted, with a high-pitched laugh. He seized her, nearly crushing out her breath. A Caius and a Caia we have been! By Jupiter, if not for you and Paulus I would have left Rome long ago to march in Alexanders wake! I would have carved me a new empire that did not stink so of politicians!

He strode into the anteroom where all the gladiators waited and Narcissus had to follow him  well named enough, for he was lithe and muscular and beautiful, but, nonetheless, though taller, not to be compared with Commodus  even as the women, chosen for their good looks and intelligence, who hastened to reappear the moment the emperors back was turned, were nothing like so beautiful as Marcia.

In all the known world there were no two finer specimens of human shapeliness than the tyrant who ruled and the woman whose wits and daring had so long preserved him from his enemies.

Come to the arena, he called back to her. Come and see how Hercules throws javelins from a chariot at full pelt!

But Marcia did not answer, and he forgot her almost before he reached
the entrance of the private tunnel through which he passed to the arena.
She had more accurately aimed and nicely balanced work to do than even
Commodus could do with javelins against a living target.


VII. MARCIA

In everything but title and security of tenure Marcia was empress of the world, and she had what empresses most often lack  the common touch. She had been born in slavery. She had ascended step by step to fortune, by her own wits, learning by experience. Each layer of society was known to her  its virtues, prejudices, limitations and peculiar tricks of thought. Being almost incredibly beautiful, she had learned very early in life that the desired (not always the desirable) is powerful to sway men; the possessed begins to lose its sway; the habit of possession easily succumbs to boredom, and then power ceases. Even Commodus, accordingly, had never owned her in the sense that men own slaves; she had reserved to herself self-mastery, which called for cunning, courage and a certain ruthlessness, albeit tempered by a reckless generosity.

She saw life skeptically, undeceived by the fawning flattery that Rome served up to her, enjoying it as a cat likes being stroked. They said of her that she slept with one eye open.

Livius had complained in the Thermae to Pertinax that the wine of influence was going to Marcias head, but he merely expressed the opinion of one man, who would have liked to feel himself superior to her and to use her for his own ends. She was not deceived by Livius, or by anybody else. She knew that Livius was keeping watch on her, and how he did it, having shrewdly guessed that a present of eight matched litter- bearers was too extravagant not to mask ulterior designs. She watched him much more artfully than he watched her. Her secret knowledge that he knew her secret was more dangerous to him than anything that he had found out could be dangerous to her.

The eight matched litter-bearers waited with the gilded litter near a flight of marble steps that descended from the door of Marcias apartments in the palace to a sunlit garden with a fountain in the midst. There was a crowd of servants and four Syrian eunuchs, sleek offensive menials in yellow robes; two lictors besides, with fasces and the Roman civic uniform  a scandalous abuse of ancient ceremony  ready to conduct a progress through the city. But they all yawned. Marcia and her usual companion did not come; there was delay  and gossip, naturally.

A yawning eunuch rearranged the bowknot of his girdle.

What does she want with Livius? He usually gets sent for when somebody needs punishing. Who do you suppose has fallen foul of her?

Himself! He sent her messenger back with word he was engaged on palace business. I heard her tell the slave to go again and not return without him! Bacchus! But it wouldnt worry me if Livius should lose his head! For an aristocrat he has more than his share of undignified curiosity  forever poking his sharp nose into other peoples business. Marcia may have found him out. Lets hope!

At the foot of the marble stairway, in the hall below Marcias apartment, Livius stood remonstrating, growing nervous. Marcia, dressed in the dignified robes of a Roman matron, that concealed even her ankles and suggested the demure, self-conscious rectitude of olden times, kept touching his breast with her ivory fan, he flinching from the touch, subduing irritation.

If the question is, what I want with you, Livius, the answer is, that I invite you. Order your litter brought.

But Marcia, I am subprefect. I am responsible to

Did you hear?

But if you will tell where we are going, I might feel justified in neglecting the palace business. I assure you I have important work to do.

There are plenty who can attend to it, said Marcia. The most important thing in your life, Livius, is my good-will. You are delaying me.

Livius glared at Caia Poppeia, the lady-in-waiting, who was smiling, standing a little behind Marcia. He hoped she would take the hint and withdraw out of earshot, but she had had instructions, and came half a step closer.

Will you let me go back to my office and

No! answered Marcia.

He yielded with a nervous gesture, that implored her not to make an indiscretion. A subprefect, in the nature of his calling, had too many enemies to relish repetition in the palace precincts of a threat from Marcia, however baseless it might be. And besides, it might be something serious that almost had escaped her lips. Untrue or true, it would be known all over the palace in an hour; within the day all Rome would know of it. There were two slaves by the front door, two more on the last step of the stairs.

I will come, of course, he said. I am delighted. I am honored. I am fortunate!

She nodded. She sent one of her own slaves to order his private litter brought, while Livius attempted to look comfortable, cudgeling his brains to know what mischief she had found out. It was nothing unusual that his litter should follow hers through the streets of Rome; in fact, it was an honor coveted by all officials of the palace, that fell to his share rather frequently because of his distinguished air of a latter-day man of the world and his intimate knowledge of everybodys business and ancestry. He was often ordered to go with her at a moments notice. But this was the first time she had refused to say where they were going, or why, and there was a hint of malice in her smile that made his blood run cold. He was a connoisseur of malice.

Marcia leaned on his arm as she went down the steps to her litter. She permitted him to help her in. But then, while her companion was following through the silken curtains, she leaned out at the farther side and whispered to the nearest eunuch. Livius, climbing into his own gilt vehicle and lifted shoulder-high by eight Numidians, became aware that Marcias eunuchs had been told to keep an eye on him; two yellow- robed, insufferably impudent inquisitors strode in among his own attendants.

An escort of twenty praetorian guards and a decurion was waiting at the gate to take its place between the lictors and Marcias litter, but that did not in any way increase Livius sense of security. The praetorian guard regarded Marcia as the source of its illegal privileges. It looked to her far more than to the emperor for favors, buying them with lawless loyalty to her. She ruined discipline by her support of every plea for increased perquisites. No outraged citizen had any hope of redress so long as Marcias ear could be reached (although Commodus got the blame for it). It was the key to Marcias system of insurance against unforeseen contingencies. The only regularly drilled and armed troops in the city were as loyal to her, secretly and openly, as Livius himself was to the principle of cynical self-help.

He began to feel thoroughly frightened, as he told himself that the escort and their decurion would swear to any statement Marcia might make. If she had learned that he was in the habit of receiving secret information from her slave, there were a thousand ways she might take to avenge herself; a very simple way would be to charge him with improper overtures and have him killed by the praetorians  a way that might particularly interest her, since it would presumably increase her reputation for constancy to Commodus.

The eunuchs watched him. The lictors and praetorians cleared the way, so there were no convenient halts that could enable him to slip unnoticed through the crowd. His own attendants seemed to have divined that there was something ominous about the journey, and he was not the kind of man whose servants are devotedly attached to him. He knew it. He noticed sullenness already in the answers his servant gave him through the litter curtains, when he asked whether the man knew their destination.

None knows. All I know is, we must follow Marcia.

The slaves voice was almost patronizing. Livius made up his mind, if he should live the day out, to sell the rascal to some farmer who would teach him with a whip what service meant. But he said nothing. He preferred to spring surprises, only hoping he himself might not be overwhelmed in one.

By the time they reached Cornificias house he was in such a state of nervousness, and so blanched, that he had to summon his servant into the litter to rub cosmetic on his cheeks. He took one of Galens famous strychnine pills before he could prevent his limbs from trembling. Even so, when he rolled out of the litter and advanced with his courtliest bow to escort Marcia into the house, she recognized his fear and mocked him:

You are bilious? Or has some handsomer Adonis won your Venus from you?
Is it jealousy?

He pretended that the litter-bearers needed whipping for having shaken him. It made him more than ever ill at ease that she should mock him before all the slaves who grouped themselves in Cornificias forecourt. Hers was one of those houses set back from the street, combining an air of seclusion with such elegance as could not possibly escape the notice of the passer-by. The forecourt was adorned with statuary and the gate left wide, affording a glimpse of sunlit greenery and marble that entirely changed the aspect of the narrow street. There were never less than twenty tradesmen at the gate, imploring opportunity to show their wares, which were in baskets and boxes, with slaves squatting beside them. All Rome would know within the hour that Marcia had called on Cornificia, and that Livius, the subprefect, had been mocked by Marcia in public.

A small crowd gathered to watch the picturesque ceremony of reception  Cornificias house steward marshaling his staff, the brightly colored costumes blending in the sunlight with the hues of flowers and the rich, soft sheen of marble in the shadow of tall cypresses. The praetorians had to form a cordon in front of the gate, and the street became choked by the impeded traffic. Rome loved pageantry; it filled its eyes before its belly, which was nine-tenths of the secret of the Caesars power.

Within the house, however, there was almost a stoical calm  a sensation of cloistered chastity produced by the restraint of ornament and the subdued light on gloriously painted frescoes representing evening benediction at a temple altar, a gathering of the Muses, sacrifice before a shrine of Aesculapius and Jasons voyage to Colchis for the Golden Fleece. The inner court, where Cornificia received her guests, was like a sanctuary dedicated to the decencies, its one extravagance the almost ostentatious restfulness, accentuated by the cooing of white pigeons and the drip and splash of water in the fountain in the midst.

The dignity of drama was the essence of all Roman ceremony. The formalities of greeting were observed as elegantly, and with far more evident sincerity, in Cornificias house than in Caesars palace. Cornificia, dressed in white and wearing very little jewelry, received her guests more like an old-time patrician matron than a notorious modern concubine. Her notoriety, in fact, was due to Flavia Titiana, rather than to any indiscretions of her own. To justify her infidelities, which were a byword, Pertinax lawful wife went to ingenious lengths to blacken Cornificias reputation, regaling all society with her invented tales about the lewd attractions Cornificia staged to keep Pertinax held in her toils.

That Cornificia did exercise a sway over the governor of Rome was undeniable. He worshiped her and made no secret of it. But she held him by a method diametrically contrary to that which rumor, stirred by Flavia Titiana, indicated; Cornificias house was a place where he could lay aside the feverish activities of public life and revel in the intellectual and philosophical amusements that he genuinely loved.

But Livius loathed her. Among other things, he suspected her of being in league with Marcia to protect the Christians. To him she represented the idealism that his cynicism bitterly rejected. The mere fact of her unshakable fidelity to Pertinax was an offense in his eyes; she presented what he considered an impudent pose of morality, more impudent because it was sustained. He might have liked her well enough if she had been a hypocrite, complaisant to himself.

She understood him perfectly  better, in fact, than she understood Marcia, whose visits usually led to intricate entanglements for Pertinax. When she had sent the slaves away and they four lay at ease on couches in the shade of three exotic potted palms, she turned her back toward Livius, suspecting he would bring his motives to the surface if she gave him time; whereas Marcia would hide hers and employ a dozen artifices to make them undiscoverable.

You have not brought Livius because you think he loves me! she said, laughing. Nor have you come, my Marcia, for nothing, since you might have sent for me and saved yourself trouble. I anticipate intrigue! What plot have you discovered now? Is Pertinax its victim? You can always interest me if you talk of Pertinax.

We will talk of Livius, said Marcia.

Leaning on his elbows, Livius glared at Caia Poppeia, Marcias companion. He coughed, to draw attention to her, but Marcia refused to take the hint. Livius has information for us, she remarked.

Livius rose from the couch and came and stood before her, knitting his fingers together behind his back, compelling himself to smile. His pallor made the hastily applied cosmetics look ridiculous.

Marcia, he said, you make it obvious that you suspect me of some indiscretion.

Never! she retorted, mocking. You indiscreet? Who would believe it? Give us an example of discretion; you are Paris in the presence of three goddesses. Select your destiny!

He smiled, attempted to regain his normal air of tolerant importance  glanced about him  saw the sunlight making iridescent pools of fire within a crystal ball set on the fountains edge  took up the ball and brought it to her, holding it in both hands.

What choice is there than that which Paris made? he asked, kneeling on one knee, laughing. Venus rules mens hearts. She must prevail. So into your most lovely hands I give my destiny.

You mean, you leave it there! said Marcia. Could you ever afford to ignore me and intrigue behind my back?

I am the least intriguing person of your acquaintance, Marcia, he answered, rising because the hard mosaic pavement hurt his knee, and the position made him feel undignified. But more than dignity he loved discretion; he wished there were eyes in the back of his head, to see whether slaves were watching from the curtained windows opening on the inner court. It is my policy, he went on, to know much and say little; to observe much, and do nothing! I am much too lazy for intrigue, which is hard work, judging by what I have seen of those who indulge in it.

Is that why you sacrificed a white bull recently? asked Marcia.

Livius glanced at Cornificia, but her patrician face gave no hint. Caia Poppeias was less under control, for she was younger and had nothing to conceal; she was inquisitively enjoying the entertainment and evidently did not know what was coming.

I sacrificed a white bull to Jupiter Capitolinus, as is customary, to confirm a sacred oath, he answered.

Very well, suppose you break the oath! said Marcia.

He managed to look scandalized  then chuckled foolishly, remembering what Pertinax had said about the value of an oath; but his own dignity obliged him to protest.

I am not one of your Christians, he answered, stiffening himself. I am old-fashioned enough to hold that an oath made at the altar of our Roman Jupiter is sacred and inviolable.

When you took your oath of office you swore to be in all things true to Caesar, Marcia retorted. Do you prefer to tell Caesar how true you have been to that oath? Which oath holds the first one or the second?

I could ask to be released from the second one, said Livius. If you will give me time

Marcias laugh interrupted him. It was soft, melodious, like wavelets on a calm sea, hinting unseen reefs.

Time, she said, Is all that death needs! Death does not wait on oaths; it comes to us. I wish to know just how far I can trust you, Livius.

Nine Roman nobles out of ten in Livius position would have recognized at once the deadliness of the alternatives she offered and, preserving something of the shreds of pride, would have accepted suicide as preferable. Livius had no such stamina. He seized the other horn of the dilemma.

I perceive Pertinax has betrayed me, he sneered, looking sharply at Cornificia; but she was watching Marcia and did not seem conscious of his glance. If Pertinax has broken his oath, mine no longer binds me. This is the fact then: I discovered how he helped Sextus, son of Maximus, to avoid execution by a ruse, making believe to be killed. Pertinax was also privy to the execution of an unknown thief in place of Norbanus, a friend of Sextus, also implicated in conspiracy. Pertinax has been secretly negotiating with Sextus ever since. Sextus now calls himself Maternus and is notorious as a highwayman.

What else do you know about Maternus? Marcia inquired. There was a trace at last of sharpness in her voice. A hint conveyed itself that she could summon the praetorians if he did not answer swiftly.

He plots against Caesar.

You know too little or too much! said Marcia. What else?

He closed his lips tight. I know nothing else.

Have you had any dealings with Sextus?

Never.

He was shifting now from one foot to the other, hardly noticeably, but enough to make Marcia smile. Shall we hear what Sextus has to say to that? asked Cornificia, so confidently that there was no doubt Marcia had given her the signal.

Marcia moved her melting, lazy, laughing eyes and Cornificia clapped her hands. A slave came.

Bring the astrologer.

Sextus must have been listening, he appeared so instantly. He stood with folded arms confronting them, his weathered face in sunlight. Pigment was not needed to produce the healthy bronze hue of his skin; his curly hair, bound by a fillet, was unruly from the outdoor life he had been leading; the strong sinews of his arms and legs belied the ease of his pretended calling and the starry cloak he wore was laughable in its failure to disguise the man of action. He saluted the three women with a gesture of the raised right hand that no man unaccustomed to the use of arms could imitate, then turning slightly toward Livius, acknowledged his nod with a humorous grin.

So we meet again, Bultius Livius.

Again? asked Marcia.

Why yes, I met him in the house of Pertinax. It is three days since we spoke together. Three, or is it four, Livius? I have been busy. I forget.

Can Livius have lied? asked Marcia. She seemed to be enjoying the entertainment.

Livius threw caution to the winds.

Is this a tribunal? he demanded. If so, of what am I accused? He tried to speak indignantly, but something caught in his throat. The cough became a sob and in a moment he was half-hysterical. By Hercules, what judges! What a witness! Is he a two-headed witness who shall swear my life away? I understand you, Marcia!

(At least two witnesses were necessary under Roman law.)

You? she laughed. You understand me?

He recovered something of his self-possession, a wave of virility returning. High living and the feverish excitement of the palace regime had ruined his nerves but there were traces still of his original astuteness. He resumed his air of dignity.

Pardon me, he said. I have been overworked of late. I must see Galen about this jumpiness. When I said I understand you I meant, I realize that you are joking. Naturally you would not receive a highwayman in Cornificias house, and at the same time accuse me of treason! Pray excuse my outburst  set it to the score of ill-health. I will see Galen.

You shall see him now! laughed Marcia, and Cornificia clapped her hands.

Less suddenly than Sextus had appeared, because his age was beginning to tell on him, Galen entered the court through a door behind the palm- trees and stood smiling, making his old-world, slow salute to Marcia. His bright eyes moved alertly amid wrinkles. He looked something like the statues of the elder Cato, only with a kindlier humor and less obstinacy at the corners of the mouth. Two slaves brought out a couch for him and vanished when he had taken his ease on it after fussing a little because the sun was in his eyes.

My trade is to oppose death diplomatically, he remarked. I am a poor diplomatist. I only gain a little here and there. Death wins inevitably. Nevertheless, they only summon me for consultation when they hope to gain a year or two for somebody. Marcia, unless you let Bultius Livius use that couch he will swoon. I warn you. The mans heart is weak. He has more brain than heart, he added. How is our astrologer?

He greeted Sextus with a wrinkled grin and beckoned him to share his couch. Sextus sat down and began chafing the old doctors legs. Marcia took her time about letting Livius be seated.

You heard Galen? she asked. We are here to cheat death diplomatically.

Whose death? Livius demanded.

Romes! said Marcia, her eyes intently on his face. If Rome should split in three parts it would fall asunder. None but Commodus can save us from a civil war. We are here to learn what Bultius Livius can do to preserve the life of Commodus.

Livius face, grotesque already with its hastily smeared carmine, assumed new bewilderment.

I have seen men tortured who were less ready to betray themselves, said Galen. Give him wine  strong wine, that is my advice.

But Marcia preferred her victim thoroughly subjected.

Fill your eyes with sunlight, Livius. Breathe deep! You look and breathe your last, unless you satisfy me! This astrologer, who is not Sextus  mark that! I have said he is not Sextus. Galen certified to Sextus death and there were twenty other witnesses. Nor is he Maternus the highwayman. Maternus was crucified. That other Maternus, who is rumored to live in the Aventine Hills, is an imaginary person  a mere name used by runaways who take to robbery. This astrologer, I say, reports that you know all the secrets of the factions that are separately plotting to destroy our Commodus.

Livius did not answer, although she paused to give him time.

You said you understood me, Livius. But it is I who understand you  utterly! To you any price is satisfactory if your own skin and perquisites are safe. You are as crafty a spy as any rat in the palace cellars. You have kept yourself informed in order to get the pickings when you see at last which side to take. Careful, very clever of you, Livius! But have you ever seen an eagle rob a fish-hawk of its catch?

Why waste time? Cornificia asked impatiently. He forced himself on Pertinax, who should have had him murdered, only Pertinax is too indifferent to his own

Too philosophical! corrected Galen.

Then Caia Poppeia spoke up, in a young, hard voice that had none of Marcias honeyed charm. No doubt of her was possible; she could be cruel for the sake of cruelty and loyal for the sake of pride. Her beauty was a mere means to an end  the end intrigue, for the impassionate excitement of it. She was straight-lipped, with a smile that flickered, and a hard light in her blue eyes.

It was I who learned you spy on Marcia. I know, too, that you keep a spy in Britain,  one in Gaul, another in Severus camp. I read the last nine letters they sent you. I showed them to Marcia.

I kept one, Marcia added. It came yesterday. It compromises you beyond

I yield! said Livius, his knees beginning to look weak.

To whom? To me? asked Sextus, standing up abruptly and confronting him with folded arms. Who stole the list I sent to Pertinax, of names of the important men who are intriguing for Severus, and for Pescennius Niger, and for Clodius Albinus?

Who knows? Livius shrugged his shoulders.

None knew of that list but you! said Sextus. You heard me speak of it to Pertinax. You heard me promise I would send it to him. None but you and he and I knew who the messenger would be. Where is the messenger?

In the sewers probably! said Marcia. The list is more important.

If it isnt in the sewers, too, said Livius, snatching at a straw.
By Hercules, I know nothing of a list.

Then you shall drown with Sextus slave in the Cloaca Maxima, the great sewer of Rome, said Marcia. Not that I need the list. I know what names are written on it. But if it should have fallen into Caesars hands

She shuddered, acting horror perfectly, and Livius, like a drowning man who thinks he sees the shore, struck out and sank!

You threaten me, but I am no such fool as you imagine! I know all about you! I perceive you have crossed your Rubicon. Well

Summon the decurion and two men! Marcia interrupted, glancing at Cornificia. But she made a gesture with her hand that Cornificia interpreted to mean do nothing of the kind!

Livius did not see the gesture. Rage, shame, terror overwhelmed him and he blurted out the information Marcia was seeking  hurled it at her in the form of silly, useless threats:

You wanton! You can kill me but my journal is in safe hands! Harm me  cause me to be missing from the palace for a few hours, and they may light your funeral fires! My journal, with the names of the conspirators, and all the details of your daily intriguing, goes straight into Caesars hands!

The climax he expected failed. There was no excitement. Nobody seemed astonished. Marcia settled herself more comfortably on the couch and Galen began whispering to Sextus. The two other women looked amused. Reaction sweeping over him, his senses reeled and Livius stepped backward, staggering to the fountain, where he sat down.

Bona dea! But the man took time to tell his secret! Marcia exclaimed. Popeia, you had better take my litter to the palace and bring that minx Cornelia. I suspected it was she but wasnt sure of it. Dont give her an inkling of what you know. Go with her to her apartment and watch her dress; then make an excuse to keep her waiting in your room while you go back and search hers. Have help if you need it; take two of my eunuchs, but watch that they dont read the journal. Look under her mattress. Look everywhere. If you cant find the journal, bring Cornelia without it. I will soon make her tell us where it is.


VIII. NARCISSUS

A gladiators life is not so bad if he behaves himself, and while it lasts, Narcissus said.

He was sitting beside Sextus, son of Maximus, in the ergastulum beneath the training school of Bruttius Marius, which was well known to be the emperors establishment, although maintained in the name of a citizen. There was a stone seat at the end where sunlight poured through a barred window high up in the wall. To right and left facing a central corridor were cells with doors of latticed iron. Each cell had its own barred window, hardly a foot square, set high out of reach and the light, piercing the latticed doors, made criss-cross patterns on the white wall of the corridor. Narcissus got up, glanced into each cell and sat down again beside Sextus.

The trouble is, they dont, he went on. If you let them out, they drink and get into poor condition; and if you keep them in, they kill themselves unless theyre watched. These men are reserved for Paulus, and they know they havent a chance against him.

Paulus luck wont last forever, Sextus remarked grimly.

No, nor his skill, I suppose. But he doesnt debauch himself, so hes always in perfect condition.

Havent you a man in here who might be made nervy enough to kill him? Sextus asked. They would kill the man himself, of course, directly afterward, but we might undertake to enrich his relatives.

Narcissus shook his head.

One might have a chance with the sword or with the net and trident, though I doubt it. But Paulus uses a javelin and his aim is like lightning. Only yesterday at practise they loosed eleven lions at him from eleven directions at the same moment. He slew them with eleven javelins, and each one stone dead. Some of these men saw him do it, which hasnt encouraged them, I can tell you. In the second place, they know Paulus is Commodus. He might just as well go into the arena frankly as the emperor, for all the secret it is. That substitute who occupies the royal pavilion when Commodus himself is in the arena no longer looks very much like him; he is getting too loose under the chin, although a year ago you could hardly tell the two apart. Even the mob knows Paulus is Commodus, although nobody dares to acclaim him openly. Send a gladiator in against another gladiator and even though he may know that the other man can split a stick at twenty yards, he will do his best. But let him know he goes against the emperor and he has no nerve to start with; he cant aim straight; he suspects his own three javelins and his shield and helmet have been tampered with. I myself would be afraid to face Paulus, being not much good with the javelin in any case, besides being superstitious about killing emperors, who are gods, not men, or the senate and priests wouldnt say so. It is the same in the races: setting aside Caesars skill, which is simply phenomenal, the other charioteers are all afraid of him.

If he isnt killed soon, Severus or one of the others will forestall us all, said Sextus. Pertinax has only one chance: to be on the throne before the other candidates know what is happening.

Narcissus bronze face lighted with a sudden smile that rippled all around the corners of his mouth, so that he looked like a genial satyr.

Speaking of killing, he said, Marcia has ordered me to kill you the moment you make up your mind the time has come to strike!

You promised her, of course?

No, as it happens we were interrupted. But she relies on me and if she ever begins to suspect me I would rather die in the arena than be racked and burned!

Why not then? How is this for a proposal? Sextus touched him on the shoulder. Substitute yourself and me for two of these men! Send me in against him first. If he kills me, you next. One of us might get him. I am lucky. I believe the gods are interested in me, I have had so many escapes from death.

I havent much faith in the gods, said Narcissus. They may be all like Commodus. I heard Galen say that men created gods in their own image.

Sextus smiled at him.

You have been listening, I suppose, to Marcia and her Christians.

Listening, yes, but I dont lean either way. It doesnt seem to me that Christianity can do much for a man when javelins are in the air. And besides, to be frank with you, Sextus, I rather hope to make a little something for myself. God though he is said to be, I would like to see Commodus killed for I loathe him. But I hope to survive him and obtain my freedom. Pertinax would manumit me. That is why I applied for the post of trainer in this beastly ergastulum. It is bad enough to have to endure the gloom of men virtually condemned to death and looking for a chance to kill themselves, but it is better than treading the sand to have ones liver split, ones throat cut, and be dragged out with the hooks. I have fought many a fight, but I liked each one less than the last.

He got up and strode again along the corridor, glancing into the cells, where gladiators sat fettered to the wall.

This whole business is getting too confused for me, he grumbled, sitting down again. You want to kill Commodus, as is reasonable. Marcia has ordered me to kill you, which is unreasonable! Yet for the present she protects you. Why? She knows you are Commodus enemy. She seems anxious to save Commodus. Yet she encourages Pertinax, who doesnt want to be emperor; he only dallies with the thought because Marcia helps Cornificia to persuade him! Isnt that a confusion for you? And now theres Bultius Livius. As I understand it, Marcia caught him spying on her. No woman in her senses would trust Livius; the man has snowbroth in his veins and slow fire in his head. Yet Marcia now heaps favors on him!

That is my doing, said Sextus.

Are you mad then, too?

Maybe! I have persuaded Marcia that, now she has possession of the journal Livius was keeping, she can henceforth hold that over him and use him to advantage. She can win his gratitude

He has none!

  and at the same time hold over him the threat of exposure for connection with the Severus faction, and the Pescennius faction, and the Clodius Albinus faction. He had it all down in his journal. He can easily be involved in those conspiracies if Marcia isnt satisfied with his spying in her behalf.

Gemini! The man will break down under the strain. He has no stamina.
He will denounce us all.

Let us hope so, Sextus answered. I am counting on it. Nothing but sudden danger will ever bring Pertinax up to the mark! I gave a bond to Marcia for Livius life.

Jupiter! What kind of bond? And what has come over Marcia that she accepted it?

I guaranteed to her that I will not denounce herself to Commodus! She saw the point. She could never clear herself.

But how could you denounce her? She can have you seized and silenced any time! Werent you in Cornificias house, with the guard at the gate? Why didnt she summon the praetorians and hand you over to them?

Because Galen was there, too. She loves him, trusts him, and Galen is my friend. Besides, Pertinax would turn on her if she should have me killed. Pertinax was my fathers friend, and is mine. Marcias only chance, if Commodus should lose his life, is for Pertinax to seize the throne and continue to be her friend and protect her. Any other possible successor to Commodus would have her head off in the same hour.

Well, Sextus, that argument wont keep her from having you murdered. I am only hoping she wont order me to do it, because the cat will be out of the bag then. I will not refuse, but I will certainly not kill you, and that will mean

You forget Norbanus and my freedmen, Sextus interrupted. She knows very well that they know all my secrets. They would avenge me instantly by sending Commodus full information of the plot, involving Marcia head over heels. She is ready to betray Commodus if that should seem the safest course. If she is capable of treachery to him, she is equally sure to betray all her friends if she thought her own life were in danger!

Now listen, Sextus, and dont speak too loud or theyll hear you in the cells; any of these poor devils would jump at a chance to save his own skin by betraying you and me. Talk softly. I say, listen! There isnt any safety anywhere with all these factions plotting each against the other, none knowing which will strike first and Commodus likely to pounce on all of them at any minute. I dont know why he hasnt heard of it already.

He is too busy training his body to have time to use his brain, said
Sextus. However, go on.

I think Commodus is quite likely to have the best of it! Narcissus said, screwing up his eyes as if he gazed at an antagonist across the dazzling sand of the arena. Somebody  some spy  is sure to inform him. There will be wholesale proscriptions. Commodus will try to scare Severus, Niger and Albinus by slaughtering their supporters here in Rome. I can see what is coming.

Are you, too, a god  like Commodus  that you can see so shrewdly?

Never mind. I can see. And I can see a better way for you, and for me also. You have made yourself a great name as Maternus, less, possibly, in Rome than on the countryside. You have more to begin with than ever Spartacus had

Aye, and less, too, Sextus interrupted. For I lack his confidence that Rome can be brought to her knees by an army of slaves. I lack his willingness to try to do it. Rome must be saved by honorable Romans, who have Rome at heart and not their own personal ambition. No army of runaway slaves can ever do it. Nothing offends me more than that Commodus makes slaves his ministers, and I mean by that no offense to you, Narcissus, who are fit to rank with Spartacus himself. But I am a republican. It is not vengeance that I seek. I will reckon I have lived if I have ridded Rome of Commodus and helped to replace him with a man who will restore our ancient liberties.

Liberties? Narcissus wore his satyr-smile again. It makes small difference to slaves and gladiators how much liberty the free men have! The more for them, the less for us! Let us live while the living is good, Sextus! Let us take to the mountains and help ourselves to what we need while Pertinax and all these others fight for too much! Let them have their too much and grow sick of it! What do you and I need beyond clothing, a weapon, armor, a girl or two and a safe place for retreat? I have heard Sardinia is wonderful. But if you still think you would rather haunt your old estates, where you know the people and they know you, so that you will be warned of any attempt to catch you, that will be all right with me. We can swoop down on the inns along the main roads now and then, rob whom it is convenient to rob, and live like noblemen!

Three years I have lived an outlaws life, Sextus answered, sneaking into Rome to borrow money from my fathers friends to save me the necessity of stealing. It is one thing to pretend to be a robber, and another thing to rob. The robbers name makes nine men out of ten your secret well-wishers; the deed makes you all mens enemy. How do you suppose I have escaped capture? It was simple enough. Every robber in Italy has called himself Maternus, so that I have seemed to be here, there, everywhere, aye, and often in three or four places at once! I have been caught and killed at least a dozen times! But all the while my men and I were safe because we took care to harm nobody. We let others do the murdering and robbing. We have lived like hermits, showing ourselves only often enough to keep alive the Maternus legend.

Well, isnt that better than risking your neck trying to make and unmake emperors? Narcissus asked.

I risk my neck each hour I linger in Rome!

Well then, by Hercules, take payment for the risk, and cut the risk and vanish! exclaimed Narcissus. Help yourself once and for all to a bag full of gold in exchange for your fathers estates that were confiscated when they cut his head off. Then leave Italy, and let us be outlaws in Sardinia.

Sextus laughed.

That probably sounds glorious to one in your position. I, too, rather enjoyed the prospect when I first made my escape from Antioch and discovered how easy the life was. But though I owe it to my fathers memory to win back his estates, even that, and present outlawry is small compared to the zeal I have for restoring Romes ancient liberties. But I dont deceive myself; I am not the man who can accomplish that; I can only help the one who can, and will. That one is Pertinax. He will reverse the process that has been going on since Julius Caesar overthrew the old republic. He will use a Caesars power to destroy the edifice of Caesar and rebuild what Caesar wrecked!

Narcissus pondered that, his head between his hands.

I havent Rome at heart, he said at last. Why should I have? There are girls, whom I have forgotten, whom I loved more than I love Rome. I am a slave gladiator. I have been applauded by the crowds, but know what that means, having seen other men go the same route. I am an emperors favorite, and I know what that means too; I saw Cleander die; I have seen man after man, and woman after woman lose his favor suddenly. Banishment, death, the ergastulum, torture  and, what is much worse, the insults the brute heaps on any one he turns against  I am too wise to give that he spat on the flag-stones for the friendship of Commodus. And Commodus is Rome; you cant persuade me he isnt. Rome turns on its favorites as he does  scorns them, insults them, throws them on dung-heaps. That for Rome! He spat again. They even break the noses off the statues of the men they used to idolize! They even throw the statues on a dung-heap to insult the dead! Why should I set Rome above my own convenience?

Well, for instance, you could almost certainly buy your freedom by betraying me, said Sextus. Why dont you?

Jupiter! How shall a man answer that? I suppose I dont betray you because if I did I should loathe myself. And I prefer to like myself, which I contrive to do at intervals. Also, I enjoy the company of honest men, and I think you are honest, although I think you are also an idealist  which, I take it, is the same thing as a born fool, or so I have begun to think, since I attend on the emperor and have to hear so much talk of philosophy. Look you what philosophy has made of Commodus! Didnt Marcus Aurelius beget him from his own loins, and wasnt Marcus Aurelius the greatest of all philosophers? Didnt he surround young Commodus with all the learned idealists he could find? That is what I am told he did. And look at Commodus! Our Roman Commodus! God Commodus! I havent murdered him because I am afraid, and because I dont see how I could gain by it. I dont betray you because I would despise myself if I did.

I would despise myself if I should be untrue to Rome, Sextus answered after a moment. Commodus is not Rome. Neither is the mob Rome.

What is then? Narcissus asked. The bricks and mortar? The marble that the slaves must haul under the lash? The ponds where they feed their lampreys on dead gladiators? The arena where a man salutes a dummy emperor before a disguised one kills him? The senate, where they buy and sell the consulates and praetorships and guaestorships? The tribunals where justice goes by privilege? The temples where as many gods as there are, Romans yell for sacrifices to enrich the priests? The farms where the slave-gangs labor like poor old Sysyphus and are sold off in their old age to the contractors who clear the latrines, or to the galleys, or, if theyre lucky, to the lime-kilns where they dry up like sticks and die soon? There is a woman in a side-street near the fish-market, who is very rich and looks like Rome to me. She has so many gold rings on her fingers that you cant see the dirt underneath; and she owns so many brothels and wine-shops that she can even buy off the tax-collectors. Do I love her? Do I love Rome? No! I love you, Sextus, son of Maximus, and I will go with you to the worlds end if you will lead the way.

I love Rome, Sextus answered. Possibly I want to see her liberties restored because I love my own liberty and cant imagine myself honorable unless Rome herself is honored first. When you and I are sick we need a Galen. Rome needs Pertinax. You ask me what is Rome? She is the cradle of my manhood.

A befouled nest! said Narcissus.

An Augean stable with a Hercules who doesnt do his work, I grant you!
But we can substitute another Hercules.

Pertinax is too old, Narcissus objected, weakening, a trifle sulkily.

He is old enough to wish to die in honor rather than dishonor. You and I, Narcissus, have no honor  you a slave and I an outlaw. Let us win, then, honor for ourselves by helping to heal Rome of her dishonor!

Oh well, have it your own way, said Narcissus, unconvinced. A brass as for your honor! The alternative is death or liberty in either case, and as for me, I prefer friendship to religion, so I will follow you, whichever road you take. Now go. These fellows mustnt recognize you. It is time to take them one by one into the exercising yard. I darent take more than one at a time or theyd kill me even with the blunted practise-weapons. I wish they might face Commodus as boldly as they tackle me! I am a weary man, and many times a bruised one, I can tell you, when the night comes, after putting twenty of them through their paces.


IX. STEWED EELS

The training arena where Commodus worked off energy and kept his Herculean muscles in condition was within the palace grounds, but the tunnel by which he reached it continued on and downward to the Circus Maximus, so that he could attend the public spectacles without much danger of assassination.

Nevertheless, a certain danger still existed. One of his worst frenzies of proscription had been started by a man who waited for him in the tunnel, and lost his nerve and then, instead of killing him, pretended to deliver an insulting message from the senate. Since that time the tunnel had been lined with guards at regular intervals, and when Commodus passed through his mysterious double was obliged to walk in front of him surrounded by enough attendants to make any one not in the secret believe the double was the emperor himself.

No man in the known world was less incapable than Commodus of self- defense against an armed man. There was no deception about his feats of strength and skill; he was undoubtedly the most terrific fighter and consummate athlete Rome had ever seen, and he was as proud of it as Nero once was of his golden voice. But, as he explained to the fawning courtiers who shouldered one another for a place beside him as he hurried down the tunnel:

How could Rome replace me? Yesterday I had to order a slave beaten to death for breaking a vase of Greek glass. I can buy a hundred slaves for half what that glass cost Hadrian. And I could have a thousand better senators tomorrow than the fools who belch and stammer in the curia, the senate house. But where would you find another Commodus if some lurking miscreant should stab me from behind? It was the geese that saved the capitol. You cacklers can preserve your Commodus.

They agreed in chorus, it would be Romes irreparable loss if he should die, and certain senators, more fertile than the others in expedients for drawing his attention to themselves, paused ostentatiously to hold a little conversation with the guards and promise them rewards if they should catch a miscreant lurking in wait to attack our beloved, our glorious emperor.

Commodus overheard them, as they meant he should.

And such fulsome idiots as those expect me to believe they can frame laws! He scowled over-shoulder. Write down their names for me, somebody. The senate needs pruning! I will purge it the way Galen used to purge me when I had the colic! Cioscuri! But these leaky babblers suffocate me!

He was true to the Caesarian tradition. He believed himself a god. He more than half-persuaded other men. His almost superhuman energy and skill with weapons, his terrific storms of anger and his magnetism overawed courtiers and politicians as they did the gladiators whom he slew in the arena. The strain of madness in his blood provided cunning that could mask itself beneath a princely bluster of indifference to consequences. He could fear with an extravagance coequal to the fury of his love of danger, and his fear struck terror into mens hearts, as it stirred his mad brain into frenzies.

He made no false claim when he called Rome the City of Commodus and himself the Roman Hercules. The vast majority of Romans were unfit to challenge his contempt of them, and his contempt was never under cover for a moment.

Debauchery, of wine and women, entered not at all into his private life although, in public, he encouraged it in others for the simple reason that it weakened men who otherwise might turn on him. He was never guilty of excesses that might undermine his strength or shake his nerves; there was an almost superhuman purity about his worship of athletic powers. He outdid the Greeks in that respect. But he allowed the legend of his monstrous orgies in the palace to gain currency, partly because that encouraged the Romans to debauch themselves and render themselves incapable of overthrowing him, and partly because it helped to cover up his trick of employing a substitute to occupy the royal pavilion at the games when he himself drove chariots in the races or fought in the arena as the gladiator Paulus.

Men who had let wine and women ruin their own nerves knew it was impossible that any one, who lived as Commodus was said to do, could drive a chariot and wield a javelin as Paulus did. Whoever faced a Roman gladiator under the critical gaze of a crowd that knew all the points of fighting and could instantly detect, and did instantly resent pretense, fraud, trickery, the poor condition of one combatant or the unwillingness of one man to have at another in deadly earnest, had to be not only in the pink of bodily condition but a fighter such as no drunken sensualist could ever hope to be. So it was easy to suppress the scandal that the gladiator Paulus was the emperor himself, although half Rome half-believed it; and the substitute who occupied the seat of honor at the games  ageing a little, growing a little pouchy under eyes and chin  was pointed to as proof that Commodus was being ruined by the life he led.

The trick of making use of the same substitute to save the emperor the boredom of official ceremony, whenever there was no risk of the public coming close enough to detect the fraud, materially helped to strengthen the officially fostered argument that Commodus could not be Paulus.

So the mystery of the identity of Paulus was like all court secrets and most secrets of intriguing governments, no mystery at all to hundreds, but to thousands an insoluble conundrum. The official propagandists of the court news, absolutely in control of all the channels through which facts could reach the public, easily offset the constant leakage from the lips of slaves and gladiators by disseminating artfully concocted news. Those actually in the secret, flattered by the confidence and fearful for their own skins, steadfastly denied the story when it cropped up. Last, but not least, was the law, that made it sacrilege to speak in terms derogatory to the emperor. A gladiator, though the crowd might almost deify him, was a casteless individual, unprivileged before the law, whom any franchised citizen would rate as socially far beneath himself. To have identified the emperor with Paulus in a voice above a whisper would have made the culprit liable to death and confiscation of his goods.

The substitute himself, a man of mystery, was kept in virtual imprisonment. He was known as Pavonius Nasor, not because that was his real name, which was known to very few people, but because of an old legend that the ghost of a certain Pavonius Nasor, murdered centuries ago and never buried, still walked in the neighborhood of that part of the palace where the emperors substitute now led his mysterious, secret existence.

There were plenty of whispered stories current as to his true identity. Some said he was an impoverished landholder whom Commodus had met by accident when traveling in Northern Italy. But it was much more commonly believed he was the emperors twin brother, spirited away at birth by midwives, and the stories told to account for that were as remarkably unlikely as the tale itself; as for instance, that a soothsayer had prophesied how Commodus should one day mount the throne and that he and his twin brother would wreck Rome in civil war  a warning hardly likely to have had much weight with the father, Marcus Aurelius, although the mother was more likely to have given credence to it.

Whatever the truth of his origin, Pavonius Nasor never ran the risk of telling it. He kept his sinecure by mastering his tongue, preserving almost bovine speechlessness. When he and Commodus met face to face he never seemed to see the joke of the resemblance, never laughed at Commodus obscenely vivid jibes at his expense, nor once complained of his anomalous position. He appeared to be a man of no ambition other than to get through life as easily as might be  of no personal dignity, no ruling habits, but possessed of imitative talent that enabled him, without the slightest trouble, to adopt the very gait and gesture of the emperor whom he impersonated.

As he strode ahead along the tunnel he received the guards salute with merely enough nod of recognition to deceive an onlooker not in the secret. (It was Pavonius Nasors half-indulgent, rather lazy smile that had persuaded Rome and even the praetorian guards that Commodus was an easy-going, sensual, good humored man.)

There was a box at one end of the private arena, over the gate where the horses entered, so placed as to avoid the suns direct rays. It was reached by a short stairway from an anteroom that opened on the tunnel. There was no other means of access to the box. Its wooden sidewalls, finished to resemble gilded eagles wings, projected over the arena so that it was well screened and in shadow. There was none, observing from below, who could have sworn it had not been the emperor himself who sat in the box and watched Paulus the gladiator showing off his skill.

The assembled gladiators, perfectly aware of Paulus true identity, went through the farce of solemnly saluting as the emperor the man who stared down at them from beneath an awnings shadow between golden eagles wings, and who returned the salute with a wave of the arm that all Rome could have recognized.

Commodus, nearly as naked as when he was born, came running from a dressing room and pranced and leaped over the sand to bring the sweat- beads to his skin; then, snatching at the nearest gladiator, wrestled with him until the breathless victim cried for mercy; dropped him then, as crushed as if a python had left a job half-finished, and shouted for the ashen sword-sticks. In a minute, with a leather buckler on his left arm, he was parrying the thrusts and blows of six men, driving and so crowding them on one anothers toes that only two could seriously answer the terrific flailing of his own ash stick. He named them, named his blow, and laid them one by one, half-stunned and bleeding on the sand, until the last one by a quick feint landed on him, raising a great crimson welt across his shoulders.

Well done! Commodus exclaimed and smote him on the skull so fiercely that he broke the sword-stick. You have killed him, said a senator as two men promptly seized the victims arms to drag him out.

Possibly, said Commodus. That blow I landed on him would have killed a horse. But he is fortunate. He dies proud  prouder than you ever will, Varronius! He got past Paulus guard! Would you like to attempt it? Woman! How I loathe you soft, effeminate, sleek senators! You fear death and you fear life equally! Where is Narcissus? Where are those men who are to try to kill me at my birthday games?

There was no answer from Narcissus. Commodus forgot him in a moment, called for javelins and hurled them at a target, then at half-a-dozen targets, hitting all six marks exactly in the middle as he spun himself on one heel.

I am in fettle! he exclaimed, clapping the back of the senator whom he had scurrilously insulted a moment ago. If he was conscious of applause from the group of courtiers and gladiators he gave no sign of it. What pleased him was his own ability, not their praises.

Lions! he said. Loose that big one!

Paulus, a scarred veteran answered (they were all forbidden to address him by any other name in that arena), you have ordered us to keep that fellow for the birthday games. If you keep killing all the best ones off at practise, what shall we do when the day comes? The last ship- load has arrived from Africa and already you have used up nearly half of them. There is no chance of another cargo arriving in time for the games. And besides, we have lacked corpses recently; that big one hasnt tasted mans flesh. He is hungry now. He will eat whatever we throw in, so let him taste the right meat that will make him savage.

Loose a leopard then.

The veteran went off without a word to give his orders to the men below- ground, whose duty it was to drag the cages to the openings of tunnels in the masonry through which the animals emerged into the sunlight. There were ten such openings on either side of the arena, closed by trapdoors, set in grooves, that could be raised by ropes from overhead.

Commodus picked up one javelin and poised it. Half-a-dozen gladiators watched him, paying no attention to the doors, through any one of which the animal might come. They knew their Paulus, and were trained, besides, to look at death or danger with a curious, contemptuous calm. But the courtiers were nervous, grouping themselves where the sunlight threw a V-shaped shadow on the sand, as if they thought that semi- twilight would protect them.

A wooden door rose squeaking in its grooves but Commodus kept his back toward it.

Women! he exclaimed.

His sudden scowl transformed his handsome face into a thing of horror. He began to mutter savagely obscene abuse. A leopard crept into the sunlight, tried to turn again but was prevented by the closing trap, and crouched against the arena wall.

Beware! The beast comes! said a gladiator.

Hold your presumptuous tongue, you slave-born rascal! Commodus retorted. Take that yapping dog away and have him whipped!

A man stepped from the entrance gate to beckon the offending gladiator, who walked out with a look of hatred on his face. He paused once, hesitating whether to ask mercy, and thought better of it, shrugging his fine bronzed shoulders. The leopard left the wall and crept toward the center of the sand, his black and yellow beauty rippling in the sunlight and his shadow looking like deaths trailing cloak. The courtiers seemed doubtful which of the two beasts to watch, leopard or emperor.

A spear! said Commodus. A gladiator put it in his hand.

Varronius! It irks me to have cowards in the senate! Let me see you try to kill that leopard!

Decadent and grown effeminate though Rome was, there was no patrician who had not received some training in the use of arms. Varronius took the spear at once, his white hands closing on the shaft with military firmness. But his white face gave the lie to the alacrity with which he strode out of the shadow.

Kill him, and you shall have the consulate next year! said Commodus. Be killed, and there will be one useless bastard less to clutter up the curia!

A flush of anger swept over the senators pale face. For a moment he looked almost capable of lunging with the spear at Commodus  but Commodus was toying with the javelin. Varronius strode out to face the leopard, and the lithe beast did not wait to feel the spear-point. It began to stalk its adversary in irregular swift curves. Its body almost pressed the sand. Its eyes were spots of sunlit topaz. Commodus frown vanished. He began to gloat over the leopards subtlety and strength.

He is a lovelier thing than you, Varronius! He is a better fighter! He is manlier! He is worth more! He has kept his body stronger and his wits more nimble! He will get you! By the Dioscuri, he will get you! I will bet a talent that he gets you  and I hope he does! You hold your spear the way a woman holds a distaff  but observe the way he gathers all his strength in readiness to leap instantly in any direction! Ah!

The leopard made a feint, perhaps to test the swiftness of the spear- point. Leaping like a flash of light, he seemed to change direction in mid-air, the point missing him by half a hands breadth. One terrific claw, outreaching as he turned, ripped open Varronius tunic and brought a little stream of crimson trickling down his left arm.

Good! Commodus remarked. First blood to the braver! Who would like to bet with me?

I! Varronius retorted from between set teeth, his eyes fixed on the leopard that had recommenced his swift strategic to-and-fro stalking movement.

I have betted you the consulship already. Who else wants to bet? asked Commodus.

Before any one could answer the leopard sprang in again at Varronius, who stepped aside and drove his spear with very well timed accuracy. Only force enough was lacking. The point slit the leopards skin and made a stinging wound along the beasts ribs, turning him the way a spur-prick turns a horse. His snarl made Varronius step back another pace or two, neglecting his chance to attack and drive the spear-point home. The infuriated leopard watched him for a moment, ears back, tail spasmodically twitching, then shot to one side and charged straight at the group of courtiers.

They scattered. They were almost unarmed. There were three of them who stumbled, interfering with each other. The nearest to the leopard drew a dagger with a jeweled hilt, a mere toy with a light blade hardly longer than his hand. He threw his toga over his left forearm and stood firm to make a fight for it, his white face rigid and his eyes ablaze. The leopard leaped  and fell dead, hardly writhing. Commodus long javelin had caught him in the middle of his spring, exactly at the point behind the shoulder-bone that leaves a clear course to the heart.

I would not have done that for a coward, Tullius! If you had run I would have let him kill you!

Commodus strode up and pulled out the javelin, setting one foot on the leopard and exerting all his strength.

Look here, Varronius. Do you see how deep my blade went? Pin-pricks are no use against man or animal. Kill when you strike, like great Jove with his thunderbolts! Life isnt a game between Maltese kittens; its a spectacle in which the strong devour the weak and all the gods look on! Loose another leopard there! Ill show you!

He took the spear from Varronius, balanced it a moment, discarded it and chose another, feeling its point with his thumb. There was a squeak of pulleys as they loosed a leopard near the end of the arena. He charged the animal, leaping from foot to foot. He made prodigious leaps; there was no guessing which way he would jump next. He was not like a human being. The leopard, snarling, slunk away, attempting to avoid him, but he crowded it against the wall. He forced it to turn at bay. No eye was quick enough to see exactly how he killed it, save that he struck when the leopard sprang. The next thing that anybody actually saw, he had the writhing creature on the spear, in air, like a legions standard.

Then the madness surged into his brain.

So I rule Rome! he exclaimed, and threw the leopard at the gladiators feet. Because I pity Rome that could not find another Paulus! I strike first, before they strike me!

They flattered him  fawned on him, but he was much too genuinely mad for flattery to take effect. If you were worth a barrelful of rats Id have a senate that might save me trouble! Then like Tiberius I might remain away from Rome and live more like a god. Ive more than half a mind to let my dummy stay here to amuse you wastrels! He glanced up at the box, where his substitute lolled and yawned and smiled. All you degenerates need is some one you can rub yourselves against like fat cats mewing for a bowl of milk! By Hercules, now Ill show you something that will make your blood leap. Bring out the new Spanish team.

With an imperious gesture he sent senators and gladiators to scatter themselves all over the arena. Not yet satisfied, he ordered all the guards fetched from the tunnel and arranged them in a similar disorder, so that finally no stretch of fifty yards was left without a man obstructing it. There was no spina down the midst, nor anything except the surrounding wall to suggest to a team of horses which the course might be.

Let none move! he commanded. I will crush the foot of any man who stirs!

Attendants, clinging to the heads of four gray stallions that fought and kicked, brought out his chariot and others shut the gate behind it. Commodus admired the team a minute, then examined the new high wheels of the gilded chariot, that was hardly wider than a coffin  a thing that a man could upset with a shove and built to look as flimsy as an egg shell. Suddenly he seized the reins and leaped in, throwing up his right hand.

If he could have ruled his empire as he drove that chariot he would have far outshone Augustus, for whose memory men sighed. He managed them with one hand. There was magnetism sent along the reins to play with the dynamic energy of four mad stallions as gods amuse themselves with men. If empire had amused him as athleticism did there would have been no equal in all history to Commodus.

In a chariot no other athlete could have balanced, on a course providing not one unobstructed stretch of fifty yards, he drove like Phoebus breaking in the horses of the Sun, careering this and that way, weaving patterns in among the frightened men who stood like posts for him to drive around. He missed them by a hands breadth  less! He took delight in driving at them, turning in the last half-second, smiling at a blanched face as he wheeled and wove new figures down another zigzag avenue of men. The frenzy of the team inspired him; the rebellion of the stallions, made mad by the persistent, sudden turns, aroused his own astonishing enthusiasm. He accomplished the impossible! He made new laws of motion, breaking them, inventing others! He became a god in action, mastering the team until it had no consciousness of any self- will, or of any impulse but to loose its full strength under the directing will of genius.

The team tired first. It was its waning speed that wearied him at last. The mania that owned him could not tolerate the anticlimax of declining effort, so his mood changed. He became morose  indifferent. He reined in, tossed the reins to an attendant and began to walk toward the tunnel entrance, clothed as he was in nothing but the practise loin-cloth of a gladiator.

A dozen senators implored him to wait and clothe himself. He would not wait. He ordered them to bring his cloak and overtake him. Then he observed Narcissus, standing near the horse-gate, waiting to summon his trained gladiators for an exhibition:

Not this time, Narcissus. Next time. Follow me. He waited for a moment for Narcissus. That gave the substitute time to come down from the box and go hurrying ahead into the tunnel-mouth; he went so fast (for he knew the emperors moods) that the attendants found it hard to keep up; most of them were half a dozen paces in the rear. A senator gave Commodus his cloak. He took Narcissus by the arm and strode ahead into the tunnel, muttering, ignoring noisy protests from the senators, who warned him that the guards were not yet there.

Then there was sudden silence; possibly a consequence of Caesars mood, or the reaction caused by chill and tunnel-darkness after sunlit sand. Or it might have been the shadow of impending tragedy. A long scream broke the silence, thrice repeated, horrible, like something from an unseen world. Instantly Narcissus leaped ahead into the darkness, weaponless but armed by nature with the muscles of a panther. Commodus leaped after him; his mood reversed again. Now emulation had him; he would not be beaten to a scene of action by a gladiator. He let his cloak fall and a senator tripped over it.

There were no lamps. Something less than twilight, deepened here and there by shadow, filled the tunnel. By a niche intended for a sentry the attendants were standing helplessly around the body of a man who lay with head and shoulders propped against the wall. Narcissus and another, like knotted snakes, were writhing near by. There was a sound of choking. Pavonius Nasor was silent. He appeared already dead.

Pluto! Is there no light? Commodus demanded. What has happened?

They have killed your shadow, sire!

Who killed him?

Men who sprang out of the darkness suddenly.

One man. Only one. I have him here. He lives yet, but he dies!
Narcissus said.

He dragged a writhing body on the flagstones, holding it by one wrist.

He was armed. I had to throttle him to save my liver from his knife.
I think I broke his neck. He is certainly dying, said Narcissus.

Some one had gone for a lamp and came along the tunnel with it.

Let me look, said Commodus. Here, give me that lamp!

He looked first at Pavonius Nasor, who gazed back, at him with stupid, passionless, already dimming eyes. A stream of blood was gushing from below his left arm.

Now the gods of heaven and hell, and all the strange gods that have no resting place, and all the spirits of the air and earth and sea, defile your spirit! Commodus exploded. Careless, irresponsible, ungrateful fool! You have deprived me of my liberty! You let yourself be killed like any sow under the butchers knife, and dare to leave me shadowless? Then die like carrion and rot unburied!

He began to kick him, but the stricken mans lips moved. Commodus bent down and tried to listen  tried again, mastered impatience and at last stood upright, shaking both fists at the tunnel roof.

Omnipotent Progenitor of Lightnings! he exploded. He says he should have had stewed eels tonight!

The watching senators mistook that for a cue to laugh. Their laughter
touched off all the magazines of Caesars rage. He turned into a mania.
He tore at his own hair. He tore off his loin-cloth and stood naked.
He tried to kill Narcissus, because Narcissus was the nearest to him.
His crashing centurions parade voice filled the tunnel.

Dogs! Dogs ullage! Vipers! he yelled. Who slew my shadow? Who did it? This is a conspiracy! Who hatched it? Bring my tablets! Warn the executioners! What is Commodus without his dummy? Vultures! Better have killed me than that poor obliging fool! You cursed, stupid idiots! You have killed my dummy! I must sit as he did and look on. I must swallow stinking air of throne-rooms. I must watch sluggards fight  you miserable, wanton imbeciles! It is Paulus you have killed! Do you appreciate that? Jupiter, but I will make Rome pay for this! Who did it? Who did it, I say?

Rage blinded him. He did not see the choking wretch whose wrist Narcissus twisted, until he struck at Narcissus again and, trying to follow him, stumbled over the assassin.

Who is this? Give me a sword, somebody! Is this the murderer? Bring that lamp here!

Bolder than the others, having recently been praised, the senator Tullius brought the lamp and, kneeling, held it near the culprits face. The murderer was beyond speech, hardly breathing, with his eyes half- bursting from the sockets and his tongue thrust forward through his teeth because Narcissus thumbs had almost strangled him.

A Christian, said Tullius.

There was a note of quiet exultation in his voice. The privileges of the Christians were a sore point with the majority of senators.

A what? demanded Commodus.

A Christian. See  he has a cross and a fish engraved on bone and wears it hung from his neck beneath his tunic. Besides, I think I recognize the man. I think he is the one who waylaid Pertinax the other day and spoke strange stuff about a whore on seven hills whose days are numbered.

He had raised up the mans head by the hair. Commodus stamped on the face with the flat of his sandal, crushing the head on the flagstones.

Christian! he shouted. Is this Marcias doing? Is this Marcias expedient to keep me out of the arena? Too long have I endured that rabble! I will rid Rome of the brood! They kill the shadow  they shall feel the substance!

Suddenly he turned on his attendants  pointed at the murderer and his victim:

Throw those two into the sewer! Strip them  strip them now  let none identify them. Seize those spineless fools who let the murder happen. Tie them. You, Narcissus  march them back to the arena. Have them thrown into the lions cages. Stay there and see it done, then come and tell me.

The courtiers backed away from him as far out of the circle of the lamplight as the tunnel-wall would let them. He had snatched the lamp from Tullius. He held it high.

Two parts of me are dead; the shadow that was satisfied with eels for supper and the immortal Paulus whom an empire worshiped. Remains me  the third part  Commodus! You shall regret those two dead parts of me!

He hurled the lighted lamp into the midst of them and smashed it, then, in darkness, strode along the tunnel muttering and cursing as he went  stark naked.


X. ROME IS TOO MUCH RULED BY WOMEN!

He is in the bath, said Marcia. She and Galen were alone with Pertinax, who looked splendid in his official toga. She was herself in disarray. Her woman had tried to dress her hair on the way in the litter; one long coil of it was tumbling on her shoulder. She looked almost drunken.

Where is Flavia Titiana? she demanded.

Out, said Pertinax and shut his lips. He never let himself discuss his wifes activities. The peasant in him, and the orthodox grammarian, preferred less scandalous subjects.

Marcia stared long at him, her liquid, lazy eyes, suggesting banked fires in their depths, looking for signs of spirit that should rise to the occasion. But Pertinax preferred to choose his own occasions.

Commodus is in the bath, Marcia repeated. He will stay there until night comes. He is sulking. He has his tablets with him  writes and writes, then scratches out. He has shown what he writes to nobody, but he has sent for Livius.

We should have killed that dog, said Pertinax, which brought a sudden laugh from Galen.

A dogs death never saved an empire, Galen volunteered. If you had murdered Livius the crisis would have come a few days sooner, that is all.

It is the crisis. It has come, said Marcia. Commodus came storming into my apartment, and I thought he meant to kill me with his own hands. Usually I am not afraid of him. This time he turned my strength to water. He yelled Christians! at me, Christians! You and your Christians! He was unbathed. He was half-naked. He was sweaty from his exercise. His hair was ruffled; he had torn out some of it. His scowl was frightful  it was freezing.

He is quite mad, Galen commented.

I tried to make him understand this could not be a plot or I would certainly have heard of it, Marcia went on with suppressed excitement. I said it was the madness of one fanatic, that nobody could foresee. He wouldnt listen. He out-roared me. He even raised his fist to strike. He swore it was another of my plans to keep him out of the arena. I began to think it might be wiser to admit that. Even in his worst moods he is sometimes softened by the thought that I take care of him and love him enough to risk his anger. But not this time! He flew into the worst passion I have ever seen. He returned to his first obsession, that the Christians plotted it and that I knew all about it. He swore he will butcher the Christians. He will rid Rome of them. He says, since he can not play Paulus any longer he will out-play Nero.

Where is Sextus? Pertinax asked.

Aye! Where is Sextus!

Marcia glared at Galen.

We have to thank you for Sextus! You persuaded Pertinax to shield
Sextus. Pertinax persuaded me.

You did it! Galen answered dryly. It is what we do that matters. Squealing like a pig under a gate wont remedy the matter. You foresaw the crisis long ago. Sextus has been very useful to you. He has kept you informed, so dont lower yourself by turning on him now. What is the latest news about the other factions?

Marcia restrained herself, biting her lip. She loved old Galen, but she did not relish being told the whole responsibility was hers, although she knew it.

There is no news, she answered. Nobody has heard a word about the murder yet. Commodus has had the bodies thrown into the sewer. But there are spies in the palace

To say nothing of Bultius Livius, Pertinax added. He was clicking the rings on his fingers  symptom of irresolution that made Marcia grit her teeth.

The other factions are watching one another, Marcia went on. They are irresolute because they have no leader near enough to Rome to strike without warning. Why are you irresolute? She looked so hard at Pertinax that he got up and began to pace the floor. Severus and his troops are in Pannonia. Pescennius Niger is in Syria. Clodius Albinus is in Britain. The senators are all so jealous and afraid for their own skins that they are as likely as not to betray one another to Commodus the minute they learn that a crisis exists. If they hear that Commodus is writing out proscription lists they will vie with one another to denounce their own pet enemies  including you  and me! she added.

There is one chance yet, said Pertinax. Bultius Livius may have enough wisdom to denounce the leaders of the other factions and to clear us. None of the others would be grateful to him. That Carthaginian Severus, for instance, is invariably spiteful to the men who do him favors. Bultius Livius may see that to protect us is his safest course, as well as best for Rome.

He had more to say, but Marcias scorn interrupted him. Galen chuckled.

Rome! He cares only for Bultius Livius. It is now or never,
Pertinax!

Marcias intense emotion made her appear icily indifferent, but she did not deceive Galen, although Pertinax welcomed her calmness as excusing unenthusiasm in herself.

Marcia is right, said Galen. It is now or never. Marcia ought to know Commodus!

Know him? she exploded. I can tell you step by step what he will do! He will come out of the bath and eat a light meal, but he will drink nothing, for fear of poison. Presently he will be thirsty and lonely, and will send for me; and whatever he feels, he will pretend he loves me. When the raging fear is on him he will never drink from any one but me. He will take a cup of wine from my hands, making me taste it first. Then he will go alone into his own room, where only that child Telamonion will dare to follow. Everything depends then on the child. If the child should happen to amuse him he will turn sentimental and I will dare to go in and talk to him. If not

Galen interrupted.

Madness, he said, resembles many other maladies, there being symptoms frequently for many years before the slow fire bursts into a blaze. Some die before the outbreak, being burned up by the generating process, which is like a slow fire. But if they survive until the explosion, it is more violent the longer it has been delayed. And in the case of Commodus that means that other men will die. And women, he added, looking straight at Marcia.

If he even pretends he loves me  I am a woman, said Marcia. I love him in spite of his frenzies. If I only had myself to think of

Think then! Galen interrupted. If you cant think for yourself, do you expect to benefit the world by thinking?

Marcia buried her face in her hands and lay face downward on the couch. She was trembling in a struggle for self-mastery. Pertinax chewed at his finger-nails, which were the everlasting subject of his proud wifes indignation; he never kept his fine hands properly; the peasant in him thought such refinements effeminate, unsoldierly. Cornificia, who could have made him submit even to a manicure, understood him too well to insist.

Galen! said Marcia, sitting up suddenly.

The old man blinked. He recognized decision sudden and irrevocable. He clenched his fingers and his lower lip came forward by the fraction of an inch.

I must save my Christians. What do you know about poisons? she demanded.

Less than many people, Galen answered. I have studied antidotes. I am a doctor. Those I poisoned thought as I did, that I gave them something for their health. My methods have changed with experience. Doctoring is like statesmanship  which is to say, groping in the dark through mazes of misinformation.

Know you a poison, asked Marcia, that will not harm one who merely tastes it, but will kill whoever drinks a quantity? Something without flavor? Something colorless that can be mixed with wine? Know you a safe poison, Galen?

Aye  irresolution! Galen answered. I will not be made a victim of it. Who shall aspire to the throne if Commodus dies?

Pertinax!

Pertinax looked startled, stroking his beard, uncrossing his knees.

Then let Pertinax do his own work, said Galen. Rome is full of poisoners, but hasnt Pertinax a sword?

Aye. And it has been the emperors until this minute, Pertinax said grimly. Galen tells us Commodus is mad. And I agree that Rome deserves a better emperor. But whether I am fit to be that emperor is something not yet clear to me. I doubt it. Whom the Fates select for such a purpose, they compel, and he is unwise who resists them. I will not resist. But let there be no doubt on this point: I will not slay Commodus. I will not draw sword against the man to whom I owe my fortune. I am not an ingrate. Sextus lives for his revenge. If you should ask me I would answer, Sextus planned this murder in the tunnel and the blow was meant for Commodus himself. I am inclined to deal with Sextus firmly. It is not too late. There is a chance that Commodus, deprived now of his opportunities to make himself a spectacle, may bend his energies to government. Madman though he is, he is the emperor, and if he is disposed now to govern well, with capable advisers, I would be the last to turn on him.

If he will be advised by you? suggested Marcia, her accent tart with sarcasm. What will you advise him about Sextus?

There are plenty of ways of getting rid of Sextus without killing him, said Pertinax. He is a young man needing outlets for his energy and fuel for his pride. If he were sent to Parthia, in secret, as an agent authorized to penetrate that country and report on military, geographical and economic facts

He would refuse to go! said Galen. And if made to go, he would return! O Pertinax  !

Be quiet! Pertinax retorted irritably. I will not submit to being lectured. I am Governor of Rome  though you are Galen the philosopher. And I remember many of your adages this minute, as for instance: It is he who acts who is responsible. To kill an emperor is easy, Galen. To replace him is as difficult as to fit a new head to a body. We have talked a lot of treason, most of it nonsense. I have listened to too much of it. I am as guilty as the others. But when it comes to slaying Commodus and standing in his shoes

Marcia interrupted.

By the great Twin Brethren, Pertinax! Who can be surprised that Flavia Titiana seeks amusement in the arms of other men! Does Cornificia endure such peasant talk? Or do you keep it to impose on us as a relief from her more noble conversation? Dea Dia! Had I known how spineless you can be I would have set my cap at Lucius Severus long ago. It may be it is not too late.

She had him! She had pricked him in the one place where he could be stirred to spitefulness. His whole face crimsoned suddenly.

That Carthaginian! He came and stood in front of her. If you had favored him you should have foregone my friendship, Marcia! Commodus is bad enough. Severus would be ten times worse! Where Commodus is merely crazy, Lucius Severus is a calculating, ice-cold monster of cruelty! He has no emotions except those aroused by venom! He would tear out your heart just as swiftly as mine! As for plotting with him, he would let you do it all and then denounce you to the senate after he was on the throne!

Either it must be Severus, or else you! said Marcia. Which is it to be?

Pertinax folded his arms.

I would feel it my duty to preserve Rome from Severus. But you go too fast. Our Commodus is on the throne

And writes proscription lists! said Marcia. Who knows what names are on the lists already? Who knows what Bultius Livius may have told him? Who knows which of us will be alive tomorrow morning? Who knows what Sextus is doing? If Sextus has heard of this crisis he will seize the moment and either arouse the praetorian guard to mutiny or else reach Commodus himself and slay him with his own hand! Sextus is a man! Are you no more than Flavia Titianas cuckold and Cornificias plaything?

I am a Roman, Pertinax retorted angrily. I think of Rome before myself. You women only think of passion and ambition. Rome  city of a thousand triumphs! He turned away, pacing the floor again, knitting his fingers behind him. Pertinax would offer up himself if he might bring back the Augustan days  if he might win the warfare that Tiberius lost. One Pertinax is nothing in the life of Rome. One life, three- quarters spent, is but a poor pledge to the gods  yet too much to be thrown away in vain. The auguries are all mixed nowadays. I doubt them. I mistrust the shaven priests who dole out answers in return for minted money. I have knelt before the holy shrine of Vesta, but the Virgins were as vague as the Egyptian who prophesied

He hesitated.

What? demanded Marcia.

That I should serve Rome and receive ingratitude. What else does any man receive who serves Rome? They who cheat her are the ones who prosper!

Send for Cornificia, said Marcia. She keeps your resolution. Let her come and loose it! Pertinax turned sharply on her.

Flavia Titiana shall not suffer that indignity. Cornificia can not enter this house.

But the mention of Cornificias name wrought just as swift a change in him as had the name of Lucius Severus. He began to bite his finger- nails, then clenched his hands again behind him, Galen and Marcia watching.

You are the only one who can replace Commodus without drenching Rome in blood, said Marcia, remembering a phrase of Cornificias. And since the words were Cornificias, and stirred the chords of many memories, they produced a sort of half-way resolution.

It is now or never, Marcia said, goading him. But Pertinax shook his head.

I am not convinced, though I would do my best to save Rome from Severus. Dioscuri!  do you realize, this plot to make me emperor is known to not more than a dozen

Therein safety lies, said Marcia. Yourself included there can only be a dozen traitors!

Rome is too much ruled by women! I will not kill Commodus, and I will give him this one chance, said Pertinax. I will protect him, unless and until I shall discover proof that he intends to turn on you, or me, or any of my friends.

You may discover that too late! said Marcia; but she seemed to understand him and looked satisfied. Come tonight to the palace  Galen, she added, come you also  and bring poison!

Galen met her gaze and shut his lips tight.

Galen, she said, either you will do this or  I have been your friend.
Now be you mine! It is too risky to send one of my slaves to fetch a
poison. You are to come tonight and bring the poison with you.
Otherwise  you understand?

You are extremely comprehensible! said Galen, pursing up his lips.

You will obey?

I must, said Galen. But he did not say whether he would obey her or his inclination. Pertinax, eyeing him doubtfully, seemed torn between suspicion of him and respect for long-tried friendship.

May we depend on you? he asked. He laid a hand on Galens shoulder, bending over him.

I am an old man, Galen answered. In any event I have not long to live. I will do my best  for you.

Pertinax nodded, but there was still a question in his mind. He bade farewell to Marcia, turning his back toward Galen. Marcia whispered:

Be a man now, Pertinax! If we should lose this main, we two can drink the stuff that Galen brings.

There was a falling star last night, said Pertinax. Whose was it?

Marcia studied his face a moment. Then:

There will be a rising sun tomorrow! she retorted. Whose will it be?
Yours! Play the man!


XI. GALEN

Galens house was one he rented from a freedman of the emperor  a wise means of retaining favor at the palace. Landlords having influence were careful to protect good tenants. Furthermore, whoever rented, rather than possessed, escaped more easily from persecution. Galen, like Tyanan Apollonius, reduced his private needs, maintaining that philosophy went hand in hand with medicine, but wealth with neither.

It was a pleasant little house, not far away from Cornificias, within a precinct that was rebuilt after all that part of Rome burned under Neros fascinated gaze. The street was crescent-shaped, not often crowded, though a score of passages like wheel-spokes led to it; and to the rear of Galens house was a veritable maze of alleys. There were two gates to the house: one wide, with decorated posts, that faced the crescent street, where Galens oldest slave sat on a stool and blinked at passers-by; the other narrow, leading from a little high-walled courtyard at the rear into an alley between stables in which milch-asses were kept. That alley led into another where a dozen midwives had their names and claims to excellency painted on the doors  an alley carefully to be avoided, because women of that trade, like barbers, vied for custom by disseminating gossip.

So Sextus used a passage running parallel to that one, leading between workshops where the burial-urn makers slaves engraved untruthful epitaphs in baked clay or inlaid them on the marble tomb-slabs  to be gilded presently with gold-leaf (since a gilded lie, though costlier, is no worse than the same lie unadorned.)

He drummed a signal with his knuckles on the panel of a narrow door of olive-wood, set deep into the wall under a projecting arch. An overleaning tree increased the shadow, and a visitor could wait without attracting notice. A slave nearly as old as Galen presently admitted him into a paved yard in which a fish-pond had been built around an ancient well. A few old fruit-trees grew against the wall, and there were potted shrubs, but little evidence of gardening, most of Galens slaves being too old for that kind of work. There were a dozen of them loafing in the yard; some were so fat that they wheezed, and some so thin with age that they resembled skeletons. There was a rumor that the fatness and the thinness were accounted for by Galens fondness for experiments. Old Galen had a hundred jealous rivals and they even said he fed the dead slaves to the fish; but it was Roman custom to give no man credit for humaneness if an unclean accusation could be made to stick.

Another fat old slave led Sextus to a porch behind the house and through that to a library extremely bare of furniture but lined with shelves on which rolled manuscripts were stacked in tagged and numbered order; they were dusty, as if Galen used them very little nowadays. There were two doors in addition to the one that opened on the porch; the old slave pointed to the smaller one and Sextus, stooping and turning sidewise because of the narrowness between the posts, went down a step and entered without knocking.

For a moment he could not see Galen, there was such confusion of shadow and light. High shelves around the walls of a long, shed-like room were crowded with retorts and phials. An enormous, dusty human skeleton, articulated on concealed wire, moved as if annoyed by the intrusion. There were many kinds of skulls of animals and men on brackets fastened to the wall, and there were jars containing dead things soaked in spirit. Some of the jars were enormous, having once held olive oil. On a table down the midst were instruments, a scale for weighing chemicals, some measures and a charcoal furnace with a blow-pipe; and across the whole of one end of the room was a system of wooden pigeon-holes, stacked with chemicals and herbs, for the most part wrapped in parchment.

Sunlight streaming through narrow windows amid dust of drugs and spices made a moving mystery; the room seemed under water. Galen, stooping over a crucible with an unrolled parchment on the table within reach, was not distinguishable until he moved; when he ceased moving he faded out again, and Sextus had to go and stand where he could touch him, to believe that he was really there.

You told me you had ceased experiments.

I lied. The universe is an experiment, said Galen. Such gods as there are perhaps are looking to evolve a decent man, or possibly a woman, from the mess we see around us. Let us hope they fail.

Why?

There appears to be hope in failure. Should the gods fail, they will still be gods and go on trying. If they ever made a decent man or woman all the rest of us would turn on their creation and destroy it. Then the gods would turn into devils and destroy us.

What has happened to you, Galen? Why the bitter mood?

I discover I am like the rest of you  like all Rome. At my age such a discovery makes for bitterness. For a minute or two Galen went on scraping powder from the crucible, then suddenly he looked up at Sextus, stepping backward so as to see the young mans face more clearly in a shaft of sunlight.

Did you send that Christian into the tunnel to kill Commodus? he asked.

I? You know me better than that, Galen! When the time comes to slay
Commodus  but is Commodus dead? Speak, dont stand there looking at me!
Speak, man!

Galen appeared satisfied.

No, not Commodus. The blow miscarried. Somebody slew Nasor. A mistake. A cowards blow. If you had been responsible

When  if  I slay, it shall be openly with my own hand, said Sextus. Not I alone, but Rome herself must vomit out that monster. Why are you vexed?

That wanton blow that missed its mark has stripped some friends of mine too naked. It has also stripped me and revealed me to myself. Last night I saw a falling star  a meteor that blazed out of the night and vanished.

I, too, said Sextus. All Rome saw it. The cheap sorcerers are doing a fine trade. They declare it portends evil.

Evil  but for whom? Old Galen poured the powder he had scraped into a dish and blinked at him. Affiliations in the realm of substance are confined to like ingredients. That law is universal. Like seeks like, begetting its own like. As for instance, sickness flows in channels of unwholesomeness, like water seeping through a marsh. Evil? What is evil but the likeness of a deed  its echo  its result  its aftermath? You see this powder? Marcia has ordered me to poison Commodus! What kind of aftermath should that deed have?

Sextus stared at him astonished. Galen went on mixing.

Colorless it must be  flavorless  without smell  indetectible. These saviors of Rome prepare too much to save themselves! And I take trouble to save myself. Why?

He stopped and blinked again at Sextus, waiting for an answer.

You are worth preserving, Galen.

I dispute that. I am sentimental, which is idiocy in a man of my age.
But I will not kill him who is superior to any man in Rome.

Idiocy? You? And you admire that monster?

As a monster, yes. He is at least wholehearted. As a monster he lacks neither strength of will nor sinew nor good looks; he is magnificent; he has the fear, the frenzy and the resolution of a splendid animal. We have only cowardice, the unenthusiasm and the indecision of base men. If we had the virtue of Commodus, no Commodus could ever have ruled Rome for half a day. But I am senile. I am sentimental. Rather than betray Marcia  and Pertinax  who would betray me for their own sakes; rather than submit my own old carcass to the slave whom Marcia would send to kill me, I am doing what you see.

Poison for Commodus?

No.

Not for yourself, Galen?

No.

For whom then?

For Pertinax.

Sextus seized the plate on which the several ingredients were being mixed.

Put that down, said Galen. I will poison part of him  the mean part.

Speak in plain words, Galen!

I will slay his indecision. He and Marcia propose; that I shall kill their monster. I shall mix a draught for Marcia to take to him  in case this, and in case that, and perhaps. In plain words, Commodus has sent for Livius and none knows how much Livius has told. Their monster writes and scratches out and rewrites long proscription lists, and Marcia trembles for her Christians. For herself she does not tremble. She has ten times Pertinax ability to rule. If Marcia were a man she should be emperor! Our Pertinax is hesitating between inertia and doubt and dread of Cornificias ambition for him; between admiration of his own wife and contempt for her; between the subtleties of auguries and common sense; between trust and mistrust of us all, including Marcia and you and me; between the easy dignity of being governor of Rome and the uneasy palace  slavery of being Caesar; between doubt of his own ability to rule and the will to restore the republic.

We all know Pertinax, said Sextus. He is diffident, that is all. He is modest. Once he has made his decision

Galen interrupted him

Then let us pray the gods to make the rest of us immodest! The decision that he makes is this: If Commodus has heard of the conspiracy; if Commodus intends to kill him, he will then allow somebody else to kill Commodus! He will permit me, who am a killer only by professional mistake and not by intention, to be made to kill my former pupil with a poisoned drink! You understand, not even then will Pertinax take resolution by the throat and do his own work.

So Pertinax shall drink this?

It is meant that Commodus shall drink it. That is, unless Commodus emerges from his sulks too soon and butchers all of us  as we deserve!

Have done with riddles, Galen! How will that affect Pertinax, except to make him emperor?

Nothing will make him emperor unless he makes himself, said Galen. You will know tonight. We lack a hero, Sextus. All conspirators resemble rats that gnaw and run, until one rat at last discovers himself Caesar of the herd by accident. Caius Julius Caesar was a hero. He was one mind bold and above and aloof. He saw. He considered. He took. His murderers were all conspirators, who ran like rats and turned on one another. So are we! Can you imagine Caius Julius Caesar threatening an old philosopher like me with death unless he mixed the poison for a woman to take to his enemys bedside? Can you imagine the great Julius hesitating to destroy a friend or spare an enemy?

Do you mean, they strike tonight, and havent warned me?

I have warned you.

Marcia has been prepared these many days to kill me if I meant to strike, said Sextus. I can understand that; it is no more than a womans method to protect her bully. She accuses and defends him, fears and loves him, hates him and hates more the man who sets her free. But Pertinax  did he not bid you warn me?

No, said Galen. Are you looking for nobility? I tell you there is nothing noble in conspiracies. Pertinax and Marcia have used you. They will try to use me. They will blame me. They will certainly blame you. I advise you to run to your friends in the Aventine Hills. Thence hasten out of Italy. If Pertinax should fail and Commodus survives this night

No, Galen. He must not fail! Rome needs Pertinax. That poison  phaugh! Is no sword left in Rome? Has Pertinax no iron in him? Better one of Marcias long pins than that unmanly stuff. Where is Narcissus?

I dont know, said Galen. Narcissus is another who will do well to protect himself. Commodus is well disposed toward him. Commodus might send for him  as he will surely send for me if belly-burning sets in. He and I would make a good pair to be blamed for murdering an emperor.

You run! urged Sextus. Go now! Go to my camp in the Aventines. You will find Norbanus and two freedmen waiting near the Porta Capena; they are wearing farmers clothes and look as if they came from Sicily. They know you. Say I bade them take you into hiding.

Galen smiled at him. And you? he asked.

Narcissus shall smuggle me into the palace. It is I who will slay Commodus, lest Pertinax should stain his hands. If they prefer to turn on me, what matter? Pertinax, if he is to be Caesar, will do better not to mount the throne all bloody. Let him blame me and then execute me. Rome will reap the benefit. Marcia has the praetorian guard well under control, what with her bribes and all the license she has begged for them. Let Marcia proclaim that Pertinax is Caesar, the praetorian guard will follow suit, and the senate will confirm it so soon after daybreak that the citizens will find themselves obeying a new Caesar before they know the old one is dead! Then let Pertinax make new laws and restore the ancient liberties. I will die happy.

O youth  insolence of youth! said Galen, smiling. He resumed his mixing of the powders, adding new ingredients. I was young once  young and insolent. I dared to try to tutor Commodus! But never in my long life was I insolent enough to claim all virtue for myself and bid my elders go and hide! You think you will slay Commodus? I doubt it.

How so?

Sextus was annoyed. The youth in him resented that his altruism should be mocked.

Pertinax should do it, Galen answered. If Rome needed no more than philosophy and grammar, better make me Caesar! I was mixing my philosophy with surgery and medicine while Pertinax was sucking at his mothers breast in a Ligurian hut. Rome, my son, is sick of too much mixed philosophy. She needs a man of iron  a riser to occasion  a cutter of Gordian knots, precisely as a sick man needs a surgeon. The senate will vote, as you say, at the praetorian guards dictation. You have been clever, my Sextus, with your stirring of faction against faction. They are mean men, all so full of mutual suspicion as to heave a huge sigh when they know that Pertinax is Caesar, knowing he will overlook their plotting and rule without bloodshed if that can be done. But it cant be! Unless Pertinax is man enough to strike the blow that shall restore the ancient liberties, then he is better dead before he tries to play the savior! We have a tyrant now. Shall we exchange him for a weak-kneed theorist?

Are you ready to die, Galen?

Why not? Are you the only Roman? I am not so old I have no virtue left. A little wisdom comes with old age, Sextus. It is better to live for ones country than to die for it, but since no way has been invented of avoiding death, it is wiser to die usefully than like a sandal thrown on to the rubbish-heap because the fashion changes.

I wish you would speak plainly, Galen. I have told you all my secrets. You have seen me risk my life a thousand times in the midst of Commodus informers, coming and going, interviewing this and that one, urging here, restraining there, denying myself even hope of personal reward. You know I have been whole-hearted in the cause of Pertinax. Is it right, in a crisis, to put me off with subtleties?

Life is subtle. So is virtue. So is this stuff, Galen answered, poking at the mixture with a bronze spoon. Every man must choose his own way in a crisis. Some ones star has fallen. Commodus? I think not. That star blazed out of obscurity, and Commodus is not obscure. Mine? I am unimportant; I shall make no splendor in the heavens when my hour comes. Marcias? Is she obscure? Yours? You are like me, not born to the purple; when a sparrow dies, however diligently he has labored in the dirt, no meteors announce his fall. No, not Maternus, the outlaw, to say nothing of Sextus, the legally dead man, can command such notice from the sky. That meteor was some ones who shall blaze into fame and then die.

Dark words, Galen!

Dark deeds! the old man answered. And a path to be chosen in darkness! Shall I poison the man whom I taught as a boy? Shall I refuse, and be drowned in the sewer by Marcias slaves? Shall I betray my friends to save my own old carcass? Shall I run away and hide, at my age, and live hounded by my own thoughts, fearful of my shadow, eating charity from peasants? I can easily say no to all those things. What then? It is not what a man does not, but what he does that makes him or unmakes him. There is nothing left but subtlety, my Sextus. What will you do? Go and do it now. Tomorrow may be too late.

Sextus shrugged his shoulders, baffled and irritated. He had always looked to Galen for advice in a predicament. It was Galen, in fact, who had kept him from playing much more than the part of a spy-listening, talking, suggesting, but forever doing nothing violent.

You know as well as I do, there is nothing ready, he retorted. Long ago I could have had a thousand armed men waiting for a moment such as this to rally behind Pertinax. But I listened to you

And are accordingly alive, not crucified! said Galen. The praetorian guard is well able to slaughter any thousand men, to uphold Commodus or to put Pertinax in the place of Commodus. Your thousand men would only decorate a thousand gibbets, whether Pertinax should win or lose. If he should win, and become Caesar, he would have to make them an example of his love of law and order, proving his impartiality by blaming them for what he never invited them to do. For mark this: Pertinax has never named himself as Commodus successor. I warn you: there is far less safety for his friends than for his enemies, unless he, with his own hand, strikes the blow that makes him emperor.

If Marcia should do it  ?

That would be the end of Marcia.

If I should do it?

That would be the end of you, my Sextus.

Let us say farewell, then, Galen! This right hand shall do it. It will save my friends. It will provide a culprit on whom Pertinax may lay the blame. He will ascend the throne unguilty of his predecessors blood

And you? asked Galen.

I will take my own life. I will gladly die when I have ridded Rome of
Commodus.

He paused, awaiting a reply, but Galen appeared almost rudely unconcerned.

You will not say farewell?

It is too soon, Galen answered, folding up his powder in a sheet of parchment, tying it, at great pains to arrange the package neatly.

Will you not wish me success?

That is something, my Sextus, that I have no powders for. I have occasionally cured men. I can set most kinds of fractures with considerable skill, old though I am. And I can divert a mans attention sometimes, so that he lets nature heal him of mysterious diseases. But success is something you have already wished for and have already made or unmade. What you did, my Sextus, is the scaffolding of what you do now; this, in turn, of what you will do next. I gave you my advice. I bade you run away  in which case I would bid you farewell, but not otherwise.

I will not run.

I heard you.

And you said you are sentimental, Galen!

I have proved it to you. If I were not, I myself would run!

Galen led the way out of the room into the hall where the mosaic floor and plastered walls presented colored temple scenes  priests burning incense at the shrine of Aesculapius, the sick and maimed arriving and the cured departing, giving praise.

There will be no hero left in Rome when they have slain our Roman Hercules, said Galen. He has been a triton in a pond of minnows. You and I and all the other little men may not regret him afterward, since heroes, and particularly mad ones, are not madly loved. But we will not enjoy the rivalry of minnows.

He led Sextus to the porch and stood there for a minute holding to his arm.

There will be no rivals who will dare to raise their heads, said
Sextus, once our Pertinax has made his bid for power.

But he will not, Galen answered. He will hesitate and let others do the bidding. Too many scruples! He who would govern an empire might better have fetters on feet and hands! Now go. But go not to the palace if you hope to see a heroism  or tomorrows dawn!


XII. LONG LIVE CAESAR!

That night it rained. The wind blew yelling squalls along the streets. At intervals the din of hail on cobble-stones and roofs became a stinging sea of sound. The wavering oil lanterns died out one by one and left the streets in darkness in which now and then a slave-borne litter labored like a boat caught spreading too much sail. The overloaded sewers backed up and made pools of foulness, difficult to ford. Along the Tiber banks there was panic where the river-boats were plunging and breaking adrift on the rising flood and miserable, drenched slaves labored with the bales of merchandize, hauling the threatened stuff to higher ground.

But the noisiest, dismalest place was the palace, the heart of all Rome, where the rain and hail dinned down on marble. There was havoc in the clumps of ornamental trees  crashing of pots blown down from balconies  thunder of rent awnings and the splashing of countless cataracts where overloaded gutters spilled their surplus on mosaic pavement fifty or a hundred feet below. No light showed, saving at the guard-house by the main gate, where a group of sentries shrugged themselves against the wall  ill-tempered, shivering, alert. However mutinous a Roman army, or a legion, or a guard might be, its individuals were loyal to the routine work of military duty.

A decurion stepped out beneath a splashing arch, the lamplight gleaming on his wetted bronze and crimson.

Narcissus? Yes, I recognize you. Who is this? Narcissus and Sextus were shrouded in loose, hooded cloaks of raw wool, under which they hugged a change of footgear. Sextus had his face well covered. Narcissus pushed him forward under the guard-room arch, out of the rain.

This is a man from Antioch, whom Caesar told me to present to him, he said. I know him well. His names is Marius.

I have no orders to admit a man of that name. Narcissus waxed confidential.

Do you wish to get both of us into trouble? he asked. You know Caesars way. He said bring him and forgot, I suppose, to tell his secretary to write the order for admission. Tonight he will remember my speaking to him about this expert with a javelin, and if I have to tell him

Speak with the centurion.

The decurion beckoned them into the guard-house, where a fire burned in a bronze tripod, casting a warm glow on walls hung with shields and weapons. A centurion, munching oily seed and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, came out of an inner office. He was not the type that had made Roman arms invincible. He lacked the self-reliant dignity of an old campaigner, substituting for it self-assertiveness and flashy manners. He was annoyed because he could not get the seed out of his mouth with his finger in time to look aristocratic.

What now, Narcissus? By Bacchus, no! No irregularities tonight! The very gods themselves are imitating Caesars ill-humor! Who is it you have brought?

Narcissus beckoned the centurion toward the corner, between fire and wall, where he could whisper without risk of being overheard.

Marcia told me to bring this man tonight in hope of making Caesar change his mood. He is a javelin-thrower  an expert.

Has he a javelin under the cloak? the centurion asked suspiciously.

He is unarmed, of course. Do you take us for madmen?

All Rome is mad tonight, said the centurion, or I wouldnt be arguing with a gladiator! Tell me what you know. A sentry said you saw the death of Pavonius Nasor. All the sentries who were in the tunnel at the time are under lock and key, and I expect to be ordered to have the poor devils killed to silence them. And now Bultius Livius  have you heard about it?

I have heard Caesar sent for him.

Well, if Caesar has sent for this friend of yours, he had better first made sacrifices to his gods and pray for something better than befell poor Livius! Yourself too! They say Livius is being racked  doubtless to make him tell more than he knows. I smell panic in the air. With all these palace slaves coming and going you cant check rumor and Ill wager there is already an exodus from Rome. Gods! What a night for travel! Morning will see the country roads all choked with the conveyances of bogged up senators! Let us pray this friend of yours may soften Caesars mood. Where is his admission paper?

As I told the decurion, I have none.

That settles it then; he cant enter. No risks  not when I know the mood our Commodus is in! The commander might take the responsibility, but not I.

Where is he? asked Narcissus.

Where any lucky fellow is on such a night  in bed. I wouldnt dare to send for him for less than riots, mutiny and all Rome burning! Let your man wait here. Go you into the palace and get a written permit for him.

But nothing was more probable than that such a permit would be unobtainable.

Sextus stepped into the firelight, pulling back the hood to let the centurion see his face.

By Mars red plume! Are you the man they call Maternus?

Sextus retorted with a challenge:

Now will you send for your commander? He knows me well.

Dioscuri! Doubtless! Probably you robbed him of his purse! By
Romulus and Remus, what is happening to Rome? That falling star last
night portended, did it, that a highwayman should dare to try to enter
Caesars palace! Ho there, decurion! Bring four men!

The decurion clanked in. His men surrounded Sextus at a gesture.

I ought to put you both in cells, said the centurion. But you shall have a chance to justify yourself, Narcissus. Go on in. Bring Caesars written order to release this man Maternus  if you can!

Narcissus, like all gladiators, had been trained in facial control lest an antagonist should be forewarned by his expression. Nevertheless, he was hard put to it to hide the fear that seized him. He supposed not even Marcia would dare openly to come to Sextus rescue.

That man is my only friend, he said. Let me have word with him first.

Not one word!

The centurion made a gesture with his head. The guards took Sextus by the arms and marched him out into the night, he knowing better than to waste energy or arouse anger by resisting.

Then I will go to the commander! I go straight to him, Narcissus stammered. Idiot! Dont you know that Marcia protects Maternus? Otherwise, how should an outlaw whose face is so well known that you recognized him instantly  how should he dare to approach the palace?

The centurion touched his forehead.

Mad, I daresay! Go on in. Get Marcias protection for him. Bring me her command in writing! Wait, though  let me look at you.

He made Narcissus throw his heavy cloak off, clean his legs and change into his other foot-gear. Then he examined his costume.

Even on a night like this theyd punish me for letting a man pass who wasnt dressed right. Let me see, youre not free yet; you dont have to wear a toga. I spend half my days teaching clodhoppers how to fold hired togas properly behind the neck. Its the only way you can tell a slave from a citizen these days! The praetorian guard ought to be recruited from the tailors shops! Lace up your sandal properly. Now  any weapons underneath that tunic?

Sullenly Narcissus held his arms up and submitted to be searched. He usually came and went unchallenged, being known as one of Caesars favorites, but the centurions suspicions were aroused. They were almost confirmed a moment later. The decurion returned and laid a long, lean dagger on the table.

Taken from the prisoner, he reported. It was hidden beneath his tunic. He looks desperate enough to kill himself, so I left two men to keep an eye on him.

The centurion scratched his chin again, his mouth half-open.

Whom do you propose to visit in the palace? he demanded.

Marcia, said Narcissus.

The centurion turned to the decurion.

Go you with him. Hand him over to the hall-attendants. Bid them pass him from hand to hand into Marcias presence. Dont return until you have word he has reached her.

To all intents and purposes a prisoner, Narcissus was marched along the mosaic pavement of a bronze-roofed colonnade, whose marble columns flanked the approach to the palace steps. Drenched guards, posted near the eaves where water splashed on them clanged their shields in darkness as the decurion passed; there was not a square yard of the palace grounds unwatched.

There was a halt beside the little marble pavilion near the palace steps, where the decurion turned Narcissus over to an attendant in palace uniform, but no comment; the palace was too used to seeing favorites of one day in disgrace the next.

Within the palace there was draughtily lighted gloom, a sensation of dread and mysterious restlessness. The bronze doors leading to the emperors apartments were shut and guards posted outside them who demanded extremely definite reasons for admitting any one; even when the centurions message was delivered some one had to be sent in first to find out whether Marcia was willing, and for nearly half an hour Narcissus waited, biting his lip with impatience.

When he was sent for at last, and accompanied in, he found Marcia, Pertinax and Galen seated unattended in the gorgeous, quiet anteroom next to the emperors bedchamber. The outer storm was hardly audible through the window-shutters, but there was an atmosphere of impending climax, like the hush and rumble that precedes eruptions.

Marcia nodded and dismissed the attendant who had brought Narcissus. There was a strained look about her eyes, a tightening at the corners of the mouth. Her voice was almost hoarse:

What is it? You bring bad news, Narcissus! What has happened?

Sextus has been arrested by the main gate guard!

Galen came out of a reverie. Pertinax bit at his nails and looked startled; worry had made him look as old as Galen, but his shoulders were erect and he was very splendid in his jeweled full dress. None spoke; they waited on Marcia, who turned the news over in her mind a minute.

When? Why? she asked at last.

He proposed I should smuggle him in, that he might be of service to you. He was stormy-minded. He said Rome may need a determined man tonight. But the centurion of the guard recognized him  knew he is Maternus. He refused to summon the commander. Sextus is locked in a cell, and there is no knowing what the guards may do to him. They may try to make him talk. Please write and order him released.

Yes, order him released, said Pertinax.

But Marcias strained lips flickered with the vestige of a smile.

A determined man! she said, her eyes on Pertinax. By morning a determined man might give his own commands. Sextus is safe where he is. Let him stay there until you have power to release him! Go and wait in the outer room, Narcissus!

Narcissus had no alternative. Though he could sense the climax with the marrow of his bones, he did not dare to disobey. He might have rushed into the emperors bedroom to denounce the whole conspiracy and offer himself as bodyguard in the emergency. That might have won Commodus gratitude; it might have opened up a way for liberating Sextus. But there was irresolution in the air. And besides, he knew that Sextus would reckon it a treason to himself to be made beholden for his life to Commodus, nor would he forgive betrayal of his friends, Pertinax, and Marcia and Galen.

So Narcissus, who cared only for Sextus, reckoning no other man on earth his friend, went and sat beyond the curtains in the smaller, outer room, straining his ears to catch the conversation and wondering what tragedy the gods might have in store. As gladiator his philosophy was mixed of fatalism, cynical irreverence, a semi-military instinct of obedience, short-sightedness and self-will. He reckoned Marcia no better than himself because she, too, was born in slavery  and Pertinax not vastly better than himself because he was a charcoal-burners son. But it did not enter his head just then that he might be capable of making history.

Marcia well understood him. Knowing that he could not escape to confer with the slaves in the corridor, because the door leading to the corridor from the smaller anteroom was locked, she was at no pains to prevent his overhearing anything. He could be dealt with either way, at her convenience; a reward might seal his lips, or she could have him killed the instant that his usefulness was ended, which was possibly not yet.

Sextus, she said, must be dealt with. Pertinax, you are the one who should attend to it. As governor of Rome you can

He is thoroughly faithful, said Pertinax. He has been very useful to us.

Yes, said Marcia, but usefulness has limits. Time comes when wine jars need resealing, else the wine spills. Galen, go in and see the emperor.

Galen shook his head.

He is a sick man, said Marcia. I think he has a fever.

Galen shook his head again.

I will not have it said I poisoned him.

Nonsense! Who knows that you mixed any poison?

Sextus, for one, Galen answered.

Dea dia! There you are! said Marcia. I tell you, Pertinax, your Sextus may prove to be another Livius! He has been as ubiquitous as the plague. He knows everything. What if he should turn around and secure himself and his estates by telling Commodus all he knows? It was you who trusted Livius. Do you never learn by your mistakes?

We dont know yet what Livius has told, said Pertinax. If he had been tortured  but he was not. Commodus slew him with his own hand. I know that is true; it was told me by the steward of the bedchamber, who saw it, and who helped to dispose of the body. Commodus swore that such a creeping spy as Livius, who could be true to nobody but scribbled, scribbled, scribbled in a journal all the scandal he could learn in order to betray anybody when it suited him, was unfit to live. I take that for a sign that Commodus has had a change of heart. It was a manly thing to slay that wretch.

He will have a change of governors of Rome before the day dawns! Marcia retorted. If it werent that he might change his mistress at the same time

You would betray me  eh? Pertinax smiled at her tolerantly.

No, said Marcia, I would let you have your own way and be executed! You deserve it, Pertinax. Pertinax stood up and paced the floor with hands behind him.

I will have my own way. I will have it, Marcia! he said, calmly, coming to a stand in front of her. He who plots against his emperor may meet the like fate! If Commodus has no designs against me, then I harbor none against him. I am not sure I am fitted to be Caesar. I have none to rally to me, to rely on, except the praetorian guard, which is a two-horned weapon; they could turn on me as easily and put a man of their own choosing on the throne. And furthermore, I dont wish to be Caesar. Glabrio, for instance, is a better man than I am for the task. I will only consent to your desperate course, for the sake of Rome, if you can prove to me that Commodus designs a wholesale massacre. And even so, if your name and Galens and mine are not on his proscription list  if he only intends, that is, to punish Christians and weaken the faction of that Carthaginian Severus, I will observe my oath of loyalty. I will counsel moderation but

You are less than half a man without your mistress! Marcia exploded. Dont stand trying to impress me with your dignity. I dont believe in it! I will send for Cornificia.

No, no! Pertinax showed instant resolution. Cornificia shall not be dragged in. The responsibility is yours and mine. Let us not lessen our dignity by involving an innocent woman.

For a moment that made Marcia breathless. She was staggered by his innocence, not his assertion of Cornificias  bemused by the mans ability to believe what he chose to believe, as if Cornificia had not been the very first who plotted to make him Caesar. Cornificia more than any one had contrived to suggest to the praetorian guard that their interest might best be served some day by befriending Pertinax; she more than any one had disarmed Commodus suspicion by complaining to him about Pertinax lack of self-assertiveness, which had become Commodus chief reason for not mistrusting him. By pretending to report to Commodus the private doings of Pertinax and a number of other important people, Cornificia had undermined Commodus faith in his secret informers who might else have been dangerous.

Your Cornificia, Marcia began then changed her mind. Disillusionment would do no good. She must play on the mans illusion that he was the master of his own will. Very well, she went on, Yours be the decision! No woman can decide such issues. We are all in your hands  Cornificia and Galen  all of us  aye, and Rome, too  and even Sextus and his friends. But you will never have another such opportunity. It is tonight or never, Pertinax!

He winced. He was about to speak, but something interrupted him. The great door carved with cupids leading to the emperors bedchamber opened inch by inch and Telamonion came out, closing it softly behind him.

Caesar sleeps, said the child, and the wind blew out the lamp. He was very cross. It is dark. It is cold and lonely in there.

In his hand he held a sheet of parchment, covered with writing and creased from his attempts to make a parchment helmet, Show me, he said, holding out the sheet to Marcia.

She took him on her knee and began reading what was written, putting him down when he tugged at the parchment to make her show him how to fold it. She found him another sheet to play with and told him to take it to Pertinax who was a soldier and knew more about helmets. Then she went on reading, clutching at the sheet so tightly that her nails blanched white under the dye.

Pertinax! she said, shaking the parchment, speaking in a strained voice, this is his final list! He has copied the names from his tablets. Whose name do you guess comes first?

Pertinax was playing with Telamonion and did not look at her.

Severus! he answered, morbid jealousy, amounting to obsession, stirring that cynical hope in him.

Severus isnt mentioned. The first six names are in this order: Galen, Marcia, Cornificia, Pertinax, Narcissus, Sextus alias Maternus. Do you realize what that means? It is now or never! Why has he put Galen first, I wonder?

Galen did not appear startled. His interest was philosophical  impersonal.

I should be first. I am guiltiest. I taught him in his youth, he remarked, smiling thinly. I taught him how to loose the beast that lives in him, not intending that, of course, but it is what we do that counts. I should come first! The state would have been better for the death of many a man whom I cured; but I did not cure Commodus, I revealed him to himself, and he fell in love with himself and

Now will you poison him? said Marcia.

No, said Galen. Let him kill me. It is better.

Gods! Has Rome no iron left? You, Pertinax! said Marcia, Go in and kill him!

Pertinax stood up and stared at her. The child Telamonion pressed close to him holding his righthand, gazing at Marcia.

Telamonion, go in and play with Narcissus, said Marcia. She pointed at the curtains and the child obeyed.

Go in and kill him, Pertinax! Marcia shook the list of names, then stood still suddenly, like a woman frozen, ash-white under the carmine on her cheeks.

There came a voice from the emperors bedroom, more like the roar of an angry beast than human speech:

Marcia! Do you hear me, Marcia? By all Olympus  Marcia!

She opened the door. The inner room was in darkness. There came a gust of chill wet wind that made all the curtains flutter and there was a comfortless noise of cataracts of rain downpouring from the over-loaded gutters on to marble balconies. Then the emperors voice again:

Is that you, Marcia? You leave your Commodus to die of thirst! I parch  I have a fever  bring my wine-cup!

At once, Commodus.

She glanced at the golden cup on an onyx table. On a stand beside it was an unpierced wine jar set in an enormous bowl of snow. She looked at Pertinax  and shrugged her shoulders, possibly because the wind blew through the opened door. She glanced at Galen.

If you have a fever, shouldnt I bring Galen?

No! roared Commodus. The man might poison me! Bring me the cup, and you fill it yourself! Make haste before I die of thirst! Then bring me another lamp and dose the shutters! No slaves  I cant bear the sight of them!

Instantly, Commodus. I am coming with it now. Only wait while I pierce the amphora.

She closed the door and looked swiftly once again at Pertinax. He frowned over the list of names and did not look at her. She walked straight up to Galen.

Give me! she demanded, holding out her hand. He drew a little parchment package from his bosom and she clutched it, saying nothing. Galen was the one who spoke:

Responsibility is his who orders. May the gods see that it falls where it belongs.

She took no notice of his speech but stood for a moment untying the strings of the package, frowning to herself, then bit the string through and, clutching the little package in her fist, took a gilded tool from beside the snow-bowl and pierced the seal of the amphora. Then she put the poison in the bottom of the golden cup and poured the wine  with difficulty, since the jar was heavy, but Pertinax, who watched intently, made no movement to assist. She stirred the wine with one of her long hair-pins.

Marcia! roared Commodus.

I am coming now.

She went into the bedroom, leaving the door not quite closed behind her.
Pertinax began to stare at Galen critically. Galen blinked at him.
Commodus voice came very distinctly from the inner room:

Taste first, Marcia! Olympus! I cant see you in the dark. Come close. Are your lips wet? Let me feel them!

I drank a whole mouthful, Commodus. How hot your hand is! Feel  feel the cup  you can feel with your finger how much I have tasted. I broke the seal of a fresh jar of Falernian.

Some of your Christians might have tampered with it!

No, no, Commodus. That jar has been in the cellar since before you were born and the seal was intact. I washed the cup myself.

Well, taste again. Sit here on the bed where I can feel your heart- beats.

Presently he gave a gasp and belched, as always after he had swallowed a whole cupful at one draught.

Now close the shutters and bolt them on the inside; there might be some of your Christians lurking on the balcony.

In this storm, Commodus? And there are guards on duty.

Close them, I say! Who trusts the guards! Did they guard the tunnel? I will rid Rome of all Christians tomorrow! Aye, and of many another reptile! They have robbed me of my fun in the arena  I will find another way to interest myself! Now bring me a fresh lamp in here, and set the tablets by the bed.

She came out, shutting the door behind her, then stood listening. She did not tremble. Her wrist was red where Commodus had held it.

How long? she whispered, looking at Galen.

Only a very little time, he answered. How much did you drink?

She put her hand to her stomach, as if pain had stabbed her.

Drink pure wine, said Galen. Swiftly. Drink a lot of it.

She went to the amphora. Before she could reach it there came a roar like a furious beasts from the bedroom.

I am poisoned! Marcia! Marcia! My belly burns! I am on fire inside! I faint! Marcia!  Marcia! Then groans and a great creaking of the bed.

Marcia  she was trembling now  drank wine, and Pertinax began to pace the floor.

You, Galen, you had better go in to him, said Marcia.

If I do go, I must heal him, Galen answered.

The groans in the bedroom ceased. The shouts began again  terrific imprecations  curses hurled at Marcia  the struggles of a strong man in the throes of cramp  and, at last, the sound of vomiting.

If he vomits he will not die! Marcia exclaimed. Galen nodded. He appeared immensely satisfied  expectant.

Galen, have you  will that poison kill him? Marcia demanded.

No, said Galen. Pertinax must kill him. I promised I would do my best for Pertinax. Behold your opportunity!

Pertinax strode toward him, clutching at a dagger underneath his tunic.

Kill me if you wish, said Galen, but if you have any resolution you had better do first what you wanted me to do. And you will need me afterward.

Commodus was vomiting and in the pauses roaring like a mad beast. Marcia seized Pertinax by the arm. I have done my part, she said. Now nerve yourself! Go in now and finish it!

He may die yet. Let us wait and see, said Pertinax.

A howl rising to a scream  terror and anger mingled  came from the bedroom; then again the noise of vomiting and the creaking of the bed as Commodus writhed in the spasms of cramp.

He will feel better presently, said Galen.

If so, you die first! You have betrayed us all! Pertinax shook off Marcia and scowled at Galen, raising his right arm as if about to strike the old man. False to your emperor! False to us!

And quite willing to die, if first I may see you play the man! said
Galen, blinking up at him.

Hush! exclaimed Marcia. Listen! Gods! He is up off the bed! He will be in here in a minute! Pertinax!

Alarm subsided. They could hear the thud and creak as Commodus threw himself back on the bed  then writhing again and groans of agony. Between the spasms Commodus began to frame connected sentences:

Guards! Your emperor is being murdered! Rescue your Commodus!

He is recovering, said Galen.

Give me your dagger! said Marcia and clutched at Pertinax tunic, feeling for it.

But she was not even strong enough to resist the half-contemptuous shrug with which Pertinax thrust her away.

You disgust me. There is neither dignity nor decency in this, he muttered. Nothing but evil can come of it.

Whose was the star that fell? asked Galen.

There came more noise from the bedroom. Commodus seemed to be trying to get to his feet again. Marcia ran toward the smaller anteroom and dragged the curtains back.

Narcissus!

He came out, carrying Telamonion. The child lay asleep in his arms.

Go and put that child down. Now earn your freedom  go in and kill the emperor! He has poisoned himself, and he thinks we did it. Give him your dagger, Pertinax!

I am only a slave, Narcissus answered. It is not right that a slave should kill an emperor.

Marcia seized the gladiator by the shoulders, scanned his face, saw what she looked for and bargained for it instantly.

Your freedom! Manumission and a hundred thousand sesterces!

In writing! said Narcissus.

Dog! growled Pertinax. Go in and do as you are told!

But Narcissus only grinned at him and squared his shoulders.

Death means little to a gladiator, he remarked.

Leave him to me! ordered Marcia.

Go and sit down at that table, Pertinax. Take pen and parchment. Now then  what do you want in writing? Make haste!

Freedom  you may keep your money  I shall not wait to receive it.
Freedom for me and for Sextus and for all of Sextus friends and
freedmen. An order releasing Sextus from the guard-house instantly.
Permission to leave Rome and Italy by any route we choose.

Write, Pertinax! said Marcia. Narcissus glanced at Galen.

Galen, he said, is one of Sextus friends, so set his name down.

Never mind me, said Galen. They will need me.

Marcia stood over Pertinax, watching him write. She snatched the document and sanded it, then watched him write the order to the guard, releasing Sextus.

There! she exclaimed. You have your price. Go in and kill him!
Give him your dagger, Pertinax.

I hoped for heroism, not expecting it, said Galen. I expected cunning. Is it absent, too? If he should use a dagger  many men have heard me say that Caesar has a tendency to apoplexy

Strangle him! commanded Marcia.

She thrust the palms of her hands against Narcissus back and pushed him toward the bedroom door, now almost at the end of her reserves of self- control. Her mouth trembled. She was fighting against hysteria.

Light! Lamp! Guards! roared Commodus, and again the ebony-posted bed creaked under him. Narcissus stepped into the darkened room. He left the door open, to have light to do his work by, but Marcia closed it, clinging to the gilded satyrs head that served for knob with both hands, her lips drawn tight against her teeth, her whole face tortured with anticipation.

It is better that a gladiator did it, remarked Pertinax, attempting to look calm. I never killed a man. As general, and as governor of Rome, as consul and proconsul, I have spared whom I might. Some had to die but  my own hands are clean.

There came an awful sound of struggle from the inner room. A monstrous roar was shut off suddenly, half-finished, smothered under bedclothes. Then the bed-frame cracked under the strain of Titans fighting  cracked  creaked  and utter silence fell. It lasted several minutes. Then the door opened and Narcissus came striding out.

He was strong, he remarked. Look at this.

He bared his arm and showed where Commodus had gripped him; the lithe muscle looked as if it had been gripped in an iron vise. He chafed it, wincing with pain.

Go in and observe that I have taken nothing. Dont be afraid, he added scornfully. He fought like the god that he was, but he died

Of apoplexy, Galen interrupted. That is to say, of a surging of blood to the brain and a cerebral rupture. It is fortunate you have a doctor on the scene who knew of his liability to

We must go and see, said Marcia. Come with me, Pertinax. Then we must tidy the bed and make haste and summon the officers of the praetorian guard. Let them hear Galen say he died of apoplexy.

She picked up a lamp from the table and Pertinax moved to follow her, but Narcissus stepped in his way.

Ave, Caesar! he said, throwing up his right hand.

You may go, said Pertinax. Go in silence. Not a word to a soul in the corridors. Leave Rome. Leave Italy. Take Sextus with you.

You will let him go? asked Marcia. Pertinax, what will become of you? Send to the guard at the gate and command them to seize him! Sextus and Narcissus

Have my promise! he retorted. If the fates intend me to be Caesar, it shall not be said I slew the men who set me on the throne.

You are Caesar, she answered. How long will you last? All omens favored you  the murder in the tunnel  now this storm, like a veil to act behind, and

And last night a falling star! said Galen. Give me parchment. I will write the cause of death. Then let me go too, or else kill me. I am no more use. This is the second time that I have failed to serve the world by tutoring a Caesar. Commodus the hero, and now you the

Silence! Marcia commanded. Or even Pertinax may rise above his scruples! Write a death certificate at once, and go your way and follow Sextus!


FULL MOON
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OR, THERE WAS A DOOR

We return to more familiar Mundy territory with this novel: India and its many mysteries. Full Moon was published in serial form in 1935 in American Weekly and then published in book form by Appleton-Century the same year. There are references to Mundys own interests in Theosophy and all things esoteric in the story, which centres on ideas of ancient wisdoms and philosophies. 

Blair Warrender meets the Commissioner of Police in Bombay and is given the mission of finding out what has happened to Frensham, a British officer, who has gone missing. Frensham is a delightful man and a sound agent, but had an unhealthy interest in Indian magic and kept a photograph of a woman named Wu Tu (meaning five poisons) in his personal possessions. The Commissioner believes that Frensham had a theory that Indian magic was the remnant of an ancient science and was determined to prove it. The Commissioner also shows Warrender a mysterious block of gold that defies investigation and which more than likely also belonged to Frensham. It is thought that the gold so intrigued Frensham that he went off in search of more.

However, there is a complication: Warrender was once romantically involved with Henrietta Frensham, the missing agents daughter, and it is thought that she may be involved in the case in some way. And what is Frenshams connection with Wu Tu, the intelligent, charismatic woman who is a British subject despite her mixed Chinese-Sikh-Portuguese-French parentage? It is at the head quarters of Wu Tu that Warrender begins his enquiries, but the visit becomes a fight in which Wu Tu shows how dangerous and devious she can be and Warrender ends up injured, but free to walk away. The mission is not at all to Warrenders liking, as he also has to renew his relationship with Henrietta in order to find out what is going on, a strategy he is deeply ill at ease with as he knows she still has feelings for him. On arriving at the area where Henrietta is staying with mutual friends, he finds her defiant and rather eccentric, taking herself off alone into the hills and the spectre of Wu Tu, who was the cause of their relationship foundering, is still there between them. Henrietta claims to know nothing about her fathers disappearance or the origins of the strange block of gold. But is she telling the truth?

There is a maturity about this story; the prose is clipped and almost curt, as befitted a more modern style and era; there is an interesting contrast between two women  Henrietta and Wu Tu  from very different cultures and thankfully neither of them is a paragon. Warrender is in fact more stereotypically a Mundy character than the females, being tall, courageous, well respected and generally a man of few words, but many brave deeds. The relationship between Henrietta and Warrender is well drawn too, with some convincing dialogue. Perhaps the three times married Mundy drew on his own relationship traumas to write these scenes! The story is an interesting twist on his usual tales and demonstrates that he can handle relationship storylines with ease and as such it is well worth reading.
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Full Moon was reprinted in the February 1953 issue of Famous Fantastic Mysteries
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CHAPTER ONE

BOMBAY sweltered. The police commissioners dim-lit library was stifling in spite of electric fans. The nights humidity, the length of a garden, and two streets deadened the clang of tramcars; but there was a rumbling undertone of indrawn rancor. There had been a three-day pause, brooding between riots; passion, momentarily exhausted, redistilled itself at ninety in the shade. But the watch kept. Police headquarters are where the commissioner is at the end of a telephone. He clicked back the phone on its rest and wiped his forehead; a gray man, with a rather close-clipped gray mustache and heavy eye-brows over his dark and deep-sunken eyes.

Blair Warrender took the chair opposite and eased his long legs under the table. He was a much younger man, not scared of the commissioner but not quite at ease. The commissioner was an irritating enigma  he was sometimes genial, equally often sardonic. He expected his subordinates to work in the dark and take the blame for accidents. He had a better than usual record for blaming or praising the right man, but he trusted subordinates, according to their view of it, too much or not enough.

He almost never trusted one individual with all the facts of a case. When he called a man by his first name, it might indicate confidence, or it might reveal familiarity that borders on contempt; there was no knowing which. But no one, least of all Blair Warrender, doubted his ability or dreamed of disobeying his orders.

There was a rather new scar on his chin, but nothing very noticeable about Blair Warrender except his eyes. They smoldered. They made some women hate him at sight. Other, wiser women, recognized controlled and consequently deadly anger; some took sporting chances with it. Wiser women yet sought his friendship, dangerous in one sense though it might be. Men found him easy to work with, if rather exacting. He was very neat in a new uniform that he could ill afford: his other one had been torn off his back by Hindus. In the course of routine duty he had saved some of them from being scragged by Moslems, and they had therefore accused him of racial prejudices along with more unmentionable faults: but he was used to that and exasperatingly unresentful.

The table was near one end of the room, where the shaded electric light made the Bokhara hanging look like a blood-stained arras. At the other end of the room, near the door, stood a turbaned servant who had rather Mongolian eyes: when the commissioner, with a cigar in one side of his mouth, grumbled indistinctly and in a low voice that it was the hottest night in ten years, the servant examined the switch of the electric fan. So the commissioner pitched his voice still lower.

Read this.

He handed Blair Warrender a London daily paper ten days old, blue-penciled at a headline in heavy type:

class=headline INDIA: BRITISH OFFICER MYSTERIOUSLY MISSING. RUMORED VICTIM OF TERRORISTS. OFFICIAL SILENCE.

Blair Warrender read the paragraph  frowned  passed the paper back.

Frensham, he said, has been missing for months. According to the League of Nations report about a hundred thousand people vanish every year without trace. The mystery is that the papers didnt learn of this sooner. I suppose this means trouble.

For you, yes. You find Frensham. The commissioner folded the newspaper, laid it on some other documents and slipped an elastic band over the lot. Then he handed a file of reports across the table. I need you like the devil here in Bombay, but  he paused perceptibly, with his eyes on the servant over by the door you are to take this case and find Frensham dead or alive.

Blair Warrender scowled over the file, turning the papers and idly refreshing memory.

Nothing new here, sir. We knew all this before Frensham was three days massing? On leave in Rajputana  vanished  trunk in his bedroom, at the Kaiser-i-Hind Hotel at Mount Abu found cut open and looted of unknown contents  one servant, said to be deaf-and dumb, also missing  the other servant paid off. sent home and knows nothing. Private affairs apparently in order  no money trouble  no debts  no known enemies  health good  no probable reason for suicide. Nothing new in that file.

Did you notice the date?

The eleventh.

The commissioner pushed a calendar across the table. Notice anything else?

No. The calendar says full moon on the fifteenth, but what of it?

Bear that in mind. Leaving Mount Abu on horseback, tiding leisurely, a man might reach Gaglajung in three days. There is an unconfirmed and unreliable report that a man who might be David Frensham was seen on foot, not far from Gaglajung, on the late afternoon of the fourteenth.

Why should he go there?

Thats for you to find out. Frenshams friend at Doongar, which is near Gaglajung, is a Mohammedan named Abdurrahman Khan. Hes a quite unimpeachable gentleman, aged seventy  ex-rissaldar of irregular horse  three medals  five bars  persona grata  old and innocuous. He might have supplied a horse or two; he has them. Night, near the full of the moon, in Rajputana, is the best time to travel, and horses that reached Mount Abu by night and left the same night might not be noticed.

Abdurrahman Khan may have liked Frensham as much as I did. Hed be capable of doing what he was asked, and saying nothing. Men of his type, expecting to die soon, have a way of letting secrets die with them. You wont get much out of him, but you may get something, if youre careful and dont ask questions.

Warrender lit a cigarette and glanced in a mirror to see why the commissioner kept watching the servant, but the glance told him nothing. Abdurrahman Khan may already have been questioned, he said.

The commissioner nodded. Yes. If so, hell tell nothing at all. He took his eyes off the servant at last and looked straight at Blair. But there are some scattered facts worth noting. For instance, Frensham had a photograph of Wu Tu among his private papers.

Blair scowled at that. Who hasnt? Wu Tu advertises herself like a film-star.

Know what her name means?

Yes  Chinese for Five Poisons.

Right. Wu Tu may have murdered Frensham.

Blair Warrender held his tongue. He had suggested investigating Wu Tu months ago, but no one who was even half-wise reminded the commissioner about advice that he had seen fit not to take.

David Frensham, the commissioner continued, has been my intimate personal friend for going on thirty years. His wife died more than twenty years ago. Aside from his personal kindliness, he was a charming lunatic or a great genius, either or perhaps both. An omnivorous reader  student of archaeology and ancient languages  mathematician  philosopher. He used to read Charles Forts books. Nothing delighted him more than to prove Charles Fort right and everybody else wrong. Do you know Forts books?

Yes. His daughter Henrietta lent them to me.

Thats another clue. Keep that also in mind. So far, youve the new moon on the fifteenth  Gaglajung, where a charcoal-burner said he saw a man who might be Frensham  Abdurrahman Khan, who may have provided horses  Wu Tus photograph  Charles Forts books and Frenshams known delight in Indian magic. Thats stuff that no soldier should tackle, although soldiers are the ones who seem most interested. It gets them a rep for being unreliable and shuts them off from promotion. Headquarters were always glad to let Frensham wander off investigating one thing or another. As an Engineer officer he had plenty of opportunities for that, and he did some decent Intelligence work. But he couldnt let magic alone. Secret Service File FF is half-choked with his reports on that stuff.

Blair Warrender smiled. Do you believe in magic?

I am not saying what I believe. That file is raw material for scientific study, I dont mind telling you. It contains stories from men returned from Himalayan expeditions that would make your hair stand on end. Frensham believed magic is the crumbled remnants of an ancient science. Thats a clue to his disappearance.

As you say, sir. I know nothing about magic.

Nor I, except what David Frensham told me. The commissioner dropped his voice even lower. But dont forget that some people think they do know. Im about to introduce you to a man who thinks he does; whether he does or doesnt is beside the point. Study him.

His eyes were again on the servant, but his right hand went into a steel box on the table. He groped in it among docketed papers. Deliberately, slowly, he produced what looked like a block of gold, seven or eight inches long by about half that breadth and depth.

Look at it, he said. Take hold of it. It was heavy. Blair weighed it in both hands  examined it narrowly, thumbing a corner where a very small piece had been sawn or chipped off.

I did that, said the commissioner. Had it analyzed. Almost pure gold. Something less than one half of one per cent of an unknown alloy that makes it harder than cast iron. But it seems to become permanently soft, like ordinary gold, after being melted two or three times.

Blair Warrenders eyes betrayed a vague excitement.

Pure gold? he said. No, not heavy enough.

Shake it.

The thing was hollow. He could feel but not hear movement of something loose inside it.

Well? he demanded. It made him angry to have traps set for his curiosity; he was not a baby being set conundrums. The commissioner noticed that. He seemed amused. He spoke almost absent-mindedly.

I dont know what it is. The microscope reveals no joint, welding or anything like that. He was no longer looking at Blair. He got up, stared at the servant near the door, walked over to him and spoke in English.

Youre a patient rogue. Come and look at it. Let me see you take it in your hands.

The servants ivory-yellow face revealed no other emotion than a slight and hardly visible alertness. He was a big, upstanding man with heavy neck and shoulders, handsomely ugly, broad-nosed, intelligent looking, and probably almost strong enough to fell an ox with his fist. But the humid heat of Bombay had rather slackened his stance. He was sweating.

What is it? Look at it. Hold it. Speak! the commissioner ordered.

The mans face grinned with sudden wrinkles, and each wrinkle seemed to hide a secret. He turned the block over and over in his hands. It appeared to excite him but to make him cautious. He conquered the excitement, let the wrinkles die, and shook his head.

Not knowing  knowing nothing about this, he said, in English that appeared intentionally mispronounced. Then he shut up  eyes, mouth, attitude. The commissioner seized his wrist and felt his pulse; then he ordered him out of the room. When he had gone he chose a fresh cigar, sat down and said:

Pulse normal. Calls himself Taron Ling  came to me from a place called Naga Kulu in the Northern Punjab. He had one of the most beautifully forged testimonials I have ever seen. I took him on to find out what his game is.

Do you know now?

No more than I know how Frensham vanished. But I know Taron Ling is a crook, a hypnotist and a spy, for or against Wu Tu, I dont know which. I know he wants, but I dont know why he wants, this gold brick, He knows now that I know he wants it. So perhaps hell chuck trying to steal it, and bolt. If he doesnt, Ill scare him properly. I want him to bolt. I want him followed. Blair Warrender nodded doubtfully. He knew the odds in favor of a fugitive through Indian crowds, with most men and  worse yet, women  aiding or benevolently neutral. Nobody aids the pursuing police except from the thoroughly unreliable motives of fear or revenge. But it was no use discussing that; the commissioner would do as he pleased; he always did.

The commissioner put the gold block back into the steel box and locked it. Its Frenshams, I think. It was found in the possession of a Punjabi Moslem, who was badly savaged in the riot last Thursday afternoon. He died the same night without giving his name or saying anything. But he was identified the following morning as the man who murdered Henrietta Frenshams ex-chauffeur, who had left her, rather more than two months ago, without giving notice. She reported the loss of this thing  woman-fashion  vaguely. She described it as a hollow block made of yellow metal, gave approximate dimensions and said it had been stolen from a suitcase in her bedroom. I have thought of opening it.

Why not, sir?

Several reasons. It may belong to Frensham, and Frensham may still be alive. If its Henriettas, it should be opened in her presence; but she would then know we have it, and I dont want her to know, not just yet. It would be simple, of course, to pretend it was open when found, but  Ive a notion the contents have nothing to do with the case, although the thing itself may be immensely important.

No idea whats in it?

Not an idea. But Ive taken two really expert opinions  E.O. Tate and Grish Mukerji. For a wonder they agree. It may be older than the hills. Im not exaggerating. Unofficially  meaning Im not to be quoted  Im one of the naive few who agree with the Theosophists and David Frensham and some other cranks that our chronology is all wrong. Hindu chronology may be nearer right by millions of years. This gold block may be antediluvian, to use a convenient phrase. It was put together as mysteriously as a hen puts the shell on an egg.

It may be of enormous scientific interest, and my theory is that David Frensham found it and went looking for more. Whoever opens it should shave off one end by fractions of a millimeter at a time and examine each slice microscopically. That would take a long time, and there are very few who could do it. But let me tell you about the man I sent out of the room.

He walked to the door, opened it suddenly, strode into the passage, returned and locked the door behind him. Then the phone rang, and for a few minutes he sat at his desk in conversation with the office at headquarters. Blair sat uncomfortably, smoked irritably, knocking the ash from his cigarette with jerks that sent it flying two or three feet accurately into the brass tray on the desk. The commissioner prolonged the phone conversation, watching him, judging him while he talked.

At last he clicked the receiver in place and began:

Taron Ling is a Tai from somewhere near the Salween country, but he doesnt know I know that. His testimonial was forged, in the name of the Rajah of Kulus chief minister, by Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu. He is one of Wu Tus intimates, another spy. Its always important to watch the bank accounts of such people. Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu, Wu Tu of Bombay, and Zaman Ali the horse-dealer have been banking too much money.

Its usual at this time of year for Wu Tu to send money to Paris, Brussels, London and Shanghai; she is very wealthy, and she understands foreign exchange. But she has been dealing secretly in bullion. So has Zaman Ali. So has Dur-i-Duran Singh, who has.had the colossal impudence to send this fellow Taron Ling into my household to spy on me.

Taron Ling, mind you, is a hypnotist of more than ordinary skill.

Blair grinned. Did he hypnotise you?

No. Im putting you on guard against him. Wu Tu is another hypnotist. Dur-i-Duran Singh is a third. I warn you: if youre drunk, or drugged, or tired out, or if conditions are in other ways suitable, such people can make you imagine anything whatever that you ever saw, that made a deep impression on you. Thats the secret of most of the ghosts people see; theyre freaks of memory, exaggerated by emotion. Men like Taron Ling can make you see em.

But why me, sir?

Intuition is usually lazy thinking, eyewashed up to look like brain-work. However, intuition tells me youre the best man for this job, and Im being guided by it. Werent you once engaged to Henrietta Frensham?

No, sir. Blairs eyes came as close to an explosive oath as eyes can.

Thought of it, didnt you?

Yes.

Then why not?

Private reasons.

Tell em.

There was a pause. In Blair Warrenders eyes there was no surrender. His personal views and his personal conduct were not subjects for discussion unless they qualified or limited his behavior in the course of duty. Did they? The commissioner  observing, smiling, chewed an unlighted cigar  met him halfway.

I suspect her of being concerned in this. Now then. Go on. Tell me.

I wasnt in love.

Oh?

No, sir, I wasnt.

Pretty close to it?

Yes.

Then why not?

Dont like mystery, for one thing. For another, I took exception to her warning me against Wu Tu. I dont know how it came to Henriettas knowledge that I had to see Wu Tu in the course of duty. But she asked me about it. I showed her a sketch Id made of Wu Tu, who posed for it, two or three hours. As a matter of general interest I told Henrietta about Wu Tu being a British subject, of mixed Chinese-Sikh-Portuguese-French parentage. I probably also told her that Wu Tu is one of the most intelligent and fascinating women in the world.

The commissioner nodded. That was no exaggeration. Go on. What happened?

Nothing definite. But Henrietta warned me I was under Wu Tus influence. I resented it, but that probably wouldnt have mattered. However, when I denied it, she didnt believe me, and that did matter.

Yes, yes. Youve a temper. Go on.

Thats all. Im very fond of Henrietta. But I dont like mystery, and shes mysterious. I dont like being disbelieved. And I dont care to make love to a woman unless I love her. Possibly I funked it. Anyhow, I put in for leave, as you know.

And instead of getting it, you were sent to track Zaman Ali. Did it skilfully, too. Good God, if Id given you leave youd have moped and caught the plague or something! Tracking Zaman Ali from Peshawar kept your mind off love, Ill warrant! Did I ever mention to you that shes my god-child?

No, sir. What does that amount to?

The commissioner threw away his cigar and chose another. Damned if I know. Ask the bishop. But I always believe what she tells me, especially when she doesnt tell, if you get my meaning. We had some conversation about you.

What did she say? Blairs eyes were smoldering fires of governed anger.

Shes in love with you. The commissioner struck a match and carefully applied it to the end of his cigar. He took his time about it. Then, The last time David Frensham dined with me, he mentioned it. He said hed like you for a son-in-law.

None of his damned business!

So I told him. I volunteered the opinion that Henrietta should marry her equal, if there is one. I said youre not nearly good enough, and Im still of the same opinion.

Thank you, sir.

Dont mention it. Im sending you to spy on Henrietta Frensham.

Blair stiffened, but the furious light in his eyes grew suddenly subdued. He looked calm, as almost always when he sensed a crisis. He could govern himself with a will of iron.

For Gods sake, why me, sir?

Because shes in love with you.

I call that a good reason for putting another man on the case. I cant in common decency

The commissioner interrupted; Its the nearest thing to decency at my disposal in the circumstances. She is my godchild and Frenshams daughter, under more than suspicion of knowing something which she is more likely to tell you than anyone else. David Frensham was a strange chap, and in some ways simpleminded. I dont entirely exclude the possibility of his having been tricked into some sort of criminal escapade. Henrietta may know that. Find out.

Damn! Blair muttered.

All the same, go and do it. But Ive another reason. I believe in offering fish the bait they fancy, and my information is that Wu Tu wants to see you.

Who said so?

Chetusingh. I have had him on this case ever since Frensham vanished. For some reason that I cant guess, Wu Tu has a trap set ready for you; Im almost as sure of that as that youre sitting here. I propose you shall walk straight into it. Shes rather desperate, but I dont think dangerous  to you  at the moment.

In what way desperate?

The commissioner loved to parade a worldly wisdom cloaked in unexpected phrases. He smiled, knocked the ash from his cigar and sat back in his chair. Did you ever hear of the law of diminishing returns? Wu Tus profits have been prodigious. I dont mean merely cash, although shes very wealthy; shes a money-lender and a very skilful mistress of intrigue. She has used her money to get influence, and the influence to get more money.

Shes an, artist at blackmail, and loves it. But the law of diminishing returns takes care of everything that overreaches itself, and Wu Tu sees the writing on the wall. Her kind of fortune crumbles very rapidly when rot sets in, and. shes wise enough to know it. But shes fool enough to squander her money on yogis, mediums, alchemists, astrologers  charlatans of all sorts. She is afraid of age, afraid to die; even more afraid of what her enemies will do to her when the reins of her intrigues get out of hand and the luck begins to flow backward. She can see that coming  knows shes losing her grip. Shes a long way from being the first to scour the world for a.philosophers stone, but she has carried it to greater extremes than most people can afford. Thats how she first came to know Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu, who claims to have studied alchemy in Tibet. She has sometimes as many as twenty agents scouring the Himalayas at her expense for occult secrets.

Suppose she knows any?

Yes, for what theyre worth. Most of them are not worth much. But I suspect that this time she is after something big, which Frensham may have discovered. And she may have murdered Frensham or, more likely, caused him to be murdered. There are rumors; Im sick of hearing them. That gold block, that you saw just now, in some way is connected with it.

Henrietta, I think, must have had it from David Frensham. Taron Ling, instructed by Dur-i-Duran Singh, and in touch with Wu Tu and Zaman Ali, traced it into my possession and tried to steal it. That ties them all up together, but we wont bother about Dur-i-Duran Singh for the moment. Lets catch Wu Tu first, and a whole house of cards may come tumbling.

Blair objected. Henrietta might have had that gold block in her suitcase, and known nothing about it. The way she reported its loss suggests that.

The commissioner laid his cigar down, set both clenched fists on the desk and leaned forward. Henrietta, he said grimly, knows more than shell tell. To my certain knowledge she has talked with Wu Tu. That may sound unlikely, but I know it happened. Now shes in Rajputana, staying with the Graynes, in camp near Gaglajung. Do you know the Graynes?

Yes. Blair looked noncommittal. The commissioner continued:

Graynes a decent fellow, but a bit slack. Writes ridiculous plays in his spare time. Has a Christian Science aunt in the United States, who sends him checks and pamphlets. His wife cashes the checks and burns the pamphlets. Between the two of them Id say theyd let a brass band go by without knowing which way it went. Grayne being on long leave, is probably composing poetry and noticing less than usual. Im sending you there to find out why Henrietta invited herself to stay in the Graynes camp. Visit Wu Tu first.

When?

To-night. I will have her house surrounded in case of accident. But mind, no accidents! I want facts, not fireworks. I dont want her arrested. I want her to bolt. If theres a trap, walk straight into it and use your wits. Ive a suspicion I know why Wu Tu wants you, and if Im right youre in no immediate danger. You may be kidnaped. If not, make for Gaglajung by train to-morrow morning. Ill wire Mount Abu and have a proper bandobast all ready waiting for you at Abu Road Station. Take your time about reaching Gaglajung  camp close to villages each night and encourage gossip  learn all you can before you get there.

Blair scowled. I would rather go to hell than force myself on Henrietta.

Yes, hell may have its compensations. Youll be gazetted as on special leave, from tomorrow morning. Use the new code for telegrams. Keep me posted.

Do I work alone, sir?

Howland of the C.I.D. will keep in close touch with you with two or three of his men, so look out for signals. I will have Y-Six and Y-Eighty-one on your heels; they wont let you out of sight for a minute, once you reach Gaglajung. And youre to work with Chetusingh.

Id rather pick my own man.

Whats wrong with Chetusingh? You trained him. He knows more about this than you do.

Thats the trouble. Hes a bit inclined to rush his fences. He and I work better when he knows less and listens to me.

He has orders to work with you, but to take his own line if he thinks that necessary. Pick him up at the Afghan dera; hell go with you to-night. Better not go in uniform. Chetusingh is playing Pathan. Youd better do the same. Wu Tu will see through it at once, but it will make you less noticeable getting into the house, and once youre in it wont matter. Here are two special passes; Ive a very special reason for your using them. Theyre bait for Zaman Ali. Dont get killed now. Youre a valuable man. And dont forget: Facts not fireworks! Colonel  lets see, no, theyd just gazetted him a brigadier  Brigadier-General David Frensham alive or dead! What happened to him  how? When? where? Hold your tongue, learn all you can, and keep me posted. Good night, Blair my boy, and good luck.

Blair Warrender shook hands and walked out, cursing his luck in silence. It was bad enough that the commissioner almost never told more than half what he knew; one had to work more or less in the dark and learn to like it. But to have to thrust himself on Henrietta Frensham and invade her privacy  extract her secrets  spy on her  

Good God! I supposed Id never see her again. Well, orders are orders. Here goes.

He sent to his quarters, tubbed, changed and went to the Byculla Club, where he dined with a bishop.


CHAPTER TWO

Though the end of my fate be tears, saith the widow, shall I take the end for the beginning? Short though this life be, I will laugh while I may, and not know sorrow only.

 From the Ninth (unfinished) Book of Noor Ali.



THE bishop did his best to understand Blair Warrender. They sprawled in deep chairs in the starlight. The bishop wiped sweat from his face. Warrender ordered a drink from a soft-footed servant in ghost-white and did his utmost to explain himself.

Im a policeman. Im not in politics. Its my job to try to understand whats going on. Im not permitted prejudices.

All the same, you have them, said the bishop. Mind you, were not discussing religion, or even conventions, least of all politics. But surely you are prejudiced against the type of woman represented by this Wu Tu?

There is no worse public danger.

Warrender signed the chit for the drink with his left hand; his right was feeling in his pocket. He pulled out a sketch done in crayon.

The woman you have in mind, he said, looks something like this. Her place is a sort of vacation resort, a pleasure palace, if you wish to call it that, where she herself presides. Her real purpose is political intrigue, and, through it, power for herself. There was rather a long pause while the bishop examined the sketch. If shes like that, he said, one can imagine her hold over Chetusingh. But that only makes it more difficult. I am asking ,you to save him from her. What is that woman  Chinese?

No. The sketch exaggerates the Chinese touch, although its there. She is Portuguese; Chinese-Sikh-French  born in Hongkong. Shes a British subject. Anything else youd care to know about her? I could tell you her bank balance and the names of her correspondents in Berlin, New York, Paris. Or about the young Chinese widows who help her to entertain.

The bishop stirred uneasily. These racial mixtures almost baffle ones hope for humanity! If she looks like that she should be at Hollywood playing vampire parts. Beautiful, yes. But thats the pity of it. She suggests to me an octopus. She reached out one subtly mysterious tentacle and drew Chetusingh into her maw. May God have mercy on him.

What do you propose? asked Warrender. Theres no law I know of against a woman being beautiful and witty. The bishop handed the sketch back. Who drew that?

I did.

Possibly you, too, admire her too much. You didnt do that from memory. She must have posed to you for it. Well, you have talent.

In my profession, said Warrender, all a fellows talents come in usefully. Besides, theres the inevitable retirement to bear in mind. When my day comes to draw a pension I mean to take up painting  and live. Id rather be a duffer at that than die of boredom. However, what do you suggest? He returned the sketch to his pocket.

Less reprehensible people than Wu Tu are in prison, the bishop answered at last. Such women break laws when it suits them. By breaking down character they induce other people to break laws. Like you, I am not in politics. But she is. It happens I know that. I have been told so by perplexed Indian Christians, who come to me for advice on their personal problems. To be in her kind of politics, but out of prison, suggests to me  I can only say tolerance on the part of the police. That may be convenient for the moment. It probably is. But

There was another long pause. The anger in Blairs eyes became less latent, but he sat still. The bishop again mopped the sweat from his face; then he drew out a cigar case, opened it, snapped it shut and returned it to his pocket without taking a cigar. You are Chetusinghs friend, he said, and he yours. I know you are his hero. He has admitted that to me many times in my house, before this Jezebel got hold of him. You have your public duty to perform, of course. But you are one of the few men in India to whom a wide discretion in the course of duty is absolutely necessary and is therefore permitted.

It would be useless to deny that; I know it is true. What higher duty have you than you owe to a friend and comrade of an alien race, who has adopted our religion, in the teeth of a malignant opposition from his family and from his whole clan, simply because he admired our principles and our adherence to them? You can save Chetusingh from that woman by using your authority against her. Do it. Warrender, in the name of common decency, if for no other reason.

Have you spoken with Chetusingh? Blair asked him.

Yes. But I havent his confidence since he fell into that womans clutches. He used to ask my advice. Now, on the rare occasions when I see him, he is either flippant or silent and, I think, resentful.

Rajput pride is touchy stuff, said Blair. You may have flicked him on the raw. He passed his cigarette case to the bishop and their eyes met straight for a moment. His were baffling, although the bishops were as easy to understand as plain print: he was hiding nothing. I will do what I can, he said after a moment, and there was nothing obscure about that remark. It was a full stop.

Bless you, said the bishop. He lighted the cigarette. The flame of the match revealed embarrassment as he snatched at thought after thought for a change of subject. By the way, he asked off-handedly, any news about Brigadier-General Frensham?

No.

They tell me its in headlines in the London papers.

Yes.

Three months missing, and no trace  no clues  is it another of these insoluble mysteries?

Perhaps, said Blair. Good night, sir.

Good night. You forgive my confidences?

Nothing to, forgive. I wont discuss them.

Sphinx! Well  I enjoyed the dinner immensely. Good night.

Blair walked to police headquarters, answering the salutes of constables on duty with a nod and a stare that seemed to act like a tonic. They stiffened. Responsibility in some way sat more valiantly on their shoulders for having seen him. At headquarters. Indian subordinates stirred as a tuning-fork answers a master-tone. He spoke to one dark-eyed veteran, who stood at ease with the familiarity of friendship, and who nodded  deep unto deep.

All has been ready, the Indian answered, since the chief telephoned at eight-thirty. Later, at nearly eleven oclock, a Pathan walked out, muttering, through the side-street entrance to the detention cells. It was an unusual hour, but he could hardly be anything else than a released, prisoner. He swaggered with the sulky-jaunty truculence, of a Pathan recovering lost dignity, but he looked rather lost and feckless without a weapon. He thrust his way between the passers-by, and took the street past the King Edward Memorial Hospital toward the dera of the Kabuli Afghans, where the horse-traders stay who come down from the North to sell fat-rumped ponies to inexperienced British subalterns, and to spread through teeming slums and credulous bazaars amazing tales of Northern Asia in arms. As he stood for a moment, etched and shadowed by the naked electric light outside the dera entrance, a bearded Afghan, on his way out of the dera, paused and stared.

By God, what wonders next? the Afghan exclaimed. O Ismail, what knife-feud brought thee hither? It was in Poona I last saw thee. Was the Poona hasheesh too strong? Or did the Sellers of Delights neglect thee when they had thy money? What now?

Get thee back to Kabul, to thy wife! Ismail retorted. He pushed past the Afghan, swaggering through into the shadowy saddle- and spice-smell of the dera, vanishing along a corridor, under a stairway. A key that creaked noisily turned behind him. Then the Afghan followed and stood listening, but all he heard was the thump of a mattress or something like it against the door on the inside. He could see nothing through the keyhole, so he went away about. h!s business with the slippered, awkward gait of a middle-aged man who has spent two thirds of his life on horse- or camel-back.

Near midnight, he whom the Afghan had addressed as Ismail walked out of the dera with another Pathan and the two walked solemnly along the empty streets until they reached the dismal quarter where the mill-hands sleep like corpses in the gutter; thence, on through even narrower, shuttered and winding alley-ways toward a more prosperous section, where a Hindu temple loomed, its shadow lit by little lamps that looked choked by the hot dark.

Near there a police patrol stopped them: it was only three days since some Moslems had butchered a sacred cow in that temple entrance, and there are more ways than that of defiling Hindu temple steps. But both men shelved passes, and the signature on them worked like magic. The police did not even wait to watch which way they went.

They took a rather wider street, where tired trees loomed against the stars. Near the end of the street they made peculiar signals on the door of a balconied house. There were beggars lurking in the shadows, as always near such houses: some of them stirred like graveyard ghouls, observed for a moment and then dozed again: they wasted no importunity on Pathan night-errants. But there was one near the door, all eyes, amid smelly rags, in shadow. He might be a Bauriah  one of the criminal tribe that shams asceticism to impose on poetry. He spoke:

Protectors of the poor, nine who have entered this house gave me nothing. The Allknowing seeth. The Allseeing knoweth. Alms! Alms!

Allah is all around thee! Allah protect thee! Await His pleasure! answered the Pathan who had been addressed as Ismail. He gave him nothing.

The heavy door opened inward cautiously. The two passed in, in silence, into darkness, standing still until the outer door was shut and bolted,at their backs. Then an inner door opened suddenly into an electric lighted hall, where a number of low-caste, well-dressed servants lurked around a heavy wooden stairway, and on the tiles, beside a heavy mat, was a row of slippers, some new, some old. but none of Bombay craftsmanship. Both Pathans kicked off their footgear: he knew as Ismail tripped on the mat, uncovering a pair of imported brown-and-white shoes that looked incongruous in that place, but he appeared not to notice them.

See that I get my own again, he ordered, scowling so fiercely that the custodian of slippers cringed. Then he led up the dark teak stairway without ceremony. But a drumstick, pulled by a cord from below, thumped on a gong up above to announce him, and a door at the stair-head opened before he reached it.

A young Chinese girl, as insolent as fate, in a jacket and trousers of blue-and-amber flowered silk, confronted him beneath a gilded dragon. Behind her, down a long corridor, there was mandarin-palace loot  jade  crystal  lacquer  gossamer curtains  rose-hued light from hidden electric bulbs  a smell of sandalwood  a haze of incense  weird, dim music. She herself looked like an antique, sloe-eyed, with a black fringe straight across her forehead. She was smoking a cigarette in a long jade tube. Her intensely intelligent eyes  no other gesture  observant, indifferent, self-assured  directed both men toward a doorway twenty steps along the corridor on the left hand. She closed the stair-head door behind them and followed, blowing smoke-rings.

The Pathans swaggered through a clattering curtain of metallic beads into a room part Indian, part Chinese, richly carpeted. There was a long, deep divan. On the floor were heaped cushions of gorgeous colors. Opposite the door a gilded dragon-screen concealed one corner: and beside that, on a mandarins throne, sat the woman who owned the place. Her age might not be guessed. Good humor and the full flood of physical health obeyed intelligence, concealing all but what she chose should seem: and she was lovelier to the eye than any cream-and-honey quadroon who ever maddened Paris. Forbidden knowledge, that had not wearied her, laughed forth from dark eyes and carmined lips. Eurasian, slim, so marvelously formed and subtly strong that the ease of her poise suggested motion, she was dressed in jet-black silk. The jacket, open at the throat, revealed a daffodil-yellow lining and a throat that Rodin might have thumbed from creamy meerschaum.

A big diamond flashed in her dark hair. Pearls on the lobes of her ears stole glow and color from her skin. She had jade bracelets that clashed when she moved, but no other jewelry: there were no rings on her strong hands, and her hands looked young. But even younger and more graceful were the naked feet that lazed below the black silk, which suggested rather than revealed impudently shapely legs. A hint, but no more than a hint of Chinese hovered near her eyes: they were the eyes of the devil, beautiful with love of dangerous living.

Hello. Warrender, she said.

Evening, Wu Tu, he retorted. He seemed undisturbed by being recognized, but her eyes darkened.

Dont you call me that  you!

Very well, dont call me Warrender.

Blair  eh?

I am Ismail ben Alif Khan.

But why the masquerade? Why dont you come alone to see me? Why bring Chetusingh? Why do you choose to dress like Orakzai Pathans? They fight like dogs and love like pigs, except when they are drunk with hasheesh; then they sleep like stuffed pythons.

Let me see behind that screen, said Blair.

But Chetusingh forestalled him  too late by a stride; as he reached it, a low door hidden by the screen thumped shut and a bolt clicked. She seemed indifferent. You have at least the manners of Pathans.

Chetusingh moved one wing of the screen away from the wall, so that he could watch the low door. Then he and Blair sat on the divan, drawing their feet up under them. Blair said something in a low voice and Chetusingh went to the curtained door, glancing into the passage both ways, returned and sat down again.

You are as stupid as Pathans, said Wu Tu. You know well, Chetusingh, that men are not murdered in my house. I dont permit it. Otherwise, why do you think that a Rajput Chr-r-ristian (she filled the words with venom) was here night after night  and no knife in his liver? Tell me.

There was no impatience in her voice  no anger in her eyes, even when Chetusingh smiled without answering. She was only making conversation while she eyed Blair Warrender. It was his smoldering gaze that amused her. She mocked him:

Take care! Beware of my merry widows!

Weirdly half-heard chords of eastern music from another room counter-pointed the inflection of her voice. Ismail ben Alif Khan the Orakzai (her voice and her smile were almost a caress) is no concern of mine. But Blair

She lingered on the word. Her sinuous ease, giving scented heat and mellow light wove and again rewove imagined calm; but its weft and its woof were danger, beyond guessing.

My merry widows shed humility and meekness and all those vices when they left home. Do they care for a Pathans dignity? What if one of them should pull that turban off and laugh at an Englishmans clipped head?

There are nine men here to whom I wish to speak, said Blair abruptly.

Set a new spy at the outer door! There are ten men. I would not describe them as your bodyguard! Then she added in the vernacular, Diwaza bund hai.

The news that the outer door was locked made Chetusingh stir uncomfortably. Wu Tu drew some paper money from her bosom and without glancing at it tossed it into Chetusinghs lap.

Go and play with the little widows!

Chetusingh was well taught. He examined the money before he tossed it back to her. Then he glanced at Blair, who nodded. Chetusingh walked out into the corridor and turned left. The Chinese girl parted the curtains, making the beads jingle to attract attention; at the hardly noticeable movement of Wu Tus hand she withdrew and followed Chetusingh.

Now you are not afraid to talk to me, said Wu Tu.

No, he answered.

She drew her legs up under her and arranged a cushion so that she could loll back comfortably.

Would you like a drink? Smoke? No? Let us be frank with each other.

He smiled. Jenny, are you ever frank with anybody?

Always! But dont you call me Jenny. I am that to the fools whom I entertain in my house, and who borrow money from me secretly, and who slip  slip  slip into my power  it would surprise you to know

It wouldnt. You neednt brag about it. I could give you a partial list of your creditors.

To the Sikhs and the men from the North I am Soonia.

He nodded. Soonia Singh in Berlin, Paris, New York, Brussels?

You know too much. I am Wu Tu to my enemies. To you, Blair

Suit yourself. If you prefer it, I will call you Marie.

That is my true name  Marie dAlençon. It is on my passport. Let us talk truth to each other. Why have you stayed away? And, why send Chetusingh? Do you think that nine-and-eighty nights ago I let you sketch me  sat to be stared at by your eyes, that torture because they see so much, and burn, and tell me little  do you think I did that for Chetusinghs sake?

Do you suppose I came here to make love to you? he retorted. Chetusingh was spying on you. You know that.

Why him? That convert-puritan so careful of his soul that he draws in his breath when he tells unavoidable lies! I tortured him. He would have bored me to death if I had not made trouble for him. I let his bishop know that he has been dealing in unchristian plans.

Why?

Because I know how he feels toward that bishop  as a chela toward his guru. Yet he might not explain to the bishop, who feels toward him as guru to his chela. Are there hotter hooks than that on which to draw a convert?

Probably not. What I asked you is, why did you do it?

To bring you here. Why else? I could have had him beaten to death in the streets, and none the wiser, but I wanted you here. It wasnt easy (her eyes smiled reminiscently) to reach the bishops ear and make him think he thought of that. But why didnt you come alone? I want you! She leaned back on the cushion, put her arms behind her head, smiled  and her smile seemed all surrender. Dont I look good? Dont you like me?

Yes. I can like without smashing and grabbing. There are ten men here. What are they doing?

People come here for amusement.

Murder amuse them?

Not in my house, if they murder one another, sometimes  elsewhere  that is not strange. When was murder anything but a natural consequence of  she spoke slowly, almost purring intruding  unwisely  amid emotions not understood?

He got up. You may as well come with me, he said. I am going to interview those men.

Wait! Her dark eyes suddenly grew liquid with excitement. There was a change in her voice. Beyond, or beneath, or around its luring, lazy sensuousness there was an unguarded overtone of danger, like a wolfs yelp very far off, coming nearer. Three months ago, when you sketched me, I said

Yes, I know what you said.

You savage! Blair, your cruel heart glows through your eyes! You love strength. You love nothing else. You are on the side of the law by accident. You have no morals  none, I tell you! You are only loyal. And to what are you loyal? England? You would dread to live in England. You would leave India unless it were a battle-ground for all your talents. You love battle, because it makes you feel your strength, and you are drunk with strength! So to what are you loyal?

To the job, he answered.

Not you! You are loyal to your hunger, just like any other savage! Duty? That is nothing to you except that it means to be strong  stronger  strongest  and then stronger again beyond the dream of devils! That is why you love danger.

Do I? Well, what of it?

Love me! I am danger!

You love strength in order to corrupt it, Wu Tu.

Call me Marie! Are you incorruptible? You dare me? Think a minute! I can snap my fingers, Blair, and ruin you.

Try it, he answered.

You policeman! She stood up and faced him, laughing. With a naked toot she kicked his shin, triumphant, daring him. She wasnt afraid of his strength; she craved it. Love me, you savage! I will give you the keys of India  of Asia! You devil, love me!

Savages dont love, he answered. Give me a cigarette and dont be silly.

He returned to the divan. She followed and sat beside him, curling up at one end with her naked feet toward him. She tossed him her platinum cigarette case.


CHAPTER THREE

Abide thou the time and the tide of events, lest strength go wasted and thy skill, in vain exerted, fall in to the scales against thee. Silence is the arsenal of Wisdom.

 From the First of the Nine Books of Noor Ali.



BLAIR examined the cigarette case, pressed the diamond catch, sniffed the cigarettes, selected one and gave the case back. He did not take the first, nor the last, nor the middle one; and before he touched it to his lips he tapped it on the little lacquered table, on which there were a jade vase and a small but monstrous figurine that looked like molded gold.

Wu Tu promptly chose a cigarette at random, lighted it, blew a smoke-ring, laughed and leaned toward him, proffering the lighter. Their eyes met above it. The scent of her reached his nostrils. For a moment she looked older than he did, but that look vanished.

It is fear of me that poisons you. she murmured. Not to trust me is as dangerous as not to trust yourself. Blair?

Who was behind that screen? he asked her.

She shrugged indifference. Probably someone. I have many servants.

Why did you call me Warrender so promptly when I came in?

I was so glad to see you. I should have said Blair, shouldnt I?

Somebody behind that screen was listening and passed the news to someone else, he answered.

Why were you scared when I started for the next room?

Love me  and be safe, she said, smiling. Dont I look good? I am even better than I look. Seize the nettle  strongly

And the cobra by the throat! he added.

Blair, I warn you  you strong, leopard-eyed devil! India isnt safe for one whom

He finished the sentence for her:   Zaman Ali fears! Zaman Ali suspected me as Ismail ben Alif Khan. But now he knows I am Blair Warrender. He knows I am here, and the is outer door locked. He knows now who has been watching him. Nine of his accomplices are here to-night, and he knows that Chetusingh, and consequently I, know all their names. He is probably not such a fool as to murder me here, supposing he could do that. But

You dont even know why he is in Bombay, she retorted calmly. I could tell you. How else can you find out? I can give you Zaman Ali! That pig Her eyes flashed.

Blair, you may have for the taking what he craves but is too much of a sot to imagine! Power! You understand me?

He nodded.

There isnt a guilty secret worth knowing in all India that I cant tell you.

He nodded again. His eyes did not reveal that he doubted her, if he did.

Do you understand, too, that you are alive because I wished it? Any crazy failure of a student with a cheap revolver could have shot you and not known who directed him or why he did it. Isnt life good? She leaned toward him. You dont guess how good it can be!

Her hand touched his. He let his lie still.

What can you do to Zaman Ali? Arrest him? What would that accomplish? You have no proofs against him that a court would look at.. He would soon be at liberty. But you? Deaths arm is longer than lifes desires! Nobody but I can save you now from Zaman Ali and his gang. But what if I give them to you?

When?

Love me.

He knocked the ash from his cigarette into the jade vase on the lacquer table, using his left hand. She was fingering his right hand; on the divan. He stared at the golden figurine, whose monstrous, sub-human face seemed wise beyond all emotion; whoever had made it, knew neither love nor hate but only irony.

Look at me, not at that! You catch sprats, you policemen, but the sharks escape you, because of the laws of evidence, and because you seek peace, not power. I dont seek power. I already have it!

And youre wealthy, he suggested, not withdrawing his hand when she raised it to her lap with both hers.

Triumph stole into her eyes. Blair, have you ever, even for a moment, felt the strength of money  the thrill of the strength of money that obeys you? I have money! Men and women  some of them so important that they dare not risk discovery  owe me more money than you have ever dreamed of having. It is secret, unpayable debts that crack the whips of power. But to you I would not lend. To you I give!

Blair, why do you look at me in that way? Tell me.

Suddenly his right hand that she fondled seized her wrist and she checked a scream, half terrified but half believing what she hoped. She tried to break his grip, but could not.

Chetusingh, he said, should have been back before now. What has happened to him?

How do I know? You hurt me! Do you hear, you hurt me! I didnt want that fool in here, so  you savage, let go of my wrist! But his grip tightened. She writhed  kicked  and then struck at his face. His turban fell, revealing his crisp-curled gladiator head.

Scream, why dont you?

Venom stole into her eyes. Her right hand moved toward her bosom. Suddenly she snatched out a six-inch weapon like a bodkin, dagger-handled. Damn you?

She struck. He caught her right wrist in his left hand  twisted it. She kicked with her naked feet. He twisted her wrist steadily until she groaned through set teeth and the loosed weapon thumped to the floor. He held both wrists in one hand then and leaned on her to prevent her from kicking his head as he reached down to recover the weapon. When he had it he let go of her.

How many poisons, Wu Tu? Five? he asked her, but for the moment she had no breath to answer him. He pressed the point of the knife on the gilded wood behind the divan; the hollow bodkin-blade yielded a little against a spring within the golden handle. Through an almost invisible hole in the point of the blade there oozed a colorless fluid. He sniffed it; and as he did that, the hand of the Chinese girl in the corridor parted the doorway curtain. He could see her eyes behind the hand.

Send her for help, he suggested. She might bring Zaman Ali.

Without turning her head  fixedly watching his eyes  Wu Tu dismissed the girl with a gesture.

Damn you, Blair, what do you want?

Truth, he said. Tell it. Why are you afraid of Zaman Ali?

I? She was chafing her right wrist. You think I fear him  or you? You shall learn what fear is!

Weird, wild music swelled and ceased, as if a door had been suddenly opened and swiftly closed. Her anger stole away behind new laughter in her dark eyes.

Now you have a very deadly weapon, she said. Kill me if you dare, while you can. What are you waiting for?

For Chetusingh, he answered. There was a carpet-deadened footfall in the corridor. Blair rose to his feet. Wu Tu watched him, fascinated. His eyes, unafraid but alert, were aware of peril, but the dagger in his right hand seemed to bother him. It was not his type of weapon. Suddenly he raised it shoulder high and plunged its point into the lacquered table-top between the jade vase and the golden figurine. He struck so deep that the dagger-handle scarcely quivered. Then the jangling curtains parted. Zaman Ali strode in. His were bold eyes, arrogant with triumph. But he looked wary. He was in no haste. Close, behind him. as he stood thrusting out his stomach, with his hands in a broad Bokhariot belt, the Chinese girls ivory hand made a signal and vanished. The Afghans beard, new-dyed, lent red to the glare of angered cunning in his wind-wild eyes. But his lips smiled, showing strong teeth stained with pan. His Bokhariot coat hung loosely and revealed a silk shirt that hinted at rubbery muscle beneath. His coned cap. turbaned in silk, sat jauntily. His curved, coarse nose, that spread until the curves went astray in the fierce mustache, twitched. He rubbed it  but that might have been to attract attention to the ruby in the ring on his middle finger.

Mashallah! Gods wonders never cease! he said in Pushtu. Ismail ben Alif Khan is

Warrender of the police. What are you doing in Bombay, Zaman Ali?

Praised be God, I sold my horses. Please God, I shall now learn why I was watched  from the Pass to Peshawar  to Delhi  to Umballa  to Nuklao  to Ahmedabad  to Cawnpore  to Poona  to Bombay. A Pathan I knew you were not. Had I known you are Warrender

His fingers, stained and calloused, closed on an imaginary weapon.

Peace! Not in my house! Wu Tu warned in a sharp voice. She. too, spoke in Pushtu. Blair answered in English, Dont be a damned fool, Zaman Ali. The doors locked,, and youve nine men. But did Chetusingh tell you the house is surrounded? You didnt expect that, did you?

What of it? Zaman Ali shrugged his shoulders. Then he swaggered to the divan and sat beside Wu Tu, drawing his legs up under him. Almost imperceptibly she shrank away; and almost he contrived to look as if he owned the place. But there was something lacking. He was not quite at his ease.

Where did you come from to Peshawar? Blair demanded. You didnt bring your string of horses down the Khaiber. They were a blind. You picked them up in Peshawar. I know who sold them to you.

The Afghan stared, not answering.

What did you do in Rajputana?

Allah! Where I was not, what did I? That is a good conundrum!

When did you last see Brigadier-General Frensham?

Insolently, Zaman Ali called to the Chinese girl in the corridor to fetch his water-pipe. Then: I never heard of him. he answered.

Do you think in the jail you might remember?

Allah! Zaman Ali glanced at Wu Tu. but she avoided his eyes. She glanced at the door behind the screen. Blair strode to the door and kicked the panel. The door opened inward a few inches, struck something or someone and shut with a thud. A bolt clicked.

Where is Chetusingh? he demanded.

Dead, said Zaman Ali. Where did you suppose he is?

Wu Tu laughed at that. The wolf-yelp overtone was nearer than it had been. She lighted a cigarette and looked straight at Blair, then leaned back lazily, blowing smoke-rings.

Dead. she said. Perhaps. But you prove it!

Prove it, yes, said Zaman Ali. That will be a piece of work for the police!

You surround my house, said Wu Tu. Dont you think I knew that?

Theres a secret passage from your cellar to the yard behind Grish Lals godown. Did you know I knew it? Blair retorted. Thats blocked.

Wu Tu looked slightly startled, but the look in her eyes changed to clouded cunning. She shrugged a bit further away from Zaman Ali.

Im going to look for Chetusingh, said Blair. He reached the doorway in three strides, turned facing them and backed through the curtain, colliding with the Chinese girl. He groped for her  he was watching for a move by Wu Tu or Zaman Ali. His hand closed on her neck and she offered no resistance. When he glanced at her she blew cigarette smoke in his face.

He shoved her along in front of him and tried the door of the next room, twenty feet along giving passage. It appeared to be locked, but he could hear laughter and music. The Chinese girl suddenly thrust at his eyes with her lighted cigarette. He grabbed her wrist and then almost lost consciousness in a blaze of agony as something struck him on the back of the head from behind.

The commissioner was right. Its a trap, and Im in it, was his first thought. Now what?

The pain was welcome; he knew he could not have felt it if he had been - knocked out. He let his knees yield under him, and as he fell, amid the fire that flashed in his eyes he saw the Chinese girl!s face smoking the cigarette in the jade tube, calmly indifferent. He closed his eyes again and lay still. He felt himself being searched by experienced hands; the police pass that he had shown to the patrol crackled as someone took it from its envelope. He heard Wu Tus voice:

You dog! If you killed him

Then Zaman Alis, speaking Pushtu: Wah, wah  dogs names on a womans tongue  death in her heart! Nay, tie him. Tie his hands behind him. Bring him back here.

Someone seized his arms. Some other man tied his wrists unmercifully tight. Then he was dragged by the feet, face downward. He contrived to raise his head an inch or two to save his face from being skinned, but the Chinese girl set her foot on it promptly, not pressing, however, as hard as she might have done. He took that for a hint and guessed she was obeying Wu Tus order.

Once in the room, they turned him on his back and he glimpsed that the door behind the screen was opened wide. He could feel blood on his face and he suspected he looked a pretty bad casualty, so he kept his eyes shut and lay still. He could hear Wu Tus voice arguing in whispers, but could not distinguish words, until at last she said in English angrily:

You heard me say no! You have got what you wanted. Now go to the devil and I will take what I want!

Water was dashed in his face, again and again, so he opened his eyes. The Chinese girl was dipping water in a cup from a crystal bowl. She seemed quite uninterested and kept on splashing until he sat up. Then he almost betrayed astonishment, because Chetusingh stood staring at him, smiling and apparently awaiting orders.

Loose my hands! he commanded. Look sharp!

There! said Wu Tus voice. Someone else exclaimed Allah! Wu Tu again: Does that satisfy you?

Then he knew the man was not Chetusingh, but someone remarkably like him who was dressed in Chetusinghs clothes and had studied the Rajputs mannerisms.

He will do in the dark, said Wu Tu.

She was on the divan beside Zaman Ali. Three men who might be Punjabis stood near them, but they were dressed in bazaar-made English suits, with brass watch-chains. They looked like deadly-respectable merchants on a night out.

Near them was an Afghan in silver-rimmed spectacles, who looked like a teacher of the Koran. And there was another man who might be anything  Sikh, Dogra, Mahratta  in a well cut blue serge suit, who had an undefinable look of being well educated; but he looked silly in striped socks. His must be the brown-and-white shoes under the mat downstairs. He had a blackjack in his hand and the sight of that made Blair realize that his head ached. He could feel a big bruise swelling where the blackjack had hit him.

Why do you wait? asked Wu Tu. It was a command. There was much more than a hint of a threat in her voice and the man who looked like Chetusingh made a gesture toward the curtained doorway, flourishing Chetusinghs police pass. All five men followed him through the curtain. Other men  Blair could not see how few or how many  joined them in the corridor. The Chinese girl went and let them out by the door at the stair-head, while Zaman Ali sat gloating over Blairs police pass.

Mashallah! he remarked. It is signed by the commissioner! The great  the wise commissioner, whom none mistrusts but all obey! Pass bearer on government duty! Wah! Wah!

He produced a fat wallet and discovered, after groping in its crowded pockets, a photograph of himself, about passport size. The Chinese girl brought paste; he pasted the photograph on to the pass. She brought Chinese ink; he impressed his thumb-print on the photograph. The killer-grin hardened the rims of his eyes and the sides of his mouth.

May God reward thee! he said, staring at Blair. Soon! he added. If I give thee choice of knife or bullet

Blairs voice sounded strangely far off to himself, because his head throbbed and it was very difficult to keep the room from seeming to whirl around him.

Save yourself from the noose if you can, Zaman Ali! he answered. Why do you hesitate?

Wu Tu spoke up, It is to me you owe that you are not dead.

Zaman Ali stuck the pass into his wallet and rubbed the palms of his hands together.

Never a woman yet told more than half a truth, he said. Ye hold each others lives in trust. Let up oh me! If not, she and you shall learn together  the feel of the finger of death! He said that slowly.

Wu Tu, also speaking slowly, added, Honorably  now  you have to save my life, too.

Blair glanced at the knife he had stuck in the table-top, and noticed that the golden figurine was missing. Rot! he answered. What are you afraid of, Zaman Ali?

The Afghan grinned. If there is a truth under heaven, he said, it is this, it is this: that a fish stinks from the head first. Like officer, like rank and file. Now that I know who tracked me from Peshawar, shall I doubt who should die first, if the police make any trouble?

Tell where Frensham is. Thats the only way to save trouble, Blair retorted. That stolen pass may get you out of Bombay, but it wont save your neck in the long run.

There was a north-wind look in Zaman Alis eyes: it was weirdly out of place in that hot, exotic room.

Frensham? he asked. Who is he?

The door at the stair-head thudded shut and the Chinese girl spoke through the curtain in Chinese to Wu Tu, who translated tor Zaman Alis benefit:

They have escaped the police, who thought it was Chetusingh and obeyed him. The police went away.

The police are fools, and their mothers were wild she-swine, said Zaman Ali. I will go before they come back, furious to regain whatever pride such pigs have.

He gave the Chinese girl some silver money, which she accepted without a murmur of thanks, although she glanced at the money. Then he stared at Wu Tu, and she nodded. Turning his back then, and without another glance at Blair, he swaggered through the jingling curtain. The Chinese girl let him out by the stair-head door. Wu Tu smiled.

Do you understand, Blair? she asked. You are to forget this. Zaman Ali needed passes. Now he has them it is all right.

Loose my wrists, he answered. With an effort that made his head surge with pain he struggled to his feet and waited for her. Wu Tu hesitated, listening. There was an opened window somewhere, perhaps on a higher floor. Muffled by intervening passages and curtains came the familiar riot-roar of Moslems pursuing Hindus.

Ya Allah! Din! Din!

It was like a squall of wind smiting the hot night  sudden  over in a moment  vanishing along a dark street in silence.

Thus, said Wu Tu, if the oh-so-sly police did not really go away, Zaman Ali had been swept out of their clutches. He will keep the pass for later on. Will you sit still if I loose you?

No. Wheres Chetusingh? Theyd have killed me it theyd killed him.

Murder, she answered, isnt done in my house. Chetusingh isnt here any longer. She began to unfasten his wrists, picking at the tight knots, swearing at them, until the Chinese girl brought a knife. Warrender held out his freed wrists for the girl to chafe. Her hands were strong, but so small that he laughed and turned to Wu Tu.

You do it.

He sat beside her on the divan, setting his teeth because movement brought surges of pain to his head. Wu Tu chafed his wrists and ordered ice, which the Chinese girl brought in the crystal bowl and applied skilfully. Then, at a glance from Wu Tu, the Chinese girl carried out the lacquered table, in which the poisoned dagger was sticking upright, and brought in a silvered brazier from which there oozed an erotic symphony of blended perfume  soundless music that lazed on the air, half-visible as green gray smoke. She washed the blood then from Warrenders forehead.

Better now? Wu Tu asked him.

He reached over her lap, took the knife that she had laid beside her on the divan and, without glancing at it, sent it spinning through the open door beyond the screen.

Much better, he answered.

Then listen

He interrupted. Tell me what you know of Frensham.

She looked straight in his eyes. Blair  better make friends with me, hadnt you? Youre a fool if you dont. You cant make trouble for me. All you have had from me is first aid, after coming here disguised and getting into a brawl. Line up all my little widows if you like and see what they say! Two or three of them might even lodge a claim against you, for hitting them when you were drunk. Could you deny it? What would you say to the magistrate?

Blair recalled instructions: Walk straight into the trap and use your wits! His wits suggested that it might be wise to walk in looking not too confident. He sat silent, letting his face express a medley of emotions. Wu Tu talked on:

People dont love the police. And I have influence. If you were publicly charged with a drunken assault in my house, could you keep it quiet? Half a million Indians would seize that opportunity to make a scandal and to be more bitter than ever against the British. Your commissioner would let you be a scapegoat. And then what?

What do you suggest? he asked after a moment.

Let us be friends, you and I. I will make you famous!

It went against the grain to nibble that bait, but he did it. Will you tell me about Frensham?

Yes! You think that perhaps I know. Perhaps I do know. Little widows learn big secrets  sometimes. That is why I have them.

Wheres Chetusingh? he asked suddenly.

Hah! You saw him leave my house with a police pass! How should I know where he went? And what if Chetusingh is my man? Eh? What of it? Didnt he turn Christian? Cant he turn a coat again? I could afford to buy a thousand of him!

Well  what of Frensham?

If I show you how to find him  if I give you that pig Zaman Ali to hang, and all his riff-raff with him  are we friends, you and I?

She lay back on the cushions, inbreathing the perfumed smoke. Her eyes were excited. Her limbs, that were really tensely still, stole movement from the fan-blown silk of her clothing. Even the whirring of the electric fan contributed something to the sensuous effect; and through the open door behind the screen came slow strains of half-smothered music. The trap was plain enough. And Blairs head ached. Wu Tu knew that, so he closed his eyes  lay back lazily, dreading a prick from a poisoned dagger  drugs  perhaps chloroform  glad that his head ached, since it helped him cling to consciousness.

The Chinese girl approached in silence, watched him for interminable seconds, and then laid cunningly sensitive hands on his temples and over his eyes. If that was meant to hypnotise him, she was out of luck. It had the opposite effect; it stirred alertness; it was even rather difficult to sham sleep. Wu Tu leaned over him, perfumed, adding some kind of movement that did have a calming effect, but the Chinese girls hands were an irritant. Between their united efforts he was as fully awake as he ever had been in his life.

Blair! Wu Tu leaned over him, breath to breath. In a tigers fangs a man might feel the same sensation of numbed dreaminess; but the Chinese girls fingers kept stroking his eyes, and he wondered whether she knew she was keeping time to the pulse of his headache. She was undoing all the effect of Wu Tus efforts. He lay still, breathing steadily, until at last she pinched the lobe of his ear  he supposed, to find out whether he was conscious. Getting no response, she pressed the bruise on the back of his head. He was not sure whether he winced at that or not; however, he thought not, because she stood by after that and did nothing, while Wu Tu spoke:

Blair! You are asleep  asleep  asleep. You hear me speaking  Wu Tu speaking, whom you know as Marie. You obey Marie because you trust her, and because she knows how to promote you to money and high position. You know the police are fools. You know the police will waste time following some unimportant people who are using Chetusinghs and your passes. But you will say nothing about that. You will let them do it, while you do real work. You know how to find where David Frensham is. You will go to Henrietta  straight from here to Henrietta. You love Henrietta and she loves you. You will make her tell you what she knows.

Blair, you are a man! You impose your will. You will have your own way with your woman. You are strong. You love with the strength of a savage. She shall tell you her secrets. Henrietta shall tell you her secrets  all her secrets. You will make her tell them. Henrietta is your woman.

Nothing could be better calculated to make him shy of Henrietta. Blairs instincts were savagely decent. If he loathed one insolence more than another, it was to be told how to govern his private thoughts. Left to himself, he might have fallen utterly in love with Henrietta; he knew that. But her father had tactlessly tried to encourage him; he had almost never even to himself confessed that reason for shying off, but it was true, and he knew it was true.

As a police officer he was perfectly willing to die blindly obeying official orders; as a private individual he would much rather die than have his private judgment interfered with, uninvited. That Henriettas father and even Henrietta herself should have talked it over with the commissioner was their privilege, no doubt. Blair had his privilege too; he could go his own way.

But what the devil did all this mean? How had Henrietta become involved with Wu Tu? They had Held some conversations, said the commissioner, to his certain knowledge; but one thing, at least, was unthinkable; he was no such cad as to imagine that Henrietta even guessed what Wu Tu was trying to do to him. To be told whom he should love, by a notorious quarter-caste, and to be instructed by her how to behave toward the object of his directed emotions, was only less abominable than Wu Tus gall in daring even to mention Henriettas name. He was enraged to the depths of his savage obstinacy. But he lay still.

Wu Tu spoke to the Chinese girl. He cursed himself for not knowing more than ten words of the Chinese language. He heard the bead-curtain jingle as the girl left the room.

Sleep  sleep  you are asleep! said Wu Tu.

Shortly after that he heard a mans footsteps in the corridor, barefooted, rutching along the carpet with irregular steps  thump-shuffle-thump-thump-shuffle-thump-thump. He knew that signal  listened. It was repeated. It was in his and Chetusinghs code, known to nobody else and devised for emergencies. Twice repeated, it could hardly be coincidence. It meant:

Carry on independently of me for the time being.

The stair-head door opened and shut, and the Chinese girl returned into the room. She resumed manipulations with her hands on Blairs temples and presently  he supposed, to find out whether he was conscious  pressed the bruise on his head. He winced perceptibly, but she appeared not to notice it. Wu Tu spoke with her lips so close to Blairs face that he breathed her perfumed breath.

Blair! You will go straight from here to the commissioner. You will say to the commissioner that Zaman Ali and his gang are escaping from Bombay with stolen passes and will probably scatter. Let the police pursue them. You will say that Wu Tu told you she is going to Lahore, with all her companions. You will tell him you yourself should go at once to Henrietta Frensham in order to question her, because Wu Tu says that Henrietta knows what happened to her father.

You will say that Wu Tu gave you good advice and is assisting the police. You will insist on seeing Henrietta. Should the commissioner refuse, you will be mutinous. You will put in for leave. If the leave is refused, you will go, nevertheless; you will depend on Wu Tu to protect you with secret influence.

You must see Henrietta  you must see her. You will see her. Nothing shall prevent it. She loves you and you love her. You will make her tell her secret. And to help you  to remind you  Wu Tus eyes shall watch you  always  always. You shall see Wu Tus eyes by day and night. They protect. They remind.

The Chinese girl touched his hand with the end of a lighted cigarette. It was only the least touch. He endured it. Then some scented females came and peeped at him. They giggled and made silly jokes. Wu Tu sent them all out of the room but followed, and he heard her talking to them in the corridor in Hindustanee. He could not hear what was said, but he had no doubt she was instructing them what to say if questioned. He began to wonder when to wake up.

Presently the stair-head door shook to the thump of policemens cudgels. Wu Tu hurried in and shook him, slapping the backs of his hands and commanding him to wake. He let her grow half-hysterical before he opened his eyes, sat up and stared.. She faced about toward the curtained doorway, and there stood Govind Singh, a veteran from police head-quarters, with two constables at his back.

Hokee mut  drunk said Wu Tu and shrugged her shoulders. You should teach your officers not to be quarrelsome when they are drunk. This one came to not much harm, but he was fortunate.

Govind Singh, bearded, erect, official, with a row of medal-ribbons, strode into the room and picked Blairs turban off the floor. He put it on him, a bit clumsily, neither man saying a word; as Govind Singh helped him to his feet his eyes did not reveal that Blairs hand, clutching his arm, was making dot-dash signals. Looking sternly disapproving, and lending Blair the use of his left arm, the veteran started for the door; but his right hand clutched the paper money that Wu Tu let fall for the Chinese girl to pick up and give him as he shouldered his way through the curtain.

Blair said nothing to Wu Tu, but smiled as he passed her. He seemed puzzled, as if searching memory. Her answering smile, as she put her fingers over her eyes and peered at him between them, was assured  contented  knowing. Outside, in the dark street, out of earshot of the darker shadows, as Blair marched beside Govind Singh at the head of six policemen two by two, the Sikh spoke:

Should I have come, sahib?

I expected you sooner.

Idiots returned saying Chetusingh came forth from Wu Tus house with many men and ordered them back to the khana. They said he showed them his pass. What does that mean?

Report it to the commissioner.

And Wu Tu? What of Wu Tu, sahib?

How much did she give you? I wasnt looking.

They tramped all the rest of the way to police headquarters in silence.


CHAPTER FOUR

Under sun or stars there is no saying, of fool or wise man, that is nearer the truth than that now is the appointed time. But it may be the time for waiting. And it may be the time for patience. When I said to my Teacher: Tell me what to do now, I will do it, he went fishing.

 From the Seventh of the Nine Books of Noor Ali.



DAY dawned mystically as it always does in Indian hot weather. It is said that children born at daybreak bring with them into the world a mysticism and a great sense of beauty that they never lose.

The driver was a Sikh who never heard of nerves, so the commissioners car wove like a shuttle amid creaking bullock-carts and sleepy pedestrians.

Are you quite sure your head is all right? the commissioner asked. It was the second time he had asked that since they, sped over the bridge that connects Bombay with the mainland.

Aches a bit. Itll be all right in the train.

Blair Warrender sat relaxed and leaned his head back. Telling the commissioner  being cross-examined by him  had been hard work. He retorted with a question: Did they describe the man who used my pass?

Vaguely. He was seen by lamplight. The guard at the bridge-head took it for granted he was you. The pass said Ismail ben Alif Khan. There was a thumb-print on the attached photograph and everything appeared to be in order. He said the photo resembled the bearer. That, of course, is questionable. He probably didnt look carefully. As a matter of routine he phoned headquarters after the man was gone. Headquarters got me out of bed at once. Zaman Ali was not at the dera.

Was the man alone?

Yes.

Chetusinghs pass was used by nine men?

In a stolen Ford truck, at three forty-five a.m. Theres nothing against the owner of the truck. The men are at large; theyll turn up somewhere, using the passes, and get arrested. The point is, Zaman Ali double-crossed himself. He is using the stolen passes to draw a red herring behind his own trail. He thinks hes thrown us off the scent. He hasnt.

Blair scowled, keen on his job and yet dreading it. Im in the dark, he said. I cant guess why I wasnt murdered last night  once by Wu Tu, once by Zaman Ali. They both had a chance. I obeyed orders and behaved like an imbecile  walked straight into an obvious trap, and took all chances.

I only know one other officer who could do that, said the commissioner in one of his bursts of generosity, Most men would have been clever at the wrong time.

Blair had an almost superstitious dread of being praised before a job was finished, so he talked for the sake of talking, using words as an umbrella against bad luck:

Wu Tu did her best to scare me  I mean inside-psychic-scare me  with a poisoned dagger. But it wasnt poisoned. The stuff looked to me like alcohol. I suppose she was no such fool as to take a chance with poison, knowing I might get a scratch with the thing. I laid odds she didnt want me murdered  not in her house. They wanted police passes. She wanted me knocked out. They won both bets. I suppose its reckoned easier to hypnotise a man when hes out from a blow on the head. If I had questioned her about that golden figurine

Why didnt you?

It was too obviously set to attract my attention, so I shied oft, hoping she would make a break about it. But its difficult to make a woman lead trumps. I believe the thing was gold. If you know what I mean by pre-Egyptian, I should say it was all that. I never saw anything like it in any museum. It was exactly the same color as that box or whatever it is you showed me. It looked as if it had been smoothed by a million hands for a million years. Its face was  damned if I can tell you. Elemental is the only word I can think of. Ive seen something rather like it in dreams. Pretty hair-raising. Nothing decent about it  except the skill; it was marvelous molding. It wasnt Indian, Ill swear that.

She said nothing at all about it?

No. Sent it out of the room with the dagger, perhaps to increase my curiosity: she must have known Id notice it. When I get in the train Ill try to draw a picture of the thing from memory and post it back to you.

Yes, do that. Are you absolutely sure Chetusingh walked out alone?

No. I heard him pass along the corridor. He made a signal. Its a special one he and I invented. Wu Tu bragged about having corrupted him. She may have done it. Govind Singh took money from her.

You saw that?

Two one-hundred rupee notes. And Govind Singhs one of our old reliables.

The commissioner grinned. Yes, I think I can depend on Govind Singh. Wu Tu doesnt tip for nothing, even in a tight place. But police secrets are like stable-secrets; you cant check em. Govind Singh will tell her the police are hot-foot after Zaman Ali and his friends  and that youve been hurried off to Rajputana. Give em what they want. I always do it. Your taking a train six stations up the line will make em think were trying to keep your movements secret. Obvious secrecy is the best decoy in the world. Youre a decoy. Remember it.

The cars long shadow flitted monstrously through suburbs, where the dust lay thick on sunlit mango trees and the smoke of a million dung-cakes sharpened the scent of the stirring countryside. There was nearly a crash. The Sikh drove roaring between two bullock carts. A rising camel missed Nirvana by the width of a ray of sunshine on his mangy hide. But. all that vanished in a cloud of dust and neither the Sikh nor his passengers batted an eyelid. They sat in silence. It was the Sikhs job anyhow.

A crime that includes David Frensham and his daughter isnt ordinary, the commissioner said at last. Zaman Ali sold his string of horses at a loss  let em go for a song. That means something else pays him better than horses. Treasure? Remember, he has been dealing in bullion and spending money remarkably freely for him. So has Wu Tu dealt in bullion. Taron Ling has bolted as I hoped.

Lost him? Blair asked.

For the moment. Well catch him. And so Wu Tu wants you to make love to Henrietta? Always give em what they want, Blair!

Damn her eyes. How does she know about me and Henrietta? Who told?

It was pretty well bruited around, six months ago, that you and Henrietta were as good as engaged. Wu Tu gets all the gossip.

Blair scowled. It was my fault. I wish Id pulled out sooner. Truth is. Henrietta acted damned well and it never dawned on me, until too late, that she was getting romantic. I treated her damned badly.

The commissioner tried to smoke, but the wind spoiled the cigar so he threw it away.

Did I tell you shes my god-child?

Yes, you mentioned it. Blair spotted the sideways glance from under the gray eyebrows. He neither avoided nor met it. Is that like vaccination? I mean Then he suddenly met the commissioners eyes as straight and hard as point engages point in duel. What does that protect her from?

Nothing. But it makes me sentimental. I suspect her. Youre to make love if you have to. I hate it.

I wont do it, Blair answered. Id a lot rather go to hell.

Thats why youre going. Its your privilege perhaps to save her from a bad mess. I suspect were on the track of something more than ordinarily deadly, as well as mysterious, so dont go off half-cocked. Information, yes; proof, yes; fireworks, no! Take your time and get your evidence. Ill watch Wu Tu. If she doesnt bolt, Ill do something to scare her out. Nothing like getting em moving.

They approached a wayside station. A short, special freight train, that had happened to be going north from that station with government stores, had been caught by telephone. It waited in the station siding with an old-fashioned passenger coach attached. Porters pounced on Blairs bedding, steel trunk, rifle-case and two or three small packages. The commissioner smiled:

Bear in mind that David Frensham, just before he disappeared, was curiously interested in the difference between sun- and moon-light. It was one of his crazes.

Blair shrugged his shoulders.

And remember that the East has always dreaded moon-light. Its supposed not only to madden lovers. David Frensham seriously believed it has mysterious qualities that sunshine hasnt.

Damn all moonshine! Blair climbed into the train and they shook hands through the window.

If my suspicions are right, said the commissioner, File FF should get some interesting additions.

To hell with FF!

Quite right. Its a bloody nuisance. It disturbs a fellows trust in Hoyle and Culbertson. So keep your hair on. Walk into anything whatever that looks like a trap, and trust me to keep you in sight. Well be close behind you. Good-by. Good luck!

The engine seethed and clamored. An impatient Eurasian station-master with his watch ill his hand kicked at a sleeping cur and made it yelp to call attention to himself; the commissioner nodded to him and he blew his whistle.

The train started.

There was no ice  no comfort. The engine grumbled along a track that resembled an aching steel nerve, toward a heat-haze bounded only by infinity. The commissioners car sped away in a dust cloud of its own, toward the smoke-stacks which fringe the hot crucible of human emotions known on the maps as Bombay City.

When Blair Warrender stepped from the train at Abu Road, it was into the dazzling glare of Rajasthan. He loved it. It was a land after his own heart  a land of anger and good manners. Conquered times out of number, its conquered, like the English Saxons, always forced new masters and new chivalry to bloom and live by glory or be damned.

Warrenders great-grandfather had fought under Arthur Wellesley. He was the grandson of a gunner officer who died on the Ridge in 57. His uncle had led a squadron of Indian cavalry to Kabul and was mentioned in despatches by Bobs of Kandahar. So he was unlikely to lack what he needed in that land, where even a peasant usually, traces his descent from warriors who looted and fought ere history was written.

A rajah, whose royal lineage was already ancient when the gods (so says the legend) walked on earth with men, provided too many ponies and too much camp equipment. A zemindar lent servants to whom such service is traditional privilege, a trifle arrogantly seized and quarrelsomely held, but rendered feudally and with alertness to observe all reasons why such duties are a source of pride.

The encampments, night after night for five nights, were a rendezvous for veterans who had served before Blair Warrender saw daylight, under men whose graves had strewn the long length of the North-West Frontier. There were tales and songs by fire  and moonlight, and the days were a procession of wayside courtesies. Until one evening Blair pitched near Doongar, where the jungle heaves at the foot of Gaglajung, amid hills like the humps of camels.

Abdurrahman Khan  Moslem Zemindar of Hindu acres, and as part and parcel of them as ever a Norman landlord was on Saxon soil  sat gray and dignified on a camp-stool under the awning of Blairs big tent. He reached out a hand such as El Greco painted, for the rifle that Blairs borrowed gun-bearer was cleaning. His own sabre, brought in honor of the occasion, lay bright and legendary-looking on the knees of a grandson squatting near him. He examined the rifle and then handed it back.

In my day, he remarked, I have seen much that was new, which seemed good. But by Allah (blessings on His Prophet!) it was forth from a man that goodness came. And not always was it goodness! As a mans heart are his weapons.

Blair merely nodded, watching the Indian night, dark, swift, splendid, deepen on jungle and hills. Such information as he sought lurks, shy of argument. It creeps forth like the jungle dwellers in the stillness. Royal Rajasthan drew on her starlit cloak, which is a conjurer of moods. He awaited a mood of indiscretion. In front, a mile away, the ruined keep of Gaglajung  shadowy fangs on a dark crag  told of the days when men of action struck such blows on time that the reverberations still make songs on the lips of minstrels. Such history lives in the night. It could be felt, like the smells in the dew that the animals observe and understand.

By God, we need more chota sahibs, the old Rangar grumbled. He had talked mere politics for an hour. There were never enough of those young brass-gutted Britons. They rode hard and died laughing at mysteries. They understood not much except how to be men, but that was plenty. They served for us to form on and to follow, and by God, we did it. But to-day whom shall the men with stout hearts follow? Babus? Nowadays the sahibs have to wait on babus orders. As for the police

It was coming. Blair did not betray that he was waiting for it. He watched the rise of the moon, almost full, beyond Gaglajung. It suffused night with amber mystery  that secret stuff of which songs are woven, and music, and tales of gods and men. The passionate beauty and silence of the scene would have been almost unendurable but for the old Rangars croaking:

I am old. My day is done. But I know man from woman. He, camped yonder, is a woman. He is too much wifed. He looks up regulations in a book. He hesitates, instead of knowing what he knows and. by God, leaving what he does not know to give God exercise. He has another woman with him who could make two men of one husband. But he is married to a wife who makes two women of him.

Blair said nothing. For a minute or two the old Rangar meditated, until out of the distant silences there came a cough, half roar, half grunt. The obscene voice of Kol-Bhalu, the jackal who follows tigers, answered. Then, for a sudden moment, even the insects were still, and Blair glanced at his rifle.

Time enough yet, said the Rangar. Grayne sahib wont leave a book to spoil our sport. To-night is our night. Such as he is, put off danger until tomorrow, and then give the order to build a machan in a safe place such as books recommend. Wah! A father of tigers, this one. Some name him, saying also that Kol Bhalu. who dogs him, is the spirit of a money-lender whom he slew last year  aye, and devoured. Since then he has slain seven men. He has grown cunning: he is not to be taken in traps. But the watchers are out. The stops are well placed. He will slake his thirst at one of three pools, and then he will find all roads closed against him, except this one, by the charcoal-burners ghat, toward us. He will come near midnight. . . . I was speaking of women.

Speak on.

Frennisham. her name is  daughter to the Brigadier Bahadur who they say is missing. What she does here is a mystery, save that she visits the Graynes; and them she uses as it suits her. She is without fear and she runs uncommon risks  wanders these hills all alone, on a pony or on foot as the spirit moves her  and by night, too. Hers is a restless spirit. She should be the mother of good fighting men. She knows the ancient songs of Rajasthan  aye, and the dances  teaches them to the children, who were better without such superstitious stuff. She has slept more than once in a villagers hut  forever questioning  forever seeking something, none unless it be the Bat-Brahmin, knows what. They tell strange tales about him and her.

Blair met the old Rangars gaze for a moment.

It is a land of strange tales. he answered. Then he stared again at the ruined keep of Gaglajung, now reddish amid soot-dark shadows. Where the moon shone through gaps of broken masonry imagination refused to believe there was not living flame. He spoke unexpectedly:

Tell me the story of that place. Old tales beget true confidences. Questions about Henrietta Frensham would have stanched the flow of truth by suggesting curiosity, which makes the eastern mind evasive.

The Rangar, well pleased, cleared his throat. His grandson, with the sword across his knees, hitherto as motionless as a moonlit carving, leaned forward to listen. His eyes obeyed the gesture of the old mans right hand pointing toward Gaglajung.

Your honor knows the ballad about Ranjeet of the Ford? Yonder the ford lies  this side of Doongar Village, between us and Grayne sahibs camp. That castle commanded the ford in the old days. It was Ranjeet Singhs. None could burn him out of it, and lie was known as Ranjeet of the Ford  a wonder of a man, who swore to.have his will of life up yonder and not die at all but leave earth in a way more pleasing. It befell otherwise. She who died last in that place, is  men say so  there yet. Some say they have seen her.

Have you seen her? Blair asked.

The old man stared, but Blair was looking at the night. Only the grandson betrayed excitement; he leaned farther forward. The Rangar continued:

I have seen and heard strange things in my day. Gods truth is what matters. She of whom I speak was known by a name, that means Queen of the Moon. It was not hers in the beginning. All astrologers are liars, saith the Prophet. I believe in none of their abominations. Nevertheless, they say that certain stars, when seen together near the moon, mean love and war in wondrous combinations, and an ill end.

Ranjeet Singh desired her. His will was law. He stole her from her fathers hold by Abu, after three years fighting. It is said that as he bore her home lie saw two stars beside the moon reflected in the ford, when he paused to water his horse. She, his prisoner, still hating him, he gazed into her eyes and renamed her Queen of the Moon, From that hour they two loved each other.

Great was her love for him. The minstrels sing of it. They say she learned secrets that only the Brahmins know. And some say she did what Ranjeet of the Ford did not escaped death. But such is the talk of idolaters, and may the curses of the Prophet rest on such abomination. So much Ranjeet loved her that he rode unwillingly when his plighted words compelled him to take up arms again. He was summoned afar off, to the aid of a Prince who had once befriended him. In such matters no Rajput is his own master. He obeys his oath, no matter to whom he pledged it. Ranjeet rode forth, vowing not to come back save with honor.

Her honor and his were one. She swore  for in those days they were women  she would hold that crag of his until he should return victorious, or unto death and forever. She and her women, and boys and old men were the garrison when Ranjeet led all his warriors away to aid a friend in need. More than one king slept ill at ease then, thinking how she might be had for the taking. By Allah, she was worth a campaign if there is truth in a tenth of the tales of her! Queen of the Moon men called her, and they said she knew great secrets. Three kings laid siege to that fortress yonder. They agreed between them that the first to storm the battlements should,have her, and her secrets also, but the other plunder should be equally divided.

They plucked the uncaught eagle. She and her women held that height so stubbornly that on this countryside to-day we say of a vainglorious boaster he taketh Gaglajung. In armor, she led all sorties. She and her women held the breaches in the walls, while boys and old men toiled at the repairs. They said she knew the secrets of the Moon and that the Moon-god and the gods of day and night were all her servants. But there came a herald from the three kings, saying Ranjeet Singh, defeated, on his way home, had been taken prisoner. He was the prisoner of the three kings.

In a fetter to her, he bade her yield, as. the price of his freedom. The three kings were casting lots for her when the herald brought back her answer, saying she believed no word of it, well knowing that Ranjeet Singh, her lord, was a man to whom honor and life were one, whereas the writer of that letter was without honor, like unto themselves. But Ranjeet was unworthy of her.

The three kings set Ranjeet Singh arrayed in armor on a horse, and showed him to her. Then again they sent the herald. He returned again answering, Nay, it is not he, because where is his honor?

Then, it is said, they tortured Ranjeet Singh, and he betrayed a hidden passage. That night they assaulted  all three kings with all their strength, from three sides and by the secret passage also. By Allah, they had light to see by! She burned the place. She and her women died in that furnace. But some say  may the lie blister their throats!  that she died not at all. It was full moon.

What had that to do with it?

I know not. But they say that at full moon she walks the battlements and waits there yet for Ranjeet Singh to come with honor. Some say they have seen her spirit. As for me, I am a Sufi, and I think a man may inquire about life and death. But not too idly  nay, nor listen to such tales as that.

The three kings slew Ranjeet Singh. Despising him, they put him in a tigers cage. When he was devoured they let the tiger go, declaring the brute had done well. Thus sprang the legend that Ranjeet Singh incarnates in a tiger. A foolish legend, but men believe it. Look, sahib  nay, yonder, to the left a little.

Far off, probably a mile away, or more, a little yellow light moved slowly up and down, then vanished.

He is coming, said the Rangar. Ranjeet Singh, the superstitious call him. And they say. Slay him ever so often, ever he is reborn. They say he must prowl in that shape until she shall descend from Gaglajung and forgive him. Who knows? I am against all superstition. But I have heard wilder tales than that.

Blair got up and examined the breach of his rifle. The Rangar was old and the boy young, so that neither had part in the hunt. Blair followed a lean, loose-limbed shikarri, along the dry bed of a watercourse for upward of a mile, until they reached a bend where moonlight formed an amber pool at the foot of a huge rock. The shadow of the rock struck forward into that pool of light. Beyond, the dry watercourse entered a dark gorge with jungle-clad walls. To the right, beyond the rock, a smaller, stone-strewn watercourse descended from Gaglajung in shadowy zigzags, reaching the dry pool amid boulders beside a gnarled tree.

The shikarri whispered, When he has killed, sahib, he goes by that way, up the flank of Gaglajung, where he dens in a cavern. But to-night he has not killed. He is angry.

So was Blair angry. What the devil was Henrietta doing, wandering about that countryside? He took his stand with his back to the rock, in soot-black shadow, motionless. The shikarri crouched near him behind a boulder. There were sounds not far off. Twigs snapped. A jackal yelled homeless anguish. Silence returned, heavy and as solid as the darkness of the breathless jungle. For twenty minutes night, time, silence and suspense all brooded peril, forefelt, until human nature yielded to the strain and time dimmed imagination. A heavy, sullen sounding footfall came at last like a sound in a dream. The shikarri whispered:

Bagh hai!

Gray in the dimness, as sudden as if evolved out of eternity that moment, a tiger stood ghostly and vague in the throat of the gorge  motionless. The moonlight shone pale on his eyes. His head was flat with back-laid ears. He heard a sound behind him, wheeled and vanished.

Two minutes passed  two eternities. then he stood there again, in the same spot, couching his weight between his shoulders. Murderous eyes that saw Blair Warrender could not interpret what they saw. They awaited motion; he made none; he and his rifle were one still shadow, within a darkness. On the flank of the gorge in the dark a twig snapped sharply. The tiger vanished like a shadow, nowither. He was simply not there. Three minutes, by Blair Warrenders pulse-beat. Then, out of the stillness behind the boulder on his right hand, the shikarris tongue clucked on his cheek. That sound might mean anything, but certainly not nothing, from that shikarri. Warrender spared him a glance, but his eyes made only half the circuit; they were arrested midway by a shadow moving on the bed of the smaller watercourse. There was no sound.

Suddenly the tiger muttered  coughed  roared  three sounds from three directions. He had made a circuit of the moonlight and lay crouching somewhere to the left, opposite the smaller watercourse. He could not be twenty paces away. His eyes became visible, nothing else. He appeared to be watching that new shadow that had set the shikarris warning tongue in motion. There was sixty seconds silence. Then he crept out into moonlight, tense, with his weight low, crouching for the rush that bears home spastic death on fang and claw.

Blair Warrender and his rifle became one entity. Flash, crack, echo were inseparable from the roaring snarl of anger as the tiger tell biting the wound that stung him, rolled into the shadow of a rock, recovered and then rushed at the throat of the smaller watercourse.

A shot followed  hit him  hit hard. He roared and turned to face the enemy. A third shot rolled him over and he lay still, except that his claws tore the sand, anger surviving death by fifty spasms.

The shikarri began tossing pebbles, keeping the advantage of the boulder. There were sounds all around in the dark, but no one showed himself, not even when Blair reloaded and stepped out into the moonlight. A retreating jackal whimpered the tigers requiem, obscene and ribald.

Three shots? said a womans voice. The shadow lengthened in the throat of the smaller watercourse. There was a sound of footsteps, rubbered, on smooth rock. Is it Ranjeet Singh or just an ordinary tiger?

Stay where you are! Blair answered. He had seen too many dead tigers come to life to take unnecessary risks. He hurled a big stone at the carcass, then went close and prodded with the end of his rifle-barrel. Yes, he said, three shots. Is it Henrietta?

She sprang to a small boulder and stood in full moonlight with her hands behind her, wearing no hat. Wavy, blond hair that looked like spun gold hid her face in shadow. There was an edge, like an aura, of moonlight that, revealed her figure outlined under a smock of some flimsy material.

Is it Ranjeet Singh? she repeated.

Anger hardened Blairs voice. What are you doing here at midnight?

She leaped to the ground and walked toward him. with her back to the moon, until her shadow fell on the tiger. Her face was still almost invisible. She was tall, and she stood with the natural grace of a well-bred Rajput woman of the hills. She might be one  almost.

Is he quite dead? Well, he deserved it. Poor old Ranjeet Singh! You know the legend?

She knelt. With strong weather-brown fingers she tried to close the tigers staring eyes.

Hes a man-eater. said Blair. He might have got you. Tigers  snakes  leopards  dont you know better than She stood up. He could see her face now  good-humored  half-mocking. It made him hesitate. Pain  or it might be anger  underlay the humor.   Any better, he repeated, than to take such chances

Why should you care? she answered. He could almost see the color of her eyes. Blair, do you know what chance is?

What do you mean, Henrietta? he said stiffly.

I shouldnt ask. I know the answer. She set her foot on the tigers head. If you knew, you wouldnt be on Wu Tus list of

Of what?

Wu Tus sucker-list!

She turned from him, knelt and with her fingers bared the tigers fangs.

Poor old Ranjeet Singh, she said. You were another bold and clever one who lost out, werent you?

Then the Rangar came, leaning on his grandsons shoulder, and in a moment the pool of moonlight swarmed with men who emerged like ghosts from nowhere.


CHAPTER FIVE

Knowledge? Ye know nothing, save ye do it without thinking. Thought is the swamp of ignorance surrounding Knowledge. All must cross that. Build no stronghold on it, that will sink and become a hopeless dungeon, difficult to leave.

 From the Ninth (unfinished) Book of Noor Ali.



SOMEONE who looked like a Bat-Brahmin, ragged, arrogating privilege but insolently careless of its obligations, spat pan-juice from a shadow and spoke oracularly. The old Rangar gave orders, appearing to ignore the Bats existence, but his feudal dignity masked experienced respect for something older than feudalism, deeper than logic. He approached Blair:

If your honor permits, it is wise to observe a superstition if it does no harm. Trust me to see no whiskers are stolen. She  he glanced at Henrietta Frensham need not watch, but she should stay near. Let them say the ghost of Ranjeet Singh is at rest.

Blair nodded. He watched the lean shikarri pull an oiled rag through the rifle-barrel. Then he strode over to Henrietta Frensham and sat beside her on a rock in the moonlight.

Will you wait while they skin him?he asked. Ill send for ponies afterward and see you back to camp.

Why? Is that necessary?

I intend to tell Grayne while Im here about it  what I think of his letting you roam these hills at night.

Is it your business? What are you doing here? she retorted.

Blair looked straight in front of him. The men around the tigers carcass, twenty feet away, resembled ghouls at a graveyard feast of flesh. He hardly saw them. He was aware of  could almost feel Henriettas Frenshams eyes studying him. They were violet. Her hair was straw-gold. She held one knee clasped in her hands, and he knew her expression, brave but vaguely mystic, as if she expected events that she. would endure uncomplainingly for inscrutable ends.
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He knew all that without looking. Without even closing his own eyes he could see hers  much more clearly, in fact, than if he looked straight at her in moonlight dimness. But that was natural; he could have drawn her face easily from memory. What irritated him was Wu Tus eyes, behind hers, seeming to look through them. He decided he had to be brutal and get questions over with.

Where is your father? he demanded. He looked suddenly straight at her. She betrayed no surprise, but said nothing. Thats why Im here, he added, to find out.

No other reason?

Silence. He hated what he had to do, and saw no reason to make a secret of that, but he had not come to answer questions. He ground his heel into the gravel, well aware she was as tense as he was, but was hiding it better. He governed his voice and spoke calmly:

Ive been sent here to ask things, Henrietta. Please answer. What do you know about Wu Tu?

He did not look at her that time. He preferred to give her a chance to collect her thoughts. He could see Wu Tus eyes in the dark, and that made him, and kept him, angry. He needed anger, and he was not in the least afraid of Wu Tus influence. Any number of people can work that trick of impressing mental pictures. Wu Tus would wear off. In the meantime it kept him alert and made cruelty easier. He added, Youre not accused of anything. Ill not humiliate you if I can help it.

No? she answered. All I actually know of Wu Tu is that you and she completed my humiliation. She turned you against me in less than a week. Then she offered you back to me  on her terms. Blair, I would have believed almost absolutely anything sooner than that you are like that.

Like what?

Someone whom Wu Tu can take and can give.

Their eyes met, and hers were truthful. She was saying what she believed, that she was ashamed to be forced to believe. It suddenly occurred to him to tell her the moonlight made her look nearly naked in that thin smock; but he did not say it, although he would have in other circumstances. She was the only woman who ever had almost seemed more desirable to him than his job. He wondered why, staring at her in silence; until he realized that the nakedness was not really physical but the effect of emotion, hers and his. She was not. even trying to hide hers.

Youre entitled to know the truth about that, he said. Ill explain, if you wish.

Officially? Or am I to believe it?

He tried, to take her hand, but she drew it away.

I will believe you, Blair. I can bear to hear anything. You neednt pretend what you dont feel.

Wu Tu had nothing to do with it, Henrietta. I left off, because I didnt dare to fall in love with you.

Why didnt you dare? I was in love with you. I admit it.

I knew that.

I meant you should know it. You ran.

Yes.

You behaved like Ranjeet Singh in the legend. In the beginning I hated you, so much that I had to think about you. So I did think, Blair, when we met in the dark that night in Bombay and you took my wrist  not my hand, my wrist  you remember?  and dragged me, unwillingly, to look at an almost naked fakir, who resembled a bas-relief against velvet darkness with the firelight dancing on him, then I knew I loved you. I dont know why. I couldnt reason that out. I just knew it. I was fool enough to think you loved me. When you went away so suddenly, you said on duty, I supposed your job made you silent. I thought it was the quietness of strength. I was impatient, but thoroughly happy to wait. Then Wu Tu came.

To the house?

A police constable, of all people, brought a note from her, saying she had important information from you. If anyone but a policeman had brought it, I would probably have ignored it. I had heard of her of course; everyone has. Knowing you have to use all sorts of people in curious ways, I made an appointment to meet her in my tent at the end of the garden. She came by the back entrance, and I kept her waiting because I felt vaguely afraid. She made astonishing offers  money  then, that minute  quantities of money  showed it to me  tried to force it on me.

What did she want you to do?

Betray my father. I refused and she threatened. Ive no idea how she knew about you and me, but she said she would deprive me of you, just so that she and I might understand each other. That sounded so incredibly ridiculous that I laughed. But when she was gone  it was too hot to go indoors  I sat there all alone and felt ill with dread. And you only wrote once, you remember  curtly  formally.

I wrote twice.

I received one. letter.

Go on. Im listening.

Wu Tu came again. It seemed cowardly to refuse to see her. And besides, I was wretched and wanted to know. She said she would give you back to me, if I would be sensible, as she expressed it. She seemed to know all about you  for instance, how you have nothing beyond your pay. She even knew where you were born, and where you went to school, and the name of.a girl in England who inherited a hundred thousand pounds and wrote you love-letters.

Then she named some important people whom she hinted she had put where they are through her secret influence. And she offered to show me how to make yours a real career, with orders and decorations and I dont know what else. She made politics and promotion and all that kind of thing sound like a filthy swindle, with a few innocent figureheads manipulated from behind the scenes by blackguards. And she said you know all that, but that you lack the sublety and need a woman to awaken something in you. I might have you back if I would promise to give her my confidence.

Go on, Blair said. Im listening.

I almost did promise. I thought I might save you from her.

He waited. His eyes smoldered. But they changed, and he looked relieved when she laughed a bit bitterly at her own conceit and added, But I saw you would have to save yourself. I couldnt do it. It was like this legend of Ranjeet Singh, although I didnt know the legend then. To yield myself would not have cleaned you.

Cleaned? he said. He got up and strode to where they were skinning the tiger. It was a slow job. They were not particularly expert, and they were taking great pains not to damage the skin. The old Rangar was arguing with the Bat-Brahmin in a shadow, and the shikarri who, for some reason, had not been allowed to touch the carcass, was looking on, scornfully. Blair sent the shikarri hotfoot to his camp for cigarettes and then, himself in shadow, stared at Henrietta. She looked lovely in that moonlight. The sight of her made his arms tremble. He loathed his job more than ever. It would have been so simple to go and make love to her. She would tell him anything he asked, if  

He strode back, feeling and looking ruthless. He stood in front of her with his face in moonlight. She said. Dont look like that, Blair. Youre not cynical. You feel as badly as I do, or you should.

I told you Id explain, he answered. Wu Tu had nothing to do with it, Henrietta. I wrote twice. The second one was a rotten letter to have to write, but youd have understood. I said honestly that I wasnt in love. Wu Tu may have stolen that second letter. Shes capable of it. If so, she simply took advantage of information. Shes an opportunist, and shes rather clever. Thats the truth  or as much as I can tell you; I cant betray official secrets.

But you question me like a culprit.

No, no, not a culprit. If youd rather, Ill wait till daylight.

Oh, no, lets not evade it, she objected. Ive been up there on Gaglajung, imagining myself waiting for Ranjeet Singh to return with honor  being silly and romantic  wallowing in sorrow. I knew you were here, so I came down. Im in a mood for anything. Absolutely anything, she added, except

Except what?

Lies.

Will you answer three questions?

Yes.

Wheres your father?

I dont know.

Where did you get that gold box that was stolen from your bedroom?

Father locked it in my suitcase. I didnt know it was. missing until I noticed the lock of the suitcase was broken.

Where did he get it?

He found it.

Have you heard from your father?

No answer. Suddenly: Wu Tu told me you have been in love with her for ever so long.

You believe that?

I suppose I dont care.

Well, its a lie. Look here, Henrietta, you and I had better face this. Youre under suspicion.

What of? You suspect me?

To a certain extent, yes. I always did. Youre a mystery, but it seemed like sacrilege to try to question you.

Sacrilege? You?

Yes. I couldnt fall in love and mistrust you at the same time. So I ran out. Im not making love now, so dont be afraid. Im friendly.

Is that quite true?

Yes, it is. But youre as baffling as ever. You never once revealed your real thought.

Blair, I wanted to have no reserve from you. i wanted to be able to tell you anything you care to ask.

Tell me now.

No.

The monosyllable was like the thump of a; door shut quietly. He watched her, speaking: slowly: Zaman Ali and a bad gang  Wu Tu and a worse gang  Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu, and certain others are suspected of being concerned in your fathers disappearance. Wu Tu possesses a golden figurine that may: come from the same source as the box you lost. We have your box. Ive seen it. Youre here, behaving curiously, to put it mildly. In plain words, youre here looking for something. And youve troubled yourself to charm Grayne and to.mystify him until he lets you do just as you please.

So youve been spying on me?

Yes, he answered. Who is the villager in whose house you slept?

You can easily find him.

I will. What have you been doing up on Gaglajung, in addition to making villagers believe youre a ghost?

Dont you think youre a bit ridiculous? she retorted.

Yes, he said. I feel ridiculous, and I hate what Im doing. But, you see, I want your answer.

There is none.

Take your time, Henrietta, and think. If you dont, you may force me to  well, I wont discuss that.

I have thought. There is no answer.

May I search your tent?

No.

In the darkness a man with a little bagpipe began blaring a tune. Several men lit torches. Two men took the tiger-skin and bore it between them toward Henrietta, thrusting the head forward for her fingers to touch. She understood what they wished. She stood up and laid her right hand between the pugnacious ears, speaking in Rajasthani:

Be this then the end of Ranjeet Singh. He is forgiven.

The old Rangar, coughing to hide embarrassment, stood forward, bowing: If the presence will  there is a little thing  it is not far  I am ashamed of these superstitious people, but

Why not? She stepped forward. The Bat-Brahmin seized a torch from a man and shook it. The bagpipe blared and the Bat led forward to the dark gorge, singing the ballad of Ranjeet of the Ford. And the crowd that had grown to forty or fifty people trailed along behind, excited, singing through their noses.

It was nothing incomprehensible to them that Henrietta Frensham should be a brigadier-generals daughter, and a ghost, and a reincarnation of Ranjeet, Singhs self-immolated widow, all at the same time. There was a god in the jungle who knew all about it, so they did the pleasantly discreet thing, and walked in procession to put streaky paint, sweet oil and cow-pats on his image. It was magic, which has nothing to do with ascertainable or concrete fact, and does not call for explanation.

Night in the throat of the gorge grew crimson with the torch-flare that glittered on frightened wild eyes amid rocks and undergrowth. They climbed a well-worn path, disturbing sleeping birds, until the trees ceased and they.were again in moonlight on the lap of a flank of Gaglajung. There the shrine nestled  a mere godlets nest of white stone under one lone tree, where the bats wove tapestry for unseen powers of the night. A monstrous wall of rock, outleaning like a mans breast, loomed, pale in moonlight, and spread downward toward the jungle.

Peace breathed fragrance. An old hermit, gray-haired and gray-bearded, mild-eyed, mad and friendly, came forth from the shrine and looked on. Two young women suddenly appeared where nothing except darkness had been. Night, it had seemed, created them with strings of heavy-scented garlands in their hands; they hung garlands around Henriettas neck and then  impudently daring  around Blairs, standing on tiptoe to do it and then running away to hide and giggle in the darkness. Then the ceremony  short  casual with the smooth-worn accuracy of the countless years  simple, as all good ceremonies are. The hermit blessed the tiger-skin; the Bat-Brahmin ordered it and- then made irreverent sounds to disparage the hermit and call attention to himself. They all knew the moods of Bat-Brahmins and there was enough generous low laughter to flatter the mans self-esteem; the hermits blessing was in no way qualified by that. The shikarri, sweating and heavy-breathing, brought the cigarettes and Blair gave one to Henrietta, studying her eyes by the light of the match as he held it in cupped hands.

My camps not far, he said; Suppose we walk there. After weve talked Ill have ponies saddled and see you back to the Graynes camp.

She nodded. Words leaped to his lips; he had hard work not to say them. Pagan emotion had hold of him. It moved him strangely. It was good, and he knew it was good. He threw away the match and lighted another as an excuse to turn his back. That way he regained self-control.

Come along, he said presently, forcing his voice. He did not trust himself to add one more word.

Blair led. He was unaware that his back, and the poise of his head, and his shoulders, and the resolute swing of his stride in the smoky torchlight, pained Henrietta almost beyond endurance. The foot-track along the dry bed of the stream was narrow and winding; it was easier to walk one by one. To have followed her might have saved him the strain of imagination.

To his minds eye she seemed lovelier than she really was;, no woman could be quite as beautiful as he imagined her. And she seemed to him more defenseless than a woman of her high character possibly could be in his hands. He knew she loved him; she had said so. He was tremendously attracted to her and he was not sure he was not really in love with her.

Was it true that he had behaved like Ranjeet Singh of the legend? Had he, even unintentionally, by his conduct, given her the right to believe he loved her? Probably. Had he played her false? Had he tried to buy his liberty with the price of her honor? He could not see how. He was going to have to be brutal to her now, at any rate, so he denied himself the luxury of even one backward glance at her. He strode like a Roman.

The tent glowed with lamplight. There were two chairs under the awning, with a table between. He had forgotten the garlands on his shoulders; his servant removed those when he reached the tent. Then he turned deliberately, giving Henrietta time to control herself before their eyes met. Mellow moonlight  lamp glow  garlands, and the simple line of her frock  stillness and purple shadows  

Damn! he said. You look like a Madonna. But he used the word at random; she was pagan and looked like temptation itself.

Sit down, wont you? Drink? Ive whisky and soda. Tea then?

Nothing.

The servant put the cigarette box on the table and Blair dismissed him. Little groups of people standing in the shadows vanished. A pony, somewhere in darkness, snorted and strained at his picket; a sais reproved him, and after that there was no other noticeable sound. The stillness, that is made of infinitely tiny voices, waited, and the stars seemed to wait too. Blairs voice, when he forced himself to speak, was almost deadly restrained:

Whats the use, Henrietta?

Her voice sounded hopeless. Nothings any use, Blair, not between us.

Anyhow, making a mystery isnt, he answered. If you were worried about your father

I am.

Are you? Either you know where he is, or youve heard from him, or he has told you not to worry and has given a reason. If not,, youd behave differently. Ive to find him. Is it sensible to put yourself to the damned indignity, and me to the indecency of having you watched? I can do that. Id rather go to hell than do it.

You must do as you please.

I cant do as I please. Neither can you.

No, she said, I know that..

Do you realize that whatever you have in your tent, that you refused just now to let me see, would be known to me in detail before daylight, if

Well, why dont you? Oh, Blair, cant you understand? Are you the only person in the world whos loyal? And to what? (He remembered that Wu Tu had said almost the same thing.) Would you tell me any official secrets, that you nevertheless discuss with underlings? Would you even tell me Wu Tus secrets? If you werent a policeman

Lets not if ourselves into a metaphysical maze, he interrupted. I am a policeman. Ive had easier duties than this, I dont mind telling you. Without changing his voice; without the slightest gesture to betray that he had chosen a new angle of attack, he went on:

Chetusingh  he watched her, and her eyes revealed nothing, but the ends of her fingers flattened slightly on the chair-arm has also vanished.

He had not even been sure that she knew Chetusingh, but he saw her guard go up. Her answering sarcastic smile was a moment too late: Did you propose to search my tent for him?

No, he answered; I hadnt thought of it.

She waited.

He paused, very carefully selecting from the inquisition pincers.

You havent told me, he said, all that Wu Tu told you.

No, Blair, I havent. Why not ask her?

Why are you willing, he demanded, to sit here and be questioned, when its obviously painful? You didnt have to come here with me. There were plenty of people up there on the hill who could have seen you safely back to Graynes camp.

She hesitated, thought a moment, and then answered with a smile that mocked her own torment:

It seemed a possible opportunity to fall out of love with you, Blair.

Why? he asked brutally.

I fell in.

Are you out now?

Does it matter?

Youve no intention of telling me anything?

Blair, it isnt you, its the policeman I cant tell.

So you. do know.

I dont admit that.

Well, Henrietta, is isnt I, but the policeman whos asking questions. Personally I wouldnt probe your secrets. If I did dream of doing it because theyre interesting and youre you, I wouldnt do it in this way. But Im obliged to be impersonal and insist. Its no use insisting  not the slightest use, Blair. But go on being impersonal.

Why?

It helps me,

You mean, if I were to put this on a personal basis youd find it easier to tell me?

How should I know? You havent tried it. I might find it much more difficult to ask. I dont know what would happen.

He got out of his chair and stood in front of her, holding his left wrist in his right hand behind his back, there being some emotions that demand more than mental restraint. He knew she would not resist if he should throw his arm around her. She was almost openly inviting him to do it. But he was one of those men whom temptation makes more obstinate the more it tortures. His shadow darkened her. Her gaze met his. Beyond or within her violet eyes he seemed to see Wu Tus. He remembered what Wu Tu wanted him to do. If Henrietta had been any other woman  

Are there terms on which you would tell? he demanded suddenly.

No. None. Her voice broke and he felt like a devil, so he spoke to her gently, not appreciating that the only merciful thing he could have done would have been to unleash anger and act like a cad. Then, perhaps, she might have ceased to love him.

Youre tired, he said. Perhaps in the morning youll feel able to talk. Ill order the ponies saddled.

Not yet.

He supposed she wanted time to recover self-control, so he walked to and fro in the moonlight, keeping his face averted each time he turned. When he stopped and stood in front of her again she was holding her hands before her eyes, but she was not sobbing.

I wish to God you werent you, he said grimly. If you were any other woman

Yes, I know, she answered. She was dry-eyed. If I were any other woman you would make love and coax me to tell what I know. I wish you had tried that, so that I could despise you. But youre an honorable brute. Why are you here, not some other man?

Damned if I know.

I will tell you. You can no more help yourself than Pontius Pilate could. There are forces that

He interrupted with a gesture of anger.

See here, Henrietta. We had all that out a year ago. Your mysterious forces are not what Im here to talk about. I dont believe in them. You may keep all those secrets. Tell me what has happened to your father.

But I dont know.

Tell me what you think has happened to him.

No. You wouldnt understand me.

Nothing enrages a man more than to be told that by a woman. But self-control was almost automatic with Blair; he answered quietly, in a gloved voice that had no resonance:

Very well. Youll have to take the consequences. You and I will both regret that. Ill order the ponies.

She stood up: Blair, Id rather not ride, if you dont mind. Maynt your servant see me home? I dont want to talk to you any longer. I couldnt bear it.

I wont talk.

I would rather go alone, but you may send as many servants as you please.

Oh, all right.

All the servants were asleep, or pretending to sleep. None answered his shout. He strode savagely around the tent and awakened them  gave his orders  eight men and four lanterns.

He did not return to Henrietta until they were all near the tent in a sleepy group, staring and silent.

Protection? she asked. So many? Or is it

They make the good-by less embarrassing. he said stiffly. Good night. Henrietta. I am sorry I had to ask questions  much more sorry you didnt answer them.

Good night, Blair. They did not even shake hands. She walked away, two tall men with lanterns leading, two men on either side of her armed with ancient Rajput swords, and two more men with lanterns bringing up the rear. She looked like a prisoner, and the garlands hanging in long loops from her shoulders unexplainably increased the effect. Her hands, clasped behind her, might have been tied. Her fair hair, loose and untidy, shone where the moonlight sprayed its straying ends.

Blair took hold of the pole of the tent awning, and his eyes followed her, even after she had vanished in the gloom beyond a veil of moonlit dust, until he realized that the pain in his hand came from squeezing the pole. Then he swore and sat down.

He sat for two hours, almost without moving, trying to ponder the problem but thinking about her all the time, until the servants returned and reported her safe in her tent in the Graynes camp.

Did she say anything?

No, sahib.

No message for me? Are you sure?

No, sahib. She entered her tent and came out again to give each of us a little money. Then we asked permission to return hither and she nodded. It is your honors pleasure that we return now to our beds?

Yes.

Blair sat still, watching the purple shadows lengthen and grow darker as the, moon descended toward the high hills on his left hand. He felt lonely and weird. His anger, long ago evaporated, had left a sense of mental emptiness and futility. Gaglajung, on the right, became a soot-black, solemn fang upreared against the stars. After a while it resembled an enormous womans face in profile  coarse nose pointed skyward  coarse, impudent lips.

The stars grew brilliant on the darkening sky. Blackness crept into the shadows. The sparse trees grew one with the night. Then, in front of him, again he saw Wu Tus eyes, but he marked a change. They seemed farther away than usual  less human  more real  larger  too large and too high from the ground to be hers or an animals. They became pale green, moving against a background of impenetrable gloom. He had not before seen them move in that way, independently of the movement of his own eyes. They made him shudder.

He felt for the bruise on the back of his head, suspecting that the blow received at Wu Tus might have affected his vision: he had heard of that happening to a man. But the bruise had healed, and his eyes felt all right. Then he reached for a cigarette, but instead of lighting it he went into the tent and brought out a service revolver. He sat down again and examined the loading. Then he looked again for those eyes in the dark. They were there.

They were enormous  no longer in the least like Wu Tus. Their movement was irregular. It was stealthy. They were coming toward him  high up  twenty feet from the ground. He could see nothing beneath them  no head  merely eyes, of a luminous, disgusting, cruel green, like a light he had once seen in a cavern where a fakir wrought obscene miracles. They suggested a dank smell, but he knew that was imagination because he could smell the good earthy scent of the dew on the dust.

He could hear nothing except ordinary night sounds, such as the wing-whirr of insects and the high, excited, almost inaudible squeak of bats. An owl hooted two or three times. The eyes came nearer. He began to feel deathly afraid and thought of summoning the servants, but dismissed that thought the moment it crossed his mind.

The moon vanished beyond the hump of a hill and utter darkness swallowed the last shadows. Then the pale light of the monstrous eyes increased. He could see they were set in a mans head  or a head like a mans  a giants, but too small for a man twenty feet high. It seemed to be suspended in air. Its movement was slow, elastic, partly from side to side with a swaying effect.

The face was thin, mean, livid. It had a straggling beard. It resembled the face of a tortured and decapitated hillman he had seen near Quetta, its beard matted with blood; only this one was alive and moved haggard lips. It drew nearer. The eyes glared malign intelligence of unintelligible horrors; their loathsome irises looked dull blood-red; but it was difficult to tell their real color because the ghoulish green predominated. Presently the gloom beneath the head grew vaguely luminous, and then horror crept up Blairs spine until his short hair rose and he sat rigid, not breathing, with his heart thumping.

He could see the things body. It resembled a slimy black bag, shaped like a stomach. The thing was an octopus. It walked on six snake-like tentacles of prodigious length. There were suckers on them that opened and closed with rhythmic movement, each one separately. The two foremost arms reached and writhed slimily green through the dark. He could feel one of them stirring the air within ten paces. He couldnt move. He couldnt take his eyes off the face. It seemed to see him and yet not to see him  to be conscious of him  to be feeling for him. Perhaps it was blinded by the light of the tent, but it stared like a ghoul in the depths of a dark sea.

Suddenly he thought of Wu Tu  saw a mental picture of her coiled on her lounge in Bombay. He dismissed that with an almost panic-effort of will, he did not know why; but he felt urged to think of her and he rebelled against it. The face was coming nearer. One of the long arms almost touched him. The thing danced  as an octopus does  as big spiders do  with the pitiless, absolute rage of malice  slowly  on the tips of its outspread tentacles. He could see the things teeth.

Suddenly he thought of Henrietta. He was instantly bathed in relief that she was not there. The relief relaxed him. He remembered the revolver then. He cocked it, rested it on his left elbow, aimed carefully and fired straight at the things face. It vanished. There was utter and instant darkness where it had been. The noise of the shot awoke his servants: he could hear them scurrying out of their tents. But Blairs attention was riveted on something else.

Ten feet away, directly in front of him in the glow from the tent lamp, a man stood smiling. Blair, sweating, trying to control his muscles that wanted to tremble, covered the man with the revolver and held it fairly steady. It was several seconds before he could force himself to speak.

Come here, he commanded then. Idherao.

Then he recognized the man from the Salween country, Taron Ling, who took service with the police commissioner in Bombay on the strength of a forged testimonial.

You? he said, getting command of his voice. What are you doing here?

Taron Ling strode forward with quiet insolence, making no salaam or any gesture of respect. Two of Blairs servants, looking scared, with their turbans awry, approached the man from either side, and there were other servants peering around the tent, but he ignored them all.

Doing? he answered. Doing nothing. Am come seeking service.

What as?

Guide. Without me, you not finding Henrietta.

Damn your impudence! Is that the way you speak of her? Where are your manners? Wheres your chit from the commissioner?

Not have any.

Ran, eh?

No, not running. Seeing you shoot tiger  good shot  shooting me, no  bad shot. You like what you just now see? The mans smile was that of a blackmailer; there was threat behind it.

Blairs servants, observing the revolver, drew their own deductions and surrounded the man from behind. Nothing increases a mans panic like a weapon ready to be used. Blair uncocked the revolver and laid it on the table to calm his own nerves. He beckoned to the man to come closer and sat studying him in the lamp glow. He was dressed in a khaki tunic suit and a nondescript turban that offered no clue to his classification. His slightly Mongolian eyes were as bright as a snakes and alive with amused intelligence.

So you followed me, eh?

The man nodded.

How did you know where I went?

Knowing also where Sahiba Henrietta went. Why not? Knowing Wu Tu. Knowing Zaman Ali. Knowing where to look for Frennisham Bahadur. Knowing too much.

Do you know Chetusingh?

The man nodded again. Somehow or other his nod suggested tragedy, but Blair was not quite trusting his imagination at the moment. He decided that he would follow that suspicion later.

What do you mean by saying you will guide me to the Sahiba Henrietta? Do you mean to her tent?

You knowing soon enough, he answered, insolent  confident.

Blair decided to reduce that confidence. He needed time, too, to replenish his own. He gave orders to a Rajput retainer, whose mission in life was to clothe obedience with the cloak of courage and to adorn both with dignity:

Keep this man under close observation until I send for him again. Give him a tent to himself and dont let him speak to anyone.

Shall I tie him, sahib?

Only if he makes trouble. Tell the cook Ill take chota hazri now.

Hookum hai. (It is an order.)

Taron Ling offered no resistance.

Tea came twenty minutes later. Blair drank it hot, grateful that it scalded his throat and made life real again, while he watched the false dawn glimmer on the broken fanged summit of Gaglajung.


CHAPTER SIX

It is useless to try to descend into knowledge or to seek it except we ascend toward it. They who are reputed to know most and who demand to be honored accordingly, are gatherers of shadows. They who truly know, know this: the known is but the shadow of the Unknown. It is therefore nothing.

 From the Eighth of the Nine Books of Noor Ali.



THE Rangar came at dawn, his old eyes looking as if they lacked sleep. Beneath his formal courtesy there lurked a hint of foreboding. He nervously avoided Blairs gaze. He turned his back on Gaglajung. He sat on a camp-stool in the delicious cool light of early morning and watched Blair but pretended not to, croakily criticizing the camp servants.

By God, when I went soldiering we cleaned camp at cock-crow. By daybreak, if there was dung left in the horse-lines, someone heard about it.

Other than the customary politeness about Blairs health, he asked no questions. His eyes did not rest for more than a moment on the tent where Taron Ling lay, but he sat where he could detect a movement of the tent-flap without turning his head. The Indian night that has a hundred thousand eyes had evidently kept him well informed. He awaited events. Thirty minutes after daybreak his young grandson arrived, on a lean pony from the direction of the ford, dismounted and squatted at the old mans feet. A servant led the pony away. The boy said nothing, but the old Rangar seemed to understand his silence, although he, too, made no remark.

Grayne came a few minutes after that, cantering. His horses legs and belly were wet from splashing through the ford, but he reined in as if in no hurry at all, when he drew near the camp. He looked peculiarly unofficial in polo helmet, shirt and riding-breeches. He wore smoked spectacles, but removed them before shaking hands, which he did rather diffidently, as if not quite sure it was expected of him. He merely nodded to the Rangar, who stood up and bowed.

Blair received him with the smile of old acquaintance: Having a good time? Enjoying your leave?

So, so. Making the best of it. Couldnt afford England. Bought too many expensive books the last year or two.

That looked probable. He had the eyes of a bookish man  searchers of others opinions  friendly, sympathetic, intelligent, not dynamic  perhaps lazy in some ways.

Shooting? Blair asked as they sat down together.

Not much. Reading and writing mostly. Hear you shot a tiger last night.

Yes. Hows Henrietta Frensham?

Apropos of tigers? I dont know how or where she is. I came to speak about her.

Isnt she in your camp?

No. She should be, but she didnt sleep there. My servant told me your men brought her home, long after midnight. As a matter of fact, I heard her. It was so damned hot I was lying without a stitch on, so I couldnt come out to speak to her. My wife was asleep in her own tent. I imagine I. fell asleep pretty soon afterwards.

I like to watch the sunrise, so the boy has orders to call me in plenty of time for it, and I take tea in pyjamas outside the tent. My wife usually joins me, and Henrietta sometimes does. This morning I wanted to talk to her, so I sent to see if she was awake. She wasnt there. Nobody has seen her leave camp. So I rode over to ask what you know.

Funny time to want to talk to her, Blair suggested.

Better time than any other. She sometimes actually talks at daybreak, instead of listening and saying nothing. Doris and I have respected her silence, of course. Its comprehensible. She probably feels much worse about her fathers disappearance than she cares to reveal to anyone  even her friends. Ive let her do pretty much as she pleases.

So I hear, Blair answered. What did you have in mind to say to her at daybreak? Grayne looked vaguely uncomfortable. He did his best to look judicious  leaned back. lighted a cigar, pursing his lips on the butt.

Theres a limit, he said. Shes a damned nice girl, although unusual. To put it mildly, shes unconventional. But Id trust her anywhere, in nearly any circumstances. He blew smoke through his nose. I dont believe theres a soul on this countryside whod harm her. But she overdoes it. I mean, for instance, where the hell is she now? Home in the early hours  off again before daybreak without a word to anyone  tigers, you know? snakes  besides, whod bet there arent dacoits in the hills? There probably arent, but there might be. Doris and I dont mind her missing meals or anything like that, but  well, I ask you.

Blair waited. He was not there to be asked, but to find out. Grayne continued:

Between you and me, I object to her going where I myself couldnt go without a special warrant and probably couldnt get that. To give you an idea of what I mean  when I put in for long leave and told em I meant to spend it here, I was cautioned  just as it Id been a probationer fresh from home  on no account to poke my nose into places regarded as sacred.

They knew Im interested in that kind of thing and they ticked me off like a recruit. I havent even been up on Gaglajung. You know the legend? Id intended to look for the secret passage that the three kings forced Ranjeet Singh to betray. Of course I couldnt in the circumstances. However, Ive reason to believe that Henrietta goes into all sorts of places, Gaglajung included. Crypts. Caverns. God knows,where she goes.

You say youve reason to believe it?

Good reason. One of my specials saw her, week before last, being led by a local priest into a place at the back of a shrine near here that only Brahmins are supposed to enter. What does that mean?

What do you think it means?

Well, Id say shes quite likely looking for her father. You know, theres a vague report of his having been seen hereabouts. I dont believe it. But perhaps she does. She seems to be on good terms with the local priests and peasantry. Thats all very well, of course; but you know, Id be in the devil of a mess if anything should happen to her. Id be put on the mat, and no two ways about it. As her host, it would be a bit awkward for me to have to  dammit, you know what I mean  shes  Have you any influence with her?

Blair avoided the question:

Did you examine her tent? he answered.

No.

Why not?

It didnt occur to me. Why should I?

So you dont know if anythings missing?

No.

Would your wife know if there were anything missing?

She might. She might know what to look for. I wouldnt.

The Rangar was watching. Blair, to appear casual, struck a match on the heel of his boot and lighted a cigarette. He was almost sick with a sense of dread, so he contrived to look rather cheerful.

Dont look at me, he said. Look at that kite over there on the dead tree, as if we were talking about that. Go back and get your wife to search Henriettas tent. Take care that your servants dont see what youre doing. Write me a full report at once; Ill endorse and forward it to the proper quarter.

Good God, man, do. you think?

Im thinking.

I mean

Yes, I know what you mean. She had a servant, I suppose. Where is he?

In camp. It was he who first suggested that she might have returned here to talk to you, since she was here last night. Do you mean you think

Did he see her leave camp?

No. He was asleep under the fly of her tent when your men brought her home. I suppose they told him where shed been. She told him he was not needed, so he went off to sleep in the servants quarters. Their tents are about fifty yards from ours. He had no notion she was gone again until I sent for him.

Has Henrietta said anything to you about her father?

Weve discussed him, of course. The impression I got was that it hurt her to talk about him. Doris put a damper on that topic of conversation; she called me a tactless brute. Henrietta isnt what Id call garrulous at any time; the only pointer I remember her giving was when she said, a few days ago, that her father might, have been a lieutenant-general by now if he wasnt such a student of Indian magic. But when I questioned her about that she shut up.

What was your line of interrogation?

Stupid, I daresay. I asked if she thought it possible that Frensham might have fallen foul of some of those sorcerers who like to keep their tricks a deadly secret. They might have killed him for discovering a trick. She said Frensham had never been interested in faked miracles. Then she shut right up. You know her better than I do, You know how she shuts up.

Why do you call that a pointer?

Perhaps it isnt. But its full moon tomorrow night. It makes some women restless, you know. It makes her restless. I dont know whether shes superstitious about it or not. But she has it marked.on the calendar, and she told us not to worry if she should go out to study the full moon, and should be gone quite some time. If its your business, I wish like the devil youd put a kibosh on her wandering around the country. It ud be damned unpleasant for me to have to do it.. Can you?

If it isnt too late. Blair answered. Have you had breakfast?

All i ever take, thanks.

Go and search her tent, then. Search it thoroughly, and send me a written report. Keep It secret. Say nothing whatever to her if she turns up. Can you trust your wife to hold her tongue?

Certainly.

All right. See you later.

Grayne rode away, looking gloomy. Blair studied the Rangar; he had the painters trick of looking sideways at what he was observing carefully. A servant brought the camp-stool close and the Rangar sat down.

That was a good tale you were telling last night, Blair began. Ranjeet of the Ford seems to have been a strange character.

Ah, but his ghost is quiet now, sahib.

You say he was a law to himself. In what way do you mean that?

Hah! He used to override the Brahmins.. He respected them not at all. It is a pity there are none nowadays who have that courage. It was Ranjeet of the Ford who gave the Bats the Brahmin privileges that they claim to this day. He is said to have learned a Brahmin secret  some say by torture. It is known that he slew a Brahmin and put a Bat in his place. And it is said that because of that a Brahmin betrayed him to the,three kings, intending Ranjeet should be slain by them,, so that his stolen secret might die with him. But the Bats  or so men say  already knew it. The Bats are worse than pukka Brahmins. They have no sense of responsibility. But they know the Brahmin law. The people groan, but submit to extortion.

My father said Blair. He threw away his cigarette and looked straight in front of him. He had reached a decision. He spoke quietly, in a level voice. I need your confidence.. The old man looked startled. He stared.

By Allah, he answered after a moment, there is none to whom I give that more willingly.

Because I believe that, I asked it. Where is Miss Frensham?

Nay, I know not. Before God, and by my beard, I know not.

But you knew she is missing?

One said something pi the sort. So I came hither to learn more of the matter.

Who spoke of her?

One in the dark, whose name I know not, nor w h o he is, nor any thing,at all about him. It happened I lay cursing the heat that frets these old bones. I bethought me of that tiger-skin, that is pegged in my yard awaiting alum. It might be sore temptation to someone desiring claws against the evil eye. I went out in the dark to be sure the watchman was awake. And as I spoke with the watchman a voice cried, Ranjeets wife walks, seeking for her lover. Spirits of the dead are leading her from Gaglajung.

Whoever had spoken stole away into the dark. But the watchman also had heard him, so he and I considered the matter. We knew, because such news travels fast, that the Frennisham sahiba had been taken to Graynes camp by your honors servants. And so I bethought me, should she then come thence toward Doongar she must use the footpath that leads over the shoulder of Gaglajung. Is it not my business to know what happens? I sent a messenger. He, going and returning swiftly, told me the sahiba is missing from her tent, wherein she had not slept. So I came hither.

Do you know a man from the Salween country by the name of Taron Ling? Blair asked.

No. The Rangar looked uneasy. Morning mauve had vanished. The sharp, hot, golden sunlight limned him mercilessly; it revealed fear. The young grandson took the old mans hand and watched him  feeling, not comprehending. Blair lighted his pipe. Let the child sit yonder under that tree, he said after a moment. Then he called to his servant, Bring forth Taron Ling!

The Rangar shuddered. He had let down the bars of confidence in response to Blairs request. But he had not revealed all he knew  not by the width of the gulf between East and West, between youth and old age.

Taron Ling came leering at the men who guarded him. Blair dismissed them.

Have you received food? Were you made comfortable?

Yes.

You address me as sahib.

Smite him in the teeth! said the Rangar. By Allah His voice grumbled away into silence when Taron Ling looked straight at him.

Yes, sahib, said Taron Ling.

Tell the Zemindar Abdurrahman Khan that which you told me before daybreak. The semi-Mongolian eyes conned the old mans face curiously. I came seeking service, he said slowly, as a guide.

To find what? Blair demanded.

Frennisham sahiba.

And

Frennisham bahadur.

And  

Nothing else.

Beware of him! warned the Rangar sotto voce. This one is an ibilis  a dugpa they call such, where he learned magic. He is from hell. He should be sent back.

You spoke, said Blair, of Wu Tu and of Zaman Ali.

The man nodded.

Do you know where they are?

He nodded again. Although he stood more or less at respectful attention he exuded the scorn of Olympian knowledge.

Do you know where Chetusingh is?

You finding all that out, he answered. The Rangar spoke up, almost slobbering with nervous anger: There is but one course  flog him! Allah! I have seen such as him flayed and pegged amid the flies before the devil left them! He and a Bat-Brahmin hereabouts are two of one liver. Flog him, sahib!

Blair stared at the Rangar. Such hysteria as that suggested either genuine information or else total ignorance. In either event interrogation was the wrong course; the old man needed strength to lean on.

True, he said, he knows a trick or two. He does them rather well. He fooled me badly, shortly before daylight. He may even be able to do the rope trick that; weve heard about so often  you know  throw a rope in the air, climb it, vanish and pull the rope up after him. Hes probably a particularly skilful hypnotist. At any rate, he knows how to trick imagination  once. What do you know about him?

Nothing, said the Rangar. God forbid that I should know about him.

Plainly he did know something, but would not tell. He had known about Brigadier-General Frenshams disappearance. How? Why? Perhaps Henrietta Frensham had told him. But he had also known, before Blair knew it, that Henrietta, too, had vanished; and his tale of a voice in the dark was unconvincing.

Send for the Bat-Brahmin, Blair commanded.

Sahib, he would not obey me.

Very well, I will go myself and find him.

Sahib?

Yes?

That is unwise.

Wisdom isnt always commendable,, said Blair. Patience isnt always a virtue, either. Care to come with me?

Come alone! advised Taron Ling in a voice like a bell. He had a quick understanding of English. He used it well enough when not deliberately misusing it.

He will deceive you, the Rangar warned. He is a devil, that one.

Blair stood up, eye to eye against Taron Ling. He had an impulse to punch him, but that was easy enough to restrain. A subtler impulse almost made him hesitate to trespass where the Rangar feared to intrude. He saw Wu Tus eyes again, behind Taron Lings, fading and reappearing, fading again, as if two influences struggled for control.

Can you work your tricks by daylight? he demanded.

The Rangar objected. No, no! In the name of God, no!

Taron Ling, looked haughty. Tricks? he answered You will say I trick you if I show you Frennisham sahiba?

When?

Now.

Show me.

Suddenly Blair saw Henrietta, although the vision was more distinct than natural eyesight. She looked unhappy and yet curiously excited. The strange thing was. that he could see everything else, including Taron Ling, quite normally; but whichever way he turned his head he could still see Henrietta. Her surroundings were shadowy, and in the shadow, to one side of her, was the Chinese girl who attended the upstairs door at Wu Tus house in Bombay.

There were other people in the shadows, but he could not distinguish them. The vision had the quality of a vivid dream. The color of Henriettas frock changed as he watched  changed repeatedly. First she was wearing the loose sort of tennis-frock of the night before, then the rose-colored evening dress of that night in Bombay when he had dragged her to see the fakir, then the tennis frock again. The vision vanished. Taron Ling spoke:

Trick? he demanded.

Anger stirred Blair strangely. There is no worse insolence on earth than interference with anothers mental processes. He had asked for it, but he did not like it any better for that. Even though his reason told him this was only an extension of the art by which a story-teller conjures visions in an audiences mind, he hated the imposition  loathed it. He was about to speak savagely and act drastically.

It crossed his mind to arrest Taron Ling  there was plenty of law to permit it  and to send him under close arrest to Bombay for the commissioner to deal with. But a messenger came.

He saw the man running from the direction of Doongar village with a telegram in a cleft stick, so he waited and went into the tent for his pipe, cursing himself because his hand trembled while he filled it. He felt sick, and horribly scared on Henriettas account. Through the tent opening he saw the Rangar walk away and sit down under the tree beside his grandson, leaving Taron Ling standing alone. He wondered, supposing he should arrest the man; who could be found to convey him to railhead. Perhaps Grayne would do it.

He wished he had kept Grayne with him a little longer instead of packing him off to search Henriettas tent.

The sweating messenger panted to the tent. Blair signed for the telegram, told the man to wait and returned into the tent to read the message. It was in code from the commissioner, and it took him nearly ten minutes to work it out because the signaller had made., a mistake in one word, which obliged him to guess. It was a long message, but he worked it out finally:



Wu Tu left Bombay two days ago with ticket for Lahore accompanied by twenty women and five men after closing her residence. Should she leave train en route she will be followed. Taron Ling on your track. Strongly advise you keep him under observation long as possible before arrest as he is probably a key man. He is well shadowed. Eleven [that meant Rowland of the C.I.D.] has sent three specials to watch and help if necessary. No news of Frensham or Chetusingh. Your stolen pass reported found in Calcutta probably intended to mislead investigation. Remember get facts not fireworks. Your reply will be forwarded. o. 9.



So the commissioner also had left Bombay. That indicated probably swift developments. Blair wrote out an answer in code. That took ten minutes:



Henrietta vanished before daylight this morning after inconclusive interview with me. Taron Ling here apparently in league with Bat-Brahmin and producing mysterious phenomena of File FF type. No sign yet of Wu Tu or of specials. Taron Ling claims knowledge and offers to reveal whereabouts of Frensham and Henrietta. Shall accept offer. Recommend swift follow-up unless you hear from me within next twelve hours. Copy of this to Eleven. 088.



It was reassuring news that Howland had sent three men to lend a hand, in addition to the two who had been detailed by the commissioner to shadow Taron Ling. That there was no sign of them was nothing to worry about; such men were entirely capable of keeping their identity a secret until the last minute. Even the telegraph runner might be one of them.

As he gave him the two messages and watched him tie them in the cleft stick, he observed him carefully, but there was no signal: he salaamed and trotted away toward Doongar with a corner of a cloth between his teeth. Blair stood staring after him, wondering whether lie had said enough in the telegram, and then looked for Taron Ling. The man had vanished.

He called to the Rangar, Where did Taron Ling go?

The Rangar got up and walked toward him, looking older than he did at daybreak. The rims of his eyes were red and watery. He was trembling.

Is it not enough that he has gone? he answered. Nay. I saw not which way he went.

He could not have gone far. Blair walked around the tent and questioned the servants. None had seen him, or at any rate none admitted it; if they had seen, they refused to say. He sent them scattering in all directions to look for the man, noticing that they went unwillingly. Then he returned to the Rangar, who had sat down on the stool under the tent awning and was staring into vacancy.

Look here, he said, you promised confidence.

You have it, sahib. I have said, beware of that one! Unless he be flogged or slain no good can come of dealing with him. If he returns, I say, thrash him with a horsewhip. That is what I say, and I say it again. Now, if the presence permits, I will take my grandson to the village.

Blair let him go. There was nothing to be gained by asking questions that would not be answered. Presently, one by one the servants drifted back and reported no sign of Taron Ling. They were not mutinous, but they had lost elan and had probably not searched far. An atmosphere of dread had invaded the camp. The monotonous bong-bong-bong of a coppersmith-bird sounded ominous. The cry of a peacock was like a scream of anguish. As the brassy sun grew higher in the heavens, and the hot wind rose, charm deserted the now dried-out countryside and its scorched, dust-covered skeleton glared naked amid tired trees. There was a greenish haze of dust and heat that veiled the view. And through that veil rode Grayne again, like an apparition. He dismounted, blinking behind smoked spectacles, and spoke in a hard, forced voice without preliminary:

Damned strange business in my opinion. Doris searched her tent, and so did I. Two suitcases gone  soap, towels, toothbrush  all that kind of thing. Whats the earthly use of writing that in a report? She cant have carried em  must have had porters. No note  no message  but her money is all in the steel trunk, and the trunk was unlocked. What do you make of that?

Why not write it? Blair asked. He suddenly felt better. Suitcases? That looked like premeditation. He offered Grayne a cigarette. Grayne glanced keenly at him before answering.

Well, to tell you the plain truth, old man, you looked rattled first thing this morning. You still do. It occurred to me  shed been here, hadnt she?  she might have cleared out on your account. Shes a queer girl. Did you have a row with her?

Blair lighted his cigarette, turning his back to the hot wind, to avoid answering. Grayne continued:

None of my business  but  are you down here to see her? I mean, it might be damned unpleasant for you to have reports go in and

Blair interrupted: Doris expects you back?

No.

She all right?

Yes. Doris wont worry  or if she does shell send a servant to find out.

Write her a note, said Blair. Ill send a servant with it. Say youre staying for a few hours to oblige me. Write your report in my tent and put down every detail you can remember  conversations  minor incidents  omit nothing, no matter how unimportant, since Henrietta came to stay with you and Doris. If Im not back by noon, or if I dont send a message, youd better take charge and either move my camp over the ford to yours or bring yours over here, no matter which. And if anyone asks for me, say Ive gone looking for the Bat-Brahmin of Gaglajung.

That swine?

What do you know about him? Blair asked.

Oh, hes a swine, thats all. Hell tell you nothing. Hes a saucy impostor, but he isnt dangerous! He makes too fat a living off the peasants to risk it by taking a chance with the police.

Where will I find him?

Lord knows. Anyone will tell you if you ride up to Doongar village. But you may find him at Ganeshas shrine near where you shot the tiger last night. Ill bet you one rupee to an anna a word that you get no information from him.

Blair ordered his horse saddled and brought to the tent with a mounted sais to follow him. While he waited he searched his mind for something else to say to Grayne. But it seemed wiser to say nothing. He could hardly tell him about Taron Lings phenomenal tricks, and what else was there to say? Suddenly he saw Taron Ling in the distance, on a rock by the track toward Doongar, apparently sitting waiting for him.

Help yourself to anything you need, he said to Grayne. Then he mounted and rode away, into the scorching wind.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Truth clothes herself in mystery. Wherever ye see a mystery, seek Truth; and ye shall find it as ye found Hope, which none might have known were it not for despair.

 From the Ninth (unfinished) Book of Noor Ali



THE Rajput attendant who rode behind Blair sat splendidly, but his gray horse betrayed the condition of the mans mind, a weird nervousness passing from rider to beast. The gray horse was as frantic as if tigers were about. He frightened the bay that Blair rode. But that did Blair good: he had to get complete self-mastery in order to control the animal.

A hundred yards before they reached the rock on which Taron Ling sat waiting the Rajputs gray went mad  plunged  reared  cannoned into Blairs horse  almost unseated him  broke a rein and bolted as if all the devils of hell were following. Taron Ling laughed. He was frugal of laughter: one scornful Hah! was all he needed to express his kind of amusement. Then he jumped from the rock and started walking rapidly, not toward Doongar village but along a winding track that led toward the dry river-bed, through sparse, hot jungle.

Blair followed, riding slowly in a cloud of flies that were as persistent and disturbing as his thoughts. He had no other weapon than a light riding-whip, and he had an acute premonition of danger. It occurred to him several times to return to the camp for his revolver, but he dismissed that thought after considering it. Taron Ling appeared also unarmed, and might not wait for him. He was not afraid of the mans hypnotic tricks, extraordinary though they were. He felt fairly sure that, now he was on guard, such tricks would not succeed again. He had definite orders to walk straight into any trap he might see, and he felt equally sure he was being led into one  equally sure the Rajput on the gray had thought so too, and had welcomed his horses panic as the lesser of two evils, even if he had not deliberately encouraged the horse to bolt.

There was probably not much danger. He was under observation; he had a telegram in his pocket that said so; if anything should happen to him, somebody would soon know about it  follow up  rescue. He had a very small sense of his own personal importance in the scheme of things. He was a pawn in the game. The game was playing. He kept Taron Ling in sight until they came to the dry pool in the river-bed where he had shot the tiger the previous night.

It looked different by day. Nights loveliness was a dream that had vanished. The sun was well up. Shortening shadows lay on quartz sand, bleached and drab, except where it sparkled in sunlight: there the glare was painful. There was some relief from the choking hot wind, because of the curve of the tree-lined gorge that formed the river-bed beyond. Where Henrietta had descended in the moonlight from the flank of Gaglajung was a raw, dry scar of glaring boulders; and the stone where he and she had sat was a sun scorched lump of ruin, tumbled from a dead hill. It resembled a tooth.

The remains of the tiger were black with flies. A dozen vultures took wing clumsily  gorged, filthy scavengers that had stripped the dead brutes bones as clean of flesh as the daylight had stripped the scene of romance. Gaglajung, up aloft on the right, resembled dry bones breaking through the back of a decaying hill.

Taron Ling, pausing in full sunlight and facing the gorge, shouted one bell-like monosyllable, as startling as a rifle-shot. It was. answered by another, like the bark of a wild dog.

Out from the throat of the gorge a man came walking handsomely with a mountaineers swing of the loins. He wore a loosely bound gray loin-cloth that revealed his right leg as high as the hip, bronzed and muscular. He looked like a dancer of heroic ballet parts, and carried a short stick like a marshals baton in his right hand, using that to salute Taron Ling; but to Blair he made no gesture of respect, although he walked up close to the horse and peered at the riders face. His eyes were as satyr-like as a he-goats.

My chela, said Taron Ling. He will take take the horse now. He does what I tell him.

THE chela seized the horses rein. Common riot-drill provided a very simple answer to that impudence. But to have kicked the man under the chin would not have revealed the whereabouts of Henrietta. Besides, it was of utmost importance to learn what Taron Ling, if followed, might be able to reveal. Blair was almost sure he saw a mans face peering between two rocks in deep shadow on the flank of the gorge; there was more than one chance in a hundred that that might be one of the commissioners men. If not, it was at any rate a witness, who would report what lie had seen to someone and set rumor moving; rumor would provide a clue that might be followed; so that, whatever might happen, he would not disappear as Frensham, Henrietta and Chetusingh had done, leaving no clue at all. It seemed wise to ignore the chelas action for the moment; and it might not be a bad idea to let Taron Ling think he had established hypnotic control.

You must come on foot now. He shall take the horse back with a message, said Taron Ling.

Message from whom?

From you.

To say where were going

He will know what to say.

What?

He already knows it. He had forgotten to mispronounce English  spoke it excellently.

Two heads showed in the shadows, quite distinctly, for a moment. With the corner of his eye Blair saw a hand steal like a snakes head into the sunlight, spread all five fingers three times and withdraw. He knew that signal  answered it, pushing his helmet to the back of his head and wiping his forehead three times with a handkerchief.

It was safe to go forward: the Department was on the watch and would learn whatever happened. An involuntary shudder crept up his spine and along his shoulders, but he contrived to appear casual. He flicked flies off his face with his handkerchief, then treed his right foot from the stirrup.

Well, he said, Im curious. Ill go with you.

He dismounted. The chela led the horse away in the direction of the camp without waiting for further orders. Blair felt glad he had left Grayne in charge. Whatever verbal message the chela might deliver, even Grayne was hardly likely to accept it without suspicion if there was nothing in writing. Grayne might not be the kind of man who seizes responsibility and acts swiftly on suspicion, but he would either detain the chela or else send a servant or two to check up.

I am ready. Which way?

Taron Ling immediately turned his back and led up-gorge to the footpath that Blair had taken the night before with Henrietta toward the shrine where the mad hermit had blessed the tiger-skin. Taron Ling, too, had the stride of a mountaineer; he climbed fast. Blair took his own time about following, and let him wait at frequent intervals. He had a half-hope of getting word with one of the men whom he could distinctly hear following through the jungle on either flank, of the gorge. They were making too much noise, and there was no need, as he saw it, for more than one at the moment; he would have liked to send one of them back to the camp with a message to Grayne. He even sat down for a rest, several times, hoping one of the men would creep up close, but they kept their distance, waiting when he waited.

Taron Ling showed no impatience and no inclination to talk, until at last Blair stepped out on the level ledge where the shrine nestled against an almost sheer cliff. There was no sign of the mad hermit, but the Bat-Brahmin in freshly laundered white turban and loincloth came forward to meet them. He seemed to have been waiting within the shrine, he appeared so suddenly. He greeted Taron Ling like an old acquaintance and eyed Blair curiously, as if appraising his clothes for their value. In his eyes was the insolent audacity of the professional blessing- and cursing-monger, hard with avarice and,with experience of human gullibility.

He offered Blair no greeting but turned his back and led toward the shrine, Taron Ling tailing behind, so that Blair walked between the two men until they reached the shrine and the Bat-Brahmin faced about in the dim entrance.

There was an argument then. The Bat wanted Blair to take his boots off. He lifted one bare foot repeatedly, smiting the sole with the flat of his hand; but Taron Ling ridiculed him and tor a minute or two they looked like coming to blows, paying each other such scurrilous compliments that at last Blair intervened to restore peace. The dispute had served his present purpose; he had waited in the dim shrine entrance long enough tor the commissioners men to watch which way he took and who was with him. The Bat-Brahmin, as a notorious character, could hardly be improved on as a link in a chain of evidence. He had no objection to removing his boots. He had often done that in religious buildings. But it occurred to him to see what Taron Ling would do if he refused; so he ordered the Bat-Brahmin out of the way and told Taron Ling to lead on in. Taron Ling shoved the Bat aside roughly. The Bat screamed like a beast; his outraged eyes almost popped from his head, but he thought better of striking back although he raised his right hand. He entered last, muttering obscenities with lips that slobbered malice. He had mad eyes. He seemed to be on the verge of an epileptic fit. Taron Ling kept calling him names that might have made even a sane man mad with anger.

The shrine was not nearly large enough to be called a temple but it had beautiful fluted columns and its, walls were covered with carvings of the Hindu pantheon, the greater part of them monstrously obscene to western eyes. There was an atmosphere of peace, a reek of faded flowers, a heavy silence and, in the gloom at the rear amid the dimness of smoky oil-lamps, the genial image of the god Ganesha, elephant-trunked, pot-bellied, competent of judgment. The old mad hermit sat beside the image, too mad. too meditative to notice anyone except the Bat, at whom his eyes smiled like a childs who sees his mother.

The back wall of the shrine was the mountain rock that had been quarried perpendicular and carved like the rest of the walls. It was impossible to see into the soot-black shadow behind the image, but it seemed strange.that the image should be set forth from the wall. It stood three feet forward from it. Taron Lings irreverence seemed more than casual: he even spat on the floor at the foot of Ganesha. But it was rather a serious matter for a police officer in uniform to invade such a place without definite orders to do it, and Blair hesitated, peering into the gloom, until he saw that behind the image the rock wall had been left uncarved.

There was a smooth place, of lighter color, of the same size as the image. At the base of the wall there remained a projecting ledge of the same height and width as the built up base in front of it on which the image actually rested and looked like an afterthought. In the rock wall, curiously placed amid the carvings, there were two big forged iron rings of ancient make and no obvious purpose. Blair, as he followed Taron Ling into the gloom, stumbled and nearly fell over a coil of thick rope.

Then there was another altercation with the Bat, who changed his mind about permitting sacrilege. He screamed at Taron Ling. He tried to get in his way. Taron Ling took him roughly by the singlet and tore it as he hurled him backward easily with one hand. According to Hindu religious law there is no worse crime than to strike a Brahmin, and Bats claim Brahmin privileges. But the old hermit took no notice, and there were no other witnesses. The bat stood aside, glaring and muttering, with the light from the entrance making him look half human and half shadow. Taron Ling sprang to the ledge behind Ganesha, placing a hand on the image to steady himself. He offered his other hand to help Blair. Blair thought he detected movement, but he was not sure. He accepted Taron Lings hand, and as he hauled himself up to the ledge, he too placed his hand on the back of the image. It did move. It rocked, almost imperceptibly. It rested, evidently, on a roller, or rollers, of stone or iron. Those rings in the wall were for the rope. Ganeshas image could be hauled back flat against the wall and probably one man. or at any rate two, could do it.

Then the reason why revealed itself. Taron Ling stood astride of a dark hole, oval shaped and smooth edged  an undiscoverable hole to whoever regards a sacred image as a thing not to be moved or too closely examined. Taron Ling thrust a leg in the hole to show that there were steps beneath it. He tugged Blairs arm and signed to him to go down.

Go ahead. Blair ordered.

He obeyed. For a moment Blair hesitated. Why not return to the entrance and try to signal to the men. whose job it was to keep him under observation, to come out of the jungle and follow? He could have done that in less than a minute. Not to do it was to add to the risk he was running. However, he decided those men probably knew their business or they would not have been picked for the job. and Taron Ling, with an arm up through the hole, seized his right foot to guide it downward to the top step. As long as Taron Ling was in front, not behind him, the odds were enough in his favor to make the risk worth taking. So he went into the hole, not sgueezing through too easily, and he discovered by their feel that the steps were of rough-hewn rock, irregularly spaced, descending at a steep angle. He was thirsty. He wished he had had a drink before he started out.

He could see backward up through the hole, but not downward. When he hesitated, Taron Ling from beneath took his foot and tried to guide it, but Blair kicked the hand away. Neither man spoke. The heat was suffocating. The dust of dry bat-dung rose with an acrid stench. Blair sat and groped downward one step at a time, beating his hands against the stone from time to time to get the bat-filth oft his fingers.

Trying to judge how far he had gone, he glanced upward and saw the Bat-Brahmins face  or he supposed it was his  a silhouette framed in the egg-shaped hole. After that it grew suddenly darker  then totally dark, and when he looked upward he could see nothing at all. The Bat had closed the opening. Taron Ling laughed, but the sound had no overtone: it was mirthless.

Then darkness became full of dread. Blair struck a match. Excitement glared in Taron Lings eyes. The match burned Blairs fingers. He struck another, trying to see upward.

Can you open that from below? he demanded.

No.

Is there another way out?

No.

Any water?

No.

The fear of thirst strikes panic. Blair started to climb upward, but Taron Lings hand clutched his ankle. He kicked hard. The man clung; he had the strength of a gorilla.

You obey, said his voice in the dark, or you die.

Blair sat on a step and struck another match. It showed him Taron Lings face, sweat-wet, grinning with intention. Murder? What for? Money? He had none.

What do you want? he demanded. Then the match went out. He struck another; there were eight or nine remaining.

I will have obedience. said Taron Ling.

He let go of Blairs ankle and descended backwards on hands and knees into total darkness. When the match burned out he spoke:

Obey me and live. Disobey me and die. You think  his voice throbbed and boomed that you were followed here, because you saw a signal. You believe those men will come for you. eh? They are Wu Tus men and Zaman Alis. I taught them the police signals. Is it likely I should take such pains to trap you. and neglect that? The commissioners men and Howlands men  oh yes, yes, I know Howland  have been misled. That was a little silly easy matter. You are at my mercy.

What do you want? Blair repeated. It was no use wishing he had not come. It was no use waiting until thirst should begin to torture him. He must use his wits while he had any left, and that necessity began to restore his self-control.

You obey me, not Wu Tu, said Taron Lings voice.

Thoughts raced through Blairs brain. Why had Taron Ling deliberately quarreled with the Bat-Brahmin? Had there been no other way of inducing the man to haul the image back over the hole and shut them in? As for thirst  his mouth was already dry from fear and the heat and the stench of bat-filth  Taron Ling, too, would feel that presently. Judgment, he knew, and logic are among the first of the human faculties that wilt and vanish under the strain of trespass amid psychic arts that deceive no one more than the practitioner. All competent policemen know that. But even a professed occultist, persuaded by his own hypnotic skill that he was almost superhuman, would be unlikely to defy thirst. Not even a madman would do that. Taron Ling did not seem to be quite mad  yet; the road where madness lies in wait is sometimes long and devious.

He struck another match. Out of the darkness something fell into his lap. It was a human skull.

Dozens have died in here, said Taron Lings voice. This is the secret way to Gaglajung that Ranjeet betrayed to the three kings.

He tossed up another skull, then another. Blair hurled one skull back into the darkness.

Damn your eyes, he answered, get going. Whats your game? You know a way out, thats obvious. He realized quite suddenly, and wondered why he had not realized before, that the quarrel had been deliberately timed to make the Bat close up the hole as an act of revenge. Possibly the Bat. did not know of another way out. Probably he resented the discovery of a secret that he and his antecedent impostors in office had kept for centuries. Whatever the secret might be, probably the Bat had welcomed an excuse to conceal it again, and let the intruders die parched in the dark. Conceivably the Bat had been induced to reveal the secret in the first instance? or perhaps the mad hermit had been induced to reveal it  by means of one of Taron Lings, hypnotic tricks. Such tricks bring reaction in their wake. Anger sometimes breaks hypnotic spells; it might have stirred the Bats evident madness to revolt and revenge. Taron Ling would surely not have run that risk unless he knew, or thought he knew, a way of escape.

Blairs own competently governed anger began to come to his rescue. Why should he have been picked for this job  he of all people  he who hated all things that can not be stated in plain speech? The commissioner had chosen him, knowing his prejudice. Why? Wu Tu had dared to try to hypnotise him. Why him? Why had Henrietta treated him as if he were a disappointing fool without wit or understanding? What the devil did this beast Taron Ling mean by taking such pains to pursue and trap him? Why him? What did it all mean? He would find out. Forward, into the trap. Obey orders!

Go on! he commanded. Lead the way! There was a sort of vertigo, as he resisted a mesmeric effort to make him see things in the dark. He threw that off. He went forward, downward, with a hand on either wall and his riding-whip ready for action.

Careful! warned Taron Lings voice. Here is danger!

Face it then! he retorted, fighting-angry. He meant to hit the man if he could reach him.

A fight in the dark would be better than views of invisible things that crowded the  darkness, as they do in dreams, memories  spaceless, void, intangible  the tiger, the shrine, the Bats face, the hermits, Wu Tus eyes, the old Rangar and the god Ganesha, the commissioners iron-gray smile  and then Henrietta.

Go on! he commanded. He would not ask questions. He would make the man show him.

He trod on a rolling bone and almost fell, striking his spur upon the last step. He sat down and removed his spurs, began to thrust them in his pocket but threw them away savagely. They fell a prodigious distance; it seemed a minute before he heard them strike on rock beneath him. Then he heard Taron Ling up above him in front, scrambling over loose stones, some of which fell and remeasured the depth of the darkness on his left hand.

He thrust outward to the right with the riding-whip and touched nothing. Groping with his foot, he found the bone that had, tripped him. He picked it up. It felt like a human thigh-bone. He threw it away to the right. It fell what seemed an endless distance before he heard it strike bottom. Evidently he was on a ledge between two precipices, and he hated precipices. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled forward. The ledge was irregular. In one place it was less than a foot wide; but it was only about twenty feet long and he soon found a rough, sloping ramp at the end that led sharply upward.

Remembering there were loose stones, he crawled up that carefully, pausing, whenever he was sure of his hold, to listen for Taron Ling. But he reached smooth, level rock without overtaking the man. Then he stood up and reached out his arms in all directions, touching nothing.

There was no sound. He went forward,, feeling his way with the riding-whip. Within a minute he had lost sense of direction. Forward, backward, it was all the same fathomless, dark silence. Then he saw the monster coming toward him  the same green-eyed head and belly on eight writhing arms that had approached him in front of the tent. If it had been real  if he had thought it was real, he could have faced it with less horror. He groped for his matches, and struck one. The thing vanished. Taron Ling stood grinning at him, ten feet away.

The match gave him a glimpse of cavern walls before it burned out and Taron Ling spoke.

You are helpless!

Am I? He charged, striking out with his whip. He struck air twice, and with the third blow struck home, following that with his left fist. Then he felt himself clutched in frenzied fingers, so he kicked Taron Lings heel out from under him. They fell together, and he heard Taron Lings head strike the rock floor; then the clutch of his fingers relaxed and he lay still.

Another match. There was blood on the rock. Taron Ling lay dead, with a broken skull, with one eye open. Six matches left. Silence. Dreadful darkness. Then a fluttering blow in the face. It stank. A bat had struck him.

How do the bats get out of here? he wondered. He wiped the smell of the bat off his face and then stepped out with both hands stretched in front of him until he found the cavern wall. He felt he had slain a monster, not a human being. But what next, alone in all that darkness  

Then he had found the cavern wall by groping. Blair counted his remaining matches. Six. He struck one. He could not afford enough light to search Taron Lings clothing. The match revealed two dark openings, almost opposite each other. He had completely lost sense of direction; in the struggle Taron Ling had fallen sideways, not backwards, so that the position of his body afforded no clue. He chose the wrong direction and nearly fell down the ramp up which he had scrambled five minutes before. That increased his state, of panic, but he found the wall again and felt his way along it to the other opening, reserving his remaining matches for emergency. It was absolutely pitch-dark. He could see nothing  not even his hand before his eyes; There was not even an audible echo until he groped his way out of the cavern and into the tunnel. Then the echo, of his footfall began to rumble along ahead of him, as if the tunnel were crowded with hurrying men.

Whistling is one of the ways by which a man can recover his self-control. He tried it, and his first effort was merely a Whisper, because his lips were dry. The whisper made a sound in the tunnel like a.soft wind. That suggested another thought. He wetted one finger as well as his lips, and held up the finger. There was a perceptible, although very slight current of air. There must be an opening somewhere. His second attempt to whistle was shrill and off-key; the sound went shrieking an immeasurable distance, that might be miles or might be an illusion due to the formation of the tunnel, the state of his own nerves, and the darkness.

As the hollow shriek faded and died, it resembled a murmur of human voices very far off. It occurred to him then for the first time that very likely there were other people in the caverns. If so, they must certainly have heard him. Taron Lings behavior was explainable on that supposition. It was incredible that he could have set his trap so well without some organized assistance. He had boasted that the watchers, whom Blair had mistaken for the commissioners or Howlands undercover men. were Wu Tus agents; and that was conceivably true. If so, others of Wu Tus agents might be wafting at a rendezvous for Taron Ling and perhaps also for himself, for some reason not yet evident.

Assuming that to be true, Taron Lings motive could be guessed at. Both he and Wu Tu had used hypnotic methods. Taron Ling had used a kind of third degree, to create a mental condition quite familiar to psychologists, in which the victim does what he is told. He had then demanded obedience to himself, in place of Wu Tu. She. in Bombay, also had insisted on obedience.

That might even mean, although it was improbable almost to the point of impossibility, that Wu Tu herself was somewhere in the caverns, and that she and Taron Ling were false allies, at secret cross-purposes. Anyhow, more than probably there was a very definite reason why Taron Ling had behaved as he did. Presumably he, Blair Warrender, in some way was important in the schemes of a number of people, who might be expecting him. In the circumstances that was an encouraging thought, and he whistled again, then shouted, Koi hai?

The shout went thundering along the tunnel like the voice of a multitude, until the words lost shape and died away at last in a hollow murmur  oi-ai  oi-ai  oi-ai. There was no answer. He waited until the ensuing silence, became as terrifying. as the darkness and he knew he must go forward or lose all command of himself. The echo of his first footstep made him jump nearly out of skin. He knew then exactly how third-degree witnesses feel. He craved even Taron Lings company.

He spread his arms on the invisible wall and pressed his whole body against it because he felt there was a precipice behind him, although he knew there was not. He drove his toes against the wall, as if he stood on a narrow ledge with his heels on nothing. Frantically he fought against thought, fearing he might begin to see. things in the dark and go mad.

But the thought of Henrietta intruded, insisted and won. Where was Henrietta? Had they brought her to these caverns? If so was she enduring this silent darkness? Could he find her? He must find her. There was no other picture than Henrietta in his mind after that  Henrietta on the rock in moonlight  Henrietta in Bombay amid the colored garden-party lanterns  Henrietta at Ganeshas shrine, garlanded amid the shadows, watching a mad hermit bless a tiger-skin  Henrietta with hands over her eyes (but he could see the eyes through the hands) in the chair in front of his tent  

He did not think of himself any more. He thought only of her. Gradually the terror loosened its grip. It left him feeling weak-kneed but in command of his senses. He began to move forward very slowly, groping his way along the wall with his left hand, almost feeling he was not alone, because the picture of Henrietta in his thought was so clear and persistent. There was a weird, exciting, nervous but not too terrible sensation of following Henrietta into the heart of a mystery. The echoes of his own footsteps almost made him think he heard her. He remembered speculations such as all men make at one time or another. Death, and groping ones way into life after death, might be like this. But he stopped after fifty or sixty careful paces and leaned on the wall again. That mental image of Henrietta was becoming too real. He was beginning to imagine himself dead and in the next world. He was losing his mind. So he stood perfectly still, hardly breathing, to let the echoes die away in silence. He tried to force himself to think. Here he was, a policeman, with a definite job, in a bad predicament. What was the sane thing to do? Go back? Climb those steps and try to move Ganeshas image from, beneath? He could not imagine himself doing it; nor could he drive the picture of Henrietta from his mind. She was somewhere on ahead of him. She must be. Without knowledge or reason he knew that, and felt an irresistible impulse to go forward and find her.

Those last echoes were a long time dying; They appeared even to grow stronger. There was something added to them  something with a slap in it that, he knew afterward, should have instantly informed him. It was probably more than a minute  an eternity foreshortened  before he suspected the sound of feet in loose slippers approaching. He nearly froze then, into immobility.

When he forced himself to move, his hand trembled so that he could hardly get a match out of the box. However, he struck one at last. It gave him a glimpse of a tunnel that seemed partly natural and partly hewn through onyx or some similar formation. The sound of the approaching footsteps ceased before the match went out. He stood still, listening, with the picture of the weirdly colored tunnel gradually fading from his eyes.

He could hear nothing. But after a minute, or perhaps two minutes, dim light crept toward him along the left-hand wall of the tunnel, at a point some distance off, where it curved to the right and sloped upward. The light was not quite steady. He felt reasonably sure it came from an electric torch in someones hand. It grew no stronger, and moved no farther along the tunnel wall; and because of the curve of the wall it left a diagonal zone of total darkness. It might be possible to creep along that dark zone unseen, and to peer around the curve before showing himself. He decided to make the attempt.

But his nerves were in no shape for still hunting; it was very difficult to move without making a noise. He tried to move on tiptoe, but his sinews trembled. At the first sound he made, the light was switched off suddenly. He made a dash for it then, awakening a thousand booming echoes and reaching the opposite wall while the distance to the right-hand curve was still sharply impressed on his mind.

By groping his way along the wall he reached the bulge of the curve almost before the picture of it had faded from his eyes. There he waited, hardly breathing, flattened against the wall; and after a long wait the light came on again. There was a perceptible sound; he thought he recognized the faint click of the switch of an electric torch. But it might be a trigger.

He lay down then, as close to the wall as he could crowd himself, and very gradually crawled until he could see around the corner. Someone was holding a powerful light at the top of a long slope. He appeared to be sitting and holding the light on his knees to keep it steady. Not improbably he had a firearm in the other hand, but it was impossible to see beyond the light; it had a big lens and might be electric, or, even an acetylene bicycle lamp. It revealed the floor and walls of the sharply rising tunnel in minute detail, including a huge zigzag shadow that crossed the floor from side to side and seemed to indicate a chasm. It looked like a split caused by an earthquake.

He memorized its position carefully, estimating the number of steps he should take to reach it. He judged there would be a jump of about for or five feet to be made, up-hill, at the narrowest part of the chasm near where it touched and split the right-hand wall. It would be a desperate jump to have to take if the man should switch the light off.

Koi hai! he shouted, and then hugged the floor, pressed flat, half expecting a bullet. He could not catch a word of the answer because it was all confused by echoes. He could not even tell what language it was spoken in, although it was certainly not English. It was a short answer  six or eight words; Then the light was switched off, and when it reappeared it had grown dim in the distance.

He got to his feet in a hurry; he coy Id no longer see the chasm in the middle of the upward slope of the tunnel floor; there was merely an unsteady pale light up above and beyond, to show that someone who carried the light was moving away rapidly. If he was expected to follow, there was no time to waste.

He started to climb up the slope on his hands and knees. It was quite dark when he reached the chasm; he had to feel for it. Groping for the far edge with his riding-whip he discovered that the gap was wider than he had estimated. He could just touch the edge with the end of the whip, and it was three or three-and-a-half feet higher than the place where he must jump off. Measuring again and feeling about in the dark for a narrower place, he dropped the riding-whip. It seemed like an eternity before the echo of its fall came cracking upward, and the very echo seemed to stink of death.

To hesitate then would be fatal, he knew that. Thirst was beginning to torture him, and he knew his nerve would give way if he gave it half an opportunity. He set both feet on the brink of the chasm and sprang so violently that his feet slipped backward, reducing the impetus. He fell waist-high on the upper ledge with his fingers scrambling madly at smooth rock and his legs dangling in the chasm. He could touch nothing with his feet; they seemed to weigh a ton apiece and to be dragging him downward, but his fingers found a crack in the rock and he held on.

Little by little he worked himself upward until he lay panting with his feet on solid rock. He lay there until pain in his fingers, knees and elbows grew more acute than the imagination of the danger he had just escaped. He had broken nothing but he was skinned and bruised. He crawled on upward, rising to his feet before he reached the summit, because near the top of the slope he could see the light again, very dim in the distance. It occurred to him then to wait there and see what happened. But the suffocating heat, emotion, and his own effort had dried his mouth and throat until the thirst was almost unendurable. Like all men who have had previous experience of thirst, he dreaded that more than any other form of torment.

He caught himself wondering what he would pay for a drink  to what extent he would betray himself, his friends and his principles in order to get one. Had he any principles? He would sell his soul for a drink, and no bones about it. Could a man sell his own soul under torture? Would the bargain hold? He would have to find that out. And Henrietta? Damn all intuition! What had the commissioner called it  eye-washed lazy thinking! He had pursued a mirage of Henrietta.

He was glad it was a mirage. He did not wish to find her  not now. Why not? Because what damned right had she to see him in this condition? She was only entitled to see him as he chose to show himself  Blair Warrender, determined, resolute, secretive, captain of his soul and master of his fate within the limits imposed by the Indian Penal Code, his oath of service and the various acts and decrees of the viceroy in council.

He would much rather parade himself naked in the Byculla Club and take the consequences than let Henrietta see him lacking in self-control. Why? Damned if he knew why. Forward  feeling slightly, better, more angry, less bewildered, very angry indeed with Henrietta. Damn her, why couldnt she have told him what she knew, or what she guessed, when he gave her the opportunity?


CHAPTER EIGHT

Ye who are proudly intellectual declare with scorn that there is no such thing as sorcery. Like bell-wethers, that again and again unharmed have smelt and seen the shambles, ye mislead multitudes. On your heads be it. ye who know so much, yet know not how, for instance, courteous and kindly men are maddened to make war on one another; or how panic is imposed upon the bold and generous. Ye admit ye know not. Chemistry and electricity were sorcery aforetime. Was sorcery then in those days nothing, until a few inquired into the secrets, and then many learned and it became not sorcery? Is whatever ye know not, therefore nothing? Superstition is fear of unknown forces. Sorcery is the use of unknown forces. Unknown forces are the means by which a few deceive a multitude; and ye proud mockers of the ignorant, who say that sorcery is nothing, ye were better busied seeking what it is, instead of lazily neglecting to destroy that veil of ignorance behind which sorcerers, I tell you, labor vigilantly.

 From the Second of the Nine Books of Noor Ali.



BLAIRS EYES began to grow accustomed to the dimness as he followed the man with the light, not attempting to overtake him. He did try to shout to him once, but his parched throat made only unintelligible sounds and it seemed stupid to repeat the effort, much wiser to reserve his remaining energy. His thirst was increased by a weird sensation of being under water at great depth. His clothes and riding-boots felt like a heavy diving-suit. There should be no sound under water, but the hollow echoes somehow or other increased the suggestion. Bats, occasionally glimpsed, were like swift fish swimming.

The tunnel wound like a snake. It was certainly hewn out and widened in places, but it appeared to follow what originally was a watercourse in the heart of the mountain, although there was not a trace of dampness. There began to be a lot of stalagmite formation that took fantastic shapes like the faces of monstrous men and animals. The floor of the tunnel was filthy with bats excreta. The dust was stifling; it made breathing difficult. The dust kicked up by the man ahead hung suspended in air, and the light appeared through that as dim as moonlight on the sea floor.

He had lost all sense of time, distance and direction when the light at last began to grow stronger. It was still dim with dust, but more golden and suggested daylight. Presently he felt fresher air on his face. That revived him a little, although the air was dry and hot and if anything it increased his thirst. There was such a singing in his cars that he could hardly hear his own footsteps.

When he stood still for a moment he could hear nothing ahead of him in the tunnel. When he went on again he discovered the tunnel made two sharp turns, which might account for his not hearing the other mans footsteps. The second turn brought him face to face with brilliant sunlight that poured through a huge fanged break in the mountain wall, like a monsters mouth, two or three hundred feet away and fifty feet above him.

Dazzled by the glimpse of blue sky, he could see almost, nothing else tor a moment. There was a big boulder almost blocking the mouth of the tunnel; he stood in the shadow of that and leaned against it, protecting his eyes with both hands. The fierce light looked liquid where it met the floor  a layer of liquid silver on soot-black ink. Dust particles in the air increased the suggestion of sediment formed on the floor of a pond. After a while he traced a winding track across the soot-black floor; it led from the tunnel out of which he had come, toward what looked like blackened masonry on the far side. The track had evidently been made by human footsteps. But why did it curve?

Some of the blackness changed to ash-gray as he stared at it. He began to be able to see the discolored walls of a cavern. Soon after that he discovered that his hands were blackened by something resembling soot. So was his clothing. The walls of the cavern took shadowy shape, and though he could not see the roof he could guess at the size of the place, it was not enormous  perhaps sixty or seventy feet long by a hundred wide. Something hung from the roof; apparently it was a blackened chain, with rust-red showing through a covering of soot; it suggested a trapdoor up there, or at any rate some kind of, opening.

Almost suddenly it occurred to him that he might be beneath the keep of Gaglajung. This might be the place where munitions  more probably firewood  had been stored. Such a fortress would need enormous quantities of fuel in case of siege. If the legend were true; if Ranjeets consort actually had immolated herself and her women rather than surrender the place, what easier way had she than to set fire to the store of fuel? That would have served a double purpose by preventing the three kings from forcing an entrance through the secret tunnel, supposing it were true that Ranjeet under torture had betrayed its secret.

There were signs everywhere of the effects of tremendous heat. He took the winding track across the floor and his feet fell iii almost silence on a thick carpet of charcoal and ashes. He discovered then why the track was not straight; it avoided lumps of blackened wood, and other things. There was a skull, for instance, as black as charcoal, grinning upward with blackened teeth; It was a small skull and might be a womans. There were blackened rib-bones. He detected about half of a human spine. In another place a forearm and part of a hand, as black as ebony, lay on something that looked like a half-burned stump of a sawn tree.

Stepping incautiously as he stared about him, he trod on a thigh-bone that cracked and crumbled into dust. Acrid ash-dust rose from beneath his feet, however carefully he walked. It nearly choked him. He was half blinded by it before he reached the far side, but he could see that the discolored masonry had cracked as  the result of fire;, enough of it had fallen to leave a gap through which it was easy to pass without touching the sides. Until he approached it closely the gap looked like a fluke of sunlight on the blackened wall. Actually light shone through the gap. There was a sensation as of someone lurking in wait on the far side. But by that time he would have plunged through fire in the hope of finding water anywhere beyond it.

He had passed a whole night without sleep. He had killed a man in gruesome circumstances and had suffered horrors of imagination. But his ravening thirst was worse than all that. If he had known for a fact that ten men lurked in ambush, and that they intended to tear him in pieces, he would nevertheless have gone forward.

He stepped through and found himself in what was once a rock-hewn temple naturally, formed of stalactite and stalagmite, some of which had been fantastically carved into semi-human shapes. The place was quite small. At the far end was a huge lingam on an altar of stalagmite. Beside that was a wide doorway with remains of the decayed woodwork still wedged into slots in the smooth rock wall. Almost staggeringly unexpected, stock-still in the doorway, waiting for him, staring at him, stood Zaman Ali, in a thin cotton shirt, with, a knife at his waist. His face was filthy with sweat-streaked soot. He had a revolver in one hand, and in the other he carried an engineers electric lantern that had an enormous lens. He flashed the light on, full in Blairs face.

So you come alone! he said in Pushtu, rather indistinctly. He, too, had dust in a dry throat. Mashallah, this world is full of wonders! Allahs will be done  but have you robbed me of the chance to be the agent of it? Where is Taron Ling?

Blair could not have forced himself to speak intelligibly. His throat was burning. But he would not have answered in any event. He was actually less conscious of thirst now that he had a concrete enemy to tackle. There was not much risk of Zaman Ali using the revolver  not if Zaman Ali, as seemed certain, wanted him there in the heart of a mountain alive, for some purpose or other. He craved water. Undoubtedly Zaman Ali knew where water could be found, and that was the first problem, but it might not be wise to let the Afghan know how serious it was. He tried to close his lips, breathe calmly and look like a man with information and resources in reserve as he strode toward him.

Zaman Ali laughed. It was a snarl and a sneer combined, but there was humor in it cruel humor that anticipated triumph. There are streams of cool water, he said, in paradise. So it is written. There is water of secret springs in this grave of devils. Thirst is stronger than devils. It is stronger than fear or wisdom.

He stood aside. Through the wide doorway at his back came three of the men whom Blair had seen at Wu Tus in Bombay. One was the owner of the brown-and-white shoes and the blackjack, who had looked absurd in striped socks. He was wearing the shoes now; they were filthy and so was his shirt. He was wild-eyed with excitement.

Have you a weapon? he asked in. English, snapping the words out, peering into Blairs face. No, he said over his shoulder, he has no weapon. Then he produced the little blackjack from inside his shirt. He slapped it on the palm of his left hand. I have this, he said, showing his teeth. You are acquainted with its efficacy. Are you thirsty? He slapped the weapon on his hand a second time. If you are already very thirsty, that is a simplification. We had thought we might be forced to wait until tomorrow. There is no water exactly here. Do you want any? I could get it.

Where is Taron Ling? repeated Zaman Ali. Blair stood silent. The man with the blackjack was of a perfectly familiar type. He was capable of any cruelty; equally incapable of sympathy or real courage. There was nothing on earth to be gained by arguing with him. He was within reach. It might have been possible to knock him out with a sudden hook to the jaw, or to trip and fall on him; but to attempt to do either, and fail, was to invite intelligent but bestial revenge. Zaman Ali was the only real man,in sight. A rogue, yes. A ruthless, sly, not improbably treacherous, and certainly shameless scoundrel. But a man. Well hidden, but discoverable somewhere in his character were principles for which Zaman Ali would be willing to die in his boots. All the others were human jackals. Blair strode up to Zaman Ali and the Afghan understood that perfectly. He nodded.

Aye, he said, this is an issue between thee and me. He turned fiercely on the others and ordered them back whence they came, using scurrilous words that, where he came from, would have set Death on tiptoe for the harvest. But he had a revolver and they had none. They retreated grinning, as if it were a good joke to hear their mothers memory reviled. Then Zaman Ali shrugged his shoulders, with a sour look at the lingam on the ancient altar:

Curses on such a religion! he muttered. Then, more loudly, But there is a secret here worth plucking forth. I have sold drink dear in my day, but by God, Blair Warrender, todays price is the highest!

Somewhere beyond the doorway, someone began pouring water from one vessel into another. It splashed delightfully.

And there is salt, said Zaman Ali. I have seen more than one man, trussed within sight and sound of water, given salt to eat. If I remember rightly, it was not too long before they chose between alternatives. There is the other Salt, of the oath one man makes to another. Choose thou between them, Blair Warrender!

The Afghan kept well out of arms reach. The sight of knife and revolver was unlikely to restrain a man whom thirst had maddened, but Blair was not nearly maddened yet, and the Afghan knew it. He evidently did not wish to use his weapons; he wished to bargain. The splashing of water implied that his men were listening for a cue to rush in and very swiftly stop any fight that Blair might offer. Whatever Zaman Alis motive might be, he evidently wanted Blair alive and uninjured for some definite purpose. But Blair had a good excuse for not trying to speak, and he made the most of it. He waited in silence for Zaman Ali to unmask motive. Zaman Ali stared into his smouldering eyes:

Perhaps you have the heart to die of thirst, he said after a long pause. But by my beard I see no sense in it. He laughed curtly. I have seen obstinate men die of torture.

The windy look came into his eyes, as if he stared at a hard horizon. Allah only knows what gain they won.of that. Die, if you like, Blair Warrender. I have the giving of death; I will give without flinching. Thou and I, it may be, are two of one wilfulness. But in the matter of a choice between betrayals, only Allah, who knoweth all things, knows what a tortured man will choose.

He switched the light off. Dim daylight, through the openings at either end of the little temple, created gloom amid which the carved stalactite monsters on the walls grinned like gray ideas half-visioned in a waking dream. The splashing of water increased perceptibly. The sooty sweat on Zaman Alis face exaggerated the seams of savagery, and the pupils of his eyes grew large but lost no hardness.

Do you understand, he said, that you were driven hither, as they drove that tiger to your gun in the night? That was a long task and expensive. God be my witness, I was against employing Taron Ling. But Wu Tu took the bit in her teeth and was worse to manage than a mad mare. I would have put the torture to you there in Bombay, but Wu Tu would have none of it: and by Allah, having some experience of women, and of Wu Tu, I perceived there was more than one blade to the knife of her argument. So I used your pass and Chetusinghs to draw the police off my trail; and I came hither.

Your trail  Wu Tu was right about that  was as easy to foretell as a colts when the mares are up-wind. seeing how Wu Tu had forced an issue by sending to the papers news that Frennisham is missing. There was none except you likely to be sent to question Frennishams daughter. None other can bridle that filly, unless

He paused. He appeared to wish to feel out prejudices and to find a compromise between them. He was telling too much, for a man who felt he held the whiphand. Blair gave him no help  waited  watched  betrayed no curiosity. But he perfectly understood that Zaman Ali meant to go the limit if argument failed. There was a stiff proposition coming. The alternative to torture was likely to be nothing easy. He began to see Wu Tus eyes again, and that worried him because it might mean he was losing self-control. His only imaginable chance was that delay might bring some of the commissioners or Howlands men to the rescue. But Zaman Ali guessed that thought was in his mind.

The police hunt for me in Calcutta, he said. They who followed this trail have been dealt with. They are dead. Die thou of thirst here, and none will know it. But such a death will serve what purpose  Allah! I would rather watch thee dying than see the woman in the same case! Be that on your head! The sahibas torment shall begin where yours ends! Some men say that women are less than dogs; but I am not of that number. I say women vary; and it may be one of them now and again is worth a mans life and everything else that he has.

The water splashed again. Zaman Ali strode to the doorway and someone put a brass goblet of water into his outstretched hand. He swilled out his mouth, drank deep, shook the remaining drops on the dry floor, returned the empty goblet and again faced Blair.

Henrietta Frennisham sahiba, he said slowly, is at your mercy  if you have any. As for me, I have none, excepting at a high price.

Blair took a step backward and leaned against the ancient altar, partly because his face was then in deeper shadow; but he also knew he needed physical support if he was not to show how scared he felt. If it was true that Henrietta was in danger of being tortured, he could not help her, himself or anyone by choosing death first rather than yield to the Afghans demands.  But it was not yet time to admit that. The thirst that he already felt was sufficiently fierce to tax will power, and he. knew from previous experience that it was nothing compared to what was coming unless he could get water soon. He might have the strength to endure it and die. But could he leave her to that fate?

There is a secret here, said Zaman Ali. and she has it. If she has not, she can get it. If she will not, she will die. his thy task. Bee-lair Warrender, to break that filly to the rein and get the secret. Do it. and both of you have my leave to live. Fail, and you die. By Allah, that is the whole story.

He came closer and stood watching Blairs face. Then he went to the doorway, demanded water, spilled half of the contents of the little goblet on the floor and offered the rest to Blair.

Drink, he said. Then answer. That is your last drink, until you and I agree together.

Blair moistened his mouth. Then he drank and set the empty goblet on the altar beside the lingam.

Where is Taron Ling? Zaman Ali demanded. It was the third time he had asked that question. Blair decided not to answer it.

Wait and see, he said, testing his voice. It was very important to speak calmly if he possibly could. Nothing tells in the East more strongly in a mans favor than a level voice in poignant circumstances. Nothing gives a man better command of himself. His voice came hoarsely from his throat, but it still had some quality.

Zaman Alis eyes glanced anxiously at the gap in the broken masonry. He seemed afraid Taron Ling might enter. His hand closed tight on his revolver butt. He even stepped to the gap, peered through and paused to listen. Then he returned and stared at Blairs eyes.

Did you make a bargain with him? he demanded.

Blair clung to his resolution not to answer. The Afghans fear was probably more deadly than his greed, but there was a long chance, perhaps one in a thousand, that fear of Taron Ling might make him easier to manage.

You  and that dog of a devil  agreed on  what? Zaman Ali demanded.

No matter what.

That was Wu Tus voice  unmistakably hers. Something moved in the gloom behind Zaman Ali and the voice continued, Trust an Afghan to flinch from a dugpa! Out of the way and let me handle him! She was half-invisible against the stalagmite behind her. She peered through the folds of a sari that shrouded her head and shoulders, looking unexpectedly small beside Zaman Alis bulk  small, frail, vital. Her eyes were a determined devils. She kept out of Blairs reach. Who cares what Taron Ling did? Watch what I do! If he disobeys me, tie him and bring the salt. She advanced a step closer. Are you willing to obey me?

Blairs eyes smoldered and grew calm again. It was useless to defy her openly: Zaman Ali and his men could overwhelm him in a moment, and Wu Tu would have less compunction than a tigress. But could he deceive her? He avoided her stare for a moment and then met it suddenly, as if trying to read her mind. His own was made up.

I made you an offer, she said, in Bombay. I repeat it for the last time. To the top of the tree  power  all you wish!  if you obey me. Otherwise

Why, if she had such secret power, did she need a mere policemans will in submission to hers? He was no such fool as to believe she was in love with him, but she was doing tricks with her eyes now, making them look seductive, feline-fierce and feline-amorous, darkly purposeful and moody with anticipation. Zaman Ali clucked a disapproving tongue against his teeth. He disliked any sort of magic, even for his own ends. But he was either afraid of Wu Tu or else he feared to oppose her for some other reason.

In the name of the Nine-and-Ninety Names of the Almighty Lord of heaven and earth and all that is, he muttered. Wu Tu, shrouded in thin silk drapery, came one step nearer, radiating perfume. You surrender?

There was a long pause, and then:

Yes, Blair answered. He felt better and knew he had acted wisely the moment he said it. It was mental ju-jitsu. The difficulty, now, would be to act that spoken lie and not to disillusion her too soon. The triumph in her eyes betrayed her. Zaman Ali muttered his doubt half-audibly. But she, in the heart of her vain heart, believed her hypnotic will had won.

No, no, no drink for him yet! said Wu Tu.

He of the blackjack had hurried in with a big brass jar of water, seeking to ingratiate himself by being first with it, believing Blairs star was how in the ascendant. Blair made a mental note of the mans craving to be important. Rebuked, he pretended he had only come to add to Blairs discomfort. He splashed water on the floor and grinned spitefully. Zaman Ali drove him out, cursing his mothers religion in terms of concrete imagery.

Wu Tu promptly dismissed Zaman Ali, who resented it. He had no use for being ordered to-and-fro by women, and he also resented having had Blair snatched, as it were, from the fangs of his own intention. After a muttered altercation the Afghan swaggered out, slapping his slippers on the smooth stone as a soft of obligato to scurrilous thought. Outside, he kicked someone; there was an explosion of savage oaths followed by the snarl of a fight that died unborn. In spite of thirst and exhaustion Blair began to feel decidedly less discouraged. There was a rift in the enemys ranks, but he masked his awareness of that.

Wu Tu stood more than the length of a stride away, confident but careful. The suffocating heat provided a good excuse to throw open the dark silk saris that shrouded her figure. Beneath those was a mere film of gauzy material, that shone like opal. It limned her figure. She was almost naked. She shook the sari from her coiled, dark hair and, possibly because the light was dim and from two directions, she looked suddenly young, but curiously Chinese. Her perfume suggested lavender, but it was something much more subtly exciting;, it stirred imagination.

And now. she said, we befriend each other  Eh, Blair?

He nodded. You hold all the high cards.

But you are treacherous! You intend to learn my secret  afterwards to see me at the devil  is it not so? Eh, Blair?

He suspected he was in the deadliest danger he had ever been in. He did not know yet what the danger was, but he did know he had to deceive her and to gain her confidence by some means. Her accurate reading of his thought might not be entirely guesswork. She intended to control him. That was obvious. She certainly believe she had hypnotised him in her house in Bombay, and to a limited extent she was right; he had been unable to banish the mental image of her eyes.

That trick was nothing wonderful. It was not nearly as wonderful as Taron Lings. It was as easy to explain as ineradicable memories of scenes glimpsed in an explosion and photographed.on the brain. But it might be a key to a system of thought-reading; and if so, it should work both ways. If she could read his thought by that means, or in consequence of that, then perhaps he could read her. He deliberately recalled that vision of her eyes that had been so persistent. It was quite easy; he could see them without looking away from her. At once he thought he knew what she intended.

His eyes searched her loosened sari. In one of its folds he saw the handle of a little dagger that resembled the one he had taken away from her in Bombay. It might even be the same dagger.

Nothing is swifter than thought. Not for nothing did her name in Chinese mean Five Poisons. There crossed his mind a memory of certain wasps. They capture insects, sting them, paralyze them, and devour them later. It was a blood-curdling thought. That might not after all have been alcohol within the blade of Wu Tus little dagger that night in Bombay. He had guessed it was alcohol, and he had told the commissioner it was, but he might have been wrong.

He had heard  who has not?  of eastern poisons that are said to paralyze a victims will but leave him otherwise in full possession of his senses. Everything has its opposite. Curare is a well known drug that paralyzes the motor centers, but leaves brain and nerves intensely sensitive. If Wu Tu should possess a drug that was the opposite of that? He decided to possess that dagger and he took a stride toward her, smiling. He remembered the name she had asked him to use. But his mouth was dry again. He found words difficult.

Lets forget what a bloody fool I was that night, Marie. Ive thought it over. Ill play.

Yes. she answered. But she avoided his arms. She stepped back very quickly into shadow. When he followed her, he saw that Zaman Ali and three other men could now see him through the doorway. He was between two lights, whereas she was in opal gloom. He had missed.

Had she read his intention? Probably. But she disguised her motive.

No, no, not now! You are filthy. Your face is sooty and. dusty. Besides  no, not in this place!

She moved like a leopard. Perfume passed between him and the monstrously figured wall. He hardly saw her until she beckoned to him from beside Zaman Ali. Far beyond her, at the end of a tunnel, daylight poured in a golden cascade, apparently into a huge circular pit: but that strong light and the weirdly colored gloom this side of it were so baffling that he could make out very little except her figure.

He strode through the opening toward her, but turned aside suddenly and made for the brass water-jar. The owner of the blackjack crouched beside it. At a sign from Wu Tu he upset it and the water became mud on the lusty floor. With almost the greatest effort of self-control he had exerted yet, Blair retrained from kicking him. The mans capacity for treachery might prove valuable later on, and meanwhile he was not worth kicking.

Give him the other, Wu Tu commanded.

He who had spilled the water produced a flask labelled Fine Cognac and unscrewed the stopper. Zaman Ali grumbled:

Wah! Wall! Do you want him frenzied? What if he has made terms with Taron Ling?

Blair accepted the flask. With his mind on Zaman Ali but his eyes on Wu Tu, he poured the contents on the rock floor, where they mingled with the mud. The stuff looked like cognac, but its smell was not quite familiar, or he thought not.

Damn you. he said to Wu Tu. Zaman Ali plays a straight game. Yours is feline treachery.

He seized the water-jar. There were a few drops unspilled. He drank. He could not see around the big jar while he held it to his mouth but no one took advantage of his being off-guard for a moment.

I say, risk it as he is, Zaman Ali grumbled. He may be better as he is. If Taron Ling has taught him anything

Leave him to me, Wu Tu retorted.

The Afghan clucked impatience: To you! To you! He is a man, this fellow. He and I can understand each other. What did you do to the other? Spoiled him! Now spoil this one? Then what?

Vague though it was, that might be a hint of Chetusinghs fate. Spoiled him? What did that mean? Torture? Blair set down the water-jar and stared at Wu Tu. She was muttering at Zaman Ali, looking angrier than he had seen a human being. It was cold, malignant, calculating anger. He watched her right hand steal into the folds of her sari. Suddenly she struck with the speed of a snake at the Afghans liver. He shrieked  fear, agony, hatred  a yell that wailed along the tunnel. Instinct made him try to draw his own knife instead of using the revolver, but the owner of the blackjack struck him a terrific blow on the back of the head. In a spasm he fired the revolver as he fell, and missed Wu Tu by the width of the film of light that edged her bare neck. Blair was swift then. He possessed that revolver before the echo of the shot had rattled into silence. He made a dive for it. Wu Tus knife was in the Afghans liver. She was helpless to do anything but gasp excitedly.

The blackjacks owner swung for the back of Blairs head. Two other men rushed him. He dodged them all, kicked the revolver, dribbled it along the tunnel for a few yards and picked it up before they could overtake him. He had no need to threaten them then; they backed away, watching him like cats as he stood, now, with his back to the strong light. He examined the weapon. Its six chambers contained five cartridges, and of those, four had been used. Perhaps Wu Tu already knew that, but there was no need to inform her if she did not know. The obvious next thing to do was to search Zaman Alis body tor cartridges; but Wu Tu had already recovered her thin-bladed dagger and was first at the spoils. She knelt beside the Afghan, listening to him, watching, glancing once or twice at Blair but seeming undisturbed by the fact that he now had a weapon. She searched the Afghans clothing diligently while he stared at her with glazed eyes  groaned, gasped, made sounds that perhaps he thought were words. Apparently Wu Tu failed to find what she looked for. She glanced at Blair again and seemed about to speak. As her lips moved Zaman Ali died in a spasm of agony.

There was a sound, and Blair faced about suddenly. Behind him  close to him  almost within reach  in shoes soled with thick felt  was the Chinese girl who had opened the door at the head of the stairs in the house in Bombay. He turned just in time to see the cigarette in its long tube return to her lips. It was a half finished cigarette and there was ash on the end. Her eyes were inscrutable, her face expressionless, but he was almost sure he had seen her right hand move; four fingers of it were now in the blue-and-daffodil pyjama jacket pocket, with the long-nailed thumb outside. She looked too innocent. She made as if to pass him without a greeting.

He stood back against the wall as if to let her pass, but the moment she moved he stepped forward again, seized her left arm that was nearest to him  the one that held the cigarette. She tried to strike then, with a weapon exactly like Wu Tus. But its blade passed through the bottom of the pocket inside her pyjamas. Its handle caught the pocket lining. It came out awkwardly. She missed. Before she could stab a second time she was on her back on the ground, Blairs foot was on the dagger and there was a little stream of liquid oozing from its broken blade.

Then, for a fraction of a second, Wu Tu betrayed nervousness. She glanced about her swiftly and her own right hand crept to the folds of her sari. But there was Blairs revolver, and her eyes considered that. There were three men between her and Blair; she seemed to doubt them more than him. They were Zaman Alis followers. True, one of them had blackjacked Zaman Ali, but her glance showed how little she trusted him. She rose slowly from her knees, and age seemed to have stolen a march on her; but she overcame that in a moment, and when she smiled the telltale years had already vanished like a shadow that had passed over a young face.

You and I befriend each other, eh, Blair? Let that girl up. What did you do with Taron Ling?

You will find out. he answered. Wheres Henrietta Frensham?

The Chinese girl tried to wrench the broken dagger from under his foot. Failing to do it, she crawled away from him, then rose to her feet and walked toward Wu Tu with perfectly assumed indifference. She had not lost her cigarette tube; she stuck in a fresh cigarette and lighted it very slowly, walking past the owner of the blackjack, answering his leer with a stare that made him change it into a grin like a starved wolfs; he glanced from her to Blair and back again.

Wu Tu gave her little dagger to the Chinese girl, who wiped it carefully on Zaman Alis turban. Wu Tu took it back without glancing, at it and hid it away in, a fold of her sari.

Now you and I can be really friendly! Are you thirsty? You shall drink now. There is no need any longer to defer to a dog of an Afghan.

Her slipper came off as she kicked dead Zaman Ali. The Chinese girl returned it to her.


CHAPTER NINE

The test of strength is silence. Remember: I said strength, not goodness. I know not the measure of goodness. But the strong love silence, in which the weak reveal weakness by clamor and boast and lament. The test of character is mystery. Integrity, in presence of a mystery, awaits imaginations touch that, like the dawn upon the darkness, solves nights riddle. But the vain revile all mystery. And why not? For it challenges, their vanity, that might lie longer hidden if it could endure the strain of silence in the presence of truth dimly seen but not yet known or understood.

 From the First of the Nine Books of Noor Ali.



BLAIR walked slowly toward Wu Tu, wondering whether she or any of the others knew there was only one shot left in the revolver. Midway toward her he confronted the owner of the blackjack who stepped forward smiling. He was not obsequious, but polite; he salaamed with one hand to his forehead, holding the blackjack in the other.

You appear to be master of the situation, sahib, he said in English.

Quite so. Give me your weapon.

The man glanced at Wu Tu. She watched Blair.

Shoot him, she suggested.

Two other men slunk away into the gloom where the wall projected and cast deep shadow. Suddenly they took to their heels. They scampered like scared rats through the temple and out through the gap in the broken wall into the ash-floored cavern where the bones of burned women lay. A third man went and stood near Wu Tu. He of the blackjack hesitated.

You should know me, he said. I am well known to the police. I am from Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu. I am Grish Singh. I am Dur-i-Duran sahibs agent. I know all about this, I assure you. I will tell everything. But you should shoot her.

Blair kept his eyes on the mans face. He expected treachery and cobra-suddenness. He was ready for it. But if he could, he proposed to save that one bullet. He could deal with this beast with his fist if necessary.

Did you hear me? Hand over your weapon.

Instead of obeying, the man took a step backward. Blair still hesitated to use that one remaining bullet. Grish Singh, as he called himself, began talking at top speed:

Dont be unwise  listen to me  let me show you  Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu is my master  he will

Suddenly he, too, tried to bolt for it, but he did not get far. As he turned he screamed and threw up both hands. With his back toward Blair he beat at someones brains. In that weird, mixed light it was difficult to tell what happened. That other man. who had slunk away into the gloom, had evidently taken Zaman Alis long knife. Perhaps Wu Tu gave it to him. He had crept up from behind and used it. Grish Singh tell writhing, with blood blubbering and foaming from his mouth. The other, with blackjacked brains on his face, lay still beneath him. It was all over in a moment. Grish Singhs life sobbed out of him as he wrenched at the knife that was into him almost hilt-deep.

Wu Tus voice came out of shadow. So then, are they both dead? That means Dur-i-Duran Singh is out of it as well as Zaman Ali. Taron Ling next! Where is he?

The blackjack, blood-hideous, had fallen between Blairs feet and the tunnel wall. He kicked it into a deep crack in the floor. Then he set his foot on Grish Singhs body and pulled out the long knife; he sent that after the blackjack, out of further harms way. Wu Tu watched him; he could hardly see more than her eyes and a faint film of light on one bare shoulder. The Chinese girl was invisible.

Come here and drop your dagger down that hole, he commanded.

Wu Tu laughed tartly. Oh, yes! For the use, I suppose, of the other two who ran away! They will come back. They wont care to meet Taron Ling in the tunnel! They will need water, too. Dont be foolish. You have only one bullet. There was a quarrel and Zaman Ali used the others. You cant shoot more than one of us. And if you shoot me, then what?

Come out of that shadow, he answered. She obeyed, but the Chinese girl remained invisible. Standing again beside Zaman Alis body, Wu Tu showed no fear, but excitement made her weirdly beautiful. She let one loose sari fall, and she was naked enough then for her body to gleam like old ivory  a carving done by a magicians hand  motion and sensuous intelligence revealed in pure line and balanced curve.

I will speak to you, Blair.

Where is Henrietta Frensham? he demanded.

I dont know.

Rot! You or Zaman Ali, or some of your party decoyed her to this place. Zaman Ali admitted it to me. Where is she?

Perhaps Zaman Ali hid her. Perhaps, she added, speaking slowly, she needs water! You need more than water. You need me, if you will break the influence of Taron Ling! Where is he?

She stepped toward him. The Chinese girl came out of a shadow and calmly gathered up the fallen sari. Blair made a mental note of the probability that the hidden dagger had changed owners. Standing within six feet of him, like a slave for sale, Wu Tu delivered an ultimatum:

Blair, be as honest as I am! You dont want me, but you need me. I dont want you, but I need you! By the naked truth, I swear to be your friend. But you must swear by your honor to be my friend! You are a savage. Swear then by your honor and I will believe you! I will give you Henrietta Frensham  I will give her to you. She shall be yours. I am not a savage. I am cultured, so to me there is no such foolishness as honor. But I need you, and you need me, and that is naked truth, so r swear by that.

Wheres Henrietta Frensham? he repeated. She shrugged her shoulders, smiled, narrowing her eyes. She spoke slowly. Taron Ling will be the one of whom to ask that, if you and I dont agree! He shall have her. Only you and I together can prevent that. And on my terms! As for you, you will die. As for me  I gamble. What I seek is worth the gamble. She came closer to him.

Keep your distance!

She obeyed. Blair, see what I will show you. After that, answer.

Ill look. What is it?

Let me pass you.

He stepped back to the wall. The Chinese girl came carrying the sari and the two women walked past him toward the fierce light at the end of the tunnel, speaking Chinese to each other. The Chinese girl stooped and picked up the hilt of her broken dagger that Blair had crushed underfoot.

Drop that! he commanded. She looked at him over her shoulder as if he were too contemptible to deserve an answer. He was not sure she was not right. He funked the prospect of a fight with two women. He wondered whether funk, emotion, lack of sleep and thirst were combining to make him incompetent. He had found out practically nothing. He was more mystified now than ever.

He decided to follow them, chiefly because he was thirsty. He needed a drink like the devil. The few drops of water he had had were only a little better than nothing; they had made him crave more. There was maddening irritation in the dust that every footstep stirred. Wu Tu probably needed drink, too, and almost certainly knew where to get it. He was sweating and grimy; he kept imagining pools of cool water in which to plunge, drink, bathe himself. He could not imagine Wu Tu remaining personally dirty a moment longer than she could help. She was probably heading for water now  lots of it. He quickened his pace. But what he saw, a moment later, almost drove the thought of water from his mind.

The tunnel opened on a ledge that passed completely around the sheer wall of an almost oval chasm. Its sides glittered with quartz and micah. It was shaped like a womb  a retort. It narrowed upward to a curving neck, through which daylight poured like molten, white-hot metal; the light turned golden as it picked up color from the quartz on the flanks of the place.

The ledge on which he found himself was about a hundred feet above a floor that seemed covered with stuff like wax from a guttered, candle, but the stuff glittered so that he could hardly see it. In the midst of that floor was a rock shaped roughly like an upturned bowl. Down toward that, from the curving roof, hung stalactites like icicles. Those were creamy, not dazzling white. Eyes rested on them with relief. The longest of them  it seemed to be forty or fifty feet long  pointed directly downward at an object that looked like crystal or flaming opal. It flashed so that eyesight refused to define it.

From the mouth of the tunnel where he stood staring, to the smooth wall on the far side, the pit was not less than three hundred feet across. Its size dwarfed that glittering thing in the midst, but the thing monopolized attention. Eyes, that could not see it beneath puckered eyelids, hardly could be forced to look away from it. It was not clear crystal; at moments it looked like frosted glass or a colossal uncut diamond. A bird flew overhead and was reflected in it. Gradually something else appeared, apparently inside the thing  something that took human shape. It looked as if a human body was encased in a cone of glass or ice. But it was too big to be a human body. When Blair moved it vanished.

There were a few birds up near the neck where the sunlight streamed in. There was such silence that their wing-beats were audible. It was a kind of cathedral silence, punctuated by another delicious sound, of dripping water. But there was no water anywhere to be seen. The stalactites were bone-dry; the water that oozed from the rock to create them had dried up centuries ago.

Wu Tu was sitting on the brink of the ledge, to the right, in comparative shadow. She was staring at that central object. The Chinese girl, beside her, stood holding Wu Tus sari over one arm and doing something to the broken dagger-handle. It was easy to keep them in full view. There appeared to be no way out except up that unclimbable curve toward daylight or else back through the tunnel. Blair turned left, away from them, in full sunlight, shading his eyes under his left hand, stopping at every third or fourth step to stare at that glittering central cone. But it was no use. That was. all he could see; it was cone-shaped, and even that discovery made his eyes ache. It seemed to gather all the rays of light into itself and then reflect them again outward. It would have been easier to stare at a sunlit mirror. There were momentary glimpses of the thing within; then eyes swam, tortured by the brilliance.

He doubted the glimpses  thought they were imaginary, or the reflections of some other object. But there was no other object that could have caused them. He had to cover his eyes at last;, he was so blinded by the glare that he could hardly see Wu Tu any longer. But he just could see her, so he walked back around the ledge toward her, keeping close to the wall for fear his eyes might play tricks; and when he reached the tunnel he stared straight into it, resting his eyes On the weird gloom. Something moved against the dim light at the far end. Wu Tu was right: the two men who had fled toward the other tunnel had returned. They were making no noise. He could not detect a sound, although he listened for nearly a minute.

When he approached Wu Tu the Chinese girl walked away and stood with her back to the wall of the chasm. He passed between them and stood beyond them, where he could watch them both and keep an eye, too, on the mouth of the tunnel, where two men might appear at any moment.

Where are we? he demanded, pointing upward with the revolver. Wheres that opening?

Wu Tu shrugged her shoulders. Gaglajung. There is a sheer cliff on this side of the summit; and there is a great crack in a fold of the cliff, but it cant be seen from above or below.

Wheres the way out?

The way you came in.

Theres another. Where is it?

Taron Ling knows.

You dont?

No, and I dont care. It doesnt matter. Win or lose all. Look.

He was watching the Chinese girl. She had filled one dagger with the little liquid that remained in the broken handle she had picked up. She screwed the dagger-handle tight and tossed the broken one over the ledge. His eyes followed it. It was only then that he saw clearly what he had hurt his eyes trying to see from other angles. The ledge where Wu Tu sat was broken. Carved stone-work, once erected there, had fallen and lay in ruins a hundred feet below. Directly opposite, within that cone-shaped thing that shone beneath the pointing stalactite, there stood  

The ancient secret of the Caves of Gaglajung! said Wu Tu. Do you understand it?

The thing was staggering. It was not a statue: that was evident at the first glance. It had no quality of sculpture, but an awful weirdness. Like Wu Tu in her own surroundings, it stirred in Blair an instantaneous and exciting impulse. He craved to interpret that thing unevasively, then, that moment, and to set down his opinion savagely in line and color. It challenged him. He was no longer, at that moment, a policeman, but an artist.

Thirst became unimportant. Danger dismissed itself from consciousness. There remained one emotion  awe; one impulse, to create. Within that conical, smooth, crystalline formation stood a woman. She could be seen perfectly from where Wu Tu was seated. and from where Blair stood, exactly behind her. If he moved six feet to the right or left he could see nothing but dazzling stabs of light amid an opalescent cone.

The woman was not less than nine feet tall. She stood erect in an attitude of mystic contemplation. She had been turned to stone within the stalagmitic ooze that once dripped from the rocks of the vaulted roof. But the appearance of life still remained, with all its color. She had light brown hair and she was broad shouldered, with large feet and hands, and was muscled like an athlete. Her legs looked capable of climbing mountains. Her skin was more butter- than ivory-color. It was definitely not a statue. That woman had once lived, moved, had her being.

She appeared even to breathe as the sun passed higher than the slot-like opening in the cavern roof and the changing light touched flaws and wave-like irregularities on the surface of the stuff that enclosed her. At one instant it resembled mother-of-pearl  then opal  then clear glass. Gold and silver flame with red sparks appeared to leap and die away within, until the bright hair stole all the sunlight for a moment and the entire cone became pale sapphire that changed to amethyst and then flashed white again.

Strength! said Wu Tu with her head between her hands. Her voice was startling. It awoke hollow echoes. Do you see how strong she was? Such as she could crack rocks  by thinking!

Blair looked down at her. That might be a new line on Wu Tu. Was that her secret? Glutted with the loot of criminal intrigue and influence, was she seeking a more occult strength and new fields for its use? Typically oriental, that. Hundreds of thousands of orientals have abandoned material means in the quest for spiritual causes. But it calls for a different character than Wu Tu possessed  a different integrity. She looked bizarre, dwarfed, pretty and so feeble in comparison to the gigantic grandeur at which she stared, that Blair almost laughed aloud.

The human habit of explaining everything at once assured him he was face to face with something older than Egypt  than history  older, perhaps, than legend. It filled him with awe and excitement. It revealed the essential littleness of Wu Tu. But intuition warned him not to. let her know he had seen that. He could feel his own littleness. In the presence of such fabulous antiquity he felt of no importance  an impertinence  a mere policeman  ignorant. But he hungered to draw and paint what he saw.

Henrietta? Was this her secret, that she had said she could tell to a lover perhaps, but not to a policeman? Was Henrietta yearning too, to crack rocks  to steal some prehistoric scientific truth, of which this giantess within the stalagmite perhaps had been the sibyl? Did that account for Frenshams disappearance? Did it account for Taron Ling? Zaman Ali? Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu? The golden box in the commissioners office? Was there a discoverable secret? Or were they all mad? Within the transparent cone, glowing golden now, the monstrous woman smiled like an image of Kali, bride of the Destroyer  pondered like Rodins Thinker. What had she known, that marked her with so much dignity?

Who built Gizeh, the Great Pyramid? asked Wu Tu suddenly in a low, throaty voice that filled the cavern full of murmurs. Who built Stonehenge and the temples of Peru? There were giants on the earth in those days  giants and magicians. They knew, but we dont know. What if we did know? Anyone who did know

Blair interrupted. Wheres that water that I hear dripping?

He had not noticed where the Chinese girl went. He had almost forgotten her. She came now along the ledge toward him, carrying water in a golden bowl that had the same smooth character and color as the ornament he had seen on Wu Tus table in Bombay.

The sudden memory made him stare again at the woman within the cone. There was a resemblance. Her features were less sphinx-like, more human, but vaguely like those on that figurine. He had drawn it in the train, from memory  had made forty or fifty efforts to catch with his pencil the strangely subhuman quality. Perhaps he had failed because he had thought it subhuman. Perhaps it was something else. Anyhow, he remembered it; it was much easier to remember than to set down in black and white.

The Chinese girl gave him the bowl. It was large and heavy; he had to take it in both hands, so he held the revolver between his knees. Then he stood at the brink of the ledge and, conscious that both women watched him although they pretended not to, raised the bowl to the level of his lips and poured the contents to the floor a hundred feet below.

Hail  and libation and obeisance to whatever gods there be! he shouted. Then he gave the bowl back. Echoes picked up his words and cannonaded them until they died in a whisper There be  there be! He glanced at Wu Tu: Damn you, not poison! I said water!

Water! Water! said the echoes.

For a moment he thought the Chinese girl would try to push him off the ledge, but she had a less murderous motive. He was in time to prevent her snatching the revolver. Her hand went to the opening of her jacket then and he glimpsed the dagger-handle. But Wu Tu spoke to her in Chinese and she turned away, shaking the last drops of water out of the bowl with an air of calm indifference. Apparently quite unconcerned, she began to descend the sheer flank of the cavern. There seemed to be steps on the far side of a projection of the ledge about thirty feet from where Blair was standing. When her chin was level with the ledge she turned and waited, watching for a signal.

You shall have champagne, said Wu Tu.

Water. Where is it?

Wu Tu got up in silence and signed to him to follow the Chinese girl, whose head promptly disappeared below the ledge. Blair ignored that invitation. Those two men in the tunnel undoubtedly had heard the echoes. They were very likely lurking near the tunnel entrance. They might be in Wu Tus confidence, although they had probably been Zaman Alis dependents; Zaman Ali was notorious for having cutthroats on his payroll. Having lost their master they were probably willing to murder anyone, to betray or work for anyone  or all three. They were rats in a trap, dangerous opportunists. Wu Tu probably wished to have word with them. Blair took a stride along the ledge toward the tunnel.

Come, said Wu Tu.

Come, come, come! said the echoes.

She began to lead toward the steps, but Blair ignored her and went to the tunnel entrance. He heard someone with bare feet scampering away ahead of him. but when he peered along the tunnel there was no one visible. Wu Tu beckoned. He followed her, then, to the head of the steps and she went down them quickly with her face to the wall. But to Blair those steps were not more than just negotiable. They were irregularly spaced, some of them less than a foot wide, all of them more than eighteen inches deep, and there were gaps between. They overhung a hundred feet of air, with glaring rock beneath. There was nothing to cling to, not a crack in the smooth surface of the hot, hewn wall.

He dreaded unfenced heights and precipices. He stared at the cone and retraced his steps until he could clearly see the face of the woman inside it. Curiosity then became stronger than dread of the dangerous stairway. There must be some way of getting closer to that mystery. He followed Wu Tu. She was out of sight already and he was glad she would not see him groping his way with his heart in his teeth.

The eighth or ninth step was a big one. It projected nearly three feet and he rested there a moment, leaning his back against the wall and staring at the cone. From that angle he could only see the womans face, magnified and distorted by a wave on the cones surface. Her eyelids seemed to move when he moved. Fierce lips seemed to mumble unimaginable things. The ridge of her nose grew cynical and eaglish, cruel. Then, at the next step downward her head looked too small to be human, but the body bulged like a fat gorillas. Lower again, she looked like someone swimming in reddish water amid deep-blue seaweed.

After that there was a gap. A step was missing. There was a yard of glaring air to cross, to a square foot of step on the far side  not much  nothing to a man in good condition  hardly more than a stride. Wu Tu and the Chinese girl had done it. But Blairs head reeled. It was a stride so ghastly, on smooth stone in slippery boots, that he had to shut his eyes for sixty seconds before he could force himself to look, and make the effort. On the step below, his boot soils slipped, perhaps an inch that made his hair rise and his backbone tighten like a racked rope.

When he recovered balance, his knees trembled and felt so unsteady that he had to kneel, then sprawl on two steps. After about a minute he looked downward to test his nerve. At the bottom, seventy or eighty feet below, in the shadow of the wall, very close to the edge of the glare, he saw a mans corpse that appeared to move in spasms.

It was nearly a minute before he could see that the body lay still and was being torn by vultures. Two of the filthy brutes had scented carrion even in that pit. While he watched, a third one circled downward from the opening, around and around the cone, its shadow splurging black on the crystal and its. wings disturbing silence with a noise like wind in a forest. Two more of the death-watch from the broken fangs of Gaglajung followed, and cast their shadows on the cone. With his head on the step, Blair thought the woman in the cone suggested then, from that angle, a figure of Despair, frozen in self-contemplation.

He crawled after that on hands and knees, hugging the wall as he groped his way downward one step at a time, until he reached a smooth, projecting stone about six feet wide that formed the threshold of an opening in the wall. But the opening was only half the width of the stone slab. It was smooth-hewn, shaped like an elongated horse-collar, with the narrowed part at the bottom. Wu Tu stood in the opening with her back to a passage that grew dim ten feet behind her.

Now you look less like a strong savage! she observed with a mean smile that made her look ten years older.

Blair thought of having to reclimb those steps. The thought sickened him. But it felt good to be standing on wide stone. It was good enough for the moment. Anger returned to his aid, along with primitive emotions that included a desire to kill Wu Tu and hurl her below to the vultures. She was watching his eyes and choosing words. She chose with peculiar skill, if she meant to enrage him further:

In uniform, Blair, with all the greatness of the governments authority, youre one thing. But now youre naked  and theres, no government! How does it feel to be mere Blair Warrender without a friend or a servant? Why not blow your whistle?

It was true, he did feel naked. Not nude, naked. His torn, soiled uniform had lost the quality which cloaks bewilderment beneath assumed official calm. He had lost self-assurance. He was nakedly scared. But the truth is a two-edged weapon. It stiffens some men, though it weakens others. He began to try to ride fear  to command it, compel it, change it into alertness. Wu Tu detected a change in his eyes.

Look. She pointed. He turned. There was no room to stand beside her in the opening so he leaned against the curiously carved edge and stared again at the wonderful cone, with the sweat running out of his sleeve on to the revolver in his right hand. Seen from that point the cone took a different shape. It was crystal-clear, faintly golden colored, with ruby-red and emerald and sapphire points of sunlight dancing to the beat of the observers pulse.

The woman within the cone appeared to stand exactly on the level of that opening in the rock-wall. She faced exactly toward it  gazed straight into it. Her eyes seemed alive and deep blue. Human, huge, incredible, unlovely, splendid, ponderous but not coarse, clothed in mystery that numbed imagination, she imposed a silence that was silvered by the echo of running water. Even thought obeyed her. Millions of years of living silence brooded in the dead, who had once lived, who had perhaps loved.

Come and drink champagne, said Wu Tu suddenly. I cant bear it. She makes me solemn. When Im that way I want to smash things. Thats why vandals break old monuments. They cant endure them. Im a vandal in spite of myself. If I had some dynamite I would blow her to hell.

She led the way into the tunnel  sharply up-hill  stifling  barely head-room. Blair pulled off his tunic. The sound of splashing water, that had emphasized the silence of the cavern, grew louder and made thirst almost maddening. There were hundreds of bats squeaking and swarming in dark fissures in the sides of the tunnel; the sloping floor had very recently been swept clean of their excreta, but its stench was in the hot air. The tunnel was shaped strangely.

It rose sharply from the entrance. Down the midst. the floor was worn in a hollow trough that forced him to walk carefully; it resembled hollows he had seen that he knew had been made by bare feet century after century.

At last a platform, pitch-dark, with a sensation, of an opening in the darkness beyond  perhaps, another tunnel. But on the left hand there was a low square opening; and light beyond it. Wu Tu ducked and passed through. The, sound of water splashed like music on his ears, so Blair followed, holding the revolver in front of him. He had to bend almost, double to avoid the low roof. It felt like, crawling into a nest of specters. Three candle-flames in red-glazed lanterns cast a blood-red glow and leaping shadows on the walls of a room, apparently a perfect cube of twenty-eight or thirty feet, hewn from the rock.

All around, except at the low opening, was a ledge about eighteen inches high and two feet, deep, forming a shelf on which golden-looking objects stood. In one far corner was a big stone cistern like the one in the Great Pyramid of Gizeh. Above that was a gash in the wall, through which water, beautifully colored by the candlelight, poured into the cistern, overflowing through a deep slot in the brim to a hole in the floor, where it vanished. The Chinese girl was kneeling on the floor beside three hampers of provisions.

Wu Tu, with her face blood-red in the lantern-light, pointed to Blairs revolver. One shot left! Save it for Taron Ling! The fool who had Zaman Alis extra cartridges lies below, where he cant be reached. Zaman Ali shot four fools. He would have shot those others, they had served their purpose and werent to be trusted; but he had to husband ammunition after the fool he thought he could trust fell from the steps and smashed himself. It doesnt pay to trust fools  ever.

Under cover of his tunic Blair opened the revolver, removed the one unused cartridge and put that in his pocket. Wu Tu started at the noise of the breech snapping shut, but she could not see what he had done.

The safety catch? she asked him.

Yes. He strode toward the water, laid, his folded tunic on the ledge beside a golden-looking vessel, stuck the revolver into a crack in the wall, put his helmet on top of the tunic  all neatly and slowly to prove to himself that he was in no haste. Then, suddenly, he plunged his head info the cistern and let the descending water splash on the back of his neck. That was heaven, if a contrast of experience is heaven or hell, as some say.

He drank very little but rinsed his mouth and throat. Then he raised his head, and pulled off his shirt. The girl on the floor beside the hampers cursed in Chinese because he had splashed her, but Wu Tu laughed and came beside him. In a moment she had dropped her sari and jumped into the cistern, ducking her head under, plunging and revelling in the cool, clean water.

Come on, Blair, in with you! she gasped. He had a mind to go in boots and all but thought better of that, and took them off. In a moment he was in there with her, slipping against the slimy sides and, digging hot toes into the cool, soft sediment of centuries that lay inches deep on the bottom.

Chamber of initiation  font of baptism! said Wu Tu, spluttering and laughing. She got into this, I bet you! Could she get in? Was she too big? Have some champagne, it tastes good in a bath!

Blair glanced at the Chinese girl. Her back toward him, she was emptying one of the hampers, on the floor, almost straight between him and the low, dark entrance. It was velvet-dark there  a black square blot on a wall stained dark-red by the lantern-light. But something in the blackness moved. His eye: caught it. He watched. A mans face, spectral, almost darker than the darkness, gradually took form.

For a moment he thought it was Taron Ling returned to life and his skin crept up his: spine, but he knew that was nonsense. He decided it must be one. of the men they had left behind in the other tunnel, so he looked for the revolver in the crack in the wall. It had vanished. But the mans face was still there, very low, near the edge of the dark, in the mouth of the low, square opening.

He leaped suddenly out of the cistern, with the red light like blood on his wet skin, and sent the Chinese girl sprawling. He grabbed the revolver from the hamper, where she had half-hidden it under napkins. He had no cartridge now; it was in his pocket.

He knew he was a perfect target in the lantern-light  knew, too, that the Chinese girl and Wu Tu were behind him and not likely to neglect an opportunity. So he was quick. He reached the opening in three leaps  stooped  stared, and froze motionless. There was a finger on the faces lips. There was a signal  a very low whisper. Chetusingh, haggard, wild-eyed. and corpse-like, but unmistakably Chetusingh, crawled backward until he became one with the darkness and vanished.

Taron Ling? demanded Wu Tu from the cistern.

No, he answered. Nerves. I thought I saw him..

Why did you whisper then? I heard you.

If you want to know, he said, I was praying. Im chattering nervous.

She climbed out. Have some champagne.

Red light glowed all over her.

You look like a devil in hell! he said laughing. The laugh sounded nervous and seemed to convince her. He made a show of recovering self-control  pulled out serviettes from the hamper  tossed her several of them  rubbed himself dry with two others, and put his sweat-wet tunic on again. Even that disgusting anticlimax could not lower his spirits now. Chetusingh had told him Henrietta was not in immediate danger. He had time for what the commissioner called facts, not fireworks. He dressed swiftly and reloaded the revolver.

There was a sudden pop, then, like a cannon going off. The Chinese girl poured champagne into a big cut-glass tumbler. Wu Tu gulped half of it down. That at any rate was not poisoned. Blair took the tumbler from her hand and drank the other half. It was warm, but good dry wine; it found his nerves and seemed to pour along them.

What next? he demanded.

Food, said Wu Tu, who was wrapping her sari around her.


CHAPTER TEN

Good? Bad? Those are relative. I have not seen one without the other; they are two sides of the same thing, and the thing is integrity, which has no opposite. Treachery may have integrity and may do good, as when a traitor betrays a devil. Integrity may ruin thousands, as when nations go to war for a principle, which may be right or wrong. The wrong may have the more integrity! Integrity is a thing in itself. It is a middle way between good and evil. It serves best him who has it, but he has it not unless he use it. And he has it not if he should try to use it for a momentary profit. Good? Bad? Neither of those affects the balance of the Infinite. But Integrity? That is the length, breadth, depth, weight, essence and proof of Character, which is Quality. And Quality is the goal of evolution. Aim ye at that, and ye aim at eternal life.

 From the Ninth (unfinished) Book of Noor Ali.



THE food was warm, unappetizing tinned stuff, hard-boiled eggs, fruit, and some leathery looking chupatties. Eggs and fruit might have been drugged. That was even probable. Wu Tu tried to force them on him, so Blair chose a tin of sardines, which he could open for himself; they were unappetizing without bread, but the chupatties were a too obvious trick. He refused more champagne; there had been time for the Chinese girl to doctor what remained in the bottle. Wu Tu drank none and she did not order a second bottle to be opened. She ate seated on one of the hampers, looking like the devil in the red light, with her hair wet and the Chinese girl trying to rearrange it.

Blair walked up and down examining the golden objects on the low hewn shelf. He was in no hurry now  none whatever. Impatience might slam the door on a secret that seemed on the verge of revealing itself. The next move should be Chetusinghs. But Wu Tu might have a card up her sleeve, and the thing to do was to discover that, if possible without letting her suspect its discovery. She was talkative, attempting to conceal excitement, and a bit too evidently eager to feel her way toward an exchange of confidences.

Guess the value of that gold, Blair. It is gold. Every bit of its gold. But its hard. It cant even be marked with a hammer.

How do you know its gold? he demanded. He tapped the barrel of the revolver against a molded, massive thing that his utmost strength could not move; it was in the form of two big pythons coiled on one another. It sounded solid.

When its melted the bullion merchants buy it as gold, she answered. Two or three times melting takes away its hardness, but the difficulty is to get it out of here without people knowing. All the small stuff has gone, except that bowl that we use to carry water. Why did you spill the water? Did you think Id poison you? I need you.

Who took all the small stuff?

Zaman Ali. There were eighteen gold blocks and fifty figurines; he melted all but two gold blocks that General Frensham took, and one figurine that I have. I believe you saw it.

How do you know Frensham took them?

Oh, I know lots of things. One of the two that he took found its way into the police commissioners hands in Bombay. Taron Ling tried to get it. His magic wouldnt work because the commissioner hasnt the right sort of imagination. Two of Zaman Alis men recovered the other block from Frenshams suitcase at the time when he disappeared. Zaman Ali shot those thieves last night. They swore it had been stolen from them and he knew that was a lie, but he was so afraid of magic that he couldnt wait for Taron Ling to make them tell where theyd hidden it. Now I suppose its lost forever.

To get her to talk, and to gain time was Blairs immediate problem. If he appeared not particularly interested, she might reveal more in an effort to get his attention. So he took one of the red-glazed lanterns and examined the golden objects on the hewn shelf. To become competent in his profession he had had to make himself familiar with Indian religions, but these things reminded him of no religion he had ever studied.

There were forty-nine pieces. They might be idols or religious symbols. They excited imagination. But except for that one example of coiled serpents, they suggested nothing he had ever seen and no answer to the riddle they presented. They were not Hindu. They were not Buddhistic. They were as weirdly-shaped as the most fantastic designs of a Futurist sculptor in rebellion against three-dimensional limitations. They had a motive;, that much was obvious. They had rhythm. But neither rhythm nor motive was intelligible.
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How long have you known of this place? he demanded.

Two years. Wu Tu was watching him intently, but he behaved as if unaware of that. Her attitude and expression were lynx-like. She appeared to be judging his mood and her chance. She went on, Frensham knew about it first  I dont know how. long ago. He was only a,major when he met that Bat-Brahmin who calls himself the Guardian of Gaglajung. Somehow he persuaded the Bat to talk. Most Bats are drunkards. Probably he gave him whisky. That Bat is a superstitious fool who only knows the legend. He has never dared to enter the caverns. He has never been into the tunnel. Generations of Bat-Brahmins have known of this place without ever daring, to enter it.

The hermit guided Frensham in  and went mad. Did you see him? Frensham took two of the blocks, which was all he could carry. He meant to return for the others, but the Bat-Brahmin threatened to have him broke out of the army for sacrilege. That was no joke either. He could have done it. Frensham didnt dare show those blocks to anyone. But I found out about them.

She paused, weighing the effect of her words. Blair decided she needed some encouragement. He set the lantern down and walked slowly toward her.

Youre a wonderful woman, he said with admiration in his voice.

Her eyes betrayed a hesitating triumph. She was not quite sure of him. But she said something in Chinese, and the Chinese girl withdrew to a little distance, picking up the lantern he had set down and putting it back beside the two others. That produced a shadow into which she sidled, Blair almost lost sight of her; but with the corner of his eye he could just catch the color of her daffodil pyjamas. There was treachery coming.

Youre a great woman, he repeated. He was standing almost over Wu Tu, looking down at her.

No, not great yet. I propose to be, she answered. Will you help me to it?

You need my help? Rot! he retorted. How about helping me? You said you would. Youre unbeatable. How do you do it? How did you discover all this?

The Chinese girl had moved away from the lanterns. She was hovering behind him now, and he had to watch Wu Tus eyes. The water pouring into and out of the cistern filled the place with sound; his ears had grown accustomed to it, but he had to depend on his ears and listen to Wu Tu at the same time, without betraying his alertness.

Frenshams wife died eighteen years ago, said Wu Tu.

Well? What of it?

Men need women.

I get you.

Frensham is a learned simpleton, she went on. He was learned and intelligent enough to know he had stumbled on a priceless secret if he could only interpret it. He was too reverent to play the vandal, and too afraid for his own reputation to admit he had trespassed into a forbidden sanctuary. But he was jealous, too. He didnt want to share the secret with anyone  jealous and simple-minded. He wanted somebody to open those blocks without injuring the contents. Theyre hollow and he suspected they contain tablets or something like that, with some kind of writing on them. Why he trusted Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu I cant tell you; I would sooner trust a cobra. But I think Dur-i-Duran Singh had done him some financial favors. Unbusinesslike people such as Frensham are easily psychologised in that way.

He asked Dur-i-Duran Singh to find him an expert metallurgist who could be trusted to keep secrets. Dur-i-Duran Singh consulted me. I got a clever girl to entertain Frensham and find out the secret. Frensham is a fatherly old thing, and he liked to talk to her. He didnt say much, but he told her enough to make me more than interested.

Drunk? Blair asked.

No. Couldnt make him drunk. Hes abstemious. Besides, some men dont talk when theyre drunk. That isnt the best way.

Blair changed position until through the side of his eye he could see the Chinese girl standing ten feet away from him quite still; she appeared to be interested in the red light on the running water. Wu Tu continued:

It was then that Zaman Ali came in, because I needed someone capable of tracing Frenshams movements backward to all the places he had visited on leave or in the course of duty. Zaman Ali was a greedy thief and a bully, but there was no one better for the purpose. He back-tracked Frensham to Gaglajung.

With a nose for loot like Zaman Alis it wasnt long before he suspected the Bat-Brahmin and guessed where to look. But the Bat-Brahmin proved difficult  denied everything  threatened to raise a riot and bring police on the scene if Zaman Ali dared to trespass. Bribery didnt work. So I consulted Dur-i-Duran Singh again, and he sent Taron Ling. Magic terrified the Bat. Taron Ling made him see elementals and hear voices. Then he hypnotised the hermit. But even Taron Ling couldnt get into the caverns. It was I who did that.

Blair felt a prick on the back of his right hand. He bit and sucked it instantly. His left hand  his eyes were watching Wu Tus and he had seen her signal  moved with the speed of a knock-out punch and seized the Chinese girls right wrist, twisting, twisting. He did not dare to take his eyes off Wu Tu. He twisted the girls wrist unmercifully, but she neither screamed nor let go the thin-bladed dagger. She writhed like a snake and tried to reach Wu Tu, who jumped up and snatched at the weapon. Blair sent Wu Tu sprawling. Then he rapped the girls knuckles with the barrel of the revolver until she dropped the dagger. Kicking the dagger along the floor in front of him to keep it out of Wu Tus reach, he picked up the girl then and dumped her into the cistern, where he held her head under so long that Wu Tu screamed at him:

A lakh of rupees! I pay a lakh! Let her up!

So he let her go, picked up the dagger and sniffed it after biting and sucking the back of his right hand again until it bled freely. Then he pointed to the hamper:

Go back there and sit down!

But the Chinese girl seemed all-important. Wu Tu hurried to the cistern and tried to comfort her, helping her out and talking to her rapidly in Chinese. The girl took it all quite stoically. When she had coughed water from her lungs she slipped away from Wu Tu, ignoring Blair as if he were nonexistent, and went and sat on the floor near the lanterns, where she continued coughing and retching for several minutes. The tone of Blairs voice changed perceptibly:

Is the drug in this dagger the stuff that made Frensham talk? he demanded. What is it? What does it do  paralyze the will or something?

Dont be a fool, Blair. Theres no drug, and that was an accident. You startled her. She didnt mean to scratch you.

Im going to scratch you and see if it makes you talk, he answered. Come here.

No, Blair! No, no! She retreated slowly. Her eyes were like a desperate animals, her hands ready to scratch. She was like a cat at bay. No, no, let me talk, Blair  let me tell you.

Very well, he said, sit there. Go on talking or youll feel the point of this thing. You were saying it was you, not Taron Ling or Zaman Ali, who found the way in here. How did you do it?

Wu Tu sat down on the hamper; full in the lantern glow. Blair, she said, I thought you were a fool policeman, but I see youre clever. I will trust you. I will tell you everything. What did you do to Taron Ling? You didnt kill him? Tell me  did you?

Wait and see, he answered. Go on with your story.

Let me tell in my own way, Blair. You terrify me  stand back. You promised

Yes, he said, I promised. He stood back from her two paces. As the friend I said Id be, I give you one chance.

Are we friends if I tell?

Policemen havent friends, he answered. Only enemies, protégés and allies. Which are you?

Blair, I said Id give you Henrietta. I can do it.

Where? When?

Listen to me, or youll regret it! Do you want to kill her?

If a hair of her heads hurt, Ill make you suffer for it, he answered grimly.

Wu Tu was equally grim. Youll be the death of us all unless you listen to me! There is magic in this place! That woman out there inside the crystal was the queen or the priestess of a race of giants who emerged long ago  no one knows how long ago  and died out  vanished. How? Why?

Frensham found a tablet in here, but he couldnt read it, so he borrowed Taron Ling from Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu. Taron Ling can put a person into trances. Frensham never let Taron Ling see the tablet. He didnt trust him. He knew too much about magic and trances to trust a practitioner. He kept the tablet hidden in a box, into which he put his hands through two holes. But what he understood in the trance he couldnt remember afterwards; it was like trying to remember a dream. So he had Henrietta to watch Taron Ling and to write down whatever he might say while in the trance.

To make extra sure of Taron Ling, he handcuffed him to the wall at the opposite side of the room. It was a very small room, but Taron Ling couldnt overhear much. However he managed to steal some of the notes Henrietta made. Ive read them, but Dur-i-Duran Singh wont part with them. He thinks about nothing but money and laughs at magic, but all the same hes superstitious and he thinks those notes are  what was that noise?

Blairs ears felt as if they twitched. But he knew, if it were Chetusingh, he could count on a definite signal. That sound might have been made to attract his attention. Nothing, he answered.

Yes it was! Wu Tu looked thoroughly scared. I heard a sound in the passage. Is it Taron Ling? If it is  you have one bullet  shoot him!

Blair was listening intently, but he went on talking. Why? he answered. To oblige you?

Yes! Blair, kill that devil! If you dont, hell kill me. There, I heard him again. Kill him, did you hear me! I tell you, kill him!

Whats your hurry? The strange thing was that the Chinese girl seemed undisturbed. She had taken off most of her clothes and was wringing them dry. Between the red light and the shadows, against a background of unexplainable golden moldings and a dark wall, she looked like old ivory  a master-carving, done by a man who knew what motion is and how to suggest it. Wu Tu made a sudden grab at the revolver  missed it  tried to snatch the dagger, and then knelt. She seized Blairs knees. She was almost sobbing. Her voice was tragic:

Blair, do what I say or were all damned! If you dont kill Taron Ling, hell kill me and hell either kill you or use you! What he wants is Henrietta. Do you hear me?

And if I kill him?

I will take you then to Henrietta. But I darent  I darent as long as Taron Ling is in the taverns!

Silence! he commanded. Wu Tu clung to him, trembling, holding her breath. He felt her fingers dig into the muscles of his leg. The water splashed and gurgled in the cistern. The Chinese girl stepped into wrinkled trousers and stood, calmly observant, unsmiling, unconcerned apparently; making almost no noise with her bare feet, she walked to the cistern and, plunging in her arms, groped for her lost cigarette tube.

She found it almost at once and blew through it to get the water out; it made a sharp noise, like a toy trumpet. Then she walked back to the lanterns, found her cigarettes there somewhere, picked up a lantern, raised the colored glass and lighted her cigarette at the candle. She appeared uncertain where to set the lantern down; she moved it to and fro several times before putting it back where it was before. To whom could she be signaling? How many more than two of Wu Tus or Zaman Alis men were in the caverns? Did Wu Tu want that one shot actually used, or did she want to see it wasted? Should he tell her Taron Ling was dead? He decided not to  not yet.

Theres no one there, he said in a distinct, level voice, but he felt certain someone lurked in the darkness of the low entrance to the chamber, watching, listening. Why are you afraid of Taron Ling? Hes only a charlatan. You know as many tricks as he does. You were boasting just now, that he couldnt even get in here until you led the way.

She answered hoarsely, Blair  I beg you  kill him! If I hadnt a soul I wouldnt care? I wouldnt be afraid to die  Id fear nothing! But I have a soul! I wish I hadnt! So have you, and youll wish you hadnt if you dont kill that devil!

Softly to himself Blair whistled three bars of a familiar tune that stole on memory. He saw no kindly light that led, but  

Soul? he said. Have you turned pious? He was watching the Chinese girls cigarette that moved in quite unnecessary lines and dots as she smoked  took the tube in her fingers  smoked again. She had the damp pyjama jacket in her left hand. There was no real need to shake it; in that stifling heat it would have dried in a few minutes. One of the candles dropped, forward and blackened the lantern glass. Another guttered and died. The remaining one faced Blair and Wu Tu, like a danger signal set in the throat of darkness. THE square entrance-hole was now a black blot on the dim red darkness of the end wall. Tired eyes strained in the reduced light and Blair began to wonder how long he could carry on without sleep. His eyelids became suddenly heavy. It was difficult to fix attention simultaneously on Wu Tu, the Chinese girl and the entrance-hole. Sensation  or lack of it  warned him his reserve of nervous energy was perilously near exhaustion. But his ears were alert.

He detected a faint sound that might be a trigger  or a glass tube snapping. He glanced at Wu Tu. In that split second he felt consciousness slip from his grasp. He was blinded by an explosion of magnesium light that seared the scene into his memory. At the same time there was a sensation of being struck, he never knew by what; it was painless, heavy, deadening.

He hit out blindly. He had dagger and revolver; he used both, not knowing what he struck at. Wu Tu clung to his knees. He kicked  swayed  felt his knees yield. Then, for what seemed endless time, he lay still with a roar in his ears, and a vision blazed on his retina of three men, of whom one looked like Chetusingh; of Wu Tu and the Chinese girl; and he thought the Chinese girl had done something to him, he didnt know what. Foreshortened memory was there, too, blended with it all  the giantess within the cone in the sunlit cavern  the tunnel where Zaman Ali and two others lay dead  the ash-floored sunlit charnel-house  the tunnel beyond it  Taron Ling, dead and alive at the same time  the shrine, the Bat, the hermit, and Ganeshas image inscrutably smiling. The giantess within the sunlit cone changed presently to Henrietta; she receded to a vast distance and looked terribly lonely; he felt responsible for her loneliness. He knew he loved her, and wished to say so.

In a nightmare, he climbed up and down ghastly steps on the face of a precipice, trying to reach her before Wu Tu could prevent him. That effort led him gradually back to consciousness, until the roaring in his ears waned and changed to human voices. Then mortification and shame swept over him, that he should have been caught off-guard. He felt himself an arrant failure.

The first voice he recognized was Chetusinghs. He could not hear what Chetusingh said but the tone of the mans voice conveyed a sensation of horror. He was not speaking English. He addressed somebody as Soonia and then Jenny, which sounded off-key and incongruous, until he remembered that Soonia and Jenny were two of Wu Tus names. Soon after that he recognized Wu Tus voice, and then full consciousness returned, although he felt incapable of movement. He could not even move his eyelids. He lay as if paralyzed by a blow that had left his brain functioning.

Wu Tu  angry  excited  vigorous  was speaking English. Her eyes stared at him out of the dark, through his own closed eyelids. He felt a sickening distrust of Chetusingh. Had Wu Tu told the truth? Had Chetusingh turned traitor? He kept on speaking Hindustanee in a monotonous voice that droned against the splash and gurgle of the water in the cistern. He was answering Wu Tus questions:

I obeyed. I have not seen Taron Ling. I brought her here, did I not? I lied. She did not believe, but she came with me nevertheless. And I protected her from Zaman Ali and his men, who wanted to make her afraid.so that Taron Ling might control her more, easily. But I think she can not be controlled, unless this man does it. She has not spoken to me since I told her Bee-lair Warrender will come soon.

Idiot! That was Wu Tus voice again. I ordered you to say I bring him. That without me he could not come to her. Why didnt you?

I did. After that she was silent.

What else have you done?

As bidden. I summoned these two. Here they are. That they are dead is not my doing. There were two of Zaman Alis men on the ledge lip yonder. They came toward us three, very fearful, saying that Zaman Ali lies dead of a knife-wound and that two more of his men lie dead beside him.

Taron Ling, said they, is somewhere in the tunnel. They invited us three to go with them to Taron Ling. They said Taron Ling has put magic on Bee-lair Warrender, who will therefore obey Taron Ling whatever comes of it; and consequently there is nothing else to do but to take Taron Lings part and to kill you, seeing that you can do nothing with Bee-lair Warrender now that Taron Ling is controlling him.

They said Dur-i-Duran Singh of Naga Kulu is your enemy, and you his, though you pretend friendship. And that Taron Ling is faithful unto death to Dur-i-Duran Singh, who will bestow great rewards when he possesses the secret of Gaglajung. Whereas, said they, Wu Tu is likelier to kill, as she killed Zaman Ali, in order to have all for herself. And they said you will kill her, and Bee-lair Warrender also, as soon as you have what you want, because you will wish to keep it secret. Taron Ling, said they, will be too clever for you; he will kill you. . . . Then there was a quarrel, because your men answered hotly.

There were blows and the end came swiftly; they two fell into the great pit, where vultures were already picking one of Zaman Alis men. After that, we three came hither.

Slow! Late! Wu Tu spoke savagely. But Chetusingh answered like a man in a dream, or as if broken by punishment until nothing remained but the will to obey.

Step by step as bidden  no haste  no delay  no excuse. That phrase sounded suspiciously like a formula impressed hypnotically on his mind. I lay there in the dark and made a signal to Bee-lair Warrender, to betray him, to gain time while I summoned these two. Could I have done better? How should I know he had dagger and pistol? I did not know. I did as bidden.

Dog! she retorted. Two good servants dead, and worse!  no more drug for the dagger! Would to God I had not wasted stuff on you that cost a fortune! Who protects us now from Taron Ling? You? Who undoes Taron Lings hold on him? You? Who shall manage Henrietta Frensham? You?

I dont know, said Chetusinghs voice wearily in English.

Go! she commanded. Find Taron Ling. Kill him!

I have no weapon.

Find one, or else kill him with your hands! Dont dare to return to me while Taron Ling lives!

Blair felt the blood coursing again in his veins, but shame and contempt for Chetusingh were his chief sensations. He almost forgot his own predicament. Chetusingh had been his discovery  his comrade-in-arms. He felt his eyelids flutter. He got a glimpse of the shadowy chamber, but saw very little, closed his eyes again and lay still. It would be better to let Chetusingh get out of the way. Then, when he was gone, he would jump up suddenly and snatch the lantern; that would give him a slight advantage. He listened for the Rajputs footfall and almost disbelieved his ears when  thump and slither on the rock floor  he recognized a familiar spacing of sounds. None but he and Chetusingh knew that code. It was an almost similar signal to the one Chetusingh made with bare feet in the passage in Wu Tus house in Bombay. It meant:

Am acting independently and cant communicate.

Did Chetusingh know he was conscious? How did he know? Had he seen the momentary flutter of the eyelids? The Rajputs retreating footfall  he was evidently barefooted  rutched along the floor, paused at the opening, hesitated  

Go! repeated Wu Tu.

There were sounds as if Chetusingh groped in the dark for something. It appeared he found slippers or sandals which he slapped on the floor or the wall before putting them on  habit that  to get the dust out, or to avoid being stung by an insect  a perfectly natural action, almost automatic. Thousands of Indians do it. But the slap-slap  pause  slap  pause  slap-slap was a signal as plain as the other had been  meaningless to anyone but Blair and Chetusingh. To them it meant:

Give me time for necessary details and await my signal.

After that he heard Chetusingh scramble clumsily, as if he were dog-tired and indifferent, along the ten or twelve feet of the low, square entrance-hole. He heard him get to his feet at the far end.j Then he heard him drop the little metal box in which he kept materials for preparing pan, stuff that he never chewed but never went without because an offer of pan is like a proffered cigarette; it serves sometimes to open intimacy with strangers.

He could be heard groping in the dark for the fallen box. He fumbled it. Then he opened the box and snapped it shut. That signal meant: No immediate danger.

Did it? Their code was a system of norma] movements such as any one might make in almost any circumstances. The first and second signal might, conceivably, have been made by accident. But three signals running seemed beyond the pale of coincidence. On the other hand, Chetusingh had told Wu Tu he made a signal previously for the purpose of betrayal. Whom was he betraying now? Benefit of doubt is doubtful policy when death creeps uncoiled in the dark. Wu Tu boasted Chetusingh was her man. Was he? Wu Tu spoke suddenly in Chinese and Blair opened his eyes a fraction. He saw the Chinese girl, fully dressed now, bend to take up the one remaining lantern and follow Chetusingh. She paused at the far end of the low opening, seemed to listen to Chetusinghs retreating footsteps, and at last set down the lantern and remained beside it. It was safe to open his eyes wide then. It was pitch-dark except for one spot of reflected red light dancing on the water that poured into the cistern. At the far end of the low entrance was the lantern, ruby-red, like a point-light in an underground railway tunnel.

But he closed his eyes after a moment. Wu Tu lifted his head to her lap  touched something to his nostrils. It had a faint smell, but whatever it was she shook it as if it was empty and he heard her set it down. After that her fingers caressed his temples and passed over his eyes. Sleep! she commanded in a low voice. Sleep! Sleep He found it difficult at first to stay awake. He had been exhausted and sleepy before this happened. Lassitude stole over him. The gurgling water harmonized with her voice. He could almost physically feel magnetic influence stealing over him and he began to see her eyes again through closed eyelids.

He reminded himself that there is no such influence; that by suggestion mesmerists persuade a victim to impose obedience on himself. Nevertheless, he felt consciousness slipping. But her eyes, that he saw without seeing, aroused anger. He resented them  rebelled against the impudent trickery that compelled him to see them. Had she done something of the sort to Henrietta? The thought of Henrietta in Wu Tus clutches stirred an impulse to kill. But the same impulse aroused caution. He must first, have Wu Tus secret  Henriettas  Frenshams. Secrecy is the key to secrets. He lay still.

There was something hard between the back of his hand and his leg. He guessed it was the empty revolver. By pressing his hand against that he hurt it sharply where the Chinese girl had pricked him and he. had bitten the wound to make it bleed. He kept on doing it. The pain intensified alertness. By continually relaxing and increasing the pressure he avoided becoming used to it.

Sleep! commanded Wu Tu. Sleep! Sleep! Sleep and forget  and forget. Her hands moved rhythmically caressing his eyes and temples. Some or her sensuous perfume still clung to her clothing. Heat, the sensation of darkness, the.sound of flowing water aided her. Stab-stab went the pain in his right hand. He was awake, alert. But he breathed evenly, relaxing his neck-muscles so that his head lay heavy oh her lap. Forget! Forget! commanded Wu Tu. He remembered every detail of her previous attempt on him in Bombay. She pinched his ear but he was ready for it  lay still. She pinched until her nails almost met in the lobe of his ear, but he betrayed no sign of having felt it. The voltage of his anger increased with every stab of pain, but he welcomed the pain because it proved he was conscious.

You are asleep, she said, but you know. Marie speaks to you. You are happy  oh, so happy, because Marie gives you Henrietta. You desire, and you love Henrietta with all your heart.

The position of his neck across her thigh had become almost intolerable. He, moved slightly. She took his head in both hands and re-settled it in her lap. Sleep! Sleep! You are asleep. But you can speak when I tell you to speak.

The terrific difficulty was. to lie slack. If he had allowed alertness to make his muscles rigid she would have noticed it. Mesmerism very likely was her last card, if it was true that her supply of drug was exhausted. To defeat her, he must convince her she was winning. But it is easier to feign strength than weakness. He was afraid he might sneeze. Fear created the impulse. Not to sneeze, then, was his,height of attainment of self-control. He did not sneeze, and the effort of will left him more than ever master of himself. He no longer saw Wu Tus eyes through closed eyelids. His imagination functioned normally; he could bring up any mental picture he wished; could see himself, for instance, unshaven, in a filthy uniform, on his back on the floor of a hewn rock chamber, with his head in the lap of the most dangerous woman in India.

He did not enjoy the danger; but he admired that woman with a patient, merciless and deadly admiration that exceeded, by a thousand times, his regard for the tiger he, had shot dead the previous night. His admiration for. her was her greatest danger. She might spring surprises, but he Would be ready.

Sleep! she commanded. Sleep! You are in a deep sleep. But you can hear and you can answer. You think what I tell you to think. You have no other thought. It makes you happy  very happy  very, very happy to think what I tell you. You have no voice except to answer me. You are about to go to Henrietta. You love Henrietta. Answer me. Do you love Henrietta?

Yes, he answered, picking a tone of voice at random. It appeared to satisfy her.

And you trust me, Marie. Answer, do you trust me?

Yes, he answered.

Yes,, you trust me. I am Marie, who am more than a lover and more than a friend. Blair, Marie  Marie, Blair  we two trust and understand each other. When you awake you will forget Wu Tu; you will forget Jenny and Soonia Singh. You will remember Marie, who is your friend and guide. Answer. Whom do you remember?

Marie.

Marie has wisdom, experience, courage. Marie is the wisest woman in the world. Marie knows how rotten all the world is, with intrigues and treachery, and she despises it, so you also despise it. Like her, you despise the little official cowards with big names and authority. They call Marie Wu Tu, and they know she could ruin them, men and women. She knows their secrets. But you know why she doesnt ruin them. Marie is great and generous. Great and generous. Marie deserves to be great. Answer: what is Marie?

Great, he answered. Great and generous. He could feel her thrill to the answer.

Now you will go to Henrietta because Marie sends you. Henrietta loves you. You love Henrietta. But she is in danger because she has stolen the secret of the Woman of Gaglajung. She is in deadly danger. You will go to Henrietta. You will love her savagely  savagely  strong, sweet, overwhelming. You will make her tell the secret. Win it from her. Make her tell it to you. Henrietta may demand your promise not to tell the secret to Wu Tu. You will make that promise. Henrietta, does not know Marie. It will be Marie, not Wu Tu, to whom you will tell it. Do you understand?

Yes.

What secret will you find out?

Henriettas.

What is it? Answer.

The secret of the Woman of Gaglajung.

Will you tell it to Wu Tu?

No.

But to whom will you tell it?

Marie.

Nothing is important except Henriettas secret. You will make her tell it to you. It is so important that you will rather die than not learn it. You will learn it from her. You will tell it to me. Answer. To whom will you tell it?

Marie.

At once to Marie?

At once to Marie.

Her thigh muscle moved. He felt her leaning forward as if listening. Down at the far end of the low opening the Chinese girl coughed on a peculiar note and made noises by shifting the lantern. The sounds appeared to convey information. Wu Tu relaxed a little. Then she laid both hands on Blairs forehead and continued:

Taron Ling is the enemy. Are you afraid of Taron Ling?

Not knowing on the spur of the moment how to answer that question, Blair was silent. A principle of hypnotism is to tell the victim what to answer before asking a question. This one might be a trick, to discover whether he was really under hypnotic control. She repeated it. He continued silent. If it was a test, she appeared satisfied. She resumed:

Taron Ling is the enemy. Answer. Who is the enemy?

Taron Ling.

You do not fear Taron Ling. You despise him. You do not fear him in the least. He has no power over you, no influence over you. You do not fear Taron Ling. He only knows a little silly magic such as works on superstitious fools. He may be able to control Bat-Brahmins and hermits, but not you and you dont fear him, because Marie protects you from him. Answer. Do you fear Taron Ling?

No.

Who protects you from him? Answer.

Marie.

When you awake you will not remember Taron Ling. You will remember Marie, your friend. You will obey her because you understand her, and she loves you and protects you. Answer. Whom will you obey when you awake?

Marie.

Again she appeared to be listening, for the space of forty or fifty heart-beats. Again the Chinese girl made noises that perhaps conveyed information. They ceased. Against the sound of splashing water Blair could hear Wu Tus heartbeat and his own  out of time with each other  hers fluttering fast. It was nearly a minute before she continued:

Chetusingh is a treacherous swine and a liar. Chetusingh is Taron Lings dupe. Certain women put some poison into him to make him sensible but Taron Ling deceived him, made him see things, and confused him. Now he is doubly treacherous, obeying first one and then the other. He will try to kill Taron Ling. But Taron Ling will kill him. It doesnt matter. Chetusingh has served his purpose, which was to go with a message to Henrietta before daybreak, saying you wished her to accompany him for secret reasons. Henrietta will ask you, was it a true message? You will say yes. Answer. Was it a true message?

Yes.

Chetusingh is a traitor, but he gave a true message to Henrietta. But now he betrays her. He betrays you. He is a swine of a Christian convert. You hate Chetusingh. Answer.

I hate Chetusingh.

You love Marie because she guards you against Chetusingh and Taron Ling, who are a pair of devils. What are they? Answer.

Devils.

Let us hope they kill each, other. All men die who seek the secret of the Woman of Gaglajung. Frensham sought it. And where is he? What happened to Zaman Ali and those others? They are dead  dead  dead. But Henrietta is to be the mother of Blairs children, not a victim of the Woman of Gaglajung, whose curse is on all who violate her Secret. Save Henrietta from that! I, Marie; fear no curse. I violate no secret. I will take all consequences. I am Marie, rich in wisdom. I will know and preserve the secret in my heart of hearts I

She paused, trembling with excitement. Her hands pressed on Blairs forehead. Emotion poured along them, like a stream of will; it was contagious, but not as she meant it to be. It sharpened the intensity of Blairs resistance and revived his energy. His thought worked wholly independently of hers. He saw the logical conclusion of her purpose. Should she learn the secret she would try to kill both Henrietta and himself. She would share it with no one.

But she feared Taron Ling, that was evident. Fear of Chetusingh, too, might explain why she had inveighed against him. That was a point in Chetusinghs favor. Almost super-humanly crafty in some, respects, Chetusingh might risk the chance of being killed for treachery, in order to gain an objective.

Wu Tus weakness was her belief in her own hypnotic power; but without drugs to assist her she was only an amateur. Chetusingh would appreciate that. He might have found some way of avoiding the effect of the drugs. If so, his obvious cue was to pretend to be hypnotised. He had always been the best actor on the police force. By convincing Wu Tu that he was thoroughly hypnotised, Chetusingh might overhear or worm his way into her secret plans. Supposing he had learned of her intention to hypnotise Blair, he would guess what Blair would do about it. They had worked together too often and successfully for him not to guess that Blair would pretend to fall into the trap. Chetusingh from that minute received benefit of doubt.

Wake! commanded Wu Tu. Wake and remember all I told you! Wake!

He lay still. If he came too quickly out of the trance she might suspect him. She began slapping his face. Wake! Wake!

But he lay still.

The Chinese girl returned with the lantern, and held it to his face, but that light was not strong enough to make him blink. So she produced an electric torch from one of the hampers and flashed that full in his eyes. The glare was unendurable. He let his eyelids flutter. The girl wet a cloth at the cistern and slapped his face with it. He came to then, sat up and looked bewildered.

Do you know who I am?

He looked into Wu Tus eyes. He allowed recognition and pleasure to creep into his.

Marie, he answered. Then, as if he suddenly remembered why and what: Wheres Henrietta? I must ask her something. He got up, feeling stiff and a bit uneasy but alert and competent. He put his arm around Wu Tu and spoke caressingly: Did I turn down your offer in Bombay? That was silly of me. Youre the one to trust. A man can tell you anything. You keep secrets.

I  yes  I keep them! she said it with set teeth.

He snatched the torch from the Chinese girl, flashed it around the walls as if he had forgotten where he was, and turned it at last on two dead bodies. He recognized both! Those men had stood at the foot of the stairs in Wu Tus house in Bombay.

Who? he demanded, putting a hand over his eyes as if trying to remember.

My servants, Blair. You killed them  shot one  stabbed one. But I wont tell who did it. Look.

I  I dont remember killing them, Blair said.

No wonder. They hit you hard. They and that swine Chetusingh attacked you suddenly. You

He bent down and examined the bodies. He remembered he had held the dagger in his left hand, the revolver in his right. One man was shot through the heart; he very likely had killed that one. But the dagger was between the other mans shoulder-blades in such a position that he could not possibly have done that left-handed. Someone else had used the dagger. Someone must have snatched it from his hand as he fell  must have driven it to the hilt into the mans back from behind. There could be no drug now remaining in the handle of that weapon! It was a blow of which neither Wu Tu nor the Chinese girl was capable. Wu Tu, he remembered, had been clinging to his knees; she could not possibly have done it. Chetusingh was the only alternative. It was just such a blow as Chetusingh would strike, if put to it  Rajput-fashion  no half-measures.

But I dont remember this, he said. I dont remember it.

They hit you on the head, Wu Tu repeated.

Your face is wet, isnt it? We bathed it, to make you recover. What do you remember?

Henrietta! he said instantly. Where is she?

Wu Tu nodded to herself. Blair looked away from her to hide the triumph that he knew was in his eyes. He had her beaten. Checkmate now in one or two moves.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

I have had one hundred and one chelas, of whom one alone had too much wisdom in him to demand why I, his Teacher, had revealed to him no great hidden secrets. Are they not hidden? Are they not hidden in each ones consciousness? I am a Teacher. I am a gardener, awaiting sun, rain, growth; observant and perhaps, if diligent, preventing trespass. I can cultivate, prune, encourage. I protect. But the seed is within you. As the yearning of the lover to reveal true love to his beloved, is the hunger of the Teacher to reveal the Secrets to his chela. Unto love, and unto love alone, love shows herself, as a reflection in a pond at sunrise. Unto inward wisdom. Wisdom is revealed. Truth echoes Truth. All else, in the words of your Gospel, is pearls that the swine tread underfoot.

 From the First of the Nine Books of Noor Ali.



IT SEEMED probable that Wu Tu would behave herself for the time being. Murder might be in her mind, but what she wanted first was Henriettas secret. Blair was as keen as Wu Tu on that. But what the devil should he say to Henrietta? Even supposing he should get rid of Wu Tu somehow, and then find Henrietta, there still might be one or two of Wu Tus men to be dealt with. She was much more likely than Zaman Ali to have well-paid and therefore faithful adherents, who would probably have weapons. He had none. There was a weapon available, but to have pulled that dagger from the dead mans body would have alarmed Wu Tu. He was better without a weapon than with her suspicion aroused. Her over-confidence was all-important. In the dim chamber, with the red glow from the lantern on her face and the electric torch revealing a panorama o£ weirdly shaped golden figures as a setting, Wu Tu looked hardly human. Mystery had taken hold of her imagination. She looked hungry, determined, cruel.

She undoubtedly believed she was using occult forces. There is nothing comparable to the obscene fury of the would-be magician whose mental treacheries are circumvented. She would be like a baffled cobra if disillusioned. She might kill Henrietta out of sheer spite.

Why do you wait? Wu Tu demanded suddenly. He was not so sure then that he had her beaten. The dilemma was obvious. She was testing the control of her will over his, directing him mentally, using a form of telepathy that has sent many a weakling to the gallows. The difficulty was, her thought made no impression on him; he was unable to detect the slightest tremor of directing impulse. He had never been able to let his thought be directed by others, although he and Chetusingh had tried to practice it for the sake of better teamwork. However, he decided to pretend to receive directions and to take the chance of making a wrong turning.

The Chinese girl snatched at the torch but he pushed her aside roughly, turned the light on the entrance-hole and started forward as if he had suddenly received an overpowering impulse. But he wondered whether that was the right thing to do. His confidence, that had been so strong a few minutes before, was waning. He would have preferred to have Wu Tu in front of him where he could see her.

The Chinese girl followed him so closely, and so fast, that his spine tingled, as he hurried oil hands and knees through the low passage. True, he did not expect to be stabbed. He reassured himself that there was not the slightest fear of that until Wu Tu should have attained her objective. But there was no doubt about the crawling sensation it gave him to have the girl so close behind. At the far end of the opening he stood up instantly and flashed the light in her face. She only smiled. It was the friendliest smile she had given him yet, But she was quite possibly laughing at his discomfort or at the disreputable state of his clothing. It would be like a Chinese to do that, at that moment. She said nothing. Wu Tu came through the opening slowly, not on her hands and knees but bent double, pausing repeatedly, appearing to listen, either in deadly fear of Taron Ling, or possibly expecting reinforcements.

Blair turned to the right and started down the tunnel, with the idea of reaching daylight before reinforcements could come. The prospect of some more enemies in the dark was even worse than the dread of the climb up those projecting steps on the flank of the pit. However, it seemed he had turned the wrong way. Wu Tu betrayed the strain she was under.

Stop! she commanded, pointing tragically with her left arm toward black darkness. He turned the torch on the darkness beyond the low chamber entrance. It revealed an opening in the rock wall. He entered. It turned left, right, left again into the rock, not wide enough for two abreast, but high enough for that ancient giantess to. have used it without stooping. After three zigzag turns he found himself in a clean-cut, smooth, descending passage, in which there was bat-filth but plenty of air.

He wet his finger. The draught of air came toward him. There were marks here and there in the filth that resembled human footprints, but it was very difficult to distinguish them by torchlight. Walking was not easy; the narrow floor was worn trough-shape and was nowhere more than three feet wide, but the walls sloped outward, so that at the height of his head the passage had a width of four or five feet. The roof was irregular and gave foot-hold to hundreds of bats that squirmed and squeaked as the light disturbed them.

The passage curved and turned on itself without any evident reason. There was not a fault in the walls anywhere  no carvings, ornaments, inscriptions. Direction was very difficult to keep in mind, but his impression was that he had made almost a complete circuit and had descended fifty or sixty feet, if not more, when at last he saw indirect daylight that streamed across the passage fifty feet ahead, where there was a sharp right-hand turn. Facing the turn, on the left, there was a slot-like opening into which the light poured.

The opening revealed a dim chamber with a shelf all around it, similar to the one from which he had just come. The wall was damp where water poured out of one hole and into another, but there was no cistern. The place had been cleaned out recently. Facing the light was one huge, apparently golden figure that resembled nothing recognizable or comprehensible, unless it was an effort to suggest unknown dimensions. If it really was gold its weight and value beggared imagination. Near it was a plain camp-cot that had been recently used; the pillow bore the imprint of some ones head. The clean white overlying sheet was rumpled. Near the cot, on the floor, were a plain enamel wash-bowl, towels and a hamper that might contain food. Beside those, also on the floor, were two large suitcases, both marked H.F.

Blair went straight to the cot and discovered a vanity case beneath the pillow. He recognized that instantly as Henriettas. Wu Tu, as quiet as a mouse, came in behind him and stood by the suitcases. He scowled as he turned and faced her. The Chinese girl, dirty, disheveled, impudent, hovered behind Wu Tu, looking like her evil genius. She leered at the bags and vanity case as if her thought possessively explored their contents. That brought Blairs anger suddenly to the surface. Speech exploded from him:

Get out of here, both of you!

Wu Tu smiled. Her shoulders relaxed, as if his anger resolved a doubt. But her smile looked ghastly in the light that streamed through the opening. She looked fifty years old, with strained eyes and the suppleness gone from her limbs. Mentally as well as physically she seemed exhausted. She sat down on the cot.

No, you get out of here, she answered. Find Henrietta. She reached for the vanity case and Blair snatched it away. The suitcases were closed but unlocked; he put the vanity case inside the nearest one and reclosed the catches. Then he pushed both suitcases under the cot.

Yes, said Wu Tu, you do love her. Find her. She is your woman.

That enraged him. But Blairs anger never governed him for more than fractions of a second. Instead it stirred his self-control and set him calculating. If Wu Tu felt so sure she had him hypnotised that she was willing he should interview Henrietta lone, why disillusion her? Besides, he did not know yet how to get out of the caverns; Wu Tu very likely did know. It was important to get that information before challenging her vindictiveness. He, too, was weary in every fiber of his being; it was easy to look beaten.

He strode to the water, drank from his cupped hands, bathed his eyes to take away the smart of sleeplessness, stared at Wu Tu as if he hardly recognized her, and walked out like a man in a dream. Behind him Wu Tu spoke in Chinese. When he glanced over his shoulder she already lay sprawled on the cot with her head on the pillow. She seemed to be failing under the strain. The girl was massaging her feet. Immediate interruption from that quarter appeared improbable.

Blinking, he walked straight toward strong daylight. Twenty feet beyond where the passage turned it came to a sudden end at a strangely carved opening with a wide stone threshold, almost exactly like the one at the foot of the projecting steps, the thought of which still made him shudder. But this opening was much closer to the bottom of the great pit.

Looking up, he could see the other threshold, and some of the ghastly steps beyond it, like broken teeth stuck oh the smooth rock. The great cone in the midst of the pit was far above the level of his eyes and looked creamy white from that angle. It was no longer transparent and he could not see the woman. From the threshold where he stood a flight of irregular steps descended to the floor of the pit; they were like the steps higher up except that these were much less difficult. There was no other way to go.

He went down, slowly, accustoming his eyes to the light and keeping close to the wall for safety; he was so tired that he could hardly trust his sinews.

The light was not nearly as dazzling as it had been; His watch had stopped, no doubt broken, but he knew it must be long after, noon. From where he was, he could not see the sky, but it was obvious that the sun ho longer shone directly into the cavern. There was a wide shadow at the foot of the wall. The floor of the pit lay in waves of creamy stalagmite; almost like wax from a guttered candle; but farther away where the light was more direct and stronger it looked like mother-of-pearl. One gorged vulture was perched on a wave of the stuff to his left, and he could hear atrocious, echoed noises made by others that tore at dead mens bodies out of sight in some hollow beyond. Many of the waves of stalagmite were more than head-high, but a smooth, worn, narrow track wound among them snakewise in the general direction of the central mound, on which the great cone glowed with color that changed at each step he took. The cone fascinated; it was almost a physical impossibility not to stare at it.

The echoes of his footsteps were awe-inspiring and like no sounds he had ever heard. There was an extraordinary sensation of commuting sacrilege. He felt like taking off his boots, to prevent the echoes from making his skin crawl; some of the echoes seemed to come creeping stealthily behind him. That sensation was so real that he glanced backward to see whether he was being followed. Then, in that second, he heard Henriettas voice so close to him that he almost jumped out of his skin.

Blair, is there no getting away from you?

The training of a lifetime saved him from making an hysterical exhibition of himself. If nerves had voices, his would have shrieked. Between anger, surprise, relief, astonishment, his silence congealed like something solid.

Wu Tu sent you?

That stung him. Anger Overwhelmed all the other emotions. Like a man in the ring taking punishment, he hid the sting, banked anger, smiled mercilessly. The change in his expression frightened her. Words died on her parted lips.

Behind her was a canvas camp-chair on which she had been sitting. She was wearing a frock like the one of the night before, that had made her look so beautiful by moonlight. The frock was quite clean. She was barefooted; her kicked-off sandals lay beside the chair. She was standing within a stone dome, like a soap-bubble, except that the film of stalagmite of which it was formed was at least a foot thick.

He saw her through an opening, three or four feet wide, eight or nine feet high, hewn wider at the top than at the bottom. A rectangular pattern of light poured through that opening, and lay on the floor like a golden carpet. Other opalescent, dim light penetrated through the thin stone; it was like light through a stained glass window, subdued and mystic. It stirred in Blair a maddening sense of beauty  the emotion that some men shout about but others cherish in excited silence.

He had never loved any girl as he did her in that moment. Never was he less inclined to speak of it or to reveal it, or even to confess it to himself. His tired senses yearned to her. Mind, memory, intellect all blended in a sudden recognition of her as his woman, his and his only, adorable loot of the battle of life, to be seized, had, held and cherished. But resentment burned a no-mans land between them, and her eyes grew pained, brave, regretful as they met his, unflinching.

Yes, he said, forcing his voice at last. Wu Tu did send me. He said it cruelly, through set teeth. It hurt him. He intended it should hurt her. How could he say he loved her? She believed he was Wu Tus lover, or something like it. Could he deny Wu Tu had. sent him? He even perceived a ghastly possibility that Wu Tus influence was stronger on him than he knew.

Was he his own master? This flood of emotion  was it genuine? Was he reacting to Wu Tus mental influence? That was no moment to speak, think or behave as a lover. If he should ever come to take Henrietta in his arms, that should be his own, not Wu Tus doing. The more he loved Henrietta, the more savagely he cursed Wu Tu. His eyes glowered with indignation.

Why have you come? Henrietta asked. Blair, do you know what a state youre in? Are you hurt? She shuddered. I saw a vulture. Someone fell off the ledge, and

His stare silenced her. She stepped backward, afraid of him. But he via.s only wondering what the devil to say to her. Suddenly the obvious question forced its way through set teeth:

Are you all right? Not hurt?

Quite all right, thanks. Blair, go away, please, for a while. Chetusingh said you would come, but I didnt believe him.

The policeman surged to the surface. He retorted hoarsely:

Why didnt you believe him?

Why should I? There was nothing to stop you yourself from telling me, was there? Why should you send Chetusingh with such a message less than twenty minutes after I had left your camp?

Very well, why did you go with Chetusingh?

Because I wished to come here. I didnt trust Chetusingh, but I would have gone with almost anyone who mentioned this place, even at the risk of meeting you again and being tortured with questions. But I was almost sure the message was a trap. I knew well what they wanted me for.

What who wanted you for?

Wu Tus agents. They had watched me in here. Wu Tu questioned me in Bombay as I told you, and her men have watched me ever since. They kept me out recently by making the Bat-Brahmin afraid to admit me.

Why?

Perhaps they thought they might make me talk. But I didnt. I refused to bargain with them.

Blair stepped in through the opening.  He sat down, on the floor with his back to the wall, too tired to stand any longer. He nodded to her to take the chair.

Blair, are you ill? He dismissed the suggestion with a shake of the head that let him realize how much his head ached.

Look here. Henrietta, theres been hell to pay  men murdered  God knows what else. If youd confided in me, in the first instance none of that might have happened! Tell now.

Blair, there are things I cant tell.

Will you answer questions?

If I do, will you leave me alone afterwards?

She sat down, folding her hands in her lap. He stared at her in silence for about a minute. Leave her alone? Not likely! He and she were going to know less loneliness than she imagined, but it was no time to discuss that; He ignored her question.

Have you seen Wu Tu? he demanded.

Yes; Wu Tu was in the cavern when I came here, just before daylight. Up on that ledge she and I saw the dawn. come through the opening. There were two men and a rope ready to help me down those steps, but heights dont scare me. Ive been up and down them alone at least a dozen times. I didnt need help. And I couldnt refuse to come down. Theyd have forced me if I didnt.

Wu Tu was perfectly polite, but I knew what she meant. She came after me  she and her maid, and when we reached the lower cavern, there were my suitcases, and food, and a cot. Wu Tu went away for a while then and left me alone with the Chinese maid. My frock was filthy, so I changed it, and the maid waited on me. After that I was sleepy, so I lay on the cot. I didnt sleep very long. Wu Tu came back and tried to hypnotise me.

Tell me all about that, Blair ordered.

There is nothing much to tell. I awoke and knew at once what she was trying to do. She couldnt possibly. I think she realized it.

What was she trying to get you to do?

To tell her the secret of Gaglajung.

If you know that, youre going to tell it to me, he said grimly.

She shook her head and made one of her exasperating answers: When Wu Tu couldnt hypnotise me, she asked would I tell the secret to my sweetheart? I havent one. I said so. Now she sends you.

Blairs response was more like a snarl than a laugh. He hated to have his hand forced by Wu Tus impudence, but there was nothing else for it, he must play his last card. He decided to do it, then, that instant. He got up and walked toward her, knowing he looked unprepossessing, to put it mildly, unshaven, in a filthy uniform.

Henrietta, he said. Look me straight in the eyes. That secrets in the line of duty. Im going to know it whatever it costs. Last, night you said, if I were your lover, youd try to tell me. Go ahead then and try! Goddammit, I hate to admit, I love you when theres an obvious ulterior motive. Damn Wu Tu to hell for that! But Im telling the truth. Dont interrupt. Ill not behave like a lover  not now  Im all over bat-filth. Listen.

There was nothing to do but listen to him. Blair, in that mood, was overwhelming, deaf to argument and blind to opposition. He stood over her. There was no avoiding his eyes.

After one swift and searching gaze she closed hers. That veil, that he had sworn the night before would cover her if she were naked, seemed almost to materialize out of the weird light. It increased his vehemence. He set to work to tear the imagined veil to shreds, with ruthless down-strokes of self-revelation, the more violent because he restrained all actual gesture.

You want to fall out of love with me? Dammit, you cant. I wont let you. Im in love with you up to the hilt. If that entitles me to know your secret, tell it. But I warn you, your lover is one thing; Blair Warrender the policeman is another, wholl listen  and do his duty.

Her upward glance lingered a moment. Then she looked down at her naked feet until all signs of emotion had vanished, except from her eyes. He was about to speak when she looked up again and asked him:

Do you think the policeman would know what his duty is?

Try me, he retorted.

To oblige Wu Tu?

He took hold of her shoulders and almost lifted her out of the chair. She stood up, facing him, and they were silent. He was furiously seeking right words. He rejected phrase after phrase as futile, unworthy, meaningless. He hated cant. Jargon at that moment would be blasphemy. But he could not make words obey him. It was she who spoke first:

Blair, its the first time Ive ever seen exactly that look in your eyes.

Well, what of it? he exploded. Its the first time Ive said I love you. isnt it? Youre looking straight at the truth. And by God, if you throw Wu Tu in my teeth again Ill go and kill her. She has been trying to hypnotise me, to make me do just what I am doing. She believes, if youll tell me your secret, Ill tell it to her. Im making love to you?

With your thumbs? Blair, youre

By God, Im sorry. Did I hurt? He took her in his arms, hugged her to him, kissed the red marks where his thumbs had pressed her shoulders. Journeys end! he said. And only God knows why it didnt happen sooner!

Blair, yours feel like everlasting arms!

So they should. Its forever.

Blair

Wait. Ive something else to say now. Keep your secret. Do you hear me? Im not buying it. Until youre satisfied that Wu Tu hasnt put this over on me. Id as soon you didnt tell me. You, and I  dammit, I wont spoil this. Do you understand?

Yes, she answered. I understand you. Blair, theres nothing I wont tell you  nothing. But if you dont understand, you mustnt blame yourself or me. I love you. I believe you. And I will trust you to the end of the world, but

He was about to interrupt. Words were obeying him at last. Emotion, as he held her in his arms; broke down the dam that normally restrained his speech. Words that he had never used to any woman marched before his mind in splendid sequence. But she tried to push him away. She stiffened suddenly. He held her tight and glanced, from instinct, over-shoulder in the direction she was facing. Then he, too, stiffened.

Wu Tu stood in the entrance. Her eyes glinted avarice. There was fight in her. Her smile was Borgian  sly, ingratiating, ruthless. She was stooping slightly forward, with a hand on each side of the narrow opening. She looked horribly old, as if Time, in the last hour, had overtaken her and stripped her of all but her determined will to live. It was several seconds before she spoke:

Tricked me, did you? Too full of Taron Ling for Marie to control you? Oh, yes?

Wu Tu came in. The Chinese girl appeared then, behind her, standing in the entrance. Wu Tu removed the electric torch from the chair-seat and sat down uninvited. The Chinese girl squatted in the entrance, lit a cigarette and smoked it insolently; she achieved a gesture with her cigarette-tube that almost shouted aloud of secret and insuperable resources.

Well? What? Blair demanded.

She will tell you now, said Wu Tu. She is your woman. Didnt I say it? She nodded to herself, watching his eyes, and when she spoke again there was a hard, unfamiliar note in her voice: But you wont tell me  eh? You thought you fooled me, did you? Well, Ill tell you something! Chetusingh is dead. Taron Ling killed him. I have spoken with Taron Ling. He killed him. He waits! There is no way. out except the way we came in, and the other  the Secret way! Let her tell it or take the consequences! Deal with me or Taron Ling! We four against Taron Ling, or you lose Henrietta!

She had something beneath a fold of her sari, but Blair could not see what it was. Henrietta nudged him to call his attention to it. He suspected a weapon; she might easily have had one cached somewhere and have fetched it as soon as his back was turned. There was no mistaking the glitter in her eyes. She was desperate, determined  quite probably mad. The Chinese girl looked over-confident but alertly on guard. The look of confidence changed to alarm when suddenly, through the opening, there came a sound that might be an echoing footfall. She stood up  stood on tiptoe, craning her neck.

Taron Ling! said Wu Tu, and got out of the chair. Her expression became ghastly. Her voice, too, seemed to have grown old in a moment.

You or Taron Ling! she exclaimed and whipped out a nickel-plated small-bore automatic.

Poisoned bullets! What now?

The Chinese girl produced another automatic and covered Blair with it. She handled the weapon nervously, but it was a range at which even a duffer could hardly miss, and the nervousness made her doubly dangerous. Blair stepped in front of Henrietta and stood still, listening. Wu Tu was too full of purpose to listen; she ground out words like a panthers snarls:

Show your hand, Blair! Which? Im shooting you or Taron Ling! Which is it?

Henrietta whispered. Blair could not hear what, but he noticed she was frightened; until then, although she had detested Wu Tu she had not seemed in the least afraid of her. The worst of it was that he, too, felt afraid. Wu Tu was mad. He was sure of it. At one and the same moment he had to watch Wu Tu, speculating as to what her next move might be, and try to listen to that sound outside. It resembled a footfall, but it seemed to come no nearer. It might be a signal.

]f it was Chetusingh, that only complicated matters. And who else could it be? Wu Tu might not have lied. It was quite possible that Chetusingh had discovered Taron Lings dead body, and under cover of darkness, had whispered to her, making her believe he was Taron Ling. But if Wu Tu should learn that now, she would shoot for a certainty. She went on snarling:

Taron Ling gets Henrietta if I shoot you! Do you hear me? Hell make her talk. Ill shoot him afterwards. Speak now! Do you make her tell? Or do I?

The sound outside grew louder, but not nearer. It resembled a footfall on echoing rock, made by someone wearing slippers who rutched his feet. Tap-tap-tap-rutch  tap-rutch-tap-rutch  tap-tap-rutch-rutch-rutch-tap Carry on while I go for assistance, that meant. Pause. Then again the tap-tap-tap-rutch  It was Chetusinghs signal.

The problem was to answer it without informing Wu Tu. Unless it were answered, Chetusingh might come nearer. If Wu Tu should learn it was he, not Taron Ling, she would leap to conclusions and probably shoot Blair instantly. She looked desperate enough to tackle Chetusingh then; she and the Chinese girl might lie in ambush for him; or the Chinese girl might do it while Wu Tu stood guard over Henrietta. What she would do after that to Henrietta was something that Blair preferred not to guess. How to answer that signal?

He had to be quick.

Half a minute, he said as calmly as he could, half-turning toward Henrietta but keeping his eyes on Wu Tu. I dont know the secret yet. I will ask her to tell it to me. Let me talk to her alone a moment. You dont listen.

With his right arm around Henrietta he passed behind the chair. It was the kind that can be taken apart and rolled up; the top piece came away easily when he grasped it in his left hand. Wu Tu thought he meant to use that as a weapon and said one word in Chinese; she and the Chinese girl crouched instantly, aiming their automatics like desperate amateurs.

Poisoned bullets! said Wu Tu.

Im going to make a noise with this, he answered. Youre not to hear what I say, thats all.

The place was almost circular. He led Henrietta to the wall, exactly opposite the opening, wondering whether sound would travel out of the place more distinctly than it crept in. He struck the wall hard with the piece of wood  tap-pause-tap-tap, for attention. and whatever the effect might be, outside the din was deafening under that glass-like root. Wu Tu could not possibly hear what lie said. He changed his signal to tap-tap-long pause-tap-tap, and kept repeating it.

That means, your signal understood, he said to Henrietta. Well have help soon. Weve got to gain time. Taron Ling is dead. Wu Tu doesnt know it. He kept on hammering the wall, with an eye on Wu Tu, estimating her impatience. Will you temporise? Offer to tell? Pretend to tell, to gain time?

Henrietta nodded. I would rather die than tell her. I will tell you. Then you do as you please.

He ceased hammering and threw away the stick. Miss Frensham is afraid of Taron Ling. he said to Wu Tu. She will tell me the secret on condition that you keep Taron Ling at a distance. Can you do it?

Taron Ling is afraid of poisoned bullets. Wu Tu answered. Thats why he darent come near unless I summon him. But she herself looked wretchedly afraid  obsessed by the explosive fear that is the strength of madness.

Blair spoke to her in an almost confidential tone: Leave us alone while we talk. You and that girl keep Taron Ling away. Get outside there and watch. But he knew that was only a lame expedient. If help should come, Wu Tu would be aware of it first. She looked desperate enough to do instant murder then, and after that to shoot the girl and herself in baffled rage and disappointment. However, any expedient was better than none. Contempt and cunning showed on Wu Tus face. She was about to answer when Henrietta interrupted. She stepped forward, freeing herself from Blairs arm, and faced Wu Tu with a restraint of gesture that revealed rather than disguised loathing. But she spoke gently:

You have worked for months to get this secret, Wu Tu, havent you? I would never have told it to you. However, I cant let Mr. Warrender be shot, so I will tell him. He may tell you. But not in this place.

Where? Wu Tu demanded. She growled like a dog; within a space of hours she had become a hag, with a voice like rasping metal.

You shall see where we go, said Henrietta. You may follow, but you must not come near or interrupt until the moon shines through the opening up there.

Hours! snarled Wu Tu.

Not many hours. You must keep Taron Ling at a distance. Otherwise Im helpless. Im afraid of him. I can do nothing with Taron Ling near me.

Wu Tu grinned and glared: Do you know what Taron Ling will do to you unless you Blair interrupted. Madness feeds on threats of that sort. There was one chance in a hundred that she might believe her hypnotic efforts had partially succeeded. It was worth trying.

Marie, he began, I thought you He hesitated, putting a hand to his eyes as if perplexed by a haunting memory.

Wu Tu glowered at him. Yes, she said, Im Marie. You remember?

Henrietta spoke before Blair could answer:

Listen, Wu Tu. He and I have promised. But it isnt possible until moonlight. I need rest  sleep. So does Mr. Warrender. I cant sleep unless you protect us against Taron Ling; and unless I get some sleep I cant do what you ask.

Sleep here, said Wu Tu, glancing at the entrance. Taron Ling cant enter. She flourished her automatic.

Even though I have to trust you to ]3rotect me, I dont like you, Henrietta answered. I must be in the right mood to reveal this secret. You make that impossible. I came here to be alone, to grow calm and collect my thoughts. I must begin again

Now that youre happy? Wu Tu interrupted, hag-leering, incredible. Evil had come and clothed her suddenly in Times bark. She even looked wrinkled. It is thanks to me you are happy  isnt it?

The argument was getting nowhere, and it was growing twilight dark. The danger increased with darkness. The electric torch lay on the floor. Blair made a sudden stride toward it. Wu Tu squeaked in Chinese and the Chinese girl, on hands and knees, was there ahead of him. She snatched the torch and covered Blair with her automatic. He took a deadly chance then  all or nothing. Henrietta gasped and distracted Wu Tus attention for a second by springing forward in an agony of excitement. Blair kicked the pistol out of the girls hand, made a dive for it, caught it before it fell and was back within six feet of Wu Tu before she could turn and face him.

Drop that pistol! he commanded. She raised it slowly.

Damn you  I said  drop it! He could not see the Chinese girl. He could see Henrietta. The Chinese girl sprang from behind  seized his wrist  clung like a cat with teeth and finger-nails. In that same fraction of a second Henrietta sprang at Wu Tu, seized her wrist and tried to snatcH the pistol. Wu Tu pulled the trigger. The shot was deafening. A lump of stalagmite fell from the roof with a crash. The Chinese girl clung to Blairs wrist; he dragged her until he could reach Wu Tu. She fired a second shot, wild as the first. Then in a second he had both weapons, and with Wu Tus pistol he rapped the Chinese girls knuckles until she let go and walked away to look for her cigarette tube.

She was as suddenly indifferent as she had been recklessly determined. Except that she nursed her kicked wrist she seemed to have forgotten the incident. Wu Tu, also nursing a wrist, backed away until she reached the wall; then she called to the Chinese girl, who came and stood beside her.

Please shoot us both! said Wu Tu.

Please shoot! she repeated.

Blair had no doubt what to do, but he was struggling with an almost hysterical impulse to laugh. He took both pistols in his left hand because Henrietta took his right hand and.used her frock to stanch the blood where the Chinese girl had torn and bitten it. It was bleeding badly. There was blood on the girls face and she kept wiping her lips with the back of her hand.

Any more hidden weapons? he demanded.

No, said Wu Tu.

Henrietta tore a long strip from her frock that had been ripped in the struggle, and began to bandage his right hand.

Come here and be searched, he commanded.

No, said Wu Tu. Shoot me.

Thats bravado, old lady. You know damned well I wont shoot.

I would have shot you, she retorted. They are poisoned bullets. You would have died if one had touched you.

He grinned at the pain in his right hand. Henrietta bandaged it carefully.

Finished? Good. Were in for trouble now, so stand by! He eyed Wu Tu again, emptied both automatics and pocketed the cartridges.

Strip off that sari and throw it to me! he commanded.

The answer was suddenly passionate: No! Dont you dare to shoot? Are you too big a coward?

Yes, he answered. But I dont mind kicking you unconscious! Dyou hear me?

Wu Tu heard and evidently understood, but hesitated. Suddenly she began to plead:

Blair, shoot me! You can say that Zaman Ali, or Taron Ling or someone did it! I cant go to prison, Blair. I cant! I wont! If I cant have this secret, lifes finished, for me. Lots of people will be grateful to you if you shoot me  all those who owe me money  all the

He took one step toward her. At that she pulled off the sari, bundled it and flung it on the floor between them, sneering:

You swine!

Henrietta laughed: You little thief, Wu Tu! Thats my underwear that you have on!

Pick up her sari, please, said Blair. Tear it into good long strips.

Henrietta obeyed. She had to use her teeth to get the rending started.

Now hold both pistols and keep cool. I may have to be a bit rough.

Blair took the long silken strips and walked toward Wu Tu, smiling. Better take your medicine, old lady. I dont want to hurt you, but I will if I must. Turn your face to the wall and put your hands behind you. He was wondering just how hard to hit if she resisted, and what the effect of the blow would be on Henrietta. He did not care in the least about Wu Tus feelings. He was rather surprised when she obeyed him and faced the wall  not quite agreeably surprised, because obedience might mean that she could still command unguessable resources.

So he tied her wrists cunningly. Then, when he had helped her to the chair, he tied her ankles, and tied her into the chair, watched all the time by the Chinese girl as if he were a conjurer showing her some new trick.

No need to gag you, he said. Ill bring you water by and by.

Then, maliciously: Shout for help if Taron Ling annoys you.

After that he tied the Chinese girl hand and foot, apologizing because he could not leave her a hand free to smoke cigarettes. She offered no resistance, made no answer, lay at Wu Tus feet and looked up at her without any apparent emotion.

You are no gentleman, said Wu Tu. If you were, you would shoot.

She repeated the remark to Henrietta:

Remember, I have warned you  he is not a gentleman!

Blairs interest in Wu Tus judgment on that point amounted to less than a shrug of the shoulders, but he wondered why she said it.

There was probably a motive.

It was growing so dark that he had to take the electric torch to examine the knots he had tied. The bandaged right hand had made him a bit clumsy. However, the knots looked good. He turned the torch on Henrietta  framed her in a pool of light, her white skin glowing through the torn frock. His eyes appraised, enjoyed, approved. Then, suddenly:

Wheres Frensham? he demanded.

All the answer Henrietta made was to put on her sandals and lead the way out.


CHAPTER TWELVE

What are the dimensions of an Idea? Length? breadth? depth? Can it be measured by foot-rule or bushel or pound? Has one of you not known an idea? Are its dimensions  in number, space and kind, not infinite? Then do ye dare to tell me, who am teaching you the virtue of rebellion against the limits of the three dimensions in which ye strangle  do ye dare  do ye dare to tell me four (of all the infinite dimensions) are beyond the compass of experience, intelligence and knowledge?

What is death? Can ye, or any of your holy, learned or reputedly informed authorities assure me, and produce their evidence, that Death is not experience of life in four dimensions? Thence, death again, experience of life in five dimensions? And so on  six  seven  unto eternity. And of eternity, where is the end?

 From the Ninth (unfinished) Book of Noor Ali.



IT WAS not yet sunset; the sky showed through the. gap in the roof. But the great pit was filled with gloom in which the cone-shaped sepulchre of Her of Gaglajung stood vaguely luminous. It seemed to stand on nothing, because of the darkness of the mound beneath it. The echoed gurgle and splash of water emphasized the stillness. Bats were awake; in thousands, like black particles in a whirlpool, they streamed in an ascending spiral toward the opening far overhead. Blair was almost out on his feet, from lack of sleep and physical exhaustion. The maddeningly mystic gloaming made his senses reel.

He followed Henrietta slowly, fighting an almost overwhelming impulse to let everything go to hell and just make love to her. Habitual self-discipline  that, and the lingering suspicion of Wu Tus methods, that might have unbalanced him more than enough to make him act unwisely  forced him to concentrate effort on getting and feeling control of himself. He did that savagely, not overtaking Henrietta until she waited for him, in a hollow between two walls of waxy stalagmite, where the shadow lay deep. Her first words shocked him:

There will be a full moon.

What the hell had that to do with it? He was not there to talk about moonshine! The new-born sense of intimacy, sudden and delicious, that for the first time in his life had withdrawn the veil between him and any woman, produced a characteristic reaction. He was a trained and trusted public servant, whose personal delights came last, not first.

Where is your father? he demanded in a quiet voice, cautious not to stir too many echoes. Dont forget I came here looking for him.

Please, Blair, you must wait for moonlight.

He turned the torchlight on her. Her hand trembled as she laid the empty automatics on a fold of the rock. But she was less tired than he was. Stockingless, lithe, athletic, in a torn frock that revealed most of one thigh, she looked gorgeous  like a Sabine woman, plundered and all the more precious for that.

He strode nearer and she recognized the unsecret, possessive, and strong-willed light that glowed from his eyes. No word passed between them. He switched o(T the torchlight, took her in his arms, kissed and crushed her , breathless.

There was no India, no job, nothing for a while except they two  until the night shut down solidly black, and away up near the , summit of Gaglajung the Pleiades, like jewels, twinkled through, the gap.

No more secrets, he said then.

No more secrets! said an echo. Every spoken word produced a hollow murmur, but some words came back unexpectedly in an exaggerated whisper.

No. Blair, from the day I first loved you, I never wanted to keep a secret from you.

The policeman, that was the other half of Blair Warrender, resumed authority, suddenly, because that was his way.

And your father is where? he asked her.

Where? said the echo. Where? Where?

She nestled closer, and laughed delightedly because she understood him. It was true they could have no secret from each other. That was his abrupt way of accepting intimacy, genuine and forever. But the echoes also laughed. They were derisive. She lowered her voice.

Blair, dear, please wait for the moon. Dont you  wont you understand I couldnt tell you simply and solely because I couldnt?

You could have tried, he answered.

Blair, if you only knew, you wouldnt say that. While you didnt love me, but I did love you, there was one thing I couldnt even try to do. Would you try, now, to make me despise you? If I had tried, you would have thought me quite mad. Even if you hadnt said so, I would have known what you thought, and I couldnt have endured that. It was better you should think me venomous, or criminal  oh, anything was better. It isnt as if I could have made you believe. I couldnt.. If you hadnt come here, you would never have seen me again. You would never have known the secret; or I think not.

That startled him. He spoke louder. Do you mean

Do you mean? an echo whispered.

Oh, no, I would not have killed myself. There was no need. You will understand that presently. But you would never have seen me again.

Wu Tu would have killed you?

Oh, no. Wu Tu wants to learn the secret from me. If she has learned it, then it would have been too late to kill me.

Im being awfully patient, sweetheart.

I know it. You will soon understand. You will see my difficulty. Father discovered this placed Do you know what his passionate interests were?

Passionate interests! said an echo. It was like a mocking commentary.

More or less. Fourth dimension  ancient magic  showers of fish in deserts  sudden appearance of plants and animals on desert islands  Charles Forts books  disappearance without trace of about a hundred thousand people every year  telepathy  clairvoyance  pretty nearly everything a soldier shouldnt care a damn about.

True, he should not have been a soldier.

For Gods sake, where is he?

Where is he? Where is he? an echo whispered. Wait, dear, for moonlight.

Do you know a way out of these caverns?

No. And when Chetusingh brought me, I didnt care. It was good-by forever.

But you care now?

Yes. You know it. Well find a way out.

Lets hope Chetusingh will, somehow. He has gone for help. Better hurry if you want to show me secrets. Is your father dead?

Wait, Blair  please wait. Im doing my best. Wu Tus obsession is to do what he did  and return and be wiser than anyone else in the world. Wu Tu knows the legends. She believes what very few people gave father credit for, that he really knew what he was doing. He investigated ancient legends about so-called lost races of giants, that once peopled the world but vanished before history, as we know it, began to be written. He wondered why and how they vanished.

He was quite familiar with the writings of Einstein, Jeans, Eddington, Whately Smith, Haldane and men like that. Mathematics was like music to him; he could think in terms of mathematics. It was one of his favorite sayings that matter is nothing but theoretical dimensions in motion. He believed there is truth underlying the legend about how the Atlanteans, whoever they were, destroyed themselves and vanished, from misuse of too much knowledge. Can you imagine then what it meant to him when he discovered this place? And that priestess! Is she not plainly a hierophant? Doesnt she guard, yet tell in silence, some tremendous secret that the ancients knew? Would he tell about this place? Would he have it plundered like Tut-ank-ahmens tomb? Would he have tourists let in?

From where they sat on the rock, with her head on his shoulder, he could look straight up through the opening to the sky. He stared at the Pleiades. Then he glanced at the cone, ghostly luminous, that seemed able to steal and concentrate the starlight, like a tigers eyes in darkness. I can understand his keeping it secret, he answered. But you?

I cant remember the time when he and I werent friends. He told me everything except about Wu Tu. I couldnt help him much about this, but I did what I could. You see, I dont understand mathematics. Symbology seems as difficult to me as Chinese. There were thin metal plates, that he found by opening a gold box. He had to smash the box to open it. The gold was as hard as iron, so the plates got damaged. I helped to photograph them and the photography revealed marks which father concluded were mathematical symbols, dealing with the fourth dimension. He and I came back for the other boxes, which he had left here because it seemed the safest place to leave them. But by that time Wu Tus agents had terrorized the Bat-Brahmin and found their way in. They took the boxes. I suppose they melted them.

Father nearly went frantic with disappointment. He almost decided to fell the government about it there and then, to, prevent further looting. But it wouldnt have looked well, would it? He had kept it secret so long and he himself had taken three boxes, and smashed one. The mildest thing the government would be likely to do would be to transfer him and completely close the place, on the ground of religious prejudice. If they did admit anyone, it would be some orthodox expert, who would measure everything and understand nothing. You know the kind of man I mean  one of those mild, safe, unimaginative scientists  the kind of man who says the Great Pyramid of Egypt is a tomb built by Cheops.

It seemed better to run risks  take consequences, whatever they might be. It was obvious that the Woman within that cone had been immured, perhaps hundreds of thousands of years ago, by people who knew how to make liquid stone take shape and solidify and become transparent. Also they knew how to harden gold, and how to close up a gold box without leaving a seam. So they probably knew a great deal more than that. Blair, did you ever imagine the fourth dimension?

No, he said. Three give me trouble enough!

I cant imagine a fourth. But I know the theory. Something like, this: One dimension is a straight line, without breadth or depth. If you move that at right angles to itself you get a place of two dimensions, dont you? You get three dimensions  that is to say a cube  if you move the, plane at right angles to itself. It has depth then, as well as length and breadth. An inhabitant of a two-dimensional plane, supposing there were one, couldnt see or understand three dimensions. The two-dimensional person couldnt see the depth, could he? Hed be unconscious of it. Anything lifted off his plane in the direction of the third dimension would go out of his consciousness. He would call that, magic, because he couldnt explain it. Is that clear?

Go on. Im listening.

To arrive at the fourth dimension one must now try to imagine the cube moved at right angles to itself. We three-dimensional people find that difficult. Most of us cant imagine it at all, but mathematicians understand the theory, and they know what some of the properties of the fourth dimension are. The point is, that if anything were tilted, or in some way removed into the fourth dimension, we three dimensional people would no longer be conscious of it. It would look like magic, wouldnt it? Well  you have heard of the ancient rope trick?

Never met a man who saw it done. Blair answered. But he glanced at the cone in the midst of the pit, loaded and aglow with starlight. The word impossible died on his lips.

Father saw it  twice, said Henrietta. He photographed it both times. A man threw a rope in the air. climbed the rope, disappeared, and pulled the rope after him. It was the same man each time. The photographs showed the man climbing.

Where are the photographs?

Somewhere in the Secret Service files. Father came to the conclusion that the man merely moved away into the fourth dimension  that he knew how to do that, and to return at will  or perhaps he couldnt help returning. Father developed a theory that perhaps a small percentage of the hundred thousand or more people who disappear unaccountably every year, have slipped or stumbled off into the fourth dimension by accident. It is a theory that cant be disproved, no matter who ridicules it. And by reversing it, one arrives at another theory, equally impossible to disprove; that vegetation  insects  animals  even human beings, when conditions are right, are sometimes perhaps expelled from the fourth dimension into our three-dimensional existence, by what Charles Fort called teleportation. The theory offers a not impossible explanation for all sorts of phenomena that cant be explained otherwise.

Dreams, for instance?

Some dreams, not all. Some sorts of visions, too, that have been seen by people whose veracity isnt in doubt. People on battlefields see visions. There were the Angels of Lyons. Lots of people see, at times, into the fourth dimension. Very religious people sometimes do it. There must be a point or a plane at which dimensions merge or meet or extend into one another. According to fathers theory, light, which nobody really understands, has something to do with it.

He made experiments, here, in this cavern, bearing in mind the legends, and wondering why there are no graves and only that one giantess immured in stone. There are skeletons in the crypt, its true, where Ranjeets queen burned herself and her woman to death; and there are a lew in the tunnel, but those are obviously modern; the Bat-Brahmin admits they are those of people who got in, and were sent in and never got out again.

Ever since Ranjeets queen cremated herself, if she did, and the heat cracked the sealed wall of the crypt, the Bat-Brahmins have known of these caverns. People who were too persistently inquisitive were admitted, and shut in, to die of hunger or by falling into holes in the dark. That is how the secret has been kept. But father noticed there are no ancient skeletons, although the legend is that a whole race perished in here.

Perished in here! said an echo.

Blair glanced again at the opening, high up, inaccessible, through which the Pleiades were twinkling now less brightly in the light of the rising moon. He shuddered but reserved comment, hoping Chetusingh would solve the problem of escape from the caverns. Wu Tu had said she knew no way out.

Father decided, Henrietta went on, that perhaps those ancients used this cavern as a means of escape into the fourth dimension. Perhaps they didnt like to die. Perhaps they saw there is no need to die. Perhaps that giantess was somebody who died before her time; she may have been immured, as she stands, as a warning or something like that. Or perhaps she was deliberately killed and set there as a monument to symbolize something or other; for instance, naked we came into the world, naked we leave it. He thought of that. It was no use dismissing a thought unexamined; he had to use his imagination if he was to find out anything at all.

Did he discuss all this with you?

Yes. But I wasnt with him when he stumbled on the right solution. He was in here on a night of full moon, and he had with him a servant who, I think, was one of Wu Tus spies, although the man pretended to be deaf and dumb: I always thought he was pretending, but father thought not; that was why he chose him. He and the servant went where I will take you presently. The deaf-and-dumb man  he was a Bombay boy  had hurt himself rather badly. He was only wearing a loin-cloth because of the heat; father always carried a pocket first-aid kit, with iodine and that kind of thing. He signed to him to take off his loin-cloth and show the injury. The servant obeyed. He vanished  instantly.

You mean into the fourth dimension?

That was fathers theory. He could imagine no other.

Did he report the disappearance?

No. Who would have believed it? Wu Tu  I am sure it was she  introduced him to a woman who was in her service. I did not meet. her, but I knew about her. I believe the woman drugged him. I cant prove it, but I believe he used to tell her all he knew. Anyhow, Wu Tu learned what had happened to the deaf-and-dumb man, and from that time there was no shaking her off. She threatened to have father accused of murder unless he would take her into partnership and tell her all he knew. She threatened to have him accused of looting the caverns.

Why dont blackmailed people come to the police? Blair wondered. What a damned fool!

Was he? I dont think he cared for the blackmail at all. He made no bargain with Wu Tu; He knew she would not dare to accuse him, because it was she and her agents who had looted the gold. What he decided to do was to come back and look for the servant, even if he had to follow him into the fourth dimension.

Did he think he could bring him back?

He didnt know.

And you agreed?

I wasnt asked. He went and did it. What would have been the use of my telling you, for instance, what I thought had happened? Would you have believed me? You believe me now. But would you have believed me then?

If you werent consulted, how do you know what he did?

I will show you presently. But I should have been very stupid not to guess what, he had done. He left a note for me saying where he was going, and reminding me that he had already conveyed his property to me by deed of trust. He asked me to burn the note and say nothing. L did. We had often talked over what it might mean to step off into the fourth dimension, and perhaps meet each other there.

Neither of us ever had the least doubt of a life after death. But we agreed in not liking the prospect of death, its such a messy and sometimes such a cruel business. I like life. I love it. But the thought of life in love with you. and you indifferent, was such a drab, unlovely prospect that I made up my mind to follow father if I could get into the caverns. I had been unable to get in lately. So when Chetusingh brought me a message, that I thought couldnt possibly be from you, I pretended to believe, and I came like a shot,

Like a shot! said a whispering echo.

Wu Tu wants to follow him?

I think she wants to look into the fourth dimension. Wu Tu craves power. She believes she can learn black magic. She believes in it, and I believe shes afraid of it.

Yes, she does, and she is. said Blair. Well, shes afraid of prison. Shes afraid of death. Shell learn all about both, if we ever gel out of here alive. Shell have to swing tor killing Zaman Ali  not. that he didnt deserve it. I feel sorry for her. But when a woman like Wu Tu slips up, she has too many debtors and rivals and other sorts of deadly enemies to have a chance to escape the gallows. I know many a worse blackguard than Wu Tu who wont get hanged, but who will laugh with relief when it happens to her.

Youre not vindictive?

No. Vindictive people are all contemptible, and most of them are self-righteous swine. Wu Tu is about the opposite of my idea of a desirable, but if I could. Id save her for the sake of what she has taught me, about crooks and half a hundred other things..

Look! said Henrietta.

The rind of the moon rose golden in the gap, and the Pleiades vanished. The entire cavern became filled with dim light: but the great cone glittered in the midst as if cold fire burned within. The woman remained invisible, but there were swirling shapes, like opal clouds, inside the cone. They changed each second, with each fractional change of the moons height.

Wait! said Henrietta.

Wait! Wait! echoes whispered.

They stood up, hand in hand. Second by second the cone grew brighter, until its summit glowed like molten silver  changing  changing  the glow descending. Slowly, as the full moon stole upward past the brim of the gap, the entire cone grew suddenly silver  and then suddenly transparent. The silver vanished. It gleamed pure crystal. The giantess stared forth like a splendid statue, dead and yet strangely lifelike.
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Come, said Henrietta.

Come! an echo whispered in Blairs ear. But he stared and stood still. It was nearly a minute before he yielded to the tug of Henriettas hand and followed her. Even the echoes of their footsteps were like sounds in a dream.

There was no longer need for the electric torch. Moonlight filled the cavern: the cone diffused it, conquering all shadows except in the segment behind the mound: even there it was not totally dark. Henrietta led into the shadow until the cone stood straight between them and the moon, and they could see the Woman, weirdly radiant. She looked alive, in motion, walking forward; tired eyes refused to believe she was not moving. From beneath, at that angle, she seemed to be staring upward at the ledge that surrounded the pit.

At the rear of the mound, illuminated dimly by the all-pervading glow, a flight of wide stone steps ascended fifty or sixty feet to a narrow egg-shaped opening. Steps and opening were probably invisible from the ledge: they curved on the face of the mound and were flanked by a natural balustrade of cream-hued stalagmite, worn soap-smooth where ancient hands, ascending and descending, had pressed on its upper surface. They were irregular steps: no two were alike: several of them were three feet higher than the step below. It was a stairway for a giant, worn on the surface by ages of use.

They ascended together, laboring up hand-in-hand, until they stood exhausted before the egg-shaped opening. Its small end was downward, and around its edge were vaguely snake-like tracings on the stone. Within was darkness. Blair switched on the torch. They ascended a smooth-walled passage, ten feet high, four feet wide, that spiraled gradually upward, worn along its midst into a shallow trough by feet that must always have marched in Indian file.

They could hardly hear themselves speak, hardly hear their own footfall; the sounds they made seemed to travel along in front of them, so that the sensation was of following other people into the home of all the booming noises in the world.

It was a long climb; the passage apparently made two complete ascending spirals within the mound. But at last there began to be light  so much light that the torch was no longer needed. They came to another egg-shaped opening in a weirdly carved wall. Through that the light shone from an enormous chamber that except for two thirds of the floor contained not one flat surface. Its curved walls seemed to be built of frozen moonlight. There was nothing else to which to compare it.

It is only like this in full moonlight, Henrietta whispered. When the sun shines nothing can live in this place. Even a whisper sighed like wind until its echo flowed back past them and down the tunnel.

In the midst of the place, arranged in an elongated oval, there were eighteen crystalline, apparently unhewn, natural columns. They supported the roof and surrounded an oval hollow that suggested a pool, but there was no water in it. Its floor looked like molten metal in the light that streamed through the roof, between the columns. The mirror-like surface of the pool caught, suffused and spread the light outward between the columns toward the concave surface of the chamber wall, which reflected it back, confused but soft and tolerable. The shadowy reflections of the columns seemed to swim within the wall, in fantastic and innumerable curves that changed their shape as the observer moved.

Sensation reeled. The slowly moving moonlight pouring through the gap on the summit of Gaglajung touched millions of microscopic prisms in the cone that contained the Woman. The light came through the cone into the chamber, magnified and broken into soundless, formless, spastic symphonies of chaos. The place swam in motion. Even the columns seemed to move, in an incomprehensible, measureless dance, like reeds in a whirlwind. But the air was stifling; there seemed to be no draught whatever, and that increased the weirdness.

Up between and above the columns, seen through stone as clear as crystal, like an undead corpse in water moved by multitudes of currents, stood the Woman of Gaglajung: By some freak in the shape of the crystalline stone, she appeared now to be staring downward at her own reflection. It felt like looking up through deep, clear water at an unearthly bather  monstrous, meditative, silent. When they stood still and made no echoes, there was such silence that Blairs straining ears heard his own and Henriettas heartbeats.

Moment after moment the light increased. The oval hole through which they had entered was not at the chambers wider end but about fifteen feet to one side of it. At the narrower, far end of the chamber, on the floor, against the wall, confusingly reflected amid tangled images of columns on the walls curved surface, there was something not quite recognizable and yet familiar that caught Blairs eye. He walked toward it, treading as quietly as he could because his footsteps filled the place with noise as weirdly broken and confusing as the light.

Henrietta shook off her sandals and followed, but even bare feet stirred a whispering, like wind amid reeds. They passed between the columns, skirting the curved surface of the egg-shaped pool. It had been swept; the dust of ages lay in a heap between two columns, except for a small oval space in the center.

Seen close, that looked like polished, aluminum. But the part in the center, about six or seven feet long, defied imagination. It appeared to be neither solid nor liquid. It looked like a pool of pure moonlight. It was very difficult to look at steadily, but reflected within it, reversed, reduced in size and gazing upward, was the Woman. There was nothing else reflected in that central portion. Blair made a move to examine it more closely.

Dont! Henrietta exclaimed  instant  sudden  clutching his arm. Her exclamation filled the place with rolling thunder. Blair saw the fear in her eyes. He sensed no danger, but saw that she did, so he took her hand and continued his way to the wall at the far end. The light, continually more confusing, changed every second. They were close to the wall  within six strides of it  before he saw that the curious object was some clothing.

It was a coat, folded with military neatness, topped by a two-decker Terai hat of thin gray felt, such as Frensham always wore,when not in uniform. Slightly protruding from the jacket pocket was a flat metal first-aid kit-box. Beside the hat there was an empty cigarette case of thin, polished wood, a box of matches and a felt-covered water-bottle with a fitted metal cup. Beside those was a bit of black candle-wick amid the shapeless residue of a burned-out candle. Three dead matches and three closely burned cigarette ends lay in a neat little heap together, near the wall.

He must have sat here smoking, waiting for the moon, Henrietta whispered. It was at full moon that the deaf-and-dumb man vanished.

Vanished  vanished! said the echo and went whispering down the tunnel Vanished  vanished!

Blair searched the jacket. There was nothing in the pockets. He stared at Henrietta  refolded the jacket:

Why the devil did he take his clothes off?

The deaf-and-dumb man did, she answered. And he found it  the fourth dimension. He disappeared.

Disappeared  disappeared said the echo. Blair glanced upward, but from that end of the chamber the giantess was invisible.

Henrietta whispered again:

Father made experiments, remember.

She moved the coat and the other things, signed to him, and they sat where it had been, side by side, with their backs to the wall, heads touching, clasped in each others arms. A line drawn then between them would have passed exactly down the center of the place between the columns and across the pool, to the middle of the broad end of the chamber. The oval opening by which they came in was on their left-front, hidden from them by the columns.

The light kept growing stronger every second, and yet curiously soft: there was no perceptible strain on the eyes, although there was a feeling of confusion. Attention wandered. It was like staring in a dream at fascinating and convincing unreality. There appeared an exceedingly thin line, like a plane of light seen edgewise between the pool and the roof  almost like one filament of the Aurora Borealis. When Blair moved his head it vanished.

When he resumed his position it reappeared. It refused to be placed. It was there and not there, but it seemed to pass upward, through the transparent roof toward the Woman. It shone, but it was less like a ray of light than like one of those slanting rays that Cubists paint, to lead imagination toward new frontiers of realism. It moved, but there was no describing its movements: its soundlessness suggested sound turned inside out, rather than silence.

Henrietta whispered excitedly: Do what he did!

Abruptly, she slipped off her clothes. Even so. Blair hesitated. Convention dies harder in a man. But Henrietta seemed perfectly unself-conscious. Chin on knees, she stared straight at the dreamlike line between the columns, not turning her head when she spoke again, low-voiced:

I dont know why  perhaps nobody can know why  this only happens in full moonlight. You cant see unless youre naked. Why, I dont know. But youll have to resist. You must hang on.

What she saw, he could not see. But he could feel the tenseness with which she set herself against almost irresistible force that he, could not feel. His jacket sleeve brushed her shoulder.

Blair, dont Please dont! The least touch of clothing stops it!

Her rapt expression instantly returned.

Look! Look!

Look! Look! echoes shouted down the tunnel.

What do you see?

What dont I see! I cant tell you! I suppose its four dimensions! Its the next world! its indescribable! When the moon goes beyond the gap?

Blair, come with me! The mere touch of his sleeve on her shoulder brought her back to a world of three dimensions. She looked into his eyes. Hers pleaded. Blair dear, do look! Then well both go, or well both stay!

Go where?

Through that! Into eternity! I want you to see it! Then choose. I wont go unless you come with me.

The din was a tremendous tempest of sound  weird and unintelligible voices filled the chamber: some seemed human, but they used no words that Blair knew. For a moment he thought he was hearing instead of seeing four dimensions. Henrietta was in better possession of her senses than he was; even in that state of emotion sounds did not deceive her for a second. She spoke excitedly:

Someones coming! Blair, there are only moments left! I wont go without you, but look  look! See! Quick, while theres moon-light!

Blair seized the electric torch as if it were a pistol and moved his head to see between the columns.

Wu Tu stood there.

Tragically, in a hurricane of noise, she stumbled, exhausted, toward the broad end of the chamber. There she stood staring between the columns, with the Chinese girl behind her. The Chinese girl was picking her front teeth with finger and thumb: she had evidently used them to worry loose the knots on Wu Tus wrists.

She looked young again with soft, confused light blending and re-blending on her ivory skin. Her eyes shone in that light. She said one word in Chinese and walked straight forward. But the Chinese girl stood still and continued to pick her teeth with her back to the wall.

Henriettas whispering voice was lost in din that thundered from the passage. It exploded. It suggested heavy footsteps magnified and multiplied by echoes. Chetusingh on the way with assistance  

Blair groped for Henriettas frock and threw it over her. Wu Tus eyes seemed fixed on infinity. She stepped straight down into the hollow between the columns. There she raised her arms, smiled upward through the pouring light toward the Woman above her. She dropped her sari on the ground, and  like a bather entering water  touched with her toe the central, egg-shaped place that looked like pure light. Eyes could not follow what happened then. She laughed. Instantly, where she had stood there was nothing. Like a vanished shadow, she was not there. Her laugh survived her. It reverberated through the chamber until the roar from the passage drowned it.

Then, before bewilderment had time to slacken its grip on imagination, the moons rim passed beyond the gap on the shoulder o£ Gaglajung. The light waned as if turned down by someone unseen. Second by second, dim gray luminescence faded into darkness, soot-black, until Blair could not even see the outline of Henriettas face. But the din grew greater; it was like the tramp of an invading host in ammunition boots. Henrietta was speaking, but he could not distinguish what she said.

He was listening for the Chinese girl; she might be on the prowl in the dark, and he did not want to be murdered. Henrietta leaned on his shoulder to shout in his ear. Then the din ceased suddenly, as if a lid had shut tight, although the echoes mumbled away down the tunnel. Stifling heat and darkness blended into silence that bred terror, until a loud, gruff voice demanded:

Blair  where are you?

Are you  are you  are you  ? asked the echoes.

Three lights  an electric torch and two lanterns  suddenly shone in the entrance. They were not reflected by columns and walls as the moonlight had been. They were merely bright lights in darkness.

Where are you, Blair?

He kept the advantage of darkness, gripping his own torch. Here, with Henrietta Frensham. Who are you? he answered.

There was a gruff laugh. The lights came forward. One  a screened lantern  turned and moved toward the far wall until it framed the Chinese girl like a cameo. She was still picking her front teeth. Blair flashed on his own torch then and light met light in glare through which it was impossible to see. He had an arm around Henrietta, with his back to the wall. She saw better than he did, because of the angle of light.

You? she exclaimed.

Then Blair saw. You sir?

Yes! said the commissioner. Where did you suppose I was? He had a secret service man beside him  numbered anonymity, who moved like a shadow. Where is Wu Tu?

He was standing on the spot where Wu Tu had vanished.

Damned if I know, Blair answered and the echoes multiplied his words into a roar like mocking laughter.

Tell him! urged Henrietta. The echoes tossed her words from wall to wall until the darkness shouted: Tell him! Tell him!

The commissioner came closer  spoke in a lower voice: Wheres Frensham?

Blair turned his torch on the heap of clothing. The commissioner stooped and examined it:

That all? Dead? Then wheres his body?

Damned if I know. Blair spoke to Henrietta: He said, in Bombay, youre his god-child, so he believes what you say. You tell him!

Tell him! the echoes cannonaded, until they died away in a whisper clown the tunnel. Tell him  tell him

Wu Tu went out of the world, said Henrietta. You can see her sari; and here are fathers clothes. They saw into another world and walked straight in.

The commissioner said nothing.

She continued: The ancients, who set the Woman where she stands, went that way. Blair and I saw it. I saw what Wu Tu saw. Blair didnt.

The commissioner stroked his stubbled chin.

No, he said. Blair wouldnt. He faced Blair. Stick to that. You hear me? We cant have a tale like this told: Indiad be a madhouse.

How could one tell? What could one say? asked Henrietta. Now you know why I told nothing.

Theres been fighting, one can say that, the commissioner answered. I passed Taron Lings, Zaman Alis and two other bodies. Chetusingh says all Zaman Alis men are dead. That shuts their mouths. Frensham died by accident; weve found his clothes, so thats that. Who killed Wu Tu?

Blair laughed. You did!

You did  you did  ! said the echoes.

I did  ! followed and tried to overtake her. Kill her? What the hell do you mean?

You made a noise like the end of the world, Blair answered. It scared her into the next one. She walked straight ahead into it to escape you!

Can she come back? Thats the problem! The commissioner stroked his chin again.

Well, if she does, shell wish she hadnt. She and Frensham are missing. I shall certify them dead on circumstantial evidence. You and I entered a cavern and found articles of their clothing. Stick to that. You understand me? Silence, barring a full report for File FF; you write and initial that; Ill sign it. The Bat-Brahmin wont talk. Who else might?

He turned his searchlight on the Chinese girl. At the far end of the chamber, in a pool of lantern light, she smiled serenely with her back to the wall. She was chewing something. Chetusingh was whispering to her.

Blair felt the pain in his bandaged hand.

Bite, yes. he said. Talk, no. But shes good with a dagger. Barring luck, shed have killed me three times over.

The commissioners face was invisible in the dark, but his grin could be felt, heard; it was part of his voice: Think so? Shed have had to answer to Chetusingh. He owns her. Hed kill her if she killed you. He swears youre the only officer he cares to work with, because he knows what youll do. He and that girl between them substituted alcohol for Wu Tus special drug. Did she stick you with it?

Blair bridled. He spoke abruptly: Why wasnt I told?

Told  told  told the echoes rumbled back and forth. The commissioner lowered his voice:

It youd entirely trusted Chetusingh youd have shown it and aroused Wu Tus suspicion. Chetusingh agreed with me, there was no way to worm this secret out of Henrietta but by using you and letting Wu Tu force the issue. We were hard on your heels.

The shadowy anonymity, with Wu Tus sari on his arm. came and gathered up Frenshams effects by the light of the commissioners torch. He had left his lantern in the entrance: With his arms full, he returned toward it. Chetusingh picked up both lanterns; the Chinese girl followed him. and they two led the way down the tunnel. The commissioner flashed his light in Henriettas face, then in Blairs:

Youre dead beat, both of you. Can you climb to the cave where the cistern is? Ive blankets, a spot of whiskey and some grub in a haversack. Sleep a bit, and then both of you tell me all about it. When Ive seen this place by daylight, you, Chetusingh and two more men will get cement and seal up the wall that leads out of that burned crypt. After that well plug Ganeshas image tight to the wall and break the rollers somehow. Then well see if that gap can be reached from outside.

It cant, said Henrietta. Ive tried. It cant even be seen.

Well, well look. Come along. Lean on me if youre tired. Blair, this cant be told. Weve got to keep it secret. As soon as youre rested, you and Chetusingh go straight for Dur-i-Duran Singh of Nagu Kulu. He knows too much. If he doesnt talk, hell be trying to get in here. I depend on you to scotch him. Now lets hurry.

Hurry! Hurry! said the echoes.

Come on.

Come on! Come on! They pursued titanic echoes into darkness, toward a world in which three dimensions make trouble enough.

Lets pray said the commissioner.

Lets pray  lets pray

We can keep this secret!

Secret!  Secret!

THE END


EAST AND WEST
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Chapter One

MOSES LAFAYETTE OLEARY tossed his soiled pith helmet to a coolie. Sweat streamed down his almost liver-colored face from a mass of black hair that curled with quite un-oriental vigor. He looked like a vaudeville Irish version of a Hindu without a turban. He squinted toward the setting sun. The Kadur River, where it circled the city wall, was blood-red.

Blood! he remarked. If I was superstitious

He entered Captain Carl Norwoods tent. Norwoods native servant objected. OLeary smote the servant. He removed a whiskey bottle, two long tumblers and a siphon from the ice-box at the rear, and came out winking at Sergeant Stoddart, who was shirt-sleeved, sweating, muscular and thirsty.

Caught you! said Stoddart.

OLeary grinned. All youre fit to catch is hell and malaria. Im taking pity on you. Here. They sat, on cases of surveyors instruments, facing each other. OLeary observed:

As a sergeant of sappers, youre a sap sergeant. You believe youre here to find out why the Kadur River is all silted up. As if nobody knew it. Youll sweat. Youll wade. Youll work. Youll catch diseases; and youll draw your pay, if you live. Pretty soon now youll be sent home on a troop-ship to tell the English in the pubs how youd rule India if you was commander-in-chief. Youd look handsome in a cocked hat.

Kid yourself you know a lot, dont you? said Stoddart. This is good whiskey.

Sure I know a lot. Im three men. Youre only whats left of one, and white at that. I draw one-third your pay for using three times your brains. You only know what youre told, all tripe and army regulations. Hindsight. Mines foresight.

Youre like all Eurasians, said Stoddart. Youd bet on all three horses in a three-horse race, and then set yourself up as a clairvoyant, along of having picked the winner. The secret of why the Kadur River has silted up is like a dogs bone that he buries in sight of half the county. The priests have a diamond mine, and theyre critturs o habit. They dig by day. Come night-time, theyve been dumping clay into the river since Noahs Deluge.

Dont you take the Scriptures in vain, said OLeary. Noah was a saint, which is more than you are. Stick to your river survey. Watch out that the dam dont break and learn you what a deluge is. Your job is to work with a dumpy and tape and a couple o poles, and set down figures to be stuck away in a file. My jobs to look for the reasons o things. Im good at it.

Ill admit, said Stoddart, you could find a drink in the Sahara. What dyou kid yourself youre here to find out?

Your Uncle Moses, which is what Im known as, will be looking for the promised land for your betters to make a mess of. Your Uncle Lafayette, which is my favorite name with the women, will be acting vigorous and gallant, same as usual, on supernumerarys pay. The OLeary of me being Irish, theres no foretelling what Ill do. Except, Ill do it. Why dyou suppose they sent Captain Carl High-cockalorum Norwood and his easy smile, to Kadur, on a survey, that a saphead sergeant such as you are could tackle? And why did they send me along with him? They dont mind saving pension money by sending you to die o malaria, but they dont waste valuable men like me. Soon as I know what kind of trouble the Captain gets himself into, Ill show you how he gets fetched out of it. No, no more whiskey. Ill have to lie about this, as it is. One lies plenty. Youre a Protestant; you dont have to confess your lies.

Wont that Goanese priest let one lie cover two drinks?

No. He knows me. Hell suspect two motives. I might risk it, if you could tell me where the Captains heading for this minute.

Easy, said Stoddart. Pass the bottle. Captain Norwood is on his way to the Residency to report arrival.

OLeary kept his hand on the bottle: What else?

Nothing else. Regulation routine. In case you dont happen to know it, and youre an ignorant savage, a Resident at the court of a Maharajah is an Army officer whos no good at soldiering. So they put him in the political. As a rule hes no good at that either. Hes a sort of ambassador. He attends functions. And he keeps out o trouble whenever he can. They tell me this Resident is a dabster at doing nothing and keeping it wrapped in cellophane.

OLeary passed the bottle: Well, you get your drink, but you dont deserve it. Ill bet my months pay against yours that the Captains in trouble already. Troubles what he came here for. Did you ever know Norwood not to get what hes after?

Theres someone else after something, said Stoddart, staring over the rim of his tumbler, beyond OLeary. Ill bet you know who he is. And Ill bet you know what he wants, you bleeding ferret. What is it?

Youd better scram, OLeary answered. Secrets and sergeants dont mix good.

Stoddart snorted: There you go, murdering the Kings English, as well as not minding your own business. You picked up the word scram in the movies and you think its clever. The trouble with you is, Moses, that you try to talk too many languages, but you cant shoot a bee-line in one of them. Talk English.

I will, said OLeary. You scram. That gentleman whos making you so curious is going to have to talk English too, on account o my dignity.

Who is he?

Hes the oil-can.

Meaning what? asked Stoddart. He looks greasy enough from the heat, but you havent looked at him, so you didnt mean that.

All right, Ill educate you. After that, you scram and learn English. Im keeping him waiting o purpose.

On account of your dignity?

No. My dignity is like that bottle nose o yours: its been punched a time or two, but there it is. Its inseparable and Ill be buried with it. Im keeping him waiting on account o his indignity that needs a bit o taking notice of, so it wont be no secret from him. His name is Noor Mahlam. No, not baa-lamb. Mahlam. Hes the oil-can that goes around dripping the lies into the local works to make em grind good, and smell rotten and sound scandalous.

Reporter for the local paper? asked Stoddart.

No. Hes from the red-light district. Stoddart grinned. Seeing hes a friend of yours, I might have guessed that.

Youve drunk your drink, so scram.

Id like another drink.

Twouldnt be good for you, and you know it. What you want is information about the red-light district. Well, Ill tell you. Kadur City is hot.

You bet its hot, said Stoddart. Its a hundred and five this minute, in the shade of my awning. But I suppose you had morals in mind.

Morals is right, said OLeary. This place has the hottest morals this side o hell, unless maybe perhaps Lahore goes it one worse.

I never was in Lahore, said Stoddart. Thats why youre still in the Army. Stay away from Lahore, and maybe youll get home safe to England with a pension. Lahore is full o women. And believe me, theyre women. I mean, not ladies.

Yes, I know what you mean. Ive heard tell of em.

And those women o Lahore, said Moses OLeary, are about the square root of one-tenth of one per cent as bad as the men. This man Noor Mahlam, who is squinting right now at the back o my neck, is a jewel in the crown of Kadurs infamy. He thinks hes tough, but hes only crooked. He can eke himself a living in Kadur. But even the police o Lahore would laugh at him. He couldnt live there long enough to starve.

What do you suppose he wants? asked Stoddart.

He wants news, you sapper. He wants to know why Captain Catch-em-alive-o Carl Norwood is in Kadur.

Youll tell him?

Bet your boots and medals Ill tell him.

Will you give him a drink?

I will not. For the sake of a harmless innocent like you I dont mind letting down my dignity at times. But I wouldnt steal Captain Norwoods whiskey for that buzzard.

He doesnt look like a buzzard. He looks fat and good natured.

Youre too innocent. Boy, when you get home to London theyll pay you money to believe what you read in the daily paper. Now scram. Ive kept that bloke waiting long enough  no, you dont! You let go o that bottle. Its Captain Norwoods.

Moses Lafayette OLeary took a private swig from the bottle inside Norwoods tent, and then put it away in the chop-box. With his hands in his trouser pockets for the sake of dignity, he strode toward the tree beneath which Noor Mahlam sat wondering how to broach the subject of his meditations. He did not appear to be wondering. His black turban only partly concealed a philosophers forehead. His silver-brimmed spectacles enhanced the mellow mildness of intelligent dark brown eyes. His nose was fleshy and good humored. His black beard and moustache were well cared for. They concealed something. His mouth was not in evidence. He arose to greet Moses OLeary and, judging by the movement of his beard, he smiled, but the smile was invisible. At close quarters it was evident that his bulk was mostly fat, not muscle. He fitted flabbily into a bazaar-made black alpaca European suit.

OLeary smiled too, genially. And he was polite, because Indians always are polite to one another and the Eurasian can swing from pole to pole of convention as readily as a thermometer registers change. There was nothing insincere about that, and it implied no concession to the others prejudices. He took the upper hand at once by speaking English:

How dyou do, Noor Mahlam.

How do you do, sir.

Moses OLeary straightened himself slightly and drew his right hand from his pocket. He had to live up to being addressed as sir by a man of means from the red-light district. But it stirred his alertness. His suspicion, and more than that, was already wide awake. His voice hardened a trifle:

Sit down, Noor Mahlam. Hot, isnt it? No, Ill stay on my feet. Ive business to attend to. Cant spare you more than a minute or two.

How did you know my name, sir? asked Noor Mahlam in silky accents that suggested there was something else than silk beneath. It was a quiet agreeable voice, unless one listened to it too attentively.

Moses OLeary smiled with the pride of the expert who needs no praise to justify his selfesteem:

Its my job to know things. Check me. You were a lawyer. You served a term in prison in Cawnpore for cheating a client. You were disbarred. And now youre a pimp. Am I right?

Sir, I am a public relations counselor. It is a new profession, in India.

Its a new name for an old game, said OLeary. But youve come to the right place. Im the publicity man o this surveying party. What do you want?

Noor Mahlam looked bland and innocent. His eyes were as kind as the milk of the moon, but his mouth remained hidden. He wiped the sweat off his face with a handkerchief, then removed his spectacles and wiped them too, before he answered:

I want nothing, Mr. OLeary.

Youre a lucky bloke!

I came to enquire if I can be useful. If I could have the ear of your officer

Im it. Im both ears. Im his teacher, his keeper, his nurse, his confidential secretry, his father confessor and information man.

Sir, if you are truly in Captain Norwoods confidence

Try me. Him and me are like the two sides of a rupee. And its a two-headed rupee. Hed believe me even if I was to tell him youre honest.

I could reciprocate, Mr. OLeary. There are many people to whom it is highly important to know why Captain Norwood is in Kadur.

Have you heard about the survey of the Kadur River?

Yes, Mr. OLeary, but nobody believes that.

Well, its the fact. Were here to run a survey of the Kadur River.

Ah! But of what else than the river? I am commissioned to offer rupees fifty for correct information.

And me a poor man! If I werent a good Christian and afraid to take the name of the Lord in vain, Id be critical o your conscience. Whats come over the race o pimps? Dyou think its decent to insult my poverty with an offer o fifty rupees?

Sir, I might make it a hundred.

Youll have to make it twice that before Ill hesitate. Besides, I dont think I need you.

Mr. OLeary, I think you underestimate my value. There is nothing that I dont know about the politics of Kadur. I am the trusted informant of people in very high places.

High? said OLeary. In the magistrates courts they call em low places. If all the gossip youve got is from the red-light district, you can go look for another customer. Captain Norwoods decent.

Ah, but how about you?

I know how to take care o myself. What dyou take me for? A tourist? I dont need no guide to teach me how to gawk at easy women.

Sahib, I can tell you actual, authentic facts about the palace.

The word sahib was a mistake. It stiffened OLearys feeling of superiority. It spurred him to contemptuous offensive tactics:

I dont believe you. Whats new at the palace? Noor Mahlam chuckled. It was like the gurgle of dirty water and it swallowed the silk of his voice. Even his gesture changed. He became as hoarse as an auctioneer encouraging a doubtful bidder:

Sahib, there is newness at the palace such as never before was! There is a godsend in the guesthouse. She has money, and a niece worth more than money. Oh, such loveliness! And oh, such ill temper! The aunt is never satisfied unless she is humiliating someone. She humiliates even His Highness. And the niece is never happy unless she can be as kind as her aunt is cruel.

Why are they there? asked OLeary.

It is a mystery. Nobody knows.

Who wants to know?

Ah, sahib, you must not ask what I may not tell you.

Ill bet a months pay, said OLeary, that the temple Brahmins have sent out a call for information.

Would it make any difference to you, Mr. OLeary, where the two hundred rupees came from, supposing you had it?

Two fifty might tempt me. Id think it over.

Even that price might not be too high for exact information as to why Captain Norwood is in Kadur; and also why Mrs. Harding and Miss Lynn Harding are here at the same time. There is some connection. What is it?

Ill find out, said OLeary.

And you will sell me the information?

Ill think it over. If I cant find a higher bidder, maybe you and I can do business. Youd better watch out for me. Ill take a stroll through the bazaar later on.

Very well, Mr. OLeary. My office is

What do I care where your office is. Dyou think Id let myself be seen calling on you? You keep a dekko lifting. Youve plenty o spies. Find out where I go, and follow, and bring your money with you. Three hundred.

But sahib, we agreed to

I said three hundred. Youd better go before Im seen talking to you. Captain Norwood might be back any minute. If he should ask me who you are Id have to tell him, and it wouldnt sound nice. Him and me never lie to each other.

Very well, Mr. OLeary, I will go now. But please remember: it is dangerous to  

I know all that stuff. No need to try to scare me. Im scared aready. Dont you worry. If its Brahmins at the bottom o this, Ill keep it secret. So long. And dont you come back here unless I tell you its safe.

Very well, sahib.

And see here; Im not blind, deaf, drunk, nor innocent. Ive my own ways o finding out this, that and the other. So I know youre in no ones confidence. Youre a heel, if you know what that means. You overheard some talk in the bazaar, and you spotted one o my spies, and he talked. You gave him one rupee, eight annas.

Sahib, I

Shall I whistle him? Hes here in the camp.

But will you believe him against me?

You listen! If you want to, you can brag that I trust you. Id as soon trust a snake. But your bragging wont cost me anything, nor commit me to nothing. So you go to your principals and have your money ready, spot cash, before you waste any more o my time.

Sahib, I am in the confidence of most important people.

Prove it! And now clear out quick before Captain Norwood comes and sees me talking to you. Hed think Id lost my sense o self-respect. Thats all. Not another word. Beat it.


Chapter Two

CAPTAIN CARL NORWOOD was in nothing yet that he or anyone could recognize as trouble. On horseback, followed by a mounted native orderly, he was entering the ancient gate of Kadur City. A good-looking fellow, young to be a Captain of Royal Engineers. He looked more like a cavalryman. Inside the city gates, there was a stinking herd of loaded camels. They blocked the street.

Norwoods horse that wasnt used to camels went into a panic. When he had calmed the horse he dismounted, gave the reins to the orderly, and told him to let the horse get used to the smell of camels and follow as soon as the camels were out of the way. He wanted to stretch his legs anyhow. It was only a mile walk to the Residency, on the far side of the city. The swarming streets were interesting, just before sunset, with the night life just beginning and the afternoon life not yet dead.

The Residency stood in a vast compound amid neem trees. Guard-house  flagpole  Union Jack. The Residency guard of native Indian infantry was turning out to pay the customary honors to the flag at sunset. The Resident was on the front steps, middle-aged and military looking. Norwood had to wait until the brief ceremony was over. His reception was not cordial. The invitation to dinner was perfunctory, so phrased that it was easy to refuse.

Im tired, sir. Long march. I would like to turn in early.

Very well, Captain Norwood. Dont let me inconvenience you. I was informed, of course, that you were coming. Cant say that I approve of this survey of the Kadur River. The priests will resent it bitterly. There may be trouble enough as it is over the temple boundary dispute. The Maharajah claims ownership of certain buildings, beneath which it has been an open secret for centuries that the priests have a diamond mine.

Thats why Im here, sir. I was told that Prince Rundhia started the argument.

Yes, hes heir to the throne. He had to start it in the Maharajahs name, but it was Rundhias idea. The Maharajah is a quiet old gentleman, thank heaven. No initiative. Satisfied to let things take their course. I believe the quarrel would settle itself, if we would let it alone. The diamond mine is one of those open secrets that do no harm until theyre aired by busybodies. The arrangement has worked perfectly well all these years. The priests dont win many diamonds from the mine. Sometimes years go by without their finding any stones worth putting on the market. But they make an occasional find. They turn over a certain percentage to the Maharajah, and sell the remainder for temple revenue. Theres no reason to suppose theyre not honest about the division. I wish our Government hadnt interfered. In a way, I resent your being here. You are to write a report, I suppose?

Yes. Theres a rumor the mine is dangerous.

Good God, man! They dont let anyone near the mine  not even the Maharajah!

Provision has been made for that, sir.

The Resident squirmed. Well, take care that your he selected a word; he used it tartly:   spies dont make trouble.

Norwood returned to the city. The new street lights had been turned on. There was a swarm of homing traffic  bullock carts, camels, droves of pedestrians, scandalously noisy and decrepit autos. Norwood stood on a sort of traffic island in mid-street  an oasis of palms with an ancient fountain and one big glaring arc-light. He could see the orderly bringing the horses; he might just as well wait for them.

Threading its way through the traffic in the direction of the palace, there came one of those old-fashioned carriages in which zenana ladies take the air. It was magnificently horsed. Two mounted men rode ahead to clear the way, and they were followed by two runners armed with sticks. Two men in splendid livery on the box. Two footmen on a platform behind the carriage. Two more horsemen bringing up the rear. The carriage had no windows. There were slats instead, through which the occupants could see out without being seen. It was obviously a palace turnout.

As the carriage drew near Norwood, a terrifically noisy Ford truck frightened the horses. Almost at the same moment, two elephants loomed into view from a side street. The horses plunged. The driver had hard work to control them. The carriage swayed violently. The right front wheel struck the curb, close to Norwood. The shock jerked open the door. The electric arc-light shone in, revealing the occupants. The coachman reined the horses to a standstill, shouting to the footmen to seize their heads.

Diamonds, pearls, zephyry silken saris of the hue of Himalayan dawn. Two women. The older, stout one raised a fan to hide her face. It was the other who held Norwood spellbound.

She was young. She was full of laughter. She had mocking, excitable, generous eyes that looked wild to lose their innocence and revel in what shouldnt be, but is, and is amusing. She saw no evil, only humor in being stared at by a man who shouldnt see her, and hadnt expected to. Indian zenana ladies are supposed to shrink from mens eyes. Hers met Norwoods full, and full of laughter.

Hair like spun gold. So she might be a Rajput princess. If so, she had probably never been seen by any man except her father, perhaps her brother, and her husband if she had one, since she was nine or ten years old. She might be seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, there was no guessing. Perhaps older.

Norwood, of course, recovered self-possession. He was in uniform, so he saluted. He was about to speak; he had thought of a properly gallant re mark that would sound almost like a quotation from the Arabian Nights, when the palace servants took the situation in hand.

The mounted men spurred up with a clatter of hooves and harness. The two footmen leaped down from the rear platform, thrust themselves between Norwood and the carriage door, slammed the door and faced him, not even courteous. Teeth  whites of their eyes in evidence. Hilts of their ornamental scimitars thrust forward. Bristling black beards. Ugly.

The driver recovered command of his horses. The carriage moved on. The footmen jumped up behind. Norwood was left wondering. He had had a vision. He had never seen such a beautiful girl.

The older, stouter woman, who had used the fan to hide her face, should be the Maharanee of Kadur. But Norwood knew she was childless; otherwise Prince Rundhia, the Maharajahs nephew, would not be heir to the throne. The ladies of Kadur have black, not golden hair, so the younger girl could hardly be a relative. She might be a princess on a visit from some northern Indian State.

That they were wearing so much jewelry suggested that they were returning from some elaborate ceremony, very likely in the temple, whose enormous bulk dominated the city.

The orderly, selected because he was a native of Kadur, rode up with the led horse.

Has Prince Rundhia taken a wife? Norwood asked him.

No, sahib. One does not discuss zenana ladies  not with men of an alien race. The orderly grinned himself into the kind of silence that suggests the subject is forbidden.

Norwood rode back to his camp, where Moses Lafayette OLeary lied, like three men of three different races, about who had drunk the whiskey. Norwoods servant knew nothing about it. He had learned by experience that it didnt pay to take OLearys lies in vain, there being always enough truth in them to make them worse than barbed wire.

It was an emergency, said OLeary. Yes, sir, I took the liberty. But how can I get information if I maynt count on your knowledge o my honesty, and take a chance now and then on your overlooking what would be impudence if someone else should do it? I have to treat my informants decent. Have you heard whos staying at the palace? Theres a guesthouse in the garden full o women. Americans. Two. A young one. And an aunt whod fill a hotel. Truck-loads o luggage. Ive heard say the aunt could make a brace of tigers wish theyd looked the other way. They say shes a holy terror. But they tell me the young one ud melt your heart to look at her. They call the young one Miss Lynn Harding.. What else have you found out?

Not much.

Youre about due for an Irish promotion. Youre getting too fat. Ive my eye on a man who knows what work is.

All right, sir. If you want me to talk before I know what Im talking about, Ill do it. Here goes. The whole bazaars as full o dirty rumors as Stoddarts dog is o fleas. Theres a game on, and its all set. Theyre laying for us, and the way they figure it were in the bag already. Ive been offered a bribe to tell why youre in Kadur.

Cash?

No. Promises. Man name o Noor Mahlam.

That name isnt on the list. Who is he?

Calls himself a free lance. Hes a sort o speculator, wanting to buy options  took an option on me. Hes back in the bazaar now, offering to deliver me to the highest bidder. Its the Prince against the Brahmins, and the whole of Kadur betting on the outcome. The temple Brahmins dont intend to lose their diamond mine if hook or crook can keep it for em.

Beyond that you were offered a bribe, did you get any other line on their intentions?

No. I know were being spied on. Theres a saying in Kadur that diamonds see in the dark.



Were being watched now. We cant afford a mistake. But theyll try some more bribery first before they act ugly.

Dont take their money. Dont take a gift of any kind from anyone.

Me?

Yes. You.

Im incorruptible. I always was. And I always aim to be. But if youd slip me a few more rupees of expense money, that wouldnt be corruption, would it? Here I go taking my soul in my two fists and plunging it into dens o vice and infamy, perjuring myself and telling lies and listening to stuff that ud turn the stomachs o the holy saints, and I dont even get fair spending money. Its a Scotch Government that you and I work for; theyd make Jews and Armenians and Hindu moneylenders look like profligates  How about twenty rupees and no questions asked?

I dont expect to ask questions. Your job is to tell me what you know.

As soon as I know Ill tell you. Trust me, sir.

Moses, if the time should come when I dont trust you, you wont like the consequences. That will be all for the moment.

Dont I get twenty rupees?

No.

All right, its a cheap Government. Make it ten rupees.

No.

Oh, all right, sir, all right. The greatest o these is charity. Its a miserable poor Government. Well call it charity. Ill work for nothing.

Get out of here. And when I send for you, remember your manners.

All right, sir. Handsome is as handsome does. Ill wear a top hat if you say so. All right. All right.


Chapter Three

MRS. DEBORAH HARDING, in leggings, a short skirt, and a wide pith helmet, wearing goggles, and with a camera suspended somehow from her portly figure, prodded ruins with the ferrule of a green silk sunshade. Two palace servants danced attendance on her, doing their obsequious utmost to prevent calamity.

Sahiba! Not good! Much too many cobra  kerait  scorpions  too bad. Come, look this way. Plenty ruins this way.

But Mrs. Deborah Harding wasnt in the habit of taking the advice of anyone less than a Supreme Court Justice; nor would she hesitate to question that if it didnt agree with her own convictions. She was dynamic, opulent, willful dignity personified. As honorary special correspondent to The Woman Citizen, of Aaronville, Clarendon County, Ohio, she was being an authority on ruins. She looked like authority. She had authoritative gestures, and a note-book. Nobody, not even an ignorant Indian native, could mistake her for anything less than an autocrat. She prodded ruins as she would have prodded inferior persons from whom she desired information.

It was close on sunset. Mrs. Deborah Hardings goggles were dusty. The blood-red sunrays confused her vision. She was one of those people who always believe what they see but nothing that they dont see. She saw a cobra. She did not see that the stone, on which she set her foot, was loose, curved on its under side and resting insecurely on a flat rock. So she twisted her ankle and sat down  hard. It jolted every bone in her corpulent body.

Two hundred and eight pounds of widow with bankers references and one hundred per cent opinions, can sit down harder than a crate of groceries. She had barely enough breath left to command the servants to kill the cobra.

They didnt kill it. Those were more or less sacred ruins, so it was a more or less sacred cobra. A bullied Hindus right of disobedience is sacred, as long as he makes a gesture in the right direction.

I never saw such people  such a country. I have travelled all around the world from America. I have visited numbers of countries. I have not seen your equals anywhere for inefficiency and lack of human intelligence. What shall I do now? I am in pain. Have you no ideas? Cant you suggest something?

The servants tried to help her to her feet. She couldnt stand. The brave old tyrants eyes were watering with pain beneath the goggles, which was why she didnt remove them; shed be damned before shed let Indian servants see her wet-eyed. She obviously couldnt re-mount the quiet pony that had brought her to the scene. Even the exasperated servants hadnt enough malice to persuade her to attempt that. One of them mounted the pony and cantered away for assistance. Mrs. Deborah Harding sat fanning herself and making impotently harsh remarks about the swarms of flies that were looking for a last, lazy meal before going to sleep.

The cantering servant drew rein at an outlying police kana and, after a heatedly uncomplimentary debate with the policeman in charge, phoned the palace. The Maharanee was out. It entered no ones head to consult the Maharajah; it was his hour of the day to study postage stamps, so he was incommunicado, except to the physician who should bring him his evening tonic. However, Prince Rundhia had returned that afternoon, from a visit to Delhi. Someone phoned him. Things happened.

There are two palaces. Rundhias is separated from the Maharajahs only by a high wall and two widths of glorious garden. Rundhias imported patent automatic garage-door swung open. His imported ex-Czarist chauffeur whirled a Rolls-Royce to the front door. Rundhia took the wheel. They opened the front gate just in time. Another split second and he would have crashed it, sacked the lot of them, and bummed a new car from his aunt.

There was a whirl of dust, a din of tooting. Headlights flooded the narrow roads with blinding glare. Three dogs and some belated chickens died the death. Three villages gasped and called on thirty gods to witness their piety. Rundhia rammed on the brakes and got out of the car to bow to Mrs. Harding just as calmly, as blandly, as amusedly courteous as if he were entering her drawing room. The Russian chauffeur dusted him from head to foot and knelt to wipe his beautiful brown-and-white shoes.

Well, I am glad to see you, said Mrs. Deborah Harding. I dont know who you are, but

Prince Rundhia, your hosts nephew.

How dyou do. You took your own time, didnt you? I had begun to think no one was coming.


Chapter Four

THE garden guesthouse was a copy of a cottage at Juan les Pins. It had been Rundhias idea. The Prince had persuaded his aunt the Maharanee to go thoroughly modern for once.

The Maharanee almost worshipped Rundhia, but she had compelled him to return from Europe by cutting off the supplies of cash. She wanted him to learn to be fit for the throne. But Rundhia was always threatening to go to Europe again unless she made things tolerable; so she had to make good his gambling losses and to humor his whims. There was a continual struggle between them, she paying his debts at strategic intervals, and striving to preserve some vestige of the ancient culture that her nephew despised.

No one had stayed at the guesthouse until Mrs. Deborah Harding heard about it during her tour of India. She knew exactly how to contrive invitations. She considered she conferred a favor on the rulers of Kadur by accepting their hospitality for herself and her niece. As a matter of fact it was true. Lynn Harding was a prodigious comfort to the Maharanee, and it suited Aunty very well indeed that the Maharanee should monopolize Lynn for a while.

Lynn Harding had been becoming troublesome. The skillful tyranny of Auntys moneyed fostering had forced Lynn to postpone the natural rebellion of youth to an age at which some girls are steadying down. Lynns rebellion had hardly more than begun. Aged twenty-two, she had been denied the democratic grace of college education.

Aunty, who held the purse-strings, knew that colleges corrupt; and what Aunty knew, was so. No one could change Auntys opinions. Lynn hadnt tried to change Aunty. But she had learned to be strategic and even diplomatic. She had assented, without enthusiasm, to become engaged to a decadent F.F.V. But there, Auntys first reverse had caught her completely off-guard. An immovable will and an irresistible explosive met. Lynn blew up. She didnt merely break the engagement. She smashed it. She scattered its splintered fragments recklessly, until the social cream of several counties curdled with malicious laughter that even reached Washington. Aunty received condolences that made her blood boil. Moreover, Lynn had to be handled with gloves and wasnt even contrite.

So Aunty beat a strategic retreat. She decided on a world tour. It had been fairly successful, barring occasional incidents on shipboard and in hotels. The almost incredibly beautiful Lynn had received enough attention from unpedigreed, or at any rate uncertified, strangers to keep Aunty on the war-path.  

The British officers in India had given Aunty plenty to worry about. So the invitation from the Maharanee of Kadur had come like a godsend. It gave Lynn a romantic outlet for enthusiasm in impeccably respectable surroundings, where there were no undesirable men to ruin Auntys dream of a correct and socially influential marriage.

So this Prince was a staggerer. He had been absent when the Hardings arrived, frequently mentioned but not expected to return for several weeks from what was spoken of as a vacation. Aunty had had a good look at him in the full glare of the headlights of the Rolls-Royce. He was a worse shock than the undignified bruise and the twisted ankle. He resembled one of those young Argentine plutocrats who used to corrupt Paris until the price of beef and wheat reduced them to the level of common mortals. A splendid figure of a man, perfectly tailored. Manners that only money can buy and cynicism support. Beautiful eyes, without a trace of effeminacy and not yet betraying signs of having lived too furiously. An all-conquering male. Heir to a throne as old as Englands.

With astonishing strength he lifted Aunty from the earth and placed her on the soft-springed cushions that made her sigh with physical relief and mental horror. Aunty knew she was up against it. The Prince drove her with skill. He avoided bumps. He damned the guard at the palace front gate with the voice of a cultured gentleman and a vocabulary that Aunty instinctively knew was scurrilous. At the arched entrance to the guesthouse patio, he lifted her out. He caused servants to come like firemen to a burning house. He sent immediately for his private Bengali doctor, a member of his own household.

Competent, Mrs. Harding, I assure you. Discreet, I guarantee.

Almost simultaneously with the arrival of the Bengali doctor, who looked devilishly discreet and more afraid of Aunty than if she were the devils own widow, the Maharanees carriage drew up, with its horses noses snorting on top of the Rolls-Royce.

Out got Lynn, too full of excitement and alarm and fun and sympathy to remember she should veil her face. She could hear her aunt through the open guesthouse window. Lynn came running into the glare of Rundhias headlights. There was nothing that anyone could do about that. There they were, he, she and astonishment. Lynns diamonds, loaned by the Maharanee, sparkled like Lynns eyes, more brilliant no doubt, but much less interesting.

Who are you? What is wrong with Aunty?

Your aunt has hurt herself. My physician and some women are exploring for broken bones. I believe it is nothing serious.

Aunty, it was obvious, thought otherwise. She wasnt liking the doctor. She was calling him a fool, and she could make the word sound like a description of a flunkey caught stealing.

The Maharanee had to be ceremonially helped out of the carriage. She, too, had heard Auntys yells. She was overflowing with eagerness to overwhelm an injured guest with kindness, but she couldnt run as fast as Lynn. And then Rundhia stood in the way, smiling, careful not to embarrass Lynn with gallantry. His memories of all the women he had ever loved and left had vanished. He didnt mind making that obvious. But he made no false move.

Nothing, he said in English, to the Maharanee. A twisted ankle. A bruise. A little badly shaken I believe. My doctor is attending to her. Wont you introduce me to the goddess?

The Maharanee purred. She unveiled her face. She put her arm around her lamplit protégée: Lynn darling, this is my nephew Prince Rundhia. He is a bad boy, but I do hope you will like each other. Rundhia, this is Miss Lynn Harding, who is teaching me how Americans do things; and I am having such fun pretending she is one of us. I wish she were! Oh, how I wish it.

She is too beautiful to be one of us, said Rundhia. His half-mocking insincerity had exactly the right nuance. He bowed the Maharanee into the guesthouse with an air of taking nothing seriously. He stood aside, lighting a cigarette, waiting for the Bengali doctor, listening to Auntys angry protests that the doctor was breaking her leg. Lynn wondered. Why the sudden aloofness? She decided to let the Maharanee bear the first brunt of Auntys anger, while she waited on the far side of the Rolls-Royce, where the Prince couldnt see her.

Presently, when the doctor came out, Rundhia eyed him in the lamplight with a stare that made the Bengali flinch. He did his best to look like a confidential, dignified retainer, but it didnt work. Aunty had broken his dignity, and his fear of the Prince had no covering left. He almost stammered:

Nothing broken. Tape  iodine  bandages. She will soon recover. He made a sudden, nervous effort to regain the feeling of being important and on the inside of events. Have you heard that Captain Norwood, of the Royal Engineers, has arrived? He is in camp outside the city.

Rundhia looked startled. The doctor continued: He has with him an Eurasian named Moses OLeary who, they say, already is poking his ugly nose into what is none of his business.

There was quite another expression on Rundhias face from the one with which he had greeted Lynn. After a moments thought he touched the doctors arm and led him away into the darkness. Rundhia and the doctor stood talking.

Lynn Harding stood examining the Rolls-Royce. She was quite used to luxury, but even Hollywood owned nothing like that thing. Its gadgets and gold-plated adornments were a sufficiently good excuse for giving Auntys temper time to cool off. So she lingered, letting the Maharanee go alone into the guesthouse. Aloneness, of course, included three servants, but a Maharanee is lucky who endures only six eyes to watch what she does, and six ears to hear what she says. Lynn could not hear what Prince Rundhia was saying to the doctor, but he was doing all the talking and she felt fairly sure that he was talking about her. She saw him dismiss the doctor and stand staring at him in an attitude that vaguely suggested Adolph Menjou in one of his early pictures. The doctor looked hopeless, helpless; as he hurried away his back suggested humiliation. Lynn felt sorry for him and began to wonder whether she couldnt invent something wrong with herself, so as to make an excuse to send for him and talk to him and find out why he was a man of sorrow. But that line of thought was interrupted by Rundhia. He strode toward her looking as deadly self-assured as Mephistopheles. Lynn fell on guard. In spite of years of Auntys supervision she had had her share of encounters with men who approach good-looking girls with a definite technique. She spotted that in a minute: knew without forming the thought in her mind  knew instinctively that Rundhia had grasped the Aunty Harding situation and intended to leap fences. His would be no conventional opening.

You win, said Rundhia.

Win what?

Whatever you came for.

I came for a good time.

Uh-uh? Been having it?

Yes.

Rundhias wonderful eyes glanced sidewise at the guesthouse window. Auntys voice was quite audible, and no one within earshot was ever permitted to be in doubt about what kind of time Aunty was having. Lynn chose not to answer Rundhias unspoken question. If it was conversation he wanted, she would tell him something he did not yet know.

Your aunt has been conducting me into Indian mysteries.

We have none, said Rundhia. We are an open book. We are three hundred and fifty million people, every single one of whom carries his heart on his sleeve. You are the mystery. Have you a heart? Where is it?

Lynn laughed: Is that any of your business?

Of course its my business.

Why?

Because you are the most beautiful mystery I have ever seen. Every mystery is an invitation to find the right key.

Oh, are you a detective?

You bet I am. Ive detected your cruelty. You intend to keep me guessing. I cant endure it. Lynn laughed again: Should I pity you?

No. Pity and compassion are the twin curses of India. Were so compassionate to one another that we hate one another for not being even more miserable than we are, so as to be able to mop up greater floods of useless pity.

So youre an iron man?

No  nor a jellyfish. I have a leathery disposition, due to talents that have dried from lack of use.

Oh, are you lazy?

No. Iron has entered into me. Its like a spur that dug too deep and keeps on working inward. It irritates abundant energy that has no outlet. Add boredom to that, and what have you?

It sounds like an explosive mixture. Arent you afraid you may blow up? I believe youre sorry for yourself.

Sorrow is not in me, he retorted. I dont know the emotion.

Not even when you make mistakes?

I never make them. A mistake is what a fool does to an opportunity. All that I have lacked until now is a real opportunity.

To be foolish?

To be energetic, willful, talented and wonderfully wise. I am a genius. How long are you intending to stay here?

I dont know. Aunty Harding is the Bureau of Intentions. If you get too talented and wise, I daresay you can cut short our visit very easily. Aunty specializes in wisdom, and she doesnt enjoy competition.

Ah, but I have talents.

How many?

Too many. Theyre a nuisance.

What are you really good at?

Prince Rundhia chuckled: Now, now  are you flattering me, or are you really interested?

Yes, honestly, Im interested. Ive never talked with a Prince. What are you good at?

Isnt it obvious? Im very good indeed at recognizing goddesses who visit Kadur.

Do they come here often?

Until now, they were legendary  morbidly unhealthy myths, who left behind their unclaimed luggage in the shape of idiotic morals and the kind of superstition that corrupts independence. But now that a genuine goddess has come to Kadur

Aunty will adore it.

Mystery again! Mystery! Will adore what?

Being called a goddess. However, shes a fallen goddess at the moment. I must go in and see her.

There is no need to worry about her, Rundhia objected. Shes quite all right  just a bit shaken  undoubtedly angry  perhaps suffering a little pain, but nothing serious. My doctor said she will be well in a couple of days.

All the same, I will go in and see her. I suppose well meet again? Do you live at the palace?

I have a palace of my own, said Rundhia. I live there like a spider in its lair, awaiting opportunity to pounce on goddesses who come to Kadur. Oh, yes, Miss Harding. We will meet again. Yes, indeed we will meet. Count on my entertaining you.

Mrs. Hardings voice came through the guesthouse window sharply impatient:

Lynn! Lynn! Where are you?

All right, Aunty. Im coming.

Experienced tyranny knows countless ways of compelling submission. Aunty groaned on a sumptuous bed:

No, dont let me trouble you. Dont let me be a nuisance. I am sure that the cares of a palace must be more than enough. You must try to forget my existence. Lynn can look after me.

Lynns eyes met the Maharanees  deep unto deep. The Maharanee looked rather like a New York East-side Jewess who has risen through the ruck of immigration to the ranks of affluence and prestige. Full-bosomed, matronly, kind, but aware that the world is full of pitfalls: aware that the world needs kindness, but can misinterpret and cruelly resent good intentions. She was afraid to say anything that might make Lynn mistrust her, even though Lynn in oriental jewelled finery looked like the golden-haired, glorious daughter of kings of legend that the Maharanee, in her secret heart of hearts, imagined she herself might be, if only nature had endowed her with the outer grace. She had the genius, gentleness, iron. She had also a will that no Deborah Harding could bully to obedience.

Lynn undid a necklace from the palace heirlooms, and handed it to the Maharanee. She began to remove a bracelet, but the complicated fastening prevented. She held out her wrist.

Please. I must get into some clothes that Aunty thinks respectable and stay with her.

The mild, plump Maharanee countered with surprising firmness:

Darling, we will expect you to dinner. Yes, I will take the jewelry because it must be returned to the Keeper of the Jewels. I will choose two women from my own attendants who shall take care of Mrs. Harding. They shall entertain her if she wishes. They are skillful with the lute and many other instruments. They sing. They dance. So Mrs. Harding shall not feel neglected. I will send some special dishes from the palace.

She almost flounced out, giving Aunty no time to reply. There was silence until the drum-beat of the horses hooves died away along the drive in the direction of the palace. Then Aunty spoke:

This comes of making social concessions. I never heard of such audacity. Did you hear her speak to me as if I were a servant or a charity patient? Go and take off that immodest costume. It suggests a fancy-dress ball in a badhouse. Then come back and tell me what you did this afternoon.

I was in the temple, Lynn answered. I have been where no other white woman ever was. I have been having the time of my life. I am sorry you are hurt. But I am very tired of your scolding, Aunty. You seem to me to try to take the fun out of everything. If the doctor hadnt said you are only slightly hurt, I would stay here and be glad to do it.

Doctor! Do you call that thing a doctor? Hes a monkey. I was never in my life so embarrassed, so humiliated. As soon as I can move without torture, we will pack up and leave, unless I have been poisoned by that creatures touch. He made me shudder. I wont let him come near me again.

But, Aunty, he has promised to return with something to relieve the pain, so that you will get some sleep.

Sleep! While you are doing what in the palace? Do you think I am deaf, blind? Do you think I have forgotten your flirting on board ship and in hotels until I blushed for you? I heard you, through the window, talking to Prince Rundhia.

Aunty, I think I hate you. It makes me feel mean and ungrateful. I would so much rather love you.

I have left off hoping to be loved, said Aunty. I demand your respect. That may teach you to respect yourself and so merit the respect of your equals. Love? Gratitude? Illusions! I have learned that. I shall feel well recompensed if I can only guide you through the age of indiscretion until the time when your breeding asserts itself and you can be trusted to take a proper place in the world. Lynn went and changed into black silk Chinese pajamas. They would remind Aunty of that fancy-dress ball on board ship, when the penniless son of a Tirhoot planter had made the pace so hot that Aunty nearly had fits. To hell with Aunty. Lynn stared at her own reflection in the mirror, not quite liking it. She smiled at herself, just to see what the smile would look like.

That isnt me! Im not sly! Im angry. Im indignant! Im  Thats what Ill become unless I break Auntys hold! Damn Aunty! Damn her! Ill be independent if it kills me!

The Maharanee returned from the palace, excited, fawned on by four women. Two meek men-servants followed her with baskets of provisions. Lynn ran to greet her. The Maharanee almost squealed at the sight of Lynn in black pajamas with her golden hair massed in becoming contrast.

Wonderful! But no, that wont do! Yes it will, yes it will! I forget. I am so excited, I forget! We are to have an informal supper party at the palace, instead of dinner  truly, truly unconventional  modern  a picnic!

Oh, my God! said Aunty.

But the Maharanee could be as deaf as Fate when it pleased her to be. She continued, almost breathless:

His Highness my husband (she always spoke of the Maharajah as His Highness my husband) has heard that Captain Norwood is in Kadur. Captain Norwood is a Royal Engineer. He is said to be a man of great attainments. His Highness my husband is very eager to be pleasant to him.

Engineer? said Aunty.

Yes, he is to make a survey of the Kadur River, It would not be etiquette to notice him until after he makes his formal call, which he should do tomorrow. However, I persuaded His Highness my husband, who is a very conventional man, but now and then he listens to me. I suggested to him that a very informal supper-party need not interfere with Captain Norwoods formal call tomorrow. Lynn darling, you must come and help me to arrange it. We have sent a car for Captain Norwood, but very likely he will come on horseback; he is said to be an independent person. Rundhia will come, for I have promised Rundhia the sort of informality he loves. But Lynn, you must come at once, please. I need ideas. She turned to Aunty: We are so, so sorry, Mrs. Harding, that you cant be with us.

Aunty sat up. It made her groan, but she smiled her sweetest at the Maharanees veiled embarrassment:

I will spare you that regret, she answered. I will be there. You have a rickshaw? Your women can help me to dress, I dont doubt. Lynn and I will be leaving as soon as I am fit to travel. A last supper in your palace will be something to remember.

Oh, how gracious of you, said the Maharanee. But are you quite sure

The Bengali doctor appeared, cautious, with a bedside confidential air that did not, however, prevent the Maharanee from instinctively veiling her face.

Mrs. Harding, I have a little pellet for you, just one little pellet, prepared specially.

Thank you, I dont take pellets.

The doctor hesitated. The Maharanee spoke through her veil:

Mrs. Harding is coming to supper at the palace.

Oh? said the doctor. Well, perhaps she will take the medicine at supper. Shall I send it by a servant? She should take it with a little piece of bread or with a glass of water.

Thank you, you neednt trouble, said Mrs. Harding. I need no medicine.

Come, Lynn. The Maharanee could hardly wait while Lynn looked for a wrap. We must be ready before Captain Norwood comes. It is important that we make on him the friendliest impression.

So long, Aunty. See you later.

Lynn, go back and put on something decent!

No, no! said the Maharanee. I like her this way.

Scandalous! said Aunty. She said it loudly, not under her breath.

The Maharanee had royal ears that could hear and ignore. She was well trained in the royal art of knowing but seeming not to know. She looked portly and short beside Lynn, but there was rhythm in her movement, and in her thought, too, that leaped the invisible walls of mere appearances and landed safely on the plane of metaphysics far beyond the reach of Aunty Hardings matters of fact and merely logical malice. Passing through the shadows cast by the electric lights along the garden path she seemed a link with ancient India  almost a living incarnation of the past. But she spoke of the moment:

Lynn, your aunt doesnt enjoy being used by destiny. That is a pity, because people who oppose their destiny do have such a difficult time, dont they. Destiny always wins.

Aunty isnt always a good loser, Lynn admitted. She is always brave. But I dont think she believes in destiny.

Does she never consult an astrologer?

Lynn laughed: She did once  at Atlantic City. I was with her, and she intended to have my horoscope cast too, just for fun, because it was a rainy day and there was nothing else to do. But the astrologer didnt get around to me. Aunty wouldnt tell him her right age. She made herself out to be ten years younger than she was, because she said it was none of the astrologers business. And the astrologer told her she had a weakness for men and must be very careful about a dangerous love affair within six months. He also told her that she didnt know how to manage people. Then she walked out. No, Aunty doesnt believe in astrologers.

But you? You believe in them?

I think the answer is no. I know so little about them  practically nothing. But arent they charlatans? Ive always been told that they are.

Oh, many of them are, the Maharanee admitted. There are charlatans in all professions. We have a very good court astrologer. I will order him to cast your horoscope. In fact, I have already consulted him about it.

What fun! But please do keep it secret from Aunty. She would have conniption fits.

Very well, we wont tell her. But from what the astrologer has already told me  and perhaps partly also from my own intuition  I am beginning to believe, Lynn, that you are a very fortunate arrival in the midst of our perplexities.

If good fortune means having a good time, then I agree with you, Lynn answered. It doesnt need a horoscope to prove that. Im having a grand time.

We love you and we will all do our best to make you happy, said the Maharanee. But the astrologer says this is a time of great crisis for us. I believe you are a sending, as we call it. There are many sendings just now, and they are badly mixed. They are contradictory and in opposition to one another. His Highness my husband is so anxious to make a good impression on Captain Norwood. It is so important. Will you help us to make a good impression on him?

But I might do the wrong thing! I might say the wrong word. I might commit some indiscretion. Am I in on an intrigue?

Yes, dear, a very serious intrigue.

Oh, what fun! Is it dangerous?

The astrologer says that it might become dangerous.

Maharanee dear, this sounds wonderful! Is it a real dark oriental intrigue?

The Maharanee laughed amiably, after a seconds hesitation and with noticeable effort:

Yes, dear, it is certainly dark. It is secret, and it has to do with a diamond mine, but I hope you wont mention that to anyone.

Im glad you warned me. Of course, I wont mention it.

All walls in India have ears, said the Maharanee. And we have a saying in Kadur that diamonds see in the dark. With a movement of her sari she threw off a mood as if it were something tangible that obeyed the law of gravity. She laughed gaily: But let us forget the darkness. This evening let us play at being unconventional and unimportant. Let us have fun!

Grand! A picnic.

Yes, a picnic. Kadur never had a picnic. This will be the first time in all Kadurs history.


Chapter Five

CAPTAIN CARL NORWOODS tent faced the Kadur River. About a mile away, it resembled a moonlit irregular ribbon of silver streaming from the enormous temple; and the temple was a citadel of mystery that loomed against Indian night. There was a stillness that seemed like the womb of music, into which the clatter and voices from the camp kitchen fell naturally and the hoofbeats of a cantering horse thudded on dusty earth like calculated drum-beats.

A shadow that was a horse was reined in with unnecessary vigor. A palace messenger dismounted. Norwoods servant, careful for his masters dignity, accepted a silver tube with the air of conferring a favor. He handed the tube to Norwood on a brass dish, after he had kept him waiting until he had found the dish and cleaned it. It suggested magic, as if he were wiping away the possibility of dangerous contagion.

Norwood opened the tube, after he had made sure that the servant had withdrawn to a sufficient distance. He drew out a letter written by the palace secretary on beautiful paper that smelt of old rose leaves. He scowled, raised his eyebrows, scratched his red head, lowered his eyelids a little so that the corners of his eyes suggested he was staring through a haze of improbabilities in search of a clue. Then he went to the table and wrote, inserted his own letter into the tube and returned it to the messenger, who cantered away.

Tell Moses I want him.

Moses OLeary came and stood in the door of the tent. He was a picture of controlled alertness. In the lamplight the whites of his eyes made his skin look darker. His effort to seem casual increased the suggestion of tense excitement. There could be absolutely no doubt whatever that Moses Lafayette OLeary was in his element and minding everyones business, including his own.

Norwood stared at him: Where were you, that you came so quickly? Were you eavesdropping?

Me, sir?

Yes. You.

I wouldnt think of such a thing, sir.

Well, dont get too virtuous. Ive been invited to the palace for supper.

I havent had time yet, sir, to find out much about whats doing at the palace.

Has anyone from the palace been enquiring about me?

Yes, sir. Prince Rundhias servant came asking if youd need to borrow a horse. He knew you didnt, because we were standing right under our horses noses when he asked the question. Besides, I werent the right person to ask. But he slipped me a box o the Princes cigars and asked a lot about you.

What did you tell him?

Me? I told him youre the mildest man on earth, and how nothing interests you so much as running surveys.

What did you find out?

Same as I told you  not much. He had his orders, and he hadnt had time to forget em, and hes scared o the Prince. I got a line on the Prince all right. His brains are made o curry powder and red pepper. Hes about as safe to tackle as a she-cobra that has just laid her eggs. Hes what they call a steamer.

What do you mean?

Nothing for nothing. Lavish  at cent per cent. Hed give you anybodys money, if he knew what he was getting for it.

If I should hear of your taking his money, youll find yourself in serious trouble.

Me?

Yes. You.

Im incorruptible.

What else did you find out?

Nothing, excep what Ive already told you. Theres a Mrs. Harding and a Miss Harding at the guesthouse. Mrs. Harding has a hurt foot and has been attended by Prince Rundhias doctor. Miss Harding has already met Rundhia, and theyve talked.

What about the doctor?

Hes no good.

No good in what way?

No self-respect. Scared. He lets the Prince brow-beat him  takes a tongue lashing without answering back  lets himself be treated like a dog  no dignity excep when the Prince isnt looking.

Nothing new about Noor Mahlam?

No. I reckon theyll call him off. He was just a try-out, thats all he was  sort o skirmisher to feel out the lay of the land. I kept raising my price o purpose. They dont trust a buzzard like that one with three hundred rupees. Soon as he tells em my price is three hundred, theyll figure that means two hundred for him and a hundred for me. Theyll give him five rupees and call him off. But theyll be satisfied that Im out for the money, so theyll leave the next move up to me. Theyll figure Ill go hunting for Noor Mahlam. Theyll watch. Therell be one of them casual, accidental, chance acquaintances show up, wholl really know the inside works and try to hook me proper. Then well learn something.

Find out all you can about Prince Rundhia.

That ought to be easy. I could go to the bazaar tonight and  Could I draw some money?

You may have five rupees.

Thats awful little.

It will save you from thinking youre important. All I want from you is information. Do you understand me?

Yes. But sometimes you have to buy information.

Not with my money, Norwood answered. But isnt it Government money?

Here are five rupees. Take them. Stay sober and keep out of mischief.

You mean stay away from women? Maybe Id better write a list o questions on a pretty sheet o paper and go to the temple and ask them folk to write the answers, so Ill get em straight!

Dont be impudent.

Well, sir, what do you expect me to do?

Do you know where to stable a horse if I let you take one?

Yes, sir. Theres a stable right down near the red-light district, where the talks hot. Its the stable where the moneylenders keep the cattle and horses theyve attached for debt. They have to keep em there until theyre sold at auction. Its a good clean stable; theres regular inspection by a Government vet. No glanders. No anthrax.

All right. You may take the bay mare. Get a move on.

Couldnt I have ten rupees, sir? Five is awful little. Itll cost money to stable the horse and

No. I have given you five. Tell the sentry that if a car comes for me from the palace, hes to send it back and say Ill come on horseback.

Yes, sir.

And remember: what I really need is to know what the temple priests are up to.

Well, sir, Ill try to find out.

Thats impossible. Those people dont spread their secrets through the red-light district. But you may be able to pick up information, a hint here and a hint there, that will give me a chance to guess what theyre up to. Dont be in a hurry. Dont try to find out too much all at once. Dont ask too many questions. Listen.

Yes, sir.

Good night. Ill expect a report from you tomorrow morning.


Chapter Six

NOTHING was ever quite like it in Kadurs history. Plumbing, electric light, modern furniture, and even the will to do it cant make an Indian palace, dusty with tradition, lend itself to what the Maharanee kept insisting was a picnic. She wanted to-be so modern and unconventional that even Rundhia would approve. Sullenly defied by the outraged head-steward, whose turban almost rose from his hair with horror, she dismissed him and took charge.

Lynn, on the other hand, wanted to go oriental. The servants, who lived by tradition and rule of thumb, pretended not to understand the Maharanee. They pretended to understand Lynn. There were at least fifty servants. Every single one of them believed that sanity had fled, along with his own dignity, religion and the gods knew what else. Only Lynns gales of laughter saved the Maharanee from tears. The Maharajah sulked in his study, examining postage stamps.

The eventual compromise was something between a bean-feast and a banquet, in the glass-roofed patio, amid a forest of potted palms and canaries in silver cages. There were Chinese lanterns and an utter drunkenness of flowers. The long table was loaded with silver and gold. But there were paper napkins (those were Lynns suggestion). There were eight important-looking men to wait on table, instead of sixteen; they grinned at Lynns embroidered black silk Chinese pajamas, as the voters grin at a reforming politician.

The Maharanee summoned the Keeper of the Jewels, selected a cluster of the most famous diamonds from the Kadur collection, and pinned it artfully on Lynns black silk. Lynn looked stunning in embroidered black silk. It showed off her eyes and her golden hair. Excitement made her parted lips so kissable that the Maharanee had qualms of conscience.

Darling, my nephew Rundhia is a bad boy! Be careful!

Lynn laughed. The prospect of annoying Aunty was delicious. Aunty would be scandalized by high jinks in a palace. Aunty was one of those people who think that palace life should be like one endless coronation ceremony in Westminster Abbey. She could count on Aunty to keep Rundhia within bounds; the old spoil-sport had no other motive for attending the supper. And there would be Captain Norwood. Was he the man she had seen when the carriage door flew open? Hah! It was a grand, exciting world.

Maharanee dear, I dont think caviar looks decent in a silver soup tureen. Lets serve it on toast in the usual way.

The first arrival was Rundhia, in dinner jacket and turban of cloth of silver, critical of the cocktails; he introduced ingredients learned in Europe. He watched Lynn. He made apparently random remarks to discover her system, in case she had one. He could strip a woman naked with his eyes, and re-clothe her with flattery.

Miss Harding, you look innocent, gay and very beautiful. But I mistrust you. Your emotions seem to me to be too honest. You will go home and laugh at us all.

Going home soon, Lynn answered. Aunty didnt laugh when she said that. She meant it.

Is that what amuses you?

No. Id rather stay here. I love it.

I wonder what you mean by love it. Do you love us?

I love the Maharanee. And I love these pussyfooted eastern nights. Im wild about it all. I cant bear the thought of going home yet.

Rundhia smiled.

The sheep-faced Maharajah entered, toadied by attendants, who arranged the cushions for him in a chromium-plated armchair at the end of the long room. He was shocked by Lynns pajamas, but the Maharanee managed him: she was devoted, deferent, overwhelming. He became obedient; he complimented Lynn in curiously perfect English. Too polite to speak any other language than English in Lynns presence, he frowned sullenly at Rundhia and refused a cocktail:

Your Bengali didnt bring my tonic.

Sorry, said Rundhia. He was attending to Mrs. Harding. He hasnt forgotten it.

Then came Norwood. Hot night though it was, he was in full mess uniform, not whites. Shorter than Rundhia; but five feet eleven inches is, after all, plenty, if its built right and properly carried. Rundhias six feet one, and almost perfect features, somehow werent so noticeable after Norwood came into the room. Norwood had red hair and one of those bits of moustaches that draw attention to the line of the lips. His red shell jacket gloved a vigorous torso. There was nothing meek about him; nothing arrogant. He was a British gentleman in uniform, as unself conscious as a visitor at the zoo.

He recognized Lynn instantly. His expression changed to let her know he recognized her. But he was imperturbable. Nothing surprised him. The palace chamberlain presented him to the Maharajah and the Maharanee. He was gracious to them. The Maharanee introduced him to Lynn. He studied her. He smiled. He said:

How do you do. We have met, I believe. I am very curious. Dont tell me. It might spoil the fun of finding out. Am I to sit next to you at dinner? I was always lucky.

Then he walked up and shook hands with Rundhia: Pleased.

Yes. Nice to meet you.

It suggested the well-oiled motion of machine-guns getting ready. They were enemies, at sight, as charmed to meet each other as match and powder barrel. Lynn knew it instantly. The sheep-faced Maharajah stared as if he saw a rare stamp in someone elses collection. The tactful Maharanee shepherded along a servant with the cocktails and made conversation.

Then Aunty arrived. After that, there was nothing to do but to listen to Auntys distant condescensions. She was wonderful. Even Rundhia admired her spunk. Dressed in a formal evening gown on purpose to make Lynn feel ashamed of herself, taped and strapped by the doctor until she could hardly move, in torture from the twisted ankle, she proposed to dominate that company. She did, until Norwood subdued her. She wasnt used to being snubbed by mere captains.

What do Engineer officers do? she demanded.

Nothing, he said, except answer questions. Why? I might lend you a man who can do things.

Rundhia twisted the radio dial; his face was again under control by the time he had found a fox-trot. He snapped his fingers to a servant to roll the rug off the parquet floor. Norwood was at the wrong end of the room to seize that opportunity. Rundhia danced with Lynn. Norwood went and talked to the Maharajah, whose conversation seemed to have been learned from a book on how to be polite to strangers. The Maharanee talked to Aunty, who was as proud of Lynns dancing as she was exasperated by Lynns behavior. Lynn was cutting up for Auntys benefit, and there was nothing that Aunty could do about it.

Norwoods conversation with the Maharajah was interrupted by the arrival of the Bengali doctor, followed by a servant with a big blue goblet on a tray. The Maharajah swallowed the contents of the goblet in one long draught and Norwood noticed that he became immediately more at ease. But Norwood was also watching Rundhia, who left off dancing with Lynn and accompanied the Bengali to the door, talking to him low-voiced.

Norwood promptly commandeered Lynn. He didnt dance as well as Rundhia, but well enough; and while he danced he talked candidly, instead of hinting as Rundhia did.

If I were you, he said, Id stick to champagne. The cocktails taste phoney.

Lynn wasnt sure she liked him. On the other hand, she wasnt sure she didnt.

Why were you rude to Aunty?

She was rude to me, he answered.

She had an accident today, so she isnt herself.

Who is? You, for instance? Princess? Cinderella on her night out? Or rebel? You know what happens to rebels, dont you, unless their friends are reliable?

A great gong boomed. It was as ancient as the palace. It was the bronze voice of memory.

Picnic! exclaimed the Maharanee. No formality. Lynn, dear, lead the way. We will all follow.

So the Maharajah came last, to the servants horror, and it was Lynn who contrived the seating. Norwoods luck suffered a flat tire. He found himself between the Maharanee and Aunty. Rundhia and Lynn sat opposite; the Maharajah at one end of the table, the Maharanee at the other.

The Maharajah only pretended to eat. In theory, he had abandoned caste restrictions, but in practice, he lacked the Maharanees courage. He wilted under Aunty Hardings barrage of remarks. Her vigor depressed him. Aunty had no patience with weaklings:

Youre a hypochondriac, she told him.

The Maharajah sighed. I am a victim of public duty. Affairs of state impose a sedentary life that has ruined my health. But I have found that Rundhias physician understands my ailment. The physician reappeared in the doorway, nervous, unself-assertive. He came behind Auntys chair and whispered to her. Norwood couldnt hear what he said, but he saw him lay two pellets on a plate at Auntys right hand.

Drugs! No thank you!

What are they? asked the Maharajah. Exactly the same that your Highness has been taking for your nerves, said the physician.

I have iron nerves, said Aunty.

The physician smiled. He separated the two pellets with a fork and held the plate toward the Maharajah.

Set her the example, he suggested.

My monotonous life consists of nothing else than setting good examples, said the Maharajah. If it wont hurt me, it wont hurt you. He reached for a pellet.

Norwood noticed that the doctor moved the plate so that the Maharajahs fingers closed on the one that had been nearer Aunty. If it was a trick it was smooth. Rundhia was paying rather witty attention to Lynn; he was making her laugh.

As a compliment, but against my better judgment, said Aunty. She swallowed the other pellet.

Thank you, said the Bengali. Thank you, madam. That relieves my anxiety. You should not be here. You should be in bed. There is no knowing what peoples nerves may do to them when they have suffered a bodily shock such as you received this afternoon.

He bowed himself out.

Norwood carried on a desultory conversation with the Maharanee. He liked her. Everybody always liked her. But he was watching Lynn and Rundhia, enjoying Lynns vivacity and not slow to perceive that she was flirting on purpose to annoy her aunt. He heard Rundhia say to Lynn: I notice youre wearing some of the Kadur jewels. They are the imperishable jackdaw savings of a long line of parasites, of whom I am the only sensible example. If I dared, I would steal them, sell them, and buy Europes love, which is for sale, I assure you. But theres a funny law that makes these hoarded gems the property of our unborn descendants. I would hate to go to prison or be stabbed in the back, even for stealing from problematic grandchildren. How will you feel when they take them off you? They will, you know, tonight. When I wear them, they take them off me. They count them, too. They know my principles! When may I show you the treasures?

We leave tomorrow, if Aunty is well enough. Lynns eyes met Norwoods. She had intended he should hear that. The Maharanee protested: Lynn, I shall be disconsolate.

Sorrow, loving company, will make me your companion in the arms of grief, said Rundhia. He stared at Norwood.

Looking for a fellow-mourner? Norwood asked. Or have I spilt soup on my shirt.

You are spotless, said Rundhia. Perfect. I was feeling jealous.

Hold it. Jealousy, you know, endureth all things.

Dont be blasphemous, said Aunty, looking suddenly faint. She recovered, pulled herself together. It is time Lynn saw Europe.

Ah! remarked Rundhia. Lynn, how would you like me to show you Paris?

India would please me more, Lynn answered.

Aunty used her napkin suddenly. She was either indisposed or else staggered by Rundhias use of Lynns first name. Perhaps both. Norwood thought so. He watched her. He was just in time to prevent her falling from the chair. Everyone, including the Maharajah, jumped up. Lynn ran to her. The servants formed a scrimmage around Lynn and Aunty. The Maharajah scolded the Maharanee sotto voce.

Rundhia sent a servant running for the doctor. The other servants picked up Aunty and carried her into the next room, where she groaned on a couch and nearly fainted from humiliation. Rundhia met the doctor at the door. Norwood, watching them, pretending not to, wasnt certain whether they spoke. The doctor nodded, put on his most judicial professional air, felt Auntys pulse and shrugged his shoulders. He spoke to the Maharanee.

Well, I warned her. At her age, a shock has consequences. She should have remained in bed and kept quiet. She should be put to bed now and I think a nurse should be in attendance.

Are you sure she isnt seriously ill? Lynn asked him.

No, I am not. She has a temperature. It is impossible to say, but I think she is only suffering from nervous exhaustion and perhaps, too, from mental disturbance. He turned again to the Maharanee: I advise that Miss Lynn Harding should be moved into the palace, so that Mrs. Harding may be quiet.

Lynn laughed: Thats a testimonial for me! But thank you, Ill take care of her.

No, said the doctor. He caught Rundhias eye. Rundhia came to his rescue and made signals to the Maharanee, who wanted nothing better than to have Lynn under her own roof.

Lynn, dear, please do as the doctor tells you. Please, please.

Aunty groaned and protested that it was a shame to inflict Lynn on the Maharanee, but she was overruled. She was carried out on an improvised litter and rushed to the guesthouse, where Lynns belongings were collected by the servants and conveyed to the palace. The doctor whispered to Lynn:

Miss Harding, I believe this is nothing serious. I overheard her quarrelling with you. She is of a choleric disposition. Swift recovery is not predictable for choleric persons, of great weight, in a hot climate, whose tempers are exasperated. Stay away from her and she will soon recover.

The picnic, of course, was a total collapse. No one even thought of resuming it. Rundhia, watching Norwood, invited Lynn for a stroll in the moonlit garden. To Norwoods horror, the Maharajah invited him into the study to discuss the Kadur River survey and the boundary dispute between himself and the priests:

Just you and I together, Captain Norwood, quite informally, that we may understand each other when the official discussion begins.

Norwood couldnt refuse. With the thought at the back of his head that the innocent, beautiful Lynn was being led by Rundhia through moonlit arbors toward Rundhia alone knew what, he had to listen with assumed interest and courteous attention to the Maharajahs droning homilies on law, tradition, history, and documentary evidence.

It was midnight before Norwood yawned himself out of the study and ordered his horse to be brought to the front door. Nothing that the Maharajah had told him was of the slightest genuine importance except the last remark of all, proffered with a self-conscious giggle as he held Norwoods hand and bade him good night:

Are you well protected? Should I lend you a bodyguard?

Thanks, it might look compromising.

But if the priests should guess that you intend to report in my favor, some of their adherents might kill you. Adherents are always more fanatical than those whose interests they seek to serve. The murder of a British officer, it is true  hee-hee  might lead to an investigation that would break the power of the priesthood. I, not they, would be the gainer in the end. But could you imagine my feelings! I would rather lose all the diamonds in Kadur than that you should meet with what might befall you if you are not discreet.

Your Highness may trust me to be careful and strictly neutral, said Norwood.

Discreet, eh?

Norwood was thinking of Lynn.


Chapter Seven

RUNDHIA was puzzled and Lynn knew it. She enjoyed it. It was cool and beautiful beneath the moonlit trees in the garden. It was exciting to walk with the heir to an ancient throne, whose adoring but understanding aunt had warned her he was dangerous. Lynn knew, because the Maharanee had told her, even if she couldnt have guessed it, that Rundhias European educational career had been one long series of conquests of women. She wished Aunty could see her. She was just about fed up with Aunty Deborah Harding.

You are the strangest mixture of intelligence and innocence that I have ever met, said Rundhia. You are in love with all this. You are thrilled by the exotic strangeness. But its all old stuff to me, remember. Im a babe in the woods, too, in a certain sense. Im as lost as you are. Things and places dont make life worth living. Its the people in the places, and the things they do together. If you loved me and I loved you

But neither of us does, Lynn interrupted. We are East and West. Europe delights you because you cant ever really understand it. And the East enraptures me for the same reason.

So weve that much in common, said Rundhia. Let me tell you something else we have in common. We like each other.

Do we?

Yes. One would have to be blind, deaf, demented, not to like you. Whats wrong with me? Lynns defensive tactic was a thousand times more shrewd than Aunty would dream of giving her credit for:

Well, for instance, why do you dislike Captain Norwood?

For the same reason that he doesnt like me, said Rundhia. Cherchez la femme. Thank the father and mother who bred him, hes only an Engineer. If he were Cavalry, I might feel jealous. Lynn, I love you.

How many women have you said that to?

Hundreds. But I lied to all the others.

I have sometimes had to lie to Aunty. But Im not nearly as practised a liar as you must be. Lets be truthful.

I am telling you the truth. I have always thought myself a cynic. I didnt know I had a heart until I met you. I have found and lost it in the same moment. It is yours. What will you do with it?

His arm crept around her. He hardly knew how she slipped away from him. She waltzed away. She ran along the path, her arms extended to embrace the moonlit luxury of hue and view and perfumed flowers. By the time he overtook her, her retort was ready:

Tell me about the British Resident in Kadur.

Hes a political nuisance, a social bore and a self-conscious prig, about due for a pension.

I take it youre his press agent. What does he look like?

Hasnt he called on you?

I believe he did. I wasnt in. I suspect Aunty was rather rude to him.

Rundhia chuckled: Well, he looks like what he is  suspicious, senile, stupid. If your aunt was rude to him, he wont invite you to dinner at the Residency. Youre lucky. Hell pretend to forget you. Lets forget him.

As if the Resident were a sort of traffic cop, the very thought of him seemed to have reduced Rundhias speed. But his right arm presently resumed its sensuous approach. Lynn returned to the subject of Norwood:

Perhaps you dont like men with red hair?

I am looking, he answered, at your hair. I want to bury my hands in it, bathe my face in it, breathe the

Borax! I washed it and the waters terrible! She escaped him again. Her black pajamas vanished into shadow; she became a beautiful, disembodied head in a golden aureole that asked:

Is Captain Norwood married? I didnt ask him.

Well, why didnt you ask him?

I didnt care.

Good! said Rundhia. Im going to make you care about something else. Come along. Ill behave. Come this way.

He led her up steps to the top of the ancient garden wall. Lynn almost shouted at the beauty, it was so midnight marvellous. A road ran beneath the wall. Beyond that, in the distance, was the ancient temple and the city, with the Kadur River like molten silver. On the far bank, the ghats where they burned the dead glowed crimson, spaced between shadowy shrines.

The garden wall was ten feet thick. There was a summerhouse on the wall, a sort of kiosk; it had been swept and provided with cushions by a servant who crouched in shadow. Rundhia ordered the servant away. He went and lurked at the foot of the steps, but Rundhia shouted at him and he fled. Rundhia led Lynn into the open-sided kiosk. You have promised, she said, to behave.

Do you believe mens promises when theyre in love? Are you as naive as that?

Yes. Dont be silly. Let us look at the view.

Look at me.

His eyes were hardly less fiery than the glowing end of his cigarette. They made Lynns flesh tingle. He threw away the cigarette.

Lynn, you romantic girl, this scene enchants you because love has stolen on you unaware. Neither of us until now has ever known what love is.

Do you think you know now? she retorted. You know I know it. You are cruel.

You agree with Aunty Harding, do you? She insists Im cruel.

Damn your Aunty Harding.

Yes, I hate her. I suppose I shouldnt. I dont feel one bit sorry for her. That isnt right, is it?

Of course its right. Lynn, you dont know what a glorious girl you are, nor what life is. You have let that old vixen of an aunt suppress and restrain you, while life beckons! Your aunts unkindness is passion deprived of its natural outlet. Shes a savage. She will freeze you, if you let her, and then rob you of your frozen youth! Havent you heard the call of life and felt its impulse? Love! Live! Let me teach you, you beautiful, exquisite

I wish youd sit farther away, she interrupted. Why dont you make love to your own countrywomen?

There isnt in all India such a lovely girl as you are.

How do you know? Its true, isnt it, that most of them are kept in seclusion and youre not allowed to see them? Is that why you make love to me? Why not burgle a zenana?

Lynn, he said, I dont make love. I am love. And you also. We are love itself, as a musician becomes music. Why waste the glorious hours?

What do you know about music? she retorted. Can you sing Indian songs?

Yes, love songs! I play the guitar.

You can? What fun! Why not get it? There couldnt be a more perfect place for singing than this garden wall in moonlight.

Rundhia sensed that he had cast his fly too boldly. She wasnt hooked. She needed more subtle persuasion. He shouted to the servant to fetch the guitar. There was no answer; the servant had taken him too strictly at his word, he was out of earshot. Rundhia shouted again and again. He swore under his breath. Then he governed his anger and smiled at Lynn:

Will you wait here if I go and get it?

Yes, but

What?

You look murderous. Dont whip the servant! He went in search. He met the man a hundred yards away, waiting for him, making signals, breathless from running but afraid to disobey Rundhias order to stay out of sight. His signals could have only one meaning. Even in that mood Rundhia didnt choose to ignore a summons from the man who did his undercover errands. So Rundhia hurried.

His undercover man was waiting for him in the usual place, by the gate in the wall that separated the Maharajahs palace from Rundhias  an unimportant-looking but peculiarly unmeek Hindu, who spoke in a low voice without preliminary gestures of respect:

The priests have learned of Captain Norwoods arrival. They sent me to speak with his Eurasian spy, OLeary, who is a reptile. OLeary has already detected the opening of the mine.

Rundhia thought swiftly, and spoke slowly: Go and tell the priests that Captain Norwood is here to line his own pocket. Say he is in debt and seeks an opportunity to pay his debts. His secret report will be in favor of the highest bidder. But dont say you heard it from me. Say OLeary was drunk and you heard it from him. Make it perfectly clear to the priests that any other officer than Norwood would be scrupulously fair, so let them think about it.

Then Rundhia found a servant in the garden of his own palace and sent him running to fetch the guitar. He had been absent about ten minutes by the time he started to return toward the summerhouse where he had left Lynn waiting.


Chapter Eight

THE palace front gate clanged behind Norwood. The sullen sentry stood at ease, then easy and resumed his snooze. Norwood turned his horse along the road by the palace wall, riding slowly because the sais was following on foot. He had ridden about fifty yards to a curve in the road when OLeary stepped forth from a shadow. He didnt look like OLeary. He was wearing a turban, and dressed like a dripping wet, dirty Hindu of no caste or ostensible occupation. Norwood drew rein and listened, watching the road for pedestrians.

I didnt stable the mare in the city. Shes back in camp. Ill need her later.

What for?

As soon as Im dressed decent again, Ill go back to the bazaar. I told a yarn about coming back to camp for more money. Im going to need it.

What happened?

Plenty. I was right about Noor Mahlam. Theyve ditched him. So I did too. He was only ground bait. He talked too much, then tried to have me knifed to stop me talking. Theyd a trap set for me and I walked straight into it. A woman. Ill tell you about her later; shed fill a dictionary.

Never mind about the woman. What happened?

Nothing happened there. It couldnt. I left your mare tied up to the verandah railing, military saddle and all, and your initials on the bridle. So they couldnt take chances. And I could. And I did.

Thats enough about you. What happened?

Kindergarten stuff. Confidence game. The womans bully flattered me I knew the womans sister in Lahore, and he said the womans sisterd given me a rep for being smarter than most, and a man o my word. Then he introduced me to the woman. Shes all honey and poison. Sister my eye.

Two words, and I knew she was lying about that.

Never mind her lies, or whose sister she is. How much truth did she tell you?

Not much, barring that Im the most exciting man shed ever seen. She was true enough excited, so I knew the bully was listening in; and he werent her proper bully neither; he was someone whod been rung in on her, and she scared o him and not used to his ways. She said thered be a thousand rupees for me if Id act discreet.

Whose thousand rupees? asked Norwood. Trust your Moses OLeary. I asked her that quick. She said it was Prince Rundhias thousand rupees. So I knew it wasnt.

What does she want you to do?

She told me a mess o lies about Prince Rundhia having quarrelled with the temple Brahmins, and him wanting to get back at em, to spite em. She told me, and I acted surprised, that theres a diamond mine in the temple area. Theres a thousand rupees for me if I persuade you to run your survey line slap through the temple area, so that the mine will belong to the Maharajah instead of the temple priests.

What did you tell her?

I said youre easy, but youre honest. I said Ill have to find some way of artfully deceiving you if youre to do whats needed. I said Id have to look into it, and I made her tell me where the mine is and how to get a look at it. She came clean.

How did she know?

Shed been told. And she was out of her depth already. She wanted word with the bully, and she tried to get me to stay where I was. But I thought of the bay mare standing outside in the alley, and she fidgety, and you fond o the mare and liable to find fault with me if she should come to harm. And I guessed it ud be wise to look into the womans story first before wasting a whole night on her. So I said Id brought no money and would go back and get some. That was lame, but I couldnt think of a better excuse. O course, she answered that she wouldnt take my money. Free drinks  free everything. But I told her Im proud and Id go back to camp and return. So that was that. I set off at full gallop, and I guess that made the bully believe me, even if she didnt. Shes too experienced to believe much except whats bad o people.

You say you galloped the mare through the streets? Did she sprain that weak tendon?

No, sir. The mares all right. I woke the sais and had her well rubbed down, and a light blanket and all. Then I got into this disguise and hurried down to the river to check the womans story. That part of its true. The mine is where she said it is. So Ill go back to her and

You will do what I tell you.

Yes, sir.

Were you followed?

Not from the bazaar I wasnt.

Youd better leave that woman and her bully guessing, and show me the mine. Where is it?

The mine dump, said OLeary, is beneath the waterfall. I went right up to it. They dump by night. I saw em dumping out of baskets. Theres a guard set, and I came near getting scragged, but I took to the water. I advise you to stay away from it.

Thanks! said Norwood. How close could I get without having to swim?

OLeary pointed: Two hours from now, when the moons about there, I can guide you to a place where you can see along under the apron of water.

Very well, OLeary. Which way did you come?

Short cut. Dont you try it. Horse might break a leg.

All right, Ill follow the road. Meet me in camp.

OLeary vanished. Norwood had ridden another fifty yards when he heard angry shouting, several times repeated. He wasnt sure, but he thought he also heard a girls voice. He rode forward slowly and then, a bit alarmed by the ensuing silence, stirred his horse to a canter. He drew rein, looking upward at Lynn, not much more than two or three minutes after Rundhia had left her. She was sitting in full moonlight on top of the wall, on a cushion, with one foot hanging over the wall and her back against the kiosk.

Hello! he remarked.

(EAST WEST NOVEL)

You sound original, she answered. Dont the English always say Are you there?

Do you know its after midnight?

I am at the age of indiscretion, she answered. How old are you?  

Wheres Rundhia?

I dont know.

Id almost given up hope of seeing you again.

You should see Aunt Deborah first. You owe her an apology. Im Auntys niece.

Did Rundhia leave you all alone here?

He said hed come back.

Well, hell keep that promise. How well do you know him?

I met him for the first time this evening.

Like him?

Shouldnt I?

At your age, there is danger in exotic likes and dislikes.

How old do you think I am, Captain Methuselah?

Young and beautiful enough to need experienced advice.

You talk like Aunt Deborah. Anybody ever call you Uncle?

Yes, I have two nieces, aged six and seven.

Im twenty-two.

You dont look it. I had guessed you as eighteen. However, no doubt you know how to take care of yourself among men of your own race. Im taking it for granted that youre a damned nice girl with a sense of humor but a bit rebellious against certain sorts of restraint. All this is new, and youre enjoying it. You like the Indian setting, and the novelty and the moonlight and all that stuff.

Dont you?

Yes. And I like you. I would not like to hear of you making a mess of your life for the sake of a spot of excitement. You dont understand India. You dont understand Rundhia.

A shadow moved. Someone chuckled:

Doesnt she?

Rundhia loomed on the wall with a guitar in his hand. He smiled down at Norwood. The moonlight shone on his teeth.

We were reaching a beautiful understanding, said Rundhia. Are you on your way to camp? Well, its a grand night for a ride. Sorry youre tired and sleepy. Sweet dreams! I hope camp is comfortable.

Norwood eased his horse a little nearer to the wall. He gave the reins to the sais. In another moment he was standing upright on the saddle, with his head within six inches of the top of the wall:

I am not so sleepy as perhaps I look, he answered. Give me a hand up, Rundhia.

Lynn watched. This was something altogether new in her experience. Rundhia hesitated. Moonlight betrayed him. Rundhia felt tempted to refuse. But he hadnt the iron. He could have scared the horse and made Norwood look ridiculous. But he hadnt the nerve. Lynn felt sorry for him. With a shrug he handed the guitar to her, in order to use both hands to help Norwood scramble up the wall.

Norwood straightened his jacket and smiled at Lynn.

Thank you, Rundhia, he said without looking at him.

Rundhia sneered: Dont mention it!

Norwood called down to the sais in Hindustani.

Meaning? Lynn asked. It sounds like swear words.

He has told the sais, said Rundhia, to take the horse to the palace gate. That means we are to have the honor

Norwood interrupted: No. The indescribable felicity.

Of more advice? Lynn suggested.

Norwood smiled again: Yes. About going to bed. Theres madness in this moonlight.

Something else, too, said Rundhia. You werent invited.

Norwood stared. No. I noticed it. Can you strum on that thing?

Lynn spoke with all the malice she could put into her voice:

You like music, Captain Norwood? I supposed your line was engineering and ordering people about.

Norwood laughed. Not about, but abed. Its late. However, lets hear Rundhia.

Yes, please sing. Lynn knew she hadnt even scratched the surface of Norwoods humor. So she felt exasperated.

Rundhia smiled and plucked a chord or two: Ever hear this one?

He sang beautifully. His voice was a good tenor, and he handled the guitar with care. He avoided Norwoods eyes. He sang to Lynn. The words meant nothing to her, but she couldnt fail to perceive the passion suggested by the B-flat minor melody. At the end of a stanza, Norwood interrupted:

Damn that stuff, Rundhia! Sing something decent.

Rundhia passed him the guitar. He thought he had him at a disadvantage:

You sing, he answered. Perhaps you know something for good little boys and girls. Do you know any hymns?

Norwood surprised both of them. He took the guitar and changed the tuning, struck some chords at random and then played the thing better than Rundhia could. He felt his way through one air to another, until he found one that suited his mood. Then he trolled out Kiplings On the Road to Mandalay.

He had a fine voice, baritone, and he could whistle the chorus instead of repeating familiar words. It wasnt great art, but it was manly. It was decent. Where there werent no Ten Commandments, Norwood plainly had inviolable standards of his own.

As usual, the Army roars its slogans to the sky, said Rundhia. I can imagine you in love with a Burmese woman, Norwood. Why not apply for a Rangoon billet?

And miss this? Norwood answered. He was looking at Lynn. Heres your guitar. Are we going?

He offered Lynn his arm and she was too astonished to refuse. He wasnt her rightful escort. She hardly knew him, and what she did know had annoyed her. However, she found herself walking beside him with her arm in his, and there was nothing for Rundhia to do but to follow them down the ancient steps until the garden path was wide enough for three abreast. Norwood pressed Lynns arm to make her listen. He spoke so low that she could hardly hear him:

The Maharanee is a dotard on Rundhia. You cant depend on her for that reason. Leave Kadur the moment your aunt is fit to travel.

Oh, you cant guess

Yes, I know. I was an orphan. I was raised on stupid discipline and fossilized injustice  Oh, hello, Rundhia, you there? Thought youd stayed behind to pray or something.

Rundhia was grinding his teeth. He didnt answer.

Lynn took pity on him: When will you show me the treasure room?

When were alone, Rundhia answered. Then, spitefully: Ours is one of the few treasures that havent found their way to London.

You mean the others were plundered? Lynn asked.

Pawned, said Norwood.

After that they walked in silence to the palace front door.

Good night, said Rundhia pointedly.

Norwood smiled. Ill ask you to be kind enough to see me to the gate, Rundhia. The guard let me out once tonight. They might think Im my own ghost if I turn up alone. Miss Harding, you know why the beautiful Indian girls are locked up in zenanas, dont you?

Is that a conundrum? No, why?

Because good-looking Indian men would be ashamed of emselves if they couldnt make Casanova look like a mere amateur.

Are you being rude?

Rundhia came to her aid: Excuse him, Lynn! Soldiers fold their tents and leave their girls behind them. They suppose all women are alike. He meant it as a friendly warning not to trust me. Lynn stood at bay on the palace steps. It was on the tip of her tongue to insult Norwood so thoroughly that he would never presume to speak to her again. She wasnt quite sure he didnt expect that. Perhaps he really thought she was the kind of girl who would admit a Casanova through her bedroom window. But she glanced from one man to the other and changed her mind.

I seem born to be She hesitated. She had almost said misunderstood. She rejected the word. It was weak, self-pitying. Standing there under the portico light, Norwood looked strong, good-humored, self-reliant. She turned up the steps.

How about a stroll as far as the guesthouse to find out how your aunt is? Rundhia suggested.

Thanks, no. Theres a phone in my bedroom. I will use that. Good night. Good night, Captain Norwood.

Lynn was admitted into the palace by four footmen who bowed to the ground. Norwood took Rundhias arm and began to walk with him toward the front gate. It was the second time that night that Rundhia resented, but didnt resist.

Lets understand each other, said Norwood.

Oh, I understand you. Damn your eyes, she isnt English. Shes American. She is none of your business.

Lets not talk business, Norwood answered. Lets talk man to man. If anything should happen to her

What, for instance?

I would hold you answerable. You and I can get along all right if nothing happens to her. Am I quite clear?

Yes. You may go to hell. Is that clear?

Perfectly, said Norwood. Good night.


Chapter Nine

NORWOOD changed into khaki and followed OLearys lantern. OLeary was nervous, talkative, deliberately disrespectful. Being only one-third Irish, two-thirds of his truculence was assumed, not genuine. However, Norwood understood that.

Someone, said OLeary, must have overheard us talking near the palace gate. I was followed to camp. Heard him. Couldnt see him. Were followed now. Theyll take your number down unless you watch out. All you officers believe, because your uniform was made in London, that youve only got to call the police and

Shut up.

All right, strafe me! Thats the Army for you. Im not Army. Im an underpaid civilian supernumerary. Sack me if you want to. If I had the price, Id be drunk this minute, snug in bed and snoring, and the hell with the Royal Engineers. It isnt my notion of meat and gravy to be traipsing in front of an officer, this time o night, on an errand o death. Ill bet you. Im game to bet my pay were walking slap into trouble, headlong, slam the lid and no way out. Them priests are laying for us.

Stop your noise, or Ill kick you.

A footpath led along the river bank toward a waterfall. It shone in moonlight like a glass arch, vaguely orange color. The river was low. The fall was uniform but thin. It spread from end to end of the ancient dam, perhaps a hundred feet in width, and the plunging water was almost transparent. It could be nothing but light from behind it that caused that orange luminescence.

OLeary resumed his discourse: Call me a liar. I dont mind, Im used to it. But am I right that you was warbling on the palace wall? And am I right that you came twice out through the palace front gate, but only went in once? And am I right that you and Rundhia was walking in the palace garden with a girl whose aunt has bellyache and two-three palace women tending to her in the guesthouse? Okay. I dont know nothing, do I? Then believe this: while you was performing an officers job wi a banjo and a beauty, I sat thirsty by the camp-fire, so the smoke ud keep the skeeters off me, hoping for one o my spies to show up. But came along a man I dont know. Crep up surreptitious. Spoke Punjabi, mispronouncing it. It werent his right language. Says he: How much?

Gave you money?

Not one anna! He wanted to know your price to side with the priests against the Maharajah.

What did you tell him?

Nothing.

What did you do?

He was gone too quick. I missed him with the new iron skillet what the cook had stuck to clean itself among the embers. Damned nigh red-hot. If Id hit him, hed ha sizzled. Point is that whoever sent him will be figuring they tried the wrong diplomacy. Next thing, knife or bullet. Dodge em and look out for poison. Make the cook taste everything and then bury the cook. From now on, I eat nothing. Even whiskey aint safe. They can drill and plug the bottle; but it kills more comforting than ground glass or bamboo fibre. The priests know you dined at the palace tonight. Theyre dead sure the Maharajah greased your palm. Well  theres where the dump is. Taint safe to go closer.

Wait here, said Norwood.

The roar of the waterfall almost drowned OLearys voice:

Yeh. Im the Army, I am. Lead on, dammit. Nothing from me but Gods truth in the King of Englands English. But Im a liar. Go ahead. See for yourself. A dead officer cant sack me, so Ill say what I like. Go ahead and get it. I can take it as good as you can.

OLeary picked up a stick. He shadowed Norwood along the footpath, until Norwood peered beneath the waterfall. He had to stand on a slippery ledge of rock. As OLeary had foretold, the moons rays did wanly penetrate, but it was torchlight that revealed the tunnel-mouth. Norwood stood there for several minutes watching spectral figures dump blue clay from baskets, to be carried away by the river.

Look out! yelled OLeary.

Norwood jumped. A living cobra, flung by an unseen hand, struck his face  fell writhing  struck  missed. Norwood almost fell into the pool beneath the waterfall, but OLeary crashed him, shoved, almost fell in, too, but scrambled  regained his footing  attacked the cobra  beat it with the long stick, slew it.

Now are you satisfied! Lied to you, did I? Going on in through the hole, or acting sensible? Want to know how it feels to be pitched in the dark down a diamond mine?

Back to camp, said Norwood.

Thank you, Ill take whiskey! Watch your step, and watch your Uncle Moses. If I signal, dont call me a liar, duck quick!


Chapter Ten

As foster-mother, Aunty Deborah Harding had neglected no detail of Lynns social education. Whatever Lynn did, she did well. She had been taught to ride perfectly. On one of the Maharajahs thoroughbreds, in the early morning cool, she looked worthy of the splendid animal that she controlled with no visible effort. Lynn, the mystic Indian daybreak and the vigor of her motion through the long mauve shadows, were all one merriment to make a mans eyes widen and his heart leap.

One could recognize Rundhia from a mile off by the way he swung his right arm at the trot, an unconscious habit that it had been nobodys business to tell him about. But Rundhia could ride, too. They were a pair to stop and gaze at.

Norwood, who was also riding, waited for them. He was in a hurry to get down to the river, but he would have kept all India waiting for a chance to speak to Lynn. He recognized the fact. It surprised him. His horse noticed its riders mood and pranced, plunging, trying to snatch the bit.

Rundhia, with the end of his turban streaming in the wind, rode by at full gallop with the obvious purpose of inducing Lynn to do the same thing. But Lynn drew rein; so Rundhia returned, pretending that his horse had been out of hand. He strafed the horse savagely to save the trouble of lying about it.

Lynn seemed to have forgotten the previous nights disagreement. She appeared glad to see Norwood:

What are you doing up so early?

The sight of you on horseback is better than sleep, he answered. I had dreams about you.

Bad ones?

I cant remember. You know how dreams escape you when you wake up.

Come along for a gallop.

Cant, said Norwood. Sorry. I would like to. He jerked his head in the direction of the river, where Moses OLeary was waving his sun helmet. Hows your aunt this morning?

In a very bad temper, Im sorry to say. Every time she moves it hurts, and she hates to lie still.

I know that feeling  took a toss once that crocked me for three weeks. I was like the Army in Flanders  swore horribly. Since then Ive always pitied women who maynt say what they think! Lynn laughed. I wish shed say it to you instead of me. Give her the chance, why dont you! Poor old thing, shes sick every time she eats, but she insists on eating. Tea, fruit, toast  chota hazri, dont they call it. She has been up since before daylight, on the verandah. She cant look at me without losing her temper. But she likes you. She says she never before met a well-bred Engineer. From Aunty, thats a compliment. Wont you come to breakfast?

Cant. Sorry. Looking at Lynns eyes, thinking about Rundhia, Norwood spoke unguardedly: My man is signalling  some people waiting for me near the waterfall. I must go. I will call as soon as I can. He looked straight at Rundhia.

It was then that Lynn noticed that Rundhia and Norwood hadnt spoken.

Should I introduce you? she suggested, laughing.

Norwood saluted her, wheeled his horse, and rode away, not looking backward. He heard Rundhia laughing.

OLeary met him by the river, full of self-importance:

You should send me to Geneva! Im a diplomat. Theyre waiting. If youre nice, and no ones looking, they may let you see the mine. I convinced em that all youre here for is to blow the Governments nose. It needs blowing, I told em, on account of some sneak squealing on em that their mine isnt safe for laborers, and youre here to muzzle the talk.

I would like to muzzle you, said Norwood.

Same as it says in the Bible about muzzling the ox that grinds your corn, OLeary answered.

Norwood studied him a moment. There was only one way to get the value out of OLeary. No use making him sulky. Keep him busy.

Go to the bazaar, he ordered. Heres some money. Pick up all the palace gossip thats going the rounds.

I get you! Smell a rat  just smell him and Ill catch him. This isnt much money.

Its all youre going to get.

One o these days, said OLeary, Im going to hire a secretary and take a chance with the Official Secrets Act and dictate my memoirs. Page one, Ill tell em the Intelligence is run by cheap uns. Theyd make a Scotchman feel like multiplying loaves and fishes, free for nothing!

Norwood rode alone along the river bank until the path grew narrow near the waterfall and he could no longer see the huge bulk of the temple, nor even the city wall that followed the curve of the river beyond the dam. He dismounted and hitched his horse to a shrub. The water tumbled innocently, lazily over the dam; there was hardly a hint that behind that beautifully curved translucent screen there might be the mouth of a tunnel. The river water and the river-bed were vaguely blue. There was no other indication.

There were four men seated near the ledge on which Norwood had nearly lost his life the night before. They stood up, greeting him respectfully. They were Brahmins but not priests; they looked like responsible men of affairs who might, perhaps, be trusted with the financial details of some of the temple business.

After the usual salutations, they gathered closely around him, so that Norwood neednt raise his voice against the roar of the water. He plunged straight into his subject:

One of our Air Force pilots has reported having glimpsed an open pit surrounded by those outlying buildings near the temple area. Its an open secret that the priests have been working a diamond mine for centuries. We have heard the mine is dangerous. I want a secret look at it. Perhaps I can advise you how to make it safe. One other thing: stop dumping clay in the river. Perhaps I can advise what to do about that. As for the dispute about ownership, my party is running a survey line to establish facts. I have seen nothing yet to suggest that the priests are not the rightful owners. If youve any documents, Id be glad to see them. My report isnt the last word, but its likely to carry weight.

If Norwood hadnt been thinking about Lynn and Rundhia, he might have noticed that the Brahmins looked a lot too pleased. One of them, pushing past him, slipped a tiny black paper envelope into Norwoods left-hand tunic pocket. He apologized for having brushed against him. Norwood had hardly noticed that he did.

The four held a whispered consultation. Then their spokesman said, in excellent English, but with a trace too much silk in his voice:

We appreciate your honors courtesy. But we are intermediaries, on whom it is incumbent to convey the message to the proper quarter. It shall doubtless have immediate consideration. He paused, then added, as if choosing an innocuous polite phrase: We know well that your honors report will have great weight. We hope that your honors judgment may not be influenced by worthless arguments.

Snakes, for instance? Norwood smiled genially. You know where to find me. Let me know when to expect you, and Ill take care that no one throws live cobras at you! One of your people threw one at me last night. That wasnt kind to the cobra.

They stared blankly. Norwood saluted with a gesture that they might interpret how they pleased, and returned to his horse. They remained standing, watching him, until he had ridden out of sight.

Back in camp, Norwood sat under the tent awning to have his boots polished by his servant, while he gave orders for the day.

Sergeant Stoddart, he said suddenly. Theres a middle-aged lady in the Maharajahs guesthouse who had a rather bad spill yesterday. Bruises. Perhaps abrasions. Might be complications if she isnt careful. A Bengali doctor is attending her, and you cant always depend on those fellows to use fresh antiseptic.

Id be awful sick, before Id let one of em dose me, sir.

Well, before you go down to the river, take a look in my medicine chest. Youll find a new two-ounce bottle of iodine. I think Ill take it to her. Wrap it up so that it wont break.

Stoddart found the bottle and wrapped it loosely in paper. Norwood stuffed it into his left-hand tunic pocket, and rode away. It seemed a good idea to tell the Resident about the supper-party at the palace. If he should learn of it first from someone else he might resent Norwoods having refused his own invitation to dinner; his resentment was notorious for superficial dignity and undercover spite.

The Resident was in his office, reasonably civil, but he frowned when Norwood told him about the palace supper.

You met the Hardings, I suppose? What did you make of them?

Tourists. Beautiful niece. Terrible aunt. I gathered, without being told, that the aunt has money.

Rundhia show up? Did you notice anything suggestive of the possibility of scandal?

I thought the niece a damned nice girl, sir. A bit romantic. A bit carried away by the novelty of her surroundings. Full of fun. But  I should say theres nothing wrong with her whatever.

Let me know if you change your mind about her. Any conversation with the Maharajah?

Yes. I was alone with him until midnight. He showed me all the documents that he seems to think bear on his claim to own that temple property. He seems very anxious to avoid a lawsuit, and it isnt difficult to guess why, though Im not a lawyer, He showed me nothing that even half persuaded me he has a case against the priests. Of course, well know more when weve run the survey. But as far as Ive gone, I should say the priests have a walk-over.

You sound prejudiced.

I havent a trace of prejudice, sir, one way or the other.

Why not reserve your opinion? Are you off now to call on the Maharajah?

Yes. Im a bit early, but I have something to do on the way.

Very well. Keep me posted.


Chapter Eleven

NORWOOD left his horse in charge of the sais at the palace front gate. He intended to return and ride up the long drive to the front door for his formal call on the Maharajah. But the footpath to the guesthouse was shorter than the winding carriage-road, so he walked, to leave the iodine for Mrs. Harding.

Two hundred yards of the path were beneath a pergola between dense shrubs. Then it opened on to an acre of lawn and a fountain. The guesthouse verandah faced the lawn and, beyond that, a bower of creepers that were still luxuriant but weather-weary. They were browning. There were wide gaps in their foliage. An open-sided stone summerhouse and the croquet lawn beyond it were quite easy to see. But that was not all.

A breakfast table had been set between the summerhouse and the edge of the croquet lawn. It was protected from the sun by the branches of an overleaning tree. Breakfast was finished, and the table deserted. Norwood wondered why the ubiquitous Indian servants hadnt carried away the table, until he noticed Rundhia and Lynn. It was perfectly obvious then that Rundhia had commanded the servants to keep away.

Lynn was no longer in riding breeches. She looked delicious in a frock of nile-green print and a wide leghorn hat. Norwood wasnt sure, but he suspected she knew she could be seen from the guesthouse verandah, and that Rundhia did not know. She and Rundhia were laughing. Suddenly Rundhia snatched her hat off, used it as a shield to hide behind, caught her in his arms and kissed her. It was no fool of a kiss. It was an experience. Lynn did make a show of resistance. She struggled free and recovered her hat.

Norwoods view of it, against the background of the leghorn hat, made him set his jaw. But he relaxed it again and smiled, a bit grimly, a bit maliciously. From the opposite direction he had heard what sounded like an oath, although it was nothing worse than the well-bred, almost inarticulately gurgled word:

Hussy!

Aunty Deborah Harding had also seen that lingering and only laughingly resisted kiss.

Aunty was on the screened verandah, propped on pillows, on a reed chaise longue, with a table beside her. A native servant was just in the act of removing a tray of breakfast things.

May I approach, asked Norwood, or are you purdah?

Who is it? I cant see you. Oh, yes, Captain Norwood, come in if you can bear the sight of me. I should look presentable. I never had so many women in all my life to push and pull me about. This is my second attempt at a meal this morning. Youll have to run away if I cant keep it down. What has brought you, pray, at this hour? He had forgotten the iodine. Thought Id ask how youre coming along.

As if you cared! Now tell your real motive. Norwood chuckled: Not guilty. Wish I could amuse you with a plea of mischief. I havent a reprehensible thought in my head.

Then youre no gentleman! she answered. I never knew a gentleman who couldnt entertain an invalid with gossip. Do you mind being useful?

Now you frighten me, he answered, laughing. There are people who say useful when they mean obedient.

Will you bring my niece here? Shes beyond those trees, talking to someone. I want her to come here and talk to me. Will you tell her I said so, and please dont take no for an answer.

Norwood strolled across the lawn, tapping his boots with a riding whip. He coughed a couple of times. By the time he had peered around the trees, Lynn and Rundhia were seated opposite each other on wickerwork chairs. Lynn seemed unselfconscious. Rundhia looked venomously sly; he offered Norwood no greeting whatever.

I happened to be calling on your aunt, said Norwood, and she asked me to say that she wants to see you

Lynn looked dubious: What sort of mood is she in?

Very polite to me, said Norwood.

Thats a danger signal. She cant be polite to more than one person at a time. I think I wont go.

You will have to pardon me, said Norwood, but I agreed to bring you.

You always do what you say you will?

Yes. He looked straight at Rundhia, who ignored him.

Prince Rundhia, said Lynn, is going to show me the jewel room.

Is he? said Norwood.

Rundhia winced noticeably: Perhaps youd better go, he said to Lynn. Theres lots of time. Shell have her tantrum out, and you can meet me later.

Lynn compared them, as clearly as if she had said it aloud. Her smile was a bit forced when her eyes met Norwoods:

Do you always order people? she demanded. Dont you ever say please?

He laughed. I cant kneel. Breeches too tight.

What will you do if I wont come?

Scream, he answered.

I dare you.

Tuesday is my day for screaming. Are you game to wait here until Tuesday?

No. Im coming with you. She glanced at Rundhia: Youll excuse us?

I excuse you, he answered.

There was not much conversation between Lynn and Norwood on the way to the guesthouse. Lynn was evidently nervous. She looked vaguely guilty, but defiant. Norwood couldnt think what to say to her. It felt like leading someone to the headsman to be executed. Anything one says on such occasions is pretty sure to be wrong. He felt a premonition of disaster. He looked so comfortless that Lynn noticed it:

What are you worried about?

Oh, nothing. I was wondering what your aunt eats.

She laughed at him. Liar! Thats the very first time you havent spoken like a polished ramrod.

I told part of the truth. I am worried about you.

You neednt be. Im all right.

She ran forward to speak to her aunt. The tray of breakfast things was being carried out by a palace servant. Norwood stopped the man, inspected the tray, and selected a piece of toast. He looked for something to wrap it in. That reminded him. He groped in his left hand pocket for the iodine, tore off half the paper in which Stoddart had wrapped the bottle, stuffed the untidy package back, wrapped the toast in the torn-off paper and put that into his right-hand pocket.

There was no sense in hanging around. He didnt choose to overhear a quarrel between Lynn and Aunty. It hadnt started yet. He didnt enter the verandah; he spoke through the wire screen: Im expected at the palace, so I cant stay, Mrs. Harding. I brought you some fresh iodine, in case the doctors stuff is pretty ancient, as sometimes happens.

He plunged his hand into his tunic pocket and Lynn came to the screen door to receive the bottle. He looked at her, groping with his left hand, trying to pull out the bottle without the untidy paper; but a piece of string, tied with one of Stoddarts knots, prevented. So he pulled out the disgraceful package with a quick smile of apology.

Hello, said Lynn, youve dropped something.

He stooped, picked up what lay at his feet but didnt recognize it. It was a quite small black paper envelope.

I saw it fall from your pocket, said Lynn.

He opened it. It contained a neatly folded paper of diamonds. Nine large, clear white brilliants shone in the sun. He scowled at them and stuffed the package back into his pocket, evidently upset. He appeared to hope that Lynn hadnt seen the diamonds. He seemed about to mention them, but changed his mind. Lynn thought he seemed suspicious of her. Then suddenly:

Excuse me, wont you?

He walked away. Lynns eyes followed, wondering. He looked like a man who has been hit hard and is trying not to show it.

Lynn, said her aunts voice.

Yes, Aunty.

Come here!

(EAST WEST NOVEL)

Lynn faced about: Aunt Deborah! I have seen someone staring at what he dreaded. Or it seemed to me so.

Nonsense!

I never in all my life felt less like talking nonsense. I dont think you guess, Aunt Deborah, how nearly you and I have reached the edge of

Edge of what?

Of something neither of us understands.

Mrs. Harding coughed drily and tightened the line of her lips. Lynn watched Norwood. When he was out of sight she followed him a little way along the path until she could see him again through a gap in the shrubbery. His back, shoulders and the carriage of his head were not so eloquent as Rundhias  not by a long way. In fact, they were hardly eloquent at all. They were a sort of statement of fact without circumlocution or trimmings. What Rundhia could suggest beautifully, and might attempt ingeniously, and what Norwood would be silent about, but would do, were as opposite as plus and minus.

Lynn! Mrs. Harding shouted. It was the voice with which she called womens club meetings to order. Come here. I wish to talk to you.

Lynn returned slowly, thinking swiftly, pausing at the door of the verandah to summarize what she was thinking about. She was tired of meekness. She was feeling ashamed of herself. She needed ten words for a sort of telegram to hurl at Aunty and begin the battle instead of waiting as usual to let Mrs. Harding open fire. But ten words are not easy to find when memories of fifteen years of rank injustice surge into the mind. A million words, yes. A big dictionary would have made an almost perfect missile. But there wasnt one.

Lynn, youre letting in the flies. Come in and close that door behind you.

Lynn slammed the screen door. Aunty, did anyone ever throw a book at you or something equally heavy?

Yes.

Good. Then you know what it feels like. So I neednt do it. Please consider yourself thrown at.

Girl, what on earth do you mean? Have you gone crazy?

I mean this: youre a fanatic, and youre cruel. But all your fanaticism, and all your cruelty, cant change what I think.

Mrs. Harding snorted. Do you ever think? Do you know what you think?

Lynn walked to the end of the verandah and stood staring at the garden with her back toward her aunt. The trouble was that she did not know what she thought. Her rebellion against Mrs. Harding was an emotion; she didnt have to think about that; it was as natural as any other honest reaction. But Norwood? Rundhia? She knew, without needing to ask, what Aunty thought. But what did she think?


Chapter Twelve

LYNN, please rearrange my pillows.

It was not Auntys cultured, conventional voice but the hard, unsympathetic one in which she almost always commanded attention to her comfort as a prelude to the luxury of an explosion of temper. Two palace women, loaned by the Maharanee, had been fussing with the pillows less than five minutes before. Lynn rearranged them. She waited. Her silence offered the old termagant no opening, so Aunty Harding abandoned her usual gradual style of attack. She exploded:

Dont dare to speak to me, you sullied creature, until you have washed your mouth! There is soap and water in the bedroom.

Aunty  !

Wash your mouth this minute! I saw you  permitting yourself to be kissed by Prince Rundhia!

Aunty, Im no longer five! Arent you forgetting

To my humiliation I remember too much! You are old enough at least to try to keep up an appearance of decency.

Aunty! Decency?

Would you rather I should call you what you are? After all my care to raise you properly and to provide you with advantages that less fortunate girls have to do without: after seventeen years of continual effort to teach you dignity and ladylike conduct  what am I to think of a girl who lets herself be kissed, like a common adventuress, in public, at ten in the morning? Our journey has been one long series of outrageous offenses against my dignity  to say nothing of your own reputation.

Lynn made a brave effort to keep her temper. She sat down in a wicker chair beside the chaise longue, and controlled her voice. She forced a laugh. It sounded unforced.

Aunty, theres no harm in a kiss after breakfast! Its kisses after midnight that

Dont you dare to try to justify your grossness! Even your graceless father had enough sense of his social position to keep his indecencies out of sight!

Aunty!

Dont aunty me! You inherit your fathers wantonness.

I never knew him, Lynn answered. I only know what you and other people have told me. Others seem to have admired him. Wasnt he merry and brave and generous? Would he have endured your injustice? I have had to. For seventeen years. Aunty, I am very near the end of endurance. I knew you were looking. That is why I let Rundhia kiss me.

Oh! So you defend yourself by adding impudence to vulgar

Aunty, I wont listen to you! You are not well, so I am trying to be patient, but

Nonsense! You took advantage of my accident to misbehave like an ill-bred strumpet. What were you doing last night after supper?

I was in the garden with Prince Rundhia. Alone with him part of the time. Captain Norwood turned up later.

I suppose he caught you kissing Rundhia! He saw you kissing him again this morning. And he knew I had seen you. I could hardly keep myself in countenance. The moment he had fetched you here to me he almost ran away, he was so disgusted.

What concern am I of Captain Norwoods? Lynn retorted. Aunty, Im so fed up with your constant bullying and misrepresentation that I wont stand any more of it. Think that over.

Lynn, are you threatening me?

Yes. Lynn stood up. I am going to say what I think. I am not ungrateful, though you constantly accuse me of it. I know I have been expensive, and perhaps disappointing, although I have tried to please you, even to the point of becoming engaged to the humorless specimen that you picked out for me to marry. That was the last straw. I admit that I did think of marrying him. To be rid of your tyranny. And then of divorcing him. To be free to go my own way. I thought it through, and it didnt seem decent to me. So I broke the engagement. I said why. I told him. I told you.

You humiliated us all. And now

Aunty, you may take back the word strumpet, if you said it without thinking.

Auntys grim silence as good as repeated the word. She took back nothing.

Lynn repeated: I kissed Prince Rundhia, in a spirit of fun and partly to defy you.

Fun indeed! Vulgar, suggestive impropriety, with an Indian prince whose immorality is notorious! Dont answer me! I am so ashamed of you I cant discuss it! I am dumbfounded. You must be a throw-back to that wench that your great-grandfather Harding married, in the gold-rush days, in Sacramento. Bad breeding always will out, I suppose. I should have realized it long ago. There is nothing to be done now except to recognize the fact. Heaven knows what your end will be. The moment I am well enough to move, I will take the first ship home. No European tour! That is out of the question. You cant behave yourself. From the moment we reach home, I am through with you. Whether or not I disinherit you will depend

Lynns rebellion flared to its inevitable climax. She interrupted: Disinherit me now, if you please! Do it now, Aunty. I have made my last submission to your cruel money! You have educated me so that I havent one chance in a thousand to earn a living. God knows what I can do. But I will find something. I accept the odds. I will make a go of it somehow.

Auntys stare was skeptical, scornful. Lynn turned away.

Where are you off to now?

To the palace. The Maharanee is human. Perhaps she and I can find something to laugh at.

Very well, Lynn. All your clothes were removed to the palace last night, against my wishes.

Go and pack them. If it kills me, we are taking the first boat home, and you may say so to the Maharanee. You may tell her why. If you dont, I will.

And if you dont, Lynn answered, the palace women will! They have been listening through the bedroom window. So if you want to get the first malicious word in, you had better be quick! Write a letter, why dont you? I assure you I wont discuss it.

She picked up her tennis racket and unscrewed the frame. It was a hardly conscious gesture: it was much too hot for tennis. She walked out through the screen door, carrying the racket. On her way to the palace, she swished at imagined tennis balls. She kept passing people, but no one spoke to her. Several respectable looking turbaned Indians salaamed and stared. They seemed to wonder what those angry eyes and the toss of her chin might mean. Aware of that, she got control of herself. She even laughed  and then laughed at the laugh, it was so pathetically dismal.

As she approached the palace front door, she saw Norwoods horse near the portico. She recognized Norwoods sais, squatting down under the horses nose, half asleep, instead of flicking flies off the horse as he should.

Lynn stood where she was for a moment, thinking. If she hadnt felt too proud, she would have waited there to speak to Norwood when he came out from the palace. Had he really seen her kissing Rundhia? He would probably refuse to talk about it. But he wouldnt lie; one knew that about Norwood. She would know the truth in a second.

Then she saw Rundhia. He had been watching for her. One could tell that by his manner. He looked astonishingly handsome in a gray suit of some thin material and a gray silk turban.

Tennis? he asked. In this heat?

No. Tantrum! Im so angry I could kill.

Dont kill me, Lynn. Im important. Tell me instead.

She studied him. Then, smiling: You are not the right person to tell. I have been talking to me. Me and I dont like each other. Say something humorous. Please!

Rundhia looked sympathetic, gently mocking. Had a row with Aunty? So have I had a row with my aunt. Lets exchange confidences.

Lynn used the racket as if she were returning one of Rundhias serves. Would you tell me the truth?

He grinned. Well, almost. Who can be in love and tell the whole truth? I will lie to you, of course, about my character. But I will tell the truth about yours! Youre a lovely, inspiriting, challenging fact, Lynn Harding. Youre an event.

I feel like a skeleton in my own dark closet, she retorted, and Rundhia laughed.

Come and Ill show you the treasures. Drive away the very memory of Aunty!

All the way up the palace stairs and along the ancient corridor, Rundhia chattered gaily. Lynn answered in monosyllables, perfectly aware that Rundhia was talking to divert attention from his motive. There was a huge mirror where the corridor made a right angle turn into the ancient, recently restored wing of the palace. Side-by-side with her, Rundhia stood and smiled at their reflections. Servants in the corridor smiled too.

Beauty and the beast! said Rundhia.

Bromide! Rundhia, you look like secrets in a suave disguise.

My very inmost heart, he answered, is an open book. Cant you read it?

I dont want to.

He kept his distance. That sinuous right arm of his behaved itself. He walked ahead of her through the narrow anteroom, where two turbaned guards salaamed respectfully. Rundhia spoke to one of the guards, who switched on the electric light in the treasure room. The masonry wall was ten feet thick; the door a foot thick. The guard closed the door behind them and opened an eyehole. Lynn could see the guards eyes.

It was stuffy in there. A smell of incense  almost a religious atmosphere, utterly quiet. Rundhias footfall on the tiled floor sounded like a disturbance in church. He went to the far side, to an iron-bound chest, and seemed to be examining the lock. Lynn, with her back to the closed door, stared around the room.

There was a long teak table between her and Rundhia, loaded with golden and jewelled ornaments: embossed golden shields, scimitars in gold sheaths, scores of objects such as are carried in procession by the servants of an oriental throne. Electric light shone within lanterns, suspended on chains from the ancient beams. At the far end of the room, on the right, was a huge glass case, in which the famous Kadur diamonds sparkled, stealing color from the jewelled lanterns.

When she glanced at Rundhia again, he had his back to the iron chest and he was staring at her, dark-eyed, not smiling  noticeably not. Lynn accepted the unspoken challenge:

I am sorry I let you kiss me this morning. I shouldnt have. It wasnt fair. It may have given you a wrong impression.

The correct one being

Oh, I was just being mischievous. It meant nothing.

No?

Rundhia eyed her for several seconds without speaking. She didnt feel afraid of him, but every fibre in her being was aware of crisis. Simulating calmness that she did not feel, she almost unconsciously moved the tennis racket from one hand to the other.

Careful with that, he advised. Put it down. You might break something. Come over here and see the emeralds.

She did not put down the tennis racket. That would have been obedience. She was obeying no one. It was not obedience that made her walk toward him around the overloaded table. She was walking straight into danger. She didnt deceive herself about that for a moment. Neither did Rundhia try to deceive her. Passion, confident and self-avowed, glowered in his splendid eyes. They were more arresting than the diamonds in the glass case. He looked bold, experienced, and much more masculinely beautiful than any human being she had ever met. She could feel her heart pounding. And she felt as sure of herself as if she were about to plunge into a warm inviting sea. She didnt hesitate.

Lynn, I love you!

Werent you going to show me the emeralds?

Strange, how such tactics checked him. He behaved as he did in the garden the previous night when she mentioned the British Resident and Norwood. It seemed to make him nervous  to remind him of some insufficiency within himself. He glanced past her, at the eyehole in the door, then turned and opened the iron chest. He took out two handfuls of huge emeralds:

Some of these are engraved with Cleopatras cartouche. Part of the treasure that she sent to India, when she was planning to escape from the Romans. Two thousand years ago! Take them. Hold them.

She laid her tennis racket on the table. He poured emeralds into her hands. They seemed alive. They seemed to have within their green depths timeless, luxurious consciousness of secrets.

Thousands, she said, I suppose, are like me. What is it about precious stones that

Thrills you? Sensuous things, arent they? Feel their magic! Press them against your face! Enjoy them! One of these days theyll be mine. These emeralds are not State property. Lynn! Love me and Ill give them to you!

Thank you. I dont want them.

Maharanee Lynn of Kadur! How would that be? Lynn

He moved both arms toward her. She poured back the emeralds into his hands. He had to take them, or they would have crashed to the tiled floor and that might have brought in the guard. Rundhia dumped them back into the chest. Lynn spoke before he could:

Show me the diamonds. Captain Norwood Rundhia flinched. Lynn noticed it wouldnt show me those that he has.

Again she had sent Rundhias thought off on a tangent. His eyes werent steady any longer. Lynn followed up:

They looked like big ones, but hes careless with them. If I hadnt noticed them fall he might have lost them.

Diamonds? said Rundhia. In Norwoods pocket? When?

This morning. He let them fall while he was talking to me.

She was already sorry she had said it. Rundhias eyes darkened with what looked like cunning. Lynn felt safer. Rundhia was running wild along a new line, for the moment. But Lynn felt guilty. She should not have defended herself at Norwoods cost. She hadnt meant to. But she guessed now that she had. It made her self-contemptuous and angry.

Rundhia, what are you thinking about?

You! You only! His eyes sought hers again. To hell with Norwood! Lynn beloved, beautiful, glorious girl

Lynn laughed. Ask Aunty Harding what I am! She saw us!

Damn her, what do we care?

Captain Norwood also saw us.

Any of his business? Rundhia checked again. His eyes darkened. Look here, Lynn, I dont like to tell tales about people

Why do it then?

You ought to know this. Norwood has been talking.

About me?

Yes. While he was waiting to enter the audience room just now he asked a palace official where you slept last night.

I dont believe it.

The official told me.

Captain Norwood never would do such a thing.

Dont you know hes a spy for the British Intelligence? Such fellows havent a scruple. Do you think I would lie to you?

Yes! I know you would! Lets go now, Rundhia. Ive seen enough. I want to talk to the Maharanee.

Merciless! You want to tantalize me? Im already mad about you! Mad, I tell you! Lynn, do you believe this love that sweeps me like a storm cant conquer you? Do you suppose you can fire my veins, torture my heart  and not burn in the same ecstasy? I said burn! You are as passionate as I am! You are no cold beauty. Come here.

She would rather have died than have screamed for the guard. The guard had closed the eyehole in the door. She saw that as she struggled in Rundhias arms. He was as strong as a panther  as fierce. And she wasnt afraid. She resisted with all her might. She didnt hate him. She couldnt.

Lynn, Im lonely! Love me!

She was against the table. He was pushing her backward. Things were falling off the table. He was kissing her. His face was buried in her hair. She freed her right arm  groped  seized the tennis racket and struck him hard in the face with its edge. Blood. Blood on her frock. Lots of it. Rundhia let go then. He found his handkerchief and held it to his face. Blood.

Lynn gasped, breathless: What have I done?

He didnt answer. With the handkerchief to his face he turned away from her.

Rundhia, she said, I wouldnt have hurt you for worlds.

You have broken my heart, he answered.

Rundhia!

It was the Maharanees voice. The great teak door had swung open. The Maharanee stood in the doorway, staring, with the guards behind her. She turned and dismissed the guards.

Rundhia, what have you been doing? There is blood on Lynns frock! Lynn! Darling, what has he done to you?

No harm, Lynn answered. She turned to hide the blood and the rip in her frock.

The Maharanee spoke to Rundhia, in his own language, vehemently, for about a minute. She was at no loss for words. She let him have it with the governed directed anger that cuts like a whip. Then, in English, for Lynns benefit:

Dont play for sympathy! That is no more than one of your usual nose-bleeds! Let your doctor attend to it. Go!

Rundhia strode from the room. The Maharanee came and put her arm around Lynn:

Lynn, Lynn darling, I am too ashamed to tell you how I feel. Has he hurt you? Are you all right? I have told him I will neither pay his debts nor speak to him again until he has your full forgiveness.

Oh, I forgive him. It was my fault. How did you happen to come on the scene?

I wished to talk to you. A servant told me you were in the treasure room with Rundhia. I came to  But you say it was your fault?

Yes. I dared him.

You dared him? Lynn, I cant believe it.

Oh, well, I didnt run. I could have. Its the same thing. She looked down at the blood on her dress. I must go and change this.

I am coming with you, said the Maharanee. Yes, to your room. Oh, Lynn, we love you so. What can I say to you? That wretch! That stupid, willful Rundhia!

Shall we go? Lynn answered. I can make it, I think, if we go now. Its hot and stuffy in here. Im a bit faint. Ill be all right if I lie down for a minute or two.


Chapter Thirteen

NORWOOD could almost physically feel those diamonds in his tunic pocket. He should have asked Lynn not to mention them. He knew that. It was too late to turn back. And besides, she was having a row with her aunt and it wouldnt be cricket to butt in. He wished he hadnt seen Lynn kiss Rundhia. There were two things that Norwood ached to do that minute. One was to punch Rundhia. The other was to go to the temple and throw those diamonds at the high priest.

But that was just the kind of thing that Norwood could be trusted not to do. He knew exactly what he should do. But the Maharajah and his court were waiting to give him official audience. He glanced at his watch. There remained only five minutes in which to reach the palace in time for the appointment, so he mounted his horse at the gate and rode up the long drive to the front door, where he arrived exactly on the minute. The sais wiped the dust from his boots and he strode up the palace steps, expecting to get away within fifteen minutes. But time, in India, is one of lethargys dimensions.

He was kept waiting, in polite conversation with palace officials, while the Maharajahs chamberlain considered, and discussed with his secretary, typewritten ceremonial schedules graded for every possible occasion. Half an hour passed before Norwood was ushered into the audience chamber to endure a formal presentation to the man with whom he had been closeted until midnight of the night before.

As a captain, Norwood wasnt entitled to be received from the throne, so the Maharajah sat on a gilded chair at one side of the room, with officials of only second-grade importance on smaller chairs to right and left. The chamberlain stood and read aloud from the instruction for the reception of British captains:

His Highness now enquires after the visitors health.... The visitor responds.... His Highness is pleased to welcome him.... His Highness begs him to be seated.... The visitor sits.... His Highness...

The Maharajah spoke in Persian, although he hardly understood it. Persian was the ceremonial language of the court. Norwood spoke English, although there was a star against his name in the Army list in proof that he spoke Persian well. The remarks were translated by the court interpreter. Finally, Norwood remarked that this was one of the proudest moments of his life. The Maharajah bowed acknowledgment and gave him leave to go. Norwood arose from a comfortless chair, bowed exactly the right number of inches, stepped backward three paces, and walked out  but not to the front door.

He was met and importunately detained by the Maharajahs minister of state and four other important members of the Council.

Silently cursing his luck, he did his best to escape. But servile wretches in silken liveries flung open the door of an anteroom.

Look here, Diwan sahib, Id be awfully glad to talk things over with you now, but I have urgent -business at the Residency.

Oh, but Captain Norwood, we could phone the Residency.

That wouldnt help, Im afraid. Im not expected there. I need the Residents advice.

Ah, but Captain Norwood, is not our need greater? Documents, arguments, some witnesses, are ready now! His Highness has postponed important business to be present. He is waiting in the Council room. This boundary dispute is so urgent and its implications so important, that we feel our importunity is justified. We beg you.

Oh, well.

Norwood could almost feel those diamonds, burning him through the lining of his tunic pocket. Tension crept into his normally easy manner. The ministers detected it. Tension became mutual.

I hope youll bear in mind Im in a hurry.

Yes, but this needs very close attention, Norwood sahib. It is intricate  involved. It

The door of the anteroom closed behind them. The door of the Council chamber opened. For the second time within fifteen minutes, Norwood bowed to the Maharajah.


Chapter Fourteen

Two cars started from Rundhias palace door within two minutes of each other. Having brought Rundhias nose-bleed under control, the Bengali doctor drove away first, in the smaller car, for a professional call on Aunty Harding. If he had been going to his own execution, he might have looked equally comfortless. Perhaps he dreaded Aunty Hardings temper, perhaps something else.

Rundhia, a moment or two later, climbed into the new Rolls-Royce and laid his head back on the cushions, to prevent the nose-bleed from recurring. He was still bleeding slightly. He kept dabbing with a handkerchief.

The British Residency!

The Russian chauffeur drove like fury, but Rundhia made him slow down near the Residency gate. Though he affected to despise all ceremonial, Rundhia took cynical pleasure in making sure they should turn out the guard. He had phoned to say he was coming, so he was shown into the dim library, where the shades were drawn against the brazen sunlight, and the Resident didnt keep him waiting more than a couple of minutes.

How are you, Rundhia. How is the new Rolls-Royce behaving?

Rundhia dabbed at his nose with the handkerchief. The car is quite well, thank you. How are you?

They sat in armchairs eyeing each other in comfortless silence for nearly a minute. The Resident, who was feeling drowsy, tried to look firm, but fatherly and cordial. Rundhia was very good indeed at looking insolent without giving actual grounds for offense. He did his best, until the Resident decided to take hatred by the horns:

Of course, Ive no inkling of the reason for this unexpected visit, Rundhia. However, Im glad you came. There are no witnesses, and, of course, this is off the record. I am taking the opportunity to remind you, once more, privately, that our treaty with this otherwise independent State of Kadur gives to His Majestys Indian Government the right to veto the succession to the throne of any heir in whom His British Majestys advisers may lack sufficient confidence.

I have always been civil to you. But you couldnt like me, even if you tried, could you! Rundhia retorted.

I take exception to that, said the Resident. I have my duty to consider, not my personal likes and dislikes. As a matter of actual fact, I could easily like you, if you would give me the opportunity. When you choose, you can be charming, and you are very intelligent. But on several occasions I have deplored your conduct and have had to speak to you about it. You have recently returned from Delhi. Rumors reached me. Without revealing confidences, I may say they were more than rumors. There are limits beyond which an heir to a throne should not trespass in quest of amusement  or for any other reason. I remind you that your cousin Jodha comes of age this week.

Jodha is such a crock he couldnt cut up if he tried, said Rundhia. One leg in the grave. The others rotten. Why drag him in? Hell be dead soon.

Failing acceptable heirs, the throne of Kadur can be escheated. I am warning you, Rundhia.

Thanks! I have heard you. Now its my turn and Ill warn you. Its what I came for. Who is this Captain Norwood? I notice you didnt present him at the palace. He came alone. Why? Are you keeping your hands off? Why does he carry diamonds in his tunic pocket? Why is he nervous when someone happens to see them? Is he one of your British gentlemen who never  never under any circumstances, never take a bribe? From a priest, for instance  to report, according to his honorable conscience, in the priests favor!

You are talking dangerously.

Yes. Whose danger? It would smell sweet, wouldnt it! I was riding early this morning. I saw Norwood on his way to the river  overheard him say that priests were waiting for him near the river. And I happen to know he was down by the river after midnight last night. Now he carries diamonds in his tunic pocket.

Have you seen them?

No.

Who did?

I am well informed about it.

Look here, Rundhia. You dont expect me, do you, to credit an unsupported charge, based on hearsay, against an officer who has a perfectly clean record?

Would you prefer that I take my information elsewhere?

Who was your informant?

I refuse to tell you.

The Resident rose from his chair: I hope the drive home wont affect you disagreeably!

Rundhia actually started for the door. As he drew abreast, the Resident said:

Hello, I notice your nose is bleeding. Have you been in an accident?

Ask Norwood!

You mean to tell me  ? Do you know where Norwood is now?

At the palace, in conference, perhaps fishing for a larger bribe from someone else.

Now, now, Rundhia! Who was your informant about those diamonds?

I might tell you in strict confidence.

I promise nothing. But I will believe nothing unless you tell me your informants name.

Between you and me, it was Miss Lynn Harding.

How should she know?

She saw them. Norwood is in love with her.

You know that?

Any fool could guess it. I think Norwood casually let her see them to impress her. He is mad about her. Dont quote me. Its up to you now.

Have you spoken to Norwood about it? Instead of answering, Rundhia patted his nose with the handkerchief. I am going home now to lie down, he remarked. My head aches. If you keep me out of this, Ill keep you posted, but if you quote me, Ill deny I said a word about it.

Well, Rundhia, you have made a very serious accusation against an officer in good standing. I shall have to think what to do.

I shall know what to do, if you do nothing, Rundhia retorted. Good-bye.


Chapter Fifteen

THE Maharanees maid, who changed Lynns frock, was one of those who had been loaned to Aunty Harding, because she knew English. It was impossible not to believe that the Maharanee already knew more than the facts about Lynns break with her aunt. The maid left the bedroom. The Maharanee sat by the verandah window, staring past the edge of the sun-blind into the garden. There was hardly a sound except the purring of the two electric fans.

Lynn lay on the silk-draped cot on the verandah. There was a table beside her, lemonade, flowers. She was feeling all right, but uncharacteristically cautious. Aunty seemed dozens of miles away  past history, and yet a menace more real and vivid than the grip of Rundhias hands that she could still feel on the skin of her wrists. She had a feeling she was not yet through with Aunty Harding.

Meanwhile, she smoked a cigarette and watched the Maharanee, who seemed to Lynn to be considering, not what to say, but how to say what was crowding her thought.

Maharanee dear, I wish you wouldnt feel so upset.

How you must despise us.

Please! I dont. To go away leaving you thinking anything as untrue as that would be dreadful. I am not even angry with Rundhia.

I am more than angry with him, said the Maharanee. I am ashamed. Lynn, is it true  it has been told to me  that Mrs. Harding saw Rundhia kiss you in the garden?

Yes. That, too, was my fault. I could have prevented it. I knew Aunty was looking. I did it to annoy her.

Not because you like Rundhia?

Oh, I like him. He is the handsomest thing I have ever seen, and amusing. I was playing with fire, I knew that. I knew I had started something. So I went with him to the treasure room to have it out, and make it quite clear that he mustnt try it again.

The Maharanees worried face relaxed into a wise smile: My dear, you dont know Rundhia if you think he wont try it again! Unless  is it true.  it has been told to me  that Mrs. Harding has decided not to stay here any longer?

First train, and first steamer for home, Lynn answered. Marching orders. At the moment, it hurts her to move and she cant keep food down. But the doctor can probably fix that. And shes brave. She has an iron will. She told me to pack my things.

And will you do it?

What in the world else can I do? I havent a sous marquis to my name. Aunty gives me pocket money  no more.

The Maharanee smiled: Yes. Lack of money can make even Rundhia obey. But it is a limited power. It can be broken.

So I think. But it remains to be seen, Lynn answered.

You are of age? You dont look it, but you are, are you not? If I invite you to remain in the palace as my guest, will you accept?

How can I?

It would give me very great pleasure to provide you with more than pocket money. I can easily invent a salaried position. You have been such a comfort, such a joy to me, that your companionship would more than justify a requisition on His Highness my husbands exchequer. Is it true  it has been told to me  that Mrs. Harding threatened to  my informant did not clearly understand  I think the word was disinherit?

Aunty has threatened that several times. Today I took her at her word, Lynn answered. She will pay my fare home. After that, I go on my own way  earn a living. It was final.

Can you legally be left without money?

I suppose so.

Why? Do you mind telling me?

Why should I mind? Its no secret. But I was so young when it happened that its mostly hearsay. People have told me that Aunty Harding persuaded my mother to divorce my father because of some woman who should have been simply kicked into the street. Mother wouldnt accept alimony. She died practically penniless. Father died the following year, in an accident. Aunty took me to live with her when I was five years old. But she never adopted me. I dont know why. Im glad she didnt.

What became of your fathers money?

I dont know. I think the other woman got it. Anyhow, there was none.

You say you will earn a living. How? What can you do?

I dont know yet.

For such a beautiful girl as you are there is always marriage to look forward to. Is Mrs. Harding not afraid of what people may say if she should leave you penniless until you marry?

She isnt afraid of people. Other people are afraid of her. She will simply say I was impossible. But I wont accept another cent from her. Maharanee dear, you cant guess. Perhaps Im as ungrateful and bad as she says. But I know what I have had to endure. No more humiliation from Aunty Harding! I am through.

Then why go home with her, since you are welcome here?

Lynn laughed. Will you chain up Rundhia?

It is that of which I wish to talk to you, said the Maharanee. Unless Rundhias offense so hurt your pride

Lynn laughed again: Maharanee dear, I have only just now discovered my pride. Im going to hang on to it. Rundhia may look to his own pride. Never mind about locking him up, Im not afraid of him.

Strange though it may sound, you have no need to fear him, said the Maharanee. When people are afraid of him, he knows that and he takes advantage. That is inborn in Rundhia. He has the autocratic disposition of his ancestors and very keen intelligence, but not much self-restraint. He is not as cynical as he pretends. That is only a pose.

Are you sure?

Yes. I know Rundhia. He is affectionate. Amoral, yes; but only to the point where his intelligence, his poetic nature and his sentiment discover one and the same objective. Then he becomes idealistic. He loves me, who am only his aunt and benefactress, not his mother or his passion of a moment. He would lie and steal, and swindle me for money for his gross extravagances. But he would never do to me what he would consider a real injury. He is utterly honest  he is heart-whole  when he tries to teach me to be modern. Given the right guidance, Rundhia can be one of the worlds truly great men. All he needs is guidance.

Thats what Ive been getting for seventeen years! Whos to guide Rundhia? Lynn asked. Cant you?

No. He tries to guide me to be modern. Lynn, he needs you!

Lynn laughed again: With a tennis racket? I misguided him this morning, badly. If I were Rundhia, I think Id be so through with me that

Lynn, he loves you. Rundhia has never loved anyone as he loves you. Rundhia goes for what he wants. That is his great fault. But it shows a power of decision. Given guidance, it can be changed into a virtue.

Maharanee dear, hes merely having some emotions. Until I came, and amused him, he was almost bored out of his senses. I revived emotions that he thought he couldnt get except in Europe. He no more loves me than I love him.

You are mistaken. Rundhia, it is true, has tossed aside a hundred women. There are always such women, eager to spoil and corrupt. Rundhia well understands such women. And there are other, silly women who lose their heads and become moths in the flame of such men as Rundhia. They have received what they deserved: his contempt. That is life, Lynn. It is universal. There is no need to be modern to perceive that. Can one not be modern and perceive a greater truth: that a woman can make of a strong man anything whatever that she has the spirit to imagine?

Do you call Rundhia strong? Lynn retorted. I know he can ride, and play tennis and  and nearly break a womans wrists! But can he take it? Do you know what that means? Has he inside courage?

He is willful, said the Maharanee, and unscrupulous too, when he has set his heart on something. Only he will never truly injure anyone he loves. And what is willfulness but courage without guidance? She whom he loves can guide him.

Maharanee dear, what are you driving at? The Maharanee chose to aim her arrow in her own way. She ignored the question:

I am afraid for Rundhia, not of him. His cousin Jodha, who is a physical weakling and not worth a snap of anybodys fingers, would be heir to the throne if Rundhia should die. However, Rundhia, except for nose-bleeds, is very healthy. Impulse has led him into indiscretions. What I fear is that another escapade or two may cause the British to exercise their treaty right to veto Rundhias succession.

And if Jodha should die?

Then there would be no heir. Kadur would become a part of British India. The throne would be escheated, as they call it. Lynn, you can save Kadur.

I?

Yes. Rundhia loves you. You, Lynn, you can make of Rundhia a ruler worthy of his race.

But I am of a different race, Maharanee dear.

Do you know how many European women have become the wives of Indian princes?

I have heard of one or two. One reads of them now and then in the newspapers. Dont most of them live in Europe? Parasites, spending other peoples money? I dont know Europe. But I know me  just a little!

Europe would ruin Rundhia, said the Maharanee. He yearns for Europe, because European women fascinate him and amuse him. He must stay here. And he needs you.

For his collection? Im a one-man woman,

Lynn retorted. Im romantic. You may not believe it, but Im old-fashioned. I insist on a one-woman man. Youre not suggesting, are you, that Rundhia meets that test?

Rundhia, said the Maharanee, has not been tested. He is like a racehorse that has not yet learned what racing is. A real test will prove Rundhias mettle. My dear, there was no law, nor even a custom, that obliged His Highness my husband to refrain from taking more than one wife. Legally a Hindu husband may have many wives, if he pleases. I see you smile, but I assure you he was not always the retiring, ceremonially minded man that you know. It has been a great grief to him that I am childless. But in spite of his ministers urging, I believe he has never even considered taking a second wife. It is the woman Lynn interrupted, grinning: Aunty Harding could manage Rundhia. It would kill me to have to keep tabs on a man. Shed love it. I simply wouldnt do it. If I loved him, that would be all the more reason for not spying on him. And if I didnt love him, I wouldnt marry him.

I have never spied on His Highness my husband, said the Maharanee. And as for loving him, I never saw him until the day we were married. We have been companions  friends. He has learned to look to me for sympathy and such advice as I can give. We have learned to love each other. We have never had one quarrel  not one. Rundhia already loves you.

Maharanee dear, are you making me a proposal of marriage? Why doesnt Rundhia do it himself? I wish I had ten thousand dollars to bet you that you couldnt persuade him to marry me! That isnt Rundhias line. He might offer me money, if he had it; and jewelry, when he gets it; and perhaps a villa on the Riviera as long as his credit was good. But marriage? When Rundhia marries, he will have to be bought for a high price. And Rundhia wont stay bought.

He has the determination of a conquerer. And Lynn, he has made up his mind he will marry you.

Maharanee dear, didnt you make it up for him?

Lynn, you are the one love of Rundhias life.

Six or seven men told me that between San Francisco and Calcutta! Aunty chased them. It made me so angry I could almost have killed her. I can say no.

Lynn darling, say nothing until you have thought. You havent had time to think. And you are naturally prejudiced at the moment, even though you are so magnanimous and dont admit it. A greater magnanimity than yours I have seldom heard of. Lynn, the offer of a throne is not contemptible. Shall I write a note to Mrs. Harding saying you have accepted my invitation?

Better let me tell her that, said Lynn. Aunty would blow up. She isnt one bit pleasant when shes angry. Say youve invited me. How would that be?


Chapter Sixteen

THE Maharajah bleated like an old sheep. A lawyer in a black alpaca frock coat droned interminable arguments. Documents were produced. Expert witnesses committed artfully evasive perjury. Norwood sat at the foot of the long table, looked, listened, and made endless notes.

They werent half through by lunch-time. They gave him tiffin in the palace, all by himself, in a silent room, where a clock ticked as loud as fork against plate and he caught himself eating in time to the hypnotic beat, thinking of diamonds. Curried mutton and rice. Whiskey and soda. Sweet cakes. Fruit. Coffee. A cigar. And then back to the Council room to listen to more arguments that were interrupted by the arrival of Rundhias Bengali physician, shepherding a servant who carried a big blue goblet on a plate.

The Maharajah swallowed his tonic and immediately became less nervous. Then he asked, in English, presumably for Norwoods benefit:

How is Mrs. Harding?

Norwood cared less than nothing about Mrs. Hardings feelings at the moment, but he couldnt help hearing the doctors answer:

She is not well. But I cannot persuade her to take medicine. She is petulant  very.

The Maharajah tried to seem incredulous of any ladys petulance: Convey my solicitude. Norwood managed to escape from the conference soon after that. He was away on the horse before the sais woke up. He cantered to the Residency, where he had to wait in the office an exasperating fifteen minutes, until the Resident could be awakened from his afternoon snooze and could get tubbed and come downstairs.

May I see you alone, sir?

The Resident nodded. He didnt appear to enjoy the prospect. They went into the darkened library, and Norwood sat in the same chair that Rundhia had occupied. He laid the black paper package of diamonds on the table:

Take a look at those, sir. I want to turn them over to you. I would like to get a receipt, and to make a statement in writing.

The Resident opened the envelope and poured the diamonds into his hand. He made a wry face and poured them back again:

Nine?

I havent counted them.

They look valuable. Where did you get them?

I am not absolutely certain. I think they must have been slipped into my pocket, early this morning, by one of the unofficial representatives of the temple authorities, who met me by appointment, near the waterfall.

What were you doing?

Inviting myself for a visit of inspection of the mine. They met me to discuss it.

And you say they dropped these in your pocket?

I believe so. Its a pretty obvious attempt to bribe me to write a report in their favor.

But they said nothing? Not even a hint?

One of them, I remember, did say he hoped my judgment wouldnt be affected by worthless arguments. He rather dwelt on the word worthless, but it made no special impression on me at the time.

Very well, Captain Norwood, I will take your statement. The Resident glanced at his watch. Youre rather late with it. There seems to me to be needed some explanation why you didnt give these to me when you called this morning.

I didnt know, at that time, that I had them in my pocket.

The Residents face was expressionless: You had better be sure to include that in your statement. Its credible, of course, in view of your record. But people might draw inferences. Dont you think so?

You suggest, sir?

Nothing. I am offering advice. It might be inferred that you accepted these-diamonds and said nothing about them until you learned, let us say at the palace, that someone knew about it; and that then you hurried to me in a rather belated attempt to establish innocence. I am simply pointing out to you what might be inferred if you are not particularly careful.

Norwood stared at the package of diamonds. He thought a minute. Then he looked straight in the Residents eyes and spoke quite calmly:

You appear to me to be hinting. Had you heard about these before I brought them to you?

Yes.

Who was your informant?

It was confidential.

You suspect me of having accepted a bribe?

I reserve my opinion.

Very well, sir, you admit that someone accused me. I want the name of the informant. Otherwise I demand my arrest and a court martial.

Keep your temper.

I intended no offense to you, sir. But I have my career to consider. Obviously someone is trying to break me over this business. Its a serious charge. I came to you at the first possible minute after I found the diamonds in my pocket. But the mere rumor of my having accepted a bribe might wreck my career. You know what suspicion can do to a man. As a matter of fair play I have a right to know who your informant is. How else can I scotch the accusation?

How would you propose to scotch it?

By having it out with your informant.

You have already been reported to me for punching someones nose.

Whose?

My informants nose was bleeding.

Very well, who was he? I have punched no ones nose. Someone has been lying to you, about me. Surely I have the right to know who he is.

Captain Norwood, on your word of honor, are you telling the truth?

Yes.

Well, perhaps I was mistaken. Perhaps I inferred it. I forget the exact words. Prince Rundhia certainly intended me to understand that you had made his nose bleed.

Oh. So it was Rundhia. I wonder how the devil Rundhia knew I had those diamonds.

Well, did you call on Miss Harding this morning?

Norwood stared. He looked almost as if he had been punched in the jaw.

Yes, he said, after a moment. I called on Mrs. Harding to take her a bottle of fresh iodine. Miss Harding saw the diamonds when they fell from my pocket.

Is it true that you have been paying her a lot of attention?

No.

You have not had words with Rundhia about her?

Yes. I did tell Rundhia, last night after midnight, that if anything should happen to Lynn Harding, I would hold him answerable.

Why should you have said that?

Because I like her. I suspected Rundhias intentions.

What did he answer?

Told me to go to hell. We havent spoken to each other since.

Well, said the Resident, I dont know much about the Hardings. The aunt seemed to me a detestable woman. I havent met the niece. Rundhia more than suggested that youve fallen in love with the niece, and that you showed her the diamonds to make an impression.

Norwood snorted: That would be a damned strange way of making love to a nice girl.

Are you sure she is nice? Why should she have told Rundhia?

I dont believe she did. Rundhia lied, if you ask me. Perhaps a servant told him.

Have you seen nothing that suggests to you that Miss Harding might be more or less in league with Rundhia?

You mean, to ruin me?

For any purpose. Have you ever heard of American title hunters? Does it occur to you that if Rundhia could prejudice the case against the priests by proving they had bribed a British officer, the decision might go against the priests? The diamond mine would become the property of the throne. The throne would be worth having. The heir to the throne would be worth marrying.

I cant imagine Lynn Harding considering that, sir.

She is her aunts niece, said the Resident. I can imagine the aunt not only considering it but imposing her will on the niece. And you dont know Rundhia as well as I do. Is the girl good-looking? Isnt the aunt wealthy?

My impression was, and is, said Norwood, that Lynn Harding is an inexperienced, damned nice girl, completely on the level but in serious danger of being badly fooled by Rundhia.

Let me know if you change your mind. I said that before, you remember. Have you your own pen? Heres paper. Better write your statement about this packet of diamonds.

Just a moment, sir. This occurs to me. Is Rundhia exactly in good standing?

No. Confidentially, speaking off the record, I took a recent occasion to warn him that one more indiscretion might endanger his succession to the throne.

I suppose, said Norwood, it would be a great deal easier, and would cause a lot less trouble, to veto him now than to have to depose him later on, after he had come to the throne?

Why, yes, certainly. Even the right of veto isnt anything we like to exercise. To depose a ruling prince, after once having recognized his right to the throne  well, it has been done. But it isnt good policy, if it can be avoided. You see, the alternative to Rundhia is Jodha, who is an invalid and likely to be childless. We might be accused of deposing Rundhia in order to grab Kadur. No. If Rundhia should succeed to the throne, his position would be fairly secure.

Then isnt it Rundhias cue to force the pace?

What do you mean?

To succeed to the throne before theres enough on the record against him to justify a veto?

Why do you ask that?

Ive been noticing things.

For instance?

Mrs. Harding was taken remarkably suddenly ill last night, during supper.

So I have heard. What of it?

It suited Rundhias book. It provided a good excuse for getting Lynn Harding away from her aunt. Do you happen to have heard whether the Maharajah is drugging himself?

No. Nothing serious, I believe. Hes a bit of a hypochondriac. He discharged his own doctor. Rundhias doctor, who is attending him now, took precautions. He called in a specialist to okay the prescription, and he gets the stuff from our dispensary in Delhi.

He could change it when he gets here.

Oh, I think thats quite improbable.

Well, sir, did Rundhia try to put pressure on you to arrest me for taking a bribe?

He threatened to take his information elsewhere if I dont do something about it.

Any witnesses?

No.

Norwood thought a minute. If Rundhia should be planning a coup of some kind, dont you think hed be cunning enough to kick up a smoke screen?

Rundhia is more impetuous than cunning, the Resident answered.

Norwood thought again, scowling, for half a minute. Then:

Dyou think hes sufficiently impetuous to try to kill several birds with one stone?

He might be. Hes an impatient fellow  not at all good at waiting for what he makes up his mind that he wants.

If he could prejudice the case against the priests, by accusing them of having bribed me. And if he could break me for taking a bribe. And break you for knowing about it but doing nothing  there would be a scandal that might distract attention from whatever else he might be doing at the moment.

I concede that, said the Resident. But if I report you as charged with having accepted a bribe, can you disprove it? If you could identify the Brahmin who, you say, put those diamonds into your pocket without your knowledge, he would say on the witness stand that you had demanded a bribe, and that he saw some unknown person hand it to you. How can you prove you didnt know those diamonds were in your pocket? Can you?

No, said Norwood.

Stay away from the palace. Better wait until. Rundhia makes the first move.

You dont believe in taking bulls by the horns?

Norwood, I had a premonition the moment you arrived, that that red hair of yours would set fire to things. Were in a fine mess. Its either you or Rundhia. It breaks you, if he can make his accusation good. Witnesses come cheap in Kadur. He could hire them by the dozen. But if he fails to make it good, I think I can guarantee you it shall break him.

Hardly fair to me, is it, to compel me to sit still and be shot at?

What do you suggest?

First, Ill write that statement. Then Id like to have a talk with Miss Lynn Harding.

Stay away from the palace! Rundhia may be lying in wait to denounce you and have you warned off.

The guesthouse is in the grounds, but its no part of the palace. I could get Miss Harding to come and talk to me there.

What good can that do?

No knowing. But I can find out whether Im right or not that Rundhia lied when he said she told him. Prove that to begin with, and then perhaps I can prove something else.

Well, go on. Write your statement.


Chapter Seventeen

MOSES LAFAYETTE OLEARY, with a cigar in his teeth, wearing a clean striped shirt and a snow-white solar topee, strolled along the widest street of the bazaar; it was about fourteen feet wide, lined on either hand by rows of open shops in which bunnias sat cross-legged and admired the gracious ways of God, who brings business to people who wait patiently. True, not too much business; but sufficient, and that is enough, since there are numberless gods and some of them can be bribed to add secretive little profits in secretive little ways that even the police dont suspect. That is to say they are very ingenious; because the Indian police are adroitly suspicious people, notably observant.

Meanwhile, there was Moses Lafayette OLeary, very wonderful to see and to admire and very obviously bent on mischief. One might say hell-bent. He was evidently thirsty. For a man of bifurcated ancestry whose roots, like river tributaries, drew fertility of character from Europe on the one hand, and from Asia on the other, he appeared peculiarly innocent, even guileless. He looked like pay-day. Money seemed to be burning a hole in his pocket. Consequently, he was an object of suspicion; because all India knows that things are almost never what they seem, and humans absolutely never.

A sacred bull, abominably fat from plundering the sacks of grain in front of the corn-chandlers shops, blocked OLearys way. He kicked the brute. It bellowed with rage and plunged into a Cheap Jack shop, upsetting tables and trays. The Cheap Jack and his family abused OLeary instead of the bull, but OLeary took no notice of such a trifle as that, beyond tilting the topee a bit further over his right eye. He was using his left eye. He had spotted Noor Mahlam lurking in a doorway, and he knew Noor Mahlam waited for him; he looked as if he had been waiting a long time, exhausting nearly all the philosophy from behind that serenely wrinkled forehead. He was trying to subdue and conceal his relief at the sight of OLeary. He even tried to appear interested in the devastation brought on by the Brahmini bull. And he deceived Moses OLeary by not one hairs breadth. Moses walked straight up to him:

Wipe your spectacles, said Moses. Dont you recognize me?

Noor Mahlam began to answer in the vernacular. Moses interrupted:

Speak English. If youve business with me, I dont want it known all over the bazaar. Wheres that three hundred rupees you promised me?

You are too late, said Noor Mahlam.

You mean youve spent it?

That is a foolish question. If I had spent it, I could get more  twice, three times as much.

Uh-huh? said Moses. What do you mean? You were watching for me. What do you want?

Someone has taken a very much bigger bribe than three hundred rupees, said Noor Mahlam.

Who has?

Someone. You know him.

You paid it to him?

No. Others paid it to him, and there were witnesses. But an impartial witness, who could testify to having seen the bribe in someones tunic pocket, would be worth not three hundred rupees, but three times that much, or even more  say a thousand. That is a lot of money.

OLeary grinned: You show it to me.

Noor Mahlam blinked behind his spectacles: You take me for a simpleton? You think I carry fortunes in my pocket, to tempt the bazaar thieves?

Moses OLeary spat  a form of eloquence that the diplomats at Geneva might do well to cultivate; he meant so much, but said so little. He implied, as Noor Mahlam perfectly understood, that he had noticed a change of attitude. At their first interview, at the camp, Noor Mahlam had addressed him as sir and sahib. The omissions of those titles of so-to-speak respect created a diplomatic situation that Moses OLeary understood perfectly how to handle:

Terms for witness, said OLeary, are cash in advance.

Noor Mahlam blinked again. If you will come with me

I wont, said OLeary. Im an easy man to deal with. Here, now, or never.

Noor Mahlams attitude changed subtly. His almost invisible mouth grimaced into a smile behind the hair that usually masked revelation: Ah, sahib! If it were only you that we must deal with. You we could count on. You we could trust. Your intelligence is such that we could safely pay you in advance and confidently count upon your testimony.

You can cut the fat off the ham, said Moses. Trot out the meat. What do you want thats worth a thousand rupees of anybodys money? It aint your money.

Sahib, a certain lady saw a certain person drop from his pocket a packet containing diamonds of great value.

No one else can hear what youre saying. When? Where?

I was not told the exact hour. It was seen by a spy and reported instantly to certain persons.

Brahmins?

Certain persons. It happened at the threshold of the palace guesthouse verandah.

Are you inviting me to shove my head into the jaws o Mrs. Harding? Dyou think Im crazy?

No, sahib. I well know your reputation for intelligence and that is why I ask you to accompany me to

I wont. Ive other business. And I wont go any nearer that old Mrs. Harding than I can throw a stone. Ive heard all about her. Anyone who goes near her is asking for the wrong kind o trouble.

But sahib, it is not Mrs. Harding. It is Miss Harding who saw the bribe fall from a certain officers tunic pocket.

Easy! said OLeary. Easy. Now I get you! You and I can do business. Youre a sensible man. The blokes who selected you to proposition me picked a winner, they did. Sure. You pay me a thousand rupees; and all Ive got to do is to get a haircut and borrow an officers uniform, and go and make love to the gal. Thats simple. Shell fall head over heels in love with me as sure as my names Moses. Then all Ive got to do is teach the lady how to get a British officer in trouble. Oh, its crafty! Come on, hand over your thousand rupees.

But, sahib, listen to me.

No. My ears are too full o your wisdom. They wont hold any more. Dyou notice the toe o my boot? Its just been cobbled. Its hard. Its going to land fight in your stomach if you waste any more o my time. Whos that bloke watching you?

Noor Mahlam turned, stared, blinked and shook his head:

I dont know who he is, he answered. But I have been told that it is very dangerous to know too much and to refuse generous offers of payment for a very simple little thing that a man of your talents can easily do.

What do you want me to do?

Invent an excuse to speak to Miss Lynn Harding. Tell her that a reward has been offered for a lost packet of diamonds, which are said to have been dropped by someone near the palace guesthouse verandah. Should you say it subtly, she will answer innocently. She will tell you what she saw. If you should take a witness with you

Sergeant Stoddart, for instance?

Yes, the sergeant would do perfectly. Then there would be two reliable witnesses to what she said, and she would not retract. There would be a thousand rupees for you.

And Captain Norwood?

That will be his business. It is unfortunate but

Im a halfbreed, I am, Moses answered, and Im a sinner, if you know what that means. It costs me a heap o money to keep out o hell. I could use that thousand rupees. But Id rather go to hell for pulling out your tongue by the roots than for framing my officer. He has his faults, but hes a gentleman and Ive kep him out o trouble for thirteen years. Go and tell that to the Brahmins. Scram!

Noor Mahlam smiled again. There are means, he remarked, for compelling silence.

Yeah, I know, said Moses. You signal that bloke in the red turban, and he sticks a knife in my back. Ill give him the signal and lets see what happens. Here goes!

Somewhere Moses had learned soccer, and learned it well. His right toe landed accurately on the bulge of Noor Mahlams belly and almost buried itself. Moses right fist moved eight inches like a piston. A hook to the jaw staggered Noor Mahlam backwards into a dark doorway, where he lay writhing. There was no need to waste any more attention on Noor Mahlam. But the man in a red turban, who had been watching the conversation, made a signal. A constable, who had been loitering through the bazaar, abruptly turned his back and walked away. The man in the red turban rushed at Moses, not showing his knife until he was almost within stabbing distance. But his tempo was wrong. Perhaps he never learned soccer. Certainly he had never learned boxing; he carried his chin much too far forward. It was an absolutely perfect target for Moses toe, which very nearly broke from the impact. The man in the red turban dropped without a groan, motionless, stunned. Moses picked up his knife, wiped it carefully, smelt the blade and ran his thumb gently along the edge. A very dirty looking person in a huge soiled white turban and ragged clothing emerged from a doorway and grinned at Moses. Moses handed him the knife: Khabardar hona! Zahr!  Watch out. That things poisoned. I can smell it. See here now: Im off to the cock-fights  after that, a woman  I dont know yet which woman, but shell be a tiger-cat, so stand by. Therell be others laying for me. Use that knife if you have to. Ive got to dig to the bottom of this.

Atcha, sahib.  

Talk English, if you have to speak to me. And now scram, and watch out for my boot. Im going to kid em youre my enemy.

Moses toe missed the undercover man by a tenth of an inch as he fled. Moses lighted a cigar. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and resumed his stroll toward a house where gamblers wagered fortunes on the trained ferocity of fighting-cocks  and gossip, unlike legend, dealt with details of each graceless moment as it threaded through the thoughts of men.


Chapter Eighteen

NORWOOD cantered from the Residency toward the guesthouse; to have galloped would have been a bit too noticeable. Even so, he was delayed, near the end of the street that leads toward the teeming section of the city. Moses OLeary stood there watching for him. He looked filthy, and at least partially drunk. But he made signals. It was almost never wise to ignore OLearys signals. Norwood drew rein.

Hssst! said OLeary. Ive news!

Quick.

It aint good news.

Out with it.

Its all over the bloody bazaar that youve taken a bribe from the priests. Say it aint true!

What did you say?

I said what Ive told the priest any number o times: Im a bad man, I am. Theres almost nothing I aint guilty of, one time or another. But Ive this to my credit. Im the wet and dry nurse to a gentleman. Thats what I said.

What do you mean by all over the bazaar? Who told you?

All the gamblers know it.

Hold your tongue. Go straight back to the camp. Wait there for me.

But Ive more news  worse than that news.

Keep it. Do as I told you. Hold your tongue. Return to camp and wait for me.

Norwoods air of calm authority deserted him as he cantered forward. OLeary was a drunkard and an impudent rogue, but a very dependable spy. He had learned he could bet on OLearys information. Even his horse seemed to notice the anger and other emotions that boiled in Norwoods veins. The horse shied. It kicked out savagely. However, that gave Norwood something else to think about. He had resumed his normal appearance of imperturbability by the time he reached the palace gate. He turned his horse over to one of the guards until the sais could catch up. Then he walked to the guesthouse.

There were five huge trunks on the verandah and three native servants. Mrs. Harding, looking pale and in a vile temper, reclined on the chaise longue, superintending the packing of the trunks.

Good afternoon. Can I speak to Miss Lynn Harding?

Norwoods voice startled her. The certainty that he had overheard her remarks to the servants increased her anger. She didnt even invite him on to the verandah.

No.

Sorry, said Norwood. I must. Where is she?

Must? Oh, well, come in, Captain Norwood. Tell one of these imbeciles to take the things off that chair.

Is Miss Harding here?

No. Pray be seated. You may give your message to me.

Norwood smiled. I wish to speak to Miss Lynn Harding  alone.

Mrs. Harding set her mouth grimly: I will not even deliver a message to her unless I approve the message. I am tired of being used as a mere convenience.

Packing up to go? asked Norwood. Miss Harding going away with you?

If not, it will be the last she will ever see of me. I have received an impertinent note from the Maharanee.

Well, I must see Miss Harding before she leaves. I want a statement from her.

I will have nothing to do with it! Statement? What kind of statement?

Something personal that occurred this morning.

Oh! If that is your business, Captain Norwood, I wash my hands of it  entirely. I have suffered sufficient humiliation. My niece behaved disgracefully. If there are complications, I prefer not to know about them. Nothing would surprise me. I dont even know where she is at the moment. As for any statement from her, I should say it would be as valueless as that of any other girl who has forgotten her self-respect. You know what you saw this morning. You saw as much as I did. Dont deny it! Why should you need a statement?

Norwood began to look courteously determined. His smile froze slightly:

I didnt come here to consult you, he said, about what you or I saw, or did not see. I want to know what Miss Lynn Harding saw.

Well, if you can find her, ask her. She will very likely not tell you the truth.

I doubt that.

That is your privilege, Captain Norwood. I am also privileged to have my doubts. Rumors reach even me. That babu doctor can no more keep a story to himself than he can diagnose an ailment.

Oh. What has he told you about me?

He appeared to be well informed. Ask him about it  if you care to.

I am asking you, Mrs. Harding.

Yes, I heard you. I dont repeat gossip. I dont wish to be mixed up in it. In all my life, I have never met so many unscrupulous persons in one place at the same time. The Maharanee is my hostess at the moment, so I reserve comment about her, beyond saying that she knew I have disapproved Lynns conduct. She has had the audacity to invite Lynn to stay on with her after I leave. I forbid it, of course. Equally, of course, Lynn will do as she pleases. If Lynn accepts the invitation, I am through with her forever.

Norwoods pugnacity broke restraint. He stood up. He looked utterly unconcerned and good-humored except for the fact that his eyes looked steadily at Aunty Hardings. He didnt raise his voice. He didnt betray anger. He spoke quite calmly:

Lynn is a lovely girl. Has anyone ever said that of you, Mrs. Harding?

Did you come here to insult me?

No, Mrs. Harding. I am being more polite than perhaps the occasion warrants.

Oh. If that is your opinion

He interrupted: My opinion is this: if Lynn Harding should get into trouble, God Almighty will hold you answerable. There isnt a high-spirited girl in the world who wouldnt

Oh! She has been discussing me, has she?

No, he answered.

Aunty Harding looked skeptical. You have your duties? she suggested. Dont let me detain you.

I havent finished, Mrs. Harding.

I wont listen to you.

Sorry to contradict a lady, but you shall listen. It is your clear duty, Mrs. Harding, to have yourself carried to the palace if you cant walk.

Oh? What on earth for?

If you can persuade your niece to go away with you tonight, that may save not only her, but more than one other person from disastrous consequences.

Oh. So you want her out of the way! What has Lynn done to you? I have heard a rumor that you are in trouble. But what authority does that give you to lecture me? Why dont you go to the palace?

Aunty Hardings vindictive eyes perceived, even through Norwoods almost impenetrable imperturbability, that she had scored a hit. She added:

Arent you welcome at the palace?

I have told you what your duty is, said Norwood. There my own duty ends, as far as you are concerned. Good afternoon, Mrs. Harding.

He walked out. For five or ten minutes, he strode the footpaths in the palace garden, hoping for a glimpse of Lynn. Then he glanced at his watch and returned to the palace gate, where he mounted his horse and cantered back to camp.


Chapter Nineteen

MOSES LAFAYETTE OLEARY sat on a box in front of Norwoods tent, less sober than he looked, and looking not so sober as he should be. Facing him sat Sergeant Stoddart, weary from a days work surveying the river.

Be a Christian, said Stoddart.

Not a drop! OLeary answered.

Why not? You know where he keeps it. You can get away with murder. Even if he catches on, he wont do worse than call you a couple of names and then forget it. He thinks youre indispensable.

He knows that, said OLeary. But he isnt always reasonable. I know the symptoms. Hes in trouble, same as I told you he would be. I met him, at a street corner, not far from the palace. And I gave him the signal so he drew rein for a confab.

For you to tell him which side of his handkerchief to blow his nose on, I suppose, said Stoddart.

Him and me exchanged confidences. Norwood went where he went, subsequent and diplomatic  but Id took a look at him. And I says to myself, says I, I says: Sober up! Theres that there something in the Captains eye that indicates theres doings. And OLeary will be called upon to do em. Same as usual. Only this will be different. On account o that look in his eye. No, you dont get your drink. Here he comes. Better button your shirt, or hell give you hell.

Norwood dismounted near the horse-line, issued sharply detailed orders about the care of his horse and strode toward the tent:

I will send for you when I want you, Stoddart. Come here, OLeary.

Norwoods servant removed his riding boots and produced whiskey and soda. Norwood drank. OLeary watched him drink. Norwood lighted a cigarette, smoked half of it, and then spoke to OLeary:

Now then. Sit down on that box and begin. Omit the introduction. Tell the news.

Ts bad, not good, news, said OLeary. Might have got some good news if Id had more money. Good news comes expensive oftener than not. What Im tellin you now, Id tell to Father Manoel, on bended knees, and none but him and Saint Antonio to hear me. So get it first time. If I have to say it twice over, I might get muddled. Im drunk, on account of having had to drink cheap liquor. Seeing it was your responsibility, and none o mine, me being under your orders, I went gambling. Cock-fights. I lost a little money to a man who dont know cock-fighting from puss-in-the-corner. But hes runner for the layers of odds whod bet you you dont know your own name. And theyd make money doing it. But there werent much news there.

So pretty soon him and me went to a fortune-teller, who gets a rake-off from the odds layers for telling the mugs which way to bet. He knew plenty. I showed him a couple o tricks, and I told him some lies about you, so him and me got chummy. Then all three of us went to a house where the women can guess from way up street how much money a man has. You cant get through the door o that house unless youve money in your pocket. But the fortune-teller had some money. It werent his fortunate afternoon. He paid for three. And the liquor was vile. One way and another, I learned whats going on, and its that bad, Ive betted on it.

Never mind the details of your bet. Tell your story.

I betted five rupees. The insiders are offering five to one that the Maharajah wont five the week out. I betted he will.

Why?

If me and you werent on the job, Id hedge. It was a woman told me why the odds are five to one hell die within a week. She was as drunk as a Bombay crow, and she told me whos taking the five to one, same as I did, only for a different reason. I asked her, and she laughed like a hyena

Never mind what she did. What did she tell you?

She didnt tell me nothin. She asked questions. If the Maharajah should die, who would come to the throne? Who owes a lakh of rupees and has promised to pay when he comes to the throne? Whose creditors have threatened to appeal to the British Resident? Whose aunt, being angry with him, this very day refused him money with which to pay off his creditors?

That sounds like palace gossip, said Norwood.

I could tell you more than that, thats happened in the palace, said OLeary.

Norwood threw his cigarette away.

Stick to your story, he ordered sharply.

The woman, said OLeary, and mind, Im telling you, she was drunk, was teasing the fortune-teller about him being the man who sells the stuff that people die of. He hit her. They had to pull him off her. Hed ha killed her if they hadnt. On our way to that house, the fortune-tellerd told me that hed laid a nice sized bet, at even money, that the Maharajah will be dead by midnight.

Tonight?

Before daybreak. Claimed hed cast a horoscope that proved it. Father Manoel would strafe me fifty paternosters and a fine, if I believed a horoscope. So I betted the opposite way.

Norwoods right hand went into his tunic pocket for a cigarette. He pulled out something that he had forgotten  buttered toast, wrapped in paper, that he had taken that morning from Mrs. Hardings breakfast tray. He unwrapped it, sniffed it, turned it over and over between his fingers, without apparently giving it any thought whatever.

Whats that? OLeary asked.

Go on with your story.

Its a string o questions, not a story. When they tell you a thing in plain words, taint true  ever. Heres a question: if the heir to a throne should owe you money, and youd get paid if he comes to the throne along o someone dying; and the odds was five to one that the someone would die within a week; wouldnt you bet heavy against his dying, so that if he didnt die, youd get some money anyhow? Thats what Rundhias creditors are doing. If the Maharajah dies, and Rundhia comes to the throne, theyll get paid. And if the Maharajah doesnt die, theyll win their bet. You get that?

What else did you hear?

I told you. Its all over the bloody bazaar that the priests have bought you. Theyre betting about that, too. Theyre betting youll be broke out o the Army within three months, because Rundhia wants that diamond mine, and he figures breaking you will help him to get it. I took two to one, to two rupees. Thats all the money I had left.

You mean, you betted Ill be broke out of the Army?

Take a look! Look good! Do I look like Moses Lafayette OLeary? You recognize me? Drunk, yes. But crazy? I wish someone ud lay me the odds that you wont be a major inside of a year!

Well, what else did you hear?

OLeary stepped outside the tent. You aint goin to like this one!

Come back, you fool. Sit down. Now, tell it.

Naming no names. Theres some say Rundhia has put it over on her. Some say he tried, and got left at the post. Everybody says he stopped a wallop on the snout that kept the doctor busy for a half hour. Thats all. I didnt hear nothing else whatever. Not enough money. I spent what I had like a paymaster-general. Whats that you have in your hand?

Get me a dog and well find out.

There aint no dog in camp, barring that cur of Stoddarts. Stoddart keeps him tied up, on account o his having bit the cook. Stoddart dont favor the cook, he aint that stupid. But if the cook gets hydrophobia, well all be biting one another and

Bring the brute here.

You mean the cook or Stoddart?

The dog.

Norwood sat smoking and frowning until OLeary came towing the dog, at the end of a length of insulated wire. It was a mean-looking brute with pale blue eyes, a vagabond slink in its gait, and an insatiable void in its belly. The sight of any kind of food excited the animal. He pricked his ears. Norwood tossed him the piece of toast. He gulped it.

Hold him, said Norwood.

The dog sat there seeming to expect Norwood to go on feeding him. Neither Norwood nor OLeary spoke until the dogs attention wandered and he began to strain at the leash.

That will do. Let him go.

The dog took six strides. Then he stopped, and the toast came forth like Jonah from the belly of the whale.

Meaning? asked OLeary.

Somebody wasnt intended to die, said Norwood. Merely intended to feel too ill to interfere with someone. Can you sober up? Or shall I

Im sober. Forget your medicine chest! Once was enough o that stuff! What do you want done? Ill do it!

Do you know Rundhias Bengali doctor?

Dont I! I know the names o three women who

Never mind that. I dont want hearsay. I want first-hand information, in a hurry, about what hes doing.

So I neednt be too particular?

You will be on your absolutely best behavior.

What you want is a miracle.

Yes. And to produce one, if you must, you may admit that it was I who sent you to make enquiries. Get busy.


Chapter Twenty

PRINCE RUNDHIA returned from his interview with the Resident charged with that mysterious sensation that can lead a genius to startling victory. He had tasted success. He had made a British Resident squirm. Rundhia had crossed his Rubicon. He had started something. He felt like a genius, and he looked the part now as he stepped out of his Rolls-Royce at the palace front door.

Not even Rundhia, possessed by a rage against everything old-fashioned that stood in the way of his modern notions, would have dared to invade the womens quarter of the palace. He did not even dare to invade the Maharanees boudoir. He had to sit, biting his fingernails, in an apartment that had been redecorated for Rundhias special use. It was at the opposite end of the corridor from the Maharanees apartment. Between him and the womens reservation was a substantial gate of highly polished brass, of which the ceremonial, merely theoretically necessary key, was in the hands of a seventy-year-old servant who was nearly blind.

The Maharanee came fussing into Lynns bedroom:

Lynn darling, Rundhia wishes to see you.

Have him shown in. Lynn glanced instinctively around the beautiful bedroom-verandah to make sure that the place was tidy. Then, before the Maharanee could speak: Oh, I forgot. This is India, isnt it. Well, I think Id better not see him alone. Will you come with me?

Lynn darling, I have told him I will never speak to him again until he has your complete forgiveness.

Lynn laughed: All right. Come and hear me forgive him. It seems to me youre more afraid of Rundhia than I am. Read this first: its a note from Aunty. Isnt it perfect? Aunty is one of those people who never use more than ten words in a telegram.

The Maharanee read the note aloud:

Refuse the Maharanees invitation, pack your things and come away. Deborah Harding.

You will obey her?

No, Lynn answered. I have obeyed her for the last time. May I say I have accepted your invitation?

Please, Lynn. Please accept it.

Very well, lets keep Rundhia waiting, while I write her a note.

So Lynn wrote a note to her aunt, but she did not show it to the Maharanee:

Maharanee dear, I havent been very polite to her, so I dont think you should see it. It wouldnt be quite decent, would it? I mean, after all, its personal between her and me. Besides, I think Ill think it over before I send it. I wont seal the envelope yet. Lets go and see Rundhia.

Lynn and the Maharanee emerged through the big brass gate and became modern women. The seventy-year-old servant with the key preceded them and announced them, but they walked into Rundhias den as if it were a New York apartment, which it rather resembled.

Rundhia instantly left off chewing his fingernails. He became the man of action, handsomely sure of himself and cunningly aware that he must rise to an occasion. He did. He offered them chairs in silence and remained standing until the Maharanee spoke:

Rundhia, that you should have dared to ask permission to speak to Miss Lynn Harding, makes me hope you are ashamed and that you wish very humbly to beg her pardon.

Rundhia was perfect. He didnt even make any contrite gestures. He looked straight at Lynn as if he and she hadnt even an excuse for a misunderstanding.

I am not in the least ashamed, he answered. A man who wouldnt have behaved as I did would have been an incongruous monstrosity without blood in his veins, or a heart, or a human emotion. My humility, such as it is, is solely due to my failure to make Lynn love me as I love her. I live in hope. I wont do anything like that again. Lynn, I admire your independent spirit just as much as I adore your charm. I propose to marry you, and I dont in the least regret having learned that you respect yourself.

Good for you, Lynn answered. Now Maharanee dear, you can talk to him again, cant you?

Yes, said the Maharanee, if you are so magnanimous as to accept that speech for an apology. But I will not pay Rundhias debts until I see how he behaves! I have heard plenty of Rundhias promises.

Rundhia smiled at his aunt: You dear old despot, you could make me promise anything! He glanced at Lynn. Have you heard from Norwood?

Something froze in Lynns medley of emotions. All the other emotions, even her sense of humor, remained exactly as they were. But she changed her position and lighted a cigarette. A vague un easiness, that escaped explanation, asserted itself.

What about him? she answered.

Rundhias eyes watched hers with masked triumph.

There is more than a rumor, he said. There is proof. To the hilt. Norwood has accepted a bribe. Norwoods number is up.

The Maharanee gasped. She looked shocked, and Lynn noticed it. Lynn said nothing.

Rundhia, what have you been doing? asked the Maharanee.

The Resident phoned, asking me to come and see him, Rundhia answered. He has heard about Norwood carrying diamonds in his pocket.

Lynn laid down her cigarette. It didnt taste good. Rundhia, she said, who told the Resident?

Rundhia shrugged his shoulders. How should I know?

But I think you do know, said the Maharanee. Rundhia, she repeated, what have you been doing?

Rundhia smiled. Lynn watched him with an entirely new fascination. It wasnt pleasant, but it held her attention like something dreadful, that one cant look away from.

The important thing, said Rundhia, in a judicial voice, is: what has Norwood been doing?

Rundhia sat down. He laughed. He crossed his knees. He watched Lynn from under partly lowered eyelids. But beneath those eyelids, Lynn saw triumph. So did the Maharanee. Rundhia continued:

Norwood accepted a present of diamonds, from some agents of the temple authorities, to write a report in the priests favor, in connection with the dispute about the boundary line and the question of who owns the land that the diamonds came from. Theres your incorruptible British officer! Same old story! Good-bye Norwood! They will hold a court martial behind closed doors, of course. British dignity must be preserved, and all that twaddle. Later on, the usual little notice in the Gazette His Majesty the King having no further use for his services. Who gets the diamonds? Theyll turn up in London!

Lynn was remembering. The physical struggle with Rundhia in the treasure room was a fact through which slowly emerged something less than a fact  an impression. She remembered Rundhias eyes when she told him about the packet of diamonds that she had seen fall from Norwoods pocket. She remembered her immediate regret at having mentioned Norwood and the diamonds, even though she did it to distract Rundhias attention from herself. Regret enlarged itself now into a kind of cold, appalling horror.

Rundhia, she asked almost hoarsely, did you mention my name in connection with this?

Why should I?

Did you? Would you rather I should ask the Resident?

I had to tell him all I knew, Rundhia answered. It was confidential  off the record. I forbade him to mention your name or mine.

Have they arrested Captain Norwood?

Damned if I know. Norwood is a crook, who has been found out. Why should you bother about him?

The Maharanee interrupted: Lynn dear, why are you so nervous? If Rundhia learned of something wrong, it was his duty

Rundhia interrupted his aunt: Duty? Norwood insulted every single one of us, including you, Lynn. I heard him. Hes a cad. Let him take the consequences.

Lynn returned to the main point: Rundhia, you say that the Resident phoned you. But how did the Resident know? Wasnt it you who phoned the Resident? If you dont tell me, I intend to ask the Resident. Theres a phone here. Shall I use it?

My advice to you is to keep out of it, Rundhia answered. They might make you give evidence. Do you wish to be dragged into a scandal? Norwood is guilty. Do you want to add to the poor devils humiliation by appearing in court against him?

Rundhia, was it you who told the Resident about those diamonds in Captain Norwoods pocket?

Rundhia didnt answer. Lynn got out of her chair and went and sat beside the phone. It was on a little table near the Maharanee. She raised the phone off the bracket, but let it click down again when Rundhia opened his lips.

Since you insist, said Rundhia. Yes. I told the Resident. However, he was already suspicious of Norwood. He was glad to get my information.

And you told the Resident that your information came from me?

I had to. But as I have already told you, I forbade him to mention your name.

Then I am in the position of having betrayed Captain Norwood?

Do you call it betrayal? Hes a crook. He accepted a bribe. Not the first time either, I dare bet you.

Lynn spoke indignantly: I dont believe Captain Norwood would accept a bribe from anyone. I havent even the slightest suspicion of his being guilty, no matter what you, or the Resident, or anyone may think. I shouldnt have mentioned those diamonds to you. I did it inadvertently, when I felt I had to say something and it was the first thing that came to mind. You had no right to repeat what I said.

Rundhia produced his cigarette case: Well, you said it, and I told the Resident. He appealed to the Maharanee. What do you think? I have Kadur to consider. As the heir to the throne, could I reasonably be asked to cover up Norwoods guilt?

You should first have consulted His Highness my husband, said the Maharanee. Why didnt you?

Because he would have done nothing, as usual, Rundhia retorted.

Lynns fingers returned to the telephone, but her eyes were on Rundhia. The threat of the telephone no longer worked. He nodded.

Go ahead, he said. Phone the Resident, if you care to. I wanted to keep you out of it, but do as you please.

Lynn stood up. No, she answered. I will write to Captain Norwood. I will ask him to come and see me. Perhaps my evidence would help him. At the very least, I can tell him how sorry I am.

Lynn dear! said the Maharanee.

But Lynn was resolute. She wouldnt listen to her. May I have pen, ink and paper?

No one answered. Lynn tugged open the drawer of the writing table, pulled out paper, sat there and began to write. She laid the note she had addressed to Aunty Harding on the desk. In her haste, she splashed ink on the envelope. When she had finished her letter to Norwood, she noticed the blots on the letter to Aunty Harding. She threw Auntys envelope into the waste-basket. She turned both letters face downward on the blotter while she searched for envelopes. There were none in the desk drawer. She asked Rundhia for envelopes. He found two. She inserted the letters, sealed up the envelopes and addressed them. Rundhia walked out of the room.

I have sent him, said the Maharanee, to find a reliable messenger, who will know how to find Captain Norwood if he is not at his camp.

Lynn gave both letters to the Maharanee. Darling, said the Maharanee, Rundhia adores you so much that you could persuade him to do anything.

Lynn stared: Do you think I could persuade him to try to prove Captain Norwoods innocence?

But Lynn dear, if Captain Norwood has been guilty of taking a bribe

Lynn interrupted: I dont believe Captain Norwood is guilty.

But what do you know about him?

Maharanee dear, what do you know about me? How do you know Im not a criminal?

Lynn

Maharanee dear, even if Captain Norwood could be guilty of an ungentlemanly, mean thing like taking a bribe, it was I who betrayed him and I want him to know it. If he isnt guilty

The door opened suddenly. Rundhia entered, followed by an attendant in the Maharajahs livery.

Yes, said the Maharanee, that man can be trusted. Lynn dear, I will give him both your letters. He will find Captain Norwood, even if he has to hunt all over Kadur.

She gave the man emphatic orders in his own language, told him to go at once, watched him along the corridor and led Lynn through the brass gate to the womens quarters.

Rundhia waited, standing. When he heard the messengers footfall returning along the corridor, he opened the door, admitted him, closed the door, held out his hand, received both letters, glanced at them and returned to the messenger the one that was addressed to Mrs. Harding.

Deliver that one. After that, keep out of sight for an hour. Then return and say that you have delivered the other letter to Captain Norwood. Go.

Rundhia opened the letter that was addressed to Norwood. He smiled. There was no heading:

Your unkindness about what you saw this morning does not make me wish to hurt you in return. There is something I wish to tell you. It is important. I hate myself for something that I said unintentionally, under great strain. I can explain it. Wont you see me?

Lynn.

Rundhia tore the letter into fragments, burned it in an ashtray, crushed the ashes to powder and then strode to the phone. He called up the Bengali doctor:

Come and see me. Yes, in my suite at the palace. Now. I dont care how busy you are. Come at once.


Chapter Twenty-one

THE Bengali doctor entered Rundhias suite at the palace with the air of a crook who is afraid of a master-crook. He assumed an air of self-importance that he didnt feel; of confidence that didnt exist. He didnt wait for Rundhia to tell him to be seated, and he began to speak in Bengali.

Rundhia interrupted him: Speak English. I sent for you here, instead of to my house, to avoid eavesdropping. The only servants in this palace who know any English have been loaned to the Hardings.

All the same, I will look. The Bengali opened the door suddenly and glanced into the corridor. He did the same thing to the door leading into the next room. He looked out of the windows onto the balcony before resuming his seat. Rundhia began on him without preliminaries:

You may discontinue dosing Mrs. Harding. Miss Lynn Harding has accepted an invitation to remain here at the palace, so the sooner the aunt clears out of Kadur the better. Let her get well.

She has refused medicine. I had to put it on her breakfast food. And now she wont eat. She will recover quickly enough! There is nothing much the matter with her. I am relieved. I do not like to do such things to western people.

Rundhia ignored that. He lighted a cigarette and blew several smoke rings. He examined the tip of the cigarette and then asked suddenly: Could you get at Captain Norwood?

No.

I think youd better. Last night at supper, Norwood watched your clumsy by-play when you gave that pellet to Mrs. Harding. The way you switched the pellets wasnt clever. Norwood suspects you.

Captain Norwood is himself under suspicion, the Bengali answered. He stands accused, does he not, of having accepted a bribe? You told me to say so to Mrs. Harding. And I did.

Yes. I was coming to that, Rundhia interrupted. I thought the news might influence her to keep Norwood away. Now, look here: officers caught taking bribes, especially if theyre popular and well connected, very often commit suicide. Norwoods suicide would be appropriate, convenient and, in the circumstances, not suspicious. How do we go about it?

We dont! the Bengali answered, without a seconds hesitation.

Oh. You think you can afford to defy me?

It is not defiance. It is discretion. Also, it was not in the bargain. What I have agreed to do, I will do. When I have done that, you will pay me, because I know more about you than you know about me. When I have received my money, I will go my way and live respectably. I will not interfere with Captain Norwood. No. I will not. That is final.

Rundhia stared at him scornfully: Timorous fool! All you Bengalis are alike. You run out. Youve no consciences, but youre afraid of the last minute. You cant stand up and go over the top. Look here. Norwood drinks whiskey and soda. Hes an Engineer, and theres no reason whatever why he shouldnt have some cyanide in his kit. He has a logical reason for committing suicide. It ought to be a simple matter to get cyanide into his whiskey without anyone suspecting you.

I have told you that I will not do it, the Bengali answered.

Rundhia studied him. His unconscious gesture suggested what was going on in his mind. He extinguished the cigarette by rubbing it to pieces on the ashtray. Then he lighted another.

Well, he remarked at last, it might be dangerous to do. You and I must be careful.

The Bengali folded his hands across his stomach: Very careful.

Things mustnt be traced back to us, said Rundhia. There is nothing, so far, than can be traced back to me. But I have the goods on you; and by God, if you dont do what I tell you, youre in trouble.

Fear looked forth from the Bengalis eyes, but he said nothing. He crossed his knees and waited.

Norwood has got to be killed, said Rundhia. He is in love with Miss Lynn Harding. He hates me. He is suspicious by nature. He is on the defensive. And he is the type of person whose idea of self-defense is to attack with every scrap of energy he has. That kind of person is much too dangerous. You and I cant afford to let him live. If we can blame his death on the priests, that could be made to hold water. The priests bribed him. By this time, they probably know that the news of the bribe is out. It would be natural for them to murder Norwood, to stop his mouth.

Well, why not let them! Why not leave it to them? the Bengali retorted.

Because they wont do it, you fool! Did you ever know a priest to do a thing at the right time to suit someone else? It will have to be done for them. Now heres the idea: they keep a hospice where mendicants may live as long as they please, for no payment. There are three men in that hospice, who would kill their mothers and anyone else for an ounce of opium. For two ounces, they would murder ten children apiece.

Yes, the Bengali answered. I know those three men. I will have nothing to do with them.

Wait until I have finished speaking, you white-livered fool! Do you think I would be such a reckless lunatic as to send you to talk to them? They would be blackmailing you for the rest of your life. This is what you are to do.

I will have nothing to do with it. That is final.

Oh, yes you will. You know my man Gulbaz?

Too well. Someday that badmash will turn on you.

Rundhia smiled: Long before that, dear doctor, he shall swallow one of your prescriptions! Summon Gulbaz. Give him money. I will give you three hundred rupees, and you may keep the change. Tell Gulbaz he is to hire those three men to assassinate Norwood tonight. I dont care how they do it, and I hope they get caught. They have been living for months in the temple hospice. Everyone will believe they are in the pay of the priests. Do you understand?

I understand you. I wont do it. I have done what I have done, because you knew of former indiscretions, for which you could have betrayed me to the law. And I will do what I will do, because I need the money. There it ends. I wish you wouldnt keep me waiting. I am becoming nervous. I have drugged his medicine until he needs it five times daily. Now he is demanding one at bedtime. Why wait?

Are you sure of the poison?

Quite sure. It is the same that I gave you to test on the monkey that you packed in ice and sent to Delhi to be autopsied. It is a vegetable poison. It escapes analysis by all known methods. It is one of five poisons that baffle analysis, once it has become absorbed by the blood. They will find in your uncles stomach, if they look, some traces of marijuana, which it can be proved that he himself bought, and which I added to his tonic at his own written request. I advise you to act quickly.

Rundhia nodded: If you will attend to the killing of Norwood, I will let you do the other job tonight. But I want Norwood out of the way.

I have told you. I will have nothing to do with the killing of Norwood.

Damn your eyes. I wont forget your having failed me like this in an awkward moment! Very well then. Find Gulbaz and send him to me. No, not here; to my own house. I will tell Gulbaz what to do. You hold yourself in readiness to do your job tonight and do it properly. After that, you may go to the devil.

I will go away from Kadur, you may believe me, the Bengali answered.


Chapter Twenty-two

THE brass gate clanging behind Lynn and the Maharanee had a peculiar effect on Lynn. It made her feel buried alive in eastern luxury. Her appreciation of the seclusion, from which she could run in and out as she pleased, had not faded. But it didnt feel the same. The click of the lock being turned by the old near-sighted servant, had a sinister suggestion that she noticed for the first time. There was a chill at Lynns heart. As she walked beside the Maharanee into the room, that was called the boudoir but retained the sumptuous, old-fashioned splendors of a royal bibi-kana, she felt more self-critical than ever before in her life. Not even Aunty Hardings crudest accusations had made her feel as guilty, and as impotent to undo wrong.

Lynn darling, why are you silent? I can almost always count on you for chatter when I feel despondent.

Maharanee, did you ever betray anyone?

Never, or I think not. I have made many mistakes; and I have been unkind, angry, stupid, sometimes I daresay, cruel. I have been selfish and ungenerous. But I dont think I ever betrayed anyone. I dont remember that I ever did.

Then you cant know how it feels, Lynn answered.

Let us sit here by the window, said the Maharanee. Tell me how it feels. Perhaps I can help you to feel differently. You have helped me in so many ways. There is a law of compensation. Perhaps comes now my opportunity to do for you what you have done for me.

I hate myself, Lynn answered. You cant change that. I dont want it changed. If I didnt hate myself for what Ive done, I shouldnt be fit to live. The dreadful part is, that I cant undo what I did. Oh, my God she put her head between her hands   I didnt mean to do it. If I could cut out my tongue! But I said it. I cant unsay it.

My dear, you are suffering reaction from your quarrel with your aunt.

Damn Aunty. The hell with Aunty. Aunty may go to the devil  do you hear that?  to the devil. I dont care what Aunty thinks, or says, or does. I am not reacting to her. I hate her, because what she said of me  is true. I am treacherous.

Lynn darling, did you promise Captain Norwood not to speak about those diamonds?

No. He didnt ask me to promise. He took it for granted that I wouldnt mention what any idiot could guess he hadnt wanted me to see. Captain Norwood saw me kissing Rundhia. I know he did.

Did he say so?

Of course he didnt. And of course he wont mention it, ever, to anyone else. The man is a gentleman.

The Maharanee smiled. Lynn darling, where did you learn about men?

Oh, if it amuses you, say Aunty taught me. I dont need to be taught. I know a man when I see him. Tell me that red head, those gray eyes, and that mouth, and the set of those shoulders, and that straight way of saying exactly what he means, are the marks of anything else than a gentleman  and I will doubt even your wisdom, Maharanee dear. I cant bear to be despised by a man like that. Do you know, Maharanee, its funny: I wouldnt mind a bit if Rundhia despised me. And yet I dont dislike Rundhia. Why is it?

Perhaps you dont yet understand Rundhia.

Oh, yes I do. Rundhia is a beautiful savage.

Lynn darling  ! Rundhias ancestors were civilized, chivalrous noblemen when yours were running naked in the woods! Julius Cæsar sold your ancestors as slaves in Rome when Rundhias were living in a golden age of art and everything that gives nobility to man!

Rundhia must have forgotten lots, Lynn answered. I can forgive him for having forgotten manners in the treasure room this morning. I can see that as a joke. But do you expect me to forgive him for having repeated what I told him in a moment of confidence?

Darling, did you ask him not to tell?

I made it quite clear I was sorry I had told him.

Well, you must remember that you told him something that concerns the State of Kadur. You uncovered to him the existence of a bribe that might have changed the destiny of Kadur by legalizing the priests possession of the diamond mine. I havent told you much about the diamond mine. It is supposed to be a secret. Do you call it a betrayal that I have mentioned it to you?

Dont worry. I wont tell! Lynn answered. I never want to hear diamonds mentioned again. How long will it take that messenger to reach Captain Norwood?

That depends on where Captain Norwood is. The messenger will have to look for him. He has gone on horseback. I ordered him not to spare the horse. It might take him half an hour  an hour.

Did you tell him to wait for an answer?

Yes. Captain Norwood will be sure to write an answer, because I did not give the messenger the usual receipt book in which Captain Norwood might have merely scribbled his initials. There being no receipt book, he will feel obliged to write at least an acknowledgment.

I cant wait for an answer! I wish I had gone in search of him, myself. I havent any pride left. His career will be ruined, wont it?

But darling, he deserves to be ruined if he accepts bribes.

Now you talk like Aunty Harding! That is the way she has been accusing me, for seventeen years, with no more evidence than her imagination, or what someone said. I dont believe  I wont, I dont believe that Captain Norwood would accept a bribe from anyone, in any circumstances.

Darling, if he is innocent, he will be able to prove it.

Do you believe that? I can easily doubt it, Lynn answered. I have never once been able to prove my innocence, against Auntys accusations. Not one single once! Not one time  ever. To this minute, she believes everything she has ever said against me. Then, suddenly: What is Rundhia doing?

I dont know.

Does he like to be despised?

Lynn dear, if you should despise him, I dont know what might happen. Rundhia loves you.

Does he? You think so? Tell him I despise him! And I will, until he proves to me that he has done his absolute, utmost best to undo the cowardly wrong he has done to Captain Norwood. You may say I will help in whatever way I possibly can. But if he doesnt do his best for Captain Norwood, I will never speak to him again.

Lynn

Maharanee dear, wont you please tell him? I mean it. He might believe you.

The Maharanee sighed. She left Lynn and walked out of the room to find Rundhia.

Lynn went to the piano; she had to do something. It was a splendid piano but it hadnt been tuned for a year. Lynn was out of practice. The combined assault on Mozarts reputation made a couple of canaries chitter in a different key. Lynn slammed down the piano-lid and paced the floor. She sat down to write another note to Norwood, tore it up and paced the floor again. Then she took hold of herself. She was seated in the armchair by the window, staring at an illustrated magazine, when the Maharanee came back.

Darling, Rundhia has promised.

What did he promise to do? What can he do?

Lynn darling, there are some things it is wiser not to know. Seemliness and convenience (am I using the right word?) so often are supported upon contemptible things that exist beneath the surface. Is it not so in America also? Rundhia has promised to employ a creature, whose profession is to produce evidence. If one party to a lawsuit should have ten witnesses, this person would produce twenty witnesses to contradict them.

You mean perjury?

I mean that Captain Norwood can be cleared of the charge of bribery, the Maharanee answered. However, Rundhia made a condition.

Oh? Yes?

Life is so involved, said the Maharanee. Lynn dear, everything is conditional on something else. For instance, His Highness my husband rules Kadur on condition that he rules not too unwisely. We eat on condition that people pay their taxes.

Maharanee dear! Tell me. Dont prepare me for it. I can take it without our pretending its something else.

Very well, said the Maharanee. Let us be quite frank with each other. Rundhia loves you.

So says Rundhia.

And I love you.

I can believe that, Lynn answered. Why else should you be so kind? I havent influence or money.

You have personality, the Maharanee answered. You have imagination and spirit. You can redeem Rundhia. So that when the day comes that he shall be Maharajah of Kadur, he will be a great man. Rundhia will do anything for you  anything. Your influence will persuade him to do good things, of that I am sure. Even now, having known you only one day, for your sake he is willing to save Captain Norwood. But he makes conditions.

Cant he tell them to me?

He has gone in search of that creature Gulbaz. Rundhia has taken it for granted that you will accept the conditions, since he has accepted, as a command, your wish that he should help Captain Norwood.

Am I in a trap? Lynn asked suddenly.

Darling! You have asked of Rundhia that he shall risk losing perhaps (there is no knowing) but perhaps, the undivided title to a diamond mine that has been a source of revenue for many centuries. That is what covering up Captain Norwoods act of treachery may mean.

Lynn almost lost her temper. She retorted: I was treacherous. So was Rundhia. I dont believe Captain Norwood has been! I wont believe it until they prove it.

The Maharanee returned to her subject: Rundhia insists that you mustnt tell Captain Norwood whose influence it was that saved him. He demands  and I think that is fair, isnt it?  Rundhia cant afford to be compromised  he demands that if Captain Norwood should characteristically force his way into your presence, you will not answer Norwoods questions.

But I have asked Captain Norwood to come and see me.

The Maharanees sympathy looked genuine. Lynn didnt doubt it:

Lynn dear, Rundhia thinks that Captain Norwood probably believes you told about the diamonds because you knew that Captain Norwood was embarrassed by your having seen them, and you wished to punish him for remarks he had made, in the garden, last night. Rundhia thinks that perhaps Captain Norwood wont answer your letter.

Lynn was silent for a long time, thinking. The Maharanee watched her, reading, on Lynns face, the course of the struggle between pride, humiliation, anger  and some other, western emotion that not even Lynn could have put into words. It was too simple. Too elementary. It escaped analysis. At last Lynn spoke:

I promise. I wont tell Captain Norwood that Rundhia is helping him. But will Rundhia do it?

For you he will do anything, the Maharanee answered.


Chapter Twenty-three

NORWOOD sat in his tent and checked Stoddarts survey figures, found a couple of mistakes, corrected them, admonished Stoddart and gave the sergeant instructions for the following day. Stoddart asked for leave to visit the bazaar.

No. I want you to keep your eye on the camp. There are plenty of thieves in this neighborhood. Besides, I am rather expecting a visit from certain Brahmins. It will be a rather confidential sort of visit. They are likely to come quietly, after dark. It wouldnt do to mistake them for thieves. So keep your eyes open. I will instruct the sentries, of course, but I want you, Stoddart, to keep very wide awake. The minute OLeary shows up, send him to me.

Norwood smoked after that, for fifteen or twenty minutes. Then, three times, with his hands behind him, he paced the distance between his tent and the horse-line. He noticed that OLeary had taken a horse without permission, but decided to say nothing about it. If OLeary had asked, he would have let him take a horse, but not that good one.

After the third of his pacings to and fro, he sat at the table in his tent and wrote a letter to Lynn Harding, tore it up, and made several more attempts. He tore up the last one, gathered all the scraps of paper into one heap, carried them to a cook-fire and burned the lot. Since the cook looked displeased at having had his fire interfered with, Norwood inspected the pots and pans and fined the cook two rupees, the fine to be remitted contingent on thirty days good behaviour.

He returned to his tent, scraped out a pipe, wrote another letter to Lynn Harding and tore up that one. It was getting on toward dark. The Kadur River was a splurge of crimson. He heard the hoof-beats of OLearys horse at about the hour when he had first seen Lynn Harding in the Maharanees carriage. Norwoods servant came and lighted the lamp in the tent.

OLeary approached the horse-line through the trees and the scrub, from a direction chosen to prevent Norwood from seeing which horse he had taken. He turned the horse over to a sais and walked to Norwoods tent with an air of nonchalance and a slouch in his gait. Norwood knocked the ashes from his pipe and refilled it. It was only when OLeary had no news worth telling that he tried to look smart. When he looked as unimportant as most people believed him to be, he was absolutely certainly primed with red-hot news. By the time OLeary reached the tent, Norwood was in an easy camp-chair, cutting the pages of a new book and smoking as if there were nothing on earth to be troubled about.

That lamp aint fit to read by, said OLeary. Youll ruin your eyes. The only kind o engineer that can look after himself has a couple o fingers missing, along o having learned what engineering is! Let me turn it out. Ill fix it later.

Come in. Sit down.

OLeary blew out the lamp. Then he sat. It was not yet night outside, but it was too dark in the tent for them to see each others faces.

Meaning you! said OLeary. I could have picked you off against that lamplight from a hundred yards away, aye, and no one know who done it.

Talk, said Norwood.  

Im dry o talking. Ive a throat like a bakers oven.

You shall have a drink presently.

Said the devil to the sinner! That Bengali doctors sore at someone. Hes scared. Hes roiled. Hes up to mischief. Like all them Bengalis, hes a mixture of too many different kinds of education. Hes as full of spite as a scalded cat. He has imagination like the toothache. What he needs is an umbrella, to keep worry off with.

Did he talk to you?

Did he!  Time to post the sentries?

Stoddart is doing it now. Cant you hear him?

Yeh, but I know Stoddart.

Stoddart has his orders. I will go the rounds presently. What did the Bengali doctor tell you? Come on now, out with it.

The way I managed him was this, said OLeary. I was looking in on Mrs. Harding, cracking on Id come to fix the plumbing, on account o my hearing her raising hell. She was doing a better job of that than you or I could. I understand shes a widow. I dont blame her husband for taking a chance on the nex world. She has her things pretty near packed, in about a lorry-load o trunks on the verandah. She was cussing out the servants until the doctor turned up, and then she turned her guns on him. She demanded her bill, and he remarked she didnt owe him nothing. So I knew right then, there was a cockroach in somebodys butter. I stuck around, umbrageous.

What she said to that Bengali doctor, mind you, I wouldnt say to a thief. He was trying to persuade her to take some physic for her stomach. And she wouldnt. He said it ud make her stomach easy, and shed be fit to travel. He offered to swallow some of it himself, to prove it was harmless. But she said he could swallow the bottle, for all o her. He said he was trying to speed the parting guest, and she said she didnt need no speedin. She said she was getting the hell out o there ( only she didnt use no bad language, I mean, not what a priest ud call bad). She said she couldnt get out fast enough to suit her.

But that Bengali stuck to it. I never seen a man stand up to such a scorching and keep on taking it. Me listening, mind you, but them not seeing me. Oftener than not folks lie to each other, specially strangers, without much meaning to it. I refereed that both o them was telling the truth. I gave it a draw. So theres something wrong somewhere. There werent nothing for me to do but stop the fight.

So I showed up, suitable respectful cracking on I hadnt heard nothing. And I said I was Captain Norwoods private servant and had the Captain left his pipe on the verandah when he called this afternoon? You should have heard that female talk, and what she said about you! She said she wouldnt put it past you to have smoked your pipe on her verandah, but if you had done it shed have kicked the stinking thing into the bushes. Long and short o it, she dont like you. And she accused me o your having sent me to her to make another attempt to use her as a go-between. She said she didnt believe one dam-thing that the Bengali doctor had told her, except that Captain Norwood was a crook what took bribes; and that the sooner me and the Bengali got out o her sight, the better shed like it. She pitched a hundred-rupee note at him for his fee, and he let it lie there. Him and me

Norwood interrupted: What became of the hundred rupees?

The priest shall have whats coming to him, said OLeary. Let me tell this story straight on end, afore I get too thirsty to remember. I followed the Bengali. I overtook him where it was quiet, and no shrubbery where folks could scratch their noses poking into other peoples business. I spoke reproachful.

I asked him: Doctor sahib, did you tell that woman what she said you told her about Captain Norwood? He came back at me with: Are you genuinely Captain Norwoods servant? And I said if Im not genuine, theres less than sixteen annas to a rupee. And when hed thought a bit he answered: Yes, I told her. I repeated rumor. I should not have done it. He acted nervous. And after a minute, he pulled out five rupees and gave em to me. I looked noncommittal, so he gave me five more. Then he said to me: Will you be seeing Captain Norwood? How soon? Tell him, but dont say who told you, that his life is in danger  tonight! Warn him that his enemies have heard about that bribe, and they will try to kill him. Let him look to himself.

So, of course, I played up. I acted ugly. Him being a Bengali, I imputed motives  plenty of em  anything that came into my head, until I think he told the truth. You cant ever be sure a Bengali is telling the truth, if hes talking to you. You have to listen in on em to get truth youre sure of. But I think he gave his real reason. I wouldnt bet on it, but its worth repeating.

Norwood knocked out his pipe: What was it?

He dont care a damn about you. But hes scared stiff o what might happen if they killed a British officer in Kadur. I figured out the meaning o that, quicker than youd take a snapshot. Hes up to something crafty. No knowing what. But he figures he can get away with it all right if nothing happens, like the killing of a British officer, that would bring a British investigation on the scene.

Norwood refilled his pipe: So you think the priests intend to murder me?

Hell, no.

Neither do I.

If they did intend to, said OLeary, that Bengali doctor wouldnt know about it.

Well, said Norwood, youve done nicely.

You have a hundred and ten rupees for an hours work.

Not me. Im proud. I gave him back his ten rupees. Hes nothing but a babu doctor.

Norwood found the whiskey bottle in the dark. He poured a stiff drink and locked up the bottle, gave the drink to OLeary, and walked off on his rounds to instruct the sentries.

OLeary waited for him outside the tent. He looked as nervous as the shadow of a tree that quivers in the evening wind. Twice he started to overtake Norwood, but thought better of it. At last when Norwood returned, he hesitated, and if Norwood hadnt faced him he might not have spoken.

Still here? said Norwood. Whats on your mind?

Theres a man Im scared of.

Oh? Who is he?

Hes an old acquaintance o yours.

I asked: who is he?

A man name o Gulbaz.

Oh, is that devil in Kadur? Why didnt you tell me sooner?

Because I was afraid youd go after him. Norwood smiled. OLeary grinned. What I do, said Norwood, and what I dont do are none of your business.

Yes, they are! Gulbaz ud kill you. Then what? He swore to get you, on account o that Poona business, when you caught him stealing from the secret files.

Yes, I remember he was angry.

You shouldnt have let him off. I warned you then. You sail youd a good reason.

It still is a good reason.

It was a crazy reason.

Remember your manners.

I havent any  not when you go chancing getting bumped off by a badmash that ud skin his mother for the price o leather. You said youd catch him later doing something important.

Did I say that?

You did. Ill forget it if you will. Theres nothing doing this time.

Why not?

Because I wont say where he is nor what hes up to. You leave him to me!

Norwood chuckled: You propose to yourself to steal my thunder, do you!

So help me God, I wouldnt steal nothing from you, and you know it.

Not even whiskey.

Please, sir, Captain Norwood, you listen to me. You listen to your Uncle Moses, just once. Youre quality, you are. Youre too valuable to be risked against a swine like Gulbaz. Hes dirt. Hes fit for nothing but a knife in the back and to hell with him. Hes my job. You leave him to me. Norwood chuckled again: Moses, your friend Gulbaz

My friend?

  is the apple of my eye. I wont have him hurt. Not a hair of his head.

How about his belly? I can kick like a battery mule.

Youre not to touch him. Gulbaz is mine, saith the rule of the game. I need him. As soon as this little business in Kadur is finished, weve a survey to run, eight hundred miles from here, where theres a dark little game going on. And your friend Gulbaz is the bell-wether

Hes a pig and a snake and a son of a

Never mind what he is. Its what he shall do that matters. He shall decoy his friends

Moses laughed: That swine hasnt any friends.

He has three bosom friends and a gang of eleven all told. He shall decoy them all into one net.

Says you, observed Moses.

Dont be theatrical. You may go and talk to Gulbaz if you want to, but youre not to touch him. If you get yourself killed, Ill pay that priest of yours to say no masses for you. You shall stay in hell forever.

Maynt I have just one crack at him? I could make him a hospital job, where youd know where he is and

I have given you a definite order that youre not to touch him.

Yes, but suppose he takes a crack at me?

In that case, youre to run away.

Stoddart cant run. Hes too fat. Id like to borrow Stoddart.

What for?

Ill need him.

I said: what for?

For a witness. If I dont have a witness, therell be nothing Gulbaz wont do or wont swear to.

How long do you expect to be gone?

About twenty minutes. Maybe less. It dont take long to get Gulbaz goat.

I cant afford to lose Stoddart.

Ill bring that big baby back as safe as if he rode a bathchair.

Very well, I will tell Stoddart to go with you.

And see here, sir

Well? Whats on your mind now?

Just this once, may I talk to you man to man?

Thats what youre paid to do.

And say straight what I mean? No pulling punches?

If youll remember your manners, Ill listen. What is it, Moses?

Well, seeing as how youve asked for it, Ill tell you. Woman trouble is the worst kind o trouble. Woman danger is the worst kind o danger. There aint no sense in it, nor no dividends. Lay off women.

You mean youve heard some gossip about me and women? Are you such a fool that you listen to that kind of stuff? Whats come over you? You know better than that.

Wisht I didnt. One woman, and she a young un, is a hundred times dangerouser than a hundred women. You can raise hell with a hundred women and get away with it. But tackle one, and shes got you. Youre in the bag. You take my advice and

Norwood shut him up with a sudden gesture: Dismiss. Tell Sergeant Stoddart to come here.


Chapter Twenty-four

IT had been an army lorry once, but it had fallen on evil days and was now a contractors truck, so it looked suitably unofficial. The Indian driver had been commandeered by Moses and for one rupee eight annas in lawful money had agreed to go anywhere, lawful or not. Inside, beneath the rotting and ragged canvas cover, Moses sat on the floor facing Sergeant Stoddart.

Youre a fathead, said Moses. You dont know what its all about and you never will know.

Stoddart lighted his pipe. His face by the light of the match looked tolerant and noncommittal. He moved the match to get a better look at Moses. Moses grinned and reached for Stoddarts tobacco.

You dont know nothing, said Moses, excep what I tell you. And I aint saying much. So if we exaggerate your genius a bit youre ninety-nine parts ignorant.

Stoddart passed the matches to Moses. Probably, he answered, thats why the Captain sent me to keep an eye on you. He said Im to bring you home sober, in one piece, right side up and with your trousers on. Last time I had to rescue you, remember, you left your trousers in a bad-house.

Sure. I snaffled a new pair out o that. They cost the Government three rupees eight annas. And I saved em come close to a lakh o rupees by spoiling one o Gulbaz little games. He had it all set that time to loot a railway pay car. But I spiked him.

Says you.

Oh, all right. It was Captain Norwood spiked him. But it was me who tipped him the office, even if I was in shirt tails, and a torn shirt, too.

Yes, and pye-eyed drunk, said Stoddart. Drunk, was I? Did you never hear o General Grant?

You mean the American General? Him who was President later on and sold his sword to pay his debts or something?

Thats him. Youre not so ignorant as I thought you are.

What do you know about General Grant?

Time he was General, fighting a war, he sent a barrel o whiskey to President Lincoln, so the Government would have sense enough to okay his plans. Thats history.

I dont get your point, said Stoddart. Youll see the point about the day after tomorrow. The point is that when Im drunk Im worth ten o you sober, and the Captain knows it.

Maybe. But you didnt catch Gulbaz.

Nobody cant catch Gulbaz. Not with the goods. Hes too crafty. Me and you have got to find out what Gulbaz is up to tonight.

I thought this was all about a diamond mine, said Stoddart.

It was. But it aint.

Oh? Have they settled that argument already? Did the Maharajah climb down that quick? It took me less than half a day to run the line from the ancient landmark. The whole of that temple area belongs to the priests. But that wont stop a lawsuit, will it? These Indians ud go to law about twice two. Theyre never satisfied until the lawyers get all their money.

You keep your fat head out o mischief and let problems alone, said Moses. Tonights no problem. Its easy excep the consequences. Were going to lose a good officer, one way or the other, and the question is which.

You half breeds are all alike, said Stoddart. You darent say what you think. He stuck his thumb in the bowl of his pipe and struck another match. His eyes were inquisitive. You dont mean

I mean youre a fathead. Thats plain talk, isnt it? Now its your turn. You tell me what youre thinking about, plain words and no this, that, and the other. Come clean.

Everyone in camp has heard it, said Stoddart. First I heard of it was from a coolie down by the river.

Heard what?

Someones been bribed.

And you believe it?

Long ago, said Stoddart, I gave up believing anything in India except pay-day and where theres smoke theres fire. Ive known of officers burning their fingers. If the officer were thinking about took a bribe, hell be broke for it as sure as you and I sit in this truck. Thats one way we can lose him. Whats the other?

He didnt take no bribe, said Moses. Me or you might take one  you special. But not him. If Captain Catch-em-alive-o Norwood should be sitting on the South Pole with nothing to eat, and hed lost his return ticket, and there was moneylenders sitting all around him threatening lawsuits, and hed a tip on the stock-market that only called for a couple o thousand rupees to make a fortune with in fifteen minutes, even so you couldnt bribe him to okay a phoney voucher for two annas.

They may have framed him, said Stoddart. Theyll frame your picture in a museum one o these days as the champion fathead that ever came even from England to look popeyed at a puzzle. Theres three men in India who cant be framed successful, thats to say unless they frame each other. Ones me. Anothers Captain High-Cockalorum Norwood. And the third is Gulbaz.

Whod want to frame you? asked Stoddart. Youre not worth it. Whats the other way we can lose the Captain?

Woman.

Hes no womanizer, said Stoddart. Thats where your half breed intellect cant wrap itself around a fact and hang on. Youve got all the vices of both races, and you cant believe that a white man can live clean just because he feels that way about it.

What I cant believe is one thing, said Moses. For instance, I cant believe in your intelligence. But what I know is something else. Since Captain Ginger-headed Norwood cut his milk teeth on his first job for the secret intelligence, Ive been his teacher, his preacher, his nurse and confidential adviser and

You should be Viceroy, you should.

No, Id have no patience with the Council. The point is, I know Captain Norwood. I know him asleep and awake and between times. I know the hard side of him, and its as hard as iron. I know the soft side of him, and its about as soft as a kick from a battery mule. I know the good-natured side of him. There aint no dog that ever wagged a tail thats half as good-natured as Captain Carl Norwood when the moods on him. And I know his temper; if youd use it for dynamite you could blow up the Taj Mahal with one shot. It ud win a world war easy. Me, I know him. I know him inside out, and outside in. Ive seen all sorts o women try to put one over on him, in all sorts o ways, open, surreptitious and clandestine, including offering me money  and me a pauper. Not one of em had any more chance than a pye-dog has to catch a railroad train. Id stand at the Golden Gate and take my souls oath to St. Peter himself, that Captain Redhead Norwood is a clean living Captain of Engineers. So put that in your pipe and smoke it.

Then what do you mean by calling him a womanizer? Stoddart demanded.

You ought to be a reporter for the papers. You get all your facts right. I said woman. A woman, you fathead. One woman  half o two women. Can you figure that one?

You mean one of Gulbaz women? Is that what were going after?

I know what youre good for, said Moses. You should have one o them booths at a Fair. You should set yourself up as a clairvoyant fortune-teller. Use a crystal and a deck o cards. Youd make a fortune at it. Lord, youd guess em right every time.

Well then, what woman are you talking about?

Naming no names, shes at the palace.

You mean Miss Lynn Harding? Its all over the camp that Prince Rundhia has her number.

You seen her? asked Moses.

Yes, said Stoddart, I saw her on horseback riding with the Prince. Shes a good looker.

How close did you look?

Oh, a couple of hundred yards.

Are you blind?

Ive better sight than you, you drunkard.

And you couldnt tell, from two hundred yards away, that that girls a good un? You want to bet? Dyou want to bet your months pay against mine that Norwood hasnt made up his mind that he wants her?

What makes you think you know?

If Captain Carrot-head Norwood wants something, its good. And if its good, he goes after it. And if he goes after it, you bet your boots he gets it. Hell get a brass hat before hes finished. And hell get that girl before a weeks out. Thats how we lose him.

How do you mean?

Well, for one thing shell like to see a real smart looking Sergeant around. So youll get a transfer. And can you imagine a sweet, nice virtuous young lady putting up with me for longer than it takes to get drunk once?

It wouldnt hurt you to stay sober for a change, said Stoddart.

I could do it. Im a man o mettle. But shed ask me questions. And Im no liar. Id get telling her the truth. And it aint ladylike. Shed object, and whos to blame her. You cant change decent women. And you cant change me. The truths indecent. So my numbers up. I turn in my resignation on the day he says come hither and she cometh. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe tonight. Stoddart refilled his pipe with almost supernatural patience. What are we up to tonight? he demanded. Why are we here in this bloody truck? Where are we going?

Didnt he tell you?

No, he told me to look after you.

Thats what I told him to tell you.

All right, General Moses, where are we going? To the Promised Land?

Were going hunting a bribe.

Who from?

Gulbaz.

How much?

You may keep all you get.

How much do you reckon well get?

Twice half o what he thinks its worth. We split it fifty-fifty, on account o your puritan nature and your good looks and your gift for not letting your head know what your brains are doing.

What are we going to be bribed for?

For our virtue. What else could he buy? Mine aint for sale, but yours is. He wants it for the travelling wax-works o curiosities hes taking along to tour India. Bottle o brine containing extract o Sergeant Stoddarts virtue. Very scarce. Poison. Dont touch.

All right then, put it this way: why are we worth bribing?

We aint, said Moses.

Speak for yourself. Whose money is he chucking away?

You may bet your boots it isnt his money. Considering the kind o badmash crook he is, that has to pay out money by the bucketful to keep his skin on his back and his line o retreat open, Gulbaz is close. Hes so mean that a Scotch flea couldnt get a living off him.

But you say hell bribe us?

Dont start spending it before you get it. Want to gamble? Ill take ten rupees for my half.

I havent ten with me. I left it in camp. I know better than bring money when Im in your company in the red-light district.

All right then, Ill toss you for it  winner take all.

Ive a long memory, said Stoddart. Ive seen what you can do with a coin. What you could do to it in a dark truck would be worse than Gulbaz.

Gulbaz, remarked Moses, is a sucker. You know what that means?

Yes, but what do you mean?

Moses raised the cover of the truck and took a quick glance at the narrow street. Then he lowered the cover and spoke:

Well be there in a minute. I want you to get this, Stoddart. Try to understand it. Its important.

You may cut the preamble. In case you dont know it, you ignorant savage, a preamble is a lot of words intended to disguise the meaning of what follows. So say it plain.

Gulbaz has it in for Captain Norwood. Thats how big a sucker he is. Hes crafty. But he hasnt sense enough to know that theres two men in India can beat him. Ones me. The others Cockalorum Norwood. Catch-em-alive-o Norwood.

One o these days Gulbaz is going to sit in Norwoods net, alive and nasty. But not yet.

Why not?

None o your business. Youre only a fathead sergeant. You know nothing o the inside working o things. But Gulbaz isnt here in Kadur for his health, or for yours and mine either. Hes here to get Captain Norwood and make a profit at the same time. Hes got a game on, and hes got it all timed to a minute. Thats why youre here.

There you go again, said Stoddart. Blowed if I understand you. Speak plain.

Ill say it slow, said Moses. Words o one syllable. If I was alone, and if Gulbaz was ready, hed stick a knife into me. But seeing that youre along, and you a soldier that has cost the taxpayer a heap o money for upholding the blooming dignity of His Majesty the King, hell think twice about it. If I was stuck in the back it ud be a loss to the human race and a bulls eye for Gulbaz. But they wouldnt even write it up in the paper.

Not in the society column? asked Stoddart.

But if it happened to you, half the sweating countryside ud have to turn out for your funeral, marching slow, arms reversed, Dead March in Saul. And after that, thered be an investigation, two courts of enquiry, military and civil, plus a headache for the Maharajah and at least a column in the Bombay Times embellishing the record of a faithful Tommy Atkins, first in peace and first in war and first claim on the C.I.D., police and supernumerary units if hes bumped off without a formal declaration o war thats okayed by the League o Nations. Youre an unimportant fathead, and you dont know nothing. But if you was stuck in the back in Kadur theyd work hard to avenge you, and Gulbaz knows it. So Im safe. And Im valuable. Thats the point.

I dont get your point. If were not out to bag Gulbaz, why go near him? What do you reckon to find out?

Time, said Moses. Gulbaz times it like a jockey. Hes the best judge o pace in all India. He times it to the minute. If he isnt ready, then hell play for time. If hes ready, he wont. And if hi doesnt, and the Army dont have to bury you wi a brass band, youre lucky. Most fatheads are lucky; they have to use luck for brains. But well soon know. Here we are.

The truck halted in front of a house whose red front door was bolted, barred, and scrawled in chalk with infamous remarks anent the virtue of its inmates. There was an alley, a yard wide, pitch dark at the farther end. Into that alley yellow light streamed through a door that was partly ajar. There was a faint staccato drumbeat, a twang of stringed music, the sickly wail of a flute, and a stench in which sensuous perfume fought with the reek of garbage. Moses spoke to the truck driver, and the truck driver sounded the horn  three times, then three more, then once.

The dissolute and dirty looking person in the big white turban, to whom Moses gave a captured knife in the bazaar, appeared suddenly, apparently from nowhere.

Whats that bloke up to? Where did he come from? Stoddart demanded.

If youd looked under the truck youd know, said Moses. He aint respectable, so he dont ride first class like me and you.

Moses whispered to the man, who walked down the alley and entered the door.

Is this your harem? Arent we going in? asked Stoddart.

No. Youd break the ladies hearts. Well wait here and give em a chance. This is Gulbaz temporary field headquarters. Ive sent him a message. Hell come or he wont. If he dont, well know the answer.

What did you tell that bloke to say to him?

I said that Sergeant Stoddarts here with information that hell sell for a price and wants a personal interview, face to face, no go-betweens.

Youve got your nerve, said Stoddart. Itll be all over the bloody bazaar that Im telling secrets. Why dont you use your own name?

Weve hooked him. Here he comes, said Moses. Keep your hair on now and sit tight. Say nothing, and leave it to me.

Through the door, down the alley and straight to the truck, without glancing aside, without a moments hesitation, came a man of medium height and middle weight, who walked like a young god, though he was middle-aged. He was dressed in a tight-fitting turban, white singlet and loin-cloth and a striped silk semi-European jacket. He had deep dark eyes, classic features and a face that was almost an Apollos except for his mouth. The mouth was ribald, ingenious, versatile. It was an actors mouth. The lips were capable of almost any expression within the human scope including the rarest of all, which is no expression. At the moment he was smiling as if tolerant benevolence had overflowed the brim of contentment. He looked like a man who had just made a fortune and knew exactly how to spend it to the best advantage. He came to the tail of the truck, gave one glance at Stoddart and stared straight at Moses. His smile changed, outwardly only a little, but something happened at the corners of his lips. It had changed to a fighting smile, merciless, malicious.

Youre a dog, he remarked in plain English.

Fancy you giving away secrets, Moses answered. Im here to sell em for cash on the nose. Me and this Sergeant know something. Its hot. Were splitting fifty-fifty. How much?

I will listen. You may tell your secret.

Cash on the nose, said Moses. Money down or nothing doing.

Gulbaz smile changed again. It conveyed a suggestion of vanity beyond the utmost reach of ordinary mortals. He glanced at Stoddart, then back at Moses.

Are you satisfied? he asked. You have recognized me? You can truly report that you have seen me in Kadur? You saw the door I came from? Very well, you may watch me return. After that, you may go to the devil.

Im staying here until my messenger comes out into the street alive, said Moses.

I will send him to you, Gulbaz answered. He is lucky. Luckier than you are. Wait and see.

Gulbaz strode back down the alley and entered the door. A moment later the messenger came out, looking scared, as if he felt murder behind him. He ran and crawled in under the truck. Moses spoke to the driver. The truck started, forward, because the street was too narrow to turn around in.

Where now? asked Stoddart.

Back to camp, said Moses.

Well, you drew blank that time. If you feel as foolish as you look youll think twice before you call me a fathead again. Youve spent a rupee eight annas for nothing, and youre not a cent the wiser.

Plus having learned that youre stupider than any other blasted Britisher I ever met, said Moses, Ive learned all I came for. Gulbaz isnt as smart as he thinks. In some ways hes near as stupid as you, all along of his pride.

Oh, thats easy to say but its just talk, said Stoddart. If you ask me, youre a liar. You havent learned anything. To the extent that a white man can condescend to a half breed without losing caste, weve been fair to middling friends, you and I. But if you use my name again promiscuous like that, Ill knock your block off.

Fathead, said Moses. He knows me. He doesnt know you. He came out because he was curious.

And he told you to go to the devil. Thats all you learned.

Fathead! You mean thats all you learned. I learned that hes ready. Hes red-hot ready.

Ready for what?

To get Norwood. Hes trigger-ready. If he werent, hed be playing for time, and wed be arguing this minute about the price o what well tell him if hell pay.

You mean hed have bribed us?

I do not. Gulbaz makes promises. And he sometimes keeps his promises, unless.

Unless what?

Unless someone else can keep em for him with a long knife. He can hire that done for five rupees a head. So why pay us a thousand? Can your intellect answer that conundrum? Figure it out on a board when you get home.

Moses spoke to the driver. The noisy engine began to hurry. The truck bumped on rough pavement. The man with the big white turban fell from his perch, gave chase and climbed in behind. Moses spoke again and the truck went faster  faster.

It looks to me like wasted time, said Stoddart.

Youve no integrity, said Moses. Youve no pride in your profession. Youd insult your soul with guesswork. Get this, saphead: since the day I knew him, I havent never, not once, told Norwood nothing that I didnt know for certain sure. If Id tell my Catch-em-alive-o Captain that the sun was the moon, hed bet on it. And when I tell him, as soon as we get to camp, that his lifes in danger, hell bet on that and take measures according. I bet on him, and he bets on me, because we know each other. You chew on that, fathead, and watch what happens.


Chapter Twenty-five

THE Maharanee was scrupulously fair. Rather than disguise her motive, she revealed it. She stripped objections to it naked. She didnt pretend that Rundhia was a prince of virtue or a man of his word, except when it suited him, or when compelled to keep a promise. The Maharanee believed every word she said. But she used arguments that sounded curious, even to Lynn, who was under the spell of the eastern environment.

She mentioned the court fortune-teller, a Brahmin, who had been told Lynns birth-date and was casting a horoscope:

Lynn, it will take him at least a week to finish that horoscope. But already he says it indicates that this year, this month, almost this day, you are to meet your destiny in Kadur. Rundhias horoscope is also critical at this time. The astrologer says that Rundhias destiny presents him with a crisis, and that your stars and his are in close conjunction at this moment.

Astrology was all new stuff to Lynn. It sounded dubious. It was not so luring to her imagination as the unfamiliar eastern dignities, survivals of the long-dead past that Rundhia detested, and the Maharanee cherished in her heart but conscientiously tried to forget, to oblige Rundhia.

Lynn darling, I have a plan to capture your romantic heart! It is a trap, so I warn you. Last night, we were unconventional. We were modern.

Tonight, let us follow the ancient custom. Let us honor His Highness my husband by waiting on him, at a meal soon after sunset, as the women were proud to do in ancient days. He will enjoy it, and it will help you to love us, who love you.

So Lynn permitted herself to be dressed again as an Indian princess, in the same costume that she wore when Norwood first saw her.

Lynn, spiritually you are one of us! We are your friends. Your own have turned against you. Has Captain Norwood answered your note? He hasnt, has he? And your aunt intends to disinherit you? When she reaches the United States, will she speak well of you? She leaves you penniless. But we love you. And if you will marry Rundhia, I will settle money on you. The law and the custom is different in different Indian States. In Kadur women have property rights. I will make a settlement witnessed by the American Consul. If you wish, you shall retain your American nationality. You will never be dependent on Rundhia, who is not to be trusted with too much money. You will be able to meet him on his own terms. Your influence will be real, not only sentimental. I will teach you how to manage Rundhia. You will inspire Rundhia to greatness. He has been a bad boy, but he needs only you to make him good and brilliant and great.

I think the supper will be fun, Lynn answered.

Rundhia would have been out of place at that supper, even if he would have accepted an invitation to what he would have called a farce. Since they were playing at being old-fashioned, Lynn had to keep her face veiled in the Maharajahs presence.

The Maharajah sat alone, cross-legged, at a low table, in solemn, patriarchal grandeur. Lynn and the Maharanee waited on him, Lynn taking each dish from a servant and handing it to the Maharanee, who served her husband on her knees. Subdued music flowed through an open door from another room. A Brahmin blessed each dish before it reached Lynns hands. Someone behind a screen sang falsetto songs in praise of Krishna and the damsels with whom that lord of life made merry.

Lynn could have slapped the Maharajah for his smugness. He accepted it all, including the Maharanees worshipful devotion and Lynns veiled silence, as his natural right. He broke no rules of ancient etiquette with any such vulgarity as thanks. But when he had finished his meal, he permitted himself the ancient condescension, clipped into a pompous phrase, of hoping the women would enjoy their supper.

He was escorted from the room by fawning servants, and then Lynn and the Maharanee ate alone together, seated not at the sacred table but on cushions on the floor. It was much better fun than a picnic. Lamplight and subdued color against dark walls, the strains of eastern music and the feeling of being alive and conscious in a dream of long-dead days, all served Lynns mood.

Have you enjoyed it? the Maharanee asked her.

Yes.

That is the polite answer. Now tell me the truth.

Captain Norwood didnt answer my letter.

If he is so discourteous, why think about him? Lynn dear, Rundhia, by now, has done whatever can be done for Captain Norwood. Will you talk now with Rundhia? Will you walk with him? If you are afraid of his passionate nature, I will send a servant to

Lynn interrupted: Where is he? Yes, I want to talk to him.

She found Rundhia standing in moonlight, in a golden turban and European dinner clothes. As a palace door closed behind Lynn, she, too, stepped into the moonlight, with her face half veiled under the sequined sari. It was she who looked oriental. Rundhia looked like a western athlete, in more or less fancy dress. And he called Lynn a goddess in western terms that any poloplaying American gallant might have used:

You look like Miss India! You almost give me religion! Pull away that curtain! Show your golden hair, and lets give all the other goddesses a sight to make them green with envy!

Lynn uncovered her head and walked beside him in silence.

I feel like a god tonight, said Rundhia Have you been drinking? Lynn asked.

You golden-haired iconoclast! You arrow aimed into the heart of my ballooning selfesteem! You delicious archer! I have had five cocktails. Do I seem drunk?

What sized cocktails?

Measured to my mood, exactly.

Then you seem astonishingly sober. What have you done about Captain Norwood?

Lynn, lets forget Norwood. I want to talk to you.

I cant forget him. You and I have wronged him.

Has he answered your letter? Rundhia retorted.

No. But have you forgotten your promise?

Didnt the Maharanee tell you? Dont trouble yourself about Norwood. Forget him. Talk to me.

I wish to talk about Captain Norwood.

He has talked about you, I dont mind telling you. According to one of the palace servants, he told your aunt this afternoon that hes disgusted with you.

I can believe he is disgusted, Lynn answered.

But I cant imagine him saying so to Aunty, or to anyone else.

Let us talk about you, said Rundhia.

Very well, what about me?

Now you have made me speechless!

Have I? Then perhaps you will listen to me.

Beloved, I will gladly listen to you, in an ecstasy of patience and devotion, during years which shall flow so fast that well be old before we know it!

Did you get that from a book?

I never read books. When I talk to you, my tongue can only stutter miserable hints of how I feel. You make me delirious. Be good enough to notice that these arms resist impulse! He extended his arms toward the moon, then dropped them to his sides. Oh, Lynn, I love you.

Good job I dont love you, she answered. Thered be

A new golden age in Kadur! Rundhia interrupted. Lynn: philosophy, religion, economics and the other muck they made me listen to at school and college left me, until you came, dry of faith in anything but evil  and even evil dying! You are my first glimpse of goodness.

Dont you love the Maharanee? Isnt she good?

Oh, yes. She is good past history. Lynn, you are the present and the future! One straight look into your blue eyes, and I knew what hope means and the higher vision. I had never seen it, until I saw you. Lynn! For you, I will abandon even prejudice! I will drop my hedonism like a beggars rags, to bathe in your inspiration. I will live in Kadur, if you wish it. Be my wife and we will build together, until Kadur blooms into a land of joy!

Sounds good, Lynn answered. What was in the cocktails?

Dont joke! Lynn, Im in love. I mean every word Im saying to you.

I mean what I say, too, Lynn answered. I dont love you  What was that noise? In the distance. It sounded like shooting.

I didnt hear it, said Rundhia.

They had reached the steps that led to the kiosk on the garden wall. It was dark in the walls shadow. He was justified in offering his arm to guide her up the steps, but he put it around her. She could feel his vibrance. She escaped him  ran up the steps ahead of him, then waited on the wall in full moonlight, facing him, unafraid.

There! Did you hear that? Wasnt that a rifle-shot, Rundhia?

Might have been, he answered. Not so easy to tell.

Isnt Captain Norwoods camp in that direction? Lynn asked.

Somewhere over there, yes. Possibly a jackall or a stray dog scared his sentries. Never mind Norwood. Lynn, you say you dont love me. I dont believe you.

Why not? I told you the plain truth  Do you think sentries would fire at a dog?

His would! Hes crazy. Lynn, I dont believe you because you forgave what I did in the treasure room. And because when you hurt me, you were sorry. Also because you are not afraid to be alone with me now. Lynn, you dont know yourself. Youre

Do you know yourself? she retorted. Dont you think it strange that they should be shooting at night?

No. Most soldiers live in a continual state of false alarm. Theyre like silly virgins. Lynn, listen to me. Dont I excite you?

You did. But I saw you, and I heard you laugh at Captain Norwoods ruin.

I was laughing at me and my complete surrender to you! Lynn  do you realize what I offer? The throne of Kadur! Wealth, luxury  a life of power, liberty, usefulness, pleasure! Social recognition, and the snobs all clowning for your nod! My adoration! My name! Maharanee Lynn of Kadur! You and I

You are not up my street, Lynn interrupted. We are on different sides of the fence.

Rundhia looked stunned  angry, but he controlled his temper.

You dislike me?

Oh, no.

You admit I can stir your emotions?

Oh, yes. I admit that. Why tell lies about it? Youre magnetic. I almost fell in love with you.

Lynn, you are thinking about East and West. That hoary old superstition! It lingers, they tell me, in America more tenaciously than anywhere else, though even schoolbooks nowadays admit that we and you are of the same race. Do you know how many western women have become the wives of Indian princes?

I dont want to know. I dont care.

You are right, Lynn. Quite right. Why should you care? It is love, not what others have done, that crumbles superstitions. Lynn, I love you. I wouldnt lie to you

Have you done your best for Captain Norwood? Have you really done it? What have you done?

Never mind. I have done it.

You swear?

Yes.

Then I will listen. You were saying  ? Rundhia had to recover the train of his thought. He turned away from her a moment, paced the wall, and came back:

Lynn, my love for you may sound selfish. I always have been selfish, until I met you. I have no practice with words that a genuine lover should use. But I am genuine. For the first time in my life, I am unselfish. May I tell you  will you listen if I tell you  what my heart tells me?

Yes, I will listen, Rundhia.

Will you really listen?

Yes, Rundhia. I would rather listen to almost anything than my own thought, at the moment.

You are feeling deserted?

Despised! Lynn answered. If Captain Norwood had answered my letter

You are lonely! So am I lonely! Lynn, diwaza kola hai! The door is open! Enter. It is that short step across the threshold that makes you hesitate. Leap!

You mean into your arms?

Yes.

No.

Come, Lynn!

No.

Lynn, you make me hate myself. Am I so unappealing to your Suddenly he changed his voice. He sounded angry: Are you in love with Norwood?

I hardly know him. How could I be? I only know that I never felt dirty before in all my life. I dont like it, Rundhia. And I cant forgive you for having crowed over Captain Norwoods disgrace. You and I brought it on him.

Lynn, is that all thats the matter? If I give you my word of honor that I have solved the Norwood problem, will you listen to me?

Have you solved it?

If I prove to you, before midnight, that there is no longer any problem about Norwood, will you come into my arms?

Speak plainly, Rundhia.

I will. Lynn, face it! Norwood has no use for you. Has he answered your letter? He has not! The messenger reported that he tore up your letter without reading it. I dont know why you care a damn what happens to him. He doesnt care what happens to you. Your aunt doesnt care. She is leaving you flat.

Lynn interrupted: You say Captain Norwood tore up my letter? Why didnt you tell me that before?

To save your feelings. However, you know now. Thats how he feels. Thats Norwood. Lynn, you are merely hesitating on that damned old superstitious crumbling platform of East is East and West is West, that Kipling lied about. You and I are above all that nonsense. Lynn, beloved, come into my arms now! You are lonely. So am I lonely. See, I am waiting for you. Come here, Lynn. Come of your own will. Be mine. Face things from the inside looking outward. You shall be my wife, and I swear by my love for you, that Norwood

Oh, thats only a promise, Lynn interrupted. I wont believe you about Captain Norwood, until you prove it.

You believe me about me? You believe I love you?

But, Rundhia, I dont love you.

I offer you Kadur!

Kadur isnt yours yet. And I dont think I want it.

Rundhia changed his tactics: Are you afraid to trust me?

Im not afraid to trust you. I just dont.

Do you trust the Maharanee?

Oh, yes.

May I repeat to you, in confidence, advice she gave me?

No. If it was confidential, I wont listen.

It was not in confidence. She said to me: Rundhia, if Lynn should yield herself to you, she would be yours forever. Otherwise, you may have difficulty. Lynn is that kind of girl.

I dont believe you, Lynn answered. I will ask her if she said it.

Rundhia ground his teeth. Then he laughed, and his laugh rang as true as a bell:

I admit it. I lied. It was I who said it to her.

What did she say?

She said I couldnt seduce you.

She was perfectly right, Lynn answered. Rundhia, you cant. For a few minutes I thought that possibly you could. But you cant. Thats the truth. Please believe it.

Come and talk with me in the kiosk, said Rundhia.

No, Lynn answered. Talk here. No. I wont go into the kiosk.


Chapter Twenty-six

THE Resident was worried. In view of the prevalent political unrest and of the convenient fact that the State of Kadur had been quiescent for years, he had received confidential instructions from his State Department to be very discreet in his relations with the court of Kadur. It was impossible to misinterpret the order. It was plainly worded. He was not to interfere, if it could possibly be helped.

He had a Parsee secretary, with whom he was not on really confidential terms, and whom he never consulted about anything other than rule of thumb procedure. The Resident was due before long for retirement on pension. He had an intelligible, natural, human disposition to retire without leaving a mess behind him for his successor to clean up. Consequently, he intensely disliked Norwoods commission of investigation of the Kadur boundary dispute, with its corollary of a prod at the priestly hornets nest.

On the other hand, he had discovered, rather to his annoyance, that Norwood was a very likeable person, with an exceptionally good service record. Even prejudice couldnt make him believe that Norwood had accepted a bribe. It might be impossible to prove that Norwood hadnt accepted one, and there might be a cloud over Norwoods career forever after. But the Resident hadnt a doubt that Rundhia, or else perhaps the priests, or even both of them in some nefarious secret alliance, had framed Norwood. He was inclined to believe that the priests agents had bought Rundhia, with a view to some political advantage after Rundhia should have come to the throne. Rundhia, he suspected, would do almost anything for cash.

Not being a fool, nor even a very unimaginative man, he suspected that Norwoods interest in Lynn Harding was something rather more than platonic. He hadnt met Lynn, but he had watched her one morning, when she cantered past the Residency on one of the Maharajahs horses. He had had a good look at her through powerful binoculars, at a moment when she was presumably unselfconscious, and certainly unaware that she was being watched. It required no stretch of imagination to believe that Norwood, with his reputation for combined discretion and audacity, might fall in love with Lynn Harding on sight, keep his intentions to himself, and go after her with the determination with which a different type of man goes after money.

And one could believe almost anything of Rundhia: even believe that Rundhia might act honorably, if honor and the circumstances didnt clash with Rundhias convenience. The Resident liked Rundhia. Almost everyone did who knew him. But it was a bit difficult to separate Rundhia, from Rundhias unregenerate inclinations and his record. So the Resident wrote a report, marked secret, to the State Department, in which he respectfully urged His Majesty the Kings advisers to oppose Prince Rundhias succession to the throne of Kadur. He had small doubt that his advice would be found acceptable.

But that wasnt going to save Norwood. It was far more likely to ruin Norwood, because Rundhia employed a secret agent in Delhi, who would learn of the Indian Governments intentions about the veto in next to no time. Rundhia, and Rundhias friends, would jump to the conclusion that Norwood had been using secret influence in order to get back at Rundhia for the accusation of bribery. Rundhia and his friends would strike back, and there would be so much purchased, perjured evidence produced, that Norwood would have no chance whatever.

So the Resident decided to do some private investigation on his own account. The person to talk to first, undoubtedly, was Miss Lynn Harding. He knew that Lynn was staying at the palace as the Maharanees guest. Everyone in Kadur knew that; it didnt even come under the heading of secret information. Like everyone else, the Resident admired the Maharanee, and found it easy to be civil to the Maharajah; in fact, he was on good terms with the Maharajah, having obtained for him recently a package of postage stamps for his collection. But it would be obviously indiscreet to go to the palace to question Lynn. It would set the entire palace household by the ears, and very likely might precipitate unpredictable trouble. The Resident was in Kadur to prevent, to foresee and to avoid trouble.

There was nothing for it but to call on Mrs. Harding and to ask her to summon Lynn to the guesthouse for a confidential interview. He detested Mrs. Harding. He knew she was a snob and he suspected her of being a title-huntress. He had called on her once, and she had been damned rude, because she hadnt understood his position; she had suspected him of being merely one more penurious British officer who wished to make Lynns acquaintance. But there are lots of unpleasant tasks that a man feels called on to undertake, in the course of duty, so the Resident ordered his car and set forth, calling en route at the Post Office to register his letter to the Department of State, so that his Parsee secretary shouldnt know about it and be tempted to talk.

Aunty Harding, of course, didnt see the guard turned out to salute him at the palace gate. He hadnt a very important-looking car. He wasnt in uniform. In civilian clothes he didnt look very distinguished.

Aunty Hardings locked and labelled trunks stood in a severe row at one end of the verandah. Aunty Harding reposed on pillows at the other end, where she received the Resident with hostile politeness. The verandah faced away from the sunset and the surrounding trees cast a deep shadow, so the electric light had been turned on in the living-room, and the only light there was came through the living-room window. Aunty Harding couldnt see him very well, and she hadnt her spectacles. But she remembered his name, and she had learned, indirectly, since their first interview, that he was a personage. So she bristled self-defensively and patronized him.

Maynt I offer you whiskey? You English are such devotees of that drink, arent you. In the States, our men drink Bourbon. Please smoke.

I came to talk with Miss Lynn Harding.

You will have to look for her elsewhere.

Oh, I know shes at the palace. Isnt there a telephone? Could you ask her to come here a moment? It wont take long. I merely want to ask her a few questions.

I cant do what you ask. I am no longer responsible for Lynn. If I should summon her she wouldnt obey me.

Oh? I hope nothing serious has

A plot! Dishonorable! Contemptible! I wont bore you with my private affairs. It is sufficient to say that I received an insolent communication from the Maharanee. She has invited Lynn to stay with her  without consulting me, mind you. And I have received an astonishing note from my niece, addressed to me, but intended for Captain Norwood, of all impossible people! As if I were a mail box! And as if I didnt know what is being said about Captain Norwood! It was a deliberately malicious insult to me!

Did you forward the note to Captain Norwood?

No. Why should I?

May I see it?

No. Certainly not.

Well, Mrs. Harding, I think you are within your rights about that. Quite commendable. Yes.

Very. But shouldnt Norwood get it? If you care to put it in an envelope and seal it, I will have it sent to him by a very reliable messenger.

One more effort to make of me a mere convenience! I wont do it. I have never lent myself to any sort of underhanded intrigue. I dont know what is going on. I dont want to know. I wash my hands of it. But it is an intrigue. I know that.

The Resident, having felt out Mrs. Hardings punches, countered. He began his attack:

Mrs. Harding, it is quite true that you dont know what is going on. If it werent that Captain Norwood, who is a gentleman whose opinion I respect, has assured me that your niece is a thoroughly nice girl

How does he know? Aunty interrupted.

He is an officer of unblemished record, and a gentleman who has never done a shabby thing in his life. That is why I value his opinion.

Aunty interrupted: I have my own opinion of an officer and a gentleman about whom even babus and servants gossip. If Lynn had wished to associate herself with common graft and bribery, she might better have remained in America. We have plenty of corrupt officials  mostly of foreign extraction, I am thankful to say. Many of them Irish, she added.

The Resident smiled: Yes, Mrs. Harding. I confess to being Irish. So look out! I will take no nonsense from you. If necessary, I will confront you with Captain Norwood and let him demand that letter.

What if I destroy it?

I will have you arrested.

You darent! I will wire my Consul!

You will do as you please about that. If you care to write out the telegram, I will have it sent for you. Your Consul, of course, will ask me what I think about you. Equally, of course, you will remain in India as long as evidence is needed in connection with this intrigue that you spoke of.

I am leaving tonight, said Aunty Harding, firmly.

Oh, yes? It is a long way from here to the station. You have a lot of luggage. You propose to catch the midnight train?

I have made my own arrangements with a native contractor, thank you.

I understand, then, that you propose to go away at midnight, leaving your niece to her own devices.

Yes.

Well, that is perhaps outside my province. But there is no question about my responsibility in connection with Captain Norwood. He is a distinguished young officer, in temporary difficulty, who needs all the legitimate help he can get. He is well connected, and popular. He is the younger brother of the very distinguished Earl of Ashlawn. Numbers of people would be shocked if Norwood were disgraced. You have a letter, belonging to Captain Norwood, that he possibly needs. Think that over, Mrs. Harding. It is now up to you. Good evening.

The Resident got into his car and drove away. He wasnt quite sure, but he thought he heard Mrs. Harding call after him. He smiled. In the course of his political career, he had met several (male and female) Aunty Hardings. He didnt doubt there would be action.

At the palace gate, he made provision against too much action. He stopped the car for a few moments, for a private chat with the commander of the guard.


Chapter Twenty-seven

NORWOOD went the round of the sentries. There were only four of them. They had already received orders from Sergeant Stoddart. Norwood repeated the instructions:

There are thieves in the neighborhood, and there is a rumor that there might be a raid on the camp. It isnt likely to be anything serious, but look out for it. Dont kill anyone if you can help it. In any event, you are to challenge three times and then fire your first shot in the air. I am expecting visitors, who may perhaps approach stealthily, because their business is secret. So look out for them, and be careful not to mistake them for thieves.

He returned to his tent, where OLeary sat holding an empty glass with futile optimism.

Get out of here, now, and make yourself useful.

Me  useful?

Yes. Those Brahmins with whom I talked down near the waterfall this morning

Yeah, they slipped one over on you! I heard all about it.

Hold your tongue then. I expect theyll be coming to talk to me about my visiting the mine.

You need a nurse, OLeary answered. Youd never get your brass hat one of these days if it werent for your Uncle Moses. Them there Brahmins are as likely to come and talk to you tonight as I am to kiss the Queen of England. They figure theyve bought you. And they figure they can prove it on you, if you dont come across. Theyll sit quiet, them Brahmins will. What youre up against is what I warned you. That Bengali doctor was too scared for his own skin to be telling me lies. Set your lamp to one side of the tent and eat your supper in shadow, if you cant eat in the dark. Watch out they dont chuck no more cobras at you. Theyve guns. Theyve automatics. And theres Gulbaz in back o this, so watch out. Gulbaz and a woman.

Norwood stared at him. Woman? he said. What do you mean?

You told me to mind my own business. This aint my business.

Talk!

How about another whiskey?

Do you wish to be sat in the cook-fire?

Youd spoil your supper! But Ive been thinking. If you want to know what I was thinking, Ill tell you. Barring two or three injustices youve done to me, and Im of a forgiving disposition, along o having to confess my sins to the priest, theres only one man in Kadur, by my reckoning, whod pay money to see you dead and buried.

You may name him.

Name him yourself. Him and you was thumbing a guitar and singing to the same girl. Lets suppose he knows, for instance, that the priests slipped you a bribe. And lets suppose he thinks youre honest. Lets suppose he thinks youll earn the bribe and fix it so the priests win their case. And him heir to the throne. And him and you mashing the same golden-haired beauty. Hed be as officer-headed as you are if he didnt hit quick  and below the belt. Hell hit hard! Whats to stop him from spiking the Brahmins case by getting them blamed for having murdered you? Answer that one? Why not lay off the girl? If I was you, Id

Dont let me have to caution you too often, OLeary. What I expect from you is information. I do my own thinking. If I should ever need advice from you, Ill tell you.

Taint never no use advising nobody about no woman, said OLeary. I know symptoms when I see em. All right, mums the word, I aint saying nothin.

Get out of here.

Norwood smoked in silence until supper-time. He would have liked another conversation with OLeary, but he knew OLearys limit. It was as peculiar as OLearys value; he had to be snubbed and on occasion severely punished, or he would get out of hand. There wasnt any question of OLearys loyalty; but he didnt relish the thought of listening to OLearys probable opinion of Lynn.

He ate supper in silence, waited on by a rather scared servant, too familiar with the symptoms of impending explosion to dare to call attention to himself any more than could possibly be helped. The Goanese cook called it a dinner. Norwood called it ullage. Nobody was pleased.

After supper, Norwood wrote another letter to Lynn Harding. He didnt tear up that one. He addressed it in care of Mrs. Harding at the guesthouse, and then stuck it into his tunic pocket. He was still undecided. Determined, but not ready with his plan. OLeary came and warned him again about sitting too near the lamp, so he went outside the tent and sat in the shadow cast by the rising full moon. A sentry challenged.

Careful! Norwood shouted. Dont shoot unless you have to. And dont shoot to kill!

A bullet whizzed past him  then another. They came from two directions.

Sentries, hold your fire! he shouted.

Stoddart came charging up, breathing hard, fastening his tunic and belt as he ran.

All present, sir! All ready!

Very well, Stoddart. Keep your hair on. Post two men to guard my tent. Send two to the horseline and the remainder to guard the store tent. Thieves  I think.

Norwood walked ahead into the darkness, shadowed by OLeary.

Now what? asked OLeary. For the love o

Fetch a lantern on a long stick. Hurry.

Norwood stood in deep black shadow waiting for him. OLeary ran up with a lantern at the end of a very long stick  at least ten feet long.

Give that to me. Next shot they fire, raise a yell that Im hit.

Okay. I get you. Youre a credit to your Uncle Moses.

Norwood held the pole extended toward his left to its limit. He walked forward. The lantern danced as if it were in someones hand. A bullet spat out of the darkness. Norwood fell. OLeary shouted at the top of his lungs:

Stoddart! Hi there, Stoddart! Theyve shot the Captain! Hes dead! They hit him through the heart!

Stoddart and four men came hurrying. Norwood whispered:

Pick me up. Carry me into the tent feet first.

Mournful and solemn, OLeary added.

Lay me on the cot in full lamplight. Spread a sheet over me, said Norwood.

Hes as dead as trouble, said OLeary.

So they carried Norwood to the cot and there he lay, in lamplight, while Stoddart slightly overdid the business of taking over command. OLeary scouted. At the end of ten minutes, OLeary returned to the tent.

Thats done it. Theyve gone. I crashed among the bushes like a pig with a panther after him. Nobody fired a shot. There wasnt a sound. Theyve gone for good. All Kadur will know that youre dead, within twenty minutes. They may even tell em the news at the palace, though I doubt that. Palaces get the news late, after other folks have had time to lay their bets.

Norwood sat up. He stared at OLeary. OLeary held his tongue. He watched, waited. Norwood didnt speak for sixty seconds. Then: OLeary, there is just one chance in fifty that Prince Rundhia is on the wall, by that kiosk, where he was last night.

Better take your pistol, said OLeary.

If it was Rundhia who tried to have me shot, said Norwood, he will have an alibi. Yes, that wall is worth trying.

Take your pistol, said OLeary.

I will ride the Kathiawari mare. You may ride the gelding. Have em saddled. Tell that new nit-wit sais to come along on the dun. Get a move on.

Wheres your pistol?

Will you mind your own business! Get the horses, and send Stoddart to me for orders.


Chapter Twenty-eight

IT almost seemed as if the night knew that Norwood had made up his mind. He was riding a fresh horse, but he didnt hurry. He was followed by a mounted sais, and by OLeary on another horse. The horses, the sais and OLeary behaved like a snakes tail. They followed the head without asking questions. Norwood gave no orders. He didnt tell OLeary what he intended to do. But as they came near the palace garden wall, he reduced the speed a little and OLeary, without needing to be told to do it, went scouting ahead.

The sais was simply an obedient, incurious automaton. He followed Norwood, drew rein when Norwood did, walked his horse in the deep dust because Norwood did, and kept close to the wall because Norwood did.

OLeary, on the other hand, made plenty of noise. He made a signal, pointing with his right arm, as he broke from shadow into moonlight. There was nothing mysterious about his signal; he simply pointed to the swinging tendril of a baobab. It overhung the wall in search of earth in which to take root. It looked like a python, swaying slightly in the faint evening breeze.

OLeary cantered past the moonlit kiosk. He didnt look up. If anyone had heard the horses coming, they would see OLeary riding on into the night intent on business of his own. When he drew rein, he didnt look backward; he seemed to be considering which to take of two paths that lay ahead of him like streaks of silver moonlight.

That made it very easy for Norwood. He drew rein beneath the baobab tendril. He didnt even have to stand in the saddle to reach it. The sais rode forward and took the reins. Norwood climbed the tendril, hand over hand, swung himself on to the wall, and walked forward. As he emerged out of the shadow of the overhanging trees, he saw OLeary looking backward toward him. Norwood extended both arms and moved them slightly up and down. That was an order to OLeary to patrol the road. Norwood wanted no witnesses. He walked forward along the wall, toward the kiosk, where Rundhia stood talking to Lynn.

Lynn saw him first. She looked startled and Rundhia faced about  for a moment speechless.

You, is it! he said. What the devil do you mean, climbing walls at this hour of the night?

I came looking for you. No, it isnt my ghost. They missed me. Did you hear the shooting? Arent you rather a duffer at choosing marksmen?

I dont know and I dont care a damn what you mean by that remark, said Rundhia. Get off the wall.

When Im ready. Rundhia, what have you been saying about me?

You flatter yourself. I dont care to talk about you.

What did you say to the Resident? He mentioned that you had called to see him.

Did he? Well, my conversation with the Resident was confidential.

So was mine, Rundhia. Say to me what you said to him.

You may go to the devil. Rundhia glanced backward at Lynn, then sneered at Norwood: People who pocket bribes are not entitled to It wasnt exactly a haymaker. It was a right-handed wallop without any ringside pedigree, but with all the strength, contempt and anger of a clean-living man behind it, that landed on Rundhias chin like a gun going off. It brought a laugh from OLeary, who couldnt possibly have seen it. Rundhia reeled backward toward the garden as if pole-axed, out for the count. He did a forward knife-bend on the edge of the wall, and toppled backward into the darkness. The crash of shrubbery announced that he had fallen soft. Norwood glanced at Lynn then:

Just a minute, please.

He ran down the steps to take a look at Rundhia and dragged him out of the shrubbery on to the path. He made a rough estimate that no bones were broken and let him lie there. He returned up the steps and confronted Lynn.

I suppose youve killed him.

Oh, no.

They could see each other almost as distinctly as in full daylight. Lynns hair was a mass of spun gold. Her emotions, revealed on her face, her parted lips, her startled, questioning, proud eyes drove out of Norwoods mind the few terse phrases that he had prepared. He said suddenly, because he couldnt think of anything else to say:

What are you doing in that make-up?

Why did you hit Rundhia? she retorted. Rundhia knew. He will remember why I hit him when he wakes up.

You should have hit me, Lynn answered. That was a cowardly blow. You gave him no warning. Are you sure you havent killed him?

Im afraid hell live. Is it true, Miss Harding, that you told Rundhia about a packet of diamonds that you saw drop from my pocket this morning?

Yes.

Norwood stared at her. She didnt flinch. She continued speaking after a moment:

That is why I wrote inviting you to come and see me. I wanted to tell you what I had done, and to explain how I came to do it, and to apologize.

I didnt believe you had said it, Norwood answered. I came to

Lynn interrupted: I did say it. It was my fault. I wish you had hit me, instead of Rundhia. I would have preferred that to the humiliation of being despised and of being

Rundhia moaned on the path in the darkness below.

Captain Norwood, I must go and help Rundhia. Will you please let me pass?

No, said Norwood. I will shout for servants presently, to carry him to bed.

His nose may be bleeding!

Serve him right. I came to tell you

I cant bear to be told. I know. Youre too late, Captain Norwood. I have heard that what I said has got you into serious trouble. I am ashamed of it, if that is what you want to know. If you had read my

Norwood interrupted her. What do you mean by too late?

If you had answered my letter Lynns lips were trembling. She was choking. Rundhia She couldnt continue. She felt like crying, and shed be damned if she would. Suddenly she controlled herself and looked straight in his eyes: Captain Norwood. If you please. I must go and look after Rundhia. Will you let me get by? Norwood didnt move: What did you say in your letter? he asked.

If you despised me too much to read it, why ask that now? I know you got the letter. It was sent by one of the Maharanees messengers, who came back and said he had given it to you. He said you tore it up; he saw you do it.

Did the messenger tell you that?

He told Rundhia.

Oh, said Norwood.

OLeary whistled, in the distance, somewhere between the kiosk and the palace front gate. Rundhia groaned again. By the noise, he appeared to be helping himself to his feet by holding on to the shrubbery. Norwood called to him:

Are you all right, Rundhia?

You go to hell, said Rundhias voice from the darkness. Im going to have you arrested. Rundhias footsteps went staggering away in the direction of the palace.

Norwood faced Lynn again: Sorry. Im in a hurry. Would you like me to see you as far as the palace steps?

Oh, no. Thank you.

Well, look here: I wrote you a letter, just in case I didnt find you. I brought it with me. Will you take it now and read it later? Its quite important. Perhaps youll give me an answer next time we meet.

If we do meet, Lynn answered. Why should we? Good-bye.

So long. Dont forget my letter, will you? I didnt expect to find you alone, so I wrote what I thought you wouldnt care to have me say in other peoples presence. I said exactly what I think.

Lynn paused on her way to the head of the steps. OLeary whistled again, twice this time.

So long, Norwood repeated. See you as soon as I can.

Lynn spoke abruptly: One moment, Captain Norwood. You say you have said what you think of me in this letter? I said what I thought of myself and of you, in my letter to you. You tore mine up.

She tore up Norwoods letter. She scattered its fragments into the darkness.

Good-bye!

Careful down those steps, said Norwood. See you later.

Why? Lynn answered.

Norwood swung himself down from the wall, by the baobab tendril. He swung himself on to his horse and was off at a gallop. OLeary had whistled three times. That meant urgent.


Chapter Twenty-nine

THE horses and their riders were invisible in the shadow where the high wall curved away from the moonlight. OLeary spoke hoarsely:

That must ha been a snorter! You could ha heard that punch halfway to Delhi. Who did you hit?

Mind your own business. Why did you whistle?

Stoddart sent a man from camp to overtake you. He gave the message to me. He said thered come a sweeper, running like hell, from Mrs. Harding in the guesthouse. She says she has to see you in a hurry, its important, and wont you come quick?

Whats become of the sweeper?

He lit out. He said alls quiet at the palace.

Nothing else new?

No.

Norwood thought a second: You go to the Residency. Ask to see the Resident in person. Give your message to nobody else. Here  heres my card. Send that in. Ask the Resident to stand by the phone and expect a call from me at any minute.

Do I know anything, if he asks?

No. Look here, OLeary: I know what Im going to do, but I dont know what will happen. You follow the Resident to the palace. Slip in through the gate after him and watch for that Bengali doctor. Hold him, if you catch him coming out or going in. When you see me coming out of the palace, if I hold up my right hand, let him go. If I hold up both hands, turn him over to the gate guard. Youve no police power, remember. So be careful.

Norwood was off at full gallop, with the sais hard after him, before OLeary could answer. He drew rein at the palace gate and was delayed there for a moment or two by an argument between the commander of the gate guard and an Indian contractor, who had turned up with a motor truck for Mrs. Hardings luggage and a car for Mrs. Harding. Because Norwood was in uniform, the contractor appealed to him:

Sir, I am refused admission. Sir, I have an order from the American lady, Mrs. Harding, to collect her luggage and to convey her to the station. It is a long way and a bad road. She has already paid me. I fear we shall not catch the midnight train unless

The commander of the gate guard drew Norwood aside: It is his honor the Residents wish, he said quietly.

No business of mine, said Norwood. May I leave my horses inside the gate?

The great gate clanged behind him. He walked to the guesthouse. Mrs. Harding was no longer recumbent on pillows on the chaise longue. She seemed even to have partially recovered from her lameness. She was seated bolt upright on one of her trunks, on the garden path, in front of the verandah door.

So youve come! she remarked. Well, I supposed you would. You are the only gentleman in Kadur.

Norwood grinned. Who has been kidding you?

Theres no understanding you English, she retorted. Why dont you use your title?

I havent one.

But your brother is an Earl, isnt he? So youre an Honorable, arent you?

That is not what you inferred at our last interview.

Well, I didnt know who you are. How could I? I have a letter for you, from Lynn. But the envelope was addressed to me. I have thought it over, and I suppose she must have put it into the wrong envelope by mistake, because I have received no answer to my letter to her. Here it is.

Norwood stepped on to the verandah to read it by the light from the window.

Dear Captain Norwood, I am feeling ashamed and so sorry that I hardly know what to write. Wont you please call as soon as you can and let me explain. I mentioned, without thinking, something that occurred this morning. To my horror, I have now learned that what I said has been repeated, and that the result may be  I cant write it! Please, Captain Norwood, please believe that what I said was merely thoughtless; and that what I have heard about you I refuse to believe. I know you are an honorable man. Please help me to undo my very bad mistake. I will be waiting for you at the palace. Wont you call as soon as possible?

Lynn Harding.

Norwood returned to Mrs. Harding. How long have you had this?

Dont try any of that hoity-toity arrogance on me! she retorted. Im a Harding, Ill have you understand! I sent a messenger for you because

I came to use your telephone, he interrupted.

May I?

No. Its useless.

Norwood looked startled: You mean out of order?

It has silver-plated thingummies, but the operator cant speak English. Its worse than Europe.

Is the phone in the living-room?

Norwood was gone before she could answer. He dashed into the house, seized the phone and gave the Residency number. Then he lowered his voice:

That you, sir? Norwood speaking from the guesthouse. Can you come to the palace?... Yes, I know you told me to keep away. But Im a ghost. Im supposed to be dead.... You say youd heard it already? My God, they were quick!... No, no, I wasnt hurt. The point is this, sir: they are betting even money in the bazaar that the Maharajah wont outlive the night. I suspect poison.... Whats that?... Well, for one thing, I know for a fact that Mrs. Harding has been given poisoned toast to make her vomit.... Well, sir, obviously to keep her away from the niece.... Yes, yes, I have that letter. Ive just read it.... If Im not too late, and I dont think I am, Im going in to upset someones apple-cart.... Yes, sir, I understand that. But if Im mistaken, you can say I did it off my own hook in disobedience to orders. Can you think of an excuse for coming at this hour of the night?... All right, then Ill go ahead.

He hung up, thought for a couple of seconds and then returned to Aunty Harding.

Thanks, he said. Good night. Im in a hurry.

Stop! Come back. Captain Norwood, I didnt send for you to use my telephone! Here are my trunks, and I cant get anyone to wait on me. I cant get away and I cant go back in! I paid a contractor in advance, and he hasnt turned up. Please do something.

Were you running out on Lynn? Norwood asked her.

Captain Norwood, how dare you say that!

Were you?

No, I was not! I was bluffing.

Uh-huh. Shall I tell her you were bluffing?

Dont you dare! If you know where she is, you bring her here. If she refuses, you may say I will sit here until she does come, if I die of waiting. You may say, if you like, that Im sorry I spoke severely. Lynn behaved abominably, and you know it. But Im her aunt. I forgive her. Say that. What are you waiting for? Do you think if I could walk, I wouldnt be in that palace this minute!

Better go inside, or youll be bitten by mosquitoes. Shall I help you in?

No. Here I sit until I see Lynn.

All right. So long. See you later.

Norwood strode away into the darkness toward the broad drive leading to the palace front door.


Chapter Thirty

RUNDHIA was punch drunk. All the physical fight had been knocked out of him. He knew his nose was bleeding. He knew Lynn was in Norwoods grasp. That Norwood had escaped death was a staggerer almost worse than the punch on the jaw. For the moment, he could think of nothing but Norwood. Like a man in the ring, who is almost out on his feet, he obeyed the instinct to deliver a foul blow.

He reeled and staggered, gradually recovering, along a short cut toward his own palace. As his nerves and muscles recovered, so did his brain. He began to think a little clearly. By the time he reached his palace and had sent for the Bengali doctor, his nose had ceased bleeding and he needed nothing more than a bath and a change of clothing. There were plenty of servants to lay out clean clothes. He talked to the Bengali doctor in the bathroom, where the shower drowned the sound of their voices. Even so, he spoke English, lest one of the valets should overhear.

Now listen. Dont answer me, or Ill have you hanged. Damn you, I mean that. Im desperate. Thanks to your letting me down in a pinch and refusing to have anything to do with it, the attack on Norwood was bungled.

He is alive? I heard they killed him.

Do I look as if theyd killed him! Hes on the rampage. Im going to get him.

Careful!

Watch your own step. If you fail to kill your man tonight, up goes your number! Is the old fool mulling over his stamp albums?

Yes. His Highness is studying stamps. He has with him that stamp salesman from Lahore, who can speak nothing but Punjabi, but can swindle without speaking at all.

All right, Ill talk English to him. The old sheep shall do one useful thing before he dies. You have the poison ready?

Yes, but this is a crisis, the Bengali answered. Are you in a fit condition to control a crisis? To me, you seem very nervous. Let me feel your heart-beat. Why not postpone this until tomorrow?

Because tomorrow the old sheep might change his will. Ive had a warning from the Resident. By the day after tomorrow, they might already have vetoed my succession to the throne. If hes already dead theyll let me succeed, to save themselves trouble. So poison the old sheep tonight, and take your money and go to the devil. I hope I never see you again. If you fail, Ill take damned good care you hang!

There is no risk of failure, unless you are too excited and behave suspiciously.

Yes, there is, said Rundhia. You do as I tell you. Be a little late with his tonic, so that he drinks it greedily. Im going in to see him now. After I come out, you wait until someone else goes in to see him.

But if no one goes?

I will take care that someone does go. If you give it to him in someone elses presence, it will look more innocent. Will he be able to speak after he drinks it?

No. It will paralyze his nerves immediately.

How long will it take him to die?

Perhaps ten minutes. Perhaps less. It will appear to be heart failure.

Very well then. Wheres your needle? Give me a strong shot.

No. Not too strong. You must not get the habit. After this, you will need your faculties and self-control, if we are not to be found out. I will give you just sufficient to steady your nerves. Rundhia held out his arm for the shot. He dressed in a hurry and walked to the palace. He was refused admission to the Maharajahs study, until he fumed and threatened so violently that at last the frightened door attendant screwed up courage to disobey orders and go in and announce him. Rundhia followed the attendant, pushed him back out of the room, and slammed the door.

The Maharajah stared, noted the expression on Rundhias face and made a warning gesture toward the Punjabi stamp salesman.

Can he understand English? Rundhia demanded.

I believe not.

Well, I will speak English. If he does understand it, it wont much matter. I want you to call up the Resident and demand the immediate arrest of Captain Norwood!

Why? asked the Maharajah.

He has not only taken a bribe from the priests, as you already know

I have heard it said.

You know its true. And now he has assaulted me. He knocked me out with a punch in the face.

Were you drunk? asked the Maharajah. And, before Rundhia could answer: It would be beneath my dignity to ask the Resident to take official cognizance of a brawl between two drunkards.

Rundhia calmed himself. Then: Does your dignity permit the heir to the throne to be punched in the face without anything being done about it?

I dont put my face where it is punched by people, said the Maharajah. Why not follow my example?

Then you wont do anything about it?

No. I think it likely this is only one more of your indiscretions. If trouble comes of it, I will attend to that tomorrow. This is the evening on which I do not permit interruption while I study my stamp collection. You will please leave the room.

Rundhia turned his back on him and walked out. His gesture was so insolent that even the quiet old Maharajah noticed it. He called him back:

Rundhia, where are your manners?

Rundhia made the prescribed salaam, with both hands to his forehead, bowing. The Maharajah nodded:

And now be good enough, Rundhia, to send in your doctor. He is late with my tonic.


Chapter Thirty-one

LYNN changed from the Indian costume. She entered the Maharanees boudoir in a chiffon evening gown.

Please dont get up, Maharanee dear. You treat me as if I were royalty and you a subject or something.

Why did you change your dress, Lynn? You looked so charming in

Oh, this dress feels more honest somehow. I mean more like my real colors. Maharanee dear, Im afraid Im all upset. Im not fit to talk to.

Lynn dear, what has happened?

Rundhia made love to me, and I wasnt even polite to him. Captain Norwood came, and punched Rundhia  he knocked him off the wall.

I thought he had Killed him. Oh, why do I keep on getting other people into trouble!

The Maharanees worried face seemed to age under Lynns eyes:

Lynn, did he hurt Rundhia badly?

No, I think not. Rundhia walked away.

Did you speak to Captain Norwood?

Yes, I insulted him. I did it thoroughly. I suppose I shouldnt have, since it was I who injured him. But I couldnt help it. He tore up my letter, so I tore up his. I am not meek by nature. Im not good at pretending.

And Rundhia wasnt hurt? You are sure?

Captain Norwood went down off the wall to look. It wasnt long before Rundhia walked away. I dont know why he didnt come back and face Captain Norwood, but perhaps he was too stunned by being knocked off the wall. Rundhia didnt behave very well.

He needs you, Lynn.

Lynn laughed  bitter  contemptuous: Needs me? I need a friend. Rundhia is

Be strong, said the Maharanee. I am your friend.

Yes, bless you! Rundhia seemed strong, Lynn said. And he talked like a perfect lover. I had almost begun to believe he can love. And then something happened. There was shooting  perhaps nothing important  I dont know. I asked Rundhia, and I thought he was lying when he said he didnt know. After that  it was quite sudden  I didnt believe in him any longer. I cant explain it. Then Captain Norwood came.

A servant entered. He announced that Prince Rundhia was waiting.

Lynn, will you see him?

Not alone, Lynn answered.

The Maharanee thought a minute: It is against precedent, against custom. Lynn dear, will you be shocked if I ask Rundhia to come in here to talk to us?

Lynn found a smile. I suppose youre afraid he might brag! Lets risk that. I wont tell.

Rundhia strode in. He stood stock-still in the centre of the room. He was wearing a blood-red turban and dinner jacket. He looked like the real Rundhia again. Easy to imagine him horsed and riding hard at an enemy. He gazed at Lynn a moment, then at the Maharanee:

Has Lynn told you? he asked.

Yes, Rundhia. What did you do to make Captain Norwood strike you?

Rundhia tossed his head. He looked like a man when he did that.

Lynn saw. Lynn heard, he answered. I went at once and demanded Norwoods arrest. His Highness your husband, my revered and beloved uncle, refused. Lynn must decide.

Decide what? Lynn asked.

Rundhia looked strangely at her. Does he live or die? It was because you were there that Norwood struck me. I hadnt offered to strike him. There is only one possible retort to that insult  unless you forbid. That is what you must decide now. Lynn, I have offered you my heart and the throne of Kadur. What is your answer?

Lynn, said the Maharanee  and stopped speaking.

There was a knock at the door. A servant entered:

Captain Norwood sahib! He waits. He begs leave to speak to Her Highness the Maharanee. Captain Norwood says his business is very urgent.

A canary peeped. There was no other sound for several seconds. Rundhia ground his teeth and watched Lynn. Lynn met Rundhias eyes. They were dark  hard  resolute. But so were hers hard. She was deciding. Not hesitating. Slowly mastering herself.

I will not see Captain Norwood, said the Maharanee. This is no hour for me to receive him. She stared at Rundhia. Then, slowly, to the servant: Tell Captain Norwood he should ask for His Highness my husband. I will send word to His Highness, asking him to receive Captain Norwood.

The servant vanished.

Lynn got up out of her chair. She looked desperate but perfectly calm.

Lynn darling, said the Maharanee.

Rundhia interrupted: Norwoods fate is in your hands. I will do anything for you  if

If what, Rundhia?

If you accept my love.

I dont love you, she answered.

Accept my love. My love will make you love me!

If not? Lynn asked.

I will kill Norwood. After that, I will let happen what may. If my love means nothing, I will trample it into oblivion. Yes or no, Lynn?

Rundhia. Lynns voice was as quiet and controlled as if she were facing death. The barrier between you and me is your laugh when you boasted of Captain Norwoods ruin. You promised me that you would do your best to clear him. Did you?

No, said Rundhia. But if you will marry me, I will. I will accept your promise. I dont believe you know how to break one. I will keep mine.

Rundhia, you are sometimes right, said the Maharanee. Lynn would never break her word. She would rather die. Perhaps she can teach you never to break yours.

Rundhia, said Lynn, I will promise to marry you, if you will write, and sign, a retraction of any and all accusations against Captain Norwood. You must put it in the form of a letter to the British Resident, and it must be witnessed by the Maharanee and the Maharajah. You must meet Captain Norwood in my presence, and the Maharanees, and you must say to him personally that you withdraw. I wont ask you to beg his pardon, because I wont do that. I wont speak to him. But I insist on your behaving like a man.

The Maharanee spoke suddenly with a ring of command in her voice:

Rundhia, go to the table and write!

Rundhia went to the table. Lynn sat down beside the Maharanee:

Maharanee dear, you must be my wise friend, for I am all in the dark. I feel so western and so lonely, and I dont know whether I am doing right or wrong. But I will do my best.

Lynn

Lynn interrupted her: Will you make me a promise? Will you never, never tell Captain Norwood why I married Rundhia? Will you keep it a secret?

The Maharanee was silent for nearly a minute. She was not quite dry-eyed. She spoke suddenly, low-voiced:

Lynn, do you love Captain Norwood?

Maharanee dear, I have promised to marry Rundhia.

The Maharanee shook her head, staring at Lynn.

Wont you promise?

The Maharanee nodded.

There you are, said Rundhia. Is this good enough? This ought to give him a clean sheet. Read it.


Chapter Thirty-two

NORWOOD stood stock-still, beneath a Tibetan devil-mask, between two suits of ancient Indian armor. He had sent up his card to the Maharanee with a request for an immediate interview. It was an outrageous request, and he knew it. The palace chamberlain approached him, stared  stared harder  hesitated, and then:

Captain Norwood? We had heard you are dead!

Yes. I have been wondering who is sorry Im not dead. Has the Maharajah heard it?

No, I believe not. He is rather inaccessible this evening. And it was only a rumor, unconfirmed yet. It was thought best not to mention it to him prematurely. May I congratulate you on your escape. It was said that criminals attacked your camp. I am sincerely

Thanks.

Your business at the palace? I think the Maharajah might be pleased to see you. He has a document

I have asked to see the Maharanee.

Oh, impossible! Captain Norwood, please. We have been very unconventional of late, but

Here comes the servant, said Norwood.

The servant delivered his message: the chamberlain accompanied Norwood upstairs as far as the anteroom that led into the Maharajahs study: I am sure His Highness will be glad to see you, because of that new document he has discovered. The attendant in the anteroom will announce you. Hee-hee! You may believe it or not, but I wouldnt dare to do it. When he is studying his stamps, he is like an ogre. As a rule, he excludes everyone, except the doctor with his tonic. Even the doctor is rather afraid to enter. He wants someone else to go in first and break the  what is it they call it  sales resistance? He asked me to let him know if anybody goes in.

Dont mention my name, said Norwood.

I wouldnt think of it. The doctor and I are not cronies. I will simply say someone went in. I believe you will be admitted. His Highness spoke of you. I think he really wants to see you.

The chamberlain left him. Norwood was announced. The Punjabi stamp salesman was dismissed, smiling as if he had done good business. The door closed, and Norwood was alone with the Maharajah.

He stood facing him across a huge, old-fashioned, gilded and painted desk, on which were six huge stamp albums and a hammered golden gong on a heavy stand. Norwood made the conventional bow. The Maharajah stared. He looked more sheepish than ever, and yet vaguely hostile. Since he exercised his privilege of keeping his visitor standing in silence until he was spoken to, Norwood looked away from him and studied the room.

It was fairly large, but contained only two chairs, other than the one on which the Maharajah sat at the desk. In the corner, at the Maharajahs right, a high, carved, ancient screen apparently concealed a door. Three walls were almost entirely lined with shelves of stamp albums.

At last the Maharajah spoke: I am pleased to receive you, Captain Norwood, even though the hour is unusual. You came to speak to me about the  ah  boundary dispute? I have news. Since I saw you, my secretary has found a document which seems to me to make the priests case so ridiculous that

Oh, I expect to find in the favor of the priests, Your Highness. Those documents may interest lawyers. I am only concerned with the boundary line. I have been accused of accepting a bribe from the priests

Oh! Captain Norwood, you astonish me. Who is your accuser?

I supposed you already knew. He will tell you. As a matter of fact, I called on Her Highness the Maharanee. I want to speak to Miss Lynn Harding. I have reason to believe that without the Maharanees advice she might refuse to see me until perhaps tomorrow. I need to see her tonight. I hoped to persuade the Maharanee to arrange the interview, but she refused, so I came to you instead.

Is it urgent? Wont you please be seated? Wont you read this document?

Your Highness, do you think I would disturb you at this time of night if it wasnt urgent!

Oh, well, possibly an interview can be arranged. I will enquire presently. Wont you read that document?

Norwood smiled agreeably: I will. As you have reason to know, sir, Im a bit slow at reading this ancient script.

I wouldnt care to let that out of my possession, said the Maharajah.

Suits me, Norwood answered. I ask nothing better than to sit here for the time being. You will learn why, later.

The Maharajah looked up sharply, but Norwood raised the document between them. He couldnt see Norwoods face:

You flatter me, he said after a moment.

Norwood grinned. But the Maharajah didnt see that either. Norwood sat pretending to study the document for several minutes, while the Maharajah fidgeted and examined postage stamps through a magnifying glass. He kept glancing at the door. He seemed to be listening.

At last came a knock at the door. The Maharajah tapped the gong with his fingers and the Bengali doctor entered, making his suavest professional bow. He was followed by the Maharajahs personal attendant, carrying a big blue goblet on a silver tray. The Bengali eyed Norwood with horror.

You are late, said the Maharajah. Why are you late?

I was delayed, your Highness. I

Norwood had laid down the document. He rose from his chair. He stepped behind the Bengali. He held his right fist ready for emergency and seized the goblet in his left hand. The Bengali stepped back, out of reach of the fist. The Maharajah made a sudden exclamation, not unlike a sheeps bleat. The white-clad servant backed away, showing the whites of his eyes. Norwood held the goblet toward the Bengali:

Drink it! he commanded.

The Bengali was speechless. It was several seconds before he could stammer: Sir, are you mad?

The Maharajah, with his elbows on the desk, and one hand within reach of the drumstick of the golden gong, leaned forward, staring.

Norwood spoke again quite calmly. But it was a deadly calm. It frightened the Bengali:

You are, arent you, the doctor who poisoned Mrs. Hardings toast?

Sir, beware whom you slander! The Bengali appealed to the Maharajah: Is Your Highness pleased to hear me slandered by a madman who is known to have been bribed by

Norwood interrupted: Cut that! You heard me. Drink it!

That is His Highness tonic.

Drink it! said the Maharajah. He looked almost happy. He sounded quite calm. But his fingernails drummed on the desk. Not a sign of humor.

The Bengali backed away from Norwood. He looked three shades paler. He was trembling. The Maharajahs right hand seized the drumstick of the golden gong. He raised it.

No, said Norwood. Not yet, please, Your Highness.

The Maharajah stared. He seemed uncertain whether to feel flattered or offended. He laid down the drumstick and resumed the tapping on the desk with his fingernails:

I become nervous, he said, without my tonic. This is very bad for my nerves. Captain Norwood, how did you know about this?

Norwood answered without looking at him. He was watching the Bengali and the white-clad servant:

I didnt know. I guessed it. Both of you, go and stand over in that corner, with your backs to the wall!

The servant obeyed promptly. He went down on his knees in the corner. He put his hands together and held them in front of his face. The Bengali backed away slowly, watching Norwoods eyes. He backed until he reached a bookcase. Suddenly he snatched a stamp album and hurled it at the goblet. Norwood caught the album in his right hand, by one leaf of the cover. He set the goblet on the desk, without spilling more than two or three drops. Then he closed the album carefully and gave it to the Maharajah. The Maharajah petted it, stroked it:

My collection of Cape of Good Hopes! My triangular black! He glared at the Bengali. You vandal! Now I know you are guilty! Why did you throw it?

The Bengali had recovered some of his presence of mind: It was at him I threw it. By his touch he has defiled your drinking goblet! He is a bribetaker! I suspect him of having tampered with your tonic. What has he put into it? I advise Your Highness not to taste it!

Norwood smiled. Good advice! He resumed the goblet, in his left hand. He had heard a noise at the door behind the screen: three distinct knocks, and then two.

The Maharajah glanced at the screen, irritably. He shook his head. He looked at Norwood. Norwood nodded. The Maharajah tapped the golden gong with his fingers. He looked more sheep-faced than ever, as if Norwoods audacity had almost hypnotized him. He was obeying, in the same way that he obeyed the palace chamberlain at a ceremony.

The door behind the screen opened, closed again, and the Maharanee appeared. Norwood bowed to her, but she took no notice of him. She went straight to the Maharajah, knelt beside his chair, and whispered. He grumbled at her, sotto voce. She continued whispering. At last he nodded. She stroked his right hand, murmured traditional phrases of respect and left the room. She didnt even glance at the Bengali.

I need my tonic, said the Maharajah. I am becoming more nervous each minute.

Whiskey and soda should be a good prescription for that, said Norwood. Id have brought a flash if I had any sense. I didnt think of it.

I have never defiled myself with whiskey, said the Maharajah.

Norwood kept his eye on the Bengali: If you had never drunk anything worse than a scotch and soda, they wouldnt be betting in Kadur bazaar that youll be dead by midnight. Any money on it, doctor? What odds did you get?

The door behind the screen opened again. The Maharanee reappeared, veiled. She was followed by Lynn, and then Rundhia. Rundhia looked startled. He shot one penetrating glance at the Bengali, then at Norwood, then at the Maharajah. He made a very obvious effort to recover self-possession. He dragged up a chair for the Maharanee. She refused it; she went and knelt beside the Maharajah; she stared through her veil at the Bengali. Rundhia pulled the chair toward Lynn. Lynn removed the cushion from the chair, nudged Rundhia and gave it to him; he arranged it carefully for the Maharanee to kneel on. Lynn sat down.

Captain Norwood, said the Maharanee, why did you wish to see me?

About this, said Norwood. He hadnt time to reply decently. He had noticed that Rundhia was trying to signal the Bengali through the opening under the desk, so he got in the way. As soon as Rundhia had stood up again, Norwood spoke:

Rundhia, heres something for your bruised face. Come and drink it.

Lynn stared with parted lips from one man to the other. Rundhia glanced at her; he looked stung, scared, sullen. Norwood hadnt looked at Lynn once since she entered the room.

The Maharajah pointed the gong drumstick at the Bengali: Stand still, he commanded. If you are unable to stand, you may sit  on the floor  where you are.

Rundhia, said Norwood, how about a trial by ordeal? You have accused me, behind my back. I accuse you, to your face, of an attempt to poison His Highness. What do you say? Shall we share this drink together? You drink half. Ill drink whats left.

You are the last man I would drink with, Rundhia retorted.

Norwood laughed. He thrust his right hand into his tunic. Steady, Rundhia! Keep your hand away from your pocket. I have you covered.  Lynn! Reach into Rundhias hip-pocket and put his pistol on the desk!

Lynn stared  resentful, alarmed, puzzled. Parted lips. Wide blue eyes. Frowning.

Norwood repeated the order: Lynn, do as I tell you!

Rundhia, she asked, have you a revolver?

Rundhia was watching Norwoods right hand.

He didnt dare to take his eyes off Norwood. He didnt dare to move his own right hand. Lynn felt in his pocket. She laid an automatic on the table:

Rundhia, she said, I didnt think that of you.

Rundhia! said the Maharanee. She had unveiled her face.

Lynn spoke again: Rundhia, you came to offer Captain Norwood something else than that, didnt you. Where is it?

Rundhia snarled: Tell him to put his own pistol on the desk.

I havent one, said Norwood. He reached for Rundhias pistol, jerked it open, broke it with a blow on the edge of the desk and tossed it into the waste-basket.

You have damaged my desk, said the Maharajah. It is a beautiful desk.

Lynn behaved as if a cold draught had caught her between the shoulders. She appeared to thrill for a moment and to change that, almost by an act of will, into a shudder. After that, she stared straight at the Maharanee, who had veiled her face again and was stroking the Maharajahs right hand.

There came a knock at the door. The Maharanee rearranged her veil. Norwood stepped aside, keeping his eyes on Rundhia, who was biting his lip. The Maharajah tapped the gong with his fingers. The door opened. The anteroom attendant spoke rapidly in his native tongue. The Maharajah looked like a frightened sheep. He nodded, speechless. The attendant bowed in the Resident and closed the door behind him. Norwood, still holding the goblet in his left hand, reopened the door and jerked his head at the Bengali:

Get out! he commanded.

The Resident stared. He almost forgot to bow to the Maharajah. He watched the Bengali leave the room. Then he looked at Norwood again and raised his eyebrows.

Norwood spoke sotto voce: Did my man follow you?

Yes, said the Resident.

All right then. The doctor wont get far.

You surprise us, said the Maharajah. We are overburdened with joy by this visit. But what does it mean?

The Resident looked comfortless: I am at a loss for an answer! Captain Norwood sent me a sort of SOS. He

May I speak? asked Norwood.

The Resident answered: I think youd better, if His Highness

Yes, please, said the Maharajah. He was looking more puzzled than anyone else, except Rundhia, who seemed confused by Lynns gaze; he avoided it.

Rundhia, said Norwood. He held up the blue goblet in his left hand, almost as if he were going to drink a toast: Lets hear your accusation. What have you against me?

Rundhia eyed him sullenly: Nothing, he answered. I dont know you.

Norwood smiled: Very cautious of you, Rundhia. I am really alive.

The Resident also smiled. He startled everyone by saying:

Rundhia, there is a conversation on record. Of course, only my version of it. But I refused, you remember, to treat it as confidential. I made a memorandum of it.

Rundhia swallowed what was left of his dignity. He was looking beaten. He spoke as if the insolence had all oozed out of him:

I forget what I said. I withdraw it anyhow. I have already written this.

He groped in his inside pocket, avoiding Lynns eyes, although Lynn looked sympathetic. He produced an envelope, strode past Lynn and offered it to Norwood. Norwood waved it aside and jerked his head toward the Resident.

The Resident accepted the envelope, and bowed to the Maharajah: You permit me?

By all means. I am fascinated.

Rundhia, glaring at Norwood, retreated backwards until he almost tripped over Lynns feet.

He murmured some sort of apology, and went and stood with his back to the wall. His hands went reaching for an album, on the shelf behind him. Norwood set the goblet on the desk behind the gong.

Can you hit it? he asked. Have a try. Luck changes, you know, Rundhia.

Rundhia muttered. He stuck his hands in his trousers pockets.

Lynn was watching the Resident. He had opened the envelope. He read the letter. He passed it to Norwood:

Is this satisfactory to you, Norwood?

Its entirely up to you, sir. I accept it if you do.

The Resident stepped forward and laid the letter in front of the Maharajah: Will your Highness please read that and, if you see fit, witness it? I have a gallant officer here in need of a rebuttal of some secret accusations that might ruin his career.

The Maharajah read, stared at the Resident, stared at Rundhia, stared at Norwood, reached for his fountain pen and signed.

Rundhia recovered a bit of his insolence. Are you satisfied? he demanded.

No, said Norwood. Not yet. He reached for the goblet  raised it, sniffed it, smiled at Rundhia. Then he looked straight at Lynn.

Lynn was watching the Maharanee, but she seemed conscious of Norwoods stare. Rundhia whispered to her, but she took no notice. The Maharanee was whispering. The Maharajah stared at Norwood. The Resident produced a handkerchief and blew his nose:

Steady! he said behind the handkerchief.

Rundhia, said Norwood, I will ask you two questions. Answer whichever you please. What is in this goblet?

The Maharanee pulled herself to her feet, picked up her cushion and went and knelt at the Maharajahs left hand, so that she could watch Rundhia:

Rundhia, she said, answer!

Rundhia said nothing; he glared at Norwood. Lynn turned in her chair to watch Rundhias face. Norwood spoke again:

You dont answer the first one? Very well, heres the other: why did you sign that retraction? I didnt ask you for it. Who did?

Rundhia was silent.

Speak! said the Maharanee. She had unveiled her face. She was looking at Lynn.

Rundhia glanced at Lynn. Lynn looked suddenly straight at Norwood and spoke with such constrained emotion that her voice sounded fiercely angry:

Captain Norwood, I asked Rundhia to write that. If it isnt what you wanted, you may blame me.

Norwoods lips moved toward a smile, but he saw her embarrassment, so he checked it. He looked straight in her eyes for several seconds before he looked at Rundhia again:

Substitute question, Rundhia! You didnt answer that one. How much did you charge for this retraction of your accusation against me?

The Maharanee caught her breath sharply. The Maharajah suddenly noticed that the Resident hadnt a chair. He commanded the white-robed kneeling servant to draw up the only unoccupied chair. The Resident sat down and blew his nose again:

Careful, Norwood! Careful!

Rundhia had had time to consider. He sneered: I wrote that as an act of magnanimity. Was it wasted on you?

Norwood glanced quickly at Lynn. No, no, Rundhia, it wasnt wasted. But tell us all what is in this goblet. I could have it analyzed. Perhaps you would prefer to consult that Bengali doctor before you answer? Question a bit awkward? Your trouble is that you cant guess how much I know, can you? Can you guess why I let the Bengali leave the room? Any chance that he betrayed you? Rather drop the question? Very well, answer the other: how much or what did you charge, and to whom, for the magnanimous retraction of your accusation against me? I insist on an answer. Rundhia spoke sullenly: Nothing. No one. I dont even know what you mean.

Norwood looked at Lynn. Her lips moved. He was in time to check her:

Please say nothing! I want Rundhia to tell it  Rundhia, choose. I wont wait all night. Account for the contents of this goblet  or else answer: what promise have you exacted  from whom?

The Maharanee spoke in a strained voice: Answer him, Rundhia.

Rundhia was silent. Lynn stared. He avoided her eyes.

If I should have to mention this goblet again, said Norwood, I will ask His Highness the Maharajah to summon the guard. What promise have you exacted from whom as the price of your signing that retraction?

There was no price.

The Maharanee was looking at Lynn. She spoke suddenly: Rundhia, speak like a man! There was a promise!

Rundhia stared at his feet. He had the grace to speak as if he were ashamed. He almost mumbled: I release her from the promise.

Norwood looked at Lynn steadily: Do you accept that?

No! I refuse. Is this your vengeance? Its cruel. Doesnt the retraction satisfy you?

Norwood smiled at Lynn and made a reassuring gesture. Rundhia stared; he looked astonished. The Maharanee stood up. Norwood spoke: Lynn, did Rundhia tell you that I tore up your letter? He lied. Your aunt gave it to me less than an hour ago. It reached her by mistake in the wrong envelope.

I confirm that, said the Resident.

Lynn stood up and waited for Rundhia to speak. He didnt.

Rundhia, she said, did you hear that? Then, turning: Thank you, Captain Norwood.

Just a misunderstanding, Norwood answered. I will explain it later.

Lynn shook her head. Her eyes met his but she made no reply. She left the room by the door behind the screen. The Maharanee followed her. Silence.

The Resident wiped his face with the handkerchief: Steady, Norwood, he said. Steady. He spoke aloud to the Maharajah:

Does Your Highness wish

I wish for tranquillity! I do not care to know any more!

Carry on! said the Resident. Careful!

Norwood raised the goblet, this time in his right hand: You dont deserve this, Rundhia. Youre a blackguard. He glanced at the Resident: You agree, sir?

The Resident nodded. The Maharajah stared, fascinated. Norwood spilled the contents of the goblet on the floor.

Have you spoiled the rug? asked the Maharajah. That is a very good rug.

The kneeling servant crawled and used his snow-white turban as a mop. The Maharajah turned to Rundhia:

Leave the room. Never return.

Rundhia moved toward the door behind the screen, but the Resident jumped out of his chair. Rundhia began to hurry. Norwood was too quick. He shoved the screen in Rundhias way. It banged against the door and the noise almost made the Maharajah scream.

Your Highness, said the Resident, in Prince Rundhias presence, I take this opportunity to inform you that I have written to His Majestys advisers, strongly recommending them to exercise their veto in the matter of Prince Rundhias succession to the throne of Kadur.

You have already written?

I have mailed the letter.

I resign, said Rundhia sullenly. You and your veto may go to the devil.

May I speak to Your Highness alone? asked the Resident.

The Maharajah scowled at Rundhia: Go out that way! He pointed to the door into the anteroom.

Rundhia walked out. Norwood followed. He overtook Rundhia at the head of the stairs, and Rundhia turned about and faced him:

I sincerely regret, he remarked, looking straight into Norwoods eyes, that the men who fired at you, missed.

Yes, you had rotten luck, Rundhia, What will you do  go to Europe? The Riviera? Thats crowded with might-have-beens who insisted on hitting below the belt. Dyou know, Rundhia, if I had oven suspected you of having put one over on Lynn Harding, I would have let you hang. You know, they hang even princes who play at your game. He laughed. No, Rundhia, no. You will walk ahead of me down the stairs. I know that trick.

At the foot of the stairs, Norwood pulled out his cardcase, produced a card and gave it to one of the palace servants:

Send that up to Miss Lynn Harding. Say I will be waiting outside. I will meet her near the front steps.

He walked out. Under the glare of the portico light he pulled out his handkerchief, raised his right arm and waved it.

OLearys shrill whistle answered: long-short, long-short Order received and executed  okay!

OLeary had released the Bengali doctor.


Chapter Thirty-three

LYNN looked like a ghost in white chiffon. She turned instinctively to the right and stepped into the darkness. She stood within a few paces of the spot where, one night ago, she had bridled at Norwoods blunt comments. It seemed as if a whole lifetime had passed in the interval. The guitar and the songs on the wall were a far-off memory.

Norwood strode out of the darkness. Silence! he said. Not a word. Nothing so easy on the nerves as saying nothing.

He took her arm into his, and strode forward, avoiding moonlight, choosing paths that were overhung by branches. After a while, he whistled softly a few snatches of a funny little tune that Lynn had heard. It was an Indian tune familiar to Indian thieves and other people of peculiar repute and notorious humor but not much virtue. It was a tune identifiable by its rhythm as unlikely to appeal to those who hold past error to be proof that nothing good can happen. It was an irresponsible, impious, gay little tune that disobeyed several canons of musical taste, suggesting that some sorts of disobedience might possibly, or even probably find favor with the hundred thousand little local gods who live so close to men and women. It was a medicine tune. There was magic in it. It suggested laughter tartened by a hint of slightly Rabelaisian malice. Lynn found it absolutely impossible to listen to that gay little tune and at the same time to take herself seriously. It couldnt be done. It ought to be done. She should be feeling like Clytemnestra, or Electra or Lady Macbeth. The moon and the luminous gloom of the Indian night; the soft silence and the heavy perfume; black shadows in which mystery lay hidden; the vivid memory of poison in a big blue glass and of Rundhia stripped of his mask and revealed  all these should have built and crystallized themselves into a tragedy. They didnt. Lynn felt strangely excited.

Norwood, too, was revealed. Perhaps he never did wear a mask. Perhaps he was exactly the man he pretended to be  just a Captain of Royal Engineers, on special survey duty. Perhaps. All the same, he was more mysterious than ever Rundhia had been. She could always guess pretty accurately what Rundhia would say next, and from the very first minute she met him she had known perfectly what Rundhia wanted. She did not know what Norwood intended. Very likely he was going to lecture her on how an American girl should behave in an Indian setting. She hoped not; but it would be quite English to make the attempt; they even tell their King and Queen how to behave. If he tried it, she intended to fight back. But she hoped he wouldnt. There was a dim foreknowledge, perhaps only a hunch, underlying her belligerent mood, that fighting back wouldnt get very far.

They continued walking until they came to a moonlit lotus pond and stood together staring at the reflections of trees. A little animal jumped into the water and swam. They watched the ripples spread until they reached the marble banks. At last Norwood spoke:

Feeling better?

I cant analyze it. I suppose Im feeling guilty.

Want some more silence?

No. I would rather youd say what you think. Norwood chuckled: You remember the parrot. I draw extra pay for thinking and not talking.

I understand. You would rather not say what you think of me. Is that it?

Norwood chuckled again. It made Lynn angry. If he was merely amused, that was even worse than an elderly brother attitude  even worse than aloof austerity talking down to her.



Are your thoughts so priceless, she asked, that they have to be wrapped in cellophane and locked away?

They wouldnt do in a book, he retorted. They would never get by the censor. But Ill tell you one thing to begin with.

Lynn faced him suddenly. What is it?

Your Aunt Harding is not a credit to you. You have neglected her education.

I suppose thats your tactful way of saying that Aunty has neglected my education. Well, it isnt Auntys fault. I ran out on her. I did what I did on my own responsibility, against her wishes. And Im not sorry I did it. Is that perfectly clear?

Perfectly. But you misunderstood me. I meant what I said. I have only one special virtue.

Lynn waited. It was a trap; she felt sure of it. She hadnt minded walking into Rundhias traps, because she knew she could find her way out of them. But this man was different. He was absolutely different and he made her heart jump like a thing trying to get out of a cage. Rundhia had never done that, not even in his most exciting moments. But Norwood waited, too. So at last she did ask him:

You say only one virtue? What is it?

I never use double meanings.

Are you telling the truth?

Yes.

Good. Then please say what you think of me, straight, without any double meanings or reservations. Lets get that over with.

Very well, Lynn. But are you quite sure you wont be belligerent about it? I didnt bring you out here to start a fight.

It wasnt the first time he had called her Lynn, but she noticed it. When Rundhia first called her Lynn she actually hadnt noticed it.

I never am belligerent, she answered.

No? What a pity. Of course, I dont expect to be shot but I dont even want to make you really angry. Youre a bit angry now, arent you?

Yes, but with myself. Im not angry with you. Go ahead, punish me. Ill take it. Say what you think.

Do you promise you wont hit back, or make a scene, or accuse me of hidden motives?

Captain Norwood, kindly go ahead and tell me. Ive treated you very badly and youre entitled to revenge. I will listen. And I wont answer back.

Dont promise.

Dont promise what?

That you wont answer back. There are rare occasions when a quick answer is about the only thing that

Lynn interrupted: I will listen to anything you care to say. And I wont answer, no matter what you say. And after that, I will go away and you wont ever see me again.

Norwood smiled. She wished he wouldnt smile. The moonlight limned his well shaped head and revealed his face. Beneath his courteous good humor she could sense a restraint that presaged power when he should choose to let it loose. She had seen him punch Rundhia. She had seen him take command in an emergency and make his seniors obey. Hadnt he any mercy. She hoped he hadnt! She didnt want mercy at his hands. She preferred savagery; it would hurt less than half measures. It might help her to hate him. She wished she did hate him; it would have been so much easier.

Say what you think, she insisted.

I think the same now that I did when I first saw you.

What is it?

Perhaps Im not being quite accurate. It wasnt until that astonishing picnic at the palace that I made up my mind to marry you. I fell in love with you at first sight, without guessing who you were, when I saw you with the Maharanee in the carriage. When I saw you on horseback in the early morning, it was all over as far as Im concerned  nothing further to argue about. Ive committed myself to the hilt. How about you? Lynn caught her breath. I  I never dreamt of it!

I know you didnt. And youre not dreaming now. Were both of us stone-cold sober and wide awake.

Do you always make love like this.

I dont even know the first rules of the game. Im a chronic bachelor, suddenly converted.

But Captain Norwood

The only girl I ever fell in love with calls me Carl or else calls the police.

But Lynn laughed. Are there any police.

Try. Shout for them. An Indian night is as full of eyes as the sky is of stars.

But I wouldnt know what to say to the police. Id better call you Carl.

And now to use one of your phrases, lets get this over with: Im a pauper. Ive four hundred pounds a year and an Engineer Captains pay.

Carl, I hope you dont think Im wealthy. I havent a cent in the world. Ive been disinherited.

You have? Is that an actual fact?

Yes. Aunty hasnt even left me a reputation.

God, thats marvelous! Oh, my God, what luxury! I was scared stiff.

You? Scared?

Yes. Scared of you. Afraid youd think I was after your money.

Carl, I havent a cent.

All right. More preliminaries. Mostly I live in a tent. My servants are scandalous rogues, who know nearly as much as I do about crime and treachery and worse.

Is there anything worse?

Oh, yes, lots of things. Treachery is merely the veil of what goes on in India. Im a man of secrets. Im acquainted with sin. I associate with sinners. And I love it. I wont be made over. Lynn laughed: You said I failed at making Aunty over. I dont think Im good at that. I never lived in a tent, and Ive been kept away from sinners. Im a very ignorant person. Youd better think again, hadnt you?

No. Ive finished thinking about that. But how about you? Its your last chance. Lynn, youre on the edge of the abyss of matrimony. Any questions?

Millions of questions! Billions! I dont even know you. Ill ask them afterwards.

Good. Thats the style. Therell be lots of time afterwards. Well, youve refused to call the police, and youve promised not to talk back or make a scene. So Ill be damned if Ill wait any longer. Lynn, I love you.

The Indian night and the Indian stars; the perfumed silence and the moonlit lotus pool all merged into a consciousness of love  one moment of eternity that swept away the past  one moment of unselfconscious mystery in which the lover and the loved were one and all life was their realm, all values were in true perspective. Love was real. Everything else was illusion and unreal. Until gradually, even in Carl Norwoods arms, Lynns awareness of earth resumed its spell and she looked away at their reflections in the moonlit lotus pond.

Look, Carl. See us! Look.

Shadows. Then he spoke strangely: Shadows of reflections that reflect what? You and I are shadows. We move in response to something else. What is it?

Carl are you real? Is that you talking?

I suspect its the real me talking to the real you. Lynn, Im steeped in eastern thought. Lifes good. Were growing  getting wiser gradually. Thats why I spared Rundhia. Hed have been hanged if I hadnt done what I did. Now hell get some money from the Maharanee and live in Europe.

But Carl Lynn hesitated. Perhaps I shouldnt say it.

All right, Ill say it for you. Hell go to Europe and do it again. And lots of women wont have sense enough to stand him off until hes ruined them and sneered and gone.

Yes, I was thinking of that. It was a mean thought.

No, it wasnt.

The way I thought it, it was mean. Carl, I believe you because I cant disbelieve you, not for any other reason. It seems impossible. How can such a man as you are, with such thoughts as you think, possibly love me? I believe I deliberately tempted Rundhia. The Maharanee Norwood chuckled. All right, Ill say that for you, too. She said he really loved you. Hed be a fool if he didnt. The trouble is, he is a fool. So it wont last. Not that it makes any difference.

But if Ive made him wretched

Thats his business. Each of us pays for his own mistakes.

But that was my mistake.

Your end of it was yours. But you paid cash. Rundhia doesnt. He lets the bill run at compound interest. Everybody makes mistakes. Nobodys worth a damn who hasnt made em.

Bad ones?

The worse the better. The rule is, learn and dont repeat. On that condition theres no aftermath. You pay once and thats all.

Carl, do you mean that a persons past isnt

Norwood laughed: Sink of iniquity, Lynn, unchastened Jezebel, come to think of it, I left your past history seated on a trunk on the path outside the guesthouse. What with the mosquitoes and her temper shell be cooking up a future unless we go to her rescue.

Carl, Im shameless. I really am. Id forgotten her.

Did you ever have toothache? One forgets that, too, afterwards.

But this isnt afterwards. You dont know Aunty. Carl, Ill go to her. You mustnt come. Please, really, you mustnt. She will say things that I dont want you to hear. Theyre not true but shell say them.

Are you sure?

You mean, am I sure theyre not true?

I mean, are you sure shell say them?

Yes. She always does when shes angry.

Lets find out.

Carl, Im

Youre embarrassed. Som I. Its good for both of us, so lets do it together.

They took their time, strolling along shadowy moonlit paths toward the guesthouse, too interested in each other to notice voices until they were quite close up beneath the darkness of the overhanging trees.

The trunks no longer stood in a row on the garden path. There was a light in the servants pantry at the rear, and a smell of cooking. Light poured through the living-room window.

Hush, said Norwood. Listen. Rule number one is dont talk in the dark. Rule number two is listen and learn, but never tell tales.

The Maharanees voice came quite distinctly through the open window:

If I, who am broken-hearted, can forgive my nephew Rundhia

An unmistakable voice interrupted: Youre being silly. Dont be sentimental. You probably ruined Rundhia by being sentimental. At your age you ought to know better. You should have spanked him when he was young, and kept him short of pocket money when he was older. I neglected to spank Lynn. Thats the trouble and Im ashamed of myself. Are you sure you know where she is? Are you quite sure? Who told you she is near the lotus pond with Captain Norwood?

Six servants, said the Maharanee, and one gardener. Also the Chief of Police very kindly took the trouble to phone me about it.

Imagine the impudence of that girl!

But I havent noticed that she is impudent.

If she was in love with Captain Norwood she should have told me.

Do you think she knew it? asked the Maharanee. I knew it, late this evening. But do you think that Lynn knew it?

Aunty Harding cackled a chairwomans ladylike laugh on two notes, politely derisive:

Knew it? Maharanee, what this younger generation knows is more than you and I ever will know. Theyre incorrigible. That girl has more whalebone in her will than there are cents in a dollar. It isnt brittle. You cant break it. Its resilient.

Yes, said the Maharanee, this generation has its own ideas. It goes its own way. Lynn will go far.

Aunty coughed drily: Go far? She will go to the devil, I dont doubt. But I have this consolation. If what you say is true, she has disgraced herself with the only gentleman I have met in India.

The Maharanee protested loyally: His Highness my husband

Oh, kings dont count, said Aunty. Theyre middle class nowadays. I cant forgive kings for the way theyve sold out to the politicians. I never will forgive them. Im a democrat and Ill die in my boots.

But youll forgive Lynn?

Getting back at me, are you? A little sarcasm, eh? Maharanee, if I can get that minx Lynn to forgive me before she has had time to slander me to Captain Norwood, Ill think Im lucky. Ill be a wizard  or is it a witch?

Or are you a little wiser than you were? the Maharanee suggested.

Norwood whispered: How much did you bet? Are you still scared?

Moses Lafayette OLearys whistle piped from the nearby shrubbery a few notes of a private signal: C, D, F,  C,D,F,  C,D,F  C. It startled Lynn.

What was that? It sounded like someone in hiding. Are we being watched?

Yes, the night has eyes in India. Theyve a saying here that even diamonds see in the dark. Thats a very rough diamond informing me that alls clear and hes off home. You go in. Ill follow you presently. I want to speak to him.

Norwood walked alone into the shrubbery. He almost walked into Moses OLeary.

I warned you, said OLeary, about women. By the hundred theyre all right. Ones a problem. But you wouldnt listen. I suppose youll get yourself a new man now, to say yes to you and tell you youre Solomon. But Solomon had him a thousand wives, and concubines on top o that. So put that in your pipe and smoke it. Am I out of a job?

Wheres your horse?

Taint a horse. I rode your bay mare. Shes near the gate.

When you get back to camp see that shes rubbed down carefully and give her a light blanket. Stand by and see it done. Do you hear me?

Yes, sir, Captain Norwood.

Heres the key to the whiskey. Help yourself. Youve leave of absence until noon tomorrow. Turn up sober or Ill

Is the Government broke?

Here are ten rupees. But thats not Government money. Its personal. Dont get into trouble with it.

Well, sir, Ive seen miracles in my day. Ive seen you pick winners. Maybe shes as reliable as she is good looking. Heres hoping. Ill say a prayer for you.

Dont keep that mare standing. Good night.

Good night, sir, and heres hoping.

Moses Lafayette OLeary strode away into the night, until the sound of his footfall ceased on the dusty path and there was nothing more heard of him but the tune that he whistled:

Oh, officers wives get puddings and pies And soups and roasts and jellies, But poor Tommies wives get sweet
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CHAPTER I. Alexandria, 43 B.C.

Hither I have found my real goal unattainable. But I persist, since the attainable is no more than a rung on the ladder of life, on which a man may climb to grander views, though it will break beneath him if he linger too long.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



There was a murmur of voices from the huge throne-room; it sounded as distant as the murmur of the sea through the open window. Charmion and Iras, Cleopatras confidants, had been dismissed an hour ago. Olympus, the court astrologer remained, hugging his horoscopes in a corner. Tros, in his gold-embroidered purple cloak, stood staring through the window at his great trireme anchored in the harbor. Two deaf mutes, one by each doorpost, watched him; they were as motionless as mummies.

Cleopatra was heavy with emeralds because Caesar had liked her to wear them, but she was simply dressed in plain white. She sat in the ivory chair that Caesar had always used. Her elbow rested on the small table beside her, and her chin on her hand. Her eyes glowed with intelligence, but in that pose she was not very good-looking, and she was so small that she looked almost unimportant. It was only when she spoke that Cleopatras strength of character commanded notice. Her voice was quiet but it held astonishing vibrance.

Tros had to turn and face her.

Tros, she said, you call yourself my friend. Perhaps you are. It is true you have served me well, when it has pleased your tempestuous heart  if it is a heart that beats within you, and not a battle-drum. But a queen has no real friends. It is for a queen to discover, if she can, why people wish to seem to be her friends. I would have made you admiral of all my ships

Tros interrupted: As a friend, I am a free man. But he noticed the smile in her eyes. As an admiral, I should have to leave my conscience in your keeping, Royal Egypt. I have seen the skill with which you use mens consciences!

Such as have any, she answered. Well, you fume and lecture me, and reject my offers. You appear to think I should be proud to obey your phantastic advice, as you call it, that you hurl at Me like something or other from one of your triremes catapults. But I know what you want, and you shall not have it unless you do what I want. Now, will you have a commission? See, I have it here, ready  admiral

No, he answered.

Then begone without one!

He bowed. She smiled, then laughed  a gorgeous, golden note, resonant with courage.

And I wish I were coming with you!

He bowed again. Not for one second did he doubt she was telling the truth about that. At seventeen she had led an army. She had been born to the game of lead-who-can and serve-who-must. Daring had cost her a throne. Daring had won it again, along with Caesars respect, which no one who wasnt fearless ever had a chance to command.

Good fortune, Tros! No need to tell you to be brave!

He kissed her hand, and as he left the room she threw a cushion at him:

Flatterer! You behave as if I were heartless. I am unworthy of the compliment!

He went out laughing, which was what she intended. Olympus followed him. The long line of notables waiting for an audience, with their backs to the Babylonian hangings in the heavily carpeted marble corridor, exchanged glances. They bowed politely. Some of them hated Tros because the Queen almost never kept him waiting. And some were jealous because it was time for somebody to step into dead Caesars shoes, and Tros perhaps might be that man. Some of them even tried to overhear what Olympus was saying.

The astrologer-physician was a man they dreaded. He was too abstemious to be easily poisoned. He had all their birth-dates, all their horoscopes. It was said that he watched the stars and warned the Queen whenever any courtiers celestial chart suggested probability of treason. If not, how was she so swift to discover treason, and for such a young woman so deadly competent to deal with it?

Olympuss star-bespangled, black robes of office and his ominous tau-handled staff made them shudder. He looked as gloomy as a raven, as mysterious as death  tall, gaunt, solemn, shaven. But as a matter of fact he was simply showing his friendship for Tros in his own reserved way  a man of meditative peace encouraging a man of war, revealing, but not betraying.

Are you wise thus to humiliate her? Tros, she wavers between magnanimity and anger. Half of her hopes she has dismissed you to your death, or that an error will bring you to judgment. Half of her hopes you will return triumphant.

And?

Who else is there whom she could trust to share her throne?

Tros answered gruffly: There shall be a mother of sons of mine, I hope, Olympus, when the time is ripe. But I will not breed lads to play this game of kinging it. If she were love itself, I would go my way nevertheless  aye, even though I loved her. She brought forth Caesars son, and one is plenty of Caesars get. He may become a prig like Brutus, or a bloody rogue of the Ptolemy sort, or he may be a man. Let her see to it. If she craves a man for her bed, there are dozens eager to accept the post of he-concubine. As for me

Well, I merely warned you, said Olympus. Farewell, and beware of her pride. She is lonely. And in loneliness there lurk strange longings that beget cruelty.

Farewell, Olympus.

Rumor credited Tros with being the Queens lover, but many doubted it, although he was supposed to be closer in the Queens confidence than anyone else except Charmion. He lived on his trireme, where he received all sorts of strange visitors, some of whom were undoubtedly spies. He could not be spied upon by Alexandrines because his ship was too well guarded. He knew as many languages as Cleopatra did  some said seventeen  and could always converse without an interpreter. If you cant bribe or torture an interpreter there is not much chance of learning what a captain has discussed in the privacy of his own cabin.

So Tros was an enigma, and though it was known that he wished to voyage around the world, no one could imagine why, and his wish was considered impious. Everyone remembered his coming, in his great trireme, hardly three years ago, when Cleopatra was young on the throne and as full of youth as a kitten. Some said she was still a virgin then, and many believed it, because in those days she was deeply interested in religion and undoubtedly in touch with far-off Philae, where the Hierophants ruled a realm of mystery. In accordance with the terms of her father King Ptolemy Auletess will, and as a sort of traditional gesture, she had been formally married to her younger brother Ptolemy, an impetuous lad who hated her as thoroughly as she despised him.

At about the time of Tross arrival on the scene, the palace politicians had reached the sensible but dangerous conclusion that Cleopatra, though only about seventeen years old, was too clever for them. So she was. They couldnt kill her. She escaped from Alexandria. They put her younger sister Arsinoe on the throne in her place. Cleopatra made her way to Palestine, where she borrowed a riff-raff army from her cousin Herod and his Arab allies. Shortly after the Battle of Pharsalia, when the defeated and fugitive Pompey was murdered on the Egyptian beach, Cleopatra was leading her army in person in an attempt to invade Egypt and regain the throne. But she was opposed by a much larger and better supplied Egyptian army, and she was having difficulties with her Arab troops and with Herod, a youngster about as clever as herself, who made no secret of his purpose to become King of Egypt, with her on the throne beside him or without her.

Meanwhile, Julius Caesar, in pursuit of Pompey, had swooped into the harbor of Alexandria with a small fleet crowded with a couple of Roman legions. He had occupied the magnificent palace and was enjoying himself with very practical dreams of conquest. His arrival completely bewildered young King Ptolemys and Queen Arsinoes adherents, but Cleopatras genius rose famously to the occasion. She abandoned Herod and her riffraff mercenary army. Tros appeared off the coast, and she accepted Tross offer to convey her on his trireme to Alexandria. Tros had had no hand in introducing her to Caesar. She contrived her own introduction. Apollodorus, a Sicilian, brought her ashore in a fishing boat, rolled up in some Syrian rugs, and unrolled her at Caesars feet as nearly naked as was necessary to arouse Caesars immediate interest.

Apollodorus had died a natural death not long afterward. In Alexandria, under the Ptolemies, it had never been unnatural that a man should die secretly and suddenly who boasted of having been the Queens lover. But Tros, who may have listened, certainly had never honored rumor even by denying that he and the Queen were on terms of amorous intimacy. He never even discussed the open secret, well authenticated, that the Lady Charmion, Cleopatras confidante and Mistress of the Robes, had offered herself to him, and now venomously hated him because he had bluntly rejected the offer.

There was not a notable in all that long palace corridor who had not heard how Tros built his trireme in an improbable country called Britain, but none of them knew or cared where Britain was. Alexandrines liked to know the news from Rome, because Rome was their greatest ready-money market and their deadliest political danger. They hardly ever even visited their Egyptian estates, whence their affluent revenues came. They didnt know Egypt. Very few of them had seen the Sphinx or the Pyramids. They knew Alexandra, with its marble colonnaded streets, library, temples, lighthouse, theatres, schools of philosophy, chariot race, gardens, vivacity, women  and that was enough.

It was a symptom of Tross unfitness to be an Alexandrine, that he believed the world was round and wished to sail around it. The world could be triangular for all the Alexandrine courtiers cared. Tross interest in the worlds shape was a source of obscene jests, songs and belly-laughter. The Alexandrines prided themselves on their ready wit; people even trained their slaves to sing slanderous songs outside their neighbors windows. There were at least ten songs about Tros being currently sung whenever people gathered to amuse one another.

However, nobody laughed as Tros strode down the splendid corridor. He was a rather awe-inspiring man at close quarters. Alexandrines affected to despise warriors, because war was in bad taste and not worth the expense. But even to pretend to despise Tros, one would have had to be able to meet his gaze without flinching, and the people who could do that almost-liked him. Nobody had been able to poison him or to have him stabbed in the dark, because he was always well guarded by competent men. To kill him one would have to fight him; and not even among the officers of the Egyptian army  incredible collection of adventurers, soldiers of fortune and swashbuckling braggarts from almost every known country on earth  was there a man who would have cared to meet Tros in single combat. He was in the prime of life, probably something more than thirty years old; but it was difficult to judge the age of a man who had such thoughtful and mysteriously lambent eyes.

At the head of the magnificent malachite stairway a palace servant returned him his sword  a heavier, longer sword than any other man in Egypt could have used; when he had hitched that to his golden belt it was small wonder that men yielded him all the room he wanted on the stairs. He strode down, looking almost as if he owned the palace.

Whatever her motive, Cleopatra had seen fit to command that he should be honored; and there had never been a court on earth more capable than hers of wearing a mans patience with the solemn nonsense of ritual. There were salutes and formal farewell speeches by bedizened courtiers, who made an art of insincerity and who could barb politeness with the sly smile that gives it the lie.

Palace officials, studiously dilatory because they knew he was raging to be gone, strolled beside him through the splendid garden to the guardhouse at the palace gate. There the Captain of the regiment of Royal Guards, Leander, commanded a brilliant ritual of trumpets and clashing arms. Final formal speeches, insolent handshakes, then away at last, behind a Macedonian officer and forty plumed stalwarts cloaked with leopard-skin. Eight drums. A dozen trumpeters. At least a dozen sarcastic exquisites to keep Tros company as far as the Royal Wharf and to irritate with their palace-sharpened malice.

But at the Royal Wharf they left him. Tros strode on with his escort of royal guardsmen. There was always a noisy crowd in Alexandria, especially on a fine spring morning along the magnificent waterfront. The guard made no effort to protect Tros from the crowd, now that the courtiers, who might have reported them for neglect of duty, were gone.

Even without that splendidly useless escort Tros would have been a show by himself, with his raven hair bound by a broad gold band, and his magnificent stride that was so unlike the effeminate gait of a fashionable Alexandrine. His cloak made him look like an ambassador from some foreign power, or perhaps even a king, although a king or an ambassador should have been borne in a litter. Everybody knew who Tros was.

But Tros had no exact official standing. It was rumored, and many believed it, that he was a high priest of some secret Mystery or other; but it was common knowledge, on the other hand, that the priests of Isis, Osiris and Serapis disliked him intensely. The only priests who did like him were the officials of the Museum and Library, the splendid buildings that were actually part of the Royal Palace, and that made the waterfront of Alexandria the most magnificent on earth.

Thousands of men and women on the long Great Harbor front, and all the slave-gangs and their overseers, and the sailors on the decks of the long-prowed Delta sailing vessels that lay nose to the key, sent up a roar of noisy comment and conjecture. Something big was afoot, but none knew what, although t was known that Tross trireme was ready for sea, anchored out in the middle of the Harbor of Happy Return  the western harbor, separated from the Royal Harbor by the Heptastadium seven furlongs of artificial causeway that connected Alexandria with the Island of Pharos. On Pharos, surrounded by a village and protected by forts, stood the colossal marble lighthouse, one of the worlds prodigious wonders. But in its own way Tross ship was as remarkable. It was a three-masted trireme, sheathed with tin, painted vermilion, purple sailed; and armed with the deadliest engines that had been invented.

Many of the pestering crowd were ex-Roman soldiers. Some were deserters. But the majority were destitute veterans whom Gabinius had left in Egypt to fend for themselves, in the days when he and a young cavalry officer named Mark Antony had led a lawless filibuster into Egypt to reestablish Cleopatras drunken father on the throne. When old Ptolemy Auletes died, people remembered what they had had to endure from those Roman soldiers, so they found employment difficult to get. They had been prosperous again during Caesars brief regime. But after Caesars death they were out of work again. Caesar had left two regular legions, under an officer named Rubinius, to support Cleopatra; but they despised the Gabinians, and would have nothing to do with them. Even Caesars legions had disintegrated. Hundreds of them had deserted. They were hardly better than a rabble, although their officers drew Cleopatras pay and were an arrogant nuisance at court.

The Roman soldiers wanted berths on Tross ship, no matter what his business might be, but piracy preferred. Anything for a leader, Anything for a few coins to jingle, and food, and the right to style themselves again miletes. Some of them displayed scars on their breasts in proof of bravery; one of them declared he had been the orderly of Pompey the Great. Tros advised them to join the Egyptian army, which welcomed all sorts of foreigners, deserters, and even runaway slaves. But the lower ranks of the Egyptian army were no temptation even to destitute men, who had once marched with the Roman Eagles. It was better to beg, although at that there was competition.

There were men and women of all nations with monkeys and parrots for sale. There were people of all colors, who offered to pray in the temples for the success of the voyage, at so much a prayer. There were vendors of magical charms for the cure of wounds and scurvy. There were map-sellers, who offered astonishing charts of unknown seas; and men who guaranteed to cast a fortunate horoscope for the voyage, as if a guess could guide destiny. There were women who wanted to touch Tross cloak, because it was common knowledge that he had held Caesarion, the Queens son, in his arms on the day the child was born. And was Caesarion not already accorded recognition as a god, as Caesar, his reputed father, had been? Surely, Tross cloak must be a charm for human fertility and fortune. There were women who offered themselves for the voyage, for the use of the crew; crimps, who knew of drunken crews who could be dragged aboard in broad daylight at so much a head: agents with slaves for sale; and merely curious people by the hundred. Tros kept his temper with them all, his eyes alert for the face of some spy who might have news of value.

And at last Esias, old and dignified, with two young lusty Jews to help him, struggled his way to Tross side. Reputed to be the richest man in Alexandria, and though he had privileges and a limited right of approach to the throne, Esias had to exercise discretion. There was no longer a Julius Caesar to treat Jews as Alexander the Great also had treated them. He would not have dared ride a litter or to be seen in public with a too-large following of slaves or personal attendants.

Esias wore the venerable looking robes of a Jewish oligarch, but his manner in public was modest; he was glad of Tross protection as they followed the royal guards to the southern end of the Heptastadium. There some of Tross crew were waiting  eight fair-haired Gauls, commanded by a Samothracian Greek named Conops, one-eyed, with a slit lip and hairy bow-legs. The useless royal guards looked on while Conops and his boat crew cleared the way. For half the length of the Heptastadium, to where the boat lay tied to an iron ring, the guards came last and unintentionally made themselves useful, since the crowd could not get past them.

But there was another crowd coming from the direction of the enormous Pharos lighthouse. And near the boat there were at least two score strumpets, popinjayed with carmine, the least gainly of them dressed in raggedly gaudy, semi-Oriental clothing and the better looking ones hardly clothed at all. Five of them claimed the one-eyed Conops as their debtor.

They were there to collect. Their bullies lurked at a discreet distance. They had their whole scandalous story thoroughly rehearsed and ready for Conopss masters ears. It was the ancient game of pay or be shamed in public. Conops stood them off with his knife, or they would have torn off his little gold earrings. Esias clutched Tross arm in mingled nervousness and indignation.

But then the royal guard did do its duty. It formed two lines and stood off the crowd from both directions, butt-ending the screaming harridans out of the way. The Gauls scrambled down the steps into the boat and tossed oars. Conops faced his master, standing to attention smartly as Tros rebuked him.

You dock-rat! You wine-swilling tavern cockroach! You godless, impudent, ill-smelling wastrel!

Yes, master.

What have you done with your pay?

I got drunk. I was robbed. And now these wenches try to make out they were virgins and I seduced em  me!  that could be trusted with a

Silence, you leper!

Yes, master.

Tros gave him a handful of silver coins and with an ominous growl commanded him to free the victims of his bestiality. He stood then to acknowledge the salute of the royal guard, and when the drum-roll and the trumpet clamor ceased he turned to help old Esias down the steps.

Conops pocketed most of the silver, somewhere up under his kilt, and thrust his arm between the guardsmen to give a small coin to each of the five obscenely screeching females. Then he followed Tros down the steps, let loose the painter and shoved off, taking his place in the stern at the steering oar. The Gauls, under Tross eye, rowed like one oarsman and seven copies of him, with one inseparable thump of oars on tholes and a swing that made the longboat leap. Conops leaned forward over the back of the stern seat, thrusting his head between Tros and Esias.

Master.

Tros made a courteous gesture to Esias and slightly turned his head to signify he was listening.

A man named Lars Tarquinius

The Etruscan? What of him?

Esias looked startled. Tros irritated.

He came aboard with a letter from the Queens secretary, saying we are to give him passage to wherever he pleases. He asks more questions than a court scribe when the torturers put the hooks to a witness.

Has he been in my cabin?

No, master. He said he had leave to sleep there. So I doubled the guard at the cabin door. I told him you reserve your spare bunk for the goddess Aphrodite Kallipygos when shes tired o gods and craves a man to comfort her.

You scurrilous rogue. Has he examined the war engines?

Not he, master. All the paulins are one and the crews standing by. The new deck decurion, Paniscos, let him kiss the butt-end of a crankbar, for sticking his nose where it didnt belong. But hed two teeth missing when he came aboard; so if he lies about it, master, all that happened to him was a cut lip, and now you know.

The magazines?

Nay, nay, master. I drew two chalk lines on the deck and bade him keep between em. I told off two young Scythians to treat him rough if he should set toe a skin-breadth too far. But I remembered what youve always said about hospitality, so I set a Greek  young Orodes, of the starboard after-catapult  to answer his questions. Thats as likely a lad as there is this side o Charons ferry, so the biggest lies ll be all used up by now, if I know Orodes.

The young puppy dared to lie to me about the grease on the lower trunnions, Tros answered. I have my eye on him. Well, what else?

Nothing, master; only that the Etruscan asked, as it might be casually, which is your scribe that writes letters for you and keeps the ships accounts, and where does he sleep. So we fetched him up a blackamoor from the lower benches, and we showed him how a blackamoor has a ring in his nose to hang by, in the salt-fish locker, when he isnt writing poetry and love messages from the crew to the queens of foreign lands. And about the queens, too, we told him plenty. But he keeps on questioning. And, master, if, you should ask me, ours are seafaring lads and as simple-minded as fish. Sooner or later, unless you clap a hatch on him, hell find out what he wants to know, and without us learning what that is until after the harms done.

Keep your eye on him. But Ill have no interference with his personal belongings. Mind that. Is his luggage aboard?

Yes, master. In the midship deckhouse. Two canvas packages, roped by a landsman. Nothing in them but some clean rolls of papyrus; fish-ink in a bottle; a set of pens; three suits of underwear; a pair of Gaulish trousers; three shawls; two pair of sandals; three changes of roman street-wear and two red togas, one soiled, a leather bag of money  total, including staters and tetradrachms, about eighty-three denarii; three  no, four tunics, one torn; a bunch of rings tied together with wire, all cheap stuff; two books in wooden boxes; a couple of spoons and a good dagger; lots of bits of cloth to wipe his nose on, some letters

Conops paused, about the space of seven oar-strokes. Then, as they neared the great vermilion-sided trireme, and since Tros made no comment, he continued:

Similax wrote down whats in one of the letters. Its on your cabin table, underneath the box of books. The Etruscans luggage is roped and sealed as he fetched it aboard.

The boat entered the triremes shadow. Conops saluted:

Tros oars, you tow-haired druids  do you think youre fishing?  smart, bow, with your boat hook  hold her!  deck ahoy! Lower the bight of a rope for the merchant Esias.

A trumpet sounded, then a roll of drums. There was a grand metallic thump and crash of arms at the salute, as Tross head appeared at the top of the boarding ladder. Puzzled, impatient, worried, baffled and involved in invisible toils he might be. But on his own ship he was master. He was captain of the lives and wills and destinies of men whose pride it was to do his bidding.


CHAPTER II. Tros takes counsel with Esias

I was born and taught upon the threshold of the holy Mystery, and all my days I have been faithful to the duty laid upon me to pursue peace  aye, and to forego my own advantage if thereby peace might come. But I have found no peace on earth, nor any honourable way of avoiding war.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The cabin below the poop was dim, although it was painted with bright colors. The ports, which were slot-shaped and could be closed by bronze shutters and wedged tight, were narrow enough to protect archers aiming at the rowers of an enemy vessel. Across all the openings were bronze brackets for the big yew bows that were stowed in racks against the forward bulkhead, between boxes of bronze-tipped arrows.

There were broad bunks on either side of the cabin, some big chests, heavily hinged and strapped with bronze; a curtained closet where Tross clothes were hung swinging in bags from a brass rail; and in the midst, with an armchair on each of three sides, was a heavy, oak table kept spotless, like the floor, by constant scrubbing. Barbaric embroidered hangings covered the after-bulkhead, and the bed-covers on the bunks were of Gaulish wool, dyed woad-blue  almost sky-blue. There was a box of books on the table  consisting of papyrus rolled on wooden sticks, each one thrust, end downward, in a circular container made from a section of bamboo.

Old Esias sat at Tross right hand, leaning against the chair-back, with his eyes half-closed, watching Tross face. His full beard and the locks that fell beneath his almost Arabian headdress were ash-gray. His ageing figure looked frail. But there was a very bright gleam beneath the lowered, wrinkled eyelids. He was a handsome old man, whose great wealth had not frozen his sense of humor, although it had made him suspicious and panicky. Salves, of which he owned hundreds, had not flattered away his judgment. At the age of seventy he could enjoy power, and he plainly had it, of a kind that suited his temperament. He was much more than a typical Jew of the diaspora; he was an exceptional man in, any company, the richest merchant in Alexandria, with connections all over the known world.

A Syrian steward, whose other job, his battle station, was at one of of the starboard-side arrow-ports, entered and set wine before them, seaman fashion with brusque courtesy, and two goblets of turquoise-blue glass from a Theban tomb, which he took from a chest and unwrapped as carefully as if they were red-hot. Tros mixed the wine with water. He and Esias sipped, spilling no libation to anyones gods, to the great scandal of the steward, who stood watching, his lips moving in silent supplication, or perhaps apology to invisible presences, until Tros ordered him to get forward and use his eyes on the dirt on the pantry floor.

And mark me! Let me see a beetle when I make my rounds, and you shall eat it for supper! Ever let me catch you at prayers before your days works done, and you shall see whether praying balms a sore hide! Poseidons trident! Have I shipped a crew of Osirian acolytes? Gods worth praying to love clean ships and diligent men. Fall away. Send in the deck decurion.

Old Esias sipped wine to hide a smile. Tros noticed.

A good enough sailor, Esias, but if I let him, he would have me on my knees to half the gods of Homer.

A young Phoenician, from Sidon, with gold ear-rings and a knife at his belt, entered and faced Tros at attention. He was kilted like a Greek, in Tross livery of unbleached cloth with a dyed border of Tyrian blue.

Post your sentries six full paces from the cabin door with their backs toward it. No interruption except by Conops if he chooses, until I sound the gong.

The Phoenician saluted, fell away and shut the door with a thud. Tros waited until he heard the sentries ground their spear-butts at the proper distance. Then he grinned at Esias. He had a grand grin.

Fifty corn ships, Esias! That means how much money?

The old Jew made a wry face. Too much. I and my syndicate had to pay higher than last years price, though this years crop is heavier. You know the law of Egypt. Corn is royal revenue  royal monopoly. They wont let us buy from the grower direct. The Queens new finance minister forced us to buy at his own figure, and to pay in advance.

Tros nodded That thought was the Queens, not his, he answered. That tricky eunuch would rather have borrowed the money from your people at twenty per cent, for the sake of a half per cent commission on the deal.

Esias corrected him: One per cent! But she has eyes, ears, imagination. She learns quickly. Caesar taught her. But now Caesar has been dead more than a year and I think she remembers his daring, forgets his caution. Hey-yeh! Was there ever a woman of the Ptolemies like this one? Her elder sister Berenice was a wanton who thought of nothing but loans and lovers. She died the death of a Jezebel, and good riddance. Arsinoe, the younger sister is more beautiful, and in a way more dangerous, because more ignorant; but perhaps as Queen of Cyprus Arsinoe cant do much mischief. Cleopatra is not ignorant. No woman ever had vaster knowledge. None ever had greater difficulties. Instead of grieving for dead Caesar, Cleopatra emulates him. She seizes power. But what will she do with power? She has the grasp of a man and the guile of a woman.

The courage of a lad, Tros added. The imagination of a mystic. A mans love of power. A womans sense of mens weakness. No womanly fears.

A sphinx, said Esias. It was not a compliment. He had a Jewish dislike of graven images.

Aye, but not silent! Cleopatras voice is a weapon  a sweet sounding menace. Her riddle is hidden with laughter. Her moods are beneath the surface of gaiety. Beneath her soft speech and her flattering gentleness there is iron. Beneath her sensuousness there is strength.

Can you read her riddle?

I must, Esias. Her throne hangs by a thread. She will play me like a stake on the board, unless I use intelligence.

Well, you have it to use, said Esias. Who is this Etruscan, of whom your man spoke? Do I know him?

Tros raised the box of books. He withdrew from beneath it a strip of soiled papyrus, on which something had been hurriedly written in Greek characters. He scanned it once and then read it aloud:



Many of the letters in his little leather case are unsigned but addressed to Lars Tarquinius reporting simply that his letters were received by those for whom they were intended. One letter is signed by a man named Felix, who writes from Rome, saying that Octavianus, Julius Caesars nephew, is the leader to whom the wise are attaching themselves, because he is Caesars legal heir, and because he reveals great common sense and shrewdness, despite an unpleasing appearance, delicate health and disagreeable character. Felix says Octavianus has offended many of the legions by condoning Caesars murder, but the soothsayers nevertheless declare him to be invincible.

Another letter is from a woman named Flora, who implores Tarquinius to find her a post in the Queen of Egypts household, adding that she will reward him generously. She writes from Messina in Sicily, where she says there is a strong party in favor of Sextus Pompeius who is said to inherit his famous fathers gifts and to be of a gallant disposition.

Another letter is from a woman named Sappho, who writes Greek, saying she is in Rome, whither the proconsul Cassius sent her from Syria to watch certain people while Cassius makes ready to invade Egypt. But, says she, Marcus Antonius is the leader whose fortune it will pay to follow, seeing that he is in all respects a greater than Cassius, or than Brutus, who is in Macedonia, or than the degenerate Octavianus who is only a schoolboy, and at that a timid one with a perpetual cold in the head. Sappho adds that all the soothsayers favor Marcus Antonius, whose horoscope indicates brilliant success in all matters pertaining to politics, arms and money.

The other letter has been written in a clear hand by a secretary, but the signature is difficult to read. It looks like Gaius Xenobarus, legatus, S.P.Q.R. The letter is short. It says simply: Promises are of no more worth than threats. Neither will the one feed legions, nor the other win battles. Only deeds are worthy of a Romans consideration. See to it that thou be worthy of my good will



Tros frowned. That, he said, is an important letter. Flora and Sappho can sink no ships at sea. If Xenobarus is, as I think, Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, he commands a Roman squadron  perhaps even a fleet. There is no knowing where to look for him, but he is sure to be on the side of whoever he thinks strong enough to undo in Rome what Caesar did. Ahenobarbuss father was one of Pompeys captains in the war against the pirates. He led five ships against half a hundred and defeated them all in the Bay of Antioch. You remember? A ruthless victor. They say he crucified so many prisoners that he ran out of trees and nails and they had to cut the lucky last hundreds throats. Mark Antony slew him with his own hand at the Battle of Pharsalia. He always hated Caesar. The obstinate old die-hard believed Pompey meant to reestablish republican rule in Rome! Perhaps that gives you an idea of the sons mentality. He hates Julius Caesar dead even more than his father hated him before Cassius and Brutus and that lot stabbed him in the name of the Republic Rome, mind you, is hungry. So are Romes legions in Italy. So are Brutuss legions in Asia. If Ahenobarbus is at sea with a squadron, and if I know Ahenobarbus, the cargoes of your fifty corn ships will be eaten by whichever side Ahenobarbus favors. And he will favor whoever he thinks will restore the Republic. But who then will pay you? Tros grinned. The Roman senate?

Lord Tros, what are the terms of your commission? Esias asked.

I have none.

Eh? What? You have only the Queens word? A Ptolemys word? The word of a woman of the Lagidae who plays against Rome for a kingdom?

Tros nodded. The Queens word, flatteringly murmured in the room with the tortoise-shell walls studded with turquoise, where she and Caesar once talked philosophy and plotted together to conquer the world. The room stank of rose-leaves in Persian jars.

Hey-hey-hey! Lord Tros! A stout heart and a strong ship may prevail over winds and waves. But she  that woman  she had even Caesar in her net!

Tros laughed. She has me in a net that never could have held him. Caesar, to gain his larger purposes, would have abandoned a hostage. He often did it. I not. She has all my Northmen  splendid, loyal seamen. She sent them all  even my lieutenant Sigurdsen  to forced labor, I dont know where, for brawling in the Royal Area.

She understands you! said Esias. Truly she understands you. A mans scruples can become a bridle and bit to his better judgment.

Aye, Tros answered. Not that she hasnt scruples.

Of a sort, said Esias. Of a sort.

Feminine, Tros agreed. But it was another woman who thought of this trick. Cleopatras ministers were not picked for their righteousness, but a man can reckon with them, servile ingrates though they be. A man can out-think the rogues, as readily as she can. But her only intimate is a woman, whom none of her ministers dares to offend.

Esias stared, trying to read the thought behind the words. The Lady Charmion? he asked. From a cub that could be petted, she has changed, since Caesars death, into a she-lion, snarling mateless. I have heard it said, Lord Tros, and also contradicted, that she loves you. What is the truth of it?

The stormy look came into Tross eyes  the hint of red that boded unpredictable but limitlessly angry deeds.

A bitter virgins barrenness is not my business in life, Esias.

But she has her fingers in all the Queens business! She directs the Queens spies. She knows the Queens secrets. Tros, you should have pretended to love Charmion! At least you should have let her love you!

It is enough that she loves intrigue, Tros answered. It was Charmions idea to send your corn fleet to sea under escort of a war-fleet manned by officers and crews from Cyprus. Charmion knew  for who doesnt?  that the crews were mutinous and their officers as full of treason as a beggars hair is full of lice. Sphaerus, the assistant minister of marine, had been blamed. It was a womans trick to get Sphaerus in trouble. He was Charmions enemy, or she his, no matter which. He commanded what she suggested. She blamed him, and he has now been sent to Berenice to cool himself on the shore of the Red Sea, waiting to tax the yearly Greek ship from Socotra and the spice fleet from Punt.

And the meaning of that? Esias asked. He knew, but he preferred to learn how much Tros did not know.

Tros surprised him. It means this, Esias. The Queens younger sister Arsinoe is Queen of Cyprus. Having once been Queen of Egypt, and having a double share of Cleopatras energy, but less than half her statesmanship, she is not in love with a throne on an island that is actually ruled by priests, pirates and exiled eunuchs. Arsinoe has never forgiven Cleopatra for not saving her from being made to walk in Caesars triumph through the streets of Rome. She was in golden chains, half-naked, jeered by the Roman mob. Spat on. I saw it. The two sisters love each other like a pair of poets at a competition. However, it was Caesar who made Arsinoe Queen of Cyprus. He did it mainly to annoy old Cato. But Caesar did it, so Cleopatra puts up with it. I think she has convinced herself that Caesar really was the god-upon-earth that she taught him to believe himself to be. If she can possibly avoid it she wont undo whatever Caesar did. However, Arsinoes, minister Serapion  you remember Serapion?  big, handsome fellow with a voluptuous smile  is a fool who thinks he sees a chance to steal the throne of Egypt for Arsinoe again by intriguing with Cassius. The idiot believes that his cheap treachery is good enough to outwit a man who dared to stab Julius Caesar, made himself proconsul of Syria by force of arms and who now dares to imagine himself the coming ruler of the world. Cassius has six or seven legions in Syria and Palestine. They have devoured the country like locusts. They need corn, and so does Brutus. There is news, to hand this morning by a fast felucca, that Serapion has detained your corn ships in the port of Salamis. The crews of the escorting warships have declared for Cassius and Serapion has sent them to Sidon, to get in touch with Cassius. Serapion is supposed to be urging Cassius to invade Egypt, to put Arsinoe on the throne a$ a political puppet in Cleopatras place, perhaps with Herod for husband, and to send your fifty shiploads of corn to Rome as Cassiuss own gift, thus making Cassius popular in Rome, where Antony and Octavian are at each others throats, creating anarchy and getting themselves hated.

Does Charmion love Cassius? Esias asked. I have heard he sours all women with his mean smile. Does she wish to see Arsinoe Queen of Egypt? Do you mean to tell me that Charmion has turned against Cleopatra?

She has never even seen Cassius, Tros answered. Charmion wishes first and foremost to convict Arsinoe of treason, for future reference. She hates Arsinoe, because Arsinoe once drove Cleopatra from the throne. She also hates a Jew as utterly as she detests me. You Jews  and to this the Queen agrees, as does half Alexandria  are too rich, too powerful, becoming too ambitious. Your corn can cost the Queen nothing. No matter what becomes of it, the Queens treasury has received the money. It would not break her heart to see you and your syndicate bankrupt.

Esias nodded. Her estimate, he remarked, is lacking in imagination. Does the Queen not fear Cassius?

It might serve the Queens purpose, Tros continued, if Cassius should get possession of the corn. Cassius may be the coming man. She doubts it. She hates him. He slew her Caesar. But Cassius may be the coming ruler of Rome. She would like to be able to have in hand some sort of evidence that she intended the corn for Cassius, just in case Cassius should turn out to be stronger than she believes. But should Cassius fail, as she hopes and believes he will, she will now be in position to blame Arsinoe for having tried to misdirect the corn into Cassiuss hands.

Cat-and-mousing while Rome starves! Esias commented. Rome must not starve! That is the one thing that must not be allowed to happen! Are these women and their courtiers demented? There will come a Roman fleet to Alexandria to subject Egypt to the fate of Gaul, Pontus, Carthage, Syria, Palestine! Dont they know that Romans, like the wolves, are merciless when famished?

Aye, they know it. So the corn fleet lies in the harbor of Salamis. And the Queen sends me, with a fleet of ten vessels, to fetch it away.

Ten vessels, Tros? Where are they?

God knows, Esias. Somewhere between here and Cyprus, unless they have already joined the other fleet and have followed them to Sidon. Or unless they have met with pirates, who are out in fleets again, and growing bold, since Caesars death. Did you hear that a fleet of them gutted a Roman trireme off the south of Sicily a month ago? Or they may have run from Ahenobarbus. If he were short of provisions Ahenobarbus would fight an Egyptian fleet for its crews rations!

Are the ten ships to be under your command? Esias asked.

No. I am to cooperate, particularly against pirates. There is no profit to the Queen in feeding pirates. To destroy pirates at sea, could hardly be interpreted as challenging the Romans claim to rule the sea. Rome, Esias, is at civil war and none can guess the outcome. But sooner or later someone will prevail. There will be a new dictator of Rome, with an empty treasury. Cleopatra cant afford to give that Roman an excuse for making war on Egypt.

Well? Then what?

I am to deliver the corn to the highest bidder.

Esias answered calmly: It is my corn  our corn  my syndicates. It is consigned to my agent in Rome, who is to sell it to the Roman corn commissioners. They await it. They expect it. They need it, to prevent the Roman mob from taking law into its own hands.

The bids, said Tros, are to be in terms of good will, not money. The Queen does not need money. She needs the friendship of the strongest Roman. The corn has been seized by Serapion, on behalf of Arsinoe, who has disclaimed allegiance to Egypt and is not a recognized ally of Rome. Neither is Cyprus any longer a Roman province. Therefore, any Roman commander who can seize the corn will claim it, unless someone out-thinks him.

Think me your thoughts aloud, Lord Tros. I listen, said Esias.

Tros, with a gnarled forefinger, drew an invisible map on the oaken table.

There is Lepidus, he began, striking the palm of his hand on the western end of the imagined map, said to be strong in Gaul, with many legions and perhaps some money, but few provisions, and with vanity and luck in place of brains. Lepidus is aging and is probably not dangerous, but needs to be borne in mind.

There is Pompeys young son Sextus, said to command a fleet of pirates, ravaging Roman shipping. Out for himself. A very dangerous young man. After Caesar defeated him at Munda and destroyed his army, he became a bandit in Spain. Now that Caesar is dead, Sextus reckons himself any Romans equal. Sextus has nothing to lose and all to gain by almost any act of daring, and he is rumored to have seized some shipping, and to be cutting off Romes supply of corn from Africa, Spain and Gaul.

Then there is Cassius in Syria, with seven legions. A mean man. A murderer. Like Brutus, he would rather injure other men than win. He has his hands fairly full. He has ravished and plundered Syria, which is up in arms against him and swarming with bandits. Brutus wants him to march northward. But Cassius would like to invade Egypt.

Brutus is in Macedonia. He is scavenging the land for corn and money, talking about high principles and honor, but burning cities and selling well-born people into slavery. Brutus knows he will have to fight whatever combination results from the civil war in Italy. He will have to fight either Antony or Octavian, and possibly even both of them if they can only come to terms with each other. So Brutus makes a great show of friendship for Cassius, whom he needs, detests, mistrusts and would like to restrain from invading Egypt, partly because he is jealous and partly because he needs the six or seven legions that Cassius would have to induce to march southward across the desert in order to invade Egypt with any chance of success. Is that clear?

Meanwhile in Italy, Mark Antony and Octavian are at each others throats. Incompatibles, loathing each other, but big men. Mark me: they two are the big ones. Antony is rumored to be having the worst of it. He is said to have won a battle but to have retreated northward. There is no knowing what has happened. The Queen secretly favors Antony, because he was Julius Caesars friend, and because he dared to denounce Caesars murderers.

She has sent him money, said Esias. She sent him a tenth of a years revenue of all Egypt. She sent it within six weeks of Caesars death  within a week of her return from Rome.

And if I know Antony, said Tros, he threw away the half of it on wine and women. Nevertheless, the man has something more than a mere appetite. He has faculties, courage, imagination, health, high spirits. He is a great cavalryman. But he is no Julius Caesar. Antony needs a master. Perhaps the Queen thinks she can master him.

Well? And you  what do you do? Esias asked.

I go to sea. Now.

At your own cost?

Aye. Should I accept her wages and become her catspaw? Or should she pay me and become responsible for whatever I do? In a certain sense, Esias, my predicament and hers are as well matched as the Heavenly Twins.

I perceive what she perhaps  eh, perhaps  perhaps can gain, said Esias. But, Lord Tros, what can you gain?

My men! She has taken hostages  my Northmen, who have stood by me in many a hard fight. The Queen wanted them for her bodyguard, but they and I said no to it. So Charmion snatched an opportunity to score off me. She had them sentenced for breaking the heads of the Roman officers of those two legions that Caesar left here to keep the Queen on her throne. A true charge, but a false reason.

I was told of it, said Esias. But it was said they were Gauls.

My Northmen. The best seamen on earth  battle-ax men  stubborn, superstitious, hard drinking, grumbling, loyal-to-the-last-breath comrades-in-arms. The Queen was glad enough to have those arrogant Roman cockerels humiliated. They have served her purpose. They cost more than their insolence justifies. She would be glad to be rid of them. She even joked me about the thrashing my men gave them. The flowers that she sent to the injured roman officers were arranged in the shape of a Northmans ax. But Charmion saw a chance to clip my wings; she and the Queen had second thoughts. Northmen are heavy drinkers. It was no trick to arrange a trap and then a tosspot quarrel with a company of soldiers. And so now I may have my Northmen back if I succeed on this venture.

And your Basques? asked Esias. Those saucy rogues who obliged me to double the guard over my slave-girls quarters?

Tros scowled. They went on a raid of that kind once too often. But that wasnt Charmions doing. My Basques conceived a passion for the wrong mans slaves. They were fortunate not to be sent to the mines. They were conscripted for the Berenice Coast Patrol. There are few women and fewer wine-shops on the Red Sea littoral, but I imagine they are finding ways of making trouble for their Greek officers.

So you go to sea short-handed?

Short for a sea-fight, yes. I have a good crew  good rowers  good men for the catapults. But if I meet Ahenobarbus I shall sorely lack men for such a battle as he will bring on. If he can catch me, you understand. I can out-sail and out-row any Roman ship afloat, except for a few of their liburnians that are too lightly armed to be dangerous. There is going to be thick weather, and that is all in my favor.

April? Thick weather in April?

Yes. I can smell it coming. And mark me, Esias, there is always dirty weather when the worlds thrones are toppling and mens minds are a turbulent sea. Nay, I know not why. Shake your head as you please. I say it is so. And if I find that corn fleet, I shall have to escort fifty laden ships as slow as logs, in vile weather.

Egyptian sailors are good, said Esias.

Good, yes. They can stand hardship. But they scatter and run like thieves. If I should bully them, theyd surrender to the first Roman in sight and accuse me of being a pirate.

Which you are! said Esias. If you have no Queens commission, then you are a pirate. And this Etruscan with the letters in his luggage?

Lars Tarquinius is supposed to be a passenger for any Roman port where I can deliver him. He is supposed to be a spy, acting in behalf of Sostratus, the Queens secretary. But he owes his appointment to Charmion, so I havent a doubt he has been put on board to spy on me. Tarquinius is a man with a womans malice and lack of scruples. He is like a camel, with incalculable treachery at both ends. He would betray even himself for sufficient reward. I suspect him of having warned Ahenobarbus to look out for that corn fleet and for me also.

Can he swim? asked Esias. Could he swim in armor?

I may find a better use for him. And now about money. Esias, I shall need money.

Lord Tros! Lord Tros! Esias threw up his hands  beautiful old hands, as finely lined as Tross fists were gnarled and hugely strong. There has been no market for your British pearls. They are too big and too good to be thrown on a market that groans with the loot from Romes wars and with the unsold eastern merchandise that gluts the warehouses. We must wait for more prosperous times. But no need to worry about them. They are safe. They are well cared for. My slave-girl Mariamne, at the proper intervals, cherishes them on her breast to preserve their life and lustre.

I have no fear on that score, said Tros. But do you think such a ship as mine, with all my men, costs nothing?

I can lend you a little.

Nay, nay. I could have had a loan from the Queen, were I so minded. A borrower, Esias, borrows more than he gets, and pays more than he owes.

Lord Tros, Esias leaned toward him pointing a finger. Should as much as four-fifths of that corn reach my agent through your doing, so that he can sell it instead of its being stolen by a Roman fleet; or if you yourself can sell it, for four-fifths of its value  one-fifth of the money is yours. My word on it. I allow a fifth for spoilage, sinkage, shipwreck, accident or loss from any cause whatever.

Your word is good, Esias.

And in writing better. Esias produced a small roll of parchment. Pen! Ink!

Tros groped in a box and passed them to him. Esias wrote in Greek, and then the same in Latin, on the one parchment.

There  from Esias, Jew of Alexandria, to the Lord Tros of Samothrace and of the trireme Liafail  authority to sell the corn and to receive the money.

How much money?

It is written on the parchment  price, quantity, cost of loading, cost of freight per day from date of sailing, tax on export, harbor charges, interest per day  it is all written plainly. And now, Lord Tros, none can call you a pirate. You are an accredited agent.

A Roman officer will call me anything he pleases, given a short enough range and a big enough prize! Tros answered. I will do my best: But the seas are wide in which to lose a fleet of fifty ships, and it is easier to bargain with Apennine wolves than with famished Romans making war on one another. Should I fail, Esias, I shall still need money, aye, and likely need it worse. I must sell pearls. I have no other resource against future need.

He got up and manipulated the cumbrous lock of a bronze-bound chest. He produced a small gold box, engraved with a barbaric design. He pushed the box along the table toward Esias.

Esias glanced at him for permission and then opened the box. He gasped. He held it to the light from the port behind him. He poked with his forefinger. He stuck his tongue between his lips and made peculiar sounds with his nose. His old eyes glittered. He glanced at Tros and then again stared, fascinated by the contents of the box.

Lord Tros, I believed you had reached the end of your treasure of pearls.

These are the end.

Esias poured eleven pearls into the palm of his hand. Two were as large as pigeons eggs. One, that was almost as big, was as dark as the sunlit breast of an Ethiopian.

How many lives, Lord Tros? How many lives have these cost?

None that I heard of, Tros answered. I had the other pearls from the druids. These were a gift to me from Fflur, the wife of Caswallon, the king of a corner of Britain. He and she and I were friends and we upheld each other. There were twelve pearls in that lot. I spent the smallest on sending my homesick Britons back to their fog-bound island. Britons are good slaves but bad freedmen, and not Poseidon himself could make sailors of them.

Lord Tros, who could buy these? There is only one possible purchaser.

Take those two largest, Esias, and sell them to her, for the highest price you can imagine and your skill collect.

Hey-hey-hey! Who shall appraise these?

Caesar made war on Britain because he had heard of them, said Tros. But Caesar never saw them. Take those two big ones and sell them to Cleopatra.

Be advised by me, Tros. Give them to her! Sell the others.

Nay, nay, Esias. I have had my fill of that mistake. I have given her pearls, to my sorrow. Such gifts excite greed that devours the giver. She would think I am an oyster than can vomit pearls whenever ill-used.

She could smother herself in the pearls she already has, said Esias. Pearls and emeralds.

Nevertheless, she would cat-and-mouse me for my last one; and with the last would be gone a boughten tolerance such as ill suits my temper. Gifts are no way to a womans confidence, not if it be worth having. As it is, she sets a value on me myself. And when I have my men again, she shall either keep Caesars promise and let me re-dig and widen and deepen that canal that her ancestor dug from the Nile to the Red Sea, and that the other Ptolemies let perish of neglect  or I will sail away westward.

Through the Gates of Hercules again? To prove that the world is round? Esias asked. Even he smiled. It was one of Alexandrias standing jokes, but Tros had no appreciation for the jest.

Aye! he answered, glaring. I would have gone on that voyage long ago, but for befriending her, and so first one thing, then another. It is my lifes goal, and she knows it. But she knows, too, I will not sail away and leave my Northmen. Sell her those pearls, Esias. Enter the amount, less your percentage, to my credit. Pay me when I return. If Ahenobarbus or some other Roman sinks me, and I return not, then the money is yours. But remember my Northmen. Remember my Basques. They are all my freedmen  prisoners of war, to whom I gave their freedom. They are good men. They have stood by me better in foul than fair weather, better in war than in peace, as good men ever will. See that they are not sold into slavery. Bribe  intrigue  use influence  set them at liberty. Send the Basques home in some trading vessel at the first chance. Buy the Northmen a ship and let them find their own way to the land they came from.

I will do it. You may depend I will do it. And now one word

Conops burst in, slamming the door behind him. Master

Have you no manners, you graceless drunkard?

Conops, fuming with impatience, stood at attention and touched his forehead, to Tros first and then to Esias.

Master

Set that back in the chest.

Conops took the gold box from the table, wrapped it in a cloth, packed it away in the chest, locked it up, tested the lock, and handed the key to Tros.

And now! What?

Master, theres a sixteen-oared boat alongside, full of men and

My boat, said Esias. I ordered it sent to save you trouble, Lord Tros.

Conops groped in his blouse and laid on the table a small package tied up in linen rag. He had three raw knuckles, which he tried to conceal.

The merchant Esiass boat, it may be, he remarked. But Tarquinius the Etruscan has a fish, too, on that skillet. Tarquinius threw that to a rower.

Tros untied the package. It contained a folded letter, unsealed.

Does Tarquinius know you have this?

Nay, not he! I made believe that minute to need to inspect the new flax hawser thats coiled up forward. I set a crew to laying it out on deck on the port side. What with me being hasty, and our lads knowing something was up and acting clumsy, and him in the way, he was discommoded more than anyone of his rank should be. So I had to ask him, nice and civil, to keep to starboard of the midship deckhouse, and I set a deck decurion to mind he did it. Then I went after that. But the Etruscan had thrown a coin, too, along with the packet so the boatmen got nasty  all four bow-oars. But I knew which one had it.

And the coin?

Conops was silent.

Show it to me!

Conops opened his hand.

Oh-ho! Silver?

Tros read the letter. He passed it to Esias and Esias read it. Their eyes met. They nodded. Esias laid on the table ten strips of parchment and an Egyptian government tax receipt.

And now, Lord Tros, before I leave you, and my God preserve you for a safe return, let me make you a gift. I have ten slaves

Nay, nay, no slaves, Esias. There isnt a slave on the ship. Oar-work breaks slaves hearts, and a slave in a battle at sea is only one more enemy to keep an eye on.

Lord Tros, these are ten young Jews who fought their way out of Jerusalem when Pompey laid siege to the city. They were hardly more than boys then. They burst their way by night through the Roman lines. They lived in the mountains until they were surrounded by Roman troops and starved out. They were sold in the Athens slave-mart, thence to Delos, where they were trained as gladiators and sold to Ephesus, whence they escaped. They reached Tarsus and went to sea as oarsmen on a pirate vessel. The pirate broke faith with them and sold them to my agent in Rhodes, who sent them in fetters to Alexandria. I have told them that your custom is to set free any slave who proves himself fit for freedom. So I offer them to you, from a friend to a friend, as the best gift I can make to you, and the greatest kindness I can do for them. These are deeds to them. This is the receipt for the tax on the transfer of ownership.

You honor me, Esias.

You accept them?

Aye, on your word, for I need them. Conops, fetch them up on deck and turn them over to the storekeeper to be clothed; then to the armorer

Esias interrupted: Lord Tros, it is, as you know, against the law to arm slaves. Nevertheless, I have armed these. They are splendid archers. They have bows, swords, bucklers and the body-armor of Thracian hoplites taken from the battlefield of Pharsalia and sold at the auction in Rome after Caesars triumph. But the helmets are of the new style, of your own design, made in my workshops. They are also already clothed in your honors livery. And each one brings with him a basket of two hundred arrows, plumed with goose-quill and tipped with bronze. My countrymen can fight, and these are young men of good breeding. Perhaps they will no longer be slaves when they return to Alexandria.

They shall have their chance, said Tros. I love a man who loves freedom well enough to earn it.

Tros and Esias embraced each other, whispering, first in one ear, then the other the ritual phrases of a secret brotherhood as ancient as the monuments of Thebes, far older than Eleusis. Then Esias took Tross arm to the deck and ten sturdy young Jews in Thracian body-armor but with strange, uncrested helmets, went down on their knees to kiss Esiass hand.

Your new master, said Esias, and Tros bade them stand up. They looked him straight in the eyes, measuring him as he measured them. He examined them each in turn from head to foot. They appeared to like it. They were in no wise ashamed of themselves. They had cleaned their armor until it shone. They had the impudent health in their eyes of men who have nothing to lose but manhood.

A good gift, Esias: They shall not lack their chance to show merit.

Then, as a deck decurion helped Esias down the ladder into his sixteen-oared, awninged boat, there began the orderly, heart-thrilling marvel of a great ship getting under weigh. There was no wind. For the sheer love of splendor Tros ordered the purple sails unbrailed and sheeted down. A cymbal clanged the stand by, all! To the sharp shouts of the oar-bank captains three banks on either side shot forth vermilion oar-blades, all together, to half-length, with a thump of the ash looms on the oak ports. The forward captains clanked to a deep-sea chantey  the immortal, hilarious one about Zeus and the sea-gods daughter. There was a cry from Conops in the bow. And then, from Tros on the poop beside the long-limbed Argive helmsman:

Out oars! Ready! Dip!

He set the time for the drums with his right hand. They thundered. The oar-blades flashed in the noonday sun. The ship leaped. The blue sea boiled alongside. The gold-leaf covered tongue of the wide-mouthed serpent at the ships bow darted and flashed on its hidden gimbals as if the serpent were alive.

An omen, Lord Tros, a great good omen! said the helmsman, pointing to the glistening summit of the Pharos lighthouse. Sea-birds soared around it, evenly spaced, in an almost perfect circle.

Tros waved to Esias. Then he answered the helmsman:

Four hundred and three score men  the best ship on all earths oceans  a dangerous voyage beginning  bad weather a-brew in that haze to the South  thats desert dust. Eyes on the course, you Argive dreamer! Shell be blowing a three-reef gale by midnight.

Then, to his chief-lieutenant, a Phoenician, fifty years old:

You may change the sails, Ahiram. Get these stowed and bend on the new flax set. Order the lower-deck captains to check the oar-port covers and have them ready.

The Phoenician glanced southward, met Tross eyes and nodded. There was a storm on the way from the Libyan desert.


CHAPTER III. Betray me

Treachery can ruin only traitors. No spy can perceive the purpose of him whose heart is free from treason to himself. Guile is a form of wisdom that an honourable man may have and honourably use, persuading traitors to employ their ill will ignorantly in the service of him whom they aim to destroy.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Tross cabin reeled. The lamp swung. The shadows swayed. Lars Tarquinius was seasick, but too mean-spirited and obstinate to vomit. He asked Tross permission to remove his corselet, a very handsome specimen of armor that made him look a great deal more Romanly heroic than he felt. He eyed the spare bunk yearningly; it looked warm and luxurious; but Tros, perhaps purposely, had heaped it with odds and ends of furniture that were roped to keep them from being pitched to the floor.

But Tarquinius was a prisoner. He knew it, although nothing had been said about it and he still wore his double-edge Egyptian dagger in a Roman sheath.

There was no longer a rhythmic oar-pulse. The weary, well-fed rowers were asleep in the dark on shelves, like corpses in a catacomb. The ship wallowed and creaked as the Libyan Khamasin, sand-laden, bullied a following sea into steep waves. It was as much as Tarquinius could manage to keep himself off the floor. He had to grip the chair-arms. It was humiliating to him that Tros should be able to keep his feet and even to pace the floor, to and fro, with his arms behind him.

Take it off, yes, Tros answered. Why did you put it on? Why the dagger? His own double-edged sword, in the second-best sheath, lay on the starboard bunk, fore and aft, with the hilt on the pillow. His helmet and armor swayed from the hooks on the bulkhead.

Those are fierce men in the deckhouse, where your insolent man Conops told me I may sleep, Tarquinius answered. He let his corslet fall to the floor with a thump. For a moment he sprawled with his elbows on the table and his eyes shut. Then he sat back and huddled himself in his scarlet equestrian toga. I dont care to be murdered, he remarked.

Do you know an honest sailor when you see one? Tros retorted. Those are my petty officers. They would no more think of harming you than I would

Tarquinius looked relieved; even his aquiline blue-red nose looked a bit less cynical, until Tros added:

  without cause!

Tarquinius found a flare of temper somewhere beneath his miserable surface. Cause, eh? You invited me into your cabin. What for? By Bacchus, you havent offered me a drink, nor anything but insult. I am sick.

So I see. You will be more sick before we make the let of Cyprus. Talk while you can.

About what? Bona dea! Can I see into your thoughts? I am here on the authority of the Queens secretary.

Tros stood still in front of him, holding a chair-back, leaning across the table with the lamplight aglow on his eyes. Why did you write to the merchant Esias, in a letter which you threw, along with a piece of silver, to the bow-oarsman of Esiass boat, saying he would have you to thank if his corn should ever reach its destination?

You have a powerful imagination, Captain Tros. The answer is simple. I didnt.

The proof, said Tros, also is simple. Here is the letter. Look at it. You see it? The last paragraph reads: remember me, Jew-Esias. One of these days I shall ask for my honorarium. What does that mean?

Tarquinius felt too sick to invent any lies. He was like a witness under torture. The truth seemed relatively unimportant, except as the easiest means of hurting the inquisitors feelings. He wanted to go away and lie down.

I intended Esias to know that the secret is out, he answered. He sneered like a wolf. His and yours also! Have you heard that the Cyprus fleet has declared for Cassius? That was Esiass doing! You are the Jews catspaw. One of my informers is a slave in Esiass office, who overheard Esias telling his partners that he would offer you a fifth to see that the corn reaches its destination. The corn is meant for Cassius, who is to invade Egypt and to install Arsinoe on the throne. Cleopatra

He made a gesture with his hand across his Adams apple. Then, at last, suddenly he met Tross eyes at full stare. His own, that were flinty and watery-gray with red rims, hardened in the lamplight, excited, as if he were staking his all on one throw of the dice.

Tros, you are not the only wise man! I also know on which side of the platter the food is. I, too, am on the side of Arsinoe. There will be some pickings for smart fellows when that young woman gets her rights.

Her rights? Tros went and leaned against the after bulkhead. Do you mean her revenge?

Rights was the word I used.

Explain it. Tros awaited a roll of the ship and then eased himself into the chair at the end of the table. He struck a gong. It was the only release of emotion that he permitted himself, and even that might be charged to the noise of the storm. He struck so suddenly and so loudly that Tarquinius turned as if to ward off a blow. But Tros had to strike three times before the steward heard through the storm and came in from his cubbyhole under the break of the poop.

Wine!

The steward returned very quickly with a skin of Egyptian wine, which he hung from a hook on the overhead beam. He poured two silver bowls about a third full, then returned to his quarters. There was no need to spill a-libation; the ships motion attended to that. Tros sipped. Tarquinius drank and began to feel less wretched as the strong stuff stirred his blood.

Explain, Tros repeated. You said Arsinoes rights.

I said it. Do you realize that when Caesar came, the Alexandrines had deposed Cleopatra and driven her out of Egypt? She was legally deposed. No longer Queen. They didnt choose to have a seventeen-year-old girl reforming their government and cutting off the wrong heads. They wanted someone they could manage. So they made Cleopatras younger brother and sister joint rulers, under a regency that knew its business. Regents business is to get rich, isnt it? But then Caesar came, who knew more about grabbing other folks money and spending it than all the robbers since Alexander. Cleopatra showed she has genius, even though she is a Ale-Ptolemy and theyre a rotten lot, the Ptolemies. Instead of invading Egypt with a Syrian army, she had herself smuggled back to Alexandria. Some say she came on your ship. Did she? Anyway, she was taken in to Caesars presence in a roll of rugs, and she became his mistress. But Arsinoe was still the lawful Queen of Egypt. The young king was killed in battle later on and Queen Arsinoe became Caesars prisoner. But she was never deposed by the Alexandrines. She was still Queen of Egypt. If not, why did Caesar walk her through Rome at his chariot-tail in his three-day triumph? Why he didnt have her beheaded afterwards, as is usual, I dont know. He had Vercingetorix the Gaul beheaded after that triumph, you remember. It was an actual fact, and still is, that Arsinoe was the courts choice. She is the lawful and the only Queen of Egypt. She was recognized as such by the Roman Senate by being so described on the placards before and behind her when she was marched through the streets in humiliation. She has not been legally deposed by anyone who had authority to do it. Thousands of people saw her crowned Queen, with the double crown of Egypt, by the high priest, on the steps of the temple of Serapis. Cleopatra was never crowned in public. Queen of Egypt Arsinoe still is. And the gold of Egypt, Captain Tros, let me tell you, will fall plop-plop-plop into the laps of the men who have the good sense to perceive the girls manifest destiny and to help to bring it to pass.

Tros humored him: You think Egypt would accept Arsinoe?

Aye. Egypt will accept whatever men of discretion impose. Rome, too, will swiftly recognize her as the lawful Queen of Egypt, because she is one of those priest-ridden fools who are easy to manage. No matter who helps her back to the throne, Arsinoe will pick Octavian to win the civil war, because she has never seen him, so she cant hate him as much as she hates Antony. That will mean a river of Egyptian money pouring into Octavians pocket. Plunder! Plunder! Cant you see it? She may even try to marry Octavian, and the pimply pervert could do a lot worse for himself, let me tell you. Give me more wine, it seems to ease my belly.  He raised the bowl in both hands. Captain Tros, I pledge you youth and beauty, the cult of Venus-Aphrodite, mystic merry-making, woman in her right place as mans convenience! To Queen Arsinoe of Egypt  may the gods give her a Roman husband!

Tros got up and re-filled Tarquiniuss bowl from the swinging wine-skin.

How much of this, he asked when he had sat down again, do you think Queen Cleopatra suspects? You should know. They say you are in the Lady Charmions confidence, and she is supposed to know the Queens thoughts.

Tarquinius smiled. It was meant to be the kind of smile that fluxes understanding between man and man. But the ship was plunging, tossing her stern to a blast from the Libyan desert. It was a sour smile. He had to wait a few moments before he could speak.

As you know, Captain Tros, no one is in that womans confidence, nor in the Queens either. Such a poor devil as I am  I had a tidy fortune, but I lost it  has to swallow condescensions, though they make the blood boil. Hecate! I knew the lady Charmion when she hadnt a shift to her name, when she climbed in through a palace window to beg clean clothing from one of Arsinoes slaves. One would think now however, to hear her speak to me, that she had bought me at auction, cheap.

Tros nodded. He could almost sympathize with anyone who had suffered Charmions temper. It was just as well, though, that his elbow was on the table and his right hand, supporting his chin, concealed his mouth. His smile might have silenced Tarquinius, who, unaware of the smile, continued to reveal himself, in a desperate, gamblers effort to win Tros over. He had no hope of winning Tross friendship. Even with the strong wine in his brain he was too shrewd to pretend to try to do that. Very shrewdly indeed, he even took for granted Tross contempt, and showed his own contempt for Tross scruples.

Such a man as I am, Captain Tros, has to use all available means to an end. And the end is, to take good care of me, Tarquinius. It is my business to learn what is going on.

Why not call yourself a spy and have done with it?

If it pleases you. Very well. Call me a spy, if that makes you feel virtuous. But I spy in my own interest. Do you understand that? There is only one person whose interests I serve. He is Lars Tarquinius, Etruscan, eques Romanus, to myself the most important person in the world. The world may rot, for all of me, unless it treats me handsomely. When I accepted a beggarly pittance from Charmion, it was in order to serve my ends, not hers. I know all about her having wanted you for a lover, and how she hates you for refusing. I didnt know whether that meant you are a Samothracian ascetic, or whether you aim higher. Some of the court gossips insist that you are Cleopatras lover. He paused, staring straight into Tross eyes. But he learned nothing. Anyhow, I offered to spy on you, because I knew of no better way to reach Arsinoe. When your servant opened and examined my baggage  he paused again, guessing at the probable depth of Tross credulity, but Tros betrayed no emotion, so he continued. It was a bow at a venture  a shrewd guess, but his eyes betrayed that he was guessing he removed a confidential letter. Where is it?

Why not say he stole your money also? Tros asked.

It was too late for Tarquinius to take a different line. He had chosen his gambit. He had to carry on.

Did you know, he asked, or have you perhaps guessed, that the crews of the fleet that a fool of a minister ordered to escort the corn ships are mutinous, and that before they sailed they had corrupted your crew? I have been a sick man, ever since we left port, but I am not blind. I am a professional observer. I saw the whispering going on among your station captains and decurions. I will make you a wager of all the money I have, that they all now know the contents of that letter that your servant removed from my baggage.

Are you sure you had the letter with you? Tros asked.

Yes, Tarquinius spoke slowly, carefully inventing detail. A letter from a friend of mine in Rome, asking whether you cant be won over to Arsinoes side. My friend says that Ahenobarbus is at sea with a fleet, and no one knows whose side he takes but, certain senators in Rome having denounced you as an enemy of the Roman people, Ahenobarbus intends to treat you as a pirate. My friends name is Publius Cinna; he is one of the secretaries of the senate, so he learns pretty nearly everything that is going on. He asked me to advise you to abandon Egypt and to attach yourself at once to Queen Arsinoe, because Rome intends to recognize Arsinoes claims. He paused. Then: You realize, of course, that Cleopatra would disown you in a moment. Arsinoe, on the other hand, is one of those romantic fools who wouldnt  not if you had helped her in a tight place.

How did you get that letter? Tros asked.

None of your business. Buy me if you want my channels of communication. The point is, your crew know the contents of that letter, and they know what it means to be treated as pirates by any Roman captain who can catch them. Have you ever heard, Captain Tros, of a commander being forced by his men to change sides? Doesnt a wise commander change sides before they force him? Learning what they wish, doesnt he command that, so that they may think him a wise leader? Your man Conops, whom you think is such a loyal dog, employs his loyalty this minute in persuading your crew that the way to save you and them from crucifixion is to force you to declare for Arsinoe.

Tros smothered a smile. Roman torturers, in Gaul, had burned out Conopss eye for refusing to tell Tross secrets. However, there was no need to say anything about that. He struck the gong. The steward entered.

Conops.

The steward vanished. Tarquinius tried to employ the ensuing minute shrewdly, Doubtless, he said, he has thrown the letter overboard. He isnt likely to admit having stolen it.

Conops entered, with his knitted red cap pulled down over his blind eye. He was dripping-wet, barefooted, chewing a clove of garlic.

My cloak. No, not that one, you unthrifty wastrel! Do I wear my best one on a wet night? The shabby one. The old brown one. So. Now the sword. Stay here. Sit down and do your best to entertain this Roman eques.

Eyeing the Etruscan, and particularly his dagger, with obedient, watchdog curiosity, Conops took the third chair. By way of suitable entertainment he began dying tricks with his knife. Tros grinned and went on deck.

Immediately outside the door, to port and starboard of a short passage, were two low-roofed cabins. The one on the port hand contained the stewards quarters, pantry and bunks for Conops and several other dependable men. Tros, waiting for a moment of balance between waves, opened the door and peered in. There was no light  no other sound than snoring, but the steward came to life from somewhere and loomed like a ghost in the dark.

Go in and fill the Etruscans cup. Give Conops about a third of a cupful. Then fetch out the wine-skin, get a lantern, and wait for me at the door of the starboard bunk-house.

Tros climbed to the poop. It was almost too dark to see the steersmen, two of them at the one long oar, their eyes straining to catch the least gesture of the Phoenician Ahiram, who leaned with his back against the taffrail and sensed the course by only he knew what means, but it was partly by the wind on the back of his neck, and partly by the feel of the roll and plunge, and partly by the angle of the waves that thundered astern. There were no stars visible. There was no sign of the Pharos lighthouse, visible from forty miles at sea on clear nights. The deck watch of twenty men had been brought up to the poop, to have them handy where they could hear commands; they were herded together close to the bulwark and their humming was faintly audible below the howl of the wind. Ahiram asked leave to come about and heave to. Tros studied the sea and the wind and the ships motion for about three minutes before he answered:

Carry on, Ahiram. This should blow itself out before tomorrows sunset. If the wind eases, well shake down a reef. Therell be no chance to use oars. Even under the lee of Cyprus therell be a heavy sea for a couple of days.

The Phoenicians teeth showed for a second, in a flash of a grin that might have meant anything. Tros leaned beside him for a while, listening to the weight of the wind in the reefed sails, reconsidering his judgment, estimating speed, and then, little by little, letting other thoughts enter his mind. There was a weird sensation, nowhere to be felt but on a ship at sea, of hundreds of lives confined, in silence, within a living thing that was all sound and motion. Four hundred and three-score men, as ignorant of their destiny as the ship herself, all under one mans hand, all drilled and armed for not even Tros himself could guess what violent event.

He was determined, if wind and sea would let him, to reach Salamis ahead of the ten Egyptian ships with whose admiral he was supposed to cooperate. He hardly doubted that admirals treason. It was almost a certainty. Fleets, since Caesars death, had become pawns in a game of Who-owns-the-money? That Egypt had enormous stores of food and money was no special reason for loyalty to Cleopatra. Rather the contrary. The plunder would be shared among those who could foresee who would steal her throne.

Some Roman. It could be no one but a Roman. Rome could no longer exist without Egypts corn and money. But which Roman? Which of the warring generals would sense out his chance to seize Arsinoe, in Cyprus, under pretext of restoring Cyprus to Roman rule; and to do then what Caesar did after Pharsalia  set sail for Alexandria and seize the palace? It would be a simple matter to depose or to kill Cleopatra; should a Roman fleet appear, she would very likely be murdered by the Roman legions in Alexandria. To establish Arsinoe on the throne, with Roman legions in support, would amount to annexation of Egypt. And whoever could accomplish that would have Rome at his feet. He would have all the wealth of Egypt with which to debauch and bribe and buy Rome.

His muttered thoughts went down wind, but Ahiram saw his lips move. The Phoenician thrust his head closer, and dared to repeat his advice to put the ship about and heave to.

Carry on, Tros answered. It will blow itself out, like a womans anger.

The Phoenician shook his head and Tros laughed, no longer thinking of the storms that he understood, but of the minds of three women that he could read rather well but did not understand.

The Greek second officer came to the poop. The watch changed, but the Phoenician refused to go below. He and the Greek stood watch together, straining their eyes toward the faint grayish loom of the sails in the dark. Tros left them and found the steward waiting for him with the wine-skin and a lantern. He entered the starboard bunk-house, where a dozen of his faithful Northmen usually lived, between him and a possibly mutinous crew. He took the lantern from the steward and swung it. The ten young Jews were sleeping two in a bunk, to share five blankets. They had wrapped their armor in the other five, and they had their bows in bed with them, to keep the gutstrings dry and the wood from absorbing moisture. As they awoke with the light in their eyes they fell out of the bunks and stood to attention, naked.

Fetch the storekeeper!

The steward set down the wine-skin and went on the run. Not another word was spoken until the storekeeper came, breathless, lugged out of a warm bunk with no time to clothe himself, his naked skin glittering wet in the lantern-light. He was scared; he had never been summoned at night except for neglect of duty. Tros let him take a good look at the bunkhouse interior. Then he smashed him in the face with the full strength of his right fist. The man staggered against the bulkhead and pitched forward with the ships roll. Tross fist met him with a crack like the sound of a slaughterers pole-ax and the man collapsed into a lower bunk.

Come out of that! Stand at attention! Then, after another swing of the lantern: Am I a pauper, that ten men share five blankets? Where are the bow-covers? Where are the woolen bags for their armor?

They are slaves, Lord Captain. Should I serve them the same as the others?,

By the living Lords of Earth and Sea, are my ears failing? Did I hear you? Dog of a Tyrian ingrate, that would let the rats eat blankets rather than see slaves warm! Silence! Slaves, are they? They have saved my property by taking thought, so they have saved you from being punished. You escape with a reprimand. Tros smashed him again in the face. Now go and fetch ten bow-covers and ten bags for their armor. Bring them yourself, you mean-souled miser, and take care they are dry when they get here. Fall away.

The Jews were shivering. Tros bade them cover themselves and hold out their mugs for the steward to pour wine. First he made them drink enough to keep the rest of the wine from spilling; then he made them stand with their backs steadied against the bunks, holding the cups to their breasts.

Your officer, he said, will be my man Conops. You will obey him instantly, to the death, at all times, and whatever he commands. He is neither a beauty, nor a philosopher, nor a man of breeding. He can neither read nor write. But he is loyal. Be you loyal also. Your principal duty will be to guard me, day and night. Your battle station will be beside and behind me, wherever I am. No man who is obedient and brave shall ever look to me in vain, either for his rights or any good that I can do him. Wrap your weapons carefully when the storekeeper brings the covers. Treat him respectfully. Remember: when I reprimand a man, that ends it. I despise  I get rid of a man who lets his malice linger in the bruise that justice made. You may turn in.

He took one more turn on the poop, where he received the reports from the officers on watch that all was well below. Then he returned to his cabin, where the steward re-hung the wine-skin to the beam. Tarquinius was sprawling forward on the table, and his dagger was on the floor under Conopss foot. There was a question in Tross eyes. Conops answered it as soon as the steward had gone:

He offered me fifty denarii to tell him the way to your good will, master.

Tarquinius stirred and groaned. I would have offered more, he said, looking up with his head in his hands, if I had had it. Tell him to return my dagger. When I lurched he took it from me. He is as suspicious as a scorpion.

Conops looked at Tros and half-closed his one eye. Tros nodded.

I have given you the ten Jews, Conops. Lick them into shape. And if I catch them lacking discipline, or hating you, or mistrusting you, or unwilling to jump at a wink, I will give them another officer and send you to the lower oar-banks. Learn them first. Then teach them. Fall away.

Yes, master. Shall I give the eques his dagger?

Tros took it. He struck its point into the table. Conops was out of the cabin before the dagger had ceased to vibrate. Then Tros sat down.

Tarquinius, he said, and he watched the man as if he could read through his skin to the nature beneath, my good will is as easy to get as a death on a dark night.

The Etruscan sat upright with an effort. He laid his right fist on the table and clenched it so hard that the knuckles grew white.

Captain Tros, I have intelligence for sale.

If a louse should valuably serve me, Tarquinius, I would let him live, to be a louse, until he should be cracked by someone who loves justice less than I do.

Make me a bid. I need a patron.

Tross humor welled to the surface in a grand, unconquerable grin that made the Etruscans eyes turn shifty and set his fingers drumming on the table.

Let that dagger alone, Tarquinius. Let us see now: you are the client of the Lady Charmion, and her you propose to betray. You are the spy of the Queens secretary, and him you propose to betray. You are my guest, and me you have tried to betray; you have tried to make my crew mutinous, and to make me believe they are so. You are in correspondence with Ahenobarbus, arent you?

How do you know it?

In the same way that I know you lied about a letter from Publius Cinna, which you said my man Conops stole. You tried to dagger Conops, to prevent him from telling the truth to me; that was why he took your dagger. Tros flicked the dagger and made it thrum again. Then he pulled its point out of the oak and handed it back to Tarquinius with an unspoken and almost unexpressed contempt that stung worse than a blow.

But that is not all, he continued, observing the ferocious hatred that had steeled the Etruscans eyes. You have lied to me about my friend Esias, to whom I dont doubt you would lie about me, if you should see occasion. You intend to lie about us all to the Princess Arsinoe, whom you will betray to whoever shall make it worth your while.

The Etruscan snarled. You make out a fine case! You remind me of that old four-faced humbug Cicero accusing Cataline and Verres. Name me a man or a woman of any importance in the world who isnt ready to betray you, or me, or anyone at the toss of a coin! Does the Queen of Egypt trust you? Hah! Where are your Northmen? It is because they trust you, and she thinks you are fool enough to keep faith with drunken savages, that she has dared to risk turning you loose to chance your own neck and fortune for her advantage. Win or lose, she would betray you in a minute.

But you?

Bona dea! Didnt I tell you the truth? I told you I serve only me, Lars Tarquinius!

The truth saved you from drowning, Tros answered. That is once when you served yourself well. For that truth, I will be your patron.

How much will you pay me?

Your life. Your liberty. I will set you ashore, to continue to serve Lars Tarquinius. You may sell me to the highest bidder. Make what profit you can.

You mean  if I should strike a bargain with Arsinoe  you would keep to its terms?

I strike my own bargains. I name my own terms, Tros answered. You live. That is all of the terms of my bargain with you. Go ashore and serve Tarquinius. Betray me.

Tros struck the gong. The steward came.

Pick up Lars Tarquiniuss corselet and carry it forward for him. Help him along the deck to his quarters.

Tros returned to the poop, noticing as he passed that Conops had transferred himself to the starboard bunk-house with the ten new Jews.


CHAPTER IV. When I swear to the truth, I swear by Lars Tarquinius!

Too much planning is the commonest cause of defeat. The mediocre strategist conceives a plan and, like a pregnant woman, thinks the offspring of his belly and his mood shall set a heel on destiny. A true commanders plans are changeable, adaptable, reversible, sudden, frequently surprising even to himself; they are the means, that his genius seizes, to employ his whole strength, at a well considered moment, to a foreseen, unflinched from and undeviating purpose.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The seamans consciousness produced its miracle. Tros made his landfall. A man at the reeling mainmast-head, with the eyes of a gull and the lungs of Aeolus, hailed the poop about two hours after Tros had made it high noon from a study of his three temperamental water-clocks. Conops, who took nothing on land or sea for granted except that Tros must be served, went aloft and confirmed the report. He could see the strange masses of foam on the southeastern shore of Cyprus  the foam from which, as all men knew, the goddess Aphrodite had been born. He could see the vague loom of the mountains beyond. But there was no sign of any Egyptian fleet  not a sail on all those tumbling seas.

Tros made his lee long before nightfall. He hove to, three or four cables lengths from shore, in comparative calm, to give the cooks a chance to feed the crew. He was no believer in the Spartan diet that the Romans considered good for deep-sea discipline. Full bellies breed few mutinies. The British druids had taught him the secret of clean water-casks, purified with charcoal. He had found out for himself the value of dried Arabian apricots and dates, to offset the eternal Egyptian eggs and sun-dried meat. He had ample store, too, of onions, carrots, honey, olive oil, wheat and barley. His cooks were Syrians, and his ovens were things of his own invention, fired with charcoal. He knew, too, the value of song, to keep crowded men from thinking about hardship. He carried four bards, bawdy and well-paid rogues with harps, whose business was to improvise new words to ancient songs. They were even allowed to be personal about himself, and to put the mens grievances into song, provided they did it humorously. He had learned that good trick from the Northmen, the worlds bitterest grumblers, whose skalds had an almost unlimited license to voice the moods of the men who must die at the word of command. Men die more gallantly who know that their leader knows their heart-aches.

He had solved a hundred problems that the Romans, with all their genius for war, had left unsolved. Romans had not understood the essential fact that command of the sea depends on mobile men, not ponderous, floating forts. They were still thinking in terms of the wars with Carthage, making a land-war of a sea-war, grappling ship to ship and relying on size, weight, numbers to offset speed and the ability to turn. It was not Romans  not at the moment  that worried Tros; he had the heels of any Roman ship afloat. It was Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, whom he feared as he paced his heaving poop. He had a mystical, obstinate conviction that a man and a woman are as light and darkness, strength and weakness. The woman was forever the betrayer. He was in the toils of a woman who hated Rome as much as he did, and who would use all resources, her own body included, in a war to a finish. A woman so intellectually subtle and steel-witted that she had even persuaded Caesar to despise Rome. A woman to whom religion, and even life, was a means to an end. A wholly admirable, baffling, utterly courageous woman, as rich as Croesus, as ready of laughter as a child, as alone as the Sphinx, as full of mystery as an Egyptian night.

Tros well knew that his crowning indiscretion had been to take Cleopatra into his confidence. He had been fooled by her love of ancient Egypt and by her understanding of the occult teachings of the Mystery of Philae. He had thought her a brilliant mystic in a world of ruthless greed  certainly the hope of Egypt, perhaps the hope of the world. He had discovered that ruthlessness and subtlety were as inseparable in Cleopatras consciousness as the two sides of a ray of moonlight.

From the moment when he had told her of his projected voyage around the world he had been in her net, although it had taken him time to discover the fact. She understood his loyalties and his prodigious sense of gratitude  his will to repay favors and to reward the giver.

So she had cat-and-moused him, picking his brains while he employed them in her interest. It was her agents in Punt and Arabia who had gathered for him information about almost legendary lands to eastward. She had put at his command the almost fathomless resources of the Library of Alexandria and the spider-web channels of information possessed by the priesthoods of Isis, Serapis, Ammon and Aphrodite. With amusement, and another emotion that she did not confess to herself, though it lurked in her eyes in her moodier moments and Tros detected it, she had shared his prodigious passion for geography. He had an outline map of Africa, compiled from conjecture and hearsay. He had a chart of the Red Sea coastline from Berenice to Punt, and a hearsay and guesswork chart of the ocean and islands between Punt and India, part of it inked in by the Queens own hand as the result of the examination of three Greek traders from Socotra, but they had been kept thirsty until willing to talk. Then one of them, with the sound of dripping water in his ears, had told too much  had boasted of a voyage he had made from Socotra eastward, to the land where slant-eyed men made silk from the magical vomit of captive worms, and a river as great as the Nile and as yellow as saffron poured into a sea whose fire made midnight luminous. So that Greek toiled now in the middle oar-bank, against the day when Tros might need him as interpreter and guide. Down on the lower oar-bank, was another, possibly useful pilot from an island far to westward of Africa, who spoke no language comprehensible to anyone but Tros himself and Conops, who had picked up scraps of Basque and could make occasional guesses at what the man meant.

But those were only parts of Cleopatras ways  her baits, like her promise of fifty ships to accompany Tros around the world. Year after year Tros had laughed at himself as a male Penelope, forced for the sake of an ideal to unweave his own work. And now, as he gazed at the cloud-hung coast of Cyprus he knew he was no nearer to his goal, not though he should outwit Romans and Egyptians. He did not even know there were not traitors in the crew, although that was the least of his problems; if Tarquinius, or anyone else, had contrived to corrupt a few of them, he would know how to deal with that. He had the ever reliable Conops and he watched him now, with quiet amusement, training the ten new Jews to their appointed job.

They lacked the heft and whirlwind blast of charging battleaxmen, but they made up for that with deftness, speed and a ferocious will to earn their freedom. Conops lined them on the poop, and again and again made them leap to the deck to repel imagined boarders, their swords held ready for a lunge when the smashing shields should have hurled an adversary backward on his heels, all point, no time-wasting with the edge of the blade. Then, almost before their feet had touched the deck:

Back to him! Back to your lord, you sons of Solomon! By Dionysuss back teeth, are you corpses, or your owners bodyguard? You leave him exposed to arrow-fire? Up-shields to left and right of him, and leave him sword-room! You there, Jacob, whats a shield for? To hide your modesty, or to fight with and protect your owner? Gladiator, you? Youd last a minute! Let me see that shield dance! Aphrodite Kallipygos! Are you holding up a mirror for a priest to prick his pimples at?

Now then: when they come at the quarter-deck youre not the deck! You dont wait for em! Youre death on the wing, in the air before they know youve started. You dont need half-an-hour to kill your man and get back. Youre too slow forming wedge. The wings dont fall back. The leader leaps forward, the rest hard after him, four to port and five to starboard. Hit em like a thunder-bolt!

Jeremiah, lets try you in the centre this time. Now remember: you kick off the edge of the poop with your right foot, shields at half-arm and hilts well back. Smash, thrust, kill  and back quick! Odd numbers retire first, two paces, then even numbers two paces, odd numbers two paces  and youre on the poop before a priest could say money! Now then  clear the poop!  Form wedge!  Have at em! Thats better! But for the love of your father Abraham, no wonder Pompey took Jerusalem! Why dont you wait and kiss the enemy? Why not be polite and let him reach the poop ahead of you? Havent you ever seen a wave hit a beach and go curtseying back? Well then, try it again.

The hatches were on over the upper oar-banks, to make deck-room, and the whole ships company was at drill of one kind or another. Tarquinius, not so seasick now, sat on the deckhouse roof pretending to watch the drill. But Tros had observed what might be signals ashore. He watched Tarquinius, trying to imagine what treacheries were brewing in the mans brain. It would be altogether too risky to arrive in the Bay of Salamis before daybreak, since there were dangerous shoals at the harbor mouth; so it would be quite possible for Tarquiniuss signals, if he should make any, to reach Salamis overland hours in advance of Tross arrival. How much truth had Tarquinius told? What did he know? How much was he merely guessing?

A simple solution would have been to imprison the Etruscan in an empty water-cask in the lower hold, and Tros loved simple solutions. But it would be too much like throwing away a key before discovering which lock it fitted The one almost absolute certainty was that Tarquinius was planning treachery and had not told all the truth, since such men never tell that, even under torture. Parts of the truth, yes. Odds and ends that were true yesterday, or might be true tomorrow, yes. But the truth at the back of his mind, his main information, and the hope or the plan he had based on it, never. There was no way to discover that but to leave him free and watch him.

There had been time, Tros reflected, since the corn fleet went to sea from Alexandria, for Tarquinius to send a message to Cyprus and to receive an answer. He might have sent such a message overland, by runner, by way of Syria. Through Charmion or the Queens secretary he might very easily have learned of the Queens intention to send Tros to follow the corn fleet; he might have known that several days before Tros knew it. He might have known it even before the corn fleet went to sea.

Such men usually have at least a dozen plans in mind. They dream dreams of what they would like to do, and of what they could do, given this or that turn of events; so not improbably Tarquinius had snatched at a thread that spider-webbed into a maze of previous intrigue. He was the kind of man who wrecks the designs of his betters, without ever having an honest design of his own; the kind who perceives a plot where none is, and who never believes the truth because he always thinks he sees some subtlety beneath it.

Tros sent for him. He came along the swaying deck between two seamen and collapsed limply, pea-green, on a coil of rope.

I pity you, said Tros. My mercy strains patience. Could you eat a stew of onions and beans and pig-meat?

Sulphury Cocytus! It makes me retch to smell it cooking.

Very well, Shall I set you ashore?

Great Jupiter! You havent that much kindness! He looked incredulous, but a light had leaped into his eyes; they were flinty again, warmed by a colored hint of cunning. The avarice, that such men think is hope, had suddenly dismissed the lamentable complaints of his belly. His fingers gripped his knees. He sat upright. For the feel of firm earth I would give more than you guess.

Will you meet me in Salamis?

Immo.

On your oath? By what do you swear? Tros asked him.

When I swear to the truth, I swear by Lars Tarquinius.

Swear then, by your sorry-looking, seasick god, that you wont send word ahead of you by priest or pigeon  for I know there are homing pigeons in every temple hereabouts.

Trust me! Should I find as much as a heap of stinking sacks in the nearest village, you may imagine me snoring on it all night long.

And when you meet me in Salamis you will bring me all the news you can gather?

Aye and gladly, for I like you.

Tros did not wish to be too well liked by Lars Tarquinius. He craved his treachery, not his good will. Above all, he wanted him ashore before it was too dark for a pigeon to fly, and before it would be too late to find a fast horse. So he interrupted Conops, and at a gesture the Jews went forward toward the cook-house, breathing through their noses. In another moment the bustle and noise of drill and sword-stick practise was interrupted by Conopss whistle and shrill-lunged boat away! The boat crew, proud of seamanship as well as wary of rope-end and Conopss knife-hilt, had the eight-oared boat overside before two men could haul out Tarquiniuss baggage. The protesting Tarquinius was swung overside in a noose, gangled above the waves and dumped into the stern seat with a thump that made his body-armor clank like a load of javelins. He vomited at last. But the idea of speed  that he must hurry because Tros was in a hurry  and had been jarred into his consciousness better than words could do it. He might not have believed mere forms of speech.

Tros eyed the declining sun, wishing he knew more about the ways of pigeons. However, failing pigeons, he felt sure Tarquinius would find some means of making mischief before daylight.

Ahiram, he said, after dark, when the ship was again under weigh, hugging the lee under oar and shortened sail, since Caesar died the rulers of the world have all been guessing. Aye, and all their generals, and all their captains. None knows what may happen. But I know this:

He paused. Ahiram waited, in a sort of deep-sea silence that was part of his nature.

An honest man, at such a time, is as a cork on the sea. But a rogue is like a rat that burrows underground toward the weak point.

Aye. But who can see him burrow? said Ahiram.

Where he burrows, he bites, Tros answered, and Ahiram turned that over slowly in his mind. Suddenly he asked: You think he bites us?

Are we weak? Tros answered.

Lord Tros, I can read this storm is passing. And another, soon coming, I smell. But your mind I cant read. Have you a plan?

I smell its makings. I have only an intention, not yet a plan, Tros answered.

So? Then I smell trouble, said Ahiram. As for me, I would have skinned that Etruscan. He has told some of the men that Queen Arsinoe pays double wages.

Tros nodded. He was beginning to see his way clear. All that night long there were beacons ashore, like rubies on the ledges of the hills.


CHAPTER V. Lord Captain Tros!

It never was my view, that women are the worse for audacity. To be mothers of sons worth weaning, they should have the manly virtues in addition to the qualities that charm and tempt.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Dawn glimmered through a cloud bank on the splendid temple of Aphrodite, beyond the wooded plain, high on the hill above Salamis. It shone as white as a hounds tooth, an enormous mass of buildings within a high wall. For a while after that the astonishing foam along the shoreline merged into land and sea and sky, creating a polychrome haze in which the crew believed they saw Undines and sea-horses  monstrous, mysterious beings that obey the gods but make trouble for me. Out of that presently loomed the walls of Salamis, seventeen feet thick, and beneath those the masts of a hundred ships.

The River Bocarus, half hidden by myrtle and oleander, was a shadow shaped like a mans leg running, to the left of the city. Foam boiled over shoals at the harbor-mouth. The serpent on the bow of Tross trireme flashed its golden tongue straight at the city as the ship rose and fell on the waves at the bar that came tumbling from three directions. Eastward, astern, toward the coast of Phoenicia, there were mountainous seas, although the wind had died, but within the wide harbor it was as calm as a mill pond. There, their masts hardly moving against the city wall, the Egyptian corn fleet rode at anchor. Two small Roman biremes lay between them and the seaward channel.

So we have them, said Ahiram.

If we have brains, and a little luck, and some guts in our bellies, Tros answered. He was watching the broken rhythm of the waves and the skirling seabirds, studying the channel, which had shoaled badly of recent years. He decided he needed more sea-room. He had in mind the corvi on those biremes  long gangplanks with a spike at the end. Let Romans drop those on a ships deck and a sea-fight would become a land-fight such as suited Roman genius. So the cymbals clashed and the ship went forward under oars at quarter speed another cables length toward the city where the harbor widened out and there was room to turn.

There was nothing that was not ready for instant action. The crew had been fed in the dark. The gray flax battle-sails were brailed up to the three big yards, ready to be sheeted down in an instant; even if there were no wind they were a protection against arrow fire. There were men at the sheets and braces, casual-looking, careful to appear seamanly unexcited, but every living man of them watching Tros with the side of his eye. All the paulins were off; the master-archers were lovingly wiping imagined damp off the cords of the arrow-engines. The arrow baskets were in place. The enormous weights that provided power for the catapults had been cranked to the top of the stanchions, down between which they would fall on the propelling levers, and thence on to wicker-work cushions below, at the touch of the decurions trigger.

Those catapults were the deadliest war-engines afloat. Their lead missiles were loaded with stuff that was worse than Greek fire, and their range was twice that of any Roman weapon, though they were difficult to aim on a tumbling sea and their layers gave themselves the airs of master artists. There were a decurion and ten men to each catapult, to crank the weights, roll the leaden balls into place, pour in water and plug them, and to manhandle the revolving platforms. Those were picked men, who gave themselves more airs than Tros himself, even though they feared the fire-balls and believed Tros was in league with the powers of darkness. If he were not a black-magician, how should sea-water, poured into evil-smelling stuff of which one ingredient was known to be yellowish crystals scraped from beneath old heaps of cattle dung, make the missiles take fire and explode with frightful heat and suffocating stench? They were assistant-magicians, of superior intelligence and entrails, whose special god was Pluto. Nevertheless, they appealed for special speed to Hermes when they aimed the catapults before loading, and then served them like lightning, lest the balls should burst inboard or in air before they struck their target. They were proud servants of a special mystery, armed, nevertheless, with shields and javelins for repelling boarders.

There was commotion on the decks of the Roman biremes. They began to clear in haste for action throwing dunnage and small boats overboard. Their oars appeared and they rowed up close to their anchors, but they did not weigh yet, and the corn fleet seemed asleep. Tros let his trireme swing until her beam was toward the city, so that he could turn whichever way he pleased and keep the Romans guessing.

A man at Tross mainmast-top hailed the quarter-deck, gesturing. From northward, around the corner, with a man standing in the bow to con the course, and pitching like a porpoise at play, came Tross long-boat rowed by eight Gauls with Conops in the stern making signals, unintelligible except that they were urgent. Tros, after one glance seaward continued to watch the harbor front.

You expect Tarquinius? asked Ahiram, between Tros and the helmsman.

No, he answered, fairly confident that he had out-guessed that specialist in treachery. I expect proof of his nights work. With his feet on dry land, vinegary malice should have strengthened his stomach. His is a foxs stomach in a body-full of envy. If there is a horse in Cyprus, he found it and reached Salamis. But he wont show himself to us. He likes to think he makes and unmakes kingdoms from behind the throne.

I would have drowned him, said Ahriam.

That is why you are twice my age and not yet captain of a ship, Tros answered.

There was activity at a stone pier at the harbor-front, difficult to make out because of the ships between and because the shadows of clouds were obscuring the view. Low visibility  a kind of hyphen-light between storm and storm. A small boat reached one of the Roman biremes, conveying a man in a glittering helmet. Presently he had himself rowed to the other bireme. Both biremes drew in their oars but continued to ride short to their anchors. Their decks were dark with armed men. The sun vanished. There came a squall of rain, then a sharp blast of wind from east-northeast, ice-cold from the Taurus Mountains. There would blow a Levanter before long.

The longboat reached the trireme and two Gauls collapsed, rowed out, falling on their oars. Conops came up like a monkey, and the boat hard after him, walked up and swung inboard, crew and all, almost before Conops had reached the quarter-deck on the run. He saluted, more for time to get his breath than because he remembered manners.

Master, there are three quinquiremes and two good-sized liburnians in a cove at the end of a bay to the north of us, just around the promontory. One quinquiremes aground by the beak with a list to starboard and a big sea pounding her. All the others are trying to haul her off. Theres a third liburnian scouting seaward. That one hailed me, but I took a chance among the shoals, where he couldnt follow, and their arrows fell short.

War crews? Tros asked.

Aye, master. Full crews. Crowded. One of the towing quinquiremes has lost her starboard dolphin overside. Some lubber let go the halyard. It almost crashed her own deck; theyd the yard braced fore and aft, to ease the roll. If they should stay there and fish for the thing it might be noon before they get here.

Do they look like saving the quinquireme?

Pluto! Theyre rowing to whip, you can tell that by the jerk of the oars. If weight and strength can manage it, theyll haul her off. But you know Romans. Theyre towing crisscross o the way she beaked in.

Did the liburnian keep you in sight?

No, master. She made sail to a squall o wind and headed seaward, nearly due north. Being low in the water and pretty busy with the sea over the shoals, I couldnt see much. Its cloudy to the northward, and a high sea running, but I glimpsed a fleet of thirty, or maybe forty sail.

Headed this way? Romans?

Pirates, Id say. All lateen-rigged, masts too high and spars too short to be Egyptian ships. But I couldnt swear to it.

Do you see that hill yonder? Take a fresh boat crew, have them set you ashore as close to the hill as you can get without being seen, climb to the top of the hill, and come back and report.

Aye, aye, master.

The cymbals clanged and the oars dipped to keep the trireme slowly moving as a screen behind which Conops headed for the shoal-water, where he was soon out of sight. The trireme returned to mid-channel. The Egyptian doctor, who had been a court physician in Damascus, came out of the forward deckhouse to make sure his assistant had heated the tar; he seemed disappointed that there were no wounds to be cauterized yet. Tros sent a man for his helmet and body-armor; the ten Jews, sitting, out of the way, with their backs to the lee bulwark, smiled and drew their bow-strings between caressing fingers. Tros drew on the purple cloak over his armor. The armor clanked. The crew grinned.

Then the hand of Lars Tarquinius appeared. From the wharf, between the anchored corn ships, came a gaily painted, high-prowed galley rowed by forty oars. It carried an olive branch at the masthead. There was a high-roofed cabin in the stern. The deck was white with the smocks of slaves and the robes of priests in high, conical hats. It came at a great pace and lay alongside, as close as it could without touching oars. Two trumpeters on the roof of the cabin sounded a brilliant flourish; then a herald hailed  a fellow in a bright blue cloak, with a voice as brazen as his helmet.

Come aboard, eh? said Ahiram.

Tros laughed curtly. Go you. Say I will receive the Queen Arsinoe. Have a care for our paint when they come alongside.

So they lowered a boat and Ahiram borrowed Tross second-best cloak, the canary-yellow one with crimson lining. Grizzled and hook-nosed seaman though he was, with eyes that lay deep amid weathered seams, like all Phoenicians, he knew how to do the honors without compromising himself or his chief. Tros shouted and the starboard oars came inboard with a thud and flourish, all together. Ahiram brought the forty-oared galley alongside, taking command with a-natural authority that left the Cypriote captain speechless. Like Conops, there was only one man in the world whom Ahiram obeyed.

They lowered a narrow gangplank from Tross deck to the roof of the galleys cabin, and a high priest would have come up first, with two attendants, but he hesitated. The plank swayed. There was no rail, nothing but one hand-rope, and the angle was steep; he thought of dignity, and thought too long about it. Queen Arsinoe stepped past him and came up the plank in six boyish strides without touching the rope. Tros, waiting for her on the main deck, bowed low and she gave him the backs of both her hands to kiss, while two eunuchs and two of her women squabbled with the priest and his attendants for right of way on the gangplank. The triremes crew saluted  perfectly timed motion and a crash of shields. Ahiram helped the high priest up the plank. Tros led the way to the cabin and slammed the door in the face of the priest and all Arsinoes attendants.

A plain place, he remarked, in which to receive a princess. It is the best I have. I am unused to women.

Still? She laughed. My sister Cleopatra hasnt weaned you of that inexperience? She sat down in his chair at the table end, throwing open the royal purple cloak that she wore over an almost transparent white Greek himation, edged too with purple. Tros knew enough about women to recognize spur-of-the-moment attempts to storm his interest. She had a garland on her coppery-golden hair, and looked Bacchanalian, with a ribbon beneath her breasts, beautiful bare legs and gilded sandals. Taller than Cleopatra, better looking with a straighter, more Grecian nose, she had all of her older sisters charm and lacked nothing of her regal self-assurance except for something in her eyes. They were beautiful eyes, blue, almost violet, but they seemed to be wondering, guessing, asking. Cleopatras eyes knew and demanded.

She didnt invite Tros to be seated. He stood studying her, not having seen her since she walked in golden chains at Caesars triumph, mocked by the Roman women and leered at bawdily by garlic-reeking mobs from the slums of Tiber-side. She had matured. Not yet eighteen, she looked Cleopatras age  perhaps twenty  twenty-two. She had the same trick of seeming to be about to speak, with parted lips, but lingering to taste the flavor of a thought before tossing it forth in words exactly in the middle of a note. She had almost Cleopatras challenge, that could make catastrophes look like opening gambits in a royal game. Almost; not quite. There was something lacking, though it surely was not experience.

Lord Tros, I need you.

He frowned. It was the right, and the wrong way, to challenge his interest.

You need me, she added.

That was the wrong way. Tros didnt need her. His frown unfroze, leaving only the seams on a warrior forehead. He had read one riddle.

Her secret had crept forth and betrayed her, as her smile changed subtly to that of a woman whose subtlety was merely guile, whose geese were swans, whose will was hope, whose daring was despair. It was the smile of a girl who had tasted failure, seeing lesser recklessness and greater treachery succeed.

Lord Tros, why are you deceived by the treacheries of that witch, my sister? Do you love dark forces? Is the dying magic of the night of ancient Egypt, that she wantons after, able to oppose the living gods? Do you mock destiny? Or like Ajax, do you defy the lightning? Does it mean nothing, that I was exiled to this foam-born isle of Cyprus, where the goddess Aphrodite was created by the Lord of gods and men?

That again was the wrong approach. Tross amber eyes began to glow with a fertility that made her hesitate. He had forgotten that he had just now slammed the door in the face of a high priest. That high priest had been king of the greater part of Cyprus until crusty old Cato came from Rome and traded him a temple for his throne. Tros was too devoutly skeptical, too true a mystic, to fear anything but his own self-judgment. He didnt talk about living gods. He lived life. Destiny was something he created, by dealing with facts as they turned up.

Let us speak of the corn fleet, he answered.

Lord Tros, I have heard my sister loves you, but that Charmion, who is like a cat with a wild-cat kitten, said nay to it. Tros was silent. She continued:

Cleopatras love is like a quicksand that swallows and awaits the next victim. Not a doubt she loves you. Who else is there for her to love than you, who are descended from the gods  aye, a god upon earth, not a decayed old politician such as Caesar, with bad teeth and a bald head! Are you a son of Poseidon, the god of the Sea?

Cunning, but unclever. Rare was the man who doubted that the gods impregnate chosen mothers and beget great heroes; rarer yet, the man who would repudiate such parentage, if he could see advantage to himself Caesar held claimed dissent from Venus. Alexander the Great denied his father Phillip, boasting the Lord of gods Zues  Ammon, in the form of a snake had begatten him by this virgin mother Olympus. Cleopatra herself claimed superhuman parentage. So did Arsinoe; she was inviting Tros to claim equality with all the great ones of the earth.

I am who I am, Tros answered. Cleopatra would have known what that meant, but Arsinoe thought he boasted, and her eyes became luminous, flattering, unwisely confident. Herself a skeptic of all temple teachings and, like most well-born youngsters, drenched with the Aristotelian philosophy, she made the mistake of believing Tros would yield his egoism to the flattery of superstitious nonsense.

My astrologer, she said, forewarned me of your coming

Is his name Lars Tarquinius? Tros interrupted. Princess, I have come for the corn fleet. I am told your viceroy Serapion has seized it for a bargain counter in his gamble for power.

Serapion! she answered. My viceroy? Her lip curled. I am Serapions puppet. Cleopatras lips would have been less indiscreet, they would have smiled inscrutably. Cleopatras voice would have been charged with unguessable meaning but Arsinoe was self-accusing. I have used whom I could. It was that fox Herod who reconciled Serapion. Lord Tros, I need you! I am Queen of Egypt and whoever the Queen of Egypt weds is King of Egypt. Does the throne of Egypt not encourage you to change your dislike of women for a mood less unheroic? Are you not in Esiass confidence? I know you are! His money! The impatient fury of the hundred thousand Jews of Alexandria! One word from you! Now is the time, Lord Tros  the day of destiny! Seize Egypt! The oracles all declare this hour awaits a man of destiny.

Let the hour learn patience! Tros retorted. I am not he. Arsinoes face became less charming, but more truthful, and Tros liked her better. The Ptolemy, cat-like watchfulness smoldered within the sudden anger of her eyes, but it revealed courage that despair had disguised, not weakened.

You realize, she asked him, what I offer?

Aye, he said, but none else heard it. I am not so constituted that I crave a wider kingdom than my own ship. Least of all have I the genius to be a queens he-concubine.

She laughed and looked lovely again. Queens have hearts as well as thrones, she answered. I could glory with body and soul in the love of a man whose greatness overcame me. Am I, as a woman, unattractive to you?

Princess, I have no heart for women.

A mother bore you. Have you no heart for a son, Lord Tros, who shall reap where you ploughed?

He was silent, his face a mask that any intelligent woman could read. She knew she had touched his secret yearning. She believed she had uncovered his weakness. She played her last stake  sprung her secret  which Cleopatra her sister would not have done:

Admiral Ahenobarbus has declared for Brutus, because Brutus, who slew Caesar, will restore republican government in Rome. Ahenobarbus is here to set me on my throne of Egypt, for the sake of the money that Brutus needs to pay his army. As for the corn fleet, whose is it? It shall be Brutuss gift, and mine, to the Roman people!

Bargain by threat. Triumphant lips and questioning eyes. It did not occur to her that Tros already might have made a bargain and that if so, he would keep it or die. It did begin to dawn on her that he had told her nothing, whereas she had revealed her hand. The noise of squabbling outside the cabin door perhaps suggested to her she should rush her fences, so she squandered information on which the fate of a world might depend, whereas Cleopatra would have watched, listened and kept it secret.

My sisters ten ships reached here the day before yesterday. They declared for me. They departed at once for Syria to transport some of Cassiuss troops to invade Egypt. Better agree with me, Lord Tros! Can you fight Ahenobarbus? He has three quinquiremes, two biremes, three liburnians, and all my army. Did you know I have an army?

It was a fair guess that she, or at any rate Serapion had some troops who would fight for whoever paid them. It was an equally fair guess that they had not been paid since Cato had raped the treasury of Cyprus, more than three years ago. Tros made an even fairer guess than that:

Princess, you have not yet had word with Ahenobarbus! You have only heard what Serapion, or perhaps that high priest, says was Ahenobarbuss message. And to that you have added what Lars Tarquinius has said to you since midnight. If you choose, you may come with me and have word with Ahenobarbus face to face.

She sat suddenly bolt upright. Then she leaned an elbow on the table, studying Tross eyes. Hers were the yes of a rebellious victim who had been played like a pawn in a losing game. She was excited. She was trying to be cautious.

I believe you would betray me to Ahenobarbus.

Very well then. Your own galley awaits you. Return ashore.

She stood up, for a moment, almost her sisters strength of character  Strength of decision  revealed itself. She came toward him and put her hands on his shoulders. Her delicious scent was in his nostrils. Her dangerous, sensuous lips challenged his.

Lord Tros

He interrupted. Are you afraid to return to Salamis?

Lord Tros, I need you to be my weapon and my strong right arm! Slay me that dog Serapion! It is he who would sell me to Ahenobarbus, that Ahenobarbus may sell me in turn to Cassius. I think they mean to marry me to Herod. Should they set me, as their puppet, on the throne of Egypt, what shall I be without a man at my side? Herod is not a man, he is a beautiful, sensuous parasite.

Tros put his hands behind his back. He knew Herod  rather like him. She detected her mistake and changed tactics instantly:

Lord Tros, you are worth ten times ten of Cassius and Brutus! You are worth ten Antonies! That pimply catamite Octavian would flinch beneath the weight of your shadow! And is there a woman more worthy than Ito share a throne with you and to be your sons mother?

There came a thunder on the cabin door. Arsinoe gripped at Tross shoulders.

Answer me! Speak! You and I

He removed her hands gently, turned away from her and jerked the door ajar. A hoarse voice shouted through the opening:

Lord Captain, both biremes weigh anchor! Conops is returning in great haste!

Princess, said Tros, my first task is to meet Ahenobarbus. I have come for the corn fleet.

You shall see, she said, whether I am not fit to be your sons mother! To your post, Lord Captain! Give me armor!

He shook his head. He opened the door to bow her out, grimly amused by the backs of his new Jew bodyguard, who were keeping at bay a high priest who had been a king  an angry high priest and a host of even more indignant priestlings and eunuchs. Arsinoe went past Tros with a stride like Dianas. She pushed a Jew from the ranks as she forced her way through the bodyguard and faced the high priest. He flinched. Her eyes were murderous.

Go! she commanded. To your temple! To your treacheries! To your prayers, O venerable lord of lies! Away with you  before I bid my admiral Lord Tros to toss you overside!

The ten Jews looked eager to do that. They were grinning. Tros stood speechless. He loved a bold stroke, suddenly done, loved it too well to interfere. The high priest was equally speechless; in his beard and his conical hat he looked ridiculous, with his mouth agape and his eyes stupidly staring.

I will teach you who rules Cyprus! said Arsinoe. Away! She gestured to the Jews. They glanced at Tros. He nodded. They advanced, opening to right and left to pass Arsinoe. The high priest recoiled, turned, hurried, even ran. He and his followers were crowding the gangplank almost before Tros had reached the quarter-deck. The biremes were already almost within range, abreast, close together. Tross voice rang like a clarion:

Forward catapults! he ordered. Range five. Ready!

Range five! Ready!

Port oars aback! Starboard oars, slow ahead!

The signal cymbals clanged. The last of the high priests followers jumped for it; six of them fell into the sea, as the gangplank came in and the starboard oars went out, thrusting the forty-oared galley away. Six strokes and the trireme lay head on to the biremes. They ceased rowing. The high priest was signalling wildly; he ordered the olive branch hauled down from the galleys masthead. A bireme, perhaps by way of warning, fired a rock from her forward ballista. It fell short by fifty paces. Tros accepted battle.

Both forward catapults  fire!

A moments pause while the leaden balls were primed and plugged  then two thuds that shook the ship, and suddenly the whole crew roared, the rowers taking cue from the men on deck. Two hits! Both shots crashed among the rowers of one bireme, bursting between decks with a stenching cloud of colored smoke. Green and yellow flame shot skyward. The bireme veered toward the other as the oars missed time, fell into utter confusion, and ceased. There seemed to be no sand for extinguishing fire. There was panic. Men leaped overboard and tried to swim to the other bireme.

Full speed ahead!

Vermilion oar-blades flashed and the foam boiled white as Tros guided his trireme straight at the other Roman ship. The Romans only chance was to meet the attack beak first, then drop her corvus, spike Tross deck and make a hand-to-hand fight of it. Should the beak miss, she could smash Tross oars and lay alongside. But Tros had sea-room. He swerved. He let go three screaming volleys from the starboard arrow-engines as he shot past and came hard about, head on again to the Roman, who had backed oars and was turning for shelter behind the burning ship.

Catapult him! said a voice beside Tros.

Arsinoe was biting her lip, her bosom heaving with excitement, her clenched hands gripping her open cloak.

Tros glanced and grinned. I think he strikes. Do you know the cost of ammunition?

Sink him! she commanded. Burn him like the other! Go in and fight! Do you fear him?

Tros was watching the Roman. He went ahead slowly, aware Of a rising wind and a strong drift shoreward. He gave the Roman ample time to back out of view beyond the belching crimsoned smoke-cloud of the burning bireme.

A good soldier! he said. A bad sailor! Ahiram!

Lord Tros?

Send a man forward and warn the archers not to waste arrows. That Roman means to beak us as we come by-looking for him. Im going around, on his side of the burning ship, to catch him stern on. He fights his ship from the midship citadel, so bid them sweep that when they get the word.

The trireme, with the port oars backed and starboard oars ahead at full speed, turned in a length and a half and then curved in a short parabola until the Roman was in full view again trying to keep station with a rising wind on his beam. He had drifted downward; had he gone straight ahead now his beak would have crashed the burning ship. He saw Tros too late and tried to turn and meet him He was caught, mid-turn, by the screaming bronze-tipped hail of all Tross starboard arrow-engines, that swept the citadel. A marksman on Tross midship deckhouse shot down the Roman helmsman. The Romans stern ballista smashed one arrow-engine with a lump of quarried quartz and an archer was dragged along-deck by the heels to be dealt with by the surgeon, but the concentrated fire from all the other engines struck down the Roman commander. There was no control. The oars splashed purposeless. She beaked the burning bireme and swung sideways, opening seams in the burning ship, whose frantic crew let go the corvus, spiked the others deck and rushed over that narrow bridge to imagined safety. Others, who could not reach the corvus, threw out grapnels to try to haul, the ships closer together.

Tros ordered cease fire. Flames from the burning bireme, wind-blown, licked, scorched and set fire to the other, as the locked ships drifted shoreward.

Catapult them! Arsinoe struck Tross shoulder. Fire them a parting kiss from me!

He ignored her, staring seaward, calculating how close he dared approach the shoals at harbor mouth to pick up Conops before the rising sea should swamp the toiling longboat. The biremes were no longer of any importance, but Conops, coming at top speed, meant news.

Now you go to fight Ahenobarbus? Give me armor. I need armor.

Tros made no answer; he was thinking while he studied the sea and watched the arrows being counted and the baskets replenished. The Levanter had come, blowing straight toward Salamis, kicking up seas like foaming hills that surged on one another, raging against the confused waves from the storm of the day before. Ahenobarbus would be bottled, on a dangerous lee.

He glanced at the ten Jews, who looked dejected, ashamed to have had no share in the fighting. He sent one of them to bring the armorer, and when the armorer came, at last he faced the princess.

Can you fit her?

Yes, Lord Captain. Chain mail. One of the new crestless helmets. It was made for the young lad who died off Cyrenaica.

Do it.

And a good sword! said Arsinoe.

Sword, shield and dagger, said Tros.

Aye, aye, Lord Captain.

Then: Ahiram, well make sail as soon as were clear of the shoals. Get in the lower oars now and bid them close the ports. See that theyre tight. Bring the men from the lower bank on deck and let them stretch themselves. Inspect arms.

Aye, aye, Lord Captain.

Arsinoe waited until Tros turned and could not avoid meeting her eyes. Then she stood at attention, saluted him, smiled, spoke:

Lord Captain Tros!

Her eyes shone. She was as full of excitement and reckless dare-devilry as a boy about to enter his first battle. Tros, who had had his belly-full of battles before she was born, again made no answer. He went to the rail to signal to the helmsman while the laboring longboat came alongside, under the triremes upper banks of oars, using three of them as booms  a seamans miracle, all in a days work for Conops.


CHAPTER VI. Dirty weather for a battle!

Manners? They are like a cloak, that either illustrates its wearers self-respect, or masks his vileness; popinjays his vices, or reveals his taste. I have observed that decent manners are invariably fitting the occasion  blunt and direct when causes are at issue; civil to the verge of gentleness where nothing but anothers momentary comfort is at stake. Too smooth manners in the face of issues is a sign of fear, or treachery, or weakness or of all three.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Arsinoe, without asking leave, returned to Tross cabin to await the armorer. However, Tros was aware that his chests were locked, and there was enough else to engage his full attention. Four oars, of each of the two upper banks of the port side, had to be brought in to make room to hoist the boat, while he kept way on the ship and navigated her between the shoals against a rising wind and tumultuous sea. It was hard work to gain an offing, but at last he had her with the wind on her beam, under three-reefed courses. The dog-tired oarsmen, helmeted and armed with sword and buckler, came on deck, each group of ten in charge of a decurion; they sprawled in the lee of the weather bulwark, doing leg-and-arm-exercises to resupple their strained tendons; the long deck was all legs in the air. Then leap-frog, around and around the deckhouse. The hatches went on and were battened. Tros listened to Conops.

Master, I couldnt make that hilltop. Theres a village, full of dogs and robbers  not enough of us to force a landing, and a surf that would have capsized us as sure as that the Gauls cant swim. But theres a high rock on yon promontory, with a bit of cove on the far side, so I swam ashore in the cove, and theres a good view, but I couldnt see the quinquiremes, on account of the hill between me and them. It looks, though, by the set of the sea, as if theyve luck and might be worse off. If the wind doesnt back any more to the eastward they can probably ride it out where they are, if their cables hold. That liburnian that went scouting has put back in a hurry; shes running from thirty or forty sail of Cilician pirates. They look to me like River Cydnus slavers.

Tros could already see the pirates. They could see him. If they should try to run past him into Salamis, that would give him the weather gauge; he could turn and pursue. Ahiram, as usual, offered advice. His promotion was due to Cleopatras having sent Tross Northmen to forced labor. Someday the giant Sigurdsen might escape, of be set free. It was a good idea to prove, in better Greek than Sigurdsen could use, that Phoenician wisdom was at least as good as Baltic pugnacity.

They cant go about, said Ahiram. Theyd swamp. Some spy has told them of the corn fleet. Theres little those fellows spies dont signal to them. Theyll have had word that the Egyptian warships went to Tyre or Sidon, and no more than two Roman biremes in Salamis. We can run. Therell be a fair lee to the westward. Too late to put back into Salamis now. We had only a fathom under our keel, as it was, when we crossed the bar. If we did get in, theyd follow and give us a bad fight. They carry Greek fire, those gentry. With the port side upper oarbank we could bring her across the wind and run westward.

Tros stared at him a moment and then spoke to the helmsman. He was not in the habit of spoiling officers by arguing. He gave his orders and Ahiram went to the deck in a hurry. There were plenty of men at the sheets and braces, but it was quite a trick to trim those reefed and straining sails, as Tros hauled closer to the gusty wind to gain sea-room. He had to beckon two extra men to help the helmsman, and Conops unlashed the spare steering-oar, in case the strength of three men should break the other.

There were several miles of raging sea between Tros and the nearest pirate vessel. He could count four-and-thirty sail that staggered before the wind in far better formation than any Roman fleet could have held in such weather  felucca-rigged, two-masted, shoal-draft and rather beamy vessels, dark with men. It looked as if they carried enough armed men to spare prize-crews for every ship of the corn fleet. Their flagship, a larger vessel than the others, plunged in the lead by a cables length. She began signalling with arrangements of shields, painted in different colors.

Ahiram returned to the poop. Dirty weather for a battle, he remarked. We cant use the catapults. If we go close and manhandle the stink-balls into them theyll smash our oars and grapple. Greek fires bad stuff  as bad as our stuff.

Tros made no answer. It was not his idea of generalship to offer battle unless he thought he could win, and could gain his objective by winning. Cilician pirates were crafty and determined seamen, accustomed to fleet formation and unused to giving or receiving quarter. Their largest vessel was hardly more than a third of the size of his own, but even only three or four of them would be a dangerous foe to engage at close quarters.

On the other hand, he had no intention of leaving the corn fleet at the pirates mercy. They were capable of raping Salamis; such fleets had done that more than once, carrying off all the marketable men and women for sale in the Delos market. But in spite of their light draft and good seamanship they would find it difficult to enter Salamis with such a tremendous sea over the bar. They certainly could not do it without passing Tros to windward. Should they try to pass between him and the land he could overwhelm them one by one with arrow-fire and drive them ashore on the thundering beach.

Could they pass him to windward? They appeared to think not. Half of them changed helm slightly, heading up toward Tros, but that might be merely a strategic move to discover his intentions. If so, it was bad strategy. If they proposed to offer battle, they should have headed much more to windward, even at some risk of swamping, in order to come down on him with the advantage of full sails, speed and the ability to use whichever helm they pleased. But they discovered, several minutes too late, that Tros, even with three-reefed courses, had a weather helm. His would be the weather gauge, to seaward of them, before they could come within arrow range. That left them two alternatives: they could either enter the bay downwind and face those Roman quinquiremes, or bout helm and run for shelter in some harbor on the northern or western coast of Cyprus. Would they tackle the Roman squadron?

Tros gave no hint of his own intention. With his lee rail almost awash, the greater part of his crew, sprawling in the shelter of the weather bulwark, were out of the pirates sight. The paulins had been replaced over the arrow-engines to protect them from spray and bullying squalls of rain. The keenest eyes could not have guessed he was ready for battle. On the other hand, neither could Tros see, he could only guess what the Romans were doing, whereas the pirates could see the Romans. They all changed helm again, as if they thought Tros wished to pass astern of them and avoid an encounter. But it might mean that the Roman squadron was in dire difficulties and an easy prey. And if the pirates had recognized Tross trireme, they would count on his not coming to the Romans aid. His hatred of Rome was notorious; pirates and temple priests knew more than statesmen about who was who. Whatever the pirates motive, their change of helm gave Tros plenty of time and full chance to avoid them if he pleased. He put the time to use, while Ahiram took charge of the helm and drove the trireme, little by little, more and more to windward.

Conops, go into my cabin. Remember your manners. Lend the Princess Arsinoe one of my cloaks, present my compliments, and ask her to come to the quarter-deck. Lend her a hand if she hasnt sea-legs.

Conopss one eye popped with astonishment, but he knew better than to hesitate, he was gone in three strides and a vault. Tros ordered a series of luffs, which cost time that he could well spare, increasing the pirates confidence that he meant to avoid them. He wanted them all to leeward; after that he could make up his mind what to do. Meanwhile, Arsinoe.

She needed no help from Conops. She had slapped his face for daring to touch her. He was rubbing his Cheek pretending it hurt, in order to let Tros know what had happened. Sea-legs she had, but not sea manners. She came up the ladder easily and scandalized Ahiram and the helmsmen by hauling herself along the rail to Tross windward and clinging there, facing him, holding the mizzen preventer backstay, as if she were the captain and he her lieutenant.

She looked, in rather loosely fitting armor, like a mischievous Amazon. Her long hair was coiled in a leather cap beneath the crestless helmet that made her face look boyish and excitingly handsome. With her back to the wind she let the borrowed cloak fly open, revealing the chain mail, sword-belt and Damascus sword in a crimson scabbard. Naked legs. The same gilded sandals, already ruined by the spray. An impudently shortened Coan himation of almost transparent linen, barely to her knees.

How do I look? she demanded. There is no mirror in your ogres den, though I perceive you have two beds, so I suppose a woman is not so rare in your life as you like to pretend. Of course you dislike women, if you give them no means to make themselves presentable! I wager, if you paid women half the thought you squander on your ship, you would become as great a gallant as you area seaman! Am I right, is it rough or is this nothing to mention? Are we near the Romans? Where are they?

He strode to the rail beside her, staring at the pirates, directing her gaze with his right arm.

Are they Romans? she asked. All that many? They run?

That is a fleet of Cilician pirates. Look at me, Princess. Look straight into my eyes.

She looked, unflinching. She was more interested in him than in anything else, at that moment, on land or sea, and at no pains to conceal it.

The truth! Tros commanded, as if he were speaking to one of his own decurions. The whole truth! By my right arm, if you lie now, I will treat you as I would a drab from the Delos slave-mart!

She threw her head back and laughed. Heracies! Unused to women? I would tell you all the truth twice over for the half of that threat! Now you look like a man! I feared you were a sort of hermit, growing barnacles instead of lice!

Speak, girl! Did you expect those pirates?

She nodded, grew suddenly serious. The desperate, searching look returned to her eyes; the cat-like Ptolemy stare, inscrutable, alert. She spoke boldly, as if armor gave her reassurance.

Lord Tros, I tired of being shuttlecock. I have been batted to and fro between that dog Serapion and Cinyras of Paphos. Cinyras is the throneless king, turned high priest, whom you kept out of your cabin. Each of them was trying to sell me to the highest bidder. I defied Serapion, and he treated me like a prisoner. He sent secret messengers to offer me to Herod, planning to make Herod King of Egypt  two foxes, eating a goose before they have it caught  two schemers who mistrust each other and who havent a drachma between them. Cinyras, the high priest, has the tribute money, that has not been paid to Rome since Caesars death. It is stored in the vaults of the temple of Aphrodite. Plenty of money. He thinks that if he saves it to send to Rome as soon as he can guess the winner of the civil war, Rome will reward him by giving him back the throne that Cato took away. So I went to Cinyras, by night, in peril. I claimed sanctuary. Cinyras was glad to give it; he hates Serapion. But he is afraid for the treasure; afraid to spend it; afraid that Serapions unpaid troops may come and plunder the temple before some Roman comes to demand the arrears of tribute. So I was no better off, though I tried to persuade him to pay the troops and let them slay Serapion. Sanctuary? I was a prisoner, in the hands of a mumbling coward. And I learned that the loving sister who usurped my throne had sent a priest from Alexandria to have me poisoned.

Were you told that by Lars Tarquinius? Tros asked her. If one could believe what Romans say, your sister has tried to poison the entire senate. They will be saying next that she poisoned the daggers that killed Caesar.

Arsinoes lip curled. You dont know my loving sister. You only think you know her. She tried to have me poisoned in Rome, when you befriended me and Caesar didnt have me beheaded after his triumph. After being dragged through Rome in chains I was too tired and careless to understand. But a few days later, when I did understand, I pretended you wanted me, and I begged Caesar to keep you away from me. I did that out of gratitude, to keep Caesar from suspecting you and I were in a plot of some sort. And Caesar laughed, as I knew he would laugh.

That was news to Tros. So the girl had a sense of gratitude? Or was she lying? He glanced at her sharply. She continued:

But I am foam-born. Aphrodite is my spiritual mother. Always wise thoughts come to me, even at the last minute. Always friends appear from among my enemies. I have friends among the priests. One of them conveyed a message for me to the pirate-king Anchises of Tarsus. Yonder is Anchisess fleet! A man of action! How should I have known that you were coming, to be my captain and my right arm?

Tros scowled to keep himself from laughing; she was a wonderful mixture of sense and nonsense, optimism and romance. He watched the pirate fleet, until more than half of them were out of sight, and even the scattered vessels that brought up the rear were too close to the mouth of the bay to have turned back and headed seaward. Then suddenly:

What did you offer Anchises?

The temple treasure. I told him how poorly defended it is.

What did you ask him to do for you?

I said I wished to go to Cassius or Brutus.

Then Tros did laugh. Do you know Brutus? A mealymouthed hypocrite! Do you know Cassius? A wolf! Do you know Anchises? A clever robber, who would have had you and the treasure also! Anchises has held more men and women to ransom than even his father Philon did, until old Ahenobarbus, this mans father, cornered Philon and crucified him. Anchises would know what to do with a young queen!

I would rather take my chance with Anchises, she answered, than be any longer the dupe of that dog Serapion, who will die on a dung-heap. I think Anchises would have delivered me to Cassius or Brutus, in exchange for their calling him king, not pirate. Cassius, I happen to know, would like to see me on the throne of Egypt again, for the sake of the corn and money I could send him. However now at any rate Anchises will avenge his fathers death. He has caught the son of the man who crucified his father. He will thank me for it.

Did you expect Ahenobarbus?

No. But I learned of his coming. Cinyras and Serapion both expected him, each trying to keep it secret from the other, so as to be first to greet him. Ahenobarbus took refuge from the storm in that bay yonder. That, too, was supposed to be a secret, but a priest brought me the news. One of Ahenobarbuss ships went aground. He stayed there to get her off. But he sent a messenger overland to bid them have the tribute money ready.

What made you say he has declared for Brutus?

He is Brutuss wifes uncle. He has been condemned by the senate as a conspirator. There was nothing else for him to do but to join Brutus. He will take the tribute money to Brutus, who badly needs it for the army that he is raising to oppose Octavian, or Antony, or both of them  no one seems to know which.

And the corn?

He will deliver that also to Brutus. Armies devour like locusts. But now Anchises will make an end of Ahenobarbus and will get both the corn and the money. Brutuss army will famish. That means anarchy  legions looking for a leader who can feed them! What will you do? Why not aid Anchises? Lord Captain Tros, Her eyes grew brilliant with almost Cleopatras strength of gaze. Her voice thrilled with the passion to seize, and to have, and to hold, if you should aid Anchises to destroy Ahenobarbus, he would aid you to seize Salamis! Bargain with him for half the treasure! Pay Serapions mutinous troops! They are my troops, but he turned them against me. Crucify Serapion! Behead that old coward Cinyras! Then I will be truly Queen of Cyprus! Let the Romans wage their war on one another! You and I will gather a fleet of pirates and unite with Sextus Pompeius. I hear Sextus is in league with pirates from the coasts of Africa, Spain and Gaul. They say he is brave and a man of his word. He has seized the Balearics. He is raiding Sicily. Help sextus until all the Roman factions succumb from sheer exhaustion! And then Egypt! My Egypt! Berenices fate for the usurper!

Tros stared. He was not squeamish. Magnanimity was rare. But Berenice, who usurped her fathers throne, had not died, when her father brought his throne back, in a way that a crucified slave might reasonably envy. He was wondering what poison lay within the craving to be a monarch, that could set sisters against each other and make them hate each other worse than they hated their countrys enemies. He misjudged, but so did she. She thought him more than half-persuaded, and he thought her guided more by malice than ambition. Swiftly she disillusioned him:

Lord Captain Tros, be King of Egypt! I will be the mother of your son! He shall be greater than the greatest Pharoah Egypt ever knew! Greater than Alexander!

What was in him, he wondered, that Ptolemy women saw only his command of force, but not his hugely greater command of restraint? He loathed the very name of Alexander, whom he thought of as a maniac lusting for glory. Did this young girl imagine that her beauty was enough to turn his head? To change self-respect into self-seeking?

Arsinoe let go the preventer backstay to clutch her sword-hilt. School-girl heroics? A thundering wave that burst on the ships beam sent her sprawling down the sloping deck. Conops spluttered with emotion as his masters right arm caught, encircled her and bore her back to the weather bulwark. She clung but Tros thrust her away, and when she had clutched the rigging again he turned on Conops:

Wheres your trumpet? Fetch it! Sound Stand to battle stations!

It was Conopss privilege to sound that call, on a golden trumpet, fashioned like a conch-shell; it had belonged to Nearchos, Alexanders admiral; it was kept in a kind of shrine in Conopss quarters, never to be touched by any other hand than his, nor ever to be used except when Tros committed all hands to an issue with death.

He could see around the headland now. The sun broke between clouds to reveal the foam-encircled bay. He could see the pirate vessels wallowing almost beam-to-beam in massed assault, down-wind under full sail, against the anchored quinquiremes. The four liburnians, under oars but almost unmanageable against sea and wind, were surrounded; one was already grappled and repelling boarders. The grounded quinquireme was hardly visible through bursting surf that had bullied her on to the sand beyond all hope of recovery. The twang of the Romans ballistae and the scream of their missiles could be heard even up-wind through the thunder of the sea.

Conops returned to the quarter-deck and blew the Stand to battle stations.

Ease all sheets, Ahiram! Hard a-lee!

Off came the paulins; shields on mens arms replaced them to protect the twisted gut bow-strings from spray. Conops  Jack-of-all-jobs  chief of staff without the title  one eye as keen as twenty  leaped from the poop to rouse the station captains and to make sure that the fire-gangs had their wet sand well distributed and ready.

Then  a sure sign that Tros meant to fight to a finish  as the trireme came around and rolled to the following sea under three-reefed courses:

Ahiram! Full sail! Double-man the sheets and halyards! Cut the reef-knots!

Speed  muscle  discipline. They had to haul to the rhythm of bursting waves that hove the triremes stern and spilled wind  roaring the Ionian chantey of how Xerxes flogged the sea for daring to destroy his bridge of ships. The ten Jews, grinning, swaying to the triremes roll, lined up ready to protect Tros with their shields from a hail of arrows. Conops returned with six men to protect the helmsmen. Tross steward, at the head of five men, charged into the cabin to fit and man the bows of British yew that could shoot, through the narrow openings, straight into the oar-ports of a ship alongside.

Ahiram returned to the quarter-deck. Then Conops. Arsinoe handed herself along the rail to Tross side. He ignored her, beyond noticing that Conops had brought two Nubians, who belonged to the lower oar-bank, to protect her with their shields.

Ahiram!

Lord Captain?

Theres one chance for those Romans. We might hit them if we used the catapults. Well have to make a Romans battle of it. I intend to crash that fleet of pirates. When we hit, let go everything and put the helm hard over. Conops!

Master?

Get forward and have your anchor ready. Stand by to let go when we bring her about.

Tros beckoned a messenger, one of five who had taken their appointed battle station on the roof of the stewards cabin.

Uncrank catapults, and have the hand-slings ready. Warn them theres the lower oar-bank for the crew that wastes one fireball! They may sling at a half-oars length, no sooner.

Then Arsinoe, astonished: You will fight against the pirates? You fight Anchises?

Aye.

Anchises

Would he pay for the corn?

You huckster!

Tros laughed. He glanced at the ten Jews. You shall see how a man keeps bargains. Your first battle?

She nodded. My sister borrowed Herods army, and led it against mine, before Caesar came; but I was too young then. I have seen riots, and a skirmish, but this is my first battle.

You are likely also seeing faith kept for the first time.

True, she answered. I have never seen that. Are you keeping a promise? Pledge your faith to me, Lord Captain, and I care not whom you battle with  nay, to the ends of the earth I care not!

He stared. She laughed. He half-believed her. But her eyes reminded him of Cleopatra.

Does a Ptolemy woman know what faith is?

No, she answered. But she knows good manners.

Tros glanced at her. He liked her. I will give you a chance, he said, to show what you are, rather than what you think you are.

Suddenly his voice blared down-wind like a battle trumpet:

All archers! All arrow-engines! Fire on pirate vessels as they come in range! Wait for the word from station captains! All fire on the uproll! Ready!

More than a hundred polished shields flashed upward. There was a rower armed with sword and shield, to protect each marksman. The remainder crouched against the bulwarks.

But first blood fell to Ahenobarbus; a net-full of quartz rocks from his citadel catapult struck the mainsail, brained an archer and scattered, doing no more damage.

Tros growled. Boar of a blundering Roman, you shall rue that!


CHAPTER VII. Battle stations! All hands!

During these years, it would be safe to say a thousand men  aye, more  have died obedient to me, devoting valor to a cause they did not understand. But do I understand? I doubt it, because understanding grows in endless progress, day after day revealing yesterdays mistakes.

Those men were slaves and prisoners of war whom I had freed. I gave them discipline, justice, livelihood and leadership. I gave masterless rogues a master. I compelled them to be proud of me and to oblige me to be proud of them.

Though they died, and I live; and though I live because they died obedient to me, my thought is, that they died well. They were men incapable of self-respect until I led them, out from grossness that they too well understood, into the service of an ideal.

I led them. The responsibility is mine. But, be the Lords of Life my witnesses, I led. We were comrades-in-arms. I did not send them leaderless to meet death that I dared not face.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



In a tumult of waves and colliding hulls, amid a shriek of missiles, imprecations, shouted orders, trumpet blasts and the thunder of pirates sails let go to wallow on the roaring wind, Tros guided his ship to the left of the pirate fleet until he had them all between him and the Romans. Then he swerved, took the wind on his counter and went headlong at them, with every stitch of canvas straining and every arrow-engine, every archer filling the air with a screaming hail of arrows. Passing between two vessels, smashing their oars to splinters, he struck a third one beam on as she tried to come about to face him.

Cries of crushed and lacerated pirate oarsmen pierced the uproar. The collision threw half of Tross crew off their feet. Full sail, groaning spars and thrumming sheets, crowded the bucking trireme onward, over the smaller vessel, rolling her under the waves  careened, smashed, crimson wreckage. Leaden fire-balls, one from either bow, leaped from the four-manned slings and thumped into the reeling ships alongside. Their frantic, flogged rowers, at the unsmashed oars on the outer sides, labored to force their vessels inward against the trireme, in order to grapple and board. The fire-balls burst; the pirates holds became infernos of stenching smoke and fire. They fell away, down-wind, crashing into other vessels.

Tros put the helm hard over. Ahirams men let go all sheets and braces. Blocks thundered on the deck. There was a havoc of flogging sails aloft and cordage that whipped through the ranks. It slew men, hurled them overside. It wrenched one arrow-engine from its base. But the masts and spars held. There was even a chance that Ahirams crew could save the sails; they volleyed like Great Joves thunder as the pitching trireme came around and rolled beam to the wind, crashing into pirates to leeward. Bow-strings twanged. The air shrieked with arrows, thrummed with javelins. Conops, watching for Tross signal, let go the anchor. The new flax hawser tightened like a bow-string. It held. The trireme came head to the wind within catapult range of the surf on the lee shore. Conops brought ten archers forward to protect the hawser and then made the huge spare anchor ready.

After that the quarter-deck was Ahirams. It was Tross job to fight his trireme. He fought her from the roof of the midship deckhouse, where his voice reached fore and aft and he could see all hands, all arrow-engines and all the moves of the enemy. The pirates hail of arrows curved and quarreled in the gale; hurrying ships boys wrenched them from the deck, and from the sides of superstructures, to replenish the arrow-baskets. Tros, in mail and gleaming helmet, was a fair mark for the pirates bowmen. The Jews shields caught showers of arrows, flicking them aside as their bronze tips struck the curving metal surface. Deflected arrows were a greater danger to the men near-by than straight shots.

There was no chance for the pirates to run, in the teeth of that Levanter. At least a third of them had grappled the three liburnians and were drifting, at death-grips, shoreward amid waves that ground and battered them together as the sea shoaled and waves grew steeper. Such survivors as there might be were awaited on the beach by Roman survivors from the grounded quinquireme that was already breaking up in the surf, and by villagers armed with clubs, and by ferocious dogs. Half Cyprus appeared to be lining the beach, to plunder drowned mens bodies and snatch salvage from the surf.

Ten pirate vessels came about magnificently, under oars  a miracle of seamanship. Three had chopped their masts adrift, but the remainder had managed to lower their curving yards and stow sails. Two of them, one from either side, made a drive at Tross hawser; they were met by Conopss marksmen with a withering independent fire, aimed at the rowers, and by screaming volleys from two arrow-engines that swept their helmsmen overside.

The other wing of the pirate fleet, under their leader Anchises, had worked in under the slaughtering fire of the quinquiremes ballistae. They had grappled a quinquireme. The Romans were throwing fire into them. Three of the pirate ships burst into flame; their crews swarmed up the Romans side to protect the grapnel chains and make good the bite of the spikes in the Romans decks  a Romans battle. The quinquireme caught fire from the burning pirate vessels.

Then Anchises, in his long red ship, rowed windward under locked shields, in a hail of javelins and arrows. He cut the quinquiremes cable. She rolled shoreward, beam-on, bearing down on the burning pirate vessels, her side in flames, her deck a shambles, doomed. Anchises signalled to his squadron to follow him to the assault on the other quinquireme, Ahenobarbuss flagship, that appeared to be having the best of a hot fight. The pirates scatted to avoid the ill-aimed rocks and clay pots full of iron darts from the quinquiremes ballistae, and then double-manned the oars to get inside the range and under the trajectory of arrow-engines. Tros spared them a dozen volleys, but he was too hotly engaged to observe what happened to Ahenobarbus.

To have slipped cable would have meant freedom to manoeuvre under oars, but the pirates gave him no time to man the upper oar-bank, even if he had dared to risk Greek fire being thrown through the opened hatch. The pirates crashed alongside to port and starboard like killer-sharks after a whale. They caught the leaden fire-balls in sail-cloth, cloaks, nets, anything whatever that served to dump them overside. They drove javelins and daggers into the ships side to serve as scaling ladders, made a tortoise with shields, threw grapnels aboard, swarmed up by the grapnel-chains, knives in their teeth, protected by master-bowmen on the decks beneath them, gaining the deck in dozens.

Time and again Tros leaped to the port or starboard deck to hurl himself into a melee. He and his ten Jews, in a flying wedge, struck like a steel-shod avalanche wherever the pirates gained a foothold, until the swaying deck was a shambles, slippery with blood, littered with bodies of dead and dying that rolled and slid to and fro. The pirates, in broken groups, were hewn down or driven overside. A last charge, the full length of the deck from stern to bow, with thirty of Tross armed oarsmen hard at the heels of the flying wedge, brought two or three score crowded Greeks and Syrians to bay with their backs to Conops and his archers. Merciless, grim, breath to breath dagger and sword work  and a yell from Ahirams men Ship a-fire  a frantic clangor of cymbals and roar of the skidding sandcars Fire out!  then the arrow-engines, raking the decks of the pirate vessels as they slipped grapnels and drifted downwind.

Forward by the capstan, sweating, with a dent in his helmet and blood on his armor, swaying to the plunge of the trireme, Tros grinned at Conops, who was wiping his knife on a rag he had torn from a dead mans clothing.

Master, what we needed then was Northmen!

Suddenly he gawked  stared.

Tros faced about. Arsinoe, fire-eyed, panting, with her sword gone and blood on her dagger, laughed at him from the midst of the wedge. She was blood-splashed, her helmet awry. She had thrown away her sandals. Beautiful feet she had  legs like Dianas.

Tros liked her better. He knew no reason why a girl, who claimed to rule a third of Alexanders realm, should avoid the ordeal of battle. But he made no comment. There were matters of more importance; he considered those. Ahirams crew had wrought their miracle of brawn and discipline and seamanship. They had lowered the spars. They had stowed the sails, in the midst of all that tumult. They were stripping the dead and wounded pirates and pitching them overside.

Tross steward brought wine in a silver jug and reported all well with the cabin archers. Tros drank from the jug, not listening intently to the stewards boast of having shot nine pirates through the starboard port. He gave the jug next to Conops. Then to the Jews. Last to Arsinoe. She could have the last swallow or leave it. She drank, and then tossed the jug overside:

Lest a coward should ever use it! she remarked. Young stuff. Tros like it. However, Cleopatra very likely would have done the same thing.

Ahiram shouted from the quarter-deck. He sent a messenger full-pelt for orders; he was gesturing with both arms, like a man rowing; he wanted the upper oar-bank double-manned, to come up on the anchor and gain sea-room to windward. But there was no time.

Battle stations! All hands!

Conopss golden trumpet blared its signal. Even the men who were dragging the wounded to the surgeons tar-pot hurried back to their posts. The ships boys scurried away with the goatskin wine-bags. There were eighty men short at the bulwarks. Tros left eight Jews under Conopss orders. With the other two he returned to the roof of the midship deckhouse, and Arsinoe followed with one shield-bearer; the other was dead.

There was a pause  a kind of supernatural hush. The howl of the storm and the thump of waves against the triremes bow became unnatural silence, as if gods attended. Anchises, beaten away from the quinquireme, two of his ships burned and two sunk by the Romans dolphins, with his choice between a lee shore and a last, desperate feat of arms, re-formed what was left of his squadron and signalled the vessels that Tros had beaten off. Some of them were trying to thrash to sea; others had anchored to ride the gale and rest exhausted rowers. They rallied to Anchisess summons, gathered astern of the trireme and approached, plunging in two lines ahead, rowing like titans, the leading ships protected by a barbette of locked shields.

Tros sent thirty more archers to the quarter-deck to be under Ahirams orders. Only two of his arrow-engines could be brought to bear astern, and of those one had been wrecked by the flying rigging. Ahenobarbuss balistae could have raked the pirates broadside. They were just within the Romans range; a proportion of shots could hardly have failed to hit that sprawling target. But the Roman did nothing. If he awaited Tross signal for help, he wasted guess-work.

Arsinoe laughed in Tross ear: After you have slain my friends the pirates, will you do me the favor to teach your Roman friend a lesson?

He spared her a grin. He had seen smoke  no need to wish the Romans any worse luck! He watched his own midship arrow-engines taking instant advantage of any swerve in the pirates line, strode to the men at the after-catapults and warned them to be frugal with the few remaining fire-balls, climbed to the quarter-deck and clapped Ahiram between the shoulder-blades.

Good comrade!

We should have used the oars, said Ahiram.

Tros stared astern at the oncoming pirates. True, he might have made open sea and comparative safety under oars in the teeth of the gale. Might have. It was too late now. The pirates archers on the leading ships already were getting the range; their arrows fell spent on the deck, but in another minute they would come in screaming dozens that would test helmets and armor. It was clear the pirates meant to grapple the triremes stern. They would be slaughtered like rats, but some of them would man-handle the flukes of their anchors through the cabin ports. Then the plunging vessels could lie lashed together, to be abandoned, to smash one another and sink. Anchises meant to win the trireme or perish. Tros ordered the catapult crews to bring their slings and fire-balls to the quarter-deck; he put them, too, under Ahirams orders.

Then, with the exception of the crews who manned the arrow-engines, and their guards, he divided his remaining men and sent a full third of them to the bow under Conopss command.

The remainder he formed up in a solid mass, all forward of the mainmast, leaving the space between them and the quarter-deck to tempt Anchises. Lacking his beloved Northmen, he had no hope of keeping the pirates off the trireme. Even now, after all their losses, they outnumbered him two, perhaps three to one.

They were desperate, well led, well armed, with certain death behind them, and with exhausted oarsmen they could not possibly escape into the storm. They had to win or perish. If they should anchor out of range, they would be catapulted out of existence as soon as the storm died. They were probably short of water, and of food too. If they should make for the shore they would be wrecked in the raging surf, and butchered on the beach if they could swim.

They probably had Greek fire; it was one of the pirates secrets. If so, they would use it unless they should see a chance to seize the trireme. They appeared to have used it on Ahenobarbuss quinquireme; her lower deck was ablaze, but the Romans, with nothing else to occupy them, had got the fire in control and were smothering it with wet sand. To fight Greek fire and pirates simultaneously would be an almost hopeless feat of arms; but they would hardly be likely to try to burn what they believed they might capture and put to their own use.

So Tros had made the stern impregnable and left the ships waist apparently unprotected. Most of the men crouched below the bulwarks. He and a group of archers were in full view on the midship deckhouse, and the bow was crowded, but the waist of the ship was the jaws of a trap. There was another anchor ready to let go, in case Anchises should struggle to windward and cut the hawser; but the pirates rowers were spent; they were rowing to whip, slaves, some of them chained to the benches; they were bucketing, missing badly, laboring with the last of their strength against wind and sea. Anchises, leading on his long red slaver, saw the unprotected bulwarks, signalled his fleet and came on, flogging his floundered rowers until their oars smashed against the trireme and the heavy grapnel, swung by its chain from the slavers spar, crashed override and bit the triremes deck. It bit deep. It weighed a quarter of a ton; its chain was as thick as a mans wrist.

Fire-balls lobbed into the ships astern. A hail of arrows swept the pirates decks; they hardly answered it, hauling along the counter under locked shields, two of them afire, their crews leaping from ship to ship; the burned ships, cut adrift to save the others, wallowed down-wind, their fettered, frantic rowers writhing in the smoke as they struggled to break free. Two vessels, caught by a mountainous wave as they changed helm, crashed and broke like egg-shells. Four fire-balls missed and fell harmless between colliding hulls, but a fifth found its mark down the hatch of the middle one of three vessels that were grappled together, made fast by one warp to the chain of Anchisess grapnel. All three crews abandoned ship, many of them drowning, some crushed between the crashing hulls, others shot down by the triremes archers. About half of them reached Anchisess crowded deck. He blew a trumpet-blast. It was answered from the far side, and then came the assault, from both sides of the trireme simultaneously. On the starboard side Anchises led  a six-foot Hercules, in Roman armor, with a Parthian scimitar, protected by two Scythians with studded shields. The pirate leader on the port side was a Greek, who fell dead on the deck, shot as he turned to encourage his men.

Rain, and a tempest squall of wind  a heaving deck  thunder  lightning  hordes of well-armed pirates swarming overside  and then Tross bull-lunged order:

Charge! Clear the main deck!

He beckoned Conops. The pirate vessels were fast alongside and astern; there was no need now to guard the ships bow with more than an anchor-watch of a dozen men. Over the top of the superstructures, with the Jews behind him, and a third of the triremes crew behind them, Conops came like the heart of the storm. Tros leaped into the melee, the Jews hard after him. He slipped, staggered, fell on the heaving wet deck, but the flying wedge split the pirate ranks and in a second he was roofed by ten shields, hedged by ten swords, hauled out backward and helped to his feet by Conops.

All right, master?

Aye. Clear away their grapnel. Cut their ships adrift.

Aye, aye, master!

Tros sought Anchises. There was hardly room in the crowded waist to lunge and parry. He had seen Anchises try to storm the quarter-deck and fall back on the heads of his men. Then he vanished, but there was small doubt what he was trying to do. The sheer weight of his men behind him would be likely to burst the cabin door and overwhelm the steward and his fellow-archers. He would do all the possible damage he could before the now inevitable end. If he could fire the cabin he would do that.

There was an archer, up beside Arsinoe on the top of the midship deckhouse, sending arrow after arrow down the passage in front of the door. Tros sent a Jew to command him to cease fire. Then he charged at the head of the flying wedge, through a shambles, dead and dying cluttering the deck, the pirates slashing at their opponents faces and Tross men putting to use the less spectacular, more deadly swordsmanship that he had drilled into them as part of the ships discipline, the days work, the efficiency that gave them freedom of the sea.

Half of the pirates, under locked shields, climbing on each other, stormed the quarter-deck, but they were hurled back by Ahirams men. On the port side, under a leader with gold the archers on the deckhouse. They clambered along outside the earrings and raven hair, some fifty of them tried to fight their way forward. They leaped to the shrouds and were shot down by bulwarks and were chopped by javelins. They charged along the blood-set deck and fell before Tross veterans. Each decurion and ten was a unit, taught to fight as a unit, but the pirates relied on sheer ferocity and paid for it  four, five, six for the drilled mens one.

On the starboard deck seamen and rowers, bully-damned by Conops and protected by whoever could get near enough, were rigging a purchase on the pirates grapnel. Presently, above the clash of arms, the thunder, the roar of the storm and the cries of wounded, came Conopss triumphant brass-lunged bellow:

All clear! Theyre adrift!

The weight of Anchisess long ship, loosed and careened to a beam sea, hurled by a mountainous wave against the ships astern, broke chains and tore their grapnels from the oaken woodwork. Ship crashed ship. Ahirams men broke loose the port side grapnels. Swamping, colliding, foundering. Anchisess whole fleet rolled shoreward.

Then the pirates cried quarter, and Tros let them have it, being minded that some of them might make good replacements on the lower oar-bench; and he had seen another problem  a big one that brooked little delay. A few pirates, expecting to be crucified, jumped overboard in their armor, preferring to drown, but the others threw down their arms Tros glanced at the Roman quinquireme. He had to be quick.

However, first Anchises. Unwounded, unwearied, his scimitar unnicked, unbloodied, his gait a kind of bear-like crouch, he came forth from the shelter of the stewards lean-to, glaring, his chin on the edge of his shield, his eyes like black opals. Every archer on the trireme drew bow at him, but Tros roared Hold! and the bow-strings eased. Anchises was a king by his own reckoning, a bold adventurer by any standard. He had his rights, or at least his privilege.

Do you yield? Tros asked.

Anchises spat. He surveyed the carnage. He eyed Tros. In an unexpectedly cultured voice he answered:

Do I meet Lord Tros of Samothrace?

If you make haste yes, Anchises.

Arsinoe leaped to the deck and stood near Tros, unnoticed; she was pushed aside by seamen who were stripping pirates bodies and heaving them overboard, dead or wounded. Conops, with his long knife flickering, came and shoved the Jews back in a line, to give Tros sword-room. He ordered corpses moved, yelled for a sand-box, spilled it and scattered the sand on the slippery deck. Ahiram shouted from the quarter-deck:

The Romans anchor drags, Lord Captain!

Tros already knew that. Anchises had the privilege to die by duel before Ahenobarbus might claim any favors. The crew roared as Tros strode to the midst of the deck and rutched his sandals on the spread sand. Conops, bent-kneed, crouching behind him in front of the fascinated Jews, stuttered advice:

Hes all edge, master! Watch for his back-hand upper-cut! Give him the point, and keep your shield low! Hell slash at your face! When he does that, step in with a belly-ripper!

Keep away, little man! No interference!

Suddenly Anchises moved. He approached like a bear, swaying, stalking toward the starboard hand to get the rain out of his eyes. There came a terrific roll of thunder  forked lightning  Anchises leaped at Tros as if he were the lightnings rider  down the rolling deck, up-slashing with the scimitar. It glanced off Tross shield and he reeled backward with Tross point at his mid-riff, splitting the chain mail.

Blood! First blood! yelled Conops.

Tros had to wait for the roll of the ship; it gave Anchises time to recover and resume his crouch. Conops yelled a warning as the deck hove down to starboard and Tros lunged with the whole of his strength and weight. The pirate side-stepped, toward Tross right, turned the point on his shield and loosed a whistling slice back-handed, upward  by the half of a lightning-flash too late. It slid off Tross armored shoulder  nicked his helmet. Tros faced the rain and went in after him, forcing him back on his heels toward the Jews, who had to be beaten back by Conops. They were yelling, frantic, gesturing the gladiator strokes that Tros should make. Sword and scimitar flashed, clashed, clangored like sledge on anvil. Tross shield beat Anchisess face and sent him reeling down-deck, Tros after him  over him, timing his lunge to the triremes roll. The pirate fell, slid, rolled into the scupper and, catching the roll again, scrambled free  on his feet in a second, but off-balance. Tross point struck him between the throat and chin. He fell dead. The crew roared. The Jews danced and sang a song about a man named Jeshua who made the sun stand still and slew a hundred thousand. Conops pounced to strip Anchisess armor, as Tross booty, before some thieving seaman would steal the gold from the buckles and clasps.

Ahiram shouted from the quarter-deck again:

Good sword, Lord Captain! But the Roman drags! Two anchors down! He drags fast!

Then Arsinoe: Lord Captain Tros

You may have your dead pirate, he answered. Give him a grave in Salamis and carve there: he obeyed a royal summons!

She had to clutch Tross arm to keep her balance on the swaying deck. Rain streamed from their helmets. Her drenched, flimsy himation clung to her naked legs, and her disheveled, wet hair blew against Tross armor as he faced the rain and shouted. She could not have heard, had he spoken with less vehemence:

Now, next, we deal with Ahenobarbus!

Let him wreck! she answered.

He roared to Conops: Bid the steward clear his crew out of the cabin! Then, to Arsinoe: I am a huckster, not a monarch!

You will sell me to Ahenobarbus?

He laughed. He pointed to the cabin. She refused to enter it. Shivering from cold, bedraggled, but brave she let go his arm, dismissed him with a gesture and then followed him to the quarter-deck, where a seaman found her cloak and wrapped it around her.


CHAPTER VIII. Gnaeus Ahenobarbus

No victory is won until its purpose is attained. Its purpose should be to prevent what was bad from becoming worse.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Mutiny. The battle-weary rowers refused to man the upper oar-bank. They knew what that work meant, with the ship pitching and rolling on breaking waves. They demanded wine. Tros gave it to them, with the wine of his wrath to follow  fist-work, belaying pins, knotted ropes ends. With his Jews behind him, but his sword sheathed, he charged at the sulkiest groups and flung the strongest, the most vociferous the least tractable, heads over heels down the opened hatch. Conops worked with his knife-hilt. The decurions took courage and became aware of which side they were on. Two Gauls, who drew their weapons at Tros, were knocked senseless and lashed to the mast, for later punishment in case their brains had survived the beating.

The bards were hauled out from the deckhouse surgery by the scruffs of their necks, kicked below and told to be obscenely merry if they loved their hides and bellies. The port covers came off. The waves swished in. But the long upper oars, manned double, went out on the tholes. The wild harps, thrummed and there began the oar-beat chorus about how sailors worship Aphrodite Kallipygos  her of the Olympian buttocks  a heartening song, as full of home truths as there are hairs on a womans head and dockside revelries in seamens history.

Then a greater art than war, a greater miracle than love. Seamanship! Mastery  absolute courage  skill beyond the heart or competence of common mortals  godly, superb, unsung, incomparable stuff, for which sins are forgiven. Mans will, for mans purpose, imposed upon winds and waves that know no fear, law, judgment, tolerance nor mercy.

Up-anchor, a broken capstan and the taut flax cable walked in, with the deck awash as the trireme buried her bow and shipped it green. A half-hours struggle, man relieving man at the blistering, bruising, bucking white-ash oars. A punctured goatskin full of whale oil, shot on a line from a forward catapult to slick down the breakers  a slick that spread down-wind and eased the Romans oar-work; they, too, had manned their upper sweeps to ease the strain on the dragging anchors, but the wallowing, top-heavy quinquireme bullied her cables and rolled her oar-ports under, nearer, each roll, to the beach where the pirate and liburnian hulls lay smashed in the hammering surf and two more quinquiremes, keels upward, rose and fell amid bursting breakers.

Thunder and lightning. Torrents of icy rain that made high noon a dim gray gloaming. Two scraps of sail for the aid of the laboring helmsmen, set by Ahirams trusties in the teeth of a squall that blew the stinging spindrift mainmast high. Fathom upon fathom made good, diagonally, crabwise, until the quinquireme wallowed directly astern at last and, at a signal from Tross upflung right arm, Conops let go the bower anchor. It held. The thick flax hawser held.

There was magic of helm and storm-sail then, manoevering for position, until Conops let go the second anchor. Then at last the cymbals clanged Rest oars! The after starboard catapult shot a bag full of sand down-wind on a line to the quinquireme. It killed a man, but the Romans bent on their hawser; that was walked aboard, and for a while both ships lay plunging to Tross triremes anchors. The Romans ignored his signals. He had to shoot them another sand-bag, with a written message, threatening to cut them adrift. After that they hauled up on their own anchors, labored by oar up-wind, let go again close to the triremes stern, and eased away.

For a night, and a day, and the following night the trireme rode out the storm, with an after-watch ready with axes to chop through the Romans hawser in case the forward watch should signal that the anchors dragged, or that the chafing anchor-cables looked like parting in the strain. Tros spent hours with the wounded, advising this and that gruesome surgery. He ordered the dead laid in the lower hold, beneath one of the purple sails, because a seaman craves shore burial and seemly ceremonies for his bones. He attended to the exemplary flogging of some mutineers, studied the battle damage, promoted men to replace dead decurions, fettered the captured pirates in the gloom of the lower oar-deck to acquire a yearning for the good opinion of their fellow-men; slept, when he did sleep, in a hammock in the midship deckhouse, and avoided Arsinoe although he sent her plenty of water, and was interested that she washed her own himation.

When the rain ceased, Arsinoe appeared clean, on the quarterdeck, in one of Tross best cloaks and still wearing armor, but without the helmet, drying her hair in the wind. She made no attempt to speak to Tros. She ate her meals alone in the cabin. Tros gave her a bodyguard  six men, in three watches of two; but she ignored them, though she did acknowledge Tross and all the afterguards salute when she came to the quarter-deck, coming and going whenever she pleased, gazing at the storm, the land, the plunging quinquireme.

She is dangerous, said Conops. Master, mark my word: a silent woman is worse than a lee shore, a tempest, the scurvy, short rations and bad water, a foul anchor, a leaky hull, mutiny  and a mystery added to that! The only good ones are the shrews that let you know what theyre thinking about! Its always mischief! Did you see her use that dagger? I did. A pirate struck her sword up  out of her hand  but she daggered him sweet as a skewered kabob  through the liver  not the first man she has killed, Ill wager! Id as lief trust a Cretan pilot!

Aye, Tros answered. Little man, youre a wizard at reading women. I am warned. I will be careful.

The Levanter died the second midnight, and the following dawn broke splendid on the hills of Cyprus. Tros was on the quarter-deck before daylight to smell the weather and judge the weight of the ground-swell. So he saw a boat leave the quinquireme and waited for the young cockerel in a plumed helmet who stepped from the stern-sheets, clambered aboard and came up the steps to the quarter-deck without saluting. He did make a sort of gesture to Tros with his right hand.

Are you the ships captain? Admiral Ahenobarbus bids you let go our hawser.

Tros eyed him, signing to Conops to keep still.

Tell your admiral Ahenobarbus he may come and see me or take the consequences.

He is at breakfast.

I will give him exactly six times as long as it took them to row you from ship to ship.

Bold talk from a pirate!

Battle stations!

Conopss golden trumpet blared. There was a clangor of arms and a thunder of bare feet. Paulins came off, as the whip-crack-voiced decurions marshalled their men. The great catapult weights went climbing, and Ahirams seamen sent the yards up, with the sails brailed, ready to be sheeted down in an instant. The red-plumed cockerel in the equestrian cloak went overside without ceremony and his boats crew did a good job of rowing, for panicky slaves. Very soon indeed Ahenobarbus put his ten-oared barge into the water. He was followed into it by two officers-splashes of splendor against the quinquiremes black freeboard. Ahenobarbus was wearing a generals cloak and a helmet that shone in the morning sun.

A veteran. He was hardly more than Tross age, but a veteran  an old-style republican Roman, with bad teeth. At sea he had let his beard grow; it was prematurely gray, but his slave had trained it neatly. Gray eyebrows. Deep-sunk eyes, as gray and flinty as ever old Catos were. He climbed aboard with dignity and stood still, expecting a salute from the entire ships company. He received none, having neglected himself to salute the quarter-deck. Ahenobarbus would not have saluted a king who didnt first salute the majesty of Roman arms. He stood staring about him. From behind him on his left hand, Lars Tarquinius watched Tros with the eyes of a doubtfully daring jackal. He appeared to be wearing a borrowed helmet; it was a bit big for him, plumed like a tribunes. Less than half a pace behind Ahenobarbus, on his right hand, stood his flag-lieutenant, pock-marked, short, square-shouldered, with a snub nose and eyes like agates, devoid of sentiment or humor  eyes that missed nothing. All three wore the short Roman sword and regulation military armor. Two paces behind them stood a Greek slave, a scribe, a shortsighted, elderly, almost bald Sicilian in a gray woolen smock, with a knitted shawl over his shoulders and a brass-bound box for his writing materials.

Arsinoe came from the cabin, dry-haired and tidy, with her sandals re-gilded by the armorer from Tross store of gold-leaf that he kept for the serpent on the triremes bow. The sudden clank as her bodyguard stood to attention startled the flag-lieutenant; he nudged Ahenobarbus, who glanced at her and then stared at Tros. Tros came down from the quarter-deck with Conops behind him. The ten Jews, lined up below the steps, saluted; Conops gestured to them; they followed Tros, who followed Arsinoe into the cabin. Conops approached Ahenobarbus with studied insolence, omitting the slightest gesture that might be mistaken for respect.

This way, Romans. My master grants you personal protection.

He led the way to the cabin. Ahenobarbus, totally unruffled, unimpressed, too insolent to care to flatter Tros with the slightest display of pique or irritation, strode through the doorway, entered without greeting, and sat, with a clank of body-armor, uninvited, in the chair at Tross left hand. Tros was already seated at the end of the table, facing forward; Arsinoe sat at his right hand; Ahenobarbus, facing her, stared at her without the slightest change of expression. She returned the stare, equally unembarrassed. She appeared amused. Conops stood behind Tros. The Jew were lined up, five on either side, with their backs to the bunks. There was no place for the flag-lieutenant and Tarquinius except a long chest that had been placed between the table and the door; Conops signed to them to be seated on that. The slave stood behind Ahenobarbuss chair.

Tros gave his helmet and sword to Conops, but Ahenobarbus ignored the hint; all three Romans sat covered.

Who is this woman? Ahenobarbus asked suddenly in a quarter-deck voice, harsh, authoritative. When he spoke he looked ready to fight.

Has Lars Tarquinius not told you? I am the Queen of Cyprus.

Are you this pirates prisoner?

The nobleman whom you dare to call a pirate is Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace.

So I have heard. I asked, are you his prisoner?

No. What is your business, Roman?

I command in these seas. I am here to demand the tribute, two years owing, and to take away the corn fleet, fifty ships, lying in Salamis harbor.

Not even her eyelids flickered. By whose authority?

Marcus Junius Brutus, proconsul in Asia and general commanding the army of the senate and the Roman people.

He removed his helmet, revealing a close-cropped head of iron-gray. Arsinoe had impressed him. Tarquinius and the flag-lieutenant also removed their helmets. But Ahenobarbus seemed to think that concession enough; he growled at the slave, who produced a raw turnip from under his shawl. It had already been pared. Ahenobarbus bit it, carefully because it hurt his stumpy teeth.

I was at breakfast, he remarked.

Arsinoe spoke with a changed voice and with scorn in her eyes:

It would interest me just for once to meet a Roman whose first thought wasnt money! You say tribute. How much? What if the Roman senate should ignore your presumption and demand a second payment?

Ahenobarbus looked at her as if she were a slave for sale. He took another bite of turnip. Then, in a matter-of-fact voice:

Your assent, young woman, is a mere formality. In the name of General Brutus I will issue a receipt in exchange for all the treasure that I know is in the vaults of the Temple of Aphrodite.

His slave whispered and passed him a slip of parchment. He handed it to Arsinoe.

Lars Tarquinius has bestirred himself for once. Those are the figures.

Never a Ptolemy lived who cared for treasure out of reach. Arsinoe shrugged her shoulders.

You agree? asked Ahenobarbus. Sign that

In exchange for what?

For being Queen of Cyprus. I will answer for Serapion and Cinyras. If they have forgotten Catos lesson they shall leant it again.

The slave leaned forward and pushed pen and ink toward her. She glanced at Tros, who looked straight before him.

Shall I? she asked.

Princess, Tros answered, I am neither King of Cyprus nor your legal advisor.

You are a pirate, Ahenobarbus remarked.

Arsinoe signed, recklessly scrawling her name at the foot of the parchment. Promptly Tros produced a parchment of his own and thrust it in front of the Roman.

Now you have money, Ahenobarbus! This  here  is the price of the corn, all reckoned, counting interest and charges until tomorrow noon. This other document is my authority to hand over corn against money.

Ahenobarbus stared. That you sunk my biremes, he retorted when he had recovered his presence of mind, gives you no authority to deal in contraband. Has the corn fleet any documents such as Romans recognize?

Tros grinned broadly. Would you rather recognize defeat, Ahenobarbus? Your biremes in Salamis harbor opened fire on me without notice. Were there any survivors?

Some, said Ahenobarbus.

You, too, fired on me.

I did. I didnt know you werent Anchisess fellow-pirate. I may as well tell you, I have four hundred men on the beach. They are enough to keep you well occupied, if you should try to set a force ashore.

Aye, and you have a half-burned quinquireme within bow-shot! That I saved you from Anchises doesnt make me much beholden to you, Tros retorted. If you think otherwise, make haste to your ship, and clear for action! I will give you enough time to haul your anchors.

The Roman eyed him coolly: I have always heard you are rashly magnanimous. Such conceits as giving your opponent time to make ready will be the end of you, one of these days. However, you have me at a disadvantage. My quinquireme isnt fit at the moment to fight. I will pay for the corn. General Brutus needs that more than money  at the moment.

You agree to the figures?

Yes. I have no way to check them.

Sign then.

Ahenobarbus scrawled his name at the foot of the parchment, adding the words, legatus, S.P.Q.R. Then his stubborn face set in what might be a thin-lipped smile or might be malice:

Tros, I offer you a commission from General Marcus Junius Brutus.

Tros smiled. That assassin?

A noble Roman!

An ignoble parricide! A prig! Ahenobarbus, may the gods of ill-chance put your Brutus into Caesars shoes. That would mean the end of Rome. Then there may be honorable living for such Romans as are worthy of it.

Sententious nonsense  poetry! You talk like Brutus himself! Very well, you prefer your freedom to be caught  and crucified. You may have it. Should I ever catch you, I will crucify you. Lars Tarquinius!

Tarquinius stood up with the glittering light of triumph in his eyes. Ahenobarbus spoke without even glancing at him:

I have appointed Lars Tarquinius, equestrian, formerly of Gabiniuss light cavalry, to be liaison officer between the court of Queen Arsinoe of Cyprus and the headquarters staff of General Brutus. He will supply the Queen with a bodyguard. I will leave with him a tribune, a centurion and one hundred men, for whom I have no room at present on my flagship. Have you any of the pirates?

Yes, said Tros.

They should be crucified.

I can put them to better use than crucifixion.

Ahenobarbus seemed to doubt that, but he let it pass. I will give them the alternative, he said, of enlistment with the Queen of Cyprus. Roman discipline  my tribune shall see to that  should do them good. They fought, I thought with vigor and considerable spirit. Will you hand them over in Salamis?

They shall have their choice, Tros answered. That, or my lower oar-bench.

I demand their surrender to me.

You have heard my answer.

Very well then. You precede me to Salamis? I will put Tarquinius ashore. He shall march with my wrecked marines to the city. A short march. He will be there long before we are. He will have authority from me to see that the temple treasure is conveyed to the jetty, where it shall be counted in the presence of witnesses and I will take your receipt for the treasure in exchange for the corn. There will be a balance; you may have that for saving my ship in the storm.

You may have my lee! Tros answered. Give the balance of the money to the Princess.

Very well. She may pay the troops I leave with her. About the corn fleet. The unfortunate disaster to my squadron leaves me with only one quinquireme to escort fifty ships, only as far as Tarsus, it is true, but in pirate-infested waters. Is it within your view of the bargain to keep me in sight as far as Tarsus?

On whose word?

My commission is from Marcus Junius Brutus.

No.

Deal with me then.

Yes.

You will bring up the rear?

I will ease sheets to the first fair wind within sight of the mouth of the Cydnus River.

Good. My commission will continue to protect you until you are out of sight of land. You shall not be pursued from the Cydnus.

Anything else?

No.

Tros stood. Ahenobarbus stood. The flag-lieutenant stood. Conops and the slave made faces at each other. Arsinoe laughed. It was Conops who broke the tension. He barked at the Jews:

General  salute!

The Jews clashed arms. Exactly simultaneously, Tros, Ahenobarbus and the flag-lieutenant exchanged gestures. Tarquinius was a bit late with his, he was hiding a smile. Then they all turned and saluted Arsinoe. She merely nodded, looking dark-eyed, leaning gracefully limp, in shadow, in the corner of the great oak chair. She remained in the cabin.

On deck, Tros gave Ahenobarbus all the compliment that any admiral could ask. But it was personal to him. The clang of shields  and the Roman knew it  was no acknowledgment of Romes authority as mistress of the sea. The manned rail roared, but the word was Tros! Tros! Ahenobarbus actually smiled as he was rowed away. He even waved his hand in farewell.


CHAPTER IX. I gave you leave to die in battle

My worst mistakes were when I doubted my own judgment.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The Trireme, Tolling on the long-backed swell, was halfway to Salamis before Arsinoe came to the quarter-deck. Again she stood to windward of Tros with her back to the rail. She was no longer in armor. She looked feminine and meditative. Tros understood well enough that she would launch an assault at his self-command. He awaited it, wondering what tactic she had chosen. She surprised him.

Huckster! she said suddenly.

He grinned, not unfriendly. He was thinking of Esias and of his own fifth of all that money.

You have sold a kingdom for some dirty lucre!

Girl, you err. I crave no kingdom. I pledged my word, and I have kept it.

With a woman With Charmion You love that bitter-sweet virago with a flat breast?

He laughed. Princess, as your shrewdness perceives, I am a huckster. My love, such as it is, is in the market for the highest bidder. But the bids must be in terms of what I like, not what I need to have: what I admire, not what I can have for the mere taking. I might love you, if you had the oaken merit of that pig Ahenobarbus. Do you understand me? The world is full of women, to be had for a moments frenzy, or a life of plump ease, or a war of wits and poisonings and treachery and the gods know what else. But the mother of my sons shall be a woman, whom I neither doubt nor need to question. I shall know her when I find her.

Do you think you know me?

Partly. I shall know you better when I have seen your hand on Cyprus. Only a little kingdom. Mine is only a ship, but I am master of it.

He glanced astern at the wallowing quinquireme, wondering why such a staunch man as Ahenobarbus should ally himself to such a waverer as Brutus. Ahenobarbus, like Tros, was a man of his word, and that meant he was competent to judge other mens characters. Were Octavian and Antony even worse impostors than Brutus and Cassius, that such a sturdy sea-dog should have turned his back on Rome and have thrown in his lot with Caesars murderers?

Arsinoe interrupted that train of thought:

So now; what? To whom will you next sell your bravery? To Sextus Pompeius?

He laughed. Sextus Pompeius should suit you. He is a gallant youngster, who perhaps will set his heel on Romes neck. As for me, I have different aims.

Money? Or do you hunger for Cleopatras kisses?

What shape is the world? he answered.

Round. Did you suppose I didnt know that?

His leonine eyes studied hers. I supposed you are as ignorant as the people who tutor kings arid queens. You talk of being foam-born, with a goddess mother.

It was her turn to laugh. How should I have known you are a skeptic? A slave taught me. Who taught you?

My father Perseus was a Prince of Samothrace, he answered. I was not initiated.

Why not?

Because the teachings I had at my fathers knee inflamed me with a passion for deeds, not meditation.

Nevertheless, you are a thinker. She watched him with glowing eyes and parted lips. When will you sail around the world?

I have first to keep faith with my men.

These men? Do you mean you let them tie you up with stipulations?

It is I who stipulate and command, on my ship. But Egypt, your sister, has imprisoned my Northmen. In a country called Britain

I have heard of Britain. Wasnt Caesar defeated in Britain?

Yes, twice. I had a hand in it. It was after Caesars first invasion that I caught some Vikings raiding up a river called the Thames. They gave Caswallon the King and me a tough battle, but we defeated them. All the prisoners were mine, including women, but I had to beat their leader to his knees before he would surrender. A giant named Sigurdsen. He had been a king in his own land. He became my friend. I took his young sister to wife. He and his men helped me to build this trireme. Sigurdsen became my first lieutenant. He and his men have been my good foul-weather comrades-in-arms. Do you suppose I would let them rot in Egypts labor-gangs, and sail away to please my vanity?

She dismissed the Northmen without a gesture. But the young wife?

Helma died in Gaul, from one of Caesars arrows. Sympathy didnt even flicker on the surface of Arsinoes expression.

So you took another woman?

I have found none to whom I cared to pledge myself in honorable love.

You love boys?

That I hold unmanly.

He turned away. Samothracian mystic though he was, it never pleased him to reveal, even to intimates, the inward consciousness of spiritual law that guided all his conduct. Least of all did he choose to expose it to a womans mockery. He stared at the hills of Cyprus, and at the weird cream-colored foam that boiled off-shore. He ordered a boat away, with Conops to pilot the clumsy quinquireme  a patronizing courtesy that he knew Ahenobarbus would resentfully accept. It would rankle. He laughed. There were few things he loved better than to prick Roman conceit.

Then he sent the leadsman to the chains and concentrated all his attention on the course between the shoals that guarded Salamis. He said not another word to Arsinoe until the quinquireme, too was at anchor, half a bow-shot distant, and the captains of the corn fleet lowered little boats to come and learn whose prey they were. He took a long look at the harbor-front, and at the burned biremes stranded on a shoal, before he stared again at Arsinoe with a gaze that thrilled her, though he didnt intend that it should.

I gave you my leave, he said, to die in battle, since it seemed to me you were in danger of a much less honorable death.

Lord Tros, I wished that. But I find I dont die tamely, like a butchered sheep. I fight, when there is anything to fight with  or to fight for.

So I see. But for what did you fight?

To walk earth with a man! Her expression was almost the same as when she threw the silver pitcher overboard. Oh, if you but knew how I am weary of these palace pimps, treacherous he-prostitutes, sellers of their little leprous souls! Liars, ingrates, greedy cowards, so in love with vice they think a decent man a pervert! I am thrown among them, and what can I do?

It is your little kingdom. he answered. Rule it.

Mine? Me? My kingdom? Between poison and a dagger  between sale to the Athens whorehouse agents or the pirate fleets that raid when it pleases them  I have two slave-girls, of whom I trust one and not always doubt the other.

Now you will have a Roman bodyguard, he answered. And I will choose for you two score of the pirate prisoners. They are likely to be more dependable than Romans, if you have the right stuff in you. There is something in the Romans character that makes them feel humiliated if they obey a woman.

Ah, but you are a man! Caesar wasnt half the man that you are!

Are you a whipped girl, crying for your nurses gods to come and punish your enemies?

Tros! Seize Cyprus!

He didnt answer. It seemed less cruel than to arouse hope by explaining again. She might consider argument an invitation to be winsome, and he didnt wish that, he liked her too well.

The corn boat captains came, and were obsequiously grateful for Ahenobarbuss promise of full pay and arrears in Tarsus. The destination was all one to them. It was not their corn. They were not their ships. It would be nothing new in their experience if the Roman should break his promise; but no pay would be better than the fate that pirates might impose.

Soon Tarquinius came and reported failure, full of lies about how diplomatic he had been. But the point was that Cinyras and the temple priests had refused to surrender the treasure. He hadnt dared to attempt to storm the temple gates with such a small force, in the face of indignant hundreds. A big mob had appeared from nowhere and had stoned the hungry marines, who were already badly discouraged by the shipwreck and the long march.

Ahenobarbus set ashore two hundred men, and led them himself to the temple, where he threatened to behead Cinyras. Before nightfall he was in possession of the treasure and the priests, including Cinyras, were his prisoners awaiting imposition of merciless fines as soon as Ahenobarus spies could discover how much money they had hidden.

But Tarquinius and Serapion struck up something that resembled friendship, and the oily rogue Serapion came to Tross ship and knelt to Arsinoe, kissing her hands. He begged pardon, promised good behavior, tried to excuse his former conduct by asserting, and bringing witnesses to prove it, that he had made Arsinoe a virtual prisoner in her palace to protect her from the plots that her own rashness had encouraged. He placed his hands between Tross knees and swore undying gratitude if Tros would not deprive him of his office. Tros, who had no vestige of authority to do anything of the kind, would have removed him to Alexandria for Cleopatra to deal with, because in theory. Serapion was Cleopatras agent. But Ahenobarbus, who had at least a commission from Brutus and the legend S.P.Q.R. on his standard, upheld Serapion, remarking that Tarquinius would keep an eye on him.

Arsinoe remained on Tross trireme even when he went ashore to bury his dead in a cave on the bank of the River Bocarus. More to annoy Ahenobarbus than for any reason, he demanded a Roman officer, fifty Roman marines and a standard to accompany the funeral cortege and to honor the dead with a final salute.

A Roman standard  Roman arms to salute dead pirates?

Seamen. They died to save you lubbers. Recognition of their seamanship and valor may humiliate, it wont discredit you.

Ahenobarbus sent a hundred men; and he was liberal, too, about wine and provisions for Tross ship, which he requisitioned in Brutuss name and paid for with the fines that he imposed on Cinyras, and from the balance of the temple treasure after he had settled with Tros for the corn. But he made all the trouble he could about the pirate prisoners and bitterly resented Tross selection of two dozen of them to be Arsinoes personal bodyguard.

She will be well enough guarded by the men I will leave with her.

But Tros had his way, and it was Tros who had the last word with the pirates, after he and Conops had made the cautious final selection:

You will guard her with your lives, and you will obey no one but her. You have been chosen because you are men of spirit, likely to prefer an honourable death to shameful profit. You are my men, lent to her, responsible to me; and when I come again to Cyprus I will properly reward your faithful duty.

It was Tros who escorted Arsinoe to her palace  the building from which she had escaped when Serapion set guards at all the entrances to keep her a virtual prisoner at his disposal. It was Tros who dismissed the swarm of servants and engaged others, not that he had any confidence in new ones, but because they couldnt be worse than the others, and perhaps might be a little better. Most of them were slaves, but in the short time at his disposal it was next to impossible to discover who owned them; there appeared to be a contract system for supplying servants, and it was as secret as the methods of the Delos and Athens slaves, whose agents were everywhere, spying, bribing, intriguing. It appeared that Serapion knew all those agents, or nearly all, and many of them knew Tarquinius.

The last night before leaving Salamis, when the treasure was on board and all was ready to weigh at daybreak to escort Ahenobarbus and the corn fleet as far as Tarsus, Tros visited the palace. He and Arsinoe talked by moonlight on the wide stone gallery, where she showed him the branch of the tree by which she had escaped from Serapions clutches. It had been a daring jump. Not many men would have dared it.

Girl, he advised her, as they sat together with a shaded lamp between them, if a kingdom is what you crave, remember this: it cant be yours until you learn those arts your sister Cleopatra better understands than you. She has suffered less than you, thus far, in a great arena, because she knows how to feed the mice and put the elephants to work. She discovers what strong men want, and keeps them wanting it.

You hate her?

No, I admire anyone who can outwit me. Probably she hates me. It would be natural. When Caesar died, she offered me Caesars place. I refused. She has compelled me, one way or another, to do Caesars tasks without the recompense  if what Caesar had was recompense.

Why did you refuse?

Because I have no use for Caesars laurels or his leavings. I havent Caesars cynical way with women. I crave no kingdom. I will sail around the world as soon as I can find my Northmen.

Oh, if I were Boidion!

Who is Boidion?

No one. Just a bastard sister  my age, born almost on the same day. Boidions mother was sent to Jerusalem, by friends, I suppose, to save the child from being poisoned: So Boidion hasnt been taught she is a princess. She hasnt felt what it means to be Queen. She hasnt even tasted failure. She isnt surrounded by needy courtiers with wet lips, who steal her pocket-money and try to seduce her while they poison one another for the chance to sell her, imitation crown and all, to any rascal who can out-cheat them with stolen money.

I have heard Cleopatra say the same thing. Tros answered. Only she didnt mention Boidion.

If I were only Boidion, she went on, I would love a man, and be should love me, and together we would turn our backs on all this filth.

If you should love a man, Tros answered, how should he know it? If he should love you, how should you know it? That is something kings and queens have it hard to determine. But the world is crowded full of men and women who ask nothing better than to be parasites. The mother of my sons will be neither queen nor bastard. I will know her by her deeds, not by her appeals to a kind of avarice that, if I have it, I despise nevertheless.

He wished she didnt look so like Cleopatra. She was much taller and more beautiful, but there was the same stealthy reserve in her eyes. It might mask cunning. Or it might be the baffled courage of a girl whose pride had been too often and too severely punished. He remembered how brave she had been, and with what dignity she had endured, barefooted and half-naked, the dreadful march through Rome at Caesars chariot-tail. He wished he understood women better, so that he might judge her, but he knew he didnt understand them; so he bade her farewell gruffly, rather than be guilty of suggesting more than he meant.

You will return?

Aye, I have promised the pirates.

But you promise me nothing?

He thought a moment. No. But, if you wish, you may make me a promise.

And if I do? And if I keep it?

Then I shall understand you better.

What is this promise?

Rule. Or get out.

He hardly heard her answer; he remembered it afterwards. He kissed her hands and left her, growling a final admonition to the pirates on guard at the door. But to Tarquinius, who came to the moonlit harbor-front to bid him farewell, he was more explicit:

You Etruscan scoundrel. I perceive a virtue in you that I better like than some mens good repute. Mark this: protect that girl, and you may offend her, treat her treacherously, and I will put you to a dogs death, even if I have to hunt you to the earths ends.

If you see my virtue, hire me, Tarquinius answered. Do you think I live on promises and threats?

Tros gave him some money.

Is this an advance of wages?

It is a gift. If you want wages, earn them.

Do you think I sell my good will for such a price as this? Tros laughed gruffly. I am buying nothing. I have made you a threat and a promise. You shall find they hold good. Tarquinius saluted.

Tros was rowed to the trireme, where until daylight he paced the quarter-deck. Each time he turned and he stared at a hillside balcony framed amid shadowy trees, where a shaded lamp burned blood-red.


CHAPTER X. Aye, a fine May morning!

The great Lord Taliesan the Druid warned me of what I knew already but too often ignored  aye, and still do when the waves of destiny uplift me for a moment. Taliesan said it thrice: Expect not gratitude from rulers whom your efforts serve. Rather they are likely to demand more, blaming you for not enough and taking credit to themselves for what you did. I have never met a man as wise as Taliesan.
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There was no disguising the triremes injuries. The dead had been so many that the lower oar-bank could no longer be manned. There were smashed bulwarks, hastily repaired but unpainted. There were scars where the pirate ships had grappled and ground the triremes flanks. The purple sails, bent on for effect (there was no wind) emphasized the battle-havoc. The victorious trireme appeared to be limping home from ignominious defeat  an unfortunate impression to create in Alexandria. The Alexandrines loved successful people and proofs of success.

Tros glowered as he paced his quarter-deck and studied the magnificent harbor-front. It was as busy as ever. One might imagine there were no such people as Romans, at civil war with one another for the right to plunder the whole known world. Ahiram said something about the splendor of the marble buildings in the morning sun. Tros stared at him a moment, glanced at the helmsman, and then answered with cold, passionate anger that made the Phoenician flinch:

Aye, a fine May morning. Counting wounded who are fit to die, we have lost one hundred and eleven men. And to what good purpose?

Ahiram sniffed the off-shore zephyr that bore the mingled smell of flowers, spices, vegetables, animals and men. It was good in his salty nostrils. He retorted:

Youve your cabin stuffed with chests of gold enough to buy one of yon palaces. If I were you, Id buy a palace, instead of wanting to sail around the world. Maybe the world isnt round. You only think it is. You dont know. And the sea is a hard life. Courtiers have it easy. Three special cooks to stew a sows teats for your breakfast, and a brace of wenches to relacquer your toenails every time you kick a blackamoor for being late with the wine! Wenches  wenches! Think of it  the pick of the worlds best lookers any time you want em!

It was nothing new that the Phoenicians thoughts should run in that vein after a month at sea. It had been a long, hard pull from Tarsus, half a month too early for the northerly summer breeze. The helmsmans thoughts also were home-coming seamanly eager. Tros rebuked him:

Eyes on the course, you Argive satyr!

Every man who could find an excuse to be on deck, or who could escape a decurions vigilance, was leaning overside to stare at the Rhakotis wharf, where the bawds were waiting, strumpet-gay in all the colors of the rainbow. Defeat or victory were all one to those parasites, so be the crew had money. Ahiram, thinking of shore-leave, tried to change his commanders humor. Tros was quite capable of withholding the crews wages, and Ahirams too, for the sake of wharf-side morality. Dreadful thought.

And the Queen? She should be feeling good, said Ahiram.

She has seen our sails since daybreak, Tros answered. She rises early  stands naked, facing east, at sunrise. By pigeon post from Salamis to Tyre, and thence by runner, she will have had secret information of our victory at sea  aye, and of more besides.

She should be pleased, said Ahiram. Her own fleet had deserted to the Romans. Weve saved Salamis from pirates. Weve out-smarted the Romans. Weve sold the Egyptian corn and got paid for it. Weve established Queen Cleopatras sister as safe as a peg in a hole on the throne of Cyprus. The Queen has had plenty of time to hear all about it. Shell be pleased to see us  aye, and generous.

Tros stared. It amazed him that a man could be so simpleminded. Does your Sidonian intellect perceive the evidences of her pleasure? Where are the garlanded boats to bring us greeting? Not even a signal from the Pharos! Not even the hog-eyed harbor-master in his galley! Not even Esiass boat! Phagh! She has probably warned Jew-Esias I am out of favor. The more you do for kings and queens, the less they trust you and the more they want.

Like whores, said Ahiram. But youre no easy one yourself, Lord Captain. True, you pay well, and youre a man of your word. But the price a man pays for serving you well is to be given an even harder task.

Hard over! Ease your sheets now; there might come a flurry of wind. Down haul, and stow sails.  Cymbals!  Starboard, half ahead!  Port side, half astern!  Easy Starboard, half ahead!  Easy!

Tros guided the trireme, to the clash of the signalling cymbals, and with gestures to the helmsman, through the narrow entrance of the inner harbor of Rhakotis, where there were docks and repair-yards, hemmed in by offices, lumberyards, storage-sheds and taverns in a spider-web maze of irregular streets.

He was going to have to haul out, and no bones about it. The trireme leaked. She had been damaged under-water by the headlong, full sail impact against pirates hulls. Esiass largest hauling-out dock was vacant, so he put a crew ashore to warp the ship into it, with Jack-of-all-jobs Conops and the ten-Jew bodyguard to beat the women back and give the crew a chance to handle the lines. There were fifty belly-naked strumpets screaming with laughter and feigning Bacchanalian frenzy, and another hundred swarming across the roof of Esaiss office, while their owners watched them through the barred gate.

No sign of the one man in Alexandria on whom Tros felt he could rely. The temple gongs were clanging for some festival or other, but that was no reason why Esias should be conspicuously absent. Jews didnt recognize pagan festivals if they could help it, but there was not even one of Esiass partners on the wharf to do the honors and to give the last breathless news of what had happened while Tros was at sea out of touch with events.

It was impossible to keep the crew any longer aboard. From Cyprus by way of Tarsus to Alexandria, short of provisions and water, had been a severe strain on discipline. Tros had an unfashionable objection to cutting the throats of wounded men, so one of Esiass sheds would have to be turned into a hospital; and the Osirian priests, who were pretty good doctors, would have to be sent for and suitably persuaded with gifts of young black bulls and money. The triremes doctor, assisted by the bards, had done his best, but he was overworked and short of bandages; and besides, he, too, had his eye on the women.

The moment the oars were all stowed in the overhead racks the rowers swarmed on deck, each man with his little bag of personal possessions. The women began to swarm aboard, and there was no stopping them until Tros made it known that there would be no pay for the crew until the trireme had been hauled out and stripped ready for Esiass shipwrights. Ahead, leading between city slums, there was a ramp made of balks of timber, with enormous capstans at the upper end. There were cranes, sheer-legs, workshops, everything for repairing, building or rebuilding four ships at a time, but all the gear would have to go ashore before repairs could commence. The women began to lose enthusiasm. The crew clamored to be put to work and get it done with.

Tros went ashore. He strode into Esiass gloomy office with the air of a man looking for trouble, as if more of it might help him to conquer what he had already. There were plenty of slaves at the long drafting tables, plenty of clerks to bow and be obsequious, but no Esias and not even a partner. There was an atmosphere of unspoken unwelcome, if not ill will, slaves taking their cue from displeased masters. However, a slave in a brown smock, walking backward, opened a door and admitted Tros into an inner office, shutting the door behind him with a peculiar, stealthy movement that suggested a trap.

Hillel, the man whom Tros least liked of Esiass five partners, sat staring across a table that was piled with scrolls. He was a middle-aged man with a keen face and a pronounced stoop from the shoulders, whose hands clutched invisible things with nervous indecision.

Lord. Captain Tros, he said, without rising, you were better off at sea! You have brought your ship into a harbor full of intrigues of which no man can foresee the outcome.

Where is my friend Esias?

He was summoned to the palace as soon as your ship was sighted. There is no word from him since. I think the Queen suspects him of intriguing with you. Lord Captain  if he is in the dungeon  being tortured  as his friend, are you not willing to spare his old bones by making haste to tell the Queen your secrets? He wont tell them. He will never tell without your permission.

You are inventing alarms, Tros answered.

Am I? It is said that you sold the corn fleet to the Romans.

I did. I have the money.

Lord Tros, there is a plot that has been discovered. They are taking many important people to the dungeons. It is being said you have conspired with the Romans to overthrow Queen Cleopatra, and to put her sister Arsinoe of Cyprus on the throne in her stead! Have you her with you on the trireme?

Tros laughed, angrily. Am I a madman? Arsinoe is in Cyprus. The money for Esiass corn is in my cabin. Send your slaves to carry it here and get it counted. Give me a receipt and credit me with my fifth of it ail. Get the pay-roll from my clerk. Pay the crew half their wages, after they have hauled out. Has Esias sold my pearls?

He sold them to the Queen.

For a fair price?

An incredible price. But let him tell you, if they havent flayed him to death! The Queen has the pearls. We have the money. But where is Esias?

I will see the Queen and ask her.

Lord Tros, you were better at sea! You were better at sea! The Queen may order your arrest. She is afraid. She is a Ptolemy. A fearful Ptolemy is a deadlier menace to her friends than a poisonous serpent! She suspects everyone.

Of what?

Of conspiring to kill her and put her sister Arsinoe on the throne. There is a rumor that Arsinoe is on her way to Egypt. It is said that the Roman proconsul Cassius is sending an army to her aid from Syria. It is being said that you plotted it, and that Esias knows. It is said it was you who persuaded the Egyptian war fleet to desert to Cassius, that there might be no fleet in Alexandria to resist invasion. And Esias

Is not a fool such as you are, Hillel. Neither is the Queen such a fool that she would risk the enmity of all the Jews in Alexandria by torturing Esias  nor such a fool as to believe Arsinoe could land in Egypt in advance of a Roman army and escape death. You are full of rumors and they belly-ache you, Hillel. I go to the palace. Order me a litter and summon the master-shipwrights. Have them grease the ways thoroughly before they haul out. Can you rid the wharf of those wenches?

Lord Captain Tros, at least a third of them are spies expressly sent to learn from your men what you were doing in Cyprus, in Tarsus and elsewhere. I ordered the wharf-gate locked. They came over the roof. I ordered them driven away, and I received a warning, from no other than the personal slave of the chief of police, not to interfere with the rights of the whore-masters guild.

Clear me a shed for a hospital.

Lord Tros, send your wounded to a temple.

Nay. Let them lie in comfort.

As for the trireme, frankly, I would not dare to

Tros interrupted. This, Hillel, is a list of the repairs that I know need doing. Check that and write me an estimate. But as for what needs doing below water, we shall know when she is hauled out, so summon the shipwrights.

Lord Tros

I believe you heard me, Hillel. Attend to it. Order a litter  a good one.

Hillel shrugged his shoulders and sent a slave for a hired litter. Tros overheard the command.

I will ride in a private litter, he remarked, casually, as if he were ordering the next course of a meal, but his leonine eyes looked dangerous and Hillel noticed it.

Lord Captain Tros, you are out of favor. Who is there who would dare to lend his private litter? In such times as these, when no one knows who is to be accused next, who shall lend his litter and liveried bearers to a man denounced as a pirate?

Who denounced me?

One of the Queens ministers.

Tros threw back his shoulders. He astonished even Hillel, who knew better than to expect mild measures from the man whom Cleopatra had employed to do what not one of her own commanders could have been trusted, or would have dared to attempt.

Send your best-dressed slave to the palace to say that Lord Captain Tros awaits a litter to convey him to an audience with the Queen.

Lord Captain, what if she sends a guard instead, to take you to the dungeon!

Tros snorted. She is not a coward. She is not a reptile, nor a whore, nor a born fool. She and I have been friends too many years for her to put me to that indignity, on the strength of a mere rumor.

Lord Tros, dozens of her friends are in the dungeons!

Send for the royal litter!

He strode out of the office and watched Esiass slaves remove the treasure from the cabin  watched the wounded being laid on the wharf in a dismal row  watched the grease being laid on the ramp  ordered all the gear and even the arrow-engines unshipped  foresaw and attended to a hundred details  until at last, to the confusion of Hillel, a litter did come from the palace, borne by eight men in Queen Cleopatras livery and preceded by a eunuch who was insolent and elegant enough to be the Queens own usher.

There was no bodyguard provided. That was the only suggestion that Tros might be in disfavor. But he was in no mood to go unsuitably attended. He summoned his ten ex-gladiators. They looked splendid enough in their polished armor to be anyones escort; but Conops, with his one eye and his slit lip, in a kilt and a tasseled red cap, looked not so praiseworthy.

Tidy yourself, you filthy dock-rat! Wheres your armor? Stick that knife inside your shirt and gird a sword on. Try to look less like an ape that fell into a sewer. Shall I go through the streets of Alexandria ashamed of the commander of my escort? Spruce yourself!

Aye, aye, master.

And remember not to touch your forelock to the Queens guards! Be insolent.

Aye, aye.

Lord Tros, said Hillel, armed slaves? Armed slaves in the city? It is known that those Jews are slaves and that Esias gave them to you.

I know the law, Tros answered.

So do the police! said Hillel. Those arrogant dogs

Shall bite a bad bone! Be assured of it, Hillel!

Conops sent one of the Jews to bring his armor. He made another Jew spit-and-polish an imagined rust-spot. Even the armor could not make him look less bow-legged, nor give him height, but he looked at least businesslike in the gleaming crestless helmet, and there was no doubt at all of his grip on his ten men.

Fall in, you sons of Abraham! Five of you to each side of the litter! Now then, pick your heels up! March like gladiators! Clank like one man!  Ready, master!  Lord Captains escort, by the centre, forward, quick march! Left! Left! Left! Youre out of step, Josephus  do you think its a dance youre doing for the dock-side wenches? Left! Left!

The dock gate opened wide and Tros went forth, to he knew not, and Conops cared not, what fate.


CHAPTER XI. Give these men their freedom

A menace and a threat are not the same thing. Perception of the difference between them is the key to successful strategy. A menace is genuine danger, sometimes almost imperceptible, with which it is impossible to compromise. It must be recognized, understood, faced, overcome.

Threats are of three kinds: fair warning; calculated to prevent anothers indiscretion; efforts to unmask anothers intention; signs of fear pretending to be bold.

But threats may be the cunning mask of menace. They should be studied.
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The eunuch got lost in the crowd. He was so full of his own importance that he walked straight ahead with his nose in the air, and when a polyglot swarm of loafers rushed from watching some street-corner acrobats to the more exciting spectacle of a tavern fight between Greeks and Gabinian ex-soldiers, some of them still in the rags of Roman uniform, the eunuch remained ignorant for several minutes that he was no longer being followed by his cortege.

Tros commanded. Conops rose to the occasion. The litter-bearers protested, but the ten Jews prodded them as if they were asses. In a moment the litter was going at a dog-trot up a side street, taking a devious but comparatively unobstructed course toward the splendid municipal building  not, however, toward the front entrance, whose marble steps were packed with people waiting to see a religious procession. Being a festival day, the courts and the principal municipal offices were closed. The whole long marble-fronted, colonnaded Street of Canopus running east and west the full length of the city was a mass of spectators in holiday mood, through which the chariots of exquisites were being driven headlong by charioteers who enjoyed being cursed and whose owners could afford to be fined if the police could get near enough to take their names.

It was a dinning, ululating, pulsing city, full of street lights and laughter and flowers, with the wealth all in view and the poverty kept where it belonged, out of sight in the meaner byways. Nothing  absolutely nothing was allowed to interfere with Alexandrine gaiety. Even business  and it cost money to be gay and splendid  ceased while the Alexandrines played. But from sunrise to sunset, three hundred and sixty-five days in a year, one could pay taxes; so there was one office, entered from the rear of the municipal building, whose doors never closed during daylight hours.

Two or three hundred yards away from the door of that office Conops collected the Jews swords and piled them beside Tros in the litter. He even piled their helmets in the litter to complete their air of innocence. In armor, without helmets or weapons, they looked ridiculous and they were jeered by the crowd. But they reached the office door without having to use their fists on anyone except the litter-bearers, who felt like lost sheep without their eunuch and suspected, too, that they were being put to unlawful purpose and would be whipped when the eunuch found them.

Tros led the ten Jews into the office and lined them up in front of a long counter, at which sat seven of the most efficient bureaucrats on earth  three to watch the three who did the business, and one to make sure that the watchers themselves did no thieving. There was no astonishment, no comment, no expression of special interest. It was quite usual for Alexandrines to select festival days for rewarding faithful slaves. Tros was abrupt and businesslike:

Give these ten men their freedom. Here are the certificates of ownership. Here are the receipts for the tax on previous transfer, showing the value at which they were then assessed.

Ten percent again, said an official. This is taxed as a transfer of ownership to the slave himself.

Tros paid it. The officials signed and countersigned ten certificates on parchment. There was a charge for the parchment. The chief official sealed the ten certificates. There was a charge for the seal. A corresponding entry was made on the archive-scroll. There was a charge for the entry. Then each Jew received his utterly unexpected certificate of freedom. Tros cut short their jubilation:

Fall in! Stand at attention! Have I freed a lot of sentimentalists? If I buy garlic, do I kiss the seller? You have paid for your freedom  earned it, like men, in battle. Form two deep! Right! Forward, by the right, quick march!

Outside, Conops returned their weapons. He observed their faces. He detected symptoms:

Sulphury Cocytus! Up-snoots, is it, proud and lofty? Which of you wants to fight me for who buys wine? Which two of you? No takers? Swallow this, then: what a slave does well, a freedman does exactly twice as well, or he hears from me about it with the butt-end of a crank-bar! Stand dignified  this isnt Yom Kippur, or the Feast of Esther! By the right  dress! Cock your helmet straight, you! And for the love of your mother Jezebel, try to march as if you never wore leg-irons!

He was talking for time and to distract attention. There was something going on that Tros might not wish to be noticed by his escort. A slave had slipped a note into Tross hand just as he was getting into the litter. A very well-dressed Alexandrine, in a two-horsed chariot at a street-corner not far away, was watching, expecting a signal from Tros or an answer by the slave, and Tros appeared to be considering what to do or to say. Then at last the Queens eunuch came, sweating and very indignant; he had evidently been mocked and not too gently handled by the crowd as he traced the litter through the swarming streets. He tried to reach Tros, to give him a piece of his mind, but Conops interfered, blocking his way:

Hold hard, capon! Youll be spitted soon enough without crowding your betters! Whats the excuse you have to offer? What dye mean by sneaking off and leaving the Lord Captain in the streets without a peacock to show his importance? Betting on tomorrows races, were you?

The eunuch was half-hysterical with anger. He minced thin-lipped profanity:

Sailor! Alexandria knew no worse epithet. This is a royal litter! The Queens!

Can the Queen go where she pleases?

Certainly!

Well, heres her litter, where its rider pleases!

Drunkard! I have orders to convey your master to the palace!

Then why didnt you? Ive half a mind to hand you over to the Civil Guard for

Tros had made his signal, and the very well-dressed man had left his chariot; he was talking fast and Tros was listening, in a deeply recessed doorway. Conops kept the eunuch too indignant to observe what was happening; he imagined Tros was behind the litter-curtains, but he couldnt get past Conops to discover his mistake, and when he screamed to the bearers to march they were prevented by the Jews.

Tros, done listening in the doorway, thumped his fist into his left hand:

No, I tell you! Do you know what No means? I will have no part in treason. You take advantage of my hatred of bearing tales to come and tell me of a plot that would cost the lives of dozens of you, were I even to whisper your name!

As for that, Lord Tros, your life is as easy to take as other mens. Betray me, and sign you own death warrant!

Keep your threats for cowards, Aristobolus! I will give you a piece of information  not for your own sake, for I think you a loose-tongued lecher who would sell his best friend, but for the sake of better men, who might be swept into the same net with you: the Princess Arsinoe is not in Egypt. I left her in Cyprus

But I say she is in Egypt!

You call me a liar? Are you armed?

No.

Then govern your speech. I say, I left Arsinoe in Cyprus, well watched, guarded by Roman soldiers and a company of pirates  two score men whom I made prisoner and turned over to her for a bodyguard.

Couldnt she come with her pirates to Egypt?

About as easily as Daedalus flew from Crete to Sicily. Give her wings and a fair wind, scare away the eagles, and she might get halfway. Then shed have a long swim, Aristobolus.

So you are on the Queens side.

I am not on your side.

Did you know the Queen has denounced you as a pirate?

I know she hasnt.

Well, her minister did.

That is different. The Queen of Egypt doesnt denounce. She kills, and explains or is silent. Denunciation is the cackle of a sail-trimmer, guessing himself into the queens good graces. No one will ever need to denounce you, Aristobolus. Your friends will find your mangled carcass on the city trash-heap, unless you can think of a less clownish plot than this that you have told me.

Look to it, Lord Tros, that you tell no one!

Look to your own tongue. Mine obeys me!

Tros returned to the litter, and was into it, behind the curtains, before the eunuch saw him. There was a crowd eagerly listening to the argument between him and Conops. A sailor in armor, with bow-legs and only one eye, was an obvious butt for anybodys humor, from a safe distance. And court eunuchs were as much despised as hated. The local wits were doing their ribald utmost to incite Conops to use his weapon. But no two pairs of landsmens eyes were as good as the one that glinted beneath the rim of Conopss helmet. He had seen Tros return to the litter. He saw another man, not so well dressed approach and whisper through the curtains, so he invented a brand-new set of reasons for delay. He accused the eunuch of having demanded money, and of having decamped because Tros refused to pay him. Tros had spoken through the curtains to no less than three different whisperers before Conops suddenly cut short the argument by ordering the Jews to fall in again and resume the march. He put himself at their head. The eunuch, unable to force his way through the crowd, had to follow the procession, fuming.

Conops led toward the palace by short cuts. He avoided the densely thronged Street of Canopus and made for the guardhouse at the main gate by a route forbidden to the public. There were armed guards lurking, ready to pounce on intruders and either rob and beat them or turn them over to the police, but they recognized the royal litter, and besides, eleven well-armed men were too many to tackle. But the main gate was another story. There the mercenary, polyglot, magnificently accoutred guards were lined up to keep petitioners from invading the palace grounds, and to keep a way clear for the going and coming of palace traffic. Captain Leander in leopard-skin and crimson strolled to the litter and drew the curtain.

Mystery of mysteries! he lisped. So Tros is with us! It had been Lord Tros  Lord Captain Tros six weeks ago, and remember me, Lord captain when you need a favor! He pretended to study a list of names on a parchment scroll. You have a permit?

I have access to the palace.

Ah! But there have been changes recently. The old list has been cancelled, and I cant find your name on the new one.

Send in my name to the Queen.

She is absent.

I will wait for her.

She has left no command to admit you.

Why then was the litter sent to bring me hither?

Tros got out, and Conops came and buckled on his sword. Leander was as tall as Tros, and looked taller in his plumed helmet, but he looked frail in comparison. He stepped backward and two of his men stepped forward, before he could resume his careless ease of manner and vaguely contemptuous tone of voice.

I believe the Lord Chamberlain has received reports of you that make your presence at the palace not so welcome as formerly.

So!

Another officer approached and whispered. Leander nodded. There is a law against armed slaves, Captain Tros. Have you anything in writing, to explain why you ignore the law? These Jews were given to you by Esias. They are armed, unless my eyes deceive me. I was drunk last night at the palace banquet, but those look to me like swords and armor.

He made a gesture. A platoon of twenty men stepped forward and grounded the butts of their spears with an ominous thud. The crowd of onlookers became excited; all Alexandrine crowds became excited at the least excuse, but to see Lord Captain Tros descending from a royal litter to be put under arrest by the Queens guards was sheer drama. They began to shout:

Pirate! Samothracian! Traitor! Judophile!

That last word was a danger signal. Almost the easiest way to start a riot was to insinuate that Jews were in some way involved. One-third of the population, Jews were two-thirds of the political problem, popular and unpopular in about equal proportion, always enjoying special privileges, always being persecuted. That the crowd accused Tros of befriending Jews suggested that Esias might be in trouble. The crowd took its cue from the court. Perhaps the Queen really had imprisoned Esias. Tros began to wish he had left his Jews on board the ship, not from fear of the crowd, nor of the Queens guards, but because he needed to be less conspicuous in order to learn what he wanted to know. A man in the midst of a racial riot isnt likely to learn much more than a possible way of escape.

He commanded his Jews to produce their evidence that they were freedmen. Leander examined the documents, flicking his teeth with his thumb-nail, at an obvious loss what to do or to say next.

You may tell your Queen, said Tros, that I wont submit myself to further insult from her lackeys.

Without saluting he turned his back and marched away in the midst of his escort, grim faced, leaving the stuttering eunuch to take the litter where he pleased and to invent what lies he pleased. The crowd made way for him, gaping, doubting whether to enjoy his embarrassment or to marvel at his heroic bearing. He looked not at all like a man in disfavor, disgrace or distress. There was scorn in his eyes, and on his shoulders an air of relief. He looked free of the earth, as if he foresaw great events and a wide horizon. His ten Jews looked crestfallen, for it was a poor start for their first days freedom; and Conops, with his helmet a bit to one side, resembled nothing on earth but a Levantine sailor alert for trouble, glancing backward, suspicious, in fear of pursuit. But Tros, too splendidly contemptuous to shrug his shoulders, strode like a conqueror.

They had marched all the way along the water-front and reached the Heptastadium, where a wide street crossed the city at right angles to the Street of Canopus, before Tros halted. For a minute or two he stood with his back to the city and stared at the gigantic marble lighthouse on Pharos Island, and at the gay-hued crowd that swarmed along the connecting causeway  that causeway from which he had seen Caesar plunge and swim for his life.

One has followed us, master, said Conops.

Man or woman?

Man-slave. I think he belongs to Olympus.

Let him draw near.

Master, he appears to have no weapon, but be careful! Such as he would pretend to deliver a note and produce a cubits length of poisoned Damascus dagger!

Little man, if my name were on the death-list, we should be in a dungeon now, awaiting the executioners convenience Since we set foot ashore, four different men have tried to fathom me. We are no use dead. The Queen needs living legs for her endangered throne.

Sail away, master! We could haul out in the Piraeus.

Aye, within range of Brutuss agents!

Very well then, in Tyre.

Within Cassiuss grip!

Then through the Gates of Hercules and

Aye, and re-fit on the broad Atlantic!

Master, we could get plenty of men from the Balaerics.

Does he draw near?

Aye. He looks treacherous. He seems to be waiting his chance to approach unnoticed.

Demand his business.

Tros didnt even turn his head. He was still staring at the Pharos  he and his escort forming a little island in the midst of the stream of people swarming toward the city  when Conops returned.

Master, he bade me say this: The Queen is on Lake Mareotis.

Tros nodded. For a minute or two he was silent. Then he turned and they stared at each other.

Little man, were it not for my good Northmen, who must be found and rescued, I would set sail, leaks and all, and seek some other port in which to re-fit.

Master, let those toss-pot ax-men rot  aye, and the wenching Basques, too!

Did I leave you to rot when Caesars men put out your eye and made you half a sailor?

But

Do you know Esiass warehouse on the shore of Mareotis?

Aye, master. It was there that our Basques made trouble for us by breaking into the compound were Esias keeps the virgins for the household market.

You were with them, I remember.

Aye, preventing

To the tune of a virgin for whom I reimbursed Esias for the loss of value.

She seduced me, master! She was a carroty-haired Circassian, with a pair of eyes on her like green jewels. She could see me in the dark. She

Aye, aye, she seduced you. To Esiass warehouse  forward!

Escort  atten-shun! Right dress  hold your chin up, Jeshua! By the centre, quick march! Right turn! Left wheel! Left! Left! Pick your heels up, Jeshua! Eyes to the front and try and look like fighting men, not bathhouse beauties! Left! left! Youre freedmen, remember. Dont be afraid to smash some bunions  tread on em  bring your feet down with a whallop  let em feel your sword-hilt if they wont make way  thats better  left! Left!  and now remember whos your captain, and when we get to Esiass sheds, no pitch-and-toss-play with the guards for a chance at the girls. Left! Left! Straighten your helmet, Simeon! Left! Left!


CHAPTER XII. I prefer the Queens trap to that other

When a number of men, for a number of different reasons, counsel me to turn aside from danger, I have usually found it wise to recognize the danger but to do the opposite of what they urge. Although they likely know it not, their counsel is directed either by their own necessity or by their love of comfort, good repute and profit.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Again, no sign of old Esias. His block of buildings was almost a city itself, marble-walled and colonnaded where it faced a great gap in the city wall, but built of brick in the rear and divided into a maze of crowded compounds. Alexandria lay between Lake Mareotis and the sea, and the lake-front was a long line of parks and promenade. There were a boat harbor, dozens of wine-booths, some expensive restaurants, and great gaps in the wall, planted with ornamental trees. The wall was useless for defensive purposes. The cross-city canal emerged beneath a marble bridge not far from Esiass warehouse; westward of that the lake shore was reedy and unconfined by a bulkhead, but to the eastward was the Royal Wharf, and beyond that the entire lake front was of well-built masonry.

The size of the lake was unguessable, there were so many islands, fringed with papyrus, many of them white with the marbled roofs of villas. There was always a haze that blended lake and sky, and through that threaded countless boats, some from the Nile through the thronged canal, laden with the produce of the richest land on earth. There were miles of staked nets and hundreds of fishing boats. And amid them all, blazing with paint, were the awninged yachts of the wealthier Alexandrines.

Leaving his escort in the colonnade, Tros entered the warehouse office  a huge, dim mysterious chamber beamed with rough-hewn olive, stacked with merchandise and shelves of scrolls, and reeking of spice. Nathan, the third in seniority of Esiass partners, loomed forth from the dimness, solemn as a vulture but almost painfully eager to seem courteous. Six slaves bowed behind him.

Greeting! Greeting!

Where is my friend Esias? Tros asked.

Instead of answering, Nathan led into an inner office, a mere cabin of a place, with a window that gave a view of a compound where some slaves were being taught to read and write Greek, to increase their market value.

Lord Captain, Esias does not dare to be seen speaking to you. Neither do I dare to say why  not even to you, within four walls. Esias is with witnesses who will prove he has not spoken to you.

And he sends me no message?

Yes. He says Look to your life! And I add my warning to his. Lord Tros, we have been forbidden to repair your trireme.

By whom?

The less mention of names the better  but by the same minister who has proclaimed you a pirate.

Publicly?

Yes, officially, no. At a banquet at the palace, where he made a speech to some Roman notables, who have come overland from Cassiuss headquarters, seeking money and men I believe, he referred to you by name as a seditious alien, whom Pompeius Magnus would have known how to drive from the sea.

And the Queen?

Said nothing.

Aye. She is good at saying nothing. Did she say it in many words?

I know not. My informant told me that throughout all the speech-making she reclined on her divan and played with a Persian kitten, as if the world might go to wrack and ruin for all she cared. And now she is on Pleasure Island, with her child and her women. They say that Cassiuss envoys have returned to Syria empty-handed, except for some trashy presents. And her barge lies waiting at the royal boat wharf

And  ?

One of the royal barge slaves was in here asking for you.

When?

He left not ten minutes ago. He pretended to be needing a new brass thole-pin. But he found fault with what we offered. And he asked what thole-pins you used. Thus, one word leading to another, he conversed about your trireme, and then wondered where you are. He said that the commander of the royal barge would esteem your advice on certain matters, and that it would be well for us to let the barge-commander know if you should show up.

That is not all, Nathan. There is something else on your mind. What is it?

Lord Tros, as you know, I am no alarmist. But there have been others asking for you, two freedmen, clients of a man named Aristobolus. They also wanted news of you if you should turn up.

Any reason?

Yes. They lied. They declared they were clients of Hippias the Rhodian, who is very wealthy and is said to stand high in the Queens favor. But I knew them. The rogues forgot that it was I who sold them, thirteen years ago, when Rabirius the Roman money-lender ruined their former master. They said Hippias wishes to do you a favor, but without attracting public notice. They said Hippiass boat awaits you in the reeds, down near the public bath-house, half a furlong westward. They said, if you will take Hippiass boat, it will convey you to him and he will accompany you into the Queens presence, where he will have much to say in your behalf.

And  ?

I happen to know that Hippias is at Dendera, visiting the estate from which he draws his income!

And  ?

They bade me warn you to come alone.

Tros laughed. Nathan, I prefer the Queens trap to that other! Sell me a change of clothing. I am filthy from the dust of these streets.

Lord Tros, why risk your life in either trap? It is safer in Rome than in Alexandria! Leave your trireme in Esiass keeping. There is another corn fleet making ready. We can smuggle you and a few of your men to Puteoli. You have a big credit with us. We can give you drafts on our office in Rome, and I will give you a list of the names of senators who can be bribed to do anything, to forget everything, and to appoint the most improbable men to the most important positions. They will vote you Roman citizenship. They will make you a Roman admiral. Then remember your friends!

Bring me new clothing, Nathan. I will visit the source of all this mystery. Trick me up like an Alexandrine exquisite.

But, Lord Tros

And while you get the clothing, send in my man Conops.

Nathan Bloomed out to do Tross bidding and presently Conops clanked into the office. He was never quite certain how to treat these powerful but sometimes timid and almost always deferential Jews, whom Tros so confidently trusted. He was wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, his manner midway between impudence and respect for prodigious wealth, but another mood shone in his eye when he saw through the window the slave-girls learning Greek, and about a dozen others, in the corner of the compound, learning to sing Greek songs and to dance suggestive illustrations of the theme.

Drinking already, eh? Never mind those women. Stand with your back to the window. Now then: do you know of a place, half a furlong to westward, near the public bath-house, where a boat might make an unseen landing in the reeds?

Aye, master. Where the south wind drives the floating islands in-shore. It is the place where the runaway slaves hide until nightfall and as often as not get snapped up by crocodiles.

March your men thither and back, and report to me whether a boat lies hidden. If anyone questions you, say where I am. You may say I am here in conference, You may say I am going alone to the royal barge presently. You may say you expect to be drunk tonight, and if they give you some largesse for your wine and women, you may buy one small jar of wine, eleven fish-lines and hooks, and enough bait for a few hours fishing. Then, after you have reported to me, watch; and if you see them leave the boat, you may send eight of your men to seize it, taking the wine and fish-lines with them. You and the two remaining men will guard me as far as the royal boat wharf. When I am safe on the royal barge, you may make haste to the other boat  pull off your armor, all of you  row out into the lake, follow the royal barge as closely as you dare, drop anchor as near as you dare to the royal island, and remain there fishing until you see me return on the royal barge, or until I signal for you. Better take along some food as well as wine; it may be dark before I need you. And remember: dont be conspicuous. Try to look like fishermen, or at least like a party of Alexandrine tradesmen keeping holiday. Have you understood me?

Aye, aye, master.

Then do it.

There was a good deal of fuss about clothing. Nothing but the best would do for Tros, and by the time Nathans slaves had bathed him and arrayed him in linen good enough for the Queen herself, and the expert slave-girls had arranged a chaplet in his hair, Tros looked hardly like the same man. He looked, if anything, more powerful because the almost transparent linen betrayed the bulge of his muscles; but he looked like a courtier, not a fighting man; he looked too elegant to care for anything but luxuries, wine, women and song. Conops, breathless from his errand, stood and gawked at him.

Well?

Boat, yes. That fellow Aristobolus and four freedmen. Knives. Aristobolus gave me money, as you said he might. He said his name is Hippias, and he asked after your health, so I told him what you said I was to tell him, and he looked as savage as a man whose drinks been spilled. So I came back, and Ive bought thee wine and bread and eggs and smoked fish, and some olive oil and lettuce, and a couple of melons. Master, half a jars an awful little for eleven men and ten of em just received freedom, and not a drink since Cyprus.

Very well, make it a jar.

Theres no more money.

Give them a full jar, Nathan. Mind you, if you get as drunk as you did in Cyprus Ill reduce you to the lower oar-bench. Youre to divide the wine equally, drink for drink. That is an order. Have you understood it?

Aye, aye, master. But I hadnt finished telling. We werent back here before those four freedmen hit our wake and came strolling along like loafers with nothing better to do. Eastward of here, and this side of the royal boat wharf, theres a wine-garden set in a grove of myrtles and oleanders. Thats where they are, and not drinking neither  lurking  up to no good.

Aristobolus still in the boat?

Yes, master. Thats to say, unless he slipped away without us seeing him. Id be willing to wager my share of the drinks hes there yet.

Then he likely is there! Send your eight men to seize the boat. They neednt be too gentle with Aristobolus, but theyre not to kill him if they can help it. Let them throw him in the bottom of the boat and tie and gag him. They may as well take the provisions with them. You and your other two, follow me, and follow closely.

Aye, aye, master. Are we to have Aristoboluss company in the boat all afternoon?

Yes, you may un-gag him when youre out on the lake. Use your own judgment about pretending to agree to any treachery he may suggest. Memorize his words  his exact words.

Aye, aye, master.

Eight men, trusted for the first time with a dangerous task without Conopss superintending eye, and looking innocent enough, in spite of armor, with their load of wine and provisions, tramped away eastward down the road between the buildings and the shore. Tros, with his sword beneath his left arm, hidden by an apparently carelessly draped himation, strolled westward, appearing to enjoy the freshness of the early afternoon breeze. Conops followed him. Jeshua and Aroun trudged at Conopss heels.

There was a considerable crowd along the road to eastward. Many of them were slaves, permitted a days idleness on account of the festival; but there were scores of gaily dressed and well-behaved families: enjoying the view or hiring rowboats, or strolling from one public garden, or one wine-booth, to another. And there was a considerable number of chariots being driven at the usual reckless speed by gallants not yet drunk enough to kill deliberately but with enough wine in their heads to enjoy scattering the crowd like scared poultry. There was a disturbance of that kind as Tros drew abreast of the myrtle and oleander thicket. Two racing chariots swerved around the western corner of the thicket and headed eastward, giving Tros their dust and scatting a screaming score of men and women.

Conops snarled a warning. Theyre on us! Draw, you chosen people!

Tross sword licked out like the flash of lightning. His himation danced on his left arm. Conops leaped. He plunged his knife into a mans throat. The Jews buried their swords in the bellies of two other men. Tros slew the fourth, driving the point through his heart with such force that Conops had to stand on the mans body in order to wrench the sword out. It was all over in almost a second, like a flurry of wind in a copse, or the swoop of a hawk on a dove-cote. A few of the wine-gardens customers peered through the thicket, but no crowd formed; on the contrary, those in the street who had seen what happened scurried out of sight to avoid trouble. It was nothing very unusual that a man should be set upon by his enemys freedmen; drunken brawls and unpaid debts, the volatile affections of a woman, or even a topical song was enough to start a street fight. The municipal slaves would remove the bodies unless the dead mens friends first did it. Meanwhile, fishermen hurried ashore to be first to steal clothing, and money, and finger-rings, on the pretext of laying the bodies beside the road; they even demanded pay for doing that from passers-by, because Alexandrines disliked to see blood on a glorious May afternoon. They were not like Romans. They could always be persuaded to pay to protect their squeamishness. By the time Tros had cleaned his sword with sand and water, and Conops had wiped it dry, the incident was in a fair way to being forgotten.

Tros dismissed Conops and the two Jews as soon as they had cleaned their weapons.

That squalls over. Make haste now and get the boat offshore. Ill be safe between here and the Queens barge.

Aye, aye, master.


CHAPTER XIII. It is your throne!

Choose, and take the consequences. Choose to command, and learn the pain of the barbed treachery of envy. Choose to obey, and learn how soon obedience begets contempt. Choose the philosophers life, and learn the famished waste of thought that, like a barren woman, lusts unpregnant. Choose, or become a victim of others choosing.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The approach to the royal boat wharf through the Gate of the Sun  a gate that no longer existed, because the wall had been demolished at that point to make room for imported trees  was almost the only Egyptian touch in the whole city, with its guardian sphinxes and statues stolen from ancient Nile-bank temples. The marble boat-shed was of Egyptian design and even the attending slaves were garbed in the ancient Egyptian headdress. It was a sort of symbolical gateway. Here one entered into Egypt. Today, Greece  Europe, ceased. Yesterday, mystery, melancholy and the fabled land of Khem began. Even the boats on Mareotis were of the ancient Egyptian pattern. Many of the luxurious villas and pavilions on the islands were designed to suggest the Egyptian spirit, in curious contrast to the ultra-modern Greek design of Alexandria.

There were scores of sentries, to keep the holiday-making crowd at a respectful distance from the royal boat wharf. But nobody challenged Tros. He was not saluted, but he was not questioned. He enjoyed a sensation of being seen, and yet intentionally unseen, as if he were expected, even welcome, and yet unmentionable. He decided to test the situation and approached a lieutenant of the guard, who yawned and peacocked on the terrace in front of the Egyptian arch at the landward end of the marble jetty.

Promoted I see, Periander. I congratulate you. Have I blood on my clothing?

The officer examined him from head to foot.

No. But I saw that little entertainment. Good sword!

Six short weeks ago, Periander would have called him by name, with simulated if not actual respect.

I thank you.

Better leave your sword here.

My man has it.

Tros threw back his himation in proof that he was unarmed. The lieutenant nodded. Tros strolled through the arch, not exactly expecting to be daggered on the far side but, in his mindss eye, measuring three jumps from the arch to the water. However the slaves who stood with their backs to the arch like statues took no notice of him.

The gilded barge lay moored against the jetty with its sixteen rowers in their places; they tossed oars as Tros strolled through the arch. There was no doubt they were waiting for him. The royal barge-commander stood on the jetty actually smiling, looking a bit bacchanalian because his chaplet was awry, but spit and span in Cleopatras new emerald-and-orange uniform. She had a great gift for designing uniforms that made a man look picturesque but subtly menial.

Have you a dagger on you? he asked. May I feel?

Again no mention of Tross name. An air of almost, but not quite cordiality. The best seat on the barge, in the stern, behind the Queens awninged bridge-deck. No salute from the rowers, but, on the other hand, respectful service from the barge slaves, who blew the dust from Tross sandals and sponged and wiped his legs. No command. Everyone knew what to do. The gaudily dressed sailors cast off and the barge went at top speed toward Pleasure Island, with the tubas blowing to make fishermen and holiday boating-parties scoot out of the way. No conversation, not even between the barge-commander and his lieutenant.

There was nothing to interfere with Tross interest in the passing scene, and it was not long before he had picked out the gaily painted pleasure boat, in which Conops and the ten Jews were pretending to be out for an afternoons amusement. Eight of the Jews were rowing, and like all strong men untrained to that difficult art they were making heavy weather of it; they could easily pass for a boat-load of drunken roisterers, perhaps in a stolen boat, but surely not armed and dangerous.

Pleasure Island loomed, took form, revealed itself in a reedy mirage, two or three miles beyond the staked deep-water channel for the laden barges from the Nile. It provided absolute privacy. Even its flower-carpeted banks were invisible until the barge had gone beyond it, and turned, and approached from the southward, the thump of the oars alarming myriads of water-fowl that took wing from the reeds and filled the air with weird music.

Then the first sight was of naked Greek girls, some bathing and others playing games against a background of marbled terraces and columned pavilion. There was not a man in sight, not even a eunuch, except for a guard boat half-hidden in a water-lane between the reeds. There were probably several guard boats, but only one was visible. The attendants on the boat-jetty were Egyptian slave-girls, dog-eyed, bare-breasted. Their white teeth flashed in sensuous smiles. Their dark skins were like gloriously hued shadows against the sunlit marble.

The women made the boat fast. No one spoke to Tros. As he walked up the marble path, between flowers, the sound of girls laughter didnt cease for an instant. Even when the path skirted one end of the terrace on which the naked girls were playing, and he was in full view, no one stared at him. He knew at least half of those girls  knew their fathers and mothers; they were the cream of the Alexandrine aristocracy; he had been offered his pick of them, dozens of times, by a court chamberlain who would have been delighted to ally him by marriage with the ascendant political faction. But he might have been invisible for all the notice they took.

The first greeting he received, at the top of the steps, on the terrace in front of the pavilion door, was from Charmion, looking like one of the Fates with her needle and thread and her vinegary air of prim chastity in classically draped white Chinese silk. She looked up from her sewing to answer his bow.

The Queen expects you. You may go straight in. The child Caesarion has just been punished for saying he loves you.

Perhaps he does, Tros answered. Was it you who had him punished?

Yes! She almost spat the word. Go in and try to redeem yourself! You will need the full resources of your Samothracian guile, I can assure you!

I will keep my guile, he answered, bowing like a courtier, for gilding my esteem, where tart ingratitude occasionally chafes it thin! He loved to annoy her. Three ladies-in-waiting, who were doing embroidery-work with Charmion, and pretending to like it, giggled. Tros nodded to them and entered the pavilion, down a corridor where seven eunuchs sat on a gilded bench, whispering and smirking like priests in a vestry. One of them opened a door, and then for the first time someone called Tros by name. The child Caesarion, a brat hardly able to toddle, but precocious, and looking already like a miniature copy of Julius Caesar, ran through the doorway and fell at his feet, seizing his legs and calling him Twos of Samothwakee. There was at any rate someone pleased to see him. But the child was swept up by a protesting nurse and borne off, yelling for his hero. Then a golden voice, that had no equal, anywhere:

You may come in.

The eunuch closed the door behind him and he was alone with the Queen. She was in one of her strangely magnetic moods that nobody ever knew how to divine  greenish eyes, brooding  rather sensuous lips, smiling  looking smaller than ever, because she was seated in a huge chair facing the view through the open window. Her exquisitely shapely feet, touched with henna, in gold-leafed sandals, rested, on a footstool of carved ivory. On the table beside her were pen and ink and a number of parchment scrolls that fluttered in the slight breeze; and on a long table against the wall were a number of objects obviously rifled from an ancient tomb. In her hands was a golden bracelet.

Tros caught his breath, he bowed low, with his eyes on the bracelet. It was not Egyptian. It was not Greek, Indian, Chinese, Arabian, Persian. It was heavy, solid, hammered, and indented with an unfinished pattern that bore no resemblance to any known Egyptian design; barbaric, and yet masterly conceived and done. He had hard work to show no emotion when he had finished bowing and stood upright. It almost never paid to betray emotions in Cleopatras presence; it was vastly safer to simulate emotion that one did not feel.

She appeared annoyed that he had seen the bracelet. Can you imagine, she asked; a craftsman competent to do such skillful work, who would nevertheless be such a savage as to take a wrought gold vase from an ancient tomb, and smash it, and then desecrate it into such an ornament as this? Who could wear such a thing? It weighs two pounds.

Tros glanced at the priceless objects on the table  necklaces, vases, glass-ware, bracelets, a golden tablet a yard square covered with hieroglyphics.

He might have smashed those, too, he answered.

He knew who had done it. There was only one man south of the Baltic who would even have thought of making\ such a bracelet as lay on Cleopatras knee. She laid the bracelet aside.

Well? she asked after a moment. Why dont you reproach me?

Royal Egypt, I reproach myself, he answered.

For having failed me?

For having trusted you. I find myself repudiated at the Palace Gate.

Her answering smile was dangerous. She fingered one of the scrolls on the table beside her. It was a list of about a dozen names.

These are dead, she remarked. She picked up another, shorter list. These are, at the moment, dying. They betray one another like true Greeks at the first touch of torture. It is not that they are cowards, or I think not. Pain makes them angry. They resent that their accomplices should escape such torment. So they tell.

Tros almost shrugged his shoulders. It is your throne, Egypt! Keep it if you care to!

If I can! She looked battle-angry.

Tros grinned then. It was the first confession he had ever heard from Cleopatras lips that there might be an easier seat than a throne.

She resented his grin. Her mold changed to the snake-like anger that made her terrible. She spoke with the vibrance in her voice that aroused mens superstition  the voice that had made her name a byword  astonishing from such a small woman, not in the least loud, but vigorous with a sort of absoluteness.

I sent for you, she said, to receive from your lips an explanation of your conduct in Cyprus.

But she was threatening the wrong man, and she knew it. Her eyes changed even before Tros answered.

You have a strange way, Royal Egypt, of inviting a friend to an audience! It would have been simpler to have written my name on that list, to explain to the executioner  or not to explain, as the case might be.

Dont talk nonsense. I have a reason for seeing you secretly.

Doubtless a royal reason! I would have spared you the intrusion, unless I also had reasons, Egypt, as for what I have done, at my own cost

On your own responsibility! You refused my commission, remember!

It was the best I could do. I defeated and slew the pirate Anchises, and destroyed his entire fleet.

Yes, and you sank two Roman biremes, in Salamis harbor, for which the Roman proconsul is blaming me!

To which your answer has teen, to permit your minister to denounce me as a pirate!

That was necessary. It was a sop to the Roman indignation.

As I already said, it is your throne, he retorted. I have never found it necessary to denounce a loyal friend, for the sake of such a cur as Cassius, who stabbed his benefactor! If you choose between me and Cassius, as to which is your friend, I withdraw from the competition! Deadly though it may be, I prefer your enmity to the stench of being less than Cassiuss enemy to the last breath he or I shall ever breathe!

She laughed. The same Tros! Friend? You speak to me as if I were your mistress, or a servant caught stealing the food from the table! Is my sister Arsinoe not my enemy? My treacherous, envious enemy? Didnt you befriend her in Cyprus? Do you call that being my friend?

What would you have had me do?

You should have drowned her! She was on your ship. She was present, in the sea-fight of Salamis  where I would give almost my eyes to have been! She was present in your cabin when you brow-beat that Roman wolf Ahenobarbus. I would give almost my ears to have heard that! You gave her money. It was tribute money looted from the temple. You gave her men. They were pirates, whom you took prisoner, and Roman legionnaires, for whom Ahenobarbus had no ship-room. You set her free from Serapions clutches  Serapion, whom I appointed to be her viceroy because I knew he would hold her powerless, whatever treachery he might invent!

I perceive that your Etruscan spy Tarquinius has saved me the necessity of making a report, Tros answered.

I have a letter from him, written on the very day that you returned to Salamis after the sea-fight. It came in sections, by eighteen pigeons, to the Syrian coast, and thence by runner.

Surely you show great wisdom in taking that jackals word against mine, Tros answered. Did he write it to you, or to Charmion?

She ignored the question. Suddenly, in a voice that suggested an archers tautened bow-string, she loosed her secret news: My dear sister has left Cyprus!

Tros stared, but he could only judge that she was studying him as alertly as he was studying her. If she was telling the truth, he was in as deadly danger as he ever had been in, in the whole of his dangerous life. Did she suspect him of conspiracy? He did the opposite of what any other man in Egypt would have dared to do. He told her the truth:

I had been in Alexandria not three hours, Egypt, before several men, of whom one was your spy  I knew him  told me that tale. Your spy  he spoke with me near the municipal building  said she is in Egypt. I wouldnt have believed that rogue if he had told me the day of the week! He invited me to go to her, to command her army. Did he tell you my answer?

She smiled. He said you spoke with Aristobolus, and with two others. The two others are in custody. Where is Aristobolus?

Tros grinned. I can answer for four of his freedmen. They attacked me, lest I should betray Aristobolus.

Bloodshed again  in the City? I am told you have freed some slaves, that they may bear arms. Are you planning to send them broiling in the Royal Area, as you did your Northmen?

He was glad to change the subject. I came here, he answered, to claim my Northmen. Of your magnanimity, release them! The only crime they committed was to break the heads of some Romans for speaking about you loosely.

Do you remember my terms? she retorted. You may have them when you have kept your own promise.

I have kept it, Egypt. Your war-fleet captains had abandoned the corn fleet to its fate. I found it and protected it from Romans and from pirates also. I sold the corn to Brutus, because he and Cassius are at the moment the greatest potential danger to you unless they can feed their armies.

And you have loosed against me a more dangerous, a more treacherous enemy than any Roman! Arsinoe, I tell you, is in Egypt! Do you call that doing me a service? Well for you, Lord Tros, that I mistrust Tarquinius! He has written a letter to you, in care of the Jew Esias, to await your coming; and it fell into my hands, as I dont doubt he intended it should. He informs you, in that letter, that the Princess Arsinoe, acting on your advice, mind you, has taken those pirates that you gave her, and some men that my loving cousin Herod offered, and some of the Gaulish legionnaires that Ahenobarbus left behind in Cyprus, and has crossed to Syria. At the time of writing, she expected Cassius to help her to reach Egypt, because Cassius would prefer a queen on the throne of Egypt who is more subservient to Roman arrogance.

I should have slain that rat Tarquinius when you put him aboard my ship to spy on me, Tros answered-. You know him as well as I do. And he knows me as well as you do. I will wager that he wrote that letter to persuade you to mistrust both me and Esias, who are the two men in Egypt who cant be bribed to betray you. May I see the letter?

Yes: No  no, I havent it here. She studied him for at least a minute. Then, suddenly: You arc a sentimentalist. Could you be coaxed to betray me?

I have been coaxed with hard blows and soft speech, Egypt. But here I am.

I am sending you to deal with Arsinoe.

Me?

You  secretly  finally  once and for all! She is said to have several hundred men. She moves on Memphis, the ancient capital, where she expects to be able to raise an army. But I have my grip on Memphis. I hold hostages; I have the sons and daughters of most of the important men of Memphis who might otherwise go to her aid. She has raided the quarterly caravan from the emerald mines, and she is robbing the tomb-robbers, for gold with which to lavish bribes. I have caught the ring-leaders in Alexandria, but all the Romans in the city, and many others would take her part if she should begin to succeed. She must be dealt with swiftly.

I am useless without my Northmen!

You? Useless?

Will against will. It was almost like a physical clash of weapons.

Royal Egypt, you are too fond of clipping the wings of the hawk that shall fly your errands! You obliged me to go to sea without my Northmen. I fought a battle that I came near losing for lack of their good fighting arms!

A few barbarians  a mere handful of brutes with battle-axes?

Thirty-eight comrades in arms! Thirty-eight veterans! Egypt, have you their equal?

She eyed him darkly, resting her chin on her hand. It is not soldiers or sailors, but generals that I need, she said after a moment. I can supply you with plenty of men.

Aye, he answered, but you havent one commander whom you dare to trust out of reach of the executioner! So you propose to flatter me by

Yes, she interrupted, I fear I flatter you. But there is no one else I can trust at the moment. I want her killed, not captured. Tros, incredible though this may sound to you, I love Arsinoe. I saved her from execution after Caesars triumph when, if the Roman mob had had its way, she should have been slain in the Tullianum. It was I who begged Caesar to make her Queen of Cyprus. But the girl is my ceaseless enemy. There is nothing to do but to kill her.

Therefore you degrade me to the rank of butcher?

I wish her to be killed  not shamed  not put to torture  not cruelly ill-used, as she would ill-use me if she could seize my throne. She must die. You, of all men, should understand that.

It was useless to fence with Cleopatra when she talked in that vein. She lied, and Tros knew it. She neither loved nor pitied Arsinoe, although it was no doubt true that she would take no delight in Arsinoes shame or torture. Cleopatra had good taste; she didnt enjoy physical cruelty. She merely wanted Arsinoe killed, and to avoid the blame for having killed her.

Pitying the girl, said Tros, in the fight off Salamis I gave her a chance to die as you or I would choose to if the world should have no honorable room for you or me. But she fought too well, in one of my mens armor. She came out unscathed, with her dagger dripping and a laugh on her lips.

Tros  I believe you love her!

Egypt, I love man or woman who is brave.

It is more than rumored that she loves you!

So. Am I indictable by rumor?

If you love her  if she loves you  need I explain that loving-kindness should grant her a swift death, rather than the ignominy of, for instance, such a punishment as our elder sister Berenice underwent? It is as an act of mercy, that I send you.

Have you mercy for my Northmen?

I depend on your love for your Northmen to outweigh any emotions that a girl might arouse, who is nothing if not capable of seducing such a sentimentalist as you arc!

Tros strode to the window, turned away from her, turned again and strode back. He was thinking of the two-pound hammered bracelet.

Egypt

Think! she warned him. She could see the wrath on his face, and the deadlier integrity behind it  the iron resolution.

I have done my thinking, Egypt. I am no queens catspaw.

She had her hand on the padded hammer of a golden gong shaped like a lions face.

You refuse?

The threat of death had never made Tros less than obstinate  but craftily obstinate, lightning quick to guess the weakness that lingered on threat instead of striking first in order to compel. Not for one fraction of a moment did he forget his duty to his Northmen. As long as they lived, he would do his best to be their dependable Lord Captain.

Aye. I will not go unless on my own terms. If you had another to send, you would not send me. If you trust me to go, and insist I shall go, you shall trust me to do as I see fit.

Oh well, she answered. Indiscretion would be bad for your Northmen. You appreciate that?

He nodded. She had laid that heavy bracelet on the table. He glanced at it, then looked straight into her eyes.

And I demand Cleopatras promise. Not royal Egypts, but the promise of the Cleopatra whom I snatched away from Rome before Caesars murderers could plunge their knives into you also  do you understand what I mean? I have been your good friend, Egypt.

There was no warm emotion expressed in her eyes. She looked even slightly contemptuous of his claim on her gratitude. But she seemed to be reappraising him, perhaps wondering whether to tell him more, and to trust him less; because the more a man knows, the less easy he is to compel. And as yet she was only learning statecraft. She had not yet reached the ripeness of judgment that, a few years later, almost made her mistress of the world..

How can I make any other than what you are pleased to call a royal promise? she asked after a moments pause. We Were friends, you and I, when I was a homeless exile. True. But who serves whom for nothing? Has a queen friends? What request can Cleopatra grant, that Egypt might not forbid? It must be something strange  something new in the way of demands on a reigning queen!

Not new in your ears, Egypt! If I go to Memphis  if I solve this riddle for you  if I quell rebellion before it rocks your throne  thereafter will you set my Northmen free, and rather than hinder will you aid me to set forth on my voyage?

She smiled.

Around the world? You will desert me for that chimera? Very well then. You have Egypts promise that she shall not interfere with Cleopatras farewell! How will you find Arsinoe? What guides  what forces will you need? This is secret, remember.

Secret? He laughed. Perhaps Cassius thinks it a secret. If its true, it can mean only one thing: Cassius, in collusion with the Alexandrine Romans, is attempting to seize Egypt and get rid of you, without the expense and risk of marching his mutinous legions across the desert from Syria. You dont dare to declare war on Cassius; your own army would desert you, as your fleet already has done. So you demand of me a secret effort against treason.

She stared. His frank assertions never failed to bring that frown to her forehead. He continued:

I will go, and I will do it. Then I will demand from you my Northmen. Is that agreed?

She nodded.

It is known I am here. How will you explain my absence from the City?

They shall say you have been sent into exile.

Memphis? There will be a north wind. I can swoop on Memphis. I will be off before daybreak, Egypt, with my own men. Tell me what you think you know of Arsinoes movements. Mind you, I dont believe the story.

But he did believe it, and she knew he did. Tros was thinking of the blood-red lamp on a hillside amid the phantom trees of Salamis. Cleopatras eyes looked darkly vengeful.

Alexis has all the information. He is to go with you.

Tros scowled. He hated her cynical courtier-friend Alexis  a man who had not been long enough at court to amass enough money to pay his debts, but he was doing nicely.

There were two gongs near her. She struck one that clanged like the clash of cymbals. Instantly the curtains on the rear wall parted. It was the wrong gong. Two huge Nubians rushed in, cloaked with leopard-skin, armed with brass scimitars. Trained to be swift to protect their royal mistress, they rushed Tros, one from either side, too swiftly for Cleopatra to stop them. They never even saw her raised hand. Her voice froze in her throat as a scimitar slit the air. It missed  went spinning  struck the other Negros neck and embedded itself in the door panel. Tross fist, quicker than the weapon, had clubbed his assailants arm  struck it numb. His right foot tripped the man; his left fist sent him staggering into the other Nubian, and they fell in a mess of blood at Cleopatras feet. Tros pitched both men through the open window. Then he picked up a Damascus mat, covered the blood with it, strode to the door, pulled the scimitar out from the panel and tossed that, too, through the window.

If I am under arrest, he said, no more than your word is needed.

She looked angry, contemptuous, disgusted, but not afraid for a moment. Suddenly she laughed.

It was a mistake!

Are they sufficiently rebuked?

I am! Tros, what an expensive guest you are! Those slaves cost me more than the rug you have used for a mop! I bought the rug in Rome from the spoil of Mithradatess palace. Now the Nubians are useless. You may have them. You may have the rug, too.

She struck the other gong, and then walked to the window with Tros while a eunuch brought in slaves to clean the tiled floor. The rug was rolled and tossed through the window to the Nubians, one of whom was bandaging his neck with a rag from his chiton. The other lay stunned on the terrace. At a gesture from the Queen the wounded man unrolled the rug, hove the stunned man on to it and dragged him out of sight.

Cleopatras mood had changed as utterly as a landscape changes when the clouds let through the sun. She laid her hand on Tross arm.

You, who are fitter to be a king than any warrior on earth  for you have brains as well as courage  is Egypt too little?

She was almost, not quite tall enough for the crown of her head to reach his shoulder. Not answering, he stared through the window, southward, toward the fabled land of Khem.

Do you seek new conquests? You, who hate Rome as I hate Rome, and as Rome hates me  there is Syria to conquer  Parthia  India. Egypt or Rome will prevail in the end. But who shall lead the battle-line of Egypt? Southward  forever southward, beyond the desert, aye, and beyond the mountains where they say the Nile begins  there are realms beyond realms awaiting conquest. Does your imagination feel no challenge?

At last he looked down at her. Aye, he answered. In this pavilion you and Caesar used to speak of it. I have sat here listening.

You are younger, stronger, healthier than Caesar was: And you are not, like Caesar, ham-strung by grudging loyalty to a Roman wife and Roman prejudices.

No, he answered. I have other prejudices.

And no wife.

No. Nor a master! I am my own man.

Gyved by sentiment to two score bawdy battle-ax-men, whose hearts are in the brothels and their brains in the lees of a jar of Cretan wine!

They are my men. They are comrades-in-arms. I have led them. They and I have fought a main or two with death together. I will do your errand, Egypt.

You are also a greater fool than Caesar knew how to be! she answered. Oh, that Caesar had had your strength, to shake off his assassins!

Do you mean oh, that I had Caesars ambition?

Yes, I mean it! Would you like to be King of Syria?

Syria is not yours, Egypt.

Not yet! But would you like to be King of Syria?

No  nor King of anywhere.

Go! You bore me. I will send you Alexis. He shall meet you at the barge. You know him?

Yes. I know him.

Mind  you are to trust him.

May I trust you, to keep your promise?

Keep your own promise. You will not need to remind me of mine.

He remembered her younger sisters promise, given on the gallery on the hill above star-lit Salamis:

Yes, Tros, I will rule or I will get out. Do you think, then you will understand me?


CHAPTER XIV. One of these days youll be a valuable man

I have observed that generous determination to attain an objective come what may, reveals the means; as if the generosity were lamplight.
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Sunset was bathing the roofs of Alexandria, and the evening mist was rising on Mareotis, when the royal barge left Pleasure Island. Alexis, a very handsome fellow, with a comically aristocratic Alexandrine manner of taking nothing seriously, snuggled himself in a woolen cloak and kissed a parchment order on any or all district treasurers. It bore Cleopatras signature and seal.

No limit! he remarked. I bless my father and my mother, who conceived me as full of cupidity as a Rhakotis prostitute! There are compensations, even for having to leave Alexandria. Dreadful ordeal, but sublime opportunity! When I return I will buy me Arabian horses. Hitherto, mine has never been better than second chariot. It is simply a question of money. Buy the best horses. Bribe the other fellows charioteers. Watch me win next time!

Better rob tombs like the Queen, Tros answered. The Queen keeps her eye on the treasury statements.

On the tombs, too, said Alexis. Mining is a royal monopoly. She calls tombs mining! Did you notice that stuff on the table?

Where is it from?

Near the Great Pyramid.

Tros grinned, thinking of his Northmen.

Tros, youre a very remarkable man. I have you to thank for this treasury order! If it werent for you, she would have sent two generals, each to keep an eye on the other. They would have been much more expensive than you and me. I would give ten per cent of my probable peculations to know what you said to the Queen.

You buy things twice over, do you? Tros answered. You heard every word of what I said to her.

Well, since you have guessed so accurately, I admit it. I was behind the curtain. I saw you smash these Nubians. Gods! Look at them! I dont know yet whether she meant them to kill you, or not, and Ill bet they dont know, either. Perhaps she doesnt know. I think she left it to destiny, the way you or I would toss a coin or bet a fortune on a cock-fight. She is like that  superstitious. What will you do with the Nubians?

Oar-bank. I never yet knew a royal slave worth a drachma until he had learned what work is. They shall blister their hams and work the fat-off. That duffer let go his scimitar at a mere touch.

A pretty skillful touch, Tros!

But a touch. He shall learn what it means to hang on to an oar, with the wind across the current and the ship rolling. It needs more than muscle. Will you take them to Esias for me and bid him keep them at heavy labor until I return from this business? Them and the rug. That is my rug, remember! I believe you will find Esias in his office at the east end of the City. You will find me near my trireme.

I am supposed to keep you in sight.

Can you swim? Very well then. Go ashore in the barge and find Esias. Bring him to me. I am to trust you, she said. So I will, until you give me reason not to. Let us understand each other.

Oh, I understand you.

Let me know when you dont. On any successful expedition there is only one commander. There is only one way of returning home alive and that is by obeying the commander. I am he.

Alexis got up and bowed as impudently as he dared. I salute you. Should I call you Caesar?

You may call me friend if you will. I will judge will, by behaviour.

Tros went forward and, pushing aside the lookout man, stood for several minutes with his hand on the high, carved, gilded stem. Suddenly he plunged overboard and was out of sight in a moment, lost to view in the mist that curled amid the rushes. He swam, as many strong men do, with prodigious waste of effort and it was several minutes before his hand caught the rail of a painted pleasure-boat and Conops hauled him overside.

Master, let me rub you dry with my shirt. This chill air

Give me food, you idiot! Do you think I can go since daybreak on an empty belly and wait to be bath-housed by a drunkard? Is there wine left?

Aye, aye, master. I saved some from the Jews share. I said to the Jews, I said, it ud need an artful eunuch, I said, to poison the Lord Captain. But if he comes to you parched from mistrusting palace wine, would you have him drink up Mareotis? Frogs and all, eh? Frogs, I said to em, said I, are against religion. Arent you Jews circumcised, I said, against the sin of eating frogs? So shall he drink em? Here you are, master, good wine! Wine of Chios! Kept cool, too. Here you are  bread, cheese, olives

Where is Aristobolus?

One of the Jews removed a disordered sail. Aristobolus lay bound and gagged, under the thwarts. Tros ate ravenously. Head for the cross-city canal. Row slowly. Enter the canal in darkness. Has Aristobolus talked?

Aye, master. As soon as wed ungagged him and hed wetted his throat with some of our Chian, he began talking a streak. Never heard such wild talk as his, not even from our Northmen when theyre drunk and homesick for the Baltic women. Any word of our Northmen, master?

Aye. When we get back, sort out all their battle-axes and armor from the storeroom. Wrap them in a sail and have them ready.

Trust you to make a landfall, fog or nighttime!

Carry on with your tale.

Master, maybe one of our lads hit him a bit hefty. He talked wild. Soon as he saw it was me, and me your man, and us all laughing and acting foolish, and out o reach o land and all that, first he offered us money. So we took what he had, and it was little enough for a gentleman of his fine speech and manners. Then we fed him but he didnt eat much; and I told him hes your prisoner, and you not in the habit o treating prisoners the way a pirate treats em  pirate though he said you are. He loosed off a fathom o talk about your being a pirate, and the Queen intending to have you crucified, because the Romans want it. And he said that if we love you, we should find you quick and let him tell you how to keep your soul inside your body.

You remember his exact words?

No, master. They were too many. Twenty men couldnt remember em. But he talked, like a hawse paying out in a tide-rip, about how wed better find you in a hurry. So I said youre having your fun with a girl and it was worth a broken bone or two to interrupt you without reason why

You  You loose-tongued lecher!

And I told him I lost my starboard eye, crack-peeping, to witness your secret interviews with kings and queens, Im all that in your confidence. These lads confirmed it; theyll make good sailors, time Ive schooled em. One way and another, and what with threatening to drown him if he didnt, he talked. Chronos! He talked of a prince named Herod, and this Queens father, and a lady by name of Boidion, and half the history of Egypt! Seems that this Queens father was a bit of what youre fond of calling me. And hed a gift for getting daughters, had King Ptolemy the Piper. Nearly all his get were daughters. The boys were sickly, but the birls were well joined, and good lookers, and any number of em. One she-child  one of his bastards  was by a Jewess, name of Esther I think he said, and they called the child Boidion. That particular she-child is the spitting image, so said this man when hed had his second cup of Chian, of that Princess Arsinoe who got us into all that trouble off Salamis  born within the same month, and so like her, said he, it was awkward. But instead of poisoning her along with her mother, as would have been more usual, somebody whose job it was to clean up King Ptolemys leavings reported em dead and packed em off to Jerusalem, where the mothers folks lived, and our lads here claim they knew the mother in Jerusalem. They swear she was a high priests daughter. Ive schooled em with a ropes end so they dont lie to me worth mentioning. They claim they knew Boidion, too. They say she grew up to be a fine up-standing wench with saucy manners. And they agree she looks like Queen Arsinoe of Cyprus.

The ten Jews nodded, one by one, solemnly, resting on their oars as Tros looked at them for confirmation of the story.

Well, said Conops, this here Aristobolus said, if I understood him right, that that swine of an Etruscan Tarquinius  only he called him a smart fellow  who was left in Cyprus in command of Queen Arsinoes bodyguard, has killed Arsinoe  dagger, poison, bow-string, drowned, he didnt say what  and crossed to Syria, and gone to Jerusalem, and found Boidion, and called her Arsinoe, and brought her to Egypt, and raised an army, and intends to march on Alexandria and make her Queen of Egypt. I made him say it over and over, and I got it right. Thats his story. And he said that the thing for you to do is to join Boidion  he said near Memphis  because, said he, for two reasons. First, Queen Cleopatra has your name on her list of suspects for the torturer to examine. Second, knowing this Boidion isnt Arsinoe; soon as youve helped to make her Queen youll have the pick of whatevers going, and if youre so minded you can even marry her and make yourself viceroy, or youll tell what you know. There, master, he said plenty more, but thats all I remember.

Why did you gag him again?

I had to take the sail off him, master. If Id let him go on talking hed have had me that mixed up Id never have remembered half of what I do remember. And besides, there were two boats full o Queens men, and I saw them search a boat or two, and they might have searched us. So I readied him up. We lashed the iron killick to his feet. Wed have dumped him if the Queens men came close. No knowing what might have happened if theyd found him aboard of us, and us your men, in a boat that wed have had to do some full gale lying to explain.

One of these days, said Tros, youll be a valuable man.

That was high praise. Conops pondered it in silence, and Tros sat thinking until mist and darkness blended and suddenly the guard at the mouth of the cross-city canal challenged gruffly. Tros answered:

Junior court chamberlain Alexiss boat, on the Queens business.

Someone stuck a torch into a fire-pot and whirled it until five guards stood revealed with the crimson firelight gleaming on polished armor.

Junior lord chamberlain Alexis came ashore in the Queens barge. Who are you?

Ask him! Who tells the Queens business to the first fool who asks?

Come closer! Row in here to the wharf!

At your own risk! Halt me at your peril! Ive a prisoner for the dungeon.

Oh. Well  hell have company! Theyve been packing them in! Pass!


CHAPTER XV. The fly-by-night flotilla

In battle, in mutiny, in mid-debauch, in unexpected crisis, men remember justice, though they know not what it is that they remember. They will leave in the lurch a captain who has spoiled them with over-kindness. They will kill a captain who fears them. They will sham drunkenness  aye, sham death  aye, even choose death  rather than obey a captain who has ever flinched from peril, labor, hardship that he bade them face. But they will rally to a just man, though the night is in arms against him and though they know not why.
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Nightmare. The slums of Rhakotis by crimson torchlight. The great trireme, high on the ways, with her gilded serpent, draped in paulin, thrust between the roofs of storage sheds.

There were men beneath her, examining the torn tin sheathing by the light of tow flares. A steam of Esiass slaves, under the watchful eyes of two of Esiass partners, carrying ashore the gear, ammunition and dunnage and Tross personal possessions to be locked out of reach of longshore thieves. Old Esias, with his hand on the master-shipwrights shoulder, listening to Tros and nodding as he watched the secretary-slave jot down instructions.

Strip off all the tin sheathing, Esias. Test every nail in the hull. Theyre mostly oak tree-nails, and tight, but some of them may have been shorn from the shock of collision; we hit those pirate hulls with our sails full o wind and a big sea running; we have had to work double-shifts at the water-hoist, all the way from Tarsus. Have your shipwright test every inch of her timbers. If theres anything soft, out with it; anything cracked, out with it. Replace with Lebanon cedar. Theres a lot of that tin too badly torn to be put back; have it melted down, and rebeaten. Watch it, though; its worth nearly its weight in silver.  Now then: Ill be taking a hundred men. The remainder Ill leave in your charge. Dribble out their back pay miserly. The half theyve had already will be gone by morning. Dole out the balance fast enough to keep them from thieving themselves into trouble, but slowly enough to keep them standing by.

Lord Captain, I have the Queens ministers order not to repair your trireme, said Esias. I am already in trouble for having done your business. Selling your pearls to the Queen for such a high price has aroused the anger of the Treasury. They  he

So you told me already. Did he order you not to make ready to repair, at full speed, when you get the word? Do as I say, Esias!

I will risk that. There was no order not to make ready. But a hundred  of your own men  before morning? Even your lieutenant Ahiram wenches himself stupid in the House of Carousal.

Ahiram shall stand by the ship, Tros answered. He is as useless on land as a whore at sea. Now listen: my prisoner Aristobolus is in your rope-shed, under a guard of your freedmen. Hold him there until I come for him, but drop a word in his ear that I am perhaps more friendly to him than I seem. I need eight more boats  good ones, not too heavy. Set a cask in each boat, full of good drinking water. I need wine and provisions for one hundred and twenty men for ten days  sails and gear for each boat  tow-line  plenty of spare rope  blankets  the fools are afraid to sleep without their heads covered  fire-pots  throw in a bolt or two of bandage-linen, therell be broken heads to mend  enough cut firewood for a few days cooking  better put your slaves to work on that this minute  one hundred and fourteen horse-tail fly-switches  I want men fit to fight, not blown meat  and an open letter of credit from you to all your agents up the Nile.

And all this before morning, Lord Captain?

Before midnight, Esias!

Impossible!

Esias, did I save your corn from the pirates? Did I sell it to the Romans for its full value? That, too, was impossible. But have you had your money for the corn?

Lord Tros

May God guide your efforts, Esias!

Lord Tros  a moment!

Esias, a bit feeble with age and shaken by excitement, took his arm and walked beside him.

This way! This way!

He led into the deepest shadow between piles of ships stores.

Take this! It came from Pelusium. Nay, I know not how my agent got it. There were two letters, one from Tarquinius, so openly delivered that the Queens spies could not help but know about it; they came and took it; and this one, that my agent sent stitched in a saddle-girth. Seethe seal is unbroken.

Do you know from whom it is?

Nay, nay. I guess. I do not wish to know. Tell none that I gave it to you.

Esias hesitated.

And? Tros asked him. There was speech on your lips, Esias.

Beware of the Lord Alexis!

Aye, I will well beware of him.

Esias hurried away. Tros climbed the ships side and entered his cabin that had already been stripped of nearly all its contents. The whale-oil lamp still burned. By its light he examined the letter. It was of folded parchment, soiled with horse-sweat, addressed in fine Greek characters to Tros of Samothrake. He felt a curious excitement. He smelt and felt the letter half-a-dozen times before he broke the wax, sealed with a thumb-print, and read it. It was written in Greek, in the same fine, educated hand.



Should you hear of my being in Egypt, doubt not. Should you hear of my dying in Egypt, doubt that, unless they say I died in armor. You will know whose armor. I am altogether weary of being a stake on the board in a game played by fools and swindlers. But again they throw the loaded dice. So it is I who must fight for myself, since there is none other for whom the fight is worth the effort, you not having designed to  (Several words had been crossed out; horse-sweat had made the correction illegible.)  So, if I am to die now, farewell and forget me. But if I live, you shall judge again.



There was no signature. But there could be no possible doubt in Tross mind of the writers name. Arsinoe had not returned the armor that she wore in the sea-fight off Salamis. Her reference to the armor was identification enough.

Tros swore. He set his teeth. He burned the letter in the flame of the whale-oil lamp and trod the ashes of the parchment into powder. Two revolutions? Arsinoe in Egypt? Boidion in Egypt? As like as twins  as desperate as hunted felons  as determined as the Queen herself to possess the throne, and as careless of others danger!

Was Artistoboluss story true? Was it Cassiuss plan to substitute the bastard Boidion for Arsinoe? Did Cassius think Arsinoe was dead? Or was she dead?  Was this letter a trick? Tarquinius and Serapion were capable of anything treacherous. Had they killed her? It might be Arsinoes handwriting, it might not. How much did the Queen know? Why the devil didnt the woman ever tell a man all she knew, instead of sending him half-informed on deadly errands?

There was no time now to think about it. More important at the moment were the Northmens battle-axes and their armor. Tros went and watched them wrapped up, ready. And then action.

He marched away into the night, in armor because dark Rhakotis was as full of daggers as mongrel dogs. His ten-Jew bodyguard trudged at his back. Conops strode beside him, wise in all the by-ways, familiar with every bawdy-house and tavern from wharf-side to city wall, and from the wall to the slums beyond it, amid the slaughter-yards, slave-barracks, native Egyptian mud-brick huts and factories, along the road to the Necropolis.

First, they entered a tavern called the House of Carousal, that twanged with zither-music and swished with the exciting hiss of shaken sistra, in a reek of wine-fumes. Naked, sweat-wet bellies  brown, black, white, ivory-hued  wove in and out in the reddened smoke of unglazed lamps and torches set in sconces on painted walls. Bare feet thumped on the tiled floor. Song  it was a sentimental, stupid, new-fangled chorus about the blue-eyed girls of Gaul  shrilled from the throats of wenches who sat on the customers knees and kept them plied with wine. It was a deep-sea sailors heaven, rigidly exclusive: no one of less than quarter-deck rank might enter and be robbed in that place. The proprietor and four half-naked bullies hurried to the door to protest against the presence of the Jews, who were obviously of inferior rank, and moreover armed, which was against law and custom. Conops hit one of the bullies on his spare-rib with the hilt of his knife  set him spinning  howling  doubled with pain. There was an instant uproar. The musicians tried to out-din the tumult.

Tros spied Ahiram. The Phoenician, in gold earrings, with a silken scarf tied on his head and a girl on each knee, looked frightened. He moved like a man in a dream. But he showed his teeth when Tros shook off a dozen naked dancing-girls who tried to cling to his arms, and to pull off his armor and persuade him to stay and be entertained. Tros came and stood in front of him. Ahiram forgot his manners:

Teeth of a yellow bitch! Am I your watch-dog  day in, day out  a-sea and a-shore? Did I come alive out of gale and battle to be robbed of a bit of wenching?

You have until midnight, Ahiram, to go and stand by the ship. If Esias reports you absent at midnight, I will order him to pay you off.

Ahiram came to his senses, a bit gradually. He pushed the women off his knees.

Whats in the wind, Lord Captain?

Treason! If they fire the trireme in my absence, I will blame you, Ahiram!

You are going somewhere?

Aye. Do I leave a man behind me?

Aye, aye, Lord Captain.

Grumbling, Ahiram began there and then the tedious business of disputing the amount of his bill; two or three hours carousing would only have made the return to duty all the harder to face, so he smote the protesting wenches. Tros left him arguing how much he owed. He flung a coin to the proprietor, who cursed him as he went out.

The next place was a stews where lesser notables foregathered; decurions, stewards; master-arches, helmsmen, boatswains, armorers, ship-carpenters and oar-bank overseers could count on revelry uncriticized by the lords of the quarterdeck. The prices were slightly lower, the pace was faster for that reason. The wine stank worse; the musicians were fewer and made more noise; the women were older, less comely and more artless, except for a big black Galla woman, who was doing an orgiastic dance in mid-room. She recognized Conops, instantly ceased dancing, shouted like an Amazon and rushed straight at him. He sent her sprawling, and she lay beneath a service table screaming that he owed her money.

But Tros had come there for decurions. He set his ten Jews at the door and stared through the lamp-smoke, conning faces, selecting the men who had stood best to their battle stations, and whose squads had shown best discipline in filthy weather against almost overwhelming odds. Some of the best men were already too drunk to bother with, and some were sufficiently drunk to be dangerous. But one man came and asked what it was the Lord Captain needed.

You! Tros answered. You and Conops go and roust out these nine. He named the nine he had selected. Line them in front of me.

It took priceless time. They had to be wrenched away from screaming harpies, who were egged on by the owner of the place to drag their customers by force into a labyrinth of cells out of sight in the rear of the building. But there were presently ten disheveled revelers standing bewildered in mid-room and even the proprietor ceased his protests as Tros looked them over. The music ceased. Even the garlanded strumpets held their tongues and watched.

Are you men loyal?

Aye, aye, Lord Captain.

They were hiccoughing. Some of them swayed, and one was bleeding from a torn ear were a woman had tried to wrench him loose from Conopss grip; he was fiercely impatient to go and thrash the woman. But he, too, agreed he was loyal  whatever that meant.

Are you seeking a new captain?

No! They were clear on that point.

Are you men or monkeys? Are you comrades-in-arms? Or are you toss-pots fit for nothing?

Men, Lord Captain! They were indignant. They had earned that title. Blood and bread! You know us! But

You but me? Those of you who love your comfort more than duty, fall out! Fall out, I say! The remainder  those of you who like the right to call me captain

Conops gave tongue. He could bark like the crack of breaking timbers:

Ten-shun! Right turn! Quick march! Left! Left! Left! Left wheel! To the street now  try to march like fighting men, you dock-side drunkards!  Fall in, my squad! Snap to it, you Jew-boys! Two deep! Guard our backs! Left, there! Left! Left! Cloak, eh? Leave it! Buy yourself another with the loot of Egypt!

The proprietor stormed, cursed, tore his hair, threw his garland at Tros and cited the law. He threatened to-summon the city guards and to have Tros punished for infraction of privilege; no one in Alexandria, except the Queens police, had the right to interfere with anyones pleasures provided he paid his score, and the police were on the side of the keepers of stews. But Tros was at war with time; each squandered minute was a notch in the score against him.

Take your bill to Esias! If its fair, I will bid him pay it!

He strode out, filling his lungs with cleaner air, halted his men in the street, formed them in solid squad and gave his orders:

Each of you decurions is to pick ten men, from your own squad or another decurions,-no matter which, but strong and willing, fit to pull on an oar, march and fight with sword or bow and arrow. Therell be rough work, now and later, but double pay for all hands on this expedition. Theres no time to go and get your weapons, but youll each have one armed man to protect you, so let me see you wade in and line up a hundred men in short order. Help yourselves to clubs if you can find them  break some furniture  dont be afraid to break the heads of the brothel bullies.

Expedition, Lord Captain? Well need

Quick march! By the right!

He led them, sobering up in the night air, through the torch-lit dimness of the shadowy Rhakotis slums, to the Western Gate, where the Queens guards made no difficulty. The gate was not closed; Alexandria was an open port of refuge, day or night, for almost anyone  even for runaway slaves who were willing to sell themselves to new masters or to enlist in the riffraff army. That was one of the thousand, excuses that Rome had for picking a quarrel. Tros in armor, with a squad of twenty behind him, looked too much like a Queens man to be questioned, even if he was not recognized, which he possibly was, he was not sure; Alexis was somewhere, spreading rumors, giving secret orders. There was no guessing what Alexis had said or done since he went and fetched Esias. Tros marched through the Gate and said nothing, saluted no one, was saluted by none. The Gate clanged at his back but recoiled ajar and the cumbrous beam used as a lock was left leaning against the wall.

Then a raid. Such a raid as Alexandria had seen a thousand times, when crews were needed for the royal ships, or porters for the armys baggage loads on the road to Pelusium. Swift, drastic, unexplained, merciless  knives in the dark, like hornets stings  a panic-savage raided mud-nest  torch-lit riot  smashed doors  drunken seamen hauled out of stinking dives and clubbed into dazed obedience  roared at, deep-sea fashion  their anger, adroitly exploited, turned against the brothel-keepers  against yelping hags  against slaughterhouse butchers and riff-raff Roman destitutes who ran to the brothel proprietors aid  until they roared at last, half-consciously, their old familiar war-cry:

Tros! Tros!

Oarsmen  archers  swordsmen  spearmen  bruised and bleeding. But beginning to be conscious of the deep-sea brotherhood that owned them in one discipline  unarmed, but beginning to feel again like fighting men  were hurled, kicked, clubbed, driven into the street, where Tros stood with his armor crimsoned by a torch that Conops had snatched from someone. And then, suddenly, Tross battle-voice:

Stand by for trouble! Fall in, all hands! Line up! Four deep! Line along the road, there! Fall in!

Conops, barking, nagging, prodding. Ten Jews, armed, and freed that day as a reward for discipline and valor, standing off the snarling dog-fight rushes of dealers in human depravity. Conops, brass-lunged:

One hundred, one score and eleven, fit to stand up, master!

Tros, bull-lunged:

Ships company! Fours  right! By the right, quick march!

Staggering, reeling, cursing fours; the Jews in the rear to deal with stragglers; the decurions, full of their lawful pride now, bullying and dragooning; Conops everywhere, up and down the line:

Left! Left! Zeus and Leda! Cant a seaman take a drink or two and march? Pick that man up! Carry him! Left! Left! Your Lord Captains showing you his wake, you lubbers! Step lively! Left! Left! Your head hurts, does it? Wait till morning and youll know what pain is! Left! left!

And then, suddenly, song  one voice, hoarse and drunken  two  ten  twenty  then the whole line roaring, out of tune but in time to the steadier thud of feet, the indecorous, boistering song about how the seamen taught directness to the Lord of gods and men  saltily amorous seamen, loving Leda, long shore Leda, much too eager to embrace the lady to delay the fun by waiting to grow feathers. No need to be swans to love longshore Leda.

Western Gate flung wide to admit the procession  no questions asked, but a glimpse of Alexis, junior court chamberlain, in conversation with the Captain of the Gate guard. Riotous streets. There was always a riot in Rhakotis, day or night, when anything dynamic happened. Curious, excited, credulous of any rumor, torch-lit streams of men and women flowed down the shadowy streets to Esiass wharf and fought there for the right to be next to the palings  blocked the way and fought the gangs of slaves and sailors who carried the loads to the boats at the canal wharf  yelled questions  lied  and at last jeered Tros, because somebody said he was under arrest and being sent by the Queen into Southern Egypt, or perhaps to Berenice on the Red Sea.

Full loads at last, and a roll-call. Angry protests from seamen too badly bruised or broken-headed to be useful. Weapons. Armor. Inspection. Two or three more thrown out for looking slack in the ranks and unfit for duty. Quick work by the doctor  there was hardly a man without a bandage. Assignment of places in the boats, each boat and each thwart numbered and each man numbered to a thwart. Aristobolus, with his hands tied and his head in a wheat-sack, lowered into the second boat in charge of Conops. Alexis, looking like a lost exquisite, sweating and rather soiled but philosophically cheerful, jumping into Tross place in the leading boat  rebuked for it by three Jews and three seamen, who came near throwing him overboard. A last word with Esias and sleepy Ahiram. A fierce last word with Conops  and away, two hours after midnight. Conopss golden trumpet blew the cast off and the oars shoved the boats into mid-canal. Then Tross voice, over-roaring all the tumult of the dinning crowd:

Flotilla  in line ahead  ready! Dip!

Silent, except for the thump of oars, the boats stole southward, threading a torch-lit marble city, toward Mareotis, and the Nile, and the mysterious Land of Khem.


CHAPTER XVI. Never again to speak of Boidion

To an honest man, though I may veil or dissemble my thoughts, I never leave in doubt the main question: am I for him or against him? Honesty deserves honesty. But I have yet to be persuaded that a lying scoundrel has a claim on me, that I should feel in duty bound to guide his guessing.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



At first the only hardship was the flies. There are no flies at sea. A sailors skin is toughened to resist such cleanly and natural elements as ropes ends, hail, the twist of tide-caught oars. A horse-tail fly-switch is a damned unseamanly device with which to comfort the lips and eyes of honest oarsmen. But there was not much rowing. They lay flicking themselves and wondering what monstrous dangers lay to southward. Lions they had seen, in the park cages in Alexandria, and on shipboard on the way to Rome; and crocodiles; and even one hippopotamus. But there were stories of serpents, a half-mile long, that swallowed ships at a gulp; of a land of perpetual night, inhabited by bats that sucked mens life-blood; of ogres that lived in sepulchres; and of two-headed women with one breast apiece, who could drive an arrow through the stoutest armor, and who ate mens entrails.

True, Lord Captain Tros had been right as usual; there was a north wind. The canal from Mareotis to the Nile had been dug by a Ptolemys engineers so oriented as to make a soldiers breeze, eight or nine months in the year, for the laden barges. The Lord Captain had promised the wind would blow them up the river, and he might be right again. But they had heard stories of whirlpools, rapid, cataracts, and of many a ship that had sailed up-Nile but had never come home again. It made no difference to men recovering from drink, and totally ignorant of their destination or the purpose of the expedition, that they kept continually passing laden barges, all from the South. The South was an ominous mystery. Their heads ached. They made very little conversation, and kept the flotilla closely enough spaced to satisfy even the Lord Captains demands.

It was nearly low-Nile and the current was sluggish. When the wind failed, at bends of the river or in the lee of cultivated islands, the rowing was not particularly hard work. But it was mostly sailing; and at night-fall, the second night out when Tros called a halt at the site of a very ruinous temple, there was less than fifteen minutes between the leading and the last boat. Everyone was cheerful except Aristobolus, whose hands were no longer bound, but who had been in Conopss boat He looked, by that time, as if he might prefer the conversation of sepulchral ghouls or devils from the world beyond the sources of the Nile.

The Nile was Main Street. They were passing through the richest and most densely populated, cultivated zone on earth where there were villages every few miles and even the reeds were harvested for fuel. There was a continual stream of northbound traffic. The only reason why they had that reedy bivouac to themselves was because the spirits of the ancient dead were said to haunt the place. The evening wind in the reeds, the rustling of the night-fowl, the eerie darkness of Egyptian night, combined to stir superstition. There were hermits, like huge owls, in the ruins. Two of them were bald, scrawny old females  probably ex-prostitutes from Alexandira, speechlessly, piously lousy. The men refused to sleep ashore; they ate their meal in a hurry, in silence, and piled back into the boats. They implored Tros not to risk his life in the ruined temple precincts. But he ordered Conops and a squad to sweep the fleas and bat-filth from a stone-paved chamber, and there he lit a fire and invited Aristobolus and Alexis.

The two Alexandrines eyed each other with alert suspicion. They ate in silence, except when Alexis complained of his lack of a servant to wash him and bring him a change of linen. It might be true, as he said, that he had been too lazy to unpack his enormous roll of bedding and belongings; but there might have been a less contemptible reason. He and Aristobolus omitted to drink to each other, even when Tros poured the wine, and made a hospitable gesture to them both. However, Alexis had been in the leading boat. Tros had talked to him. He was well primed  knew what was expected of him. So, as soon as the meal was finished, Tros went out to wash himself and to post sentries and make sure that the boats were well moored. He took plenty of time about it, and when he returned the two men appeared to be not exactly friendly but to have reached some sort of understanding.

Look here, said Aristobolus, your man Conops has been telling me all day long that youre at loggerheads with the Queen  that you only escaped death by jumping off the royal barge and swimming. That confirms what I told him to tell you  that you are on the proscription list. Am I right?

I had a narrower escape from four of your freedmen! Tros answered.

Oh? What happened?

What will happen to you also, unless you obey me  in thought, speech, action, and in the very manner of your gestures! I will presently say what I wish you to do. And I will split you like a fish if you refuse to do it. That is not a threat. It is a statement of fact.

Aristobolus digested the information, then continued: Your man Conops told me  he said it twenty times, or oftener  that you intend to throw in your lot with those of us who look for a change on the throne.

Conops is in my confidence, Tros answered.

Alexis says he has the same intention.

And you? Tros asked him.

Sacrament of Isis! I ran a thousand risks, yesterday morning, didnt I? to warn you of the danger you were in, and to implore you to join Boidion.

You said Arsinoe.

I know it.. Was there time, in the street, with the Queens spies everywhere, to tell you all the details of a plot that has taken us weeks to contrive, after months of study? Man, be reasonable! And consider now how you have treated me!

I saved you from the Queens men, Tros answered. I was asked where you are. I could only reply that I had slain your freedmen, who attacked me.

That puts another complexion on it.

But not on my demands on you! Tros answered. You tried to trap me

For your own good, to take you to Boidion!

That failing, you tried to have me murdered.

Why not? I mistrusted you. How should I know you wouldnt turn my name in to the Queens police?

You know now! You have told my man Conops the story of Boidion. Conops has told me. Has our friend Alexis heard it? Tell him.

Yes, said Alexis, he told me when you just now left us alone to digest that vultures food that you adorned with the magical title of supper.

What did you think of it? Tros asked.

Ullage! Army contract ullage! During the past year I have had all my meals at the royal table. Could anybody but a sailor ask me what I think of that stuff?

Belly! I spoke of Boidion.

Oh, her? Well, Cassius seems to have been impressed by her. Boidion has the advantage, from his viewpoint, and from ours too, that she has never been Queen of Egypt, whereas Arsinoe has been. Arsinoe, it is true, didnt last long. Caesar, to use his own phrase, readjusted her condition to comply with custom and the law of Egypt. (Damned old humbug! What was he doing in Egypt?) However, Arsinoe had time to learn more than a little. And when they know too much, theyre difficult. Witness our present Queen. Its a mistake to try to win races with beaten horses  probably an even worse mistake to bet on an excited queen to win a revolution. That is why, hitherto, I have set my face against Arsinoe and have continued to be what is known as loyal. But now. Arsinoe is dead.

Now? By whose hand? Tros demanded, in a voice that made Alexis stare and speculate.

Probably that wont be known for a long time, if ever. The mystery is, that she lived as long as she did, he answered. She was as difficult to play with as Cleopatra. But Boidion is another story. She will do as she is told. She is equally good-looking. He was watching Tros intently. She is said to resemble Arsinoe so closely that they look like each others reflection in a mirror. Boidion might be  I say might be a shrewd mans venture. She should amuse a man like you, Tros. Anyway, what choice have you or Aristobolus, with your names on the Queens proscription list?

You already know my mind, Tros answered. I believe it is time to commit ourselves. Why use one name, when we mean another? If there is to be a substitution it must be kept forever secret. I propose that we three shall take oath, tonight, never again to speak of Boidion. Let us call her Arsinoe, Queen of Cyprus.

He filled the wine-cups, groping for them by the light of the dying embers.

No, no! Queen Arsinoe of Egypt! said Aristobolus, drinking. I commit myself. I swear to that. By Zeus, and by the Holy Sacrament of Isis, I swear I will live or die by Queen Arsinoe of Egypt!

Queen Arsinoe of Egypt! said Alexis, wry-faced; the wine was the stuff that Esias sold to deep-sea captains. I am superstitious. I dont like to take oath about dying. Death is a damned unpleasant event that will occur too soon, no matter when. Who ever heard of Boidion? Long live Queen Arsinoe of Egypt!

It was Tross turn. He had given a great deal of thought to what he might say, that would convince two suspicious conspirators without violating his own conscience. He fell back on his rumored connection with the Mysteries of Samothrace and Philae. Even the mocking skeptics knew that such men rarely bound themselves by oath, but, when they did so, held themselves bound by its terms until released by death.

By my soul, and for the sake of Egypt, until her death or mine I will keep full faith with Queen Arsinoe.

Was Arsinoe dead? And did the Queen know that Alexis was a traitor? Was this Cleopatras way of outwitting and making an end of a man whom she discovered she had trusted too far? It might be.

You talk like a shaveling priest, you stormy war-horse! said Alexis. Soul? How much for it? If I could find mine, I would sell it for one night of joyous living.

Aye, added Aristobolus, and you would sell it for the sake of your hair and hide! The Queens torturers will attend to us three if we fail. It seems to me, we can trust one another. What now?

Do you know where to find her? Tros asked.

Aristobolus perceived his value. Do I? Is it likely I would go to all that trouble to persuade you, if I couldnt go straight to her hiding place?

Then you shall go! Tros answered. You shall take Alexis with you. You shall say I come with all possible haste with a hundred men.

Alexis controlled himself remarkably well, but his voice was strained:

Do you always go in for astonishing people? I think we should stick together. Suppose I refuse?

The consequences might be pleasanter, said Tros, than being torn to pieces in the Queens dungeon. But to die for disobedience has always seemed to me a miserable death. I command this expedition. I protect men who obey me.

Alexis sounded as if he swallowed something. He had lost his air of frivolous inconsequence.

What is your plan? he demanded.

To commit you to the hilt! I dont propose to commit myself to revolution and leave you one chance to betray me! And Tros added, I shall need more men.

Hah! You will look for your Northmen? Dont waste time. I was told they were sent to the mines. By now they have been flogged and starved and worked until theyre useless.

We are to go on ahead of you? Aristobolus asked. How will you find us? We are likely to be difficult to follow. There are no streets in the desert. He added slowly: We should not feel, shall I call it fortunate? if you should turn aside, or retreat, and leave us trying to explain to desperate venturers why we have brought them false news. What guarantee do you offer? What pledge?

Silence. Then suddenly:

Conops!

Tross quarter-deck voice startled the owls. It awoke wildfowl in the reeds. It brought a hermit peering at him over the edge of a broken cornice. Alexis threw a lump of broken masonry at the hermit. He helped himself to the sour wine with a shrug of resignation. He rubbed his face with the stuff, to allay the irritation of fly- and mosquito-bites. He spoke to Aristobolus:

We are like clay in this mans hands. I wouldnt trust him  Trim, do you hear me? I wouldnt trust you if I didnt know you sold out in Cyprus to the Roman admiral Ahenobarbus. The Queen was told so, but she didnt believe it. I know it.

Conops appeared; at a sign from Tros he squatted, his one eye as bright as a cats in the glow from the embers.

Choose the eight best rowers from the whole flotilla, Conops. You may also have two of the Jews  your own choice. Take these noblemen up-river, at the fastest speed you can make. You are to eat and sleep by watches. Speed is the main thing. Set both noblemen ashore, with a days provisions, wherever the Lord Arsitobolus says is his destination. Wait there for me. Hide if you can, but keep a good lookout.

Aye, aye master.

When? asked Aristobolus.

Now! When you have reached your objective, you will send back somebody to guide me from the point where I am to pick up Conops.

Aristobolus objected: Tros, there isnt any need for all this precaution. Even supposing we werent honest men, we wouldnt dare to mislead you. There is too much at stake. The Alexandrine Romans are all waiting for news of our first success to declare for Arsinoe and kill that bitch Cleopatra. Do you suppose we would be such clowns as to forfeit your aid by any treachery. We need you! Once were south of Heliopolis there wont be a living human being who isnt on our side. They wait for nothing but enough troops to strike at Memphis. Heliopolis will follow Memphis. Victory will lead to victory. The Queens troops will all come over to our side if we win one battle.

Very likely, said Tros. But you will do as I tell you. Go and choose your rowers, Conops.

Tros, said Alexis calmly, youre a vile commander of an expedition. You begin by offending all the prejudices of the men on whom success depends.

Criticize me later, when you know what I know, and when you have seen what I will do, Tros retorted.

He went outside and gave secret orders to Conops; then, presently, advice:

The one to keep your eye on is Alexis. Aristobolus is a mere bungler. I am not yet quite sure that Alexis isnt the Queens agent. He may have been sent along to worm his way into my confidence, and perhaps to stab me if I over-step discretion. Take a look in his baggage while he sleeps.

I could kill him, master.

Do as I tell you:

Aye, aye.

He is probably in the pay, or under the influence of the Roman proconsul Cassius, who is directing a conspiracy from Syria. However, never mind that. Our business is to prevent a revolution before it begins. We have to force the hands of the conspirators. So dont let Alexis out-guess me. Whether he is secretly the Queens man, or actually her enemy, I want him convinced, until he shows his own hand, that I hate the Queen and that I intend to command the rebellion.

Trust me, master. Ill convince him!

Where are the Northmens axes.

All in your boat, master. I took out the Lord Alexiss dunnage and put them in its place. Theyre sharp, but I packed the hones along with em. Their shields are under the paulin in Thestiuss boat.

Good. You may tell Alexis that I told you I intend to start at daybreak.

Fifteen minutes later, Conops started up-stream  an oar-pulsed shadow on the star-lit bosom of the river.

One hour later, the flotilla followed. In the stern of the leading boat Tros slept, at ease, unworried. The outcome was for Destiny to unfold. He had laid his bet on the board. And if Destiny should call upon him for some Odyssean wit and Herculean energy, he had it, and would use it to the limit.

But he dreamed. It was not normal for Tros to dream of women. He dreamed of a girl in armor.


CHAPTER XVII. Bracelet maker!

I am familiar with the arguments of priests, whose truth I vigorously doubt because they take for granted claims impossible to prove. And I am equally familiar with logic that denies all speculative thought, as if a midnight to a midnight were the limit of existence, and a man no more important than a house. I find the one as superstitious as the other, and, of the two, perhaps the priests less stupid.

As for me, I am a mystic, not denying what I merely do not like or do not understand, nor claiming absoluteness for the truth I think I know. And I believe  and I enjoy believing, that a Greater Mystery than human mind can even dimly know, selects and sets us amid flames of love and hate, wherein we forge new weapons, and for them new uses, and for our souls new destiny.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Purple Egyptian night. The rising full moon barely beginning to silver the eastern sky. Absolute darkness in among the reeds, and almost utter silence; the winds whisper out-soughed mens breathing. The wide river mirrored the colored stars. There was occasional clank of steel, as someones weapon touched his neighbors armor  an occasional thump of boat against boat. A hum of insects. A mud smell from the caked bank. A hippopotamus blew, in mid-river. Somewhere over on the far bank half-a-mile away a lion roared, melancholy-lonely. The flotilla lay clutched to the reeds by oarsmens hands, invisible, their owners straining to catch Conopss words as he made his report to Tros:

Aye, master. I put em ashore about five miles south o here, at a temple. A whacking big one. It looks mighty like a town. Theres a fleet o boats there  some as big as sea-barges. Five-and-thirty armed men  looked like Syrians to me, in scraps of old Roman uniform and what not  rushed to the pier the minute I hailed  and the priests not taking notice. Any number o priests. Id say I saw, all told, about two hundred soldiers bivouacked alongside a high white wall that comes pretty near down to the river. Four men whipped the Lord Alexiss luggage out of the boat. Id looked; there wasnt much more in it, master, than enough fine clothes to keep him looking ship-shape for a year, Id say, maybe longer; and perhaps some money, in a big leather bag inside his bed-linen. He doesnt believe youre a rebel, but Aristobolus does. Its my belief Alexis means to set an ambush for us. I and the crew were bidden welcome, but I backed away to save argument and came on downstream, same as you said. That was yesterday morning and the lads about all in; theres a Gaul so blistered hell be no use for two or three days.

Weve enough blistered men to stand by the boats. Go ahead. What did you find out?

I scouted all yesterday afternoon, and all today. Both banks are as quiet as death  all the peasants scared stiff, hiding. Found a few, but couldnt kick a word out of em. Yonder, master  you cant see em from here  four or five miles from here to there, across corn land, but the corns all been harvested  are the pyramids, and the Sphinx. Tombs, too  thousands of em, Id say. Theres a school o mummies, all laid out like fish to dry; theyre stripping em, I guess for jewelry. There are three sets of buildings set in a triangle, wide apart. Theres a mud-and-straw barrack, near a well in a hollow, with maybe three or four hundred laborers; but theyre nothing  neednt reckon with em  they eat whip like donkeys. Near-by them is a better built barrack, full o soldiers. Queens men I reckon, as shabby as Rhakotis beggars, but well armed. Theyre a mixed lot, with Greek officers  Id say about two hundred men, with their officers horsed on little bits o nags, that eat date-straw, I saw em do it.

Where are our Northmen?

Master, Im laying it out the way I conned it. Let me pay the rope out end-first, or Ill get it snarled. I left the lads were. I went yonder and climbed a pyramid. Theres three big ones, and several smaller. The biggests as big as a mountain. You cant climb that one, its all smooth white stone  steep as our shrouds, pretty near, and no foothold. But some of the casing of the next biggest is broken, so that ones easy, but its hotter up there than a spitted kidney. It was too hot for flies. But there were scorpions. I was stung twice  found a Gypsy woman later; and she gave me breast-milk to put on the bites, so I wouldnt bite myself to death the way Ive heard happens. I had a good view from up near the top. Between the two biggest pyramids, corner to corner, there are two long mud-brick walls, and theyre patrolled at night by soldiers. Inside that space theres a four-walled enclosure of mud-brick. Inside that is the smallest o the three sets of buildings  a barrack o some sort, and its there I think they berth our Northmen, and I think they chain em nights, but Im not dead sure o that either. It was after sunset when I counted, seemed to me, eight-and-thirty fellows, pretty well tuckered, being herded out of a hole in the ground  maybe a tomb  toward that place I just told you. By the time I was down off the pyramid  its a long run around from the rear, and me as thirsty as a salt fish  they were all inside the wall, and I couldnt get by the soldiers. But I thought I heard chains. The walls about two o my height, and the gates a boats deck  takes a dozen men to shift it.

What then?

Came back here for food and sleep. After supper, rowed across the river. Camp o black tents in a hollow near the far bank, and a lot o camels. Its all desert to eastward, but theres reeds, and there were two boats in the reeds. Just on general principles I tried to steal the boats, but theyd a watch set, and one of our lads got a cut on the arm  the left arm  nothing serious. So I came back, and before sunrise I was off again, scouting. I tried listening at the soldiers barracks, but I didnt dare get caught or youd ha lacked information. And besides, I thought Id time enough  didnt expect you until tomorrow night, master. You must ha come like holy Hermes.

So what?

Up-river, as I told you, theres a temple and about a couple o hundred armed men  maybe more, with Aristobolus and Alexis and I dont know who else. From the temple theres a road that leads to Memphis. You can see the roofs of Memphis. Its a big city. Theyve shut the gates, and manned the walls by the look of it. Theres another road between the pyramids and Memphis but no traffic. All day long not a sign of a living man on both roads. But over yonder, by the pyramids, theyre digging out mummies by the dozen. If our Northmen are there, I couldnt swear to it. I didnt see em. They were down in a hole in the ground before I got there, and it was dark before they let em out. So I came back.

And?

Master, Im not lying. Im a sea-cook if I didnt jump into the lap o that Princess Arsinoe  her that we left behind in Cyprus. She was sitting down here, on the bank, beside where we are now, talking free and easy to the boats crew; and them telling her who they are, and where they come from, and where you are. I jumped from the top of the bank, being scared o snakes, and fell right over here. I rolled off quick. Id seen her dagger a man in the fight off Salamis. She knew me in a minute  called me by name.

Was she alone?

No. Two boat-loads o men; I counted ten in one boat; the other boat was downstream a way, in the reeds, and I couldnt see how many. The men I did see were some o the pirates that we took prisoner and you gave to her in Salamis. The boats were the same wed tried to make away with from the far bank.

Men armed?

To the teeth.

How long ago was that?

Two hours  maybe two hours and a half.

The moon rose, bathing the land in silver streaked with shadows. The river began to look like molten metal.

What did she say?

Nothing. Barring telling me I stink worse than if Id been buried a week, she said never a word. Seems Id hurt her instep. She was spitting mad for a couple o minutes. Then she laughed. Then she up and went, walking, with a man behind her carrying that suit of armor we lent her and never got back.

Which way?

The way Id come  toward the pyramids, across the belt of corn land. Her men followed  maybe twenty  twenty-four all told.

And?

I scuttled her boats. Theyd set no boat watch.

No sign of the Lord Alexis?

No. Nor of Aristobolus.

Tros cursed the moon. Then, presently, he blessed it. He climbed the bank and made his way to high ground. The whole landscape was bathed in pale white light, streaked with dark shadows of ridges that lay like wafer-courses, roughly south and north, but there was one wide shadow that curved northwestward until it reached the Great Pyramid and seemed to pour into a pool of ink beyond. One pyramid looked black, another gray, but the great one gleamed like marble. He could see the lights of Memphis  very few, scattered apart. There was a dark line that was likely a mud-brick wall, and he could count six watch-fires; probably there were others, down in the dunes, but all Egypt had to be thrifty of fuel. It looked like a long way to Memphis, and the land looked as dead as the bones of death itself, and deathly quiet.

Suddenly he saw what made him bless the moon. There were men on the march  southward  away from the pyramids  not along the road to Memphis, but toward what appeared to be low ground, with what might be the roof of a building barely visible, about mid-way between Memphis and the Nile. Even with a seamans eyes it was very difficult to judge direction or distance. It was impossible to count the marching men because of the shadows they cast. They might be a couple of hundred, a few more or a few less, with officers on little bits of horses. They appeared to have no baggage-train.

Was Arsinoe with them? Conops said she had gone away in that direction. If so, what of Boidion? Was the Boidion story a mares nest? Or had Conops mistaken Boidion for Arsinoe? Tarquinius the Etruscan might easily have given Arsinoes armor to Boidion, and might easily have informed her well enough to call Conops by name. According to Conops the girl had said nothing to him; if she were Boidion, she might have feared betraying her real identity. It might be  it looked like it  she probably was leading, or being led, to unite with the forces from the temple up-river for a march on Memphis. Four or five hundred men might easily take Memphis; there would only be police, and perhaps a few officers and a rabble of impressed, hurriedly armed citizens to be overwhelmed.

Were the Northmen with her? Very likely. They would certainly prefer the prospect of plundering Memphis to the dreary, unpaid task of mining through the sand for the loot, for someone else, from ancient tombs. Surely they would rather fight anyone, anywhere, than toil under the whips of Egyptian overseers.

Tros made his decision. Conops! Take your boat up-river, and set fire to their shipping. Scuttle and burn.

Aye, aye, master. What then?

Return downstream and follow me. Im going to march toward the pyramids and make a demonstration in the rear of those soldiers. I intend to burn their barracks. Get going. Ill attend to the landing party.

Aye, aye, master.

Conops vanished upstream, with a boat-load of dry reeds and a very carefully tended earthen fire-pot. Neither he nor Tros would trust the brimstone matches that were becoming so common in Alexandria and Rome that fire-pots were old-fashioned. Tros ordered his men ashore, selected the badly blistered ones to stand by the boats, distributed the Northmens battle-axes and armor, and was on the march almost before the thump of Conopss oars had died away around the bend of the river. It was after midnight  the shadows shortening  he had to make haste. He wasted no time avoiding Egyptian huts that looked, and stank like hog-pens, where the peasantry lay silent, quaking in dread of rape, forced porterage and all the other incidences to the march of armed men.

No stragglers. The weird moonlight stirred superstition. They marched in terror, in close order, wondering that Tros should dare to lead toward such monstrous, mysterious things as pyramids, from which they expected to see devils come forth. Word went down the line in whispers that the column they could see in the distance on their left front was fleeing from the ghosts of the ancient dead. They had heard Conopss tale of the mummies lying stripped and desecrated. So they crowded one anothers heels. It was cool, so the weight of their armor was no impediment. They marched swiftly. But though they marched in shadow, in the lee of a long ridge, on dusty earth that smothered sound, the moon shone on their helmets, and Tros did not know whether they had been seen or not when, at the end of an our and a half, he halted them within the awful shadow of the Great Pyramids western side.

He advanced alone, forth from the shadow, until he could see past the pyramid in the direction of the Nile, and twice he almost fell into an open tomb. The horizon blazed smoky crimson. Conops had succeeded; a whole fleet of boats was burning. Tros returned to his men, but he couldnt get volunteers to cross the moonlit waste of sand and set fire to the soldiers barracks; the men were too overawed by the monstrous pyramid that loomed and seemed to lean against the starry sky.

He had to pick a dozen men and knock their heads together; even so, they followed like frightened children. He fired the roof-thatch with his own hand. Then, as the dry stuff caught and roared skyward, all the laborers stampeded from the other barrack  fled like ghosts, scattering. He had to go alone to fire those other roofs; his men were willing to fight lions, or even dragons, but not phantoms; they were sure those fleeing shapes were the mummies that Conops spoke of.

But when they saw Tros stand alone in the glare of the blazing thatch they were ashamed and approached him. He pointed up-Nile to the glare of the burning boats, where Conops had done his duty.

So now! I have served my challenge on the Lord Alexis! He can march on Memphis if he pleases, but I think he will first come here to slay me, and perhaps to try to win you to his side against the Queen of Egypt.

We are few, Lord Captain. We are very few indeed to fight a battle, said someone.

Shall I fight alone? Tros answered.

Nay, nay. Do you doubt us?

Whether or not Alexis was a traitor to the Queen  and Tros had small doubt on that point; whether or not Alexis was in control, or could make his advice prevail, it was an absolute certainty that the rebels knew knew they had Tros and a hundred men to deal with, at their rear, before they could dare to attack Memphis. If Conops had burned all their boats, their retreat, as an organized force, toward Upper Egypt, was out of the question, at least for the time being. Irresolution might encourage Memphis to attack them, whereas, if they should act swiftly and defeat Tros, that would discourage Memphis; it might even cause the immediate surrender of the city  an initial success that would probably bring over to their side whole regiments of the Queens corrupt and discontented army, from the Red Sea ports, and Pelusium, and from places higher up the Nile.

There was almost no doubt what the army would do, there being almost nothing else that they could do. But there was plenty of time now. It would be hours before they could unite and attack. They might wait until daylight. They probably would.

No sign of the Northmen. The great wooden gate in the mud-brick wall between the pyramids, that Conops had described, stood wide open. So did the gate in the inner wall.

No guards, no sentries. Half in moonlight, half in shadow, the great enclosure lay forlorn and silent.

Too late! Tros muttered.

He cursed himself for having let the flotilla rest too often on the way, for the sake of arriving fit for action. For a moment he was almost irresolute  almost ready to retreat to the boats. Then he began to consider a plan of battle, and his eye fell again on the long, high mud-brick wall that enclosed the space between the two great pyramids. If there was water in there, it would do; and for the moment in any event, it would do to give his scared men a sense of security. He decided to lead them into the enclosure through the open gate. With his frightened squad behind him he crossed the moonlit open ground and strode into the gloom.

He almost jumped out of his armor. It took every scrap of iron self-control he owned to stand still and not show himself stunned with astonishment.

Hail! Hail! Hail!

Tros! Tros! Tros!

Eight-and-thirty battle-axes swung aloft and trembled to the thrill of their owners welcome. Seven-and-thirty. Northmen, bearded, unkempt, lean, stood in line behind Sigurdsen, their leader. All Tross other men had broken ranks; they had become an almost invisible audience that crowded to see what would happen. They could see Tross face; his feet were in shadow, his head in moonlight.

During six full seconds he stood rigid with his hand at the salute. Then he spoke:

Brawlers! Your breaking of Romans heads has put me in a fine predicament! Am I to thank you that I didnt need to search all Africa to find you?

But he was grinning. He held his voice to the gruff, good-humoured note that carries the full weight of ungrudging welcome. He went and shook hands with Sigurdsen, who was older than Tros, and a full head taller. Sigurdsen was sobbing. Tros punched him, friendly fashion, then walked along the line to shake hinds with each in turn, until, at the end of the line, he came to Angsgar the skald, a shorter, thick-set, thoughtful-looking man. Tros laughed then.

Gold-beater! he said. Bracelet maker! Smasher of relics!

Aye, Lord Captain. I had to do that in the dark; but I knew the guards would take it from me, and I thought perhaps you might see it someday and guess where we are

Good work, Angsgar.

Tros returned to his place in front of them. He was not blind. He had seen there was someone else in armor, in the gloom near Sigurdsen, about six paces from him, on his right hand  perhaps even slightly in front of Sigurdsen  small as compared to those Northmen, and slight, but very straight in armor. He knew perfectly well who it was. He knew what courtesy demanded, even common kindness. But his normally quick wit failed him. He stood silent until the moons rim rose above the pyramid and moonlight shone on the crestless helmet and the pale, girls face beneath. Then he spoke:

I left you Queen of Cyprus!

Am I unwelcome? I am no longer Queen of Cyprus. I command your Northmen!

Sigurdsen looked sheepish, head and shoulders in moonlight. He nodded  spoke:

She was a god-send to desperate men.

Tros ignored him. He spoke to Arsinoe:

I have been sent to find you and kill you.

Very well, Lord Captain. I have done as I pleased. Rule, you said, or get out. You will do as you please.

Kill her? Since his Baltic wife died on a beach in Gaul, he had never seen a woman whom he liked as he did this one. But what could he do with her? How save her from Cleopatras malice?

I gave you one chance, he said, to die in battle.

She laughed. Did I refuse it  noticeably?

You are my prisoner.

Whatever pleases you, Lord Captain.

Come.

She strode beside him, like an armored squire, silent, when he fell in his men and led them into the moonlit enclosure.


CHAPTER XVIII. Did you think to win Egypt with two dozen men?

I know no reason why a womans quality should not be tested as severely as a mans.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Climax had broken the spell of superstitious fear. The men rallied, obeyed, not needing to be told they were in deadly danger. Tangible, visible forces they could face, and perhaps overcome. There were no supplies. No archer had more than fifty arrows. Their line of retreat to the boats could be cut, and the boats could be seized or scuttled easily, by a mere raiding party. They followed Tros  first the Northmen, then Arsinoes four-and-twenty pirates, then the flotillas crew  in column of fours into the walled enclosure. But there was no water in there; even if they could carry enough water, the wall would not be easy to defend. Every last man knew the case was desperate. Some of them went to the well and began hauling water in earthen jars that the Egyptians had left behind.

Tros selected and posted his pickets, and waited for Conops. He stationed the men with the sharpest eyes a hundred feet up the flank of the smaller pyramid that Conops had climbed. Then he returned for the inevitable drum-head council. There was no avoiding that. He knew Arsinoe was capable of day long silences. But she was also capable of forcing issues. He didnt know what to say to her, but he needed information that she probably had. He wanted to get it without being forced to reveal his own mind, or his own predicament. He could think of no other way than to gain time, and perhaps to exhaust her patience, by making her wait until he had the Northmens story.

Most of the men were already sprawling on the sand, but the Northmen had built a fire of broken baskets, straw and splinters chopped from the gate. They were squatting around it, two deep. They had left a space for Tros, and a box to sit on, so he sat and faced Sigurdsen. Sigurdsen and Angsgar the skald were the only two who could talk Greek fluently, and it was useless to expect a plain tale from Angsgar; runes were already running in the bards mind; he would presently sing a story, in which facts would merely be the seeds of splendid fiction. Angsgar was an artist  Sigurdsen a pessimist, who battle-axed the truth to lay bare gloom, on which to base a mood of melancholy discontent: a loyal man, unhappy unless he had something to grumble about.

It was a long box that they had laid bottom upward. Arsinoe came and sat beside Tros. She laid her helmet on the box between them and her coppery-golden hair fell loose on her shoulders. She sat with a sword between her knees and said nothing to Tros, who did his best to pretend she was not there.

And so now we all die, said Sigurdsen. It is a bad end, to be buried among these mummies, in a land where no mans word is worth the breath he uses. But it is good that you came, Tros. We had given up hope of ever seeing you, until she came. They told us you had gone to sea and left us to our fate. We had to dig, or die of hunger. And at night they chained us. But because we were chained the guards grew careless, and we were making a plan for escape to the Nile, when her man came from over-river, and stole through the dark, spying. He had word with us; and when he had learned whose men we are, he told of the fight off Salamis, and how you had given your prisoners, of whom he was one, to her. And he said she needs men who will fight to the death. And much more also he said. We bade him take back word to her that if we can we will escape across the Nile. And he went, and we made a new plan.

So tonight, when it was time to cease work in the tomb, and the commander of the guards came and offered us freedom if we will march under his command in an assault on Memphis, we drove him forth with our picks and shovels. So he summoned men and they tried to kill us all, but we were hard to come at. So they tried to bury us alive. But they let in not enough sand, and we dug our way out, in darkness. They were marching away, so we lay still.

Then she came. And she said she has news of you, and of your doing. And at that, we became like men who are drunk with strong drink. So we appointed her captain, being, as I say, as men drunk.

But we hid, because you came so soon that we doubted it could be you. We crept near in the darkness. And while you were burning the barracks we called some of the seamen by name, and they knew us. And now you know all, saving what she told us. Let her tell it.

Though I die for it, I will not, said Arsinoe, unless Lord Captain Tros himself asks.

If it pleases you, he said, be silent.

For the space of at least a minute there was no other sound than bated breathing. Then Arsinoe spoke:

Very well. Here is my sword. Do you want my armor? If you propose to silence me forever, cut my throat now!

She stood up. So did Tros. He was raging with emotion that felt like anger, and as such he used it.

Girl, I left you in Cyprus, well provided. Is it your idea of gratitude to come and raise this

Suddenly he realized he wasnt angry. It was another emotion, less familiar, less easy to govern.

But since you have come, he said, be seated. Tell me.

They sat down again, side by side. Her laugh was disconcerting; she had Cleopatras gift of seeing through a man and of understanding his motives. She seemed utterly unafraid. That stirred him. He admired that. But he forced so fierce a scowl that Sigurdsen grew restless. Very chivalrous was Sigurdsen, toward good looking, well-bred women.

Lord Captain Tros, she said quietly, do you wish to be King of Egypt?

No, and I wont talk about it.

Neither do I wish to be Queen of Cyprus, so perhaps we can begin to understand each other.

Did you think to win Egypt with two dozen men? he asked.

She mocked him: Is a prisoner permitted to despise what is not good enough for your lordship? Two thrones, and some thought, have taught me what perhaps you only have the right to know. Am I permitted to say I would rather die than be a Queen again? It is true. But may I say it?

I have heard you say it. What else?

You have heard of Boidion?

We spoke of her in Cyprus. Your bastard sister.

Boidion is at that temple, up-river. She has called herself Arsinoe, or has let them call her so. She believes me dead  or did belive it. That Etruscan jackal Lars Tarquinius, whom you left to command my bodyguard

Ahenobarbus, not I appointed him.

Yes, and I think Ahenobarbus told him what to do. But it may have been Serapion. Tarquinius began to speak to me of Boidion before you were gone an hour from Salamis. He suggested to me that we should encourage Boidion to call herself Arsinoe and make a raid on Egypt; it was clear that the plot had long been cooking. Cassius knew all about it. I was to lie low, in hiding. Then, if Boidion should succeed in raising a real rebellion, I was to hasten to Egypt, and they would murder Boidion, and set me on the throne. But if Boidion should fail, then I should come out of hiding in Cyprus and denounce her, and all would be well. It was a very intelligent plot, and Tarquinius said I was to be killed if I wouldnt agree. But since I talked with you I had lost my craving to be Queen of Egypt.

I should have died that night, I suppose, because the plot was well forward. But Tarquinius saved me. I think he couldnt bear to kill anyone like me, who might have an eventual value. Perhaps, too, he is so treacherous that he cant help spoiling any plot in which he has a hand. At any rate, he furnished a good little ship and urged me to take my four-and-twenty pirates and escape. He suggested Sicily, where Sextus Pompeius might befriend me. But he told my men, secretly, to take me to Delos, where the slave-merchant Hipponax would know how to bargain me off to the highest bidder. I escaped that night with my two women. And we set sail. And my four-and-twenty pirates reverted to type. They were civil and even respectful, but they told me frankly they were taking me for sale to Hipponax.

However, you had given them to me, so they were my men, and I said so. It was my task to prove it. I did. It was not so difficult. They had seen me fight against them, on your ship, so they were not ashamed to obey a woman. And they were as weary of being pirates as I was weary of being used as a pawn in the game by scoundrels and cowards. I talked it all over with them. I made them promises. I said I would bring them to you if I could. But, of course, I did not dare to go to Alexandria; nor did I dare to write to you any more than I did write, for fear Cleopatra might lay her hands on the letter, and suspect you, and have you put to death. I know my sister!

Words you had said to me burned in my mind. I might have sent a letter to expose the plot, and thus I might even have bought Cleopatras friendship, for what that might be worth. But I had made up my mind what I dont want, and what I do want, and that couldnt be had by betrayals and writing letters. I had decided I will rather die than any longer be a blackguards bargain piece. It was my name they were misusing. It was me they should deal with. It was I who should do as you would do and play my own hand against whatever odds Destiny sends. I would deal face to face with Boidion and her masters, who she probably supposes are her servants.

So we came to Pelusium, pretending to be a slave ship, because the slavers can come and go where it is unsafe for anyone else. Old Esias was at Pelusium.

Tros whistled softly to himself. Careful Esias had played safe, had he? Always on both sides, Esias, and yet never to be caught in an intrigue, because he never did too much, nor too soon.

Arsinoe laughed. Esias was so timid that I had to threaten to go straight to Alexandria and appeal to you. After that, though, I sold him the vessel and borrowed money from him  quite a lot of money. I was almost caught in Pelusium, because I paid my men with Esiass money and they got drunk. But Esias hid me, and sent his slaves to round them up. It was from Esias that I learned how Boidion had crossed the desert, and how the border patrol had been bribed to know nothing about it. She had gone up the eastern branch of the Nile, she and her party, in a number of vessels that belong to the priests and are not subject to search.

I bought equipment in Pelusium  black Arabian tents and many other things. I, and my two women, and my four-and-twenty men went up the Nile in laden barges to Heliopolis. It was easy for my men to pretend they were travelers on the way to Arabia. No one questioned them. And as for me and my women, we were wives of Memphis merchants on our way home. I had bought two men-slaves in Pelusium, at a very high price, because Esias recommended them; so that we looked like respectable women. They are very good slaves. They have been spying for me. They brought me news of the arrival of Alexis and Aristobolus; and I knew then it would not be long before they would march on Memphis.

Do you know Alexis? Tros asked.

No. I daresay I have seen him, but I forget what he looks like. Tarquinius told me Cleopatra trusts Alexis, but that it was actually he who first invented the plot to make use of Boidion, and that he suggested it to Cassius.

I was camped on the far bank, as I suppose Conops told you. I had bought camels, and I was wondering how long it would be before camels and tents and four-and-twenty men would bring inquisitive people to find out whose camp it might be. However, Conops was the first. He came and tried to steal my boats. I didnt know it was Conops  not then. But, as Sigurdsen has told you, one of my men came spying here and talked with Sigurdsen and brought back word. So I decided to come here, at all risks, and to try to rescue and enlist your Northmen. You had spoken so well of them. If I could get them, even if they hadnt weapons, I would begin to feel more competent to challenge Boidion. Something would have to develop from that  I didnt know what, but something. There was just a chance, too, that I might persuade a few Egyptian guards to join me.

I found Conopss boat on this side of the river, and the men whom he had left to guard it talked like children, because they had seen me in battle on your ship. Sol learned you were coming. And then Conops nearly killed me by accident. And where the faithful dog is, his master is not far distant.

Oh-heh! Number One! Conops! cried a voice in outer darkness.

Oh-heh! Number Two! Conops!

Oh-heh! Number Three! Conops!

Silence. Hurrying, staggering footfalls, deadened by the sand. Then a voice:

Wheres master?

This way!

Ten men reeled through the open gate behind another who was bowlegged and hardly higher than the others shoulders. Conopss unmistakable voice:

Halt! Ten-shun! Fall out now and get yourselves a drink. Then down the hatch for a couple o snores and sleep like dead men! Youll be needed at daybreak, sure as death. Stand at ease! Stand easy! Fall away!

He shoved himself a passage between seated men and stood with his back to the fire, saluting Tros. But he couldnt keep his one eye off the Northmen. It danced sideways. He was grinning  dog-tired  merry.

Well? What?

Did it, master! Easy. All the temple troops were on the march already, direction o Memphis. Nothing but a lot o priests to interfere with us; and they were saucy, so we burned the pier, too. Scuttled some boats, fired the others and stood by to be sure they burned good. Had to shoot about a dozen priests, I reckon. Then we cut the moorings o some and they drifted into dry reeds by the bank lower down. Youd ha thought all Egypt was burning. It stopped the troops. They halted and sent gallopers to find out whose army was into their rear. We came back downstream as fast as we could make it. Our boats are where you left em, and the watch awake. From that bit o high ground where you and I stood conning, I could still see that column on the march. Theyve connected that party o troops from the temple, in a pool o moonlight and there theyve all dropped anchor. Wondering what next, I reckon. My boats crew are used up, master; Ive dismissed em.

You may lie on my cloak and get some sleep yourself, Tros answered. You have done well.

Conops saluted and backed away, almost into the fire. He grinned all around the circle.

Thought I smelt herring! Well, Ive smelt worse! Battle-ax me if here isnt old topmast himself, alive and growling natural! Hows Odin?

Sigurdsen rose to his feet. Tros interrupted:

Manners, you wharf-rat!

Conops came closer and faced Arsinoe. He straightened his face, straightened the knife at his belt, put his hands to his sides, his heels together, and bowed low.

Your obedient servant, Princess!

Fall away! Tros commanded. Take my cloak and turn in!

Aye, aye, master.


CHAPTER XIX. Tros! Tros!

I know of no justification for the wars that men wage on one another. On the other hand, I know no reason, and perceive no wisdom in the floods and famines, pestilence and earthquakes, fire and hurricane, which priests say that the gods devise against us.
 From the Log of Lord Captain of Samothrace



Cavalry! Chariots! said Tros, aloud, then shut his mouth tight. He habitually thought in terms of swift manoeuvre, ruse, economy of men, and sudden impact. But he had no cavalry, and it was no use wishing. In fighting on land he lacked experience, and he knew it, but he didnt share that secret with his men. They regarded him as almost a god of battles. Arsinoe, who watched him with a cat-wise alertness, wondering at his apparent self-assurance, ventured a half-mocking comment.

You will need to be lucky tonight! I came to die with you. Like Sigurdsen. I think we die here. Between Cassiuss and Cleopatras claws, perhaps death will be the best thing.

Luck is on the side of him who knows luck when he sees it! Tros answered. He didnt want any of that kind of talk.

Luck began to arrive, a full hour before dawn. Scores of the peasant-laborers, who had fled southward from the burning barracks, served as well as any screen of scouting cavalry. They gave ample warning that the enemy was marching to attack.

They came phantoming back to avoid being caught and made to carry ammunition, water and other heavy burdens. Besides, they knew where the supplies of ground millet, onions, radishes and oil were hidden in tombs. They helped themselves. They were pounced on and looted in turn. Every man in Tross command had had a full meal before sunrise, chopping up the gate for fuel, building little fires behind the wall, out of sight of the advancing enemy. Fed bellies made stubborn fighters.

Tros made his depositions long before daylight. He could not afford to occupy a wide front, against what would be overwhelming numbers unless his force was concentrated and kept well in hand. His scouts reported sixteen war-chariots; those were possibly from Memphis, they might have been concealed in a temple courtyard out of Conopss view. If well handled they were a deadly menace. They would be manned by archers and used for out-flanking purposes. Tros chose his battle-fronts with chariots in mind. He took Sigurdsen, Conops and five decurions to point out to them exactly the positions they should take up. They marked their stations to avoid confusion. He let his men lie at ease behind the wall. Avoiding the usual Roman commanders mistake of upsetting nerves by getting tired men too soon into the battle-line.

Arsinoe walked with him. There was no denying her, short of blunt rebuke, and he didnt choose to hurt her feelings, if he could help it. She seemed to be studying him and his depositions as if destiny depended, not on what he would do, but on her understanding how and why he did it. A long-thighed, actively striding girl, looking, beside Tros, like a lad of eighteen. Sigurdsen paid her a good deal of attention. He said her hair was like a Norse girls, and that it was a pity she should die so young and lovely.

For here we die. But we will hew our swath first! Perhaps they will take you prisoner  and what then?

They wont, she answered.

Satisfied with his own assigned position, Sigurdsen took a little interest in the rest of Tross arrangements, although he gave advice when asked. Tros made a point of asking him to keep the giant from glooming, to force him to try to think and speak in a way less likely to discourage the decurions. But Sigurdsen had always been worse than a pessimist until the actual fighting started.

The left wing was to rest on the long wall with the gate fifty yards to its rear  seamen under the command of two decurions, Pertinax and Thestius. The right wing, under Conops, consisting of the ten Jews and thirty seamen, was to rest against a honeycomb of open tombs that would make them very difficult indeed to outflank. Sigurdsen and his battle-ax-men were to hold the centre, facing nearly due south. Tros himself, with three decurions and thirty men, would take position with their backs to the wall, in reserve, to reinforce any part of the line that looked like breaking. Between the centre and the wings, on either side, some captured laborers were put to digging short trenches, in which the archers were to keep cover and be frugal with their perilously scanty ammunition. Facing south by southwest, with the pyramids on their Left hand, they would not have the sun in their eyes, as the enemy would have, should they attempt a turning movement.

At last Arsinoe broke silence. And I, Lord Captain? Where is my place?

Your men will be distributed to fight under my decurions. I have ordered it so.

She answered him very calmly and without heroics, but she held her chin high.

Is this not my battle? Is it yours only? Do you think, because I am a woman, and a Ptolemy, I am unfit to lead my own men? They are my men.

You will obey me.

Then command me!

It was true, he had ignored her. He could have told her to hide in a tomb, but he knew he would have to assign valuable men to keep her from coming out.

You will stand by me with the reserve.

She saluted. He returned into the enclosure and talked to the men, explaining to them what they would be called upon to do, wasting no breath on bombast.

You men know me, and I know you, he said finally. Let us remember we are proud to be comrades-in-arms!

There was no mistaking their answer. It was the growling roar of men who will do their ungrudging utmost. After that, he led his archers to the trenches and gave each man careful instruction.

Daybreak revealed the enemy less than half-a-mile distant, but Tross position would remain for a long while yet in shadow. The intervening sand was ominously strewn with mummies that resembled blackened corpses on a stricken battlefield. Evidently Conops had only seen about half of the men at the temple up-river; the combined forces of the enemy, in dense formation, looked like five or six hundred men. Some of them were probably non-combatants; but there seemed, too, to be armed men in reserve, in the shadow around and behind a quite small pyramid. There were sixteen two-horsed chariots out in front, in line, and in one of them stood a woman, not in armor. She had two fan-bearers up behind her. Fans such as those were the royal insignia. Her chariot was surrounded by a dozen footmen in splendid armor. Scouting ahead was a line of about thirty men, advancing timidly, expecting to be met by arrow-fire from ambush.

Boidion! Arsinoe laughed. Boidion, you poor fool!

Not Boidions chariot, but another, came trotting forward alone. The intention was obvious. From behind the screen of scouts its occupant proposed to harangue Tross men, to offer terms, and perhaps to offer a price for Tros himself, dead or alive. But there was no sign of Tross actual position until the chariot approached too near to the hurriedly dug trenches. Then a bow drawn by a Cretan archer twanged. The plumed and cloaked occupant of the chariot fell backward, clutching an arrow that pierced his throat. The charioteer whirled his horses and galloped away. The dead mans cloak became a range-mark for the archers.

It was then that Conopss trumpet sounded battle stations! They poured through the gate in good order, in no haste, to their appointed places in the line. It was too late then for the enemy to alter a plan of battle conceived in the dark in overconfidence; a manoeuvre now, at such close quarters, would have offered Tros too good an opportunity to strike and rout the manoeuvring companies. Nor was it possible to come at his flank without being thrown into confusion by the honeycomb of open tombs; and to get behind him would entail a long march, leaving a reduced force facing him.

Their strategy was as evident as daylight: failing overtures, to rely on overwhelming numbers. They could no more afford to try to starve Tros out than could he afford to refuse battle.

They must snatch swift victory or else abandon hope of taking Memphis. The city would surely not surrender to them, and incur the risk of Cleopatras subsequent revenge, if there were a Queens force, undefeated, within striking distance.

Alexis might be in command, but at any rate he was certain to have painted a vivid picture of Tross small force and scanty supplies. He would have represented the Queen as lacking any loyal troops to send to Tross support. But Memphis would know nothing of Alexiss story  not yet. What Memphis did know was, that the Queen held hostages. If rebellion failed she would be ruthless. Memphis would wait and see. For the rebels it was fight, or fail before rebellion had well begun; they had to smash Tros or else confess failure.

So the chariots wheeled away to the enemys left flank  fifteen of them, all in one direction. Tros told off a man to watch them. A fanfaronade of trumpets split the morning air. There arose a roar from the enemys ranks. The advance commenced, in a hurry, with barely space enough between the serried companies to cushion the inevitable pressure of the wings on the centre as they charged a narrower front than their own.

Tros, up on the well-coping with his back to the wooden gallows-post, groaned for his triremes arrow-engines. They were a motley host that came against him  men of all races, armed as happened. Greeks in light hoplite armor; archers in bronze and leather; pikemen in heavy armor, helmeted like Roman gladiators; coal-black Nubians in lionskin with oxhide shields and iron-bladed stabbing spears that danced in the sun to the time of their thundering song. In the centre marched a heavy phalanx, eighty strong, of men who looked like Thracians. A scattering of Roman uniforms; some turbaned Parthians; Arabs; but no native Egyptians, except the wretched peasantry, who lugged heavy arrow-baskets in the rear of the thundering ranks. Ninety per cent of the officers were kilted Greeks, out in front of their men.

It was a force that should have wilted away under the fire of well drilled archers. Tross archers were experts; but he had had to order them to hold fire until they could make every last arrow count at close range. Men had been told off to gather the enemys arrows to replenish the few dozen that each archer had stuck in the sand in the trench beside him.

Sigurdsens men crouched in the archers trenches, leaving a tempting gap for the advancing phalanx. It came on at the double  a slow, heavy-pounding jog-trot, to break Tross line at the gap. Tross archers, at less than fifty yards range, sent a sudden, screaming hail of arrows into the light infantry on either flank of the phalanx, checking, for a moment halting them in confusion. The phalanx came on alone, led by a Macedonian protected by two swordsmen. All three fell to Sigurdsens ax  three swipes that split them down before they could think how to engage the unfamiliar weapon. Those were the first three to be slain in close combat.

Sigurdsen went berserker. Heaving the-officers corpse left-handed, he hurled it against three spearmen, leaped into the gap and battle-axed a swath for his men to follow through. They went in wedge-wise. Long spears, once their front was broken, were as useless against axes as so many ornamental awning-poles. They were worse than useless. The swinging axes shore through bronze armor, or beat men to earth by the sheer weight of the blow. The recovering, back-handed upswing was equally deadly, cleaving arm-pits, laying bellies open, splitting unguarded chins. The phalanx went down, and was not. Three wounded Northmen rolled into an archers trench, and Sigurdsen went forward, he and his men roaring their battle-cry:

Tros! Tros!

That was contrary to orders. Tros had forbidden a charge until he should perceive the right moment. Both his wings were being hard pressed. Conops on the right wing appeared to be doing well against Nubians, who were no match for the seamen who had stood off boarders in the storm off Salamis. But the seamen on the left wing under Pertinax and Thestius were being forced backward along the wall. The line was becoming bent like a taut bow. Two companies of the enemy formed a column and rushed at a converging angle to split Tross line in half by storming the gap that the Northmen had left in their rear. The Northmen were cut off  surrounded  fighting back to back.

Tros went into battle then. He charged with all his reserves behind him, to make the gap good.

There was ten minutes carnage. Wounded, with an arrow through the calf of his leg, recklessly protected by his seamen, Tros held the line, until at last the storming companies recoiled and Sigurdsen, ten Northmen shy, fought his way back, exhausted, bleeding, leaning on his axe to recover breath while his men rallied in line in the gap. Tross archers reopened a withering fire with the enemys squandered arrows. The enemys centre was beaten, discouraged, and out of control.

Charge! yelled Sigurdsen.

Tros smote him. There was no other way to check that battle-drunkard. The left wing was curling up. The enemy had fought their way along the wall. The wall was in the way of a right-handed man, but they had won by weight of numbers.

They were forming with their backs to the wall on Tross flank. Tros looked for Arsionoe. He saw her fighting on the left wing, disobedient, but as good as a standard to rally around. She was in the midst of her ex-pirates, plugging a gap in the recoiling left wing. They were fighting for her like well trained and determined devils.

Tros struck Sigurdsen again to get his full attention. He sent him with all his Northmen, hot-foot, to re-enforce the left wing. Hold them until I join you!

Tros had seen his chance  the enemys mistake! Fifteen chariots and at least a hundred men had been detached, westward, with the obvious intention to attack from the rear. To be able to use the chariots they would have to make a circuit around two or three square miles of opened tombs with heaped sand between. They would be useless without support, so their speed was reduced to that of the marching infantry. It would take them more than an hour to make that march over wind-rippled sand  perhaps they were only intended to cut off Tross retreat northward  to compel him to stand where he was and be cut to pieces. The enemys right wing was being heavily re-enforced, by men marching in column, in an effort to drive a wedge between Tros and the wall. They intended to have the wall. Tros saw fit to let them have it, At their rear, they had left the line toward the boats wide open; all their reserves had been detached for that encircling movement, to support the chariots.

Tros sent a man to command Arsinoe to come away from the left wing. Meanwhile he reorganized his centre. He sent another man for Conops, who arrived breathless. Conops went down on his knees and carefully cut through the shaft of the arrow that had pierced Tross leg, leaving about two inches of the shaft protruding.

Stand by for a hot one, master!

He struck the protruding shaft one hard blow with the hilt of his heavy knife, then seized the arrow-point with his teeth and pulled it through. He wiped the blood off his face and looked swiftly for a dead or wounded man from whom to strip some sort of bandage. Arsinoe had come. Tros was swearing at her. She had on a gossamer linen dress beneath her armor. Conops, as quick as lightning, knifed off yards of the thin material, and she laughed as he bound it around Tross leg, artfully placing a pad to stop the bleeding.

What now, master?

Tros used terse sea-phrases to explain a land manoeuvre. East-southeast in line ahead until I change helm!

Aye, aye!

Conops returned to the right wing. Within a minute there began one of those brilliant manoeuvres that, if they succeed, are reckoned proof of military genius, but, if they fail, are denounced as rash, unmartial errors of a fool. An impossible manoeuvre without splendid discipline. It almost failed, because Sigurdsen hated to yield ground. Tros threw his whole line into column, Conops leading, and himself in command of the rear that had been his left wing. He outflanked the enemys left! The very suddenness of the manoeuvre threw the enemy into confusion. They found themselves, some with their flank against the wall, some with their backs to the wall, some of them holding the line that Tros had held, and their left wing reeling, routed, as the astonishing column changed front. Their baggage-guard bolted; there was not much baggage; it was principally arrows.

Again the amazing column changed front  a mere eighty battle-weary men. Conopss golden trumpet sounded the charge and Tros led them, limping. They were into the enemys rear before they knew what to expect. Their commander was shot down. He was not Alexis. He was a Roman, wearing Alexandrine armor. The enemy milled, broke, scattered and tried to retreat through the gap in the walled enclosure. Into that hopeless confusion Tross archers poured a devastating hail of captured arrows. The one chariot that had not been sent with the reserves on that fatal encircling movement tried to escape in the direction of the Nile. Tross archers mowed down the horses. Boidion was in the chariot  Boidion, Alexis and one other  a man in Roman equestrian uniform  a hood-nosed, mean-faced Etruscan  Lars Tarquinius! Boidions fan-bearers lay dead on a stricken field beside a heap of dead and dying. Most of the remaining enemy scattered across the honeycomb of tombs toward the encircling column in the distance, but some threw down their arms.

No cavalry. Pursuit impossible. Nothing whatever that Tros could do but set the prisoners to work to gather up his wounded, and to retire on his boats before the fleeing enemy could reach them. He had left only ten blistered seamen to guard the flotilla.

It was little more than an hour since sunrise. Vultures in dozens flew down from the broken ledges of the second pyramid. In the near distance the Sphinx, half-smothered in drifted sand, inscrutably suggested that Tross problem wasnt solved. Cleopatras perhaps, for the moment, at least. But his own?

Is the Princess unharmed?

Aye, aye, master.

Conops stooped and mercifully drew his sharp knife across the throat of a Syrian, wounded in the stomach.

Master, shes the kind that dont die easy. Yonder she is. Look at her! Look at her walk! If I was you, Id

Pipe down!

Tros offered his wine-flask. Conops drank and wiped the mouth-piece with his tunic. Their eyes met. Conops saluted and marched away to count dead and wounded.


CHAPTER XX. What do you wish?

Of all lifes difficulties I have found it hardest to compel myself to recognize and to concede a womans right to meet me on even terms. But it seems to be equally hard for a woman to understand my attitude. No more than all the priests, philosophers and poets do I know what love is: unlike many of them, I am unwilling to pretend that I do know. Neither do I know what life is. But it seems to me that if love or life lack dignity, neither the one nor the other is worth the sacrifice of half a moments thought. But I know not what dignity is. I know its comfort. But what it is I know not.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Roll call. Only eight-and-eighty men left standing. Transportation for the wounded was the first problem. Memphis could look to itself; the less Memphis learned about two Arsinoes, the better. Fugitives, who had lost their claimant to the throne, and with most of their officers dead, were no danger at all, unless some of them should make for the boats and get away with them. Outlaws, they would scatter, or be hunted down and executed or enslaved. There were more than a hundred men and fifteen chariots, with some mounted officers, still in the field as a unit, but they were several miles away and had nothing to fight for, unless they should attempt to rescue Boidion. They were far more likely to assume that Boidion was dead, because they would hope she was dead. True, fifteen chariots and a dozen mounted officers might do a good deal to harass Tross line of retreat to the boats; but they were much more likely to save their horses for flight to preserve their own skins.

Seven Northmen dead; eleven wounded. Three decurions dead, including the gallant Thestius. Sigurdsen out of his head with wounds and melancholy, following on battle-frenzy; it was always that way with Sigurdsen after a hard fight; he had to be sung to by the skald. Too many prisoners, some of whom, however, begged to be enslaved by Tros; but some were undoubtedly getting the story of two Arsinoes, and it was not in the least improbable that one or two of them were Queens spies. She was better served by spies than by her generals.

Prisoners were put to work to strip and bury the enemys dead, the battlefield loot was Tross seamens perquisite, and they burdened themselves with plundered armor. Tross dead were laid in a line, in a trench that the Egyptians had dug in search of ancient tombs. And, as he had done after Salamis, he lined up the survivors for a last, farewell salute and, with his right hand raised, pronounced his blessing:

Ye who dwell beyond the veil of death, receive these my men, who have died with their honor upon them, creditably. Give them honorable greeting, even as we, their comrades, bid their gallant souls farewell.

He had no word yet with Boidion. She and Arsinoe walked and talked together, looking strangely alike, even though the one wore armor and the other a sort of priestesss costume and a garland. The ex-pirate escort kept at a respectful distance, separating them from Tarquinius, whose hands were tied behind him, and from Alexis, who was not bound because he was wounded.

The chariot, loaded with armor and weapons, was dragged by seamen. The wounded, such as could not walk between uninjured men, were carried on the backs of prisoners, and on stretchers made of spears and reed mats taken from the Northmens prison. Twenty men were sent ahead in a hurry to guard the boats from fugitives. Twenty men brought up the rear, and retirement began.

It resembled defeat, not victory; but Tros knew, and all his men knew that he had saved the day for Egypt. Tros walked alone, unarmored, switching flies and limping, leaving the command to Conops, who had caught an officers gray nag and was clowning the part of a Roman general on parade.

They, were not pursued. There was not much fighting near the boats, although a group of fugitives did try to rush one boat and make away with it. Tros took his entire force and all his prisoners across the river. Then he sent a messenger at once up-river, to the temple, to command the priests to come and care for his wounded, on pain of having their temple burned and laid waste. He set the prisoners to work to build a reed encampment. He counted Arsinoes camels. He checked her supplies. Then he sent four more boats up-river, with a demand on the priests for provisions for a week for his entire force. After that, he questioned Arsinoes slaves. And at last, seated on a camel-saddle beneath a hurriedly constructed bower of reeds, with one of Arsinoes slaves to flick the flies away, he sent for Boidion.

She stood smiling at him, Arsinoe to the life except for a vaguely absent element of self-assurance. The Queens and Arsinoes grandmother had been a Jewess. So was this girls mother. The coincidence of likeness was astonishing, but not, after all, such a miracle. Boidion could easily have passed for Cleopatras sister, although she and Arsinoe were much more beautiful than the Queen, as well as taller and with less prominent noses. All that Boidion lacked was an air of inborn royalty.

Tros ordered another camel-saddle to be brought, that she might be at ease. Then he asked, her, suddenly:

Have you counted the number of men who have died for your false adventure?

No, Lord Tros. Her face changed. She appeared now to expect to be executed out of hand. She was considering whether or not it might pay her to weep.

Tros paused, affording her full opportunity to excuse herself or to explain, if she should see fit. She was silent. Was it your fault? he demanded.

Yes. I did it. It was not my own idea. It was suggested to me. I was taken to the Roman proconsul Cassius, when he was in Damascus, and he agreed. He gave me money. But I did it. Who wouldnt snatch at a throne, if the chance were offered? But for lacking the stroke of a scribes pen, I, too, am a Ptolemy.

You have taken anothers name, said Tros. He made his voice sound stern. He was not yet sure that he might not have to drag this girl to Alexandria, to measure the Queens mercy.

He wanted, to arouse no false hope. How can you restore her name to her, you having so misused it?

Does she want it? Boidion retorted. Have you asked her?

No. But I will.

He requested Arsinoes presence; so they brought another camel-saddle, and she came and sat facing Boidion, wearing a plain Greek amorgina of such fine, bleached flax that it resembled silk. It was of the latest court fashion. She had very evidently had the pick of Esiass imported merchandise, had good needle-women with her, and was not inclined to appear before Tros at a disadvantage. She smiled at Boidion, with malice but without a trace of anger.

This girl Tros began.

My fathers daughter, said Arsinoe.

Boidion, said Tros, has assumed your name.

So I am nameless!

You are Queen of Cyprus.

I have tasted freedom, she retorted. Lord Captain Tros, I have told you, and again I say it: I am sick of being Queen of Cyprus. Never again will I go to Cyprus. Never. I have been a plaything of the vilest traitors that ever bought and sold each other, and themselves and their powerless victim. So, if this fool wishes to be Queen of Cyprus, let her be it!

Tros prodded the earth with his sword. He stared at Boidion. Suddenly he asked her:

Woman, you have taken one step. Will you take the other, and the consequences? Or will you plead for the Queens mercy?

Boidion answered: You have heard her speak. She has said it already to me, just now when we walked together. I am as much a Ptolemy as she is. Perhaps I am more capable of being Queen. She seems to have had small pleasure of it, and no profit.

Tros met Arsinoes eyes again. You yield your throne?

Yield it? I have thrown it away, for any fool to have who craves it!

You yield your name?

It is stolen. Let her have it. I will choose a new name.

He stared at Boidion, considering her, and then pronounced his verdict:

Queen of Cyprus then you shall be, and Arsinoe you are, from this day forward; and the consequences be on your head. Never again answer to the name of Boidion! You hear me?

If I am a Queen, you should address me more respectfully, she answered.

Tros smiled. He commanded Tarquinius the Etruscan to be brought before him; he came with his hands still tied behind his back, between two seamen. They had taken away his helmet, but he looked rather spruce in his Roman uniform  lean, mean, avaricious, but possessed of a kind of courage. He kept jerking his head to shake off flies. Tros ordered his hands loosed and a fly-switch given to him. He looked at neither woman  looked straight at Tros, sly-eyed and daring.

Lars Tarquinius, you are a treacherous, faithless, unscrupulous, lying scoundrel.

Have I ever pretended to you to be anything else? Tarquinius answered. You may as well omit the Ciceronian oration, Captain Tros. You have a use for me, or you would have ordered me killed and thrown to the crocodiles. What is it? Or have I come to hear sentence of death? It wouldnt be like you to waste a sensible man like me.

You were left in Cyprus, in command of the Queen of Cypruss bodyguard, said Tros, and with authority from Cassius and Brutus, conferred upon you by the Roman admiral Ahenobarbus, to advise the Queen how to conduct her affairs. You will return to Cyprus, taking the Queen of Cyprus with you.

How? When?

Now. And by use of your ingenuity. Tros gestured toward Boidion. Present your respects to Queen Arsinoe of Cyprus!

Lars Tarquinius gaped. Even he, past-master spy, opportunist, agent of sedition and secret treasons, was too astonished for speech. Then a smile stole over his hungry face.

Our respects, he said, I think are due to Captain Tros. But  who shall guarantee us that this other, who so resembles her  for the first time he glanced at Arsinoe will not

I will guarantee your death, Tros interrupted, if I ever hear of your mentioning this lady, whom you have never seen, nor ever knew, and even of whose name you are ignorant! You left Cyprus, in a design on the throne of Egypt, with that same Princess Arsinoe with whom you will now return to Cyprus, having failed of your purpose. For the rest, silence!

Tarquinius gulped. Tros commanded the Lord Alexis to be brought in; he came with his hand on a seamans shoulder, looking gray-lipped and crestfallen.

You deceived me, Tros! he began bitterly.

Do you wish to go to the Queen: I will not deceive your about that, if you would like to offer her your felicitations.

Alexis avoided the eyes of the women. He glanced at Tarquinius, who made no sign whatever.

Do you wish me to plead for your mercy? he asked then, staring straight at Tros. If you will spare my life, I will forever be your grateful client. Is that sufficient? Or should I grovel?

Shake hands with your ally Tarquinius! Tros answered. Make your bow to your Queen! You are to go with her to Cyprus. There are camels waiting. Doubtless there are prisoners who are willing to make that journey with you; you may choose from among them as many as there are camels to carry them. You and they may have weapons, and I will supply provisions.

I have no money, Alexis answered.

You have an order on the Queens treasury, havent you? Use that. I am not your banker.

It is worth my life to use that.

Die then! You have cost me more good men than your convenience is worth. I have nothing to add, beyond that you may have your luggage; I will tell the priests to bring it.

Boidion smiled it Arsinoe: And what will you do?

I will pity you! she answered. When your faithful friends have poisoned you, my dear, or have cut your throat or tortured you to death, I will go to some temple or other, somewhere, and lay flowers for you on an altar. Or do you consider yourself a Jewess? Would you rather I should have some cattle slaughtered and hire beggars to sing psalms?

At a gesture from Tros the seamen touched Tarquiniuss shoulder. Boidion caught Tross eye. He nodded, and she went out with Alexis. Except for the slave who plied the fly-switch he was alone with a girl who had thrown away throne and name. He knew why she had thrown them away. She had placed herself utterly in his power, and to befriend her would be treason against Cleopatra, as the girl well knew. But she seemed unafraid, confident. They were silent about twenty switches of the slaves arm. Then it was she who broke the silence:

So you see, I cant get killed in battle.

I would speak with my man Conops, he answered.

She mocked him: Dont order him to kill me. Do it yourself!

I will come to your tent.

And kill me?

Go and wait for me, he answered.

The slave followed her to her tent, and in a few moments Conops came.

The priests are here, master. Eight of em, hairless as sharks. Theyve turned to with the wounded. May I fetch one to dress that scratched leg?

Later. Little man

Oh Apollo, I know whats coming! Not the woman, master! You and I, since you were knee-high to your fathers cabin-lad, weve got on famous without tying up to women. Time we had a woman, we were in and out o trouble on land like a pair o soldiers at sea!

You dock-side lecher! You shameless brothel-rat! You impudent, ignorant drunkard!

Yes, master.

You presume to criticize me?

No, no. But as I was saying

Pipe down!

Aye, aye, master.

I go alone to Alexandria.

Alone?

Oh, I will take two of the Jews and a boat-crew. You are to take the flotilla down the eastern branch of the Nile to Pelusium, and await me there. The ladies

You mean the Queen Arsinoe?

She is not a queen.

Then the Princess.

She is not a princess. I will give her a new name.

Chronos!

I will name her Hero. Henceforth you will know her by no other name.

Aye, aye, master.

She and her two women are the wives of Memphis merchants, visiting Esiass partners wife in Pelusium. You know Esiass partner. You will take a letter to him, from me. Do as he tells you, even if he should order you all into hiding until after I have cleared up matters with the Queen of Egypt.

Watch out, master! Cleopatras another woman. And shes jealous. She has her spies everywhere. Shell know what weve been up to. Shes as like as not to hand you over to the rack-and-pincer-crew, to be finished off.

Tros snorted: Idiot! Has she a use for me dead, do you think? The Queen has too few friends to kill men who cannot be bought to betray her. Have you understood your orders?

Aye, aye, master.

Then obey them.

Tros let a priest come and bandage his leg. Then he bathed in the river, talked with the wounded, inspected the camp, checked the provisions the priests had brought, and at last reached Arsinoes tent. She arose beneath the awning and stood waiting for him.

Well, girl  ?

Lord Captain?

They eyed each other.

What shall I do with you?

I am your prisoner. What do you wish?

I re-name you Hero.

I accept it.  And  ?

He put his arm on her shoulder. He and she entered the tent. One of her women closed the flap behind them, smiling, and then ran, because Conops pelted her away with lumps of hard Nile mud.


CHAPTER XXI. You will obey me

I trust or mistrust, having found no middle course worth following. But the chartless zone between those courses is a wilderness wherein anothers treachery by no means can be hold to justify my own bad faith. A man must stand or fall, judge and be judged, by his own faith, always.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



They came out of the tent at midnight and lay side by side on cots, under the stars, in mid-camp. Neither of them felt, yet, that they really knew each other. Tross wound was too painful for him to make the rounds unless absolutely necessary; but from where the cots were placed he could hear the pickets calling to each other, and would be able to spring to meet emergency.

Hero fingered and caressed Tross gift, a big gold buckle, curiously wrought and set with gems, that he had cut from his sword-belt.

Tros, why did you name me Hero? It is a wonderful name. I love it. But why did you choose it?

Reasons within reasons, that will take years for us each to reveal to the other. But I have always thought of that name for the imagined woman who was to sail with me around the world.

Jackals whimpered. A lion roared. Hippopotami blew in mid-river. The pickets called their numbers. Conops snored, curled like a dog in a cloak where Tros could waken him without raising his voice. A wounded man cried to be killed. Tros limped across the camp to talk to him, examined the wound again by lantern-light and gave permission. A decurion did it. Tros returned to the cot.

Tros, if I conceive a man-child, what will you name him?

Caswallon.

What a strange name! And if a girl-child?

Fflur.

Still stranger! But good names  I like them. Whence had you this buckle?

It was a gift to me from Fflur, the wife of Caswallon the King. She was a daughter of Mygnach the Dwarf, who was also a king of a part of Britain. She had second sight. She said the buckle would serve a purpose in a day of danger.

You lord her?

Not as you think. She and Caswallon and I were friends.

And in Britain are kings not cuckolds? Kings wives were Caesars favorite amusement.

I have never emulated Caesar. Girl, remember this: hitherto I have never lied to you, but that was as it happened. I would have lied to you, if I had thought a lie advantageous. Henceforth, we are on different terms. I demand faith to the last breath. But I give it. You may know my inmost thoughts. You, and you only may know them, to the extent of my ability to tell. When I say nothing, know that I am pondering, or ignorant, or baffled. But what I say to you will be the truth; and when you ask, I will answer without evasion. If a day should ever come when I withhold from you one thought that speech or deed can properly explain, then know that you have sinned too utterly against our mutual pledge to be forgiven. Let us not lie to each other.

I suppose thats why I love you, she answered. You are full of guile as well as valor, but I have always known I could trust you. Even in Rome I loved you.

In Rome? he said. We hardly spoke to each other in Rome. You were Caesars prisoner, and too well guarded. I saw you led through the streets, and pitied you. But I only saw you once after that before Caesar sent you to Cyprus. I remember you stared. I remember wondering how soon you would be again in trouble.

Guarded, yes. But not secluded. Plenty of people came to see me. Do you know why Caesar made me Queen of Cyprus? There were at least a dozen men in Rome who made bids for me. One was Herod. It was supposed then that Caesar intended to proclaim himself king of Rome with Cleopatra on the throne beside him. They said he would divorce Calpurnia, and have the Roman law changed, to make it legal for him to marry an alien or perhaps to have two wives. There were plenty of princes who would have liked to be Caesars brother-in-law, but none of them met with Caesars approval. Caesar was already planning for the conquest of Parthia, India and beyond. He sent for me and lectured me like a kind old uncle. I was careful to be deferent and to seem grateful, but I laughed behind his back because I knew what a lecher he was. He told me to keep myself unspoiled until he should find me a husband worthy to be Caesars friend and ally. And after that he let me have my bow and arrows. One of his favorite freedmen set up a running target for me in a garden. It was pulled by a man on horseback. Caesar said if girls of my age werent kept exercised we would think about nothing but men.

He had reason to know, Tros answered. I heard him speak of it with Cleopatra.

One of the hardest things I ever did, Tros, was to hold my tongue in those days. I burned to ask Caesar to give me to you. But it might have put you in danger of Caesars enmity.

Tros laughed. Had Caesar offered you to me, I would have said no.

Why? Were you, too, afraid of him? Or didnt you like me?

You were only a child. I hadnt thought about you. I didnt know you. I wouldnt have accepted a girl as Caesars gift, not even if I wanted her.

If I had escaped to you, and begged you, would you have taken me? I could have done it. I thought of doing it. Would you?

I dont know.

Well, I saved you from that danger.

He laughed again. Girl, do you think we are not in danger now?

I know we are. I love it! What are we going to do, Tros? Tell me your thoughts.

They are these: Cleopatras spies will tell her, with a thousand invented details to boot, every move I have made since I started on this expedition. She never tells anyone all she knows. I dont think she would have sent me, if she had known you were in Egypt. I think she knew all about Boidions masquerading as you. She probably believed the rumor of your having been murdered in Cyprus. But her spies will have told her the whole story of you and Boidion, long before I can reach Alexandria. I think she counted on my disgust when I should learn what she thought were the facts, to make me pitiless. She expected me to kill Boidion. When she learns I let her keep your name and go to Cyprus, she will call me the worst traitor in Egypt, even though she will be clever enough to understand my motive. She will despise me for not having killed Alexis and Tarquinius. And she will hate me for having taken my Northmen without her leave, even though the Northmen have fought gallantly against her enemies. But all that is nothing compared to my great offense. She and Charmion will hate me soul-deep and forever, for having taken you to wife.

Yes, she said. There is no doubt about that.

There came a messenger from Memphis  secretary of the City Council, two parts Greet, the remainder of him mongrel. He was rowed across the river in a boat that Tros sent in response to his shouts. Tros sent Hero to her tent, but he had little to say to the messenger. Memphis was none of his business; let Memphis await the Queens officers, whom she would doubtless send to investigate.

Such orders as I have, are secret. Mind you own business. No, I need no supplies from Memphis. No, I need no money. No, I need nothing from you. To the devil with you. Waste no breath on me, and there will be the fewer lies on your conscience. Return to those who sent you. No, no message for them.

What do you think the Queen will do? asked Hero, when the man from Memphis had gone.

I suspect her first move will be to send troops up the Nile to Memphis. Now that the rebellion has been nipped in the bud, she will feel she can trust a captain and a thousand men to come and punish.

Do you think her soldiers will attack us?

-Nay, I think not. They would be more likely to beg me to lead a new rebellion. Cleopatras throne depends on nothing but her own wits, and she is nearly at her wits end. She will wait for me to make the next move, knowing I must return to Alexandria.

Must?

Yes. My trireme is there, and it needs repairing. All my money is there, in Jew-Esiass keeping. More than half my men are there, and she knows I wont desert them.

If you go within her reach, Tros, she will kill you. If I were in her shoes, I would!

Charmion would, he answered. She not.

Why not?

In the first place, she enjoys a long revenge. She is not so bloody minded as cruel; not so cruel as intellectually ruthless. She likes to feel her power. And she learned from Caesar the dangerous trick of making men, whom she hates or no longer trusts, destroy themselves and serve her purpose while they do it. But if that were all, I wouldnt trust myself within her reach. It is not so simple, to rule Egypt from a weak throne. One third of the Alexandrines are Jews, and I have studiously won their friendship. She wont dare to offend the Jews too much. Even Caesar didnt dare to do that. It was I who urged Caesar to give them citizenship. But again, that is not all. A Jew is human. He is like you and me. He has his limit, beyond which neither gratitude nor anger can compel him to accept anothers danger as his own. I have no right to impose too great a burden on Esias and his friends.

Then on what do you count? Tros, if she should kill you, do you think your men would follow me in a rebellion against her?

She wont try to have me killed  not yet. I will tell you why she will not, Cassius!

You mean, it would offend Cassius?

I mean the opposite of that. Cassius is at the bottom of all the plotting, and she knows it. She knows I keep the spirit of a promise, even though its carcass is a broken litter of shards. And Cassius knows as well as Cleopatra that she hasnt a competent man, except me, whom she feels she can trust not to turn his sword against her, given opportunity. That is why Cassius demanded she should proscribe me as a pirate. But Cassius hadnt the wit to perceive that as an outlaw I cant be said to represent her. So she can use me against him without his being able to denounce that as an act of war.

But will she trust you again, to lead another expedition? If I were she, I wouldnt. She will think you would go over to Cassiuss side.

She knows better, he answered. I cannot be bought by such as Cassius or Brutus. Neither can she buy me. But she can force my hand, and she knows it. She has my Basques; they were sent to the Red Sea Coast Patrol. She has my trireme, and all my wealth is within her reach. My thought is, that she will at first pretend not to know about you. She will try to catch you while she cat-and-mouses me. That failing, she will offer me immunity for you

But would you trust her?

Listen! She may offer me immunity for you, provided I obey her commands and they will be stiff ones. She isnt likely to denounce Boidion until she can first catch you. Not fewer than half her ministers are intriguing with Cassius, and if they knew you are in Egypt they would rally to you. Cleopatra doesnt dare to accept the gauge of war with Cassius and he knows it. There is nothing on earth more certain than that Cassius will make another secret move  aye, and swiftly, if only to cover up Boidions tracks. He would look like a fool if the story of that should become known. Boidion is now Arsinoe, the Queen of Cyprus, and he may make another attempt to foist her upon the throne of Egypt. But if he could catch you, he would probably have Boidion murdered and try to use you instead. Cleopatras spies are watching Cassius; Charmion is a very competent spy-master. Charmion will have the information, and Cleopatras genius will guess fairly accurately what Cassiuss next move will be. She will wish to send me to prevent it.

And will you go?

The alternative would be death for treason.

You will go in your great ship?

No, it badly needs repairs. Besides, she wouldnt trust me to that extent. She will consider the ship, and my wealth that is in Esiass keeping, a sufficient pledge for my good behaviour. And if Cassius doesnt kill me, she will try some other means of sending me to death.

Tros, why wont you go to Cassius and make terms with him?

I saw him kill Caesar. He and I are enemies.

You neednt be his friend. You neednt trust him. You can pretend to want to see me on the throne of Egypt.

Do you want the throne?

I want you, and you only, wherever you may be and whatever you may become.

Then dont talk nonsense. Forget who you were. Remember who you are. You must trust me, and go into hiding, quickly, before Cleopatras agents begin to look for you  somewhere near the border, ready to escape across the border at a moments notice. I will go to Alexandria and outwit the Queen. There is nothing else to be done.

Tros, I will go with you. If it comes to the worst, let us die together. I am not afraid of death. But to lose you, after all this

You will obey me.

She was silent for about a minute. Then, quietly:

Suppose I refuse?

You will obey. This nights doing was no error of judgment. You are not a mere light o love. You are a woman, fit to be the mother of my sons. I trust you.

I obey, Lord Captain!

You, and nearly all our men, will follow the eastern branch of the Nile, toward Pelusium. I will carefully instruct Conops, whom I also trust, and I will send him with you. He will be respectful, but in any crisis you are to obey him. You will be safer with him than with any other human being whose loyalty is at my disposal.

When is this to happen?

As soon after daybreak as we can load the wounded and the stores into the boats.

Is the night spent?

Not yet.

The tent loomed black against the star-lit sky. Tros glanced at it.

You could lean on my shoulder, she said, if the wound hurts.


CHAPTER XXII. What burns?

I know the Secret Teaching too well not to understand, in part at least, the reason why I have had to watch my pride burn. Time and again, beneath a mask of admirable manners, I have inwardly laughed at anothers downfall. Aye, I know it. But I know no law that binds me to betray my grief when destiny permits anothers malice to inflict a penalty I owe.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Alexandria lay serene and lovely beneath the midnight moon. From the Queens balcony there was a view of the whole harbor and half of the city. The great Pharos beacon glowed like a ruby, and the anchored shipping seemed aswim in a silvered lake. Over to the westward, at the shoreward end of the flickering lights of Rhakotis, were two big basket-flares that Tros knew were the watch-lights where his trireme lay awaiting orders for repairs.

The Queen rebuked him for pacing the balcony.

You irritate me. And besides, your leg is not yet healed. You will hurt it. Be seated.

Egypt

So you say they fled by camel toward Palestine. On whose camels?

How should I know? He was angry. He had answered her questions again and again. Perhaps someone in Memphis.

Perhaps. I have laid a fine on Memphis that will not encourage them to play again with treason! Why did you send all your men to Pelusium?

He looked hard at her, and his eyes were as steady as hers. He lied, and he intended her to understand that.

To keep my Northmen out of mischief. They are angry, that you sent them to a prison-camp, mercy because they broke the heads of men who spoke loosely of you.

And you cant control your Northmen? I could. Who are the women who availed themselves of your mens escort? The women who are now in Pelusium? I have heard there are three.

Merchants wives, he answered.

Oh?

Yes.

Whose wife is the one named Hero?

Egypt, there are questions that are best unasked. He stood up. I have saved your throne. I have done your errand. Now keep your promise.

I am grateful, even though you do so curiously harbor  an unknown woman, she answered. Suddenly her voice changed. I sent you to kill! Instead, you say you sent Arsinoe back to Cyprus! You have taken your Northmen without my leave. And in Pelusium you have a woman! A woman named Hero! Oh, my spies are awake, though my generals sleep!

Egypt, I hold your promise. No, no! It was Cleopatras promise. I have done my duty by you. It is time now for me to repair my trireme, and to set sail on the voyage of which we have so often spoken.

With this woman named Hero?

Suddenly he noticed she was smiling. She was gazing westward toward Rhakotis. Tros turned and followed her gaze. Where the basket-flares had glowed on the throat of night there was now a billowing holocaust  a black cloud, red-lit from beneath by a burning hull, high on the ways at Esiass wharf. It was too far away for the roar of the flames to be heard, but a mast fell and the sparks volcanoed skyward as Tros watched. He could see the phantom figures of his seamen, or perhaps they were Esiass slave-gangs, beating out sparks on the warehouse roofs.

What burns? asked Cleopatra.

Tros met her eyes in silence. She didnt flinch. She smiled with mortifying sympathy.

Your trireme?

He didnt trust himself to speak.

Her voice was loaded with triumphant malice: Oh, I pity you! What agony to lose that grand ship!

Then he did speak: Egypt, I was your friend.

Dont you think Cassiuss agents did it? Or do you think someone may have wanted to keep you from sailing away with the woman, whose name, you say, is Hero  merchants wife?  from Memphis?  Oh yes, you may go and watch your ship burn. Come and tell me about it tomorrow. I will take care, meanwhile, that nothing happens to you. My secret agents shall protect you  from Cassiuss spies. Yes, you may go now. Dont be disturbed if you find you are watched.


CHAPTER XXIII. Angry? Aye, Egypt, I am

How hard it is to draw the line between a necessary act of justice, and mere malice; between savagery, and proper punishment intended solely to prevent recurrence of something wrong. No matter what the provocation, I have found it wiser, as Caesar sometimes did, to abstain from vengeance, but to beware of those upon whom I might have had it. Not always, but not seldom they find it harder to forgive the magnanimity, than it is to forgive their enmity. And that is natural enough: nature is not to be trusted to direct our motives, only to beglamour them with false names.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



It was race day; there was no doubt where to find Cleopatra that afternoon. The races had more effect than law and police on the behaviour of the Alexandrine crowd. The priesthood of Serapis might have felt happier, but the crowd would have felt insulted if the Queen had stayed away. Unable to compete with such a popular attraction, the priests had contrived to give chariot racing a vaguely religious significance; they had a row of reserved seats into which they filed with solemn ceremony. Royalty could not afford to miss the opportunity to arrive rather late and be more brilliantly ostentatious than the priests. True, Cleopatra herself was a priestess; on certain occasions she even wore the robes of divine Isis. But it was better politics to appear at the races as royalty, with the priesthood in decidedly subordinate position. Even Caesar, who also was a high priest, had taken that course.

So Tros, too, attended the races, after his own determined fashion. Too indignant to feel tired, even though he had worked furiously all night long to save Esiass docks and repair yards from destruction, he submitted to be washed and dressed in court apparel by Jew-Esiass slaves. He could hardly even feel his wound, he was so angry. He took one last look at the smoking ruin of his trireme, gave curt orders to Ahriam, and had himself carried in a curtained litter borne by eight slaves, past the splendid temple of Serapis, to the royal entrance to the Stadium.

Like the Baltic wife who was slain by a Roman arrow on the northern coast of Gaul, his beloved trireme, the finest warship the world had ever known, was dead. Dead. Dead. Have ships souls? He wondered. The loss might signify another new beginning, stormier, more difficult than ever, nevertheless a beginning.

Money and men he still had. To build a new ship, Queen or no Queen, would be easier than to get another such crew together. He would get that crew to sea again, at all costs, soon; on some sort of ship, to keep them disciplined. He was already storming the future. He looked the part in his gorgeous purple cloak, with the broad gold band binding his raven hair, and his sword in its green-and-vermilion sheath, with the jewelled sword-belt, one buckle missing.

The royal entrance to the Stadium was as elaborate as architects could make it. Fifty helmeted guardsmen stood like statues on either side of the mosaic pavement between the parking place for litters and the marble entrance steps. Two junior guard-officers, wearing a years income in gilded armor and jewelled belts and hilts, saluted Tros but flinched from facing him. He looked too angry, too important. They turned him over to the Captain of the Guard, Leander, a tall, bored exquisite with intelligent gray eyes, who was at pains to appear humorously gracious. He accepted Tross sword with his own beautifully manicured hands, instead of letting a slave receive it on a cushion. He himself, with his own hands, laid it on a rack in the guardroom.

Captain Tros, I hope you bear me no ill will for having had to refuse you admission to the palace recently?

Tros eyed him, sure, if of nothing else, that what Leander craved was money; not promises or fair words, money. He knew how deeply the man was in debt, and how he loved his social position. So he snubbed him.

I reserve my ill will for my equals!

Leander winced. He was merely a parvenu aristocrat, his manners guided by the latest hint of royal favour and disfavour. Evidently word had filtered through the mysterious court channels of information that Tros was not yet in eclipse. Not yet. But Leander was an Alexandrine, and in favour with women at court. His retort was as prompt as an asps fangs:

Equals? Has a pirate any equals? I suppose you do feel almost human since they burned your private navy! Have you learned who did it?

If you knew what I know, Leander, you would ask fewer questions.

Omniscience! Was it envious Zeus with his thunderbolts? Did the great god burn your trireme to prevent you from raping Olympus?

If I suspected you of having done it, Leander, you would be worth more.

How so?

Feet first on your way to the embalmer. He at any rate would have a profit of you. Is it your duty to keep the Queens guests gossiping at the foot of the stairs?

Way for the Lord Captain! Kindly tread upon my shadow and immortalize it! Suddenly Leander changed from spiteful raillery to a more familiar, friendlier tone. Forget your trireme, Tros, and bet on Yellow in the big race; then youll be feeling better tempered next time we meet. Bet early enough, and you may get odds of five to one, or even better. Red will be favorite, at odds on. Reds owner has been financed by a Roman moneylender, and the Romans have betted their last sesterce. But I think theyll lose their money. Let me do your betting for you.

Was Leander worth buying? Tros decided he might be  possibly  perhaps. No Alexandrine courtier was very likely to be grateful; but easy money probably would whet his appetite for more, so it might be worth while to pretend to be fooled, with a view to the future. Yellow was probably the one chariot that could not possibly win. Leander would simply keep the money and laugh behind Tross back. But later ho might try another trick and find himself at Tross mercy.

Tros turned on the lower step and tossed a fat purse to Leanders slave. It contained as much as two years pay of a Captain of the Guards. Tros had brought it to give to his friend Olympus, who would pass it along by undiscoverable channels to the priests of far-off Philae. Olympus was the unofficial, unacknowledged, secret link with Philae. The way to get true information about India and even more distant countries was to keep on good terms with the priests of the really ancient Mysteries. Their secret means of information reached to the worlds ends. However, Olympus could wait.

Very well, Leander, place a bet on Yellow and keep half the profit. See that your slave gets the right odds.

He didnt miss the scornful laughter in Leanders eyes as he turned on his way up the marble stairs between the frescoed walls. In the same sort of unexplainable way that he could smell his course through storms and fogs at sea, Tros had a feeling that he would laugh last, and for the better reason. Meanwhile, he went forward, upstairs, wishing lie were going into battle rather than to interview the queen. She had had him watched, as she said she would. Even if he had thought it wise, he couldnt have sent a message to Hero without the Queens knowing it and probably intercepting the message.

The roar from the arena seats  the typical Alexandrine din of mens and womens voices shrilling with excitement  filled the air. The tumult almost drowned the blare of music. From the head of the stair, at the end of the passage leading to the royal box, there was a view of sunlit tiers of people as gay to the eye as rows on rows of flowers stirring in the breeze.

The apartments above and behind the royal box were like a section of the palace in miniature, as sumptuously furnished. Slaves came running forward from the buffet-table at the end of a long room on the left, to urge Tros to rest and refresh himself. He refused. The buffet-room was full of over-dressed courtiers, who stared and made witty remarks behind their hands. Everyone knew about the burned trireme. Nobody except Olympus cared to risk Tross anger by speaking to him about it.

Olympus, in his official black robes and ancient Egyptian headdress, came and smiled wanly, murmuring official nonsense about conjunctions of stars and burning ships. Then he added, for Tross real information:

If I read the stars aright, the daughter of Zeus-Ammon (he meant the Queen) is angry and very well informed, but in too grave peril to afford what malice prompts. Oh Tros, you peril lover! Must you do even your loving perilously? I believe the Queens need of a sword preserves you from her vengeance. But she is a Ptolemy. Beware of her!

Thank you, Olympus. I will leave word with Esias to have a purse of money ready for you whenever you call.

Olympus sent a slave to inform the royal chamberlain, who presently came from his seat near the royal box  a splendidly dressed eunuch with secretive, experienced eyes, who was used to being treated deferentially even by Roman ambassadors. He saw fit to be gracious:

Take you time, Lord Tros. The Queen is in one of her moods, and there is plenty of time before the next race. You have time for a bet. They tell me Red is a certain winner.

Bet then on Red and be fortunate, but send my name in to the Queen. She awaits me.

Be discreet, Tros. She has had a sleepless night. You will need all your tact.

I have it. Lead on.

Too bad that you have lost your trireme. Too bad. Too bad. Come and fortify yourself. A little wine  a little pickled fish-roe, or perhaps a plate of birds tongues in spiced sauce

Thanks, I am already fortified  with anger. Is the Queen in her box?

Yes  yawning. It looks well. The crowd mistakes it for royal boredom. We Alexandrines like our rulers to appear fatigued with luxury. But the truth is, she listened all night to reports from spies. He stared with his keen, secretive eyes but he could detect no alarm on Tross face. She detests the races, although I daresay she would like them well enough if she might drive her own chariot. But the Alexandrines would -never stand for that. They still hold it against her that she once led her own army. She needs a consort  another man of deeds, not words. Do you know  I have always wished it had been you instead of Caesar! An amazing woman, Tros, amazing  incarnate energy. But I warn you, in a deadly temper. She had a royal row with Charmion this morning. Charmion is in tears at the palace.

Lead on. Tros knew the chamberlain was trying to coax him to indiscretion. He knew, too, that none of the Queens ministers knew all her secrets, and that there couldnt be a worse mistake than to confide in any of them.

Lead on, lord chamberlain, lead on! My errand is urgent.

The royal box was a roofed pavilion, banked in front with flowers. At the rear there were rows of raised seats, gay with guests  wreathed courtiers and jewelled women. In the midst, in front of two tall ostrich-feather fans kept in stately motion by slaves who had been deafened and muted for the purpose  was the Queens divan with room enough for two or three invited intimates. At the moment there was only one woman seated beside the Queen. There was a seconds sensation  a change in the note of the tumult, as the Argus-eyed crowd saw Tros approach the divan and bow. Everyone knew him by sight. There was never a dearth of stories of his deeds of valor. Everyone knew of the burned ship. He could hear his name being tossed from mouth to mouth.

Cleopatra looked tired, and when she was tired she looked tiny  almost like a child, in her plain Greek dress of silk-like linen, with a kingdoms worth of pearls. She was the only woman in white; all the other women in the royal party were as brilliant as peacocks; so she looked distinguished. And, despite the chamberlains warning, she was as gracious to Tros as he had ever known her. She gave him both her hands to kiss and broke off flowers from her girdle for him to tuck into his jewelled belt. He stuck them into the loop where the buckle was missing. She noticed it. Then she suddenly remembered his leg was wounded, and that the wound was received in a battle in her behalf.

Give him your seat, Hylas.

So the young wife of the wealthiest absentee-landlord in Alexandria had to pretend she liked yielding her place beside the Queen to a man who considered her so unimportant that he didnt even trouble to smile when he nodded his thanks. Tros sat, favoring his wounded leg, waiting for the Queen to speak first and trying to read, what no one ever had read, the intention behind her gaze. Cleopatras eyes always had that greenish hue when she was gently friendly seeming but as actually deadly as a netted leopard.

For at, least sixty seconds she was silent, vaguely smiling. She was Ptolemy enough to hate him to the death, but she was statesmanly enough to hide the hatred, if she had it; much too wise to wreak unprofitable vengeance, and not wise enough to let vengeance alone. Raging with inward anger though he was, she could have forgiven him, and have been forgiven. He could build a new, an even better ship. But could she, even with her throne in hourly peril, forgive the insult to her person and her throne that stirred her malice? Tros doubted it.

And the trireme? she asked, in the friendliest note of a voice that would have made a courtesans fortune.

Burned to the keel, he answered. He saw no sense in telling her that he had saved his arrow-engines, ammunition, small arms, and most of the ships gear. Perhaps she knew it. If not, so much the better.

You look, and you sound, as angry as  as she laughed, there is nothing, is there, with which to compare you! No one can be as angry as Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace! Is it the pain of your wound? Do you scowl at me because someone near Memphis, whom you probably slew for his presumption, shot you with an arrow?

Angry? Aye, Egypt, I am.

With poor me? Zeus-Ammon shield me! The Lord Tros has come to lecture me again! What on earth shall I do to appease him?

Tross big brown fist was resting on his knees. She laid her own little ivory-white hand on it, smiling at the contrast. Tros scowled at her hand, then at her.

I will tell you, Egypt, what to do. Once and for all I will say it, then never again, for you are too intelligent to need twice or three times telling. Cease from cat-and-mousing with a man who

He hesitated. It hurt his pride to have to sing his own praises; that would be too much like an Alexandrine courtier. She promoted him:

A man who

Who, at the risk of life and fortune, has kept faith with you first and last.

Yes?

Egypt, it was you who bade them burn my ship!

I? She was still smiling, but she removed her hand. What makes you say it? Tros, unguarded conversation, overheard, has caused too many people recently to pay a call on the executioner. A mere trireme?

A mans hope. The fruit of his labors. His means to the end of his hearts desire!

Her voice changed. And are the means I use, toward the end that I perceive, to be used for abuse against me? To be thundered at me? Make a song about the truth, Lord Captain! Sing it to me and my ladies! Sing to us the story of the Queen my sister, whom you spared on the field of battle and so ingeniously pretended to send home to Cyprus! Who is Hero, who hides near Pelusium?

His blood ran cold, but she only guessed it. He showed her nothing of his thoughts. Not even his eyes changed. Smiling, Cleopatra probed with words that cut like lancets.

You are not like my Alexandrines, who would desert a woman for a horse-race or a full meal. Now that you have lost your ship, and cant sail away with this mysterious Hero person, how do you propose to preserve her alive for the enjoyment of your virile passion? Did you imagine me so ill informed, or my arm so short and powerless that it cant reach Pelusium? Cassiuss agents burned your trireme. Do we understand each other?

Tros was silent. His jaw came very slightly forward, but he gave no other sign of emotion. He hated her. Once he had almost loved her, even though she had almost always lied to him and never, absolutely never told more than part of the truth. He was astonished that he had never before realized that he hated her. He must be careful not to let her suspect it. She was going to count on his sense of responsibility for his men, on his loathing of broken loyalty, and, above all, on his fear for Heros safety. He could sense all that coming. If she really knew where Hero was, there could be only one possible reason why Hero had not been killed. She was to be held, in secret, as a hostage to compel Tros to obey.

His answer was a blunt attempt to force the issue:

No one need ever know I sent a substitute Arsinoe to Cyprus. The substitute resembles her well enough.

No one ever shall know, she retorted. Let the wench you sent to Cyprus be Arsinoe and take the consequences! But you, also, take the consequences.

For instance?

Trust me, you shall soon know. Tros, our friendship is as dead, of your treason against me, as some hundreds are dead of the plague that is sweeping the city. Never again speak to me of friendship, but of obedience!

He sat silent, less displeased than he chose to appear. In the name of their former friendship there was, almost nothing manly he would not attempt, if called on. But if Cleopatra chose to end the friendship, she, too, should face the consequences. He would not betray her. But the end had come of her power, which had been wholly based on friendship, to command his service at his own cost and his own risk.


CHAPTER XXIV. The city will be in a bad temper

The really dangerous people are not they who believe in violence as a means to every end, nor they who believe in treachery as a means to most ends. Those can be overcome by violence, and by alertness. The deadly menace is the intelligent man or woman whose mystic vision, trained in the ways of wisdom, as was Cleopatras, has been mis-directed and confused until suspicion has become the guiding principle and power the only end in view.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



There was a sudden fanfare of trumpets. A company of soldiers armed with whips advanced into the arena at the double and drove out the clowns and acrobats who had been entertaining the spectators in the interval between races. That always put the crowd into a good temper, for the purely Alexandrine reason that it annoyed the rich parvenus, who had paid huge prices for the troupes of entertainers. It was great fun to see expensive competitors for popularity interrupted and chased out of sight. The crowd booed the patrons who had paid for the show, and roared with laughter at the antics of the fleeing clowns.

Then, perhaps because her sense of strategy dictated a pause in the conversation, Cleopatra appeared to become as interested in the arena as anyone else. A slave brought her the gilded wreath of victory, to be tossed down to the winner of the next race. A gate at one end of the stadium opened and four-horsed chariots came in with a burst of speed that was reined in, after fifty or sixty yards, to a spectacular canter. Passing beneath the royal box the charioteers saluted. Then, before reaching the turn at the western end, they wheeled and came back slowly to the starting post, which was a gilded pole exactly opposite the royal divan. The tumult of the excited crowd was like the roar of battle on a storm-bound beach.

This was the big race of the year. Fortunes depended on it. In Alexandrine estimation it was more important than war and politics. Unlike the crowd in Rome, they didnt care for scenes of carnage on the strewn sand, although dangerous driving excited them almost to madness. Where a Roman amphitheatre would have had trapdoors for admitting wild beasts, the Alexandrines had wooden gates in a marble wall for the swift removal of injured men and horses. Death was best out of sight, out of mind. They loved life swift and noisy. They loved fortunate people. The owner of the winning team, for a year to come, would be the most envied man in Alexandria. As likely as not, the losing owners would be almost bankrupt and might have to retire to their country estates, or even to flee the country to avoid creditors. Many losing owner had been sold into slavery.

The crowds tremendous roar was punctuated by the sharp yelps of the layers of last minute odds in the betting booths beneath the tiers of seats. Streams of slaves were scampering along the corridors to make bets for their owners. The bookmakers were laying odds of three to one on Red, even money on White, three to one against Green and ten to one against Yellow. All the royal party seemed to favor Red; they were grumbling at having to accept odds of one to three. Cleopatra glanced at Tros:

Are you not betting? You, who take such chances! Or is your new woman already risk enough?

He made a wry face. Yellow!

She looked at him intently. Strange, how wise you sometimes are in little matters, and how foolish in great ones! You will win your bet.

He wondered what she might mean by that. Then he recalled the laughter in Leanders eyes.

If I win, I shall not get paid, he answered.

Why not?

I gave my money to the Captain of your Guard, Leander. He advised me to bet on Yellow. He will either have betted on Red or else have simply pocketed the money.

Why did you entrust your money to Leander?

To buy his good will. But if Yellow should win, I shall have made an enemy instead of a friend. No matter. He wont last long. I imagine, if you dont pay his debts his creditors will make the city too hot to hold him.

He is not worth it, she answered. But Tros knew she rather liked Leander. He judged, from her effort to appear uninterested, that he had lodged a thought in her mind. Since Caesars death she had very frequently consulted Tros about whom to appoint, and whom to remove from office. She was staring at the Romans. They had a whole block of seats, over on the left beyond the seats of the priests of Serapis and the block reserved for the city officials. They were nearly all of equestrian rank; their togas made a solid splurge of color. Noisy, intemperate, insolent, treacherous opportunists, loathing Rome and loving Alexandrine luxury, but proud to be Roman citizens and boastful of Romes feats of arms. Hated by the Alexandrines. Caesar had imported most of them, but they had rather lost their grip on the city since Caesars death.

It was a huge stadium, with an elongated oval wall, about four feet, high, on the inside of the course, so that the narrowest parts of the course were at the starting and finishing post directly beneath the royal box, and at the corresponding curve on the far side. There was barely room to get the plunging stallions in line for the start; and it was an accepted principle, hugely enjoyed by the crowd, to injure ones opponents team if it could be done without risk to ones own. So there was some marvelous manoeuvring  twenty or thirty false starts and at least as many hairs-breadth escapes from disaster. The charioteers even used their long whips on each other, and it seemed that Red got the worst of those exchanges. Red was drawn on the inside. The other charioteers did all they could to make him smash his wheels against the low wall. Their efforts excited the crowd to spasms of frenzy that brought a curious smile to Cleopatras lips.

Yellow came in for almost none of the rough jockeying. Drawn on the outside, the charioteer was able to keep his stallions from becoming as frantic as the others. They were sweating less. But, on the other hand, they looked less spirited, and he less competent; he appeared to have none of the brilliant audacity that the Alexandrine crowd adored. The odds against him went to twelve to one before the drop of the starters signal.

They were off at last, amid a tumult that re-echoed from the high marble walls of the stadium and made the blue sky seem to be a roof of solid noise. Tros almost missed seeing the start, because someone leaned over between the fans and whispered to the Queen; she appeared not to notice the whisper, but her left hand tightened on a scrap of parchment. Surreptitiously she read the parchment, and then crumpled it, keeping it clenched.

Yellow tailed off at the start, three lengths in the rear, and made no effort to steal the lead at the first turn. Red was leading, with Green and White neck-and-neck behind him. The crowd, for the moment, grew almost quiet until, beneath the royal box again at the end of the first round, White drew even with Red. The real battle began then. The spectators lost their reason  lost all consciousness of anything but mad excitement. Excepting the Queen and Tros, the royal party went as mad as the rest of them. Tros was watching the Queen with the side of his eye. She was watching the Romans.

There was something ominous about the Romans. Their cheering was arrogant, organized, almost battle-angry, triumphant when Red regained the lead but changing its tone as the tactics of the other charioteers grew more evident. They were forcing the speed at the turns. The speed caused Red to swing wide, so that Green could cut in and steal the inside position. White fell into third place. At the next turn Green deliberately reined wide, forcing Red to the off, and leaving room for White to spurt up again on the inside. The Romans rose in their seats and had to be shouted down by the armed attendants; two or three Romans resisted and were thrown out. The Alexandrine stadium was better policed than the city streets.

After this race, said Cleopatra, you will find those Romans reasonable.

Tros laughed. The only reasonable Roman is he who has won. You know their motto: Parcere subjectis, deballare superbos! Spare the conquered, but lick hell out of the proud!

She answered rapidly, as excited as he had ever seen her. She seemed to have forgotten enmity, but perhaps that was force of habit. Since Caesars death she had talked with Tros more intimately than with almost anyone else except Charmion. However, Tros was on guard. It wasnt likely she was talking without a hidden motive.

This was the Romans bid for popularity. Everyone knows they have bribed the others to let Red win. Even I knew it! All the city has betted on Red.

And you?

It was expensive. But mine is the deeper purse. The city will be in a bad temper. Watch Yellow.

The spectators were already in a vicious temper, screaming, cursing, calling on a hundred gods, beating one anothers heads and being beaten to their seats by attendants armed with batons for the purpose. Nothing but a miracle could save Red. Green and White were worrying like wolves at a stag, first one and then the other cutting in at the turns and forcing Red toward the outer wall. Yellow, three lengths in the rear, was using no whip; his stallions were going well within their strength, and he had lost his look of incompetence. He was awake and alert, with his team in control, and he seemed to know what was going to happen.

Red had the faster team, but they were worried and frightened by their opponents tactics. He used his whip on the other charioteers and on their horses, but he could never get far enough ahead at the turns to prevent one of them from cutting in on the inside while the other crowded him outward. Six times around the course they fought it out amid a tumult, in which color, noise and motion were all mingled in a sun-lit roar of agonied suspense. And then the end came, just before the finish of the sixth circuit within fifty feet of the royal box, with one more round to go.

At the last turn Red had gained a slight lead, but his bullied stallions were tiring. White, on the inside, called on his team for a last spurt  the last ounce that was in them. Flailing with his whip, he drew abreast. He forced Red almost to the outer wall. He let Green pass him on the inside. That was the end of White; his exhausted horses faded and fell away into last place. Yellow, third now, began to drive like a winner  like Phoebus-Apollo pursuing defeated night behind the Horses of the Sun.

Green, on the inside, with a team that was nearly done for, made a furious bid for the lead. Red accepted the challenge. For fifty thundering strides they were neck-and-neck. Then Yellow challenged  drew even, on the inside. Within fifty yards of the royal box twelve whip-mad stallions strained in a line that wavered like spring steel. Suddenly Green swerved. He crashed Red. There was a yell like the agonied death-cry of a nation. Green and Red went down in a dusty thunder-thump of broken-legged horses, splintered poles, smashed wheels, chariots and men. Yellow went on alone to win the race, with White following at hardly more than a trot.

The stadium slaves were on the job in a second. Before Yellow had made the last circuit at full gallop they were out with their mules and ox-hide sleds and had dragged the wreck out of sight, through a door in the wall. The Queen stood up, on a footstool, to lean over the bank of flowers and toss the gilded wreath to the winner. She looked delighted. But the Romans, over on the left, were dour. The attendants were frightened, forming squads with their backs to the wall behind the topmost tiers of seats. The cheated crowd became a mob as suddenly as if a wind had smitten them and whipped them into fury. They poured into the arena, with the ominous riot-snarl that sounds more terrible than war, and began pelting the Romans with scraps of metal wrenched from the decorative emblems, marble fingers of statues  anything that could be broken off and used as a missile before the soldiers could interfere. And the soldiers were strangely dilatory, although some of the Queens Guard, commanded by Leander in person, filed into the royal box and formed a crimson-cloaked screen on three sides.

The Queen took Tross arm, looking tiny beside him. Tros caught Leanders eye and smiled. Leanders grim and stony look was hardly likely to be due to the riot. He was surely not afraid for the Queen. The crowd was unarmed. There were plenty of royal guards. Riots were of such common occurrence in Alexandria that the authorities looked on them as all in the days work. The royal box and its apartments were as safe as a fortress; being built of marble, they were even fireproof. No, there was something else the matter with Leander. He avoided Tross eyes. And when the Queen looked up in his direction he deliberately looked away, pretending to be keeping an eye on his men.

The Queen spoke, but she had to repeat it, because Tros was turning over in his mind the problem of what use he might make of Leander, who now owed him a sum of money that he never possibly could pay.

Tros, I asked you to pick tip that scrap of parchment. He stooped for it.

Keep it, she said, Come with me and read it.

Olympus, standing in the corridor like a wan ghost in a black shroud, made a sign with his tau-handled staff  a bit unnecessary, Tros thought. He was already on guard with every nerve in his being. Gloomy old Olympus was a bit too fond of that air of mysterious, all-observing wisdom. However, there was one thing about Olympus: he never claimed personal fees for his friendly efforts to act like the finger of Fate. It was sufficient for Olympus that one made gifts to the priests of far-off Philae.


CHAPTER XXV. You will obey, Lord Captain!

It was the sea, with its roaring rage and smiling treachery, that taught me sometimes to appear to yield. Many a time I have luffed and let an enemy believe me beaten. I have avoided battle. I have run. But I have never struck my flag. Storm lover though I have ever been, and conqueror of storms though I have had to be  aye, though I pray for a storm if I must meet an enemy at sea  I see no wisdom in opposing storm and enemy. Rather I use the one to help me to defeat the other. And if it seems advisable I run from both, to await my moment.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



There were three foreign envoys in the buffet-room. All three were unofficial, at cross purposes, as diplomatically rude to one another as they were eager to be first to obtain a private audience. Since Caesar had set the precedent, Cleopatra very often used the stadium as a means of holding secret, strictly unofficial conversations that she preferred not to trust to her ministers ears. Those unofficial envoys were wary of the wine that was being pressed on them by the chamberlain and his staff of beautifully mannered courtiers. Cleopatras wine had a curious reputation for loosening secretive tongues, though some said it was the Queens own witchery that did the damage.

One of the envoys was a Syrian in Roman uniform  undoubtedly from Cassius. One was a solemn-eyed Gaul, in trousers, with Mark Antonys name continually on his lips. The third was a Parthian, splendidly dressed and jewelled, but looking ill at ease; he had two companions; they were whispering together. All three envoys moved to attract the Queens attention, but the chamberlain manoeuvred his crew of exquisites so as to make it easy for her not to notice them. She preceded Tros into a frescoed room floored with onyx and severely furnished. It had a window opening into a small courtyard with three blind walls and a view of the sky. Two deaf-mute fan-bearers followed; they could read nothing, write nothing, hear nothing, say nothing, do nothing except stand, and sway their jewelled fans, and see, and smile, and symbolize Egyptian thralldom to a Greek throne.

No, said Cleopatra, read it.

She and Tros stood at the window, where she could watch his face and he could see the fine handwriting on the parchment. It was one of those slips on which the Queen received so many secret messages. It was sealed, but the signature was almost illegible, as if the writer had deliberately disguised it, from fear or some other motive.



In obedience to commands received by royal messenger, this commander of the royal fortress at Pelusium has this day arrested and imprisoned, secretly as directed, a certain woman calling herself Hero, representing herself to be the wife of a merchant of Memphis but wearing beneath her chiton a silken girdle with a jewelled golden buckle and undoubtedly did formerly belong to Tros of Samothrace. The bearer of this message has the girdle. He is also returning the painted portrait of the woman, which was sent for identification and has been found to resemble her nearly enough, though she is some years older than the portrait suggests and the color and manner of wearing the hair seem different. This may be due lo the painters desire to flatter, and to the portrait having been made several years ago. In obedience to the royal command the prisoner was searched, but has not yet been questioned under torture, with the consequence that she has said nothing of any importance. Her mood is sulky and her manner toward her custodians insolent, in spite of good treatment. An accounting of the money found in her possession and of her personal belongings, is on a separate sheet, properly attached.



Cleopatra held out a girdle for Tros to examine. It was of new silk and he had never seen that before. The Queen glanced at the flowers that he had tucked into the empty loop on his sword-belt.

Do you recognize the buckle?

He was silent.

Few rulers on a tottering throne, surrounded by treachery, amid a populace accustomed to violence, would have dared to laugh at Tros as Cleopatra did then. There were only the unarmed deaf-mutes to protect her. Tros could have pitched them, with hardly an effort, through the window that was letting in the roar of riot. True, there were guards outside the door, but he could have killed her before they could have burst in to interfere The reddening fury in his eyes would have made a coward scream for help. Cleopatra laughed gaily and tossed him the buckle.

Keep it  for a reminder of my mercy! In all your travels, impudent Lord Captain, have you known another Queen who could forgive such treason as yours? Were you in such need of a woman? You, whose chastity has been a byword! You could have had your choice of any woman at my court. Were she already married, I would have had her divorced to please you. But my sister! My bitterest rival! And instead of slaying the traitor Alexis, you have had the monstrous impudence to send him and that Etruscan rat Tarquinius to put one of my fathers bastards on the throne of Cyprus in Arsinoes place! You purple pirate! Before your first kiss from Arsinoes lips was dry, Tarquinius had written me! Did you think Alexis, who betrayed me, would not betray you in turn? He, too, has written. Too merciful, too credulous, too amorous Lord Captain Tros!

She paused, between mockery and waspish anger. He stood silent, weighing the buckle as if in a scale against impulse.

She continued:

And so Arsinoe, for whom the throne of Cyprus wasnt good enough, has changed her name to Hero, has she, to become the paramour of the very pirate I sent to make an end of her! And Boidion the bastard has become Arsinoe and is Queen of Cyprus! Your Hero, is she so much lovelier than I, that you propose to share my throne with her? Is that it? What did you propose to do with me, Lord Captain?

He did what he knew she hated him to do  folded his arms and paced the floor. Suddenly he turned on her:

Egypt, let well alone! Hero

Truly! she interrupted. You will say she is no longer my dangerous enemy! She shall be even less dangerous! Pausanias, who commands at Pelusium, is a little too much an admirer of you, Lord Captain. I will send another to replace him, who is less likely to love you and do your bidding.

He thought of Leander, suddenly. It was a poor straw to snatch at. But had he, on the inspiration of a moment, caught in the toils of debt the man whom the Queen would now send to Pelusium? If necessary, he could ask Esias, Leanders biggest creditor, to apply pressure. Did the Queen believe Leander could be trusted to be Tross enemy because he owed a debt of honor that he couldnt pay?

Cleopatra sat down in an ebony chair, as dignified as the painting of Penelope rejecting suitors on the frescoed wall. Tros strode toward her, towering above her:

Egypt, neither Hero nor I would have your throne as a gift. No, nor though you have burned my trireme, which was a cruel and faithless act, would I lift a hand against you. For I know your difficulties, and I pity your fear to trust man or woman. But

He hesitated. She was looking haggard. Her youth was gone. The underlying Ptolemaic savagery had overwhelmed her real genius. She was in a mood, at that moment, to summon the guard and wreak vengeance.

Yes? she prompted. What?

He dared her: Harm you one hair of her of whom we speak, and count me from that hour your enemy forever.

Instead of summoning the guard she sneered:

It is easier to deal with enemies than false friends!

He knew the danger was gone for the moment. Sneer and threat were evidence enough that she had in mind something else than silly vengeance. He laughed. Aye, you have your executioners. They can lop off loyal heads as easily as any. But they would have done their work on me already unless your need of me were greater than your malice.

Malice? She glared.

Aye, malice! Jealousy! Unqueenly, mean ingratitude!

Have a care, Tros!

Too little care I have had! I have saved you, at my own cost and my own risk, how many times since the day I snatched you, exiled and defeated, from a beach and brought you  a chit of a naked girl  to match your wits with Caesars! Have I ever accepted a price, or a gift in return for the blows I have struck to save you on your throne? Have I ever grudged my loyalty, that you should cat-and-mouse me as you do your generals and ministers, who would sell you to the highest bidder if they dared? When have I sold you? When have I taken a bribe to betray you?

A man who can change my sisters name and substitute a bastard on the throne of Cyprus, could change his own coat! she retorted. I cant even trust you not to sail away and leave me like Dido weeping for Aeneas. No reward can hold a man like you. I even offered you a throne  my own throne! You refused that. Now you wench it with the sister who once stole my throne, who even drove me out of Egypt  who hates me with envenomed pride because I spared her, and begged her life after Caesars triumph  who wasnt satisfied with Cyprus, but invaded Egypt to

Tros interrupted: It was Boidion who invaded Egypt, and you know it! Your rat Tarquinius betrayed Hero. She is no longer Arsinoe. Hero escaped, and came to Egypt to prevent

I know your Hero! She came looking for you, to inflame you  madden you with kisses on a field of battle! Hero is her new name, is it? I will send Leander to command Pelusium! There shall be a fine new tale of Hero and Leander, I guarantee you, unless you buy my pardon!

Tros almost lost his self-command.

It is for sale, is it? Buy it? Shall I bargain with a woman who burned my trireme to escape from keeping a promise?

Bargain with you! she retorted. After you have bedded with the wench I sent you secretly to kill? You will obey, Lord Captain!

That suited Tros perfectly. He recovered his self-control, but he dissembled it beneath a scowl that would have frightened any ordinary woman. Pride in his own integrity would have compelled him to keep a bargain. There was no man or woman on earth who could make him obey, unless of his own free will. Obedience was something he demanded of the free men whose captain he was. He was not Cleopatras subject. He had never accepted her commission.

Cleopatra misunderstood his scowl. She mistook it for irresolution. Should you disobey, your Hero will endure the fate of my elder sister Berenice, who usurped my fathers throne for a while in the days when you were pirating in Gaul, Lord Captain. You may have heard how Berenice died? Not comfortably. And your friend Esias, who sold me your pearls for a price that would build a fleet of triremes, shall hand over your fortune to my treasurer.

Tros did his best to look scared, but the threat reassured him. He began to feel almost at ease. She was threatening what she knew, and he knew equally well, she would not dare to do. Not even Caesar had taken too many liberties with the Jewish bankers. Bad subjects. Easy to scare into secret opposition or open rebellion; extremely difficult to rob by any other means than force of arms. And if she could secretly murder Hero, then her hold over Tros would be gone. She would never release Hero of her own free will. But she was indignant that she would certainly have had her done to death already if she didnt need Tross services so desperately that she couldnt afford to let spite have its way. There was time. Hero was not in immediate danger.

What then? he demanded. I suppose, as usual you wont inform me fully. You will send me on another blind errand. He deliberately angered her again by doing what he knew she hated  accurately guessing at the thought behind her eyes. Charmion, of course, has been urging you to have me beheaded, or worse. You refused, because you are in danger from Cassius, and you darent send an army against him. So Charmion sulks, and you make demands on me. What are they?

She disguised her irritation. She was too intent now on what she needed.

Two of Mark Antonys Syrian spies have brought definite news that Cassius is secretly sending a force of Arabs to try to win over the Pelusium garrison and raise a evolution that will compel me to abdicate or perhaps marry Herod. I dread Herods brains more than Cassiuss legions. How many men have you? I know you sent more than a hundred down the Pelusiac arm of the Nile, including your brawling Northmen, whom you had the impudence to release from a prison camp without my order. I know those are now billeted among the villages south of Pelusium. How many men have you here in the city?

It was no use lying. She probably knew, and, if she didnt, she could find it out in an hour.

Two hundred and forty and some odd, counting officers, he answered.

Pirates! Lawless mercenaries! Not to be mistaken for my men. Rebels against me  driven from the city! Can you arm them?

Their arms were already ashore when the ship burned.

All told about three hundred and fifty men? Well armed? Fit to fight against Arabs?

If you let me have my Basques, whom you let your lately executed Governor of the City sentence to enlistment in the Red Sea Coast Patrol, I should have more than five hundred men.

She pondered that a moment. Those Basques were one more hold she had on him.

They are too far away. It would take too long to summon them. Cassius knows, that I know, that it was he who instigated Boidion. His agents have been intriguing with my ministers and generals; he knows I know that. He knows I have uncovered a Roman conspiracy to rise against me the minute anyone of a half-a-dozen plots looks likely to succeed. He is afraid that the minute these Arabs, with whom he hopes to surprise me, reach Pelusium I may order all the Romans in the city butchered. So he has demanded that I send to him  he says to Syria, to be sent on from there to Brutus, all that remain of the two legions that Caesar left here, the old. Gabinian irregulars and every Roman citizen in Alexandria of military age. If I refuse, he will make that an excuse for invading Egypt. If the Romans refuse to leave, he will say it was I who refused to send them. And they dont want to go. They dont like Cassius. They dont trust him. They would rather be here for the looting whenever Cassius invades. That is the meaning of this riot.

She paused. She appeared to be listening to the din through the open window, but she was studying Tros, weighing in her mind how much or how little to tell him. The din in the stadium had perceptibly lessened when she picked up the thread of her monologue:

Now perhaps you understand why I have spent so much money to make the Alexandrines believe the Romans have swindled them over a chariot-race. There is no easier way than that to enrage Alexandrines and make them murderous. I have more than a thousand agents in the city spreading the rumor that the Romans all betted on Yellow; that they only pretended beforehand to favor Red, in order to lengthen the odds against Yellow. By tonight the Romans will be glad to leave the city. The ships are ready for them. They are not good ships, and I dont care what happens to them. Cassiuss excuse for an invasion will be gone and it will take him time to invent another. Meanwhile, there will be no Romans in the city to bribe my officers and to raise rebellion  if, Tros, you should fail to find and defeat those Arabs before they reach Egypt! Cassius knows my army is in no condition to oppose his seven legions. But my spies say his legions would rather mutiny than march across the desert. He believes he could persuade them to march, though, if he can gain a quick success that would make the loot look worth the effort. Cassius has at least five legions, perhaps six by now, at Jericho. I have six thousand men at Pelusium, and I am afraid they may welcome the Arabs. Nearly all my generals are traitors, and the rest are incapable.

I know one good general, said Tros. Lend him to me  and a thousand men.

No. Idiot! Shall I have it said that I have sent my troops to wage war on Cassiuss allies? That would make even his mutinous legions march! Besides, I need what loyal troops I have to guard the Red Sea Coast against Arabs, and the southern and western frontiers against Ethiopians, Nubians Senussi, who would plunder Egypt if they saw a moments chance. I tell you, I dont dare to be openly Cassiuss enemy. Rome hates him. Even Brutus, his ally and co-murderer, loathes him. Antony and Octavian intend to rid the earth of him. But Rome would never tolerate my taking up arms against a Roman proconsul. Though the Romans hate him worse than they hate me, they would call it an insult to the Roman people. They would avenge the insult. Such an excuse as that might even end their civil war; they might make common cause against me. So, you understand, I must employ a man whom I can disown, who is not my subject, who has never held my commission, but who has a motive of his own for hating Cassius. You saw Cassius kill Caesar. Caesar was your friend.

Tros put his hands behind his back and kept silence. It was true that he hated Cassius  despised him, and Cassius knew it.

But was Cleopatra telling the truth? If Hero really was a prisoner, why was she, being kept in Pelusium, so, near the border? If Cassiuss Arabs should lay their hands on her and learn who she really was, she would again be a deadly menace to the throne of Egypt. Cassius would surely try to use her to foment rebellion.

Was Hero actually dead? Was Cleopatra pretending she had not had her killed, in order to compel Tros to do her bidding? She perceived, but misinterpreted his doubt. She lied, and he knew she was lying:

Cassiuss envoy demanded that your ship should be burned as a punishment for your having sunk two Roman biremes in Salamis. That is another count that you have against Cassius.

Set Hero free, he said, and I will do your errand.

Do my errand, she retorted, or take the consequences. Defeat Cassiuss Arabs, and I will forgive your impudent theft of your brawling Northmen. I will even forgive your treatment of Alexis, and of that whore Boidion. I may even recognize Boidion as Arsinoe and let her leave Cyprus, since you have forced me into that predicament. And if Cassiuss intrigue fails, you may have your Hero and go whither you will.

Is that a genuine promise? he asked. Or another cat-and-mouser?

It pleases you to be insolent because now you know my danger, Captain Tros. If you dont believe that promise, believe this one: fail, and I will show you your Heros head on the end of the torturers pike before the torturer deals with you likewise! Do we understand each other?

He turned his back on her. He paced the floor. She mistook the strangle-grip of his hands behind his back, the tension of his forearms and the way he averted his eyes when he turned, for signals of defeat. The truth was, that he wished her not to see the battle-anger in his eyes. He knew he could not possibly disguise it, not for a minute or two. Had he answered her then, he could not have controlled his voice. At the moment he had only one wild thought, and he had to dismiss that before he could think reasonably and speak calmly. How could he seize Pelusium with three hundred and fifty men? He must drown that thought. He must think of something practical.

Stand still, Tros! You irritate me when you pace up and down. If you succeed, I will even help you to build a new trireme.

He laughed, with a shrug of his shoulders. The laugh meant that he would never again trust her, not though she should swear on the secret scrolls of the Hierophants of Philae. But she thought it meant he yielded. He had his eyes in control at last. His cunning obeyed him. He discovered words to flatter her conceit, and yet not make a promise such as self-respect might forbid him to break.

When do you wish me to go?

Now  swiftly and in silence  just as soon as you can get your men together and equip them. I will send a secret order to take from the government arsenal whatever you need and cant get from Esias.

If I return successful, he answered, I will hold you to the last word of your promise. But he said that to deceive her, to make her think he believed, or at any rate hoped that she would keep a promise made without witnesses. He knew he had to rescue Hero, if she were still alive. If she were dead, he  even he, who hated with his whole soul to become a turncoat under any provocation  would have vengeance or die.

Cleopatra was not quite unaware of his thought:

I will send word to Pelusium, she said, to have your Hero tortured to death if you attempt a rescue. You will go by land, because I wish to be sure of your movements; and also because I have no good ships to spare; and even if I had them, my spies tell me that Cassius has concentrated a fleet at Gaza. He could overwhelm you at sea. And you are a pirate. He would attack you without the least compunction. You will go overland to intercept the Arabs, but leave Pelusium alone. The price of disobedience or failure will be the death of the fool who threw her throne away for your sake! Fortune favor you, Lord Captain. No need to inform me of your plans; I shall receive reports of your doings. On your way out, kindly tell my chamberlain to bring in the Gaul.

He backed out, bowing low to hide his facial expression. By the time the door had closed behind him he was smiling, and none could have guessed his thoughts  unless Olympus did. Olympus watched him. Tros wondered how much, or how little Olympus actually knew of Cleopatras secrets. Certainly Olympus knew enough to make Charmion jealous. And how much did Charmion know? Charmions quarrels with the Queen were usually due to the fact that Charmion was the more or less secret director of the Queens spies and the Queens secret police. How much did Olympus know of this new development? Tros didnt dare to be seen talking to him  not then.

The riot had been quelled in the arena. Many of the seats were empty, but the racing had resumed. For the time being the remaining spectators were in a state of harmless ecstasy. Tros found Leander at the foot of the stairs, and Leander returned him his sword.

See here, Tros

Hold your tongue, Leander, lest you say the wrong word! I know what you did. You owe me what your boon companions would call a debt of honor. Can you pay it? Not you! Neither can you pay Esias, who at a word from me would hound you for payment. You can have my friendship if you want it. I spoke to the Queen about you. She may perhaps promote you to command Pelusium. If so, then remember who befriended you instead of compassing your ruin.

Their eyes met. They exchanged salutes. There was no knowing what such a man as Leander would do, or not do. If the Queen should send him to command Pelusium, he might try to repay his debt to Tros by being complaisant. He might let the secret prisoner escape. Or he might try to wipe out the personal debt, and to strengthen himself in the Queens favor, by setting such a trap as should eliminate Tros forever. It was even possible that Cleopatra wanted that to happen. It would be an easy, subtly ingenious way of executing, without scandal to herself, an old friend who had become as obnoxious as Tros of Samothrace. She was capable of even deeper subtlety than that.

Leander was probably treacherous, but he was certainly not subtle, although he might be one of the dozens of ambitious gallants who owed their positions to Charmions influence and who would obey Charmions slightest hint. If so, Charmions spite was likely to employ Leanders treachery. But it would be safer to trust Leander than the Queen. Cleopatra had forfeited the confidence of Tros of Samothrace, irrevocably and forever.


CHAPTER XXVI. What matter a burned trireme  ?

When I ask myself, as I think all thoughtful men inevitably do: have I done my duty? Have I acted manly? I perceive it is impossible oneself to answer. That is something that only other men can do, until the gods day comes to issue judgment:  aye, and beware of flattery! Mens speech is seldom sheeted close to Truths wind. But their deeds are eloquent. So that when ignorant dogs of bawdy seamen, whom I have shepherded and thrashed and loved and led, behave like loyal comrades behind my back, then I take comfort. My men shall judge me. Gods, if gods there be, may judge me by the good foul-weather friends, who have stood by.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Two Romans invited themselves into Tross litter. He knew them both, and didnt like them, but he couldnt in common decency refuse to give them a lift. They were lean men, but Tros and his sumptuous litter were weight enough for eight Negro slaves; they showed the whites of their eyes, already terrified by the rioting. It had spread to the streets. Some of the enraged spectators were pursuing Romans, hunting them high and low, assisted by a. mob that neither knew nor cared why. Even with the curtains drawn there was a chance that Tross might be spotted and dragged out to be beaten to death. They sat facing the rear.

A bad business, said the smaller of the two, a man named Titus Sallustius Varro. He leaned to draw the curtains closer. Tros, did you lose any money?

No. I betted on Yellow.

Dioscuri! How did you know? Who told you?

One of the Queens officers.

There! Orosius, didnt I tell you it was a put up job! Tros, Polyclem the banker had it all set for Red to win. He and a few others have been planning it since last year. He spent a fortune on it, in bribes and one way and another. It looked like a sure thing. All we Romans have lost more than we could afford. This is a trick of that bitch Cleopatras  and a smart trick, too  to put us Romans in peril. When enough Romans have been murdered by the crowd to make a good showing she will turn out the troops to protect the rest of us and then claim credit for being the friend of the Roman people!

Orosius grunted. Have you heard the rumor that she intends to put every Roman citizen of military age aboard that fleet of rotten ships and send us all to Cassius in Syria?

Of course Ive heard it. Ugh! Cassius would be a fine host. He is so avaricious and mean, he would make a cold in the head pay dividends! This may be part of the inducement, to make rotten ships look safer to us than a riotous city!

I have not even packed, said Orosius.

Then youd better do it, if you dont want your belongings looted, said the other.

I intend to stay here. Like you, my friend, I came here to enjoy myself and not be liable to military conscription. I hope this wantoning Queen may catch the plague!

Anyhow, Tros, we are grateful to you for the protection of your litter.

There was more protection than Tros could explain, although the two Romans took for granted that he had an armed escort. Tros had brought no escort with him. But now he could hear the tramp of armed men, on either side of the litter. Was he under arrest? Had he angered the Queen too deeply? Were the Queens Guards obeying a secret order to escort him to a dungeon? He found that hard to believe, but it was possible. He peered through the curtain.

One glance was enough. It changed him from a man with heartache to a man whose heart thumped with the surge of daring. He leaned against the back of the litter, and, for the first time since he had watched the fire devour his trireme, laughed with the love of life. He was a man again. He could win. He could not fail. He knew it!

It was an almost noiseless belly-laugh, homeric; huge; but quiet, meant only for Fortunes ears. Not luck. Fortune. Tros never flattered luck. He played his own men fair; so forging faith upon the anvil of events that, though fortune might seem to fall by accident from heaven, it was actually his by right of deeds well done and loyalty well led. But when it happened, it stirred the roots of his warriors humour.

You laugh, Tros. What on earth do you find to laugh at  you and your burned trireme? Do you find our predicament funny?

No, no. I laugh at memories. Where do you wish to be set down?

At the house of Polyclem the banker. We must find out what is to be done to prevent that cursed Queen from ruining us all.

The clanking thirty-inch marching step of men in armor was a key to the right of way through even Alexandrine rioters in quest of heads to break before the city police should interfere. It was only unarmed, unescorted Romans who were being made to wish, for once in their lives, that they looked like other people. Tross guests dived through the curtains and into a house almost before the litter had come to a halt. Then a snub-nosed face with one eye, under a crestless helmet, peered through the off-side curtains.

Where now, master?

To wherever she is!

Conops was alive and looking saucy. That was absolute proof that Conopss charge was out of harms reach. Hero couldnt possibly be a prisoner in Pelusium; otherwise Conops would be there too, or dead, or looking downcast.

The face vanished. The litter proceeded on its way toward the Rhakotis docks.

Conops! Climb in.

Seaman style, as if he were rolling into a hammock, Conops invaded the litter and squatted, facing Tros. His one eye was as alert and shameless as a birds. His smile was of brass, his armor as bright as polishing could make it. There wasnt a hint in his manner that anything on earth was unusual, or out of place, or even dangerous. There he was, ready for trouble or anything else.

Is the hurt leg all right, master?

Well enough. You disobedient rogue! I sent you in charge of the men to Pelusium. Where are they?

All safe, master, all accounted for. Seven of em died of wounds on the way down-river, but the rest of the wounded got em a wench a-piece to cherish em and theyll be fighting fit again in no time. Sigurdsens in charge; hes bled enough to fill a water-cask, but hes well enough already to crave a crack at me with his battle-ax. The men are billeted in five villages, all within sound of a bugle-blast, and the flies are bad, but the grubs good, liquor scarce and wenches plenty. There was a bit o trouble with the village men-folk, but we didnt touch marketable virgins, so there wasnt much they could do about it. All the way down-Nile wed no trouble at all, barring a couple of fights or so, and one man caught by a crocodile. The fool went swimming. But I saved his armor. Near Pelusium a black he-slave belonging to Esiass partner came up-river looking for us, and then I knew wed reached the end of a run o luck and had the dirty end o trouble to begin on.

What mischief have you been up to now?

Saving your grace and presence, master, I was forced to give a licking to the lady you said was to mind my orders. She can fight back. She was tougher licking than a lad o twice her weight, what with her pulling a knife, and me not wanting to spoil her good looks, and one thing and another. But shes your woman. You said she was to mind me. I made her do it.

Where is she now?

In Esiass office. Old Esias offered her some slave-girls and a soft bed, but she made him dig out armor that really fits her. Last I saw of her, an hour ago, she was watching the smiths make a change in the set of a shoulder-piece. Esias is scared half-crazy.

Tros scowled. Understand me. If she wants you flogged, I will do it. Even if I think you did right, I will do it. You have laid your hand on your superior. If she complains to me, you will take the consequences.

Aye, aye, master.

Tell your story.

Esaiss partners black slave came up-Nile and warned us that the Queens men in Pelusium were watching for a lady calling herself Hero. Seems the Queen had reports from her spies. Like as not that dog Tarquinius, that you saw fit not to kill, had told all about your swapping one princess for another. Or maybe it was just the bad luck along of changing a girls name, same as changing a ships. Anyhow the Queen knew. A man had killed a racing camel, carrying a secret message along the sea-road from Alexandria to Pelusium, ordering the arrest of a woman named Hero; and the commander of Pelusium, Pausanias, had sent for Esiass partner to warn him to detain her and hand her over if she should turn up. And hed sent a lieutenant and twenty men upriver to look for her.

That was when the trouble started between her and me. Right then. She was for setting an ambush for the Queens men, and then for fighting our way across the border and sending word to you. You never saw the like o the way she tried to take command, until Id proved Id sew her up in a sail if she didnt obey me, same as you said, board-ship fashion, quick and handy and no back-talk.

Did you hurt her?

No more than I had to, master. Shed a wrenched arm that hurt a trifle, along of her pulling a knife, but she can use her arm again, and I let her keep the knife. Shed a bit of a sore rib, and her wrist was skinned. But I was thoughtful not to hurt her good looks.

Well, what else happened?

You remember, shed two slave-girls. One of em nursed Sigurdsen so good that he begged leave to buy her. And your ladys generous. She gave him the girl  a nice buxomly, motherly wench and just the thing for that homesick Northman. But I took the other and I made bold to promise her freedom, and a good dowry to boot, if shed do as I said. Shes smaller, but about your ladys shape. They dont look much alike, and their hairs not the same color, but I made her put on your ladys fine clothes and she was passable. I learned her. I drilled her. I took that British buckle youd given your lady, and had her sew it to a girdle and wear it next her skin, as if it was a secret; and I dressed up your lady to look like a slave. She and the slave-girl swapped names  Marianne her name is  shes from Idumaea  and I took the slave-girl, calling herself Hero, with pretty near all your ladys fine apparel, along ahead in the leading boat, me and the boats crew acting deferential.

Shes a good girl. She acted pretty when the Queens men from Pelusium came swooping out from an ambush in the reeds. It wasnt us they wanted; Esaiss partners slave had made me sure o that, so I could afford to be impudent, and I was. I told em what theyd catch for pirating your woman, and a nice new young woman at that, with the bloom still on her. And they didnt like it, master. Your names big in Pelusium. But theyd their orders, so they carried her off, she play-acting like a sulky queen, same as Id learned her, treating the officer like so much dirt and saying mighty little. She was easy learning; shed waited on quality; she knew how a princess behaves when shes out o patience.

Well, and then what?

Well, master, I tried to guess what youd ha done, saving your presence, if youd ha been me. Your orders were for me to stay in command of the men. Maybe I should have obeyed orders. Anyhow, I didnt. I made the best dispositions I could, and then left Sigurdsen in charge; hes well enough to keep order, and too bad tempered not to. Seemed we were plenty near Pelusium. We were so near, I could send Esiass partners slave for money and a few things we needed. There were villages thereabouts and, as I said, wenches, so I billeted the men. It took a day and a night to get em settled down ship-shape and the fighting done with. By that time Id begun to wonder how long it ud be before theyd learn theyd got the wrong girl in Pelusium, not to mention me having the right one, in a way of saying, under hatches. Pluto, shes a hot one, master! Sigurdsen was battle-axing mad about the way Id handled her. He said shes blood-royal, and me no better than a whore-son seaman showing her the butt-end of a boarding pike. One way and another, it was time to find you.

So I took the eight Jews youd left with me, and theyre good lads. Time Ive learned em, theyll be fit for any duty. I didnt dare try the canals, for fear o Queens spies; and I didnt dare take one of our river-boats coastwise, for fear of upsetting it in the shoals; they chop up ugly in the least little bit of a norther and our Jew-lads are no more seamen than Im a rabbi. But we took our boat down-river in the night  only a third of a moon, and the big fort throwing a shadow as black as Baltic tar  and we came on a little jewel of a sponge-ship, in Pelusium for water, with her captain and crew aboard. They were three sheets to the wind on new wine, and only eight of em, so we got to sea with no worse than a couple o knife-cuts, and the sail as full of arrows as a sea-urchin o spikes. Those sponge-boats can go to windward, and Id hoped to steal out and be gone before the fort ud know it. But thered been a tidy bit o head-cracking and swearing, and theyd heard us. They opened fire from the fort bastion. So we had to use sweeps, and well we did; its a mean passage out through that mouth o the Nile, in the dark. The rest was easy, master. Wed a fair wind. And when the spongers learned whose men we are, and saw wed a fine lady with us, and her calling me such names as only a royal lady would ha dared to use to anyone, seaman or no seaman, and Id promised em money, they made no trouble at all.

When did you reach Alexandria?

One hour after midday, master. And the first thing I saw was the bones of our trireme all black and gutted. Pluto! Then I knew youd need me, no matter what else. Old Esias was in a panic. First eye-full, he knew who she was. He tried to hide her in a back-room. But all she wanted was armor to fit, and clean linen. Id laundered what she had on, and it didnt look good, on account o the mud in the sponge-boat water-cask. Old Esias warned me to go and hide in a sail-loft, and he overpaid the sponge-boat crew and bought their sponges to keep em quiet. Then he wrung his hands and said the very sight o me in the city might start worse trouble than was already. But I got hold of the other two Jews, and eleven fighting men can beat a shipload o trouble when theyre so minded. I guess youd fouled your anchor on a bad lee and might be needing a hand. Esias wouldnt tell, but Ahiram said youd gone to talk to the Queen. So it was simple. Id had the Jew-lads shine our armor, to keep em out o mischief on the sponge-boat. I inspected em. We were fit to be anyones escort. So we marched though the city and acted wed nothing to do but play knuckle-bones, in among the parked litters. Presently a riot started and we watched em chivvying the Romans. They scragged two. Then you came, and a couple o Romans got in talk with you and got into the litter, so we minded our manners. I reckoned youd notice us soon enough. Thats all, master. Should I ha stayed at Pelusium?

Tros peered out. They were approaching the guarded gate of Esiass dock. He looked hard at Conops.

Had you been anything else than the scoundrelly, damned disobedient, shameless dog that you are, you would have obeyed orders and stayed at Pelusium.

Yes, master.

And had you been anything else than the faithful, loyal, dirty-weather comrade that you are, I would reduce you for disobedience.

Yes, master.

I am well pleased. I would rather have seen your ugly face this afternoon than a hundred armed men.

Silence.

You have done well.

Silence. The clank of the ten Jews marching. A shout, and the creak of the opening dock-yard gate.

It would hurt my heart to have to thrash you.

Silence.

I will do it, if she wishes.

Aye, aye, master.

Conops rolled out of the litter before it came to a halt between Esiass office door and the dock where the bones of a splendid ship lay black and useless.

Escort ten-shun! Lord-Captains salute  pree-sent arms! Clang.

Then Hero  not so long ago Arsinoe, Queen of Cyprus  ex-Queen of Egypt  outlaw  looking like a fair-haired lad in armor:

Oh, my lord, my lord, how good to be with you!

She saluted. There was a bruise beneath the bracelet on her right wrist. Gravely Tros acknowledged her salute. He loved that. He would have hated a sentimental scene before his men. But there was something else he would have hated more. You are in danger, he said.

I love it!

His amber eyes admired, but his words were careful: Have you been well served?

Aye, royally! She made a reckless gesture toward the charred ruins of the great ship on which she had fought beside him, in a gale, against the pirates hard by Salamis, when she was a queen and he not yet an outlaw. And what matter a burned trireme, Tros, when we have such men as this one!

She looked at Conops. Conops eyed his master, unblinking, brass-faced.

Fall away, little man. Go and get food and then muster the men. Have them fall in at the dock-side. Send Ahiram to me.

Aye, aye, master. Lord Captains escort ten-shun! Close order! Right-turn! By the right, quick-march! Left! Left! Left!


CHAPTER XXVII. I am not she any longer. I am Hero

Two heads are better than one, and three than two. But when a plan is reached let there be one commander. One only. Let the others obey. I would rather obey a man, whose talent for command I thought inferior to mine, than make the unwise effort to attempt to share authority.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Conops had not exaggerated. Old Esias was a nervous wreck; he had the office shutters up; the dingy room was lit by little clay lamps, and he was chary of those. He refused to listen to Tross plan, suddenly conceived and brilliant though it was. His gray-bearded face, shadowy and haggard in the dim light, twitched with anxiety. He kept tapping his old beautiful hands on the table in hysterical efforts to keep calm while Tros explained the plan to Hero. He kept interrupting.

But I say you shall listen. You shall! This once, before you ruin me and mine, I will say to a she-Ptolemys face what I think of you and all yours!  Hero now you call yourself! Jezabel it should be! The dogs ate Jezebel. You will wish you had died like Jezebel  yes, and and my partners  yes, and Tros, too  yes, and many others  if your sister Cleopatra should even dream you are in Alexandria! Is this your gratitude for secret aid? For credits  money  clothing  slaves that I have given you? Fool! Ingrate! Were it not for the Lord Captain I would turn you over to the Queen, your sister, to be raped by the dungeon slaves, and whipped, and torn with hot pincers, and thrown to the dogs on the city dung-heap! Let a palace sorcerer learn but a hint of the truth, and go murmuring to the Queen and say he saw your face, in a dream, in my office  and then what? Then what! Ruin! You, who had a kingdom! Eh? Eh? Only Cyprus, say you? But a kingdom! Was it not a kingdom? And now Boidion has it  a bastard  I say a bastard. Will she rest until she has betrayed you to death, to be rid of you  you and everyone of us who knows your secret? Ruin! Ruin! You trust her? You fool! Will she trust you? She will betray us all to death, lest you betray her!

Tros tried to calm him. Peace, Esias.

Peace? You? You speak to me of peace? You have ruined us all! For the sake of this girl who was walked through Rome at Caesars chariot tail  spat on by the Roman mob  who should have been strangled in the Tullanium  or sold into slavery to any fool who would buy! Why didnt you kill her on the field of battle? You, Tros, who might have married Egypt! And what a king, what a king for Egypt!

He paused for breath. Tros sat silent, perceiving that Esias needed the comfort of released anger. Suddenly the old man resumed:

You craved a girl for your bed? You had but to ask for the pick of all my slave-girls. Gladly, gladly, free, I would have given! Or was it a wife you wanted? One word  one word from you to me, and every nobleman in Alexandria who owes me money should have begged you to become his daughters husband!

The object of Esiass anger, less well schooled than Tros in self-control, but careful not to offend Tross dignity, tried quiet persuasion:

Esias, it is true, if I were claiming the throne of Egypt, you would be in danger. But I am no longer Arsinoe. I am Hero, wife of the Lord Tros. So forget I was Queen of Egypt until Caesar came. Forget I was ever a Ptolemy  ever this Queens sister. Forget, if you will, that in those days all the Jews in Alexandria preferred me and begged Caesar to

Wife? He nearly screamed at her. Who will call you his wife? Forget? Jews forget nothing! Never! What a Jew was, he is; and what he is, he will be! Let a whisper  just a little whisper creep into the Jewish quarter  let the Jews even hope you are in the city  and then what?

He snapped his fingers in her face. He slapped the palms of his hands on the table.

Then what! There would be an insurrection such as even Alexandria has not seen! My people can fight. They are fools. They would fight. But could they overcome the Queens troops? We should all be butchered! Once again they would raise their shout: Plunder the Jews!

Hero shrugged her shoulders. Not for my sake, Esias. Did the Jews defend me against Caesar? Not they! When Caesar gave them rights and privileges

Esias shook both fists at her and almost spat his anger:

Rights that Cleopatra steals, ignores, denies  day by day, here a little, there a little! It is not Arsinoe whom they love. Why should they love you? It is Cleopatra whom they hate! Why should they not hate her? Could Arsinoe be worse than she is? The woman whom they hardly know seems better to them than the

But I am not she any longer, Esias. I am Hero.

Hero! You, Tros, my friend  what will you do with her? Where can you go? We have trusted each other. I have your money. Your pearl money, your corn money  you are wealthy. Where will you take your money? Into Syria, on this mad raid, where Cassius will get it, even if he doesnt catch and crucify you? Shall I give you a draft on Rome? How long, do you think, before Antony would be spending your money on whores and actors  or Octavian spending it on sorcery to cure his pimples! Will you take it to Greece, and let Brutus seize it? The mealy-mouthed hypocrite Brutus is burning cities and selling noble people into slavery for the sake of the last drachma he can wring forth! Will you take it to Sicily for Sextus  or to Gaul, for Lepidus to pay his legions?

I will leave it here, in your charge, Tros answered. It was time to bring Esias to his senses. He shook the table with his fist. I will trust you, Esias, until I find you false. Are we friends? For, if we are not, say so.

Esias stared, gaped and leaned back in his chair. His old eyes shone like jewels in the yellow lamplight, but he looked suddenly feeble and his face wan and tired.

Eh! Eh! Your pardon, Lord Captain. He was trembling. My friend, my true friend Tros, your pardon. I am old, and I know these Romans. I saw what Pompey did to Mithradates. I saw him plunder Syria  aye, and Jerusalem. And too well I know these Ptolemies, and the wickedness of their women  massacres! Treacheries! Murders!  Have you not loyally served this womans sister? And what has happened to your trireme?

He flared again, pointed, leaning forward with an elbow on the table:

You! Girl, who call yourself Hero! Be you false to the brave Lord Captain in the least matter  in one small trifle  in one slyness  in one wantonness  in one deceit  in one unfaithful gesture of a finger  and may the God of Vengeance damn you into everlasting death!

She kissed her hand to him. Your armorers are good, Esias.

Tros laid a hand on his shoulder.

Esias, the Queen expects me to march overland. Sell me that ship that is hauled out, three docks along.

It leaks, Tros. It

Put the caulkers to work, day and night.

No, no. Summon Eli. I am overwrought. Do as you will. Have anything you will. I will not listen.

Say nothing then. Know nothing. Leave it to me. I shall need a second ship.

I have no other. They have taken everything in the harbor that will float, to deport the Romans.

Leave that also to me. Send word through all your stores and workshops that my orders are to be obeyed.

I will tell Eli.

Eli, a freedman with slate-colored eyes and a stoop, smiled his way into the room and eyed Tros with the air of a doctor waiting to be told the symptoms. He was capable of running all Esiass business. He had been a pupil of Sosigines the astronomer, trained to forget nothing he had ever seen or heard, and to carry exact figures in his head. He loved Tros, because Tros was nearly as quick a calculator as himself.

Chariots, yes, Lord Captain. Thirty or forty chariots that Caesar ordered  built by Triphales and never paid for  stored in Triphaless warehouse  could be bought, no doubt, at less than half-price. Must be as dry as a bone by now. Wheels would need soaking to make the tires stay on. No harness, but the harness could be bought from Timon, supplier to most of the racing stables, and would be very expensive if made in a hurry  say a night and a day, if Timons gangs were paid a bonus. Horses? Mules?

Yes, and camels  for a baggage-train for three hundred and fifty men. Have them hired and waiting by tomorrow morning. Understand Eli: I dont want them. But I wish the Queens spies to believe I make ready to march.

Hero interrupted. What can I be doing?

Imitating nothing, nowhere? said Esias. I have had a bed brought for you. Go to bed then, and await your Lord. He shook his finger at her. You! You! Any spy may recognize you, any minute! Do you wish us all to be burned like Tross ship? You will hide where I tell you, though I change the hiding place ten times over!

She shrugged care-free shoulders. I will visit the armorer again, to have my breast-plate fitted.

I will send a slave-girl to be fitted for it. You will do as I tell you!

Tros interrupted: Hero!

He was speaking for Esiass benefit, and she knew it, but she thrilled to the sound of the new name that Tros had chosen for her, by the Nile, under the stars. There was something competent and gallant about her that made even old Esias stare with approval. Young  she looked almost a child against the gloom of the office wall, with the lamplight shining on her fair hair  hers was the smile of youth that knows not yet, but means to know; that did not yet, but means to do; that has felt the reckless danger-love of nothing more to lose, and all to win. And she had chosen her man, earned him, won him, knew his worth. He should learn hers. Little she guessed, yet, how he valued her, and she was likely not to learn that from his lips; Tros was no poet, no troubador, but a man of action using what he found good, for present needs and future far-viewed purpose. But that he understood her, as no one else had ever done, she began to perceive. That gave her confidence, which stole away the Ptolemy suspicion from her smile and left it clean, audacious, true.

You will do as Esias says.

She mocked him, imitating Conops: Aye, aye, master!

One of his big hands seized both of hers, and she bit her lip. He was about as able to be gentle as a head-sea. But she didnt flinch, didnt try to withdraw her hands.

You have not become a courtiers plaything. You have thrown in your lot with a man who owns no roof, no ship, and who must hack his way to what he will have  aye, and will do. You may look not to me for safety, other than as you and I together snatch it forth from danger. I live dangerously. Such is my religion. Sloth, ease, idleness  the love of safety and the fear of death  are no food for the soul. I will no more flinch from endangering you than me, if I believe we can win. But I see no sense in frightening Esias, nor in peril for its own sake. So, until we go, you will obey Esias.

I will not obey him! Have I thrown away a throne to run a Jews errands?

Tros laughed. I have run Esiass errands  aye, and he mine  in the teeth of Rome! He has asked what! will of you, but he himself has said it. I will have you faithful. Comfort and mere obedience I can have of any boughten wench, who must obey or be whipped. But I wish to trust you as I do my own soul. If you wish that, you shall trust me also. We will have no secrets from each other, I have told you my plan. We have agreed on it. Having agreed, you obey. To the hilt, with all the mind you have, and all the marrow of your being, you will slam the meaning of my orders home into the teeth of destiny, and you will make me proud that I have such a woman to trust.

She stiffened her chin. Did you hear him, Jew? I will obey because he said it. But

Esias interrupted. Never in all my life have I needed a woman to tell me what orders to give! You will go to your room and be quiet. Go now! I will send you some slaves. Examine them. Use your intelligence. Select one who is fit to serve you as Conops serves Tros. I will send you men-slaves, women-slaves and eunuchs. If you choose the right one, that one will be my wedding-gift. But if you choose the wrong one

Dealer in drabs! I have chosen a life. Do you think I need a Jew to teach me how to choose a servant? Very well, I will go to my cage. And you may try, if you will, behind my back to make the Lord Tros regret that it wasnt you who chose his woman!

She laid her hand on Tross shoulder. He will say I am the daughter of a drunken father, and the younger sister of two bitches whose milk is poison. What will you say?

I will speak of munitions, and money, and men, Tros answered. There is a weeks work to be done in two nights and a day.

It was nearly as hard for him as for Esias to take a girl into his confidence. He was already busy with a stylus, beginning to write on waxed wood details of stores, tools and work to be done.

Observe this, Eli


CHAPTER XXVIII. One of the Queens ears

A man may be a murderer and faithful. Many are. A man may be a courtier, and faithful. Some are. But the courtier-murderer, disarmed and faced with the alternative of cold steel in his throat, will babble all he knows to avoid the kind of death that he has meted out to others. But first, disarm him. Armed, he believes himself an honorable man. Disarmed, he knows he has no honor.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



There were dead rats. Some said they had fled from Tross trireme when it caught fire, but that didnt account for their lying around dead, in dozens. The gloomy Olympus, clutching a purse beneath his black robe, prodded a dead rat with his taut-handled staff as he stood talking to Tros under the flare of a guttering torch, in the doorway of the smithy, where Tros was watching the most skillful armorers in the world convert old war-material to new. They were forging portable emplacements for the deadly arrow-engines saved from the burned trireme.

Has the Queen sent you to read my thoughts and-tell them to her? Tros asked.

She didnt send me. I came for the money of which you spoke. Esias gave it to me. Should the Queen ask, I will say I spoke with you about the stars that foretell danger from a woman.

Olympus could have had the money from Esias by sending his personal slave. He had another reason for coming at that hour, but it was not for nothing that even Caesar used to trust Olympus. He had taught the incredulous Caesar some of the rudiments of astrology. A learned ascetic, to whom vanity and mystery and an amused self-mockery were one, he was a good friend, but an exasperating lover of evasions and ominous hints. He went on speaking:

I was casting the Queens horoscope, on the palace roof, two hours after dark, while the chariots waited below to take her to Eleusis. They will be gay until dawn at Eleusis, partly to forget this plague that is killing hundreds. They fear plague. She fears treason. The plague serves her at the moment.

Aye, and me also. My seamen would have marched unwilling.

Olympus stared. It is true then that you go by road?

Tros nodded. He knew Olympus wouldnt consciously betray a friend but he might drop a hint to the Queen in order, after the event, to appear to have been all-knowing.

Three of my seamen are ill of the plague. So now the others are willing to march to the worlds end. Why else are they gay at Eleusis?

Because three or four thousand Romans are already being herded on board that fleet of rotten ships. To be sent to Cassius, says the Queen, because Cassius demands it. To escape the plague, say they; for they love not Cassius, nor will they admit that they fear the mob, now that they obey the Queen. They pretend that they go of their own free will. To escape from our wrath, say the Alexandrines, who will tolerate any infamy whatever except a chariot-race swindle. And it flatters the Alexandrines to see Romans driven from the city. Over the wine at Eleusis they are casting dice to determine who shall fall heir to the Romans leavings.

Tros snorted. As good as inviting Cassius to come and protect Romans property rights! Are they mad?

No. Alexandrines. And the Queens guards, under a new commander, are already in possession, so the plunderers will be disappointed. She has sent Leander to command Pelusium  she says, because he is in debt, and might get into legal trouble in the city and therefore could be too easily bribed.

And you say?

That he has gone to Pelusium. I came to tell you.

Tros examined Olympuss sallow face, but the eyes told nothing. No one could guess what Olympus was thinking. He had his own way of making his listener guess.

Were you speaking of me to the Queen? Tros asked him.

Yes. We spoke of you. Then she invited me to midnight supper in her pavilion at Eleusis. But she asks too many questions. He smiled. She remembers too well my answers. It is never safe not to tell her the truth. I said I would rather go and talk to you, even than watch the beauty of naked bodies in lantern-light on Eleusis beach. She is intensely curious to know what the stars have to say about you and women. She and Charmion have quarreled. They are not yet reconciled.

And

Leander has gone to Pelusium.

You ominous old raven, keep your Delphic utterances for palace banquets. You are not standing now at the end of a table to remind the revelers of death. Speak me, as I speak you, in plain words.

Leander, said Olympus, is a handsome, unscrupulous man. He would sell next years prospect for this years gain  aye, and sell cheap. Have you heard there was a woman prisoner at Pelusium?

Aye. Tros ceased looking sideways at the armorers. Was, say you? What of her?

It is a clear night, said Olympus. The stars distinctly indicate a crisis when Leander takes over the command at Pelusium. He is on his way. And there are pigeons. Before he went he had word with Charmion.

Pluto! What else have you overheard?

That the Queens police are in search of rotting corpses, to destroy them before they infect the whole city. The city police have no right to enter private premises, but the Queens police do as they please. Crinagoras is with them.

That snooper? Charmions spy? He hunts plague corpses, say you? That is a curious task for a man of Crinagorass rank, reptile though he is!

Who knows what else he looks for? Did you hear of the slave, who wanted sponges for the palace stables, who is said to have seen a girl in armor? Crinagoras, you may remember, is the man who has found so many dead bodies of suspicious people, and strangely they are always full of dagger-wounds. Crinagoras may be here already. He was not far behind me. Esiass guards might not dare to refuse to admit him through the dock-yard gate if  they admitted me, for instance

Count me your debtor!

Pluto! Why couldnt the man have told his story in ten words? Tros was on his way in a tenth of a second  less, cursing because he had given his bodyguard leave to sleep, and they had his armor. What Hero called her cage was a suite of three rooms reached by a stair with an iron re-enforced door that opened into a narrow passage between Esiass office and a warehouse, by the dock where the bones of the trireme lay. It was two hundred yards from the smithy, by devious alleys, clamorous with hammer-blows, thronged with shadowy, hurrying men in smoky torchlight. Every yard of the distance was cluttered with war-material and ships fittings of one sort or another, and with slaves who counted stores and struggled to bring order out of chaos. Esiass sheds could have fitted out almost an army, in time; but they could not pretend to do one thing, and do another within forty-eight hours, without a pandemonium of yelling foremen, scurrying slaves and clamorous, impossible demands from petty officers, not one of whom knew Tross actual intentions. Conops guessed, but not even he had been told, for fear an unguarded word might inform the Queens spies. Only Tros and Hero knew the entire plan. Even Eli and Esias believed that the ships were being secretly readied to carry baggage for men on the march.

By torchlight, from the midst of men who toiled at the packing and wrapping of war munitions, overseen by agonised storekeepers who tried to keep count, Conopss sharp eye noticed Tros thrusting his way through the throngs. Conops knew crisis when he saw it. He blew his whistle. The ten-Jew bodyguard knew Conops and his knife-hilt way of speeding laggards. They awoke from sleep on wheat-straw in a corner, snapping armor-buckles, ready for a fight before their eyes were open. One of them ran with Tross sword, another with his helmet; a third clapped a helmet awry on Conopss head.

Fall in! Lively there! All ready, master! Bodyguard, at the double, forward!

They went through the crowd like a battering-ram, until Tros halted them at the edge of the drunken torchlight, on the dock, between Esiass office-building and the burned ship. There were long rows of packages that looked as if they were ready for mules and camels. Between those and the office was a long, wide, shadowy fairway. Midway down that, beneath a hanging lantern, was a group of armed men, bending over something. Tros strode forward. Conops kept his voice low:

Line up behind him  two deep! Leave him room to step back! Bodyguard, draw  swords! Now, wait for the word. You, Jeshua, remember your point, the way I told you. A sword isnt an axe, nor a cook-spoon either. Hold your wrist high  foot, knee, rump and shoulder all behind your wrist  lunge quick  slow recover. I dont want to have to find a new Jew to fit your armor, so mind my teaching! Left! Left! Youre out o step, Simeon. Left! Left! Into wedge, like lightning when I give the word, and clear your Captains left flank. Take care to give him sword room. Halt! On your toes now  ready!

At the edge of the circle of lantern-light, at the feet of a group of thirteen men, twelve of whom leaned on spears, lay a girl in a pool of blood. The lamplight gleamed on a polished shoulder-piece, but she had no weapon, no other armor. She was quite dead, face downward. Her dress was plain white, blotched with the blood from a dozen wounds. The thirteenth man, who had been down on one knee raising the girls head by the hair, stood up, with his hand on his hilt, and faced Tros. He had a pleasant enough smile and easy manners. He looked confident, uncrafty, in the prime of life, strong, capable. He was nearly as big as Tros, and better armed, for he was wearing mail, whereas Tros had on only a helmet.

Your woman? the man in armor asked. Who do you suppose killed her?

Tros drew his sword. Are these your men?

The Queens men, hunting bodies that have died of plague. Who are you?

There is blood on their spears. Who are you?

Who asks?

Are you Crinagoras?

You know me evidently. Better indulge your good judgment, hadnt you? I am used to more respectful manners.

Finder of daggered corpses! Show your warrant.

To whom? Are you Tros of Samothrace?

I am who I am. Show your warrant.

Queens officers need none. Do you know this girl? Look closely. Did she come, do you happen to know, on a sponge-boat? It appears to me remarkable, Captain Tros, that a dead girl, wearing a piece of armor, should excite you so that you forget your manners.

Draw, if my manners offend you!

If I draw, it will be in the Queens name!

She shall need a new night-cart captain! Draw!

See here, Tros

Crinagorass men rallied silent behind him. Their spears became a hedge of bronze points. From behind Tross back the sound of Conopss long knife-blade tapping the palm of his hand punctuated his low-voiced comments:

Wait for the word o command I tell you! Wait for it. Then make it sudden, forming wedge on number one.

Tross voice had grown deadly quiet. I wont warn you again, Crinagoras.

But Crinagoras took his time. He tugged as if his sword was too tight in the scabbard. Suddenly he stepped backward. His mens ranks closed around him. They began to retreat, like a big, dark bristling crab, into the pitch-black darkness beyond the zone of the lantern-light.

Tros gave no word of command. The crash of battle was as sudden as the thunder of sails that are taken aback in a flurry of wind at midnight. The only shout was from three of Crinagorass men, who fell like gutted cattle and lay bellowing for quarter. The spearmens ranks broke at the first assault. Tross men, obeying Conopss sharp, whipcrack orders, lunged at their faces, forcing them on guard, points upward, and the spears were worse than useless once a swordsman had get close. They tried to give ground to regain the advantage of length of weapon. Tross men kept too hard after them. Backed on to their heels they were gutted, or stabbed in the throat  killed to the last man.

But Tros had to deal with a man of a different type, a courtier whose trade was murder. He was well armed and a cunning swordsman. He parried Tross lunges with desperate skill, edging his way back toward the light, with his back to the wall, until he could turn, with the light behind him and in Tross eyes. Then he took the offensive, and for a minute he held it, until one of Tross terrific lunges pierced his cuirass. The inbent broken edges of the metal tore him to the bone  hurt him  slowed him  limited his reach. It put most of the burden on wrist and elbow. He dropped to one knee, as if beaten, and stabbed upward, but Tros sprang clear and was at him again almost before he could recover stance. It was only a question then of how long he could last, how soon another thrust would pierce his armor. Conops, having made sure that the bellowers for quarter were no longer in need of it, wiped his knife on the clothing of one of them and came and watched the duel, fascinated by the ruthless, faultless skill with which Tros wore down and weakened his man.

Crinagoras cried out at last and took the risk of throwing up his left hand.

Hold! Hold!

Tros stepped backward. Conops yelled:

Watch him, master!

The trick failed by less than the depth of the sweat of a mans skin. Crinagoras drew his long dagger and sprang. It was Tross left fist, not his sword, that sent the Queens man reeling on his heels against the wall. The dagger went spinning among the shadows. The fist-blow nearly stunned him. His sword fell at his feet with a clatter that nearly silenced his surrender:

I yield!

He had forfeited the right to single combat: even the right to surrender. Such a trick as his was outlaw even among pirates. Conops approached with his knife-point flickering like a snakes tongue and picked up the sword. He didnt even offer it to Tros. It was a dishonored thing.

You yield what? Tros demanded. You treacherous dog, your life isnt yours to yield!

Crinagoras was panting for breath, and in pain, but he forced out a frantic answer:

What could a dead man tell you? Better listen to me! Spare my life, and I may save yours! There is yet time.

Bring him this way, Conops.

Did you hear him? Follow the Lord Captain, or Ill

Tros went and stood by the girls dead body. He raised the head  saw the face of the girl whom Esias had lent to dress Heros hair. She had been sent to the cells for stealing Heros money  a light-haired Circassian, chosen because recently arrived from Athens and very unlikely to know who Hero was or to whom it might pay to betray her. The ten Jews, their work finished, gathered in a group behind Conops. Tros and Crinagoras faced each other, in lamplight.

You have asked for your life, Crinagoras. But you have too long worn a manly cloak above a beasts heart. What is your bid for your life?

Beast, you call me? Someone must do the dark errands Captain Tros, or could a throne survive? I am no torturer. I tear no secrets from the living victim. I have made many a secret die and do no more harm.

I will give you to my men to kill, this instant, unless you tell me why you are here.

If I tell, you will have to protect me, Captain Tros  I would rather die on your mens knives than as a betrayer of the Queens trust.

That is for me to decide. You have one minute.

Conops drew near with his knife. A long knife, to a beaten man, looks worse than a sword. Crinagoras spoke quickly:

A rumor reached the Queens ears that you had bribed Pausanias, who commands at Pelusium.

So? Why should I bribe that drunkard? Come on, speak up!

Pausanias is supposed to have released a female prisoner, who came by boat, wearing armor, and was seen in Esiass office.

Reached the Queens ear, say you?

I am one of the Queens ears.

You flatter yourself! Charmion is both ears! Did Charmion send you?

It was she with whom I spoke, yes.

She and the Queen had a recent quarrel?

Yes. Charmion urged the Queen to have you seized and executed for treason.

And  ? Come on now  out with the whole of it!

The Queen said you are too valuable and too manageable to need killing. They quarreled, accusing each other of being in love. The Queen called Charmion a barren Fury, poisoned by the bile of unrequited passion. Those were her words. I heard them.

So  you are Charmions retort to the Queens jest?

She sought to teach the Queen a lesson. Having heard this rumor

From whom?

From me. She sent me to investigate it

Unknown to the Queen?

Yes. It is Charmions office to discover treasons that any women have a hand in.

And

She sent me to look for this girl  and to kill her  why not? Sooner than leave another thankless problem for the Queen to worry over!

Did she name her?

Hero.

What else?

Then to kill you, if possible, also for treason, and to bring both bodies to the palace

For the Queens education?

Yes, and to prove Charmions loyal vigilance in spite-of anger. She said: what is to prevent you from joining Cassius, and with him invading Egypt, to put this woman Hero on the throne. That is the whole truth.

Yes, it sounds like a part of the truth, said Tros. You may have your life. Lock him up, Conops. Set a watch to keep him from having speech with anyone.

Aye, aye, master.

Crinagoras tried to get in another word in his own behalf, but Tros was gone, striding down the dark passage to the door at the foot of the stairs. The door was locked. He thundered on it with his sword-hilt  thundered  thundered  and no answer.


CHAPTER XXIX. Say I will march at daybreak

If a friend, in friendship, errs, it is vile to retaliate. Recrimination is a waste of time and breath. Regret is stupid. There is nothing to be done but to redeem the error. Friendship is not measurable by an error, no, no matter how great, nor how disastrous.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The door was opened at last by Esiass slave  his old personal, confidential fetch-and-carry man, with a cataract on one eye and a pock-marked face of the color of damp smoke  a slave who knew everything and understood nothing  lantern in hand, so sure of his cripples advantage that he dared to stand in Tross way and make admonishing gestures.

No one here now; Lord Captain. She has

Tros pushed past him. Esias was at the stairhead  unmistakably Esias, even though the gloom half-hid him; Esiass shadow was as personal to himself as the smell of a familiar book. He retreated past a curtain, Tros after him, and they two stood together, for a moment speechless, Tros prodding the carpeted floor with the point of his naked sword. In that moment he could almost have killed his old friend, and Esias knew it.

Tell me. I listen.

Esias hesitated. He and Tros were brother members of one Mystery. Violence between them would have been sacrilege. But Esias could smell the sweat of battle. He knew the vigor of Tross anger. The room was tidy. The big bed looked as if no one had ever slept in it. In the next room, facing the open door, was the dressing table  bare  no pots of unguents  not a sign of a woman, not even a sniff of perfume. The room reeked of strewn herbs, said to be effective against the plague. A whole gang of slaves must have been busy at top speed; they had done their perfect work and vanished.

Esias found words at last: She obeyed me. Did you not so order it?

Tros restrained himself, in silence. Esias, fighting emotion, spoke on:

Lord Captain, Olympus came to me, an hour ago, for the purse of money. I gave it to him. Then he spoke mysteriously, saying Queens men come searching for bodies that died of plague. The plague, he said, is deadly. Treason is worse. The Queen fears treason. Should they find here what the Queen dreads, who shall save you? and he added: There are Queens troops on the march, none knows whither. Could the Lord Captain resist a thousand of the Queens troops? But would he not try to resist? Better let there be no treason to discover. And I understood I must save us all from a charge of treason, so I acted in great haste.

Tros spoke, through set teeth: Curses on Olympus and his ravens croaking! Curses on his mystery making! What then?

Said you not she should obey me?

Yes, I said it.

Suddenly Esiass self-restraint broke. Age, anxiety, indignation, racial temperament and love for Tros all melded into one Semitic anguish that shook him, tore him, stuttered into agonised invective:

Ruin! Treason! Confiscation! Do you understand that? Do you care? Do you care? All this  me  my partners  sons  grandsons  at the mercy of a girl you wanton with  you! You! Did I invite her? Do I love her? Is she anything to me or to mine, that I should suffer torture for her  confiscation  crucifixion  slavery for all my family  because you, you madman, rut like a bull  for the Queens sister  an outlaw  a Ptolemy ingrate  a rebel  a

Tell what happened!

Tros laid both hands on his hilt. The blade beneath them bent under the pressure of impatience. But no need, nor agony, nor anger might excuse violence between him and Esias. He waited.

Happened? Nothing! Nothing happened! I never saw  heard  had speech with her! I never knew her! She never darkened my door  never fouled my dwelling! And you  what have you done?  slain the Queens men?  brought vengeance upon me?

Tros went and opened the window-shutter  thrust his head out  shouted:

Conops!

Silence, solid with the roar of the workshops  footsteps, running  then Conopss voice:

I have him lashed to a spar in the rope-shed, master.

Fetch your trumpet. Sound the assembly  all hands! Send Ahiram to me, here.

Aye, aye, master.

And now, Esias  ?

Tros, Olympuss words had shaken me. I brought in slaves to bundle up her things. I drove her forth, in secret, in the shadows, down the floor of the dock to the waterside.

Alone?

No  the slave I gave her and three others. She went away in your little sailboat  she and her baggage. Oh, good riddance to her! Tros, you

Left she no message for me?

Alarm awoke, vibrant, awful, sudden. Conopss trumpet clarioned the Stand to arms and fall in! The din of the workshops ceased on the clang of an armorers sledge. Then a drum-beat  the tump-burra-tump of the signallers marking the line for the men to form on  torchlight, the clatter of weapons and hurrying feet. Esias talked on:

Tros, there was a slave-girl  that hair-dresser  the thief  the Circassian girl who stole Heros money and was waiting to be whipped  I had her fetched  put a piece of armor on her  I told her the police had come to take her to the execution place  so she ran

What was Heros message to me?

Tump-burra-tump-burra-tump Fall in there!  archers in the rear rank!  wheres your helmet, you?  go get it!  hit that man, decurion  is he drunk or asleep?  well, wake him up!  squad-commanders, roll-call!  here  here  here  here!  From the left  by squads  number!

What was Heros message to me, Esias?

Ahiram came three or four steps at a time, breathless. He saluted, waited, eyeing Tros with a kind of sulky what-new-madness-now? look.

Ahiram, have the slaves finished caulking that hull on the ways, three docks along?

Aye.

Are the arrow-engines from the trireme aboard?

Aye, theres barely room to work ship, so many gadgets.

Launch her! Take fifty men to do it. Warp her around to the pier at the end of this dock. Get the water-casks into the after hold. Theyre full and ready! Manhandle em out of the wine-shed. Theyre in a row by the door.

In the dark?

In an hour, or Ill have a new lieutenant! Then load her  every last package thats ready  ammunition on deck, under paulins.

All those mules? Those camels?

Dunderhead! Am I a cattle-boat captain? I let you go a-whoring in Rhakotis while another did your work, because I wanted the whores to tell the Queens spies we are marching overland. I hired the cattle for the same reason. Fall away and turn to!  Esias, some of the triremes gear is under hatches in that wine-ship that came in yesterday in ballast. Shes to follow me to sea. I need a crew.

Esias wrung his hands. Tros, Tros, my crews have all been pressed to take the Romans to Syria.

Tros leaned through the window:

Conops!

Coming, master!

Now Esias! What was Heros message?

Esias fumbled in his clothing and produced a folded scrap of linen. He unfolded it and gave it to Tros with a trembling hand, irritably beckoning the old slave to hold the lantern closer. Greek characters had been scrawled on the linen with carmine pigment.

Tros, Tros, let not a womans pen cause enmity between us!

Tros read in silence:



My lord and lover, I obey the Jew because you said it. And it is true, my presence here is too dangerous. But he said not whither I should go. Therefore lest this fall into the wrong hands, be the destination secret I will rejoin you. As I trust you, trust me.

Hero



Tros crunched the scrap of linen. Conops appeared at the stair-head.

Yes, master? All hands under arms and ready! Wheres the lady?

Youre to command the wine-ship.

Aye, aye, master.

Pick a crew  you may have the eight Gauls and as many more as you think youll need. Follow my ship to Pelusium.

Aye, aye, master.

Wait!

Esias clutched Tross arm. Echoed and reechoed by the limestone housefronts along a paved street in the distance, came drum-and-tuba music and the clanking tramp of armed men marching amid a tumult.

Tros, Tros! said Esias.

Tros was gone, Conops at his heels, to the roof by a winding stairway, through cluttered attics, to a trap-door and a pigeon-loft, thence along a parapet to a temple  roof, from where, between winged sphinxes, they could see northward and southward the full length of the city from the Heptastadium to Lake Mareotis. There were priests on the roof, like sleepy monkeys staring at catastrophe.

Beneath, in a blood-red river of smoky torchlight, poured a column of mounted men, infantry, loaded wagons. Queens cavalry were leading, plumes and pennoned lances dancing like flood-borne flotsam  plumed horses heads  torchlight on brass  staccato hoof beats. Then a Roman standard, followed by a column of men who marched too slackly to be regular Roman troops, but they all wore Roman helmets, Roman armor. Even from that height, at that angle, it was easy to tell they were out of training. They were men of the Gabinian legions, left behind by Caesar  well armed, but a rabble. Few but the officers and centurions had ever seen Rome. Wagons. Wagons.

Presently another standard, and the remnants of another legion. Behind that, away up the street to the right as far as the flares reflected on Lake Mareotis, shuffled a mob of burdened slaves and men too poor to own slaves, who carried their own baggage: Roman citizens  exiles, old enough and not too old to serve, but who had never marched with a legion  food for Cassiuss ambition  on their way to be drilled, marched to an unknown battlefield, and buried  or perhaps to be drowned on their way  or to die of plague in overloaded, rat-infested hulls. The street was lined with women, most of them wives being left behind  wives and children wailing, shrilling, shouting. Tuba music  drum-beat  mob-roar  tramp-tramp-tramp. Eddies among the women, where gangs of roughs elbowed their way to pelt the departing Romans with rotten vegetables.

To the left, the Heptastadium was a seven-furlong stream of smoky crimson. It looked like lava pouring along the harbor-surface. Thousands of torches revealed hundreds of boats  fishing boats, ships boats, barges, any boat whatever that could be pressed into service  all with their sterns to the causeway, ready to take the Romans to the ships that lay at anchor waiting for them. The ends of the wide Street of Canopus, east and west, were blocked by Cleopatras infantry, presumably to keep the departing Romans from having a change of heart and bolting east or west into the city.

Conops spoke: Where is the lady?

Tros told him, very careful what he said about Esias, because Conops kept no middle ground worth mentioning between friend and enemy.

Master, I could take the Gauls and a boat and maybe find her. She cant have gone far.

She has her rights,. Tros answered, you and I our duty. She obeyed my order to obey Esias. Now she demands that I trust her. I will  aye, even as I trust you. If she is the woman I take her to be, she has more brains than her sister. That is why Caesar preferred Cleopatra to her. He could out-wit Cleopatra. I believe she will make for Pelusium, and we may overtake her. Sending those Romans to sea will be an ugly business. They will be at anyones mercy.

Good riddance to em, Id say. A-sea or a-shore, master, we could beat that lot, even with our few!

Aye, theyre a rabble. He began to talk, to take his mind off Hero. Cassius  unless Im out on my reckoning  means to invade Egypt suddenly.

Across that desert?

By land and sea, both. He wants those Romans out of reach of the Alexandrine mob, that might tear them to pieces at the first news of a Roman raid. He would like to be able to boast to the Roman senate of how thoughtful he was for Romans safety. Cassius craves to do what Caesar did  rape Egypt for corn and money. But he hasnt Caesars guts, nor Caesars brains. Caesar let the world go hang or await his pleasure while he took what he wanted. Cassius clings to Syria and Palestine, that writhe in his grip. Caesar would have snatched Egypt and then have turned back on Syria. Cassius is a mean man, Conops; an envious, treacherous, spiteful coward frightened by a bold mans opportunity. He despises his ally Brutus. Yet he fears Brutus might join Antony and march against him unless he marches into Asia Minor to Brutuss aid, against Antony. So he hesitates. I count on Cassius to make a move as stupid as this move the Queen has made to subject and humiliate me. We could be caught here like rats in a trap, if the other woman werent so sure we intended to march by land.

The lady Charmion?

Aye.

I warned you against that one, master. All the flat-breasted ones that ever I knew were fit for nothing but to spite their betters.

Charmion thinks she serves the Queen well.  Listen! Conversation with Conops hadnt helped. Every emotion in him, every instinct, furiously urged him to send or go in search of Hero. It was another  a new alarm that changed irresolution into quick decision. Esiass old smoky-faced slave came hurrying along the parapet, shouting Lord Tros! Lord Tros!

He and Conops awaited the man. The temple priests came snooping along roof-tiles to overhear what they might, since private secrets are a temples principal resource. But Conops rapped a priest on the ear with the back of his knife and thumped anothers skull with the hilt. The priests withdrew to a less uncomfortable distance.

Lord Tros! Lord Tros! Come the Queens men  to the main gate, and the Lord Esias

The old slave nearly fell from the roof in the wind of Tross and Conopss wake. He followed as fast as he could run, but he wasnt even in time to see them charge past Esias and down the stairs to the dock-side. Everything there was as it should be. Fifty men had piled arms and gone with Ahiram; they had already launched the newly caulked ship; they were singing the old reprehensible song about what was wrong with Dido, as they hauled the ship around to the pier. Already the ton-weight water-butts were being rolled from the wine-shed. (There were wine-casks going too, but that was for the overseer to prevent if he could, or to tally if he could, in the darkness.)

Down at the end of the yard the main gate thundered to the assault of spear-butts and the shouts of men demanding admission.

Open! In the Queens name, open!

A hundred men fell in behind Tros. He marched them to the main gate and formed them in line.

Front rank, draw  swords!  Archers  ready!

Then he opened the heavily grilled port and looked through.

Open!

A captain of Queens police, with fifty men behind him, thrust a sword-point through the grille to emphasize impatience. He missed Tros by a hairs breadth. Conops seized the sword and broke it. Tros ordered ten archers and a decurion to the nearest roof, whence they could command the approach to the gate.

In whose name?

In the Queens name.

I know the Queen is at Eleusis. Who sent you?

Where is Captain Crinagoras?

Oh, is that your trouble? You may have him and his booty. You may send in four-and-twenty men without their weapons.

Plainly these men lacked the Queens authority, although they used her name. Tross guess was right: they were Charmions messengers, sent out to prove to the Queen how vigilant was Charmion, how treacherous was Tros, how wise the Queen would be to listen always to Charmions secret advice. Their officer agreed to Tross terms  something he would never have dared to do if the Queen had sent him.

Tross ten-man bodyguard, at Conopss signal, came and stood beside the postern, ready to deal with any armed man, or with any attempt at a rush. Tros opened the postern and counted aloud, until twenty-four were inside. Then he shot the bolt again and told the officer to wait.

Fetch Crinagoras. Fetch those dead men. Fetch that slave-girls body. Lay it on a sheep-skin.

The dead bodies, and their armor and weapons, were laid in a line in the lantern-light. Crinagoras came limping from the bite of the cord with which Conops had lashed him to a spar in the rope-loft. He had recovered a bit of his insolence; he recognized the Queens police and half-suspected Tros was in desperate straits. But he had his eye on Tross sword, and he could hardly have failed to see that the police within the gate were unarmed.

What now? he demanded, pitching his voice to a neutral note.

Your friends have come for you. You and your booty, go back to the Lady Charmion, who sent you. Tell her to tell the Queen whatever lies she pleases. Say I march at daybreak, straight down the Street of Canopus. If she dares, let her try to stop me!

Crinagoras laughed. If I were you, he said, which I thank the gods I am not, I would rather quarrel with the Queen herself than with Charmion. The Queen has magnanimity. Charmion has only zeal. However, when they crucify you, I will come and cut your throat in return for your having spared me. Until then, Lord Captain, farewell.


CHAPTER XXX. I suppose we shall all have to die for the woman!

No genuine seaman likes unseamanly devices or an ill found vessel. But genuine seamanship includes ability, and will, to make do what a landsman would consider useless, and therewith to accomplish what none but a seaman would dare to attempt.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Fifty of Esiass slaves were sent into the city, to spread rumors, to say that Tros was building a battering-ram with which to smash down the city gate if it were closed against him, and to beg responsible officials to clear the Street of Canopus before daylight, so that he might march away unhindered. With the Queen at Eleusis, a seashore resort a few miles eastward of the city, and most of her court there roistering and bathing as precaution against plague, it would have been easy enough for the officious Charmion to contrive a raid on Esiass dock-yard. Tros had to provide against that. He knew no way to do it, except to tempt her to try a less dangerous trick. She could allege almost any excuse. Almost any officer commanding Queens troops would obey Charmion, it was so well known she had the Queens ear, managed the Queens spies and secretly did what Cleopatra herself could not do openly without too great scandal.

But Tros understood the embittered virgin. He knew what delight she took in surprises and suddenly sprung traps. He out-guessed her accurately, convinced her that he really intended to march overland, and counted on her setting, her trap at the eastern gate.

After the event, Charmion could truthfully say she had heard that Arsinoe, calling herself Hero, had escaped from Pelusium and had come by sea to Alexandria to raise a rebellion with Tross little army to aid her. It would be a simple business, that any ambitious officer could manage, to start a light near the Gate of Canopus and massacre Tros and his entire force before the Queen, at Eleusis, could even suspect what was happening. It would not be the first time that Charmion had interfered, on her own responsibility, and had saved herself from dismissal or worse by claiming she had preserved the Queens life.

A miracle had to be made. Tros did it. Before daybreak he had launched one ship, loaded that one and another, manned them both with all his men, and warped them out into the harbor. The seasonal north wind filled his sails as he headed westward, out through the mouth of the Harbor of Happy Return. In the torch-lit darkness he easily slipped past an anchored fleet, on which pandemonium reigned as the luckless Romans were brought aboard by the boat-load, quarreling, complaining, protesting, shouting from ship to ship. He was not even hailed until he had passed through the anchored line of harbor guardships, whose captains probably supposed two freighters with corn or wine were passing seaward. They hailed too late, and though they might have slipped anchor and overtaken him, they were too busy watching the Romans.

At break of day he turned eastward, with the Pharos lighthouse on his right hand and well out of range of the Pharos catapults and archers. The sky was cloudy to the northward. Usually he welcomed, rough weather that would help to baffle an enemy, but now he dreaded it even more than the risk of pursuit. Both ships were unseaworthy. They were loaded almost awash. Their decks were so crowded with gear, last minute loads. and exhausted men, that it was hardly possible to manage the sails. Rowing was even more of a problem. The oars that had been saved from the trireme were too long. There were only hastily improvised tholes. Tross splendidly trained oarsmen prided themselves on being masters of the sea in almost any weather; but they were used to well designed oar-ports, room and calculated leverage  used to a ship that leaped to the catch of the blades as they swung together. However, with the north wind almost on the port beam and a dangerous lee shore to starboard, there was nothing for it but the oars.

There was more than a hundred miles to go, by any reckoning, and a girl only the gods knew where, who drew at Tross heart-strings. She was probably somewhere in-shore  perhaps cast ashore, perhaps on the Eleusis beach, where Cleopatra was probably having her early morning swim amid bored guards and naked women. It would be a marvel if Hero had sailed past Eleusis without being seen; an even greater marvel if she had escaped the guardboats that plied off-shore to protect the Queens person. Between Eleusis and the city, slightly to the southward of the main road, close to the slums outside the city wall, were the gibbets  a little forest of them, plainly visible from sea. Hero would be hardly likely to get further than the gibbets, if she had been caught and recognized.

However, Tros turned seaward  northeast. It was not that he feared the guardboats, or feared being recognized. The news of his flight would be known already; not improbably the Queen had already heard the news by galloper. But to head seaward was good strategy, good tactics. It was even possible the Queen might have seen him from the beach and have jumped to the false conclusion that he had Hero aboard and was escaping toward Syria to drive a bargain with Cassius. If so, that would give Hero a better chance to escape, if she had not been caught already. But it also served to disguise Tross real intention. And by gaining a wide offing, he would be able, about night-fall, far out of sight of land, to change helm, hoist sail again and make for Pelusium with a quartering wind. There might be too much wind by evening, but even so, that would be better than too little. Conops on the wine-ship had the easier task, a less littered and crowded deck, a lighter vessel; but both ships labored dangerously on the moderate sea; the oar-work was heart-breaking, even though there were plenty of men and they rowed in relays. Progress was agonizingly slow.

At last, Ahiram dared an attempt at a conference and found Tros communicative. He trusted Ahiram at sea and was thoughtful of the Phoenicians dignity; it was only on land that he classed him with all the other drunken sailors.

And now what, Lord Captain? Come a blow, we drown. And come a Roman ship, we get pirates dues. Weve water, Id say, for three days, and maybe food for a week if we can find it and get it up out of the hold. We cant fight, nor we cant run

Not in these two crates, no. But Cassius the Roman proconsul has plenty of ships. Cassius is planning to invade Egypt, Ahiram. He has a fleet in the harbor of Gaza. If I remember, there is seven fathom of water there.

Aye  six-and-a-half, seven.

But it is a small harbor. Room for only a small fleet.

Aye, not many vessels.

But likely good ones. Cassius has had his pick. He plans a very swift pounce on Egypt. He has called me a pirate. I will teach him what it means to call a free-born captain by a foul name.

So we make for Gaza?

Not yet. Cleopatra also has called me a pirate. Did you think I would leave Sigurdsen and more than a hundred men in peril of her malice?

There is no room for any more men on these overloaded vessels, said Ahiram.

And did you think I would desert my wife?

Aye, aye, you have a woman. I forgot her. I suppose we shall all have to die for the woman.

Tros turned on him suddenly, savagely, setting his jaw, scowling.

You Phoenician ingrate! Dog of a shipwrecked pirates helmsman, whom I saved from Romans and the oar-bench! Show me a man of all my men who doesnt owe me his freedom! You wenching toss-pot! Grudge me, do you? Shall I leave good, gallant seamen to be hanged or worse, and leave my loyal lady at the mercy of Caesars widow, to preserve you, you glutton, for debauch in dock-side taverns?

Oh, aye, Ahiram answered, were your freedmen, true enough. And you pay us. Youre a man of your word, Lord Captain. I for one wont flinch. You lead well, But  but

BUT WHAT?

Hitherto we were venturers, with a stout ship and a safe harbor. Now were pirates. No good ship. No harbor. If were caught well be enslaved or crucified. And then, theres Sigurdsen. Youll fetch him and all his men from wherever they are, no mater what risk to us all, and if we fetch them out alive that leaves me second-lieutenant again, with that big battle-axing savage to order me hither and yon

Ten times the seaman you are! Ten times your guts, Ahiram! He can out-grumble, out-drink, out-wench, out-brawl, out-swine you  aye, and then out-sail and out-battle ten of you! I can count on Sigurdsen. And by the Baltic Noreaster that blows in his lungs, he may count on me!

Oh, as for that, you can count on us all, said Ahiram. But Tros was in no mood to be flattered.

He was savage with himself on many counts, all contradictory, all challenging and stirring in him the very stuff that once had caused Caesar to offer him the command of all Romes navies; the same stuff that had made him decline the offer: the stuff that had made him Caesars enemy, and then Caesars friend.

Self-critical because of his early Samothracian training; and taught from his youth to be mistrustful and even scornful of all women, he cursed himself for having fallen into Cleopatras clutches; for having been her friend; for having trusted her. Paradoxically, he cursed himself for having left Hero to her own resources. Educated by his father Perseus, initiate of the Mysteries and Prince of Samothrace, never to let love of woman come between him and duty, he had brought away his men and let the woman take care of herself if she could, telling himself he trusted her as he expected her to trust him.

He did not trust her, as he knew he could trust Conops. He feared for her because he loved her. Having loyally saved his men first, he intended to risk his own life and theirs, too, in an utterly desperate attempt to find her and snatch her from danger, that she might share with him even greater dangers! She was a wilful, audacious girl whom it delighted him to master  a beautiful, brave, royal reckless girl, who had escaped from a throne, and very bravely escaped, to be free to love whom she pleased. Tros had no doubt whatever that she loved him. And he knew why. She loved the very quality that made him capable of taking her at her written word and leaving her to her own resources in the midst of danger, within reach of her sisters deadly hatred. He knew she was proud of being left to her own resources.

It was characteristic of him that he suddenly dismissed anxiety. He went to work, with almost incredible attention to detail, making ready to seize by the throat the unpredictable and shake from that the freedom of the seas. First, last, always the sea was his element. As some men yearn for a home and luxury, he burned for the great adventure into unknown oceans. And he laughed with new zest. He imagined himself showing all those hard-won sights to Hero, wondering under what strange skies she was destined to bear him sons.

It stirred him. Almost impossible things began to happen. Rowing never ceased, except for the few moments when he signalled Conops to come alongside for instructions; and then Conops, too, began making miracles. Sleep never ceased. Relays of men lay snoring amid a tumult of hammer-and-adze. Even Tros snatched four hours sleep, amid the legs of straining men who pully-hauled the heavy arrow-engine fittings from the hold. Work never ceased for an instant. They rigged a false bulwark. fighting it over the tholes while the oarsmen kept on swinging to the ceaseless drum-beat. They sewed long canvas curtains hung on iron rings, to protect the decks from arrow-fire, furled until needed. And when night fell, and Tros changed helm, southward toward Pelusium, a steadily increasing north wind drove the wallowing hulls so fast that the new caulking, hurriedly done by torchlight in Esiass yard, worked out in places from between the planking and they had to man the water-hoist.

Conops was easily able to keep station by the blue-white glare of the charcoal-forge on Tross deck and by the sparks as the armorers sledges struck new purpose upon old and broken gear. They made grapnels and repaired old chain to be spliced to the warps. They rigged derricks for dropping the grapnels to an enemys deck. They set up arrow-engines and protected them with screens of wood covered with beaten iron. And all night they toiled at the clumsy water-hoist in relays.

Tros watched the stars. It was pitch-dark  no moon. Even he, past-master navigator, did not dare to try conclusions in the dark with the shoals off Nile-mouth. He knew them too well. It had been through those shoals, soon after Pompeys murder on the beach, that he had brought the girl Cleopatra away from her beggarly army of borrowed Arabs, and had taken her to Alexandria to sneak into her palace and stand naked in Caesars presence. But that had been in daylight. Now he had to time his landfall by dead reckoning, without water-clocks, and with nothing to guide him but the stars, his intuition, the feel of the wind and that rare, sensed accuracy that distinguishes the great sea-captain from the lesser men who are merely careful, competent and bold.

He made it. He heard the first cry of the sea-birds, as the rim of the golden sun uprose into the mauve of the eastern skyline. He heard the breakers, saw the gulls wings, ordered the leadsman to the chains and signalled Conops, two or three hundred yards astern to follow him closely.

Down sail! Out oars! Stations!

They were a proud crew who stood to arms, crowded, but each in his place and a decurion to each ten. They had come near rebuilding a ship in a day and a night. A poxy, evil-smelling barrel of a coastwise rats refuge looked now like something to be reckoned with. Leaky she was. Slow and unhandy she was; deep-laden and down by the head. But they had even painted the false bulwark bright blue with Tyrian dye-stuff stolen from Esiass sheds. She was a bristling battle-engine, fit at least to engage and to grapple and spew forth men beneath a hail of arrows. Neither Tros, nor a man, nor a ships lad grinning beside his arrow-basket, cared what came of her, so be they saw some better ship that lacked room to run. There was nothing even theoretically wrong with piracy, from their viewpoint, not with a good Lord Captain on the quarter-deck and a whole world full of loot and wine and women.

And as the wine and roasted wheat came up for breakfast from the cook-stove in the after hold, the good news came down with a roar from aloft:

Ship at anchor  ahead  in the channel! Two ships! Romans!


CHAPTER XXXI. Grapnels  Let go!

Whatever Caesars failings may have been  and they were many, judged by whatever standard  Caesar, nevertheless was a man. He was a great man, though I say it, who was once his enemy on land and sea, and though I more than once accused him to his face of conduct unbecoming to a man. I saw that gang stab him to death  mean and unlovely cowards, mouthing about honor to make treachery and cowardice taste sweet. They were all guilty, and I dont know why I hated Cassius more than the others. He was no more guilty than the others, and no less. But I hated him more. And I told myself that if an opportunity should come I would kill him with less mercy than I bestow on vermin. But when the day did come, if gods there be, I think they must have laughed to see me forced to save, not kill him.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The crew gorged wine and hot wheat, in silence except for the gurgle and munch. Ahiram took the helm. Half-a-dozen oars on either side kept the ship in mid-channel. Tros went aloft, to con the situation with his own eyes, sure of only one thing; he could not put back to sea in those crowded, leaking ships. The first touch of an enemys warbeak would send either of them to the bottom. They would have served their last purpose if they should carry their crews close to better ships, whose captains lacked guts, alertness or the gift for keeping what Tros needed. Pirate was he? He would have the profit along with the name. Tros was taking all chances, that daybreak.

True. The masthead man was right. They were Romans anchored in the fairway. One was a Tyrian built bireme, Roman manned, and beaked with iron. She looked reasonably fast  no catapults  no cumbrous midship citadel  a clean-lined, lateen-rigged cruiser; recently built. No corvus. No dolphin. Ample deck-space. The other vessel was smaller, two-masted, also a bireme but built more lightly than the other. Both ships had arrow-engines. Both were crowded with men in Roman armor. More ominous yet, on the deck of the larger bireme the red war-cloaks of several lictors were unmistakable. Lictors were the inseparable attendants of a Roman magistrate. A proconsul would have ten in his own territory. Tros could count six on deck; there might be others below or behind the deckhouse cabin. It would be just like Cassius to move secretly; equally characteristic of him to refuse to leave behind the lictors that Roman law forbade to set foot on foreign soil, lest Roman dignity be compromised. But would Cassius dare to be in Pelusium, with only two ships?

The Romans should have seen Tross topmast, but they were keeping no masthead watch. They appeared to expect no attack from the sea. That was as typical of Roman arrogance, which they flattered themselves was confidence, as the presence of lictors. But it also looked as if Cassius  if Cassius it was  had been amply assured in advance of a friendly reception.

It was a beast of a passage into Pelusium, blind with reeds, curving between sand-banks, narrow, with unmarked shoals and almost unnegotiable by a deeply laden ship. But near Pelusium, where the great granite fortress overlooked the ford across the Nile the passage widened, and beyond the ford there was quite an extensive harbor with bulkheads and narrow canals, in which numbers of Egyptian vessels were moored. A huge scow-shaped ferry lay at the fords western end; it was said to be able to carry a hundred camels. Nobody ever waded that ford if he could help it. It was low-Nile  not deep enough to let the Roman biremes pass to the pool beyond  probably just deep enough for shoal-draft Nile-boats  about shoulder deep to a man, and muddy. The centuries had seen more than one army perish trying to cross that ford. The fort parapets and bastions could sweep its full width with arrow-fire.

The Egyptian, western bank of the river was densely cultivated. So was a narrow, irregular margin on the eastern bank, but beyond that was desert. Just visible, filing across the desert from the eastward, along the summit of a dune, with the early sun silvering their lance-points, came eight hundred or a thousand Arab horsemen with a sprinkling of Roman cloaks and helmets.

Whose men? It seemed Cleopatra had told at any rate part of the truth. Was a Roman army behind them? Romes was an infantry genius; even Caesar had never developed an efficient cavalry; but cavalry were indispensable for swiftly terrorizing and suppressing newly conquered provinces. So there was almost no doubt that the Arabs must be Cassiuss irregulars, newly raised for the looting of Palestine, less expensive than Roman legions, superbly mounted and probably ably led by their own chiefs, held to the mark and critically bear-led by Roman centurions. There were also probably two or three Roman tribunes wearing Arab costume; that was the usual system.

It looked as if Cassiuss invasion had already commenced, in a typical, secretive way, that could be called a mistake, or a raid by bandits, or a diplomatic excursion, should it happen to miscarry. There was a mysterious absence of warlike demonstration from the fort. The city, clustered around the fort, was as still as a jungle when the beasts of prey are prowling. The sentinels on the parapet appeared to take no notice of Tross ships, although from that height they could easily have seen them. At the Egyptian end of the ford, on high ground, barely beyond range of arrow-fire from the Roman biremes, was a small force of Egyptian cavalry  not more than a hundred men  perhaps fewer; the sun shone on their brass accoutrements, and they made a brave show, but they looked about as useful as painted statuary against the oncoming Arabs. It was just possible to distinguish the plumes of the horses heads that proclaimed them a detachment of the Queens bodyguard. Was the Queen secretly treating with Cassius?

And now another puzzling detail. Half a mile to the southward, coming northward down the Nile, toward the ford, were ten rowboats, crowded with men in armor, and by people who might be women, unarmed. The boats were rather badly rowed by dark-skinned men, undoubtedly Egyptian peasants. In the bow of the leading boat, with his armor aflash in the rising sun, stood a giant  who might be Sigurdsen  who probably was Sigurdsen  too distant yet to be clearly recognized but  yes, Sigurdsen, the Viking, by his gestures!  Sigurdsen bringing the billeted men from the villages where Conops left them  bringing them straight into a trap, with Arab cavalry to his right, the fort on his left and Roman warships waiting for him with their anchors down near the bed of the ford!

Sigurdsen might have Hero with him. Who else could have summoned him down to the sea? But how swift she had been. And what a blazing, loyal, dunderheaded fool was Sigurdsen! Thoughtful of saving his men for battle-duty, he had brought Egyptians to man the oars, and then undone his forethought by rank stupidity! Was the man drunk?

Stand to arms! Ahoy there  Conops!

Tros returned to deck. He put on his armor and donned his purple cloak over it. The crew knew what that meant. They would be able to see that cloak and rally to him. His ten Jew freedmen formed in line and went down on one knee so as not to obstruct his view, but ready  ready for anything. The two ships came together perilously, stem to stern, and Gonops leaped the taffrail with his golden trumpet in his left fist.

Sound the rally! Sigurdsen is bringing our flotilla head-on into two Roman biremes. Probably he thinks theyre ships weve taken!

Your lady must have found him mighty sudden, master! Wheres her sailboat?

Sound the rally!

The trumpet-call startled a million birds from the reeds in the swamps on either bank. Perhaps Sigurdsen heard it, perhaps not. It was the best that could be done at the moment. Certainly the Romans heard it. Tubas began blaring on the biremes, around the bend, a quarter of a mile away. Tros beckoned Ahiram to overhear the orders he gave to Conops and thus save precious seconds.

The biremes havent room to turn. If they slip their cables theyll come toward us stern-first. Ill take the big one. You take the other, Conops. Open fire the moment you can see them. Go in fast and grapple! Lay aboard all hands and gut them before they can bring their archery to bear on Sigurdsens boats!

Conops leaped the taffrail, shouting orders to his crew. Tros wasted no more seconds.

Cymbals! Both sides  full speed ahead!

Tros to starboard, Ahiram to port, they conned the winding course, as the pulsing cymbal and drum-beat stirred the oarsmen. They whipped up a wake that boiled in the river reeds.

Archers  ready!

Off came paulins. Dry bow-strings. Arrow-engines squeaking taut. Ships lads, alert and trembling with excitement, crouching by the baskets of arrows, cuffed for getting too close with their ready reloads. Master-archers taking sighting-shots at birds on the wing.

Cymbals  starboard easy! Full ahead, the port side! Faster! Faster! Now then  both sides, let her have it! Full speed! Archers  engage!

Around a blind island of reeds, with every seam leaking to the strain of the oars, and only a hundred yards to go. The Romans caught unready  disciplined but bewildered. A hail of Roman arrow-fire, baffled by Tross sailcloth curtains that came clashing on their rings along the lines to protect his crowded crew. Tross and Conopss arrow-engines  twelve arrows to each volley. Romans falling in heaps as they tried to man their bulwarks.

Grapnels  let go!

Crash. The thunder of colliding hulls. A slithering volley of javelins from the Roman deck. The battle-roar: Tros! Tros! Polished steel and purple, Tros and his ten-Jew bodyguard away in the lead of a steel-shod company that stormed the biremes bulwarks like a blast of roaring flame.

Tros! Tros!

The unarmed lictors fled into the cabin. Perhaps because they represented Romes dignity and majesty, or perhaps because of battle-madness, someone shut them in with an iron bar that passed through iron slots and was locked by a wedge that needed a key to extract it. The Roman sea-infantry stood to their arms and fought with the well drilled fatalism of the the farm-born conscript. The arrow-engine fire had killed most of their officers, but a young tribune leaped to the cabin roof and they rallied around him there, too crowded to use their weapons to advantage. Again and again they locked shields and smashed their way toward Tros, who was javelin-proofed by the shields of his bodyguard. Those who did get near Tros died; his Jews were careful to give him sword-room. But he was hard-pressed.

A Roman centurion rallying men in the biremes bow, caught sight of Sigurdsens flotilla. Sigurdsen was having trouble with his rowers; they were refusing duty and being thrown overboard; men in armor were manning the oars; Sigurdsens cow-horn trumpet blared the news that he was hurrying to Tross aid. The centurion hacked through the biremes cable, hoping to drift to the eastern bank within reach of the Arab cavalry. Ahiram killed him. The grappled ships began to drift  until the leaky tub that Tros had turned into a warship touched bottom  grounded  held fast. Conopss vessel and the other bireme, grappled together, a floating shambles, drifted down toward them, struck the sunken ship and hung there, all four vessels locked in one death-grip.

Romans climbed to their masthead and were shot down by Tross archers. Tros crashed through the rallying Roman line and leaped to the cabin roof, where he slew the young tribune. Two of his bodyguard were down; four others were back-to-back in the midst of a melee; they lacked Conops to rag and bully-damn them; they had let themselves be wedged apart by the charging Romans; but the remaining four reached Tros. He sent them leaping over Romans heads to their comrades rescue. He had time for one glimpse, then, of the whole field of battle.

Sigurdsen, in mid-ford, had been engaged by the Arab cavalry on horses that could barely touch bottom, disorganized, plunging, slaughtered by the flotillas arrow-fire. Conops appeared to have the other bireme almost won; he was leading a charge along the deck and some of the Romans were leaping overboard. Ahiram, too, had done well; he had taken no prisoners; the forward deck was littered with dead and dying, hard to distinguish at a glance from the fettered oarsmen, slaves who lay under their seats and bleated servus! servus! parcete servo! probably almost all the Latin they knew. On the lower bench there was pandemonium; the rowers were trying to wrench their fetters loose; they had broken their oars in the oar-ports and were using the in-board ends for levers. On the western bank, the cohort of the Queens cavalry remained exactly where it had been. The fort was silent.

Tros leaped into the midst of the melee on the after deck. He led a charge that swept the whole stern of the ship from mast to taffrail. The Romans were not good at surrendering. Those who didnt die where they stood, leaped overboard and were drowned by the weight of their armor. The few who did surrender were recruits from the conquered Syrian towns, whom Cassius had levied to replace the wastage of his legions from disease and guerrilla warfare.

There was no time yet to get the bireme under control, nor even to force the cabin door and see who was imprisoned in there. The cabin ports were fastened on the inside. Tros set sentries around the cabin. Then he leaped to the grounded ship and got the arrow-engines to bear on the Arab cavalry. He had to beat his master-archers to their posts; they were mad for the loot of the Roman ship. It was not until Conops leaped aboard and joined him, and Tros himself laid and fired one engine and Conops cranked it, that he was able to bring to bear the full terrific hail of his screaming arrow-blasts and clear the ford for the flotilla. The river was full of dead and drowning horses, dead and drowning men.

Then came Sigurdsen, storm-angry because he was late. Northmen, Cilician ex-pirates, Gauls and Spaniards clambered aboard behind him, and some women behind them, all clamoring for plunder. They began to strip dead Romans of their armor. They had to be flat-bladed by decurions before they would form squads and come under control. Then Tros had time to demand news:

Where is Hero?

Sigurdsen stared. Conops, with the sweat of battle on him and the blood running down from a scalp-wound because nothing could make him wear his helmet out of sight of Tros, no matter what the odds against him, flared like something spilled in hot fat:

You Baltic herring-eater, do you mean youve lost her?

I havent seen her, said Sigurdsen, speaking to Tros. It was beneath his dignity to answer Conops. Hero sent her slave on horseback. I have the hag with us. The horse was half-dead; it drowned when she swam the river to our island. She said Hero was in hiding near Pelusium and we were to come in a hurry. Now what? And whose are the cavalry? I never saw such slaughter. I have a prisoner, but I cant understand him, nor he me.

Tros gave his orders to Conops:

Clear away the grapnels but stay fast to the sunk ship, ready to let go. Set a sharp watch  keep an eye on the horsemen on both banks. Then count dead and wounded. Tell Ahiram to get the Roman rowers under control. He may tell em theyll be set free if they behave. Count Roman prisoners and put them under guard on the stern of my bireme.

Aye, aye, master.

It was already my bireme. Tros returned to it. Sigurdsen followed. Tros wrenched at the iron bar on the cabin door. It wouldnt yield. Sigurdsen battle-axed the woodwork; three blows and the bar was loose enough for Tros to break it from the slots. Six of his bodyguard came and formed up behind him as he wrenched at the door. It opened outward. He expected a rush of armed men. Stale air came forth and a kind of solid silence. He could see the red cloaks of lictors lined against the forward bulkhead. It was too dark to distinguish much else except a table down the midst and a number of men in a group, all standing.

Open those ports! Tros commanded.

Someone opened one port. He could see then. The cross-light fell full on Heros face. She was gagged. She was being held by two men with her hands tied behind her. A third man, from behind, held the edge of a dagger so close to her throat that if she had moved it would have drawn blood.

Do you recognize me, Tros? I am Alexis, said the mans voice. You have while I count ten, to pledge your oath in the name of Samothrace, and Philae and the holy Mysteries, that you will let everyone  you understand me?  everyone in this cabin go free, unquestioned, unmolested, armed and unpursued. Otherwise, at the word of ten, I will cut this womans throat.

There were plenty of men who had heard and who could see through the open door. Tros could not make signals to them; Sigurdsen was in the way, peering over his shoulder. He knew Alexis too well to risk a sudden rush. Alexis would cut that graceful throat without hesitating, and very likely stab himself to death afterwards. But there was an archer staring into the cabin through the open port. The man was a crack shot, but a dunderhead. He might or he might not dare to put an arrow through Alexiss ear without being told to do it. Heros eyes were gallant, angry, unyielding. Alexis began to count.

One  two  three  fo

The word ended in a gasp. A dagger struck him from behind, in the neck. He fell backward. His own dagger dropped to the floor. The dagger that had killed him flicked out through the open port and clattered on the deck, where the archer pounced on it. Tros went into the cabin in three strides and the men who had been holding Hero flinched away, crowding the lictors. Someones armor clanked as he sat down on a bench in a shadowy corner. With his dagger Tros cut the bandage from Heros mouth, severed the cord that bound her wrists. Hurt?

No, not much. All well?

Aye.

He stared around him. Open all ports!

Sigurdsen opened them. From outside, battle-grimy faces crowded for a view of the cabin. Sigurdsens fist struck one face. Tross bodyguard attended to the others, stumbling over shadowy legs as they hurried to deliver their punches through the ports. Then the decurions cleared the doorway and the low-roofed cabin filled with light. Tros stood chafing Heros wrists as he counted prisoners and examined faces. Some were standing. Some were seated behind the others, as if they expected no quarter and might as well show no courtesy. One man lay on a cot against the starboard bulkhead, with a scarlet cloak over his blanket and his head on a pillow, in shadow. Including ten lictors, all those who were standing seemed unimportant. Tros stared at the seated men, one by one, and named them, changing the inflection of his voice to convey his opinion of each in turn. It was a notable assembly.

Pausanias! Retiring Commander of Pelusium! I regret, Pausanias, that we should meet thus.

Pausanias scowled, with his beard to his chest. He looked immensely dignified and said nothing, but he leaned forward and laid his jewelled sword on the table.

Tros named three others, who were all Pausaniass subordinates. Beside them were two Romans whom he didnt know; he ignored them for the moment, but Sigurdsen took their swords and laid them on the table. Tros faced about, toward the port side.

Herod! Exquisite Prince Herod! Trying to steal a kingdom!

The ringleted, ringed, dark-intelligent Idumaean smiled. Instead of laying his scimitar on the table with the others he offered it to Tros, who touched the hilt before he let Sigurdsen take it. He neither trusted, admired nor respected Herod, but he couldnt help liking him. Herod was a graceful and resourceful rogue who had the wit to see life as a game. That wasnt Tross idea of life, but it was better than the ravening envy of the Wolves of the Tiber.

An even more surprising person sat beside Herod. He was looking comfortless but magnificent in the splendid uniform of a captain of the Queens Guard.

Well, Leander, you laughed when I betted Have you finished laughing?

Leander laid his sword on the table. Tros, he said, you are the only man in this cabin who has a sense of humor! He glanced at the cot on the starboard side. The man on the cot was hardly visible because the lictors had moved, so that three stood between him and Tros.

A man in the shadowy far port corner stood up. Blood from the dead Alexiss neck had splashed his tunic, but he looked very smart in a Roman tribunes uniform. He had a mean face, hook-nosed and alert.

Lars Tarquinius, the Etruscan! I had it in mind to slay you on sight, Tarquinius!

Captain Tros, you waste words. Do you think I didnt know that?

The Etruscans insolence was perfect. He didnt even offer to toss his sword on to the table. I have bought my life, so spare your homilies! He kicked the dead Alexis. If it hadnt been for my dagger, you would be needing a new woman.

Hero interrupted, laughing. Give the dog his life, Tros, as a favor to me! If it werent for his treachery, I might be in Cyprus yet. Forgive him for having betrayed me to a better fortune!

Take his sword, Tros commanded. Sigurdsen strode forward and took it.

And now the choice morsel. He had saved it for the last. He had known from the first who lay so silent on the cot behind the lictors cloaks. He knew his man. He knew perfectly how to stir the sour spleen of Caesars murderer. The man who had ganged a group of malcontents to stab his benefactor for being too ambitious, and who now aped his victims power-lust without that victims skill, was likely to be touchy of Roman dignity.

Throw out those lictors, Sigurdsen! Strip them. Throw their fasces in the river, and set the lazy lackeys to scrubbing decks!

Sigurdsen took two of them by the necks and hurled them toward the door, where they were seized by eager arms and dragged out. Two more followed and their sacred fasces were pitched after them. He on the cot sat up suddenly.

Tros, you vile pirate, you will pay with your life for this, if it takes all Romes resources to bring you to book!

Out went two more lictors. Sigurdsen compelled the others to carry out Alexiss corpse. He slammed, the door behind them. Herod laughed. Conopss face peered through a port on the starboard side.

All ship-shape, master. Ready now to cast off. Cavalry on both banks doing nothing. Thirty-two men dead or dying. Thirty-seven wounded. Ahiram is hurt. Ive ordered corn and wine for the fettered rowers; theyre acting sensible; theyre mostly Jewish prisoners o war. Not counting rowers, nor the badly wounded that weve pitched overside, weve forty-one prisoners, three of em Romans and the others Gauls and Syrians in Roman armor. Along near the ford on the east bank theres a crowd o Pelusiumites, men, women, children  all scared, doing nothing, curious. The women that Sigurdsen brought along are starting trouble. They want

Clout them! Put them to work keeping the flies off our wounded.

Aye, aye, master; but theres one here I cant manage short of killing her. Shes bit me. Shes a tough hag. A crack of a knife-butt only ires her. Ive got her roped

Let her in, said Hero.

Tros, said the man on the cot; he pointed; his hand trembled with malarial ague, there is only one possible way for you to save yourself from vengeance for this insult to the Roman people! You will be hounded, caught, crucified

Sigurdsen opened the door and slammed it again behind a broad-bodied hag, who fell at Heros feet and kissed them, blubbering a torrent of mixed Greek and some other language. Tros kicked her for silence, but it was not until Hero had stooped and dog-patted her that she swallowed her sobs and sat still. She was Esiass wedding-gift  the slave that Hero had picked from a dozen or more.

Cassius sat upright, pale, his eyes alight with fever, thin-lipped, lean. He laid an elbow on his knee and pointed again, about to speak. But Tros spoke first:

Gaius Cassius Longinus, in case your dignity is so offended that you find life unendurable, you may have your choice of these swords. I would like to watch you kill yourself.

Cassius glared. He glanced self-consciously around the cabin and then leaned back against the bulkhead.

Herod laughed.


CHAPTER XXXII. And now you, Cassius!

As to whether there are gods, or not, I am ignorant. I have never set eyes on a god, nor seen, nor heard anything, anywhere, that seems to me to justify belief in gods, or to suggest that, if gods there be, their doings justify respect.

But I have been observant all my days. Whoever believes there is no such force as Destiny directing us and our occasions, would waste breath seeking to unconvince me. I have been in the grip of Destiny, have seen its shape, have felt the weight of its hand. I know.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Conops reported again: a boat from the eastern bank containing two officers, one Roman and one Arab, with a palm branch, asking armistice and parley. Tros ordered them admitted, without their weapons. They came in and stood staring  a big Arab, smelly with horse-sweat, who stared at Herod, and a red-haired Roman who saluted Cassius with a splendid gesture and then eyed Tros with unqualified admiration, even envy.

Half our force dead! he remarked, cheerfully. I would like to catch you on land! Who are you?

Father of arrows! said the Arab.

Sigurdsen gathered the surrendered swords and stood them in a corner. Tros laid his own sword across the end of the table farthest from the door. Sigurdsen laid his battle-ax beside it. Tros sat down facing the door, signing to Herod to be seated at his right hand, Sigurdsen on his left. Then he ordered his bodyguard outside and called to Conops to set a deck-watch, to prevent eavesdropping and to be ready to enter the cabin if summoned.

Cassius, he said then, you may take the seat opposite me.

Cassius sneered. You pirate, you will listen to my remarks from where I choose. I am ill. I have been seasick. I have the ague

And you have my leave to live, said Tros, if you obey. Not otherwise. Assist him to the table, someone.

Tarquinius offered his arm. Cassius snarled:

You vile traitor, dont dare to soil me with your touch! You serpent!

He got to his feet unaided and went and sat down with his back to the door between two of his Roman officers, who whispered to him. Herod went and sat on the cot, where he could keep his liquid, laughing eyes on Hero. Herod spoke beautiful Greek:

Tros, if promises are what you crave, my tongue can utter them in golden words, as good as anyones. But I advise you that Cassiuss gold is more substantial. I have none, as it happens. Cassius has plenty. As proconsul he has had opportunities, havent you, Cassius?

You Jew! snarled Cassius.

Herods beautiful white teeth flashed in a malicious smile.

I wish I were. The Jews call me a Roman, which I thank whatever gods there be I am not either. Tros, hadnt you better kill us all except me? Cut throats are messy but they dont recriminate.

I would rather show you no discourtesy, Tros answered. May I enjoy the favor of your silence?

Yes, said Herod. There are going to be some curious evasions of the truth. I, too, would like to listen to them. I will save my equivocations until the pious Cassius has spent his.

But the key to the truth sat at Tross right hand. He began with Hero, speaking to her as if she were one of his officers.

By whose orders, he asked, were you gagged, with your throat against Alexiss dagger?

Lars Tarquinius suggested it. Cassius ordered it.

Conopss voice, going his rounds: All well, master.

Tell your story, said Tros, and Hero began speaking in a voice that had found the middle of the note since Tros first spoke with her in Cyprus.

Last night, about two hours after dark, we  that is I and my four slaves  were upset in the surf, not far from here. There was a village. I found a horse. I sent this slave, Taia, who is Egyptian and knows the district well, to find Sigurdsen and bring him. I planned to wait on the beach until daylight, and then to watch for your sail, for you had told me you would come by sea to find your men. I waited close by where Pompey was murdered. My three slaves were trying to haul the upset boat on to the beach when some men came, who I thought in the dark were robbers. My slaves tried to protect me. They were slain and I was seized. Then I recognized Lars Tarquinius. He had a squad of sailors with him.

Tarquinius interrupted: Yes. And if you had told me Tros was coming, I would have known what to do. I owed Tros a favor for his treatment of me in Cyprus. Tell him the truth: how did I treat you?

Impudently, said Hero. I remember I called you a mangey jackal, which is less than the truth, and you marched me away to this ship, with my hands tied, and you and Cassius discussed me like a slave for sale. The only man who was polite to me was Herod.

Herod smiled: Unscrupulous politeness at the feet of beauty! I am the only rogue in the cabin.

Hero continued: From then, until you came, Lord Captain, I have been continually questioned, insulted and threatened with torture. I have told them nothing. The proconsul Cassius sent a messenger to the fort, and it was only about an hour before you arrived that Pausanias came, and then Leander. Cassius had to send his secretary, his ships captain and his commander of the troops to the fort, as hostages for Pausanias. Pausanias wouldnt believe who I am, although he admitted I far more resemble Arsinoes portrait than does the prisoner whom he holds in the dungeon. But Leander knew me. Pausanias and Leander quarreled, because Pausanias has refused to turn over the command of the fort to Leander, and Leander with a hundred men has had to stay outside the city. The proconsul Cassius was very angry. He accused Pausanias of having accepted a bribe to surrender the fort, and now of demanding a further payment of more than twice as much money. Herod kept urging Cassius to pay.

Such honesty as theirs inflamed my generosity, said Herod.

Cassius glared at him. Silence! Do you hear me? You ungrateful vagabond!

Hero continued: The whole plot came out because Alexis objected I was overhearing too much. But Cassius said it didnt matter because I was to be killed in any event unless I would tell all I know. Herod said it would be a pity to kill me; he would rather have me than Cleopatra. Then Cassius complained that the Arab cavalry were late, and Herod said that was probably because Cassius hadnt paid them what he promised. They snarled at each other

Did I snarl? asked Herod.

Until it came out that the plan was to occupy Pelusium, unite with some of Cleopatras mutinous regiments, march on Alexandria and marry Herod to Cleopatra, thus making Herod King of Egypt, and Egypt Cassiuss ally.

My cousin Cleopatra, said Herod, is used to being married to a man who had at least one other Wife.

Shut up! snapped Cassius. What do you want, Tros? Are you Cleopatras envoy? According to my latest information she has proscribed you.

Tros nodded to Hero to continue.

They were all quarreling, except Leander, and except that Herod was making fun of them; he kept insisting he couldnt wait to take Cleopatra in his arms. But he offered to accept me instead, or in addition. Alexis kept on urging Cassius to have me killed, for fear the story might get out that there is a false me on the throne of Cyprus, and another false me in the dungeon. I dared Cassius to be brave and to kill me himself while my hands were tied. I said it would be much safer than murdering Caesar, who had a pen to defend himself with. It was then that Alexis gagged me with a towel. He pulled out his dagger and offered to cut my throat; he said he didnt mind doing it because Cleopatra would be so pleased and it would make it safe for him to return to Alexandria and be forgiven. Then you came, and your trumpet sounded, and there was a panic, and the lictors fled into the cabin, and Leander shut the door and held it, because he said it wasnt safe for Cassius to go on deck, and then someone fastened the door on the outside. Alexis would have killed me there and then, but Leander

Leander, said Herod, appreciates beautiful eyes. He behaved with romantic ferocity. I shall always be glad it wasnt Leander who slew Alexis. He would have slain me next for having looked at her.

Tros looked at Leander. Then he glanced at Hero. Hero nodded.

Continue, said Tros.

It was Lars Tarquinius who thought of the plan to hold a dagger at my throat. Cassius agreed and bade Alexis do it. That is all, said Hero.

A very masterly skein of lies! said Cassius. I deny that this girl is who she says she is, and I deny each and every one of her statements.

I have not once told you who I am, she retorted. Tarquinius and Alexis told you. I say I am Hero. I am the great Lord Captains

Cassius interrupted: Concubine, eh? Well, Tros, you have her. Now what else do you want?

I will take what I want, Tros answered.

Herod chuckled.

The money, remarked Tarquinius, is in a chest beneath that cot, Lord Captain Tros.

Tros looked straight at Pausanias:

How much has Cassius paid you?

Pausanias was silent.

At any rate, you have not surrendered the fort?

Pausanias, looking very uncomfortable and avoiding Cassiuss eyes, stroked his black beard and answered:

Tros, you and I have known each other well since Caesars day. You know me to be loyal to the Queen.

Then you will obey her order to make over the command to Leander?

Has he his warrant?

Leander flourished a parchment warrant, bearing the royal seal. He pushed it under Pausaniass nose. Pausanias made a show of reading it.

Very well, he said sourly. Why did you send me an insolent verbal message, instead of sending in the warrant for my proper information?

Because a warrant in the hand is worth two in your fire, said Leander. Do I take over?

Yes.

Leander looked alertly at Tros. Neither man smiled. There is a woman prisoner in the dungeon, said Tros. Leander nodded.

After you have satisfied yourself that she is a slave belonging to this lady, he laid his hand on Heros shoulder, and that she was arrested by mistake, will you be good enough to send her out to this ship?

Certainly. Leander stood up. He saluted. He smiled. The Queen told me, said Tros, that she thought you not worth the amount of your debts. I differ. There is a chest under the cot. You may take it. Give half of the money to Sigurdsen, to be distributed to my crew.

Cassius snarled and struck the table with his fist:

See here, Tros

Tross hand touched the sword on the table and Cassius closed his thin lips, glaring.

Yes, said Tros, I dont doubt there are documents! You may have your sword, Leander. So may you, Pausanias. Sigurdsen returned their swords.

Cassiuss officers, said Tros, will go with you, Leander, to be held as additional hostages. Open the chest and give me all the documents it contains.

Cassius writhed, but there was nothing he could do. Leander dragged out a bronze chest. It was heavy. He stood waiting for the key. Tros laid a hand palm upward on the table and looked straight at Cassius.

You want the key? asked Cassius. My secretary has it. He is in Pelusium. Have a care, Tros! This is

Take the chest on deck and break it open! Tros commanded. Bring all documents to me. Send Conops. Sigurdsen and Leander carried out the chest. Leander motioning to all Cassiuss officers to precede him to the deck. Conops came in and saluted:

Nothing moving, master. Cavalry on both banks dismounted and standing easy. The crowd at the ford is looting dead mens armor.

Excepting this officer who came under flag of truce, and excepting the proconsul Cassius and Lars Tarquinius, you will send all the Roman officer prisoners, including centurions, to the fort with Captain Leander. Send them ashore in one of our flotilla boats and lay in arrow-engines to protect their landing.

Aye, aye, master.

Somewhere on the deck the bronze chest clamored beneath a seamans hammer. Cassius set his teeth. Sigurdsen returned with a very neat docket of papers, which he laid on the table.

There is a lot of money, he remarked.

See that Leander gets only half of it. Keep the rest for the crew.

Sigurdsen went out again and shut the door. Tros, fingering the papers, stared at Pausanias.

If I should send these to the Queen, he said, there might be one more head upon the gibbets by the eastern gate. What say you?

We have been friends, you and I, Pausanias answered. Tros nodded. I will put your friendship to a test, Pausanias. Go to the Queen. Go swiftly. You may tell her that Pelusium is still hers. And say this: he tapped the documents, Memorize my words well. Say to her: Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace awaits a letter from her, in her own hand, thanking him for having saved Pelusium and conferring upon him the freedom of the port of Alexandria with her personal, solemn guarantee of immunity for himself, for his wife Hero, and for all his men. You are to add: the Lord Captain Tros is impatient to determine what to do with Cassius and with a fleet of warships.

Fleet? asked Herod.

Tros ignored him. If such a letter from the Queen, Pausanias, is in my hands by daybreak, the day after tomorrow, she shall never see these documents nor know from me which of her commanders may have been in secret correspondence with Cassius. But if not, let her look to her throne; and look you to your head! You may go ashore with Leander. Ride Swiftly, Pausanias, and may my friendship ride with you.

Pausanias hesitated, stroking his beard.

It is a difficult mission, Tros.

So? Hint to a few ministers and generals that I hold their correspondence, and then see how swiftly they will hurry to the Queen to plead your suit!

Pausanias nodded. He saluted Tros. He bowed to Herod and to Hero. He even made a gesture to Tarquinius. Then he walked out, ignoring Cassius.

Cassius stared at Herod. I would like to speak with Captain Tros alone, he said tartly.

You, Prince Herod? Tros asked. Shall I send you back to Idumaea with your Arabs?

In the names of their curious gods, no! Herod looked startled, even almost serious. They would accuse me of having inveigled them into a profitless trap. I would prefer almost anything. As a matter of fact, I wish to go to Rome. Cassius and I have discovered a mutual disrespect that is bad for his stomach and makes my skin creep. He would crucify you, of course, if the situation were reversed. But I am afraid you wont kill him. But as long as you wont let him kill me, I would like to stay and see what you will do.

You shall be a witness whether I kill him or not, Tros answered. He stared at Cassius, who glowered back and snarled:

You pirate, name your demands!

Tros addressed the Arab chieftain and the red-haired Roman officer beside him:

You two may go. The proconsul has no use for you, nor I a quarrel with you. Be on the march eastward within an hour and there shall be no pursuit from Pelusium, I guarantee that.

He turned to Lars Tarquinius. And now you, you viper. I have sailed all known seas. Never  north, south, east, or west have I known such a treacherous scavenger of shame as you are! Four times have I neglected the duty to slay you  on my trireme, in Cyprus, near Memphis, and again now! Stand up!

Tarquinius stood, very soldierly. He jerked his head, businesslike, at Hero:

But for me, she would be dead. I slew Alexis. You cant overlook that.

Why did you throw your dagger through the port?

Well, to tell you the truth, I was afraid. I wasnt sure I hadnt made a mistake. I had to think quickly. I wasnt sure Cassius hadnt a surprise up his sleeve, he lay so quiet. If the cat had jumped the wrong way, I intended to accuse Herod of having killed him.

Why flatter me? asked Herod.

I have never pretended to you, Captain Tros, to be anything else than a needy fellow looking for a profit. Why dont you employ me?

If I ever catch you, said Cassius, you shall die on a tree, Tarquinius.

Your life is yours, said Tros, for service rendered. Dismiss. If you wish employment, report to Conops.

To that knifing Cyclops?

Aye  or else swim for the shore.

Herod punched Cassiuss pillow and adjusted it so that he could lean in the corner in comfort. He proposed to enjoy what was coming. Herod had seen Tros fight in the arena in Rome, in the days when Tros was Caesars enemy and Caesarss friends had condemned Tros to what they imagined would be his death. Herod knew Tros wasnt likely to flatter the pale prisoner who faced him. Tross tone of voice surprised him, however. There was nothing pugnacious about it. Firm. Cold. Calm. Deliberate.

And now you, Cassius!

Look here, Tros, hadnt you better be sensible. You have been lucky. Is it wise to overplay your hand? You are a pirate remember  proscribed by Rome and Egypt. You know you cant last long at that trade. You could hold me for ransom. You would be paid, no matter how much you demand. But remember: pirates once held Caesar for ransom. He was no more popular in Rome than I am, but he raised the money. What happened to the pirates later? Crucified, to the last man.

You compare yourself to Caesar? Tros asked.

Caesar in those days was an unimportant youngster. I am proconsul of Syria. Convey me to Gaza, set me ashore, and I will forgive this outrage  these insults  this piracy. I will name you the ally of Rome and

Tros laughed. Cassius, I saw you kill your benefactor, to whom you had sworn allegiance.

Well? What of it? Didnt you once do your best to kill him?

Aye  and he me  openly, in fair war. When I became his friend, I stood by him, and he by me. You became his friend, and treacherously slew him. I will make no bargain with you. You wouldnt keep it.

Have a care, Tros! It isnt lucky for a pirate to offend a Roman proconsul! Your outrageous treatment of Roman lictors is enough to

Tros interrupted: Cassius, that was personal, from me to you. A Roman lictor has no business on foreign soil. It is against the Roman law. You know it. You are caught red-handed in a treacherous attempt to steal a throne that you didnt dare to fight for.

Are you Egypts divine protector? Cassius sneered.

I am your captor. I repeat  if you prefer to take your own life, I will give you a weapon and watch you do it.

Dont be presumptuous! Name your terms, you ruffian!

Conops!

Coming, master!

Livid, his eyes burning, his hands clutching the table to keep them from trembling, Cassius stood up. Conops entered.

Find the proconsul a cabin, Conops. Let him have his slave to wait on him, but remove the cabin door and put a Northman to watch him. Change the guard every two hours, day and night.

No need for that, said Cassius. I will pledge my

Take him away, Conops.

Aye, aye, master.

And now you, Prince Herod.

Herod rose to his feet, looking crafty in his Idumaean headdress, but cavalierly at ease. His eyes laughed into Heros. He hardly looked at Tros:

For the sake of a lovely woman, he remarked, I, too, am capable of madness  be she lovely, mind you! Am I prisoner or guest? I make no promises, so I wont break any. Tros, may I visit Pelusium? May I use your rowboat? May I have an escort? May I have some money? I might find something fit to eat and drink. I might even find an amusing woman. I might even pick up information.

Tros nodded, summoned Sigurdsen and gave the necessary order. Herod went out, smiling. Tros took hold of Heros hag-slave by the neck and pitched her through the cabin door. He slammed it  bolted it.

Well, girl?

Lover! Tros, youre perfect!


CHAPTER XXXIII. He was kind to me. He tried to seduce me.

They who laugh at a commanders failure, usually lack ability or will to understand the nature of his problem. Detail, detail, detail, each dependent on anothers or a hundred others loyalty, devotion, skill, intelligence, obedience and health. One sick man, fretting faithfully to do his stint, unknowingly, unknown, may wreck a well-imagined strategy before its details unfold. I have heard self-styled critics speak  aye, and I have read the books of some historians who write, as if a warship can put to sea without a thousand cares first well attended. And, if a ship, what of a fleet? What of an army? It is a pity, for their foes sake, that some critics are not taken at their own evaluation and entrusted with command.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Tross first care was to make his position reasonably safe. Having challenged Cleopatra, he had no intention of being caught off-guard, and no man in the world had had more experience than he of her genius for springing surprises. She and Charmion believed themselves incapable of treachery, but praised it with an almost religious zeal. Between them, they where quite capable of turning the tables. That was one reason why he had given the Queen the irreducible minimum of time in which to comply with the terms of his ultimatum.

Tros hoped, and half-believed that the Queen would yield, or would offer to compromise, if only to prevent him from doing what actually nothing could induce him to do. He despised Cassius. He would not ally himself with Cassius in any event. But the Queen might not realize that. And the Queen might be in the midst of new embarrassments; the sending to sea of the Alexandrine Romans might have removed a political balance-weight and have loosed other forces of discontent. She might be in serious need of Tross strong right arm.

Hero was for immediate action, and small wonder. Her life would have been worth about a minutes purchase if the Queens agents could catch her. It was a new and difficult experience for Tros to argue with her; he was too long used to reaching his own decisions in silence, then issuing sudden commands and being instantly obeyed. But he listened to her. He weighed her impatient counsel, in the scale of his own experience, against his own opinion. He already knew what he would do with Cassius, he needed no advice as to how to treat that specimen. But he knew he had to get on working terms with Hero. He and she had to learn to be more to each other than merely lovers, or than merely boon companions-in-arms.

Tros had already thought of that. Antony wouldnt thank to Mark Antony, against any reasonable terms that Antony can offer! I remember Antony well; he is an opportunist with a reputation for keeping his word. He was kind to me when I was a prisoner in Rome. He tried to seduce me. I think he even thought of begging me from Caesar.

Tros had already thought of that. Antony wouldnt thank us, he answered. He would either have to kill Cassius or make terms with him. If he killed him, that would offend everyone in Rome who disliked Caesar. Antony has plenty of political enemies; he cant afford to give them such a talking point as that. If, on the other hand, he made terms with Cassius, that would reveal his own hypocrisy. Antony was Caesars friend; Cassius was Caesars murderer. It would give Octavian, Caesarss heir, a fresh excuse for quarrel. Antony has Octavian and Lepidus to deal with, and the three men hate each other like hungry dogs. If the latest advices from Rome are as true as old Esias and his partners think they are, the Triumvirate has only patched up its quarrels in order to present a united front against Sextus Pompeius, who is ravaging the coasts of Italy. True, we have two good ships. But between here and Rome we might meet Cassiuss and Brutuss fleet, commanded by Ahenobarbus; or we might meet an overwhelming force of pirates; or we might fall foul of Sextus Pompeius.

But why wait here? she objected. I think Herod is plotting against us in Pelusium.

Not Herod! He is too afraid of falling into Cleopatras hands.

Do you trust him?

Not I! But I trust his intelligence to tell him on which plate lies the choice meat.

Will you surrender Cassius to Cleopatra?

Tros laughed. I wish her no such dilemma. It wouldnt profit you and me to see Egypt ruined. If Cleopatra should kill Cassius, that would give Rome a perfect excuse for forgetting its own quarrels and making immediate war on Egypt. The Triumvirate would patch up peace with Brutus and descend on Egypt for the plunder. They need it. Romes treasury must be emptier than it was in the Punic Wars. But if Cleopatra didnt kill him, that would amount to the same thing; they would accuse her of giving aid and comfort to Romes enemy. They might even make terms with Sextus Pompeius for the sake of his ship.

Cleopatra will never forgive either of us, Hero answered. I know she wont, because I know I wouldnt. She will be our enemy forever, and she will never believe we havent designs on her throne.

That is not a reason why I should betray Egypt to plunder and rape by Roman armies. Girl, what we need is a safe port, in which to build the ship we need, for our voyage around the world. There is no other port as good as Alexandria. There, is all my money. There, my friends are. There, is the collected information that I shall need for the voyage. First let us save Egypt from Cassius, if we can, without strengthening Rome.

But we are pirates! If Cleopatra should destroy us all, including Cassius, not even Rome could accuse her of insulting Roman dignity!

Tros had thought of that, too. He demanded from Leander a good vedette boat. He sent that to sea, to keep station between the off-lying shoals, with orders to hurry in and report anything that might even look like Cleopatras or any other war-fleet on the sky-line. Then he himself went to inspect the shipping in the maze of canals that constituted Pelusium Harbor. He demanded, and took, two big sailing barges of the type that bore coastwise traffic  seaworthy  fairly fast. Into those he ordered all the cargo and munitions of war moved from his own two battle-broken vessels.

As many of the wounded as were willing were sent ashore, to take their chance in Pelusium. But few were willing. The city had a reputation. Its maze of booth-built slums contained more desperate rogues than any other city in the world, not even Rome excepted. Pelusium was a port of refuge for runaway slaves, deserters, fugitives from justice, absconding debtors, rebels against foreign governments. All of them were nominally subject to enforced labor. They were very seldom paid. They were always alert for a chance to murder and rob. The Pelusium gibbets were a stenching eye-sore. The slave-traders of Pelusium were the worlds worst  far worse than those of Delos or Athens; they were reckless of human life because only well-educated men, or very pretty and obscenely well-trained girls were worth as much as a load-galled ass.

So awnings had to be spread on the barge decks, and the wounded laid beneath those, to make room on the crowded biremes, where there was work going on to make them better fit for battle. Sigurdsens mens stolen women were put to work to nurse the wounded, but they were not good for much except to fan away flies. The doctor had to whip a number of them; and they were in the way of the men who were working cargo.

Tros had well earned Leanders gratitude, but he didnt trust him for a minute. He thought well enough of him to suspect that, given his choice without too much danger to himself, he would be loyal to the Queen. Leander had a great number of troops wider his command. They, and the majority of their Officers were almost worthless, polyglot, poorly paid and ill-treated-scourings from all over the world. But Leander was an experienced guards officer, who would know how to make them obey. He had probably hanged a lot of them already. There was a lot of bugle blowing in the garrison compounds within the fortress walls. There was drill going on. Leander was energetically taking hold. He wasnt likely to attack the biremes without definite orders from the Queen, but he was probably getting ready for any contingency. He would be a fool if he hadnt used the pigeon post to keep the Queen informed.

Meanwhile, however, Leander promptly responded to Tross requests for provisions, wine and water. He even invited Tros ashore to come and confer with him. But Tros declined the offer, shrewdly guessing that the Queen or Charmion had sent by pigeon post a carefully detailed plan for a trap. That Tros didnt walk into it wasnt likely to increase the Queens good opinion of Leander, and that was in a way unfortunate, because Leander might do something on his own initiative to reestablish himself in the Queens confidence.

The certainties were few, the probabilities many, the possibilities almost infinite in number. It absolutely certain that a tremendous climax was impending. It was equally certain, in Tross mind, and even Hero was beginning to appreciate it, that Tros would do nothing that he could safely avoid that might endanger Cleopatras throne. It was not in him to humiliate, more than might be absolutely necessary, a former friend whose excruciating difficulties he well understood.

It was another certainty that Cassius was fuming himself, in a stifling cabin, into a condition in which he should be tolerably easy to manage. Cassius, no doubt, was undergoing mental torture and Tros didnt spare him one pang of it. To a man like Cassius it was very likely nearly as bad as the physical sufferings that his agents had inflicted on the Syrians and Jews in efforts to discover their hidden money. It was equally certain that both Cassius and Cleopatra would wish, if possible, to suppress the whole story of the attempted invasion: Cassius for the sake of his dignity, Cleopatra for obvious diplomatic reasons.

But what would the Queen do? Tros didnt know. He couldnt guess. It seemed probable that if the Queen should have her way, there would be an attempt at diplomatic trickery of some ingenious sort. She would offer a compromise, and something might come of that. But if Charmions insistence should prevail, there would be an attempt to use overwhelming force; there would be troops on the march already. The Queens ministers, on the other hand, well knowing how undependable the troops were, and whose fault it was, would be likely to propose the despatch of couriers to pretend to negotiate terms but actually to attempt murder  perhaps to poison the supplies from Pelusium. Tros was very careful to try out the food, wine and water on his prisoners before he let it be served to his men.

Meanwhile, he carefully read Cassiuss correspondence. There were, not remarkably surprising, but immensely revealing letters from Pausanias, and from several of Cleopatras ministers and generals, most of them asking for bribes in advance, in exchange for more or less vague promises. There was next to nothing that bore Cassiuss signature. But there was one priceless document, written in Charmions spidery hand. Far from suggesting she was a traitress, it seemed to confirm her loyalty to Cleopatra; probably the Queen had seen it before it was sent. But it convicted Cassius beyond a reasonable doubt of treachery to Brutus. Tros gleefully packed it away, on the top of the pile.

Then he and Hero examined prisoners for information, and he put Tarquinius to the same task. Hero was very good at it. She could persuade men to talk, who quite reasonably would have preferred death to telling Tros what they knew. Little by little, hint by hint, betrayal by betrayal, Cassiuss predicament was unfolded; it became intelligible why he had run such an apparently insane risk. One of Cassiuss lictors, whom he had recently caused to be flogged  an illegally outrageous treatment of a Roman citizen  was seduced by Tarquiniuss guile to reveal the details of Cassiuss quarrel with two of his generals, whom he had not dared to try to discipline. Tarquinius himself was an unreliable but prolific fountain of information, very eager now to win Tross confidence.

The captured rowers, fettered, flogged and half-fed, nearly all Jew farm-lads but some of them fishermen, were grateful for being unfettered and rather skeptically encouraged by Tross promise of freedom before long. But they had little or no information to give worth listening to. Force had to be used to put a number of them on the barges to man the hurriedly improvised oar-benches. They would have preferred to remain on the biremes, where they felt protected. As far as possible Tros separated relative from relative and friend from friend, retaining one lot on the biremes to release his own best men for battle duty and sending the other lot to the barges, where they were likely to obey orders rather than run away and lose touch with their friends. But he set several squads of archers to shoot any who tried to escape.

The townspeople of Pelusium had no means of making trouble. The ford  the notorious, treacherous ford, through which so many armies in the course of centuries had waded, one way or the other in the course of the ebb and flow of Egypts history, was commanded by Tross archers. Not a man dared try to cross the ford without his leave; not a boat dared approach from Pelusium without signalling first for permission. Both river banks were protected by wide swamps and high reeds, and he posted a few of his most reliable men beyond the reeds, to give warning of any attempt to outflank his position.

Evidently Cassius had already thought of a tempting proposal to make. He kept sending his slave to request a conference. But Tros would have nothing to say to him. He allowed Casius on deck for an hour at a time, under the exasperating supervision of a Northman sentry. The crew showed him no deference. The men at work repairing bulwarks and remounting arrow-engines, cursed him when he got in their way. Finally, Cassius lost his temper and abused Tros scurrilously from as near as the Northman would let him approach. The Northman sentry promptly hustled him below. Cassius was playing into Tross hands. Tros understood him. He was quite sure of what he would do with Cassius.

Hero was really the most distracting problem. Tros loved her. He wasnt a man who loved or did any other thing by halves. He knew she loved him. He perceived both justice and expediency in revealing to her as much as he could of his thoughts, and all his plans. But it was difficult. She had none of Cleopatras mistrust of a friend; less than none of a lover. She was too trusting, too inclined to attribute superhuman virtues to whomever she admired, and she admired Tros with every fibre of her being. But she had even more than Cleopatras share of audacity, curiosity, delight in swift solutions. Her recent taste of dangerous independence, and release from the mental torture of being surrounded by politicians whom she knew she couldnt trust, caused her to tax Tross patience more than she guessed. She wanted to know everything. She wanted to know Tross thoughts before he had had time to think them.

She was amorous. Her frankly passionate interruption of Tross meditations delighted the crew, but they gave the observant hypocrite Cassius abundant opportunities to sneer. Himself a notorious lecher, he seemed to think it politic to hold her in contempt as being not much better than a prostitute. He smiled with superior disdain, too, at Tros, whose notorious chastity had given rise, wherever Tros was known, to all sorts of surmises. The long imprisoned flood tide of Tross manhood couldnt break bounds secretly  not on a crowded ship, no matter what small privacy the deckhouse cabin provided. Perhaps Cassius hoped to assume, in Tross eyes, a superior standard of wisdom and moral restraint, that should serve his purpose in the hour of bargaining for terms. Cassius, whatever his motive  and it may have been mere malice  sneered.

Tros, having made up his mind, like most one-woman men, was squandrous of indulgence of mind and body. A man cant answer incessant questions, listen to eagerly given advice, make vigorous love, and simultaneously ponder a strategic problem that involves at least a dozen unknown quantities.

It may have been love-making, and Heros impatient attempts to become Tross one indispensable luxury, friend and confidante, that caused him almost to incur disaster. If so, he never blamed her for it. He was one of those rare individuals who blame none but themselves for whatever happens. As commander, he believed it was his business to foresee, not to be confused by personal distractions. He could forgive anyone, except himself, for almost anything except treachery in the guise of friendship.


CHAPTER XXXIV. Are you here to preach to me, Olympus?

There are some who are too proud to yield until compelled by force of arms. They are not to be blamed. It is their privilege; I also, if I think my cause is just, maintain it to the last breath. But let them not blame me when I accept the challenge. I will yield anything for friendships sake, except a principle that I believe is right.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



It was hardly daylight, but the kites were already circling over the marshy suburbs of Pelusium, when Tross scouts brought word that an army was on the march from the direction of Alexandria.

Almost simultaneously, from the direction of the ford, came Olympus in a boat rowed by eight slaves. The Queen had picked her man well. Strictly unofficial. Discreet. Indubitably loyal to the throne, and Tros would by likely to believe him, even though he might withhold important truth; no one, not even the Queen herself, could persuade Olympus to be a downright liar.

Tros gave him plenty of time to observe the martial readiness that reigned from stem to stern. He looked dog-tired. He must have travelled by relays of racing camels. Tros donned his armor and the purple cloak over it, watching through the midship deckhouse port for symptoms of Olympuss state of mind, himself agreeably aware that no one less than Cleopatras sister with her own royal hands was wiping fingermarks from his gleaming corselet.

But the court astrologer-physician, half-Greek half-Egyptian, learned in all the arts, leanly ascetic, was not the man to reveal thought on the surface. Dressed in the loosely flowing robes of a philosopher, tall, solemn, he stood on the deck like a prophet of doom, observant but asserting nothing.

So presently Tros strode forth. He embraced Olympus. The crew stood to attention with a clang and thump of arms. The dignity and circumstance of proper compliment were as important to Tros as the forms of religious ceremony. The utterly unmartial Olympus gravely acknowledged the salute of men whose art and mystery were war. Then, arm-in-arm with Tros, he walked aft to the only place on the crowded ship where it was possible to talk without being overheard. Even so, he spoke low-voiced:

Tros, you appear to be caught in no such trap as the Queen imagines. Pausanias brought your message. He even confessed it was you who had forced him to obey the Queens warrant to turn over the command of the fort to Leander. But the Queens spies were hard on his heels. He knew it. He didnt dare not to be truthful. He knew his enemies were urging the Queen to have him executed. The pigeon post brought details of the battle, and the Queen laughed gaily at the news of Cassiuss predicament, before she realized what it might mean to her. It seemed to me that in the first flush she was proud of you, and pleased. But Pausanias told her  hoping, I suppose, to curry favour that he badly needs  that your ships, and the captured biremes, too, are on the mud and unfit to defend. He said your crew was decimated in the battle and that you cant escape. She perceived the implications. So she sent me to talk matters over.

Do you bring her answer to my message? Tros asked.

Officially, no. General Antyllus brings it, and two thousand men, I believe, to help him say it plainly. But privately, yes. Royal Egypt has not altogether forgotten she is Cleopatra, who is beholden to you for many a brave deed you have done in her behalf.

She was wise to send you, Tros answered. Lover of hints and reticences though you are, I know you will tell no lies. I demanded a letter from her, in her own writing, signed with her name, and sealed. What of it?

Olympus smiled. She is Cleopatra, who admires you, remembers your services, sympathizes with your ambition to go sailing around the world. But she is also Royal Egypt. She is very angry with you. She needs your sword, but you have flouted her dignity. It is not to be expected that she would dream of writing such a letter as Pausanias said you demand. She has imprisoned him for having dared speak such insolence. She was so indignant that she even forgave Charmion for having interfered, and bungled, and let you escape by sea. Women are contradictory creatures.

Aye, Tros answered. I know all that, I have learned it. If I had loved Charmion, the Queen would have been her enemy and mine. If Charmion had been my friend in spite of my not loving her, the Queen would have married her off to some provincial governor. That Charmion hates me because I would not love her, is good, says the Queen. That she hates me more because I would not love the Queen her mistress, is better; that spells loyalty and vigilance. But if Charmions attempts to have me killed had been successful, she would have had her poisoned in a dungeon. Because Charmion tried, and failed, she kisses her and restores her to favor. Yes, I understand that.

The Queen, said Olympus, has no more loyal friend than Charmion. She is a better master of spies than perhaps a man alight be. Cleopatra relies on Charmions jealousy more than she trusts my reading of the heavens. She values me. She even fears my reproof. But she is not my friend. I am her servant. After I had read for her the indications of the stars, she sent me to reason with you, knowing you would trust me to tell you the truth.

What madness does she plan next? Tros asked. What has become of all the Romans whom she sent to sea in thirty rotten ships?

Who knows? said Olympus. Cassius demanded it. She complied. They are at sea without an escort. But I came to speak of other matters.

He was interrupted by the arrival of Conops, who came, rowed from the other bireme. Tros made a gesture for silence while he listened to Conopss report. Conops never had trusted Olympus. His one eye almost skewered the astrologer. His bow legs were as expressive as a Romans of insolent suspicion. He stood still, silent until Tros bung-started him:

You unseamanly leper! Rot me any fighting man who hasnt manners! Where is your salute for your captains guest?

Conops saluted Olympus, exactly, smartly, but with irrepressible contempt. Tros resumed his homily:

You filthy rogue, you havent shaved!

I was up all night, master. Weve had to forge new straps for the futtocks to hold her together, and weve had to build a [...line missing...] collision. That two hours battle did a sight more than two days damage to hull and rigging. And our grapnels broke the bulwark; weve had to carpenter that. There was pride in his eye. But all the same, weve whipped the gear and cargo from the sunken ship, and from the other ship, too  tallied it all and stevedored it proper into those Gyppy grain barges. Were tight. We arent leaking a dram. We can put to sea in a minute.

That is no excuse for looking like a drunken longshore tout! There is rust on your armor! I might have guessed what would come of promoting a dissolute toss-pot to command a ship! A fine example to your men! Are you ashamed of yourself, you evil-smelling blackguard?

Yes, master. Conops looked about as ashamed as a fish, but slightly more discreet.

Deliver your report.

They opened the city gates at daybreak, master  but theyve shut them again. Theres an army coming. The scouts I sent ashore report at least two thousand men  about one hours march away along the shore road  that look as if theyd marched all night. Fifty chariots, two hundred of the Queens mounted guards, and the rest infantry, mostly archers. No baggage train to speak of.

Summon Sigurdsen!

Conops fell away. The gigantic Northman came slowly, making the most of his recent wounds. Conops had neither rank nor breeding, but had been given command of a captured bireme. Sigurdsen, whose ancestors were kings since long before even the skalds began to memorize legends, was under Tross more immediate eye, second-in-command on Tross ship. But Sigurdsen knew Tros too well to speak of it. He tried to appear to ignore Conops  too proud to appear to hate him.

Sigurdsen  get her about by oar. Anchor by the stern. Be ready to escape to sea.

Aye.

Sigurdsen went and stood on the roof of the midship deckhouse. On any Roman ship that was, the easiest place from which to control the oars and con manoeuvres. Tros growled at Conops:

Go and clean yourself, you lecher. Let me catch you again unshaven after daybreak in the presence of your betters and Ill send you to the lower oar-bench to learn manners! Tell off a couple of wounded men to scour your armor. Get those boats on deck, and get your ship about. Feed your crew and stand by, ready to lead seaward when I signal. The two barges are to follow you. I will be rear-guard.

Aye, aye, master.

And now, you pardon, Olympus. Loyal rogues such as that one are too scarce in the world to be allowed to lack correction. We were saying  the Queen knows  ?

More than you know, said Olympus, saving that she does not know these ships are fit to put to sea. She knows that the proconsul Cassius is your prisoner on this bireme. She knows that once again you have spared the spy Tarquinius, and that you have him also. She knows that Prince Herod was with Cassius on the bireme, and that Cassius intended to make Herod King of Egypt, and to marry her to Herod, or to kill her if she would not. She knows that the girl whom you sent to the throne of Cyprus, calling herself Arsinoe is her own bastard sister Boidion. She knows that Hero, whom you have on this ship, and whose bed you share, is none other than her blood-sister Arsinoe, whom she hates and envies.

Without reason, said Tros.

Olympus corrected him. Nay. She is a woman. She has reason enough. Was Arsinoe, whom you call Hero and for whom you dare audacities, not Cleopatras rival for the throne of Egypt? Her successful rival for a while! She drove Cleopatra from the throne. Had it not been for Caesar, and incidentally you, Cleopatra might have died in exile. That is reason enough for any womans hatred. And now that the girl has changed her name to Hero, has she not for lover Tros of Samothrace, the very man whom Cleopatra wished to take dead Caesars place beside her on the throne? That, Tros, is a reason for bitterness. And as for envy, do you think a queen who raised and led an army at the age of eighteen, and who loves danger, who admires courage, who perceives the spiritual value of adventure on the Battlefield of Time, does not longingly envy the girl whom you have dared to steal that she may share your deeds?

Are you here to preach to me, Olympus?

No, but as your friend, to tell you what the Queen thinks and knows. Plague rages in Alexandria. Many say it is the vengeance of the gods on account of the sins of the court of Egypt. There are riots. The Jews are becoming troublesome again. The Queen needs all her troops. Nevertheless, she sends an army to destroy you, if she must. But she knows what is happening in Rome, and she would trust you to negotiate with Antony. So she sends me in advance of the army, to offer terms.

Tros laughed. It is I, Olympus, who will dictate terms, if there is ever again to be peace between her and me.

I read the heavens for her, said Olympus. I told her she may snatch peace from the very throat of war. But, as usual, she put her own interpretation on it. She has news from her spies in Rome and a letter from Mark Antony. He has patched up a peace with Octavian. He and Octavian have proscribed their enemies. There is such a slaughter in Rome, such butchery and confiscations as have not been seen since Sullas day. Antony has even had Cicero murdered. Antony begs her again for corn and money, at the same time warning her against intrigue with Cassius and Brutus. She hates Cassius and Brutus; they slew Caesar. She rather likes Mark Antony; he was Caesars friend. She believes she can manage Antony, if she can help to make him master of the Roman world.

Aye, Olympus, she fired Caesar with that ambition. When his enemies slew him, she chose me. But I would not, and I will not.

Now she chooses Antony. Tros, she will forgive you, if you ask it. She will make you free of Alexandria. She will forget, and deny to the world who Hero is, and she will recognize her as your wife. She will aid you to build a new ship  aye, and defray the cost of it; and she will speed you forth on your voyage

If?

If you will surrender to her Gains Longinus Cassius

For her to treat as once they treated Pompey on the beach not far from here?

For her to treat as Antony shall dictate.

I will not, Tros answered. I will make my own terms with Cassius. You may tell the Queen I will not stoop to being a catspaw for a woman whose promises die barren on her lying lips.

Olympus shuddered.

She had the malice, Olympus, less than a week ago, thinking she had Hero in her clutches, to threaten to show me Heros head on the torturers pike, unless I would go and do her errand at my own risk. But it was Heros slave who was in prison, and even she is now on my ship.

Cassius is a merciless, rapacious devil, said Olympus. Does it become you to befriend him?

Tros smiled. Let Cassius answer!

From a hatch, within six feet of Olympuss back, the head of Cassius emerged. He looked like a ghost coming out of a tomb.


CHAPTER XXXV. Olympus, you may tell the Queen

One of the hardest tasks for a commander is to draw the line between personal inclination, that is sometimes honorably hesitant, and the duty toward his men that never demands less than resolution and decision.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Cassius was wearing a plain white patrician toga, not exactly clean. He glanced sourly at his disrobed lictors, who were scrubbing the deck under the scornful eye of one of Tross decurions. Very closely followed by a red-bearded Northman in armor, and attended by his personal slave, who carried towels, shaving bowl and razor, Cassius looked exactly what he was  a mean, rapacious cynic, suffering from indigestion. Insomnia, exasperating, hurt pride and the prevalent Syrian ague made him tremble in spite of his effort to seem proudly contemptuous. Lean though he was and strong-sinewed, he had the pear-shaped belly of a debauchee; it was only partly concealed by a rather evident corset. His glittering, almost-black eyes searched Olympuss face. He ignored Tros. He put a hand on the Northmans shoulder to steady himself as he turned his back and walked forward. The slave found him a box to sit on, and he learned back against the slaves legs to be shaved with a gold-handled razor and scented Damascus shaving-cream.

Suddenly the masthead lookout shouted an alarm. Three scouts from the approaching army, perched high on camels, peered over the high reeds on the western bank. Both biremes became alive with pugnacious interest. Six of Tross master archers pulled the covers off their bows and betted noisily with the men near them. They demanded long odds because the range looked too great, but they could gauge it fairly accurately by means of little slotted sticks that they held at arms length. A decurion, remarking that the archers had the early sun behind them, set the odds at two to one against a hit by any of the six. They laid their money on the deck and it was promptly covered by a shower of coins that the decurion raked together with his foot. The archers drew.

Stag-gut bow-strings twanged a staccato volley amid breathless silence. Six arrows, all aimed at the nearest camel-rider, twanged away and curved in an elipse like shooting stars  one wide  two short  the camel-man struck two aside with his riding stick. The sixth one hit him in the mouth. He vanished. The other camel-riders fled. The crew roared and the archers claimed their money.

Queens men! said Olympus, frowning.

Aye, Tros answered. My mens answer to her calling me a pirate. She shall have an answer from me also.

The shaving slave, startled by the bow-twang, cut Cassius, who struck him savagely in the face with the first thing to hand  a wet ropes end. The lookout man at the masthead shouted again: Prince Herod was on the way, in a boat from Pelusium, followed in a second boat by the armed escort that Tros had lent him.

Olympus spoke again: You befriend Herod?

Aye. A humorist. Better to be trusted than a pompous humbug  aye, or than Leander. Herod has been keeping bad company. To accept Cassiuss backing was a diplomatic error that I think he thoroughly regrets.

The Queen would pay you for him, said Olympus. She could make a catspaw of Herod.

I dont doubt it.

Hero came out of the midship cabin, where a slave had been washing her hair; it reached to her waist and shone in the sun like spun gold. She was wearing gilded sandals, sent from the city by Herod, who had found them in a shop in Pelusium. He had a gift for making tactful presents, paid for with other peoples money. Her only other visible garment was a rose-colored himation of exquisitely woven linen. She greeted Cassius and enquired civilly about his ague. He answered tartly:

Cant you see I am at my toilet? Have you no sense of decency?

Heros hideous slave, who lurked behind her, made murderous faces more like an apes than a human beings. Tros beckoned to Hero to come and greet Olympus. She was quite capable of rebuking Cassius, but Tros preferred to take that duty on himself. He went and stared at Cassius as if he were a specimen on exhibition.

I have just refused, he said, to send you in chains to Alexandria. If I should change my mind

Cassius shrugged his shoulders insolently. I am not afraid of your changing it. You are not such a fool as to forego my ransom, and youd never get it if Cleopatra once set hands on me. So dont waste empty threats. Surely you dont expect me to be humble to a pirates mistress? Are you going to sea now? Where are my officers?

They are in the fort in Pelusium. Leander will send them to Cleopatra. She is likely to send them to Rome, to betray your plans to Antony.

Cassius bit his lip, then answered slowly in a harsh voice:

Tros, for each one of my officers, when your day comes to be crucified for these indignities to me, I will remember to order you scourged with a hundred extra lashes.

The biremes oars ceased churning; she was headed seaward now, anchored stern to the stream. Sigurdsen handed himself carefully down from the deckhouse roof and stood with his hand on his hips. He had overheard:

Lord Captain, you should have killed him when we caught him!

Tros turned his back. It was after all rather beneath his dignity to have words with a prisoner. His lieutenant could do it. Sigurdsen, in execrable Greek, let flow a torrent of ill temper that wasnt sweetened by the ache of healing wounds. He had a voice that could out-roar thunder on a raging sea. He loved Hero. He hated anyone except himself who showed Tros less than courtesy.

You ungrateful dog with a snarl for your betters! he roared at Cassius. In my land we would have tied a rock to your neck and drowned you! Two days gone the Lord Captains lady was your prisoner  insulted  questioned  threatened  gagged  a dagger in her throat! That was your treatment of her. Now you are our prisoner. How does she treat you? Courteously! And you dare to sneer, you mangey Roman wolf that hadnt grace enough to die when the Lord Captain gave you leave to cut your lying throat! You thieving murderer!

Those were fine words from the lips of a Viking, whom Tros had caught and beaten to his knees up Thames-mouth, raiding British homesteads for a winters keep and for captured widows for his men! Tros chuckled and walked aft, to eat breakfast with Hero and Olympus  wine, and good wheat porridge soused with honey.

The astrologer was reserved in Heros presence. It alarmed him to be in conference with Cleopatras outlawed sister. As a mystic, he admired her courage, because true courage is the mystics goal; but as an ascetic he shrank from her physical loveliness. Such beauty as hers unnerved him more than the sight of death, that he could face unflinching. And Olympus lacked laughter; he could neither understand nor share a girls delight in flouting tradition and convention, to live dangerously with the man she loved.

Tros respected and even, in his own way, loved Olympus. But he spared him none of the discomfort that a man of mysteries and half veiled confidences feels in the presence of rebels against a throne upheld by priestly influence. More than a priest, Olympus was a lay communicant of far-off Philae, the unacknowledged but actual envoy at the court of Egypt of the Hierophants, whose names not even kings might know. It shocked Olympus to hear irreverence. Hero was irreverent of everything on earth except her own determination to share Tross adventures and become the mother of his sons. Young though she was, she had suffered more than most women. But she knew the sting of public degradation and the cruelty of glory. Ptolemy though she was and blood-royal of the proudest lineage on earth, she had none of her sister Cleopatras faith in the divinity of kings. She had been taught she was a daughter of the god Zeus-Ammon, and no one who valued his reputation for respectability would have dared to doubt that teaching. But Hero had the gift of self-ridicule. She only spoke respectfully of gods and goddesses, like Tros, for diplomatic reasons, to impress or else not to offend less thoughtful folk. She could talk with outrageous wit about her mothers indiscretion with an adulterous god and her father, King Ptolemys cuckoldry. She had not yet understood the stubborn ruggedness of Tross mysticism. Nor did she quite understand his respect for the gloomy astrologer.

So she was inclined to poke fun at Olympus. He viewed life seriously. He believed her a mere pleasure-huntress.

Do the stars foretell another Caesar? she asked. Will Cleopatra reduce him, and then deify him, so that he may make her Queen of the World, as Caesar tried to?

The heavens foretell terror, said Olympus. Wars, famine, pestilence.

And for Egypt?

Night.

Retort dwelt on her lips while she watched Herod come overside, followed by Tarquinius, who had been sent ashore to bid Herod make haste. Herods slave, the Northman escort and all the rowers came up burdened with flowers, fruit, choice wine and prodigious quantity of delectable things to eat, such as suckling pig, geese and guinea fowl.

Egyptian night! said Hero. Cleopatras anger glowing like coals in the darkness! What a night for her lover!

Olympus frowned. Herod, with the handsomest eyes and features in the world, and the winningest smile, framed in his Idumean headdress of striped Chinese silk, strolled up and whispered to Tros:

Leander conspires with Antyllus! Make haste! Then he took some flowers from the slave behind him and handed them to Hero.

Vipers in them? she suggested. Like the hidden meanings in your compliments?

He laughed. Adorable woman, you flatter me. My thoughts and feelings are an open book. I envy Tros and cant conceal, it, but Im afraid of him, and I need him even more than I desire you. When you were Queen of Cyprus I would have come and carried you off, if I could have raised the money and men. I did have an understanding with the pirate Anchises. But Tros, with his usual good luck, defeated and slew him. I fear, too, that even if Anchises had defeated Tros, he would have had too much good sense to hand you over to me.

He beckoned Tros aside, smiling as if he had a joke to tell:

Our friend Leander just now offered me a talent  mind you a whole talent, almost a Caesarian sum of money, I have never seen a whole talent  to detain you here at anchor until Antyllus can cut off your retreat. It seems there are some barges that someone has told him about, hidden in the reeds to escape the tax on unused bottoms. He believes he can load them with sand and sink them between you and the sea. So I borrowed some money from Leander and bought provisions for a banquet, to detain you. Are your cooks as deadly as your archers?

Tros ordered a signal made ready to hoist to the yardarm. He cautioned the drum and cymbal men to be ready to beat time for the oars. But there was no need for haste, or he thought not. He knew how difficult Leanders task would be to block the channel; and Olympus was the Queens personal ambassador; there would surely be no hostilities as long as Olympus was on board.

Who has bought Leander? Tros asked.

Herod chuckled: For a guards officer I found Leander almost intelligent. He thought at first of sending me to Cleopatra, in chains. I talked him out of that by reminding him that Cassius, you and Hero, would be more valuable. He cant forestall Antyllus; it is too late for that. But he can cooperate. I promised to betray you all, in exchange for his promise to pay me a talent as soon as youre captured or killed. Two promises of equal value. You had better hurry.

Olympus overheard: Tros, Leander promised faithfully to give me time to negotiate. This is not my doing. If he has betrayed you

Herod interrupted: Tros, why shouldnt he betray you? All you did was to spare his life, give him money and a lot of prisoners to hold for ransom, and then hoist him into high command! Gratitude is such a greasy emotion.

Tros faced Olympus. Jew Esias, he said, has nearly all my money. Tell the Queen to keep her hands off Esias.

Herod interrupted: If I wanted to make trouble for her, I would tempt her to antagonize the Jews. I know them!

I will not be a bearer of threats, said Olympus.

Tell the Queen that she has thrown my friendship to the winds, and I regret it. I will never again negotiate with her except on terms of give me what I ask, or take the consequences.

But that, too, is a threat, Olympus objected.

It is the plain truth. You may say so.

Herod laughed. I doubt it. Nobody tells the truth to kings and queens.

And you may tell the Queen, said Tros, that I demand from her my Basque seamen, whom she seized and condemned. I admit that they slew a dozen or more of the Queens police. But what of it? They have been punished enough. I need them. I will have them. If not, I will seize indemnity from her such as shall make her wish she had never seen my sail nor known me.

I will not be a mouthpiece of threats, Olympus insisted. But he could get no other message.

Tell her this from me, said Hero, I am not her sister! I am happy with the man she couldnt seduce! Tell her that Tross arms are more wonderful than glory itself. Say his breath isnt bad like old toothache Caesars!  Say that!

Herod interrupted, chuckling: Say it tenderly, Olympus. Say it without malice!

Conops was signalling wildly from the other bireme. Mounted men, on tired horses, had ridden into the ford to get a view of Tross ships, but Conopss signals indicated danger to the northward in the direction of the sea. Tros ordered his signal hoisted to the yardarm. The anchors of all four vessels began coming in hand-over-hand. Sigurdsen signalled to the oar-bank with a roll of drums. There were shouted commands and the thunder of oars against the tholes.

And now, Olympus, farewell. Give my greetings to Jew-Esias, and to any other man in Alexandria who bears me good will.

Farewell, said Olympus, smiling, rather wanly; he looked gloomier than ever. I hoped to make peace.

You shall see peace between us when she yields, Tros answered.

They embraced. The crew saluted. Sigurdsens men helped Olympus into his boat. Tros climbed to the midship quarter deck:

Both banks  both sides  half speed  forward!

The bireme slid seaward, following Conops and the barges. On a tower of the fort there were frantic signals. Tros spoke to a seaman:

Bring my helmet. Then, bull-lunged: Arrow-engines! Archers! Ready! Stand by!

He had delayed too long. The reeds along the river bank were already alive with armed men.


CHAPTER XXXVI. You cant save that bireme!

Certain philosophers, some priests, and many women have accused me of loving war. I hate it. I despise it as an arbiter of quarrels. Would that my intelligence and vigor might be put to a more creative use.

But I have seen that they, whose speech is most contemptuous of warriors, are also they whose blunders, acrimony, ignorance and malice aggravate the quarrels that produce war.

To avoid war, for the sake of friendship, aye, to prevent a quarrel, I am willing to risk all that I have and to forego my own ambition. But I will yield to no tyrant. And, when I find myself at war, I choose to win.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



A wonderful day for a fight, said Herod, glancing at the blue sky.

Hero ran for her armor. The Northman hustled Cassius into the midship deckhouse. Two of Tross bodyguard came and stood near him; of the remaining eight, three were too badly wounded to stand up; the others were under Conopss orders on the other bireme.

Sigurdsen had the helm; Tros ordered Sigurdsen to follow exactly astern of the leading vessels. Ahiram knew the winding course better than Sigurdsen did, but he was delirious on a reed mat forward, likely to die of wounds and being sponged and fanned by an Egyptian woman. More than two score women on the barges set up a melancholy wail because they were leaving Egypt, but they would have wailed louder if they had been left behind. Neither their keening, nor the thump of oars, nor the rustling sigh of the rising wind in the high, reeds even flatted the sharp alarm of Conopss golden trumpet.

Stand to arms! To arms! To arms!

Even the leading barge was already out of sight around a bend of the channel but Conopss mast was visible. There wasnt room to pass the barges; their captains, promoted boatswains very dubious of their Jewish oarsmen, worried by the wounded and women and nervous of new command, hesitated to yield oar-room for fear of fouling the long-shore mud. Tros wished he had let them follow, even at the risk of their rowers jumping overboard. Three times he checked the speed of his own oars, although he could hear the quarreling whine of arrow volleys and the shout of battle. Conops, judging by the erratic movement of his topmast, was in difficulties. It was Conopss first command of a ship of that size. Good sailor though Conops was, the responsibility for ships behind him in a narrow channel might make him lose his head, or his way, which would amount to the same thing. It was easier to enter than to leave Pelusium; on the way out, the only navigable course was masked and made confusing by the reeds and islands.

Hero, dogged by her she-slave and by a bodyguard of four Cilicians, came and stood near Tros, in armor. She was laughing, joking with the master-archers: she imitated them  stuck a dozen arrows upright in the deckhouse roof and called them from Eros, Ajax, Aries, Leanders End  each a name of its own to give it pride of purpose. There was no doubt now of Leanders treachery. General Antylluss men had not had time to reach the river-bank in any considerable number. Antyllus was coming at top speed, screened from view by the reeds but undoubtedly close. Leander must have been secreting men in ambush in the reeds while Olympus held Tros in conversation. Smart work.

A master-archer called to Hero to take a sighting shot at a bird on the wing. She refused. Tros smiled then. Even with his mind on the danger ahead, he would have disciplined her savagely if she had dared to set a bad example. He had given the command to stand by, ready, and that meant eyes on your captain and wait for the word!

The channel widened a little. Downstream of a curving shoal blinded by reeds, it forked and passed on both sides of a swampy island that would not have showed above water at high-Nile. Conops was now in full view. A force that could not possibly be other than Leanders men had stolen its way somehow through reeds on the western bank and had reached the island in fishermens punts and goatskin rafts. Conops had lowered two boats and sent them under cover of his arrow-fire, to cut their boats adrift. They were marooned now on the island, floundering in deep mud amid trampled reeds  perhaps a hundred men.

So far good. But the iron-shod Roman ram of Conopss bireme had fouled the mud on the left bank of the western channel. Antylluss men were arriving in leg-weary groups; they and hundreds of Leanders men were crashing through the reeds to storm Conopss broadside; they were crushing down the reeds into a carpet to give foothold.

Boat away! Tros ordered.

Nine Gauls manned a longboat. It was overside in less than a minute, oars tossed, ready. Tross eyes were up-wind, calculating.

Chalcass squad! Take two fire-pots, Chalcas. Top speed, down the eastern channel, to the north end of that island! Set fire to the reeds!

The boat went away like something shot forth from the biremes side and slipped easily between the barges and the shoal along the eastern river-bank. But the barges, unarmed, loaded with wounded and women, blocked the fairway for the bireme. Herod came out of the deckhouse; he had found some plundered Roman armor, a bit too big for him, particularly the helmet; it made him look rakish and rather foolish, but he studied the situation as if only he could invent the right thing to do.

Cassius, he remarked, has asked his slave to kill him, but the Northman wouldnt permit it; he knocked the slave unconscious.

Conopss bireme, fast on the mud by the bow, had swung outward, broadside to the stream. That gave the Egyptians an enormous advantage; it reduced the number of arrow-engines that Conops could bring to bear on the attacking force. Beyond him, in the eastern channel, just beyond range of his archers, naked laborers were hauling a deeply laden scow out from the reeds and off the mud toward midstream. They obviously intended to sink it and block the channel. There was no way to prevent them. But the other channel, to the eastward of the island, was clear. On the eastern bank there was no enemy. Herod volunteered advice:

Tros, the art of winning consists in giving dogs a bone to gnaw on. You have lost that other bireme. Put to sea, down the eastern channel  quickly, or theyll catch us all!

Tros gave his orders:

Anchor ready! Stand by to let go!

His ram was already within fifty feet of the rearmost barge.

Hold your helm, Sigurdsen! Then, with a right-arm signal to the drums and cymbals: Full ahead! Six strokes! He counted. Stop her! Port oars  inboard!

The cymbals crashed the well-known signal. The oar blades missed the barges shrouds by a hands breadth. Not an oar was broken, nor a rower unseated, as the hulls collided beam to beam. But the barge oars became splintered wreckage. A dozen of the ill-trained Jews were stunned. Others jumped overside; Tross archers, from the stern of the bireme, potted at them, killing some, discouraging the others. The deeply laden barge, rolling from the impact, yielded water, sideways toward the western mud-bank.

Helm hard a-port! Starboard oars, full ahead!

The mud boiled brown in the biremes wake. There was a sickening thud as she touched the mud to starboard, but the speed carried her off into midstream with the wallowing barge behind her.

Hard a-starboard! All oars, full ahead! Steady your helm!

The captain of the leading barge didnt wait to be thrust aside. He let go his anchor and then took the starboard mud-bank, out of range of the enemys archers. Many of his rowers jumped overboard, but he had enough archers on his own deck to shoot them before they could reach land. Some swam back. He only lost four or five rowers, all shot, none drowned or escaped.

Arrow-engines! All archers! Fire when you get the range!

The river widened a bit before it split into two channels, but it shoaled up badly at the head of the island. There appeared to be just exactly room to come about, and there was no other way to save both biremes.

Boat away!

The other eight-oared longboat, manned by Northmen, a particularly smart crew, took the water. Archers were ordered into it, with shields to protect the rowers. A line was passed to them; it was bent to the spare flax anchor warp.

Fight your way in. Make fast! Stay there, under Conopss orders!

Hero tried a long shot, but her arrow fell short of a man on horseback; his horse was sinking in the mud amid the reeds and he was standing in the saddle to direct the men who were working their way toward Conopss bireme. The port side forward arrow-engine let go a volley and slew horse and rider. Herod tried to borrow Heros bow and chaffed her mercilessly. Anchor  let go!

Suddenly it dawned on Herod what Tros intended. The bireme began to come about in midstream as the anchor-cable tautened and the oars obeyed drum and cymbal.

Tros, you madman, you will have us all in chains in Cleopatras dungeon! You cant save that other bireme. Let them have it. Look! Your fools have fired the reeds  the flames are coming down on us like Parthian cavalry! They will leap that channel and burn Conopss ship! They will burn this one too, unless you make haste!

Hero answered him: Tros would give fifty of you for one Conops! And it would be a bargain.

Tross bodyguard abruptly thrust themselves in Herods way. He shrugged his shoulders and went to watch an arrow-engine crew. They had the range of the men in the reeds on the western bank. Their deadly efficiency held him fascinated. Crank, with a quick but carefully gradual strain on the twisted gut cords  load, with an artful sweep of six hands, timed exactly, the triggermans hands last  lay, with eyes, ears, instinct strained for the moving right hand the monosyllabic up  up  right  a trifle up  right of the master-archer, prone on his aiming-beam. Fire! Then again, and again, and again, with the weazel-quick ships boys handing arrows from the baskets to the layers.

The Egyptians had found rafts and cockle-shell boats belonging to local fowlers and fishermen. They dragged them through the reeds to provide foothold on the mud. They were bringing arrow-fire to bear on Tross broadside, at short range. The air screamed. Deck and bulwarks rattled to the impact. Tross and Heros bodyguards were hard at it, turning aside arrows with their bronze shields. The whole deck was a sun-lit wonder of flashing shields in motion. But there were hits. There were men down. Heros gay laugh yelped above the tumult as she made a hit, then swore she made another and leaned exhausted on her bow.

Saving the frenzy of love, said Herod, what excites a woman more than slaying men?

Tros, with the aid of the anchor, worked his ship around by voice and gesture, dead slow, stirring the mud at stern and bow but governing the oars with patient skill that just saved her from going aground. He made haste slowly.

But the flames came fast, hard driven by the north wind. They were coming due south, the full width of the island, which lay northeast by southwest; every reed and tree on it would be burned to the mud. But the fire had done part of its task; it had put the soldiers on the island out of action; rafts and boats gone, they were swimming and trying to wade. There was no longer the slightest chance of their crossing the island to defend the eastern channel; that way to the sea lay open. But Conopss bireme lay fast on the mud, and the flames came roaring like the red-hot scythe of death.

And the Egyptian troops had dragged up carts, planks, baskets, reed mats, broken and abandoned boats, the-roofs and doors of huts. They were making a negotiable causeway from shore to ship, along which four abreast could advance crouching behind their shields and covered by a hail of arrows from the bank behind them.

The crew of Tross longboat were caught in the withering arrow-five. There were nine of them down, including five of the Northmen rowers, before they lay alongside Conopss bireme and passed their line over the stern. But then the new hemp hawser began to pay out from ship to ship, and in two or three minutes the biremes were stern to stern with half a cables length between then, and the cable hummed to the strain of the laboring oars.

The flames roared nearer. Conops had told off a third of his fighting crew to man buckets and drench the decks. But the furled, dry sails were in the path of streaming sparks. Fifty yards to his south the fire had leaped the river; it was raging through the reeds toward him. An Egyptian commander told off a couple of hundred men to stem that menace by cutting the reeds. But the sparks leaped the river again, at their backs, and they were caught between two fires. Tross and Conopss arrow-engines, and all the archers on both vessels, half-blinded by smoke, raked the Egyptian ranks with arrow-fire. The drums and cymbals thundered the full speed oar-boat. The river boiled to the thrash of the oars  the uttermost desperate effort of driven men  to whip  wild harps thrumming and the hoarse bards chanting the bawdy old song of the seventeen sons of Cyclops  oar-bench captains prancing on the midship plank between the towers, shouting, encouraging, beating time. The mud held. The wind increased. The fire came faster.

The Egyptians fled from the terrific heat. They made a circuit inshore along the bank to attack the barges. Conopss bireme caught fire, but his bucket-gang dowsed the flames. Tros quickened the oar-stroke, thunder and crash of drums and cymbals challenging his mens last frenzy of effort  and suddenly the grounded bireme yielded to the strain. Both crews roared. Tross oarsmen quit rowing. They had to be bullied to take up the slack on the tow-rope. The flames crackled along the western bank, a charcoal-black cloud shot with leaping crimson. One barge fast on the mud on the eastern side, was safe from the flames, but not from arrow-fire; Antylluss archers, shooting through the reeds on the western bank, were making it impossible to use the oars to work the barge free. The other barge looked lost; if it didnt fall pray to Antylluss men it would burn in a minute or two; the Jew rowers were leaping overboard.

The river-boats were stacked high on the barges decks, and the long-boats were away; without those there was no reaching the grounded barge. But Tross after arrow-engines, all his archers and all four arrow-engines on the starboard broadside sent a bronze-tipped hail into the reeds. It checked Antylluss men  slaughtered them  smothered their archery. The expenditure of arrows was prodigious; basket after basketful came up from the hold, and the ships boys plucked out the enemys arrows from wherever they stuck in the woodwork. But Conops sent back Tross longboat, and two boats of his own, all loaded with ammunition. Then the Gauls, who had set fire to the reeds, came racing back along the eastern channel.

Tros crowded all four boats with fighting men and sent them to try save the grounded barge. They took a line with them, bent to a tow-rope from the biremes bows. His own anchor came in hand over hand as he headed the bireme upstream, protecting the barge on the eastern mud, to give its crew a chance to haul out into the river. One of the longboats took a line from barge to barge.

The four boats and two decimated companies of Antylluss infantry reached the other barge almost simultaneously. There was a hand-to-hand fight on the deck. Tross archers had to aim into the reeds, to prevent Antyllus from sending in reenforcements; they, would have slain their own friends, and their own wounded and the women had they tried to support the boats crews.

But a boats crew made good with the line. The tow-rope followed. Tros signalled Conops. Both biremes towed with all their weight and might, Tross ship stern first, backing water  a merciless strain on the oarsmen, for about a tenth of the power that they could have exerted forward. But the current helped a little; and so did the strain on the warp between the two barges. Antyllus, or else Leander, from an invisible position beyond the reeds sent in two more companies of infantry, but they were floundering in mud, trampling one another and harassed by Tross arrow-fire. Both barges suddenly lurched off the mud and glided into midstream, almost at the moment when the crimson flame reached the Egyptian infantry.

Cease fire!

A decurion half-stunned an archer with a belaying pin for winging one last arrow on its way, although the arrow slew one of Antylluss men. Tros, who missed nothing, saw it; he promoted the decurion that instant. There was no need to do any more killing. Waist deep in the mud, scores of Antylluss infantry were caught by the fire in the reeds. The smoke, which streamed past Pelusium, effectually blanketed the view to southward, but in the wake of the fire the smoke was thin and the western bank lay exposed. Egyptian cavalry followed the line of the bank, careful to keep out of range of either biremes arrow-engines; they were merely a threat, to prevent a landing, or to report to Antyllus if the biremes should again go aground. Pursuit was now impossible, unless in small boats from Pelusium, which would have to come at top speed in the face of disciplined archery. Antyllus had no means of knowing that Tross reserve of arrows was near exhaustion.

It was a weird retreat toward open sea, led by a scorched bireme, towing a larger one stern first, that in turn towed two laboring barges and four longboats. But the eastern channel was even narrower than the western; there was no chance, for more than two miles, to turn Tross bireme end-for-end; the important business was to get safe to sea.

You won a victory, said Herod. But was it worth the risk? Are the barges full of gold? And is the other bireme loaded with lovely women?

Tros ignored him. Herod turned to Hero: I cant see what Tros was fighting for. He has a good ship under him, in exchange for a couple of hulls that would hardly float. He has Cassius and his correspondence. He has you. He has me  he has the courtesy to call me a guest, but Im a prisoner as a matter of fact, and I shall have to raise a ransom if he demands it. Cassius is going to have to pay through the nose. Why all that fighting for an extra bireme and a brace of barges?

Fifty of Cassius, fifty of you, for one Conops? she answered.

Cassius is a typical Roman politician. But where would you find fifty of me? he retorted. Dont you appreciate my virtues?

Yes, but who trusts you, Herod?

Foolish women and wise men trust me.

He would have said more, but an archer interrupted, saluting and asking Hero for her bow. She gave it to him without thought and was turning away, but he spoke abruptly: How many?

Five that I counted, but some disappeared in the reeds and I couldnt be sure.

The archer laughed. Thats nothing. To hear some of our lads talk, you would say they had each slain at least fifty  and some a hundred. But it takes keen eyes to tell miss from hit in a hot engagement. However

One! said Herod. I am witness that she shot one.

The archer cut one small notch with his dagger on the thick part of the bow. He pricked his own arm and let a drop of blood fall in the notch. Then he gave the bow back and saluted, waiting. Hero turned to Tros:

May I have him?

Tros nodded. She touched the archers shoulder with her bow.

What is your name?

Gorgias.

Unto death, then, Gorgias, I grant you good will and accept you to be my faithful guard by night and day, on land and sea.

The archer knelt and kissed her hand, mightily pleased with himself. There were better archers than he on the ship and men who had been longer in Tross service; but he was the only one who had had wit enough to remember an ancient custom, and to claim a privilege that might not be denied him, provided he had not flinched in battle and his previous record was known and clean.


CHAPTER XXXVII. Captain Conops

No man, no matter how efficient, is fit for promotion if his fear of rivalry, or his desire to appear to excel, prevents him from training a subordinate to be able to take his place at a moments notice.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The vedette boat came racing into the estuary under full sail, reeling before the Levanter that was kicking up a high sea on the shoals. Its crew reported an Egyptian fleet to westward  ten ships. Their sails, high prows and broadsides made a fine show. But they were near the sky-line, using their starboard oars to help them to gain an offing from the lee shore. They were too late, and a lot too timid.

Tros wondered whether Cleopatra would have hanged him if she could have caught him. In her latter-day dark mood she was very different from the boisterous, adventurous, chivalrous girl, who used to be magnanimous to enemies and very loyal to her friends. Nowadays she might prefer to kill, rather than feel under obligation for aid given to her generously in the past. Power had filled her with fear. Fear for her throne had made her heartless.

But now that he was safe to sea Tros had no fear of an Egyptian war-fleet  none whatever. They were big ships, well manned, but they wallowed light on the rising sea and offered too much broadside to the wind, being nothing else than armed corn ships in ballast. Egypt already in Cleopatras fathers day had yielded sea-supremacy to Rome. Cleopatra had not yet had time, since Caesars death, to build a fighting navy and to train good crews. She had no conception of the value of command of the sea. Her sea-captains, too, were men who knew Tross battle record. They might have been willing to blockade him in the Nile until the garrison of Pelusium could finish him off; but not to meet him at sea. When he turned toward them they all changed helm and started home, no doubt to report to the Queen that they hadnt seen his sail.

When he had done piloting through the shoals and had turned the ship over to Sigurdsen, he and Hero inspected the wounded, recommending dreadful surgery  consulting with the men who thought themselves beyond hope of recovery and who wished to be killed; persuading some to try to live by threats of burial at sea  a prospect that no honest sailor relished; permitting others to be put out of pain by the surgeon. The bards, who were the surgeons assistants, were cruelly drastic unless watched. Tros gave one bard a liberal pasting of boiling tar.

You singing devil! Let that teach you tenderness to gallant men! That archer faced death while you were plucking a harp in safety!

The wounded laughed at the bards yells; the other bards were gentler for the lesson, when it came to pincering out barbed arrow-heads or driving them through with a hammer-blow, to be pulled out point first on the far side.

The men on the barges, who had been wounded in the fighting two days ago, rolled on the rising sea and probably endured worse suffering than victims on the rack. The seasick women who were supposed to nurse them, were useless  worse than useless  a nuisance. But that was the fortune of war; freedmen, who followed captain of their own free will, in return for leadership, pay and equipment, had no right to complain of wounds, and they did not. They were fortunate, and they knew it, not to be abandoned to the vultures or to the longshore slave-hunters. Better the chance to recover or die among friends, than the alternative of death on the beach, or slavery again. Most of them had been slaves until Tros set them free. Tros was a stern task-master; but he was fair and generous, and, above all, he never abandoned a loyal man. They had seen him risk his life, his ship and all his crew, at least a dozen times, to rescue men who, according to Tross view, had earned the right to be loyally led.

So they were fatalistic about wounds and death. Few, if any of them, understood Tross ideals, and nearly all of them dreaded his avowed determination to voyage around the world; far more than any human enemy, they feared the monstrous devils they were sure of meeting  dragons, mermen, behemoths, leviathans, and worse; and they were willing to bet the voyage would end in their all being swept into unimaginable but surely dreadful eternity in the grip of the ocean where, as everyone knew, it plunges over the rim of the earth.

But Tros was a more compelling force even than that dread. He had the gift of spectacular leadership, the genius for doing right things at the right time. Now, in a rising sea, with three days supply of food and water, very little ammunition, Egypt and probably all the Roman world against him, and no safe port in which to replenish and refit, he had time to promote men who had earned it. He even fetched up certain rowers from the hold, to be promised promotion to duty on deck as soon as men could be found to replace them.

Presently he flew a signal from his yardarm that summoned his little fleet as close together as the state of the sea permitted. He hove to, stood the crew to arms and manned the rail. Then another signal brought Conops, in the stern of an eight-oared longboat, thoroughly puzzled and staring one-eyed at the starboard ladder waiting for him. Conops usually handed himself up by a rope on the port side like a common seaman.

Tros had donned his famous purple cloak, and his gold-hilted sword in the green and vermilion scabbard. Hero, in armor, stood beside him on the midship quarter-deck. Drums rolled and a trumpet blared when Gonopss foot touched the ladder. When his one-eyed face, under a dented, crestless helmet, appeared above the rail there was breathless silence. As his foot touched the deck and his hairy, bowed legs stiffened to attention, Tross voice thundered:

Captains salute! Present  arms!

The disciplined clang of weapons. Conops, rigid at attention, never at a loss for self-assurance, but pop-eyed with curiosity. Six seconds of excited tension.

Order arms!

Then Heros voice: Ovation for Captain Conops!

Conops was too puzzled to return the salute. He stood grinning. The bards led the cheering, and even the rowers below deck, who did not know what had happened, roared to the wild harp music. Even the wounded on the barges sang the Song of the Rising Sun. Many of them hated Conops for his ruthless, devil-driving efficiency; but they knew his loyalty to Tros, and they loved Tros. The goatskin wine-bags went the rounds, but there was none for Conops until Tros summoned him to the quarter-deck, and again there was silence.

Yes, master?

Captain Conops, henceforth you will address me by name.

Yes, master.

I said, by name.

Lord Captain Tros, yes, master.

You have served me loyally, by land and sea, since we first set forth from Samothrace. You have proved yourself competent to command a ship in battle. I promote you to the rank of captain, equal with Sigurdsen and Ahiram. I lose a good servant. See to it that I gain a better officer.

Aye, aye, master. As you will, Lord Captain.

Call me by name, Captain Conops.

Aye, aye, Lord Captain. Lord Captain Tros. Yes, master.

The steward poured wine in a golden cup that had been Caesars. Tros had captured it when he and Caesar were at death-grips in Northern Gaul. It had belonged to Vercingetorix. Tros sipped and passed the cup to Hero; she drank and passed it to Conops; Conops drained it to the last dregs. Tros grinned:

You mannerless rogue, do you leave none for Sigurdsen?

He bade the steward refill the cup and summoned Sigurdsen from the helm. The giant Northman came and towered above Conops, silent, gloomy, scornful, proud of ancestry and jealous of anyone whom Tros trusted more than himself.

Pledge each other, Tros commanded.

Captain, eh? said Sigurdsen. He took the cup. He drank deep. If you can command as capably as you obey your betters, youll be good. Count on me to teach you manners. You were born free; thats something.

He grinned and passed the cup to Conops, who swallowed what remained and grinned back.

Herrings to you! Battle-ax me, you big drunkard, twasnt your fault you were weaned in a northern night on frozen fish! Keep your brains as sharp and handy as your ax, and Ill forget youre a barbarian.

They saluted each other. Then Tros gave Conops his second-best sword, and his second-best cloak, to be cut down by one of the women to fit him. But though he had done justice, Tros had some doubt of the outcome. As long as Conops had been virtually chief of staff without any title or other handle to his name than some abusive or familiar epithet, Sigurdsen had been too proud to quarrel with him. But it would be different now. The giant Northman could be as jealous as a woman of a rival. Promotion wasnt likely to teach a faithful dog new tolerance.

Now remember, Captain Conops: I have trained you, and you know my rule. No officer is worth his rank who cant teach other men to step into his shoes in case he gets hurt or killed in battle. To the oar-bank with you, if I catch you lacking good subordinates, then slowly, or forgetting that you owe your equals the respect that I will exact from them also toward you.

Aye, aye, master.

Conops went over the side with the air of an Olympic victor. Tross cloak was over his arm; but Heros slave-hag rather spoiled that effect by snatching the cloak away and raising roars of laughter by saying she would cut it into three to fit him. The sword, much too long for his height, was gripped in his left fist. His helmet was cocked at an angle that covered his blind eye. He was almost drunk with emotion. He forgot the ladder  vaulted the rail from habit  scrambled along the rubbing-strake  jumped to the boat below  then suddenly remembered and gave tongue:

You tow-haired druids, toss oars! You lubbers! Do you think a captain is a load o ballast, that you boat him away without a compliment? By Plutos teeth, Ill each you Caesarss leavings decent manners, or kill you trying! Ready! Give way! Hold your chin up, seven! Bow, youre deep  get your hands down! youre not fishing  Three, are you afraid to bend that stretcher? Legs to work, and row your weight, you lump o dunnage!  Now then, swing to it, my hearties  yeo  ho! yeo  ho!

It was the old Conops  nothing added to horn but a title.


CHAPTER XXXVIII. These are ridiculous terms!

To slay, except in fair fight when another, though offered quarter, will not yield, is to my mind, cowardice. I have not done it, and I will not do it  saving very rarely when a mutineer needs hanging as an act of justice toward men who kept faith at the risk of their lives. But I have won many a main, without a blow, by keeping secret from a man, who feared death, how ashamed I would be, did I kill him.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



That night the wind shifted to the northeast, nearly dead ahead. Tros hove to again to rest the tired oarsmen. He summoned a conference in the midship deckhouse  himself, Hero, Sigurdsen, Conops; the wounded Ahiram, lest the touchy Phoenician should feel slighted; Herod, whom he had a far-reaching motive for wishing to flatter. He explained his plan and encouraged discussion, but no one said much. Even Hero had nothing to say. Its audacity staggered them all.

Presently he sent for Cassius, and even for Tarquinius, who had been making himself very useful indeed among the wounded. Tarquinius was conscious of Tross contempt. Of Heros, too. True, he had saved Heros life by killing Alexis; but it had been he who betrayed her, again and again. He was shrewd enough to know that Tros would have kicked him off the ship if he hadnt a use for him  equally too shrewd to expect to be trusted. But he took care not to intrude into the cabin until Tros gruffly ordered him to a seat at the table, where he sat with his Adams apple dancing from repressed surprise.

Cassius sat facing Tros, green and comfortless. More seasick than Tarquinius, he couldnt relive himself by vomiting. He was corpse-faced. His dark eyes glared ill temper. He snarled because his slave was forbidden to enter the cabin. He accused Tros of trying to put him at a disadvantage by depriving him of the service of his personal attendant. Tros was at no pains to calm him.

Cassius, he said, when you treacherously murdered Caesar, who had spared your life, men said  for I heard them say it  that they saw Caesars spirit, in the form of a comet, winging toward heaven. If so, he must have left behind his cruelty and meanness for you and Brutus to inherit. You have Caesars arrogance without his magnanimity; his treachery without his generosity and courage.

Caesar is dead, he answered, with a gesture that dismissed that episode. Gratuitous impertinence wont help you to impress me. I resent your insults in the presence of this female, and of these subordinates. I will not forget them. However, what do you want?

Absolutely unconditional compliance with my demands, Tros answered.

Dont make yourself ridiculous, you pirate! Are you fool enough to doubt that I know your predicament? If Cleopatra could catch you, she would have you crucified  you and this silly young fool of a sister of hers, who threw away the throne of Cyprus to follow your piratical career. You are a pirate; you cant safely enter any Roman port. Your only chance is to accept whatever terms I choose to offer.

Sigurdsen growled in his beard. Conopss one eye watched Tros like a ferrets. Tros smiled.

Let us hear your offer.

Herod chuckled. Bid high, Cassius!

Cassius snarled back at Herod. Who asked you to speak, you homeless ingrate?  Tros, I warn you to begin with: Brutuss and my admiral, Ahenobarbus, has a fleet of forty warships. He is at least your equal as a sea-commander.

I know where Ahenobarbus is, Tros answered. You neednt stretch your imagination about that. What is your offer?

Cassius leaned forward, resting his hands on the table, staring at Tross eyes.

I offer you an admirals commission! Think that over, Captain Tros. You have no safe harbor  nowhere to water, refit and provision  no reserves of men  probably no money. I am willing to treat with the proper contempt your deliberate offenses against my dignity. I cant forget them, they were too gross. But I will agree not to retaliate.

Hero spoke up: Cassius, if I had my way, I would order you drowned like any other graceless cur.

Right! exclaimed Sigurdsen. As a kings daughter she speaks!

Cassius sneered: Fat old King Ptolemys daughter! Herod stroked his pointed beard and repeated:

Bid high! Better to bid too high than to low, Cassius!

Tros laid his hand on Heros. Girl, that you can draw a bowstring to your ear is not a proof of wisdom. Be silent.

She parodied Conops: Aye, aye, master!

Conops yelped delight. He was already wearing Tross cloak; Heros slave had cut it down and hemmed it in a hurry. He felt flattered to hear himself quoted; and the full significance of Tross plan had had time to ripen in his mind.

Master  I mean, Lord Captain  we could easily seize Gaza! Its only a bit of an undefended harbor  land-locked  no room to deploy  we could slip in after dark tomorrow evening and storm those Roman ships. The Philistines and Jews would give us anything we want, and what they didnt give, wed take. Wed have it easy.

Tros smiled. Five Roman legions at Jericho  or is it six, Cassius?

Six, said Tarquinius.

Cassius glared.

Tros eyed Cassius steadily: Elaborate your offer. What else?

Iron-willed against the vertigo that sickened him with each lurch of the ship, Cassius governed his face. He forced a smile that made his thin lips arrogantly condescending.

I was shut in this cabin, so you captured my biremes and me without my seeing how you did it. But I observed the battle today, and I know something of your record. I have formed a high opinion of your ability as a fleet commander. My army and that of Brutus require quantities of corn, that can be had nowhere else than from Egypt. At the same time, corn must be prevented from reaching Rome, in order to starve out the Triumvirate. Is that clear?

Perfectly.

Very well then, Captain Tros. I offer you the command of eleven biremes that I have in Gaza.

In your own name, or that of Brutus, or both?

Our joint authority.

Tros laid a folded letter on the table but said nothing about it at the moment.

Cassius pointed a finger at Tros:

You and Ahenobarbus combine your fleets. Raid Alexandria. Seize the palace and the reins of government as Caesar did  that should be easy enough. Dagger that Ptolemy wanton Cleopatra; throw her carcass to the crows. Hold Egypt in the name of Rome until I and Brutus shall have dealt with the Triumvirate.

And then?

Whatever you will, said Cassius. I and Brutus will restore the Republic that Caesar betrayed. The senate shall govern Rome. I and Brutus will be consuls for a year. Then Brutus shall have Gaul, I Egypt, as proconsuls. Ahenobarbus is an unambitious man; but you may have whatever you wish, subject to the senates approval, and I can promise you that. Meanwhile, you will of course deliver hostages to me: Herod as security for the behaviour of certain clans in Idumaea and Syria; and in guarantee of your own good faith, this young woman whom you address as Hero. She shall be well treated.

Tros roared with laughter. Sigurdsen rose to his feet in fury, but Tros clapped him between the shoulders and he, too, saw the humor of it; he out-roared Tros. Heros laughter galled Cassius even more than the others did. Conops howled. Even Ahiram joined in, though it hurt him to laugh and he was almost too near delirium from wounds to know what it was all about. Tarquiniuss blue-red Etruscan beak and steely eyes suggested anything but humor, but he leered with the majority and calculated cunningly behind a hand that hid his face from Cassius.

We thank you, Cassius, said Herod, for the entertainment. Now, if you could dance for us, or sing a little

Cassius interrupted: No insolence from you, Herod! He was livid with anger  a conceited egotist who couldnt believe himself ridiculous. His eyes were glancing instinctively in search of a weapon; given a chance, he would have stabbed Herod to death. Conops, whose principal job in life had been to bully-damn and break the impudence of saucy-egotists at sea, heaped fuel on the fire:

Youre no true Roman! Why dont you hold us all as hostages for luck and fair weather, while you go and conquer the world! If I were the Lord Captain, blast me Boreas if I wouldnt string you to the yardarm for forgetting how conquering Romans behave!

Tross fist crashed the table.

Silence!

He had learned by inference, from the nature of Cassiuss offer, all that he needed to know in addition to what prisoners had already told him. He had given Hero, Sigurdsen, Ahiram and Conops a sensation of being consulted; and he had used his favorite tactic, letting Tarquinius overhear everything, that his treacherous mind might weigh the circumstances well; thus he would be able to predict Tarquiniuss treachery, and to outwit him and use him. He knew everyones mind, his own included.

Cassius, said Tros, do you wish this letter to be sent to Brutus? This he held it up, you recognize it?  is Charmions letter to you, acknowledging yours to her. She quotes you as having offered to abandon your ally Brutus, who strongly objects to an Egyptian alliance. She promises to submit your offer to the Queen at the first propitious moment. But she doubts that the Queen will agree to enter into an offensive and defensive alliance with you, even though she may concur with your opinion that Brutus would be ground between two forces, and that Antony might, for a while, be satisfied to govern Asia. Do you wish Brutus to see this letter?

Cassius looked savage. That was merely a diplomatic trick, he answered.

I intend to heave to, off Gaza, tomorrow noon. You will stand in the bow of this bireme, covered by a maniple of archers, who will shoot you instantly if you disobey me by as much as a gesture. One of my boats will enter the harbor with a letter from you, in which you will command the captains and the fighting crews, but not the seamen and not the rowers, of all your eleven biremes, and of every other warship, great or small, that is in the harbor, to go ashore without their weapons.

Look here, Tros

I have not yet finished.

Very well, you pirate, name your terms and take the consequences! But mark me: you shall suffer for it! I will close all ports against you.

I will then visit the ships. I shall require full complements of rowers, full stores of provisions and water, all the arrows and other war munitions in Gaza, and all the Greek fire that I know was sent to you by Brutus from Piraeus.

You are misinformed. I havent any Greek fire.

I demand, and I will have, the thousand packages of Greek fire that were sent to you by. Brutus from Piraeus to Gaza, in a ship named The Hound of Artemis.

Cassius sat silent. He glared at Tarquinius. Tros continued:

You will give your permission to sail with me, to any of your men who wish to do so, and whose service I care to accept. I will not take Roman citizens.

You may have as many Jews as you please, said Cassius.

The dogs are incorrigible. Perhaps Herod can teach you how to discipline them!

I demand all the money in your treasury in Gaza.

There is none.

Herod laughed. Tros waived that point. Cassius had taxed the country to the verge of devastation, but there was nothing likelier than that he had removed the money inland.

According to Tarquinius, Herod and other informants. Tros continued, you, legions at Jericho mutinied for their arrears of pay, a month ago. You couldnt make them march toward Egypt. They demanded to be led northward to join Brutuss army. Your biremes in Gaza that were supposed to follow you to Pelusium, put about and returned to Gaza because of rumors of plague in Egypt. That is how you came to be caught with only two ships at Pelusium.

Cassius set his teeth and drummed lean fingers on the table. He said nothing. Tros continued:

Consequently, unless your officers have decided to take matters into their own hands, my final demand should be very easy for you to comply with. You will order the fighting crews, who leave the ships, to march on Jericho, excepting fifty men, who may remain as your personal escort. Tarquinius will accompany those crews to Jericho. The Etruscan looked alarmed, but he said nothing. Tarquinius will bear a letter from you, commanding all the legions that are camped near Jericho to break camp instantly, burn their camp behind them and march northward. You will appoint a rendezvous at Damascus. You may leave this ship, and take your fifty men, and march to Damascus to join, your legions, as soon as Tarquinius brings me proof  remember, I say proof, not hearsay  that the legions have burned their camp and are well on their way northward. Have you understood me?

These are ridiculous terms!

They are final. You will accept them or not, as you please.

The alternative?

I will treat you as you treated Caesar.

You scoundrel!

Tros pushed parchment and pen toward him:

Write! Your proconsular seal is in the box beneath the cot here. I will affix it. Write!

Cassius, I warned you to bid high! said Herod.


CHAPTER XXXIX. You crow like a dunghill cock, but wait and see!

The incomparable depth of stupidity is that of the commander who invariably does that which his enemy expects, because tradition justifies it. The only time when traditional strategy and tactics are fit to employ, is when the enemy expects something new and therefore mistakes old methods for a ruse.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Gaza was a bad port. It was difficult to enter with a north wind, because of shoals, reefs and a narrow entrance. That was the season of normally fair weather, but only a combination of emergencies could have induced such an experienced commander as Cassius to make use of Gaza as a base, even for a contemplated raid on Egypt. It was impossible for a fleet bottled in there to come out in a hurry to engage an enemy. Eleven big biremes and three small liburnians, with their complement of boats, so filled the tiny harbor that they could only move one at a time to come out or to defend themselves. True, there was a small fort at the harbor entrance that commanded the narrow channel, but a vigorous landing party could have taken that by assault in an hour.

Gaza itself was a rather strongly fortified town, about three miles from the sea. The roofs of barley sheds and camel compounds could be seen through the silvery green of great groves of olives. There was plenty of water, several square miles of grapevines, and a tolerably good road between town and harbor. But the place looked deserted, almost dead. It had felt Cassiuss ruthless heel. His ill-disciplined legions had forayed, plundered, raped and terrorized the country until even the caravans that brought the frankincense and myrrh from Arabia had learned of it and turned back. There was no more trade. Almost every able-bodied inhabitant had been sold into slavery, for inability to pay the assessments of Cassiuss tax-extortioners.

But the fleet looked good. They were eleven new biremes, built in Sidon of Lebanon cedar. The three liburnians looked fast and seaworthy. And there were two stout merchant vessels, close to the shore, that were evidently store-ships, full, deep-laden.

Tros stood in the bow beside Cassius, just far enough from him to give the archers a chance if Cassius should try any tricks. Like Caesar, he might be a prodigious swimmer, although he didnt look it. Tros had let him wear his imperators cloak, so Cassius was feeling less humiliated than he had been. But a boat that had come out to greet him had been turned back by Tross vedette, and that had made him indignant:

You compel me to mistrust you!

Tros glanced at the archers and smiled. He probed with calculated insolence that irritated Cassius beyond the verge of self-control. He gave him no chance to think calmly.

For a man of your military experience, Cassius, you are strangely reckless. Have you been trying to imitate Caesars genius? True, to impress his legions, Caesar used to go alone in advance of them. But the legions followed him. Why didnt yours follow you?

Mind your own business, pirate!

Caesar would not have left a fleet for me to capture. He would have used it or burned it. No vedette boats! Caught in a land-locked harbor!

Fuming with irritation, Cassius sneered the truth that Tros wanted to know. He had had it from Tarquinius, and he had heard it, too, in Alexandria, and from some of the Jew prisoners, and from one or two of Cassiuss wounded officers whom he had left behind in Pelusium. But it was better from Cassiuss lips:

You crow like a dunghill cock, but wait and see, Cassius sneered. You have been very lucky, but your little success wont last long. Even though I owe you thanks for hastening my march northward to join Brutus, when I and Brutus have defeated the Triumvirate, if not sooner, I will have you caught and crucified as surely as that you and I now face each other!

That was what Tros wanted to know. It confirmed a dozen reports that Brutuss spies had been at work among Cassiuss officers and men to persuade them to compel Cassius to march northward. It meant that concentrating had begun; the advance, to compel Octavian and Antony to fight before they were ready, was actually commencing. Cassius and Brutus probably would cross the Hellespont and establish a base in Macedonia, or even nearer than that to Italy, in order to dry up all Romes eastern sources of supply. Octavian and Antony would be in dire straits, with the element of time against them. Egypts turn could wait until Octavian and Antony were defeated by famine and fabian warfare. Two letters in Cassiuss chest revealed the impatience with which Brutus had opposed the idea of raid on Egypt.

Tros kept up the irritation, to keep Cassius from throwing off his morbid mood and becoming again suddenly the quit thinker that he once was.

You and Brutus are both incompetents. You are little, mean men trying to be great. Brutus burns, murders, tortures and enslaves in the name of piety. You do it from jealousy and baulked ambition, but it amounts to the same thing. You are both impostors. That you dont trust each other, is the only wisdom that you have in common. Being right about each others character wont make you conquerors of Rome.

Cassius stared at the harbor in silence. He was quite familiar with the process. Tros was using Cassiuss own favorite method of breaking down another mans self-confidence and arousing an impulse to make worse mistakes, by pointing out those he had made already. But though he recognized it, he was hurt by it, nevertheless.

No man of Cassiuss accusing, overbearing type can shake off the effect of his own methods used on himself. Tros understood him. He had seen in Rome, the assassins panic after Caesars murder. It had been Caesars accurate, contemptuous, witty shafts of criticism that rankled in Cassiuss mind until he made the gross mistake of killing Caesar, to prevent himself from going mad of jealous inferiority. Cassius could endure any amount of mendacious accusation. But not the truth. That bit home. Bit into his self-esteem. He knew, as he watched Tross rowboat, bearing into the harbor the sealed orders to his troops that Tros had compelled him to sign, that his ignominious defeat had been due at least as much to his own bad judgment as to Tross audacity and vigor. That Tros was looting him and contemptuously letting him go, wounded his pride as bitterly as Caesars lofty forgiveness once had done. He ached to stab Tros for his magnanimity.

And now he would be lucky if the whole world didnt learn of his humiliation by an outlawed pirate. He would have to lie like a Trojan, and to invent skillfully, to prevent his legions from learning the truth. He might even have to kill his slave, on some excuse or other, to prevent him from talking. The prisoners in Pelusium would certainly talk, under torture if not of their free will. They would be sent to Cleopatra. She would be very likely to send them to Antony. Antony was nearly as good a propagandist as Caesar had been. He had, in fact, managed much of Caesars propaganda. Antony would somehow send the news to Brutus, who would then mistrust Cassius more than ever and would preach reproachful sermons about breach of faith. Cassius had promised Brutus not to invade Egypt. He had been caught red-handed attempting it. Brutus was quite capable of using that as an excuse for repudiating their partnership, and that would probably mean that all Cassiuss troops would desert him and join Brutuss army.

Suddenly he turned and faced Tros, typically snatching at a last straw:

Why do you choose to be my enemy? Change your mind, Tros. There is yet time. I am willing to forgive and to befriend you. Caesar forgave you, and you became his friend, and he yours, though you had done more than anyone else to prevent him from capturing Britain. Why not become my friend?

You are Caesars murderer, not Caesar, Cassius. You slew him, with your own hand, for I saw you, treacherously, as any slave, or a woman in bed, or a snake could have slain him.

Caesar slew his thousands! Cassius retorted.

Aye, he was a cruelly ambitious man. That was why I was his enemy and offered my life and all I had to save my friends in Britain from his clutches. But Caesar was never a coward, and that is why I became his friend. He never stooped to such treacherous infamy and useless cruelty as yours and Brutuss. And he never bore malice. Caesar and I forgave each other. I could trust him, and he trusted me. I would not trust you, Cassius, not even if I thought you capable of ruling the Roman world. However, I see that your captains obey you.

Tross little squadron rolled on the sky-blue waves and Cassius was too seasick to endure the motion without holding on. He even clutched at Tross arm when the ship hove her shoulder over a more than usually high wave. Tros ordered a chair brought for him from the midship cabin, and Cassius sat in that to watch his fighting crews abandon ship. They made no fuss, but that was nothing to be wondered at. Roman soldiers were not sailors. They hated the sea. They despised a man who liked it. That was one good reason why they faithfully and thoroughly suppressed the seamens mutinies which were a regular detail of every voyage; and why the seamen took advantage of every possible chance to escape; not less than a third of the Mediterranean pirate crews were deserters from Roman warships. Cassiuss marines took their standards ashore, but they appeared to be making no trouble about leaving their weapons behind.

As ship after ship disgorged its marines, Tros sent boatload of men from his own ships to replace them, to seize the weapons and to prevent the seamen and rowers from going ashore. As he had expected, Cassiuss seamen were delighted to change masters. Service under Tros of Samothrace, as most seamen knew, meant stern discipline, but generous pay and justice. Jewish, Syrian, Greek fishermen, whose fate under Cassiuss whips would have been to man the oars until they rotted of scurvy or drowned in one of those amazing wrecks for which the Roman fleets were infamous, felt like men released from prison. They behaved like lunatics.

Tros could provide little more than a skeleton crew of fighting men for each ship. He put boatswains and carefully chosen leading seamen in command  men who knew little or no navigation, but who could be trusted to maintain discipline. He divided the fleet into three squadrons, -giving Sigurdsen command of the right wing and Conops the left. He ordered the store-ships towed out of the harbor, and found in one of them the thousand packages of Greek fire that were worth almost that number of men. He had saved a little of his own stenching explosive, that Eough the dwarf had taught him how to make in Britain; it had been safe in Esiass shed in Alexandria when Cleopatra burned his trireme; he had it in one of the barges, along with the triremes gear and arrow-engines. He transferred all his own explosive to one store-ship, and all the wounded and the women to the other. They were good ships, fit for sea, fit to keep station.

It was night, and Cassius was prostrated with sickness from the ships motion at anchor on the high-backed swell, before Tros had time to visit all eleven biremes and to receive the seamens homage. Torchlight added mystery and glamour. Conops had already made the rounds, telling them what treatment loyal seamen might expect at the hands of the great Lord Captain. There was nothing restrained or over-modest about Conopss account and description of Tros, nor any lack of lordly quality about Tross deportment when at last he made the rounds. Hero accompanied him. None of those half-starved seamen and fettered rowers had ever before seen a girl in armor, though they had heard of goddesses with golden hair. They saw Heros eyes bright with excitement, and the brightness resembled the gleam of the stars. The torch-sheen on the polished bronze over her white himation might be some superhuman wonder-light. Her low-crowned helmet suggested Hermes rather than Athena. She walked like the flow of sunlight on waves at daybreak. She became a legend too soon. Superstition led them to expect too much of a love-happy girl in her teens. But as a beginning it was good.

Master of dramatic action that he was, Tros had reserved for Hero the graceful privilege of relieving the rowers misery. It was at Heros command that the fetters were struck from their ankles. The impatient armorers pounced on the rusty chains and anklets to reforge and return them to their original use as grapnel-chains. The rowers were lined up on deck for inspection, given wine to drink and promised freedom within three months in return for loyal labor at the oars. They didnt quite believe that, but the wine took the edge off incredulity. Conops and a few of Tross dependable decurions had already looked them over, he talked with some of them. As Tros strode slowly along the breathless, awe-struck lines he paused at Conopss barely noticeable signal and selected this and that lean Syrian, Jew or Greek to be armed and drilled, with his name on the muster of fighting men. Those were freedmen from that minute with the privilege of pay and a share of plunder, shore-leave whenever possible and freedom from punishment except by their commanding officer. They were told so. It encouraged the others.

Then Tros chose bards. Men who can sing their native songs can be found in almost any company. Song works wonders, where the whip only makes rowers flinch and waste desperate effort. But he left until morning the very important business of redistributing the crews among the thirteen ships, to break up cliques already formed and to prevent too many men of one race from becoming a self-conscious unit that might make trouble. Mutiny on land is bad enough, but only fire is worse than mutiny at sea.

It was long after midnight when he and Hero returned to the flagship. The wind had fallen and the sea had lost some of its mountainous heave. But the sleepless Cassius sat pale and ghastly beside his worried slave and groaned self-pity. He craved no other mans, but his own self-pity comforted his bitter soul. Tros, accurately gauging the mans state of mind, ingeniously misinformed him, using naked truth to clothe his Odyssean plan, and mockery of courtesy to sting into action the Romans will to believe what he wished to believe.

Proconsul, Tros hadnt called him that since he captured him, I congratulate you on the good condition of the fleet you have surrendered. Food, wine, water, sails, cordage. Clean bottoms, newly scrubbed. But filthy bilges, Cassius. Foul oar-banks. Fetttered and wretched rowers. You are savages, some of you Romans. You enjoy the misery of men who were caught in arms against you. Such discouraged wretches are small loss to you, small gain to me. I shall be lucky to reach Cyprus  luckier yet if Cyprus can supply me with spirited rowers.

Lucky? Cassiuss thin smile suggested that he knew more than he chose to tell. Luck doesnt last forever! He glared at Hero. Already you regret your throne of Cyprus? You will be lucky if you dont end up in Delos. That is a market which I and Brutus have supplied very liberally of late with well-born women.

Tros wished him comfort of a nights sleep, civilly enough, and led Hero away. They were no sooner within the deckhouse than she turned on him almost fiercely:

Tros, are you mad? Why did you tell him our next destination is Cyprus?

Because it isnt! But if Cassius believes it is  and perhaps he does  he will send by post to Tarsus, urging Ahenobarbus to weigh anchor, to set sail for Cyprus and to wait there on the watch for our sails. That will test Ahenobarbuss patience while we train a fleet at sea! Crusty Ahenobarbus, who isnt such a great commander as he imagines, might prove to be an overwhelming enemy, with forty ships, some of them quinquiremes, if we should meet him before were ready.

It was no part of Tross genius to seek, nor even not to do his utmost to avoid, a sea-engagement that he felt incompetent to win. If he could win what he needed without fighting another battle, he would hugely prefer that. But battle or not, he was beginning to feel confident of winning.

You are laughing, said Hero. Her slave was pulling off her armor in the cabin. Why? At what do you laugh?

At Cleopatra!

Why?

Like Cassius, she wont enjoy my terms. However, she is likely to accept them with better grace.

Tros, how can you make peace with her! She turned on you like a treacherous tigress. Will you trust her again? You have hips now  good ones! Raid Alexandria! Burn! Loot! Punish!

He laughed. She put her hands on his shoulders and coaxed him.

Tros, I am her sister. I know her. I, too, would have been your enemy forever if you hadnt loved me. This time her aim at you missed. Next time tie interrupted: That she missed her aim at me is not a reason why I should be governed by her malice. And besides, girl, if I know Cassius and Ahenobarbus, they two will present us with a chance such as I love better than you have yet loved anything in all your life.

They argued, nearly until daylight, about whether or not she loved him more than he loved opportunity. But Tros could think his own thoughts behind the ebb and flow of that kind of talk.

He thought about Ahenobarbuss vigorous, obstinate nature and his Roman sense of strategy. He had left him in Tarsus, possessed of one damaged quinquireme and about a dozen ships that had been hauled out for repair. If it was true that he now had a fleet of forty ships, Brutuss shipwrights must have performed almost a miracle. Certainly the crews could not be ready yet  or, if ready, surely not efficient. What would be Brutuss and Cassiuss next move, to supply their armies with corn, and to keep supplies from reaching the Triumvirate? How would they employ Ahenobarbus?

When daylight stole along the sea, Tros had puzzled it out. His plan was ready.


CHAPTER XL. Follow the flagship to sea

It is useless to expect a clever opportunist to obey, if given opportunity by disobedience to serve himself. Your aims, your plans, aye, and your dangers also, should he know them, would be the natural means by which he would secretly seek to advance himself, inevitably to your cost and perhaps to your ruin. There is one wise way, and only one, to make use of such men. Study their natural cunning, as the hunter studies animals, in order to be able to predict their probable behaviour when free to follow inclination.

From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace

Herods was an oriental gift of hiding dread beneath a mask of interest in something else. He was afraid Tros might send him ashore with Cassius, and he knew what to expect from Cassius. Herod put no faith in anyones promises; his own, he knew, were worthless if it should seem worth while to break them. So he began to make himself as useful to Tros as he could.

Tros had not time to spare for Herods conversational genius, during the three days wait until Tarquinius returned from his mission in Jericho. But Hero had nothing to do. She was an intelligent listener, rapidly learning how to keep Tross confidence by accurately summarizing what she heard and telling it to him at the proper moment, facts first, and her opinion late, when asked. Herod had noticed that, and he was clever enough to perceive that Tros was conscientiously on guard against his normal impulse to mistrust any womans advice.

So Herod entertained Hero by regaling her with amusing details of political intrigue in the area over which Cassius and Brutus were military dictators. He explained their military strength and their political weakness, as well as the viewpoint of the men who might be likely to revolt against them at the first opportunity.

If Tros would convey me to Rome, I could explain all this to the Triumvirate. Antony could learn more from me than from all his spies.

As a matter of fact, Herod understood Hero far better than he did Tros, whose mysticism was beyond the grasp of Herods intelligent and artistic but entirely unmystical mind. He employed disarming frankness:

I am simply an adventurer seeking a throne. Almost any throne would suit me, provided there were revenue enough. Tros could have almost any throne he wanted, but none would please him even if its revenues were prodigious. Imagine what I could do if I were King of Egypt! I would build, build, build! I would out-do all the ancient Pharoahs!  What a combination we would be! Supposing Tros should convey me to Rome and there agree with Antony to do what Cassius wanted to do  marry me to Cleopatra! Tros could do the necessary violence  none better! I would be a good King of Egypt. As for Cleopatra, if she wasnt amenable, there would be ways and means of correcting that condition.

Hero had been kept as ignorant of real politics as designing tutors and guardians could contrive. Her ignorance was almost limitless, for the reason, well understood by her teachers, that she had been taught to consider every problem as entirely personal to herself and not to study it from any other angle. Even Caesar, who had taken prodigious pains with Cleopatras political education, had deliberately prevented the younger, more unconventional and therefore more dangerous sister from learning anything of any political importance. She was much too naturally clever to reveal a hint of Tross plans to Herod, but she reported all Herods ideas to Tros. And Tros was much too clever to attempt to turn the tables by making use of Hero to guide Herods thinking. It suited him far better to know what Herod was thinking about, in order to guess how Herod might behave when loosed to play his own hand uninstructed.

Tross hands were full, with the details that make possible the blows that win campaigns. For one thing, he had left plague behind in Alexandria. He had seen plague and scurvy decimate the ranks of armies and destroy fleets. He, had a superstitious notion, mocked at by the priests and vehemently disputed by the doctors, that plagues were produced by rats, and by the filth and the resultant lice, that accumulate where many human beings gather in a crowded space. So he ordered the ships cleaned. And when Trod said cleaned he meant it. From lower bilge to topmast, every vessel in his fleet was to be as clean as the polished armor that shone on the decks in the sun. He paid a quarter of an Attic drachma for every dead rat produced and he decreed that in future all beetles, lice and bedbugs found on any of the ships should be served, cooked in the stew, in the officers mess for supper.

Those Roman vessels were not badly armed for a fleet engagement in the Roman style of fighting. They were fairly well supplied with arrow-engines, and they all had metal rams, some bronze, some iron, that slowed them when under sail but made them dreadful in collision. Most of them, too, had been fitted with the heavy, iron-spiked corvus  a contrivance for spiking the enemys deck and providing a bridge, along which to charge an enemys deck. Those corvi had spelt victory in the early wars against Carthage, in the days when Rome sent a fleet to sea against real seamen, who could not otherwise be brought to close quarters. Rome, in her own tradition-ridden mind, was still fighting a Punic war. But Tros was not. He threw those corvi overboard, rendering the ships more stable by reducing the weight aloft.

He had saved his own enormous arrow-engines from his lost trireme. They were safe and dry in one of the barges that he had brought from Pelusium. He ordered four of those installed on his flagship, two of them on Conopss ship and two on Sigurdsens. They were mounted on turntables and it was a prodigious business to get them fitted, with all the other work going on at the same time, but it was done.

One of the store-ships held a huge supply of arrows, and there were thousands more in the little fortress at the harbor-mouth. Most of them were a bit too short for Tross best bowmen, but they were long enough for use in the engines; and there were more than a thousand bundles of the Parthian-type arrow, made in Parthia and left behind in Syria by recent Parthian invaders.

On the whole, Tros was in excellent luck. The water-casks were in good condition, and he found enough charcoal ashore to clean them thoroughly. There was enough wine, in skins and jars in the longshore sheds, for all hands for a couple of weeks on a liberal ration. There were huge jars of olive-oil, and tons of onions that some remarkably naive Egyptian trader had barged from the Nile Delta for sale; the trader had been executed on a charge of trying to avoid the import-tax, and his crew were now among the captured rowers.

Very swiftly the hand of Tarquinius made itself felt. Ordered by Tros to hold his tongue, to deliver Cassiuss orders to the troops near Jericho, and to return without revealing any information, he had found some means of communication with Gaza, even though Tros had sent with him two faithful Argive veterans expressly to prevent his doing that. There came an almost continuous stream of men from Gaza, many of whom were almost without doubt spies in the Roman interest. But some of them brought reliable news. And more than a hundred hungry but competent fighting men offered themselves for enlistment. Tros accepted nearly all of them, distributing them among the ships, to be drilled in different maniples as a safeguard against conspiracy. Others he fed, and promised enlistment on condition that they should go and bring him independent news of Tarquiniuss failure or success.

So when Tarquinius did return, at nightfall on the third day, although he came on a horse that he had ridden half to death, he was several hours behind the information that had come from Jericho by shorter valley-roads, on camel-back.

Lord Captain, said Tarquinius, you are a master-reader of the minds of men.

I lack no skill to measure yours Tarquinius: Make your report.

Proconsul Cassiuss legate, Horatius Vulpes

Yes  to whom you offered a plan to burn this fleet and to rescue Cassius, or else to burn and drown us all, including Cassius, and carry on without him

Not I, Lord Captain. Someone has been lying to you.

And he answered you: If Tros will set Cassius free, why should I go to the trouble? Tros might kill him, if I tried to rescue him. Or Tros might sail away and sell him. There is no food left in Gaza and the baggage wagons are already started on the road northward. These, that you bring me, are Cassiuss orders. I obey them gladly, as the legions also will; they have no relish for such a lousy camp as this one. Were not those his words, Tarquinius?

That is nearly enough what he said. But it is not what I said.

Said he not: If Tros should permit you to have private speech with the proconsul Cassius, tell him his legions march; and say that I will send back two full centuries and half a century of horse to await him this side of Gaza and escort him northward?

Aye, said Tarquinius. That is nearly enough what he said. Who told you?

Once again your treachery has turned like a fish upstream and served me! Thanks to your clacking tongue, I have a hundred new men. I am beginning to think you a luck-piece! Do you wish to be sent ashore with Cassius?

Not I, Lord Captain.

Then why did you try to serve him, and to betray me?

I didnt. I knew you were too clever to be caught. But I did think, that if I could force you to put to sea with Cassius, I might be able to do myself some good among his legions, what with their commanders quarreling and one thing and another. Kindly dont set me ashore with Cassius. I can be useful to you.

Go and tell Cassius your news.

But Cassius would have nothing to say to Tarquinius. Guarded by sentries, he spent the entire night on deck, fitfully dozing in a chair, pacing the deck at intervals, demanding wine, gulping a little and then tossing the remainder overboard. By daybreak he was slightly drunk and much less arrogant than he had been at any time since Tros captured him. He even smiled with a gracious wistfulness, of which he was quite capable when he chose, when Tros invited him to breakfast and told him the boat was waiting to take him ashore. He had thought of something, and Tros waited for it.

Tros, I must admit you have been magnanimous. Now that we have turned a page I can afford to say it to you. You might have delivered me to a more ignominious fate than Pompeys on the Egyptian shore. Had you liked me, your conduct even so would have been remarkably generous. But you hate me, so it is even more commendable. However

He paused. Tros made no comment. Even Tarquinius, who was listening, held his breath. Herod smiled, and Hero watched with the cat-like stare that she inherited from the long royal line of Lagidus.

Dont you think that you might let me have Herod? said Cassius.

Even Herods mask of amused dissimulation fell. He resembled a startled fox with every cunning instinct alert. Tros enjoyed that for a moment. He gave Herod time to think of arguments that trembled on persuasive lips.

I might, Tros said then. But I will not. You may have my two Egyptian barges that I no longer need.

Herod smiled and relaxed with a sigh. Count me your debtor, Tros!

Cassius smiled leanly and looked disappointed. But they all knew he had asked for what he did not want, in order to be refused, and thus to put Tros in a mood to grant something else rather than seem ungracious. It would have been clever enough, if he had only thought of it sooner, instead of making himself as nastily cantankerous as he could.

Then I will ask you nothing further for myself, said Cassius. He eyed Herod. I wish you comfort of your Idumaean friend! But I will invite your magnanimity for others, who have done you no injury, and whose gratitude is worth your winning.

Tros waited. He had a half-suspicion what was coming. Cassius was not alone in having racked his wits to think of every possible angle of the situation.

Recently, said Cassius, my envoy carried a demand to Cleopatra to evacuate from Alexandria all Romans of military age and to send them to me in Syria. I am informed that she did so, and that those Roman citizens are now at sea.

Tros nodded: Yes, at sea in thirty rotten ships, commissioned hastily and ill-provided, probably without an escort, undermanned, against a head wind, at the mercy of any piratical fleet that may come across them. They may have the plague on board. What they will do for water I cant imagine.

It is for them, said Cassius, that I implore your magnanimity. I understand you are headed for Cyprus. If you should come across them on your voyage, and would protect them as far as the port of Salamis is, in return for that kindness to them what shall I promise you?

It was a palpable trap. Tros sailed straight into it, with a lordly air of being too much flattered to imagine treachery.

Poor wretches! he exclaimed. I pity them. Yes, Cassius, I saw them being herded on the ships. Among them are some of my acquaintances. If I should convoy them to Cryprus, will you guarantee me against attack by Ahenobarbus?

Gladly. Cassius grew almost naively confidential. Tros, it was my original intention to send Ahenobarbus to sea to meet them and to escort Them to Tarsus. But my wishes were countermanded at the last moment by Brutus, who insisted it was more important that Ahenobarbus should continue reconditioning his fleet. How long do you expect to remain in Salamis?

Water  provisions  rowers  perhaps ten days.

Very well then. On your way, will you search for those thirty vessels?

Yes.

After watering and provisioning in Cyprus, when you are ready to leave, will you send word to Ahenobarbus that my Romans are there and he may send an escort for them?

Tros pretended to consider it. He paced the deck with knotted fists behind him. He scowled. Suddenly he turned his frown on Cassius:

Do you swear to me that Ahenobarbuss fleet is unready for sea?

Cassius smiled. If he were ready. I swear I would send him to destroy you! No, he is not ready.

Tros nodded. Very well, Cassius. I hope that you and I may never meet again, that we may never again offend each other. Farewell.

Tros returned him his sword. They saluted, but Cassius ignored the others. He even ignored Hero, turning his back toward her. His ten lictors looked a little forlorn without their fasces that Tros had thrown into the Nile; they were supplied with spears, but they had never been drilled to use them properly so it was not a very dignified red-cloaked escort that followed Cassius and his slave into the eight-oared boat.

Hero, watching him rowed away, spoke her thoughts aloud:

Is he mad? Does he really believe we will go to Cyprus? If so, he will probably send word to Boidion to get some poisoned wine all ready for us! Boidion would love the chance to poison me and be Arsinoe once and for all!

A little mad, a little drunk, said Herod. Rome next, unless I am as drunk as Cassius! What will you and I wear when we reach Rome? Tros looks like a great man, always. He would look great even naked. You look like a goddess, unless you dress respectably; the Romans have a way of trying to degrade a goddess. As for me, I behave as I look; so I shall need at least clean linen.

Tros said nothing. Rome, yes. That was his plan, and Hero knew it. But the leagues of sea between were deadly with incalculable dangers. First, he had a fleet to weld into a unit. Neither he nor any of his captains had had any experience of fleet command. He had to learn and to teach at the same time, and to do it swiftly, lest Ahenobarbus catch him unprepared. Ahenobarbus probably would not set a trap in Cyprus, but that was too conjectural to count on.

He was sure of Conops and Sigurdsen  as sure of them as of himself. But he doubted whether even they would rightly understand the code of signals that he, Hero and Sigurdsen had written down, that Conops had memorized and had drilled by word of mouth into all the other new, untried, improbably cool commanders of ships, of a type to which they were unused. He watched Cassius land and the eight-oared boat return, then flew his first fleet signal:

Weigh. By oar. Follow the flagship to sea in single line ahead. Liburnians last. Store-ships between the squadrons.

It was one of the proudest days of Tross life when the fleet obeyed the signal and not one ship missed her proper station in the line nor fouled anothers oars.


CHAPTER XLI. The Lord Captain is well pleased!

The test of a commanders competence is battle. There is no other test. There is no denying a defeat. No argument annuls a victory.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Two of the new commanders had to be demoted and replaced. One of them couldnt maintain discipline. The other failed to learn the signals. Tros added to the code and simplified it day after day, but it remained his worst problem. Men who could not, or who could hardly read and write were quicker than those who could, at memorizing the code. The ships boys were the brightest at it. They were all promoted to the rank of signaller and rowers had to be fetched up from the holds to learn the business of passing arrows to the men who served the squandrous artillery.

But darkness was ten times worse than daylight. The night system was an adaptation of the trick that the traitors used at Marathon, to betray the Athenians to the Persian host: a polished shield, protected from the weather by a deep box on a turntable. A lighted torch was flashed across the face of that and the box could be turned in any direction, so that one ship at a time, or one wing of the fleet, could receive the message. Night after night the fleet got thrown into confusion by mistaken reading of the flashed orders to change formation. But Tros stuck to it, and they improved, obeying trumpet-call and drum-beat orders to disperse when they drew too close in darkness.

There was one very important point in Tross favor. He had sea-room and a fair wind. Sea-borne traffic had ceased, for fear of pirates, who were expected to take advantage of Romes civil war. But the pirates could perceive no profit in combing empty seas, so they too, for the most part remained in hiding. There were not even Greek fishermen far from land, who might have reported Tross movements.

To convince Cassius that he really was headed for Cyprus, he followed the coastline northward for three days, wearing out his rowers against the steady north wind and almost breaking their hearts with incessant changes of fleet formation. When he calculated that his topmasts had vanished below the skyline he was still headed toward Cyprus. But then he changed helm and set a course for the island of Crete, with the wind on his starboard quarter. All the rowers had a days rest, before they, too, were drilled under arms  an unheard-of innovation.

Many of the rowers were the stuff of which good fighting men are made. It encouraged them to be given weapons. Drill made them feel less like caged animals. And as Tros intended, it gave them, too, awareness that a weapon is an experts tool for letting life out through a skillfully made hole, directing their attention to the fact that mutiny against such experts as manned Tross battle stations might be worse than hazardous. And even such men would be better than nothing in a close engagement, hull to hull, when pirate or Roman rowers would be chained below. They were likely at least to fight with spirit against boarders, to preserve themselves from capture and the fate of being fettered to the lower oar-bank of the victors ship.

Drill was continuous, day and night. The maniples took turns to practise every imaginable feat of arms and sudden tactics that a deck permitted. Twice each day the entire crew stood to arms for battle practise. At least once each day the ships commanders came aboard the flagship for instruction, to be lectured on the meaning of the word initiative, which is the heart and blood and guts of victory; but also on the art of timing an attack, awaiting signals, so as not to waste a life or lose one ounce of an united impact.

Break the enemys line! was Tross incessant theme. In a battle I will so manoeuvre as to strike an enemy in full force, as close as I can possibly contrive it to the middle of his line. Thus, though he may out-number us, he will lose the advantage of greater numbers. Avoid his grapnels, throw his line into confusion, then turn right or left as my signal commands and deal with half his fleet before his other half can recover. Speed! Speed! In battle, use a ship as if she were a maniple of swordsmen! Hurl her at the enemy, but dont try to give him the ram until youve broken his oars and he cant manoeuvre. Then you can avoid his corvus, if your own oars are unbroken. That is why I keep on telling you to train your rowers to snatch in their oars at the word of command. If I can win the weather gauge, you may depend on me to bring you down against an enemy with full sails, and well break through his line  no doubt of that. But then the wind will be his; it will bear him down to leeward on to us. But with broken oars he cant pursue us back to windward. So we come about, we win the weather gauge again. We repeat, until we have him so scattered that five or six of us can board him and gut him one by one.

Tross ten-Jew bodyguard became masters-at-arms, a school for swordsmen. Originally trained as gladiators, that is as professional duelists, Conops had taught them all there was to know about teamwork, flying wedge tactics and the strategy of suddenly retreating, to re-form and to smash home again and again in whirlwind charges. Four of them had been rather seriously wounded at Pelusium, but even they could criticize and teach, and they had picked up some of Conopss scurrilous contempt for anything done merely well. They had learned to demand perfection, and to be caustically pawky in their praise even of that. They went from ship to ship and bully-damned the swordsmen into maniples that even Roman veterans might dread to tackle.

Clean ships, clean water-casks, wine, olive-oil, good coarse bread and onions; song; hard work; the excitement of competition for promotion; speculation as to what Tross plans might be; fair weather, and the fortune, that always did follow great captains, combined to keep the crews in good health, and to keep down the number of severe punishments. There were very few floggings. The dreaded plague did not appear. There was not a single man down with scurvy or with any similar disease. Very few of the wounded died, and many of them recovered in time to be employed in tasks that thus released strong men for heavier duty.

The women on the store-ship were a nuisance; few of them were any good at mending sails; they were villainous bad cooks, and not much good at dressing wounds. They did their utmost to cause trouble by displaying their charms at every opportunity to crews whose instinct, and favorite sport, was to be free with any woman they could come upon. But Tros ordered four or five of the worst ones whipped, and more or less controlled the others by threatening to sell them into slavery at the first port. It had been a daring experiment, not to leave them behind; his purpose in bringing them had been to demonstrate to his men that he was thoughtful for their rights. True, they were stolen women, but they were not slaves or marriageable virgins, so possession of them was nine points of anyones law.

However, he regretted having brought those women. He even resented the presence, on his own ship, of Heros hag-faced slave, whom Hero herself had chosen from Esiass stock-in-trade in Alexandria. The woman was as faithful as a dog to her mistress. But her hideous appearance didnt make her any less attractive to a number of dozens of men whose coarse flattery went to her head, so that she gave herself the airs of a reigning beauty. It was beneath Tross dignity to take her in hand, and Hero was too amused by the womans conceit to find fault with her. It was not until she insulted Conops, when he came one morning in his eight-oared boat for a consultation with Tros, that the wine of wisdom entered into her.

Out o my way, you camels sweetheart!

He struck her twice, like lightning, with his knife-hilt, on the funny-bone and on the spare rib, knocked her sprawling and kicked her half the length of the deck. After that she was so deeply in love with Conops, and so meek about it, that not even Hero could get her to smile except by mentioning Conopss name.

Conops suitably apologized to Hero:

Lady, shes your slave, but she was in danger of falling foul of the Lord Captain unless Id cautioned her. The-Lord Tros doesnt let his officers be treated less respectful than himself.

On the ninth day out from Gaza came the stroke of fortune that Tros had prayed for, if prayer was the proper name for such religious attitudes as his. Though he had a sort of vaguely contemptuous, vaguely skeptical belief in sub-human malignant devils, he didnt believe in gods, so he asked no favors of them. He believed that if a man so wrought and fought as to be clean from cowardice, then the Lords of Life  and he would rather have died a dozen deaths than argue Who or What They were  would recognize him and give him all lawful aid and comfort. Virtue, in Tross view, and he used the Roman Stoics meaning of the word, was a long way from being its own reward. It was a vigorous, manly quality, whose light revealed tasks to be done and whose impelling urge denied the right to leave them undone.

So he was not surprised, but he was gratified when the masthead lookout reported a fleet of more than fifty sail, hull down on the western sky-line. He flew his signal:

Fleet form squadrons, left and right of flagship, two deep. He changed helm, heading more to northward.

Now for a genuine test of his new command! Had he promoted wisely? Had he mastered his own inexperience? Had he competently taught his chosen men?

Tros himself went to the masthead, to confirm his first guess. He was right. They were the thirty vessels crowded with Alexandrine Romans. Helpless. But, better than that, they were being hounded by Cyrenaican or else Mauretanian pirates, who were hanging on their flanks like wolves pursuing cattle.

If Cleopatra had provided warships to escort that helpless fleet, it was clear they had abandoned their convoy. They had either returned home or sailed on a pirating expedition of their own  not an unheard-of venture; Cleopatras undisciplined navy was as greedy a menace to unprotected ports and defenceless ships as any navy in the world had ever been. Possibly even the thirty ships crews had deserted along with the escort. The panic-ridden ships were all huddled together, many of them dangerously close. As they hove on the white-flaked purple sea their skirts of weed were like a green stain on the long backed rollers.

There were two of the thirty ships a long way from the others, ominously trailed by small boats that suggested killer-sharks attacking whales. Some of the boats were fast alongside and at first it looked as if loot were being tossed into them. But what loot? And why do the looting at sea? It was several minutes before Tros was sure they were men who were jumping to the boats and being promptly dumped into the sea to drown. As he watched, one of the two ships burst into flames. Then the other. There was no possible doubt of the meaning of that. Plague! They had been isolated by the fleet, whose crews had probably compelled them to keep away by threatening what the pirates were now doing. Judging by the speed with which the hulls became roaring flame, it seemed likely that the pirates had thrown Greek fire into them. If they possessed much of that stuff they might be hard to defeat. Nevertheless, Tros ordered his own store-ships to the rear, with the liburnians on either flank; his own supply of Greek fire was too valuable to waste, if he could win without using it.

The pirate ships were long, low, shoal-draft fluccas, lateen-rigged and black with white-turbaned men, who had probably been biding time for their prey to run short of water. But when they saw Tross sails they made swift to establish prior rights. Custom, of necessity, was far more binding than treaties or acts of legislatures, which all men violated whenever they could. Pirates had to observe each others rights or be worse than outlawed; they would be ganged, rooted from their lairs and exterminated. Thieves could punish thieves, whom governments preferred to barter with, or threaten, or ignore  except rarely, when a Roman fleet had time, a free hand from the Senate and that rarest Roman prodigy, a fleet-commander who could not be bribed. It was pirate custom that a ship once grappled was the grapplers prey. None might intervene, unless by mutual agreement, or unless summoned to lend a hand.

The pirates mistake was natural enough. Tross ships, although originally Roman owned, were not of Roman build or rig, except for the little liburnians, whose design was common to nearly all Mediterranean waters. The foam over the biremes rams must have been plainly visible, but there were plenty of iron-shod ships among the pirate fleets of the Levant, nor was it anything new for a Roman ship to fall into the hands of pirates. And if there was anything rare on all the seas it was a Roman war-fleet far out of sight of land. There was no imaginable reason why a fleet of thirteen Roman biremes should be cruising westward in mid-ocean. Those were not Roman waters. Almost always too heavily manned for a protracted voyage, Roman warships crawled from headland to headland or port to port, in touch with marching troops who dug the necessary wells for watering the ships. A Roman war-crew would mutiny unless landed at frequent intervals. They were good for a swift foray out and home again, or for such a venture as Caesars famous raid on Alexandria, but they had no taste for cruising without a very definite objective. Tros was within a mile before the pirates realized that his was not another pirate fleet too late on the scene for a share of the loot. They had already herded the twenty-eight ships into a helpless, colliding mob that looked likely to sink one another too soon to be properly looted. They had boarded half of them, before the truth dawned.

Then their discipline was splendid. It was no slight feat to rally plunder-hungry crews to their own vessels, and haul off in good formation. They deployed to the northward in line ahead, under oars, racing to get to windward  twenty-seven ships that presently hoisted sail and made a soldiers breeze of it, with their oars easy, ready for instant use. Tros changed his signal:

Strike the middle of their line!

He led. His ship was slightly faster than the fleet. He had the wind exactly where he wanted it. He held his fire until the hail of the pirates arrows gave him the range beyond shadow of doubt. Then:

All archers!

Every bow-string on his bireme twanged that instant. A withering squall of arrows swept two pirate ships from stem to stern.

Tross four great arrow-engines and four smaller ones each let go three or four volleys before the ships were within javelin range. The pirates couldnt stand to their grapnels, they were slain in heaps as they tried to hoist them on the slings. Two ships, to port and starboard, had turned inward to engage and lay alongside. Tros drove full-sailed between them, with his own oars snatched inboard. His hull snapped off the pirates oar-blades. His devastating volleys slaughtered the pirates rowers, swept their decks and overwhelmed the fighting crews.

Tross fleet formation was actually three wedges. Sigurdsen and Conops, to his right and left hand, led their wings with a ferocity not less than his. Like his, their impact was increased by the pirates determination to grapple and lay aboard. Not a grapnel held. A full third of the pirates line was smashed into a mob of reeling units with broken oars and decimated crews falling away to leeward, beam on, in hopeless confusion, raked by arrow-fire; and as they rolled they were beaked by the rams of Tross second line, that opened up the pirates hulls and staggered free again on the uplift of the lumpy waves.

Then Tross, Sigurdsens and Conopss trumpets blared the order Out oars! Tros changed his signal. The staggering fleet rallied again into line, let go its sheets and came about, dousing its sails as the oarsmen swung to work to windward, with eleven broken pirate ships astern and the remainder of the pirate fleet  sixteen ships  in a double line, racing parallel to get the weather gauge and turn the tables on Tros. The pirates kept just out of range. Theirs were the lighter ships. They were trying to wear down Tross rowers. Their commander, a dark-skinned man in a striped cloak, on the quarter-deck of their largest ship, at the rear, on the left of their double line, appeared to be having trouble with his signals. Men on the deck beside him were semaphoring with their arms and getting no response. Tros ordered the starboard forward arrow-engine to rake his quarter-deck, but the volley was short; the arrows skittered on the sea like flying-fish and buried themselves in his hull as it hove on a wave.

But the pirates had no arrow-engines. Nor had they bards to whip the spirit of the oarsmen into frenzy. By the splash it appeared they were using the kind of whip that can produce a spurt but no enthusiasm. Strokes missed, throwing a whole bank into confusion for an irrecoverable minute. Gradually Tross fleet gained on them, and suddenly their commander decided to run.

They understood his signal then, but so did Tros. His entire fleets sails were hoisted, set and sheeted home, and he was off the wind in full pursuit before the pirates had begun to gain headway. It was a long chase, and as soon as he came within arrow-range they broke up into three squadrons. But he concentrated on one, the largest, bringing all his fleet and all his arrow-fire to bear against the pirate chieftain and his squadron of seven ships. They surrendered, helms hard over and sails aback  and, away in the distance, a Roman ovation roared from the decks of the eight-and-twenty ships that Cassius had hoped would bring Tros within range of Ahenobarbuss quinquiremes.

In the whole of Tross fleet there were only a dozen arrow wounds. He had not lost one man killed, and, more important yet, his captains had not misread one signal. One ship reported a leak from the shock of having rammed a pirate, but the leak was slight, and the pirate had already sunk, so the balance was well on the right side. Seven of the other pirate ships were sinking, and two more were out of action.

Tros lowered two boats. One went the round of the fleet with the laconic message:

The Lord Captain is well pleased!

As the message reached them one by one the ships crews manned their rails and roared their answer. He had a right to be pleased with them, but it was just like him to take the trouble to admit it in the very moment of victory.

Tros was too well pleased to run further risks. He forbade pursuit of the fleeing pirates. He had done their fleet damage enough. He had another problem now that would tax his uttermost resources of command and ingenuity. He sent the other longboat to summon the pirate captains to come over and surrender in person.

He despatched Sigurdsens squadron to the rescue of the sinking pirate ships. Two of them sank before Sigurdsen could reach them. Another sank as he drew near; he rescued the fighting crew but the fettered rowers drowned. He saved from the sinking ships about three hundred, all told, including rowers. They had already killed their wounded, to save them from the customary fate of being turned adrift without food or water, to be eaten by rats in a derelict hull.


CHAPTER XLII. All great men are fools; and wise women worship them

Money to pay for provisions is more important to a ships commander than the wind. He can wait for a fair wind. He can hunt a lee in stormy weather. But unless he can pay for supplies there is no alternative but piracy, disguised or open. And whoever thinks that pirates avoid paying for their depredations is either very ignorant or void of common sense.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



The first man to come up over the rail was the pirate chieftain, rather splendid in his striped cloak, curled beard, golden earrings, heavy gold bracelets and amber beads. He offered his jewelled sword to Tros with the air of a man of breeding. He had almost Herods calmness in calamity; almost Herods curiosity. Even before he spoke to Tros his beautiful brown eyes had studied Hero, observing her armor, withholding judgment.

I am Sophax of Iol, he said in guttural Greek. To whom have I the honor to surrender?

I am Tros of Samothrace.

Cleopatras captain?

It was hardly a prisoners privilege to be inquisitor. Sophaxs name was famous; it entitled him to courtesy, but not to knowledge of his captors allegiance. He was reputed to be the richest pirate on the entire northern African coast. He had certainly been rich enough to buy off the great Pompeys captains, when Rome went to war against all the pirates to reduce the competition with her own marauding hosts. Later he had been able to bribe Julius Caesar not to hound him to death, and Caesars notion of a bribe had been nothing to sneeze at.

You are; held for ransom, Sophax.

The Numidian-Phoenician smiled. His captains, in a group behind him, stepped forward one by one and surrendered their swords  dark-faced men, all masking fear beneath an air of slightly insolent calm. They, too, studied Hero; it was possible that a woman, and a young, good-looking one, might plead for their lives if they were careful; but they were very studiously careful not to offend Tros by looking at her frankly. They murmured compliments to Tros, tactfully assuming that a victor who accepted their swords with his own hand was unlikely to order them killed. But there were other, almost equally unpleasant things that he might do, so their gratitude was guarded and almost sullen.

Tros turned abruptly to Sophax:

Were there no Egyptian warships?

Sophax smiled. Eleven. They fled.

Homeward?

No. I think they fled to join Sextus Pompeus.

Are you Sextus Pompeiuss ally?

No. But he invited me. If you are his friend, I will reconsider my refusal to sail to the aid of Sextus Pompeius.

You are held for ransom.

The amount? I am not as rich as formerly.

The equivalent in negotiable currency of two golden talents.

Sophax almost lost the glitter in his dark eyes.

The amount you are pleased to demand, Lord Captain, is such as even the Queen of Egypt might hesitate to promise.

You will either pay it, Sophax, or else you and your captains may consider your careers at an end. I know what business you have done of late with Jew-Esias of Alexandria.

Sophax made a gallant gesture toward Hero. He was a good actor. Certainly not less than fifty years of age, he could suggest that he had the amorous proclivities of youth. He looked almost as young as Herod when he made that confiding, smiling, wordless compliment. Hero promptly supported Tros:

If I am consulted, then double the sum! It was Sophaxs fleet that raided Salamis and levied tribute of a thousand slaves in addition to all the copper in the treasury and more than one talent of gold. I was told he demanded me also. I fled to the western end of the island, and Sophax had to go away because the fever was wasting his crews.

Tros spoke: I have named the ransom. Choose your envoy, Sophax. I will await payment in the Bay of Suda. You have thirty days  not a day more.

There was a brief but very earnest conversation among the surrendered captains.. One was nominated. Sophax spoke with him alone and then begged writing materials. He squatted on the deck to write, and then, with Tross leave, gave the envoy the ring from his thumb and his amber necklace. Tros flew a signal for Conops and, when he came, turned the envoy over to him:

Let him have his own ship. He will have a fair wind, so take away half his rowers and all except ten of his sailors. Then let him go.

The Alexandrine fleet, swarming with deported Romans, was making its way in disorder toward Tross ships, but Tros dreaded the plague far more than he did any human enemy. He sent a boat to order the fleet to heave to and await his orders. He watched, amazed at their clumsy lack of seamanship. They had to dowse their sails and come about under oar, the oars all out of time and splashing. One of them, apparently the flagship, sent back word that they were short of water. It was the season of little, if any rain. Tross own men were already on diminished rations. But the wind was steady and unusually strong for that time of year. He calculated quickly and then sent another message:

Ration your water and wine to last for three days. Then, by way of after-thought: Why are you in these seas, and not headed for Syria?

Then action, rigorous and swift. It took an hour to strike the fetters from the pirates oarsmen. Tros needed an addition to his fleet of faster vessels, so he distributed the pirates crews among his own ships and manned their vessels with picked men. Threatened with the customary alternative of immediate and dreadful death, the pirate rowers went to the oar-benches without any demur. Many of them begged to be enrolled in Tross command, but his dependable men were now so scattered in so many ships that he didnt dare to trust new captives with weapons  not yet.

He gave Sophax into Herods nominal charge, with an actual guard of two Northmen, because Herod was likely to persuade the man to talk. He sent the other pirate captains to Sigurdsens ship, because he knew Sigurdsen would drink with them, and lie to them with Baltic imagery and colossal exaggerations of the great Lord Captains feats of arms. Those pirate captains would be set free when the ransom was paid; should they spread a legend of Tross prowess along the northern coast of Africa that would not do Tros any damage. Not less than half of Caesars victories had been won in advance by the magic of Caesars name. That kind of victory costs less than warfare, and its results are more enduring.

But the best was to come. The longboat brought an answer from the Alexandrine flagship, in writing, hurriedly scrawled on papyrus and hardly legible because it had fallen into the sea when the writer dropped it overside.



Cleopatras warships abandoned us. After consultation, liking not Cassius nor willing to subject ourselves to Brutus either, who is equally not to our taste, we decided to try to reach Rome and to ally ourselves with with Marcus Antonius the Triumvir, under whose command a number of us first ventured to Alexandria, at the time when Gabiniuss expedition restored this Queens father to his throne. We salute you Tros, as a friend and fellow-sufferer from Cleopatras misrule. The message was signed Titus Sallustius Varro.



Tross acquaintance! He laughed. He doubted he could trust those Alexandrine Romans any better than he could the spy Tarquinius. Titus Sallustius Varro was a grasping concessionaire, who lacked financial skill or honesty; he had been in constant trouble with the Egyptian Treasury about disputed or evaded taxes  a man of equestrian rank with very little military, but a lot of shady political experience. If Varro had managed to get himself elected spokesman, those thousands of ruined and desperate Romans were likely to be a difficult mob to manage; there were probably at least three thousand of them, very likely more, even after allowing for the burned plague ships, one of which still floated, smoking, on the sky, line.

But that they wished to put themselves at Antonys disposal was almost too good to be true. Antony couldnt possibly refuse to protect them, at least nominally. He would have to make some show of interest for his own reputations sake. He would have to recognize Tros as their saviour. Tros sent for Tarquinius.

Have you ever had plague?

No. Tarquinus blinked alertly, using a scrap of linen to his long nose to conceal emotion. He knew well enough there was nothing agreeable coming. Tros had been amazingly magnanimous, but magnanimity has limits.

It is worse, said Tros, than you are. It is the efflorescence, odor, bloom and seed of treachery and vile thoughts. There may be plague on Varros ship. That is your risk. Go and make Varros acquaintance. When we reach Crete I will expect you to inform me accurately as to Varros plans, his influence, the extent of the opposition to him, and, above all, the number of Romans on all those ships who might be capable of valiance, if armed and put to it. Get a letter from Varro, addressed to the Triumvir Marcus Antonius, commending me for coming to so many Romans rescue and promising full and faithful allegiance to the cause of Marcus Antonius. You understand that? Get it! This is your last chance, Tarquinius, to try to betray me.

And what do I get if do well?

Tros pondered that for a moment. It was not his habit to buy mens loyalty. It would be as easy to buy the wind as Tarquinius, and about equally sensible. A quoted price would only set him scheming to get a higher price from the men he was being sent to spy on. Herod, who was watching as usual, storing up studies of men for future reference, laughed aloud at Tross answer:

Do well, and you shall name your own reward, Tarquinius. If it is in reason, you shall have it.

Tarquinius gulped. He saluted. Tros sent him away in the longboat with a skin of decent wine and a bag of onions. Then he left Sigurdsens squadron to herd the Alexandrine ships along behind him, with three liburnians to keep the fleets in touch, and laid his course for Suda Bay. He was worried, and yet curiously light-hearted. His plan, sufficiently elastic to allow for unpredictable events, was made. It was clear in his mind as to all important details. Ahead of him, he knew was the most dangerous task he had ever attempted, and he kept staring at Hero in a way that made her wonder what wrong she had done. When she asked, he perplexed her even more:

It is the wrong you may do that makes me anxious.

They almost quarreled because he wouldnt say what he meant. She tried to get Herod to give her advice. But all Herod could think of to say was:

Tros is a difficult man for a woman to understand. Women, who are able to conceive a man, and bring him forth and suckle him and teach him to walk and speak, forever think of men as children whom they can understand, and guide, and manage. So indeed most men are; as, for instance, I am, and as even Julius Caesar was to an extent. But Tros not. Tros thinks faster than a woman. While she puzzles over what he has done, he is doing; and while she thinks of what he should do, he has already done what he will. Tros should have been a king. He would have been a great one, and the world the better for it. He is a fool to wish to sail around the world. However, all great men are fools, and wise women worship them.

Tros, whose worries were beyond the sky-line, kept himself amused by visiting from ship to ship, drilling his men and lecturing his captains. He had no time now for fleet manoeuvres. When the wind fell, out oars. When the wind rose, full sail. He logged every league he could make between noon and noon, until a sunset crimsoned the eternal snow in the shadowy clefts of the hills of Crete, and he slightly changed the course to windward to gain an offing and descend by night on Suda Bay.


CHAPTER XLIII. Make haste, Herod

It is not the unpredictables that govern issues. It is the steady, unwavering, day by day persistent exercise of judgment, always hewing nearer to the line of Wisdom. Far though it be from Wisdom yet, that effort rarifies its makers thought, until he fits himself for swift and right decision in emergencies that baffle them who envision only purpose and let Wisdom wait, as if it were not, or as if it were a poets word for something unattainable or unknown.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Tross sails had been seen from the hills. Lights invited him into Suda Bay. A lamp-lit boat came out to offer pilotage, and the pilot demanded a suspiciously reasonable fee. So Tros hove to and awaited daylight; but he seized the pilot, who was a sturdy rogue of Dorian ancestry, well mixed with negroid and Phoenician strains. He had a short thick neck; he didnt like a noose around it.

Now then! All Cretans are liars. Lie to me and I will string you to the yardarm. Tell the truth, and I will pay you for the treason to your prejudices. Speak! Who holds Suda?

None! We were raided by Sextus Pompeius, ten days ago. His men raped our women. He took away for his oar-benches all our able-bodied men who couldnt escape into the mountains. Then he sailed away, we think, to Sicily, but we dont know. He had a fleet of more than fifty ships.

So you hoped to wreck my fleet to restore your fortunes! Who then are the wreckers? You have said you all fled to the hills.

Some of our folk have returned from the hills. But we are all starving.

The man looked well fed. So did his crew. There wasnt a gas-blown belly or a set of fleshless ribs among them. Tros ordered them all under close guard until daylight.

The fleet staggered up during the night one by one and took station, until at last a liburnian picked up a ten times flashed command and lay alongside Tross ship, fifty feet to leeward, within easy hail. The liburnians captain, a promoted Gadean boatswain, was ordered aboard and carefully instructed. Then Herod was awakened. His slave was commanded to pack his belongings. Herod looked sleepy, but he was as awake as a fox that scents a hound in the night. The pully-haul and splash of a big water-butt being swung overboard in the darkness, to be picked up by the liburnian startled him so that he set his teeth to suppress an exclamation.

Where are we? he asked. He could see nothing beyond the circle of lantern-light. He was afraid. When Hero came, he glanced at her as if he thought Tros suspected him of trying to seduce her.

Herod, I am sending you to Antony, in the hope that you havent lied about how well you know him.

If he has forgotten me, said Herod, he has a short memory. When I was a boy in Rome he liked me well enough. He laughed.

Do you owe me an effort? Tros asked.

Herod laughed again: For all that you or I know, Tros, you saved me from becoming King of Egypt! Does that put me in your debt, or you in mine?

That is for you to decide.

Very well. I have decided. What do you wish me to try to do?

Find Antony. Tell him, concerning me, whatever you see fit to say.

You impose no conditions, no restrictions? You are wiser than I thought you.

You may say to Antony, if it suits you, that your advice might swing me one way or another. I will not deny that, if Antonys wishes should happen to agree with my convenience. Tell him I am seizing Suda Bay, and will hold it as long as I see fit. Tell him whatever else you please, and let us see what comes of it.

Herod nodded. His eyes sparkled. He recognized the kind of opportunity that exactly fitted his genius. But he was puzzled. He didnt like being hauled out of bed and packed off at a seconds notice. He wasnt quite sure whether Tros was fool enough to trust him too much, or a greater fool to trust him not at all. It might be Tross way of getting rid of an unwanted observer.

Here is more than enough money for your journey  take it, Herod. I am putting aboard the liburnian the best I have in wine and eatables. You will have your slave. For a personal escort I am giving you two Romans and six Jews chosen from those I took from Cassius; they have been suitably clothed and armed. They are yours. But make haste, Herod. The liburnian shall take you to Tarentum, where it will wait for a message from you regarding Antonys intentions. I am trusting you to send me full and trustworthy information.

He did not trust Herod to be anything but Herod. That was why he gave him no implicit instructions, no hint of his plans nor any information that Herod didnt already have. Herod was homeless, penniless, almost friendless. More than anything else he needed influence in Rome. To get that he would certainly not minimize, for the grandiose Antonys ear, the feats of arms nor the strategical position of a possibly useful ally who owned a well-manned and well-disciplined fleet. That part could be safely left to Herod.

Tros packed him off on the liburnian, and laughed when Hero complained that he had put their fate into Herods keeping. When the thump of the liburnians oars had vanished into darkness, until daylight he discussed his plan with her. It was his plan now, not hers. It was beyond her wildest dream of daring. It made her breathless, speechless, until it dawned that he meant to trust her even more than he had ever trusted Conops. Then the spirit in her, that he did trust, surged and as they paced the deck she turned and faced him, laughing, saluting the way Conops always did.

Yes, master! But you call Cleopatra a cat-and-mouser. Your way is equally cruel, isnt it? You demand at a moments notice all a womans courage, all her intelligence

He interrupted: Life is cruel, Hero. You have trudged through Rome in golden chains and lost two thrones, before you are yet twenty. Do you call that the tender mercy of a sentimental heaven?

One throne, she retorted. The other I threw away for your sake.

You regret it?

Not I! But

Hero, if I had let you know my inmost thought too soon, you would have been craftily pumping Herod for advice. He is more crafty than you. He would have divined my purpose. And if Herod understands a purpose, he intrigues to bend it to his own ends. As it is, you have learned quite a little from Herod, and more from me. Your genius will rise to this occasion.

If I lack that genius?

Then I am a man of no judgment, and my destiny is written. I intend to trust you.

He knew he was about to impose on her more than was just. She had been trained by artful guardians to leave responsibility to others, and to have her own decisions whispered to her by men who used her as a catspaw. But there was no alternative. He had Sigurdsens and Conopss jealousy to consider, as well as the probability of Herods gratitude becoming frayed and cynically thin as distance lent proportion to his views.

Daybreak revealed too many problems for Tros to do any more explaining to anyone. He gave orders and saw them obeyed. The topmasts of the Alexandrine fleet were already reeling on the sky-line. Suda was a heap of ruined ancient splendor laid low by earthquakes, looted and looted again by Phoenicians, Greeks, Carthaginians, pirates, Romans, and quarried for building stone for jumbled slums and for the numerous small but well-built fortresses that more or less guarded the bay. There were forts in the hills. There were caves in the hills. There were clefts in the hills that probably provided steep and well-defended routes for sudden forays against invaders. There was smoke in the hills. There were probably hundreds of capable fighting men, whose actual home was, in the hills and whose town was nothing nowadays except a lure for incautious ships.

The bay lay empty, except for the bones of a couple of wrecks. If there were any fishing boats, they had been hauled out and hidden. Sextus Pompeius, as the pilot said, had stolen all the useful shipping; had sunk what he couldnt use. Evidently, too, he had far more than commenced to destroy the few substantial buildings  no doubt to compel the islanders to comply with his demands for provisions and men. It was a lean-looking, doubtful prospect.

Tros anchored his fleet in two lines within bow-shot of the town, but the place appeared deserted. No one answered his signals. Nothing moved except dogs and a few stray goats. The pilot said the people had all taken to the hills, and he offered to go and find them and to carry a message.

But Tros preferred to argue from a basis of accomplished fact. Cretans, he knew, were mountain tribes at continual war with one another, and as treacherous as wolves. The name Cretan was a common epithet to hurl at rogues, who, in any port, if they had any pride, would resent it with naked steel.

So he landed two hundred men, under Conops and another of his captains, sending them right and left to seize the nearest stone forts. A few defenders fled at their approach. He landed more men, ship by ship, until most of his crews were ashore and all the longshore defences were in his hands. Then he marched against the fortified hovel-dwellings that commanded the boulder-strewn roads toward the mountains. After that he explored the town and found almost nothing except empty sheds and houses, and a fleet of small craft hidden under debris. They were good boats. So at last he delivered an ultimatum to the pilot:

One thousand bushels of barley or wheat. One thousand full jars, or the equivalent in skins, of tolerable wine. A thousand milch-goats, as a loan, to be returned in due course. Five thousand pounds of grapes. Two thousand pounds of goat-milk cheese. A thousand pounds of honey. All these by tomorrow noon, or I will destroy the town and the forts and burn the fishing boats. The chief and, if he wishes, his council also, may attend me at noon and learn from me what reward I am willing to pay for diligent obedience to my demands.

He forbade the chopping up of doors and beams; he sent men foraging for fuel, and they brought in several hundred goats, discovered hidden in ravines and caves. By the time the Alexandrine fleet dropped anchor in the bay at sunset Tros was ready for them, quarters and water and fuel and all. But it was nearly midnight before the last Roman had landed; they had burned their boats for fuel and had to wait until Tross men could row them ashore.

Provisions were now the obsessing problem. True, the fleet could cruise in search of corn ships; with corn in such demand in Rome, African ships of all sorts would be trying to run the blockade of Sextus Pompeius and of the pirates who were in a sort of elastic alliance with him. But to comb the seas for corn ships would be a long-drawn-out business and might lead to nothing. Tros felt fairly confident that his present demands would be met, but to expect the Cretans to continue to support more than four thousand invaders would be utter madness. If the ransom money should arrive, he would be able to pay for what he took, but the Cretans could not eat gold; they would hide in their hills and carry on a grim guerrilla warfare.

He could hold Suda, for the present, easily. Most of the Romans had swords, and he could arm them in addition with the weapons taken from the pirates. Tarquinius brought him an encouraging account of the Romans attitude; and he was waited on by Varro, at the head of a committee, nearly all of whom Tros had known in Alexandria. They dreaded Rome, or said they did, but they preferred even that prospect to the dire alternative of serving in Brutuss or Cassiuss army. When Tros promised to return them all to Alexandria; although he did not tell them how or when they knew at least that they were dealing with a man who always tried to keep his promises. They agreed to form themselves into a military unit, under Varros command, and to obey Tross orders. They accepted the task of garrisoning all the little forts around Suda Bay and between Suda and the hills. That left Tross own men to hold the town itself, ready to take to the ships at a moments notice. An attack from the sea was improbable; the fleet looked too big. Sextus Pompeius, the only man likely to dare to attack, was hardly likely to return to a port that he thought he had stripped of supplies.

But Tros ran no risks that could be foreseen. He made haste with methodical calm that masked a furious impatience, telling his real plan to none but Hero, and employing Tarquinius to bring him secret information as to what Varro and his Romans were talking and thinking about.

The provisions arrived, on the backs of asses and on the heads of slaves and women from the secret storage caverns in the mountains. Tros promised the chiefs not only more money than they had a right to expect but four of the Alexandrine ships as well, as a present, to replace their own that Sextus Pompeius had sunk or stolen. But neither money nor ships unless, meanwhile, they remained in the hills, reported approaching ships, and faithfully prevented other tribes from raiding Tross position. Then, in return for a promise of two more ships, he even exacted a promise of more provisions, that they agreed to obtain from a neighboring tribe, and that he agreed to pay for at a price that would yield them a profit. But he put no faith in that bargain; it was little more than a ruse on his part, to give those Cretans something else to think about than retaliation. Sooner or later they were sure to attempt to recapture the town if only for the sake of the fishing, and because they put no more faith in his promises than he did in theirs. He was careful to let them see his archers at practise and his men being drilled by Sigurdsen and Conops.

He didnt spring his surprise on his own men until three days after he had landed, when he had made every provision he could think of, against every imaginable danger. Then he sent for Varro and his subordinates, and all his own captains and subordinate officers. In their presence he appointed hero to the supreme command, with Sigurdsen and Conops ranking equally as chief-lieutenants. He demanded an oath of loyalty and obedience to her. Mystified they gave it, one by one. He gave her his own ten Jews for a bodyguard. Then he paraded all his men and announced the news. They listened breathless.

You, who know what pride I have in you, shall now have opportunity to justify it. You are all my freedmen. I have given you freedom, discipline, justice, self-respect. And I have led you, holding your lives as sacred as my own. Never had I led you into danger that I have not shared  aye, and a lions share. Now I go alone, into a greater than any danger yet, and I rely on you all to behave, in my short absence, as if my eyes were upon you. You can reward my leadership and confidence, no otherwise until I come again, than by obedience to Hero, whom I leave in my place in command.

There was no ovation. He made them present arms to Hero, to the thunder and blare of martial music. Then he left them wondering. They were better so, mystified, than if they knew too much. He had made his choice of the fastest liburnian. He had already triple-manned it, with the pick of his seamen and the most skillful rowers in the fleet. He took his Syrian steward as personal servant, sent Tarquinius aboard without a moments previous notice, and gave a final, laconic charge to Sigurdsen and Conops:

Obey Hero. Be free with advice. But obey. Be your loyalty to her, and to each other, as ungrudging as to me. Hers is the high command, the final decision in any event, the full responsibility.

He avoided a public sentimental farewell with Hero. He could not have endured it. His last words to her were as martial as to his men. He took care that his officers should overhear them:

Remember, girl, I will uphold you in any event, no matter what your errors, so be you are brave and faithful. Look to it, then, that you shame me not with laxness, nor with any cowardice that I would have to acknowledge as mine because I left you to represent me.

She couldnt speak. She saluted him warrior style, with the hilt of her sword to her lips, as the liburnian cast off and Tros set forth upon the boldest venture of a life that had been lived in almost ceaseless war by land and sea. Proscribed as a pirate by Rome and Egypt, he was on his way to snatch the visioned future from the locked jaws of the very Tiber Wolf itself.

He was trusting Destiny. If Destiny should call for courage, energy and wit, he had them. He had left his heart behind him; he was trusting Hero far more than was fair to her or even fair to the men who must obey her. In a way he had trusted Herod. But was he trusting Tros of Samothrace too far? Had he risked all he had on one throw of the dice, in a game he did not understand?

He looked up at the stars. There was no answer. He doubted that even Olympus could read the stars aright.


CHAPTER XLIV. You, Tros!  clear the room!

Half human history was made by drunkards in their cups and written down by slaves of one impostor or another in the hope of table-leavings.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Three crews to spell each other at the oars, night and day, day and night. A steady wind to starboard that permitted sailing a third of the time. A light, scrubbed hull that had been stripped of all unnecessary weight. Tros at the helm, relieved at intervals by an Argive veteran. The liburnian leaped. The long leagues reeled away astern. But Tros fumed.

He was throwing a main in the face of Destiny. He knew it. Sextus Pompeius, pirates  even the Alexandrine Roman Varro might ruin him, if Varro should have the enterprise to make a bold bid. By this time Ahenobarbus had probably drawn Cyprus blank; he might be prowling in search of the Alexandrine fleet. He might have picked up information from some fisherman or other who had seen sails headed westward. Ahenobarbus had an insult to avenge. He had threatened Tros with crucifixion if he ever caught him. If he should descend on Suda Bay for water and provisions, there could be only one possible outcome; between the Cretans in the mountains and Ahenobarbuss well manned quinquiremes, and almost certain of betrayal by the Alexandrine Romans under Varro, Heros fate would be death, if not worse. She had once laughed in Ahenobarbuss face, had mocked his ignorance of decent manners. If he should catch her alive he would make no bones whatever about having her scourged and sold into slavery.

Twice the hard-driven liburnian came in sight of Sicilian pirates, but they were down-wind, on the sky-line. Once Tros sighted a small squadron that might be Sextus Pompeiuss scouts; but he had the weather gauge of them, too, and though they gave chase they were soon out-distanced. Dread of Roman warships, with unpaid crews and plunder-hungry captains who were worse than pirates, had emptied all those seas of merchant vessels.

But when a dawn broke at last on the shoaling, opal-tinted harbor of Tarentum it revealed a crowd of shipping, nearly all empty hulls awaiting sailing permits or an escort and less certainty of capture should they sail in quest of cargo. But there were several store-ships deeply laden. There were half-a-dozen quinquiremes at anchor, without rowers, manned by a mere skeleton crews. There was a fleet of biremes on the beach, being cleaned and repaired. Two fully manned triremes guarded the fairway at anchor. The city looked dead, of the civil war. But it was probably more than alive with fear of the Triumvirate, not knowing whether Antony was paramount, or Octavian, or neither of them. The Senate might regain authority and punish whoever had been disloyal. Even the anchored fleet could probably not have told who owned it at the moment.

Tros drove at top speed between the triremes. Before they had challenged he was past them, semaphoring with both arms unintelligible signals that checked their legitimate impulse to open fire with arrow-engines. At reckless speed he brought the liburnian alongside the stone steps of the public wharf, tossed oars by way of salute, and made fast, within three hundred yards of the liburnian that he had lent to Herod; luckily its crew were out of sight, perhaps in prison, so there was no telltale cheering.

As he stepped ashore he was met by a score of officials, someones lictors and two maniples of Gaulish legionaries commanded by an Etruscan tribune who happened to know Tarquinius.

So Tarquinius was useful. It was he who told the necessary lies about Tros being a special secret envoy to the Triumvirate in Rome from Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt. Asked for his credentials, Tros scowled the officials out of countenance. He demanded proof of their authority to question him. He threatened to report them all to Antony for delaying urgent public business. But he did show his letter from Varro imploring aid for loyal Romans. It appeared then that Antony, not Octavian, was the triumvir whose name spelled terror in Tarentum. Antony had recently proscribed and ordered slain some leading citizens for what he called treason; he had confiscate their possessions and ordered their dependents sold into slavery. It was one of those critical moments when a well told lie, immediately followed by an insolent demand, works wonders. And besides, the liburnian and its crew amounted to a fairly valuable pledge in pawn, so the officials became polite.

But the mail contractor was a veteran extortioner, who swore that his last team had been hired by Prince Herod, two days ago; the prince had bid four times the regular price charged travelers who had no senatorial permit:

By Phoebus-Apollo, I havent a horse with four legs, nor a chariot left that hasnt broken wheels.

So much the worse for you. Tros answered. For unless I am on my way within the hour, I will have you flogged for negligence.

Those mail-contracts were as good as gold-mines to the concessionnaires, but the penalties for negligence were ruthless. Tros might not be bluffing. The contractor weakened.

I have to keep horses on hand for people traveling with senatorial passes. A great envoy, such as you say you are, should show munificence. If I risk being caught short, how much will you pay me?

Charge the bill to the Roman senate, as is customary in the case of envoys, Tros retorted. Antony will authorize the payment. One minute over the hour, and your hide shall learn whether I keep my word or not!

There remained Tarquinius. He had been seasick all the way from Suda. He was in no condition to go bumping a hundred and twenty miles a day, on roads that were last repaired when Pompey brought ten thousand Jews in chains from Palestine and killed them at quarrying stone. To take Tarquinius to Rome might prove more dangerous than to have left him behind to worry Hero. However, Tarquinius spoke first:

Lord Captain Tros, you promised

Ask.

Accept me as your client. Leave me here and trust me. Here I have several friends, but in Rome too many enemies. I am not, as you know, a hypocrite, pretending to mealy virtues that are not mine, nor ever will be. Unvirtuously, I can serve you well, and I believe you are a patron who protects and rewards his clients. I have done you some mischiefs, but never again!

Aye, Tros answered. Mischiefs, and I forgave them. But remember: what was tolerable mischief in a mere adventurer, would be treason if you pledge faith as a client. If I trust, and you betray, I will kill you as a duty that I owe to faithful men.

Accept me. I will not betray you.

Very well, Tarquinius. I will give you your chance. Remain here since you know these Tarentines. Find out what is in those store-ships. Pick up any other information you can. Find the crew of the other liburnian, and use your wits to keep both crews out of trouble.

That was a great load of Tross mind, when, a few minutes short of the hour, he got under way, at the steady league-eating lope of the iron-legged stage horses, with his steward, two seamen and his baggage in a chariot behind. But he was burning with anxiety, nevertheless. He hated chariots. He hated to sit still. He loathed the dust. He felt like a blind, impatient human shuttle being threaded across the warp of time by destiny, that mocked his vision. And he loathed the filthy food at bedbug-infested inns, whose keepers were well aware that reputable travelers could claim the hospitality of equals, in country villas, and that only rogues or men in trouble used roadside inns.

But Tros didnt care to claim anyones hospitality. In the inns, he and his men could protect themselves against the cutthroat rabble who lay in wait for unescorted strangers; all the way to Rome they each had only four hours sleep, in turns, the others standing guard; only three times they fought for their lives against ex-soldiers, masterless and ganged up for any adventure. There was on invariable formula: a gang would offer itself; employment refused, the fulsome compliments would turn to jeering insult; that ignored, one of Tross men would be hustled and accused of crowding or treading on someones foot. Then a fight would begin.

But the average Roman soldier was not a good swordsman. He was not even a Roman. He was a peasant-farmers son, who had been taught to fight pretty well in mass formation. Without officers to direct him he was peasant-minded, slow, and easily scared by superior skill and courage. Tross men had been picked. They could fight like gladiators. As for Tross long sword, he met no gladiator on the road to Rome who was game for more than one encounter with its lightning-lunge. The Roman military sword was not much more than a heavy dagger, almost useless, except in overwhelming numbers, against a man who used more than a yard of artful, glittering Damascus steel.

The constant brawls were a strain on the nerves, and they might have been avoided by turning aside to country villas. Even in the owners absence, the servants would not have refused hospitality to a distinguished-looking stranger. But such villas were always a considerable distance from the main road, and Tros had not an hour to waste. Besides, there was no knowing who had been proscribed, and who not. There were bands of Antonys and Octavians soldiers raiding country estates, day and night, beheading any owner who was on their lists or who couldnt give a convincingly proper account of himself. All Italy was in a state of terror, almost all business at a standstill. The only agency of government that still functioned was the mail service with its relay-stations every twenty or thirty miles. There was nothing for it but to drive straight to the heart of the terror, at top speed.

Tros reached Rome one day near sunset, a few minutes before the guard changed and they closed the gate. There was a long row of human heads on spikes outside the gate and, beyond those, a small forest of gibbets on which lingering scourged victims writhed amid clouds of flies. The stench was suffocating. But Rome always stank. Tross seamans nostrils, eloquent of disgust, gave him an arrogant air that re-enforced, embellished genuine resolution.

He didnt look like a man whom even Roman officers could safely treat with insolence. His unusual costume, his air of authority, his claim to be a foreign envoy on secret, urgent public business, his free use of Antonys name, and the overbearing ferocity of his impatience vouchered him past the gate guard. The centurion in command detached a man to accompany him, to make sure that he really did go to Antonys house. There, there were two full cohorts of legionaries drawn up in the street, but the soldiers presence seemed to satisfy their officers, who questioned him curtly and waved Tros forward. That vouchered him past the lictors, whose fasces rested in a line, five at each side of the great front door. An insolent tribune, helmeted and scarred like a veteran twice his age, took saucy leave of manners and commanded a whole maniple of the Tenth to lock spears in the splendid entrance. But a partially drunk and wholly jovial senator, with a Grecian vase in his arms and surrounded by slaves all similarly burdened, on his way somewhere, parted the spears and rebuked the tribune.

Pollux! It is easier to enter this house than to leave it! Suddenly he saw Tros  recognized him:

Tros! By the lingering stink of Lethe, Tros! I saw you fight in the arena  in the days when Pompey was the god, and Caesar not yet on the march to play god in his shoes and be, in turn, immortalized with daggers!

Something incongruous stirred in the senators drunken brain. Pompeys house  Caesars  now Antonys  

Tros, are you here from the dead to warn this bloody-minded drunkard of his end? Or have you, too, come for plunder? Make haste. Octavian has claimed the house, so Antony is giving away its treasures to annoy him. Go in. If he likes you he will tell you to help yourself. But take care not to irritate him! It was you, I remember, who routed him out and bade him play the man when Caesar died of playing despot! Out of the way with your maniple, you saucy young butcher, you half-hatched cockerel, you pretty target for a javelin, you tut-mouthed impertinence! Way for your betters! Go in, Tros. Tell Antony I admitted you. Hell want to know how anybody but assassins, informers, whores and actors got by the door. Hell either kill you or give you a fortune. Who cares? Go on in.

The solemn dignity of Pompeys house had vanished, along with two thirds of its splendid furnishings. But most of the Greek statuary remained; the oriental magnificence of proportion; the utterly un-Roman beauty of the bronze and marble decoration. It was the din that made the place unfamiliar; it had been a haven of literary calm in Pompeys day. The house was crammed now with noisy visitors, most of them drunk  prostitutes, actors, dancers, senators, army officers, professional athletes, gladiators, bankers, politicians, pleaders. In a corner in one room a group of humorists were sorting Ciceros plundered manuscripts out of a basket; someone was reading scraps of them aloud amid roars of laughter. There were sentries in the passages, and a few quiet men who moved amid the crowd, observant, saying nothing.

An efficient Greek slave, noticing the splendor of Tross cloak and sword-belt, led him aside, enquired his name, dusted him, sponged his feet, provided wine and gave him what was better  news.

Prince Herod? Yes, two days ago. Yes, he is in the house now  not to be interrupted  yes, my lord, a woman. Yes, he has had several conferences with the Lord Antony, who seems very partial to prince Herods company. You have come to tonights banquet? If so, I will notify the steward.

Tros gave the slave a shrewdly calculated tip  not enough to arouse suspicion, not so small as to suggest that he didnt know that slaves importance in the household:

Bring me a morsel of plain food, here, now. Then lead me to your master. Dont, if you can help it, let Prince Herod know I am here.

There was nothing to be gained by interviewing Herod, who had either already done his work, or hadnt done it. It would have hugely amused Herod to answer questions with adroit misinformation. Astonished by Tross arrival, he would have simulated delight, and have played for time, in order to invent some subtle means of steering Tross haste to his own advantage. Good. Herod was with a woman. Might she keep him out of mischief! Tros swallowed food and strode like an envoy of destiny straight to the man who had murdered his way to control of the power of Rome  the coming ruler of the world, if he could outwit young Octavian and smash Brutuss and Cassiuss hold on the East.

Mark Antony was drunk  not drunk enough to be irresponsible, but enough to fire his vanity and make him reckless, ruthless, boisterously generous, and savage by turns. Triumvir, co-dictator, Caesars ex-chief of staff, idol of half the Roman legions, he sat at a table gulping wine and letting whim dictate judgment of life or death. The room was packed with supplicants, some of them well-born women frantically pleading for the lives of friends, sons, husbands, lovers. They who were wise, and who had it, spoke mainly of money.

Herculean, burly, restless to begin a night of revelry, his curly black hair ruffled by a nervous gesture of his left hand, his imperial toga in disarray and his blood-shot, bold eyes, speculating but not calculating, Antony listened, or appeared to listen, and then tossed irrevocable judgments, to a secretary-slave, who wrote on two scrolls of parchment, one for the record and one for the waiting stewards of greed and fear.

The fear  the sense of guilt was unmistakable. It underlay the overgrown-boyish, sensuous-impetuous beauty of Antonys eyes and mouth. It underlay the bullying air of self-reliance. Antony was a statue of a man, with grand, well-moulded, rippling muscles that a gladiator well might envy. He looked well bread, well educated, and he was; but there was something of the parvenu about him, something of the mountebank and self-conscious humbug. Brute and artist were at war within him; he looked aware of it, a bit ashamed but utterly unwilling to deny the brute its day of power.

Suddenly he looked up  saw Tros  recognized him  struck his breast with theatrical gesture:

Dioscuri! You, Tros  Clear the room!

Attendant freedmen, lined against the wall, strode forward. The room was empty in a momenta Antony, almost as tall as Tros, strode forward and embraced him.

Welcome! Herod said you were in Crete. He has been telling me of your exploits. You and Herod must have a conference with me tonight, so keep sober. I have to see Octavian tomorrow and I need facts to oppose his sniffling hesitation. Herod told me all about your little affair with Cassius.

Tros broke into the wine-inspired flow of verbosity:

Good. Then I neednt waste your time or mine retelling it. Lend me your ears for an urgent matter.

Antony laughed. Urgent? There is so much urgency abroad that dalliance begins to have a market value! Which are you  idiot or statesman? Theres little difference, but which are you? Dioscuri! By the ghost of Caesar, Tros if you had done anything else to Cassius than let him go, I would have been your enemy for life! Cassius and Brutus, damn their hides, are the only two dependable allies I have! Theyll give me the game by obstructing each other and being jealous of good subordinates. But what did you gain?

A fleet  didnt Herod tell you?

Cassius was worth more to you than thirteen ships, you Samothracian dreamer! Herod tells me you have fallen foul of Cleopatra. Easy to do, I dont doubt. Tart little bitch. I remember her better than most of the women Ive squandered time on  used to try to make love to her when Caesar had her in Rome, but she was too clever, or I hadnt patience. I dont know which. She corresponds with me at intervals. Her secret agents here in Rome are reptiles; Ive beheaded a couple. Bacchus! I remember now, it was you who smuggled her out of Rome and back to Egypt, after Caesars death, in that great trireme of yours. What became of the trireme? Is it true she burned it? Is it true you have married her sister, or is that one of Herods fables?

He signed to the slave-secretary to drag up a chair for Tros, then set him the example and sat down with a thud, shouting wine! wine! He kept on shouting until a slave came on the run with a wine-jar. Like many a big mans, Antonys voice was high-pitched. He had trained it in a school of oratory to penetrate and shout down the discordant roar of crowds. It was a battlefield voice. But when he was drunk he forgot the rules of oratory, talked like a waterfall, leaped from thought to thought without pause and never waited for an answer until the sudden moment when he thumped a table and commanded climax.

Tros, why are you here? To have your head lopped for piracy, or to do me a service?

You will do yourself no service if you think I ran this risk to play at which can out-guess the other, Tros answered. Destiny wont wait upon our convenience. I have a fleet in being.

What of those Alexandrine Romans that Herod speaks of?

Tros told him. He showed Varros letter. Antony tossed it on the secretarys table. He laughed.

That damned fool Cassius would cut his own throat sooner than act sensibly!

He hadnt the courage. I gave him the chance to kill himself, Tros answered.

Tros, if you had killed him, you would have made me your mortal enemy. Without Cassius as a living menace, I could hardly have brought that little pimply beast Octavian to terms. However, what about those Romans? What do you propose to do with them?

They are worthless as troops, Tros answered. But as political friends, they might be of more or less value to you in Alexandria.

Antony nodded. Can you do it?

I propose to do it. Write them a letter. Promise them your protection. Bid them meanwhile to obey my orders.

I will do that. How many ships have you? How many men?

Tros told him. Antonys wits were as quick as lightning when he did use them. He had been a magnificent chief of staff under Julius Caesar. All he ever needed was a leader strong enough to discipline his genius. His eyes grew brilliant. He scowled, swallowed an enormous draught of wine, got up and paced the floor a time or two, then suddenly turned on Tros and slammed a hand on his shoulder.

Could you defeat Ahenobarbus? Would you dare to try it? He has more than forty ships  six quinquiremes  eight triremes. Spies report him on his way to Alexandria but it may be a false report. You have spoiled Cassiuss plan for invading Egypt. Thats good. I owe you a turn for that. Cassius and Brutus are beginning to concentrate toward Macedonia, because of rumors that Octavian and I have settled our differences and are ready to start against them. If Ahenobarbus could seize Alexandria, he and Sextus Pompeius between them could starve us out. Not a corn ship could reach Rome. We couldnt possibly march into Asia.

It is of that I came to speak, Tros answered.

Antony was silent a moment, speculating, using his intuition; he was too drunk to use critical judgment. Suddenly he demanded:

Tros, what is your ultimate purpose? Why this woman, renamed Hero? Why, though Cleopatra burned your trireme, did you save her by preventing Cassiuss invasion? Are you scheming for the throne of Egypt for yourself?

Tros stood and faced him: Antony, if I had craved a throne, I could have had one long ago.

Yes, I remember Caesar spoke of it. Very well. What are you after?

Tros told him of his plan to sail around the world. I need to build special ships for the purpose. All my wealth is in Alexandria, and that is the best place in which to build such ships as I need.

Antony roared with laughter. Tros stepped away from him, glaring. He had no sense of humor where his grand ambition was concerned. He was sorry he had mentioned it, too angry to realize that he had totally disarmed Antonys suspicion. Did you come to enlist me for the voyage? Antony asked, swallowing wine.

I came to offer, on terms, to guarantee that corn shall reach Rome in sufficient quantity to break the blockade and to make it possible for you to march against Brutus and Cassius.

Antony grinned. Youre a bold man. We dont dare to send a fleet against Ahenobarbus. He might destroy a fleet that we need to protect our crossing of the Adriatic. So youll tackle him, eh? And your terms?

The Roman senate has denounced me as a pirate.

Very simple. I will have that annulled by noon tomorrow. What else?

An appointment as Roman admiral, signed and sealed by you, giving me full authority to act at my own discretion against the enemies of Rome on land or sea.

Impossible! Illegal! Octavian wouldnt agree to it. Even I couldnt get it through the senate without Octavians backing.

Is the senate so important? Did the senate agree to the proscriptions  to the lopping of the heads I saw on spikes as I entered the city? Tros retorted. Are you Triumvir, or the senates catspaw? I am told you have murdered half the senate.

Bacchus! You brought your courage with you!

Furthermore, I demand your promise, to be faithfully kept, that you will aid me in all ways possible, as soon as possible, to start away fully found and equipped on my voyage.

All right. Thats a bargain. You may as well perish that way as another. Otherwise your tongue will rob you of your head, unless Ahenobarbus gets you first. What else do you want?

A letter from you to Cleopatra, telling her of my appointment.

Hah-hah! Oh, hah-hah! Thats good. Shell enjoy that, I imagine! Oh well, serve her right for being stingy with her money! Damn the little bitch, she only sent me a couple of million sesterces.

I want your order in writing, permitting me to take the store-ships in Tarentum and their cargoes.

Ammunition, yes, if you need it. But no corn, mind! We cant spare a grain of corn.

An escort to Tarentum  now  tonight!

Tonight, eh?

Antony paced the floor, twice, with his hands behind him.

He spread his shoulders, flexed his muscles. At last he paused in front of the slave at the table:

Write the appointment. Write the two letters he wants.

Add, in the letter to the Queen, said Tros, that Antony requests full diplomatic courtesy and protection for Hero, wife of Lord Admiral Tros.

The slave raised his eyebrows. Antony nodded:

Yes, yes, write it.  Tros, do you know, you are the only visitor in a week who hasnt begged mercy or money! Stay to dinner. I will send you on your way at midnight. Whats this rumor about civil war in Alexandria? Any truth in it? A spy  I hardly trust him  sent the news from Athens, where they say the Alexandrine Jews have risen in rebellion. There are several reports that Ahenobarbus is under weigh to take advantage of it. Sit down, man, sit down, have another drink and tell me all you know.


CHAPTER XLV. Man the fleet!

Heavens, how many obstacles there are between a resolution and its fulfillment! How much compromising to be done with unessential issues, to preserve the main thing whole and worthy! Each new obstacle to be surmounted in its turn, its smashed entanglements converted into means toward the main end! And the main end never to be overlooked, forgotten, substituted, changed, abandoned nay, nor once dishonored by a coward doubt!
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



All the way to Tarentum Tros remembered Herods face at the banquet-table  opposite  halfway down the table  angry and humiliated. Tros had reclined at Antonys right hand. Antony hadnt let them even speak together. Clothed in the Triumvirs clean linen, Tros had guardedly sipped wine from Pompeys famous cellar that Antony gulped in goblets-full.

Do you agree, Tros? I like that fellow Herod  an artist  amusing company  clever  but I wouldnt trust him not to go over to the enemy with all my secrets!

An uproarious banquet  forty guests  more than a hundred entertainers  decadent indecency  drunken extravagance  revelry of men who might be dead tomorrow. None knew whose name was on the list of suspected traitors, but all men knew Octavians sly genius for getting his political opponents daggered. Even at Antonys banquet table, there were guards on the watch for Octavians spies.

But Antonys high spirits had seemed genuine. His drunkenness appeared to be a tribute to his own self-confidence. He sang with the singers. He got up and danced with the mimes. He wrestled with one of his Gaulish freedmen  threw him, with bawdily genial comments, three parts dead into the midst of a group of dancing girls.

And he had been better than his word when midnight came  out Caesared Caesar with extravagance of generosity. He had ordered out the chariot in which Caesar used to burn up distances  a long thing, beautifully balanced, in which a man could sleep. There was a chariot full of choice wines and hampers of cooked food. There were six escorting chariots filled with legionaries of the Tenth, under a centurion named Sempronius Ruber, who had campaigned with Antony over half a world and knew the last hair-trigger trick of saving time on the road. There was a chariot for Tross servants, new clean clothing for them and a present of money that made them pop-eyed.

And Antony had summoned the public official who had charge of the senates seal and had compelled him to countersign Tross commission without reading it. True, the senates seal was lacking, but it bore Antonys, as red as blood, as big as the boss on a Scythian shield. The letter to Cleopatra was encased in a golden tube that had been plundered by Sulla from Mithradatess palace; it referred to Tros as amicus meus, to Hero as uxor sua pulcherrima fidelis et sine criminis causa.

In the hands of Sempronius Ruber was a document commanding port authorities to give Tros any stores he needed, against the centurions receipt. Antony had forgotten to exempt corn from the authorization. When they reached Tarentum, Tarquinius, who had snaffled himself a bribe from some credulous fool and was looking well pleased with himself, turned up with an accurate list of all the provisions afloat in the harbor. Not a man of the liburnians crews was missing.

Wheat, barley, olive-oil, wine  two full cargoes, in seaworthy ships, with pressed Tarentine crews, were snatched from under the very noses of the authorities and orders to sea. The captain of one of the port triremes, overawed by Antonys seal on Tross commission, and properly flattered by the glib-tongued Sempronius Ruber, undertook to escort the slow store-ships southward and eastward to a conjectural rendezvous at sea where Tros, on his way from Suda with his fleet, would overtake him.

As a precaution, the only one he could think of, Tros shipped Tarquinius off on the trireme, to regale the triremes officers with any lies he pleased and keep them from abandoning their convoy or returning with it to Tarentum. Then he embraced Sempronius Ruber, gave him gold beyond a mere centurions dreams of affluence, and set sail  two liburnians in line ahead, whose crews knew only that the great Lord Captains grim impatience was the cue for even more than their usual seamanship.

The liburnians flew, with a brisk norwester kicking up a sea behind them, but not fast enough for Tros and hardly fast enough to snatch another bone from the teeth of fate. One more hour, and Tros would have been too late at Suda.

One day before his sails shone rosy in the rising sun in the mouth of the bay, the ransom had come for Sophax and his captains. It was partly in gold, partly in the form of a letter of credit on Jew-Esias in Alexandria, that Esias had given a year ago in payment for a cargo of African slaves. That was good acceptable currency.

Its arrival had interrupted riots caused by some of the women having offered themselves to Varros Romans. Hero had demanded the return of the women and the Romans impudent refusal had put her command in jeopardy. Sigurdsen and Conops, mutually jealous, had supported Hero, but the men had done some fighting on their own account, and the Romans had Sigurdsens women, which had made him bull-angry and indifferent to sensible caution. He had battle-axed one Roman. Discipline was dangerously undermined. The bards were singing war-songs and the men were testing Heros resolution. She was hesitant, too anxious to be diplomatic, trying to gain time until Tros should return.

Now the Romans were demanding half the ransom money, claiming, plausibly enough, that they had been the bait in the trap that enabled Tros to capture Sophax. Tros, they declared, had abandoned them all to their fate. He had been gone two weeks. Where was he? They demanded that the fleet should put to sea before provisions gave out and the Cretans came down on them. They had tried to enforce their demands by seizing and cutting off the water supply.

Tros arrived in the nick of time to prevent a tight that would inevitably have brought down Cretans from the hills to attack both sides indiscriminately. Hero, Sigurdsen and Conops were preparing for a vigorous assault on Varros hurriedly fortified position.

Tros took command. He showed himself in full view of the Romans. He deployed a hundred men toward the Romans rear, and they capitulated without striking a blow. They sent Varro to beg for terms.

The terms were drastic. Varro was deposed and all except two hundred of the Romans were disarmed. All of them had to go to work at once to fill the fleets water-casks  a prodigious task; to save injuring the casks they had to sling them on poles and carry them from the filling-place to the shore. The two hundred who were not disarmed were volunteers, who begged to be enrolled for battle-duty. Tros grouped them in tens and distributed them on different ships, so that they couldnt gang up for another outbreak.

The severest part of the penalty Tros kept carefully secret, until he was ready and the Romans gave him the additional excuse that he had no doubt they would give, for indignant drasticism. What he needed was fighting men, not politicians, and he was short of good seamen. He had plenty of rowers; Cassiuss captured Jews were becoming good. They were beginning to believe they would be set free, so they put their hearts into the work.

But Sophaxs men were sailors, and though the pirate claimed them when he paid his ransom, most of them preferred Tross offer of enlistment. Sophax and his captains had to leave them behind, and the man who had brought the ransom money also volunteered, and was accepted.

Finally, Tros sent for the Cretan chiefs and paid them  overpaid them. He gave them all the Egyptian women except six, who were the property of Sigurdsens decurions; and even two of those fortunates he ordered whipped as an example to Heros slave, Sigurdsens freedwoman and half-a-dozen others, who might be said to be on the strength and not subject to be treated like cattle.

Then he began driving. Conopss golden trumpet sounded the assembly. The order went forth:

Man the fleet!

Tross men went to work, delighted. But the Alexandrine

Romans demanded navigators and trained crews. Had not the pressed Rhakotis seamen deserted along with Cleopatras warship convoy? The experience of manning oars and sails was nothing they wished to repeat. Besides, Tros had taken two hundred of their best men, and had promised their best ships to the Cretans, whose chiefs were standing by, waiting for Tros to keep his bargain. It was then that he imposed his staggering decision:

You will remain here! I have already made terms with these Cretan chiefs for your protection. Queen Cleopatra shall pay their bill for feeding and protecting you until she sends a fleet to bring you back to Alexandria. Do you think me such a fool of a commander as to risk a second time such treachery as yours was the minute my back was turned? I sail on stern business. I need men, not trimmers.

They begged, they implored, they promised, they even wept, but he was adamant. He wanted no slow convoy of doubtfully friendly noncombatants to be fed and guarded while he combed the sea to force an issue with Ahenobarbuss fleet. He had in mind, too, to discover how far he could trust the Cretans. Suda Bay was a splendid anchorage. Cleopatra was not yet  not by a long way yet defeated; even when defeated, she was likely to be as dangerous as ever. A day might come when he would need such a base as Suda, with dependable tribesmen ashore to protect him while he accumulated material and built the ships he had in mind, for the voyage around the world on which his heart was set. So let the Romans stay and test the Cretans idea of a bargain. He left the Romans as many provisions as he dared. He bargained shrewdly with the Cretans, promising not too much but enough to make it worth their while to keep faith.

As for Hero, he praised her cautiously, taking the blame on himself for having overloaded her with a task that had equally baffled Sigurdsen and Conops.

Girl, you did well. I am proud of you. But you have yet to learn to use your cunning, and reserve violence for use when cunning fails. You should have guarded the water-supply. You should have let those Romans drink and wash only with your permission. One of the principal means of command is to control necessities and dole them out as favors. You, as a woman, should know that. Is a woman, who can be had on demand, of any value as a bait for mens obedience? It is so with food and water. Nevertheless, we have snatched advantage. I could hardly have left that rabble at the Cretans mercy, if they hadnt given me excuse. As it is, we are free for the fight of our lives.


CHAPTER XLVI. What does the Queen think it means, Olympus?

The worst hour is the eve of final effort, when the goal, that seemed so near, seems passing out of reach; and all the work done hitherto, that seemed so wise, appears ill-done and ill-conceived; and all the unpredictable, imponderable dangers, suddenly invade the mind like spectres. Then a man needs courage. Aye, he needs the courage to believe his vision all along, from the first until now, was clear, and all his efforts well aimed to a good conclusion.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



And now, Tros hunted Ahenobarbus. He extended his probably vastly inferior fleet so widely that hardly a sail could have passed unseen. Even before he overtook the Tarentine store-ships in charge of the trireme, a Delos slaver and three fishing boats had been ordered up into the wind and had given him better than hints of the Roman admirals movements. The cargoes from Tarentum were whipped out and distributed. Tros took Tarquinius aboard and learned from him that the triremes officers had picked up rumors of revolution in Alexandria. A Greek merchant vessel loaded with Syrian bears for the Roman arena had reported sighting Ahenobarbuss fleet under full sail, headed southward, somewhere east of Cyprus. Tros invited the triremes commander to join forces with him, but was rather relieved when he declined and returned to Tarantum.

You will have a belly-ache of Ahenobarbus, said the Roman. He has twice as big a fleet as yours.

When the trireme parted company Tros summoned his captains and explained his strategy:

The two essentials are wind and drinking water. At this season the wind will be from the north  a fair wind for Ahenobarbus, and he will need it if he means to sail his hulking quinquiremes to Alexandria. He will follow the Syrian coast from headland to headland. If he has full war crews he will have to water his ships every third or fourth day, or oftener. Let us all pray for filthy weather. My purpose is to find him but to avoid a battle until weight and numbers no longer give him the advantage.

So Tros worked up to windward, combing the sea for news and not turning southward until his scouts caught four full shiploads of drinking water that were being sent from Salamis in Cyprus to overtake Ahenobarbuss fleet  a priceless capture; it saved a hundred miles of work against the wind, and the tedious delay of hauling water from shore to ship, with all the attendant risks. It might even upset all Ahenobarbuss calculations.

Two days later, rubbish told the tale of the Romans whereabouts. There were even dead bodies being torn by seabirds; there was no dirtier wake in the world than a Roman war-fleets.

Then the wind failed. Heat and flat calm, foreboding a storm from the northeast. Conops, scouting under oars, caught and overhauled a heavy boat-full of Ahenobarbuss sick. They had been set adrift to reach the Syrian coast if they could. They were waterless. Given water and wine, they told all they knew.

Six quinquiremes, eight triremes, twenty biremes, eight cataphracts  all short of water. Definite news that the Jews of Alexandria had risen in rebellion, and a guess that Cleopatra might welcome a Roman fleet of help her hold the throne. A tribune with a broken leg, cursing Ahenobarbuss ancestors and get for having set him adrift, volunteered that Ahenobarbuss plan was to seize the island of Pharos, where there was plenty of water; possession of the island should give him the command of the harbor and control of the city.

As for me, Lord Tros, I hope you wipe him out, although I think your fleet is unfit for the task. If ever my leg gets well again, I am for Antony.

Tros laughed. It had been Tros himself who oversaw the strengthening of the fortifications on Pharos. Even previous to that, not even Caesar had dared to try to storm that well-defended island from the sea, and in Caesars day there had been no artillery. But Tros, soon after Caesars death, when he and Cleopatra were on friendly terms, had built huge catapults in the forts at each end of the island. They could hurl rocks weighing half a ton and smash to tinder any ship that tried to enter the Royal Harbor through the eastern channel. Ahenobarbus would have to enter the Harbor of Happy Return, at the western end, where the entrance was wider and his fleet could keep out of catapults range.

Conference again:

Its going to blow a hells own snorter from the noreast, said Conops. Hes going to have to run for shelter. Hell be parched. We have him, master  I mean Lord Admiral.

Those quinquiremes, said Sigurdsen, cant fight in dirty weather. As soon as it begins to blow wed better get near him and tackle his big ships one by one as they become unmanageable.

Ahiram was all for caution: Weve some experienced men. But weve a lot of new hands who are likely to flinch in the face r, of superior numbers. Id say, race him to Alexandria. If were there first, and hes short of water, hell have to turn back. If it blows hard enough, hell pile on the beach.

Hero agreed with Conops, but for a different reason:

If Ahenobarbus should get there first, and if the Jews really are in rebellion, Cleopatra will welcome a Roman fleet. She will agree to support Cassius and Brutus in exchange for help against the Jews, and she will help Ahenobarbus to destroy us. I say overtake him and fight him now.

Tros gave his verdict: Aye! And arrive off Alexandria with a battered fleet too weak to drive a bargain, no safe port to turn to, and Cleopatra no longer menaced by Ahenobarbus! It is Cleopatra whom we have to defeat. Ahenobarbus hates and despises her. Hero, you hate her and dread her jealousy. I loathe her treachery and like her courage. Furthermore, I need her help, and she needs mine. It is time to begin to worry Ahenobarbus!

He began by cutting off two of the Romans provision ships. Prisoners gave him information that was worth more than the food. Ahenobarbus knew of the capture but didnt turn to bring on an engagement, and that told Tros more than the prisoners did. It began to blow. He gave chase in close formation, ready to concentrate on any of the Roman ships that might get separated by the storm.

It was blowing a full gale by the time they sighted the Pharos beacon. By the time they had the Roman fleet in view Ahenobarbus was in trouble, on a bad lee. His advance guard of two biremes had been utterly smashed by the catapults at the entrance of the eastern harbor. A third had been wrecked on the rocks and was sinking in smothering foam. Tros shortened sail and manoeuvred to give the Roman time. He ignored Conopss and Sigurdsens signals asking leave to attack. He watched the Roman try a futile exchange of arrows with the forts on Pharos, then abandon his sinking biremes and go rolling, with a beam sea that bullied his oarsmen, westward toward the Harbor of Happy Return.

Oh, go for him! Go in and smash him! Hero urged. Tros, have you lost your judgment?

No, he said calmly. Nor he his. If he were a fool, he would detach half his fleet to hold me while the other half entered the harbor to fight for water. I would destroy him then, half at a time.

But he will water his fleet, and then what?

He cant come out against the wind. I have him bottled. And the sight of my sails will give Royal Egypt something else to think about than making him welcome.

He will set fire to all the corn ships in the harbor. Then how will you keep your promise to feed Antonys army?

All the corn ships will be safe out of harms way on Lake Mareotis, cleaning their bottoms of weed. Ahenobarbus is mine! Watch! Wait, I tell you! Silence, woman, silence!

It was a summer thunder-gale; it had almost blown itself out by the time Ahenobarbuss fleet had straggled as far as the western entrance. But there was still a high sea. The Roman had a hard time getting his unwieldy quinquiremes into the harbor. Dogging his rear, Tros made a demonstration that drove one quinquireme and a trireme too close to the Pharos catapults. A dozen half-ton rocks splashed wide, but there were three hits, and three were enough. Before Ahenobarbus could rescue the crews from the smashed ships, Tros had let his rearguard have a dose of arrow-fire that threw them into confusion. He almost captured one trireme, whose rowers wilted under arrow-engine hail.

Drive on in and smash them all! urged Hero.

Tros hauled off. He liked to win his battles. He proposed to know all that he needed to know before risking a ship. It would do no harm to keep Ahenobarbus guessing. He laughed at the thought of the Queens perplexity. He hove to, stationing his fleet in two lines off the harbor entrance. He sent a four-oared boat with a spy to Pharos, but neither the boat nor the spy had returned by late afternoon. Perhaps the spy was being tortured. If so, he had been well equipped with artfully invented misinformation.

Even if Ahenobarbus didnt have to fight for water, it would take him all night to get it aboard. Tros had three days water and a weeks provisions. He could afford to wait. Strategy and tactics both demanded he should wait for the moonless darkness, when the Romans almost certainly would be on the defensive. The Roman tradition of fortified camps for the night was as undying at sea as on land. There would be double anchors down and a vedette boat patrol.

There came a boat from Pharos, rowed by sixteen slaves, and in its stern sat the gloomy Olympus. Tros laughed. The gloomy Olympus again! No witnesses  no secretary  no adroit official liar to attempt sly bargains! None but Olympus, in haste, with a personal slave in the stern who urged the splashing rowers. Tros ordered a longboat overside.

Tarquinius, take this present of wine to Admiral Ahenobarbus. Tell him from me he will need it if he means to accept battle. Add that, if he wishes to surrender, I will receive him on my quarter-deck.

Lord Captain, that savage will order me killed!

Not he. But I think he wont surrender. Bring back all the information you can get.

I doubt he will let me return.

Go and find out!

Olympus arrived as Tarquinius was rowed away. The ship rolled so that he had to be hauled up in the bight of a rope, ruffled and undignified. When he and Tros embraced the crew saluted, but a couple of seamen watched narrowly to make sure Olympus didnt draw a dagger.

Tros, I am sent to ask what this means.

What does the Queen think it means, Olympus? Tell me all your news. Be brief about it.

When he wished, Olympus could be as straight to the point as a Parthian arrow.

Tros, she needs your friendship! Two thirds of her ministers, and all of her guard officers except Leander and a few of his intimates, are in favor of terms with Ahenobarbus. Pharos is loyal to her, but not the city. After you escaped Antyllus at Pelusium she had you condemned as a public enemy and your possessions ordered confiscated. She demanded your fortune of Jew-Esias. He refused. She threw him in prison. That enraged all the Jews in the city, who were indignant enough because there is no foreign trade and they cant ship the corn that she forced them to buy. They rose against her. She suppressed them, slaying more than the plague had done

Has she slain my friend Esias?

No, not him yet.

Let her lay that to her credit! Is she in the palace?

Yes. The Heptastadium is held by loyal troops, so if the palace becomes too dangerous she can escape to Pharos. If Ahenobarbus should attack the Heptastadium they are ready to burn him off. The Jews are now waiting to see what will come of overtures that Admiral Ahenobarbus is busily making to the Queens enemies. What will you do?

What say the stars, Olympus?

Tros, is it wise to mock because you disbelieve?

What say they?

I have read your horoscope. You are in danger. Mars and Mercury aid you, but Saturn afflicts. Delay is to be avoided.

So also is her treachery, Olympus. Go and give her this letter from Antony. Her fate is in her own hands. Say, that if she wishes me to save her from Ahenobarbus I require, this side of midnight, proof  not promises, proof  that she intends to carry out in full, in good faith, every one of the demands that I made before she tried to trap me at Pelusium.

Tros, consider her dignity, I implore you.

Warn her to consider this: I have already opened conversation with Ahenobarbus. Make haste, Olympus.

But proof, Tros? What possible proof?

Something better than mere words, Olympus. Let her use her memory  her wits  her sense of decency  her knowledge of the Law that governs loyalty  her sense of justice, affection, gratitude and fair play! That is all my message to her. I have nothing to add.

Do you need nothing?

No.

The Pharos forts could send you ammunition.

No. Go tell the Queen that Lord Admiral Tros and his fleet await her swift interpretation of your reading of the stars!

Olympus was lowered overside by men who almost feared to touch him, lest his magic wreck their souls and bodies. Hero, smothered in a shawl against wind and spray, forefelt the outcome:

Tros, she will rather accept Ahenobarbuss orders! I would!


CHAPTER XLVII. What a task to be worthy of Tros!

Any form of government is good that actually governs and not offers opportunity to rogues to buy and sell preferment. Let a ruler rule, and let the ruled obey. But woe betide a ruler who is faithless to the lonely task of ruling firmly, generously, justly, decorously, wisely and, to sum the terrifying total  well.
 From the Log of Lord Captain Tros of Samothrace



Night fell before Olympus was well on his way. Save for the great lighthouse beacon it was dark on Pharos, but a red glow overswam the city. The thunder of surf on Pharos drowned all noises from the land. The wind had fallen, but the sea ran high. The fleet kept station under oars, exhausting patience, stirring ill temper. Tros signaled for Conops, and presently Conops came alongside with the store-ship that contained Cassiuss thousand packages of Greek fire as well as all that remained of Tross own infernal explosive. Straw mattresses and dry wood were collected from the fleet. The store-ship was crammed to her hatches with inflammables before Tarquinius returned, discouraged.

Yes, I spoke with Ahenobarbus. He thanks you for the wine, in which he drank to your damnation and he bade me say so. They are bringing provisions and water to him from the city, rather than have him send a force ashore to make them do it, I suppose. He has anchored his fleet out of range of the Heptastadium, which appears to be strongly held by archers. Nearest to the harbor entrance are four quinquiremes and four triremes. The rest of his fleet lies between him and the city. He has six little vedette boats, and theyre wide awake, patrolling. He asked how much water you have, and I told him almost none, which made him laugh. He said you shall have your belly-full of sea-water as soon as it suits him to come out. That was all I could learn, except that he has sent some officers ashore to confer with the city officials.

How did his crews appear to you? Spirited or ship-weary?

Pretty good, I thought. The men are singing  laughing at the bawds along the waterfront.

Tros waited, though he knew it was doing his crews no good to keep station under oar in darkness. They were growing nervous, less and less likely to put up a vigorous fight against odds. Meanwhile, he instructed Conops, and then summoned his captains one by one, to be patiently shown with the aid of a charcoal drawing exactly what his plan was. Word stole through the wondering fleet that the Lord Admiral would be granting shore-leave and paying full arrears of wages by tomorrow noon. Sullenness fled on the falling wind.

It lacked an hour of midnight when Olympuss boat returned and was hailed by the fore-deck lookout. Tros stared over the rail and roared suddenly:

Stations, all hands! Torches there! Our ladder! Then, in a moment: Royal salute! Present  arms!

Cleopatra! She was shawled and merry. She looked tinier than ever. She sprang lightly to the deck and stood under a sort of aureole of crimson torchlight, holding out her hands for Tros to come and kiss. Excitement, dare-devilry, mischief sparkled in her eyes. She didnt look like a queen but a light o love keeping a midnight assignation. She was like the girl again who stole into her palace to risk a duel of personality and wit against Caesar, and all his sycophants, and all her enemies.

Hero, in armor, striding like a killer, smiling with the catlike Ptolemaic stealthy watchfulness, walked forward beside Tros. He bent over Cleopatras hands. He rather lingered on the courtesy. He gave her time, should she choose, to avoid humiliation. It wasnt in him to show malice if she would do the right thing, say the right word. She had the genius to realize it.

Good Lord Admiral! I would rather see you than a thousand ships!

Leander and Olympus loomed behind her, staring, listening, alert. She looked at Hero steadily. The gleam of torchlight on Heros armor wasnt as fascinating as the flash of unmasked but, for the moment bridled hatred in those sisters eyes.

Hero said nothing, making the most of superior height and a smile that suggested triumph was beneath her young dignity. Cleopatra spoke:

Tros, who is this? Present her to me.

She is my wife Hero. Hero, make obeisance of the Queen of Egypt.

Hero bowed gracefully and then stared eloquent defiance.

I congratulate you, Hero. And you also, Lord Admiral. She is beautiful, isnt she? But what a task to be worthy of Tros! Hero, be a loyal wife to him and count me your friend! Lord Admiral, your friend Esias tells me your fortune is safe. He has it. His docks are at your disposal. He is at the moment busy trying to calm the Jews, who have been troublesome. He and his friends will be sorry, and I more than all, when you set out at last on your voyage around the world. But we will hospitably aid you. We will speed our guest, though we will all lament his going. Then  suddenly, in a voice that curiously mingled anger, laughter, tears, humiliation and admission of guilt: Now, Tros, are we friends again? Olympus said you demanded proof. Is this enough? Can you ask more than that I come and claim your protection? Are we friends again?

I was never your enemy, he answered. Hero shuddered when he kissed her. Then Leander laughed aloud:

Lord Admiral, you have a tougher task tonight than when you fought your way out of Pelusium!

The opportunity to thank you for your aid on that occasion is a privilege, Leander!

Cleopatra saved that moment. He obeyed me, Tros! He was loyal to me. I ordered it. Forgive him!

It is not my custom to forgive an officer for being loyal to his Queen! How now, Leander? You were saying?

Tros, unless you smash Ahenobarbuss fleet, the Queens enemies will have closed a bargain with him before morning.

Is it known she has left the palace? Tros asked.

No, said Cleopatra. Not even Charmion knows  not yet. Leander added: If Ahenobarbus knew it, he would imitate Caesar and seize the palace.

He is a little late to try that, Tros answered. When I have beaten him, what of the throne?

Cleopatra answered: Do you think I would have begged your pardon, humbly like this, if I could have saved my throne without you? To your task, Lord Admiral! Defeat Ahenobarbus, and the city will kiss your feet and pay its fines for having flouted me!

Can you safely return to the palace?

No! If I were seen it would be said I had appealed to you and you had refused aid! They would offer to sell me to Ahenobarbus!

It may be a hard battle, said Tros. Ahenobarbus is a stout opponent. If you remain on my ship you may be injured  killed.

Better to die in battle than be a drab of a throneless Queen! said Hero. Wish was mother to the thought. She didnt even try to mask the malice. She hoped so eagerly that Cleopatra would be slain that Cleopatra laughed and blew her a kiss.

You have a wife, Tros, whose opinions crackle like a thorn-fire. Let us hope they burn nothing!

Tros put under Leanders orders ten men armed with swords and shields, whom he could ill spare.

Guard her with your lives! The safest place will be the midship cabin.

But Cleopatra refused to enter the cabin. Nothing  no argument could persuade her to do it.

It is my throne that you will fight for. I will share the full risk. And besides, I wish to see a well-fought naval battle! Tros sent two boats around the fleet. He himself visited the nearest ships. Presently there stole forth from the lightless lines the store-ship loaded with explosives, under oars, guided by rowboats, steered by Conops, manned by seamen who had fought at Salamis, and towing boats into which the crew were to jump at the word of command. The flagship followed, showing one light astern, guiding an almost silent fleet in line ahead, dead slow. The thump of muffled oars was smothered by the roar of breakers on the rocks of Pharos. There was no telltale moon. The silence on Tross flagship was so tense that he could hear the oarsmens breathing and the thumb-strum of a bard who tuned a harp. He could hear the creak of a midship walk on which the oar-captains stood under lantern-light and beat time. It was perfect rowing; the oar-drip was nearly as quiet as rain.

Suddenly Roman vedette boats blared a general alarm and scooted toward their fleet. Ahenobarbuss quinquiremes and triremes slipped their cables with a great din of oars going out through the ports, shouted commands and trumpet-calls. The rest of the Roman fleet began hauling their anchors. The high-sided fire-ship, hardly visible, suddenly rattled as if hail-struck. All four quinquiremes had opened on it with their arrow-engines. Its rowers spurted. Conopss golden trumpet tally-hoed a blast of triumph. Oars went overside. There was a rush for the boats. The store-ship crashed between two quinquiremes, whose heavy corvi fell well aimed and spiked its deck. Through the store-ships hatches burst a fountain of brilliant flame that cannonaded, crackled, exploded and sizzled skyward with a suffocating stench and dreadful heat that hurled back the Roman boarders. The locked quinquiremes crashed their sister ships. The triremes milled around them. From the stern of Tross flagship the thrice repeated signal flickered:

Carry on as ordered!

Trumpets then, and shouting. Wild harps, and the cannonade of oars unmuffled. Conops, back on his own ship, led his squadron hard behind Tros. Sigurdsens squadron raced along the harbor-front, between the shore and the burning quinquiremes, to engage the Romans lighter ships and hold them, while Tros and Conops poured a hail of arrow-fire into the colliding, locked, unmanageable fleet in mid-harbor. All four quinquiremes had caught fire; two whose corvi had spiked the fire-ships deck-beams were already done for, abandoned, most of their crews leaping overboard to drown. The crew of one drifting, blazing quinquireme had spiked a trireme with its corvus, to make a bridge for its crew to abandon ship. They were in the way, masking the triremes arrow-fire.

The holocaust illuminated the entire harbor  the long, defended Heptastadium  the dense crowds swarming along the harbor-front to view the spectacle  Sigurdsens squadron obeying orders, avoiding the Roman biremes deadly covi, outmanoeuvring them, delaying their efforts to come to the main fleets rescue  and in the midst of the harbor a fiery mirror on which black monsters struggled amid smoke and roaring flame.

Suddenly the fire-ship blew up. There was a moments glare like the death agony of a thousand meteors, ten thousand thunder-claps in one  then darkness, jewelled by the longshore torches mirrored on the water. Cleopatras voice and Heros, simultaneous in Tross ears, one on either side of him but hardly audible amid the din of battle and the shouts of ten or twenty men all bellowing the same news:

Tros! there goes Ahenobarbus!

Lord Admiral, the Roman captain runs!

Tros, too had seen him. Almost nothing escaped Tross eyes in battle. He had time, even in that minute, to observe that Conopss four ships had broken a triremes oars, had rammed and grappled her, were at the throats of the Roman marines. Another trireme had gone to lend a hand against Sigurdsens ships. Another, backing water to get in position to use her ram, loomed ahead in the darkness, and toward that trireme Ahenobarbus was being rowed  he and his staff in the stern of an eight-oared boat.

Lay all arrow-engines on the trireme forward. Full speed ahead!

The air screamed with arrows. Tros caught the trireme turning, rammed her near amidship, rolled her half over with a gap in her underside that filled her in less than a minute  backed away, by the grace of discipline and masterly helmsmanship too swiftly to be caught by the ram in the rolling Romans death-wound. The sinking triremes captain yelled for quarter.

Cease fire! Both boats away! Bring me that Roman admiral alive! Starboard oars astern! Port oars forward! Full speed!

He circled around to aid Conops. But that trireme also had struck. Conops and his crew were already disarming Roman prisoners. Tros ordered the trireme left adrift. Its oars were smashed; it was helpless.

Go and aid Sigurdsen!

Then Ahenobarbus came over the rail with his dejected-looking staff officers, respectfully but closely followed by Tross seamen. The Roman admiral strode up to Tros in the darkness. His staff saluted, but he didnt.

Do you strike? Tros asked him.

Yes.

Then let your captains know it!

How?

Signalling  but no one saw the signals  trumpeting  but no one heard or heeded  Tros raced across the harbor to where Sigurdsens and Conopss squadrons were at death-grips with what remained of the Roman fleet. It had become almost a land-fight. Grapples, rams, corvi had locked them into one swaying riot with a Roman bireme crushed in the midst, and one ship burning. Sigurdsens ship had been sunk by a Roman dolphin. Sigurdsen was battle-axing, bull-lunged in the van of boarders on a Roman deck.

By trumpet-call and messenger Tros had called off most of his own men before the Romans at last saw Ahenobarbus standing bare-headed on a torch-lit quarter-deck, and understood, and yielded. Two cataphracts and a trireme, three vedette boats and one bireme were making their way to the sea, circling wide near harbor-mouth to avoid the catapults on Pharos. Conops came vaulting override, saluting, grinning:

Shall we give chase, master? I mean, Lord Admiral?

No. Bring Ahenobarbuss eight-oared boat alongside.

Aye, aye, master.

Steward, provision the admirals boat.

Ahenobarbus stared. He took no notice of Cleopatra, none of Hero. Cleopatra was about to speak to him, but Tros prevented her; he knew the grim, sardonic Roman hated her too savagely to be civil even if his life depended on it.

So we have met again, Ahenobarbus. You promised, I remember, you would crucify me.

True. I meant that, said the Roman.

You can overtake your ships, I think, Ahenobarbus, if you make haste. Ashore you would be a dangerous guest. I dont like crucifying gallant seamen. So I make you a present of the life of a brave commander!

A slight smile flickered on Ahenobarbuss iron face.

I accept that, he answered. You yourself, Tros, are an honorable seaman. You should have been born a Roman. Farewell.

He and his staff officers saluted. They ignored the women, turned away and marched like gladiators to the rail, where the seamen helped them overside. Then Cleopatra spoke:

Tros, you are a madman. I have always known it. You should have cut off his head.

I prefer his respect, Tros answered. His head is valueless. It holds no wisdom.

He gave orders to his lighter vessels to patrol the harbor-front, to prevent the Alexandrine mob from putting off in boats to loot Roman ships. He sent boats for the surviving Roman captains, and to rescue swimmers. But there wee very few swimmers; armor had drowned the men who jumped, and the chained Roman rowers had gone down with their burning ships.

The city roar became noticeable now  ululating tumult, echoed and re-echoed between marble walls. There was a lot of shouting on the Heptastadium. Along the harbor-front two regiments of cavalry, their weapons and brass ornaments reflecting torchlight, clattered and came to a halt abeam of Tross ship. They saluted with a great flourish of trumpets and thunder of drums. Tros send Leander to bring their commander aboard.

Tros, said Cleopatra, you are as mad as Euroclydon, but you are as brave as Alexander and as generous as all the fools there ever were on earth. Now that you have let Ahenobarbus go  no doubt to be your relentless enemy!  what do you propose to do next?

He was silent for several minutes, keeping her waiting while he watched the lights of his squadrons obeying orders to form in double line with the flagship on the right front and the captured Roman warships in a line down the midst.

Next? he said then. I am Antonys admiral.

Tros, you could have been my admiral. I offered it.

Aye, Egypt. I think now they will send their scapegoats and their hostages, to beg terms. We have the city at our mercy.

He meant he had her at his mercy. He was too magnanimous to say so plainly, unless she forced him. She understood.

Tros, what do you wish me to promise? I will do it.

Bring those wretched Romans back from Crete to Alexandria. Restore to them their property. Defray the cost of my ship that you burned. Faithfully observe the terms that I conveyed to you by the mouth of Olympus.

Faithfully I promise.

Careful for their finery and followed by two orderlies, the cavalry commander and Leander clambered from a rowboat to the deck. The cavalry commander saluted with a magnificent gesture, but he looked sheepishly at the Queen and avoided her eyes. He wasnt specially eager to look Tros in the face, but he had his speech ready, and Leander had told him of Tross new rank.

A splendid victory, Lord Admiral! A gallant fight! Strategically perfect! Tactically superb! Timed as if the very gods themselves had

Tros interrupted: Have you been in arms against your Queen?

No.

Cleopatra put a word in. He hadnt the courage! he waited to see first what would happen!

The cavalry commander began stammering denials and Leander laughed aloud. Again Tros interrupted:

Where are the Queens ministers?

I dont know.

Take your cavalry and go and find them. Bring them here to me.

Dead?

No. Alive.

Cleopatra interrupted: They are traitors. Let him kill them.

Tros repeated: Bring them here to me alive!  Egypt, I will hold them on my ship as hostages until you find others to put in their place.  Stay here, Leander. Have you any loyal guards at the palace?

Yes, now they know who is master!

Summon their officers here to receive my orders! Squadron-commander Conops!

Aye, aye, master  coming!

Detail fifty men to escort the Queen! Hold them ready to set her ashore on the Heptastadium with Captain Leander and Olympus when I give you the word. Thence, escort her to the palace, and report to me.

Aye, aye, Lord Admiral. Ready in half a jiffy!

Cleopatra turned to Hero, whose archer bodyguard was nicking two more notches in her bow. Hero was watching, listening, smiling. There was no doubt what Cleopatras fate would be, if she, not Tros were in command.

Enviable sorceress! said Cleopatra. If I might sail away, as you will, I would think a kingdom well lost!

Hero nodded. Tros smiled. Egypt  keep it well won!

Tros  you fool, she answered, and she glanced again at Hero, you could have been King of Egypt.

THE END
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CHAPTER 1. Country of origin  Tibet; home town Lhasa.

IT was one of those days when not even Cockneys like London. Spring had made a false start. Fog, wind, rain, sleet, and a prevalent stench of damp wool. Even the street noises sounded flat and discouraged. Big Ben was invisible through the fog from Trafalgar Square, and the lions around Nelsons monument with rain streaming from their granite flanks resembled mythical ocean monsters. Lights in the windows of Cockspur Street suggested warmth, and there was a good smell of hot bread and pastry exuding through the doors of tea shops, but that only made the streets feel more unpleasant.

Tom Grayne turned up his overcoat collar, stuck his hands in his pockets, and without particular malice cursed the umbrellas of passers-by.

No one noticed him much. He was fairly big, tolerably well dressed. He was obviously in the pink of condition; he walked with the gait of a man who knows where he is going, and why, and what he will do when he gets there  the unhurried, slow-looking but devouring stride of a man who has walked great distances.

A policeman with the water streaming from his black cape nodded to him.

Oh, hello Smithers. Nice day for your job!

H-awful! But we as to get used to it.

When do they close the Aliens Registration Office at Bow Street?

Five oclock I think, but youve plenty of time. I didnt know you were a foreigner.

American, born in London, Smithers. Dual citizenship. Two sets of very suspicious officials to convince Im not a traitor to the human race.

Tom Grayne grinned, but as a matter of fact he savagely resented the indignity of having to report in person and register his address every month. He had a right to British citizenship if he should choose to claim it. He chose not. As he saw it, he had a right to be and to do what he pleased, and to go where he pleased, provided he didnt make a nuisance of himself. He detested bureaucracy, hated to ask favors, loathed having to explain himself, and liked people who didnt put on artificial lugs.

He wasnt unreasonable about anything else, so far as he knew, but by the time he turned out of the Strand toward Bow Street police station he was feeling hostile, and he was glad of it. He wanted to punch somebody. But there was nobody to punch except a few poor devils trudging through the rain, and a policeman leading along a prisoner. One does not punch policemen profitably, and besides, a police man especially in London is what he pretends to be, so he doesnt stir antagonism, or shouldnt. But the smug stride of that particular one, and the melancholy resignation of his prisoner, who trudged beside him un-handcuffed, goaded Toms already pugnacious disposition and aroused his sympathy at the same time. He felt an almost irresistible impulse to horn in and be a nuisance.

Even so, he might have gone about his own business, down in the basement, but there was something familiar about the prisoners appearance that held his attention. He hesitated. He didnt recognize the prisoner. He had never seen him before; he was positive about that. But he felt the same sort of wordless and unreasoned impulse that makes a man choose something unusual for dinner. He followed through the main door to the desk, where an alert-looking sergeant stood ready to book the new arrival. Tom was just in time to overhear the charge. Then he knew instantly that his hunch had been right. Memory overflowed.

Thö-pa-ga  of the Josays Sept of the Kyungpo  whatever that means  country of origin Tibet  home town Lhasa.

How dyou spell it? Here, give me that warrant. Go on.

Last known address

Yes, all right, thats written here.

Charged with noncompliance with the Aliens Registration Act, under section

Yes, thats on the warrant.

Arrested at eighty-eight Oxted Street.

Say anything?

Said nothing.

All right. Cell eighteen.

Bail! said Tom Grayne, suddenly, as if he were making the high bid at an auction.

Who are you, sir?

Before Tom could answer a man entered who looked much more Mongolian than the prisoner. The prisoner might have passed for a New Orleans quarter-breed at first glance. He was a good-looking fellow, with a sad face and an air of patient resignation. But this other man looked like a devil. His head was framed in the hood of a long, black, glistening waterproof. He had brilliant, sunken eyes, high cheek-bones and a skin like dirty parchment. He was several inches more than six feet tall, and fairly broad in proportion. More like a figure of death than a human being. He spoke rapidly to the prisoner, who stared sullenly but didnt answer. The desk-sergeant caught one word, thrice repeated:

Shang-shang? Sounds like Chinese.

Tom unbuttoned his overcoat in an unconscious gesture. This was something he could lend a hand at. He interpreted:

Tibetan. Something like a cross between a harpy and a nightmare, with eight legs.

Is there one in the Zoo? the sergeant asked.

No, nor in Nuttalls Dictionary. A shang-shang is employed by magicians in Tibet to terrify people to death and then to hound them into hell after death.

Never heard of that one, said the sergeant, although weve some strange superstitions in London  more than you might suppose. We had some witches in here a week ago, arrested for alleged practises that ud make your hair stand on end if you werent used to horrors  and bunkum.

Slowly, in Tibetan, through thin peculiarly mobile lips that seemed to enjoy the flavor of the words, and with his face thrust close to Tom Graynes, the man who looked like death spoke:

You-who-know-the-meaning-of-a-shang-shang  if-you- do-not-wish-to-add-experience-to-hearsay  let-alone-that- one-who-is-a-stranger-to-you!

Go to hell, Tom answered, in plain English. He added the equivalent in the Tibetan language.

Whats your name, you? said the sergeant.

The tall Tibetan produced a soiled card from an inner pocket. The sergeant laid it on the desk and speared it with a pencil-point.

Doctor Noropa, eh? What kind of doctor? Medicine? Law? Music? Philosophy? Wed a man in here the other day who called himself a doctor of blackmail. What do you want here? You a friend of the prisoner?

Instead of answering, the tall man turned and walked out. The sergeant wrote on a slip of paper the name and address that were on the card and handed the paper to a man in uniform at a desk behind him.

Check that. Have him followed. Step lively.  And now you, sir  he stared penetratingly at Tom Grayne I think you mentioned bail. Are you a householder?

No. Is there any charge against the prisoner besides not having registered as an alien?

No, not at present. But that ones serious. Hes liable to imprisonment and subsequent deportation. If youre not a householder

Phone, said Tom Grayne. He went to the coin-in-the-slot machine, in the booth in the corner. The prisoner laid the contents of his pockets on the desk; he had been marched off to a cell before Tom was out of the booth.

Sergeant, I have phoned to Professor Mayor at an address in Bloomsbury. He will be here with a solicitors clerk as fast as a taxi can bring him.

Professor Mayor, eh? The sergeants manner changed perceptibly. Of Bloomsbury? Not Clarence Mayor? The Home Office Expert?

British Museum  specialist on Tibetan manuscripts and works of art.

Thats the man. The Home Office calls him in on special cases. Does he know the prisoner?

I think not. But he is as interested as I am.

What makes you so interested, if I may ask?

Tibet is my subject.

Ever been there?

Yes.

Oh.

Tom Grayne went outside, and below to the basement. He reported no change of address. There was no one else in the office. The uniformed clerk behind the long counter was civil and inclined to make conversation:

With all the hotels and boarding-houses there are in London, I cant help wondering why you stay at that ad dress, sir. Not that its any concern of mine. Im merely curious.

I dont mind telling you, said Tom Grayne. Its inexpensive and I can live there as I please. I live hard, so as to keep fit. There are no luxuries in the country I hope to re visit before long, and the climate might easily kill a man whod lived soft. I even practise not eating for days at a time.

Some folk, said the clerk, starve emselves just to annoy the police. Wed one man in the cells who wouldnt eat because, he said, he was a high-caste Hindu, but he turned out to be a Scotch bigamist.

Tom returned to the upstairs office and waited for Mayor, who came in presently wiping rain from gold-rimmed spectacles and followed by a stoop-shouldered lawyers clerk in a bowler hat, who went straight to the desk.

Silly fellow! said Mayor, wiping his pinkish, boyish-looking old cheeks with a big silk handkerchief. Befriending shang-shang victims? What next? Thö-pa-ga, you say his name is? Wasnt he at Oxford?

Yes. I thought youd be interested.

If I werent, I shouldnt have left a comfortable fireside, tea, buttered toast and a book.

Come and have supper at my place and well find out why this fellow was in hiding.

Good heavens! Your place? You live in a fish-shed, dont you?

Not quite. I can make you comfortable. Good grub. I have a notion it might be dangerous to take him to your house.

Dampness  fog  rats! Tom Grayne, I havent your fortitude. However, perhaps its wiser. Very well. Ill risk my health and my opinion of you.

The formalities of bailing out the prisoner took time. Mayor was at the desk for several minutes. After that, he went into the phone booth, talked for a long time and emerged chuckling as if he had played a good joke.

Can you accommodate four, Tom? Ive invited OMally.

Who is OMally?

Horace Farquarson OMally of Harley Street, you ignoramus. Consulting physician to half the crowned heads and multimillionaires in the world.

Okay. Whats he good at?

He likes Chateau Yquem. Youll have to stop and get some at a place Ill show you. He can smell a vintage from a mile off.

Thö-pa-ga was under bail by the time OMally arrived, very fashionably dressed. Top hat, spats, a monocle. He looked as tough as a prize-fighter, with Chesterfieldian manners.

Came away in the middle of an operation, I suppose? said Mayor. Or did you leave another death-bed?

Who told you my patients ever die? OMally answered, in a voice like a disciplined thunder-storm. Is this the man? He refixed his monocle, stared at Thö-pa-ga for about two electric seconds, and then faced Tom Grayne.

Our host, said Mayor.

I have heard of you, said OMally. How do you do? He shook hands.

Dont you tell him how you are, said Mayor. Let him find out. He will cut you open if you let him.

No one spoke to Thö-pa-ga; he stood looking orientally calm, incurious, melancholy. The solicitors clerk snapped his little handbag shut and vanished into the rain.

My car is waiting, said OMally.

Mayor laughed: I once rode in a royal wheelbarrow. I knew a gardener at Windsor Castle when I was a small boy. I know how to behave. My feet are wet; will they ruin the carpet?

OMally and Mayor raised their hats to the Law, or the desk, or the King or somebody  perhaps to the sergeant; he looked pleased. Tom Grayne thrust his arm through Thö-pa-gas and followed, into a Rolls Royce limousine that bore an almost microscopical coat of arms on the door panel.


CHAPTER 2.

Thö-Pa-Ga is Time-Is-Come.

ALL London was streaming homeward for the night. The limousine with its oddly assorted passengers sped along streets that were rivers of liquid fire, with the traffic incredibly borne on the surface. They stopped for several minutes at a wine shop favorably known to Mayor, whence Tom Grayne emerged with a brown paper parcel. Thence they headed for Kew and the River, where Tom gave intricate directions to the chauffeur, and at last they had to leave the limousine to thread their way on foot, in almost darkness, through pools of slush, beneath dripping eaves. OMally didnt seem to mind that his top hat was being ruined, but Mayor was plaintive; he had to be lent a hand along the slippery and rather rotten planking of a wharf. But at the end of the wharf was shelter.

Tom unlocked the door of what looked in the dark like a fish- or net-shed. But when he lighted a couple of oil lamps the place was cosy enough. There was a big stove; he had that going in a minute. There was everything a man of Tom Graynes disposition needed, and nothing he didnt need. Bunks, cooking-pots, shelves of books, a sink, two tables, a few chairs, two big lockers.

Umn! No woman, eh, OMally remarked.

Good job, too, said Mayor. Can you imagine the kind of woman Grayne would select?

He would choose an actress, said OMally. Each of them would try to make the other famous and thered be the usual divorce. Or am I in poor form this evening?

Some one died on you? Mayor asked.

This place, said Tom, was rented by a retired sea captain, who fixed it up to suit himself. But some one thought he had money and murdered him. He died on that bunk with his throat cut, and I read about it in the paper  front-page illustration with an X to mark the spot, and so on  three-day mystery. I came to look and found the landlord sure hed never get another tenant because people are afraid of ghosts. So I rented it cheap.

And the ghosts? asked Mayor.

Thö-pa-ga shuddered. Tom was already cooking supper. Coffee was on. A pot of stew was simmering and beginning to smell delicious. Tom laid the table. Mayor opened the paper package.

I told you Chateau Yquem!

I liked the shape of those bottles better. Its Berncasteler Doktor 21. Help yourself.

OMally took the corkscrew from its nail on the wall and pulled a cork expertly. He shook down his clinical thermometer and inserted it in the neck of the bottle.

Good enough, he remarked after a minute. I am now in no hurry.

No more patients? Mayor asked. Have they all found you out?

I am on vacation  first in nearly four years. I catch the eight oclock boat train for Harwich to-morrow evening. Going to Moscow. A man of whom Im jealous has cut off a dogs head and kept it alive for three days, during which it eats and reacts to sight and sound. That interests me. Wheres a wine glass? These they? He produced cut glasses from an old sea captains wine chest. Are they clean?

Boiled.

Whats that delicious smell? asked Mayor.

Lobster mulligan. Or do you mean the toasted barley? I eat barley. So, I think, will our friend.

Mayor was pulling off his boots and socks. Thö-pa-ga was doing nothing, saying nothing, seated on one of the bunks with the palms of his hands on the edge, as if he expected to have to jump up at a seconds notice.

May I have that dish-pan nearly full of hot water, and then some mustard, said Mayor. Unlike OMally, Im important. Serious things might happen if I were to catch a bad cold.

OMally filled a wine glass. Yes, he said, if you should die, and this mysterious gentleman from Tibet should take it into his head to disappear, they would confiscate the house you have pledged as security. He walked over to the Tibetan. Drink this.

Thö-pa-ga shook his head.

Abstainer? Never mind. Its medicine. Drink it

What do you suppose is wrong with him? Tom Grayne asked, stirring the mulligan.

I know, OMally answered. It requires no thought whatever. Come along, young fellow  you understand English, dont you? Drink this.

The Tibetan hesitated, smiled wistfully and then suddenly obeyed. He swallowed the wine at a gulp. The wind howled under the eaves and he shuddered either at that or at the feel of the wine as it went down. OMally nodded.

My professional advice would be: return as soon as possible to Tibet. He was watching Thö-pa-gas eyes. He will talk presently. He has been wanting to talk all the way from Bow Street. He has been thoroughly frightened, and he is suffering from

Words of one syllable, please! said Mayor. I can use twenty-one-syllable Sanskrit words, but mine mean something. Mayor was sloshing his feet in the dish-pan and the steam from the hot mustard-and-water had dimmed his spectacles. He wiped them, to watch Thö-pa-ga.

He is suffering from being too near sea level, said OMally. If he really is from Tibet, he is used to a minimum altitude of twelve or fourteen thousand feet. It is as if he had taken to deep-sea diving without the proper physique and training. Barometric pressure for prolonged periods, plus a constitutional lack of resistance to micro-organisms that dont exist at high altitudes, produce a mental and physical change. But those are a vicious circle; one produces the other. He will die if he doesnt return to Tibet.

I would rather die, Thö-pa-ga said suddenly, in good English. The wind howled. They all shuddered.

Damn our English climate! Mayor exclaimed. They say its worse in Tibet, but I dont believe it! It wasnt the wind that had made him shudder. He knew that.

Tom Grayne struck the stew-pot with an iron spoon:

Yesterdays mulligan, warmed up  canned soup added  homemade barley bread baked by a Stornoway fishermans widow, New Zealand butter, American cheese, celery and white wine. Come and get it.

They drew up chairs to the table. Thö-pa-ga elected to eat mulligan. Tom Grayne munched barley alone.

Wise enough, if you vary your diet now and then. But its hell to be wise, said OMally. Are you in training?

Yes, for Tibet. The important thing is not to eat too often. Discipline your belly.

Dont forget the sugar. When do you go to Tibet?

There was no time to answer. There came a peremptory knock at the door. It sounded authoritative, like a police mans, only there was a suggestion of deliberate rhythm, as if it might be a prearranged signal. A weird howl of wind drove squalling rain against the side of the hut. Beneath, the river sucked and splashed amid wharf-piles. Thö-pa-ga froze motionless.

Now I understand why I came, OMally remarked. He poured wine for Thö-pa-ga. This is very interesting.

Tom Grayne went to the door and opened a peephole. He could see nothing; it was all dark outside.

Whos there? he demanded.

No answer. No sound outside except wind and splash.

Perhaps your chauffeur?

No, said OMally, I sent him home. Can you open the door without cooling the stew?

Mayor pulled a blanket from the bunk behind him and wrapped it around his knees. Tom Grayne tried to open the door only a few inches, against the wind. A hand seized it  wrenched it suddenly. A man crashed into him, thrusting him backward on his heels. The door slammed. It was Dr. Noropa, in his dripping black waterproof. He turned calmly and bolted the door.

Give me some more of that excellent stew before he murders us, said Mayor.

OMally snorted: Dont talk nonsense. Grayne can lick him. I can help, if necessary.

Thö-pa-ga neither moved nor seemed to breathe; he stared straight in front of him. He looked guilty of something and ready for death. There was silence for probably sixty seconds. Then, from the midst of a circle of rain from his dripping waterproof, the gaunt Noropa spoke:

I come to tell you Thö-pa-ga is time-is-come. If you know what is shang-shang, you will let him alone. Thö-pa-ga must go home.

Well, he should, said OMally. But who are you?

I know who you are, Noropa answered. He looked at Mayor. And I know who you are. Then, at last he met Tom Graynes eyes. You, who should know better, having been in Tibet, do you wish a shang-shang sending?

Yes. I never saw one. Send the thing by parcel post. Get out of here.

Noropas death-like face betrayed no emotion. Tom Grayne slid the bolt and Noropa walked out, forcing the door open against the wind with such prodigious strength that he seemed hardly to have to exert himself.

The door slammed. Then suddenly Thö-pa-ga gulped wine and shook off silence. He seemed unconscious of OMallys professional critical gaze. His left hand rested on the table, but he seemed not even aware that OMallys fingers touched his wrist. He spoke, if to any one at all, to Mayor:

You, who are kind to a stranger, you dont know. Me they will not kill. Because me they need for purposes. But you they will make away with by magical means. That is to say, if you befriend me. It is therefore not seemly for me to have friends, because I get them into trouble.

Oh, come now, come, said Mayor. The police at Bow Street showed me your record. Youre an Oxford graduate. You surely dont believe in magic.

You mean, you dont, said OMally. Early environment, early associations, ill health, worry, nostalgia, and persecution  dont overlook that  readily produce receptivity to hypnotic suggestion. Those are words of one syllable, more or less. Theyre all in the dictionary. Have you caught cold?

No, said Mayor.

That was magic. Before you were put into knickerbockers, your mother or your maiden aunt or your nurse told you a hot mustard foot-bath would prevent colds in the head. It wont, of course. But it did, didnt it? Dont interrupt him  go on talking, Thö-pa-ga. Who are you? Why are you in London?

I am of a sub-sept of the Josays Sept of the Kyungpo. It is a secret sub-sept, and my father, who was a nobleman, was Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate, of which you have never heard.

Oh, yes, indeed weve heard of it, said Mayor. Tom Grayne knows as well as you or I do, its a figure of speech. It means a state of consciousness, through which the Arhants have to pass on the Road to Enlightenment. It is referred to in the New Testament as the Eye of a Needle.

That, said Thö-pa-ga, is what you may have read in books, or what you have deduced. But what I know is other wise, and so I warn you. When my father had died and my mother was made to go into a nunnery, I wished never to become the Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate, although they said I had inherited my fathers spirit and his duty also. There was an Englishman who came to Lhasa, a very kind man who represented the Indian Government. I ran away and asked that Englishman to give me work to do. He begged my freedom from the Dalai Lama. There was money. It was simple. I was sent to Oxford for an education, and I have it. But before I reached Oxford, he who had done me that great kindness was already dead  they said, of poison. And at Oxford there began to be a very soon beginning of a shang-shang sending not at all a mystery to me.

The blinded window-pane above the back of Mayors head smashed suddenly  three distinct crashes of splintering glass. The wine bottle broke into a dozen pieces. The mulligan stew-pot fell off the stove to the floor. OMally stared at his top hat, on a nail on the wall. There was a hole through it.

This is London, England, OMally remarked. Or am I dreaming?

Tom Grayne took a flash-light from the locker, leaned his weight against the wind-blown door and walked out.

They will not kill me, said Thö-pa-ga, because they need me for a purpose. But they will kill you  each of you and every one.

Who are they? asked Mayor.

OMally reached for his top hat. Exactly! Who are they? Does a shang-shang spit a soft-nose Webley bullet? Go on  dont interrupt him, Mayor  tell us. I wish now I werent going to Russia.


CHAPTER 3. Say it, then, behind his back, to Ambleby!

A POLICE whistle  three shrill blasts. In rain and darkness there is no other sound like that. OMally straightened his tie. The whistle shrilled again. Tom Grayne wrenched the door open and came in, dripping.

Cops! he said abruptly.

He had hardly said it when the door thundered to a mans fist. He uncovered the peephole  peered through.

Yes, its the Law. Shall I let em in?

In response to OMallys nod he leaned his weight against the door. A policemans flash-light  foot  knee  shoulder  face beneath an oilcloth-covered helmet  an official voice:

Whats going on in here? Theres a broken window

Come in  for Gods sake, come in and lets shut the door!

Two policemen entered, oilskinned, bulky, suspicious, cautious because they had no warrant.

Anybody hurt? A fight? Any firearms in here?

OMally answered: No.

May I have your names, please  and addresses.

OMally produced his card. He showed the flap of his wallet, then his new passport.

Thank you, Sir Grace. And these others?

Dr. Mayor of the British Museum and the Home Office. Mr. Tom Grayne, American. Mr. Thö-pa-ga, from Tibet.

Ah! How long has he been in here?

OMally gave a telegraphically terse synopsis of what had happened. He described Noropa.

The policeman produced his note-book. I was asked in

Tom interrupted him: Yes, I invited you in. Take a seat at the table; youll write easier.

He poured them coffee. One policeman stood, sipping noisily. He didnt like American coffee, but he was polite about it. The other sat, reading aloud what he wrote:

Nine-eighteen P.M. A man was seen and heard to fire three shots with a revolver in the direction of this shed  occupied by  broken window  broken wine bottle, upset cook-pot

And a top hat ruined, said OMally.

  hole in a top hat. Does any of you gentlemen know how it happened, or why? Bearing in mind, please, that any thing you say may be taken down and used in evidence against you.

Tom Grayne told the whole story. The policeman wrote down the details of Toms passport.

And now what next? OMally asked. You were tipped off by Bow Street to follow Noropa, and he followed my car. Am I right, constable?

Im sure I dont know, sir. Im what is known as acting on information received. Ive no warrant, but I could get one. I heard three shots, saw one of them, and flashed my light on a tall man in a hooded black waterproof. I saw him throw his revolver into the river. There were other witnesses besides me. I believe it would be best for all concerned if his here Mister Thö-pa-ga (two dots, you said, over the 0) would come with me to the police station  I mean, if hed come willing  and be locked up for the night, where hed be safe and warm and comfortable, and we could make enquiries in the morning.

Thö-pa-ga reached for his overcoat.

Damn! remarked OMally. We were just getting his story. Professor Mayor went bail for him. Ask the Professor.

Mayor glanced at Thö-pa-ga. The Tibetan nodded; he had already buttoned his overcoat up to his ears.

I dont understand my legal position, said Mayor. You must do as you see fit, constable.

He seems willing to come with me, sir.

Ill go with the policeman and Thö-pa-ga, said Tom Grayne. Theres plenty more wine. You two make yourselves at home until I come back.

Mayor nodded.

Very well, said OMally. Are they pursuing Noropa?

Begging your pardon, sir, the constable answered, the man wasnt identified. He slipped away into the shadows, but I daresay he wont go far before they catch him. If it should happen his names Noropa hed have more than a bit to explain. Theres a watch being kept on this place; youll be safe here until daylight. Or I could phone for your car, Sir Orace.

No thanks.

As you say, sir.

It was a long way to the police station. Tom Grayne trudged through the storm in silence beside Thö-pa-ga, who kept stride with the policeman. There was no sense in trying to talk to Thö-pa-ga, who seemed more gloomy than ever  an unusual state of mind for a Tibetan; Tibetans usually laugh at anything. Tom felt baffled. He had already begun to count on this accidental meeting as just the very stroke of luck he had been hoping for for months. Thö-pa-ga might  anything is possible  might help him to reenter Tibet. If not, he might have connections in Tibet who would honor an introduction. No plan yet, of course, but a strong hunch. Busted hunches are more disappointing than broken promises: one expects results from a hunch. This was the wrong kind of result.

At the police station, what with sending out a messenger to find a cigarette slot-machine, and then telling the long tale all over again for the benefit of the sergeant on night duty, nearly two hours went by. There was no sense in making a mystery for the police; the obvious thing to do was to keep them friendly.

So it was after midnight before Tom Grayne returned to the storm-swept hut where he had left his guests. He found OMally stoking the stove and arguing with Mayor.

That is why, Mayor was saying, I need your influence.

At the Foreign Office? I have none  none whatever, OMally answered. Im consulted now and then by the Home Office, just as you are, in special cases. At the Foreign Office Im an absolute nonentity.

How about the India Office?

Worse and worse! An Indian Rajah, who got himself into political trouble, was one of my patients. Im supposed to have advised him how to prove he didnt poison his aunt.

Give him wine, Grayne! Make him drink it. OMally, I am not your patient, so you neednt lie to me. I happen to know youre on the Foreign Office list. Thats why I invited you here. I repeat: if I should go to the Foreign Office, with a Home Office introduction, and tell that graciously insolent Sphinx Ambleby that Tom Grayne ought to go to Tibet, I should be courteously informed that no one is allowed to enter Tibet. Even as it is, Grayne is on the black book for having entered Tibet and remained there without permission. If you were asked what you think of him, what would you say?

I wouldnt tell him or you that, OMally answered.

Say it, then, behind his back, to Ambleby. Mayor sipped wine. OMally clipped the end of a big cigar, with a platinum clipper  a personal gift from a crowned head. Mayor continued: You are Amblebys physician. Hes a credit to you. Hundreds of people have wished him dead a thousand times over, but youve kept him alive. Oh, yes, I heard all about his being poisoned by a spy, and how you invented an antidote.

I didnt.

It was kept out of the papers, if thats what you mean. And I know, without being able to prove it, that youre off to Russia on a medical errand of your own, but with a secret errand, too, for Mr. Foreign-Office-Secret-Service Ambleby, who has a high opinion of your gift for bluff innocence and discreet observation.

You are guessing, said OMally. You are talking non sense.

If, said Mayor, you should go to Ambleby, and tell him what I have just now told you; and tell him your real opinion of Tom Grayne, Ambleby would regard that as a very proper introduction. I tell you, he hasnt another man to send to Tibet; there simply isnt one available who has Tom Graynes knowledge of the country, Toms physique and Toms ability to take care of himself. And I repeat: this case isnt simple. It isnt merely a Tibetan feud; nor is it just another psychopathic case for you to pause and analyze on your way to a peerage. Its

He hesitated. OMally grinned.

Go on, man! Are you weakening? Say it!

I have said it already three times.

Grayne know what you think it is?

Yes. He and I together deciphered a Japanese document that baffled me until Tom broke the code. If it were known Tom had seen it, I should never be trusted again. It was one of those documents that governments always denounce as forgeries when secret service agents find them in a dead mans wallet.

OMally looked sharply at Grayne: What do you think it is?

I agree with Mayor.

You agree with him because you wish to go to Tibet?

No, Sir Horace. I intend to return to Tibet with or with out a Foreign Office permit. You may say so, if you want to.

OMally liked that. He uncorked another bottle of wine. He filled a glass for Grayne, who had hitherto not tasted it.

Heres luck to you! So you agree with Mayor? Splendid! You believe, then, that this is a cog in the wheels of a Japanese scheme to get control of China?

Sure as youre alive, said Tom Grayne.

Im alive, my boy. Im alive and interested.

Then do your plain duty! said Mayor. He was getting short-tempered. He laughed at himself. Then he yawned. Strong wine  not used to it. Suddenly he clutched the table.

The wind was howling, but it wasnt wind that shook the door. OMally dropped his monocle  caught it in mid-air  pretended he did it on purpose. Grayne picked up a heavy broomstick.

Sh-h-h! said Mayor.

They all listened. One lamp flickered out, short of oil. The river sucked the wharf-piles. The wind howled. The shed creaked. The door thudded again, three times, as if some one kicked it.

Youre an en-n-t-tertaining host! said Mayor. His teeth chattered.

Grayne went to the peephole, saw nothing and suddenly opened the door. The other lamp blew out. It was pitch dark, and a gale in the room.

Duck! yelled OMally. He up-ended the table, crashing everything to the floor. He and Mayor crouched behind the table. The door slammed. The stove belched smoke. Grayne had hold of some one. They were struggling, crashing among upset chairs and broken dishes.

Hold him! OMally shouted. Im coming!

But he tripped over a table-leg and before he was up the door opened and slammed. A sudden blinding electric torch  darkness again.

All right, sir, all right, I have him! Has he hurt you?

Police? asked Mayors voice. Sure youve got him?

Yes, sir, hes out o mischief for the present. Get up, you! Stand over there!

The policeman held his flash-light steady until OMally relighted the lamp.

Lucky I saw him! Sure youre not hurt, sir?

Noropa, handcuffed, with his hands behind him, stood glaring with his back to the wall. One of Noropas eyes was closing up; he was bending a bit forward, as if hit in the wind. Tom Graynes coat was torn and there was blood on his lip. OMally took a stride toward Tom:

Hurt?

No.

OMally examined the prisoner. The policeman stared at the mess on the floor.

Did he do all this?

No, he didnt, said OMally.

Thought he couldnt have. I was close on his heels. How did all this appen?

OMally laughed testily. It was a part of my arrangements for going to Russia! I didnt wish to be shot. You say you followed him here?

Yes, sir. The constable on watch at the end of the alley saw him first, but I was on my way here with a message, so I killed two birds with one stone, as you might say. All I saw him do was kick the door. Maybe when they search him at the station

Whats the message?

Oh, yes. I took the liberty a while ago of phoning for your auto. Sir Grace. Its ere already, at the street corner, two undred yards away. We had to phone Scotland Yard about all this. They phoned back ten minutes later to say theres a gentleman from the Foreign Office

Didnt I say so? Mayor interrupted.

He said, sir, youd know his name without his giving it, and hed be very much obliged if, on your way home, youd drop in and see him.

At his office?

No, at his rooms.

Told you so, Mayor repeated.

Tom was staring at Noropa. Youre no Tibetan! Youre not Chinese, either! Are you?

Noropa said nothing. He glared with one eye; the other was already swollen shut.

They may need my hat for evidence, remarked OMally. Lend me one of yours, Grayne  yes, that cap will do nicely, thanks. Are you coming, Mayor? I can drop you at your house on my way to

Victoria Street, Westminster! said Mayor. Yes, I know where youre going.

The policeman led his prisoner outside. OMally waited until the door had slammed shut behind them.

Just one moment. You, Mayor. And you, Grayne. If either of you should mention my name, in connection with this nights work, or for any other reason, at the Foreign Office, it would be breach of confidence, an unfriendly gesture and a damned serious indiscretion. Have I made myself clear? Very well. Thank you, Grayne, for supper and entertainment. Both were excellent. Good night. See you again some day, I hope.

Good night, Tom, said Mayor. How early can you be at my house in the morning?

Much too early for you. Ill be waiting for you down stairs.

Mayor winked twice behind his gold-rimmed spectacles. He jerked his respectable gray head toward OMallys back. Grayne let them out.

He had cleaned the place and was asleep on a bunk within ten minutes.


CHAPTER 4. If you can do it!

IT was like any other door in the long, dim, draughty corridor, except that a man in blue uniform stood outside and asked Tom Graynes business. The Foreign Office is like all the rest of Whitehall; comfort hadnt been invented when they built it. On the other hand, tradition was already ancient; it grows older, but it never dies, in that kind of building. The muscular, military-looking man in blue tapped on the door as if a lady were asleep within, opened the door cautiously, tiptoed in, murmured, and came out smiling. A neatly dressed Japanese gentleman walked along the corridor from behind Tom Grayne and turned the corner at the far end.

Go right in, sir. Mr. Ambleby expects you.

Tom Grayne circumnavigated a beautiful old Spanish leather screen, so arranged that whoever stepped into the room presented his face to the desk in profile in the light from a high window. There was a coal fire, in a hideously dignified Georgian fireplace. Over the fireplace was a three-quarter length mirror  new glass in an antique frame; it very clearly reflected whoever entered the room, but it did not reveal the desk to him who entered.

Against a background of books, in the dimness behind a big, antique desk, sat Arthur Tremaine Ambleby. An astonishing man, because he was so different from what one expected. He stood up as Tom Grayne entered and without a word, but with a very gracious gesture, offered him the chair beside the desk. That placed Tom in the light from the window.

Ambleby looked like a poet, or perhaps an editor of a very learned review. He looked capable of having written Locksley Hall, or he might have translated Homer into English elegiacs. Gray hair. Wise eyes. A clean-shaven, courteous, civilized face. A dark leather bow tie. A leather waistcoat. An immaculately tailored jacket of a color that couldnt be guessed exactly against the background of books in the dimness. A man of perhaps sixty, who looked fifty and conveyed, without the slightest trace of self-importance, the impression of knowing all the secrets in the world and thoroughly enjoying them.

Professor Mayor told me to come and see you, said Tom.

Ambleby nodded. There was nothing on his desk. No notes. No papers. Nothing that suggested that the room might be the exact center of an invisible spider-web of secrets that reached all over the world, into mens minds, hopes, ambitions, histories, forgetting nothing, overlooking not much. There were no files in the room. There was not even a door leading into another room where files perhaps might be.

Yes, said Ambleby. I spoke with Professor Mayor at three oclock this morning and we discussed you. You have helped him, I believe, to decipher some curious documents in Tibetan and  er  and other languages.

Tom Grayne kept silence. He liked this man, right off the bat. He was just the kind of man he did like. Knew his stuff. Nobodys fool. But Tom was thoroughly on guard against him; he anticipated one of those simple, utterly in nocent traps that are much harder not to fall into than the complicated sort. It appeared:

You have an acquaintance in Harley Street?

No.

Wasnt he with you last night?

Man who wears a monocle and spats? Oh, yes, Ive met him. Thats all. He doesnt know me. I dont know him.

You have visited Tibet?

Yes. I intend to return.

And you use an American passport?

Yes.

How do you propose to do it? You understand that the terms of a treaty between the Tibetan and Indian Governments preclude our supplying you with anything in the nature of a permit?

Yes.

We couldnt even give you unofficial recognition. Quite the contrary.

Yes, I understand that.

How then do you propose to enter Tibet?

That, sir, is my secret. Short of locking me up or shooting me, Im fairly confident that nobody can prevent my getting in.

I know how you got in, as you call it, last time.

Yes, but Im not an animal. I dont try the same trick twice running.

What do you propose to do in Tibet?

Study the country. Its my subject.

Some very interesting books have been written about Tibet, said Ambleby. Which particular field will your book cover?

Tom avoided that trap also. I dont write books. The British Museum is crowded with information about Tibet that needs checking. Anything I learn for a fact Ill report to Mayor. He can do as he likes with it.

Does he supply you with funds?

No, I have enough money of my own. I dont need much, the way I travel.

You know a Tibetan named Thö-pa-ga?

Slightly. I know where he is. Professor Mayor withdrew bail at the request of the police, so Thö-pa-ga is either on his way from Kew or else already in a cell at Bow Street.

Do you know a Tibetan named Noropa?

Yes. He isnt a Tibetan.

You surprise me. What do you think he is?

I know. Hes half-Jap, half-Chinese  Id say a Chinese father, and thats unusual.

He bears a bad reputation, said Ambleby. Who is the person named John Sinclair, who was in the place where you live when the reporters called early this morning?

Oh  thats me. I invented that name. Old friend, phoned for by Tom Grayne to come and occupy the place in his absence.  Hadnt seen me recently  hadnt had time to talk over the phone  just hurried over  didnt know where I was, or when Id be back.

Well, Mr. Grayne, I am not in a position to do anything for you officially. You are well recommended. As far as I am concerned, there is no objection to your entering Tibet, if you can do it. But, of course, that has nothing to do with my office. I have been in communication with the Home Office, and with Scotland Yard. I know what took place yesterday. Would you object to telling me, in confidence, what you think it all means?

Thö-pa-ga, said Tom, is wanted back in Tibet. Noropa has been sent to hound him back there. Thats as clear as daylight. Probably Noropa pestered him with shang-shang magic, until he went into hiding. Then Noropa tipped him off to the police for not registering a change of address, and got him locked up, so hed be deported.

Yes, that seems clear. But why should Noropa fire three bullets through your window?

Simple. It costs money to return to Tibet, but if youre deported you travel free. Maybe, too, he wants to return on the same ship with Thö-pa-ga. He was careful to throw his pistol into the river. It would be pretty difficult, I imagine, to convict him of anything serious. And-

Yes? And?

If Noropa were deported by the British Government, that wouldnt compromise any foreign legation that other wise might have to get him visas and supply the necessary funds, and all that.

Ambleby listened as if he were being told something that he didnt know. He looked vaguely, politely, not exactly incredulous but non-committal. Tom Grayne knew he was being studied, parsed, analyzed, doped out, criticized, considered  all behind a mask of courteously guarded interest.

One thing was already quite clear in Toms mind: if he wanted Amblebys help in any way, for any purpose, he had first to demonstrate his own value, and even so the help would not be openly done or acknowledged. Ambleby would tell him nothing more than he already knew.

Hell! Tom said suddenly. Mayor gave me a hint who you are, so Ill talk horse. The Japs will have to starve and even cease to be a nation if they cant grab China. Theres nothing else for them to do. Therefore, China it is. And China used to own Tibet. The new ruler of Tibet will be a young child in the hands of regents. Thats to say when theyve found the right child, and they havent yet, though they pretended they had. But the Tashi Lama is another story. Hes the religious head of things. His influence, under a semi-political mask, still reaches all through China, along Buddhist channels. The Japs thoroughly understand the Buddhist psychology.

Do you think they do? asked Ambleby.

Sure. Lots of Japs are Buddhists. They understand it, any how, a damned sight better than the Germans understood the rest of us in 1914. Theres a secret sept in Lhasa called the Wishful-ones-who-stand-in-awe-before-the-Thunder-Dragon-Gate. Its one word. They are reputed to be black magicians. Theyre said to be (and I think its true) the only Tibetan really secret sept who will admit Chinamen into their ranks. Thö-pa-gas father was the figurehead lama known as the Worshipfully-born-Keeper-of-the-Thunder-Dragon-Gate. That is also one word. Most lamas are forbidden to marry, but that particular lama is obliged to marry. He has to marry a woman selected for him by the men in the dark, who have the real power. They are known as the Worshipful-name- less-ones-in-the-dark-who-see-the-light-that-is-coming. That again is one word. The Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate is merely their mouthpiece, but he issues oracular messages, prophecies and commands, that filter through, in writing and by word of mouth to wherever Buddhism has any influence open or secret. The office of Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate descends from father to son, which is another thing unusual in Tibet. Every thirteenth one in succession is always named Thö-pa-ga. The name means Wonderful-to-hear. And theres a tradition, thoroughly believed, that the ones named Thö-pa-ga are more important than the others: that their coming always coincides with great changes.

Yes, I know all that, said Ambleby. It was a rather surprising admission from him.

Tom continued:

Well then, what is there to stop the Japs from getting control of the Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate? If hes a shang-shang victim  thats to say if he has been thoroughly well voodooed  they can make him send out propaganda, by word of mouth and secret writing, that should favorably influence quite a lot of Chinese in the matter of Japanese designs on China.

Do you think the Chinese might be influenced in that way?

Just as readily as we Americans were coaxed into the World War. Why not? Artfully managed propaganda can accomplish anything. But it has to be artful. The Japs understand that perfectly. Thats why they prepared a throne in Manchukuo for the ex-Emperor of China. Thats again why about thirty million Chinese have already emigrated into Manchukuo. The Emperor isnt a Chinaman, hes a Manchu. They know it. He has no power. They know that. But he means something to the Chinese mind that cant be substituted. All the Japs have to do after that, is to provide a tolerable government, for which the Chinese give the puppet Emperor the credit.

So you think Thö-pa-ga is being hounded back to Tibet to become the mouthpiece of Japan?

Yes, to about a hundred million people  some of em in India, some in Ceylon and Burma  some in French Indo-China  many of em in Malaysia and the Dutch East Indies  but the great majority in China.

But why, Mr. Grayne, should they go to all that trouble? For instance, supposing young Thö-pa-ga should have been shot dead in your dwelling last night, why couldnt they put a substitute in his place?

Thats exactly what they will do  and theyll pick an obedient nitwit, some one they have thoroughly psychologized to do the job, if they cant get hold of the real man. But if you know the first thing about Tibet, youll realize theyd prefer the right man. Those people believe their own medicine. A substituted Thö-pa-ga would undo their own belief in themselves and their magic. This man probably has well-known birth-marks. And besides, theyd have to murder him before they could put in a substitute. Theyd have a job on their hands to bring the substitute in from abroad, because its common knowledge in Lhasa that Thö-pa-ga was sent to England for an education. The Dalai Lamas regents, who hate the Tashi Lama like the devil, would be pretty sure to try to expose and denounce a substitute. The Japs wouldnt have any faith in a substitute, either.

Ambleby betrayed no other emotion than courteous interest.

It does sometimes happen, he said, that certain governments employ a strictly unofficial means toward an undeclared objective. I have, of course, no knowledge of Japanese methods. However, there is a medical report to the effect that Thö-pa-ga might die soon, if he were permitted to remain in England. In the circumstances, since there is a balance to the credit of the fund that was sent from Tibetan sources for his Oxford education, it might be quite the proper thing to send him home in charge of some one. Are you willing to undertake that? Could you leave, say, day after to-morrow, from Hendon?

Oh, yes.

Amblebys next remark withdrew the corner of a veil from undercover statecraft:

Dr. Noropa will be deported, I am told. In England there are legal difficulties, but in India he can be detained for enquiries, under an Order in Council that provides for such contingencies. You are unlikely to be troubled by Noropa.  Do you happen to know any one in Delhi? The question sounded quite casual.

Oh, yes.

For instance?

Oh, lots of people.

Ambleby smiled. It wouldnt help you in the least, he said, if you should mention me. But when you reach Delhi, if you should call on Mr. Norman Johnson, of the Bureau of Ethnology, and mention Professor Mayor, you might find Mr. Norman Johnson helpful. He would be interested to meet Thö-pa-ga. With his help, I imagine Thö-pa-ga will be able to reach Tibet.

Okay.

Could you leave your passport with me? I will have it visaed. I am informed that the police have saved your effects from being put out into the rain by your landlord.

Oh?

Yes. It appears the wharf is unsafe. Where would you like your things sent?

Tom smiled. All his private papers were locked in a bank vault.

Robbins Hotel, he said, Golden Square.

Very well, Mr. Grayne. Thö-pa-ga will meet you at the plane, at Hendon, day after to-morrow. Your ticket as far as Delhi and your passport shall be handed to you at the same time. Keep away, please, from Professor Mayor. No harm, I think, in phoning to him, provided you use discretion, but dont be seen at his house or in his company. I think that is all for the present. Should you ever return alive from  er  Delhi, drop in and see me.

Thank you. Yes, Ill do that.

It was raining like the devil. Tom took a taxi. It was followed by another taxi to Robbins Hotel, an old-fashioned place, recently redecorated, of the type that Americans dread but the English permit to survive. Tom went straight to the desk and signed the register. A very well-dressed Japanese followed him into the hotel, asked for mail, received it and stood reading it near the desk.

Can I have my usual room? Any mail for me? Tom asked.

Yes, the same room. No, Mr. Grayne, no letters.

Is Miss Burbage in? I will speak on the phone.

Booth One, sir.

Hello Elsa.

Hello Tom. Did you read the morning paper?

No. Why should I?

Youre on the front page.

Thats no reason. Get your facts from him as knows em! Listen: youll need your cheque-book.

Tom, are you in trouble?

Hell, no. Have you your passport? Indian tourist visa?

I have had it in my purse for six weeks.

Cut along down to Cooks and buy yourself a reservation on the plane for Karachi, day after to-morrow. Better go to the bank first.  Yes, about that much  draw out plenty  fifty pounds more would be better. After youve made your reservation, meet me in the downstairs room at Dobys.

All right, Tom.

He returned to the desk. The Jap was still there, writing something. Im expecting a couple of suit-cases and a load of junk from Kew. Put the junk in the cellar  everything else into my room.

Yes, sir. Did you see your name on the front page?

Sure. I spelt it for them.

They had spelt his name wrong, which was all to the good. He turned up his overcoat collar, thrust his fists into his pockets and walked out, striding like a man who meant to walk around the world. As he turned the corner he saw the Jap standing in the hotel doorway  saw him nod to a taxi-driver. The taxi drove away, slowly, and turned the same corner. It might mean nothing. But he was the same smart, well-dressed Japanese who had walked along the corridor in the Foreign Office.


CHAPTER 5. They should rate you AAA One Hundred Plus.

Ton, I dont look excited. I swear I dont! Yes, I got the last seat there was. They had just sold the last-but-one. I have twelve hundred pounds in the bank. I have kept a small trunk packed ever since you warned me to be ready. And Im so sick of Robbins Hotel  no Im not, I love it!  I will kick it good-by, and come back a couple of years from now and love it all over again!

Kick your trunk good-by, he answered. Stick some doodads in a handbag. Buy all the rest of the stuff in India.

Tom, this isnt true! It simply isnt.

It wont be, if you dont listen carefully. The least slip, and its all off. Theyd cancel everything.

I am all ears.

She wasnt. She had remarkably well-shaped ears, half hidden in a wind-blown bob of curly dark hair, under a Cossack kaftan. She was so small, and full of naturally ready laughter, that she looked almost Tom Graynes opposite, except for a similar, equally hard to define but quite evident vigor of being. She might be twenty-two or twenty-three, but looked younger. She had small, strong, sun-browned hands. Her feet were tucked under her, in the big red leather arm-chair. Dobys downstairs fireplace was living up to its reputation; it was about the most comfortable fireside in London in rainy weather. There were a lot of luncheon tables, but no one ever came there much before twelve-thirty. The waiter had brought tea, taken his cue from the size of the tip, and left them alone. The tea was untouched.

You take the airplane bus to Hendon, said Tom, day after to-morrow. I take a taxi. Therell be a messenger with flowers for you and some fruit and chocolates, in the name of oh, any old name I think of when I order em. Were just nodding acquaintances, you and I. We get to know each other a bit on the journey, and after that, you use your wiles on Thö-pa-ga. Worm your way into his confidence.

Ive never been in a plane. I want to make enormous noises on a B-flat saxophone.

You understand now, dont you, how all this happened? Or shall I repeat it?

No, no. I have understood you. I understand that Thö-pa-ga is being hounded back to Tibet, and that he doesnt guess what were after, or know you except for last nights happenings, or trust you or trust any one else.

Thö-pa-ga, said Tom, needs friends. He needs them badly. He needs some one to whom he can talk. He has a persecution complex, and I dont blame him, poor devil. Hes a particularly sensitive type of oriental. He would instantly detect an unsympathetic motive. He suspects Mayor. He suspects me. He mustnt suspect you, and theres only one possible way to fix that. You must make up your mind to be his friend, no matter what he does or what happens to him. You must be absolutely on the level with him. Never tell me his secrets without his full permission. Gradually get him to trust me.

And then what?

I told you: he needs friends, not enemies. We cant get what were after on a basis of something for nothing. Thö-pa-ga comes first, or well be fooled badly. All of us will be.

How about Uncle Clarence?

Not one word to him! Not a hint! Not a word to a soul except Emily Foster, and nothing to her except to repeat instructions, from a public phone booth, if you think it necessary  but dont go near her. She is simply to put any thing you send to her into another envelope and mail it to Professor Clarence Mayor. Your Uncle Clarence doesnt know our private code. It would be a mistake if he did. The idea is this: you know the code by heart  youre sure? Word perfect?

I can say it backwards. I can signal it faster than you can read it.

Okay. If I should write from India to Professor Mayor in London, my letters would be read in transit, even if they should never reach him, which they very likely wouldnt. But if I send something to you, by mail or messenger, in code, and you decode it and mail it to Emily Foster  an innocent, middle-aged lady who lives at Dorking  and she re-mails it to your Uncle Clarence, he will safely receive an unsigned communication that cant easily be traced back.

Then you and I wont be together in India?

Not noticeably, to begin with. Certainly not in the same hotel. Youre a tourist, remember. Youll have to play that part carefully; tourists, as a rule, dont visit India in the hot season. Dont let on that you can read Tibetan, or that you know anything about Tibet. Dont even let Thö-pa-ga know that, if you can help it. But if you get caught knowing more than girls of your age usually know, you can admit that youve studied a bit at the British Museum and that you picked up odds and ends from Thö-pa-ga on the journey.

Ill be careful.

Better be. If you make even one bad break, the Indian Government, of course, would simply ask us to leave India. But the Tibetan gang would give us the works. Very likely poison.

I dont see why I cant tell Uncle Clarence. Isnt he in on it?

No, you chucklehead! He doesnt even guess that the deaf-and-dumb loony, who files away the notes I send him, copies them and passes them along.

Tom, that poor old thing?

Hes a Polak, whose father was an interpreter at the U.S. consulate in Warsaw for twenty-five years. Draw your own conclusions, but keep them under your hat. The system is run on a basis of never letting one agent know another agent, or what the other agent is doing if it can be helped, and never letting any one agent know more than necessary. Your Uncle Clarence is a useful man, in his particular line. Theyd can him in a second if they guessed his deaf-and-dumb clerk is my go-between. If they thought Mayor guessed what youre up to, theyd never trust him again. Its an unforgivable offense to have a private iron in the fire, and an almost unthinkable thing for a girl like you to try to enter Tibet. If you should tell Mayor, hed be furious. Hed warn Ambleby. That would be the end of me. Theyre only using me because theres no one else who fits the problem at the moment. If they guessed you are in my confidence, theyd have no use for me whatever. Im only using them because its the best chance in sight. They havent okayed me yet. The man in Delhi may not like my guts. Theyre touchy, the Indian Government crew; they like the Foreign Office outfit about as much as I like being told what to believe. The India Office people, here in London, love me like a Bolshevik.

Elsa looked puzzled. Curled in the chair, she suggested a terrier, aching to be taken hunting, absolutely confident that any hunting, under Toms direction, would be first rate. Some women, even to-day, have that excellent faith in a man. But it was not as simple as all that evidently.

Then, if we get into Tibet

When we get there, he corrected.

All right, when! You will  you say were merely making use of them  you will ditch all this and

Dont believe that for a second, he answered. Nothing for nothing in this world. Make your bargain, settle clearly in your own mind what the bargain is, then deliver the goods or bust. It isnt only the British Empire that is vitally interested in knowing who is planning what in China. Im as interested in the Thunder Dragon Gate as they are. If I werent, Id find some other way of getting into Tibet. Pay as you go. Then you get what youre after. Speaking of which, youd better go and buy yourself a letter of credit. Have it drawn on a bank in Delhi. If youve anything to say to me at the hotel, talk deaf-and-dumb and use the code. Dont phone my room if you can avoid it. Store your trunk. Twenty-eight pounds of luggage. Burn your boats. Hernando Cortez had nothing on you and me.

I know it. Tom, do you guess how thoroughly Ive burned my boats? Theyre ashes. If I dont make good, Im done for.

Scared?

No, Tom, are you? Please dont be. I wont let you down. Im little to look at, but  dyou think Im

He interrupted: Dont talk piffle. Youre game, all right. Youre on the level. But some jobs are too tough for some people. Even now its not too late to call it off. Id trust you to hold your tongue.

I have burned my boats! she answered. Tibet!

Tom scowled. He hated to have to explain himself.

Youre full of enthusiasm, he said, so you believe what you wish to believe. Im reminding you for the last time

Dont, Tom, you dont need to.

She might as well have tried to stop a steam-roller.

Youve no rating. None. Ive no authority from any one to tell you my secrets  let alone to try to get you into Tibet.

Tom, I know all that. Youre being generous beyond the dreams of

Generous nothing. If youll keep your head you can be useful. There isnt another girl on earth who has your special ability. But remember, I turned you down flat in the first instance, and I told you why.

Yes, Tom.

Certain people trust me because they know I dont get tangled up with any woman who might soften me or blurt out what Im doing. I have trained you as well as I could in the little time weve had. But were taking a whale of a long chance. Both of us. If it were known I married you to give you a certain amount of possible legal protection in case Im bumped off, theyd rate me from then on as a sentimentalist. In my profession thats the zero rating.

Elsa nodded. They should rate you AAA One hundred plus.

Thats the point. They rate a fellow by results. You cant look to me for the slightest recognition of anything but your personal value to me as an assistant, strictly on your merits  and a secret assistant at that.

I expect nothing else.

Not now, you dont. But you dont know whats ahead. No matter how tight the jam youre in, youve got to stick to the agreement. Your only value to me is your intelligence, obedience and pluck. I want nothing else from you. Your marriage certificate simply entitles you to the key to my strongbox if Im bumped off. Your marriage is so secret, and so otherwise meaningless, that you maynt even get a divorce without my permission  and I wont give permission until secrecy no longer matters.

Yes, she said. I agree. I understand perfectly.

Im trying to get you into Tibet simply and solely because I think youll be useful.

I will deserve it, she answered.

Damn! he said suddenly, sotto voce.

The Jap had come in. The same Jap. Because of the high chair-back Tom hadnt noticed him until he slipped into a chair in the corner by the row of pegs, on which they had hung their overcoats. The Jap ordered tea. When the waiter had brought it he sat sipping and studying something that he took from an envelope. He didnt stare noticeably.

Get your coat, Tom signaled with the fingers of one hand. What is he reading?

Elsa went and powdered her nose before she lifted her coat from the peg. She used a rather large square mirror. She was less than six feet away from the Jap. There was not a lot of light in that corner of the room; the manipulation of the mirror was quite plausible.

Airplane ticket, she announced, when she returned to the fireside.

Where to?

Couldnt read it, but it looks like Karachi.


CHAPTER 6. Have your meals with me while youre in Delhi.

EIJI SARAO, the Japanese merchant, made himself altogether too agreeable. He was very widely traveled. He could talk the colloquial peasant speech that passes muster along the Chino-Tibetan border, and he missed no opportunity, on the long flight from London to Karachi, to get in conversation with Tom, Elsa and Thö-pa-ga.

However, Thö-pa-ga was ill  not plane-sick but becoming feeble from some obscure ailment that was aggravated, if not produced by his mental depression. It had been very difficult indeed to talk to Thö-pa-ga. He was an aristocrat; he resented that peasant dialect, and besides, he had partly for gotten it, or said he had. Mr. Eiji Sarao had not learned much from Thö-pa-ga.

But he made it almost impossible for Tom and Elsa to exchange confidences. His bright little eyes watched them continually. He detected their use of finger signals. He tacitly assumed that they were traveling together. At every pause in the long journey, he tried to get them into a three-cornered conversation.

At Karachi he had no trouble at all with the immigration authorities. Tom, on the other hand, had to enter an office near the hangar and answer searching questions. His passport, visaed in red ink by the India Office, merely stated that he was accompanying Mr. Thö-pa-ga as far as Delhi. The immigration officer, a gray-mustached ex-soldier, referred to a little indexed memorandum-book.

You have visited India before, Mr. Grayne. Werent you invited to leave?

Yes. But do you recognize that visa?

That isnt the point. For what reason, two years ago, were you told to get out?

I wasnt. As you put it the first time, I was invited to leave. You can get the facts from your files, cant you? If you choose to disregard that visa, take the consequences. I have no idea what theyll be. For all I know, you may have authority to override the India Office. If so, do it and lets see what happens.

The officer smiled. He had very intelligent brown eyes. What is the nature of your relationship with Mr. Eiji Sarao? he asked after a moment.

You mean that Jap who traveled on the same plane? None whatever. I dont know him. Never spoke to him or heard his name before he boarded the plane at Hendon.

I am informed that you and he made frequent use of the deaf-and-dumb alphabet during the journey.

Tom laughed. That airplane steward probably has one glass eye. Did he say he saw the Jap doing it?

Very well, to whom were you signaling?

To myself, for practise.

Mm! Have you designs on Tibet this time?

Delhi.

Nothing beyond Delhi? Are you willing to agree to do your business in Delhi, and to leave India within a reasonable time  say, three weeks?

No.

Understand me, Mr. Grayne: I have no information that suggests you should be classed with what are commonly called undesirable aliens. But it might put the Indian Government to a very great deal of trouble and expense if you should attempt to repeat your former indiscretion. Tibet is a closed frontier. To bring you back from the border of Tibet would be a thoroughly unnecessary episode, that might have awkward diplomatic consequences, and is well to guard against.

Okay. Guard against it.

Will you give your promise, in writing?

You mean not to enter Tibet?

Not to try to enter Tibet. You could never do it again, I can assure you. But not to try to do it.

If a promise is all you want, said Tom, Ill make one. Hows this: I promise faithfully, on my word of honor, to do everything humanly possible to get into Tibet as soon as I can.

The officer grinned.

Well, youre frank about it! Any friends in Delhi?

Dozens.

To whom do you intend to deliver Mr. Thö-pa-ga?

To the first good doctor I can find. The mans sick.

The officer scribbled a name and address on a slip of paper.

Dr. Lewis has had a lot of experience with Tibetan cases. He was stationed for a long time at Darjeeling. Try him. Very well, Mr. Grayne, I shall have to report you as dangerous.

Deadly! Tom answered. Obviously in league with a Japanese cotton-goods salesman to bring about a communist revolution led by shamans from Tibet!

The officer stood up to shake hands. I enjoyed your article on Tibetan magic in the Asian Review, he remarked.

I didnt write it, said Tom.

Isnt your nom de plume Bloomsbury?

No.

Will you give my regards to Dr. Lewis?

Yes.

It had been almost on the tip of Tom Graynes tongue to say that P.K. Bloomsbury was Dr. Clarence Mayors nom de plume. Not that that mattered. Dozens of people knew it. But if Tom had confessed that he knew it, that might have had disastrous consequences. As he had drummed into Elsas consciousness on every possible occasion, there is no knowing who has been told to discover, by means of apparently innocent questions, whether or not you can be trusted not to mention names or claim acquaintance with men on the inside.

And now, the Jap even invaded the same compartment on the train. He was very courteous. He offered aspirin to Thö-pa-ga, who seemed to suffer tortures from the heat and lolled back limply in a corner. Eiji Sarao knew all about Delhi hotels; he recommended one to Elsa  told her, too, of shops where she could buy whatever clothes she might need. Elsa, observing Toms signal, accepted the Japs advice about where to stay. Tom remarked he would probably stay with a friend; leading questions only led to more and more evasive answers.

When they reached Delhi at last, and the heat under the station roof almost made Thö-pa-ga collapse, the extremely friendly Mr. Eiji Sarao was rather evidently puzzled by the farewell between Tom and Elsa.

Good-by. Thanks for all your kindness.

Kindness nothing. I enjoyed your company. Hope youll enjoy India. Perhaps well meet again some day, somewhere. Who knows? Good-by.

Tom took a taxi with Thö-pa-ga to Dr. Lewiss office. That address had not been given him for nothing. No one  absolutely no one was going to take responsibility for his entering Tibet. They wanted him to do it, off his own bat, at his own risk. No one was going to tell him anything, of any importance, in so many plain words. If he hadnt enough intelligence to understand hints, then he was the wrong man for the job and the usual governmental agencies would easily stop him in the course of the usual days work. If he hadnt wits enough, he would be stymied without being able to say that any one had even as much as suggested to him that it might be possible to cross the Tibetan border.

That immigration officer wasnt the regular man; he hadnt even known where to look for the switch to regulate the force of the electric-fan in the office. But he had done his job pretty well. He had served warning to Tom to look out for the departmental mechanism that prevents the unwise, wishful wanderer from breaking bounds. He had warned him, too, against Eiji Sarao  as if that were necessary!

In the taxi, whirling through the crowded Delhi semi-modern streets that reeked of hot humanity and sprinkled pavement, he didnt have to bother about Thö-pa-ga. The man was almost comatose, although Tom was pretty sure he wasnt as ill as he looked; he was suffering from a sort of psychic blue funk. It was probably true, as he had declared suddenly in the shed that night, that he would rather die than return to Tibet. Perhaps Dr. Lewis could fix that. If not, a high elevation would do it. Meanwhile, Eiji Sarao? Noropa? The mysterious Noropa had had time to phone to half the Japanese in London in the interval between the Bow Street incident and his arrest that night at Kew.

Embassies and consulates dont openly employ a shang-shang expert. It would be an absolutely safe bet that no one, not even the secret service, or Scotland Yard, or Ambleby could prove any connection between Doctor Noropa and the Japanese Government. No doubt Eiji Sarao was an eminent man of affairs who represented a Tokyo cotton combine, as he said. But some third person, who knew Noropa, also might know Eiji Sarao. Or possibly Eiji Sarao knew Noropa. Eiji Saraos visit to the Foreign Office might have been a mere coincidence; there was no reason why a distinguished foreign visitor to London shouldnt call there. But it hardly looked like a coincidence that Eiji Sarao booked a seat on that plane to Karachi. It was certainly not a coincidence that he had followed from Robbins Hotel to Dobys downstairs lunch room. He had probably had a spy in the street  perhaps a taxi-driver.

It would be a fairly safe bet that a warning was already en route, in the innocent guise of a commercial telegram, to some confederate in Northern India to keep an eye on Tom Grayne and Elsa Burbage. Not so good.

Some one in Eiji Saraos pay certainly would go through Elsas belongings at the hotel. Japs excel at that game; in Japan they even open all the letters that the tourist school-marms send home to their sisters and their cousins and their aunts. They wouldnt learn much from Elsas luggage.

Dr. Lewiss office turned out to be on the ground floor of a hospital courtyard. There was the usual crowd of patients and patients relatives squatting on the shady side of the yard; the usual half-obsequious, half-insolent chuprassi at the office door; the usual Chi-chi clerk, inclined to give him self airs; the usual delay, on bent-wood chairs beneath a whirling fan. A vague smell of iodoform. A portrait of King George on an otherwise blank wall. A no smoking sign. A painted glass window in a door marked Private. No admittance. A spot of glass, from which the paint had been removed, about the size of a half-rupee, at about the height of a mans eye from the floor.

Tom was aware he was being stared at through the peep-hole for two or three minutes before the door opened and Dr. Lewis came out to greet him. He was in a white suit, white aproned, pulling off rubber gloves. A jolly-looking fellow. Sharp nose. One eyebrow higher than the other. Two or three scars on his face. Straight, unruly, almost carrot-colored hair. Very likely fifty, perhaps older. Half his right-hand middle finger missing.

Mr. Tom Grayne? How do you do? Come in. This the patient? Some one phoned me from Karachi to expect you. Bring him in and lets see whats wrong.

He motioned Tom to a chair beside a desk and led Thö-pa-ga to another chair beside a window. He got busy at once with a stethoscope.

There was a long counter at one end of the room, burdened with all sorts of bottles, phials, scales and retorts. On the desk was a microscope and a lot of implements. Something that smelt pretty rank was boiling in a covered container over an alcohol burner on a white-enameled table on wheels. There was nothing in the room worth particular attention except Lewis himself, the fact that he had indicated that particular chair beside the desk instead of either of two other chairs  and the radio message that lay on the desk, exactly where whoever should use that particular chair couldnt possibly help seeing it. Toms eyes devoured it:

DR. MORGAN LEWIS
EDITH CAVELL MEMORIAL HOSPITAL
DELHI, INDIA
AWAIT BY AIR MAIL GRAIN CONSIDERED SUITABLE FOR SHANG-SHANG EXPERIMENT AND ALSO NECESSARY MONGOLIAN EXTRACT RECOMMEND BOTH TO YOUR DISCREET ATTENTION BEST WISHES AND KIND REGARDS HORACE OMALLY

The date tallied. Sir Horace OMally had despatched that from London before leaving for Russia  after his midnight interview with somebody in Westminster.

Thö-pa-ga had his shirt off. He was being systematically thumped. The doctor strode to the desk presently, touched a button and returned to the patient. He appeared to doubt one of the lungs. He resumed business with the stethoscope, until an orderly appeared  another Chi-chi, twice as dark as the Tibetan.

Bath  bed  light diet  observation. Private room. And tell the head nurse I will be up there to study the case in half an hour.

Card, sir?

I will sign that later.

Its against the rule, sir, to

Do as I tell you.

Thö-pa-ga, with his shirt unbuttoned, followed the orderly out of the room. Dr. Lewis came and smiled in front of Tom Grayne. He lit a cigarette and offered his case.

The rules, he remarked, are blessed in the breach, like etiquette. But breach em at the right time! That thing boiling in there is a gentlemans liver. He hadnt sense enough to break a rule. He was too polite. He ate what was put in front of him. We shall know soon what it was he died of, and perhaps who did it  although thats less likely. Your man will be dead pretty soon if you cant get him up to the Hills. I can probably put him in shape for the journey. I advise Darjeeling.

He picked up the radio message, as if he hadnt known it was there. He put it into a drawer.

Do you happen to know my friend Horace OMally of Harley Street?

No, said Tom Grayne. I have met him, once, casually, thats all.

Didnt he leave on a visit to Moscow?

I dont know.

Take that other chair, its easier, and tell me something that you do know.

Well, said Tom, I know the road to Tibet.

Good. Then you dont need my advice to be careful what you eat and drink. Im going to give you some iron rations of my own invention, for emergency use, when you happen to doubt whats set in front of you.

Damned kind of you.

No. Merely thoughtful. Have your meals with me while youre in Delhi.


CHAPTER 7. Memo. buy some american chewing-gum.

I SPENT eleven years near the Tibetan border, said Lewis. He wasnt looking at Tom Grayne; he stuck his hands deep in his pants pockets, leaned against the desk, and talked familiarly, as if to an old acquaintance, as if there was no need to do any thawing whatever. Tom, however, knew that any overt attempt on his part to win Lewiss confidence would have the opposite effect. He maintained his reserve and let the doctor do the leading.

Sikkim? he suggested.

Yes, and Bhutan.

Good country. I bet you liked it.

Yes. I made a lot of friends among the lamas. Knew a lot of sorcerers, too  shamans  all sorts of people. Tried to swap facts with em. Couldnt. I spent two-thirds of my pay on medicines and so on, to give to the shamans: cascara, quinine and stuff like that, that they passed along as elementary magic. In exchange theyd tell me pretty nearly any thing I knew already, but nothing more than that. Poisons? Couldnt get a word from them. Magic? Theyd laugh and swear there was no such thing. If you added it up, I daresay I spent a third of my time trying to get what I supposed youd call the low-down on a shang-shang. I used to write to OMally in London. Hes well read. Hes a very intelligent student of the vagaries of the human mind, is Sir Horace OMally. But his suggestions of lines of investigation led no where. Our letters on the shang-shang subject alone would make a fat volume. In the end we both came to the same conclusion.

That a shang-shang exists in the realm of illusion, Tom suggested.

No. It lives and moves and has its being, but the legends about it are lies. Thats why a shang-shang is so damned deadly. And Im convinced that the Thugs, who used to terrorize India, were rather mild and inoffensive gentry compared to the shang-shang magicians. Theyre a very highly organized, intelligent and mysterious gang of terrorists, with no discoverable motive for their practises other than sheer malice and self-importance.

Did you happen to hear of the Thunder Dragon Gate? Tom asked him.

Lewis glanced at him sharply and looked away again. Yes. I did. Thats where shang-shang sendings are supposed to come from. Im convinced its an actual temple or shrine of some sort. But I dont know where it is.

Thö-pa-ga is the hereditary Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate, said Tom Grayne.

Again Lewis looked straight at him. Has he told you anything about it?

Nothing that I didnt know already.

Lewis nodded. I might be able to make him talk. Care to come upstairs and see me try?

No, Tom answered. Hes suspicious of me as it is. I want his confidence. If you can help me indirectly to get that, Ill reciprocate, if, as and when possible.

Lewis nodded again. Where are you staying in Delhi?

Dont know yet. Came straight here.

Try Inglebys Hotel. Its a new place.

Okay, thanks, Ill do that. Any suggestions about Darjeeling?

Are you acquainted there? Do you happen to know the Ringding Gelong Monastery? The Abbots name is  damn, Ill forget my own name next  well, no matter, its in my note-book.

Mu-ni Gam-po, said Tom.

Oh, you know him, do you? Well, you couldnt do better than take your man to that monastery. The high elevation, the familiar monastic atmosphere and old Mu-ni Gam-pos amused arbitrariness should do more to restore him to health than anything else I can think of. How did he react to air plane altitudes?

Splendid. At high altitudes he grew almost talkative.

To you?

No. I didnt crowd him. I let him talk to any one he pleased. I havent asked him a question beyond is he feeling better, or how about a clean shirt or a stick of chewing-gum. Im not trouble, Im the lad who pulls him out of it and doesnt give a damn why.

All right. Well, Ill go upstairs and see him. If youll dine with me, Ill meet you at the Service Club at nine; Ill be there waiting for you.

I havent a dress suit.

Very well, meet me at Logans  know where that is?

Sure. Ill like the grub at Logans better. Club grub dulls my intuition. Its all right when youve nothing important to do. Could I have a slip of paper?

Tom wrote a short note, sealed it in a plain envelope and addressed it to himself at Inglebys Hotel.

Memo. Dine to-night at Logans 9 P.M. Cancel other engagement by phone.
Memo. Buy some American chewing-gum.

He almost never made written memoranda. He didnt have to; he had trained his memory. But he gave the envelope and a coin to a filthy-looking Punjabi, who was loafing in front of the hospital. The man offered his services with rather noticeable persistence. He was possibly a spy. Anyhow, Tom hoped so. He told him to deliver the message at Inglebys Hotel, and watched him for half a block, until he was quite sure he was being followed by a much better-dressed Punjabi Moslem. That settled it. Tom took a taxi in the opposite direction, made sure that he wasnt being followed by another taxi, and then drove to one of the new administration buildings, where he had some difficulty in finding the Ethnographic Office. When he found it at last, at the end of an upstairs passage, he was rather guardedly welcomed by Norman Johnson, a man in spectacles, bulky, morose and used to being treated with more deference than Tom betrayed.

Professor Clarence Mayor of the British Museum suggested I should call on you.

Oh, yes? He didnt even invite Tom to be seated. The room was lined with evidently much-consulted books. The desk was piled with papers. There was an atmosphere, an emphatic suggestion of too much work to be done and too little time in which to do it. What does Mayor want? I have a whole file of his letters. He always wants something that he could dig up for himself in the Museum if he had the patience. What is it this time?

Nothing that he told me.

Arent you the man who entered Tibet?

I have been in Tibet.

Well, I must say it surprises me that Mayor should send you to me. He knows perfectly well its forbidden to do what you did. Does he think Im going to help you to repeat the offense?

I dont know what he thinks, and Im damned if I care, Tom answered.

Havent you any other introduction?

No.

Know any one at the Foreign Office?

No.

Remaining long in Delhi?

No.

Where are you going from here?

Darjeeling.

I may perhaps meet you there. I should be there now, but there was too much work to be done here first.

Mail or messages will reach me at the Hindu Kush Hotel in Darjeeling, said Tom.

And in Delhi?

Inglebys. I see youre busy. Ill be off.

Good of you. Yes, I am busy. I will look forward to a conversation with you in Darjeeling.

So much for him. Tom chuckled as he walked out. He didnt expect to be kissed on both cheeks and told what to do. One very famous explorer, officially forbidden to enter Tibet, cooled his heels for months, continually applying for permission and continually rebuffed, until at last he waked up and discovered that a road had been made all clear for him. All he had to do was to pretend he had slipped across the Tibetan border without the Indian Governments knowledge. No competent secret service has any sympathy for stupidity; and no successful government does openly what is better done left-handed in the dark.

Tom drove to Inglebys Hotel, registered and ordered his bag brought from the station. There was no self-addressed message. Good. Pretty stupid of some one. A really smart man would have opened it, read it, sealed it up again and sent it on its way. He took a shower in his room and went down to the broad veranda that faced the street and a row of good green trees. It was already late afternoon. About a dozen people were using the long chairs, drinking. They all stared and immediately lost interest. Tom took a chair at the far end. He ordered ginger-ale  hated the stuff, but you have to order something; it was too hot for tea. He sat still, frowning, doing nothing, mentally reviewing the days conversations and wondering about Elsa. He was a bit worried about her. But his frown relaxed when a box-wallah spotted him and patiently worked his way along the veranda, offering cheap jewelry and similar rubbish for sale. Because he expected just that, Tom spotted the legerdermain with which the fellow added a small box of spearmint chewing-gum. As he drew near he placed it in full view on the top tray.

Melikani tschooin-gum, sahib? Bohut atcha  new-fresh-jus arrive by steamer  same as sell in New York, Paris, London  original package  good  cheap  guaranteed.

Tom bought his entire stock of the stuff. It didnt seem to have been tampered with. There was no evidence of the wrappers having been disturbed. A moment later he silently cursed himself and laid the box on the floor at his left hand. A very pleasant-looking missionary woman in the next chair on his right leaned toward him and spoke:

If I had seen the chewing-gum, I would have bought some. Do you want it all? May I buy some from you?

Well, he couldnt tell her he suspected it was poisoned. He couldnt let her go ahead and take a chance and chew the stuff.

Sorry, he answered. Its for a sick friend. Promised him. Pretty lame excuse, that. Better touch it up a bit. Im going for a stroll, he added. If you like, Ill get some for you. Would you like a whole box?

No, no, please dont trouble. It was just a passing fancy. I havent dared to eat any Indian sweets since I was poisoned in Darjeeling.

She met Toms gaze steadily. Gray-eyed, gray-haired. Jolly-looking woman, with a good grim trouble-eating lip line. Good ears. Scarred knuckles. Carried her head right. Licked a whale of a lot of bad grief in her day. Damn her, why didnt she break ice? Suddenly she did it, quite naturally:

Are you Mr. Tom Grayne? Some one we both know phoned a few minutes ago to say youre going to Darjeeling. So am I  to-morrow morning. Do you know Darjeeling? Perhaps I can be of some use to you there. I keep a school for Hill children.

She didnt mention Ethnological growling Johnsons name, so hed be damned if he would. How could he check up?

Do you know Mu-ni Gam-po? he asked.

Were great friends.

Give him my kind regards.

Would you care to meet him at my house? she suggested.

Tom hesitated, although he didnt appear to. The unlikeliest people are on the inside. Equally unlikely people are among the mischief-makers and merely curious who imagine themselves on the inside.

Id enjoy meeting Mu-ni Gam-po anywhere, he answered.

I am Nancy Strong, she said. Does that mean anything?

Yes.

He wondered why he hadnt guessed it. But a man cant remember everything. He should, but he doesnt; a brain doesnt work that way. He had heard of her scores of times, from scores of people. Even her Christian enemies spoke of her with respectful appreciation. Tom remembered a district judge remarking that the more he hated her the more he liked her. Funny  he had imagined her as a totally different type of woman; he had avoided meeting her for that reason. Had forgotten her for the same reason.

You will call on me? she asked.

Sorry I didnt long ago.

I will look forward to it.

She got up, so of course Tom did, and she walked away with an air that made her look as likable as one of those rather impoverished county gentlefolk, who, all the world over, keep the good traditions going while the bad ones die. Tom went into the lobby and wrote a letter to Elsa, in code lest Eiji Sarao should see it:

Not for Mayor. Go as soon as you like to Darjeeling. Any good hotel will do. Soon after you get there call on Miss Nancy Strong, School for Hill Children. Tell her all you care to about Thö-pa-ga but show no interest in me. Everything progressing favorably. Better destroy this.
TOM

He mailed it, stuffed his hands into his hip-pockets, and went for a stroll.


CHAPTER 8. Said it was a shang-shang. Then he said it was his own soul looking at him.

LOGANS is a queer place. Its proprietor is Greek and the cooking Chinese. It stands at a corner where a busy street becomes a tributary of the Chandni Chowk and never less than thirteen nations mix into a stream that readily becomes a turbulent vortex. Any wind of politics can whip that swarm into a tantrum. In time of riot it is one of the first points that the armored lorries and machine-guns visit. European and American ladies have frequently been spat on at that corner by oriental gentlemen of prejudice and peculiar views.

Tom Grayne, at three minutes to nine, with his hands in his pockets, was more alert than he looked, but he was almost not alert enough. As he crossed the street toward Logans a Ford roadster whipped around the corner, driven by a nondescript in a dirty turban. It missed him by less than an inch. As he turned his head to try to recognize the driver or take the cars number, a second Ford, coming the same way, actually touched him as it whirled by. He stepped backward against a burly Sikh, who cursed him savagely, inviting a blow, that would have led to a fight, that would have brought the police. Tom knew better than to get himself into police toils.

He grinned at the Sikh: Run and tell them what you would have done if youd dared!

He walked into Logans, where Dr. Lewis was already seated at a table. He sat down facing him and laid the box of chewing-gum on the table.

Doped out yet what ailed that liver you were boiling?

Yes. A very rare poison, distilled from the roots of a small plant that grows in Sikkim. It takes twenty or thirty roots to yield a few drops of the stuff. Its sure death in a couple of days  attacks the liver  and seems to break it down in a way that I dont understand. Im sending some of it to OMally. He wont make much of it steeped in alcohol  or I think not. But hell enjoy the poison  three drops that would kill I dont know how many people.

Eiji Sarao entered. He nodded and smiled to Tom and took a table whence he could watch without turning his head. Tom spoke to Lewis:

The two sticks of gum that are lying loose on top are new ones that I bought half an hour ago at Catesby and Simonds. Take one.

Why? I hate the stuff.

Tom insisted. He took the other loose stick, broke off the paper.and chewed it. Lewis followed suit. Both chewed. They ordered dinner.

After dinner, take the box, said Tom, and have it analyzed. He explained why, and how he had come by the box. Eiji Sarao, he added, is having a whale of a good time watching us chew. Dont look at him. Hes grinning to himself like a Chinese idol  cocksure funeral-to-morrow kind of grin. Any news at your end?

Yes. Quite a bit. A man who said he had come recently from Giang-tze, showing what may have been forged credentials from the Tashi Lama of all improbable people, came to the hospital and demanded to see Thö-pa-ga.

How did he know he was in there?

Thats the point. I asked him. He was nonplussed for a second, but theyre quick to cover up, are those Northerners; theyre not like Indians. An Indian only thinks hes inscrutable; whereas a trained Tibetan, is. He told me Thö-pa-ga has been expected for a long time, so he was on the lookout for him. He said that a patient who was discharged this after noon had run and told him. Lie, of course.

Sure. Eiji Sarao told him, thats a safe bet. Did your visitor interview Thö-pa-ga?

No. Thought of letting him. Thought better of it. I said hes too ill. He isnt. Lungs are right enough. Hell get well at a high altitude, but he has been eating the wrong kind of food  such slush as this, for instance. Altitude and monastery grub will soon put him to rights. I didnt even tell Thö-pa-ga hed had a visitor.

Good.

But he knew it.

Uh-huh?

I was sent for in a hurry. He was sitting up in bed raving. Said hed seen a shang-shang, so there must be some one come from Tibet.

Any one else see it?

Yes. The head nurse. Thö-pa-ga is in a small room with his bed by the open window. Theres no fire-escape there, but the wall is easily negotiable by any active person. I could climb it myself. In fact, we all suspect that window has been used to deliver forbidden drugs to patients. Theres a locked fly-proof screen, but the wire gauze was recently damaged by a violent patient who tried to commit suicide. It was repaired, but the repair was badly done  probably on purpose  and the fact wasnt brought to my attention. It is quite easy, from outside, to detach and pull outward a whole corner of the wire gauze. Thö-pa-ga had asked for shaving tackle and a mirror. The head nurse let him have them. Its usual, unless forbidden in special cases. She had let him have one of those nickel-framed magnifying mirrors that was left behind by a patient and never claimed. Safety razor. She had left him with the mirror against his knees, leaning back against a heap of pillows, with his back to the window, shaving him self. He started raving before she had reached the next room. She was back in the nick of time to see through the window what she said (and she may have been right) was a Tibetan devil-mask. But she said it was green, which hardly fits. Shes a good, strong, level-headed woman, but she may have been too badly frightened to observe it accurately. Thö-pa-ga had seen it in the shaving mirror, magnified and probably distorted. First he said it was a shang-shang. Then he said it was his own soul looking at him! The nurse had to keep him from cutting his throat. He had the blade out of the safety razor. So she couldnt look out of the window; and, of course, by the time theyd sent for me the thing was gone. I raised particular hell, but no one who had any business in the yard below would admit having seen anything.

Tom watched Eiji Sarao get up and go. They nodded to each other.

If I were the Indian Government, he said to Lewis, I would run Mr. Eiji Sarao out of the country so fast that hed burn the tracks.

And the evidence, too! Lewis answered. Understand me, Im entirely ignorant of what its all about or what the Government intends. I know nothing about you. Nothing. You called on me, mentioned the name of a mutual friend, and Im living up to the Welsh reputation for hospitality.

Quite so.

So Im going to introduce you, simply as an act of hospitable kindness, to a rajah. Have you eaten enough of this ullage? Like some dessert? More coffee? Lets go then. Hes the Rajah of Naini Kol, which is a little bit of a principality tucked away in the Hills a couple of hundred miles from here.

I think Ive heard of him. Isnt he the scientist?

M-m-yes. He dabbles. He can afford it. His name is Dowlah, which it shouldnt be. Hes a descendant on the female side of the famous Suraja-ud-Dowlah of Clives day. Adopted or something. Anyhow, he hasnt inherited political ambition. He neglects his subjects, which is very fortunate for them; theyre backward, but theyre pretty decently ruled by a fat prime minister, whos too afraid of them to try any tyranny and too honest to steal; a damned rogue but a good bloke, if you understand me. He has his points. Dowlah has traveled a good deal, but he lives most of the time nowadays in Delhi. He is one of my private patients; I had to treat him for a nervous condition induced by too much effort to become a scientist without the necessary mental training.

Strange hour to call on him, isnt it?

Ill tell you another peculiar thing. Were going to call on him without any one knowing but you, he and I. Im going to leave you alone with him. Come and see me in the morning at the hospital and Ill let you know what reaction I get from this chewing-gum.

They took a taxi to Lewiss club, where Lewis squandered nearly two hours talking to acquaintances while Tom, on a veranda chair, sat staring at the night. But at last Lewis borrowed a friends auto, driven by an ex-sepoy. They were whirled after that through so many streets that Tom was hard put to it to keep his sense of direction. Obeying orders, the ex-sepoy, a Mahratta, doubled and redoubled on the course until there was no longer the slightest question of their being followed. The car stopped at last in almost total darkness, beneath neem trees, on the western outskirts of the city.

Lewis dismissed the car. He and Tom walked to a high teak gate that opened in response to knocks and admitted them into a heavily scented garden. A fountain splashed. A path led to a front door, in a house that looked centuries old but recently modernized. An ancient, white-bearded attendant in a white smock emerged like a ghost from the shadows, greeted Lewis profoundly, and rang the bell.


CHAPTER 9. Tee-Hee! Isnt she a lulu!

RAJAH DOWLAH of Naini Kol, to put it mildly, did not stand on ceremony. Some one had opened the front door by mechanical means; there wasnt a servant in sight as he came like a dancing master down the hall to greet his guests. The hall was severely furnished in the latest modern fashion  metal chairs  one astonishing oil painting  indirect light  imported travertine  a long strip of gloxinia-hued hand-woven carpet. There were two full-length mirrors, framed in chromium; the one at the end that faced the front door made the hall seem twice as long as it actually was, and you seemed to walk toward yourself.

The Rajah was in a European dinner-jacket and canary-colored silk turban. He didnt walk, he pranced. He didnt smile, he giggled. He didnt hold out his hand, he flourished it. He didnt shake hands, he shook himself, offering a hand to either guest and using theirs for leverage.

Lewis, old thing, how are you? Who is your friend? Not a patient, I hope?

He had very intelligent eyes. Beneath an air of triviality and gush he seemed to have the coldly concentrated, alert attention of a gambler, in a game where the stakes are big and the opponents not notorious for fair play.

Dont talk nonsense, Lewis! No, no, I wont listen to you! You must have a drink and a smoke. You must stay at least until after Ive shown you my latest!

Perpetual motion? asked Lewis.

Dowlah giggled at Tom. Hes jealous! Hes afraid they will make me an F.R.S.!  Lewis, you incredulous old Taffy, I have a shang-shang! Alive! In captivity! Come along and Ill show you.

Youre a damned liar, said Lewis. Ill look.

The Rajah led the way. The library, as he called it, was as full of scientific instruments as books. It was a big room, lined with travertine. There was another full-length chromium-framed mirror, its effect spoiled by a cabinet that stood against it, draped with a huge embroidered silk shawl. There were microscopes, cameras, retorts, but none of the dirt and disorder that usually accompany amateur nights into physics. There were also three big easy chairs, a table, decanters, syphons. The Rajah offered whisky and cigars. Lewis accepted both, Tom neither; Tom had a way of declining, without excuse or apology, that left nothing to argue about. Then, suddenly:

I cant wait, Lewis! I simply must show you!

Go ahead, Dowlah, you idiot. Show us!

Dowlah led, on excited tiptoes, toward the glass cabinet that stood in front of the mirror. He jerked off the silk shawl and revealed a glass case, six feet long, four wide, standing on a heavy teak table.

Hold your breath! Sssh-sh! Take a look! Take a look!

On the floor of the glass case was a brute like a huge green spider with a body as big as a quart pot, spiked like a horned toads. Its legs were two or three times as long as a spider-crabs and had projecting bristles. It was emerald green. It had a face like a shrunken devil-mask  a blind malignant face. Its real eyes were on top. They were opal colored. Its mandibles moved continually, as if it were feeding itself on something that it couldnt see. There was a big, dead rat near one corner of the cage, caught in a network of web as thick as sewing silk, and sucked dry.

Weighs seven pounds, six ounces and a half, said Dowlah. Angry! Mad angry! Shes from the Hills. The heat here maddens her. But isnt she a beauty! Lewis, my boy, thats a genuine shang-shang. Shes a young one. They say they grow to be twice her size. Thats the beast you said doesnt exist! Thats the killer-spider of the Himalayas that can thrive up near the snow line. Thats the origin of half the Tibetan legends, and of nearly all the superstition, about murder by magic! Death? Hah! Theres death for you, Lewis my boy! Howd you like that on a dark night! Devilish death! Painful! Worse than a hamadryad! If the tales are true, that creatures bite sets every nerve in its victims body aflame with agony. But you cant scream. You cant move. You die speechless. Would you like to see her kill another rat now?

No, said Lewis. How dyou know its a shang-shang and how did you get it?

Dowlah didnt answer the questions. How would you like her loose in your bedroom? he retorted. Thats her job! Thats what the shamans catch em for! Theyre a thousand times as dangerous and difficult to catch as cobras or panthers. Ill show you. This brute can jump clear across the room, so keep out of its way! Out of her way! Shes the female of the species. The male is small, dark red, non-poisonous. She invariably kills and eats him. However, Ill let her loose and show you what shes good for.

No, you wont, said Lewis.

Oh, yes. Its quite simple. If you dont get between her and where shes going, youll be quite safe until after she gets there. Ill trap her all right. You watch. Ill show you how its done. She has a one-track mind, like any other spider  always does the same thing in the same way. Shes almost human in that respect. Stand over there by the wall.

It was a very long room. On another table, against the wall at the far end, there was a glass case similar to the one that contained the shang-shang, similarly covered with a silk drape. Its hinged top was raised and held open by a string suspended from a pulley on the wall; it could be opened and shut from half a room away. Dowlah took a small stick like a conductors baton, tied a wad of cloth to the end, dipped the wad in something in a saucer  

Warm meat extract. Blood is better. But when shes very angry warm meat extract does the trick.

He opened a small slide at one end of the glass case and proceeded to irritate the shang-shang with the rag on the end of the stick. The things ferocity was horrible. It flew at the stick. It bit the rag. Its leg movements were so swift and powerful that it seemed to fly. The interior of the six-foot-long case became a whirl of something vividly green that moved too swiftly for the eye to follow. Dowlah removed the stick and closed the slide. The monstrous insect crouched itself over the slide and appeared to be trying to force it open.

Now! said Dowlah. Watch this! Arichnida ferox shang-shang Dowlah! They will hardly be so jealous as to deny it the use of my name, will they? Im its discoverer. Im the first to have a captive shang-shang under observation.

He began to touch the floor, tables, furniture, even the books on the shelves, with the rag on the end of the stick. He laid a zigzag scent that led all over one half of the room, until he finally came to the open glass case, untied the rag and dropped it in. Then he removed the saucer of meat extract into the hall, closed the door again, locked it to prevent a servant from entering unannounced, switched off the two electric ceiling-fans, attached the end of a cord to a ring on the lid of the case, stood back ten feet away  pulled the cord  opened the lid.

Out came the shang-shang, swiftly, with a sidewise spider movement. It crouched on the glass on the top of the cabinet. Seen against the mirror, in three dimensions, it was nauseating  an emerald horror.

God! exclaimed Lewis.

Tom Grayne noticed a bottle of cyanide on a shelf in a case behind him. It might be better than no weapon in a pinch.

The Rajah giggled: Tee-hee! Isnt she a lulu! Find her an adjective, Mr. Grayne  lulu is already antique  isnt she entitled to a new word? Youre an American. You invent it!

Shut up! For Gods sake, watch the brute! Lewis said irritably. Here, give me that window-pole. I warn you, Im going to swat your shang-shang if it heads my way.

Dont you worry. She wont. But I bet you couldnt hit her  not with that, said Dowlah.

Lewis reached down the brass-hooked pole from the ring on the ventilator window up high on the wall.

The shang-shang began to move again, crabwise, with its legs spread wide. It looked like three different things, all horrible: crab, spider, octopus. It moved like none of them  like all three of them  raising its body up and down. Suddenly it leaped to the floor, soundless  crouched there, swaying as if ready for a spring  then dashed in a sudden, absolutely silent zigzag course from point to point that had been touched by the rag on the end of the stick. Almost lightning speed, effortless.

From the time it started it seemed less than a second before Dowlah let go the cord that shut the lid of the cage at the end of the room.

Phew! Lewis leaned on the window-pole and wiped his forehead. The damned thing scared me. I admit it.

Now you know, said Dowlah, how the shamans kill a victim. First find a shang-shang. Where to find them is a secret thats been well kept. Next, catch a female. If you can do that without being killed, youre a magician! After that, contrive to touch your victim with something smelly that excites a shang-shangs anger. Blood! Human blood, if you have it. Make a trail back to your shang-shang. Let her go. And youve one more mysterious murder!

Can they catch em again? asked Lewis.

I dont know, but I doubt it. Mrs. Shang-shang, I imagine, makes tracks for the Hills. She likes high altitudes. Her natural food is mice, snakes, birds  and her unfortunate husband.

Are you sure shes in that case? asked Tom Grayne. He glanced again at the cyanide bottle.

Yes, shes in there. I keep the sides of the case covered because she gets so angry if she cant hide behind some thing.

You damned fool! exclaimed Lewis. She isnt in there! Look! Thats her leg! Shes between the case and the wall! By God, shes coming for us!

Tom reached down the cyanide. Lewis held the window-pole like a spear.

Pretty pussy! remarked Dowlah. Now we have to use our guessing apparatus  eh, what?

Lewis exploded: God damn! Wheres your shotgun?

Dont kill her! Man alive, dont kill her! Lets be scientific! Dowlah seized the silk shawl that had covered the nearer of the two glass cabinets.

The shang-shang moved. Another leg appeared above the cabinet. Tom set the cyanide bottle on a table and pulled down two drapes from the wall. He offered one to Lewis.

Bull-ring tactics. If she bites that shell waste her venom.

The shang-shang emerged. Its opal-colored eyes looked rotten with cancered malice. They shone in the electric light like iridescent evil. Suddenly the creature darted up the wall, zigzagged across the ceiling like a silent green shadow, and vanished through the ventilator window. It was hinged along the bottom. It had opened downward when Lewis jerked away the window-pole.

Sinners and drunkards in care of the Lord! said Lewis. Well, we have her! He used the pole to slam the ventilator shut. She cant get out of there.

Oh, cant she? I could cry, said Dowlah. He let go fathoms of profanity in an unknown tongue. I hadnt even photographed her! All I have now is a dead rat, from which to extract poison that the analysts will say is something else! Oh, why am I irreligious? Why havent I a God to blame? Oh, damn! You jinxes! You brace of alien intruders! Theres a shaft there that leads to another, larger one that sticks up through the roof.

No screen on it?

No, double-damn my magnanimity! There was one of those cowls at the top, that spin and suck the air up. It needed repairs. I permitted a delay of three days because the man who had taken the thing to his workshop had a sick son. That was why I kept the ventilator shut. Lewis, you calamity! I know now why the Welsh worship goats and are weaned on onions!

Better send out an alarm, said Lewis. If she gets out, shell be killing some one.

Oh, yes? Are you going to say you saw a shang-shang? Even now, youre known as Crazy Taffy. Youd be sent home and locked up.

Remember your manners, said Lewis.

Dowlah threw himself into a chair and sat with his head between his hands. Lewis, old thing, I would pay you, or any one else, half a lakh of rupees to bring that shang-shang back again alive! Id pay a whole lakh if I had it.

You havent half a lakh, said Lewis.

Cant we climb the roof? asked Tom Grayne. If we had a good thick bag that it couldnt bit through

Dowlah interrupted. Did you see my roof? Its as steep as a candle-extinguisher. It was built by a Swiss, to keep our lousy Hindu gods from sitting on it. No. I dont mind being silly, if theres any sense in it. But I dont chase a runaway shang-shang. Shes gone, shes gone. Dammit, shes gone. She can hide  kill  scoot  she will make for the open country  then the Hills. Whoever sees her will believe his sins have found him out. Snakes will get the credit for any murdering she does. Lewis, you unlucky omen, have another drink, and go away, and leave me alone with my sorrow.

I will leave you alone with Tom Grayne, Lewis answered. Yes, I need a drink, please.

Dowlah studied Tom Grayne. He kept glancing at him so intently that he poured Lewiss tumbler nearly half-full of whisky. Then the soda ran over the top. He handed the drink to Lewis without looking at him.

Yes, he said to Tom at last, Id like to talk with you. Youre the only man in the room who wasnt frightened.

Hell, Tom answered, I was scared stiff.


CHAPTER 10. You and I are equally in danger.

THE Rajah seemed to have collapsed for the time being. He sprawled in an arm-chair, absent-mindedly jerking at the trigger of an empty soda-water syphon. But he was studying Tom, and Tom knew it. There were going to be no preliminaries. There was a tacit assumption already that each man understood the others importance. Each wanted the upper hand. There would be a battle of wits, and, like a dog fight, it would begin in the middle.

Ive a thought, said Tom Grayne.

Drown it then in whisky. I can think of nothing but the loss of my pet. That isnt thought, its emotion. All is lost save honor, which is not an asset.

If we should open that ventilator, Tom continued, the brute might return. She might try to kill you. We could catch her. He went and opened the ventilator. Have you, for instance, a big butterfly-net on a fairly long pole?

She wont come back. She could bite through a muslin net. Shes too quick to be caught. You couldnt hit her with a shotgun. Dont talk like a cuckoo.

Dowlah took a long drink. Then he got up and locked the decanter away.

Out of sight, out of mind, he remarked. Who is that girl who came with you to Delhi? I will save you the trouble of lying. Her name is Elsa Burbage. Who  what  why? Youd better tell me.

Why should I talk to you about a girl who happened to be on the plane? Tom answered. He hadnt expected that twist. He wasnt ready for it, but he betrayed no embarrassment.

You and I, said Dowlah, have to understand each other. As a doctor, Lewis is a regular, orthodox run-of-the-mill mediocrity. But are you such an ass as to suppose he brought you here to save a wenchs reputation by being sentimentally evasive?

Lewis didnt tell you about Elsa Burbage. Who did?

Whats she good at? Dowlah asked him.

Can you see the whites of my eyes? Tom retorted. You fire first. If we put that saucer full of meat extract up there near the ventilator, possibly the shang-shang might come down to get it. If shes hungry

If shes hungry she will hunt for something she likes better than warm Bovril. What I hope, said Dowlah, is that she will go and kill the shaman from whom my servant stole her. That would save me some emotions. My servant should have killed the shaman, but he didnt.

So the shamans gunning for you?

Yes, but not with a gun. I dont know why he brought the creature to Delhi. I do know that if he learns who stole her, my number is up. That is why I didnt send out an alarm. I dont want a Tibetan shang-shang tamer heaping blessings on me.

There may be more than one shang-shang in Delhi, said Tom. A man named Thö-pa-ga is rather credibly reported to have seen one through a bedroom window.

Oh, that? Dont be silly. That would be a dummy on a pole. They want to scare Thö-pa-ga back to Tibet in a proper state of dismal-mindedness. Tibetans, even educated ones, believe a shang-shang not only can kill them but hound them in hell after death. Theres a man in Delhi who has come for Thö-pa-ga. He owns the shaman who owned the shang-shang. Hes an anonymous Number One, in hiding. He wont want you in the way and he doesnt love me  not if hes sane, he doesnt. You and I are equally in danger. But before I play with you I want to know more about you. Who is Elsa Burbage?

You tell me, Tom answered.

There was no longer the slightest trace of nonsense about Dowlah. His yellow turban suggested mustard-gas. His nose was an interrogation mark, his eyes insolent.

Very well, I will tell you. Elsa Burbage is a girl who holds her tongue too damned well to be innocent. Why wont she talk about you?

Have you tried to make her do it? Tom asked. He sounded, looked, was casual. There was no anger in his eyes, no particular interest. The battle was on.

Dowlah chuckled. You seem as close as she is! Elsa Burbage cant be persuaded to talk even with her big toe in a nut cracker. She wouldnt even yell.

If her feelings were any of my concern, you wouldnt dare to tell me that, said Tom. Talk horse. Why am I here?

No embarrassment. Not a trace of it. Toms hands were at ease, unclenched. His voice was level, his eyes cold. Dowlah tried another angle:

I propose to help you into Tibet, Mr. Tom Grayne. If I do that, what will you do for me in return?

Nothing. Why should you help me, if you could get along somehow else? Im necessary, or I shouldnt be here.

Dowlah nodded. Well, Ill tell you. Im afraid of this Elsa Burbage. You appear trustworthy. You have been well recommended to me. But a girl  well, Eiji Sarao has warned me. He says he saw you two together in London. He says Thö-pa-ga has come more or less under her influence.

Tom betrayed no surprise whatever. He understood the system. He was not being tested to find out how much or how little he knew, but whether or not he would tell what he knew.

Am I wasting time? Why am I here? he repeated.

Eiji Sarao told me you intend to find the Thunder Dragon Gate and to go in.

Not he. Some one else told you that.

Is it true?

Ask your informant. I dont tell my business without good reason.

Eiji Sarao says you know Noropa.

If you believe Eiji Sarao, why ask me about it?

Dowlah grinned. Why, do you suppose, do I enjoy the confidences of a Japanese cotton-mill representative?

Easy. Youre the con man. Probably the Jap secret service people imagine youre their number one bet on the Indian board. Probably Eiji Sarao trusts you, to the extent that a Jap spy trusts any one. He probably believes youre a secret enemy of the Indian Government.

Not so bad, said Dowlah. Now its your turn. Who is Elsa Burbage?

If I knew, I wouldnt tell you.

Very well then, answer this one. Thö-pa-ga needs very artful handling, if you hope to find the Thunder Dragon Gate. You will have to use Thö-pa-ga. There is no other possible way. Elsa Burbage is reported, by Eiji Sarao, who is a rather keen observer, to have Thö-pa-gas confidence, more or less. Thö-pa-ga, he says, shows a tendency  nothing more than a tendency yet  to open up  almost to be in love with her. If so, she might be useful. It ud be devilish risky to use an inexperienced girl, but we could kill her if she made a faux pas. Do you think shed tune in?

How should I know? Tom answered. Why not ask her?

Very well, I will, said Dowlah.

He got up, and went out into the hall, leaving the door open. Tom caught a glimpse of him in the mirror behind the case that had contained the shang-shang. Saw him enter a door in the hall. Saw him govern his face as he came back.

She appears unconscious at the moment, he said as he closed the door behind him. I suppose we rather overdid the third degree.

Youre overdoing tommyrot! Tom answered. Bring her in.

Dowlah laughed. He returned to the hall. Tom waited calmly. If Elsa had made any bad breaks, she had made them. If she hadnt, she hadnt. Nothing to be gained by getting worked up. He would know, in a minute, how she came to be there.

But it was nearly five minutes before Dowlah returned.

Elsa had hold of his arm. Tom watched them in the mirror. She walked beside him as if they were old friends. She was laughing at some joke he had made. A bit pale  a trifle wild-eyed  just a trace excited  but well in control of herself. She looked very small beside the tall, lean Dowlah.

She walked at Dowlahs right. The fingers of her right hand moved like lightning  shorthand  almost too fast for Tom to read it. He was afraid Dowlah might notice it in the mirror; not that it mattered much, because Dowlah couldnt understand it, but he glanced at the mirror to make sure. He almost betrayed that he was startled. His blood ran cold. It wasnt so much that he saw Eiji Saraos face peering through the partly open door, disturbing though that was; it might mean anything. But, peering over Eiji Saraos shoulder from behind him, was Noropa  unmistakably Noropa  the six-foot eight-inch figure of death, who should be in an English prison. How the devil had Noropa reached Delhi?

Only one glimpse. The Rajah turned to close the door, and Elsas fingers kept on furnishing vital information. He had to watch them. She could see Tom in the mirror, but she pretended not to  made no sign of recognition. She was be having splendidly.

Dowlah pretended to be trying the lock. He turned suddenly, to try to catch them making signals, but he couldnt see Elsas right hand. She finished signaling. Tom stood up:

Well, Elsa Burbage! It hasnt taken you long to find your feet in Delhi! Pleased to meet you again.

Good evening, Tom. Im less surprised than you are. Youre the kind of man, arent you, who turns up in all sorts of unexpected places.

Dowlah looked amused. Nothing unexpected about me, he remarked. Im the most conventional, correct and predictable man in the world. And Im as easy to fool as the income-tax man.


CHAPTER 11. But on whose side is Dowlah?

RAJAH DOWLAH resumed his mask of inconsequential inanity. He giggled as he pulled up an arm-chair for Elsa beneath the ceiling fan and arranged a huge cushion. But he was watching for signals. Tom was quite sure of that. Three times in less than sixty seconds he saw him glance at the mirror behind the empty shang-shang cage. Evidently Dowlah wanted to know too much and to tell too little before committing himself. It was time to unmask Dowlahs batteries. The weather in the passes leading toward Tibet wouldnt wait on Dowlahs moods.

Tom went and unlocked the door without a word. He strode into the hall. He heard Dowlahs voice behind him:

Silly ass, hes jealous!

Then Elsas: Kindly take your hands off!

But almost any man can make a girl say take your hands off! Its particularly easy for an oriental to make a white woman say it. Tom didnt even glance backward.

He tried the door on the left. It was locked, although he could hear some one on the far side. The second door opened readily. He walked into a beautiful room  apricot-hued carpet, travertine walls, indirect lighting  three or four exquisite Chinese vases  modern chairs and chaise longue. Three men: Eiji Sarao, Noropa and another.

A bit of a puzzle, that third man. Tall  obese  a little round embroidered skullcap on a bald head  a full, shovel-shaped beard, dyed with henna  a fine white linen smock be neath a severely cut black frock-coat  long white pantaloons  Persian slippers. Vaguely he resembled a friar, only he lacked the fringe of hair and looked less insolent. He put on pince-nez to stare at Tom, but his gaze was mild, inoffensive, rather bovine.

Eiji Saraos eyes glittered amid leathery wrinkles. If he was startled, he didnt show it. He smiled, stuck his hands in his dinner-jacket pockets and waited for Tom to speak first. Tom didnt speak  not yet. He went straight up to Noropa, swiftly, as if he meant to hit him. The tall Mongolian, looking more than ever like a figure of death, took a short step back wards. He threw his left hand forward, palm outward, as if to ward off an expected blow. Tom seized his wrist. There was a seconds spasm of jiu-jitsu, but Tom had expected that. Noropas arm curled in an agonied knot behind his back; he could obey, or, if it pleased him, lose the use of that arm for ever. He surrendered, speechless.

So you know that? said Eiji Sarao. He was still smiling; his hands were still in his side-pockets, with his thumbs outside. Please tell me why you violate this person. He spoke as if he were asking the way or something.

I will tell you in the library, Tom answered. Last door on the right at the end of the hall. Now, please. I dont want to have to knock this man cold, but if I have to tackle you, Ill do it. Turn to the right, then last door on the right  go straight in.

The obese man in the pince-nez with the henna-tinted beard had got out of his chair. He looked now rather like a father-abbot about to bless some penitents.

Who are you? Tom asked him.

I am the prime minister of Naini Kol.

Oh. Pardon the disturbance. Come along if you care to. Suit yourself.

I always do, he answered. Then he wiped his pince-nez on a white silk handkerchief and stood aside to signify that he preferred to walk last. That was all right with Tom; a fat prime minister wasnt likely to use a blackjack. Poison, yes, perhaps, but not an automatic. Besides, Dr. Lewis had been at pains to describe him; he was very likely all right.

Noropa said never a word. He was nearly a head taller than Tom, and Tom was six feet in his socks. He had the vaguely buttery-smoky smell of a Tibetan, but Tom was more than ever sure he wasnt one. He had on a more or less European black silk suit, brand new. There was a knife under his shirt, held in place by his belt; he had to hold his stomach tight against the belt to keep the knife from slipping. No Tibetan would have done that; a Tibetan by nature pouches a thing in his shirt as a kangaroo carries her young. He permitted him self to be marched along the hall toward the library. Eiji Sarao opened the library door. They all entered the room in a group, Eiji Sarao leading, in order to signal to the Rajah, as Tom noticed in the mirror. The prime minister came last, closed the door, locked it, but made no signal.

All eyes were on Tom Grayne, so it was easy for Elsa to use the fingers of her left hand; they moved as rapidly as a concert pianists and not even Eiji Sarao saw it. By the time his glittering brown eyes had moved to see what Tom was looking at, Tom already had Elsas information. Tom pushed Noropa into a chair, removed his long knife, tossed it on the table and then let go his wrist. Noropas lips moved, but he said nothing audible; he sat chafing his arm. Rajah Dowlah giggled. Eiji Sarao scowled at him; he looked suddenly bossy, like a Japanese official ordering a tourist not to photograph a barrack gate.

Congratulations! said Tom. Good staff work! You must need Noropa pretty badly, though, to spirit him so quickly from a jail in London. Looks like a miracle.

Eiji Sarao smiled. He raised his shoulders in a deprecating gesture.

I am sorrow for you, he said gently. You are found out. You are American Government spy. It is better you go home.

Toms voice was equally restrained, but less silky:

Mr. Eiji Sarao, I want both your hands over your head  now  quickly! Up with them!

Youd better do it, Eiji! said the Rajah. I dont want him killed in my house. Better humor him.

The Japanese didnt obey, but he took his hands out of his pockets, probably to protect himself. He was obviously puzzled. Toms hands were into his pockets before he could turn to glare at Dowlah. One hip-pocket and the inside jacket-pocket. Quick work. Eiji Sarao sprang away and struck very smartly at Toms forearm, but he just missed paralyzing the muscle he aimed at. The crack of his heel on Toms instep didnt hurt much because Tom was ready for that  all Japanese know that dodge, and its quite a trick to counter it.

Eiji Saraos inside pocket tore. Tom had what he wanted. Eiji Sarao glared, straightening his jacket, ruffled, indignant, dignified, bewildered, savage, but still in command of his manners.

I am no longer sorrow for you. It is your fault that you shall be liquidated.

That was a strange word for a Japanese to select. But what was more significant was Eiji Saraos glare at Dowlah. He expected support, protection. He didnt get it. He was baffled. Tom, on the other hand, noticed that Dowlah was looking well pleased with the turn of events.

Tom examined his find. Three documents that Eiji Sarao had not had time or opportunity to stow safely away. One was his own memorandum about the dinner engagement with Lewis, and the chewing-gum. The second was the coded message he had mailed to Elsa. Stolen from the mail. Not so easy to do. It meant a thoroughly well-organized spy-system. Toms fingers told Elsa its contents. The third was a cablegram in French, from Paris, signed Jeanne Marcel, enclosed in an envelope with a Pondicherry postmark and addressed to Eiji Sarao in Delhi. That one he translated aloud into English: Harley has wired from Moscow warning some one to tell Barley you are in charge of negotiations.

Some one might be Ambleby. Harley was undoubtedly Sir Horace OMally, who lived and performed his miracles of doctoring in Harley Street. Barley, equally undoubtedly, was Tom Grayne. It was just the kind of message that gets by the censors without arousing suspicion.

Swell network, said Tom. Moscow to London  by way of Finland?  phoned to Paris  cabled to Pondicherry  innocent-looking envelope from Pondicherry to your hotel  and you a perfectly innocent piece-goods salesman! Clever. You Japs are up against it, arent you, what with Russia watching you as well as Great Britain and the British Indian Government. To use your own phrase, I am sorrow for you. Care to come with me to Tibet?

Eiji Saraos expression changed. He looked maliciously amused.

You, he answered, you are going nowhere.

Tom retorted: Well, its pretty obvious that Dowlah is liaison man between Japan and certain Indian seditionists. Your dilemma is that Dowlah fears youll double-cross him. Almost any one could guess that in the dark. He feels he has gone a bit too far. He cant afford to be caught with the goods.

Can any one afford that? the prime minister asked. He was sitting like a bishop in an arm-chair, next to Elsa; it appeared he liked them young, small, with a wind-blown bob. She did look good. Her frock was obviously bought that afternoon in Delhi, but it suited her. The old chaps taste in women evidently wasnt as eccentric as his figure.

Take a seat, Mr. Sarao. Youll get tired standing, said Tom. He was watching Elsas fingers. It didnt matter that the prime minister was also watching them; even if he could read that rapid shorthand code, it didnt matter. And if Eiji Sarao, as seemed possible, could read at any rate some of it, that didnt matter either, because his back was toward her. He sat down, dignified but as comfortless as a suspicious cat, on a chair near Noropa. Tom could look straight at him and, at the same time, watch Dowlah in the mirror. At the moment he didnt need any more information from Elsa, she had told him enough.

Dowlahs face was dramatic  amused, amazed, alert  a mask of semi-imbecility, a bit too transparent; beneath it was almost savage excitement. Tom resumed the offensive. Spur-of-the-moment guesswork. Hammer-blows of downright statement. He was like a man in the ring, slugging his opponent to compel him to reveal his weakness.

Mr. Eiji Sarao, the Russian, British and Indian Governments all know what your game is. Youre no mystery. The British Home Office allowed Noropa to leave England at his own expense. Thats obvious. He took the plane to Paris, flew from there to Damascus, and made connections with a fast special plane that happened to be leaving for Karachi. Thats equally obvious. Surely, even you must realize youre being watched. Do you, or does the Japanese Foreign Office want it known that Rajah Dowlah has been their secret agent for Lord knows how long?

As for me, rather than face that, I would bump myself off, said the prime minister. They would send me to the Andamans. Have you ever seen the Andamans? Have you heard of them? Ugh!

Tom hadnt expected support from him; he looked too bovine to be a conspirator. Eiji Sarao said nothing. Tom continued:

You have made some bad breaks, Mr. Eiji Sarao. In the first place you behaved suspiciously in London. On the journey you were too damned inquisitive. Here, you walked straight into a couple of my traps. You tried to have me poisoned with chewing-gum. You tried to have me killed in the street. You robbed the mail. Why are you here to-night?

No answer.

All right. Hold your tongue and listen. Your grip on Rajah Dowlah is the old one, that all secret services use: if he doesnt obey orders, hell be tipped off to his own government. That would be the end of Dowlah. Or so you think. But how about the end of your own rope? Your Foreign Office wont ask questions if youre not heard from for a while. Not official questions. Nothing through diplomatic channels. Youre not going to be heard from. Would you care to come with me to Tibet?

Say more, said Eiji Sarao. His face was a mask.

Some one has come to Delhi to take charge of Thö-pa-ga? Who is he?

Eiji Saraos expression changed. It became vacant. He shook his head. He didnt know. But he overplayed it; it was clear enough that he did know.

Well, youve a minute or two to refresh your memory, said Tom. This afternoon you very kindly showed Miss Burbage where to do her shopping. Why did you introduce her, in the back room of a clothing shop, to an alleged Chinese, allegedly from Turkestan, to whom, however, you spoke Japanese? And why did you explain to him what sympathy she feels for Thö-pa-ga, and how gratefully he reacts to it?

I didnt. You are guessing, said Eiji Sarao. No one can have told you such a

He shut up suddenly. It possibly had occurred to him that Elsa might have signaled the information.

Tom glanced at Dowlah. With the corner of his eye he had detected signs that Dowlah wasnt as amused or confident as he wished to appear.

Tell him what you think, Dowlah.

Dowlah rose nobly to the occasion. No man possibly could have looked more embarrassed, more silly, more incompetent to carry his end of a dilemma. He even pulled off his turban, ran his fingers through his black hair and wiped his forehead with a handkerchief.

I am frightened! he said, after several seconds. Double-dammit and to hell with all this, do I pay a minister to sit still and fold hands on his belly? Curse you, Abdul Mirza, all this comes of listening to you! You talked me into it. Get me out of it! Hurry up now! Wake up! Tell him what I think  or what I ought to think  or, if youre worth your salary, what I will think!

The prime minister rose out of his chair. He was a tall man. Standing, he carried his big belly with dignity. He stroked his hennaed beard with both hands, parting it in the middle. His mildly intelligent dark eyes, behind ridiculous pince-nez, looked at each face in turn but dwelt longest on Elsas. His little gold-embroidered skullcap, slightly awry, suggested a caricature of the pill-box caps that British cavalrymen used to wear for the delight of French cartoonists.

To discuss the modesty of my emolument, and to compare it with the nature of my services, seems inappropriate at this time, he began. I think it also inappropriate to enter into details of an alleged  ah  foreign entanglement that, if it did in fact exist, would be  ah  deadlier to handle than a  ah  cobra. I am for simple solutions, though they may appear  ah  complicated.

Cut all that! said Dowlah. Tell us.

Fortunately Mr. Grayne wants something, which only we are willing to supply. I am informed that he wishes to go to Tibet for a secret purpose. Only we can help him. Then it follows that a basis exists, whereupon

You may cut that, too, said Dowlah. This isnt my birthday. Youre not honeying the tax-payers. Talk sense.

Sense is this, said the prime minister. Neither Tibet nor Japan would welcome Mr. Grayne: Tibet simply from a habit of excluding visitors  Japan in order not to let the light of curiosity expose a beautiful intrigue.

You blimp, you talk like an unpaid radio performer, Dowlah interrupted.

The prime minister wiped his pince-nez.

It appears to me, he said, that we should first assure ourselves of secrecy, and next decide who shall accompany Mr. Grayne. If Mr. Eiji Sarao, or Mr. Grayne, or this extremely beautiful young lady, should betray by the merest accident our motives, our intentions or our  ah  secret affiliations  that would be a catastrophe comparable to the fate of the Czar of Russia.

Cut that, too! said Dowlah. You make me shudder. Do you understand him, Eiji? The fat fool means were in a fix. Im through. No more of this sort of game for me. I know the ropes; youd ruin me by tipping me off to the British, if I gave you half a chance. But I wont. You and that fellow Noropa go with Tom Grayne to Tibet, where I hope you all get bitten by a shang-shang!

Abdul Mirza sat down, drooped his eyelids and appeared to lapse into a dream. Tom resumed the offensive, for Eiji Saraos benefit:

Miss Burbage came here to dinner on Eiji Saraos invitation, but at your suggestion, Dowlah. Why?

Dowlah didnt hesitate a second. He exploded like a petulant weakling, found out and blurting the truth:

Why? Damn you, because Eiji said shes with you. So she is! She and you are prisoners! You dont believe it? Show them, Abdul Mirza! Get up, you fat loafer! Go and show them!

The prime minister hove himself out of the arm-chair with a sigh. He wiped his pince-nez, put his feet into his slippers, walked to the door, listened, unlocked it, opened it wide and stepped backward. Armed men!

There was no longer a light in the hall. But the light from the room shone on the faces of at least a dozen men  dark-skinned, turbaned, cummerbunded, bearded  six in the front row. There were faces behind them, and more heads in the shadow beyond.

Prisoners! said Dowlah. He strode to the door, pushing Abdul Mirza back toward the middle of the room. Without a word of explanation or warning he switched out the lights.

In pitch-black darkness Tom took one step sideways and five forward, reached Elsas chair and groped for her hand. She could touch-read; there was no need for her to see his fingers.

Well done. Just what I wanted to know.

But on whose side is Dowlah?

His own, you cuckoo!

There was a sudden cat-fight exclamation in the darkness from about the spot where Tom was standing when the lights went out.

Keep your hair on! Tom signaled. Those were ten tough seconds for a girl who was new to the game. He could feel Elsa as taut as a violin-string. Something fell to the floor. Dowlah turned the lights on.

Blood ran from Eiji Saraos neck. Not much blood; the blow had missed his jugular. Noropas knife lay on the floor. Noropa stood near Eiji and gaped like a ghost that saw a super-ghost and couldnt understand. Not even a Mongolian terrorist can see in total darkness. Noropa had stabbed the wrong man.

Dowlah laughed. The armed men hadnt moved in the doorway. There was an altogether new, dynamic note in Dowlahs voice:

I thought youd try that, Eiji! You fool, how dare you try to kill a man in my house?

I didnt! said Eiji.

Liar! Dowlah answered. You meant to use jiu-jitsu!

Dowlah went to a nest of drawers on a shelf and pulled out medicated cotton  gauze  bandages  tossed them to Eiji Sarao. Then he turned fiercely on Abdul Mirza. It was clear enough now that Dowlah was covering almost hysterical nervousness under a cloak of insolence.

You should be at Geneva, you should! When youve finished thinking up some resolutions, go and phone for Dr. Lewis! Care to lie down, Eiji? Very well then, theyll show you a bed.

He gestured like a conductor coaxing woodwind through a waning tumult of the brass. Four men armed with sabres marched in. Two of them hustled Noropa pretty roughly. The other two politely led out Eiji Sarao, supporting him between them.

Dowlah came near and stood grinning at Tom and Elsa. He had to grin for thirty seconds before he could speak with an air of being rather scornfully amused. He was only calm on the surface. There was an expression in his eyes that suggested almost terror. It was certainly not less than anxiety.

Dont you wish, he said, you had a private army! Im allowed two hundred and twenty-four men, but Im supposed to keep em all at Naini Kol. Id get hell if it were known I have a few of em in Delhi. However, you dont do badly, you two. Ill have to work up such a system of signals as you use  its a dandy. Damned if I can read it.

Miss Burbage would like a drink. Can she have one? Tom asked.

Dowlah turned away to unlock the liquor cabinet. Toms fingers signaled:

Admit nothing. Tell him nothing until he tells us.


CHAPTER 12. Your chewing-gum kills rats.

DOWLAH pressed a button on the wall and spoke into a telephone that looked like a small brass ventilator:

Barraff!

Ice arrived on a dumb-waiter, along with syphons. He poured two drinks and glanced at Tom.

You?

No thanks.

Dowlah drank deep, watching Elsa sip hers. Got me to look away, didnt you! Well, youre a smart pair. I admit it. Both of you shall go to Tibet. I dont envy you. I wouldnt go there for a fortune. Frost-bite at eighteen thousand feet. Holy murder stalking you at every turn of the road. Tibetans are jolly people. Ive seen em flog a girl as pretty as you, Elsa Burbage, and then leave her naked to die of cold in the night.

For about fifteen minutes he described the tortures that Tibetans and their neighboring semi-Chinese cousins use on foreigners.

Mr. Grayne has told me all about it, Elsa interrupted at last.

Dowlah, youre wasting time, said Tom. If youve a card up your sleeve, either play it or call the game. Make up your mind to do one or the other.

Dowlah giggled again. I am not your nurse, he answered. Think youre very clever, dont you! If you are, youll have to prove it. Show your own hand.

Very well, Tom answered. If its my lead, lock up Eiji Sarao and loose Noropa.

Do you want him with you in Tibet? Dowlah could ask a silly question with the earnest innocence of a really artful attorney.

No, you ass. But Im going to have your confidence, or else your enmity, right now.

Dowlah chuckled. He sat down on the arm of a chair and crossed his legs. The giggle had gone, like the moisture from the outside of a glass.

Which do you prefer? he asked.

Frankly, I dont give a damn. Id rather buck you than count on you and be let down. My guess is that youre in a corner. You dont act like a man who can please himself what hell do next. What use are you to me?

What do you want? asked Dowlah.

There was a knock at the door. Dowlah went and unlocked it. Abdul Mirza entered, a bit too meek looking and benevolent to be innocent of mischief. He wiped his pince-nez, to get a better look at Elsa.

Dr. Lewis is here, he remarked. He is stitching up Eiji Sarao. I have not told Dr. Lewis how it happened.

Dowlah seemed relieved to have some one to brow-beat.

Sit down, you bag of platitudes! Listen to what this man wants.

Abdul Mirza looked over the top of his pince-nez at Tom.

I think he will demand too much, he answered. Such men usually do. What is it?

I want Eiji Sarao under lock and key. Turn Noropa loose to make his own mistakes. Eiji Sarao wont talk, and I dont think youll find any information in his wallet

Not a thing, not a thing, said Abdul Mirza. Nothing but a correctly visaed passport and some money.

  but to hold him incommunicado may throw the whole Japanese system out of gear between here and Tibet, for the time being.

Dowlah nodded. Abdul Mirza readjusted his pince-nez, belched, and addressed a remark to the ceiling:

Naini Kol is not a resort for tourists. We had the runaway wife of a twenty-one gun maharajah there for two years, and no one knew it.

No one would know it now, if you werent such a clapper-tongued ass, said Dowlah. Go on, Tom Grayne. What else?

Any one could play it, said Tom. Its one, two, three. Noropa is a fanatic, with a certain narrow intelligence, who obeys orders from high up. Hes a Number One mans factotum. Turned loose, hell behave like a dog that you can count on absolutely to betray his owner by his effort to protect him. He has a one-track mind, and its a bad track. Thats why some one sent him to London to scare Thö-pa-ga back to Tibet. Thats why the British Foreign Office let him fly to India; they turned him loose just to see what hed do. I want him locked up, talked to, and helped to escape.

Whos to talk to him? asked Dowlah.

Tom glanced at Elsa. Dowlahs eyes studied her thought fully. He nodded.

Noropa must be given to understand, said Tom, that Eiji Sarao has a secret and tremendously important message that he absolutely must deliver to the personage who came from Tibet to take charge of Thö-pa-ga. Noropa wounded Eiji. How should he know the wound isnt serious?

The personage from Tibet isnt, so to speak, notorious for simple-minded incompetence or, let us call it complacency, Abdul Mirza remarked.

Take it or leave it, Tom answered. I have said what I want.

Some one knocked on the door.

Abdul Mirza seemed suddenly to wake up. He stared over the top of his pince-nez.

Answer the door, commanded Dowlah. If its Dr. Lewis, let him in.

Lewis breezed in. He had the half-comical air of a physician who has competently dealt with a disaster that he foresaw  a sort of well, boys, what next? expression.

Grayne, your chewing-gum kills rats, he said cheerfully. Then he looked hard at Dowlah. I have just taken five stitches in the neck of that Gurkha.

Quarrelsome people, Gurkhas, said Abdul Mirza.

Yes, and reticent, said Lewis. He didnt tell me his name, or how it happened. Pour me a drink, Dowlah. Nothing serious. The Gurkha will be all right in a day or two. What a striking resemblance they bear to the Japs. Oh, by the way, your shang-shang has been celebrating her escape. There are two snake-bite cases, one man, one woman, miles apart, both of em bitten in bed on a roof, both paralyzed and speechless  dying, of course  probably dead already. Thirty or forty people swear they have seen the devil and at least one mosque is full of Moslems praying to be saved from it. A police officer saw the thing. He tried to shoot it. He described it as three times the size of a goat, and hes at the club now, getting drunk and rather tired of being laughed at.

Dr. Lewis, Miss Burbage, said Dowlah.

Lewis ceased looking at her sideways. He stared.

How dyou do. Are you the lady who befriended a Tibetan named Thö-pa-ga, on the plane from London? He keeps asking for you.

How is he?

Oh, I think hes coming along all right. He should be fit to travel in a few days. If youve time, I wish youd call and see him. New to India?

Yes. My first visit.

Take care what you eat. Lewis glanced at Tom Grayne.

Miss Burbage tells me shell be going to Darjeeling, said Tom.

Oh. That so? Uh-huh. Well, Ill tell you. Perhaps it would be better, after all, not to call on Thö-pa-ga. Drop me a line instead  to Dr. Morgan Lewis, Edith Cavell Hospital, and let me know when youre off. Ill try to get him off by the same train. Im sure that any kindness you can show him will be a godsend to him. Hes lonely. Not homesick. Quite the reverse. The poor devil doesnt want to go home.

Glad to do whatever I can, said Elsa.

Careful what you eat, remember!

Thank you for the warning.

Heart all right? Can you stand high altitudes? Darjeeling, you know, is a great many thousand feet higher than Delhi. Hows the blood-pressure? Care to have me test that?

Toms fingers moved.

How awfully kind of you, said Elsa.

Come into the other room, said Lewis. Itll only take a minute or two.

Elsa uncurled her legs from the arm-chair and followed Lewis out into the hall.

Damn his eyes, said Dowlah. Taffy was a Welshman, Taffy was a thief, Taffy came to my house and stole a girl from under both our noses! Hes a rotten doctor, but hes good at learning more than anybody tells him.

Rot! Tom answered. Pretty decent of him.

Oh, yes? Dowlah stared in assumed amazement. Are you such a cuckoo as all that? Do you think any one but she and you will give a damn if either of you dies in Tibet?

Tom didnt answer. He was as curious as Dowlah, at least as curious, to know what Lewis and Elsa were talking about. However, Elsa would tell him soon enough, whereas she wouldnt tell Dowlah. He had the edge on Dowlah.

Dowlah knew it; he finished his drink and poured himself another.


CHAPTER 13. Young man, you remind me of a bomb with the fuse ignited.

ABDUL MIRZAS pudgy, but somehow competent-looking fingers were interlocked on his belly. He leaned back in the arm-chair, looked over the top of his pince-nez, coughed to call attention to himself and spoke:

It is my duty to advise Your Highness. You are what is called a semi-independent ruler. You are now, however, semi- so-to-speak menaced by three antagonistic elements  Tibetan, Japanese, British  to say nothing of the Indian police, who are not students of extenuating circumstances. As Your Highness well knows, the police and the secret intelligence are mutually exclusive, and to each other incomprehensible necessities of state. To be foul of the police is not a signal for help from certain quarters that I need not name. Call that semi-independence, or if it suits you better, call it a dilemma  a predicament  a

You are a sententious mule, Dowlah interrupted. Cut the prologue.

But Abdul Mirza was not to be hurried. He was conceivably talking for Toms benefit; else why lecture the Rajah in Toms presence? He continued:

It is true that Your Highness possesses a certain gift for sub-diplomatic, I might say almost subterranean intrigue. But unless the Japanese have changed their character within the last hour or two, they will presently learn that you have double-crossed them. And unless they have changed their religion, they will know what to do about that. Will the British Government protect you? Or will it moralistically make a gesture to the Japanese by strafing you for having done what it knew you were doing and what it secretly but non-committally approved? Answer me that one. As for the Tibetans, there is no need to remind you that the Thunder Dragon Gate is not a source of abstract homiletics. Nobody knows much about it except that it is certainly a source of fanatical ferocity controlled by Bön tutored Tibetan shamans, who will presently discover it was you who stole their shang-shang.

I will tell them you did that, said Dowlah.

Then I fervently hope that the indescribable felicity of being Your Highnesss prime minister may descend upon more competent shoulders. As for me, I shall learn what eternity is  if it is.

Tom listened, but he was watching the open ventilator. One of the shang-shangs green legs kept appearing. Just the tip of it. A spidery web-spinning motion. No sign of a web. Dowlah seemed unaware of it. The prime ministers back was toward it. Perhaps Dowlah had lied about the cowl on the roof being missing. Maybe he knew the monster couldnt possibly escape. Perhaps he knew how to recapture it uninjured. There were some phials of chloroform and cans of ether on the shelf where the cyanide stood; he might intend to try those. The possession of a living shang-shang would be worth almost any risk, to a man of Dowlahs temperament.

But didnt it mean that there must be more than one shang-shang in Delhi? Otherwise, what about the people who, according to Lewiss account, had been bitten to death? What about the police officer who had seen a shang-shang and had tried to shoot it?

Abdul Mirza went on talking like a rather sleepy lecturer to a class of theological students:

There are reasons beyond Reasons comprehension. It is sometimes wise to act unreasonably, simply because all the reasonable actions will be used or foreseen by ones opponent. There isnt any reasonable reason for employing Miss Elsa Burbage. Therefore

You didnt think of that, said Dowlah.

Abdul Mirza bowed. I thank Your Highness for the compliment. You and Mr. Grayne thought of that. I have only called attention to the fact that the thought is irrational and therefore at the moment  ah

He perked up suddenly, glanced at Tom and then looked straight at Dowlah. In a surprisingly sharp voice he added:

Cant you recognize Nemesis? Cover your tracks!

Dowlah walked out of the room. Tom took the pole and closed the ventilator. Abdul Mirza nodded approval:

As it happens, quite unnecessary, Mr. Tom Grayne. No one could overhear us through that ventilator.

He polished his pince-nez furiously. Tom waited. He noticed he hadnt slammed the ventilator tight enough. The brass latch hadnt caught in the socket.

Young man, you remind me of a bomb with the fuse ignited. I have seen one. It looked as patiently potent as you. It was dealt with by removing the fuse.

Tom said nothing.

You are an American citizen?

Yes.

It is known that the United States State Department is very interested in the efforts being made by Japan to get control of China.

Yes, said Tom. Ive read a lot about that in the daily papers.

If I thought you were an agent of the United States secret service, I would trust you more than I could other wise, said Abdul Mirza. His manner more than vaguely suggested a father-confessor explaining the essential difference between cardinal and venial sin. He placed his finger-tips together and continued:

Not that American secret agents are so specially competent or reliable, but because I should then understand your  ah  real motive. It is mens motives that  ah  govern probable behaviour in  ah  circumstances that demand discretion. There are no witnesses. Tell me.

Tom laughed. Hell. I know nothing about that. But do you suppose a secret agent would admit he was one? My goal is the Thunder Dragon Gate. I couldnt find it last time. If my efforts this time have any particular value to your intelligence department, hitch your trailer to my tow-bar. Okay with me. Ive no secrets.

But you have a mistress?

Me? No. Cant afford it. I have nothing to offer the kind of woman who could interest me. Besides, women have a way of becoming too important. A man cant have his cake and eat it. Liquor, tobacco and women are off the menu.

Why, then, did Miss Elsa Burbage, tactfully and with charming discretion, but nevertheless plainly admit, this evening at dinner, that her relationship with you is of a special nature?

She didnt, Tom answered. You guessed it  after dinner.

You are very clever with your signals to each other.

Silence from Tom. The ventilator fell forward on its chain, wide open. Four of the shang-shangs legs, and then part of its hideous, blind face appeared. It couldnt possibly see, because its eyes were on top of its back. It might be listening, smelling, or using some extra sense that humans cant imagine.

An intelligent, competent, daring young lady is your Miss Elsa Burbage! Abdul Mirza was watching Toms face, but Toms expression didnt make him glance up at the ventilator. He continued speaking, quite unconscious of the green monster that moved its mandibles beneath a snout like a Tibetan devils.

A personage from Tibet, who has been reported to me to be eager to talk with Eiji Sarao, is here in Delhi. It is probable that the personage was concealed, and listened, perhaps even saw Miss Burbage in the back room of a shop to which she was escorted by Eiji Sarao this afternoon.

He cant have learned much, Tom answered. He is probably the Number One man from whom Noropa gets his orders.

Correct. And let us hope that he did not learn too much. He expects Eiji Sarao to tell him more.

The shang-shang retreated until only the tip of one leg was visible. Abdul Mirza continued:

For the moment we have Eiji Sarao  ah  fortunately in disposed. Dr. Lewis gave him a  ah  sedative. Noropa, in another room, has been permitted to believe that Eiji Sarao is dying. Noropa is not afraid of us. He cares nothing for Eiji Sarao. He understands our predicament. He knows it would be inconvenient for us to hand him over to the police. Because such people as Noropa have been trained from early infancy to more than Jesuitical obedience, they dread, beyond anything that you and I can imagine, the anger of their master  the anger of him whom they obey. Do you follow me?

Sure. Tell me something I dont know.

Very well then, Mr. Tom Grayne, your success or failure now depends on our convincing the Number One personage that Miss Elsa Burbage means nothing to you, but that she is indispensable to Thö-pa-ga, who otherwise will rather die than go to Tibet and become the so-called Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate. Abdul Mirza looked over the top of his pince-nez. She is not your mistress? Not your wife? Sweetheart?

I already told you, Tom answered. No, she isnt.

That, Abdul Mirza remarked, is what I mean by removing the fuse from the bomb.

Tom kept the corner of one eye on the shang-shang.

Abdul Mirza insisted: You assure me she is not your property in any way? Is she free to behave as she pleases?

Hell, yes.

Thö-pa-ga, when he returns to Tibet, will find a woman waiting for him, said Abdul Mirza. She has been well trained, by Bön magicians, who are very expert. She is of a tribe whose women have been accustomed for many centuries to discipline a number of husbands. Polyandry. The reverse of polygamy. Dual moral code reversed and votes for men unthinkable. The inferiority of the male so well established that the women beat their husbands. The women are the sorcerers and priestesses. This one is to control Thö-pa-ga. The magicians control her. Japan proposes to control them.

Yes? Well?

Eiji Sarao, when the effect of the  ah  sedative wears off, may suspect that the Japanese secret service has  ah  overestimated the  ah  affection of Rajah Dowlah. But  Dr. Lewis has ordered Eiji Sarao kept quiet. We can provide for him, I assure you, a more than monastic retreat. It will  ah  as we will explain to him  preserve him from the  ah  undiplomatic attentions of the police who will wish to know more about some poisoned chewing-gum. Having made an unprovoked attack upon a guest in Rajah Dowlahs house, he is, moreover, in no position to make any protest that would cause police investigation.

Tom nodded. Sure thing. Hed be canned by his own people, right off the bat.

Very well then, Mr. Tom Grayne, some one has made the bright suggestion that if Miss Burbage should  from  ah  sheer young feminine excitement  compromise herself a bit with Thö-pa-ga, something might come of it.

For instance?

She might be believed, if she should carry a secret message from Eiji Sarao.

To whom?

To the Number One man.

Better fetch her in and ask her.

She has gone already.

Alone?

No. Noropa took her.

Tom didnt have to restrain his voice or control his eyes. The shang-shang gave him all the excuse he needed for using words like punches:

Dont move suddenly! You hear me? Get out of your chair quietly and pussy-foot for the door! The shang-shangs coming down the wall!

Oh, Allah!

I said, move slowly!

The prime ministers slippers were off. He held his breath and tiptoed barefoot, with his hands high, like a man balancing himself along a wall. Tom picked up one of the slippers. He hurled it and hit the shang-shang at the same moment that Abdul Mirza jumped out of the room and slammed the door behind him. The slipper fell to the floor.

The shang-shang spread out like a huge green crab, shot down the wall  pounced on the slipper  bit it  worried it  carried it  dropped it and fled to the end of the room. It made no sound. Midway up the end wall it spread itself again and crouched, dancing a little, like a livid green octopus, staring with huge opal eyes. Its mandibles moved continually. It was head downward, if that sickening blind mask was its head.

Tom reached for the window-pole. He put the hook into the slipper and drew it toward him. It had been torn by the shang-shangs jaws. There was slimy liquid on it. There was just one chance that the brute had spilled all her poison  might want to creep away like a teased snake, and hide, and brew more. Pretty slim chance, that. But he had to do something. The monster was watching him. It wouldnt stay long where it was. No use trying to hit it with a bottle or with Noropas knife; its eyes were on top; it could see a missile coming. Safer to try to catch the damned thing.

He went and opened the glass cage, the one by the mirror. Keeping an eye on the shang-shang, he covered the cage with the shawl to make it look like a nice dark hiding-place. The cord that passed through a pulley to hold the lid open was a long one. Taking care to keep the poison off his fingers he tied the free end of the cord to the slipper. It was a fools chance, but it might work. Probably the shang-shang hadnt any brains to speak of. Probably, as Dowlah had said, it always did the same thing in the same way. Question was, what would it do? Which same thing? Perhaps its habit was to spring at people. It could jump like a flash of green light, without apparent effort. No use waiting for it to do that.

Tom threw the slipper on the end of the cord as far as it would reach. It fell about five feet away from the wall, directly underneath the shang-shang. The brute didnt move. Probably hadnt seen the slipper coming. Eyes on top, like a spiders that cant see a marauding wasp until its close enough for a fight to the death. The worst part of the brute was its silence  that and its moving mandibles that seemed to be stuffing invisible food into its blind face. It pulsed on the tips of its long legs as if pruning itself for a spring off the wall.

Tom drew the slipper along the floor, slowly, in short jerks. Still the shang-shang didnt move. He put the slipper into the cage and untied it, taking care to leave a scent up the side of the cage. Then he picked up the other slipper. Some one tried the doorknob. Dowlahs voice:

Grayne, are you in there? Are you all right?

Yes. Dammit, keep out!

Tom turned the key in the door and hurled the slipper. It hit the wall hard, about two feet higher up than the shang-shang. The monster saw that one  saw it coming  wasnt there when it hit  dodged, as quick as light, toward the corner. Even so, it reached the floor before the slipper did. It climbed the table, crawled along it. Suddenly it seemed to go mad. It danced on the table-top. It knocked over an electric lamp. Then it got under the table and hung head-downward.

That was a chance. Heavy drapes, then chloroform. Tom reached for a drape. As if the shang-shang knew what he intended, it crept out on the far side of the table, four legs on top, four underneath, mandible-end upward  angry. Tom picked up a book and threw that. The brute saw it coming and leaped to the floor, exactly on the trail of the slipper. It had followed the trail and was into the cage in less than the time between two heartbeats. It savaged the slipper instantly. The lid thudded shut. Tom went and shot the brass bolts home. Then he arranged the covering shawl neatly, shoved one hand in his pocket and went and opened the door.

Dowlah stared at him: The shang-shang?

In the cage. Wheres Elsa?

Elsa Burbage? What do you care? Dowlah answered. For the shang-shang, I congratulate you in the name of Science, my immortal mistress. He went and peeped into the cage. You pretty, precious pussy! Tweet-tweet!


CHAPTER 14. Tum-Glain! Tum-Glain!

DOWLAH went and picked up the lamp that the shang-shang had knocked over. He rearranged a number of other objects, lit a cigarette and smiled reflectively.

You are a wonderful fellow, he remarked. I believe Id trust you if I held a pledge from you of some sort.

No witnesses, said Tom. Its getting late. Talk turkey.

Dowlah took a mock-poetic pose.

Science! he remarked. My immortal mistress Science! My only love! My muse! She takes nothing for granted  searches all things; questions all things. Each of us is a potential danger to all the others. One little blunder, and whoopsy-daisy!  all sorts of plain and fancy combustibles  two or three million volts of malice  a short circuit  whoopee! Whoever caused the short circuit would burn, and bad luck to him! But then what? When the moralists discover what their governments are doing, governments have to go to war to prove how virtuous they are. Tell me now: what have you discovered so far?

That youre afraid, Tom answered.

Dowlah giggled, like a woman being tempted to betray her something less than irreproachable virtue.

Do be seated, Grayne. Standing, you give me an inferiority complex. Thats better. Have you ever considered the appalling fact, that of a thousand volunteers for secret sub-diplomacy, very rarely one is found fit for the work?

No, Tom answered. Sub-diplomats dont come applying to me for a job.

Of any thousand, said Dowlah, twenty-five may be fit for policemen; fit for regular routine duty subject to the rules. One or two if competently handled may be fit for rather ticklish situations; such men as Eiji Sarao, for in stance  not really clever. Seldom one, and never more than one, in any thousand who begin by being spies, is fit to be trusted to understand what hes doing. How long have you been in the secret service?

Never was, said Tom. My subjects Tibet.

Would you care to come with me to Tibet?

If I thought you were really going there, said Tom, Id think that over.

Well, if I were really going, I might make you an offer. You speak Tibetan?

Fat chance I should have in Tibet, if I couldnt.

What strange things men study! Dowlah remarked. Except for my scientific researches, which I am frequently assured are puerile and undisciplined, I have studied very little. I was sent to the usual school for princes sons. We were taught the three princely virtues: mediocrity, hypocrisy and cricket. I was good at the first two. Common sense was an extra, but nobody took that. Tibetan was not in the curriculum.

He glanced at the shang-shang cage, got up and crossed the room to change the angle of an electric-fan, so that it would blow on the cage and cool the monster inside it. When he sat down again he glanced at the shelves of books, as if wondering what to say next.

Well, good night, said Tom. I see were getting no where. Ill go to the hotel and turn in.

Dowlah betrayed an almost imperceptible flutter of annoyance.

No, dont go yet. I expect an interesting visitor.

At this hour?

Time means nothing to him. Did you ever hear of the Most Reverend and Holy Lobsang Pun?

Tom almost betrayed excitement. No, he answered.

He is the Tashi Lamas confidential representative.

Dowlah was watching Toms face, but apparently he detected nothing to suggest that Tom was more than politely interested.

Lobsang Pun, he continued, is probably in Delhi to persuade our Government to help the Tashi Lama to return to Tibet. Since the Dalai Lama died in Lhasa theres been a slowly developing chance for the Tashi Lama to return and seize control.

Dowlah appeared to be talking to kill time. He looked as if he were thinking of something else while he made conversation.

Strange system of government, isnt it, he continued. But it couldnt be worse than ours, so perhaps its better. Dalai Lama in Lhasa, in charge of civil affairs. Tashi Lama, at Tashi-lunpo, in charge of spiritual law and order. Theoretically equals. Both of em moralists. Actually as chummy as a couple of bobcats in a cage with one bird between em.

Thats the fault of their subordinates, said Tom. As a general rule, it isnt the men at the top who make trouble. Its the men who want to be on top.

Dowlah nodded. Yes, he said, the man who wants to see his master cock of all the dunghills is a menace. And what a way to choose a successor when one of em dies! I daresay its as good as our way, if you dont mind poison as a political argument. Its logical enough to have the Tashi Lama superintend the selection of a dead Dalai Lamas successor  and the Dalai Lama, in turn, do the same thing when a Tashi Lama dies. But what actually happens? A committee gets itself appointed to go hunting, at public expense, all over Tibet, for a child who was born at the hour of the late lamented rulers death. Eventually they find one with certain birth-marks. Those and his horoscope are supposed to prove hes a reincarnation of the deceased. Thats as good as any plebiscite. Perhaps its better. But again, what happens? A Council of Regents gets itself appointed to educate the child, and to govern in the childs name, until his eighteenth year. So, if they poison him before hes eighteen, that gives em another eighteen years of power. And, of course, the followers of the surviving Lama scheme like devils to control the Board of Regents. Lobsang Pun would like that job. You know, they havent chosen the child yet. They said they had. The political gang in Lhasa tried to rush proceedings before the Tashi Lama could return from exile. But he started from Peking the moment he heard the news. He made a prodigious forced march to the Tibetan border. Some say he used a Chinese airplane. Some say camels. Anyhow, there he is, on the eastern border of Tibet. They wont let him enter Tibet, but without him they cant legally select a new Dalai Lama. Stalemate, unless Lobsang Pun can move a hidden piece or two.

Do you know him well? Tom asked.

Dowlah avoided the question. Lobsang Pun, he said, is a picturesque prelate with a string of astonishing titles half a yard long. He has a reputation for severity. No vices. He imposes floggings on sinners who use tobacco, and on ladies who are scandalously indiscreet. He has traveled  widely. And he has been through the Tibetan self-denial mill  frightful austerities  said to have lived somewhere near Mt. Everest, at an altitude of seventeen thousand feet or so, immured in a cave, naked in all weathers and fed on five grains of parched barley a day  for two years  until he was sent for by the Tashi Lama. Some say he did it to convince the Tashi Lama of his iron will. Those fellows believe in more than theory. They like their secret diplomatic agents to be practically tested first, before they trust them. Even so, they sometimes pick a wrong un. Lobsang Pun is as right as a shang-shang, if you get my meaning. When he comes, dont talk Tibetan.

Toms eyes smiled. Dowlah noticed it.

Lobsang Pun knows English none too perfectly. Stick to English and perhaps hell slip up.

All right.

Have a drink on that, said Dowlah.

No thanks.

They were silent for several minutes before a knock at the door announced the visitor. Abdul Mirza bowed him alone into the room, said nothing, retired and closed the door. Dowlah got up and stood with his back to the shang-shang cage. Tom stood, smiling. All three bowed simultaneously. The Most Reverend and Holy Lama Lobsang Pun murmured his blessing.

He was even more astonishing than when Tom last saw him. He had been fat then, but he had grown fatter. If he was recently from Tibet, it was amazing that he shouldnt have lost weight on the exhausting journey. A big drum belly bulged above his girdle. An unruly thatch of black hair. A black toga. Black robe. A jade rosary, each bead carved to resemble a human skull. A nose like an owls beak, protruding between cheeks that looked as if he were puffing them out on purpose. High cheek-bones. Twinkling, deep-sunk, humorous, malicious black eyes. Pretty nearly six feet of him.

He didnt appear to suffer from the heat. If it was true that he had once lived immured in a cave near Mt. Everest (and it might be true), then perhaps, too, he had partly learned the hermits mysterious art of enduring extremes of temperature. He had certainly recovered from the effects of the alleged diet of five grains of barley a day.

He had a grand voice. He and Dowlah, going through the ritual of polite question and answer about each others health, sounded like priest and acolyte intoning a litany. Not a phrase was omitted, to the last, almost physically embracing:

Your Highnesss happiness?

And Dowlahs: That is crowned and rendered deathless by Your Eminences visit.

During the entire ritual Lobsang Pun was watching Toms face in the mirror behind Dowlah. He chose a chair from which he could continue that espionage. But he pretended not to recognize Tom until the Rajah formally introduced him. Tom winked.

Instantly, the Lamas features broke into an ivory-leathery torment of grinning wrinkles. He opened a mouth from which half the teeth were missing and roared with laughter that shook his big belly. He seized Toms hands and shook them as if they were prayer pumps.

Tum-Glain! Tum-Glain! Oo-ha-ha-hah!  Player efficacious! Leven hunderd monks all playing that the snow not overtaking you! I ordering it. Oo-ha-ha-hah!

Tom returned the laugh. It was a thoroughly Tibetan joke.

Your Eminences confidence in prayer almost persuades me to become a Tantric Buddhist! You expelled me, as I dont doubt you remember, just a few days ahead of the winter blizzards. At the time I thought you cruel  even homicidal, but I see I was mistaken.

Oo-ha-ha-ha-hah!

The Most Reverend and Holy Lobsang Pun hadnt had such a laugh since the news of the late lamented Dalai Lamas death. Even so, there was a hint of gales of laughter in reserve. He might be saving those for the day when the Tashi Lama should return across the border and become the ruler of Tibet without any rival at all.

He let go Toms hands at last and leaned back in the chair, studying him intently, lowering his eyebrows, pouting judicious lips.

Dowlah watched both of them, visibly puzzled. He appeared slightly nervous. He interrupted the tense silence:

Somebody has told His Eminence that you, Tom Grayne, were Thö-pa-gas protector in London. That your influence in certain quarters preserved Thö-pa-ga from prison. That at great self-sacrifice you brought him to India, neglecting your own interests. And that here in Delhi you lodged him in a safe place where his enemies couldnt get at him. Is that an exaggeration?

It is, Tom answered. His Eminence is a man of vast experience. Hell believe were lying to him if we yes each other.

Oo-ha-ha-ha-hah! Thö-pa-ga having many enemies, said Lobsang Pun. You his friend, you Tum-Glain?

I dont think he trusts me.

Suddenly again the Lama burst into roars of laughter.

Player efficacious. Oh, yes! Ah-ha-ha!

He nodded to Dowlah. Enough. The interview was at an end. He was used to terminating interviews. He scrooged himself up from the arm-chair, became solemn, flicked like lightning about twenty or thirty beads of his rosary, bestowed his blessing and began to stride toward the door  long strides, taken slowly, to permit the proper courteous expressions of regret that he should take away the splendor of his presence.

Dowlah followed him into the hall, shutting the library door with a slam that flatly told Tom to remain in the room. There was quite a bit of noise in the hall, but through the thick door it was impossible to guess what caused it. It might be the commotion of departing guests. All was quiet when Dowlah returned after fifteen or twenty minutes. He looked excited.

Thats the Number One man, he remarked. Thats the fellow who showed the Japanese what they can do in Tibet. Money couldnt buy him. But a chance to make his nominal master, the Tashi Lama, sole ruler of Tibet would justify him, in his own opinion, for setting all the nations of the world at one anothers throats. He would know how to go about it, too, the old devil. I like him, and I wish he liked me. Grayne, you surprised me. You lied with artistic calm. I didnt guess you knew him. You behaved a lot better than Id have done. By God, if he had ever kicked me out to perish in the snow, and had the impudence to pray for me on top of that, Id have shown some resentment. However, its too late to discuss that. I wont detain you any longer.

He paused. He gave Tom a chance to question him. He went and poured himself another drink. He needed one, to judge by the way he swallowed it. Tom stood waiting, silent.

Damn you, Dowlah said at last, youre tough. Why dont you ask about Elsa Burbage?

Tom laughed: Youre responsible. Shes your guest.

I perceive youre a sensible man, said Dowlah. Nowadays its no ones business what a young woman is doing at 4 A.M.

As late as that, is it?

Yes. Lewis doesnt usually turn up at the hospital much before nine in the morning. But the doctor who should be on duty was taken ill, so Lewis is on the job. Youll find a taxi at the front gate.

Okay. Good night.

Dont tell Lewis anything. Let him tell you.

Dowlah poured himself another drink.

A dark-skinned, bearded servant, whom Tom hadnt seen before, accompanied him to the front gate. There was a decrepit taxi waiting there. Its driver was a Sikh, three good sheets to the wind and sleepy. He didnt know how to find the hospital. So it was nearly 5 A.M. when Tom walked into Lewiss office and found him irritably adjusting an electric light for the microscope on his desk. Lewis looked tired out and bad tempered. On the desk was Elsas small white hand kerchief embroidered with a blue goose on the wing  one of a dozen that Tom had bought for her in London from a man who had no legs and did that kind of thing for a living. There was no possibility of it not being her handkerchief. Lewis slipped it into a drawer, after he was sure Tom had seen it.

Is she here in the hospital? Tom asked.

No, she isnt.

Let me see that.

Lewis took it out of the drawer and laid it on the desk, blue goose upward. Tom took it, sniffed it, eyed it, stuffed it into his pocket.

Meaning? Lewis asked him.

Nothing. How is Thö-pa-ga?

Gone, said Lewis. Damn your chewing-gum. It kills rats. But it isnt a metallic poison, and it doesnt show color. It may take me two or three days to analyze it.

Uh-huh? Gone since when?

Half an hour ago.

With your permission?

Didnt need it, said Lewis. No law against his going. I was operating  emergency accident case. Elsa Burbage came in a closed carriage and took him away. I was told about it through the slide in the door of the operating room. I couldnt leave what I was doing  bad case of haemorrhage.

Gone where?

God knows. Havent you any notion where shed head for?

The phone rang. Lewis answered it with a smile of contemptuous reserve.

No, he said over the phone. No. There isnt a snake in the world that makes an incision an inch long or an inch deep. No. Snake venom doesnt ever do that to the victims liver.

He hung up. He caught Tom studying the handkerchief again. In the corner below the blue goose was a small square marked with lip-stick. It meant that Elsa was all right and that she knew what to do next.

But beneath that, done in eyebrow pencil was a broad-arrow mark, so small that it only covered about ten threads. That meant:

Beware of

In the opposite corner, also done with eyebrow pencil, was a row of short upright lines in groups, with lip-stick dots between to separate them.

||||.|||||||||||||||.|||||||||||||||||||||||.||||||||||||.|.||||||||

He counted them, using the light from Lewiss microscope:

4.15.23.12.1.8.
D. O. W. L. A. H.

He nodded to Lewis. Thanks, he said. I get you.


CHAPTER 15. What are you looking peaked about, Mr. Grayne?

THERE was a railway time-table on Lewiss desk. Lewis drew attention to it by picking it up and tossing it down again. That looked like a pretty straight hint.

That blasted shang-shang, he remarked, has left a trail all over Delhi. Some of my confrères are deducing, from the shape of its bite, that a new sort of human Jack the Ripper is at large.

Maybe theres a pack of em loose and lighting for home, Tom suggested.

Lewis seemed to wish to know nothing about it. He shook his head.

If it werent for an efficient censorship, he said, thered be a thousand of them in the morning paper, plus a score of Tibetans escaped from the observation ward! I shall have to report this poisoned chewing-gum to the police. If youre in Delhi, theyll interrogate you.

Tom smiled. Lewis didnt. He looked worried.

Good-by, said Tom.

Good-by. Take care of yourself.

Thanks for your hospitality.

Lewis merely stared. Tom held out his hand. Lewis shook it. Tom walked out.

He refused the first and second taxi that offered themselves, got into the third one, drove around a bit to make sure he wasnt being followed and then went to the hotel. The door porter was asleep. So was the clerk behind the desk. He was only seen by a nondescript sweeper, who was at no pains to pretend not to notice him and therefore probably wasnt a spy.

He bathed and packed the little zipper suit-case that contained all his belongings. It had been searched in his absence; even his socks had been unfolded and refolded differently. The stitching of the case had been unpicked at one corner and something  probably a sliver of split bamboo  had been inserted between the lining and the leather. However, that might not mean much. It might have been done to find out whether he was the sort of idiot who carries codes or any other important information in a zipper suit-case. Or one of Eiji Saraos agents might have done it. If so, he hadnt learned much.

Tom awoke the desk clerk, paid his bill and left no for warding address. He carried his own bag to a taxi, pitched it in and told the man to drive around the corner and wait for him there. Then he walked in the opposite direction around the block. All sorts of people up at daybreak on all sorts of business. A strong smell of streets being cleaned and watered. Nobody seemed interested in his movements. He drove to the station, fairly sure he hadnt been observed or followed.

Typical Indian railway-station crowd. Usual din. Usual smelly droves of natives who had slept on the platform all night for fear of losing the morning train, or perhaps to save money. Notice board. No need to ask questions. Express train at 8 A.M. making connections for Darjeeling. Ticket. Reservation  lucky he was early  good seat and no trouble at all  didnt even have to bribe the reservation clerk. Corner table in the restaurant, with a full view of door and windows. Strong tea and boiled eggs  the best pick-me-up in the world after a sleepless night. Into a corner seat, in a front-end compartment, with a good view of the entire length of the platform, half an hour before starting time. A bit heavy-eyed now, but alert. No Elsa. No one who looked even remotely like her.

She should be headed for Darjeeling. This was the first train she could have caught. True, Eiji Sarao had stolen the letter that instructed her to do that. But Tom had signaled the message to her in Dowlahs library when he recovered the letter from Eiji Saraos pockets. Eiji Sarao might already have had it copied, but it wasnt likely that any one could break that code, without almost incredible luck, short of a couple of weeks of hard work. The code was based on an almost unknown Tibetan poem. Names of people and places would be particularly baffling for a code-breaker, however expert, because each syllable referred to a different syllable in a different Tibetan word.

So it was at least a million to one that no one had under stood the message in time to prevent Elsa from taking Thö-pa-ga to Darjeeling. According to Lewis, Elsa had taken Thö-pa-ga away in a carriage. Whose carriage? Five minutes to go. No sign of Elsa.

Four minutes before starting time came Nancy Strong, in a plain print frock, walking down the platform like a teacher on her way to school, making no fuss, followed by a string of porters who also made no fuss because they knew they would get exactly what was coming to them, neither more nor less. Nancy Strong got into a compartment midway down the train.

Two minutes to go. The train already crowded, and no one yet but Nancy Strong whom Tom even knew by sight. Then suddenly, in a hurry, Abdul Mirza, in a turban and gray alpaca frock-coat. Six servants, all running and making a fuss. Ten or twelve porters. Two long strings of jasmine buds looped over Abdul Mirzas shoulders. One servant with a whole basket full of books and magazines. The end of Abdul Mirzas turban unavailingly employed to hide part of his face. No platform farewells  into the train like a shot, midway between Nancy Strongs and Toms compartment, and more than sixty seconds to spare. Why the hurry? About two compartments-full of turbaned secretaries  people of that type anyhow  scrambled into the train after him in such a hysterical hurry that Tom couldnt even count them. They were either six or seven, all in one anothers way.

Three last-minute passengers  running  porters ahead and following. Conductors whistle. Engine whistle. And away  out into fierce white sunshine. No Thö-pa-ga. No Elsa.

Swell train. All the fancy novelties  cool air  ice water  glare-proof glass  a better dining-car than any pre-war king ever had  lots too many men to ask if you needed anything. White mans burden hell, it was a white mans shocking waste of other peoples money, grudgingly, not too politely shared with the duskier gentry who were taxed to pay for the extravagance.

That wouldnt do. Thinking that kind of tripe is what keeps a fellow from minding his own business. No risk of being murdered on the train in daylight. Tom leaned back and was fast asleep in less than two minutes.

It was several hours before he awoke and strolled along the corridor. The door of Abdul Mirzas compartment was closed and the curtains down. Further down the train Nancy Strong sat by the open door of a compartment that contained three other people. One was an Indian lady who couldnt endure life very well with her feet on the floor. Nancy Strong had made room for her to get her feet up and looked as if she wished she hadnt. She nodded to Tom, got up and followed him into the corridor.

What are you looking peaked about, Mr. Grayne?

Am I?

How is your sick friend?

Which one?

The other. Not the one who wanted chewing-gum.

I dont know.

A train corridor is a perfectly safe place for confidences. Two in conversation can look both ways. They cant be overheard above the noise of the train, unless they have screech-owl tourists voices. Nancy Strong  graying, forty-five or fifty years old, humorous, was inviting confidence. Her experienced, sensible eyes conveyed that information without a word said. But Toms eyes were as intelligible as hers. She understood  laughed:

What a job your mother must have had! Excuse me, wont you. My business in life is getting suspicious youngsters to tell me their troubles.

Do I look suspicious?

No, of course not. And youre not exactly a youngster. But you wouldnt tell me anything I dont know, would you?

Probably I dont know anything you dont know, Tom answered.

Now, now. I didnt mean to insult you. Our mutual acquaintance spoke of you, over the phone, with such terse approval that Im more than curious.

So am I, said Tom. I listen like a hole in the ground.

My informant said something about a girl.

Tom froze.

Matter-of-factly, Nancy Strong applied the necessary heat to thaw him.

India is a wonderful country for a girl who isnt cursed with too good looks, or too much money, or too many brains. She can find a satisfactory husband in almost any place she visits, if she is properly introduced. But without the proper introduction, India is almost the worst country to come to. And for a girl who hasnt introductions, but who has more than normal intelligence, its the most dangerous country on earth.

Why do you say that?

Because I know it. A really bright girls curiosity will lead her into danger that she hasnt the experience to deal with. At the same time, it will keep her away from the good, kind, stupid people who dont ever know that such dangers exist, because their lives are too humdrum.

Your life humdrum? Tom asked.

I am neither good, kind nor stupid, she answered. If I were good, those little devils of Hill children wouldnt like me. If I were kind, the Almighty would give me a villa at Nice, with nothing more cruel to do than cut the flowers in the garden. And if I were stupid, I shouldnt be talking to you.

Im all alone, up forward, said Tom.

Very well.

They went and sat facing each other in Toms compartment, silent for about five minutes, just as if they were old friends, with the wheels beneath them thumping a monotonous refrain that suggested, as train wheels always do suggest, that life rolls onward as a river, torn by the rocks that it leaves behind, and healed by distance. Tom spoke first:

So theyve passed the ball to you, have they?

No, she said. I think its your ball. But I can tell you what no one else will. I am unofficial. Nothing whatever that I say has the slightest authority. Im a gossip. If you should quote me, you would be quoting a garrulous, middle-aged spinster who was a victim of her own romantic imagination.

Shoot, said Tom. I get you.

Dont shoot me, if I say a few things that you wont like.

Say what you please, he answered. Ill listen. I wont quote you. I wont ask questions. But I wont answer em either, unless I see fit.

She nodded. Yes, I think we understand each other. Well, by way of gossip, I learned of your bringing Thö-pa-ga to India. Curiously enough, my advice was asked about it. I suggested Mu-ni Gam-po in Darjeeling. My advice was asked because it happens that Thö-pa-ga was lodged in my house in Darjeeling for several weeks, some years ago, when he was on his way to Oxford for an English education. Would you believe I have lived in Tibet?

Tom stared. Tell what you care to, he said. I wont ask.

And you wont quote me?

All right. No. I promise.

He was studying her skin. Any woman nowadays can buy almost any complexion except the kind you have to go and fight for on frozen and dust-laden plateaux, sixteen thousand feet or so above sea level. He had noticed it when he first met her. Funny he hadnt recognized it. Reasonable, though. In all history there havent been half a dozen white women in Tibet.

Thö-pa-ga, she said, was a rather precocious boy suffering from a severe case of persecution complex. Has he recovered from it?

Not to speak of. Hes as superstitious as a Kokonor yak-herd. But they gave him a B.A. degree at Oxford.

He was very suspicious of me, said Nancy Strong. To ease his homesickness I had made the mistake of talking only Tibetan to him. The poor young persecuted runaway  for that is what he actually was  associated me, because I was a woman speaking Tibetan, with a woman they were going to make him marry if they could ever force him to return. At the end of four weeks, when at last I understood that, I began to disillusion him about me. But by the time I had found the one femininely friendly angle from which he could be reached, the money had come and he had to resume his journey toward Europe.

She paused, but Tom made no comment. So she shot a question at him:

Have you brought Miss Burbage with you to exploit that femininely friendly angle?

Tom wasnt to be caught off-guard as easily as that. He answered matter of factly:

So far as I know, they met for the first time on the plane from London to Karachi. Thö-pa-ga appears to like her.

Does she like him?

Honest to God, I dont know, he answered.

But she loves you?

What makes you ask that?

Never mind why I ask. Tell me.

How should I know? Why should she? Elsa Burbage is a girl with unusual gifts, who has had a very unusual education and opportunities. So far as I know, she is not in love with any one.

But you love her?

Never been in love in my life, Tom answered. Dont know what it feels like.

Well, of course, you realize, dont you, that such a person as you are, cant bring an unusual girl to India without arousing comment.

I had hoped to escape that, said Tom.

Nancy Strong smiled. Mr. Grayne, one of the funniest things in life is the occasional disingenuousness of otherwise hard-headed, intelligent men! Did you really think she wouldnt be checked back to the day of her birth? How much money do you suppose the Indian Government spends in a month on cables, just for a leetle more information than is written on the face of a passport? Even I, a mere gossip, know this much: Elsa Burbage is a niece of Dr. Clarence Mayor of the British Museum, where she has had the run of the oriental department. Her father, Colonel of a Fusilier regiment, was killed in action in 1917. Her mother, an ex-actress of considerable reputation in her day, died in 1929, of heart-failure following an attempt to climb the Matterhorn. Elsa Burbage has an inherited income of eight hundred pounds a year; an honor degree from London University; a junior teachers certificate for oriental languages and oriental art; a good seat in a saddle; a little house in Dorking rented to a friend; dark hair; very beautiful eyes; a slightly pert nose; a ready laugh; a quiet conversational voice; and she sings high soprano. I have never seen her, and never heard of her until yesterday. Now what?

You tell me, Tom answered.

I intend to tell you.

Let me order tea first. Fruit  crackers  jam? Ill have some with you.

He rang the service bell. He needed an interruption. So far as he knew, he hadnt betrayed what he felt. But he was feeling rather as if some one had suddenly punched him in the wind.

He gave the order to the waiter.

So they know all that, do they? he asked when the waiter had gone.

They know a lot more than that, said Nancy Strong.


CHAPTER 16. I had no right to exact that promise.

I AM going to Dutch aunt you, Nancy Strong resumed when the waiter had removed the tea things.

Very well. Ill play Dutch nephew.

Youre a man in a million, Mr. Grayne, or you wouldnt be secretly approved by certain people who cant afford to make mistakes.

Tom smiled. Thats the formula. Praise em and then swat em! I can take it.

But there isnt a known exception, is there, to the rule that geniuses all have blind arcs, which cause them to behave like lunatics, or savages, or children? A genius is never stupid in his own field. But there is always a zone where his genius, with its natural self-confidence, invades what is to him a no-mans land. For instance, a poet will try farming. That is an extreme instance. Virgil and Horace did it. Horaces farm was stocked chiefly with wine and women. Virgil tells us, in beautiful language, how the bees get honey from carrion. They were both good poets. Bad farmers. Arent you trying to make a steel tool out of honey?

Tom rested his jaw on a fist whose sinews resembled moulded bronze. He didnt answer. He wasnt going to until he knew the answer.

Nancy Strong continued: No one but a genius would ever have thought of employing a twenty-three-year-old girl as a secret accomplice on such an expedition as yours. It bears the genius-stamp of unexpectedness. Elsa Burbage must be a very competent girl, or you would never have considered her. She may be old enough. I was twenty-four when I went to Tibet. If I could stand the conditions, probably she can. I lived there, secretly  and its still a rather close secret  as the mistress of a Tibetan nobleman. His wealth has supported my school in Darjeeling for the past twenty-one years.

That was a staggerer. And yet, come to think of it, it wasnt. Nancy Strong had obviously said yes to experience. Her eyes said it. She had made the yes good. She had side-stepped nothing that could be tackled, and licked, and turned to account.

Is he still living? Tom asked, searching memory of people he had known in Tibet. She might be giving him an important clue.

She ignored the question.

So I know what Im talking about, Mr. Grayne, when I say that Elsa Burbage isnt in safe hands.

How dyou mean  safe?

I mean you.

Shes in no kind of danger from me, Tom answered.

That, Mr. Grayne, is what I daresay you believe. Iron-man though you probably are, if you were secretly in love with her, you couldnt possibly keep your secret in the face of what she will almost certainly experience. That is why I asked whether you are in love with each other. Would you care to know why I left Tibet?

If you choose to tell. I wont quote you.

Because my nobleman, who was in love with me, couldnt endure the indignities from which even he couldnt protect me. There were Chinese Ambans in Tibet in my day. Their malice was almost incredibly ingenious.

Tom wanted to ask her whether she loved her nobleman. She knew he wanted to. She paused long enough to let him ask. But he could see in her eyes the iron answer ready. No sense in inviting a snub.

She continued: It is quite agreeable to you to be made use of by men who treat you as they would a weapon. They try you out, then use you, and you ask nothing better. You dont expect to be rescued if you get into trouble. Your value is that youre competent and silent. Their value to you is that they can let you do what you couldnt without their leave and, at least to some extent, without their secret help. They wouldnt turn you loose if they thought you might get into trouble for sentimental reasons. They wouldnt risk using that kind of weapon. But is she a weapon such as you are?

Intelligence branch becoming sentimental? Tom asked.

No. Dont be silly. And dont try to make me think youre not feeling a twinge of guilt. I am watching your eyes. Are you her friend?

I like her first rate.

Somebody told me that a hospital nurse has reported that Thö-pa-ga talks, even in his sleep, of Elsa Burbage. That may be a slight exaggeration. But it seems to be a fact that she has his confidence. I gathered there must be a very good reason for wanting Thö-pa-ga to confide in some one.

I have been asked to find out whether Elsa Burbage has in her the necessary steel to make it possible for her to go through with what perhaps may happen.

Then you know where she is?

No, I dont.

Tom scowled. But he detected the ghost of an observant smile, so he straightened out the frown. Nancy Strong continued:

The men with whom you are dealing wouldnt send one of their own daughters on such an errand as youre letting Elsa Burbage undertake. In a way they resemble surgeons. Their sentiment ends where the operation begins. They trust nobody  not even one another. They cant. They mustnt. They must find out, but they must never be found out. They send a man or a woman into danger or worse as ruthlessly, and with as little compunction as a general who sends a platoon by night to a position from which he knows they cant return alive. There are all sorts of problems. They can use all kinds of women, from a Mata Hari to an Edith Cavell, each in her own field.,

Tom smiled reproachfully. I said Id listen. But  well, never mind, weve lots of time. Go ahead.

Yes, she said, I know you know all that. But you havent thought what it probably means for Elsa Burbage. A woman, Mr. Grayne, who doesnt adventure off the beaten path is entitled to and usually gets conventionally humane and sometimes chivalrous treatment, even nowadays. But the minute she consciously oversteps the line, she has forfeited her feminine rights and privileges. She is no more entitled then to chivalrous consideration than, for instance, you are. No part of her is any longer sacred. She becomes a weapon. And a weapon that breaks, misfires, becomes rusty, or useless for any other reason, is simply thrown away.

What do you propose to do about it? Tom asked.

Nothing. I was asked to study and report, not to interfere or advise. But I was also asked to get in touch with you.

And to report on me, too?

Are you angry?

If I were, I wouldnt let you know it.

Will you play fair?

Now what?

I have told you an intimate personal secret. Dont you think it would be fair play to do me a very personal favor in return?

Say what you mean.

Send Elsa Burbage home to England!

Uh-huh. So, if you okay her, she may go to Tibet, but you dont want the responsibility? Is that the idea?

You said you wouldnt ask questions. Send her home, Mr. Grayne.

What makes you think shed obey me? Do you think I would have any use for a girl who would scram because some one had told me that some one else said she was soft?

Very well. Will you try to persuade her to go home?

Because you told me your secret? Are the cases parallel?

If you know India, and the Hills, and Tibet, then you know Im right. If you dont know what I mean, then you had no right to bring a young girl to India.

Tom conceded a point. Well, you did lay your bet on the board, I admit. Okay, I will put it up to her. But I dont guarantee the result.

Thank you. I believe you will keep your promise. Suddenly she laughed. But its a good example of why the individuals of whom we were speaking mustnt trust each other. I had absolutely no right to exact that promise. Its entirely personal between you and me.

I know better than that, Tom answered. Youre obeying orders and shielding the man who told you what to do. Thats proper. Tell you what. Move your things into my compartment and have it all to yourself. Youll be more comfortable without some ones feet in your lap. Ill find a shake-down somewhere else on the train.

She nodded  understood him to mean he wasnt angry.

Isnt there plenty of room for us both in here?

Yes, I suppose there is.

Tom went in search of a porter to bring her belongings from the other compartment. He took his time about it. He put his own bag on the corner seat that Miss Strong had vacated, with a belligerent abruptness that amounted to an ultimatum. The seat was henceforth his. He wasnt at all sure he wanted much more of Nancy Strongs conversation. She wasnt likely to tell him anything important, and it might prove too easy to tell her too much.


CHAPTER 17. Guilty. I shouldnt have done it.

TOM tried to peer into Abdul Mirzas compartment, but the blinds were drawn. So were the blinds of the other compartment, in which the staff of secretaries, or whatever they were, were as silent as dead men. He loafed about for a while in the corridor, but the compartment doors didnt open, so after half an hour or so he returned and sat down again opposite Nancy Strong.

Done Dutch aunting? he hinted.

No. I am just getting into my stride. Its very good of you to listen. Do you know a little church in Bristol named St. Johns? A stone church, where the Clifton Road crosses the street that leads to the Suspension Bridge?

Tom stared hard. Her eyes were laughing at him. It was a palpable hit, and he couldnt hide it.

Why didnt you pull this out of the bag to begin with? he retorted.

It was at the bottom of the bag. And besides, Im a woman. Please believe it is a sheer coincidence that I happen to know that church. I went there to attend my sisters wedding, during the last year of the World War.

Well? What of it?

Its your turn, she answered. Tell me.

So they know that, do they?

Oh, yes. But they would like to know more. Why did you marry Elsa Burbage?

Dammit, why shouldnt I marry her?

You seem to think you shouldnt have. Isnt she

Tom interrupted. He spoke quietly, without emphasis, and yet every other word was like a hammer-blow. It was as if he were laying his thoughts on an anvil and cracking them up for his own analysis.

I will tell you this much, Elsa Burbage is a little bit of a Cossacky-looking, well-bred smiler. She has as much pluck as intelligence. As much intelligence as good looks. Too good looking, as a matter of fact, but too intelligent to be spoiled by fools whod like to paw her over. Shes on the level. Knows her stuff. I taught her most of it, but she learned a lot in the British Museum. She can read Tibetan as well as I can, and Im rated an expert. I have a big strong-box in a bank vault chock-a-block with real stuff that Ive not had time to study, let alone to translate. Elsa is to have all that, if I get bumped off. And theres other stuff in there, that shouldnt be seen for a generation. Elsa would know what to destroy and what to keep and what to publish. As I said, shes on the level. Shed do the right thing. She couldnt be tempted to do the wrong thing.

But she married you. Was that the wrong thing?

The worst break I ever made. A sentimental mistake. Theyre the worst kind. I could have consulted a lawyer and made a will leaving the contents of the strong-box to her.

But perhaps you were afraid she might marry some one else? said Nancy Strong. You know the proverb: a mistress keeps a secret for a week, a wife as long as she loves you, a friend forever, but other mens wives never leave off telling it.

No, Tom answered. I dont own her. We agreed she can have a divorce, at my expense, on demand, at any time, provided she doesnt swap horses in mid-stream. If she should fall in love, shed have to wait until she could get a divorce, in Mexico or somewhere, without getting my name into public print. It was to be a strictly secret marriage, for strictly business purposes.

Now that the secret is out, she may have a divorce?

Yes. Why not? Shed better do it. Dyou know why Ive been trusted, quite a bit, by certain people?

I believe I can guess, Nancy Strong answered. She was just plump enough to be unable to suppress a slight ripple of mirth. You are probably known as a man who cant be taken in or hoodwinked by any woman. Were you hood winked by Elsa Burbage?

No, I wasnt. Ive told you what she is. Ill back my judgment against yours or any ones. In fact, thats what I did do. She was wild to come to India, and to help me to enter Tibet. She had worked so hard, and schooled herself, and saved her money, and kept physically fit, and so set her teeth into the job of making herself useful to me, that I yessed her. I shouldnt have. But I did. I even said Id try to get her into Tibet. She deserves it. Shes ace-high to any deuce of an adventuress I ever met.

But that isnt why you married her?

Yes, thats one reason. If I should get bumped off, she might stand a better chance as my legal widow than if people should find out shed merely tagged me along. Ive seen several women get a hell of a cold deal because they couldnt show a marriage certificate. And they were damned good women; Im not talking about kept women or Shanghai passage-beggars.

You admit you made a bad break.

Only time in my life I was sentimental.

Nancy Strong a bit too visibly suppressed an Old Faithful geyser of amusement. She used her handkerchief. It did sound a bit like a sneeze. But she controlled her voice perfectly:

Hadnt you better ask her to go away and divorce you? Didnt you say, in Mexico?

Ill have to think that over.

Tom went out and paced the corridor. He had something else to think about. Dowlah. Abdul Mirza. Noropa. For fifteen or twenty minutes he kept an eye on the doors of two closed compartments. However, no luck yet. So he returned and sat down again.

Verdict? Nancy Strong asked.

Guilty. I shouldnt have done it. It was probably vanity. I guess a psychoanalyst would say I craved a she-disciple, to make me feel like a guru. Elsa will stick to her guns, mind you. Why shouldnt she? But the marriage has ruined the team. If I order her home, she can claim privilege. If I should offer any mushy reasons for avoiding danger, she can quote our bargain. We agreed, shes entitled to take all chances, at her own risk, same as I am.

Nancy Strong opened her bag and snapped it shut, but she made no other sign of having reached a climax. Her voice was normal:

Would you like me to suggest in the proper quarter that she should be sent home? That would not involve you. She would never know who advised, or who ordered it. She need never know that you and I discussed her.

Go to hell, Tom answered. Before Id do her any dirt like that, Id brain you with a monkey-wrench and throw the wrench into the works. If you or they want her run out of India, say it to me. Ill pull my freight and hers, too. I know how to get to Tibet without double-crossing a good kid.

Nancy Strong rippled all over with laughter.

Very creditable, Mr. Grayne! One of these days, when you do fall in love with a girl, I wonder what lengths you wont go to for her sake. She will be able to count on you when her back is turned, wont she! Very well, I promise I wont suggest any official move of that sort.

Care for some dinner?

She laughed again. You have a grand way of denying anger. Yes, I would like dinner. Do you trust me to keep my promise?

If they order her deported, I will know at whose door to deliver the bouquet, he answered.

And if they dont  no flowers, Mr. Grayne, by request.

Understood and agreed. Lets go eat.

No sign of Abdul Mirza, nor of any of his companions, except that a waiter was removing soiled dishes from the prime ministers compartment, but he had closed the door behind him before Tom could get a glimpse. However, it wasnt that compartment that interested him as much as the other. Prime ministers, as a rule, dont do their own dirty work; they look the other way while some one does it who can be repudiated after the event. The other compartment door was shut, blinds drawn, and not a sound within.

However, he had better luck after dinner. A silk-clad secretary sort of person came out of Abdul Mirzas compartment and entered the other one just as Tom entered the corridor on his way from the dining-car. Nancy Strong, behind him, was left imagining what she pleased. Tom passed the door in time to get one swift glimpse before it slammed shut. He had seen what he wanted.

Do you sleep well on a train? he asked when he and Nancy Strong had sat down again facing each other.

Yes. I usually turn in early and sleep till daylight.

Okay. I wont disturb you. I may find some one to talk to. Might talk all night.

Talk to me, if thats your trouble.

But the spell was broken. Conversation lagged. It was barely ten oclock when Tom strolled down the corridor and claimed the lower berth on which he had left his bag. He sprawled with the bag under his elbows, so that he could see under the blind into the corridor. It was midnight, or later, before he moved from that position. Then he opened the door, making hardly a sound, and tiptoed out.

He was almost too late. By the time he reached the car ahead there was some one standing by the door of the compartment in which Nancy Strong lay asleep. A very tall, bare-headed man in a dark suit. He had opened the door and was trying to peer into the dark interior. His back was toward Tom. The corridor lights were turned low. There were deep shadows.

Train thief? Hardly likely on a modern express train.

There is a whole caste of professional thieves whose only means of livelihood is robbing Indian trains and their passengers. So almost anything was possible. But the man looked familiar.

Tom crowded himself against the curve at the end of the corridor. The man appeared to be listening. He opened the door a trifle wider. Apparently the slight squeak of the hinges awoke Nancy Strong or perhaps she hadnt been asleep. She switched on the light. The man scooted away, along the corridor toward the car ahead. Tom didnt follow; a train corridor is a mean place for a fight, especially with some one who probably carries a knife, or worse. Instead, he went and told Nancy Strong to lock the door on the inside.

Ive found a man to talk to. Good night. See you in the morning.

He went and turned in  slept like a top. He didnt wake until the train neared Siliguri.


CHAPTER 18. Ive no right to look in his pockets.

SILIGURI! Change for Darjeeling!

Pulses begin to beat faster at Siliguri. There the two-foot gauge Himalayan Mountain Railway awaits the transcontinental mails. Six hundred feet above sea level, six thousand feet below Darjeeling, and piping hot from the snipe and rice swamps of Bengal, Siliguri is the threshold of another world. The plains cease. The mountains begin. The early morning excites imagination  sends it leaping from forest to forest, across the intervening tea gardens, toward the grandest view on earth, where the Himalayan ranges rise against the northern sky.

Tom pitched his bag to a Lepcha porter on the platform and followed it. He was the first passenger to leave the train. There were all sorts of people on the platform, all in motion  Lepchas, Gurkhas, Tibetans, Bengalis  tea-planters in Terai hats  British and Indian soldiers  police  gazelle-eyed women  beggars and thieves and princes sons. Tom told his porter to go and wait for him perhaps a long time in the shade near the auto-parking place.

He knew the station well. A score of strides and he was hidden in the almost dark room where the emergency oil-lanterns stand in a row on a shelf. There was only one small dirty window, rather high up; he had to stand on a box and clear a peephole through the dust. He saw Abdul Mirza and his companions, and presently Nancy Strong go hurrying after their baggage toward the narrow gauge train. But no Noropa  not yet. He was almost beginning to lose hope that Noropa had seen him enter the lamp room, when he caught sight of a man coming along the platform from the rear end of the train.

Sure thing! Unmistakably Noropa, in an ill-fitting, hurriedly-made bazaar suit and a Lepcha turban, looking like a school-teacher. He was wearing spectacles, probably plain glass. He was stooping a little to make his great height less noticeable. No bag, no porter. He threaded his way through the dwindling crowd as if he had business at the far end of the platform.

There was a momentary tumult of excitement, just in front of the window, where some Indian passengers were being met by noisy friends and relatives. Some ones caged monkey got loose and a dog gave chase. Shrieks, shouts, roars of laughter. Noropa was very clever, the way he snatched the opportunity to step sideways and make for the lamp-room door. He didnt dash in. He stopped and stooped to tie his shoe-lace, so as to look back and make sure he was unobserved. Then he entered quite quietly.

But he didnt shut the door swiftly enough. He drew his weapon just a fraction of a second too soon; the light shone on it before the door shut and Tom recognized the kind of weapon he had to deal with. That was half the battle, but the other half wasnt so simple. He didnt want a corpse on his hands, nor even a badly injured man. He didnt want a police investigation. He would never be forgiven if he set police investigators on the qui vive.

There wasnt a word spoken. Hardly a sound. Noropas weapon broke against the stone wall. Toms fist thudded on the point of Noropas chin  dropped him like a steer in a shambles. He lay still. It was a pippin of a punch on the jaw; he was likely to lie there for several minutes.

Tom examined the weapon  eighteen inches of bright tool steel as thin as a bodkin, set into a heavy brass-bound wooden hilt. Hilt and blade both hollow. A strong spring and about an ounce of poison in the hilt that would have gone squirting through the blade into any wound it made. No smell that Tom recognized. Probably a quite rare poison. It was oozing out through the broken blade  thick, sticky stuff like molasses. He stuck the blade into a crack in the wall to let it bleed, so to speak, without leaving a menace for some lamp-trimmers naked foot.

Noropa stirred, opened his eyes and blinked. Tom stooped over him, lifted him by the shoulders  the man was as heavy as lead  and set him sitting against the wall. The door opened suddenly. Sunlight fell full on Noropas death-mask face. The station-master  Anglo-Indian, natty, alert, helmeted, smartly uniformed in white  stood staring. All three men had presence of mind. The station-master took a step backward to glance left and right for the railway police. Noropa sat still, pretending to be much less conscious than he was. Tom spoke to the station-master:

Could you get me some ice water? I think he was looking for the lavatory. I saw him go in here and fall down, so I followed to see what was the matter.

Why did you shut the door? asked the station-master. He was suspicious, but Toms easy assurance impressed him, and there was no obvious sign of a struggle. Noropas chin on his chest concealed the mark of the blow.

Was it shut? I didnt notice. I guess I kicked it when I tried to lift him.

Who is he?

How should I know?

By his turban hes a Lepcha, said the station-master.

Yes. Hes on his way to Darjeeling. He told me that on the train, Tom answered.

Well, he has missed the Mountain train. Its pulling out now. Has he a ticket?

How should I know? Ive no right to look in his pockets. Tell you what, said Tom, Im going up by road, so Ill give him a lift. If he isnt better by the time we reach the hotel Ill take him to a doctor. Will you help me get him out of here?

Ill call a couple of porters. Have you engaged a car? Ill see if I can get one for you.

When the station-master turned his back Tom shook his fist under Noropas nose for silence. It was hardly necessary. Noropa had heard, understood. He even smiled assent to Toms lie about what had happened. Tom took the knife from the crack in the wall, wrapped it in a rag that he snatched from the lamp-shelf and thrust it into Noropas jacket-pocket, forcing it down between the jacket and the cheap Italian half-lining. He picked up the broken half of the blade and put that into Noropas side-pocket. Noropa understood that also: if the police should show up and become curious, they would find that deadly weapon on the person of its owner.

The station-master returned with two porters.

Theres only one auto left, he said. Its a ramshackle old thing, but youll have to take it if you dont want to wait for a couple of hours. He looks better already, doesnt he. Some of them, if theyre not used to it, get train-sick. But Id take him to a hospital, if I were you, and let em find out whats wrong. Come on, you, these porters will help you out ohere.


CHAPTER 19. Youre a mongrel. but Ill give you a chance.

IT was an ancient Sunbeam. Its spare tire was down to the canvas; the four tires in use were only slightly better. The springs of the worn cushions were concealed by a folded stable blanket. The Bengali Moslem driver knew no English.

The engine sounded like a machine-gun getting hot and about ready to jam; it was a question which would give out first, engine or tires. But Tom couldnt afford to let it go at that. With a grin at the driver he raised the hood, pretending to give a half-turn to the screws on a couple of oil cups. What he actually did was to open the newly fitted brass water plug just enough to establish a steady drip, good for ten or twelve miles at a guess, supposing the radiator was full to start with. It probably was full; there was a water faucet near by and the water cost nothing.

Then away, on the rear seat beside Noropa, with a rattle like a tinkers cart and the canvas top nodding like a processional canopy. Rubber tooter, blowing like the devil to make the Siliguri bullock-carts get out of the way. Dead slow, choking dusty, until they turned toward the mountain and began the long, comparatively easy, beautifully engineered ascent.

Tom recovered the weapon then. His left fist, knotted like a club, commanded the situation; his right hand searched Noropas pockets competently, considering that picking pockets wasnt his normal occupation. All he found was the poisoned dagger in two parts, several hundred rupees in paper money, a few small coins and a white gold wrist-watch with a broken strap. It was all right, it wasnt Elsas watch, though it did look like it for a moment. No return ticket. One Tibetan coin among the small change wasnt anything to arouse comment. But the ten-rupee notes were brand new.

All a traveler needs nowadays is money, isnt it, said Tom. Here you are  take it. When a man like you goes to a bank with a cheque they give him all the dirty money in the till. Who gave you nice clean bank notes?

No answer, but Noropa seemed surprised to get his money back. He stowed it away carefully, eyeing Tom sideways, Tom pretending to watch the road.

Ah! Thought so! Drop it, or Ill break your wrist!

No punch necessary that time. A small knife hidden in a pocket in Noropas shirt had fallen crosswise and hadnt come out handily. It fell to the floor of the car as his big-boned forearm creaked in Toms doubled grip. Tom put his foot on the knife.

Any more weapons? Kick your shoes off.

He felt Noropa all over, tapping lightly, because it is easy to overlook quite bulky objects if the searcher uses too much pressure. It was all right, the man was completely disarmed now. For at least an hour or two he wouldnt feel exactly tempted to use that right forearm. He was rubbing it with the other hand. There was pain in his eyes. They werent pleasant eyes to look at. Framed in the blue-rimmed plain glass spectacles they looked like the eyes of a man on the rack, so full of hate that no pain could conquer him.

Ive conquered tougher guys than you, Tom remarked in a matter-of-fact voice. None of you terrorists can ever stomach your own stuff. Somewhere between here and Darjeeling youre going to break. Do you know what that means?

No answer.

You can have it as rough as you choose. Im not squeamish.

No answer.

Where is Miss Elsa Burbage?

Not knowing.

Where is Thö-pa-ga?

Not knowing.

Where is the Holy Lama Lobsang Pun?

Silence.

So youre afraid of Lobsang Pun. What could he do to you?

You-who-know-what-shang-shang-is  you-bloody-fool- you-break-my-arm  you-get-a-shang-shang-sending.

Trot out your shang-shang. Who killed Eiji Sarao?

Got him! The meaning of his sudden stare was unmistakable. Some one  very likely Abdul Mirza, but perhaps Dowlah, had told Noropa that Eiji Sarao was dead of that wound in the neck. Tom felt fairly confident that Eiji Sarao was really being secretly conveyed to Naini Kol. But Noropa believed him dead. That was clear. A lucky shot, that. Now for another, a thousand to one shot, that wouldnt do any harm if it didnt come off:

Lobsang Pun was angry that you killed Eiji Sarao. You come after me, to kill me, to make Lobsang Pun forgive you for having killed Eiji.

Silence. Had the shot missed? Then suddenly:

You-bloody-fool-you  shang-shang-sending-killing-you-like-Eiji!

That was a stumper.

Are you so crazy that you kid yourself youre a shang-shang?

No answer. Tom, his imagination leaping from guess to guess, plugged home another disturbing question without a query mark:

Rajah Dowlah told you Lobsang Pun demanded that you kill me, because the Japanese demanded it, because Im bad for the plan to make use of Thö-pa-ga.

Got him again! Noropa shook his head in dissent too vehemently. His eyes glazed with the smoky oriental sullenness that guards the truth that has been touched but still perhaps only guessed at, not discovered.

Youre an awful boob, said Tom, if you believed that yarn. You havent a Chinamans chance to curry favor with Lobsang Pun. Hes through with you. If you had killed me, hed have had you hanged by the British. Or, if they wouldnt do it, hed have had you fed to shang-shangs.

Noropa shuddered. The mention of Lobsang Puns name seemed to make him as nervous as a chela who hears his guru being blasphemed.

As for Dowlah, said Tom, if you trust him, youre a worse fool even than I thought you. Dowlah believes in neither god nor devil. Hed betray any one, if he thought he couldnt be found out, just for the sake of feeling clever. What did Dowlah tell you about me?

No answer.

Dowlah told you theyve decided they dont need me but they can use Miss Elsa Burbage.

Noropas intelligence laired in a cavernous mystery of superstition. To him, every breath a man breathed  every word a man said, had a dark metaphysical cause; it served some devils purpose, or it could not be. Sulky, sullen, he was frightened by the accuracy of Toms guesswork. It seemed to him supernatural. It had far more effect on him than the punch on the jaw and the agonied arm. Tom continued:

So Dowlah gave you a weapon and money, but he didnt tell Abdul Mirza. You traveled with Abdul Mirzas staff, but they can swear they knew nothing about it.

No answer.

They had crossed the wandering narrow-gauge railway track a dozen times, when the rotten old rattletrap car at last did even better than Tom hoped. Half-way through a mile-wide belt of deodars, between two tea estates, the radiator boiled and a rear tire blew like a gun going off. The Bengali driver, in a rising off-key yell of misery, named three men, probably mechanics. He invited Allah (blessed be His Prophet) to impregnate them and all their progeny forever with deathless worms and inward-growing boils that should destroy their rest and make sleep a torment. Having attended to that, he got down to attend to the tire. Tom eyed Noropa:

Put your shoes on and get out.

The set-up was perfect. A dark wilderness of trees. A convenient hollow out of earshot from the road. Probably at least an hours work for the Bengali, patching that rotten tire and then finding out what was wrong with the engine. Even if he should think of tightening the water plug, he had nothing in which to fetch water; he would have to go in search of a vessel of some sort. There was plenty of time, and no risk whatever of interruption.

Noropa tried to escape. Toms toe hooked his instep as he ducked around a big tree. He fell headlong and got up be cause he was kicked up. There isnt any fun in kicking even murderers who use poisoned daggers, but there was no sense in half-doing the job. Noropa walked backward after that. He didnt dare to shout for help, nor did he dare take his eyes off Tom; a fellow whose team had depended on him, not so many years ago, for an occasional drop-goal from the seventy-five yard line, has a remarkably accurate aim and a toe that can hurt. Noropa fell, naturally, several times. He was kicked up again. He picked up a rock. It was kicked out of his hand before he could raise his hand to throw it. By the time they reached the bottom of the hollow he was possessed by an inferiority complex that even his malice hadnt heat enough to burn off. Tom did nothing to reduce it:

You miserable mongrel. Why dyou call yourself Tibetan? You couldnt fool a Tibetan. Youre Chinese-Jap. Chinks and Japs are not allowed in Inner Tibet.

Silence. It amounted to sulky assent. No Tibetan would have swallowed that insult without protest. Toms guesses were beginning to have the feel of accuracy. It was like working out a mathematical equation with a number of unknowns. Get one right and the others logically follow.

Id give a dollar to know your early history, you useless pye-dog.

Not a word at random. The word useless specially chosen. Pye-dog was pretty scurrilous, but it was better than its American equivalent, at the moment.

Youve had an education of sorts. Youre a Christian convert. You were kicked out of your church.

A hit! Mystery men hate to be stripped of their veils. They prefer physical torture; vanity helps them to endure that. Noropa stood still enough, but his mind almost visibly shrank. It found no shelter.

Youre a killer. You probably murdered a Christian priest somewhere in China. Not for money. Youd be too superstitious. The first thing they teach you black magicians is you mustnt kill for money. Did you want to take holy orders? Did a father-confessor say no? Told you you werent fit for the priesthood? That it?

Silence.

Tell me when Im mistaken, wont you! Turned down. Revenge. Was it you?  or wasnt it?  who tipped off the Chinese to scough a mission? But a taste of religion had shown you a way to become important. Couldnt get by as a Christian. Tried another line, eh? Fell in with a shaman? Youve the symptoms. One of those wandering wizards who sell poisons and love-potions? Taught you that your ugly mug was fine for scaring women, kids, sick folk, and superstitious peasants. Hell, you even tried to scare me with it, in London.

The eyes, now, of a cornered animal that darent fight and cant run. The eyes of a gangster, not only cut off from, but deserted by his gang. Defiance dead. Nothing left but a lonely, self-pitying gloom that a man, however tough he may be, cant keep out of his. eyes when he knows the gang has disowned him. There is the same look in the eyes of an animal that has been driven from the herd.

Who taught you Tantric Buddhism? Tom demanded. Did you learn it in Peking, hanging around the legations, doing odds and ends of spy work, while you looked for a religion that you could get your teeth into? Lots of exiled Tibetans in Peking.

He was taking long chances. You cant expect a bulls-eye every guess, not even when the guessing is comparatively easy. But he was watching Noropas eyes; there wasnt a hint of a gleam of triumph to suggest that he was guessing badly. There wasnt even a look of momentary relief.

And then the Tashi Lama  Panchen Lama, youd call him  fled from Shigatse in Tibet to escape from the political gang in Lhasa. Wanted to go to Urga in Mongolia. But the Chinese Government was afraid the Russians might get control of him, so they forced him to go to Peking, where they gave him an apartment in the imperial palace. The Jap legation had sense enough to see his value in a second. You havent brains enough to have thought of that. But by that time youd made yourself pretty useful to the undercover agents of the Japanese legation. Hadnt you? And of course, they threatened you. Thats routine. Obey, or be betrayed to the Chinese and repudiated  then left to your fate. The prospect of the tortures in a Chinese dungeon didnt tempt you, but a chance to get your teeth into a good mysterious religion did. One way or another you wormed your way into the Tashi  thats to say the Panchen Lamas establishment in Peking, as a spy for the Japanese. Guard? Or were you posing as a humble supplicant for religious teaching? Or both? Answer: is that how you came to meet Lobsang Pun?

No answer. A glare of sullen obstinacy, instantly met by a resounding crack on the jaw from Toms fist.

You heard me. Answer.

Yes.

Thought so. Who told you about the Thunder Dragon Gate and Thö-pa-ga?

Silence. Noropa was rubbing his jaw. His lips were trembling. His fingers twitched. Insolence had begun to yield to self-pity. To keep him from rebuilding his mental resistance, Tom went at him swiftly from another angle:

All sorts of undercover dirty work goes on, doesnt it, that the Tashi  I mean Panchen Lama doesnt know about. His Holiness is a gentle, benevolent man of peace. Some of his followers arent. Theyre more ambitious for him than he is for himself. They dont tell him all that goes on, do they?

Noropa looked puzzled. Suddenly Tom shot a statement at him, and a question:

The Most Reverend and Holy Lobsang Pun was with the Panchen Lama for a while in Peking. Was it he who told you about Thö-pa-ga. Did Lobsang Pun tell you about the Thunder Dragon Gate?

Silence.

Bound you to secrecy, did he? Shall I repeat the oath for you?

No! It was almost a shout.

Tom laughed. He did repeat the oath, in Tibetan:

This supplicant, in deep humility applying for a revelation from the earthly custodian of wisdom and continual blessings  standing in awe before the blessed sacraments and in the holy presence of innumerable saints, solemnly avowing secrecy, willingly accepts the penalty of being shang-shang-hunted through hell forever, without rest or other mercy, if violating this secret at any time for any reason.

May you die of it! said Noropa.

Tom laughed again. He continued:

Lobsang Pun was intriguing for Japanese help to enable the Panchen Lama to return to Tibet and kick out the political gang in Lhasa. He wasnt expecting anything for nothing, either. Didnt the Japanese recommend you to Lobsang Pun as a suitable man to be sent to England to make Thö-pa-ga return to Tibet? Answer!

Noropa mumbled. The combination of being kicked and hit and stripped of mystery had left him almost without a will of his own.

You you-knowing-so-well-all-that-why-you-asking-me? he stuttered.

Who sent you to the Thunder Dragon Gate for training before sending you to London? Lobsang Pun?

No answer.

Lobsang Pun would never send you into Inner Tibet. You know as well as I do, its sure death for a lama to do that without definite orders from Lhasa. If he did it, theyd drown him. And Lobsang Pun couldnt get orders from Lhasa. How could he? Hes the Tashi  Panchen Lamas man. But you crave to go to Inner Tibet. You would like to link up with Bön magicians. I know your yearning. There are plenty like you with that complaint, but you have it badly. Therefore you attached yourself to Lobsang Pun. And him you fear and obey. There never was a terrorist who didnt have to have a secret him-who-is-to-be-obeyed. Thats all that keeps you from dying of fear. Lobsang Pun is your  he used a Tibetan word undeniable-one-whose-unspoken-wish-is-sooner-to-be- obeyed-than-the-spoken-commands-of-any-other-person. Lobsang Pun is my friend.

That was a staggerer. Noropa took off his spectacles, wiped his face with his sleeve and muttered. He was cursing Tom and summoning dark forces. Failed by the powers of darkness, there would be nothing left on which to base resistance. Tom went at him again:

You half-magicians all believe your own stuff, until you find it wont work. You cant even keep a secret. He took a dangerous chance now. The Thunder Dragon Gate is near the border between Tibet and Nepal, near Mount Everest, where the Most Reverend and Holy Lama Lobsang Pun is supposed to have spent two years immured in a cave.

Pure deduction, based on a retentive memory of hints and chance remarks. If it missed it would restore Noropas self-confidence. But there wasnt a glimmering hint of superior knowledge in Noropas eyes. On the contrary, a look of utter desperation had crept into them. Tom followed up:

You werent accepted as a disciple by Lobsang Pun. Youre not his chela. Youre a stool-pigeon. Such a man as Lobsang Pun could see through you in half a second. But he helped you to become a novice in the Thunder Dragon Gate, because he could do that without betraying his own oath. Later, he sent you to England, because you can speak English. Your job was to compel Thö-pa-ga to return. You werent ordered to return from England. Who the hell wants a stinker like you when youve done your business? When you followed Thö-pa-ga to India, you found that Lobsang Pun was very angry with you for having dared to get in touch with the Japanese secret agents in London and Paris. Who were you that you should dare to step out?

Noropas face was a picture. The last layer of all of his skin of mystery was being torn off. Tom went on flaying mercilessly:

Eiji Sarao paid your fare to India. Lobsang Pun was particularly angry with you for knowing Eiji Sarao. Now youre afraid that Lobsang Pun will slam the door on you forever. Why shouldnt he?

Pause  a rather long one. Then:

I am the only man in the world who can influence Lobsang Pun to overlook your misbehavior.

Not a flutter, but a kind of false dawn in Noropas eyes. It vanished. No hurry. Two or three more mental wallops, and almost any spark of hope would look attractive.

Lobsang Pun believes you killed Eiji Sarao because you had been rebuked for knowing Eiji Sarao and for accepting his money.

First miss! But it accomplished more than a hit. Noropa leaped with relief at a chance to prove that Tom didnt know everything.

Damn-fool-Eiji-waking-up-and-going-library-looking-for- Dowlah-not-there-opening-cage-and-shang-shang-bit-him.

Wheres the shang-shang?

Library-door-open-escaping-into-hall-and-out-through-open-window-good- by.

Tom didnt dare to laugh. Noropa had no sense of humor. He couldnt be moved by imagination of Dowlahs mourning for his lost pet and the efforts of skeptics to explain away the shang-shangs killings.

What dyou think Lobsang Pun will do to you when he learns you took money from Rajah Dowlah to kill me? I am Lobsang Puns friend.

Silence.

What will Dowlah do when he learns you failed?

More silence.

What will Lobsang Pun do when he learns you told me where the Thunder Dragon Gate is?

Ah-h-h! Not me! Not telling! Never!

No? Try to make Lobsang Pun believe you didnt tell me! Try to make the guardians of the Thunder Dragon Gate believe you didnt tell me!

 You-who-so-well-knowing-Lobsang-Pun-you-say-you- talking-him-for-me-yes-why-you-say-that?

Quietly: Where is Miss Elsa Burbage?

Not knowing.

Toms foot moved. Noropa flinched  spoke suddenly:

Girl-and-Thö-pa-ga-in-auto-to-Darjeeling.

Where is the Holy Lama Lobsang Pun?

In-auto-to-Darjeeling.

Same auto?

Maybe nother auto. Not knowing.

Coming to Darjeeling, is he? Do you want me to protect you?

You-you-saying-you-his-friend-you-doing-that?

If you obey me. Youre a coward. Youre a mongrel. But Ill give you a chance.

Noropas answering gesture was one of almost weird humility. Like a de-fanged cobra, he would need time to grow new fangs and brew new venom.

But if you miss your chance, dont look to me for pity. Walk ahead. To the car. And get in.

Noropa didnt like walking ahead. He couldnt walk fast, he had been kicked too painfully. To reach the road was about all he could manage. The Bengali had decided to take a chance with the spare tire; the blown one was beyond his skill to repair. He had carried water in a borrowed kerosene tin, but he hadnt thought of tightening the water plug. Tom attended to that.


CHAPTER 20. Did you have trouble with this man?

DARJEELING enjoys a climate. It endures the weather. All the way up the magnificent drive from Siliguri Tom leaned back on the comfortless cushions and let his lungs fill with pine scent borne on the snow-sweetened breezes from the Roof of the World. He sat cornerwise, to keep an eye on Noropa, but he only spoke to him once in a while, with long pauses, always speaking suddenly, to give the man no time to invent lies.

Can you catch a shang-shang?

No, no!

You useless duffer!

Not-yet-learning-how-to-do-it. That-is-secret-only-known-to-some-few-persons-specially-chosen.

Uh-huh. Do they ever get bitten?

No, no. Same-as-serpent-charmers-never-bitten-knowing-proper-magic.

Is a shang-shang solitary?

Oh, yes. Noropa shuddered. She-shang-shang-slaying-any-other-coming-near-it.

Who said so?

I seeing.

When?

Two-three time.

Sudden rain put an end to the conversation. Not the climate, weather. Black clouds, shot with lightning, rolled above the mountain. Purple gloom. Chill air. A stupendous deluge that in two or three seconds made an overflowing bathtub of the canvas top. Noropa, speaking vehemently, named the devils who had done it. Being rotten, the canvas burst and let fall about a hundred pounds of water into Toms and Noropas laps. The spare tire chose that moment for a blow-out. The driver announced he was out of petrol. With the air of resignation of a captain who has done his utmost and now proposes to sink with the ship, he bowed his head over the wheel and nasally praised Allah.

Tom paid him and left him. A walk in the rain would do Noropa good; it would supple him up where the kicks had left him stiff and painful. It was only three or four miles to their destination. Noropa could carry the bag. That, too, would do him good. It would serve to increase his consciousness of defeat. Noropa made a fuss about it. He pretended the elevation made him breathless, that the rain chilled him and that the sheer weight of the downpour broke his strength. But he didnt like being laughed at, and he liked still less the prospect of being kicked. So he shouldered the bag and walked ahead, as commanded.

To reach the Ringding Gelong Monastery, you avoid the township. You follow the wonderful road that skirts the cliff, where landslides once fell in the rain upon snoozing villages and buried them and all the intervening forest beneath hundreds of acres of wet earth. Four miles along that road, above an aromatic ocean of deodars, and you round a corner and see the monastery rather suddenly, a bit below you. It faces the Himalayas, with Darjeeling above, at its back. From its roof you can see Tibet. In fine weather the horizon-long Himalayas seem only a few miles distant.

The rain over Darjeeling, being due to the weather, not the climate, cleared as suddenly as it had come. The sun light burst forth and shone upon gleaming rocks and roaring torrents. It was almost impossible to hear anything above the raging of rain-fed waterfalls. Tom paused to stare at the northern sky line. He loved that view. He watched a dark patch, about the size of a postage stamp, moving across the surface of the distant snow  a storm in the Hills  a killer. His ears were full of the cascade music. He didnt hear a car overtake him  wasnt, in fact, aware of it until it passed and stopped beside Noropa, who was waiting patiently. An Indian policeman got out of the car and ordered Noropa to the front seat beside the driver. Noropa obeyed without saying a word, as if he believed Tom had done this by superior magic. What else could it be? Tom hadnt phoned  wired  sent a message ahead.

A police officer on the rear seat called to Tom:

Is that your bag hes carrying?

Tom went up and took the bag in silence. The officer stood up to remove his waterproof.

Youre wet through, he remarked. How far are you going?

Ill be all right. Not far. Is he under arrest?

Detention. Suspected of being an unregistered alien  held for investigation. The officer looked straight into Toms eyes. He wasnt smiling, but his eyes looked merry. Incommunicado, he added. The station-master phoned from Siliguri. Youre expected, so we kept a dekko lifting. Followed you along to a quiet place. Is his name Noropa?

Thats what he says his name is. Who expects me?

Some one at the Ringding Gelong Monastery.

Okay.

The officer studied the beaten-dog glare in Noropas eyes:

Did you have any trouble with this man?

None whatever. Take care of him, please. I guess Ill need him.

Hugging Noropas poisoned dagger beneath his jacket, and carrying his own bag, Tom trudged away toward the monastery, humming to himself.


CHAPTER 21. Quite a scholar, the old abbot.

THE Ringding Gelong Monastery is a rather large one, built in the Tibetan style, with a great main building like a keep and a number of courtyards. It dates from the days when Darjeeling was within the political boundary ruled by the Maharajah of Sikkim. There were no railways in those days. So there are stables, in the first courtyard, for a great number of transport animals. Almost the first thing Tom noticed, as he did his greetings under the arch over the main entrance, was that the stables in the first courtyard were crowded with Tibetan ponies. There were more than forty obvious camp-followers squatting in groups in the yard, smelly fellows with their sheepskin jackets rolled up beside them. Loads by the dozen, roped and ready.

Tum-Glain! Tum-Glain! The sloe-eyed monk on duty at the gate was all smiles. He took Toms bag and passed it to another monk.

Tom was expected; they made that evident. They asked all the proper questions about his health and well-being, and they blessed him with countless blessings. But beyond that, they said nothing at all.

He was led across two courtyards, in one of which some devil-dancers were practising. Their steps looked very comical without masks and costumes. They were being narrowly watched by twenty Tibetans who were seated with their backs against the wall, beneath a long wooden gallery that served as corridor for the cells and dormitories on the upper story. One was an obvious shaman of the type who wander all over Tibet, Turkestan and Mongolia, working fake magical cures, selling poison and telling fortunes. The men who sat near him looked like herdsmen.

But one man sat apart. A Bön priest, six paces away from a sturdy-looking novice. They two were hooded mystery men  magicians  real practitioners of the black arts that survived the conversion of Tibet to Buddhism. There was no mistaking them. They were what Noropa craved to be. Insolent eyes. Lips that wouldnt care to tell the truth if they were offered for it all the plunder in the world.

Until they noticed Toms arrival all the others were as rapt as children at a picture-show, dividing their attention between the devil-dancers and the monks on the opposite roof who were extracting one anothers beards with tweezers. But they two sat in meditation in the attitude that only Bön magicians can assume. It is acquired by years of self-torture, and it looks like a caricature of the posture of Buddhist saints.

They had strange-looking luggage. It was certainly not Tibetan  or, at any rate, the baskets werent. Those might have come from the Salween country in Upper Burma, where there is cane of which to make such things and a more or less Chinese idea of what cane can be fashioned to do. Shaped like flat loaves, to be slung on poles and borne by women, or to be mounted one on each side of a horse. The two biggest were round, like snake-charmers baskets, only much bigger  cart-wheel diameter  with slightly domed lids, and neatly covered with waterproofed cloth. Nothing Tibetan about that.

All the same, all those men were recently from Tibet. They bore all the signs of having come a long way, by forced marches. Except for the Bön magician and his novice, who sat motionless, they were all munching the last of their Tibetan cheese. On top of one basket was a hunk of yak-meat that stank like the devil; they had partly covered it with a scrap of cloth and the cloth was black with flies. All except the Bön magicians stared at Tom with the silent curiosity of nomads.

Tom turned aside to speak to them. The Bön priest ignored him as if he didnt exist. So did the novice. He asked the others, in Tibetan, whose servants they were. They got up and stood between him and the big baskets.

The monk came running and almost dragged Tom away. He led him up the well-remembered stone steps to the gallery. The Bön priest moved. Followed by his novice he went to the middle of the courtyard and got in the way of the dancers, in order to watch Tom as he walked the entire length of the gallery and turned down a passage toward where Abbot Mu-ni Gam-pos chamber faced the winds from the Roof of the World.

Through a heavy teak door into the antechamber. That was nothing more than a wide, dim, masonry passage with a very small window and stone benches against the walls for the attendant monks. There were four monks. The most solemn of the four  he had ears that resembled the lugs on a cast-iron cooking-pot  entered the inner room and came out bowing. He dismissed Toms guide with scant ceremony. The guide was evidently not a suitable person to enter that sanctum on a Thursday forenoon. Tom entered alone. The thick door thudded at his back.

A weird light, from two arched windows wide apart in masonry walls many feet thick. Heavy roof beams in the gloom above the shafts of sunshine. An image of Chenrezi against one wall, flanked by beautiful paintings of the Buddha. Two prayer wheels on a heavy table that was almost invisible in mid-room because of the difficult light. A prayer drum, in an iron frame on the floor, rigged up with a treadle and the free-wheel mechanism from a bicycle. Old Mu-ni Gam-po was notorious as an innovator, and a humorist to boot. The prayer drum had been given a good treadling, perhaps by the monk who had announced Tom; it went on spinning for two or three minutes; two or three hundred repetitions of the thousands of prayers written on little scraps of paper in the drum.

There were two men in the room, but the light was so baffling that he could only recognize one of them. Old Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po hadnt changed in the least. He stepped down from his dais between the windows, black-robed and benevolent, all smiles and blessings.

Tum-Glain! Tum-Glain!

He was very stoop-shouldered from reading and writing all day long in a light that would have destroyed most mens eyesight. As thin as a wraith, all wrinkles. Big ears with long lobes. Big, good-humored eyes and a firm mouth. Skin the color of old parchment. Full of chuckles that shook his frail body. A deep voice:

Tum-Glain! Tum-Glain! Then in sonorous Tibetan: O Nobly Born, a hundred thousand times a hundred thousand welcomes!

Two or three minutes (and Tom out of practise) of galloping Tibetan syllables, chained together into words a yard long that spilled themselves into sentences like sunlit water burbling over gravel. Then old Mu-ni Gam-po took Toms hand and led him toward the farther window. In the shadow to one side of it the other man sat on a throne like the Abbots, only smaller, of raised masonry spread with a woolen rug woven in Lhasa and blessed in Tashi-lunpo. Mu-ni Gam-po patted Tom between the shoulders as he introduced him to the son of sunlight, incarnation of Kun-fu-tse and blessed with millions of blessings  Norman Johnson!

How dyou do, he said gruffly, staring as if Tom hadnt any business to be there.

Tom laughed. He went and treadled the prayer drum until it spun like an electric fan.

Thats how, he answered. Im raring to go.

Oh, yes? said Johnson.

His manner and appearance were the same as they had been in Delhi. There was the same sullen glower in his eyes, the same hectoring note in his voice, the same heft to his shoulders, even in repose, as if he were thrusting his way through a crowd.

Dont you ever sit down? he demanded.

Tom went and sat on the deep window embrasure between him and Mu-ni Gam-po. There was nowhere else to sit, except the table or the floor. Mu-ni Gam-po struck a gong, commanded, and presently a monk brought in a chair. He set it facing the light. Tom moved it out of the wedge-shaped zone of sunlight and sat down where he could watch both mens faces as conveniently as they could watch his.

Johnson glared at Tom as if he were some sort of strange animal under scrutiny. However, Tom didnt mind being stared at.

You interrupted a conversation, said Johnson, after at least a minutes silence. The Reverend Abbot was giving me his views of the situation in Tibet. His Reverence, as I dare say you know, is a Yellow-hat Lama. His religious convictions impose upon him a consistently pacifistic attitude. The present state of anarchy in Tibet deeply grieves him. His constant prayers have inspired him, so he tells me, to keep this monastery open to all-comers, of whatever faction. Thus he keeps himself well informed of what is happening beyond the border. He would like to return to Tibet, to die in peace at Tashi-lunpo.

He talked like a lecturer to a class of students of anatomy  as if there were a corpse in front of him and the students must listen whether they liked or not.

However, he continued, should His Reverence return to Tibet, he might be murdered without having accomplished anything.

He paused. He appeared to expect comment. Tom glanced at the Abbot:

What would happen to this monastery, if His Reverence should go away? No fat brethren as long as hes here! No unchaste ones who arent whipped and given solitary. None who dares to miss a midnight service! Ive attended those services  cold  draughty  full ceremonial  no cuts. But he makes em like it.

Mu-ni Gam-po beamed. Johnson shot a sudden question at Tom.

Do you know what happened to the Dalai Lama?

Sure. They poisoned him.

Who did?

Some of his own political gang in Lhasa.

Why?

He was too pro-British, for one thing. Too sincere. Wouldnt stand for sending Bön monks to try to poison the exiled Tashi Lama. He was for letting the Tashi Lama return to Tibet.

How long were you in Tibet?

Two years.

You knew the Dalai Lama, of course? I mean, you met him?

Well, said Tom, they poisoned him. You cant ask him that, can you.

I am trying to discover where your prejudices lie, Mr. Grayne.

They dont lie, said Tom. Its the truth, I havent any. Im here to listen.

I have been told you propose to return to Tibet.

No answer.

It is no business of mine, said Johnson. My department is a purely decorative one. I assemble dry facts and write reports that no one reads. I understand you carry an American passport.

Yes. I have it with me.

Do you know that there are laws and treaties specifically forbidding foreigners of almost every nationality from entering Tibet?

Yes, said Tom, I understand that.

The Indian Government has solemnly pledged itself not to permit British subjects to cross the Tibetan border.

Tom sat silent. Mu-ni Gam-po appeared to have gone into meditation. Johnson resumed:

An Englishwoman, who marries an American, becomes an American citizen, doesnt she, Mr. Grayne?

Tom laughed. Damned if I know. The laws are funny. Shed be eligible, under certain conditions. Go on. Youre telling me.

No American, said Johnson, can be classified as British. That might not hold in Tibet, where I imagine they dont know the difference. But we are under no treaty obligations to guard the Tibetan frontier against American citizens. We are equally under no obligation to protect Americans in Tibet.

Hell. Dyou mean you wouldnt send the British fleet to Lhasa, over them thar hills?

Johnson rose abruptly. I must go. I have an appointment. Will you see me to the stairhead?

Come back, Tum-Glain. Come quick back, said Mu-ni Gam-po.

Johnson shook hands with the Abbot and then lingered in the anteroom to talk with one of the attendant monks. Tom went ahead and waited midway along the gallery, where he watched the devil-dancers until Johnson overtook him.

Are you hurt? asked Johnson. You carry your left arm pretty close to your side.

No, said Tom. Im all right.

Johnson shed his brusqueness: Quite a scholar, the old Abbot. He is worried about some books in the British Museum. He wants them sent to him, to be returned to Tibet, on the ground that theyre sacred and were stolen in the first instance. The request seems reasonable. I have put him in touch with Dr. Mayor. You know Mayor, I believe.

Yes, said Tom, I know him. He wasnt going to get garrulous just because a brusque ethnologist had suddenly turned civil.

Funny, said Johnson. Old Mu-ni Gam-po wouldnt write to Mayor for fear his correspondence might be opened by the censor. Weve a pretty drastic censorship in force, on account of the Indian Nationalist troubles and one thing and another. But that neednt have bothered him. I suppose hes touchy. I had to apply for authority to give him my personal word of honor that his letters wont be opened in transit. He stared at Tom. Of course, he added, we never censor anything that comes from Tibet addressed to Mu-ni Gam-po himself. If we did, hed soon know it. He might retaliate by ceasing to keep us informed, and thatud be awkward. Those rogues down below us, for instance, have undoubtedly brought him secret news. If its important hell drop us a hint. Do you know any one in Dorking?

I did, Tom answered. He looked as suddenly casual as a hunter who sees his quarry with the side of his eye.

Johnson smiled. Dangerous place, Dorking. Lots of traffic accidents. Police there are very officious.

Tom reciprocated promptly. He could hardly have asked for a plainer hint.

Thank you. Speaking of police, he said, some of your men might recognize this. He produced Noropas dagger from under his left arm. Careful! Its poisoned.

Found that, did you? May I have it?

Yes, said Tom. If you cant find its original owner, label it a souvenir from he began to spell it, pausing on the second letter D  o

Dorking! Yes, yes. I must show this to Abdul Mirza. He arrived this morning to discuss the mysterious death of a Japanese merchant. Abdul Mirza knows some one who is rather an authority on unusual weapons and rare poisons. You know Abdul Mirza?

Good guy.

Very. To all intents and purposes he governs Naini Kol. I must get him to ask his scientific friend about this thing  dagger would you call it?  before the  ah  scientific friend goes into retirement. Abdul Mirza tells me you know Lobsang Pun.

Know him? The old hellion booted me out of Tibet. Damn his eyes, he waited until it was almost a cinch Id be caught by winter in the passes.

So youre enemies, eh?

I like him first rate, Tom answered. The mans a gentleman. He wouldnt stoop to dirty murder. But hed laugh like hell if you or I should run into something we couldnt buck. Then hed pray for our souls, to a bunch of saints who know what humor is. Hes a high altitude, high church humorist.

Hes a dangerous man, said Johnson. If old Lobsang Pun could have persuaded the Japanese to do the fighting for him, the Tashi Lama would be spiritual ruler of Asia, with all the temporal power that Lobsang Pun could filch for him. But the Japanese, as I understand it, turned him down. Both sides wanted too much, I imagine. Such men as Lobsang Pun make bitter enemies. If he should happen to be murdered while hes under our protection, thered be hell to pay. But who knows which his enemies are? He changed the subject abruptly:

I hope the police didnt give you a scare this morning, Mr. Grayne. The station-master phoned them from Siliguri, so something had to be done in the way of eyewash.

Scaring me wouldnt matter, said Tom. Im used to it. But third degree would

Tut-tut, man, we never use it. In special cases, to prevent anything of that sort, its the rule for an officer to keep a prisoner under continuous observation. That Noropa person is a mean customer. It was just as well to lock him up until we could discuss him with you. We dont want an American citizen murdered in India. Your State Department could be very unpleasant about it.

Oh, they wouldnt bother about me, said Tom. I may need Noropa.

You may have him  delivered, if you like, in cellophane. Simply press the button.

If they should tell him he was being let go as a personal favor to me, hed come and find me. Hes feeling friendly at the moment.

Very well. But hed better be shadowed, or he might double back. We dont want him in Delhi.

Thank you for the tip about how to get my mail through.

Not at all. You may count on that. Youll reciprocate, of course?

You bet.

Anything addressed to me in Delhi, in any kind of envelope marked Secret, reaches me unopened. Thunder Dragon Gate! Where is it? What is it? Why is it? Facts, if you please, Mr. Grayne. And dont get bumped off. It isnt you Im thinking of.

Sure. I get you.

Well then, good luck.

Thanks, and same to you.

Johnson turned away abruptly and strode along the gallery toward the stone stairs. Tom turned the other way, toward the Abbots chamber. Neither man glanced back ward. Tom was humming to himself. His stride was vigorous  springy  the stride of a man who smells the wind and sees the long trail open.


CHAPTER 22. Fine.

TOM lost no time about eliminating Dorking from his line of communication. Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po was delighted to have him draft a letter in English to Professor Mayor. The Abbot copied the letter, in beautiful handwriting, taking nearly an hour to do it. He enclosed with it, in the same sealed envelop, one in Toms handwriting that Mayors deaf-and-dumb filing clerk would know what to do with.

Carefully written with one of Mu-ni Gam-pos fine pens, it covered two sheets of closely written paper. The fine pen-point went through the paper here and there. Mayor would read the letter and toss it to the deaf-and-dumb Pole to be filed away. The Pole would transcribe the pen-pricked letters only. They would then read:

Eiji Sarao dead. Jap system may be out of gear for time being. Indian Government Number One using me and in return guarantees my mail by this route secret. Leaving for Tibet. Pronto.

The Polish filing clerk would add to that message the words No. 88 to No. 1 and would mail it, in a plain envelope, to an address in the west of London. It would reach Washington sooner or later.

The next thing was to get Mu-ni Gam-po to act as secret postmaster and to protect all letters with his big Tibetan seal. That had to be done tactfully. Very Reverend Abbots, even more than other people, mustnt let the right hand know the good or evil that the left is doing. It says so, definitely, in nearly all the sacred scriptures, of all nations.

So there was patiently copious conversation, cordial, evasive of the issue, guarded. The Abbot continually questioned Tom about European politics. Tom knew not much more about those than he had read in the papers. In fact, the Abbot knew more than he did. Tom kept returning to the subject of the Tibetan books in the British Museum, little by little increasing the stress on the fact that he was intimately friendly with Professor Mayor. The Abbot wished to be told about President Roosevelt.

They had drunk not less than twenty cups of tea apiece, and it was growing dark; they had discussed the probable action of the League of Nations in regard to Italy and Ethiopia, the behavior of Japan in Manchukuo, and the state of religion in Russia; Tom had had to struggle to explain the New Deal in the United States (it was the first time he had ever seriously tried to understand it!) before Mu-ni Gam-po gently and persuasively suggested that, if Tom should write now and then to Professor Mayor, and if he, the humble Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po should forward the letters, perhaps Professor Mayor might be thereby reminded to employ a little of his illustrious influence to procure the return of the stolen sacred books. That settled that. They understood each other without having swapped any naive confidences. Not even Tom would be able to swear that the Abbot knew what was going on.

Then solemn ceremony in the monastery chapel, Tom looking down from the gloom of the heavily beamed gallery. A lamp-lit altar, spread with the Eight Happy Symbols and large incense pots. A great stone image of Chenrezi, twenty-five feet high, between smaller images of Padma Sambhava and Atisa. The entire dimness hung with painted banners. Rows on rows of half-seen monks all bowed in the flickering shadows cast by scores of tiny oil lamps. At intervals they laid their foreheads on the floor in adoration. Gongs. Horns. A tinkling silver bell. A murmur, a drone that swelled into a chant and died away, to be awakened again by Mu-ni Gam-pos golden voice. In his robes, in the lamp-lit dimness, the old Abbot looked like a wooden carving come to life; his acolytes and ministering monks, patient though they were, in comparison resembled lively worldlings in a hurry to be through with ceremony and receive their blessing. There was no sign of the Bön magicians party, though they might have been beneath the gallery, where Tom couldnt have seen them.

After that, the evening meal in the dim refectory. The old Abbot ate supper alone; not even for Tum-Glain would he set aside that rule. Tom filed into the refectory behind the hooded monks, all two by two, and took his seat near the door. Prayer. Blessing. Silence, save for the sound of munching and the noise of spoons and platters. Tea, cheese, barley bread. Good grub. Tom was used to it. He had long ago learned how to chew the lightly cooked grain so that, like the monks, he needed not enough of it to bloat him, though he ate enough to leave the table feeling fit for a forced march.

Again, not a sign of the Bön magicians party. Perhaps, as rank heretics and blasphemers, they were being fed in the outer courtyard along with the stablemen and horsemen.

Prayer, quite a lot of that. Blessing, a bit quick and perfunctory. Then up the stone stair to the guest cell, along a passage leading from the gallery between two long dormitories, fifty yards from the Abbots chamber at the other corner of the building. Good clean quarters, though a trifle draughty from the small, square, unglazed windows that faced the Himalayas. Plain stone walls and floor. A truckle bed. A chair. A little table. A lamp in a niche in the wall. A strip of matting. A teak door two inches thick, without a lock but with a peephole for the dutiful-observant-brother- going-rounds-approving-silent-meditation-and-no-visiting- each-other-in-the-night.

The sound of a bell about every fifteen minutes. Dutiful-observant-brothers eye, and then his big mouth at the peephole and his knuckles on the teak:

Blessed-night-of-celebration-of-wonder-working- incarnation-of-the-precious-Lord-Avalokitesvara-whose-mission- is-to-liberate-humanity-from-the-Eight-Great-Perils-humbly- make-your-meditation-before-midnight-service.

Thud-thud again on the teak and the slap on stone of dutiful-observant-brothers retreating sandals. Thud-thud on another door, and another, and another. A monk might sleep if he could.

Then the weather again, not the climate. Darjeeling actually boasts of a hundred inches of rain in June. But it wasnt June. It was merely getting ready for June, six weeks ahead. The rain came down in swishing torrents that cascaded to the courtyard flags until night was all one tumult of crashing and gurgling water.

Damp walls, as cold as the devil. Meditation indicated. Tom, in two shirts and his sleeved leather waistcoat, was meditating where to buy the necessary garments for the venture into Tibet, when he heard a clatter in the inner courtyard that sounded more like stones being thrown from the roof than falling rain. A twenty-foot radong blared like a fog horn. Shouts. Hoof-beats  couldnt be anything else: the walls re-echoed them until they sounded like a regiment of horse arriving.

Tom made his way to the gallery by torchlight reflected off the wet walls of the courtyard. A fabulous scene. Some of the light was electric  one of Mu-ni Gam-pos innovations, very good for discovering monks up to mischief in holes and corners. Economical, too: penalty-of-work-in-meditation- time-on-monastery-woodpile-paying-cost-of-batteries-for-torches.

Seen through the rain from above, the electric torches and the spluttering pine-knots weirdly suggested a wet night in Trafalgar Square. There were things that suggested Landseers lions, dripping wet. In place of Nelsons Column in the midst, there was a man on horseback.

Couldnt possibly mistake that man  even from above, in pouring rain, near midnight  even under that pointed black hood, on a steaming horse, beneath a small black canopy on long poles held by four men, that kept him liberally splashed with water from its tasseled fringe whenever the horse moved or the bearers fell out of step. He was riding forward across the courtyard toward the gallery, dead slow.

The things that looked at first like Landseers lions revealed themselves after a moment or two as enormous, shapeless loads covered by black tarpaulins. Six or eight men  a confusion of legs  staggered beneath each.

There were monks on the run, all hooded, with their robes up and the torchlight gleaming on wet bare thighs and calves. Greetings. A great howdydo of obeisance. A big yellow umbrella that wouldnt come open was being made ready by monks who struggled against gusty squalls at the foot of the gallery stairs. Even the Lord Abbot of a Ringding Gelong Monastery must be summoned from his bed, or meditation as the case may be, to do the honors for such a prelate as the Most Reverend and Holy Lobsang Pun.

It was he all right. He bulked on the back of the horse like a black balloon, but he sat the saddle like an experienced horseman. The thrice-blessed horse was a little bit gone in the knees and looked inclined to kneel and pray beneath the staggering weight. But the total effect was magnificent.

Tom stared. Lobsang Pun on the march meant climax. It meant that one of Asias dynamic geniuses had decided to forge an event or two, instead of waiting for Time and Destiny to do it.

Mu-ni Gam-po passed, followed by his four attendants, hurrying along the gallery. They took no notice of Tom. They had passed him a minute ago; he was leaning, head and shoulders in the rain, with his elbows on the rail, when he felt a touch on his shoulder. He didnt turn. Probably one of the monks had been sent to tell him to keep out of sight. He stole the last second to stare at the scene.

So youre Tum-Glain, are you! I asked for Mr. Tom Grayne and they corrected my pronunciation!

Elsa! Well, thank the Lord! Wheres Thö-pa-ga?

At Nancy Strongs.

How is he?

Moony. But hes better. He began to get better as soon as we started to climb from Siliguri.

Moony? About you?

Yes. And hes afraid to go to Tibet. Hes like a man awaiting execution. Nancy Strong offered to keep him as a teacher in her school, but he says  you know his funny phrases  spiritual things might happen. What he means is, hes afraid of shang-shang sendings. Hes afraid they would wish them on Nancy Strong.

She lend you the waterproof? Its nearly big enough for Lobsang Pun! Who brought you here?

I came. I didnt need to be brought. I held Lobsang Puns horses tail. He didnt mind. Nancy Strong says you will send me back to England. Tom  please!

How did you come from Delhi?

Some ones carriage to the Edith Cavell Hospital, I dont know whose. Then

Why did you go to the hospital?

Dr. Lewis asked me to, at Dowlahs house, when he was testing my blood-pressure. He didnt test it seriously. What he wanted to do was to talk. I didnt see him at the hospital. He was operating, or so the head night-nurse said. They brought Thö-pa-ga down  he was hysterical, he was so glad to see me  and the carriage took us about twenty minutes drive through dark streets to a place where a big closed Daimler car was waiting. Some one had brought my bag from the hotel and paid the bill, the receipt was on top of the bag, tucked under the strap. We were off in a minute. It was a perfectly wonderful drive, and

Before that happened, did Dowlah send you with a message to Lobsang Pun?

No. Abdul Mirzas servant did. He begged me not to mention Dowlah, so I didnt. He asked me to go with Noropa, in a closed carriage, and say that Eiji Sarao was dying and must speak to Lobsang Pun before it was too late. The house we went to seemed to be heavily guarded. We drove through so many streets in the dark that I havent the slightest idea where it was. The walls were hung with Tibetan pictures. Lobsang Pun turned out to be the man to whom Eiji Sarao had introduced me through a panel in the wall of a shop in the Chandni Chowk that afternoon. Tom, it was fun. I loved it. All intriguey. Lobsang Pun  enormous  like a great gorilla in a black robe  in a rather dark room, all lined with carved wood. Of course I knew Eiji Sarao wasnt really dying. I lied to a most reverend and holy prelate! Wasnt that awful? He could speak pretty good English, and he asked me lots of questions about Thö-pa-ga.

Did he speak to Noropa?

Yes. He cursed him. He called some one and ordered Noropa driven from the house. They treated Noropa pretty roughly. I felt sorry for him, though on the way in the carriage he had done his best to scare me. He kept looking into my eyes. He kept repeating one sentence: Telling Lob sang Pun Noropa brought you! Telling Lobsang Pun Noropa brought you! I think he tried to hypnotize me, but perhaps hes mad. Anyhow, I didnt say Noropa had brought me. The last I saw of Noropa was when he was thrown out of that house into a dark street. Lobsang Pun came with me in the carriage, back to Dowlahs house, and another carriage followed us, full of, I think, Tibetans. They all had weapons, and excepting Lobsang Pun they all acted scared. Lobsang Pun seemed just the opposite of scared. He treated me like a favorite niece or something. He held my hand all the way in the carriage and kept patting it and laughing.

So you were in Dowlahs house when Lobsang Pun was in there?

No, I wasnt. Abdul Mirza met me at the front door and took me back to the carriage. He leaned through the window and said Be clever, sweet maid, and let who will be good. Open your eyes and shut your mouth, be kind to Thö-pa-ga, and you shall see where King George will send you! He told the coachman where to drive, and the next thing I was at the hospital, where I knew what to do.

You did well, said Tom. Did Dowlah proposition you at any time?

Oh, yes. All through dinner. He was rather good at it. He has an original line. I couldnt consult you of course, so I pretended to be awfully thrilled but rather scared.

Why didnt you come here first? Tom asked. Why did you go to Nancy Strongs house?

Shouldnt I have? Thö-pa-ga wanted to go there. Dr. Lewis had advised it, though he said I should probably find you here. It was awfully late, but Nancy Strong seemed to expect us. She had food ready, and two bedrooms prepared. She expected me to stay the night. But Tom, her account of her conversation with you in the train  I couldnt stay still until I had asked you about it. She said

How did you meet Lobsang Pun again?

He came to Nancy Strongs house on horseback. Ive no idea where he came from. He may have overtaken us in another auto during the night. Or he may have come by plane. I simply dont know. He demanded to see Thö-pa-ga, who was already in bed, so Nancy Strong took him to Thö-pa-gas bedroom, and I dont know what happened. I should say he was alone with Thö-pa-ga for at least half an hour. Nancy Strong told me Lobsang Pun was coming here to see Mu-ni Gam-po. She said she was glad he was leaving her house, because his enemies are after him and there might be serious trouble. So I borrowed her waterproof, and I didnt ask Lobsang Puns leave or anything. I just held on to his horses tail, because it was dark and I could hardly force my way against the rain. Im wet, but here I am. And now, Tom, tell me.

He met her eyes and spoke bluntly:

I have promised to do my best to persuade you to return to England.

Elsa waited several seconds before she answered. Her face, in the reflected torchlight, was a picture of alarm  wide-eyed. She didnt flinch, but her voice changed:

Tom, do you think thats honorable?

Toms voice had changed, too: I cant go back on a promise.

A pause  bleak, grim, gusty  eyes to eyes in semi-darkness.

How about your promise to me?

Thunder and lightning cannonaded for sixty seconds be fore he could answer:

That was conditional.

He writhed. He knew he couldnt keep her from detecting it. He knew the keenness of her enthusiasm, the sharpness of her disappointment. He could guess how she felt by how he himself felt. That was why he had set his jaw and raised his voice to make it harshly penetrate the noise of splashing and of voices echoed off the courtyard walls. Even in his own ears it sounded cruel.

Lobsang Pun and Mu-ni Gam-po, followed by a dozen monks, were coming up the stone stairway. He took Elsas arm and almost hustled her into the dark passage that led toward his cell. There he faced her again. It wasnt easier, even so, where he could hardly see her eyes.

Conditional on the marriage being secret, he said. It isnt. They know it.

Yes, she answered. Nancy Strong didnt say so, but I knew she knew it, from the way she spoke about your conversation on the train. She laid her hands on his forearms. Tom  do you believe I told?

No. I know you didnt.

Did you tell?

No. But Ive admitted it. Theyve checked back. Simply routine, that. Punch a button nowadays, and you can find out anything, about anybody. The gaffs blown, Elsa.

Tom, are you being fair? Have I failed you? Is there any reason, that we didnt discuss before we left England, why you should order me home now?

No, by God, he answered. Damn the woman. I told her flat I wouldnt order you home.

Then I wont go.

Fine, said Tom. That settles that. Tell her I kept my promise.

She laughed, suddenly, gaily. Tom, youre  Please forgive me. I was scared. I was afraid I hadnt made good. I should have know you wouldnt use a trick to get rid of me. She didnt say so, but she made me think you had asked her to have me sent home.

Hold on to yourself, he answered. Scares have hardly begun. Eiji Sarao is dead  of a shang-shang bite. Theyve canned Dowlah  caught him double-crossing every one, I dont doubt. They have okayed you, unless Nancy Strong should report unfavorably and I dont think she will. Theyve given me my head and all the privilege I could ask. I have Noropa by the short hair. Ive a line on where the Thunder Dragon Gate is. Now we go to the mat with Lobsang Pun. The old birds a top-notcher, so there wont be any easy show-down. Hes the Tashi Lamas political chief of staff. Hes the Tibetan Number One. When Number One steps out, theres trouble. If his enemies are out to get him, thats my answer to all the prayers Ive prayed since I was your size. Youd better stay and see the midnight ceremony. Are you too wet? Are you tired? Wait, Ill get a blanket for you. If were in the gallery before the show begins therell be no questions asked.


CHAPTER 23. Theyre taking Thö-Pa-Ga away!

THE dark gallery ran the entire length of one side of the chapel. It was so high up under the roof that Tom could touch the rafters. No lamps up there, but there was plenty to look at if one could only see it. Wood carving. Pictures. His little pocket flash-light hardly served to show the details of a Tantric Hell depicted on a panel on the rear wall. A sound, while he and Elsa were looking at that, drew his attention to the fact that they were not alone in the gallery. He left her in the dark and went to investigate.

The Bön magician, his novice, the shaman and four more of the party he had seen in the courtyard, were grouped together at the far end, in the darkest corner. They had had to move the benches to make room for their two big baskets covered with black waterproofing. They stirred like evil birds disturbed by the pin-ray light. The shaman spoke, in Tibetan. He said nothing polite. Tom didnt answer. There was nothing to be gained by trying to make conversation. He groped his way back to Elsa and they went to the opposite end of the gallery overlooking the high altar. The benches were too low for any one seated to see over the rail to the floor below, so they leaned on the breast-high rail.

There were little lights on the altar, and two big lamps at the opposite end, but all the middle of the chapel was in darkness until two monks entered, one with an electric torch to show the other where to use his taper on a long pole. They lighted all the little oil-lamps in the niches in the walls, and in the iron lanterns hanging from the beams, until the chapel was aswim with smoky light that spread rich shadows flickering amid colored banners and upon the calm features of Chenrezi above the high altar. But it was almost as dark as before, up there in the gallery.

After a while the gallery door squeaked open and thudded shut. Footsteps. Stealthy. No slap of sandals. Tom used his flash-light. It wasnt bigger than a cigarette-case; it made a circle of light about two feet in diameter.

In the midst of that appeared Noropas death-mask face  Noropas eyes, like a cats. He was smiling  the first smile Tom had seen on that humorless face  wan, hideous, a bit pitiful, unpleasant. He came forward, making very little noise for such a tall, strong, awkward specimen. He thrust his face close to Toms, stuttered and then spoke with more than his usual breathless speed, as if a thousand syllables could form only one word:

My-not-knowing-you-such-very-Number-One-man-they-letting- me-go-saying-you-demanding. Now-my-understanding-you-plotecting-my- obeying.

The man was trembling with excitement, or relief, or anxiety  or perhaps with all three. He could speak English better than that when he was in a normal condition.

What did the police do to you? Tom asked.

Nothing-only-telling-me-your-being-Number-One-Amelikan. My-being-glad-plotection-and-obeying-Number-One.

Go and find out whats in those baskets. Come back and tell me.

Tom drew Elsa close to him. She snuggled and he felt for given for suggesting she should go home. He laid his hand on her neck to feel if she was shivering with cold. She wasnt. He found her hand and used their private code:

Giving Noropa his chance. That man in the far corner is a black magician  Bön  perhaps a hot wire.

Do you trust Noropa?

Too friendly all of a sudden.

Monks began filing in, two by two, until the floor below resembled a dark carpet of bowed heads. At the far end, facing the altar, a raised stone platform was left clear. The wall behind it was hung with pictures of Tibetan saints. Old Mu-ni Gam-po, followed by acolytes and ministrants, entered to the sound of a gong and weird wind-music that accompanied a chant. He took his seat on the high-backed throne-chair beside the altar. Motionless, in heavy vestments, he looked like a carving in old wood and ivory. One monk, seated beside a flat drum, which he tapped with a strangely irregular beat, intoned a hymn. Most of the words went lost amid the rafters. But it wasnt a regular Buddhist hymn. It sounded more like a ballad describing miraculous feats by the followers of the holy saint Avalokitesvara, against the sinful minions of the Eight Great Perils. Decidedly not pacifistic poetry. Mu-ni Gam-po looked ill at ease. The monks kept glancing at each other.

Silence, as if something had gone wrong. It lasted two or three minutes. The noise of rain and wind from the courtyard suggested a storm at sea. There was a sudden booming blare of radongs  twenty-foot long trumpets. All the monks faces turned toward a door beneath the gallery. There was thudding and commotion, but Tom and Elsa couldnt lean over far enough to see what caused it. The devil-dancers appeared  sixteen of them, two abreast, in grotesque devil-masks and full costume.

Tom signaled to Elsa: Something fishy. Devil-dancing is done outdoors. Looks to me like trouble brewing. Tibetan monks are scrappers when theyre roused.

Would they fight in here? she answered.

Fight anywhere, like hornets. Rouse em, thats all.

The monks had to make way for the devil-dancers, who forced quite a wide passage down the midst of the chapel, dancing a curious, stealthy step, in a formation that opened and closed like scissor-blades. The same step constantly repeated. Behind them came a heavy palanquin, borne on poles by eight monks. It was a closed, old-fashioned thing, held together by big wooden pegs inserted into tongues protruding through slots in the woodwork. Its shape looked almost Chinese. But the dragon, on the panel that could be seen from the gallery, wasnt Chinese. It was a crudely painted monster with a devils face and eight legs, belching a crimson fury of flame through a long snout that was almost like a trumpet.

Elsa signaled Tom: The monks look scared.

Hold on to yourself, he answered. Dont talk. Watch. Keep close to me.

She crowded herself against him, so that he shouldnt have to look for her. He put his arm around her.

Behind the palanquin  at a noticeable distance behind it  walked Lobsang Pun. He was preceded by one attendant bearing a bronze dorje on a cushion  a thing shaped like a thunder-bolt. It meant that he represented the Tashi Lama. He was dressed in the full robes of a Yellow-hat lamaistic hierarch, including cone-shaped hood. He looked enormous. He took long strides, slowly, that made his robes sway, so he looked arrogant.

He paused, exactly in the middle of the chapel and faced the high altar, until his eight attendant monks had formed into a group behind him. Then, with convincing reverence, he bowed before the image of Chenrezi. Nothing could have been more decorous, meek, dignified. He appeared unconscious of the disturbance behind him. One of his attendants slapped a monk belonging to the monastery who hadnt backed out of the way fast enough. There was quite a scuffle. Lobsang Pun marched forward toward the high altar, followed by only seven attendants; the eighth was being carried out, apparently stunned by a blow on the head. He bowed to Mu-ni Gam-po and then seated himself on a throne like the Abbots, on the other side of the altar, with his attendants grouped on his left hand.

Elsa whispered: Do you notice the Abbots face?

Tom signaled: Shut up! Watch!

The palanquin was carried to the dais at the far end of the chapel. The bearers clothing was slightly different from that of Mu-ni Gam-pos congregation. They might perhaps be Lobsang Puns men. As they raised the palanquin to the dais one of them slipped on the stone. He fell and was soundly kicked in the ribs by one of Mu-ni Gam-pos monks. He seized the monks leg in both hands and bit it. He was kicked in the face. The palanquin almost toppled over, but a monk with a sharp stick came and restored order, prodding as if he were driving animals to market. He was a very efficient person, competent to prod the right man at the proper moment. The palanquin was lifted to the dais and planted there facing the altar with its poles removed. The devil-dancers, on the floor to right and left of it, swayed and gestured. They appeared not to be illustrating any midnight adoration theme.

Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po looked like a man in the seat of torture. His face was a picture of impotent indignation. He raised his right hand. One of his acolytes struck a gong. There was a subdued blare of horns. There began the regular midnight ritual, more than vaguely resembling High Mass droned by long-used, rather listless voices. But Lobsang Puns voice was as clear as a bell. He led the chanting. By the vigor of his reverence he re-created a sensation of mystical midnight devotion. The ritual grew real.

Arbitrary old devil, Tom signaled to Elsa. Champion churchman. Hellion. Humorist. I bet his plan is to commit Mu-ni Gam-po to something the old chap disapproves. But I think theres trouble brewing.

Noropa groped his way back stealthily. He appeared excited. He came to Toms left side and whispered.

Their-saying-baskets-containing-relics-for-blessing-by- Holy-Lobsang-Pun-when-this-service-finishing.

Tom signaled to Elsa: Beats me how that Bön magician got in here unchallenged. He wears a Japanese dagger. I saw the hilt. Think he must have told Mu-ni Gam-po he is Lobsang Puns protégé. Perhaps has a forged document. I bet hes laying for Lobsang Pun. Youre going to see some magic. Fold that blanket so that you can spread it wide in a second, then wrap it back on your shoulders.

Noropa whispered again. He thought Tom hadnt heard; he seemed more excited than ever. The second hymn ceased. It was time for the homily. Mu-ni Gam-po should have delivered that, but Lobsang Pun seemed to be stealing the show. One of his attendants brought him a sacred book and laid it opened on his lap.

There fell a silence so intense that there seemed to be no wall to deaden the splashing of rain. Lobsang Pun leaned forward in the teachers attitude, one elbow on his knee, and read a long text from very ancient scripture. Mu-ni Gam-po perceptibly shuddered. The very last word of the text, pronounced slowly, distinctly, with an even stress on each syllable, was like three distinct words of command:

The name of him whose spoken word in Thunder Dragon Gate shall move mens minds and stir their hearts, so that these things shall come to pass, shall be like unto the Holy Spirit that directs his sayings: THÖ-PA-GA! (wonderful-to-hear.)

He paused. At the far end of the chapel some one opened the palanquin. The leaves of the double door banged sharply against the sides. Every head in the chapel faced suddenly in that direction. Within the palanquin, motionless, looking like a dead man except that his eyelids moved, sat Thö-pa-ga. The devil-dancers had not ceased swaying. Their monotonous motion emphasized Thö-pa-gas stillness. Two monks directed flash-lights at Thö-pa-gas face. His eyes shone like dark jewels.

Mu-ni Gam-po stood up. Tom gripped Elsas hand to signal to her. There was all the electric suspense that precedes sudden bloodshed. A sensation of resented sacrilege, increased and heated by Lobsang Puns air of triumph.

Lobsang Pun hove himself up from his throne-chair. Be fore Mu-ni Gam-po could forestall him by dismissing the monks to their cells as he seemed to intend, Lobsang Pun stole the thunder. His magnificent voice rang through the chapel. In the name of His Holiness the Tashi Lama he proclaimed Thö-pa-ga the Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate, the Mouthpiece and the Voice of Prophecy, the Sender-forth  

Even he had to cease. Even his beaked, belligerent, triumphant face froze. Not a doubt of it: he wasnt pretending. He was struck dumb. Horror. Amazement. All eyes followed his.

A gasp of fear struck like a gust of wind and died away into ghastly silence. Three hundred prayer wheels were snatched from girdles and set whirling. Three hundred monks backed away in a wave toward the wall that faced the gallery. The rear ranks kicked and struck at those in front to save themselves from being crushed.

A shang-shang was on the chapel wall, midway between Thö-pa-ga and the far end of the gallery. It was motionless, except that its mandibles moved. Elsas hand clutched Toms.

He signaled: Opportunity!

The brute was hugely bigger than the one that had escaped from Dowlahs house. Its livid green body was about three feet long. The spread of its hairy legs was not less than ten feet, perhaps twelve. In the basket it must have curled them in under itself. Crab, spider, octopus, all three, and devil features added. Its eyes were horrors of the size of tea-plates, motionless, without irises. They looked like opalescent sores. Its snout was a foot long; the moving mandibles beneath it seemed to be wiping one another in preparation for a meal.

About a hundred monks threw themselves prostrate on the chapel floor. Old Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po was the first to break silence. He began to chant a mantram. His voice broke, but two hundred monks took up the mantram. In a moment the roof was booming to the chant. It appeared to annoy the shang-shang. It moved like a spider up and down the wall, then suddenly, almost too swiftly for eye to follow, it shot sideways, and became still again directly over Thö-pa-gas head. Thö-pa-ga didnt move; he was like a man in a trance. Some fool blew a radong. Two monks turned their flash-lights on the monster.

The flash-lights seemed to drive the brute crazy. It began to scamper all over the walls, making no sound whatever. It passed along the wooden front of the gallery with the tips of its upper legs over the rail. Tom jerked Elsa away, but the brute had passed before they could step backward. Noropa fled into the gloom, upsetting benches. The shang-shang leaped to the floor of the chapel. It made two or three short starts in different directions and then scooted toward the high altar, climbed that and continued upward over the great image of Chenrezi to the gloom of the wall above. There it became motionless again, visible only by its eyes that reflected the chapel lights like pale danger signals, one above the other.

Lobsang Pun stood his ground. So did Mu-ni Gam-po, but he changed the mantram; Lobsang Pun stuck to the first one, and about half the monks did the same, so that for at least a minute there was a babel of voices, and two tunes. Noropa came sneaking back and Tom seized his wrist. Lobsang Pun was looking up at the gallery. Tom began to drag Noropa toward the far end of the gallery.

Stay where you are! he commanded. But Elsa followed. Tom didnt know it, because Noropa began to resist and to try to break away. Tom hit him hard enough to slow him up:

You fool, heres your chance!

But Noropa became panicky. He struggled. He wouldnt be dragged, he was useless. Tom knocked him out of the way and hurried forward. Elsa overtook him.

Damn you, he said. Obey orders!

But she wouldnt obey. There wasnt time to argue. He couldnt treat her like Noropa.

The Bön magician was coming toward him, followed by his novice and the shaman. They seemed in a hurry, but they hesitated. Behind them, the other four men were carrying the big black baskets, one basket empty with the lid half-open. The Bön magician had his hands inside his black robe, getting something ready in the line of sharp-edged, very likely poisoned magic. Tom hesitated, too. He glanced back at Elsa:

Damn you, run! Theres a shang-shang in that other basket! Im going to turn it loose. Get the hell out of here!

No, she answered. Go ahead. Ive a blanket in case you need it.

Tom had learned combative magic on football fields. The magician cannoned backward into his novice. The novice crashed into the shaman. They both fell. Tom leaped them and bucked the basket-bearers. The empty basket and the man who carried it went reeling away over upset benches. The three who held the other basket dropped it, to put up a fight. There were ends of benches in the way that tripped them. One of them stopped a hay-maker that cracked on his jaw like the blow of a meat-ax. There was an awful din be low the gallery, but no time to guess what caused it. Tom heard Elsas voice:

Theyre taking Thö-pa-ga away !

No time to look. He hove up the big black basket and balanced it on the gallery rail. It stank foul. He tore off the waterproof cover and it stank worse. There was an iron hasp and a big iron padlock  no key. He wrenched the hasp until it tore loose from the cane into which it was threaded and wired. Then he opened the lid and hove the basket over, to the floor below. It spilled a shang-shang. The awful brute crept out and spread itself on top of the basket. It was even larger than the other, but it looked sick  or perhaps it was stiff from close confinement.

Tom! Help!

Elsas stifled scream, from down in the dark on the gallery floor. Flash-light. The shaman and the Bön magicians novice were trying to gag her with her own blanket. Two of the basket-porters stood in Toms way. They were as easy as ninepins. But he stumbled over the legs of an upset bench and didnt kick the shaman hard enough. The shaman, Bön magician, novice and all the rest of them fled from the gallery, slamming the door. Noropa nowhere to be seen, perhaps hiding among upset benches.

Hurt?

No, not much.

Good girl. Theyd have pulled that off, if youd obeyed me.

They returned to the rail. Sudden silence had fallen again. A monks foot rutching on the chapel floor was an explosion of noise. Four monks, running into the gallery with flash lights, made a prodigious din as they stumbled over upset benches. Elsas fingers signaled on the back of Toms hand:

The devil-dancers were trying to drag Thö-pa-ga away.

No sign of them now. Thö-pa-ga sat quite still. All the monks were crowded back against the far wall, but the devil-dancers werent there any longer. They might have fled under the gallery, out of sight. One shang-shang was still on the wall above the high altar. The other was on the floor in mid-chapel. It pulsed up and down on the tips of its wide-spread legs as if flexing them. The monks in the gallery turned their flash lights on the monsters. Tom signaled Elsa:

Unless Noropa lied, theyll fight. Theyre cannibals. Thats why theyre rare.

The brute on the wall dropped to the altar and poised it self, hanging over so that its eyes, on top of its body, looked straight at the other brute. The one on the floor began to pulse up and down more violently. Stuff that looked like froth bubbled on the end of its snout. Suddenly it launched itself toward the high altar. The other fled up the wall. The big one gave chase. Lobsang Puns voice broke upon the breath less silence, booming scripture:

Blessings create blessings in an endless cycle. Evil creates evil until evil-doers perish. For the devils shall destroy them selves and one another, and their dupes shall perish with them.

The shang-shangs vanished, up amid the shadows of the roof beams. The flash-lights discovered them. One dropped to the floor  a fifty-foot drop on to stone that made hardly a sound. The other followed, flourishing its legs in mid-air. It missed its pounce by a yard. The first one fled to the altar, leaped it and crouched with its body resting on Chenrezis head. The other followed, not so fast now, stalking, crab-wise, with a kind of see-saw movement. It stood still on the altar platform between the Abbot and Lobsang Pun. Slowly it approached the altar, climbing it crab-wise, in short, almost imperceptible movements. When it reached Chenrezis feet the other pounced on it. The chapel seethed with its congregations gasp of horror.

The brutes fought in Chenrezis lap and all over the altar, knocking altar vessels to the floor with a crash that broke the spell that had held the monks motionless. Some of them ran and hustled Mu-ni Gam-po away from the altar platform. The competent fellow with the sharp stick ran and tried to belabor the brutes. He was joined by taper-on-a-pole. They prodded, whacked, and hit nothing except the altar and Chenrezis statue, for several minutes. But they were gallant fellows. They stuck to it. The shang-shangs fought like wolverines, dragon-flies, octopuses, tearing, leaping, gnawing off each others legs. They were as quick as lightning. The only sound they made was of rending flesh. They were tearing each other to pieces in a lather of vile froth. One had torn the others eyes out before the brave man with the stick hit one of them at last. He skewered the blind one. Then he beat the other. It had only three legs left. It dragged itself toward him. Lobsang Pun picked up a heavy charcoal brazier and crushed the brute. Then he laughed  his big laugh from the depths of his huge belly:

Oo-ha-ha-ha-ha-hah!

The monks swarmed around the altar. Tom seized Elsas wrist. He didnt signal, he spoke:

Come and talk to Thö-pa-ga. Its trespass, but I guess he needs us.

No sign of Noropa. They hurried out of the gallery and down the stone stairs. That brought them into the courtyard. They had to run in the rain around a stone building and its long buttresses to the chapel entrance. Double door. Dark vestibule. Another double door  it swung open against them.

Tom caught a glimpse, against the light within the chapel, of grinning devil-masks and of Thö-pa-ga between the Bön magician and the shaman, coming on the run toward him. Something struck him on the head. He lost consciousness.


CHAPTER 24. Sign your name as representative plenipotentiary!

TOM didnt remain long unconscious. He was alone in the vestibule, in almost total darkness. There was a lot of noise in the chapel. He could feel his scalp was bleeding, but not too badly. He had evidently been hit on the top of the head with a cudgel. He felt dazed. When he stood up it took him a minute or two before he could steady himself. Then he went out into the rain and doused his head under a gush of water from a dram-pipe off the gallery roof. After a minute of that he was wet to the skin, and sore-headed, but in full possession of his senses.

As fast as he could run he crossed two courtyards to the monastery gate. The monk on gatehouse duty came out of meditation rather resentfully, spinning his prayer wheel.

Yes. A number of people, including the Bön magician and some devil-dancers and others, had passed out through the gate about fifteen minutes ago, and good riddance to them. The Bön magician had produced a document that bore Lobsang Puns signature. Forgery? Nonsense! Who would dare to forge Lobsang Puns blessed name? In all there were probably thirty people, but he wasnt sure, he hadnt counted. There had been others waiting for them outside, he didnt know how many. To the Powers of Darkness with such rogues. He had locked the gate behind them and returned to his prayers.

No, he hadnt noticed Elsa, nor any one who looked like a European woman. No, he hadnt seen Thö-pa-ga; didnt know what he looked like; didnt wish to know. Yes, they had all seemed to be in a great hurry, but in no greater hurry than he had been to see the last of them. He didnt know what had come over Mu-ni Gam-po of late, that he should admit such people to the monastery. Those devil-dancers, for instance: not like good Darjeeling devil-dancers. Dissolute, bold, ill-mannered fellows, recently from Tibet, where they must have been corrupted by political and religious quarrels.

The rain ceased. No, the monk wouldnt open the gate for Tom  not unless he had an order from the Abbot. It would have to be in writing. Yes Lobsang Puns written order would be all right, because Lobsang Pun was a high dignitary, even higher than the Abbot. No, if Tom should try to climb the wall, he would summon the watch, who were armed with cudgels. The gate would be opened again at sunrise, and no sooner. Then respectable people could walk out with the holy Abbots blessing, and might the blessing go with them wherever they should set foot.

Tom returned to the inner courtyard. All the monks had poured out of the chapel. Mu-ni Gam-po looked deathly sick; he was being supported by his four attendants. Tom wasnt allowed to approach him. A monk thrust a spluttering torch so close to Toms face that it singed his eyebrows. He said the holy Abbot might be dying. If so, he mustnt be interrupted; otherwise his spirit might be hounded away by shang-shangs and prevented from reincarnating at an early moment. None but holy men who knew how to deal with shang-shangs should come anywhere near him; but if he didnt die Tom might speak with him to-morrow. Several other monks were of the same mind. It was no use trying to approach the Abbot.

Faggots. At least a hundred monks were bringing them. They were building a big pyre in the center of the court yard, spreading it evenly, waist high. Others were carrying a big black sheet out of the chapel, holding it by the four corners. They were surrounded by monks with twirling prayer wheels, all chanting a mantram. Other monks were blowing horns. On the sheet lay the bright green remains of the two shang-shangs, looking smaller than when they were alive, because most of their long legs had been bitten off while they fought and they had been swept into a heap.

Behind the black sheet marched Lobsang Pun, exorcising. He was closely followed by his personal attendants, all singing at the top of their lungs and whirling prayer wheels. With his dorje in his right hand Lobsang Pun described magical signs in the air. He had a great reputation as an exorcist. He looked the part. The torchlight crimsoned his big, beaked face. His swaying gait lent something even more than dignity. He looked victorious, triumphant. He, not Mu-ni Gam-po, had quoted the scriptural text that set the shang-shangs to slaying each other  evil destroying evil! He believed that. There wasnt a scrap of insincerity about him. His was faith militant, triumphant.

They laid the shang-shangs, desecrated black curtain and all, on the pyre. The wood was dry. A dozen torches plunged into the faggots. The flames leaped, crimsoning the surrounding walls. The wet courtyard paving resembled a lake of liquid fire, on which shadowy, two-dimensional monks stood twirling prayer wheels, throwing shadows in their turn that made flickering waves of wet light. The monks pitched their chant against the roar and crackle of the flames.

Tom watched Lobsang Pun until he turned away from the scene, but that wasnt until Mu-ni Gam-pos four attendants had half-carried the old man up the gallery stairs. It appeared that Lobsang Pun didnt exactly crave the Abbots company or conversation just then. He showed no sympathy for the Abbot  none whatever  no concern about him. He walked down a narrow passage off the courtyard. Tom followed. A door was slammed in his face. He thrust and kicked it open before there was time to shoot the bolt. He was inside before any one could prevent him.

A four-square stone-walled room. Lobsang Pun. Seven monks. One sturdy wooden bed. A heavy table. Benches. An imported oil lantern. Six or eight candles and a little oil lamp in a niche in the wall. Some heaps of corded luggage. All seven monks had Mauser pistols; each mans loaded pistol lay in its holster on the table, with belt attached. When Tom entered they buckled on their pistols in a hurry, beneath their robes.

Not a word. Tom and Lobsang Pun stared at each other. With his right thumb, like a London policeman directing traffic, Tom indicated the seven monks, one by one, then the door. Lobsang Pun nodded. He, too, gestured. The monks filed out. Tom shot the bolt in the door behind the last one.

Tum-Glain! Tum-Glain!

Your Eminence?

Silence again. Lobsang Pun spoke in a challenging tone in Tibetan:

Your wanting what?

Tom answered in Tibetan. He didnt dare to be misunderstood. He knew more Tibetan than Lobsang Pun knew English. But he hadnt time nor mood to adorn his language with the phrases, of humility and reverence, that ought to have preceded and loaded every sentence. The structure of his phrases was as nearly English as the Tibetan speech would permit. It was crude, but it didnt make Lobsang Pun laugh.

Write your permit for me to travel where I please in Tibet.

Lobsang Pun looked startled, as if by an idea. Oriental diplomat, he temporized, to gain time to think:

Tum-Glain, who am I that I should write that?

Tom retorted bluntly: I didnt ask who you are. I know. I am saying: write that permit or take the consequences. I will use it and take the consequences.

Tum-Glain

Do you want to be arrested by the British authorities on the charge that your agent, bearing your instructions, over your signature, threw shang-shangs into a monastery chapel and then carried off Thö-pa-ga and Miss Elsa Burbage?

The arbitrary absolutist Lobsang Pun made no attempt to appear indifferent. He was visibly shocked:

Tum-Glain, that is untrue!

Prove it! That Bön magician showed the monk at the gate a document with your signature. Probably that same document passed him across the border into British territory with his baggage unexamined. He used it to get admission to this monastery. Forgery perhaps, but prove it!

Tum-Glain, I am on my way to Tibet. I will swiftly overtake and punish.

Overtake? You? Toms fist thumped the table. I want five or six of your best men. Ten horses. Provisions. That permit. After that, if you can overtake me youre a wizard! Heres the table. Pen. Ink. Paper. Sand. A chair. Sit down and write!

But Tum-Glain, they can not have gone far  not yet. My seven monks

Tom snorted: Oh, yes, Mauser pistols. Pursuit. A fight on British territory! Dacoity! Sikkim military police! Your Eminence, if the police, here in Darjeeling, get a hint of what has happened, every road will be blocked by telephone within half an hour. Then what? Do you wish to stay here and face an enquiry?

You shall not go to the police! said Lobsang Pun. His eyes blazed indignation.

Tom laughed. Very well then, write that permit, and the order for horses, provisions and five men.

Tell your thinking, Tum-Glain.

I will tell you your own thoughts! Tom answered. That Bön magician, who carries a forged authority from you  or isnt it forged?  was wearing a Japanese dagger in his girdle. You came to India to get the British to support the Tashi Lama. Dont say you didnt. I know you did. Youd been intriguing with the Japanese, but they wanted too much in return for their help, so you turned pro-British without warning the Japs. But the British werent any too enthusiastic. They didnt want you in Delhi  you and your Tibetan intrigues, so you were diplomatically hung up. You only heard of Thö-pa-gas return from England after he reached Delhi. Eiji Sarao told you about it. You hadnt expected Thö-pa-ga so soon. You werent quite ready. But the opposition was.

Your not understanding what youre talking, Tum-Glain.

Oh, no? Listen to this, then. The Japanese saw through your turn-about-face, so they lined up promptly with the Lhasa gang who murdered the Dalai Lama. That Bön magician belongs to the Lhasa outfit. They, you, Russia and Japan all want control of the Thunder Dragon Gate. You want it for His Holiness the Tashi Lamas benefit, and for him only, in order to make him the ruler of Tibet. They want it in order to keep the Tashi Lama out of Tibet. Russia wants it to use against Japan. The Japanese want it for propaganda purposes, to further their aims in China and Inner Mongolia. Now then: if the Lhasa politicians get the Thunder Dragon Gate, and if the Japanese control them, what chance has the Tashi Lama?

Silence. Lobsang Puns expression was a mixture of out raged dignity, suspicion, embarrassment, alertness and lurking humor. The humor was in ambush, behind cunning eyes. But he liked Tom. He couldnt disguise that he liked him. A brow-beater himself, he respected a man who stood up to him and dared to bully him with questions that carried no question-mark. Tom kept hard at him:

You know well youd be discredited forever if theres a police investigation.

No police, Tum-Glain.

Very well then, listen. Suppose they kill Thö-pa-ga. Suppose he dies on the journey. How would that suit you? Would they admit hes dead? Not likely! Hed be out of the way. Theyd bury him, or throw his body to the dogs, and put another in his place  theyd pick a devil  and theyd say he was the real man just returned from abroad. The very first thing that their devil would do would be to denounce the Tashi Lama from the Thunder Dragon Gate. After that, hed begin prophesying that the long-awaited, all-redeeming Maitreya, who is to unite Asia under one benign government, is the Emperor of Japan! Am I right?

No answer.

What will they do to Elsa Burbage, if Thö-pa-ga dies on the journey? Do you want the credit for that  you and your Bön magician, who, you say forged your name to a document!

A plea at last. Not guilty! Accomplished diplomatic liar Lobsang Pun might be, but his eyes told the truth. Black, oriental, malicious, reserved, fierce, intelligent eyes, they were. But they werent lying now. Whatever his intentions might have been, concerning Elsa, he hadnt been a party of her abduction. He perceived its implications.

Tum-Glain, they didnt

They did. They have carried her off to keep Thö-pa-ga from dying of terror and depression. That dog Noropa suggested it to them. If Thö-pa-ga dies, theyll kill her. Then what?

Lobsang Pun displayed a philosophic doubt on that score.

Tum-Glain, now your talking foolishness. Why their killing a young woman? Nancy Strong, true, not stolen, but having lived long in Tibet, not dead yet.

Uh-huh? Write that permit!

She being your woman?

Youve sixty seconds to take that pen in your hand.

The diplomats canniness came to the surface:

Tum-Glain, your not wanting police, eh? Why not?

Very well, Ill tell you. More than two years ago, when you turned me out of Tibet, I was hunting for the Thunder Dragon Gate. I am hunting for it now, and so is Elsa Burbage. Stop either of us  stop us if you dare! Times up. Write. Here you are. He dragged the heavy chair to the table. Sit down. Write.

Lobsang Pun sat and took the pen in hand, but he still hesitated:

Tum-Glain, no good. My representing Blessed Holiness Panchen Rinpoche, Tashi Lama. His being exiled beyond border of Tibet

Dont I know that? Do you think Ill show your permit to the soldiers or officials from Lhasa? Sign your name as representative plenipotentiary, and set your seal to it. There isnt a tax-ridden layman in all Tibet, nor a decent monk, who doesnt love His Holiness the Tashi Lama and want him home again at Tashi-lunpo. Write it. Ill take the consequences.

Lobsang Pun demurred. Tum-Glain, my writing evidence, my aiding your entering Tibet, contrary to law? Signing my sentence of death!

Im American. There is no law against my entering Tibet. Against all other foreigners, yes. An American, no.

They not understanding that.

Does Your Eminence understand that every minute is of consequence? Ill take care your enemies dont get hold of the permit to use against you. Rather than that, Ill eat it.

Lobsang Pun wrote. But he paused again before he signed.

Tum-Glain, your never returning alive!

No? You went in, didnt you? Here you are. Are you dead?

Tum-Glain, my not going in there. Never. More than two years, many years ago, not daring, staying outside.

You sent Noropa in.

No. His not going in, also.

Too bad. Well, Your Eminence, signature please. Now the seal. Thank you.

Tom sanded the document and stowed it away in an inner pocket. Then he opened the door.

By word of mouth, to one of his seven attendant monks, Lobsang Pun gave the order for horses, provisions and five men.


CHAPTER 25. Im ready. Lets go.

HIS HOLY EMINENCE commands you to give me that pistol, said Tom.

All seven monks looked stonily indignant. Lobsang Pun had commanded nothing of the sort. But he didnt deny it. Tom unbuckled a Mauser, belt and all, from the waist of the monk who had been told to see about horses, provisions and men. He strapped it on under his own shirt. Lobsang Pun roared:

Oo-ha-ha-ha-hah! Tum-Glain!

Then he did an astonishing thing. He ordered all the other monks to unload their pistols and to give Tom the ammunition.

Your going quick, you, Tum-Glain, better not letting my catching you! Oo-ha-ha-hah!

Unexpectedly he offered to shake hands. He wouldnt let go. He belly-roared his blessings until Tom almost tore himself loose. The monks couldnt get out of his way fast enough.

He ran up the gallery steps, fetched his bag from the guest cell and demanded to see Mu-ni Gam-po. If the Abbot really was dying of shock, it might be possible to invent a new line of communication even on the spur of that moment. But the monks told him to wait. They were not in the least impressed by his impatience. Fuming at delay, he watched the monks in the courtyard shoveling the fire, burying the shang-shangs ashes beneath a huge cone of glowing crimson embers. They were taking no chances on the brutes returning to life!

But there was something else going on. Twice, two messengers ran past him along the gallery, going and coming. They crossed the fire-lit courtyard and vanished in the direction of the main gate. A monk came and said the Abbot would see Tom presently, but he must wait a little longer.

Ten more minutes passed, and then came Abdul Mirza up the stairs, all alone, wrapped head and shoulders in a shawl. Tom didnt recognize him until they were face to face.

You?

You?

Do you know what has happened here? Tom asked.

I know nothing. I am looking for Noropa.

You wont find him. How did you get by the main gate?

Oh, I made a noise like a prayer wheel. What are you doing here with your bag in your hand?

Waiting for word with the Abbot. What had you to do with Dowlah sending Noropa to stab me with a poisoned dagger? Noropa traveled with your party.

Yes, Noropa begged to be allowed to travel under my protection. He said he was coming here to beg facilities to return to Tibet.

What is Dowlah doing?

Abdul Mirza made a wry face. He has vanished. Are you on your way to Tibet? Can I help you with equipment?

Thanks, I guess thats all attended to.

Have you money?

Yes. Indian rupees.

Then why wait? It is my private opinion, Mr. Grayne, that Rajah Dowlah also is on his way to Tibet. I have no proof, but I believe he knows where the Thunder Dragon Gate is. I am not in his confidence. I never have been. It has always been a game between him and me, as to which could outwit the other. It was my duty to prevent him from making serious mistakes, but he has made at least one too many. Your arrival on the scene, I think, precipitated crowning indiscretion. He was always ambitious, always jealous. Even as a boy he was possessed by irrepressible curiosity. Contempt for other peoples intelligence is his worst fault. I believe his plans have been secretly laid for a long time. He believes the Thunder Dragon Gate will give him fame and power. He, and twenty men, have vanished.

Tom saw what looked like light on the situation.

Listen, he said, a Bön magician, devil-dancers and some others, less than an hour ago, raised hell here with a couple of shang-shangs at the midnight service. They have carried off Thö-pa-ga and Elsa Burbage. Dyou think Dowlah had a hand in that?

Abdul Mirza stared into Toms eyes. His own were far-sighted from advancing age, and he couldnt get out his pince-nez quickly from under the shawl.

You say they carried them off? And you wait here? No, I dont think Dowlah had a hand in that. He cant have, or I think not. How could he? He will take advantage of it, if he learns it has happened. He is very partial to European women. Intelligent ones. Young ones. Good looking. Unconventional. Have you warned the police?

Of course I havent.

There are very efficient police in Sikkim, said Abdul Mirza.

Yes, a damned sight too efficient. At a word theyd be under way in less than fifteen minutes.

Are you afraid the abductors would murder Miss Burbage, if pursued by the police? I think that unlikely.

That isnt the point, Tom answered. You should know that.

My young friend, then what is the point?

If a Bön magician and his party can cross the passes at this time of year, and reach the Thunder Dragon Gate, I can follow. If they can get in, I can.

And Miss Elsa Burbage? Mr. Grayne, the police  I am afraid. If it should be said I knew, but that I did nothing, did not tell the police

All right, you dont know. You havent spoken to me. You havent seen me. Cant wait any longer on the Abbot. Good-by.

Tom went hurrying to the stables. The monk stood swinging a lantern. There were several men in line  some packed loads  two tents  a string of ten shaggy Tibetan ponies. He could see at a glance that one pony was lame; the other nine were probably not much better, and the men worse  malingerers, thieves, weaklings. The monk, no doubt, was out for vengeance for the requisitioned Mauser pistol.

Tom examined the loads first, rejected one tent as unnecessary and demanded another load of tea, sugar and canned milk. Then an extra load of cheese, and another of ground barley. He rejected a bale of rotten dried apricots. They stank. He found another bale of them that didnt stink. He demanded more blankets. By a high-handed display of impatience and money he bought, at an outrageous price from a sleepy Tibetan, a sheepskin coat and hat. They reeked of ghee and yak-dung smoke, but they were in good condition. Then he went into the stable and requisitioned the ten ponies that were haltered in a line in the dark at the farther end.

That started a fine rebellion. The monk went nearly frantic. Those were the special personal ponies reserved for the use of the Holy and Reverend Lobsang Pun!

Yes, said Tom. I guessed that.

He didnt actually have to fight, but he did have to go in and lead out the ponies. Such a row was raised about them that he found out who the best men were, because the monk appealed to them and ignored the others. So Tom picked five of those. He promised each of them a bonus of fifty rupees, over and above regular pay.

Bhod! Tibet! Now!

So be the trail lay northward, men and beasts were willing. Saddling up took next to no time. Such delay as there was, saved valuable minutes. Abdul Mirza caused it. He came, wrapped in his shawl, like a prowling Haroun al Raschid of Baghdad. He had an order to open the main gate, which Tom did not have. True, he might have managed with Lobsang Puns seal and signature, but Abdul Mirzas signed pass from the Abbot was better.

Tom Grayne, I have salved my conscience, such as it is. You appear to have none, so may peace ride with you. We have been too stupid, some of us statesmen. Others have been too clever for their own good. Between those extremes, the middle, and perhaps the only wise course, is madness. Go ahead and be mad, and may Allah guide you.

Hows the Abbot?

Shocked. Recovering. But almost overwhelmed with spiritual dread. He feels a consciousness of sin that held open the door to the shang-shang sending. The poor old fellow thoroughly believes that burning shang-shangs corpses is merely a gesture that soothes ignorant monks but cant allay the spiritual menace. You saw those monsters fight?

Yes.

What Dowlah missed! How that sight would have thrilled him!

Did you speak of me to the Abbot?

Yes. He sends his blessing. He will pray to a thousand saints to protect you, wherever you go. I dont know what he meant, but he mentioned some sacred books. He begs you kindly not to forget to write about them.

Did you speak of Elsa Burbage?

Why inflict on him more anxiety? No. Nor of Noropa. I prevaricated, Mr. Grayne, about Noropa. I didnt come here to enquire about him. Mu-ni Gam-po is occasionally very well informed. I hoped that perhaps he had heard something of Dowlahs plans  some rumor  or perhaps some detail about provisions and porters waiting for him between here and Tibet.

Well?

He knows nothing.

Whats your particular worry about Dowlah?

Twenty-one years my prince! Tom Grayne, it needs more than twenty-one hours to destroy an aging mans love for the boy he tried to build into a man. I always knew he was a rogue. May Allah, blessed be His Prophet, show me mercy  I have never been able to love sincerely persons who were so righteous that butter wouldnt melt in their mouths!

Abdul Mirza glanced into the stable and took a horse-blanket down from a hook on the wall. He removed his own beautiful Kashmir shawl and wrapped the smelly blanket over his head and shoulders.

It will be cold in the passes. Should you overtake her, she may need this.

I will say its a present from you.

And will you do me a favor?

If its possible. What?

Dowlahs bankers in Delhi were served, this midnight, by phone and special messenger, with an order forbidding them to cash Dowlahs drafts or to forward money to him through their agents or by any other means. They will not dare to disobey that order. If you should find Dowlah, will you give him this package?

What is it?

Ten thousand rupees. All I have.

I knew you were a good egg, Tom answered. Yes, Ill do that. If he kills me, hell take it anyhow. Go ahead, will you, and get em to open the gate. Im ready. Lets go.


CHAPTER 26. Who would speak of such a valley?

THE Tibetans hadnt seen the shang-shang battle, but they had heard about it. Storm or no storm, they were in a momentary mood to go as far away as possible, at top speed. Abdul Mirza had his carriage waiting outside the monastery gate. He was staying at the Hindu Kush Hotel. He promised to wake the clerk, get Toms mail, should there be any, and send it by messenger to Nancy Strongs house.

Rain, thunder, lightning. Deserted, dark streets. Even the police were under cover. A light in Nancy Strongs living-room. All the rest of her house dark. No one at the gate. A fork of lightning revealed a rather bare compound with a lean-to childrens play-shed that served to shelter the men and ponies.

Tom had a deuce of a time to get the front door opened. Rain and thunder out-dinned his thumping on the panel, and there was no bell. However, a servant opened at last, dried him off a bit and showed him into the living-room. Nancy Strong, in a quilted dressing-gown, was hugging the fire, reading and making notes. She looked middle-aged and untidy with her gray hair down over her shoulders, but she didnt seem embarrassed. She looked over the top of horn-rimmed reading-glasses and shot a question at Tom before he had time to speak:

Did you persuade her?

No.

Did you try?

Yes. Nothing doing. I want her bag, please.

Your Elsa Burbage is exactly the kind of girl I feared she might be. You are using a thoroughbred, Tom Grayne, to do a mules job.

Too late to discuss that, he answered.

Thö-pa-ga? Lobsang Pun?

Ask Johnson. He probably knows by now. Perhaps hell tell you. Tell him I said nothing. Or you might ask Abdul Mirza. Hes more talkative.

Nancy Strong went for Elsas bag. Apparently it had to be repacked; she was a long time bringing it. Tom paced the room, staring at framed Tibetan photographs. There was one of Lobsang Pun, many years younger, in a silver frame on the piano. A portrait of the late Dalai Lama. Several Tibetan landscapes in water-color, a bit school-marmy in conception and execution, but not too bad  probably Nancy Strongs work. Several photos of Nancy Strong, young and rather good looking, in Tibetan costume, two on horseback and one on camelback.

Toms ears were alert. He heard a pounding on the front door and opened it to Abdul Mirzas messenger. A telegram. Nothing else.

HARLEY BELIEVES TEIVOS SALESMAN EITHER ON THE WAY OR PERHAPS ALREADY MAKING BID FOR CONTRACT. CAVELL

Marching orders! Gate into Tibet open and its custodians not looking! Sir Horace OMally of Harley Street, physician extraordinary to kings and millionaires, had evidently learned a lot more in Moscow than how to cut off a dogs head and keep it alive. The word Teivos couldnt be anything else than Soviet reversed. Soviet salesman must mean Russian secret agent, on his way to the Thunder Dragon Gate or there already. Cavell was certainly Dr. Morgan Lewis of the Edith Cavell Hospital.

If the telegram meant anything whatever, it meant: Ride like the devil and get there ahead of them all!

The United States, Great Britain, Russia, Japan, the Tibetan Council of Regents in Lhasa, and the agents of the Tashi Lama, were all in the running! Dowlah, Lobsang Pun, the Bön magician, and how many others?

Nancy Strong brought two bags, Elsas and another filled with such luxuries as raisins, chocolate, soap, face cream and a small first-aid kit.

I have nothing small enough for her, so I have put in needles, thread, scissors. She will have to make her own warm clothing, of any material she can get. Oh, you iron men! Is she out in this storm? Have you plenty of money? Have you a Mauser pistol? Tibetans believe a Mauser has some sort of magical superiority over all other weapons. They wont face Mausers. Have you ammunition? You wont be able to get any in Tibet. Have you wind-proof clothing?

Tom almost tore himself away. He didnt even wave his hand as she stood in the open doorway with the yellow light behind her. He was afraid she might summon him back for some last-minute argument.

He had no difficulty in getting the Tibetans and ponies to face the storm again. The Tibetans laughed. They said it would cease before daylight, and it did. There were washed-out roads and some dangerous bridges, but nothing to delay a small, self-sufficient, experienced party. The going might have held up dude explorers, or a heavily laden caravan. But the ponies loads were reasonably light. There was nothing to be bought but corn, in small quantities, to enable the ponies to keep up the grueling pace; so they didnt have to linger anywhere and answer questions. The principal problem for three days was to remove leeches from the ponies legs and bellies every time they crossed one of the almost countless streams in the tropical valley bottoms.

Up from the steaming jungle, up above the tree line, above the clouds. Down again into the tropical heat. Up again, over the freezing sky line, sleeping, all huddled together for warmth, in one tent. No privacy, but no chance for conspiracy. The seeds of mutiny are laid in whispers in the night, but the Tibetans couldnt whisper in the night without Toms overhearing.

His hardiness puzzled them. He did more than his share of the work. He could load two ponies while any one of them was loading one. He ate the same coarse food, consumed the same greasy salted tea and seemed to have an even greater craving than their own to reach the Roof of the World and its windy desolation.

He asked no questions along the road. There were fifty trails through Sikkim that the Bön magicians party might have taken, but they all had to converge to one point. There the Bön magician might be held up by the police or border officials, but more likely he would get by with Lobsang Puns forged signature. The Sikkim military police might spot Elsa, but more probably not, if she were swaddled up in blankets. The road into Tibet was open to let Thö-pa-ga go home and unlock a secret.

Once over the seventeen thousand-foot Sepo La, there were two roads. One of them toward Lhasa. A main road, absolutely certain to be guarded by Tibetan troops. If the Bön magician intended to take that road, then it was of the utmost importance to head him off. But if his objective was the Thunder Dragon Gate, and if the Thunder Dragon Gate was somewhere near the northern slope of Everest, he would take that other road, westward, skirting Nepal. Somewhere along that rarely traveled western road was a Yellow-hat monastery. It would be Lobsang Puns only possible base for supplies. As the Tashi Lamas representative the old prelate was to all intents and purposes an outlaw in Tibet. If his objective, also, was the Thunder Dragon Gate, that monastery, whose monks were very likely faithful to the exiled Tashi Lama, would be his first goal. There was nowhere else where he could have left provisions safe from bandits and Tibetan troops.

Tom talked it over with the headman, who wasnt much impressed by the need for haste. The more he thought about the Bön magician, the less he liked the prospect of over taking him.

Tum-Glain, I saw it happen. I saw those devil-dancers pull their costumes off, in darkness, in the stable courtyard, pack them hurriedly and, shouldering their own loads, follow the Böns party out through the gate, on foot.

That, he insisted, means they had animals waiting for them, hidden somewhere, ready. They behaved like men who have a plan well laid. That they dared to offend the Holy Lobsang Pun is proof enough that they are bad rogues. Such men are cunning. They use magic. They can make themselves invisible. They wouldnt take a straight road through Sikkim. That black devil knows where he can get supplies from people in out-of-the-way places who wont betray which way he went for fear he might send them a sending. I say, they are far behind us.

Tom watched for signs of Elsa. There were countless chortens, cairns, trees beside the road to which pious travelers had tied strips of rags to flutter ceaseless prayers in the wind. But there was no rag that might have been torn from Elsas dress. In the lead, on the sturdiest pony, mile after mile, day after day, Tom searched with tireless eyes for anything whatever that she might have put to use as an intelligible signal.

The Tibetans laughed, not at him, but at the notion that a prayer streamer might be a message to any one in this world.

Those are to bring blessings upon us. Om mane padme hum! They repeat it again and again.

Watch, I tell you! Unless they tied her hand and foot, she will leave her mark somewhere. It isnt likely they would ill treat her. That would have a bad effect on Thö-pa-ga, and it is him they think of.

For Thö-pa-ga, so I have heard, they have another woman waiting, said the headman. Is this one your woman? If so, she should give them the slip.

She will stand by Thö-pa-ga, Tom answered.

Oh, is she his woman?

Keep your eyes open for some sign of her.

But they saw no sign until the ten wearying ponies had toiled up the long gradual ascent of the Sepo La. Near the cairn at the summit, that marks the boundary between Sikkim and Tibet, was the first snow  a mere acre or two in the lee of a ledge, out of reach of the bitter westerly wind. The Tibetans made haste to off-load. The ponies rolled in the snow on the edge of a fifty-foot precipice, while Tom hunted for signs of the Böns party having bivouacked thereabouts. There were plenty of traces of traders caravans. There were skeletons of yaks and ponies, scattered apart and cracked up by wolves. But nothing recent. There was nothing attached to the boundary cairn, or hidden near it.

But in a hollow a considerable distance off the road he found embers and a lot of horse-dung that was not many hours old. A party that had carried wood up to that elevation, and that could afford to waste embers and not to burn the horse-dung, must have plenty of ponies and be traveling in great haste. He examined the ground carefully, kicked over a stone and picked up one of Elsas blue goose handkerchiefs.

It was very likely her last one. The headman laughed like a child at the embroidered blue goose.

Such a prayer flag should bring happiness! Better leave it where you found it, Tum-Glain.

No lip-stick marks. Probably she hadnt any lip-stick. But, wrapped in the handkerchief, there was a small strip of bark off a piece of firewood. On the inside it showed thumb-nail marks. First, a broad-arrow mark. Danger. Then a series of groups of nail marks, as easy to read as a telegram if one knew the code:

Thöpe well. Böns fear pursuit. Look out for ambush. Turning westward.

Nothing about herself. No complaint. Nothing to indicate whether she was being well or ill treated.

Leave it where you found it, Tum-Glain. Interfering with happy prayers brings miserable curses. We have trouble enough.

It was high noon. Men and ponies wished to bivouac in the shelter of that hollow, and the ponies had earned it. But Tom fed the ponies and refused to pitch camp. There would be a full moon. Night, with the moon on the snow would be nearly as bright as day, and for many miles there would be an easy, gradual descent to a level of about fifteen thousand feet.

Forward!

Tum-Glain, we are too few. The Bön magician is a devil with plenty of servants, who will kill us if we overtake them. They might see us from a long way off and use magic against us. Better keep far behind them until we are overtaken by the Holy Blessed Lobsang Pun Rinpoche.

Did he order you to obey me?

Yes.

Then obey.

By nightfall they had reached the fork where the rough but clearly marked track toward Lhasa winds around to the right of an unclimbable peak. The other road, westward toward the maze of mountains that hide Nepal, is little used and usually difficult to find. But it was easy now. There was a maze of hoof-prints in the snow. Even before moonrise it was easy to tell that the track had been ploughed up too recently for the blown snow to hide it again.

There was no avoiding a halt to rest men and animals. The Tibetans boiled tea in the lee of a rock, and while he waited for moonrise Tom checked up on his previous guess work. It was dangerous to ask questions, because if the headman should start lying to him there would be no end to it. He had to pretend he knew the main facts and needed only to know minor details.

Soon we shall run out of food for the ponies. How far is it to the monastery where the Holy Lobsang Pun has stored his supplies?

Three days. Four days.

At my speed?

Perhaps two days, if the ponies can endure it. This is a bad road. It leads upward and upward. Once it was a main road toward Nepal, but the pass into Nepal is so steep and high that it has been abandoned these many years, and now only a few monks use this road  they and bandits  and some pilgrims.

What pilgrims?

I have never heard what pilgrims, nor whither they go, nor why.

The beginning of lies and evasions. Tom pretended to lose interest. It was enough for the moment that he knew he was right about that monastery. Moonlight touched the far-off peaks and made them serenely beautiful. The loveliest view in the world. It filled the Tibetans with mystic fears. They spoke of spirits, and of snow-men, and of devils. Not even they knew which of those peaks was Everest, although they claimed to know what monstrous phantoms lived on which mountain. There were a score of moonlit summits, perhaps a hundred miles away, or less, all indescribably white against moonlit sky. On some of them no human being had ever set foot. Somewhere in among them was a valley, unmapped; unphotographed even from the air; unvisited even by Sven Hedin or by the Mt. Everest expeditions; sacred; dreaded; secret.

I find no fault, Tom answered. That is, if you are telling the truth.

If I have lied by as much as a word, may Allah do so to me, and worse!

Tom went to his bag and broke open Abdul Mirzas package. He counted out fifteen hundred rupees. He gave a thousand rupees to the man from Naini Kol.

I cant accept your offer. You and your men must march to India by way of the Sepo La. Start immediately. Wire from the first telegraph-station in Sikkim to Abdul Mirza, in care of Miss Nancy Strong of Darjeeling. I will write her address for you. She will know where he is. You will report to Abdul Mirza, at whatever place he directs, and you will tell him that I gave you money for your journey, so that you neednt beg or pillage. If, on your way you should encounter a Tibetan priest-nobleman named Lobsang Pun, with a large following, you may tell him your story and say that Tum-Glain urges him to come with all possible speed. Thereafter, until you meet His Excellency Abdul Mirza face to face, you hold your tongue, lest trouble come of it. Silence. Do you understand that?

Atcha, sahib. But how shall we find this what is it? this Sepo La?

This lady  Su-li Wing  will show you. Ask her no questions, and you will not need to lie when you say, like an honest soldier, that you know nothing against her. When you reach India, but no sooner, give her this, for herself.

Tom handed him five hundred rupees. Then he turned to Su-li Wing:

There you are. I said Id stake you to some journey money. Youve an escort thrown in.

Do you mean youre running me out of Tibet? she demanded.

Yes. Without prejudice. Tell your own story. About the worst they can do is to deport you from India and pay your fare.

Do you call that giving me a break? Marching orders and five hundred miserable rupees? My luggage, that your girl friend has stolen, is worth at least five thousand rupees! I hope Dowlah rapes her, and then kills her! Give me her luggage. Its worth at least something.

Tom turned again to the man from Naini Kol.

Did Rajah Dowlah carry off this ladys luggage?

No, sahib. There are several loads of it. His Highness offered it to the English lady, but she refused. She wouldnt even permit the porters to carry it into the tent we pitched for her.

Snooty little bitch! said Su-li Wing.


CHAPTER 30. Bandits! Let us turn back!

DOWLAHS camp site, at the foot of the almost unnegotiable pass into Nepal, looked stricken, dismal, hopeless. The men from Naini Kol lined up and faced the wind. They were ashamed of being mutineers. They said so. They were equally ashamed of feeling beaten by the cold, the unaccustomed food and the altitude. They were angry with their subadar for having agreed to return to India. They said that vehemently. They felt guilty of having let Elsa Burbage ride away with Dowlah. Muffled to their ears, and with their loads already packed on half-starved and exhausted ponies, they demanded, with chattering teeth, to be given a chance to restore their izzat  their soldierly honor.

Thats a brave offer, said Tom. I respect you for it. But I cant accept. Im not a British official, Im American. You men are in foreign territory without permission or authority from any one. As I see it, you obeyed your Rajahs orders until you had reason to believe he was acting criminally. After that, you refused to obey. Well and good. But if the Tibetan soldiers from Kalimpong should catch you, youd be massacred. That might cause bad international trouble. I am here as a foreigner at my own risk. I have no authority. But I have given your subadar a letter to Abdul Mirza, and I dont think you will be in disgrace when you get back, if you hold your tongues.

Su-li Wing tried harder than the men from Naini Kol to change Toms mind.

Look here, she said, Tom Grayne, Im for sale. You buy  yes?

No, Ive told you.

Dont you be a damned fool, she insisted. If you follow Dowlah, he will kill your girl friend, sooner than let you get her. I know him. Once a man of Dowlahs type be comes a killer, he goes on killing. I have seen scores of men, in China and in Russia, who burned their bridges after intriguing themselves into a desperate situation because they thought themselves more clever than any one else. They all took to murder. First they killed one person, then another, and then several. After that, they were like wolves that kill sheep, because to kill sheep is so easy.

Youre a killer yourself, Tom answered.

You cant prove it! But you can buy me. I will stay bought. Give me the breaks, and I will show you how to get what you want in Tibet. I will show you how to get ahead of Dowlah. I havent told you all I know. We professional spies should be as members of one brotherhood.

Good-by, said Tom. Good luck to you. Short rations as far as Sikkim, Su-li Wing. After that youll be able to eat your fill. If you take my advice, youll talk small when you get to India.

He offered to shake hands. She refused. He returned with a genial grin the salute of the men from Naini Kol, then rode away at the head of his Tibetans. He was uncertain why they followed without protest. But after a mile or two the headman explained:

Tum-Glain, in some other incarnation you must have done something to entitle you to wisdom in this one. In another life you ought to be entitled to some mercy, for your mercy to us now. We feared that for a punishment you might dismiss us and take some of those Indians instead. Then the soldiers from Kalimpong would have killed us, should they catch them, as is likely, because that woman is a bad-luck bringer.

You think, then, that the Tibetan authorities may send out a patrol from Kalimpong?

Why not?

Along this road?

No. The soldiers are afraid of the evil spirits hereabouts, so their officers wouldnt be able to lead them along this road. But they will block the road. Why shouldnt they?

Do you think the Tibetan troops will oppose the Holy Lobsang Pun Rinpoche?

A million blessings on His Sacredness, they might! There is no knowing how wicked or how stupid soldiers can be. But His Blessed Holiness would make a magic, I think, and get by them unseen. If he wishes to come this way, he will do it.

Tom made the most of the Tibetans changed mood. He accomplished marvels of marching, changing the loads frequently from one pony to another. But Dowlahs speed was next thing to a miracle. Two days and two nights at his heels, but not a sight of him. Toms mood was merciless to man and beast, himself included, but instead of causing mutiny it stirred the Tibetans superstition in his favor. Whenever he called a halt, to let them boil their slimy salted tea, in some cave or lee of a rock, or beside black and white water that welled amid treeless wastes of moraine and snow, their remarks revealed less curiosity than guarded approval. It was the same when they huddled together at night, in the tent.

Tum-Glain, tell us how is it that you, a foreigner, who hadnt the advantage of being born in this blessed beautiful land, nevertheless are so good to be with? You speak our speech so that it sounds comical, although we understand you, and you understand us. Which is it? Were you one of us in a former life? Were you reborn into some miserable foreign country for your former sins? Or are you a foreigner, too good for your own wretched country, being made ready, be cause of merit, to be reborn, at the proper time, in this blessed land? If so, better die soon, sooner to be reborn!

One more day, speed dwindling, and then food for the famished ponies! A load of barley on the snow, beside a dead horse. Ravens had arrived, but no vultures. The horses carcass was hardly cold. The Tibetans apologized for cutting off meat for themselves. They admitted they were robbing birds and wolves. It wasnt decent food. Nevertheless, it wasnt so indecent as if they themselves had killed the animal. Hungry men maynt be choosers. They were pious about it. They said their prayers for the soul of the sinner that had been incarnated in the horse because of sins in former lives. They wished him a better incarnation next time. They ate the meat raw, ravenously, throwing stones at the ravens because they are birds of very bad omen for the liberated soul whose dead carcass they insult with their beaks. They shouted aloud for the vultures to come and drive the ravens away.

Tom studied the trail, protecting his eyes from the wind with his gloved hand. It would be dark in less than two hours. The dead horse lay exactly at the summit of a narrow pass between high mountains that were part of the jumble of summits that hide Everest from almost every direction. From where he stood, a crag-flanked, bouldered gorge led downward, so nearly straight between the flanks of mountains that he could see the black-purple shadow of a valley, perhaps twenty miles away, five thousand feet below him. Darker seams in that shadow might even be tamarisk scrub. It looked like comfortable country, as one reckons comfort in Tibet. Fuel. Less wind. Altitude where breathing would be no effort, where three or four hours deep sleep would really rest man and beast.

But the ponies couldnt possibly do twenty more miles. It might take them another day to reach that valley. They needed eight hours rest, and another meal, before attempting the boulder-strewn descent. It would be a sheer impossibility in darkness. It would be many hours before the moon would rise over the peaks, and then not long before it would pass behind other peaks, so there would be no night march in any event. He looked for a good place to bivouac, wishing he had field-glasses.

Presently, on the right-hand side of the descending trail, about four or five miles away, and two hundred feet above it, he saw what looked, in the sunset shadow, like the mouth of a cave. If he could have only afforded the time, it would be a good place to await the morning sun. A good place any how. It seemed accessible. There would be room in there for the ponies, and no need to pitch the tent. He pointed it out to the Tibetans and led the way.

For a while he lost sight of it, because the track led down ward, a thousand feet in half a mile, between broken cliffs where the loaded ponies had to be manhandled over the slippery rock. Then he saw it again, through a saw-tooth gap  halted  beckoned the headman:

Can you see any one in that cave?

Bandits! Let us turn back!

How many can you see?

One.

I also. Man or woman?

I cant tell. It is some one sitting by a fire of sticks, not a dung-fire. That means horses, or else porters, and that means danger for us. There are no prayer flags hereabouts. This is a country where the holy lamas havent driven away the devils. So whoever is here is a dugpa, who obeys devils, or else they obey him, which would be even worse. Let us turn back quickly, while there is time.



Tom led forward, doing two mens share of the exhausting work of holding up ponies over rock worn smooth by ice and wind. Here and there a hoof-mark was discernible. In one place, on a pocket of frozen snow, there were at least twenty hoof-marks. But no sign of Elsa.

At last the ponies stood heaving, with trembling legs, while he studied the mouth of an ascending, winding track that led through a break in the rock wall on the right hand, toward the cave on the mountain-side. From where he stood he couldnt see the cave, but it was a well-worn causeway that led to it. Some of it was artificial, laid with flat stones set edgewise. There were traces of yak-dung in the crevices, left by the men who had gathered the stuff for fuel. There was quite a lot of yak-dung farther down the trail toward the dark valley, and some of that was recent.

The Tibetans refused to go a step farther. They declared they would wait for the moon and then turn back, unless some one should come from that cave, meanwhile, and kill them all. They were panic-stubborn.

Tum-Glain, if we die at dugpas hands, without a holy lama to protect us, devils will pursue our souls through outer darkness. No, not another footstep forward! Go on alone, if you are as brave as all that.

Tom glanced at the pony that carried the load that held the money-bag. That pony  it was his own, the strongest  might perhaps have had enough strength to retreat uphill. Tom laughed at the headman.

What would you do with money in the next world?

Then he filled his lungs and shouted:

Hullo-hullo-hullo! Koi hai! Koi hai!

The shout went clamoring from crag to crag. It seemed endless. It was like a thousand hollow voices of the devils of the night, that came hurrying out of the valley. The Tibetans laid their foreheads on the rock between flattened hands. The headman moaned the sacred Om mane padme hum! The others, a word behind him, moaned it louder, until they caught up with him, all chanting faster and faster. It sounded like Three Blind Mice.

Tom cocked the Mauser and waited, gripping the butt with his ungloved hand inside his overcoat. He was dog-tired. He leaned in the icy shadow of a huge boulder in the middle of the track, flexing his muscles to keep them from growing numb.

It seemed ten minutes, but the shadow wasnt ten minutes deeper, before footsteps clamored on the causeway. Echoes magnified them into a prodigious noise that resembled the clatter of small stones falling from the higher ledges. Who ever was coming made no secret of it. But Tom stayed in the dark where he was, making sure of his footing. He made sure of his grip on the Mauser. The Tibetans ceased chanting and lay as still as dead men.

It seemed ten more minutes before a man came and stood in the gap, in the last of the reflected sunset, staring. He was wearing snow-spectacles, with his head in a hood, above wind-proof, fur-lined clothing. He stared at the Tibetans  at the ponies  pulled off his spectacles to peer into the deepening shadows  

Tom spoke, quite quietly:

Dowlah, put your hands up! Put them high over your head!

Oh, its you, is it? I thought  I mean, I hoped they had buried you in Darjeeling.

I wont repeat the warning.

Dowlah put his hands up. Curse you, are you an immortal? Wheres that Chinese woman? You must have passed her.

Keep your hands up!

Tom told the headman to go and search him. Comforted by the Mauser, the headman obeyed.

Dowlah had no weapon.


CHAPTER 31. I was in trouble some years ago.

You see, I had to sleep, said Dowlah. Hee-hee! Ive had a good sleep. You havent had. What are you going to do about that Mauser? Shoot me, or strike a bargain?

They sat facing each other, across a wood-fire near the mouth of the cave, their faces glowing but their backs protected with heavy sheepskin from the icy wind. No moon yet. Pitch dark. The Tibetans had refused to enter the cave. They said it belonged to dugpas; it was occupied by home less souls, too wicked to have bodies. They were afraid, too, of Dowlah. But Tom had prevailed on them to lead the foundered ponies, and to climb with the loads, to a wide ledge below and beyond the cave. There they had pitched the tent and 1 ad a fire of their own, amid leaping shadows.

The cave contained plenty of fuel, tied in yak-load bundles. Tom had cooked tea and a meal for himself and Dowlah. No lantern. Firelight was sufficient.

Tom was sleepy. Dowlah knew it. Tom had shaved recently and his tired face looked at least civilized, but Dowlahs tangle of black whiskers was a scandalous mess, through which his eyes gleamed with fire-lit malice. The dilettante, amateur scientists pose had vanished, but he hadnt lost his giggle. If he was feeling beaten or afraid, he didnt show it.

Tom forced the issue. My Tibetans, he said, are out of gas. Four flats to a man. They wont go another yard for ward. In the morning Im going to take the two best ponies and go on alone.

To your death, said Dowlah.

You may go with my Tibetans, Tom answered. Over take your own men. Theyre a bit ashamed of having let you make a monkey of yourself. Theyll take you safe back to India. The British will probably let you go and live in Monte Carlo on a pension, like the other rotten rajahs, who arent worth hanging. Theyre not bad sorts, the British. True, youre a bloody murderer, and theyll soon know it. Youre a double-triple-crosser, and they already know that. But theyve plenty of sense. Theyre not likely to make a public scandal, if you accept banishment and hold your tongue.

My dear man, what an imbecile you are, said Dowlah. Youre a poor spy and a worse psychologist. Do you mistake me for a man who will accept humiliation? Are you going to use that Mauser?

I dont have to, Tom answered. I need sleep. Im going to fix you first. What has happened?

Produce a drink and Ill tell you.

I dont use liquor. Theres plenty of tea. Help yourself. I wont ask any question twice. How did Elsa put one over on you?

Dowlah grinned. You strong, silent, tough, abstemious, big blundering brutes never fail to fall for little women, do you! You may as well be disillusioned now as later. I will tell you the truth about your sweet-innocent Elsa Burbage. Smart little devil! I told her youre dead, as I supposed you were. A man said he had killed you. She didnt care a damn. Not a damn, Mr. Lowly Lothario Grayne. Mr. Mute Mephistopheles Grayne and your miniature Marguerite! She began to play her own hand from that minute.

He paused, watching Toms eyes in the firelight. His own eyes were contemptuous, but cunningly alert. He continued:

I confess she put one over on me, as you call it. She saw me get rid of Su-li Wing, and I dont doubt that gave her this idea. Clever little hypocrite! Butter wouldnt melt in her mouth. Pretended to be sorry for Su-li Wing. Needed clothing like the devil, but wouldnt even look at the other womans luggage. Su-li Wing fooled Pavlov, but she hadnt guts enough to kill him, and she hadnt brains enough to fool me. All Su-li Wing ever wanted was Thö-pa-ga. He is all that anybody needs, to get control of the Thunder Dragon Gate. Elsa Burbage has him by the heartstrings.

He paused again, but Toms eyes told him nothing. He continued:

It was one of those crises, Grayne, that occur in the midst of all well-laid intrigues. The unpredictable. My men had become a liability  a dangerous nuisance. Carefully-chosen men, nevertheless mutinous. So I armed some of the Böns with their weapons and told them to go home. Theyre sure to fall foul of Tibetan troops from Kalimpong or some where, and be wiped out. Serve them right, the ingrates!

Tom put some wood on the fire.

Of course, said Dowlah, I realized at once, in Delhi, that Elsa Burbage was merely using you for her own ends. She hadnt been in my house twenty minutes before she was measuring me with her eyes for a

Tom interrupted: Cut that, Dowlah, if you need your front teeth.

Dowlah chuckled. Grayne, accept your natural role of victim of a pretty little womans cunning! She is quite capable of taking care of herself. The Bön magicians men  more than half of them devil-dancers  regard Thö-pa-ga as the incarnation of a god. She is the gods handmaiden. His daffadowndilly. His joy. Thanks to her companionship  and whatever else  Thö-pa-ga has recovered his spirits. They share the same tent.

To protect her from you? Tom suggested.

Oh, I hadnt a chance. Not a chance. Dont be jealous. The Böns gave her credit for preserving Thö-pa-gas life, so she very soon had the Böns eating out of her hand. Even that treacherous dog Noropa grovels to her. It was he who gave her one of my mens pistols. She had the impudence to threaten me with it. Tee-hee! Imagine being held up, at my age, by a ninety-pound girl with a Mauser! I dont believe she knows how to pull the trigger.

She can hit an egg with a service repeater at thirty feet five times out of six, said Tom.

Oh, can she? Well, the Böns were a bit difficult. You see, I had shot their leaders. I had to do that. It wouldnt have been safe to get rid of my own men while those two rascals were alive. Without leaders, and with Thö-pa-ga and Elsa Burbage on my side, the Böns should have been easy to manage, but I underestimated her spunk and cunning. I expected she would regard me as a rescuer. Instead, she jockeyed me into the position of having to look to her for protection. She can talk Tibetan, confound her! I cant. I had to depend on her influence with Thö-pa-ga to keep the Böns from killing me. I had to pipe down, as they say in the Navy. The only tactical error that she made was preserving my life. I cant imagine why she did it.

How did you travel so fast? Tom asked him.

Oh, the Böns had caches of provisions and fresh remounts. Good ponies. We rode like the devil. One brute burst his heart at the top of a hill.

Thats how I found you.

Lucky blunderer! Grayne, you were riding to certain death.

Talk sense, said Tom. Your numbers up, Dowlah. You know it.

Grayne, if you had half the intuition of a dog, you would know without being told, that I have burned my bridges. No retreat possible. And Im not the man to be beaten by a situation like this. Theres Noropa, a half-boiled mystic who believes the gods will love him if he swaps horses often enough. By flattering him and telling him a few facts more or less embellished, I contrived to undermine egregious Elsas position. She will find she has no secrets, but lots of opposition when she gets to Djaring-dzong. Because of promises that I made to Noropa, he is quite sure to bring or send a rescue-party. According to my calculation, they should be here by noon to-morrow.

Does Noropa trust you? Or you him?

No. But he has seen my credentials.

The forged letter that you stole from the man you murdered?

Who says its forged? Whos to prove it, you infatuated ass? Its from the Tashi Lama himself.

Bunk.

Hah! I havent it on me. Its well hidden. If you should shoot me, you couldnt find it. If I had known of its existence a year ago I would have got hold of it in time to avoid all this mess. I have known for more than a year that I would have to bolt sooner or later. Abdul Mirza, damn him, betrayed me a day too soon. But no matter. I got away, through Nepal. That route fooled them.

You rewarded Su-li Wing for it, didnt you!

Blackmailing bitch! Dowlah spat into the fire. When we reached this place, I did lose a trick, I admit. There was another gang of Bön monks waiting for us, down below there on the trail, with a herd of yaks. Murderous-looking swine. They put most of our loads on the yaks and sent the ponies along unloaded, downhill. Some of them wanted to kill me. Elsa prompted Thö-pa-ga, and he objected. Some one challenged his identity, so they stripped him naked behind a screen of blankets, to look for his birth-marks. He has em. They bowed down and worshipped. Hell be a wonder, under proper control. He had to do a lot of talking to protect me, but he did it. Elsa Burbage asked me to go up to this cave, where Id be safe while Thö-pa-ga orated. I had no suspicion of what the little sorceress intended. I got some of the Tibetans to carry up a few of my personal loads and light a fire. I made tea, and I opened a bottle of prunes. I declare she had doped them. I remember noticing that the cap wasnt screwed on the bottle tightly. When I awoke, it was morning. I had been disarmed. There was no one in sight.

Tom eyed him with curiosity. You skeptics, he said, are always credulous. Where would Elsa get dope?

Damned if I know. Perhaps you gave it to her for Thö-pa-ga. Would a Tibetan have written in the ashes, with a stick or his fingers, in English: Now its your turn to be left flat. How do you like it? Waspy little devil! Shell be singing to another tune though, before those Tibetans have finished, unless you accept my offer.

You havent made any offer, said Tom. You werent doped. You were drunk. On the way up here I saw the broken whisky bottle where you threw it. Frazzled nerves, and your last bottle of Scotch. One slug might make you pye-eyed at this altitude. You drank a whole bottle and fell asleep. Are the fumes still in your head? Or are you going to listen to sense?

The point is: have you any sense? Dowlah retorted. Are you vain enough to think I have been talking for your entertainment? Do you flatter yourself that I enjoy your company? Or that I have the slightest intention of accepting favors from you? I wish you in hell.

Tom grinned. Same to you. Ill bet on my wish. Youll starve here, betting on Noropa, until Lobsang Pun turns up, and hell send you to hell with bells on. You havent food, tent, money, horse or weapon. Whats your offer?

I know where the Thunder Dragon Gate is.

So do I! Down in the valley. Less than a days march. Ive had that doped out since day before yesterday. This must be the valley that explains the fifty-mile discrepancies on all the maps.

But I know how to get in!

Says you, Dowlah.

And I know what to do when I get there.

I know what to do with you, unless you come clean, Dowlah. Im not going to let a crook like you keep me awake much longer. Speak up.

Very well. I will tell you enough to satisfy you that I know a great deal more.

Dowlah stared at the night. There was a wistful melancholy in his eyes, as if he were bidding silent farewell to a treasured secret. He leaned forward as if he couldnt force himself to say it aloud; he must whisper it. Suddenly he scraped up embers with his naked hands and pitched them at Toms face. As quick as a snake he made a grab for the Mauser  and took the consequences.

Cry out when youve had enough, said Tom.

Ready for anything, he had dodged most of the embers, a bit singed, nothing serious. He took Dowlah by the neck and rubbed his face in the hot ashes.

If you want to be killed, try one more trick!

He kicked the fire together, holding Dowlah by the neck to examine his face by the light.

Help yourself to cooking grease from that can. Smear on plenty.

Dowlah spat ashes. He snarled: I wont forgive that.

Tom gave him tea to wash the ashes from his mouth.

Dowlah, youre a busted flush and a rotter. But Ill give you a break if you act sensibly. Youve taken crazy chances. Its a cinch youve a card up your sleeve, or think you have. You count on some one in the Thunder Dragon Gate. Who is he?

Dowlah tied a handkerchief over a scorched eyelid. It made him look like a colored-supplement pirate. Tom fetched a bundle of wood and began feeding the fire.

Sixty seconds, he remarked. Ill count em. One  two

Dowlah interrupted: You do show an occasional spark of intelligence. Yes. You have guessed it.

Do I count? My limits sixty.

I have the goods on Naosuki. Do you know who he is?

Tom laughed outright. Must be good goods! Naosuki is the man who faked the Soviet Army mobilization plans that were sold to Germany. He sent the genuine ones to Japan. All the insiders were laughing about it. Goods on Naosuki, have you? Just now he goes by the name of Chou Wang. Ive never met him, but thats the ninth or tenth name that Ive heard of him using. Hes the toughest and trickiest secret mischief-maker that Japan ever turned loose. Hes the man who played the fiddle for the recent dance in Sinkiang that cost China a province. Before that, in China, he was too smart even for Borodin. Dowlah, are you still so full of whisky that you really believe you can blackmail Chou Wang? Whats to stop him from having you bumped off? Hed no more hesitate to do that than to kill a bed-bug.

Dowlah snorted disgust. What is the use of talking to a fool like you!

Its your only chance, Tom answered. Tell me the truth and make me believe it. I promised old Abdul Mirza to give you a break if youd give me half an excuse.

Oh. What did Abdul Mirza tell you?

Plenty. Do I start counting? All right. One  two

I was in trouble some years ago, said Dowlah. Never mind what. Abdul Mirza suggested to me that the best way to regain prestige with the Indian Government would be to distinguish myself as a secret agent. Damn his eyes, they had already made him ruler of my state, to all intents and purposes. I was deeply in debt. Even my house in Delhi belongs to a swine of a money-lender. He even holds a bill of sale on the furniture. Instead of increasing my income, Abdul Mirza cut it to the bone, to relieve taxation. He is one of those humbugging democrats who wants to be loved by multitudes. However, I have a natural gift for this game. I did pretty well. But no better than rather well, until I got in touch with Naosuki. Yes, he is Chou Wang at the moment. I did him lots of favors. You know how it is. Youve sold your countrys secrets scores of times, I dont doubt.

I never knew em, said Tom. Our State Department keeps the secrets, along with the gold, in a locked tin box.

Dont be a sententious hypocrite! Dowlah retorted. There isnt an international spy in the world who doesnt make a business of selling anything he knows to whoever will pay. How much! Thats the only question. I could never get enough money, but what I craved was intellectual excitement. Chou Wang was the man to provide that. I excited him, and he me. All of us have our Elsa Burbages on the job. Few of them are quite as smart as yours; but very few of us are such blundering boobies as you. Through a woman in Singapore, who found a fool of your type in a responsible position, I obtained for Naosuki photostatic copies of some plans of the new British naval base. Theyre in Japan now. He has very likely sold copies of them to several nations. In exchange, he supplied me with details of some of the Japanese defenses of Formosa. Very opportune. I turned those over to the British Secret Intelligence in the nick of time to allay their suspicions of me.

Whats the idea of bragging to me that youre a worse crook than I thought you? Tom asked.

He stirred the fire. Dowlahs uncovered eye glittered with contemptuous malice. He lighted a cigarette before he answered:

Tom Grayne, unless you can develop enough sense to agree with me, you will be dead, or worse, by to-morrow night. Have you ever been tortured? If you kill me now, I shall have ceased to care who knows my secrets. When they kill you, you will cease to remember them. Is that clear? You ass, you said you wish to be convinced. I am convincing you. In simple phrases. Adapted to your mulish intellect. For my own purpose. To persuade you that I mean what I say in all seriousness, and that I know what Im talking about.

Go ahead, said Tom. Ill listen.

What I did not turn over to the British Secret Intelligence was Naosukis private code and some plans of the fortifications of Kobe that reveal his finger-prints under the microscope. He sent those to me in exchange for certain details of the new American anti-aircraft guns.

Tom grinned. How did you get those?

Dowlah grinned back. If you want that information, buy it! I will sell it to you. Naosuki is afraid of nothing on earth except myself and the Japanese Secret Intelligence. The Japanese are a strange people, as I daresay you know. Naosuki is an unmitigated blackguard, who would rather die, of any kind of torture, than be shown up as a traitor to his own country. Traitor he is. So you see, I have him. Have you enough intelligence to understand that?

If he should kill you, how could you betray him? Tom retorted. Left the evidence in India, I suppose, to be sent to Japan in case you and he quarrel? Dowlah, youre not so bright. How can you communicate with India? Seems to me, Dowlah, that youve lost your senses along with your number. Too much liquor? All you nervous numbers seem to go by that route.

Dowlah leaned forward and tapped Toms knee.

Naosuki knows that unless my secret agent in India should hear from me, at frequent intervals, my agent will convey that evidence to Tokyo and give it to the Japanese Government.

Hell! Hasnt Naosuki any agents? Do you kid yourself that his man cant shadow your man, and kill him?

No, Mr. Tom Grayne, I never kid myself, as you poetically phrase it. I have stolen a march on Naosuki. My messenger is already on the way to Tokyo. He may be there already. Naosukis number is up, but he doesnt suspect it. By wireless, and secret lines of communication by way of India, it will take the Japanese two or three weeks to reach Chou Wang and kill him, or make him kill himself, or make his subordinates kill him. But theyll do it. They never fail to kill their traitors. By that time, thanks to Naosuki, you and I will have possession of the Thunder Dragon Gate and Thö-pa-ga. I hate to do it, but Im going to have to okay you with Naosuki, in exchange for the protection of your Mauser until we connect with him. That is my offer.

Tom stirred the fire and added fuel. What do you propose to do with the Thunder Dragon Gate? he asked.

Even you may appreciate that when you get there. Ditch Elsa. Have her, if shes alive. I dont care what you do with her. But if youve any sense at all you will give her to Thö-pa-ga and let her make a fool of him. Thö-pa-ga is the whole problem. There is nothing more to it than Thö-pa-ga. I will put one thought into your thick head and let it try to find lodgment. Suppose you should return to America and offer your opulent government a continuous, day after day, week after week, authoritative, psychologically skilful anti-Japanese propaganda to reach the whole of Asia, but especially China, how much would they pay?

Oh. Im the salesman, am I?

And no sales resistance! said Dowlah. You know theres a world war coming. If Mussolini doesnt start it, some one else will. All Europe, India, Africa. Japans opportunity to gobble China! Bang goes Americas trade, along with all the capital invested in China. Americas alternatives are guns or propaganda. The Thunder Dragon Gate is worth at least a billion to any government. And think of the chance for us to make a splash in the world  ten times the splash that Lenin made!

Yes, Im thinking of that, said Tom. I draw a modest salary, for taking chances now and then to stop that kind of splash before it happens.

You? You think you can stop it?

I dont know yet. Im going to keep a promise I made to Abdul Mirza. He gave me money for you, but I gave some of it to your destitute men and to Su-li Wing. Im giving you whats left.

How much?

Eight thousand five hundred rupees.

Keep it! I daresay thats as much as you earn in a couple of years. In exchange for it, lend me a pony and escort me either as far as the Djaring-dzong Monastery, or until Noropas messengers meet us on the way. After that, you may go to the devil.

Heres your money, said Tom. Im going to the tent now, to sleep with the Tibetans. Dont try to hire em to murder me. I might get rough. Offer them a fair price in the morning and perhaps theyll take you with them.

Where to?

Damned if I care, Dowlah. Good night.


CHAPTER 32. This is a dreadful place.

DOWLAH, a mere fire-lit shadow at daybreak, called from the mouth of the cave.

To your death, you idiot!

The Tibetan headman remonstrated:

Tum-Glain, turn back with us. We dare not go with you down into that valley. Nobly Born, it is from down yonder that come the shang-shangs. It is bad luck even to speak of the place. But we like you. We wish to save you from terrible things. Perhaps Your Honor hasnt heard that shang-shangs kill a man in this world, and then hound him in the next, so that he cant reincarnate. Down yonder they give dead mens bodies to the shang-shangs instead of feeding them to the dogs and vultures as is decent. Give that man Dowlah a pony. You wait here. Let it happen to him. Perhaps then

Tom interrupted. Do as I said in the night. Delay him. Later, if he wants a pony, let him have one and follow me, if he wishes. As for you, I have praised you in that letter that I have given you for Lobsang Pun. The sooner you deliver it, the sooner you will receive his commendation and his blessing.

But if His Holiness Lobsang Pun Rinpoche should not be coming this way, then what?

His Holiness is too shrewd not to come, Tom answered. The point is that he should come quickly.

Dowlah shouted again from the mouth of the cave.

Grayne, I want to talk to you. Come up here for a few minutes.

Tom continued talking to the headman:

Dont rob him. Money or valuables taken from a killer, such as he is, are very evil and produce nothing but bad luck. Hold him here until the sun warms the morning a bit. Then let him have a pony and go his own way. You go yours. Is there another road than this that the Holy Lobsang Pun might follow?

Oh, yes, there is a shorter way than this one. It turns off this side of that monastery where they let down the basket. It saves a great distance, and it rejoins this road not far from where the dead horse lay. But it is a sacred road, and only holy people dare to use it. That is why the Böns didnt use it. Even those rogues wouldnt have dared to bring foreigners by that route.

But you are the Holy Lobsang Puns servants, so you may go and meet him along that road? Do that. If you meet him, bid him make haste.

Nobly Born, Dowlah may follow and kill you! Better let us take him with us.

Tom laughed. He answered with a Tibetan proverb: The dog that follows in order to steal, by his bark betrays the men who come to slay.

He shook hands with all the Tibetans and started on his way with the two best ponies, lightly loaded. No tent. The loads were principally food, Elsas bags and his own.

In the distance, from above, the sharp descent had looked almost straight. It actually wound like the narrow track of a snake between fifty-foot cliffs that had once contained a glacier. It was choked with smooth boulders, and in many places so steep and difficult that he had to lend the ponies his strength to save them from crashing headlong.

At the end of ten miles he had descended something like four thousand feet. There he rested on a sloping acre of moraine that provided the first clear view of the valley into which the trail led. Down below there, spring had already greened scant herbage on the banks of aquamarine-colored streams.

The serene splendor produced an almost hypnotic sensation of unreality. Much warmer, and the air much easier to breathe. Ponies sweating. No sign of the Monastery of Djaring-dzong. It probably faced southward, around a corner to the right, where there was a vague haze. Not smoke. It looked more like steam from hot springs, hardly moving on a breath of wind. The westerly gale, that blows all day long on Everest, seemed not to touch that valley.

Tom hadnt long to rest. He had twice caught sight of Dowlah, miles behind, once riding, and once scrambling be side his miserable pony down a fifty-foot glissade. The Tibetans must have been impatient to get started up the steep grade and got rid of him sooner than Tom anticipated.

Uphill from the valley were coming three men, who might be the rescue-party that Dowlah had said he expected. Be cause of turns and intervening crags and boulders, they had been invisible until they were quite near. They were riding yaks, brutes that can climb like goats. One man had a bow and arrows; the others had heavy, old-fashioned, long-barreled guns with two-legged metal supports on which to rest the weapon when in use.

The man with the bow and arrows seemed to be the leader. He vaulted off his yak, stuck out his tongue at Tom respectfully, placed his hand behind his ear and walked straight forward with a letter in his hand.

Nobly Born, are you Rajah Dowlah?

Rajah Dowlahs name was on the outside of the sealed parchment envelope. It had been written with a brush dipped in Chinese ink. The handwriting was unmistakably Elsas. Tom almost snatched the letter from the Tibetans hand, broke the wax seal and tugged it from the parchment envelope. It was in code, difficult to read because of the brush strokes. He lay on a rock in the sun to work it out with the aid of a pencil. The Tibetans began transferring his loads to the yaks.

DEAR TOM,
I know youre not dead, although Noropa and the others all say you are. There is a man here who says he killed you in Darjeeling, but I saw the blow, so I dont believe him. I know youre coming. I know it. I will stick this out to the very end, to give you all the possible chances. I couldnt think of any other way than this to get a message to you, but if Dowlah gets it he cant read it, so no matter. Dowlah is expected by a man named Chou Wang, who is a devil. This is a dreadful place. There have been murders and a kind of civil war is going on. The Abbot, who is a Yellow-hat and a friend of Mu-ni Gam-po, is Chou Wangs prisoner. Chou Wang has some people here who look to me like Japanese. They are well armed. But they are in fear of their lives from a faction of Red-hats and Böns who occupy the other half of the monastery and are supposed to obey a man named Pavlov. There seems to be no Pavlov, but I think he is a man who was murdered or else escaped after either he or Su-li Wing shot the woman who was being kept here for Thö-pa-ga. So says Noropa, who, however, seldom tells the same tale twice running and is obsequious one minute, insolent the next. Chou Wang hates my influence over Thö-pa-ga, who is being a brick and is respected by all except Chou Wang, who bullies him. He bullies everybody. He scoffs at the idea of substituting me for the Tibetan woman who was shot, but Thöpe and I are playing that hand for lack of a better. Chou Wang had Noropa flogged severely for not having killed Dowlah, whom Chou Wang fears, I dont know why. Now Noropa is spying on Thöpe and me, toadying to Chou Wang, but I think he would like to kill Chou Wang, whom he certainly hates. But he would kill me if Chou Wang ordered it, as Thö-pa-ga believes he intends. Chou Wang interrogated me so menacingly about Dowlah that I had to pretend to weaken to avoid violence. He even threatened torture. Thinking me weak, he became care less, so I caught on that he would like to trap Dowlah, who he fears is too cunning to come within reach. I doped out that they both pretend friendship for each other but are actually enemies and from something that Chou Wang said about Su-li Wing, it appears that she obeyed Chou Wangs orders to betray Dowlah to the Indian Government. Chou Wang accused me of being Dowlahs accomplice. Then I thought of pretending to write to Dowlah asking him to come and take me away. Chou Wang jumped at that. He thinks I am very simple and scared out of my wits. But I insisted Thöpe must see the letter before it goes. Thöpe shall show it to Chou Wang. I am writing two letters, and when Chou Wang has read the one to Dowlah Thöpe will destroy it and substitute this. Perhaps Chou Wang will kill me, when he thinks I have done what he wants. But we may be able to defeat Chou Wang by my pretending to be Thöpes wife or mistress. It appears these monks wont stand for murdering Thöpes woman. But its awkward. Thöpe takes it seriously. He insists you are dead and that you came to him in a dream and said so. He wants me to be another Nancy Strong and live with him in Tibet, and I darent be too stand-offish or he might blow up. Thöpe has my pistol safely hidden and not even Chou Wang dares to touch Thöpe or search him. Some of these monks seem decent although madly superstitious, and I think I could persuade them to send me safely away. But that wouldnt be right, because I think Thöpe can get me inside the Thunder Dragon Gate, and that may make it possible for me to smuggle you in, though I dont yet know how. Tom, I cant imagine you dead. I know youre not dead. I know it. I cant imagine you doing any thing but win through. I know you will. Im counting on it. Im positive youre not far away. You shall not fail through any cowardice of mine. I have described you, not Dowlah, to the messengers, though Dowlahs name is on the envelop. So, if you get this, you will know I am almost at the end of my tether but counting on you. Tom, if you should come too late, this is good-by and God bless you. ELSA

Tom shoved the letter into his pocket. The Tibetan messenger led one of the yaks toward him, blindfolded, because if a yak should see the act of mounting he would presently use his horns to get rid of his rider.

Nobly Born, a good beast, who will carry you in comfort.

Suddenly he saw Toms eyes. He stepped backward.

Have I done wrong? Have I spoken offense?

Tom vaulted on to the yak from behind.

How far to the monastery?

Nobly Born, being downhill, it should take two-thirds of the time from daybreak until now. Your Honors eyes are angry. How have I given offense?

You havent. Walk beside me and let us talk as we go.


CHAPTER 33. Got to get into the monastery.

DOWLAH was either an expert or immensely reckless horse man. He wasnt more than two miles behind when Tom saw him crossing the sloping moraine where he had read Elsas letter. As he vanished again in the bed of the winding track, the snub-nosed, gently mannered Tibetan asked:

Does Your Honor know who that is who follows?

Have you heard of Tum-Glain? Tom answered.

No.

Are you a monk?

Yes, of the Josays Sept, that used to keep the Thunder Dragon Gate, until these changes came to pass. Some of us began to wear lay clothing as a protest. Later, they forced us all to do that, and made us labor at the mean tasks. We, who used to receive the pilgrims and instruct them, are now rhagbyas, reckoned of no account. They even make us handle dead mens bodies. They have taken away even our prayer wheels.

Tom quoted the Tibetan proverb:

Night follows the day, but day follows the night.

Nobly Born, this is a long night! Ever since the Holy Panchen Lama Rinpoche was driven away into exile from Tashi-lunpo by the blasphemers in Lhasa who control the army, there has been nothing like the old order. Foreigners came here  two factions  both claiming  we say falsely  high authority from Lhasa. But who has true authority in all Tibet since the Holy Dalai Lama Rinpoche died? Who knows? They have found none yet to replace him. No Tashi Lama! No Dalai Lama! No Thö-pa-ga! In all sacred Tibet, no voice of true authority that all may trust! No longer are the pilgrims sent away from here to the ends of the earth with blessed messages of peace and wisdom from the lips of the Thö-pa-ga.

Hasnt Thö-pa-ga returned? I heard he had.

Nobly Born, yes  with a woman, of whom we know nothing except that Thö-pa-ga loves her. Why should he love a foreign woman? Is it the sign of the end of all things?

Where is the woman?

I dont know. She was in the monastery. But I think now she is with Thö-pa-ga within the Thunder Dragon Gate. They say it. In the old days, none would have dared to take her in there. But our Abbot admitted those black devils of Böns to the monastery, because the Holy Panchen Lama Rinpoche said that there is no such thing as evil men, but only evil that corrupts men by illusion. Prayer and meditation might have conquered their evil. But there was too much evil, and they too fond of it. It was they and their cursed magicians who brought the shang-shangs hither, and put them within the Thunder Dragon Gate, so that no one else dared to enter. The shang-shang doesnt harm them, because their souls are black.

Shang-shang? One or many?

One now. At first there were many. The dreadful monsters destroy one another unless prevented. Who is to prevent? The females kill the males, and it is said that the shamans cant find any more males on the mountain-ledges. There were five left, and one little male that was harmless and very afraid. Four of them the shamans took to India, in baskets, I dont know why. Some said it was to terrify His Holy Eminence Lobsang Pun. Others, that it was to greet Thö-pa-ga, who was known to be coming. Perhaps it was for both those reasons. But they left the great one within the Thunder Dragon Gate, with the one male  the very little one. She slew it. Nobly Born, she is enormous and old. She is the mother of all those others.

Whom do the Böns obey? Tom asked. His eyes were as alert as his ears. He could still not see the monastery. Half a mile ahead, a thousand feet lower, the track divided left and right. The left-hand fork led upward, past a number of caves; but it seemed to lead downward again in the distance and to curve to the right to rejoin the other. Half-way along the right-hand track, he caught sight of a number of men on foot. It was only a quick glimpse, through a gap. He wasnt sure how many.

The monk answered: They obey Chou Wang, as I do also, since I must. Chou Wang ordered me to bring that letter to Your Honor.

Who are the men coming uphill toward us?

Nobly Born, I dont know.

Which of the roads below should we take?

The one to the right is easier.

Let us take the left one swiftly. They behave like men who wish not to be seen.

The monk made no objection. That, in a Tibetan, was remarkable. All three monks went to great pains to keep out of sight, from above or below, until the loaded yaks and unloaded ponies began to scramble up the steep left-hand fork behind a fanged screen of enormous boulders.

You are afraid of those fellows?

Nobly Born, we Josays never know nowadays what to expect. They shoot us one at a time, for no reason at all except that we are faithful and say our prayers. If we are seen speaking together they shoot us.

Who do?

Chou Wang and his followers, who declare they are Chinese, although we doubt it. They seem to us like foreigners from some other country. Perhaps devils. They throw our shot bodies, while they are still warm, to the shang-shang. Does Your Honor know that shang-shangs are the images in this world of the monsters that pursue the dead through all eternity? Who shall be saved from shang-shangs in the other world, whose body has been mauled by them in this present life?

Why havent you run away?

We are the faithful. We await the coming of the Holy Panchen Lama Rinpoche, or of his delegate the Holy Lobsang Pun, to restore the old order. Lobsang Pun sent word. He promised it shall not be long now. Should he come here and find no faithful?

How many are you?

Nine-and-forty. We were eighty.

Why do you trust me with these confidences?

Why not? We faithful await a messenger from Lobsang Pun Rinpoche, who isnt likely to send any one we know, lest the messenger should be recognized by the Böns and slain. I have never before heard the name Rajah Dowlah. How should I know Your Honors business? You speak and you look like one who has authority. You might be the messenger, to say His Holiness is coming. If not, no matter. What harm could you do?

Tom pulled out his permit with Lobsang Puns seal and signature. He unfolded it and held it in front of the monks eyes.

The monk stared. He almost went mad. He jumped, danced, slapped his thighs, thrust forward his forehead for Tom to touch it with the seal. He held it pressed against his forehead as long as Tom would let him. The other two came scrambling over rocks to see what the excitement was about, saw the seal and signature, and began chanting. All three laid their foreheads on the ground until Tom ordered them to get up.

My name isnt Dowlah. I am Tum-Glain. Here, you see it written. That man who rides the road below us is Dowlah. They who are coming toward him on foot are probably some of the Böns who brought Thö-pa-ga. They have been sent secretly by a man named Noropa, who may be with them. Have you faithful any weapons?

Only such as these things, and no powder! We are men of peace, not killers, such as Böns are.

Would you fight, if I would lead you?

No, Nobly Born. We aspire to merit, on the Middle Way.

Would you kill a shang-shang?

We are not killers of anything.

What if I should do it?

We would bless you!

You three, with the yaks and ponies, go as fast as you can to the monastery. Get your forty-nine together, if you can, and tell them Im the man who saved the Holy Lobsang Pun from two of the shang-shangs that the Böns took to India! Tell them Im coming to kill the big one! Wait now  wait a minute! Secretly if possible, get word to that woman who came with Thö-pa-ga. Say to her you have spoken with Tum-Glain. In proof of it, give her this.

He opened Elsas bag, groped at random and found a little red vanity-case. The monk hid it in the voluminous bokkus above his belt.

There is magic in that bag. Good white magic, blessed by His Holiness Lobsang Pun. Take care that she gets it, and no one else sees it. Tell her Tum-Glain is close at hand and very pleased with her. Repeat that.

Tum-Glain is close at hand and very pleased with her.

Right. If you faithful want to acquire great merit, and to receive the thousand-fold-fruitful-blessing of the Holy-Panchen-Lama-Rinpoche-Representative Lobsang Pun  in person, mind you, he shall bless you in person, touching you with his right hand  then obey that woman! Do whatever she tells you! For every act of obedience with which you obey her, I will demand, for each of you faithful, one thousand blessings from Lobsang Pun Rinpoche! Now hurry!

Tom set the example. He was out of the monks sight in thirty seconds, keeping his head and shoulders low as he clambered diagonally, zigzag, downward, toward the point where he estimated Dowlah would meet the men coming uphill. He scrambled, slid, fell, clambered and arrived in time to look down from a ledge and see Dowlah talking to Noropa. There were seven others. They turned and led the way down hill, Noropa leading, Dowlah bringing up the rear. Tom scrambled along the ledge. He shouted:

Dowlah!

Almost too late. A machine-gun from behind some rocks on Toms left ripped out half a belt that mowed down all the Tibetans and Dowlahs pony. Noropa was the first to be hit. Dowlah crawled out from under his pony, took cover, and climbed until Tom could take him by both hands and haul him to the ledge.

Got your Mauser? he asked, panting. There was blood on his knees from the climb.

Lie still.

Six men climbed down from the machine-gun nest into the narrow road-bed to examine their victims. They were dressed in padded khaki uniforms without insignia, and woolen puttees  short, stocky-looking fellows, as active as cats. Tom crawled along the ledge, making too much noise over loose rock. There was a tumbled heap of boulders between him and the spot he had marked down as the machine-gun nest. Holding his breath, and with the Mauser ready, he peered over  eyes to eyes, breath to breath with a Japanese who was looking to see what made the noise. The Mausers muzzle touched the Japs nose.

Shoot, you idiot!

But it was Toms left fist that sent the Jap sprawling head-over-heels into the hollow, where a Japanese machine-gun lay in place on its tripod in a gap between boulders. Tom jumped on to him. He wasnt hurt much. He had a knife, but no pistol. He shouted, once, but a kick in the ribs stopped him and the shout didnt seem to be heard by the men below. Dowlah scrambled down into the hollow and went straight for the machine-gun. Tom objected  with the Mauser.

Come here, Dowlah. Stand there. Keep still.

Instead of admitting that he knew Japanese, Tom tried the Japanese with Tibetan, getting no more response than an ambiguous grin. He tried English. The grin changed to a defensive, tight-lipped alertness. So he continued in English, speaking slowly:

You are one of Naosukis men. Dont lie about it. I know. He calls himself Chou Wang. This man is Rajah Dowlah, to whom Naosuki sold the plans of the fortifications of Kobe. The evidence against Naosuki is already in the hands of the Japanese Foreign Office. Naosuki is a traitor to his Emperor.

Who are you?

A traveler. Perhaps you have heard of Eiji Sarao? Knowing I was on my way to join an expedition, Eiji Sarao asked me to find you people, and to say that as many of you as are found in Naosukis outfit will be handed over to your own government. Unless you, too, are traitors to your Emperor, you will separate yourselves from Naosuki.

Why he  Eiji Sarao not make that in writing?

Eiji Sarao is dead, Tom answered. That was his dying message. Get down there and tell those others!

Why should they believe?

Dowlah, said Tom, go down there with him, establish your identity, and tell them.

What do you take me for? asked Dowlah.

I wont tell you again, Ill kick you down there.

Why didnt you let them shoot me in the first instance? Is this your bucolic idea of a joke?

One  two

Dowlah obeyed. Because his knees hurt him he let the Japanese help him down the face of the steep ledge. Tom covered him with the machine-gun. It was in good order and perfectly placed; it could sweep the road below in either direction. There was a small box of ammunition. Two loaded Japanese military rifles lay on a blanket behind a boulder. Below, Noropas body lay, more hideous in death than when alive. Dowlah talked like a machine-gun, too fast, very nervous and too emphatic.

Tom couldnt hear what he said. He lowered his voice  lowered it again. He appeared to be bargaining like a huckster, and the Japs, clustered around him, seemed in doubt what to do. At last he climbed back, swearing savagely at the pain in his knees.

They want us to come and confront Naosuki.

Do you dare? Tom asked him.

No. Hed shoot me on sight. Those men admit they were acting on Naosukis orders to blow me to hell.

Will you go if I go with you?

No, you madman! I might have convinced Naosuki hes mistaken in mistrusting me if you hadnt told that fellow what Ive done. You blew my last chance, and your own, too, when you did that, damn you!

Okay, Ill go alone, Tom answered.

You are absolutely mad, said Dowlah. Pogal! You have la rage  hydrophobia!

Tom unloaded both the Japanese rifles. He smashed one rifle against a rock. He used the other as a club to break the lock of the machine-gun. Then he smashed that rifle, too.

Play your own game, Dowlah.

Curse you. You might at least have let me have one of those weapons.

Taking no chances on you, Dowlah.

Chances? But you go with those men?

Sure thing. Got to get into the monastery.


CHAPTER 34. Any dog can kill!

THERE were outcrops of onyx. A two-mile march into a valley that roared with the hurrying water of scores of streams. Stone bridges, well built. The monastery came suddenly into view around the thousand-foot high corner of a cliff that curved like the handle and blade of a sickle. There were splits in the face of the cliff; rough trails marked by chortens, vanished into them.

The monastery was almost snow-white; the diagonal shadow across its face, bright blue. It was backed by snow-clad mountains that looked like huge waves breaking in dazzling foam. On the roof were the usual chortens, bells and Buddhistic symbols. There was almost no wind, so the bells were silent. From behind the main building there arose a cloud of dense white steam to a great height before it mushroomed and spread, shutting off part of the view of the mountains. A high wall enclosed the monastery  main building, two long wings, and what looked like a small town of jumbled roofs. Heads peered over the wall; until they moved they looked like big black birds.

Tom walked behind the Japanese. There had been an argument about that. They all had repeaters, but he had his Mauser, so they yielded the point, grinning, as much as to say they could manage him comfortably when they should be out of Dowlahs range. They had no idea Tom had broken the machine-gun.

Striding along behind them, he was careful to look as little as possible like a prisoner. They didnt know he understood Japanese, so they talked. They seemed to be puzzled, anxious, discontented.

He noticed a prodigiously long radio aerial strung high above the monastery roof. That was the only modern touch; it looked new; the copper wire hadnt turned green.

The very military-looking man in command of the escort seemed rather afraid of his men. He was almost diffident toward them. They kept whispering to one another without turning their heads, the way prisoners and monks do where there is a rule of silence. Twice he told them they had not acted nobly in refusing to try to recapture the machine-gun and rifles. They laughed, and one of them retorted that he hadnt led with any noticeable valor. Discipline seemed to have become undermined by resentment or disillusion.

The trails debouching on the monastery from the fissures in the face of the cliff looked well worn. Tales of pilgrims from the ends of Asia, secretly wending their way to the Thunder Dragon Gate for words from the lips of Wonderful-to-hear, seemed credible. There were caves, too, in plenty that might be, or might formerly have been occupied by solitary hermits. It might be true that His Holy Magnificence Lobsang Pun had once occupied one of those. There isnt any limit to religious eccentricity in Tibet. Humility earned in a cave at thirty below zero is exchangeable for arbitrary vigor.

Outside the monastery main gate there was a huge heap of refuse and stable manure. It was being carried away in baskets by men in the rags of religious clothing. They appeared to be starving. One of them, bent under his stenching load, didnt get out of the way soon enough. He was knocked down, and kicked as he lay, by the man in command of the escort, who seemed relieved by encountering some one on whom he dared to vent malice.

Tom helped the monk to his feet. The Japanese had marched a dozen paces before they realized what he was doing. They didnt hear what he said in Tibetan:

The Holy Lobsang Pun Rinpoche is coming! Run swiftly and tell your brothers!

The Japanese, cockier now they were close to the wall, surrounded Tom. They tried to make him march in their midst. Their leader, having kicked a man and feeling consequently overbearing, laid a hand on him with the usual Japanese assurance that no foreigner knows anything about jiu-jitsu. He began to use pressure and his other hand reached for Toms Mauser. So he landed on the manure heap, heels-over-head, on his face, with a mouth full of filth. Tom drew the Mauser.

Shoot it out if you like! There are others coming. Kill me, and see what you get!

The man who knew English interpreted. Two or three of them got in the way to prevent shooting and one of them went to his officers rescue, brushing him off and talking to him. Tom caught the name Naosuki.

The great gate opened. They marched in, Tom last. There were forty or fifty monks within the wall, in groups that seemed unfriendly to one another. At least two groups. Perhaps three. They had a sort of jail-yard atmosphere. Instead of laughing at the sight of a foreigner, as would be normal in Tibet, they scowled; instead of whirling prayer wheels, they talked in surly undertones, group by group. Some had cudgels.

At irregular intervals there was an unplaceable sound like muted thunder. It seemed to come from every direction. It was like an earthquake noise, without any perceptible earth tremor. Weird.

Toms escort turned sharp to the right, marched along the face of the right wing of the monastery and turned left into a long courtyard that separated the wing from a maze of stores and stables. There were several big chortens, and a building that looked like a mausoleum, with a flight of stone steps leading to a door near the top of the wall.

At the far end of the yard was an enormous prayer wheel, built of heavy lumber. It was at least fifty feet high, about twelve feet broad, big enough to contain millions of prayers written on scraps of paper. It had been recently mended with iron straps. It was kept in motion by a waterfall that plunged out of the cliff above it, turned the wheel and spilled into a sluice, along which it vanished into a hole in the ground. The officer went and washed his face at the sluice, rinsing his mouth and grimacing savagely.

Near the wheel a couple of obvious Japanese, dressed as Tibetans, stood guard with rifles over a small, newly built stone shed, into which a raw-hide belt disappeared. The great wheel had been hitched to a dynamo; its hum was quite distinct above the thump-thump-thump of the wheel and the splash of water.

The man who knew English grinned at Tom. He seemed tolerably unresentful of the punch he had had in the jaw. He touched his own chest. His eyes nearly disappeared amid wrinkles as he grinned with the pride of showmanship:

Dynamo  come in pieces  long way  killing many horses  camels! Me, mechanic!

Banzai! Tom answered, purposely mispronouncing the word, and the Japanese laughed.

Through a thick door in the wall on the left hand they entered a long, dark, draughty passage. Near the door there were some monks on mats, engaged in silent meditation. One of them stood up and bowed to the Japanese with surprising humility, although he didnt stick his tongue out. They took no notice of him. Behind their backs he pressed a scrap of paper into Toms hand. Then he squatted again on his mat and appeared to resume his meditation where it left off.

Tom unfolded the scrap of paper. Where a shaft of sun light filtered through a narrow slot high in the wall he stopped and pretended to blow his nose. Every man of the escort faced about suspiciously, but he managed to read the note without their seeing it.

Your message received. Oh, Tom! Thundergate entrance is through chapel. Beware of shang-shang. Sudden rumor that Lobsang Pun is coming has created new situation. They believe he must be bringing a foreign army. Thöpe and Abbot busy propaganding you are special sending to prepare way for Lobsang. Chou Wang, deadly desperate, has locked me in room behind his office, but this monk is pro-Abbot. He will deliver this to you and get me out of here. He promises. ELSA

Tom crunched the paper in his left fist and followed the Japs. There were two stands of piled rifles with fixed bayonets, near a door at the end of the long passage. Opposite the door was another, open, through which came cigarette smoke and the talk and laughter of the guard. One sentry lounged near the rifles. He knocked on the closed door. A bell rang. He opened the door. The escort stood aside for Tom. Two of them, the commander and the man who knew English, followed him into the room, where they stood at attention to right and left of the door.

Stone walls. Pictures of heaven and hell. Against one wall a large radio-receiving set, not yet quite fully assembled, with all its parts exposed to view. One window, glazed with oiled paper. A charcoal brazier. A tea urn. An immense table. Some Chinese cigarettes. A rather small man seated at the table, facing the door, in a heavy wooden chair heaped with cushions. An automatic pistol on the table within reach of his right hand. In front of him, near the ink-pot, a big bronze dorje, emblem of authority. Beside him, at his right, a kneeling monk was rummaging in one of Elsas bags and laying her belongings one by one on the table. Toms bag was also on the floor, as yet unopened. A high, carved screen behind the man in the chair suggested that there might be a door there leading into another room.

Tom walked straight up to the table and spoke first, standing with his back to the window within reach of the kneeling monk.

Are you Chou Wang-Naosuki?

The man at the table touched the automatic. After one sharp glance at Tom he nodded to the officer, who at once began speaking very rapidly in Japanese, reporting what had happened. He spoke so fast that Tom could hardly follow what he said, but that gave him plenty of time to study the man in front of him.

Small, but mentally and physically powerful. His eyes and mustache were cat-like. Not a trace of humor. Prodigious shoulders for his size, lumpy with muscle and rather stooped. He was wearing a magnificent embroidered Tibetan lamas cloak over a red Russian blouse. He looked incapable of any emotion other than sulky delight in enforcing his will. Brown, absolutely merciless eyes of the color of English ale, which revealed nothing except that mercy wasnt in them.

Why was this man not disarmed? he demanded angrily.

Before the officer could answer he met Toms eyes and said sharply, in English:

Lay your weapon on the desk.

Tom went one step nearer to the kneeling monk.

You damned rat, Naosuki!

Naosuki pushed his chair back, stood up suddenly and snatched his automatic off the desk. Tom kicked the kneeling monk and sent him sprawling against Naosukis legs, upsetting his balance and spoiling his aim. His bullet pierced the paper window, followed by another. Toms fist hit him hard on the nose. With his other hand he snatched Naosukis automatic, hurled it through the window, splitting the oiled paper from top to bottom, letting in a flood of cold, bright day light.

It all happened too quickly for the other two men in the room to do anything about it. By the time they had drawn their weapons, Naosuki was writhing in Toms arms, barking his own shins against the table edge in his efforts to kick Toms, and crying out to his men not to shoot. They might have shot Tom, but they would much more probably have killed Naosuki.

The noise brought the guard on the run. They nearly broke the door down in their hurry. The Bön monk, on the floor under the table, tried to get his teeth into Toms leg, but all he bit was the top of a boot. Tom had Naosuki helpless in an agonizing hold. He shook him the way a terrier shakes a rat, hefted him and pitched him across the table into the midst of the guard. Their rifles broke his fall. He slid to the floor unharmed, off sloping butts and bayonets and got up fuming like a madman, making horrible faces. He seemed on the verge of an epileptic fit. Toms feat of strength so astonished the guard that they stood still gaping at him.

He kicked the monk in the face to make him let go. Then he sat down in Naosukis chair, a split second ahead of a bullet that splintered the screen. He produced his Mauser, but didnt answer the shot. And at last he spoke Japanese, using the jargon that passes muster along harbor-fronts, pungent, plain. He hadnt time to remember grammar and flowers of speech:

I have been sent to tell you fools to clear out before youre caught in that man Naosukis company. Have the others told you that he betrayed your Emperors secrets to Rajah Dowlah?

Plainly, the guard had been talking it over. Plainly, they had long suspected Naosuki. Plainly, if they could only feel justified, they were ready to turn on him.

Naosuki is a thief, a murderer, a forger, a liar and a traitor to his Emperor, said Tom. What are you honest men going to do about it?

Naosuki tried to snatch an automatic from a mans belt, but its owner wouldnt let him have it.

The game is up, said Tom. Your expedition has failed. Naosuki betrayed you by betraying his Emperor. Save your Emperors face and what is left of your own honor by going away swiftly, leaving no disgraceful tracks. You may take a pack-train from the monastery stables and get out of Tibet by the way you came. You may do what you please with Naosuki.

Who says it? asked one of the guard.

I say it, and who I am is none of your business. Naosuki has been counting on the support of Tibetan troops from Lhasa and Kalimpong. It isnt coming. There isnt a soldier, officer or man, in Tibet who would dare to invade this sacred valley to support foreigners, or for any other reason than to rid the place of foreigners. Theres a force on the march, how ever, that doesnt consist of Tibetan soldiers. You will be cornered here like rats, unless you pull out quickly. If youre caught, youll be sent to Japan by way of India, with a letter to say you are Naosukis accomplices. The proof of Naosukis treason to his Emperor is in Japan now.

They all stared at Naosuki. Tom continued:

Naosuki sent you out to shoot the man who knows the truth about him  Dowlah. By saving Dowlah, I have saved you all from being parties to Naosukis guilt. Now I will save you from something else.

He stood up, pulled aside the screen and let it fall to the floor with a crash. There was a locked door, with a key in the lock. He went on talking:

Living or dead, do you wish to be known or remembered as savages? Have you been parties to the rape or torture of a defenseless woman? You see her bags. Naosuki was dishonorably pilfering from them. You see her clothing on the table. Where is she?

He turned the huge key in the ancient lock and flung the door wide open. It revealed a bare room  empty. The key fell to the floor. He picked it up and stuck it in the lock on the inside of the door, carelessly, as if he wasnt thinking what he was doing.

Where is she? What has Naosuki done to her?

Naosuki was speechless, making grimaces as inhuman as a tragic actors on a Japanese print.

You were told you were heroes, said Tom. You were told you were being sent to do an honorable duty for Japan, to make it easy for Japan to conquer Asia. You have been lied to and misled by a traitor who sold his Emperors secrets. Where is that woman?

Without the slightest suggestion of hurry, he entered the inner room and shut the door behind him. The ancient lock, as he turned the key, made hardly any noise. It was a very thick door; through it he could barely hear the murmur of angry argument.

There was another door, unlocked, with the key on the outside. On the stone floor near it was the broken lip-stick with which Elsa had scrawled on the panel:

Chapel. Hurry. ELSA

He hurried, with methodical decision, making better speed than if he had run wildly. There was a maze of doors and corridors, stone stairways leading to the upper floor and downward to the kitchens and into echoing cellars. There were passages within walls that were twelve feet thick. At almost every corner there was a dark hole where a monk might sit and meditate or lurk in ambush.

But there was no one in sight, only sounds of men running  the boom of a great bell  a roar of voices from a long way off, like a sea-roar  and the weird, intermittent, irregular muffled thunder-sound that shook nothing but seemed to come from all directions. Then, suddenly, the unmistakable staccato rattle of rifle-fire  no guessing whence it came, along echoing passages.

Out into a courtyard, and the sound of rifle firing louder. A long cloister to a courtyard behind the monastery. Steam  lots of it. On the far side of the courtyard a big chapel, door wide open and a riot roar coming through it. Tom entered quietly.

No sign of Elsa or of Thö-pa-ga, but a monk with bull lungs, standing on a platform, was holding up Elsas frock. It was the frock she bought in Delhi. He was tearing it into strips, like prayer streamers, and distributing them at random to whoever could get near enough. At the end of the chapel, on the altar platform, an old man in a yellow robe, who couldnt be any one else than the Abbot, surrounded by a dozen monks who were protecting him, held a carved box above his head. It probably contained sacred relics. The monks surrounding him were all shouting at once, and one of them was pounding an enormous gong as if his life depended on it.

There were not less than a dozen dead or dying or severely wounded monks underfoot, amid pools of blood. In mid-chapel about thirty monks were fighting thirty or forty half-starved wretches in rags, who were led by the bow-and-arrow yak-man who had told Tom he wouldnt fight in any circumstances. He wasnt using bow and arrows. He and his two comrades, for some reason better fed than the scarecrows they led, were hard at it with cudgels. Religious frenzy had burst the restraint of doctrine. The meek had inherited righteous indignation. The skulls of the proud were cracking.

It was easy to distinguish the proud. They were Böns, with their backs to the wall  the long wall, with a dais in the middle and a gallery above that. They were the well-fed ones.

Beneath the gallery, behind the dais, was a studded door, deeply carved and painted red. On either side of it were hideous tantric images of devils devouring men who yearned upward in agony toward the carved head and shoulders of Gautama Buddha, smiling from an arched recess, illuminated by colored glass lamps in the dimness above the door and below the gallery.

Apparently no one had any firearms, but there were missiles flying in all directions, chiefly prayer wheels and brass lamps. Nearly all the paper windows were broken. The Böns seemed to outnumber all the others, but to have used up all the missiles within their reach. They were chanting, to invoke their magic and to fortify their courage. The man who was tearing Elsas dress into strips appeared not to be a Bön. It was hard to guess what he was. He seemed to be preaching a war of his own. It was he who first caught sight of Tom. He went into a frenzy, pointing at him, bellowing, slobbering. Impossible to tell what he was shouting about  demanding summary execution or offering welcome.

Tom went for him. As he crossed the floor, scrumming his way through the brawl, a bow-and-arrow man let drive at him from the gloom under the gallery. The arrow buried itself in a monks back. Some one slew the bowman with a bronze candlestick. Another bowman, from the doorway by which Tom had entered, took a shot at the Abbot. He hit him. The Abbot fell. There was a roar of rage. Some one struck down that bowman from behind. A man entered, cowled like a monk, but black-whiskered like no monk in all Tibet. He had a rusty sword, but when he tried to use it some one snatched it from him, and in a second there were ten monks fighting for it, all in a scrimmage, rolling over one another on the floor.

The new arrival followed Tom. He reached him just as Tom reached the man who was tearing into little pieces the last shreds of Elsas dress.

Wheres your Mauser, you fool?

Dowlah! He and Tom became the center of a maelstrom of yelling monks. Dowlah shouted in Toms ear:

Japs shot the stable-men  took all the best horses  theyre on the run with all the loot they could pack!

Whos coming?

Damned if I know! Some one. Theyd an outpost in a cave up on the mountain. I saw the flash of his helio. Look out! Whos that? Wheres your Mauser?

Chou Wang-Naosuki! Dressed in his yellow lamaistic robe. Silent in the doorway. Stoop-shouldered. Head forward. Scowling. In his right hand an automatic.

Tom couldnt draw the Mauser. The monks were pressing him too closely. Dowlah tried to snatch the weapon. Failing, he ducked. Chou Wang-Naosuki drew down his eyebrows, raised his right hand, took deliberate aim at Tom, fired, missed him and killed the bull-lunged fellow who had torn up Elsas dress.

Panic. Imprecations  yells of terror  anger. Every one except the Böns who had their backs to the door scattered in search of cover. They struggled to hide behind one another. Naosuki calmly entered the chapel. Dowlah almost screamed at Tom:

Shoot him, you damned idiot!

Any dog can kill, Tom answered.

He did draw the Mauser. He whipped it out, thrusting Dowlah aside. The shove forced Dowlah backward, off-balance. A monk tripped him. He fell. Naosuki laughed suddenly  once. It was like a big dogs sullen bark. He tossed his weapon to the floor at Toms feet. Dowlah pounced on it  leaped to his feet  aimed  drew the trigger. Empty! Naosuki had used his last shell. He sneered and walked toward the door under the gallery. The Böns made way for him. One of them opened the big red door. He entered, not looking back ward.

Tom went through the midst of the Böns with such explosive ferocity that he reached the door before the brass bar fell in place. He charged through, Dowlah behind him, into darkness.

Elsa!

No answer.

Elsa!


CHAPTER 35. Banzai!

Nothing but an echo in the darkness. Silence. Then muffled thunder. That sound, and the accompanying warmth, explained itself and the steam that could be seen from far off. Masses of boiling water down below somewhere  one of earths cauldrons, obedient to some incalculable rhythm. Tom groped for his pocket flash-light. He and Dowlah were in a tunnel whose walls were coated with a black shiny film of glassy basalt. There were niches in the wall on both sides; there were pottery lamps on some of them, but no lamp burning. Tom shouted again:

Elsa!

Echo. Underground thunder. Silence. Then some ones footsteps. Naosukis? Somewhere ahead, at an unguessable distance, there appeared a patch of dim light about the size of a mans hand. Tom strode forward, Dowlah lagging. It turned out to be reflected light, at a turn of the tunnel  dim daylight. It increased. The tunnel made several turns, grew narrower, then wider and opened suddenly into a daylit space so full of steam that it was all whirling whiteness and noise.

Grand place for a miracle! said Dowlah. Look out for shang-shangs. Can you use a Mauser?

Tom answered irritably: Shut up!

Dowlah shoved his elbow. Theres Naosuki! Go on  shoot! You cant miss!

Damn you, pipe down, or Ill kill you!

Dowlah giggled: Write him a courteous letter! Why not? Your name should be Woodrow!

Naosuki, silhouetted against whirling white steam, stood framed in the mouth of the tunnel, staring down into the place where the steam came from. Tom hurried toward him. Naosuki glanced backward along the tunnel, turned left and vanished.

Dowlah clutched Toms arm. Look out! he said. I warn you! Hell be waiting for us around the corner. Give me the pistol. You go forward, and when he jumps out at you, Ill shoot him!

Tom shook him off. He hurried to the spot where Naosuki had stood. It was the lip of a crater, slippery with some kind of glassy lava. Left and right a wet path vanished into steam. The sudden, muted thunder of water boiling underground was almost deafening. There was a surge of invisible water that fell back on itself. Steam belched upward. And then silence.

Elsa! Tom shouted. Elsa!

No answer. He took the left-hand path and followed Naosuki, blinded by the white steam, keeping his hand on the sheer face of the encircling rock wall. The smooth, wet path sloped outward toward the crater. Dowlah slipped and grabbed him, almost dragging him over the edge, but the wall was covered with carvings of monsters; Toms fingers caught a devil by the open mouth and hung on. After that he made Dowlah keep five or six paces behind.

It was all noise  muffled, deadened, ominous. There was a vague smell of sulphurous gas. Scraps of sky appeared, brilliant blue, and here and there, through gaps in the whirling steam, there were glimpses of wet cliffs hundreds of feet high.

The path widened. It became fifty feet wide. There were stone altars, of onyx, very ancient, in a curved row near the edge of the crater. Grooves on the tops of the altars led to holes through which blood could run off.

Human sacrifice! said Dowlah. Tee-hee! Kill em beautifully! Chuck em in and boil em, for a meal for devils in the next world! Holy! Holy! Holy! Thats the door to the B6n-po hell, that crater! Theyve boiled your Elsa, I bet you! He giggled, stepping backward out of range of Toms fist. But he neednt have troubled. He had lost, if he ever had it, any power over Toms impulses.

The carved cliff closed in again toward the craters edge, but it sloped backward, letting in more light than on the far side.

There he is! said Dowlah. Shoot him! Damn you, shoot him! I say, shoot him!

A hundred feet up, a half-arch of glistening wet rock, shaped like a pheasants spur, curved outward from the cliff and was almost lost to sight in steam above the crater. Hewn steps in the rock face zigzagged upward toward it. On the farthest tip, looking like a ghost in the steam, stood Naosuki, motionless. In his lamas robe he looked like a high priest. Tom called to him:

Naosuki! Do you know where Elsa Burbage is? Your life for hers!

No answer. Naosuki took no notice whatever. Suddenly he cried aloud in Japanese and leaped, feet foremost and together, with his robe wrapped tight around him and his right hand raised. He vanished into steam. The muted thunder rose and greeted him. The invisible boiling surge up-hove and laved a smooth wall, falling back upon itself.

Banzai! said Tom, and that time he pronounced it properly. He turned on Dowlah. Thats more than youve the guts to do!

Dowlah sat down on an onyx altar, with his head between his hands.

All I need is a drink, he remarked. Then, suddenly recovering his self-control, savagely: You blockhead! Do you realize theres nothing now between you and me and what were after?

There came a cry through the craterous thunder. It sounded far off. Tom shouted:

Elsa! Elsa!

He began running. He followed the path until it curved under the projecting half-arch. Beyond that it turned left again along a wider ledge. Around that corner there was a door, once painted red, but nearly all the paint had scaled off. It was heavily reinforced with iron. Four feet from the bottom was an iron grille, about ten inches square. It had a huge iron padlock, not very ancient, not very rusty, slick with recent greasing.

Elsa ! he shouted.

Tom? Oh, thank God!

Coming!

He resumed his unhurried mood. He examined the lock, rubbing his thumb along the surface. It bore the legend: Honorable East India Company. 1845.

Tom, were in here with a shang-shang! Thöpe has fainted. Its dark.

Half a minute!

He put a shot into the padlock. Then another. He found a rock then and hammered. The padlock broke. The door swung open and Elsa nearly fell into his arms. She was wearing Tibetan clothes, too big for her, with turquoise jewels.

Get Thöpe, Tom.

Okay. Watch Dowlah.

He groped in darkness, found a leg and dragged out the Tibetan, left him lying, stepped inside again and shut the door. Then he spoke through the grille:

Elsa  come on  tell me.

She answered quietly, with her face as close as his to the grille: Tom, please come out of there.

Good girl now. Hang on to yourself. Tell me.

Tom, theres a passage for thirty feet. Beyond that theres a cavern with a great pit at the far end. If you look for a long time by the light of the grille, you can see the shang-shangs eyes on the rear wall.

Okay. I can see them. Its the last of the brutes. No hurry. If it comes toward me I couldnt miss it. How did you get in here?

There was a fight in the chapel. About Thöpe  and me. The Böns said, if Thöpe is genuine he can manage the shang-shang. They tore my clothes off and gave me these, and brought us here and left us.

Wheres your revolver?

Noropa stole it.

Okay. Noropas dead. Dowlahs unarmed, but watch him.

Where is he?

Damned if I know. Stay where you are, and yell like hell if he starts anything.

Tom switched on his little pencil of light and went slowly forward into stenching darkness. To right and left were about a dozen cells hewn in the rock, with doors made of poles set two inches apart. Most of the doors stood ajar. Away ahead in the darkness the shang-shangs eyes glowed pale opal, as big as soup plates, almost exactly one above the other. All the rest of the brute was invisible. The eyes didnt move, didnt blink. They looked unreal, almost like holes in the rock through which a wan light entered.

At the end of thirty or forty feet the passage widened into a broad cavern and the pin-light picked up the edge of a gap in the floor at the farther end. It extended the full width of the floor and as far as the rear wall. Mutterings came out of it, but no steam. Near the edge of the gap was a naked human corpse, dried up, like a mummy.

With the Mauser in his right hand and the light in his left, Tom leaned against the corner where the passage opened into the cavern. He tried to trace the outlines of the monster, but it was so huge that the pin-light couldnt follow its spidery legs into the darkness. Its body was as big as a barrel, vivid green, and foul with what looked like crimson fungus. Its mandibles moved. It was beginning to blubber with foam at the snout. The light annoyed it. It moved.

Tom fired  two shots, one at each eye. The second shot was probably a miss. The shang-shang curled up like a swatted spider and vanished, writhing, down into the chasm.

Tom went and looked, but the pin-light couldnt fathom the utter darkness. He could hear water, but couldnt see it. He pushed the human corpse into the chasm and turned away, striding resolutely, not too fast, lest horror should make him lose his self-control.

Dowlah was nowhere in sight when he opened the door. Thö-pa-ga was standing beside Elsa, looking mournful, but twice the man he was when Tom last saw him. In spite of having fainted, there were signs of iron in him, and of self-control. He had more actual control than Tom had at the moment. He was dressed in gorgeous yellow silk, with an embroidered crimson toga. He held out his hand. In his peculiar, stately English he said:

Mr. Grayne, I thanking you so much for all this.

Thöpe has been a perfect brick, said Elsa.

They were all embarrassed. Tom was watching Elsa sideways. She said nothing.

I, who ran away from destiny, am disciplined, said Thö-pa-ga.

Tom didnt know what to say.

Wheres Dowlah? he demanded.

Suddenly he turned to Elsa and took hold of her and kissed her. He kissed her a long time. She was quite still in his arms, but he could feel her heart thumping as fast as his own.

Tom, she said at last, you dont owe me anything. Its dear of you, and generous, but

He interrupted: I lied to you like hell. I half knew I was lying. Youre a damned good gallant little woman and I loved you from the day we first met. But neither do you owe me anything. Go and get your divorce.

She chuckled, with her arms on his shoulders.

Tom, I lied much worse than you did! I believe you meant it, or at least you believed you meant it. I didnt! Not once, for a single minute. Ive been all yours, any time youd have me, from then until now! But have I played fair?

He almost crushed her.

Thöpe, old fellow

Thö-pa-ga smiled wanly. Oh, he said, I take the Middle Way, I think, from now on. I am no good in the world.

Rot! Tom answered. Buck up! But for you, this place would be a shang-shang-ridden nest of lousy propaganda! Thanks to you there are no more shang-shangs. Take the credit for it! Take hold! Clean up! Run the show and root hard for the Tashi Lama. Hes a good man. Work to get him back to Tashi-lunpo. Do a mans job. Help to keep all foreign devils out of Tibet!

Elsa interrupted: Tom, is it as over as all that? Is it true about Lobsang Pun? Is he here yet?

Lets go see. Wheres Dowlah?

No sign of Dowlah. They returned around the crater amid steam and muted thunder and then groped their way along the tunnel to the great red door. It was locked. There was a roar of voices in the chapel, frantic gong-beats, and a new noise  the triumphant blare of conches and long radongs.

Thö-pa-ga protested: Wait here! That man Dowlah

Ride yourself! Tom interrupted. Nows your big chance. If they opened for Dowlah, theyll open for us. If Dowlah hasnt found some liquor he has shot his last bolt. Stand back.

He fired three shots at the door and reloaded his Mauser. A monk opened the door. Thö-pa-ga stepped through, then he, then Elsa. The sunlight through the smashed windows was dazzling. The place was a wreck. Monks dead bodies lay in pools of blood, in a litter of fallen banners, pictures and broken lamps. No sign of Dowlah. The monks were marching around and around the chapel to a blare of trumpets and thunder of drums. They swarmed around Thö-pa-ga.

Your chance! Tom shouted at him.

The monks bore Thö-pa-ga away toward the altar. He stood there smiling. There fell a hush, breathless. No other sound than the groan of a wounded monk and the flutter of torn window paper. Then Thö-pa-gas voice, ringing clear:

Om mane padme hum! Blessed be the Word that goes forth! There are no more shang-shangs! The Thunder Dragon Gate no longer speaks for Evil. Clean up! Clean up!

Tom hurried Elsa out of the chapel. In the yard, between the chapel and the monastery wall, stood twenty bearded skeletons in sheepskins, beside scarecrow ponies. Dowlahs men! On the monastery steps stood Dowlah, staring at them, and they stared at him. They didnt see Tom and Elsa; even Dowlah didnt. They werent speaking. They were simply staring at Dowlah in resentful silence, and he at them. Dowlah turned his back and walked into the monastery. Tom went up and spoke in Hindustanee to the subadar.

What are you doing here?

Sahib, that Holiness Lobsang Pun is a bahadur of the old school! Aye, a burra wallah general bahadur! There is the spirit in him. On our way we met him, near that monastery. Lo, he swept us up and rolled us westward! We have marched like men in a dream. He had a hundred monks behind him, and more than two hundred ponies and yaks. That monastery belched provisions for him  aye, and more monks. And he knew where those devils of Böns had cached their ghee and barley meal. Nay, nay, we havent starved, nor have our ponies. He marched us thin! He is a magic-maker! That Lobsang Pun Bahadur could conquer the world! If he sleeps, then he sleeps on horseback, and it needs relays of horses in half-hour spells to stagger at such speed beneath His Honors weight!

And the woman  Su-li Wing?

She came, too. She has no more heart for India than we have, with our shame upon us. But we saw no shame in being led by Lobsang Pun Bahadur. Bold he is, and arrogant, and godly. He could make a dead man march to the worlds end! Lo, behold us, sahib, we are all here, not a man is missing.

And now what?

God knows, sahib.

Tom and Elsa went into the monastery. They had to step over the legs of monks who sprawled, dead weary, in the corridors. They had loads, but no weapons. More than half of them were asleep on any kind of mat or blanket they had been able to find. Some of them lay like dead men, snoring on the flagstones.

At the end of a passage there was a crowd of monks out side an open door, through which came Lobsang Puns voice, reprimanding, roaring orders. Unmistakably his voice, ringing with energy. In the midst of the monks lay Dowlah, stone dead, in a pool of blood. There was a knife in his back.

Not a monk had laid a hand on Su-li Wing. She was standing near the door, still wearing her coonskin overcoat. She seemed to have shriveled inside it. She looked uttterly worn out, and years older. But when she saw Tom and Elsa she laughed  metallic  nasal  high pitched  cruel.

You wouldnt give me a break, she said, but theres your Dowlah! He saw me. He knew I did it.

She stood aside to let Tom and Elsa enter the room. The Abbots dead body lay in state on a table with lighted candles, surrounded by kneeling monks. Lobsang Pun was in a great chair by a table loaded with the monastery records. Monks were on the run with more records. He had some Böns up in front of him, with their hands tied. He was pronouncing sentences, pursing his lips to taste the flavor of godliness and then opening them wide to roar:

Mercy to man and beast. It isnt merciful to let men die in sin. That foul stuff leaves, the way it entered, through the body. Two hours flogging!

The minute he saw Tom and Elsa he roared with laughter. They went up and bowed.

Shang-shang? he demanded.

Your Eminence, the last one is dead, Tom answered.

Chou Wang-Naosuki?

Dead, too. Thö-pa-ga is safe in the chapel.

Yes, I knowing it.

I have the honor to present my wife, Your Eminence.

Oo-ha-ha-ha-hah! Tum-Glain, what your doing in Tibet? Get out! Go home!

Tom laughed. He liked Lobsang Pun. He struck his right hand on his pocket.

Your Reverend and Holy Eminence, he said, has surely not forgotten that permit to travel wherever I please in Tibet.

What your wanting?

Ponies. Provisions. An outfit. Men  I might take Dowlahs, if Your Eminence cant spare a few. I will follow the trail of the Japs. I want a messenger to-morrow morning, to carry my mail to Mu-ni Gam-po in Darjeeling.

Lobsang Pun stared at Elsa. His big beak of a nose twitched and his eyes almost disappeared into a maze of wrinkles. He smiled at her. He chuckled.

You? he demanded.

Tom says I have won my spurs, Your Eminence. I am his wife. I will go where he goes.

Tum-Glain! Oo-ha-ha-ha-hah! What about that Chinese woman?

Send her packing, Tom answered. Send her to India.

Lobsang Pun objected. Better mercifully two hours flogging. Beat the sin out. Save her a million years in hell.

Tom grinned: Your Eminences magnanimity is famous. But I beg you, as a personal favor to me, not to waste it on that woman. Please let her go.

Lobsang Pun looked scandalized. His eyes glared autocratic indignation.

What your wanting, Tum-Glain? Two women? One not enough for you? Your being too sinful. My letting Su-li Wing go, unadmonished by two hours whipping, if Thö-pa-ga requesting. Otherwise, my blessing her with suitable rebuke.

Very well, Tom answered, I will plead with Thö-pa-ga. By the way, Your Eminence, the money in Rajah Dowlahs pocket belongs to Abdul Mirza, whos a good old honest fellow with a lean purse. May he have it?

Yes, my sending to him.

And I think youll find a letter, bearing your signature

Forged!

That he took from the Bön magician

Oo-ha-ha! I have it! See? I have it.  Now you, Tum-Glain, now your knowing Thunder Dragon Gate, your going to the moon next? Tum-Glain! Elsa! Oo-hah-ha-ha-ha-hah!

THE END


OLD UGLY FACE
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DEDICATION

TO COLLIER YOUNG  LEST DISTANCE DIM GOOD FELLOWSHIP

Our hearts know better than to envy men,
Still less their women, who by tongue and pen
With soulless ideology declare: What dies
Is all we live for. Violence and lies,
Our high aims justify. The ends we seek
Are things, more things. The poor and weak,
Unnourished in the headlong race to pay
New debts to evil while we toil and pray
To politics for wealth  do they not, day by day
Receive, of our good charity, their bread?
Are we not wonderful?

We are. We are. And yet ...
There was a Voice that more than hinted how
By means more manly than we practice now
A wide worlds consciousness can lose its dread
Of drifting toward endless death:  instead
New visioned, may create a world at last
Worth loving for its future, not its past.


INTRODUCTION

Tis not too late to seek a newer world.  Alfred, Lord Tennyson: Ulysses

Set in Tibet, the story concerns a group of men and women who are vitally involved in an exciting situation in that forbidden land of towering mountain peaks and age-old secrets. The Dalai Lama had died, and the choice of a successor to the most influential position in Tibet is a matter of utmost concern to the agents of various foreign governments and to Tom Grayne, unofficially representing the United States, Andrew Gunning, his free-lance friend, and Elsa Burbage, in Tibet under unusual circumstances. Above all, the future of Tibet lies in the hands of the Most Reverend Lobsang Pun, known as Old Ugly-Face, a wrinkled, stout Tibetan prelate of uncertain age, a genuine mystic whose mission in life is to preserve the seeds of sanity in a world gone mad. Grayne and Gunning are both in love with Elsa, and out of this conflict between life-long friends arises a drama of absorbing interest  a drama intensified by international intrigue, treachery, unbelievable courage in the face of the greatest adversity, and the prodigious efforts of Old Ugly-Face to win control of the newly appointed Dalai Lama.


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

Things seemed vague that evening. Darjeeling felt as if it were somewhere over and beyond its own sensational horizon. The damp stone monastery walls had lost reality, as if thought were the substance and thing its shadow. Andrew Gunning strode along the white-walled passage, beneath flickering brass lamps, between pictures of Buddhist saints. The thin, worn carpet on the stone flags muted his heavy foot-fall into rhythmic thuds that pulsed like heartbeats, regular, and strong, but strangely detached, unreal. An outdoor man, sturdily built, he looked as if his passion were as strong as his muscles and equally under control. He looked obstinate, cautious, capable of proud and perhaps patient but swiftly vigorous anger. As a first impression that was accurate enough and no injustice done. But he was not a man who readily revealed himself to strangers. He could keep his thoughts to himself. Second and later impressions of him always left observers a bit puzzled.

He knocked on the ancient cedar door at the dark end of the passage and waited listening, exactly, and in the same mood as he would have listened for an animals cry in the forest, or for the telltale murmur of changing wind in the distance. Good ears, well shaped, not too tightly packed against a studious-looking head. A thatch of untidy tawny hair, inherited from some Viking ancestor who raided Britain before the Normans landed and who doubtless found Roman-Northumbrian wenches an agreeable change from the shrews of the Baltic night. American born. Unclannish. Habitually slightly parted lips. Well-bred narrow nostrils. Easy shoulders; a neck so strong that it looked careless. Sensible eyes. A plain man, therefore dangerous. Only simple people could predict what Andrew Gunning might do. Complicated people seldom understood what he had done or was doing at the moment.

Because the monastery was built centuries ago, in the days when Darjeeling was a fortress city of war-torn Sikkim, the deodar-cedar door was a foot thick. He had to knock twice. And because the rain splashed musically through an open window, and the monastery mood discouraged shouting, he was answered at last by the sound of a small bronze bell. An historic bell. Its temperate G would have gone lost in the thunder of camps or the hum of affairs. For fifty years, five hundred years ago, it had invited silence while a Wise Saint meditated on the mystery of man: whence, whither, why. A most excellent bell.

Andrew opened the door into a plain arrangement of ideas; the comfort of ideas in right relation to each other. A white-walled room, so nearly square that its size made no impression; it was good to be in, and that was enough. Two windows, one facing eternal snow, the Himalayas, the Roof of the World, Tibet; but that window was closed for the night by a shutter of cedar and curtained with woven wool from somewhere north of Tang La Ra. The other window, ten by two and iron-barred against the curiosity of innocence (the Tantric Buddhist monks are innocent, and consequently naughty), opened on the rain-splashed inner courtyard. There were glimpses through it of wet-bronze legged monks about their communal duties, with their skirts tucked into their girdles. Some of them were singing; merry-minded fellows, curiously indifferent to rain and icy wind, but venially sinfully inquisitive about the female occupant of Cell Eleven. They were only preserved from the cardinal sin of impudence by the all-seeing eye of Brother Overseer Lan-shi Ling who looked down on their labors from the covered gallery, reminding them, when necessary, that though the eye and the ear may sin, it is the soul which pays. O brothers, look ye neither to the right nor left. The path leads upward!

Elsa lay curled on a Scots plaid steamer rug that had been stained by travel. It was spread over big flat cushions stuffed with the swans-down that lies like wind-blown blossom on the shore of Lake Manasarowar  sacred wild swans and a sacred lake. The cushions were piled on a throne built of blocks of holy basalt from a mountain whose name no Tibetan will utter (lest the ever-watchful dugpas should overhear and find and desecrate the mountains holiness).

That throne on which Elsa sprawled was really a guest bed reserved for visiting Lord Abbots who occasionally come, with secret news, and solemn meekness, but implacably critical zeal, to bestow their blessing on the monastery or to refuse approval, as the case may be. Hearts had been broken in that room, from that throne; personal destinies had crumbled in the calm impersonal fire of visiting Lord Abbots views of what is sinful and what isnt. Centuries old though the monastery is, Elsa Burbage was the first woman ever to have crossed the threshold of the inner courtyard. She was well aware of that. At the moment it was almost the only excuse for self-confidence that she could use as a shield against despair. The eleventh chamber on the north side had been hers for a number of weeks. It was she who had named it Cell Eleven for luck and brevity. Its real name, all one word in Tibetan, is Countless-thousands  of  times  blessed  place  of  meditation  piously  reserved  for  wisdom-loving-holy-lamas-from-blessed-mountains-conferring-sanctity-and- merit-by-their-benevolent-presence. That, of course, is a far better name than Cell Eleven, but it takes too long to say.

Elsa smiled at Andrew Gunning, but she didnt speak for a few moments. She and he had no need to toss words at each other. Kindness can be as irritating as pity. So can courtesy. Such formalities as unfriendly or suspicious people have to impose on themselves and each other had gone downwind months ago, blown by the bitter winds of Tibet and by the more subtle but even less merciful forces of human extremity. There remained a comradeship that speech could easily blaspheme but could neither enlarge nor explain.

Andrew sat down on a stone ledge near the open window. The ledge was covered with snow leopard skin, a comfortless upholstery; but Tibetans dont care for physical comfort, dont even know what it is; and snow leopard skin is a very valuable, so they say, provision against sly earth currents that intrude into a meditators thought and undo virtue, as the termites undo buildings in the dark. Andrew leaned his back against the whitewashed wall, and he didnt say anything either. He just looked at Elsa, schooling himself not to feel sorry for her because he loathed the spiritual snobbery that drools that sort of insolence.

The glow from a charcoal brazier colored Elsas pale face and made her eyes, beneath the dark hair, look much bigger than they actually were; it made them gleam with unnatural light that suggested visions and dreams, like a cats eyes when it stares at the hearth. The effect of unreality was increased by the leap of candlelight and by the Tibetan paintings on silk that loomed amid a mystery of shadows on the white walls. It was Andrew who spoke first:

Not so long ago, just for looking like that, theyd have burned you for a witch.

Burning sounds dreadful, but it must be soon over, she answered. Do you suppose its worse than feeling useless and disillusioned?

He scowled suddenly and smiled slowly: Its the first time Ive heard you use words like that.

I never felt quite like this before. Not quite like it.

Andrew Cunnings method was to kill out pity and to mask what sympathy he felt beneath brusqueness: Feel like cracking? he asked.

It seems to have happened. I want to say what I mean. But I cant. Its as if I had been an insect all along without knowing it.

Andrew looked as cautious, alert and careful as if he were still  hunting some animal of whose ways he was ignorant. He had a presentiment. He was going to be asked what he couldnt answer, and told what he didnt want to know. So he said what he did know:

Life is a fight. The more sensitive you are, the worse it hurts. But you cant cure man or horse with hard names. You have to think straight and know what youre fighting about.

Andrew, I did it. Ive done it. I lost. I said insect because insects wear their skeletons outside and their personalities inside. Theyre armor- plated. But when they crack

Then they grow a new shell or they die.

It isnt so easy to just die and be done with it. Andrew, Ive reached a jumping-off place, but theres nowhere to jump to. Im not complaining. Im telling you because theres no one else to tell. Even song doesnt sound good any more. Tomorrow isnt. Theres only a string of dried yesterdays.

He showed his teeth in a friendly belligerent grin: So its Andrew. You call me Andy when you think Im stupid. Drew, when were talking on even terms. Andrew, when you need help. But it wont work. Im feeling the way you do, as near as a man can feel the way a woman does. I was in the chapel just now. Same ritual. Same monks, solemnity, beauty and all the rest of it. It felt as flat as canned stuff.

Then you do understand what I mean.

No. When you use a word like insect to explain your feelings  damned if I understand.

Drew, your inconsistencies hide something so strong that Im almost afraid of it sometimes. I am now.

No call for you to be scared of me. Inconsistencies? What do you mean?

You know what I mean. Ive heard you use real bad language  Tibetan and English  that would make a Billingsgate fish-porters hair curl.

Maybe. But that was for tactical reasons, to get a pack-train moving or something of that sort. And besides, Im not a woman.

She laughed. Drew, did anyone ever accuse you of being effeminate! Please, Andrew! What I meant is, that if youll raise that iron visor of yours and really listen, it would be such a comfort. But if thats selfish, and youd rather

Talk away. Im interested.

I want to talk to the real you.

Go ahead. Shoot. But dont talk down to me. I hate that.

Down to you?

Yes. Dont use language aimed at cracking my mental resistance. Im in a sympathetic mood, if that means anything. Id like to understand. Words like insect dont apply. Youre not a louse.

Andrew, youve been so generous to me that

That line heads in nowhere, either. I did what youd have done if things had been the other way around. So lets call that past history and carry on.

  so generous, and so unselfish, that I havent dared, I dont think Ive even wanted, to impose on you any more. Besides, I understand perfectly that just physical things like forced marches and danger, and even metaphysical things like ditching your whole years plans because a friend is in trouble

I didnt have any plans, so I didnt ditch em. I was letting Tom Grayne do the head work.

  means no more to you than a change of the wind, or a change of diet. You actually like it. I know that. I know too  I understand perfectly  that you enjoyed that dreadful ordeal in the blizzard

You and I shared that. What else could I have done than what I did? Dont lets talk about it.

You did impossible things. You brought me alive out of death. But that doesnt give me the right to ask you to do something even more difficult.

He smiled reminiscently. There isnt anything more difficult, in terms of ordinary human experience, than to act man-midwife to a girl whose first baby is born in a blizzard that blows the tent away at sixteen thousand feet above sea level. If he had been a doctor  but he wasnt. Elsa and child survived, and he was secretly so proud of that test of his own resourcefulness that he couldnt speak of it. He even disciplined the smile into a kind of up-wind stare.

Andrew, dont laugh at me, please. I want to talk to the man who pulled me through that.

Youve the right to, he answered. You came through, colors flying. Shoot the works.

But Elsa found it hard to begin. She was afraid of seeming unwilling to face the future. But she did fear the future. And she was afraid to raise Andrew Gunnings visor. She had seen him in action, in emergency, in crisis. She had seen him tempted, bewildered, baffled, half starved and almost overwhelmed by exhaustion; but always, in anger, in defeat, mistaken effort, success, nothing less than a man. She knew almost none of his motives, not even his real reason for joining Tom Grayne in Tibet. She knew almost none of his secrets. She was afraid to guess at them for fear her guess might prove true. So she was silent for at least five minutes, afraid of what Andrew Gunning might think of her, if she should go on talking. The silence was as loaded with thought as the leaping shadows were full of hue from the charcoal and flickering candlelight. Elsa made two or three attempts to begin, but Andrew gave her no encouragement. The words died on her lips.

A bell on the monastery roof reminded the monks to do something or other. It drew attention to the silence. Gusty wind flickered the candles. Andrew got up and put more charcoal on the brazier, resumed his seat on the snow leopard skin and waited. It was he who spoke first:

Begin, why dont you? Whats the trouble?

I told you. You objected to the word insect. My shell is broken. Im afraid. Thats the trouble.

Im scared, too, he answered. Everybody gets scared once in so often. But would you trade places with any other girl?

Andrew, Id love to! But I dont believe it would be fair to trade places.

Andrew rose to the occasion guardedly: See here, Elsa; you havent got to live in Brooklyn, or Blackheath, or Chicago, or Tooting Beck. You dont have to go to cocktail parties and pink teas, or listen to radio yawp  or argue about dialectics with intellectual asses who think envy is inspiration and that Karl Marx is Jesus. Youre not leading a second-hand life. You dont have to care a damn what mugwumps think. You neednt say yes to the axe- grinders. What more do you want? Everybody gets afraid at some time or other.

Andrew, I want to talk about things that one doesnt discuss.

Well, he said, I knew that. Why dont you begin?

Are you sure you dont mind?

Of course I mind. I hate it. Youre going to try to drag out your secret thoughts and smear them on the wall for me to look at. Youll come closer to doing it than most people could. I suppose its the end of friendship. Youll never forgive me for knowing what youve never told Tom.

How do you know Ive never told Tom?

Andrew grinned. He pulled out his clasp knife and a hunk of hundred-year- old cedar from his hip pocket, shifted his position away from the flickering candle toward the steady glow of the charcoal brazier and resumed the whittling of a head of Chenrezi where he had left off the day before. Elsa watched him with emotions that ranged from baffled anger to despair. They were all one emotion, but they felt like wild dogs tearing at her: stark torture. However, there was no one but Andrew Gunning who could understand what she wanted to tell, what she must tell, even at the risk of friendship.

Wont you leave off carving that thing, Andrew?

No. Youll find it easier if I look at this instead of you. Besides, it helps me to think. Go ahead. Talk. He went on carving, turning the thing in his hands to study the planes in the glow from the brazier, puckering his eyes, remembering the statue of Chenrezi in the monastery chapel.

Drew, Im a failure. Im not even a tragic failure. Merely a flop  no dignity:

He sharpened the point of his knife on a pocket hone and resumed the carving of the Lord Chenrezis smile.

Andrew, please listen. Ive come to the end of everything, at twenty- three. No more destiny. Nothing. I took my future in my own hands, and everything I had, and all I knew and was and could become. And I took all chances and  and  offered it up.

You had a perfect right to, he answered. Everybody has to do that when hes fed up with cant and rant and humbug and gets a glimpse of something worth going after. Youre no exception.

But it didnt work out, Andrew. It was like Cains sacrifice. It wasnt acceptable.

Okay. Kill Abel. Thats the historic retort. It wont get you far. But try it. Its one degree better than killing your own faith.

I dont mind about me. And Ive no faith left.

You mean no humor, dont you? Thats just secondhand talk. Have you been reading Swinburne again? About weariest rivers winding somewhere safe to sea? He was drunk when he wrote it.

Oh well. Yes. I do mind  having let Tom down  having put you to all this inconvenience. I can still feel. Yes. I still have faith in some people. But not in me any longer. Instead of being the help I thought Id be, and that Tom thought Id be, Im worse than a total loss. Im a liability. Yes, youre right, I do mind about me.

Andrew glanced at her. She was dry-eyed. No sign of hysteria. She had drawn the steamer rug over her knees and was staring at the glowing brazier. She didnt even look quite hopeless. She was hoping for a new view, and she hoped he had it.

Ive talked defeat, he said, plenty of times.

You? You, Andrew! To other people?

No. To myself. Thats worse. But it never was true. I never really meant it. See here, Elsa; merely looking at one angle, youre not a run-of-the-mill, college-educated product. Youve got ideas.

I wish I hadnt. Ideas only give you a headache and make you dangerous to other people.

Youre not stuck in a social rut. You dont feel bound by the latest fashion in ideology or

I wish I did! I wish I liked that kind of thing! I wish I could make myself be herd-minded and believe what other people believe, and do what they do, and like it. I wish I were a Fascist or a Communist  something genuinely coarse and gross and stupid! Andrew, with all my heart I wish it!

If you feel that way, why consult me? he retorted, looking obstinate. He turned the head of Chenrezi upside down and whittled savagely at the rough base. I think youre well off.

You mean in having no future?

Carve your own future. He hacked at Chenrezi.

Ill have to. But it will be as lifeless as what youre doing now with your knife and a piece of wood:

Piffle! This isnt lifeless. Ive a genius for this kind of thing. Whats more, I do good live thinking while Im working at it. But my talent cant hold a candle to yours. For instance, youre the only woman in the world who can translate ancient Tibetan intelligently. Whats wrong with that? Youve plenty of it to do. Here you are, safe as a saint in a

Yes, yes, Ive counted my blessings and added plenty per cent! Andrew, please! Dont talk as if youre trying to sell me a plot in a cemetery! I dont have to be told that I might as well be in the British Museum. Ive been working all day long at translation. Id go mad if I didnt.

Having luck with it?

Yes. The more wretched I feel, the easier it comes. The only real labor is writing it out  cant write fast enough.

You mean its like automatic writing? I know a man in New York who wrote a darned good novel that way.

No. It isnt a bit like that. I look at the Tibetan writing and all at once it means something in English. I dont know how to explain it. Its like reading music notes at sight and being able to transpose them into a different key without thinking about it. Of course, it isnt really like that, but  why dont you let me talk of what I want to talk about!

Andrew held up Chenrezis head and studied the curve of a nostril. It doesnt seem to me you have much kick coming, he answered. Theres any number of real people who would almost sell their souls for the gift that you came by without even having to work for it.

She laughed. If you think I didnt work for it, you guess again, Andrew! Tibetan wasnt a gift, as you call it. I earned that honestly, and love it. Its the other part that I hate. Its a curse. As a child it got me into so much trouble that I left home when I was sixteen. I almost didnt have any friends. It brought me nothing but grief, and mistrust, and misery, until I met Tom in the British Museum Library. After that, it began to be wonderful, because Tom

Yes. Tom told me about it.

Andrew, let me tell it. Youve only heard Toms version. He told the truth, but not all the truth. He cant possibly have told my side of it, because he never knew it. I dont believe he even guessed it.

Toms a pretty shrewd guesser.

I know. But how could Tom possibly guess what even I didnt know, about me, until  until I had torn it right out of myself, and forced myself to look at it? Tom isnt clairvoyant. Sometimes I think you are. But Tom isnt. So he cant possibly have told you all about me.

Andrew shut his clasp knife. All right, he said. You tell it. Ill listen. If I dont believe you, Ill say so.

Andrew, if you dont believe me, then that will be the end of friendship. Because Im going to be merciless  I mean to me. It may be the last time that you and I will ever talk together intimately. I dont want to pry into your secrets. I do want to tell mine.

Andrew studied his carving of Chenrezis head for half a minute. Then he put it into his pocket and stared at Elsa. The rain splashed in the courtyard. The guttering candlelight half hid her amid trembling shadows. A slight, small girl of twenty-three, in a black tailored shirt. Dreamy intelligent eyes. Something like a feminine version of Michelangelos David.

Go ahead, said Andrew. Sling your pebble at Goliath, but try not to hit me. If theres anything I hate its being told what Id sooner not know. Im a hell of a good hater.

I suppose youll hate me. Will you please try not to. Im going to risk it, but

If you wont let well enough alone, go to it. I wont interrupt.

But interruption came. It seemed timed to the second, as if someones daimon didnt want a veil drawn aside. It was simple scheduled monastery routine, but it felt like a hint from destiny.


CHAPTER 2

The interruption was a thudding on the thick door. It sounded far off, almost alarming. But when Elsa touched the bronze bell it turned out to be only two wrinkled old Tibetan monks. One was the Abbots physician. The other brought tea in a brass urn  buttered tea stewed and salted, that isnt so awful once youre used to it. The smiling old doctor professed not to know why there were three cups. It was not his business. He had brought medicine for Elsa. He poured it from a silver vial into a spoon of rhinoceros horn, opened his own mouth by way of suggestion, pushed the spoon halfway down Elsas throat and turned it until she gagged and swallowed the horrible stuff. He watched her cough, crossing his fingers, murmuring sacred words to ward off devils. Then he murmured a blessing, stowed the utterly unsanitary spoon into an inner pocket, corked the vial, smiled at Andrew Gunning with a shrewd, almost monkey-like glance of his deeply set dark eyes and walked out, whirling his prayer wheel, followed by the monk with the brass tray. When the door thudded shut Andrew seized the opportunity to change the subject:

So youre still on the sick list?

No, Im quite well. But Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po insists that Im still full of devils that need driving out. He says it was devils that killed my baby. So he sends his doctor three times a day. If I should refuse to swallow that nasty stuff, I dont know what would happen.

Youd be a fool to refuse. Old Mu-ni Gam-po knows his magic. Some of our modern doctors get the same results by a different method. Theres not much choice between a stupid M.D. and an ignorant magician. Either will kill you. And the good magician or the good M.D. will cure you, if your soul wants to stay in your body.

Souls can be cruel to bodies, she answered. Mine is cruel. It insists on staying in me. Andrew, you pour the tea, will you? I cant reach it without getting up.

He filled two cups, then went and peered through the window bars before resuming his seat.

No eavesdroppers, he said. Not at the moment.

Did you think there might be?

Yes. Theres at least one monk who reports to Bulah Singh. You know what that means. C.I.D. Confidential  indiscreet  dirty. Bulah Singh reads your mail before you get it  if you get it. However, I hope youve changed your mind about talking. Its always better to say nothing.

You make it difficult, Andrew. I believe youre hiding something.

Well, he answered, I guess thats true. But it neednt stop you from telling me the worst, if you feel youve got to. Go on. Youre heartsick and scared. You think you can cure it by offering me to the gods, if there are any gods.

Not you, Andrew. But if I lose your friendship

Same thing! But go to it. Whats all this that Tom Grayne doesnt know?

Andrew, I met Tom for the first time in the British Museum Library. I was studying Tibetan because I like it, and so few other people study it, and because its difficult, and because Professor Mayor, who happens to be my uncle, is in charge of the Tibetan section. I didnt know then that Professor Mayor had anything to do with the secret service. But later he asked me to help Tom decipher some difficult letters that were written in a kind of shorthand. I have a talent for that kind of thing. It isnt brain work; its a kind of clairvoyance. One thing led to another. Tom found me useful. I didnt know then that Tom was in the pay of the American State Department.

He wasnt, said Andrew. He never has been, and he isnt. The American State Department isnt crazy. It hasnt any money to spend on people like Tom and me. On top of that, it wouldnt choose to be caught with the goods. Im unpaid. Tom gets bare expenses and a pittance from a member of the United States Senate who likes to know what hes talking about. If Toms information should happen to reach the State Department, thats nobodys business.

Andrew, let me tell it, please.

Okay. But tell it right. You went off on the wrong foot. You met Tom. You and he got married. Then what?

Tom wasnt in love with me.

Yes he was.

And I wasnt in love with Tom.

Yes you were.

Andrew, youre observant and kind and sometimes wonderfully intuitive, but this is something that you havent understood. Onlookers never do understand that kind of thing. You werent even an onlooker, not in the beginning. You had never even heard of me, and you only knew Tom by hearsay, until you met us in Tibet. And by that time, things were different. In the beginning Tom was in love with his job and with nothing else in the world. He was heartwhole, and ruthless  scrupulously faithful.

Tom has gray iron scruples, but no morals, said Andrew. Toms sentimental bigot.

Tom is the most intensely moral man I ever met.

I guess were at odds about definitions. We may mean the same thing. Go ahead.

Tom found me useful. I had enough money to pay my own expenses. Im healthy, and active, and Im so small that I dont tire a horse the way some people do. I dont care a bit about luxuries, and I can keep my temper and hold my tongue. So Tom offered to take me to India.

Yes, said Andrew. I know all about that. There was a homesick Tibetan in London named Tho-pa-ga. Tom wanted to take Tho-pa-ga to Tibet, and he wanted you along to supply the feminine touch. Tom told me all about it. You did such a good job that when the Tibetans kidnapped Tho-pa-ga to make him Keeper of the Thunder Dragon Gate, they kidnapped you along with him to keep up his spirits. Tom went in pursuit, and the Lama Lobsang Pun saved the lot of you in the nick of time. Tho-pa-ga turned out to be a miserable flop, all pious melancholy and no backbone. In love with you, wasnt he?

Tho-pa-ga, said Elsa, was just an overgrown and overeducated moon-calf who needed a nurse.

Andrew nodded. Tom made a bloomer that time. Tho-pa-ga was a ruinous man to bet on. Bound to let you down. In England he was homesick for Tibet. As soon as he reached Tibet, he was homesick for England. Tom was a fool to waste time on him. Tho-pa-gas religion was such a mixture of magic and sentimentality, all glued into a rotten mess by a kind of superstitious fatalism, that he couldnt possibly have been a success in a key position. No one respected him. The only friends he made were political Tibetan monks who spotted him for an easy mark. So of course he was poisoned. Anybody could have foretold that. And the business of preventing Tibet from being saved from herself by the Japs and Russians had to begin all over again. That was why I was sent from Shanghai to find you and Tom.

Andrew, if you really dont want to hear my side of it, why not simply refuse to listen, instead of trying to get me to talk about something else? Just say so. Just go out and leave me alone. Then therell be no one left except Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po. But

You been talking to him?

Yes. He cast my horoscope, from five or six different aspects.

Did he show you the result?

Yes. But I cant read a horoscope. Looking at it gave me a sensation of danger and fear and abject fatalism that I knew I shouldnt have. But Mu-ni Gam-po wouldnt explain it, beyond saying something about Uranus and Neptune in the twelfth house, with afflicted Venus, and Sun rising in Aries. I dont know what that means. He wouldnt let me tell him what Im trying to tell you.

Andrew laughed dryly: Mu-ni Gam-po is wiser than I am! Go ahead. Tell me about the afflicted Venus. Crucify her!

Ive done it, Andrew, but I didnt think it was that at the time. Tom married me secretly in England, in a spirit of scrupulous fair play. I was so in love with the idea of not being a grub any longer  of getting away from England and all that smug mediocrity, and credulous skepticism, and stupid, stuffy pretense of being something that youre not  I was so excited by the thought of traveling in India and being really useful  that I would have done whatever Tom asked me to do. It was his idea, our getting married.

Andrew grinned  glanced at her.

It was Toms idea! I never dreamed of it until he suggested it. He had a double motive.

Yes. Toms ambidextrous. He lets his left hand know what his right hands doing. But lets nobody else know.

Tom wanted to protect me, in case anything should happen to him. He also wanted me to have the right to open his strongbox in the bank vault. Those were his motives.

Lets leave that lay. Tom and you got married secretly. And you werent in love with each other. Then what?

I fell in love with Tom. This is the part that isnt easy to tell.

Remember! I havent asked you to tell it.

No, Andrew. But I must tell someone. Mu-ni Gam-po wont listen.

I guess he knows it without being told. Hes wise. The more he knows, the less he says. But why not try Nancy Strong at the Mission School? Nancy is a hard-bitten old soldier with a heart like Mary Magdalenes and the guts of a grenadier. Shed even have a good cry with you, if thats how you feel. Then shed tell you something worse out of her own experience, and youd have a good laugh and feel better.

Shes a woman, Andrew. No woman could understand. Shed only see my side of it; and I can see that too well already. I want you to listen because youll see Toms side of it.

Didnt Tom see his side of it?

Of course he did. But, Andrew, did you ever try to get Tom to complain, or to blame anyone else for what happened to him, or to cry over spilt milk, or to lock a door after the horse has bolted  or to do any of those wishy-washy things that ordinary people do? Tom is

Youre right there. Tom isnt ordinary. Hes ornery, if you know what that means. Nancy Strong should have married him.

That changed Elsas mood for a moment. She couldnt help laughing. Nancy Strong was old enough to be Tom Graynes mother. Not even Tom Grayne would have a chance against her in a tussle of wills. Even Government fears Nancy.

It will come easier now youre laughing, said Andrew. Tell the funny part first. Go ahead.

Its no joke, Andrew. Its all disillusionment and anticlimax. Even being kidnapped and carried off, and being cold and hungry in the mountains and in danger of being killed  and not knowing what had happened to Tom, but just hoping he would turn up  and then seeing him suddenly  and all the fighting at the Thunder Dragon Gate  every least tiny bit of it was wonderful and clean and good. It was life. It felt like being blown on a big wind, and something new every minute. After Tom had helped Lobsang Pun to seize control of the monastery, it was even fun when that old despot turned us out to go and shift for ourselves. Lobsang Pun washed his hands of us. And Tom took the trail of the Japanese secret agents, taking me with him because there was nothing else he could do about it. Those were hard times, but they were utterly wonderful. We crossed the border of Sinkiang; and we were in touch with the exiled Tashi Lama twice before they poisoned him.

Theyll poison Tom one of these days, said Andrew. Hell find out just one thing too many. Then hell begin to wonder what disagreed with him.

I did all the cooking, said Elsa.

Thats nothing. They poison the meat before its killed. If you dont eat meat, they poison the salt and tea and sugar. They put poison in the dust that blows into your cup. Tibetans are real nice people, but they dont like you to know more thans good for their peace of mind. Thats what Tibetans are after  peace of mind.

I wish I had some! Andrew, listen to me. I betrayed Tom. Not he me. I betrayed him.

Tell it if you must. But dont say I asked for it. Ill believe it or not, as I see fit.

Ours was an absolutely hard and fast agreement. We hadnt pretended to be in love with each other. I was to be Toms assistant, and to obey orders. Tom made the stipulation, and I agreed to it instantly, that there was to be no love-making and no man and wife stuff. Ours was simply a temporary arrangement for business purposes. Either of us was to be free to divorce the other as soon as there was no longer any reason for being married.

Andrew put all the malice he could into a slowly broadening grin. Ive heard of lots of folks, he said, who believed they were stronger than sex. Ive even fallen for that presumption once or twice myself. Youre not the first  not by a long way. Its disillusioning, but human. Ive never spoken to Tom about women. And of course everybody knows hes an iron-willed man. But Id have betted all Ive got. Id have laid odds.

Laid what odds?

Tom Grayne and you  or any other eligible woman

What do you mean by eligible woman?

I mean any woman worth going overboard for. Tom and she, alone together, week after week, month after month, sharing the same tough time, growing more and more into each others confidence  hell, I dont care what the previous agreement might be. Shed fall for Tom. Shed have to.

Well, Andrew, youre wrong. Tom fell for me. I did it  five nights after we camped in that cave where you found us.

That means a couple of months before I got there.

Yes. You stopped it.

Me? What had I to do with it? It was none of my business.

No. But your arrival brought Tom to his senses. And me, too. Me especially. What I want you to understand is

Sure, youve said that. Im not mentally deaf.

Before you came, Tom was depressed by a sense of failure. Everything seemed to have gone wrong. Our Tibetans were behaving badly. Some deserted. Others brought in false reports and were getting insolent. Tom and I werent hitting it off the way we had done, because my clairvoyance wasnt as clear as usual. It was all about Europe instead of Tibet. What I did see about Tibet, Tom didnt believe. When spies came in and talked to him I couldnt get any clear picture of what they were thinking about. That made Tom irritable. It seemed to me we were drifting apart, and that Tom was sorry he had brought me with him. I made up my mind to change that by putting things on a more human basis.

Theres nothing new about that, Andrew remarked. Thats old stuff. Everybody does it.

Does what?

Camouflages natural behavior under a lot of phony excuses.

Andrew, please dont try to tell me I couldnt have helped it. I know better. I dont want to be pitied. I want advice. I knew what Tom needed, or I thought I did. He was lonely and worried and more nearly afraid than Ive ever seen him. So that night, after the Tibetans had gone into the other cave, I crept into Toms bed and made him believe it was I who needed him. I seduced him.

And is that what Tom doesnt know?

Of course Tom doesnt know it. He thinks I was just a weak woman who yielded to his natural physical yearning for a mate. At times like that things happen. Its super-physical and super-mental. The physical act is irresistible. But it never entered Toms head that it wasnt his fault.

And of course it never entered your head, said Andrew, that every time a Tibetan woman has made overtures to Tom he has compared her with you and sent a mental SOS in your direction that you responded to without knowing it.

I did know it. My eyes were wide open. I knew Tom would lose his job if he were ever suspected of woman weakness. Hes like a priest in that respect. Hes trusted because

Oh boloney! Andrew interrupted. Thats just Toms alibi. He kids himself. He made that up. Hes scrupulous and sentimental about his job. The job comes first. It suits him to believe that getting tangled with a woman  any woman  would destroy his efficiency. So he invented that hokum about Spartan celibacy. He has read a lot of tripe, too, about sublimation of sex.

Why do you say tripe? Andrew, there are hundreds of thousands of people who have no sex life, and dont want it, and are better off without it  priests, monks, nuns  there was Newton, who invented calculus  and my uncle, Professor Mayor  and the Lama Lobsang Pun  and theres Mu-ni Gam-po and all the monks in this monastery  and all the saints since history began

Tom Grayne is no saint, said Andrew. Hes strong. He has energy and an iron will. Hes on the level in the sense that he would stay bought if anyone could buy him, but nobody can. Thats a number one rating. But hes no genuine ascetic. He trains himself to live hard and to abstain from tobacco and drink and women for the same reason that a professional athlete does. It pays dividends  not cash, but something he likes far better. That isnt asceticism. If Tom thought that the opposite of chastity would improve his intelligence hed turn whore-master, scrupulously, without the slightest moral twinge. He might hate it. But hed do it.

Dont you believe I corrupted him?

Andrew laughed. His eyes narrowed. His grin widened. He clasped his hands and laid his elbows on his thighs and looked at Elsa with amusement that hid neither from him nor from her the fact that anger lay near the surface now, banked up, growing strong under restraint. Suddenly it broke loose. He stood up.

Elsa, dont be a damned fool. You corrupted Tom about as much as champagne could corrupt carbolic acid. The way a bird corrupts quicklime  or a rose corrupts the northeast wind.

Youre talking as if Tom were your enemy. Dont you like him?

You bet I like him. But he doesnt fool me. Neither do you.

I dont want to fool you. I betrayed Tom.

Now youve said it, are you going to cover up? Or will you answer questions?

I want to tell you the truth, Andrew, so that you will answer my questions.

Okay. Answer this one first. Did Tom ever say he loved you?

Yes. But dont you know the difference between loving and being in love?

Andrew sat down again. When did it happen? I mean, when did Tom say it?

It happened  I mean Tom said it at the Thunder Dragon Gate, before Lobsang Pun sent us away.

And what did you say?

I dont remember what I said. I was utterly happy. I didnt care where we went nor what we did  until I suddenly remembered the bargain. I knew Tom would remember it too. So I spoke of it first, because I didnt want to embarrass him by speaking of it when it might be almost too late.

What did Tom say?

He was relieved. I knew he would be. And he was.

Yeah, I dont doubt it. All Tibet to wander around in. No immediate impulse, and plenty of time. About three quarters of Toms method is to start things moving and then wait and see.

Please, Andrew! Its so difficult to tell, and I do so want you to believe me.

I know what you want me to believe.

Andrew enjoyed the luxury at last of letting violence flow up the veins of his neck and along his forearms. There was just a hint of hardening muscle beneath the candle shadow on his cheek. Unknown to himself he looked ready to kill what he hated. Elsa noticed it.

Andrew, you hate me for being the problem I am, and I dont blame you one bit. But be generous. Try to understand me. And then give me good advice, dont Pollyanna me. I want you to help me to face the music.

What are you trying to be? A she-dictator staging an election? I vote the way Im told to, and eat crow if youre wrong? Is that it?

No, Andrew. But the facts are plain and I want you to know them before you give me advice. I seduced Tom. I swore I wouldnt, but I did. As a result I became pregnant, in a cave, in Tibet, nearly a thousand miles away from any possible help. No woman has a right to do that to a man. If you hadnt turned up, Tom would have been in a much worse dilemma than he is in now. And its bad enough now. Perhaps I ought to have just let myself die. I could have done that, because I was very close to death several times. It would have saved trouble for everybody.

Stay in your own bracket and dont try to talk like a beaten drab, said Andrew. You cant play coward well enough to convince yourself, let alone me.

It isnt easy to play coward  one can only think about it, with people like Tom and you doing things, she retorted. Who else in the world but you would have said yes without a seconds hesitation when Tom asked you to take me to Darjeeling  nearly a thousand miles, and winter coming on  and not your business!

Any man would have done it.

You think too highly of men! The point is that you did it, Andrew. And my baby was born in the snow. And you fought the blizzard and death and made miracles and stood by like a great big angry angel, and did what couldnt be done, and saved the baby and me, and brought both of us alive to Darjeeling. It wasnt your fault that the baby died  here, in the monastery.

Nor your fault either. That was bad luck.

It was Toms baby.

Seems to me it was your baby.

It was Toms one possible excuse to forgive me for what Id done to him. And the baby is dead. Now what? Tell me, Andrew. What now?

Youre overrating Toms cussedness, he answered. Tom isnt as hard as all that.

Andrew, if the baby had lived there would have been no mystery about what to do. Toms baby and mine. Quite simple. Id have been the mother of Toms baby. But now what am I? Nothing but a liability  a millstone fastened secretly to Toms neck  a danger to him. A handicap  a nuisance  an expense  an obstacle.

Andrew grinned savagely. Who filled the butchers shops with big green flies? he quoted. Sure. You havent any rights whatever.

Listen, Andrew, please. I know what my legal rights are. I can go to Mexico or somewhere like that and divorce Tom, just as secretly as we got married. That was part of our agreement. But I want you to tell me Toms side of it. Tom is all alone in Tibet and I cant consult him. I cant even get a message to him. Ive tried telepathy again and again. Sometimes I can see him clairvoyantly. But I get no response. Tom isnt clairvoyant  at any rate, not consciously he isnt.

Tom has Grade A hunches, said Andrew. What does he think those are?

There you go again, trying to get me off the subject! It isnt Toms hunches that trouble me. Its Toms sense of duty. Tom feels he has a duty to me. I know he does. Andrew, put yourself in Toms place, and then tell me

Cant be done. Besides, I wouldnt be in Toms place for a million.

What shall I do, that wont make Tom feel cheap or guilty, and that wont make him feel he should throw up his job and

She stopped speaking suddenly. Andrew was on his feet again. Anger burst through reticence. His face, in the glow from the brazier, was almost exactly as she remembered it in the blizzard-blown campfire light when the tent was torn loose in the gale and her baby was being born.

God damn it! he said suddenly. Cant you fight back!

You mean fight Tom?

I mean fight that God-damned lousy theoretical suggestion stuff that makes you blame yourself for every situation that you dont like! The sun rises  praise the Lord!  Gods in his heaven and alls well with the world. But when night comes  thats your fault! Bad weather  thats absolute, infallible, incontrovertible proof that youre a sinner! Damn that superstition about sin in the Garden of Eden!

Andrew, Im not superstitious! Im not! I am not!

Arent you?And the Lord God said unto the serpent, Because thou hast done this: upon thy belly shall thou go, and dust shall thou eat all the days of thy life. Do you believe that or dont you?

I asked you to tell me what Tom really thinks.

How the hell do I know what he thinks! Damn his eyes, Im telling you what I think! You and he are not theories, or any bilge like that. Youre not a legend. Youre human beings. If you love each other

Andrew, I cant come between Tom and his duty.

Duty my eye! Dont you rate? Havent you a soul to call your own? Is it less than his? Havent you faith in your own vision? It was good enough, wasnt it, to pull up stakes and cash your savings and pitch your future into Toms kit and go wandering where nine hard-gutted hellions out of ten wouldnt dream of daring to go! And now you talk about being licked by a lousy suggestion that youre a traitress! God! Sure. Yes. Ill tell you the answer

He paused because Elsa was no longer looking at him. Her attention had become fixed on something else. A quiet cough made him turn suddenly. The old Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po had entered unheard. He stood in shadow, black-robed, frail-looking, blinking through a parchment maze of wrinkles that were probably a smile, probably kindly, but beyond any doubt whatever were a mask revealing nothing that he did not wish to reveal. He spoke in English:

May I listen to the wonderful answer? But may I first have tea, if there is any tea left in the urn? Let us all drink. Anger and tea so seldom mingle. Wisdom sometimes fills the nest from which the bird of anger flew.


CHAPTER 3

Andrew recovered reticence, and alertness with it. The arresting fact was that the Lord Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po had entered the room, contrary to custom, unannounced, unaccompanied. Andrew concentrated full attention on the fact. He watched the Abbot help himself to tea and drink it noisily, Tibetan fashion. The old man wasnt likely to say what he meant; one had to spot hints, and they wouldnt be too plain. Elsa watched Andrew, wondering whether he got the same impression she did. There was emergency in the air. The swaying shadows felt loaded with secret crisis. It was like a dream, in which unrelated things happen. A gong boomed at the far end of the corridor, muted by silence and by the thick door and the splashing of rain through the open window. Mu-ni Gam-po moved his prayer wheel with a hardly perceptible wrist motion, twirling perhaps a hundred benedictions. Then he blinked at Andrew and spoke in Tibetan:

Angry answer being now arrested on the lips of emotion, opportunity to gather knowledge before leaping blindly may be indicated.

We were talking about duty and sin, said Andrew. He felt he had to say something.

There is danger in anothers duty  also duty in anothers danger, the Abbot remarked. Sin is the result of conceit; it has no other basis. To discuss it is to argue about nothing, with vain words, in a void created by imagination.

The Lord Abbot sat down on the seat that Andrew had vacated. He motioned to Andrew to take the teak chair on the far side of the brazier between himself and Elsa. The old man looked almost Chinese, roguish and yet unworldly; humorous but serious nevertheless; humble, gentle, and yet full of dignity. After a minutes silence he spoke again in Tibetan, in a voice creaky with age but curiously vibrant with the unselfconscious habit of authority.

Self-revelation, self-expression, seldom is attainable by such beginners as ourselves. It is invariably wise through meditation to permit reflection to reveal reality. We thus perceive ourselves in one another. Wisdom lives in silence.

Fact number two had presented itself. The Very Reverend Lord Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po was suggesting in his own elaborate way that a time for not talking too much was at hand and that the reasons within reasons for discretion would reveal themselves, if one only would have patience. And even patience was not strained too much. The gong boomed again at the far end of the corridor. A moment later the thick door opened. A monk moved in, barefooted, silent. He stood flicking his beads. The Lord Abbot nodded. The monk opened the door wider. Footsteps on carpeted stone came echoing forward. The atmosphere, the feel of things changed subtly. The dream sensation vanished. Something more like actuality replaced it. Dr. Morgan Lewis walked in and the monk closed the door, standing with his back to it. For a moment the flicking of the monks beads was the only sound in the room, very distinctly heard against the splashing of rain in the outer night as Dr. Morgan Lewis glanced from one face to the other.

Kind of you to let me come, he remarked, bowing to Mu-ni Gam-po and then to Elsa. Then he strode forward and shook hands with Andrew Gunning, carefully because a finger joint was missing from his right hand. Andrew had a reputation for sometimes forgetting his strength. One eyebrow perpetually higher than the other gave Lewis a quizzical look that was increased by untidy graying red hair, carefully clipped and groomed but always being ruffled by his restless fingers. He was a man of fifty with scars on his face and a wry, skeptical smile. But of what he was skeptical didnt appear.

Well, whats the news? he asked suddenly.

No one answered. Mu-ni Gam-po produced horn-rimmed spectacles with large lenses which he polished carefully before putting them on.

I seem to have interrupted you at prayers, said Lewis. Let me join in  Ive brought the smell of hell with me  from Delhi. I snaffled a weeks leave. Just got here  at least, thats the story. Must I operate to start the conversation flowing? How are you, Elsa?

Thank you, Dr. Lewis, Im incredibly well.

Lewis stuck a monocle into his right eye. He was wearing a careless- looking tweed suit, but by a strange kind of circumstantial magic the scrap of glass in his eye suggested military uniform and official secrets. It made him look dapper, smart, almost impudent. He walked toward Elsa.

Good girl. Been obeying orders. Sleep. Rest. Plain food. But take a tip from me and dont get well too quickly.

He sat down beside Elsa, on the edge of the basalt throne, where he could watch Andrew Gunning beyond the brazier and be watched by Mu-ni Gam-po. His right hand drummed a signal on his knee in full view of the horn-rimmed spectacles. The Lord Abbot asked in English:

Not too quickly? Does my patient need other treatment?

Well, Ill tell you, said Lewis. As you know, I happened to be in Darjeeling soon after she arrived from Tibet a couple of months ago. I took the opportunity at that time to

Elsa interrupted. Doctor, you came all the way from Bombay, by airplane, just to make sure I was getting proper treatment. Thats true, isnt it? Please dont try to make generosity seem like an accident!

Lewis glanced at her swiftly, then at Mu-ni Gam-po. He grinned wryly. I admit that the Government paid for the plane. Its less than once in a thousand years that a girl of your age suddenly arrives from Tibet and knows how to hold her tongue. Besides, you sent for me.

Dr. Lewis, I didnt!

Lewis adjusted his monocle. He glanced at Mu-ni Gam-po, and at Andrew Gunning, then stared at Elsa. Young lady, were among friends. Strictly between ourselves, I got your telepathic message. It was my first convincing evidence of clairvoyance. I said: convincing evidence. Tell the truth now, you asked me to come!

But I didnt! You were the only doctor I knew in all India. And I was ill and unhappy. They told me my baby was dying. So I remembered you, and thought about you, and

And I saw and heard you, said Lewis. Clear case of telepathy  but Id be drummed from the medical ranks if I dared say so in public. The baby was dead before I got here. Theyd call that proof that Im a liar. But we pulled you through your trouble.  Tell me: what impression do you get now?

Elsa hesitated: You dont mean things in Europe? Hitler? Mussolini?

God forbid! said Lewis. What do you see here  now?

Ive a strong impression that youre warning me of danger.

Well, now. Thats damned interesting.

Did I guess right?

It wasnt guesswork. You saw it. Lets put it this way, talking in words of one syllable because I wish to be understood. One mans meat is anothers poison. Facts are nothing but symbols of a metaphysic that we dont understand. Science, medicine included, is a scandalously overrated system for misinterpreting ascertained facts. And as a medical man its my duty to say that Mu-ni Gam-pos medicine is an unscientific mixture of herbs that arent in the pharmacopoeia and its use would be illegal in any civilized country.

I dont want to be rude, Elsa answered, but Mu-ni Gam-pos medicine made me feel well, and yours didnt.

Lewis laughed. He caught the Lord Abbots eye, and the Lord Abbot smiled. Lewis shook his fist at the Lord Abbot. Charlatan! he said. Quack! Heretic! Johnson used to let you dose him, and now wheres Johnson? Gone! Gone home to England, where hell die, one of these days, just as surely as my names Morgan Lewis.

Andrew Gunning almost upset the brazier. Johnson? Of the Ethnographic Survey? Gone? You mean hes left India?

Yes, said Lewis. Irish promotion. Sent home in a hurry to advise the India Office and be made a baronet and be snubbed to death. Ill send flowers  perhaps cabbages. I didnt like him, but he was a very first-class man.

Andrew looked worried. Who has taken Johnsons place? he demanded.

For the time being, said Lewis, theres an abhorrent vacuum in process of being naturally filled with rumors. Bulah Singh is playing locum tenens, acting-Satan so to speak, but not as likely as he thinks he is to inherit the throne of hell. He lacks the incorruptible integrity. Bulah Singh might try to snatch some credit for himself by getting after unorthodox practitioners of medicine. You see, if Bulah Singh could tamper with Mu-ni Gam-pos medicine and create a scandal, he might sell his own brand of brimstone and treacle. I advise you to change doctors, young woman. Do you get what I mean?

No. Elsa stared at him, worried. Youre talking nonsense just to test my ability to read thought. But it doesnt work. I dont know what you mean.

Ill try again, said Lewis. Bulah Singh is rather competent but cant be trusted to deny himself the luxury of malice. Hes a great man for detail  studies such curiosities as smoke against snow on the sky line and the contents of the loads of ponies getting ready to go northward. He thinks tactics and strategy are the same thing.

Thanks, said Andrew.

Lewis readjusted the monocle, stared at Andrew and continued. Bulah Singh is a rather cat-like fellow. I should say his weak point is that he might watch a mouse hole too long. He might even watch two or three mouse holes. If the mouse used something other than a hole in a wall, Bulah Singhs patience might make him look more like a stone Sphinx than an active cat.  By the way, do you find the view good from the monastery roof?

Grand view, said Andrew, except when its hidden by clouds; and thats most of the time.

I am told, said Lewis, that lots of people are watching for signs of the coming of spring. Youve no news, I suppose, from Tibet?

Its got whiskers, said Andrew. Came by the long route. Runner to Sinkiang. Radio to Shanghai, spatchcocked into Chinese bulletins intended for a Jap who has a Chinese mistress in Macao. Steamer to Hongkong. Third-class passenger to Pondicherry. Last lap secret.

Lewis grinned: I could tell you the secret!

When in doubt, dont, said Andrew. What do you want to know? Ill tell you.

You say its old news? Even if its ugly news, I can face it. Lewis stressed three of the words with more than necessary emphasis. Then he felt Elsas pulse with a professionally absent-minded air of having nothing else to do.

Andrew grinned. Thats a good cue. Right. Old Ugly-face is said to be a fugitive from Lhasa. Hes reported to have lost his fight to control the young Dalai Lama and has had to go into hiding.

Chapter one, said Lewis. Chapter two, I suppose, gives more details.

Sort of regular subscriber, arent you? Yes, theres more of it, seeing its you. Ram-pa Yap-shi, the Lord Abbot of Shig-po-ling, is top dog at the moment. He got away from Lhasa with the young Dalai Lama and all the cash in the treasury. He has fortified himself at Shig-po-ling, and has offered a big reward for the capture of Ugly-face dead or alive.

That checks perfectly, said Lewis. What else?

Not much else. Have you heard of Ambrose St. Malo?

Who is he?

I asked because I thought perhaps you know, said Andrew. Ive been warned to watch out for him.

Ambrose St. Malo, eh? Where is he?

Somewhere in Tibet.

Thats vague.

So is he vague.

Bad egg?

Rotten. Im told he stinks.

Lewis stood up. Well, he said, dont catch a chill on the monastery roof. And as for you, young lady, take my advice and change medicine. Mu-ni Gam-pos mysterious stuff isnt good for you any longer. Youve had enough of it  more than enough. Try a change.

But where should I go?

Try Nancy Strong. Even Bulah Singh wouldnt dare to fossick in Nancy Strongs medicine chest. Well, so long. See you again soon. Thanks for the information.

He bowed before Mu-ni Gam-po to let the old Abbot touch the crown of his head with a special blessing. Andrew Gunning noted that they whispered to each other. Lewis walked out and the monk shut the door. Elsa spoke in a horrified whisper:

Andrew! Why did you do it! Why did you tell him!

The Lord Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po got up and bestowed a murmured blessing. The attendant monk opened the door, followed the Lord Abbot out and left the door slightly ajar. Andrew closed it tight and listened for a moment.

Andrew, why did you tell Dr. Lewis  ?


CHAPTER 4

Andrews face glowed red as he poked at the coals in the brazier with bronze tongs. He carefully placed lumps of charcoal in the burned-out spaces and then stood away from the fumes.

Snow! said Elsa. Blizzards!  Rain!  Wind!  I can see them. There was a change in her voice. Sometimes its easy to tell what youre thinking about, Andrew. Only sometimes. Not often.

He turned and faced her. Yes. Its too early. But that was the last call. Now or never.

Marching orders?

Yes. You heard him. Morgan Lewis was warning me to get going if I dont want to be stopped by Bulah Singh.

But, Andrew, why did you tell Dr. Lewis what you did, about Lobsang Pun and the Abbot of Shig-po-ling! Those are Toms secrets. Tom warned you to tell no one except

Except Johnson. But you heard that too. Johnson has gone  home to England. If Morgan Lewis hasnt taken Johnsons place, as head of the Tibetan section of the secret intelligence, I miss my guess badly. But Bulah Singh doesnt know yet  or I guess not  I think thats what Lewis meant.

But Dr. Lewis is in charge of a hospital

Johnson was in charge of the Ethnographic Survey. There werent fifty people in the world who knew what Johnsons real job was. Probably not more than ten people know about Lewis  yet.

But shouldnt you have known for sure before you

Nothing for nothing in this world, Elsa. Pay as you go. Grabbing at something for nothing is the sure sign of a man who cant be trusted. Lewis told me his news, so I told him mine, although he knew it before I told him. He even knew about Ambrose St. Malo. The secret intelligence trick is to check one report against the other. One rumor, or even one fact means nothing; but if three, four, five, six rumors all check, thats different.

But, Andrew, should you have told how you get your news?

Why not? Lewis wanted to know where Tom is. So I gave him a chance to put two and two together.

But why tell him where Tom is?

Because he offered to help me to reach Tom.

But, Andrew, he didnt. I heard everything he said.

Elsa, sometimes youre so naive that its hard to remember how smart you can be when youre in the mood. If Lewis doesnt mean to help me to get into Tibet, why in thunder do you think hed tip me off that Bulah Singh is on the watch to prevent me?

But if Dr. Morgan Lewis has become the head of the secret intelligence, surely he can give orders to Bulah Singh, cant he? He can tell Bulah Singh to look the other way, while you

Dont be ridiculous. If Morgan Lewis should make that mistake, Bulah Singh would obey the letter of the orders, but hed watch more alertly than ever. From then on, hed have an insiders nuisance value. Nine-tenths of the secret intelligence trick is to keep your subordinates mystified. Bulah Singh has orders to prevent anyone from getting into Tibet. Those are standing, routine orders. But Ill get through. And Bulah Singh will be reprimanded; if hes ready for the trash can hell be transferred and left wondering who did it to him. But hell know why. Bulah Singh should have let old Mu-ni Gam-po alone. Ill bet thats where he slipped up. Mu-ni Gam-po is a philosopher who thinks in terms of centuries and has a sense of humor. Bulah Singh is a modern wise-guy who thinks he knows all the answers. Calls himself a skeptic. Actually hes a superstitious fool.

Bulah Singh superstitious?

Sure. Thats why hes so eager to prove he isnt.

I think youre being overconfident, Andrew. Bulah Singh has the reputation of being anything but a fool.

Andrew governed his voice down to the note that flatly indicated patience. You who can read thoughts! Cant you read between words? Lewis told us, as plainly as he dared, that Bulah Singh has been trying to get Mu-ni Gam-po into trouble for letting me use the monastery roof to watch for smoke signals telling when the pass is open into Tibet. Thats why I call Bulah Singh a fool.

But, Andrew, isnt it true that you

Sure! And Bulah Singh fell for it  hard! Fell, too, for the ponies in the monastery stable.

Well, theyre your ponies. I think youre

Andrew stopped her with a gesture. Listen: my ponies have been getting fat all winter, nearly a hundred miles from here. The loads are ten miles away from the ponies. The men are ten miles away from the loads.

But, Andrew, it was only three days ago that I saw a big heap of loads with your name on them, piled up in two empty stalls in the stables in this monastery!

Andrew grinned: I dont know whether Mu-ni Gam-po knows my name is on them. Those are monastery loads  routine supplies for Tibet. Bulah Singhs spy will be watching those loads, and watching for my smoke signals too, long after Im over the border, unless I miss my guess about Morgan Lewis.

But if youre not really watching for smoke signals, how will you know when the snow has melted enough to make it possible to get through?

That was Bompo Tserings job. Hes done it. He brought word last night that theres only one bad place left, and thats negotiable.

Where is Bompo Tsering?

He was ten miles away from the ponies, being watched by one of Bulah Singhs undercover men, who has lost most of his pay to Bompo Tsering at a game that they play with a board and sheeps knuckle-bones. Just now Bompo Tsering is buying odds and ends and fretting to get away tonight instead of tomorrow.

Tomorrow? You might have told me, Andrew. I never guessed youd be going so soon. When Dr. Lewis spoke of my staying with Nancy Strong, I had a presentiment. But She left off speaking, staring at the brazier.

Andrew didnt answer. He paced the floor, clenching a wrist behind his back and stepping accurately on the cracks between the flagstones. After a minute or two he stood facing the narrow window and watched the rain in the courtyard, wondering what the devil to say to Elsa. Worse than that, he was wondering what the devil to say to Tom Grayne when he should reach him, nearly a thousand miles away, up over the Roof of the World. Elsa interrupted his train of thought:

Andrew, if Dr. Morgan Lewis has become the head of the secret intelligence, and if Mu-ni Gam-po knows it, or even suspects it, why should Dr. Lewis have talked in riddles? Why couldnt he say things plainly?

Andrew turned his back to the window. He answered almost absent-mindedly, because he was still trying to think what to say to her: The monk who admitted Morgan Lewis and remained in the room is a spy who reports to Bulah Singh. Thats why.

Oh.

See here, Elsa.

Yes, Andrew. What is it?

What we were talking about just now.

You mean about your going away tomorrow? Id rather not talk about it.

No. Before that.

You mean before Mu-ni Gam-po and Dr. Lewis came in?

Yes. Have you written a letter for me to take to Tom Grayne?

Of course I have. I tore up a dozen attempts. But I got it finished two days ago. Its wrapped in oiled silk. Shall I give it to you now?

No. What did you write to him?

More than twenty pages, Andrew, both sides of the paper.

If you dont care to tell me what you wrote, okay, its none of my God- damned business. That suits me. Ill deliver the letter and say nothing.

Andrew, you may read the letter if you want to.

I dont want to.

Elsa uncurled herself, rearranged the cushions and sat nearly upright. Her eyes looked hunted. Nearly half the letter, she said, is about the baby. After that I told Tom what I have told you. I told Tom he is free. I told him he neednt worry about me any more. His papers will be quite safe in the bank vault in London, and Ill leave the key with Professor Mayor. I told him how sorry I am to have caused him so much distress, and that he mustnt blame himself because it was absolutely all of it my fault. And

Andrew strode toward her: Thats what Id have betted youd done! He sat down on the edge of the basalt throne exactly where Lewis had sat, glaring, and scowling so that his eyes were hardly visible beneath the lowered eyebrows. Then he suddenly controlled himself, pulled out the head of Chenrezi, resumed carving it and didnt speak until he knew his voice was steady. It almost seemed as if he was speaking to the carved face of Chenrezi:

Elsa, Im going to talk to you as a friend if its the last time.

Thats what I asked you to do.

Youre not playing it straight.

What do you mean, Andrew? Im dishonest?

Why ask for advice, and insist on telling me the lowdown, when youd shot your bolt already? Do you call that playing it straight? If youve done it, youve done it. So why ask me? Do you want to be told youre a Virgin Mary suffering for the sins of the world? All right, Ill

You are too cruel, Andrew. I suppose I asked for it, but you might at least

Pull my punches? I wont. I hate cruelty. But what do you call what youre doing? Go ahead, give it a name!

You said youd tell me the answer!

Yes, but I didnt know then that youd written to Tom and told him, from a thousand miles away, where he gets off. I only guessed it. Guesses dont cut ice.

Elsa stared at him wide-eyed. He waited for her to speak. She couldnt. She was almost afraid of him. Her parted lips and bewildered eyes might have checked him if he hadnt been carving that piece of wood. He continued, without looking at her.

Tom never lied to you, did he?

No, never.

Do you love each other?

I would never have conceived his baby if I didnt love him.

But you dont love him now? Or are you letting Lovelace do your thinking: I could not love thee, dear, so much, lovd I not honor more  and all that piffle?

Andrew, what do you want me to do? Im thought out. I dont know what to think. If youre going away, you might at least

Do your thinking for you? Not I! And I wont yes you either. But see here. Ill use your phrase. You offered yourself

Yes, like millions of other women, to an ideal  to an idea!

Boloney! You offered yourself to Tom Grayne. Tom accepted. If youve told me the truth, youve no right to run out on him. Its unfinished business.

Elsa broke down at last, sobbing quietly, trying to hide the sound from Andrew, counting on the flickering shadows and the males natural gift for not noticing things. If he should guess she was crying he might suspect her of trying to arouse pity. He knew she was crying. But he knew her too well to entertain any such suspicion as that. Pretending not to notice, he told her bluntly, almost brutally, what she wanted to tell him:

Youre disillusioned. You feel helpless. You cant help Tom by staying here: youre too closely watched by Bulah Singh. You cant claim youre married, because that might get Tom in trouble. No one here knows who was your childs father; half of Darjeeling suspects me. Youve roughed it long enough with Tom, on the Roof of the World, to know youd die of constipated bitterness in the pink-tea world you came from. Youd hate like hell to go back to that. Your bit of an income would keep you off the dole. It ud pay bus fares and a library subscription. You could go to the cinema once or twice a week. You might even stand outside Buckingham Palace and watch the King go by. And you might get a job teaching school  but thered be an inspector from the Board of Education to make sure you didnt teach the kids that theres any other standard of value than money, or any other viewpoint than a mugwumps.

Yes, Andrew. Yes. Yes. Is that the answer?

Im going soon. When Im gone, youll be alone.

Lonely as a ghost!

Mu-ni Gam-po is sympathetic, but he mistrusts women. And Nancy Strong is a woman, so you dont trust her. You dont get along with women.

Andrew, that isnt true.

Yes, it is.

You know nothing about it. Youve never seen me with other women. How could you possibly know?

Im telling you. You listen. What pulled you through bearing a child in a blizzard at sixteen thousand feet above sea level wasnt so much your guts as what you used em for. Dont forget. I was in on that episode.

How could I ever forget?

You just wouldnt be licked because you were fighting back at the whole damned traditional curse that was laid on women when some Levite, who had returned from Babylon to Jerusalem under Ezra, rewrote the Book of Genesis. You were fighting the Apostle Paul and the whole army of phony feminists. Do you want to tell me you can stand the company of women who yowl for sex equality and bet their sex against the field like any two-tailed penny in a crooked two-up joint? They nearly all do it. The political ones are the worst.

But there are other kinds of women, Andrew.

Yes, and youre one of the others. Youre clairvoyant. You can see

Andrew, I hate it! Dont pretend thats any good! Its a curse! It isnt even reliable. I cant use it when I want to, when its needed, when it might help other people. It comes and goes, almost always at the wrong time. It makes me a stranger. People think its uncanny. They pester me to tell their fortunes  especially other peoples fortunes  and when I refuse they think Im keeping back something too evil to tell. But if I do tell what I see, because I forget not to, they think Im a witch in league with Satan  Oh, go away, Andrew! Go away! Leave me alone! Im very, very grateful for all youve done. But theres nothing more you can do. Im sorry I inflicted all this on you. It wasnt fair.

Nothings fair, he answered. Nobody is. Were all liabilities, some of us doing our best, which isnt much. This world is the only hell well ever know. Weve got to take it and make the best of it, because we cant leave it. It isnt a case of devil take the hindmost. The devil gets the front men first as the general rule, and gets all of us sooner or later.

You believe in the devil?

Sure I do. You and I and all the rest of us are all one devil.

I have never heard you even mention God, except when youre angry. Do you believe in God?

I dont believe in anything that I believe in, he answered. Anything that we believe in is pretty sure to be wrong. But I know theres God. Thats different. What you know cant hurt you. What do you know?

Oh, Ive left off caring! No! Theres no God! No Christ! Nothing! Go away, Andrew. Ill pack up and go to Nancy Strongs house. Mu-ni Gam-po will send my things after me. Please come and say good-bye before you leave for Tibet, and She sat suddenly bolt upright, possessed by a new idea. Andrew! If I burn that letter  that I wrote for you to give to Tom  will you  will you tell him instead?

No. I wont. That was a hell of a letter to write to a man. He got to his feet. Where is it?

Elsa hesitated. Suddenly she got up and went to the writing table where her English translation of Tibetan folios lay piled in a heap. She took the letter from a leather folder. It was wrapped in oilskin and heavily sealed. She stood holding it between the fingers of both hands, looking thoroughbred  slim, mettlesome, beginning to be very angry. Andrew stood still, watching.

Youre proud, arent you, Andrew? Youre too proud to have a hand in what looks to you like cowardice. Your pride is cruel. Youre hard. But I can be as hard as you are. So very well: I will burn the letter. Then you shall tell me the answer.

Now youre talking, said Andrew.

No, Im not. Im burning my bridges, once more, for the last time.

Andrew stepped aside and watched her lay the letter on the hot coal in the brazier. The burning silk stank; so did the sealing wax; it made her gasp, but even that didnt conceal from Andrew the fact that her expression changed while she watched the letter turn to ashes . At last she met his eyes, across the brazier.

Andrew  just now you were thinking about the snow in the passes toward Tibet and what the spring storms will be like. I saw your mental picture  all the long trail  all of it  all in a moment.

Thats nothing, he answered. Lots of people could do that. What else?

You werent alone on the trail.

Of course I wasnt. Dont be silly. Therell be Bompo Tsering and the rest of the Tibetan gang. Therell be ponies, and

There was someone else  shadowy  someone who didnt belong, and yet did belong. Its hard to explain. Its as if the others, and the ponies, and the loads, and the trail are all fixed in our mind and quite clear, including even the mens characters and the ponies temperaments. But the other person was vague, as if you werent sure, or didnt like the idea, or

Who was it? he demanded.

Andrew! Ive no right to ask this. It isnt fair. It isnt even reasonable. Will you let me go with you to Tibet?

Okay.

Andrew, are you

I said yes. The hell of it is, it means three extra ponies and maybe a couple of extra yaks to carry fodder for the ponies, and an extra tent, and your rations. Itll be harder to get away, and therell be trouble about staying where they dont like women  and

Oh, I know. Its impossible! Andrew, I shouldnt have asked. I know I shouldnt have.

You cant play it straight anyhow else, if you can stand the journey. Can you stand it?

Andrew, I can stand anything! Im as strong as a horse. Really I am. Im all over it  quite well again. Andrew, honestly if I didnt know I could make it I wouldnt

Okay. Itll be tough going.

Dont I know it! But I did it before when I was heavy with child. It should be easier this time. But what will Tom say?

Thats Toms business.

Tom told me to stay in Darjeeling.

Yeah. I heard him. But he asked me to do the best I can for you. I said I would. So thats that. Ill go and see about those extra ponies before Bulah Singh gets wise to us.

One minute, Andrew! Please wait! How about Dr. Morgan Lewis? What will he say?

Well find that out soon enough. He wont be so easy as Bulah Singh. Cant fool Lewis. But hes on the level. Im betting hes the new Number One in Johnsons place. If Im right, were in luck.

Andrew, youre the kindest and most astonishing man in the world. What can I say that

Say nothing. Just do as youre told and youll be all right.

Very well, Andrew. I know its no use thanking you for anything. From now on Im taking orders. You give them. Am I to go to Nancy Strongs house?

Sure. Lewis tipped us off about that.

Very well. But Nancy will ask questions, and shell know what kind of questions to ask.

Answer her questions. Make sure no one overhears you, thats all. Ill see Mu-ni Gam-po on my way out and get him to sleight-of-hand you out of here by the back way, so that Bulah Singh wont know about it. Hell know Morgan Lewis has been here. So wed better keep the curtains drawn and send out a rumor youve had a relapse. Ill attend to all that. How long will it take you to pack your things?

Fifteen-twenty minutes.

Go to it. Keep under cover at Nancy Strongs until you hear from me again. Ill send saddlebags to Nancys, and youll have to get her to buy any extras youll need. Leave your manuscripts with Mu-ni Gam-po. Nancy Strong will take care of anything else you have to leave behind. Will you trust me to buy you a traveling kit?

Andrew, is there anything you cant be trusted to do?

His expression made her wish she hadnt said it. He always shook off flattery, and even genuine praise and gratitude, as if the thought of it hurt him.

Give me one of your boots, he answered. Ill take that with me for, the right size.

Elsa produced a felt boot from a chest. Andrew wrapped it in a woolen shawl and tucked it under his arm.

All right. Then Ill get going and attend to things. Im glad youre coming.

Youre glad Im coming? Andrew, please dont think you have to say that kind of thing. Im

You go to Nancy Strongs and be ready to start at a moments notice, any hour, day or night. No letters, remember. No telegrams. No good-byes for Bulah Singh to listen in on.

Trust me. I wouldnt dream of it.

Theres nothing else, is there?

Yes, just one other thing. Andrew l I know you dont like sentimental scenes, so I wont make one. And besides, Im so grateful to you that I couldnt say it anyhow. But  but

Oh, thats all right. You keep your head and hold your tongue and youll be all right. See you later.

Andrew walked out, leaving her standing beside the brazier, staring after him, wondering. The door slammed. The coals in the brazier sank. A bell summoned the monks to chapel. Silence became a dimension of dim-hued existence. With the faculty that she hated, of visualizing absent people so clearly that they seemed more real than when they were actually present, she saw Andrew Gunning now, exactly as he had stood a few moments ago beside the brazier talking to her. But, as in a dream when time and space coalesce without confusion, she could simultaneously see him by the window, and on the edge of the basalt throne, carving Chenrezis head, fencing verbally with Morgan Lewis, scowling at some of her own remarks. And there was Bulah Singh, the Sikh Chief of Police, gazing at her. Simultaneously there was Tom Grayne, hundreds of miles to the northward, solitary, in a cave, in Tibet. And she knew Tom was thinking of her. He was angry  unhappy  uncertain and  so it seemed to her vision  ashamed.

She dragged out a battered suitcase and began packing.


CHAPTER 5

At the end of the rain-swept courtyard Andrew mounted the stairs and tried to interview Mu-ni Gam-po. But at the corner of the long gallery, where the passage turned off to the Abbots apartment, he was told by a smiling monk that blessed meditation must not be disturbed. That was a plain diplomatic evasion. He could hear voices. Whoever was meditating in the Abbots apartment was doing it noisily with at least three voices.

Andrew paced the wooden gallery. His footsteps echoed across the courtyard. He was consequently watched by monks, whose gift for grapevine gossip was as well developed as if they had been prisoners in a penitentiary. He was a scandal, the butt of guesswork. The usual bells rang. The routine two-by-two and to-and-fro processions of monks through the courtyard arch continued  mysterious goings and comings, whose mystery was how humans could endure such routine.

It left off raining. A few stars appeared. The moon broke through hurrying clouds and was reflected like a stream of pure gold on the dark wet courtyard paving-stones. Lonely. Beautiful. Unreal. Andrew fought for a grip on reality  an enormously difficult thing to do in a crisis, in which the only certainty was that nothing was certain. Facts were dead things, meaning whatever one chose to make them mean. Ideas were playing havoc with the facts. Somewhere between fact and idea lay reason. But even reason was a mess of contradictions. The reason why he had simply, naturally, intuitionally recognized the rightness of taking Elsa back to Tom Grayne was smothered and contradicted by plausible, logical matter of fact.

Intuition is right. Logic is wrong  or thered never be anything new. Yes there would, though. Theres a logic of intuition.

So thought Andrew, with the part of him that did think. Part of his mind was musing on the trail toward Tibet  wind-swept passes twenty thousand feet above sea level  chasms and crags and the merciless rivers that shout like fighting devils between cliffs where eagles build their nests beneath a turquoise sky. He hated Tibet  loved it because he hated it, hatred and love being one. No need to think. He could half close his eyes and remember, just as clearly as one sees the Himalayan panorama from the Singalila Ridge. He knew all the known difficulties, and knew there were thousands more that he couldnt imagine. He could see what he did know, all in one picture: Tibet; Elsa; Tom Grayne. Those were facts that must interpret themselves  or be interpreted by the light of an idea that hadnt yet dawned on reason. Andrew himself was a fact; a self-contradictory, curious fact  pitiless, generous, skeptical, credulous, all in one. A lover of conflict. A hater of quarrels. A poet, who had never written one line of poetry nor sung one song of his own making, yet who knew he was a poet. Paradoxical lover of lofty views that made him veil his thought with blunt, ungracious words. That much he knew of himself and could laugh at  at least smile at. He could see himself as a remarkably comical fellow, to be handled with alert discretion because there was a streak in him that he knew no more about than other people did and that caused him to surprise himself. He wasnt thinking about that; but he saw it, mentally, while he tried to concentrate on what to say to Mu-ni Gam-po.

The mental picture and conflict were interrupted suddenly by voices in the door of Mu-ni Gam-pos antechamber. He was instantly alert, but he continued pacing the gallery until he reached the head of the stairs. There he turned in no hurry and retraced his footsteps; becoming angry, not because he recognized the men coming toward him but because he had been too stupid not to expect them. Morgan Lewis, side by side with the Chief of Police Bulah Singh, in step together, laughing, joking  strangely military  looking figures in the cloistered dimness, though they were not in uniform. There was only one electric light, in an enameled frame, on a beam of the gallery roof. All three came to a halt under it, sharply limned against the shadows, facing one another. Morgan Lewis produced his monocle, screwed it into his eye  a symptom  a gleaming symbol of urbane artfulness. Bulah Singh merely nodded, staring at the bundle under Andrews arm that concealed Elsas boot.

This saves no end of looking for you, said Lewis. Not on your way to see Mu-ni Gam-po, are you?

Sure. Is he in?

Yes. But dont waste time trying to see him. Hes busy. Bulah Singh has brought some matters to his attention that will occupy him for several hours. You know Bulah Singh, dont you?

Sure. Andrew smiled because the lamplight shone full in his face and the Sikh was watching him intently.

You should know each other better, said Lewis. Both of you are good talkers. Why not get together some time? Oh, by the way, Gunning, I asked Mu-ni Gam-po about that translation. He said hed attend to it. So if thats what you wanted to see him about you neednt trouble.

The Sikh watched Andrews face but Lewis distracted attention by dropping his monocle  caught it in the palm of his hand  tossed it two or three times, and replaced it in his eye.

One of these days youll be shot for doing that, the Sikh remarked. Someone will mistake it for a signal and hell plug you in the gizzard.

I must cure myself of habits, Lewis answered. The good habits are the worst ones.

Are you walking my way? Andrew asked, addressing both men. I think Ill go to the hotel and maybe turn in.

Were important people. Weve a car, said Lewis. Well give you a lift. Its Bulah Singhs car but

Perfectly delighted, said the Chief of Police, sounding as if he meant it. Lets go. As a matter of fact, if Mr. Gunning can spare the time, Id like a chat with him.

It was a command, not an invitation. There was malice in the Sikhs dark eyes. Andrew ignored that.

Come and have a drink at the hotel, he suggested.

Yes. Im thirsty.

They walked together to the stairhead, Andrew on the outside, watching Lewis for a signal. Lewis made none. They tramped down the stone steps side by side, jumped one by one across the puddle at the foot of the stairs, drew abreast again and awoke the monastery echoes as they marched in step toward the archway that divided outer and inner courtyards. Not a word. Not a hint. Not a sign. Not even the monocle now; it had returned to Lewiss vest pocket. Andrew broke the silence:

Lewis, youll join us of course for a drink?

No. Not this time. Ive a case to look up  very interesting case. Called in for consultation. So I think Ill drop you two at the hotel and send the car back for Bulah Singh  thats to say, if Bulah Singh will permit.

Why, certainly. The Sikh appeared off guard and anxious to please. Just tell the driver where to take you.

No one spoke again until they had tramped through the long dark archway and halfway across the outer courtyard. Then Bulah Singh spoke in a casual tone of voice that didnt quite conceal a tart sub-flavor:

Lots of ponies in the monastery stables. Your loads are stowed here, arent they, Gunning?

It saves renting a godown, Andrew answered. I took the precaution of having the loads marked with my name, to prevent misunderstanding.

The Sikh was about to say something but Morgan Lewis interrupted: By the way, if youre in no hurry, Bulah Singh, Id like to keep your car until the consultations over. Is that putting too much strain on your good nature?

Keep it as long as you please, said the Sikh. Gunning will have to endure my company until you bring the car back, thats all.

Andrew suspected guile, but he did not glance at Morgan Lewis, lest Bulah Singh should also draw conclusions. The Sikh seemed unconscious of possible ulterior motive beneath Lewiss innocent air.

Gunning and I should find plenty to talk about, he remarked. I look forward to it. He very evidently did look forward to it.

Andrew got into the waiting car, in the narrow street outside the monastery front gate, aware of a new admiration for Morgan Lewis. Translation obviously meant that Elsa would be spirited away to Nancy Strongs house out of Bulah Singhs reach  she  Elijah in a chariot of petrol. And Lewis had cleverly jockeyed the Chief of Police into a corner, to be entertained and encouraged to talk while Lewis used unseen wires  perhaps telephone wires. Lewis was trusting him  perhaps trying him out. One false move, one ill-considered remark, and Bulah Singh might close the passes in spite of anything Lewis could do. Lewis probably had no executive authority, whereas the Sikh did have. Then worse would happen. Tom Grayne would be left without support or supplies, helpless, useless, more than nine hundred miles away over the Roof of the World.

It was abundantly clear to Andrew that the Government was willing he should recross the forbidden frontier into Tibet  but that the Sikh wasnt in on the deal  not yet, at any rate  and there was conflict beneath the surface.


CHAPTER 6

Bulah Singh despised all amateurs. He was himself a professional in every sense of the word. He had taken courses in criminology in Germany and France; had written, for important quarterlies, a number of praiseworthy papers on the history and development of crime in India. He believed he had peered beneath the mask of consciousness and understood the underlying automatic metaphysical mechanics of human behavior. He had dabbled in Karl Marx, Freud, Adler, Watson and Cesare Lombroso. He regarded himself as an atheist, but he had studied many religions diligently because of their obvious bearing on the problem of what people believe and are likely to do. Intellectually vain, he was equally vain of his appearance, careful to look as little like a policeman as possible. He didnt even look like a Sikh. He never wore a uniform if he could help it, bought his soft felt hats in Vienna and his clothes in London. A powerful, lean, clean-shaven, rather dark-skinned man with magnificent teeth and dark brown eyes that sometimes suggested gentleness and humor. It was his mouth, when he wasnt consciously controlling it, that betrayed him; it revealed cruelty, deliberately studied, intellectually built into the structure of his thought.

He sat down in a long armchair in the room next to Andrews bedroom and was at pains to pretend to observe his surroundings. In a secret file at police headquarters there was a list of every single object in the room. In the same file were copies of all Andrews recent correspondence, together with a not quite accurate account of his activities since the day he was born. Andrew guessed as much; he had detected finger marks on rifled documents; and besides, he was quite familiar with the means by which police in all the countries of the world inform themselves and one another. He held the whiskey bottle poised over a tumbler and raised one eyebrow.

Up to the pretty, said Bulah Singh. Not too much soda. No ice.

Andrew tossed Elsas boot through the bedroom door and sat down facing him, after making sure that there was no one lurking in the corridor. That trick worked. The Sikh fell for it  boasted:

Dont be nervous. One of my men is at the head of the stairs to make sure were not interrupted. I planned this conversation.

Very thoughtful of you.

I have had to think about you. Bulah Singh lighted a cigarette, blew the smoke through his nose, crossed his knees and selected the English method of disarming frankness. You have me puzzled.

Sometimes Im a puzzle to myself, said Andrew.

Bulah Singh stuck to the brusque British method. Come now. No metaphysics. Im a practical man. So are you. Lets lay cards on the table, faces upward.

Andrews smile was as disarming as the Sikhs assumed frankness: Okay. Suits me. You first.

Bulah Singhs eyes betrayed a flash of resentment. He was used to being feared and diffidently treated. He forgot for a tenth of a second to govern the line of his mouth. He led the ace of trumps:

The frontier into Tibet is closed, he remarked, adding after a seconds pause: tight as a drum.

Andrew followed suit with a little one: Ive heard its your business to see that no one gets through.

Yes. Not even a native Tibetan can return home without my leave. When the passes are open  that wont be long now  therell be quite an exodus. There are two ways to get permits. The wise ones will come to my office. The unwise ones will regret their lack of discretion.

Andrew offered no comment. He lighted his pipe.

Its my impression, said Bulah Singh after a moments silence, that its your immediate ambition to rejoin Tom Grayne in Tibet.

Ive thought of doing it, said Andrew. But do you appreciate what a journey it would be by way of China, with China being raped by the Japanese? It would take at least six months  perhaps longer. It would cost like hell, too.

Ah. But how about returning by the way you came?

Andrews smile widened: Are you suggesting that Im fool enough to try to escape your vigilance?

Tom Grayne was one of Johnsons pets, said Bulah Singh, tasting his whiskey. Thats how Tom Grayne got through. He watched Andrews face narrowly, under lowered eyelids, over the top of the glass, then set the glass down slowly on the small brass-topped table beside the chair and continued: Johnson is no longer with us. His worst fault was that he couldnt train a successor. The job is vacant. There are several candidates.

Are you one of them?

The Sikh avoided the question. You are no tenderfoot, he remarked. I think that is the correct word. You know as well as I do that reciprocity and mutual concessions are the secret of all bargains.

Andrew agreed: Sure. Nothing for nothing.

Bulah Singh sipped whiskey without looking at him. No need to look; he had his victim interested. All that remained was to jiggle the bait: Suppose I tell what I know, he suggested. Then you tell what you know. Something might come of it.

Swell.

You are clever, Andrew Gunning, or I wouldnt waste time talking to you. Beneath that air of almost brutal directness youre as smart as a fox. But even foxes make mistakes. I happen to know that Tom Grayne is somewhere near Shig-po-ling, short of provisions. You want to take provisions to him. I have had to speak to the Abbot Mu-ni Gam-po about those loads of yours. If they should be moved from the monastery stable without my permission it would be awkward for Mu-ni Gam-po.

Andrew looked serious: Glad you mentioned it. The old Abbot has been kind to Elsa Burbage. Kind to me, too. Id hate to make trouble for him.

Bulah Singh nodded: Mu-ni Gam-po cant afford any more mistakes. He has been playing with fire for too many years. His method is shopworn  amateurish. His political sagacity is sticky with religion. It belongs to a dead era that has been decomposing since the World War and was buried at last when Johnson of the Ethnographic Survey left for England. Johnson was a typical B.S.I.  bigot, stupid, incorruptible. A reactionary.

I never met him, said Andrew.

So I understand. Johnson was trained, if you care to call it training, in the days when Whitehalls grip on India was strong. He was an amateur, with all the faults that go with it. Too many irons in the fire. No concentration. Youre aware, I suppose, that the B.S.I. controls the Foreign Office? Actually it secretly rules the British Empire. Its even independently financed, from Persian oil wells. Well  theres a strong undercurrent in favor of changing all that, at least as concerns India. A professional  Indian by birth  responsible to Delhi, not Whitehall  do you get me?

Sure, said Andrew, gravely courteous. Changes are going on everywhere. Whod heard of Stalin, Hitler, Mussolini, twenty, years ago? I guess its simply a matter of the right man, at the right moment, with the right information and the right idea.

Bulah Singh blew a smoke ring and pushed his finger through it, indicating bulls-eye, first shot, and time to be careful. I could use some information about Tibet, he remarked.

Andrew accepted the opening: Yes, whoever could swing Tibet would be powerful. He could upset any political calculations. But are you young enough? And have you the backing in India?

I have detractors. I have enemies, said Bulah Singh. Envy, jealousy, malice, are inseparable fro politics. Very few people can be impersonal when it comes to making political appointments. As for impartiality, that consists in understanding neither side of a problem. Some very influential people, who call themselves impartial, and perhaps believe it, are opposed to the principle of putting an Indian into a key position, no matter what his qualifications. Their prejudices masquerade as principles. But Im a realist. Hard facts are what interest me.

What facts do you want to know? Andrew asked.

Well  for instance he blew smoke through his nose who pays you?

No one. Ive a private income. Im a free lance.

Bulah Singhs eyes hardened: Ummnn. If I believed that, it might possibly simplify matters. But the fact is, youre an agent of the United States Department of State, or else of the Treasury, or the Army or Navy, or possibly even the Postal Department. Who sent you from Shanghai to Shig-po- ling?

The same man who pays Tom Grayne, Andrew answered.

Bulah Singh sipped at his drink thoughtfully. I know who pays Tom Grayne, he said after a moment.

Swell. Then we neednt discuss it.

You are unpaid? That is very interesting, if true. Have you any idea why the American Government should be interested in whats going on in Tibet? As a private citizen, unpaid, I suppose you feel free to discuss that?

Well, said Andrew, since you ask me, its my guess that the American Government doesnt give a good God-damn whats happening in Tibet. Youll have to take that or leave it. I believe its the truth.

The Sikh sneered. It is one hundred per cent true that you cant cross the border into Tibet  without my leave. Youd better talk.

Well, said Andrew, if my opinions any use to you, Id say that our Army and Navy are Watching Japan. Why shouldnt they? If they know what Japans commitments and intentions are they can bear em in mind. If the Japs win, the Far East cat jumps one way. If the Chinese win, it jumps the other way. Forewarned is forearmed.

Forewarned is what you are now, said Bulah Singh. If you want special favors

I dont, said Andrew.

If you dont want special inconvenience, and even special arrest, under special regulations, devised for the special purpose of preventing unauthorized or seditious acts  I advise you to tell me plainly why Tom Grayne is interested in the infant Dalai Lama, and what his and your interest amounts to.

Thats a long story, said Andrew. You know, of course, how they go about getting a new Dalai Lama?

Bulah Singh betrayed a flash of impatience. But he appeared to decide that Andrew wasnt quite ripe yet for plucking. Yes, he said after a moment, I have made a study of that. Such superstitions are more revealing than even Frazer points out in his Golden Bough. Have you read that?

Some of it, said Andrew. I read two or three volumes and got bored.

A study of Frazer explains why Hitler is inventing a new religion for the Germans; and why he attacks Christianity.

Whats your point? asked Andrew. What are you driving at?

Bulah Singhs eyes were excited, but he talked on patiently: The Tibetan superstition, that a dead Dalai Lama reincarnates almost instantly into the body of a newborn child, would be comical if it werent actually, when its well analyzed, the same old myth thats at the root of all religion. Of course in practice it sets up, a vicious circle because of the human craving for power. Poison is the obvious corollary; any criminologist could foretell that. The men behind the scenes poison a Dalai Lama and set up a Council of Regents, who then claim supernatural guidance and in due course they discover a child into whose body the poisoned victim is supposed to have reincarnated. They take the child away from his mother and control him until just before he comes of age. Then again they poison him, and begin all over. That makes it very nice for the Council of Regents.

You seem to know as much about it as I do, said Andrew. Why dont you come to the point? I wont betray your confidences.

The Sikh stared. He was startled: Pardon me, he said. Lets understand each other. It is your confidences that wont be betrayed  provided theyre of value to me.

Andrew laughed. The difficulty is, I know no more than you do. However, heres the low-down, for what its worth. If you know it already, say so, and Ill stop talking. The Council of Regents in Lhasa, with one exception, are political crooks with phony religious credentials. For centuries it has been the first principle of the Tibetan political game to play off the Dalai Lama against the Panchen Lama, and make rivals of them, instead of co-rulers as theyre supposed to be. But now theres neither Dalai nor Panchen Lama. A few years ago, you remember, they chased the Panchen Lama into exile in China, because he was too incorrigibly honest. After that, they poisoned the best Dalai Lama that Tibet ever had. That gave the ball to the political gang. So they staged the usual circus, scoured the countryside and discovered a newborn child whom they identified as the Dalai Lamas successor. The Panchen Lama imposed his official veto. But the Regents treated that as a joke because they had chased him out of Tibet and he couldnt come back. He died in exile quite recently. So the new infant Dalai Lamas divine right to the throne of Tibet stands unchallenged. He has a propaganda value.

He has more than that, said the Sikh,

Call it poker, if you prefer the word. Andrew was warming up. The point is that China, Japan and Russia realize his potential value. They are employing some of the cleverest secret agents in the world, and almost unlimited money, to gain political control of Tibet. Tibet is not the obvious key, but its the real key to the control of Asia. And the key to Tibet is the infant Dalai Lama. Have I made that clear?

Yes. Thats a good precis. But theres nothing secret about it, said Bulah Singh. It even appeared in the American newspapers. I have the clippings. What else do you know?

Probably no more than you know, said Andrew. The self-appointed Council of Regents in Lhasa have been bribed alternately by Russian, Japanese and Chinese agents, and supplied with weapons and so on. Theyve been fed so much bull and boloney and lying propaganda that theyre three parts crazy. Theyd rather cut each others throats than come in out of the wet. They all thought themselves Machiavellis, but now they feel more like hayseeds in a gyp- joint. There was only one member of the Council who ever rated as a real number one man. No doubt youve heard of him. They gave him the works. Damned near killed him. Chased him out of Lhasa. Hes in hiding.

Bulah Singhs eyes narrowed. He interrupted. Which one do you refer to?

I dont know him personally. Never met him, said Andrew. Tom Grayne knows him well.

Ah. The Sikhs eyes glittered. Then Elsa Burbage also knows him?

Andrew noticed the tactical change of attack. He sensed the sudden lunge of directed thought, like a rapier under his guard.

Dr. Lewis could tell you, he answered. He knew it wasnt a clever answer, but it gave him a second in which to think and recover.

The Sikh followed up: I am asking you, not Lewis.

Yes. I heard you.

Is the man you mean the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun?

If you know him, why ask me? Andrew retorted.

The Sikh nodded dark then demanded suddenly: Where is the infant Dalai Lama? Do you know?

You may have later news than mine, said Andrew, but what happened is this: the Abbot of Shig-po-ling is no more a genuine Abbot than you or I, but hes one of the Regents  his right name is Ram-pa Yap-shi. He carried off the infant Dalai Lama to the fortified monastery at Shig-po-ling, where he is dickering with Russian and Japanese agents. Perhaps with Chinese agents too. Presumably hell sell out to the highest bidder.

The Sikh nodded: That isnt news, but its true. Physical possession of the infant Dalai Lama would be a bargain at any price, he remarked. How old is he?

He must be about five years old by now.

Still young enough. The Jesuits were right about catching them young. Mussolini is following suit. So are Stalin and Hitler  training infants. So is Nancy Strong, God damn her! Teach the child, the man obeys. Sow now and reap the Future. The child is father to the man. Educated by Japan, the Dalai Lama would be Japanese. Educated by a Russian expert, he would become more Russian than Stalin himself. What is Tom Grayne doing?

Andrew grinned genially: If I knew, Id tell you.

You do know. You have means of communication with Tom Grayne in Tibet.

Andrew stiffened. If he and I corresponded by mail, youd have no need to ask questions, would you?

The Sikh also stiffened. He had finished feinting. He commenced actual assault. Its violence was hypnotic: You correspond by way of Sinkiang, Hongkong and Macao. Smart work, but not secret from me. You have another, much more secret means. Cooperate, in that, with me  or take the consequences.

I dont think I get you. said Andrew.

No? I will drop you a hint.

Go to it.

Did you ever hear that during the World War the German High Seas Fleet put to sea, not long before the Battle of Jutland, simply and solely to find out whether it was true, as they suspected, that the British Admiralty had occult means of reading the German secret signals?

No, I never heard of that. I dont believe it, said Andrew.

Dont you! Then read what Admiral Bacon says about it in his life of Lord Fisher. I can lend you the book.

I dont care if its in fifty books. I dont believe it, said Andrew.

Bulah Singh smiled importantly: Von Tirpitz and Ludendorff did believe it. Why? Because they themselves were also trying to use occult means, in competition with the British secret intelligence.

How do you know that?

I knew Ludendorff  after the war. But before the war, I was one of the secret observers appointed to watch the staff of the German Crown Prince when he came to India. Do you know why the Crown Prince was obliged to leave India so suddenly?

I was in short pants in those days, said Andrew. I was learning all about Santa Claus and George Washington and the Cherry Tree, and how the doctor brings newborn babies in a handbag.

Members of the Crown Princes staff, said Bulah Sing, were discovered attempting to establish a telepathic link with Indian seditionists for propaganda purposes in time of war. It was I who caught them at it. The Crown Prince was given his walking orders, and the Germans never did get beyond the experimental stage.

That kind of thing is darned easy to say, Andrew remarked. I should say its less easy to prove.

Impossible to prove! The Sikhs eyes glowered like an angry dogs. That is its value! Its virtue! Its importance. That is why you get away with it! That is why you and I cant deal on ordinary terms. There must be guarantees. How do you wish to return to Tibet?

No orders yet, said Andrew eyeing him hard. Ive been wondering whether some of my correspondence has been held up.

The Sikh accepted the challenge: Oh, Ill be quite frank about that. Your mail goes through the usual channels. The one you received from the United States last Tuesday was in code. I read it. It was signed Hofstedder. It said something about taking a walk that suggested a possible double meaning. Thats why I asked where youre hoping to go.

I have the letter in my pocket, Andrew answered.

Well, see here, Gunning. Lets suppose that the dice should be loaded a bit in your favor. Lets suppose you should slip over the border discreetly without any risk of being caught. Would you reciprocate?

How? In what way?

In any way I stipulate.

Andrew grinned: Thats a tall order. Youd better explain.

Bulah Singh stood up. He lighted another cigarette. He half closed his eyes. He came closer to Andrew, standing over him, looking down at him. His mouth didnt look like a mans any longer; it suggested a gash made by a surgeons knife. He held his voice down to a flat monotone.

Ive got you by the short hair, Andrew Gunning. Theres no India Office visa on your passport. Theres the little matter of Elsa Burbage to be explained. And there are those loads at the monastery. Taking a walk is exactly you are going to do  in either of two directions. Agree with me, and over the Roof of the World with you. Otherwise, take the first boat from Calcutta or Bombay. Which is it?

The knuckles of Andrews fingers that clutched the chair-arm turned white under the pressure of self-control. The professional Bulah Singh should have noticed it, but he seemed not to. Andrew knew that Morgan Lewis had purposely left him alone with the Sikh. He couldnt risk anger. He glanced at his watch, at the door, at the window; made a rather amateurish effort to look furtive, realized that the Sikh saw through that, changed it to a skeptical grin that was far more effective, and said: Sit down. Help yourself to a drink. Lets talk things over.


CHAPTER 7

Elsas bazaar-bought raincoat made a pool around her feet on the floor of Nancy Strongs hallway. The turbaned servant who hung up the raincoat and knelt to wipe her wet shoes clucked solicitous comment. He was used to all kinds of people  even well-bred, gently mannered people in inexpensive clothes, who came without warning in the rain, at unconscionable hours. But why no galoshes? Why were her shoes not wetter than they were? If she hadnt walked, how had she got there? The effort of suppressing the urge to ask questions so occupied his mind that he forgot his manners and left her standing in the hall while he switched on the light in the living-room and frugally added pine knots to the blazing fire.

The hall was lined on both sides with books in shelves about shoulder- high; on the wall above those were plainly framed photographs of ex-pupils of Nancys school. Tibet, Nepal and every province of India were represented. On top of the shelves were statuettes, done in clay by the pupils and baked in the school kiln. Some of them were very revealing portraits of Nancy Strong as seen through the eyes of attentive, inquisitive Indian youth. No two alike  even remotely alike  and yet all unmistakably Nancy Strong in one mood or another.

Elsa felt relieved that Nancy wasnt there to receive her. She needed time, after a wild ride through the rain with Dr. Lewis in Bulah Singhs car, to subdue emotions that made her heart beat quickly and her head feel almost like someone elses, full of unfamiliar thought that she recognized nevertheless as her own. She admired Nancy Strong, but she was conscious of being on guard against her. She even liked her. But she didnt quite trust her. Not quite. There was something about Nancy that always made her feel shy and reserved. Perhaps it was the school-teacher quality. It was a superficial manner, because Nancy had no unpleasant mannerisms. It was more likely a habit of thought, concealed but evident to Elsas sensitive perception. Her perception was much too sensitive. Elsa knew it. She was always much too careful, and perhaps afraid, of meeting other peoples minds in unmasked conflict. Each time she had met Nancy hitherto she hid always felt vaguely antagonistic, almost sulkily disposed to cover up her own thought and talk superficially, which she could do very well when she wanted to. Sometimes Nancy even made her feel like a small animal that creeps into its hole and watches, listens, wonders what next?

So when the servant ushered her into the vast living room she made an effort of will to be natural, at ease, and confident of welcome. It didnt quite work. But she achieved some success. The servant seemed to notice it. He smiled at her as he fussed around rearranging ashtrays, watching her furtively, waiting for her to sit down before going to summon his employer. She chose a chair near the door. But the moment he left the room she got up again and looked about her, as it were feeling for Nancys atmosphere in order to meet her on even ground.

There was surely no other room in the world quite like that one. In the middle of the long wall opposite the door was a huge stone fireplace. In a horseshoe around that, within an oblong barricade of bookshelves, were large old-fashioned, overstuffed armchairs, each with a footstool and a small end- table beside it. The fire shone hospitably through an opening between the bookshelves, which were placed back to back, so that books faced both ways, inward toward the fireplace and outward toward the room. Outside that homelike, snug enclosure the room resembled almost a museum, except for touches of humor and a sensation of being lived in. The carpet was from Samarkand, too good to tread on. The curtains were from Lhasa, Bukhara and Peking. The walls were hung with Tibetan sacred paintings and some of Nancy Strongs own, less sacred but strongly unsentimental watercolors, of which the most noticeable was a portrait of the late Dalai Lama. There were devil-masks, Tibetan weapons, bronze bells, dories, silk embroidery and weird musical instruments. At one end of the room was a black grand piano that threw everything else out of balance. Its top was a maze of framed photographs. Elsa went up and studied them, growing mentally more confused and uncertain of Nancys point of view as she looked, and remembered chance remarks, and guessed, and tried to imagine Nancy Strong in such strangely assorted company.

Three were of Viceroys. There was Lord Kitchener in Commander in Chiefs uniform. The ex-Kaiser, alongside Admiral of the Fleet Lord Fisher and the weirdly bearded Von Tirpitz. General Lord Allenby. An archbishop, a cardinal, two bishops. King George and Queen Mary. Senator Borah. General Smuts. Sun Yat-Sen. Gandhi. President Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt side by side. Mary Pickford, Will Rogers. The Grand Mufti of Jerusalem. Sven Hedin. General Younghusband. And no less than eleven Indian ruling princes. All autographed, and many of them bearing written record of affection.

But the most remarkable object in the room stood alone, on a small teak table, exactly midway between the door and the fireplace. One had to walk around it to reach the opening in the oblong screen of bookshelves. It was a much enlarged head and shoulder portrait of the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun, known in Tibetan and English, and to friend and enemy alike, as Old Ugly-face. The portrait started floods of memories pouring into Elsas mind, although it had been obviously taken long before she met him, in the days when he was reasonably thin and coming to be recognized in Far East diplomatic circles as the new enigma.

There was a magnificent cat on the hearth, with its back to the fire in feline recognition of the fact that the rain had only temporarily ceased. He would turn his face to the fire again when the rain resumed. Meanwhile, he studied Elsa with Sphinx-like detachment. His face looked something like Lobsang Puns in the silver-framed photograph. It was only a vague resemblance, but there it was. You could look at either of them and catch yourself thinking about the other  wondering how many birds the cat had killed  how many secrets Old Ugly-face knew.

Elsa went and sat down by the fire. She made friendly overtures to the cat. But the cat took no notice, any more than Lobsang Pun would have done. So she leaned back and stared at the fire, thinking about Lobsang Pun, as she last saw him, at the Thunder Dragon Gate in Tibet. But she began to see Bulah Singhs face, growing larger and larger amid the burning pine knots. That was no good. It didnt frighten her, but it made her feel vaguely guilty of forgetting something that she should remember  secretly guilty of liking a man whom really she intensely disliked. To throw off that sensation and get her mind on something else she turned sideways in the armchair to glance at the rows of books, pulling out a few at random from the nearest shelf behind her. Aristotle, Lord Derbys Homer, Plato, Science and Health by Mary Baker Eddy. She returned them and tried again, kneeling on the chair to read the titles: the Upanishads, Freud, St. Pauls Epistles to the Corinthians in Greek, Fitzgeralds Rubaiyat, the Psalms in English, the second volume of Karl Marxs Das Kapital in German. The Tibetan Book of the Dead, Tennyson, Browning, the Bhagavad-Gita, a whole set of Dickens, the Intimate Papers of Colonel House, a set of Shakespeare, Hitlers Mein Kampf in German, the Bible, the Koran  

Elsa heard the door open. She jumped out of the chair, hurriedly straightened her skirt and went and stood in the opening between the bookcases, silhouetted with her back to the firelight, feeling rather like a bewildered child and not at all sure she was welcome.


CHAPTER 8

Something happened to the room when Nancy Strong entered and closed the door behind her, glancing around swiftly before she looked at Elsa. She even brought the grand piano into harmony with all the rest of it. Gray-haired, gray-eyed, gallantly old-fashioned, even dowdy. She wore one of those dependable brown wool frocks that Department Stores can be trusted to ship to customers of twenty-five years standing. Woolen stockings. Tidy ankles. Scarred knuckles. Hands like a horsemans. Her face had no room left on it for ugliness, there was so much character. She was beautiful from having faced trouble and stood up to it and beaten it, times without number. A stormy-weather woman, matter-of-fact in her greeting of Elsa:

Why did you get up? Sit down again. How did you get here?

She took a chair beside Elsa facing the fire. The cat leaped into her lap.

Dr. Morgan Lewis brought me, in a car belonging to the Chief of Police.

Is the man mad? Did he let Bulah Singhs chauffeur know where you are?

Oh no. He sent the Indian chauffeur away on an errand and drove the car himself. He set me down before we reached the front gate, so as not to be seen.

Take off your shoes and dry your feet at the fire: Does Mu-ni Gam-po know youve left the monastery?

Yes, I feel sure he knows. He sent his doctor and two other monks to lead me through a tunnel Ive never seen before to a building quite a long way off, and out through a door in a wall to where Dr. Lewis was waiting with the car.

And your luggage?

The monks will bring it. It was being wrapped in burlap, to look like bundles of rags for the carpet makers, when I came away.

No need to worry about that then. It will be in the godown before midnight. Well, I suppose this means that Andrew Gunning has his marching orders.

Elsa nodded, too excited to answer. There was no need to say that she was going with Andrew. The news exuded from her. Nancy Strong shook her head so vehemently that a couple of hairpins fell out and she had to rearrange her gray mane. She spoke with a hairpin in her teeth:

That man Morgan Lewis is worse than Johnson. Much worse. Theres no limit to Lewiss masculine romanticism. The weaker sex should set us women an example of restraint. But they dont. They know were realists. They egg us on to do the things they cant do. Lewis is dangerous. Its too bad that we cant get along without dangerous men.

Elsa rallied to the challenge of injustice: Dr. Lewis isnt responsible for my going back to Tibet. He thinks Im going to stay here with you.

Nancy Strongs face flickered with the humor that had made her famous as a teacher beyond praise. Do you think he believes you could teach my orphans to make carpets? she asked. Lewis is a Welsh romanticist whose ancestors were Druids. He would rather turn the corners than come straight to the point. He thinks ten minutes notice is too much.

Elsa protested, a bit hotly: Shouldnt I have come? I understood that you knew all about it. Dr. Lewis asked me to come here because Bulah Singh has been spying on Mu-ni Gam-po. Im not sure, but I think Mu-ni Gam-po asked Dr. Lewis to smuggle me out of the monastery.

My dear, you are more than welcome. If you hadnt come here, I would have felt sorry. Stay as long as you please. But you must stay indoors because Morgan Lewis has spread a rumor that youve had a relapse. Ive already heard it over the phone from two infallible gossips. Youre supposed to be in bed, in the dark, at the monastery, behind curtained windows, suffering from fever due to overwork translating Tibetan folios. You may even be dead by tomorrow, if Morgan Lewis is in good form and tongues wag fast enough.

But if Bulah Singh should discover the truth, what then? Elsa asked, suddenly frightened by the thought.

Nancy Strong noticed it: Dont feel afraid of Bulah Singh, my dear. He is a mere policeman who would love to be a story-book devil. He would skin truth for its hide and tallow, if he knew how.

Isnt he Chief of Police?

Yes.

Cant he interfere with Andrew, if he finds out?

Perhaps. He is said to have some talent for police work. But he suffers from intellectual indigestion. And he is as superstitious as an old-fashioned witch-finder. Has he bothered you at all?

Yes and no. He was very polite. He called on me at the monastery, several times. Brought flowers.

Tell me.

I disliked him, first go off. Later, when Andrew told me that he reads my mail before I get it, I disliked him thoroughly. But I couldnt avoid seeing him when he called. And he made himself so extremely civil that it was quite difficult to refuse to do what he asked.

What was it?

Well, he knows I speak fluent Tibetan. And he said he has a Tibetan prisoner in the jail who wont answer questions. He wanted me to hide behind a screen at police headquarters while that prisoner is being questioned and to use what he calls my subconsciousness to read the prisoners thought while he is being questioned. He wanted me to do it without telling anyone else  especially Andrew or Mu-ni Gam-po.

Nancy Strong chuckled. I told you, didnt I, that Bulah Singh is superstitious.

He calls himself a psychologist, said Elsa.

Bluff! Hes an ambitious coward who believes that blackmail is a science and that double-crossing is a fine art. Did he offer you any compensation for your trouble?

He hinted that as Chief of Police he could probably smother  I think that was the word he used  the inquiries that were being made in certain quarters about my being a guest at the monastery and about my right to remain in India.

Ah! I suspected as much! There are too many like him  far too many, always trying to trade on peoples weakness. The key is that use of the word subconsciousness. Minus-minds. Its only plus-minds that arent afraid of superconsciousness. Minus-minded people like Bulah Singh call everything they cant understand, subconsciousness. That makes them feel superior and scientific. Down in the recesses of his dark mind Bulah Singh believes in black magic, but he doesnt dare to admit that, even to himself. He wants to pile the faggots and watch you burn in your own flame. I want to talk to you about that.

Elsa protested, frowning. Oh, Nancy Strong, I wish you wouldnt. Do lets talk about something else. There are so many things I want to

Child, sit still and listen. I dont in the least mind your coming here at ten minutes notice. In fact Im very glad to have you. But you will either listen to me, or else go to your room. And I warn you: if you do go to your room you will miss the only chance I shall have to save you from making a fool of yourself. Which shall it be?

She stroked the cat until it purred like a tea kettle. Elsa sighed:

Very well. But Ive had so much of it. And I do so hate it. Nancy, Im returning to Tibet  secretly! Cant we talk about that? I have Andrews full permission to answer any questions you ask.

How did you get out of doing what Bulah Singh wanted? What excuse did you give?

You insist! Oh, very well. I told Bulah Singh what I have just told you: that I hate and detest clairvoyance. I told him its bad enough not being able to help seeing things that youd rather not see; but that to go ahead and do it deliberately, just for the hell of it, would be like doing something unclean.

What did Bulah Singh say to that?

He laughed. He looked cruel. He called me superstitious, and he hinted that Im a hypocrite. He said he was surprised that a girl who had come through my experience should be afraid to make use of a natural gift.

Nancy Strong reached for a cigarette and pushed the carved silver box across the side-table toward Elsa: Reach for the matches, will you? I dont want to disturb the cat.

They smoked in silence for a minute or two. Elsa got up, poked the fire, put on a lump of wood and sat down again.

You were a brave little fool in the first place, said Nancy Strong, staring at the end of her cigarette. I did my level best  my fighting, interfering, irritating female damnedest to prevent you from going to Tibet with Tom Grayne. When I was secretly consulted, I went all the way to Delhi and back at my own expense to tell Johnson to stop you from going. And I tried to talk Tom Grayne out of it, during a whole afternoon on a train. I knew all about your secret marriage to Tom Grayne, and about your agreement to keep it on a business basis. You two ignorant children held out longer than I thought you would. Theres a note in my diary that I made at the time. Ill look it up presently. I think I allowed Nature three months less than Nature actually needed. I didnt allow enough for your ingenuousness or for Tom Graynes obstinacy.

It was not Nature. And it wasnt Toms fault. It was me, Elsa insisted. I did it. I seduced Tom.

Nancy Strong swept that aside with a gesture. Nimporte. Never mind for the moment whose fault, if fault it was. Il y a toujours un qui aime et lautre qui se laisse aimer. But the stuff that I packed into your first-aid kit? Where was that when that weakling let you lure him into sin?

I forgot it. I mean, I never thought of it.

Elsa, my dear, it is no use your lying to me. You did think of it. You thought I was a nasty-minded female. Tell the truth now: didnt you throw it away?

Well, I didnt want Tom to know I had stuff like that with me. What could he possibly have thought if hed found it? And besides, I didnt want an excuse or a temptation or a

Nancy Strong interrupted: The trouble with you, my dear, is that youve got sex, and love, and religion, and loyalty all mixed up together with superstition and bravery in one bottle. Shake the bottle, and out pops human nature, cork and all. Added to that, youre clairvoyant and cant understand why other people dont see what you see.

Elsa curled up in the big chair, growing angry but doing her best to conceal it. Oh well, Im not natural. I know Im not. Im a freak.

Were all freaks, Nancy answered. Every last one of us. Ill tell you about me one of these days when Im feeling reminiscent. But tell me about Tom Grayne. Does he expect you back in Tibet?

No, he doesnt. He told me to stay in Darjeeling.

But youre going back to him?

Yes. I asked Andrews advice, this evening.

Nancy stroked the cat the wrong way. The cat sought solitude, at full speed around the bookcase and under the grand piano. Goon, said Nancy. Tell me about it.

But theres nothing to tell. Andrew told me to do my own thinking. I couldnt get him to say what he thought I should do. But when I asked him to take me back to Tibet, he agreed instantly and said it was the only possible answer if I wanted to play it straight.

Play what straight?

He meant I should keep my bargain with Tom. He called it unfinished business. He made me feel like a thing without any will of my own  like something invented by Tom and Andrew.

You mean youd rather not go?

Id rather go than do anything else on earth that I can think of. But I tried to tell you what it felt like when Andrew agreed to let me go with him. I cant really tell it because there arent the right words. After my baby died, I did nothing but think for days and days and weeks. Even when I got well enough to work at Tibetan translation, one part of me was thinking, wondering what to do  what I should do  what was the right thing to do

It didnt occur to you at any time to return to Tom?

Yes, of course it did, thousands of times. Hundreds and hundreds of times I saw him, clairvoyantly, just as clearly as I see you now  more clearly, because its different. And I know Tom was thinking of me. But how could I get back to him  more than nine hundred miles  across that terrible country, without money or a permit to cross the border?

Terrible country? Then you dont like Tibet?

I love it  perhaps because it is terrible. Perhaps it sounds incredible to you, Nancy: but I loved every minute even of that agony when my baby was born in the snow. Go ahead: call me a romantic liar if you want to. But I tell you its the unadorned truth.

I never had that experience, said Nancy. Now Im too old, so Ill take your word for it. You make me wonder what Ive missed: Did you quarrel with Tom?

No, of course I didnt. Tom doesnt quarrel with people. I do. But even I cant quarrel with a man who just gets thoughtful and says nothing.

Umm. Did Tom and Andrew quarrel?

No indeed. Andrew was with us in Tibet for several months and there was never a cross word between them. We three were very happy together in that cave in the mountains. There was lots of hardship, and it was dangerous, but we all three loved it.

So it amounts to this: that Andrew Gunning did what he did to oblige Tom Grayne?

Oh, if thats what youre driving at, I can give you a very quick answer. I believe Andrew hates me. I cant see why he shouldnt. I forced him to upset all his plans to return for supplies by way of Chwanben. I caused him unimaginable trouble. No one who hadnt seen it could imagine what Andrew had to do to get me safely to Darjeeling. Mind you, he had to deliver my baby in a blizzard. And he isnt a doctor! And even after we got here, and I was safe in the monastery, I couldnt help making things far more difficult for him than they would have been if he had come alone. People even think it was his baby. Im not quite sure that Mu-ni Gam-po doesnt think so. I know Bulah Singh suspects it.

Nancy Strong tossed her cigarette into the fire and lighted another one. The night is young, she remarked. Long live the night. Go ahead. Tell me more.

Tell you what?

About Andrew Gunning.

I know very little about Andrew, except that he came from Columbus, Ohio, by way of Shanghai. He isnt a silent man, and hes well educated, but he doesnt talk about himself. I think hes the kindest man Ive ever seen or heard of, but he resents being thanked, it makes him brusque and rude. And hes as cruel as all Tibet if he thinks youre being unjust or trying to sidestep responsibility. What do you know about him? He speaks very highly of you.

Yes, they all do that, said Nancy. Even Bulah Singh does. Its a habit, like driving on the right side of the street. You see I know enough to hang most of em. So they reward me for discretion by praising my chief fault.

Nancy, why do such people as you, who have really accomplished something, always speak of themselves contemptuously? This school of yours is famous. So are you. And you know it.

Never trust reputations, my dear. The difference between precept and practice is what makes men flatter me behind my back. They hope to God I wont tell what I know.

Well, tell me what you know about Andrew Gunning.

May I tell him what I know about you?

Yes, if you want to. Nancy Strong chuckled: Smart girl. A disarming answer. However, I wont tell you about Andrew.

He has told you his story?

They all do it. Thats what makes life so interesting. Im a sort of she- priest. An auntie-confessor. They all tell me sooner or later whose wives or husbands theyre in love with, or tired of, or afraid of, and why.

Why did Andrew leave home?

Why should I tell you? Cant you ask him?

I did. Of course I did. How could one help being interested in anyone whos as kind as Andrew has been to me. I played fair by telling all about me. But when I asked about him, he just dried up and I knew he was angry, although he tried not to show it.

When did you ask him?

In Tibet, on the way here, before my baby was born. For days and days after that he broke the trail as if he were fighting a battle. He was furious. He made me think of one of those Vikings in the Scandinavian Sagas who fought because fighting was their religion. He seemed to me to be fighting invisible things:

Nancy Strong probed cautiously: That second-sight of yours. Did that tell you nothing?

Elsa shuddered. Its too much like dreams. Its worse: its like peeping through keyholes, only more disreputable, because you dont risk being caught at it.

Ah. But what did it tell you about Andrew Gunning?

Not much. Because I so hate it I nearly always shut my mind against it and try to think about something else. Dont ask me.

But I do ask.

I believe you can read my thought. Oh, very well, if you insist. Something dreadful happened in America that Andrew cant bear to think about. He cant go back home. Or he wont. Im not sure which.

But youre not afraid to go with him to Tibet?

What do you mean? Why should I be afraid?

Nancy Strong, with her chin resting on a clenched fist and her elbow on the chair-arm, studied Elsa for about sixty seconds. Then she asked suddenly: Has anybody ever told you how naive you are in some ways and how shrewd when one least expects it of you?

Yes. Andrew said it.

When?

This evening.

Well, said Nancy, theres one point on which Andrew and I are agreed.

Oh. Dont you like Andrew?

Nancy Strong chuckled: My dear, it is I who am setting the trap for you, not you for me. I have cross-examined too many hundred children  some of them were famous men, and some were Tibetan orphans, and some were scoundrels  to let anyone turn the tables on me. I wont tell you what I think about Andrew Gunning. But Im going to say what I think about you.  Now, would you like some tea before we begin?

No, thanks.

I wont offer you whiskey, because I want your undivided attention and no back alleys open for your thought to slide away into and hide. Im going to make you face yourself.

Nancy, I believe that fundamentally youre cruel.

No. I despise cruelty. If you would rather go to bed, now, and

And be despised as a coward! No, Nancy, you may go ahead. But it feels in advance like having to face an operation without anesthetic.

The cat, whose face resembled Lobsang Puns, returned and sprang into Nancys lap, purring like a kettle.


CHAPTER 9

There was no sound but the splashing of rain through the open window. Andrew leaned back in his chair and watched Bulah Singh with an expression that puzzled the Chief of Police, who was accustomed to reading fear or treachery or insolence, or all three, on the face of a victim. He intended to victimize Andrew. Andrew knew it. But both men were puzzled. Neither tried to make a secret of it. It was better tactics not to. For a few moments the Sikh walked around the room like a wrestler pondering which hold to try next. He even flexed his shoulders.

See here, he said suddenly, Ill be frank with you.

Yes. We agreed wed do that.

Ive made inquiries about you in Columbus and Cincinnati.

Fifty, fifty, said Andrew. Ive the lowdown on you, from unimpeachable sources.

Bulah Singh looked stung. His voice went a quarter-note higher, sour- sharp: My information is that you left home in embarrassing circumstances.

Andrew chose silence.

You were employed in a law office, in Cincinnati. Is that right?

Yes. I got fed up with criminal law.

So I have been given to believe. Shall we go into details?

Not if you want to continue the conversation, said Andrew. There are things I dont talk about. Thats one of them. Shall I put it more plainly? I mean

Oh no. Sit still. I understand you very well. I wish you to understand me.

Maybe Im too dumb to understand you, Andrew suggested. And youre using marked cards. But go ahead. Try me.

Being a secret agent you will have no difficulty in grasping my meaning exactly. Im an older man than you. Ive had more experience. But we both know how many beans make five.

Im not in your class, Andrew answered. But if youll quit walking about like a caged animal Ill try to get what youre driving at. Sit down and drink your whiskey.

Bulah Singh resumed his seat and lighted a cigarette. He looked exasperated, but he evidently needed something too badly to risk taking offense. Andrew offered him no help whatever; he just sat still and waited until Bulah Singh resumed:

You know as well as I do that from the bottom, all the way up to the top, every policeman and every intelligence officer has his own grapevine, his own informants, who report to him, and, who receive a certain amount of protection  or shall we call it immunity from interference  in exchange for secret information, et cetera. Make a note of that word et cetera.

Yes, said Andrew. Its a word like a conjurers hat. Go ahead.

All governments conduct their secret intelligence service on the same principle, said Bulah Singh. The value of the number one man depends on his access to exclusive secret information. On that depends his ability to get things done without revealing his own hidden hand. There isnt a police or a secret service system in the world that isnt run on that basis.

Well, you should know about that, said Andrew. I guess youve made a study of it.

An intensive study. A lifetime study. But there are other important points. One must be in a position to reward an efficient agent. And one must have such a hold over that agent that he cant run out, or dare to misinform, or double-cross, or disobey. You get me?

Andrew nodded. Sure. Club in one hand, cash in the other.

The Sikh promptly corrected him: A club certainly, yes. But information that has to be paid for in currency seldom is worth what it costs. Besides, you dont need money. I know the amount of your bank balance. The point is that you wish to return to Tibet. And though you deny it, I know you are an agent of the American Government.

I do deny that, Andrew answered. Want to bet about it?

The Sikh stiffened. Perhaps you also deny a special interest in the lady who calls herself Elsa Burbage?

No. Youre getting hot now. Im concerned about her.

I, also, said Bulah Singh. If it should be made possible for you to enter Tibet  this is confidential, of course, strictly between ourselves  Elsa Burbage would remain here. Do you get my meaning?

No. Put it in plain words.

You know, dont you, that Germans, and Russians, and Italians who wish to travel abroad  or who are sent abroad on diplomatic, or on business errands, are obliged to leave behind as hostage to guarantee good faith, some friend, or member of their family  parents perhaps  or a mistress, whose personal welfare is  well, you understand me, dont you?

Use plain speech. Say it.

As I reminded you once before, there is no India Office visa on your passport. You can be run out of the country. So can Elsa Burbage, for having entered Tibet without official permission.

Youre out of your depth there, said Andrew. Elsas passport does bear an India Office visa. She cant be deported.

Yes she can. I happen to know that she is Mrs. Tom Grayne, secretly married. So its a false name on her passport. And theres a law against adultery in India. The little question of social morality enters in  nothing important in your eyes or mine  but  ah  a very convenient excuse for dealing drastically with the indiscreet. Adultery, being a public scandal, comes within the scope of police authority. A married woman, traveling in suspicious circumstances, alone with a man who is not her husband; and who is lodged, together with her unregistered baby, in a Buddhist monastery of all improbable places  and whose baby dies conveniently in spite of expert medical attention  comes well within reach of the law. Now  do we understand each other?

Andrew answered coolly: I dont think you understand me or Elsa Burbage.

Bulah Singh showed his wonderful teeth in a smile that was meant to intimidate. It almost did. For unless Dr. Morgan Lewis should know how to prevent it, Bulah Singh might make sordid accusations stick; and sheer malice might make him attempt it if Andrew should refuse to have dealings with him. It seemed as if Bulah Singh could read the thought behind Andrews eyes:

There is nothing more perilous, and therefore foolish, he remarked, than to say no, to a secret proposal, when it is made in good faith by such a person as me. I am not a mere policeman. I am one who foresees coming events. The time for you to have said no was when we began our conversation. Now is the time to say yes.

Andrew subdued the impulse to use fists and feet and pitch the Sikh into the corridor. The Sikh spotted that. He loved to see a proud man forced to subdue anger. His own dark eyes brightened with amusement.

Whats the proposal? Andrew demanded.

You have heard of the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun?

Sure. We were speaking of him just now.

You have heard also of Ambrose St. Malo?

Yes. What about him?

Ambrose St. Malo, said Bulah Singh, is an incorrigible scoundrel with genius for audacity. He is less scrupulous than a sacred ape. He accepts anyones money. At present I believe he is being paid by Japan. But perhaps by Russia. He has crossed Tibet from Sinkiang, and to my actual knowledge he is looking for the Lama Lobsang Pun, who is in hiding. Ambrose St. Malos purpose is to make sure of Lobsang Pun in order to capture the infant Dalai Lama and spirit him away into Sinkiang to sell him to Russia or Japan, I dont know which, and it makes no difference which.

And where do you come into the picture? Andrew demanded.

It is my opportunity. Yours, too. Do what I tell you, and you may name your own reward.

You must take me for a damned fool, said Andrew. You couldnt buy a coolie with that kind of talk.

The Sikh ignored the comment and went straight to the point. The infant Dalai Lama is the best bet in all Asia. Do you realize that? Whoever controls him, controls the subtle undercurrents that are the real, as distinguished from the superficial, political forces. Whoever brings the infant Dalai Lama to India, for protection  now do you get my meaning?

Yeah  but why cant you say it? There are no witnesses. You want Johnsons job. Thats the idea, isnt it? You think youll have a good chance to get it if Ill do the difficult dirty work, kidnap the baby Lama, bring him here and chuck him into your lap, to prove what a statesman you are. I wont do it.

I dont want Johnsons job. And you cant afford to refuse my offer or my terms, said Bulah Singh. Andrew grinned obstinately: Ill see your hand. What have you got?

I have you and Elsa Burbage.

And a damned small kit of scruples, I imagine.

If you go to Tibet on my terms, Elsa Burbage will be well taken care of at this end.

By You?

Yes.

Have you spoken about it to her?

Yes and no, said the Sikh. I havent mentioned your returning to Tibet. Even the best women are dangerous, intuitive creatures. They jump to conclusions and behave unpredictably. She is more than intuitive. She is clairvoyant. I wish to talk to you about that.

Well, what of it?

Do you happen to have read a book called Man, the Unknown by Dr. Alexis Carrel?

Yes, I have the book in this room. One of your undercover men left fingerprints on two or three of the pages when he went through my effects. I wish youd tell those filthy buzzards of yours to wash their hands before they come trespassing.

The Sikh smiled. We were speaking of clairvoyance. Dr. Carrel is, I believe, the first really eminent western scientist who has dared to make the downright statement that clairvoyance is a scientific fact. He isnt one of those stuffy fools who confuse it with spiritualism and mediumship. He admits its a demonstrated truth that clairvoyants can perceive the past, the present, and the future at one and the same time.

Id give a dollar to know what youre driving at, said Andrew. Why dont you come to the point?

The point is this: clairvoyance is the means by which news is transmitted throughout Asia  especially India. There is nothing fantastic about that. It always has been so, and Indians have always known it. There are fully accredited instances of news having been transmitted from end to end of India faster than the telegraph could do it. Even Lord Roberts mentioned it in his biography. I speak as a realist  as a dealer in accurately ascertained, checked and correlated facts. It has been possible in numbers of instances to make an accurate time check and to prove beyond possible doubt that an occurrence, such as an earthquake or a death by accident or murder, and the receipt of the news hundreds of miles away, were simultaneous. So much for perception of the present: time and space, as commonly defined, have no existence for the clairvoyant. It is not known how the thing works. But we know that it does. I know that it does. So do you. So do hundreds of other people, of whom some are scientists, some are crazy with religion, and some are so mad that they have to be locked up.

Andrew sat still, studying Bulah Singhs ice-cold fury of concentration. The Sikh was long past the stage of excitement. He was letting flow the stored-up flood of conviction, which made him feel superior to Andrew, whom he suspected of moral cowardice. He wasnt afraid to manipulate mental dynamite. Andrew was afraid and would have to be forced. Contempt of Andrew as a mere prospective tool of his own higher intelligence blinded him to the fact that Andrews contempt was as hot and living as his own was cold and cruel.

You seem sold on that stuff, said Andrew.

Sold? Are you

You appear to believe.

Believe? I know. I know more. I speak as a professional criminologist. Exact facts and statistics are my meat, tools, weapons. You may dismiss doubt when I tell you I know scores of instances of clairvoyant reading of the past. To my certain knowledge criminals have used it, and crime has been detected by the same means. The evidence has been obtained that convicted the prisoners. Do you believe it?

Belief is easy, said Andrew. The trouble with me is that I never believe what I believe, if you get my meaning.

Youre a skeptic, are you? Well, thats in your favor. But listen to this. I speak plainly. I know eighteen instances  I have a record of them, fully documented and attested  of exactly accurate clairvoyant reading of the future. The predicted events came to pass exactly as clairvoyantly foreseen, in every detail. Now then. Do you see what Im driving at?

No, said Andrew. To have said yes might have stopped the Sikhs self- revelation. Not improbably Morgan Lewis might  

The Sikh detected the thought. He stood up suddenly and stared down at Andrew: Understand, Andrew Gunning! I dont permit my private conversation to be used as gossip. I know how to deal with offenders. Dr. Morgan Lewis is a dilettante  an amateur. He is inquisitive about telepathy. He may ask questions about me. If you value your life  I said life  did you hear me?  dont answer his questions.

Andrew grinned into that opening easily, smoothly: Id a notion you hadnt got me right, Bulah Singh. I make no one-sided bargains  not if I know it. Theres only one way you and I can hit it off. Show cards. Make a square proposition. If youve something to sell, trot it out and lets look at it.

Forced again on the defensive the Sikh changed his tactics: I can have you arrested.

Sure you can. But what for? And can you make it stick?

Spying. I have copies of your correspondence.

I know that, said Andrew. Have you noticed Im worried about it?

I have a list of all your hide-outs between here and that cave near Shig- po-ling where Tom Grayne is waiting for you.

Andrew laughed: Hell, youre not offering to sell me that, are you?

I am not selling. I am telling you.

Cant you tell it sitting down?

Bulah Singh remained standing. His mouth was a symbol of ruthless and now reckless greed. Not money greed, but greed for power. He began taking chances now:

I have what you Americans call the goods on Mu-ni Gam-po. I can use you as a means to ruin him, use him as a means to ruin you. I can throw your friend Tom Grayne to the wolves by arresting you and seizing the supplies you want to take to him. And I can make things very unpleasant for Elsa Burbage.

But you havent done it, said Andrew. Why not?

Because I wish you to go to Tibet. I will arrange your escape across the border. Someone else, whom I have in mind, shall be blamed for it. I have it all thought out. You and Tom Grayne, with or without the co-operation of Lobsang Pun and Ambrose St. Malo, shall bring the infant Dalai Lama to India, and

And what?

This is important.

Why dont you come to the point? Are you scared to say it?

Elsa Burbage will be the hostage for the fulfillment of your bargain with me.

Youve said that already.

I have been unable to persuade her to use clairvoyance in connection with inquiries I am making.

Yeah. She said you asked her to listen in on a third degree or something like it. Turned you down, eh? Youll get nowhere along that line. She detests clairvoyance.

The Sikh pointed a finger at Andrews face and stared along it as if he were sighting a gun: You will change Elsa Burbages mind about that. You will point out to her that your safety, and Tom Graynes safety, and the success of our plan, and her own immunity from  call it persecution if you want to  depend on her cooperation with me.

What kind of cooperation?

She will put her clairvoyance and her telepathic faculty at my disposal during the entire period of your absence in Tibet.

What for?

For my purposes. She will report to me, exactly, in full detail, every clairvoyant or telepathic vision she receives. And she will obey me in the matter of sending messages at my dictation.

And if she refuses?

So much the worse for her and for you and Tom Grayne.

So thats it, eh?

Yes. And your answer is yes! Or take the consequences! Secrecy, of course, is essential. I warn you, I have made all arrangements to stop your mouth, and hers, too, forever, if one word of this should leak out.

An auto horn tooted in the street below the window. Andrew felt relieved. The Sikh looked savage. He thrust out his lower jaw and spoke slowly, in a level voice:

Here comes Morgan Lewis now, with my car. Drop one hint to him of what Ive said to you and  well  take the consequences.


CHAPTER 10

There was plenty of firelight from the hearth. Nancy Strong got up and switched off the electric light. The leaping shadows made the room seem smaller and more cozy. In the dimness Nancy Strong looked younger and less rugged but even more outwardly calm and inwardly alert. She sat down facing Elsa, studied her for a minute or two, then suddenly:

Elsa, my dear, the meek shall inherit the earth. They always do. But who wants it? The pigs want it. But who else?

Pigs?

Yes. Poets create their own world. Pigs cant. The pig in every one of us destroys what the poet creates.

What are you talking about?

You and the earth. Pigs and poets. Poet  you and pig  you. The earth is a synonym for what the Communists and Fascists and economists sell their souls and other peoples bodies for. Thats what youre trying to do.

Communist? Fascist? Pig? Poet? Me? I dont want the earth. I dont own a yard of it. I dont understand you.

You will presently. You must get into your head first that meekness and humility are opposites. Youre meek. Youve got to change.

How? asked Elsa.

By turning it inside-out and becoming humble.

Show me.

Humble as Jesus.

Elsa rebelled instantly. All she needed was something to set her teeth into. I dont like Jesus. Fed up with him. Dont believe in him.

You mean you dont want to be crucified.

Elsa turned that over in her mind for several seconds. Then she said: Nobody wants to be crucified.

At the moment youre headed straight for it, said Nancy. Why do you wish to return to Tibet?

Because it feels like the right thing to do, and I can think of nothing else to do.

Does it feel like running away? Or like going forward?

Elsa pondered that for a moment, then answered: It feels like a fight.

Against what? Kicking against what St. Paul called the pricks?

Damn St. Paul! I like him even less than Jesus. Im not the least afraid of Tibet. I can endure anything  anything except the feeling that lifes meaningless and Im useless. Perhaps its me that Im fighting. I dont know. But why should my baby have died? All that agony for nothing  not that the agony mattered one bit, if only something worth while had come of it. Waste! Faith, hope, charity  all wasted!

Whose charity?

Andrew Cunnings.

I dont believe it! said Nancy. If I thought Andrew Gunning really guilty of charity I would forbid him the door.

You? You of all people?

Nancy Strong chuckled: Yes, Im a rich hater  a poor pitier. I detest and despise strong hypocrites. Theres some excuse for the weak ones. Andrew Gunning is strong. But I think he isnt guilty. Do you know any Greek?

Yes. Some. Forgotten most of it. Why?

Agape is the word that St. Paul used in Thirteenth Corinthians. It doesnt mean charity. That was a lazy mistranslation of a word that needs thinking about. Charity is sheer insolence. It always begins as an imposition on the meek, and its all that the meek deserve. At first they like it. They experience the kind of gratitude that means a craving for more. They suck it dry, like ticks on a sick cow. It works both ways. It enlarges the insolence. And it makes the recipients greedy  pig  meek until it becomes old-fashioned slavery and destroys itself, dies of its own corruption, like smallpox and degeneracy and any other disgusting thing you can think of  eats itself up.

Nancy, I supposed you were a charitable woman.

God forbid!

Isnt this school a charity?

Over my dead body! Ayarn [greek script], in the sense that St. Paul used the word, means milk of human kindness.

Whats the difference?

All the difference between plus and minus, good and evil, truth and untruth. Charity is sometimes a line of least resistance, sometimes a form of social blackmail, sometimes superstition, but never better than a substitute for kindness.

Arent you splitting hairs? Elsa suggested.

Ive never split a hair, nor lied to a child like you, nor told the truth to a fool if I could possibly help it.

Youre in a strange mood, Nancy. Have I upset you by coming here?

No. Quite the contrary. Put some more wood on the fire.

Elsa heaped on wood and prodded with the poker until the sparks flew upward. She stared at the fire. Nancy Strong waited until she sat down. Then:

What did you see?

Nothing.

Dont lie. Times too precious, Elsa. We have only tonight. Save the lies for the hypocrites. Tell me.

It didnt mean anything.

Never mind what it meant or didnt mean. If I tell you correctly what you saw, will you admit it?

Try me. Im not good at being naked-minded. If I told it, it would sound like nonsense.

You saw a cavern  Tom Grayne  Andrew Gunning  yourself  two strangers  and Lobsang Pun, facing one another around some loads on the cavern floor.

Yes. I saw that. But how do you know?

What did you hear?

Elsa stared, hesitating, tense, almost frightened.

Nancy followed up: Shall I tell you what you heard?

If you think you know.

Lobsang Pun was saying that the sun belongs to everybody; so whoever buys its light is a fool, and whoever sells it is a scoundrel.

Yes, he was saying that. Nancy! Have you the same affliction I have?

I used to be meek about it, too, Nancy answered.

But how could you see my picture? It was just a daydream like the ones I get when Im translating Tibetan.

That wasnt a daydream.  What language was Lobsang Pun using?

None that I recall. I expect it was thought-language. It was real, and at the same time unreal.

You saw color, form, substance, movement.

Yes.

Did you smell anything?

Smoke. Elsa glanced at the fire.

Child, dont fool yourself. Dont run away from it. Deodar knots dont smell like yak-dung.

Nancy, were you playing tricks? Are you a hypnotist? Were you making me see and hear and smell things? No. I dont hypnotize people. Thats wicked. Can you see what Im seeing now?

I dont want to.

Let yourself look  to oblige me:

I cant see anything.

Where there is no vision, the people perish! Look again. What do you see?

Nancy, please dont insist. I hate it. Tell me how not to see things. Then Ill bless you forever.

That, said Nancy Strong, is what I mean by meekness. Its a nom de guerre for the subtlest and deadliest sort of conceit.

I didnt know I had any vanity left. I thought it was all gone, along with my baby and everything else.

Conceit and vanity are opposites, said Nancy Strong. We cant get along without vanity. Thats consciousness of what we are and can do. Conceit is pretending to be something were not, or else pretending to be not what we are.

You seem to be a bigot about definitions.

I despise them. But you need prodding with something sharp to make you vain and humble. Turn your meekness inside-out!

Is that what you teach children?

Yes, child. It is what experience has taught me.

Elsa sighed. Well, let me tell you my side of it, Nancy. I wont whine, but I feel like confidences. If you can see things the way I do

I know what youre going to say.

Will you let me say it?

Yes. Telling it may help you. Go ahead.

Ive been clairvoyant ever since I can remember.

Most people are, if they only knew it, said Nancy.

When I was quite young I was whipped for telling lies, because I said I could hear voices, like the Bible people and like Joan of Arc. I did hear voices. But I wasnt believed. So I learned to cover up. There were governesses and people like that who spied continually and tried to make me feel guilty. But there were sometimes months when I wasnt clairvoyant at all, and oh, how good those times were! But the times between kept getting shorter. So I was known as a problem child. That isnt anything to be vain about. Its something to try to forget.

What sort of child do you think I was? Nancy asked.

Oh  did you get punished? Well, youll understand at least some of it.

I will make you understand, too, or else die in my tracks, said Nancy. Go on, tell me.

Elsa shrugged her shoulders. Doctors. Psychologists. School-teachers. Inquisition, and no end to it. Even the vicar, talking about the Witch of Endor and the devils that Jesus cast out of people. And I knew what every one of them was going to say before he said it. They were all stupid. Some of them were cruel. And some werent even trying to be honest.

Neither were you, said Nancy Strong.

I was! I was honest at first. I was even happy about it and felt important. But I learned to tell lies later on to protect myself, if thats what you mean. Once I was in danger of being certified insane because I said the house was going to be broken into by thieves, who would poison the dog and steal the silver. Luckily the thieves did it. That saved me. But I was heartbroken about the dog. After that I was sent to boarding school. And there I was accused of cheating because I sometimes knew the answers without having to work them out.

Nancy Strong chuckled: How did you try to explain it away?

How could I explain? Sometimes I was perfectly normal, as they called it, for weeks at a time. Then I was called stupid and sullen. And when they really did begin to be convinced that I could see and hear things clairvoyantly it was worse than ever. I was a freak. People tried to make use of me, and despised me at the same time. Some people called me a medium. I was accused of all sorts of things  vile things. Boys of my own age seemed to think I was a pervert. I was simply pestered by them  and by girls, too. And the decent boys werent interested in anything but could I tell their fortunes? When I got older I couldnt even keep a teachers job. No, Nancy, its a curse, and its no use your telling me anything else. With the exception of my uncle, Professor Mayor, and Tom, I havent had one single even half-pleasant experience in connection with it. Most of them were disgusting, and some were cruel.

Tell me about your husband, said Nancy. What was Toms reaction to your clairvoyance?

Tom calls it second-sight. It annoys him because it isnt dependable.

Good! said Nancy.

What do you mean, good? It was tragic. It came between us. He began to get used to my knowing what he was thinking about before he said it. He began to expect that and to count on it. So when it didnt work he didnt believe me, and when it did work he doubted. He thought I was being temperamental, or perhaps critical of him. He began not to trust me so much. Do you call that good?

What I meant was that were getting somewhere. Tell me about Andrew Gunning.

There is nothing to tell. That is, nothing more than you know. Andrew keeps his thoughts to himself, and he knows how to mask them as a general rule. He carves little wooden images that he gives to people who appreciate them, and

Nancy Strong glanced at the mantelpiece, where smiled a six-inch wooden statuette of the Lord Buddha. It vaguely suggested a portrait of Nancy herself.

Oh, is that one of Andrews? So it is  I remember when he did it. Well, he does that kind of thing; and reads books; and gets furiously angry when hes thanked for being unselfish and kinder than anyone ever dreamed a man could be. Thats almost all I know about Andrew, except that he saved my life when my baby was born, and I sometimes wish he hadnt. I believe he hates me, but hes too generous to

Nancy interrupted: What is your vision of Andrew? Quick! Out with it! Dont pretty it up!

A man in the snow, leaning against the wind, leading  leading

Does he ever talk to you about clairvoyance?

Hardly ever. Hes too considerate. He knows I dont like it.

Does he ever ask you to see things for him?

Never. He never asks anyone to do anything for him. He gives orders, when those are necessary. But he never asks favors. Even when we had to stay at Tibetan monasteries, he always found some way of making the monks feel that it was we who did them the favor. It was the same in the villages we passed through.

Were getting somewhere again, said Nancy Strong. Now  are you ready to listen to me?

Yes. This time Ill try not to interrupt. I only wanted you to understand before you begin. But please dont ask me to see and hear things. I wont do it. I will go back, and keep my bargain with Tom, but I wont do it for anyone else.

The telephone rang. Nancy Strong went into another room to answer it, behind two closed doors. She was gone a long time. Elsa sat curled in the armchair, staring at the fire, seeing  seeing  past, present and future, all mixed up in one connected movement that obeyed no laws of time and space, but was intelligible. Dr. Morgan Lewis wasnt in the picture at first. But it concerned him. He was there. And when she thought of him she saw him, clairvoyantly, monocle and all, smiling, excited, talking to someone whom she couldnt see. But she knew whom he was talking about.


CHAPTER 11

Dr. Morgan Lewis knocked twice. He gave Andrew and the Chief of Police plenty of time to assume such poses as they pleased before he walked in. He even turned his back toward them as he closed the door. As he stood wiping his monocle on his handkerchief he looked disarmingly unmelodramatic, mild, harmless  possibly even slightly bored by professional duties.

Its raining like the devil, he remarked. He adjusted his monocle. Thanks for the use of the car, Bulah Singh. Its outside. I told the driver to wait for you.

Bulah Singh wasnt deceived. Darkly alert, he vaguely overplayed casualness. Youve been quick, he observed. Wasnt the consultation serious?

The mans dead, Lewis answered. Poison. Youll get a report.

Oh? Murder?

Lewis nodded: Youll say suicide.

What do you say? the Sikh asked.

Lewis stared at him: Between us three and the four, walls  murder, yes. But whos to prove it?

Autopsy, I suppose?

Yes, first thing tomorrow. You know the man. He was in jail not long ago. A Japanese.

Andrew did a better job of masking alertness than the Sikh did; he left off scraping out his pipe and looked mildly interested, whereas Bulah Singhs air of indifference was overdone:

Not the tea-buyer  let me see, what was his name?

Koki Konoe, said Lewis, a bit dryly, a bit abruptly.

A spy, said the Chief of Police. I remember. He was detained for investigation. We couldnt prove anything.

It will be even harder to prove, said Lewis, that someone killed him by making him take his own life.

The Sikh raised his eyebrows: Suggestion? You dont mean to say

Yes, said Lewis. But whose? He was staring hard at the Sikh, who was at pains to look skeptical and slightly scornfully amused.

Koki Konoe was a pretty good suggester himself, Bulah Singh answered. If you should ask me, I would call him a first-class hypnotist. But

Lewis corrected him: Third class. Not too good at that, or he wouldnt have lost the duel.

Duel?

Yes, duel. Between duffers. The real experts are rare and not so easy to detect. He turned toward Andrew. What did you know about Koki Konoe?

The Sikh lighted a cigarette, watching Andrew.

Nothing, said Andrew. He was watching the Sikh. The Sikh smiled.

Didnt you meet him  talk with him? asked Lewis. Someone told me you did.

Oh, yes, I met him.

Tell us what happened.

Nothing, said Andrew. He was here in the hotel, one afternoon. I picked up an English newspaper from a chair in the lobby. He got in conversation by asking for the paper as soon as Id be through with it.

What did he talk about?

Nothing much. He talked like a man with a bad hangover. I got the impression that he was trying hard to cling to a fading intelligence.

Very shrewd guess on your part, said Lewis. What did he talk about?

Its a pretty good rule, isnt it, not to tell what people talk about, until you know why youre asked, said Andrew.

Yes, thats safe, said Lewis, sometimes.

The Sikh smiled and corrected him: Always. He made a gesture with his cigarette. He and Lewis stared at each other. Andrew watched both of them. The Sikhs eyes met Andrews. Lewis dropped his monocle into the palm of his hand and slipped it into his vest pocket.

Well, said Bulah Singh, its getting late. Ill be off. Corpse at the mortuary?

Yes  probably there by now. Both doctors refused to sign the death certificate, and I concurred, so they phoned the police.

Ill look into it, said Bulah Singh.

Youll find it interesting, said Lewis. Thanks again for the use of your car.

Dont mention it. See you tomorrow. So long.

The Sikh walked out. Lewis almost ran across the room: The phones in your bedroom? He closed the bedroom door behind him and was in there several minutes. When he came back he sat down facing Andrew. He was smiling as if well pleased by the phone conversation. He declined Andrews gestured invitation to help himself to whiskey.

Now, young man, out with it!

Out with what?

There are no witnesses. Its between you and me and

Andrew interrupted: No, no. Easy on that stuff. Youll have to employ your regular spies if you want

Gunning, I want confidential information. And I also propose to help you. Dont regard it as a business bargain. Think of me as your doctor. You know the rule: always tell your doctor and your lawyer everything.

Andrew shook his head: Work in a criminal law office taught me such contempt for squawkers and anonymous informers that Im leery of becoming one. He grinned genially. Besides, it was an accepted fact in our office that you can always find a doctor to swear to anything, one side or the other, depending on who pays him.

Lewis raised his eyebrows: Do you feel more at ease, now that youve fired that barrel? Fire the other one about choose your specialist, choose your disease, and get that off your conscience. Then well talk.

Andrew grinned again: You get what Im driving at, dont you? Ive nothing to sell.

I wouldnt buy, if you had. Im inviting your confidence, said Lewis.

How about yours? Andrew retorted. Talking to you is one thing. Squawking to a bureau is another.

Very well, lets make it personal, said Lewis. This is between you and me and well keep it that way. I knew the Japanese was dead before I left you with Bulah Singh. I hoped Bulah Singh would talk.

He did.

I want to know what he said.

Is it understood and agreed that Im not squawking for protection, or any rot like that?

Understood.

And I wont be made a party to any local intrigue?

Yes. Thats a promise. Now then, what did he say?

Well, just before you came in, he said hes all set to kill me if I repeat to anyone what we talked about.

Did he mention names?

In that connection yours was the only name that he did mention.

Thanks, said Lewis. I suppose the rest of it concerned you and Tibet and Tom Grayne.

Most of it did. He offered to ease me across the frontier  on terms.

Wants you, I suppose, to bring the infant Dalai Lama to Darjeeling?

Right  first shot. You seem to know your stuff! How did you figure that out?

Lewis laughed. It took more shots than a hundred to bring down that bird! Bulah Singh has inflated ambitions. He is a student of ambitions. He knows almost by heart the case histories of at least ten men who have attained power by Machiavellian means  Lenin, Trotsky, Stalin, Mussolini, Hitler, Mustapha Kemal, several South American dictators. Those men all started from scratch, so why shouldnt he? I wish you could see his library. What escapes Bulah Singh is the fact that there are ten thousand failures for one success in that field. He overlooks such elements as luck, time, place and competition. He realized, quite a number of years ago, that an Indian police officer, who plays to the gallery, presently lands in the discard. So he studied clandestine methods of becoming influential. He has been burrowing so hard underground and so far afield that Japan got news of it. Japan sent Koki Konoe to Darjeeling to uncover Bulah Singhs game while pretending to buy tea. Tell me about Koki Konoe. What happened between him and you, here in the hotel?

Darned little happened, because I spotted him as a hot wire first go off, said Andrew. He planted a copy of the London Times in a chair in the lobby. I took the bait deliberately. When we got in conversation he drew my attention to a piece on an inside page about the medical use of hypnotism. On the next page there was a silly season letter from a retired Colonel who said hed seen the rope trick done in India, and photographed it, and found nothing on the plate. Said that was proof of mass-hypnotism.

So it was, said Lewis. But go ahead. What happened between you and Koki Konoe?

Well, after a bit of talk Koki Konoe gave me his card, with a Darjeeling address in pencil. He remarked he was lonely and needed someone to talk with. He kept the conversation going on the subject of hypnotism, until at last I showed some interest just to find out what his game was. He invited me to come and see him  said hed show me how its done. Said hed teach me some jujitsu, too, if I was interested.

You didnt accept the invitation?

No. I was good and wise to him by that time. Jujitsu might be up my street, but not hypnotism. Ive seen em work it in Shanghai, in combination.

Jujitsu, Lewis interrupted, is a form of philosophy as well as being a system of physical combat.

You bet it is. Say, those bozos can give you a physical-mental workout and put you to sleep and make you tell your whole past history plus anything else that you happen to know. They can even make you write it down and sign it.

If youre ignorant, or afraid, or if your will is stronger than your judgment, they can do that without putting you to sleep, said Lewis. Hypnotism was misnamed due to a misunderstanding of its nature. Hypnos means sleep. But hypnotism isnt a form of sleep. Sleep is a by-product  sometimes. Did you feel any pressure from Koki Konoe?

Oh, sure. Something like the impulse that a high-pressure salesman stirs up. Professional gamblers are good at the same thing. So are soma kinds of women. They make you sell yourself. But I know that trick. And he wasnt more than half powered anyhow. So I bought him a drink and walked out on him. Dead, is he? Have you a guess who killed him?

Mine may be as good as anybodys guess, said Lewis. Koki Konoe was sent from Japan to check up among other things on Bulah Singhs negotiations with Ambrose St. Malo.

So I guessed right? You do know St. Malo?

St. Malo and Bulah Singh  have been in correspondence for a long time.

St. Malo is in Tibet, said Andrew.

Yes. But they corresponded until recently by way of China, making use of third-class passengers on liners, some of it by word of mouth, some in writing, and some by underlining words in books and magazines.

Gosh! St. Malo must have long lines out. That game costs money.

Lots of it. He is spending Japanese and Russian money. But he will sell out of course to the highest bidder in sight at any critical moment.

For Gods sake, what could Bulah Singh bid? He cant get hold of money, can he?

No, no. Bulah Singh has no money. He is a student of psychology who thinks he knows more than he does. But he knows some of the rudiments. He understands, for instance, that such a man as St. Malo, who is a crooked gambler going after big bait, can always be taken with small bait if hes stampeded and tempted at the right time. Probably you are the small bait  you and Tom Grayne. I think St. Malo has been told youre coming and counts on using you in Tibet; and that Bulah Singh depends on you to force St. Malos hand. But well get to that later. Lets stick to Koki Konoe for the moment. We knew all about him from our agent in Japan. We had him arrested. Our Indian jails are very well conducted nowadays. Even a Chief of Police cant interview a prisoner alone, except at the prisoners own request.

In that case theres no witness?

Theoretically none, within hearing. Both of them counted on that. But theres such a thing as a hole in a wall.

Dictaphones, too, I suppose.

Those things are expensive and sometimes inconvenient, said Lewis. Koki Konoe made the request, so Bulah Singh visited him in the jail. Neither understood the others language. They had to talk English. We have a full stenographic report of their conversation. Koki Konoe warned Bujah Singh that if he didnt let Tibet alone and drop his intrigue with St. Malo, hed be liquidated.

Murdered?

He didnt say. He left the suggestion to do its own work. On the surface it probably meant that the Jap secret service would betray Bulah Singh to us. That would be the commonplace procedure. But there was an unspoken threat of murder.

If you know all this, why dont you arrest Bulah Singh?

For several reasons. The least of them is that we lack proof of where Koki Konoe got the poison that

Andrew interrupted: Dont those fellows usually roll their own? I mean, dont they carry it, just in case? Ive heard that all the Japs do it

Yes, some do, when the jobs specially dangerous. But its usually cyanide. And this wasnt a particularly dangerous job on the face of it. Besides, he was searched thoroughly at the time of arrest. No poison on him.

What stuff killed him?

One of five Tibetan poisons that arent in the pharmacopoeia. Two are sudden death, quicker than cyanide. One contracts all the muscles and kills in an hour by strangulation. One makes em blind and they die painfully in about a week from inflammation of the inner molecular layer followed by an obscure but sudden action on the brain. The fifth kills more slowly  about thirty days as a rule  by direct action on the cerebral cortex. The victim goes mad  reverses things  tells his secrets and makes secrets of trivialities. That was the stuff that killed him. Thats why I was sent for.

You got here after he was dead?

Between you and me, no. Secretly I have been here two days.

Trying to track poison? There are lots of Tibetans in Darjeeling, said Andrew. Koki Konoe could have bought the stuff.

But why should he?

Scared.

Of what?

Perhaps of Bulah Singh.

Exactly. But how did Bulah Singh frighten a terrorist expert?

Andrew laughed sourly: Any man who knows the first thing about jujitsu should be able to answer that one. Shakespeare called it hoisting em with their own petard. The Japs stuff got used against him. Look at it this way: Bulah Singh threatened me just now with death, if I do any talking. It happens I wasnt scared, so his stuff didnt work, although he convinced me he meant it. Koki Konoe, on the other hand, was scared stiff. Bulah Singh probably took advantage of that and stampeded him into

Rudimentary, but as far as it goes, right, said Lewis. Almost as much nonsense is talked about hypnotism, by responsible men who should know better, as about clairvoyance and telepathy. The common charlatans and malignant agitators know more about hypnotism than almost any of the so-called authorities even pretend to know. I could name the exceptions on the fingers of one hand. Science is afraid of it, although it has been successfully used in severe mental cases, and even to produce surgical anesthesia. But repeated attempts to use it, especially in France, have led to scandal and recrimination. Hypnotism, like clairvoyance and telepathy, is an almost unexplored field that reputable men mistrust because of the inevitable reaction on themselves. But theyre coming around nowadays to a cautious admission that Mesmer may after all have been on the right track with his theory of some kind of magnetic fluid passing from one person to another.

What do you think about it?

Im going to tell you, said Lewis, between these four walls. Ive a reason for telling. You mustnt quote me.

Okay.

You know the old proverb that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing. Very well. Bulah Singh is a dangerous hypnotist because he has a little knowledge. Hes a conceited amateur, who considers himself a professional expert. The same was true of Koki Konoe, who was trained by the Japanese secret service. All secret services use it to some extent. The Japs use it a lot, at great personal risk because of their morbid tendency to suicide. The thing is a boomerang. The malicious use of hypnotism  as any experienced metaphysician knows  is always  not sometimes, but always associated with the idea of death. Koki Konoe and Bulah Singh used it against each other, with all possible malice. Most of us use it unconsciously, without much malice and without concentration, in much the same way that we use our other unconscious faculties.

Dyou mean, for instance, that I use it? Andrew retorted. See here, barring getting what I pay for in the way of plain obedience from men who hire me the use of their time, Im almost fanatical about leaving other folks to do their own thinking.

Thats why I find it worth while talking to you, Lewis answered. If youll listen, I think youll learn something you can use to good advantage. The secret of hypnotism  and it still is an unfathomed secret  resides in the ether, which fills all physical space and permeates all physical matter.

Aristotles ether? I thought that was an exploded theory.

It was. But it no longer is, said Lewis. Were returning to it. The existence of the ether has been mathematically and photographically proved  quite recently, by two young American scientists. We exist in the ether as fish exist in water. The whole physical, phenomenal universe exists in it. We dont know what its properties are. We think, hate, love, crave, envy  without knowing what were doing with waves of imperceptible but prodigious etheric energy that the act of thinking causes more or less to concentrate and so to speak change direction. Does that mean anything to you? Perhaps thought  not brain, you understand, but thought  is something like a prism.

You mean hypnosis is a force conveyed by or through the ether?

Perhaps. Its a dark subject. I have studied it, here in India, in the very home of hypnotism, for more than twenty-five years, and I confess that I dont know. But I do know its the most powerful and dangerous force in the world, and that its deliberately and constantly being used by people who no more know what it is than a dog knows what geometry is. Hitler, Mussolini, Goebbels, all use it. Itll boomerang them sooner or later. One of its camouflage names is suggestion. Other names are the evil eye, black magic, malicious animal magnetism, voodoo. It has dozens of names and pseudonyms. Propaganda is one of its milder uses. So-called self-hypnosis is one of its common results. Its the secret of all slavery of every kind whatever; of all subjection of one to another. Its the underlying cause of war, and of nearly all disease, poverty, misery, and injustice. Every effort to control or modify it is a vector that merely shifts the velocity.

Bit of an alarmist, arent you? said Andrew.

Not in the least, Lewis answered. But Im not an ostrich. Burying ones head in the sand of statistical facts is no more a protection against hypnotism  mass and personal  than it is against day and night.

But you figure you know the answer? Andrew didnt try to look anything but skeptical. He was wearing his obstinate grin, with his eyebrows lowered. What is it? If you know, why not tell?

The answer, said Lewis, is spiritual. It has been well told quite a number of times.

You mean religion? Whose religion?

Any religion, said Lewis, that isnt ecclesiastical and consequently based on mob-psychology. Im not denouncing the regular repetition of words and songs. Those serve their purpose. Theyre about as useful as a bedside manner during diagnosis.

Well then, what do you mean?

I mean the kind of education that Nancy Strongs pupils get.

Andrew whistled softly. He thought a moment. Nancy, he said, could pull the bung out of a barrel of Sphinxes and make em all tell what they forgot ten thousand years ago. Whats more, theyd like doing it. But  isnt she one of your hot wires?

Lewis ignored the question. She is the only genuine Christian I know, he remarked. I dont doubt there are lots of others, but I havent met them.

I would never have guessed youre a religious man, said Andrew.

Im a realist, said Lewis. I dont believe in ignoring facts because theyre metaphysical, or in letting the material tail wag the spiritual dog. I investigate facts to discover the truth about them.

Thats what Bulah Singh claims he does.

But I simultaneously believe in the teachings of Jesus Christ, said Lewis. Bulah Singh doesnt.

Why should he? said Andrew. Id hate to admit I agree with Bulah Singh about anything worth mentioning, but

Lewis suddenly changed the subject: Hasnt Bulah Singh designs on Elsa Burbage?

He sure has, said Andrew. He wants her here in Darjeeling. That was one of his conditions. But what has Jesus to do with it?

Did he say why he wants her here?

Yes. As a hostage for my behavior in Tibet:

Nothing else?

Yes. Clairvoyance. Telepathy.

Lewis laughed dryly. I thought so. Thats why I sent her to Nancy Strong. If Bulah Singh had a chance, hed hypnotize her.

Hell not get the chance. You neednt worry on that score, said Andrew. But if he had her alone, do you think he could do it? Elsas in a strange mood at the moment. Shes good stuff. Shes more intelligent than

Lewis laughed again. Gunning, my boy, the more intelligent they are, and the stronger-willed they are, the easier they are, unless they know the answer. Bulah Singh made Koki Konoe kill himself.

It beats me how he did it, or how you know he did it.

The easiest victims, said Lewis, are the intuitive, inspirational people. If theyre unsuspicious and good-natured, so much the worse, because then they are more sensitive to impulse. It induces in them extremes of uncritical and unbalanced altruism. It produces our familiar friend the wish- fulfillment complex. It drives some of them mad. The next easiest are the criminals who themselves dabble in hypnotism. It isnt difficult to understand how their stuff gets turned against them.

Tell it. Ill try to follow you, said Andrew.

Lewis thought for a moment. Perhaps a guess might help. Did Bulah Singh suggest to you that he knows something discreditable about your past in the United States?

Andrew looked startled. Yes, he did.

Did he try to work up fear on that account?

Yes. But it didnt come off.

Did he suggest by any chance that he could make a scandal about you and Elsa Burbage?

Yes. Damn him.

And perhaps that he could starve Tom Grayne in Tibet by obstructing you?

Yes. He said that too. But how do you know?

After that, he made his proposal?

Yes.

Well, now lets consider Koki Konoe. He was the criminal-hypnotist type. Bulah Singh, who knows his job as a policeman tolerably well, learned that Koki Konoe had a Hindu mistress. She stole, and delivered to the proper person, very embarrassing proof that Koki Konoe was lining his own pocket at Japans expense. Buying tea  rigging the figures. So Bulah Singh introduced the fear element into Koki Konoes thought by dropping a hint about what he knew about that Hindu mistress and the financial trickery. Fear of humiliation is stronger than fear of death, in the Japanese consciousness.

Yeah  but where did the poison come in?

Bulah Singh gave that to Koki Konoe, for the alleged purpose of poisoning the Hindu mistress. Do you see the subtlety of that? Having planted the fear-suggestion, he excited the fear by pretending to supply a death-dealing remedy. But he simultaneously sent the Hindu mistress into hiding. Koki Konoe couldnt find her and so felt sure she had betrayed him. In that way Bulah Singh again increased the fear element. Koki Konoe, remember, had hinted, in jail, that Bulah Singh, might be murdered unless he did as he was told. So the idea of death, as a possible outcome of the conflict, was in Koki Konoes mind in the beginning, even before Bulah Singh pretended to help him to murder the faithless woman. One good scare after that was enough. The death idea became a boomerang. Bulah Singh told Koki Konoe that the woman actually had betrayed him, and had then died of poison. Koki Konoe would be accused of having murdered her. All lies. But the suggestion, played up by a hypnotist, worked. Koki Konoe swallowed the poison.

You seem darned cocksure about it, said Andrew. How do you know all this?

Think it over, said Lewis. How did I know that Elsa Burbage was ill in Darjeeling?

So youre clairvoyant?

Sometimes, said Lewis. The difficulty is to prove what I intuitively know.

Is Bulah Singh clairvoyant?

Not he. Perhaps he once was. But not nowadays. My discoveries, rudimentary though they are, have led me to believe that hypnotism and clairvoyance are almost mutually exclusive. Tentatively I define clairvoyance as release from hypnosis. The contrary appears to be equally true: hypnosis blanks out clairvoyance, so that a hypnotist loses his own vision. If Im right about that, it would account for the phenomenal rise to power, and equally phenomenal fall of any number of people  especially of the criminal type. However, a hypnotist, shut off from clairvoyance  that is to say from vision  by his own thought process, nevertheless can hypnotize an unsuspecting clairvoyant. By that means he can learn what he couldnt possibly clairvoyantly see for himself. It is very frequently done. It is one of the means by which such astonishing confessions are extorted in Russia. Bulah Singh has been privately experimenting along that line for a number of years.

Good God, why dont you chain that guy up? said Andrew. Chuck him in the clink and

Lewis laughed. Gunning, my boy, you know enough criminal law to answer that one.

Yes, I guess you cant convict a man of hypnotism. Courts would laugh at you.

Experienced judges wouldnt laugh, said Lewis. Especially here in India. They know better. But theyd have to demand legal evidence, which would be impossible to produce. Did Bulah Singh frighten you at all? Did he set up any interior worry?

Not in the least.

Are you sure he didnt?

Yes.

Thats good. Lewis checked a flicker that would have become a smile if he had let it. And now a personal matter. Would you care to tell me in confidence what occurred that induced you to leave the United States?

No. I never discuss that.

Very well. But will you answer this? What is the state of affairs between you and Elsa Burbage?

Shes Tom Graynes wife.

Youre a moralist, arent you?

Some. I dont go around bragging about it.

It would shock you to be made the butt of a humiliating scandal about another mans wife?

Id be troubled on her account.

To avoid that  I mean, to save her from embarrassment  and especially if she should urge you  could you steer quite a different course than the one you have in mind at the moment?

Guess so. I could change plans at a moments notice, if  but what are you driving at?

Didnt Bulah Singh suggest a drastic change in your Tibetan plan?

Yes.

Didnt he hint at what might happen if you refuse?

He sure did  he even used the word persecution.

And suggested that he knows about you something that youd rather not discuss?

Andrew nodded. Lewis adjusted his monocle. You begin to understand his method? He was silent for a moment. Then suddenly: There are a number of reasons why we dont, at the moment, choose to remove Bulah Singh.

Giving him more rope to hang himself?

We have our eye on him, said Lewis. I frightened him purposely just now by talking about Koki Konoe.

Well, I guess you know your business. But why scare him? Wont he cover his tracks?

No. They are covered. He will try to uncover mine, said Lewis. And he may perhaps hasten his arrangements  may step things up a bit. I believe you will find Bulah Singh at Nancy Strongs house.

But its after midnight.

Thats nothing. Nancys a night owl.

Say  dyou suppose Bulah Singh knows Elsa isnt at the monastery?

Certainly he knows, said Lewis. He is watching me like a cat. Why do you suppose I went to all that trouble to lay a smoke-screen, if not to make him think he is outwitting me?

I wish we had left Elsa in the monastery, said Andrew. She was safe there.

Bulah Singh couldnt have got at her there, Lewis answered. I want her got at! I phoned Nancy just now to expect him. I feel sure thats where he went.

You dont say. Andrew got up, hesitated from politeness, and then hinted bluntly: Where are you staying tonight?

Lewis laughed: Here in your bedroom. May I? There are two beds. I may turn in. Im a bit tired.

Youll find all you need in the bureau drawer, said Andrew. Help yourself. Its a long walk to Nancys and no taxi at this time of night. Ill get going.

I advise you to take that boot with you. It might cause complications if you leave it

Andrew picked up Elsas boot and tucked it under his arm.

Careful! said Lewis. No breach of confidences! And above all, no explosions!

Okay.

You dont look like a dove or a serpent, Gunning, my boy. But try to be as harmless as the one and as wise as the other.

Andrew laughed: What dyou take me for? A zoo?

Emulate one of its inmates! Be observant but inarticulate. Coo, hiss, roar  but dont interpret the noises.

Okay. So long.

So long. Good night. Ill lock the door, said Lewis.


CHAPTER 12

Nancy Strong returned into the room, took the large photograph of Lobsang Pun in its silver frame from the small square table and set it on one of the armchairs in full firelight, facing Elsa. It was an ageless face, almost incredibly wrinkled, apparently not dark-skinned, but weathered. Beneath a lamas peaked hood, roguish Chinese-looking wise eyes gazed straight forward, seeming to see everything but to tell nothing. The nose suggested an eagles beak. The eyes combined a birds bright far-sightedness and a cats experienced incredulity; they were unconquerable eyes, interested, amused, unafraid. The portrait stirred memories that poured as daydreams into Elsas thought. Nancy Strong interrupted:

You recognize him?

Elsa came out of reverie: Of course. Who could forget him? But why Lobsang Pun so suddenly? Dont you want me to know that Dr. Lewis phoned you about me?

Tell me what you think about Lobsang Pun.

You dont want to talk about Dr. Lewis? Oh, very well. But, Nancy, what difference can it make what I think about

Tell me what you think about Lobsang Pun. Look straight at his portrait and tell me. I want to know.

Elsa stared at the portrait. I dont understand him. I never did. Hes an enigma. Tom likes him better than I do. He struck me as a tremendously powerful personality, but scornful and

Scornful of what?

I dont know. Scornful and decidedly cruel.

Was he cruel to you?

Yes. He was kind on several occasions, and almost courteous in his own high-handed way, but he could be as brusque as a gust of wind. He said astonishing things in broken English. He made me feel I was being laughed at. But I couldnt help liking him, most of the time. Yes. I like him.

Did he laugh at, or with you?

I dont know. He laughed. He seemed to me cruel, and as ruthless as he is ugly to look at. He seemed to have no feeling of obligation or gratitude. After Tom had helped him to seize the Thunder Dragon Gate  and mind you, Tom took tremendous chances  he turned Tom and me out to shift for ourselves. Gave us no help whatever, beyond replenishing our supplies and exchanging some fresh ponies for our exhausted ones. I should say Lobsang Pun is a hugely intelligent and very dangerous man, who doesnt care twopence whose toes get trodden on when he

Nancy Strong interrupted: Elsa, my dear, for nine years I was that mans chela.

You? You, Nancy, a chela? You mean Lobsang Pun is a  then you are

He is my teacher. I lived with him for nine years on terms of the closest possible spiritual intimacy. I have wandered with him all over Tibet, and into China. I was with him in Peking, Tokyo and Seoul. This school was his doing. He ordered it.

You mean its Lobsang Puns school?

No, no. Nothing like that. Its my school. As you remarked, he is ruthless. But I dont think you know what ruthless means. Scornful, but you dont know what of. He despises the conceit of fools who think their brains are the boundaries of wisdom, and that what their brains cant define cant possibly be true. I told him one day in Lhasa that I believed I could teach children what he had been teaching me. He said: go the Darjeeling and do it. [sic] It seemed impossible. I hadnt a rupee. But he told me to get out and go to Darjeeling and use my vision, instead of being afraid of myself, like a devil looking at its own reflection in a dirty mirror. He was ruthless. He wouldnt listen to my pleading for advice and help. He drove me away. It would take too long to tell you how I reached Darjeeling. But when I got here there was money in the bank, waiting for me.

Whose money?

The money belonging to me and the children who were to come to my school and be waked up. Coin of the realm  good legal currency. Fools refuse to realize that one of the dimensions of every real idea is affluence. I was a fool, and afraid. But he wasnt. The money came quite naturally through business channels. All I had to do was sign a legal document. But it wouldnt have come; that money would have gone to someone else; it would never have entered my consciousness if I had disobeyed because of what I used to believe before I met Lobsang Pun.

It sounds like a miracle, the way you tell it, said Elsa. I used to believe in miracles. Ive read Mrs. Eddys books and some of Madame Blavatskys. I believed in the loaves and fishes, and Elijah and the ravens  and even Lazarus, and the Resurrection. Honestly I did. I thought it was a miracle when Tom met me in the British Museum and offered me the chance to come to India. It seemed to be an answer to prayer. But now I dont believe, and I dont pray any more. I wish I did. Credulous people are better off.

So you prefer conceit to credulity? God wont come into your trap, so you dont believe in God. Is that it?

Nancy, please explain what you mean. I dont feel conceited. Not meek either. I feel resentful, and bitter, and wish I didnt.

Youre in danger of becoming a convinced and self-convicted fool, imprisoned in fear.

Nancy, I dont feel afraid. Really I dont. Im willing to face anything except

Except the key of the prison. And the open door. And life  faith  hope  courage!

Nancy, I have got courage. Im just disillusioned, thats all. Life looks hideous.

Would you call Lobsang Pun beautiful?

Elsa laughed: Hes almost comically ugly. He must be almost the ugliest man in the world. Even his Tibetan servants used to refer to him as Old Ugly- face.

Lobsang Puns face is as ugly as the surface of life, Nancy Strong answered. But look beneath the surface. I learned from that man all the faith thats in me and all that I know about beauty, truth, kindness, affluence and nowness, as dimensions of ideas.

Dimensions? Of ideas?

Yes. Every genuine idea that ever was, or is, or will be, has all those dimensions, along with lots of others.

But, Nancy, how can you talk such nonsense? How can an idea have dimensions? You cant conceive of a long or a short idea.

Of course not. True dimensions are not boundaries or limitations. Space and time are like a frame that we look through. An idea hasnt time and space. It has completeness. That includes beauty, kindness, nowness. Theres no distance in connection with it. Where did you get your ignorance? Whose particular wool is pulled over your eyes? Who taught you?

Oh, numbers of people have tried to. Ive read tons of books  some of them are here on these shelves  Plato, Nietzsche, Kant, Schopenhauer  Spengler  Karl Marx

But not the Twenty-third Psalm.

Indeed, I know it by heart.

What is the first line?

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.

Good. Stop there. Thats the whole secret. Its the one important thing to know and remember. All other knowledge is merely relative to that.

But it isnt true, Nancy. I know it isnt. Ive proved its a lie. I used to believe it. I tried to prove it. I took everything I had  hope, faith, enthusiasm, trust in God, whoever or whatever He is, and offered them up  oh, how ungrudgingly. I hadnt a single mental reservation. I was simply enthusiastic and eager to live. Life felt suddenly like flowers in a garden in spring. I threw pride overboard, and money, and a career, and the good opinion of the few friends I had. I said: the Lord will provide. And now look at me. I havent even my baby. And I havent Tom Graynes confidence. Im married to him. I seduced him. He isnt really my husband.

But youre going back to him?

Yes. Thanks to Andrew. Gunnings generosity. I like Tom. I admire him. I love him. But he doesnt love me. He never will. Im a liability and hes too manly to admit it. So Im returning to Tibet to set Tom free. After that I dont care what happens.

No? But as I understand it you agreed, before you married, that either might divorce the other if

Yes. It wasnt supposed to be a real marriage. It was an alliance.

Do you remember what Talleyrand said about that?

No. Wasnt he Napoleons Judas? Ive been Tom Graynes Judas.

He was Napoleons confidential minister. He said: Every alliance is a horse and rider.

That sounds like one of those generalizations. But perhaps its true. At any rate, Im like an old man of the sea on Toms shoulders, and he knows it, and I know it, and

Isnt it a long way to go, just to tell Tom Grayne what he knows already?

A long way. Yes. But its better than running away.

And yet youre running from something nearer.

What do you mean? Im not running. Im facing the fact.

Something nearer than breathing, closer than hands and feet.

You mean Tennysons God? I dont believe in God. I did. But I dont now.

I mean your vision.

I havent any. You mean clairvoyance? Thats a disease!

Elsa, it is the substance of things hoped for. It is the evidence of things not seen by

Nancy, its naked hell! You ought to know, if you have the same affliction. I cant imagine how you endure it and keep your faith in

Will you let me tell you?

Yes, if you wont be cruel about it. Dont tell me to count my blessings. I have a curse that outweighs all of them, and

Listen, child. I am going to cell you in the fewest possible words, what Lobsang Pun took nine years to teach me.

Before he kicked you out of Lhasa without a penny to find your way across Tibet! I call that evidence of cruelty.

Before he kindly and unsentimentally forced me to do what he knew I could do, and what I wouldnt have done otherwise. No calf ever wants to be weaned.

Are you going to kick me out? Very well, Ill go the minute you say so.

I can prevent you from going to Tibet, Elsa. And unless you wake up, I will prevent you. Tibet is no land for a meek mouse. You must be willing to be what you are.

What do you mean? What do you think I am?

Tell me what you yourself think you are.

I dont know. I have given up trying to know. I feel like a discouraged female in a bad temper. But whats a female? Nothing! Protoplasm and sensation, stuck together with magnetism, and nobody knows what that is, except that its said to be a form of motion  but motion what of?

You are an evidence of evolution.

Evolution of what?

Evolution of consciousness. My dear, youre a proof of St. Pauls statement: for now we see through a glass darkly, but then face to face. Youre one degree of evolution ahead of most people. Your glass isnt quite so dark.

If this is evolution, Im headed the wrong way!

Listen, my dear. You cant prevent it, any more than the crops can prevent the weather. But you can make hell for yourself if you resist; because evolution breaks the molds of consciousness as the roots of growing trees break rocks. Evolution is a spiritual, irresistible growth  upward and outward from the illusion of solid four-dimensional limited matter.

Four dimensional?

Yes. Time is a dimension of matter. Length, breadth, depth and time. Or, more simply, space-time.

Evolution upward toward what? Disillusionment? Im there now.

Growth toward reality, where the illusion of matter fades, true dimensions enter consciousness, and the secret place of the Most High yields its secret. Child, even now you can see through stone walls and across a thousand miles of mountains to where Tom Grayne is.

Yes, but I cant make him see me, so its only torture. I even know what hes thinking about. But I cant warn him. I can see danger, but I cant make him see it. I cant even tell him our baby is dead. Dont, Nancy! Dont! Youre seeing, and youre making me see! Please dont!

There are rules to be learned. No one can use even a hammer and a saw without knowing the rules. We cant even walk without first learning how to do it, or play the piano without learning the notes.

Some people can. They do it naturally, without thinking. I can, and I never took a music lesson.

You obey the rules intuitively. That doesnt make them not-rules. Rule Number One of Evolution, which is the Law of Life, is The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want.

Is that what you teach children! But Nancy, it isnt true! I know it isnt! Its a lie! I want my baby, for instance, and my husbands confidence, and faith that lifes worth living, and

Listen to the second rule. Its in the Ninety-first Psalm: He that dwelleth in the secret place of the Most High ... You know the rest of it, dont you?

Of course. I know it by heart.

What does your heart tell you?

Nothing. A heart is just a physical organ. What I used to believe has turned out so totally false that  Nancy, can you look around at the world, and then believe such piffle? War, cruelty, poverty, sickness, lying propaganda, pain, death  dead babies  not mine only  babies bombed to death in

Listen to the third rule: And though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries, and all knowledge; and though I have all faith, so that I could remove mountains, and have not the milk of human kindness, I am nothing.

Oh yes. Thirteenth Corinthians. I had to say it at school and then put sixpence in the poor box. Kindness? I dont even know what it means. I dont know much knowledge; and Ive no faith left, although I did have some once; but I dont believe I ever did know what human kindness really means. I thought I was being kind to Tom. The fact is, I was cruel.

My dear, if you will be kinder to yourself you will learn what skittles facts are.

Oh, you mean mind over matter? Dont you believe in facts? Isnt it a fact that you and I are here, talking to each other? Isnt your school a fact? Wasnt my baby a fact? Mind cant change that, can it?

Try giving mind a chance.

What do you mean?

Accept the fact of spiritual evolution. Recognize it. Trust your clairvoyant vision, and then look at the other facts.

I cant trust it. I darent. Its like dreams.

Master it. Govern it.

I cant. It runs away with me. It leads me into all kinds of

Stop!

Nancy Strong glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was a quarter to twelve. She stood up and took a step toward Elsa. The firelight shone on their faces. They were half-reliefs, unreal, bright-eyed, against wavering shadow from which the cats eyes watched them.

Weve had enough of that hysteria, young woman. Ally yourself one way or the other. Every alliance is a horse and a rider. Ride or be ridden. Tell me what you think your soul is.

I havent one:

Quite right. Now were getting somewhere.

I used to believe the old superstition that I have a soul to be saved from hell. Its a lie.

Yes, its a lie. You are your soul. How could you have what you are?

What do you mean?

Youre not a body that has a soul. You are your soul. Soul! You have a body and brain that are no more you than that dress which your body is wearing. Wake up.

Im wide awake. At any rate, my brain tells me I am.

Listen, Elsa. Your brain is no more you than this portrait is Lobsang Pun. Even the most bigoted and stupid second-rate scientists know nowadays that brains cant think. Brains are like radio sets, to be controlled and used and tuned in. Theyre too often tuned in to the sort of nonsense youve been talking tonight. Your mind is no more in your brain than Lobsang Pun is in his photograph.

If my brain doesnt think, what does?

You do. And you will either believe what your senses tell you, in a glass darkly, or what you see face to face, with your clairvoyant vision. Your brain sees illusion, because its part of the illusion, and you tune it in to the illusion. It can see reality if youll let it. Clairvoyance is soul  vision  its you  the real you  waking  one degree of evolution closer to reality, seeing things more nearly as they really are.

But, Nancy, its unendurable. It isnt

Learn to control it. Others will do that for you, if you dont.

How can others control it, if I cant?

They will control you without your knowing theyre doing it, unless you remember the rules. And if they cant control you they will treat you the way they treated Jesus and Joan of Arc and countless others.

Didnt Jesus know the rules?

Yes. Joan of Arc had soul-vision, but without understanding the rules. She won battles and saved France. But she had wielded the sword. She had accepted the reality of hatred, cruelty and death. You know what happened to her.

Youre not trying to encourage me with her fate, are you?

Jesus, on the other hand, had vision and knew all the rules. He rejected the sword, repudiated the brain-mind illusion of matter-substance, and

Yes, and got crucified.

But arose from the dead.

You believe that? You dont believe that, do you?

I know it. Thats different from believing. Whoever believes can disbelieve. I know.

I wish I even believed.

Jesus broke once and for all the solid hypnotic illusion of matter- consciousness, and said: I go my way. Its a long way, Elsa. But its the way of evolution. And theyll Joan of Arc you on the way, unless you remember the rules.

That sounds cheerful!

Who is not with me, is against me. Trust the one or the other. The reality or the illusion. But dont try both, or youll find yourself giving to Caesar the things that are Gods and trying to buy God with Caesars counterfeit credit.

Nancy, theres no fanatic in me. Really there isnt. You sound as if youre inviting me to be a martyr.

Yes. But not a fanatic. Martyr means living witness, not dead witness. A witness sees, knows, and gives evidence of the truth and nothing but the truth. A fanatic believes, but doesnt know; so hes afraid. Fear destroys the fanatics sense of humor and makes him hysterical. A fanatic desires proof of what he believes but cant prove. He tries to create the proofs usually by doing violence to others. But a witness is proof of what he knows. He is it. He is the knowledge itself. He is the secret truth and its evidence.

Why secret?

Because the self-styled realists cant see it. Their conceit wont let them see it. If they even believed it blindly they would take your truth and try to use it to strengthen materiality. The power-cravers, the money-hungry, the self-important  the opportunists  will use you, and then lose you, the way the French lost Joan of Arc. Theyll canonize you when its too late.

Then you want me to see, and say nothing?

I am not inviting you to cast pearls before swine. Which side will you be witness for? You or your senses? Spirit or matter? Dark logic or bright intuition?

Elsa quoted, laughing: Almost thou persuadest me to

My appeal is to you. Not the pig, but the poet. The real you. But if it helps you to use logic, use it, said Nancy. Do you realize that e you cant drop a grain of sand into the sea without eventually moving every drop of water in all the oceans in the world?

Yes, I read that years ago in the Atlantic Monthly. It seems almost incredible. But I suppose its true.

It is mathematically and physically true and demonstrable. But even the sea, as our senses perceive it, is only phenomenal  a part of the illusion of thought. You  you yourself with a grain of sand can move every drop of all those billions of tons of water. How much more then will one thought, violently flung, disturb the whole mass of illusion in which we think we live and move and have our being!

Good heavens  then shouldnt we think?

Yes. But think. Dont parrot other peoples fears at secondhand. See  know  trust your vision  and remember Rule One.

But not talk about it? Not tell anyone?

Not unless you want to be Joan-of-Arcd by the thought manipulators, propagandists and the devils who use others vision for their own ends.

But youre telling it

I am talking to you, not to your material illusion. This is a communion, not a battle of brains. Where two or three are gathered together in my name ...

I always wondered what that meant.

Arguing with the crowd increases and enrages the illusion that already blinds them. It makes it easier for hypnotists to control them. That is the sole reason for secrecy. The truth enrages the liars. But one by one, two by two, sometimes three by three, we can find our way out from the illusion of desire, into reality. That makes it easier for all the others to follow.

Mustnt we desire anything?

No. Desire presupposes that we have not. Desire is the exact opposite of real consciousness. Desire for the illusion of material means to the spiritual end made me hesitate to come here and start this school. But I gave up desiring. I obeyed, and came, and found what was needed. It was waiting for me. Desire, hatred, malice are the essence of illusion. Theyre its substance  what its made of. They produce war, cruelty, poverty  and in the end disillusion  and then new beginnings. But why exhaust the horrors of illusion before

Maynt we own anything?

Youll find you cant help owning things. But dont let things own you. Never regard things as more than shadows of ideas.

The clock struck twelve. Midnight, said Nancy Strong. Middle of nothing. But we cant ignore time as long as were imprisoned in it. Time waits for no man, and space confines us. But time and space are illusions. You and I can prove it.

The front door bell rang  sudden and loud. The servants footsteps hurried along the hallway. Nancy Strong sat down.

Remember, she said, we can prove nothing, and be nothing, without the milk of human kindness. Even faith is worth nothing without it, and hope is a fool.

How can you tell it from charity?

By its humor. Thats the milk of it. Charity has absolutely no humor. True kindness is humor, plus vision and courage.

Nancy, you dont seem particularly humorous this evening.

Child, if I had laughed, you might have feared I was laughing at you instead of with you. Who is our visitor? Look.

You mean go out and

Look. It might be one of three people. Who is it?

Bulah Singh said Elsa. I can see him on the doorstep. What shall I do? Im supposed to be ill at the monastery! Cant I escape to my room before he comes in here?

Run away if you wish, said Nancy Strong. But why not face him? He is only a fact. And he has no sense of humor.


CHAPTER 13

Bulah Singh looked at his best as he entered Nancy Strongs big living room. The servant who ushered him in switched on the light, but at a sign from Nancy he switched it off again. The Sikh stood framed in the light from the hall, handsome, important, a shade mysterious. But when the servant closed the door at his back and he walked forward, then the firelight that shone on his eyes showed also the shape of his mouth. His stride was vaguely feline.

I surprise you? he suggested.

No, said Nancy. But didnt Miss Burbages movements surprise you? I expected you would come here. Please put some wood on the fire before you sit down.

The Sikh complied. He didnt like doing it. Instead of making him feel at ease it cost him some of the tactical aggressiveness that he had studiously built up. He was aware that, behind his back, Nancy and Elsa were comparing notes  eyes meeting silently and uniting their mental resistance against him. He was at pains to look judicial and self-assured when he sat down, facing Elsa. But it didnt quite work. They formed a triangle, with firelight on their faces, high chair-backs behind them, and beyond that darkness. The cat lay on the hearthrug studying the occasional exploding spits of rain that fell down the chimney. Bulah Singh leaned forward and stroked the cats head.

A wet night, he remarked.

Are you cold? Nancy Strong asked him. Would you care for a drink?

No, thanks. I came on important business. May I speak with Miss Burbage alone?

Why alone? asked Elsa, wondering at herself. It was her own voice, but it didnt sound like hers.

The Sikh looked hard at her. Because that may be to your advantage, he answered.

Official business? Nancy Strong suggested.

Not yet. I would like to keep this part of it off the record. I am depending on you to be as discreet as I have known you to be on previous occasions.

You dont want me to listen? Very well, said Nancy. Shall I leave you alone together?

Nancy, I wish you wouldnt, said Elsa. Ive no secrets from you. Id much rather youd stay.

Nancy Strong smiled at the Sikh: But Bulah Singh she said, wouldnt trust an old gossip like me. He knows all  tells nothing. He is like Akhnaton. That was the cats name.

Bulah Singh was in the wrong mood. He didnt like the remark. I know some secrets, he retorted darkly. It is my professional occupation to know what is going on. I was told that Miss Burbage was ill at the monastery. She appears to be quite well. Is it a secret why she was brought here by a back route  why the monks have put her luggage in your godown?

I advised it, said Nancy. Has her luggage come? Good.

If you had consulted me I would have provided transportation, openly and aboveboard, said Bulah Singh. It is a good thing she is out of the monastery. That place is a nest of intrigue.

Mu-ni Gam-po, Nancy answered, has been my friend more years than I care to count. So I suppose thats a dig at me?

The Sikh smiled ambushed insolence: I know more than you suspect. Do you forget my offer to exchange confidences? You rejected it. You preferred to force me, instead, to use other means of finding out what it is my duty to know. Even you cant keep all the secrets.

Flatterer! said Nancy.

May I speak to Miss Burbage, alone?

What do you want to talk about? Elsa demanded. She felt rather contemptuous, strangely enough; but perhaps that was a reaction from Nancy Strongs attitude.

The Sikh looked hard at her: About Andrew Gunning.

Oh?

Yes.

Elsa felt her heart skip two beats. But when she spoke to Nancy her voice was quite normal: Is there another room we can go into?

No, dear, stay where you are. I will go to my office and wait there. I have a letter to write.

But youll be cold.

No, theres an oil stove. I will leave the office door ajar, so just call out to me when youve finished talking.

The Sikh stood until Nancy Strong left the room and the door shut with a thud and the click of a brass latch. Then, still standing:

Miss Burbage, you are in a false position, he said abruptly. You make a mistake when you try to keep your movements secret from me. It cant be done. Why are you here?

He sat down, bolt upright, his face growing gradually more determined, more menacing, as he watched Elsas. She was curled up in the armchair with her feet under her, because she had taken off her shoes to dry them at the fire and she didnt choose that the Sikh should see the hole in the toe of her stocking. She looked puzzled. Bulah Singh wanted her well frightened. She realized that. But he also wanted to present himself as a magnanimous official who could excuse and protect if properly respected. She understood that, too. She wasnt being clairvoyant in the usual way. The thought behind the Sikhs words was revealing itself as color. It was muddy color, dull red, steel-blue, and gray-green, one appearing through the other and never still for a moment. So she knew he was thinking of several alternatives and hesitating what to say. But she couldnt tell what it was all about, and she felt no alarm.

I was invited here, she answered.

Tell me, he said abruptly, what do you know about Andrew Gunnings past in the United States?

Elsa frowned, startled, but not frightened, though she felt she should be. There was calculated menace in the Sikhs carefully chosen tone of voice, and in the way his tongue played on his teeth above the outthrust lower lip. She felt that the attack was aimed at herself, not Andrew. Some of Nancy Strongs phrases began flooding her mind. They made no sense, and she didnt believe them, but there they were: proof of evolution  spiritual process  the Lord is my shepherd  milk of human kindness  wake up!

I mean his history before you met him, said Bulah Singh. I know enough about your present relationship.

That should have stung, but it didnt. It should have angered her. It didnt. She felt no impulse to answer. T he Sikh repeated the question:

What do you know about Andrew Gunnings past in the United States? He must have told you. Tell me. It is important.

That instant she saw a vision of Andrew. It was a composite memory- portrait. It included Andrew in a snowstorm, heating water on a yak-dung fire, in the lee of a rock, ready for an unborn baby  Andrew carving portraits of Chenrezi  Andrew and Dr. Lewis and Mu-ni Gam-po  but no Andrew at that moment. She had no idea where he was or what he might be doing.

He has told me very little about America, she answered. I know he went to college, and played football, and got a degree, and afterwards studied law. He isnt old enough, is he, to have done much more than that?

Did he never tell you about a criminal indictment?

No.

For homicide?

No.

Oh well, if youre not in his confidence, said Bulah Singh, Id better let things take their course. It might have been possible to save him.

Now she did feel afraid. Save him? From what? Bulah Singh, what do you mean?

Use your clairvoyance!

What are you talking about? What has happened? Is Andrew in trouble?

Keep calm. He is in serious trouble. Your clairvoyance might help him. It might.

Is Andrew hurt? Has something happened to him? Quick! Tell me!

Will you help him?

Of course Ill help him! What is it? Tell me!

Make a definite promise.

If Andrew needs my help I will do anything I possibly can  anything.

You promise?

That is a promise. Bulah Singh, unless you tell me at once what has happened I will ask Miss Strong to phone Dr. Lewis and

Bulah Singh interrupted: Dr. Lewis has been investigating Andrew Gunning, and you too  as I daresay you will realize  if you cast your thought back over recent events.

Dr.  Morgan  Lewis has  why, hes Tom Graynes friend  hes my friend  he

In the secret intelligence service there is no such thing as friendship, said Bulah Singh. Dr. Morgan Lewis was your secret enemy, and Gunnings.

Was? You said was?

Yes. I have serious news. Lewis knew all about Gunnings past in the United States. He found out every detail of his illegal preparations to return to Tibet. Perhaps you know how he found out. Lewis has dabbled for years in telepathy.

Elsa felt herself grow cold with self-accusing fear.

The Sikh continued: Lewis learned from Mu-ni Gam-po that Gunning intends to find the Lama Lobsang Pun and help him to reach Tom Grayne. That is true, isnt it?

I dont know. I wont answer. What has happened to Andrew?

I came to ask you to help him. Lewis was a conceited man. He was jealous of me. He called on Gunning this evening and accused him of having bribed me to be deaf and blind to his arrangements to cross the border into Tibet.

Has Andrew been arrested?

Not yet.

What did happen? Where is Andrew now?

Listen carefully. The Sikhs mouth betrayed greedy triumph. His eyes stared at Elsas. They didnt move. His eyelids didnt blink. He spoke slowly: Lewis and Gunning quarreled. Lewis now lies dead in Gunnings room at the hotel.

Elsa came uncurled, bolt upright. The cat fed into the darkness.

Dr. Lewis! Dead? Where is Andrew?

On his way to Tibet.

You mean hes running away?

He can be overtaken, of course. But

But what? Bulah Singh, are you lying? Are you trying to make me believe that Andrew killed Dr. Lewis?

Use your clairvoyance.

I am trying to use it! I see nothing!

I left them alone together, in Gunnings room at the hotel. I had hardly reached my office at police headquarters when the news came by telephone.

From whom?

From my man on the spot. Gunning had been seen leaving the hotel. I detailed an inspector and several men to trace Gunnings movements. He has vanished.

Elsa relaxed suddenly: Bulah Singh, I dont believe one word of it! How could Andrew possibly get away? He had no horse  no motorcar.

The Sikh interrupted: Gunning is a man of foresight and resource. He had anticipated this. He made his preparations in advance. Werent you expecting him here?

No.

You are up late.

Talking, thats all. Then suddenly, staring at the Sikhs eyes: Bulah Singh, are you lying about Andrew and Dr. Lewis?

Use your clairvoyance. Use it! Look!

I see the color of your thought! I cant interpret that! I cant see Andrew. When my friends are in danger, I sometimes know it  sometimes  but

Gunning is in no danger, said Bulah Singh, if you do your part.

My part? My part? What do you mean? Nancy Strongs words poured into her mind  no sense to them, but a kind of rhythm like running water: shall not want  dimensions of ideas  human kindness  Lord is my shepherd, I  

Gunnings fate is in your hands, said Bulah Singh. His eyes didnt move. They were fixed on hers steadily. Obey me, and he shall escape to Tibet.

Obey you? What do you mean?

You know what I mean.

I dont know. Tell me! Dont talk riddles.

You do know. Look into my eyes. Now  obey me  and save Andrew Gunning.

Obey you? How? Do what?

Use your clairvoyance.

You mean now?

Continually. There is no other way to save Gunning from capture, indictment, conviction and death by hanging. Obey me, and he shall get clear away. I am your friend. Your only friend in India. Obey me and save Andrew Gunning.

Elsa was seeing visions, staring wide-eyed into the darkness beyond Bulah Singh. She saw Tom Grayne, in the cavern she knew so well, near Shig-po-ling, nine hundred miles away  Tom Grayne in danger; but she could only sense, she could not see the danger  Tom Grayne, waiting  waiting for the spring and for Andrew with men and supplies. She was hardly conscious of Bulah Singhs voice, speaking slowly in firm monotone:

It was your fault that Gunning came to Darjeeling  your fault that Lewis found out all his plans  your fault  your fault. And now only you can save him  by obeying me, your friend  always  obeying me  always.

The front door bell rang. The Sikh began to speak more quickly: Here come the plainclothes policemen to get clues to pursue Gunning. Only I can send them in a wrong direction. You must obey me. Promise to obey me. Say it!

The bell rang again. The servant hurried along the hallway and undid the clattering chain on the front door.

You are afraid, said Bulah Singh. You are afraid for Andrew Gunning. But you know you need not fear, if you obey me. Answer: you will obey me.

The front door opened and the wind blustered in, carrying voices along the hallway.

Answer, Bulah Singh commanded.

Elsa came out of reverie suddenly, looking straight at him. She smiled: Yes, Ill answer. If its as bad as you say it is, Bulah Singh, I will take Miss Strongs advice and

The door opened suddenly. Andrew Gunning strode into the room. The Sikh swore under his breath. Elsa stifled what was almost a scream.


CHAPTER 14

Elsa and Bulah Singh jumped to their feet and spoke simultaneously.

Andrew!

You idiot! The Sikh strode forward.

Andrew switched on the light:  Evening, he said. Whats the bright idea? He appeared to expect the Sikh to attack him. He stood still, with a fighting smile and lowered eyebrows. The Sikh went close to him and spoke low-voiced:

Go now, you fool  or youre next. You were warned.

Yes, said Andrew. On my way here one of my own men warned me to clear out. Is this your doing? Who shot Morgan Lewis?

On your way! said the Sikh. Someone shall overtake you with a message. Get going!

Andrew! Elsa had crossed the room in stockinged feet. She stood beside Bulah Singh. Andrew, youre accused of

I know.

Bulah Singh spoke with studied calmness: If you dont want to hang, get going. Lewis lies dead in your room at the hotel, shot with your automatic.

Andrew answered stubbornly: My automatic was turned in long ago for registration at police headquarters.

Bulah Singh sneered: You have the receipt for it?

No, said Andrew. One of your spies stole that when he searched my rooms. You framed this.

Its a clear case, the Sikh answered. You havent a chance. If you wait, they will hang you as sure as time is your enemy! Go! Hurry! I will hold up pursuit while you cross the frontier.

Nothing doing, said Andrew. Arrest me, if you want to. Ill stay and find out who did kill Lewis. Theyll need my evidence.

Elsa started to speak. Bulah Singh stepped sideways between her and Andrew and turned his back to her. He spoke with concentrated fury: Youll not live to give evidence. Your only chance is to do what I told you to do, in Tibet. Ill keep in touch. You cant play tricks with me. Get going, or hang!

Elsa stepped beside Andrew and faced the Sikh. He scowled, speaking to her with his jaw thrust forward: They will convict Mu-ni Gam-po and you as accomplices. That means prison. Tom Grayne will be left flat in Tibet, for St. Malo to deal with and

Elsa touched Andrews arm: Andrew

Elsa, you keep out of this. Ill

Please, Andrew. Bulah Singh knows you didnt kill Dr. Lewis. I know he knows it. But if you stay here to face this out, theyll bring up all kinds of things against you. It may take months. Tom is waiting at Shig-po-ling, and

Andrew stared at her, amazed. Bulah Singh swore in Punjabi and then snarled in English: Unless he goes, hell hang. I guarantee that: If he goes, hes safe. So are you. I guarantee that also. He glared at Andrew: But get going  damn you, get a move on!

Andrew grinned obstinately. Elsa continued as if the Sikh hadnt spoken: I will be all right here, Andrew. Im not a bit afraid. The great thing is not to leave Tom in the lurch, isnt it? She looked straight into Bulah Singhs eyes, keeping her hand on Andrews forearm so that he bit back the hot speech he had ready. Between those two big men she looked like a pale child, wide-eyed with bedtime sleepiness. But they waited for her to speak  the Sikh suspicious  Andrew puzzled, half expecting her to begin telling visions. What she said to the Sikh surprised both of them.

Hadnt you better go? she suggested. Leave me to persuade Andrew?

The Sikhs face revealed instant triumph. He nodded. Yes. Persuade him as you love him. I must go  to delay the pursuit. Good-bye, Gunning. You can save her. She can save you. I can protect both of you. Dont waste time!

He glanced around as if he meditated going out through a window.

Andrews lip curled: You left your raincoat in the hall.

The Sikh nodded. He walked to the door, opened it, turned suddenly to stare at Andrew and said: You will find your road clear if you go swiftly. I will keep in continual touch. Play my game  and you will find her safe when you return. But dont come back empty-handed.

He closed the door quietly and let himself out through the front door.

As it slammed the phone rang. It continued ringing until at the far end of the hall Nancy Strong shut the door of her office. Andrew and Elsa faced each other in silence, Andrew breathing through his nose, too furious to trust himself to speak. Elsa was afraid to speak for fear she might touch off the angry energy that she knew might cause him to act without thinking.

Its a God-damned shame, he said suddenly, grinding hisF teeth. Morgan Lewis was a good guy. Foxy. Too mysterious. But on the level. I wonder who shot him with my gun.

We have only Bulah Singhs word for it, said Elsa.

His words worth nothing, Andrew agreed, but Bompo Tsering met me with the whole story out here by the gate in the dark. He wanted me to run. Its less than an hour since Lewis warned me that Bulah Singh has designs on you. See here he hesitated, staring at her why did you take Bulah Singhs side of it? Why did you say youd persuade me?

To get rid of him. To get him out of the way, so that we could decide what to do.

Elsa, you havent a chance on earth to persuade me to play that mans game. Hes a devil. Hes clever. But Ive a hunch I can prove he killed Lewis. It may be hard to prove. He may have hypnotized some  just a moment  look me in the eyes  what was he doing in here?  Did he hypnotize you?

He tried.

Are you sure he didnt?

Quite sure.

Lewis told me youd be easy for him if he caught you off guard.

Ah, but I had been talking to Nancy Strong before Bulah Singh came.

About hypnotism?

No. About pigs and poets. Dont ask now, Andrew, it would take too long to tell. Just think. Try to get your mind quiet. Dont be stampeded.

Stampeded nothing.

Was my boot in your room at the hotel?

Yes. Fortunately Lewis noticed it. So I brought it along  gave it to Bompo Tsering.

Do you trust Bompo Tsering?

Yes. He might be outwitted. He scares easy. But he wouldnt betray me for luck or money. He said he had the story from a man at the hotel. Hed gone there to find me. So he ran and overtook me. Yes, I trust Bompo Tsering.

So do I trust him. Did he say everythings ready?

Yes. He wanted me to bolt without coming here. He believes I did kill Lewis.

Well, Andrew, I do think youd better go. I dont think youre in danger. Can you get along without the things you had at the hotel?

Sure. I planned to leave all that stuff. Everything I need is up close to the border, ready for the take-off.

Then go, Andrew. And God bless you. Please tell Tom what I asked you to tell him.

No. Nothing doing. Ill send Bompo Tsering. Hes a good headman. Hell make it. Hell get through somehow. Ill stay and face the music.

Andrew

What?

She hesitated. They could hear the clock tick on the mantelpiece. Will you trust me this one last time?

What do you mean?

Bulah Singh told me that Dr. Lewis is dead.

I guess all Darjeeling knows it by now.

But he isnt dead! Andrew, he isnt.

Are you seeing things?

Yes! So youre not in danger. But if you dont go you will be, because Bulah Singh

He interrupted, speaking gently: Youve been under too much strain lately. That damned Sikh has got you frightened and all mixed up in your mind. But see here

Andrew  Dr. Lewis is not dead. He isnt even hurt. And hes on your side.

No one could sell me that he wasnt friendly, Andrew answered.

So you go now  and trust Dr. Lewis.

Swell idea! I suppose Im to tell Tom Grayne I left you to the mercies of a dead doctor and a Sikh hypnotist? Take a good look with that vision of yours and see if you can see me doing it

Andrew, you must go. I know it will be all right if you do. But if you dont  things are known about you  I mean, things in the United States. I know none of the details but Bulah Singh does, and

Nancy Strong knocked on the door and came into the room. She glanced down the passage before closing the door. She looked grimly amused; but in the aura of her humor was a hint of a broom that sweeps clean.

Elsa!  in your stockinged feet  you should know better. These stone floors chill you right through the carpet. Go and warm your feet at the fire.

She switched off the light, took Elsas hand and led her to the fireplace. Andrew followed.

Put some wood on, Andrew.

He obeyed, stared, sat down facing them. There was silence for a moment while the fire leaped into a bright blaze. Then Nancy Strong breathed one of her sighs that smiled at the perplexity of things.

You know the news? asked Andrew.

Yes. Oh, how much easier this world would be to live in if there werent any men. Well, Elsa, I warned you that Morgan Lewis is dangerous.

Elsa, staring at the fire, said: Bulah Singh is the danger,

Did he frighten you? Look at me!

Yes. But

Look straight at me!

Yes. I was frightened  not at first, but after a minute or two. I had begun to feel there was no escape from him. Then suddenly I remembered what you had been saying

I see you are all right, said Nancy Strong.

Some of your phrases kept running through my mind, in back of my thought, like a refrain  like a tune that you cant forget

And then you left off being meek! What do you think I was doing in my office?

You said you would write a letter.

Here it is. Keep it. Child, much the easiest way to send good thinking straight to the one in need, is to write it down on paper, with a picture of the person in your mind. That forces you to concentrate. What did I write? Read it.

Elsa unfolded the paper, read it and glanced up at Nancy: May I?

Nancy nodded. Elsa handed the letter to Andrew. He held it to the firelight, frowning, puzzled, and glanced at both of them.

That is strong magic, said Nancy. Stronger than all the mantras and Yogic exercises from here to hell-and-gone, if youll pardon my emphasis. We all know the magic. The thing is to use it.

Andrew folded Nancys letter, stuffed it into his pocket and coughed to call attention to the fact that there was a crisis to deal with. Nancy looked at him sharply.

It takes a lot of the milk of human kindness, she said, to get some people out of the messes that their ignorant generosity gets them into. Did you ever see a ghost?

No, and I never wanted to, Andrew answered. I need advice, badly. Im going to be accused of shooting Dr. Morgan Lewis.

That man is a menace, said Nancy. Do ghosts use telephones?

I dont get you. Maybe Im a bit

Morgan Lewis is a menace to himself and to half Darjeeling at this very moment, said Nancy. He is riding a motorcycle, in the dark, in the rain, without a headlight.

Elsa wriggled with delight. Andrew, I told you!

Andrew stared at Nancy Strong: You mean Lewis isnt dead? How do you know?

He was talking to me a few minutes ago, said Nancy. But of course  a motorcycle, at his time of life  and belonging at that to a Lepcha pharmacists assistant  probably no brakes  and rotten tires  yes, he may be dead by this time

He isnt! said Elsa. Hes coming! I know it! I can feel it! He is bringing good news!

It will be bad news for someone, Nancy answered. Unless that impudent Bulah Singh has sense enough to

Listen! said Elsa.

The machine-gun sputter of a decrepit motorcycle, hard-ridden, slowed up the drive and coughed to a standstill.

Elsa nodded triumphantly: Dr. Lewis!

This has me beat, said Andrew. The place feels like a madhouse.

The whole world is a madhouse, said Nancy Strong. You shot Morgan Lewis. Here comes his ghost. Perhaps his ghost is a little bit sane. Well soon know.

The bell rang. The barefooted servant upset a chair in the hall in his hurry to reach the front door.

Im a failure, said Nancy. I have had that servant for fifteen years. But I cant train him not to fear ghosts. Someone told him Lewis is dead. I told him Lewis is coming. So a dead mans here! And now listen to him.


CHAPTER 15

The door opened. The turbaned servant, white-eyed with superstition, staring at Lewis, switched on the light. Lewis waited for the servant to close the door behind him, then switched the light off. Andrew stood up. Lewis strode through the firelit gap between the screen of bookcases straight toward Elsa and stood beside the armchair, looking down at her, with the firelight gleaming on his monocle.

Did you get my message? he demanded.

I knew you werent hurt. I knew you were coming. Is that what you mean?

Did she? Can anyone prove it?

Yes, said Andrew.

Yes, said Nancy Strong.

Good girl! said Lewis. That settles it. You may return to Tibet with Andrew Gunning.

Dr. Lewis, youre an angel, said Elsa. But everyone knew she resented his manner.

Its the devil who lets people do as they please, Lewis answered. He nodded to her, recognizing unspoken comments. Yes, he added, youve been where I never had a chance to go. But all the same, Im the purveyor of dispensations. He stared at Andrew: You should be on your way now, and in hiding, before daylight.

Andrew squared his shoulders: That suits me  seeing its you, not Bulah Singh. He took the poker and prodded the fire.

Gently! Nancy warned him. Gently! That poker once belonged to Lord Tennyson. Dont break it.

Are the shutters tight? Lewis asked.

No, said Nancy, not particularly. The repair-man didnt come.

Lewis chose the chair in the corner between bookcase and hearth.

What more, he remarked, could a man with a pistol ask for than shutters that can be opened from outside!

In twenty years, bullets have ruined three of my best books, Nancy remarked. Weaklings have been bullet-minded ever since the World War. But an average of one in six or seven years isnt very exciting, is it?

Who got shot in my room at the hotel? Andrew asked.

No one, said Lewis. But the top of your head is above the book-case now, so sit down.

Andrew chose the chair in the corner facing Lewis. Then the whole storys a fake?

My word, no. I was shot at, if theres such a thing as evidence. Gunning, you are circumstantially guilty of attempted murder with an unregistered Luger automatic known to belong to you. The bullet went into the bedroom wall. The Luger was tossed into a bureau drawer by whoever used it. You are now making tracks for the sky line. Now! You are on your way  now. You havent spoken to me. Im a ghost. If necessary you will lie about that, blackly and without equivocation, taking all the consequences.

Okay. But I cant read thought. Do we get the lowdown?

Yes  from high Olympus. Lewis turned toward Elsa: Tell what happened, he said quietly, taking her wrist.

But, Dr. Lewis, I dont know what happened.

Not yet, perhaps. But you havent looked. Look now. What took place in Andrew Gunnings room at the hotel?

I dont know.

If you hadnt touched her she might have been able to read it, said Nancy Strong. It wont work that way, Morgan. You have made her self- conscious. You will have to tell your own story.

Andrew blundered to the rescue: Besides, she hates that stuff, he objected. Elsa; dont you let him rag you. He grinned pugnaciously at Lewis. Shes been run ragged by Bulah Singh, on top of her own worries. You let her alone.

Nancy Strong spoke with authority, as if Lewis were a small boy: Morgan, Andrew is right. Dont be cruel. Tell all of us what you told me just now over the telephone. I want to hear it again.

Since Im in on this, said Andrew, you might begin where we left off, in my room at the hotel. You warned me that Bulah Singh might trace Elsa here. So he did. I heard you lock my room door when I came away. After that, what?

I unlocked it again, said Lewis.

So you knew what was going to happen? It was all in the bag?

Lewis laughed: Thats a beautiful phrase. No, nothings in the bag  yet; not even Bulah Singh, although hes so scared we can bet on his making another mistake.

He seemed so cocksure here in this room, that he had me well fooled for a couple of minutes, said Andrew.

Several of us may be in the bag, as you call it, unless you fool him by staying fooled, Lewis answered. The same man who wants you to get going toward Tibet prevented these shutters from being repaired. Nearly all hypnotists are self-hypnotized into absurdly overestimating their own craftiness. Bulah Singh is no exception. He feels he is playing a sort of occult chess against inferior opponents. He is too busy scorning his opponents ignorance to notice his own mistakes. He feels like an invisible influence, because hypnotism cant be fingerprinted, or photographed or boiled in a tube for analysis. He is so cocksure of the secrecy of what hes doing  and of the superiority of his own intelligence  that he did an almost incredibly stupid thing. He employed a down-at-heel Eurasian, suffering from catatonia  ordered him to shoot me with your pistol.

Whats catatonia? asked Andrew.

Its a form of schizophrenia. Thats the up-to-date name for dementia praecox. The man also has more or less dormant syphilis, suppressed some years ago by quack treatment. He will die of it one of these days, unless they hang him. He has been hypnotized to the point where hes simply a diseased mass of anti-social illusions. Didnt you notice the man on your way out of your bedroom?

No, said Andrew.

He was there, in the corridor, waiting. Perhaps he stepped into the lavatory to avoid you.

Come to think of it, said Andrew, Bulah Singh did mention, after youd left us alone together in my room, that hed posted a man at the stairhead to prevent anyone from listening in to our conversation.

That was the man. Nathaniel Braganza Lemon. Not too bad-looking, but narrow between the eyes and a long, pointed chin. Degraded Virgo, in case you know what that means. Illegitimate son of an infantry corporal who was hanged for murdering the lads Goanese-Japanese-Irish mother. Bad heredity. Bad environment. No character there to begin with. Plenty of hell rubbed into him as he grew up in the red-light district of Lahore and elsewhere. Persecution complex  envy, hatred, malice, greed  how he kept clear of the gallows I dont know. Weve his prison and hospital record.

And you knew he was laying for you? Andrew asked.

Yes. Fortunately! I know quite a lot about Lemon. Had him under observation for a while, in hospital, in Delhi. He was a nuisance. Had to discipline him. Wasnt mad enough to be locked up, nor sane enough to appreciate generous treatment at public expense. I turned him out finally. Bulah Singh ran across him by chance on a visit to Delhi and brought him here for use as an informer  not a policeman, you understand  a mere spy, paid hardly enough from the secret fund to keep body and soul together. So it was actually Lemon who first drew my attention to Bulah Singh. I learned that Bulah Singh was using him for hypnotic experiments. That brought Bulah Singh automatically into my special orbit.

Why? asked Elsa, as if Lewis were the point at issue, not Lemon or Bulah Singh. The one word sounded almost like an ultimatum.

Trust a woman to ask that question!

Wont you answer it, Dr. Lewis?

Yes. He smiled. It isnt safe not to answer. You might start thought- reading and find out too much! The answer is: we keep track of counterfeiters. Hypnotism, unrestrained by moral discipline, and unsupervised by science, is counterfeit ambition. That is my phrase. Dont you quote it or theyll call you crazy. Ninety percent of hypnotists become so intellectually vain and amoral that they think they can get away with anything, murder included.

Ninety-nine per cent of them, said Nancy Strong.

You and I dont agree there, said Lewis. Anyhow, one thing leading to another, we discovered that Bulah Singh was hypnotizing various criminal types and making very interesting experiments. He was also using mediums and clairvoyants. By the use of suggestion he caused criminals to commit petty crimes, of the kind for which they were temperamentally suited. Then he would hypnotize a medium or a clairvoyant and command him to detect the crime. He soon discovered that the mediums were useless; and good clairvoyants are much harder to find. I knew what he was doing, but it was practically impossible to get legal evidence.

Elsa interrupted again: Why?

Because a criminal hypnotist, speaking directly to the unconscious mind of the victim, commands the victim to act but to forget who ordered him to act, and also to forget the act itself.

Its that trick of forgetting, said Nancy Strong, that makes the whole wide world so easy to corrupt. We even forget what prime ministers and presidents said last week.

We watched Bulah Singly said Lewis, on the general principle that the deliberate use of secret power over other people always  always, mind you  arouses appetite for more. It becomes insatiable. In that respect its worse than drink or drugs. The greater the appetite for power, the less the respect for truth. Its a self-stimulating vice, especially deadly when rooted in experience of actual authority and aggravated by intellectual conceit. Thats the reason why so-called statesmen are such liars. It wasnt long before we uncovered Bulah Singhs little game.

Why didnt you break him right then? Andrew objected.

For the same reason that we didnt deport Tom Grayne, and you too, Lewis answered. Given time and opportunity Bulah Singh will break himself  beyond the slightest shadow of doubt hell do that. But meanwhile, if hes carefully watched, we can learn even more from him than from you and Tom Grayne.

Elsa moved suddenly, startled: Dr. Lewis! Do you mean you think Tom will  will break, as you call it?

Oh, yes. Youre laboratory mice, thats all. Probably all three of you will meet your end in Tibet. The job is too big. You havent a chance. But thats your lookout. Were none of us immortal.

Oh, yes, we are, said Nancy Strong. We all are.

Lewis smiled at her: Immortal? In spite of us medical men?

Go on telling about Bulah Singly said Nancy.

Lewis nodded. Yes. If the immortal Nancy gets a word in sideways, therell be

Nancy interrupted: Time, Morgan, time! Tell your story.

Lewis laughed. Very well.  Bulah Singh hypnotized Lemon. He gave him Gunnings Luger. He posted him in the hotel corridor and ordered him to shoot me if he could catch me alone in Gunnings room. Circumstantial evidence would point to Gunning, who would then have to obey Bulah Singh in all particulars or else hang for murder.

Holy smoke, that Sikh took a long chance! said Andrew.

Longer than you guess, said Lewis. Hypnotism is a boomerang.

And, seems to me, you took an even longer chance.

Oh no. Rudimentary hypnotism is as unintelligent as money. I was prepared for Lemon. When he opened the door and stuck his head through I hit him on the back of the neck with a piece of rubber hose.

Swell. But he had a Luger! You dont call that taking a chance?

Oh no. Im an anatomist; I know just where to hit. The rest, of course, was quite simple. I fired a shot with the Luger, to make things all nice and plausible, lifted Lemon on to your bed, tied him hand and foot, tossed the Luger into an open bureau drawer, and phoned for the hotel manager. Hotel managers are valuable people if you take care to win their confidence. I operated on Mr. Nazareth, years ago, for an obscure spinal complaint. He very luckily recovered and has been absurdly grateful to me ever since for not having killed him. So were excellent friends. Nazareth locked the door and refused to open it for anyone less than the Chief of Police. Messengers were sent to hunt up the Chief of Police. I cleared out, by the back way, while Nazareth spread all the necessary rumors. Thats all. Except that you are on your way to Tibet.

Andrew laughed. Id give something to see Bulah Singhs face when he finds Lemon hog-tied on my bed.

No chance of that, said Lewis. Bulah Singh might have suicided Lemon with the Luger  perhaps with the butt end. Hypnotists whose little tricks dont work become hysterical. So I turned in an ambulance call.

But you said the door was locked, Elsa objected. If Mr. Nazareth wouldnt let them open the door

Lewis smiled: Never say no to the fire brigade, the inspector of drains, or the ambulance man. Lemon is in hospital, safe, under observation.

Any chance of getting Lemon to talk? asked Andrew.

I doubt it, said Lewis. At any rate, not for a long time. He didnt see me  doesnt know who hit him  had been ordered to forget  I think hell say nothing of any importance.

Take the rap for attempted robbery or some charge like that?

He will probably entertain himself with secret mental pictures of me, being killed by him, in all sorts of peculiar ways. After that he will lapse into sex-dreams.

And will Bulah Singh get off scot-free? asked Elsa.

Well, my dear girl, what can he be charged with at the moment? If Andrew Gunning clears out, as he is about to do, who can accuse Bulah Singh of doing what?

Nancy Strong chuckled: Andrew might stay, she suggested. Put some wood on Andrew.

Andrew chose cedar knots thoughtfully, placing them carefully, thinking, thinking.

Andrew Gunning goes before daylight, said Lewis, while the going is good. Bulah Singh shall be informed of it. He glanced at Andrew: I suppose he knows your route?

Boasted he did. I guess he knows some of it.

Good. He will go his limit to make sure the route is kept wide open for you.

And do I go with Andrew  now? Elsa asked. All right, Im ready!

Lewis stared at her. He looked almost shocked. Of course not! Nancy Strong will turn you over to Mu-ni Gam-pos men. They will smuggle you through on their way northward. But we must always save face for the police; so Mu-ni Gam-pos loads, that are in the monastery stable with Gunnings name on them, will be sent in the wrong direction to give the police an excuse for a false hunt. Bulah Singh shall be correctly informed that Gunning bolted and left you behind. Is that clear?

Morgan! said Nancy Strong. You are too fond of being clever. What you actually are, is a romantic fifty-year-old schoolboy. What is to prevent Bulah Singh from killing Elsa to stop her from talking?

Thats your job, said Lewis.

Nonsense! How could I protect her? You had better have Bulah Singh pounced on now. Think! You have plenty of evidence to

Lewis interrupted: No! No! All women think intuition is legal evidence and evidence is proof. Cases arent cured by suppressing symptoms. No. If necessary, but not otherwise, I will try to get Bulah Singh suspended from duty for having let Gunning escape across the frontier. But I dont want to do even that. Bulah Singh may make some very informing mistake if we give him time. Hes afraid. A frightened hypnotist is a dangerous fool who is trying to ride two wild horses. Their names are Physics and Metaphysics. That man is absolutely sure to come a cropper.

Suddenly Andrew got out of his chair, passed quietly through the gap between the bookcases and stood listening.

Shutter? asked Lewis.

Yes. Quiet, please, everybody. Andrew walked to the corner window, about ten feet beyond where Lewis sat with his back to the bookcase. The closed shutter moved. The window opened about two inches. A hand appeared in the opening. Andrew grabbed at the hand but missed it.

Who is it? he demanded.

A voice answered in a hoarse whisper: That you, Gunnigun?

Oh. You? Okay. Watch the house. Watch the windows. Wait for me. I wont be long now.

The shutter closed. Andrew closed the window.

Your man? asked Lewis.

Yes. Bompo Tsering.

Elsa jumped up: Oh, Andrew, let me speak to him, please! Tell him to wait a second. She hurried between the bookcases and then hesitated, in full firelight, beside the table on which Nancy Strong had set Lobsang Puns portrait.

Suddenly, at the opposite end of the room, beyond the grand piano, another shutter opened, and then a window. Someone fired, straight at Elsa. The bullet smashed into the silver-framed portrait, knocking it to the floor with a clatter of breaking glass. Elsa stifled a scream as Andrew almost knocked her down, shoving her through the opening between the bookcases. He shoved so hard that she almost stumbled into the fire. Andrew ran down room toward the window. Someone outside slammed the shutter before he was halfway. The strangest part was that Nancy Strong didnt move in her armchair. She sat silent with her eyes shut.

Did you see who it was? asked Lewis.

No, said Andrew. Stay where you are, Lewis. Dont show yourself. The shot may have been meant for you.

Nonsense! Lewis answered. No one could mistake you for me, even in firelight. His voice had the flat note of nervousness under control.

Nancy Strong spoke at last: Andrew, come back here behind the bookcase.

Elsa seconded: Andrew! Come back! He might try it again!

Just a moment. Andrew stooped for the picture, examined it, shook off some loose glass and then strode into the firelight. Are you superstitious? he asked. He showed the picture to Nancy Strong. There was a bullet hole exactly through the middle of Lobsang Puns forehead.

Yes, said Lewis, she is superstitious. All women are.

I am not, said Nancy. Morgan, it is you who are superstitious. I am a realist. I was thinking of Lobsang Pun. He was thinking of me.

Elsa went closer to Nancy to look at her face and at the broken photograph. What do you mean? she asked. You were

The question, said Lewis, is who fired that shot at Elsa?

Or at me, said Andrew. The bullet passed straight between us.

You men! said Nancy. Do you never use your intuition at the right time? Elsa, what do you see? Quickly  dont think about it!  answer the question!

Elsa stared for about half a second  stared into vacancy. Then she answered: Bulah Singh, shooting at you!

That, said Nancy, is clairvoyance.

But it seems all wrong, Elsa objected. You werent even in sight from the window. Someone tried to shoot either Andrew or me.

Trust your vision, said Nancy. Facts are skittles. Look for the truth. Of what use would you be to Bulah Singh, as long as Im in the way to stop him from interfering with you?

Lewis confirmed that: They were in full firelight. Bulah Singh wouldnt shoot either of the two people whom he hopes to use for his own ends.

Nancy spoke with assurance: Someone who didnt know me by sight, and who had not been told there might be two women in the room, had orders to watch through the window and shoot me. He mistook Elsa for me. Someone else intervened and made him miss.

No one spoke for at least thirty seconds. Morgan Lewiss monocle was like a scandalized question mark. Elsa watched Andrews face. At last Andrew said:

Bompo Tsering cant have interfered to spoil the aim. He hadnt time to get around to that side of the house.

I was thinking, said Nancy, of Lobsang Pun. He was thinking of me. The bullet hit Lobsang Puns photograph.

Lobsang Pun is in Tibet, several hundred miles away, said Andrew.

Lewis laughed: Nancy, you still deny that youre superstitious?.

It was a coincidence, Nancy retorted, like when one of your surgical cases gets well.

After that there was silence except for the blustering wind in the chimney and the spitting of raindrops on the fire.


CHAPTER 16

Andrew went to find Bompo Tsering, letting himself out through the front door. The frightened Lepcha servant chained the door behind him and then came into the room to ask Nancy Strong for orders. He peered at her around the corner of the bookcase. Nancy passed him the silver-framed photograph.

Put that back on the table, please, Tashgyl. Then sweep up the broken glass. Careful! Dont cut yourself.

Yes, Miss.

After that pick up the window glass.

Yes, Miss.

And tomorrow morning, first thing, tell Jambool to come and put a new pane in the window.

Yes, Miss.

Are you too frightened to remember your manners? You shouldnt stare like that at Dr. Lewis.

No, Miss.

Very well, dont stare at him. Go and sweep up the glass.

But the Lepcha servant stood, in the opening between the bookcases, staring at Lewis. He seemed unable to move. Lewis got out of his armchair and walked toward him. The servant backed away, but Lewis caught the hand that held the broken photograph of Lobsang Pun and checked his retreat.

Look at me  straight in the eyes, said Lewis.

The servant stared, numb with terror. His flat, good-natured face, beneath a voluminous turban, expressed no understanding at all  nothing but frightened emotion. It was like the face of a man awakened suddenly from deep sleep amid strange surroundings. Lewis kept hold of his wrist:

Answer me! Did Bulah Singh sahib, the Chief of Police, ever promise you protection?

Yes, sahib.

Said he likes you Lepcha people, and knows what a good, honest servant you are?

Yes, sahib.

And how loyal you are to your employer, Miss Strong?

Yes, sahib.

Then he asked you questions?

Yes, sahib.

Lots of questions?

Yes, sahib.

About your employer?

Yes, sahib.

You have a brother in prison?

Yes, sahib.

Did he suggest that he might persuade Miss Strong to befriend your brother?

Yes, sahib.

Your brother has a wife?

Yes, sahib.

Did Bulah Singh promise to protect your brothers wife until his release from prison?

Yes, sahib.

But was your brothers wife unfaithful? Did she become the mistress of the Japanese Koki Konoe?

No, no, sahib. She not being the mistress. He being her master. She going with him, becoming his woman.

Where is she now?

My not knowing.

Did Bulah Singh suggest that you do know where she is?

Yes, sahib. But my not knowing. No! Not knowing!

Did Bulah Singh tell you Im dead?

Yes, sahib.

When?

Just now, sahib, not long ago, when my opening door, letting him in.

Did he say that your brothers wife perhaps did the killing; and that if you want to keep out of trouble youd better come and see him at the police kana?

Yes, sahib.

Lewis released his wrist: Do what you were told to do.

The servant obeyed. He set the photograph back on the table. Then he knelt and began picking up broken glass. Lewis touched him on the shoulder. He took no notice, went on picking up pieces of glass, which he laid on the palm of his left hand. Lewis returned to the fireside:

Confusion, he said. Disassociation of cause and effect. Not that it matters, at the moment; but theres your hole in the wall, Nancy. Theres the leak. That fellow has been so practiced on that when hes scared he obeys without thinking. Obedience provides the escape from a feeling of guilt.

After fifteen years! said Nancy. And they call me a teacher! Morgan, can you do anything for him? You must! He has been a good servant.

Opiates? asked Lewis.

No. I think not. In fact Im sure not.

Doesnt take opium pills? Bhang? Marijuana?

No. I know he doesnt.

Liquor?

No.

There are other secret vices, said Lewis, that are equally destructive of discrimination. What does he do with his spare time?

I dont know.

Well, I think I do know. I will go into his case history later. Lewis turned and faced Elsa. Now, young lady. Do you see what might happen to you, unless you use your God-given faculties?

Elsa resented it. She sat upright, protecting herself with a shield of indignation that was nevertheless (and she knew it) as full of holes as a net, from having resisted Nancy Strongs assault. She was conscious, too, of gratitude to Lewis for having come when her baby died. And she knew he still could stop her from returning to Tibet. There was no sense in antagonizing Lewis. But resentment felt like self-defense. She answered tartly:

Am I accused now of secret vices?

Secret sloth, he retorted. Dr. Lewis, arent you overdoing

No. I am diagnosing sloth  inertia, disguised as meekness. Its a form of self-indulgence.

You, too? Nancy accused me of that. But Im not meek! I wish I were! I dont like meek people. I

Lewis caught Nancys eye. She nodded. He faced Elsa again. His air of almost jocular familiarity was gone. He seemed almost a different person.

Elsa, I am going to repeat to you a piece of advice that was given, two thousand years ago, by the greatest of all physicians. The particular patient to whom it was given made the necessary effort to understand the advice, and had the courage to follow it. I have repeated the prescription to a great number of patients. Some accepted it, some didnt. Take up thy bed, and walk.

Every atom of Elsas bitterness against the Christian texts that mental torturers had used as goads against her in her childhood, boiled to the surface. She parried with the first evasive retort she could think of: Only a few hours ago you told me not to get well too quickly.

Yes. I know I did. Take it easy. I didnt invite you to run. I said, walk.

Elsa lost control of her temper: Im not a paralytic  and youre not Jesus! Why are you talking in riddles? Suddenly she fell back on the last resort of the evader of issues  silly, literal fact. If I were, I would get up and do as you say, just to make you feel clever.

Lewis ignored it. Meekness, he repeated. Wrapping talents in a napkin. Daydreams. Luxury of letting the catastrophe convince you that its no use waking up, and getting up, and doing what you can, instead of being what inertia makes you! Wake up!

For the moment Elsa couldnt trust herself to answer. She was too indignant. Nancy Strong was leaning back in her armchair, with closed eyes, stroking the purring cat. Elsa made an effort to appeal to Nancys professed hatred of cruelty:

Is this a conspiracy? Are you and Nancy teaming up to make me feel sinful? Are you trying to convert me, or convict me, or what? Nancy said Im asleep. But I understood her to mean

Lewis interrupted: She meant exactly what I mean. She may have put it in different words, but she meant the same thing.

I dont think she did, Elsa retorted. Tell me what you do mean.

You are clairvoyant:

I wish youd cure me of it, instead of talking about it!

Clairaudient, too.

Elsa snatched at the chance to defend at least one gap in her defenses: Not so often clairaudient. Only sometimes.

Lewis went on speaking as if she hadnt interrupted: Nancy Strong will show you, far better than I can, how to develop your clairvoyance.

I wont develop it! I loathe it!

Lewis continued: Otherwise, that which you have shall be taken away. If you leave your talent undeveloped, you will become a victim, just like hundreds of millions of others, of every wave of pitiless ambitious malice that is turned loose on the world by the ignorant fools and godless egotistic devils who create this chaos which we flatter with the name of consciousness.

Nancy opened her eyes: Gently, Morgan! Gently!

Elsa started to speak. Lewis checked her with a gesture. He continued: Only you will be worse than the others. Because you are more sensitive. You might even degenerate so far as to become a medium.

You mean a spiritualistic medium?

Yes. Probably a trance medium. Physical prostitution would be better than that. A prostitute, after all, gives no more than her body to be defiled by strangers. But a mediums soul is at the mercy of every devil and fool who chooses to misuse it. The very least you will become, unless you wake up, and stay awake, will be a sort of radio receiving set employed by mischievous and godless liars. You might become

Nancy Strong interrupted: No, Morgan, no! Not that! Dont frighten her!

Lewis looked irritated, but he accepted the advice: Very well, I will add this: Elsa, you are of the same stuff that the saints are made of.

The sudden switch of tactics forced another tart answer that Elsa knew was worthless: I dont feel like a saint, I assure you. I dont wish to be one! I feel angry and

Lewis interrupted: A cowardly saint is a social menace  much worse even than a venal doctor, or corrupt judge, or political priest. Fear makes saints see wrong visions  report wrong

I said, Im not a saint! I dont want to be one. Im

Listen, said Lewis. I am your physician, telling you truth, for your own good.

You mean your good, dont you? I didnt invite this. Why are you doing it? Tell your real motive! Lewis ignored that too. He continued, just as calmly as if he were treating a painful wound: Saints, devils and credulous fools are made of the same identical stuff. They all have vision. They see the same truth from different aspects. Devils exploit stupidity. They create blinding fear that gives them power over others. It inflates the devils feeling of importance; and it makes the fools think the devils are the only safe leaders to follow. But the vision of saints acts, by its own nature  to use a feeble illustration  like a prism letting light into the darkness. It diffuses the material fog  the fog that blinds the best of us and makes us victims of want, and disease and crime. The vision of saints lets in affluence and magnanimity and vigor. Naturally, the devils hate it. If they cant pervert saints vision to their own ends, they try to destroy it.

Are you trying to tell me that clairvoyance is reliable  dependable  always true? I know better!

Its as dangerous as truth, said Lewis. In the hands of a devil a saint becomes as subtly malignant as poison gas  which, remember, is made from beneficent ingredients.

He was interrupted by the front door bell. The Lepcha servant stopped picking up broken window glass and left the room in a hurry. Lewis continued:

The whole world is changing under our eyes, and in our ears. Science, sometimes with the best intention, is becoming the slave of the devils, who exploit human ignorance for the sake of the sensation of power. The exploiters of isms! Communism. Nazism. Fascism. Militarism. Anarchism. Socialism. Atheism. Millions of undernourished men and women, stuffed with ersatz dialectics and mad promises, massed into goose-stepping armies and shouting blasphemy against their manhood  ! What Kipling called all valiant dust that builds on dust!

And, guarding, calls not Thee to guard. I wonder whether Kipling understood his own poem.

Lewis threw off the interruption: Up goes the dust, and we cant see. The roar, and we cant hear. Blind leaders, leading the blind, produced the World War; that was bad enough. Maddened and disillusioned by the World War, its victims are producing worse chaos led by devils and fools and false prophets. Hitlers  Mussolinis  Stalins. Professional liars, to whom truth of any kind is treason. They control or suppress schools, pulpits, press, radio. They even censor conversation. They are hypnotizing whole nations with fear of worse horrors to come. Meanwhile, they pitilessly exploit the victims . Victims who dont applaud them as saviors are liquidated or imprisoned for having dangerous thoughts.

Elsa recovered her sense of humor, for just one second: Dr. Lewis, is it as bad as all that? Arent there any honest people?

Its worse than that, said Lewis. Because honest people dont know what to think. Theyre being liquidated.

Do you believe you know what to think? Humor deserted her suddenly. She felt now like a cat with its ears laid back. She felt as if she were the accused, on the spot, a sorceress charged with seducing and betraying the human race.

Think? said Lewis. What fools think is thought got us into the mess! Our thought  our mass-materialism created it. Only vision can get us out of it. So wake up! Stay awake! Let some light in! The only hope of the world are the individuals who can, and who dare to be saints!

Religion, science, government, philosophy, economics are all reduced to absurdity. The New Dealers are making bad worse. Theyre putting synthetic wine into falsely labeled bottles and calling it ideology. Idiotology! Every new ingenious invention, because were hypnotized by fear, becomes a belly-robber and a new false beacon leading to a materialists synthetic heaven  a new mechanical Utopia full of bombs and lies and breadlines!

Whereas the kingdom of heaven is within us  within reach of us all  here  now  if we would look, said Nancy.

Lewis looked exasperated, Elsa incredulous.

But Nancy! Can you see the kingdom of heaven?

Sometimes. Since I left off helping to create hell. Reality seems nearer  ever so much nearer.

Reality? said Elsa.

If those who can see, wont look, said Lewis, then

He left off speaking because the door opened. Andrew walked in, followed by Bompo Tsering. Andrew, wiping rain off his hair with a handkerchief, strode to the fireplace. He glanced at Elsa, then stared at Lewis:

Have you been ragging her again? he demanded. Cant you let her alone? He turned his back toward Lewis.

Lewis raised one eyebrow so high that his monocle fell out. He glanced at Nancy Strong. She nodded, smiling. Even Andrew was aware that they were exchanging comments about him, although he had turned and stooped to put wood on the fire, and no word passed between them. Bompo Tsering came and stood in the opening between the bookcases. Lewis studied him:

So this is Man Friday?

Andrew straightened himself and turned his back to the fire. Yes, he said. I dont want him scared any more than he is. Dont talk metaphysics to him. Hes superstitious.

Lewis laughed. Elsa studied Bompo Tsering.

Why did you bring him in here? she asked. She sniffed, then laughed too. With the rain on him Bompo Tsering smelt like all Tibet.

Nancy sighed: It makes me homesick. But someone please open a window!

No! said Andrew. Not now. No windows. Please. Theres a reason.


CHAPTER 17

Bompo Tsering looked shell-shocked. Mistrust of his surroundings numbed him. Tibetans are an intuitive people. He could sense the spiritual strength of Nancys hospitality. But he was afraid of it. A legion of superstitions crowded his mind. He was afraid of the room. The familiar Tibetan things on the walls didnt lessen the trap-sensation. In his imagination they increased it. Loot. Scalps. The books were overwhelming evidence of occult lore; it might be white, but it was much more likely to be black magic. He had seen Andrews room at the hotel, and the inside of many a rich mans house in Tibet; but nothing like this room. Andrew ordered him curtly to uncover his head. He obeyed, sheepishly. But curiosity was just a bit stronger than shyness: holding his fur trimmed, filthy hat in both hands, he thrust his tousled head around the corner of the bookcase. First, he recognized Elsa  stuck out his tongue respectfully  grinned self-consciously  then repeated the respectful salutation, to Nancy Strong  to Lewis  with an extra tongue  show thrown in on general principles  perhaps to the gods of the hearth.

Tongues furry, said Lewis. Too much starch. Guzzles rice and ghee three times a day. Hell have an enlarged spleen if he isnt careful.

Hell work that off soon enough, said Andrew. Uphill all the way. Pass beyond pass, and the south side always the steeper. Six days a week. Thatll cure him.

You always rest one day a week? asked Lewis.

Usually. Rest the animals. Give the gang a chance to repair boots, tents, harness and settle arguments.

The conversation was beyond Bompo Tserings scope of English. He was unaffected by it. It meant nothing. He stood smiling, flat-faced, stocky, sloe-eyed, bulkily clothed in a wet fleece-lined, padded, long-sleeved leather overcoat; it was made bulkier still by the things in his bokkus, which is the space between neck and belt where Tibetans stow all their portable belongings. There was a small splinter from a saints thigh bone stuck through the lobe of one ear; in the other was a long turquoise earring good enough for a nobleman. Around his neck was a twisted coil of parchment; it resembled a hangmans noose blackened by exposure to storms and human sweat, but it was actually a scroll of beautifully written blessings worth ten times the price of the earring.

Id like to talk to him, said Elsa. May I? Or would you rather I didnt?

Andrew shook his head: Later. He has the wind up at the moment. Give him a chance and hell throw a panic, like a caught animal.

But why should he be afraid of me? asked Elsa.

Nancy asked an easier one: Why bring him in here? Not that he isnt welcome  but why?

He was afraid to stay outside, Andrew answered. Swears there are dugpas. Scared stiff of em.

Did he talk? asked Lewis.

Sure he talked  outside in the dark, because he felt he had to divvy up the funk with someone fifty-fifty. But you try to get him to talk now! It was quite obvious, Andrew was rather proud of having been confided in. Watch him try to stop me talking! he added.

Bompo Tserings face had become as blank as an old ivory moon  no smile left. His right hand with the thumb between the fingers moved up and down almost imperceptibly, from superstitious habit. His real effort to gag Andrew was mental  a darkly invisible psychic force such as passes between conspirators or in a courtroom when a witness is expected to betray perilous secrets. Elsa spoke up:

Andrew, cant we help him? I can see his fear, like a fog  yellowy  gray  green  like a London pea-souper. The poor man wasnt as scared as this even when we were cursed by the Black Monks at

Lewis took a hand, speaking Tibetan with an accent learned on medical inspection tours in Sikkim. The accent and the monocle together totally masked the sympathy which was all that Lewis intended:

Tell us what frightened you, Bompo Tsering. Speak. We are friends. We wont laugh at you.

The very use of his name by a stranger aggravated prejudice. Bompo Tserings eyes changed perceptibly. They transferred dark attention from one dread to another. Beneath his matted black fringe of hair they suggested a yaks eyes, unintelligently ready to stampede  utterly mistrustful. Nancy Strong was watching:

No use, Morgan! Her voice had the finality note of experience. You should have asked his advice. Then hed have told. I always ask childrens advice when theyre in trouble.

Lewis smiled wryly: Mental jujitsu, eh? Good tactics. But it isnt a safe plan, always. Try it on some of my patients! Try it, for instance, on Lemon! He turned to Andrew. Did he say he saw who fired that shot through the window?

Andrew nodded: Said he saw a man with his face half covered by a shawl, who obeyed a dugpa who lurked in the shrubbery.

Did he see the dugpa?

Yes  so he said. Hes always seeing em. I guess theyre part of his religion.

He is always very brave about them, said Elsa. Much braver than I am about the things that I see.

Hes more afraid on our account than for himself, said Andrew. That bit of holy shin bone in his ear is all he figures he needs. But were pelings  ignorant foreigners who dont know what were up against. If the dugpas should get, for instance, me, bang goes his meal-ticket. Get the idea?

Lewis wiped his monocle with a thoughtful, professional air: Dugpas, he said, are just as real to a Tibetan as microbes are to me, or to a man with influenza. Theyre exactly as real as the snakes seen by a man in delirium tremens. Theyre a symptom. Swat the snakes, and what happens?

He saw someone, said Andrew.

Of course he did. And his frightened senses lied about it.

Every single one of our physical senses is an incorrigible liar, said Nancy Strong.

Could he have seen Bulah Singh Andrew suggested, lurking in the bushes  with another of his hypnotized Lemons to do the dirty work?

Lewis laughed. No, Gunning, no! If Bulah Singh were as easy as all that, he would have been hanged long ago. Someone in the Lemon category fired the shot through the window. Theres nothing much easier than for a devil to find stool pigeons. You may depend on it: the real culprit was as far from the scene as the real conspirators were who directed the shot at Sarajevo.

Elsa spoke suddenly: The man in the shrubbery wore a devil-mask! I can see it l I can see it now!

Nancy Strong frowned: Nonsense, Elsa! What you are seeing is Bompo Tserings own mental image of what he wants to persuade us that he saw.

But, Nancy, how do you know?

Because I saw it when you did. That is how panics  even wars get started. It happens to animals and humans. False mental pictures projected from thought to thought by invisible rays of fear.

But if thats so, how can one ever know the difference between the real thing and a

Child, I told you. Try to remember. If you will insist on believing you are a person with a supposititious soul, or no soul, you will always believe the wrong thing, because your premise is wrong. Change your premise. It is impossible to reason correctly from a wrong premise. If you remember you are a soul, and that you have an unreal but persuasively realistic person to wear and to manage, as you would manage an instrument, you will soon learn to see the difference between truth, and lies about the truth. You will find you get increasingly less deceived by tricks of any kind.

Lewis laughed: Thats a very fair example of the odds against the use of clairvoyance for any practical purpose. Whos going to deny his senses? Thats what it amounts to.

It calls for more integrity and courage than most people have nowadays, said Nancy. Its the hardest work in the world. But it can be done. It has got to be done. There came a knock at the door. Nancy Strong got up, looking grimly patient. Trumpet call! she remarked. Turn out the guard!

The door opened. A woman teacher, wrapped in an overcoat over a dressing gown, stood in the doorway.

All right, said Nancy. Im coming.

The door closed again. Nancy approached Andrew. He stood up. The pistol shot, she said, awakened some of the children in the west building. I must go and ask them to advise me what to do when people break my window. She held out her hand: Until we meet again, Mr. Gunning, my best wishes! Your secret is safe with me. I hope we have hit on the best way to handle it.

Andrew nodded gravely as he shook hands. Anything I can do for you in return?

No! She met his eyes, smiling. If theres one thing I detest its to be hit with return favors like an actress being pelted with eggs. If I have helped you, help someone else when you see the need. Pass it along Dont dare to think of me as anything but a window that let the light through. Please dont smash me with bricks of hard-boiled gratitude. Good-bye, and good luck to you. Come and see me when you return.

Bompo Tsering stepped away from her. He faced her with his tongue out, staring as if he hesitated between fear and something like reverence. As she passed him she tapped his sleeve with her right hand, as one pats a great friendly dog.

You smell of Tibet, she said, smiling.

The blessed, happy, precious land! he answered. He stood looking at the sleeve as if a Bodhisattva had bestowed a blessing on it.

Nancy Strong, said Lewis, as the door closed after her, is the one person who can make me feel like a ten-year-old. Gunning, my boy, wish I were coming with you to Tibet.

Come if you want to, said Andrew. Youll be welcome.

Sorry to have to say no. But you must get going. Id like a few words with you in private before you leave.

Andrew glanced at Elsa.

Lewis took the hint: You will find me in the hall. I want to talk to that Lepcha servant  if he isnt asleep. He walked out. Elsa stood up. Andrew, then this isnt good-bye? It really isnt good-bye? I know it isnt! But I want to hear you say it! I feel like two people tonight. One of me sings with excitement. The other just doesnt believe.

No, its not good-bye. The monks will know where to find me. Theyll bring you.

But, Andrew, you might have to wait

Ill wait.

Its strangely easy to believe you, Andrew. But you mustnt wait too long. You mustnt let me ruin everything. Delay might prevent you from crossing the border. I mean

Im betting on Lewis and Bulah Singh.

Andrew, youre not trusting Bulah Singh, are you?

Hell, no. But he wants me in Tibet. If he thinks Im playing his game, hell clear the tracks. Pretending to leave you behind will make him cocksure that he has me by the short hair.

Andrew, Im trying to see. I cant see any real danger to you at the moment. But  but  Bulah Singh is like a shadow that

Andrew laughed gruffly: That guys shadow isnt long enough to reach beyond the first pass! Well climb the mountains and forget him. Nancy Strong will do your shopping. Shell know how to turn you over to Mu-ni Gam-pos party. The minute she says the word, get going. Come after me just as fast as those monks can travel. Youll find me waiting for you.

Andrew, I wont waste a minute. I promise.

Okay. But see here. He hesitated. Then suddenly: Dont let em get you buffaloed.

Who, Andrew? Whom do you mean? I wont even see Bulah Singh. I wont

I mean Lewis and Nancy Strong.

Hadnt you better speak more plainly? I mean, I want to understand you, so there wont be any mistake. I like both of them. I trust them. Dont you?

Sure I do. Andrew reached for a pine knot and set it carefully on the fire. Then, looking straight at Elsa: Lewis is a good guy. Hes a genius: darned close to being a nut. Hes on the level, but hes haywire on some subjects, notably psychic phenomena. Yes him. But keep your feet on the ground. Do you understand that?

I think so. All right, I promise.

Dont make easy promises. Theyre too damned difficult to keep. Dont let Morgan Lewis sell you any superstitious hokum about your being someone special who can magic the rest of us out of hell or any tripe like that.

She laughed. Thats easy, Andrew. All right, I wont

Dont promise! Do your own thinking. Keep your common sense hard-boiled and on top while youre talking to Lewis.

Very well, Andrew, Ill try to. And Nancy Strong? Dont you trust her?

You bet. She hasnt a personal axe to grind on other peoples problems. But dont forget, shes a hot wire  a government secret agent working for the B.S.I. You cant trust anybody farther than the end of his rope. It isnt reasonable to take a chance on it.

What do you mean by rope?

I mean what ropes em to the ground  to the normal, everyday, common-sense view of whats right and wrong. The minute they cut that rope, they all go rainbow chasing. So stay on the ground. Do your own thinking. Watch your step.

Very well, Andrew.

You dont seem to like the idea.

Andrew, it comes like a bit of an anticlimax. It lets out the steam. Nancy has been talking quite a lot this evening. I dont think she said anything that you would object to, but

Go ahead. What?

Well  at first I didnt like what she said. But  Andrew, you know how she talks, and

Yes  I know. Shes a great talker. Well, it wont be long now. Well ram you into a brace of blizzards at fifteen or sixteen thousand feet. Thatll blow out the illusions. Just try to keep half sensible meanwhile, and dont let Nancy sell you Mt. Everest.

If you wont let me promise, what shall I say?

He laughed. Say so long and good luck. Lets shake on that and Ill be on my way.

So long, Andrew. I wont even say youre a brick  for fear of making you angry.

He looked as if he were going to kiss her good-bye, but he didnt. He shook hands. The art of going, instead of talking about going, was one of his special accomplishments. He walked away, leaving behind him a sensation of finished business  nothing to be added to, or changed, or undone. Elsa gazed at his back as he strode to the door, until Bompo Tsering strode between them and followed him like a big, black, smelly shadow, shutting off the view.

Not even a gesture of good-bye from Bompo Tsering. He ignored her, too intent in his dog-like devotion to Andrew. Andrew didnt pause at the door. He walked through. Bompo Tsering closed it.

Silence. The crack of the new pine knot on the fire. A leaping flame  and suddenly, out of the shadows, on the small table in mid-room emerged the silver-framed likeness of Lobsang Pun  Old Ugly-face  inscrutably, unconquerably smiling  with a bullet hole exactly in the middle of his forehead.


CHAPTER 18

Andrew almost bumped into Lewis. At the far end of the hallway at the foot of the stairs the Lepcha servant sat on a chair beneath a Tibetan painting of the Buddha. He looked dazed. Obviously Lewis had been talking to him.

Bad case, said Lewis, glancing at the servant and turning his back. That poor fellow is a sample of secret vice at war with conscientious love of his employer. He relies on the one to condone the other  hides in the one to forget the other. But it cant be done. One fights the other, almost like a chemical reagent. That leaves him feeling physically weak and morally helpless. He craves relief from self-contempt, so he mentally almost leaps to meet the first hypnotic influence that comes along. Bulah Singh was like a magnet to a bit of scrap iron. Nancy will have a hard time helping that poor fellow to rebuild his self-control.

Lewis was obviously making conversation until Bompo Tsering should move out of earshot. But the Tibetan had to be told to go and wait by the front door. He didnt mind being told, but he hated to wait; he kept trying the lock and fidgeting with the brass check chain. Andrew and Lewis faced each other beneath the ceiling light, between the rows of books and photographs. Lewis screwed in his monocle. That meant business.

Gunning, Ill ask a favor of you.

Andrew fell on guard  so visibly that Lewis hesitated. Andrew got his own demand in first: Ive a favor to ask, too, he retorted. An important one. Im dead set on it.

Very well, my boy. Yours first. What is it? If its anything that I can

Its easy, said Andrew. Itll cost you nothing, and put you to no trouble. Please leave Elsas mind alone. Dont aggravate what gives her grief enough already.

Lewis nodded, staring, smiling, as if he were diagnosing symptoms of something that Andrew had overlooked.

Andrew continued: Thats a good girl. Shes genuine. Shell come out all right if shes given a chance.

Good? said Lewis. He thrust his head forward. Better than you guess, my young friend.  By the way, we are friends, I believe?

Suits me, said Andrew. But Im the enemy of any man, no matter who, if he gives Elsa less than a square deal. Shes in my charge. For the shortest possible time, for the sake of fooling Bulah Singh  which I take it is what you want to do  ?

Yes, said Lewis.

  I am leaving Elsa under your protection and Nancy Strongs. I will do what I can for you. But, first, Id like your promise to

Lewis interrupted: Gunning, let me tell you what I have in mind. Perhaps we can oblige each other. If we arrive at an understanding, I feel sure you will do your part.

Shoot, said Andrew. But mind, Ive said my say. You know now what I want. Its personal  nothing to do with any government department  you and me, man to man. Lets keep it so.

Very well. Lewis readjusted his monocle  frowned  raised his right hand and stared at his fingernails. He was about to prescribe. My thought was this. I would like you to promise to stick to your stonewall mental attitude about clairvoyance.

Andrew looked suspicious. Thats an easy one, he answered. Im so by nature.

Superficially, yes, you are, said Lewis. Its a sort of mask. Actually, under the surface, youre a poet.

Andrew looked even more suspicious. He laughed gruffly: Youre sure trying to work me for something big! What makes you think Im a poet ?

Theres a rhythm in your thought, said Lewis. You can change the meter without losing the theme. Besides, I glanced at the books you gave to Mu-ni Gam-po. I intend to borrow three of them. It was also my duty to learn what books youve sent forward, to read on the march. We check up on people before we trust them.

Andrew grinned: You only trust people who read Shakespeare? Is that your yardstick?

No. Lewis chuckled. No, my boy. That was counted against you. Shakespeare, Sir Thomas Browne, Milton, Chaucer, Einstein and the Bible are the worlds worst luggage, if you want to be trusted by the worlds saviors! We official insiders  we directors of destiny flatter ourselves that we can see through beauty to the worms beneath! Its intelligence that all censors fear. However, you have good sound vices that offset your virtuosity. Youre practical.

You call it practical to throw up a career and take on this game?

And youve a rare gift of holding your tongue. I could mention quite a number of highly placed officials whom you havent consulted.

Hell, I told you all I know.

All except just what I needed to know, Lewis answered. I had to find that out for myself.

For instance?

Oh, lots of things. Some of them important. For instance, you have avoided the mistake of talking to the wrong people. But lets get to the point. Elsa is a very remarkable, very unusual girl.

I know it.

She has character.

Youre telling me!

There are no available statistics, but its a conservative guess that there are not more than two or three thousand in her class, in the whole world. And theyre widely scattered. She is an instance of emerging evolution. Her spiritual nature  to use a conventional term for an unfamiliar and therefore unclassified state of consciousness  is like a young seedling, of a new species, reaching for the sunlight.

Youre speaking now of her clairvoyance?

Yes. Thats only another word for the same thing. Kill that, and shes done for.

Hell, she hates it.

Yes. Who shall blame her? Shes afraid of it. But she must dare to be one of the great explorers  far greater than Columbus. Columbus only discovered a continent, in known dimensions. Elsas greater task is to abandon known dimensions and explore what Shakespeare called airy nothing.

Andrew smiled. Whoever quoted Shakespeare intelligently always passed his guard. He almost weakened. Good stuff, that, he said. You cant beat him. Hes still tops. And as imagination bodies forth the forms of things unknown, well turn them to shapes. Hell, that has Columbus backed off the map. But Elsa isnt as tough as Columbus.

No, Lewis agreed, she isnt. She must be protected from mockery and from her own mistrust. She needs a line of retreat, so that she can draw back in, so to speak, and recover from  well  let us call it spiritual vertigo. Thats a new phrase. I must add that to my list.

Such tricks hath strong imagination, Andrew quoted. Whats the rest of it? Im listening.

Yes, you use your inner ears. Thats why I can talk to you. Now then: Elsas line of retreat must not lead back into her own Cave of Adullam.

Now I dont get you. Thats one of those phrases that might mean anything.

I mean, she must not draw back into herself  into her own gloom. She must have a different cave  strong, friendly, and, above all, patient. Thats a mixed metaphor. However, you will have mixed feelings when I tell you that you are the cave.

Jesus! said Andrew.

I mean it, my boy. That is why I ask you to maintain your stolid, stonewall attitude toward clairvoyance and everything connected with it. Let her lean against your imperturbable calm. Whenever she wants to, let her hide behind it. Let her feel the uncritical comfort of a friendly anchor to windward. Thats another mixed one. But the situations mixed. Then, suddenly: Is she in love with her husband?

Damned if I know.

Umm. Are you being frank about that? Well, what I mean is: if she should convict herself of treason to her own ideal, there would be no recovery  not in this existence: she would go under.

Shell get no encouragement from me to cross-examine herself cuckoo, said Andrew. I dont believe in that stuff. Gets you nowhere.

Lewis agreed: Worse than nowhere. Hundreds of thousands of people damn themselves by monkeying with the works. Theyre like amateurs taking radios apart to discover why the program annoys them. Self-examination without experienced guidance is worse than taking patent medicines to cure an undiagnosed ailment. Much worse. A wrong diagnosis is sometimes a sentence to death. Self-conviction of sin is always a sentence to hell. Always. There is no exception to that. Before you see Elsa again, she will receive what your countrymen call a pep-talk from Nancy Strong.

Not from you?

No. Im a duffer at it. I might do more harm than good. I am merely a so- to-speak left-wing medical man. There are more of us than you suspect, but we all know were treading on dangerous ground. We are hampered by conventional education, conservative theories, public prejudice, our own ignorance and much too much familiarity with evidence that seems to prove the contrary to what our intuition tells us is true. Nancy, on the other hand, is an adept. She has had thorough training. She knows how to encourage spirituality without destroying caution  how to develop caution without destroying courage. That is known, among the adepts, as the Middle Way.

Ive heard of it, said Andrew.

Yes, remarked Lewis, you undoubtedly have. He wiped his monocle. He was having a tough time. He was actually sweating.

Go ahead, said Andrew. Im listening.

So let us exchange promises, you and I. I will not, as you call it, rag Elsa. I wont interfere any further with her mental processes even if she should ask me to do it.

Andrew grinned: Ill bet a dollar, even money, she wont ask.

Wait and see, said Lewis. If she does ask, I will refuse. On the other hand, you promise me you will give her the full benefit of  how shall I say it?  indifference  friendly indifference.

Hell, youre asking too much, said Andrew. Im not indifferent, to anyone, or anything. Cant help the way my mind works  wondering how people and animals feel  whether theyre right about what they feel  what its all about, anyhow. Its the Gods truth, Ive never enjoyed another creatures grief nor felt unsympathetic when I saw em suffer. How does one go about being indifferent?

Well, said Lewis, lets put it this way: youll be the common-sense man with his feet on the earth. If she chooses to be inconsistent, dont criticize. Dont care. Dont remind her of it. But if she needs a bone to chew on, you provide the matter-of-fact comments for her to tear to pieces. If she blasphemes against her own vision, and accuses you of blindness, and contradicts herself, you never hold it against her.

I never did, said Andrew.

Well. Never do. Because she will. Lewis paused. Then, slowly: Dont let her suspect that you know more than she does about He hesitated.

About what?

Lewis shut one eye and quizzed him through the monocle: About the consequences of converting spiritual vision into personal sanctity.

I dont, said Andrew.

Thats right, my boy, dont admit it. Dont ever confess to Elsa what caused you to leave the United States.

Andrew bridled: Do you figure you know?

Yes.

Ill bet you dont. If you got your dope from Bulah Singhs file, take it straight from me, youre all wet.

Wet? said Lewis. Wet? Is that American for wrong? Well, I have known Bulah Singh to be wrong about numbers of things. Are we agreed about Elsa? Let us talk now about Bulah Singh.

Swell, said Andrew.

This is secret

Okay. Shoot.

Bulah Singh is a mere meddler on the fringe of a wide conspiracy.

Id guessed that much, said Andrew. Hes small time. He hasnt the stuff to fill a three-ring circus.

Its a conspiracy to talk Utopian theory, but to use heartless violence  to throw India into economic and political confusion, and to pull off a Fascist coup detat.

Thats easy to believe, said Andrew. Thats the up-to-date style in revolutions. The scornful guys all see emselves as duces and commissars. Theyre too drunk with their own greed to remember that the up-and-coming big boy always kicks em in the face when theyve hoisted him into the saddle.

Yes, said Lewis. They forget that. But its true. Tyrants cant afford gratitude. They have to kick away the scaffold  shoot the men on whose shoulders they climbed. However, meanwhile, the conspirators are the men to watch. Very few of them guess yet which is actually Number One. Most of em are betting on emselves. Here in India theyre counting, of course, on a world war to produce world revolution  doing their utmost to create it by the subtlest kind of propaganda. A war that tied up the British Navy would be the Indian Hitlers chance.

Do you know yet who the big buzzard is? Andrew demanded. Have you spotted him? Whos to be Indias Hitler?

Lewis avoided that question by asking another: How many people would have picked Stalin ten days ahead of the time? Napoleon, remember, was a dark horse until he saw his chance and seized it.

Sure; I get you. If you knew the real buzzard youd spike him before he could get going.

Lewis drew a forefinger across his own throat. Right. We have names and past performances on file. But its too soon to tell wholl be Jack-in-a-box. There are too many possibles. A few are genuine idealists; they wouldnt last a week, but no less dangerous on that account. They serve as stalking horses for the others, who will kill them off when the time comes. Most of em are ruthless, contemptuous rogues, who pose as humanitarians and pacifists. Mussolini did that, you remember  even went to prison for urging Italian conscripts to refuse to fight the Turks. Denounced war and nationalism. Denounced the Italian flag. But look at him now! All demagogues are devils  all peas from the same pod. Secretly, with scarcely an exception, they are Nietzschean individualists, who misunderstand Nietzsche. They believe themselves beyond good and evil. They use lies and violence for allegedly Utopian ends. No matter what name they assume to camouflage their real motives, you may be sure its a false name. They despise the fools who listen to them and believe them. Believing themselves to be intellectuals, and aware of their own hypocrisy, they have unqualified contempt for other intellectuals. They dont believe an intellectual exists who isnt a hypocrite. But they know how to flatter the intellectuals, and how to use them, until their time comes. Then they enslave or liquidate them. They know the trick of hypnotizing crowds. The crowds adulation gives them the only genuine thrill they ever get. Its a kind of orgasm. Theyre good showmen. They let such fools as Bulah Singh run the real risks, until its time for the big push.

Jesus! You should write a book! said Andrew. Tell me: what does Bulah Singh think hell get in exchange for the risk he must know hes running? Whats his real price? I dont believe what he told me.

Oh, he told you part of the truth. Bulah Singh is a mere ambitious meddler. Hypnotic skill is no proof of intelligence. In fact, it usually creates such conceit that it blinds and destroys intelligence. But hes studious. He knows his book backwards. He thinks, within his mental limitations. He understands, correctly enough, that any revolutionary government of India would be at the mercy of any Asiatic combination that should choose to invade from the north. That is the perpetual menace that overhangs India  always did  probably always will. That menace would be the Achilles heel of any dictator who could seize power. Bulah Singh believes he foresees the break-up of the British Empire. He thinks its imminent.

Maybe hes right, said Andrew.

Lewis ignored the interruption. Bulah Singhs idea is to make himself indispensable to the coming dictatorship. He proposes to be the man who can diplomatically stave off an invasion from the north  Mongolian, led by Japs or Russians. Thats why he wants control of the young Dalai Lama.

And you know all this? And you dont dump him into the hoose-gow?

Why catch a minnow and let the pike escape? Lewis retorted.  We are hoping hell betray the real conspirators  the real higher-ups  the devils  the brains behind the mere fomenters of discontent. It wont be long now. By about the time you are over the border we rather expect to have found out all that can be learned from watching Bulah Singh. If so, well jump him. And  to save himself  we think  we hope  he will betray his associates.

Swell, said Andrew. Heres wishing you luck.

I have told you this in confidence, said Lewis, for your general guidance. You may share the information with Tom Grayne when you meet him.

Okay. Tom wont yawp.

And now this: any help you can give to the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun will be all to the good but must be kept off the record.

Okay.

We dont even know where Lobsang Pun is at the moment. He is said to be in hiding. But he is the only politically minded Tibetan who cant be bought for love or money. He is as incorruptible as Robespierre was, without Robespierres bigotry and mad egotism. We believe he is the one man who can save Tibet from anarchy. Find him if you can. Help him in any way you can.

Id go out of my way to meet Old Ugly-face, said Andrew. From what Ive heard of him he sounds like a cross between King Alfred of the doughnuts and Marcus Aurelius. Okay. Ill keep an ear to the ground.

If you can do it, help Lobsang Pun to get control of the infant Dalai Lama.

That might be a tall order.

Yes, and dangerous. But dont help Lobsang Pun to bring the child to India. That mustnt happen. Personally I would like to have the child in Darjeeling, under the influence of Nancy Strong. But thats an impractical pipe dream. It would lead to extremely embarrassing complications in addition to destroying the Dalai Lamas political influence. Do your best to prevent it.

Okay.

If you come across Ambrose St. Malo, kill him.

Nothing doing.

Why not?

Ive a card in the Live-and-Let-Live Union.

How about self-defense?

Hed have to start it. I dont go around encouraging folks to start things. If that guy has any horse sense

He has a horse face. But hes a louse. I should have brought his photograph from Delhi. Sorry I didnt. Hes described as a louse even in the official confidential report that we received from Hongkong.

Yeah, Ive heard thats his reputation. There was talk about him in Shanghai. I know his real name. But dont count on me to bump him off. My long suit isnt being all that scared that I need to shoot lice. But thanks for the tip. Ill watch him.

Bompo Tsering rattled away at the door chain, grunting and shuffling on the mat like a caged bear.

Ill get going, said Andrew, before Bompo Tsering blows up. He reached for his overcoat. Its a bargain about Elsa?

Yes. Youll do your part?

Okay. Dont make me have to wait too long for her. My Tibetans are restless. Theyre raring to go.

She shall follow as soon as were sure that Bulah Singh is convinced you have left her behind. That is the important point at the moment  to make Bulah Singh believe youre obeying his orders. That may make him overconfident  hell make his next move, and well catch him.

Swell. Dont let Nancy get shot. Shes too good to waste on a murderers bullet.

Well protect her.

How?

By letting Bulah Singh suspect that we suspect him of tonights attempt. He wont risk it again. By the way, have you a gun with you?

Yes. Mauser.

Where?

In my overcoat:

Registered?

Yes.

Be careful not to show it. Dont use it.

You bet.

Therell be men in the shrubbery. Two of them are my men, said Lewis. The other is Bulah Singhs, stationed there to watch you and report your movements. Take no notice.

Okay. Good-bye. And thanks for the help.

Give my best to Tom Grayne.

Sure. Any special message for Old Ugly-face, in case I meet him?

Give him my love, said Lewis.

Swell. Ill do that.

One moment, Gunning. Just one last word of advice! In any emergency, remember that one man  like the fool at Sarajevo with a pistol  can wreck the world as easily as a careless surgeon can kill a patient. So in tight places, dont let yourself get hypnotized by appearances. Listen to the inner voice. Obey that.

Andrew grinned genially. Same to you! Take good care of Elsa.

They shook hands. Good luck, said Lewis. You will find your road to the border littered with intelligently unobservant spotters, who have been told to mind their own business. You wont be questioned if you just say nothing. Dont mention my name.

I wont mention any mans name, Andrew answered.

He strode to the front door. Bompo Tsering opened it and they leaned together into a blast of rain. Lewis slammed the door shut behind them, like a cannon shot starting the game.


CHAPTER 19

Andrew trudged and splashed beside Bompo Tsering, out through the front gate and along the high stone wall. He took the middle of the road to make sure of being seen by Bulah Singhs spies and to avoid the extra drenching from the overarching trees. A Ford car, badly in need of paint, loaded above window level with the dunnage that Elsa would need, stood parked in an alley.

Curled on the loads was another of Andrews men  a gaunt, dish- faced countryman from somewhere north of Koko Nor  homesick for the sky-high steppes where he was weaned on wild ass meat and barley. He said nothing. Even when Andrew turned a flashlight on him he said never a word. Andrew climbed in and took the wheel. Bompo Tsering scrambled to the front seat beside him. The chilled, damp engine started at the eighth or ninth try.

So! By-um-by, at last. Our going! said Bompo Tsering. To use English was the only way to get on even terms with Andrew. It was condescension  a polite hint that Andrews Tibetan was something less than perfect. Oh, the happy, blessed country! By-um-by soon there now.

Andrew was unresponsive  busy peering through the storm for wash- outs on the winding road. But Bompo Tsering was in talkative mood, which was a fact well worth making note of, after his recent dumbness.

Gunnigun. He never could master the pronunciation of Andrews name  had given up trying  had renamed him.

Yes.

Your being peling He paused for effect. Peling means foreigner: a comprehensive word, as packed full of significance as the Greek word barbaros too much often many times your doing damn-fool thing.

This time not doing. My much happy.

Forgotten your dugpas already? Left em behind, eh? Not scared of em now?

Dugpas being only spirits  can manage. Something else being much worse too bad. My thinking, making sorry. By-um-by now, your not doing, making too glad.

What were you thinking that made you sorry?

Your sending me my buying all this more stuff. My obedient. My buying. But my thinking this more stuff must meaning Ladee Elsa coming also! Uh-uh! No good. My sorry. Too much damn-fool God-damn saying no-no! Also catching maybe nother baby  no good  no good! Uh-uh! Too much bad trouble  bad luck.

She never hurt you, did she?

My fraid before. Now she not coming, my too much happy.

In proof of his high spirits Bompo Tsering began singing an endless nostalgic wail about the wonders, sacred and profane, of the Home of the Gods, on the Roof of the World, where the blessed snow  and dust-storms hide the holy treasures from the eyes of pelings, and the fortunate count their blessings beneath skies of azure. It was a good song, no more mendacious than the latest Broadway and Hollywood smash hit. He made it up himself, and believed every word of it, singing in time to the slap of a broken link against a rear mudguard; singing in the rain, in the dark, with his heartstrings thrumming like a harp within him to the call of his cruel homeland. The gaunt man from Koko Nor joined in the chant, selecting phrases that he liked and repeating them over and over, forcing Bompo Tsering to do the same, so that the song became a weirdly measureless duet.

Andrew preferred that to conversation. He could think through the song without listening to it. Conversation might have made it difficult to hide the tart sub-flavor of the memory that Bompo Tsering had opened a window of Nancy Strongs house, only a few moments before someone else fired a shot through the opposite window, missing Elsa by less that a foot. There was mud on the boots of the man from Koko Nor. There was no imaginable reason why Bompo Tsering should be Nancy Strongs enemy. But by Bompo Tserings own admission, it was a relief to believe that Elsa was staying behind. The truth, like Bulah Singhs spy in the bushes, was lurking somewhere amid dark facts. It seemed worth discovering.

The smashing of Old Ugly-faces photograph, and Nancy Strongs conviction that the bullet had been meant for herself, were subjects for a kind of speculation that Andrew was in no mood for. Rain, and his job at the wheel, induced no taste for the occult, though he couldnt avoid it. Even less to his taste would be to question Bompo Tsering and be regaled with circumstantial lies or, worse yet, irrelevant lies, like red herrings drawn crosswise on the trail of facts. Steering through the storm suggested the kind of thinking that was needed. As methodically as he had laid all his plans for the journey, he reviewed the facts. The hard ones. The bulky, lumpy ones with sharp outlines. They were like the milestones on the road. The essential, first, number one fact was that he didnt want to get rid of Bompo Tsering. The man was as indispensable as he could afford to let one man be. The shot had fortunately missed, so there was no murder to avenge. It had missed at slightly above stomach level, to the left. Bompo Tsering was a bad shot, who almost always missed high right. Besides, Bompo Tsering had certainly not had time to run from one window to the other and fire the shot.

The rain and the roar of cascading water aided concentration on the problem. Attention to the dark road, the almost automatic alertness at pedals and steering wheel, produced a black-out of all unrelated thoughts  almost like a blackboard, on which Andrew chalked in white the facts that he selected one by one, of which the first was the mud on the boots of the man from Koko Nor. It was the wrong color to have come from the place where he loaded the car. It was the color of the flower-bed earth in Nancy Strongs garden. Perhaps a coincidence. More probably proof of guilt.

But the man from Koko Nor was an ignorant herdsman, secretive by instinct, who would do what he was told. He was tolerably patient, but certainly prone to violence if told the proper story. Bompo Tsering could have told it. Andrew knew more facts about Bompo Tsering than the latter suspected. Originally Tom Graynes headman and only loaned to Andrew for the journey, Bompo Tserings loyalty to Tom was indisputable. It held unplumbed depths of selfless devotion, only qualified by Tibetan indifference to Western views of what is important and what isnt. Andrews own loyalty to Tom, which had a different basis, had been nevertheless a bond of union between himself and Bompo Tsering  a sort of bridge across which gradually some of the Tibetans loyalty had transferred itself to Andrew. So divided allegiance was a fact to be carried in mind. Bompo Tsering was quite capable of sabotage for what he might believe was for Toms or Andrews own good. And there was more than one fork to the divided allegiance; quite a number of forks, all of them likely to confuse and distort the reasoning of an otherwise faithful headman. Andrews mental blackboard began to be chalked up with the knowns of a compound equation that made the unknown look insoluble. But order came out of them after a while.

For instance: Bompo Tsering was a devout Tantric Buddhist, happy in his religious convictions, superstitious to the verge of devil worship, and amused  not horrified, but moved to laughter  by the discovery that other people, and especially pelings believed in ridiculous other religions or possibly none. Bompo Tserings actions, especially when he had time to think about them, frequently were guided by a wish to scandalize and mock, as well as to serve and instruct his ignorant employer. Literal obedience, even good smart discipline, wasnt difficult to get from Bompo Tsering up to a point that varied with the occasion; but his subtle reasoning processes could invent and justify extremely tricky means of gaining secret ends without incurring much risk of detection. That fact went up on the board while Bompo Tsering got out to remove a fallen tree from the road and got in again after tying a prayer rag to a bush as a precaution against having to repeat such disagreeable labor. Pelings cant be taught that it is invisible devils who make the difficulties, so that all one needs to do is to forestall the devils with fluttering scraps of rag.

He resumed his song when Andrew got the car going again. He sang now about a legendary sorceress who merited death but was blessed by a holy hermit, so that she changed her mind, and became harmless, and so escaped the arrow of ill fortune that her previous misdeeds had launched against her on the bowstring of the Higher Law. The man from Koko Nor grew silent. Andrew noted the fact and the words of the song; he connected the two, and went on thinking about Bompo Tsering.

There was Bompo Tserings domestic situation to consider. His love life, such as it was. That was another divided allegiance  between local tribal custom and the almost universal Buddhist contempt for women, nowhere recommended in the Ancient Teaching, but invented, like the doctrine of original sin, by sex-obsessed ecclesiastics, who relegate women to the category of dogs and other graceless lingerers on the Path to Bliss. But there are notably extreme exceptions. Bompo Tsering was one of several brothers all married to the same woman; she was priestess, wife and matriarch in one  an almost absolute tyrant, whose husbands took turns at home and spent the intervals wandering, working, earning to support their common proprietress.

So Bompo Tsering had mixed views about women. Probably he believed  although Andrew had never discussed it with him  that Tom and Andrew shared Elsa in some such domestic design as his own. Certainly his mental attitude toward Elsa was mixed of contempt and respect; veiled and made indistinguishable by his Tibetan good humor and by his conviction that it doesnt much matter what pelings think or do, as long as they dont steal Tibet. He had even found it amusing to obey Elsa when it wasnt too inconvenient. But he was rather self-conscious about it, rather ashamed. And he had never made any secret of his superstitious prejudice against women on expeditions. As such they were bringers of bad luck. So the fact went on the blackboard with the others, that Bompo Tsering felt no important loyalty to Elsa. There would be room in his consciousness for almost any other emotion that the circumstances, or a prejudice, or someone, might suggest. Who might be the someone? Who could have persuaded him to cooperate in the attempt to shoot Elsa? He undoubtedly had not fired the shot. But he certainly did cause the diversion that brought Elsa into full view from the opposite window. Was that a coincidence?

Several possibilities crowded into Andrews mind. He rejected at once, as too improbable, the idea that Bulah Singh might have hypnotized Bompo Tsering. And it was a certainty that Bulah Singh did not want Elsa murdered. But it was no secret from Andrew that one of Bulah Singhs spies had been camping all winter on Bompo Tserings trail, had lost money to him, and had had a thousand opportunities to suggest that secret favors beget favors in return. Tibetans have a passion for intrigue; they always crave what is withheld and over-reach themselves to get it, enjoying the bartering more than the actual profit. That spy might easily have convinced the homesick Bompo Tsering that Bulah Singh could close the passes into Tibet against every member of Andrews party, unless compensated by a valuable proof of reciprocity, paid in advance. Such talk would have tickled Bompo Tserings undisciplined loyalty. It would have awakened his delight in mysterious byplay. It would have spurred his eagerness to get started homeward. It would have excited his high opinion of himself as a diplomat. The nicely motivated murder of anyone of whom he disapproved would no more trouble Bompo Tserings conscience, than it would Bulah Singhs. Tibetans are pious people, but they amazingly indulge in clandestine trickery for which the threatened penalty, in which they thoroughly believe, is millions of years in a merciless, fantastically realistic hell. They behave as if they want to go to hell.

But there was this difference: the Sikh was unsentimental; he hadnt any of the juice of magnanimity. Bompo Tsering, on the other hand, would be unlikely to murder anyone against whom he had no ground for fear, mistrust or hatred. Bompo Tsering wouldnt murder Nancy Strong. But to cause Elsa to be killed because, in his opinion, she might bring bad luck, might seem to him a praiseworthy act, especially if the idea of killing someone  anyone  were suggested to him, in the first instance, by the agent of a man whom he had reason to fear. Scruples have a way of disappearing under pressure  squeezed out.

But fear of Bulah Singh might also  almost certainly would  inspire a delicious, amusing desire to doublecross that gentleman. It would be a typical Tibetan reaction to a blackmailers effort to make him a cats-paw. Loyalty to Andrew  certain knowledge that Andrew detested Bulah Singh  would be an added inducement to put a hot one over on the Sikh.

Andrew watched for a chance to discover whether his thought was leading in the right direction. During a pause in the endless song Bompo Tsering spat through the window and then shot a question:

Gunnigun! Why you not being much happy, same like we making singsong? Blessed happy land soon by-um-by not too far.

Im thinking about Bulah Singh said Andrew. He might overtake us.

The reaction was instantaneous. Bompo Tsering unbosomed himself of triumph that came like steam from a safety valve. There was pressure behind the words. He selected them, from Andrews special vocabulary reserved for use in tight places, when yaks and ponies give up and men malinger:

Hot damn! Son of a bitch! Bastard! Bugger no good! God-damn cockeye! Kick um! Then, profoundly mysterious: Gunnigun! You by-um-by no more caring about Bulah Singh. My fixing um. So. Hot damn!

Inexperience would have thrust into that opening with sharp questions. But Andrew knew his man. The half-hint, that had steamed off the kettle of truth, was a relief to Bompo Tserings nerves; but it was also a trick to discover what line Andrews thought was taking. If Andrew had betrayed even veiled curiosity, the truth would have retired into its hole like a mouse that smells cat. The right strategy was to change the subject.

Watch for leopards, said Andrew. The headlights dazzle em. If one of em should get out from under the wheels in time, hed likely as not jump in on us.

Bompo Tsering began singing about leopards. Andrew resumed his review of the facts.

Bulah Singh believed Elsa was staying behind. But Elsa would be no use to the Sikh while under Nancy Strongs protection. Nancy Strong was in Bulah Singhs way. She probably knew or guessed too many of his secrets. She had very likely offended him deeply; she was notorious for befriending victims of police brutality. It wasnt in the least improbable that Bulah Singh wanted Nancy Strong murdered, and wanted the job done at exactly the right moment to coincide with other moves on the board. He was evidently a time-table plotter, and pretty good at it. The bullet might have been meant for Nancy  might have been  in the beginning. But artful beginnings often have boomerang ends.

Not to be wholly ignored was Nancy Strongs conviction that the shot had been intended for herself. The photograph business was beyond the pale of Andrews tolerance; he didnt let his mind go wandering into that metaphysical swamp. But he did trust Nancys intuition. He had good reason to trust it. Her bare word that she knew the bullet had been meant for herself was at least as good as anyones who might choose to contradict her. Only so far there was no proof! The bullet missed. Had it been aimed at the wrong target, contrary to someones orders?

If Bulah Singh, personally or through his agent, had supplied Bompo Tsering with a pistol and had persuaded him, by threats and promises, to shoot Nancy Strong, then it was not unthinkable that Bompo Tsering might have told off the man from Koko Nor to do the job, but to shoot Elsa instead. His oriental mind would calculate that after the event Bulah Singh would be too deeply implicated to dare anything except to smother enquiry and expedite the expeditions departure northward in every way possible. A bit subtle. A bit complicated. But not too improbable.

It would explain Bompo Tserings almost irrepressible triumph. He might even have been clever enough to contrive that Bulah Singh or his agent was overheard when he made the murderous proposal  or to make the Sikh think he had been overheard. He might believe he had completely outwitted Bulah Singh  by instructing the peasant from Koko Nor to shoot Elsa, not Nancy. Tibetans cant be expected to think of everything. It had probably never occurred to Bompo Tsering that Elsas death by an assassins bullet would have blown all secrets galley-west and have made the return to Tibet impossible.

Andrew wondered how much Lewis had guessed, or suspected, or knew about that shot through the window. He rather wished he had questioned Lewis about it. The man was a nut. Any man who can run a bughouse  and study hypnotism and world politics  and be an authority on poisons  and boss a very important branch of the secret intelligence  and believe in Jesus  couldnt be anything else than a nut. But he was a good guy. He liked Lewis  trusted him.

On the whole, things began to look good. Even the rain was an asset, like a curtain at the end of a first act.


CHAPTER 20

Nancy Strong returned from the school building by the back entrance. Near the foot of the stairs she handed her oiled silk raincoat and umbrella to the Lepcha servant.

Put those away, please, and then go to bed.

He obeyed like an automaton.

Have you forgotten how to speak?

No, memsahib.

Good night, then.

Good night, memsahib.

She watched him hang up the coat and slouch away to his own quarters, turning off the light in the back hallway. He vanished through a swing door. As she faced about she found Lewis beside her. She was startled. Lewis appeared not to notice the nervous reaction; he was putting away a small memorandum book, taking care that it didnt show above the edge of his vest pocket.

Nothing much left of that poor fellow, he remarked. You had better turn him out to grass. Hes a psychic wreck. Hell be a physical wreck in next to no time.

Where did you come from so suddenly?

Ive been using the phone in your office. But about that Lepcha  why not send him home to his village?

Leave him to me. Did Andrew Gunning get away safely?

Away, yes. Safely, if he has it in him. Good fellow. I like him  intelligent  never tells what hes thinking about unless he expects to be understood. Doesnt expect to be understood too often. By the way, Nancy, youll get quite a phone bill. Please pay it, and send me a memorandum. Ill settle with you off the record.

Very well. You will find your bag in the corner guest room.

Is that a hint?

Dont be silly. Your bag is locked, so the servant couldnt unpack it for you, but

Lewis held up a warning finger. His voice dropped to a dramatic whisper: Nancy, I hardly dare to trust even myself with the secrets in that bag!

Sherlock Holmes! Where are your pipe and magnifying glass?

You mean, wheres the needle! Why not say it?

I have just come from talking to children. I advised them to go to sleep. Why dont you?

Sleep? God and the devil and doctors work at all hours, Nancy. I must wait up for my shadow. Is the back door open?

No. If your shadow bangs on it hell wake the children again. So

Nancy, if my man heard himself make more noise than a cats ghost, hed die of shame. However, to save you from anxiety, I will go and wait for him near the back door.

Take that chair with you and be comfortable.

Right. By the way, hadnt you better send Elsa to bed? That girl is a bit overwrought. A mild sedative might

Meaning, I suppose, that you want to talk to me alone?

Well  times short. Yes. Theres something

Why not say it now?

Very well. You know what it is. Ive asked a dozen times. However, Ill say it again. Our friend Johnson, of the Ethnographic Survey, was retired because he was beginning to know too much. Some traitor behind the scenes was afraid of him. Who is the traitor? Name him!

Morgan, you are too clever, and not wise enough. Have you forgotten about the devil who said his name was Legion? Youre a physician. You and St. Luke should understand each other.

Thats an evasive answer, Nancy. You are not being frank. Its out of character  and beneath your dignity.

Oh? Familiarity has bred contempt? Am I to choose a scapegoat for your baffled vigilance? Whom do you wish me to betray?

Nancy, please be serious.

I cant be when you are in that mood.

Its black treason. Possibly a member of the Council. One of our own race.

The human race? Well? Did you ever hear of a political, or any other council of human beings that lacked a traitor or two? You, a psychologist?

Psychology be damned! Were too late for that stuff. This is hard fact, if we can lay a finger on it. Its a defeatist conspiracy, well hidden, by someone powerful enough to protect such parasites as Bulah Singh, and swine enough to bet on a world war, and a revolution in India, with a front seat for himself at the finish. He might be any of three men.

Or of a thousand, said Nancy. I told you. His name is Legion.

You know who he is. Name him!

I know the three men whom you suspect. I think youre wrong. Those are three self-important nobodies with sly minds. Place-holders  Sycophants. They play politics like a game of bridge and quarrel across the table. They can be manipulated by almost any artful man who understands what snobs they are. Cowards. Sail-trimmers. They have no real convictions  no vision  no integrity. In a pinch they will play safe. Mice.

Rats! said Lewis. Which is king rat?

Nancy smiled engagingly: Fleas are deadlier than rats, and you know it. Fleas spread the plague that rats catch from corruption in the dark. Why not use flea powder?

Lewis suppressed his irritation. He stuck to his point: It wasnt those mens parasites who torpedoed Johnson. They did that.

Dont flatter them, Nancy retorted. They didnt think of it themselves. They didnt invent spite any more than rats invented bubonic plague. Someone with a poisonous whisper suggested to those three wise mice that pet cat Johnson was intriguing to get them out of office. There was some truth in it, too. Johnson wasnt always innocent of malice, and he loved the sensation of power behind the scenes. They turned on Johnson. It was three to one, with one of Johnsons most tactless mistakes in the scale against him. I know that because he told me about it. I had dinner with him, in Delhi, the night before he left for England.

Did he say who the poisonous whisperer was?

No. He knew no more than you do.

Couldnt he guess?

I dont repeat embittered peoples guesses.

Fair enough. But tell me your guess. Whom do you suspect?

I think perhaps Bulah Singh knows.

Lewiss irritation began to break through the crust. I am asking you!

I dont know.

You do know. You may have no factual knowledge. No legal evidence. Thats quite likely. But youve the psychic gift of a human bloodhound.

Nancy laughed outright: Morgan, thats the most ingenious paraphrase for a vulgar epithet that I ever heard. Go to the head of the class.

You know very well what I meant, Nancy.

I guessed it, Morgan. It filtered through.

Here: Ill be frank with you. Two mens wives have been to see you lately. One was a bankers wife from Calcutta. If the big money is in on this  but of course it is! It always is. Tell me

Morgan, money hasnt any brains. So bankers wives are less reliable than ayahs. Besides I have told you again and again, I will not betray confidences. People come to me with their troubles for private, not public reasons.

Youve a public duty, said Lewis.

Do yours. I will do mine, she answered. Take the chair with you. And please dont let your shadow, as you call him, wake the children.

She left him standing. Lewis set his jaw and ground his teeth at her back. She shut the living-room door with a revealing thud that made him grin. It gave him some comfort to know he could make her angry. There werent many who could. She switched off the light as she entered the room. Elsa stood up, rubbing her eyes. She had been staring at the fire.

Youre tired? Nancy asked. Like to go to bed? Its very late.

I couldnt sleep, said Elsa. But I dont want to keep you up.

Very well. Put some wood on the fire. I have to wait for Morgan Lewis. Sit up with me and protect me from him.

Are you joking?

Yes. But the joke is on him. As long as you are in the room he cant ask questions. Tell me about Andrew.

They sat facing each other, in the warm, red, comfortable book-framed glow of firelight. The cat sprang into Nancys lap.

Theres nothing left to tell. One always knows how Andrew will behave. Unsentimental

Nancys smile interrupted, but she made no spoken comment.

Nancy, he is! Hes the most unsentimental but dependable friend in the world. He just said So long and walked out. Bompo Tsering followed him like a dog.

No advice? No information?

Oh yes. Im to do whatever you tell me. I will, too. Ive promised. And Im to yes Dr. Lewis: thats American for praise God but keep your powder dry. Im to overtake Andrew as soon as I possibly can. Nancy, do you think Andrew is in danger?

Nancy made herself comfortable in the armchair. She closed her eyes for a moment. What do you think?

I told Andrew. Im not sure he liked my telling him. At the moment, no, no danger. But he hasnt finished with Bulah Singh. Theres a link. I saw it. I see it now.

What does it look like?

Like a dull red rope from Bulah Singh to Andrew. When I get a mental picture of them, there the rope is. Only of course, it isnt a rope. Its more like one of those moon rays on rippling water. But it isnt like that either.  Oh, I cant explain it.

Dont try, said Nancy. I saw it too. If you try to explain too definitely, you will get lost in definitions, like a music critic writing for the penny papers. People will take you literally and make unanswerably stupid comments.

Elsa smiled mischievous agreement: Good! Thats the first easy advice you have given me! I wont try to explain!

The house was as quiet as a tomb. The fire glow made the silence cordial and comforting and snug. The cat purred. Nancy sat still for several minutes and then suddenly resumed, in a quiet, assured, unemphatic voice:

If you do try to explain, you will convince no one  not even another clairvoyant unless he is trying to help you  and even then not always. That is why people who know, dont tell, unless theyre teaching someone who they know can learn. No two mental pictures are alike, because no two human beings are alike. The point is, what do the clairvoyant pictures mean in terms of common experience?

I suppose its something like translating Tibetan or Sanskrit into English?

Only more so. More like calculus into mechanics.

Well, I think the red rope probably means that Bulah Singh will keep after Andrew, and stick to him like a leech, and make trouble for him, but not on this side of the Tibetan border. Bulah Singh is afraid. He intends to cling to Andrew somehow. When I look at Bulah Singh there seems to be a menace around him, too, coming from every direction except one. He keeps looking in that one direction. Oh, what a beast Bulah Singh is! She shuddered.

Its fortunate you said that.

Why, Nancy? How do you mean?

Because it reveals a viewpoint.

You mean Bulah Singhs?

No. Yours. Your attitude. Do you know any mathematics?

No. I cant even add. Simple quadratic equations are as far as I got, and I was no good at those.

It doesnt matter. Shakespeare was no good at them either. Neither were Joan of Arc or Beethoven. They say Einstein cant balance his own bank account. We must think of some other way of illustrating what I want to explain.

Try plain English, Elsa suggested. I can think in English  or at least she laughed youve made me feel that perhaps I cant think.

Nancy stared at the fire. Lets suppose, she said after a moment, that what I told you tonight is the truth.

Very well. I remember most of what you said. I half believe it until you go out of the room. At first I felt angry. But I dont any longer. I rather like it. I would like to believe it.

Believing, said Nancy, is no good. None whatever. As I said before, anyone who believes can disbelieve. But one who knows cant not-know.

How in the world can one know?

In the same way that you know you are, when you say I am. Try it. You can change what you see in a mirror by changing what the mirror reflects and distorts and reverses. You are not the reflection. You are your soul. Leave off believing you are your reflection. I use motion pictures to explain it to the children. The moving figures on the screen are not the figures on the film. The figures on the film are not the actors. Even the actors are not the author. And even the author is not the idea. You are your soul. You are not what Morgan Lewis calls a sanguinary mechanism. That mechanism isnt you at all. Identify yourself with your soul  I am my soul; I am not its material shadow. You will soon know you are telling the truth, because truth proves itself. One step at a time, you will learn to trust your spiritual vision.

But, Nancy, surely there was nothing spiritual about that glimpse of Bulah Singh? It was cruel  guilty  afraid, hanging on to Andrew. It was worse than reality.

It was only spiritual in the sense that it wasnt confined to the normal three dimensions. It was Bulah Singhs own secret thought of himself, hidden behind the false face that he presents to the world. Your eyes didnt see it. But you saw it. What did you do about it?

I dont see what you mean. What could I do? I did nothing.

Your timid consciousness was looking at his predatory thought. Both on the same plane, to use a phrase that doesnt mean much. That is more or less what happens when strangers meet and suddenly become friends or enemies. Without realizing it, they get a glimpse of each others consciousness. People who are good choosers of subordinates unconsciously possess that faculty. Some of them consciously possess it. It explains most cases of love or enmity at first sight. Being far more clairvoyant than you realize, and almost wholly untrained, you had a glimpse of Bulah Singhs thought. You half interpreted a danger, and recoiled. You were like an ostrich. You stuck your vision back into the nice safe sand of the Desert of Dont Believe and hoped you wouldnt get your tail feathers pulled. What good does it do you to have seen the danger?

Elsa laughed. Yes, youre quite right. Thats what I did do.

You recoiled. You refused to look. What good was it?

Well, I suppose at least Im warned against Bulah Singh. What should I have done?

Not what you did, my dear. We have to learn to be practical. Unapplied theory is the same as faith without works. It is worse than dead. It is a decomposing spiritual poison. If you were alone in a room with Bulah Singh, could you defend yourself against him from a physical attack?

No. Hes muscular. Im sure I couldnt.

What would you do?

Yell for help and try to escape.

Good. Bear that answer in mind. We will return to it presently. Physically, you admit he is too strong. Your muscles against his muscles would be useless. Do you believe your thought can defend itself against Bulah Singhs thought any better than your person could defend itself against his person?

Oh, now youre talking about mind over matter?

No. Thought against thought. Thoughts cant run away from each other. Are you naive enough to suppose that your peace-pursuing thought can defeat Bulah Singhs predatory will by merely looking at it and being horrified?

Do you mean  I dont quite  say that again.

No. Try another illustration. Can a Jew in Germany defend himself from outrage by knowing and fearing the greedy mendacious malice of the Nazis motives?

No. I suppose not. No, of course not. It must feel to a Jew something like an inundation to the Chinese when the dikes break on the Yellow River  helpless  nothing they can do about it  nothing. Ive been reading about the German Jews in some books Andrew lent me. Ive been wondering what the Jews could do about it. I cant imagine. I can only feel sorry for them.  But what did you mean about thoughts cant run away from each other?

Well. Can you imagine it? The Jews cant run away from the Nazi persecution. They are trapped. They cant get passports. The Chinese cant escape the inundation. They have no transportation, and nowhere to go. Even more so, twice three cant run away from six times one. Six wins and the other figures lose their independence. It is simply useless to deny it.

Nancy, what awful pessimism!

That is realism, not pessimism. Thought is much more powerful than any other force in nature. But thought cant escape, first from words and symbols, and then from physical expression. It creates them. It builds pictures in the thinkers mind  patterns that guide the person that obeys the impulse. There is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed. Thoughts find expression in deeds, sooner or later, without any exception.

Arent any thoughts secret?

None  not in the long run.

I can very seldom read yours, or Andrews, or Mu-ni Gam-pos. Just now I seem to know what you are going to say before you say it, but

Cover, conceal, delay the transmutation of thought into act, and you merely increase the potential violence. Unless you know how to transmute that violence, then what? Oppose thought against thought and what possibly can happen but collision?

Ive never thought of it, said Elsa.

Think of it now. Oppose a pacifists motorcar to an invading armored train. What happens?

Someone buries the pacifist.

Very well. Oppose a recitation of the Sermon on the Mount against an air raid on Barcelona. What do you get?

Massacre! said Elsa. Women and babies blown to bits  airmen getting good salaries  plenty of people remarking that the Sermon on the Mount is a damned lie. Who should blame them? I dont think theyre blasphemous. They pray to God for mercy, and the answer is bombs  butchery.

Arent you taking it too much for granted that they did pray? Nancy answered. They did not pray. That was the trouble. From the beginning of the world until now, no genuine prayer ever went unanswered, instantly! Or was ever answered without humor, beauty and loving-kindness, that blessed and cursed not! Prayer doesnt consist in opposing thought against thought, creed against creed, self-righteousness against self-righteousness  bogey against bogey  fear of defeat against lust for victory. If you oppose your thought against Bulah Singhs, what are you likely to get?

Defeat, I suppose, said Elsa. I never did want to fight anyone. I want to be let alone. Im sure I havent enough hatred in my system  at least, I hope I havent  to be able to out-hate a Sikh hypnotist! It looks as if were up against that gruesome law of the survival of the fittest

Fittest for what? Nancy retorted. What do you wish to be fit for? Pork or poetry? Destruction or creation? Degradation or evolution?

I would like to know what good talking about evolution and religion does for the victims of bombs and blackmailers!

There is no need to be a victim. Remember the Ninety-first Psalm: A thousand shall fall at thy side, and ten thousand at thy right hand, but it shall not come nigh thee.

But, Nancy, thats horribly selfish! I would rather be a victim of almost anything, than be some kind of special person who felt superior and

Gently, child, gently! You are not being asked to be a special person. But dont you want to help? Can the dead stop the massacre?

No, of course they cant.

Can selfishness stop it?

Perhaps enlightened selfishness might lead to

To a jack-o-lanterns quicksand! The way to enlighten selfishness is to realize that only believers in the illusion of personal self can possibly be selfish. They cant avoid it. But the selfish soul doesnt exist. It would be a contradiction in terms.

Well, suppose thats true. How can one help? By talking? Theyd call it propaganda. Talk never stopped people from hating each other. It makes them hate each other all the worse.

Nancy laughed. Well, I am talking to you! Are we hating each other? My dear, a victim, no matter of what  even a victim of his own generosity or his own greed  is someone who opposed some form of violence, either with lesser violence or with the wrong strategy: One is as useless as the other. Wars are good illustrations of that. The very best that can be said of any war is that it is bravery wasted.

Then do you teach passive resistance? Non-resistance?

No. Far from it. I teach vigorous assault on cause, and let the symptoms take the consequences. I dont look for peace where there is none.

Nancy, youre too fond of paradox. I wish youd say what you mean in plain words.

Very well. Listen.

I am listening.

There are three states of consciousness.

Elsa glanced at the shelf beside her. But Freud says

Forget Freud for the moment. Some of those books are there to remind me to forget what is in them. Freud, Jung, Adler and scores of others have made brilliant discoveries of what happens to people who base their outlook on what appears to them to be the reality of personal material existence. They have discovered some of the mechanics of the illusion. They try to patch up and strengthen the illusion. We propose to weaken it, by letting go of it. Then evolution takes care of us. I will give you the key to the secret of evolution. Lobsang Pun taught it to me.

You mean this is secret?

It is a key to the secret.

Why is it secret?

Because people who are too convinced of the reality of what is known as sensual perception, and who think that intellect and intelligence are the same thing, cant possibly understand it until disaster takes the conceit out of them and they begin to be humble and humorous and a little bit wise,

Very well. I will try to be humble. What is the secret? Surely whoever knows it should tell it.

I said it is a key to the secret. There are several other keys, but this is the simplest. The secret reveals itself when you use the key. For all practical purposes there are three states of consciousness.

I do hope youre not going to use a lot of confusing terms that mean something different to whoever uses them.

No. Plain words. From, at, and toward.  If you prefer it, call them subconsciousness, consciousness, and superconsciousness.

That sounds too simple, said Elsa.

It is. Much too simple for the brain-believers. It amounts to an insult to what pride calls intellect. It doesnt take much intellect to perceive that a bomb kills; a lie hurts; an empty purse cant buy; hunger isnt satisfying; a cold doorstep isnt a warm home. Even demagogues and other lunatics can elaborate that picture and make it worse. But it does require real intelligence to see and to use the beautifully, humorously simple remedy.

What do you call intelligence? Elsa asked.

I call for it, said Nancy. I dont have to define what it is. I let it define me. I demand it  from superconsciousness. True intelligence is an inseparable dimension of superconsciousness  instantly ready, available to everyone who asks.

Can you make that clearer?

Yes. Wake up and know! Subconsciousness is the storehouse of the mass illusion. Let Freud have it. It is the mist mentioned in the first chapter of Genesis  the common memory pool  the pool of the Narcissus myth. It contains every detail of all the past history of all the people who ever lived in the world. All that they have ever imagined, believed and done. It is continually being added to, every minute. It holds all the false answers to all the false questions. It is a logical, merciless law unto itself, as full of fear as a sea is full of water. Jesus called it the lie and the father of lies. The Hindus call it maya. Plunge into it  stay in it  and there you are. Drown in the disgusting ocean of illusion. Its useless to ask mercy of that stuff or to ask it to cure its own corruption. Subconsciousness is the source of instinct, behaviorism, habit. And that includes the habit of death  a very bad habit, but there it is. We must evolve out of it, upward.

Into superconsciousness?

Yes. Superconsciousness is life. The rest is shadow. There is no illusion, and nothing false, in superconsciousness. Intelligence, affluence, humor, spontaneity, beauty and selfless love are inseparable dimensions of superconsciousness. It is the source of genius and perpetual newness. Soul- consciousness  that is to say acceptance of the truth that now, not tomorrow but now, we are our souls  opens the door of superconsciousness. From the moment when we accept the truth that we are living souls, not dying persons, we begin to evolve spiritually. Then, if we demand more, and more, we become masters, not victims. The illusion of selfishness gradually dies. Love replaces it. Its so simple that in the beginning we cant keep it in consciousness for more than seconds at a time. But those are precious seconds. They increase and expand, as we enjoy them and learn to depend on them. We become more and more soul-conscious, less and less stupid. Our consciousness becomes a lens through which reality pours into the world. That is the meaning of Jesus promise:the works that I do shall he do also; and greater works than these.

Then you really believe what it says in the Bible? We can raise the dead, and

Nancy laughed. Gently, child, gently! Let us raise the living first. Reform ourselves, and then see what happens. Therell be another world war and a relapse into barbarism, unless thinking stops it. So let us think. Remember Shakespeares line: There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so. It all takes place in consciousness. So lets change our own first. We can let our consciousness drift downward, or raise it upward by an effort of will. But it has to be good will.

You talk of sub- and super-, but what is plain consciousness? You havent defined that.

I wish you understood mathematics. But never mind. Remember from, at, and toward. Subconsciousness is from. Superconsciousness is toward. Consciousness is at: the relatively real point at which you are at any given moment, varying as you sink into the subconscious illusion  or rise toward superconscious reality. Is that clear?

Elsa curled up in the armchair, staring at Nancy, wondering why she had never noticed before that Nancy looked like a lama. She had seen more than one lama with similar facial expression. True, most Buddhist lamas, excepting Lobsang Pun and Mu-ni Gam-po, had seemed to her no better  perhaps worse, and more self-righteous than the vicar at home, if that were possible. Whereas Nancy  

It seems clear when you say it, she answered. But

Think now of your mental picture of Bulah Singh.

I saw his thought. Yes. What should I have done about it?

You yourself gave the correct answer when we spoke of your being alone in a room with him. You should have yelled for help and escaped! That is exactly what I did, when I suddenly knew that shot was coming through the window.

Nancy, you old prevaricator! You never made a sound! I screamed, when Andrew nearly pushed me into the fire. Im ashamed of it. But you didnt. You sat still in your chair.

My dear, I yelled. It was so sudden that I hadnt time to do anything else.

Nancy, are you dreaming?

I was dreaming, at that moment. I was actually thinking of the children, all tucked away in the dormitories, wondering what they were dreaming about. I awoke with a clear picture of the danger  and yelled for help.

None of us heard you.

I didnt yell to any of you, Nancy answered. I cried with all my conscious might for help from superconsciousness. It never fails. It cant fail. Remember Isaiah: But it shall come to pass that before they call, I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will hear. I and my soul were one, that moment, and I knew it. And you know what happened. Thou shaft not be afraid for the terror by night, nor for the arrow that flieth by day. Answer: was anyone hit?

Poor Old Ugly-faces photograph  oh, I beg your pardon, Nancy. I mean

I usually call him that, said Nancy.

To his face?

No. Of course not. But he prefers to bethought of as Old Ugly-face. That lets in some humor. It avoids the very human tendency almost to deify ones spiritual teacher. Solemnity is only a humbug substitute for love and reverence.

Nancy! Tell me! Had that shooting of the photograph anything to do with

Nancy laughed. She shook her head. Elsa, I dont know. I could believe it. The lower consciousness is as full of tricks as a stage magician. But guessing isnt believing, and believing isnt knowing. I havent told you anything tonight that I dont know of my own experience.

You seem confident.

Yes. So confident that Nancy almost chanted St. Pauls declaration of faithneither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature could persuade me to the contrary.

Those are grand words, said Elsa, but they didnt save St. Paul from being shamefully executed by the Romans.

Do you suppose he suffered for being right, or for having done wrong? Nancy retorted. It isnt often wise to argue from the consequences of other peoples mistakes. Its more useful to remember the work they did well  spectacularly well! St. Pauls work has survived the Roman Empire. Is it dead yet? Far from it! Perhaps St. Paul hadnt quite learned how to forgive himself for previous mistakes. He may have felt glad to settle his own karmic account for having himself been a bigoted and cruel persecutor before he woke up and became a saint. St. Paul himself said: there is none righteous, no, not one. He was a brave little Jew, pressing, as he described it, toward the mark for the high calling ... not as though I had already attained, either were already perfect.

Then what you teach doesnt pretend to change the consequences of

It pretends nothing, Elsa. It is the illusion of materiality that pretends, and makes false promises, and glitters with false causes and their consequences. Truth is the only creator of anything real. Truth never begets ill results, and never lets you down. Never! Truth doesnt rob Peter to pay Paul. It doesnt have to. It couldnt. Acceptance of truth into consciousness is spiritual evolution; it drives out the legion of lies. Falsehood and false consequences vanish, like darkness before daylight, no matter how deeply they are rooted in human thought. But its a process. It takes time, because we are so full of conceit. However, if we are going forward, we are not going backward. The thing is, to be up, and awake, and on our way.

Elsa leaned forward. Tell me. Will it  if I try to follow your advice  will it bring some real love into Toms life?

Oh, excellent! said Nancy. Full marks!

Why? What do you mean? What have I said?

Think it over. Theres another question at the back of your mind. What is it?

Andrew. How can I repay Andrew for all his utterly unselfish kindness?

Are you sure it was unselfish?

Yes. Im almost sure he secretly detests the very ground I stand on. Why shouldnt he? Ive been nothing but a nuisance. But there isnt one thing that he could possibly have done, to make things easier for me, that he has left undone. Isnt that unselfish?

Well then, why try to repay him? How could you? Its only selfishness that accepts repayment. Im not talking about borrowed money, or the give and take of commerce. But can you repay the sun for its warmth? No! Pass it along. Reflect it. Be kind to others.

Nancy, wouldnt it be in line with your ideas if I could somehow help Andrew to unburden himself of his secret? I know he has one. It makes him wretched. It is eating his heart out. He keeps it hidden beneath a dark gray cloud that I cant ever see through. Sometimes the cloud is the color of dry blood. But its usually dark gray. Do you suppose I could help him?

You might mind your own business, Nancy suggested. That always helps.

But you said just now  I mean  dont you help people?

When they ask for it  with all I have!  to the limit. She laughed. But there is no limit! The way to help people in the dark when they ask for it is to demand light on ones own darkness  the light of true intelligence. But bad spiritual manners are worse than a common cads. There is nothing likelier to make people resentful and vindictive than to squirt them with light like a fire hose. You may believe thats light, but it isnt; its conceited bigotry. Its worse than prodding a tiger. Do you want to deal with a tiger?

I wish to God I could help Andrew.

Has he asked for it?

No.

Then wait. And meanwhile, mind your own business. I have suggested what that is. If you genuinely trust your vision, and distrust your senses, your vision will improve, and your senses will become subordinate instead of enslaving you as they do all of us when we let them. You will discover that your higher vision not only illumines your own consciousness but also acts like a beacon that enables others to find their own way.

Nancy, I dont like it. It seems tome self-righteous, and top-lofty, and

My dear, cant you be generous enough to accept Andrews generosity? Must you bask in self-approval? Or is it applause that you cant do without?

Indeed I dont want applause. But I would love to help Andrew. I want to reverse things just for once, and be some good to him instead of being beholden to him for almost everything. Nancy, I even owe my life to him.

You dont like having the conceited meekness pricked like a bubble, and humility put in its place?

I said, Im trying to be humble. Really, Im trying.

Humility, my dear, is no respecter of persons, especially of our own persons. Humility doesnt even pretend to know the answer to other peoples problems. Humility demands wisdom, from the only source whence wisdom comes. And humility receives it. Always. Conceit never does. Subconsciousness is an incorrigible liar, without humility. But humility imposes self-discipline. That creates self-respect, which reveals the difference between our false, lower habit-nature and our true Being  our soul-consciousness. That in turn creates reliance on soul-consciousness. We begin to have dignity  to know what dignity is. Enjoy that  I said, enjoy it  and then Soul, which is You  will employ your person so wisely that you will betray no one, and harm no one, and no prayer will go unanswered; it will be fully answered, with more and better than you asked, because you will discover how to pray, and how to become unselfish.

Lewis knocked on the door. He came in, startling, preoccupied, carrying something. May I turn on the light? he demanded. His voice was on the dead- level professional note. Without waiting for an answer he switched on the light and came forward to the fireside. In his left hand was a muddy Mauser pistol. He began to wipe it with his handkerchief, holding it to the overhead light.

One, three, two, three, eight, three, he remarked. Nancy, well need to do some thinking. This is one of those hard facts that  but wait a moment while I check it.

He laid the pistol on the mantelshelf and consulted the small memorandum book from his vest pocket.

Yes, he said, returning the book to his pocket, that is the number of Andrew Cunnings pistol that was registered last autumn when he crossed the border on his way southward.

There was silence for a moment. Elsa turned deathly white. The cat jumped to the floor and began licking itself, stopped doing it, and crept under Nancys chair.

Its a fortunate thing, said Lewis, that my man found this pistol. One of Bulah Singhs spies is searching for it now in the shrubbery. Bulah Singh planned this. But

Nancy and Elsa asked the same question, simultaneously: Where was the pistol?

In the mud under the window. Whoever fired it, dropped it there and ran. No fingerprints; he trod it into the mud to make sure of that.

Elsa spoke in a strained voice. May I see it?

Lewis passed it to her.

Yes, she said, it is Andrews. Thats his mark on the butt. It must have been stolen from him.

Unfortunately, Lewis answered, Gunning told me, in the hall before he left, that this pistol was in his overcoat pocket.

Then he must have thought it was, said Elsa. She handed the pistol back.

Lewis corrected her sharply: Pardon me. He must have known it wasnt in the pocket the moment he picked up his overcoat. The pistol is heavy and bulky. He would have missed it at once. He must have known it wasnt there.

Nancy spoke quietly: Morgan, you are so tired that circumstantial evidence begins to look to you like proof.

Very well, he answered. What do you make of it? The deadly circumstance is, that Gunning knew that pistol wasnt in his overcoat. He lied. Why?

If he did lie, it would be the first time since I have known him, said Elsa. Besides, why should he lie to you?

Lewis stared at her. Andrew spent an hour alone this evening with Bulah Singh, he answered.

Elsa stood up. She looked very small confronting Lewis, but not afraid, although her face was ghost-white. Her scandalized eyes defied him. She spoke deliberately, like a witness in court:

Dr. Lewis, if you are suggesting that Andrew has been hypnotized by Bulah Singh, you are mistaken.

How do you know? Clairvoyance?

Yes! I know what happened!

Gently, gently! said Nancy. Betray no one. Harm no one.

Elsa turned on her: Am I to be silent when my friend is accused of lying  and I know what happened? I maynt help him, maynt I? If that is what your teaching amounts to, then I dont believe in it. Am I to protect a criminal, and let Andrew be

Lewis took Elsas hand. We are all tired, he said. You more than any of us. Sit down.

She obeyed, too angry to speak back.

There is this, said Lewis, after a moments pause. Gunnings man Bompo Tsering might have sneaked the pistol from the overcoat pocket. He could have put something else in its place, to make Gunning believe the pistol was still there.

Elsa objected: He couldnt have! Bompo Tsering couldnt have! He didnt come into the house until Andrew brought him in, after the shot was fired.

True, said Lewis. Yes, I forgot that. And then again, why should Bompo Tsering want to shoot you?

Oh, I dont know! I dont know! Elsa buried her face in her hands. Bompo Tsering didnt fire the shot! I know he didnt.

Someone did, said Lewis. If the pistol was used without Gunnings knowledge or connivance, who stole it from him, and how, and when?

Nancy answered him: Treason has a way of betraying itself. Quiet, both of you. Listen.

There was silence for a few seconds, then a knock at the door.

Nancy raised her voice: Come in.

The Lepcha servant entered, quietly closing the door behind him. His eyes were wide open, but he seemed drugged, or asleep, or in a trance. His turban was awry, but he was otherwise presentable.

Remember, said Nancy, in a low voice. No one was hurt. We have the pistol. No one can use it to blackmail Andrew or anyone else. There is no need for cruelty.

No. Nor for credulity, said Lewis. He isnt sleepwalking.

The Lepcha came slowly forward, looking neither to the right nor the left. He knelt and put the last two pine knots on the fire. Then he turned toward Nancy and sat at her feet, cross-legged. No one spoke for at least a minute, until Nancy asked quietly.

Why didnt you stay in bed, Tashgyl?

Too much bad spirit, memsahib.

Bad dreams?

No, memsahib. Not dream. No sleep. Spirit.

Falling back into your old superstitions, are you? Which spirit was it this time? The thief spirit?

Yes, memsahib.

Have you been obeying the thief spirit?

He nodded. Nancy signed to Lewis to bring the pistol nearer. Did you take anything out of Gunning sahibs overcoat pocket?

The Lepcha nodded.

Did you put something else in its place?

He nodded again, as if he didnt remember until he was asked.

Is that what the thief spirit told you to do?

Yes, memsahib.

What did you do with what you took from Gunning sahibs overcoat?

He seemed unable to remember. He looked blank. Nancy signed to Lewis to show him the pistol.

Is this it?

He suddenly remembered  nodded  looked relieved.

Well, you see, the thief spirit has been outwitted. He has gone away now  gone forever. He wont come back. So you neednt worry about it any longer, Tashgyl, need you? No harm was done. The thief spirit will never again give you secret orders. So go back to your room, and this time go to sleep. I will talk to you in the morning. Good night.

Good night, memsahib.

He got up and left the room. There was silence again, except for the ticking clock on the mantelpiece.

Well, Ill be damned, Lewis said suddenly. Nancy, youre a witch- finder! So thats how Bulah Singh works it! Of course, as a policeman, he knows more than most people do about Lepcha superstition. Thief spirit, eh?

This helps, said Nancy, to explain what we have discussed several times. All thieves, without exception, no matter what their race or education or religion, and no matter what they pretend to believe or disbelieve, subconsciously worship a thief spirit that commands them and sometimes protects them. It creeps into consciousness under all sorts of disguises, but it is always the same old tempter  the old prehistoric tribal bogeyman. Until it is recognized for what it is, theres no cure. Any criminal hypnotist can take advantage of it, although when he does it, the hypnotist is himself obeying the old bogey. However, now I think I can cure Tashgyl.

Bulah Singh mustnt be left at large any longer, said Lewis. God knows whether we can make a criminal indictment stick. But its high time to jump him. Ill have it done, before he He hid a yawn behind his hand.

Nancy stood up. Go to bed, Morgan. You are tired out. Let us all go to bed.

Good idea. My man is watching the house. Leave the light on in the hall. Ill put the fire out. Good night, both of you. See you in the morning.

Elsa was sitting with her face between her hands, but she got up after a moment and followed Nancy to the door. Outside in the hall she took the older womans arm.

Nancy, I was so rude to you that I cant think what came over me. I wasnt even telling the truth when I said I didnt believe. I do believe. I want to know. I will know. I promise

No, no! No promises! said Nancy. They are so easy to make. But keeping such promises is the most difficult thing in the world. And breaking them is worse than heartbreak. Much worse. So dont promise. Just do. And when you fail, just try again. We made a good beginning tonight. We were fortunate to have such a simple example. I hope you enjoyed it. I did. And thank you so much for protecting me from Morgan Lewiss questions.


CHAPTER 21

Rain. Rain. Rain. The mechanical miracle that no one gags at nowadays: gas-driven wheels. Thirty miles an hour, where, less than a generation ago, three were unthinkable. Lewis was right: no questions were asked. Andrew was right too: no names were mentioned. In three days, Andrews car, loaded above window level, traversed the fantastic length of Sikkim without challenge, but with intervals for rain, and rest, and business. Rain is a dimension of Sikkim: length, breadth, scenery and rain: a hundred and forty inches a year against the mountain sides, and much more in the jungle, where Nature is still profligately building and destroying the foundations of a cosmos yet to come.

It would have been easy to misinterpret the appearance of right of way. The more real that seems, the more illusory it usually is. The important thing was to take discreet advantage of the unofficial, unspoken laissez passer, that could be withdrawn, as easily as given, for the slightest break of the unwritten law that governs the use of privilege. Exceptions that prove rules must be exceptionally well self-governed; or exception ceases.

There are no absolute secrets. No animal can thread a jungle unsuspected, unseen, unsmelt, unheard. It is always some jungle dwellers business to know. Safety depends on which animal knows, and has he a motive for more than curiosity? It is the same with humans, in the jungle of evolving purposes. No Bhutia, Nepalese mountain farmer or valley Lepcha, and above all no white man could follow the roads of Sikkim and escape detection. Liberty of movement depends on who knows, what he thinks about it, has he a motive for meddlesomeness?  suspicion?  enmity?  or for the silence that is good wills greatest means to aid each others ends? No car could cross the almost countless Sikkim bridges unreported to the police.

There is a Rajah, who isnt careless of his throne. He has a government, whose first law is self-preservation. There are telephone wires that stand up well in the war against termites, floods and jungle growth. Obstruction is as easy as twice two. Someone, anyone, shakes his official head, and into the net goes the suspect, to answer questions and to be delayed pending further enquiries.

But someone, in the hush-hush code that baffles censors, had whispered mind your own business. So Andrews bulkily loaded, ill-painted car, with its oddly assorted occupants, and its old engine and new tires in unostentatiously good condition, passed unchallenged to the northwest corner of a land where suspicion is law, and the law looks southward to prevent all trespass into Tibet.

He knew the road, having traveled it from the opposite direction; once is enough, for a man who naturally notices. The switchback miles fell headlong into steaming valleys, where swollen rivers root amid pathless jungle. So many huge butterflies impaled themselves against the radiator that the man from Koko Nor had to get out and scrape them off before the car could begin climbing. Then the laboring engine conquered incredible grades, up past myriads of rhododendrons, pine, oak, up beyond the tree line over wind-swept summits. Then again down  and again upward  endlessly repeated, and yet no mile like another. Andrew avoided the obvious gossip traps, where people gather to mind other peoples business. He had caches of cans of petrol and oil waiting for him, planted where Bompo Tsering had been told to plant them, now and then in a lonely Bhutias store, sometimes in the house of a friendly minor official, but always unfailingly ready.

The secret of that, like all good secrets, was simple. It is so easy to learn that complicated people cant be bothered with it. Andrew knew how to leave friends behind him, who would do friendly things without looking so secretive that suspicion invents itself. He had disciplined his quick ability to spot what strangers usually hide  their self-respect. You cant patronize that stuff. It is the opposite of the homage that men have to pay to avarice, malice and fear in its other unsocial shapes. There is always a discoverable virtue, even beneath fawning insincerity. People like being found out, when it doesnt strip them naked to the mockery of neighbors. Genuine self-respect is as shy as a girl, as grateful as a girl for recognition. But coaxing it forth is a trick; and so is its corollary of tactful, inexpensive gifts that cant be duplicated or too soon forgotten. Andrew had even remembered a Bhutia storekeepers envious glance at his loose-leaf notebook, and had brought him a duplicate  cost fifty cents  worth five hours talk and fifty dollars more than that much money.

There are no hotels on that route. He avoided dak bungalows because of the risk of meeting travelers whose own secrets wouldnt bear investigation. All such people are anonymous informers; they create suspicion as a smoke- screen for their own improprieties.

The first night out he made for a monastery perched on a crag of the Singalila Range that hides Nepal from Sikkim. From a distance it looked like a mud-wasps nest. In the brief twilight, as the car climbed the winding trail toward it, the buildings began to look like a Maxfield Parrish painting. They suggested contemplative calm and holiness. But that was as superficial as the sunset light reflected on the roof. The place was no more deeply peaceful than creation itself. It was a hive of envies sicklied over with insincerity, like a Western office building, only much less candidly barbarous, and much more subtle. And of course, equally as in the West, there was virtue hidden there. However, Andrew was too occupied, by the rough track and the sharp turns, to give much actual thought to the place and its occupants. They were a remembered dream. The monasterys rulers face was like a ghosts that awaited him, high on the ledge  grim, gray, like the ghost in Hamlet, loaded with a melancholy anger against sin. Not a genial host. Ones heart didnt leap to the meeting again.

The car had to be left at the foot of the cliff. As a precaution against pilfering Andrew parked it close to a ruinous stupa that contained ashes of a bygone hermit famous for saintliness.

Sikkimese thieves are as bad as Tibetans, but I guess they wont steal from this place, he remarked.

Bompo Tsering agreed promptly. Hot damn, no! They maybe by-um-by too much wanting leaving plunder belonging them where by-um-by come finding it again.

But as an additional precaution Bompo Tsering decorated the car with strips of prayer rag. He had a bagful, expensively blessed by a Bon magician.

It was likely to be cold in the monastery. Andrews heavy blankets had been sent forward long ago, to await him at the real starting point; so before locking the car door he took out his overcoat  shook it  felt in the pocket. He discovered then that his Mauser was missing. In its place was a piece of pine root. It was shaped enough like a Mauser pistol to leave no doubt about premeditation on the part of someone who had stolen the pistol and left that in its stead. He checked the natural impulse to raise hell about it there and then. Making sure he was unobserved, he put the thing back into the overcoat pocket. Then without turning his head, he studied Bompo Tsering and the man from Koko Nor.

Bompo Tsering looked actually, not studiously, innocent. He was muttering mantras to impregnate the blessed rags with more protective magic as he tied them to radiator cap, door handles, and all the other projections. The man from Koko Nor was busying himself with Andrews bedding roll and a bundle roped in wrapping paper that he had been told to carry; he was trying out various ways of adjusting the loads on his shoulders. There was no exchange of glances between the two Tibetans  no noticeable effort to appear unconscious of the overcoat on Andrews arm.

Something had to be done. But the dilemma was awkward. If he should let them know he had discovered the theft, they would both be on guard against him. If not guilty, they would resent suspicion. If guilty, they would try to shield themselves with more treachery, there being nothing in the world more faithless than a fool on the defensive. But if he should postpone discovery too long, whether guilty or not they would consider him careless. Leaders of expeditions cant afford to be considered careless by the men on whose obedience success depends. Besides: he must not overlook an opportunity to put an end, once and for all, to any thought in those Tibetans minds that murder was a profitable, undiscoverable means of changing plans and defeating purposes. In plain words: discipline.

The sickening thought suggested itself, and refused to be mocked down by skeptical logic, that his own pistol might have been used to fire that shot through the window at Elsa. It was a registered pistol: ownership was indisputable. If found near Nancy Strongs house, it would give Bulah Singh an almost perfect leverage for blackmail. He recalled the Sikhs threat: Do as I tell you, or take the consequences.

In plain words: obey me, or be tipped off to the Tibetan Government by wire to Gyangtse or Lhasa. That would mean being ignominiously turned back, to face interrogation that inevitably would expose Lewiss connivance in an officially forbidden expedition. And that might mean the end of Lewis as Number One on the northeast border. Number Ones cant afford to be found out. They must bury their own mistakes or else be sacked like useless spies. The worst possible mistake is publicity. Bulah Singh could make it a police court case. It might be a particularly cunning move in Bulah Singhs intrigue against Lewis.

So Andrew hesitated. For a second he even considered turning back to confer with Lewis. But he dismissed that thought. The momentum of a well- planned move was safer to depend on than retreat. There was no need to burn bridges behind him, yet. But there would be no sense in not crossing bridges before they could be closed against him. He decided to carry on.

From the ledge, hundreds of feet higher up, a monastery radong mooed like a lonely cow. It meant that the monks had seen the car. The long radong, resting on one monks shoulder and blown by another, was serving the twofold purpose of announcing hospitable welcome and preventing devils from accepting the invitation. Delay at the foot of the cliff might be interpreted as devilish dread of the Higher Righteousness. The good impression, studiously built up on the south-bound journey, when he was racing against time to get Elsa into competent medical hands, would be all undone. It wasnt the right moment for a show-down with Bompo Tsering and the man from Koko Nor.

Lets go!

The Tibetans liked that phrase. They had grown used to it. It was like the bell to a bus horse.

Hot damn! said Bompo Tsering. He grinned. He offered to carry Andrews overcoat.

That suggested a chance to discover guilt or not-guilt without revealing suspicion. If Bompo Tsering knew about the substitution of the pine root for the pistol, he probably would take the opportunity to grope in the pocket and drop the pine root from the cliff, on the way up. That would destroy the circumstantial evidence. No matter. Knowledge was what Andrew needed. Nothing was further from his thought than to prosecute Bompo Tsering, or even to get rid of him. He needed the man. But he needed him respectfully aware of the importance of being loyal. It was his job to inspire that loyalty. So he let him carry the overcoat.

It turned out to be a missed guess: a minor mistake. Bompo Tserings manner revealed his motive at once. By swaggering with that good overcoat hung carelessly over his shoulder he hoped to impress the monks. Doubtless, in his winterlong activity as Andrews undercover agent, he had boasted of being almost Andrews chief, not chief of staff. Now he foresaw humiliation. That overcoat suggested how to save face. He would have led the way, if Andrew had permitted. But Andrew went ahead up the difficult, winding footpath. He gave Bompo Tsering all the opportunity he needed to get rid of the pine root; and at the same time no chance to get first word at the monastery gate, where he might otherwise have developed his self-importance. The man from Koko Nor was too afraid of monastery magic, and too occupied with his loads, to do anything but grunt his way uphill, too far behind to be nagged by Bompo Tsering.

It was pitch dark when they reached the summit. The rain clouds had rolled away; the stars were shining. They stood breathless on the edge of a dark precipice, in front of a featureless doorway in a plastered freestone wall. The two monks who greeted Andrew pointed to the new moon that hung like a flake of silver on purple. They smiled like Chinese ivory statues and said something astrologically wise, but they pretended not to understand Andrews Tibetan, and they were suspiciously aloof toward Bompo Tsering and the man from Koko Nor. They led the way in, along dimly lamplit passages, upward from stair to stair, until they reached the great guest chamber. It was the same that Elsa had used on the way southward when she was carried up there, with her baby wrapped in Andrews spare shirt and his priceless the crimson flames beneath a cauldron in which an adulterous lady was being boiled in oil. A very suitable sermon in paint for the edification of guests, profane or otherwise.

The monks said something about food, bestowed their benedictions and backed out, spinning prayer wheels as a precaution against foreign devils that might have entered in Andrews company. They were monkish monks  a mere couple of mildly pious drones, too timid to sin and too lazy to think.

Andrew sent the man from Koko Nor to clean and refill the brass pitcher with water that hadnt been used a few times already. Bompo Tsering laid Andrews overcoat on the bed and made experiments with one of the bent-wood chairs; cursing the religion of the man who made it, finally he sat on the floor with his head on the seat, remarking that a pelings hams must be different from other peoples. Andrew sat on the bed discouraged by the sensation of unfinished business left behind in Darjeeling. The trail ahead seemed as calm as the pale new moon, although he knew it couldnt be. But he felt now, behind him, where he couldnt face it, a menace as dark as the ravines on which the new moon shone. It occurred to him to wonder why it did not occur to him to abandon Elsa to her own devices. It didnt. He saw that thought objectively. It belonged to someone else. It was as remote as the moon.

The monks brought food  the usual tea, in the usual urn; enormous quantities of mountain rice, half boiled, spiced and soaked in ghee; three bowls of cooked herbs; bread; goats milk cheese. Andrew ate sparingly, suspicious of the pungent, anonymous herbs that agree with Tibetans but that sometimes behave like locoweed in a white mans stomach. Bompo Tsering and the man from Koko Nor ate noisily and well, belching satisfaction and remarking that these monks must be wealthy, to provide such provender for passing guests. They licked the platters.

Presently Bompo Tsering offered to return the platters and urn to the monastery kitchen. Andrew ordered the man from Koko Nor to do it; he was likelier to come running back without exchanging gossip. So Bompo Tsering sat still, watching Andrew writing with his fore-finger in the smoke on the wall beside the bed. He took the bait before long.

Pelings magic he suggested, in a fruity sarcastic tone.

Yes.

Andrew had actually scrawled a brief message to Elsa: Hurry forward. Dont let them delay you. But Bompo Tserings question gave him an idea. Scowling, he made mysterious passes with his right hand  inscribed his initials in the soot  made a punctuation mark  then turned and studied Bompo Tserings face until the scrutiny and the silence were too much for the Tibetan. He had to speak:

My thinking maybe by-um-by our needing too much more magic. This place being too much making my afraid.

This is hot damn magic, said Andrew. It makes the truth talk.

Bompo Tsering produced his rosary. He always boasted that its beads were carved from the toe bones of holy hermits from Mt. Kailas, and that they were strung on a saints sinew. He even knew the name of the blessed saint. Nevertheless, the rosary had been made in Birmingham.

The man from Koko Nor returned breathless, looking scared out of his wits. He sat down by himself in a corner, with his hands on his thighs. He appeared to be praying. Bompo Tsering flicked his beads and muttered mantras, shuddering when the night wind howled under the eaves and the draught made the little lamps flicker amid leaping shadows.

Andrew, wondering how long to let that mood ferment, framed the questions he would presently ask. He lighted his pipe. But he thumbed it out almost instantly, when someone knocked on the door.


CHAPTER 22

Bompo Tsering and the man from Koko Nor knelt, suddenly, in a hurry. They laid their foreheads and the palms of their hands on the floor. The Lama Gombaria Rinpoche entered. They remained in that position until he left the room, ten minutes later. The Lama was accompanied by two black-robed subordinates, who looked like homosexuals  ivory smooth  too lushly conscious of a lechery disguised as love that passeth understanding. One was the interpreter. The other carried his masters official chair; he set it against the wall facing the brass bed. They stood thumbing their beads, one on each side of the grim Abbot, who was graciously pleased to be seated after Andrew had bowed and received the three-fold-gracious-blessing-bestowing-change-of-heart-toward- righteousness.

He signed to Andrew  an imperious, ungracious, condescending nod. Andrew sat down on the bed, with the soot-smothered painting of hell on the wall behind him. There began to be an otherworld sensation, heightened by the picturesqueness of the black-robed representatives of Secrecy, Serenity and Sacred Law.

Andrew was well aware that the Lama Gombaria knew scholarly English. But he also had reason to know that His Reverence was much too diplomatic to admit it. He kept many another, more esoteric vehicle for thought equally well guarded behind sanctimonious mistrust of plain appearances of any kind whatever. He had a sour, sardonic look that matched his reputation for severity and fasting, and for spending days on end in meditation without perceptibly breathing or moving an eyelid. Many high lamas cultivate that habit for the sake of the easy authority it gives them over marveling monks. But this man had the air of a disciplinarian who needed no such subterfuge to sweeten rule that he could enforce by strength of will. He was reputed, too, to be a clairvoyant of such astonishing power that he could see through any mans thought to its naked motive; it was said to be useless to tell him lies. And he was famed as a magician who could leave his body at will and travel vast distances, returning with intimate knowledge of things, events and men. Another, less exaggerated rumor, credited and slyly broadcast by the modern-minded newly literate iconoclasts who swarm the world, mocked him for a bigoted old humbug; accused him of being deeply involved in treason against human liberties; classed trim as a black reactionary, a Fascist, a Nazi, a Communist, an anarchist. He was probably all of those things, in some degree, by turns, but nothing longer than his inward humor pleased.

He looked, in his black peaked cap and robe, like a wrinkled old mummy, with bright eyes, unusually long ear lobes, and a long face with a protruding lower lip. But the chiefly remarkable thing about him, that caused Andrew to treat him with watchful politeness, was the sensation of mass. It bore no relation to his weight or his size. He was a small man, lean, emaciated. His underlings, with their backs to the shadowy wall, were taller than he and far heavier; they presented breadth and height; but in the dim, unsteady light they were as flat to the eye as daguerreotypes. The old Lama, regardless of his frailty, was mass personified, like Memnons statue on the Nile. He was as motionless. He monopolized attention in the same way, by being  as distinguished from wishing to be. That is great art. A Rodin, Beethoven, Homer can create it in marble, music, words; but some men use themselves  their own presence  as the stuff they mold into a hint of absolutes. This man did it. Andrews impulse, so strong that he was conscious of his hands and had to keep them still, was to get out his knife and begin whittling a portrait in wood.

The interpreter broke the silence: Our Holy Lama Gombaria Rinpoche graciously is pleased to know that you are well.

Thank him, said Andrew. Say Im grateful for his hospitality and glad to see him looking so well himself.

There was no pause for reference. It was like a litany.

The Holy Lama graciously enquires about the health and happiness of the lady and child who accompanied you at the time of your former visit.

The child is dead, said Andrew. He knew that the old Lama already knew that; Bompo Tsering must have told him, during the course of the winter; he undoubtedly had received the news, too, by courier from Mu-ni Gam-po. But the lady herself, he added, has benefited from His Holinesss blessing and is now quite well. She sends her respectful greetings and best wishes.

The interpreter whispered. The old Lama pretended to listen. He murmured an instruction. The interpreter resumed:

The Holy Lama orders me to tell you that there is no death of anything but bodies. So the child shall presently receive another incarnation. His Holiness bestows a blessing to ensure a happy rebirth.

Thank him, said Andrew.

Then came the hot hint. The interpreter had been primed with well premeditated speech. He exchanged glances with his grim superior and then used words precisely, as if choosing them out of a book.

His Holiness, at this time doing penance of meditation for the worlds sins, blesses your journey. But he may not at this time indulge in conversation, because spiritual meditation may not be disturbed by mundane irrelevancies. So His Holiness begs you kindly to be governed by the monastery-rule forbidding  at this time  all unnecessary discussion of matters unrelated to the Higher Law.

Oh, sure, certainly, said Andrew. Thats quite understood. I wont talk to the monks. The inference he drew was that the Lama Gombaria wanted no official knowledge of the reason for the northbound journey.

But the interpreter wished to be sure that he did understand. He added: Subject to our Holy Lamas will, our minds are filled with blessed thinking. Therefore the obligation is silence.

Thank him for the blessing on my journey, said Andrew. I will be on my way at daybreak.

To preserve your will-to-be-silent, and to protect you on your journey, His Holiness caused me to write this mantra, which he himself has blessed and bids me give to you.

The interpreter, looking as innocent as a saint in a stained glass window, produced a folded paper from an inside pocket of his robe, came forward with it and gave it to Andrew. Andrew thanked him and made haste with his own gift:

I took the liberty, he said, of noticing, when I was here last, that His Holiness showed interest in an old illustrated magazine that I had with me. That one wasnt worthy of his attention. I have brought some good ones. Theyre in that roped paper package. Shall I order my man to carry it?

A faint smile flickered on the face of the old Lama. His beady eyes watched the interpreter pick up the heavy package as if he feared he might drop it and spoil its precious contents. Twelve Esquires, twelve Sunday issues of the New York Times, twelve National Geographics, twelve Newsweeks, and twelve Fortunes had cost Andrew exactly nothing; they had been given to him by a chance American acquaintance in Darjeeling. But they were worth more than gold to a lonely Lord Abbot, who secretly knew English, secretly delighted in the mad frivolity of Western worldliness, and kept the sources of his information secret to himself. He pretended to be condescendingly astonished, as if a child had surprised him. He dourly accepted the gift, as if manners obliged him to do what virtue forbade. But his eyes were as bright as a birds. His blessing, as he and his sycophants left the room, was sonorous, and long, and loaded with praise of the blessed dew that brought the givers thought from heaven. The Lama Gombaria was one more dependable friend to the good, on whom Andrew might count for the little favors that resemble drops of oil upon the bearings of events.

The door closed almost silently. Bompo Tsering and the man from Koko Nor looked up to make sure, then got to their feet and stood gaping at Andrew. He had been allowed to be seated in the Holy Lamas presence, so he had mounted in their estimation. The effect wouldnt last long, but for the moment they were filled with awe as they watched him unfold the sheet of paper the interpreter had handed to him. There was another, smaller sheet inside it. On that was the mantra, printed beautifully with a quill pen, in English capitals:

THE CAT CAME BACK TO ELSA. NO SIG.

It was so startling and different from what he had expected that it took Andrew several seconds to realize that cat meant mouser and that mouser was pun on Mauser pistol. Someone then had found his pistol and it was now in Elsas possession. Someone  very likely Mu-ni Gam-po at the request of Lewis  must have wired to the nearest telegraph office. The message must have come a long way by runner, probably spatchcocked into a longer telegram to the Lama Gombaria. Andrew put it in his pocket, forcing a smile and looking wise for the Tibetans benefit. No magic is magic without its showman. He assumed a mysterious air. But he couldnt keep that up. He had to sit down on the bed. He was suddenly seeing things.

Bompo Tsering, bursting with awed curiosity, came nearer: That must being too much hot damn holy writing.

Andrew made an impatient commanding gesture toward the roll of blankets, but didnt speak. The skeptical part of his mind was wondering how much, or how little, or if at all, the old Lama, who had just left the room, had to do with the vision that he was seeing with the other part of his mind without in any way changing his view of the room he was in.

It was arresting. There was no shutting it out, although he tried. Nancy Strongs room in Darjeeling. The cat, on the hearth. The fire burning brightly. The electric light full on. Nancy in her armchair. Lewis. Elsa  he saw her last. They were more really present to his imagination than if they had been actually in the dim, shadowy room where he sat. They were vivid-brilliant. It couldnt be altogether a trick of memory. True, Lewiss use (he could bet it was Lewis) of the word cat to mean Mauser pistol might have suggested the fireside in Nancys living room and have brought it vividly to mind. But that couldnt account for their all behaving as they had not behaved while he was there; or for the fact that Andrew himself was not now in the picture. His chair by the hearth was empty. They were all moving. The cat was licking itself. It ran away suddenly and hid under Nancys chair. Whichever way he turned his head he saw them. He could see they were speaking, but he couldnt hear anything.

It wasnt like a dream, or a motion picture, or a lantern projection on a screen. It was more like something that crystal gazers are supposed to see when they stare and concentrate: something, but not quite, like the reflection in a good viewfinder, except that it wasnt reversed, and it was apparently life-size. Simultaneously he could see the two Tibetans and all the other objects in the room he was in. There was no physical sensation of eyestrain or fatigue. But there was a feeling almost of horror, as if he had lost control of his mind. He could see the vision with his eyes shut. It made no difference whether he kept them closed or open. He tried it several times. He saw the dim room with his eyes, and Nancys electric-lighted room, two hundred miles away, with some other faculty of perception, as if his mind was in two disconnected parts. By shutting his eyes he could shut out the room he was in, but that made no difference to the vastly brighter and more detailed image. He could even read some of the names on the backs of Nancy Strongs books.

Lewis was standing with his back to the fire, with a muddy Mauser pistol in his right hand. He was showing it to Elsa. He saw Elsa get up and confront Lewis. He couldnt hear what they were saying, but he knew it was his own pistol, and presently he knew what they were talking about because the scene changed. They were still there. Nancy Strong sat quietly in her chair. But there was something added. He could see through the wall to the passage beyond. Tashgyl, the Lepcha servant, was taking the pistol from Andrews overcoat on the peg in the hall and presently giving the pistol to someone in the dark garden. It wasnt clear how Tashgyl reached the garden. Soon after that, or perhaps simultaneously  there was no clear sensation of time or of sequence  he grew aware that the whole vision was framed by Elsas face, behind her hands. He could see her eyes through her hands. They were intelligently, dumbly pleading, like a dogs that wishes it could tell what it knows. He knew that phase of her well. Her face kept fading. The moment he looked hard at it, it faded away. He wondered what that meant. He didnt trust his own wordless interpretation of it, but he felt she was trying to reach him and disliked doing it  feared to do it. She seemed to expect a rebuke, and to flinch from the expectation. Small blame to her. He had been pretty tough, lots of times, repelling confidences, keeping his thoughts to himself and forcing her to do the same. She probably detested him. Quite right, too. He had humiliated her, time and again. He marveled at the dignity, pluck, patience with which she had endured his reserve. He felt ashamed  but all the same not unreserved  not excusing, nor explaining, even to himself, in secret.

The entire vision, and all the thoughts that accompanied it, lasted less than a minute. He knew that. With the other part of his mind he had been watching Bompo Tsering, who had taken the blanket roll off the bed and begun to unfasten the straps; he hadnt finished undoing them when the vision faded. Less than sixty seconds. Whatever caused that vision, time had no part in it. What he had just now witnessed must have taken place on the previous night. He knew that too, although he didnt know how he knew it. It just was so. Time, then, was only an illusion? God! Even trying to think about that made his head reel. But all the same, time cant limit an idea. Time doesnt alter the fact that a thing did happen. Andrew wasnt an escapist. He wasnt like the Grade B scientists, who stick their heads into realism but expose their fannies to the ridiculing blasts of reality. Miracle? Hell, theres no such thing. Had the Lama Gombaria turned some occult trick with the aid of the folded paper? He experimented  clutched the paper in his pocket  drew it out  opened it  read it again. Nothing doing.

THE CAT CAME BACK TO ELSA. NO SIG.

But the vision did not return. He could remember every detail. But now it was a mere memory-picture, as different as a faded photograph is from the living model. The vision was gone.

He pulled out his pipe and sat reviewing the facts. Bompo Tsering fumbled with the blanket roll. The man from Koko Nor, on the floor in the corner, sat picking his teeth with a sliver of wild swans thigh bone. It had been specially blessed for that purpose; he kept it in a container made from a Japanese brass cartridge. He had a hollow back tooth that Andrew was going to have to pull before long to keep him from going haywire, but for the time being he was well occupied trying to dig out the devil that caused the pain. Bompo Tsering, on the other hand, needed watching, if for no other reason than because he had turned his back instead of facing Andrew while he undid the blankets.

Elsa. Andrew remembered that, once, on the way southward, in a place where they had found some dead tamarisk and had built a good fire for the first time in nearly a week, he had read to her, to keep her mind off the physical ordeal that was two or three days ahead. He had chanced on a passage in Goethes Faust:

Shall here a thousand volumes teach me only
That man, self-tortured, everywhere must bleed,  
And here and there one happy man sits lonely?

He had continued reading to her far into the night; but they had kept returning to that passage, discussing the evident truth that in the rhythm and tone of poetry theres a mysterious magic that links thought with things unseen. It conjures new views. They pass in a moment but leave their mark on mind, so that nothing, not even a star, is ever again the same as it was. Flowers dont smell the same. Music has higher meanings. Come to think of it, he hadnt always repelled Elsa. He had always welcomed her into the inner mood of poetry that so thrilled him that he sometimes choked when he read it aloud. And while they talked, that night, he remembered how he saw a vision, like this one, of Tom Grayne, seated lonely in his mountain cavern, making a map from memory by guttering candlelight.

He had wondered then, as he wondered now: were he and Elsa the self- tortured, who bled? And was Tom Grayne the happy man who sat lonely? What is happiness? Did anyone know? Had anyone ever found it? Is there an actual difference between happiness and joy? He hadnt asked Elsa whether she saw the same vision or pondered the same thought, because he knew how she hated clairvoyance, and he wanted to keep her thoughts as calm as possible. In fact, he had laid Goethe aside and read from Chaucers Canterbury Tales. But he hadnt read well, because of wondering, with half of his mind, whether her seeing a vision of Tom had caused him to see it; and whether the flow of poetry might be the agency that, for a moment, had suspended space and time. There might be a connection. He thought of it again now. He was willing to follow the mood of real poetry wherever that might lead. But there is unreal poetry, to be avoided like poison. Lots of it. Gutless, kiss-mammy, decadent stuff that cant climb, even downhill  written by sirens who pose on rocks but wait for traffic signals from a Führer. He hated with all his heart and soul the thought of being misled, to a spiritual dead end, by the pipsqueak drum and fife bands that parade as the voices of God. Propagandists! Proletarian apologists! Liars! Treacherous bellwethers leading the sheep up the slope of a mechanical Olympus, where the butchers wait. Gods elect, the butchers! He felt anger rising  laughed at the anger, because he knew how useless it was. Anger is exactly what the Führers can exploit. But if a whole world once gets to laughing again  

Once more, sixty seconds. Time must be an elastic illusion. He had thought of a thousand things in sixty seconds. He had seen Hitlers Mein Kampf like a dirty jest scrawled on the universal backhouse by a subhuman misanthrope. He had even reviewed in his mind the true and false poets, setting them on either side of an imagined pale, finding time to loathe Swinburne, to love Robert Burns, and to acknowledge a cagey respect for Walt Whitman.

Bompo Tsering was still leisurely unfolding blankets; he would steal a packet of razor blades presently from the pocket in the canvas carry-all. Strange how some men cant resist trifles. Bompo Tsering could be trusted with any amount of money, barring the small change; he always tried to steal some of that. The man from Koko Nor had both thumbs in his mouth and was busily poking a devil with the swans thigh bone  very angry with the devil. A bell boomed in the monastery. It sounded far away like a bell buoy on a shoal. Suddenly there were Elsas eyes again, pleading and yet trying not to intrude. They were gone in a moment. Andrew felt a savage impulse to tell her to let him alone. But he suppressed that  turned the savagery on itself and let it strangle itself in a dark subconscious past, along with some mens poetry, and Sunday School, and certain other things.

He was feeling chilly. He was getting rattled by his thoughts. It was time to do something. With the side of his eye he watched Bompo Tsering secrete a packet of razor blades. Good. That was a cue for the show-down with Bompo Tsering. But first he leaned over the bed and scratched another message on the wall, just to let Elsa know he wasnt so dumb as she thought him:

Got second message. Okay.

Two or three days might pass before Elsa would occupy the room on her way northward, but there was not much risk of the message being noticed and rubbed out by the monks. They never cleaned their own cells. It wasnt likely to occur to them to wash the wall of a room reserved for strangers.

He got off the bed and sat on one of the bent-wood chairs, lighting his pipe, crossing his legs. He ordered Bompo Tsering to dump the blankets on the bed.

Never mind spreading them now. Bring me the pistol from my overcoat pocket.

Why, Gunnigun?

Because I say so.

There was no noticeable guilty reaction. Bompo Tsering picked up the overcoat, groped in the pocket and pulled out the pine root, stared at it. He appeared genuinely puzzled. He glanced at the man from Koko Nor, who left off prodding his aching tooth and stared back blankly.

Bring it here, said Andrew.

Bompo Tsering obeyed. Must being hot damn magic, he said with conviction. Then, looking straight into Andrews eyes: Gunnigun, this not my doing.

Why did you steal razor blades?

My not

Give em here.

Bompo Tsering, looking sheepish, produced the stolen packet. Andrew took it and slipped it into his pocket.

Do you want to be sacked?

No, Gunnigun!

Do you want to be beaten?

No, Gunnigun! That not being too much, that little thing,

Shut up!

Gunnigun, your not  ?

I said, shut up!

Andrew glanced at what he had scrawled on the wall. Then he pulled out the Lamas mantra from his pocket, unfolded it, studied it, returned it and stared grimly at Bompo Tsering.

How many times have I told you therell be a last time when you play tricks on me?

Too much times. Gunnigun, my not

Shut up!

Yes, Gunnigun.

Open the shutter and throw that pine root through the window.

Bompo Tsering obeyed. The wind blew out the lights.

Close the shutter. Fasten it.

Now there was total darkness. The man from Koko Nor breathed heavily and began tapping the floor with his blessed cartridge case, to keep devils away.

My lighting lamp, said Bompo Tsering.

Stand still!

Gunnigun, what your doing?

I am making hot damn magic.

Peling magic?

Yes.

That being no good.

It will be no good for you, if you lie. Answer: whose pistol fired the shot through the window last night?

My not knowing.

I believe you: Andrew felt fairly sure that Bulah Singh would keep his dupes as ignorant as possible of everything except what they were to do. And it is wise tactics to encourage the first glimmer of truth if you hope to hear more. Who was told to fire the shot? he demanded.

My not firing it.

I believe you again. You couldnt have fired it. Who was told to do it?

The man from Koko Nor ceased breathing through his nose. He ceased tapping the floor.

I know who did it, said Andrew. Answer this one, Bompo Tsering: shall the fool  who obeyed you  pay a penalty  for having done  what you would have punished him for not doing? Answer!

Silence.

You understood me. Speak! Did you not threaten this numskull that unless he obeyed, you would cause the police to arrest him for theft? Did you not say he would be thrown in prison for at least a whole year?

That was a long shot, but a fairly safe one. The easiest way to persuade a homesick Tibetan to do murder or anything else would be to threaten dreadful confinement within prison walls; the mere suggestion would panic his wild-ass heart. Bompo Tsering didnt answer. So the guess appeared to be good. Andrew followed up:

Why did you give the order to shoot Lady Elsa?

My spirit being too good not wanting shooting other ladee.

So you did give the order. You admit that. Who told you to shoot Miss Nancy Strong?

Silence.

I know who told you.

Gunnigun, then why your asking?

Because I wish you to answer. And by God, if you dont

No, no, Gunnigun! No, no! My answering. Bulah Singh  big top policeman.

I believe you again. What did he promise you?

His saying, if my shooting other ladee, then can get going home. If not, then not get going  getting too much trouble.

So you changed it and ordered that other fool to shoot Lady Elsa?

Silence.

If you dont answer, I wont save you from the law.

Gunnigun

What is the answer?

Yes, my doing that.

Well. Luckily for you there was too much hot damn magic around. So the shot missed. Bulah Singh made a fool of you. It was my pistol that was handed to you in the dark.

Uh-uh! My not touching it!

Liar! Someone gave it to you. You gave it to this other fool. Now then: where is the pistol?

My not knowing.

Ask that other fool what he did with it.

Gunnigun, why not your asking?

Because you are responsible. Ask him!

There were murmurs in the dark-protests, questions, threats. Then suddenly:

His lying. His saying

Andrew interrupted. I have been making hot damn magic. I know where the pistol is.

Then, Gunnigun, why your asking?

Because I intend to be answered! Quick! Answer! Where did he put it?

damfool saying his throwing pistol in mud and then running away.

Do you realize that if that pistol should be found by the police, you and this other fool would be arrested, and taken back to Darjeeling and tried for your lives?

My not having doing nothing.

Youd get about ten years in prison. The other fool, about three years, for having done what you told him.

Gunnigun, your not

I am going to punish you.

Oh.

Yes.

Gunnigun, your not  ?

Light the lamps. All of them.

Bompo Tsering groped for matches and obeyed. The man from Koko Nor, with his back in a corner, blinked wide-eyed like a suspicious owl  a blink, a long stare, a blink, a long stare. Bompo Tsering came back and stood before Andrew.

I made magic on that wall, said Andrew. Look at it. The Lady Elsa shall find my pistol. She shall bring it to me, to save your neck and this other fools. And as a punishment to you, she shall return with us to Tibet.

But, Gunnigun

She shall have your pony  the good one with the strong legs.

But, Gunnigun

You yourself shall wait on her. You shall pitch her tent. You shall obey every order she gives you. And unless she gives a good report of you, Tum-Glain shall be told. And what he will do

Oh, Gunnigun!

  isnt the half of what I will do to you before he gets second chance. Now spread my blankets on the bed.

Yes, Gunnigun.

Spread your own blankets on that stone dais.

Yes, Gunnigun.

That other fool may sleep on the floor.

Yes, Gunnigun.

Get me that book out of the carryall pocket.

Here it is, Gunnigun.

Set two of those lamps in the niche at the head of the bed.

Yes, Gunnigun.

Now pull off my boots.

The proud Bompo Tsering knelt and obeyed.

Gunnigun  !

What now?

Your not telling Ladee Elsa about that our having

It depends on you.

My being too much ashamed before her being woman.

Take care then that she doesnt complain, even once  just only once  about your behavior on the journey. If I hear no complaints I will bear your request in mind. Give my boots to that other fool. Tell him to clean them. Then turn in.

Yes, Gunnigun.

Andrew bolted the door, rolled under the blankets, pulled his overcoat over him and lay thinking for a minute or two. He felt damned lonely. He made a deliberate effort to see Elsas eyes, but he had no success  none whatever. The only mental picture he could summon from the vasty deep of consciousness was the mere memory-image of Bulah Singh, facing him in his own room in the hotel in Darjeeling.

For the rest, his thoughts scattered themselves  wondering what Lewis was doing  was the snow really out of the passes  were the ponies too fat  what luck would he have getting extra ponies for Elsas baggage. There was nothing to be gained by that kind of thinking.

So he opened Sir Thomas Brownes Religio Medici at random and read until he fell asleep with the lights burning. He dreamed that the old Lama Gombaria was brewing poison in the monastery cellar, for Bulah Singh to take all the way to Shig-po-ling, to put into Tom Graynes tea. Elsa was imploring Gombaria not to do it, so the Lama and Bulah Singh both threw poison at him, Andrew. It made a noise like beaten brass, and he awoke to hear the monastery bells ringing.

Bompo Tsering opened the shutter. It was daybreak; the sun was touching the peaks of the far-off mountains of Nepal. Andrew went and stood half naked at the window relishing for a moment the clean chill of the wind on his skin as he peered down into the gorge, eight hundred feet, sheer. To his right, not fifty feet below, was a ledge that served as passage between a dormitory and another building. There was a group of monks on the ledge; they looked like vultures getting ready for the news of a death, preening themselves. He recognized two of them. They had been all winterlong in Mu-ni Gam-pos monastery. He chuckled.

The obligation is silence! he said aloud.

What your saying, Gunnigun?

Let not your left hand know what your right hand doeth!

My not understanding.

Lets go  while the goings good.

Hot damn!  Breakfus?

No. We will cook our own, somewhere beside the road, where theres a stream to wash in. Step lively  pack up the bedding. Hold your tongue on the way out.


CHAPTER 23

A days drive north of Darjeeling. Darkness. Stillness of dying night. A screen door slammed. Nancy and Elsa came out, still sleepy, from the guest bungalow at the Jesuit Mission. Dawn broke, that moment, on distant mountain peaks.

There, Nancy! Look! Oh, God! Look! Nancy! Theres the Roof of the World! Oh, come too! Say good-bye to all this! Come with us!

I think I feel the tug as strongly as you do, said Nancy. But its the old story. I am too conceited to come. I imagine responsibilities. Oh dear. If only Karl Marx had studied that daybreak instead of the books in the British Museum!

Damn him! said Elsa, with all her heart. Unconsciously, but strongly, she associated Karl Marx with her hosts of the previous night. She was conscious of it as soon as she had damned Marx, and felt vaguely ashamed of herself. Jesuits claim that Karl Marx only imitated, converted and perverted what they knew and practiced before he was born or thought of.

A rain cloud rolled between them and the view. It was dark again, with shafts of warm light streaming through the window behind them.

False dawn! Another false prophet! Gone! said Elsa. Oh, how wonderful it was. How can there be such passion of beauty  and then this gloom?

Are you feeling discouraged?

No, I dont think so. Deflated is what it feels like. Three days since Andrew left. I t seems like three years  longer. Oh, I hope hes all right.

Nancy Strongs white felt hat tilted. She glanced at Elsa. Why? Have you a premonition?

No. Except that I cant even get a mental picture of him.

I know you cant.

I tried to send him a message, from Darjeeling, before we sent the telegram.

I know you did.

I dont think he got it. I couldnt find him: he was gone. I tried again last night. But I know I didnt reach him last night. He seems to have gone  gone forever. I dont think he even got the telegram.

I thought of coming into your room last night to stop you from trying. But I thought better of it. It seemed wiser to let you fail. Did you ever hear of radio interference? You cant think here. You would be echoing Jesuit thoughts if we stayed here long enough. Echoing them badly. Jesuits can, so to speak, bend iron. They can wear down adamant. You might as well try to whistle against a thunderstorm as to oppose your thought against theirs.

The Mission garden gradually awoke and spread its fragrance to greet the dim daybreak. The birds hymn began. Elsa found it almost impossible to believe that the recent past was true, it seemed so distant and unreal. The sensation reminded her of an utterly different scene in Southampton, with the gulls around an ocean liner, in a fog, and the siren going, when she was seeing friends off on a long voyage. Utterly different, and yet no difference. Unreal, and yet heartbursting with reality.

The evenings visit had been civilized. The nights seclusion had felt like guarded peace in an armed camp disciplined to silence. The breakfast, brought before daybreak by an earless ex-brigand convert from Bhutan, had seemed and tasted like communion with the invisible presence of Peace. Nevertheless, she had felt uneasy; and now she felt impatient, wondering why the car was so long coming from the barn at the rear of the Mission buildings.

She felt ungrateful for good hospitality. That was a perplexing and contemptible sensation. Unnatural, and not at all like her, but there it was. The scrupulous impersonal politeness of their hosts had rendered almost imperceptible the fact that there was any difference between Nancys point of view and theirs  her religion and theirs. No arguments. No strained aloofness. Almost familiar courtesy. Bright conversation. Praise of each others achievements. Mutual exchange of information about childrens diet and the frugal use of money. Silence about religion  not even armed neutrality, but silence, and no issue from it that could introduce a hint of the ill-mannered tolerance, that is only insolence in undress. They had agreed on Nancys treatment of rhododendrons; and on the care of childrens lips who are learning to play wind instruments. The Father Superior had shown Nancy a new way to cut down the cost of insulation against termites, and how to keep books free from weevils and mildew. But no peering beneath mental surfaces  no spy work  no leading questions.

The neat, two-roomed guest house had been an oasis of privileged calm, amid hive-like, unhurried energy. Elsa had rather resented the priests lack of astonishment when she had betrayed, by the merest accident, that she could speak and write Tibetan. They had shown no curiosity. So far as she was able to observe, they didnt even glance at one another. Perhaps they had heard rumors about her, that were none of their business, but nevertheless no recommendation. There had been no hostility, no coolness; but she had felt that her reception as a privileged guest was due entirely to the fact that Nancy Strong had introduced her. It was a compliment to Nancy, not to herself. She wondered why she resented it. She had no right to. She did her half-hearted best to subdue malicious triumph at the thought that she was on her way, in secret, to where even the Soldiers of Loyola might only yearn to go, but could not. She wished they knew where she was going. She would have enjoyed their envy.

The car came  Nancys old Sunbeam, with the top up  driven by a veteran Mahratta ex-Pioneer Sepoy, bearded like the pard, surlier than Diogenes, but not so interested as that grim philosopher in looking for an honest man. He was quite sure there was none. He regarded Nancy as a beloved lunatic whose will was the higher law, but whose aberrations called for no encouragement from him. A man of few words, and those mainly disrespectful. A man of few miles to the hour because petrol is expensive and Nancy was school-poor; also because his honor was his own and he had no intention to die in a ditch. A man who broke no traffic rules, and could be neither bribed nor bullied. He had been known, when questioned about Nancys movements, to tell a brashly new inspector of police to ask God, since God made her mad, so perhaps God understood her secrets.

Two Jesuit priests neglected daybreak duty, for two stopwatch minutes, to come and say good-bye. They were polite to Elsa, cordial to Nancy, expert at speeding the parting guests. The rain descended in a squall. The car started. It felt good. They were off.

So you dont like my friends? said Nancy, as they headed north- westward, between terraced hills that showed the touch of the Jesuit influence. The peasants agricultural gods were slowly losing the long war against energy, brains, and a faith that moves men and women, if not their mountains.

Elsa didnt answer until she had rearranged the packed saddlebags that Andrew had left for her. She wanted to think. She took her time about making a comfortable heap for Nancys feet to rest on. Then:

I know so little about them. But  well  I mean  how shall I say it?  well, theyre Jesuits. I never met any before, but

Why do you suppose I chose that place to spend the night?

You said: to throw Bulah Singhs spies off the trail  and to avoid meeting busybodies at a dak bungalow  oh, and because we couldnt make the full distance in one day  and  I think that was all.

Those were only excuses. There was a real reason. Didnt you like the Father Superior?

He didnt give me a chance to like him. He didnt like me. I expect he guessed that I was brought up to believe Jesuitry is about the vilest human trait.

So it is, said Nancy. But the Jesuits didnt invent it. They have less of it than most people. Havent you discovered, with all the reading you have done, that politicians, and historians, and priests, and other people with axes to grind, always accuse their betters of the very treacheries that they themselves use and intend to keep on using?  Father Patrick is quite an authority on Tibet.

Is he? I thought he didnt understand Tibetan. He didnt seem to. He doesnt talk or look like a man who has traveled much.

Nancy chuckled. He traveled Tibet for three years, in disguise, mostly alone and on foot. Two of his subordinates are there now  secretly, of course; they cant get permits. The first time I saw Father Patrick was in Lhasa. But he didnt see me; or if he did, he didnt know it. That was before the war.  Heavens! If I would only let me, I could be an old woman, couldnt I! Nineteen  never mind  Curzon was Viceroy. Father Patrick was in difficulties  found out  caught  theyd have killed him, I think. He was in a dungeon. But Lobsang Pun was in high standing in those days. As the diplomatic representative of the Tashi Lama, he had the ear of the Dalai Lama. And I was Lobsang Puns chela. So by being very careful I was able to get a plea through edgewise.

Were you in disguise?

Of course. But not the way you probably imagine. I was born without a trace of a gift for wearing false whiskers. I had to hide myself even from me, and it would take a lifetime, almost, to tell how that was done. Letting Father Patrick know who helped him was quite out of the question. But they let him continue his journey. He carried on for two years after that.

Elsa was silent for a moment. But she had to say something to relieve the feeling of deflated malicious triumph:

But what a strange coincidence. Two pelings  total strangers to each other  crossing trails in Tibet, and one helping the other without the others knowledge.

No, said Nancy. There is no such thing as a coincidence, except to the minus-minded intellectuals. To them, of course, everything is a coincidence, including creation itself. Poor things, to believe in a Universal Intelligence would make them feel too unimportant. But, I grant you, it never ceases to be an exciting surprise when things like that do happen, even though one knows they must happen. Its a law of nature.

Im afraid Im awfully stupid, said Elsa. Perhaps Im minus-minded. Which law of nature are you talking about?

The first law. The very first one that Lobsang Pun compelled me to discover, and recognize, and learn, and practise. The affluence law of supply and demand. That is to say, the opposite of the economic law, which governs greed, which creates poverty, and blinds us to the truth. The real law is that affluence must find work to do. Affluence is positive. Greed and its derivatives are negative. Affluence is an indestructible idea, forever active, perpetually seeking and finding self-consciousness. No matter where we are, nor what our condition may be at any given moment, it is impossible to avoid finding someone who can use what we can give. I dont doubt Father Patrick was praying to the God created by the Jesuits. That is none of my business. The point is: he wasnt pitying himself. So he didnt get between himself and the help that is always ready. I remember what I had been thinking about: I had been studying Jesuss remark about Solomon and the lilies, comparing it with dozens of similar texts in Sanskrit, and with my own experience. I was trying to understand the importance of now, and the absoluteness of the law of affluence. I wasnt arrayed like a lily, and I was equally impotent in any material sense. But I was learning what giving means, and how material need is the room made ready for supply. So I became useful, and no one suffered by it. Of course, there is only one thing really worth giving.

Elsa made a guess at the answer: I hope youre not going to say love. They all say that. Nobody means it.

Me? Love a Jesuit! God forbid!

Elsa leaned back and laughed with relief. Nancy, youre priceless.

I deny it! Priceless is an idiotic word. I am a pilgrim on the way toward reality, with a long, long way to go. I refuse to be mislabeled. Machiavelli and Napoleon, and their imitators, sneered quite accurately about that. They were liars in most respects, but they knew enough about themselves to guess that everyone in the world has his price, and it is usually cheap. They were almost quite right about that. But I am not telling my price. It is being notched continually higher. Show me the price, and Ill raise it. The bribe would have to be too subtle for me to recognize it. Even so, Id never stay bought! Id wake up and betray the buyer!

I didnt mean it that way.

I know you didnt. But I did.

What is the only one thing worth giving? Go on, tell me. If you had said its love I wouldnt even have tried to believe you. People have said they love me, who were so cruel that I would prefer their hatred. I hate them. Surely love must be an individual something that one reserves for ones own lover, husband, children, friends.  What is it thats worth giving? Tell me.

That is for each one to find out for himself, Nancy answered after a moments pause. Definitions usually defeat their own purpose. Perhaps one might almost define the one great gift that we can give to one another as spiritual elbowroom. Mind our own business. Give others a chance to find out for themselves who and what they really are. The only way to do that is to realize who and what we are. Before Elsa could wedge in another question she continued: But let me tell you about Father Patrick. I have a reason for telling. It isnt just an excuse.

Elsa curled up in her corner of the back seat. Please. I would rather listen to you than think my own thoughts.

Arent you pleasantly excited about Tibet?

Yes. But feeling like a parasite, too. I dont want to think, I want to listen.

Very well. The second time I met Father Patrick was toward the end of the World War, in the year of the influenza epidemic. It spread all around the world. It killed more people than the war did  the best and the worst and the mediocrities, all in one obscene corruption. You remember it? Or werent you old enough? Great numbers of people called it the hand of God. They did really. The very same people told us that we should love God. But the doctors went to work and fought God with all their might. They were at their wits end, but they fought back bravely, without a seconds respite. If it was Gods doing, all the doctors must have been hellions in league with the devil. I was on their side, against God. But there seemed to be no remedy. Thousands died  hundreds of thousands. Eleven children in my school. Of course, what you can always depend on, happened. Helpless people did their best to help one another. Some of the bravest and best work was done by stark materialists, who didnt believe in God or devil. The professionals  the salaried prelates  Hindu  Moslem  Christian  tried to save face by commanding us all to pray. We were to implore, especially our Christian God, in the name of mercy, to undo something, that He had inflicted on us, that was even more devilish than the poison gas we had been using in the war, and that we had no intention of not using in the next one.

I prayed my last prayer to that God long ago, said Elsa. What did you do?

I made dozens of mistakes. Bad ones. The worst was the first. I went off on the wrong foot, and that led to all the other mistakes. I went fanatical. I tried to prove, at other peoples expense, what I hadnt, yet proved at my own cost. It didnt occur to me  not then, in that time of bewildering fear  that I personally had all the faults that I could see in others. I was worse even than those insufferable prigs of prelates, because I might have known better; I hadnt the disadvantage of their tradition and miseducation. I didnt realize that everything vile in my consciousness was being boiled to the surface by the conflict between what I knew and what my senses saw and believed. I was conceited  enough to believe that my little bit of a bud of evolving consciousness, that had been awakened by a great teacher, must already be strong enough to overcome that epidemic, at least for my own school. I hadnt the humility to do what I really could have done. I had to do what I couldnt. That school  so it seemed to me  was the fruit of my own labor. It was mine. It was my vineyard. Hadnt I tilled it? Wasnt I there, where my own soul put me, for the very purpose of protecting those children? Naturally, such nonsense had no effect whatever on the course of the epidemic. It didnt change it one way or the other. But it got worse and worse for me.

In what way worse?

Better, of course, in the long run. But at the time heartbreaking, humiliating, cruel. Because I was cruel.

How were you cruel?

I was as cruel as a politician. Even more cruel than if I had neglected people. I disappointed them. I let them down. I let my ignorance deceive them. I betrayed them with pride, instead of protecting them with humility. I was worse than King Canute defying the sea  much worse. He made himself ridiculous to teach a lesson to fools.

Then isnt your philosophy any use in a crisis?

Philosophy? Have I insulted you?

No. Of course you havent.

Did you ever read Cardinal Newman?

No. Wasnt he the Protestant bishop who switched over and became a Catholic?

It makes no difference what he became, said Nancy. Greater men than he have become beggars, not cardinals. Nevertheless, he was very great. He saved many a poor wretch from hopelessness.

Wasnt it he who wrote Lead, Kindly Light?

Yes. He also wrote: Knowledge is one thing, virtue is another ... Philosophy, however enlightened, however profound, gives no command over the passions, no influential motives, no vivifying principles. Memorize that, and have nothing to do with philosophy, its no good.

But how does that fit the influenza epidemic? I dont see the connection.

I knew, what every genuine thinker has known since the dawn of history, that epidemics  and endemics, too, are a product of the subconscious mind of humanity. The only actual substance of that stuff is the fear that builds up the illusion and all its consequences. That is why Jesus called it a liar, and the father of it. The mass mind fears and consequently creates vengeance upon its own secret swinishness. Its a vicious circle. I had challenged the whole ocean of subconsciousness, including my own subconsciousness. Little me! Single-handed! So, of course, the vile stuff came in through my doors and windows. As I told you, eleven children died. Two teachers. Then the overworked government and private doctors asked for one of my buildings for use as a hospital. I lent them two buildings. They became a morgue. Corpses! Corpses!

Nancy was silent for several minutes. Then she threw a mood aside and suddenly continued: Spiritual arrogance was the mischief in me. That is a dirtier thing than any pathological disease. Always the most difficult thing is to detect our own falsehoods. I found it finally  tore it out of my consciousness  killed it. But that stuff is a phoenix. It reappears when you least expect it, out of the ashes of ones own pride. However, I had killed it for the time being. And then I really did go to work.

What did you do?

I used every last human resource available. Money, credit, energy. Then, when there wasnt anything left, I prayed. I had a right to pray then. I had emptied the bin.

But, Nancy, you dont believe in prayer! You said so!

Did I? Dont I! Well, you are right. Thats true, I dont believe in it. I know it. So I cant possibly believe or disbelieve. Prayer consists in knowing, and in glorying in what one knows. But what can one expect, if one prays to the very liar and the father of the trouble that one wants to overcome? I hadnt really been praying at all. I had been flattering my personal ego, and what the Hindus call maya. But now I really began to pray. First for as much humility as I could possibly endure. Humility until it hurt. I demanded it. Not, meekness, humility.

Nancy, what a weird prayer!

And because I wasnt lying this time, and the Lord is my shepherd, I received what I asked for  some humility. Some. Then I remembered the parable of the Prodigal Son. It paraphrased itself: Soul, I have sinned against my being, and before thee, and am no more worthy to be called even thy person.

Nancy, thats very beautiful. But how could you pray to your soul if you are your soul? Isnt that the opposite of what youve been telling me, over and over, for three days?

Oh, words! said Nancy. Words! What feeble instruments they are. What liars they are! We experience a glimpse of reality. But can we tell it? Not even the poets can tell. Not even Shakespeare could. Even Jesuss words have been twisted to mean the opposite of what he did mean. Elsa, each of us must make our own experience. After that, we know. And though we can still commit treason, we can never again quite unknow. We will always know, after we once have known, that it is treason we commit when we identify ourselves with the illusion and obey that. Then we feel homesick when we do wrong. But upward evolution is a wordless experience. We cant tell it, not in actual words. We can only hint to those we wish to help. Does this help you to understand: I yearned upward toward my superconscious being  my real being  toward beauty and intelligence and light  and prayed for enough intelligence to do the beautifully right thing now  the right little thing  the exactly right thing  not next week  now! The prayer was answered, instantly, although it didnt seem so at the moment.

Then you didnt really know it had been answered?

Indeed I knew. But I hadnt tried to instruct wisdom, so of course I didnt know what form the answer would take. It began to dawn on me that I was only a beginner. I was a recruit, not a commander in chief, in a war against a whole worlds ignorance, my own included. I had been trying to do what not even Jesus attempted. Then I saw my teacher.

Old Ugly-face?

Yes. All that time, I hadnt been able even to call up a mental picture of him. But I saw him clearly now. I was clairvoyant again  just a little  not much  but enough. I wasnt clairaudient. He said nothing. But I knew I was on the way again. It restored my faith. Then the phone rang. A total stranger asked whether I could spare a nurse for the Jesuit Mission.

The Mission where we stayed last night?

Yes. Of course, there wasnt a spare nurse. I couldnt even spare myself for more than a few hours. But by getting one of the overworked teachers to do a double shift to relieve me, and by going without sleep

You mean, you were doing nursing duty all this time?

Of course.

From the way you told it, I supposed you had been meditating.

Nancy raised an eyebrow. Your supposer, my dear, is just a trifle out of order. It needs adjusting.  I drove to the Jesuit Mission and found them in a terrible way, burying their own dead. Priests using shovels. Converts and servants, some dead, some dying, two or three half dead from overwork, and the rest run away. Luckily I had brought some supplies. Those Jesuits had given away everything. They were living, or rather dying, on native bread and boiled rice. They hadnt missed a mass. Father Patrick had been given up for dead  extreme unction and all the rest of it. He was alone in a room, so I wrapped him in blankets and carried him off in the tonga. No car in those days. The other Jesuits were so weak they could hardly help me to lift him. Fortunately he was unconscious, so he couldnt resist. The tonga jolted him pretty badly. He almost did die on the way to Darjeeling. But he recovered. He and I have been respectful of each others claws ever since.

Claws?

Two tigers in a forest. We politely admire each other.

But wasnt he grateful?

My dear! Why in the world should he be grateful to me? He remembered his manners, if that is what you mean. But how could a man, who is convinced that God is the dispenser of all good, possibly be grateful to anyone but God? He was quite consistent. Jesuits are soldiers, remember. Should a soldier on the field of battle be grateful to another soldier from a different regiment, who has merely obeyed the command of the Great Commander in Chief? Acknowledge his quality, yes. Salute him as a fellow soldier, yes. But gratitude?

Nancy, you talk almost as if you were a Jesuit!

Nancy squealed with merry memory. Elsa, Father Patrick and I both made the mistake of beginning to try to convert each other, for the glory of each others Lord. We began by delicately hinting at each others underlying error. He accused me of Jesuitry. I called him a materialist. Honestly we did. We both meant it, and we still think that about each other.

I can believe anything about a Jesuit, said Elsa, but I still dont understand why we went there last night. Do they know I am going to Tibet?

They do.

Do you mean that! Who can have told them?

There is very little that goes on that the Jesuits dont know!

Then it is true that their spies are everywhere?

Dont be silly. They dont even bother themselves to ask questions. Jesuits think. They are trained, highly organized, disciplined thinkers. They create a positive  call it that, just to give it a name  a positive thought-force that is immeasurably stronger than any electric current. An electric current is a mere illustration of thought-force. Jesuits are plus-minded, positive, dynamic thinkers. They induce, without even trying to, a secondary thought-force in others. So the minus-minded, negative people keep them plied with information, very often without knowing it.

But why should Father Patrick accuse you of Jesuitry? You of all people!

He considers me a casuist. He believes I cant understand the difference between his way and mine.

Do you understand it?

Perhaps there isnt any. But the signs read that he took a vow of poverty and obedience. I took a vow of affluence and disobedience.

A vow? Did you? Of disobedience to whom? You obey your spiritual teacher, dont you? I understood you to say that.

Disobedience, yes, to the death. Rebellion, with every scrap of intuition and common sense and courage I can muster  against the atrocious lie that we are miserable paupers with souls that need saving. My dear, a soul that needed saving wouldnt be worth the trouble.

I still dont understand why we went to the Jesuit Mission.

To demonstrate to you the impossibility  at least for anyone of your limited experience  of thinking independently, in opposition to highly organized and well-disciplined thought. I wanted to teach you tactics, as well as strategy.

Then theres a way of

Three ways. Two are defeatist. One can dive below their influence, and go to the devil. Thousands of people do it; they drown in materialism; deserting, malingering, degenerate Jesuits do it themselves. Another way is, to oppose, be beaten, and surrender: become a meek lamb and wait until you are dead to find out what it is that you bought by surrendering your soul to trustees. Or, you can rise above it. Not even a Jesuit can out-think, or out- pray you, if you refuse to meet him on his own ground. Take higher ground. One only learns by experience how to avoid being caught. If a Jesuit knew there is a higher ground, he would get there first and have a sheepfold all ready to herd you into. They are good shepherds, if you like being a sheep. Their strength consists in thought-propaganda, which is far more powerful than the spoken or printed word. Propaganda, even when true, is a form of violence, which is a product of impatience, which in turn is sacrifice to fear.

But, Nancy, isnt your conversation propaganda?

Yes. Make no mistake about that. But it is aimed at freeing your consciousness now, instead of enslaving you for the sake of a promised land in the hereafter. Yes, mine is propaganda. But if you should let it control your thought instead of waking you up to fight your own battle, I would repudiate you. I would shake you off.

Tell me this, Nancy. You say you prayed. Then your teacher sent you to save a Jesuit.

Indeed he did not!

But you said you saw Old Ugly-face, and then

My seeing him meant this: that through humility I had reached a state  or let us call it a balance of consciousness  not too remote from his. I was, at least momentarily, on the higher plane of consciousness that he had taught me how to attain. I was catching up with him. A real idea could reach me. It could penetrate the mess of opinions I had been floundering in. A real idea knows no boundaries, no limits; no one can monopolize it. And there is no such thing as a partial, incomplete idea, nor any possibility of an idea not finding work to do. Consequently, because of that law of supply and demand, some total stranger was stirred by the same idea, and he phoned me to ask for the loan of a nurse.

But you hadnt one!

Well? The idea set me moving in the right direction. It employed me. It saved the life of Father Patrick. And among many other things it made it possible for you, all these years later, to return to Tibet.

Nancy, are you stretching your imagination?

No, dear. But I do hope I am awakening yours. It so needs it!

What has Father Patrick to do with my returning to Tibet?

It would be a breach of confidence to answer that question. Someone  not Father Patrick  warned me by telephone  and I told Morgan Lewis  that Bulah Singhs meddling had alarmed the Chief of Police of Sikkim. You and Andrew would have been held up if that warning hadnt come through. And it would not have come through unless Father Patrick and I were on excellent terms. But understand me: Father Patrick himself did not send the warning.

Nancy, do you really feel you can trust him?

So implicitly, my dear, that I would tell him anything he might ask, unless it had been told to me in strict confidence.

Elsa laughed. She couldnt help it. Nancy, youre too bewildering! Just now you said God forbid you should love a Jesuit!

Yes. She chuckled. I hope God heard me! Does this answer your question? I am my soul. I am not this foolish old woman-person who gets disturbed by illusions, and hates Jesuits, and sometimes has a headache. Doesnt that apply equally to Father Patrick? He is a brave, unselfish soul. Integrity is one of his dimensions. He isnt that superstitious masochist who hates talkative females and crosses himself when he sees me coming. He is a soldier in a shabby soutane. Father Patrick is one of the few men I know who forces me to remember who I really am, and who he really is. He wouldnt be endurable on any other terms. That is what Jesus meant by saying love your enemies. Dont love their objectionable persons, or expect them to love yours. Love them by remembering who they really are. Then they will love you. Do you see the difference?

I am beginning to. Does it always work?

You mean for beginners like you and me? No indeed! Not in one lifetime! Not in this world! We have a long way to go before we can finish that part of our education. So we had better get a good start, hadnt we?

But if its really true, why doesnt it always work?

Does the Golden Rule work when applied by a conceited egotist? Torquemada thought he was obeying the Golden Rule when he tortured heretics. The rule is really so simple that the complicated illusion of personality blinds us to it. We can only learn gradually, little by little. But each little that we learn is one step on the road of evolution.

Nancy. Tell me this. If I should try to follow your teaching, do you think it would help me to become Toms real wife, so that he and I would love each other and be genuinely happy?

Nancy studied her a moment. Genuine? Happy? How should I know? Happiness, remember, is a temporary state of mind  a temporary calm, destroyed by the first ripple that comes along. As an end in itself it is like the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. As something to have and to hold, it is as disappointing as money.

But we cant get along without money. And unless were happy now and then, what is life worth living for? Wed be better off dead  annihilated  nonexistent. I have often wished that might happen to me. Cant you offer some encouragement about Tom and me?

Nancy thought a moment. Then: I was never tempted to become a fortune teller. What I can tell you is this: happiness is either a fools paradise, or else a by-product of continual striving toward spiritual consciousness. True happiness is a sensation of momentary balance. When we remember who and what we really are, we do no wrong and we injure no one. Even our worst mistakes turn out to others benefit; and they become profitable lessons for us.

But how can one learn all this! Oh, how I wish you were coming with us to Tibet! Weeks and weeks on the march, and you to talk with. One might

Nancys laugh interrupted: Does it occur to you, my dear, that selfishness isnt a wish? It is a repudiation of your own higher intelligence.

Oh. No, I hadnt thought of that. I suppose it was selfish. You have been utterly kind in coming this far. But

Tonight, said Nancy, if we are both as unselfish as we can make ourselves be, I will help you to see why you dont need me. I can prove it to you.


CHAPTER 24

Elsa and Nancy made themselves more comfortable in the smoke-smeared monastery guest room than Andrew had done three nights earlier. Andrew, confusing luxury with comfort, usually dispensed with both when alone, although he wasnt, like Tom Grayne, a Spartan about it; for his own purposes, they merely werent worth worrying about. Elsa, on the other hand, intuitively knew which little luxuries make discomfort bearable; and Nancy was an old, old hand at creating comfort where there was none. So the car had disgorged some inconsiderable trifles, and the gloomy room became a swept and habitable refuge.

The bearded old chauffeur, shawled in double blankets, sat on a mat outside the door, protecting his lunatic charges against only God could guess what consequences of their madness. He even stood off the monks who brought food  himself carried in the food  himself tasted it first in Nancys presence to make sure the monks hadnt doped it with magical drugs  himself carried out the dishes and set them at a distance down the corridor where the kitchen crew might recover them without bringing their devilish persons too near. He had eaten his own dry corn and peas porridge. No monkish muck for him. He had brought his old army water bottle, filled in Darjeeling at a hydrant on which no priestly shadow had ever cast its curse. By the light of a Japanese lantern he sat reading a Life of Lenin  mistranslated from the French, with footnotes and interpolated comments by a babu who had been to Moscow. Revolution snorted through the old mans nostrils as he read.

Nancy and Elsa, in their own folding canvas chairs, sat talking, less at random (though it sounded like it) than for the sake of avoiding a moody silence or any reference to Elsas baby. This was the first, and next to the last, room that the tent-born baby had lived in. Each woman dreaded the others reaction to any mention of it. Particularly, Elsa dreaded to be told that her secret sweet-sad longing for the child was morbid self-pity. She knew it wasnt, but she felt sure Nancy would say it was. Nancy, full of her own intention, was afraid of a mood that might make Elsa past-bound and unreceptive. So they talked about the monastery, and about the learned old arch hypocrite who ruled it and was all things by turns but nothing long  excepting always a keeper of secrets.

Old Gombaria understands, said Nancy, that secrecy is a secrets only value. That is why he can be trusted. He hoards secrets like a jackdaw.

But memories are irrepressible, one leading to the next. Elsa could hardly keep her eyes away from the smoke-smeared painting on the wall by the bed. The patch where Andrews handkerchief had rubbed away the soot was still noticeable. On her way southward she had lain with her child in her arms, staring at the picture of the woman being boiled in oil in hell. All the thoughts of those hours returned, now, unbidden, including the questions with which she had tortured Andrews patience. Especially she had wondered how, when, why religious men had invented such cruel eternities in store for one another. She had thought about the Spanish Inquisition; and about Dantes Inferno, and Foxs Book of Martyrs; the vicar at home had lent her both books, illustrated in fiendish detail, during his efforts to convict her of the Witch of Endors sin of seeing with unveiled eyes. She had discussed those books with Andrew  forced him to discuss them. In her minds eye she saw him now, seated on one of the bent-wood chairs, imperturbably answering child-like questions while he carved away at a chunk of wood with his clasp knife. He had remarked, in one of his frowning, analytical moments, that torture, in any circumstances, probably reveals the victims own latent cruelty. She had disagreed. They had argued about it and she lost her temper because he had refused to lose his. After that, he had read to her from his old, thumbed copy of Browning. Andrew always chanted poetry, maintaining that to read it in an ordinary conversational voice is to neglect the magic that conveys its meaning. She could almost hear him now, as if the walls retained the record:

 ... I count life just a stuff
To try the souls strength on.

The baby had fallen asleep to the sound of his reading. She remembered wondering what Andrews child would be like if he should ever marry. And then she wondered what Andrew would say to a woman he loved, and whether any woman ever would understand him. She didnt. He was as dependable, but as incomprehensible as  Suddenly Elsa left her chair and pulled the bed away from the wall.

Nancy! Come here! Look! Andrew got my message! Here is his answer! Scrawled on the wall below the picture!

Nancys face assumed a mask-like expression. She was not very good at assuming indifference. She was depending on the momentum of events rather than on any skill of her own to get Elsa into the mood for what was coming. Does he say he received the telegram? she asked, guarding her voice.

He says he got both messages! Both! Was there more than one telegram?

No. Didnt I tell you? Morgan Lewis asked Mu-ni Gam-po to spatchcock our cat message into his routine telegram to Gombaria. That was all. A telegram addressed direct to Andrew might have made the Sikkim police inquisitive. With no other motive than to do their duty they might easily force the Indian Government to stop you and Andrew from crossing the frontier.

Then the other message must have been the mental one I sent him! He did get it! Nancy, he got it! It worked!

Well? Why not? I suspected it would reach him.

When? When did you suspect it? You never mentioned it to me.

Three nights ago  when you sent it, with your hands over your face, at my fireside, while we were talking about the pistol, just before you and I went to bed.

Nancy!

Yes?

Are you imagining things? That cant be right. Its impossible. Wasnt Andrew here the night after he left Darjeeling?

Yes. Only one night. He left here at daybreak. I enquired when we arrived this evening.

Then how can he possibly have got my message? If he had got it on the way, at the time when I sent it

Then he would almost certainly have turned back, said Nancy.

There are two messages on the wall, one above the other. The first reads: Hurry forward. Dont let them delay you. Below that, theres an arrow pointing to the figure 2, and then the second one. It reads: Got second message. Okay.  Nancy, do come and look.

Why? I can take your word for it.

But, Nancy, if Andrew did get my mental message, in this room, after he received the telegram, then it must have been almost one whole day after I sent it!

Well?

How is that possible? It isnt possible. It cant be.

Nancy checked an impulse to explain too much, too soon. Truth cant be taught. But it is learnable. She came back with a question: Would you describe Andrew as clairvoyant?

No, I dont think so. Perhaps just a little bit. Sometimes he seems to know what one is going to say before one says it. But Andrew doesnt invite that kind of intimacy. That was the first time I ever dared to try to send a message to him. I wouldnt have then, if you hadnt been reading the riot act about my meekness. And it did seem so important that he should know about the pistol.

There are two reasons why I think you reached him, said Nancy. Andrew loves poetry. I dont mean merely likes  he loves it.

He never even tries to write it, said Elsa.

Nancy retorted irritably: Andrew thrills to the spirit that poetry brings into consciousness even more than most music does. Its the old story of the man of action revering spiritual thought but despising its mouthpiece: the man at arms and the noncombatant chaplain. Andrew is too inherently courteous to admit it, even to himself, but he considers a poet a kind of weakling without the dignity to resist emotional impulse.

Elsa agreed: Andrew resists all his impulses, except the generous ones. One can almost see him hold them off and look at them as if they were something offered for sale.

Exactly, said Nancy. Poetry thrills him. It awakens his consciousness, but simultaneously reveals to him his own shortcomings. So he resists the very force that makes him able to distinguish between good and evil. There is nothing unusual about that. To a greater or lesser extent we all do it. We wont let truth into our consciousness, because it shows us the humiliating meanness of the lies we live by.

Do you mean by that, that Andrew is a liar, or that hes clairvoyant?

Both, said Nancy. Unwillingly in each instance. If he werent a liar he wouldnt be human. He has set his strength against clairvoyance. But no lover of poetry ever lived who could shut out clairvoyant visions. If he is vicious, vile visions. If he drinks, drunken visions. If he is honest, true visions. One can tell almost anyones true character by the kind of poetry he loves.

Andrew loves strong poetry, said Elsa. He despises what he calls kiss- mammy stuff, and decadence, and phony realism. He says the test of poetry is that you must hear the wild harps thrumming when you chant it aloud.  But what is your other reason for thinking he really saw my message?

Your motive, Nancy answered. It was almost totally unselfish, as far as I can judge. And Andrews situation. Being in this room must have brought you into his thought. Mere memory would do that. The monks here do almost- nothing but experimental thinking. It isnt very spiritual, but they create a maelstrom of thought that attracts all sorts of phenomena  good, bad, indifferent  just the opposite of the Jesuits.

We had a dose of Jesuits, said Elsa. It was impossible to think there  I mean  well, we talked about it  you explained it.

It was good for you, Nancy retorted. Elsa, unless you learn how to guard your thought against intruding influences, even better than the Jesuits guard theirs, you would be far better off among Jesuits than at the mercy of your own craving to be of some use in the world. Better a bigoted disciplinarian than no guide. Ones personal opinion, no matter how obstinate, is as porous as a sponge. It absorbs whatever it is soaked in. Squeeze it, and out come its secrets.

Nancy, there must be lots of exceptions to that. Andrew can keep secrets. So can you. I can read some peoples thought without even trying. I can read Toms almost always. But Andrews never  not when he covers up.

Andrew is like anyone else, said Nancy. The only possible protection  the only one  against mental intrusion, burglary, bullying, blackmail, propaganda, tyranny, dictatorship  is to be a soul and to be conscious of it. Control your person, instead of the other way around. Dont be a tail trying to wag the dog, or an orchestra trying to direct the conductor.

Nancy, are you sure it wasnt you who sent the mental message to Andrew?

Nancy smiled. She didnt answer the question directly: I was minding my own business. Let me tell you what I think happened.

I wish you would. I feel as scared, inside me, as if I had broken a law. Oh, Nancy, I dont want to be clairvoyant! I dont! I wont! I hate it!

Chickens, said Nancy, cant get back into the egg. They must learn to take care of themselves. Shall I tell you what I think happened?

Yes! Please!

Andrew must have been thinking of you, or he would not have written the first message on the wall. Later, he received the telegram. Very likely Gombaria brought it to him. It would be just like Gombaria to make a mystery about it. He experiments. Gombaria is a very expert manipulator of mental atmosphere.

Atmosphere?

Yes. That is only a phrase. One has to use words to suggest meanings that words cant convey. Gombaria can, and perhaps did, create a psychic field in which phenomena can easily occur. That is another phrase. It is worthless except as a hint. The reading of the telegram would direct Andrews attention instantly and very strongly to you. The suddenness, and unexpectedness would shock him enough to make him let go of his own thoughts. He would see your thought. He couldnt possibly keep it out of his consciousness. I believe he would see your mental picture before he would see you. That would be normal.

But, Nancy! Twenty hours after I sent it?

Why not? Time has nothing to do with it. That is one of the many reasons why time  and fact-bound intellectuals cant grasp clairvoyance. It is why professional clairvoyants almost always prove unreliable.

You mean fortune tellers?

Yes. They become confused when they try to translate infinity into time. But there is another reason: the economic one.

What on earth do you mean?

Humanity is gradually, very slowly evolving toward pure super- consciousness, in which there can be no such concept as profit and loss. On the intermediate levels, such as you and I can reach, the profit and loss illusion puts up a fight. It tempts us with suggestions that lead into disastrous mental quicksands, in which we flounder and lose all sense of direction. That is the meaning of the temptation of Jesus by the devil.

But can the world be run on any other basis than profit and loss?

Of course it cant, as long as people are hypnotized by the personal profit and loss illusion. Every materialistic effort to change conditions only provides different opportunities for exploitation. The old exploiters become the new victims, and vice versa.

Then what is the answer?

Gradually, as we struggle upward toward soul consciousness, the illusion loses its hypnotic grip. We begin then to be free to think clearly and to solve problems sanely. We leave off trying to fill holes with shadows. Instead, we fill them with ideas that develop their own substance. But it follows that a clairvoyant  seeing on a spiritual plane but working for material personal profit  and especially for dishonest profit  is committing spiritual treason. That is why gamblers and spies and criminals who use clairvoyance, as many of them consciously do, invariably meet disaster. Clairvoyance perverted to treacherous ends becomes spiritual suicide. Sometimes it leads to the madhouse. It is always, without any exception  without any possible exception  ruinous to the one who misuses it.

God! said Elsa. Nancy  tell me  did I misuse it when I sent that message to Andrew?

Dont be silly. Relatively speaking, it was an unselfish message. None of us humans can be quite unselfish as long as we have our personalities to care for. But you were not trying to make a profit or to mislead Andrew. You were trying to give him information, werent you? Now tell me something.

What? Ill tell you anything I know.

Did you know that Bompo Tsering was the go-between who ordered that pistol shot fired at you?

Yes. When he opened the window, and Andrew spoke to him, I knew it then. I knew it even before that. That was why I wanted to speak to him. I was quite sure he was up to mischief.

Did you hope, when you sent the message, that Bompo Tsering would be punished for his treachery?

I never even thought of it. My only impulse was to tell Andrew what had happened. To protect him. I mean, so that he could protect himself.

That is what saved Andrew.

How do you mean that, Nancy? I dont understand you.

It is a good example of how clairvoyance works when there is no vindictive, or envious, or profit-seeking motive. Probably  of course I cant be quite sure about this, but probably Andrew would have turned back if he had got your message at once. That might have been disastrous. It would have frightened Bulah Singh, who would almost certainly have tried to save himself by accusing Morgan Lewis of connivance in a plot to cross the frontier. That would have done Bulah Singh no good, but it would have been the end of Andrews expedition.

I still cant see why Andrew didnt get my message the moment I sent it.

Because your impulse to protect him did protect him.

How?

If you had loaded your thought with malice against Bompo Tsering  or with opinions about what Andrew should do  or with some profit motive, you would have robbed the message of its protective element.

I still dont understand.

Paradoxically, because time is not an element in clairvoyance, the message could select the right time. And because space is not a limitation of clairvoyance, it could select the line of least resistance and reach him here, at the proper moment, where it is easier than in most other places for a psychic incident to happen. The wrong motive would have spoiled that  might have prevented it altogether.

The old chauffeur opened the door and stood, shawled and breathing Leninism through his loyal nose, awaiting orders. He made a jerky gesture with his head. Nancy nodded. He went out, closing the door with a thud that verged on the edge of the brink of insolence and needed benefit of doubt to save even that verdict.

I told him to let me know, said Nancy, before going to find out whether Gombaria is ready to receive us.

He seems awfully angry.

Yes. He thinks Gombaria should come humbly. He considers my dignity is being disregarded. And he knows that searchers will visit this room in our absence.

Had we better lock our bags before we

No. Leave them open. Be generous. Save Gombarias monks from the indignity of picking locks. They wouldnt dream of taking anything. They will only look. Gombaria likes to know everything  everything  and to tell nothing.

He sounds a bit unscrupulous, said Elsa.

Well, he is, and he is not, Nancy answered. He is like all the rest of us  a human being in search of his soul. Sometimes I suspect him of delaying the search for the sake of intellectual amusement. But not always. And he sends children to my school when he considers them too intelligent to become monks. So I mustnt be too critical.

Broad-minded enough to send children to your school?

Yes, and to pay generously.

But so stupid that he spies into handbags?

We all average out, said Nancy. Remember: philosophy is not virtue. Gombaria knows one very important thing that you havent learned yet.

What is that?

Not to expect too much from people. And not to expect too little from life, but to insist on more and more intelligent enjoyment of every moment that he lives.  I hear my old tiger coming back, so wrap yourself in a shawl. It will be cold in the corridors. Are you ready? It is very bad manners to keep the ruler of a monastery waiting.


CHAPTER 25

Elsa began to feel terrified. The fear was inside her, subjective, not due to physical surroundings. It was a wordless sensation, unexplainable, comfortless. It brought up memories of punishment at school  a helpless dread. But she acted brave, like a novice in no-mans land. She and Nancy followed the old turbaned chauffeur along dim, draughty corridors.

She didnt for one second doubt her intuition that Nancy was leading her to an experience that would mean farewell  perhaps to Nancy. Farewell, and a new unknown beginning. It was a sensation of lonely dread. But curiosity was stronger than dread  much stronger. She knew that Nancy was also hard-pressed to subdue emotion.

Nancy said never a word as the old Mahrattas lantern danced in time to his martial stride, making weird shadows leap on the walls. Their footsteps rang with a kind of frosty brittleness. There were echoes. Somewhere ahead in the gloom a monk with spinning prayer wheel was leading the way through hewn tunnels; they saw his back as he turned corners, up and down masonry stairways that followed the pattern of the mountain top to which the buildings clung.

They passed, in almost breathless silence, through a long, dim room where Elsa recognized two monks from Mu-ni Gam-pos monastery. There were dozens of monks in the room, perhaps a hundred of them, all lined against the walls beneath faded banners and shadowy oil paintings. The two whom she knew made no sign of recognition. One of them had carried charcoal and hot water to her cell all winter in Darjeeling. She had talked with him many a time. The other one had been too talkative. He had brought her the ancient books from Mu-ni Gam-pos library, and he had marveled that a girl should know Tibetan. He loved to watch her turn it into English, and was pleased because she used a brush to write with, on parchment paper, so that each letter and each word was a thing of beauty. He had wanted to stay in the room and singsong the Tibetan text that he knew by heart. He had been hard to get rid of. But now, standing against the wall, with incongruous Jodhpur riding breeches showing under his long traveling coat, he was as blank-faced and immobile as if he had never seen her.

They had to pass through the refectory to reach the room where Gombaria awaited them  long tables, backless benches, a rancid reek of butter, an image of Chenrezi looming in the gloom. Then another narrow tunnel, hewn through a projection on the face of the cliff. It opened into a foursquare chamber, half rock, half masonry, with a door at the farther end, but no window. Stifling, silent, cold. There they were kept waiting. The monk who had led the way stood telling his beads, facing the door with his back toward them.

This, said Nancy in an almost inaudible voice, is where Lopsang Pun received initiation from his own great teacher.

You mean where we stand now?

No. In the chamber beyond that door.

Silence. An insufferable tension. Then:

Who was his teacher?

Nancy, for once, seemed at a loss for words. Then, suddenly, as if angry at the question: Who taught Jesus  Pythagoras  St. Paul?

Silence again, Elsa studying Nancys face that was lighted from below by the old Mahrattas lantern. It was like a wonderfully cut cameo on soot-black jet.

Nancy, are you an initiate?

Sh-s-sh!

But are you?

No.

The monosyllable forbade more questions. But Nancy suddenly relented, or perceived an opportunity. She added, slightly louder, so that each word was distinct and the monk might have heard, had he listened:

By their fruits ye shall know them. And by yours they will know you.

Who will? You mean the initiates?

No initiate would say he is one unless his soul should warn him to remind a younger soul that there is law, authority  a hierarchy higher than ourselves.

Well then, how should one know he is genuine?

His claim would prove itself. There would be no conceit, no power-hunger to prevent that.

A long pause, while the monks beads clicked and the old Mahratta fidgeted with the lantern. There was no other sound. Then:

Nancy, what are we waiting for?

For Gombarias summons.

Nancy, are you frightened? You look it.

No.

I am.

Sh-s-sh! Not so loud. Try to keep calm.

Its cold here. Nancy, what happens at an initiation?

You will not know that until your own turn comes.

My turn? Must it? What if I refuse  if I dont wish it?

Wishing would delay the day, said Nancy. Haste is only churning of illusion. You will know when your time is at hand. Be still. Be patient.

Silence again. Elsa could hear her own heartbeat. She stared at the wormy old door, and at the monks back, and at the stalwart, military shoulders of the old Mahratta. She tried to imagine the iron, inscrutable Ringding Gelong Lama Old Ugly-face, on his stubborn knees in an embroidered crimson robe like a cardinals, receiving someones laying on of hands. But she recognized that as a picture she had seen in the National Gallery. She dismissed it.

Nancy.

Yes?

Who chooses candidates for initiation?

No one. They evolve. Nancy looked straight at her, bright-eyed, excited. No one can receive, who has not. But unto him that hath

I have nothing. Nothing. Elsa shuddered. Nancy, I feel cowardly. Inside me, Im afraid. But I dont know what of.

Only your nothingness is afraid. You are your soul. Be real! You are not this trembler at the door of experience.

Nancy, I will go where you lead. But is it right, what were doing? Please dont get us into any Tantric magic, such as Bulah Singh spoke of.

Try not to think about Bulah Singh.

I cant help it. I know he isnt here, but I keep seeing him. Once he spoke of black magic. This place seems

Sh-s-sh! Look straight at him. Order him away! He will go.

Elsa summoned to her aid the so often defeated will that only now and then beat back clairvoyance. She stood off the mental image of Bulah Singh. It was like facing a dogs eyes in the dark.

You were right. He has gone. I dont see him now. His eyes were staring at me.

We have nothing to do with black magic.

You promise?

Child, if I should knowingly mislead you, it would be worse than death for me. Worse for me than for you.

Tell me what is going to happen beyond that door.

I dont know what will happen.

Then why go through with it? Why not go back to the guest room?

Sh-s-sh! Try reciting the Twenty-third Psalm.

Very well. If it pleases you.

Let us say it together.The Lord is my

The door opened quietly. Two monks came through like dark-robed spirits from a tomb. They stood aside, with their backs to the wall. There was a smell of incense.

No questions now, said Nancy. She seemed to choke with emotion. Keep on repeating the Twenty-third Psalm and the Lords Prayer. Say them alternately, over and over. Try to be conscious of each word as you say it to yourself.

She took Elsas hand and stood waiting for one of the monks to signal to them to pass through the door. Elsa felt like a frightened child, but she controlled herself, and she knew by the feel of her hand in Nancys that she was no longer trembling. The monk beckoned. The old Mahratta chauffeur strode immediately forward, like a soldier stepping from the ranks at the word of command. His not to reason why. His to do, and take the consequences. He asserted, square-shouldered, his beloved mad employers license to do as she pleased. He marched down the short hewn-walled passage, through the door at the far end, and stood lantern in hand, with his back to the Lama Gombaria, until Nancy and Elsa had seated themselves. Mats had been piled for them, a dozen deep, on the floor in the far corner. The Mahratta blew out his lantern to save Nancys oil, and sat down near them, cross-legged, on one of his own shawls, staring at Gombaria with stony disapproval.

Gombaria was seated on a hewn stone dais, between two looming statues of Bodhisattvas. Those, and a bell and an incense burner, were the only decorations of the chamber. It was hewn from the solid rock  about twenty feet by twenty, with a high, arched ceiling. There was a swimming, underwater sensation, due to incense smoke and the irregular adze-marks on the walls that cast interlacing shadows from the dim light of butter-fed lamps. On the step of Gombarias dais, at either side of him, his two subordinates stood in attitudes of saintly meditation. They looked incurious, unconscious of the world; but several times Elsa detected them studying Nancy and herself beneath half lowered eyelids. She was beginning to wonder why she had felt frightened.

The doorkeeper monks entered, closed a thick door behind them, and stood motionless. Elsa left off reciting the Lords Prayer. It was distracting to keep her mind on it and she wasnt afraid any longer. She was fascinated by Gombaria, wondering what he was thinking about. Deliberately, without any success whatever, she tried to get a clairvoyant glimpse of the old Lamas thought. She couldnt see even its color. She might as well have tried to guess what a statue was thinking about. She heard Nancy murmuring:

Thy kingdom come.
Thy will be done on earth,
As it is in heaven.

So she resumed murmuring the Lords Prayer, moving her lips to satisfy Nancy that she was obeying orders. Hardly conscious of the words, she caught herself, nevertheless, wondering what good they did. Suppose one did believe in an All-seeing Father  what of it? Sparrows fall  two for a farthing  and Father knows. What of it? Bombs fall, too. And babies die, and  

Something was happening. She couldnt guess what. It was happening. It was mental. It was like the spell that falls on an expectant crowd. A sensation of awe. She glanced at the old Mahratta chauffeur. He was breathing through his nose  shawled  rigid  angry  contemptuous.

Gombaria didnt move. Not even his eyelids moved. His protruding underlip was so massively motionless that it lent an appearance of molded bronze to all the rest of him. For five minutes there was no sound except the Mahrattas breathing and Nancys almost inaudible murmur: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death

Then astonishing sound: Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

It began like the far-away note of a gong, approaching slowly, gradually swelling until it boomed like a chord of organ music. It was Gombarias voice. He hadnt moved. Even his lips hadnt moved. But it was his voice. His subordinates joined in. Then the doorkeeper monks. Then Nancy, low alto. So Elsa added her own contralto, that some envious forgotten nobody had called a freak voice. After that she had never trained it but had made it a scapegoat for the worse freak, clairvoyance, that she could not get rid of. She could refuse to sing, and she did. Not even Tom Grayne knew what pitch and tone and volume she could produce from her small person. But now, for no reason that she was aware of except that it thrilled her, she gave her rolling contralto full rein.

Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

Because she joined in last, she lingered last, alone, on the sacred syllable that, if one knows its secret, links the brain-mind with the soul and lets in floodlight from the higher consciousness. She did not know the secret. But she thrilled, watching Gombaria, hardly aware that her own voice was the last on the lingering note. Then Gombarias eyes did move. They met hers. In the dim light, from across the room, they looked brilliant black. She couldnt guess what he was thinking. Gombaria moved his right hand and rang one clear mellow note with the small bell. Instantly, silently, the two subordinates thumbed the wicks of the four lamps. There was total darkness. Elsa felt Nancys hand groping for hers. The old Mahratta chauffeur breathed fiercely.

Nancys strong, rough hand felt reassuring, like a branch to clung to in a steep place. But Elsa wasnt afraid; she felt excited  tensely curious. She had an unaccountable sensation that instead of Nancy and the old Mahratta chauffeur, Andrew Gunning and Tom Grayne were beside her. Nancys hand was Andrews. She knew it wasnt, but it felt like it. Tom Grayne was enormously angry, though she knew that was the Mahratta. For two or three minutes there was no audible sound but the Mahrattas breathing, until Gombaria repeated the chant and they all joined in:

Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

As the note died away there began to be dim gray light in mid-room. It was formless, cheerless. It resembled wan moonlight. But it began to be shot through with rays of brilliance, like aurora borealis or the glimmer of the morning on distant peaks  as mysterious and beautiful and as unrelated to any visible source. The light faded, died away and was gone.

Nancy murmured: He needs help. Oh, if we were less dense  less turgid!

Sh-s-sh! said Elsa. She couldnt imagine why. She just said it. Gombarias voice, subdued, hummed alone on the sacred syllable, but he stopped suddenly. The wan gray light returned. Then all at once the universal spectrum seemed to pour its colors like a waterfall into a pool of white. It was a blinding bewildering, soundless spasm  gray all around it  murky, miserable, wan and hungry gray  but in the center pure color in motion that made the senses reel. There was no reflection on the walls. The room remained pitch dark. When Elsa shut her eyes, she still saw the light. Whichever way she turned her head, she saw the center of it  increasing  fading  increasing again, as if a will behind it forced it against waves of an unseen ocean. Suddenly it merged its colors into one  flame color  then Gods blood ruby. It turned golden, like the sun on water  and vanished. Where it had been, stood the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun  Old Ugly-face. Living, moving, breathing.

It was black dark. He was as clearly visible as if he stood in sunlight, nearer than mid-room. No light exuded from him. But he was visible. He looked natural, in three dimensions, exactly as Elsa had last seen him  hooded and cloaked in the ritual robes of his high order  bulky  ungainly  almost monstrous  peering with his owls eyes through a mass of wrinkles  homely and human as Falstaff  holy, and as full of irony, and dignity, and inner laughter as if Michelangelo had hewn him out of granite to be breathed on by the breath of Life. He moved. His weird owls-beak nose twitched. He was talking, making no sound. Elsa knew he and Nancy were talking  knew it, but heard nothing. He changed. He became the younger Lobsang Pun of the smashed photograph. Inaudibly but as overwhelmingly as if the senses heard it, his familiar, jovial belly laugh exploded in Olympian amusement.

So far, to the last, least gesture Elsa recognized him. He was looking at Nancy. That made it all the easier to watch the penetrating attack of his eyes and their equally sudden receptive gleam of understanding  the occasional pout of his lower lip  the habitual, hardly perceptible, slow contraction of his neck, as if he foresaw, and neither feared nor underrated but was ready to meet violence with energy that he held in leash. Old Ugly-face in every incongruous detail, even to the rakish tilt of his cone-shaped hat.

But  as thought lets go its gloom and spirals upward to the surge of music or a remembered poem, until inspiration reaches unknown views that make the heart leap  gradually now he changed into an unknown Lobsang Pun. Nancys hand on Elsas gripped with the strength of a vise, and then ceased to be felt. Through the old Lamas ugliness and robed obesity there shone forth a god, young with eternal youth, as splendid as the calm of everlasting morning, smiling with enjoyment of the fire-born glory of evolving worlds. How did one know what he smiled at? Elsa did know. She remembered the Bible story of the Transfiguration  lost it in views like blind Miltons  glimpsed Andrew  heard him chanting, as she had heard him scores of times:

Sonorous metal blowing martial sounds:
At which the universal host up sent
A shout that tore hells concave, and beyond
Frightened the reign of Chaos and old Night.

Consciousness surged with wordless experience that knew no form but beauty. Utterly beyond the shapes of things, and uncommunicable in the terms of time, passion rioted, exulted, gloried in motion that moved of itself, creating realms on realms of spiritual harvest ripening in selfless love, that gave and took not. An eternal moment. Being wholly released from having. Consciously exhaustless power to create new newness, now and forever.

Elsa made no attempt to measure how long the experience lasted. Time was no dimension of it: minutes, hours, ages were incomparable nothing. Words brought her back to self-consciousness and the feel of the pressure of Nancys hand on numbed fingers.

Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.

She didnt know whether Lobsang Pun or Nancy said it. It was a voice. Perhaps her own voice. She didnt know whether she heard it with her ears or with that inner hearing that offended people so that she had almost deafened it by self-inflicted torture of mind and nerves.

It was a voice, no matter whose. She had heard and she had seen Reality. She had seen pure spirit. It had almost shattered her human consciousness. A bursting shell, lightning, death itself could demolish no more totally the deaf-blind unrealities that she had feared, and felt, and cherished.

Now I know.

Was that her own voice, or some other? But who am I?

Nancy let go of her hand. She was alone in the dark. Herself, alone, with Lobsang Pun. The Old Ugly-face whom she knew  clothed now in ragged black, stern, shrunken, apparently suffering  was studying her, looking straight at her. He was seated, cross-legged, it seemed in the snow. He appeared to recognize her  to see through her, to the secret thoughts that fled and tried to hide in the dark womb where she had loved her child toward a destiny that ended almost unbegun. She cowered, flinched, shrunk away  then turned against herself and bared her heart, her very soul, her whole consciousness, to the stare of the terrible eyes. And the eyes changed. Knowledge entered her. She knew, without questioning how she knew it, that Old Ugly-face, hundreds of miles away, had found, clairvoyantly, and with his spaceless, timeless consciousness had reached Nancy, his chela. Nancy had presented her for recognition. She was recognized. It was he, yet not he. With her eyes she could not have seen him. But she had seen him  not with her eyes  never again to forget or be forgotten. He was fading  already a measureless distance gone, withdrawn into a murky, dull gray hungry mist of paling light. Then darkness. Silence. And after a breathless, timeless interval Nancys voice murmuring:

Lord, thou knowest all things: thou knowest that I love thee.

There were sounds then in the darkness. Someone was moving. The door opened and closed quietly. Then Nancys voice, hoarse, almost choking:

Light the lantern.

The old Mahratta fumbled with matches and tugged at the squeaky mechanism of the lantern, lighted it, raised it and showed the room empty. He saw the gleam of tears on Nancys face, got stiffly to his feet and came and stood in front of her, glaring angrily at Elsa as if she must have offended his beloved mistress. He clucked discourteous sympathy, reproach, and proverbs about women.

Why? he demanded. Why? Why? Isnt it good that nothing happened?

Nancy stared at him: Did you see nothing?

Nay, there was nothing to see. These monks are an ignorant lot of humbugs. They know nothing. Look, they have fled. They played no tricks, because they knew I watched them. They fled from shame, lest we should ask them: why no magic? Hah! Magic! Dry those honorable eyes that weep because they saw no sin! Tschut-tschut! Sin is for men, not for women!


CHAPTER 26

Andrew Gunning stood with his hands in raincoat pockets, wearing his shabby old felt hat, looking as little as he could like the leader of an expedition. Behind him, fifty yards away, was the Bhutia trading post, where Lan-dor-ling bought hides, sausage skins, wool and whatever else traders might bring from Tibet. It was too soon for the seasons trading to begin. His barns yawned empty  a jumble of mud-and-freestone huts, patched with corrugated iron.

Lan-dor-ling was reputedly one of the richest men in Sikkim. He was one part Chinese, one part Bhutia, two parts Tibetan  a slant-eyed, cunning-looking fellow with a broad, flat face, who always smiled and almost always understood what was said to him in English. But sometimes, if a mood was on him, he would refuse to speak English to strangers. In a buttoned cap and padded overcoat up to his ears he was watching Andrew, from a chair on the verandah that ran half the length of the front of the store. Its mud-and-stone windbreak at the north end shut off the best view of the mountains. It prevented the wind from dispersing an all-pervading smell of living pigs and dead hides. But it was a token, like a war debt payment, guardedly acknowledging the theory of civilization. A verandah.

Around three sides of the group of buildings was a mud-and-stone walled enclosure for goats, sheep, pigs, chickens, and occasional ponies. There were sheds in the enclosure; their irregularly shingled roofs were held down with barbed wire and big flat stones. Three of Andrews ponies, noticeably fat, were near one of the sheds; just inside it, sipping Tibetan tea, Bompo Tsering was watching to prevent them from rolling on their new saddles; but he also had an eye on Andrew; and between gulps of scalding tea he watched the lightning at play in a bank of cloud that rolled like a billion tons of blue-black coal dust down the invisible throat of a pass between two mountain tops.

There were colossal mountains on three sides  north, northwest, and westward. There was no way out of that valley, that the eye could detect, except southeastward, where a rough road curved in a wide arc, away from the mountains. At a point just visible between gigantic boulders it met a better road that curved in search of the highway eastward toward Assam and Bhutan. Andrew was watching the fork where the roads met.

He was in an agony of impatience, trusting no one, not even himself; going over and over in mind the details of his preparations for the dash for the Roof of the World, wondering whether he had forgotten anything that he could not afford to forget. One mile away as an eagle flies  but more than ten miles over almost trackless boulder-hatched ravine and mountain spur  his outfit waited, hidden in a hollow, near the foot of a pass so steep and dangerous that for almost a generation not even the suspicious Gurkhas had troubled to guard it. It crossed a corner of secret, almost unexplored Nepal, so it was doubly outlawed. Three governments in theory barred its use, forbade it, kept it off all but the secret maps; but in fact, it was the only pass that they did not watch and that afforded the slightest chance of undetected trespass into Tibet. According to Bompo Tserings information, picked up from a smuggler, it was, some seasons, the first pass to be negotiable because rain and wind bullied the snow from its exposed ledges. Smuggled opium, stored day before yesterday in Lan-dor-lings shed, had vanished  probably over the pass. That was the feather in the wind that Andrew counted on.

Once away, there would be small risk of pursuit, or of being turned back at the farther end. The only dangers would be smuggler-bandits, avalanches, lack of fuel, and the hells own causeway, where the loads would have to be manhandled, the ponies hauled and lifted, and a miscalculation would mean death on the crags below.

God, whats keeping her!

There was a post of Sikkim police less than a mile away. They had a telephone. They werent very likely to do more than glance at a party of monks, northeastward bound in a contractors bus toward a monastery near the Bhutan border. But if someone  Bulah Singh, for instance  should have phoned them to be on the lookout for Elsa, not all the ingenuity of Morgan Lewis would be enough to prevent a show-down. Governments cant look the other way when information comes through official channels and is on the record.

He travels the fastest who travels alone. A mans a damned fool to stand waiting for trouble!

But Andrew didnt dream of not waiting. He paced the track, counting his footsteps, turning suddenly for a glimpse of the crossroad beyond the boulders, glancing at the clouds, and at his watch. It was getting late. He would be lucky to reach the bivouac before dark. To attempt to reach it after sundown would be almost madness, even though he had left white phosphorus markers along the trail. He had posted that fool from Koko Nor to lend a hand at the bridgeless torrent, where the ponies would have to be manhandled in, held against the ice-cold water, and hauled out on the far side. But one couldnt count on the man from Koko Nor. He might have run back to the bivouac, afraid of being haunted by the devil that escaped when his tooth was pulled.  Took some pulling, that tooth.

All right, give Elsa one more hour as deadline. Any later, and they would have to spend the night at Lan-dor-lings. Not so good. Andrew didnt quite trust Lan-dor-ling. He had had to pretend to, but it was risky. Lan-dor-ling was almost certainly a secret spy for the Government  perhaps for all three Governments  Sikkim, Nepal, Tibet  as well as for people to whom governments are like wealthy women, created to be sponged from, betrayed and laughed at. Lan-dor-ling was too rich to stay bought with a secondhand car: much too avaricious to have refused the gift. On the other hand, asking no embarrassing questions, he had smiled with urbane incredulity at Andrews hand-out lies, told for Lan-dor-lings use in case strangers should be inquisitive.

He suspected Lan-dor-ling of being one of Bulah Singhs secret correspondents. There was no evidence of it, beyond a yellowing, creased letter signed by the Sikh, appointing Lan-dor-ling to the honorary post of investigator of local applicants for jobs in Darjeeling. It was framed on the wall of the filthy room where Lan-dor-lings half-breed clerk kept the accounts. There was absolutely no doubt whatever in Andrews mind that Bulah Singh had a well-planned grapevine of intelligence that he could use for or against the Government, whichever might suit his own ambition. Lan-dor-ling was a probable branch of the vine.

True, Bulah Singh had insisted that the way into Tibet was open. So had Morgan Lewis. Both men, each for a different reason, wanted him safely across the border. Possibly  hardly probably  no man could be quite such a fool  Bulah Singh believed Andrew would obey orders, once in Tibet.

He cant be such a damned idiot. He cant be! All the same, he may be kidding himself. He thinks he has the goods on me. Perhaps he thinks Elsa is within his reach in Darjeeling. Good God, she may be, at that! He may have held her up! Jesus! And if he knows shes on her way  and if she is  and if hes half awake, he must know  he could have her tracked down and arrested on suspicion of intending to cross the border. Fool! Why didnt I take chances and bring her with me?

But the worst danger of all was Morgan Lewis.

Hes a good guy. But hes a nut. He plays it like a dime detective. Its a dog-gone cinch hell bungle the show-down with Bulah Singh. Hell be too tricky about it. Bulah Singh will turn on him and blow the gaff. Hell accuse Lewis of secretly helping me to reach Tibet, contrary to law and orders, international treaties and God knows what else. Spite is Bulah Singhs pet motive. He knows he stands to get broke if hes found out. Hell make it cost em something. Hell blow things wide open. Hell involve as many higher-ups as possible in his own ruin  probably all set to do it, in case they spike him.  God, whats keeping that woman! Why doesnt she come!

Thunder, like a barrage by the clock  drum-fire  all heavy guns. Lightning in blinding spasms. Rain in a seething deluge. Hail. The rocks crackled like glass under machine-gun fire. Andrew ran for Lan-dor-lings verandah. By the time he reached it Lan-dor-ling had vanished. Andrew sat in the vacated chair watching the forked lightning that rent the storm and made the glimpsed mountains seem to dance to the deafening thunder. He didnt hear hoofbeats  couldnt. The first he knew of a horse was its rider, spurred and swinging a riding crop, striding along the verandah, dragging the door open against the wind and letting it slam behind him. Andrew followed. He couldnt afford not to. Almost any news was likely to be bad news. Better to know it at once than to waste time guessing.

Lan-dor-ling was lighting a kerosene lamp in the low-roofed shop where last years odds and ends of trading goods were hung, shelved, heaped in indescribable confusion; he set the lamp on a table and went out by a back door. There were no chairs. The man in spurs and a drenched poncho sat on a heap of gunny sacks, in a pool of his own making. He missed a rat with his riding whip, laughed and said something to Andrew. It was impossible to hear for the din of the hail on the low roof. Andrew went nearer.

I said: I turned over my horse to your man in the yard.

He had removed his rain-soaked hat. He was gray-haired, as handsome as President Harding, but weather-beaten and with no trace of softness  no laziness  only a vaguely luxurious ease, like a healthy animals, as he relaxed his muscles. His hands were a workmans  scrubbed. A hard, horsy smile. Blue-gray eyes. At first, second and third glance, an intelligent, obstinate, difficult man with a grim sense of humor. But for his hands he would have looked like high finance on vacation. But his hands could do things.

Surgeon? Andrew asked him.

Yes. Presbyterian Mission. Fifteen miles from here. Riding my rounds. I am John Bobbs.

Sir John Bobbs? Baronet?

Yes. You may omit the title.

Heard of you.

Are you Andrew Gunning?

Yes.

Heard of you, too. Try that other pile of sacks.

Andrew sat facing him, back to the door.

We have a mutual acquaintance, said Sir John Bobbs. Dr. Lambert, Cincinnati, Ohio.

Andrew froze. Sir John Bobbs appeared not to notice it. Lambert, and I, he remarked, were together at Johns Hopkins. We correspond  exchange notes on pathology  homicide  suicide  lots of other matters of professional interest. Its a small world. Do you know anyone in Delhi?

I have never visited Delhi.

But you know Darjeeling?

Yes. just come from there.

Pleasant drive?

More than enough rain. No accidents.

Sir John Bobbs examined Andrew from head to foot  battered felt hat, raincoat, thin brown shoes and cotton socks, in which no man with any experience would dream of facing the trail to Tibet.

When you return to Darjeeling, he said, would you do me a favor? I have a message that I dont care to send through the post.

Andrew thumbed tobacco into his pipe. He felt for matches. Dread was raising goose flesh up and down his spine, but he tried to look calm while he thought like lightning. Sir John Bobbs might be one of Lewiss secret allies. But he also might not be. He mustnt mention Lewis. He knew Sir John Bobbs, by reputation, as a holy terror to transgressors of the law. Not a medical baronet, but a baronet who had specialized in surgery. He represented civilized and scientific Christianity  the spirit of the Ten Commandments, slightly edited in favor of His Majesty the King  iodine  soap and water. He was not a magistrate. But, as a missionary with a tremendous reputation for surgical skill, good sportsmanship and piety, he enjoyed the much more powerful role of confidential adviser, off the record, to the men who appoint and demote magistrates. It was hard to tell what to say to him  what line to take. It was certainly no coincidence that had brought him, in a storm, at the zero hour, to drop hints about Lambert of Cincinnati, Ohio. Lambert might have told professional secrets. Do doctors do that kind of thing? Would Lambert do it?

Have you no one else who could take the message? Andrew suggested.

Oh, yes. I could entrust it to the police. Theyre not far away. They would attend to it.

A hint? A threat? Or merely an answer to the question? Andrew felt tempted to tell him to go ahead and use the police. But he reminded himself: silence is the best bet when you dont know what youre up against. Sir John Bobbss eyes betrayed a hint of cruelty, or something like it. He appeared to be enjoying Andrews dilemma. Andrew kept on trying to dope him out, guessing, rejecting guesses, trying to remember every rumor he had heard about him. But he had to say something. Better a half-truth than a lie. Waiting for a friend should be truth enough for  

To tell the truth, he began  

Sir John Bobbs whacked at his riding boot. Truth, he remarked, is sometimes easier to hide than to discover. Someone told me those are your ponies in the compound. Your man denied it, and I see youre not dressed for a ride. I noticed your car in the godown. The obvious inference is that you are about to return south. Dont deny it. I hate to be treated as if I had no intelligence.

Your reputation is too well known for me to make that break, said Andrew.

You will take my message?

Im a stranger to you. Arent you taking chances?

Yes. Sir John Bobbs eyed him with a glint of humor and a hard smile. You might betray my confidence. I will risk that. The message refers to a phone call I received this morning. The address is on the inner envelope. You may use your own discretion about opening the outer one; it is merely to keep the inner envelope clean.

Andrew accepted the long envelope and stowed it in his overcoat pocket. Lan-dor-ling shuffled into the room and blew out the lantern. The storm was dying. It had grown lighter. The thunder was rolling away in the distance. Sir John Bobbs stood up and shook himself:

Well  I feel fortunate to have met you. It was a lucky coincidence I must hurry away now. I wish you luck on your journey  ah  southward. He turned to Lan-dor-ling: You neednt trouble about finding a messenger. I have one. Mr. Gunning will take my letter to Darjeeling.

Lan-dor-ling stared, smiling, looking stupid.

Any time limit on opening the outer envelope? Andrew asked.

Oh no. Whenever you please. Good-bye, and good luck to you. Will tell the police that I understand you are leaving southward tomorrow morning.

Sir John Bobbs stalked out, making his spurs jingle on the rough pine floor, whacking the whip on his riding boot.

Too much that man many often not minding own business, said Lan-dor- ling. Sending too much many people into plison too many times.

Andrew drew the envelope out of his pocket  waited  until through the small window he saw Sir John Bobbs ride away, cantering, on a mud-splashed horse.

His now going police kana, making trouble for you, said Lan-dor-ling.

Andrew tore open the envelope. The smaller one inside it was addressed in pencil:

Phone from Darjeeling for Andrew Gunning.

He tore open the inner envelope. It contained a half sheet of plain paper, bearing no date or address. The scrawled, penciled message seemed to have been written left-handed to conceal the writers identity:

B.S. disappeared but believed to have phoned Sikkim police to arrest Mrs. G. near border. Have requested medical acquaintance to report your intended movements and to remove one passenger from bus on suspicion of contagious illness. He having no commission, break unauthorized quarantine and get going. Destroy this.

His hunch had been right. Lewis had bungled the breaking of Bulah Singh. The Sikh had vanished. Laid his plans weeks ago  not a doubt of it.

Andrew struck a match, burned the message and powdered the ashes with his heel.

What that? What your burning? Lan-dor-ling asked.

Andrew grinned: I burned a prayer to heaven for the gods to remember me by.

My playing your player being too good, two being better than one, remarked Lan-dor-ling.

Andrew went out by the back way and found Bompo Tsering. Take two ponies to the crossroad. When you see a bus stop at the police kana, go and offer your services to the doctor sahib. Do what he tells you.

That man being Mission dokitar is asking too much many question.

Do as youre told, and hold your tongue. Therell be saddlebags. Bring em. And mount her on your pony, remember.

Oh.

Yes. Get going.

Hot damn!

Hurry!

Andrew went back and shook hands with Lan-dor-ling. Good-bye, old-timer, and thanks for your trouble. Im on my way now  to Darjeeling.

Your being too much God-damn good liar, my believing you. So goo luck  goo-bye, Gunnigun!

The rain was almost over. Andrew led his pony down the track, hobbled it with the reins and climbed the biggest of the two huge boulders. Even so he couldnt see the police kana. He sat there a long time, fidgeting and glancing at his watch. The sun was almost out of sight beyond the mountains of Nepal when at last he saw Elsa riding Bompo Tserings pony up the trail. The Tibetan, with her loaded saddlebags, rode behind her. She was wearing a khaki shirt, shorts, and raincoat  looked like a boy in a broad-brimmed felt hat  bare knees  woolen stockings  sneakers.

Andrew glanced at his watch, slid down off the boulder, unhobbled his pony and waited. She almost rode by without seeing him. Then she drew rein, laughing:

Andrew, Im accused of bubonic plague!

With his back to his pony Andrew studied her a moment: Somethings happened to you.

Happened? Its like a movie! I came in a bus with fifteen monks from Gombarias monastery. We were stopped by the police at the crossroad just below here. They demanded my name, and I thought it was all up. But I hadnt time even to pretend I didnt understand, before a big man in a poncho on a roan horse cantered up and demanded to feel my pulse.

Sir John Bobbs, said Andrew.

Oh, you know him? Well, he told the police I must be quarantined, in one of Lan-dor-lings sheds, on suspicion of plague. Then Bompo Tsering showed up. Sir John Bobbs ordered him to take me and my luggage up the road.

How did you shake the police?

There were only three policemen. Sir John Bobbs made them stay there and stand guard while he lined up all the monks, to take their temperatures and

Lets go. This way.

Andrew mounted his pony and led, between high rocks, along a track that was the bed of a rock-strewn watercourse. It was a-roar with storm water, but presently it left the stream bed, widened, and there was room for them knee to knee.

What else happened? Andrew asked.

Since you left Darjeeling? Thousands of things. I dont know where to begin.

Something happened to you. What was it?

Andrew, I cant tell you.

Secret?

From you? No. But I dont know how to tell you. Andrew  honestly  I cant. I dont know how.

Nancy Strong stuff?

Yes.

I guessed it. Well, well blow that out of you. Draw rein a minute. Do you see that sharp crag with the lammergeiers nest near the top? Tonights bivouac is just beyond it. Youll be wet to your skin before we get there, but no matter, therell be a fire to dry at perhaps the last fire but one for a week. Now look upward.

Andrew, this isnt the way we came from Tibet, is it?

No. Look upward, where Im pointing. Do you see the last rays of the setting sun, on the snow to the left of that big fellow that seems to stick clear through the sky? Thats the pass. Seventeen thousand three hundred and eleven feet. Thats the way were going.

Andrew!

Yes?

Turn your head a moment. Look straight at me.

Well?

Im glad it will be difficult. Im not the least bit afraid.

Sure, I know youre game. You dont have to persuade me of that

You are talking about someone I once was, Andrew. You dont know me. Im not the same person. But Im thanking the same Andrew for the

He laughed. You havent changed much. Lets get going!

So the journey began, in silence, in single file, toward the Roof of the World, where Tom Grayne, in a cavern  seven hundred miles away as wild swans fly it  expected news and supplies  but not his young wife. The mountains grew dark in the sunset. The ponies neighed at the scent of snow on the wind from their sky-high home.


PART TWO


CHAPTER 27

Clouds rolled up from the Tibetan valley. They smothered mountains that have no names, that are only numbers on the bewildering map.

Typical Tibetan spring, said Andrew. He sat down opposite Elsa, on a rock in the lee of a ledge that broke the wind. He had a can of salmon in his hand; he was almost too tired to open it. Four of the afternoon. Ten below zero. Five days out from the Sikkim frontier. Ponies all in. But the summit was far aloft and behind. There remained only about three thousand slippery feet to descend into the valley. Even then, they would be twelve thousand feet above sea level; but there would be only two days of hard marching to reach food for the ponies, that were now munching their last ration but one.

Were in Tibet! said Elsa. Weve made it! Better than Hannibal! He lost elephants crossing the Alps. We havent lost a pony, nor even a load!

Andrew opened the salmon and passed it to her.

Therell be bad going tomorrow.

Then he hove himself to his feet like a prize fighter coming out of his corner for the last round. He went for another look at the ponies, to make sure the Tibetans werent stealing the grain: even Bompo Tsering couldnt be trusted not to do that, not though the men had double rations of barley bread, sugar and fat bacon.

Elsa made the bivouac comfortable  blankets in the lee of the rock, on a waterproof sheet, in a sort of cave made by the piled loads. One candle in a windproof lantern. One can of Sterno, in a folding stove that Andrew had invented and got made in Darjeeling. Two narrow air mattresses. Pillows. A couple of books.

Andrew returned along the ledge with some Tibetans to help stretch a tent over the loads, weighting it down with rocks. All the comforts of home. Nothing to do but crawl in and wait for tomorrow. But he went back along the ledge once more to make sure that the Tibetans had enough Sterno to stew their eternal tea. Elsa, in a streaming cloud, near the edge of an invisible cliff between earth and sky, with singing ears and thumping heart, set down the salmon and waited, thinking. Thoughts werent the same as at sea level, nor even as at Darjeeling. Since Gombarias monastery they werent anything like the same. She tried to find a name for the difference. She couldnt. No word was good enough.

The first night out there had been plenty of fuel and a real meal, in a gully beside a roaring waterfall, with two pup tents, privacy and the excitement of a possible pursuit. After that, when the awful ascent began, physical peril had banished all but the essentials, as it always does. Convention went downwind, along with the echoes of falling rocks. Past personal history became a distant dream. The only poignant memory was of a dog, at home in England. Was he being cared for? To save time and the labor of repacking at daybreak, she and Andrew had shared even the same blankets, for the sake of the doubled warmth. They had said nothing about it, they had simply done it, too exhausted when night came to crave anything but sleep. Too breathless, at those sky-high altitudes, to talk. Too tired to dream.

All the same, sleeping with him was an experience. Perhaps it was something to be proud of, meaning that Andrew took her self-respect and common sense for granted. He had done the natural, sensible thing, as he always did. Nevertheless, she had not snuggled in beside him without wondering what he was thinking about, and how would he behave toward a woman he loved. No woman could suspect him of being a passionless man. What sort would she be, whom Andrew would some day love? Elsa had no feeling of friendship toward that supposititious female  so little that she actually laughed at herself. Jealous?

She wouldnt have dared to mention the subject of sex, even now, at a lower altitude, where conversation was possible and nerves were less jumpy. Andrew was under a terrific strain, so concentrated on the almost superhuman task that an ill-chosen phrase might bring down on her, like an avalanche, one of his storms of temper. Those were rare, but terrible. She had witnessed one, months ago, loosed on a grafting Tibetan official, who ran for his life. And she had experienced one, loosed on herself. It had come, like the Himalayan wind, from beneath the cloud that always screened Andrews inner thought so that she couldnt read it. She couldnt even remember what she had said that angered him; it was a chance remark, without special motive, something about Tom Grayne, not meant unkindly; but it had touched off Andrews rage against mental cruelty and mean insinuation. He appeared to think physical cruelty  even its worst forms  much less damnable than mental injustice. It had been hours later before he seasoned a manly apology with the remark that it was only from his friends that he expected fairness.

I dont give a whoop in hell what the rest of em think. Thats their business. But friends should think well of each other. Say what you like to a friend. But dont speak ill of him behind his back. Thats treachery.

So she had known, all these months, that she rated as friend. Very often she hadnt believed; but she had known. Secretly, in her heart of hearts, she had never really even believed, as she had so often said, that Andrew detested her. No human being could do that, and be as kind as he was. If he had been her lover he couldnt have been more considerate. He had never once, by so much as a hint, suggested she was the nuisance that she knew she must be. He had never neglected the fundamental decencies, courtesies, dignities due from one to another. He had made her feel like a comrade-in-arms, who shared lifes battle. Who could ask more of a man?

He had probably, she thought, missed his vocation. He should have been a soldier. Soldiers need nobility as much as courage. Only noblemen should lead. Birth has nothing to do with nobility. Was Andrew a reincarnated spiritual aristocrat? That was a strange thought. Some ancient Stoic campaign veteran, reborn to test his spirit on the anvil of events. How else, or where had Andrew learned the self-reliance that had forced that march across a sky-high pass too steep and dangerous for even Tibetans to use unless as fugitives from law? Not one mistake, in a five-day fight against snow, ice, altitude and wind  up a blind trail. It stunned memory. One could only recall fragments of it, disconnected, as from a nightmare.

They had fought their way through snowdrifts, roped their way along storm- swept ledges, off-loaded and lifted the ponies from crag to crag where the ice-ground granite was as smoothly slippery as glass. But no man nor beast had missed a full meal. None had done less than his share of the work. No one was injured. There was not even a lame pony. And as the generous rations were consumed, the loads had been redistributed, pound for pound, so that the nearer they came to the Tibetan end of the pass, and the more exhausted the ponies became, the less the burden each had to struggle with. And not one sore back.

It was all Andrews doing. Tibetans, who treat wild life as sacred, are incredibly cruel to beasts of burden. They had resented that their riding ponies should be put to pack work along with the others. Even Bompo Tsering had had to be fisted, more than once, from the back of a pony already burdened with all it could carry. Elsa herself had had to climb, where she might have ridden the one unloaded pony, lest the Tibetans should take example, and ride too, when Andrews back was turned. Bompo Tsering, usually bringing up the rear, had tried to steal rides on her pony. But that would have ruined discipline. Several times she knew she had dared death, forbidding him. It would have been easy to push her off a ledge and claim the wind had done it. She had detected the thought. But when she threatened him with Andrew, he stuck his tongue out humbly, and then grinned and they were friends again. There was something in Andrew that commanded allegiance, but she couldnt name it. It answered to none of the names by which men label those whom they follow.

It wasnt impersonal. It wasnt the ugly, indifferent, cynical spell such as the exploiters cast on their followers, or impose by force. It wasnt egotistical. He did no spellbinding at all. His speech was curt, unsentimental, slow, and usually quiet. It was nothing spectacular, that gift of leadership. But it created good will. Perhaps it wasnt a gift. Perhaps it was a studied, deliberate, iron-willed concentration of purpose, that included the utmost use of every faculty he had. That might be it. He flinched at nothing, spared himself nothing, and yet gave the impression of inexhaustible reserves of physical and mental strength. In blizzards, blinding clouds and raging winds, at exhausting heights, on deadly precipices, Elsa herself had felt the same  not impersonal  first person singular  Andrew  force, that appealed to the Tibetans courage and rallied them over the summit.

What was Andrew? What kind of man? What was his secret? She had known him now, more than a year, more intimately than some women know their lovers. Yet she didnt know him. She didnt understand him. She didnt even know what had possessed him to abandon a career for such unprofitable, Herculean labor.

He wasnt a fanatic. He seemed less bigoted than most people. He wasnt morose. In his own quiet way he was full of humor. He almost never sneered. He laughed with, not at people. But there was something deep beneath his surface that defied search. It was always there, silent, veiled. Elsa was always conscious of it. She felt she had a right to be curious. Curiosity was even stronger than hunger, cold, exhaustion  almost stronger than intuition that warned her not to trespass.

There came a flattering thought that even Andrew might be helpless to conceal his inner consciousness, if subtly tempted. There must be a breaking- down point, where he would need help to retain his self-control. Help from the temptress. The secretly humiliating female thought, that Andrew hadnt found her worth an effort to seduce, suggested means of making him less reserved. That kind of struggle with Andrew was one that she knew she had more than a forlorn hope of winning. But the fact that the thought excited her, set her wondering about herself. How did she feel toward Andrew? Did she love him? How can one love without understanding? Admire, respect, like  yes, but those are cold emotions. Love?

She was thinking about that, and about Tom Grayne hundreds of miles away, getting a glimpse of a clairvoyant vision of Tom in his cavern at Shig-po-ling, when Andrew came and crawled into the shelter. There was just room to sit upright.

Tea, he said, before the storm comes. Theres a pippin coming. This worlds a madhouse.

Can I help? Has something gone wrong?

No. I dumped some stuff well never need and repacked a load. Thats a few pounds off all the ponies. Every little counts. Our Tibetans have got the wind up. They let me work all alone in the dark. If they dared, theyd run. Listen.

Downwind came the scream of a big bird, then another.

Lammergeiers, said Andrew. Nesting. Their aeries on the crag right above us. The fool birds are cussing us out.

They cant hurt, can they? Will they attack the ponies?

God, no. But our Tibetans think theyre summoning devils to give us the works.

They think were trespassing on sacred ground?

Yes. Some saint died up here. If I should shoot the lammergeiers, theyd call that murder. But theyd murder you and me and call it blessed-happy- release-of-spirit-into-higher-consciousness.

Elsa laughed.

Why didnt you eat? he asked.

I waited for you  felt sociable.

He opened salmon for himself. They ate out of the cans, with spoons, munching dry barley bread to help it down. Then prunes, stewed tea, canned milk, chocolate. Not another word until Andrew tossed the empty cans over the precipice and crawled out once more into the wind for a look at the men. The lammergeiers screamed like furies. Elsa used the last of the warm tea to wash her fingers that were chapped by the cold and cut, through thick gloves, by the rocks she had climbed.

Andrew came crawling in again: Hells devils! Theres no sense in a scared Tibetan. Ill stay awake, or they may try to murder us both, to pacify the spirits. Move the candle over here. Ill read a while.

Do you particularly want to read?

Im in a mood for Milton. I want to read about hell.

Cant it wait?

Andrew quoted:

What in me is dark
Illumine, what is low raise and support,
That to the height of this great argument
I may assert eternal Providence,
And justify the ways of God to man!

Gods ways need justifying on a night like this, he added. I dare bet you its raining at sea; bone-dry and dusty in Oklahoma; lousy, where the climates bearable; and not a scrap of fuel where its coldest. Its a mad world.

Its a wonderful world, she answered.

Im in no mood to be Pollyannaed.

Youre overtired, Andrew. Youve done three times as much as anyone else. Go to sleep. Ill stay awake. If anything happens Ill

No, no. You sleep. Long, hard day tomorrow. Downhills worse than uphill  more likely to fall, unless your nerves in shape. Curl up and sleep.

I couldnt.

Why not? Whats the matter?

Im not sleepy. I want to talk.

What about?

Anything.

Okay. Tell what happened that night at Gombarias, when you and Nancy

No, Andrew. I cant tell.

Why not?

Because it cant be told.

Youre pretty good at telling most things, when you want to. All right, its your secret. Sorry I asked.

Elsa thought a moment, with her chin on her knees. Andrew.

Yes?

Could you tell anyone, for instance, what it feels like to be up here in these mountains?

Why should I tell it?

Can you even tell yourself what it feels like, as compared to cities and sea level? Its an experience, but you cant describe it, can you?

Short of oxygen, he answered. Slows you. Makes your head hum. Felt like being seasick at the summit. Thats another of Gods funny paradoxes  where you most need oxygen, the less there is.

Oh, if youre in that mood

Mood? I could play the harmonica, just to annoy myself.

Dont, please. Andrew, I am not trying to keep a secret  not from you, of all people. I did tell you about seeing Lobsang Pun. It was after that, thats so difficult. I was alone in that room with Nancy.

Yeah, you said that, the first night out.

Im simply bursting to tell. I want to share it with you. But one cant explain what happened.

Why not?

There arent any words to tell it with. It was something beyond music  even beyond thought. One cant even recall it. One only knows it did happen  and was so wonderful that  oh, if I could share it with you! But how can I?

Old Gombaria has a reputation, said Andrew. Hes a first-class psychic showman.

Gombaria didnt do this. It wasnt showmanship. He wasnt even there.

He fixed me so that I got your Mauser message, and he wasnt there when I got that, either.

Andrew, that message was just ordinary clairvoyance. But what happened after Nancy and I saw Lobsang Pun was utterly beyond clairvoyance. It was more different from it than these mountains are from London slums.

It seems to have changed you over. You dont seem scared of your clairvoyance any longer.

I never will be again. Never.

Well, thats something. Thats a load off.

Andrew, did you ever know something  I mean really know  and feel youll almost die if you dont tell, because its so utterly wonderful that your heart almost bursts with it  and yet you couldnt tell  couldnt?

Cant you give me a hint?

Elsa thought a moment. Then, suddenly: Andrew, I want you to believe what Im saying. Im serious.

Go ahead.

If by jumping off this precipice I could give you the experience that I had at Gombarias, I would jump without hesitating. I want to give, and go on giving forever!

Steady! he said. Steady! The altitudes got you. Its like ether or being drunk. Lie down. Shut your eyes. Swallow hard. Turn in. Sleep it off.

There you are. You misunderstood. Words  oh, what use are they?

Andrew remembered Lewiss advice. He dismissed his own raw nervousness. He grinned. Its about a thousand-foot jump  maybe more. Ill have to climb down to bury you under a cairn. Maybe I need the exercise. When do you take off?

Andrew, please dont blaspheme!

I sure will, if you try any circus stunts. Ive heard of levitation and flying lamas. But Im agin em.

I didnt say I will jump off. I wouldnt dream of it. I was trying to hint at the hugeness of the urge to tell you, if I could, how wonderful life is.

Hello! Hello! Is this the same young woman who was calling herself a calamity, back there in Darjeeling?

Yes. No! Yes and no! What I meant was  there couldnt be too high a price to pay  if it were possible  for the joy of giving someone else the experience that was mine, at Gombarias, after Nancy and I saw Lobsang Pun.

You say Gombaria didnt provide it?

No. No, indeed. Nancy explained that. Old Gombaria is a kind of dweller on a threshold. He likes to open psychic doors for other people, but he never goes in himself. He never talks about it. He knows all about psychic centers, whatever that means.

It might mean anything, said Andrew. Psychics spend most of their time thinking up different meanings for words that had just one plain meaning to the Greeks who invented em. Forget the Greek words. Try to tell what happened.

Elsa sighed and summoned patience. But instead of it came the storm, in a sudden blast as if the mountains were at war. Hail smote the shelter, seethed, crashed along the ledge. Deafening thunder. Lightning. Wind howled and shrieked like ice-cold devils. Andrew wrapped the blankets around both of them, hugging her close to him, sharing the warmth of his strong body. They sat side by side, not sure whether they or the mountain trembled. Elsa had an almost unbelievable sensation that Andrew was more afraid than she was. Perhaps his was the dread that the last days march would end in disaster. Her only dread was that she might fail in emergency. Was this an emergency? Did he need reassurance? How could she give it? They couldnt hear each other speak.

But the shelter held. The hail died. Andrew went out again, facing the wind, to make sure that the ponies were snug in the lee of the ledge. He found them all lying down, too weary to be terrified. The Tibetan watchman lay snoring, too tired to fear even devils. Bompo Tsering, tented in the lee of an overhanging ledge, was preaching gloomy Tantrist doctrine to eleven other numbed, awed Tibetans. Their breath steamed; their eyes glowed ghostly in the rays of Andrews flashlight. He stayed and talked with them, asking questions. Little by little he eased their superstitious fear, by getting them to tell him about monstrous semihuman entities that guard forbidden heights and whelm the trespasser. They unloaded their fear on himself, teaching him mysteries. Teachers dont kill attentive pupils, even to oblige the devils of a pass into forbidden Tibet. That danger died of its own propaganda, strangled in terrible words.

Elsa sat watching her breath freeze on the heavy blanket, wondering what she should say to Andrew. It was like nostalgia  saddening almost to tears, but she scorned tears as self-indulgence  to know what she knew, and to be unable to tell. No one had forbidden her from trying to tell, although Nancy had warned. She could almost hear Nancys experienced, humorous voice:

Tell and be damned! See that thou tell no man was wise advice. You will use words. They will be turned against you. It will hurt. Words mean thus far we come, and this we know. Words are the nails that crucify. It was the literal, accurate word-definers who condemned Jesus out of his own mouth. When your soul  the real soul  conscious you  can speak straight to the soul of another, then you can awaken the other to experience reality. Life has to be lived. It cant be told.

She had a clear clairvoyant glimpse of Nancy, talking to children around her fireside, telling the children truth that grown-ups labor all their days to misinterpret. She kept her promise to send Nancy an alls well. She saw Nancy again  and Old Ugly-face  and, strangely, Father Patrick of the Jesuit Mission. What could that mean? Why the Jesuit?

Then came Andrew, with his thought full of Bompo Tserings devils: humorless, monstrous, conscious forces, said to be sometimes visible, whose passion is envy, their motive hate, and their goal the undoing of all things done.

Therell be glare ice on the lower ledges, he remarked, as he crawled in. The snow thawed this afternoon. Thisll freeze it smooth. Well have one hell of a days march. Do you know an antidote for devils?

Are the Tibetans badly scared? Andrew, are they

Damn their religion! Damn everyones religion. The hell with it. It only rots guts.

Andrew! It isnt long since you reproached me for saying there isnt a God! Ive changed my mind. Have you changed yours?

God wont get us down tomorrows glare ice. Gravityll do it. Thats another of Gods funny inventions  too much gravity in the wrong place. Well, well beat it somehow.

Andrew.

Yes.

Are you still curious?

What about?

About what happened at Gombarias.

Sure. Eaten up with curiosity.

If I try to tell, will you try to understand?

Yep. Use plain words.

Think some poetry.

Im off that stuff, for the moment. Too much grue in the air. They kind o dont mix.

Try the first poem that comes to mind. No matter what it is. Try it.

Andrew thought a moment. Grim humor seized him. He began, sonorously, chanting verse so inappropriate that even Miltons music hardly veiled the sarcastic motive:

With thee conversing I forget all time,
All seasons, and their change  all please alike.
Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet,
With charm of earliest birds

He laughed. Therell be a dark daybreak. Screaming lammergeiers. Twenty or thirty below zero. Three thousand feet of glare ice. One days rations for the ponies. Yep. Every prospect pleases.

Try again, said Elsa. Try something different. Please, Andrew. Wont you help? I would almost rather die than not tell you. But if you wont get into the right mood, I cant even reach your everyday intelligence. And I must aim much higher than that.

He reached for the candle lantern, held it so that he could see her face, studied her eyes a moment, then set it back in the niche in the rock.

Sorry, he said. I didnt get you at first. All right, poetry it is. Here goes.

He plunged into a mood, as she had seen him plunge, numbers of times, into raging cold water and swim for the fun of it. His right fist seemed to strike an invisible gong, commanding silence. Then he chanted:

In this broad earth of ours,
Amid the measureless grossness and the slag,
Enclosed and safe within its central heart,
Nestles the seed perfection

He chanted on, Elsa listening, watching him silhouetted in dim candlelight against the piled-up pony loads  unshaven, free-shouldered, wearing a brown blanket like a toga. He went lost in the poem. Words ceased. Thought went wandering along the overtones toward the universal wonderland whence poems come.

Andrew.

Yes?

Were you ever in love?

Why?

If you were, it would help.

I was. Once. For a short time.

Do you remember the ecstasy part?

He didnt answer.

Did it lead up the same ray of consciousness that creeps upon you when you chant poetry?

Maybe. I havent thought of it.

And you cant speak of it. Can you?

I dont wish to speak of it.

At Gombarias, after I saw Lobsang Pun  for a long time  I dont know how long  I was actually soul-conscious. I was me. Not this thing. Me. My soul. You understand?

No. Darned if I do.

I was, what I shall be. What were all evolving into. What we all really are. There were no limits. Beauty  joy  oh, I cant tell it!  Soul! Make me tell it! Speak!  Andrew, wont you try? There are thousands of ways.

Tell one way.

I think one follows poetry, or music, or being in love  all the way inward and up to the heart of the universe  Gods heart.

Leaving the world to go to hell?

No, no, no! One loves the world! Its good! Its full of pain and sorrow

You bet it is.

But one sees it all differently. We are all one vast oneness, working toward She hesitated.

Annihilation? he suggested. Do we lose our identity?

Never! Awareness of that is what we lack now! Soul is identity! Andrew, does the word love set your teeth on edge?

Theyre on edge already from the wind. An extra twinge wont hurt em.

Does passion offend you?

Whose?

I dont mean sentimental emotion. Andrew, reality  real being  is an ecstasy of passionate love. Thats all I can tell you. It is so far beyond human love and passion that theyre darkness in comparison. But theyre parts of it. Follow your high thought to wherever it leads. You will find your soul. Say to yourself I am my soul! Your soul will show you what you are!

It might show me something Id rather not know, he retorted. He remembered what Lewis had said. How about sleep? he suggested.

Have I scandalized you?

Hell, no. Im damned interested. But weve a stiff march tomorrow. Get some sleep.

I wish you would sleep, and let me stay awake.

No. No more talk now. Turn in.

Why must you stay awake? Are you afraid the Tibetans might

Hell, no. Theyll make no trouble.

Then what are you watching for? Andrew, youre worried! What is it?

No, Im not worried. Be a good girl now and turn in.

Why are you thinking about Bulah Singh?

Read my thought, eh?

Yes. You thought a blood-red picture of him, right then.

Will you go to sleep if I tell you?

Try me.

Bulah Singh may have been arrested. But I guess not. I think Lewis jiggled the bait too long, and missed him. If so, Bulah Singhs one chance would be to chase us.

But he couldnt do anything, could he?

He could hang on. He could count on my not making a habit of shooting people.

But could he possibly overtake us?

If hes traveling light. We broke a trail for him through all the drifts. There was a light near the summit, just after sunset. It may have been Bulah Singhs lantern.

But the summits half a days march behind! Would he dare to come on in the dark?

No such luck. That ud be the end of him. Hes too wise to take that risk.

Then why stay awake, Andrew?

I want to figure him out. You go to sleep and leave me think about him.


CHAPTER 28

The next day was too dreadful to remember, afterwards, except as flash- backs from a dream, remote in time and space. Fog-veiled precipices  eagles, looming and gone  glimpses of sky amid clouds that wallowed, wave on wave, bursting on mountain peaks, until the world seemed upside down. Ice-slithering ponies, roped, off-loaded, lowered  loads skidded downward  hairbreadth, unbalanced teetering on windy ledges above echoes that boomed in a rolling mist. Standing out in memory like a bell buoy at sea, was a prayer rag on a human thigh bone, protected from storms by a crude shrine to which each passing Tibetan added a stone. Right there the Tibetans mutinied. They declared it was tracks end  lucks end. The mountain had been changed into a cloud by magic. Devils. They would turn back. The muffled thunder of an ice-imprisoned waterfall, heard through a hurrying maelstrom of gray mist, was the voice of doom.

No, Gunnigun. No.

Elsa, too, had premonitions. She said so: she was thinking of Bulah Singh, although she didnt name him. Andrew made no comment. He roped himself and made the end of the rope fast to an upstanding spur of rock. He scouted forward alone, vanishing like a ghost along a foot-wide track that crossed a crumbling rock-strewn slope. To his left, nothing. To his right, a looming, unclimbable glacis. He found the path was practicable. Only a ropes length of it, leading to wide, level rock on the far side. Returning, he kicked loose stones off the narrow track and listened  heard them, after a long pause, crash amid cannonading echoes. No foothold to the left or right. No margin for error. But the stones hadnt started an avalanche. The loose rocks, on the glacis above, were apparently frozen in place. One pony at a time, one man at a time, might make it without vibrating loose the invisible menace.

When he came back he gave his orders quietly, and repeated the command to Bompo Tsering. Then he said six words to Elsa, and himself led the pony that carried the Tibetans blankets, the precious tea urn and personal odds and ends: a better argument than millions of words. Elsa, obeying the curt command, followed, with her heart in her throat, handing the rope to prevent it from catching under the ponys load, and to prevent the pony from treading on it when it slackened for a moment. They reached the far side safely. Andrew was starting back, to bring the next pony across, when disaster emerged. It came through the fog like the coming of worlds end.

Urged by some Tibetan blend of loyalty, obliquity and disobedience; and by the siren tea urn and the life-preserving blankets all gone in the fog; perhaps, too, by shame that he had condoned mutiny, Bompo Tsering went from one mistake to another. He denied it afterwards. He swore a panic took hold of the men and he couldnt prevent. But all the other Tibetans agreed it had been he who gave the order to untie the end of the rope and get going across. It was almost a stampede. They flowed through the fog. They were like scurrying ghosts. Andrew had to turn about and run back to the far end. Prodded by the frightened Tibetans, the ponies trotted. Down came the avalanche  random  sporadic, at first. By the grace of the Unpredictable the rope, with one end made fast to Andrews shoulders, fell clear of the ponies feet and down over the precipice. By the time he had hauled it in, most of the ponies and all the Tibetans, except the man from Koko Nor, were safely across, untouched by stones that slid down from the glacis as from a devils ambush  faster, faster  hundreds of rocks, each loosening another, to miss their marks and plunge into echoing mist.

The man from Koko Nor rode last, on a loaded pony. There being no one to forbid, he had vaulted up over the staggering ponys rump. He was halfway across before he was visible through the haze, perched on the load like a lunatic, waving his arms to balance himself against the wind and the ponys movement. Perhaps he was praying  making yokel-magic to appease mountain devils. The last of the avalanche  one lone clattering rock, struck the ponys hind legs out from under him. Pony and rider disappeared into the fog  like phantoms. If there was sound, none heard it: horror blotted it out. Then, breathless moments later, a cry came up out of the mist. Not a mans cry. It was the heart-breaking scream of a pony. An eagle  so near that Elsa felt the wind of its wings  swooped downward. The pony screamed again. The Tibetans laughed. Andrew cursed them into silence. Then he lay prone on the rock, peering downward, waiting for wind to tear a hole in the driving whiteness. After about two minutes he got up and spoke to Elsa:

The ponys alive. Perhaps the man is. Theyre on a ledge about fifty feet below us.

He pulled out his Mauser pistol and examined it. Elsa said nothing.

She thought he intended to try to shoot the injured pony from where he stood. But he returned the pistol to the holster under his armpit, beneath his sheepskin jacket. Then he carefully passed the rope around a smooth rock, tested it, examined the noose around his shoulders, and gave Elsa the loose end.

Hold that.

She didnt dare to speak to him; she might have said the wrong thing.

He and his anger were one. Anger was the very blood in his veins  the breath that misted from his nostrils. It made him white-lipped. He beckoned Bompo Tsering.

Give me your Mauser.

Bompo Tsering hesitated, met Andrews eyes and quickly plunged his hand into his coat. He surrendered his precious pistol, butt first.

Four men!

Bompo Tsering beckoned four men. They came slowly, unconfident, wondering, watching the pistol. They followed Andrews glance and laid hold of the rope.

Im going down there. He glanced at Elsa, jerked his head toward her. Do as she tells you.

Bompo Tsering protested: Gunnigun! Hot damn! Your not

Speech died in time to check the swing of Andrews fist. Your saying, Gunnigun  my doing.

Andrew cocked the surrendered Mauser and gave it to Elsa: Shoot to kill, if they disobey you! Shoot him first. Then the others, one by one until they do obey.

Very well, Andrew.

You are not to look over the edge.

Very well, Andrew.

Stand back here. When I shout, repeat the order to Bompo Tsering.

With another glance at the rope he was gone, letting himself down hand over hand, until she saw the rope chafe on the rock as he swung in the wind, and heard him shout: Lower away!

She repeated the order, pointing the pistol at Bompo Tserings head, setting her teeth. She would obey. She would kill if she must, and she wouldnt blame Andrew. It should be her own doing. One of the men spoke. He held the rope and leaned outward, staring downward. Presently she saw the rope slacken, heard the scream of the indignant eagle, followed by the crack of Andrews pistol. He had shot the pony. She wondered what it would feel like, later, if she should have to shoot Bompo Tsering. Then an eternity of waiting, with her fingers freezing on the pistol butt and her imagination fighting against pictures of Andrew losing foothold, falling  falling  ten thousand times she saw him in imagination falling headlong, before she heard him shout:

Haul away!

The echoes repeated it. The Tibetans had to be cursed by Bompo Tsering until they feared his curses worse than the voice of the underworld, and set to work hauling, in silence except for their grunts and Bompo Tserings low-voiced Ho-ay-ho! Ho-ay-ho! as he set the time. Elsa snagged the ropes end as fast as it came up, with her heart in her teeth, watching the rope chafe  watching for Andrews head to appear.

And when it came, it wasnt Andrew. It was the ponys load, harness and all. It caught, blown under the overhanging edge of the rock. The harder they pulled, the faster it stuck, until she gave an order to Bompo Tsering, backed up by a gesture with the pistol. He stuck his tongue out, grinned, noosed his belt around the rope, crawled down and hove the load up over the edge. He himself had to be hauled back, scared almost numb. He stood gasping beside the load, smiling at her along the Mauser barrel.

Hot damn, he said, gasping.

Lower the rope again!

He appeared not to have thought of it. She repeated the order. He relayed it. The others obeyed. They looked like fishermen paying a line in a fog at sea.

Did you see him? Elsa demanded. Where is he? What is he doing?

My not know seeing nothing. Hot damn.

Can he catch the rope? How can he catch it? Wont it blow out of reach?

He grinned  shrugged his shoulders.

Haul up! Haul it back here!

She made them bend on a coil of rawhide, to increase the weight and to give Andrew more chance to snatch it as it swayed in the wind. Nearly fifteen minutes after that, and not a sound from Andrew, until at last his shout came up echoing out of the mist:

All right! Haul away!

This time it was Andrew, spinning, clutching the rope with one hand, fighting with the other  using his pistol butt to beat off the eagle, not daring to shoot for fear of frightening the crew at the rope. Elsa shot the eagle  the first thing she had ever killed  almost the first time she had ever fired a pistol. The huge bird folded like a blown rag  vanished. Then, when they had hauled Andrew over the edge and he walked toward her, she was afraid  not of him  of his anger. He held out his hand for the pistol. She gave it to him. Andrews scorn conceded nothing  not a gesture  not the flicker of a sneer as he gave the pistol back to Bompo Tsering. Then he spoke savagely, in a low voice, commanding him to distribute the recovered load among the ponies. He watched him obey, making almost imperceptible gestures to the other Tibetans that sent them hurrying to the headmans aid.

It was several minutes before he faced Elsa again. They hadnt spoken. She hadnt dared to speak. He was gray, grim-lipped. Was he angry with her? Or was it not anger? He wasnt trembling. He was breathing a bit harder than usual. But he seemed to be fighting himself, not thinking of anyone else, except that he kept glancing to make sure the loads were being properly roped. When he did speak his voice was almost normal and he had lost some of the gray look:

Elsa, I want a sheet of that foolscap paper and a soft pencil from your saddlebag. Do you mind?

When she brought them, with a pad to write on, he asked her to sit down. He said his own hand was too unsteady. He began dictating as if she were an office stenographer:  

Andrew Gunning to Bulah Singh.

Bad going here. Watch out for sliding rock. Cross carefully, one at a time. If you should overtake me, come day or night.

  Thats all.

He broke the pencil lead and split the wood with his teeth, making a cleft stick, into which he inserted the paper, folding it lengthwise, so that it looked almost like a toy airplane. Then he beckoned Bompo Tsering.

Go back there and tie this to the holy mans thigh bone in the cairn!

The headman stared: Gunnigun, that being too much very holy thigh bone! Long time blessed holy hermit dying that place!

Andrew jerked his head in the direction of the foot-wide track. Not another word. It was Bompo Tserings chance  to take or leave  to regain lost standing. He understood. It was trial by ordeal. He stuck out his tongue and obeyed. Elsa watched Andrew. Had he gone mad? Was he thinking of some kind of working agreement with Bulah Singh? It seemed incredible. But what else could the note mean? She couldnt read Andrews thought; he had it veiled more obscurely than ever. She herself couldnt think. She was panicky. But he sat down beside her, and she knew then that he needed her. He wasnt asking for help. He expected it  knew it was there. He was beginning to recover from emotion so terrific that he hadnt dared to relax attention from what needed doing. He was taking for granted that she understood that. She mustnt dare to question him. Let him govern himself, in his own way. Let him feel he was understood.  She felt she was beginning to know Andrew at last.

The fool from Koko Nor was dead. Poor devil. On his way home. But so was the pony on his way home.

We heard you shoot the pony.

Yes. Beat the eagle to it. I gave the pony a swig of water from my flask. That kills the fear for a second. So they die relieved.

Thank you, Andrew.

What for?

On behalf of the pony. It cant say thank you.

It doesnt have to. Good pony  did his best, always.

She thought of Tom Grayne, suddenly, without meaning to, comparing him with Andrew. Tom wasnt sensitive, or romantic. What could she say to Andrew that wouldnt jar the sensitive unknown part of him that never quite came to the surface? At that moment it wasnt far from the surface. She had glimpsed it  almost seen it.

Andrew.

Yes?

I think I know why you dont like gratitude. Deeds produce their own reward, in this life or the next. Isnt that it?

He scowled  turned his head  stared at her  spoke quietly:

No. Thats lousy stuff.

Lousy? she asked. Didnt you once tell me you believe in reincarnation?

Believe nothing. I know it.

Well then, wont the law of karma reward

He interrupted, low-voiced: No. The hell with reward  here or hereafter! Thats a rats motive. The rule is: you are what you do. So if you can, youve got to, or you lose your own self-respect.

He looked away again, listening for Bompo Tsering along the fog-veiled track.

Elsa hesitated. Suddenly she decided she had a right to know. Andrew, why did you write to Bulah Singh?

Because I have to live with my own conscience. Neglect to warn him ud be murder. He might have followed that fool from Koko Nor. Warning puts it up to him. Ive done my bit.

But why invite him, day or night! You dont trust him, do you?

No. Thats why.

I dont understand.

An enemy is less dangerous where you can watch him.

But we might have escaped him.

Yeah  and might not. As it is, hell do some hefty guessing, and hell guess me wrong, I bet you!

Through the fog came Bompo Tsering balancing his way back cautiously along the foot-wide track, spreading his arms as if he walked a tight rope, treading gingerly not to disturb the devils that loosen rocks. He marked time for a moment, for the pleasure of treading freely at last on firm rock. Then he came and stood in front of Andrew. Sweat had made streams in the dirt on his face.

Your saying, Gunnigun. My having doing. God-damn! Peling paper having writing being too much easy now can being seen. So coming other people  not good.

March! Get going! You lead for a while.

Bompo Tsering lingered: Gunnigun.

Yes? What?

Man from Koko Nor, his being dead now  having what  in bokkus? By way of illustration Bompo Tsering thrust his hand into the voluminous swag-bag formed by the lining of his overcoat. Money? he suggested.

Seven Tibetans came forward, as alert as vultures, thinking the same thought as the headman, grouping themselves behind him, watched by the other Tibetans, who had to stand by because Tibetan ponies will roll their loads off on the edge of anything  a precipice preferred. Andrew groped in his bulging hip pocket  pulled out a bag  undid the leather thong  drew out money  silver and Indian paper rupees. He didnt count it. He thrust it back into the bag and tied the thong. Bompo Tsering held out his hand and the other Tibetans grinned.

Out of the way! Andrew said sharply. Stand back.

He tossed the bag over the cliff. There was no sound of its falling, but a long pause, then an awed chorus:

Gunnigun!

March! Get going! Next time man or horse dies due to disobedience, Ill pitch a months pay of each one of you over the first cliff we come to! On your way! Get going! March!


CHAPTER 29

It wasnt long before Andrew resumed his normal good temper. He bore no carry-over grudge against Bompo Tsering. So the Tibetans forgot his anger, and their own fear of him. They liked him again. That was part of the secret of Andrews success with men of an alien race  of his success, too, with animals: he dealt with the passing moment frankly, fairly, as it came, and when it was gone it was finished business. But beneath the surface he was more obscure than ever. Something had hit him. He was less than ever disposed to reveal what he was really thinking about. He avoided Elsa  rode alone  seemed almost suspicious of her, choosing his rare words, certainly on guard. Against what? Did he regret the brief self-revelation? That quick glimpse of his soul, in a fog, on a raw mountain ledge? Did he fear she would take advantage of it? It seemed so. The thought humiliated Elsa; it made her lonely and dejected  made her wonder what the sensation would be when Tom Grayne should see her coming, from far off. But like Andrew, she kept thought to herself. On the surface she was valiant, waxing her lips against the bitter wind, so that she could smile without pain. She kept herself clean, bright, healthy.

Whom am I trying to please? Me? Two men? One man? Which of them?

They had to fight every inch of their way down the lower end of the pass. The going should have been comparatively easy, but an unexpected snowdrift blocked them for half a day. The snow was softening  wouldnt bear their weight. They tried to dig their way through it. Nightfall found them less than halfway through, but the snow freezing again. They were too exhausted and it was too dangerous to go ahead in the dark. They bivouacked in the long trench they had dug. Andrew ate what Elsa cooked, hardly speaking to her, then turned in and slept like a dead man. But he was up before daybreak, while the surface of the drift was still frozen hard. Before the Tibetans could cook their eternal tea, he was breaking trail. He almost outraced the morning thaw. Only the last three loaded ponies had to be dug through the end of the drift. But the delays had totaled up to a whole day lost. And now, starving ponies.

The gallant animals struggled through thawing mud toward a distant village, while the mountains behind grew more and more incredible  like a nightmare  a fantastic wall ever in motion that surged like a tumbling sky, between them and India. Andrew rode in mid-column. Elsa came last. That way it was easier to prevent the Tibetans from over-driving and beating the ponies. Andrew had to take away Bompo Tserings whip, to prevent him from flogging ponies that were bogged so deep they couldnt struggle.

Wheres your head, you fool?

Hot damn! My head thinking too much. Coming someone!

They all knew they were being followed. It was the worse of two dreads. The village they were approaching was bad enough. It looked more like a fort than a village, half hidden amid glacial moraine and tumbled waves of sterile yellow earth. It looked as sinister as its reputation: a mean, inhospitable nest of bandits, amid hungry foothills. No monastery. No sign of cultivation. Andrew had never been there; neither had Bompo Tsering. One of the Tibetans said he had been there, years ago, but nobody believed him, except when he said the place was ruled by a black magician. They all believed that. They were afraid to whisper the magicians name to one another, because devils might overhear, and he was said to control specially evil devils.

But fear from behind is even worse than fear in front. They were running away from a dark unknown. Andrew didnt dare to tell them who was coming. Even though they guessed  though they almost knew  though Andrew did know  it was better to pretend ignorance. Mention of Bulah Singhs name might start another mutiny. Bulah Singh was a chief of police. Police and blackmail are the same thought in a Tibetans mind. They were still too near the frontier to believe themselves out of reach of the Indian Government. No Tibetan would try to understand, let alone believe that India doesnt crave to conquer Tibet, or that there are limits to an Indian police officers authority. They might abandon the ponies and run, or abandon the loads and run away with the ponies. Or they might stubbornly halt and fatalistically await the outcome. There was no predicting what they might or might not do, being Tibetans. It was all up to Andrew. One mistake  a hesitation  a suggestion that he didnt know what he was doing  even a hint of a change of plan  and the command would no longer be his.

Elsa understood. She didnt bother him  asked no questions. Even when they halted in a hollow for the noon meal, she merely unpacked the food for herself and Andrew and made it ready on a small canvas sheet in the lee of a rock, wondering what she would say if he should invite her opinion. Should she advise him to wait and face Bulah Singh? That seemed the lesser of two evils. There were six or seven miles to go. The exhausting Tibetan wind that blows from noon, or earlier, until nightfall, had reached full strength; it was hard to advance against  wearying, boring, baffling. That would have made a good camping place. Normally they would have pitched camp. But no one was thinking of that now. The Tibetans were grudging a half-hours rest for the starving ponies. They were fretting to press forward harder than ever, wondering whether Andrew could drive a bargain for them all at the village. They might be prisoners  slaves  plundered dead men before sunset.

Andrew came and sat on the ground-sheet beside Elsa. He didnt look at her, but he spoke at once, ungrudgingly, as if he were paying a bill.

Youre good. Thanks.

It came from deep within him. Elsa knew that. She knew what he meant. It flowed into her consciousness like comforting physical warmth.

But it suddenly occurred to Andrew that she might think he referred to the food. He wasnt praising her for doing her job right. Any woman could have done that. So he added:

I didnt want to talk.

I understood that, Andrew. You had too much to do.

He frowned. He was going to have to explain after all. He hated that.

I didnt want to be Nancied, he said. Get what I mean? I couldnt stick it  not now.

Andrew, you neednt have feared that.

Were in a tight fix, Elsa. Got to keep my head. Soul talk ud get me rattled.

Andrew, I am sorry I said as much as I did, two nights ago. I promise faithfully, I wont ever again

Easy, now, easy! He was irritated because she went from one extreme to another. Why cant women take a mans words at face value?

I will never broach that subject again, Andrew, unless you ask me to.

Thats different. Ill let you know when.

I tried to share with you a  a  something that I cant even explain to myself  not in words.

I know that. Pass it up until later. Listen to what were up against now.

I know some of it.

I will tell it all  if youll listen.

She accepted the rebuke  sat still, careful to look unresentful in case he should give her one of his quick sculptors-eye glances. There she made a mistake. He did look. He misinterpreted.

Why dont you bawl me out? he demanded. I know Ive been

She interrupted: No, you havent, Andrew. I understood perfectly. You couldnt help being

What dyou mean, couldnt help it? I did it on purpose.

Yes. I understood that.

When Im up against real trouble, I hate Nancy-ism.

Dont lets talk about it.

Im explaining. Morgan Lewis, last thing before I left Darjeeling, tried to get me to promise to let you fly off the handle whenever you please.

Yes. He told me he had said something like that.

The mans a nut.

But you cant persuade me he isnt a genuine friend.

Hes a genius, said Andrew. Welsh at that  half druid. All the rest of him is small boy. Darn him, he should have shut the trap on Bulah Singh. He could have. Now were like an army on the lam. We might as well be brigands. Until early this morning I kidded myself that Lewis sprang the trap for Bulah Singh and missed him. But this morning I woke up. Doped it out. Lewis let him escape.

Andrew, I could have told you that, if you had asked me.

You mean, Morgan Lewis told you what hed do?

No.

Nancy knows some of his secrets. Did she tell you?

No. She didnt. I cant explain how I know it.

Clairvoyance, said Andrew, scowling, thrusting his jaw forward a shade of an inch. Well  heres the common sense of it. Bulah Singh knew too much. Had the goods on too many hypocrites in high places. So Lewis chased him across the frontier.

Dr. Lewis hopes hell be

For Gods sake, let me tell it. Bulah Singh had his plans all laid to scram for Tibet if the dice should turn against him. Lewis must have known that. Problem: let him go? catch him? or bump him off? The British do bump em off secretly, once in a rare while, when theres someone they can trust to do the job smartly and hold his tongue. But they dont like it. It isnt in Lewiss line. Lewis likes subtlety  force Bulah Singh to beat it and brand himself as a self-convicted fugitive from justice  nowhere to go but Tibet, and take the consequences.

Andrew, may I say something?

Yes. But dont talk to me out of the sky.

Bulah Singh intended, from the very first, to follow you and to make use of both of us!

Oh, say, see here

Andrew, I know. Im not guessing.

Are you being clairvoyant?

From the moment when he found out that you intended to return to Tibet, he resolved to follow you: and to compel me to come with him. I mean persuade. I dont think hed have tried to use force.

You never mentioned it.

I know I didnt.

Why?

I dont like to be disbelieved by my friends. How could I have persuaded you to believe it?

All right. Thats the alibi. It gets you nowhere. Now answer the question.

If I do, youll be angry.

If you want to make me angry, dont answer the question. Then I wont ever ask you another.

Andrew, you can be more cruel than a

Cruel nothing. Tell the plain truth. Why didnt you tell me what you say you knew about Bulah Singh?

Andrew, are you trying to make me hate you?

I want the truth. Why didnt you

Very well. You shall have your answer. If I had told you what I knew about Bulah Singh you might have thought I was trying to work you.

Bulls-eye! he answered. Yes. I might have thought that. Now and then I am that kind of a

No, youre not! Dont say it! I am sorry I spoke.

For a minute he sat scowling with his chin on his fist. Then he suddenly threw off silence like a mask that irritated him:

Ive been a son of a bitch. Sorry.

Andrew, if you want to be forgiven, I will even put it in writing!

He laughed. His frown vanished as if the wind had blown it. He plunged into the passing moment: Heres part of our difficulty. I dont know this village were headed for. Bulah Singh probably does.

Andrew, I dont think Bulah Singh has ever been in Tibet.

Is that out of the sky?

Yes.

Well, maybe youre right. But lots of Tibetans go to India. The magician who runs this village is a first-class stinker who has been to Darjeeling lots of times. So he may know Bulah Singh. His name is Lung-gom-pa.

That cant be his real name, said Elsa.

Why not?

Lung-gom-pa isnt a name. Its a word.

What does it mean?

Flying lama. Thats a person who can walk through the air.

Yeah, Ive heard of em.

No one who really can walk through the air would dream of using such a name as that. The real flying lamas are secretive. So Tom said. Tom knows; he has seen them.

Okay. Granted. This man who calls himself Lung-gom-pa is probably a fake of the first order. But hes a hot shot, and he runs this village. I heard all about him in Darjeeling  got the lowdown  figured how to manage him in case Id have to take this route. He owns a gang of smugglers  bandits  professional thieves. Ive got to make a deal with him before Bulah Singh gets at him.

How far is Bulah Singh behind us now? Elsa asked.

Not many miles. We broke a trail for him. He could come at twice our speed. But he and his men and ponies must be darned near exhausted.

How many men has he, Andrew? Have you any idea?

No. Ive counted four men through the glasses, and I think eight ponies, one at a time as they crossed a bare ridge. But I may have counted one man twice. Or there may be a dozen I didnt see. I dont know. Theyll be well armed; thats a safe bet. Its bad any way you look at it. If Bulah Singh takes our side against Lung-gom-pa and his brigands, well be beholden to Bulah Singh. Id rather be beholden to the devil. And if he takes the other side, were even worse out of luck. So weve got to use brains, and not let Nancy and Jesus do any backseat driving  not on this detour.

Bompo Tsering peered around the rock. He beckoned. Andrew picked up the binoculars and hove himself off the ground, vigorously because he was tired out but unwilling to admit it.

Well know the worst in a minute, he said over his shoulder.

Elsa followed him to the rim of the hollow, bending nearly double so as not to be seen. All the Tibetans followed. Bompo Tsering angrily drove them away, ordering them to stand by the ponies. Andrew lay down and stared through the glasses. Elsa watched Bompo Tsering. He was playing safe, pretending loyalty, ready to play friend or traitor with equal sincerity. He was more mercurial than really treacherous  quite easy to read.

But there was no reading Andrews thought no guessing what he saw through the glasses. What Elsa did get was a glimpse of her own confusion. It was like a dream. It frightened her. It was a secret fear. It coiled within the colored spectrum of her thought. Much worse than the fear of precipices. Nameless  nonphysical. She couldnt interpret it. But it seemed to include Andrew, as if she herself were evilly betraying him without knowing how or why. It sickened her. She couldnt speak when Andrew signed to her at last to come and lie beside him. He gave her the glasses, in silence. When he noticed her hand was trembling he thought she was cold. He signed to her to button her fleece-lined coat and to steady the glasses on the rock.

They were wonderful glasses. But when she got them steady at last she didnt believe what she saw. It couldnt be true. One man alone, in a sheepskin hat and long overcoat, walked fifty feet ahead of an unloaded pony that followed, limping painfully. The man strode erect with a long stick in his right hand. Nothing cheap about him. Picturesque. Unpleasant. Stride and gesture were unmistakable.

Andrews voice was triumphant: What do you see?

Bulah Singh. But hes alone!

Yes. Lost his party.

But perhaps they are

Lost em. Gone. Baggage and all.

What makes you sure of it? Take the glasses again. Look.

Andrew took the glasses, but he didnt need them. The lame pony, he answered. Its the last one left, or hed have waited for another. Bulah Singhs footsore. Hes lost his gang. Ill bet they slipped off that ledge that I warned him against. All right, we neednt hide from one man. Andrew stood up, humming to himself. Guts! Youve got to hand it to him. He looks as proud as Miltons Lucifer. Remember?

His spear, to equal which the tallest pine
Hewn on Norwegian hills to be the mast
Of some great admiral were but a wand,
He walkd with to support uneasy steps
Over the burning marle.

Andrew, when you quote your gloomy old Milton, you can sometimes drive away gloom like a bad dream!

Andrew filled his lungs, as if he breathed new confidence. He laughed: Lets leave him to it. He has a long walk ahead, and no resources but his own malice. The first tricks ours. Lets go tackle the black magician!


CHAPTER 30

Seven miles to go, to the village. Now Andrew and Elsa brought up the rear, riding side by side. The starving baggage ponies could be trusted to find the shortest way and needed no urging. They knew instinctively that food awaited them not far beyond the treeless yellow dunes in the distance. Bompo Tsering and the rest of the Tibetans, by another instinct, knew that danger from the rear had dissolved itself. So they, too, could be trusted. If Andrew had told them in words that Bulah Singh had lost his entire gang and all his provisions, they might not have believed. They would at least have doubted; since how could Andrew know what had happened? But they had read Andrews thought  or believed they had. That was as convincing as if a skillful political liar had said it. It felt like their own knowledge. They were even inventing dreams, and telling one another, how the soul of the man from Koko Nor had beckoned through the fog and brought the Sikhs gang crashing down to death to keep him company in hell. Andrews message, tied by Bompo Tsering to the good saints thigh bone and re-enforced by Bompo Tserings prayers, had made that necromancy possible. So Andrews cap sported another invisible feather and Bompo Tsering, forgetting that Andrew knew at least some Tibetan and unaware that Andrew listened to him downwind, magnified its importance for his own reflected glory:

I always told you unbelieving, adulterous bastards that Gunnigun knows what hes doing! Wait and see! When we reach this village Gunnigun will know how to deal with the black magician!

Andrew felt considerably less sure of that than Bompo Tsering did. His head was beginning to feel too much in the sky. His feet werent on the ground, the way they had been while there were tangible things to be done. Falling back beside Elsa to think over the problem of Lung-gom-pa, he was silent for several minutes. Then, when he began to talk, he suddenly became expansive. He revealed a phase of himself that Elsa had never before seen. It scared her. She didnt know what to make of it. It might be a physical reaction from the exhausting march over the mountains. He sounded almost drunk. He said the exact opposite of things he always had insisted were too true to dispute. He said them aggressively. For instance:

You cant successfully oppose ideas with facts.

Andrew, are you feeling the strain of that awful march?

Hell, no. You and I have stood it better than the Tibetans. Thats because were not so sure as they are that evil has brains.  But I was talking about

You were talking about a black magician and black magic.

That stuffs a boomerang.

Andrew

Its like poison gas. You cant aim it. It flows on the wind. If the wind changes, it blows back on the user. That becomes the problem: is there some way of changing the wind?

Andrew, its not long since you didnt believe in any kind of magic. Are you sure you do now? Is your mind troubled because Bulah Singhs men died on that precipice?

Hell, no. They followed their own leader. They were like Germans obeying Hitler. Let em take the consequences.

Andrew, it makes me sick to think of what happened. I believe it upsets you, too. But youre not to blame. Are you blaming yourself? You did your best to prevent it. You sent Bompo Tsering back to post a warning for Bulah Singh.

Sure. But do you know what happened?

Elsa did know. That was why she was troubled. But she knew, too, what troubled Andrew; and that troubled her worse. He had been trying to use magic in which he less than half believed. That way lies ruin. She closed her eyes, and saw more clearly than in a mirror what had happened. But what disturbed her much more than the vision of death was Andrews voice describing it, as if he read it from a book as he rode beside her:

Bulah Singh was leading. He spotted my message on white paper in the gray fog fluttering in the wind from the saints thigh bone beside the trail. He dismounted  read it and Andrew paused, as if a cloud had covered what he saw. Too well she knew that sensation. She urged him, as others usually urged her:

What then? What happened then?

He seemed to see again. He spoke slowly: Bulah Singh believed my message might be a trick. So he tested it out. He sent one man ahead, lying to him about the ledge being safe. Nothing happened. Then Bulah Singh followed, alone. Again nothing happened. So he used a police whistle to call the rest of his men forward. They came  and an avalanche of rocks and ice swept them all to death on the crags below  every last one of them.

He grew silent again, until Elsa spoke: That might have happened to us.

It did happen to them. There was a reason why. It wasnt a mere accident. I want to figure out the reason.

What happened after that, Andrew?

The man who had crossed first turned on Bulah Singh in a kind of panic. Perhaps hysteria. He seemed to go mad. He accused Bulah Singh of being in league with devils. He rode at Bulah Singh. They fought. Bulah Singh shot him. The mans pony went galloping back along the ledge, slipped on a loose stone and fell over to join the rest of them. Thats what happened.

And then?

Then Bulah Singh had no course left but to follow us.

He could have turned back, said Elsa.

No, he couldnt.

He thought of doing it.

He hadnt food, or strength enough. If hed reached India, hed have had to face trial for murder.

Andrew! Do you see that, too!

Yes. But if I think about it something gets in the way. If I dont think, its as clear as daylight. On his way from Darjeeling toward the border, Bulah Singh shot a man he thought was Lewis. He still thinks it was Lewis.

Yes. But can you see who it really was?

No, I cant. But the victim didnt look like Lewis. I believe it was someone who was spying on Lewis. Bulah Singh shot the wrong man by mistake.

Yes. He did. But where? Can you see where?

No. I guess Ive never been there  somewhere not far north of Darjeeling.

Andrew, did you ever see the Jesuit Mission?

No. Off my route.

Did you never meet Father Patrick?

No. Friend of Nancys, isnt he? I never saw him.

He isnt dead, said Elsa. Not yet. Bulah Singh shot him, in the dark, near the Jesuit Mission, by mistake, thinking he was Morgan Lewis.

Are you sure?

Yes. Cant you see! You were seeing a moment ago. And now Morgan Lewis and Nancy Strong are both at the Mission, trying to save Father Patricks life. Dr. Lewis has extracted the bullet from Father Patricks lung.

Andrew was silent. Suddenly he chuckled. Well, he said, we cant prove one word of it. So lets not kid ourselves.

The anticlimax fell like a wet blanket. That seems to amuse you, said Elsa. But now, perhaps you can begin to understand what I meant when I said I hated clairvoyance. Sometimes one can see. Sometimes not. But one can never prove anything to the satisfaction of anyone except another clairvoyant; and only then if the clairvoyant can see what you see.

Im not clairvoyant, said Andrew. He sounded disgusted. Elsa didnt know how to answer. It was no use arguing. She asked a question instead: What actually are you  besides being an artist and  and  a skeptic? What else are you?

Im an explorer.

Exploring what?

Andrew was becoming irritated. He visibly summoned patience and spoke like a man on the witness stand:

I believe the world we all live in is different from what it seems to our senses to be. I began with Huxley, who was my fathers high priest. I was weaned on Ingersoll, who had more religion in him than a carload of archbishops. And Ive tried to follow Einstein into Relativity and all that stuff. I believe we exist in a kind of magnetic field. Im trying to explore that. Im convinced theres something phony about time and space. Its possible to get back of them and to know whatevers going on, anywhere, any time. There  is that clear?

Perhaps we both mean the same thing, said Elsa, only we use different words.

I guess not, he answered. Youre clairvoyant.

That hurt her to silence. He spoke as if clairvoyance was beneath his thought not beyond it: something viciously weak. It hurt all the more because she herself, until Nancy Strong showed otherwise, had thought clairvoyance a curse. She could hardly believe her ears when Andrew continued:

I imagine Nancy Strong, and perhaps Lewis too, were thinking of us. In some way that I intend to find out, that united their field of thought with ours and we saw what they had experienced. Probably they saw what weve been doing. The same with Bulah Singh. Coming along behind us, hating us

Elsa objected: Nancy and Dr. Lewis dont hate us.

Probably not. But Bulah Singh does. So love and hate cant have anything to do with it. The point is: Bulah Singh was thinking of you and me, wondering how the devil he could overtake us and outwit us. That coincided with our thought about him. Somehow that united our magnetic fields, to use a phrase for an unknown condition. So we were able to see what he had experienced. And he may have known what were thinking about. But perhaps not. Ive learned one or two tricks about keeping my thought covered.

So youre not clairvoyant, are you, Andrew?

No, thank the Lord! He spoke with condescension too faint for himself to detect. But she winced at it. Clairvoyance, he continued, may be a kind of sensitiveness. Perhaps a form of nervousness. It seems to have made you suffer.

Elsa rode to her own rescue. Even her tired pony felt the spiritual surge that was like a converts asseveration of new faith in the face of torment

Andrew, I love clairvoyance! I wouldnt exchange it for anything in this world!

Well, Ill be damned!

I would rather die than lose it! She deliberately quoted Nancy Strong: Its the substance of things hoped for! Its the evidence of things not seen!

Youll quote the Pope next!

Your talk about magnetic fields is scientific cant  sheer piffle! Did you read it in a magazine off a news stand?

Say, see here

Its a smoke-screen! You exude it like a cuttlefish to save yourself from thought! Magnetic poppycock! Clairvoyance is evolution! Its the proof of expansion of consciousness  a step forward! The reason why we saw what we did see was the same reason why Bulah Singh didnt see it  couldnt possibly have seen it! Were clairvoyant. So is Nancy Strong. So is Morgan Lewis. Bulah Singh isnt!

Andrew stared, reappraising, himself feeling normal again but aware of Elsas new self-confidence. Her eyes glowed with passionate conviction.

Have I been thoughtless? he asked. Have I said something that hurt? If so, Im sorry. I beg pardon. I wouldnt hurt you for worlds.

No! But if you thought me your equal, youd fight! Youd fight to kill!

Me? Kill you? Elsa, youre

Youre not telling me, Andrew. Im telling you. It isnt being hit that hurts. Youve seen me take it. And Ive seen you take it. Weve a right to respect each other. Its being treated as an inferior that galls.

Ive never treated you as an inferior.

Youre doing it now! Youre talking down to me!

He laughed. Have it your own way, Elsa. If this is down, whats up? I was admiring you.

I know it. The way youd admire a dog that obeyed orders, or a pony that wouldnt quit, no matter how tired it might be.  Please! Im sorry I spoke. I wont do it again.

May I apologize?

No.

Okay. Then you listen to me!

Your obedient, humble servant, she answered grimly.

God! he retorted. Its a mystery how a girl can use formal words and make them cut like frost! What have I done now?

You? Nothing, Andrew, nothing! Blow, blow, thou winter wind! Thou art not so unkind as mans ingratitude. Is that what you meant? She sounded almost more heartbroken than sarcastic. Dear Andrew, Im truly grateful to you. Truly I am. I would die to prove it, and be grateful for that too. But I love clairvoyance.

Very well, he answered. Let it go at that. Youre clairvoyant. You love it. Im looking for something rational to help to deal with a human devil in this village were coming to. He urged his pony forward, so that all she saw now was the broad of his back.

She felt like crying. She fell farther behind for a moment as the ponies passed between two boulders. When she drew abreast again she was smiling. That gave her away. Even blinded by anger Andrew knew she couldnt smile like that and mean it, after what had just passed. He reined in  dismounted  held her ponys rein:

See here, he said, looking her in the eyes, weve got mad at each other for no reason. Lets forgive, and not do it again. He forced a laugh into his voice. Im still so angry I can hardly keep from swearing. But Ive nothing against you. It cant be your fault. Please!

I forgive you, Andrew. Of course I do. Please forgive me.

He nodded, staring. Suddenly they both asked the same question: What for? What have we done to each other? They laughed lamely.

Damned if I know, said Andrew. What have we done to each other? Somethings gone. We were first-class friends until

She interrupted: Andrew, I believe I know what has happened.

Then I wish youd tell me.

You wont get angry again?

Ill try not to. Is it something personal? To you? Or to me?

Both of us, Andrew! Personal as breathing!

Jesus! Now whats coming! Metaphysics? Okay. Go ahead  Ill listen.

Will you really listen? Will you believe Im not trying to  not trying to put one over on you, or

His voice changed perceptibly: Sure. I said Id listen.

And you begin with Huxley?

Hell do. Quote him accurately, thats all.

Didnt he say there must be beings in the universe whose intelligence is as much beyond ours as ours exceeds that of a black beetle?

Yes. Huxley wrote that.

You believe it?

I dont disbelieve it. Id take Huxley against the field, and lay odds on.

Andrew! You and I are tuned in with Nancy Strong, Morgan Lewis, and  and theyre tuned in with Lobsang Pun  and hes tuned in with even higher intelligences!

Maybe. But what are you driving at?

Their thought, even when it tells of murder, doesnt make you and me angry.

No. But something else did. Im in a bloody temper.

Bulah Singh and the black magician in this village know each other. Didnt you say that?

Yes. Lung-gom-pa has been to Darjeeling.

Theyre tuned in to each others thought, and theyre thinking about us! Were between them, thinking about them. Thats what made us angry. Were between a devil and a would-be devil; and they, too, are tuned into a greater intelligence, such as Huxley spoke of. But theirs is wicked! Ours isnt.

Andrew whistled, softly at first, then louder. He grinned at Elsa, studying her face as if he were going to carve her portrait in wood. I cant argue it, he said at last. Your saying it seems to take the strain off.

Making us angry with each other, said Elsa, would be the easiest way to make us make mistakes.

Yes, thats true. It would be. Get a mans goat and youve got his number. Sure thats true. But would they do that deliberately?

Thats how black magic works, she answered. White magic works by restoring confidence and canceling anger and fear. Black magic

But deliberately?

They could  if the magician is skillful. But it might work that way anyhow, without their intending it. Nancy told me that crossed mental currents are much more deadly than an electrical short circuit.

Andrew climbed into the saddle, carefully, giving the pony time to get set to the weight. He led the way. Turning in the saddle suddenly, he said:

See here! If youre right about the anger, then it must be a magnetic field that  what are you laughing at now?

Your magnetic field! And your logic! Andrew! Supposing anger should need a magnetic field  does that prove that Nancy and you and I  or anyone else  need one for not being angry in? Does the fact that sharks need water prove that birds cant fly in the wind?  Andrew  didnt Nancy tell you about superconsciousness?

Yes.

Did you believe her?

No.

Are you getting angry again?

He waited until her pony drew abreast. Then he answered: I dont understand about superconsciousness. But can you keep me from getting angry until weve dealt with Lung-gom-pa and Bulah Singh?

I dont know. I can try. Have I your permission to try?

You sure have. Hop right to it. Im feeling fit to kill the first son of a bitch who

Poetry, Andrew! Poetry! Try Milton!

He had no use for Milton at that moment. They rode forward to the buoyant stanzas of Walt Whitman, chanted, as if harp strings set the time:

Roaming in thought over the universe, I saw the little that is Good steadily hastening toward immortality, And the vast that is evil I saw hastening to merge itself and become lost and dead.


CHAPTER 31

Revolting filth and a breath-snatching stink, which not even the Tibetan wind could deal with, increased the sensation of being close to the village, although they couldnt yet see it. Huge dogs announced its neighborhood  from over by the cemetery, where the ragyabas had carried a recent human corpse and had dismembered it with axes. But no sign of the ragyaba carriers-out-of-the-dead: perhaps they had seen, and were scared, and had run for cover. The dogs were quarreling with vultures for the fragments of human meat, but some of them found time to do their duty and bay downwind, threatening all comers. There was no otherthreat  no sign of armed men, nor even of a lookout  only smoke, rising over a dune and flattened by the wind into a long smear, like a brush stroke reaching to the sunset on the far horizon.

Bompo Tsering and the baggage train were waiting in a group in a hollow. Beyond that was a gap between yellow dunes. Framed in the gap was the turquoise sky.

Like the end of the world! said Elsa.

Like the jumping-off place!

Like one of Dunsanys plays!

I never saw one.

Like you go first  like hot damn being no afraid like me, said Bompo Tsering. He was stuttering  nervous. Being Lung-gom-pa! he added.

It was puzzling that no one had come to greet or challenge them. The village was a notorious bandits stronghold. Its inhabitants had no other known occupation than robbing and smuggling. Bandits, as a rule, dont hide from small numbers. Andrew puckered his eyes, staring:

If it werent for that smear of smoke, Id say the place was deserted. No very recent hoof marks. No new footprints.

Bompo Tsering shook his head. His warning right hand clutched a prayer wheel. Uh-uh! Plenty peoples catching  what-you-call-um?  ambush  maybe! Uh-uh!

Andrew questioned Elsa with raised eyebrows.

No, she answered. No sensation of immediate danger. Its all strange and new and scary, but not terrifying.

New?

Thats how it feels. Changed in a hurry. I cant explain it. It was bad. Now it isnt so bad.

If we wait too long, they may think were afraid, said Andrew.

What are we waiting for?

For someone to show up. Thats customary. It isnt manners to go forward uninvited. He meant, it isnt wise to be caught, on tired ponies, in a gap between dunes, with no room to turn and run. But he didnt choose to say that to Elsa.

Why not send one man forward? she suggested.

He shook his head. He made a signal that re-formed the line behind Bompo Tsering, with the dejected baggage ponies at the rear. Then he spoke slowly, thinking in back of the words:

This is one of those times when any move may be right or wrong. Theres no way to figure it. Its a question of are we in luck? Lets go forward and find out. He gave the command. Ride behind me, he told Elsa, just back of me, where I know where you are. Tell me anything you see that you think I dont see.

Eagles  blue sky above the yellow flanks of the notch  an increasing stench  then, suddenly, the village, walled like a secret fortress in the midst of a hundred irregular acres of yellow muck. The surrounding dunes formed a natural rampart that a mere gang could defend indefinitely against anything less than long-range guns. It was a perfect hide-out. Sunset revealed the roofs of long, low buildings, just visible over the village wall. No monastery. Nothing resembling a religious building; and no bells. Only one roof higher than the rest, and even that not visible beyond the outer ramparts. One wooden gate  and in front of the gate, on foot, the reception committee  ten men, clad in long Tibetan overcoats, armed to the teeth.

Japanese rifles! said Andrew. But Heil Hitler!  German automatics! I wonder which of em is Lung-gom-pa.

None of those is, said Elsa.

I believe youre right.

I know Im right.

One man strode forward, smiling. He didnt stick out his tongue. He wasnt servile. He gave the impression of being something less than friendly, but, if actually hostile, then treacherous; because he certainly offered hospitality. He might have been deaf and dumb for all the response he made to Andrews greeting. He made a grandiose gesture of invitation, faced about and led toward the gate in the village wall, not glancing backward.

The gate guard stood aside, out of step, but in something vaguely like a military movement. They formed an irregular line and presented arms. No two held their rifles in quite the same way. They certainly werent soldiers, but they had been drilled recently. Someone who peered through an eyehole opened the gate. Andrew followed the guide and the procession followed Andrew into a very narrow lane that turned sharp left between the wall and a line of one- storied buildings. The gate slammed shut behind the last pony. It sounded like a deadfall. The armed men climbed up rough steps and redistributed themselves along the wall, on watch. Andrew stared both ways along the filthy lane.

Its a pip of a trap, if it is one, he remarked to Elsa. That walls a honey. From beyond the dunes it looks like part of the dunes. Its perfect camouflage. We couldnt see those guys heads on the wall. But they saw us.

Someone else can see us now, said Elsa. Were being watched.

Yes. Its probably Lung-gom-pa. But where is he?

I dont know. But I dont think its a trap. Not yet, it isnt.

The guide beckoned. At the far end of the narrow lane a man stood with a lantern. Beside him was a boy with a flashlight. It was hardly twilight yet, but the buildings at the turn of the wall cast a deep shadow  almost black darkness. Very strange it felt, under a blue sky. It was freezing hard; the ponies breath went upward in clouds of steam. From a roof, not more than a couple of feet above Andrews head, a Tibetan woman leaned over and stuck her tongue out. Realizing suddenly that Elsa was female, she drew in her tongue and spat. She just missed Elsas eyes. Standing in his stirrups Andrew slapped the womans face hard with the back of his hand. She fled along the roof, holding her jaw as she ran, pursued by laughter and by a long string of curses from Bompo Tsering.

Are you angry? Elsa asked. Better be more careful. That woman wears gold jewelry. Shes someone. She owns a rich man.

Andrew wished he hadnt hit the woman. He had done it on the spur of a moment. However, the guide took no notice; perhaps he actually was deaf, dumb and stupid. With a gesture he turned them over to the lantern man, who appeared to obey the boy with the flashlight. The boy was too well dressed, and too clean to be honest. Andrew disliked him, and the boy disliked Andrew. Making impudent remarks in Tibetan about foreign devils, the boy led around the corner, where it was really dark and as cold as a morgue. Lantern and flashlight revealed a door into a barn-like building that was thatched with straw and floored with flat stones set in clay. The boy led the way in. Someone lighted a torch. In a moment at the far end there was a bright fire of resinous wood; it threw clouds of spark-lit smoke through a square hole in the roof.

Youre right. No trap yet, said Andrew. This is reckless hospitality. That firewood cost a young fortune. They must have brought it a hundred miles  maybe farther.

The place stank, but it was Tibet, so that was natural. The big room had been roughly swept quite recently. There were only the faint remains of heaps of dung along the side where ponies had been stalled from time immemorial. On the opposite side was a long wooden shelf for humans to sleep on. There was a table  two benches  buckets. At the far end, near the fire, was water in a big iron barrel  frozen on top, but beginning to thaw.

The ponies clattered in and stood in line, rumps to the wall, whinnying a little. Andrew ordered the loads and saddles off first thing, and Bompo Tsering knew better than to hesitate. He prodded and goaded the gang. He even ordered hoofs and backs examined  then the buckets filled. The ponies drank greedily.

Four elderly men entered, with their hands, hidden by long sleeves, crossed on their breasts. They bowed slightly, glancing curiously at the loads that made a big pile, near the table, in mid-room. They were expensively dressed, heavily robed in handwoven cloth and knee-high cloth boots. They gave an impression of being educated, civilized. One wore spectacles; he went close to the loads. He seemed to be smelling them. The three others approached Andrew. He bowed stiffly, not sure yet just what attitude to take.

Which of you speaks English?

None did. Bompo Tsering came forward to interpret. But Andrew didnt choose just then to be at Bompo Tserings mercy. Neither did he wish to amuse those Tibetans, who were sure to laugh at his effort to pronounce their language. Such laughter isnt always contemptuous. Its sometimes friendly. But dignity is better, to begin with. So he dismissed Bompo Tsering and asked Elsa to interpret.

Ask em first whose guests we are.

They were so surprised by Elsas fluent Tibetan and perfect singsong pronunciation that they couldnt find words for a moment. They couldnt make out whether she was man or woman. They glanced at each other; and when they did perceive at last that she was female they were even more puzzled  not embarrassed, but surprised. One of them spoke at last, and Andrew understood him, but he pretended not to. Elsa interpreted:

He says we are pelings, who have no business in Tibet. Consequently we are no ones guests, because the law forbids hospitality to foreign devils. But since we are the keepers of a promise

What does he mean by that?

I dont know. Since we are the keepers of a promise we may spend a night here. But tomorrow we must turn back.  You asked me to help you keep your temper!

Okay. Angers gone downwind. Im feeling swell.

Shall I ask for the magician?

Dont mention names. No. Give em nothing to lay hold of. Tell em I want food for the ponies.

Elsa interpreted. The Tibetans consulted each other before one of them answered.

They say they will first send food for us, said Elsa. It shall be brought now.

Tell em I want food for the ponies first thing.

They say no.

I say yes.

They say very well then, since you are so insistent. But they add that you dont know the danger of giving offense to someone who is better not offended.

Tell em thats fifty-fifty.

Must I?

Yes. Say Im reasonable if I get fair treatment.

They say they intend to show you as much kindness as it is permitted to show to a foreign devil.

Tell em my ponies are me, and their empty bellies are my belly. A full meal for the ponies might open my mouth.

Elsa interpreted. One of the Tibetans turned toward the door, where two men lurked who looked like real brigands. They were filthy, bulky, evil-looking fellows, each armed with two automatics in leather holsters. They leaned against the doorposts and listened sullenly while the man who had turned toward them gave an order. Then one of them walked away, and presently he could be heard cursing and giving orders of his own. It sounded as if scores of villagers were out there in the dark, but no one could be seen, although the door was open.

That man has gone to get food for the ponies, said Elsa. Barley and hay.

Good. Ask now why the man in spectacles is poking his nose in among our loads.

Before Elsa could speak, the man in spectacles looked up and spoke suddenly. He seemed excited. He almost shouted a command. The one brigand left in the doorway stood erect at once and strode forward. Evidently the man in spectacles was an important personage. He pointed to one of the loads. The brigand hauled it off the pile and looked around for someone to help him raise it to his shoulder. He had the impudence to tell Bompo Tsering to come and do it.

Temper, Andrew! Temper!

Okay.

Andrew felt strangely at ease, as a matter of fact. He didnt have to pretend to be good-humored. He suspected Elsa of Nancy Stronging him in some subtle way  perhaps something like Christian Science. Whatever it was, it made him feel good and not the least bit quarrelsome. He grinned quite friendly as he went and stood in front of the brigand  so friendly that the brigand supposed he had come to help lift the load. Elsa followed Andrew, fearful that he might use his fists. But his voice sounded jocular:

Tell him that load contains my personal belongings.

The man in spectacles ignored Elsa. He betrayed impatience. He spoke rapidly to Andrew. Bompo Tsering came closer, suspecting there might be a fight; at a fights beginning he was almost always a staunch ally; but his face fell as he listened. There would not only be no fight, but there was a new mystery, of which he knew nothing. He, Bompo Tsering, headman and keeper of Gunniguns secrets, had been left out of a secret so important that even the man in spectacles spoke humbly of it, using cautious words, avoiding names or any mention of the contents of the load. Furthermore, Bompo Tsering knew that Andrew had told the truth: that load actually did contain his personal private things such as underwear, books, writing paper. It was a canvas bag that fastened with zipper and padlock.

Elsa interpreted: The man in spectacles says that is the load. I dont know what he means. He says look at the mark.

Andrew did look at the mark. It was Chinese. It had been painted there by Lan-dor-ling, the storekeeper at the Sikkim border, who had counted all the loads and marked them, as he said, to prevent confusion with other loads that he had in the godown. Andrew tried the padlock, using his pocket flashlight for appearances sake, not letting on that he had any special information. He seemed just curious.

Have you a key that fits this padlock? he demanded. Or do you plan to break the padlock? Or to cut the bag? Which?

The man in spectacles pretended not to understand. But Elsa explained. So he had to leave off pretending. He fell back on insolence, signing to the smelly bandit to shoulder the load and be off. Andrew got in the mans way:

Nothing doing!

He and the bandit grinned at each other. The man in spectacles spoke rapidly  looked menacing, glaring through thick lenses. He kept opening and shutting his hands and glancing toward the open door. Andrew waited for Elsa to speak:

He says this load contains some packages intended for the very worshipful ruler of the village.

Tell him, said Andrew, that I have the key. If the bags to be opened at all, itll be in my presence.

He says perhaps you may be invited later.

Okay. If so, if Im asked politely, Ill bring the bag with me.

He says the bag is needed now.

Love my bag, love me! said Andrew. Tell em nothing else doing!

Then came sudden interruption. A dozen sturdy peasants, bossed by the bandit, came carrying bags of grain and big bundles of hay. The hungry ponies neighed welcome to the smell; they had to hear and feel the whip to keep them from rushing the corn sacks. Bompo Tsering had to be threatened to keep him from using the whip too fiercely, to relieve his own emotions. There was pandemonium for a moment. Urged by the man in spectacles the bandit took advantage of it and tried to get away with the padlocked load. Andrew got in his way. They were face to face again, grinning. Then another gang brought in food for Bompo Tsering and the Tibetans  a huge urn, big loaves of barley bread, stewed meat in a copper pot  good-smelling food, and plenty. The man in spectacles became angry, or else did a good job of pretending to be:

You are being well treated! Look! Your servants are being fed! Your ponies have been given plenty! Why do you refuse what is right?

This time Andrew answered direct: Tell the ruler of the village he can come here and Ill open the bag. Or if he prefers, Ill take it to his house and well open it there.

But here comes your supper. Eat it while I take away this bag, which is not yours! Look! Excellent food! Rice! Curry! Ummnn! Smell it! Eat the blessed victuals and be grateful!

Two menials set the food on the table. They grinned and beckoned invitation. The man in spectacles looked impatient. So did the bandit, fingering his two automatics. Andrew glanced at Elsa, wondering whether she felt the same emotion he did, or saw the same weird cloud-like gray-green haze. It made no difference to what else he saw. He saw through it, past it. It wasnt an actual cloud. It was something mental. He couldnt tell from Elsas expression whether she was scared. She was staring toward the open door. A man with a lantern was standing just outside it, and so was the overdressed boy with the flashlight.

Suddenly the woman appeared  the jeweled, well-dressed hussy with the slapped face. It looked a bit swollen, but that might be the shadow cast by the lantern.

She has come for revenge! said Elsa in a low voice. She has come to watch it happen. Our supper may have been poisoned. Lets be careful.

Im sorry I hit her, said Andrew. But its too late to

Elsa wasnt listening to him. She interrupted: I believe shes that boys mother!

Shes a Tibetan, said Andrew. The boy isnt.

But she is the boys mother!

There was a strange silence. It overlay the sound of the ponies munching barley spread on sacks in front of them. Even the hungry Tibetans had stopped eating and were watching the door. The man in spectacles, and his three companions, and the bandit who was still holding on to the bag, were all staring at the door. They hardly breathed.

The woman, with her back to the doorpost, glanced once over her shoulder and smiled. The boy came and stood beside her, just inside the door, holding her hand, turning his flashlight on Andrew. The woman spoke to him. He turned the light on Elsa, holding it steady. The woman smiled at Elsa; her lip curled.

Suddenly, quietly, slowly, from the outer darkness  first nothing but a face, then gradually taking form like a ghost in the lantern light  came Bulah Singh. He leaned on a pole. He limped painfully. He showed his teeth. The woman spoke to him. He ignored her. He stared hard at Elsa, then straightened himself and walked in through the door.


CHAPTER 32

Nothing seemed real. The darkness was full of quiet sound, such as the ponies munching corn. The fire at the far end set shadows leaping, that suggested planes of underworld dimensions. There were several lanterns  a flashlight  shining ponies eyes  smoke  blustery wind through the hole in the roof. And there was a nervous dread of suddenly born peril, awaited by the woman who held the boys hand. She very definitely thought of magic; it was in her eyes and in her attitude of confident awe.

But the sense that is the least mendacious of the five recognized smoke, sweat, food, and the reek of damp sheepskin. Dreams dont smell. Bulah Singh stank. It was real, not a dream. Swaying on his feet, the Sikh thrust his face close to Andrews. Though his feet didnt move, there was a sensation of his thrusting himself between Andrew and Elsa. He was so exhausted physically that he couldnt speak yet, but his thought burned like flame. It glowed through his eyes, domineering and less careful than an animals for anyone or anything on earth except his own will. He had shed his mask, or was it his shield, or both? Andrew spoke to him like a Spartan:

Wheres your lame pony?

That was comment, not a question. It prodded the lees of exhaustion. Bulah Singhs nostrils expanded. Scorn released fumes of strength that lingered in him somewhere.

Wolves! His voice creaked like a rusty hinge. God damn your stupid soul to hell, youd pity a rat on the dissecting table, and let people rot! Wheres my pony!

Youd better rest yourself.

Andrew signed to Bompo Tsering to bring one of the loads for the Sikh to sit on. But Bulah Singh used his pole to prod the bag that the man in spectacles wanted. Suddenly he feigned collapse. His knees gave from under him. He clutched Andrews arm and sat down on the bag, his weight almost breaking the brigands fingernails and forcing him to let go.

Idiot! he croaked at Andrew. Im just in time! No thanks to you! And now, give me a drink! Whiskey! Neat  no water.

He didnt wait for an answer. Grinding his teeth because of the pain in his swollen feet, he looked up at the man in spectacles, and almost screamed at him: Aween-aween-ah!

For a moment nothing happened. There was astonished silence, except that the ponies went on munching, and the wind blew. Andrew questioned Elsa sotto voce: What does that mean?

I dont know. It isnt Tibetan.

Bulah Singh repeated the phrase, twice, louder each time. The third time it sounded like Ameen-ameen-ah! The man in spectacles threw up his long- sleeved arms and hurried to the door. The others followed, including the men who had brought food. Their stampede almost swept away the woman and boy. She drew a dagger  it had a blade no thicker than a bodkin. A man yelled. He struck at her  missed, and vanished, screaming. The woman laughed. She wiped blood off the blade on the ball of her thumb, and then the thumb on the wall. The boy smiled sweetly, turning his flashlight on the womans face, making her look like a Rembrandt painting of Mary the Mother of God in a stable waiting for the Three Wise Men.

Shut that door! said Andrew.

Unfamiliar impulse caught the boy off guard. He obeyed. He loathed Andrew with a half-breeds instinctive unreasoning malice, as quick as a snakes. Fearful of missing a move, he aimed his flashlight at Bulah Singh, whose fist struck the bag he sat on as he grinned  with pain and beckoned to the boy. It almost looked prearranged. It was the first time Bulah Singh had noticed either the boy or the woman. The boy came forward confidently, with a kind of gloat in his eyes. The woman followed, keeping her eyes on Elsa.

Andrew, please give me the keys, said Elsa. I will open a chop-box and get out whiskey for Bulah Singh.

No. Lets find out whats wrong with him before he gets drunk.

Bulah Singh overheard. Wrong with me? Drunk? Gunning, you god-damned idiot, take a drink too, to wake your brains! Dont you know whats in this bag Im sitting on? Then his expression changed to a confidential leer at Elsa. Yes, he said. Take his keys. Be a good girl. Go and get me a drink.

Andrew observed that Elsa showed no symptom of intention to obey. He hadnt expected she would obey, but he was glad she didnt. She was doing her job. By some mysterious means she was avoiding the anger that the woman, and the boy and Bulah Singh were all trying to produce. The little beast of a boy was the worst of the three. He was an obvious homosexual, probably perverted by his elders. He knew by instinct that Andrew loathed that stuff. He deliberately showed off, strutting in front of his mother. She was as proud of him as if he were reciting poems. Bompo Tsering and all Andrews Tibetans laughed as if it was the funniest thing they had seen.

Bulah Singh sneered, glancing at Elsa: Like mother, like son!

Either he thought that would please Elsa, or he wanted to disgust her. It was hard to guess which.

Is he your son? she retorted. He looks like you and this woman.

Bulah Singh ignored the question. He commanded the boy to unfasten his boots and pull them off. The boy knelt to obey; his unctuous relish was worse than servile. He smirked. Bulah Singh harshly ordered the woman to get one of the big copper bowls that Andrews Tibetans had already emptied of food. She didnt like obedience; she liked it less when Bompo Tsering tried to prevent her from taking the bowl; but he yielded when she drew her dagger. She filled the bowl with water and began to warm it at the fire. By that time Bulah Singh was in agonies as the boy tried to pull off a boot. He kicked the boy in the face  sent him staggering. The boy wasnt hurt badly but he ran to the door, crying.

The woman came on the run, spilling water, clucking, muttering. She went down on her knees, begging Andrew for the loan of his knife to cut the boots with. Andrew beckoned to Bompo Tsering. Bulah Singh called the woman a mother of whores. He ordered her to pull his boots off gently. She didnt dare. He kicked her, hurting his foot. She still didnt dare. Then he turned to Elsa, skillfully changing his voice, forcing himself to smile.

See what comes of kindness to such bitches! She would let me die of gangrene! Please! Will you kindly help me?

No, said Andrew, she wont!

Bompo Tsering stood waiting; his expression was as blank as a bun, but his eyes were on Andrews right fist.

Your saying, Gunnigun  my doing, he muttered. Your not

Pick this Sikh up! Carry him over to the fire, where therell be light and warm water. Take his weapons away and then pull off his boots. Wash his feet. Use lots of soap. Then Ill come.

Bompo Tsering signaled for help. Before Bulah Singh could protest he was picked up by four Tibetans and frog-marched toward the fire, cursing and struggling. The woman and the boy came and screamed at Andrew. He ignored them and went in search of the load that contained the first-aid kit. The boy was crying like a girl. The woman was begging for Bulah Singhs good will, as if Andrew had stolen it. She knelt and clutched the hem of Elsas overcoat, imploring her to make Andrew listen, blubbering and screaming a long story of how Bulah Singh was the lord of her life, the father of her son; he had seduced her in Delhi, raped, ruined her and then sent her home to Tibet.

Elsa got in a word at last: Whose woman are you?

His woman!

Bulah Singhs?

No! His! She spoke proudly, recovering self-control: I am the rulers woman!

Of this village?

The woman nodded.

Well then, what do you want with Bulah Singh?

He is mine, is he not? Whom I obey, so he must also!

Andrew came back with cotton, a roll of bandages and a bottle of iodoform. The woman started to wail and plead again. The boy cried. Andrew ordered both of them to get out or else go to the fireside, where Bulah Singh was cursing like a scalded cat because four Tibetans were holding both his feet in hot water. Standing calmly in firelight so that Andrew could see him, Bompo Tsering was curiously examining Bulah Singhs weapons  an automatic, a 32 revolver and a dagger almost exactly like the womans. The boy led the woman toward the fire, pulling her by the hand.

Andrew grinned at Elsa: Do you get the idea?

No, I dont  except, of course, that the woman is telling the truth. What can Bulah Singh know, or think he knows about this bag? Its locked. He cant see through canvas!

Can you see clairvoyantly?

No. Is it something you put in there?

Lan-dor-ling did it, down at the border. But I guessed it, so the little trick didnt come off. As Chief of Police, Bulah Singh must have known that Lan-dor-lings little game is smuggling opium from India to Tibet. Bulah Singh tipped off Lan-dor-ling to hide opium in my loads. Thats why Lan-dor-ling went to such pains to help you and me reach Tibet.

So were opium smugglers!

Its a cinch were something. Lets eat before the grub gets too cold.

I couldnt eat.

Neither could I. That grub looks disgusting. Let our Tibetans have it. Well cut a can of something later on.

That woman loves us like a cobra, said Elsa. The food may be poisoned.

Right. Ill warn Bompo Tsering to make her taste the grub before he divides it with the gang. What do you make of the woman?

Andrew, shes telling the truth. She belongs to two men. One is the black magician who rules this village. He has sent her to influence Bulah Singh

I cant believe that: Influence him? He must know Bulah Singhs a total loss! Influence him? Why not jump him?

I dont know. But I dont think Bulah Singh is as helpless as he seems: Andrew, how would this be! Get that little beast of a boy here and lets question him. You tell me what to ask. Ill talk to him gently.

No.

Why not?

Hell lie like hell. Weve got to shake that brat or hell be the end of us. His kind of treachery is bred and educated. Our best bet is Bulah Singh. Ill talk to him. Do you want to stay or come with me?

I dont like it alone. Im afraid.

Come then. But remember: part of Bulah Singhs trick was to get you to take care of his feet, and let the Tibetans see you do it. It was aimed at your mental set-up. That ud reduce you to the menial class and give you a claim on him. He could pretty easily reverse that into a claim by him on you. Thats old stuff; its had whiskers since Adam and Eve. All the politicians use it. It works nine times out of ten unless youre wise to it. So watch out. Dont fall for his thanks, or his pain, or his

Andrew, it sounds funny to hear you

Okay! Laugh! But therell be nothing funny if Bulah Singh gets you hypnotized! Suppose you carry the bandages. Come on.

He strode ahead. The ponies sniffed at Elsa as she passed. She touched their noses, light-fingered. When Andrew reached the zone of firelight he paused for a second and spoke in a half-whisper:

Remember: dont give him a break. Dont pity him. Leave this to me.

It was like a medieval torture scene in crimson firelight and leaping shadow, With Bompo Tsering acting chief inquisitor, standing aloof with the weapons, waiting for the moment. Nine men watched, fascinated, keeping the woman and boy outside their circle. Bulah Singh was being held down on a saddle by two men who held his arms twisted behind him. Their knees were in his back. There was an arm around his throat. Two men held his feet in the pan of hot soapy water. At a gesture from Andrew they let him lift his knees, so that he leaned backward with his feet in the air.

Wash em some more, said Andrew.

The Sikh set his teeth. They plunged his feet back in the pan. He breathed hard through his nose.

Andrew, the mans in agony! Be a bit merciful!

All right, Elsa, all right! Leave this to me! Theres nothing else to be done.

Andrew himself took the soap. His strong hands were far more gentle than the Tibetans had been. The woman, staring pop-eyed between two of Andrews men, crooned as she watched the relaxation of relief on Bulah Singhs face.

Blood poisons the thing to guard against. Well save your feet, said Andrew.

You might have saved me this indignity! Bulah Singh retorted.

Yeah  I might have. Andrew washed steadily. But I was wise to your game. I boomeranged you. Know what that means?

Gunning, youre mad!

No, no, no. Im easy-minded. Not mad in the least.

Dont you understand that your safety depends on me?

Andrew smiled. Heres a towel. Dry your own feet. After that, Ill dust em with iodoform and then bandage em. Next time you hit the trail, wear walking boots. Those things you had on werent even fit to ride in.

The Tibetans relaxed their hold. Tenderly the Sikh dried his own feet, until suddenly he caught sight of the womans face. He tossed the towel to her. At a gesture from Andrew the Tibetans let her pass. The boy followed her. The woman squatted and took the Sikhs feet in her lap; she and the boy worked gently, each using an end of the one towel.

You see, said Andrew, I spotted your plan to have Elsa and me do the Jesus foot-wash act in the presence of all these people. Smart stuff! For a man in a mean fix youve got presence of mind. It was subtle. That would have fixed us, in their minds, as your inferiors.

My feet are dry, said Bulah Singh.

You wont walk on em for quite a while, said Andrew. He handed the iodoform to the woman  showed her how to dust it on, watched her do it, went on talking: I suppose you expect to stay here until your feet get well.

I am coming with you, the Sikh answered. I and this child, and the woman.

You dont say.

You will also say it. You will very gladly say it! You will beg me to come with you  when you have heard my news!

Bandages! said Andrew.

Elsa wanted to do the bandaging, but Andrew wouldnt let her. He did it himself, smiling:

Elsa, we owe that woman nothing. Get back the towel, soap and iodoform, quick, now, before she hides em! If she wont give em up, Bompo Tsering shall give her the works.

Bompo Tsering heard. He followed Elsa. The woman surrendered the towel ungraciously, as if to reclaim it were meanness, but she had passed the bottle of iodoform to the boy, who had slunk away with it, and with the soap too. She pretended to know nothing of anything else, until the boys cries brought her to her senses. Bompo Tsering had caught the boy hiding among the ponies. He was beating him. The woman screamed, jumped up and ran to the rescue. Bompo Tsering slapped her and threw her down among the ponies; then came back with the soap and iodoform. Andrew made mental note of the fact that Bulah Singhs weapons had been stowed away in Bompo Tserings voluminous bokkus but he didnt choose to humiliate his own man at that moment.

Bulah Singh spoke angrily: Andrew Gunning! Listen well and remember! It is safe to punish the woman. She is only a tart. But beware of the boy!

You kicked him! said Elsa. I saw you kick him in the face when he was trying to pull your boots off.

Bulah Singh sneered: But dont you do it! I own him, body and soul! If you injure him  if you insult him  and if I will it, the men of this village will spread your pieces on the burial mound for the dogs and vultures to come and finish. What they will do to you fir  Ah!

Damn you, dont

Andrew gripped the Sikhs shoulder so hard that he bit a word in halves. Those bandages, he said, will do until this time tomorrow. Dont try to stand on em. My men shall set a box against the wall and sit you on it. After that, you shall talk.

And you, the Sikh answered, you  both of you  had better listen to me  and remember!


CHAPTER 33

Bulah Singh sat back to the wall, like a war casualty, on a pony load of canned provisions, with his bandaged feet stretched out. Bompo Tsering, wary of Andrews mood, and shrewdly aware of the safe way to keep on terms, unpacked a canvas chair for Elsa. He arranged it fussily, moving it to and fro, partly to draw attention to his thoughtfulness and partly to show off to the other Tibetans, who felt inferior because of his wonderful manners. Andrew ordered the load dragged up that the man in spectacles had wanted. He sat on it, beside Elsa; they faced Bulah Singh, with a semicircle of Tibetans behind them and the red firelight on their faces. The woman and boy were pushed out in the cold. She tried to force her way to the fireside, but Bulah Singh spoke to her sharply. Then she led the boy away and there was a gust of bitter wind as she opened the door. When the door slammed shut behind them Andrew got up and fastened it. He came back and sat down without saying a word. Bulah Singh broke the silence:

Andrew

My names Gunning.

Oh. On our dignity. You damned snob! See here, Gunning! If I hadnt guaranteed to Lan-dor-ling in Sikkim, and to the magician Lung-gom-pa, who owns this village, that youd carry this opium safely to its destination  I said, to its destination!  either of two things inevitably must have happened to you. Arrest, in Sikkim  or death, here. Die here if you want to. Sign your warrant tonight. He glanced at Elsa. And leave her to her fate.

Not on your word, Andrew answered. He didnt glance at Elsa. He was hardly conscious of her sitting beside him. He was undergoing what was almost a new experience. He went on speaking, staring at Bulah Singh, through him and beyond him: You were stopped at the village gate by a man youd never seen before. A man with a beard who wore an Afghan turban. He scared you. But you got past him by boasting you can manage me. That man gave you until nine tonight. It leaves you twenty minutes. Im calling your bluff.

Im not bluffing, the Sikh answered.

Elsa spoke unexpectedly: What you really mean is that Mr. Gunning is telling the truth and you cant deny it!

Something  perhaps the falling fire, or it might be a ponys snort  something concrete brought Andrew back to his five senses. Things were suddenly normal. He saw the Sikh as he was, now, with his back to the wall; not as he had been, in the village gate at sunset. But it was a second more before it occurred to him that Elsa had been seeing things. He had seen Elsas vision. He tried to repeat. He couldnt. He wanted another glimpse of that man at the gate; he was someone much more important than Bulah Singh. He had a face like Lenin of Russia, only that the beard hid his chin.

Dont! said Elsa. Andrew, dont!

Dont what?

Dont try! You only break the image. Its like reflections on still water! Let it happen!

Bulah Singh laughed. Our Gunnigun becomes a god! Thats what a woman does to us! Gunning, save your neck and make your fortune! You lucky devil, if Id died on the mountain these villagers would have simply shot you and divided the loot. This is a stupid village. Fools are dangerous. Its thanks to me youre alive.

Andrew felt only contempt for him. He answered with a curt laugh: Are they such fools as to fear a fugitive from justice who has lost his followers?

It was Bulah Singhs turn to be contemptuous: Justice? You believe in that stuff? Justice, I suppose, slew my men, eh? Divine justice! Oh well, perhaps youre right. Fear and treachery are two ponies that drag one tonga. My men were scared. They would have turned on me sooner or later. Im well rid of them.

And youve lost your baggage.

Thats nothing either. You can fit me out with what I need. If these villagers kill you, Ill take everything. He looked hard at Elsa again.

Andrew bridled at that. He consulted his watch: Bulah Singh, youve about fifteen minutes. Ive never actually killed a man. Unless you use your fifteen minutes more wisely than Ive seen you do anything yet, youll be Number One.

Kill me? You?

Yes.

Andrew Gunning, you have sentimental morals and grotesque scruples. They wont work. On this side of the border the prevailing sentiment is more natural. It resembles the Christly compassion of German concentration camps, Italian islands, French penal settlements and Russian labor colonies. Good standard stuff with no hypocrisy about it. You may have seen the Japs use some of it near Shanghai  or didnt you? These people, like the Japs, have adopted the little wooden testicle crusher that Mussolini borrowed from the Holy Roman Inquisition and taught the Nazis how to use. It beats anything the Chinese ever thought of  because, you see, the Chinese arent really religious; they cant understand theres a space-time equation of pain  a limit beyond which the tortured cant feel. These Tibetans are religious; they dont waste torture; like Hitlers and Mussolinis and Francos specialists, they can keep you alive for a couple of months, if need be, while you tell them all you know! Youll be surprised how much you know that you didnt know you knew.

Youve considerably less than fifteen minutes now, Andrew remarked.

Bah. I doubt youd shoot. Youre fundamentally sentimental. That means youre cruel, and that at bottom youre a coward. Your indignation is an emotion, caused by fear of reality. Understand this, Andrew Gunning: either you agree to be my partner and well play this game together from now on  or else shoot me now and play your own game. Choose! Be quick about it! If you dont I guarantee you shall be tortured to death, and theyll make Elsa look on, just to educate her.

Andrew was seeing again  seeing Elsas visions. He wished Elsa would let up. It made him angry to feel she could make him see. But anger banished the vision. He craved it back  couldnt see it  had to reach out mentally to her. Then there it was again, and along with it a revolting sensation that Bulah Singh could also see what they saw.

All the Tibetans were silent, almost motionless, except that Bompo Tsering kept steadily spinning a prayer wheel.

Times on the wing, said Andrew. You have until nine sharp, by this watch, to plead your

Huh! You mean to tell what I know! If I talk, do you promise to

I promise nothing.

Put it this way: if I promise to

No. Your promise would be worthless. I wouldnt depend on it for a second. I will form my own opinion of whatever you say and will treat you accordingly. Now go ahead.

They stared at each other. Bulah Singh looked as if he couldnt believe his own eyes and ears or believe Andrews eyes and lips. Andrew didnt understand his own reaction. He was disturbed and he wasnt. He felt like two people; one was at a masthead, the other on deck at the wheel. The one on deck didnt quite trust or understand the other, but the other seemed to know, fading away, however, when the one on deck grew angry. So he kept trying to adjust two images, like a range finder laying a gun. The target was not Bulah Singh; it was something, within himself, that he couldnt clearly define through a cloud of anger. He knew Bulah Singh was talking again, but he only partially listened, without deep attention.

Gunning, you damned idiot, in that bag youre sitting on theres enough opium to paralyze the brains of Tibet  the way the Japs are drugging the Chinese. It comes cheaper than money, because the addicts stay bought. Its better than soldiers. Its more efficient. It cant mutiny or run away. Drug the right man and you need no artillery. If youd opened your bag youd have found your own things have been thrown out. Lan-dor-ling did that. I ordered it. He filled your bag with opium. I picked up your stuff when I reached the border. It was on one of my ponies. Its down on the crags now along with all my dead men. That bag youre sitting on holds opium  nothing else. Opium. New. Fresh. Ten times stronger than the adulterated morphine and cocaine and hashish that the Japs are forcing on the Chinese.

He paused to make sure whether Andrew was listening, decided that he was, and continued:

Now Ill tell you about that woman. And by the way, dont give her opium unless you want hell in your lap. That woman was my gift to the charlatan who owns this village. It was a gift with strings to it. Shes a whore of hell. I said whore. I dont mean prostitute. Prostitution implies at least a trace of intention to keep a bargain. You cant prostitute whoredom. Below the minus sign theres nothing.

You should know about that, said Andrew.

Yes. It has been my business to find out. She is only a brood bitch and no longer any good even for that. I had her sterilized. Its the boy I wish to speak of. He annoyed you because you are prissy. But did you study him?

Andrew thought about the boy. He didnt answer.

Did Elsa study him? What did she think?

Her name is Mrs. Grayne, Andrew said pointedly. Go on talking about your brat.

The Sikh answered with barbed malice: The boy is a bastard who happened to live! You are a lawyer, and youll happen to die unless you use your brains. Do you remember a couple of young murderers  they were rich peoples sons  they made the headlines in all the newspapers in the world about twenty years ago? Or are you too young to remember that? One of your famous American lawyers saved them from the electric chair. All the police authorities and psychologists in the world studied those two young criminals. The priests who spoke of devils werent so blindly stupid as the self-styled scientists who prattled about behaviorism and environment and heredity and glands and God knows what else. There never was worse pile than theyve talked and written about those two young perverts. Everyone seemed to miss the point, except me. This boy of mine is younger than they were. You wouldnt believe how young he is. Physically, mentally and biologically super-precocious. Those young Americans were amateurs. My boy Chet is the perfect criminal!

Youre too long-winded, said Andrew. Times almost up.

Im telling you, and Im in no hurry, the Sikh answered. My accomplishment took years. Be patient. I have used that woman as an instrument, for a specific purpose. I trained her, after she left the womans jail in Darjeeling, where she was imprisoned for contributing to the delinquency of minors  plural  many minors. She had made a business of it. She was refractory  difficult  willful. She had to be starved  whipped  disciplined. Finally I made her what she is now. Its her limit. Theres no more there. She can go into a trance and reveal all secrets, though she herself can seldom understand what she reveals. As a medium she is ne plus ultra, if you know what that means. She is the ideal subject for hypnosis. No inhibitions, no moral restraints  no scruples! She can be made to do anything! Do you understand  anything!

He paused, stared at Andrew, at Elsa, then spoke with the pride of a street astronomer who owns a homemade telescope that shows the dark deeps of the Milky Way:

She was made to conceive, and to bring forth, and suckle, and wean, that boy, who  as I told you  is the perfect criminal! He is clairvoyant, clairaudient, hypnotic, a trance medium, a waking medium  a pervert, a homosexual  an intellectual, vicious in all imaginable ways, by all imaginable means. You couldnt possibly imagine how vicious he is; you havent enough imagination. He has intelligently cynical and incorruptible contempt for anything and everything whatever except his own desires and my will. I control him. He will always obey me. I am his God.

Elsa breathed quietly. Her eyes were closed and her hands were relaxed on the knobs of the chair-arms. Bompo Tsering was pop-eyed. He came forward and put fuel on the fire. The flame leaped and the ponies eyes shone in the dark. Bulah Singh went on talking, attentively watching Elsas face as if he doubted those closed eyes.

You two have probably talked with Nancy Strong about the Virgin Mary giving birth to Jesus. Youd be surprised how many criminals believe that yarn  I mean the immaculate conception part of it. They pretend not to. But they do. Hypnotize em and they confess what they believe. It was as a student of criminology that I was interested; you cant possibly understand any criminal without a deep study of comparative superstitions  which is to say religions. Nancy Strong, if I understood her correctly when she tried to convert me, believes that such purity of spiritual love inspired Mary the Mother of Jesus that she conceived and became the mother of the greatest spiritual hero the world has ever known. Is that your understanding of her thought about it?

Its near enough, said Andrew. But what are you driving at? Times up.

I dont have to drive at anything, said Bulah Singh. Im telling you. All things, and all ideas, have opposites. The opposites are equal, each to each. Black  white. Plus  minus. Above  below. Good  evil. Light  dark. Spirit  matter. God  devil. Jesus  and my bastard son Chet. Chets mothers thought, at his conception, was as free from what is known as virtue as if it had been surgically sterilized. She was under full hypnosis. She had been commanded to conceive the perfect devil in human form. And she obeyed.

Times up, said Andrew, glancing at Elsa. He scowled, but his voice didnt betray emotion.

Bulah Singh began to speak faster: As I told you in Darjeeling, I and my cooperators mean to capture the infant Dalai Lama  the uncontaminated infant Dalai Lama  who is being raised as a saint, poor little devil! I did not tell you, because I trusted you no more then than now  and you might have betrayed me then, but you cant now  that we will substitute my son Chet, who is a genuine devil, for the infant Dalai Lama, who is only a tinhorn saint. Do you see the significance? Your Christian pope may take a back seat. We will control the worlds thought at its source!

Bompo Tsering whirled his prayer wheel. Elsa spoke as if at that moment waking from a deep sleep:

Andrew! Did you hear what he said?

Sure. I heard him.

Bulah Singh! What do you mean? What are you thinking of doing  to the other child  to the infant Lama?

The Sikh grinned: Oh  as for that  you may have him  when Im through. Did you happen to notice that Lepcha servant at Nancy Strongs? Hell be like that, only rather more so. He wont remember much. Yes, yes, you may have him. But of course if you dont care to help, you cant expect us to

You mean

You know what I mean. The Sikh snapped his fingers. That useless infant means no more to me than Barcelona babies mean to General Franco and his bombers  or than the hungry Ukrainian babies meant to Stalin.

You said  if we dont care to help?

Yes. Take him or leave him. Save him or let him die.

There came a pounding on the door  not very loud  not importunate. It was the pounding of someone who knew he could not be refused, so was in no special hurry.

Time now, anyway, said Andrew grimly. We have reached no basis for an understanding, Bulah Singh.

Oh yes, we have! You are a little stupid, thats all. I will explain it to you. I will make it quite clear.

The pounding on the door resumed, a little louder. Andrew addressed Bompo Tsering:

Go and open that door. Let them enter, whoever they are.

Bompo Tsering didnt like it. He obeyed slowly  slowly  plucking the arm of another Tibetan to come and keep him company.

It is this! It is this! said Bulah Singh. You, Andrew Gunning, have been chosen to help me because of your special ability. What you believe is your integrity is only frozen habit, but it will serve our purpose. You, Elsa  I beg pardon, of course I mean Mrs. Grayne!  you have been chosen because of your special faculties. I did not say talent. I said faculties. You can be developed, trained, and used. You shall be. You shall be allowed to reach Tom Grayne, since he is also necessary for our purpose.

Andrew interrupted loudly: Bompo Tsering! Open that door! Let those people in!

Bulah Singh continued: As a reward you two may save the precious infant from the kites and ravens. If you wish to, you may have him. That is a promise. And, as a spur to your compliance with the requirements that are about to be brought to your notice  you are guaranteed that Tom Grayne, and you yourselves and the infant Lama shall die in torment for the least infraction, mistake, or neglect to obey!  And now open that door!


CHAPTER 34

A dark procession entered, ushered by freezing wind that whirled the smoke and made the ponies restless. It was led by a hooded man with a lantern. He had been instructed. He knew what to do. He hung the lantern from a peg on one of the low roof beams and stood still beneath it with folded arms, about fifteen feet away from Andrew. The wavering shadows made him look like one of Torquemadas men. Two more, who also looked like phantom Dominicans, followed and stood behind him, facing the row of ponies.

Andrew stood up, expecting the magician Lung-gom-pa. But the magician lingered unexplainably among armed brigands in the dark near the door; there was no doubt who he was, but he was only just visible  a looming, lurking, massive presence, furtive and secretive; a bell tinkled faintly when he moved. The man who came forward to meet Andrew was no Tibetan. His beard and the way he carried his head reminded Andrew of the portrait of Sir Richard Burton, in his copy of the famous forbidden pilgrimage to Mecca and Medina. But he also more than vaguely resembled Lenin of Russia. His eyes were larger and darker than Lenins, but he had similar high cheek bones, some of Lenins gestures, some of Lenins rhinoceros-hided arrogance that couldnt imagine itself mistaken. He had Lenins way of sticking his fist in his right-hand pocket. But on the whole he looked more like Sir Richard Burton, perhaps because of the Afghan turban, which suited him and made him look scholarly. He wore a long, well-fitting fur-lined overcoat. He wasnt nearly as tall as Andrew. He halted some paces away, so as not to have to look up.

Andrew spoke abruptly, just to start something: How do you do.

Elsa turned to look. Andrew touched her shoulder. She looked away again.

The man in the Afghan turban answered with what might be a smile, or it might have been the natural wryness of his mouth that twisted when he spoke: How do you do.

Two Tibetans emerged out of the shadows carrying a short heavy bench  set it down between Andrew and Bulah Singh, spread cushions on it, and withdrew. The door slammed shut. It grew suddenly warmer. The smoke ceased whirling and making the ponies snort. By that time there were not less than thirty people in the room, including Andrews men, but most of them were in the dark at the far end. They were all silent. The only noticeable noise was when the ponies stamped and snorted. One squealed.

Are you Andrew Gunning?

Yes. Who are you?

I came a long way to wait here for you. I am not an oriental, although my turban may have led you to think so. My name is Oliver Blessingwell.

Andrew answered in a low voice: You wish me to pretend to believe that? Is it your alias?

Sir?

Your real name, said Andrew, is Major Hugo von Klaus. You were attached to the Turkish command in Jerusalem in 1915 with Djemal Pasha.

That is a long time ago, said the German.

You were transferred to the diplomatic service after the Armistice and went to Kabul. From there to China. Later to Japan. One of your occasional correspondents calls himself Ambrose St. Malo.

Major von Klaus managed to disguise his annoyance, but the effort was noticeable. He smiled, but his smile was slow, it had to be forced. You appear to be curiously well informed. Are you a medium? If so, that stuff, let me warn you, is far from reliable  especially in this land of tricky magicians.

Andrew felt he had the upper hand and was resolved to keep it, masking his thought and not answering what he did not choose to answer. He had never unlearned the American habit of introducing people to each other. It served his purpose now. He half turned toward Elsa.

Since we know each others real names, Ill introduce you to Mrs. Grayne.

Major von Klaus looked incredulous: Grayne? You said Mrs. Grayne? Am I mistaken? Is her name not Elsa Burbage?

I told you her right name. Elsa, this is Major von Klaus. Hes an orientalist. He should be famous.

Bulah Singh chuckled: Isnt the right word notorious?

Major von Klaus ignored Bulah Singh. He bowed stiffly.

How do you do, said Elsa. Wont you be seated? She didnt smile. She was aware of Andrews tenseness and of the fact that Andrew expected violence at any moment without previous warning.

Von Klaus moved around Andrew, walking as if he wore tight military boots, although his feet were actually encased in comfortable felt. His head hung forward a little when he didnt remember to hold it upright, as if the turban, or else his brain, were too heavy. He sat down on the bench. A Tibetan menial approached from the shadows and wrapped a heavy woolen shawl around his shoulders. Bompo Tsering, feeling that Andrew needed an equivalent attention, came forward and put fuel on the fire. Major von Klaus observed Bompo Tsering, appeared to study him:

Your man?

My foreman, said Andrew.

And those others?

Yes, those are my men.

Shall we excuse them? I would like a conversation with you.

Very well. Send your own men away and Ill dismiss mine.

Andrew noticed a heavy ring on the middle finger of the Germans right hand as he gestured to command privacy. That is the rarest thing in Tibet, but he was promptly obeyed. The three solemnities under the lantern retired backwards in token of almost religious respect. Andrew ordered Bompo Tsering away into the dark behind the ponies. The others followed Bompo Tsering.

I believe youve already met Bulah Singh, said Andrew.

The German nodded. He glanced coldly at Bulah Singh but didnt speak. Then he studied Elsa, governing his face, muscle by muscle, until he had it set in a smile that would have passed muster, beyond footlights, as a symbol of the velvet glove on an iron hand. It was as diplomatic as the edge of a knife or the back of an axe.

I know all about you, he said pleasantly. Have you enjoyed your journey thus far?

Elsa surprised them all, herself included. She enraged von Klaus. If you know so much, why do you ask?

Bulah Singh laughed. That provided the German with a scapegoat for his anger. He turned on the Sikh:

As for you, he said savagely, I warned you that the slightest

Bulah Singh interrupted. Yes, and I warned you! Must I say it in German? Theres no one but Andrew Gunning who can manage the girl. And theres no one but me who can deal with him. If you insist on acting like one of Hitlers bullies, well all have to shoot each other to avoid being tortured to death.

Von Klaus scowled at him: Silence, you clown!

You go to hell, said the Sikh.

Oh, very well. The German tugged at his beard with his left hand. His right tapped at his overcoat pocket.

Bulah Singh has been disarmed, Andrew remarked quietly. Shooting him would be murder. I forbid it.

The German pretended not to have heard the word forbid. He peered toward the door. Yes. Murder is unpleasant. Well let Lung-gom-pa deal with him.

No, said Andrew. I protect Bulah Singh. I told him he could come to me, day or night.

He put it in writing, the Sikh added. His eyes blazed with excitement. I have it here in my pocket.

The German controlled his anger with an effort. Are you aware, he asked Andrew, that this Schweinehund Bulah Singh has been betraying you right and left for the last several months?

Yes, said Andrew, I know all about him.

Did you know he has offered for sale this girl whom you introduced to me just now as Mrs. Grayne? You said Grayne, didnt you? I happen to know her name is Elsa Burbage. He let a sneer into his voice. Why not call her Mrs. Andrew Gunning?

Suppose you try it just once and see what happens, Andrew suggested. Mrs. Grayne needs no character reference from me. But she gets no gratuitous insults while Im around. Are those your own teeth?

Tsch-tsch! We are getting nowhere, said the German. We are wasting time. Let us send this Sikh policeman away.

He cant walk.

He can be carried.

No. He stays here. I wont have him tortured. I dont trust him. But I dont trust you either.

Gunning, said Bulah Singh, tell your man Bompo Tsering to give me back my automatic. Then you and I can control this situation.

I control it now, Andrew answered. I dont need your help, or your advice. Sit still and dont interrupt.

The German tried to be tactful: Come now! Come now! Let us all talk sensibly!

About opium? Andrew asked. He wasnt trying to be tactful, he was just plain belligerent.

Yes, among other things. Why not? Let us speak of the opium first

Okay. Talk, said Andrew. But let me warn you. Among other reasons, I left America because I didnt choose to defend in court a son of a bitch whod been peddling drugs. I could have got him off. I wouldnt. Now youve a line on my point of view, so spill the beans.

Cant we be polite to each other? I wish to speak impersonally, said the German.

Cant be done, said Andrew. The hell with that boloney. Im one person. Youre another. Ive a personal opinion of you that ud file the rough off gray iron.

But Gott im Himmel, what do you know about me?

Suddenly Andrew knew that he no longer knew in any ordinary meaning of the word. He hadnt been guessing. He had seen. Now he could no longer see. Less than a second ago he had seen clearly that Major von Klaus intended to become Bulah Singhs substitute  to get rid of Bulah Singh, by turning him over to Lung-gom-pa, and to come in his place on the expedition. He still knew it, because he had seen and remembered. But it tongue-tied him for the moment to realize he had no evidence. Von Klaus laughed, letting Andrew know that he understood Andrews difficulty. Then he tried to smile pleasantly, offering a lie that should serve like oil on troubled water; but a scar twisted his lips so that the smile passed through a sneer and out again  twice  going and coming.

Andrew Gunning, he said, dont you think that perhaps the altitude, and exhaustion, and the natural emotion due to a sensation of danger, may have unsteadied your thought?

Andrew recognized the motive behind the question. Im thinking about you and this opium that Im sitting on, he answered. My thoughts steady enough. It isnt tricky either. Im not a diplomat.

Bulah Singh thrust straight ahead into that opening. You fool! he said to the German. You conceited ignoramus! Do you think Gunning cant see through such puerile attempts to steal his confidence? I told you at the gate  he resisted all my attempts to hypnotize him. I cant read his thought, except when hes off guard, and thats rarely. So Im damned if you can with your stodgy German method. Compared to me, youre a neophyte  a Lehrling! Stop wasting time!

I will speak to the lady, von Klaus answered. A look of disciplined cunning stole over his face. Like many and many a middle-aged diplomat he evidently thought himself a charmer of women when he could give his mind to it. But Elsa surprised him again:

Please dont! she exclaimed. Please dont! Im busy!

Her head was resting on the canvas chair-back. Her eyes were shut; the lids looked dark blue in the shadow of leaping firelight. Von Klaus leaned eagerly toward her.

Can she be conscious on two planes! Elsa! Tell what you see! I command you! Tell what you see!

Andrew growled at him: You keep away! Do you hear! Keep your distance!

Bulah Singh sneered: She wont tell you! Theres only one person she will tell. Von Klaus, youd better take a back seat and leave this to me.

Von Klaus, showing his aging teeth through scarred lips, stared at Elsa and then at Andrew. Andrew was seeing again  seeing what Elsa saw. First he saw the Lama Gombaria in his sky-high Sikkim monastery. But for a moment he looked like Morgan Lewis  then it wasnt Lewis, it was Nancy Strong, on a chair at someones bedside. He supposed that was Father Patrick, at the Jesuit Mission; there was a crucifix on the wall. Nancy Strong looked up  straight at Andrew  and grew larger  nearer  changing as she came. She grew hideous. He didnt recognize her, until suddenly he remembered the bullet-broken photograph of the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun  Old Ugly-face. It was he. The face became a maze of wrinkles, nodded. The nose like an owls beak twitched. Pure gold, like the background of a Russian icon only brighter than the sun, began to frame the face, until it changed and for a fragment of a second became splendid. Then it smiled and was gone.

They are both of them seeing the man whom we want, remarked Bulah Singh in a voice so harsh that it creaked. The man only sees him. The girl is talking with him!

The Germans voice was as quiet and as earnestly kind as if he were coaxing a child: Tell what you see! Tell what he said! Elsa! I am your friend! You tell me!

Elsa sat upright suddenly. She and Andrew looked at each other, questioning. Andrew nodded. Elsa smiled happily.

Andrew! You saw? You did see?

Andrew nodded again: Seemed to me that he gave us the green light.

You believe it!

Andrew nodded. But I never believe what I believe, he added. Ive got to know. How does one find out?

A bell tinkled, in the dark near the wall at the far end. Something rattled. Bompo Tsering howled on a high note. He and all Andrews Tibetans knelt and laid their foreheads on the floor. The bell tinkled again, in time to slow footsteps, coming. Gradually, developing like a photographic image on a film, the black magician Lung-gom-pa, the ruler of the village, moved forward toward the firelight. He seemed almost to float on air, effortless.


CHAPTER 35

Lung-gom-pa the magician approached slowly, with solemn dignity. Thought moved as swiftly as light. The solemnity made no impression on Andrew. The dignity did. The handsome, professional mystery man  his high-cheeked, slant-eyed, dark face reddened by the firelight  stared at Andrew, disguising thought with experienced skill. There was a faint smile on his lips. It was a lie. But it looked good. It suggested scorn so insolent, and secret knowledge so lofty and sure, that there was no need to let lower emotions enter in. He could afford, said the smile, that rare gift, inscrutable patience. But it wasnt patience. It was suspicion, on the horns of a dilemma that the magician did not understand.

Neither did Andrew understand it. But he had studied juries in Ohio, learning to choose and reject by intuition. And he had learned to watch witnesses. He had become very skillful at detecting a lie and its motive. He was no more deceived by the magicians smile than he was awed by the long necklace of miniature skulls carved from human bone, strung on human sinew.

He observed the magicians cunning eyes, that saw cunning where none was. Asceticism, that had made the man lean, couldnt hide the sensuous greed on nose and lips. It couldnt mask his baffled yearning for the luxury of more, and more secret power. Barring toughness of skin, color, and some pockmarks, Andrew had seen dozens of faces like that one  politicians faces  white faces of bosses and men of affairs  near enough like it, posing as resolute, patient, farseeing, spiritually informed and very worldly wise  all phonies. He remembered, for instance, an unfrocked priest  

That wouldnt do! Thought was going wandering along tangential planes of memory. He had to bring himself back with a jerk. The wandering was partly Elsas doing. But he hadnt time to nurse resentment, although he felt it. Elsa sat with the palms of her hands cupped on the knobs of the chair-arms and her head resting on the canvas back. Her eyes werent quite closed. Her lips, too, were slightly parted. She was conscious and, he felt sure of it, unafraid. She was inviting the state of consciousness that formerly she loathed. It was there. Like a high voltage current of electricity, it set up a kind of induced awareness in Andrew. Assurance overflowed from her and reached him, so that he knew he owed to her at least some of his own self-confidence. He felt no fear of doing the wrong thing  of saying the wrong word. But he knew, without knowing how he knew, that Bulah Singh, with his back to the wall, was making mental experiments to produce a crisis in which to snatch an opportune advantage for himself. The air was loaded with Bulah Singhs anarchic effort. All the Tibetans in the room, including Andrews own men, were in a state of expectant terror, breathing through their noses. Their bets were on Lung-gom-pa and his magic.

The German von Klaus was less easy to understand. But there were sudden true glimpses of him also. Elsas mind became a momentary mirror, in which the man himself betrayed himself  not consciously afraid, but pseudo- philosophically justifying boldness by recalling previous success. Heil Hitler! There were memory glimpses of von Klaus in uniform  snatches of visions of clever von Klaus the diplomat, prevailing by treachery over fools who kept faith and perished on the hooks of an ideal. His drilled brain was crowded with instances preserved like pickled specimens in realistic scorn.

So there was a kind of war going on in the realm of thought, all at cross- purposes, in which the black magician was likely to snatch the upper hand. It was his village. He owned it. He was used to obedience, awe, if not respect. Why shouldnt he use violence to regain face that he had evidently lost to von Klaus? Somehow the German must have tricked him into submission  promising, no doubt, wonderful things. But where were the things? An unkept or a postponed promise is humiliating, and humiliation stings. He was cunning enough to pretend an indignation that he did not feel. All despots use that expedient. He could work himself up into screaming hysteria. And in that mood he could kill. He was half minded to do it. In his eyes was fear of being understood  fear of being found out. Fear, and cruelty.

Leave him to me! von Klaus whispered. I understand him.

The sensation of time returned then. It was a shock: two simultaneous states of consciousness  of thought and of action  of being and of doing; the one timeless, the other bound and limited by time and space. Thought took no more time than firelight needed leaping from eye to eye. And now Andrew did feel panic. He was afraid of that dual consciousness. One thing or the other! He chose! He struck so swiftly for his self-control that Elsa sat bolt upright, scared, as if something hit her. His spastic plunge back to the concrete realm of things made Bulah Singh breathe sibilantly through his teeth. The magician Lung-gom-pa, whose false name falsely claimed that he could walk without wings on the empty air, stared  stared hard; the magician feared concrete reality more than Andrew dreaded swamps of abstract dreaming. The magician glanced from Andrew  to von Klaus  to Elsa  back to Andrew. Andrew spoke, in English, aiming his words at Elsa. It was an ultimatum to Lung-gom-pa. But to her also, although he didnt look at her.

Silence! Dont risk speech until you know my will!

Strange words. Elsa translated them, slowly, accurately. The magician thrust out his lower lip in perplexity. It was like an animals. He flicked his rosary of skulls. Von Klaus whispered:

Sind Sie wahnsinnig? Wenn Sie  I mean, if you offend him, you undo all that I did! He will

Andrew ignored von Klaus. It was deliberate. He was playing a no-trump hand for every point it held, and one point was to snub and irritate the German. So he kept his eyes on Lung-gom-pa. His own were calm, with the assumed indifference that sometimes angers, always arouses weakness to declare itself. Unhurried, speaking without emphasis, he kept the initiative:

I intend to leave with you some ponies I no longer need. But where are the yaks you promised? Where are the sheep?

Elsa repeated the words in Tibetan. The magician stared, astonished. Von Klaus whispered:

Teufelszeug! Spoiling my influence? See here, you! Why didnt you warn me you have had communication with him!

Andrew again ignored von Klaus. Without giving the magician time to answer, subtly he suggested to him how to save face:

If you should speak to me before all these witnesses, how will you justify your own conduct? How will you explain why you have housed us in a shed with the animals? Why did you send your underlings to seize my baggage? If I had let them take the bag that I sit on, your people would have mocked you when they saw its contents. But I saved you from that.

He paused to let Elsa translate. She did it low-voiced. Tibetan faces craned forward from the shadows, but none could catch the words. The magician stared at Elsa, then at Bula Singh, then at Andrew.

Von Klaus whispered: You dont understand these people! Theres no use lying about the contents of a bag that he can open when he chooses! He knows whats in it!

Thats more than you know, Andrew retorted.

The magician was speaking to Elsa. Von Klaus suddenly flew into a rage, grabbed Andrews arm and ground out words like chopped meat:

Fool! Ten thousand miles in three months I have come for what that bag contains! Three weeks I have waited in this stinking village! Dont waste lies on me! Dont you know whats in it?

Andrew shook him off roughly and thrust him aside, timing the insult so that the magician saw. He turned to Elsa:

What does he say?

He invites us to his house. But he says we should bring the bag youre sitting on. He asks, shall his men carry it.

Tell him no. My man shall bring it.

Andrew, I think youre

Andrews cold smile interrupted her. She almost bit a word in two, reddening, recognizing the end of Andrews patience. He wasnt asking advice. He was giving orders.

Kindly tell him the word kindly cut. It was the cold veneer on anger. Kindly tell him well leave Bulah Singh with my man Bompo Tsering. Say this German may come with us. The magician is to order all his own followers out of the shed. Theyre to stay out until daylight.

Elsa turned to interpret. Again von Klaus seized Andrews arm.

Andrew Gunning, if you think you can treat me like this, I can assure you

Oh, heil Hitler!

Andrew shoved him away and stood between him and Lung-gom-pa, who was listening to Elsa. The magician was hardly believing his own ears  hardly believing that a white woman could talk such fluent Tibetan. Could she be white? Was she a devil in human form?  He hardly believed that even devils from the unknown world beyond the mountains could dare to order him around as this girl was doing. Was she really translating Andrews words? Or  

Andrew beckoned Bompo Tsering. He came in a hurry, all eyes and ears, craving gossip, explanations, confidences. What he got was commands:

Watch Bulah Singh. Give him blankets. Let him sleep if he pleases. But guard him closely. Answer no questions. All but one of you are to wait here until further orders. Do you understand?

My understanding. My obeying.

Select one of our men who knows no English. Pick the stupidest man. Tell him to pick up this bag Ive been sitting on and come with me and the German and Lady Elsa.

That bag being heavy, better my doing it.

Do as I tell you!

Von Klaus ceased protesting. It was useless. In an effort to steal a march on Andrew he hurried after Lung-gom-pa, who strode out of the shed without saying a word. Andrew waited with Elsa until all the magicians men had disappeared into the night, following their master. Then he repeated his orders to Bompo Tsering, and tossed one crumb of comfort to Bulah Singh:

Ive no bargain with you! But if you make no trouble for me behind my back, youre likely to regret it less than if you act up! Is that clear?

Yes, the Sikh answered. As one man to another, you may go to hell. If I could ditch you Id love it. But that German will do you in. If he doesnt the magician will. Youll be eaten by dogs by and by. I wish you joy of it.

Andrew laughed and turned his back, calling over his shoulder to Bompo Tsering to lock the door on the inside. He liked Bulah Singh better in that mood than in any other. It was at least honest. Outside the door, in the dark, he waited until he heard Bompo Tsering shoot the heavy bolt on the inside. Then he glanced upward, once, briefly, at the starlit sky and strode forward through stinking gloom, over frozen filth, to where a lantern glowed in the dim near distance. Elsa kept step with him.

Andrew.

Yes?

Von Klaus is trying to persuade Lung-gom-pa that were too treacherous to be let live.

Yes. I know. Plastering us with his own paint. Thats the mark of the beast. They all do it. Well feel his teeth presently.

Elsa detected his irritation. Oh well  as long as you know.

Our one chance, he said, is to be sudden, surprising, unexpected.

He would have liked to ask Elsa to let him alone. He was more than ever uneasy about her clairvoyance. There was something contagious in it. It seemed likely to transmute his own strength of decision into something feminine that had no edges and that merely let things happen. But he could think of no phrase that wouldnt hurt. He had a vaguely grim foreboding that she was going to be hurt soon and badly. He laid his hand on her shoulder, guiding her through the dark.

Andrew.  Did Lung-gom-pa really promise yaks and

No. I said that to puzzle him

I think it did.

  and to rattle von Klaus.

It made von Klaus furious. Now he thinks we are here on purpose to

I may have to break von Klaus, or hell break us. But its true we need yaks and sheep, from here on.

From here on? If! said Elsa.

You? Talking about if? Cant you see ahead?

Not now. I see nothing now. Only that awful mother of the brat! I see her eyes in the dark  and the boys eyes!

Andrew answered calmly: I will shoot her if she butts in.

Andrew  dont start things!

Theyre already started. Watch that lantern and walk forward. I wont let you fall. Here  take my arm. There, is that better?

Thanks  Andrew! Were in deadly danger  from all around  all sides  everyone.

I know.

Even Bompo Tsering.

Watch your step now. Theres a hole here  a bad one.

Havent you a flashlight?

Yes. But the light might make someones aim too easy. Hang on to me. Were pretty near now.

Andrew, I feel certain von Klaus has a trap that he means to spring on us.  Oh! Look! Whats that? Who is it?

Thats our own man, carrying my bag, waiting for us in the shadow.

Andrew, is the bag really full of opium?

They all think it is.

But is it?

See here. He had almost lost patience. What was I doing, that night in the pass, on this side of the summit  that last night, before we knew Bulah Singh was behind us?

You said  you redistributed  a load  to save the ponies. Didnt you?

I dumped the opium.

You knew it was in the bag? You knew it then?

Sure.

I didnt. Andrew, how did you find out? You hadnt opened that bag! Could you see? Were you

I used my eyes. I had to look like hell the other way while the Sikkim trader pulled the trick. There had to be some good reason why he

Andrew! Whatll these people do when they discover we havent got their opium?

Leave that to me.

But

There was nothing else for it. He halted suddenly, almost within the light-zone of the lantern. He turned, faced, met her eyes. They could just see each other.

Will you do me a favor?

Yes, Andrew. What do you wish me to do? What is it?

Pipe down. Thats all. Cut that hysterical stuff. Leave this to me.

But, Andrew

I wonder whether I could say it plainer!  Howll this do: are you and I friends? Then for Gods sake act friendly and let me do my own thinking!

She was silent.

He spoke more gently: I said were friends. I mean it. Each do our own thinking. Now then  through that narrow door as if we owned the place  leave the show-down to me!


CHAPTER 36

Thought took no time; agony no space. Elsa took four steps forward, toward the lamplit door of the magicians dwelling. Andrews left hand pressed her shoulder blades. His right hand gripped an automatic inside his overcoat. Within the compass of four strides, a whole world changed  a universe! A state of consciousness, in which all universes lived because there is nowhere else for them, became a dismal wilderness. There is no pain like disillusion. Faith had failed. Cut that hysterical stuff! Andrews hand on her back was meant to reassure! Whom? Of what? There was nothing left.

Four steps forward  toward a lamplit door, over frozen filth, amid the buttery reek of almost invisible Tibetans who crowded the dark alley. There was a sound of frozen leather rubbing against leather, and of rifle swivels, and of hard breathing. There were glimpses of eyes that craved and expected presently to see victims slowly done to death. Those watchers knew their magician  knew what to expect, what to demand of him. Like life itself, he would amuse himself; but he would presently pass judgment and impose death, for his own importance and their pleasure. Then the watchers would feel for a while like their imagined old deathless gods of Tibet, who await the end of the day of Buddha and the coming of the new cruel night of Bon. Cruel gods. Cruelty  the delicious dreadful stuff that flatters slaves and lends authority to tyrants, who are slaves high priests. Cruelty! The passion distinguishing man from beast  since only man loves, invents, applies, enjoys cruelty. Man, the creator and image of all the gods!

First theyd see bleached terror in the victims eyes, artfully increased  the hope encouraged for a moment, teased, falsely fed  contemptuously mocked and killed. Then presently, the horror of humiliation  the lewd stripping  the gloating and laughter. Last, the ingenious, traditional, physical torture. All torture is traditional. Elsa had seen some of it. She had seen a Tibetan woman half beaten to death and then pegged out hand and foot, naked to frost and sun, to die of thirst. She knew what those eyes in the dark expected, gloated for  nakedness, ritual, lechery, blood. She and Andrew were to be sacrificed like bulls in a Spanish ring; like Francos, Hitlers, Mussolinis, Stalins prisoners; like martyrs condemned by holy church and given to be burned by creatures of the lower law.

There would be nothing new about it. Sickening. But not new. Bestial, but no worse than the fate of hundreds and thousands of men and women who wage wars for the devils who die in bed. It would be only physical. It couldnt hurt worse than Andrews snub  than the politeness of Andrews hand between her shoulder blades. It would be a different pain, that was all.

Four steps forward  alone. Now utterly alone. Andrew had understood her. He had seen her soul, and she his. But Andrew had turned, gone, withdrawn to a polite, cold distance. The stab of a knife in her heart would have felt less cruel. A great gulf fixed had revealed itself, wide between her and the only one friend she had ever known. It was like a headlong fall from heaven into hell. Never  never  never  never again would she reach for Andrews soul to share her own souls overflow! Hers overflowed no longer! It had died, that instant, and all comfort with it, as the buds die in a chill wind. Dead  dead  dead  dead. Disillusioned. Andrews hand between her shoulder blades. In the dark. Never, never, never, never! Nancys stuff was  

Suddenly she saw Nancy!  Nancys fireside, in Darjeeling! And the cat  why the cat?  Then Lobsang Puns broken photograph  the Jesuit Mission  Gombaria  the rock-hewn chamber of initiation! Reality! Timeless! Spaceless! Between the fourth step, and the fifth on to the threshold of the black magicians dwelling, she lived an eternity  saw, felt, experienced again the vision of Old Ugly-face, golden, as old as the world, and as young as new morning not yet risen. Blasphemy died before it reached her lips. She heard other words:

The Lord is my shepherd,
I shall not want

Nancys voice? Her own? Lobsang Puns? Andrews? It couldnt be Andrews! Hers? Her heart was in her throat. She hadnt spoken. She couldnt have. Her senses failed, reeling in their own sensation. Had she fallen? Had she died? No  Andrews arm was around her. She was being carried  forward into the dark. She was no longer afraid. But it wasnt fearlessness, it was something positive. It was a warming overwhelming faith. It flowed upon her, until she felt like drowning now in floods of strength, not weakness. Whose strength? Surely not hers!

After an eternity that knew no time, she found herself seated on Andrews bag, with her back to the wall of a square room. There was reddish light from a charcoal brazier, but there were also two oil lanterns on the floor. Andrews porter  the big, stupid lad who knew no English  squatted near her, nine parts terrified, one part curious, slobber drooling from his lips, his fingers clutching a charm against magic. Andrews back was blood-red in the brazier light. He faced von Klaus. The Germans back was toward an inner door, that was guarded by two flat-faced Tibetans who loafed on their rifles, the butts resting on their heavy, fur-lined boots. There were two other men in the room, both Tibetans, facing each other, seated on cushions against opposite walls. One was the spectacled man who had first demanded Andrews bag; he looked angry and humiliated. The other, too, was an educated-looking person but of much more powerful physique. There were paintings of hell on the walls, very well painted; they looked like plunder from a monastery. On the inner door there was pictured a cross-eyed woman with naked breasts, whose protruding tongue was a forked flame.

Von Klaus scowled at Andrew. It was like an ancient Chinese battle picture, each opponent striving to outface the other with mental power, before condescending to such weapons as mere murderers use. Andrew was smiling; he didnt seem so strained as the German. It suddenly dawned on Elsa that Andrews thought reached higher than her own. It was more true, less scattered, it had purpose! She watched, listened, spell-bound. The German spoke first:

Shoot! But if you do, youre done for. I was here first. I dealt the cards.

Andrew answered in a level voice: If I find youre worth killing, Ill do it. I wont wait for your permission.

The German jerked his head in the direction of a steel bear trap. It hung from a heavy chain on a wall. All the Tibetans smiled.

I intended, said the German, to employ you, at good pay. Youd be no good with that thing snapped on to your ankle. Please yourself. This so-called magician Lung-gom-pa will let you continue your journey, in my service, under my direction, if

If what?

Von Klaus glanced at Elsa. If I demand it. But I require a hostage for your behavior. That is simple enough. Leave her here.

He paused, expecting a retort. But Andrew waited for him to continue. Elsa suddenly saw Bulah Singhs face as clearly as if he were there in the room. It was the Germans lips that moved, but it might almost be Bulah Singhs voice that continued:

She will be well treated. We wont need her. She would be in the way. We will take with us that other woman and her child.

You didnt think of that, said Andrew. He glanced slowly around the room.

The German, still watching Elsas face, retorted: Never mind who first thought of it. Good plans have many makers. The point is organization  cooperation. Agree! Then we will talk

Andrew interrupted: Youll talk now. Go and sit down  on that cushion beside the wall  that one  over there  near the man in spectacles.

Beneath his beard the Germans face muscles hardened. His nostrils narrowed. I will stand  here.

Go and sit on that cushion. I wont warn you again.

The man in spectacles coughed suddenly. Von Klaus turned to appeal to him. But with the side of his eye he noticed Andrews left fist. He shrugged his shoulders  went and sat down. From then on he had to look up to Andrew. The floor is not an easy position from which to impose ones will. Sit beside me, he suggested. There is room. He patted the wide cushion.

Give me your weapons, Andrew answered, observing that the Tibetans smiled. It was even possible that they understood some English.

Von Klaus moved both hands simultaneously to divide Andrews attention. He acted the ancient trick rather well, but he underestimated Andrews quickness. He was too academic. He knew the rules too well. One could see the trick coming. Andrew kicked his wrist. The Luger went off inside his overcoat. The bullet missed Elsa by not much margin  buried itself in the wall, in the dry mud between two lumps of rough-hewn masonry. The German yelped. He was in real pain:

Blast you! You broke my wrist!

Swell. If you move, Ill kick it again.

The man in spectacles seemed to be the senior Tibetan in the room. Andrew beckoned him. But he was either in disgrace, or afraid, or unfriendly; he pretended not to understand. Instead, one of the inner door guards came, smiling. He certainly did understand. He leaned over von Klaus, searched him with quick professional skill, removed a Luger and one reload, stowed them in his bokkus and smiled at Andrew. Then he held out his right hand.

Von Klaus sneered through shut teeth: Now youve done it! This is the end of us all  and its your fault!

The Tibetan door guard made a threatening gesture toward the bear trap. He made signs to Andrew to surrender his pistol.

You blundering idiot! said the German. Schafskopf!

Andrew stepped backward, two paces, half turning his head. He raised his voice a trifle but spoke calmly:

Elsa.

Yes, Andrew.

Its getting hot. If it gets too hot, keep quite still, so that I can kill you with the first shot.

Timeless, spaceless, instantaneous experience poured into Elsas consciousness. She knew, suddenly, once and for all that death was nothing to be feared. But she knew more. She knew terribly more. The swift thought of Andrews bullet was a physical sensation, sweet and strong, like being kissed between the breasts. She almost fainted of it. No act of will, but Reality, like light in the dark and life in death, forced her to yearn, with her whole being, to be slain by Andrew. So she knew she loved him, and knew there is no death. Her breast thrilled naked to his bullet. Loving-kindness outflowed from her to him. But she governed herself. She answered in a rather hard voice:

Very well, Andrew.

He turned his back. For a moment she lowered her head, crossing her hands on her breast, steeling herself, to keep her new secret hidden. It was so truly new that it bewildered her. She hadnt known it yet ten seconds. They were ten eternities. She had believed she and Andrew were friends, just good friends. But Andrew had spoken ten words, and her heart had melted. O God. Never, never and forever should Andrew know she loved him. He didnt love her. Why should he? Generosity might make him say he did, if she let him guess her secret. Never, never.

Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done.

O God, have I the strength to

Andrew spoke suddenly, mispronouncing Tibetan: Go back to your post at the door!

The Tibetan door guard hesitated. He glanced again at the bear trap on the wall.

Von Klaus spoke, in German: For Gods sake, man, give him your pistol before he summons help. You cant do anything. If you shoot him, there are fifty worse ones outside! Theyll put us both together into that trap. Then theyll turn Bulah Singhs woman loose on us! Cant you guess what

Andrew interrupted, not taking his eyes off the Tibetans: Elsa!

Yes, Andrew.

In case I have to shoot you, good-bye.

She didnt answer. If there isnt death, theres no good-bye, so why pretend? She watched him. By some almost invisible trick of eye or hand he led the Tibetans attention to his left fist. It was at about the level of his waist, ready for a pile-driver blow. The Tibetan saw it and smiled and backed away  all the way back to the door, where he stood at ill-drilled attention beside his comrade, beaten for the time being. Andrew took no more notice of him; he turned on von Klaus:

Now your turn. Talk.

The German sat belligerently silent. Elsa tried to be clairvoyant, to be a mirror of the Germans thought for Andrew to read. Suddenly she remembered: Andrew had forbidden! She mustnt!  had sworn she wouldnt! Each do our own thinking. Leave this to me! She tried then, loyally, with all her might, to be a numb, dumb witness and let Andrew play his hand uninterfered with. It was too late. She was seeing  seeing. She saw the red-shot bronze of the Germans aura, like a beasts at bay, angry and cunning. She saw the desperate steely gray of Andrews fear to do wrong and the brilliance of his resolution to do right. He was divided against himself. But she remembered his motto, on the book-plate in his copy of Paradise Lost: Facias rem. Andrew would not do nothing.

Then, suddenly, she knew that the magician Lung-gom-pa was watching. Did Andrew know it? She could see no peephole in the wall, nor in the door behind the Tibetan guards. But there was the magicians evil face, as if the wall were transparent and as if he, too, could see through it. He could see her. She knew he could see her. He could see the wound in her naked breast that was not yet made by Andrews bullet! Could he see what she saw in the Germans consciousness? Could he understand it? It wasnt in German. There were no words. It was thought. Visions vanished as Andrew spoke to the German:

Youd have told Lung-gom-pa that youd persuaded me to give my automatic to that guard. There was a chance hed have resumed his confidence in you.

Von Klaus snarled back to him: That is a lie! You  you know its a lie!

Its plain English, said Andrew.

You are a coward, Andrew Gunning. You deal only in insults. If you think to impose your will on me, you are mistaken.

Characteristically Andrew didnt laugh. His slow smile was in recognition of the Germans will to win. Elsa herself more than once had mistaken that smile for a mask that hid doubt of himself. It almost looked like it now. She wondered: could Andrew see what she saw?

You dont know me, said the German.

I dont need to, Andrew answered. Youre the second-in-command of a Nazi secret commission sent to Tibet by Adolf Hitlers Foreign Office gang to raise hell in Lhasa. You left your gang in Lhasa and came here to enlist me in your outfit. No dice.

The German sneered: You flatter yourself, Mr. Yankeedoodle! But now that weve met  if it is not too late  if you are willing to obey me  I will bargain with you. It will be a hard bargain. But it may save us both from the woman and that bear trap and the red-hot charcoal!

Charcoal collapsed to ashes in the brazier. The man in spectacles got up and poured on fresh charcoal from a sheepskin bag. There was a sharp smell of fumes. Elsa, with fingers in front of her eyes, prayed, through shut teeth that denied the prayer, that Andrew might see what she saw.

Andrew was standing quite still, staring at the German. He spoke quietly: Whats your idea of a deal?

Elsa drew in her breath sharply. She couldnt see Andrews thought  couldnt imagine why he asked that question. The Germans intended treachery was as plain as his answering speech  as his arrogant will to win:

You tool of meddlers! I have been working on this ignorant magician Lung- gom-pa for weeks, using scientific methods to make him afraid of his own magic and of my intelligence. Therefore now he keeps us waiting, giving us time to quarrel with each other and to betray each other. Savage psychology! You, you damned fool, have done exactly what he wanted, trying to force a quarrel instead of trusting me. Now the opium is here he no longer needs you. Nor your woman. Nor Bulah Singh. He needs your ponies, and your plunder to give to his men. He would torture you now, for his mens amusement, if it wasnt for me. But hes afraid. As long as hes afraid, I can control him  unless you

Andrew interrupted: If youve a plan, what is it?

Elsa bit her lips to crowd back words that tried to break through to warn Andrew to make no bargain. Andrew would be bound by his word. The German wouldnt. It would be a trap. But Andrew listened. She saw his aura again  resolute, but fearful of doing the wrong thing.

There can not be two commands, said the German. Either you place yourself and your party at my disposal, or  you may just as well shoot yourself. He grinned  glanced at Elsa. But why shoot the girl? Why not leave her to enjoy life a bit longer?

Before Andrew could answer, the door behind the armed guards began to open slowly. The guards stood aside, awkwardly presenting arms. Lung-gom-pa the magician loomed in the door in a dim blue light. He stood staring at Elsa. He ignored everyone else in the room, for about sixty seconds. Then slowly he turned his gaze toward the man in spectacles and pointed toward him with his outstretched left hand. The man in spectacles turned ghastly gray. One of the door guards strode toward him and struck him with the butt of his rifle. The man in spectacles got up and left the room, breathing hard, holding his ribs.

From the dim blue light behind Lung-gom-pa, Bulah Singhs woman emerged. Behind her, clinging to her skirt, came the boy that Bulah Singh had boasted was his bastard. They appeared to be well pleased, but the boy looked sleepy. They were smiling. There was something about both of them that suggested triumph. They smiled at Andrew. The womans eyes hardened as she stared at Elsa. They walked slowly, following the man in spectacles out of the room. The door closed quietly behind them. Then von Klaus spoke with a dry throat:

So he dies! Well! For us, that means one Schweinehund fewer to deal with!

The magician Lung-gom-pa spoke curtly to the guards. Then he turned his back and disappeared into the dim blue light of the inner room. One of the guards with a jerk of the head commanded Andrew and von Klaus to follow the magician. The other guard crossed the room and took hold of the canvas bag that Elsa was sitting on. But Andrew was quick. He seized the mans neck from behind and sent him crashing to the floor ten feet away.  He ordered his own man to shoulder the bag. The lad obeyed stupidly, too terrified to refuse. The German laughed:

Gewiss, Sie bitten dringend, uns auf die Folter zu spannen!

Andrew spoke quickly to Elsa: Thanks for keeping quiet. Sorry I had to talk tough. It may happen yet. Ive a plan that may work, or it may not.

Andrew, Major von Klaus is

Try to leave it to me. There cant be two captains.

All right, Andrew!

Understand, Elsa: Im playing both our lives on one throw.

Yes, she answered. I agree to it. If we lose, I will face you. She tapped her breast, smiling up at him, bright-eyed. God bless you, Andrew. I know youll shoot straight.


CHAPTER 37

Andrews hand again. Between her shoulder blades. But dismalness gone. Strange how a human feels but one experience at a time. Elsas that moment ranged from spiritual ecstasy to leaden physical exhaustion  even hunger. She was so tired she could hardly keep from swaying. But she felt one experience only. Love overwhelmed all being, drenched all consciousness. Facts hadnt changed, but they meant less. Friendship hadnt changed; it was there, good, variable, relatively unimportant, a derived, phenomenal emotion.

Love  is this God  or the act of God?

Memories, doubts, physical and mental fears were far away, perceived through love, dimmed by love that was in itself so absolute, so separate from logic that nothing else mattered. It didnt really matter that she mustnt let Andrew guess her secret. It included him. He couldnt possibly escape it in the end. But could his hand between her shoulders feel  interpret? How could he not know?

Death? Danger? Only drabness dies! Death would be an incident. Everyone dies, sometime. Torture can be endured, until one dies of it. It doesnt matter. Agony dies in the end of its own nothingness, like irrecoverable years. Love lives forever. Now and forever. Pain and the past must be something less than loves chrysalis  its shell  its seed bed, in which necessary nothings rot, to release such real wonders as  as  as the comforting thrill of Andrews hand between Elsas shoulder blades!

Consciousness of contrast brought her suddenly to earth  to the guarded door of the stone walled room  walking beside Andrew, into the smelly dim blue spider-chamber of a pagan black magician! Thoughts  thoughts  thoughts  only a few paces  millions of thoughts, all simultaneous  no time  no space  

Had she solved the riddle of the crucifixion? Or, truly to understand it, must one first be crucified? If so, she was willing. But was that really its secret? Was it as simple as that? What is it that gets crucified? Surely not goodness! Surely not kindness  such as Andrews kindness! Had she herself even a trace of such kindness as governed Andrew? Did she know what kindness is? Did the Lords of Love let Jesus die in agony because it was not really His but the dark worlds agony  and He never felt it  only with its eyes the world beheld  Ninety-first Psalm  was that it? Were life  love, joy the real consciousness  the real inseparable wonder? The real Reality? Pain  death  cruelty  were those false consciousness  the unreal lying shadows  dreams of a night that dies at daybreak? Love  is love daybreak? Was she, Elsa herself, all-selfish? Could she be that  and yet feel and experience this? Her baby? Was that experience mere mother love  good of its kind, but not beyond good and evil? Beyond good and evil? Did mad Nietzsche really know?

Andrews quiet voice interrupted thought: Walk proudly! Think of something you love! Smile! Dont be afraid. I wont let em hurt you.

Was Andrew blind? If hed look, hed know how little afraid she was! But it was well that he didnt look! He mustnt know! He mustnt! Thinking sympathetically of each other forms a spiritual mirror. Truth reveals itself in that. He mustnt know! She must speak, to ripple the mirrors surface!

Think of poetry, Andrew! That always brings you the right idea.

The thrill in her voice surprised her. Andrew mistook it for fear. He laughed curtly, yielding to what he supposed was her mood. Choosing at random, he chanted aloud to help her to be brave. They marched into the dimness of the magicians den together to the rhythm of John Masefields verse:

O Beauty, I have wandered far;
Peace, I have suffered seeking thee:
Life, I have sought to see thy star
That other men might see ...

Trust Andrew to set a wild harp thrumming! Oh, Andrew, Andrew! Why did I never know until now!

Lung-gom-pa the magician felt the thought behind the chanted words. He recognized a force, as spiders in their webs perceive a change of a weather. He leaned forward, staring between the two blue glass lanterns that stood on the desk in front of him. On the table between the blue lanterns was a butter-lamp made from a human skull blackened by age and soot. Black-robed, on a black throne like a bishops, gaunt, emaciated, not without dignity, the magician gazed through sunken red-rimmed eyes that knew evil. They had sought evil, found it and seen. They were like apes eyes, only larger and more ancient-looking  old by some other measurement than years.

Von Klaus, standing beside a charcoal brazier, warming his fingers, felt tide of thought meet tide. He, too, was sensitive, but he had no magicians genius for silence, nor any patience with what he couldnt understand. Anything beyond his understanding was blind insolence. He would destroy it. Through a dry throat he scolded:

One would think this Affenschwanz knew Nietzsches beyond good and evil!

Elsa shuddered. Was Nietzsches ghost in the room? Had von Klaus read her thought  or she his?

Andrews face darkened. He growled at the German: Youve the sun in your eyes. Like you, this old devil confuses means with ends. But the balls yours. Kick off.

Sun in my eyes? Von Klaus shook his head as if he thought Andrew had gone mad; There is no such phrase in all Nietzsches writings. I know Nietzsche by heart.

There began to be a rhythmic drumbeat. Very dimly there appeared a dark space where the wall against which the Tibetans leaned didnt reach to the roof. The drumming came through that dark gap, probably from the magicians real holy of holies where his trained assistants waited.

Andrew took the initiative. He signed to the young porter to set the locked canvas bag on the floor at the magicians feet. Furtive, then frantic, like a long-gowned bogey stealing base the porter dumped his load  stuck out his respectful tongue at the magician  ran back to the door  threw himself on his face  covered his head with his coat and lay still. The door guard prodded him with a rifle, just to add to his terror. Andrew didnt show his automatic, he only reached for it. The guard decided further prodding was unnecessary  retired to the door  leaned against it, doing his best to appear unconcerned, but watching Andrew sideways.

So it was safe to be truculent, in spite of that ominous drumbeat and the wordless tension. There was no actual crisis yet. Andrews face revealed relief. Von Klaus resented that. To help him to steal the upper hand he needed fear, strain, more tension. He tried barbed sarcasm:

Kreuzblitzen noch einmal! Ausgezeichnet! An evil eye! An iron will! An Olympian scowl! You are familiar with Virgil?  Annuit et totum nutu tremefecit Olympum!†

The gibe drew no retort. Andrew spotted its purpose to make him feel uncivilized  uneducated  ignorant  out of his class. He felt no impulse to retort in kind. If he had, he would have resisted it. He was aware of a quiet sensation like growing upward  not physically  not mentally  some other way, quite indescribable. He was getting a mental birds-eye view, beginning to feel he had the Germans number. But he had to be careful  cautious. He found that infernal drumbeat irritating. It was irregular. It was a kind of agitator intended to separate thought into its parts to fall, of their own nature, into pockets, there to be manipulated.

The magician sat still, staring at Elsa. A panther was the thought that crossed Elsas mind. A black panther afraid of the dark devil within himself. His eyes had a similar smoldering fire. But in actual appearance he more resembled an Egyptian statue in black marble, except for that fiery red fear in his eyes that were set too close together. What was he afraid of? In addition to the door guard he had ten men to protect him. So it couldnt be physical fear  unless  unless  could he be one of those mystery priests, whose priesthood only lasts until its magic fails  and then they must die  at the hands of their guardians?

It seemed possible. The ten were armed and booted for outdoors, seated with their backs to the semicircular wall, to right and left of the magician. They were very evidently brigands, self-assured and well armed, wearing the stolen clothes of men of substance. But they also wore strange symbolic jewelry. They were something else besides brigands. Andrew stared at them one by one. Some dropped their eyes. Some didnt. Elsa whispered:

Poetry! Poetry!

Andrew resumed his chanting:

 ... Bearing the discipline of earth
That earth, controlled, may bring forth flowers.
O may our labors help the birth
Of nobler souls than ours.

The magician slowly unfroze, in silence, as if he thawed reluctantly into a less impersonal condition. He became angry, breathing heavily. He appeared to believe Andrews chant was rival magic  possibly more potent than his own. His nostrils dilated. His movement was subtle, a hardly noticeable menace, like a cobras. But he didnt dare  yet  or else didnt choose  yet  to join issue  lock ranks  struggle  force against force. He thought of it  his eyes revealed that  but he didnt do it. With loaded silence he appeared to be deliberately tempting Andrew into some kind of magical mental trap. It was like the pull of a magnet. In that dim blue light it suggested an octopus under the sea. But he played safe when Andrews last syllable died on the air. He droned the sacred monosyllable that is said to join heaven and hell and to release powers that be for purposes to come. White  black  priest  magician  they all use it:

Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

Andrew seized the initiative. Ask him, he said calmly, do we meet here as friends to exchange courtesy and to do each other kindness?

Elsa cooed approval. Andrew, who told you!

Say, would you mind

Oh! I shouldnt! All right, I wont do that again!

She translated his words into singsong Tibetan. The brigands smiled; the magician knew that without glancing at them; he appeared to resent it as a smear on his dignity. When he answered, after a pause, he spoke more to his own men than to Elsa. Andrew didnt catch the reply, but it might be important, so he asked:

What did he say?

Von Klaus answered before Elsa could get a word in: He speaks like Goethe. He says: Sie ist im Geisteslande jung geworden! Donnerwetter, was ist denn los?† Is this a seance?

You know less Tibetan than I do, Andrew retorted. I dont care a damn what you think he said.

The German stared, stroking his beard: It was from her I got it. We must use her. Sie ist eine Geisterseherin. I warned you. I was here first. I dealt the cards. I know what will happen unless

He paused, expectant. But again he had failed to draw Andrews fire. Andrew repeated the question:

What did Lung-gom-pa say?

Elsa answered: He said: My heart beats like a birds. She almost closed her eyes. I dont know what he meant by that. But he is afraid  I dont know what of.

Von Klaus nodded and spoke with dark significance: He fears me! Not without reason!

All the Tibetans understood there was a mental duel between von Klaus and Andrew. Like their magician they awaited the outcome. Like the watchers of a cockfight they, not the cocks, knew what the fight was about, for whose profit. They smiled at Elsa, like connoisseurs. But something indefinable was lacking. Elsa didnt fear them physically at the moment.

Andrew gave her another sentence to translate: Tell him its our custom  yours and mine  to talking sitting down. Ask where are his manners?

May I put it less bluntly?

No. Say it the way I said it.

She obeyed. Von Klaus clucked priggish disapproval of such a flagrant breach of etiquette. But the effort to embarrass Andrew by encouraging Tibetan resentment failed of its purpose. The magician murmured to the brigand at his right hand. He promptly signaled to the door guard. The door guard laid down his rifle and brought forward the only two chairs in the room. He had to carry them one at a time; they were heavy  not so large, but almost as elaborate as the magicians throne. High-backed, carved, important-looking chairs.

Stolen, said Andrew, low-voiced; he couldnt resist the silk-smooth feel of old carved wood; he caressed a carving with his thumb. Signing to Elsa to be seated, he took the chair beside her. That left von Klaus standing and staring so hard that Elsa wondered whether she and Andrew looked as ghastly as he did in the wan blue light. Or was the German seeing things? Andrew grinned unfriendly at him:

Your move. Were waiting.

The German hesitated, vilely angry. He would have liked to shoot, if his eyes told the truth. Elsa whispered:

The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not

Irritated, Andrew said grimly: Cut that! Youll spoil my style. Ive got Fritz on the run!

She looked up at the crooked beams of the stamped mud ceiling: Very well, Andrew! But her lips moved: Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses

She felt gay  light-hearted. She was praying for balance  fighting an impulse to laugh  hysterical because she and the magician were the only ones who knew what was going on. She subdued the impulse to laugh, but she couldnt help smiling. She loved Andrew. Loved him. Secretly. Forever and ever. It was irresistibly comical that neither he nor the magician knew that. She and the magician were at opposite ends of a universe, like plus and minus, so near that they could almost touch each other and so distant that they couldnt meet for all eternity. All the magicians brigands smiled when she did. But that wasnt such a good idea; the magician didnt like it. He was growing restless. It might be that he resented the lessening tension. Perhaps it made him feel less supernaturally vile. He loved vileness. But he wasnt beyond good and evil, because he hated good. You cant hate what you have risen beyond. That was another reason why it was difficult not to laugh. But what the magician did have was such strength of silence that Elsas emotion wavered on the verge of tears. That was another strange thing. She felt sorry for the old man  wondered whether he was hungry, unaware that she herself was famished.

Andrew asked suddenly, aloud, in English: What are we waiting for?

Von Klaus answered irritably: For my interpreter of course! What is your hurry?

Then something happened as things do in dreams. The brigand farthest from Von Klaus, at the end, on the magicians left, leaned forward. His shoulders were invisible in shadow. His flat face dimly shone in the blue light, smiling as only Tibetan and Chinese faces can, like a mask that signified pure humor, implying no opinion, no relevancy, simply enjoying fact:

His being dead, he said sweetly. He might have loved the interpreter. He didnt look at the German. He watched Elsa, as if that helped him to recall forgotten English words. Then awkwardly, he added: Being dying too much soon this afternoon now big bird eating feeneesh.

Elsa suddenly knew how the interpreter had died. She didnt see. She knew. She almost fainted. But Andrew didnt notice that; his eyes had met the Germans: Did you get that? he asked. He says your interpreters dead.

The German straightened himself. He took it well  a mite too well. It crossed Andrews mind to quote Latin back at him  summa ars est celare artem  but it felt better to wait. The Germans jaw fell, just a trifle. His eyes narrowed, hardly noticeably. He clenched his fists; the skin turned white under the pressure. He shrugged his shoulders. There was a glint in his hard eyes. It was pretty good acting.

Schweinhunde! Treacherous devils! He swallowed, seeming to be trying to read Andrews mind. Do you believe it? he asked earnestly. Or are they

Andrews answer, to the point though it was, revealed nothing of Andrews thought, belief or disbelief:

On our way this evening we passed the village burial ground. A fresh corpse had just been thrown to the dogs.

Did you look at the corpse? Did you go near?

No, I sent flowers, said Andrew. He felt glad then that he hadnt quoted a Latin cliche.

Careful! Elsa whispered. Careful! She knew von Klaus asked nothing better than an excuse to fly into a rage. She couldnt sit quiet and let Andrew blunder into a false move. But the warning was too late. Von Klaus began to work himself into a passion:

Oh! Sarcasm! Eh? Malice! So! The mark of a lying coward! I suspected you from the first, Andrew Gunning! Now I accuse you of having caused the death of my interpreter  in order to

Andrew interrupted: You damned fool!

Wahrhaftig! I was damned  when I neglected to kill you on sight like the insolent swine that you are! It is due to your treachery that now I have no automatic! It is too late to remedy that. But have you not enough intelligence to perceive this is the end?

End of what? said Andrew.

The end of us! Do you wish to die of crushed testicles, with red-hot charcoal at your toes and fingers? If it is true that they have killed my Chinese servant, then it is clear they are playing with us. They amuse themselves. This is all prearranged. They intend to torture us presently. Why wait for that? Do me the favor, will you, to shoot first the magician. After that, you may kill your woman. Then me. Or  if you lack the necessary courage, lend me your weapon. I will shoot him, her, you, and then myself, in that order!

You promise?

Certainly! Yes! Of course! What do you think?

Andrew smiled. Not that I give a damn. Because its no dice. But you wouldnt keep your promise. You might kill the magician, and perhaps me. Then youd be on top, wouldnt you? Suppose you tell em whats in my bag who put it there  why  who the stuffs for  and who paid for it!

Von Klaus shrugged his shoulders, disgusted: Die of torture, since you wish it. I dont even know enough Tibetan to ask these devils why they killed my interpreter.

Well soon find that out, said Andrew. He glanced at Elsa. She put the question straight to the magician. He murmured to the brigand beside him. The entire proceedings did seem prearranged. The brigand began to speak as if he had it all by heart. Elsa interpreted, phrase by phrase:

Von Klauss dead interpreter was Chinese

Andrew interrupted: Not Japanese?

He says Chinese. The interpreter, whose name was Fu Ling

Andrew interrupted again: Well, Ill be damned. I might have guessed that. I didnt. Fu Ling  Washington, D.C.  San Francisco  Berlin  London. Good guy. Too bad hes dead. But go on  Im listening.

Fu Ling tried to persuade the magician Lung-gom-pa to agree to waylay you and me, and kill us, and steal the contents of this bag. But  he says  Lung-gom-pa used magic and perceived there were seven reasons each containing seven other reasons why not. He means the magician was unconvinced. Therefore, instead, they tortured Fu Ling, to make him tell all he knew about von Klaus and about you and me. But Fu Ling died too quickly, telling nothing.

Von Klaus interrupted: He must have swallowed slow poison. Damn him, he stole mine!

Elsa continued: This man says ravens instead of vultures are pecking Fu Lings body  and that is proof that Fu Lings soul is destined for hell. Now Lung-gom-pa wishes to know, and he asks: What can we tell him about von Klaus, who is a peling and talks incomprehensibly about religion?

Andrew didnt exactly stiffen, but something happened to him. Elsa almost physically felt the spark of intuition leap into his mind. He laid his hand on hers, unaware of it, although it made her heart leap like a caught bird. Andrew was like a still hunter  no, he wasnt, he was like a cross-examiner at a court trial spotting a crucial point. She wondered what he had discovered. But he guarded his thought. He waited for Von Klaus to brag and blunder  not many seconds  Von Klaus couldnt resist that impulse:

Herr Gott! All this Umschweif! Let me tell it. I already said this old Schwarzkünstler† is afraid of his own magic  and of me!

Why were you afraid of Fu Ling? Andrew asked him.

It was a palpable hit. The German hesitated. He looked startled. Me? Fear my interpreter?

They tortured him  to suit your book. Why?

Von Klaus hit back: Herr Gott! Have you gone mad from fear of torture? You accuse me of  has the altitude gone to your head? Or  no! I know the answer! Of course yes! Sol! Of course! Why didnt I think of it! Opium! So you are a drug addict? You have been using what you have in that bag!

But he failed flatly to unmask Andrews strategy. Andrew touched the canvas bag with his toe, reflectively. Has that brigand done talking? he asked.

The brigand had not done talking. When Elsa questioned him he spoke so rapidly that she kept asking him to pause, to let her interpret:

He says: this peling von Klaus came here several weeks ago with his Chinese interpreter, bearing credentials from Lhasa. Good credentials. Here, in this village he imposed himself as an official guest, making many demands. Peling though he is, he has received the hospitality due to a nobleman. But this continually happened

Von Klaus cut in with a sneer: Will you listen to muck? Perverted sex is all they think about! I warn you: this wont be fit for any womans ears unless she is a nymphomaniac. He is going to lie about my relations with Bulah Singhs woman. He went through the motions of wringing ullage through his fingers.

What wed like to know, said Andrew, is why you turned in Fu Ling.

That man will tell you nothing but lies.

Well, lets hear em anyhow. Andrew tossed an off-hand question for Elsa to ask: Has Bulah Singhs woman been receiving bribes from von Klaus?

Elsa had to ask that question twice. There was a whispered conference with the magician. Then the answer: Yes. Too much money.

In return for the bribes, what did the woman do?

Making too much picture magic-making look-see.

Von Klaus interrupted again: Das Weib ist eine

Thanks, we know about her, said Andrew. Shes a trance medium. Did you make use of her to communicate with Bulah Singh in India?

Thats what Im getting at.

You mean what you would like to get at, von Klaus retorted. I tell no secrets. But are you an ignoramus? Dont you know as well as anyone that the technique of modern intelligence work  espionage and counter-espionage is

Andrew cut in. Modern? That stuffs older than Jeremiahs school of prophets! The British began organized experiments in thought transmission during the war in 1915. You Fritzies have been trying it ever since. Hitler keeps his private mediums at Berchtesgaden. Your Gestapo has a whole corps of em. Do you admit having used that woman?

I admit nothing. You speak from ignorance. You imagine imbecilities. But why do you yourself travel with a special woman? Do you burden yourself in that way for fear of syphilis? Or lest your lack of self-sex-discipline should lead to

Ask that brigand to go on talking, said Andrew.

The German believed he had scored. He chested himself. While Elsa listened to the brigand he smiled leanly, nodding. He pretended to have lost all interest when Elsa began to interpret. He warmed his hands at the brazier as if he were washing them in the fumes.

This peling  he means von Klaus  offered to teach and to help Lung-gom-pa by means of a new system of religion  I believe that is what he means  to become Kashgan of all this country.

Andrew raised his eyebrows: Of all Tibet?

So he says. I understood him to say that. Von Klaus undertook to make him Regent-guardian of the infant Dalai Lama, which would give him all power.

Andrew grinned. I guess the wires crossed that time! Or were they tapped! Bulah Singhs bastard boy-wonder! The bonny pretender! Suddenly he roared with laughter that made all the brigands and even the door guard laugh too, although they didnt know what he had said nor why he laughed. The magicians ape-eyes widened, but, being beyond mirth and grief where dignity forbade, no smile escaped him. Or perhaps he alone understood that Andrews smile had been genuine but the laugh was forced. It served its purpose. Von Klaus exploded like a detonated bomb of humorless passion:

So! A clown, are you? Like an American movie hero! I wash my hands of your Jew-drama!

He went through the motion of washing his hands in the hot brazier fumes. Andrew kept up the irritation:

Youre too subtle for me. The way you say it, you sound all steamed up for

Elsa stirred: Dont, Andrew, dont!

But if it was damage it was done. Von Klaus was ready for his supreme effort  his barrage that should break down all resistance. He looked apoplectic. His neck swelled. He screamed, like an enraged parrot, as if rebuking mutineers or Jews in Dachau concentration camp. You cant bargain with me! Do you think I will tamely submit to your dictation? You came too late! Bah! Phui! You have no right here! You are an interloper! Try on your worst treacheries! Then see how swift  how remorseless will be die Wiedervergeltung  the reprisal  die Bestrafung

Andrew interrupted: Youre not counting on your little Gestapo gang in Lhasa, are you? Lhasas a long way from here. Howll they learn youre up against it? Are they using a medium?

Bah! You are medium-crazy! You dont guess how near my friends are!

That shaft almost got home. If the Germans friends really were near the game was up. It was more than possible. It could explain why the Tibetans waited with such patience. There was no chance  absolutely none  that a party of Gestapo men would do less than steal all Andrews loads and ponies. They wouldnt have to do their own murdering. At half a hint the Tibetans would do that for them. Andrew felt the cold premonition of fear like a chill wind. But then suddenly he felt Elsas influence. He couldnt have explained it. It was warm, and it calmed him. With half-closed eyes, Elsa was leaning back, seeming almost asleep, although her left hand, on the chair-arm, was crushed under his. He realized he must have hurt her terribly. Snatching his hand away, he began framing an apology, but no words came because her lips moved  not speaking to him. He caught the murmur and the rhythm: Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done

He took her hand gently  flexed it to relieve the numbness. See here, he said to von Klaus, youve bluffed like hell. But its no go If you want my help, youll have to come clean. I wont give you a break if you dont.

Von Klaus stared venomously, smiling with invincible arrogance. Very well, he retorted. You have me at disadvantage. Name your Shylock price and I will pay.

Andrew ignored the insult. All I want is the truth. What was your deal with these Tibetans?

Then there appeared and explained itself the reason why von Klaus had been selected for a dangerous, deadly mission. The mans genius came forth  his gift for snatching a chance and rising like a Phoenix from the ashes of failure, defeat, humiliation. The truth, too, can be venomous, the way he told it  truth about the lies that he himself believed because they fed his conceit. His movements fascinated the old magician. All the Tibetans watched him, breathless, like spectators at a play. He began to pace to and fro beside the brazier. He appeared to be gathering thought, establishing a rhythm, something like that of a dynamo. There were no words. He didnt mutter to himself. But he was building the mysterious hypnotic force that all spellbinders and all orators use, though none knows what it actually is. They build it until they feel it and then let loose. Andrew heard Elsas whisper.

Andrew, can you be gentle? Can you break it and not add to it?

He didnt know quite what she meant, but he knew the German must be deflated somehow. Quite likely he was working up  besides mental passion  strength for a physical leap at Andrews throat, to seize Andrews automatic. Ridicule seemed the best bet. Andrew tried it:

The words that youre pounding your brain to remember are Sieg Heil! Shall I spell em for you?

The German stood still  threw an attitude  spoke, gripping his coat with one hand. He held the other clenched fist ready for one of those upward blows at the air that hypnotize because the audience knows they are coming, awaits them in suspense, listens for the magic phrases, that shall make the fist leap upward.

Lung-gom-pa says that I spoke of religion. Wahrhaftig! I did. Day after day I have dinned into his stupid consciousness  as I now tell you  the Christian dispensation, as you call it, is done!  dead!  kaputt! It is a burned-out moon! There is nothing more dead than a dead delusion. Jew-Jesus and his ranting hypocrites  his humble parasites  his Peters and Pauls and Popes and other howling dervishes  no longer set the fashion of ideas. There is no law nowadays of offering the other cheek to the smiter. The smitten go down in the dust and the smiter tramples them. The roots of Christianity were in the Sermon on the Mount. Its last fruit was the Treaty of Versailles! And that also is dead! It is a stink in mens nostrils  a putrid corpse, like Christianity. Dead! And with Christianity died Buddhism. Buddha, the more ancient myth-monger, died drowned like a bee in its own honey! Buddhism is dead!  forever dead! And so is Islam dead. So are all dreamy religions dead that lure their victims into slavery to priests! Heil Hitler! Todays world shakes off Jew-shackles and Jew-ideology! The power of the shameless hymning feminist humbugs of all religions, died with the death of the Lie of Versailles! Heil Hitler! A new day has dawned! By virtue of the German race  Heil Hitler!  manhood comes at last into its own!  and they shall rule the world who ride the new whirlwind, compared to which Genghis Khan and his hordes  Attila  the Huns and Visigoths  Spain  Alvas infantry  Englands imperial greed and all the Jew-bought liars ganged against Germans in 1914  are as nothing! I said as nothing! Heil Hitler! I speak of the new conquest of the world  of the rule of Might  of the law that Might shall prevail  and of the truth  the realistic truth that there is neither right nor wrong, but only that which is expedient. Ends justify means.

He paused for breath, sweating, breathing, glaring, estimating Andrews reaction. He believed he had Andrew half won  or at least shaken  until Andrew spoke:

But what a hell of an end to aim at!

Von Klaus gasped as if struck in the face.

Elsa spoke dreamily: Andrew! Ask what else he said. What did he promise about you and me?

Her prompting dovetailed so neatly into Andrews own thought that he hardly noticed it. Somehow he had to avoid the need of using that automatic that he could feel each time he breathed. He must convince von Klaus that his whirlwind of words had not been altogether wasted. He must string him along.

Okay, Christianitys dead. So you flogged a dead horse and betrayed Fu Ling. What has that to do with me and this bag? What are you driving at?

The German hadnt time to answer. He was hesitating whether to fling the lie in Andrews face or to tell a lie of his own, or the truth, when Elsa sat bolt upright. She clutched Andrews hand with both hers:

Dont! Dont! Help me! Not him! Please!

The dim blue chamber began shaking, as if a fluttering arc light struggled against fog. The black magicians features, with monstrous red-rimmed eyes, ten times magnified, loomed  leered  leaped  danced in the shimmer. It was like sheet lightning. The Tibetans moaned. The face grew larger  larger  with fingers beside it that clawed air.

Elsa began chanting: Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death

Her voice was drowned by the Tibetans moaning and then, suddenly, by von Klauss hysterical laughter  shrieks, yells of laughter, like a maniacs. Elsa clutched Andrews hand. Her nails dug into his wrist. There was a feeling of brain-burst  of terrific tension  and something happened. The black magician extended both arms like long shadows to right and left. Then he failed  faded  and grew small again  natural  lifelike. T he blue shimmering ceased. Von Klaus shouted:

I told you! He fears me and his own magic! Kill him! I tell you, kill him, before he

The magician threw up his arms and screamed like a tortured beast. Two of his Tibetans got up and seized von Klaus, twisting his arms behind him until he shouted with pain. They threw him to the floor. One of them kicked him. He lay still. Then they calmly resumed their seats and suddenly Lung-gom-pa stood upright, seeming to grow taller. Pointing long lean fingers at Elsa and at Andrew, glaring at them, he vibrated as if his bones were springs. Then suddenly his voice burst on the silence, worse than the scream of lammergeiers, in a torrent of malediction.

Pray, Andrew! Pray!  Thy kingdom come, Thy

He recited the Lords Prayer with her  twice through, and again, until the black magician ceased screaming and sank, slowly, like a deflated ghost on to his throne. Then there was silence except that the charcoal fell in the brazier. The German lay still, but his eyes shone in the gloom near the floor like a crouched animals. Andrew spoke low:

Did you understand any of that?

Yes! The old magician says were thieves of souls! Von Klaus has told him theres enough opium in this bag to corrupt all Tibet! His men have listened to von Klaus  they want the stuff. Lung-gom-pa wont have it! He says its too evil: shall he govern wretches whose souls have left their bodies because of this stuff?

The magician stood up again  screamed again, staggered with the fury of his anger  then sat down, muttering.

He says: Whose magic are we using? Shall he bring upon us death from which no magic can protect us

Andrew interrupted. Okay. Tell him Ill speak. Will he listen?

Still clutching Andrews hand Elsa spoke a few words in Tibetan. There was silence again. The old magician made no sound, no movement.

Tell him, Andrew began  but then he hesitated. Elsas fingernails were gouging his wrist. She didnt know it. She was seeing  hearing  gazing at something beyond space and time:

Andrew! Tell him if hell work his magic, well work ours, and all together well save him and his people from this

You tell him. I cant. Tell him in Tibetan!

So Elsa said it in Tibetan. The old magician pointed at the bag on the floor. Two of his men  the same two who had manhandled von Klaus  got up and approached the bag. One drew a knife to cut the canvas. The magician screamed. They hesitated. Von Klaus spoke, down on his knees with his chin six inches off the floor:

Let them have it. Theyll be drunk on the stuff by morning. Then well

Andrew dived into his pocket for his key  found it  held it up.

Elsa  I want you to translate, word for word. He faced the German. Get up! Von Klaus made no move. Ill come and kick you up if you dont.

Von Klaus staggered to his feet. He went and leaned against the wall, pretending to be worse hurt than he was.

Answer! said Andrew. Whats in this bag?

Elsa translated that into Tibetan. Von Klaus answered in English:

Opium! Enough to poison Tibet!

Elsa translated word for word. Andrew retorted.

How do you know?

Elsa turned that into Tibetan, and the Tibetans watched von Klaus. He was trying to guess at Andrews motive. He was like a chess player with less than ten seconds to play. There wasnt a move on the board  not for him. He upset the board. One almost saw the imagined pieces scatter.

Damn you  I know  because you sent a clairvoyant message about it through Bulah Singhs woman!

Andrew answered quietly: Im not clairvoyant.

Von Klaus pointed at Elsa: But she is!

Andrew waited for Elsa to translate. Then he said to the German: So you know its opium?

Yes. Open the bag. Let the magician see it!

Elsa, ask Lung-gom-pa: If this should not be opium  if, instead, its a present for him, that he needs  then what? Will he help us to travel forward?

She translated. The magician didnt understand. She asked a second time. He looked suspicious.

He says: But it is opium.

I asked: What if it isnt? Does he promise to help us?

He insists: But the other peling says it is opium.

Tell him its sugar, said Andrew.

Von Klaus laughed like a maniac. You fool, do you think you can keep up that bluff! Thats the bag! Theres the mark on the bag! Do you pretend you dont know whats in it? Bah! Give me the key!

Sure. Andrew tossed him the key. Go ahead. Open it.

The drumbeat in the room behind the magician quickened tempo. It swelled, louder and louder, until it sounded like the muffled thunder of approaching doom.


CHAPTER 38

And so, in the black magicians dim blue lantern light, Major von Klaus of the Gestapo, on his hands and knees, believing to the last second that Andrew was bluffing in fear of his life, unlocked and opened the brown canvas bag, with Andrews key. The truth staggered him. Andrew had told the truth. The exact truth. It was an effrontery. Before he could recover, his chance was gone to invent a string of lies and create a new crisis. Andrews voice spoiled it, sonorously:

My gift  to the lord magician  Lung-gom-pa.

Elsa translated the short speech quickly into Tibetan. The ten brigands drew in their breath at the reckless use of the magicians name. But the old man himself ignored the breach of manners. He was like a big dark parrot on a perch. His red-rimmed eyes became a picture of possessiveness qualified by a secret new fear born of knowledge of evil. Not even a vulture ever had such eyes as those. Perhaps the Sphinx did. They were not totally unlike the eyes of a dog with a bone. He had the bone. Now what?

In the next room his assistants thumped skull-drums steadily. The refrain had changed a little. Now it seemed to beat out the words Brown cane sugar! Brown cane sugar!

Sugar, in caravan packages  cotton bags, wrapped in blue paper. Not quite priceless. But at a winters end, in Tibet, costlier than tea. Much harder to come by than minted money. Edible brown gold! Then what was the new doubt in the magicians mind? It was up to Andrew to discover.

Von Klaus had gone berserker or its German equivalent. He had become a Teutonic strafing party on his own, inflicting vengeance for humiliation. In a spasm of wantonness he seized a package of the precious sugar in both hands, raised it above his head and smashed it on the floor. He would have smashed a second one, if they had let him. The magician clucked. Ten brigands howled  rushed  pounced. The scattered contents of the broken package vanished in handfuls  mouthfuls. The drumbeat rhythm quickened, grew louder, faded  and von Klaus lay hurled against the wall, kicked in the groin, groaning. It looked as if he had made his last mistake  ruined his last chance. But he had damaged Andrews chance, too, by inviting physical violence.

He had started something. No one could predict the end of that.

Elsa struggled against an impulse to go and help von Klaus. She was scared back to earth again, clutching Andrews hand, no vision left, seeing nothing but what the Tibetans themselves could see and hear. They saw red. They smelt blood. If she or Andrew should move toward von Klaus, that might be a trigger, releasing death. There fell a stillness like the breathless calm before animals pounce on a living prey. One spark of an unseen something and they would seize the German, tie him, drag him outside  turn him over to be bloody entertainment for the villagers. Out in the night the villagers were waiting for that outcome.

After that, no doubt, the ten would turn on Andrew, justifying one crime with another  partly because he had not brought opium and they felt cheated  partly because he was a peling who had neither right nor privilege in Tibet  partly because his baggage contained more, perhaps richer loot  and they were brigands  and there was violence awake in the blue gloom. During one immeasurable moment Elsa visioned the furious, sensuous face of Bulah Singhs woman. The fierce eyes turned blood-red, then faded and the face died away in the dark. It meant something. But what did it mean?

The strained silence continued during twenty heartbeats. Andrew was poker- faced, but behind that almost Red Indian calm he was searching frantically for the right thought, idea, word, action. He was tempted, but he didnt trust himself to try, to pronounce the Tibetan sacred syllable. It might act like oil on a raging sea. It might. He had known it to work, once, when Tom Grayne did it. But the least mispronunciation of the complicated vowel would be fatal. Even properly pronounced it might seem like a challenge to the old magicians powers. One doesnt wisely challenge a magician at his own game. Seconds sped like lightning. Thought sped faster than the seconds.

Somehow  before von Klaus could recover his malignant wits  he must change the mood of a dozen Tibetans. The incredible old black magician, whose philosophy was fear  fraud  hatred, was as pleased as a saint by the loss of the opium! But like a lean black leopard he was also hungry to flex his claws again  to feel and to use the power that opium would have undone as surely as death. Opium would have stolen and softened the wills of the thoughtless brigands who were the subjects of his necromantic skill. He needed his subjects headstrong, healthy, free to be manipulated. No opium to dull their reactions to suggestion! So far, good. It was in his power now to credit his own magic with having changed opium into sugar. If he should so choose. Broadcasted like a bells vibration, his magic power  so he was telling himself  must have reached Andrew in the mountains  touched him. Being woven of fear, it had made Andrew afraid of the stuff that the magician hated. Andrew must have thrown the opium away the moment the good black magic touched his thought. The cunning pride of the accomplished craftsman was in the old magicians eyes. He believed in his magic. Why shouldnt he? There was also cupidity. Sugar is wealth  in Tibet, before the lower passes open in the spring.

It did not occur to Andrew to wonder how he knew all this. He knew it, without effort, in a moment of time  or rather, in a moment in which there was no time.

But, beneath the surface-satisfaction in the magicians eyes was the leopard-like furtive terror that moves like lightning when it does move. Andrew read that. He intuitively recognized it. It was like a gang leaders hidden fear of his own killers. The same fear and no other that makes generals send unready troops against prepared positions  that makes a Hitler purge his own supporters  that makes financiers kill themselves  makes men on the witness stand swear others lives away.

Those brigands knew the pricelessness of opium. They cared not one dead egg of a last years louse for a magicians ethics. If they should believe  as they might, as they were simple enough to believe  that he had changed opium into sugar, they were likelier than not to bid him try some more of his magic, this time against bullets: let him change those into butter. Crude, vulgarly humorous, easily angered men, greedy as dogs. And, as magicians know, bullets obey laws that magic only very rarely can resist. Ten bullets are ten times worse than one.

So it was thought against thought, with Elsa at the moment too tired and scared to help, sickened by glimpsed visions of Bulah Singhs woman  von Klaus, hurt badly, groaning through set teeth, spiteful, rolling over on his belly to watch for a chance to wreck whatever plan Andrew might invent  ten brigands, whose Mongolian smiles could harden just as suddenly as water changes into ice at sunset. Moist-lipped, they were considering Elsa, viewed as loot, not necessarily for her fur coat and her necklace.

For the space of no longer than twenty heartbeats, ten thousand thoughts a second poured through Andrews mind. Not least was the thought that Elsas and Nancy Strongs defense would be a passionate Christian outpouring of magic against magic  good against evil. But Andrew was seeking a means of attack. The old black magician  above good and beneath evil  was murmuring spells. His brigands watched his lips-wishing. They wished to be told to do that which they wanted to do. They were breathing in time to the drumbeats. And now Elsas lips were moving. Andrew could feel her influence. He knew the nature of the loving-kindness that appealed to heart, not brain. But his heart, that beat trip-hammer blows rebelliously out of time to the drumbeat, revolted in that crisis at the too sweet sentimental means that Christians use. He was in no mood for appeasement by humility. Perhaps von Klaus had blasphemed better than he knew. Some shaft of scorn had struck its mark? The thought of lamb-to-the-slaughter Jesus turned Andrews stomach. He craved not a physical fight, but a fight against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world.

He judged he must not stand up  not yet. He must not move his right hand  yet. The automatic, each time he breathed, felt comforting, but he mustnt move his hand toward it  mustnt use it  mustnt appeal unto Caesar. The slightest thoughtless motion might launch a volley of ten bullets. He wished he did dare to stand up. He liked daring to do things. On his feet he always felt better command of himself. He wished, too, that thought wouldnt sweep through his mind like endless comets tails. He needed to concentrate. He couldnt. He wondered why not. As he stared at the old magicians eyes, his own past came back to him  timeless  layer on layer of memories, interwoven and simultaneous, but as distinct each from the other as the phases of a long dream. The magicians force was like dark lightning, blindly searching and revealing only Andrews own thoughts, to himself, not to the magician.

Where have you seen the magicians face?

No one had spoken. Elsa was staring at space with wide eyes. But he heard words again, within his consciousness  composite voices  many in one  Elsas  Tom Graynes  Nancy Strongs  Morgan Lewiss  Bulah Singhs  all asking one question, that he had never answered because it always, whoever asked it, froze him into silence.

Why did you leave the United States?

The tum-tu-to tum-tu-to drumbeat in the next room insisted on the question  emphasized it  over and over: where have you seen the ma

Memories  memories  millions, like a jackdaws jumbled hoard of postage stamps, but gradually thinning down to three-two-one:

Where have you seen the magicians face?

Cincinnati  Chicago  Cleveland. School  university  law  teachers  professors  judges. Andrew the boy, in his secret heart of hearts a knight in armor  heavy that armor!  but, as Mark Twain made King Arthur say, a man stands straight in it! Good doctrine, that! Nevertheless, he would never forgive Mark Twain for his gibes at the Quest for the Holy Grail. Grailing  the boys went grailing. Andrew had done nothing else, all his days, but go grailing  in school, university, courthouse  grailing, setting a course by the farthest stars  and at war  to the death  to the end  against  against what? He had never named it.

Tum-tu-tu-tum-tu-tu ... Where have you  seen the ma

In the beginning it was a drawing of Satan stalking Jesus, in a book for children, compulsory reading before he rebelled from Sunday School. Later, superimposed on that was Mephistopheles from a library copy of Goethes Faust. Subsequently added were some heel politicians, a political boss, an evangelist, some judges, pimps, lawyers, bondsmen, political women  homosexuals  a whorehouse madam  two or three authors  a banker  a doctor  a couple of Jews  policemen, taxi drivers, senators  some congressmen  an editor  two reporters  every single lying face that Andrew had ever seen and hated  mixed into one monstrous image of all evil  a living, personal devil.

Tum-tu-tu Where have you  Tum-tu-tu  seen the ma

Von Klaus hoarsely shattered the silence: Shoot! You God-damned idiot! Shoot!

Andrew heard him. But the German was out of the picture. He didnt count. Andrew stared at the magicians face, learning something, all on his own. He had always known it. But he hadnt learned it. So he had never known that he knew it. Now, as he stared during twenty heartbeats while time stood still, he knew he could never again forget.

Tum-tu-tu-tum-tu-tu ... Evil is  organized  living intelligent  The hell with Nancy Strongs stuff! The hell with compromise and false peace! There, gazing at him through the old magicians eyes, was Evil  Evil itself  Satan! As surely as God looks through the eyes of honesty, Satan sees men and women through the eyes of hatred and envy and fear  sees them no otherwise  can see no otherwise!

He was looking straight into the eyes of Evil  giving it power by hating it  lending his brain to its brain and his strength to its strength. He, himself, Andrew, had imagined, created, made real, breathed the breath of life into a mental picture through which, and through the old magicians eyes. Evil could see straight into his soul. Divinity that shapes our ends is good and evil. Evil also is divine. Choose! Choose! The loser is the fool on both sides of the fence!

Tum-tu-tu-tum-tu-tu ...

Shoot! von Klaus repeated. Kill him!

Elsa felt the torture of turmoil in Andrews thought. She began to murmur the Lords Prayer. But Andrew knew what he needed. The hell with solemnity! He needed laughter  Rabelaisian, irreverent, blasphemous laughter, to break the hold Evil had on him, by mocking, ridiculing, recognizing as a lie the false mask he had made in his mind of the faces of men. Good and evil? Good or evil! Which?

It came to him between two heartbeats. The old magician was between the devil and the deep sea  evils high priest, trying to do good for the sake of greater evil! His sudden impulse was to whistle, because he always whistled a tune when an idea dawned. But the Tibetans would have called that devil-music. He began to hum  smile  laugh. Then he broke into song. And for the millionth time since 1917 The Lady from Armentières did duty as Joan of Arc. The opprobrious, dissolute, bawdy, undignified Lady from Armèntieres.

He had been beaten  he knew it  until that ribald nonsense flowed into his thought and he perceived that all solemnity is a lying mockery of God. No truth is solemn. It cant be  cant possibly be. Solemnity is a clowning camouflage. To be solemn about evil, and to hate it, is to dignify it and to be and become and remain the bewildered wretch of whom St. Paul spoke: for the good that I would, I do not; but the evil which I would not, that I do.

So Andrew sang:

The French they are a funny race  
Parlez-vous!
They fight with their feet and

Lung-gom-pa recognized force up and coming  force on the march! He instantly retorted with a mantra to protect himself from that incomprehensible hymn! The brigands joined in, beating the air with their right hands, drowning Andrews voice  not sure yet whether he was wishing on them poisonous peling curses, or blessing them with appetites to enjoy the sugar. They could see he was full of laughter.

But they took no chances. They howled a counter-barrage of invocations to a thousand saints who represented forces of earth and sky.

Through that din, pitched to a harsh yell against Andrews Hinkey-dinkey parlez-vous, came von Klauss voice:

Kill them! Shoot, you Lümmmel! Jetst ist die Gelegenheit  the chance  the opportunity! Shoot!

Elsa suppressed a scream as the nearest Tibetan kicked von Klaus in the face. He lay still after that. He had sense enough to pretend to be worse hurt than he was.

Easy, said Andrew, easy. He touched Elsas hand. The shouting died to a snarling hum like a hornets evensong. Now I wish I were a killer.

Dont, Andrew! Please dont!

I wont. Dont worry. Im afraid to.

Good!

No. Bad. But theres a chance in a million he didnt betray Fu Ling.

But, Andrew, are we his judges? Even if he did betray him, are we

Each to his own decision. Ill give him one more chance. You sit still.

Andrew stood up. That stopped the Tibetans humming. Dead silence fell, except for that infernal drumbeat that had died down almost to a mutter. Lung-gom-pa resumed the subtle swaying movement that suggested a cobra. Andrew spoke to von Klaus:

Did you, or didnt you send Fu Ling to his death?

After a seconds pause the German snarled back: Is that any of your damned business?

Right. Neither are you. The hell with you. Thats final.

Andrew! Andrew! Please!

Von Klaus struggled into a sitting position, holding both hands to his groin. His beard was bloody. It made his mouth look horrible. It made his words sound bloody.

The hell with your illusions of importance! So you think you can ignore me? You will do what I tell you or die! If I die, you die. If I live, you live. If we both live, you shall obey me, because I insist on it. If we both die, what becomes of your woman? In spite of pain he contrived a mock-courteous gesture toward Elsa. His mouth and beard looked unseductive but he did change his voice a little: Gnädiges Fräulein, machen Sie schnell! Wenn Sie  if you can influence this blockhead, do it! Now!

But the fictional, fanciful Lady from Armentières had scattered Andrews reverence for influence of any kind whatever. Elsa knew it had happened. She couldnt reach him any longer. Even when she touched his hand she couldnt reach his thought. Andrew was someone to follow. He couldnt be led. Mental images of Nancy Strong, Morgan Lewis, and Lobsang Puns broken photograph, were looming from nowhere and fading again, forced out of Andrews mind by his own will. He knew Elsa was trying to flood his consciousness with spiritual visions, to produce peace. He preferred war. He would go grailing henceforth in new armor, with a new weapon. He aimed his inner laughter straight at the vision of Nancy Strong. Before she faded he thought she laughed. Mocking him? Swell! The hell with her. He only hesitated whether to try his own crude Tibetan, that might arouse the magicians scorn and remind the brigands to distrust him  or whether to trust Elsa to interpret without talking back. He decided on Elsa:

Quick! Ask Lung-gom-pa: Does he accept the sugar?

He says yes, he accepts it.

As a gift?

As a gift.

Very well. Now ask those ten men. Do they wish to possess the opium that von Klaus pretended was in this bag?

She interpreted. They breathed hard. There was a murmur of incredulous but excited assent.

They do want it?

They do. But, Andrew

Please dont interrupt. Tell them  word for word exactly as I say it

Very well. If its possible. At least I wont change the meaning.

This man von Klaus has been using the bastards mother to make look-see magic. They know that, dont they?

There was time to look around while Elsa translated. Lung-gom-pa leaned forward between the blue lights. The flickering skull-lamps shadow masked his lower face, but it revealed his tortured eyes that speculated  yes  no  yes  no. It was in his power to kill. At a click of his tongue thered be ten bullets. But perhaps better not. Better wait. Better listen a while.

Down on his belly, his groin against the floor to relieve the pain, von Klaus, too, watched, listened, speculated. Even though he might not save himself, he would spoil Andrews game. There was no possible mistake about his intention. Elsa spoke:

Yes, Andrew. They say they know what the woman has done.

Tell them to send for the woman!

Andrew!  First I want to

Send for the woman! Von Klaus cut in before she could speak. There was an excited laugh in his voice. It was not pain alone that made his eyes burn. He saw his chance. Jawohl! Yes. Make an end! Tell her to bring in the head of John Baptist!

Hes off his nut, said Andrew.

Andrew, he isnt. Hes

Tell them to send for the woman.

Elsa interpreted. Von Klaus grinned, listened, waited, watched the old magician teeter on the brink of yes, no  yes, no. Slowly the magicians fear of his men outweighed the craving to be the source of thou shalt  thou shalt not. His men wanted the woman brought in. They wanted to know Andrews purpose. Above all, they wanted that opium. Evil must be obeyed or perish. All tyrants know that. Pilate knew it. Better the command that will be readily obeyed. He murmured to the man beside him, who got up, swaggered to the door, whispered to the door guard. The door guard looked doubtful, or it might be fearful. But his not to reason why. He nodded  shouldered his rifle. The door slammed shut behind him.

Now! Von Klaus gloated. But he waited, in pain, bleeding. He chose not to waste the prodigious effort it cost to raise himself on an elbow and speak distinctly. He was trying to anticipate Andrews next move. There was almost no sound but that muttering drumbeat.

Elsa whispered to Andrew:

Theres death. I cant see whose. Its

Von Klaus spoke, slowly, letting the words linger because he loved them:

Mister Cunning Gunning! Why did Bulah Singhs Salome leave this room with a knife in her fist? Who plays John Baptist?

He laid his forehead on his forearm, fighting the pain in his groin, recovering strength to carry on. Elsa whispered again:

Andrew, this wont be the way you expect. Theres something reversed  its turned backward  I dont understand it. Its

Andrew interrupted, low-voiced: Ive a hunch we cant save Fritzyboy. I think I know whats coming. He didnt count on my men being

Von Klaus again, hoarse, harsh, gloating: Blood on her knife! And without that opium, can her bastard become Dalai Lama? So does she love you? Hah! If youd had the guts to shoot when I told you to shoot  but you hadnt the guts!  Here she comes! Now!

The door opened. Andrews right hand didnt move. Two Tibetans entered dragging something between them through the dim gloom.

They werent self-respecting men. They werent peasants, brigands, gunmen. Shabbily clad, hangdog-looking, they were ragyabas. They stank. Only in time of death were such outcasts admitted across thresholds to do what must be done. They were dragging their burden between them, its heels to the floor. And in the doorway stood Bulah Singh, his dark face faintly outlined by the blue light but also touched with blood-red from the brazier glow. He swayed slightly on bandaged feet. One arm was around the shoulder of Andrews head man Bompo Tsering. His right hand was out of sight, behind the rifleman who had been sent to bring the woman.

Andrew Gunning, he said, heres where I buy your good will!

Von Klaus gasped. The two stinking ragyabas dragged their burden past Andrew into the blue lamplight between von Klaus and the magician. There they raised it, holding it by the shoulders, face upward, so that the head and the wide-open lifeless eyes of Bulah Singhs woman goggled upside down at the magician.

Her own knife had been driven to the hilt into her throat  so powerfully driven that no blood ran.

Elsa gripped Andrews arm. She didnt mean to. She couldnt help it. Andrew watched von Klaus. Von Klaus stared at the dead woman. The muttering drumbeat, as if it obeyed the magicians will, quickened its tempo, grew louder. Bulah Singh, heavily leaning on Bompo Tsering, limping on bandaged feet came and stood beside Andrew, still hiding his right hand.

Major von Klaus! he said. You sent my woman to kill me. Die, like the dog that you are  you double-crossing, God-damned Hun son of a bitch!

He fired three shots into the German. He would have fired a fourth but Andrew was too quick for him and too astonishingly strong.

Left-handed, he snatched the repeating pistol. He nearly broke the Sikhs wrist. Then he spoke quietly:

One shot was plenty. Save your ammunition. Stand by.


CHAPTER 39

It was Bulah Singhs own repeating pistol. That set up a new chain of problems. But it was the wrong moment to ask how he got it from Bompo Tsering, who was on the far side of the Sikh, terrified by the magicians stare, blankly non-committal, looking his stupidest  ready to run for his life and soul and hope of lives to come, if it hadnt been for Bulah Singhs left arm around his shoulder; that and secret curiosity in some way stabilized him. Everyone, even the old magician, waited on Andrews next move. The ten Tibetans sat fascinated, hands on holsters, leaning forward, ready to draw.

Andrew laid Bulah Singhs automatic in Elsas lap and she let it lie there. She appeared not even to notice it. That relieved the tension. The ten brigands let go, lolled, relaxed, almost unconscious of their own reaction but tremendously impressed by Andrews disarming of Bulah Singh. The suddenness and skill, the lack of evident reason why he should have done it, mystified them. They were like spectators at a tragedy, spellbound. Andrew and their old magician were the irreconcilable forces of dramatic conflict, face to face in a setting of blue gloom.

The magicians silence was like a monstrous spiders, loaded with alertness but also with indecision. If he could only guess Andrews intention, he would know what to do. On the other hand, Andrew felt he knew exactly what to do. He must do it quietly, in the right order, without the slightest suggestion of haste. He knew the magician was trying to read his mind. He was very careful not to underrate his antagonist. Foremost in his thought, for the magician to read, was recognition of the old mans prowess. There was no challenge, no irritation in that. Thought wasnt flowing so fast as it did  not more than two or three thoughts now between muttering drumbeats; but they were concrete thoughts, definite, sharp-edged, having satisfying limits. He could understand them. He felt very pleased with Elsa because she wasnt panicky. She sat still. If she was trying to guide him mentally he couldnt feel it. He felt nothing from her but a warm glow of confidence. He knew he could count on her. She would wait to be told what to do and then do it.

So the first thing was to make sure of Bulah Singh before he could recover self-command. When he did, he would be truculent. Bulah Singh wasnt a maniac like von Klaus; he had no conviction of racial superiority. He was in that sense easier to manage than the German had been. At a higher state of evolution than the victim of his bullets, to a certain extent he could think. He was more open to argument. For the moment he was nursing his hurt wrist, half believing it broken, biting his lip, scowling. He needed a plain presentation of fact. Andrew spoke quietly:

One word, or one move, and Ill kill you.

The Sikh appeared to believe. He made no comment.

As dead as von Klaus and your woman.

Again no comment. Reaction was taking care of Bulah Singh. No danger from him for a moment or two. The next two moves were as clear as though they were written on a board in front of Andrews mind. But they were more difficult  needed more caution. He had to save the magicians face without implying for one moment that the magician had lost it. And he must remove the too suggestive evidence of death, that breeds death as surely as dirt breeds dirt. The sight of slain corpses never  since Cain slew Abel  never induced peace where there was no peace.

There was a dark stream of blood on the floor. It flowed from von Klauss head, past the magicians feet, between him and Andrew. In that weird gloom it looked snake color, until it reached the short zone of the brazier light. It moved and it coiled like a snake. Where the light from the brazier touched it, it appeared to have blood-red eyes and a flickering tongue. Its slow flow measured the speed of thought  hundreds of thoughts, but the blood not yet far from where it started.

Solemn stuff, blood  the solemn substance of all necromantic magic. So above all now, no solemnity! Andrew smiled at the magician. He looked down at the blood, at the two dead bodies, and shrugged his shoulders. In smiling pantomime he suggested it might be the master magicians pleasure to command what manifestly needed doing. Corpses dead by violence, in Tibet, are abominations not to be endured in the presence of self-respect. But can a general order his guns away and still give battle? Dead human blood was the stock in trade of the magicians mystery. He sat still  silent. He didnt yet understand Andrews smile. He wasnt sure yet what Andrew intended. He feared for his dignity.

Ask him, Andrew said quietly, doesnt blood bring devils to cause confusion?

Elsa, with closed eyes, translated. There was a barely noticeable change of tension. The magicians authority had been appealed to. To be obeyed would be a good beginning; all tyrants make use of that entering wedge. His lips moved. He murmured a few words in Tibetan. One of the ragyabas instantly swung the womans corpse over his shoulder. The other picked up von Klaus. They carried away the bodies. One of them returned after a few moments and cleaned the blood off the floor, using a mop made of sheeps wool that looked like a featureless human head. The other brought water in which the two of them wrung the mop. When they had finished they put their tongues out at the magician and retired backwards  leaving behind them, along with relief from the stench of their persons, a sensation as of a closed book, and of a new page in a new book opened.

Very clever! Bulah Singh whispered. But now what?

Andrew had waited for that. Instantly he completed the humiliation of Bulah Singh. He pointed to the wall with his left hand. He held his right fist poised suggestively at about the level of the Sikhs liver.

Go and sit down over there. Dont speak or move until youre spoken to.

The Sikh hardly hesitated. He studied Andrew for one moment and then hobbled away on bandaged feet. He sat down with his back to the wall. The ten Tibetans smiled. Henceforth, in that company, the Sikh would rate as Andrews subordinate  a mere killer, rebuked  without a chance to regain importance. The Sikh realized it. Cunningly he hung his head, to make Andrew believe he accepted defeat and was henceforth playing Andrews game.

The old magician studied the board and the pieces on the board. He was beginning to feel ready to answer Andrews opening gambit. He looked at the packages of sugar and the canvas bag they came in  then at Andrew  then again at the sugar. There was not in his mind one trace, one symptom of the law, which even animals obey, that he who accepts a gift accepts an obligation to the giver. No gratitude. Andrews sugar, if he could have his way, should be reckoned as tribute. It might be cunningly employed as evidence of Andrews fear  since who gives valuable gifts unless he thinks he must? Solemn, logical, realistic, untrue argument, older than Machiavelli  as old as sin.

But it had dawned on Andrew that logic and mirth cant coexist. Like death and life, they deny each other. All logic, and all realism leads to tyranny and death. Mirth leads to freedom and life. So tyrants murder mirth as being treason to their logic. Mirth is white magic.

Quick! said Andrew. Say this in Tibetan: The magician so wise that he can make the devils of the mountains fly away with a load of opium, surely can make other devils reveal where the opium is!

Elsa half opened her eyes  translated. Andrew restrained a smile for the sake of the magicians dignity. He let his eyes laugh, for the magicians private information. Then he turned on Bompo Tsering, giving the magician time to weigh implications. Bompo Tsering almost jumped out of his skin when Andrew spoke to him, low-voiced:

You! What happened?

It was like turning on a faucet. Speech poured out. It had been prepared. It was ready. Gunnigun! My giving Bulah Singh his pistol because that woman coming. Her calling him bad names too much. Her wanting us Tibetans helping her to castrating him, then kill him. But your having ordered us our guarding him. And Gunnigun, his saying that woman your enemy. So our holding her. His using her knife, killing her too much.

The truth. No doubt of it. But not the whole truth.

What became of the child?

His running away.

Also, clearly not the whole truth. But Elsa had finished translating. In another moment the magician might see a flaw in Andrews strategy. Now, before thought could organize against him, was the right split-second to force the main issue. He spoke fiercely to Bompo Tsering:

Get out of here! Now. Get the men and ponies ready to march.

But, Gunnigun! Being too much dark night! Their needing rest! Our needing food to take along

Be ready to march at moonrise! Will you obey? Or

My obeying! My going now! My doing!

Take that porter with you.

Scared nearly out of his wits, Bompo Tsering showed his tongue to the magician and was gone. In a moment he was kicking the porter up off the floor. The door guard tried to stop him. Andrew, laughing again with his eyes, said to the magician in English:

Let both men out!

Elsa translated. His authority again appealed to, the magician nodded. He slightly raised his right hand. The door opened, admitting a welcome blast of clean cold air. Then it slammed shut. There was a moments silence. The magician spoke then  one word  in Tibetan.

He asks Why? said Elsa. I believe he means why did you send away Bompo Tsering?

Andrew knew he had won. His smile now was triumphant.

Ask him: Does he want my men to hear all about the opium? If so, Ill send for them to come back and listen.

Bulah Singh cackled a curt laugh:  Clever! Krishna! Yes! Who would have thought of it!

The brigand who knew a few words of English leaned forward, pointing his finger at Andrew:

You! Your knowing where is  that  that stuff! Your saying  your showing us! Your making us look-see!

The magician rebuked him, but he looked mutinous. He began to whisper to the next man. Andrew made his last move but one. The magicians eyes betrayed that he knew himself checkmate even before Elsa had finished saying what Andrew told her to say.

When we entered the village we saw yak-dung and the hoofprints of yaks in the mud.

The magician nodded almost imperceptibly.

Did not those yaks belong to the peling von Klaus, who is now dead?

Another hardly perceptible movement of the old magicians head acknowledged the fear that if he should deny the fact there might be worse to come.

How many yaks are there?

Silence. But suddenly Bulah Singh piped up again. Ten yaks! I asked von Klaus at the village gate. He boasted: ten yaks  two mules  twenty sheep.

The brigand who knew English interrupted loudly:

Yux belonging us now! Then he whispered to the brigands near him. They put their heads together. They appeared to agree. But the old magician had understood Andrew. Cautiously, carefully, feeling his way in the hope of seeing an alternative, he surrendered inch by inch to Andrews terms. He angrily commanded silence, with a bark like an angry leopards. The whispering ceased. He must have made a secret signal then, because the muttering drumbeat swelled to a low thunder and died down again. Andrew stole that dramatic moment:

Tell him, he said cheerfully, I want all ten yaks loaded with barley. I want em now. That will be a small thing in return for all this sugar. The yaks cost him nothing. I also want the twenty sheep belonging to von Klaus, each sheep loaded with all the butter it can carry.

Elsa translated. Andrew continued:

He and his men may keep whatever else von Klaus had with him, including firearms, ammunition, and money. But as for the opium  which was in this bag until the lord magician made the devils change it into sugar  I wash my hands of it. It is the lord magicians. Let him command or not command the devils to produce it or not to produce  as he pleases!

Elsa was heard to the end in silence. But then the storm broke. All ten brigands stood up and shouted. One of them flourished a Mauser. The one who knew English shouted:

Your will staying here until our having that!

The drumbeat swelled again. Through the tumult Bulah Singh called hoarsely to Andrew: Give me my automatic! This means theyll put hot charcoal to your feet and fingers! They mean to know where the opium is!

That wasnt such a bad guess. One brigand strode to the brazier. He stirred it with an iron poker and blew on it until it glowed crimson. Then he shook the poker at Andrew.

Elsa, said Andrew, go up close to the magician and ask: Shall I tell them  or tell him  where the opium is?

She obeyed. The brigands stared. The tumult died down, but not quickly enough even for the nearest brigand to overhear what Elsa said. She returned and sat down in the chair.

Youre not scared? Andrew asked.

No. Why should I be?

She loved him too much to be scared of anything at that moment. Andrew patted her hand on the chair-arm. He did it unconsciously, and she knew that. She was glad with all her heart that her love was secret from him. If Andrew knew, it might confuse and make him self-conscious. His whole attention was on the magician, which was where it should be. He didnt even know he had spoken to Elsa. Now he heard Bulah Singh speaking:

Give me my automatic! Weve got to shoot our way out!

He heard the words  understood  but took no notice. The old magician arose slowly to his feet and there began to be a new unearthly artificial silence, separated into measured spaces by the drumbeat. He had some secret way of controlling the drumbeat. The brigands recognized the changing rhythm. It was an overture to something that they knew too well. It frightened them. There was a chilly sensation like the moment before hail. There came a noise like the rattle of dry bones and a moaning like that of the wind on the hill where they bury the dead. Andrew spoke without knowing it:

Dont let this scare you. Grab hold of me if you want to.

He laid his hand on the chair-arm. Elsa pushed hers under it. His fingers closed on hers. Her lips moved. Silently, inside himself, where secret laughter was the fuel of a new, unconquerable fire, he began singing ribald nonsense:

The French they are a funny race  
Parlez-vous!
They fight with their feet and

Even that ceased. The old master hypnotists mental rhythm overwhelmed mere words. Something was happening. Something like a tidal wave in consciousness. It was impossible to tell how the magician did it, but it felt mechanical  almost electric  as if he knew some way of agitating the glands that govern fear. He pointed at empty space. His brigands began to see what they knew he willed they should see. He chanted, in ancient Tibetan, the language that devils use who sinned so vilely that they may not be reborn but spend eternities in quest of still human souls whose bodies they can seize for a little while and use for a little evil in the dark.

And then  as the Tibetans saw it and lent it material substance, Andrew and Elsa saw too. It was into the dark that the magician pointed  the dark corner where the zone of firelight ceased and there was dim blue gloom. All the Tibetans moaned. The door guard let his rifle fall to the floor with a crash. The magician croaked like a raven  chanting  pausing  chanting. In dim blue darkness a pale disembodied face took form. Bulah Singh spoke hoarsely:

Give me my automatic!

It was a face so saturated with the cruel loneliness of death that Andrews blood ran cold. It was like a death mask. Only it lived. Its eyes opened. They were cold pale green. Its mouth moved, like a murdered mouth that licked dead lips for the lingering taste of hatred that could not die. Then it spoke, in the ancient Tibetan that only the magician understood. Its voice came from nowhere  from everywhere  from all over the room. It seemed to fill the room with a sepulchral sound that had no echo.

Whats he saying? Bulah Singh demanded. If you can get this  I mean understand it  you can beat him at his own game! Whats he saying?  Give me my automatic!

Like force compressed beyond compressions limit, Andrews inner laughter returned suddenly. As it did, the voice died to a harsh, hoarse whisper that rose and fell, continually waning until it ceased. Elsas hand within Andrews moved convulsively. Her lips moved. He knew she was saying the Lords Prayer. He made a sudden decision to pray too, for the sake of unity and friendship and because he vaguely felt he had been unkind and had mistrusted her. Besides, the thought of prayer felt clean. But why in silence? He prayed aloud:

Twinkle, twinkle, little star!
How I wonder what you are,
Up above the

Bulah Singh interrupted: What in hell are you talking about! Have you gone mad?

And then Elsa: Keep it up, Andrew! Its the thought that counts. The words dont mean a thing!

That spell was broken. But it re-awoke inward laughter. Consciously he ridiculed himself, and that was a relief like a pulled tooth. It was like waking from a nightmare. And as he watched, that pale face like a death mask began changing. It wasnt only Andrew who observed it. The old magician appeared to lose physical strength. He resumed his seat at the desk between the blue lamps. He looked ghastly. He sweated. Transferred to his face was the tortured lonely murdered look of the apparition. Where the apparition had been, now was the wrinkled, astonishing face of Lobsang Pun. It was alive, alert, in motion. One quick glimpse, and it was gone. Then silence. Not even a drumbeat. All the brigands were down on their hands and knees.

Andrew stole also that moment. He spoke quickly.

Good girl! Well done! Now! Tell Lung-gom-pa now is the time! Give us yaks, barley, sheep, butter  now  this minute  or Ill tell his brigands where to look for the opium!

Elsa translated. The frightened brigands, hearing her voice, scrambled to their feet, too late. They didnt hear what Elsa said. The magician turned his head slowly and gazed at Bulah Singh. It was an unspoken question.

Tell him, said Andrew, that man doesnt know where the opium is.

The old magician smiled thinly when Elsa told him what Andrew had said. Bulah Singh spoke up, protesting:

You idiot! Do you think theyll believe I dont know? Theyll torture me! Do you think Ill tell them nothing? Jesus Christ! Ill tell them stuff about you thatll

He stopped suddenly, because Andrew had picked up the automatic from Elsas lap. He looked half incredulous, cunning, triumphant and then cautious as he listened:

Elsa, tell Lung-gom-pa well take Bulah Singh with us. And this: We march at moonrise. He reached for his watch. Every brigand in the room reached for his automatic. But Andrew only glanced at the time. He smiled. They all looked clownish and self-conscious. That means half an hour from now. Repeat: Unless were on our way at moonrise, I will tell where the opium is.

The magician stared. He opened his mouth wide. His blasphemous lips framed the sacred syllable. He breathed it, murmured it, moaned it. His brigands joined in:

Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

One thing now seemed sure. There would be no killing while that sound lingered on the air. Andrew put his arm through Elsas and spoke sharply to the Sikh:

Get a move on, you. Grab my other arm. Well go now while the goings good.


CHAPTER 40

So the second stage of the journey began, beneath an icy moon, in a moaning wind. The yaks and sheep were not too manageable; they didnt relish a night march. Men and ponies had been well fed, not well rested. Bulah Singh, with his feet bandaged against the cold, rode one of von Klauss mules, taken from the brigands in trade for his automatic, which Andrew wouldnt have let him have back in any event. He rode darkly alone in mid-column, at the tail of the little flock of loaded sheep. The mule and ponies could be trusted not to override the sheep. The yaks couldnt. So Bompo Tsering led the way with the yaks, singing to keep dugpas from misleading him along the shadowy trail.

Andrew brought up the rear, to prevent straggling. Elsa rode with him. For a long time they didnt talk much. As almost always happens after a terrific ordeal there was a feeling of dissociation from events  of unreality  of something not quite like waking from a dream. They listened for random rifle shots  farewell salutes from the magicians village, each whining bullet loaded with resentment, each echoing crack a threat of pursuit. But they were Tibetan brigands, too afraid of ghouls and of the homeless souls of murdered men to be likely to pursue through the darkness. Andrew said:

They know well move slowly because of the sheep. Two miles an hour is our limit. Theyll count on overtaking us at their convenience. Theyll search for the opium first. The old magician doesnt want us caught. Hes too sure wed fix the blame on him for the loss of the opium. That might cost him his life  his power anyhow. So hell keep em looking for the damned stuff for several days. By that time well have crossed the Shigatse. They wont follow us across. Its too dangerous this time of year. And thered be too much risk of running into troops from Lhasa.

After that he was silent for a long time. Elsa was glad of it. It was enough to ride beside him. Her love for him seemed to be part of the mystery  part of the night. She must get used to it, now, under the moon and the stars. Secrets are more difficult to keep by daylight. She hugged her secret, as she hugged herself warm inside her overcoat. Andrew didnt suspect it.

She had learned a lot about Andrew. During the last few hours she had thought about him as never before. Her previous blindness seemed incredible. Cursed or blessed, whichever it was, and perhaps it was both, with clairvoyance and sensitivity and pride, how should she account for not having known she was in love? That was the bewildering thing. Why hadnt she known? She could see now that she had been in love with him all along. O God, how glad she was she hadnt known it sooner! If she had known, she could never have come with him on this expedition, even with the wild intention of releasing Tom Grayne from an unbearable yoke. It would have been unthinkable. What had given her the right  the moral right  to travel alone with Andrew had been the fact that they werent in love. Fact! What skittles facts are! Icicles that melt the moment truth appears!

And now, would she have to confess to Tom that she loved Andrew? Tom would be sure to suspect it. But would it be any of Toms business? He would be right to suspect herself, yes, because it was true. It was true forever. But not Andrew. Andrew wasnt in love. Had she any right to compromise Andrew  in exchange for his kindness  his generosity  his unwavering respect? As long as she was Tom Graynes wife, Andrew would treat her as Tom Graynes wife, no matter what passion might urge him to do. There would be no concessions. Andrew would lean backwards. The worst possible mistake would be to let Andrew even guess she loved him. He would dry up. He would govern himself so grimly that even if he were in love with her, he would deny love rather than intrigue against his friend  even if she were willing. She was unwilling. Death would be ten times welcome rather than anything shabby or underhanded. In fact, she wasnt at all sure, nor was she disturbed by the thought, that death might not be the acceptable answer. She didnt feel like dying. She was quite sure she wasnt afraid of death. Surely she wouldnt seek it. But she would rather die ten times over than betray Tom Grayne and Andrew  both or either of them. They were men of integrity. To betray them into a quarrel would be a dirty and abominable thing  a whorish thing. It made her shudder to think of it.

Andrews character had steered them clear of the toils of Lung-gom-pa. Nothing else could have done it. She knew quite well what her own indispensable part had been, but it would have been quite useless without Andrews spirit  his indomitable integrity. Another man would have trimmed his spiritual sails and have lined up with von Klaus and Bulah Singh, trusting to the future and some trick to dear that entanglement. Or he might have left Bulah Singh to make what terms he could with the magician. But in spite of the certainty that Bulah Singh would be treacherous at the first opportunity, Andrew had snatched him out of danger  brought him along  not trusted him but saved him. The most lovable thing about Andrew was that he didnt suspect himself of being a hero in anyones eyes  least of all in his own.

As it happened Andrew was still a little afraid he had done the wrong thing. He spoke of it after a while:

Hell! If I were only a killer. Im not. I cant persuade myself to take human life. I suppose its cowardice.

Elsa kept silent. She remembered she mustnt praise him. If she should tell him he wasnt a killer because he wasnt capable of cowardice he would shut up like a clam; his thoughts would be driven back into himself behind that veil that she could never penetrate. Silence was better  silence, the stars, and the magic of frosty moonlight. It wasnt long before he began talking again. He seemed to find comfort in thinking aloud:

Suppose Id left Bulah Singh. They might have tortured him to find out what became of the opium. But I think not. Hed have pretended he knows where I dumped it. Hed have bargained with the brigands and trusted to luck. You know of course why he killed that woman?

He waited for an answer. She had to speak.

Bompo Tsering said she tried to kill him. Wasnt that the reason?

Part of it. I got the whole story from Bompo Tsering while they were loading the yaks and sheep. Bulah Singh was through with the woman. Shed gone her limit for him. She was no more use to him, but she might be dangerous because she knew too much about him.

So his scheme was to take the child and to leave her behind. Shed doped it out. She and the child both screamed the accusation at him when she showed up. Bompo Tsering believes theyd read Bulah Singhs thought  something like tapping his mental telephone. Anyhow, she and Bulah Singh had a battle of words to get control of our Tibetans. They bid high. Both sides promised anything. But she made the mistake of telling our men that you and I were on the coals already, being tortured by Lung-gom-pa. That gave Bulah Singh his chance to play Sir Galahad. He did such a spellbinding job of it that they held the woman. They gave him her knife and said: Kill her! He did. I guess he wasnt squeamish. After that, Bompo Tsering felt he could trust him, so he gave him back the automatic. We know the rest.

But, Andrew, what became of the child? Surely they didnt kill the child? Bulah Singh didnt, did he?

No. The brat ran away. Bulah Singh tried to get them to catch him, to bring with us. Hes like von Klaus, but a bit more subtle, with an obstinate one-plan mind. He still hopes to persuade me to try to substitute that young monster for the Dalai Lama.

But, Andrew, where is the child? What happened to him?

I dont know. I told you: he ran. Perhaps Lung-gom-pa might take him on as an apprentice. Hes the type. But Bompo Tsering thinks Bulah Singh may have made a last-minute deal with one of the brigands to bring the little brute along after us. He swears we havent seen the last of him.

Do you believe that, Andrew? You dont believe that, do you?

I never believe what I believe. Im one of them there hopers. Bulah Singh did talk with one of the brigands while my back was turned. Im counting on old man Shigatse. Its one hell of a river. Once across, well be rid of pursuit.

But isnt there a ferry?

There wont be, once were on the far side. Ill see to it.

Silence again. Elsa thought of scores of questions that she didnt dare to ask. She thought of things she was aching to tell. But questioning or telling might make Andrew close his mind. So they rode without speaking for a long time until he unexpectedly broke the silence:

I suppose you saw what I did  that face in the magicians chamber? I can see it now without trying to. I could carve it in wood. It was one hell of a God-damned face. I guess Im going to have to carve it, to forget it  to get it out of my system. What did you make of it?

Did you see only one face?

I saw two. I guess we all did. But Im speaking of the first one. It burned itself on to the brain like magnesium light. That was plain black magic. Call it hypnotism if you want to play ostrich. Hypnotism is the charlatan highbrows false name for a lot of boloney. Its an easy word for intellectuals to hide behind.

Elsa forced herself not to answer. She was almost bursting with excitement. For the first time Andrew seemed to be drawing aside, if only ever so little, that veil behind which his purposes lurked  purposes that never appeared except as forthright actions, done, unexplained. Even those few words almost stopped him. He seemed to suspect he had said too much. But she waited in silence. So after a minute or two he continued.

Barring unimportant details, we had an example tonight of the inside workings of all priestcraft and all politics.

Was he trying to get her to tell what she knew? Was he pumping her? She didnt yet dare to accept the challenge. It was quite possible that he was tempting her into an argument so that he might grind his baffled emotions against her mysticism. Presently, since she said nothing, he made another downright statement:

Were all in the same boat, doing the same damned thing. We either make mental pictures, or else we have em made for us. One or the other. We create, or we dont. The cave men did it. Moses forbade it. So did Mohammed. But we all do it. Were either potters thumb or else the molded plastic. Get that? Shape or be shaped. Magic  white or black  Christian or pagan  ancient or modern  is the acquired ability to create and project a mental image that suggests to other people what to believe and how to behave.

Elsa listened, too excited to trust herself to speak. Her voice might have betrayed her. Andrew was heading straight into her new holy of holies. Did he know it? Anyhow, silence was the best way to persuade him to continue. Presently he did, looking up at the moon as he rode. His face shone.

A black magician purposely creates a fear image  fear  violence  need  hunger  sickness  death  all that stuff. That living dead face that we saw was Lung-gom-pas picture of God. His Gods a devil. If you analyze it far enough, its himself. That was his own inside portrait. But Ill bet you not one of us saw the same face. I doubt we heard the same words. Lung-gom-pa projected his own composite mental picture of himself, his teacher, his black mahatma and his father the Devil all combined in one. But what each of us saw was a symbol of his own fear and his own hate. He made us do it. He used the drumbeat to work up emotion. Hes an expert mental technician. But his fundamental principles the same as any political priests or boss-gangsters  its the same for instance as Hitlers bogey picture of the Jew  or the Sunday School picture of a devil with horns.

Elsa couldnt keep quiet any longer. Andrew, dont you think the magician had help?

How dyou mean?

Is it the wrong time to try to explain what Ive  what Ive discovered quite recently?

All depends. Is it first-hand? Or did someone tell you.

Both. First I was told. Then I tried  and discovered.

Ummn. Go ahead. Ill listen.

But was he listening? She was afraid he had retired behind a veil of skepticism into that unexplorable where he kept his passion. It was no use guessing  no use hesitating  no use trying to choose the right words. Elsa plunged in:

Andrew-suppose you say Jesus to someone. What happens? Instantly that persons concept of Jesus presents itself to him as a mental picture. He cant help it. It happens. Its either the child Jesus, or the Teacher on the Mount, or the crucified or the resurrected Jesus  or perhaps a target Jesus that he doesnt believe in  that he hurls his hatred at. Perhaps its a dead Jesus  crucified dead, buried and done for. But whoever hears the name Jesus sees an instantaneous mental picture.

Yes, I guess thats so. I see a picture of Jesus as soon as you mention him.

You cant help it, Andrew. And you act accordingly. That mental image is an actual structural part of your subconsciousness. So whatever the word Jesus means to you in terms of past experience becomes available to you. To the extent no more, and no less  that the Christ Force and the name Jesus are associated in your consciousness, that Force is yours  your own! It becomes your guide, your immediate standard of values. That is why its so tremendously important to form strong mental images. Is that clear?

Sure. Thats another way of saying what I said. Create your mental images or else some charlatanll do it for you. So Jesus  to me  is pretty much of a fighting cue. Right off the bat I suspect anyone who yawps about Jesus. Its all right as a cuss word.

You call it a fighting cue? What kind of fight? Can you tell me?

Sure. Why not. It makes me want to vomit on the swine whove made Jesuss name a synonym for cruelty  lies  aggression  injustice  rant  cant  damned hypocrisy  and

Elsas gay laugh interrupted: Andrew, whats wrong with it? Havent you won any fights?

He almost drew aside the veil over his thoughts. Almost. She felt it. But she felt it close again.

Ive had some lickings, too, he answered.

He was ready to dry up. She swiftly changed her tactics: Andrew  didnt you see more than one face in the magicians chamber?

Yes. I said so.

Whose face was the other?

He didnt answer for nearly a minute. When he did, he had dismissed equivocation. He spoke bluntly: It looked to me like Lobsang Puns face. But then he raised his guard: As far as Im concerned that was a memory picture  from the photograph of Lobsang Pun in Nancy Strongs room in Darjeeling! There was even a bullet hole in the forehead.

But you admit you saw it?

Yes. And Lung-gom-pa saw something too. It scared him. What I saw was a memory picture of Lobsang Pun. It obliterated the first face. It was like an eclipse. I cant explain it.

May I try to explain?

Sure. Go ahead. But youll have to more than explain if you want me to more than believe. I d like to know. Im fed up with believing.

Andrew  youll have to find this out. I had to. We all have to  each for himself. But we can help each other, the way Nancy Strong helped me, by showing which way to look.

He interrupted: Lets see if I get your thought: ... and I, if I be lifted up, will draw all men unto me?  Is that the idea? Ive tried it. Ive been a horrible example of pious rectitude, courageous consistency and all that stuff. People dont copy you. They throw stink bombs. Its no good.

Andrew, please, Im trying my very best to tell what I know.

You mean, what you believe?

What I know! Andrew, this is what did happen. My mental image of Lobsang Pun, that I conceived with every scrap of will I could bring to bear, let into the consciousness of everyone in the room, you and me included, a thought force so tremendous that it overwhelmed the magicians. That dreadful living death mask was Lung-gom-pas own picture of his own soul  of his own black mahatma  his own ideal. He projected it to arouse the vilest instincts of every person in the room, because he knows how to manipulate those. But I have been taught what to do. So I shouted for Lobsang Pun. That may be hard for you to believe. I shouted for him  yelled for help  in silence. You saw what happened.

I admit I saw his face.

Elsa was into her stride. Nothing now could stop her. You couldnt possibly have seen it if you hadnt concentrated your will on one thing!

What do you mean? I swear to God I wasnt thinking of Lobsang Pun.

Shall I say what you were doing?

Yes. If you think you know.

You were searching  not for the lesser evil, but for the greater good. Isnt it true?

Yes. I guess thats true. Ive never believed in that fool doctrine of the lesser evil. Its defeatist, degenerate, negative, no good. Its Jesuitical. It leads downhill  all the way to the bottom of rotten politics and rot-gut religion. The hell with it. But say: are you trying to tell me that Lobsang Pun appeared in person and scared Lung-gom-pa and his brigands, just in answer to your

Oh well, if you want to be cruel

I swear I didnt mean to be. Sorry, Elsa. I wouldnt hurt you for worlds. I know youre trying to say something important. But I happen to know that Old Ugly-face is a fugitive. Hes running for his life. Theres a price on his head. Morgan Lewis asked me to find him and to help him if I possibly can.

And you will?

If I can, yes. Sure I will. I mean to try to find him.

Then maynt he help us?

How can he? Hes on the lam. Down and out. Say, see here: if Lobsang Pun were the magician that you seem to think  who can appear when you summon him  hed use his magic  wouldnt he?  to get himself out of the mess hes in. If he cant help himself, how can he help you and me?

Andrew, did you ever hear of superconsciousness?

Ive heard Nancy Strong speak of it.

There are subconsciousness  consciousness  and superconsciousness. Lung-gom-pa used black magic to project that living death mask face from the very depth of subconsciousness. Thats where his black magic comes from, out of the infinite dark ocean of all the evil that ever was from the beginning of time until now.

That sounds like Nancy Strong talking.

Lobsang Pun derives intelligence from superconsciousness. That is to say not from the past, but from the future, which is all new and has nothing to do with the past. Become conscious of him, and his super-consciousness reaches us. Subconsciousness cant touch it.

That doesnt begin to explain why hes on the lam in danger of his life. Are you feeding me Nancys pap about evolution?

Yes. But with, oh, what a long spoon!

He laughed, touched. But in another moment he was back at her: Its like Christian Science. Too much profit and loss.

Andrew, you dont know any Christian Science. And if you wish to understand what Im trying to tell, you must open your mind, not think of all the silly secondhand objections that fools have put into your mind.

Have one more try.

Very well. This is the law. In superconsciousness, in which the Christ Force is, there is no such idea as profit and loss. Personal profit  any kind of profit  can only enter from subconsciousness. Whoever clings to the idea of profit cant become superconscious. Its impossible. Does that explain why Lobsang Pun can come to our aid spiritually, but cant help himself materially?

Andrew turned it over and over in his mind. He didnt answer for so long that Elsa at last sought for some new form of words in which to reach his thought.

Andrew, she said suddenly, would you care to tell me, in strict confidence, why you left the United States?

It was as if the night wind had swept down a house of cards. She could feel him draw back into himself and slam the mental door. After a full minute he said: I have never told anyone that. Its better dead and buried.  Do you see that low hill? Thats where well pitch camp until the wind drops tomorrow evening. From there to the river is three days hard marching. If weve luck well make it.


PART THREE


CHAPTER 41

One weeks march north of the Shigatse, the roar of the flood-borne ice was still in Elsas ears whenever she thought backward. She was trying to think forward. Thought wouldnt obey. It flowed backward most of the time, marveling at Andrew  where had he learned such super-human gift of leadership?  in a law office?  loving him, trying to understand him, baffled. The first sight of that river had seemed to set his heart on fire. He became a new-world Hannibal, a Caesar, compelling men and beasts to do what they all knew was impossible until he showed the way, and drove, and led. But he was far from pleased with himself. He had turned morose, almost speechless, kind when spoken to but doling words as if they hurt him: She didnt know why he suffered. She suspected herself of having caused it. She didnt know how.

By night, under the stars, she could see, and even feel the unimportance of herself and of Andrew too, and of the earth and all its ways. Then they were less than microbes in an infinite mystery. It was comforting to feel how small they were. But under the tent they grew larger again. And by day there were no stars by which to measure the absurdity of fear.

Theres an irritating magnetism in the Tibetan wind at high levels. The aneroid registered seventeen thousand feet. The Kunlun Range was in sight whenever a buzz-saw wind worried the horizon clouds sufficiently to give a glimpse of the snow-clad peaks. It was typical Tibetan spring. You couldnt hear yourself shout. That increased the irritation. It was further increased by Bulah Singhs hostile calm  his ominous good behavior  his glowering look of gloating over private information that would presently emerge to everyones discomfort but his own.

Andrew was having hard work to keep his temper with the men. Bompo Tsering resented his concern for the pack animals.

Dont you understand we cant reach Tum-Glain with dead ponies?

Gunnigun, no beating, going too slow. By-um-by coming soldiers, catching us, then

See here! Next time theres a gall or a sore or a whip mark, you lose a days pay. Thats final.

Less cruelty for a while. More miles covered in consequence. But there was no change in Andrews mood. He continued to be too polite to Elsa  too considerate of all her possible needs except the only one that mattered. He revealed of his own inner consciousness nothing. Less than nothing. What he did apparently let slip at odd moments was merely some new phase of the veil that concealed tormented thought. The strain was made almost unbearable by their continuing to sleep together, under doubled blankets. She knew he did it to save her feelings, so that she shouldnt feel demoted. She couldnt refuse for fear of hurting his feelings; he might have thought she no longer trusted him. She didnt believe he believed his own excuse that Bulah Singh might play some trick on her if she were left alone at night. Bulah Singh was under constant observation by never less than two Tibetans, who delighted in watching him because it made themselves feel important. He was behaving discreetly. He had kept himself to himself ever since having been thoroughly snubbed at the river crossing, where Andrew had forbidden him to help or to give orders to anyone. He had been made to wait until the last, to be brought over between Andrew and Bompo Tsering  humiliated, relegated to the category of useless baggage. Since then he rode alone, ate alone, pitched his tent alone, and kept his own unsmiling counsel.

But Bulah Singhs dark glance indicated he had drawn his own conclusions about that two-in-one-tent business. As he doubtless intended, it filled Andrew with glowering anger, knowing that Elsa couldnt fail to understand. Keeping herself tidy and good-looking in spite of difficulties, Elsa was desperately careful not to create the impression that her make-up was to please Andrew. But the Sikhs glance dourly inferred the opposite. She had to cold-cream her skin continually against the searing wind. But she removed the smear whenever possible, to escape Andrews pity  worse, his tolerance. That stuff soon turns to contempt. So she studied her mirror. When each supper-time came she was presentable. By bedtime she was even almost pleased with her own appearance. Andrew would need another excuse than physical distaste for keeping away. But the Sikh could draw his own inferences  or pretend to. He did.

And the strange thing was that Andrew didnt keep away. That was one of the comforting things about him. By candlelight, in the tent, under the blankets, he began to thaw out and become human, giving a little of his confidence, even sometimes speaking first without being questioned, volunteering conversation. When his physical muscles relaxed on the air mattress, his mental strain seemed to let go simultaneously. He never shrank away from her or seemed self-conscious. She got a sensation then that he wasnt so nervously on guard against trap questions. He was trusting her. So she was extra careful, silently rehearsing words before she said them, testing each phrase to be sure it shouldnt sound like an entering wedge.

But except for short moments and trifling details his reserve held, until one night when he sat up suddenly under the candle-lantern listening to the whining yowl of a snow leopard, answered by its mate from not far off. The pair were prowling around the camp, calling to each other, trying to scare loose a sheep or a young yak. But Bompo Tsering was making the rounds. He came and reported the animals all secure, Bulah Singh in his tent, and the watchmen awake. After that the Tibetans kept up a devils clatter of camel bells and tin cans. Someone sang to the yaks to keep them from stampeding. Sleep was impossible. Andrew didnt even lie down again. He sat, elbows on knees, head between his hands, looking dejected. It might be an opportunity. Elsa at last threw caution to the winds and seized it:

Andrew  would it help to talk? Being listened to is sometimes a great help.

He didnt answer. But during the pause she felt no sharp reaction  no sudden retreat into his inner self. She dared again, carefully:

Andrew, its sometimes said that great leaders dont appreciate what they have done. It seems all small to them and disappointing. But I cant believe many of them ever took it as badly as you do.

His reserve broke down a little. But he was captious because she had more than hinted at praise.

Youre not calling me great? he suggested. He laughed dryly, to take the edge off rudeness. I ask just to be sure youre in your right mind.

That gave her the idea. She put spunk into it, and came back at him: Dont flatter yourself. Im trying to point out what a little-minded man you are, in spite of all your bigness in some ways.

What dyou mean?

That was a fair question. He was startled  touched  interested. Elsa cut loose:

Any man I ever heard of, except you, who was big enough to do what youve done, would have been big enough to chest himself, and thank whatever Gods there be, and even brag a little for the sake of his companions. After all, we all believed in you. Thats how and why you got us safely across the Shigatse without losing a man or a load, and only one pony. Youre our hero. Havent we a right to see the leader we trusted look at least a bit proud of himself? Are we nothing? Is it worth nothing that

He interrupted with another of his dry laughs. I get you. Theres a lot in what you say. Yes. I know, Ive been difficult.

Difficult? Youve been ungracious and contemptible. You havent had enough grace to thank your own soul for the privilege of playing the man!

He laughed, not sourly this time. She had touched his humor.

But you dont understand, he retorted lamely.

I know I dont. I wish I did.

Did you never feel your own soul mocking you?

Andrew! How can you ask that question with a straight face? Have you no memory? Or are you pretending to forget, just to be polite?

I guess I know what you mean.

Yes. Indeed you cant help knowing. How long is it since I was hopeless in Darjeeling? If it hadnt been for you and your strong friendship I dont like to think what might have happened.

You dont have to think about it, he answered. It didnt happen.

She had another flash of inspiration. She bit back the retort that almost left her lips. It didnt happen, she said, because I had you to talk to.

He thought that over. Suddenly he said: Is that an invitation?

Yes. Let me do for you perhaps a fraction of what you did for me.

Okay. I accept. If itll make you feel better, Ill tell you whats burning me up. But its for your ears only. And it wont bear contradiction.

I wont contradict. And I promise Ill never tell anyone else in the world.

You wont want to, if you hear me through to a finish.

I will listen, Andrew. I wont interrupt.

You brought this on yourself, remember. I didnt ask you to listen.

I know you didnt. I asked you. Do you want me to sit upright?

No. Lie where you are and keep warm under the blankets. If I bore you, you can fall asleep.

She turned over, away from him, snuggling down so that he couldnt see even the tip of her nose in the candlelight. She felt she couldnt waits for him to begin. But she had to. He sat a long time, listening to the leopards and to the noises the Tibetans made. He seemed unable to force himself to lay bare his thought. But he plunged in suddenly at last:

Ill tell it all. But please dont talk back. There are two reasons why Ill carry on to the end of this job. One is that I passed my word to Tom Grayne. Maybe you dont know it, but Tom happens to be ranking Number One, in Asia, on the U.S. secret list. Tom isnt the kind of man that one lets down.

Did you ever let anyone down?

Did we agree youd listen?

Sorry.

Most people think a Number One secret agents the same as a spy. He isnt. All spies are rats. Every last damned one of them. There isnt a spy in the world, from a cabinet minister or a full-blown general, all the way down to a Wop peepshow guide in Marseilles, who wouldnt sell out his own crowd for his own profit. Never forget that, because its true. The more a big bug uses spies and believes in em the more he himself is corrupt or a stupid fool or both. You can buy anything he knows or thinks he knows from any spy in the world, and you can blackmail it out of any spy-master. Spying and self-respect cant live together under the same scalp. No self-respecting man is a spy. No spy has any self-respect. A spy is a stinker who peeps through keyholes, and pilfers, and betrays, not necessarily for money. Some of em do it for excitement and for the feeling of importance it gives em.

But a Number One secret agent is different, and Tom is head and shoulders above all of em. Tom does no dirty work. His job is to find out what is really going on beneath the surface, beneath the tides of diplomatic bushwa, that might start the Continental armies marching  and perhaps drag America in. Tom is out for the truth thats somewhere down underneath the cowardly treachery and lies of the worlds so-called statesmen and their toadies. I mean the men who make the headlines. Most of the worlds big shots are merely ignorant crooks. Some of em know what theyre lying about. But theyre all unscrupulous. Theyre criminals in fancy dress. There isnt one so-called statesman or diplomat in the whole world whose word of honor is worth more than Bulah Singhs. Some of em can put on a better front, and thats all.

So why is Tom Grayne in Tibet? Nine-tenths of the worlds ruling men dont even know where it is. Tibet cause a world war? Or be a key to world victory? A fine laugh that ud give em. But its the truth. Tibet and Jerusalem are two of the three surprises in store for the stinkers whore running us all into hell.

What is the third one?

Russia.

You mean Communism?

No, I dont. Communism is a mental sickness that will hardly outlast Stalin. But I was talking about Tibet. Tom Grayne has been all winter long in that cave in the side of a cliff in the Kunlun Mountains, to get the lowdown on whats moving below the surface. Being the man he is, I bet he knows more now than anyone else guesses. But he must be tightening his belt. If I can keep our overloaded animals on their feet, theres a chance of our reaching him within a week or ten days.

Andrew, from now on its nothing compared to that river.

Well make it. Well deliver the goods. But what then? Ill tell you. Itll be purely personal, between me and Tom Grayne. No one else in the whole cockeyed world will owe me as much as thank you.

Andrew, what do you mean?

Id take thanks as an insult. Tom Graynes on the level and Ive helped him personally, man to man. Hell turn his information in to a man in Washington whos also on the level, although less so than Tom. By on the level I mean he doesnt try to steer other people or other nations into trouble for his own profit. But from him on downward until it reaches the daily papers, every word that Tom turns in will be used and fouled and perverted by every double-crossing political sharp who believes he sees a chance to enrich himself. Thats the hell of it. Thats why Im bellyaching.

Andrew, arent there any honest politicians?

No. Every last one of them, in every country in the world, is a professional liar, thief, hypocrite, charlatan, crook, double-crosser  in plain words, a phony. An honest man couldnt last a week in any important political job. If he were even half honest, he wouldnt accept the job in the first place.

How about your national hero Abraham Lincoln?

He was shot for trying to be honest. Lincoln came mighty close to being an exception. He was honest with himself, which is more than half the fight. I learned my stuff straight from him. It was Lincolns own statement that you cant be honest and remain a politician, that first set me off thinking about it.

But, Andrew, youre not in politics.

You bet Im not. Id give my life, right now, this minute, to be done in by any torture anyone can think of, if I could make my blessed idiotic country wake up to what politics are  if I could make em look  think  understand that politics has landed all the swine on top and all the decent men and women underneath.

Andrew, how terrible you make it sound.

It isnt terrible. Its sickening. It gives me a bellyache. I get no pleasure out of knowing that every lick of work I do on this expedition will be turned to some rotten purpose by a conceited liar in Washington, or Whitehall, or Paris  Berlin  Rome  the Hague.

Arent you glad to be blocking the Japanese?

Theyre no worse than we are. I f thats a compliment, theyre welcome to it. We  I mean the rest of the world  taught em all they know about lip-service to ideals along with practical treachery, cruelty, robbery, lechery and every crime there is. I expect you dont get my point. The trouble with me is, that Im fed up. I have absolutely no respect for anyone, from king or president, pope or labor leader, down to the ten-year-old Wop doing the goosestep like a monkey in one of Mussolinis uniforms  who tries to gain his own ends by lying propaganda and force or threat of force. Ive no more use for the rotters who toady to dictators and praise them, than I have for the dictators and political bosses themselves.

He paused for a moment or two, as if reviewing what he had said. Then suddenly:

My country tis of thee! O God! If I could make my beloved country wake up and look at itself! If I could make it only try to be the land it brags of being! But how? God damn it, who can make it wake up  with all those scoundrels drugging it to sleep? If I were a Shakespeare or a Milton, theyd use my words to prove the opposite of what I mean!

He couldnt stand it any longer. He crawled out of the tent and made a round of inspection with his flashlight. Bompo Tsering begged him not to shoot the snow leopards, saying they were undoubtedly the souls of greedy lamas who had charged high fees for blessings:

Their must living this way too long, then by-um-by, come nother life, their being then maybe beginning way up once more.

Okay. They shall have a life on you. You get the point? If they kill a pony or a sheep, you pay for it!

No, no! No, no! That not being

Then watch carefully! Keep your snow-white lama-leopards out of camp.

The cold, still night air was making Andrew feel better, or perhaps he had worked something out of his system. He passed by Bulah Singhs tent, making sure that Bulah Singhs mule was properly blanketed and tied so that the leopards couldnt scare him loose. Bulah Singh was awake, seated in the tent opening on a packing case, in Andrews spare overcoat, smoking a pipe he had borrowed from Bompo Tsering. Andrew passed him the time of night:

Have you enough tobacco-matches?

Yes, thanks. Its a fine night, isnt it?

Bulah Singh could make a very ordinary statement sound like treason. Andrew stood sniffing the frosty air, eyeing the moon, feeling the weather.

Yes, he answered. Fine now. Therell be a storm tomorrow. Well start early. Turn in and get some sleep.

He passed along, not even trying to hear what Bulah Singh muttered. But before he crawled back into the tent, where he thought Elsa was asleep, she lay so still, he watched the Sikh for half a minute, still seated facing the moon. He had an idea it would be a good thing to know what the Sikh was thinking about. He hesitated  almost returned to talk to him. It was Elsa who changed his mind:

Dont, Andrew! Dont! I can read your thought! If the men should see you talking to Bulah Singh theyd think youve forgiven him! It might be fatal! It might give him a chance to win them over to some

Andrews bulk blotted out the moonlight as he crawled into the tent.

Im hoping, he said, rather against hope, that Bulah Singh will escape. Ive even thought of putting a supply of food where he can steal it. I know he has money.


CHAPTER 42

The tent flap closed behind him. So you can read my thought? He sounded difficult again  on guard  irritated. Elsa wished with all her heart she hadnt spoken. Now she must answer. She was tempted to lie  decided not to  spoke calmly:

I could. At that moment, I couldnt help it. You see, Andrew, youve been trying to help me to understand you. Then you thought about me in connection with Bulah Singh. And he thought about both of us. It produced a condition.

Condition, eh? What was he thinking about? Could you tell that?

Andrew was kneeling, facing the candle-lantern. He tried to see her face. He couldnt. Elsa waited until he had rolled in under the blankets before she answered:

Bulah Singh hasnt let up on me once, for one single waking moment, since we left the magicians village.

How dyou mean  let up on you?

He projects the image of himself, continually, so that hes always in front of my mind, between me and what I wish to think about.

Oh well, all right, that settles it. I darent give that buzzard a weapon. Hed use it to kill me. So he shall go without. At daybreak he gets rations for himself and his mule  and marching orders.

Andrew, must you? It might be a mistake. And it wouldnt affect the mental tricks he could play. A few miles makes no difference.

No. I suppose not. But

Nor a few hundred miles.

Can you shake it off? Cant you refuse to see it?

I dont have to. If I let it stay, and just think higher, it makes him defeat his own purpose.

I dont understand.

May I try to explain?

Shoot. Im listening.

Bulah Singhs purpose is to compel me to do all my thinking with him in mind. Something like the way a nun in a convent should do all her thinking with her special saint in mind  only that the nun should act voluntarily, whereas Id be forced. That way he would gradually get control of my thought  altogether qualify it  so that in the end  and it wouldnt be long  Id be hypnotized, like Du Mauriers Trilby.

Andrew growled disgustedly: Thats how all the propagandist  priest  politicians do their dirty work! You dont feel its getting you?

It could get her  it could wear her down, unless Andrew would help. But she was afraid to confess weakness, so she spoke more confidently than she felt: I was shown at Gombarias how not to let it. But Bulah Singh believes his will is conquering mine, so that hell be able to dictate my thought and make me obey his will when the convenient moment comes.

God damn him and his moments! Andrew sat up again, elbow on knees. Sorry, he said. I didnt mean to interrupt. Go ahead. Talk.

A flurry of night wind blew the tent flap. Andrew reached for the flap, secured it and lay down again. Elsa waited at least another minute before she asked: Cant you yourself see him now?

He surprised her by answering without noticeable change in his voice. I guess Im beginning to see what you see.

Is he the way he was when you last saw him, a few minutes ago?

No. He has moved. Its like a glimpse through binoculars  close up.

Are you sure its not just memory?

Memory, hell! Its one of those damned vision things, like a waking dream, only more vivid. Hes moving. Then sharply: It isnt you doing it?

Indeed it isnt.

Its damned strange, said Andrew. Dyou know he laughed apologetically. She had never heard him do that before. He sounded guilty of something: Its like when youre in love and the beloveds face keeps coming between you and what youre trying to read or write or think about.

For a moment that almost stunned her, not like being hit, like having cold darkness descend suddenly. She had to fight it off. She had to remember Andrew wasnt her lover. She had no right to demand he shouldnt be some other womans. But for a numbed heartbeat it leadened the whole universe, until suddenly he spoke again and she knew he wasnt thinking of any woman. God damn his impudence! Is that murdering swine trying to make me like him?

That gave her a chance to recover and to resume the conversation where it left off: Andrew, Im simply praying for the right words. So will you help me by trying hard to understand?

Sure. You tell it. Ill try to get you.

Bulah Singh knows he cant possibly make you like him. The only way he can control you is to make you angry. Ordinary methods fail. So hes sending you homosexual suggestions.

Well, Ill be damned! Are you serious? You mean he thinks hell get to first base with that stuff?

You see, he knows what will irritate you. You do notice a change in your attitude toward him?

Id like to shoot him.

You wont  will you?

I dont know why not.

You do feel an urge to act violently?

Silence.

Hate him?

Again silence. Andrew was playing fair, listening with inner ears, checking up as he went along, rejecting nothing, doing his best to understand. Ive noticed this, he conceded after a few moments, I have been getting curious to know what hes thinking about.

Andrew, if he can get you curious enough, and make you hate him at the same time, hell be able to make you make the mistake hes counting on, at the moment that hes waiting for.

Do you think you know what hes counting on?

No. I cant read him that deeply  partly because Im afraid to look. He has a mind like an octopus. But its something soon  thats coming. I dont quite know myself what I mean by that, but theres a suggestion of movement toward you and me  something coming.

God Almighty! I wish this vague stuff didnt go to my fists! It makes me want to get out there and

Andrew, thats just what Bulah Singh wants. He knows you wont kill him. I think he wants you to give him provisions and drive him out of camp.

But why on earth

Ive told you. I dont know why  except that of course he knows he cant escape unless you let him. He wants to get away  in order to turn on you  probably to kill you.

It beats me how he expects to go about it.

Andrew, I think he has learned something secret from you and me since we left the magicians village.

He cant have. I havent shared a thought with him! I havent spoken to him more than bare civilities.

Neither have I. But its something he learned from us. He doesnt know anything about superconsciousness  or I think he doesnt.

Neither do I.

Oh yes you do, Andrew. But he doesnt. Subconsciousness is his field. He is rather expert.

Hes a charlatan.

But rather expert.

Have it your own way.

Andrew, the subconsciousness is like a dark ocean, in which all the knowledge and experience of the entire human race is stored. It can be read by anyone who knows how. It can be made stormy, too, by people who know how. But normally its like a pool of ink. Then, sometimes, it reflects superconsciousness. Thats how secrets get out.

Andrew set his teeth. He retorted irritably: But for Gods sake, if you and I dont know a secret in the first place, how in hell can Bulah Singh learn it from us?

Andrew, I want to tell you what I know, so that you can add to it what you know and so keep out of danger.

He checked a retort, remembering his own experience in Gombarias monastery, when vision after vision appeared before his eyes. Now, again, he could see Bulah Singh, seated in the opening of his tent, facing the moon, smoking, looking pleased with some dark thought.

Yes, please, lets hear it, he said after a moment. After a longer pause Elsa found she couldnt say it lying down. She sat up beside him:

Subconsciousness mostly subsists of itself  of and for itself. Its what Jesus called a liar and the father of it. But sometimes it reflects the superconsciousness, the way the surface of an asphalt lake might reflect the moon or lightning. So the dark magicians receive warning that something new is stirring in the higher consciousness of someone else. Andrew, thats how real spying is done. It sounds so utterly absurd to conservative-minded people, that they never even suspect what really happens.

Andrew laughed resignedly: I dont say I believe. Help thou mine unbelief. Try again.

Dont try to accept it too literally  I mean about the reflection in the pool and

Okay. Each makes his own picture, I guess  and there are no words.

But do you feel youre beginning to understand?

Im listening, anyhow. But make it snappy. Weve got to get a move on before daybreak, sos to cover as many miles as possible before the weather stops us.

Andrew, how dyou know therell be a storm?

He thought that over a moment. Then he laughed. Bulls-eye! I read it in the New York Times.  I get you. You mean: I read it in the subconscious?

Yes. A spark of superconsciousness  a flash of intuition from your own soul  warned you to look. Is there any sign of a storm?

No, there isnt. Not even the aneroid  yet. All the same, therell be one, and the pack animals know it.

Of course they know. Animals are always watching the subconscious, where all their instinctive knowledge comes from. They read the subconscious quicker than almost any humans can. But the black magicians read it with more skill.

Easy! Youll be snarled in a minute. Are you trying to kid me that Bulah Singh, and the black magicians, and all the political hypnotists and public liars in the world are at the same stage of evolution with ponies and yaks?

Of course not. As long as were alive, we all exist in the ocean of subconsciousness. But its consciousness that marks our stage of evolution. Is your consciousness the same as Hitlers or Bulah Singhs or a Chicago gangsters? The consciousness is measurable by its relative receptivity to superconsciousness. The more soul, the higher the evolution. The less soul, the lower. That is the measure of real intelligence. Any person who denies the souls existence, simply denies his own being, thats all. It has nothing whatever to do with brains or mere cleverness. A person could know everything, and command armies, or be a superscientist and discover wonderful things without having a spark of real intelligence. If real intelligence were a function of the physical brain, or if true genius were related to the subconscious, youd have to call Judas Iscariot and Pontius Pilate more intelligent than Jesus: Hitler more intelligent than Thomas Mann or Einstein: Mussolini more intelligent than Toscanini. People like Hitler and Bulah Singh and old Lung-gom-pa are stone blind to the direct light of superconsciousness. But they can see it indirectly on the subconscious mirror. And theyre alert. Theyre clever. Not intelligent-clever, like the war lords who convert dye into poison gas.

Andrew snorted: Like the holy Joes who convert religion, and the shysters who convert the law into a shame and a byword! Like the lick-spit flunky scientists who yes Stalin and Hitler! He was hardly aware he had spoken. Elsa waited for him to say more, but he didnt.

Whenever someone receives a gleam of superconsciousness, it is reflected, something like moonlight, on the surface of the universal subconscious pool. There the haters perceive it, indirectly. The receivers of the superconscious light, who dont understand, because its new, become like the Three Magi in the Bible story. They have faith, and they follow the light. But the lovers of subconsciousness become like Herod, in the same story. They hate the light. They start massacres  war  to prevent the coming of superconsciousness that they know instinctively, will utterly destroy their kingdoms.  Have I made that clear?

Gosh! he answered, if its true, it would explain why

No, Andrew, it only hints, and suggests. It doesnt explain. It cant be phrased dogmatically. It cant be materialized on a basis of profit and loss. Only the definition-mongers, the splitters of hairs, the materialists  the criminals  and the people who believe that death is the end of everything  can fool themselves into believing they can explain it.

Well, see here. If you cant explain it to me, whats the use of

Listen, Andrew. You and I have touched superconsciousness. It touched us.

You mean you did. It touched you. I dont even know what it is.

The bright light, that will take care of us at the proper moment, lighted our subconsciousness and let the watchers

Who dyou mean  watchers?

Bulah Singh, for instance. Also others  lots of others.

Okay. Lets keep it personal. You say it let Bulah Singh

It let him read something that our subconsciousness reflected from superconsciousness. There, is that clear?

Ill be damned if it is. Why couldnt we read it?

I believe I can read it, she answered. But I cant believe it. Or Id rather put it this way. I know I couldnt possibly make you believe it. You would think me crazy. So Im afraid to tell you.

I wish you would tell. I guarantee one thing: even if I dont understand, Ill know youre trying to tell the truth.

Andrew, you can be wonderfully comforting at unexpected moments!

What do you think you can see?

Lobsang Pun!

You mean

I mean just that, and nothing else. Were near him.

You mean physically near?

Yes.

Youre not talking about his projected image?

I am talking about Lobsang Pun, coming toward us  now  near.

It cant be, he answered. Weve made a wider circuit around Lhasa than we should have, hoping to pick up news of him. But its no go. Ive figured it out. If hes on the lam and they havent caught him, he must be scores of miles away  perhaps hundreds  perhaps headed toward India.

Elsa insisted: I can see Lobsang Pun! Andrew! He doesnt want to be seen. You and I mustnt recognize him! Look! Look!

I cant see a thing!

That was a plain message!

What was?

He put a finger to his lips. He shook his head. Were not to recognize him!

When?

When we meet  soon  I think very soon.

Hell, are you and I going crazy? Well, all right  if we do meet him, that should be simple enough.

Andrew, theres a big price on Lobsang Puns head!

I know there is.

Bulah Singh knows it! And Bulah Singh knows we are very soon going to meet Lobsang Pun!

Are you really sure he knows?

Yes.

Ill go the rounds again. Ill soon find out.

Andrew  better not speak to him. Isnt it better to let Bulah Singh believe we dont suspect him?

Maybe youre right. Ill go and talk to the men. Just a second while I look at the time. Thought so. Well be breaking camp by lantern light, in two hours. Do you think you can get two hours sleep? Youre going to need it.

Andrew, after all those days of grumpiness, youve been so kind again all at once, that I could do anything! I feel like singing! But  yes  I can sleep  I know I can.

Good. You dont have to worry. I wont talk to Bulah Singh. Ill try not to wake you when I come back. Good night.


CHAPTER 43

The storm turned up about an hour late. Soon the snow began drifting like waves on a wild sea. Sheep cant tackle that stuff. The overloaded yaks and ponies couldnt carry the sheep; so Andrew and the Tibetans had to do it, wherever the sheep couldnt follow the ponies through the drifts. They hadnt made more than two miles by noon. Then Bompo Tsering was for calling a halt. But there would be less snow on the wind-swept ledges, and the ledges wouldnt come, one had to go to them; so Andrew had his own way about carrying on for a couple more hours. But then suddenly Bompo Tsering, who was leading, said they were surrounded by dugpas. The column halted. Elsa rode her pony in the way of Bulah Singhs to prevent the Sikh from crowding forward. Andrew showed Bompo Tsering his automatic and the head-man agreed, as every Tibetan does, that an automatic pistol is excellent magic. But he said he had never seen a dead dugpa. He suggested that a bullet could go straight through a dugpas heart without hurting him. Dugpas, he said, could make a lot of trouble by making the animals go lame, even if they didnt do worse things. He said the wise course was to bivouac and say plenty of prayers. He pulled the prayer wheel out of his bokkus and spun it furiously.

So Andrew showed him the aneroid in its neat leather case and said it was an infallible protection against all sorts of devils. He even told him the names of the master magicians who made it  showed him their names on the face of the dial  pronounced them for him. Bompo Tsering admitted that Negretti and Zambra sounded wonderful. But he stuck to his prayer wheel. He smiled courteously. And then he demonstrated beyond any doubt in his own mind that Andrew was a silly foreign devil who didnt know what he was talking about.

Gunnigun, he said, your talking too much. Now your looking. There being too many dugpas. Not going away. Keeping on coming.

He was right. And they did look like ghosts. The whirling snow was black against the sky, shot through and through with lurid gray where the wind tore gaps that let dim light through. The ghosts approached from the moaning gloom of that storm, led by a tall one who rode the ghost of a pony. The others staggered behind him, on foot. Andrew went out to meet them. Bompo Tsering ordered a bivouac the second his back was turned and then ran to help two of the men who were at grips with Bulah Singh. The Sikh had tried to plunge past Elsa through a snowdrift. Elsa cried aloud for help. They seized the Sikhs reins and off-saddled him, so that he lay on his back looking upward, full of anger but  as concerned dignity  lost. Elsa followed Andrew and drew rein beside him.

I think Bulah Singh knows who is coming, she said. He tried to snatch my automatic and go over to them. But Bompo Tsering is loyal.

Hes what he calls loyal, said Andrew.

There were thirteen ghosts, twelve of them walking. They all looked like Tibetans. They all looked half dead, famished, including the pony ridden by their leader. Andrew and Elsa waited for them in the lee of a gray rock, where the drift was shallow and it was easier to speak. The leader got off his pony because Bompo Tsering shouted to him to do it or be pulled off. He was dressed like a nobleman, full of assured self-importance. But he had none of the take-it-for-granted authority that clings, even in adversity, like an invisible skin to a man of real breeding. If he had had, Bompo Tsering would never have dared to tell him to mind his manners. In a voice as hoarse as a frogs, he demanded Andrews name.

Elsa whispered: Bad accent! Careful!

So instead of telling his name, Andrew let him see the butt of an automatic and asked what he wanted. He was pretty arrogant about demanding food at once, but that might have been due to hunger; empty stomachs arent always polite. He ordered his ragged followers to keep their distance as if they were dirt. They obeyed him  one especially  without a trace of enthusiasm. Andrew kept an eye on that one man; he seemed neither to resent the leaders ill manners nor to care about him one way or the other; he looked as ugly as the devil  a big man in peasants clothing.

Andrew spoke under his breath: Theyre a bum-looking lot.

Elsa answered: They are those we saw coming!

You mean, you saw coming! You watch em while I do the honors.

It seldom pays to cut the ceremonial in Tibet. Andrew knew the routine phrases. He and the insolent leader expressed the customary happiness at meeting each other. Meanwhile Bompo Tsering and his men made themselves polite to the others and found out all about their weapons. Then they set to pitching a bivouac, making a lean-to of spread-out tents in no time. They had saved plenty of yak-dung fuel; and the conditions are hardly imaginable in which Tibetans cant make tea, salted and greasy with rancid butter. There was a yaks leg, tolerably rotten and therefore easy to eat. One doesnt have to worry about bad meat at that altitude; lucky to get what you get. Bompo Tsering whispered to Elsa, and she told Andrew how many automatics, how many revolvers.

Andrew played host with his back to the lean-to and Elsa beside him. Before long the strangers were all doing their duty by hunks of yak meat and barley bread. They guzzled, as if they hadnt eaten for days. There was one man who kept the lower part of his face covered, except when he thought Andrew wasnt looking. He avoided Andrew. He had very intelligent eyes, but they looked barren, as if even evil would not ripen in the thought behind them. It would windfall, rotten from within. Twice Andrew spotted him reading signals from Bulah Singh, who was at pains, when he thought Andrew wasnt looking, to reveal that he had been deprived of his weapons.

Again Andrew whispered to Elsa, if one could call it a whisper that pierces a Tibetan wind:

That big bozo, who keeps himself to himself at the far end?

Andrew, you know! Remember: dont recognize him!

He thought that over, watching his guests, especially their leader. He disliked the man, despised him. Presently he opened a can of salmon and set it down between himself and Elsa. The leader perked up like an ape at sight of a banana. There were only two who took no notice: the big man at the far end and another who sat next to him. The big ugly man had a long rosary under his coat and kept flicking the beads. The man beside him appeared to be dying. A Tibetan, like a camel, when he decides to die, does it. He chooses almost any old place for the job. The big ugly man appeared to know his friend wanted to die and to be bawling him out. The storm was making too much noise to hear what he said, but it looked as if the other man didnt dare to answer back. The dying man didnt eat, he only sipped tea.

Andrew whispered to Elsa: If thats your fat friend, cant he recognize you?

Elsa didnt speak. She didnt know what to answer.

The ape-faced leader, seated near Andrew, gorged himself, said nothing, and kept staring at the opened tin of salmon. He didnt eat like a nobleman, nor behave like one in any other way. He seemed much too conscious of the fine texture of the beautiful black clothing that he wore under his fur-lined coat. He was dressed like a High Lama. A genuine Tibetan lama might have made things rather awkward. But he wasnt genuine. And he was lost. He hadnt the slightest idea where he was. He wanted to be told without having to ask. Andrew didnt tell him. Meanwhile, he kept greedily eyeing that opened can of salmon. Presently Andrew nudged Elsa to follow and went out to look at the storm, taking the salmon with him.

It was a blisterer, growing worse. There was nothing for it but to stay where they were, even at the risk of running short of fodder for the animals. The ponies were on full rations, but now there was an extra pony to feed, and it wasnt strong enough to carry a full load.

This doesnt look too good, said Andrew. Several of those men are well armed. Theyve all got automatics, excepting the two at the far end. One of those two is dying. The other is

Elsa interrupted: Dont name him! Dont breathe his name!

All right, all right! But get the hang of this. Their leaders a phony. Hes a false front.

He isnt a real lama, said Elsa. He cant be. But hes wearing the clothes of a very important one.

The important man, said Andrew, is the fellow who keeps his face half covered. I know who he is. But I dont want him to know I recognize him.

Then dont breathe his name, either. Thoughts escape, Andrew. Give them a name and they go leaping from one to another.

Right. Mums the word. Our business  yours and mine  is to keep that man and Bulah Singh from joining up to bump me off and grab you and our supplies. Ive noticed eyes on you. Youre loot. Elsa didnt feel like loot. She felt tremendously excited. But it was no time to argue the point. We can trust Bompo Tsering, she said.

Up to his limit, we can. But what is his limit? We need friends. Ill make a bid right now.

Andrew signaled. Bompo Tsering noticed it after the second or third attempt and came out.

Tell that big ugly old man at the far end I want to talk to him. Ask him to come out here.

Bompo Tsering didnt like doing it. His superstition stiffened. He put up quite an argument, shouting into Andrews ear against the storm. He said it was very unwise to talk to mysterious strangers, who might turn out to be bandits, or perhaps Chinese soldiers in disguise, which would be even worse. Then, as if to change the subject, or else fishing for a bribe:

What your soon now doing with that salmon, Gunnigun? Your not wanting, my wanting too much!

Andrew playfully missed him with a right hook. He obeyed then, sticking out his tongue by way of gratitude, too well knowing how that fist could hurt when Andrew aimed it straight.

Andrew, what is your idea?

Ill give your man a chance to admit who he is. Watch him.

It was worth watching. Ugly-face showed no surprise; he merely shoved his dying friend into a more comfortable position, tucked his rosary under his coat and got up, as self-possessed as a bishop. He had to pass in front of the entire party. The leader made angry gestures and ordered him back to his place. Ugly-face walked past him with the humility of a monarch doing penance with peas in his boots. The leader struck him. He took no more notice of that than he did of the wind. He came and stood in front of Andrew with his back to his own party, ignoring Elsa as if she didnt exist. He waited for Andrew to speak first.

Andrew didnt like to stare at him too hard. Of course, he could be a Tibetan, though he had never seen one who resembled him. He was big and big- bellied. The shape of his head was something like an owls, and he had a nose not unlike an owls beak, which is something rare in that part of the world. He looked to be more than sixty years old, but strong and healthy. He was the only one of that party who didnt seem to have suffered much from the privation that had weakened the others.

Instead of speaking Andrew handed him an automatic and some reloads. He made no comment. He simply buttoned the pistol inside his overcoat and stowed the reloads in his bokkus. Then Andrew handed him the can of salmon with as much courtesy as could be managed in the lee of a rock in a ninety-mile gale. He understood perfectly. The whorls of wrinkles on his leathery face danced with merriment, although his mouth didnt move. He drank the half-frozen liquid out of the can and saved the salmon for later, glancing sideways at the phony high lama and then, at last, blinking at Elsa. He seemed to look right through her to the thought beneath. Then his lips moved.

Tum-Glain! he said suddenly. Elsa! Then he turned and walked back to his dying friend. There he sat down and ate the salmon, using finger and thumb, reminiscently, as if recalling bygone better days.

He recognizes you all right, said Andrew.

Of course he does! Andrew, he isnt a fighting man. Why did you give him that automatic?

You saw him accept it, didnt you? Dyou know a better way to explain Im his friend without arguing about it? Do you feel any clairvoyant communication from him?

No, Andrew, none. Not any  not even a trace  all flat calm.

If hes the man you think he is, theres a price on his head. Hes a prisoner, for sale, worth more alive than dead. If they can avoid it they wont murder him. So, if hes on our side, and secretly armed, that gives us a double edge. But this isnt going to be as simple as all that. No fighting, I think. Do you see whats happening? Bulah Singhs already in a whispering deal with the real leader  that man who keeps his face half covered. Jesus! If I have to

But he didnt have to force a show-down at the moment. Bulah Singh spotted his intention and crawled away to watch two of Andrews men pitching his tent. So Andrew bided his time. He ordered Bompo Tsering to pull the covers off two yakloads and make a separate shelter for the man who was dying. That made the phony lama furious. He faced the storm and came out to pick a quarrel about it, demanding in coarse vernacular:

Why did you give that good foreign food to my menial, instead of to me? Why do you pitch for him a separate shelter, instead of for me?

Elsa stood by to interpret. Tell him, said Andrew, I supposed hed prefer whiskey.

Then he knew for a positive fact that the man was a fraud. The phony lama shook his head. But his eyes gave him away. He wanted whiskey. He craved it. Now he knew there was some to be had, he intended to get it. He returned to his place, where he listened with very obvious resentment to remarks from the man who kept the lower part of his face covered. Andrew was adding fact to fact, beginning to feel he could command the situation. He said so to Elsa.

But its a case of rule or ruin. They believe theyve got me belly upward on the half-shell. They think they can take over whenever they please.

After he had got the bivouac to rights, and had fed the animals, he went and helped Bompo Tsering carry the dying man into the tent he had made from two yakload covers. They were very careful to submit the man to no indignities. As Bompo Tsering remarked; a dying man is very near to the spirits of the other world, and who knows what those spirits might do to anyone who is careless? But Andrew did get a look at the mans shirt. It was silk. And he saw the skin of his neck, where the weather hadnt touched it and the Tibetan dirt hadnt stuck. He was as clean as Old Ugly-face, who was as clean as the wind. And he had the same well-bred air of taking privilege for granted. He was too busy dying to pay much attention to Andrew, but he fetched up a smile from somewhere along with a little blood, and he murmured a blessing, moving his right hand. No menial would have dared to do that.

Then what Andrew hoped would happen, did. Old Ugly-face came and crawled under the same shelter with the dying man. For the time being he left them there alone. He went and unpacked a bottle of whiskey and rationed it out in teacups. Divided up, there wasnt enough to make even a chicken drunk, but it was a friendly gesture, and it gave the phony lama a grand chance to demonstrate phony virtue. He refused the little metal cup when it was handed to him. He spun his prayer wheel and made a grimace expressing pious horror. But when the others curled up, all close together under the blankets that Andrew had served out, he leaned closer to Andrew and seemed to hesitate. One could almost hear him thinking whiskey. Andrew encouraged him:

Your Eminence knows best. But is it sinful to take medicine?

He couldnt fall from grace mannerly. He was too full of fear for his self-importance  too inexperienced in the art of saving face. His was the Teutonic style. He felt the need to insult Andrew before letting down his ill-fitting mask of righteousness.

You are a mean host, he retorted. You have saved an extra drink for yourself by offering one to me when those rhagbyas were looking and you knew I couldnt accept it.

Andrew told Elsa about it a few minutes later: No one but a louse would have called his own gang ragyabas. You can generally get a good line on a man by noticing the epithets he uses. But I let him go on talking. Presently he said: A giver should be generous, or else give nothing. No doubt when those ignorant fellows are asleep you will open another bottle. A little medicine is not much good. There should be plenty: So I asked for his blessing.

Did he give it?

Yes, grudgingly.

A genuine High Lamas blessing should sound like echoed organ music from beyond the veil that separates the living and the dead.

I know it should. I know High Tibetan better than that man does. Believe that or not, as you please. His sounded like mumbling to hide ignorance. I told him Id look for another bottle, and as soon as he thought my back was turned he grabbed the tot he had refused and swallowed it in one gulp. So weve got his number. We dont have to bother about him.

Andrew, do you intend you and me to go on sharing this one tent?

Yes.

I was thinking about

I know. But this is no time to change. And dont lets waste time. Lets do some scouting. Come on. I may need you to interpret.

They struggled against the wind to the lee of the makeshift tent where Ugly-face was keeping his dying friend company. For several minutes they couldnt hear because of the storm. But it was springtime; the wind changed with a sudden blast like high explosive, and as suddenly died. Then the snow fell softly in huge flakes that felt warm and comforting. There was a mystic silence, and presently they heard the sonorous voice of Old Ugly-face.

His friend is already dead, Elsa whispered. He is reciting from the Bardo Thodol.

Whats that?

Oh nobly born, that which is called death being come to thee now, resolve thus: O this now is the hour of death ... Its the Book of the Dead. He is instructing the spirit of the dead man how to behave, and what thoughts to cling to, on the plane of existence beyond the Veil on which he is now awakening. Andrew, not ten other men in the world know the Book of the Dead by heart.

Belly and brains and beauty, hes the real thing, eh?

Andrew-please! Until he gives permission, dont let anyone guess that you know who he is!

I dont know. I dont believe it yet. Come back to our tent.

It was still snowing heavily. When they reached the tent, someone came out of it on hands and knees. Catching sight of them through the curtain of snow he got up and ran, but he wasnt quite quick enough. Andrew grabbed a steel tent-peg and threw it. When he picked up the peg a moment later there was blood on it  not much, but enough; thered be no hiding the wound. He stuck the peg into his belt, since it might serve as a weapon and save killing someone.

This should bring things to a head, he remarked to Elsa. Its a case of act now or theyll get me before daylight. Look in the tent. See if anythings missing, while I get things going.

He called Bompo Tsering and set a guard around the tent  four men. Then he listened patiently while Bompo Tsering told him that Bulah Singh had been trying to beg a weapon from the man who kept his face covered.

But their talking English, too fast. My not understanding.

Andrew feigned indifference. It would be stupid, he said, to try to learn too much all at once. How much have they learned about us?

Nothing, Gunnigun! Nothing! Our telling nothing!

But Bulah Singh  ?

Yes, yes, his surely telling too much.

What do you make of the man that Bulah Singhs been talking to?

Bompo Tsering retreated toward his mental funk hole: Uh  uh! My not knowing. Him not being Tibetan.

What about their leader  that lama who rode the pony?

Gunnigun, why your asking my such questions? Why not

Never mind. Do you know who the big man is, that we made a special tent for  him with the dying friend?

Bompo Tsering backed into his funk hole and mentally vanished: Uh-uh! Uh- uh! Uh-uh! No, no! My not knowing him! No, no!

Elsa almost thrust herself between them: Andrew, dont ask! Please dont!

Okay. Strangely, he didnt sound irritated. Uppermost was that kind of hunters patience that appeared when he carved wood or, as now, when he played with his life in his hand. Anything missing? he asked.

Yes. Your little steel lock-box.

She had been almost afraid to tell him, but he didnt seem disturbed by the news. Staring through the snow, thinking, it was nearly a minute before he answered: It was empty. I expected theyd go for it. Ill get it back. But theres something else needs doing first. While Im gone, you sit here in the mouth of the tent, and shoot to kill anyone who starts anything. Get me?

Yes, Andrew.

I dont think therell be any shooting.

Neither do I.

But if there is any, its likely to start soon. If so, shoot first at the phony lama, Bulah Singh and there was a name on his lips, but he didnt say it the man who walks on corpses.

She knew instantly what he meant. It exactly described the walk of the man who kept his face half covered and looked over the top of a muffler with vicious eyes.

Andrew continued: But I guess youll be safe enough with four men on guard. Just sit here until I come back.

He unpacked a small bottle of rye and stuck it in his pocket. Then he and Bompo Tsering crossed the bivouac to where the phony lama sat alone by a scrap of yak-dung fire. His men were cuddled up together, like tired ponies, asleep. Andrew would have sat down beside him, but the fool wouldnt permit it. He screamed like a parrot  tried to overawe Andrew  accused him of being a Russian  told him he had no business in Tibet  threatened to make things very hot for him indeed unless  

He paused, rather artfully building suspense and glancing around for an audience. But his men were asleep or indifferent. Andrew prompted him: Unless what?

Unless you make yourself useful to me.

Having Bompo Tsering to interpret was a great advantage. Andrew always found it difficult to pretend fear where he felt none, whereas Bompo Tserings quite genuine terror kept the charlatan lama well blinded by self-esteem. The rye whiskey helped: Andrew gave him a stiff drink. But even so, it was fifteen minutes, and pitch dark, before Andrew had coaxed him to tell what he really wanted. He whispered it, pulling Andrews overcoat to make him bend down, and belching in Andrews ear.

He hardly guessed after that what happened. There was Andrews knee in his stomach and a grip on his throat that choked his parrot-scream. Force of example was all that Bompo Tsering ever did need. In a second, the lama was down on his back beneath two men, being searched; and that was done so thoroughly that he felt even his secrets being torn apart along with his underwear. He wasnt even allowed to lie still; they kept him rolling to keep his mind occupied as treasure after treasure found its way into Bompo Tserings copious bokkus. The phony lamas men, exhausted and now full-bellied, didnt know what was happening; or if they did know, they ignored it. Sounds were deadened by the snow. Andrew prolonged the business for the sake of Bompo Tserings morale. He let his victim sit up. He showed him his Mauser, unloaded it, drew the slide, struck it with the steel tent-peg, broke it, then he handed it back

No one, he remarked, will know its broken unless you tell em.

Bompo Tsering translated. And then someone did move in the dark at the back of the lean-to. Bompo Tsering clucked a warning.

Andrew moved away from the dim firelight. He stepped sideways. Suddenly he sprang. He landed fist first on Bulah Singh  knew it by the Sikhs growl of anger, and by his smell. There was a real fight this time. Bulah Singh was no weakling. Even though his feet were still in bandages, he fought like a leopard. But it was less than thirty seconds before Andrews forearm crushed his throat and he had to lie still and be searched.

Two Mausers. Four clips of cartridges.

Got to hand it to you, said Andrew. Come out in the open.

Bulah Singh got up and obeyed, awkwardly, because he was hurt and the snow balled badly on his bandaged feet. But slowness gave him time to think, and he kept on thinking when Andrew stopped and framed him with a flashlight, examining his face in the lee of a big rock.

No bruise  no wound  no blood. So it wasnt you I hit with a tent-peg.

Damn you, Gunning, youre in such a blue funk that you would kill your own mother on suspicion! Dont you realize that by taking two Mausers away from those men I have reduced your enemies by two?

Andrew laughed. You have now, he answered, now. Mausers are the easiest to break of all automatics. He unloaded them, drew the slides and smashed them one against the other. Then he gave them back: You may have em. He repeated what he had said to the lama. No onell know theyre broken unless you try to use em. No one will know who stole unless you show em.

You are a fool, the Sikh answered, but he accepted the broken Mausers. You are also a criminal, destroying weapons at a time like this! You need a friend. Have you lost your senses? Why else should you make  an enemy of me? Do you know who these people are?

Andrew turned the question back on him: Do you know?

I think you dont know, the Sikh retorted. If you wish, you may come to my tent and find out. I will tell you  on terms  on reasonable terms.

Andrew let him go. He returned to Elsa, carefully arranging the lantern inside the tent so as to spoil anyones aim, before sitting down to eat the barley bread and canned stuff she had opened. There was tea, too; Bompo Tsering had seen to that. Elsa, aware that men like Andrew and Tom Grayne love to spring their own announcements, said very little and asked no questions until Andrew had eaten and at last broke silence:

Any spirit message from your fat friend?

No, Andrew.

Does it make you sore when I speak of him that way?

Yes.

I wont do it again.

Thank you.

Something had happened. Elsa didnt know what. It was something that had changed the relation between them. Something inexpressible in words that, nevertheless, Andrew had tried to express. He didnt look at her. He went on talking, frowning through the open tent mouth at the falling snow that glowed mystically golden in the lamplight.

This is the lowdown, as far as I can dope it out  yet. Old Ugly- face has had to take it on the lam. His enemies on the Regents Council ran him out of Lhasa. To make his getaway, he had to change clothes with some low-grade flunky  probably a household steward, who is now masquerading in his masters make-up. I had quite a talk with the flunky and then disarmed him. He wants to reach the Shig-po-ling monastery.

But thats near where Tom is!

Sure. This whole shooting match is Toms meat. Hes like a hungry spider waiting for em. The lucks almost too good to be true. A million dollars ud be a safe bet, against a hole in a doughnut, that if we can deliver this outfit  as is  to Tom Grayne at Shig-po-ling, Tom will know how to use it to spike the German-Japanese game.

You mean their game with the young Dalai Lama?

Yes. And now Ill tell you the name of the real leader of this outfit. Ambrose St. Malo.

The man Morgan Lewis spoke of?

Yes.

He knows you?

Yes. He recognized me the minute he saw me. It must have been him that I hit with the tent-peg. I guess hes busy now trying to bust open my empty box. Hell keep on trying. Hes persistent. Even dead ponies couldnt stop him in that storm. He came ahead. He has that kind of guts. I dont doubt it was his idea for Ugly-face to change places and clothes with the flunky lama. He has that kind of brains. Im game to bet it was he who encouraged the flunky to humiliate his former master  beggar-on-horseback stuff. He has that kind of humor. And I havent a doubt he plans to sell Ugly-face at Shig-po-ling for hard cash.

I believe youre right, Andrew.

Right or wrong, thats how well play it. He paused. Then he added: Unless youve a better idea.

Something had happened. It was nameless. It didnt make speech easy. But the tent, with its view of lamplit snow, felt cozier than anybodys home that ever was. Elsa almost stammered:

Andrew, Im useless. I havent an idea. The only thing I can think of is that were so physically near to  I dont want to name him.

Go ahead. I know.

Were so physically close to him that hes like a huge dynamo and simply drowns out my clairvoyance! I see nothing. I hear nothing. Im just normal. It feels actually funny!

Youve no suggestion to offer?

None. Except dont name him! Dont recognize him!

Good. Then well play it my way. Between now and daybreak, Im going to boss both gangs or bust.


CHAPTER 44

That was the night on which Andrew, to use his own phrase, came clean. Sleep was out of the question; too probably someone would make an attempt on his life before daybreak. Someone. It wasnt likely to be Bulah Singh, nor the flunky lama. Those two had been sufficiently discouraged.

Someone, said Andrew. But who? Bulah Singh hasnt hit it off with St. Malo. Fool, fool, where there is no fool! Theyre a brace of Weisenheimers, underrating each other, playing for position. Bulah Singh will have another try to make friends with me. Hell decide, after thinking it over, that Id be easier to double-cross than St. Malo. Thats my guess, anyhow.

Are you really sure the other man is Ambrose St. Malo?

Dead sure. No mistaking him. Met him in Shanghai  guess he thinks Ive forgotten. Perhaps he only hopes it. He went by three or four different names. As Louis Lazard he was acting runner for a Japanese-owned joint that had a bad rep. Hes a pimp, like Hitlers national German hero Horst Wessel. But thats not unusual; nearly all professional spies live off women. His original name was Franz Schmidt, born in München-Gladbach, Bavaria. He studied music, philosophy, languages, law. Quite a bright lad. Before he was twenty he shook down one of our American heiresses for fifty thousand or so. But he paid most of it out in blackmail. Thats how he made the Social Register  I mean, our secret service black book and three stars, meaning dangerous. During the World War he was two years behind the French lines without even being suspected. Smart work, that. Took doing. He is said to have been betrayed at last by Mata Hari. More likely, he betrayed her. There was a secret trial. A French firing squad shot someone. Franz Schmidt turned up later on as Ambrose St. Malo, in Syria, drawing French pay to help spoil Englands game in Palestine.

Can he be working for France now? Elsa asked.

Andrew laughed. This is once when the French arent guilty. Id put nothing past them. But theyve no political interest in Tibet. They cant even claim theyve the Catholic Church to protect. No, when the French are once through with a spy its his cue to clear out. Theyre killers. So I guess St. Malo shook the French, to save his skin. At any rate, hes being paid just now by Russia and Japan. But look-see! Look-see! What dyou make of it?

Andrew, Im stupid tonight. Ive no imagination. Youll have to tell me what you mean.

Well, no one could accuse von Klaus of being anything but German. So this turns out to be a German plot, to get control of the Dalai Lama. The Germans are double-crossing their friends the Japs, but the Japs and Russians are paying Hitlers bills.

You think its one and the same plot?

Yes, but it begins to look like a race  with Ambrose St. Malo taking his pick of the runners. Theres one sure thing about him. Hes never working for the side you think he is.

Andrew, did you suspect all this when you were talking to Dr. Morgan Lewis?

You mean about St. Malo?

And his line-up with the Germans.

Sure. Its my business. I got a clear line on St. Malo in Shanghai.

Then why didnt you tell Dr. Lewis?

He laughed again, uncritical, friendly: Hell, you bawled me out for telling what little I did tell. You were right, too. This is Tom Graynes party. Im not paid to blow Englands nose.

Andrew, who does pay you?

No one.

Even your expenses?

Id a great aunt.

You mean, youre living off an inheritance?

Partly. I can earn money.

She looked around the tent, and at Andrews shadowed face in the yellow lantern light. Shaving had been impossible since they left India, but he had kept his reddish beard close cropped and neatly trimmed. He looked strong, clean, well groomed. He smelt good.

I believe, she said after a moment, theres nothing you cant do.

He looked up sharply, stared for a second with puckered eyes and spoke kindly: Youre ahead of time. They havent got me yet. This isnt my wake.

Why are you superstitious about being praised?

Never mind me. Lets talk of this fix were in.

Yes, she said, yes. There is one thing you cant do.

He evaded the challenge neatly. She knew it was deliberate, although it sounded like the good-humored flow of conversation:

Which of a thousand and one? I bet I know what youre thinking about. Have I three guesses?

As many as you please.

I cant figure out why Old Ugly-face is in this mess. Hes got his head in a noose.

But hes here, said Elsa. You do admit it is he?

I take your word for it.

Very sweet of you, Andrew. Very polite. But somehow unlike you! Dont you know him?

From the photograph? Id have to see it again to be half sure.

I mean, from your own inside vision  dont you know who he is?

Youd make a good cross-examiner. No, I dont know who he is. On the whole, Id say yes, I suppose hes Old Ugly-face. Im taking it for granted. I couldnt prove it.

Dont you suppose hell prove it, at the right time?

Why isnt now the best possible time?

He knows best. Hes in a very tight place, said Elsa.

He sure is. So are we  outnumbered  well worth looting  up against at least one, perhaps more, of the coldest blooded devils on earth. St. Malo is as vicious as one of our young coked-up killers in the States. If you could cut his conscience, it wouldnt bleed. I dont know who some of those Tibetans are. But St. Malo picked em, so theyre no ones woolly baa-lambs. Its a bad stable. Our men are scared stiff of em.

Andrew, he knows all that.

Andrew laughed. Whos superstitious? What dyou want to call him? Monsieur X or something?

Monsieur X would do.

Well call him that. So now  what beats me is that Monsieur X is a statesman. He was on the Council of Regents in Lhasa. He knows the ropes.

So was von Schuschnigg a statesman, said Elsa. Where is he now? How many of Mussolinis, Stalins, Francos statesmen are alive today? Why should Monsieur X be an exception?

But according to you, hes also a magician.

So was Jesus a magician  St. Paul  Joan of Arc  Giordano Bruno  Savonarola. Andrew, are you being serious? Do you honestly claim that just because someone is spiritual he can escape from material hatred? The world hates spiritual people. It only admires material success. It only tolerates shams  until after theyre dead.

But if hes a saint, as you think, why should he be in the soup?

Why was Jesus in the soup, as you call it?

I wish I knew. Why did Jesus, who knew enough to turn society inside out so it stayed that way for a couple of thousand years, go bumming around Palestine with a crook like Judas? Didnt he know better?

Andrew, Im only a beginner. I dont know all the answers.

If Monsieur X is as bright as you think  how come that he fell for St. Malo?

How dyou know he has fallen for him?

Thats whats happened. St. Malo is the king-pin of this outfit. Im gambling St. Malo came overland from Shanghai just to help Monsieur X escape into a worse trap than he was in before. St. Malo proposed to him to change clothes with that flunky. He means to sell him for hard cash.

Andrew  couldnt it be that Monsieur X knew no other way to reach a definite objective than to agree to St. Malos plan?

Jesuitry, eh? Lining up with crooks and doing wrong that good may come of it maybe, perhaps? That sounds like the church talking.

Gently, Andrew, gently! What wrong has he done  that you know of? Andrew, you must understand this. Please understand it. Monsieur X is a Ringding Gelong Lama who abandoned the broad road of promotion by meditation, for the perilous and much more difficult pilgrimage, as it is called, of attainment by deeds.

Attainment! Thats what theyre all after  attainment  success  every last damned politician I ever met or heard of. They have to do it. They cant do otherwise. Once their snouts are in the swill, they must suck with the rest of the swine. They have to make the front page or go under  feather their nests, or starve when theres a change of government. Rob or be robbed. Lie, steal, chouse, swindle

Andrew

Yes?

To take the path that Monsieur X took, he had first to abandon all those things. He had to tear out of his heart the last trace of self-aggrandizement, greed, pride. He had to earn, by almost unimaginable discipline, not only spiritual power but the equally essential spiritual will never to employ that power for his personal use, even in dire need.

Well. Ive heard of that being done. Go ahead.

You know what karma is?

I know what the word means.

Tell me.

It means the unavoidable accumulated incubus of fate caused by deeds in former lives.

Near enough. Unavoidable, irresistible, but not unconquerable. Spiritual evolution doesnt wipe out karma. It cant. Nothing can. Karma must happen, because every cause is a boomerang that must have its effect, sooner or later, upon the individual who did it. But on the principle which Jesus taught resist not evil  spiritual evolution does show how to rise  as it were into a stratosphere  above karma and in that way to put it to, good use. Have I made that clear?

Get up into an ivory tower and offer the other cheek?

Not literally  no. Turning the other cheek suggests the idea of tacking a ship at sea, so as to take advantage of an adverse wind. One can progress against the wind. One can make personal karma serve impersonal, spiritual purposes.

I object to that word impersonal,  said Andrew. Whats more I sustain the objection. Its ruled out. It tries to sidestep the truth that everything happens to persons, through persons. Even an impersonal opinion, so-called, comes through a person. Everything that means anything is personal  from Einsteins relativity all the way down to a five-four Supreme Court decision, or an egg omelet, or a shot in the back.  Just half a jiffy while I move that lantern.

He rearranged the lantern carefully so that the shadow of his head and shoulders fell on sacks of barley that lined the tent wall. There was nothing to aim at from outside. Then he shifted two sacks so that there was one on either side of Elsa and she was well protected against possible bullets.

So lets keep this personal, he went on. Were in one personal hell of a jam. Id like to get your view. Im doing my best to understand.

I wish I knew the right words, she answered. I can feel it, the way one feels music in silence.

Keep on trying, said Andrew.

She was silent for almost a minute. Then she said: Listen! Suppose Monsieur X were in Lhasa, hiding from enemies.

Okay. Thats easy. He was.

While in hiding he heard of a plot to carry off the infant Dalai Lama in order to make use of him deceitfully for cruel purposes.

Stet! Thats what happened.

What could he do?

Youre telling it.

Having no personal ambition none whatever  absolutely none  caring nothing what might happen to his own person  but intensely willing to devote his whole intelligence to the greatest good of all concerned  should he have turned down an opportunity with pious horror because its proposer was Ambrose St. Malo? Or was he right to let St. Malo appear to succeed with his treacherous plan, knowing full well that his own soul will direct him, not only to the right course  but to the only right course? Remember, he doesnt care twopence about his own personal safety.

Did you make that up? asked Andrew.

No. I asked my soul to tell me how to convince you. The words came.

They make sense, he answered. Just a jiffy or two. Ill make the rounds.

Take a guard with you!

Sure.

The four whom he had placed on guard were asleep under the fly of the tent, inside two walls of barley bags. He waked up two of them and led the way first to the pony lines, using his flashlight. It wasnt snowing any longer, it was thawing. Someone might have ridden away. He counted the animals. Ponies, yaks and sheep were all there with their harness around them. He thought for a minute, made sure that his automatic was easy to get at, and started toward Bulah Singhs tent. The soft snow smothered his footfall so that he walked like a ghost, but his thoughts were like trip-hammer beats:

Almighty, if you give a damn, and if you are God, dont fool me this time.

A voice seemed to say, inside his head: Dont fool yourself.

Who was talking to whom? He wondered about it. He didnt know. His lips didnt move. He wasnt muttering or talking aloud to himself. Im going to play this the way it looks right to me, he said. But it was soundless.

The voice inside him answered: You are the judge. There is no other.

Nuts! he said. Im damned if Im the judge! I didnt create this mess!

Didnt you? Then who did? This is the test you prayed for. Are you afraid?

Hell, Im not afraid of St. Malo and Bulah Singh.

Are you afraid not to kill them?

Im going to play it straight. Ill keep em both for Tom Grayne.

Are you afraid of Tom Grayne?

Why should I be?

Why are you?

Im not.

You are the judge: Are you afraid of Elsa?

God, no.

Arent you?

Why should I be?

Then what do you fear? What is it?

He hadnt answered himself. He had reached Bulah Singhs tent. There was a lantern burning inside. It cast the shadow of only one man, that looked like the turbaned shape of Bulah Singh. Andrew touched the shoulders of his Tibetan escort to warn them to keep silent, and stood listening. Presently there came the muffled sound of something hollow being hammered beneath a blanket. Suddenly he drew his own knife and cut the lashings of the tent with swift strokes. He bore down on the ridge pole, collapsing the tent, and stood back to watch the result. The lantern went out. Someone inside the billowing tent fired three shots-panic shots at random. Andrew spotted with his flash-light, jumped and landed with both feet on the invisible pistol. Then there were groans. So he moved aside and ordered his two Tibetans to drag the tent free. Bulah Singh sat up in the glare of the flashlight.

I might have known it was you, he said, readjusting his turban. Both his broken Mausers were beside him on the ground. He had been using one as a hammer to break open Andrews steel box. Dont shoot, he said, unless you specially want to. Im not armed.

I will do as I please, said Andrew. Pull that blanket aside. No, I know whats under that one. The other!

Bulah Singh sat still. He thought it was a trick. He didnt dare to move. Andrew told one of the Tibetans to pull the blanket away. Beneath it lay Ambrose St. Malo with his head swathed in a torn shirt. It was he who had groaned.

Next time, Ill aim better, said Andrew.

St. Malo sat up. What do you mean  next time? He had a peculiar, sub-acid accent that suggested an immeasurable depth of insolence and self- assurance that relied on treachery and other mens mistakes.

Next time you burgle my tent, said Andrew.

Youd be a fool to kill me, St. Malo answered. Perhaps you are a fool. Who knows? Damn you and your tent-peg! You missed killing me by almost nothing. If I had my gun, youd

Andrew interrupted: Take your gun back from Bulah Singh! He stole it. Go on, take it from him!

He didnt have to speak twice. Matter-of-factly St. Malo held out his hand. The Sikh returned his well-oiled Smith and Wesson.

For your information, said Andrew, you were bluffed by a couple of broken Mausers. Now uncover my steel box.

Both men were afraid to move, because the flashlight was in Andrews left hand and his right looked too ready to draw. One of the Tibetans pulled the blanket aside. The steel box was unbroken, though there were deep dents made by the butt of Bulah Singhs Mauser. At a sign from Andrew a Tibetan picked up the box.

You hadnt brains enough to think of this, said St. Malo. Youre only a strong-arm amateur. I remember you now from Shanghai.

You are right, said Bulah Singh. Its that girl. Shes clairvoyant. She tells him everything.

St. Malo was beginning to feel a lot less scared, which was what Andrew waited for. One scare is never enough. It needs not less than two.

If you should shoot me, said St. Malo, thered be no one to tell my rescue party youve been hospitable. Theres a party from Lhasa close behind us. Youll need friends. Youd better make one now. Im not vindictive.

Andrew laughed. That might be a half-truth. But it was one sure bet that Ambrose St. Malo had no friends in Lhasa. If he did know, and was known to von Klauss party of Germans, then he must have double-crossed them and escaped with the man they were after. He had probably snatched Old Ugly-face out from under their noses. It would be a pursuit  not rescue-party.

If you should shoot me, said Andrew, you couldnt handle my men. Youd be caught by the pursuing force and strung up. So you may keep your gun. Your five-and-ten-cent lama told me you want to go where Im headed for. So toe the line. From now on you and Bulah Singh share this tent. Youll walk  both of you.

But my feet! said Bulah Singh.

I dont care a damn for your feet. Youll use em. I intend to repack the loads to spare the ponies. And get this, both of you. The slightest trouble from either of you, from now on, will be personal  between you and me  settled there and then, on that basis, without further notice.

He didnt wait to watch them repitch the tent. He left the Tibetans to help them and walked alone to the lean-to, where Bompo Tsering and his own gang were huddled all together at the opposite end of the lean-to from the phony lamas men. He awoke Bompo Tsering  whispered to him.

But, Gunnigun

Do as I say, you fool, or youll be dead by morning!

One by one, waking them one at a time, they disarmed St. Malos men. It was better to wake them before searching them  especially those who pretended to be very fast asleep. They all had Mausers. Andrew smashed them, one against another, then flung them away in the snow. That those were St. Malos and not the phony lamas men was now established beyond doubt, without having to ask questions that might subtly have restored their morale. Being questioned, by someone who needs to know, builds self-importance. If they had been the phony lamas men they would have looked to him for explanations, help, advice, orders. They didnt. They never looked at him at all. They didnt care whether he lived or he died. They stared through the dark toward Bulah Singhs tent. And they were all the more discouraged and disenchanted because Andrew told them nothing  said not one solitary word. He simply walked away and left them. Bompo Tsering followed:

Gunnigun, your being hot-damn fool! Why your breaking all them too good Mausers? Why your throwing away? Why your not giving-um me? My

Andrews impatient gesture stopped him. He blinked in the rays of the flashlight.

Look in my eyes! Am I afraid? asked Andrew.

No, Gunnigun. My being afraid. Your not.

Good. Thats what I thought. Turn in and sleep. Im standing watch. One hour before daybreak, redistribute loads, dividing up between all the ponies, with a half-load for the new one. From here on, everybody walks except the Lady Elsa.

Why her not walking also?

Because I say it.

Yes, Gunnigun.

Thats all.

Yes, Gunnigun.

Bompo Tsering walked off toward the pony lines where the tea-urn and fuel were stowed in a hole in the rock. He hummed a mantra guaranteed to ward off devils.

Andrew went to his own tent, rather grim-lipped. His lips didnt move. Who said Im afraid? he demanded. It sounded like his own voice, but he was absolutely sure he hadnt actually spoken. A voice inside him answered:

I said it. I say it again.

Elsa called to him: Are you all right, Andrew?

She opened the tent and held back the flap while he kicked the snow off his boots and went in.


CHAPTER 45

It cleared suddenly. The low moon broke through the clouds. Andrew sat in the mouth of the tent with Elsa beside him and the pole between them, so that they had a view of the entire bivouac. She wrapped a blanket around her, although it wasnt really cold now the thaw had set in. She hadnt any idea that it made her look wistful and in need of male protection. She wasnt thinking of herself. But Andrew found himself resisting an impulse. It made him lean the other way. Impulses at cross-purposes within him made decision difficult. The thawing snow thudded and tinkled. The ponies neighed, smelling the barley sacks; Bompo Tsering was getting their breakfast ration ready before redistributing the loads. There was a feel of excitement  a sensation of impending crisis, and it was suggested all over again by Andrews forced calm. The curve of his shoulders resembled a spring under tension. He was ready for anything  eager to employ and relieve his nervous energy. Things seemed real and unreal in undulations, as if thought rose and fell on waves of consciousness.

Elsa spoke first: Andrew, she said after a long while, Ive meant the opposite  but Ive become a perfect infliction on you. If karma is what we are told it is, mine piles up

See here, he retorted. Youre always praising me and blaming yourself. Try reversing it.

Im finding fault with both of us, she said, resting her chin on her knees.

Whats wrong with either of us? he retorted. Arent you doing your best? I know I am.

There must be something wrong, she said after a moment.

Yeah. Were human.

We have been through so much together. And yet  I have tried to make myself understood

You mean, by me?

Yes, Andrew. Just as a matter of fair play.

Sure it was fair play?

What would you call it?

Was it fair to yourself?

Yes. Of course it was. I shouldnt feel like a stranger to you. And Ive tried to understand you, for the same reason. But youve never let me.

People shouldnt understand each other, he answered. It isnt decent. To understand is to hate or despise. For instance, I understand St. Malo and Bulah Singh. If you understood me youd despise me. I dont wish that.

How could I possibly despise you, after all youve done. And besides, Andrew, youre not a criminal.

It was almost a question. She shrank at the inflection of her own voice. But it was too late to recall it.

What is a criminal? he answered. Wheres the dividing line?

I meant, Bulah Singh, for instance, is a fugitive from justice. Youre not.

What is justice? I never saw any yet Something had released the spring. Andrew was coming unwound. Take an example, he went on. Do you consider your Monsieur X is receiving justice  from God  humanity  anyone? As far as its in me to give it, hell get it from me. But what do I know about him? So how can I give it? All I know is what Ive heard about him, what youve told me, and what I infer. Thats all. It amounts to damned little justice? Im a lawyer. There aint no such animal.

Andrew, you are difficult tonight.

Lifes difficult.

Do we know each other well enough for me to say what I really think?

About me?

Yes.

Youll have to use your own judgment.

Is that a challenge? Or a warning? Or

Sometimes things are said that stick like barbs. It isnt wise to tell all you know, or all you think you know. Even when youre in love it isnt wise.

He paused. Elsa held her breath. Had he divined her secret? Did he know she loved him? Was he resenting it? Was that the cause of his moodiness? She breathed again when he continued:

You should know that. Did you tell Tom Grayne everything you thought you knew about you and him?

I tried to.

But you didnt?

Couldnt.

Women dont understand, he said after a moment. They dont realize that if a man respects em he shows em only his best. The mistake they make is in thinking it isnt his best. They cant let well enough alone. So they examine critically. Then they get more than they asked for  and bang goes another friendship, because they discover  or they think they do  what the man is afraid of.

Andrew, youre afraid of something.

Maybe youre right. I dont doubt youd like to be told. Youd take that as a compliment. But believe me, damned few compliments of that kind are worth what they cost.

Andrew, I wouldnt count costs if I could do you any good. I feel, perhaps I could help, if youd let me. I know youre not afraid of these Tibetans, nor of Bulah Singh and St. Malo. Youre not afraid of tomorrows march  I know youre not, although everyone else is  except me. But youre afraid of something.

Meaning, I suppose, tell Mamma.

No. I refuse to be Mamma.

Thats good. If she had her own way my Mammas in heaven. Shes in hell if the preacher was right. Anyhow, one was enough.

You didnt like her?

I loved her. But one was enough. When she died, I flew the matriarchal coop. If I hate anything its one of these synthetic mothers.

Elsa felt she was getting nowhere, slipping backward. She threw caution to the winds: Well, Andrew, theres no need to tell you Im burned up with curiosity. I know youre afraid. And yet I know youre not running away. So I think youre afraid of yourself.

Instead of answering, he met her eyes. The moonlight revealed his clearly but it did not tell the meaning of their strange excitement. Was he angry? He got up, strode as far as the pony lines, gave an order, found fault with Bompo Tsering, stood listening for a moment near Bulah Singhs tent on his way back, and came and sat down. This time he didnt look at her.

See here, he said almost savagely: I wont even try to tell you all of it. Its too long and too difficult too much about me: But Ill admit this: the arrival of the man weve agreed to call Monsieur X has upset me no end!

How, Andrew? In what way? Cant you tell me at least that much?

Brought up memories. Conjured em  stirred em, like mud off a river bottom.

But youre not an escapist, Andrew. Youre not running away from memories. I know youre not.

He looked at her. She marveled at his blindness that he couldnt read how utterly she loved him. Or was it that her eyes were so dumb with love that they couldnt tell?

How can you know? he answered. Youre guessing. Or else youre slapping on the praise to hide what you really think.

Andrew, do you like being cruel?

I hate cruelty.

Well then, please dont suggest Im lying when I tell you I know something. I dont believe I do lie very often. I would lie to you last. Do you believe me?

Yes, I do believe you. You dont tell lies.

Suddenly she knew the veil that hid his memories was slowly being lifted  like a dark portcullis  by a force beyond his power to control. Her heart thumped so she was afraid hed hear it.

He said quietly: Youre the first person who has ever given me a square deal about that.

About what, Andrew?

About my not running away. God damn their souls to hell, every son of a bitch friend or enemy who ever heard the name of Freud has called me an escapist. What makes you think otherwise?

I suppose its intuition. Are you forgetting Im clairvoyant  sometimes?

He fell silent again, watching the shadows, listening. For the time he was two men. Two separate groups of senses held his attention. Instinct watched the bivouac, alert for familiar danger. Intuition trembled and leaped toward un-danger  unfamiliar  unknown, and very difficult to trust because instinct said no to it.

Elsas voice with a smile to it interrupted his thought: Andrew, what is it that youre not running away from?

Heavier humor might have driven thought inward and scattered it. That light touch took the weight off. He laughed:

My country tis of thee!

He reached into his huge hip pocket for a hunk of root and his whittling knife. By the dim light of the lantern he carved guide lines, blocking off roughly the main planes of a head and shoulders. They might be anyones head and shoulders  something unborn yet.

Andrew, youve always said you love your country. I got the impression that you love America far more than I love England.

I love America. He whittled one side of the root smooth and then put it away. Dont you love England?

I suppose I do, she answered. But not fanatically. What is there to love? Chamberlain and Lady Astor? Decadence  miles and miles of awful council houses  dreary monotony  suburbs  keeping up with the Joneses  snobbery  lip-service to traditions that died in the war  vulgarity  awful vulgarity  and an empire that means nothing now  always but L.s.d.  pounds, shillings and pence. I love some people in England. I can think of at least ten people whom I really love  perhaps a hundred whom I really like. But I think the England I would like to love died centuries ago. No, Im not afraid of England, she added. Why are you afraid of America?

He closed his whittling knife and put it away. It was an unconscious gesture, signifying nothing to himself. To an observer it was as clear as the line of his lips in the yellow lamplight that he had dismissed side issues. He intended to come clean.

So you insist on knowing. Well, Ill tell you. But answer this first: have you any cads in England? Any stinkers? Any lying hypocrites in high places  patrioteers  racketeers  pimps  panders  hogs with their snouts at the public teat  treacherous labor leaders  nouveaux riches, whod sell their king for a tax rebate  unctuous churchmen drawing dividends from munition factories  double-crossing lawyers?  Any cowards, thieves, fakers, pompous bureaucrats, place hunters, sail-trimmers

Andrew!

Well  have you any?

Yes, of course. All countries have them.

For every one you have in England, we have half a dozen in the U.S.A. Whats worse, ours are more competent. Theyre bolder. Theyre just as yellow at heart, but theyre tougher skinned and theyve ten times the opportunity.

But, Andrew, surely all Americans arent grafters. In England we have

Listen! he interrupted. Youve some good men and women left in Great Britain. Some. No doubt, none better. But for every one youve got left, weve got at least two in the U.S.A. And theyre better than yours. There are plenty of reasons why that should be. The United States is the God-damned craziest country on earth. Its a hotbed of all the phony isms, cults, philosophies, diseased religions, chicaneries, iniquities, stupid laws, vices, obscenities and God knows what else. But its the best country. And its the last one left that has a chance to lead the world out of the mess its in. I said lead, not save. Its got the men and women who can do it, given a chance. But do they get the chance? Thats what eats me. Let a wise man  or an honest woman  and theyre scarce, mind you  make a move toward liberty, sanity, decency, dignity  those are all one, and dont forget it  instantly a thousand greedy liars with tongues in their cheeks  smug, blatant lip-servers  all of em drooling for loot, slobbering for a chance to exploit  leap up behind some catch-phrase demagogue or pulpiteer to steal the movement or else kill it.

He let indignation boil a moment, enjoying the emotion. Then he suddenly resumed: Almighty God! You wouldnt believe what gets by! One of my first important jobs was to help prosecute a political boss. His corruption was so obscene that nine-tenths of the evidence couldnt be printed  even nowadays when people discuss syphilis at dinner. He was hand-in-glove with priests; they took money from him to what they call educate the children of the parents he had looted. Hed stood in with, and taken money from brothels, crooked gambling joints and all the rackets there are. No graft-sow was too rotten for him to milk. A nice, prissy-faced, silver-haired daddy with a smile that ud melt your heart. His wifes furs had been bought with a percentage of the earnings of diseased whores, who had to earn it and come across or go to jail. His sons were put through college on the proceeds of the bail bond business. Thats another stinking racket that only a son of a bitch would touch. He was proved at the trial to have double-crossed his own gang scores of times, and to have cunningly passed the buck to someone else. He was guilty of almost every crime in the calendar, including incitement to murder. He was a stinking, baby-kissing swine, who had the impudence to call character witnesses to prove he was a faithful Catholic. Even the Catholic Irish judge got sore at that; I guess he added two years to the sentence. But heres where the limit came. This is what staggered me, so that I cant even talk of it now without feeling sick at the stomach. He was brought up for sentence on a Friday. He got twelve years. He should have had life, but he was let off with twelve years, partly because of his age, and partly, no doubt, to encourage him to keep his mouth shut. What dyou suppose he said to the judge? Youd never guess. He said: Youll have your conscience to live with! Theres a God in Heaven. The Lord Jesus Christ was also sentenced on a Friday.

But, Andrew, why should that mans blasphemy offend you so much?

It didnt. It doesnt. This is what burns me. All the newspapers front- paged it. And what did the public do? The criminal himself, the prosecuting attorney, the judge, and all the members of the jury received a total of hundreds of thousands of letters from all over the United States, sympathizing with him and denouncing his prosecutors. Hundreds of thousands of letters. They were turned over to me to deal with. Thats how I know.

How did you deal with them? What did you do?

I sorted em. Studied em. I sort of added em to what I knew already from having talked to witnesses and having sat through the trial. At last I got permission to have em burned in the courthouse furnace. And by that time I had formed an opinion.

You mean about America?

Yes. And about me and my job.

Are you still of the same opinion?

Yes. Im going to tell it to you. So get ready to laugh.

Elsa didnt speak. She felt more like crying. The fierce intentness on Andrews face recalled how he looked when her baby was being born.

At first, he said, I thought of throwing up the law and turning politician. But I came across Lincolns statement, and I thought so much about it that I soon had it by heart. Mind you, Lincolns my hero. Im quoting him exactly, word for word:

Politicians are a set of men who have interests aside from the interests of the people, and who, to say the most for them, are at least one long step removed from honest men. I say this with greater freedom being a politician myself.

Andrew, is that what you thought I would laugh at?

No. Wait. Thats corning. It occurred to me that if Lincoln couldnt be honest in politics, probably no one can be. Jesus couldnt. Certainly I couldnt. But I could make a stab at being honest, and I owed that to my country, because I love my country. One thought led to another, beginning with the thought my country, and leading on from that, trying to think honestly and throwing overboard all the pestilential tripe Id learned in Sunday School about salvation by cruelty-torture on a cross and psalm-singing. Heres where the laugh comes in. Are you ready?

Yes, said Elsa.

Thinking honestly for the first time, I began to see clearly. It was almost a knockout. I discovered that as long as theres a louse-priest, or a pimp-politician  a whore or a racketeer or a mad-dog evangelist crook in the United States; as long as theres a despicable financial buzzard preparing to rule a ruined world, or a hog-swill leader betraying his followers, or a tut-mouthed congressman lying for reelection  Im it! Its my country.

Andrew!

Laugh all you like. Thats what I thought. Its what I still think. Its what I know.

And you left the United States on that account?

No, I didnt. I became a reformer  of me. I took a good long look  and  think about the professional reformers, and at some private ones too. I decided: the hell with them all. There might be one who wasnt doing more harm than good. I couldnt find him. Anti-saloon leaguers, anti-vice crusaders, Watch and Ward keyhole peepers  Ku-Klux-Klan-sters  every last one of em that I could find was parasiting off the public he was supposed to be out to reform. Id be ashamed to be a professional reformer, simply on the ground of what I actually know about em as a class and as individuals, first-hand. God! Id as soon be a missionary!

But you still havent told why you left the United States.

Im coming to it. I could reform me. Couldnt I? I could try, anyhow. So I got busy trying to avoid self-righteousness by bearing in mind that any rottenness I saw was in my own eye  the same way that color is in the eye of the looker. Started being honest with myself first. I found carving portraits in wood was a great help. Anything you can do with your hands helps train your mind. I tried hard, because I had to do something to keep my belly from turning over at the things I knew about my country  thats to say about me. Then I made a mistake.

He paused for a moment. He had to force the rest out of himself. He hated doing it. Elsas blood turned cold because she guessed again that he knew she had fallen in love with him and he was trying to cure her of it by revealing the unpalatable truth.

I fell in love.

He shot the words out like a pronouncement of doom, then got up and walked away, to look over the ponies rations and check up Bompo Tserings rearrangement of the loads. Elsa sat still, numbed.

So its a mistake to fall in love.

She turned that over in her mind. Or it turned itself over. It repeated, again and again. She smiled wanly. It was hardly a gentle hint. It held none of Andrews usual kindness. If he knew she loved him, as it seemed he did, it would have been more like him to say something straightforward about it. But she thought that perhaps all honest men hint clumsily and only the treacherous sort do it well. It was just Andrew being honest.

Well, it was getting near daybreak. The moon had gone down. The few visible stars were already paling. The chill that heralds sunrise was like the chill on her heart, but night was nearly over. Was he still in love with that woman? Why was it a mistake? How could one help being in love? Can that which cant be helped be a mistake?

Im glad I love him! It isnt a mistake. It cant be, because I didnt ask for it, and I couldnt help it. Its my right! I will love him forever! But Ill tell no one! Its my secret.

She heard Andrew coming, sturdily crunching the snow. The bivouac was stirring; the Tibetans were boiling tea. But it was still dark, and the darkness felt like loneliness  forever.

Andrew sat down beside her and resumed exactly where he had left off. His expression hadnt changed. It had been the other part of him that went the rounds of the bivouac.

She was the wrong girl, he said abruptly. Wrong one for me. Sweet, sentimental, much too easy on the eye, if Id only known it. If they look like the Mother of God, theyre not fit to be mothers of men. Too easy on the ear. Voice like an angels. Eyes like pools of intelligence. I dont see, even now, how I could have known better than to trust her with my whole heart and conscience.

Andrew, it isnt criminal to fall in love. Did she betray you?

She did not  in the way you mean. She encouraged me in my determination to be absolutely honest, first with myself, then with her, so that we could both be honest with the world. Sex, for instance: we respected each other. We often talked about sex without ever once crossing the line. It got so that I used to save my thoughts, just to tell to her and to no one else.

Were you still practicing law?

Yes. Trying to drive law and honesty in double harness. Getting hopeful, too  not doing so badly. And then one day I took her boating  on a lake. Id had a hard week. It was hot. It was nice out there on the lake in the motorboat, so we stayed until after dark. Then I learned we can only be honest one by one. You cant do it in droves. Not even two by two. Its a one-man, one-woman business.

He paused for a full minute, so that Elsa thought he had decided to say no more. But he resumed abruptly:

Id got so used to being honest with her  absolutely honest, and no ulterior motives or hidden meanings  that you couldnt have made me believe shed misinterpret anything Id say or do. She might not understand. She might ask for an explanation. But misinterpret  no. Shed be sure I was on the level, whatever Id do.

He paused again. He swallowed a couple of times. Then he looked at Elsa, but she looked away for fear of breaking the train of his thought.

I belonged at that time to a good, broad-minded gang  young married people mostly  but some unmarried ones  all up and coming and full of fun, without a sour one in the lot. Painters, musicians, a lawyer or two  a young college prof  a fellow who wrote stuff for the magazines  an actress  a couple of rich mens sons who werent money-conscious. It was a good gang. We used to go bathing by moonlight, and wed peel like kids at a waterhole, thinking no more of it  and seeing surely no more shame in it than in the couple of drinks wed have later and the songs wed sing on the way home.

Was it against the law to strip naked and swim? Elsa asked.

Yes. I reckon maybe it was. Theres a fool law against absolutely anything you want to do in the United States. Thats what makes black-mail easy.

Im sorry, Andrew. I didnt mean to interrupt. Im listening.

That evening I felt hot. I craved a swim. It was the place where I was used to swimming with the friends Ive just told you about. There was no one near  no other boat  no chance of scandalizing any mugwumps. I had nothing on but a shirt and a pair of slacks. I pulled em off and dived in, feeling grateful to be with a girl whod see no harm.

And what happened?

She never spoke to me again. Never again. I swam around awhile, and called out to her once or twice to jump in and join me. But she didnt answer. When I climbed into the boat, I couldnt get her to speak. She wouldnt open her lips. I had to return to the car and drive her home to her mothers house without one word from her. She shut the door in my face. That was a Saturday night. Sunday morning I phoned. No answer. Afternoon the same. Evening the same  no answer. Monday I went to work. Some time Monday she committed suicide.

Oh!  Andrew!

She left a letter addressed to me. It was found by the police. A cop who had reason to hate my guts let some reporters see it. Selections from it made the evening paper in a box on the front page. Next morning I had an eight- column headline to myself, with a portrait and full biography to date.

Andrew, how awful!

It was all that. In her letter she said I had broken her heart. I had destroyed her trust in man. I had captured her love by cunning words about integrity and self-respect  and then I had debauched it  that was the word she used  debauched it for a moments physical pleasure. Life, she said, for herself was no longer worth living, but she prayed that God would have mercy on me.

How did she kill herself?

Shot. She used my revolver, that I got a permit for at the time of the trial that I told you about, when that political bosss friends were trying to pick off his opponents one by one. I never had to use the damned thing. I left it in her mothers house one night because it was bulky and heavy. I forgot it  never thought of it again until she shot herself and the police identified it. After that they arrested me.

Andrew  did you have to stand trial?

No. The Grand Jury found no true bill  threw it out. But thats why I left the United States. You see

He paused a moment, squaring his chest unconsciously, throwing back his head in a gesture that was one hundred per cent Andrew.

  I could have stood it that no one believed my story. In fact, after the Grand jury session I left off telling it. I just shut up. It didnt sicken me too badly to be dropped socially  high-hatted by men and women whose debaucheries I knew plenty about  couldnt help knowing. I could have lived all that down. But what good would it do?

Andrew, did your friends desert you  I mean, for instance, those you went bathing naked with?

Sure. Some damned rat-reporter got hold of their names. They were as mad at me as if Id disgraced em on purpose. One of em did sort of half apologize for passing me up. He said he believed my story, but he couldnt afford to be seen in my company because he had his job and his social position to consider. That wasnt the trouble. I didnt blame em. I wasnt even sore at em  not at them, I wasnt. What got under my skin was this.

He paused again. He stood up. There was dim light shimmering on gray clouds in the distance  false dawn. He looked down at Elsa:

How could I reconcile that  I mean what had happened  with my own new theory about me and my native land? He became angry. He was girding again for the battle. If its in my own eye, Ill get it out of my eye  somehow! His voice, without becoming louder, grew more vehement: Ive learned this much: you cant tell all you know; and you mustnt trust anyone else to understand what may be clearer to you than your name in a printed book.

He looked down again at Elsa. And now the answer. I dont know the answer. But I will never return to the U.S.A. until I do know it. If, as, and when I go back, itll be in the full knowledge that Ive something to give to my country. That Ill be useful  an asset  not one of the damned reformers  not a politician either  nor a meddler, but a leader of men. Until I know which way to lead, Ill be damned if Ill take a chance on leading wrong: Maybe Ill go home some day.

He strode away from the tent where all eyes could see him:

Bompo Tsering! he shouted. All hands make-ready to march in fifteen minutes! Then he glanced again at Elsa. Will you fix something for breakfast for you and me? This is the wrong time to get poisoned. But lets eat. Therell be a long days march.


CHAPTER 46

The thaw had set in seriously. The going wasnt any too good; it was particularly bad for the remnant of loaded sheep that had to be carried through soft drifts. Andrew pressed forward because at that altitude the wind gets up at about ten oclock and its worse than war fighting against it. First, though, the corpse had to be disposed of, although that was no great problem. In Tibet there is no respect for a corpse; it is something that the dead man has no further use for. It belongs now to nature. The wild animals may have it, the sooner the better. The mortal remains of Ugly-faces dead companion were left sitting upright in a snowdrift, naked. Less than five minutes after the start wolves could be heard fighting one another and the vultures.

The three days march after that was a torment, that left no energy for conversation. The only thought was of the distance made, and of fatigue and how to carry on. But the luck held. They reached the wind-swept ledges before the thaw made the plain impassable, and it was the thaw that saved them from being overtaken by some cavalry from Lhasa. The phony lama, who hadnt condescended to tell Andrew his worshipful name, borrowed his binoculars and confirmed his guess they were from Lhasa. They had modern rifles and were well mounted. They were the pursuing party that Ambrose St. Malo had expected, that he had lied about, saying they were his friends. They got stuck in the mud that overlay frozen clay. Not long after that the mud became an ocean of roaring water hurrying down the watershed. So the cavalry turned back, to re-cross the river. Probably their bodies reached the Bay of Bengal.

After that, because there was no more danger of immediate pursuit, Ambrose St. Malo became much less self-effacing, and Bulah Singh ceased to be meek. His feet no longer troubled him. He and St. Malo trudged side by side, exploring each others minds, letting Andrew carry all the burden of the days and all the worries of the nights.

Andrew made a few attempts to get in conversation with Ugly-face, but without much success. The old man strode along like a mountaineer, in spite of his big belly. He seemed as unconcerned as a drover. Hardship didnt bother him. Andrew favored him as much as possible, giving Elsa double quantities of soft rations to share with him when the others werent looking. He hadnt come by that huge belly on a diet of parched barley and rotten yak; deprivation of luxuries would fall harder on him than on others. But he ate what he was given without comment, accepting favors as his natural right, as calmly as he would have ignored their absence. He didnt seem even to notice the phony lamas insolence. Humiliated and resentful because Andrew had taken his scarecrow pony to lighten the loads of his own emaciated beasts, the phony lama victimized the old man in every possible way, at every opportunity. He even forced him to carry his bundle of belongings, until Andrew spotted it and threw the bundle into a snowdrift. It cost the phony lama half an hours work to get it out again. After that Andrew gave Elsa what amounted to orders:

Cant you ride beside him all the rest of the journey, so he can hold your stirrup if he needs to, or lay a hand on the ponys neck?

She was afraid. She protested: But Andrew, Im sure he wants me to keep away from him. He doesnt wish to be recognized. He doesnt wish to be asked questions. No intimacies. Im quite sure.

Andrew turned his back to the wind and stood still, so she drew rein  eagerly, because though they had continued to share a tent together, he had been more than usually reticent since he told her his story. He might be going to open up again  to resume confidences. But he didnt.

See here, he said, its just as easy to be silent when you know, as when you dont know. You havent had to talk because you knows the lowdown about me. If what he wants is silence, let him have it. Im asking you to ride beside him and protect him. When I try to help him a bit that phony lama turns on both of us and accuses him of trying to tempt me to go in some other direction. Its the same old story of the ex-servant wreaking savagery on the aristocrat when he gets him at his mercy. Your friend Monsieur X is paying for having trusted the wrong man.

He pays gallantly, Elsa objected. He never murmurs.

So you dont want to ride beside him?

Andrew, Id like to do whatever you wish but

He interrupted: Does he know English? Ill ask him.

He strode up to Old Ugly-face, searching memory, recalling as well as he could the intricate, almost fantastic details of rumored intrigues in Lhasa  wondering at the mans present condition, for he had fallen from high estate like Miltons Lucifer. He looked at Andrew quizzically, reading his thought. His fierce eyes and funny old beak of a nose suggested pained surprise that any man of breeding could be so impertinent. After a moments stare he said in English, that was at any rate better than Bompo Tserings:

Curiosity being a vice of fools and the path to too many hells.

Andrew chose at once to do what he was being blamed for. He asked: did he wish to be taken to the Shig-po-ling monastery? Ugly-face answered simply that he would go wherever wisdom might lead. Then he looked at Andrew again suddenly. His eyes twinkled. His leathery old face broke into wrinkles and rippled with humor. He said two words, making one of them, as they do in Tibet:

Tum-Glain. Then he added: Seeing him soon!

Damn! said Andrew. He had believed he had a surprise in store for Tom and for Old Ugly-face, too. But if Ugly-face knew where Tom Grayne was, he had probably also known of Andrews march and return with supplies, and what route he would take. Had Tom Grayne told him? How? Had Ugly-face used occult, psychic, mental means to guide his party across Andrews trail, without the phony lama or Ambrose St. Malo having guessed they were being steered? No use asking. But Andrew was curious to know whether Ugly-face knew his name. He might have heard it from Bompo Tsering. He tried a few tricks to get Ugly-face to address him by name. The old oriental eyes twinkled again. He remarked:

What men doing presently revealing what their being. Soon my knowing your being  doing. Name no matter.

Well, at least they were getting on terms. One might say, inside terms. High dignitaries of the most involved religion in the world dont waste epigrams on people who dont interest them. Andrew came to the point. He asked outright whether Elsa might not ride beside him.

The answer was prompt: My not being leader here. What your being? He didnt even glance toward Elsa. His bright stare into Andrews eyes suggested mockery, but along with it tolerance  deep understanding. Understanding of what? Andrew gave it up. He beckoned to Elsa. From then on she and Old Ugly-face were road companions, sharing a measureless silence. The old man accepted the occasional aid of a stirrup. Now and then, in the difficult places, he rested a hand on the ponys neck, or on its rump. But ride he would not, though she dismounted many a time and offered her pony. He simply scowled her into silence, shook his head and trudged forward. Of conversation there was none  not even speech between them.

So Elsa had time and nothing to do but think. Gradually, little by little, she gave up Andrew. Unlove him, she could not. She would not try to. But she could deny herself, for his sake. She surrendered him to his own future, cutting loose one by one the tentacles of thought that seemed to bind them together. It didnt hurt so much as she had believed it would. It seemed clear that Andrew craved to be left alone to build his own destiny from what he could find in the deeps of his own heart. So it was a secret gift to Andrew. Life was working in him, as yeast works. It was kindness to let him alone. Kindness was all she had to give.

So, though they used one tent, and though she cooked his meals, they shared no thoughts, so far as either of them knew. Andrew had plenty to keep his thought occupied, and to guard against, with Bulah Singh and St. Malo evidently trying, like a pair of mutually contemptuous conspirators, to reach an agreement for treachery, murder and loot. He had to watch like a lynx, to prevent his own men from being seduced by the others into some hair-brained plot. His full attention was occupied.

But to Elsa it seemed that his self-revelation that night had closed a door between him and herself. It was as if he truly believed what he had said then, that to understand is to despise. Did he know that she loved him? Did he despise her for having been unfaithful in her heart to Tom Grayne? Or did he believe that she despised him  on account of his tragedy  she who loved him with all her heart of hearts and only craved to help him to forget! There was no guessing. She knew it would be no use asking. Silence was better-silence, courtesy and a show of courage. But God, oh God, how wrong an honest man can be!

What really kept Elsas courage alive was her road companions silence. It was like that of a charged storage battery. No throb, no thrum, no sight or sound of power. But power was in him. One knew it. Only a fool wouldnt know it. It was rooted deep in such humility as only the great can attain. It was included, she knew, within his will not to resist his own personal karma, caused in former lives by faults that he must purge in this life. The revenge of the past meant nothing to him. Humiliation and fatigue were nothing. There was no profit and loss in his calculation.

She remembered the first and all-important precept, taught that night of nights in the initiation chamber at Gombarias:

In superconsciousness, toward which we evolve, all is, and all is free and unconditioned. So, therefore, should the motive and the argument, of profit or of loss, enter into this consciousness, for oneself or for another, by that much we shut the door to superconsciousness and we deny ourselves true vision. Thus we become lost again in the unprofitable wilderness of our illusion.

She knew it by heart. She said it over and over again to herself as she rode beside Monsieur X. She didnt dare to call him by his right name, even in secret thought. He had forbidden. His word was law. Her reverence for him had nothing whatever to do with his present condition or with what she knew of his past. At Gombarias she had seen him in all his glory, unimprisoned by time and space, transcending by infinities the same man, the mere mortal statesman whom she had seen leading an army, capturing the Thunder Dragon Gate, ordering the whip for monks who needed the corruption beaten out of them. He could be cruel. Or was it cruelty? She remembered his verdict:

Persons offending personally needing personal rebuke!

An amazing mixture of a man, three states of consciousness in one. The rebuke, she remembered, was in no case less than fifty lashes with a rawhide whip. She had wondered then, as she wondered now, riding beside him, how anyone who believed in karma and reincarnation, could inflict such cruelty on others, knowing well it must return upon himself, sooner or later, somewhere, sometime. But then she remembered his other remark:

There being duty. Duty  neglect  because  fearing  consequences being greater sin than anger. People-taking-oath-of- holiness, neglecting to be holy, blasphemously mouthing piety like monkeys  perpetrating dirtiness and murder  envying, stealing, lying, setting bad example  huh!  flogging it out of them-huh! Greatest good of greatest number! He had added, after a moment, staring at her: Therefore wise ones not hurrying too fast toward beatitude, because as above, so below: the more the blessed knowledge, the greater the cursed sin. Go slow!

Now, though he made no remarks, she felt her own thoughts, her sorrow, even her loneliness yield and give place to another consciousness. It was not wholly unlike the calm produced by organ music. She perceived, knew, almost captured in thought and framed in words the key of the mystery that her companion pondered as he marched. He was reaching, reaching upward, carrying her thought with his, raised by his spirit. He was opening his consciousness to Idea, his inner eye to Vision, his inner ear to Rhythm whence inspiration comes. So Elsas heart too was lightened, as by inner sunshine, and for moments on end she understood the meaning of the law that he who will save his life shall lose it. Earth and its agonies  rainbows and their promises, are shadows of things to come. The shadow-lurker, the rainbow-hunter and the jackal are brothers. The glamour of captains and kings is the glitter of Life where it touches the waves of illusion. For moments on end she lived above intellect, beyond reason. Thought was wordless, like the vivid dreams, which waking veils again behind dreary realism.

From that high consciousness, looking downward, as she could look down at the tragic valleys from the trail they climbed, at last she objectively saw her own dilemma  herself, Tom Grayne, Andrew. Tom Grayne and herself. She was Toms wife. She loved Andrew. God, how she loved him! Andrew did not love her. No doubt he liked her. She liked Tom Grayne, and no doubt Tom Grayne thought well of her, but love her he did not, nor ever would  nor she him. For love of dignity and pride if nothing else, she would not let liking serve as an excuse for clinging like a limpet to a man who craved freedom. Both men were chivalrous. Neither should have excuse or opportunity from her to sacrifice as much as one more hour for her sake. As Andrew had so often insisted, she too had rights. Rights are spiritual, won and kept by spiritual courage. There is no such thing as a material right. She had the spiritual right to take herself out of their lives  to refuse to resist the clash of conflicting forces  to rise above those forces, harming neither man, leaving each to his own destiny, while she attended her own. She saw her way clear  not in detail  only its direction. It looked as lonely and as barren as the mans who strode beside her. But it did have dignity. She would not be the first who had faced Tibet without material resources in reserve. There had, for instance, been Nancy Strong.

The well-remembered trail along the ledges zigzagged toward the ravine where Tom Grayne was supposed to be waiting. Three more days, and at last, on a crag in the distance, the Shig-po-ling monastery glistened into view like a shiny mud-wasps nest. She could see the roof bells through Andrews binoculars. The phony lamas face became as greedy as a buzzards. He was already counting the price he would get for betraying Ugly-face. A blind man could have guessed that. Greed and shamelessness are one; he even tried to search his former master for parched barley or some other food that perhaps he had secreted with a view to escape. Elsa signaled and Andrew saw that. He landed a punch on the phony lama that nearly knocked him off the ledge. Then crisis came.

Bulah Singh, egged on by St. Malo, seized that moment to take Andrew off guard and kill him. He rushed him suddenly  hurled his weight against him, trying to force him over the cliff backward. No one dared to interfere. Andrew reeled over the edge, clinging to Bulah Singh, who beat at him with both fists, kneeling, bracing his legs against a rock. For nearly a minute they swayed in the balance, until Andrews strength at last prevailed and he hauled himself back to the ledge. The Sikh shook himself loose and fled out of reach, scrambling between Elsa and the cliff to reach the one pony whose turn it was to carry no load. The pony kicked him and he almost went over the ledge a second time. He recoiled toward St. Malo, limping.

Then St. Malo pulled an ace out of his sleeve and played it with ruthless cunning. Using his left like a trained fighter, he jabbed at the Sikhs face. He caught him off balance. He jabbed again and again. Bulah Singh staggered. He recovered. He staggered again. He tried to throw himself forward on hands and knees. But the fist jabbed him again too quickly. He screamed hoarsely and reeled backward off the ledge to the rocks a hundred feet below.

No one spoke for a moment, except Bompo Tsering. He sent a man down to strip the body and leave it naked for the birds. After that, the first who spoke was Ambrose St. Malo. Chafing his knuckles, he approached Andrew, rather skillfully assuming a casual, well-bred manner, stage Englishman style. It was only very vaguely overdone. His accent was unpleasant, but his manner might have been almost disarming if it hadnt been for the pistol that Andrew had let him keep. Its bulge was visible, inside his overcoat.

Well. I had an idea, if I waited long enough, Id have an opportunity to prove whose side Im on.

He continued chafing his knuckles, where he had cut them a little on Bulah Singhs teeth. No one spoke. He pulled on his fur glove. Then he patted the bulge of the pistol.

It was good judgment to trust me with this. I didnt draw it, to shoot that dog of a Sikh, for the same reason that you didnt draw yours. The gesture might have been misunderstood.

No answer from anyone. St. Malos eyes held steady. Their intelligence, expression, color were almost beautiful; but beneath the surface they were cold, like the eyes of a robot. His lips smiled pleasantly, but his voice gave the lie to the smile:

Ever since we met, that wash-out has been trying to get me to shoot you. He was self-hypnotized. Obsessed by an idea. He wanted to get possession of your girl friend and to put her to use. At last he favored Elsa with one of his cold glances: Yes, young lady! Bulah Singh believed that through you hed be able to control your husband.

The silence at last told on him. It wore him down. He had to acknowledge it.

Hell, he remarked. What is this? A seance? Cant anyone speak?

Andrew blew his whistle, one blast, meaning stand by. Times up, he said. Hand over your pistol.

But surely you understand now that Im on your side

Andrew took one stride forward and plunged his hand into the breast of St. Malos overcoat. It was a Tibetan coat; it had the usual voluminous bokkus. He pulled out the Smith and Wesson, unloaded it and stowed it away in Elsas saddle-bag:

Play Number One having failed, Play Two, I expect, would be to take a shot at me. Thats stymied. Have you Play Three ready?

St. Malo smiled. He looked scornful and rather surprised. I had begun to think you were a sensible man.

I didnt invite your opinion, Andrew answered.

Andrew Gunning, Im a safe man to bet on. Im a dangerous man to deny! I have dealt myself in on this expedition.

Tell that to Tom Grayne, Andrew retorted.

He blew his whistle again. The column moved forward. Ambrose St. Malo shrugged insolent shoulders and strode ahead to where the phony lama waited, trembling, impatient. They two walked side by side, talking, continually glancing backward to see where Andrew was. Before pressing forward for word with Bompo Tsering, Andrew spoke to Elsa:

Keep an eye on em. Please. Watch em carefully. Either they dont wish to be overheard, or they do wish me to think theyre plotting something. Either way means trouble. The trail is tough from here on. Ill be busy. So take this whistle. If they quit talking and you spot theyre starting anything, blow three long blasts to warn me.

Then he was gone, to overtake Bompo Tsering. He strode past St. Malo and the phony lama as if they werent there.


CHAPTER 47

The trail reached the limit beyond which even the yaks could no longer climb unaided. They and the ponies had to be lifted or else unloaded and then reloaded when their packs had been carried up by hand. In places the ledge was less than three feet wide, with an impending cliff on the right hand. The slippery rock was like a devils stairway. But it was the last lap; the animals knew it; so they got along without accident, everyone lending a hand. When the phony lama made the mistake of refusing to work, Andrew kicked him and made him put his shoulder under a ponys rump to help it scramble while Andrew took the worst of the strain. That was a mistake. He should have known better. Fake dignity cant endure too much humiliation. His life wasnt worth ten cents from that minute, if it should be up to the lama.

Tom Graynes secret hiding-place was away up on the face of a cliff, at least a thousand feet above that terrific trail. It was utterly impossible to reach with the pack animals. There were two ways to it, and Andrew knew the landmarks; but one way would have made a wild goat hesitate, and the other was a cascade, iced over by the frozen vapor from a hot spring. However, there was a more accessible and much larger cavern lower down, where they had cached quite a lot of fodder left over from last years expedition. It wasnt secret, like Tom Graynes cave; it was too close to the trail, and too near to a weird community of hermits, who are the least talkative but most vigilant spies in the world. It was that lower cavern that Andrew headed for, hoping Tom Grayne bad seen them from far off and would save him the trouble of climbing to the hide-out.

He scrambled to the head of the line, to get first word with Tom in case he should have come down from the hide-out. He had a notion it might be wise to break the news about Elsa before Elsa and Tom could confront each other. Elsas unexpected arrival might embarrass Tom, and his embarrassment might be a shock to her. Andrews own dread that three good friends might lose their friendship in a collision of wills where each had done his honorable best according to his lights  was something that he kept out of his mind, imprisoned behind the veil that even Elsas clairvoyance couldnt penetrate. He suspected what Elsa was feeling. He proposed to spare her as much as he could.

And as he led the way around a projecting spur of cliff, there Tom was, striding toward him  the same Tom Grayne, except that his beard was more unkempt. He was clean, but a bit ragged from a winters hard living. He was wearing the same old windproof hunting suit and laced boots, although he usually wore Tibetan clothing. So Andrew concluded that they were in no danger of being seen by monastery scouts. He stood where he was, to block the trail behind him and swap the first news without being overheard. The wind was blustering along the ledge and what they said to each other couldnt have been heard six feet away.

Hows Elsa? Tom asked.

The baby died. Shes fine. I have her with me.

Tom froze. It was almost imperceptible, like the effect of a blow in the ring. One couldnt guess what he felt. He recovered instantly.

Youre a day early, he said.

A day late, Andrew answered.

I expected you tomorrow, said Tom. I heard of your getting hung up at the Shigatse River when the ferry broke away. So I counted out two days. Someone else with you, isnt there?

You bet. Your spies must have been busy.

Lobsang Pun?

Yes  Old Ugly-face in person.

Good, Tom answered.

And  but  also

I know. Ambrose St. Malo.

How did you know? Were you expecting him?

Yes. Who else?

Some unarmed Tibetans and a sham-lama who cant even pray without making mistakes. Youll have trouble with him too.

Okay. Well fix him. Wheres the other who was with Old Ugly-face?

Dead. Ugly-face gave him the proper obsequies.

Tom nodded: That other fellow was a good guy, but soft  couldnt take it. Now Lobsang Pun hasnt a friend in the world  barring us. Did he say much on the road?

Snubbed me a couple of times.

Oh. Likes you, does he? Thats good. Even so, hell be a handful. Tom grinned at last. He and I are old enemies. Friends to the last ditch. Enemies at the drop of a hat. There isnt a move on the board that he wouldnt play against me. So watch out.

Any news at this end? Andrew didnt dare to use the name of the young Dalai Lama, even with that wind blowing and the curve of a cliff between him and the men.

Tom nodded. The infant Dalai Lama is in the monastery. Hes for sale to the highest bidder. The latest high bid is from Hitlers Gestapo outfit  by secret courier from Lhasa.

Did the courier get through?

Hes dead. But well have to work fast.

Any trouble with your Tibetans?

Yes. Two died. Three couldnt stick it. Ive two left. Hows Bompo Tsering?

Getting wise, said Andrew. Good headman. Hes learned how to make the others do most of the work. But he needs watching. Hed bribe himself if no one else ud do it.

Okay. Well fix him too. Has he spotted the prelate?

I dont know.

Tom grinned again. Well see. Have you brought some jam?

Yes. Plenty of soft tack.

Good. Wheres Elsa?

Andrew moved his head to indicate that she was somewhere down along the trail beyond the bulge of the cliff. The trail was so narrow just there that Andrew had to hug the cliff to get out of Toms way and let him pass.

Look out for the yaks around the bend, he advised.

Yaks are as unpredictable as camels, but the wind was the wrong way. The leading yak was around the corner of the cliff. So it couldnt have been smell, hearing, or eyesight that set the brute going the moment Tom moved. Either the phony lama or else St. Malo or one of their men prodded the leading yak in the rump with a sharp goad. It came around the corner like an avalanche. There wasnt room to get out of the way, nor time nor room for either man to shoot. Tom Grayne seized it by the horns, slithered on ice and raw rock and hung three thousand feet sheer above a ravine that howled in the wind as if all the devils in a Tantric Buddhists hell were clamoring for victims. Somehow or other he clung to the yaks horns. Andrew vaulted the loaded yak. At the risk of being trampled to death he seized Toms arms and hauled him back to safety, letting the frightened beast go hurrying alone along the trail.

God, you weigh a ton, he remarked.

There was no time to say more  nothing more to be said. Elsa came, riding alone. Not far behind her, beyond the turn, Bompo Tsering was holding back the column. Elsa got down off her pony.

Oh, Tom, Im glad! I was afraid the yak had

Near thing, he answered. Gunning saved me. He was rubbing his wrists that had taken a grueling punishment from the yaks horns, but he left off doing it to take Elsa in his arms. They kissed. Then Elsas face pressed his shoulder:

Tom, our baby died.

I know it.

Tom, I did my uttermost best to be the mother of your son, and to She was crying.

I know. I know. He sounded grieved. He looked grieved. He was. But it was because she was suffering. You shouldnt have come back, he said, clumsily gentle. Gunning could have brought the news. His voice was as kind as a lovers, but he didnt say bad news. He patted her back and waited for her to cease crying, but he looked too patient, as if restraining a storm inside himself.

You agreed to stay in India. Why did you come? he asked  kindly again, almost too kind.

Must I tell it here  now?

No, of course not. Lets go to the cavern.

But Tom didnt move, for a moment. She looked up at him through tear- dimmed eyes. He glanced from her to Andrew.

No, said Andrew.

Tom grinned, not exactly incredulous, but alert. Arent you quick on the uptake? I asked no question.

Andrew retorted: I saved you the need.

Thanks.  Wheres Ugly-face?

He is near the rear of the column, said Elsa.

Okay. Well let him follow. Lets go to the cavern.

Elsa put her arm through the ponys reins and Tom led the way. But Andrew turned back, partly to let Tom and Elsa be alone together  partly to prevent any last-minute treachery. As he took the wall of St. Malo, St. Malo grinned in his face  superior, indulgent, sly:

Still alive, brother cat? Well come to terms, he said. You wait and see.

Andrew ignored him. He walked on.

Come back! St. Malo called. I want to talk to you. Its important.

Andrew slipped into a recess in the cliff and waited there out of bullet range until the rear of the column caught up. Old Ugly-face was walking last, alone, and for once he looked worn out utterly exhausted from the long march. Andrew offered him a shoulder to rest his hand on. The old man accepted:

Gunnigun, he said, your being having done your task  your doing well. Now mine beginning.

He hummed a mantra. Clinging to Andrews shoulder with a grip like iron, he hummed all the way along the ledge as they brought up the rear of the column. He only paused once when Andrew interrupted:

Can you help Elsa? She needs it. She thinks so highly of you that

Old Ugly-face turned on him, scowling. His eyes flashed.

Your being thief? Your robbing her? Your stealing her opportunity to help herself?

He resumed the mantra. It was like the music of the spheres.


CHAPTER 48

It was a grand cavern, as big as a church, well protected from prevailing winds and warmed by a hot spring that you could hear gurgling inside the rock. At the far end there was an easy climb into another, smaller cavern that was ventilated by a long fissure. Fuel had been the worst problem, but Tom had solved that; he had found tons of yak-dung, in a valley, miles away and had had it piled up near the entrance. If the place had been a bit more private, it would have been perfect. It was too near the trail, too easy to find by accident.

Andrew posted a lookout while Bompo Tsering stabled the animals in the lower cavern. Having eaten nothing but barley for days on end they were greedy for the stored hay. Their delight in the warmth and good forage had an effect on the humans. There was a kind of Christmassy feel in the air, suggesting the manger in Bethlehem  a home-coming. Tom and Elsa were sitting together at the foot of the ascending ramp, deep in conversation. No one disturbed them.

The phony lama broke the almost mystic spell. The mans stupidity was next to incredible. To call attention to himself he grossly insulted Old Ugly- face, ordered him into the coldest corner of the cavern and commanded two men to watch him. Old Ugly-face made no protest, but St. Malo seemed to be hesitating whether to stand pat or to draw cards. It was his chance, should he choose, to turn on the phony lama and repudiate him. He hadnt a good poker face; he evidently despised the man; he let his lip curl and scratched his face with his thumb to hide his mouth. He seemed unable to make up his mind. Andrew was no help to him  gave him no hint.

It was Toms lead now. The end of the trail had automatically reduced Andrew to chief of staff or second-in-command. He didnt even choose to suggest a line of action or to interrupt Tom, but he did order all the bedding and personal loads carried up the ramp to the upper cavern. He went up after them and had them arranged in a circle. The same old canvas tent-fly was in place at the far end, concealing the pool of warm running water that was as good as a civilized bathroom. He took a longing glance in there. There was soap, towels  Tom had been using the place. But he resisted temptation, there was too much else to do. Before following the men back to the lower cavern he put his briefcase in plain view beside his bedding roll. Elsa was on her way up, but beyond giving her a hand over the steepest rock and noticing that she was no longer crying he learned nothing from her. She avoided his eyes. All he said to her was:

My brief-case is a trap. Dont move it.

Below, Tom had taken charge. At the foot of the ramp he was addressing the phony lama with the high-falutin phrases due to a man of rank. Tom was an expert at that stuff. He knew all the rituals. He fooled the fellow, urging him to lead the way to the upper cavern, where they might hold a conference without being overheard by underlings. The phony lama bestowed a phony blessing on him, whirled his prayer wheel a few dozen times and went up, like a puppet out of The Mikado, with all the dignity possible considering he had to pick up his skirts and crawl on hands and knees a good part of the way. He wasnt as active as Elsa. St. Malo went up after him without being invited.

Tom grinned then at Andrew. Lets see, he said, whether Bompo Tsering knows.  Want to bet?

One U.S. dime, said Andrew. Betting with you means giving away money. You ask him.

Tom didnt. He merely glanced at Bompo Tsering with raised eyebrows, and from him to Old Ugly-face. Immediately, without a word said, Bompo Tsering approached Old Ugly-face, knelt and laid his forehead on the floor in front of him. Ugly-face leaned forward, touched him with a blessing and stood up. His eyes glittered. His leathery face rippled. His owls beak of a nose twitched with humor.

Suddenly he opened his mouth and solid laughter roared up from his belly.

Oo-hah-ha-ha-ha-ha-hah! Tum-Glain!

Just as suddenly he shut up. But he walked forward.

Your dime, said Andrew. He produced a mascot coin from an inner pocket. Tom held out his hand, but Old Ugly-face snatched the coin and examined it curiously. At last he stowed it away in his own capacious bokkus.

Now having money, he said, looking quite serious.

Tom smiled slowly and said never a word, but a blind mute could have guessed there was a show-down coming. All the Tibetans laid their foreheads on the floor, including the phony lamas men. Tom touched Bompo Tsering with his foot. Bompo Tsering got up. Tom whispered to him. Bompo Tsering went out of the cave to summon the two Tibetans from Toms hide-out as a precaution in case the phony lamas men should get panicky and try to grab the upper hand.

Things were going like clockwork. The phony lama was having plenty of time in the upper cavern to confer with St. Malo. Between them they were likely to make lots of mistakes, especially with Elsa watching them. They might even quarrel; most fools do, in a tight spot. Tom seemed to have everything figured out. He and Ugly-face understood each other  no ceremony  man to man  watching points  trusting each other, and as mistrustful as poker players. Tom whispered. Ugly-face nodded. Tom beckoned Andrew and they climbed to the upper cavern, where the phony lama was seated on Andrews roll of bedding. He had undone the cordage and made himself pretty comfortable, arranging it so that his seat was the highest and he sat with his back to the light that poured through the hole in the cavern wall. Elsa had found the hot bath irresistible; she could be heard splashing behind the canvas curtain.

Ambrose St. Malo had just returned from peeping through a small hole in the canvas. The floor near the canvas was moist. He had left wet foot tracks. He was in the act of sitting down opposite the phony lama when Andrews head appeared above floor level. Elsas kit-bag had disappeared behind the curtain. She was no doubt using it. But Andrews brief-case was also missing.

It was two or three seconds before he noticed it, beside St. Malo, in the shadow just beyond the edge of a pool of light on the floor. He had hardly dared to hope that such an old campaigner as St. Malo would fall for that trick. The brief-case was open. St. Malo had sat down in a hurry and had not had time to put it back where Andrew left it.

Of course, after that any fool could have foretold what was going to happen, except for the working details, which were sure to be interesting. Tom and Andrew sat down facing each other, so that they were at four points of a square. After a few seconds silence, during which Andrews eyes led Toms toward the brief-case, Tom said to the phony lama:

Of course, now I know exactly who Tour Eminence is. You must be the worshipful member of the sacred Council of Regents in Lhasa. Your Eminence surely is he who loyally tried to protect the sacred infant Dalai Lama.

Andrew wasnt watching the phony lama. That was Toms job. He watched St. Malo, whose face was a picture. Toms opening gambit plainly had him puzzled. He didnt realize yet that Tom was wise to him. Tom continued talking to the phony lama, using beautiful Tibetan. It was so good that the phony lama had to work hard to understand him and not betray his own ignorance of the higher learning:

Of course, I am an ignorant foreigner, said Tom, so I speak subject to correction. But as I understand it, the holy Dalai Lama died several years ago in Lhasa. He was the ablest and most enlightened ruler that Tibet ever had. Therefore he was poisoned, to make way for unenlightened, evil politicians.

Tom was using facts like sledge-hammers, preparing the ground. St. Malo realized that. He was growing restless, trying to make sure that the piece of paper he had sat on in a hurry wasnt sticking out where Andrew or Tom Grayne could notice it.

Tom continued: And as I, in my benighted ignorance, understand it, although the holy Dalai Lama dies like any other mortal, he immediately reincarnates into the body of a newborn child. That child has to be sought for  somewhere, anywhere, in Tibet, and is recognizable by certain marks. Such a child was found, identified and acclaimed. The child was brought to Lhasa and installed in his sacred office to be educated under the supervision of the Council of Regents.

At last the phony lama answered him. He might have done better to keep silent but he was too stupid: As a foreigner your knowing too much. What your doing in Tibet?

Learning, Tom answered. I have learned that many foreigners, from many lands, have designs on Tibet.

The phony lama assented: All foreigners being devils, he remarked. Having heard of this blessed land, now their wanting it. Then he added sententiously: But my wishing to reach Shig-po-ling monastery. Thus your acquiring merit.

Tom nodded gravely: Meaning that if we can serve Your Eminence in some important way, we may depend upon Your Eminences favor?

The phony lama nodded. Tom went on talking:

It is rumored, so that even my ignorant ears have heard it, that one, and only one member of the Council of Regents has been faithful to his sacred trust. Are you that member?

There was a pause. St. Malo held his breath. He seemed scared stiff that the fool might make a bad break. But the phony lama didnt speak. Tom went on:

I have heard that all the other members of the Council of Regents in Lhasa have been corrupted by the money and by the promises of the secret agents of foreign governments. I have heard they are wicked men. I have heard they quarrel among themselves for the control of the sacred child, each of them perceiving that the sole control would give him autocratic power, which would enable him to grow enormously rich from the bribes of foreign governments, each of whom craves to control the education of the coming ruler of Tibet.

My having told you, said the phony lama, your knowing too much.

Tom continued: So there was strife between the Regents. That Regent who is also abbot of the Shig-po-ling monastery over yonder, proved to be the cleverest, if not the most powerful. He poisoned some of the other Regents. Others he slew. He drove the only faithful Regent out of Lhasa, so that he barely escaped with his life. And he carried away the child lama to the Shig-po-ling monastery, so as to have the child in his power.

The phony lama glanced at St. Malo, paused a moment and then answered:

All this being not your business.

But destiny, said Tom, which is inscrutable, has guided me into the sacred presence of that only faithful Regent. You are he. Are you not?

The phony lama began to be careful, too late. He searched his mind for important-sounding words and bungled them:

My being nobly born seeing fit to travel wrapped in cloak of anonymity, ignorant foreign devils should not ask improper questions.

Tom persisted patiently: But I have information for the wise ears of His Holy and Worshipful Eminence, the nobly born Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun. I must not breathe my information into the wrong ears. It is too important. Are you not Lobsang Pun?

St. Malo chucked in his hand. He said nothing, but it was as plain as writing on a wall that there and then he abandoned the phony lama to his fate. He had seen what Andrew saw.

Old Ugly-Face had timed it perfectly. He must have crept like a cat up that difficult ramp, and he must have been crouching near the top of the entrance into the upper cavern, awaiting his cue. Now he stood up and coughed like a senator about to deliver a speech. But he didnt say anything. He thumbed his beads, flicking them ten to a second. No one could possibly pray that fast. It was a grand moment.

Are you not His Holy Eminence Lobsang Pun? Tom repeated. Member of the Council of Regents and the only loyal servant of the sacred child, the Dalai Lama?

Yes, I am, said the phony lama. There was nothing else that he could say.

Then why, Tom asked him, are you on your way to the Shig-po-ling monastery, where the wicked Regent Ram-pa Yap-shi, who expelled you from Lhasa and did his utmost to get you killed, has wrongfully taken the sacred child and is ready to fight all comers?

Answer me that.

Everyone but Tom breathed hard through his nose. Barring that, there was silence for about thirty seconds. Then Ugly-face belched like a gun going off. East of, say, Vienna, belching is good manners. A diplomat may politely include the accomplishment in his code of signals. Ugly-face was calling for the show-down.

Tom opened fire: Since nine days ago, eighteen armed men from Sinkiang have waited in a cave near here. Are they your men?

The phony lama tried to ignore the question, but Tom waited for an answer. Andrew, watching St. Malo, saw a sly, overconfident smile vaguely flicker on his lips and at the corners of his eyes. To him those eighteen men from Sinkiang were evidently good news. He was in a hurry now to see the phony lama disposed of and out of the way, so that he might play his own hand. But he knew Andrew was watching him, so he kept still.

The phony lama didnt know how to answer Toms question. Tom did it for him:

They are not your men. You never heard of them until this moment. Suddenly he turned toward Old Ugly-face. But who is this, whom you treat harshly?

Old Ugly-face said nothing.

The phony lama answered: That one being my servant.

Tom smiled. St. Malo almost laughed.

I am in duty bound, said Tom, to tell Your Eminence the secret information that has come to my ignorant ears. You will know what it means. This is it: the Regent Ram-pa Yap-shi, who is the abbot of the Shig-po-ling monastery  he who carried off the infant Dalai Lama  has offered an enormous reward for the person of His Holy Eminence Lobsang Pun, to be delivered alive, having been reported dead too many times. This time His Eminences death is to be witnessed and to be enjoyed by all except His Eminence. Had you heard of it?

Silence. The phony lama had only one chance left now; but the long knife was hardly out of his bosom before Tom had him by the wrist. Tom passed the knife to Andrew and went on talking:

Someone with more brains than you have, showed you how to make a fortune by betraying your master, His Holy Eminence Lobsang Pun, to be put to the torture and slain. So you pretended to your master you would save his life by changing places with him. He was to seem to be the servant you were to seem to be the master. To which, being in danger of death, he agreed. But who was the man of brains and treachery who bargained with you for a share of the reward for the betrayal of your master? Did he show you an American flag? Did he tell you tales about protection to be had in an American Legation  was it in China? Did he mention China? Were you to escape to China with the money?

St. Malo sat motionless, except that his eyes moved. They measured the distance to the lamas long knife that Tom had passed to Andrew. It lay on the floor. Andrew moved it.

Such men, Tom continued, always demand a lions share. Not a half- share. A lions share. That same someone sent loads, on fourteen yaks, with eighteen men from Sinkiang, to await him in a cave near here. What, do you think, would have happened to you  at the hands of the men from Sinkiang?

No answer. St. Malo saw the writing on the wall. He moved his right hand. But Andrew noticed it; so St. Malo let his hand fall and lie limp on his thigh. Andrew leaned toward him, shoved him off balance, plunged his hand into the opening of his overcoat, drew blank and pulled him upright again. He loved Andrew for that. His eyes were like hot flint. Old Ugly-face sat down against the wall and belched again. He wanted action. But Tom was in no hurry. He was having a swell time. He continued:

Whats going to happen to you now, you treacherous scullion? Your real name is Shag-la. Youre masquerading as a nobly born, eminent lama. There is a penalty of death for that crime. Youre found out.

The phony lama mumbled something, probably a spell for breaking bad luck. Old Ugly-face walked toward him. He had dignity. Nobody needed to tell him how to behave. He didnt speak. The vigor of his iron will, and the humor of his humility, were enough. Already he seemed almost to have forgotten the cur who had insulted and ill-treated him on that cruel march. He was thumbing his beads like lightning; the eye could hardly follow their flick on the thong.

The phony lama knelt to him, put out his tongue and laid his forehead on the floor. Ugly-face ignored him. He sat down on Andrews bed roll, and the phony lama crawled away to the wall where he lay face downward. Ugly-face stared for a moment at Tom and then fetched up another laugh from his stomach:

Oo-hah-ha-ha-ha-ha-hah! Then he looked straight at Andrew  saw slap through him to his backbone, the way he did when they first met. He glanced at Tom and said in English: Tum-Glain, your choosing not bad: Wheres Elsa?

Elsa came out from behind the curtain carrying her kit-bag. She set it down and stood waiting, limned by the light from the crack in the wall. She had made herself look beautiful. But for whose sake? She watched St. Malo, and he stared at her as if he was either afraid or else stunned by a new idea. Tom signed to Elsa and she came and sat down at his right hand, facing Andrew. St. Malo groped in his pocket, found a little silver box, opened it and swallowed two opium pills. Almost at once his smile of self-assurance returned, as if he had resumed the reins of destiny and knew a short way to his goal. Now he looked dangerous.


CHAPTER 49

The light had changed; the sun had moved across the gap in the cavern wall. They faced one another in a sort of mystic twilight, in which the rough walls were almost invisible. The easiest face to see was St. Malos because he faced the light. It was a fascinating face  decadent, willful, incorruptible by any moral considerations. To that extent it had integrity. He hadnt shaved for a long time but his beard was as sparse as a Tibetans. He had high cheekbones, a dark skin and refined-looking rather Mongoloid features. Now that the opium had begun to work on him even his vicious mouth recovered a kind of charm. His gesture, as if picking up a band of cards and holding them to his breast, looked natural, unconsidered; but it aroused Andrews interest; he suspected a weapon; his muscles tightened a bit; he was ready.

St. Malo opened, and drew one card  from underneath him. He had been sitting on it. He flourished a sheet of rather crumpled paper that he had taken from Andrews brief-case, crunched it up and tossed it into Andrews lap.

Thats the lowdown on you, he remarked. Thats a list of the names of Moscow secret agents between Delhi and Lhasa. Youre on the Moscow payroll.

Andrew answered: You took that bait like a rat. How did you come by your rep? Id heard you were an ace.

So I am, said St. Malo. So is Tom Grayne. So are you said to be. You must be damned well organized to have kept such a check on my movements. You two seem to know nearly as much about me as I know about you. Lets say were three of a kind and play it that way. Why are we here in Tibet?

Tom retorted: One reason is to prevent you from using the United States flag.

St. Malo stared. He had begun to feel out of his depth. Tom made a gesture to Andrew. Andrew put his arm around St. Malo, pulled him off balance and groped again inside his overcoat. This time, since he didnt search for weapons, he found what he was after. He pulled out a silk Stars and Stripes about three feet by two and threw it toward Tom; but it came unrolled, fluttered and fell in Ugly-faces lap. Ugly-face examined it with an expression that might have meant amusement, or curiosity, or guile. He folded it carefully and tucked it away in his bosom. St. Malo grinned at Tom:

How did you know about that? He glanced at Elsa, and from her to Lobsang Pun, and back again. Bulah Singh, he said, believed that shes clairvoyant. He stared again at Old Ugly-face, who filled the next few seconds with a silence of his own that felt like ponderable force.

Then St. Malo said suddenly: Take that flag away from him if you value your lives! He doesnt know the meaning of fair play. Hell treat you as he treated me. Hell accept your help and then lead you into a trap. Hell use that flag against you, somehow.

No one made any comment, although he waited for it. So after a considerable pause he said: Oh well, all right. Lets talk turkey. Ive eighteen men. How many have you?

All the men I need, Tom answered.

Mine are well armed.

What for? What against? Tom asked him.

St. Malo stared at Ugly-face. Lobsang Pun, he said, knows English.

So do we all, said Tom.

Oh! So youre one of those mystical buggers, are you! Amateur yogi! Sandwiching a word at a time between two silences to make it sound like wisdom! Heres a fact for you to stick between two noises. My eighteen men are on their way here  eighteen rifles.

No, theyre not, said Tom.

Guess again! Youd better come to terms with me before they get here, St. Malo retorted. If we agree, well and good. Ill go you fifty-fifty in that case. But if I dictate the terms, youll get the lean end. Make no mistake about that.

Tom looked bored. He answered: Your phony friend Shag-la obeyed your signal. He crawled away just now to bring your men. But he didnt get far. He whistled. Bompo Tsering pitched Shag-la into the cavern. He was an astonishing apparition, as if he had been flung between the darkened flies on to a dimly lighted stage. He rolled into the pool of light and lay still, looking dead, but after a moment or two he recovered and crawled to the wall.

Elsa spoke at last: Isnt he hurt? Shouldnt someone go and look? Hadnt I better?

Tom answered: No. Sit still.

St. Malo sneered: Too bad he didnt break his bloody neck. Well have to shoot him soon. Why not now?

Tom returned to the previous issue: The point is, your eighteen men arent coming. Now what?

St. Malo didnt appear embarrassed. All right, he retorted. You win that trick. But what does it get you? I hold all the rest. Youve got to come to terms with me. Lobsang Pun, too, since you seem to be dealing him in. This man Gunning is your yes-man, I suppose. Well, all right. Ive eighteen armed men, in addition to the men below here who came with us. If you should lay a finger on me, theyd wipe you out. So lets be sensible. The Dalai Lama brat is in the Shig-po-ling monastery. We take your men and mine and go get him. Well use Lobsang Pun as bait. Hell have to chip in and play with us, because if they catch him theyll torture him. We split the profit three ways  if Lobsang Pun is on the level. If he isnt, we split it two ways, and what happens to himll be his business.

Old Ugly-face didnt move a muscle or a wrinkle. He didnt blink. Neither did Tom. St. Malo continued:

After weve bagged the sacred brat will be where the girl friend enters in. Shell be foster-mother, dry nurse  talk to him in Tibetan and keep him from crying his eyes out. They grow sick, those infant prodigies, unless theyre babied. After that therell be three lines of retreat. Three markets. Moscow would pay plenty, but its a hard trail and we might not get there. Then theres Lhasa  lots of cash in Lhasa, and a gang whod pay through the nose. But theyre treacherous. Theyd try to kill us before we could reach the border. India, of course, ud be no good. The God-dams ud talk morals, and keep us waiting, and finally theyd cheat us and themselves too. The best bet, and the safest, and the easiest route, is China. There, the Germans have a secret anti-Russian nest of experts. Theyve plenty of money, and theyve bought up lots of Chinese. Theyve a party in Lhasa at this moment gunning for what were after; but theyd want all the profit for themselves, so well beat them to it and leave em howling. Well deal with the head gang in China. Theyll see the point of educating the holy child with a view to controlling Tibet later on, when the time comes to break with the Japs. But dont lets talk about Japan.

No, Tom agreed. We might get sort of overextended.

St. Malo didnt like sarcasm. He smiled thinly: Well, theres the set- up. Now we know what were talking about. Your turn.

Old Ugly-face fetched up another abrupt, thunderous laugh. He left off thumbing his beads, as if prayer had not inspired him and he knew the answer to all riddles:

Oo-hah-ha-ha-ha-ha-hah! Tum-Glain! Now what? What your saying?

I say the hell with him, Tom answered.

Too many hells, said Ugly-face. Your knowing all about all of them later on. Sinning too much. Thinking too little. Sun-moon-sun-moon-day-week- month-year  all that time, and what your doing?

Tom looked straight at St. Malo. You move first. Get out of here.

Then St. Malo changed tactics. Perhaps the opium had gone to his head. He stood up. He jerked his head at Elsa. He said: Whose is this woman?

It was such a shock that he got away with it. Perhaps he had counted on that. At any rate, he noticed the astonishment and took advantage of it, springing another surprise before anyone answered.

Id like to speak to her alone.

Even Old Ugly-face changed expression; his eyes glinted amid the wrinkles. He stared at Elsa. Everyone did  even the discouraged phony lama, who was rubbing bruises in the background, and Bompo Tsering, who was lurking in the dimness at the head of the ramp that led to the lower cavern.

Why alone? asked Elsa.

Its that or nothing, St. Malo answered, looking cocksure. Its something Ill tell you in confidence. I wont tell them on any terms. Thats why.

Tom spoke abruptly: Get the hell out!

St. Malo stood still. Is she yours? he retorted. You own her?

Shall I throw him out? said Andrew. Say the word.

Oh. So shes your woman?

Andrew seized him by the edge of his overcoat to give him the bums rush. There came astonishing interruption. Old Ugly-face shouted; he boomed like a clamoring gong: he filled the cavern with protest.

No violence! he commanded, in surprisingly good English. Let go! Stop it!

Andrew obeyed, stepping back to cut off St. Malos line of retreat to the lower cavern. Then Tom protested:

No violence? I saw Your Eminence capture the Thunder Dragon Gate. You ordered monks flogged by the dozens.

Their being louses!

This man St. Malo is a louse!

Louses having purposes! Also, not being your duty  your not being responsible lama  your being ignorant man.

Are you telling me

My telling you that even louses having purposes!

It looked like locked horns and no way out of a quarrel until Elsa spoke up:

Is there any reason why I shouldnt speak to him alone?

We could keep watch from the head of the ramp, said Andrew.

I am not afraid of him, Elsa objected. Besides, I have

Andrew interrupted: Yeah, you keep your automatic out of his reach. Here, youd better give it to me.

She gave it to him. He passed it to Tom.

Thats much safer. Andrew picked the knife off the floor and passed it to Bompo Tsering. He could have taken it from you as easily as

Tom suddenly interrupted: What the hell now? He blinked into the light. Old Ugly-face  His Eminence the Most Reverend Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun  was climbing the wall! He had passed behind the curtain that hid the gurgling water. From there, he was able to reach a fault in the rock that formed a climbable zigzag stair curving upward to the irregular opening fifty feet above, that let in light. He entered the deep opening, glanced once backward over his shoulder like a huge misshapen owl, and vanished.

Can he get out that way? Andrew asked.

No. But theres room up there for ten men.

Tom turned to Elsa: If you see fit to talk to St. Malo  ? He sounded stiff, as if he resented having to ask the question  perhaps doubted his right to ask it.

He said he wants to speak to me, Elsa answered. I think he wont unless you leave us alone.

St. Malo nodded.  You bet I wont.

Toms eyes met Andrews. We could wait on the ramp, Andrew suggested, just out of earshot.

Yes. But out of earshot, said St. Malo.

Elsa put a word in: If they say they will, they will.

Honey, St. Malo answered, youre naive. At our trade we would cut each others throats for a secret. Yours, too!

Gunning and I will go halfway down the ramp and wait there, said Tom. Keep your voices low and you can talk without being overheard. Well give you five minutes. He met Andrews eyes again.

Yes, said Andrew.

So Tom continued: Im giving you fair warning, St. Malo. Ten seconds after you start anything, youll be shot dead. So dont start anything.

Nuts, St. Malo answered. Do you know what that means?

Tom drew his automatic and cocked it. Andrew drove the phony lama and Bompo Tsering down the ramp to the lower cavern. Then he and Tom followed, halfway. In the dark, on the biggest boulder, that almost choked the short steep tunnel, they sat down and waited.


CHAPTER 50

St. Malo came quietly to the head of the ramp and peered downward. His head and shoulders were very easy to see in silhouette against the light.

Hop to it, said Tom Grayne. Youve five minutes.

Satisfied that Tom and Andrew really were out of earshot, St. Malo returned to Elsa. They heard him talking, but they couldnt hear what he said. Elsas voice was even less audible. What made it difficult even to try to listen was the tension between Andrew and Tom. They werent friends the way they had been when Andrew started for India with Elsa under his protection. Tom said after a moment or two:

Why didnt you kill that bastard?

Im not a killer. You know it. Whats your plan?

I had one, said Tom.

What was wrong with it?

Nothing. Its gone fluey. Old Ugly-face wont play. I know the symptoms. He has a plan of his own, and his own use for you and me.

He hasnt said so.

No. Why should he? Hell use us now, just as he made use of St. Malo and then you in order to get here.

How did you know Old Ugly-face was coming  and St. Malo too? Your regular spies cant have told you.

Tom Grayne chuckled. It ud make a story for the archives! But theyd call me bughouse. It ud make a book. But whod print it? All winter long until a week ago, Ive had a man here who could turn on mental television to beat Jesus.

Oh? Who was he?

He didnt say. The name he went by was Hut-sum Samdup. He had me call him Sam. He made a sort of stab at teaching me, but he couldnt. Seems Im unteachable  according to him. He said Im profit-minded  f not ph. But that was only his excuse. He didnt want to teach. He was using me in some way I couldnt get hep to  using my energy  tapping it. It was almost like a blood-transfusion. It left me weak now and then  kind of light-headed. Ill learn how to do it someday. He could make me see anything he saw  hear whatever he heard. But I cant do it off my own bat  cant begin to do it.

Did he give any reason for making you see things?

No. He was long on meditation  short on talk. I doped out hes a member of the Lodge to which Old Ugly-face belongs. I guess Ugly-face is a kind of younger brother, maybe earning a higher degree. Sam left here the same day we saw you pick up Old Ugly-faces party in the storm and head this way.

We didnt head this way right off, said Andrew. We pitched bivouac.

Yeah, I know all that. I knew Elsa was along. And I knew you and she were sleeping together.

Hold your horses, said Andrew. Lets get this straight. I dont want to have to get tough. We were friends, you and I.

We can be so yet, Tom answered. Elsa told me just now why you brought her back here.

She asked to be brought.

Yes. She said that. She says she came to tell me Im in the discard  washed up.

Did she put it that way? I mean  I cant see your eyes in the dark. Are you lying?

No. But I guess youre half right. Maybe Im rattled. I was adding one thing to another. She did say she came to give me my freedom face to face, and she hopes well part good friends.

Since youre telling it, said Andrew, what did you say to that?

What do you take me for? What do you suppose Id say? I told her I supposed youre the irresistible prince of lovers. Isnt it true?

Youre telling it, said Andrew. What did she answer?

She denied it. In toto. Thats what has me beat. She was never a liar. She never had cause to fear telling me the plain truth. She said theres nothing between you and her. She said youve never made love to her.

Thats the plain truth, said Andrew.

Man, listen, will you! Ive sat in this cave, with Hut-sum Samdup up there on that ledge where Old Ugly-face has stowed himself, and Ive seen you and Elsa in one bed together.

Did you tell that to Elsa?

No, I didnt. She has feelings. Im supposed to have none. But is it true or false?

Its true.

Yeah, I know its true. I saw it as clearly as a movie.

Did you hear us talking?

No. I kind of shut it off. Somehow  I dont know how. I decided Id shoot you as soon as youd get here.

Why didnt you?

Changed my mind. Had time to think. The blow-ups my fault, not hers. We never should have married in the first instance. You be good to her, Gunning. Shes a good girl.

Do you think Ive been bad to her?

She says not. She says you were kindness itself. I guess that parts true.

Then see here: the man doesnt live who can foist off a woman on me. I havent as much as kissed her  though I should have done many a time, for the sake of the brave way she faced the journey, and the patience she had with my rough manners. What she has told you is the plain truth.

Tom Grayne was silent a moment. Suddenly he said: My God, Andrew! Is she cutting herself adrift in this wilderness without a man to turn to? I cant let her go that way.

Its between you and her, said Andrew.

Sure youre telling the truth?

Ive said it twice. I wont say it again.

Did she tell you, before she left India, that she meant to break with me?

More or less.

What did you say to it?

I said it was between you and her. Two or three times since, Ive thought shed changed her mind. But I didnt ask. It wasnt my business.

Andrew, you fool, you know damn well you shouldnt have brought her here!

Says you. That was my business. I didnt offer. She asked. The decision was up to me. I made it. It stands.

But, God Almighty, man, whats to be done? She says she wont come back to me  wont even think of it! What can I do with her? Well have to tell off two men that we cant spare to protect her. In the mood shes in now shell be no use  not even clairvoyant  she never is when shes

Andrew interrupted: Can you see anything now?

No.

Try again. Keep your eyes wide open. Stare.

Say, what do you know about seeing things? I thought you were a skeptic.

Andrew growled at him: Look! Listen! Keep your mouth shut! Stare into the dark!

There was at first a confusion of attention  something that wasnt quite like far-away sheet lightning. It shimmered from plane to plane of consciousness. It was something, but not quite like flashbacks from a partly remembered dream, recognizable as experience but not translatable into symbols of waking thought.

This is it! This is it! said Tom Grayne.

Shut up! Andrew growled. Dont break it. Quiet!

Speech had broken the spell. But it came on again, stronger than ever, steadier, less dream-like. Old Ugly-face appeared, faded, came in again  seen through the rock. Except that nothing was reversed, it was like a reflection in a still pool; but it wasnt fixed in space; it was the same whichever way one looked  Old Ugly-face, seated like an image of Chenrezi, with his legs crossed and his hands on his thighs, palms upward, smiling.

Imperceptibly, and yet quickly, as in a dream, it changed. Old Ugly-face was gone, though one knew he was still there. Now one was seeing through him  through his consciousness. In his place were Elsa and St. Malo, on the cavern floor, standing, she with her back toward the canvas curtain, both of them clearly revealed in rather dim light from the break in the cavern wall. In the background beyond them there was a little vapor rising from the warm flowing water. The vision was more luminous than the light through the gap. The light was subordinate to it. It had its own light. As in certain kinds of dreams, one knew it was real and yet unreal, at one and the same time.

And then voices  soundless when remembered afterwards  inaudible dream voices that reached inner perception and conveyed their meaning without the actual use of words. T here was a baffled sensation now  almost a feeling of guilt, as if it were barbarous ignorance not to be able to hear accurately. It was like watching a play in a foreign language, reading meaning from the action and from book memory. The meaning was quite clear.

Elsa, under no temptation, but under the tremendous pressure of St. Malos trained will, was resisting hypnotic assault. It was like the pressure brought to bear by gangsters upon lonely women to force them to become prostitutes  threats, coaxing, realistic logic, lies, false sympathy:

Honey, you know youre not so sore at those two big boobs that youll let em be killed when you can prevent it. They were your friends once. Ones your husband. The other wasnt so bad while it lasted. Now its all over and theyre both through with you, you neednt take it so hard.

It is not your business, Mr. St. Malo.

Oh yes, it is my business. I know how to save those two men. Come now, honey. Wont it give you any satisfaction to have saved their lives? And see here  theres a fortune for all of us. Those two intend to boot me out of here. You come and join me as soon as its dark.

No.

But, honey

Keep your hands off  please! Dont touch me. I wont have it.

Honey, have you ever heard of love at first sight? Have you ever heard of a woman reforming a man by just being what she is  by being sweet and good and

There came an astonishing interruption, in a hard voice, that could not possibly be Elsas. Nor was it Old Ugly-faces voice. It sounded more like Andrews, or Tom Graynes  or perhaps both their voices merged in one. Yet neither of them spoke:

You swine! Its more than eighteen months since youve been with a white woman. Just now you were peeping through a hole in the curtain. Youve taken opium. Youre sex-crazy! Youre

St. Malo again: Come with me, honey. If you do, youll save your life as well as theirs. If you dont, theyre as good as dead now  and youll be mine then anyway. For then Ill have to protect you. So make the best of it now. Ive eighteen men. You heard Tom Grayne say theyre not far off. Use your second-sight  Ive a bit of my own  well work together and dope out their plan. Well either force them to make terms with us, or beat them to it.

Ill go kill him, Tom said suddenly. His voice broke the spell. The vision vanished. It was like waking from a bright dream in a dark room. Andrew laid his hand on Toms arm:

Take it easy. Youre rattled, and whos to blame you. Dont let on what you know. This is Old Ugly-faces doing.

The damned old bastard, said Tom. I believe its he who psychologized Elsa.

Dont kid yourself, said Andrew. He hardly spoke to her on the way here.

Hell. What difference does that make? Hes a wizard. Hes the only man who can save Tibet, or Id

Easy, said Andrew, easy. Lets go back up there and turn St. Malo out before its too dark for him to find his way.

I should kill him, Tom answered. I should. Anyone else would.

Nuts, said Andrew. Did you get that line of Old Ugly-faces about louses having purposes? I bet that was a hot tip. If you saw and heard just now what I did, youll turn St. Malo loose to strut his stuff. Lets see what happens.

All right. Have it your way. It sounds like horse sense. I was rattled. Lets go do it.

Were agreed then?

Sure.

Mums the word about what weve just seen?

Yes, mums the word.

Okay, said Andrew. Youre the top man around here. You go first. Ill be behind you.


CHAPTER 51

Elsa stood wondering what to say-what to do. There were no signs of peace or the making of peace. Tom came near enough to St. Malo to hit him if necessary. Times up, he remarked. Get moving.

Andrew looked worried. St. Malo smirked at Elsa. He quoted a scrap from his heterogenous mass of what undoubtedly was culture of a sort  if there can be culture without morals:

Manners maketh man. Did you ever hear that proverb? Its a good one. Then he noticed Toms fist. So long, sister. Dont forget now: what weve discussed was for your ears and mine! Dont repeat it!

He oozed away, like an experienced boxer melting out of range of a slugging adversary; but, in his black overcoat like a soutane, he really more resembled an elusive monk avoiding treading on an idols shadow. When he reached the head of the ramp he turned and smirked again, this time at Tom and Andrew:

So long, asses! Auf Wiedersehen! Au revoir!

Take your lama with you, and get the hell out! Tom answered. Then he muttered: If they are his eighteen men, lets hope they kill him for their back pay.

St. Malo vanished. He made plenty of noise on the way down. Andrew volunteered:

Ill go down and see he clears out. He started for the ramp. Tom called him back:

No. Stay here.

But the phony lama and his gang are down there and

Theyre disarmed  outnumbered. Trust Bompo Tsering.

St. Malo is making that noise to warn them. It wont take me long to go down there and

No. I want you to listen to this.

Andrew shrugged his shoulders. He came back and stood facing Elsa. They formed a triangle. Elsa didnt flinch from either mans gaze. She didnt seem afraid or unwilling to speak. She looked tragic. She wasnt pitying herself; she was sorry for Tom. Tom spoke, trying to force his voice to sound natural:

Sit down, Elsa. Lets hear what St. Malo had to say.

She shook her head: It was nothing  really nothing  not worth repeating. Perhaps hes light-headed. He behaved like one of those French nuisances who nudge you on the street.

Opium, said Andrew. Light-headed is right.

Tom agreed: Lets call it that, anyhow. See here, Elsa. Im sorry I was mean a while ago. What you said caught me off guard. I guess it hurt, and I squealed. I shouldnt have. Ive talked with Andrew, and he confirms what you said.

Do you believe him? she asked.

Yes. I do believe him.

Tom, you might have believed me.

I know it.

It was Andrew  when I consulted him in Darjeeling, but not until then  who pointed out the unfairness to you  I think he said the indecency

No, I didnt, said Andrew. You must have thought of that word.

Elsa smiled:   the cowardice, then

I never called you a coward.

  of sending a letter to claim my freedom and give you yours. I did write such a letter. But I burned it. After that I asked Andrew to take me with him. And he agreed.

Is that the whole truth? Tom asked.

No. But its the truth about Andrews kindness to you and me. No one can tell the whole truth to another unless theres true love. You and I dont love each other, Tom  not that way. What happened has been all my fault  not yours  my fault. I came to say so.

Dont lets argue that now

Tom, there is nothing to argue. It was my fault. I accept full blame. And if its possible to make amends in any way, I will do it.

But, Elsa, be reasonable. See here

Tom, is it unreasonable to wish to

Elsa, what about you? What are you going to do with yourself?

I am not thinking about me.

Then begin thinking, right now! You might do that out of fairness to me  to say nothing of Andrew.

You may forget me, said Andrew. Leave me out of the picture.

Elsa smiled, not meeting Andrews eyes. There was a trace of a catch in her voice as she answered: It is I who should be forgotten, if anyone should be. But we havent been indifferent to one another or intentionally cruel. Have we? One can forget unkindness  kindness never  not true kindness. No, Andrew, I wont even try to forget you.

Tom ground his teeth. Oh God! What can you say to a girl when shes in this mood.

Im a woman, Elsa answered. I was a girl when you knew me. Now you dont know me. It isnt your fault. Tom, I am sorry with all my heart for any anguish I have caused you. The very least I owe you is freedom. Its yours. You are no longer responsible for me, or beholden to me, in any way whatever. You may divorce me when it suits you.

Elsa, listen. Barring Andrew and me, youre a thousand miles from even the vaguest kind of protection or

Tom, I know you believe that or you wouldnt say it. But youre mistaken.

Toms eyes hardened. Protection? he said. Whose?

Ten words would have resolved that crisis. Elsa knew it . She hadnt actually meant to say what she did; words had almost said themselves. But she let them stand. She added to them, using truth as a reagent to compel suspicion to reveal its motive. She liked herself no better for being more clever than she had supposed she could be, but the words were said before she could recall them:

Surely, Tom, you dont think that unless I knew to whom to turn, I would

His savage gesture silenced her. Rebellion against even the least binding marriages restriction of his freedom to go, do, eat, starve, live, die as he pleased  imprisoned within him and dark-dungeoned into silence during lonely months and months by an iron will  now broke loose. It commanded every part of him except his manners. Those, like his will, were of iron; not gracious, but toward a woman incorruptible by anger.

Very well. Then were through, you and I. Thank you for my freedom. You have yours, too. You may do as you please. I wouldnt have believed it could happen this way. But here it is.

Andrew almost interrupted, but thought better of it. He had caught a glimpse of Old Ugly-face peering down from the cleft in the wall, through which the light poured dim and watery as the sun sank westward. Elsa said nothing. She couldnt speak. Tom continued:

Now thats settled  I mean now you know youre free  will you listen?

Yes, Tom. Of course I will listen.

Tom gathered self-control. It came hard. He forced back anger within him until its concentration froze all personal sensation. He became governed by one motive, with one objective. First he turned to Andrew:

Are you going to stand by? he asked.

Sure. That was the agreement. As long as you need me Ill see you through.

Thanks. Tom faced Elsa again. This man is simply a friend by coincidence. He has nothing to gain from me. He isnt paid for all this. As far as I know, he is spending his own money, taking his own risk. But you heard him. He stands by.

Elsa almost broke down. She felt she must say something. Her voice trembled:

Andrew could never desert a friend. It isnt in him.

Tom pounced on that. It was the very opening he craved: Im asking you to take example from Andrew. My job is to save Tibet from anarchy by restoring the infant Dalai Lama into the hands of his rightful guardian, His Eminence Lobsang Pun. Thats a tall order. It means capturing the monastery. It calls for intimate cooperation. One false move by any of us, you included, might ruin everything. Please think that over.

He gave her no chance to answer. He turned away and headed for the ramp. Andrew started after him, then turned back. Tears were streaming down Elsas face. He didnt know whether she saw him or not. She didnt look at him. Her shoulders trembled with lonely misery. At last she yielded to it  sat down on her own bedding roll, and sobbed into her hands. Andrew stared, swore, hesitated. Old Ugly-face peered down at him like a gnome  a gargoyle; out from the shadowy mass that was his body one hand became visible. It moved with the force of authority, like a policemans, sideways. It commanded Andrew to be gone.

But he was minded to speak to Elsa. He would have done it, in spite of Old Ugly-face. But Tom shouted from below:

Hi! Andrew!

He ran to the head of the ramp. He heard a roughhouse below  crashing  thuds  no shouting  a deadly, grim noise. He went down the ramp like a fireman, heels first. At the bottom it took him a second or two to accustom his eyes to the different light. First he saw Bompo Tsering, coming into the cavern on the run; he must have gone out to change the guard. All the ponies were kicking. One yak had broken its tether and was charging all over the place, with three or four men trying to corner it, making it wilder. At last he saw Tom  down  in a shadow  fighting for life.

He waded in. It did him good. It was what he needed. The phony lama had found another knife somewhere. He was stabbing at Tom. Tom held his wrist, but the stabs were getting closer  ferocious  two or three a second. St. Malo, underneath Tom, clung to him, trying to throttle him. Three men of the phony lamas party stood by to prevent interference. Andrew tackled them first and they went down like ninepins, one punch to a man, left, right, left, rolling in agony. He didnt know until then that they had knives. Bompo Tsering gathered up the knives. Andrew kicked the phony lama unconscious. He hurled him half across the cavern floor, then stooped to grab St. Malo  too late. Tom seized Andrews arm to pull himself to his feet. He almost pulled Andrew down. St. Malo yelled. Three more Tibetans rushed Tom and Andrew. They were sent staggering back toward the ponies, where Bompo Tserings men knelt on them. But St. Malo, as quick as a snake on hands and knees, had writhed along the wall-escaped. When Andrew looked for him he was standing with his back to the light in the cavern entrance, steadying himself against the wall.

Kill him! Quick! said Tom, out of breath, gasping. The son of a bitch! Hes got my automatic!

Easy, said Andrew, easy. No ones dead yet.

St. Malo smiled. There was nothing even mock-heroic about him. He wasnt posing. He was figuring the odds: a gambler.

You two  have fools-luck, he said, breathing hard. I can kill one of you. So shall we shoot it out, or

Tom was whispering to Andrew.

Andrew turned sideways, concealing his right hand. St. Malo aimed at him  squeezed the trigger. He had forgotten the safety catch. He found himself looking straight at the muzzle of Andrews Luger.

Drop that automatic! said Andrew. Drop it!

Hell! You wouldnt shoot, St. Malo answered. But he tossed the automatic. Tom caught it. Neither would I have shot. Im no killer. Lets not act like children. Lets make one more try to reach agreement.

He folded his arms, crossed one leg in front of the other and relaxed against the wall, watching with amused eyes the Tibetans efforts to catch the hysterical yak.


CHAPTER 52

Perhaps St. Malo had seen a signal and knew where to find his eighteen men. Perhaps he didnt. He wasnt saying. Old Ugly-face had come neatly halfway down the ramp and was listening in. Andrew knew that because St. Malo caught sight of him and Andrew turned his head quickly to see what St. Malo was looking at. There was no sign of Elsa. St. Malos eyes were moving in all directions, watching the Tibetans. Shrewdly he seemed to suspect they would attack him next, in revenge for his having coaxed them into such a fiasco. No one spoke until Bompo Tsering and another man roped the yak at last and threw it to keep it quiet. Then St. Malo spoke:

Hell. Youre mean. You havent even offered me a drink. I know youve got liquor.

Stick to opium, Tom answered. That stuff doesnt mix with liquor.

Im hungry. Any soft grub? Jam? Sardines?

Tom nodded. Andrew went and dug out a can of salmon and a can of marmalade from one of the loads. He tossed them to St. Malo.

Biscuit? he asked.

Andrew threw him a small can of ships biscuit. Now at any rate they possessed two scraps of important information. Tom ticked them off:

So your eighteen men are on iron rations. But you favor your belly. How come you didnt fit out those men with a few luxuries?

It might have meant that St. Malo was unfamiliar with the craving for rich food, in Tibet, in spring, at an altitude above twelve thousand feet. But it might not. He stuck a can into each side pocket and one into the bosom of his overcoat.

Ill let you know when I need more, he said. I didnt fit em out. It was done for me. He sneered. Its a sure thing, if they started out with fancy stores theyve eaten em en route. Ill have to count on you.

Then he walked out, not looking backward.

The insolent pimp! said Tom Grayne. Damn him!

Andrew laughed: But can you shoot a man who turned in his automatic.

It wasnt his. It was mine, the damned pickpocket.

Well, all right, youve got it. Will you shoot him?

Where the long, irregular cleft in the cliff met the ledge that skirted the ravine, St. Malo stopped, outlined against the setting sun, and spoke to the lookout man. Then he turned to the right along the ledge and vanished around the bend. Andrew went and questioned the lookout:

What did he say to you?

His saying, him being my friend  when trouble coming by  um  by, my looking to him.

What did you answer?

Nothing.

That wasnt true. Andrew had seen the mans lips move. Clearly St. Malo was a master of the dubious art which differentiates the spy from the mere informer. He could spot a simpleton a mile off and get his confidence in sixty seconds. Andrew returned to report to Tom, who was already delivering judgment on the men who had attacked him.

Hard labor, Tom pronounced, without rations. No tea until tomorrow. Carry rocks and barricade the ledge. Now. Get busy.

For a Tibetan, no tea is punishment. They would rather have been flogged. But they were glad not to be executed. So they stuck out their tongues in token of meek submission and went to work without protest. Tom went out to show them how to fortify the place, and Andrew sent Bompo Tsering with another man to boil tea without fuel. It was simple enough; outside the cavern, well protected from wind and view by the stone barricade that the punishment squad was now enlarging, was a pot-hole full of boiling water from the hot spring. One only had to lower the urn into that. It would boil anything. Baking, against the rock wall near the pot-hole, was just possible. One could warm up meat and make it palatable, or parch barley against it. It almost entirely solved the fuel problem.

When Tom came in, Old Ugly-face had returned to the upper cavern, so Andrew asked for information. He knew how simple it was to get Toms mind into its own orbit, where nothing except the main objective  not even pain or misery  had much importance.

Are the monks of the Shig-po-ling monastery armed?

You bet. Five hundred new Jap rifles and lots of old ones. No training, of course  or not much. But Abbot Ram-pa Yap-shi has a gangsters brains and he has em bulldozed. Hes a money buzzard. Buys things. Buys people. Double-crosses. Uses poison. He has never been beaten yet, so he lacks experience. I think hell take the full count if he gets a sudden upset.

Yeah. But can we do it?

Suddenness ud do it. He has the infant Dalai Lama under close guard, in an apartment at the rear of the monastery. The kids pining for fresh air and exercise. Theres an inner guard of picked men, unarmed for fear they might get fancy notions of their own. Only the outer guard have weapons. Ram-pa Yap-shi has been dickering, all winter long, between the Tibetan agents of Japan and Russia. Now hes heard of the Germans. So he shot both sets of agents. He calculates that Moscowll be pleased because he shot the Jap agents; Tokyo should feel the same way about his having shot the Soviet contingent.

Whats his background? Andrew wondered. Is he a lama? Educated? Does he know his black book?

Hes a political priest. He was whats called a lay chela. Thats to say he took holy orders more or less by proxy. No more education than a Hitler or a Stalin. But good family. His name, Ram-pa Yap-shi, indicates descent from two lines of the ancient nobility. He has no more claim to the title of abbot than Henry the Eighth had a right to be pope. He gets away with it by bribery and force and by poisoning his critics. The monastery monks are scared stiff of him.

Andrew demurred: If Ram-pa Yap-shi has been in that monastery all winter, how did he boot Old Ugly-face out of Lhasa?

Bribery, Tom answered. Ram-pa Yap-shi has the money. He got away with all the cash in the treasury at Lhasa.

Then what more does he want? If he has the young Dalai Lama, and money, he owns Tibet.

Hes like all usurpers, said Tom. He has to keep on going. Theres no safety in standing still. He has no genuine dictators guts, so he intends to sell out to the highest bidder. But the higher they bid, the more he wants. Thats another familiar symptom  greedy. And on top of that hes nervous as long as he knows Old Ugly-face still lives. He knows Old Ugly-face would chuck away his own hope of eternity if he could save Tibet. Ram-pa Yap-shi is a crook whod sell Tibet to save his hide; but hes top dog for the time being.

And we?

Weve a tough job. It isnt finished until the kids in safe hands.

Meaning Ugly-faces hands.

Yes.

They sat down side by side at the foot of the ramp and watched two of the Tibetans butcher a sheep for supper. Tom had ordered it for two reasons: the sheep was sick; and the smell of the cooking meat would sharpen the punishment of the men at hard labor. The phony lama had been shamming for quite a while. A minute after Andrew kicked him unconscious he had been alert enough to roll out of the way of the mad yak. Now he sat up, sniffed the butchered sheep and stared around him. Tom ordered him out to the labor gang, but he didnt obey until Andrew got up suddenly and started for him. Then he ran.

Andrew turned around and faced Tom. He wanted to glance up the ramp toward the upper cavern without Toms knowing it. There was no one on the ramp. If he could keep Toms mind off Elsa for another ten or fifteen minutes, Toms natural resilience  his power to absorb punishment  his disciplined, stoical courage would come to his aid. Concentration of purpose would exclude even the sense of personal humiliation. That was something that Andrew knew about, having tried it for himself when all else failed. So he invented questions, just to occupy Toms thought.

See here. I dont get this. Old Ugly-face is a badly beaten man

Beaten, hell! Tom interrupted.

Were all the friends hes got, said Andrew. He needs us. Hell have to chip in.

Tom raised his head from between his hands and laid a clenched fist on his knee.

Sit down, he answered. And when Andrew sat beside him, he laid the first on Andrews knee. Get this! Old Ugly-face isnt beaten. It cant be done. Theres no way of beating him. Hes a genuine mystic, and theyre the most practical people in the world, because they know what theyre doing, and why. Any man can be beaten who has personal ambition, and who believes that death is the end of the road. But Old Ugly-face isnt that kind. He doesnt believe  hes a knower. What he doesnt know, he doesnt bet on. He doesnt care a whoop in hell whether you or I understand him or not. Thats our lookout. When he says he has lived thousands of lives in the world, getting a little wiser each time, gradually earning evolution in the sweat of his brow, he isnt guessing. He claims he knows it and can prove it. When he says hell go on incarnating, life after life, until at last he doesnt have to any longer, because hell have learned all that the world can teach him, whos going to contradict him? You? The pope? Einstein? The Archbishop of Canterbury? Freud? Bishop Manning? Fosdick? Have you discussed it with him? Death means nothing more to him than passing through a door from one experience to another. Riches are nothing. Even power is nothing, except as a duty. His duty is to Tibet. How can you beat that man?

He must have a soft spot somewhere, Andrew suggested.

All right, you find it, Tom answered. By the time Lobsang Pun was twenty-five he had spent seven years, naked, winter and summer, immured in a cave, not far from here, fed once a week on raw barley, through a hole in a wall. Thats where he learned how to think and to control himself. By the time he was thirty-five, he was the Dalai Lamas diplomatic representative in China and Japan, and he had tasted every luxury the world can offer. Barring liquor, which he once told me he has never touched, he has sampled everything and watched its effects on other people. He has control of all his appetites. He can take things or leave them. For choice he leaves em.

He has a heart, Andrew suggested.

You bet he has. For Tibet and the Tibetans. Listen to this: Im his friend. He knows that, and he knows why. I ts because I recognize his integrity. A few years back, when he was in power, he chased me out of Tibet just ahead of the first snowfall. If the snow had caught me, I was done for.

Sounds friendly.

Doesnt it? He put a thousand monks to work, praying Id get through, just to give me the edge. He figured that if I hadnt been too sinful, and if my destiny entitled me to it, Id get through in spite of the weather.

On the floodtide of the monks prayers?

Yes. I guess so. He figures prayer cant help the wrong man; and it cant help the right man to do the wrong thing. Anyhow, I got through, no worse off for being prayed for. Hell pray for us now. Hell bless every thought we think, to make us useful to him and Tibet. But the minute hes through using us, hell want to boot us out of Tibet or Im a bad guesser.

Andrew demurred for the sake of talking: You mean, if you and I pull off a miracle, ditch Ram-pa Yap-shi and put Old Ugly-face on top, hell turn on us?

Hell, no. Hes not treacherous. But why are we here? To get reliable information. If Old Ugly-face wins out, then well have what we came for. Hell owe us nothing. But I dont intend to-be booted out of Tibet. Ill send you back to India with the news. Im staying on. When the kids in safe hands, Im going to get clairvoyant  Im going to learn to see  hear  think the way Old Ugly-face does  if it kills me.

Ive been told, said Andrew, that the first few lifetimes are the hardest  the first two or three hundred years.

Tom got up. He looked down at him. Suddenly he used an unexpected phrase. Andrew had never heard him quote the Bible before:

Ask and it shall be given unto you. Ill make Old Ugly-face do the teaching. Because of my importunity he shall!

He walked out then to see how the barricade was coming along. Andrew sat still, pondering, until presently he heard Elsa at the head of the ramp.

Is that you, Andrew?

Yes. Ill bring up some supper.

Andrew, please  just sardines and tomato juice and biscuit.

Doesnt Old Ugly-face want a square meal?

No. He says not. He has barley. He prefers it. Quick, Andrew. I want to talk to you before Tom gets back.

He wondered how she knew that Tom had left the cavern. Strange that she should know that and yet not have known there was a fight; neither she nor Old Ugly-face had as much as stirred while the fight lasted. He could hear Tom, outside, cussing and showing the Tibetans how to build the barricade; there was no need for haste on Toms account. He chose Elsas supper with slow deliberation, adding odds and ends to make it palatable. He knew what she liked. He had a good meal for three by the time he started up the ramp  fruit juice and some honey and tinned cake  all sorts of things.

Elsa had lighted a lantern. It was getting near sunset; almost no light came through the gap in the wall. Elsa looked wan, but tense, excited. She sat down on one of the bedding rolls and spread another as a makeshift table for the food, avoiding Andrews eyes.

Andrew asked: Wheres Old Ugly-face?

She glanced up at the gap in the wall.

Climbed back there, did he?

No. He has been there all the time.

I guess you werent looking. I saw him just now, part way down the ramp. He was listening in.

But please, Andrew, I know where he was.

He was on the ramp. I saw him. He was trying to hear what Tom and I were talking about.

But, Andrew, I was up there with him. He called me up there as soon as you went away. I have been there all the time. I have only just come down.

Beats me, said Andrew. Elsa, I saw him  looked right at him. He saw me.

Andrew, I think  perhaps you dont understand.

You bet I dont. Are you telling the truth?

You too? she asked. She bit her lip. She met his eyes for a second. Oh  oh well, lets not talk about it.

Sorry, he said. Im ashamed. I shouldnt have said that. I guess Im worked up. Of course you told the truth. But so did I. I saw him.

He opened a can, then another, stabbing them savagely with his knife, slicing off the tops by the sheer strength of sculptors fingers.

Oh, Andrew

What? What is it? Shoot!

She sighed, then pulled herself together and spoke to the cavern at large, as if giving evidence that she didnt expect to be believed:

When Lobsang Pun wishes to see  or to hear; and when he knows and loves those whom he wishes to hear and see  then  because they also know him  sometimes  the great effort of will projects his image into their imaginations.

But Tom didnt see him.

Perhaps Lobsang Pun was thinking more strongly of you. Or you of him.

Andrew laughed grimly: Loves me, does he! Whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth! Is that his motto? Tom believes hell give us the air when hes through with us  boot us all three out of Tibet.

Elsa looked startled  excited. Did Tom say he will leave Tibet?

No, he didnt say that  not to me.

But do you think he will leave Tibet? Did anything he said give you that impression?

Easy, said Andrew, easy. I dont ever ask that kind of question. So Ive the right not to answer em.

He was sorry he said it. It sounded priggish. He loathed prigs. So did Elsa. They sat silent a moment or two, listening to Tom returning into the lower cavern, marshaling the punishment gang. They could hear his voice, not his words; it was easy to guess he was ordering the culprits supperless to bed, in the corner beyond the ponies.

Discipline, said Andrew. If he went back on his word and gave em a bite to eat tonight, theyd think that weakness. Hed have it all to do over again.

They heard Bompo Tsering and two or three men rigging a tent over the entrance to keep out wind and make the place snug for the night.

Andrew, I have let the time slip by. Now Tom may come up here, and

I dont think he will, said Andrew, unless you ask him. Hes more likely to go to his own hide-out.

Andrew, will you take a message to him?

From you? Cant you tell him yourself?

Its from Lobsang Pun.

Well, all right. Cant Old Ugly-face talk? Whats wrong with him all at once? He knows Tom ud go the limit for him, now or any time.  Say, eat or youll be starving. Be a good girl  drink up that tomato juice.

She obeyed, then laughed: Andrew, I have grown so used to obeying you that I must guard against the habit!

Now sardines on biscuit. Wash em down with champagne. Go on, thats the last half bottle.

Andrew, we had six half bottles. What became of the others?

Bulah Singh and St. Malo stole em.

You knew it.

Yes. I pretended not to. The poor devils needed something to keep their hackles rising. You said youve a message for Tom. What is it?

Lobsang Pun wants you to deliver it, because Tom will listen to you. He says it was wise to let St. Malo go. But it isnt wise to give him too much time, because hell waste it.

So Ugly-face wants action?

Yes. He said this:Devils are not angels. If you buy a devil, he is all the more a devil, having added one more sin to make him worse; and the higher the price you pay, the more certainly he will betray you.

Whod choose to buy St. Malo? Andrew wondered. Governments, yes. Theyre all crazy. But who else?

I dont know. Lobsang Pun told me to say that.

To me?

Yes, to you  to repeat to Tom. Then he said this: Devils know how to be devilish, so make them do it quickly. By betraying, they create an opportunity. And after that he added: If a plan has a flaw, turn it inside out, or change it, but dont abandon it unless its wicked. He wants you to say that to Tom.

Well  all right. Toms the head man. Ill go down and tell him. But I wont say its my opinion. Ill just make a report.

Andrew, wont you eat something?

Not now. Later. Say: is there nothing that youd like to say to Tom?

She paused a second. No, Andrew. Suddenly she put her hands to her face  spoke through them. What could I say? Tom doesnt love me  you know he doesnt! You heard him, Andrew. Tom loves his career  his solitude  his

Andrew interrupted: Do you love him?

My God! Is that a fair question? Now? No, I wont answer! Then suddenly: Andrew! Do you know what Tom believes?

Better not say it. Im Toms friend.

He believes Ive fallen for St. Malo! He does believe it! I know he does! He thinks Im so wicked and loose and vile that Id run off with St. Malo just for  just for  oh, I dont know why he thinks he thinks that!

What makes you think he thinks that?

Andrew, I read it! I read his thought! Can you love anyone, and think that kind of thought about them?  If he had killed the thought  thrown it out  stamped on it! But he didnt. He didnt try. He let it bore in like a worm into his mind.  Oh, Andrew, Andrew, why was I ever born?

He tried to comfort her, but he didnt know what to say. He put his arm around her. She buried her face against his breast and cried, struggling to control herself, sobbing, choking. At last:

Oh Andrew, I cant help it! There  I wont do it again. She sat upright. Im all right now: Andrew

Yes.

Has Tom said anything  about me?

Not a word. I dont think he will. Hes as proud as hell.

Do you  do you suppose hell ask you what Im going to do?

No. I guess not. I wouldnt tell him if he did ask, even if I knew the answer. Thats between you and him.

Shall I  shall I tell you  in confidence?

No. Better not. No need just now. Youre on the level. If it were my business, I would trust you sight unseen.

Thank you, Andrew. You couldnt be ungenerous, could you!

You mustnt forget. Im Toms friend. Ive so to speak enlisted for the duration. Im seeing him through this business.

Andrew, I must tell you! I will! Im going to be Lobsang Puns chela! The way Nancy Strong was  and still is! Im going through with it! Im

There, there, Elsa! Dont start crying again. He felt his heart grow cold within him. His words grew cold with it. And dont be rash. Dont do anything just because you feel panicked into it. Think it over. Sleep on it.

Andrew, theres no other way out  nothing else to do: Please, wont you go and give Tom the message from Lobsang Pun?

Yes. Ill go now. All right, Ill  tell him. He got up, hesitating. Look up, he said.  I want to see your eyes.

Andrew, Ive been crying. I cant

Look at me. Are you sure youve no message for Tom?

No, Andrew. None. What could I say? If only I knew what to say that wouldnt make things worse  that wouldnt hurt Toms feelings and

Andrew, too, wished he knew what to say. He felt like swearing a streak. He craved to use his hands on something  to shape a big hunk of wood with long cleaving strokes. What he did say was:

Well, keep your heart up, Elsa. Be brave; and lets hope for the best. Ill be back later.

He walked away, glancing upward at the great deep, dark gap in the wall. Almost no light came through it now. There was no sign of Old Ugly-face. He shook his fist at the gap.

You damned old bugger! He almost startled himself, the unspoken thought was so vehement. I wish Id left you to the vultures with your dead friend!

When he was halfway down the ramp he paused  listened. He heard Elsa sobbing  and then, suddenly, Old Ugly-faces belly laugh:

Oo-hah-ha-ha-ha-ha-hah! My being damned old bugger! Oo-hah-ha-ha-ha-ha- hah!


CHAPTER 53

Tom was ominously taciturn. He and Andrew snatched a hurried meal of canned stuff. Then they went out to the ledge to change the guard. It was still not quite sunset. If the weather should hold there would be a nearly full moon, almost all night long, that should make it easy to guard the ledge against all comers. But Tom looked worried. He and Andrew leaned against the rebuilt barricade, each waiting for the other to speak. At last Andrew repeated Old Ugly-faces message.

Did you get it from him direct? Tom asked.

Its accurate. Those were his words.

Oh.

Uh-huh.

Andrew stared into the rising wind across the ravine. Two yards away from his feet there was a sheer drop that the eye couldnt measure, into a ravine that made him dizzy to look at. There were eagles, getting ready to roost for the night, flying and screaming five hundred feet below. In the distance, beyond the ravine, perhaps ten miles away on eagles wings, but farther on foot, the Shig-po-ling monastery was perched between earth and sky like a painting. It looked theatrical in the sunset. Huge walls. Courtyard within courtyard. An enormous central building with a long roof, studded with belfries and fluttering with prayer banners. Without artillery it would need an army of ten thousand men to capture that place. The only means of approach, at any rate in front, was the ledge on which Andrew and Tom stood; it wound around cliff after cliff and gradually widened until it became a practicable road that looked possible even for carts.

One couldnt see anyone moving in the monastery. There was no one on the walls. The wind-blown blessing bells were inaudible at that distance. Smoke rose from the monastery kitchen. There must be thousands of monks at the evening meal or making ready for it. Andrew returned into the cavern for his binoculars. Through those, on the face of the cliff about two-thirds of the way between him and the monastery, he could see the masonry fronts of the natural caves in which hermits endured privation, alone in the dark. He counted eighteen hermit holes, but there were a lot more than that.

Tom sat on the new barricade, staring at the monastery, saying nothing. Andrew decided to force the issue:

What beats me, he said, is why Old Ugly-face couldnt tell you himself. Why use me as intermediary?

Tom turned his back to the wind, perhaps to see Andrews face better in the fading light. At first he looked savagely angry, but Andrews return stare didnt flinch; there was no answering resentment. So Toms anger withdrew into its own gloom.

Ugly-face knows me like a book, he answered. Hes right. A man cant think straight when hes feeling sore with himself. Ive been figuring out a plan to make it worth St. Malos while to play with us.

Youre crazy, said Andrew. St. Malo still hopes to sell Old Ugly-face for cash, and then to steal the kid lama and run.

I know that, said Tom. You cant change his sort. But I was thinking at the moment that theres plenty of gold in the monastery. Those monks own gold mines. They can only work em two months in the year, by crude methods, but they dig enough pay dirt, and carry it more than a hundred miles in baskets, to make the monastery rich. I thought of asking Ugly-face to promise St. Malo some of that gold. But it was a lousy idea. Give him gold, and youd have to kill him to keep him from trying to steal it all.

Andrew grinned: He would kill you and me for the strawberry jam.

If we should kill him, said Tom, Old Ugly-face wouldnt move a finger or pull a string to prevent someone from killing us. You dont know that old wizard. Hes consistent. He doesnt kid himself hes a cushion between cause and effect. He lets consequences happen. Then he walks in on top of the consequences.

Andrew scowled: If he has a plan why cant he tell it to you and me?

Dont you get the idea yet?

No.

Then heres the plain lowdown: if Old Ugly-face should take us into his confidence, hed lose control of the situation. He might even have to obey us.

You think he controls the situation now?

Sure. Its in the bag. What gives him his grip is the fact that he has no personal ambition. You and I ud pat ourselves on the back for doing a good job. We like to think well of Tom Grayne and Andrew Gunning. That old wizard doesnt care a damn about himself. He counts his personality as nothing but the shadow of his own soul. He doesnt care what happens to it. You and I do care what happens to our persons. Thats the difference. And its why hell use us rough and tell us nothing.

Lets hear the rest of your plan, said Andrew.

Ive ditched it. But we may have to change it around and use part of it yet. You know where the hermits caves are. They feed em by night, once a week. This is the night. A party of monks comes from the monastery to pass food and water through a hole in the wall of each cell. It isnt too difficult to attach yourself to that party in the dark and get into the monastery.

That sounds easy to say, said Andrew.

I did it, during the winter, while you were away, Tom retorted. Its a bit risky, but not too bad. They count the feeding party going out, but they dont count em in when they return. There are so many monks in that monastery that half of em dont know the other half. Plenty of places to hide. There were one or two scares, but nothing serious. The first day I was in here I had to punch a holy Joe who asked me what I thought I was doing out of chapel at prayer time. I knocked him so cold that he probably cant remember who hit him. I was in there three days  found out where they keep the young Dalai Lama  how often they change the guard  and all that. It was harder getting out than getting in. Too many big dogs outside. Got out at last with a funeral gang who were taking a corpse to be handed over to the ragyabas, who chop up the corpse to be fed to the dogs and vultures. The dogs were hungry, so they went for the corpse and I got away. If Id had to kill one of those dogs, thered have been trouble. Cold night, it was. Christmas Eve. Seventy below.

Dont they suspect youre here?

No. I think not. Ive been lucky. Got all the breaks so far. Hermits may have seen me through their peepholes. But I think they havent. Theyd have told. Thered have been a party sent to rout me out.

Well need more than the breaks, said Andrew. Weve got to capture a fortified city.

Tom grinned at last. Youre telling me. Well  we know the first move.

Which?

Ugly-face said it.

It was dark now. A few stars were shining, but great banks of cloud were rolling up to hide them. Tom peered curiously at Andrew  hesitated, and then said, as if ashamed of himself:

Do you suppose Elsas idea was the same as mine  to buy St. Malo?

How should I know? said Andrew.

Well  anyhow  move number one is to shove St. Malo  goad him  push him  irritate him  make him act up.

With eighteen armed men, said Andrew. All hell need to tell them is that weve got supplies and money. Theyll jump us quick.

St. Malos no fighting man, Tom retorted.

Granted. Hed rather clean up after someone elses battle. But he could blockade us in here.

Thats what weve got to prevent, said Tom. We cant afford a blockade. When the fords are passable, support for Ram-pa Yap-shi might turn up from Lhasa. Theres a couple of regiments there that havent been paid and may come for their money. Theyll eat everything they find on their way. Once here, the man with the money controls them. Weve got to be it.  Tonight is the night they feed the hermits.

What of it? What good does that do us?

They feed em around midnight. We must tell St. Malo. Can you imagine him missing that chance to open negotiations with Ram-pa Yap-shi?

Youre telling it, said Andrew.

So we prod St. Malo. And we wise him up about the hermits. Its a rock- bound cinch hell send word to the monastery, offering to betray Lobsang Puns whereabouts in exchange for a fat fee. He wont be such a fool as to tell where Lobsang Pun is. Hell fix the price first. Hell want cash on the head of the barrel. That takes time.

Well then, whats our next move?

The next move will be up to Ram-pa Yap-shi. Well be the problem  the unknown quantity.

At home it had been Andrews job to spot flaws in cases. He did it as a natural reaction.

The least it means, he said, is that we lose the initiative. Well be cut off, and starved out, if nothing worse happens.

Nuts, Tom answered. Where did you learn strategy?  Out of a book? Initiative resides in the ability to take advantage of the other mans mistakes. If he doesnt make em, you cant use em. He wont make em, if you dont tempt him. And until he has made em, who knows how good theyll be?

So youre betting on Old Ugly-face?

Tom snapped his jaws: I laid a bet on Ugly-face, he said,   to win  on the day I knew he was a fugitive from Lhasa. Lets go irritate St. Malo.

Andrew went back to the cavern for flashlights. He heard Old Ugly-face saying his prayers. All the Tibetans in the lower cavern were down on their knees with their foreheads on the floor. The lanterns, that cast astonishing shadows, shone in the eyes of the stabled animals. It was a weird sight. Old Ugly-faces voice, coming through the gap from the upper cavern, sounded something like a Gregorian chant. It conjured up a mental picture of Old Ugly-face in full canonicals, that were a sort of symbol of daimonic dignity. There was no sign of Elsa. Andrew whispered a few words to Bompo Tsering about changing the guard every hour and then returned to the ledge. Presently he and Tom climbed over the barricade and started along the track, Tom leading. There wasnt room for them side by side. If one should set a foot wrong, or stumble on a loose stone, or slip on the ice there was a long way to fall. There had been a sudden change in the weather; the moon was clouding over and there were signs of one of those springtime storms that do more to keep foreigners out of Tibet than all the laws and treaties in the world. Tom kicked a loose rock off the ledge, stopped and listened until it struck bottom, sending echoes pinging along the ravine like breaking ice. Then he spoke over his shoulder:

Keep your hair on and your feet under you. It gets worse from here on.

Andrew answered cynically: Ugly-face is praying for us. So you should worry. Lets hope hes praying for fine weather.

Tom spoke again over his shoulder: Hell need to pray like hell. Therell be a humdinger before long  perhaps the last storm of the season. Last ones usually are killers.

They went ahead, leaning against the wind, feeling their way along the cliff on their right. Tom seemed to relish the thought of a storm, although he knew those Tibetan blizzards even better than Andrew did. He strode with vigor that made Andrew hustle to keep up.

It seemed to Andrew that they were taking an idiots chance. Toms conviction that Old Ugly-face intended to use them and himself too, for that matter, like pawns in a desperate game, fitted in with Andrews own conception, now that he had time to think about it. He imagined the old prelate back there in the cavern planning to sacrifice them all, including Elsa, in some subtle move that was beyond their comprehension because they didnt know the facts. It made his spine crawl.

Tom seemed to be taking no precautions. He led as fast as he could struggle against the wind, along a ledge that zigzagged in and out on the face of a cliff from one natural ambush to the next. At one moment they were outlined by the light of the moon; at the next they were in deep shadow where a dozen men might have been lurking. It would only have needed a sudden shove to send both of them over the edge. That would have left Old Ugly-face and Elsa at St. Malos mercy. When Tom called a halt for a few moments rest, Andrew said to him:

Were asking for it. Well get it. Were going straight into it.

Tom didnt answer. He walked on. He must have guessed that Andrew had the wind up. The going got worse after a minute or two. The moon disappeared behind hurrying clouds. One could see nothing, nor hear much either, because the wind began blowing a half gale, screaming and moaning among the crags. It was all one sound, worse than the ocean at night. To have used a flashlight would have been an invitation to any rifleman keeping a lookout. St. Malo had eighteen men with rifles. Not good.

Andrew overlooked the fact that, having been there all winter, Tom was familiar with every yard of the ledge. They were more than two miles from their cavern when Tom stopped and grabbed Andrews arm. It was too dark to see each other. He had to shout against the wind, with his hand to his mouth:

On our right, two yards from here.

What?

A cave.

They could hear the wind howling through it and thundering the way it does into a tunnel. Tom shouted again:

Passage at the rear. Into a gorge. Back of thats a cavern. Hes there.

Tom had his plan figured out. They entered the cave, using flashlights until at the rear they found the opening into a tunnel. It was three feet off the cavern floor and about half a mans height, the shape of an egg on its side. Someone in the tunnel or at the far end of it noticed their light. They heard noises that were off-key with the wind. At last a Tibetan came crawling along the tunnel on hands and knees. They dazzled his eyes for a second or two, then switched off the light. He called out to them. They couldnt hear what he said. Hoping the moon wouldnt come out suddenly from behind the clouds and give the Tibetan a chance for a pot-shot, Tom answered, in Tibetan. Then at last Andrew got the general drift of Toms plan, and began to feel better. A good plan does that. It acts like champagne.

Tom began by asking the man whether he had seen the monks from the monastery. The man said no. Tom told him this was the night when the monks came to feed the hermits. The Tibetan hadnt heard about that routine. He asked a couple of questions, and Tom answered them. Then he told the Tibetan to go and fetch St. Malo.

Tell him, said Tom, that if he wants to talk to Tum-Glain he must come alone.

The man disappeared, after trying, but failing to discover whether Tom had more than one companion: Tom and Andrew waited one on each side of the mouth of the tunnel. Tom was thinking of Elsa. There was no doubt of that, although he didnt mention her name. He said:

If St. Malo should shoot both or either of us now, that would tip off Ugly-face. Hed clear out. Theyd never catch him.

Ugly-face wouldnt know, Andrew answered. He, too, was thinking of Elsa. Hes in the cavern, two miles away.

No he isnt, said Tom.

There would have been no sense in arguing that. Andrew glanced sideways and nearly jumped out of his skin. There stood Ugly-face, in the mouth of the cave, with his back to the faintly luminous hurrying clouds where the moon was fighting its way through for a moment. He was a silhouette; Andrew couldnt see his face; but he was as unmistakable as the Great Pyramid. Shrouded in two of Andrews blankets, he looked like a big black-hooded ghost. He stepped out of sight, around the corner, along the ledge.

Damn him, hes gone! said Andrew.

Tom asked: No sign of Elsa?

No. But Ill go look. Andrew returned after a minute. No, no sign of her. I bet shes safe in our cavern. Bompo Tseringll take good care of her. She was pretty well tuckered out. Lets hope shes asleep.

Tom grunted. It might have meant anything; Andrew wished to hell he would say what he did mean. There were sounds again in the tunnel. This time a man came carrying a lantern. Alone. Not St. Malo. He was another Tibetan. He wanted to know how many men there were.

Tell St. Malo he may count them if he comes alone, Tom answered. On your way, drag your rifle so we can hear you.

The man turned back, dragging the butt of his rifle along the tunnel floor. Tom crossed to Andrews side of the opening.

I guess St. Maloll come this time. Tell him Ive gone to watch the hermit-feeding, sos to give the alarm in case the monks learn where we are. Then tell him weve decided to bolt, and we advise him to. Say well let him get the hell out past our cavern, first thing in the morning. Say well give him some soft grub for the journey, provided he and his men unload their weapons and pass our cavern one by one at a walk. That ought to fool him.

Okay, said Andrew.

Tom hesitated, so long that Andrew asked: Whats the matter?

Nothing. But see here: dont mention Elsa.

I wont.

Tom walked out of the cave to follow Old Ugly-face around the corner of the cliff. Andrew, cursing Toms suspicion, waited, in pitch darkness, and after a long while St. Malo did come. He was carrying a lantern. He had a rifle, too, but he didnt seem to expect to use it. Andrew, taking care not to startle him, told him to lay it down on the tunnel floor. He obeyed. Andrew said:

Youre covered, so no funny business.

St. Malo sneered: What you need is brains. Why should I start anything? Wheres Tom Grayne?

Andrew delivered Toms message. He elaborated, remarking off his own bat that Ugly-face feared the hermit feeders might come scouting along the ledge, learn too much and turn out the whole monastery.

So the tip is to clear out. Beat it for the sky line.

Youre remarkably thoughtful for me all at once, St. Malo answered.

But Andrew had expected that. He was ready for it. Were afraid you might not get caught by the monks. We dont want a rat like you with eighteen men at our rear. Well give you until two hours after daylight to go past our cavern  not a minute longer.

St. Malo retorted: What if I dont choose to do it?

Andrew didnt hesitate. Weve thought of that too. If youre not in sight by two hours after daybreak, well march. Our rearguard will shoot if they see you. Also, in that event, no handouts.

I believe youre lying, said St. Malo.

Think it over.

I will. Meanwhile, you may go to hell, Mr. bloody Andrew Gunning  you and Tom Grayne, both of you.

He retreated into the tunnel, backward, leaving the rifle where it lay. That was too obvious: one of St. Malos Tibetan riflemen was ambushed at the far end of the tunnel. Andrew ducked about a tenth of a second ahead of a bullet. Then he crept up to the tunnel mouth. Another bullet spat out of the darkness, but it missed him, and he got St. Malos rifle  a good one; it had a telescopic sight. Someone had another shot at him while he edged along the side of the cave to the ledge and rejoined Tom.

Wheres Old Ugly-face? he asked.

I was too late, Tom said. Missed him. Gone to watch em feed the hermits, I guess. Did you talk to St. Malo?  Okay, lets go.

Where?

Follow Ugly-face.

Well have St. Malo at our backs, Andrew objected. If he didnt fall for the bait, Ill eat his rifle. Hell come along behind us.

Sure. Thats the idea. Lets get well ahead of him.

They hurried along the ledge. Ten times Andrew could almost feel a bullet whizz by from behind. But he knew it must be imagination. Even if St. Malo were following, he couldnt possibly have seen them; Tom and he couldnt see each other. When Tom hesitated on the ledge to feel his way around an outleaning rock, Andrew bumped into him. Twice they almost fell together off the ledge. They didnt overtake Ugly-face. He might have fallen into the ravine for all they knew. There was no place where he could possibly have hidden. He couldnt have scaled the cliff, upward; there was no foothold; it was sheer wall, leaning slightly outward, and in places it was covered with ice.

After a while they saw a light moving, far away where the ledge turned leftward in a wide arc toward the monastery. Tom stopped then, in the lee of a rock.

See em? Thats the happy-blessed-hermit-feeding-company-of-pilgrims-on- the-path. Thats what they call emselves.

Only one lantern, said Andrew.

Yes, but twenty-five or thirty monks. The number varies.

Weapons?

You bet. Scared, too. Theyd shoot at a shadow. They hate this job.

Any place to hide near where the hermits are?

Not that I know of. Weve got to find Ugly-face. Quick. Come on.

There wasnt a place where a bird could have hidden, all the way along that ledge until they reached the cliff that was pockmarked by hermits caves. The moon appeared again for a moment, so they could see the caves clearly. They were irregular, at different levels, some only reachable by footholds cut in the rock. The highest ones were open to the weather and seemed to be unoccupied. All the others, except one, were closed up with mud and stone masonry, leaving a hole, about five feet from the floor, barely large enough for a man to have pushed his head through. But the nearest cave seemed to have been broken into. There was no sign of hermits  no lights  no sounds.

The approaching lantern was out of sight at the moment around a shoulder of the cliff. Tom and Andrew listened for sounds of St. Malo. They heard none. Then, suddenly, through the howling of the wind, they both caught the same sound at the same moment. It appeared to come from the direction of that one cave on the lower level that was only partially blocked up  the nearest one. They turned their flashlights on it. There was a gap in the masonry about three feet wide, extending to about two feet from the bottom. They only used their lights for about a quarter of a second. Both saw the same thing. A big hunk of rock appeared to raise itself and place itself exactly in the middle of the gap. It looked supernatural. Tom laughed:

I told you theres no way to beat that old hellion! Come on, lets go help him.

His Holy Diplomatic Eminence, the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun, alias Old Ugly-face, was inside the hermits cave, busy immuring himself. First, though, he had pulled out from the cave the weather-mummied frozen carcass of a hermit, who had died since the last visit of the feeding patrol. He had dragged out the corpse through the gap made by brigands, who had searched the dead mans cave for sacred objects such as brigands need to keep away the devils who would otherwise accumulate like flies on the fat of their sinful pursuits. That carcass was good bait now. The oncoming monks would have to pause and say proper prayers, before pitching the remains over the cliff. It was a good enough bet for a prelate, wise in the ways of monks, that there, outside that cave, St. Malo would try to double-cross them all for much fine money.


CHAPTER 54

The moon had vanished. Old Ugly-face blinked at Toms flashlight, detesting it. He looked like a great grim apparition from another world, too wise in the ways of inferior mortals to feel surprised at anything; but annoyed. He made no secret of his disapproval. If he felt friendly, he dissembled. In his eyes there was, perhaps, no enmity; but he withheld his praise. Having to shout against the howling wind increased the suggestion of irritation.

Your being much presumptuous!

Wheres Elsa? Tom asked.

Ugly-face retorted: My knowing. Why your not knowing?

Andrew and Tom got the same hunch at the same moment: there was no time to lose. They barged into the cave and got busy. Andrew held the flashlight between his knees and passed the rocks. Tom laid two rocks in place. Old Ugly-face irritably pulled them down and began to replace them. There is probably an ordained angle at which hunks of diorite should block the opening of a hermits cave. But Old Ugly-face was petulant, tired, nervous. Tom resumed the work and spoke to him, in Tibetan:

Blessed-personage-acceptably-praying being more useful than ignorant laboring man. Then in English to Andrew: Give him the torch to hold.

Andrew gave the torch to Ugly-face and went on playing masons helper, passing the rocks as fast as Tom could lay them. There wasnt room for both of them to work in the gap. Old Ugly-face held the torch steady but he kept up a continuous growl of objections.

Being danger in anothers duty, he grumbled.

But Tom was well posted in Tibetan proverbs. Being duty in anothers danger, he retorted.

Done badly. Their observing that wall not being properly build.

Bless a blindness on them, Tom suggested.

Devils using your mouth! said Ugly-face.

He began flicking his beads with his thumb. They clicked like something loose being flicked by the wind. Tom worked like wildfire, but the mud was dry and frozen. There was no means of wetting it. The stones wouldnt stay in place without a lot of manipulating. The wall across the gap was only breast-high by the time they heard the chanting of the oncoming monks. They heard it in snatches because of the wind. Ugly-face switched off the light. They listened.

It was difficult to see, but easy to imagine what was happening. In the face of every one of the hermits caves there was a hole about breast-high. Through that the hermit could pass out his water bottle to be filled. Then he could hold out one hand to receive his weeks supply of parched barley. The feeding patrol, chanting and spinning their prayer wheels as they came, paused in front of each cave just long enough for a mantra and for the hermit to stick out his arm to receive the supplies. The monks were in a hurry to get back to their nice draughty cells in the monastery. Besides, they were afraid of brigands, and not notably fond of hermits, whose disdainful austerity might be held to imply a rebuke of monkish luxury and sloth in spiritual exercises.

So the procession came along fairly fast. It wasnt more than fifteen minutes before their enormous, parchment-covered iron lantern cast its rays into the opening. Tom and Andrew had to step back. Someone cried out then and the procession halted while the lantern bearer examined the corpse of the hermit that Old Ugly-face had laid in the way.

It was quite easy now to observe through the chinks in the rebuilt wall. There was an argument going on. The monks crowded one another for a look at the hermits body. They seemed to be wondering how it got there. The lantern bearer was the important man; he stood gesticulating in a long yakskin overcoat, giving orders that no one obeyed. Ugly-face seemed to understand every one of his gestures. He appeared to decide that he now knew enough. He retreated to the back of the cave and sat down.

The lantern bearers autocratic gestures became unmistakable at last. He commanded one man to recite the ritual for such occasions. He commanded another monk  a huge fellow armed with a sword, to go and examine the cave from which that hermits body had been dragged. The monk refused. He was afraid. The lantern bearer struck him. All the other monks upheld the lantern bearer. So the big fellow with the sword came ahead, whirling his prayer wheel, clearly visible in silhouette against the lantern. His padded clothing and hood made him look bigger than he really was, but he was a giant at that. He looked like one of those tribesmen from the plains of northern Tibet, where the only possible survivors of the rigors of the climate are the stalwarts with huge lungs, big bones and iron physique.

I can count thirteen rifles, Tom whispered.

Oh, for a baseball bat! said Andrew.

The big monk stuck his head and shoulders through the opening. His head was within two feet of Andrews. He had a face like a stone devils; stupid but more dangerous for that very reason. No predicting what a stupid man would do. But he couldnt see into the dark. Suddenly he turned around and shouted to the lantern bearer that the cave was empty. He said something about brigands. The lantern bearer shouted and gestured, evidently ordering him into the cave, then turned his back to watch four monks roll the dead hermits body off the ledge. The giant watched that too, leaning against the rebuilt wall. Fearing the wall might collapse with his weight, Andrew leaned against it on the inside. The four monks seemed afraid to touch the hermits frozen body with their hands. They kicked it, spinning prayer wheels to ward off the devils that hang around corpses, while some of them chanted fragments of the Ritual for the Dead, until the corpse rolled over the edge.

Then at last the giant monk began to climb into the opening, but his long overcoat made it difficult, so he pulled down a couple of rocks. After that, he leaned through for another good look before climbing in, and Tom nudged Andrew. They timed the play perfectly. Toms right and Andrews left landed on the monks jaw on either side simultaneously like a couple of clubs. He collapsed. They dragged him through.

Lay him face downward, said Tom. Then hell give us warning  hell try to turn over before he yells.

That fellow didnt stir for several minutes. There was no sound from Ugly face. Neither Tom nor Andrew had heard him come forward, but there he was, standing beside them within thirty seconds of their dragging in the monk. He had seen  sensed something. He knew something. He laid his hand on Andrews lips. He prodded Tom, for silence. Then he peered through the opening, spreading his arms to prevent Tom and Andrew from doing the same thing. So Tom pulled down a stone, and so did Andrew.

St. Malo had come. He had one man with him, armed with a rifle. St. Malo also had a rifle. He looked like a Tibetan. He stood exactly in front of the opening of the cave, ten feet away, in the lantern light, and waited for the lantern bearer to accost him.

Old Ugly-face laid a hand on Andrews shoulder. The strength of his grip was astonishing, but that was nothing compared to the daimonic vigor of his mind; it stirred something that responded. The thrill was commanding. It explained the difference between, say, a Napoleon and cannon fodder. The old Invincible was observing the enemys error, calculating accurately how to turn it to his own use. One knew that.

The lantern bearer took his time about approaching St. Malo. St. Malo might be a leader of brigands. He took care to be covered by the rifles of the monks behind him. Other monks came crowding past and cut off the view from the cave. The wind wasnt quite so gusty now, but the monks were chattering like ravens at a feast, so it was very difficult to hear what was said. Tom and Andrew heard snatches, and had to piece those together.

There was no ceremony  none of those long-winded phrases that should precede any conversation between strangers in Tibet. St. Malo came straight to the point:

Your Holy Abbot the Lord Regent Ram-pa Yap-shi has offered a reward in gold, for the capture and delivery alive of the deposed and now fugitive lama the ex-Lord Regent Lobsang Pun. I claim the reward.

The lantern bearer stepped on glare ice and very nearly fell off the ledge from excitement. All the other monks began to gabble advice. Some of them wanted to seize St. Malo and drag him away to the monastery to tell his story to the Lord Abbot Ram-pa Yap-shi himself. But St. Malo had arrogant guts in a crisis  insolence beyond measure. He took the high hand, in a loud voice, that reached the cave in wind-blown snatches:

After daybreak ... armed men from the monastery ... come where I direct ... Bring the reward ... gold ... English measure ... four loads ... Weighed in my presence.

There was some discussion of that. Then:

I will show you Lobsang Puns hiding-place. You shall also capture his accomplices ... foreigners ... may be lawfully slain ... ponies, yaks, stores ... no right to be in Tibet ... tell Ram-pa Yap-shi ... no tricks! ... No gold, no Lobsang Pun. Go tell him.

After that, there was a hot quarrel. The monks surrounded St. Malo. Some of them were packed so tight against the cave that Tom and Andrew had to support the rebuilt wall to keep it from falling inward. They were all shouting, which was why they didnt hear the big prisoner. He had recovered consciousness and had to be jumped on, tied with his own girdle, gagged. That wasnt easy in the dark. He was nearly as strong as both men together. Andrew hammered his jaw with a rock to get his mouth open, shoved a glove in his mouth and tied the gag in with a strip torn from his own clothing. Old Ugly-face offered one of Andrews blankets and they tied that around the mans head. He didnt smother, for some unfathomable reason.

The monks had their way with St. Malo. He and his man stood them off for a minute or two; they realized that he wouldnt be any use to them dead, so they werent too violent. They took his rifle away and forced him to go with them to the monastery, to tell his story and make his own terms with Ram-pa Yap-shi. They were so excited  only monks can get as excited as they were  that they forgot all about their missing giant. They didnt even bother about feeding the last few hermits. They marched back toward the monastery, chanting, following the lantern bearer, with St. Malo and his man in their midst. Then the snow began falling  lots of it.

Old Ugly-face turned the flashlight on Tom and spoke English:

Now my blessing you a hundred million blessings  now your going home  my thanking you too much.

Home? said Andrew.

Tom grinned. In the flashlight his face looked easy, almost instantly tolerant. But instead of answering Old Ugly-face he turned to Andrew: Leave this to me. Ill manage him. Go back to our cavern. Bring Elsa, and all the men, and two days rations. Quicker the better.

The storm was getting well under way. When Andrew climbed out of the cave he could hardly stand against the wind  could hardly see a foot ahead through the driving snow.

Bring Elsa  along that ledge?  in such a storm as this one? He turned his flashlight on the cave, for a last look, to make sure of his bearings. Old Ugly-face was letting Tom help him through the gap. In an open, unoccupied cave higher up, was a shadow that caught his eye through the driving snow because it seemed to move and he could imagine no reason why it should move. But when he focused the flashlight on it there was only a heap of stones on the ledge. He turned away, facing the storm.

God damn! he muttered. That looked like Elsa.


CHAPTER 55

That nights storm had one redeeming feature-lightning. Hail, rain, snow alternated. The wind blew with hurricane force, sometimes from two directions at once because it roared along converging valleys. Sometimes it blew Andrew against the cliff with such force that he couldnt move. At other times he clung to the cliff to keep from being blown off it  with one hand frozen; he had used his left glove to gag the giant monk. The lightning was like a barrage bursting in no-mans land. It made a swaying, fantastic horror of the thousand-foot drop into the ravine. But it did reveal the ledge.

Theres a limit to what a human being can take in the way of punishment and still retain will power. Theres a point at which quitting begins to look like common sense. Andrew came closer to quitting, that night, than he cared to confess, except to himself in secret. For one thing, he felt sure St. Malos men would be keeping a lookout near the mouth of their cave. They werent likely to trust Tom and Andrews Tibetans to keep cover. On the other hand, they might even have overcome their own fear of storm devils and have crept out to take the cavern by surprise, grab the booty and run.

Barring human jacks-in-office, there is no worse bully in the world than a storm at high altitudes. A bullied mans brain can suggest a hundred mad reasons for doing the wrong thing. Andrew even thought of entering St. Malos cave and trying to drive a bargain with his men. He could tell them St. Malo had been captured by Ram-pa Yap-shis monks and carried off to the monastery. But there would be seventeen men to deal with. And Andrew was numb with cold. He thought better of it  if it was thought.

By the time he had struggled as far as the entrance to St. Malos cave, he was too exhausted for much else than instinctive action. It was habit that carried him on  the habit of finishing what he had said he would do. He crossed the entrance to St. Malos cave on hands and knees, waiting for the lightning to reveal the inside of the cave. The wind howled into it, and through the short tunnel beyond. Added to that tumult were terrific peals of thunder  one continuous din that echoed and reechoed. A man couldnt have fought his way out of the tunnel against the hurricane force of the storm. At one moment a blast of hail swept into the cave so fiercely that it sounded like machine-gun bullets. Some of that hail was sharp enough to rip the leather of Andrews overcoat.

Two more miles of ledge  a waking nightmare. The last half-mile was something like the last round of a fight, in which the bell may save the loser from a knockout if he can only hang on. Andrew hung on. He made it. And Bompo Tsering was keeping a lookout, in spite of storm and devils. Lightning lighted, in the whirling sleet, Andrew must have looked like a devil. Bompo Tsering fired at him. He fell, unhit but exhausted. Bompo Tsering and two others dragged him into the cavern, where they chafed his numbed legs and arms.

It was warm in there. The barricade across the ledge served as a windbreak. The tent, stretched across the entrance, howled and thundered like a topsail at sea, but it made the place habitable.

Andrew couldnt speak for a while. His first words were: Wheres the Lady Elsa?

They all shook their heads. Bompo Tsering suspected Andrews motive. The question must be a trick:

Your not knowing? he demanded.

Damn your eyes! If I did know, would I ask? Come on now! Answer! What happened?

Then, cleaning his Mauser carefully, pausing every few words for confirmation from the other men, Bompo Tsering told how Elsa had gone with His Holiness Lobsang Pun.

Did she say nothing?

No, Gunnigun.

Didnt she write a message?

No, Gunnigun.

Andrew believed and refused to believe it. He grabbed a lantern and climbed the ramp. It was all dark in the upper cavern. All was in order. He opened the brief-case  examined the straps of the bedding rolls  every place he could think of where Elsa might have left a scrap of writing to explain her movements. There were the remains of the food he had carried up for her. He sat down where she had sat, and ate what she had left  thinking  thinking  while the flickering lantern cast ghoulish shadows on the walls and the wind in the opening where Ugly-face had sat howled like lost souls in torment.

Presently he felt the not yet familiar glide of consciousness into other dimensions. He saw Elsa. Very distinctly. Looking straight at him. It was one of those dream-like visions, much more intensely vivid than the sight called real. Like other visions that he had seen since he knew Elsa, it was composite, timeless, spaceless. In one and the same moment, she was as he had first seen her in this same cavern, with Tom; simultaneously he saw again all that long journey to Darjeeling. He saw himself, objectively as through a camera lens, delivering her child, in a storm, by the light of a burning packing case. Darjeeling. The monastery. Nancy Strongs house and Morgan Lewis. The incident at Gombarias, and then the trail again  the return to the cavern  the completed circle  all that had been said and done until now  this moment. And this moment looked like farewell. It looked like a glimpse of another life. Was Elsa dead?

Or was she doing what she had said Old Ugly-face habitually did  thinking with such power that her image entered the imagination of the one she thought of? It might be. He had been thinking of her. And he remembered she had said something else. He had joked about it at the time. Elsas face began to recede into nowhere, until only melancholy eyes remained. Then they, too, vanished.

He felt nervously disturbed, all the more so because there was no one with whom he could share the experience. Even to himself he couldnt describe it in words. Had it been a signal? If Elsa were dead, could she possibly project a vision of herself into his consciousness? He had heard of it being done. He had even read of it. But he didnt believe it. No. No. No. In Shanghai he had seen a Chinese necromancer produce one after another accurate visions of men and women dead numbers of years. But Andrew had proved that was a trick, by substituting, in his own mind, one memory for another. He had found he could control the necromancer.

But he couldnt control this vision of Elsa. He couldnt restrain, or reduce, or suppress the pain it gave him  the heart stab  the nostalgic yearning.

Was that her yearning? Or his? Was it farewell?

Was that Elsa whom he had seen through the whirling snow, above the dead hermits cave, when he left Old Ugly-face and Tom?

Snatching up the lantern he looked around once more for a written message. He found none. Then he shook himself  flexed his muscles  threw off a mood, and started for the lower cavern. He felt better. He supposed he had been so exhausted that emotion got the better of him. Elsa was Toms wife. Hell damn it, he could go Tom Grayne one better if it came to a tug of Stoicism. Self-control, discipline, self-respect-dignity, decency  those are the substance of things hoped for. The hell with theft. The hell with ends unjustified by means.

He laughed at his own sententiousness as he descended the ramp. He was feeling much better. He had thrown off a perilous mood that came near losing him his will to do Tom Grayne no treachery in thought, or word, or deed. He had not even let treachery enter his mind, although he had felt its pressure.

He helped himself to tea from the Tibetans urn  swallowed two cupfuls of the nauseating bilge, spat out half of a third cupful, and then tackled the problem of getting the Tibetans out of the cavern. It had to be done quickly. At the first mention of what he intended, Bompo Tsering refused pointblank. He mutinied. He quoted Tibetan sacred scripture, to confound Andrew and to strengthen his own obstinacy:

Nobly born, the lesser of two evils always being the greater good. Sin and folly being sister harlots. Having commerce with them causing too much evil. Nay, my not going.

Bompo Tserings smile suggested that Andrew was one against many. He placed a roll of bedding for him with his own hands, offered more tea, and remarked:

Tum-Glain being boss now. Your not being boss no longer.

He couldnt have done Andrew a more signal favor; all he needed was opposition. It aroused his fighting humor, and there are more ways than one of fighting. He used genius, if leadership is that. If it isnt, he used some other intangible quality that has never failed him who counts on it, by land or sea.

You Tibetans arent murderous people, he said. Your religion forbids. You poison your friends and rob your enemies. But youve a conscience. When you get hysterical youre like any other mob, with fifty thousand superstitious impulses added. But on the whole youre swell people. You can laugh at yourselves.

My not understanding, said Bompo Tsering.

You will. Youll catch on in a minute.

Our not going out in storm, said Bompo Tsering, buttering his obstinacy with a smile. He had changed from my to our. He felt the need of support. Andrew noticed that.

Youve come a long march with me, said Andrew, in winter and spring. A long, hard march, at great risk. We were hunted by brigands and soldiers. We worked like the devil. We didnt always have enough to eat; and frequently we nearly died of cold. You and I were almost drowned three times  once when a ferry upset; twice in ice-bound rivers, when the ice broke. We escaped from pursuit. We rescued His Holy Eminence the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun, and

Thus acquiring too much merit, Bompo Tsering interrupted. Nobly born Gunnigan, your needing much merit in lives to come. Such excellent merit as this perhaps saving you from many hells that your otherwise enduring after this death soon.

Andrew took up where he left off: Youve come all this way, and endured all that hardship, and acquired all that merit, only to chuck it away tonight  merit and money and

Bompo Tsering glanced around the cavern. Trade goods. Provisions. Clothing. Blankets. Yaks. Ponies. Sheep. And no doubt money in one of the loads. His thought was quite clear. Andrew didnt wait for him to voice it.

Unless you obey me, he said, Im going to shoot all these animals. You and the men couldnt carry the loads very far. Youd soon be overtaken by the monastery monks. You know what theyd do to you: theyd turn you loose naked to cherish your sins in the snow. That ud be a fine reward for months of hardship such as you have borne so bravely. Dont you think youre a fool?

Bompo Tsering answered smiling: Gunnigun, we blessed Tibetans obeying higher law. But his grin, in the quivering lantern light, looked vaguely less confident. He spun his prayer wheel.

Im going now, said Andrew, to help Tum-Glain and His Reverend Eminence Lobsang Pun. First, I will shoot the animals and take your money. You may do as you please and take the consequences. Your wife wont miss you; she has six other husbands, you adulterous dog. As for those hells you speak of, I shall mention your conduct to Lobsang Pun. He can bless

Bompo Tsering interrupted: His Holiness having blessed us all, especially me!

And he can curse! How many of the curses of Lobsang Pun are needed to obliterate his blessings that a fool sees fit to throw away?

Nobly born, this is terrible talk, said Bompo Tsering.

I have been told, said Andrew, there are seven hells, and the worst is reserved for fools, who sold their store of merit for the sake of momentary comfort.

He made that up, that moment, on the spur of necessity. There are volumes of books about Tibetan hells, written by men who believe they remember them. But Andrew had never read those books. Bompo Tsering hadnt either, so the breaks were even.

Maybe there being something in what your saying, Bompo Tsering admitted. Life short time. Hell long time. Yes. He began hunting for justification. Those men he pointed to the phony lama and the other culprits being hungry, no can do. Tum-Glain for punishment saying no tea, no food.

Feed em, Andrew retorted.

But that gave another excuse. Bompo Tsering pounced on it: Your not being Tum-Glain. Tum-Glain saying no, not feeding them.

Very well. Shall we leave them behind us to plunder the loads?

That being too sinful. No, no!

And the sin, Andrew observed profoundly, would be on your head. You would be the hell-bound fool who let them do it! Arent you ashamed of yourself?

Bompo Tsering smiled. There was no shame in him; only guts, superstition, good humor, liking for Andrew, and natural dislike of danger.

Nobly born, your knowing too much, he answered. My choosing lesser of two evils. My obeying you, then what happening being your fault. He chuckled. Then he added: But let us take the animals. Being better letting beasts struggle against storm, leaving us strong at end of journey.

Only a Tibetan could have suggested that, with that storm raging. He knew what the ledge was like. The ponies were utterly out of the question; the poor scarecrow brutes couldnt have kept their foothold for a minute. The sheep could have balanced themselves, but what use would they be, except as food later on? In a bad storm, a sheep lies down and quits; they would have had to be carried. A Tibetan will carry a tired sheep until he has to lie down and die beside it. But Andrew had no use that night for dead sheep or dead Tibetans. The yaks might have carried them. But you have to blindfold a yak and mount him by vaulting on over his rump. After that, when you remove the blindfold he goes where he pleases. If they could have got the yaks past the barricade and started along the ledge, they could have kept their foothold. But a yak, especially when in single file, has a neat little trick of going crazy in a storm. And Tibetans have strange ideas about animals. They will jump on top of the loads and ride an already over-burdened beast up a steep hill. If anything goes wrong they will call it the animals karma. At the top of the hill they will get off, to double the easiness going down hill. No, the yaks, too, were out of the question. It broke Bompo Tserings honest heart to leave those animals in comfort in the cavern with plenty of food and water, where, as he objected, brigands or St. Malos men might come and steal them. Every Tibetan is almost as superstitious about brigands as he is about dugpas and devils. But Andrew couldnt be persuaded.

He won the argument finally by telling Bompo Tsering to choose his yak and try to drive it outside into the storm. The yak chased him all over the cavern. That put everyone into a good temper and after that there was not much trouble. They loaded themselves with two days rations of canned food, in addition to a small bag of dry barley for each man, and the inevitable tea urn. They were full of virtue  eager to acquire more merit, now that Bompo Tsering had made up their minds for them. They roughhoused the phony lama and his fellow culprits out into the open. Bompo Tsering flatly refused to disobey Toms order not to feed them. He declared they had been let off too lightly: they should have been shot or thrown over the cliff. However, he compromised by bringing them along some extra barley, so that if Tom should choose to let them off part of their punishment they could feed them without depriving themselves. Then the real battle began. Bompo Tsering warned Andrew not to lead the way along the ledge.

Nobly born, come last! Bring up the rear!

He said it wasnt safe to trust some of the men  not safe to have them behind him. They might turn back. They might make other kinds of trouble.

True. Then thats your job, said Andrew. You bring up the rear.

He gave Bompo Tsering a full load for his Mauser, not for use, but for his spiritual comfort. All Tibetans believe Mauser pistols are the one infallible weapon. Even when the darned things jam, they still believe it. Mauser pistols are white mans magic.

Then Andrew led stubbornly, not too fast, although it was a race between life and death  against time and the elements. The storm increased in violence. Hail, rain and snow in alternate blasts iced up the ledge. It sloped out in places. The force of the wind doubled. One man was blown into the ravine, but Andrew didnt know about that until afterwards. He couldnt see a yard. He couldnt hear the man next behind him, though he shouted the news at the top of his lungs. Anyhow, it was one of the phony lamas men, so he didnt much matter. He wasnt carrying a load. His loss made the phony lama easier to manage later on.

Although he had covered the distance twice before during the night, Andrew couldnt recall landmarks. He couldnt judge time by distance, or distance by time, because he had to slow down wherever the ice was bad. He had to lead blindly, trusting faculties that all men have but only few can use. He was raging within, damning the guts of Old Ugly-face for having dared to mislead Elsa.

God Almighty, hes as good as a murderer! Shed have obeyed him, whatever he said! Couldnt he forbid her to follow him?

Anger was the fuel that kept him going, until intuition warned him he was near the mouth of St. Malos cave. The wind confirmed it by the change in its tumult as it howled into the cave and through the short tunnel beyond.

He craved no fight with St. Malos men. He approached, groping his way as alertly as numbed muscles and ice-covered rock would permit. Judging by the change in the sound, he had just reached the edge of the opening of the cave, where the ledge was a little wider, when a hand reached out from total darkness, seized him by the shoulder and dragged him into the mouth of the pitch-black cave. He struck out with all the strength he had left  hit nothing. A hand seized his wrist. He heard a voice close to his ear:

This is Tom Grayne. Keep your hair on!

Andrew cursed him. Damn your soul to hell! Do you know where Elsa is? Do you know whats happened to her?

They couldnt see each other. They couldnt hear without shouting. Tom thrust his face close to Andrews:

Wasnt she in the cavern?

No!

Then shes here! Tom shouted. Must be! Unless shes fallen off the ledge, theres nowhere else she can be! I believe she made a trade with St. Malo!

You do?

Yes. Martyr complex!

Nuts! Andrew yelled at him. Nuts! Do you hear me  nuts! He wanted to crash his fist into Toms mouth. He backed away for fear he might do it. Tom followed him, shouting against the wind:

Shes lost! Its your fault! Why in hell did you bring her?

Andrew suddenly grew calm. He had to shout, but the anger was gone:

You mean, youve lost her! She has broken her heart  turned chela! But come on  whats your game here? Lets get busy!


CHAPTER 56

One by one Andrews column filed like ghosts into the cave. Tom counted them as they passed into total darkness where a curve of the wall afforded protection from the wind.

One missing, he shouted.

Bompo Tsering reported the man dead. Then Andrew asked:

Wheres Old Ugly-face?

Tom cupped his hands to Andrews ear and shouted angrily: Disarm St. Malos men and well go find out.

There was no sign of St. Malos men, but Tom expected them. In a moment or two there came a light along the tunnel. The wind blew it out. Tom switched on a flashlight but directed it away from the tunnel, outward, toward the ledge, leaving everyone in darkness. After that they heard men in the tunnel, fighting against the wind. Tom cupped his hands again:

Ive told St. Malos men that hes a prisoner and theyll be scuppered by the monastery monks unless they join us. That scared em. Theyre bringing out their loads. Thatll make em clumsy. Take em one at a time. Bring Bompo Tsering here.

Andrew crossed the cave, ordered the men to be quiet, gave Bompo Tsering his flashlight and led him to where Tom was standing. Then he stood facing Tom, one on each side of the tunnel. He knew what Tom was expecting, and he hated him for it. He wondered what Tom would do if Elsa should show up with St. Malos men. He knew she wouldnt, but he couldnt help wondering. It gave him a hunch. He cupped his hands and shouted to Bompo Tsering:

No kill! Fool em with the light! No kill!

The pitch-dark tunnel was filled with tumult; the men in it could neither see nor hear. They came out one by one, too heavily burdened to use their rifles, and believing they had only Tom to deal with.

Bompo Tsering did a swell job. He flashed the light on his own men, letting the first man in the tunnel see them for a second, confusing him. He tried to back, but bumped into the man behind him. Andrew jerked the rifle out of his hands. Toms fist knocked him spinning on the cave floor, where he was pounced on by Bompo Tserings men. Andrew flung the rifle out into the night.

The second man was more alert than the first. Tom had to hit him hard. He stumbled into Andrew and fought for his rifle, but Andrew twisted it out of his hands and hurled it after the first one. The third man was easier; Tom tackled him single-handed. Then it was Andrews turn, and by that time Bompo Tserings gang had caught on and were waiting like wolves to pounce. The floor was becoming littered up with, men and loads. It was almost like a shambles, where the steers come one by one along a passage. Only the last of the seventeen gave any real trouble. He was suspicious. He had come last on purpose. He went down on his hands and knees in the tunnel and tried to peer into the cave. He didnt move until Bompo Tsering used the flashlight again. Then he shot at the flashlight, missed, and Andrew went in after him. He dived under Andrew, to grab his legs, but Andrew kicked free and got behind him to block his retreat. Tom was in the tunnel by that time. So the last man went out, rifle and all, head first into the glare of Bompo Tserings flashlight, where he fought pluckily and had to be beaten half unconscious.

You stay here, Tom shouted. Im going on in. He had to shout three times before there was a lull in the wind and Andrew understood what he said.

Then Andrew got out of the tunnel and took charge. St. Malos men were professional brigands. They couldnt be given a break or theyd take quick advantage of it. It was all to St. Malos credit as a con-man that they had made the toilsome march from Sinkiang to meet him, probably on his bare promise of loot. Even if they were escaped felons, with only pursuit at their rear and no future but what St. Malo offered, nevertheless he must have made them believe in him. But now St. Malo was a prisoner. They were puzzled, bewildered, disposed to preserve their lives on any terms, and in no hurry to make matters worse for themselves.

For the moment, Andrews own men were the more dangerous. Too many loads of loot. Too many loaded rifles had not yet been thrown over the cliff. Even Bompo Tsering, who could be sensible about some things, wanted to pack three rifles for himself as well as his own bag of rations and one of the plundered loads. He and his men mutinied when Andrew began chucking rifles into the ravine. They threatened to make common cause with St. Malos men. Andrew had a tough two minutes. It was dark. A couple of flashlights werent much help. He didnt want to kill anyone. Certainly he wouldnt start the shooting  thered have been a shambles in ten seconds. But it would have been madness to leave those captured rifles within reach of the punishment squad.

In the glare of the flashlight he grabbed that last man to come through the tunnel, who had fought so hard and had given the most trouble. He was rubbing his ear and still unsteady on his feet, but beginning to think.

Whats your name?

Ga-pa-dug. My being headman.

Andrew had him by the throat, but he grinned into Andrews face, cheerfully impudent. He shouted in the teeth of the wind:

Your giving back our rifles-our making your men obey.

He shouted so loud that Bompo Tsering heard it and relayed it to his men. No Tibetan craves to be bossed by brigands. Andrew snatched a rifle from the nearest man, threatened to break skulls with it, and within sixty seconds rifles were being pitched over the ledge as if they werent worth a dollar a piece.

Then Bompo Tsering rose to the occasion. It was a heartbreaker to have lost those precious rifles, but it was wonderful to be on the winning side. He approved of Andrew  gave him credit for having tricked Ga-pa-dug to say exactly what he wanted him to say. That amused, inspired, encouraged him. He turned to and helped to line up all St. Malos men against the wall, with his own men staggered between them at proper intervals to prevent ganging up. He saw the point, too, of compelling St. Malos men to carry their own burdens:

Their carrying now! Our taking later on. Good.

Then Tom came out of the tunnel, cursing when Bompo Tsering turned the flashlight on him. He looked humiliated  mortified  ashamed  consequently furious. He snatched the flashlight from Bompo Tsering and used his own, too.

Where are the rifles? he demanded.

Andrew answered him: Over the cliff.

He nodded  made no other comment. He was in no mood to praise Andrew. He inspected the prisoners one by one, going up close to each man, looking him straight in the eyes. Andrew understood very well that Tom was recovering some kind of peace with himself; so he waited patiently. He allowed him all the time he needed. He was seeing Elsa again  eyes, then her whole face, quite apart from the darkness and in no way affected by it. He couldnt understand what it meant, although he felt sure it was a message. Warning? Summons?

He wondered that Tom couldnt see it. But Tom was seeing only his own necessities. He came and asked Andrew to lead the way along the ledge.

Get going. Ill bring up the rear.

So Andrew led. The storm was worse than ever. At intervals he waited, in the lee of dykes and broken rocks, to let the straggling column catch up; but he could never be sure how many had caught up. All the way he was out of touch with Tom. Along the worst parts of the ledge he had to wait for the lightning to show the way. They were inside a snow cloud. It felt solid. They could hardly breathe. It wasnt so cold as it had been and the wind wasnt quite so strong, but it piled up all the more snow for that reason. They had to shove snow off the ledge before they could crawl forward. It came so fast that it was all piled up again before the next man crossed the cleared space. But the Tibetans couldnt have turned back without having to face Toms Mauser. The third or fourth or fifth man might have got to him and hurled him over the ledge. But there was no one to lead the mutiny. One by one St. Malos men dropped their loads over the cliff, unable to struggle with them any farther. The column followed its leader.

The night was far spent when Andrew crawled on to the widening end of the ledge where the hermits caves were, and staggered to his feet. Then he stood aside, waiting for Tom, counting the men as they hurried to the dead hermits cave for shelter. Bompo Tsering waited beside Andrew, after crashing into him in a chaos of snow that was snatched up from the ledge and wind-whipped into their faces. He seemed cheerful enough. He shouted, spinning his prayer wheel:

This happy blessed country being too many devils their wanting it too much! No can get it!

Andrew ordered him into the hermits cave, to keep the men from coming out until wanted. In passing he struck Andrew with his prayer wheel, on purpose, as a precaution, to prevent devils from getting him. Andrew called him back:

Try to make friends with Ga-pa-dug.

He struck again, and then hurried away before Andrews special private devils could invent a crazier task.

At last Tom came. He and Andrew walked together to where the ledge widened and turned a corner and there was less wind. Intuition  instinct  something guided them. They pointed their flashlights suddenly in the same direction. At the end, of the zone of light, someone, whose back was toward them, stood talking to Old Ugly-face  two black phantoms nearly smothered in snow, gesticulating, shouting to each other against the wind. Then lightning  and incredible scores of phantoms  naked. Like a Doré illustration of Dantes Inferno.

Forked lightning. A huge cliff, pockmarked with dark holes. Tumbled stone and broken masonry near the mouths of the holes. A ledge that ribboned into darkness. To the left, beneath the ledge, a sheer drop into swirling chaos. Phantoms along the ledge  so many they were uncountable. Naked. Stark naked. Scrawny and bearded and some of them old. They squatted along the rim of the ledge staring downward into that horrible abyss as if it were a hearth toward which they yearned. They didnt move much. Even when forked lightning shattered the darkness and they were as clearly outlined as by a photographers magnesium flash, they didnt seem to move. Except that their hair blew in the wind, they might have been gargoyles carved of rock.

One thing was clear. Old Ugly-face had broken open the cells and turned out the hermits. They hadnt clothing, food or weapons. Some of them looked too old and feeble to march half a mile; those were the fanatical ascetics, whose only ambition was to starve their bodies slowly into useless clay, that their souls might grow and they need not return to earth after death and be encumbered by new bodies and endure more austerities. But those were a small minority. Most of them were sinewy stalwarts, all the stronger for their ordeal  theological students  the everlasting miracle of Tibet strength of will and body achieved by abstinence and conquest of desire  authority attained through passionate humility. Old Ugly-face had gone through that ordeal in years gone by. He had lived stark naked. So he understood hermits.

Between peals of thunder Tom yelled in Andrews ear: The old mans crazy! Hes counting on hermits to force the monastery gates!

Andrew hardly heard him. He stared, waiting for the lightning flashes. At last he gripped Toms arm:

Do you know who that is talking to him?

Tom didnt speak. When Andrew turned the flashlight on him he merely nodded.

Wont you go speak to her?

No.

Then I will.

Suit yourself.

Come with me.

No. Im through.

What dyou mean?

She has wiped my eye! She knew damned well Id planned to be Old Ugly- faces chela!

Says you! How should she know? Did you tell her?

She knew all right. Go ahead  you talk to her. Dont mention me. Ill wait here.

Andrew strode forward alone.


CHAPTER 57

Old Ugly-face saw Andrew coming. A crackling flash of lightning revealed the old prelates glittering eyes and every grained wrinkle on his face. He made no sign of recognition. He turned his back and walked away toward the hermits, saluted by a cannonade of thunder that sounded like bursting mountains. Then Elsa turned and faced Andrew. He couldnt tell whether she welcomed him or not  whether she was surprised or not. There wasnt much of her visible under the peaked hood as she braced herself against the wind.

The storm had reached its crisis. It began to exhaust itself in spastic squalls that tore rocks loose and sent them rolling over the abyss. A broken ice dam loosed a torrent across the ledge; poured out fifty feet into the wind before it curved downward and was lost in the dark whirling uproar. It was impossible to speak. Andrew threw an arm, around Elsa. He almost lifted her off her feet. She made no protest. She let him half carry, half drag her across the ledge to an empty hermits cave, where the hollow roar within was silence compared to the tumult outside. There she braced herself, back to the wall. He used his flash-light. She shook her head. After that they spoke when they could see each other by the flash of forked lightning, and when they could hear between peals of thunder.

Take your glove, Andrew. She was breathless. This is yours, isnt it?

It felt like a gift glove. He pulled it on. Where did you get it?

From the big monk  you gagged with it  in the dead hermits cave. He recognized Lobsang Pun  loves him  would die for him. Lobsang Pun has sent him  to the monastery, to confirm St. Malos story.

Andrew had no suspicion how stern he looked and sounded: Where were you when St. Malo came?

In the cave above. You saw me when you went away. Didnt you?

Yes, he answered. Saw. But I didnt believe. I went and looked for you, back in our cavern.

She had recovered her breath now  spoke as measuredly as he: Did you see me there?

Yes.

I meant  I hoped you would.

I saw you, very clearly. But I didnt understand. I got no message.  When did you get here?

Before you did. I came with Lobsang Pun. When he looked in on you, in the entrance of St. Malos cave, along there on the ledge, I was close behind him  almost touching him, ready to cling if the wind should

Andrew swore with concentrated vigor: Lobsang Pun shall answer for it! Damn him!

Answer for what, Andrew?

For bringing you here. Why did you give us the slip? Why didnt you stay in our cavern?

He couldnt hear her laugh because thunder out-crashed all other sound. Perhaps she only smiled. The lightning revealed her pale face, bright-eyed, merry with unexpected humor. When the thunder rolled its echoes away after it and ceased, she asked him:

Andrew, if I had asked you, would you have brought me here? Would you have let me come?

He laid his hands on her shoulder. She put her hands on his.

No, he answered, unsmiling.

She nodded. Then he surprised her:

Ive no right to let or not let.

Her eyes widened. Her hands fell. She clasped them in front of her. Your life is yours, said Andrew. What are you planning to do with it?

Must I tell?

No. You dont have to.

Ive already told. I told you in the cavern.

I didnt listen.

She looked puzzled. But now, if I tell, you will listen?

Yes.

Why?

Ive been talking to Tom Grayne.

Her eyes tried to read his while the zigzag lightning tore the storm apart; but all that she saw resembled anger, and beneath it the veil she could almost never penetrate. When thunder ceased again she asked:

Andrew, how is Tom taking it?

Badly.

Did he speak of me?

Yes.

He knows Im here. He saw me. Does he understand now that I didnt even think of joining St. Malo?

Yes. He knows that.

Thunder silenced them again. Lightning showed them to each other, in shimmering flashes that brought the cave walls leaping out of darkness. A furious squall battered the ledge with hail. Then, relatively, there was quiet.

Andrew  is there something I should do to help Tom  to make it easier?

Theres always something, he answered, but secondhand stuffs no good.

You mean I should go and speak to him?

No. You should do what you choose, off your own bat.

She nodded. I dont feel vindictive. But I dont choose to speak first. I havent told you what he said, ten minutes after we met.

Dont tell me.

Andrew, what is there I can do?

I know what Ill do, he answered. Ill stand by Tom until he needs me no longer.

He doesnt need me, Elsa objected. He said so.

After that Im off home to America. I guess thatll be soon. I know Toms intention.

What? What is it? Tell me!

He told me in confidence.

The storm was fighting a rear-guard action now, bringing up new batteries of thunder to mask the main retreat that rolled away along the valley southward. Frenzied blasts of wind shrieked like charging devils, reached their objective and died. Then speech was possible again.

One night you told me about what you will do in America.

Ill take the first job that offers. One thing leads to another. I wont forget what Ive learned. I guess Ill do what I know.

He laughed. The humor of it suddenly occurred to him: a little personal equation was lifting its head amid almost cosmic grandeur. And why almost? Reality was there  then  eternally  now  that minute  microcosm within macrocosm. It was his to command  part of his consciousness  his to mold as he pleased.

He didnt hesitate. He took Elsa into his arms  hugged her to him  kissed her storm-wet face until she sobbed for breath  struggling. He didnt know his own strength.

Andrew, please  please!

Tom Grayne came in then, using his flashlight. He had the generosity to switch it off. He had the self-control to wait for one of them to speak.

Andrew said quietly: Elsa will come with me to America, as soon as this shows over.

Tom used his flashlight again. He was about to speak. Elsa burst in ahead of him:

No, Andrew, no! Tom, it isnt true!

I wouldnt share a wife with my best friend, Tom answered.

Andrew cautioned him: Easy!

Elsa thrust herself between them. Tom! Andrew! Please! Listen to me! Im not worth fighting for! This is all my fault  all of it! An-drew, I will no more be a load on you  ruin your life  than Ill consent to spoil Toms any longer!

Your lifes your own, Andrew answered. I have asked you to share it with me.

I know, I know! Oh, Andrew, youre too generous to live! You think Im helpless, so you offer

I asked, said Andrew.

Andrew, I couldnt accept that, even if  even if

I do, he interrupted. I have loved you since before Darjeeling.

Andrew, please dont blaspheme! You know that isnt true! It couldnt be. Youre being generous and

He interrupted again: Tom  turn your light on both of us.  Now, Elsa  in the presence of Tom Grayne  chin up  I love you. Do you love me?

She couldnt answer. She stared, wide-eyed. He repeated:

I love you with all my heart. Do you love me?

She spoke suddenly, in gasps because her heart was thumping:

Andrew, its too late! I have asked Lobsang Pun to take me as his chela

She stopped  stared. Tom followed her gaze. He moved the flashlight, turning half around to face the entrance.

The light framed Old Ugly-face.

The wind had died. Like a back drop behind him, snow fell in big silent flakes that looked like shredded gold in the rays of the electric torch.


CHAPTER 58

There was no wind now, but a hushed silence, in which the soft snowfall was almost audible. Except that his eyes glittered in the light of Tom Graynes torch, Old Ugly-face looked like a statue wonderfully carved from grained wood  an image of the daemon of the storm  who had compelled the storm to cease  hooded  dripping with thawing snow  contemptuously angry. At last he spoke:

Faggot! Three fools in one! Tied in one bundle by knots of fear!

Fear of what? Andrew demanded.

Elsa shuddered. Andrew was too calm. He was an explosion  conceived  on the brink of becoming. She reached for his hand  held it. He crushed her fingers until she could hardly endure the pressure. But she did endure it, in silence  until Old Ugly-face said sternly:

Fearing means being end, and end being means!

Elsas right hand disengaged Andrews fingers. She chafed her own, then took his hand again, knowing a scapegoat is an almost irresistible temptation. She herself  how often!  had been whipping girl for the relief of prejudices that had power to be cruel. Ministers, teachers, parents had habitually vented hatred on her that was really hatred of their own grossness. More than once Tom had forgotten dignity; reason, justice. She could forgive Toms outbreaks; him she no longer loved, nor did she wish him to love her. But the dread that Andrew might behave unmanly made her heart sick. She prayed for him, almost in words aloud.

Old Ugly-face continued to answer Andrew: Seeking spirit! Three hungry jackals sniffing blood from far-off! He paused. Seeking vision! Ravens pecking eyes of corpses! A longer pause. Then, with rising scorn: Hunting happiness! Pigs rooting for fallen fruit to glut their bellies! He thrust out his lower lip. His eyes glittered indignation: Your begging favors  of me!

Silence. He had such power that waiting seconds became aeons of humiliation  eternities, in which to fall from self-esteem into the stagnant deeps of self-contempt. It was beyond Elsas endurance that Andrew should be so cast down. She pleaded:

Father Mahatma

Old Ugly-face rebuked her savagely: Your calling me by that blessed name, your lying tongue soon bearing false witness against you also! My being less than dirt at my Masters feet!

Silence again. He glared at Andrew, his lips moving amid the wrinkles as if he chewed on words to moisten them. He selected a phrase  hurled it:

Life!  Liberty!  Psoot of happiness! His gesture was like the down-turned thumb of a Vestal. Life too small, too short for your stupidity  if your thinking liberty and do-as-damn-please being same thing!

Andrew showed interest. The far-away lightning stabbed the dying night. Thunder rolled sullenly. Old Ugly-face raised a huge prayer wheel that he had taken from some hermit; it looked like a mace from a house of parliament. In its bronze bulb, that revolved when shaken, were a thousand incantations written on scraps of parchment. Each turn of the shaken wheel was a thousand blessings on the footsteps of the pilgrims on the Path from mortal matter  nothingness to spiritual being. He shook the thing at Andrew again and again:

My telling you! Your listening! Psoot of happiness being same as running away from happiness! Idiot! How can your psooing what is beautifully psooing you? Running away round  around! Circle! Time your waking up! Snoring deep-sleeper! Happiness being cause, not effect! Grief becoming yours because your psooing happiness! Burrowing vole! Why your not letting happiness overtaking you, employing and bringing wisdom? Your being fearful of being  doing what your knowing! Man not being means toward end! All ends being means toward man!  Damned old bugger, am I!

Almost imperceptibly Andrew bowed acknowledgment that the Force behind the scourging words had aimed straight, blow upon blow. Old Ugly-face glared, scowled, turned on Tom Grayne, reading him now. Anger waned. The Asiatic eyes lost no fire, but they burned with another flame, less merciless. After a long pause he said slowly:

My also being too much sinful  liquidating karma  must not refuse! Silence for ten heartbeats. Then: But can your being humble?

I dont know, Tom answered. I wish to find out. His voice sounded so screwy and his words so flat that he himself balked; he coughed  pretended to clear his throat. But he stole a triumphant glance sideways at Elsa, his thought leaping like a spark from pole to pole:

Steal my track, would you! I win!

Andrew caught the thought as clearly as if it were directed at him. He squeezed Elsas hand. Old Ugly-face said to Tom:

Time now for being-doing! Now our soon seeing what karma bringing forth!

The old man rounded his lips and boomed the sacred syllable that holds within itself all ends and all beginnings, leaving only the Path to appear:

Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

Then he turned his back. Shaking the big prayer wheel, he trudged away into the snow and vanished.

Tom looked like the shadow of anticlimax. He had boasted not secretly enough and too soon. After a moment, forcing his voice to be calm, he said to Andrew: Shall we keep together?

Andrew switched on his flashlight. He answered stiffly: Its up to you. Youre head man.

Toms voice changed again. He sounded shameless, because shame tortured him: The worst is ahead. Old Ugly-face thinks he fooled me, but I know him. He believes he can finish without our help. If he can, he will. Foreigners are outlaws. Hes the anti-foreigner. It ud look bad to succeed with foreign help. So, if we cant hang on, hell shake us and say it was our karma.

We must finish what we started, said Andrew.

Thats the point. This is the last move. Lets stick together.

Wed better feed our men, Andrew suggested.

Tom agreed: You attend to it. Ill watch Old Ugly-face. Ill have to go close or maybe lose him in the snow. When he gets going Ill He hesitated.

Fire three shots, said Andrew. Well be able to hear that.

Right. Ill do it. You look after the men.

Andrew framed Elsa in torchlight against the cave wall. Tom didnt look at her. He switched off his own light and vanished. Andrew took her in his arms.

Kiss me, he said, and say Im wonderful! I need a pep-talk.

Andrew, youre

Thats enough. Hold it. Probably well all be dead by sunrise, but lets give it a whirl. We wont die lonely, you and I. Oh, Jesus Christ, I hate to see Tom Grayne crack like a politician!

Andrew, Tom has been a long time all alone  almost like Peary and the North Pole  sacrificing, enduring, striving to win a secret. He has worked and worked. Now he feels were stealing his

I know. I know. Christ give him the guts to finish clean! Elsa! If I should lose sight of the end for the sake of the means, just shoot me, will you!

Andrew, I wont ever be there  Turn of the light. Its a symbol. It hurts. Let us talk in the dark, its truer.

He did as she asked.

Andrew, youre being nobly generous. I know that of you. But as for loving me, I simply cant believe it.

But who wants to believe? What do you know? What does your heart say?

Andrew, it trembles.

Youre tired, thats all thats the matter. You need sleep. Youve been on the go since daybreak.

Andrew, Im only bewildered. I dont feel too tired. I think you dont understand that I asked Lobsang Pun to take me as his chela. Thats irrevocable. Dont you understand its a solemn act of submission? It commits me until

Did he say yes?

No.

What did he say?

He said a strange thing.

What?

He said Patience! Love doesnt come between man and woman! I think he meant me and Tom.

Andrew laughed grimly: You listen to me. If that old mystic knows a tenth of what I credit him with, he knows how long Ive loved you, and how hard Ive had to fight to keep you from finding it out.

Andrew! You mean

He rearranged the hood of her overcoat  re-tied her muffler. He switched on the light, tucked her arm through his and set out through the snow for the cave where the Tibetans waited, talking as they went.

Ive played square with Tom  gave him the last chance hes entitled to, and one more for good measure. So now youre mine. If Ugly-face believes the contrary, hell have to be taught.

She stopped him after a moment, clinging to him, pulling, so that they faced each other.

Andrew! Look at me! You must! You must understand! This temptation! It is what they say always happens

Who said it?

Nancy Strong said it.

Damn Nancy Strong. Let her mind her own business.

It always happens, to everyone who makes a vow of

You havent made your vow yet. Ive made mine. I made it to me and to you.

Andrew, always the temptation comes. Its always wonderful  so luring  so tender! It looks like heaven. But oh, Andrew, dear, I love you too much to ruin your life. I wont! So this is hail and farewell! Its good-bye. Kiss me again, once more  this one last

He switched off the light ... When he could speak he said:

Swell. That settles it. Its good-bye to the old life  on with the new!  Youll like America, he added.

Andrew, Id love anywhere where you are, but

Love me, love my U.S.A.! he answered. Come on, lets turn out the men!

The crowded cave where the Tibetans waited hummed with argument. They had boiled tea long ago, using yak-dung they had carried with them. Bompo Tsering had doled out cupfuls to the phony lamas men to keeping them alive for Tum-Glains killing, as he explained to Andrew. Bompo Tsering and St. Malos headman Ga-pa-dug seemed to have struck up a friendship; but the phony lama had been telling wild tales about dugpas and the spirits of dead hermits. He had more than half of the men verging on mutiny. Even some of Andrews men were hesitating. A breech-bolt clicked. Andrew thrust Elsa out of the way. The phony lama picked up a lump of diorite and hurled  missed Andrews head by an inch.

That saved the situation. It was the catalyst. It crystallized emotions into plus and minus. Men knew their minds. Bompo Tsering and Ga-pa-dug jumped on the phony lama  kicked, beat, cursed him  tore away his rosary and relics  ran him out into the snow and left him sprawling more dead than alive.

Barley! said Andrew. Give the rest of em barley.

But, Gunnigun

Feed them! Did you hear me?

The spare barley bag was tossed to the punishment squad. They pounced on it filled their mouths, then pockets.

Now then! Who marches with me? Who gets thrown over the cliff?

No answer, though Andrew waited while a man could chew on hard barley five or six times. Ga-pa-dug nudged Bompo Tsering, who spoke to Andrew:

Gunnigun  what now?

I have wasted food! Throw them over the cliff. Begin with that man.

The only difficulty then was to prevent the execution. The malingerers begged mercy, crying, struggling, protesting willingness, flinging themselves on the ground  kicked, beaten. Andrews shouts were unheard in the tumult; he had loosed savagery that he couldnt stop.

Luck interfered  chance  the signal chosen at random and the stark coincidence of time. Tom Graynes three pistol shots, deadened by the snowfall, announced that Old Ugly-face was on the move. They sounded like torpedoes on a fog-bound railroad track. Andrew answered instantly. He fired three shots at the sky. The fighting ceased.

Andrew roared: Fall in! Then after a moment the familiar command: Bompo Tsering leading  column two by two  march!

They obeyed. They left their phony lama sprawling in the snow and trudged forward, not knowing whither or why. The phony lama slunk back to the cave.

Jesus! said Andrew, tucking Elsas arm through his. He shortened his stride, so that she could keep step. You and I have seen death close up lots of times. But that was the nearest. Weve got to watch out. Theyre as touchy as fulminate.


CHAPTER 59

The storm, veering around in a wide arc, began to return, like a dog to its vomit. Thunder and lightning again, but not much wind yet. From a black sky lightning stabbed the whirling snow and revealed the procession, in shimmering glimpses  Old Ugly-face leading. The grand old mystic had seized his moment, and doubt was not in him. He was destinys agent, self-identified  a swimmer on the rising tide of spirit  beyond praise. In his right fist he shook the prayer wheel. Andrew and Elsa couldnt hear him, but he appeared to be chanting. Behind him, in groups of twos, threes, dozens, the naked hermits trouped like ghosts arisen from their graves.

Lord love and look at us! said Andrew. Its almost too crazy to fail! Almost! Its like the Angels at Mons. Did Old Ugly-face tell you his plan?

No. I saw him rout out the hermits and harangue them. I heard some of it  a little. It was like the end of the world and people rising from the dead. Lobsang Pun pulled and kicked down the wall of the first cave and dragged the hermit out.

How near were you?

As close as I could get without Tom seeing me. I didnt want Tom to see me, because I knew  well, you know what he did think. Lobsang Pun shook that first hermit  pulled his beard  told him it was time to translate merit into action. The hermit resisted. He pleaded sanctuary. Lobsang Pun accused him of having guzzled virtue in his cave like a pig in a pen  said hed need ten million years in hell to purge his vanity unless he stirred himself. He said the Shig-po-ling monastery has become a cesspool in which the monks wallow in lust. He blamed that on the hermits  especially that first one. If youre a saint, he shouted at him, you should know better. If youre not a saint, now is your opportunity to be one! It was from him that he took the prayer wheel. He beat the hermit with it. After that they prayed together, and presently the hermit was helping him to break into the other caves.

What was Tom doing?

Watching, at first. But pretty soon he was helping to pull down rocks and rout our hermits. I kept away. I didnt want Tom to see me.

Do you suppose he told Tom what his plan is?

I dont know. I saw Tom talking to him. Soon after that Tom went away  I suppose to overtake you.

No, said Andrew.

Why do you say no? Tom came back with you later.

The thought in Andrews mind was: Tom went looking for you in St. Malos cave. He had almost said it. It was true. But he thought of a truth that tasted less sour:

Tom helped me to bring St. Malos men.

Even so, they fell silent for a minute or two. There began to be glimpses of Tom Grayne. Through the snow, by lightning glare, his windproof overcoat was distinguishable amid the hermits naked skins. At moments he looked like a shadow. At other moments he bulked big and husky, striding from group to group, working his way forward, gradually overtaking the seven naked scarecrows who seemed to have elected themselves Old Ugly-faces bodyguard.

I suspect Tom knows part of the plan. said Andrew. I think he doubts itll work. So do I. This is too simple  crazy, yes  but not crazy enough. It looks to me hes going to march up to the monastery gate and count on the superstition of the monks. He figures theyll open and let him in for fear of offending holy hermits. But then what? Three or five thousand fanatics, obeying Ram-pa Yap-shi! Weve a fat chance!

Silence again for a while, rhythmed by the snow-deadened tramp of the Tibetans close behind them. Andrew wondered at Elsas physical endurance. He didnt speak of it, for fear it might remind her of fatigue. She was striding along beside him, keeping step, with her arm through his, not leaning heavily. Even Old Ugly-faces vitality was hardly more remarkable than hers.

But the wind was rising again, whining amid dark crags. Talking had become too difficult. He wanted to ask questions, but Elsa would have had to shout. The physical strain on her would be too great. The questions phrased themselves in his mind as vehemently as if he were examining a witness. All they lacked was voice:

Old Ugly-face cant be all that crazy! But what does he know? What can he know?

The answer phrased itself as if Elsa replied: Ask and it shall be given. Cant he ask? You heard him speak of his own Master.

But Elsa hadnt spoken. A flash of lightning revealed her gazing ahead as she trudged beside him, leaning a little more heavily now because the snow was deep. There was a dark cave on the right; he even thought of taking her in there to shelter a while. Then he could question her while she rested. But wordless, imperious impulse urged him forward; and a question kept time to his stride:

Then were Homer, Virgil, and the ancients literally right? And the Bhagavad-Gita? Are there beings who guide and protect us Guardian angels? Did Joan of Arc really hear voices? What is a Master? Who ever saw one, and told, and got himself believed by anyone but yokels and nuts?

Havent you seen Lobsang Pun? With the physical eye  and with the inner eye  ?

But he denied hes a Master!

Jesus also denied it! Why callest thou me good?

But dammit, this isnt Jesus

Who said he is?  How about you? In all your life have you ever originated one idea?

How do you mean  originated? Question and answer came and went like a tussle between counsel and witness  only that he knew the answer instantly when he asked each question; and, though the witness in his mind was Elsa, it wasnt she who spoke. That made sense, at the moment, unless he thought about it: then thought rebelled, and he saw only the nightmare procession of naked hermits, storm-lit, more incredible than  

But why incredible? That wasnt Andrews question. It was the witness turning on him. Dont you believe your senses? Which part of it is true?  which untrue? Which is the dream? Which is Reality?

Oh, I know all that argument. Descartes put it: Cogito, ergo sum: Because I think, therefore I am. I must be.

But you havent answered the other question. You think. But does the thought originate with you?

He was on the defensive now. Why? Who put him there? He wanted to think about Elsa as a physical girl whom he loved. Thought wouldnt obey. What is physical? What is love? Were the two ideas compatible?

Can they cohabit, like man and woman?

Who asked that question? He was getting confused. Thoughts, ideas, cant cohabit. Ridiculous.

Dont they? Is thought never raped by propagandists? And what comes of that? What is conceived of it  gestates  gets born to suck the public teat and call itself survival of the fittest?

Whos gloomy now! That isnt even pessimism. Its fear  lack of faith! How can you change that? How do you always change it?

Poetry.

Try.

 There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so.

Where did that thought come from?

Shakespeare.

Not from you.

No.

You didnt originate it?

No.

Didnt Shakespeare say a poets function is to reach to heaven for ideas and bring them down to earth?

Yes. He said that. The poets eye is a fine frenzy rolling

So, did Shakespeare originate the ideas that his poems convey? Did Jesus originate the Sermon on the Mount  or did he, like Shakespeare, take an ancient theme and hold it up to be drenched with Idea, like dew from heaven? Where did Beethoven go to find his Fifth Symphony? When great poetry and great music inspire you, what is conceived, gestates and gets born of that?  The wrong thing or the right thing?  Do you act nobly, or contemptibly, when you have let Shakespeares or Miltons vision illumine thought and

He interrupted, growing irritable: Then am I a ventriloquists dummy  parroting whats put into my mouth?  A mere marionette  one of the lumpen-proletariat who

Some people are. God pity those who misuse them. But you can choose, cant you, between noble and ignoble? You understand poetry and music love them  you can let them flow into your consciousness. What else stirred you to such undreamed of effort that youre here, in the wilds of Tibet  instead of where?

Are you trying to link me with some kind of metaphysical chain to Old Ugly-face?

Arent we all linked to the sun, moon, stars? Isnt Lobsang Pun a poet? Like you  more so  more intelligently  doesnt he raise his consciousness to higher planes  and see

See what?

As from a masthead  past, present, future, all in one moment, seen from above, through the eyes of

Whose eyes?

You answer it! Through whose eyes did you see at Gombarias, and at Lung- gom-pas, and in the cavern tonight?

Damned if I know.

But you do know. Only you wont admit it. Its the denial that hurts. Obey prejudice, stay in the dark and drown in the subconscious ocean  all pain, frustration, hatred, forever and ever  nature red in tooth and claw  survival of the damned! But whoever becomes superconscious, sees as a shepherd who guards his flock  sees through the shepherds eyes. If Lobsang Pun sees through his Masters eyes

Who is his Master?

Who is your Soul? Who are you? Who is it who sees dimensions that an artists hand imprisons in the thing he carves? If someone  perhaps many  in the monastery also perceive the idea which Lobsang Pun

Thunder, wind, hail reopened the battle. For a minute Andrew and Elsa clung to each other. Then the squall ceased as it began, suddenly. In the ensuing calm, without pausing to think, but conscious of unfinished thought that had verged on vision, Andrew said:

All right now. Go on talking.

But we havent been talking.

He pondered that a moment. True. I guess we werent. What were you thinking of?

Andrew, I was praying I might love you so that love should be a mirror in which youd see yourself reflected  you, as you really are  your Soul!

Hell, he retorted, Ive seen me too often  Mind your step  heres a bad place  That squall cut a sluice

He held his flashlight for the Tibetans. The snow fell heavier than ever. It was near daybreak, but one couldnt have guessed it. The long column of hermits shimmered in and out of sight. Old Ugly-face, leading along the fanged edge of a ravine that snaked amid crashing landslides, used some abnormal faculty, like a deep-sea captains in thick weather. He led unhesitating. There was one glimpse of Tom Grayne, away forward  then, by another lightning flash, Old Ugly-face turning to the hermits, waving his arms  and a glimpse of Tom returning as fast as he could run through the whirling snow. He was shouting, uselessly. He had to come close before Andrew could hear what he said:

Get em off the track! Hide! Monks are coming!

Then he ran back toward the head of the column, vanishing in darkness. Andrew didnt dare to use the flashlight. He looked for Bompo Tsering  couldnt find him  couldnt wait for him  got hold of the new man, Ga-pa-dug, shook him to put life in him, told him to help get the men out of sight. The man seemed to know hed be killed if he hesitated. He got busy. A brigand by trade, he was an expert at quick getaways. The lightning flashed along a broken ledge that paralleled the trail a few feet lower. Andrew explored that, waiting for the lightning to photograph the handholds and the footholds in his minds eye. Then he lay on the brink of the pitch-dark cauldron. Bompo Tsering came and helped, and they handed the men down one by one. In less than five minutes the last man reached the lower ledge and clung there with his head and hands below the level of the track. Elsa next. Andrew last, lingering, waiting for lightning, to watch the snow obliterate their tracks. They had to hang on or the wind would have whipped them away and blown them into the ravine. Andrew had to crouch. At his end of the ledge the narrow foothold was less than four feet below the track.

Now and again the naked hermits were visible, flashed into view by forked lightning but screened from the trail by fantastic boulders split and tumbled in confusion from the cliff face. Old Ugly-face and Tom had guided the hermits to a crag. It resembled a storm-bound island. There, amid whirling snow, they perched  and many of them died for the lack of their draughty caves.

Death came too close for anyones comfort. A slip by anyone, and Andrew with Elsa and all his men, would have crashed to the rocks a thousand feet below. An outcry from one of the men, and thered be five hundred armed monks to deal with  self-styled pacifists  killers, deadlier than brigands, because they had no humor  armed with Japanese repeating rifles, turned out into a Tibetan storm near daybreak to hunt not only foreign devils but an outlawed prelate of their own race with a huge cash reward on his head. Pacifists! Grim, determined, drilled believers in hell for heretics  trudging in close formation, two by two, depending on the storm to give them the advantage of surprise. They werent even alert, there were no scouts in advance they were so sure of their quarry. Tramp  tramp  tramp  tramp  

The right feet of the outside files passed so close to Andrews head that in spite of the wind he could hear the crunch of the soft snow  the sound of their long coats against their naked legs  an occasional low voice. He had a good foothold; he wasnt in much danger of falling off; but he was afraid Elsas hold might weaken. Cramp from the strained position might make him useless for a sudden emergency. The marching monks hadnt seen the hermits or theyd have turned to investigate. Andrew could see them by lightning flash. But he didnt dare to raise his head to get a glimpse of the monks  didnt dare, either, to try to pass the word along to the men to keep silent. One of them  he was one of the phony lamas men  slipped  fell  screamed  vanished. But the monks didnt hear him; or if they did, they thought it was the wind. But someone else did hear  guessed right  came trudging along by himself at the rear.

Cramp, impatience, anxiety had almost exhausted Andrews self-control. He was nearly positive that the last of the monks had gone by. He had tried to count them by their trudging; his estimate was more than four hundred and fifty men. He was about ready to raise his head cautiously above the level of the ledge when a man stopped within three feet of him and peered over. Andrew was too stiff to leap up at him. If the man should jump down, nothing could save both of them from death in the ravine below. Andrew couldnt shoot; he needed both hands to cling to the rock. The man couldnt see to shoot. He was waiting for the lightning. Andrew figured him out-guessed him  became quite sure he wasnt a monk; if he were hed have cried the alarm. He couldnt be anyone else than St. Malo.

But why didnt St. Malo give the alarm? He must have guessed what he had stumbled on. If he had agreed to sell Old Ugly-face to Ram-pa Yap-shi, here was his chance to deliver! His chance for revenge  for a fortune! Why didnt he shout? There could be only one reason: something must have gone wrong with St. Malos plan.

Give me a hand up, said Andrew, suddenly.

St. Malo jumped as if he were shot. Quick thinker though he normally was, it took him ten seconds to make up his mind. Then he knelt, stuck his toes in the snow and gave Andrew one hand. Andrew demanded the other, too, to make sure there was no weapon in it. As he scrambled up he clutched both hands in a grip that made St. Malo curse through clenched teeth  foul stuff. Andrew shoved him back against the cliff, to have the inside track in case more monks were coming.

Now! Whats your game?

Ive important information.

Tell it!

Where are Tom Grayne and Lobsang Pun? Wheres Elsa? Where are your men? Weve got to act quickly before those monks turn back. If they catch us

Andrew seized his wrist and kicked his heel from under him, throwing him on his back

Now talk, quick!

Deal me in then! Promise! If we can build a scaling ladder and climb the monastery wall  man, Ive been in there  I can lead you straight to where theyre keeping the young Dalai Lama! Once weve got him, we can threaten to kill him if they touch us! Its the only chance weve got for our lives!

Youre something less than a man, said Andrew. I dont mind killing you.  Where have you been?

Ive been scouting!

Youve betrayed Lobsang Pun, and us, too! Im going to kick you over the cliff, now, unless you tell whats happened! Last chance!

One kick landed on St. Malos ribs. He yielded: Well, all right, Ill tell! Thats enough! Dont kick! I admit it  I did try to get the reward for delivering Lobsang Pun. But I was double-crossed. That dirty swine Ram-pa Yap-shi guessed where Lobsang Pun must be hidden. So he turned out all his fighting monks to go look for him. He turned me out after them  to be shot if Id brought false information.

How did you escape from the monks?

I didnt have to. They knew there was nothing for me but to follow them. Where else

Andrew didnt believe him. But why argue it? He went and reached down for Elsa  lifted her. One by one the Tibetans followed, stretching themselves, stamping and beating their hands. Then Tom came, running:

Get moving! he shouted, breathless. Lead the way! Old Ugly-face is saying prayers for dead hermits! Hell be too late if we dont force his hand!

Tom was gone again, into the dark. Andrew put Bompo Tsering and another in charge of St. Malo, and led, with Elsas arm through his again. They didnt go far. At a bend where the ledge was fifty feet wide Old Ugly-face was marshaling all the hermits who hadnt died of cold. They were crowded between two huge dykes that projected from the face of the cliff like flying buttresses. It was safe to use flashlights there; a light couldnt be seen from up the trail or from the monastery, either, though they were now within four or five hundred yards of the monastery gate.

Tom was in trouble. Old Ugly-face, with his back to the naked hermits, was unloading on him the vials of his reverend anger:

Your not having faith, not having nothing! Wanting everything, too soon, not knowing how! There was plenty more of it, that was snatched away by the quarreling wind.

He caught sight of Andrew  Elsa  St. Malo  the Tibetans. He shook the prayer wheel at them. Angrily he ordered lights out. Then, booming a Buddhist hymn, he set himself at the head of the hermits and resumed the march. Tom came up beside Andrew. Andrew asked:

Whats the old bugger up to? Do you know now what his plan is?

Im not even sure he knows, Tom answered. But if he can, hell shake us. Hell leave us outside the gate. Tell Elsa to go forward and talk to him.

Elsa didnt hear the suggestion. Andrew made no comment. Tom fell back for a moments conference with Bompo Tsering. A moment later he was questioning St. Malo.


CHAPTER 60

It must have been two hours after daybreak, but the great monastery gate was invisible until it loomed through a murk of snow and they could touch it. A faint luminescence suggested the sun was somewhere on the right, but the monastery walls couldnt be seen. Tom and Andrew turned their flashlights on Old Ugly-face. With Elsa between them they forced their way through the hermits until they were within three or four paces of him. They had to shove hard; the hermits were stubborn and resented getting out of the way.

That was how they lost sight of St. Malo; Andrew was counting on Bompo Tsering to attend to that job. Tom spoke without turning his head. He didnt want to meet Elsas eyes; he was trying to be impersonal.

Our job is to beat the old man to it and be first to find the young Dalai Lama. Well be out of luck if we dont. Once Old Ugly-face is on top, well be a liability.

He doesnt overlook his liabilities, said Elsa.

Tom ignored that, although it stopped him for a moment. He spoke to Andrew again: No shooting! No killing! Follow me, and keep close.

Old Ugly-face was busy talking to someone through a hole about four inches square in a narrow postern that was part of the big gate. The top of the gate was almost invisible; through the whirling murk there was a gray bulky something up there that was probably a fortified arch. Something belched flame and there was a deadened roar  not lightning  not thunder. An old-fashioned big-bored rifle had gone off like a cannon. The naked hermit next but one to Andrew fell dead; blood pumped and then flowed through a hole in his neck. Tom was all nerves; he exploded:

God! Now were for it!

This is how we get in! said Andrew with grim confidence. The Tibetan closed season for naked hermit shooting runs twelve months solid!

Old Ugly-face pounced on the chance as if he had planned, or at least foreseen it. His passionate roar was like a lions. He used the prayer wheel like a two-handed battle-axe and smashed it on the monastery gate. Some of the fluttering scraps of parchment fell into the hermits blood. Bompo Tsering and the others scrambled for them. A great bell boomed behind the monastery wall, and set a hundred bells going  more than a hundred. Old Ugly-face turned to Tom and Andrew and ordered them to burn down the gate. How does he think well do it? Tom demanded.

Old Ugly-face was telling what to do, not how. His own wrath could have done it better than any implements they had. Andrew was about to break open a cartridge for its smokeless powder when the gate opened, to the squeal and clatter of winch and chain. They poured through, Old Ugly-face leading. He was in his element, a pilgrim on the path of glory, as iron-willed as the angel of judgment Day  followed by nine and thirty naked hermits  a novelty, even in Tibet. He never hesitated  not once, though there was nothing to be seen but falling snow. It was darker in there than outside.

Andrew turned back to bring in the body of the dead hermit.

Why  why  why? Elsa demanded.

Follow Old Ugly-face! Keep close to him! he answered.

Elsa obeyed. Tom hesitated, just inside the gate, shouting: Come on, you idiot! This way! Then Tom followed the procession.

Andrew was keeping his head. He knew that corpses cut no ice in Tibet; but sacrilege does. The evidence of sacrilege might swing the balance between success and failure. He made four men carry the corpse and lay it inside the gate, in a drain, where he could find it later if needed.

Tom came looking for him  furious. God dammit, what are you waiting for! Weve Ram-pa Yap-shi and twenty-five hundred monks to beat.

Wheres Elsa?

Gone with Old Ugly-face  I lost sight of em waiting for you!

Bells, bells, bells  booming and clanging like fire alarms. Shouts  hundreds of voices shouting to and fro from roofs and galleries. There was a weird suggestion of a fog-bound railroad junction. The watery sun burst through for a moment. It revealed shadowy figures ghosting through the snow across courtyards, running in all directions like ants in a broken hill. Lamplight shone through slits in stone walls, some being extinguished as fast as others were lighted. Panic. Never before in Tibets history had one hermit, let alone nine and thirty, marched naked through a snowstorm behind a Ringding Gelong Lama to demand a monasterys purging of the sin of spiritual sloth. Old Ugly-faces broken prayer wheel was a symbol that stabbed the air with meanings that the monks understood; they knew their ritual; they were schooled in ceremonial and Tantric magic. Their souls shook within them. Hundreds of them bunched up their skirts and ran, bare-legged  ran anywhere  nowhere  from one building to another. Ancient guns went off at random, each one starting a new panic.

It was like the fall of Babylon, only there was no royal banquet to interrupt. Old Ugly-face, guided by his own daemon, turned to the right. Tom recovered command of himself, shouted at Andrew, and led straight forward, guided by memory. Old Ugly-face was de facto Lord Regent of Tibet within fifteen minutes after that.

The monastery could have lent itself, like a medieval city, to the worst kind of street fighting, but there was no one willing to fight. It was perched on the side of a mountain  all up and downhill on different levels. Courtyard led into courtyard through unlighted arches. Huge barrack-like buildings faced inward. At the rear, with its back to the mountain, was an enormous building like a keep, apron-fronted like the Potala at Lhasa. Cannon that once belonged to the Chinese Army peered through gaps in the wall. The sun was beginning to fight its way through. The storm was failing. Everything could be seen now, dimly, like a negative that is beginning to develop. Someone fired one of those old cannons. It burst  knocked down a ton of masonry  scared some monks so badly that they fled into the courtyard through a door that Tom might otherwise have missed. The main door was barred. Tom wrenched at it, but Andrew grabbed him and shoved him in the right direction. In a second they were using their fists on monks ears to force their way past a stream of them that poured through that other door. It was like a theater panic. None knew what he was afraid of, but they ran  ran like rats.

Tom remembered the way now. He led as if he had the ball on the twenty- yard line. Andrew and the Tibetans bucked the hurrying stream of monks and followed him up a huge stone stairway to an upper corridor. It was lighted by parchment covered lanterns.

Then they remembered St. Malo, because they saw him. He was at the end of the corridor, standing beside the young Dalai Lama and the Lord Regent Ram-pa Yap-shi  their backs to a door  caught in the act of flight. Andrew gasped:

God, for a camera!

St. Malo heard that. What you need is brains! he retorted. Did you bring em with you? He had an automatic, stolen somewhere, somehow. He placed its muzzle against the Dalai Lamas neck  a young lad with a face like a porcelain dolls, clothed in embroidered red silk. The boy looked bleached by being too long indoors  placid, amused, contemplative, curious. Large, long-lashed Mongolian eyes. He seemed to like St. Malo. Surely he didnt suspect that his life trembled on St. Malos trigger finger.

The Lord Regent Ram-pa Yap-shi had been hit hard by someone. There was blood on his face. Punch-drunk, he stood six feet away from St. Malo, with a dozen monks behind him. The monks werent eager to protect him; it might be one of them who had hit him; they were hesitating, telling each other what to do, and doing nothing. Ram-pa Yap-shi wasnt Chinese, but with his thin beard and horn-rimmed spectacles he looked it. He was wearing the gorgeous embroidered robes of a High Abbot. Barring the spectacles, he very closely resembled the painted figure on the wall beside him  a portrait of an ancient notoriously cruel king of Tibet, represented as a suppliant at the Seat of Judgment of the dead.

There was tense silence for about two seconds. Then St. Malo delivered his ultimatum:

Now you two geniuses-quick! Ive got the kid. Ill bring him. You shoot these monks! Grab the Abbot and run. Ill show you where to run to. Well make our own terms!

It was no use doubting St. Malo. He meant business. As long as he had his hands on the holiest child on earth, no Tibetan would dare to touch him. He would shoot the child dead rather than surrender his advantage. But there was a chance yet.

He interrupted a glance between Andrew and Tom. Ive warned you! he said sharply.

Andrew moved, sideways, toward a niche in the wall in which rested all kinds of religious objects, including a bronze dorje, like an ornamental two-pound dumb-bell. Tom watched for an opening, not daring to draw his own weapon, but holding St. Malos attention while Andrew lifted the bronze dorje from the shelf. He hurled it  hit St. Malo on the jaw  staggered him. St. Malo fired at Andrew  missed. Before he could fire again Toms fist sent him staggering to the floor in a corner. Then Bompo Tsering shot him dead.

The boy lama laughed.

It was a strange laugh  so unexpected that it almost stopped Andrew from searching St. Malos pockets; but that was public duty number one that he didnt dare to leave entirely to Bompo Tsering. He found a thin wallet, containing what looked like the key to a code. It sounded as if the boy lama was laughing at that  merrily. Or was he laughing because he had never before seen a dead man? Or because Andrew let Bompo Tsering pocket St. Malos money? Drawing blank in St. Malos remaining pockets, Andrew looked up  saw delight in the boys eyes  followed their gaze toward the end of the long corridor. Old Ugly-faces head and shoulders appeared, at floor level, like a bronze bust.

He was ascending a curving stairway at the far end. The boy had recognized him; the laugh was spontaneous greeting; he hadnt turned his head even to glance at the shooting; he appeared unconscious of it  bright-eyed, pleased and relieved beyond words. Old Ugly-face as he mounted the stairs looked like a great hobgoblin with a hundred ghosts behind him. He had left all except one of the hermits somewhere; that one, wrapped now in a curtain snatched from a wall, strode beside Elsa  a bearded skeleton in a toga. The rest were monastery monks. Counter-revolution brooded on their stern faces. Reaction. Grim, unforgiving piety. As Old Ugly-face paused midway along the corridor, four monks overtook him, genuflected and then robed him is the vestments of high office, shaking incense on him. He was no longer a ragged pilgrim. His Holy Diplomatic Eminence the Ringding Gelong Lama Lobsang Pun no longer wore Andrews blanket over a peasants rags. He gave the blanket to the hermit. He stood arrayed in the embroidered yellow and crimson to which high rank entitled him. Then he went down on his knees and touched his forehead to the floor, doing reverence to the child who had laughed with delight when he first appeared. Elsa, close behind him, knelt beside the hermit.

Youve lost her! Tom murmured. Weve both lost her. He sounded ashamed.

There wasnt one weapon in sight among the monks who followed Old Ugly- face. As they reached the corridor they, too, laid their foreheads on the floor. Rifles clattered as Bompo Tsering, Ga-pa-dug and the others followed suit. There was almost no other sound as Old Ugly-face moved slowly forward, giving the monks time to make their obeisance. The child lama blessed Old Ugly-face with a gesture of his right hand and a movement of his lips. Then he blessed Elsa, the hermit, the monks, Tom, Andrew. He beamed, exuded blessings. Andrew watched Ram-pa Yap-shi-gaunt, tall, high cheeked  something less than inscrutable. Tibetan  in-bred  autocrat  caught unaware  dazed. No Tibetan fears death. But pride fears humiliation, and the prouder the rogue, the worse he fears it. The paralysis of fear resembled dignity  almost  until one noticed his eyes.

Breath steamed in the chill air. Outside, on roofs and in courtyards, there was a prodigious clamoring of bells. In the corridor, silence  almost like the silence of the painted Bodhisattvas on the wall. At last, Old Ugly-face made an imperious gesture. He made it with his left hand. Four monks advanced from behind. Ram-pa Yap-shi didnt move; nor did his attendants. The four monks unceremoniously disrobed Ram-pa Yap-shi. They took his rosary and jewels, and the rings from his fingers, but offered him no other indignity. They left him standing in a long black cassock, with bowed head, shivering a little because it was very cold in the corridor. Then Old Ugly-face moved both hands and the monks behind him opened a lane through their midst.

Without a word being spoken, Ram-pa Yap-shi strode forward with folded arms. His attendants followed. Old Ugly-face did not get out of Ram-pa Yap- shis way. He almost appeared not to see him; but as Ram-pa Yap-shi approached he made a very slight gesture with the fingers of his left hand. Ram-pa Yap-shi obeyed the gesture  passed left to left, instead of right to right. It signified condemnation, commination, excommunication and acceptance of defeat. Only an outcast, stripped of hope in this world and condemned to unimaginable ignominy in the next, would pass to the left of anyone or anything that symbolized a religious idea. Even Tom Grayne shuddered.

The astonishing thing was the boy lamas behavior. He took it all unemotionally, as if it were part of a ritual. The impression was that he had been expecting this  knew it would happen  had foreseen it. Since that one peal of delighted recognition of Old Ugly-face he hadnt made a sound. He gazed chiefly at Elsa. She puzzled him. Since he was weaned he had been denied any association with women, even of his own race. But his gaze was as unselfconscious as a statues  it suggested intelligent interest. Andrew stared at him without a thousandth of his manners, memorizing his features, for a portrait, to be carved before memory should have time to grow dim.

Old Ugly-face said something in Tibetan to a monk behind him. Two monks, one on either hand, strode forward and struck the double door, both together, with the palms of their right hands. One panel opened. The boy lama smiled, turned and led the way into his apartment. Old Ugly-face followed.

There was a glimpse of a long carpet in a stone walled passage lined with paintings of saints on silk. Then the door closed behind them and a murmur went up, of monks whispering to one another, that filled the corridor. It suggested a waterfall in an echoing cavern.

Elsa, Tom Grayne and Andrew stood facing one another for a moment, each waiting for the other to speak  until Andrew noticed blood flowing from St. Malos body and began looking for something to cover it with. Front-rank monks guessed what he was looking for  whispered. Other monks came from the rear with a piece of carpet and covered the corpse contemptuously, as the attendants at a bull fight cover the gored dead horses.

Andrew and Tom waited for Elsa to tell what had happened and was happening outside. Surely she must be bursting with news. But when she broke the strained silence she said:

Tom, only one of us may remain here with Lobsang Pun.

Yes, I know it, he answered glumly. You win.

He takes only one chela at a time. Never more. And only one who needs his help and whom he knows he can enlighten.

Yes. Ive heard that of him.

I had asked him to accept me as his chela before I knew you intended to ask.  Tom-please believe me: if I had known you wanted it, I would never have

Tom interrupted her: If so, why did you return from India?

Tom, to give you your freedom, face to face  no other reason! When I left Tibet for Darjeeling you never expected to see me again, did you?

I dont know, Tom answered. I didnt suppose the baby would have a chance to live. I was surprised when you did come back. I thought we had parted good friends, and youd see the

He hesitated. The monks were staring at them. Andrew was listening. Elsas eyes looked straight at his. She seemed to be expecting something  almost praying for it. He yielded.

Im ashamed, he said abruptly. I tried, as you know, to learn your gift from you. The effort only exasperated both of us. All winter long I tried to learn it from the Tibetan who shared my hide-out. He said Im unteachable. So I set my heart on Lobsang Pun. It made me jealous  envious  suspicious. I behaved like a cad.

Tom, then do we part good friends?

Andrew was about to speak, but the door opened and all the monks stopped whispering. The door closed again quietly behind Old Ugly-face. The monks genuflected. Old Ugly-face stared at Tom as if he hadnt seen him before  scowled  his eyes flashed with anger:

Your believing Jesus saying  asking being same as getting! Yes. But who asking? And who getting? My telling you, it is more blessed to give! His saying that also!

He took no notice of anyone else. The monks opened up and he passed down their midst as Ram-pa Yap-shi had done, but his head was unbowed and his hands werent folded on his breast. The monks faced about and followed, so that the hermit came last. Tom shrugged his shoulders and followed the hermit. Andrew touched Elsas arm. She met his eyes. He looked more troubled than she had ever seen him.

Andrew, she said, Andrew, I have trusted you  through thick and thin. We are all on the verge of death. Will you trust me  this once  now?

I must, he answered. I have said: I love you.

She nodded. Then for my sake, please keep your promise and stand by Tom Grayne, to the end.  Follow him now! No  this isnt the end  not yet.

She slipped away from him, struck the door with the palm of her hand and vanished into the boy lamas apartment. The door closed behind her. A bolt clicked.


CHAPTER 61

The snowfall had ceased when Andrew overtook Tom in the courtyard. The sun was fighting its way through breaking clouds. Wind, whirling the snow off roofs and walls and piling up deep drifts under archways and cloisters, saved both their lives; monks, as ferocious as hornets, couldnt gee at them in sufficient numbers or quickly enough. They were able to dodge from cloister to cloister; they had to keep hiding, pausing, ducking behind columns and into doorways.

Lusty-lunged bull-bellowers, instructed by Old Ugly-faces hermits, were hard at work proclaiming that Ram-pa Yap-shis fall was due to sinful intrigue with foreigners. Lo and behold, the foreigners! Who should distinguish, in a crisis, between good and bad ones? Old Ugly-face had pitched on Tibets xenophobia as the basis for his coup detat. He was playing it up. In the name of religion, the law, the prophets, and the higher spiritual beings to whom Tibet yearns for guidance, he denounced all foreign influences  at the top of his lungs  to the booming of gongs and the blare of the big radongs that sound like foghorns in a fog-bound sea.

Part of a tile from a broken coping-stone missed Andrew by six inches; he reached for his automatic, but Tom restrained him. Old Ugly-face had seen it  he noticed everything  he snapped out a command. The nearest monk went running, jumping through snowdrifts with his skirts tucked into his girdle, to stop that foolishness. Presently a monk fell like a sprawling vulture from a roof  likely to throw no more tiles in this world.

Scores of monks lay dead in the crimsoning snow. Grudges and private spites were being worked off  bitter monastic hatreds that had secretly boiled for the day of revenge. The arrogant bullies of Ram-pa Yap-shis reign were pursued by the bullied, who were in haste to repay cruelty before the tide could turn.

The tide was turning. Tom nudged Andrew, speechless, pointing southward. Retreat was cut off. Vengeance was on its way. Descending from level to level they had reached a platform where there was a clear view over the top of the outer wall. Already, the five hundred who had marched in darkness to plunder the cavern were on their way back; their advance guard was nearing the main gate. The commander and his aide were riding Toms and Andrews ponies and the yaks were loaded with the plunder from the cavern. The five hundred armed monks tramped behind the plunder in fours, in good marching order, nearly knee-deep in snow though the front ranks were. Tom snatched Andrews binoculars  stared through them.

The leaders aides a Jap! Now we are done for! Hell take charge and give us the works! Wheres Elsa?

Instead of answering, Andrew asked: Who timed these moves? Look! Whos that over the gate?

Tom focused the glasses carefully: Looks like a Russian. His backs this way  but  he has a thick beard  might be German  good boots  fur hat  yes  looks like a Russian rifle. Might be either  Russian or German.

Andrew reached for the glasses. Let me look. After a moment: He might be anything except Tibetan. Tibetans cant grow that kind of whiskers.  I bet you something  I bet hes St. Malos Number One! I bet hes laying for the Jap! I bet he thinks hell save his own stake now by killing the Jap! Watch!

Tom took the glasses again. The man on the footwalk above the main gate thrust his rifle through one of the embrasures in the arch, took aim and fired. The Jap fell from the saddle. He struggled a moment and lay still. The Tibetan leader of the column glanced up once at the gate, wheeled his pony and went galloping back past the loaded animals, throwing them into confusion. The man who had shot the Jap withdrew his rifle  by a heartbeat, by a breath too late.

From the gate towers at either end of the footwalk Tibetans approached him  two men, who crouched like skilled hunters and moved with the agility of cats. Tom exploded:

By God, thats

Andrew took the words from his lips: Its Bompo Tsering and St. Malos headman Ga-pa-dug!

Both Tibetans had firearms, but they couldnt use them for fear of shooting each other. They laid them down. They drew knives and closed on the man who had shot the Jap. He hadnt time to use his rifle. He screamed as the long blades plunged into him. His rifle fell to the ground, where a monk pounced on it. The Tibetans knives had struck their victim so hard and deep under the ribs that he almost dragged them with him when at last he toppled backwards and fell in a shapeless heap near the postern door. He almost fell on the monk who had taken the rifle. The monk ran.

Tom nudged Andrew, who resented being nudged:

Quick! Search him before the monks do it!

Andrew followed him down from level to level  past Old Ugly-face, who was haranguing and giving orders to crowds of monks  past naked and half naked hermits who were putting the fear of the lives to come into every monk they could get to listen. The hermits howled imprecations after them:

Foreigners! Devils!

But two monks detached themselves from Old Ugly-faces inner-guard and checked that foolishness. They screamed at the hermits. They followed Andrew and Tom to the gate, protecting them. They stood there whirling prayer wheels, watching for a signal from Old Ugly-face to tell them what to do next.

There were more than twenty corpses near the main gate. The snow was blood-red and trodden to slush. Tom was stooping over the knifed mystery man to search his clothing and Andrew was standing guard, when Bompo Tsering burst out through the door at the foot of the gate tower:

Gunnigun! he gasped. There was blood on his coat. He was panic stricken. Gunnigun!

Andrew shook him. Steady now. Whats up? Say it slowly, one word at a time!

Nobly born, my having killed Ga-pa-dug!

Where?

In gate tower!

Why?

His telling me, my should killing you.

What for?

Hot damn  then his and my being too rich. But my not shooting you! My dying sooner!

Andrew changed the subject. Whats through that door?

Gatehouse. Stair. Machine  open-gate.

What else?

 Nother door. Shut tight.

Leading which way?

Leading belong passage inside big wall  that way  wall all hollow. Tom came up, washing his hands with snow.

Nothing doing, he said. Might be Russian or German. No documents  no identity mark.  Wed better find Elsa.

Elsas all right. She has her orders from Old Ugly-face.

How do you know shes all right? Where is she?

She asked me to trust her, said Andrew. You do as you please.

When did she ask?

Just now. Say  dyou notice how few firearms these monks have

Five hundred outside  on their way! Tom answered.

But almost none inside!

Tom nodded, impatiently. Ram-pa Yap-shi, he said, disarmed all except the five hundred he thought he could count on. At one time, not long ago, there were three or four thousand rifles in

Andrew interrupted: Where are they now? he pointed. Are they in that big building where the six hermits are posted at the door?

Tom agreed. Right! Thats the main storehouse.

Old Ugly-face had posted six naked hermits at the only entrance to the storehouse, to prevent looting. No monks, no matter how they longed for firearms, dared to try to pass those hermits to force the door. Hermits are very holy. Eternities in hell are too much to pay for a rifle and ammunition.

God! If they do get at those rifles, said Tom, therell be a slaughter to beat Jesus. Listen to that, will you!

Rifle butts were thundering on the main gate. The five hundred outside were demanding admission. They were shouting. Some were firing their rifles. But that was a good sign; it meant lack of discipline. If their officers couldnt control them  

If Old Ugly-face hasnt a trick in reserve now, hes a goner, said Tom. That means us too. So

Old Ugly-face did have a trick in reserve. He came chanting, followed by chanting monks, and stood facing the main gate, fifty feet back from it, on the pediment of an urn-shaped stupa that contained the ashes of a saint. Two hermits, each wrapped in a blanket, approached the postern, and stood one at each side of it. It was a narrow postern, almost in the middle of the gate  not room for more than one person to pass through at a time.

Andrew and Tom stood back against the gatehouse wall. There was no shadow there, but they were less noticeable. Andrew whispered to Bompo Tsering to get his gang together and hold them ready for sudden orders. He had to threaten him to make him obey. A vulture landed above the gate and perched there, moving restlessly. Another dozen vultures soared out of the sky and perched on a roof ridge. The first vulture joined the others and they sat all in a row.

Toms nerves were ragged. Inaction fretted him. God, whats the old man waiting for?

You need food, said Andrew. Here, eat this. He gave him chocolate. Tom munched it.

Then they saw why Old Ugly-face was waiting. The number one hermit had reached the top of the wall, by the stairs in the righthand gatehouse. He was wearing Andrews blanket, but not for warmth, he let it flutter in the wind. He was already talking to the monks outside and they had left off shouting. His voice had a weird carrying power, but Andrew couldnt understand him, and if Tom could distinguish the words he was too attentive to repeat them; he shook his head when Andrew asked what the hermit was saying. All the monks in the wide courtyard were spellbound, many of them open-mouthed  expectant  afraid. A door opened suddenly.

Christ! Whos timing this! said Andrew.

It was a door at the end of a lean  to shed that was evidently a covered passage for use in winter. It made a circuit around two sides of the courtyard, turning at right angles along an inner wall, toward a monastery building.

Ram-pa Yap-shi came through the door, all alone. The door closed behind him and someone inside shot the bolt noisily. His hands were not tied, but he held them behind him as if they were. He walked with dignity toward the main gate but, while still ten feet away from it, turned and stood still. There was no sign of recognition between him and Old Ugly-face. Not a word was spoken. Less than an hour ago Ram-pa Yap-shi had gloated over the tortures prepared for Old Ugly-face. Now he awaited his own fate.

As calm as Christ! said Tom. God! Whats going to happen now?

The hermit on the wall kept talking to the monks outside. Andrew and Tom both watched Old Ugly-face. A monk was whispering to Bompo Tsering. The two hermits at the postern waited for a signal from the one on the wall. Bompo Tsering shouted suddenly to Andrew and came running.

Hot damn! Gunnigun! Our letting only one man come in!

Andrew strode toward the postern and Tom followed. The hermit signaled from the wall. The hermits below opened the postern. Instantly a big monk with a bandolier over his chest barged through as if there were pressure behind him. He thrust his rifle muzzle at the hermit who stood in the way. Another monk followed; he, too, was being shoved from the rear. Tom spoke:

Now! Both together!

It was Andrews fist that socked the third man who tried to get through. The man staggered back. Tom slammed and bolted the postern. He and Andrew stood with their backs to it. Old Ugly-faces lips moved, giving orders to a monk who stood beside him.

The two armed monks who had forced their way in were bewildered. They had prodded a holy hermit and felt afraid. They couldnt make head or tail of things. They couldnt retreat. They had their rifles; but Tom and Andrew made no secret of having automatics, and, besides that, had the drop on them. So they didnt know what to do. They stood looking from Ram-pa Yap-shi to Old Ugly-face, and back again. Old Ugly-face spoke to a monk, and the monk came and said they might take Ram-pa Yap-shi away. He said more than that, but Andrew and Tom couldnt hear it. Ram-pa Yap-shi made no comment, but he turned his back toward Old Ugly-face. He was shivering a little  doing his best not to.

The hermit on the wall began talking again to someone outside. The wind blew a sudden squall, clanging the roof bells and raising clouds of snow. The hermits opened the postern and Ram-pa Yap-shi walked out, followed by the two armed monks. Almost before the postern bolt slid home there was a ragged volley of rifle fire.

Tom glanced at Andrew: Well, hes got his. Quick! Merciful! Well be lucky if nothing worse happens to us.  Where in Gods name is Elsa?

Andrew snapped at him: Its none of our God-damned business where she is! Her lifes her own.

He felt a sudden hunch that was like the pull of a magnet. He obeyed it.

Where are you going? Tom demanded.

There are stairs in the gatehouse. When Ive seen whats doing, Ill come back and let you know!

He opened the door of the gatehouse and closed it quietly behind him  bolted it. He intended to find Elsa. But he couldnt have told why he should look for her in the gate tower, nor why he bolted the door behind him. He just did it, feeling that he did right  feeling confident.


CHAPTER 62

It was almost dark inside the gate tower. The machinery for opening the gate took up most of the space. Beside a bench for the use of the gate guard was the door of which Bompo Tsering had spoken. It was locked; Andrew tried to force it  kicked it  couldnt shake it.

The narrow stairway followed the curve of the wall. There was no guardrail. The stairs were worn and loose. He went up them two at a time. At the top, a narrow door gave access to the footwalk above the main gate. The door was held open by the body of Ga-pa-dug that lay across the threshold in a pool of blood. Bompo Tsering hadnt taken the mans rifle. That was a mystery all its own. Andrew took it, unloaded it, tested the breech mechanism, reloaded it, and went out to the footwalk. Looking for Elsa? He couldnt have answered the question. He asked it of himself, but with no special emphasis. He had a more than vague feeling that he was doing the right thing.

In the corner between tower and footwalk was an irregular masonry platform roughly eight feet square, protected from everything but wind by a pierced barbette. By standing well into the corner he could look down into the courtyard without being seen  and on the other hand, through the opening in the barbette, he could see the armed men outside. Inside, he could even see Tom Grayne, although Tom had his back to the gatehouse and was almost hidden by the bulge in the wall.

First, he directed his attention outside. Ram-pa Yap-shi was not dead. Very much not dead. The ragged volley that had greeted him when he went out through the postern must have been a salute, or perhaps a display of emotion on the part of the armed monks. They didnt look much like soldiers  more like brigands. They had abandoned formation and were milling around him, most of them shouting; but the gusty wind carried away the uproar so that it only reached Andrew like the noise of surf on a distant beach. Ram-pa Yap-shi, in his long black robe, with his hands behind him, looked like a Catholic martyr about to be burned at the stake.

Because of the wind it was impossible to tell what was going on. But Old Ugly-face knew; he was being kept posted. The hermit on the wall near the opposite gate tower  quite naked now  Andrews blanket had blown away  was shouting at the top of his lungs, first to the monks outside, then relaying their answer, again at the top of his lungs, to another hermit below, who relayed it to Old Ugly-face at his post of authority on the broad pediment of the stupa.

Old Ugly-face was no longer standing. They had brought him a high-backed chair like a bishops throne. Some of the monks who clustered around him had sent for their own official robes, so that it looked something like a court. There was dignity, color, organization. There was even a table, at which a secretary sat taking dictation from Old Ugly-face. It looked like a proscription list. If it was, it was good tactics. Numbers of monks were presenting themselves for registration on the good list before it was too late; they were kneeling in the snow, calling out their names and begging a benediction.

Many more than a thousand monks had lined up in hollow square with their backs to the courtyard wall  perhaps obedient  perhaps not daring to come nearer. Andrew studied them. He thought they looked dangerous. All crowds are alike in that they all reveal their mood more distinctly than individuals do. Remembering crowds of strikers in Ohio, and Chinese dock laborers in Amoy and Shanghai, Andrew decided those monks were waiting to be swayed one way or the other by the turn of events. He wondered why Old Ugly- face didnt pay more attention to them  flatter them a little  win them over with some demagogic fireworks.

But a strangely subtle mental change began to take place. He found he couldnt think of Old Ugly-face and failure in one and the same thought. There was a calm, unhurried feeling of exhilaration that existed entirely apart from events and things; and yet it controlled them, in a way not easy to define, but that filled experience, so that it was. There was no arguing it. The things  people  movements, that one saw, heard, felt, were the same and yet otherwise. There was a sensation of new reality. They were part of a pattern  not pawns, but intelligent agents, each fulfilling a destiny  moving intricately toward a predetermined future that could not possibly be avoided except in one way.

He remembered Elsas subconsciousness, consciousness, superconsciousness From  at  toward. A change of consciousness, and all things, events, beings, change their meaning, lose confusion and stand simplified in new perspective. Old Ugly-face, as Andrew then perceived it, was the conscious outlet through whom superconsciousness flowed, to which anyone might tune in within the limits of his spiritual stage of evolution.

I guess Im a one-tube outfit, he reflected.

He didnt wonder any longer that Elsa should have asked to be accepted as Old Ugly-faces chela. He could understand the relief to her of being recognized as an evolving spirit rather than being condemned, and self- condemned, as a freak unfit for confidence.

God, how he loved her!  or was that selfishness? Was it his own craving to perceive with an inner eye  to see the ravishing beauty of new dimensions  as he did sometimes perceive, when Elsa, with her mystic companionship, lifted his thought upward?

He felt Elsas hand in his. It seemed part of the mystic moment. He didnt turn to look. He went on watching Ram-pa Yap-shi, realizing that he hadnt once ceased watching him. Timeless and measureless thought had filled his mind while Ram-pa Yap-shi spoke perhaps ten words  inaudible from where Andrew watched. The words were bitterness made visible  as scornful and cold as the wind. Ram-pa Yap-shi had refused something. But what?

The hermit shouted from the wall. The message was relayed to Old Ugly- face. He spoke. Monks ran to do his bidding. Tom beckoned Bompo Tsering and the two of them were almost swept off their feet as they tried to line up their men in front of the main gate. Andrew decided to go down and lend a hand. He didnt want to; it meant losing a spiritual vision that he might never regain. He lingered one more moment, thinking of Elsa  until she tugged at his hand, and he turned. She was beside him, sheltered from the wind, between him and the gatehouse wall.

How long have you been here? he asked.

I dont know. Two minutes  hours  days! Was it good? I was away up  from the moment when I took your hand until you turned.

So was I. But I must go down there now, and

No. Dont. Watch from here. I know what will happen.

How do you know?

I will tell later.

He hugged her close to him and leaned, between her and the wind, against the barbette where they could see both sides of the wall.

Andrew, she said, can you help Ram-pa Yap-shi? Can you reach him with a thought that may make him feel less lonely?

I can fix him so hed quit feeling at all, Andrew answered. Ive a rifle.

Arent you ashamed?

No. Thats how I feel. He looks like Satan to me. If such a things possible, hes Old Ugly-faces opposite. Have you talked to the kid Lama? What does he think of him?

He pities him.

That child? Kids of his age are pitiless.

Can a Dalai Lama  even only seven years old  return evil for evil?

If hes such a prodigy of virtue, cant he use his virtue to prevent

No. Watch.

There was talk going on at the gate, through the hole in the postern. Outside, five hundred monks, noisily bullied by platoon commanders, were piling their rifles in fairly orderly stacks. Hermits opened the postern. It seemed a protocol had been arranged. The plundered baggage animals were led away to another gate. Tom and his Tibetans marched off to see the ponies safely stabled and the loads put under lock and key. Then, one by one, led by their commander, the disarmed monks filed in through the postern. One hermit took them in charge, striding like a mountaineer as he led them past Old Ugly-face to the door through which Ram-pa Yap-shi had walked alone. They saluted as they passed Old Ugly-face. He took no notice. Someone called out their names as they passed. The secretarys writing brush moved on the page  nemesis, writing. Andrew speculated: To the dungeons?

No. What has happened in this

Are you psyching it?

No. The Dalai Lamas personal attendant told me. First; Ram-pa Yap-shi was offered to those monks whom he armed and misled  to be their leader. They might take him and go wherever they pleased.

He got his answer, said Andrew.

After that, since his own would have none of him  and even Ram-pa Yap-shi knew that would happen  he knew that terrorists are always turned on by their favorites when failure sets in  he was offered two alternatives. They were both in accord with the Tibetan code of justice. He might claim hospitality  of the dungeons, in which he has tortured and starved his enemies. Or he may, of his own free will, earn merit.

What does that mean?

Watch. Think kindly if you can!

Damn him, I cant. Hes a son of a bitch.

Andrew, we are going to see tragedy. Hes as lonely as Judas. He needs pity!

Well, okay then, God pity him! Now what?

Ram-pa Yap-shi had stood motionless until the last of his men had stacked their rifles and passed in through the postern. But now he moved, slowly, with bowed head, his back to the wind  like a man in a trance, except that he clearly knew where he was going, and deliberately forced himself to go. He walked between the piles of rifles and along the trampled track between banks of snow, until he reached the bend where the ledge began that skirted the thousand-foot deep ravine. He never paused once  never hesitated.

Bless him! said Elsa. Be kind to him, Andrew! Theres nothing else we can do! She didnt know it, but she was driving her fingernails into Andrews wrist. Try to love him, just one little bit! Love him! Hes human! Hes doing his best, at his worlds end!

Ram-pa Yap-shi walked straight forward, knee-deep in the snow, instead of turning where the track curved eastward. Two vultures followed him. He reached a wind-blown crag that leaned out over the precipice, kept walking forward with his hands clasped behind him, trod on air  vanished. The vultures followed.

Good God!

Andrew didnt speak again for a moment. He hugged Elsa close to make sure she wasnt shaking from cold. From a roof, where the bells were ringing in the wind a radong like a foghorn, blared Ram-pa Yap-shis requiem.

He took it standing, Andrew said then. He didnt squeal.

Elsa faced about. She met his eyes and put her hands on his shoulders. Andrew! Do you realize what happened?

No. Im thinking. You tell it. It feels somehow loaded. I cant explain what I mean.

Andrew, it means this. Ram-pa Yap-shi acknowledged  to himself, and to his own soul, and to the world  that his sins misled thousands, who obeyed him through fear and ignorance. Disaster showed him the end of that road. So he chose death as the death of his own sin and theirs too

Steady! said Andrew. Steady! If theres a hell, thats where hes gone! Sins like his, nor mine either, cant be wiped out in a moment.

No? she said. Do you remember the repentant Thief on the Cross? Today shalt thou be

You mean  ? Lord God! You dont mean  ?

For if ye forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you:  Andrew, the Dalai Lama has asked for the big man they call Gunnigun. He is waiting below. Will you come?


CHAPTER 63

At the foot of the gatehouse stairs both doors were open, although Andrew had bolted one and the other was locked when he entered. There was a commotion outside. Old Ugly-face was coming  looking, Andrew thought, so physically tired that he was almost out on his feet; but so spiritually vigorous that no fatigue could conquer him. Andrew and Elsa stood back to let him pass, but at the threshold he waited for someone while the monks swarmed around him and had to be driven back by main force. It was only when he turned and faced them, raising his right hand, that they retreated to a decently respectful distance.

Through the other door there appeared a long, dim passage, lighted with little brass butter lamps set in niches in the wall. Somewhere about fifty feet along the passage there appeared to be a chamber corresponding to a buttress that supported the main wall on the inside and formed the base for an enormous stupa. Several Tibetans dressed in silk robes stood facing the entrance to the chamber.

Wheres the boy Lama? Andrew whispered.

Elsa nodded in the direction of the chamber: Those are his attendants.

One of the attendants, smiling at Elsa as he passed, came and spoke to Old Ugly-face, murmuring to him from behind. Old Ugly-face bowed his head in token of assent. The attendant returned, and presently the young Dalai Lama came walking alone, preceded by the attendant walking backwards and followed by four other servants, two by two, ten feet behind him.

The boy was wearing the same gorgeously embroidered silk as when Andrew first saw him. He smiled wonderfully when he saw Elsa. With a gesture as spontaneous as the flash of delight in his eyes he clasped his hands, then spread his arms wide. In a moment, to the horror of his attendants, he was standing between Andrew and Elsa with his hands in theirs.

Gunnigun! he laughed. Gunnigun!

Hello, feller! said Andrew. Whats your name?

There was no time to answer. The clucking attendants tried to separate them. Old Ugly-face turned and reproved the attendants so savagely that they slunk back into the passage and tried to get out of his sight. Then Old Ugly- face went down on his weary knees and made obeisance to the child, whose guardian he had again become. The child blessed him with the unselfconscious gesture of an ancient of days. Then he took Elsas and Andrews hands again. Old Ugly-face stood up, unsmiling, unoffended, his gaze fixed on Andrew. He spoke in Tibetan, Elsa translating:

Because ye are three, who of your best have given

Gods sake, wheres Tom? Andrew wondered.

And because your best has been acceptable to Destiny that serves His Holiness who clasps your hands in peace and good will

The boy Lama chuckled and squeezed hands. He seemed to know what was coming. Old Ugly-face spared him a reproving frown and continued:

Ask! What will you?

Nothing, said Andrew. It has been my great privilege to contribute my services. I would do it again. Your Eminence owes me nothing.

Old Ugly-face smiled. He thrust his hand into his bosom and produced the silk flag taken from St. Malo. He unfolded it and showed it to Andrew. But he gave it to Elsa. Then he spoke what he considered to be English:

Your country needing you. Your needing her. Damned old bugger, am I?

Your servant, said Andrew. My respects to you, sir.

Old Ugly-face took Elsas hand and put it into Andrews. His lips moved for many seconds before he spoke aloud:

Her being my chela. My sending her forth. Your being her fellow pilgrim helping her give  My blessing you. Many, many million never failing blessings  finding wherever your being, always, always. Tum-Glain my keeping here  his needing too much. Then he spoke again, at length, in Tibetan to Elsa. She interpreted:

Andrew. Tom is waiting near the stupa. We are all to be blessed in public by the Infant Lama, so that the monks may understand that were protected as long as were in Tibet. When weve rested a couple of days were to say good-bye. Tom will stay here; he begged it, and I begged it for him.

And youre coming with me?

The boy Lama took their hands again. Old Ugly-face turned and led, booming the mystic syllable that leads, like all true music, upward, universe by universe, to an infinity beyond eternity, whence pours all newness  

Aum-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m-m!

THE END
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PAYABLE TO BEARER

CHAPTER I.  Ikey And His Trade

IF you bring a woman into a story you spoil the story, and in all probability libel the woman; everybody knows that. But there are two women in this story, so get ready; they always have crept in, and they always will  and we have to make the best of it. In this instance, though, the first person to creep in was Ikey Hole.

The police in particular, but almost everybody who knew him at all intimately, called him Keyhole Ikey, so that by the time that he crept into the story he was laboring under an extra syllable as well as a kit of scientifically constructed tools distributed about his person. It was a second story that he crept into  through a bedroom window.

Ikey started in business at the early age of sixteen as a porch-climber, and by the time he was twenty he had become a past grand-master of his profession; but since by that time porches had grown a little out of fashion in New York he began to make a specialty of fire-escapes, and from that time on he throve amazingly, as everybody does who is sufficiently far-sighted to move with the times.

He was a very careful man, was Ikey. He considered every little detail, just like the big interests do; but, unlike them, he was contriving to salt away quite a snug little fortune without running the risk of being muckraked.

He agreed with the big interests in detesting publicity, but he differed from them again, in having nothing whatever to do with gentlemens agreements. Ikey had no pals; he always worked alone.

He closed the window carefully behind him, leaving just sufficient space open at the bottom to enable him to insert his fingers should he have need to open it again in a hurry; then he pulled down the blind.

That left him in pitch-darkness, but not for long, for he produced an electric torch from his sleeve and pressed the button; that gave him just sufficient light to examine the door by.

The door proved to be unlocked, and the key was on the outside; so he opened it very gently, removed the key, and locked it on the inside.

Now, economy was one of Ikeys strong points, and burning that electric torch of his cost him good money; so he extinguished it and replaced it up his sleeve.

Then he switched on the electric light that was hanging in the middle of the room; it was a sixteen candlepower tungsten lamp, and, besides being a whole lot better to work by, the use of it cost him nothing.

The sudden flood of light revealed his figure full length in the pier-glass that stood facing him in one corner of the room, and he nearly jumped out of his skin with fright.

Gee, he muttered with a low chuckle; Im gettin nervous! Have to cut out corfee and cigarettes for a while!

Coffee and cigarettes were Ikeys chief solace in his hours of ease; but there was the making of a hero in Ikey, and he decided to give them both up on the instant, and with as little compunction as he would have felt in refusing an offer of employment; he knew what suited him, did Ikey, and he never broke his word to himself, either, whatever he might do to other people.

Woman, he muttered to himself, looking sharply round the room and twiggling his nose. His nose had escaped being prehensile by very little; it was big, curled over at the end, and he used it to talk to himself with, just like a mouse does that is peeping out of a hole; you could almost read his thoughts by watching that nose of his twist and wrinkle and squirm, and he had a pair of little beady, black eyes above it that were not at all unlike a mouses.

In addition to all that, he had rather large ears that stood out on either side of his head and were pointed at the top. So he was really very like a mouse, was Ikey.

As he stood surveying the room, buttoning the top button of one of his black kid gloves that had come unfastened, you would never have mistaken Ikey for a big-hearted man; you would have probably mentally assessed him as a piker, and it would never have entered your head that he might possibly possess both characteristics.

Woman, he muttered, lemme see  under the mattress? no; under the rug? no; nice little dinky tin box under the bed? like as not; no, nothing there. Um-m-m! Tucked in the folds of a nighty in the middle of a bureau drawer? No, not there, either. He pulled out handful after handful of lingerie, tossing the garments into a heap on the floor. All pretty cheap stuff this  midsummer sale sort of stuff; heaps of it, though  guess she spent all her money at the sales. Dashed robbers, those department-stores  guess theres nothing doing here. Hello! Ah, heres a drawer locked! There may be somethin inside worth lookin at.

He tugged at the top right-hand drawer of the bureau, and his nose wriggled, and his little black mustache stood straight on end on either side of it as his lips straightened into a grin, and his little black eyes glittered like jewels in a setting of crows feet when the drawer refused to come open.

Love-letters, like as not! he muttered. Too much fluffy white stuff here. I reckon somebodys goin to git married. Ill bet a nickel thats whats the matter. Better have a look though.

Ikey always traveled prepared for every possible contingency, except fighting; he never fought, and he never murdered people; but, like Dan Cupid he laughed at locksmiths.

He produced a short, stiff, crooked piece of wire, which he worked about with his thin, restless fingers for about half a minute; then he inserted it gingerly in the keyhole, jerked it, drew it back a little, jerked it again, and click! went the lock, and Ikey opened the drawer.

Gee! he exclaimed, out loud this time, wriggling his whole body and twisting one leg round the other in excitement. Gee  whiz! Gee  Rusalem! By the blue beak on the map of a traffic-bull in winter, if here aint all the money in the world!

He pulled out a bundle of bills from beneath a pile of lace-handkerchiefs and began to count.

?Fifteen, sixteen, seventeen! Mother of me, what a haul! Twenty-five, twenty- six! I wonder if Im drunk? Thirty-three, thirty-four, thirty-five  this is like findin money! Forty-six, forty-seven! By the red face of a thirsty bull on pay-day, if here aint fifty centuries! Fifty one-hundred-dollar bills! Fif- tee little yeller plasters o one hundred plunks apiece, payable to bearer on demand, and me the bearer! Me!

He slipped the whole bundle into an inside pocket, hardly able to contain himself with glee; but he would not have been Keyhole Ikey if he were not still careful; he unlocked the door again and replaced the key on the outside before going, with the laudable intention of causing suspicion to fall on some one in the house.

Then he switched the light out and slipped noiselessly through the window, closing it behind him; he even took the trouble to fasten the window-catch again from the outside.

I do hope the lady came by the mazuma honest! he remarked to himself, as he started to climb down the fire-escape. I surely would hate to handle any o this money if it was tainted.

Then he dropped ten feet or so into the yard below, making about half as much noise as a cat would have done in performing the same feat, and vanished into the darkness, still chuckling.


CHAPTER II.  Which Introduces Woman Number One

IT was at least two hours after Ikey Hole left it through the window that the owner of the bedroom entered through the door. She is woman number one, who helps to spoil the story, so perhaps her name is relevant; besides, a name is one of the few things in this world that dont cost anything, and even school- teachers have them; her name was Lizzie Wingfield. Describe her for yourself.

Imagine the prettiest girl you can  not too tall and not too short  fair or dark as your fancy dictates and multiply the resulting loveliness by two; after that youve only got yourself to blame if you dont like her, and the story will get along famously.

Ive told you she was a schoolteacher; she was dressed in a low-cut evening gown, for description of which see any one of the current fashion magazines; and she didnt look like a school-teacher in the least  at least not like your idea of one. The point is that she was a school-teacher, and that she had been to a dance. Remember, I said was.

Her mind was still centered on the gaiety and the garish lights and the lingering airs of waltz music; as she entered the room she was still humming the air of the last tune she had waltzed to. As she walked across the room she stumbled over the pile of lingerie that Ikey had heaped so carelessly on the floor, and the humming ceased. Then she turned on the light.

No. She didnt swear. Ladies dont do that. At all events, her sort dont.

But she sat down on the bed and stared at the confusion, and wished that it were proper for her to swear, and you will admit that that is a bird of quite another feather.

She still had a certain amount of equanimity left, for the knowledge that she had so much frilly stuff to scatter about was, so to speak, forced on her notice; no woman in the world can repress a quite pardonable feeling of pride when she realized the extent of her possessions of that kind, and especially when the garments in question are all new and clean, and were bought at absolutely bargain prices.

But then she noticed that the right-hand top drawer of the bureau was not quite closed; and she had left it locked. Her heart began to flutter now in real earnest. She was afraid even to open the drawer and look, she was so frightened.

She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at the bureau, and felt herself going goose-fleshy all over, and for two whole minutes she could not screw up sufficient nerve to investigate.

Then she seized the knob and jerked the drawer open, as though to get the worst over quickly, and her face grew as white as the pile of petticoats on the floor as she discovered what the reader knows already  that the fifty beautiful, new, crinkly, yellow hundred-dollar hills were missing.

No. She didnt scream. And she didnt wring her hands, or the bell, or the neck of the answering chambermaid; and if that doesnt make you like her, nothing will. She just stood still and turned over the handkerchiefs and all the other things in the drawer one by one to make you like her, nothing will. She just stood still and turned over the handkerchiefs and all the other things in the drawer one by one to make sure, and then  guess! She looked under the bed for burglars!

Not a hurried peep, either; she took a good, hard look, and made absolutely certain that there werent any. Then she knelt down on the floor and laid her arms on the bed, and laid her head on her arms and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.

Poor little woman! She had a right to sob. She had resigned her position as school-teacher that very day with a view to getting married the following month, and that five thousand dollars was all, absolutely every cent, that she and her intended had got to marry on. And the worst of it was that he was nowhere near to comfort her; he was all the way across the continent in San Francisco.

She couldnt rush down-stairs, and down the street a couple of blocks, and round the corner, and ring the bell of his flat, and weep on his big, broad bosom; she had to weep alone, and that is an unsatisfactory business. She realized it before long, and left off weeping.

Although he was not near to comfort her, his letters were  two or three hundred of them; the burglar hadnt taken those. She took a bundle of them from the back of the drawer and untied the piece of blue ribbon, and removed the top letter and opened it; but she extracted very little comfort from it.

It was the very last letter he had written her, and the five thousand dollars had been enclosed in the same registered envelope. No. We wont look over her shoulder.

A mans love-letters make disgusting reading, and for that reason they ought to be sacred, if for no other. But part of that letter has a bearing on the story, and, as he was a very business-like young fellow for a lover when he was writing about business, and as he put all the poetry and kisses in the first six and the last ten pages, we can give part of the middle page without making anybodys gorge rise or offending anybodys sense of propriety. It was something like this:

I have only saved five thousand dollars in all these years. (NOTE  He had on been saving for five years and five months. Pretty steady sort of young fellow that, eh?) It makes me feel like a beast when I think that I have only that much with which to begin life with you; if I had on met you earlier I would have saved more, for I would have had something to work for. I am sending you the money enclosed in this envelope; take it round to any good bank in your immediate neighborhood am open an account in your own name. The money will surely be safer in your hands than in mine, and as long as youve got it I shant be able to embark on any speculative undertaking without your consent. One of my chief faults is a desire to speculate and get rich quickly. A man came to me yesterday with a proposition that absolutely glittered, and I have seldom felt more tempted in my life; what made it still more tempting was the fact that I had the money; it was out on mortgage and I had called it in; the mortgagor, who happens to be a friend of mine, paid me yesterday. So in order to put myself out of the reach of further temptation of that kind I am mailing the whole of the five thousand dollars to you, where I know it will be safe.

She read no further than that. She couldnt. The bitter irony of it was too much for her, and she knelt down again beside the bed with the letter all crumpled up in her fingers, and dropped great big salt tears all over it, and sobbed as though her heart would break.

It wasnt all her fault, but what difference did that make? The money was gone. And he had trusted her. The registered letter had arrived after banking hours, and she had thought that the money would be safe in that drawer for one night, especially as nobody in the house knew she had it.

Of course, she ought to have given it to somebody else  her landlady, for instance  to keep for her, but she hadnt thought of that; she had been too busy thinking how proud she was to be trusted like that, and how good Walter was  yes, his name was Walter  and what a fine, honest, straightforward, manly fellow he was, and how she loved him! And then she had gone to the dance! That was the cruelest part of it; if only she had kept her trust and stayed at home to watch the money, she could have fought for it, and died over it if need was; but the money had disappeared while she was out enjoying herself. And Walter had worked for five long years to save it!

It would be kinder to leave her there to sob herself to sleep, but we cant do it; the requirements of a short story are as inexorable as fate itself, and she had more mortification in store for her yet.

There was still a chance to recover the money, although it was a slim one.

She summoned her landlady first; and when that elderly and excitable person had finished telling her what she knew already  that she was a ninny and a donkey and a rash, foolish, thoughtless female for leaving all that money loose in a bureau drawer  the two of them ran out just as they were, without either hats or cloaks on, to look for a policeman. And, of course, they couldnt find one.

So they came back again and did what they should have done in the first instance  telephoned to headquarters; they overlooked that idea at first in the distress and excitement of the overwhelming disaster. After an almost interminable delay two policemen came  one in uniform and one in a blue serge suit. They both had muddy boots.

They examined everything in the room, the window especially. They looked extremely wise at first, until they realized that Ikey had left no tracks at all; then they looked scornful and began to take notes.

They trampled mud over everything, including some of the lingerie that was still lying on the floor; and they asked Lizzie Wingfield her age. and how long shed lived there; and the landlady her age, and how long shed lived there; and one of them sat on the bed; and the both of them kept their hats on, and when she didnt know the numbers of the bills they looked openly incredulous, and even the sight of the registered envelope in which the bills came failed to convince them.

They said that they would make a report, and that the matter would be fully investigated, and went; but they left the impression behind them that they believed the whole thing to be a frame-up, and that young women who lived in rooms away from their parents, even when they were school-teachers and hadnt any parents, were people of no account, to put it mildly.

And Lizzie Wingfield turned the light out and threw herself down on the bed without undressing and sobbed herself to sleep. And there for the present we will leave her.


CHAPTER III.  Ha, Ha! Woman Number Two! The Plot Thickens!

KEYHOLE IKEY sat in the front parlor of his seven-room flat in Eighty-First Street, and crooned the burglars lullaby to his eldest-born. It is a sweetly sentimental song, and gets the youngsters off to sleep better than anything. Try it. This is the first verse:

Sleep, my grafterling! None o your lip! Youll be a baron, though daddys a dip! Daddy is watching for buzzards and screws, Cops cannot catch you; its slumber for youse! The son of a gun should know better than weep, For suckers are born for him while hes asleep! Sleep, my grafterling! Cover your glims! Dreams of the boodle are better than hymns, So dream of the boodle and dream of the dough, Dream of the dodges a grafter should know! Hurry to dreamland before it gets light! Daddy must go on the rustle tonight!

There are six more verses, and Ikey sang them all; while his eldest and only son lay face upward on his lap and knocked pieces off the welkin in celebration of the arrival of his first tooth. But Ikey was a proud and devoted father, and amazingly patient, so he sang the song all over again from the beginning.

Hush, sonny! he exclaimed when he had finished. Youre fitter to be a bull than a gun if you make so much noise! You gotter learn to keep quiet! But sonny wouldnt hush  not even when Mrs. Ikey came in and cuddled him.

She is the second woman, so take due note of her. Petite, svelte, good- looking, copper-haired, tailor-made, neat, not in the least degree flashy. She was wearing just that amount of jewelry that the countess in the home notes column of the Married Womans Weekly says one should wear in the park of an afternoon, and not one sparkler more.

The diamonds were good ones, even if they did rightly belong to other people, but they were none of them very large or noticeable.

She was quite an unusual woman was Mrs. Ikey, in more ways than one. She labored under no delusions as to Ikeys method of earning his living; she never had done, for that matter. She had married him with her eyes open after careful consideration of all the points involved.

She had come to the conclusion that physical comfort, and nice dresses, and plenty to eat, together with the company of a crook who loved her, were preferable to the long days of toil and tribulation in a department-store, where she worked when Ikey met her. She herself was intensely respectable, and never even used slang.

She went to church, and called on her friends, who were quite the best people in her immediate neighborhood; and she was charitable and agreeable, and not in the least stuck-up; in fact, as I said before, she was quite an unusual woman.

She never came into contact with the tools of Ikeys trade, because Ikey did not keep them at the flat.

Ikey had a little office several blocks away, with an electric meter in it that occasionally registered enormous quantities of current; but as Ikey always paid his bills promptly, it was nobodys business to make inquiries about that, and the sort of electric furnace that Ikey used takes up so little room that it is quite easily concealed.

Mrs. Ikey handled the investment end of the business. She took the pecuniary proceeds, after Ikey had settled with the fence, and invested them in real estate bonds in her own name, so that even if Ikey should happen to be unfortunate, and get rapped, and soaked the limit, she would be well provided for, anyhow.

And Ikey had drilled her carefully in all the devious by-routes of the criminal law, so that if he should happen to get lagged she would know exactly what to do and when to do it.

She smiled at him bewitchingly as she relieved him of the squalling infant, and Ikey looked the very picture of contentment. Why shouldnt he? He had never for a single instant had cause to regret his marriage, and the pleased air of proprietorship with which he surveyed her would have made any woman proud; so she smiled at him again, and Ikeys world was all rose-pink and beautiful.

Ill take him in the park a while. Ikey, she said; perhaps the fresh air will send him off to sleep.

Nothin else will, said Ikey. Ive tried all the other stunts; sometimes the last shot sinks the ship, though; you go ahead and have a try. Say, but youre the swell guy this afternoon! Theyll be thinkin your husbands one o these society dudes! Go on; you cut along into the park afore I fall in love with you all over again!?

So Mrs. Ikey, smiling sweetly at her lord and master, put the baby into a brand new hundred dollar perambulator and wheeled him off to Central Park, while Ikey stayed at home to cogitate.

As a matter of fact, Ikey never did go about much in the afternoons; quite naturally he slept rather late, and ate his breakfast when other people were eating their luncheons; and after that he liked to sit about and read the paper. But this afternoon he was more than usually anxious to stay indoors and think.

He had five thousand dollars in his coat-pocket, and he was undecided what to do with it. Added to what Mrs. Ikey had salted down already, it was still not quite enough money to retire on; doubled it would just do. And Ikey was by birth, and upbringing, and instinct, and inclination, first and last, a born gambler. Mrs. Ikey had weaned him of the habit at the time she married him; but the desire still remained; and here was a gorgeous opportunity for one big, final plunge without consulting Mrs. Ikey.

If he lost the money she would know nothing about it, for he had said nothing to her yet about his haul of the night before; and if he doubled it, or trebled it  Gee! It was almost too good to think about. He was still undecided when Mrs. Ikey came back two hours later with the child.

He noticed that his wife seemed to be singularly disturbed about something on her return, but he asked her no questions; Ikey had ideas of his own about the management of women, and having found them successful in practise, he acted up to them.

It was a part of his fixed policy never to meet trouble half-way, and to wait until his wife chose to make a disturbance before attempting to find out the reason for it or to quell it. So he sat back in his arm-chair, and held his tongue, and waited. But he had not to wait for long.

She put the infant to bed in another room, and in less than ten minutes time she was back again into the parlor to talk to him; and Ikey, irritated into a condition of extreme sensitiveness by his abstention from coffee and cigarettes, knew at once, even before she put her arms round his neck, that something big was coming.

Where were you last night, Ikey? she asked him.

Business, as usual, said Ikey, who hated talking shop when he saw no necessity for it.

Ill tell you why I want to know. When I was going into the park just now, Ikey, I passed one of the prettiest, sweetest-looking girls I ever saw. She was sitting on one of the seats crying. I sat down on the seat beside her; I simply couldnt go past her, Ikey, she looked so sad and miserable; and after a while I got into conversation with her. One couldnt sit there and say nothing; it was simply heart-breaking; so I spoke to her after a while, and asked her if I couldnt do anything for her, or help her in any way.

And she touched you for a five-spot, I suppose? said Ikey.

Oh, no! She wasnt that kind at all. She said no, and got up and wanted to go away; she was evidently an awfully nice girl, and didnt like talking to strangers. But I held her back, and after a minute or two I convinced her that I really wanted to hear her story and see whether I couldnt help her. She said she was sure I couldnt help her, but she told me the story.

Some con game, Ill bet! remarked Ikey in an undertone.

It seems she is engaged to be married. The man she is going to marry, or was going to  she cant marry him now  lives in San Francisco, and he sent her five thousand dollars, all the money he had in the world, to keep for him until he came to New York.

What a rummy! murmured Ikey.

She put the money in a bureau drawer and went out to a dance; and while she was away somebody came into the room and forced the drawer open and took it. Was it you, Ikey?

Ikey said nothing.

Because if it was you, Ikey, Id like you to give it back to her. Shes a nice girl  youd never believe how nice until youd seen her  and taking her money is the cruelest shame I ever heard of; I wouldnt stand for it a minute; Ikey, I wouldnt, really! Was it you, Ikey?

Ikey said nothing.

Of course, Ikey, if you had taken it I should quite understand that you did it not knowing the circumstances; you couldnt possibly have known. And Im ever so sure you wouldnt do a mean thing like that with your eyes open, would you, Ikey? And now that you do know, and supposing you did take the money, youll give it back, wont you, Ikey?

Ikey still said nothing, and she laid one hand on each of his shoulders and looked him straight in the eyes. And Ikey hung his head. He still said nothing.

Now, Ikey, you know when we married we both of us promised wed never tell each other any lies, whatever we might agree to tell other people  didnt we? Youre not going back on that promise now, Ikey, are you? Was it you that took that five thousand dollars, Ikey?

Yep, groaned Ikey, I took it.

Where is it?

I got it here.

Well, then, give it back.

You bet your life Ill give it back! said Ikey, turning at last, as any worm will turn, and throwing her hands off his shoulders. Then he grasped her shoulders in turn and shook her almost savagely.

See here, my gal! I love you good and plenty, and weve got on good together. Ive told you no lies, and you havent told me any, an that was part o the bargain. But there was another part to that bargain, and you seem to be forgettin it. How about your promisin not to chip in until I gave the word? Now didnt you promise?

Yes, Ikey, she answered, I promised. But this isnt exactly chipping in. This is different. That girl has got to have her money back! Id hate to think I was spending so much as a penny of it  it would make me wretched. Think how happy weve been, Ikey! You wouldnt like to take away that girls chance of being happy too, would you, Ikey? Shes a good girl, and a nice girl; she never harmed anybody in her life. You couldnt do it, Ikey! I know you couldnt! Youre not mean enough!

Ikey swore. Never mind what he said; this is a moral story; it is sufficient to say that Ikey felt his determination slipping away from under him, and that he swore.

How dyou know its the right girl? he asked. How dyou know it aint one o these here wise molls pulling off a con game? Did she give you her address by any chance?

Yes. I asked her for it. Her names Lizzie Wingfield, and she lives in that big apartment house four blocks away from here on the north side of the street - the Harlemia its called  and she rents a back bedroom in one of the flats on the second floor. Now, Ikey, does that tally? Wasnt that the one?

Ikey nodded.

And youll give it back?

Ill see! said Ikey, getting up and reaching for his hat. Lemme think it over; Ill see!

Very well, Ikey; think it over! But if you want me to go on loving you, think twice, Ikey, and let it be yes both times!

Now isnt that just like a woman? mumbled Ikey as he started down the stairs.

When Ikey reached the bottom of the stairs he paused for a moment in the hallway. He was thinking of that gambling notion of his again, and the thought of it was singularly sweet. Horses were his pet fancy.

He knew nothing about horses themselves, but he knew all about their form on paper, and there had been a time, not so very long ago, when Ikey was known personally to every book-maker on the turf.

Ive got it! he exclaimed suddenly, laying his long index-finger to the side of his extraordinary nose. Thats a swell idea! A1. Couldnt beat it! If I win Ill do what the missus says, give the gal back her money, suit myself and the missus and everybody else, and be five or ten thousand in. And if I lose Ill be no worse off, anyhow! Its a bet! Ill do it!

He walked about eight blocks to let the idea soak in, and on the way it occurred to him that there might be some difficulty about placing a big bet on the course unless he made arrangements for it.

So he turned into a hotel where there were writing-tables provided in the foyer, and wrote the following letter:

DEAR ABE: Youve not seen me for quite a while, but I aint dead yet not by a darn sight. Ive only been a bit broke, thats all, and you know I always bet big, and never bet at all unless Ive got the cash. Im coming down to the course on Saturday next, and if youre there Im going to have a try for some of your money; Im bringing down about five thousand of the real thing with me, and Im going to make a real big splurge with it. Ive got some inside dope about a certain horse thatll act on your bank-roll like a Turkish bath; Itll thin her out considerable. So bring along plenty of mazuma with you, and get ready to leave it behind you with a good grace, for I shall surely clean you out. Hoping this finds you as it leaves me, A1, believe me, Yours till the last bell rings, IKEY HOLE.

He sealed the letter and addressed it to Mr. Abraham Maxstein, turf accountant, and he posted it with a grin that savored of pleasant recollections.

That done, he strolled, home again leisurely, and told his wife that he would take an early opportunity of returning the money. When she pressed him for information as to the exact date on which he would do it, he answered within a week, and not another word could she get out of him.

When she finally left off nagging him about it, he settled down in his shirt- sleeves to the careful study of a Turf Guide, and he got so much interest out of it that he had to he summoned twice to dinner for the first time in history.


CHAPTER IV.  Enter The Hero! The Plot Gets Thicker Still

NOW we must see what Lizzie Wingfield is doing all this time. A young lady who has just lost five thousand dollars, to say nothing of her hopes of an early wedding, at one swift, sudden swoop cannot fail to be interesting, even if she is too unhappy to be amusing.

As we have seen, a strange lady met her in the park and talked to her, and was very sympathetic, and found out her address; but that hadnt helped her in the least so far as she could see; she was still hopeless, and from time to time she still wept.

She had written to San Francisco  a long, tearful letter, in which she told Walter Bavin all about it  how the money had disappeared, and how she had informed the police, and how rude the police had been, and how she would never forgive herself even if he forgave her, which she had no right to expect he would do, and oh! reams and reams of that kind of thing; the extra postage on the letter had cost her thirty cents. And all she had to do then was sit down and wait for the answer.

She could hardly be expected to be happy. Letters take several days to get to San Francisco, and answers take several other days to come back again; she figured it out closely, and saw no prospect whatever of getting an answer before Saturday, and waiting for it was just like sitting in an electric chair and waiting for the wardens assistant to turn on the current.

Why shouldnt she weep? The suspense was partly broken on the Wednesday, for she received a telegram from Walter  Walter Bavin  that evening; but it was so short, and the contents of it were so unexpected and so altogether irrelevant that she extracted very little encouragement from it; in fact the only consolation she drew from it at all was the fact that he had apparently forgotten to cancel his engagement. It ran:

Your letter received. Say nothing. Inform nobody. Await my letter. WALTER BAVIN.

Now what the dickens could that mean? What sort of consolation could a poor girl drag out of that? She puzzled over it, and worried about it, and lay awake at night trying to read all sorts of possible and impossible meanings in between the two brief lines, until she became very nearly ill.

But there was nothing else for it but to wait for the promised letter, and obey orders in the mean time by holding her tongue; and no woman, young or old, likes to do that.

She would very likely have gone mad, and spoiled the story in that way, if she hadnt been a school-teacher; but school-teachers are so used to putting up with diabolically ingenious torment at the hands of other people that the ordinary slings and arrows of outrageous fortune dont break them down as they would ordinary people. She kept a sort of half-Nelson on her sanity, and wept and waited.

Then came the letter. It was shorter than usual. There were two whole pages less of love-stuff; she knew that because she read them first. The beginning of the middle part amazed her, because Walter Bavin appeared to care much less about the loss of the five thousand dollars than he did about its loss becoming known.

There were two whole pages of reiterated commands to her to hold her tongue, though he only used that coarse expression once; all the other times he expressed it quite courteously but firmly none the less.

By the time that she had skimmed through the first seven pages of the letter she was almost ready to scream for she had been brought up to always know the reason why of things, and her every instinct tended in that direction, and here was a long-drawn-out pen-and-ink mystery that cut off her womans one prerogative of talking without a word of explanation. But she read on. And presently she did scream.

Her whole world, or all that the vanished five thousand dollars had left of it, her faith in humanity, her hopes for the future, and, worst of all, her belief in her lover seemed to be sliding away from under her feet.

The room rocked and swayed; the electric light above her head seemed to he going round and round and round; and the letter swam before her eyes until she couldnt read it; and then big tears began to fall on it; and the storm broke. Never mind what she did then.

It is neither decent nor amusing to intrude on the privacy of a young woman at the moment when the crisis of her life arrives, and she stands stripped suddenly of faith and hope and charity to face the world alone, This is part of what she read:

Those fifty one-hundred-dollar bills were stolen from the trust company of which I am cashier, although they were not stolen from my department, and as yet the directors do not suspect me. They will, though, if you advertise the loss of them, and then it will be all up.

So  he had lied to her! He had said they were his savings, and all the time he knew they were stolen money. He had  But let us draw the curtain, and leave her alone. We can?t help her, or at least not yet, and the agony of a fellow creature, especially of a lonely fellow creature, is not a pleasing spectacle.


CHAPTER V.  In Which Ikey Makes A Killing, And Enjoys Himself

WATCH Ikey now. He is off to Aqueduct races in a chess- board suit of gray with a red stripe in it; he is wearing a purple tie fastened with his lucky topaz stick-pin, and a broad-brimmed derby hat with a low crown, and purple socks that just show over the edge of his shiny brown shoes.

He doesnt look a bit like the same Ikey. His furtive look is gone completely, and he strides along with quite a jaunty air, smoking a twenty-five-cent cigar with a big red and gold band round it. Cigars were not included in his oath of abstinence.

He has eaten fish for breakfast, because he always has good luck on the days when he eats fish; and he has given half a dollar to a blind man, and has patted a spotty dog; and when he got out of bed he carefully put his left slipper on his right foot; and he has bought a new pack of cards at the nearest stationers and cut the ace of diamonds at the first try; in fact he has left no stone unturned and no deed undone that could help to make the day auspicious. And to crown it all, as he walked toward the railway station, he saw a skew-bald horse between the shafts of a grocers cart and two milk-white horses immediately afterward.

Gee! said Ikey to himself. This is my lucky day! I know it!

He wasnt known as Keyhole Ikey on the race-course. Not a bit of it. There they all greeted him as Old King Cole, and were uncommonly glad to see him. As Old King Cole, and Coley for short, he had accumulated in days gone by a reputation as a fall guy and a good spender and a sucker  just the sort of man they like to see at a race meeting.

Naturally it was the bookies who liked him the best, and they greeted him most effusively; but on this occasion Ikey had very little to say to any of them. He kept his own counsel, and worked his way gradually to where Abe Maxstein, a Hebrew gentleman of plethoric paunch and purple countenance, was bellowing out the odds on the first race.

Hullo! shouted Abe. Why, dash my Sam if here aint Old King Cole again! Lookin like a winner, too! How goes it, Coley??

Fine! answered Ikey. Hows yourself? Get my letter?

Sure thing. Whats your fancy in the first race?

Nix! said Ikey. Aint bettin on the first race.

Never! You standin out while theres anythin on four legs runnin. I dont believe it! Whats come over you all of a sudden?

Goin to have a plunge on the third, answered Ikey, his face screwed up knowingly, and that remarkable nose of his twitching thirteen to the dozen; a feller I know pretty well slipped me the dope.

All right, Coley, name your gee! You can get all you want here. Ill lay you the odds against any horse you like in the third race  heres the list  now, then, whats your fancy?

Guess Ill wait till the numbers go up, answered Ikey.

No, you dont! Come on now! Ill lay you a fair price and give you a run for your money. If the horse dont run you get your money back. Now then, which is it?

Tiddliwinks, said Ikey.

Ho, ho! So thats the lay of the land, is it? Evens Tiddliwinks! Ill lay you even money. That horsell start two to one on or Im a liar! How much dyou want at evens?

Five thousand, said Ikey quietly, handing up the fifty hundred dollar bills all fastened neatly together with a rubber hand.

Abe Maxsteins face froze like an iceberg. But Abe had offered Ikey all he wanted, and the crowd had heard him, so Abe had to make good his boast. He examined the bills very closely, and counted them very carefully, but he did not slip off the rubber band, and he tossed the whole bundle into his bag just as Ikey had given it to him.

Ten thousand dollars Old King Cole on Tiddliwinks in the third race! he said to his clerk, and the clerk wrote it down.

You been robbin a bank, or what? he asked Ikey.

Im goin to rob you, same as I warned you in my letter, Ikey answered. Its a cinch  almost a shame to take the money!

I seen some o your cinches before! said Abe scornfully, and Ikey sauntered away to the grand stand to watch the running.

Abe Maxsteins clerk had been busy chalking up the runners and prices for the third race on a big blackboard, seeing that people seemed already anxious to bet on that race; and against the name of Tiddliwinks he wrote evens. Abe Maxstein turned and looked at it; and then he looked at Ikey, fast disappearing in the crowd.

I wonder what that guy knows! he muttered. Then he wetted his fat thumb and rubbed out the word evens, and wrote instead the cryptic figures ½; he had laid all he cared to against that horse.

Every other bookie on the course followed suit promptly, and Ikey had the satisfaction of changing the quotation of a horse by his own unaided effort for the first time in his life.

Ikey took not the slightest interest in the first two races, for he had no money on. He watched them, but his face wore a cynical smile, and as the first two horses in the second race fought it out neck and neck near the winning- post, he actually turned his head to light a fresh cigar. But the third race was quite another matter.

He began to grow excited the moment the saddling-bell rang, and he craned his neck so eagerly to see the horses come filing out one by one onto the course that the man standing next to him turned and cursed him soundly for crowding.

Ikey did not even look at the horses, but he studied the jockies jackets and the numbers intently, and from the moment that his eyes rested on the red and yellow jacket with green stripes that Tiddliwinkss jockey wore they never left it again for an instant. He hardly even blinked.

It was a short race  six furlongs  a mere scamper between two poles; but there were sixteen runners, and more than a little depended on luck at the start.

Ikey watched the kicking, plunging, fidgeting field that lined up to the barrier with eyes that were almost starting out of his head, and he made a sound that was half squeal and half grunt as the barrier went up, and the horses shot away, with Tiddliwinks well in the lead.

Down the course they came  a thundering, flogging, panting stampede of men and horses  and Ikey twisted and squirmed and swore, and rubbed his nose, and tugged at his little black mustache, and bit his new cigar in two in an ecstasy of torture.

Neck and neck went Tiddliwinks with three other horses, all four of them straining every muscle and every nerve that was in them, and not one of them so highly strained as Ikey; his heart was in his mouth and in his shoes alternately as first Tiddliwinks and then some other horse took the lead for half a second.

The thing was over like a flash. All four horses streaked past the winning- post in a bunch, with the other twelve trailing out at intervals, behind them. The thing was so close that nobody on the grand stand could tell which of them was the winner; it looked like a dead heat of four horses.

Tiddliwinks! roared somebody; Jonas, shouted ten other men; Galahad, yelled a crowd of people; opinions were pretty evenly divided. Ikey watched the number-board. And Ikey groaned. And Ikeys fingers were clenched so tightly that they hurt his palms.

Ikeys face was as pallid as a sheet, and his knees trembled, and his breath came through his quivering nostrils in short, sharp gasps, as he held it till the last possible second, and released it suddenly, and filled his lungs again th a jerk. And then up went the numbers, and Ikey sighed; 7, 13, 5 in that order.

Seven was  Tiddliwinks!

Tiddliwinks had won. And Ikey had enjoyed himself. Ikey was the calmest man on the course now. Unless you had watched him while the race was on you would never have believed that he had had a cent on the result. He left the grand stand quite leisurely, and strolled toward Abe Maxsteins stand with his hands in his pockets and an air of almost boredom.

Hello, Coley! shouted Abe. You made a killing that time, and no mistake! What are you goin to bet on in the next?

Nix! said Ikey. Im through! This is where I draw your money, same as I promised!

What? Not goin to have another bet!

Not today! Come on, shovel out! Its about your turn!

All right, Coley, all right. Suit yourself! Ill have it all back again one o these days. You watch! Here yare  heres your five thousand back  same bundle you gave me. Looks like good money to me, all right, but you never can tell. Anyhow, youve got it back again, whether its good or bad; and heres the rest. Thats a thousand-dollar bill, in case you never seen one before; an theres two o five hundred, an here yare two more fives, an five, ten, fifteen, twenty centuries. There! Are ye satisfied?

Right yare! said Ikey. Always did get a square deal from you, Abe! Slong! Oh, hi, Abe! Half a minute! Got change for this thou?

Nope. You stick to what youve got, and thank your lucky stars youve got it! No time to make change! Now, then  runners in the fourth race. And he started calling out the names. And Ikey pouched his money, and turned his face homeward with a bulging pocket and a feeling of absolute contentment permeating his whole anatomy.


CHAPTER VI.  In Which Ikeys Streak Of Luck Begins To Hold Out Symptoms Of Getting Thin

THESE rapid changes of scene are growing just a trifle bewildering, arent they? But there is worse to come. Were back again now with Lizzie Wingfield. She hasnt gone to bed yet. She hasnt even undressed. She is sitting in the rocker by the window, crying a little from time to time, and much too miserable to notice anything, or care about anything, or even think about anything except the hollowness and mockery and rottenness of all the wide, wide world.

Very nice people who have very nice ideas always tumble down into the depths of despair when their exquisitely fine-drawn notions fail for once to pan out. It is only crooks and people like ourselves who can view things dispassionately.

If you had told Lizzie Wingfield at that minute that there was any common honesty or kindness or sense of fair play to be found in the universe, she wouldnt have believed you. She would have been quite polite, but unconvinced.

There was a little noise that came from just behind her  ever such a tiny little noise  the sort of noise that a mouse might make. And she didnt notice it. The noise was repeated two or three times.

It came from underneath the blind that hid the window behind her chair scratch! scratch! tick! tick!  and then, all at once  snack! quite loud and sudden. But still she didnt notice it. Then the window began to rise, slowly, gently, ever so gently, inch by inch, Silently, until the bottom half of it was up almost as far as it would go.

She felt the draft then, for the wind blew the blind out into the room until it nearly hit the back of her chair; and she got up to change her position.

She started to pull her chair over into another corner of the room, and in doing so she faced the window; and as she faced it the blind went up suddenly with a whir-r-r and a clack! and the black, dark, rainy night outside became visible, with something almost as dark that crouched and moved on the window- sill between her and the murkiness beyond. And she didnt scream. Like her now, eh?

Hush! said a voice. Hush, missie! Not a word! I wont hurt yer! Im comin in, but I wont do a thing to yer! Not a word, now! Quiet!

She didnt care. What if all the burglars in the world came in! They could take her wedding trousseau if they cared to. Goodness knew she didnt want it, and there was nothing else to take! And if they killed her? Bah! What did she care for that, either! She would be really and truly glad to die.

She drew the chair back to make room for the burglar, or whatever he might be, and Keyhole Ikey stepped down into the room  Keyhole Ikey, dressed in his professional costume of almost black serge suit, black gloves and very dark gray cap.

Hush! said Ikey again, turning to close the window after him, and holding one warning finger up to his wicked-looking nose. He closed the window carefully and then pulled down the blind.

Darned clumsy of me! he remarked. I oughter ha got used to them roller- shades by now. Fancy me springin that one like a new beginner! Now, missie, is the door locked?

You can see for yourself! she answered. Why do you ask? Have you come to kill me?

Kill you! Lord love you, no! The very idee! Look alive, missie, an lock that door  thats a good gal; I gotter be kinder quick. Go on, now; its up to you. Youre runnin this apartment  not me!

She walked over to the door and locked it, amazed at her own meekness in obeying him so promptly. Then she leaned her back against the door.

Now, what is it? she demanded.

Ikey fumbled in his inside pocket. In one pocket he had the fifty hundred- dollar bills that he had stolen, and in the other was the bundle of odd amounts that the bookmaker had paid him.

Both amounted to the same sum; but whereas it could make no possible difference to the lady which roll she received so long as she got her five thousand dollars back, it might make a lot of difference to him. A hundred- dollar bill is easily negotiable anywhere, and a thousand-dollar bill is not. He found the right pocket at last, and laid the bookies money on the dressing- table.

There yare, missie! Theres your money back! Im the guy what took it! A little bird told me as how you needed it bad, so I brought it back to yer. It aint the same identical money; but it aint green goods, I give yer my word, an it comes to the same amount. Go on count it! Im in a hurry!

He pushed the bundle of bills a hit farther along the dressing-table and drew back toward the corner, so as not to frighten her.

Imagine her sensations! Here was the utterly unheard-of happening under her very eyes  apparently the key to half her troubles thrust into her hand by an absolute stranger in her own room at half past eleven at night a self-confessed burglar handing back the money he had stolen, and without a hint of compulsion!

It was not a bolt from the blue; it was a bomb from the black. Of course, she didnt believe it. She stood staring at him, with her eyes wide open, round and wondering. And Ikey laughed, and his laughter broke the spell to some extent.

Its quite true, missie! I aint kiddin yer! Come on  count your money an let me git!

She walked over to the dressing-table and counted the bills like a woman in a trance, and still refusing to believe her senses. But there was no blinking the fact that on the table lay five thousand dollars. She counted it twice to make sure.

That right, missie?

She nodded.

But I dont understand. I

I know you dont! O course you dont  dont try to! Lord love yer! why, whats the matter with the woman? I took your money, an there it is back again; there yare! There it is, an thats all about it! All youve got to do now is hold your tongue an look wise  savvy? Put me down as a white guy that didnt want to harm yer, an there youve got it. Now, good night, missie! Take my tip an go to bed  hit the hay an play youve been dreamin! Youll find the money all there in the mornin, so kid yerself you never lost it! An shove it in the bank first time you get the chance, missie, sos folks like me dont get another chance at it. So-long, missie. Good luck!

And Keyhole Ikey opened the window again softly and disappeared by the way he had come. When he had gone, Lizzie Wingfield stood and stared first at the closed window, and then at the money in her hand, and stared, and stared, and- pinched herself to see if she were dreaming, or dead, or what; but the bills were there, and they were tough and soft and crinkly; and the pinch hurt her, and made a little red mark come on her white arm, and no, she didnt believe it. It was altogether too impossible, and too absolutely good to be true.

Once again Ikey climbed quietly down the fire-escape, and dropped ten feet or so into the yard beneath him. Then he crouched in the shadow of the wall for two whole minutes and listened. There was nothing moving, that Ikey could hear, so he sneaked out of the yard, following the passage that led to the street in front.

At the end of the passage was a gate; it was an iron gate that squeaked on its hinges when people opened it; so Ikey placed one hand on the top of it and vaulted. And as he sprang an ominous blue form stepped out-from the darkness, and a voice said gruffly: What ha you been doing in there?

Ikey ran. Goodness, how he ran! And he could sprint, could Ikey. He ran like the wind, dodging all the time into the shadows, thinking as he ran, and picking his way where it might be hard to follow him. But Patrolman Baines was on his track; and Patrolman Baines had done a quarter once in fifty-two. He was new to his job; and keen as mustard, fit as the proverbial fiddle, and game as a wagon-load of tigers.

Ikey panted, and swore beneath his breath. Patrolman Baines panted, and put on a spurt and grabbed him. Ikey ducked. The patrolman stumbled, and Ikey tripped him.

But Baines was an athlete as well as a sprinter; he grabbed Ikey more firmly as he fell, and the two went down together, and in less than a second Ikey lay face upward on the pavement in the grip of a hammerlock hold that nearly wrenched his bones apart.

Now, said Patrolman Baines, you?ll come along o me an give an account o yourself. Are you comin quiet?

Yep, said Ikey. Go ahead; I know the way. The patrolman held him by the sleeve, too confident in his own strength to trouble about putting on the handcuffs.

What were you doin in there? he asked. But Ikey, with the wisdom of the wise, said nothing.

They welcomed Ikey at the stationhouse  gave him a ringing welcome, for they all knew him.

Aw! Can all that chin stuff! said Ikey. What am I charged with? With being a suspected person, said the lieutenant, writing in the book before him. Put him in the cooler and search him. So Ikey was led below.

It took them just ten seconds to find the five thousand dollars in Ikeys pocket, and thirty seconds more to tell the news to the lieutenant, who wrote down the numbers of the notes carefully and then rang up police headquarters on the phone. After about five minutes conversation over the wire, during which he referred repeatedly to the notes in front of him, he hung up the receiver with a jerk and ordered:

Fetch that guy up here again. We may as well alter the charge now as later. So Ikey was once again stood up before the lieutenants desk.

Youre charged now, said the lieutenant, with being in possession of stolen goods, to wit, book-notes the property of the San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Sacramento Trust Company, as well as with being a suspected person and being found in possession of burglars tools.

Aw! said Ikey. That all? Cant yer think o somethin else? Aint the city hall missin, or somethin?

Put him back in the cooler! ordered the lieutenant; and back Ikey went.


CHAPTER VII.  Across The Continent

THERE is no means of helping Ikey just for the moment; the police have got him, and it takes a bigger pull than we have got to unclutch their fingers. So we must leave him in confinement, and leave Mrs. Ikey  tailormade and tearful - rushing round New York arranging bail bonds. She ought to be able to manage that all right, seeing what careful drilling Ikey has given her with a view to just such an unfortunate occurrence. This story has got to move, and we must move with it; so we are in San Francisco now. The offices of the San Francisco, Los Angeles and Sacramento Trust Company stand at the corner of one of the many streets leading down to the harbor, and the presidents suite is in 4, the front of the building, two flights up. We are in the presidents private office now. We have finished gaping in silent and respectful wonder at the richness of the furnishings and the splendor of the ten-pile turkey carpet, and we are watching the president himself  a middle-aged man with a red neck and a parting that reaches from ear to ear. He looks angry, and he is. He has reason to be.

Come here, Brown! says the president in a voice that sounds like a garbage- can being dumped into an ash-cart. And a long-nosed, pale-faced man named Brown comes running from the next room.

Sit down! orders the president; and Brown sits down opposite to him.

I cant make head or tail of this business, says the president; and whats more, Ive got to start for New York on tonights train; so Ive no time to look into it. Youll have to do it. If only young Walter Bavin were here! But just when I want him most the young idiot throws up his job and goes to New York to marry some infernal woman!

I didnt know hed gone. Brown, be it noted, is a superior sort of person who affects to ignore any one below the rank of manager.

Well, then, take it from me that he has! Thatll save time! He left the day before yesterday, and Im sorry hes gone. Now, then, you remember that five thousand dollars that was missing from the receiving-tellers department a short time ago? Well, all I did about it was to notify the police and give them the numbers of the missing notes; wed had them straight from the United States Treasury; so that was easy. I didnt offer a reward, and, in fact, I thought very little more about it; the sum wasnt big enough to make a fuss over. But see here whats happened. Look at this  and this  and this!

He tossed three envelopes onto the table, and in each of the envelopes was five thousand dollars in bills. In the first envelope, which bore the San Francisco postmark, was a piece of white paper, on which was written in a disguised hand, Returned with thanks by the man who took it.

In the second envelope, which bore the Los Angeles postmark, was another and smaller envelope, on the outside of which were written the words, Herewith the missing five thousand dollars.

And in the third envelope, which had the New York postmark on it, was a telegram-blank on which somebody had printed, in capitals, This money was recently stolen from you; please take it back and forgive the thief.

None of the three communications bore any signature, and, beyond the postmark, not one of them gave any clue to its senders identity.

And now, look here! said the president. Not one of the bills contained in either of those envelopes bears a number corresponding to any of the stolen ones; and heres a telegram Ive just received from the chief of police in New York, stating that theyve captured a man there with every one of our missing notes in his possession. Now, what dyou make of it?

Did all those letters come today?

No, they didnt. Youve only got to look at the postmarks to tell that! The point is, theyre here. We lost five thousand, and, counting what the police in New York have captured, we get twenty thousand back. That wont do, of course; all this money here belongs to somebody else; our money seems to be in New York; and as Im going there on tonights train, I will attend to that end of it myself. You must see to this end.

But what do you want me to do?

Your suggestions are very helpful today, arent they? In the first place, all those letters were registered; that ought to afford some clue.

Im afraid not. The post-office people arent allowed to give any information.

I know that. But arent there ways and means?

Not that I know of. Well, get hold of Newman, then; hes the receiving- teller that is responsible for the missing bills. Find Out what he knows about it. Ive suspected that man ever since the money was first missing, but there was no proof to go on; so I said nothing. But get him up here again and give him a regular grilling, and find out what he knows; I havent time to see to it myself. Ive several other more important things to attend to, and after that Ive got to go home and settle up some business there before I catch the train; so I must hurry. Now, have you got that? Is there anything else I can tell you? Very well, then. Wire me in New York if anything turns up, and Ill wire you if I get any news from that end. Between the two of us, we ought to be able to throw some light on the mystery.


CHAPTER VIII.  Which Enlightens Lizzie Wingfield And Certain Others

LIZZIE WINGFIELD might be mournful and hopeless, but she had to have some exercise. Even beautiful maidens whose last left belief is in the scoundrelly depravity of all humanity are apt to study their complexions; she studied hers in the mirror, and then concluded to go out for a walk. Besides, she wanted to meet the tailor-made lady again with the perambulator and tell her all about the burglar who had brought the money back.

So she arrayed herself in the going away dress that formed part of her marriage trousseau and in the dream of a hat that she had bought for the wedding and might just as well take into use now that the wedding was off, and started down the stairs.

And at the top of the front steps she stood still for a second to feel whether or not her hat was on straight; then she glanced once up the street to the left, and once down the street to the right, and nearly fainted. She would have surely fallen down the steps and broken her neck or twisted her ankle or something if Walter hadnt caught her.

Yes, there was Walter, just that minute arrived from San Francisco  big, strong, broad-chested, gray-eyed  handsome as any man has a right to be, and neat as a bridegroom. He caught her in his big, strong arms, and so saved the situation and the story. He didnt kiss her, though. It wouldnt have been proper to do it out there in the street, and, besides, he wasnt quite sure yet how he stood. He kept his arm round her, though, in case she should happen to fall again.

Oh, Walter! she exclaimed. How could you! You a thief? And to think that I loved you and trusted you! Go away! I never want to see you again! I sent you a telegram saying that everything was over between us!

Yes, said Walter grimly; thats why I came! I cant see any reason for calling the engagement off just because the money was stolen. Im just as fond of you, and I dont see how you could have helped it. Besides, why call me a thief? I didnt steal the money!

Oh, but Walter, you did! You said so in your letter!

Did I? Id like to see the letter! I must have been dr  I mean I think you must have read it wrong!

Oh! Her eyes lit up like jewels, lighted from behind by the joy that was new- born in her. You mean that, Walter? You mean

I mean exactly what I say, and youre a little goose! Come, lets go sit somewhere where its quiet, and Ill tell you all about it and we can compare notes. But tell me first, is the engagement still off?

Her answer was inaudible, but its purport must have been absolutely clear to him, for he took her in his arms and kissed her right there and then in the street, to the awful disgust of two elderly ladies who were passing and the horrid envy of a patrolman. But patrolmen dont count, anyhow. Then they walked into the park, having nowhere else to go, and sat down on one of the benches.

Of course, said Walter, itll be awfully awkward now that we havent got that money; but I must ask for my job back again, and youll have to come with me to Frisco and try to make both ends meet on my pay. Say, though! Id give something to lay my hands on that burglar!

The burglar wasnt a bad man at all he brought me the money back again!

Wha-a-a-at?

Its a fact, Walter!

Then youve got it after all?

No, indeed I havent. You see, Walter, I thought  I thought youd stolen it; so when the burglar gave it back to me I put it in an envelope and posted it straight to the president of the trust company, with a little note inside asking him to forgive the thief.

Well, Im Walter Bavin didnt finish the sentence. He just stretched his legs out in front of him and threw his head back, and laughed for about five minutes without stopping.

Look here, little woman, he said when he had got his breath back again, listen, and Ill tell you all about it. That money of mine was out on mortgage. Id lent it to a fellow named Newman on the security of his house. Newman is receiving teller, and I was paying teller in the same office. Newman had to repay me the loan by a certain date, but he hadn?t arranged for a new mortgage to replace the old one, and he hadnt the cash; so he stole it from the safe, meaning, of course, to pay the whole lot back before anybody found it out. I didnt know about it at the time naturally; but I discovered it almost directly after Id sent you the money, and as luck would have it the general manager missed the money from the safe on the same day.

Now, Newmans a life-long friend of mine, and I wouldnt give him away for worlds; but in common honesty, if I didnt give him away, and especially seeing that I had had the money, Id got to take the loss on my own shoulders  I mean it was up to me to repay the bank or else expose Newman. Then I got your letter saying that the money was stolen, so I couldnt get it back from you. But Id got to do something pretty quickly, so I went to my uncle in Los Angeles and told him I needed five thousand dollars at once. I wouldnt tell him why, but I suppose he knew I wouldnt have come to him unless Id simply got to have it; at all events, he gave me five thousand dollars in bills, and I put them in a registered envelope and arranged for another fellow to post them to the bank from Los Angeles. I did it, of course, to save Newman; but it seems the banks been paid back twice over.

Did you tell that horrid man Newman what youd done?

Why, no. I didnt get the chance. When I returned from Los Angeles he was away from the office on some business or other; and before he came back I got your telegram saying that it was all over between us, so I caught the next train to find out why.

Well, what can you do about it, Walter?

Dunno, Im sure. Ive got a few hundred dollars with me  enough for a weeks hotel bill and our two fares to Frisco. I vote we get married first and talk about ways and means afterward.

And they did, too, that very day, and went and stayed at the Kickerdocker Hotel, and she wore the hat and dress at her wedding after all! What do you know about that?

She tried to persuade him to stay somewhere that was a little bit less expensive, but Walter wouldnt hear of it. Walter was wise. He thought he would be more likely to meet people there who were worth meeting, and so he did. He met the president of the San Francisco, Los Angeles and Sacramento Trust Company.

The president walked in one fine morning and began opening letters and telegrams in the foyer, and Walter, who was loafing in the foyer, walked straight up to him.

Glad to see you, sir! said Walter.

Are you? said the president.

I want my job back.

Oh. Well, Ill talk to you about that in half a minute. Wait while I open this telegram.

The president tore it open with his thumb and scowled over it.

Thought so! he muttered. That accounts for one of them! Read that! he ordered, handing the telegram to Bavin, and tell me what you know about it!

The message was from Brown in San Francisco, and it ran:

Newman has confessed to taking money. Also claims that registered envelope bearing San Francisco postmark and containing five thousand is his. Has post- office receipt to prove it. Have suspended him pending receipt of your instructions.

Now! snapped the president. No beating about the bush! Come up to my room and tell me every word you know about it!

So Walter Bavin told him, omitting no single detail.

And dyou mean to tell me that you actually borrowed money and sent it to the firm anonymously rather than expose your friend or see the firm robbed?

Yes, sir.

And the lady youve since married did the same thing, eh? Sent the money straight back because she thought youd stolen it?

Yes, sir.

Id like to meet her.

Im sure shed be delighted, sir.

So Mrs. Bavin was produced, and blushed becomingly, and told her version of the story, while the president leaned back in his chair and wondered if the days of miracles had come again.

So you want your job back again? he asked, turning to Bavin. Well, you cant support a wife properly on the salary youve been getting. If youll catch the next train back Ill slate you for a thousand a year increase, and Ill send a wire on ahead confirming it. I like a man who can be loyal to the firm and his friends at the same time. That settles that.

And about Newman, sir? I dont think he

Ill deal with Newman when I get back! snapped the president. And now. Mrs. Bavin, would you mind telling me about that burglar all over again from the beginning?


CHAPTER IX.  Which Is Short, And Treats Of Ikey

IKEY was out on bail; his wife had managed that. His address was quite well known to the police, and the president of the San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Sacramento Trust Company, being a very important person with a pull, had no difficulty whatever in obtaining it.

He refused to say why he wanted it, and he refused for the time being to commit himself with reference to the hundred-dollar bills that had been found on Ikeys person. He had grown rich by holding his tongue on suitable occasions, and like Ikey, it took more than a policeman to make him talk when he didnt want to.

Ikey was sitting one afternoon in the front parlor, looking very forlorn indeed, with his head between his hands and his elbows resting on his knees - not at all like the same Ikey of the race-course or the Ikey who had paid the money back.

He looked like a querulous and half-drowned Ikey, and Mrs. Ikey sat in the next chair and tried to comfort him.

?Its all very fine you talkin, missus, said Ikey; but what you says rot! Theres nothin to it! The minute a guy like me tries to act white he gets pinched, an there y are! Look at me! Have I been took once before since me an you got spliced? No. An have I been livin on the square all that time? Not sos youd notice it, I havent! Ive took what I wanted, an kep it, an held my tongue. Any harm come of it? Not as I can remember! Then I goes an listens you, an tries to act white, an gives back five thousand wads o good govment coin what Id took, an up comes a cop an pinches me! Theres a lesson for yer!

Never mind, Ikey dear! said his better half. You did it to please me, and because you couldnt be mean, and I know good will come of it.

You bet it will! said Ikey. Ill get a nice long rest up the river! Thats whatll come of it!

A ring came at the bell, and Mrs. Ikey rose to answer the door.

Thatll be one o them sheriffs deputys, said Ikey, hopefully. Hell be come to tell me my bails been raised an Ive got to go to jug till I can get a new bondsman. You see if it aint!

But it was not the sheriffs deputy. It was the president of the San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Sacramento Trust Company.

And what can I do for you? asked Ikey, with just a hint of venom in his voice.

Ive come to see what I can do for you! said the president, laughing.

Now youre talking! said Ikey. Fetch the gentleman a cigar, missus  no, not those, the good ones  thats right. Take a seat, mister, an go ahead  Im listenin.

Well, said the president, coughing a little awkwardly, I understand that youre in trouble  under arrest  out on bail  that right? Ikey nodded.

Well, I happen to know the lady whose money you  er  took, and to whom you returned it; she told me all about it. Theres one thing I dont quite follow yet, though. Why didnt you give her back the same bills? Why bills of different denominations? Had you by any chance as much as ten thousand dollars in your possession?

Not at first I hadnt, said Ikey. It come about this way. I gave the lady a sportin chance. I played the five thousand all on one horse at Aqueduct races, an the horse won at even money; Id got ten then, hadnt I? Well, I gave the lady back her five, seein as Id had good luck myself, an I kep the hundred dollar bills partly because theyd brought me luck, an partly because they was easier to get rid of. There y are!

So thats it! laughed the president. Well, Ive known worse crooks than you - a lot worse! Now my proposal to you is this. Ive got a crook in my office who also stole money and who also paid it back, and Ive decided to give him another chance; but it wouldnt be exactly ethical to do that and let you go to jail, would it? So Im going to offer you another chance, too. Theres a sum of five thousand dollars going begging at the present moment; the police have got it, but it doesnt actually belong to anybody; my firm has been repaid the money that was stolen, so I cant claim it, but Im the only person who can dispose of it all the same. Now Ill sign an order releasing that money to you on one condition  that you give me your word of honor youll go straight from now on. You won the money on the race-course, and though the stake wasnt yours to begin with, still you have more claim on the proceeds of the bet than anybody else I can think of; and Im assuming that you have a sense of honor simply because you wouldnt have paid the lady back her five thousand otherwise. At all events, I prefer to look at it in that light. Now, do you accept my terms? Yes or no?

Yes, sir! burst in Mrs. Ikey, on her knees between Ikey and the president. You leave him to me, sir, and Ill make him promise! Go away, sir, now, and leave him to me! Ill answer for it. The answers yes! yes!! yes!!!

Did Ikey promise? He did. And did he keep it? I cant tell you, for hes a secretive little cuss, is Ikey.

But he took the five thousand dollars sure enough and sold up the flat in Eighty-First Street, and shortly afterward disappeared along with Mrs. Ikey and little Ikey with the tooth, and nobody in New York has ever seen them since.

But there is a man over in Los Angeles who very much resembles Ikey. He says his name is Cole  Isaac Cole. He has a wife who is copper-haired and tailor- made, and one son; and he also has a nose that is pliable and restless and immense. But this Mr. Isaac Cole is a reputable merchant.

His ways of doing business are well known throughout the whole of California, and though they say you must get up very early in the morning if you want to catch him napping, they all admit that his methods are at least legal; and some say he is absolutely honest.

He smokes no cigarettes and never goes to a race meeting, and he may possibly be the same Ikey. But, on the other hand, he may not; and there is no possible means of finding out.

THE END
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HOOKUM HAI

I.

A Blood-red sun rested its huge disk upon a low mud wall that crested a rise to westward, and flattened at the bottom from its own weight apparently. A dozen dried-out false-acacia-trees shivered as the faintest puff in all the world of stifling wind moved through them; and a hundred thousand tiny squirrels kept up their aimless scampering in search of food that was not there.

A coppersmith was about the only living thing that seemed to care whether the sun went down or not. He seemed in a hurry to get a job done, and his reiterated Bong-bong-bong!  that had never ceased since sunrise, and had driven nearly mad the few humans who were there to hear it  quickened and grew louder. At last Brown came out of a square mud house, to see about the sunset.

He was nobody but plain Bill Brown  or Sergeant William Brown, to give him his full name and entitlements  and the price of him was two rupees per day.

He stared straight at the dull red disk of the sun, and spat with eloquence. Then he wiped the sweat from his forehead, and scratched a place where the prickly heat was bothering him. Next, he buttoned up his tunic, and brushed it down neatly and precisely. There was official business to be done, and a man did that with due formality, heat or no heat.

Guard, turn out! he ordered.

Twelve men filed out, one behind the other, from the hut that he had left. They seemed to feel the heat more than Brown did, as they fell in line before Browns sword. There was no flag, and no flag-pole in that nameless health-resort, so the sword, without its scabbard, was doing duty, point downward in the ground, as a totem-pole of Empire. Brown had stuck it there, like Boanerges boots, and there it stayed from sunrise until sunset, to be displaced by whoever dared to do it, at his peril.

They had no clock. They had nothing, except the uniforms and arms of the Honorable East India Company, as issued in this year of Our Lord, 1857  a cooking-pot or two, a kettle, a little money and a butcher-knife. Their supper bleated miserably some twenty yards away, tied to a tree, and a lean. Punjabi squatted near it in readiness to buy the skin. It was a big goat, but it was mangy, so he held only two annas in his hand. The other anna (in case that Brown should prove adamant) was twisted in the folds of his pugree, but he was prepared to perjure himself a dozen times, and take the names of all his female ancestors in vain, before he produced it.

The sun flattened a little more at the bottom, and began to move quickly, as it does in India  anxious apparently to get away from the days ill deeds.

Shoulder umms! commanded Brown. General salute! Present-umms!

The red sun slid below the sky-line, and the night was on them, as though somebody had shut the lid. Brown stepped to the sword, jerked it out of the ground and returned it to his scabbard in three motions.

Shoulder-umms! Order-umms! Dismiss! The men filed back into the hut again, disconsolately, without swearing and without mirth. They had put the sun to bed with proper military decency. They would have seen humor  perhaps  or an excuse for blasphemy in the omission of such a detail, but it was much too hot to swear at the execution of it.

Besides, Brown was a strange individual who detested swearing, and it was a very useful thing, and wise, to humor him. He had a way of his own, and usually got it.

Brown posted a sentry at the hut-door, and another at the crossroads which he was to guard, then went round behind the but to bargain with the goatskin-merchant. But he stopped before he reached the tree.

Boy! he called, and a low-caste native servant came toward him at a run.

Is that fakir there still?

Ha, sahib!

Ha? Cant you learn to say yes, like a human being?

Yes, sahib!

All right. Im going to have a talk with him. Kill the goat, and tell the Punjabi to wait, if he wants to buy the skin.

Ha, sahib!

Brown spun round on his heel, and the servant wilted.

Yes, sahib! he corrected.

Brown left him then, with a nod that conveyed remission of cardinal sin, and a warning not to repeat the offence. As the native ran off to get the butcher-knife and sharpen it, it was noticeable that he wore a chastened look.

Send Sidiki after me! Brown shouted after him, and a minute later a nearly naked Beluchi struck a match and emerged from the darkness, with the light of a lantern gleaming on his skin. He followed like a snake, and only Browns sharp, authority-conveying footfalls could be heard as he trudged sturdily  straight-backed, eyes straight in front of him  to where an age-old baobab loomed like a phantom in the night. He marched like a man in armor. Not even the terrific heat of a Central-Indian night could take the stiffening out of him.

The Beluchi ran ahead, just before they reached the tree. He stopped and held the lantern up to let its light fall on some object that was close against the tree-trunk. At a good ten-pace distance from the object Brown stopped and stared. The lamplight fell on two little dots that gleamed. Brown stepped two paces nearer. Two deadly, malicious human eyes blinked once, and then stared back at him.

Does he never sleep? asked Brown.

The Beluchi said something or other in a language that was full of harsh hard gutturals, and the owner of the eyes chuckled. His voice seemed to be coming from the tree itself, and there was nothing of him visible except the cruel keen eyes that had not blinked once since Brown drew nearer.

Well?

Sahib, he does not answer.

Tell him Im tired of his not answering. Tell him that if he cant learn to give a civil answer to a civilly put question Ill exercise my authority on him!

The Beluchi translated, or pretended to. Brown was not sure which, for he was rewarded with nothing but another chuckle, which sounded like water gurgling down a drain.

Does he still say nothing?

Absolutely nothing, sahib.

Brown stepped up closer yet, and peered into the blackness, looking straight into the eyes that glared at him, and from them down at the body of the owner of them. The Beluchi shrank away.

Have a care, sahib! It is dangerous! This very holy  most holy  most religious man!

Bring that lantern back.

He will curse you, sahib!

Do you hear me?

The Beluchi came nearer again, trembling with fright. Brown snatched the lamp away from him, and pushed it forward toward the fakir, moving it up and down to get a view of the whole of him. There was nothing that he saw that would reassure or comfort or please a devil even. It was ultradevilish; both by design and accident  conceived and calculated ghastliness, peculiar to India. Brown shuddered as he looked, and it took more than the merely horrible to make him betray emotion.

What god do you say he worships?

Sahib, I know not. I am a Mussulman. These Hindus worship many gods.

The fakir chuckled again, and Brown held the lantern yet nearer to him to get a better view. The fakirs skin was not oily, and for all the blanket-heat it did not glisten, so his form was barely outlined against the blackness that was all but tangible behind him.

Brown spat again, as he drew away a step. He could contrive to express more disgust and more grim determination in that one rudimentary act than even a Stamboul Softa can.

So hes holy, is he?

Very, very holy, sahib!

Again the fakir chuckled, and again Brown held his breath and pushed the lantern closer to him.

I believe the brute understands the Queens English!

He understanding all things, sahib! He knowing all things what will happen! Mind, sahib! He may curse you!

But Brown appeared indifferent to the danger that he ran. To the fakirs unconcealed discomfort, he proceeded to examine him minutely, going over him with the aid of the lantern inch by inch, from the toe-nails upward.

Well, he commented aloud, if the armys got an opposite, heres it! Id give a months pay for the privilege of washing this brute, just as a beginning!

The mans toe-nails  for he really was a man!  were at least two inches long. They were twisted spirally, and some of them were curled back on themselves into disgusting-looking knots. What walking he had ever done had been on his heels. His feet were bent upward, and fixed upward, by a deliberately cultivated cramp.

His legs, twisted one above the other in a squatting attitude, were lean and hairy, and covered with open sores which were kept open by the swarm of insects that infested him. His loin-cloth was rotting from him. His emaciated body  powdered and smeared with ashes and dust and worse  was perched bolt-up-right on a flat earth dais that had once on a time been the throne of a crossroads idol. One arm, his right one, hung by his side in an almost normal attitude, and his right fingers moved incessantly like a mans who is kneading clay. But his other arm was rigid  straight up in the air above his head; set, fixed, cramped, paralyzed in that position, with the fist clenched. And through the back of the closed fist the fakirs nails were growing.

But, worse than the horror of the arm was the creatures face, with the evidence of torture on it, and fiendish delight in torture for the tortures sake. His eyes were his only organs that really lived still, and they expressed the steely hate and cruelty, the mad fanaticism, the greedy self-love  self-immolating for the sake of self  that is the thoroughgoing fakirs stock in trade. And his lips were like the graven lips of a Hindu temple god, self-satisfied, self-worshiping, contemptuous and cruel. He chuckled again, as Brown finished his inspection.

So that critturs holy, is he? Well, tell him that Im set here to watch these crossroads. Tell him Im supposed to question every one who comes, and find out what his business is, and arrest him if he cant give a proper account of himself. Say hes been here three days now, and that thats long enough for any one to find his tongue in. Tell him if I dont get an answer from him here and now Ill put him in the clink!

But, sahib

You tell him what I say, dyou hear?

The Beluchi made haste to translate, trembling as he spoke, and wilting visibly when the baleful eyes of the fakir rested on him for a second. The fakir answered something in a guttural undertone.

What does he say?

That he will curse you, sahib!

Sentry! shouted Brown.

Sir! came the ready answer, and the sling-swivels of a rifle clicked as the man on guard at the crossroads shouldered it. There are some men who are called sir without any title to it, just as there are some sergeants who receive a colonels share of deference when out on a non-commissioned officers command. Bill Brown was one of them.

Come here, will you!

There came the sound of heavy footfalls, and a thud as a rifle-butt descended to the earth again. Brown moved the lamp, and its beams fell on a rifleman who stood close beside him at attention  like a jinnee formed suddenly from empty blackness.

Arrest this fakir. Cram him in the clink.

Very good, sir!

The sentry took one step forward, with his fixed bayonet at the charge, and the fakir sat still and eyed him.

Oh, have a care, sahib! wailed the Beluchi. This is very holy man!

Silence! ordered Brown. Here. Hold the lamp.

The bayonet-point pressed against the fakirs ribs, and he drew back an inch or two to get away from it. He was evidently able to feel pain when it was inflicted by any other than himself.

Come on, growled the sentry. Forward. Quick march. If you dont want two inches in you!

Dont use the point! commanded Brown. You might do him an injury. Treat him to a sample of the butt!

The sentry swung his rifle round with an under-handed motion that all riflemen used to practise in the short-range-rifle days. The fakir winced, and gabbled something in a hurry to the man who held the lamp.

He says that he will speak, sahib!

Halt, then, commanded Brown. Order arms. Tell him to hurry up!

The Beluchi translated, and the fakir answered him, in a voice that sounded hard and distant and emotionless.

He says that he, too, is here to watch the crossroads, sahib! He says that he will curse you if you touch him!

Tell him to curse away!

He says not unless you touch him, sahib.

Prog him off his perch! commanded Brown.

The rifle leaped up at the word, and its butt landed neatly on the fakirs ribs, sending him reeling backward off his balance, but not upsetting him completely. He recovered his poise with quite astonishing activity, and shuffled himself back again to the center of the dais. His eyes blazed with hate and indignation, and his breath came now in sharp gasps that sounded like escaping steam. He needed no further invitation to commence his cursing. It burst out with a rush, and paused for better effect, and burst out again in a torrent. The Beluchi hid his face between his hands.

Now translate that! commanded Brown, when the fakir stopped for lack of breath.

Sahib, I dare not! Sahib

Brown took a threatening step toward him, and the Beluchi changed his mind. Browns disciplining methods were a too recently encountered fact to be outdone by a fakirs promise of any kind of not-yet-met damnation.

Sahib, he says that because your man has touched him, both you and your man shall lie within a week helpless upon an anthill, still living, while the ants run in and out among your wounds. He says that the ants shall eat your eyes, sahib, and that you shall cry for water, and there shall be no water within reach  only the sound of water just beyond you. He says that first you shall be beaten, both of you, until your backs and the soles of your feet run blood, in order that the ants may have an entrance!

Is he going to do all this?

The Beluchi passed the question on, and the fakir tossed him an answer to it.

He says, sahib, that the gods will see to it.

So the gods obey his orders, do they. Well, theyve a queer sense of duty! What else does he prophesy?

About your soul, sahib, and the sentrys soul.

Thats interesting! Translate!

He says, sahib, that for countless centuries you and your man shall inhabit the carcasses of snakes, to eat dirt and be trodden on and crushed, until you learn to have respect for very holy persons!

Is he going to have the ordering of that?

He says that the gods have already ordered it.

It wont make much difference, then, what I do now. If thats in store for me in any case, I may as well get my moneys worth before the fun begins! Tell him that unless he can give me a satisfactory reason for being here I shall treat him to a little more rifle-butt, and something else afterward that he will like even less!

He says, explained the Beluchi, after a moments conversation with the fakir, that he is here to see what the gods have prophesied. He says that India will presently be whelmed in blood!

Whose blood?

Yours and that of others. He says, did you not see the sunset?

What of the sunset?

Brown looked about him and, save where the lantern cast a fitful light on the fakir and the sentry and the native servant, and threw into faint relief the shadowy, snake-like tendrils of the baobab, his eyes failed to pierce the gloom. The sunset was a memory. In that heavy, death-darkness silence it seemed almost as though there had never been a sun.

A blot of blood, he says. He says the order has been given. He says that half of India shall run blood within a day, and the whole of it within a week!

Who gave the order?

He answers Hookum hai!  which means It is an order! Nothing more does the holy fakir say.

To the clink with him! commanded Brown. Im tired of these Old Mother Shipton babblings. Thats the third useless Hindu fanatic within a week who has talked about India being drenched in blood. Let him go in to the depot under guard, and do his prophesying there! Bring him along.

The sentrys rifle-butt rose again and threatened business. The Beluchi gave a warning cry, and the fakir tumbled off his dais. Then, with the trembling Beluchi walking on ahead with the lantern, and Brown and the sentry urging from behind, the fakir jumped and squirmed and wabbled on his all but useless feet toward the guardroom. When they reached the tree where the goat had bleated, the Punjabi skin-buyer rose up, took one long look at the fakir and ran.

Well, Ill be! exclaimed the sentry.

Youll be worse than that, said Brown, if you use that language anywhere where Im about! Ill not have it, dyou hear? Get on ahead, and open the door of the clink!

The sentry obeyed him, and a moment later the fakir was thrust into a four-square mud-walled room, and the door was locked on him.

Back to your post, commanded Brown. And next time I hear you swearing, Ill treat you to a double-trick, my man! About turn. Quick march.

The sentry trudged off without daring to answer him, and Brown took a good look at the fakir through the iron bars that protected the top half of the door. Then he went off to see about his supper, of newly slaughtered goat-chops and chupatties baked in ghee. His soul revolted at the thought of it, but it was his duty to eat it and set an example to the men; and duty was the only thing that mattered in Bill Browns scheme of things.

Maybe its true, he muttered, and maybe its all lies; theres no knowing. Maybe Indias going to run blood, as these fakirs seem to think, and maybe it isnt. Therell be more blood shed than mine in that case! Hookum hai It is orders, heh? Well  theres more than one sort of Hookum hai! Ive got my orders too!

He doubled the guard, when supper bad been eaten and the guardroom had been swept and the pots and kettle had been burnished until they shone. Then he tossed a chupatty to the imprisoned fakir, spat again from sheer disgust, lit his pipe and went and sat where he could hear the footbeats of the sentries.

They cant help their religion, he muttered. The poor infidels dont know no better. And theyve got a right to think what they please about me or the Company. But Ive no patience with uncleanliness! Thats wrong any way you look at it. That critter cant see straight for the dirt on him, nor think straight for that matter. Hes a disgrace to humanity. Priest or fakir or whatever he is, if I live to see tomorrows sun Ill hand him over to the guard and have him washed!

Having formed that resolution, Brown dismissed all thoughts of the fakir. His memory went back to home  the clean white cottage on the Sussex Downs, and the clean white girl who once on a time had waited for him there. For the next few hours, until the guard was changed, the only signs or sounds of life were the glowing of Browns pipe, the steady footfalls of the sentries and occasional creakings from the hell-hot guard-room, where sleepless soldiers tossed in prickly discomfort.

II.

Bill Brown, with his twelve, had not been set to watch a lonely crossroad for the fun of it. One road was a well-made highway, and led from a walled city, where three thousand men sweated and thought of England, to another city, where five thousand armed natives drew Englands pay, and wore English uniforms.

The other road was a snake-like trail, nearly as wide but not nearly so well kept. It twisted here and there amid countless swarming native villages, and was used almost exclusively by natives, whose rightful business was neither war nor peace nor the contriving of either of them. It had been a trade-road when history was being born, and the laden ox-carts creaked along it still, as they had always done and always will do until India awakes.

But there are few men in the world who attend to nothing but their rightful business, and there are even more in India than elsewhere who are prone to neglect their own affairs and stir up sedition among others. There are few fighting-men among that host. They are priests for the most part or fakirs or make-believe pedlers or confessed and shameless mendicants; and they have no liking for the trunk roads, where the tangible evidence of Might and Majesty may be seen marching in eight-hundred-man battalions. They prefer to dream along the byways, and set other people dreaming. They lead, when the crash comes, from behind.

Though the men who made the policies of the Honorable East India Company were mostly blind to the moving finger on the wall, and chose to imagine themselves secure against a rising of the millions they controlled; and though most of their military officers were blinder yet, and failed to read the temper of the native troops in their immediate command, still, there were other men who found themselves groping, at least two years before the Mutiny of 57. They were groping for something intangible and noiseless and threatening which they felt was there in a darkness, but which one could not see.

Baines was one of them  Lieutenant-General Baines, commanding at Bholat. His troops were in the center of a spiders web of roads that criss-crossed and drained a province. There were big trunk arteries, which took the flow of life from city to walled city, and a mass of winding veins in the shape of grass-grown country tracks. He could feel, if any man could, the first faint signs of fever rising, and he was placed where he could move swiftly, and cut deep in the right spot, should the knife be needed.

He was like a surgeon, though, who holds a lancet and can use it, but who lacks permission. The poison in Indias system lay deep, and the fever was slow in showing itself. And meanwhile the men who had the ordering of things could see neither necessity nor excuse for so much as a parade of strength. They refused, point-blank and absolutely, to admit that there was, or, could be, any symptom of unrest.

He dared not make new posts for officers, for officers would grumble at enforced exile in the country districts, and the Government would get to hear of it, and countermand. But there were non-commissioned officers in plenty, and it was not difficult to choose the best of them  three men  and send them, with minute detachments, to three different points of vantage. Non-commissioned officers dont grumble, or if they do no one gets to hear of it, or minds. And they are just as good as officers at watching crossroads and reporting what they see and hear.

So where a little cluster of mud huts ached in the heat of a right angle where the trunk road crossed a native road some seventy miles from Bholat, Bill Brown  swordsman and sergeant and strictest of martinets, as well as sentimentalist  had been set to watch and listen and report.

There were many cleverer men in the non-commissioned ranks of Baines command, many who knew more of the native languages, and who had more imagination. But there was none who knew better how to win the unqualified respect and the obedience of British and native alike, or who could be better counted on to obey an order, when it came, literally, promptly and in the teeth of anything.

Browns theories on religion were a thing to marvel at, and walk singularly wide of, for he was a preacher with a pair of fists when thoroughly aroused. And his devotion to a girl in England whom no one in his regiment had ever seen, and of whom he did not even possess a likeness, was next door to being pitiable. His voice was like a ravens, with something rather less than a ravens sense of melody; he was very prone to sing, and his songs were mournful ones. He was not a social acquisition in any generally accepted sense, although his language was completely free from blasphemy or coarseness. His ideas were too cut and dried to make conversation even interesting. But his loyalty and his sense of duty were as adamant.

He had changed the double guard at the crossroads; and had posted two fresh men by the mud-walled guardroom door. He had lit his pipe for the dozenth time, and had let it go out again while he hummed a verse of a Covenanters hymn. And he had just started up to wall over to the cell and make a cursory inspection of his prisoner, when his ears caught a distant sound that was different from any of the night sounds, though scarcely louder.

Prompt as a rifle in answer to the trigger, he threw himself down on all fours, and laid his ear to the ground. A second later, he was on his feet again.

Guard! he yelled. Turn out!

Cots squeaked and jumped, and there came a rush of hurrying feet. The eight men not on watch ran out in single file, still buttoning their uniforms, and lined up beside the two who watched the guardroom door.

Stand easy! commanded Brown. Then he marched off to the crossroads, finding his way in the blackness more by instinct and sense of direction than from any landmark, for even the road beneath his feet was barely visible.

Dyou mean to tell me that neither of you men can hear that sound? he asked the sentries.

Both men listened intently, and presently one of them made out a very faint and distant noise, that did not seem to blend in with the other night-sounds.

Might be a native drum? he hazarded.

No, taint! said the other. I got it now. Its a horse galloping. Tired horse, by the sound of him, and coming this way. All right, Sergeant.

One of you go two hundred yards along the road, and form an advance-post, so to speak. Challenge him the minute hes within ear-shot, and shoot him if he wont halt. If he halts, pass him along to Number Two. Number Two, pass him along to the guardroom, where Ill deal with him! Which of yous Number One? Number One, then  forward  quick  march!

The sentry trudged off in one direction, and Bill Brown in another. The sentry concealed itself behind a rock that flanked the road, and Brown spent the next few minutes in making the guard port arms, and carefully inspecting their weapons with the aid of a lantern. He had already inspected there once since supper, but he knew the effect that another inspection would be likely to produce. Nothing goes further toward making men careful and ready at the word than incessant and unexpected but quite quietly performed inspection of minutest details.

He produced the effect of setting the men on the qui vive without alarming them.

Suddenly, the farthest advanced sentrys challenge rang out.

Frie-e-e-e-nd! came the answer, in nasal, high-pitched wail, but the galloping continued.

Halt, I tell you! A breech-bolt clicked, and then another one. They were little sounds, but they were different, and the guard could hear them plainly. The galloping horse came on.

Cra-a-a-a-ack! went the sentrys rifle, and the flash of it spurted for an instant across the road, like a sheet of lightning. And, just as lightning might, it showed an instantaneous vision of a tired gray horse, foam-flecked and furiously ridden, pounding down the road head-on. The vision was blotted by the night again before any one could see who rode the horse, or what his weapons were  if any  or form a theory as to why he rode.

But the winging bullet did what the sentrys voice had failed to do. There came a clatter of spasmodic hoof-beats, an erratic shower of sparks, a curse in clean-lipped decent Urdu; a grunt, a struggle, more sparks again, and then a thud, followed by a devoutly worded prayer that Allah, the all-wise provider of just penalties, might blast the universe.

Stop talkin! said the sentry, and a black-bearded Rajput rolled free, and looked up to find a bayonet-point within three inches of his eye.

Poggul! snarled the Mohammedan.

Pogguls no password! said the sentry. Neither to my good-nature nor to nothing else. Put up your ands, and get on your feet, and march! Look alive, now! Call me a fool, would yer? Wait till the sergeants through with yer, and see!

The Rajput chose to consider a retort beneath his dignity. He rose, and took one quick look at the horse, which was still breathing.

Your bayonet just there, he said, and press. So he will die quickly.

The sentry placed his bayonet-point exactly where directed, and leaned his weight above it. The horse gave a little shudder, and lay still.

Poggul! said the Rajput once again. And this time the sentry looked and saw cold steel within three inches of his eye!

Your rifle! said the Rajput. Hand it here!

And, to save his eyesight, the sentry complied, while the Rajputs ivory-white teeth grinned at him pleasantly.

Now, hands to your sides! Attention! March! the Rajput ordered, and with his own bayonet at his back the sentry had to march, whether he wanted to or not, by the route that the other chose, toward the guardroom. The Rajput seemed to know by instinct where the second sentry stood although the mans shape was quite invisible against the night. He called out, Friend! again as he passed him, and the sentry hearing the first sentrys footsteps, imagined that the real situation was reversed.

So, out of a pall of blackness, to the accompanying sound of rifles being brought up to the shoulder, a British sentry  feeling and looking precisely like a fool  marched up to his own guardroom, with a man who should have been his prisoner in charge of him.

Halt! commanded Brown. Who or what have you got there, Stanley?

Stanley is my prisoner at present! said a voice that Brown vaguely recognized.

He stepped up closer, to make sure.

What, you? Juggut Khan!

Aye, Brown sahib! Juggut Khan  with tidings, and a dead gray horse on which to bear them! If this fool could only use his bayonet as he can shoot, I think I would be dead too. His brains, though, are all behind his right eye. Tie him up, where no little child can come and make him prisoner!

Arrest that man! commanded Brown, and two men detached themselves from the end of the guard, and stood him between them, behind the line.

Heres his rifle! smiled Juggut Khan, and Brown received it with an ill grace.

How did you get past the other sentry? he asked.

Oh, easily! You English are only brave; you have no brains. Sometimes one part of the rule is broken, but the other never. You are not always brave!

I suppose youre angry because he killed your horse?

I am angry, Brown sahib, for greater happenings than that! The man conceivably was right, since I did not halt for him, and I suppose he had his orders. I am angry because the standard of rebellion is raised, and because of what it means to me!

Are you drunk, Juggut Khan?

Your honor is pleased to be humorous? No, I am not drunk. Nor have I eaten opium. I have eaten of the bread of bitterness this day, and drunk of the cup of gall. I have seen British officers  good, brave fools, some of whom I knew and loved  killed by the men they were supposed to lead. I have seen a barracks burning, and a city given over to be looted. I have seen white women  nay, sahib, steady!  I have seen them run before a howling mob, and I have seen certain of them shot by their own husbands!

Quietly! ordered Brown. Dont let the men hear!

One of them I slew myself, because her husband, who was wounded, sent me to her and bade me kill her. She died bravely. And certain others I have hidden where the mutineers are not likely to discover them at present. I ride now for succor  or, I rode, rather, until your expert marksman interfered with me! I now need another horse.

You mean that the native troops have mutinied? I mean rather more than that, sahib. Mohammedans and Hindus are as one, and the crowd is with them. This is probably the end of the powder-train, for, from what I heard shouted by the mutineers, almost the whole of India is in revolt already!

Why?

God knows, sahib! The reason given is that the cartridges supplied are greased with the blended fat of pigs and cows, thus defiling both Hindu and Mohammedan alike. But, if you ask me, the cause lies deeper. In the meantime, the rebels have looted Jailpore and burned their barracks, and within an hour or two they will start along this road for Bholat, which they have a mind to loot likewise. My advice to you is retire at once. Get me another horse from somewhere, that I may carry warning. Then follow me as fast as you and your men can move.

Bah! said Brown. Theyll find General Baines to deal with them at Bholat.

Who knows yet how many in Bholat have not risen? Are you positive that the garrison there has not already been surrounded by rebels? I am not! I would not be at all surprised to learn that General Baines is so busy defending himself that he can not move in any direction. And  does your honor mean to hold this guardroom here against five thousand?

I mean to obey my orders! answered Brown.

And your orders are?

My orders!

Would they preclude the provision of another horse for me?

Theres a village about a mile away, down over yonder, where I think youll find a decent horse  along that road there.

And your honors orders would possibly permit a certain payment for the horse?

Positively not! said Brown.

Then

To seize a horse, for military use, under the spur of necessity, and after giving a receipt for it, would be in order.

So I am to spend the night wandering around the countryside, in a vain endeavor to

But Brown was doing mathematics in his head. Two men to guard prisoners, two on guard at the crossroads, two at the guardroom door  six from twelve left six, and six were not enough to rape a countryside.

Guard! he ordered. Release that prisoner. Now, you Stanley, let this be a lesson to you, and remember that I only set you free because Id have been short-handed otherwise. Number One! Stand guard between the clink and the guardroom door. Keep an eye on both. The remainder  form two-deep. Right turn! By the left, quick-march! Left wheel!... Now, he said, turning to Juggut Khan, if youll come along Ill soon get a horse for you!

The Rajput strode along beside him, and gave him some additional information as they went, Brown taking very good care all the time to keep out of earshot of the men and to speak to Juggut Khan in low tones. He learned, among other things, that Juggut Khan had lost every anna that he owned, and had only escaped with his life by dint of luck and swordship and most terrific riding.

Are all of you Rajputs loyal? asked Brown.

I know not. I know that I myself shall stay loyal until the end!

Well  the end is not in doubt. There can only be one end! commented Brown.

Of a truth, sahib, I believe that you are right. There can only be one end. This night is not more black, this horizon is no shorter, than the outlook!

Then, you mean

I mean, sahib, that this uprising is more serious than you  or any other Englishman  is likely to believe. I believe that the side I fight for will be the losing side.

And yet, you stay loyal?

Why not?

All the same, Juggut Khan  Im not emotional, or a man of many words. I dont trust Indians as a rule! I  but  here  will you shake hands?

Certainly, sahib! said the Rajput. We be two men, you and I! Why should the one be loyal and the other not?

When this is over, said Brown, if it ends the way we want, and were both alive, Id like to call myself your friend!

I have always been your friend, sahib, and you mine, since the day when you bandaged up a boy and gave him your own drinking-water and carried him in to Bholat on your shoulder, twenty miles or more.

Oh, as for that  any other man would have done the same thing. That was nothing!

Strange that when a white man does an honorable deed he lies about it! said Juggut Khan. That was not nothing, sahib, and you know it was not nothing! You know that from the heat and the exertion you were ill for more than a month afterward. And you know that there were others there, of my own people, who might have done what you did, and did not!

But, hang it all! Why drag up a little thing like this?

Because, sahib, I might have no other opportunity, and

Well? And what?

And the Rajput boy whom you carried was my son!

III.

The finding of a remount for Juggut Khan was not so troublesome as might have been supposed. The rumors and plans and whispered orders for the coming struggle had been passed around the countryside for months past, and every man who owned a horse had it stalled safely near him, for use when the hour should come.

There were country-ponies and Arabs and Kathiawaris and Khaubulis among which to pick, and though the average run of them was worse than merely bad, and though both best and worst were hidden away whenever possible, good horses were discoverable. Within an hour, Bill Brown; with the aid of his men, had routed out a Khaubuji stallion for Juggut Khan, one fit to carry him against time the whole of the way to Bholat.

The Rajput mounted him where Brown unearthed him, and watched the signing of a scribbled-out receipt with a cynical smile.

If he comes to claim his money for the horse, said Juggut Khan, I  even I, who am penniless  will pay him. Good-by, Brown sahib! He leaned over and grasped the sergeant by the hand. Take my advice, now. I know what is happening and what has happened. Fall back on Bholat at once. Hurry! Seize horses or even asses for your men, and ride in hotfoot. Salaam!

He drove his right spur in, wheeled the horse and started across country in the direction of Bholat at a hand-gallop, guiding himself solely by the soldiers sixth sense of direction, and leaving the problem of possible pitfalls to the horse.

If what he says is true, said Brown, as the clattering hoof-beats died away, and Im game to take my oath he wouldnt lie to me, Id give more than a little to have him with me for the next few hours!

The men came clustering round him now, anxious for an explanation. They had held their tongues while Juggut Khan was there, because they happened to know Brown too well to do otherwise. He would have snubbed any man who dared to question him before the Indian. But, now that the Indian was gone, curiosity could stay no longer within bounds.

What is it, Sergeant? Anything been happening? Whats the news? Whats that I heard him say about rebellion? Theyre a rum lot, them Rajputs. Dyou think hes square? Tell us, Sergeant!

Listen, then. Rebellion has broken out. The native barracks at Jailpore have been burned, and all the English officers are killed  or so says Juggut Khan. Hes riding on, to carry the news to General Baines. He says that the mutineers are planning to come along this way some time within the next few hours!

What are we going to do, then?

Thats my business! Im in command here!

Yes, but, Sergeant  arent you going back to Bholat? Arent you going to follow him? Are you going to stay here and get cut up? Well get caught here like rats in a trap!

Are you giving orders here? asked Brown acidly. Fall in! Come on, now! Hurry! Tshun  eyes right  ri  dress. Eyes  front. Ri  turn. By the left  quick  march! Silence, now! Left! Left! Left!

He marched them back toward the crossroads without giving them any further opportunity to remonstrate or ask for information.

It was not until he reached the crossroads, without being challenged, that he showed any sign of being in any way disturbed.

Sentry! he shouted. Sentry!

But there was no answer.

Halt! he ordered, and he himself went forward to investigate. The blackness swallowed him, but the men could hear him move, and they heard him fall. They heard him muttering, too, within ten paces of them. Then they heard his order.

Bring a light here, some one.

One man produced a piece of candle, struck a match and lit it. A moment later they had all broken order, and were standing huddled up together like a frightened flock of sheep, peering through dancing, candle-lit shadows at something horrible that Brown was handling.

What is it, Sergeant?

What in hells happened?

Who was that swearing? inquired Brown, with a sudden look up across his shoulder. You, Taylor? You again? Swearing in the presence of death? Talking of hell, with your two comrades lying dead at the crossroads, and you like to follow both o them at any minute?

Both of the guards lay dead. They lay quite neatly, side by side, without a sign about them to show that they had met with violence. Brown rolled one body over, though, and then the cause of death became more obvious. A stream of blood welled out of the mans back, from between the shoulder-blades  warm blood, that had not even started to coagulate.

Theyve been dead about three minutes! commented Brown, rising, and wiping his hands in the road-dust to get the blood off them. Pick em up. Carefully, now! Frog-march em, face-downwards. Thats better! Now, forward. Quick, march!

The procession advanced toward the guardhouse in grim silence, and once again there was no challenge when there should have been. The lamp was still burning in the guardroom, for they could see it plainly as they drew nearer, but there was no noise of a sentrys footfalls, or hoarse Halt! and Who comes there?

Nor was there any sign yet of the man whom Brown had left to guard both clink and guardroom. Brown let them take their dead comrades into the guardroom first, then set two fresh guards at the door, and covered up the bodies with a sheet before commencing to investigate.

He started off toward the cell where he had imprisoned the fakir. He went by himself, and no one volunteered to go with him.

He had gone five yards when the second explanation met his eyes. This time there was no need to stoop down, nor to turn any body over. The sentry whom he had left to guard both cell and guardroom stood bolt upright, with his mouth and his eyes wide open; skewered to the wall of the guardhouse by an iron spike, which pierced his chest.

A lamp and four men here! ordered Brown, without waiting to let the horror of the sight sink in. Take that poor chap down, and lay him in the guardroom beside the others. How? How should I know? Pull it out, or break it off  I dont care which; dont leave him there, thats all.

He walked on toward the cell-door, while they labored, and fingered gingerly around the spike, which must have been driven through the sentrys chest with a hammer.

I thought as much! he muttered. And, though he had not thought as much, he might have done so. I knew that a man who could maim his own body in that way was capable of any crime in the calendar!

The door of the cell stood open, and there was no sign of any fakir, or of any one who might have helped him go  nothing but an empty cell, with the haunting smell of the fakir still abiding in it.

Bill Brown spat, and closed the cell-door.

Im thinking that Juggut Khan told nothing but the truth, he muttered. Things look right, dont they, if thats so! Obey, Obey! Id have liked to see England just once again  I would indeed. If I could only see her just once. If Id a letter from her, or her picture. This is a rotten, rat-in-a-hole, lonely, uncreditable way to die! I wish Juggut Khan were here. Id have somebody to help me keep my good courage up in that case.

The lock on the cell-door was broken, so he only closed it, then started back toward the guardroom.

Three rifles, and three ammunition pouches gone! he muttered. Thats three weapons theyve got, in any case. A hornets nestd be better stopping in than this place.

He overtook the men who were carrying in the nail-killed sentry, and he saw that their faces were drawn and white. So were those of the other men, who were clustered in the guardroom door.

What next, Sergeant? Hadnt we better be quick? Why not burn the place? Thatd do instead o buryin the dead ones, and itd give us a light to get away by. Might serve as a beacon, too. Might fetch assistance!

It was evident that panic had set in.

Fall in! commanded Brown, and his straight back took on a curve that meant straightness to the nth power.

Tshun! Ri  dress! Eyes  front!

He glared at them for just about one minute before he spoke, and during that minute each man there realized that what was coming would be quite irrevocable.

Im sergeant here. My orders are to hold this post until relieved. Therefore  and I hope theres no man here holds any other notion; I hope it for his own sake!  until we are relieved, were going to hold it! Moreover, this command is going to be a real command, from now on. Its going to buck up. Im going to put some ginger in it. There are three dead men here to be avenged, and Im going to avenge em, or make you do it! And if any man imagines hes going to help himself by feeling afraid, let me assure him that the only thing he needs to fear is me! Ive a right to command men  I know how  I intend to do it. And if Ive got to make men first out of whey-faced cowards, why, Im game to do it, and this is just where I begin! Now! Anybody got a word to say?

There was grim silence.

Good! Ill assume, then, until Im contradicted, that youre all brave men. Into the guardroom with you!

Sahib! Sahib! said a voice beside him.

Well? What?

It was the Beluchi interpreter who had carried the lamp for him that evening when he arrested the fakir.

Run, sahib! It is time to run away!

Go on, then! Why dont you run?

I am afraid, sahib.

Of what?

Of the men who slew the soldiers. Sahib! Remember what the fakir said. You will be pegged out on an anthill, sahib, when you have been beaten. Run, while there is yet time!

Did you see them kill my men?

Nay, sahib!

How was that?

I ran away and hid, sahib.

How many were there?

Very many. The Punjabi skin-buyer brought them.

He did, did he? Very well! Did he go off with the fakir?

I think he did. I did not see.

Well, well suppose he did, then. And when the day breaks; well suppose that we can find him, and well go in search of him, and I wouldnt like to be that Punjabi when I do find him! Get into the guard-room, and wait in there until I give you leave to stir.

IV.

An Indian city that has yet to have its mysteries laid bare and banished by electric light is a stage deliberately set for massacre. The bazaars run criss-crosswise; any way at all save parallel, and anyhow but straight. Between them lies always a maze of passages, and alleys, deep sided, narrow, overhung by trellised windows and loopholed walls and guarded stairways.

For every square inch where the sun can shine there are a hundred where a man could hide unseen. Through century piled on suspicious century, no designer, no architect, no builder has neglected to provide a means of secret ingress, and still more secret egress, to each new house. And the newest house is built on secret passages that hid conspirators against the kings of men who lived before the oldest house was thought of.

After the Mutiny of 57 came broader roads  so that a cannon might be trained along them.

But in 57, Jailpore was a nest of winding alley-ways and blind bat and rat holes, where weird smells and strange unlisted poisons and prophecies were born. In its midst, tight-packed in a roaring babel-din of many-colored markets, stood a stone-walled palace, built once by a Hindu king to commemorate a victory over Moslems, added to by a Moslem Nizam, to celebrate his conquest of the Hindus and added to once again by the Honorable East India Company, to make a suitable barracks for its native troops.

From the rat-infested slums, from the hot shadows and the mazy back-bazaars, from temples, store-houses, shops, and from the sin-steeped underworld, there screamed and surged and swept the many-graded, many-minded polyglot rebellion-spume. A quarter of a million underdogs had turned against their masters. A hundred factions and as many more religions, all had one common end in view  to loot. All were agreed on one thing  that the first stage of the game must be to turn Jailpore and, after Jailpore, India, into a charnel-house.

Around and around the burning palace the mob screamed and swept uncontrolled. Moslem looted Hindu, and Hindu Moslem. Armed sepoys, with the blood of their British officers fresh-soaked on their British uniforms, and the unspent pay of John Company still jingling in their pockets, danced weird, wild devil-dances through the streets, clearing their way, when they saw fit, with cold steel or wanton volleys. Women screamed. Caste looted caste. Loose horses galloped madly through the streets. Here and there a pitched battle raged, where a merchant who had wealth had also courage, and apprentices and friends to help him defend his store.

And through all the din and clamor, under and above the howling and the volleys and the roar of flames, sounded the steady thumping of the sacred war-drums. The whole sky glowed red. The Indian night was scorched and smoked and lit by arson. Hell screamed with the cooking of red mutiny, and throbbed with the thunder of the sacred temple-drums. And that was only one of the hells, and a small one. India glowed red that night from end to end!

Juggut Khan, free-lance Rajput and gentleman of fortune, had ridden out of that caldron of Jailpore. His house was a heap of glowing ashes, and his goods were tossed for and distributed among a company. But his mark lay indelibly impressed upon the town. There were three European women and a child who were nowhere to be found; and there was a trail that led from somewhere near the palace to the western gate. It was a red trail.

In one spot lay a sepoy pierced through by a lance, and with half of the lance-shaft still standing upright in him. That had been bad art  sheer playing to the gallery! Juggut Khan had run him through and tried to lift him on the lance-end for a trophy. It was luck that saved the day for him that time, not swordsmanship.

But a man who has done what he had done that day may be forgiven. There lay nine other men behind him where his lance was left, and each of them lay face upward with a round red hole in his anatomy where the lance had entered.

And from the point where he had broken his lance and left it, up to where a self-appointed guard had refused at first to open the city gate for him, there was a trail that did honor to the man who taught him swordsmanship. One man lay headless, and anothers head was only part of him, because the sword had split it down the middle and the two halves were still joined together at the neck.

There were men who claimed afterward that of the twenty-three who lay between his lance-shaft and the city gate, some five or six had been slain in brawls and looting forays. And Juggut Khan was never known to discuss the matter. But the fact remains that every man of them was killed by the blade or point of a cavalry-saber, and that Juggut Khan broke out of the place untouched.

And another fact worthy of record is, that underneath a stone floor, in a building that was partly powder-magazine-surrounded at every end and side by mutineers who searched for them, and very nearly stifled by the dust of decaying ages  there lay three women and a child, with a jar of water close beside them and a sack of hastily collected things to eat. They lay there in all but furnace-heat, close-huddled in the darkness, and they shuddered and sobbed and blessed Juggut Khan alternately. Below them the whispering echoes sighed mysteriously through a maze of tunnels. Around them, and around their sack of food, the rats scampered. Above them, where a ten-ton stone trapdoor lay closed over their heads, black powder stood in heaps and sacks and barrels. Closing the trapdoor had been easy. One pushed it and it fell. Not all the mutineers in Jailpore nor Juggut Khan nor any one could open it again without the secret. And no man living knew the secret. The three women and the child were safe from immediate intrusion!

Those three women and that child were not so exceptionally placed for India, of that date. Two of the women had seen their husbands slain that afternoon, before their eyes. They were mother and daughter and grandson; and the fourth was an English nurse, red-cheeked still from the kiss of English Channel breezes.

If only Bill were here! the nurse wailed. I know hed find a way out. There wasnt never nothing nowhere that beat Bill. Bill wouldnt ha left us! Billd ha took us out o here, an saved our lives. Bill  snnff, snnff  Bill wouldnt ha  snnff, snnff  shoved us in a rat-hole and took hisself off!

She had not yet lost her English point of view. She still believed that the strong right arm of an English lover could play ducks and drakes with Destiny. One-half of the world, at least, still swears that she was wrong, and her mistress and the other woman thought her despicable, ridiculous, unenlightened. It was a hardship to them, to be endured with dignity and patience, but none the less a hardship, that they should be left and should have to die with this woman of the Ranks Below to keep them company. She was an honest woman, or they would never have engaged her and paid her passage all the way to India. But she was not of their jat, and she was a fool. It happens, however, that her point of view saved England for the English, and that the other point of view had brought England to the brink of utter ruin.

If youd leave off talking about your truly tiresome lover, and would pray to God, Jane, said Mrs. Leslie, the rest of us might have a chance to pray to God too! This isnt the time, let me tell you, to be thinking of carnal love-affairs. Recall your sins, one by one, and ask forgiveness for them.

In the gloom of the vault, poor Jane was quite invisible. The sound of her snuffling and sobs was the only clue to her direction. But her bridling was a thing that could be felt through the stuffy blackness, and there was a ring in her retort that gave the lie to the tears that she was shedding.

The only sin I ask forgiveness for, she answered in a level voice, is having let Bill come to India alone. Pray to God, is it? Go on! Pray! If Bill was here, hed start on that stone door without no words nor argument, unless some one tried to stop him. Then thered be an argument! And hed get it open too. Bills the kind that does his prayin afterward, and God helps men like Bill!

Well  Im afraid that your Bill isnt here, and cant get here. So the best thing that you can do is to pray and let us pray.

Ill pray for Bill! said Jane defiantly. Bill dont know that Im in India, and he surely doesnt know Im here. But if he knew  Oh, God! Let him know! Tell him! Hed come so quick. Hed  snnff, snnff  hed  why, hed ha been here long ago! Dear God, tell Bill Im here, thats all!

V.

General Baines was in a position to be envied. No soldier worthy of his salt is other than elated at the thought of war. Now for the proving of his theories. Now for the fruit of all his tireless preaching and inspection and preparing  the planned, pegged-out swoop to victory!

He knew  as few men in India knew  the length and the breadth of what was coming. And when two of his non-commissioned officers sent in word that the whole country was ablaze, he realized, as few other men did in that minute, that this was no local outbreak. The long-threatened holocaust had come, and he had to act, to smite, to strike sure and swift at the festering root of things, or Central India was lost.

But his hands were tied still. He knew. He could see. He could feel. He could hear. But he had his orders. That very morning they had been repeated to him, and with emphasis. In a letter from the Council he had been told that slight disturbances, of a purely local character, were not without the bounds of possibility, due partly to religious unrest and partly to local causes. Under no circumstances were any extended reprisals to be undertaken until further orders, and generals commanding districts were required to keep the bulk of their commands within cantonments.

The countryside was up. All India probably was up. His own men, set by himself to watch with one definite idea, had confirmed his worst fears. And he was under orders to stay with the bulk of his command in Bholat! Corked up in cantonments, with three thousand first-class fighting-men squealing for trouble, and red rebellion running riot all around him though it might be quelled by instant action!

And then worse happened. Juggut Khan clattered in to Bholat, spurring a horse that was so spent it could barely keep its feet. It fell in a woeful heap outside the generals quarters, and Juggut Khan  all but as weary as the horse  swung himself free, staggered past the sentry at the door and rapped with his hilt on the tough teak panel. They had to give him brandy and feed him before he could summon strength enough to tell what he had seen and heard and done.

And Brown stayed on at the crossroads?

Aye, General sahib! He stayed!

The general sat back and drummed his heels together on the floor in a way that his aides had come to recognize as meaning trouble.

You say that all of the European officers in Jailpore have been killed?

I did not count. I did not even know them all by mine or sight. I think, though, that all were killed. I heard men among the mutineers declare that all had been accounted for, save only three women and a child, and me. Those four I myself had hidden, and as for myself  I too was accounted for, and not without credit to the Raj for whom I fight!

I believe you, Juggut Khan! Did you have to cut your way out?

The Rajput smiled.

There was a message to deliver, sahib! What would you? Should I have waited while they arrested me?

Oh! You managed to evade them, did you?

At least I am here, sahib!

The general chewed at his mustache, leaned his chair back against the wall and tapped at his boot with a riding-cane.

Tell me, Juggut Khan, he said after another minutes thought, what is your idea? Is this sporadic? Is this a local outbreak? Will this die down, if left to burn itself out?

The Rajput laughed aloud.

Sporadic, he answered, is a word of which I have yet to learn the meaning. If sporadic means rebellion from Peshawur to Cape Cormorin  revolution, rape, massacre, arson, high treason, torture, death to every European and every half-breed and every loyal native north, south, east and west  then, yes, General sahib, sporadic would be the proper word. If your Honor should mean less than that, then some other word is needed!

Then you confirm my own opinion. You are inclined to think that this is an organized and country-wide rebellion?

I know of what I speak, sahib!

You dont think that you are being influenced in your opinion by the fact that you have seen a massacre, and have lost everything you had?

Nay, sahib! This is no hour for joking, or for bearing of false tidings. I tell you, up, sahib! Boots and saddles! Strike!

The general chewed at his mustache another minute.

You know this province well? he asked.

None better than I. I have traversed every yard of it, attending to my business.

And your business is?

Each to his trade, sahib. My trade is honorable.

I have good reasons for asking, and no impertinence is meant. Be good enough to tell me. I wish to know what value I may place on your opinion.

Sahib, I am a full sergeant of the Rajput Horse retired. I bear one medal.

And

I sell charms, sahib.

What sort of charms?

All sorts. But principally charms against the evil eye, and the red sickness, and death by violence. But, also love-charms now and then, and now and then a death-charm to a man who has an enemy and lacks swordsmanship or courage. I trade with each and every man, sahib, and listen to the talk of each, and hold my tongue!

Strange trade for a soldier, isnt it?

Would you have me a robber, sahib? Or shall I sweep the streets  I, who have led a troop before now? Nay, sahib! A soldier can fight, and can do little else. When the day comes that the Raj has no more need of him  or thinks that it has no more need of him  he must either starve or become a prophet. And his own home is no place for a prophet who would turn his prophesying into silver coin!

Ah! Well-now, tell me! What is your opinion, without reference to what anybody else may think? You have just seen the massacre at Jailpore, and you know how many men I have here. And you know the condition of the road and the number of the mutineers. Would you, if you were in my place, strike at Jailpore immediately?

Nay, sahib. That I would not. I would strike north. And I would strike so swiftly that the mutineers would wonder whence I came. In Jailpore, all is over. They have done the harm, and they are in charge there. They have the powder-magazine in their possession, and the stands of arms, and the first advantage. Leave them there, then, sahib, and strike where you are not expected. In Jailpore you would be out of touch. You would have just that many more miles to march when the time comes  and it has come, sahib!  to join forces with the next command, and hit hard at the heart of things.

And the heart of things is

Delhi!

You display a quite amazing knowledge of the game.

I am a soldier, sahib!

You would leave Jailpore, then, to its fate?

Jailpore has already met its fate, sahib. The barracks are afire, and the city has been given over to be looted. Reckon no more with Jailpore! Reckon only of the others. Listen, sahib! Has any message come from the next command? No? Then why? Think you that even a local outbreak could occur without some message being sent to you, and to the next division south of you? Why has no message come? Where is the next command? The next command north? Harumpore? Then why is there no news from Harumpore? I will tell you, sahib.

You mean, I suppose, that the country is up, in between?

You know that it is up, sahib!

You think that no message could get through to me?

I know that it could not! Else had one already come. My advice to you, sahib, as one soldier to another and tendered with all respect, is to up and leave this Bholat. Here, of what use are you? Here you can hold a small city, until the countryside has time to rise and lay siege to you and hem you in! Outside of here, you can be a hornet-storm! They will burn Bholat behind you. Let them! Let them, too, pay the price. Swoop down on Harumpore, sahib  join there with Kendrick sahibs command. There make a fresh plan, and swoop down on some other place. But move, quickly, and keep on moving! And waste no time on places that are already lost.

Then you would have me leave those women and that child, that you tell me of to their fate?

Nay, sahib! I am not of your command. I have done my duty to the Raj, and I now go about my own business.

And that is?

To repay a debt that I owe the Raj, sahib!

Your answers are rather unnecessarily evasive, Juggut Khan. Be good enough to explain yourself!

I ride back to Jailpore, sahib. I would have stayed there, but it seemed right and soldierly to bring through the news first. Now, I return to do what I may to rescue those whom I hid there. I owe that to the Raj!

You mean that you will ride alone?

At least half of the distance, sahib. I had a favor to ask.

Well?

Are you marching north, sahib?

I have not determined yet.

Determined, sahib! This is no hour for dallying! Give orders now! Up! Strike, sahib! Listen! Should you march on Jailpore, the mutineers, who far outnumber you, will learn beforehand of your coming, and will put the place in a state of defense. It may take you weeks to fight your way in! Leave Jailpore, and those who are left in it to me, and lend me that non-commissioned officer of yours who guards the crossroads, and his twelve men. With a few, we can manage what a whole division might fail to do. And you march north, sahib, and burn and harry and slay! Strike quickly, where the trouble is yet brewing, and not where the day is lost already!

It was case of the British power in India on one side of the scale, against three women and a child on the other; sentiment in the balance against strategy. And strategy must win, especially since this Rajput was offering his services.

What are their names, you say?

Mrs. Leslie, wife of Captain Leslie; Mrs. Standish, wife of Colonel Standish and mother of Mrs. Leslie; Mrs. Leslies child  I know not his name, he is but a child in arms  and the childs nurse.

The general still found it difficult to make up his mind.

What proof have I of you? he asked.

Sahib, my honor is in question! I have a debt to pay!

What debt?

To the Raj.

To the Raj?

Aye, Sahib! I have but one son, and his life was saved for me by a British soldier. A life for a life. Four lives for a life. I ride! I need, though, a fresh horse. And I ask for the loan of that sergeant, and those twelve men.

I wonder whether a man such as you can realize exactly what it means to us to know that white women are in Jailpore, at the mercy of black mutineers? I mean, are you sufficiently aware of the extreme horror of the situation?

Knew you Captain Collins Sahib, of the Jailpore command?

Know him well.

Knew you his memsahib?

She was a niece of mine.

I slew her myself, with this sword!

When? Why?

Yesterday. Because her husband could not get to her himself, and since he and I knew each other, and he trusted me. I said to her, Memsahib! I have your husbands orders! She asked me What orders, Juggut Khan? I said, Why ask me, memsahib? Is my task easier, or yours? She said Obey your orders, Juggut Khan, and accept my thanks now, since I shall be unable to thank you afterward! And then she looked me bravely in the face, and met her death, sahib. Of a truth I know! I am to be trusted!

I believe you, Juggut Khan. And, incidentally, I beg your pardon for having doubted you. Have you slept?

Nay, Sahib. And I sleep not on this side of the crossroads!

I dont place Sergeant Brown under your command  youll understand thats impossible  but, its quite impossible for him to catch me up. He may as well cooperate with you. Wait. He paused, and wrote, then continued, Here is a note to him, in which I order him to work with you, and to take your advice whenever possible. Go to the stables, and choose any horse you like except my first charger. Here  here is money; you may need some. Count that, will you. How much is it? Four hundred rupees? Write out a receipt for it. Now, good luck to you, Juggut Khan. And if you should get through alive  Ill pay you the compliment of admitting that you wont come through without the women, and I know that Brown wont  if you should have luck, and should happen to get through, why, look for me at Harumpore, or elsewhere to the northward of it. I start with my division in an hour.

Salaam, sahib! said Rajput, rising and standing at the salute.

Salaam, Juggut Khan! Take any food, or drink, or clothing that you want. Good-by, and your good luck ride with you. I feel like a murderer, but I know Ive done the best that can be done!

VI.

Now if Sergeant Brown possessed a sweetheart, and the sweetheart lived in England, and if Brown still loved her  as has already been more than hinted at  it is not at all unreasonable to wonder why he had no likeness of her, no news of her, nothing but her memory around which to weave the woof of sentiment  at least, its not unreasonable so to wonder in this late year of grace.

Then, though, in 1857, when a newspaper cost threepence or thereabouts, and schools were so far from being free that only the sons of gentlemen (and seldom the daughters of even gentlemen, remember) attended them, the art of reading was not so common as it now is. Writing was still more uncommon. And it has not been pretended that Brown was other than a commoner. He was a stiff-backed man, and honest. And the pride that had raised him to the rank of sergeant was even stiffer than his stock. But he came from the ranks that owned no vote, nor little else, in those days, and he owned a sweetheart of the same rank as himself, who could neither read nor write. And when people whose somewhat primitive ideas on right and wrong lead them to look on daguerreotypes as works of the devil happen too to be living more than five thousand miles apart, when one of the two can not write, nor readily afford the cost of postage, and when the other is nearly always on the move from post to post, it is not exactly to be wondered at that memory of each other was all they had to dwell upon.

A journey to India in 57 meant, to the rank and file, oblivion and worse. There were men then, of course, just as there are now, who would leave a girl behind them tied fast by a promise of futile and endless devotion; men who knew what the girls did not know  that India was all but inaccessible to any one outside of government employ, and that a common soldiers chance of sending for his girl, or of coming home again to claim her, was something in the neighborhood of one in thirty thousand.

But there were other men, like William Brown, who were a shade too honest and too stiff-chinned to buckle under to the social conditions of England in those days, and who were consequently not exactly pestered with offers of employment. And a man who could see the difference between doffing his ragged cap to a dissolute squire or parson, and saluting his better on parade, could also see the selfishness of leaving an honest girl to languish for him. Brown could not get a living in England. So he told his girl to get a better man, swung his canvas bag across his shoulder and marched away.

What kind of a man is a better man than Bill? she had wondered. Men like Bill seem to have a knack of judging character, and of picking girls who are as steadfast as themselves. So it is not to be wondered at that almost before her tears were dry she had set about attempting what few women of her type and time would have dreamed of. If Bill had set her free, she reasoned, Bill had no more authority over her, and she might do exactly what she chose. Bill could release, but he could not make her take another man. So, for all that the local yeomen, and local tradesmen even, haunted the little cottage on the Downs, and pestered her with their attentions, no one supplanted Bill.

Bill could tell her  and had told her  that India was no country for a white woman; that there were snakes there, and black men and tigers and even worse. But, since he had set her free, if she could manage it she was quite at liberty to brave the tigers and the snakes. And, once there, she would see whether she was free or not, and whether Bill was, either!

It took Bill Brown six years of constant honest effort to become a sergeant. It took Jane Emmett six weeks of pride-consuming and vexatious vigilance to procure for herself a job as nurse in a soldier-family. And it took her six more years of unremitting diligence, sweetened by all the attributes that seem desirable when nursing other peoples children and embittered by the shame of grudging patronage, before she was considered dependable enough to be recommended for the service of a family just leaving for Bengal. Then, however, her world was a real world again!

Five months on a sailing-ship around the Cape  deep-laden, gunwales awash in a beam  on Bay-of-Biscay snorer, hove-to for a week off Cape Agul  has, while the clumsy brigantine rolled the masts loose in her, all but dismasted in a typhoon come astray from the China Sea, fed on moldy bread, and even moldier pork, with a fretful child to nurse, and an exacting mother to be pleased! Jane Emmett laughed at it. Bill had been there before her, and had done more on his way, and worse Bengal did not frighten her. Nor did the knowledge, when she reached it, that Bill was very likely still some hundreds of miles away. She, who had come five thousand miles as the crows are said to fly and nine thousand by the map, could manage the odd hundreds. And she could wait. She had waited six long years. What was another month or two?

She had not even a notion where Bill was, beyond a vague one that he belonged to another province. For when the Honorable East India Company was muddling the affairs of India, the honors and emoluments and privileges  such as they were!  were reserved for the benefit of the commissioned ranks.

So a transfer to Jailpore did not mean to Jane Emmett ten extra degrees of heat, the neighborhood of jungle-fever and a brand-new breed of smells. Those disadvantages, which weighted down the souls of her employers, were completely overshadowed, so far as she was concerned, by the knowledge that she was traveling nearer by a hundred leagues or so to where her Bill was stationed. She was going west; and somewhere to the west was Bill. Anything was good  fever, and prickly heat, and smells included  that brought her any nearer him.

There would be no sense in endeavoring to analyze her sensations when the sudden outburst overwhelmed the inner-guard at Jailpore. The sight of white women being butchered, and of white men with the blood of their own women on their hands, selling their lives as dearly as the God of War would let them in a holocaust of flames, blinded her. It was probably just a splurge of fire and noise and smoke and blood in her memory, with one or two details standing out. The only real sensation that she felt  even when a tall, lean Rajput flung her across his shoulder, ran with her and dropped her down through a square hole into stifling darkness  was a longing for Bill Brown, her Bill, the one man in the world who could surely stop the butchery.

The others prayed. But she refused to pray. She felt angry  not prayerful! Had she come nine thousand miles, and sacrificed six good years of youth and youths heritage, to be cast into a reeking dungeon and left to die there in the dark? Not if Bill should know of it! And so she changed her argument, and prayed for Bill. If only Bill knew  straight-backed, honest, stiff-chinned, uncompromising, plain Bill Brown. He would change things!

Oh, Bill! Bill! Bill! she sobbed. Dear God, bring Bill to me!

VII.

When a man knows what is out against him, and from which direction he may look to meet death, he only needs to be a very ordinary man to make at least a gallant showing. Gallery or no gallery to watch, given responsibility and trained men under hire, not one man in a thousand will fail to face death with dignity.

But Brown knew practically nothing, and understood still less, of what was happening. He had Juggut Khans word for it that Jailpore was in flames, and that all save four of its European population had been killed. He believed that to be a probably exaggerated statement of affairs, but he did not blink the fact that he might expect to be overwhelmed almost without notice, and at any minute. That was a fact which he accepted, for the sake of argument and as a working-basis on which to build a plan of some kind  His orders were to hold that post, and he would hold it until relieved by General Baines or death. But there are several ways of holding a hot coal besides the rather obvious one of sitting on it.

It would have been a fine chance to be theatrical, had play-acting been in his line. Many and many a full-blown general has risen to authority and fame by means of absolutely useless gallery-play. He believed that he would presently be relieved by General Baines, who he felt sure would march at once on Jailpore; and had he chosen to he could have addressed the men, have set them to throwing up defenses and have made a nice theatrical redoubt that he could have held quite easily with the help of nine men for a day or two. And since the really worthwhile things go often unrewarded, but the gallery-plays never, nobody would have blamed him had he chosen some such course as that.

But Browns idea of holding down a place was to make that place a thorn in the side of the enemy. And since he did not know who was the enemy, or where he was, nor why he was an enemy, nor when he would attack, he proposed to find out these things for himself preparatory to making the said enemy as uncomfortable as his meager resources would permit, when eked out by an honest dogged-does-it brain.

He buried the three men whom Fate had seemed to value at the price of a fakirs freedom. And, being a religious man, to whom religion was a fact and the rest of the universe a theory, he was able to say a full funeral service over them from memory. He said it at the grave-end, with a lantern in his hand and one man facing him across the grave  as the English used to drink when the Danes had landed, each watching for the glint of steel beyond the others shoulder.

And, four on each side of the trench that they had dug, the remainder knelt and faced the night each way  partly from enforced piety, and partly because eight men back to back, with their bayonets outward and their butts against their knees, are an awkward proposition for an enemy. They mumbled the responses because Brown made them do it, and they kept their eyes skinned because the night seemed full of other eyes, and sounds.

And now, you men, said Brown, changing his voice to suit the nature of his task, you can get your sleep by fours. I dont care which four of you goes to sleep first, but there are only two watches of us left, and there are about four hours left to sleep in, by my reckoning. Thats two hours sleep for each man. And well keep clear of the guardroom. As I understand my orders, the important points the cross-roads. Im supposed to halt every one who comes, and to ask him his business. And thatd be impossible to do from the guardroom here. Let this be a lesson to you men, now. In interpretin orders, when a points in doubt, always look for the meaning of the orders rather than the letter of them, obeying the letter only when the meaning and the letter are the same thing. The letter of our orders says the guardroom. The meanings clear. Were here to guard the cross-roads. We take the meaning, and let the letter hang!

Besides! The way it seems to me, if theres any more trouble cooking in this neighborhood, its going to cook pretty fast, and its going to boil around that guardroom; and if were not in the guardroom, why, thats point number one for us! Leave the guardroom lantern lighted, and bring out nothing but your cartridge-pouches and the box of ammunition. Leave everything else where it lies. Quick, now.

They obeyed him on the run, afraid to be out of his sight for a moment even, trusting him as little children trust a nurse, and ready to do anything so long as he would only keep them up and doing, and not make them stay by the scene of the murders. Brown knew their state of mind as accurately as he knew the range of their service rifles, and he knew just how he could best keep panic from them. He knew too, if not what was best to do, at least what he intended doing, and he knew how he could best get them in a state to do it.

Behind his own mind lay all the while a sense of loneliness and hopelessness. He did not entertain the thought of failure to hold the crossroads, and he was so certain that General Baines would come with his division that he could almost see the advance-guard trotting toward him down the trunk road. But there is no accounting for a soldiers moods, and something told him  something deep down inside him that he could neither name nor understand  that he was out now on the adventure of a lifetime, and that the heart-cord which had held him tight to England all these years had been cut. He felt gloomy and dispirited, but not a man of the nine who followed him had the slightest inkling of it.

He halted them outside the guardroom, and bullydamned two of them because some unimportant part of their accouterments was missing; and he Tshuned them, and stood them at ease, and Tshuned them again, until he had them jumping at the word. Then he marched them two abreast in and out among the huts in search of any sign of native servants. They found no sign of any one at all. Though in that black darkness it would have been quite possible for half a hundred men to lie undetected. Brown decided that the camp was empty. He thought it probable that any one concealed there would have tried his luck on somebody at least, at close range as he passed.

So he marched them back to the guard-room once again, and sent two of them in to drag out the shivering Beluchi, who had taken cover underneath a cot and refused to come out until he was dragged out by the leg. The natives terror served to pull the men together quite a little, for Tommy Atkins always does and always did behave himself with pride when what he is pleased to consider his inferiors are anywhere about. They showed that unfortunate Beluchi how white men marched into the darkness  best foot foremost; without halt or hesitation, when ghosts or murderers or unseen marksmen were close at hand.

The Beluchi let himself be dragged, trembling, between two of them. It was he who first saw something move, or heard some one breathe. For he was absolutely on edge, and had nothing to attend to but his own fear. The others had to keep both eyes and ears lifting, to please Brown the exacting. The Beluchi struggled and held back, almost breaking loose, and actually tearing his loin-cloth.

Sahib! he whispered hoarsely. Sahib!

What is it? demanded Brown, scarcely waiting for an answer, though. Something told him what it was that moved, and his own skin felt goose-fleshy from neck to heel.

The fakir, sahib!

There was a murmur through the ranks, a sibilant indrawing of the breath.

Did I hear anybody swear? asked Brown.

Nobody answered him. All nine men stood stock-still, leaning on their rifles, their heads craned forward and their eyes strained in the direction of the gloomy baobab.

Form single rank! commanded Brown.

There was no response. They stood there fixed like a row of chickens staring at a snake!

Form single rank!

He leaped at them, and broke the first rule of the service  as a man may when he is man enough, and the alternative would be black shame.

His fist was a hard one and heavy, and they felt the weight of it.

Form single rank! Take one pace open order! Extend! Now, forward  by the right! Right dress, there!

He marched in front of them, and they followed him for very shame, now that he had broken their paralysis.

Halt! Port-arms! Charge bayonets!

He was peering at something in the dark, something that chuckled and smelled horrible, and sat unusually still for anything that lived.

Numbers One, Two, Three  left wheel  forward! Halt! Numbers Seven, Eight, Nine  right wheel  forward! Halt!

They were standing now on three sides of a square. The fourth side was the trunk of the baobab. Between them and the trunk, the streaming tendrils swayed and swung, bats flitted and something still invisible sat still and chuckled.

One pace forward  march!

They could see now. The fakir sat and stared at them and grinned. Brown raised the lamp and let its rays fall on him. The light glinted off his eyes, and off the only other part of him that shone  the long, curved, ghastly fingernails that had grown through the palm of his upstretched hand.

How did you get here? demanded Brown, not afraid to speak, for fear that fright would take possession of himself as well as of his men, but quite well aware that the fakir would not answer him. Then he remembered the Beluchi.

Ask him, you! Ask him how he came here.

The Beluchi found his tongue, and stammered out a question. The fakir chuckled, and following his chuckle let a guttural remark escape him.

He says, sahib, that he flew!

Ask him, could he fly with nine fixed bayonets in him!

There was a little laughter from the men at that sally. It takes very little in the way of humor to dispel a sense of the uncanny or mysterious.

He answers, sahib, that you have seen what comes of striking him. He asks how many dead there be.

Does he want me to hold him answerable for those mens lives?

He says he cares not, sahib! He says that he has promised what shall befall you, sahib, before a day is past  you and one other!

Ask him, where is the Punjabi skin-buyer?

The fakir chuckled at that question, and let out suddenly a long, low, hollow-sounding howl, like a she-wolfs just at sundown. He was answered by another howl from near the guardroom, and every soldier faced about as though a wasp had stung him.

Front! commanded Brown. Now, one of you, about turn! Keep watch that way! Is that the Punjabi?  ask him.

He says Yes! sahib. He and others!

Very well. Now tell him that unless he obeys my orders on the jump, word for word as I give them, Ill hang him as high as Haman by that withered arm of his, and have him beaten on the toenails with a cleaning-rod before I fill him so full of bayonet-holes that the vulturesll take him for a sponge! Say Im a man of my word, and dont exaggerate.

The Beluchi translated.

He says you dare not, sahib!

Advise him to talk sense.

He says, sahib, You have had one lesson!

Now its my turn to give him one. Men! Well have to give up that sleep I talked about. This limping dummy of a fakir thinks hes got us frightened, and weve got to teach him different. Theres some reason why were not being attacked as yet. Theres something fishy going on, and this swabs at the bottom of it! We want him, too, on a charge of murder, or instigating murder, and the guardrooms the best place for him. To the guardroom with him. Hell do for a hostage anyhow. And where he is, Ive a notion that the control of this treachery wont be far away! Grab him below the arms and by the legs. One of you hold a bayonet-point against his ribs. The rest, face each way on guard. Now  all together, forward to the guardroom  march!

The fakir howled. Ululating howls replied from the surrounding night, and once a red light showed for a second and disappeared in front of them. Then the fakir howled again.

Look, sahib! See! The guardroom!

It was the Beluchi who saw it first  the one who was most afraid of things in general and the least afraid of Sergeant Brown. A little flame had started in the thatch.

Halt! ordered Brown. Two of you hold the fakir! The remainder  volley-firing  kneeling  point-blank-range. Ready  as you were  independent firing  ready! Now, wait till you see em in the firelight, then blaze away all you like!

His last words were cut off short by the sound of rifle-fire. Each rifle in turn barked out, and three rifles answered from the night.

Let that fakir feel a bayonet-point, somebody!

The fakir cursed between his teeth, in proof of prompt obedience by one of the men who held him.

Tell him to order his crowd to cease fire!

The Beluchi translated, and the fakir howled again. The flames leaped through the thatch, and in a minute more the countryside was lit for half a mile or more by the glare of the burning guardroom.

The flames betrayed more than a hundred turbaned men, who hugged the shadows.

Keep that bayonet-point against his ribs. See? That comes o moving instead o sitting still! If wed shut ourselves in the guardroom there, wed have been merrily roasting in there now! We stole a march on them. Beauty here was sitting on his throne to see the fun. Didnt expect us. Thought wed be all hiding under the beds, like Sidiki here! Goes to prove the worst thing that a soldier can do is to sit still when theres trouble. Were better off than ever. Were free and they wont dare do much to us as long as weve got Sacred-Smells-and-Stinks in charge. Form up round him, men, and keep your eyes skinned till morning!

VIII.

Of course, discussing matters in the light of history, with full and intimate knowledge of everything that had a bearing on the Mutiny, there are plenty of club-armchair critics who maintain that England could not do otherwise than win in 57. They always do say that afterward of the side that won the day.

But then, with history yet to make, things looked very different, and nobody pretended that there was any certainty of anything except a victory for the mutineers. All that either side recognized as likely to reverse conditions was the notorious ability that a beaten and cornered British army has for upsetting certainties. So the rebels had more than a little argument as to what steps should be taken next, once the initial butchery and loot had taken place.

For instance, in Jailpore

More than a hundred fakirs and wandering priests and mendicants had sent in word that the province from end to end was ready, and that the British slept. But there were those in Jailpore who distrusted fakirs and religious votaries of every kind. They believed them fully capable of rousing the countryside, of working on the religious feelings of the unsophisticated rustics and setting them to murdering and plundering right and left. But they doubted their ability to judge of the armys sleepiness. These doubters were the older men, who had had experience of Englands craft in war. They knew of the ability of some at least of Englands generals to match guile against guile, and back up guile with swift, unexpected hammer-strokes.

There were men who claimed that what had happened in Jailpore would be repeated in Bholat and elsewhere. There was no need, these maintained, to march and join hands with other rebels. Each unit was sufficient to itself. Each city would be a British funeral pyre. Why march?

Some said, The general at Bholat will learn of the massacre, and will learn too, that not quite all were killed. He will come hotfoot to find the four we could not find. For these British are as cobras; slay the he cobra and the she one comes to seek revenge. Slay the she one and beware! Her husband will track thee down, and strike thee. They are not ordinary folk!

There were other factions that maintained that General Baines was strong enough, with his three thousand, to hold Bholat, unless the men of Jailpore marched, to join hands with the Bholatis  who were surely in revolt by this time. There were others who declared that he would leave Bholat and Jailpore to their fates without any doubt at all, and would march to join hands with the nearest contingent, at Harumpore.

The bolder spirits of this latter faction were for setting off at once to prevent this combination. For a little while their arguments almost prevailed.

But another faction yet, and an even more numerous one, insisted it were best to wait for news from other centers.

Why march, they argued, why strike, why run unnecessary risks, before they knew what was happening elsewhere?

Surely, these argued, the English will hear that four here are still unaccounted for. Some attempt will be made to find and rescue them. But if we find and slay them, and send their heads to Bholat, then will the English know that they are indeed dead. Then there will be no attempt at rescue, and we shall hold Jailpore unmolested as headquarters.

That piece of logic won the day for a while, and parties were made up to explore the place, and search in every nook and cranny for the three women. and a child who surely had not passed out through any of the gates, and who were therefore just as surely in the city. A reward was offered by the committee of rebel-leaders and, although nobody believed that the reward would actually be paid, the opportunities for looting privately while searching were so great that the search was thorough.

It failed, though, for the very simple reason that nobody suspected that the huge stone trap-door in the floor of the powder-magazine had ever been opened, or ever could be opened. The magazine had been a white mans watch. White men had kept guard over it for more than a hundred years, and the natives had forgotten that a maze of tunnels and caverns lay beneath it.

So, while bayonet-points and swords were pushed into crevices, while smoke was sent down passages and tunnels and great, loose-limbed, slobbering hounds were led on the leash and cast to find a trail, the three women and the child lay still beneath the piled-up powder, and doled out water, and biscuit in siege-time measures. They lay in pitch-darkness, in a vault where not even a sound could reach them, except the whispered echo of their own voices and the scampering of the rats. They were growing nearly blind, and nearly crazed, with the darkness and the silence and the fear.

Every second they expected to see daylight through the cracks above, as rebels levered up the door, or to hear feet and voices coming through the vaults below, for doubtless the vaults led somewhere. But for their fear of snakes and rats and unknown horrors, they would have tried to find a way through the vaults themselves. But as each movement that they made, and each word that they spoke, sent echoes reverberating through the gloom, they lay still and shuddered.

Once they heard footsteps on the stone flags overhead. But the footsteps went away again, and then all was still. Soon they lost all count of time. They were only aware of heat and discomfort and fear and utter weariness.

One woman and an infant wept. One woman prayed aloud incessantly. The third woman  the menial, the worst educated and least enlightened of the three, according to the others notion of it  stubbornly refused to admit that there was not some human means of rescue.

If Bill were here, she kept on grumbling, Billd find a way!

And in the darkness that surrounded her she felt that she could see Bills face, as she remembered it  red-cheeked and clean-shaven  six years or more ago.

IX.

The blazing roof of the guardroom lit up even the crossroads for a while, and Brown and his men could see that for the present there was a good wide open space between them and the enemy. The firelight showed a tree not far from the crossroads, and since anything is cover to men who are surrounded and outnumbered, they made for that tree with one accord, and without a word from Brown.

Weve all the luck, said Brown. Theres not a detachment of any other army in the world would walk straight on to a find like this!

He held up one frayed end of a manila rope, that was wound around the tree-trunk. Some tethered ox had rendered them that service.

Fifty feet of good manila, and a fakir that needs hanging! Anybody see the connection?

There was a chorus of ready laughter, and the two men who had the unenviable task of carrying the fakir picked him up and tossed him to the tree-trunk. The roof of the guardhouse was blazing fiercely, and now they had fired the other roofs. The fakir, the tree and the little bunch of men who held him prisoner were as plainly visible as though it had been daytime. A bullet pinged past Browns ear, and buried itself in the tree-trunk with a thud.

Let him feel that bayonet again! said Brown.

A rifleman obeyed, and the fakir howled aloud. An answering howl from somewhere beyond the dancing shadows told that the fakir had been understood.

And now, said Brown, paraphrasing the well-remembered wording of the drill-book, in another effort to get his men to laughing again, when hanging a fakir by numbers  at the word one, place the noose smartly round the fakirs neck. At the word two, the right-hand man takes the bight of the rope in the hollow of his left hand, and climbs the tree, waiting on the first branch suitable for the last sound of the word three. At the last sound of the word three, he slips the rope smartly over the bough of the tree and descends smartly to the ground, landing on the balls of his feet and coming to attention. At the word four, the remainder seize the loose end of the rope, being careful to hold it in such a way that the fakir has a chance to breathe. And at the last sound of the word five, you haul all together, lifting the fakir off the ground, and keeping him so until ordered to release. Now  one!

He had tied a noose while he was speaking, and the fakir had watched him with eyes that blazed with hate. A soldier seized the noose, and slipped it over the fakirs head.

Two!

The tree was an easy one to climb. Two and three were the work of not more than a minute.

Four! commanded Brown, and the rope drew tight across the bough. The fakir had to strain his chin upward in order to draw his breath.

Steady, now!

The men were lined out in single file, each with his two hands on the rope. Not half of them were really needed to lift such a wizened load as the fakir, but Brown was doing nothing without thought, and wasting not an effort. He wanted each man to be occupied, and even amused. He wanted the audience, whom he could not see, but who he knew were all around him in the shadows, to get a full view of what was happening. They might not have seen so clearly, had he allowed one-half of the men to be lookers-on.

Steady! he repeated. Be sure and let him breathe, until I give the word. Then he seized the cowering Beluchi by the neck, and dragged him up close beside the fakir. Translate, you! he ordered. To the crowd out yonder first. Shout to em, and be careful to make no mistakes.

Speak, then, sahib! What shall I say?

Say this. This most sacred person here is our prisoner. He will die the moment any one attempts to rescue him.

The Beluchi translated, and repeated word for word.

I will now talk with him, and he himself will talk with you, and thus we will come to an arrangement!

There was a commotion in the shadows, and somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty men appeared, keeping at a safe distance still, but evidently anxious to get nearer.

Now talk to the fakir, and not so loudly! Ask him Are you a sacred person? Ask him softly, now!

He says Yes, sahib, I am sacred!

Do you want to die?

All men must die!

The answer made an opening for an interminable discussion, of the kind that fakirs and their kindred love. But Brown was not bent just then on dissertation. He changed his tactics.

Do you want to die, a little slowly, before all those obedient worshipers of yours, and in such a way that they will see and understand that you can not help yourself, and therefore are a fraud?

The Beluchi repeated the question in the guttural tongue that apparently the fakir best understood. In the fitful light cast by the burning roofs, it was evident that the fakir had been touched in the one weak spot of his armor.

There can scarcely be more than one reason why a man should torture himself and starve himself and maim and desecrate and horribly defile himself. At first sight, the reason sounds improbable, but consideration will confirm it. It is vanity, of an iron-bound kind, that makes the wandering fakir.

Ask him again! said Brown.

But again the fakir did not answer.

Tell him that Im going to let him save his face, provided he saves mine. Explain that I, too, have men who think I am something more than human!

The Beluchi interpreted, and Brown thought that the fakirs eyes gleamed with something rather more than their ordinary baleful light. It might have been the dancing flames that lit them, but Brown thought he saw the dawn of reason.

Say that if I let my men kill him, my men will believe me superhuman, and his men will know that he is only a man with a withered arm! But tell him this: Hes got the best chance he ever had to perform a miracle, and have the whole of this province believe in him forevermore.

Again the fakirs eyes took on a keener than usual glare, as he listened to the Beluchi. He did not nod, though, and he made no other sign, beyond the involuntary evidence of understanding that his eyes betrayed.

His men can see that noose round his neck, tell him. And his men know me, more or less, and British methods anyhow. They believe now, theyre sure, theyre positive that his necks got about as much chance of escaping from that noose as a blind cow has of running from a tiger. Now then! Tell him this. Let him come the heavy fakir all he likes. Tell him to tell his gang that hes going to give an order. Let him tell them that when he says Hookum hai! my menll loose his neck straight away, and fall down flat. Only, first of all hes got to tell them that he needs us for the present. Let him say that hes got an extra-special awful death in store for us by and by, and that hes going to keep us by him until hes ready to work the miracle. Meantime, nobodys to touch us, or come near us, except to bring him and us food!

The fakir listened, and said nothing. At a sign from Brown the rope tightened just a little. The fakir raised his chin.

And tell him that, if he doesnt do what I say, and exactly what I say, and do it now, hes got just so long to live as it takes a man to choke his soul out!

The fakir answered nothing.

Just ever such a wee bit tighter, men!

The fakir lost his balance, and had to scramble to his feet and stand there swaying on his heels, clutching at the rope above him with his one uninjured hand, and sawing upward with his head for air. There came a murmur from the shadows, and a dozen breech-bolts clicked. There seemed no disposition to lie idle while the holiest thing in a temple-ridden province dangled in mid-air.

In case of a rush, said Brown quietly, all but two of you let go! The remainder seize your rifles and fire independently. The two men on the rope, haul taut, and make fast to the tree-trunk. This trees as good a place to die as anywhere, but he dies first! Understand?

The fakir rolled his eyes, and tried to make some sort of signal with his free arm.

Just a wee shade tighter! ordered Brown. Im not sure, but I think hes seeing reason!

The fakir gurgled. No one but a native, and he a wise one, could have recognized a meaning in the guttural gasp that he let escape him.

He says All right! sahib! translated the Beluchi.

Good! said Brown. Ease away on the rope; men! And now! You all heard what I told him. If he says Hookum hai! you all let go the rope, and fall flat. But keep hold of your rifles!

The fakirs voice, rose in a high-pitched, nasal wail, and from the darkness all around them there came an answering murmur that was like the whispering of wind through trees. By the sound, there must have been a crowd of more than a hundred there, and either the crowd was sneaking around them to surround them at close quarters, or else the crowd was growing.

Keep awake, men! cautioned Brown.

Aye, aye, sir! All awake, sir!

Listen, now! And if he says one word except what I told him he might say, tip me the wink at once.

Brown swung the Beluchi out in front of him where he could hear the fakir better.

Ill hang you, remember, after Ive hanged him, if anything goes wrong!

He is saying, sahib, exactly what you said.

Hed better! Listen now! Listen carefully! Look out for tricks!

The fakir paused a second from his high-pitched monologue, and a murmur from the darkness answered him.

Stand by to haul tight, you men!

All ready, sir!

The rope tightened just a little  just sufficiently to keep the fakir cognizant of its position. The fakir howled out a sort of singsong dirge, which plainly had imperatives in every line of it. At each short pause for breath he added something in an undertone that made the Beluchi strain his ears.

He says, sahib, that they understand. He says, Now is the time! He says now he will order Hookum hai! He says, Are you ready? He says, sahib,  he says it, sahib,  not I  he says, Thou art a fool to stare thus! Thou and thy men are fools! Stare, instead, as men who are bewitched!

Try to look like boiled owls, to oblige his Highness, men! said Brown. Now, thats better; watch for the word! Easy on the rope a little!

The men did their best to pose for the part of semimesmerized victims of a superhuman power. The flame from the burning roofs was dying down already, for the thatch burned fast, and the glowing gloom was deep enough to hide indifferent acting. With their lives at stake, though, men act better than they might at other times.

The fakir spun round on his heels and, clutching with his whole hand at the rope, began to execute a sort of dance  a weird, fantastic, horrible affair of quivering limbs and rolling eyeballs, topped by a withered arm that pointed upward, and a tortured fingernail-pierced fist that nodded on a dried-out-wrist-joint.

Hookum hai! he screamed suddenly, waving his sound hand upward, and bringing it down suddenly with a jerk, as though by sheer force he was blasting them.

Down with you! ordered Brown, and all except Brown and the Beluchi tumbled over backward.

Keep hold of your rifles! ordered Brown.

The fakirs wailing continued for a while. With his own hand he took the noose from his neck and, now that the flames had died away to nothing but spasmodic spurts above a dull red underglow, there was no one in the watching ring who could see Browns sword-point. Only Brown and the fakir knew that it was scratching at the skin between the fakirs shoulder-blades.

It is done! said the fakir presently. Now take me back to my dais again! And the Beluchi translated.

Id like to hear their trigger-springs released, suggested Brown. This has all been a shade too slick for me. Ive got my doubts yet about its being done. Tell him to order them to uncock their rifles, so that I can hear them do it.

He says that they are gone already! translated the Beluchi.

Tell him I dont believe it! answered Brown, whose eyes were straining to pierce the darkness, which was blacker than the pit again by now.

The fakir raised his voice into a howl  a long, low, ululating howl like that he had uttered when they found him on his dais. From the distance, beyond the range of rifles, came a hundred answering howls. The fakir waited, and a minute later a hundred howls were raised again, this time from an even greater distance.

Then he spoke.

He says that they are gone, translated the Beluchi. He says he will go back to his dais again.

Tshun! ordered Brown. Now, men, just because weve saved our skins so far is no reason why we should neglect precautions. Were going to put this imitation angel back on his throne again, so the same two carry him that brought him here. Theres no sense in giving two more men the itch, and all the other ailments the brute suffers from! Form up round him, the rest. Take open order  say two paces  and go slow. Feel your way with your fixed bayonet, and dont take a step in the dark until youre sure where it will lead you. Forward-march! One of you bring that rope along.

The weird procession crawled and crept and sidled back to where it had started from not so long before  jumping at every sound, and at every shadow that showed deeper than the coal-black night around them. It took them fifteen minutes to recross a hundred yards. But when they reached the earthen throne again at last, and had hoisted the fakir back in position on it, there had been no casualties, and the morale of the men in Sergeant Browns command was as good again as the breech-mechanism of the rifles in his charge.

They were scarcely visible to him or one another in the blackness, but he sensed the change in them, and changed his own tune to fit the changed condition.

His voice had nothing in it but the abrupt military explosion when he gave his orders now  no argument, no underlying sympathy. He was no longer herding a flock of frightened children. He was ordering trained, grown men, and he knew it and they knew it. The orders ripped out, like the crack of a drovers whip.

Fall in, now, properly! Tshun! Right dress! To two paces  open order  from the center  extend! Now, then! Left and right wings  last three at each end forward  right wheel  halt. Thats it. Bout face. Now each man keep two eyes lifting till the morning. If anything shows up, or any of you hear a sound, shoot first and challenge afterward!

They were standing so when the pale sun greeted them, in hollow square, with their backs toward the fakir, who was squatting, staring straight in front of him, on his dais, with his back turned to the tree and his withered arm still pointing up to heaven like a dead mans calling to the gods for vengeance.

A little later, Brown made each alternate man lie down and get what sleep he could just where he was, with a comrade standing over him. He himself slept so for a little while. But one of the men heard something move among the hanging tendrils of the baobab, investigated with his bayonet-point, and managed to transfix a twelve-foot python. After that there was, not so much desire for sleep. The fakir either slept with his eyes open or else dispensed with sleep. No one seemed able to determine which.

When the day grew hotter, and the utterly remorseless Indian sun bore down on them, and on the aching desolation of the plain and the burnt-out guardhouse, the fakir still sat unblinking, gazing straight out in front of him, with eyes that hated but did nothing else. He seemed to have no time nor thought nor care for anything but hate and the expression of it.

At noon, three little children came to him, and brought him water in a small brass bowl, and cooked-up vegetables wrapped in some kind of leaf. Brown let him have theirs, and bribed the frightened children to go and bring water for the men and himself. He gave them the unheard-of wealth of one rupee between them, and they went off with it  and did not come back.

Meanwhile the fakir had drunk his water, and had poured out what was left. He had also eaten what the children had brought him, and suddenly, from vacant, implacable hatred, he woke up and began to be amused.

Ha-ha! he laughed at them. Ho-ho! And then he launched out with a string of eloquence that Brown called on the Beluchi to translate.

Who said there would be thirst, and the sound of water! Is there a thirst? Who spoke of an anthill and of hungry ants and raw red openings in the flesh for the little ants to run in and out more easily?

The Beluchi translated faithfully, and the men all listened.

Tell him to hold his tongue! growled Brown at last.

Ha-ha! Ho-ho-ho! laughed the fakir. The heat grows great, and the tongues grow dry, and none bring water! Ho-ho! But I told them that I needed these for a deadlier death than any they devised! Ho-ho-ho-ho! Look at the little crows, how they wait in the branches! Ha-ha-ha-ha! See how the kites come! Where are the vultures? Wait! What speck sails in the sky there? Even the vultures come! Ho-ho-ho-ho!

I hear a horse, sir! said one of the men who watched.

I heard it more than a minute ago, said Brown.

The fakir stopped his mockery, and even he listened.

Ask him, said Brown, where are the men who set fire to the guardroom?

He says they are in the village, waiting till he sends for them! said the Beluchi.

Keep an eye lifting, you men, ordered Brown. Thisll be a messenger from Bholat, ten to one. Mind they dont ambush him! Watch every way at once, and shoot at anything that moves!

Clippety-clippety-clippety-cloppety

The sound of a galloping horse grew nearer; a horse hard-ridden, that was none the less sure-footed still, and going strong in spite of sun and heat. Suddenly a foam-flecked black mare swung round a bend between two banks, and the sun shone on a polished saber-hilt. A turbaned Rajput rose in his stirrups, gazed left and right and then in front of him  from the burned-out guardhouse to the baobab  drew rein to a walk and waved his hand.

By all thats good and great and wonderful, said Brown aloud, if heres not Juggut Khan again!

X.

It is not easy to give any kind of real impression of India twenty-four hours after the outbreak of the mutiny. Movement was the keynote of the picture  stealthy, not-yet-quite-confident pack-movement on the one hand, concentrated here and there in blood-red eddies, and, on the other hand, swift, desperate marches in the open.

The moment that the seriousness of the outbreak had been understood, and the orders had gone out by galloper to Get a move on! each commanding officer strained every nerve at once to strike where a blow would have the most effect. There was no thought of anything but action, and offensive, not defensive action. Until some one at the head of things proved still to be alive, and had had time to form a plan, each divisional commander acted as he saw fit. That was all that any one was asked to do at first: to act, to strike, to plunge in headlong where the mutiny was thickest and most dangerous, to do anything, in fact; except sit still.

Even with the evidence of mutiny and treachery on every side, with red flames lighting the horizon and the stench of burning villages on every hand, the strange Anglo-Saxon quality persisted that has done more even that the fighting-quality to teach the English tongue to half the world. The native servants who had not yet run away retained their places still, unquestioned. When an Englishman has once made up his mind to trust another man, he trusts him to the hilt, whatever shade of brown or red or white his hide may be.

But, since every rule has its exceptions, there were some among the native servants, who remained ostensibly loyal to their masters, who would better have been shot or hanged at the first suggestion of an outbreak. For naturally a man who is trusted wrongly is far more dangerous than one who is held in suspicion. But it never was the slightest use endeavoring to persuade an average English officer that his own man could be anything but loyal. He may be a thief and a liar and a proved-up rogue in every other way; but as for fearing to let him sleep about the house, or fearing to let him cook his masters food, or fearing to let him carry firearms  well! Perhaps, it is conceit, or maybe just ordinary foolishness. It is not fear!

So, in a country where the art of poisoning has baffled analysts since analysts have been invented, and where blood-hungry fanatic priests, both Hindu and Mohammedan, were preaching and promising the reward of highest heaven to all who could kill an Englishman or die in the attempt, a native cook whose antecedents were obscured in mystery cooked dinner for a British general, and marched with his column to perform the same service while the general tried to trounce the cooks friends and relatives!

But General Baines felt perfectly at ease about his food. He never gave a thought to it, but ate what was brought to him, sitting his horse most likely, and chewing something as he rode among the men, and saw that they filled their bellies properly. He had made up his mind to march on Harumpore, and to take over the five-hundred-strong contingent there. Then he could swoop down on any of a dozen other points, in any one of which a blow would tell.

He was handicapped by knowing almost too much. He had watched so long, and had suspected for so long that some sort of rebellion was brewing that, now that it had come, his brain was busy with the tail-ends of a hundred scraps of plans. He was so busy wondering what might be happening to all the other men subordinate to him, who would have to be acting on their own initiative, that his own plans lacked something of directness. But there was no lack of decision, and no time was lost. The men marched, and marched their swiftest, in the dust-laden Indian heat. And he marched with them, in among them, and ate what the cook brought him, without a thought but for the best interests of the government he served.

So they buried General Baines some eighty-and-twenty miles from Harumpore, and shot the cook. And, according to the easy Indian theology, the cook was wafted off to paradise, while General Baines betook himself to hell, or was betaken. But the column, three thousand perspiring Britons strong, continued marching, loaded down with haversacks and ammunition and resolve.

It was met, long before the jackals had dug down to General Baines remains, by the advance-guard of Colonel Kendricks column, which was coming out of Harumpore because things were not brisk enough in that place to keep it busy. Kendrick himself was riding with the cavalry detachment that led the way southward.

Whos in command now? he asked, for they had told him of General Baines death by poison.

I am, said a gray-haired officer who rode up at that moment.

Im your senior, sir, by two years, answered Kendrick.

Then you command, sir.

Very good. Enough times been wasted. The column can wait here until my main body reaches us. Then well march at once on Jailpore. This idea of leaving Jailpore to its fate is nonsense! The rebels are in strength there, and they have perpetrated an abominable outrage. There we will punish them, or else well all die in the attempt! If we have to raze Jailpore to the ground, and put every man in it to the sword before we find the four Europeans supposed to be left alive there, our duty is none the less obvious! Here comes my column. Tell the men to be ready to march in ten minutes.

He turned his horse, to look through the dust at the approaching column, but the man who had been superseded touched him on the sleeve.

Whats that? Better have a rest? Tired out, you say? Oh! Form them all up in hollow square, then, and Ill say a few words to them. There are other ways of reviving a leg-weary column than by letting it lie down.

Ten minutes later a dull roar rose up through a steel-shot dust-cloud, and three thousand helmets whirled upward, flashing in the sun. Three thousand weary men had given him his answer! There was no kind of handle to it; no reserve  nothing but generous and unconditional allegiance unto hunger, thirst, pain, weariness, disease or death. It takes a real commander to draw that kind of answer from a tired-out column, but it is a kind of answer, too, that makes commanders! It is not mere talk, on either side. It means that by some sixth sense a strong man and his men have discovered something that is good in each other.

XI.

Youve made good time, friend Juggut Khan! said Brown, advancing to meet him where the men and the fakir and the interpreter would not be able to Overhear.

Sahib, I killed one horse  the horse you looted for me  and I brought away two from Bholat. One of them carried me more than fifty miles, and then I changed to this one, leaving the other on the road. I have orders for you, sahib.

Hand em over then, said Brown. Orders first, and talk afterward, when theres time!

The Rajput drew out a sealed envelope, and passed it to him. Brown tore it open, and read the message, scowling at the half-sheet of paper as though it were a death-sentence.

Wheres the general?

With his column-twenty or thirty miles away to the northward by now!

And hes left me, with this handful, in the lurch?

Nay, sahib! As I understood the orders, he has left you with a very honorable mission to fulfil!

Brown stared hard at the half-sheet of notepaper again. Reading was not his longest suit by any means, and at that he infinitely preferred to wrestle with printed characters.

Have you read it, Juggut Khan? he asked.

Nay, sahib. I can speak English, but not read it.

Then were near to being in the same boat, we two! said Brown with a grin. Ill have another try! It looks like a good-by message to me  heres the word good-by written at the end above his signature.

There were other matters, sahib. There was an order. I can not read, but I know what is in the message.

Well?

You, and your twelve

Nine! corrected Brown.

Three dead?

Brown nodded.

Your nine, then, sahib, and you and I are to proceed immediately to Jailpore, and to gain an entrance if we can, rescue those whom I concealed there and bring them to Harumpore, or to the northward of Harumpore, wherever we can find the column.

Eleven men are to attempt that?

Brown was studying out the letter word by word, and discovering to his amazement that its purport was exactly what Juggut Khan pretended.

If there are no more than eleven of us, then yes, eleven! And, sahib, since you seem to hold at least an island here where a man may lie down unmolested, I propose to sleep for an hour or two, before proceeding. I have had no sleep since I left Jailpore.

Nothing of the sort! said Brown. If were to march on Jailpore, off we go at once! You can sleep on the road, my son! Its time we paid a visit to that village, Im thinking. Those treacherous brutes need a lesson. Id have been down there before, only I wanted to be in full view of the road in case anybody came looking for me from Bholat. Well need a wagon for the fakir. You can sleep in it too.

Sleep with a fakir? I? Allah! I am a Rajput, sahib! A sergeant of the Rajput Horse, retired!

I wouldnt want to sleep with him myself! admitted Brown. Come and look at him. You can smell him from here, but the sight of hims the real thing!

The Rajput swaggered up beside Brown, after loosening his horses girths and lifting the saddle for a moment.

Hes not the only one that needs a drink! said Brown. Were all dry as brick-dust here, except the fakir!

He must wait a while before he drinks. Show me the fakir. Why, Brown sahib, know you what you have there?

The father of all the smells, and all the dirt and all the evil eyes and evil tongues in Asia! Brown hazarded.

More than that, sahib! That is the nameless fakir  him whom they know as HE! Has there been no attempt made to rescue him?

They rescued him once, and murdered three of my men to get him. When they tried again, I put a halter round his neck and he and I arranged a sort of temporary compromise.

And the terms of it?

Oh, hes supposed to have performed a miracle. He made us unslip the halter, and fall down flat, and hes supposed to be keeping us by him, by a sort of spell, sos to give us something extra-special in the line of ghastly deaths at his own convenience. That way, I was able to wait for news from Bholat  see?

You could have captured no more important prisoner than that, sahib, let me tell you! They believe him to be almost a god; so nearly one that the gods themselves obey his orders now and then! It was he, and no other, that told the men of Jailpore that he would make them impervious to bullets. If we have him, sahib, we have the key to Jailpore!

We, have certainly got him, said Brown. You can see him, and you can smell him. Ill order one of the men to prick him with a bayonet, if you want to hear him, too! I wouldnt feel him, if I were you!

He must come, too, to Jailpore!

Of course he comes!

Then, sahib, let us move away from here to where there is water. There let us rest until sundown, and then march, in the cool of the evening. It will be better so. And of a truth I must sleep, or else drop dead from weariness.

Does that message put you in command? asked Brown, a trifle truculently.

No, sahib! But it orders you to listen to my advice whenever possible.

That means that you are under my orders?

That letter does not say so, sahib!

Very well, are you, or are you not?

We are supposed to act in concert, sahib.

It doesnt say so in the letter! Yes, or no? Are you going to obey orders, or arent you? In other words, are you coming with me, or do you stay behind?

I come with you, sahib!

Then you obey my orders!

But the letter says

That Im to take your advice whenever possible! I dont need advice just at the moment, thanks! Ive got orders here to march, and Im off at once! You can please yourself whether you come with me or not, but if you come you come on my terms.

I go with you, sahib.

Under my orders?

Yes, sahib.

All right, Juggut Khan. Heres my hand on it. Now, well swoop down on that village, and take the fakir with us, with a halter round his neck for the sake of argument. Well get two bullock-carts down there, and well stick him in one of them, with Sidiki the interpreter tied to him. Sidiki wont like it, but hes only a Beluchi anyway! You get in the other, and get all the sleep you can. You and Ill take turns sleeping all the way to Jailpore, sos to be fresh, both of us, and fit for anything by the time that we get there!

I am ready, sahib.

You two men who carried old Stinkijink before, pick him up again! shouted Brown. Let him feel the bayonet if he makes a noise, but carry him gently as though you loved him. The rest Tshun! Form two-deep  on the center  close order, march. Ri dress. Eyes front. Ri turn. By the left  quick march.

The Rajput strode beside Brown, wondering wearily whether it was worth his while to offer him advice or not, and keeping his tired eyes ever moving in the direction of the distant huts.

They have rifles, sahib? he queried.

Lots of em! Three that they took from my men, among others.

It would not be well to march into a trap at this stage.

As well now as later. True, sahib! And my time has not come yet; I know it. Else had I died of weariness, as my horse did.

Brown kept rigidly to that point of view in everything he did, from that time on until he reached Jailpore. He believed himself to be engaged on a forlorn hope that was so close to being an absolute impossibility as to be almost the same thing. He had no doubt whatever in his own mind but that his own death, and the death of those with him, was a matter now of hours, or possibly of minutes. His one resolute determination was to die, and make the others die, in a manner befitting their oath of service. He had orders, and he would pass them on according to his interpretation of them. He would obey his orders, and they theirs, and the rest was no business of his or anybodys.

They put the fakir in a hut; where Juggut Khan  too weary for foraging  stood guard over him. When a crowd collected round the hut, and Juggut Khan applied the butt of a lighted cigarette to the tender skin between the fakirs shoulder-blades, the anxious fakir-worshipers were told that all was well. They were to let the white soldiers take two wagons, or three even, if they wanted them. They were to return to their houses at once, and hide, lest the devils who would shortly overwhelm the white men should make mistakes and include them, too, in the whelming. He, the fakir, intended to take the white men for a little journey along the road toward Jailpore, where the devils who would deal with them would have no opportunity to make mistakes. And, since the natives knew that Jailpore was a rebel stronghold, and that ten white men and a native would have no chance to do the slightest damage there, they chose to believe the fakir and to obey him.

Hindus have as stubborn and unalterable a habit of obeying and believing their priests  when the fancy suits them  as white men of other religions have.

If the fakir had told them through the doorway of the hut that he intended going with the white men in the direction of Bholat, they would most surely have prevented him. But it suited them very well indeed to have the white men killed elsewhere. It was not likely, but there might be a column on its way from Bholat now; and if that column came, and found the bones of British soldiers as well as a burned-out guard-house, vengeance would be dire and prompt. Between where they were and Jailpore, the white men could not possibly escape. And at Jailpore, if not sooner, they must surely die. So they believed the fakir, and retired to the seclusion of their houses.

It was wonderful, of course, but no more wonderful than a thousand other happenings in 57. All laws of probability and general average were upset that year, when sixty thousand men held down an armed continent. Even stranger things were happening than that two bullock-carts should dawdle through a rebel-seething district in the direction of a plundered, blood-soaked rebel stronghold; stranger even than that on the foremost bullock-cart a lean and louse-infested fakir should be squatting, guarded by British soldiers, who marched on either hand; or that a Rajput, who could trace his birth from a thousand-year-long line of royal chieftains, should be sleeping in the bullock-cart behind, followed closely by a black charger with a British saddle on its back, which ate corn from the tail-board of the wagon; stranger things, even, than that a British sergeant should be marching last of all, with his stern eyes roving a little wildly but his jaw set firm and his tread as rigid and authoritative and abrupt as though he were marching to inspect accouterments.

In more than a dozen places, about a dozen men were holding a fort against an army. They were using every wile and trick and dodge that ingenuity or inspiration could provide them with, and they were mostly contriving to hold out. But there were none who did anything more daring or more unusual than to march to the attack of a city, with a hostile fakir in the van, and nothing else but their eleven selves and their rifles to assist them. There is a tremendous difference between defending when you have to, and attacking when you might retire.

XII.

There were many more causes than one that worked together to make possible the entry of Brown and his little force into Jailpore. They were brave men; they were more than brave and they held the ace of trumps, as Brown had stated, in the person of the fakir known as He. But luck favored them as well, and but for luck they must have perished half a dozen times.

They marched the whole of the first afternoon, and met no one. They only overtook little straggling parties of rebels, making one and all for Jailpore, who bolted at the sight of them, imagining them probably to be the advance-guard of a larger force. The very idiocy of marching eleven strong through a country infested by their enemies was in their favor. Nobody could believe that there were no more than eleven of them. Even the English could not be such lunatics!

That night, they rested for a while, and then went on again. During the day following they lay in a hollow between some trees and rested, and slept by turns. They suffered agonies from the heat, and not a little from hunger, and once or twice they were hard put to it to stop the Rajputs charger from neighing when a native pony passed along the nearby road. But night came again, and with it the screen of darkness for their strange, almost defenseless caravan. Once or twice the fakir tried to shout an alarm to passing villagers, but the quick and energetic application of a cleaning-rod by Brown stopped him always in the nick of time, and they came within sight of the battlements of Jailpore without an accident.

Then, though, their problem became really serious, and it was a series of circumstances altogether out of their control and not connected with them that made their entry possible. The mutineers in Jailpore had learned that Kendrick sahib was coming down on them from the north by forced marches with thirty-five hundred men or more. They were putting the place into a state of siege, and getting ready by all means in their power to oppose him.

Little attention was being paid to small parties of arrivals from no man knew or cared where. And, in a final effort to find the four who were the lure that was bringing Kendrick down on them, the city was once more being turned upside down and inside out, and men were even being tortured who were thought to know of hiding-places.

With purely Eastern logic, the leaders of the rebels had decided that the sight of the bodies of the four, writhing in their last agony on the sun-scorched outer wall, would mightily discourage the British when they came. So no efforts were being spared and no stones left unturned to find them. The hooks on the wall were sharp and ready, so that they might be impaled without loss of time in full view of their would-be rescuers.

Almost every secret passage of the thousand odd had been explored. In the hurry to run through them and explore the next one, doors had been left open here and there that had been kept closed in some instances for centuries.

One door in particular, placed cornerwise in a buttress of the outer wall, was spotted by Juggut Khan as he circled round the city on his charger at dusk on the day following their arrival. He brought his charger back to where the others lay concealed, and then went on an exploring-expedition on foot  to discover that the outer city wall was like a sponge, a nest of honey-combed cells and passages wandering interminably in the fifty-foot-thick brick and rubble rampart.

And while he searched amid the mazy windings of the wall, Bill Brown sat in the forked top of a tree and studied out the ground-plan of the city. He was imprinting landmarks in his memory for future reference, and trying  with a brain that ached from the apparent hopelessness of the task  to figure out a plan.

He knew by now that the four he had come to rescue were hidden underneath the powder-magazine, and he could see the magazine itself. But he could think of no way of rescuing them, for the city absolutely boiled with frantic, mixed-up castes and creeds picked at random, and thrown in at random from the whole of India. A mouse could not have passed through the streets undetected! And yet, from a soldiers point of view, there were certain fascinating details to be noticed about that powder-magazine. In the first place, it had been constructed for a granary by an emperor who never heard of Joseph, but who had the same ideal plan for cornering the peoples food-supply. And since labor had been unlimited, and cheap, he had gone about building the thing on the most thoroughly unpractical and most pretentious plan that he and his architects could figure out. It was big enough to hold about ten times as much grain as the province could grow in any one year of plenty. And, since that was the least practical and most ungranary-like shape, he had caused it to be built like an enormous beehive, with a tiny platform at the top.

Winding round and round the huge stone dome, and on the outside, was a six-foot-wide trail, which was the elevator. Up this, each with a sack or a basket on his head, the population was to have been induced to run in single file, dumping its hard-won corn into the granary through an opening at the top until the granary was full.

The emperor died  by poison  before he could see his cherished project put into execution, but he had been a very thorough calculator, and a builder who believed in permanency. He had foreseen that when the granary was full, and the screw-jacks were turned beneath the cost of living, there would probably be efforts made by unwashed, untutored, unenlightened mobs to rape his storehouse. So he had made the little platform at the top a veritable fortress of a place, such as a handful of men could hold against a hundred thousand.

There was no known entrance to the granary above ground, except on the ground level, where a huge stone gateway frowned above a teak-and-iron door. Above that door there were galleries, and fortalices and cunningly invented battlements in miniature, from behind whose shelter a resolute defending-party could pour out a hundred different kinds of death on a hungry crowd. The place was naturally fire-proof and naturally cool  as far as any building can be cool in Central India. It was a first-class, ideal powder-magazine, if useless as a granary; and the last new conquerors of India had hastened to adopt it as a means of storing up the explosive medicine with which they kept their foothold.

Naturally, none but White soldiers, and a very few of the more trusted natives, had ever been allowed to go inside the powder-magazine. The secret passages beneath it had never been intended for public convenience or information. They had been designed as a means of rushing defenders secretly into the granary, and they connected with a tunnel underneath the palace that had just been burned. They also connected with the outer wall in such a way that defenders from the ramparts might be rushed there too, if wanted in a hurry. But, since there never had been corn kept in the granary, and nobody had ever had the slightest need to force an entrance, the knowledge even of the existence of the passages had become barely a memory, and there was not a man living in Jailpore who knew exactly where they began or where they ended. There was a man outside who knew, but none inside.

The point about the powder-magazine which most appealed to Brown  next after his knowledge of its contents, mineral and human  was the fact that the little platform at its summit overlooked the city-wall, and that the side of the granary actually touched the wall on the side of the city farthest from where he sat and spied it out. Ten men on that protected platform, he thought, might suffer from the sun, but they could hold the building and command a good-sized section of the city ramparts against all comers.

He noticed too, though that seemed immaterial at the time, that one well-aimed shot from heavy ordnance might crash through the upper dome and set off the powder underneath. There was no artillery that could be brought against the place, either with the British force or with the mutineers, but the thought set him to wondering how much powder there might be stored on the huge round floor below, and what would happen should it become ignited. It was a sanguinary, interesting, subtle kind of thought, that suited the condition of his brain exactly! He climbed down from the tree, feeling almost good-natured.

At the bottom he met Juggut Khan, waiting for him patiently.

What have you seen, sahib? he asked him. Have you formed a plan?

Ive been wishing I was Joshua! said Brown. Id like to make my men march round the city and blow trumpets, and then see the walls fall down. I can think of several things to do, if we could only get inside. But I cant think how to get there.

I have found a way in! said Juggut Khan. I have cross-questioned that fakir of ours as well, with a little assistance from a cleaning-rod wielded by one of your men. He knows the way too. He says he is the only man who knows it  in which he lies, since I too have discovered it. But his knowledge may help as well.

Whats that about a cleaning-rod? asked Brown.

It was used on him to help him forget his vow of silence.

When?

When you were up that tree, sahib!

Have you been giving my man orders?

Nay, sahib!

How did he come to beat the fakir, then?

We both arrived at the same conclusion at the same moment, and the fakir received the benefit!

Who held him, you?

Nay, sahib! God forbid! I am a clean man. I listened to his conversation. The Beluchi held him.

Oh! Well, I like you well enough, Juggut Khan, but there are things about you that I dont like. Youre too fond of doing things on your own responsibility, and youre much too fond of using oaths. Y our soul is none o my business; youre a heathen anyhow, and no longer in the Service. But, Ill trouble you not to use those disgraceful oaths of yours in the presence of the men! Do you understand me?

I understand you, sahib. If my respect for all your other qualities were not so profound, I would laugh at you! As it is, if your honor should see fit to turn the bullocks loose, and tie the fakir fast between two men and follow me, it seems to me dark enough by now, and I know the way. Might I furthermore suggest that the ammunition-box would make a reasonable load for another two men?

Hadnt we better bring our rifles too? asked Brown sarcastically. Upon my honor, Juggut Khan! Youre getting childish! Are your nerves upset, or what? Lead on, man! Lead on!

Listen. There are two ways, sahib. One way leads from the burned-out barracks to the cellar where the women lie hidden. That way is closed by debris. The other way leads from the outer wall by a very winding route to the cellar where the women are. The fakir knows that way, and I do not, though I know of it. There is a third way, though, that leads from the outer wall, where I have been exploring, straight almost, if you disregard a wind or two, to the inside of the powder-magazine. It enters the magazine through a doorway secretly contrived in an upright pillar  or so the fakir swears. Now this is my notion, sahib. If we go in by the lower way, we must come out that way, and run the risk of being caught as we emerge. That risk will be greatly enhanced when we have frightened women with us whose eyes have been blinded by the darkness. But, if we go in by the upper way, and enter the magazine itself, I can make the fakir show us how to lift the stone trapdoor I spoke of  the one that I closed when I hid the women. Then I can ascend with him, and with say four men, while you ascend to the platform at the top with the remainder of the men, and guard our rear and our exit. From the top, you will be able to see us as we emerge, and can cover our retreat, and follow.

That sounds like a roundabout sort of plan to me! said Brown. Why not go straight in by the lower route, and gather up the women, and carry em out, and make a bolt for it?

Because, sahib, we will be at the fakirs mercy.

Nonsense! Hes at our mercy.

Think, sahib! There, he will be in his own bats nest, so to speak. These fakirs are the only men who know the windings of all the secret passages. They are the rats of religion and intrigue. At any step he might lead us into an ambush, and we might be overwhelmed before we knew that we were attacked. If we go the other way, though, I can lead the way myself, and we need only take the fakir to show us how to open the door.

Very well, said Brown. Lets get a move on, though! Im beginning to think that youre a better talker than a fighter, Juggut Khan!

Yes, sahib? I trust there will be no fighting! But the Rajput smiled as he said it, and thought of a certain lance-shaft which had been broken in the streets of Jailpore.

Lead on! Fall in behind me, men! Walk quietly, now, and remember. Hold your tongues! Each man keep his eye on me, and a finger on the trigger!

The Beluchi and the fakir and Juggut Khan moved in the van, with two men to hold the fakir. Next marched, or rather tiptoed, Sergeant Brown, followed by the other men in single file. In that order they hastened after Juggut Khan, through the darkness, across a dried-out moat and round the corner of a huge stone buttress. There they disappeared inside the wall, and a stone swung round and closed the gap behind the last of them. There was no alarm given, and not a sign or a sound of any kind to betoken that any one had seen them. Inside the walls the city roared like a flood-fed maelstrom, and outside all was darkness and the silence of the dead.

XIII.

There was some smart work done inside the powder-magazine. To be able to appreciate it properly one would be obliged to do what they did  wander through a maze of tunnels in a city-wall, blinded by darkness, oppressed by the stored-up stuffiness and heat of ages and deafened by the stillness  then emerge unexpectedly in the lamp-lit magazine, among mutineers who sprawled, and laughed; and chewed betel-nut at their ease upon the powder-kegs.

Both sides were taken by surprise, but the mutineers had the nominal advantage, for their eyes were accustomed to the light. They had the advantage in numbers, too, by almost two to one. But they dared not fire, for fear of setting off the magazine, whereas Brown and his little force dared anything. They fully expected to die, and might as well die that way as any other. And a quick death for the women down below would be better than anything the rebels had in store for them. Brown yelled an order, and the rest was too quick, nearly, for the eye to follow.

Three rebels died with bullets in them, and the rest stampeded for the teak-and-metal door, to find it locked on them, and Brown and the Rajput standing in front of it on guard. The mutineers attacked fiercely. They flung themselves all together on the two. But they had yet to learn that they were tackling, or endeavoring to tackle, the two finest swordsmen in that part of India. And when they turned, to find more room to fight in, or to draw their breath, they had to face nine bayonets that hemmed them in, and drove them closer and even closer to the swords again. They shouted, but no sound could pierce the walls or escape through that tremendous door. Even the sound of firing merely echoed upward until it reached the dome, and then filtered out and upward through the opening above. They might as well have shouted to their friends in Bholat!

For ten minutes, perhaps, the battle surged and swayed on the stone floor first one side rushing, then the other. But man after man of the mutineers went down  appalled by the amazing swordsmanship, disheartened by the grim determination of their adversaries, bewildered to feebleness by the suddenness of the attack.

Soon there were but eight of them facing the blood-wet steel, and then Brown shouted for a fresh formation, swung his contingent into line and led them with a rush across the floor that swept the remaining mutineers off their feet.

Three more went down with steel through them, and then the rest surrendered, throwing down their arms, and begging mercy. Brown made a bundle of their arms, stowed it in a corner and made the prisoners stand together in a bunch, while he searched them thoroughly.

If we cant get that trapdoor open now, with these to help us, he remarked, panting and wiping the dotted blood off his sword on a Hindu prisoners trousers, itll be a heavier proposition than I think!

Theres a trick to it, said Juggut Khan, panting too, for the battle had been fierce and furious while it lasted. The fakir knows the trick. It is heavy, in any case. But, if we make him tell us, we can manage it.

There followed delay while the fakir was induced to forego the pleasure of a sulking fit. He seemed like a child, anxious to emphasize their dependence on his knowledge, and needing to be recompelled to each new thing they needed of him. He was perfectly content, though, to surrender when he felt the weight of a cleaning-rod on his anatomy, or something in the way of fire  a match or cigarette for instance  placed where he would get the most sensation from it.

Then followed more delay, while they rigged a lever of sorts, and a rope through an iron ring in the trap, and while Juggut Khan hunted for the secret catch that the fakir swore was hidden underneath a smaller stone that hinged in the middle of the floor. He found it at last, moved it and came across to lend a hand with the lever and the rope.

The fakir sat still and smiled at them. His eyes gleamed more horridly than ever, and his withered arm seemed more than ever to be calling down dire vengeance on them.

I believe that monster is up to tricks of some kind! swore Brown.

He cant do anything, said Juggut Khan. If we were all to put our weight against this, all together, we and the prisoners, sahib, we could get it open in a second.

All together, then! said Brown. Come on, there! Lend a hand!

The prisoners and Browns men and Juggut Khan and the Beluchi bent their backs above the lever, or hauled taut on the rope, and the fakir wriggled with some secret joke.

At the word three! said Brown. Then all together!

One!

Two!

The fakir writhed delightedly. He seemed more than ever like a wickedly malicious child.

Three!

They strained their utmost, and the huge stone trap gave way with a sudden jerk.

For the love of

They all jumped, but they were strained in the wrong position for a quick recovery, and the ten-ton rock rolled back on unseen hinges to crush them all, and rolled back and yet farther back  and then stayed! Brown had snatched a rifle, and had placed it between the rolling rock and the wall!

He stood wiping the sweat from his forehead, while the rest recovered their lost balance and walked out from behind unscathed. The rifle creaked and bent and split. Then the stone leaned farther back, reached the wall and stayed there!

A near thing that! said Brown. That fakirs a bright beauty, isnt he!

Shall I kick him, sir? asked one of Browns men.

Kick him? No! What goodd that do? What next, Juggut Khan?

But Juggut Khan was bending down, and listening at the hole laid bare by the huge hinged trap.

Silence! commanded Brown.

The men held their breath, even, but not a sound came up from the darkness down below.

Are they dead, dyou suppose? asked Brown.

And, even as he asked it, some one in the darkness snuffled, and he heard a womans voice that moaned.

Snff-snff-snff! I wonder if Im dead yet! I wouldnt be, I know, if Bill were here! Hed ha got us out!

There is one of them alive! said Juggut Khan.

So I notice! answered Brown, with a strange dry quaver in his voice. Go down and bring her up, please! Take three or four men with you. It wont do to bring women and a child up here and let em see this awful fakir and these corpses. Take your time about bringing em up, while I make the prisoners carry their dead up on to the roof. Ill take the fakir up there too where hes out of mischief!

Just as a six-foot-wide pathway ran round and round the outside of the dome, another one, scarcely more than a yard wide, ran round the inside, and formed a roadway to the top in place of a stair. It took the prisoners and Browns men fifteen minutes of continuous effort to carry up the dead and the fakir, and lay them on the roof.

Pitch the dead over! ordered Brown, and the mutineers obeyed.

Ive a mind to pitch you over too! he growled at the fakir, and the strange creature seemed to understand him, for his eyes changed from their baleful hatred to a look of fear.

The bodies slid and rolled down the rounded roof, and fell with a thud against the battlements, or else went rolling down the circular causeway that led to the street below.

Brown seemed to be garnering ideas from watching them. He gazed down at the noisy tumult of the city, watching for a while the efforts of an ill-directed crowd to put out a fire that blazed in a distant quarter of the bazaar.

There seemed to him something strangely preconcerted about much of the hurrying to and fro below him. It struck him as being far too orderly to be the mere boiling of a loot-crazed mob.

His prisoners gave the secret to him. They were leaning against the parapet on the other side  the side closest to the city-wall, and farthest from the top of the causeway  and they were chattering together excitedly in undertones. Brown walked round to where they stood, and stared where they stared. Just as they had done, he recognized what lay below him.

It was faintly outlined in the blackness, picked out here and there by lanterns, and still too far away for most civilians to name it until the sun rose and showed its detail. But Brown, the soldier, knew on the instant, and so did his men.

Suddenly and unexpectedly and sweetly, like a voice in the night that spoke of hope and strength and the rebirth of order out of chaos, a bugle gave tongue from where the lanterns swung in straight-kept lines.

Oh, Juggut Khan! Oh, Juggut Khan!

Bill Browns voice boomed through the opening in the dome, and spread down the walls of the powder-magazine as though in the inside of a speaking-trumpet.

Brown sahib?

The army has got here from the north! It has come down here from Harumpore! Its outside the walls now, lying on its arms, and evidently waiting to attack at daylight!

I, too, have news, Brown sahib! All four are living! All four lie here on the floor of the magazine, and they recover rapidly. They are all but strong enough to stand.

Good! Then come up here, Juggut Khan!

That winding pathway up the inside of the dome took longer to negotiate than an ordinary stairway would have done, but presently the Rajput leaned against the parapet and panted beside Brown.

Dyou see them? There they are! Now, look on this side! Dyou see the preparations going on? Dyou realize what the next things going to be? Theyll come for powder for the guns, sos to have it all ready for the gun-crews when the fun begins at dawn! Listen! Here they are already!

A thundering had started on the great teak door below  a thundering that echoed through the dome like the reverberations of an earthquake. It was punctuated by the screams of women. The prisoners changed their attitude, and eyed Brown and the Rajput with an air of truculence again.

Theyll be up this causeway in a minute, sahib! Listen. There! Theyve seen the dead bodies that you tossed over. Better it had been to keep them up here for a while.

Never mind! We can hold this causeway until morning! Men! Take close order. Line up at the causeway-entrance. Kneel. Prepare for volley-firing. Now, let em come!

I am for making an immediate escape, sahib!

Go ahead! said Brown, almost dreamily.

He seemed to be thinking hard on some other subject as he spoke.

Sahib, one of the women there  she who is maid to the other two  asked me where Bill Brown might be! She swore to me that she had recognized his voice when the trapdoor opened up above her. Are you not Bill Brown?

Yes, Im William Brown!

Her name, she says, is Emmett!

You dont surprise me, Juggut Khan! I thought I had recognized her voice. It seemed strangely familiar. Well  here come the rebels up the causeway. See? Theyre at the bottom now with lanterns! Ready, men!

There came the answering click of breech-bolts, and a little rustling as each man eased his position, and laid his elbow on his knee.

Can you find your way out through the way we came, Juggut Khan?

Of course I can!

Are all the women on the floor?

Three women and the child.

Can you close the trap-door again?

Surely! It is only opening it that is difficult.

Then close it before you go. Ive got a reason! Send one of my men up here with a lantern  one of those that are burning in the magazine. I want to signal.

Very well, sahib!

Then take the women, with four of my men to help them walk, and get out as quickly as you can by the way we all came in. Wait for the rest of my men when you reach the opening in the outer wall, and when they reach you allot two men to carry each woman, and run  the whole lot of you  for the army over yonder. One of the women will object. She will want to see me first. Use force, if necessary!

Are you, then, not coming, sahib?

I have another plan. Here they come! Hurry now, be off with the women! Volley-firing  ready  present!

Pattering footsteps sounded on the causeway, and a little crowd of nearly doubled figures came up it at a run.

Fire!

The volley took the rebels absolutely by surprise, and no man could miss his mark at that short range. Five of the rebels fell back headlong, and the rest, who followed up the causeway, turned on their heels and ran.

Bout turn! Brown shouted suddenly. Use the steel, men! Use the steel!

His own sword was flashing, and lunging as he spoke, and he had already checked a sudden rush by the prisoners.

They had thought the moment favorable for joining in the scrimmage from the rear.

All right! Thatll do them! Ill attend to em now!

A man came running up with the lantern Brown had asked for, and Brown took it and began waving it above his head.

They must have heard that volley! he muttered to himself. Ah! Theres the answer!

A red light began to dance over in the British camp, moving up and down and sidewise in sudden little jerks. Brown read the jerks, as he could never have read writing, and a moment later he answered them.

Now, down below, the lot of you! Give me your rifle, you. Ill need it.

Not coming, sir.

Not yet. Theres something else yet, and I can do it best. Besides, some one has got to guard the causeway still. There might be a rush again at any minute. Listen now. Obey Juggut Khan implicitly as soon as you get down. His orders are my orders. Understand? Very well, then. And you without a weapon, your job is to shut the door that you leave the magazine by tight from the outside  dyou understand me? Call up when youre all through the door, and then shut it tight!

But, howll you get out, sir?

Thats my business. One minute, though. Here they come again. Get ready to fire another volley!

The mutineers made another and a more determined rush up the causeway, coming up it more than twenty strong, and at the double. Brown let one volley loose in the midst of them, then led his men at the charge down on them and drove them over the edge of the causeway by dint of sheer impact and cold steel. Not one of them reached the ground alive, and in the darkness it must have been impossible for the mutineers below to divine how many were the granarys defenders.

Thatll keep em quiet for a while, Ill wager! Now, quick, you men! Get down below, and follow Juggut Khan, and dont forget to shut the door tight on you. These prisoners here are going to follow you  they may as well go down with you for that matter. No! that wont do. They could open the door below, couldnt they? Theyll have to stay up here. Got any rope? Then bind them, somebody. Bind their hands and feet. Now, off with you!

Brown spent the next few minutes signaling with the lantern, and reading answering flashes that zig-zagged in the velvet blackness of the British lines. Then, as a voice boomed up through the granary, Alls well, sir! Im just about to shut the door! he fixed his eyes on the fakir, and laughed at him.

You and I are going to turn in our accounts of how weve worked out this Hookum hai business, my friend! he told him. Youve given orders, and Ive obeyed orders! Weve both accounted for a death or two, and weve both accepted responsibility. Were going to know in less than five minutes from now which of us two was justified. Theres one thing I know, though, without asking. Theres one person, and she a woman, wholl weep for me. Will anybody weep for you, I wonder?

A lantern waved wildly from the British camp, and Brown seized his own lantern and signaled an answer.

See that? Thats to say, you glassy-eyed horror you, that our mutual friend Juggut Khan has been seen emerging like a rat from a hole in the wall. Ill give him and his party one more minute to get clear. Then theres going to be a holocaust, my friend!

He cocked his rifle, and examined the breech-bolt and the foresight carefully. The fakir shuddered, evidently thinking that the charge was intended for himself.

No! It wont be that way. I know a better! Im taking a leaf from your book and doing harm by wholesale!

Brown leaned down into the opening of the dome, and brought the rifle to his shoulder. There was a chorus of yells from the prisoners, and a noise like a wounded horses scream from the fakir. The rest were bound, but the fakir rose and writhed toward him on his heels, with his sound arm stretched up in an attitude of despair beside the withered one.

A chorus of bugles burst out from the British camp, and a volley ripped through the blackness.

All right! Here goes! said Brown. And he aimed down into the shadowy powder-magazine, and pulled the trigger.

Ten minutes later, an army three thousand and five hundred strong marched in through the gap made in the outer wall by a granary that had spread itself through  and not over  what was in its way. There were seventeen tons of powder that responded to the invitation of Browns bullet.

XIV.

Explosions are among the few things  or the many things, whichever way you like to look at it!  that science can not undertake to harness or account for. When a gun blows up, or a powder-magazine, the shock kills whom it kills, as when a shell bursts in a dense-packed firing-line. You can not kill any man before his time comes, even if a thousand tons of solid masonry combine with you to whelm him, and go hurtling through the air with him to absolutely obvious destruction.

The fakirs time had come, and the prisoners time had come. But Sergeant William Browns had not.

They found him, blackened by powder, and with every stitch of clothing blown from him, clinging to a bunch of lotus-stems in a temple-pond. There was a piece of fakir in the water with him, and about a ton of broken granary, besides the remnants of a rifle and other proof that he had come belched out of a holocaust. The men who came on him had given their officer the slip, and were bent on a private looting-expedition of their own. But by the time that they had dragged him from the water, and he had looted them of wherewithal to clothe himself, their thoughts of plunder had departed from them. Brown had a way of quite monopolizing peoples thoughts!

There were twenty of them, and he led them all that night, and all through the morning and the afternoon that followed. He held them together and worked them and wheeled them and coached and cheered and compelled them through the hell-tumult of the ghastliest thing there is beneath the dome of heaven  house-to-house fighting in an Eastern city. And at the end of it, when the bugles blew at last Cease fire, and many of the men were marched away by companies to put out the conflagrations that were blazing here and there, he led them outside the city-wall, stood them at ease in their own line and saluted their commanding-officer.

Twenty men of yours, sir. Present and correct.

Which twenty?

Of Mr. Blairs half-company.

Wheres Mr. Blair?

Dunno, sir!

Since when have you had charge of them?

Since they broke into the city yesterday, sir.

And you havent lost a man?

Had lots of luck, sir!

Who are you, anyway?

Im Sergeant Brown, sir.

Of the Rifles?

Of the Rifles, sir.

Were you the man who signaled to us from the magazine and blew it up and made the breach in the wall for us to enter by?

Yes, sir.

Are you alive, or dead? Man or ghost?

Im pretty much alive, sir, thank you!

Dyou realize that you made the taking of Jailpore possible? That but for you wed have been trying still to storm the walls without artillery?

I had the chance, sir, and I only did what any other man would ha done under like circumstances.

Go and tell that to the Horse Marines  or, rather, tell it to Colonel Kendrick! Go and report to him at once. Possibly hell see it through your eyes!

So Brown marched off to report himself, and he found Colonel Kendrick nursing a badly wounded arm before a torn and mud-stained tent.

Who are you? said the colonel, as Brown saluted him.

Im Sergeant Brown, sir.

Not Bill Brown of the Rifles?

Yes, sir!

You lie! He was blown up on the roof of the powder-magazine! I suppose every man whos gone mad from the heat will be saying that hes Brown!

Im Brown, sir! I had written orders from General Baines to enter Jailpore and rescue three women and a child.

Where are your orders?

Lost em, sir, in the explosion.

For a madman, youre a circumstantial liar! What happened to the women?

The colonel sat back, and smothered an exclamation of agony as the nerves in his injured arm tortured him afresh. He had asked a question which should settle once and for all this mans pretentions, and he waited for the answer with an air of certainty. It was on his lips to call the guard to take the lunatic away.

Juggut Khan, the Rajput, took them, with nine of my men, and brought them in to your camp last night, sir. I naturally havent seen them since.

Will the women know you?

One of them will, sir.

Which one?

Jane Emmett, sir.

Well, well see!

The colonel called an orderly, and sent the orderly running for Jane Emmett. A minute later two strong arms were thrown round Bill Brown from behind, and he was all but carried off his feet.

Oh, Bill  Bill  Bill! I knew youd be all right! Turn round, Bill! Look at me!

She was clinging to him in such a manner that he could not turn, but he managed to pry her hands loose, and to draw her round in front of him.

I knew, Bill! I felt sure youd come! And I recognized your voice the minute that the trapdoor opened and I heard it! I did, Bill! I knew you in a minute! I didnt worry then! I knew you wouldnt come and talk to me as long as there was any duty to be done. I just waited! They said you were killed in the explosion, but I knew you werent! I knew it! I did! I knew it!

Face me, please! said Colonel Kendrick. Now, Jane Emmett, is that man Sergeant William Brown, of the Rifles?

Yes, sir.

Is he the man who entered Jailpore with nine men and a Rajput, and came to your assistance?

Yes, sir! Hes the same man who spoke in the powder-magazine;

Do you confirm that? he asked Brown.

Under favor, sir, my men must be somewhere, if theyre not all killed. Theyll recognize me. And theres the other lot I led all last night and all today. Theyll tell you where they found me!

Never mind! Ive decided I believe you! Dyou realize that youre something of a marvel?

No, sir  except that Ive had marvelous luck!

Well, I shall take great pleasure in mentioning your name in despatches. It will go direct, at first hand, to Her Majesty the Queen! There are few men, let me tell you, Sergeant Brown, who would dare what you dared in the first place. But, more than that, there are even fewer men who would leave a sweetheart in some one elses care while they blew up a powder-magazine with themselves on top of it, in order to make a breach for the army to come in by! My right hands out of action unfortunately  youll have to shake my left!

The colonel rose, held his uninjured hand out and Brown shook it, since he was ordered to.

I consider it an honor and a privilege to have shaken hands with you, Sergeant Brown! said Colonel Kendrick.

Thank you, sir! said Brown, taking one step back, and then saluting. May I join my regiment, sir?

He joined his regiment, when he had helped to sort out the bleeding remnants of it from among the by-ways and back alleys of Jailpore. And the chaplain married him and Jane Emmett out of hand. He sent her off at once with her former mistress to the coast, and marched off with his regiment to Delphi. And at Delphi his name was once more mentioned in despatches.

When the Mutiny was over, and the country had settled down again to peace and reincarnation of a nation had begun, Brown found himself hoisted to a civil appointment that was greater and more highly paid than anything his modest soul had ever dreamed of.

He never understood the reason for it, although he did his fighting-best consistently to fill the job; and he never understood why Queen Victoria should have taken the trouble to write a letter to him in which she thanked him personally, nor why they should have singled out for praise and special notice a fellow who had merely done his duty.

Perhaps that was the reason why he was such a conspicuous success in civil life. They still talk of how Bill Brown, with Jane his wife and Juggut Khan the Rajput to advise him, was Resident Political Adviser to a Maharajah, and of how the Maharajah loathed him, and looked sidewise at him  but obeyed. That, though, is not a war-story. It is a story of the saving of a war, and shall go on record, some day, beneath a title of its own.


FOR THE SALT HE HAD EATEN

Prologue

To the northward of Hanadra, blue in the sweltering heat-haze, lay Siroeh, walled in with sun-baked mud and listless. Through a wooden gate at one end of the village filed a string of women with their water-pots. Oxen, tethered underneath the thatched eaves or by the thirsty-looking trees, lay chewing the cud, almost too lazy to flick the flies away. Even the village goats seemed overcome with lassitude. Here and there a pariah dog sneaked in and out among the shadows or lay and licked his sores beside an offal-heap; but there seemed to be no energy in anything. The bone-dry, hot-weather wind had shriveled up verdure and ambition together.

But in the mud-walled cottages, where men were wont to doze through the long, hot days, there were murmurings and restless movement. Men lay on thong-strung beds, and talked instead of dreaming, and the women listened and said nothing  which is the reverse of custom. Hanadra was what it always had been, thatched, sun-baked lassitude; but underneath the thatch there thrummed a beehive atmosphere of tension.

In the center of the village, where the one main road that led from the main gate came to an abrupt end at a low mud wall, stood a house that was larger than the others and somewhat more neatly kept; there had been an effort made at sweeping the enclosure that surrounded it on all four sides, and there was even whitewash, peeling off in places but still comparatively white, smeared on the sun-cracked walls.

Here, besides murmurings and movement, there was evidence of real activity. Tethered against the wall on one side of the house stood a row of horses, saddled and bridled and bearing evidence of having traveled through the heat; through the open doorway the sunshine glinted on a sword-hilt and amid the sound of many voices rang the jingling of a spur as some one sat cornerwise on a wooden table and struck his toe restlessly against the leg.

Another string of women started for the water-hole, with their picturesque brass jars perched at varying angles on their heads; and as each one passed the doorway of this larger house she turned and scowled. A Rajput, lean and black-bearded and swaggering, came to the door and watched them, standing proudly with his arms folded across his breast. As the last woman showed her teeth at him, he laughed aloud.

Nay! said a voice inside. Have done with that! Is noticing the Hindu women fit sport for a Rajput?

The youngster turned and faced the old, black-bearded veteran who spoke.

If I had my way, he answered, I would ride roughshod through this village, and fire the thatch. They fail to realize the honor that we pay them by a visit!

Aye, hothead! And burn thy brothers barn with what is in it! The Hindus here are many, and we are few, and there will be burnings and saberings a-plenty before a week is past, if I read the signs aright! Once before have I heard such murmurings. Once before I have seen chupatties sent from house to house at sunset  and that time blood ran red along the roadside for a month to follow! Keep thy sword sharp a while and wait the day!

But why, growled another deep-throated Rajput voice, does the Sirkar wait? Why not smite first and swiftly?

Mahommed Khan moved restlessly and ran his fingers through his beard.

I know not! he answered. In the days when I was Risaldar in the Rajput Horse, and Bellairs sahib was colonel, things were different! But we conquered, and after conquest came security. The English have grown overconfident; they think that Mussulman will always war with Hindu, the one betraying the other; they will not understand that this lies deeper than jealousy  they will not listen! Six months ago I rode to Jundhra and whispered to the general sahib what I thought; but he laughed back at me. He said Wolf! wolf! to me and drew me inside his bungalow and bade me eat my fill.

Well  what matters it! This land has always been the playground of new conquerors!

There will be no new conquerors, growled the old Risaldar, so long as I and mine have swords to wield for the Raj!

But what have the English done for thee or us?

This, forgetful one! They have treated us with honor, as surely no other conquerors had done! At thy age, I too measured my happiness in cattle and coin and women, but then came Bellairs sahib, and raised the Rajput Horse, and I enlisted. What came of that was better than all the wealth of Ind!

He spread his long legs like a pair of scissors and caught a child between them and lifted him.

Thou ruffian, thou! he chuckled. See how he fights! A true Rajput! Nay, beat me not. Some day thou too shalt bear a sword for England, great-grandson mine. Ai-ee! But I grow old.

For England or the next one!

Nay! But for England! said the Risaldar, setting the child down on his knee. And thou too, hot-head. Before a week is past! Think you I called my sons and grandsons all together for the fun of it? Think you I rode here through the heat because I needed the exercise or to chatter like an ape or to stand in the doorway making faces at a Hindu woman or to watch thee do it? Here I am, and here I stay until yet more news comes!

Then are we to wait here? Are we to swelter in Siroeh, eating up our brothers hospitality, until thy messengers see fit to come and tell us that this scare of thine is past?

Nay! said the Risaldar. I said that I wait here! Return now to your own homes, each of you. But be in readiness. I am old, but I can ride still. I can round you up. Has any a better horse than mine? If he has, let him make exchange.

There will be horses for the looting if this revolt of thine breaks out!

True! There will be horses for the looting! Well, I wait here then and, when the trouble comes, I can count on thirteen of my blood to carry swords behind me?

Aye, when the trouble comes!

There was a chorus of assent, and the Risaldar arose to let his sons and grandsons file past him. He, who had beggared himself to give each one of them a start in life, felt a little chagrined that they should now refuse to exchange horses with him; but his eye glistened none the less at the sight of their stalwart frames and at the thought of what a fighting unit he could bring to serve the Raj.

All, then, for England! he exclaimed.

Nay, all for thee! said his eldest-born. We fight on whichever side thou sayest!

Disloyal one! growled the Risaldar with a scowl. But he grinned into his beard.

Well, to your homes, then  but be ready!

I.

The midnight jackals howled their discontent while heat-cracked India writhed in stuffy torment that was only one degree less than unendurable. Through the stillness and the blackness of the night came every now and then the high-pitched undulating wails of women, that no one answered-for, under that Tophet-lid of blackness, punctured by the low-hung, steel-white stars, men neither knew nor cared whose child had died. Life and hell-hot torture and indifference  all three were one.

There was no moon, nothing to make the inferno visible, except that here and there an oil lamp on some housetop glowed like a blood-spot against the blackness. It was a sensation, rather than sight or sound, that betrayed the neighborhood of thousands upon thousands of human beings, sprawling, writhing, twisting upon the roofs, in restless suffering.

There was no pity in the dry, black vault of heaven, nor in the bone-dry earth, nor in the hearts of men, during that hot weather of 57. Men waited for the threatened wrath to come and writhed and held their tongues. And while they waited in sullen Asiatic patience, through the restless silence and the smell  the suffocating, spice-fed, filth-begotten smell of India  there ran an undercurrent of even deeper mystery than India had ever known.

Priest-ridden Hanadra, that had seen the downfall of a hundred kings, watched through heat-wearied eyes for another whelming the blood-soaked, sudden flood that was to burst the dam of servitude and rid India of her latest horde of conquerors. But eight hundred yards from where her high brick walls lifted their age-scars in the stifling reek, gun-chains jingled in a courtyard, and, sharp-clicking on age-old flagstones, rose the ring of horses feet.

Section Number One of a troop of Bengal Horse Artillery was waiting under arms. Sabered and grim and ready stood fifty of the finest men that England could produce, each man at his horses head; and blacker even than the night loomed the long twelve-pounders, in tow behind their limbers. Sometimes a trace-chain jingled as a wheel-horse twitched his flank; and sometimes a man spoke in a low voice, or a horse stamped on the pavement; but they seemed like black graven images of war-gods, half-smothered in the reeking darkness. And above them, from a window that overlooked the courtyard, shone a solitary lamp that glistened here and there upon the sleek black guns and flickered on the saber-hilts, and deepened the already dead-black atmosphere of mystery.

From the room above, where the lamp shone behind gauze curtains came the sound of voices; and in the deepest, death-darkest shadow of the door below there stood a man on guard whose fingers clutched his sword-hilt and whose breath came heavily. He stood motionless, save for his heaving breast; between his fierce, black mustache and his up-brushed, two-pointed beard, his white teeth showed through parted lips. But he gave no other sign that he was not some Rajput princelings image carved out of the night.

He was an old man, though, for all his straight back and military carriage. The night concealed his shabbiness; but it failed to hide the medals on his breast, one bronze, one silver, that told of campaigns already a generation gone. And his patience was another sign of age; a younger man of his blood and training would have been pacing to and fro instead of standing still.

He stood still even when footsteps resounded on the winding stair above and a saber-ferrule clanked from step to step. The gunners heard and stood squarely to their horses. There was a rustling and a sound of shifting feet, and, a Whoa,  you! to an irritated horse; but the Rajput stayed motionless until the footsteps reached the door. Then he took one step forward, faced about and saluted.

Salaam, Bellairs sahib! boomed his deep-throated voice, and Lieutenant Bellairs stepped back with a start into the doorway again  one hand on his sword-hilt. The Indian moved sidewise to where the lamplight from the room above could fall upon his face.

Salaam, Bellairs sahib! he boomed again.

Then the lieutenant recognized him.

You, Mahommed Khan! he exclaimed. You old war-dog, what brought you here? Heavens, how you startled me! What good wind brought you?

Nay! It seems it was an ill wind, sahib!

What ill wind? Im glad to see you!

The breath of rumor, sahib!

What rumor brought you?

Where a mans honor lies, there is he, in the hour of danger! Is all well with the Raj, sahib?

With the Raj? How dyou mean, Risaldar?

Mahommed Khan pointed to the waiting guns and smiled.

In my days, sahib, he answered, men seldom exercised the guns at night!

I received orders more than three hours ago to bring my section in to Jundhra immediately  immediately  and not a word of explanation!

Orders, sahib? And you wait?

They seem to have forgotten that Im married, and by the same token, so do you! What else could I do but wait? My wife cant ride with the section; she isnt strong enough, for one thing; and besides, theres no knowing what this order means; there might be trouble to face of some kind. Ive sent into Hanadra to try to drum up an escort for her and Im waiting here until it comes.

The Risaldar stroked at his beard reflectively.

We of the service, sahib, he answered, obey orders at the gallop when they come. When orders come to ride, we ride!

Bellairs winced at the thrust.

Thats all very fine, Risaldar. But how about my wife? Whats going to happen to her, if I leave her here alone and unprotected?

Or to me, sahib? Is my sword-arm withered? Is my saber rusted home?

You, old friend! Dyou mean to tell me

The Risaldar saluted him again.

Will you stay here and guard her?

Nay, sahib! Being not so young as thou art, I know better!

What in Tophet do you mean, Mahommed Khan?

I mean, sahib,  the Indians voice was level and deep, but it vibrated strangely, and his eyes glowed as though war-lights were being born again behind them that not for nothing am I come! I heard what thy orders were and

How did you hear what my orders were?

My half-brother came hurrying with the news, sahib. I hastened! My horse lies dead one kos from Hanadra here!

The lieutenant laughed.

At last, Mahommed? That poor old screw of yours? So hes dead at last, eh? So his time had come at last!

We be not all rich men who serve the Raj! said the Risaldar with dignity. Ay, sahib, his time was come! And when our time comes may thou and I, sahib, die as he did, with our harness on! What said thy orders, sahib? Haste? Then yonder lies the road, through the archway!

But, tell me, Risaldar, what brought you here in such a hurry?

A poor old screw, sahib, whose time was come  even as thou hast said!

Mahommed Khan, Im sorry  very sorry, if I insulted you! I  Im worried  I didnt stop to think. I  old friend, I

It is forgotten, sahib!

Tell me  what are these rumors you have heard?

But one rumor, sahib-war! Uprising  revolution  treachery  all India waits the word to rise, sahib!

You mean  ?

Mutiny among the troops, and revolution north, south, east and west!

Here, too, in Hanadra?

Here, too, in Hanadra, sahib! Here they will be among the first to rise!

Oh, come! I cant believe that! How was it that my orders said nothing of it then?

That, sahib, I know not  not having written out thy orders! I heard that thy orders came. I knew, as I have known this year past, what storm was brewing. I knew, too, that the heavenborn, thy wife, is here. I am thy servant, sahib, as I was thy fathers servant  we serve one Queen; thy honor is my honor. Entrust thy memsahib to my keeping!

You will guard her?

I will bring her in to Jundhra!

You alone?

Nay, sahib! I, and my sons, and my sons sons  thirteen men all told!

That is good of you, Mahommed Khan. Where are your sons?

Leagues from here, sahib. I must bring them. I need a horse.

And while you are gone?

My half-brother, sahib  he is here for no other purpose  he will answer to me for her safety!

All right, Mahommed Khan, and thank you! Take my second charger, if you care to; he is a little saddle-sore, but your light weight

Sahib  listen! Between here and Siroeh, where my eldest-born and his three sons live, lie seven leagues. And on from there to Lungra, where the others live, are three more leagues. I need a horse this night!

What need of thirteen men, Mahommed? You are sufficient by yourself, unless a rebellion breaks out. If it did, why, you and thirteen others would be swamped as surely as you alone!

Thy father and I, sahib, rode through the guns at Dera thirteen strong! Alone, I am an old man  not without honor, but of little use; with twelve young blades behind me, though, these Hindu rabble

Do you really mean, Mahommed Khan, that you think Hanadra here will rise?

The moment you are gone, sahib!

Then, that settles it! The memsahib rides with me!

Nay, listen, sahib! Of a truth, thou art a hot-head as thy father was before thee! Thus will it be better. If the heavenborn, thy wife, stays behind, these rabble here will think that the section rides out to exercise, because of the great heat of the sun by day; they will watch for its return, and wait for the parking of the guns before they put torch to the mine that they have laid!

The mine? Dyou mean theyve

Who knows, sahib? But I speak in metaphor. When the guns are parked again and the horses stabled and the men asleep, the rabble, being many, might dare anything!

You mean, you think that they

I mean, sahib, that they will take no chances while they think the guns are likely to return!

But, if I take the memsahib with me?

They will know then, sahib, that the trap is open and the bird flown! Know you how fast news travels? Faster than the guns, Sahib! There will be an ambuscade, from which neither man, nor gun, nor horse, nor memsahib will escape!

But if you follow later, it will mean the same thing! When they see you ride off on a spent horse, with twelve swords and the memsahib  dyou mean that they wont ambuscade you?

They might, sahib  and again, they might not! Thirteen men and a woman ride faster than a section of artillery, and ride where the guns would jam hub-high against a tree-trunk! And thy orders, sahib  are thy orders nothing?

Orders! Yes, confound it! But they know Im married. They know

Sahib, listen! When the news came to me I was at Siroeh, dangling a great-grandson on my knee. There were no orders, but it seemed the Raj had need of me. I rode! Thou, sahib, hast orders. I am here to guard thy wife  my honor is thy honor  take thou the guns. Yonder lies the road!

The grim old warriors voice thrilled with the throb of loyalty, as he stood erect and pointed to the shadowy archway through which the road wound to the plain beyond.

Sahib, I taught thy father how to use his sword! I nursed thee when thou wert little. Would I give three false counsel now? Ride, sahib  ride!

Bellairs turned away and looked at his charger, a big, brown Khaubuli stallion, named for the devil and true in temper and courage to his name; two men were holding him, ten paces off.

Such a horse I need this night, Sahib! Thy second charger can keep pace with the guns!

Bellairs gave a sudden order, and the men led the brute back into his stable.

Change the saddle to my second charger! he ordered.

Then he turned to the Risaldar again, with hand outstretched.

Im ashamed of myself, Mahommed Khan! he said, with a vain attempt to smile. I should have gone an hour ago! Please take my horse Shaitan, and make such disposition for my wifes safety as you see fit. Follow as and when you can; I trust you, and I shall be grateful to you whatever happens!

Well spoken, Sahib! I knew thou wert a man! We who serve the Raj have neither sons, nor wives, nor sweethearts! Allah guard you, Sahib! The section waits  and the Service can not wait!

One moment while I tell my wife!

Halt, Sahib! Thou hast said good-by a thousand times! A womans tears  are they heart-meat for a soldier when the bits are champing? Nay! See, sahib; they bring thy second charger! Mount! I will bring thy wife to Jundhra for thee! The Service waits!

The lieutenant turned and mounted.

Very well, Mahommed Khan! he said. I know youre right! Section! Prepare to mount! he roared, and the stirrups rang in answer to him. Mount! Good-by, Mahommed Khan! Good luck to you! Section, right! Trot, march!

With a crash and the clattering of iron shoes on stone the guns jingled off into the darkness, were swallowed by the gaping archway and rattled out on the plain.

The Risaldar stood grimly where he was until the last hoof-beat and bump of gun-wheel had died away into the distance; then he turned and climbed the winding stairway to the room where the lamp still shone through gauzy curtains.

On a dozen roof-tops, where men lay still and muttered, brown eyes followed the movements of the section and teeth that were betel-stained grinned hideously.

From a nearby temple, tight-packed between a hundred crowded houses, came a wailing, high-pitched solo sung to Siva  the Destroyer. And as it died down to a quavering finish it was followed by a ghoulish laugh that echoed and reechoed off the age-old city-wall.

Proud as a Royal Rajput  and there is nothing else on Gods green earth that is even half as proud  true to his salt, and stout of heart even if he was trembling at the knees, Mahommed Khan, two-medal man and Risaldar, knocked twice on the door of Mrs. Lellairs room, and entered.

And away in the distance rose the red reflection of a fire ten leagues away. The Mutiny of 57 had blazed out of sullen mystery already, the sepoys were burning their barracks half-way on the road to Jundhra!

And down below, to the shadow where the Risaldar had stood, crept a giant of a man who had no military bearing. He listened once, and sneaked into the deepest black within the doorway and crouched and waited.

II.

Hanadra reeks of history, blood-soaked and mysterious. Temples piled on the site of olden temples; palaces where half-forgotten kings usurped the thrones of conquerors who came from God knows where to conquer older kings; roads built on the bones of conquered armies; houses and palaces and subterranean passages that no man living knows the end of and few even the beginning. Dark corridors and colonnades and hollow walls; roofs that have ears and peep-holes; floors that are undermined by secret stairs; trees that have swayed with the weight of rotting human skulls and have shimmered with the silken bannerets of emperors. Such is Hanadra, half-ruined, and surrounded by a wall that was age-old in the dawn of written history.

Even its environs are mysterious; outside the walls, there are carven, gloomy palaces that once re-echoed to the tinkle of stringed instruments and the love-songs of some sultans favorite  now fallen into ruins, or rebuilt to stable horses or shelter guns and stores and men; but eloquent in all their new-smeared whitewash, or in crumbling decay, of long-since dead intrigue. No places, those, for strong men to live alone in, where night-breezes whisper through forgotten passages and dry teak planking recreaks to the memory of dead mens footsteps.

But strong men are not the only makings of an Empire, nor yet the only sufferers. Wherever the flag of England flies above a distant outpost or droops in the stagnant moisture of an Eastern swamp, there are the graves of Englands women. The bones that quarreling jackals crunch among the tombstones  the peace along the clean-kept borderline  the pride of race and conquest and the cleaner pride of work well done, these are not mans only. Man does the work, but he is held to it and cheered on by the girl who loves him.

And so, above a stone-flagged courtyard, in a room that once had echoed to the laughter of a sultans favorite, it happened that an English girl of twenty-one was pacing back and forth. Through the open curtained window she had seen her husband lead his command out through the echoing archway to the plain beyond; she had heard his boyish voice bark out the command and had listened to the rumble of the gun-wheels dying in the distance  for the last time possibly. She knew, as many an English girl has known, that she was alone, one white woman amid a swarm of sullen Aryans, and that she must follow along the road the guns had taken, served and protected by nothing more than low-caste natives.

And yet she was dry-eyed, and her chin was high; for they are a strange breed, these Anglo-Saxon women who follow the men they love to the lonely danger-zone. Ruth Bellairs could have felt no joy in her position; she had heard her husband growling his complaint at being forced to leave her, and she guessed what her danger was. Fear must have shrunk her heartbeats and loneliness have tried her courage. But there was an ayah in the room with her, a low-caste woman of the conquered race; and pride of country came to her assistance. She was firm-lipped and, to outward seeming, brave as she was beautiful.

Even when the door resounded twice to the sharp blow of a saber-hilt, and the ayahs pock-marked ebony took on a shade of gray, she stood like a queen with an army at her back and neither blanched nor trembled.

Who is that, ayah? she demanded.

The ayah shrank into herself and showed the whites of her eyes and grinned, as a pariah dog might show its teeth  afraid, but scenting carrion.

Go and see!

The ayah shuddered and collapsed, babbling incoherencies and calling on a horde of long-neglected gods to witness she was innocent. She clutched strangely at her breast and used only one hand to drag her shawl around her face. While she babbled she glanced wild-eyed around the long, low-ceilinged room. Ruth Bellairs looked down at her pityingly and went to the door herself and opened it.

Salaam, memsahib! boomed a deep voice from the darkness.

Ruth Bellairs started and the ayah screamed.

Who are you? Enter  let me see you!

A black beard and a turban and the figure of a man  and then white teeth and a saber-hilt and eyes that gleamed moved forward from the darkness.

It is I, Mahommed Khan! boomed the voice again, and the Risaldar stepped out into the lamplight and closed the door behind him. Then, with a courtly, long-discarded sweep of his right arm, he saluted.

At the heavenborns service!

Mahommed Khan! Thank God!

The old mans shabbiness was very obvious as he faced her, with his back against the iron-studded door; but he stood erect as a man of thirty, and his medals and his sword-hilt and his silver scabbard-tip were bright.

Tell me, Mahommed Khan, you have seen my husband?

He bowed.

You have spoken to him?

The old man bowed again.

He left you in my keeping, heavenborn. I am to bring you safe to Jundhra!

She held her hand out and he took it like a cavalier, bending until he could touch her fingers with his lips.

What is the meaning of this hurrying of the guns to Jundhra, Risaldar?

Who knows, memsahib! The orders of the Sirkar come, and we of the service must obey. I am thy servant and the Sirkars!

You, old friend  that were servant, as you choose to call it, to my husbands father! I am a proud woman to have such friends at call! She pointed to the ayah, recovering sulkily and rearranging the shawl about her shoulders. That I call service, Risaldar. She cowers when a knock comes at the door! I need you, and you answer a hardly spoken prayer; what is friendship, if yours is not?

The Risaldar bowed low again.

I would speak with that ayah, heavenborn! he muttered, almost into his beard. She could hardly catch the words.

I cant get her to speak to me at all tonight, Mahommed Khan. Shes terrified almost out of her life at something. But perhaps you can do better. Try. Do you want to question her alone?

By the heavenborns favor, yes.

Ruth walked down the room toward the window, drew the curtain back and leaned her head out where whatever breeze there was might fan her cheek. The Risaldar strode over to where the ayah cowered by an inner doorway.

She-Hindu-dog! he growled at her. Mother of whelps! Louse-ridden scavenger of sweepings! What part hast thou in all this treachery? Speak!

The ayah shrank away from him and tried to scream, but he gripped her by the throat and shook her.

Speak! he growled again.

But his ten iron fingers held her in a vise-like grip and she could not have answered him if she had tried to.

O Risaldar! called Ruth suddenly, with her head still out of the window. He released the ayah and let her tumble as she pleased into a heap.

Heavenborn?

What is that red glow on the skyline over yonder?

A burning, heavenborn!

A burning? What burning? Funeral pyres? Its very big for funeral pyres!

Nay, heavenborn!

What, then?

She was still unfrightened, unsuspicious of the untoward. The Risaldars arrival on the scene had quite restored her confidence and she felt content to ride with him to Jundhra on the morrow.

Barracks, heavenborn!

Barracks? What barracks?

There is but one barracks between here and Jundhra.

Then  then  then  what has happened, Mahommed Khan?

The worst has happened, heavenborn!

He stood between her and the ayah, so that she could not see the woman huddled on the floor.

The worst? You mean then  my  my  husband  you dont mean that my husband

I mean, heavenborn that there is insurrection! All India is ablaze from end to end. These dogs here in Hanadra wait to rise because they think the section will return here in an hour or two; then they propose to burn it, men, guns and horses, like snakes in the summer grass. It is well that the section will not return! We will ride out safely before morning!

And, my husband  he knew  all this  before he left me here?

Nay! That he did not! Had I told him, he had disobeyed his orders and shamed his service; he is young yet, and a hothead! He will be far along the road to Jundhra before he knows what burns. And then he will remember that he trusts me and obey orders and press on!

And you knew and did not tell him!

Of a truth I knew!

She stood in silence for a moment, gazing at the red glow on the skyline, and then turned to read, if she could, what was on the grim, grizzled face of Mahommed Khan.

The ayah! he growled. I have yet to ask questions of the ayah. Have I permission to take her to the other room?

She was leaning through the window again and did not answer him.

Whos that moving in the shadow down below? she asked him suddenly.

He leaned out beside her and gazed into the shadow. Then he called softly in a tongue she did not know and some one rose up from the shadow and answered him.

Are we spied on, Risaldar?

Nay. Guarded, heavenborn! That man is my half-brother. May I take the ayah through that doorway?

Why not question her in here?

The mystery and sense of danger were getting the better of her; she was thoroughly afraid now  afraid to be left alone in the room for a minute even.

There are things she would not answer in thy presence!

Very well. Only, please be quick!

He bowed. Swinging the door open, he pushed the ayah through it to the room beyond. Ruth was left alone, to watch the red glow on the skyline and try to see the outline of the watcher in the gloom below. No sound came through the heavy teak door that the Risaldar had slammed behind him, and no sound came from him who watched; but from the silence of the night outside and from dark corners of the room that she was in and from the roof and walls and floor here came little eerie noises that made her flesh creep, as though she were being stared at by eyes she could not see. She felt that she must scream, or die, unless she moved; and she was too afraid to move, and by far too proud to scream! At last she tore herself away from the window and ran to a low divan and lay on it, smothering her face among the cushions. It seemed an hour before the Risaldar came out again, and then he took her by surprise.

Heavenborn! he said. She looked up with a start, to find him standing close beside her.

Mahommed Khan! Youre panting! What ails you?

The heat, heavenborn  and I am old.

His left hand was on his saber-hilt, thrusting it toward her respectfully; she noticed that it trembled.

Have I the heavenborns leave to lock the ayah in that inner room?

Why, Risaldar?

The fiend had this in her possession! He showed her a thin-bladed dagger with an ivory handle; his own hand shook as he held it out to her, and she saw that there were beads of perspiration on his wrist. She would have killed thee!

Oh, nonsense! Why, she wouldnt dare!

She confessed before she  she confessed! Have I the heavenborns leave?

If you wish it.

And to keep the key?

I suppose so, if you think it wise.

He strode to the inner door and locked it and hid the key in an inside pocket of his tunic.

And now, heavenborn, he said, I crave your leave to bring my half-brother to the presence!

He scarcely waited for an answer, but walked to the window, leaned out of it and whistled. A minute later he was answered by the sound of fingernails scrabbling on the outer door. He turned the key and opened it.

Enter! he ordered.

Barefooted and ragged, but as clean as a soldier on parade and with huge knots of muscles bulging underneath his copper skin, a Rajput entered, bowing his six feet of splendid manhood almost to the floor.

This, heavenborn, is my half-brother, son of a low-born border-woman, whom my father chose to honor thus far! The dog is loyal!

Salaam! said Ruth, with little interest.

Salaam, memsahib! muttered the shabby Rajput. Does any watch? demanded the Risaldar in Hindustanee. Aye, one.

And he?

Is he of whom I spoke.

Where watches he?

There is a hidden passage leading from the archway; he peeps out through a crack, having rolled back so far the stone that seals it. He held his horny fingers about an inch apart to show the distance.

Couldst thou approach unseen?

The Rajput nodded.

And there are no others there?

No others.

Has thy strength left thee, or thy cunning?

Nay!

Then bring him!

Without a word in answer the giant turned and went, and the Risaldar made fast the door behind him. Ruth sat with her face between her hands, trying not to cry or shudder, but obsessed and overpowered by a sense of terror. The mystery that surrounded her was bad enough; but this mysterious ordering and coming to and fro among her friends was worse than horrible. She knew, though, that it would be useless to question Mahommed Khan before he chose to speak. They waited there in the dimly lighted room for what seemed tike an age again; she, pale and tortured by weird imaginings; he, grim and bolt-upright like a statue of a warrior. Then sounds came from the stairs again and the Risaldar hurried to the door and opened it.

In burst the Risaldars half-brother, breathing heavily and bearing a load nearly as big as he was.

The pig caught my wrist within the opening! he growled, tossing his gagged and pinioned burden on the floor. See where he all but broke it!

What is thy wrist to the service of the Raj? Is he the right one?

Aye! He stooped and tore a twisted loin-cloth from his victims face, and the Risaldar walked to the lamp and brought it, to hold it above the prostrate form. Ruth left the divan and stood between the men, terrified by she knew not what fear, but drawn into the lamplight by insuperable curiosity.

This, heavenborn, said the Risaldar, prodding at the man with his scabbard-point, is none other than the High Priest of Kharvanis temple here, the arch-ringleader in all the treachery afoot  now hostage for thy safety!

He turned to his half-brother. Unbind the thing he lies with! he commanded, and the giant unwrapped a twisted piece of linen from the High Priests mouth.

So the big fox peeped through the trapdoor, because he feared to trust the other foxes; and the big fox fell into the trap! grinned the Risaldar. Bring me that table over yonder, thou!

The half-brother did as he was told.

Lay it here, legs upward, on the floor.

Now, bind him to it  an arm to a leg and a leg to a leg.

Remove his shoes.

Put charcoal in yon brazier. Light it. Bring it hither!

He seized a brass tongs, chose a glowing coal and held it six inches from the High Priests naked foot.

Ruth screamed.

Courage, heavenborn! Have courage! This is naught to what he would have done to thee!... Now, speak, thou priest of infidels! What plans are laid and who will rise and when?

III.

Sergeant!

Sir!

The close-cropped, pipe-clayed non-commissioned officer spurred his horse into a canter until his scabbard clattered at young Bellairs boot. Nothing but the rattling and the jolting of the guns and ammunition-wagon was audible, except just on ahead of them the click-clack, click-click-clack of the advance-guard. To the right and left of them the shadowy forms of giant banian-trees loomed and slid past them as they had done for the past four hours, and for ten paces ahead they could see the faintly outlined shape of the trunk road that they followed. The rest was silence and a pall of blackness obscuring everything. They had ridden along a valley, but they had emerged on rising ground and there was one spot of color in the pall now, or else a hole in it.

What dyou suppose that is burning over there?

I couldnt say, sir.

How far away is it?

Very hard to tell on a night like this, sir. It might be ten miles away and might be twenty. By my reckoning its on our road, though, and somewhere between here and Jundhra.

So it seems to me; our road swings round to the right presently, doesnt it? Thatll lead us right to it. That would make it Doonha more or less. Dyou suppose its at Doonha?

I was thinking it might be, sir. If its Doonha, it means that the sepoy barracks and all the stores are burning  theres nothing else there that would make all that flame!

There are two companies of the Thirty-third there, too.

Yes, sir, but theyre under canvas; tents would blaze up, but theyd die down again in a minute. That fires steady and growing bigger!

Its the sepoy barracks, then!

Seems so to me, sir!

Halt! roared Bellairs. The advance-guard kicked up a little shower of sparks, trace-chains slacked with a jingle and the jolting ceased. Bellairs rode up to the advance-guard.

Now, Sergeant, he ordered, it looks as though that were the Doonha barracks burning over yonder. Theres no knowing, though, what it is. Send four men on, two hundred yards ahead of you, and you and the rest keep a good two hundred yards ahead of the guns. See that the men keep on the alert, and mind that they spare their horses as much as possible. If theres going to be trouble, we may just as well be ready for it!

Very good, sir!

Go ahead, then!

At a word from the sergeant, four men clattered off and were swallowed in the darkness. A minute later the advance-guard followed them and then, after another minutes pause, young Bellairs voice was raised into a ringing shout again.

Section, advance! Trot, march!

The trace-chains tightened, and the clattering, bumping, jingling procession began again, its rear brought up by the six-horse ammunition-wagon. They rode speechless for the best part of an hour, each mans eyes on the distant conflagration that had begun now to light up the whole of the sky ahead of them. They still rode in darkness, but they seemed to be approaching the red rim of the Pit. Huge, billowing clouds of smoke, red-lit on the under side, belched upward to the blackness overhead, and a something that was scarcely sound  for it was yet too distant  warned them that it was no illusion they were riding into. The conflagration grew. It seemed to be nearly white-hot down below.

Bellairs wet his finger and held it extended upward.

Theres no wind that I can feel! he muttered. And yet, if that were a grass-fire, thered be game and rats and birds and things  some of em would bolt this way. Thats the Doonha barracks burning or Im a black man, which the Lord forbid!

A minute later, every man in the section pricked up his ears. There was no order given; but a sensation ran the whole length of it and a movement from easy riding to tense rigidity that could be felt by some sixth sense. Every man was listening, feeling, groping with his senses for something he could neither hear as yet nor see, but that he knew was there. And then, far-distant yet  not above, but under the jolting of the gun-wheels and the rattle of the scabbards  they could hear the clickety-clickety-clickety-click of a horse hard-ridden.

They had scarcely caught that sound, they had barely tightened up their bridle-reins, when another sound, one just as unmistakable, burst out in front of them. A ragged, ill-timed volley ripped out from somewhere near the conflagration and was answered instantly by one that was close-ripped like the fire of heavy ordnance. And then one of the advance-guard wheeled his horse and drove his spurs home rowel-deep. He came thundering back along the road with his scabbard out in the wind behind him and reined up suddenly when his horses forefeet were abreast of the lieutenant.

Theres some one coming, sir, hard as he can gallop! Hes one of our men by the sound of him. His horse is shod  and I thought I saw steel when the fire-light fell on him a minute ago!

Are you sure theres only one?

Sure, sir! You can hear him now!

All right! Fall in behind me!

Bellairs felt his sword-hilt and cocked a pistol stealthily, but he gave no orders to the section. This might be a native soldier run amuck, and it might be a messenger; but in either case, friend or foe, if there was only one man he could deal with him alone.

Halt! roared the advance-guard suddenly. But the horses hoof-beats never checked for a single instant.

Halt, you! Who comes there?

Friend! came the answer, in an accent that was unmistakable.

What friend? Where are you going?

One of the advance-guard reined his horse across the road. The others followed suit and blocked the way effectually. Halt! they roared in unison.

The main body of the advance came up with them.

Who is he? shouted the sergeant.

Well soon see! Here he comes!

Out of my way! yelled a voice, as a foamed-flecked horse burst out of the darkness like an apparition and bore straight down on them  his head bored a little to one side, the red rims of his nostrils wide distended and his whole sense and energy, and strength concentrated on pleasing the speed-hungry Irishman who rode him. He flashed into them head-on, like a devil from the outer darkness. His head touched a mans knee  and he rose and tried to jump him! His breast crashed full into the obstruction and horse and gunner crashed down to the road.

A dozen arms reached out  twelve horses surged in a clattering melee  two hands gripped the reins and four arms seized the rider, and in a second the panting charger was brought up all-standing. The sergeant thrust his grim face closer and peered at their capture.

Good  , if it aint an officer! he exclaimed. I beg your pardon, sir!

And at that instant the section rattled, up behind them, with Bellairs in the lead.

Halt! roared Bellairs. Whats this?

Bloody murder, arson, high treason, mutiny and death! Blood and onions, man! Dont your men know an officer when they see one? Who are you? Are you Bellairs? Then why in Gods name didnt you say so sooner? What have you waited for?

How many hours is it since you got the message through from Jundhra? Couldnt you see the barracks burning? Who am I  Im Captain ORourke, of the Thirty-third, sent to see what youre doing on the road, thats who I am! A full-fledged; able-bodied captain wasted in a crisis, just because you didnt choose to hurry! Poison take your confounded gunners, sir! Have they nothing better to engage them than holding up officers on the Queens trunk road?

Supposing you tell me whats the matter? suggested young Bellairs, prompt as are most of his breed to appear casual the moment there was cause to feel excited.

Your gunners have taken all my breath, sir. I cant speak!

You shouldnt take chances with a section of artillery! Theyre not like infantry  they dont sleep all the time  you cant ride through them as a rule!

Dont sleep, dont they! Then what have you been doing on the road? And what are you standing here for? Ride, man, ride! Youre wanted!

Get out of the way, then! suggested Bellairs, and Captain ORourke legged his panting charger over to the roadside.

Advance-guard, forward, trot! commanded the lieutenant.

Have you brought your wife with you? demanded ORourke, peering into the jingling blackness.

No. Of course not. Why?

Of course not! Why? says the man! Hell and hot porridge! Why, the whole of Indias ablaze from end to end  the sepoys have mutinied to a man, and the rest have joined them! Theres bloody murder doing  theyve shot their officers  Hammonds dead and Carstairs and Welfleet and heaven knows who else. Theyve burned their barracks and the stores and theyre trying to seize the magazine. If they get that, God help every one. Theyre short of ammunition as it is, but two companies of the Thirty-third cant hold out for long against that horde. Youll be in the nick of time! Hurry, man! For the love of anything you like to name, get a move on!

IV.

Trot, march!

Canter!

Bellairs was thinking of his wife, alone in Hanadra, unprotected except by a sixty-year-old Risaldar and a half-brother who was a civilian and an unknown quantity. There were cold chills running down his spine and a sickening sensation in his stomach. He rode ahead of the guns, with ORourke keeping pace beside him. He felt that he hated ORourke, hated everything, hated the Service, and the country  and the guns, that could put him into such a fiendish predicament.

ORourke broke silence first.

Who is with your wife? he demanded suddenly.

Heaven knows! I left her under the protection of Risaldar Mahommed Khan, but he was to ride off for an escort for her.

Not your fathers old Risaldar? asked ORourke.

The same.

Then thank God! Id sooner trust him than I would a regiment. Hell bring her in alive or slit the throats of half Asia  maybe hell do both! Come, thats off our minds! Shes safer with him than she would be here. Have you lots of ammunition?

I brought all I had with me at Hanadra.

Good! What youll need tonight is grape!

Ive lots of it. Its nearly all grape.

Hurrah! Then well treat those dirty mutineers to a dose or two of pills they wont fancy! Come on, man  set the pace a little faster!

Why didnt my orders say anything about a mutiny or bringing in my wife?

Dunno! I didnt write em. I can guess, though. Thered be something like nine reasons. For one thing, theyd credit you with sense enough to bring her in without being told. For another, the messenger who took the note might have got captured on the way  they wouldnt want to tell the sepoys more than they could help. Then thered be something like a hurry. Theyre attacked there too  cant even send us assistance. Told us to waylay you and make use of you. Maybe they forgot your wife  maybe they didnt. Its a devil of a business anyhow!

It was difficult to talk at the speed that they were making, with their own horses breathing heavily, ORourkes especially; the guns thundering along behind them and the advance-guard clattering in front, and their attention distracted every other minute by the noise of volleys on ahead and the occasional staccato rattle of independent firing. The whole sky was now alight with the reflection of the burning barracks and they could see the ragged outlines of the cracking walls silhouetted against the blazing red within. One mile or less from the burning buildings they could see, too, the occasional flash of rifles where the two companies of the Thirty-third, Honorable East India Companys Light Infantry, held out against the mutineers.

Why did they mutiny? asked Bellairs.

God knows! Nobody knows! Nobody knows anything! Im thinking

Thinking what?

Forrester-Carter is commanding. Well settle this business pretty quickly, now youve come. Then  Steady, boy! Steady! Hold up! This poor horse of mine is just about foundered, by the feel of him. Hell reach Doonha, though. Then well ask Carter to make a dash on Hanadra and bring Mrs. Bellairs  maybe well meet her and the Risaldar half-way  who knows? The sepoys wouldnt expect that, either. The moved puzzle em  itd be a good move, to my way of thinking.

Lets hope Carter will consent! prayed Bellairs fervently. Now, whats the lay of things?

Couldnt tell you! When I left, our men were surrounded. I had to burst through the enemy to get away. Ours are all around the magazine and the sepoys are on every side of them. Youll have to use diagonal fire unless you want to hurt some of our chaps  sweep em cornerwise. Theres high ground over to the right there, within four hundred yards of the position. Maybe theyre holding it, though  theres no knowing!

They could hear the roar of the flames now, and could see the figures of sepoys running here and there. The rattle of musketry was incessant. They could hear howls and yells and bugle-calls blown at random by the sepoys, and once, in answer as it seemed to a more than usually savage chorus from the enemy  a chorus that was punctuated by a raging din of intermittent rifle-fire  a ringing cheer.

They must be in a tight hole! muttered Bellairs. Answer that, men! All together, now! Let em know were coming.

The men rose in their stirrups all together, and sent roaring through the blackness the deep-throated Hip-hip-hur-r-a-a-a-a-a! that has gladdened more than one beleaguered British force in the course of history. It is quite different from the Hur-o-a-o-a-u-r-rh of a forlorn hope, or the high-pitched note of pleasure that signals the end of a review. It means Hold on, till we get there, boys! and it carries its meaning, clear and crisp and unmistakable, in its note.

The two beleaguered companies heard it and answered promptly with another cheer.

By gad, they must be in a hole! remarked Bellairs.

British soldiers do not cheer like that, all together, unless there is very good reason to feel cheerless. They fight, each man according to his temperament, swearing or laughing, sobbing or singing comic songs, until the case looks grim. Then, though, the same thrill runs through the whole of them, the same fire blazes in their eyes, and the last ditch that they line has been known to be a grave for the enemy.

Trumpeter! Sound close-order!

The trumpet rang. The advance-guard drew rein for the section to catch up. The guns drew abreast of one another and the mounted gunners formed in a line, two deep, in front of them. The ammunition-wagon trailed like a tail behind.

That high ground over there, I think! suggested ORourke.

Thank you, sir. Section, right! Trot, march! Canter!

Crash went the guns and the following wagon across the roadside ditch. The tired horses came up to the collar as service-horses always will, generous to the last ounce of strength they have in them.

Gallop!

The limbers bumped and jolted and the short-handled whips cracked like the sound of pistol-practise. Blind, unreconnoitered, grim  like a black thunderbolt loosed into the blackness  the two guns shot along a hollow, thundered up a ridge and burst into the fire-light up above the mutineers, in the last place where any one expected them. A howl came from the road that they had left, a hundred sepoys had rushed down to block their passage the moment that their cheer had rung above the noise of battle.

Action  front! roared young Bellairs, and the muzzles swung round at the gallop, jerked into position by the wheeling teams.

With case, at four hundred!

The orders were given and obeyed almost before the guns had lost their motion. The charges had been rammed into the greedy muzzles before the horses were away, almost  and that takes but a second  the horses vanish like blown smoke when the game begins. A howl from the mutineers told that they were seen; a volley from the British infantry announced that they were yet in time; and boom-boom! went both guns together.

The grapeshot whined and shrieked, and the ranks of the sepoys wilted, mown down as though a scythe had swept them. Once, and once only, they gathered for a charge on the two guns; but they were met half-way up the rise by a shrieking blast of grape that ripped through them and took the heart out of them; and the grape was followed by well-aimed volleys from behind. Then they drew off to sulk and make fresh plans at a distance, and Bellairs took his section unmolested into the Thirty-third-lined rampart round the magazine.

What kept you, sir? demanded Colonel Forrester-Carter, nodding to him in answer to his salute and holding out his right arm while a sergeant bandaged it.

My wife, sir  I

Where is she? Didnt you bring her?

No, sir  I

Where is she?

Still at Hanadra, sir  I

Let the men fall in! Call the roll at once!

There was nothing in my orders, sir, about But Colonel Carter cut him short with a motion and turned his back on him.

Much obliged, Sergeant, he said, slipping his wounded arm into an improvised sling. How many wagons have we here?

Four, sir.

And horses?

All shot dead except your charger, sir.

Oh! Ask Captain Trevor to come here.

The sergeant disappeared into the shadows, and a moment later Captain Trevor came running up and saluted.

There are seven wounded, sir, and nineteen dead, he reported.

Better than I had hoped, Trevor! Will you set a train to that magazine, please, and blow it up the moment we are at a safe distance?

Trevor seemed surprised, but he saluted and said nothing.

ORourke! Please see about burying the dead at once. Mr. Bellairs, let me have two horses, please, and their drivers, from each gun. Sergeant! See about putting the wounded into the lightest of the wagons and harness in four gun-horses the best way you can manage.

Very good, sir.

Which is your best horseman, Mr. Bellairs? Is his horse comparatively fresh? Ill need him to gallop with a message. Ill dictate it to Captain ORourke as soon as he is ready. Let the gunner stay here close to me.

Bellairs sought out his best man and the freshest-seeming horse in wondering silence. He felt sick with anxiety, for what could one lone veteran Risaldar do to protect Mrs. Bellairs against such a horde as was in Hanadra? He looked at the barracks, which were still blazing heavenward and illuminating the whole country-side, and shuddered as he wondered whether his quarters at Hanadra were in flames yet.

Its a good job old Carter happened to be here! he heard one of his men mumble to another. Hes a man, that is  Id sooner fight under him than any I know of!

What dyou suppose the next move is? asked the other man.

Id bet on it! Ill bet you what you like that

But Bellairs did not hear the rest.

A bugle rang out into the night. The gunners stood by their horses. Even the sentries, posted outside the rampart to guard against alarm, stood to attention, and Colonel Carter, wincing from the pain in his right arm, walked out in front of where the men were lined up.

Captain ORourke walked up and saluted him.

Ive arranged to bury them in that trench we dug this evening, sir, when the trouble started. Its not very deep, but it holds them all. Ive laid them in it.

Are you sure theyre all dead?

Ive burnt their fingers with matches, sir. I dont know of any better way to make sure.

Very well. Can you remember any of the burial service?

Fraid not, sir.

Um! Thats a pity. And Im afraid I cant spare the time. Take a firing-party, Captain ORourke, and give them the last honors, at all events.

A party marched away toward the trench, and several minutes later ORourkes voice was heard calling through the darkness, All ready, sir!

Present arms! ordered the colonel, and the gunners sat their horses with their hilts raised to their hips and the two long lines of infantry stood rigid at the general salute, while five volleys  bulleted  barked upward above the grave. They were, answered by sniping from the mutineers, who imagined that reprisals had commenced.

Now, men! said Colonel Carter, raising his voice until every officer and man along the line could hear him, as you must have realized, things are very serious indeed. We are cut off from support, but now that the guns are here to help us, we could either hold out here until relieved or else fight our way into Jundhra, where I have no doubt we are very badly needed. But  he spoke more slowly and distinctly now, with a distinct pause between each word there is an officers lady alone, and practically unprotected at Hanadra. Our duty is clear. You are tired  I know it. You have had no supper, and will get none. It means forced marching for the rest of this night and a good part of tomorrow and more fighting, possibly on an empty stomach; it means the dust and the heat and the discomfort of the trunk road for all of us and danger of the worst kind instead of safety  for we shall have farther to go to reach Jundhra. But I would do the same, and you men all know it, for any soldiers wife in my command, or any English woman in India. We will march now on Hanadra. No! No demonstrations, please!

His uplifted left hand was just in time to check a roar of answering approval.

Didnt I tell you so? exclaimed a gunner to the man beside him in an undertone. Him leave a white woman to face this sort o music? Hed fight all India first!

Ten minutes later two companies of men marched out behind the guns, followed by a cart that bore their wounded. As they reached the trunk road they were saluted by a reverberating blast when the magazine that they had fought to hold blew skyward. They turned to cheer the explosion and then settled down to march in deadly earnest and, if need be, to fight a rear-guard action all the way.

And in the opposite direction one solitary gunner rode, hell-bent-for-leather, with a note addressed to O. C.  Jundhra. It was short and to the point. It ran:

Have blown up magazine; Mrs. Bellairs at Hanadra;

have gone to rescue her.

(Signed) A. FORRESTER-CARTER (Col.)

per J. ORourke

V.

The red glow of barracks burning  an ayah from whom a dagger has been taken locked in another room  the knowledge that there are fifty thousand Aryan brothers, itching to rebel, within a stones throw  and two lone protectors of an alien race intent on torturing a High Priest, each and every one of these is a disturbing feature. No woman, and least of all a young woman such as Ruth Bellairs, can be blamed for being nervous under the stress of such conditions or for displaying a certain amount of feminine unreasonableness.

She stood shivering for a minute and watched spellbound while Mahommed Khan held the hot coal closer and even closer to the High Priests naked foot. The priest writhed in anticipation of the agony and turned his eyes away, and as he turned them they met Ruths. High priests of a religion that includes sooth-saying and prophecy and bribery of gods among its rites are students of human nature, and especially of female human nature. Knowledge of it and of how it may be gulled, and when, is the first essential of their calling. Her pale face, her blue eyes strained in terror, the parted lips and the attitude of tension, these gave him an idea. Before the charcoal touched him, he screamed  screamed like a wounded horse.

Mahommed Khan, stop! Stop this instant! I wont have it! I wont have my life, even, on those terms! Dyou hear me, sir!

Have courage, heavenborn! There is but one way to force a Hindu priest, unless it be by cutting off his revenues  he must be hurt! This dog is unhurt as yet  see! The fire has not yet touched his foot!

Dont let it, Mahommed Khan! Set that iron down! This is my room. I will not have crime committed here!

And how long does the heavenborn think it would be her room were this evil-living pig of a priest at large, or how long before a worse crime were committed? Heavenborn, the hour is late and the charcoal dies out rapidly when it has left the fire! See. I must choose another piece!

He rummaged in the brazier, and she screamed again.

I will not have it, Risaldar! You must find another way.

Memsahib! Thy husband left thee in my care. Surely it is my right to choose the way?

Leave me, then! I relieve you of your trust. I will not have him tortured in my room, or anywhere!

Mahommed Khan bowed low.

Under favor, heavenborn, he answered, my trust is to your husband. I can be released by him, or by death, not otherwise.

Once, and for all, Mahommed Khan, I will not have you torture him in here!

Memsahib, I have yet to ride for succor! At daybreak, when these Hindus learn that the guns will not come back, they will rise to a man. Even now we must find a hiding-place or  it is not good even to think what I might find on my return!

He leaned over the priest again, but without the charcoal this time.

Speak, thou! he ordered, growling in Hindustanee through his savage black mustache. I have yet to hear what price a Hindu sets on immunity from torture!

But the priest, it seemed, had formed a new idea. He had been looking through puckered eyes at Ruth, keen, cool calculation in his glance, and in spite of the discomfort of his strained position he contrived to nod.

Kharvani! he muttered, half aloud.

Aye! Call on Kharvani! sneered the Risaldar. Perhaps the Bride of Sivi will appear! Call louder!

He stirred again among the charcoal with his tongs, and Ruth and the High Priest both shuddered.

Look! said the High Priest in Hindustanee, nodding in Ruths direction. It was the first word that he had addressed to them. It took them by surprise, and the Risaldar and his half-brother turned and looked. Their breath left them.

Framed in the yellow lamplight, her thin, hot-weather garments draped about her like a morning mist, Ruth stood and stared straight back at them through frightened eyes. Her blue-black hair, which had become loosened in her excitement, hung in a long plait over one shoulder and gleamed in the lamps reflection. Her skin took on a faintly golden color from the feeble light, and her face seemed stamped with fear, anxiety, pity and suffering, all at once, that strangely enhanced her beauty, silhouetted as she was against the blackness of the wall behind, she seemed to be standing in an aura, shimmering with radiated light.

Kharvani! said the High Priest to himself again, and the two Rajputs stood still like men dumfounded, and stared and stared and stared. They knew Kharvanis temple. Who was there in Hanadra, Christian or Mohammedan or Hindu, who did not? The show-building of the city, the ancient, gloomy, wonderful erection where bats lived in the dome and flitted round Kharvanis image, the place where every one must go who needed favors of the priests, the central hub of treason and intrigue, where every plot was hatched and every rumor had its origin  the ultimate, mazy, greedy, undisgorging goal of every bribe and every blackmail-wrung rupee!

They knew, too, as every one must know who has ever been inside the place, the amazing, awe-inspiring picture of Kharvani painted on the inner wall; of Kharvani as she was idealized in the days when priests believed in her and artists thought the labor of a lifetime well employed in painting but one picture of her  Kharvani the sorrowful, grieving for the wickedness of earth; Kharvani, Bride of Siva, ready to intercede with Siva, the Destroyer, for the helpless, foolish, purblind sons of man.

And here, before them, stood Kharvani  to the life!

What of Kharvani? growled Mahommed Khan.

A purblind fool, a sot and a Mohammedan, quoted the priest maliciously, how many be they, three or one?

The Risaldars hand went to his scabbard. His sword licked out free and trembled like a tuning-fork. He flicked with his thumbnail at the blade and muttered: Sharp! Sharp as death itself!

The Hindu grinned, but the blade came down slowly until the point of it rested on the bridge of his nose. His eyes squinted inward, watching it.

Now, make thy gentle joke again! growled the Risaldar. Ruth Bellairs checked a scream.

No blood! she exclaimed. Dont hurt him, Risaldar! Ill not have you kill a man in here  or anywhere, in cold blood, for that matter! Return your sword, sir!

The Risaldar swore into his beard. The High Priest grinned again. I am not afraid to die! he sneered. Thrust with that toy of thine! Thrust home and make an end!

Memsahib! said the Risaldar, all this is foolishness and waste of time! The hour is past midnight and I must be going. Leave the room  leave me and my half-brother with this priest for five short minutes and we will coax from him the secret of some hiding-place where you may lie hid until I come!

But youll hurt him!

Not if he speaks, and speaks the truth!

Promise me!

On those conditions  yes!

Where shall I go?

The Risaldars eyes glanced toward the door of the inner room, but he hesitated. Nay! There is the ayah! he muttered. Is there no other room?

No, Risaldar, no other room except through that door. Besides, I would rather stay here! I am afraid of what you may do to that priest if I leave you alone with him!

Now a murrain on all women, black and white! swore Mahommed Khan beneath his breath. Then he turned on the priest again, and placed one foot on his stomach.

Speak! he ordered. What of Kharvani?

Listen, Mahommed Khan! Ruth Bellairs laid one hand on his sleeve, and tried to draw him back. Your ways are not my ways! You are a soldier and a gentleman, but please remember that you are of a different race! I can not let my life be saved by the torture of a human being  no, not even of a Hindu priest! Maybe its all right and honorable according to your ideas; but, if you did it, I would never be able to look my husband in the face again! No, Risaldar! Let this priest go, or leave him here  I dont care which, but dont harm him! I am quite ready to ride with you, now, if you like. I suppose you have horses? But I would rather die than think that a man was put to the torture to save me! Life isnt worth that price!

She spoke rapidly, urging him with every argument she knew; but the grim old Mohammedan shook his head.

Better die here, he answered her, than on the road! No, memsahib. With thirteen blades behind me, I could reach Jundhra, or at least make a bold attempt; but single-handed, and with you to guard, the feat is impossible. This dog of a Hindu here knows of some hiding-place. Let him speak!

His hand went to his sword again, and his eyes flashed.

Listen, heavenborn! I am no torturer of priests by trade! It is not my life that I would save!

I know that, Mahommed Khan! I respect your motive. Its the method that I cant tolerate.

The Risaldar drew his arm away from her and began to pace the room. The High Priest instantly began to speak to Ruth, whispering to her hurriedly in Hindustanee, but she was too little acquainted with the language to understand him.

And I, said the Risaldars half-brother suddenly, am I of no further use?

I had forgotten thee! exclaimed the Risaldar.

They spoke together quickly in their own language, drawing aside and muttering to each other. It was plain that the half-brother was making some suggestion and that the Risaldar was questioning him and cross-examining him about his plan, but neither Ruth nor the High Priest could understand a word that either of them said. At the end of two minutes or more, the Risaldar gave an order of some kind and the half-brother grunted and left the room without another word, closing the door noiselessly behind him. The Risaldar locked it again from the inside and drew the bolt.

We have made another plan, heavenborn! he announced mysteriously.

Then  then  you wont hurt this priest?

Not yet, said the Risaldar. He may be useful!

Wont you unbind him, then? Look! His wrists and ankles are all swollen.

Let the dog swell! he grunted.

But Ruth stuck to her point and made him loosen the bonds a little.

A man lives and learns! swore the Risaldar. Such as he were cast into dungeons in my day, to feed on their own bellies until they had had enough of life!

The times have changed! said Ruth.

The Risaldar looked out through the window toward the red glow on the sky-line.

Ha! Changed, have they! he muttered. I saw one such burning, once before!

VI.

The most wonderful thing in history, pointing with the surest finger to the trail of destiny, has been the fact that in every tremendous crisis there have been leaders on the spot to meet it. It is not so wonderful that there should be such men, for the world keeps growing better, and it is more than likely that the men who have left their footprints in the sands of time would compare to their own disadvantage with their compeers of today. The wonderful thing is that the right men have been in the right place at the right time. Scipio met Hannibal; Philip of Spain was forced to meet Howard of Effingham and Drake; Napoleon Bonaparte, the Man of Destiny, found Wellington and Nelson of the Nile to deal with him; and, in America, men like George Washington and Grant and Lincoln seem, in the light of history, like timed, calculated, controlling devices in an intricate machine. It was so when the Indian Mutiny broke out. The struggle was unexpected. A handful of Europeans, commissioned and enlisted in the ordinary way, with a view to trade, not statesmanship, found themselves face to face at a minutes notice with armed and vengeful millions. Succor was a question of months, not days or weeks. India was ablaze from end to end with rebel fires that had been planned in secret through silent watchful years. The British force was scattered here and there in unconnected details, and each detail was suddenly cut off from every other one by men who had been trained to fight by the British themselves and who were not afraid to die.

The suddenness with which the outbreak came was one of the chief assets of the rebels, for they were able to seize guns and military stores and ammunition at the very start of things, before the British force could concentrate. Their hour could scarcely have been better chosen. The Crimean War was barely over. Practically the whole of Englands standing army was abroad and decimated by battle and disease. At home, politics had England by the throat; the income-tax was on a Napoleonic scale and men were more bent on worsting one another than on equipping armies. They had had enough of war.

India was isolated, at the rebels mercy, so it seemed. There were no railway trains to make swift movements of troops possible. Distances were reckoned by the hundred miles  of sun-baked, thirsty dust in the hot weather, and of mud in the rainy season. There were no telegraph-wires, and the British had to cope with the mysterious, and even yet unsolved, native means of sending news  the so-called underground route, by which news and instructions travel faster than a pigeon flies. There was never a greater certainty or a more one-sided struggle, at the start. The only question seemed to be how many days, or possibly weeks, would pass before jackals crunched the bones of every Englishman in India.

But at the British helm was Nicholson, and under him were a hundred other men whose courage and resource had been an unknown quantity until the outbreak came. Nicholsons was the guiding spirit, but it needed only his generalship to fire all the others with that grim enthusiasm that has pulled Great Britain out of so many other scrapes. Instead of wasting time in marching and countermarching to relieve the scattered posts, a swift, sudden swoop was made on Delhi, where the eggs of the rebellion had hatched.

As many of the outposts as could be reached were told to fight their own way in, and those that could not be reached were left to defend themselves until the big blow had been struck at the heart of things. If Delhi could be taken, the rebels would be paralyzed and the rescue of beleaguered details would be easier; so, although odds of one hundred or more to one are usually considered overlarge in wartime  when the hundred hold the fort and the one must storm the gate  there was no time lost in hesitation. Delhi was the goal; and from north and south and east and west the men who could march marched, and those who could not entrenched themselves, and made ready to die in the last ditch.

Some of the natives were loyal still. There were men like Risaldar Mahommed Khan, who would have died ten deaths ten times over rather than be false in one particular to the British Government. It was these men who helped to make intercommunication possible, for they could carry messages and sometimes get through unsuspected where a British soldier would have been shot before he had ridden half a mile. Their loyalty was put to the utmost test in that hour, for they can not have believed that the British force could win. They knew the extent of what was out against them and knew, too, what their fate would be in the event of capture or defeat. There would be direr, slower vengeance wreaked on them than on the alien British. But they had eaten British salt and pledged their word, and nothing short of death could free them from it. There was not a shred of self interest to actuate them; there could not have been. Their given word was law and there it ended.

There were isolated commands, like that at Jundhra, that were too far away to strike at Delhi and too large and too efficient to be shut in by the mutineers. They were centers on their own account of isolated small detachments, and each commander was given leave to act as he saw best, provided that he acted and did it quickly. He could either march to the relief of his detachments or call them in, but under no condition was he to sit still and do nothing.

So, Colonel Carters note addressed to O. C.  Jundhra only got two-thirds of the way from Doonha. The gunner who rode with it was brought to a sudden standstill by an advance-guard of British cavalry, and two minutes later he found himself saluting and giving up his note to the General Commanding. The rebels at Jundhra had been worsted and scattered after an eight-hour fight, and General Turner had made up his mind instantly to sweep down on Hanadra with all his force and relieve the British garrison at Doonha on his way.

Jundhra was a small town and unhealthy. Hanadra was a large city, the center of a province; and, from all accounts, Hanadra had not risen yet. By seizing Hanadra before the mutineers had time to barricade themselves inside it, he could paralyze the countryside, for in Hanadra were the money and provisions and, above all, the Hindu priests who, in that part of India at least, were the brains of the rebellion. So he burned Jundhra, to make it useless to the rebels, and started for Hanadra with every man and horse and gun and wagon and round of ammunition that he had.

Now news in India travels like the wind, first one way and then another. But, unlike the wind, it never whistles. Things happen and men know it and the information spreads  invisible, intangible, inaudible, but positive and, in nine cases out of ten, correct in detail. A government can no more censor it, or divert it, or stop it on the way, than it can stay the birthrate or tamper with the Great Monsoon.

First the priests knew it, then it filtered through the main bazaars and from them on through the smaller streets. By the time that General Turner had been two hours on the road with his command every man and woman and child in Hanadra knew that the rebels had been beaten back and that Hanadra was his objective. They knew, too, that the section had reached Doonha, had relieved it and started back again. And yet not a single rebel who had fought in either engagement was within twenty miles of Hanadra yet!

In the old, low-ceilinged room above the archway Mahommed Khan paced up and down and chewed at his black mustache, kicking his scabbard away from him each time he turned and glowering at the priest.

That dog can solve this riddle! he kept muttering. Then he would glare at Ruth impatiently and execrate the squeamishness of women. Ruth sat on the divan with her face between her hands, trying to force herself to realize the full extent of her predicament and beat back the feeling of hysteria that almost had her in its grip. The priest lay quiet. He was in a torture of discomfort on the upturned table, but he preferred not to give the Risaldar the satisfaction of knowing it. He eased his position quietly from time to time as much as his bandages would let him, but he made no complaint.

Suddenly, Ruth looked up. It had occurred to her that she was wasting time and that if she were to fight off the depression that had seized her she would be better occupied.

Mahommed Khan, she said, if I am to leave here on horseback, with you or with an escort, I had better collect some things that I would like to take with me. Let me in that room, please!

The horse will have all that it can carry, heavenborn, without a load of womans trappings.

My jewels? I can take them, I suppose?

He bowed. They are in there? I will bring them, heavenborn!

Nonsense! You dont know where to find them.

The ayah  will  will show me!

He fitted the key into the lock and turned it, but Ruth was at his side before he could pass in through the door.

Nonsense, Risaldar! The ayah cant hurt me. You have taken her knife away, and that is my room. I will go in there alone!

She pushed past him before he could prevent her, thrust the door back and peered in.

Stay, heavenborn  I will explain!

Explain what?

The dim light from the lamp was filtering in past them, and her eyes were slowly growing accustomed to the gloom. There was something lying on the floor, in the middle of the room, that was bulky and shapeless and unfamiliar.

Ayah! said Ruth. Ayah!

But there was no answer.

Where is she, Risaldar?

She is there, heavenborn!

Is she asleep?

Aye! She sleeps deeply!

There was, something in the Rajputs voice that was strange, that hinted at a darker meaning.

Ayah! she called again, afraid, though she knew not why, to enter.

She guards the jewels, heavenborn! Wait, while I bring the lamp!

He crossed the room, brought it and stepped with it past Ruth, straight into the room.

See! he said, holding the lamp up above his head. There in her bosom are the jewels! It was there, too, that she had the knife to slay thee with! My sword is clean, yet, heavenborn! I slew her with my fingers, thus!

He kicked the prostrate ayah, and, as the black face with the wide-open bloodshot eyes and the protruding tongue rolled sidewise and the body moved, a little heap of jewels fell upon the floor. Mahommed Khan stooped down to gather them, bending, a little painfully, on one old knee  but stopped half-way and turned. There was a thud behind him in the doorway. Ruth Bellairs had fainted, and lay as the ayah had lain when Risaldar had not yet locked her in the room.

He raised the lamp and studied her in silence for a minute, looking from her to the bound priest and back to her again.

Now praised be Allah! he remarked aloud, with a world of genuine relief in his voice. Should she stay fainted for a little while, that priest

He stalked into the middle of the outer room. He set the lamp down on a table and looked the priest over as a butcher might survey a sheep he is about to kill.

Now  robber of orphans  bleeder of widows blood  dog of an idol-briber! This stands between thee and Kharvani! He drew his sword and flicked the edges of it. And this! He took up the tongs again. There is none now to plead or to forbid! Think! Show me the way out of this devils nest, or He raised the tongs again.

At that minute came a quiet knock. He set the tongs down again and crossed the room and opened the door.

VII.

Mahommed Khan closed the door again behind his half-brother and turned the key, but the half-brother shot the bolt home as well before he spoke, then listened intently for a minute with his ear to the keyhole.

Where is the priests son? growled the Risaldar, in the Rajput tongue.

I have him. I have the priestling in a sack. I have him trussed and bound and gagged, so that he can neither speak nor wriggle!

Where?

Hidden safely.

I said to bring him here!

I could not. Listen! That ayah  where is she?

Dead! What has the ayah to do with it?

This  she was to give a sign. She was not to slay. She had leave only to take the jewels. Her orders were either to wait until she knew by questioning that the section would not return or else, when it had returned, to wait until the memsahib and Bellairs sahib slept, and then to make a sign. They grow tired of waiting now, for there is news! At Jundhra the rebels are defeated, and at Doonha likewise.

How know you this?

By listening to the priests talk while I lay in wait to snare the priestling. Nothing is known as yet as to what the guns or garrison at Doonha do, but it is known that they of Jundhra will march on Hanadra here. They search now for their High Priest, being minded to march out of here and set an ambush on the road.

They have time. From Jundhra to here is a long march! Until tomorrow evening or the day following they have time!

Aye! And they have fear also! They seek their priest  listen.

There were voices plainly audible in the courtyard down below, and two more men stood at the foot of the winding stairway whispering. By listening intently they could hear almost what they said, for the stone stairway acted like a whispering-gallery, the voices echoing up it from wall to wall.

Why do they seek him here?

They have sought elsewhere and not found him; and there is talk  He claimed the memsahib as his share of the plunder. They think

Mahommed Khan glared at the trussed-up priest and swore a savage oath beneath his breath.

Have they touched the stables yet? he demanded.

No, not yet. The loot is to be divided evenly among certain of the priests, and no man may yet lay a hand on it.

Is there a guard there?

No. No one would steal what the priests claim, and the priests will not trust one another. So the horses stand in their stalls unwatched.

The voices down the stairs grew louder, and the sound of footsteps began ascending, slowly and with hesitation.

Quick! said the Risaldar. Light me that brazier again!

Charcoal lights quickly, and before the steps had reached the landing Mahommed Khan had a hot coal glowing in his tongs:

Now speak to them! he growled at the shuddering priest. Order them to go back to their temple and tell them that you follow!

The priest shut his lips tight and shook his head. With rescue so near as that, he could see no reason to obey. But the hot coal touched him, and a Hindu who may be not at all afraid to die can not stand torture.

I speak! he answered, writhing.

Speak, then! said the Risaldar, choosing a larger coal. Then, in the priests language, which none  and least of all a Risaldar  can understand except the priests themselves, he began to shout directions, pitching his voice into a high, wailing, minor key. He was answered by another sing-song voice outside the door and he listened with a glowing coal held six inches from his eyes.

An eye for a false move! hissed Mahommed Khan. Two eyes are the forfeit unless they go down the stairs again! Then my half-brother here will follow to the temple and if any watch, or stay behind, thy ears will sizzle!

The High Priest raised his voice into a wail again, and the feet shuffled along the landing and descended.

Put down that coal! he pleaded. I have done thy bidding!

Watch through the window! said the Risaldar. Then follow!

His giant half-brother peered from behind the curtain and listened. He could hear laughter, ribald, mocking laughter, but low, and plainly not intended for the High Priests ears.

They go! he growled.

Then follow.

Once again the Risaldar was left alone with the priest and the unconscious Ruth. She was suffering from the effects of long days and nights of nerve-destroying heat, with the shock of unexpected horror super-added, and she showed no disposition to recover consciousness. The priest, though, was very far from having lost his power to think.

You are a fool! he sneered at the Risaldar, but the sword leaped from its scabbard at the word and he changed that line of argument. You hold cards and know not how to play them!

I know along which road my honor lies! I lay no plans to murder people in their sleep.

Honor! And what is honor? What is the interest on honor  how much percent?

The Risaldar turned his back on him, but the High Priest laughed.

The days of the Raj are numbered! said the priest. The English will be slain to the last man and then where will you be? Where will be the profit on your honor?

The Risaldar listened, for he could not help it, but he made no answer.

Me you hold here, a prisoner. You can slay or torture. But what good will that do? The woman that you guard will fall sooner or later into Hindu hands. You can not fight against a legion. Listen! I hold the strings of wealth. With a jerk I can unloose a fortune in your lap. I need that woman there!

For what? snarled the Risaldar, whirling round on him, his eyes ablaze.

For power! Kharvanis temple here has images and paintings and a voice that speaks  but no Kharvani!

The Rajput turned away again and affected unconcern.

Could Kharvani but appear, could her worshipers but see Kharvani manifest, what would a lakh, two lakhs, a crore of rupees mean to me, the High Priest of her temple? I could give thee anything! The power over all India would be in my hands! Kharvani would but appear and say thus and thus, and thus would it be done!

The Risaldars hand had risen to his mustache. His back was still turned on the priest, but he showed interest. His eyes wandered to where Ruth lay in a heap by the inner door and then away again.

Who would believe it? he growled in an undertone.

They would all believe it! One and all! Even Mohammedans would become Hindus to worship at her shrine and beg her favors. Thou and I alone would share the secret. Listen! Loose me these bonds  my limbs ache.

Mahommed Khan turned. He stooped and cut them with his sword.

Now I can talk, said the priest, sitting up and rubbing his ankles. Listen. Take thou two horses and gallop off, so that the rest may think that the white woman has escaped. Then return here secretly and name thy price  and hold thy tongue!

And leave her in thy hands? asked the Risaldar.

In my keeping.

Bah! Who would trust a Hindu priest!

The Rajput was plainly wavering and the priest stood up, to argue with him the better.

What need to trust me? You, sahib, will know the secret, and none other but myself will know it. Would I, think you, be fool enough to tell the rest, or, by withholding just payment from you, incite you to spread it broadcast? You and I will know it and we alone. To me the power that it will bring  to you all the wealth you ever dreamed of, and more besides!

No other priest would know?

Not one! They will think the woman escaped!

And she  where would you keep her?

In a secret place I know of, below the temple.

Does any other know it?

No. Not one!

Listen! said the Risaldar, stroking at his beard. This woman never did me any wrong  but she is a woman, not a man. I owe her no fealty, and yet  I would not like to see her injured. Were I to agree to thy plan, there would needs be a third man in the secret.

Who? Name him, said the priest, grinning his satisfaction.

My half-brother Suliman.

Agreed!

He must go with us to the hiding-place and stay there as her servant.

Is he a silent man?

Silent as the dead, unless I bid him speak!

Then, that is agreed; he and thou and I know of this secret, and none other is to know it! Why wait? Let us remove her to the hiding-place!

Wait yet for Suliman. How long will I be gone, think you, on my pretended flight?

Nay, what think you, sahib?

I think many hours. There may be those that watch, or some that ride after me. I think I shall not return until long after daylight, and then there will be no suspicions. Give me a token that will admit me safely back into Hanadra  some sign that the priests will know, and a pass to show to any one that bids me halt.

The priest held out his hand. Take off that ring of mine! he answered. That is the sacred ring of Kharvani  and all men know it. None will touch thee or refuse thee anything, do they have but the merest sight of it!

The Risaldar drew off a clumsy silver ring, set with three stones  a sapphire and a ruby and an emerald, each one of which was worth a fortune by itself. He slipped it on his own finger and turned it round slowly, examining it.

See how I trust thee, said the priest.

More than I do thee! muttered the Risaldar.

I hear my brother! growled the Risaldar after another minute. Be ready to show the way!

He walked across the room to Ruth, tore a covering from a divan and wrapped her in it; then he opened the outer door for his half-brother.

Is it well? he asked in the Rajput tongue.

All well! boomed the half-brother, eying the unbound priest with unconcealed surprise.

Do any watch?

Not one! The priests are in the temple; all who are not priests man the walls or rush here and there making ready.

And the priestling?

Is where I left him.

Where?  I said.

In the niche underneath the arch, where I trapped the High Priest!

Are the horses fed and watered?

Ha, sahib!

Good! How is the niche opened where the priestling lies?

There is the trunk of an elephant, carved where the largest stone of all begins to curve outward, on the side of the stone as you go outward from the courtyard.

On which side of the archway, then?

On the left side, sahib. Press on the trunk downward and then pull; the stone swings outward. There are steps then  ten steps downward to the stone floor where the priestling lies.

Good! I can find him. Now pick up the heavenborn yonder in those great arms of thine, and bear her gently! Gently, I said! So! Have a care, now, that she is not injured against the corners. My honor, aye, my honor and yours and all our duty to the Raj you bear and  and have a care of the corners?

Aye, answered the half-brother, stolidly, holding Ruth as though she had been a little bag of rice.

Again the Risaldar turned to the High Priest, and eyed him through eyes that glittered.

We are ready! he growled. Lead on to thy hiding-place!

VIII.

The guns rode first from Doonha, for the guns take precedence. The section ground-scouts were acting scouts for the division, two hundred yards ahead of every one. Behind the guns rode Colonel Forrester-Carter, followed by the wagon with the wounded; and last of all the two companies of the Thirty-third trudged through the stifling heat.

But, though the guns were ahead of every one, they had to suit their pace to that of the men who marched. For one thing, there might be an attack at any minute, and guns that are caught at close quarters at a distance from their escort are apt to be astonishingly helpless. They can act in unison with infantry; but alone, on bad ground, in the darkness, and with their horses nearly too tired to drag them, a leash of ten puppies in a crowd would be an easier thing to hurry with.

Young Bellairs had his men dismounted and walking by their mounts. Even the drivers led their horses, for two had been taken from each gun to drag the wounded, and the guns are calculated as a load for six, not four.

As he trudged through the blood-hot dust in clumsy riding-boots and led his charger on the left flank of the guns, Harry Bellairs fumed and fretted in a way to make no man envy him. The gloomy, ghost-like trees, that had flitted past him on the road to Doonha, crawled past him now  slowly and more slowly as his tired feet blistered in his boots. He could not mount and ride, though, for very shame, while his men were marching, and he dared not let them ride, for fear the horses might give in. He could just trudge and trudge, and hate himself and every one, and wonder.

What had the Risaldar contrived to do? Why hadnt he packed up his wifes effects the moment that his orders came and ridden off with her and the section at once, instead of waiting three hours or more for an escort for her? Why hadnt he realized at once that orders that came in a hurry that way, in the night-time, were not only urgent but ominous as well? What chance had the Risaldar  an old man, however willing he might be  to ride through a swarming countryside for thirty miles or more and bring back an escort? Why, even supposing Mohammed Khan had ridden off at once, he could scarcely be back again before the section! And what would have happened in the meantime?

Supposing the Risaldars sons and grandsons refused to obey him? Stranger things than that had been known to happen! Suppose they were disloyal? And then  blacker though than any yet!  suppose  suppose  Why had Mahommed Khan, the hard-bitten, wise old war-dog, advised him to leave his wife behind? Did that seem like honest advice, on second thought? Mohammedans had joined in this outbreak as well as Hindus. The sepoys at Doonha were Mohammedans! Why had Mahommed Khan seemed so anxious to send him on his way? As though an extra five minutes would have mattered! Why had he objected to a last good-by to Mrs. Bellairs?... And then  he had shown a certain knowledge of the uprising; where had he obtained it? If he were loyal, who then had told him of it? Natives who are disloyal dont brag of their plans beforehand to men who are on the other side! And if he had known of it, and was still loyal, how was it that he had not divulged his information before the outbreak came? Would a loyal man hold his tongue until the last minute? Scarcely!

He halted, pulled his horse to the middle of the road and waited for Colonel Carter to overtake him.

Well? What is it? asked the colonel sharply.

Can I ride on ahead, sir? My horse is good for it and Im in agonies of apprehension about my wife!

No! Certainly not! You are needed to command your section!

I beg your pardon, sir, but Ive a sergeant who can take command. Hes a first-class man and perfectly dependable.

You could do no good, even if you did ride on, said the colonel, not unkindly.

Im thinking, sir, that Mahommed Khan

Risaldar Mahommed Khan?

Yes, sir.

Of the Rajput Horse?

Yes, sir. My fathers Risaldar.

You left your wife in his charge, didnt you?

Yes, sir, but Im thinking that  that perhaps the Risaldar  I mean  there seem to be Mohammedans at the bottom of this business, as well as Hindus. Perhaps

Bellairs! Now hear me once and for all. You thank your God that the Risaldar turned up to guard her! Thank God that your father was man enough for Mahommed Khan to love and that you are your fathers son! And listen! Dont let me hear you, ever, under any circumstances, breathe a word of doubt as to that mans loyalty! Dyou understand me, sir? You, a mere subaltern, a puppy just out of his teens, an insignificant jackanapes with two twelve-pounders in your charge, daring to impute disloyalty to Mahommed Khan!  your impudence! Remember this! That old Risaldar is the man who rode with your father through the guns at Dera! Hes a pauper without a pension, for all his loyalty, but he went down the length of India to meet you, at his own expense, when you landed raw-green from England! And what dyou know of war, Id like to know, that you didnt learn from him? Thank your God, sir, that theres some one there wholl kill your wife before she falls into the Hindus hands!

But he was going to ride away, sir, to bring an escort!

Not before hed made absolutely certain of her safety! swore the colonel with conviction. Join your section, sir!

So Harry Bellairs joined his section and trudged along sore-footed at its side  sore-hearted, too. He wondered whether any one would ever say as much for him as Colonel Carter had chosen to say for Mahommed Khan, or whether any one would have the right to say it! He was ashamed of having left his wife behind and tortured with anxiety  and smarting from the snub  a medley of sensations that were more likely to make a man of him, if he had known it, than the whole experience of a years campaign! But in the dust and darkness, with the blisters on his heels, and fifty men, who had overheard the colonel, looking sidewise at him, his plight was pitiable.

They trudged until the dawn began to rise, bright yellow below the drooping banian trees; only Colonel Carter and the advance-guard riding. Then, when they stopped at a stream to water horses and let them graze a bit and give the men a sorely needed rest, one of the ring of outposts loosed off his rifle and shouted an alarm. They had formed square in an instant, with the guns on one side and the men on three, and the colonel and the wounded in the middle. A thousand or more of the mutineers leaned on their rifles on the shoulder of a hill and looked them over, a thousand yards away.

Send them an invitation! commanded Colonel Carter, and the left-hand gun barked out an overture, killing one sepoy. The rest made off in the direction of Hanadra.

Were likely to have a hot reception when we reach there! said Colonel Carter cheerily. Well, well rest here for thirty minutes and give them a chance to get ready for us. Im sorry theres no breakfast, men, but the sepoys will have dinner ready by the time we get there  well eat theirs!

The chorus of ready laughter had scarcely died away when a horses hoof-beats clattered in the distance from the direction of Doonha and a native cavalryman galloped into view, low-bent above his horses neck. The foam from his horse was spattered over him and his lance swung pointing upward from the sling. On his left side the polished scabbard rose and fell in time to his horses movement. He was urging his weary horse to put out every ounce he had in him. He drew rein, though, when he reached a turning in the road and saw the resting division in front of him, and walked his horse forward, patting his sweat-wet neck and easing him. But as he leaned to finger with the girths an ambushed sepoy fired at him, and he rammed in his spurs again and rode like a man possessed.

Thisll be another untrustworthy Mohammedan! said Colonel Carter in a pointed undertone, and Bellairs blushed crimson underneath the tan. Hes ridden through from Jundhra, with torture waiting for him if he happened to get caught, and no possible reward beyond his pay. Look out he doesnt spike your guns!

The trooper rode straight up to Colonel Carter and saluted. He removed a tiny package from his cheek, where he had carried it so that he might swallow it at once in case of accident, tore the oil-silk cover from it and handed it to him without a word, saluting again and leading his horse away. Colonel Carter unfolded the half-sheet of foreign notepaper and read:

Dear Colonel Carter:

Your letter just received in which you say that you have blown

up the magazine at Doonha and are marching to Hanadra with a

view to the rescue of Mrs. Bellairs. This is in no sense

intended as a criticism of your action or of your plan, but

circumstances have made it seem advisable for me to transfer

my own headquarters to Hanadra and I am just starting. I must

ask you, please, to wait for me  at a spot as near to where

this overtakes you as can be managed. If Mrs. Bellairs, or

anybody else of ours, is in Hanadra, she  or they  are either

dead by now or else prisoners. And if they are to be rescued

by force, the larger the force employed the better. If you

were to attack with your two companies before I reached you,

you probably would be repulsed, and would, I think, endanger

the lives of any prisoners that the enemy may hold. I am

coming with my whole command as fast as possible.

Your Obedient Servant,

A. E. Turner

Genl. Officer Commanding

Men! said Colonel Carter, in a ringing voice that gave not the slightest indication of his feelings, were to wait here for a while until the whole division overtakes us. The general has vacated Jundhra. Lie down and get all the rest you can!

The murmur from the ranks was as difficult to read as Colonel Carters voice had been. It might have meant pleasure at the thought of rest, or anger, or contempt, or almost anything. It was undefined and indefinable.

But there was no doubt at all as to how young Bellairs felt. He was sitting on a trunnion, sobbing, with his head bent low between his hands.

IX.

Come, then! said the High Priest.

Mahommed Khan threw open the outer door and bowed sardonically. Precedence for priests! he sneered, tapping at his sword-hilt. Thou goest first! Next come I, and last Suliman with the memsahib! Thus can I reach thee with my sword, O priest, and also protect her if need be!

Thou art trusting as a little child! exclaimed the priest, passing out ahead of him.

A priest and a liar and a thief  all three are one! hummed the Risaldar. Bear her gently, Suliman! Have a care, now, as you turn on the winding stairs!

Ha, sahib! said the half-brother, carrying Ruth as easily as though she had been a little child.

At the foot of the stairway, in the blackness that seemed alive with phantom shadows, the High Priest paused and listened, stretching out his left hand against the wall to keep the other two behind him. From somewhere beyond the courtyard came the din of hurrying sandaled feet, scudding over cobblestones in one direction. The noise was incessant and not unlike the murmur of a rapid stream. Occasionally a voice was raised in some command or other, but the stream of sound continued, hurrying, hurrying, shuffling along to the southward.

This way and watch a while, whispered the priest.

I have heard rats run that way! growled the Risaldar.

They climbed up a narrow stairway leading to a sort of battlement and peered over the top, Suliman laying Ruth Bellairs down in the darkest shadow he could find. She was beginning to recover consciousness, and apparently Mahommed Khan judged it best to take no notice of her.

Down below them they could see the city gate, wide open, with a blazing torch on either side of it, and through the gate, swarming like ants before the rains, there poured an endless stream of humans that marched  and marched  and marched; four, ten, fifteen abreast; all heights and sizes, jumbled in and out among one another, anyhow, without formation, but armed, every one of them, and all intent on marching to the southward, where Jundhra and Doonha lay. Some muttered to one another and some laughed, but the greater number marched in silence.

That for thy English! grinned the priest. Can the English troops overcome that horde?

Hey-ee! For a troop or two of Rajputs! sighed the Risaldar. Or English Lancers! They would ride through that as an ax does through the brush-wood!

Bah! said the priest. All soldiers boast! There will be a houghing shortly after dawn. The days of thy English are now numbered.

By those  there?

Ay, by those, there! Come!

They climbed down the steps again, the Rajput humming to himself and smiling grimly into his mustache.

Ay! There will be a houghing shortly after dawn! he muttered. Would only that I were there to see!... Where are the sepoys? he demanded.

I know not. How should I know, who have been thy guest these hours past? This march is none of my ordering.

The priest pressed hard on a stone knob that seemed to be part of the carving on a wall, then he leaned his weight against the wall and a huge stone swung inward, while a fetid breath of air wafted outward in their faces.

None know this road but I! exclaimed the priest.

None need to! said the Risaldar. Pass on, snake, into thy hole. We follow.

Steps! said the priest, and began descending.

Curses! said the Risaldar, stumbling and falling down on top of him. Have a care, Suliman! The stone is wet and slippery.

Down, down they climbed, one behind the other, Suliman grunting beneath his burden and the Risaldar keeping up a running fire of oaths. Each time that he slipped, and that was often, he cursed the priest and cautioned Suliman. But the priest only laughed, and apparently Suliman was sure-footed, for he never stumbled once. They seemed to be diving down into the bowels of the earth. They were in pitch-black darkness, for the stone had swung to behind them of its own accord. The wall on either side of them was wet with slime and the stink of decaying ages rose and almost stifled them. But the priest kept on descending, so fast that the other two had trouble to keep up with him, and he hummed to himself as though he knew the road and liked it.

The bottom! he called back suddenly. From now the going is easy, until we rise again. We pass now under the city-wall.

But they could see nothing and hear nothing except their own footfalls swishing in the ooze beneath them. Even the priests words seemed to be lost at once, as though he spoke into a blanket, for the air they breathed was thicker than a mist and just as damp. They walked on, along a level, wet, stone passage for at least five minutes, feeling their way with one band on the wall.

Steps, now! said the priest. Have a care, now, for the lower ones are slippery.

Ruth was regaining consciousness. She began to move and tried once or twice to speak.

Here, thou! growled the Risaldar. Thou art a younger man than I  come back here. Help with the memsahib.

The priest came back a step or two, but Suliman declined his aid, snarling vile insults at him.

I can manage! he growled. Get thou behind me, Mahommed Khan, in case I slip!

So Mahommed Khan came last, and they slipped and grunted upward, round and round a spiral staircase that was hewn out of solid rock. No light came through from anywhere to help them, but the priest climbed on, as though he were accustomed to the stair and knew the way from constant use. After five minutes of steady climbing the stone grew gradually dry. The steps became smaller, too, and deeper, and not so hard to climb. Suddenly the priest reached out his arm and pulled at something or other that hung down in the darkness. A stone in the wall rolled open. A flood of light burst in and nearly blinded them.

We are below Kharvanis temple! announced the priest. He led them through the opening into a four-square room hewn from the rock below the foundations of the temple some time in the dawn of history. The light that had blinded them when they first emerged proved to be nothing but the flicker of two small oil lamps that hung suspended by brass chains from the painted ceiling. The only furniture was mats spread on the cut-stone floor.

By which way did we come? asked the Risaldar, staring in amazement round the walls. There was not a door nor crack, nor any sign of one, except that a wooden ladder in one corner led to a trapdoor overhead, and they had certainly not entered by the ladder.

Nay! That is a secret! grinned the priest. He who can may find the opening! Here can the woman and her servant stay until we need them.

Here in this place?

Where else? No man but I knows of this crypt! The ladder there leads to another room, where there is yet another ladder, and that one leads out through a secret door I know of, straight into the temple. Art ready? There is need for haste!

Wait! said the Risaldar.

These soldiers! sneered the priest. It is wait  wait  wait with them, always!

Hast thou a son.

Ay! But what of it?

I said hast, not hadst!

Ay. I have a son.

Where?

In one of the temple-chambers overhead.

Nay, priest! Thy son lies gagged and bound and trussed in a place I know of, and which thou dost not know!

Since when?

Since by my orders he was laid there.

Thou art the devil! Thou liest, Rajput!

So? Go seek thy son!

The priests face had blanched beneath the olive of his skin, and he stared at Mahommed Khan through distended eyes.

My son! he muttered.

Aye! Thy priestling! He stays where he is, as hostage, until my return! Also the heavenborn stays here! If, on my return, I find the heavenborn safe and sound, I will exchange her for thy son  and if not, I will tear thy son into little pieces before thy eyes, priest! Dost thou understand?

Thou liest! My son is overhead in the temple here!

Go seek him, then!

The priest turned and scampered up the ladder with an agility that was astonishing in a man of his build and paunch.

Hanuman should have been thy master! jeered the Risaldar. So run the bandar-log, the monkey-folk!

But the priest had no time to answer him. He was half frantic with the sickening fear of a father for his only son. He returned ten minutes later, panting, and more scared than ever.

Go, take thy white woman, he exclaimed, and give me my son back!

Nay, priest! Shall I ride with her alone through that horde that are marching through the gate? I go now for an escort; in eight  ten  twelve  I know not how many hours, I will return for her, and then  thy son will be exchanged for her, or he dies thus in many pieces!

He turned to Suliman. Is she awake yet? he demanded.

Barely, but she recovers.

Then tell her, when consciousness returns, that I have gone and will return for her. And stay here, thou, and guard her until I come.

Ha, sahib!

Now, show the way!

But said the priest, our bargain? The price that we agreed on  one lakh, was it not?

One lakh of devils take thee and tear thee into little pieces! Wouldst bribe a Rajput, a Risaldar? For that insult I will repay thee one day with interest, O priest! Now, show the way!

But how shall I be sure about my son?

Be sure that the priestling will starve to death or die of thirst or choke, unless I hurry! He is none too easy where he lies!

Go! Hurry, then! swore the priest. May all the gods there are, and thy Allah with them, afflict thee with all their curses  thee and thine! Up with you! Up that ladder! Run! But, if the gods will, I will meet thee again when the storm is over!

Inshallah! growled Mahommed Khan.

Ten minutes later a crash and a clatter and a shower of sparks broke out in the sweltering courtyard where the guns had stood and waited. It was Shaitan, young Bellairs Khaubuli charger, with his haunches under him, plunging across the flagstones, through the black-dark archway, out on the plain beyond  in answer to the long, sharp-roweled spurs of the Risaldar Mahommed Khan.

X.

Dawn broke and the roofs of old Hanadra became resplendent with the varied colors of turbans and pugrees and shawls. As though the rising sun had loosed the spell, a myriad tongues, of women chiefly, rose in a babel of clamor, and the few men who had been left in. Hanadra by the nights armed exodus came all together and growled prophetically in undertones. Now was the day of days, when that part of India, at least, should cast off the English yoke.

To the temple! The cry went up before the sun was fifteen minutes high. There are a hundred temples in Hanadra, age-old all of them and carved on the outside with strange images of heathen gods in high relief, like molds turned inside out. But there is but one temple that that cry could mean  Kharvanis; and there could be but one meaning for the cry. Man, woman and child would pray Kharvani, Bride of Siva the Destroyer, to intercede with Siva and cause him to rise and smite the English. On the skyline, glinting like flashed signals in the early sun, bright English bayonets had appeared; and between them and Hanadra was a dense black mass, the whole of old Hanadras able-bodied manhood, lined up to defend the city. Now was the time to pray. Fifty to one are by no means despicable odds, but the aid of the gods as well is better!

So the huge dome of Kharvanis temple began to echo to the sound of slippered feet and awe-struck whisperings, and the big, dim auditorium soon filled to overflowing. No light came in from the outer world. There was nothing to illuminate the mysteries except the chain-hung grease-lamps swinging here and there from beams, and they served only to make the darkness visible. Bats flicked in and out between them and disappeared in the echoing gloom above. Censers belched out sweet-smelling, pungent clouds of sandalwood to drown the stench of hot humanity; and the huge graven image of Kharvani  serene and smiling and indifferent  stared round-eyed from the darkness.

Then a priests voice boomed out in a solemn incantation and the whispering hushed. He chanted age-old verses, whose very meaning was forgotten in the womb of time  forgotten as the artist who had painted the picture of idealized Kharvani on the wall. Ten priests, five on either side of the tremendous idol, emerged chanting from the gloom behind, and then a gong rang, sweetly, clearly, suddenly, and the chanting ceased. Out stepped the High Priest from a niche below the image, and his voice rose in a wailing, sing-song cadence that reechoed from the dome and sent a thrill through every one who heard.

His chant had scarcely ceased when the temple door burst open and a man rushed in.

They have begun! he shouted. The battle has begun!

As though in ready confirmation of his words, the distant reverberating boom of cannon filtered through the doorway from the world of grim realities outside.

They have twenty cannon with them! They have more guns than we have! wailed he who brought the news. Again began the chanting that sought the aid of Siva the Destroyer. Only, there were fewer who listened to this second chant. Those who were near the doorway slipped outside and joined the watching hundreds on the roofs.

For an hour the prayers continued in the stifling gloom, priest relieving priest and chant following on chant, until the temple was half emptied of its audience. One by one, and then by twos and threes, the worshipers succumbed to human curiosity and crept stealthily outside to watch.

Another messenger ran in and shouted: They have charged! Their cavalry have charged! They are beaten back! Their dead lie twisted on the plain!

At the words there was a stampede from the doorway, and half of those who had remained rushed out. There were hundreds still there, though, for that great gloomy pile of Kharvanis could hold an almost countless crowd.

Within another hour the same man rushed to the door again and shouted:

Help comes! Horsemen are coming from the north! Rajputs, riding like leaves before the wind! Even the Mussulmans are for us!

But the chanting never ceased. No one stopped to doubt the friendship of arrivals from the north, for to that side there were no English, and Englands friends would surely follow byroads to her aid. The city gates were wide open to admit wounded or messengers or friends  with a view, even, to a possible retreat  and whoever cared could ride through them unchallenged and unchecked.

Even when the crash of horses hoofs rattled on the stone paving outside the temple there was no suspicion. No move was made to find out who it was who rode. But when the temple door reechoed to the thunder of a sword-hilt and a voice roared Open! there was something like a panic. The chanting stopped and the priests and the High Priest listened to the stamping on the stone pavement at the temple front.

Open! roared a voice again, and the thundering on the panels recommenced. Then some one drew the bolt and a horses head  a huge Khaubuli stallions  appeared, snorting and panting and wild-eyed.

Farward! roared the Risaldar Mahommed Khan, kneeling on young Bellairs winded charger.

Farm twos! Farward!

Straight into the temple, two by two, behind the Risaldar, rode two fierce lines of Rajputs, overturning men and women  their drawn swords pointing this way and that  their dark eyes gleaming. Without a word to any one they rode up to the image, where the priests stood in an astonished herd.

Fron-tt farm! Rear rank bout-face! barked the Risaldar, and there was another clattering and stamping on the stone floor as the panting chargers pranced into the fresh formation, back to back.

The memsahib! growled Mahommed Khan. Where is she?

My son! said the High Priest. Bring me my son!

A life for a life! Thy heavenborn first!

Nay! Show me my son first!

The Risaldar leaped from his horse and tossed his reins to the man behind him. In a second his sword was at the High Priests throat.

Where is that secret stair? he growled. Lead on!

The swordpoint pricked him. Two priests tried to interfere, but wilted and collapsed with fright as four fierce, black-bearded Rajputs spurred their horses forward. The swordpoint pricked still deeper.

My son! said the High Priest.

A life for a life! Lead on!

The High Priest surrendered, with a dark and cunning look, though, that hinted at something or other in reserve. He pulled at a piece of carving on the wail behind and pointed to a stair that showed behind the outswung door. Then he plucked another priest by the sleeve and whispered.

The priest passed on the whisper. A third priest turned and ran.

That way! said the High Priest, pointing.

I? Nay! I go not down! He raised his voice into an ululating howl. O Suliman! he bellowed. Suliman! O!  Suliman! Bring up the heaven-born!

A growl like the distant rumble from a bear-pit answered him. Then Ruth Bellairs voice was heard calling up the stairway.

Is that you, Mahommed Khan?

Ay, memsahib!

Good! Im coming!

She had recovered far enough to climb the ladder and the steep stone stair above it, and Suliman climbed up behind her, grumbling dreadful prophecies of what would happen to the priests now that Mohammed Khan had come.

Is all well, Risaldar? she asked him.

Nay, heavenborn! All is not well yet! The general sahib from Jundhra and your husbands guns and others, making one division, are engaged with rebels eight or nine miles from here. We saw part of the battle as we rode!

Who wins?

It is doubtful, heavenborn! How could we tell from this distance?

Have you a horse for me?

Ay, heavenborn! Here! Bring up that horse, thou, and Sulimans! Ride him cross-saddle, heavenborn  there were no side-saddles in Siroeh! Nay, he is just a little frightened. He will stand  he will not throw thee! I did better than I thought, heavenborn. I come with four-and-twenty, making twenty-six with me and Suliman. An escort for a queen! So  sit him quietly. Leave the reins free. Suliman will lead him! Ho! Fronnnt! Rank bout-face!

My son! wailed the High Priest. Where is my son?

Tell him, Suliman!

Where I caught thee, thou idol-briber! snarled the Risaldars half-brother.

Where? In that den of stinks. Gagged and bound all this while?

Ha! Gagged and bound and out of mischief where all priests and priests sons ought to be! laughed Mahommed Khan. Farward! Farm twos Ter-r-r-ott!

In went the spur, and the snorting, rattling, clanking cavalcade sidled and pranced out of the temple into the sunshine, with Ruth and Suliman in the midst of them.

Gallop! roared the Risaldar, the moment that the last horse was clear of the temple-doors. And in that instant he saw what the High Priests whispering had meant.

Coming up the street toward them was a horde of silent, hurrying Hindus, armed with swords and spears, wearing all of them the caste-marks of the Brahman  well-fed, indignant relations of the priests, intent on avenging the defilement of Kharvanis temple.

Canter! Fronnnt  farm  Gallop! Charge!

Ruth found herself in the midst of a whirlwind of flashing sabers, astride of a lean-flanked Katiawari gelding that could streak like an antelope, knee to knee with a pair of bearded Rajputs, one of whom gripped her bridle-rein  thundering down a city street straight for a hundred swords that blocked her path. She set her eyes on the middle of Mahommed Khans straight back, gripped the saddle with both hands, set her teeth and waited for the shock. Mahommed Khans right arm rose and his sword flashed in the sunlight as he stood up in his stirrups. She shut her eyes. But there was no shock! There was the swish of whirling steel, the thunder of hoofs, the sound of bodies falling. There was a scream or two as well and a coarse-mouthed Rajput oath. But when she dared to open her eyes once more they were thundering still, headlong down the city street and Mahommed Khan was whirling his sword in mid-air to shake the blood from it.

Ahead lay the city gate and she could see another swarm of Hindus rushing from either side to close it. But Charge! yelled Mahommed Khan again, and they swept through the crowd, through the half-shut gate, out on the plain beyond, as a wind sweeps through the forest, leaving fallen tree-trunks in its wake.

Halt! roared the Risaldar, when they were safely out of range. Are any hurt? No? Good for us that their rifles are all in the firing-line yonder!

He sat for a minute peering underneath his hand at the distant, dark, serried mass of men and the steel-tipped lines beyond it, watching the belching cannon and the spurting flames of the close-range rifle-fire.

See, heavenborn! he said, pointing. Those will be your husbands guns! See, over on the left, there. See! They fire! Those two! We can reach them if we make a circuit on the flank here!

But can we get through, Risaldar? Wont they see us and cut us off?

Heavenborn! he answered, men who dare ride into a city temple and snatch thee from the arms of priests dare and can do anything! Take this, heavenborn  take it as a keepsake, in case aught happens!

He drew off the priests ring, gave it to her and then, before she could reply:

Canter! he roared. The horses sprang forward in answer to the spurs and there was nothing for Ruth to do but watch the distant battle and listen to the deep breathing of the Rajputs on either hand.

XI.

There could be no retreat that day and no thought of it. Jundhra and Doonha were in ruins. The bridges were down behind them and Hanadra lay ahead. The British had to win their way into it or perish. Tired out, breakfastless, suffering from the baking heat, the long, thin British line had got  not to hold at bay but to smash and pierce  an over-whelming force of Hindus that was stiffened up and down its length by small detachments of native soldiers who had mutinied.

Numbers were against them, and even superiority of weapons was not so overwhelmingly in their favor, for those were the days of short-range rifle-fire and smoothbore artillery, and one gun was considerably like another. The mutinous sepoys had their rifles with them; there were guns from the ramparts of Hanadra that were capable of quite efficient service at close range; and practically every man in the dense-packed rebel line had a firearm of some kind. It was only in cavalry and discipline and pluck that the British force had the advantage, and the cavalry had already charged once and had been repulsed.

General Turner rode up and down the sweltering firing-line, encouraging the men when it seemed to him they needed it and giving directions to his officers. He was hidden from view oftener than not by the rolling clouds of smoke and he popped up here and there suddenly and unexpectedly. Wherever he appeared there was an immediate stiffening among the ranks, as though he carried a supply of spare enthusiasm with him and could hand it out.

Colonel Carter, commanding the right wing, turned his head for a second at the sound of a horses feet and found the general beside him.

Had I better have my wounded laid in a wagon, sir? he suggested, in case you find it necessary to fall back?

There will be no retreat! said General Turner. Leave your wounded where they are. I never saw a cannon bleed before. Hows that?

He spurred his horse over to where one of Bellairs guns was being run forward into place again and Colonel Carter followed him. There was blood dripping from the muzzle of it.

Were short of water, sir! said Colonel Carter.

And as he spoke a gunner dipped his sponge into a pool of blood and rammed it home.

Bellairs was standing between his two guns, looking like the shadow of himself, worn out with lack of sleep, disheveled, wounded. There was blood dripping from his forehead and he wore his left arm in a sling made from his shirt.

Fire! he ordered, and the two guns barked in unison and jumped back two yards or more.

If youll look, said General Turner, plucking at the colonels sleeve, youll see a handful of native cavalry over yonder behind the enemy  rather to the enemys left  there between those two clouds of smoke. Dyou see them?

They look like Sikhs or Rajputs, said the colonel.

Yes. Dont they? Id like you to keep an eye on them. Theyve come up from the rear. I caught sight of them quite a while ago and I cant quite make them out. Its strange, but I cant believe that they belong to the enemy. Dyou see?  there  theyve changed direction. Theyre riding as though they intended to come round the enemys left flank!

By gad, they are! Look! The enemy are moving to cut them off!

I must get back to the other wing! said General Turner. But that looks like the making of an opportunity! Keep both eyes lifting, Carter, and advance the moment you see any confusion in the enemys ranks.

He rode off, and Colonel Carter stared long and steadily at the approaching horsemen. He saw a dense mass of the enemy, about a thousand strong, detach itself from the left wing and move to intercept them, and he noticed that the movement made a tremendous difference to the ranks opposed to him. He stepped up to young Bellairs and touched his sleeve. Bellairs started like a man roused from a dream.

Thats your wife over there! said Colonel Carter. There cant be any other white woman here-abouts riding with a Rajput escort!

Bellairs gripped the colonels outstretched arm.

Where? he almost screamed. Where? I dont see her!

There, man! There, where that mass of men is moving! Look! By the Lord Harry! Hes charging right through the mob! Thats Mahommed Khan, Ill bet a fortune! Nows our chance Bugler!

The bugler ran to him, and he began to puff into his instrument.

Blow the attention first!

Out rang the clear, strident notes, and the non-commissioned officers and men took notice that a movement of some kind would shortly be required of them, but the din of firing never ceased for a single instant. Then, suddenly, an answering bugle sang out from the other flank.

Advance in echelon! commanded Colonel Carter, and the bugler did his best to split his cheeks in a battle-rending blast.

You remain where you are, sir! he ordered young Bellairs. Keep your guns served to the utmost!

Six-and-twenty horsemen, riding full-tilt at a thousand men, may look like a trifle, but they are disconcerting. What they hit, they kill; and if they succeed in striking home, they play old Harry with formations. And Risaldar Mahommed Khan did strike home. He changed direction suddenly and, instead of using up his horses strength in outflanking the enemy, who had marched to intercept him, and making a running target of his small command, he did the unexpected  which is the one best thing to do in war. He led his six-and-twenty at a headlong gallop straight for the middle of the crowd  it could not be called by any military name. They fired one ragged volley at him and then had no time to load before he was in the middle of them, clashing right and left and pressing forward. They gave way, right and left, before him, and a good number of them ran. Half a hundred of them were cut down as they fled toward their firing-line. At that second, just as the Risaldar and his handful burst through the mob and the mob began rushing wildly out of his way, the British bugles blared out the command to advance in echelon.

The Indians were caught between a fire and a charge that they had good reason to fear in front of them, and a disturbance on their left flank that might mean anything. As one-half of them turned wildly to face what might be coming from this unexpected quarter, the British troops came on with a roar, and at the same moment Mahommed Khan reached the rear of their firing-line and crashed headlong into it.

In a second the whole Indian line was in confusion and in another minute it was in full retreat not knowing nor even guessing what had routed it. Retreat grew into panic and panic to stampede and, five minutes after the Risaldars appearance on the scene, half of the Indian line was rushing wildly for Hanadra and the other half was retiring sullenly in comparatively dense and decent order.

Bellairs could not see all that happened. The smoke from his own guns obscured the view, and the necessity for giving orders to his men prevented him from watching as he would have wished. But he saw the Rajputs burst out through the Indian ranks and he saw his own charger  Shaitan the unmistakable  careering across the plain toward him riderless.

For the love of God! he groaned, raising both fists to heaven, has she got this far, and then been killed! Oh, what in Hades did I entrust her to an Indian for? The pig-headed, brave old fool! Why couldnt he ride round them, instead of charging through?

As he groaned aloud, too wretched even to think of what his duty was, a galloper rode up to him.

Bring up your guns, sir, please! he ordered. Youre asked to hurry! Take up position on that rising ground and warm up the enemys retreat!

Limber up! shouted Bellairs, coming to himself again. Fifteen seconds later his two guns were thundering up the rise.

As he brought them to action front and tried to collect his thoughts to figure out the range, a finger touched his shoulder and he turned to see another artillery officer standing by him.

Ive been lent from another section, he explained: Youre wanted.

Where?

Over there, where you see Colonel Carter standing. Its your wife wants you, I think!

Bellairs did not wait for explanations. He sent for his horse and mounted and rode across the intervening space at a breakneck gallop that he could barely stop in time to save himself from knocking the colonel over. A second later he was in Ruths arms.

I thought you were dead when I saw Shaitan! he said. He was nearly sobbing.

No, Mahommed Khan rode him, she answered, and she made no pretense about not sobbing. She was crying like a child.

Salaam, Bellairs sahib! said a weak voice close to him. He noticed Colonel Carter bending over a prostrate figure, lifting the head up on his knee. There were three Rajputs standing between, though, and he could not see whose the figure was.

Come over here! said Colonel Carter, and young Bellairs obeyed him, leaving Ruth sitting on the ground where she was.

Wouldnt you care to thank Mohammed Khan? It was a little cruel of the colonel to put quite so much venom in his voice, for, when all is said and done: a man has almost a right to be forgetful when he has just had his young wife brought him out of the jaws of death. At least he has a good excuse for it. The sting of the reproof left him bereft of words and he stood looking down at the old Risaldar, saying nothing and feeling very much ashamed.

Salaam, Bellairs sahib! The voice was growing feebler. I would have done more for thy fathers son! Thou art welcome. Aie! But thy charger is a good one! Good-by! Time is short, and I would talk with the colonel sahib!

He waved Bellairs away with a motion of his hand and the lieutenant went back to his wife again.

He sent me away just like that, too! she told him. He said he had no time left to talk to women!

Colonel Carter bent down again above the Risaldar, and listened to as much as he had time to tell of what had happened.

But couldnt you have ridden round them, Risaldar? he asked them.

Nay, sahib! It was touch and go! I gave the touch! I saw as I rode how close the issue was and I saw my chance and took it! Had the memsahib been slain, she had at least died in full view of the English  and there was a battle to be won. What would you? I am a soldier  I.

Indeed you are! swore Colonel Carter.

Sahib! Call my sons!

His sons were standing near him, but the colonel called up his grandsons, who had been told to stand at a little distance off. They clustered round the Risaldar in silence, and he looked them over and counted them.

All here? he asked.

All here!

Whose sons and grandsons are ye?

Thine! came the chorus.

This sahib says that having done my bidding and delivered her ye rode to rescue, ye are no more bound to the Raj. Ye may return to your homes if ye wish.

There was no answer.

Ye may fight for the rebels, if ye wish! There will be a safe-permit written.

Again there was no answer.

For whom, then, fight ye?

For the Raj! The deep-throated answer rang out promptly from every one of them, and they stood with their sword-hilts thrust out toward the colonel. He rose and touched each hilt in turn.

They are now thy servants! said the Risaldar, laying his head back. It is good! I go now. Give my salaams to General Turner sahib!

Good-by, old war-dog! growled the colonel, in an Anglo-Saxon effort to disguise emotion. He gripped at the right hand that was stretched out on the ground beside him, but it was lifeless.

Risaldar Mahommed Khan, two-medal man and pensionless gentleman-at-large, had gone to turn in his account of how he had remembered the salt which he had eaten.


MACHASSAN AH

I.

Waist-held in the chains and soused in the fifty-foot-high spray, Joe Byng eyed his sounding lead that swung like a pendulum below him, and named it sacrilege.

This ere navy aint a navy no more, he muttered. This eres a school-gal promenade, and-in-and, an mind not to get your little trotters wet, thats what this is, so elp me two able seamen an a red marine!

From the moment that the lookout, lashed to the windlass drum up forward, had spied the little craft away to leeward and had bellowed his report of it through hollowed hands between the thunder of the waves, Joe Byng had had premonitory symptoms of uneasiness. He had felt in his bones that the navy was about to be nose-led into shame.

At the wheel, both eyes on the compass, as the sea law bids, but both ears on the more-even-than-usual-alert, Curley Crothers felt the same sensations but expressed them otherwise.

Admirals orders! he muttered. Maybe the admiral was drunk?

The brass gongs clanged down in the bowels of H.M.S. Puncher and she gradually lost what little weigh she had, rolling her bridge ends under in the heave and hollow of a beam-on monsoon sea.

How much does he say he wants? asked her commander.

Joe Byng in the chains and Curley Crothers at the wheel both recognized the quarter tone instantly, and diagnosed it with deadly accuracy; every vibration of his voice and every fiber of his being expressed exasperation, though a landsman might have noticed no more than contempt for what he had seen fit to log as half a gale.

He says hell take us in for fifty pounds, sir.

Oh! Tell him to make it shillings, or else to get out of my course!

It is not much in the way of Persian Gulf Arabic that a man picks up from textbooks but at garnering the business end of beach-born dialects  the end that gets results at least expense of time or energy  the Navy goes even the Army half a dozen better. The sublieutenants argument, bawled from the bridge rail to the reeling little boat below, was a marvel in its own sweet way; it combined abuse and scorn with a cataclysmic blast of threat in six explosive sentences.

He says hell take us in for ten pounds, sir, he reported, without the vestige of a smile.

Oh! Ask Mr. Hartley to step up on the bridge, will you?

Two minutes later, during which the nasal howls from the boat were utterly ignored, the acting chief engineer hauled himself along the rail hand over hand to windward, ducking below the canvas guard as a more than usually big comber split against the Punchers side and hove itself to heaven.

It beats me how any man can keep a coat on him this weather, he remarked, and the sublieutenant noticed that the streams that ran down both his temples were not sea water. Send for me?

His temper, judging by his voice, would seem to be a lot worse than could be due to the pitching of the ship.

Yes. Theres a pilot overside, and our orders are to take a pilot aboard when running in, if available. There are three men bailing that boat below there, and the seas gaining on them. Theyll need rescuing within two hours. Then wed have a pilot aboard and would have saved the government ten pounds. Point is, can you manage in the engine-room for two or three hours longer? Three more waves like that last one and the mans ours anyway!

He might not wait two hours, suggested Mr. Hartley. He might get tired of looking at us, and beat back into port. Then where would be your strategy?

Then there wouldnt be a pilot available. Id be justified in going in without one. Point is, can you hold out below?

Man, said Mr. Hartley, youre a genius. He peered through the spray down to leeward, where the pilots boat danced a death dance alongside, heel and toe to the Punchers statelier swing. Yes; there are three men bailing, and youre a genius. But no! The answers no! The enginesll keep on turning, maybe and perhaps, until we make the shelter o yon reef. Theres no knowing what a cherry-red bearing will do. I can give ye maybe fifteen knots; maybe a leetle more for just five minutes, for steerage way and luck, and after that

Even crouched as he was against the canvas guard he contrived to shrug his shoulders.

But if we go in there are you sure you can contrive to patch her up? It looks like a rotten passage, and not much of a berth beyond it.

I could cool her down.

Oh, if thats all you want, I can anchor outside in thirty fathoms.

Curley Crothers heard that and his whole frame stiffened; there seemed a chance yet that the Navy might not be disgraced. But it faded on the instant.

Man, weve got to go inside and weve got to hurry! Better in there than at the bottom of the Gulf! Put her where shell hold still for a day, or maybe two days

Say a month! suggested the commander caustically.

Say three days for the sake of argument. Then I can put her to rights. I darent take down a thing while shes rolling twenty-five and more, and Ive got to take things down! Why, man, the engine-room is all pollution from gratings to bilge; if I loosened one more bolt than is loose aready her whole insides ud take charge and dance quadrilles until we drowned!

You wont try to make Bombay?

Ill try to give ye steam as far as the far side o yon reef. After that I wash my hands of a responsibility!

Oh, very well. Mr. White!

The sublieutenant hauled himself in turn to windward. Curley Crothers gave the wheel a half-spoke and looked as if he had no interest in anything. Joe Byng in the chains bowed his head and groaned inwardly; his sticky, spray-washed lead seemed all-absorbing.

Tell that black robber to hurry aboard, unless he wants me to come in without him.

The little boat had drifted fast before the wind, and the sublieutenant had to bellow through a megaphone to where the three men bailed and the ragged oarsmen swung their weight against the storm. The man of ebony, who would be pilot and disgrace the Navy, balanced on a thwart with wide-spread naked toes and yelled an ululating answer. With his rags out-blown in the monsoon he looked like a sea wraith come to life. The big gongs clanged again, and the Puncher drifted rather than drove down on the smaller craft. A hand line caught the pilot precisely in the face. He grabbed it frantically, fell headlong in the sea, and was hauled aboard.

He says he wants a tow for that boat of his, reported the sublieutenant. Said it in English, too  seems he knows more than he pretends.

Missed it, by gad, by just about five minutes! said the commander aloud but to himself. Well  the bargains made, so it cant be helped. That boats sinking! Throw em a line, quick!

The pilots crew displayed no overdone affection for their craft, and there was no struggle to the last to leave it. One by one  whichever could grab the line first was the first to come  they were hauled through the thundering waves and their boat was left to sink. Then, before they could adjust their unaccustomed feet to the different balance of the Punchers heaving deck, the gongs clanged and the destroyer leaped ahead like a dripping sea-soused water beetle, into her utmost speed that instant.

All conscious of his new-won dignity, and utterly regardless of his boat, the pilot had found the bridge at once. He clung to the rail there and braced one naked foot against a stanchion. To him the ships speed seemed the all-absorbing thing, for either Mr. Hartley had forgotten just how many revolutions would make fifteen knots or else he had underestimated his engine-rooms capacity. The Puncher split the waves and spewed them twenty feet above her, racing head-on for the reef, and Curley Crothers was too busy at his wheel to pass the pilot the surreptitious insult he intended.

The gongs clanged presently, and the Puncher swallowed half her speed at once, giving the pilot courage.

This exceedingly damn dangerous place, sah! he remarked.

No bottom at eight! sang Joe Byng in the chains.

Three words passed between the commander and Crothers, and the Puncher hove a weed-draped underside high over the crest of a beam-on roller as she veered a dozen points, ducked her starboard rail into the trough of it, and sliced her long thin nose, sizzling and swirling, into the welter ahead. It was growing weedier and dirtier each minute.

No bottom at eight! chanted Joe Byng.

And at the sound of his voice the pilot hauled himself up by his leverage on the rail and found his voice again.

This most exceedingly damn dangerous place, sah!

But the commander was too busy acting all three Ls  Log, Lead and Lookout  his shrouded figure swaying to the heave and fall and his eyes fixed straight ahead of him on the double line of boiling foam. He had conned his course and had it charted in his head. There was no time to argue with a pilot.

Port you-ah hel-um, sah! Port you-ah hel-um!

By the mark  seven! sang Joe Byng from the chains.

Port you-ah hel-um, sah! yelled the pilot in an ecstasy of fright.

Starboard a little, came the quiet command.

Curley Crothers moved his wheel and the Punchers bow yawed twenty feet, as if Providence had pushed her.

Gawd Amighty! murmured Joe Byng, gazing open-mouthed at fifty feet of jagged rock that grinned up suddenly three waves away.

The pilot braced both feet against a stanchion and tried to take the weigh off her by pulling.

Half speed, sah! Go slow, sah! Go dead slow, sah! Youll pile up you-ah damn ship, sah! Ah tell you, sah, youll pile her up as suah as hell, sah! Bout a million sharks round he-ah, sah! For the love o God, sah  Captain, sah

Oh, muzzle him, some one! ordered the commander, and the jiggling, complaining engines danced ahead, the horrid gray beneath the pilots ebony notwithstanding.

By the deep  four! warned Joe Byng in a level sing-song. The two gongs clanged like an echo to him, and the Punchers speed was reduced at once to her point, of minimum stability. She rolled and quivered like a living thing in fear, falling on and off, nosing out a passage on her own account apparently, and seeming to be gathering all her strength for one tremendous effort.

Thats bettah, sah! Thats bettah, Captain, sah! Go astern! This he-ahs the bar, sah  damn bad place, the bar, sah! Go astern, sah. Captain, sah, dyou he-ah me  go astern! Try again, nother place further up, sah. Captain, sah! Over that way; that way thar  that way, sah!

He pointed through the sky-flung spray with a trembling finger and his voice was rich with doleful emphasis, but the commander held his course and carried on. There seemed neither sympathy nor understanding on that unsteadiest of ships. Curley Crothers, solemn-faced as Nemesis and looking half as compassionate, moved his wheel a trifle. Joe Byng in the chains kept up his even sing-song, expressionless, as if he were an automatic clock that did not care, but must record the truth each time his dripping pendulum touched bottom.

And a half  three!

White foam was boiling in among the dirty welter, and the Punchers bow pitched suddenly as the first big bar wave lifted her; a second later her propellers chug-chug-chugged in surface spume as she kicked upward like a porpoise diving.

Oh, lordy, lordy, lordy! groaned the pilot. This he-ah watahs full of sharks, an thats the bar! Youre on the bar now, Captain, sah!

By the mark  three! Byng chanted steadily.

Starboard a little more, said the commander leaning forward and shoving the pilot away to leeward at the same time. Then he shouted to the focastle head, where a bosuns mate and his crew had climbed and were awaiting orders in evident and most unreasonable unconcern.

Get both anchors ready!

Aye, aye, sir! came the answer, and efficiency controlled by experts proceeded at kaleidoscopic angles to defy the elements. The big steel hooks were ready in an instant.

Stop her! ordered the commander.

The gongs clanged out an alarm and the throbbing ceased.

Hard astern, both engines!

Again there was a clangor under hatches, and the suffering bearings shrieked. The Puncher dropped her stern two feet or so, and the foam boiled brown round her propellers. The shock of the reversal pitched the pilot up against the forward rail, where he clung like a drowning man.

For the love o God, sah! Captain; sah, weve struck! Ah told you so; Ah said

And a half-three! chanted Joe Byng.

Stop her! Starboard engine ahead! Port engine ahead! Ease your helm! Meet her! Half speed ahead!

The Puncher pitched and rolled, kicking at the following monsoon that thundered at her counter and tossing up the foam that seethed about her bow. She trembled from end to end, as if the pounding of the water hurt her.

Helm amidships! ordered the commander suddenly.

Midships, sir!

Full speed ahead, both engines!

The Puncher leaped, as all destroyers do the second day they are loosed. She sliced through the storm straight for the coral beach beyond the bar, shaking her graceful shoulders free of the sticky spray  reeling, rolling, thugging, kicking, bucking through the welter to where quiet water waited and the ever-lasting, utterly unrighteous stink of sun-baked Arab beaches. As each tremendous breaker thundered on her stern each time she lifted to the underswell, the pilot vowed that she had struck, rolling his eyes and calling two different deities to witness that none of it was any fault of his.

Thars no water, sah  no water, Captain, sah  not one drop! Youve piled up you-ah ship! Ah told you so; Ah said

By the deep  four!

And a half-four!

By the mark  five!

The Puncher was across the bar, gliding through muddy water on an even keel and giving the lie direct to him whose fee was ten pounds English. The pilot drew a talisman of some kind from underneath the least torn portion of his shirt, and to the commanders amazement kissed it. It is not often that a woolly headed, or any other, native of the East kisses either folk or things. But the commander was too busy at the moment to ask questions.

Have your starboard anchor ready! he commanded, making mental notes.

Ready, sir!

The glittering, wet, wind-blown beach and the little estuary slid by like a painted panorama smelling of all the evil in the world as the Puncher eased her helm a time or two seeking a comfortable berth with Joe Byngs chanted aid.

Let go twenty fathoms!

The pilot sighed relief as the starboard anchor splashed into the water and the cable roared after it through the hawse pipe.

What nationality are you? asked the commander, watching the Puncher swing and gaging distances, but sparing one eye now for his unwelcome but official guest.

Me, sah?

Yes, you.

The pilot looked anywhere but at his questioner, and a picture passed before the commanders eyes  a memory, perhaps, of something he had read about at school  of Christians in Neros day being asked what their religion was.

Are you afraid to tell me? he asked, softening his voice to a kinder tone as he remembered that God did not make all men Englishmen, and turning just in time to cause Crothers to withdraw his right leg.

The pilots toes were, after all, not destined to be trodden on just then.

No, sah, Ahm not afraid.

What are you, then?

Ahm

Well? What?

Ahm English!

What?

Captain, sah, Ahm English!

Oh! Are you? Um-m-m! Mr. White, give this man his ten pounds, will you? And get his receipt for it.

That appeared to end matters, so far as the commander was concerned; official dignity forbade any further interest. But it was not so very long since Mr. White was senior midshipman, and it takes a man until he is admiral of the fleet to unlearn all he knew then and forget the curiosity of those days.

Now, I should have thought you were a Scotchman, he suggested without smiling, studying the salt-encrusted wrinkles on the ebony face. You like whisky?

Yes, sah  positively, sah! Yes, Captain, sah  Ah do!

Mr. White sent for whisky and poured out a stiff four fingers, to the awful disgust of Curley Crothers, who saw the whole transaction. The pilot consumed it so instantly that there seemed never to have been any in the glass.

I suppose your names Macnab  or Macphairson  which? Sign here, please.

The pilot took the proffered pen in unaccustomed fingers and made a crisscross scrawl, adorned with thirteen blots. The pen nib broke under the strain, and he handed it back with an air of confidential remonstrance.

That things no mo-ah good, he volunteered.

So I see. Now tell me your name in full, so that I can write it next to the mark. Its a wonder of a mark! Mac  whats the rest of it?

Hassan Ah.

Machassan?

No, sah. Hassan Ah.

And youre English?

Yes, sah.

With that name?

Mah name makes no diffunts, sah. Ahm English.

Well  heres your money. Cutter away, there! Put the pilot and his crew ashore! Sorry about your boat, pilot, but it couldnt be helped.

Makes me believe that Im a nigger! muttered Curley Crothers, not yet released from duty on the bridge.

First time I ever wished I was a Dutchman! swore Joe Byng, coiling up his sounding line.

Ten minutes later the cutters captain swung the boats stern in shore when he judged that he was reasonably near enough and too far in for sharks. He had his orders to put the pilot and his crew ashore, but the means had not been too exactly specified.

Get out and swim for it, you bally Englishman! he ordered, using a boat-hook on the nearest one to make his meaning clear.

One by one they jumped for it, the pilot going last. He plainly did not understand the point of view.

Ahm English! he expostulated. Lissen he-ah, Ahm English! Damwell English!

All right; lets see you swim, English! jeered the cutters captain, and the pilot took the water with a splash.

Ah su-ah am English! he vowed, as he swam for the shore, and he stood by the seas edge repeating his assertion with a leathery pair of lungs until the cutter had rowed out of ear-shot.

English, is he? said Joe Byng to Curley Crothers in the focastle, not twenty minutes later. Id show him, if I had him in here for twenty minutes!

That fellows interested me, said Crothers. Hes got me thinking. I vote we investigate him.

How?

Ashore, fathead.

Therell be no shore leave.

No? You left off being wet nurse to the dawg? I brush him, mornins; if thats what you mean.

Is he fit?

Fit to fight a bumboat full o pilots!

Could he be sick for an hour?

Might be did.

Tomorrow?

Morning?

At about two bells?

It could be done.

Then do it!

Why?

Because, Joe Byng my boy, you and I want shore leave; and the pup  and hes a decent pup  must suffer for to make a tween-deck holiday. Get my meaning? Ive a propagandrum thatll work this tide. You go and set the fuse in the pups inside; and mind you, time it right, my son  for two bells when the old mans in the chair!

So Joe Byng, who was something of an expert in the way and ways of dogs, departed in search of an oiler with whom he was on terms of condescension; and he returned to the focastle a little later with the nastiest, most awful-smelling mess that ever emanated even from the engine-room of a destroyer in the Persian Gulf (where grease and things run rancid.)

II.

Lying lazily at anchor off the reeking beach of Adra Bight, the Puncher looked peaceful and complacent  which is altogether opposite to what she and her commander were, or had been, for a month. The ship hummed her shut-in discontent, as a hive does when the bees propose to swarm, and her commander  who never, be it noted, went to windward of the one word damn  used that one word very frequently.

He sat abaft the mainmast at a table that was splotched already with abundant perspiration, and the acting engineer who stood in front of him shifted from foot to foot in attitudes expressive of increasing agony of mind. It grew obvious at last that there was a limit to Mr. Hartleys store of courteous deference.

There had been news, red hot but wrong, of dhows loaded to the water-line with guns and ammunition somewhere up the Gulf. India, ever fretful for her tribes beyond the border, had borrowed Applewaite and his destroyer by instant cablegram, and jealously held records had been broken while the Puncher quartered those indecent seas and heated up her bearings. It was almost too much to have to come back empty-handed. It was quite too much to have to run for shelter under the lee of Adras uninviting coral reef. And to be told by an acting engineer that he would have to stay a week was utterly beyond the scope of polite conversation.

Why a week? asked Commander Applewaite, with eyebrows raised to the nth power of incredulity.

Why a week? asked Mr. Hartley, breaking down the barrier of self-restraint at last. Ill tell you why. Because, although the guts of her are so much scrap-iron, youve a crew of engineers who could build machinery of hell-slag  build it, mind  and could get steam out o the Sahara, where there isnt any water at all.

Because  conditional upon the act o God and your permission  Im willing to perform a miracle. Because the whole engine-room complement is dancing mad for shore leave, and therell be none this side o Bombay; and because, in consequence o that, creation would be a mild name for whats about to happen under gratings until the shafts revolve again. Man, I wish yed take one peep at her bearings, though ye wouldnt understand.

Because youre lucky; any other engineer in all the navies o the world would take a month to tinker with her, even if he didnt have to send to Bombay for a tow. Because

Thatll do! said Applewaite, his mind wandering already in search of suitable employment for the crew. Get the repairs done as soon as possible; we stay here until you have finished what is necessary.

It looked like an evil moment for asking favors, but it was the time laid down in Regulations when such things as favors may be had; and it was the moment Curley Crothers had picked out for asking for shore leave.

Come ere, Scamp. Come along, Scamp. Come along ere  good boy! he coaxed, dragging by a short chain in his wake the sorriest-looking bull terrier that ever acted mascot in the British or any other navy. Courteous and huge and cap in hand, his weather-beaten face smiling respectfully above a snow-white uniform, he took his stand before the little table. His outward bearing was one of certainty, but his shrewd, slightly puckered eyes alternately conned the expression of his commanders face and watched the dog.

The lee, scuppers were the goal of the dogs immediate ambition, for he was a well-brought-up dog and such of the decencies as were not his by instinct he had learned by painful and repeated acquisition. But at the moment Curley Crothers showed a wondrous disregard for etiquette.

Hes very sick, sir, he asserted, tugging a little at the chain in the hope of producing instant proof of his contention. But the dog was gamiest of the game, and swallowed hurriedly.

Well? Im not a vet. What about it?

The whole ships crew ud be sorry, sir, if e was to lose is number. Hes the best mascot this ship ever had, by all accounts.

He hasnt brought us much luck this run! smiled Applewaite, remembering a long list of previous convictions and wondering what Crothers might be up to next.

No, sir? Were still a-top o the water, sir.

Oh! He gets the credit for that, eh? But for him, I suppose wed have piled up on the reef yesterday?

Saving your presence, sir.

Curley Crothers made a gesture expressive of a world of compliment and praise, but he kept one eye steadily on the dog; he seemed to imply that but for the presence of the dog on board the commander might have forgotten his seamanship.

Well? What do you suggest?

Seeing the poor dogs sick, sir, and you and all of us so fond of him, and all he needs is exercise, I thought perhaps as ow youd order me an Byng, sir, to take im for a run ashore. Thered be jackals and pi-dogs for im to chase. A bit o sport ud set im up in a jiffy. Hes languishing  thats whats the matter with him.

There were almost tears in his voice as he tugged at the chain surreptitiously, in a vain effort to produce the cataclysm that was overdue. But for all his efforts to appear affected, his eyes were smiling. So were his commanders.

Why Byng? he asked.

Byng cleans him, sir. He knows Byng.

Then, why you?

Why; he knows me too, sir, and between the two of us, wed manage him proper. Sposin he was to get huntin on his own and one of us was tired out chasin him, tother could run and catch him. If there was only one of us, he couldnt.

I see. Well? One of the other men might take him on the chain. A good-conduct man, for instance.

Crothers tugged at the chain, and the unhappy dog drew away toward the scuppers with all his remaining strength.

Hes cussed about the chain, sir  apt to drag on it and try to chaw it through. Besides, sir, when a dawgs sick, hes like a man  same as me an you; he likes to ave is particlar pals with im. Now, that dawgs fond o me an Byng.

I see. But supposing exercise isnt what he wants after all? Suppose he needs a long rest and lots of sleep? How about that?

The argument had reached a crisis, and Curley realized it. Joking or not, when the commander of a ship takes too long in reaching a decision he generally does not reach a favorable one. The leash was tugged again, this time with some severity. The martyred Scamp was drawn on his protesting haunches close to the official table, that the commander might have a better view of his distress. And then the expected happened  voluminously.

Curley stood with an expression of wooden-headed, abject innocence on his big, broad face, and looked straight in front of him.

He certainly is sick, sir, he remarked.

Sick. Good heavens! The dogs turning himself inside out! Thats the last time a thing like this happens; hes the last dog I ever take on a cruise. Take him away at once! Bosun  call some one to wipe up that disgusting mess!

Take him ashore, did you say, sir?

Take him out of this! Take him anywhere you like! Yes, take him ashore and lose him  feed him to the sharks  give him to the Arabs  take him away, thats all!

Me and Byng, sir?

Yes, you and Byng! Did you hear me tell you to take him away?

Very good, sir; thank you!

Curley Crothers saluted without the vestige of a smile, and hurried off before the dog could show too early signs of recovering health and strength or the commander could change his mind.

Come on, Scamp, he whispered. That was nothing but a temporary disaccommodation to your tummy, doglums; well soon have you to rights again.

He dived into the focastle with the dog behind him, and there were those who noticed that the terriers whip-like tail no longer hugged his stomach, but was waving to the world at large.

And thirty minutes later, as the Punchers launch put off with Curley and Joe Byng comfortably seated in the stern, it was obvious to any one who cared to look that Scamp was the happiest and healthiest terrier in Asia.

Now, I wonder what they did to him, mused the Punchers commander, watching from beneath his awning. Those two men live up to the name they brought aboard! I believe theyd find means and a good excuse for walking to windward of a First Sea Lord!

III.

Now an Arab would as soon allow a dog to lick his face as he would think of eating pork in public with his women folk; so the bearded, hook-nosed believers in the Prophet who looked down from the rock wall that lines one side of Adra knew what to think of Curley and his friend Joe Byng long before either of them realized that they were being watched.

Arrayed from head to ankles in spotless white, their black boots looking blacker by comparison, they proceeded in the general direction of the distant village, with the order and decorum of sea lords descending on a dockyard for inspection purposes. The trackless sand proved hot and sharp; the dog proved in poor condition from the voyage and the mornings incidental martyrdom, and Byng was generous-hearted. He picked up the dog and carried him; and Scamp displayed his gratitude in customary canine way.

The comments of the watching Arabs would not fit into any story in the world, and it is quite as well that Crothers and Joe Byng did not hear them and could not have translated them, for in the other case trouble would have started even sooner than it did. As it was, they tumbled and maneuvered over unresisting sand through almost tangible stench to where a gap in the ragged wall did duty as a gate. As they came nearer, a banner with the star and crescent was displayed from the wall-top, but no other sign was given that their coming was observed.

It was not until they had debouched (as Crothers termed it) to their half-right front and had taken to a narrow one-man track that ran below the wall that any over attention was paid them. Suddenly a hook-nosed Asiatic gentleman emerged through the once-was gateway  a picture of a Bible shepherd but for the long-barreled gun he carried instead of crook  a brown shadow against brown masonry. He challenged them in Arabic, and Curley Crothers answered him in Queen Victorias English that all was well.

Everything in the gardens lovely! he asserted, in a deep-sea sing-song. Hows yourself?

The man repeated whatever he had said before, this time with a gesture of impatience.

Friend! roared Byng and Curley both together. And the bull terrier took the joint yell for a war cry, or a bunting call, or possibly the heralds overture that summons bull pups to Valhalla. He was bred right and British Navy trained and his was not to reason why. He waited for no second invitation, but lit out from Byngs arms like a streak  a whip-tail, snow-white streak  for where the Arabs hard lean legs shone shiny-brown below his fluttering brown raiment.

Come back, there! yelled both keepers in excited unison, but they called too late.

Each grabbed for the chain too late. Their heads and shoulders cannoned and they fell together on the hot, dirty sand while Scamp and the Arab made each others intimate acquaintance in a whirl of ripping cloth and legs and teeth and blasphemy.

That in itself was bad enough, and good enough excuse if such were wanted for war between the Shadow of God Upon Earth and Englands distant Queen; but there was worse to follow.

One does not laugh, between certain parallels, unless the ultimate degree of insult is intended. And Curley Crothers and Joe Byng did laugh. They held their ribs and laughed until their muscles ached and their strong mens strength oozed out of them.

They were laughing when they grabbed the dog at last and pulled him off. They laughed as they set the Arab on his feet and gave him back his gun; and they laughed at him with Christian and mannerly good grace when he spat at them in awful frenzy until the spittle matted in his beard. And, being gentlemen after a fashion quite their own, they smilingly apologized.

Arabia lies in the middle of the zone where laughter is not wisdom. And a smile lies midway in the measure of a laugh. A laugh might be unintentional. A smile must be deliberate. And the Arabs spittle was run dry. Creed, custom, law of tooth for tooth and the thought of half a hundred co-religionists all watching him from crannies in the wall combined to make him shoot, since further means of showing malice were denied him; and he raised the long butt to his shoulder with meaning that was unmistakable.

And so, with sorrow that the East should be so lacking in good fellowship, but with the ready instinct of men who have been trained for war, they closed with him from two directions, swiftly, bull-dog-wise, and took his gun away. And how could even an able seaman help the dogs taking a share in the game again?

So far, nobody had done anything intended to be wrong  least of all the dog. The Arab was defending institutions; Crothers and Joe Byng were bent on holiday, and full of kind regards for anything that lived; and the dog was living dogfully up to well-bred-terrier tradition. It was as if two harmless chemicals had met and blended into nitroglycerin.

Deprived of his gun, the Arab drew a knife; and no British sailor lives who does not understand the quick-loosed answer to the glint of steel. Fist and boot both landed on the Arab quicker than his own thought served the knife, and the weight of quick concussions jarred him into all but coma. This time Byng caught the dog in time and held him back, leaving Curley Crothers to finish matters by making the long knife prize of war. Once more he helped the Arab on his feet, smiling hugely and gentling the iron sinews with huge paws that could have wrenched them all apart if need be.

Take my advice, cully, and weigh quick! he counseled, looking the Arab over and making sure the unfortunate had not been too much hurt. Run for shelter where you can cool your bearings! Run off to the mosque and pray, to make up for all that cussing. Go and be good! And next time you meets us, be friendly  see?

The Arab was too apoplectically angry to comply, but Crothers took him by both shoulders and shoved him; and finding himself shot forward out of reach, seeing safety ahead and its possible corollary of awful vengeance, he suddenly achieved discretion and scampered through the gap in the wall.

Es gone to fetch his pals. Look out, mate! warned Joe Byng.

Not im! vowed Crothers. Es ad enough, thats all! Weve seen the last of im!

And the most amazing thing of all was that Crothers believed just what he said  Curley Crothers, to whom Red Sea and Persian Gulf ports were as an open book, and to whom the Arab customs and religion and reprehensible tendencies were currently supposed to be first-reader knowledge. It was he who had proved there were no harems  he who coined the Navy adage, Search an Arab first, and sit on him, before you come to terms!

Yet here he was, advising Byng to disregard a looted Arabs spittle! There is no accounting, ever, for the ways of shore-leave sailor-men.

Come on, Joe, he said. Lead the dawg  he can walk now  and lets see what Adra looks like.

IV.

All might have been well, and both seamen might have reached the Puncher again with dignity and grace, had they not entered Adra, past the only jail in that part of Arabia. And an Arab jail being rarer and one percent more evil than any other evil thing there is, the two of them quite naturally paused to make its closest possible acquaintance.

Look out for vermin! cautioned Curley, standing on tiptoe to peer in through the close-spaced iron bars.

They forgot the dog. The jail, for the moment, challenged all their waking senses, the olfactory by no means least.

Can you see anything? asked Byng.

Before Crothers could answer him, a snarl, then a yap, then a quick, determined growl gave warning of the terriers interest in something else than fleas.

He had been scratching himself peacefully a moment earlier; now, like a bower anchor taking charge, he ripped the chain through Byngs hand and was off  chin, back and tail in one straight, striving line  in full chase of a pariah.

The yellow cur yapped its agony of fear; the nearest hundred and odd mangy monsters of the gutter took up the chorus; within five seconds of the start there was the Punchers mascot racing after one abominable scavenger, and after him in just as hot pursuit there raced the whole street-cleaning force of Adra  tongues out, eyes blazing, and their mean thin barks all working overtime.

Good-by, Scamp! groaned Byng, estimating rapidly.

Not yet it aint! said Crothers, grabbing Byngs arm and nearly tearing out the muscles.

It was a crude way of rousing Byngs latent speed, both of thought and movement, but it worked. Before Joe could swear, even, Crothers was off like the wind, with Joe after him, using the string of oaths he had meant for Crothers on the sand that gave under him and made him stumble at every other stride.

Adra turned out, as a colony of prairie dogs might from planless burrows; only these had more venom in their bite than prairie dogs and came from structural instead of natural, from flea-bepeppered instead of grass-grown dirt. Man, woman and child  the grown men armed, the women veiled in dirt-brown, some of them, and some (mostly the better-looking) unveiled and unashamed, the little children mostly naked and colored with all the human hues there are  raced, yelling, through a swarm of flies in hot pursuit. Never since Shems great-grandson gat the Arab race was there a procession like it.

Behind its mud-and-Masonry decrepit wall that guards only the seaward side, Adra straggles quite a distance desertward; and there are winding streets enough to hide an army in, provided that the army did not mind the fleas. Scamp, view-halloaing his utmost, led that most amazing hunt a quite considerable circuit before other men and dogs, arriving from a dozen different directions, set a limit to his unobstructed movement.

He knew what he was after, but they did not; they had come to see. For a moment they seemed to think that Scamp was the object of the chase, and a dozen guns of a dozen different kinds and dates were aimed at him.

And then, as consciousness dawns on a man recovering from chloroform, there swept over their lethargic Eastern brains the simultaneous idea that Curley Crothers and Joe Byng were the real quarry; and  again like men recovering from chloroform  they did not quite know what to do. Should they slay, there was the Puncher to be reckoned with; and the Punchers port quick-firers could be seen commanding Adra by any man who cared to climb the wall.

Besides, an Arabs hospitality is proverbial. He very seldom kills a visitor on sight.

On the other hand a man, and particularly a British sailor, who runs has reason, as a rule. Therefore these two men were evidently guilty. Therefore they must not escape. In five seconds the affair had changed from a spectacular amusement, with Adras population in the role of super-heated audience, to a hunt of Crothers and Joe Byng.

Within ten seconds each of the sailors lay with his face pressed hard into the sand and at least a dozen Arabs sitting on him. Scamp  utterly forgotten now by all except the sailors  still behind the one stray pariah and ahead of all the rest but beginning to appreciate the fact that he was hunted, and beginning to feel spent  raced on, took three sharp turns in close succession, and was gathered all unwilling in the arms of an enormous black man who snatched him from the very teeth of the following pack and dispersed them, howling, by means of well-directed kicks.

Ah seed you yesterday, Ah did, said his deliverer in English; and, recalling principle, the terrier bit at him  only to find himself muzzled by a horny, huge fist that caressed even while it rendered impotent.

Ahm fond of little dogs! Ahm English!

Scamp understood nothing of the conversation, but with canine instinct realized that he was safe; and after that he was satisfied to lie and pant. With five red inches of tongue hanging out, and no sign whatever of his white-uniformed guardians to trouble him, a black mans arms were as good as any other place; he did not waste half a thought on Byng and Crothers.

But Byng, three turnings back, spat filthy sand out of his mouth the moment an Arab deemed it safe to leave off sitting on his head, looked wildly around for Crothers, and bellowed  

Wheres the pup?

Crothers, spitting out sand, too, twenty yards behind where the swifter Byng had fallen, called back:

Dunno. Whistle him!

Byng tried to whistle, and the Arabs mistook the effort for a signal. In an instant both men were face-downward again, struggling for breath and clawing at the dirt. Then worse befell. The gentleman whose brown anatomy had suffered from the seamens feet and fists just previous to their invasion of the town limped up with his eye teeth showing and his flapping cotton raiment still unmended where the dog had torn it. Any other wrath, however awful, could be nothing but the shadow of his state of mind; and since he knew the more vindictive portions of the Koran all by heart, and was quoting as he came, there was little need of words to illustrate further his attitude.

He seemed to be a person of authority. An Arab town or village is a democracy in which each free man has his say; not even a sheik can overrule the vote of a majority, and this man was no sheik. But rage and self-assertion will generally exercise a certain weight in tribal councils, and the crowd in this case was too doubtful of the facts to have any settled notions of its own.

To the jail with them! the new arrival almost shrieked, and about a dozen in the crowd took up the cry  

To jail with them!

Infidels! Worshipers of dogs! Wine-drinkers! Eaters of pig flesh! Dogs and the sons of dogs  what mothers gave them birth? Are your hands, True-believers, fit bonds for them? To the jail! To the jail that Abdul Hamid caused his men to build for such as these!

He stooped and looked deliberately to make sure that Crothers could not break away, then came closer and spat on him, saving half his spittle with impartial forethought for the struggling Byng, who looked up in time to see what was in store for him. Being spat on is even less exhilarating than it sounds or looks, and Byng waxed speechless after passing through a many-worded stage of blasphemy.

Crothers, the larger of the two and by six brawny inches more phlegmatic, bode his time in silence, so that neither of them spoke a word while they were hustled and cuffed along the street between the unbaked brick hovels. It was not until the reinforced iron door of Adras one stone building slammed on them that either of them said a word.

Then  

Im not a mean man, protested Crothers.

No? said Byng, monosyllabic for a start.

No, repeated Crothers, I am not, Joe Byng. But  and I says it solemn; I says it with one and above my ed, and Id take my affidavy on it in a court o law, if its the last word I ever does say an its my dying oath  so elp me Solomon and all is glory; Im a Dutchman if I wouldnt like to ave a come-back at that Arab.

Byng lay full length on his stomach, and buried his face in his arms. He was still too full of wrath for words.

Id kick his mother, if I couldnt land on him, mused Crothers. And then he busied himself about conning his new bearings. It was a four-walled jail  one-doored, one-windowed, iron-barred  ill-smelling, verminous, too hot for words and too suggestive of the opposite of home, sweet home to call forth humor, even from a seaman.

Theyll come an rescue us, moaned Byng. Theyll quarantine the pair of us for being lousy, and theyll turn the perishing salt-water hose on us. Were due for the brig for Gawd knows ow long; our reppitations gone; weve been spat on by a  by a Arab, and we avent hit im back; an weve lost the pup. Weve gone an lost the pup! Gawd! There aint no more good in nothin!

Which shows no more than that Joe Byng in his sorrow overlooked a circumstance or two. For instance, there were rings in the floor that Crothers eyed with keen curiosity. They were anchored in the solid blocks of stone.

Its better than it might be, mate! he argued optimistically. They might ave gone and chained us up to those!

V.

Arabia has some peculiarities, not all of them discreditable, which she does not share with any other country. There is, for instance, the kind custom that dictates the setting free of slaves when they have rendered seven years good service.

That rule (and it is rather rule than law) tends to eliminate all class and color prejudice. Provided that a man will bow to Mecca three times daily and refrain from pork and wine, he may wear whatever skin God gave him and yet mingle with the best. He may even marry whom he will and can afford; and he may be whatever his ability, ambition, and audacity dictate.

And Hassan Ah had never been a slave, so he had even less to overcome than might have been the case. He stalked Adra socially uncondemned where once he had caught fish, groomed camels, and done other irritating jobs. His old fish-catching days had given him an intimate acquaintance with the reef, and his small-boat seamanship, born of hard pulling in the trough of beam-on-seas, was well suited to the local type of craft.

So nobody questioned his right to the title of harbor pilot. And if certain perquisites went with an otherwise barren office, that was to be expected. Who worked for nothing, or for the empty honor of it, in Arabia?

Nobody can pass the reef at night in shallow-draft lateen-sail boats without having him on board; and though he was never ostensibly paid for his services, it was understood that he performed pilot service in return for certain other opportunities that sometimes came his way. When things happened on the high sea that were not discussed in public, it was understood that Hassan Ah could have discussed them as thoroughly as anybody if he chose.

On the whole, then, and within limits that were only more or less definable, he was something of a personality. Men listened to him when he raised his voice in argument, and as one who could grant favors on occasion his words had weight.

The sun was very nearly in its zenith, beating down on dry Arabia between racing black clouds, when he had finished talking to the local council in the ramshackle old council-house, skin and mat curtained, that faced the sheiks where the main street broadened for a hundred filthy yards into a market-place. All through his argument he had held a pure-white bull terrier between his knees as proof that he knew whereof he spoke.

Can any of you hold him without being bitten? he demanded. And they did not seem to care to try.

I know the ways of these men! he asserted, drawing extravagant expressions of contentment from the dog in proof of it.

So the others in the stuffy council place gave the dog a wide berth and no privilege, but conceded him the right to hold the beast, if he wanted to, without personal defilement. And since the way of the world is that a man who has won the first of his contentions can win all the rest with half the ease, he persuaded them with a hurricane of black mans rhetoric to do what Arabs consider almost wicked.

Unbelievers who are prisoners should die, beyond all question.

As the dregs of oil shall the fruit of the tree of Al Zakkum boil in the bellies of the damned! the sheik quoted. They should be hurried, therefore, to the punishment that waits!

But Hassen Ah outargued him.

Then they will land men from the ship, who will search our houses, he asserted. Is there a majority in the council who would like to be searched by unbelievers?

Then bind them, and take them to their ship, and tell a tale of much drunkenness and wrong-doing. Ask an indemnity, and show the proofs, which will be easy to arrange.

They, too, will tell their tale! said Hassan Ah in perfect Arabic.

Unlike the more enlightened peoples of the West, Arabs do not encourage the mutilation of their mother-tongue; they teach it as carefully as they talk it, and this negro spoke like an Arab of the blood.

There are certain damages they have received  some bruises on the face and tears in the clothing that does not belong to them but their government, he continued. They would lay all the blame on us, and would breathe in the face of an appointed man, in proof that they were not drunk. And who could get other drink than coffee or water here? And who would believe the rest of our story, having found that part to be a lie? There would be a landing, and a search for proof, and much unpleasantness. Besides

If he had intended to add further arguments, the sheik saw fit to nip them in the bud; for there were some men in the council-room who did not know as much as Hassan Ah. Any free man may speak in council in Arabia.

What is thy way, then? he asked.

The woolly headed pilot laughed aloud, taking care to make it evident that he was laughing at the prisoners; to laugh at a sheik or a sheiks bewilderment would be too dangerous.

I would send them to the ship well satisfied, he answered.

With money? asked the sheik.

With whose money? asked Hassan Ah.

With thine? shot back the sheik.

In the name of Allah, no!

The black man laughed again, and rose to lean against the wall behind him, gathering the dog up in his arms.

If it is the order of the council, he asserted, I will send them back satisfied, with a tale to tell that will bring about no landing. Also, I will give the council much amusement.

But will other sailors land afterward, seeking similar amusement? asked the sheik.

No! There will be an order that none land!

The sheik took a vote on it. Heads nodded solemnly all around the room as his eyes sought each half-veiled face in turn. His own face was almost altogether shielded by the brown linen head-dress, for men of his race like to reach a judgment unobserved. They were all nods that answered him, and he saw fit to keep his own opinion to himself.

Thou seest? These others are all with thee. Have it thine own way, Hassan Ah. Unlock thou the riddle and on thy head be the answer! Thou hast our leave to go.

So Hassan Ah set out undaunted for the jail, with a terrier in tow behind him and a huge smile on his broad-beamed face. And behind him a murmur rose that:

It was well. He brought the warship in, instead of leaving it outside or  as any wise man would have done  wrecking it on the outer reef, where it could have been plundered at discretion. Let him send the sailors back again and bear the consequences!

And within a minute of the pilots arrival at the window of the jail (through which he peered for two minutes before speaking) the whole of Adras council, followed by the citys children in a noisy horde, proceeded in a cluster after him and took up position, each as he saw fit, at different vantage points.

Then Hassan Ah shook a loose bar of the window until it rattled, and so called attention to himself. Crothers and Joe Byng raced for the window neck and neck, and reached it simultaneously.

You two men want you-ah dog? asked Hassan Ah, and the chained dog leaped up at the window as both men swore at once.

You pass him in here! Come on, you black-faced cornerman! Therell be a cutters crew ashore pretty soon to rescue us, and if you dont hand that dog over before they get here youll get the worst whipping you ever had in all your black life!

Theyll feed you to the dog when theyre through with you! vowed Byng.

Come on, MacHassan! ordered Crothers. Get the key and pass the dog in. Thatll settle your account. T hen yous free. You neednt be fraid.

Ahm English, said the pilot of the day before, with an enormous grin that showed a pound or two of yellow ivory. Ahm not afraid; Ah can lick you; Ah can fight same as you men. Ahm English!

Fight? You Irish Chink! Which of us two do you want to fight? asked the outraged Byng. Come on in here! Ill fight you!

But to Byngs amazement Hassan Ah pointed to Crothers, who was heavier by forty pounds or more and taller by at least half a head.

Ah choose him! he grinned; and Curley Crothers clenched both fists in absolute but quite unterrified amazement.

Come on, then, he answered. Open the door. Then, as an afterthought Ill fight you for the dog.

Ah dont want to kill that little man, said Hassan Ah. But Ahll give you the dog, win or lose, if youll fight me. You fight fair? You fight English?

Well, Im damned! said Crothers. I fight Queensberry rules. That suit you?

Oh-ah, yes! Keensby rules, thats it. All right-o!

Hassan Ah produced his key and turned it in the creaking lock. He was stripping himself even before the two sailors were out in the sun, and by the time that Crothers and Joe Byng had realized that there was an audience of something like a thousand, including children, he was standing posed like a gladiator, with the straight-down tropic sun streaming off his ebony hide. As Crothers, not quite sure even yet that the whole affair was not a joke, began to doff his blouse it dawned on him that if the thing were true it would not be a picnic.

Do you mean this? he asked.

Ah shohly do. Are you afraid o me?

That, of course, settled matters. The thing was not a joke, and Englishman or nigger  black, green, white, or gray  the plot must be licked forthwith and in accordance with the rules.

Crothers spat into his hands, while Joe Byng folded up his blouse and knelt on it. He eyed his antagonist for at least a minute, summing him up and ignoring none of the woolly-headed ones physical advantages in weight and strength, in height and reach, in being used to the climate and the glare, the odds were all with Hassan Ah. Then he sized up the moral odds; and though a biased audience might be at first supposed to weigh against him too, the sight of all those Arabs waiting to see him beaten roused his fighting dander.

Do you represent the bloke that spat on us two men? asked Crothers.

Ah represent maself! Ahm English! Ah fight English, and Ahll prove it!

Aw, wade into him! advised Joe Byng. London Prize Rules  no time called until a mans down. Go on, Curley  lead!

Do you agree? asked Crothers.

Suttainly! The black man seemed disposed to agree to anything so long as he could get what he was after.

Then here goes! said Crothers; and he stepped in and led for the honor of the British Navy.

Oh! It was a fight! Crothers knew what he was up against the instant that his left fist slid along an ebony forearm and his nose collided with what seemed like an iron club. Steamship pilot this man might not be, but fighting man he very surely was. He hit straight and guarded high. He was no untutored savage. He had the hardest to acquire of all the Christian arts at his fingers (or rather his fists) ends, and the heavyweight champion of Gosport took a double reef in his fighting tactics while he sparred for time in which to recover from the shock of that first blow. The claret was streaming down his face and he was dizzy.

Oh, wade into him, mate! urged Joe.

It is always easier to see what should be done than to do it. The sand was not slipping and giving under Joe Byngs feet, nor were his fists and wrists aching from contact with hard ebony. To him the thing seemed easy, and he was as anxious to get into the fight himself as was the terrier that strained at his chain. But Crothers, who had won a hundred fights at least in cleaner climes, fought canny and tried to make the black man tire himself with wasted effort.

And the Arabs sat in silence, like a row of vultures waiting for the end. Even the little children held their clamor and subsided into motionless calm. There was not a movement along the roofs or the wall, or in the rings of those who squatted. Arabia was spellbound, watching something she had never seen before and trying to puzzle out the wherefore of it. There were knives and guns available, yet these men fought without weapons. The white contender had a friend, but the friend did not join in. Why? Had Allah struck all three men mad? They sat still to see the end, having no doubt but that it would prove to be a judgment.

Curley Crothers was the first to close a round. He put an end to round one at the end of three minutes by missing with a heavy right swing, ducking to avoid terrific punishment, slipping in the yielding sand and falling.

Back with you! yelled Joe Byng, afraid that the pilot would take liberties and ready to jump in and stop him if need be. But he wasted his excitement.

Ah told you Ahm English! said the pilot, stepping back and letting Crothers find his corner.

Curley was glad enough of a rest on Joe Byngs knee, and too intent on getting back his wind to listen over carefully to Joes advice. When Joe called Time he stepped in readily again; and this time it was Hassan Ah who suffered from surprise.

Curley had been getting out of practise on board ship; he had needed waking up, and round one had done it for him. Round two and the six that followed it were exhibitions of the noble art that men in any of the larger cities of the world would have paid out a fortune to have seen.

There was racial prejudice, and service pride, as well as the usual decent mans desire to win to make a real mill of what might have been nothing out of ordinary; and there were the quite considerable odds against him that  after the first repulse  usually make men like Crothers do their utmost.

Even the Arabs lost their stoicism while round two was under way. Byng yelled, and the terrier yelped, but the Arabs only shifted their position. That, though, was proof enough of their excitement; they actually sighed in unison when Hassan Ah thrust his ungainly chin in the way of a crushing right-hand smash, and laid his broad back on the sand.

After that it was slug-and-come-again with both of them, each getting wilder as round succeeded round, but neither man obtaining much advantage. Twice it was Crothers who went down; then he discovered a soft spot in Hassans ribs, and after that he kept the black man busy on the desperate defensive.

There was no doubt of the end, then, barring accidents. Even Hassan Ah could not have doubted it; but he did his black mans uttermost to put it off, and he fought as gamely as anybody ever fought since prize-ring rules were drafted. He did not foul, or take undue advantage once.

It was a plain, right-handed, battering-ram punch to the neck that ended things, and Hassan Ah lay coughing on the sand with bulging eyes while Joe Byng tended Curleys hurts.

Hasnt the nigger got any pals? asked Crothers; and then it occurred to Byng that the most hurt man was surely most in need of mending. Both he and Crothers bent over him, then, and they soon had him on his feet again.

Ah told you Ahm English! were the first words he succeeded in spluttering through swollen lips.

Now, what dyou mean by that exactly? asked Joe Byng, his attitude toward him almost entirely changed. A man who loses gamely is entitled to respect if not to friendship.

Hassan Ah searched in the tattered shirt that he had laid aside, and pulled out a folded piece of paper after a lot of fumbling. He opened it gingerly, and holding one corner of it displayed the rest with evident intention not to allow it out of his grasp.

That says Ahm English! he explained.

Oh! said Crothers, rubbing an injured eye in order to see it better. Can you read, you black heathen?

No, said the pilot. That says Ahm English, but Ah cant read!

Well, MacHassan, said Curley Crothers, reading the document a second time. Black or white, you fight like a gentleman. Im proud to have licked you. Good-by, and good luck! Heres my hand!

They shook hands, and the seamen started shoreward with the terrier in tow.

Did you read the paper? asked Crothers. It was dated Aden  non-coms mess of some regiment or other. This is to certify that this regiment taught Hassan Ah to use his fists, and that he has since licked every single mothers son of us! Pity I didnt see that first, eh?

Oh, I dunno, said Joe Byng, who had not had to do the fighting. You licked the savage, anyway.

Hassan Ah was right. There was no more shore leave granted. Crothers and Joe Byng were punished with extra duty and confined to ship for coming back with the marks of fighting on them; and the Puncher gave no further signs of life until, some three I days later, her long-suffering engines turned again and she departed through the channel that had brought her in.

Then the sheik and three others and a certain Hassan Ah went down at midnight to the jail and lifted with the aid of long poles passed through the rings in them the largest floor stones of that vermin-infested building. But the vermin did not trouble them. What they were after and what they lifted out was the cases of guns and cartridges the Puncher had contrived to miss.

THE END
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FROM HELL, HULL, AND HALIFAX

THE saying still lingers on in England, and it has grown into a proverb nowadays, whose meaning is more generally understood in Englands colonies; it dates back to the olden days when Charity had not been specialized, and once it was meant literally. Now, though, Hull and Halifax no longer stand pre-eminent, and one may include in the list Houndsditch and its environs, and the Minories, and many other places, without detracting from hells reputation. The saying has taken on a broader meaning.

Aga Khan heard the saying, and applied its broader meaning without an effort  Aga Khan, the keen, brown-eyed, suave, and courteous gentleman with the touch of distant pride in his bearing and the guttural, deep-throated undertone that somehow hinted at authority. But he came from a land where men prefer to speak in metaphor, for fear that the cold, crude truth may be misunderstood  or too clearly understood  and lead to quarreling.

His dark skin, which was only slightly darker than the dirt-and-poverty-dyed skins around him, hid any emotion he might feel; it was like a mask. But his eyes were singularly curious, and never still; without being in the very least furtive or afraid, they were restless, and missed nothing. The aproned publican who kept the little ale-house near the Seven Dials, brought him his order of bread and cheese and milk with unusual condescension from a man who got his daily bread by selling beer, and who had all the prejudices that go with his calling; he set him down as an Armenian who knew no better, but he was interested.

And Hull? had asked Aga Khan, after an interchange of platitudes. How does a man reach Hull?

The publican wiped the small round table for him, and chased a beggar out of the saloon before he answered. Going to Hull, are you? Well! You know the saying? From Hell, Hull, and Halifax, Good Lord deliver us! You get there by train from Kings Cross Station, but if theres anything in that saying it ought to be a good place to keep away from!

Is Hull, then, worse than London? The voice was deep and steady, and the speaker seemed scarcely to expect an answer. He had voiced a question, but he seemed rather to have passed a judgment.

No, I dare say not! Theyre all bad places  London, and Birmingham, and Manchester, and Hull  for those that havent got the price! You can take your choice, and starve in any of em! It wasnt millionaires that gave Hull a bad name, you may depend on it; it was folks like those in there!

He nodded in the direction of a door that led from the saloon to the four-ale bar. Somebody had swung the door open, and Aga Khan saw an unlovely vision that he had grown accustomed to of late. Amid a babel of coarse voices and foul oaths, two beery hags slouched their down-trodden heels across the sanded floor in what was meant to be a dance, screaming with drunken laughter as the crowd applauded them. Along a bench that ran round three sides of the boozing-den men lounged who seemed only men by courtesy; scarecrows would have been less vile, because less capable of villainy.

And in one corner, grouped together, half desperate and wholly ragged, stood a little knot of younger men who listened with mouths agape, or with cynical unbelief, to a recruiting-sergeant. He was buying beer for them. And he was straight-backed, stone-cold-sober, and immaculate.

Good hunting-ground, this, for the recruiting-sergeants! said the publican as the door was kicked shut again. Trades bad, and theyre about the only men whore doing any business! Theyre roping em in fast!

Are all the soldiers gotten thus? asked Aga Khan. He evidently did expect an answer to that question, and he waited for it while the publican removed a broken-down gentleman who was trying to sell boot-laces.

Go and join the army! he growled at him, as he pushed him out into the street. Then he turned again to the man who could afford, and did not apparently object, to pay twice the regular price for milk.

Not all of em, but more than half, I guess! They make em drunk, and get em sworn in before theyve time to reconsider it. Once theyre sworn in theyve got to stop! Any army where you come from?

Oh, yes, theres an army, answered Aga Khan. But tell me, do these men not want to join?

Lord bless you  whod want to be a soldier! When trades bad, and theres no pickings anywhere, they join in hundreds, sos to have a bed and bellyful!

Do they not care to serve their Queen, and to fight for her enormous empire?

They? Why should they? Why should I, for that matter? The Empires all right enough in its way, but what do they or I care about fighting for it! Well all shout Rule Britannia when the orchestra plays it in the Halls, and most folks Ive seenll wave their hats and cheer when the Queen rides past; but whats all that compared to bread-and-cheese?

I had thought, said Aga Khan, speaking slowly like a man who is half convinced and half afraid that he may be wrong, I had thought that possibly there might be some great spirit emanating from the lower classes that had led to conquest. That you, for instance, and men like you  and like those in there  were the real heart of the Empire.

You thought wrong, then! said the publican. The Empire belongs to the privileged few. I dare bet that you cant find a man in here, for instance, who knows a thing about it, or cares about it, or who ever got a pennys worth of good out of it. I never did, for one!

I am surprised! said Aga Khan, paying his little bill and walking out. He went, then, to an inconspicuous address in Bloom-bury, and wrote a long letter in a character that few in London could have read, and in a language that even fewer could have understood.

II.

AGA KHAN was not a man of kaleidoscopic changes; he was more like a chameleon, who blends with his surroundings without losing a fragment of his individuality. He was as much at home  and as little at home, for that matter  in Pall Mall as in the Seven Dials, and he carried with him letters of introduction that procured him admission everywhere. Where he went he contrived to excite little curiosity, but to absorb an enormous quantity of information.

He walked from Bloomsbury down Little Queen Street past Drury Lane into the Strand; and at the corner of Wellington Street his boots were blacked for him by an able-bodied man who called him sir, and touched his cap, and thanked him extravagantly for twopence, which happened to be twice the regulation price.

Are you English? he asked him.

Yes, sir  born in London, sir  thank you, sir  yes, sir, Im English.

I suppose youre proud to be an Englishman?

Me, sir? Why? Id as soon be a furriner! Sleep in a doss-ouse  eat what I can get, an black boots for a living. Gawd! Id as soon be a dawg. Im thinking Ill go and join the army!

A week later Aga Khan passed that same corner, and noticed that same man in the toils of a glib-tongued recruiting-sergeant; but in the meantime he had noticed many other things. He had stood at a theatre entrance, and had seen a man in uniform refuse admission to a soldier, who wore a cleaner, better uniform. He had stood in the throng of Houndsditch  beside the barrows where the brass-lunged costers bellowed out their prices, and the down-and-out brigade fought fiercely in among them for a chance to live  and had seen a clean-skinned, spick-and-span sergeant of the Line sneered at and pushed into the street.

He had sat in the strangers gallery of the House of Commons, and had heard a loud-voiced demagogue who thumped his chest declaim about the Estimates, denouncing expenditure on armaments and howling for the dissolution of the Empire. And he had noticed that no man present took the trouble even to seem annoyed. Further, he had heard another demagogue, at Hyde Park Corner, describe the Queen as the dummy-head of a greedy oligarchy, while a crowd and four policemen looked on, and grinned, and listened. And no man threw a stone.

Is such a speech as that permitted? he inquired, in his gentlemanly unimpassioned tone.

Why not? asked the constable.

Then is it not your duty to prevent him?

No. Its my business to protect him if the crowd gets nasty!

And wondering  very deeply wondering  the bearded, keen-eyed Aga Khan went back to Bloomsbury, and wrote another letter.

And he had sat, together with a whiskered civilian in spectacles, in the luxuriously appointed smoking-room of a most exclusive club.

Yes, said the club-member, scrunching in his pocket the unwelcome letter of introduction, and trying to alight on a topic of common interest, I have a cousin in India  Civil Service, dont you know  younger son, and all that kind of thing  had to earn his living  might as well go to India as any other place. Like it, eh? Couldnt say, Im sure! A man mustnt quarrel with his bread-and-butter! He always seems very glad to get home on his vacation  looks me up as a rule. He was here about eight months ago  came and had lunch with me  told me a lot of stories about cobras, and tigers, and famines, and plague. Very interestin. Any tigers where you come from?

No, said Aga Khan, leaning back in his chair, and eyeing his surroundings. This club is very comfortable.

Yes. Isnt it!

The club-member was interested now, and went into long details about club-management, and the different degrees of exclusiveness of clubs; and Aga Khan sat still and seemed interested too. But really he was listening to the conversation of two men who had dropped into the chairs behind him, and were sitting with their tall hats forward over their eyes, too bored, apparently, even to order drinks.

Rotten, isnt it! said one of them, in a voice that was weary with disgust.

Dont talk about it!

Got to let steam off somehow! Hows a fellow goin to finance it, Id like to know!

Renewin promissory notes, I suppose; money-lenders are a long-sufferin breed!

At twenty-five per cent., yes, I spose they are! But Good Lord! Think of it! India, now, with the season just coming on!

Yes, and all the old men time-expired, or pretty nearly all, and nothing but a lot of rotten, raw, pie-faced rookies on the strength!

They tell me the price of polo-ponies has gone up to nearly double in the last few years out there.

I know it has. Come on  dont lets think about it. Lets go and see the Jew  may as well get that part over!

They went, languidly and discontentedly  two clean-brushed dandies from a bandbox  as indifferent, it seemed, as dummies to anything but self, and tired of that.

Would you tell me what those men are? asked Aga Khan, glancing at their backs.

Their names, you mean?

No. What they are.

Army officers  both in the same regiment. Their regiment has just been ordered out to India.

They seem displeased.

Yes? Well, London will get along without them!

Must they go, whether they will or not?

They could resign, of course.

They go, then, for the pay?

The club-member smiled. No, he answered, their pay scarcely covers their mess-bills.

They go, then, at their own expense?

Practically. Theyll get a very uncomfortable passage on a troop-ship, but theyll have to buy new uniforms and all that kind of thing themselves.

Then why are they officers  why do they not resign?

Couldnt say, Im sure; each man to his own taste, I suppose! The social positions fair, for one thing.

I heard them speak of promissory notes?

Did you? Well, I suppose that theyre in debt, or have got to borrow money.

Against what do they borrow? Against their pay?

Oh, Lord, no! Against their expectations! Their fathers happen to be rich, and cant live forever!

Then, for the social position, and to go to India, where they do not want to go, they give a mortgage on their patrimony?

Not exactly. Those two men would have a good social position in any case.

Then why?

Rather difficult to explain, Mr.  ah  Khan, Im afraid!

Do they so love their Queen?

Personally?

How else?

I dont suppose they either of them know her personally!

Then her ministers  is it for them? Are they members possibly of a political party, and very loyal?

Good Heavens, no! Theres a Radical ministry in power, and theyre both of them staunch Tories!

What do they stand to gain?

Nothing, unless you count fever, and conceivably a wound or two.

Can they win great promotion?  great favor?  great honor?

Hardly. Theyre captains. Might become majors. Might get a medal or so.

Ah! The medals would carry great distinction? Men would applaud them?

The medals would be about the same as those the rank and file would get; nobodyd even know they had em  they dont wear em, you know, except on parade. And nobodyd care one way or the other!

Are they of the upper classes?

Certainly!

And they do not want to go to India, for I heard them say so  and they can gain nothing, but will lose much by it, in money and possibly in health  and they very likely do not know their Queen  they hate her ministry  they have to borrow if they will obey  I heard them say that the men whom they must lead are rotten  and yet, they go! Can you solve me this riddle?

Its a question of privilege, I think, said the club man.

Ah! Privilege! Now, what privilege?

The privilege of going!

Aga Khan was infinitely too polite to shake his head, or to give any other sign of incredulity. Only his brown eyes showed skepticism, and something that was more, as he rose and thanked his host, and said good-by. But the letter that he wrote that evening was full of certainties  conclusions drawn by process of cold logic from his mental memoranda. And his conclusions would not have been changed in any way could he have overheard a conversation between that club-man and a crony, which took place ten minutes after his departure.

Who was your friend? asked a man who had been watching.

Man named Aga Khan  brought me a letter of introduction from a man I know in India.

What part of India does he come from?

No part. Hes an Afghan, traveling to study social problems, so he says. Wants to know why army officers go all the way to India!

Did you enlighten him?

Cant say I did. Not sure I know myself! There are two things, though, that beat me. One is, why the Indian Government allows such men to escape from their native hills.

And the other?

Is why anybody bothers about India! Wed be just as well off without it. Its a nuisance, and the Afghans are a nuisance!

III.

THE Afghans truly were, and are, a nuisance. Then, though, they possessed an Emir who had eaten with the under-dog and had learned to know men, or at least Afghans, from the bottom upward before he came into his own. And he not only was a nuisance; he had a yearning for lost provinces.

He had, too, sound common sense, blended, after a strangely Eastern manner, with romanticism and a patriarchal sense of duty that was almost Biblical. He believed that the fighting tribes on Indias northern frontier who had once sworn fealty to his ancestors were his by right  his children  his to rule with an iron rod that would suit their temperament and his own idea of fitness.

He had read more than a little, and had remembered what his national traditions were. He knew that India had been conquered from the North times without number. He was a statesman, and he guessed that the surest means of knitting together a nation torn by strife was to give it a national idea and start a war of conquest. And he knew that India would make good plundering. Once India were his, his warriors could plunge their arms down elbow-deep into the loot, and he, their Emir, would get the credit for it; the Afghan blood-lust would be sated for a time, and men could rest from the killing and grow prosperous.

He could dream, could that Emir. But underneath his dreams there lay that bedrock of common sense on which he had raised himself to clamber to the throne, and he did not forget that India had been conquered from the South and from the West once, or that her conquerors were still in power. British bayonets had helped him to the throne of Kabul, and he had no false impressions of what the British soldiers had been worth in those days.

But the British, once in Kabul, had set him firmly on the throne, and had gone away again  away down South beyond the Himalayas. They had told him to keep his eye on Russia, and to make Afghanistan a buffer-state between the gray-clad Russian hordes and Englands thin red line. And that, to his Oriental mind, showed weakness.

What conquerors relaxed their grip on a country they could hold? What general retreated when his base was safe and there was nothing to oppose him? What king or queen accepted promises in lieu of tribute, and left an alien  unwatched  to guard the border-line, unless his or her hands were full elsewhere? Would he act thus? Allah  God of the faithful and confounder of the infidel  forbid! There must be something rotten in the state of England.

Hence Aga Khan; and hence another man. The Emir was no man to leave his fighting force unwatched while he himself went in search of information; no man, either, to trust his ministers too far, or to let them grow lazy from too little work. They were schemers who might scheme against him unless he kept them busy, and there were things that he needed very much to know. So Aga Khan, the wisest of his graybeards, and the most observant, and the one who knew most English, went to London; and Ullah Khan, who was better versed in Hindustani, and who loved above all things to trade in horses, took the long trail down the Khyber with some four-year-olds.

And, like Aga Khan, who was threading in and out amid the slums and clubs of London, Ullah Khan saw wonders. Being a horse-trader, he had three perfectly good reasons for disliking the Bengali babus; but he had his orders, and he did need an interpreter, for in India men speak two hundred dialects. So Boghal Grish, the fat, unspeakable iconoclast, went with him, and had trudged, complaining, in the dust from end to end of almost endless provinces.

He had been a useful person  very. He had translated for Ullah Khans benefit hundreds of seditious Hindu editorials, taken at random from lithographed native newspapers with two-hundred-copy circulations; and he had interpreted the exaggerated vaporings of failed B.A.s and even lesser lights who had failed to get a Government poseetion. With quick babu perception he had very soon divined that Ullah Khan was not in search of things to be admired, and he had brought men to him whose point of view was likely to prove acceptable.

In the bewildering bazaars of Lucknow and Delhi and Cawnpore he had shown him the locked-up stores and houses where the plague had ravaged, and had read aloud for him the notices nailed on the doors, and had interpreted for him the bitter revilings of the men whose privacy had been invaded by ruthless, caste-careless sanitary commissioners.

They care nothing for our native customs, explained Boghal Grish. Nor yet for our religion! See! And he led him to a Hindu temple, whose holiness had been denied by Christian disinfectant. Even our gods are nothing to them! With one hand they break down our privacy; with the other they pacify malcontents by raising them to positions of authority.

And he had interpreted the remarks of the Hindu priests, whose cow-dung-plastered shrines still bore the shameless stain of cleanliness-applied-by-force-majeure.

Ullah Khan had seen for himself the native scowls as Tommy Atkins swaggered, laughing and careless, through the crowded market, and he had needed no interpreter to make the meaning of the murmurs clear to his understanding; there were no love-croonings in among them! And he knew enough English on his own account to understand the conversation of occasional British officers, when chance favored him and he could overhear without appearing too inquisitive.

Home again next month! Gad, wont it be good!

Think of Hurlingham and Ranelagh!

The Shires for me, my son! Forty minutes in the open, over real English grass!

Oh, think of Cowes in June! Cant you see em snorting under bonnets? How long, my son, how long?

And where are these places, and what are they? demanded Ullah Khan.

At Hurlingham and Cowes, they tell me men play games  games on horseback and in little boats, said Boghal Grish. In what they call the Shires, they hunt.

They think, then, of nothing else?

Of little else! They love neither us nor India.

And Ullah Khan grunted. And he too wrote a letter that had certainty in every line of it.

And there were other things to see and understand. He saw the fat, green fields, where dust had been, and saw the patient ryot humped over his hoe, hurrying to let the gurgling dark-brown water sluice between the rows. And he heard the ryot grumble at the Takkus, which was greater than it had been once  before the water came.

So they raise the taxes, do they? asked Ullah Khan.

Always, sahib! Always! For that reason, and no other, they start irrigation works! They charge for the water, and with the money so obtained they pay more bureaucrats from England!

And all this rice? Does it go to England?

Nay. It is eaten here.

The money, then, for which the rice is sold? That goes to England?

Nay.

These farmers have the spending of it?

Of what is left when the tax is paid.

But they must buy their goods in England?

Nay. All goods enter India on an equal tariff.

Why? Why do the English not discriminate?

They are afraid!

Four months after the dismissal from his service  on the ground of peculation  of Boghal Grish, two months after a furtive but very shrewd inspection of widely scattered regiments of native cavalry, and one month after a visit to Calcutta where he saw what little can be seen on the outside of the workings of the most amazing government on earth, Ullah Khan met Aga Khan, new-landed from a Peninsular and Oriental Steamship.

As they stood together on the Apollo Bunder, which faces the harbor of Bombay, they looked into each others eyes for a moment, meaningly.

What found you? asked Ullah Khan.

Rot everywhere!

And I too! said Ullah Khan. The fruit is ripe for the plucking. They have sown themselves, but they are afraid to reap! The country has grown fat and prosperous; there are pickings here for a hundred thousand plunderers, and yet no man moves a finger! They rule like men who are afraid!

No wonder! growled Aga Khan. Their soldiers come from depths unspeakable. Their officers detest the service, and are put to great personal expense by it; such men are not dependable! And in England the crowd cares nothing, and knows nothing, and thinks of nothing except beer and bread. No wonder that they rule like men who are afraid!

We will have good tidings for the Emir, thou and I! said Ullah Khan.

IV.

THE back of the Eastern-province famine had been broken, and the plague was dying in the West. The southwest monsoon had burst with a year-late flood on thirsty India, and favorable crop-reports were coming in. The Viceroy and another man whose eyes were more puckered, and whose hair was grayer, and whose sturdy frame had been dried out by more than thirty years in India, sat back, and lit cigars, and smiled at each other.

Good times ahead at last, old man? asked the Commander-in-Chief sympathetically.

No, not exactly. Couldnt hope for that, in this benighted country! But reliefs in sight!

Any chance of screwing out a bigger appropriation for the army?

Not the slightest! The Council wouldnt pass it, for one thing; and for another, we want every anna we can save for irrigation works. Besides, were even cutting down the Civil Service estimates; babus come cheaper than Europeans, and theyre very nearly as dependable in the lower grades. Were going to appoint natives to about five hundred vacancies next financial year, and spend the money that we save in that way on education.

Arent you overdoing it, old man? Taking things a little fast, I mean? Theyre learning, of course, but are they digesting it?

Theyre not digesting it as fast as the home-drafts do, but theyre learning, all right. One of these days theyll get hold of the idea, and India will stand on her own feet. Think of it! India self-governed like Australia and Canada, and sending her own representatives to Westminster, perhaps!

It sounds all right, but you and I wont live to see it! said the Commander-in-Chief.

I know we wont. But still, weve got a long way from the day when a mans job in India was worth what he could make out of it!

True. Weve got a long way too from making soldiers out of criminals by flogging them!

Talking of that  are the home-drafts up to standard? asked the Viceroy.

Oh, about the same. Cant expect too much, you know. Half of em hells scrapings, and the other half raw country bumpkins. Good enough material.

Its a pity that we cant get a better type of man to begin on, isnt it?

Oh, I dont know. Besides, you couldnt get em at the price. Theyre awfully decent men, by the time theyve scraped the dirt off them in the home-depots, and they get hold of the regimental idea before they come out here; by the time they get here, theyre ripe for the real thing. When they realize that theyre not the lowest thing there is  not the lowest by streets  that there are three hundred million people here, for instance, who regard them as superior beings in at least one way, they begin to show whats in em. Then they see the native cavalry, and get to know about its loyalty. The rests easy! Theyre not going to be beaten by what they are pleased to describe as niggers! Theres nothing the matter with the army, or the men, sir!

Back at home, said the Viceroy, Ive often noticed the tremendous difference between a regiment just home from India and one on the eve of departure.

You werent the first man to notice it! said the Commander-in-Chief. Itll be a bad day for the British Army when India can stand alone.

Have you gone into your appropriations yet? asked the Viceroy.

Scarcely touched em.

Formed any cut-and-dried plans, or anything?

Nothing really definite.

Would it seem like butting in if I made a suggestion?

Go ahead!

The Emir is not exactly making trouble, but hes thinking of it. The simplest thing, I suppose, would be to let his thoughts come to a head, and then smash him; but with a famine and the plague just off our hands we cant afford a war. Id like to teach him a less expensive lesson.

Whats he been doing?

Oh, just the usual thing, and hes been just as owl-eyed and childishly subtle as youd expect. Hes sent one of his ministers to London incog., and another one on a spying expedition round this country. Aga Khan went to London, with enough letters of introduction to introduce an army. They were all obtained secretly  secretly, you understand!  from civilians and better-class natives and merchants in this country. Ullah Khan, the other man, disguised himself as a horse-trader and made the tour of India.

How did you get on to him?

Oh, the usual way. He engaged an interpreter  happened to be a Government babu whod been dismissed for peculation  babu stole again  Ullah Khan sacked him, without any noticeable tenderness  babu out for revenge, of course, and incidentally a little pocket-money  offered information to the Government  a ten-rupee note did the trick!

The Commander-in-Chief nodded. I could fling three army-corps into Afghanistan at the drop of a handkerchief! he said quietly.

Thats good. But the country cant afford it! On the other hand, the Emir, through these two ministers of his, has had a good look at the seamy side of things; its likely to make him restless, if nothing worse happens.

Well?

Ive an idea, thats all.

Ive pulled with you ever since you came out here.

I know you have. Yes, and thats one reason why I dont want to seem to

Nonsense! What is it?

For the next two hours the Viceroy  who wields more power than any king of England ever did  and the Commander-in-Chief, who really does command in India, were engaged in a quite informal conference. And the result was that an Emir, who was a patriot and a statesman on his own account, received both entertainment and a lesson.

V.

IT was as if ten thousand glow-worms lay in lines, in readiness to dance a legion-formed quadrille. Ten thousand tents  each tent with a trench around it, and each to a hair in line  glowed warmly against the pitch-black Indian night. A black, dense mass behind them were the pickets where the tethered horses neighed; and in the center, like a many-mouthed black monster, lay the parked artillery  a grisly, ugly, hydra-headed thing that made no sound.

On every side were watch-fires, as regularly spaced apart as hours, and, like the minutes of the hours, spaced in between them stood the sentries; once in a while, as someone tossed a log on to a watch-fire or a puff of wind swept down from the hill and fanned it, a flame shot up and lit for a second on a gleaming bayonet that was swallowed promptly by the night again. From a distance it seemed like a fairy-camp, lit up for revelry; but sharp eyes, accustomed to the outer darkness, could have told that it was hedged about with steel.

From the tents, and from the rows between them, there went up a roar like the night-voice of a city. The cooking pots were cleaned, and the kettles stood ready again in the kitchen-trenches; a many-throated army, well-fed, well-found, and well-controlled, was voicing its contentment, and lay at its ease unbelted, telling tales of fifty counties and five hundred far-flung outposts.

Above it, on the hillside opposite, there was a smaller, more silent cluster of less regularly spaced-out lights. That was the camp of an Emir and his escort  a pinnacle-set aerie, where a man who had come to see things for himself stroked at his beard and watched.

No calls had been interchanged as yet, for the Emir had arranged his coming carefully, arriving late on the day before the big review. Allah in his wisdom had seen fit to strike the British Indian Government with madness, to the end that they might show him all their weakness; and who was he that he should decline their invitation and thus let slip a God-sent opportunity?

His design was to see the review first, and to learn what he might from it before accepting too much hospitality or being trapped into too many expressions of good will. Even kings and emperors and potentates are careful of their spoken word, and like to know before they promise. He had sent an unofficial note, though, by the hand of a mountain chieftain with an escort; and the chieftain had his unofficial orders. He might not ask, and he might not ride from off the beaten path. But he had eyes that were accustomed to keen observation, and he might look and bring report.

So, while the Emir waited, seated on a pile of rugs before a yak-hair tent, a long, lean, fierce-eyed Afghan came cantering up the hill-track, with an escort of a dozen at his back. He dismounted and bowed profoundly, and held out a sealed envelope.

You were long in coming! said the Emir, opening the letter. It was nothing but a quite informal answer to his note.

He slept! said the princeling messenger.

Slept?

Slept! I had to wait while they awakened him! While I waited, I saw many things.

His Excellency slept? The Viceroy? He who rules that host?

Aye! And he sleeps now! When he had read the letter, and had caused his man to write an answer, and had signed it, he went back to bed again. He sleeps!

Sleeps  with that host to watch! A hundred thousand men, and their thousand captains  and he sleeps?

Aye! He sleeps, and so does their commander, for I saw him. I was minded to have a word with him, having spoken with him when he came with the troops to Kabul in the old days, and I rode up to his tent. There was but one sentry posted, and he a common soldier. The flap of the tent was drawn back, and I saw him lying there asleep; and since I would not rob him of that which is sweeter than meat or drink, I rode away again. I saw many other things.

What saw you?

Their guns are as many as their camp-fires!

That I knew. Money, however gotten, will buy guns!

Their horses seem better than our best!

Fool! Go not our best horses in droves, yearly, down the Khyber to be sold to them? How seemed the men? Did they scowl? Were they discontented?

Nay! They smiled at me! When I passed a sentry  and that was often  he saluted. Others, sprawling in the tent-doors, rose and stood upright with their hands beside them while I passed. Everywhere men laughed, smoking those strange, short pipes of theirs, and told each other tales; all seemed contented, and all who saw me regarded me with curiosity.

With naught else?

Unless the saluting and the standing at attention meant respect.

Why should they respect thee? growled the Emir.

Of a truth, I know not! I thought, though, that they did, and I felt no harm from it!

Thy head was turned by their obeisance! said the Emir with conviction. The next time I will send an older man!

The chieftain bowed, more to hide his thin-lipped grin than out of deference, and retired with his escort to where a camp-fire burned before a tent that humped up irregularly from the blackness. He and a dozen others sat there before their fire, and talked until sleep came over them; then they rolled themselves into their blankets. But the Emir sat on where he was, with his chin resting on his doubled fists, and his eyes staring in deep contemplation at the wondrous sight in front of him.

He heard a hundred bugles blow, and saw  wonder of wonders!  ten thousand lights go out as if Allah himself had whelmed them all at once. There was silence then, and no light showed at alt except the watch-fires, which flickered, and rose, and fell, and gleamed every now and then on bayonets. Sometimes a sharp challenge broke the stillness of the night, and proved that armed men were watching while the army slept; and every two hours he heard a string of challenges, as officers marched out from the guard-tents and posted the reliefs; but there was no movement beyond that  no other sound.

And the Emir sat on in silence where he was, and wondered. His camp behind him slept, and his sentries, too, were posted; but there was a difference, and he was wondering wherein the difference lay.

Their men are recruited among disaffected Indian tribes, he muttered; or else in the slums of London. Their officers dream all of them of home, and the men must dread the thought of it; whence has cohesion come? And yet...

Dark skins mingle no more with white than oil with water, wrote Aga Khan, and Ullah Khan, and both wrote truly. They are conquerors  sons at the least of conquerors  retaining their hold on India by means of what is left of former strength; and they know it, for they govern India like men who are afraid. And yet...

Those men there joined the army for their bellies sake. Their leaders know it. Those native soldiers read seditious writings daily in the native press, since their leaders fear to muzzle the discontented men who write.

His Excellency represents the Queen. In England, where those soldiers come from, men stand at the street corners and declaim against the Queen, and against her Empire. His Excellency knows it, and those men know it. Those men gain nothing from the Empire, for their leaders are afraid to let them loot. They are many, though; they come from the slums that I have read about, where no ideals or decency exist, or can exist. Wealth lies around them, and their officers are comparatively few; none could prevent them if they chose to loot. And yet...

My fighting men are picked from among the best. There is not a man of all my men but held his chin high from his birth. My men can rise to any heights; those men down yonder have no prospect of either wealth or great promotion. Those there are punished when they disobey, by little fines, and light imprisonment  mine with a scimitar. Conquest for those men means risk of life, and afterward oblivion and poverty again; conquest for my men would spell riches.

I know each of my men, and each of my men knows me. His Excellency there knows almost none of his, excepting here and there an officer; he has not been in India long enough to know the hundredth part of all his men by sight, and I have lived among my men always. And yet...

His Excellency sleeps, and the commander sleeps, and the army sleeps  and I dare not sleep!

He had not solved the riddle when a hundred bugles and a hundred trumpets down below him blared out in chorus, to salute the morning, and he looked  from his own men, squabbling sleepy and breakfast-less around the dying embers  to the beehive on the plain, where each of a hundred thousand men was wide awake, and each performing his prearranged, predestined, preconcerted task with easy, almost casual, unhurrying precision. The hundred thousand, and their horses, had all breakfasted before his own men had more than decided what to eat.

And they come from the slums? he wondered.

VI.

FOR an hour, as if an unseen finger moved them like pieces on a checker-board, the regiments shifted and marched and shifted  pipe-clay white, and gold, and crimson, tipped with burnished steel  an ever-changing mass of individual units each with the same end in view. Without an accident, without a counter-march, to the intermittent sound of bugles and a quite occasional command, order was evolved  brigade order, out of unbrigaded companies.

Line after line after crimson-coated line  color-tipped khaki where the turbaned native cavalry sat knee-to-knee with British  blue and gold where the jingling gun-teams pawed the ground  and dark gray where Ghurkas and British riflemen stood alternating with the kilted Highlanders  one hundred thousand men waited in obedient silence, facing the saluting-point.

And now, your Highness, said the Viceroy, I think we might take their salute. What do you say?

They rose  lean, clean-limbed Anglo-Saxon and swart, sturdy Afghan side by side  silk-hatted, frock-coated representative of new ideals and turbaned and bejeweled despot; and they drove to the saluting-point in an English carriage, which was drawn by English horses ridden by Indian postilions, and was followed by a bearded, six-foot, crimson-coated escort of Maharajahs sons.

One sword shot upward, and scintillated for a second in the sun. A hundred bugles answered instantly. In instant answer to a hundred barked commands there came a flash of brilliant steel  one movement, as a flash of lightning moves  sudden, swift, unexpected motion  then a thud  then silence.

Seated on his war-horse  a small, straight-backed, gray-haired figure in front of the middle of the line  the Commander-in-Chief had given one silent order  and one hundred thousand men behind him had come to the salute.

A massed band, five hundred strong, struck up the national anthem. The Viceroy raised his hat. The Emir sat rigid beside him, controlling his expression carefully; but his eyes wandered sideways, in the direction of his own rather ragged-looking warriors, who had followed the crimson-coated Rajputs and now sat their horses in a line beside them.

One hundred and one guns boomed out a Viceroys salute. The Viceroy raised his hat again. There was a pause, and one-and-twenty guns boomed out. The Viceroy whispered something, and the Emir bowed. The Commander-in-Chief turned his head, and gave an order to a man who rode behind him; and as he spurred his horse to where the Viceroy sat, and took his place beside the carriage, one bugle spoke  and then a trumpet. And, like a storm-cloud with the glint of lightning in it, a brigade of Horse Artillery detached itself from the far end of the line  wheeled at the flag  and came thundering down past the saluting-point.

A man who has seen massed Horse Artillery wheel at the gallop, gun-wheel to gun-wheel, hoof to hoof, and thunder past in line of batteries, with the mounted men like a close-packed, wind-splitting hornet-horde in front and the great, black, death-familiar monsters dancing along behind in a whirlwind of noise and dust  has seen the first wonder of the world.

From the slums? thought the Emir, gripping rather tightly on the jeweled hilt of his scimitar. And from the clubs? Nay! These are their picked men. This is meant to blind me to the poorness of the others. We shall see!

And what he did see followed on in such premeasured sequence and with such amazing speed that neither he nor the hill-bred warriors who were near him could do more than marvel. It was wonder following on wonder, to a changing tune.

Before the gun-dust had been scattered by the wind, another trumpet blared out in rising cadence, and a cavalry brigade revolved within itself, as drilled dust-devils might, and  squadron after squadron, in dense-packed, glittering line of squadrons  ten thousand horsemen swooped to where the guns had wheeled. The drums of the massed band thundered out six double beats, and then  lively as a sunbeam on a frosty morning  the strains of the cavalry canter started with a crash.

Ten thousand horsemen, bright-eyed and dean and glittering, rode past the Emir, each horse cantering in time to the music of Bonnie Dundee, and nose to nose and tail to tail in line. As line after line of them danced past the saluting-point, commands barked out, and at the word each pair of eyes turned sharply to the right. It seemed to the Emir as they passed him that they were the eyes, and faces, of men who were neither unwilling, nor unhappy, nor afraid.

Their European cavalry is good! muttered the Emir to himself. Those men must be chosen from the colonies that I have read about. Those are men indeed, and their officers ride like men who are indeed proud of them. There remains, though, the native cavalry!

But the tune played on, and other trumpets sounded. Before the last line of cantering horsemen had swept past the saluting-point, a four-square khaki cloud, steel-tipped  a set-square sea of turbans and fluttering lance-pennants  had wheeled, and had launched itself in the wake of the British regiments. The Emir could see now for himself how the disaffected natives looked!

Rajputs! said the Viceroy, raising his hat in acknowledgment of their sudden, swift Eyes Right!

Guides!

Bengal Horse!

Punjabis!

Sikhs!

They swept past behind British officers, cantering to a British tune, saluting a British Viceroy, and riding with the easy, perfect, centaur-seat of men who are born to the task, and like it.

Such horses! said the Emir, forced against his will to a grudging exclamation, and too cautious still to praise the men who rode.

Each man brings his own horse when he joins, explained the Viceroy.

But why?

Because they want to join! There is competition! They know a good thing when they see it, so they bring their best, and ask to join!

But the tune had changed, and the wonders that had only just begun changed with the tune to other wonders. The Emir looked to where the crimson brigades of infantry had stood  and clutched his hilt again, and held his breath. The whole line was in movement. The sun shone on a sea of glittering bayonets and helmet-spikes, and the earth reverberated to the tramp of densely packed regiments that followed, one behind the other, with a space between.

And as he watched, the massed band struck up yet another tune, and a regiment of Highlanders wheeled by companies and came swinging down toward him, their pipers to the front. None march like Highlanders  none anywhere.

Their kilts and sporrans swinging, and their rifles at the slope, they came on like the lords of all creation  stately, dignified, alert  as men march who have earned the right to other mens respect. They went by to their own tune The Campbells Are Comin  the tune that the holders of Lucknow had heard, and many another beleaguered garrison  and there was that in their salute as they passed him, an indefinable, exhilarating something, which thrilled the reluctant Emir and reminded the Viceroy  who needed no reminder  what manner of men they were who held him there as Empresss Deputy.

Are these your best? asked the Emir, in a voice that had something approaching awe in it.

Not a bit of it, your Highness! Youll find it very hard to choose! Listen! Here come the Lincolns!

Oh, tis my delight of a shiny night....

The poacher-tune that half the world has listened to, from the Lincoln Fens to the Hlinadetalone* and back again by way of Abyssinia, crashed out as the last of the Highlanders swaggered out of view, and the Emir was treated to another style of marching. It was different, but it was just as good. No men could march like that whose hearts were anywhere but in their uniforms, and no men who marched like that could be otherwise than men. They went by like one welded, tempered, keen-edged unit, and saluted like men who confer an honor by saluting.

Fenmen, those! said the Viceroy. Sons of farm-hands mostly. Listen! Here come the Warwicks!

Oh, dye ken John Peel, with his coat so gray?

Like a following wave, amid a thundering sea of men, the Warwicks advanced and passed, and vanished.

East Surrey! said the Viceroy, as once again the tune changed.

East Kent  the Old Half Hundred!

Devon and Somerset!

The Black Watch!

Here come the Ghurkas! You know those!

The Ghurkas marched like white men, with almost the swing and swagger of the Highlanders, and grinning to a man. There was no doubt about them either; they were there because they liked it.

Northumberland Fusileers!

Scottish Borderers!

Welsh Fusileers!

The tune changed, and the regiments changed  wheeling regiment after regiment into line, and tramping past in quarter-column. The Emir, try as he would, could make no choice among them. He knew men. He could tell by their very atmosphere what spirit might be in them, and he sat by the Viceroy and marveled.

Bedfords! said the Viceroy.

Yes, said the Emir, seeing light suddenly. These that you tell me are the names of the regiments. But whence come the men themselves? From the colonies, perhaps?

No, your Highness! said the Viceroy. From London, and English cities mostly. From Hell, Hull, and Halifax  just anywhere.

The Emir stroked his beard. I have two men, he said reflectively, two ministers  whose heads shall shortly decorate the Gate of Kabul!

Why? Been making trouble?

No! They are fools! A wise man sees, and a bad man may be made to see, but a fool, never! I will breed no more from that breed!

You mean that your Highness is wise, and has seen? What have you seen?

I have seen an army that all Asia could not beat, and made up of men who were

Under-dogs?

Aye! Under-dogs!

Your Highness has some fine material in the North! You have seen how the native regiments shape; your stuff is as good as ours, or better!

Yet look at mine! The Emirs eyes turned in the direction of his own warriors again.

This is the answer, your Highness, said the Viceroy, looking where he looked, and looking away again. You rule Afghanistan with justice, and with a rod of iron. Why?

For mine own honors sake!

Good  and true! Do you consider yourself, or your own comfort?

Not one iota!

Likewise good  and true! And your men?

They think only of themselves!

There is your answer! These men that you have seen to-day  these men from Hell, Hull, and Halifax  thought only of themselves until they were taught otherwise. Now, each man is for his company  each company is for its regiment  each regiment is for the army  and the army is for the collective honor of them all.

And your Excellency?

I  I am but a deputy for Her Majesty the Queen!

And she?

She represents that honor!

The Emir sunk his head on to his breast, and lapsed into deep thought.

THE END


OAKES RESPECTS AN ADVERSARY

THE stories Fred Oakes can tell of his adventures in all corners of the world are, Heaven knows, numberless. I have known people to doubt that so much could ever happen to one man. But I have known him too long and intimately ever to doubt one word he says, and to my mind the thing to be amazed at is his length of memory. His own explanation is worth recording:

Theres nothing remarkable about it. We get what we look for. Take a parson, for instance: doesnt he dodge devils every day? Is there anything to comment on if a lawyer fights two cases or more a week? Or if a soldier goes to war pretty often? I tell you, a hunter hunts, a fisherman fishes, a ships captain masters the elements. A true adventurer adventures, not specializing so much as embracing all occupations in the one. Very early in life I decided to adventure; and I qualified to be a prospector with that one end in view.

So you see, Ive been soldier, lawyer, hunter, fisherman  youd be surprised how often a fisherman!  ships captain on occasion  everlastingly at war with the elements and chance  and Ive buried too many good and true men not to have a slice of parson in my make-up.

But its as prospector for minerals that an alert adventurer finds his widest field; and as free-lance writer that he can best keep in touch with opportunity, or feather an empty nest. Those are my two chosen standbys. So, if things hadnt happened to me thick and fast, that would be astonishing. That they did happen is only natural. To me, adventure is life, and life is a succession of adventures. Monotony is death, and the only death. I adventured into the world by being born in a dungeon in the Tower of London  I refuse to say how long ago  and I pray God I may adventure out again when the proper time comes!

In a dungeon in the Tower? I asked. How can that be?

I will tell you some day. Monty could have told you better, for his father and mine were intimate. Good Lord, how the time goes! Think of it Didums went over the border eleven years ago this afternoon!

We grew silent, he thinking no doubt of a hundred adventures he had shared with the bravest gentleman either of us ever knew, and I of the many I had shared with both of them, playing always a minor part yet generously accorded a greater portion of the credit than was due me. They were strong men in the prime of life when I was a stripling out of college. By their kindness to me they gained a hero-worshiper  which is sometimes not such a useless asset, if you are tolerant  and by my effort to live up to their standard of manliness I gained two friends such as seldom fall to the lot of man.

Thoughts processes are swift. Probably Oakes, in the chair that faced me on the club veranda, tugging at his grizzled, upturned mustache, reviewed a lifetime. Having less than he to remember, it was naturally I who finished first, and broke the silence.

Speaking of death and of Didums, I said, you have never told me why you didnt kill him that time in the Libomba foothills.

Fred Oakes sat up, and his eyes blazed for an instant, as I have seen them do very often when the sight of oppression angered him, or the odds against himself and friends were ten or more to one. Then he laughed at himself, and leaned back.

Ive never told any man, he answered.

Tell me now.

But he sat silent after that for thirty minutes, and I supposed him unwilling to lay his heart bare.

As for me, who also had loved Monty, those memories were the reverse of terrible  chiefly, I suppose, because they included my own return from nether hell to something more resembling heaven. I hold no brief against college life, but I do maintain that it unfits a man for life before the mast on sailing ships.

I consider it less to my discredit than a proof of gentle raising, that after a voyage that had led  at the dictates of a nearly crazy skipper  along the arc of a composite grand circle into Antarctic blizzards  after battling for months with wet cotton sails, and ice, and adverse winds, manning the clumsy pumps often for days and nights on end, and eating worse than crow to help line the aforesaid skippers pocket, I left my wages on board a three-masted British bark at the first chance, and deserted.

At the time it did not look much like the act of God that the port was Lourenço Marques  unless you consider God, as the Vikings did, a very present spell for causing trouble.

It is easy to say at this late day that I had no business in the focastle of any such ship, or of any ship at all, and that the experience served me right. But unless, and until you have yourself left college penniless, have seen all your hopes for a career go up in smoke, and have trudged the streets of London city in search of honorable hire, you are not qualified to pass judgment. I had muscle and a good opinion of my pluck. I used them both; and if that particular experience was ugly, it led to my meeting Oakes and Lord Montdidier  an outcome worth the payment, in advance, of any price.

But to get back to the bark: we had not put in, for that would have cost our skipper harbor dues, but lay wallowing in the outer bay while a south wind kept three cables taut ahead of us, and the old blunt-nosed anachronism  named by some one with a gift for irony the Heatherbell  scooped up the muddy waves and tossed them over herself like a must elephant heaving hay.

However, a Greek boatman will dare anything less than eternity for the sake of unrighteous profit, and it happened that I was made night watchman  deck, not anchor watch. The skipper and mate had a bottle of peach brandy between them in the cabin; and the second mate, who had been snubbed for suggesting we would ride more comfortably higher up the bay, made himself snug in the break of the poop and went to sleep.

Nobody could tell that I had a shore-suit under my oilskins, and in my pocket the last of a too-lean patrimony in the shape of English gold. I had another suit and some odds and ends in a small bag carefully hidden, and a heart full of rebellion that was much less easy to conceal.

Only one Greek dared the elements that night. He worked his open boat up under our plunging stern, lowered his little sail, and threw me a line very handily, little expecting such swift returns. But I had no choice.

I bent a life-line to the handle of my bag and sent it down to him between waves. Then, before he guessed what was happening I came down the life-line hand over hand, bringing his own line with me. I let go the instant my feet touched the boat bottom, and we were away from under the Heatherbells stern, beam on to a whale of a sea, and in dire need of action, not argument, before the Greek could remonstrate.

When the south winds blow there is no shelter in all that roadstead except the little concrete pier where passengers land and the customs officers take toll. I have seen twenty ships drag anchor there of an afternoon and all go banging and plunging together to the confluence of the Tembe and Umbuluzi rivers.

Until we reached that pier the Greek and I worked like Trojans. Then, in the rain and the dark, each with a hand on the pierwork to keep the little boat from being ground to splinters, we argued out our business problem, while a Portuguese sentry up above the steps regarded us with Sphinx-like disapproval.

The Greek  for his is a garrulous race  wasted the first few plunging moments in explaining that to land anywhere else that night would be stark impossible. I could judge that well enough, without his wet breath in my ear. Then he explained that the sentry was posted there expressly to prevent unauthorized landings  that the immigration officers were very strict  and that only he, Georgos Aleutherios, had cunning and popularity enough to pass me by. He offered to spiflicate his conscience, take chances, and perhaps even ruin his good standing with the authorities forever, all for the trifling sum of fifty pounds.

We came to terms at last for five pounds, he to pay the sentry; and I learned afterward that I might have bought a lieutenants services, with half a company of infantry thrown in, for that sum. But rain and wind and darkness  the plunging of a small boat in the lee of a pier  armed sentries  immigration laws  and treaties that call for the surrender to their ships of all deserting seamen, spur youths eagerness without sharpening youths wit. A young man afraid and five gold sovereigns are very easily parted, and the Greek could have had the double of it if he had only known.

At any rate, there I stood presently on the rain-soaked sand of Portuguese East Africa, with two good suits of clothes to my name, and ten remaining pounds between me and the fort jail. I had yet to learn to fear that jail, or to know of its existence; but I began with such gratitude to feel steady earth underfoot that no forebodings troubled me.

The first night was spent  what was left of it  trudging the streets; for there were no hotels open, and I did not care to risk being followed into some dry corner by an armed policeman and asked questions in a tongue I did not know. It was a miserable, very hungry, dirty, weary night, but it came to an end, and dawn found me still an optimist.

As soon as doors began opening, and Hindus and Chinese came out to rinse their teeth and hawk, and clean themselves over the gutter, I entered the best hotel in sight, and for the first time since I went to sea had the advantage over a sailor to the manner born; for having removed my oilskins I bore no resemblance whatever to a deserter.

The keeper of that hotel was an Afrikander, not in love with Portuguese, and glad of the chance to unburden himself to ears uncalloused by the constancy of such refrains.

An Englishmans one chance, he said, if he goes broke in this place, is to appeal to his consul. He can never do anything for you at the time: there are too many broken Englishmen for the consulate funds to cover a tenth of the cases. But if a ship should put in short of hands hell get you out of jail and have you sent aboard to work a passage to somewhere else. So, if you go broke, mind you tell him before the Portuguese arrest you as a vagrant.

He little guessed what vinegar he was pouring into open wounds! I was minded to try that jail rather than the focastle of the Heatherbell again.

Why talk of going broke? I asked with the bravest air I could summon. He and I were eating breakfast at the same table, and I was trying to disguise my craving for Christian ham and eggs.

Because none but a Portugee, or a man on contract, or a merchant with more money than morals can hope to get a living here! I could tell you tales that would make you sick! Theyll skin you of your last coin  what they cant steal theyll take in taxes  and then arrest you as a vagrant and throw you in the jail to starve.

And the cost of living here is  ?

At this hotel? A pound a day.

I made a swift calculation: Ten pounds=ten days= jail!

No jobs to be had? I asked.

He jeered at the notion.

Black boys  natives  do the menial work. Chinese run the laundries, chickens, eggs, and odds and ends. Indians monopolize money-changing and the larger shops. Bank clerks and business managers are all contract men from home. Greeks do the fishing and run restaurants. Portuguese hold all the official jobs. Wheres your chance?

It looked to me as if my chance of jail was pretty obvious. He had no means of guessing the amount of my resources, but my facial expression must have hinted that his pessimism was sinking into me.

Get away from here before youre stranded! he urged. Book your passage to British East!

How should he know that I had not enough to take me up to British East!

Ill look around first, I said, screwing up courage again.

Dont say I didnt warn you! he answered. Shall you stay here?

Let you know later, I told him; and I paid him for the breakfast and went out.

The first thing I did was to walk all over the town. They were laying the trolley-lines in those days, and the street corners were ablock with construction material and gear. While I watched one party at work the English foreman came and tried to sell me an enormous drum of copper wire.

Yours? I asked him.

Of course not! The companys.

Whats it worth?

Lord knows! Gimme ten pounds and its yours to take away!

By noon, with an unmixed notion of the places charms I returned to one of the restaurants on the main street that the Afrikander had told me Greeks kept. It was a cheaper place than the hotel. There was nowhere to sit after lunch but in the bar, and the Greek proprietor grew insolent unless one kept a glass at work; but by dint of taking small sips, and pretending to fall asleep at intervals on the shabby plush-covered divan in a corner, it was possible to keep sober, and expenses down to a minimum.

There was nothing for it but to spend some money, for I was tired, and curious besides, to watch and listen, believing I could, perhaps, get a line on opportunity. It was in that way that I met Charles du Maurier, and saw revealed the despicableness of that colonial Government.

I was more actually drowsy than pretending  having had no sleep at all the night before  when I noticed a sudden stir in the street outside, and at the door, and in the café. The men at the bar made room for a newcomer before he appeared on the scene, and three Portuguese officers at a little table on the far side of the door from me ceased talking and looked uncomfortable.

I heard a sharp, disagreeable voice outside, speaking English  nobody except the Portuguese officers spoke any other language in that restaurant  and a moment later a man of middle height strode in, with a hunting-rifle balanced in the crook of his right arm, and a cartridge-bag slung over his shoulder.

Hello, du Maurier! said every one at once  except the Portuguese officers. Glad to see you, du Maurier! Come and have a drink, du Maurier!

It was obvious that everyone desired to have the mans goodwill; yet I did not get the impression that he was popular. He was of stoutish build, but looked active as a cat; rather good-looking in a fat-lipped brunette sort of way; and he had cold blue eyes that rested appraisingly on every face in the room in turn. In the course of their casual inspection they fell presently on me.

Good afternoon! he sneered, leaning back against the bar and reaching with his free hand for the whisky bottle that the Greek produced without instructions. How do, stranger? Whats your name?

I did not inform him.

Ceremonious, eh? Very well  Ill make the introductions. You want to know who I am first, eh? Thats natural. But everybody in Lourenço Marques knows me. Still  Ill tell! Im Charlie du Maurier! Charles du Maurier and I are one and the same individual, and now you know! Now everybody knows, and were all agreeable!

He filled his glass with neat whisky, and swallowed half the dose at a gulp. Then his eyes traveled past me to the three officers in uniform, whose conversation had so suddenly damped off. One guessed, without knowing details, that they were hesitating between retreat and dignity.

Aha! said the du Maurier person, finishing the whisky at a gulp. He was not in the least drunk. Here are three gentlemen who know me well! Three Portuguese officers, by  , swords and all! Why dont you up and arrest me, gentlemen? If its true theres a warrant out for Charles du Maurier, here he is! Youve only to come and take him! Im Charles du Maurier  afraid of no man, and least of all afraid of the Portuguese Government! Come and take me if you dare! Turn out your garrison and take me!

The three officers rose and went out, omitting to sign vouchers or pay cash, and the Greek set up a great wail. There was a roar of laughter in which du Maurier joined noisily.

Ill pay for their vino tinto! he volunteered. Then they can say theyve been drinking with Charles du Maurier. They can go to their commandant and brag to him about it! Ha-ha-ha! Thats a good joke! Portuguese officers bragging to their commandant, by  , that theyve had a drink with Charles du Maurier! Oh, Lord, thats a good one!

In not coming forward, and not joining in the rounds of drinks that his arrival was the excuse for, he paid me no more attention except that every once in a while his cold eye fell on me and I knew I was not out of his mind. He stood at the bar, and drank, or refused to drink, with whom he chose, all that afternoon, continuing as sober as a shark but bragging more and louder as his audience grew drunker and its mood less critical. His bragging was mostly of shooting men.

I dont encourage the devils myself by paying them money, I heard him say more than once. But the price, if youll pay in advance, for killing a white man is ten pounds gold, and do the job yourself. A native costs half. Thats thirty miles back from the coast, of course. They say theres a zone near here where the tariffs higher!

The strange part was that nobody appeared to doubt him. Several men nodded acquiescence. Only one or two shook their heads, and I divined that their objection was to his giving such publicity to the facts, rather than to the facts themselves.

What are you doing for a living now? somebody asked him at about supper-time; and he laughed with a hard, dry cackle that made my blood run cold.

The brutality aboard ship had been unalloyed and shameless, but it had been born, one might say, of necessity and took no joy in itself; but this man du Maurier loved cruelty for its own sake, and the very lack of mercy was the essence of a joke to him.

Ill tell you, he sneered. Dont say I didnt tell you, now! Youve heard of the Premier Diamond Mine? Youve all heard of that, havent you? The big new pipe thats made de Beers look like a four-flush  youve heard of that? Well  they havent even got it paddocked off with barbed wire yet. There are guards here and there, but theres a lot of clay dug and lying in the open to be weathered. The diamonds are sticking out of it like dew in the morning, and there are nearly as many thieves as stones!

The plan is to get a bag of diamonds, seal em up, and trust em to a native. He runs with em overland to this place, where an Indian buys em for the Bombay market, sending a check back through the mail. The game is to lie up in the bush and watch for natives. If you happen to shoot the right one, you get a fine bag o diamonds, and the Indian ud just as soon buy from you as from anybody else! Ha-ha-ha-ha! Good game, what?

A man who sat beside me  a nondescript individual  recovering from East Coast fever, and probably on board allowance from the concern that hired him  for he had no money to spend, yet was not destitute  leaned and whispered in my ear.

If that was really his game, hed not be telling it, he argued. But if he hadnt done it he wouldnt trouble to pretend he had  hes that proud and original! It ud be like him, the cold-hearted swine, to skin all there was in the game and then set others on to trying it! That ud be like him, that would!

I went to supper, and to bed above the restaurant; and having slept so many months in the Heatherbells abominable focastle, it needed more than the babel of that bar room to keep me awake. The clean sheets and the open window were paradise by comparison; and although the morals of the Heatherbell seemed, looking back, like those of a Sabbath-school compared to what Lourenço Marques boasted, I reminded myself that corruption came from within and not without a man, and was not troubled much on that score.

My dreams that night were brilliant, and I awoke a little after dawn feeling under my skin the tingle of unborn happenings. Anyone who has chanced his arm must know that tingling. It comes as a rule when hope has no excuse, and invariably presages good fortune. I have known men to own to the tingling, and yet go down, but that was because their courage failed them, not because inspiration lied.

But, although board and bed at that Greek place cost less than half the hotel price, it was obvious enough that yet more economical quarters must be found at once, if I hoped to keep vagrancy and the jail in the offing while I hunted a job of sorts. Life and the talk at sea gives a man strange notions, and after breakfast, and some thinking, no amount of argument could have persuaded me that it was impossible, or even unwise, to camp out on the outskirts of the town.

I saw the man du Maurier at the other end of the long table in the dining-room, and flattered myself that he did not notice me. I managed to slip out without having word with him, and  careless of direction, provided I left the town behind  set out for what are known as Kilos One and Two. Those are fills alongside the harbor, of which the Portuguese are quite inordinately proud  an acre or two of level land where swamps once were, held at enormous prices for factory and dock sites, in the belief that Delagoa Bay was destined to be the greatest, richest, busiest harbor in all Africa. A strange delusion! But all the real estate in that part of the world is held for a fabulous rise on fabulous excuses, and the Governments are as sanguine as the down-and-outs.

It looked a good enough place to camp on, and I spied an old abandoned wagon with broken wheels, whose top was mostly watertight. A little sailor lore, a little luck in finding jetsam  perhaps an old sail, and doubtless some timber along the foreshore  an hour or twos work, and I would have that abandoned wagon fit to live in.

I sat down on its broken tail-board to think out how best to tackle the task and was growing more and more pleased with the treasure-trove when, to my sudden disgust, I saw the man du Maurier, gun on his arm as usual, sauntering along toward me. There was no use in trying to avoid him. He was coming straight in my direction.

I did not doubt he had followed me from the Greeks place.

Considering things? he asked as soon as he came within talking distance.

I nodded, and he came and sat beside me on the wagon, chewing tobacco and spitting at remarkably regular intervals.

See that snake? he said presently.

I followed the direction of his eyes, and after staring through the glare for a minute I could just distinguish a little dark snake upreared above some twigs a hundred yards away.

Ever see their heads cut off with a bullet? he asked, and he brought the rather heavy-bored rifle to his shoulder.

He did not aim long, nor did he fire twice. The snake disappeared.

Go and look at it, he said; and principally because I was glad of the excuse to leave his side I got up and walked to where the snake had been.

Sure enough, its head was severed cleanly and the body lay squirming in the sun.

Did I hit it? he called, and I turned to nod to him, only to discover that he was reloading his rifle and had it pointed at me.

There was no cover. Whichever direction I might take he would have a clear view of me against an open background at short range. He had not raised the rifle, but his eye was on me, and the sensation was as mortifying as if he had deliberately taken aim. I decided on the instant to choose the lesser of two evils and call his hand, preferring, if I must be shot, to take it in the face.

So I walked toward him, as casually as I could contrive. I could see his finger on the trigger, and his cold eye never left me for an instant, but he did not shoot, and presently I stood within six feet of him.

Then he grinned, rather approvingly, I thought.

You are a man of nerve! he said, with his objectionable nasal snarl. Most men would have made for town as fast as their legs ud carry them, beginning slowly for the sake of dignity, but running as soon as the range was in their favor. I wouldnt have shot you! What should I shoot you for? Ive nothing against you. I dont want your money!

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him I hadnt any money, but some trick of fortune determined me instead to hold my tongue and find out what his game might be. Surely he had not followed me so far for nothing.

But youre a young fool! he added. Ive known more than one man to lose his life by turning his back that way on a rifle. Let me tell you something: when one gentleman has a loaded rifle, another gentleman should walk behind him! When two gentlemen have rifles they walk side by side, or else each sees the other unload! Thats bush law. What were you doing out here?

As you suggested, considering things, I answered.

Theres mighty little here thats worth considering! he sneered. This is no place for a greenhorn. More men without money come ashore here and end up in the jail than in any other port in Africa! Oh, you cant fool me! Youve an English university accent, and your kind dont put up at Greek hotels while youve money left!

Youre hoping to find a job. You wont find one, because there aint any! You cant get away, either, and Ill tell you how I know. Your kind no more like the looks o this place than a parson likes the breath of hell. If youd had any money, youd have gone away again on the same boat. Which boat did you come by?

To have answered truthfully would have been to put myself entirely in the blackguards power. He could either have had me arrested then as a deserting seaman or have held the threat over me. Yet I resented the notion of having to lie to the brute, so I answered nothing.

None o my business, eh? All right, you cant offend me. Im good-natured, I am, and everybody knows it. Charlie du Mauriers not the man to take offense because a gentleman wont answer questions. Let me tell you something, though. Youve got no money. Mighty soon the Portuguesell find that out. Next thing, theyll arrest you. Next, youre in jail! Know what happens after that?

I was not sure whether or not he was playing with me on the cat-and-mouse plan. He seemed to be amusing himself at my expense, and I did not question that the mere chance of being cruel would be sufficient excuse in his eyes. But there was a suggestion of ulterior motive, and I rather suspected he was probing in his own way for information.

There are worse towns than this one, I answered, because that was the most colorless statement I could think of.

Perhaps, he retorted, and perhaps not. There was a cold gleam in his eye. But there are no worse jails than this one! Its lousy, and they starve you, and its dark, and it stinks! And when youve been in there a while so that every one has forgotten you, dyou know what they do?

Cant imagine, I said, interested against my will.

They sneak you out in irons at night onto one of their lousy little coastwise steamers and nobody ever hears of you again.

Drown you at sea? I suggested, for he waited for me to hazard some kind of guess.

Drown you at sea! He laughed like a hyena. Not they; theyre a practical gang. They ship you to the West Coast  the Portuguese West Coast  and put you to work with the coco slave gangs, bossing up natives. Refuse to drive natives and they shoot you!

I thought I saw through the weakness of that proposition, and was swift to point it out, being yet inexperienced in the practical wisdom of keeping such thoughts to myself.

Nobody could make a decent fellow do a dirty act by threatening to shoot him. Hed let them shoot and be  !

Du Maurier threw his head back and cackled like a champion egg-laying hen.

You think theyre  fools, dont you? Why you  you chicken! They keep a man everlastingly hoping to escape! They keep him believing each trip with a new gang is his last one! He has to drive the natives to save the natives lives. And he hopes to get away in order to expose conditions! They work on a bad mans badness, and on a good mans goodness  get you both going and coming. Ha-ha-ha-ha!

If this is such an awful place  such a bad Government, I answered, why do you stay here? Why dont you go to British territory, where law is law, and the kings writ runs, as they call it?

At that his face darkened as if I had deliberately insulted him, and the steely glint in his cold eyes reminded me  although I cant imagine why  of butchers shops.

I guess you dont know I had a little difference with the British? he said, patting his rifle, and eying me like a chisel.

I dont know anything about you, I answered frankly.

He judged I was telling truth, and nodded. The storm died as swiftly as it came, and he was all smiles once more  hard, merciless smiles, finding humor in the stones where none was.

There are tales, and all kinds of tales about me, he said. Believe em or not, as you like. Ill tell you this, though: the Portuguese let me alone! They arrested me once, up in Chai Chai.

Where is Chai Chai? I asked him.

Capital of Gazaland  up the Limpopo a day from here by steamer, or rather a night and part of a day. Theres the steamer  look at her!

He pointed out a small seagoing tug  that lay alongside the nearest quay, busily filling her shallow hold with barrels.

They wanted me for murder, or so they said. I guess they just wanted me, and the heaviest charge was the best excuse. At any rate, they came and took me by surprise in my tent at dawn, and locked me up in Chai Chai fort. But I had my best natives along, and one of them gave the Portuguese the slip.

Theyd reckoned without my eleven brothers, all living, and five cousins within call. The morning after, all my brothers and cousins rode in from the Libomba Hills  sixteen men. They disarmed the soldiers, burned the fort  loosed me  and tied the fort commandant hand and foot. Then they hitched him to a tree with a rope about his neck, and hauled on the rope until he stood on tiptoe. I was for flogging him, but my brothers said that would bring about counter reprisals; so we left him in that position and rode away.

Since then the Portuguese treat me with respect. They no more dare take me again than they dare invade British territory with their tin-pot army! Im King of Gazaland, I am, from the edge of the Lourenço Marques swamps to Pearsons Place, and Id like to meet the Portugee who dare deny it!

Tell me about Chai Chai, I said, since he seemed disinclined to go away.

Its a rotten hole. Sharks, crocodiles, and hippos  drunken natives, mosquitoes, flies, malaria, mangrove swamps, pineapples, and the worst officials in the country! But its on the way to my place, if you care to take the longest route. And its on the way to Inambane and other places. A man can walk from Chai Chai to Inambane in three weeks; and if he hasnt any money or baggage the blacks and Portuguese wont rob him!

Anything doing at Inambane? I asked, and he laughed as if I had made a good joke.

Less than here, unless you want death and corruption. Theres more of those!

Does the steamer go there today? I asked, and he laughed again.

Sure enough. Todays the day. Say  listen! He patted his rifle again. Youre broke  I can tell that with half an eye. Youre minded to look at Chai Chai  a blind man could see you are. Well  when you get there youll see I told the truth. From there to my place in the Libomba Hills is roughly a hundred miles. All the natives know my place. Ask them for Charlie du Maurier and theyll point you the way. Its a mean way. It runs round the edge of the swamps; and there are lions, and snakes  mosquitoes  flies  all the fun of the fair.

But if youre a genuine white man you can make it! The nativesll let you sleep in their huts, and theyll feed you locusts and wild honey same as John the Baptist ate  theres a famine all through Gazaland and mealies are scarce, but theres plenty at my place. If you dare, and win through  youve got guts! If youve got guts, I can use you! If you reach my place in the Libomba Hills Ill put you in the way of making a good living!

Ill remember, I answered, turning to go, and he swung along beside me, whistling and nodding in time to the tune as if his thoughts were of Springtime and merry-making. Nor could I shake his company.

He walked with me to the Greeks place, and thence to the steamer office, where he roundly abused the Portuguese clerk until that unhappy individual sold me a one-way ticket to Chai Chai at half price. Then he went with me to the little steamer, making one of his own native servants carry my belongings and he bullied the Goanese steward until I had one of the minute cabins to myself.

Mind you! he said again, as they poled the old tug away from the quay. Its a hundred miles to my place! If you should ever reach there, Im your friend! Ill give you a weeks start, and go the short way up the Tembe River. Bet Ill beat you! And he stood watching me until he seemed only a speck on a wall in the distance.

It was a weird sensation, being appraised and, so to speak, appropriated by that cold-blooded brute. I had no idea of ever seeing him again, and would have walked a thousand miles in the wrong direction rather than deliberately cross his trail. My secret plan was to walk to Inambane, in hope of meeting luck either there or on the way, calculating that the eight pounds odd that I had remaining would in any case take me on from Inambane to Beira, where there would be a different consul, and other ships in the offing than the decrepit Heatherbell. But I felt creepy at the thought of having accepted even information from du Maurier, and before we reached the river mouth I had checked up every detail of it by talking with the other passengers.

And that was a weird voyage  a wonderful voyage if only the dread of destitution had not so overhung the venture. We steamed close inshore by mangrove swamps to the shallow Limpopo mouth, and lay for a night there on the thundering bar with the noises of a neolithic age about us. Once a lion roared on the high bluff over the far bank; and from among the mangroves there came crashing, and wild screams, plunging and tearing, ripping and thrashing, and  at intervals  a silence so complete and unexpected that it hurt the ear-drums.

The cockroaches drove me out of the cabin and the mosquitoes sought to drive me in again. Of the two evils I chose the deck and the beauty of moonlight and cool air, and watched until dawn sucked up the mists and showed a military hospital, white and lonely, hugging the shore by the bar. Who chose that site for such a place, and why, is a mystery I never solved.

We dropped a dozen barrels of the stuff they call red wine, and passed on up-river. Great sharks followed us for miles  one followed all the way to Chai Chai, where the hippos thought the water fresh enough and wallowed down to meet him. There were crocodiles in hundreds sunning themselves on rocks and logs, and birds of every color and size and cry perching on mangrove poles, or wheeling to scream abuse at us.

But the chief interest was the atmosphere of mystery. It was up this river that King Solomons adventurers most likely came to make the old diggings in the distant hills, and the sensation was of being present at the dawn of history. Barring the mangrove stakes set at uncertain intervals to mark the drift of sand, there was no trace of mans handiwork  not a native in sight  not a boat  not a beast.

The other passengers were three hundred Kafirs crowded on the lower deck, on their way back from the Transvaal gold-mines; four Goanese Government clerks, nearly bursting with the pride of having first-class cabin berths; and a Portuguese tax-gatherer, with his black wife and a swarm of their half-breed children.

He assured me he was married to the lady, and introduced me to her with punctilious ceremony; but he treated the Goanese as if they were dogs without licenses, and objected loudly to being obliged to eat in the same saloon with them.

He asked me my business, and I wasted an hour in an effort to deceive him without telling out-and-out lies. I might as well have tried to deceive myself as to what the breakfast hash was made of  I, who with my own eyes had seen the poor goat killed.

I, Eduardo Lopez, he assured me at last, can tell you more about Gazaland than any other man. There are three authorized occupations for a European who is not an official. Prospector you are not, for you have no license. It is I who sign the licenses. I know. Hunter you are obviously not, for you have no guns, no tent, no servants, and  again, no license! It is also I who sign the hunters licenses! Trader in mealies you are also evidently not, and for two reasons  it is not the season; there are no mealies. And again, you would require a license, and I  whose business that would be  have issued none! Here is my book of licenses  here is another. Here are yet others. Your name is in none of them!

Surely, I said, a man needs no license to travel and look about him?

In Gazaland, he answered smugly, it is always well to have a permit of one sort or another. It confers a sort of semi-official standing. It ranks one above the native, and the Indian, and the Goanese. It entitles one to respect, and to a certain measure of confidence. It is presumptive evidence of bona fides.

Let me issue one to you. My services will cost you nothing, and a traders permit, let us say, would be only twenty-five pounds  a bagatelle  good for six months. Taxes are payable in Portuguese money, but you may pay me in English gold and I will make the exchange when I return to Lourenço Marques.

I thanked him for the advice, and promised to think it over.

If you were wise, you would jump at the opportunity! he answered, with rather a sneer under his black mustache and a mean look in his eye. That man du Maurier I saw you with is a low person of very bad reputation. You would better bolster yourself up with semi-official standing! Englishmen who have no permits are not welcome in Gazaland!

Ill think it over! I assured him, and he sneered again and left me, to go and talk in undertones with the Portuguese captain, who was drunk and steered atrociously. Every time we missed a corner of the winding river by a margin of six inches the Kafirs on the lower deck all laughed, and to the birds we must have seemed a picnic party bent on self-immolation for their benefit.

They followed and screamed at us, as if in haste to get the disaster over, and our bones picked before dark. But the captain, and his half-breed crew, and the tax-collector with his coal-black señora, talked on, and passed a bottle round, as if the treacherous river were an open road, and they on metal rails.

Chai Chai came into view beyond a bend at noon; and its excuse for being greeted the nostrils instantly. There is neither mistaking nor forgetting the vile, acrid stench of the barreled stuff the Portuguese callvino tinto that they sell to the natives of that miserable land. Its only resemblance to wine is its murky-red color, which may or may not be aniline.

But international law lays down that spirits shall not be sold to natives between certain parallels, and there is more in a name than Shakespeare hinted at. A barrel of the beastly stuff will keep a dozen natives drunk for half a month, and they will work for the sake of it. So three thousand barrels of it went to Chai Chai every thirty days; our tug did a roaring business; and Chai Chai, except for the fort, was three or four barns of concrete and corrugated iron, all devoted to one purpose.

There were mealie plantations in sight; and two of the planters houses graced the hillside looking down on the muddy river  cool, they looked, and prosperous; but the locusts had eaten every green thing on either river bank, and the few lean goats and cows licked up and ate the living insects.

The one exception was the pineapples. Fields and roads were all marked out with the prickly plants, and for some reason the locusts scorned those, so that the land was a wilderness of reddish brown, marked with irregular lines of green, and punctuated by the skeletons of leafless trees.

The fort was a mud-walled rectangle down near the river bank, enclosing fifty round, thatched huts and an iron storehouse at one end. In one or two places the ditch had been allowed to fill from neglect. Three or four Portuguese soldiers in ragged uniforms lounged in the shade of a tree, and there was a general air of hungry shabbiness. But the Portuguese flag fluttered bravely from a crooked pole, and the one officer in sight strutted in a uniform whose whiteness was simply dazzling.

For the rest, there were half a dozen Indian stores facing a sandy road  corrugated-iron affairs with open fronts, where matches, thin cotton blankets, and enameled pots were displayed to catch the native eye. And there was a jail  an undoubtable, unspeakable jail, with iron bars, an armed sentry and a smell.

The sun beat down on all this in a splendid effort to melt the iron roofs, and there was only one redeeming spot in sight. The planters houses, that might otherwise have graced the unlovely scene, only added to the desolation by the insolence of their contrast to all that misery. They were built on the profits of native labor paid for with vino tinto, and unexplainably they smirked, and looked, the part.

But  and my eye fell on these with the instinct that impels a drowning man to grasp at flotsam  beyond the fort, on a little rise by the river bank were two white tents. They were clean, dazzling, well-constructed tents, with an air about them of self-respect. I reasoned that if they were Portuguese they would almost certainly belong to the Government, and in that case a Portuguese flag would have been in evidence.

But there was no Portuguese flag. Whichever way I looked there was no other pleasant thing in sight, and those tents drew me like a magnet. I walked down the crazy gang-plank and wandered toward them  they were half a mile away  with the sensation of having been reprieved. They were big tents, with awnings out in front, and presently I could see chairs under the awnings, and in one chair a man who, from his dress and attitude, could only have been English.

As I approached within clear view I heard him call to some one in the other tent.

Monty! Hey, Monty! Didums, dyou hear? Come out, you lazy rascal! I say, Monty  heres an Englishman!

I walked up to the tent, and he rose to meet me  not so gray then as now, but iron-gray, nevertheless, with the same upturned mustaches, and the same way of standing as if there were a rapier in his right hand. I told him my name, and he told me his was Oakes  Frederick Joliett Oakes.

Perhaps youve heard of me from the Portuguese?

But I had not.

This is Lord Montdidier, he said, as another tall man came from the other tent, as clean-limbed and as cleanly clothed as he, but darker  a gray-eyed man, with a rather heavy, dark mustache, and a neck and shoulders that suggested polo instantly.

He wore a white silk shirt, partly open, showing skin burned to a nut-brown. The rolled-up sleeves showed forearms as lithe and clean as those of the sculptured Hermes. He was a younger man than Oakes, with a rather gentler smile and the air about him of the English upper class, that knows it is immortal and is far too tactful to be self-assertive.

They ordered a native to bring another chair, and made me sit down facing them.

Youre rather an astonishing apparition! said Oakes. You arrive like the god out of a box in the old Greek plays. We werent exactly praying, and we had given up hope, but we would rather see an Englishman just at this minute than any other unexpected thing we can think of.

Youll stay to lunch, of course? said Lord Montdidier.

I wonder what youre doing here? said Oakes.

None of our business, of course, said Lord Montdidier.

Were prospectors, said Oakes.

May I order you a drink? said Lord Montdidier.

Doing? I said. Im looking for work!

Rare! said Montdidier, shaking his head with a peculiarly gentle smile. Very rare in these parts!

The chance to work seems rare, said I.

The rarest thing, said Oakes, is a man whos fit to do what we want done  a reasonably honest man. If there is such a thing in Gazaland, we havent met him!

Shall I shout for the lunch? said Lord Montdidier.

How would you like to tell us all about yourself? said Oakes.

After lunch, added Lord Montdidier.

Id as soon tell you now, said I, but Montdidier shook his head and Oakes yielded the point without demur.

It was easy to see that Oakes was the fiery enthusiast, and Lord Montdidier the more methodical, more patient, rather more formal of the two. Yet they were both men of swift judgment and tremendously strong confidence in their own decisions, as I was destined in the course of years to learn in a thousand ways.

We made a compromise, and I told of myself at the luncheon-table  all spread with snowy linen and white chinaware. The meal was cooked by a Goanese, and served by a Zulu. It could not have been better cooked or served in London town, and as we ate the taint of the Heatherbells focastle fell from me, so that I told them of my adventures like a free man to free men, without shame, concealment, or apology.

Then they asked me questions  leisurely questions, seemingly at random, but nevertheless devised to check me up  courteous, shrewd questions that no upright man could take exception to, and no pretender could have answered.

Hes the gift of God! said Oakes at last, slapping a resonant thigh.

Suppose we take his own opinion on that point, Montdidier suggested; and forthwith Oakes did the talking while Lord Montdidier sat back and watched us both.

It seemed they had claims staked out in the Libomba Hills  very valuable claims Oakes called them. But in those days the Libomba Hills were a sort of no-mans land, where no Portuguese governor dared show his face, and the iniquitous Charles du Maurier maintained a sort of medieval barons government from an aerie, that gave him a view of all approaches.

They had licenses to prospect, but their claims must be registered according to law, and they had returned to Chai Chai only to discover that there was no authority in that miserable fort sufficiently exalted to give them papers. It might be necessary to go even as far as Mozambique  possibly to Lisbon, Portugal.

So Im going back to hold the claims, while Monty works the oracle, said Oakes.

And the whole point is, said Lord Montdidier, that I wont agree to his returning alone. The man du Maurier, who lives in that nest in the hills, has the natives all terrorized and I should imagine would stoop to anything and stop at nothing. How would you like to make the trip with Mr. Oakes? We would pay you a fair thing.

Im in no position to refuse any honest job! I answered. Im at your service, and glad to be.

Can you shoot straight? Oakes asked me.

What does that matter? said Montdidier. He can learn. A more important point is, will he obey orders?

Why ask a seaman that? laughed Oakes. Ill tell you my view of it. He cant refuse a job, and we cant refuse him! Weve neither of us an alternative! Lets sign him on for a forty a month and found.

Agreed, said Montdidier.

Forty what? said I.

Pounds, Oakes answered.

Done! said I. I would have come for half  for a quarter of it! But I accept your offer!

They both laughed, without seeming in the least upset by having missed a bargain. They were unusual men. Later I learned that they would have taken me on their own terms, at their own appraisal, or not at all. Bargains in human flesh and bone were not in their range of vision.

But Montdidier drew a very careful contract with me on a sheet of foolscap paper, and Oakes read it over three times before we all three signed it. By its terms I was limited to my wages, clothing, transportation, food and tent. I was to have no share in the profits of the trip, whatever those might be, or from whatever source. They were business men, as well as generous employers.

From the moment that paper was signed I was treated as a member of the party  apportioned a rifle and a tent, provided with thorn-proof clothes out of their spare kit, given a native servant, and a mule to ride, and in every way magnificently treated.

I told them the man du Maurier had turned up in Lourenço Marques, and that made Montdidier all the more eager to be moving. Next morning with a final charge to me to guard Oakes from harm more carefully than if he were my sweetheart, he ducked the boot Oakes threw at him and boarded the same little steamer that had brought me. We watched him out of sight, and then Oakes went to the fort to take out a license for me, as if you were my dog, as he remarked; for that colonial Government omitted no means of imposition, and the more degrading the tax the better.

We struck camp then with the speed of a clipper ship making sail, crossed the Limpopo on a raft  well watched by crocodiles in case the raft would overturn, or a mule or a man fall off  and started on a trip that will linger in memory until memory fails. Being my first experience of low veld, or of any veld at all, it was all good going to me. I felt like a boy on a holiday.

Thorns were amusing  even the wait-a-bit thorn that drags the hide from a mules legs, and strips a mans clothes off him. Lions, roaring around the camp at night, were as fascinating as the low-hung stars and crackling thorn camp-fires. Natives, passed by the way  kraals entered to buy food for our own black following  buck on the short horizon, were all new sources of wonderment to me, and each days march was crowded full of interest.

I was as happy as the days and nights were long. My ever-rising spirits kept the suns rays and malaria at bay, and because all natives of Africa are happier when the white man laughs, our boys marched willingly and gave no trouble.

So Oakes was pleased with me. But his own good temper wore thin as march succeeded march. The fever began to threaten him  the low fever of that stricken land, that saps a mans hope and makes his saliva taste in his mouth like aloes. On board ship I had watched the robust good humor of a mate succumb by little notches at a time to the overbearing meanness of a skipper, until the mate himself was the more heartless tyrant of the two.

To some extent I understood how climate, conditions, food and trouble will wear a mans very soul away; but to watch that low-veld loneliness rot into the heart of Oakes was a revelation. Day after day I could see the difference in him, and although he was everlastingly courteous to me I could judge the effort that it cost him now and then. He reached a point where every incident grated on his nerves  every proposal was a lame one  every days march too long or too short  every night an ordeal to be stoically lived through.

So when we pitched our camp at last under the great cliff in the Libomba foothills, where he and Lord Montdidier had pegged their claims, he was an ailing man, unable to throw off the lassitude of low malaria, yet able enough to torment himself with useless activity. His irritation, manfully though he strove with it, was constantly gaining the upper hand, and at those times our native followers suffered.

One form that his low spirits took more constantly than any other was a sort of morbid interest in the man du Maurier, whose high-perched aerie of a place could just be seen from the opening of his tent.

That ruffian is as likely as not to thwart us, he prophesied. He knows well enough theres gold here, and emeralds. He darent try to work or market it, thats all. He couldnt get even this Government to register a claim in his name, but if he could persuade a more or less reputable citizen to come here and stake, and register, he would try to do business  provided he could first get some sure hold on his partner.

I suspect he would try to trap his man in some way  plant some disreputable evidence and get grounds for blackmail. When we showed up, he rode down here on his mule with three black wives on foot along behind him. He was civil enough in his blackguardly way, but he got no hospitality. He told us we could have title to these claims from himself as King of the Libombas. He cited the old Portuguese law, that having taken to wife the daughter of a chief gives him legal title now to all the land hereabouts since the chief died. He offered us the claims for a thousand pounds, but we didnt trade.

But he amused Montdidier. Didums was civil to him! Pon my soul, if I hadnt been here Didums would have struck a bargain with the brute just for sake of the experience! Strange fellow, Monty  stranger than any man I know! A great reader of character, but a great ass when so inclined! He keeps his hands clean  cleaner than mine are  but hes so interested in freaks of character that hell go almost any length to get acquainted with a new one! Hell burn his fingers some day  mark my words!

I began to wonder whether I had been marked down by du Maurier as a possible partner in his claims. At least that would have been a plausible reason for persuading me to wander in search of his dwelling in the hills. But my thoughts were soon diverted from that or any other drift by trouble with our followers.

Oakes was growing bad-tempered and finding too much fault with them. They began deserting one by one; and Oakes, whose malaria increased, found a new vein of ill-humor, grumbling because Montdidier was so long about sending word of his doings.

We ought to have heard two days ago, he complained to me one morning. He was to send us word by runner. Wheres his runner?

Ive heard tales of native runners being shot, said I, and I told him what I had heard du Maurier boast of in the bar in Lourenço Marques.

After that Oakes took his favorite rifle from its case and, for all his fever, did such amazing shooting at a dozen different targets that I wondered what his marksmanship could be like with a clear eye and steady hand. Yet his temper grew worse as the days wore on and no news reached us.

At last, I think it was ten days after our arrival on the scene, the spell of that monotony was broken. There was a long shout a little after dawn, and I spied the man du Maurier, with the inevitable rifle over his right arm, riding a mule down the steep path that led from his aerie. There were, however, no black wives behind him and, as far as I could judge, he came alone.

I warned Oakes, and he got dressed in a hurry, in a clean shirt and white sun-helmet, believing no more than Lord Montdidier in appearing ill-clothed before strangers. I took a leaf from his book and snatched a clean shirt from the bagful of reserves.

Du Maurier rode down to our tents and did not offer to dismount, but sat grinning, plainly surprised to see me. Suddenly I remembered Montdidiers warning to guard Oakes carefully. What else was I there for? Yet I sat in a camp-chair like a fool, with no weapon in my lap. I dived into my tent, loaded a rifle, and brought it out.

Du Maurier laughed at me as I resumed my seat in the chair with the rifle across my knees. But I noticed that Oakes had picked up a rifle, too, and that he did not laugh, but glanced approvingly at me. Oakes was in a worse temper than usual, and I think du Maurier suspected it.

If you had manners youd get off your mule! Oakes told him at last.

And without a word du Maurier dismounted; two of our natives ran out and led the mule away, and du Maurier took a seat on a rock that faced our tents. He had a paper in his hand that I think he wanted us to notice and be perplexed about, for he folded and unfolded it and turned it over.

I am not good at psychology. In fact, Oakes maintains that a Mexican rebel in a good suit could make me believe him honest. But the thought occurred to me that du Mauriers surprise at seeing me was all assumed. I imagined the natives had told him there were two white men in camp, not one; and there were not so many Englishmen in Gazaland that he could not have put two and two together, once he knew  and supposing he did know  that Montdidier had gone to Lourenço Marques by way of Chai Chai.

I suspected the air of surprise was assumed to cover an entirely different attitude. Probably it was designed to throw Oakes off his guard, fever and worry having reduced him to a condition perfectly familiar to men acquainted with that country.

Two of you! he said at last, letting his rifle fall into the crook of his arm, and pulling out his pipe. Why didnt you come up to my place on the hill, and treat me as Id have treated you? Why stand off, as if you and I werent friends?

Were comfortable where we are, thank you, Oakes answered. I preferred to stay here and keep an eye on our pegs.

That young man, said du Maurier, pointing a thumb at me, has a direct invitation to come and stay in my house. Hes my guest by rights! He and I had a talk in Lourenço Marques. He and I are friends! He and I have a plan we were to work together. I own all this land hereabouts, you see, and Ive been looking for a partner who would register my gold-field. Having a little difference of opinion with the Portuguese, Im not in position to register claims myself, but that young man and I could work the trade between us.

Ask him if he wants to go in partnership with you! said Oakes.

I ask questions as and when suits me! du Maurier answered. Ill ask you one first. What would you do, supposing that young man and I should go in partnership to own these claims youve pegged?

Id shoot him! said Oakes promptly, and the answer surprised me as much as it did du Maurier.

Pity to spoil such a nice young gentleman so early! du Maurier grinned. What if theres two of us to one of you, though?

How dyou mean? said I.

I mean, said du Maurier, that Ive a writing here that says  look, its all done with a typewriter sos nobody can say I wrote it out myself over Lord Montdidiers signature  Ive a writing here that says Montdidier is sick in Lourenço Marques, and sick of prospecting, and sick of Gazaland.

He was about to say more, but stopped to watch our faces. He may have read astonishment in mine. In Oakes he saw exasperation fed by the fever in his veins.

What would you say, he went on, if I was to prove to you that Mister Lord Montdidier had registered these claims in Lourenço Marques, and in consideration of a thousand pounds, paid and received in presence of two witnesses, had made over the papers in blank to me, for me to fill in the name of any man I choose?

Oakes glowered, and did not answer.

Supposing I showed you the papers, what would you say?

You couldnt show them! I wouldnt look at them! growled Oakes.

And supposing I showed you here  in writing  all typewritten out and signed  an order by Lord Montdidier to me to take his belongings, and pack and forward them to a certain address he gave me?

I wouldnt believe it, said Oakes, in a level voice that was much more impressive than if he had roared.

Yet here is the order! announced du Maurier, waving a sheet of foolscap paper on which were several lines of typewriting, and a large seal.

Touch a thing in this camp if you dare! said Oakes simply.

Wait a while! said du Maurier. Im not through yet. Theres more explanations due! You dont think your bosom friend Mister Lord Montdidier would do such a thing, but you see, Ive played a trick on you. You think youre two to one and could outshoot me, but that young man is already wavering in his mind! He pointed at me with his thumb again. He isnt half sure hed draw a trigger on me to oblige you, seeing he knew me first! And the trick I played on you was a smart one. Mister Lord Montdidier doesnt believe youre his friend any more!

He lit his pipe nonchalantly, affecting to take his eyes off us, but I was watching him like a hawk and was quite sure that was only a ruse to draw our fire in case we should think of shooting. He was probably confident of being able to outmaneuver the two of us, even at that range and conceding us the drop.

And as for shooting, he said, throwing away the match and resuming his stare at us with increased insolence if you did shoot me  if you could shoot me  I suppose youre not forgetting that the natives hereabouts are mine, and that theyd burn you alive for any harm done me? You shouldnt forget that, for thats a strong point! Ive married into nine tribes hereabouts! Ive nine wives up the hill there! Their relations consider me the big asset, and theyd surely be resentful of any harm done me. You shouldnt think of shooting me. It wouldnt pay! Thered be no profit in it!

So far there had been nothing said that in my judgment would make for real trouble. His remarks about me were a joke, due to ignorance. If he chose to suppose me a scoundrel like himself, so much the greater surprise in store for him, I was quite sure Oakes would take no stock in his remarks.

But he had not played his trump card yet.

You see, he said, Im a downy bird, I am. When you came here and pegged, I was willing to make a trade with you, but you refused. Whoever refuses to trade with me on my terms makes his own bed, and lies on it, thats all! I knew one of you ud have to go to the coast to try and register; so I went there ahead of you, and waited. Then along comes Mister Lord Montdidier, looking pretty sick. I gave him several days to register the claims, for the Portuguese are slow, and then I called on him. He doesnt think much of you any more, Montdidier doesnt!

Now I saw the length and breadth of his position, and really began to tremble for the consequences. How should I know, who had known Montdidier only a few hours, that the swift low fever of the lands had not made a mental wreck of him, as it had nearly made one of Oakes? True, I was sure I would stand by Oakes until whatever the end might be; but how could I know whether Oakes in his heart did not doubt my loyalty. Oakes had not known me long. I was a stranger in a land where neither law nor mercy kept the right-of-way. Unless Oakes, fever or no, should prove adamant, it began to look to me as if du Maurier held a winning hand.

Maybe you recollect, said du Maurier, that the day after you got here you sent a runner to the coast with a letter for Mister Lord Montdidier. Well  he didnt go far, that boy didnt, before he fell into my hands, letter and all! Two of my men brought him to Lourenço Marques. He and I had a conference. We arranged between us that I should hold his wife  I had her already in my kraal up there  and he should say what I told him to in case he hoped to get his wife back in condition to be any use to him.

We came to an agreement pretty soon, and that boy stayed with me in Lourenço Marques  finally coming with me to see Montdidier. Montdidier recognized him, of course, and the boy was word perfect. Between us we told a tale that disgusted Mister Lord Montdidier to the point of saying hed shoot you at the first sight! Ill tell you what I said, and what that boy confirmed.

Oakes had been pale with the fever, but I noticed now that a dull flush of rage had colored his face, and his eyes would have scared me if I had had to face them. But du Maurier seemed to me to be regarding him as he might a trapped animal, amused at the spectacle of ferocity that could not reach him.

How he was so confident that we two would not shoot was beyond me, until it occurred that he might have a score of blacks in ambush among the rocks behind him, and I began to search for a glimpse of black skin or a spear head, although without avail. I have come to the conclusion since that he was depending entirely on his knowledge of the reluctance of an Englishman to shoot without first giving warning.

We explained to Mister Lord Montdidier, that boy and I did, that youd gone! We said you were sick  not very sick in health, but sick of the whole business, and that youd decided to trek through to Swaziland and leave him to do as he pleased. We said youd sent that boy to say that Mister Montdidiers things were lying where youd left em on the veld; and I added that I held myself responsible that none of the blacks hereabouts would touch a thing. I promised him that, and that if they did touch anything Id see he got it back.

Well  Ive seen angry men, but he was the angriest! He didnt believe a word at first, but the natives tale convinced him. Id drilled that boy until he was word perfect. And finally I bribed a Goanese Government clerk to go to him and say word had come in from the natives that his tent and belongings were left lying on the veld, and what was to be done!

Oh, we had him convinced all right! And his anger was the terriblest thing Ive seen. He swore he will shoot you, and this gentleman here along with you, at the first glimpse he gets; and hes off to Swaziland, by rail to the British border, to look for you!

He lit his pipe again, that had gone out during that triumphant recital, and watched for a minute to judge the effect produced.

What are you going to do about it? he asked with a leer. Are you going to get out and leave this gentleman, once more he pointed at me with the appropriative thumb, and me to strike a bargain between ourselves? My advice to you is to get out of the country, by Inambane or somewhere, before Mister Lord Montdidier gets wind of you and hunts you down! Whatll you do?

Ill make no terms with you, anyhow! growled Oakes. Get out of my sight!

Du Maurier laughed.

Ill give you until tomorrow dawn to think it over! he announced. Then Im coming down with my men to take possession of Mister Lord Montdidiers belongings and to pack them, and deal with them as directed! No, I wont take a drink, thanks! he added sarcastically. No, thanks, I wont stay to lunch! And if youre man enough to shoot me in the back as I ride away, lets see you do it! Ill have my mule, if your boys are through with admiring it!

Our natives, at a shout from Oakes, brought him the mule and he rode away. I sat in silence, for there was very little I could say that would have helped.

Have you paper and a pencil? Oakes asked after a few minutes, and I hunted until I had found them. He wrote out a few words, and handed the paper to me.

Read! he said. I read:



IF YOU WANT YOUR THINGS COME AND GET THEM. FRED OAKES.



Thats a telegram. Take it to Chai Chai, he ordered, as fast as you can travel. See it dispatched, and make sure it gets there. Then come back!

It was addressed to Lord Montdidier at the only big hotel.

I was to guard you, I objected  and then checked myself, remembering that those instructions had been received from Lord Montdidier.

I suppose I neednt remind you that you receive a salary for obeying orders? he asked. Then he relented, judging, I suppose, that my objection had been solely on his own account. You see that rising ground among the rocks? he asked, and I looked toward a sort of island a half mile from the nearest hill, perhaps fifty feet higher than the level land surrounding it.

Judging by the splurge of green below it there was a spring of water, and there was no place within rifle range from which an enemy could snipe. I shall move camp this morning, and pitch up there. Youll find me there when you return. Dont waste any more time.

I was not afraid of the climate. It takes time for the pestilential low veld to sap a mans strength. I was young, and strong, and scarcely rid of the sea air in my lungs. So I took a mule and one native  to make sure I should not lose myself  and was in the saddle and away within fifteen minutes of receiving orders.

The pace I set was exactly as fast as the native could possibly manage and the mule endure, and I overdid the thing rather than waste time. So that when night shut down on us I had a spent mule and an utterly weary servant, and we were all three utterly grateful for the shelter of a big kraal that lay a little to the right hand of the track. I had turned into it, and the natives were about dragging the brush obstruction across the entrance behind me, when I noticed there was another party of travelers encamped there.

None too pleased  for I thought it might be a Portuguese official party, and that could only mean many questions and delay  I took the mules saddle off, watered him from a womans crock, and fed him from the bag I had slung from the saddle. That done, I walked forward to find the head man and get supper for the native and myself. I saw a white man come striding to meet me through the gloom, and stood still, dumb. But as he came on I was compelled to believe my eyes, and when he spoke at last, cheerily, there was no denying him  Lord Montdidier!

Without a word I passed him the telegram. It was growing pitch-dark, so he struck a match and read it.

Oakes wrote this? he asked.

Yes.

On your way to Chai Chai to send it?

Yes.

I thought for a second he was going to ask me for an explanation, but I wronged him.

My spare mule! he shouted, and I saw his boys come running out of a hut to do his bidding.

He must have bought new mules at Lourenço Marques and have brought them with him on the tug:

Youre not going tonight? I asked.

Going now, he answered.

But  lions! I objected.

Please bring my outfit along tomorrow, he answered. Youll find cloth and beads  or money if hed rather  in my bag to pay the head man. Start early, and make it in one day if you can. Good-by!

And he mounted the mule, ordered the obstruction taken from the kraal gate, and was gone  with one faithful native boy trotting with a lantern at his mules heels.

It took me two days, however, to return, for I had his boys and new purchases to bring along. About three in the afternoon I came in sight of the new camp, and not long after that I made out him and Oakes in two chairs side by side, talking and laughing together as if they had never parted. When I reached them, they were kind to me, but did not refer to what had happened by word or hint; and in those days I was not intimate enough with either man to care to ask personal questions.

It never did occur to me to ask what happened when they met, until Oakes and I sat together on the club veranda in New York that afternoon and we discussed old times.

When he showed up, why didnt you shoot him? I asked, and he sat up with a start, and laughed.

Because, he said, I believe in respecting my adversary! I wouldnt stick a pig with a dirty knife, and du Maurier was dirty! Id made up my mind to ignore every word du Maurier said, and to let Monty pick a fight with me on any ground he chose.

But Monty was a proud man, I said. How did he come to forgive your distrust of him?

Yes, he was a proud man, Oakes answered. But theres a Providence looks after fools, and Monty never found me out! Just think of that brute du Maurier inventing all those lies! He never even saw Monty in Lourenço Marques! As soon as Monty showed up, he skunked out, covering his trail! Those documents he had were Lord knows what  some old ones!

How did you explain that telegram away? I asked.

I didnt. Monty explained it for me. He took it to mean that there was trouble  danger. If you want your things, come and get them! He understood he might not find them if he came too late!

All the same, said I, and checked myself.

All the same, what? demanded Oakes.

Nothing, I answered. I was merely thinking.

I was thinking what would be the use of suggesting to Oakes at that late day that Monty divined well enough that Oakes mistrusted him, but was too splendid a gentleman ever to let the knowledge of the secret out.

THE END


THE SOUL OF A REGIMENT

I

SO long as its colors remain, and there is one man left to carry them, a regiment can never die; they can recruit it again around that one man, and the regiment will continue on its road to future glory with the same old traditions behind it and the same atmosphere surrounding it that made brave men of its forbears. So although the colors are not exactly the soul of a regiment, they are the concrete embodiment of it, and are even more sacred than the person of a reigning sovereign.

The First Egyptian Foot had colors  and has them still, thanks to Billy Grogram; so the First Egyptian Foot is still a regiment. It was the very first of all the regiments raised in Egypt, and the colors were lovely crimson things on a brand new polished pole, cased in the regulation jacket of black waterproof and housed with all pomp and ceremony in the mess-room at the barracks. There were people who said it was bad policy to present colors to a native regiment; that they were nothing more than a symbol of a decadent and waning monarchism in any case, and that the respect which would be due them might lead dangerously near to fetish-worship. As a matter of cold fact, though, the raw recruits of the regiment failed utterly to understand them, and it was part of Billy Grograms business to instill in them a wholesome respect for the sacred symbol of regimental honor.

He was Sergeant-Instructor William Stanford Grogram, V.C., D.S.M., to give him his full name and title, late a sergeant-major of the True and Tried, time expired, and retired from service on a pension. His pension would have been enough for him to live on, for he was unmarried, his habits were exemplary, and his wants were few; but an elder brother had been a neer-do- well, and Grogram, who was the type that will die rather than let any one of his depend on charity, left the army with a sister-in-law and a small tribe of children dependent on him. Work, of course, was the only thing left for it, and he applied promptly for the only kind of work that he knew how to do.

The British are always making new regiments out of native material in some part of the world; they come cheaper than white troops, and, with a sprinkling of white troops among them, they do wonderfully good service In time of war  thanks to the sergeant instructors. The officers get the credit for It, but it Is the ex-noncommissioned officers of the Line who do the work, as Grogram was destined to discover. They sent him out to Instruct the First Egyptian Foot, and it turned out to be the toughest proposition that any one lonely, determined, homesick fighting-man ever ran up against.

He was not looking for a life of idleness and ease, so the discomfort of his new quarters did not trouble him overmuch, though they would have disgusted another man at the very beginning. They gave him a little, white-washed, mud-walled hut, with two bare rooms in it, and a lovely view on three sides of aching desert sand; on the fourth a blind wall.

It was as hot inside as a bakers oven, but It had the one great advantage of being easily kept clean, and Grogram, whose fetish was cleanliness, bore that in mind, and forbore to grumble at the absence of a sergeants mess and the various creature comforts that his position had entitled him to for years.

What did disgust him, though, was the unfairness of saddling the task that lay in front of him on the shoulders of one lone man; his officers made it quite clear that they had no intention of helping him in the least; from the Colonel downward they were ashamed of the regiment, and they expected Grogram to work it into something like shape before they even began to take an interest in it. The Colonel went even further than that; he put in an appearance at Orderly Room every morning and once a week attended a parade out on the desert where nobody could see the awful evolutions of his raw command, but he, actually threw cold water on Grograms efforts at enthusiasm.

You cant make a silk purse out of a sows ear, he told him a few mornings after Grogram joined, or well-drilled soldiers out of Gyppies. Heaven only knows what the Home Government means by trying to raise a regiment out here; at the very best well only be teaching the enemy to fight us! But youll find they wont learn. However, until the Government finds out what a ghastly mistakes being made, theres nothing for it but to obey orders and drill Gyppies. Go ahead, Grogram; I give you a free hand. Try anything you like on them, but dont ask me to believe therell be any result from it. Candidly I dont.

But Grogram happened to be a different type of man from his new Colonel. After a conversation such as that, he could have let things go hang had he chosen to, drawing his pay, doing his six hours work a day along the line of least resistance, and blaming the inevitable consequences on the Colonel. But to him a duty was something to be done; an impossibility was something to set his clean-shaven, stubborn jaw at and to overcome; and a regiment was a regiment, to be kneaded and pummeled and damned and coaxed and drilled, till it began to look as the True and Tried used to look in the days when he was sergeant-major. So he twisted his little brown mustache and drew himself up to the full height of his five feet eight inches, spread his well-knit shoulders, straightened his ramrod of a back and got busy on the job, while his Colonel and the other officers did the social rounds in Cairo and cursed their luck.

The material that Grogram had to work with were fellaheen*  good, honest coal-black negroes, giants in stature, the embodiment of good-humored incompetence, children of the soil weaned on raw-hide whips under the blight of Turkish misrule and Arab cruelty. They had no idea that they were even men till Grogram taught them; and he had to learn Arabic first before he could teach them even that.

They began by fearing him, as their ancestors had feared every new breed of task-master for centuries; gradually they learned to look for instant and amazing justice at his hands, and from then on they respected him. He caned them instead of getting them fined by the Colonel or punished with pack-drill for failing things they did not understand; they were thoroughly accustomed to the lash, and his light swagger-cane laid on their huge shoulders was a joke that served merely to point his arguments and fix his lessons in their memories; they would not have understood the Colonels wrath had he known that the men of his regiment were being beaten by a non-commissioned officer.

They began to love him when he harked back to the days when he was a recruit himself, and remembered the steps of a double-shuffle that he had learned in the barrack-room; when he danced a buck and wing dance for them they recognized him as a man and a brother, and from that time on, instead of giving him all the trouble they could and laughing at his lectures when his back was turned, they genuinely tried to please him.

So he studied out more steps, and danced his way into their hearts, growing daily stricter on parade, daily more exacting of pipe-clay and punctuality, and slowly, but surely as the march of time, molding them into something like a regiment.

Even he could not teach them to shoot, though he sweated over them on the dazzling range until the sun dried every drop of sweat out of him. And for a long time he could not even teach them how to march; they would keep step for a hundred yards or so, and then lapse into the listless shrinking stride that was the birthright of centuries.

He pestered the Colonel for a band of sorts until the Colonel told him angrily to go to blazes; then he wrote home and purchased six fifes with his own money, bought a native drum in the bazaar, and started a band on his own account.

Had he been able to read music himself he would have been no better off, because of course the fellaheen he had to teach could not have read it either, though possibly he might have slightly increased the number of tunes in their repertoire.

As it was, he knew only two tunes himself The Campbells Are Coming, and the National Anthem.

He picked the six most intelligent men he could find and whistled those two tunes to them until his lips were dry and his cheeks ached and his very soul revolted at the sound of them. But the six men picked them up; and, of course, any negro in the world can beat a drum. One golden morning before the sun had heated up the desert air the regiment marched past in really good formation, all in step, and tramping to the tune of God Save the Queen.

The Colonel nearly had a fit, but the regiment tramped on and the band played them back to barracks with a swing and a rhythm that was new not only to the First Egyptian Foot; it was new to Egypt! The tune was half a tone flat maybe, and the drum was a sheepskin business bought in the bazaar, but a new regiment marched behind it. And behind the regiment  two paces right flank, as the regulations specify  marched a sergeant-instructor with a new light in his eyes  the gray eyes that had looked out so wearily from beneath the shaggy eyebrows, and that shone now with the pride of a deed well done.

Of course the Colonel was still scornful. But Billy Grogram, who had handled men when the Colonel was cutting his teeth at Sandhurst, and who knew men from the bottom up, knew that the mob of unambitious countrymen, who had grinned at him in uncomfortable silence when he first arrived, was beginning to forget its mobdom. He, who spent his hard-earned leisure talking to them and answering their childish questions in hard-won Arabic, knew that they were slowly grasping the theory of the thing  that a soul was forming in the regiment  an indefinable, unexplainable, but obvious change, perhaps not unlike the change from infancy to manhood.

And Billy Grogram, who above all was a man of clean ideals, began to feel content. He still described them in his letters home as blooming mummies made of Nile mud, roasted black for their sins, and good for nothing but the ash-heap. He still damned them on parade, whipped them when the Colonel wasnt looking, and worked at them until he was much too tired to sleep; but he began to love them. And to a big, black, grinning man of them, they loved him. To encourage that wondrous band of his, he set them to playing their two tunes on guest nights outside the officers mess; and the officers endured it until the Colonel returned from furlough. He sent for Grogram and offered to pay him back all he had spent on instruments, provided the band should keep away in future.

Grogram refused the money and took the hint, inventing weird and hitherto unheard-of reasons why it should be unrighteous for the band to play outside the mess, and preaching respect for officers in spite of it. Like all great men he knew when he had made a mistake, and how to minimize it.

His hardest task was teaching the Gyppies what their colors meant. The men were Mohammedans; they believed in Allah; they had been taught from the time when they were old enough to speak that idols and the outward symbols of religion are the signs of heresy; and Grograms lectures, delivered in stammering and uncertain Arabic, seemed to them like the ground-plan of a new religion. But Grogram stuck to it. He made opportunities for saluting the colors  took them down each morning and uncased them, and treated them with an ostentatious respect that would have been laughed at among his own people.

When his days work was done and he was too tired to dance for them, he would tell them long tales, done into halting Arabic, of how regiments had died rallying round their colors; of a brand new paradise, invented by himself and suitable to all religions, where soldiers went who honored their colors as they ought to do; of the honor that befell a man who died fighting for them, and of the tenfold honor of the man whose privilege it was to carry them into action. And in the end, although they did not understand him, they respected the colors because he told them to.

II

WHEN England hovered on the brink of indecision and sent her greatest general to hold Khartoum with only a handful of native troops to help him, the First Egyptian Foot refused to leave their gaudy crimson behind them. They marched with colors flying down to the steamer that was to take them on the first long stage of their journey up the Nile, and there were six fifes and a drum in front of them that told whoever cared to listen that The Campbells are coming  hurrah! hurrah!

They marched with the measured tramp of a real regiment; they carried their chins high; their tarbooshes* were cocked at a knowing angle and they swung from the hips like grown men. At the head of the regiment rode a Colonel whom the regiment scarcely knew, and beside it marched a dozen officers in a like predicament; but behind it, his sword strapped to his side and his little swagger-cane tucked under his left arm-pit, Inconspicuous, smiling and content, marched Sergeant-Instructor Grogram, whom the regiment knew and loved, and who had made and knew the regiment.

The whole civilized world knows  and England knows to her enduring shame  what befell General Gordon and his handful of men when they reached Khartoum. Gordon surely guessed what was in store for him even before he started, his subordinates may have done so, and the native soldiers knew. But Sergeant-Instructor Grogram neither knew nor cared.

He looked no further than his duty, which was to nurse the big black babies of his regiment and to keep them good tempered, grinning and efficient; he did that as no other living man could have done it, and kept on doing it until the bitter end.

And his task can have been no sinecure. The Mahdi*  the ruthless terror of the Upper Nile who ruled by systematized and savage cruelty and lived by plunder  was as much a bogy to peaceful Egypt as Napoleon used to be in Europe, and with far more reason. Mothers frightened their children into prompt obedience by the mere mention of his name, and the coal-black natives of the Nile-mouth country are never more than grown-up children.

It must have been as easy to take that regiment to Khartoum as to take a horse into a burning building, but when they reached there not a man was missing; they marched in with colors flying and their six-fife band playing, and behind them  two paces right flank rear  marched Billy Grogram, his little swagger-cane under his left arm-pit, neat, respectful and very wide awake. For a little while Cairo kept in touch with them, and then communication ceased. Nobody ever learned all the details of the tragedy that followed; there was a curtain drawn  of mystery and silence such as has always veiled the heart of darkest Africa.

Lord Wolseley took his expedition up the Nile, whipped the Dervishes at El Teb and Tel-el-Kebir, and reached Khartoum, to learn of Gordons death, but not the details of it. Then he came back again; and the Mahdi followed him, closing up the route behind him, wiping all trace of civilization off the map and placing what he imagined was an insuperable barrier between him and the British  a thousand miles of plundered, ravished, depopulated wilderness.

So a clerk in a musty office drew a line below the record of the First Egyptian Foot; widows were duly notified; a pension or two was granted; and the regiment that Billy Grogram had worked so hard to build was relegated to the past, like Billy Grogram.

Rumors had come back along with Wolseleys men that Grogram had gone down fighting with his regiment; there was a story that the band had been taken alive and turned over to the Mahdis private service, and one prisoner, taken near Khartoum, swore that he had seen Grogram speared as he lay wounded before the Residency. There was a battalion of the True and Tried with Wolseley; and the men used methods that may have been not strictly ethical in seeking tidings of their old sergeant-major; but even they could get no further details; he had gone down fighting with his regiment, and that was all about him.

Then men forgot him. The long steady preparation soon began for the new campaign that was to wipe the Mahdi off the map, restore peace to Upper Egypt, regain Khartoum and incidentally avenge Gordon. Regiments were slowly drafted out from home as barracks could be built for them; new regiments of native troops were raised and drilled by ex-sergeants of the Line who never heard of Grogram; new men took charge; and the Sirdar* superintended everything and laid his reputation brick by brick, of bricks which he made himself, and men were too busy under him to think of anything except the work in hand.

But rumors kept coming in, as they always do in Egypt, filtering in from nowhere over the illimitable desert, borne by stray camel-drivers, carried by Dervish spies, tossed from tongue to tongue through the fishmarket, and carried up back stairs to Clubs and Department Offices. There were tales of a drummer and three men who played the fife and a wonderful mad feringhee* who danced as no man surely ever danced before. The tales varied, but there were always four musicians and a feringhee.

When one Dervish spy was caught and questioned he swore by the beard of the prophet that he had seen the men himself. He was told promptly that he was a liar; how came it that a feringhee  a pork-fed, infidel Englishman  should be allowed to live anywhere the Mahdis long arm reached?

Whom God hath touched the Dervish quoted; and men remembered that madness is the surest passport throughout the whole of Northern Africa. But nobody connected Grogram with the feringhee who danced.

But another man was captured who told a similar tale; and then a Greek trader, turned Mohammedan to save his skin, who had made good his escape from the Mahdis camp. He swore to having seen this man as he put in one evening at a Nile-bank village in a native dhow. He was dressed in an ancient khaki tunic and a loin-cloth; he was bare-legged, shoeless, and his hair was long over his shoulders and plastered thick with mud. No, he did not look in the least like a British soldier, though he danced as soldiers sometimes did beside the camp-fires.

Three natives who were with him played fifes while the feringhee danced, and one man beat a drum. Yes, the tunes were English tunes, though very badly played; he had heard them before, and recognized them. No, he could not hum them; he knew no music. Why had he not spoken to the man who danced? He had not dared. The man appeared to be a prisoner and so were the natives with him; the man had danced that evening until he could dance no longer, and then the Dervishes had beaten him with a kurbash* for encouragement: the musicians had tried to interfere, and they had all been beaten and left lying there for dead. He was not certain, but he was almost certain they were dead before he came away.

Then, more than three years after Gordon died, there came another rumor, this time from closer at hand  somewhere in the neutral desert zone that lay between the Dervish outpost and the part of Lower Egypt that England held. This time the dancer was reported to be dying, but the musicians were still with him. They got the name of the dancer this time; it was reported to be Goglam, and though that was not at all a bad native guess for Grogram, nobody apparently noted the coincidence.

Men were too busy with their work; the rumor was only one of a thousand that filtered across the desert every month, and nobody remembered the non- commissioned officer who had left for Khartoum with the First Egyptian Foot; they could have recalled the names of all the officers almost without an effort, but not Grograms.

III

EGYPT was busy with the hum of building  empire- building under a man who knew his job. Almost the only game the Sirdar countenanced was polo, and that only because it kept officers and civilians fit. He gave them all the polo, though, that they wanted, and the men grew keen on it, spent money on it, and needless to say, grew extraordinarily proficient.

And with the proficiency of course came competition  matches between regiments for the regimental cup and finally the biggest event of the Cairo season, the match between the Civil Service and the Army of Occupation, or, as it was more usually termed, The Army vs. The Rest. That was the one society event that the Sirdar made a point of presiding over in person.

He attended it in mufti always, but sat in the seat of honor, just outside the touch-line, half-way down the field; and behind him, held back by ropes, clustered the whole of Cairene society, on foot, on horseback and in dog- carts, buggies, gigs and every kind of carriage imaginable. Opposite and at either end, the garrison lined up  all the British and native troops rammed in together; and the native population crowded in between them and wherever they could find standing-room.

It was the one event of the year for which all Egypt, Christian and Mohammedan, took a holiday. Regimental bands were there to play before the game and between the chukkers, and nothing was left undone that could in any way tend to make the event spectacular.

Two games had been played since the cup had been first presented by the Khedive,* and honors lay even  one match for the Army and one for the Civil Service. So on the third anniversary feeling ran fairly high. It ran higher still when half time was called and honors still lay even at one goal all; to judge by the excitement of the crowd, a stranger might have guessed that polo was the most important thing in Egypt. The players rode off the pavilion for the half-time interval, and the infantry band that came out onto the field was hard put to drown the noise of conversation and laughter and argument. At that minute there was surely nothing in the world to talk about but polo.

But suddenly the band stopped playing, as suddenly as though the music were a concrete thing and had been severed with an ax. The Sirdar turned his head suddenly and gazed at one corner of the field, and the noise of talking ceased  not so suddenly as the music had done, for not everybody could see what was happening at first  but dying down gradually and fading away to nothing as the amazing thing came into view.

It was a detachment of five men  a drummer and three fifes, and one other man who marched behind them  though he scarcely resembled a man. He marched, though, like a British soldier.

He was ragged  they all were  dirty and unkempt. He seemed very nearly starved, for his bare legs were thinner than a mummys; round his loins was a native loin-cloth, and his hair was plastered down with mud like a religious fanatics. His only other garment was a tattered khaki tunic that might once have been a soldiers, and he wore no shoes or sandals of any kind.

He marched though, with a straight back and his chin up, and anybody who was half observant might have noticed that he was marching two paces right flank rear; it is probable, though, that in the general amazement, nobody did notice it.

As the five debouched upon the polo ground, four of them abreast and one behind, the four men raised their arms, the man behind issued a sharp command, the right hand man thumped his drum, and a wail proceeded from the fifes. They swung into a regimental quickstep now, and the wail grew louder, rising and falling fitfully and distinctly keeping time with the drum.

Then the tune grew recognizable. The crowd listened now in awe-struck silence. The five approaching figures were grotesque enough to raise a laugh and the tune was grotesquer, and more pitiable still; but there was something electric in the atmosphere that told of tragedy, and not even the natives made a sound as the five marched straight across the field to where the Sirdar sat beneath the Egyptian flag.

Louder and louder grew the tune as the fifes warmed up to it; louder thumped the drum. It was flat, and notes were missing here and there. False notes appeared at unexpected intervals, but the tune was unmistakable. The Campbells are coming! Hurrah! Hurrah! wailed the three fifes, and the five men marched to it as no undrilled natives ever did.

Halt! ordered the man behind when the strange cortege had reached the Sirdar; and his Halt! rang out in good clean military English.

Front! he ordered, and they fronted like a regiment. Right Dress! They were in line already, but they went through the formality of shuffling their feet. Eyes Front! The five men faced the Sirdar, and no one breathed. General salute  pre-sent arms!

They had no arms. The band stood still at attention. The fifth man he of the bare legs and plastered hair  whipped his right hand to his forehead in the regulation military salute  held it there for the regulation six seconds, swaying as he did so and tottering from the knees, then whipped it to his side again, and stood at rigid attention. He seemed able to stand better that way, for his knees left off shaking.

Who are you? asked the Sirdar then.

First Egyptian Foot, sir.

The crowd behind was leaning forward, listening; those that had been near enough to hear that gasped. The Sirdars face changed suddenly to the look of cold indifference behind which a certain type of Englishman hides his emotion.

Then came the time-honored question, prompt as the ax of a guillotine  inevitable as Fate itself:

Where are your colors?

The fifth man  he who had issued the commands fumbled with his tunic. The buttons were missing, and the front of it was fastened up with a string; his fingers seemed to have grown feeble; he plucked at it, but it would not come undone.

Where are

The answer to that question should be like an echo, and nobody should need to ask it twice. But the string burst suddenly, and the first time of asking sufficed. The ragged, unkempt long-haired mummy undid his tunic and pulled it open.

Here, sir! he answered.

The colors, blood-soaked, torn  unrecognizable almost  were round his body! As the ragged tunic fell apart, the colors fell with it; Grogram caught them, and stood facing the Sirdar with them in his hand. His bare chest was seared with half-healed wounds and criss-crossed with the marks of floggings, and his skin seemed to be drawn tight as a mummys across his ribs. He was a living skeleton!

The Sirdar sprang to his feet and raised his hat; for the colors of a regiment are second, in holiness, to the Symbols of the Church. The watching, listening crowd followed suit; there was a sudden rustling as a sea of hats and helmets rose and descended. The band of four, that had stood in stolid silence while all this was happening, realized that the moment was auspicious to play their other tune.

They had only one other, and they had played The Campbells are coming across the polo field; so up went the fifes, Bang! went the drum, and, God Save Our Gracious Queen wailed the three in concert, while strong men hid their faces and women sobbed.

Grogram whipped his hand up to the answering salute, faced the crowd in front of him for six palpitating seconds, and fell dead at the Sirdars feet.

And so they buried him; his shroud was the flag that had flown above the Sirdar at that ever-memorable match, and his soul went into the regiment.

They began recruiting it again next day round the blood-soaked colors he had carried with him, and the First Egyptian Foot did famously at the Atbara and Omdurman. They buried him in a hollow square formed by massed brigades, European and native regiments alternating, and saw him on his way with twenty-one parting volleys, instead of the regulation five. His tombstone is a monolith of rough-hewn granite, tucked away in a quiet corner of the European graveyard at Cairo  quiet and inconspicuous as Grogram always was  but the truth is graven on it in letters two inches deep:



HERE LIES A MAN


THE PILLAR OF LIGHT

I

DAY broke on the Red Sea, pale and hard-yellow, like low- grade molten brass. The big revolving light on Matthew Island ceased to turn; its reddish rays sickened and waned and died; the dirty, shark-infested waves  oily and breakerless  reflected the molten shimmer of the sky, and the humidity increased by a degree or two.

No birds twittered. There was nothing, either animal or human, amid the awful desolation of the Twelve Apostles, that seemed glad to greet the dawn. Aloes were the only thing that grew there, unless you count the sickly-looking patch of vegetables, some twenty feet by twenty, that succeeding reliefs of sergeants had coaxed on to the bald, hot hideous rock to make them homesick.

Sergeant Stanley, of the Fifty-Fifth (Gods Own), arose from his sleepless cot as a bugler turned out the shirt sleeved guard. There followed in time-accustomed sequence the growled command  sweet-toned reveille, wasting its sweetness over unresponsive desolation, the click of arms presented, and the Union Jack rising up a white-smeared flagpole; it flapped once or twice, and then drooped despondently Order Um-m-ms! commanded Stanley. Guard... dismiss!

Another twelve-hours sun-baked idleness was under way.

Stanley saw to the sweeping of the guard-room, and the making of the serried rows of beds; then he strolled to the one and only bungalow, to ask whether or not his officer was up as yet. A Somali boy answered that he was not up. Stanley turned, and the boy followed him along the winding foot-path that descended down the cliff-side to a ledge of rock beside the sea.

Near the bottom of the path they were preceded by a thousand scampering crabs, which fought with each other for the right of way and flopped into the water noisily, like frightened ghouls caught prowling after dawn. The Somali boy singled out the largest of them and crushed it with a well-aimed stone; instantly a hundred other crabs cut short their scurry to the sea to tear it into little pieces and devour it.

Ugh! growled Stanley. You, Twopence! What in blazes dyou mean by that? Isnt there hell enough on this rock without your adding to it? Get back dyou hear  back to your master!

The Somali grinned, but he obeyed. He knew the temper of the white man marooned on the Twelve Apostles, and he could gage the consequence of disobedience pretty accurately, from experience. Stanley kicked the struggling crabs into the sea, and watched for a while the huge fin of a tiger shark scouting to and fro in lazy, zigzag sweeps that scarcely produced a ripple on the blood-hot water.

As the sun grew higher, the oily waves died down  beaten down it seemed, by the brazen reflection of the sky, and from the distance, growing gradually nearer, came the steady thug-thug-thug of a propeller. Big, black, bristling with iron wind-scoops, a Peninsular and Oriental liner hurried past, slam-banging down the Red Sea at sixteen knots to make a head-wind for her passengers.

Not so much as a signal! muttered Stanley to himself. Lord help em, they think theyre suffering! Punkahs above the tables, and lemonade, and ice! Open sea ahead of em, all the worst of it behind, and cant even run a string o flags up to pass the time o day!

The sun turned paler yellow yet, and as it rose a yard or two above the cast-iron ring of the horizon, the sea below where Stanley stood turned pale green and transparent. He could look down into it, and see the million rainbow-tinted fishes feeding on each other  the everlasting cannibal-fight for the survival of the biggest. A shark, sneaking amid the coral out of reach of larger sharks, swept suddenly among the fish in lightning flashes.

Then, to digest his bellyful, he came and rested lazily beneath the ledge of rock where Stanley stood. And the long arm of a giant octopus reached out, flicking at the end like a beckoning finger, and pulled him  struggling  fighting  plunging downward to the parrot-beak below. Stanley shuddered. Thats no way to die! he muttered. Then he glanced again over to the hurrying liner, and his look hardened into something scarcely civilized.

Its for the likes o them that the likes of us are festering here; let em pay the price! Let em say then if its worth it!

Stanley was just one man of a hundred and fifty thousand who take their turns in guarding the Empires outposts, only his happened to be a rather more than usually awful turn. He was a railway porters son, dragged up in the slums a stones throw from Liverpool Street Station, and his history was like a thousand others: caught stealing; sent to truant-school by a paternal Government; claimed from the truant-school as soon as he was old enough, and broken in to selling newspapers and blacking boots and carrying handbags; taught to touch his forelock (he never had a hat in those days) to anybody who would tip him twopence; half-starved, wholly beaten, ever inch of him, and rubbed into the muck of poverty and vice and crime; taught that a gentleman is a free-handed cad with money, and that a smug is a man who has a sense of duty. And then -

At the age of eighteen, caught and coaxed and cajoled by a recruiting sergeant. Sworn, and drilled, and taught to clean himself. Treated like a man by his superiors, and exactly on his merits by his equals  a thing that he had never known before. Sardined in the bowels of a troopship, and introduced, along with prickly heat and fever, to a race who, from past experience, with Englishmen, believed the things he said because he said them. And, barely yet recovered from the shock of his new-found sahibdom, starved and frozen and led  led all the time by men who understood the business  through a hill campaign in Northern India.

Promoted after that to the rank of sergeant  a full-fledged, tested connecting-link between the bayonets and the brains. A man of pride and cleanliness bewildering to new recruits  straight-backed and polished as a service cleaning-rod.

But the desolation of the Twelve Apostles, as those Red Sea island rocks are named, had seeped into his soul. Even the British sergeant must be busy, unless he is to lose that indefinable, but absolutely certain Regimental grip that tightens up his moral fiber while it trains his muscles. There was nothing here to watch but fishes and the outlines of the eleven other barren crags. It was too hot to drill; the regulations allowed an officer to dispense with every routine that was not absolutely necessary to the preservation of good order and discipline. It was too lonely and wild and awful to do anything but quarrel with any one who was fool enough to speak.

A man could not swim for fear of sharks and worse things; he could not play games, because the ragged rock-surface was hot enough to raise blisters through the soles of ammunition boots; he could not read because the sweat ran into his eyes; and through the long, wet-blanket nights he could not sleep for prickly heat. It was hell, ungarnished. And there were five months and one week more of it ahead  for a second lieutenant, two sergeants, four corporals, and fifty men.

The Fifty-Fifth (and dont forget that they are Gods Own, and ready to prove it in close order at a moments notice) were stationed that year at Aden, fresh from a five year breeze-swept residence on Shorncliffe heights; and Aden is a perfectly good copy of the Inferno on its own account, with devils and deviltry thrown in. But Aden is absolutely childs play  a pellucid, angel-haunted paradise  compared to any single one of the Twelve Apostles. And of all the Twelve, the one that men have christened Matthew is the worst  the baldest  the bleakest  the hottest  the one with most claim to be the model that Satan tried to imitate.

It was because of the coral-guarded natural wharf that Matthew was chosen and a light was built on it  two hundred feet above sea-level, and sixty-thousand candle-power; and because the coast-dwellers of the Red Sea practice piracy as a religion, and had yet to have instilled into them their latter-day disrespectful awe for the would-be Pax Britannica, the Fifty-Fifth were forced to send a six-monthly contingent to guard the brass and copper fittings that were worth a Red Sea Fortune.

Once a month, or thereabouts, the Admiralty steamboat came, with stores and year-old magazines for the lighthouse keeper, and mail from home (perhaps); and once in six months came the cockroach-ridden transport from Aden with the fifty man relief. In the interim was torment, in which pirates came no nearer than the sky-line to curse the warning pillar of light that prevented so many profitable wrecks.

Sergeant Stanley shuddered at the sea and at the aching sky-line, and then turned and shuddered at the baking rock behind him. He loafed up the path again and found the men squabbling at breakfast; it was beneath his dignity to join in the discussion, but there were four corporals to snub; he did that properly; and the other sergeant was a ten-year enemy of his. By the time he had insulted him sufficiently  with caustic service-comment on his method of maintaining discipline  he had worked himself into a frame of mind that looked on suicide as foolish only because it deprived the dead man of his power for harm. His mental attitude emanated from him like an aura, and was quite obvious in his perfunctory salute when he reached the bungalow again.

Rounds all correct, sir! he reported.

Morning, sergeant! said the one-starred representative of Empire, nodding to him from his long chair on the veranda, and hitching his pajamas into more official shape.

Morning, sir.

Second-Lieutenant Brasenose laughed aloud, with all the cynicism of one- and-twenty fun-filled years.

Come up and sit on the veranda! he suggested. Have some chota hazri with me  these eggs arent more than a month old!

Itll be another bender of a day, sir! said Stanley, taking the proffered seat, and wondering to himself at the whiteness of the skin that showed down the front of the pajama-jacket. Tender as a chicken! he thought.

Just like any other day, sergeant! They mold em all on one pattern hereabouts! Theres no originality  rocks, Arabs, heat, Somalis  everythings the same as it was in old King Solomons time! Go on, help yourself to eggs. Twopence! Where are you? Bring the sergeant a cup, cant you! Pon my soul, I believe the lighthouse-keepers been here since Solomons day too!

Hes the ignorantest man I ever talked to! said Sergeant Stanley, sniffing at an egg suspiciously.

That one no good? asked the officer. Chuck it away  try your luck on the next; my second one didnt stink a bit!

It beats me, sir, how you keep your appetite! said Stanley, with grudging admiration.

The answer to thats easy, sergeant. I keep busy! Its perfectly obvious why you men dont enjoy life on the island: you lie on your cots all day and smoke and quarrel until youre peeved all to pieces. Any fool could explain that! What is puzzling is how the lighthouse-keeper enjoys himself so much. He simply loves his job. He doesnt take any exercise beyond climbing up and down the tower every now and then; and he hardly ever reads; he doesnt drink, and he doesnt smoke, and he eats his service rations and prefers em to soft tack; and pon my soul and honor, I believe hes the happiest man I ever met!

Hes too ignorant to understand, sir! said Stanley.

He understands natives well enough! answered Brasenose. Have you noticed how hes tamed his Somali assistants? A man who can tame Somalis isnt ignorant  hes wise!

Id as soon tame sharks, sir! answered Stanley.

Brasenose leaned back and looked at him through puckered eyes. Have you tried catching em? he asked.

How  catching em, sir?

Hook and line  fun of the world! They fight you for half an hour sometimes. See here! He bared a freckled forearm that was lean and brown and sinewy beyond belief. I got all that catching em. Look at this! He showed the callous where a thirty-fathom line had ripped across his fingers. A shark did that  a thirteen-footer. Caught him out beyond the reef there  fought him for three-quarters of an hour, and gaffed him right in among the rocks. You ought to have seen the fun, too, when we got him into the boat! He thrashed about like a good un and all but did for one of the boat-boys before we settled him at last with an ax! You ought to take to fishing sharks, sergeant  it ud be no end good for you  keep your mind off grouching, and all that kind of thing, and give you enough exercise to keep you fit!

Id get sunstroke, sir! said Stanley, who had no enthusiasm left.

Go out at night then. I go in the daytime, but theres no reason why you should; theyll take the hook all right at night. Take a whale-boat and two or three of the boys tonight, after I get back, and try your luck!

How about the men, sir? suggested Stanley. Theyre in need of watching! Theyre quarreling like wild-cats half the time, and if I go away for more than half an hour at a stretch, they fight!

Theres another sergeant, and Ill keep a close eye on them myself. Take a whale-boat tonight. If youre not back by daybreak it wont matter  Ill see to everything. Come up here and tell me what luck youve had after you get back.

It almost amounted to an order, and Stanley, whose theories on sport had been picked up in the slums of Whitechapel and were closely associated with the art of sitting still and betting on a certainty, cursed him inwardly for an interfering jackanapes. To his face, though, he was civil.

Very well, sire, he answered, getting up to go. Shall I take the barrack servants?

Yes; take four of them, if you like. And take some food along with you; theyll eat it, if you wont, and theyll show you where the best fishing is  round between Simeon and Levi is a pretty good spot  tell em to take you there first. So long, sergeant!

Second-Lieutenant Brasenose went in, whistling, to dress, and then  after a careful inspection of the men and quarters  ran singing to the wharf, where he started off for another days hot but otherwise unqualified amusement. Stanley, when inspection was at an end and the men were sprawling on their cots again exuding discontent, stood down by the shore alone for a whole hour, gazing eastward to the hard horizon. Beyond it there was land. What kind of land was immaterial: it was not the Twelve Apostles!

That afternoon he packed stores into a whale-boat, and added fish-hooks and a line as an afterthought. He spent a whole hour choosing four from the ten half-naked barrack servants. It was noticeable that he picked the least contented.

That night, as the first rays of the giant revolving lantern lit on the oily sea, and began to sweep its surface in sixty-second, astronomically perfect, revolutions, they silhouetted for a second the form of a regulation helmet in the stern of a four-oared boat. The boat was headed east by northeast, and there lay no islands in its course.

Ten minutes later still, while Second-Lieutenant Brasenose  pajama- clad again and sun-burnt  sat writing up his daily official log, a knock came at his door, and it was followed by the grizzled, wrinkled face of the lighthouse-keeper, yellow in the lamplight.

Has any one got leave of absence? he demanded.

Yes. Sergeant Stanley  and four boys. I was just writing in the log here that the climate and conditions seem to be very trying to the men. I told Stanley he may go shark fishing, to try and get rid of his grouch. If thats a success, I shall try to get the men interested too.

Did you tell him where to go? asked the lighthouse keeper.

Yes  more or less. Between Simeon and Levi, I suggested.

The lighthouse-keeper nodded, and closed the door behind him again without another word. Brasenose sat still and listened to his heavy foot steps crunching the coral in the direction of the light.

Strange old codger! he muttered to himself. I wouldnt care for his job! Lord! Fancy a lifetime of it!

Fifteen minutes after that, the four-oared cutter from the lighthouse slid down the ways into the sea, and the phosphorus creamed and dripped and bubbled from its bows.

Now hurry! said the lighthouse-keeper, and some one grunted.

Then, with the short, quick, deep-in-the-middle stroke of Somali oarsmen, the cutter sped into the night, east by northeast  a trail of phosphor- fire behind it, and a string of oar-dipped iridescent pools on either hand.

And, still five minutes later, the lighthouse-keeper paused at the threshold of his light to answer Brasenoses question.

Yes, thats my cutter gone away.

Whats she after? asked Brasenose. it was none of his business, but he was curious.

Catching things! said the lighthouse-keeper surlily. he shut the door in the Lieutenants face.

II

THERE was no moon, and the stars hung like round balls of polished metal beneath purple-black; the black waves followed one another lazily, showing only a splash of milk white foam here and there, but lighting up the whaleboat and the oars and the whale-boats wake with the phosphorus. The horizon only widened for a moment when a bigger wave than usual caught up the wave in front of it; then there was fire in that spot for half a second. Stanley leaned back in a corner of the stern, with his right arm hooked above the tiller, and one eye all the while on the Somali who was rowing stroke.

The Somalis gaze was fixed on the big revolving light behind them; and Stanley would put the helm up or down in the direction of his nod. But no one spoke; the glow of Stanleys pipe, the kunk-tunk of oars against the thole pins, and the heavy breathing of the boatmen were all that distinguished them from the Flying Dutchmans jolly-boat.

The brown skins of the Somalis blended with the night; Stanleys khaki shirt was of a piece with it; and the boats sides, dripping phosphorus, were but another splash of dancing light amid the luminous, life-laden blackness. They were low-sided  half-hidden in the trough of a beam-on Red Sea swell  rising over it second after second, only to sink between again, invisible. And behind them, up above their heads, the revolving light on Mathew kept up its ceaseless vigil, winking at them every sixty seconds with a bloodshot eye.

It irritated Stanley. He could feel it every time it revolved. It seemed to be taking one quick look at him every minute of the sixty that made up what seemed to be a year, as if it watched him to be certain where he was. He began to turn his head at the second he expected it, to catch the reddish gleam from the corner of his eye, and look away again; and when he fought that inclination, and gazed steadfastly ahead of him into the blackness, he caught himself wincing when the light was due.

Then he began to count the periods  and then the seconds in between them. The chunking of the oars against the thole pins became the measured intervals before the light appeared, and it irritated him when their tale differed. He swore at the Somalis, ordering them to keep better time; and the Somalis swore back at him. That was his first reminder that authority depended now upon himself, and that he was alone, with no traditions and training of the Fifty-Fifth to back him up. The discontented men whom he had picked had consented readily enough to row him shoreward; for on Mathew he had been a sergeant, and what he said seemed good. But here, in the welter of the sea, he was nothing but a white man at the mercy of four blacks. Ashore they would be the men who knew the ropes, not he; conditions would be reversed, and he would have nothing but a very little money and a nearly inexhaustible supply of ignorance to sustain him in command. Might and right and the proof of both of them are what give control in Red Sea waters; here were wrong and helplessness, and the Somalis recognized them  and began to show it. They snarled. He drew out a small revolver and laid it ostentatiously upon the seat beside him.

For a while after that the heavy breathing and the laboring at the oars went on in silence. The Somali who rowed stroke had only one foot braced against the stretcher; the big toe protruded up above it, and it moved  once toward Stanley, once away again  with each strain at the oar. Thirty times between each two revolutions of the light the stretcher creaked, and the toe jerked forward and back again. if it were thirty-one times, or twenty-nine times, the universe was wrong, and Stanley was ill at ease. That timing of the toe became even more important than direction.

Before long, if the big toe beckoned to him thirty times exactly he would have luck that night, and if it didnt  He hated to think what would happen if it didnt! He counted, and it beckoned twenty-nine times; so he tried again. He might have counted wrong, he thought, or have missed one movement in the darkness. He waited two revolutions, and then commenced  one ... kunk ... two ... kunk ... three ... kunk  twenty-nine, and no light had appeared. He lived a lifetime almost, between the last stroke and the reappearance of the light, screwing his head round to catch the first glint of it and listening with both ears for the squeaking of the stretcher. And when the light did come, the Somalis had stopped rowing!

The luck was out, then! Well, luck or no luck, he was going on! He rose from his seat and cursed the rowers, letting the tiller bang to whichever side it would while he emphasized his rhetoric with shaken fists. Row! he growled. Thirty times a minute, dye hear!

He could see the stroke-mans face, but not the others. He heard a voice, though, from the bow  one low, guttural exclamation that made the stroke-man prick his ears and look behind him; when he looked back he was grinning, and from then on he ceased to watch the light. When he started to row again, he set the time hardly half as fast as formerly; and count how he might, Stanley could not make the oar-strokes fit in with the light. He cursed them, and coaxed them, and threatened them, and offered them rewards; but they only laughed, and kept on pulling at their own pace. Away up forward, somewhere in the illimitable blackness, the bow-oar began to croon a Somali boat-song  leisurely as the gait of centuries, minor keyed and melancholy  and the pace slowed down still further to the time of it. And suddenly the stroke-oar shouted a long, deep-throated ululating howl that pierced the blackness all around them, and brought the gooseflesh breaking on Stanleys skin.

He thought he heard an answering yell, but he told himself that would be impossible; there was no land between him and Matthew, or between him and Arabia either. His pipe had gone out, and he tried to light it, to show how perfectly at ease he was; but his hand, curved into a shelter round the blazing match, shook so violently that the stroke-oar grinned again.

He looked behind him, to judge how great a distance lay between them and the lighthouse, and  one on either hand, twenty yards away, and well outside the phosphorescent swirl the oars had made  he saw two other little pools of fire that kept pace with them. He forgot the steering then, to watch them, fascinated. Sometimes they diverged a little to the right or left, but they always followed, and when the rowers ceased, to call his attention to the steering, the pools of fire came nearer  much nearer. One came right under the counter of the boat, and from the middle of it a big black fin protruded. Something bumped the bottom of the boat.

Row! yelled Stanley.

He picked up his revolver, in a frenzy of night-intensified horror, hurled it at the fin, and missed.

The revolver bubbled downward in a splurge of phosphorus, and the shark, rolling lazily, dived after it, belly upward  eighteen feet of black, fire-dripping, hungry cruelty.

Give way there! shouted Stanley, now beside himself with fear. Row!

He had no revolver now. He shook his fists at them, and the stroke-man suddenly unshipped his oar, thrust at him, and sent him sprawling on the seat. The older shark swept nearer silently. The stroke-man shouted. Stanley drew his hand inside the boat one-fiftieth of a second ahead of the snapping jaws. The sharks nose brushed his sleeve! The boat rocked as the whole length of the monster rolled, porpoise-like, against its side. Stanley leaned forward with his head between his hands. He was voiceless, almost  physically sick with fear.

O God!! he groaned. Not that way! Thats a dogs death!

The Somalis began to row again, listlessly, not troubling about direction; Stanley slipped off his seat on to the bottom, and sat there where the sides of the boat would hide the horrors from him. They seemed less awful when he could not see them. The stroke-oar shouted again, and stopped rowing, and this time Stanley was sure that he heard an answering shout. Suddenly, he caught the chunk of oars behind him. He leaped up like a maniac.

He was a deserter. They were after him! Was this to be the end of his attempt! Back to the torment of the island he had left  with disgrace, and irons, and trial, and ignominy added to it! Reduced to the ranks  two years maybe four years on the Andamans ... caught like a noosed steer  punished  and turned loose, pensionless without a character!

He would die sooner! He would dive among the sharks before they caught him! With the foolish, childish instinct of a man hard gripped by fear, he began to pull his boots off.

Then another thought occurred to him. He sprang forward, sat down on the stroke-mans thwart and seized the oar. The man resisted. Stanley kicked and pushed him away toward the stern. After that he set the pace himself and made it a rowser  rowing until the veins swelled on his temples, and his breath came in noisy gasps; his head grew giddy with the heat and sweat and effort. The others had hard work to keep pace with him, but he kept them going until he noticed that the Somali in the stern had put the helm hard up and held it so. And when he saw what had happened, it was too late. Splitting the phosphorescent wave in front of it like a fire-lit wedge  chunking regularly like the stroke of Nemesis  swirling, fire-hung, and beautiful a four-oared cutter swung out of the darkness suddenly, bow-on. The fire-splashed oars tossed upward  the helm went hard over in a gurling, phosphorescent welter  and the two, lighthouse cutter and station whale-boat, rose and fell side by side in the same trough of the lazy-looking waves.

Then long brown arms seized Stanley by the shoulders and the legs; and  too sick with fear, and shame, and disappointment even to struggle  he was lifted out and laid, back downward, in the cutter.

Hayah! said a voice he had not heard before.

How! came the ready answer.

Hunk ... kunk! Hunk ... kunk! Hunk ... kunk! began the oars again.

The revolving light on Matthew began growing nearer, and the cutters oars were echoed by the laboring whale boat crew, who kept their station close behind, between the following tiger-sharks. The stroke-man passed Stanley a can of drinking-water, and he emptied it.

Who sent you? he demanded.

No one answered him. Only the revolving light on Matthew winked, and grew brighter every time it turned.

III

A BLACK crag loomed up from the blackness: the oars flashed upward at a muttered order and rattled on the thwarts; and the cutters side ground against stone steps hewn at the lighthouse foot.

Bring him along! said a quiet voice. Stanley looked up to see the shadow of a grizzled man who held a lantern and looked down on him from the top step with little more than curiosity.

The Somalis seized and carried him, protesting, up the steps, where steps, where they held him for the lantern-bearer to look him over. It was old Jim Bates, the lighthouse-keeper. Stanley flushed from head to foot. Is this your doing? he demanded. What dyou mean by Thatll do! said the lighthouse-keeper, lowering the light.

He turned his back without a word of explanation and walked up the winding path that led to the white tower on the cliff above him. The Somalis hustled the unwilling Stanley up the path behind him; he struggled, and the sweat on his wrists made them slippery, so that he almost broke away. Then they pulled their loin-cloths off and twisted them like tourniquets around his elbows, and Stanley yelled aloud with the pain of it. But Jim Bates never once looked round.

A moment later, Stanley saw him talking to the sentry on an upstanding crag that jutted out seaward by the lighthouse; he could just make out their two forms, like black shadows  the sentry leaning on his rifle, and the old man pointing somewhere away beyond. But the Somalis hustled him along and pushed him through the lighthouse door and up some more steps, and turned the key of a round, whitewashed, bare-walled room on him.

There was no light in there, but a little that was something less than light filtered in through a slit in the outer wall, and once a minute he could see the flash as the revolving lantern up above swept round on its interminable vigil. On the floor above him, too, he could hear the purr and click of the revolving mechanism.

Ten minutes later the door opened again and a Somali beckoned him.

Come on! he said, and preceded him without any explanation.

Stanley followed. He felt like a fool, obeying the behest of a nearly naked savage.

He wanted to be proud, but he could not feel proud; he had to do as he was told, and follow up the winding steps.

The door was open on the floor above, and he saw Jim Bates, with a long- necked oil-can in his hand, stooping down above the mechanism, testing something. The Somali left Stanley standing there, but Jim Bates took no notice. Stanley coughed, to call attention to himself, but Bates continued oiling; then he pulled his watch out, studied the indicator, and gave a half- turn to a finely threaded screw, when he appeared satisfied, for he laid the oil-can down and walked toward the door.

Come on! he said to Stanley, as he started up the steps. Stanley, without the slightest notion why he did so, followed him.

They wound on and on, up the narrowing spiral  past a clean-swept sleeping-room, through which the shaft of the revolving lantern passed; past a kitchen and a living room, with indicators in them, so that the man in charge might watch the revolutions of the light even while he cooked and ate; past a store-room, and an oil-room, and another engine-room  up on to an iron-railed platform round the outside of the light.

Sit down! said Jim Bates, jerking his thumb in the direction of a camp- stool.

Stanley sat on it, for his knees were trembling from the climb, and the steamy heat affected him. He tried to speak, but the light raced round and dazzled him; up there on the platform it seemed to be turning three times to the minute instead of one, and before he had time to recover from the glare of it, it was round again, purring on its roller bearings, and looking straight into his soul and mocking at him.

Look out yonder! said the lighthouse-keeper. Dont try to face the lamp!

Stanley did as he was told. He looked out and downward across a world of blackness that might have been the Pit. Once in every minute every single inch of the horizon and the black welter in between was eyed out by the blood-red rays behind him; and dancing on the night-black wave-tops, the phosphorescent fire seemed to be laughing back at the man-made, man-watched, man-protecting lamp.

See yonder! said the keeper, pointing.

Over to the eastward twenty little lights were dancing on the water, irregularly spaced. They were yellow and they looked like hearth-lights.

Dhows! said Bates, as if the one word conveyed a history, and a treatise on the history, with a lecture on morality thrown in. It was five minutes before he spoke again. They dowse them glims when theyre busy! he said presently.

Stanley cared nothing for the lights; he was busy thinking. What evidence was there against him? Nothing! He had got a nights leave, and had gone off in a whale boat, and had come back again. How and when, and why he came back, was nobodys concern except his own  unless he chose to force an explanation from the lighthouse-keeper!

Theyre fishing now! confided Bates suddenly, in his usual abrupt tones that invited no reply. They come where they can see the light and curse it while they fish! he added, as if he felt rather sorry for them.

Good luck to em then! growled Stanley. They cant curse it more emphatic than what I do!

But Bates took no notice of him; when he did talk he seemed to be talking to himself, and he never appeared to listen to an answer.

If any one deserted from this island, theyd catch him sure! he volunteered, after another five-minutes vigil with a watch in his hand and one eye on the lantern.

Who said I was a deserter? snarled Stanley promptly. Here was his opening at last; he could clear himself of suspicion and make the lighthouse- keeper feel like a fool!

But Bates did not answer him. He waited until the light flashed round, took one quick, keen look at him, and then went down the steps again. He was gone ten minutes, while Stanley sat motionless, with his chin resting on the blood warm iron rail in front of him.

Theyd kill a man for the buttons on his shirt! said a voice behind him suddenly, and Stanley started, to find that Bates was back again, looking across his shoulder at the dancing lights.

Used to be a wreck here, maybe once a month! he added. Then he walked round the platform and leaned against the railing on the far side.

Stanley wanted to swear, but the words would not come. He wanted to jeer at Bates for an interfering fool  to laugh at him  to threaten him with dire vengeance  to force an apology  to reassert his dignity and sergeantdom. But Batess silence and the darkness of the mystery of the night had taken hold of him, and he had begun to feel very unimportant, away up there above the purring engines. A sergeant of the line seemed a very little thing, and his personal opinions even less, amid that teeming, hungry desolation with its black, steel-dotted dome.

See yonder! said Bates, after a minute or two of communing. He certainly was communing, this grizzled veteran; his silence was as eloquent as other peoples speech, if only one could understand it, as the Somalis evidently did. He pointed to another group of lights  four of them this time, red and green beside each other, and two white lights up above; they were far away on the horizon.

Shes headin this way! he remarked.

The white lights spaced a little, and the green light disappeared.

Changed her course, you see!

The steamer light grew gradually nearer; other lights blazed out as her sides came into view, and she passed  a little group of heaving and falling dots of fire, that died away at last below the southern sky-line.

Three more of em! said the lighthouse-keeper. Look! A liner went by, in a blaze of light, and with a dull-red glow above her smoke-stacks; Stanley could hear her twin propellers chugging, and  when the great light swung its rays to wink at her  he could see the bellying wind-sail up on the forward mast.

Shell be a Frenchman! Therell be eight hundred souls aboard of her! Jim Bates seemed in a communicative mood.

Why should we watch out for Frenchies? demanded Stanley, in another effort to assert his manhood.

Why not? said the lighthouse-keeper, pulling out his watch, and counting revolutions. Then he went down the steps again, and was absent for ten minutes.

Stanley sat still and watched the sky-line, facing alternately to the north and south. Almost incessantly the steamer lights seemed to pop upon the sky-line  coming and going up and down the hell-hot gateway of the East.

Frenchies! said a voice beside him. Dutchmen  Germans  Roosians - Eyetalians  Norwegians  English  theyre maybe half o them English. They make us from the north or south, as the case may be, and steer wide. Hum dekta hai! as the lascars say. Im on the watch!

What do they care? growled Stanley.

Jim Bates walked once around the platform, and pulled his watch out, and checked off a revolution before he answered him. The point is, we care, my son!

Then he went down again, and Stanley sat and watched the heaving steamer lights for fifteen minutes. By the time Bates came back he had decided to make friends with him. He had not exactly changed his opinion about Batess ignorance, but he felt forced to admit a certain respect for him; and it was just possible, too, that Bates had decided not to report him to the lieutenant in the morning. He decided to do a little tactful questioning on the last point. Have a smoke? he suggested, holding out his pouch when Bates appeared again.

Dont smoke!

Try a chew, then!

Dont chew!

Why not?

Taint right and proper! Ive got this light to watch! I keep fit to watch it! See those lights yonder?

The fishing lights were still bobbing up and down upon the water, and Jim Bates stood and gazed at them for three or four minutes before he spoke again. If this light wasnt here, he said presently, them pirates ud quit fishing. Theyd hang around this rock. Thered be a steamer  maybe two or three of em  pile up here in half no time, an dirty work done. If I werent fit an well to run the light, it ud mean the same thing. An if you soldiers werent here to hoist that flag in the morning an guard me, this light ud be here just as long as it took them pirates to get here! Dyou begin to understand? This time it was Stanley who did not answer for a full five minutes.

How about when the light goes wrong? he asked then. What if the engine gives out? What then?

I sweat her round by hand, son, with one eye on the indicator! I sweated her round once fourteen nights hand running until the relief-boat came  me and the Somalis takin turns!

An you did that for a lot o foreigners that cant even take the trouble to dip an ensign when they pass?

No. Nor yet for the pay, neither!

What did you do it for, then? Bates looked hard at him Struck me it was the game! he answered. Theres a crank there for that purpose.

The oily waves swished up against the rock below; the phosphorescent glow danced interminably through the darkness. Down the middle of the narrow sea, from six to ten miles wary of the twelve night-hidden rocks, the liners and the tramps plowed busily with swaying masthead lights. Round and round purred the tireless lantern, blinking warning of the danger to every point in turn; and the yellow lights to the eastward of the sea-line bobbed and dipped and rolled. From somewhere in the blackness came a human voice, high pitched in a sing-song cadence.

Hark! said the lighthouse-keeper; and Stanley pricked his ears for what he knew was coming.

Then, from down below him, where the big up-ended crag protruded seaward, deep-throated and resonant rose the voice of the sentry whom he could not see:

Num-ber ... Five ... A-l-l-s w-e-l-l!

Hum dekta hai! hummed the lighthouse-keeper without looking at Stanley.

A-a-a-a-l-ls ... w-e-l-l! came another distant voice. And silence followed, broken only by the purring of the lamp and the swishing of the waves below, which seemed part and parcel of the silence.

Stanley swallowed a lump in his throat and shifted his position restlessly. The lighthouse-keeper nodded, and went below again.

Stanley laid his chin on the iron rail and stared at the distant moving lights, with eyes that took in nothing. He was thinking of the past - Houndsditch and the cold, wind-swept street-corners where the newsboys stood; bustle and clamor and dirt, and nothing in the world to fight for but elbow- room and bread  begrudged pittance of the starveling underdog; suspicion; sometimes the cold, uncomfortable hand of charity and always the everlasting, haunting fear of hunger. Home, sweet home, in fact! What did he owe the Empire, or the world at large?

The lighthouse-keeper brushed past him on his way around the platform. Stanley held out a hand and stopped him.

Where was you born? he demanded.

Bermondsey  Long Lane. In the rookeries back o the big glue factory.

Well  you had a chance, didnt you? You lived  you didnt have to fight?

I begged, son, until the truant-officers got hold of me. When they were through with me I sold papers, and blacked boots, and carried bags for a living: dyou know what that means?

Stanley did not answer. He laid his chin on the rail again and gazed out into the night. The lighthouse-keeper checked the revolutions, and went below; the dancing yellow lights moved off to the eastward; the red and green and white lights came and went along the sea-lane; but Stanley never moved. The breeze fell, and the heat and the humidity intensified. Away over to the eastward the faintest fore flickering of yellow light began to play on the horizon, and from below him came the deep-throated sentry-call:

A-a-l-l-s  w-e-l-l!

Then the light went out with a suddenness that hurt, and the purring of the engine ceased. Stanley stood up with a jerk and rubbed his eyes.

Had a bad dream, son? asked the lighthouse-keeper, emerging through the door on to the platform. Its time to turn the guard.


SAM BAGG OF THE GABRIEL GROUP

SAM BAGG stood on the highest point of the Thumbmarks upper ridge, staring through his binoculars. He did not see what he looked for; so he put them in their case and stood still, thinking. He had stood on that spot, thinking, most mornings for eighteen years, soaking into himself whatever it is that good men get on the very verge of things.

He was an even-tempered man, but it was not considered wise to approach him when he stood in that place, in just that attitude; and Luther, the imported half-breed missionary, hid himself among the plantains that formed the outer fringe of Baggs little garden, round the thatched bungalow.

I wish  oh, I do wish I could tell what will happen! Luther sighed, watching between the thick stems.

But Bagg was thinking of what had happened, since in that way only can a man judge whether he has earned his salt. He was thinking right back to the beginning  eighteen years ago  when nobody knew very much about the six-and-fifty little islands that make up the Gabriel Group.

Greater and Lesser Gabriel, Inner and Outer Islands, and The Crown are named on the charts  the remainder are shown as black dots; but each one in reality is a red-and-green-and-yellow jewel set in a purple sea, with dazzling white edges to mark the setting. And in the beginning Bill Hill had been king.

Bill Hill did as he chose in those days, and that was always beastly; but Bagg, aged thirty, stepped out of a man-of-wars boat, in a clean white civilian uniform, and the man-of-war hung about in the offing for fourteen days, to give him moral backing. After that Bagg managed without assistance.

Bill Hill  he was called Chief after Bagg came  was the quarter-breed son of a half-breed trader of the bad old days and spoke English fairly well, though he could not sign his name. He lived in a big thatched hut, in a compound with a high palisade round it, at the other end of the island, and cultivated that brand of secretiveness which he thought was privacy.

Baggs ideas of privacy had been learned at Rugby, where he fagged for a tradesmans son and slept in a dormitory with nineteen other boys. He had some experience of minor consulates and rather more of famine-relief work in Baroda and Guzerat  that is to say, he had a fund of patience to begin with; but the speed with which he induced Bill Hill to have a house built for him out in the open was surprising.

The house was nearly all veranda, wind-swept from three sides; and Bagg lived on the veranda most of the time, in full view of anyone who cared to look, apparently cultivating no privacy at all. But nobody ever seemed able to guess what he was thinking about, whereas Bagg guessed Bill Hills next move in advance nine times out of ten.

Luther, who was trying hard to do so, could not guess Baggs thoughts now, though the snuff-and-butter-colored man was supposed to be more intimate with him than any other person on the islands.

If only one might guess how far Bill Hill dares go! thought Luther, with fear stamped on his not uninteresting face.

Up on the natural parapet facing the sea Bagg was thinking just that same thing  only with the difference that he did not show it.

It looks like a show-down, he told himself.

Very early in the game things had settled down into a warfare of sap, pin prick and attrition in which Bagg was the defender and Bill Hill all the other things. Bagg had grown gray-haired and gray-bearded at the game; but Bill Hill, whose revenues under Baggs supervision were treble what they had been, was fat and had grown ambitious, even to the point of being carried in a hammock when he took the air. He was in a mood by now to take advantage of an opportunity; and to him  and to Bagg  and to Luther  and to the islanders, who had known the real Bill Hill before Bagg came  the opportunity looked ripe, though, of course, each saw it from a different angle.

Bagg quartered the sea again and the horizon with his old-fashioned glass, balancing himself against a gaining wind that stirred the shore  line palms already to a crazy dance. His white drill suit, of the fashion of twenty years ago  for he sends his worn-out suits to Calcutta to be copied  was clean and well pressed; but perhaps his trimmed beard and his finger nails were the best surface indications that he had kept his ideals bright all these years. There are few men who can do that in the islands.

Dashed if I see a sign! he told himself. Thats haze over there.

A very ugly, dark-copper-colored native, in a white trade suit of much later pattern than Baggs, approached him at a dog run along the track Baggs feet had made on his daily morning walk.

Breakfus, master! he said with emphasis, stopping below the ridge of rock. But Bagg did not turn his head; he looked down, on his left, at the whaleboat beached on the sand of a tiny cove, and again seaward, where the waves raced, white-topped, between him and Lesser Gabriel, two miles away, and the sea birds beat up against the wind in hundreds.

Nobody molests the sea birds, because somebody has told the natives that they are loving thoughts, which will turn into devils if they are killed. Luther has tried hard to undermine the superstition and has even asked Baggs help; and in the evenings, when the low stars swing almost within reach, Bagg has let the more inquisitive natives sit on his steps and talk to him. But they never come when Luther is there, and they are a shy, uncommunicative people. The superstition remains, and Luther cannot tell why, any more than he can guess why Bagg should think so much of sea birds. And Bagg does not care to explain that they remind him of springtime at home.

Guzzling their fill before the storm, said Bagg aloud; for he knows all the weather signs. Now  was that smoke, I wonder?

Breakfus, master! said the servants voice again.

Has nobody seen the steamer from the North End?

Bagg asked without troubling to turn his head. The wind blew the words back:

No, sah. No word dis mawnin, master.

Get up here and look! Bagg ordered; for the natives have keen eyes. Is that smoke on the sky line over there?

The native stared long, under a flat hand, but shook his head at last.

No, sah. Steamer not comin datway. Steamer comin always by North End, sah. Breakfus now, master  breakfus, him ready long time!

Bagg swept the sea with his glasses again, but the servant protested.

Send oowhaleboat over Lesser Gabrel, sah. Bimeby some feller maybe see from dar.

No, said Bagg.

Oowhaleboat feller, he all ready by-handy, sah.

No, repeated Bagg. Its blowing up for a gale. Theyd be swamped in the narrows, without a helmsman! Ill go to breakfast. It is one of Baggs obsessions that he, and only he, can steer the whaleboat through those waters in a blow, though in the dim, unwritten dawn of history there were war canoes among the Gabriels and have been ever since. But a man is entitled to his own opinion; and at least Bagg has not drowned himself nor anybody else, though from the whaleboat he has explored every nook and cranny of the islands and knows them as some men know other peoples business.

Bagg jumped from the parapet and started for his bungalow at a pace that made the native shuffle to keep up, hurrying by without looking up at the flag, which snapped and rippled from its pole on a high mound between the bungalow and the sea. The native, who perhaps was half his age, looked older the moment they were in action, in spite of Baggs pointed gray beard.

Whos that? he asked, stopping when he reached the steps, for he had caught sight of colored cotton between the plantain stems.

Mishnary feller  Luther, sah.

Bagg continued up the steps and took his place before a table that was white with washed linen and fragrant with coffee, grown as well as ground close by. He ate and slept and wrote his letters all on the veranda.

Put a chair for him at the table and tell him to come.

The native hurried to obey, while Bagg poured coffee for himself with the manners of a town-bred man.

He sat straight at table. There was no hint about him of the man who has even dealt with beach combers.

In a minute Luther came up the steps, spectacled and nervous, his thin legs seeming yet thinner in red-check cotton trousers. A black cotton shirt under his white jacket was the only attempt at clerical attire, except the sun hat; he removed a huge white topee as he came.

Take a seat, said Bagg cheerily. Have breakfast?

No; thank you, sir; I have eaten.

Take a seat then.

Bagg helped himself to fish that would have made an epicures mouth water; but in the islands one is either hungry or one is not. Luther drew a chair back from the table and a little on one side, and sat on the front edge of it, as though the back part were on fire. He is never quite sure of himself in Baggs presence. It had been Bagg who wrote to the missionary society for him, and guaranteed him enough to live on; Bagg had ordered the little schoolhouse built, and Bagg had appointed him secretary to the Legislative Council. Yet he admits, even to the natives, that he does not understand Bagg.

For instance, in the matter of geography: Bagg ordered him, when he first came, to teach it to the natives. So, after he had given them their lesson in religion he would tell them about Gabriel Mendoza, the Portuguese, who discovered the islands and gave his name to them. Surely Bagg approved of that, because the information was in the textbook Bagg provided.

Yet the natives insist that when God made the world He left one place in the ocean incomplete, and ordered the Archangel Gabriel to try a hand. So Gabriel, who had sighed for just such an opportunity, wrought his very craftsmanliest; but, being lesser than the Master Craftsman, he pinched the finished jewels a mite too hard when he came to set them in the sea.

Luther is sure that sort of heresy leads straight to hell, and he said so from the first; but Baggs boat crew took him in the whaleboat and showed him the marks of thumb and forefinger on every one of the islands. Yet, before he began to teach, Luther and Bagg were the only two people thereabout who knew anything concerning either God or Gabriel.

Legends have strange ways of springing up. Once, at breakfast, as it might have been now, Luther asked Bagg to help root out the superstition; but Bagg smiled at him.

One thing at a time, Luther, he said. Mustnt go too fast. Be gentle with em. There hasnt been a head-hunt since either of us came here  now has there? Besides, he added, why is that rock called the Thumbmark on the chart if the story isnt true? And Luther could not answer that.

It was all very disconcerting; so that, though Bagg was invariably kind to him and treated him to many confidences, he never felt at ease on Baggs veranda. He is not always sure that he is not being laughed at.

What is it, Luther? Bagg asked him now between two drinks of coffee; and he fidgeted before he answered.

A Council meeting, sir. I am sorry to say, sir, it is a meeting of the Legislative Council. He pronounced his English very well, except that he minced it a little. Bill Hill  I mean the Chief, sir  sent to me this morning and demanded that I call a Council meeting. I replied, of course, that hitherto I have always called meetings at your direction, and not at his.

Well? asked Bagg, eating leisurely and not showing any particular emotion, though Luther trembled.

He came to me, sir, carried in his hammock. Sir, he abused me frightfully! Sir, he called me names  abominable names that I will not repeat to you! Sir, in the end he told me I am secretary by your orders and my job is to call meetings; so, unless I call a meeting, he will act on his own account, without one! I am sorry, sir, to have such a tale to bring to you; but it is the truth.

He has a perfect right to summon the Council.

But not to act on his own account unless it is called.

Call a meeting, then, said Bagg.

Sir, there never should have been a Council  it is a foolishness!

But Bagg begged to differ and signified as much by resuming his breakfast. That Council had been his first studied effort to curb Bill Hills tyranny. It was his child, just as the road round the island was his trade-mark, and the twenty-one police were the beginning of what should be some day.

It had taken him six years of written effort, with three-month intervals between replies, to get the Foreign Office to consent to the Council; but now, even though Bill Hill were to force a vote by means of threats or bribes, Bagg had the veto and could curb him. Bagg nominated half the members, and the Council itself the other half; so that the membership was more or less permanent. And in course of time they had learned a little of self- government.

Sir, said Luther, too afraid to be diffident as usual, you do not understand. You are not behind the scenes as I am. Let me explain.

Glad to listen, Bagg assured him.

Bill Hill no longer coaxes and persuades  he threatens, and at last the Council members are afraid. There are some who actually want the old times back. Bill Hill says there is no steamer any more  and where is the steamer? What can anybody answer him?

Oh, its late  thats all, said Bagg, more hopefully than Luther quite believed he felt.

Sir, it is two months overdue!

Seven weeks, corrected Bagg. Broken down, I suppose. Once before it broke down and they sent our mail on a cruiser.

Yes, sir; but even the cruiser was not ten days overdue. Now this is seven weeks; and Bill Hill says the Protectorate is a thing of the past and you have no authority. He asks where is the promised steamer that should come every month and take away his copra. He says there is nothing with which to pay the police. He says he is rightful king, and you are a  I will not repeat what he says you are, sir.

Bill Hills thirsty, said Bagg judicially. He expected brandy and it has not come; so hes restless.

Sir, he is worse! He calls this Council meeting expressly to depose you, sir. He has threatened all the members, and he holds their promises  all except mine; he tells me I am secretary and must write your deposition in the minutes, or he will have my head off! Sir, he pointed out the post on which he will have my head spiked!

Better do what he says, then, smiled Bagg, still eating and not letting Luther know by any outward sign that he felt disturbed. Go to the meeting, Luther, and keep the minutes: bring them to me afterward. Youd better remind em that nothings legal without my signature.

But, sir, if the Council votes as Bill Hill wishes  and how dare it do otherwise?  he will not only succeed in deposing you, he will have you killed!

Not while the police are mine! said Bagg. Besides, you dont understand, Luther; the Council cant depose me. This is a Protectorate, not a Colony. This isnt British territory. Its protected by Great Britain. The islanders govern themselves under British protection, in accordance with rules mutually agreed on. Thats the theory of the thing; and the fact is, Great Britain would back me up in any sort of an argument.

I only hope it is true, sir. I know Bill Hill does not believe it  and he will act as he believes!

Well, run and summon the meeting, Luther. Keep the minutes and report to me. Then, at least, well know what the Chief intends.

Far more nervously than he had mounted them, the half-breed missionary descended the steps and hurried down Baggs stamped coral road in the direction of the four-square Council House some two miles away.

Boy! called Bagg, the moment the missionary was out of hearing.

Sah?

Find the sergeant of police and tell him to bring all his men. I want them to drill in front of the flag this morning.

Breakfus things, sah  take um away?

Find the sergeant of police and deliver my message first.

The native went off at a run and disappeared down a track that led, among plantains and breadfruit and bamboos, to a native village. Bagg picked up his glass and walked to the Thumbmark parapet again, stopping this time to take a long look at the flag.

The spray was beginning to sing over the rock, and when the big souwesters blow the Thumbmark is a very bursting place of all the big waves in the world, but, as yet, a man could stand on the ridge and be fairly dry; so Bagg stood there and stared at the sky line. Maybe his forearms trembled as he held the glass; but, again, it may have been the wind blowing up his sleeves.

Looks like it to me! he said after a while, wiping the object lenses carefully. Its coming end on and its thin, so its hard to tell; but  it looks like it to me.

As a means of passing time before he looked again, he began to watch the birds, which were growing weary of work against a gaining storm or else too gorged to care any more. One after another  presently in fives, tens, twenties  they let themselves be blown down the wind between the islands to shelter in the lee of Greater Gabriel. So an hour passed, and then Bagg yielded to impatience and looked again at the southwest.

Two masts and two funnels! he said cheerfully. Now for Bill Hill! If this doesnt tame him  But it will  it will!

He jumped from the rock and walked back leisurely to his bungalow, to sit on the top step and turn his glass on the Council House, where the greatest crowd was gathering that he had ever seen together on the island.

Theyre all there! he chuckled. Theyll none of em see whats coming!

The flag snapped in the wind like a whip-crack; and that reminded him! For the first time, he realized that his order to the police had not been obeyed, for nobody was drilling on the stamped dark earth behind the flag mound.

Boy! he shouted. Boy!

But none answered, and no one came.

Boy! he thundered half a dozen times. Then he frowned and lit his pipe. He had shown a bold front to Luther, the half-breed; but he could guess, even better than Luther, how near the native Chief was to getting the upper hand. His pipe went out and he did not relight it. He leaned back against the veranda pole; and his shoulders began to look very tired  more in keeping with the gray hair.

I rather counted on the police and that one boy, he admitted to himself. Seems I was wrong! Lord, but it takes time to teach a man how little he is and how little he matters! Think of it  after eighteen years!

He looked up at the flag which the police had been taught to salute at dawn and dusk.

But for the flag I could almost wish no help were coming! I shall look small  shant I?  without one friend after eighteen years, except perhaps Luther! Hes not a native; hell stand by me for his own sake. Hell have to! Yes, the flag wins  law and order wins  help, here in the nick of time; but I lose! Ill apply for a transfer; theyll have to grant it after eighteen years  eighteen years and not a friend on all the islands! If the police and that one boy had stood Id have been satisfied. I expect Ive been too mild. Theyre used to whips and scorpions. They need a stronger hand over em. Well, I did my best. I suppose thats why helps at hand.

There was a feeling creeping over him  a lonely feeling  which had to be battled with, for manhoods sake; so he took up his glass again and began to watch the crowd near the Council House. He saw the fat Bill Hill get into a hammock for the procession. He could see some of his white-skinned constables shepherding the crowd, and Luther walking timidly beside Bill Hill, with the minute book under his arm.

I must remember to give Luther a good word: he reminded himself; and as he spoke the procession started.

It was a motley throng  dark skins, cotton suits, shells, feathers  unusually silent but coming swiftly; for the natives can move like smoke blown before the wind. As they drew nearer Bagg thought some of them looked guilty, and he was glad of that. He noticed that his policemen skulked behind.

Its something if they even feel ashamed! he thought.

He relighted his pipe now and made himself comfortable on the top step; for, whatever the outcome, he meant that Bill Hill should be met with dignity. He was rather glad that he had found himself a failure.

I might have died thinking I had really won, he argued. Id have gone out proud. I suppose the Lord, who made the wide world, wouldnt laugh at a man; but  my word, Im glad I knew in time!

The procession advanced more slowly as it neared him; but it had to approach at last, and from every side his little garden was invaded. Four stalwarts dropped the hammock pole and Bill Hill rolled out, sweating like a pig; the fat brute looked like a Roman senator of the Decline and Fall, with a wreath of flowers awry on his oily hair and his fat legs showing under a baggy white chemise.

Youre deposed! he said in perfectly good English, pointing at Bagg with a fat forefinger. Bagg smoked on, apparently unperturbed, watched in breathless silence by as many of the crowd as could get near enough. Youre no good! said Bill Hill. Its a lie about your ships! This isnt a Protectorate! Youre deposed!

By whom? asked Bagg, quite calmly. He wanted to gain seconds. There was a far-away look in his eye that the Chief mistook for terror; so he dared to draw a long stride nearer.

Youre deposed by your Council  our talkers! I was king before you came, and I ran things right. Now Im king again  your Council says so! Its written in the book. You sign it!

It seemed to tickle the savages fancy that Bagg should be made to sign the minutes of his own deposition.

Take him the book! he ordered. Take him the book and show him where to sign.

So Luther, very frightened but not daring to disobey, brought the minute book to Bagg on the top step.

Show me the entry, Luther, said Bagg, for he did not want the half-breed to look seaward for a moment yet.

Give him a pen  put it in his hand and make him write! yelled Bill Hill, turning to explain to the crowd, in their own tongue, what was happening. And as he turned his jaw fell. He seemed suddenly changed to stone. The whole crowd followed his gaze seaward. Bagg smiled.

A cruiser, with two funnels and two masts, and decks all cleared for action, steamed almost casually close inshore!

I told you a ship would come! said Bagg.

It occurred to him, then, that it might be well to dip his flag by way of salute, and he started for the pole to do it; but almost the instant he moved the cruiser spoke. From her ensign halyard she broke out the red, white and black of the German Navy, and from a forward port casemate a six-inch gun let rip.

A shell struck the mound on which the British flag was raised, and burst; a second shell burst at the very foot of the pole; a third hit the pole and brought the flag down; and a fourth whined through Baggs bungalow, bursting in the garden at the rear. Then the cruiser ceased firing for there was nothing more in particular to aim at  the crowd, including Bill Hill and the police, had vanished into thin air.

Now thats awfully good shooting! Bagg said stupidly.

There was nothing else to say. His job and his flag and his point of view had all been shot away from under him and he had not even heard a rumor of any war. For a minute he stood and watched the natives, whom he could see now, running down the road for the distant village as though their thatched huts would protect them against gunfire; and it was his sense of humor that brought him to himself. He caught sight of Bill Hill, deserted by the hammock men, waddling down the road as fast as fat legs could be made to move him, shaking impotently angry fists at all the world. Bagg laughed aloud. There wont be any brandy on the cruiser either, he reflected.

For a minute after that he watched the cruiser, understanding well why her captain did not drop anchor opposite the Thumbmark in such a gale, though he would have dared to do it himself, since he knew the waters.

Hell anchor in the roadstead, he reflected, for his wits were working again. Now  what ought I to do first?

The cruisers masts went out of sight behind the longshore palms and Baggs eyes wandered. They lit on the flag, lying tangled in its halyard under half of the pole. He walked to it, unbent it, and rolled it up carefully. So much was obvious.

What next? he wondered, looking through his glass in the vague hope of seeing Luther somewhere.

No; Ive got to see this through alone. Well, Luther, you were my friend as long as you dared be. I wonder whether I can do any better than you? Seems to me Ive got to bolt too. Difference is, you knew where to run to and I dont. Oh, I know! The papers!

Rather ashamed of not having thought of that before, he ran to the bungalow and brought out the steel dispatch box that held his official papers, diary and money. Then he filled his pocket with tobacco.

Is there anything else that matters? he wondered, stroking his gray beard. No; nothing else  I can get food anywhere  unless the natives give me up. If they do that Im done  but Im not done yet! If the sail and mast are not in the whaleboat, I am, though.

He formed the daring plan of sailing the whaleboat single-handed across to Opposite Point on Lesser Gabriel.

They wont know yet on the other islands that my authority has been challenged by Bill Hill. Perhaps I can get a following of some sort. At least, I can try. If only I had one man to help me! Imagine  not one man to stand by after eighteen years! I didnt think a fellow could fail so badly as all that!

With the steel box in one hand he followed the path to his left front, and climbed down steps cut roughly in the coral to the cove below. He was feeling lonelier than ever in his life; but he had barely reached the bottom when eight men rose, like the dead from their graves, to greet him, shaking wet sand from their copper-colored bodies. They so startled him that he nearly dropped the box.

Why are you here? he asked. What do you want?

A big man  bull-necked and ugly, showing sharp eyeteeth when he grinned  answered him:

Waiting all along you come!

Bagg remembered then his orders of the night before that the whaleboat crew should be ready in the morning; he gave that order most nights whether he meant to use the boat or not, since it kept the crew out of mischief. He had no doubt that Bill Hill knew of the order and had taken advantage of it to cut off his retreat by water; his heart fell into his boots. Another man spoke and Bagg felt his fear confirmed.

Bill Hill

But the big man interrupted, waving toward the beached boat with a sinewy, shiny arm.

Bill Hill no good! Bill Hill one damn  Sam Bagg plenty good! Sea, him big! Come on!

He snatched the steel box from Baggs hand and tossed it into the boat, helping Bagg in after it over the stern. Two men took their places on the bow seat and the rest shoved; in a minute they were up to their necks; in another second they were scrambling in over the sides and the boats nose was headed straight for the coves mouth and savage water. They all began rowing, taking their time from the bull-necked man at stroke; and, before Bagg knew it, he was standing in the stern, the rolled flag between his knees, steering instinctively.

Give way, all! he shouted suddenly. All to- gether! Swing to it now!

Eight sets of copper-colored shoulders, alive and lumpy under satin skin, swung evenly to a tune of squealing thwarts and grunting rowlocks. The whaleboat leaped for the narrow entrance and staggered drunkenly as the full force of the gale took her on the starboard shoulder.

Pull! roared Bagg, himself by now. Pull!  Ho! Pull!  Ho!  Pull!  Ho!

Because they knew him and were used to him they labored at the oars, when an ordinary native crew would have quit and jumped; so that after a while Bagg got the staggering boat stern-on to the sea, and they were able to race along with no more effort than was needed to keep just ahead of the following wave. Bagg still stood up, wearing across the channel as he saw his chance, and wondering why he had not thought of his boats crew first of all.

I might at least have offered them a chance! he argued; he was not in a mood to spare himself if he could only see where he was wrong.

They were rowing more or less in the wake of the cruiser, and Bagg saw her drop anchor opposite Bill Hills palisade five miles down the strait. He saw a cloud of steam, and judged it must come from her whistle, though the gale prevented him from hearing.

Thatll fetch em! he admitted. If they keep whistling and dont shoot theyll have every native on the island round them in less than an hour! So much the worse for me, I suppose  the Germansll demand me and the war canoesll come after me. Whats it all about, I wonder?

More or less diagonally, and by cautious, small degrees, he wore across the strait to Opposite Point, and there was less than a foot of water in the boat in proof of his coxswainship when he ran in under the promontorys lee. The crew beached the boat and dragged it high out of the water, while Bagg hurried to climb the overhanging rock. There, on the top of it, he sat watching through his glass, and watched, in turn, by the crew below; they did not ask him any questions  he had always told them things if they waited long enough.

So, eight stood by me! he was saying to himself. Eight  after eighteen years! Thats eight better than none; makes me feel more like a man.

That the cruiser should take on water first and that the natives should answer the whistle and bring the water were things only to be expected; all the ships that call do that. The sweet-water wells on Greater Gabriel, combined with the roadstead, which is sheltered from the prevalent souwesters, would be ample excuse for seizure of the group by any vagrant navy. Bagg watched the war canoes sneak out, loaded with a cask apiece, and saw the casks hauled up by the cruisers derricks, to be emptied and sent back for more. He saw fruit go on board, too, and some pigs and fish. All that was easy to understand.

It was obvious why no steamer had come with his mail for seven weeks. It was obvious there must be war; and he supposed the British fleet had somehow failed to get command of the seas and keep it. But he could not guess what the war was about, or what the Germans wanted with this tiny group of islands so early in the game as this must be.

They cant have been fighting much more than a month, he argued. Has it got to this already?

What ought he to do? Should he bury the flag, he wondered  or hoist it somewhere, out of sight of the cruiser? Either course seemed foolish; yet he supposed there was a right course to take.

I wonder what one of those men one reads about in history would do? he thought. I mean one of those chaps who seem to be born to meet emergencies. This is an emergency, all right. Why dont I fit it? I suppose its because I havent fitted from the first. If I had handled my job right the natives would all have stood by me  or nearly all; and if Id been that kind of man Id have known what to do now. I expect thats it. Well, I did my best anyway, he added, beginning to turn against the lash of his own self-criticism. Eight stood by me. I won eight!

He grew tired of watching the cruiser and began to search the island through his glass; so he saw a landing party march toward his bungalow, their white uniforms visible from miles away. He saw them presently surround the little building, and laughed; for he supposed they were shouting to him to come out. He saw men enter it and drag his few possessions into the open. Then he swore aloud, for he saw a man go to windward and set fire to the dry thatch.

Dogs! he muttered.

In fifteen minutes the little building that had been his home for eighteen years was gutted to the ground, and its smoke lay like a dirty stain across the island.

Thats wanton! he swore. Theres no excuse for it! Suppose they are conquerors, have they no decency  no respect? Bill Hill could do no worse!

He watched them hurry back, marching along his road  the road that had cost him such year-long effort and patient persuasion: the road that stood for the awakening of six-and-fifty islands and the humbling of Bill Hill.

Damn them! he swore again, pulling out his pipe and lighting it, to smoke so furiously that the sparks flew in a stream down the wind.

After a while the cruiser began whistling again, and the landing party started running. He could see the steam go R-r-r-r-rrumph!  in short, sharp blasts; and each blast was an added insult, as though the burning of his house were being celebrated. He was too angry to wonder why the landing party hurried so fast on board in one of the cruisers launches; and he was taken completely by surprise when the cruiser got up anchor and turned down the wind, to steam leisurely away between the islands in the distance.

Now what in the world

He searched as much as he could see of the horizon; and from his point of vantage he was sure that more of it was visible than from the cruisers masthead. Yet he could see no smoke; and, judging by the cruisers speed, it did not seem reasonable to suppose she had news of any enemy.

Just dropped in, burned my house, made trouble, and passed on again! I wonder whether an English cruiser ever did a thing like that? I suppose so  though Id rather think not. I rather think the man who did it would catch it from home.

He watched the cruiser until her crew were indistinguishable through his glass and then slipped down the rock face on his hands and heel to where his boats crew waited at the foot.

Man the boat! he ordered.

Goin where? asked the big man who pulled the stroke oar.

Back to the island.

Bill Hill, him no good!

No more am I, my friend; but my place happens to be on the Thumbmark and Im going back. Im sorry I came away.

The native did not understand him, for a sentence in English should contain but one verb and one substantive to pass current among the islands; yet there was something in Baggs attitude that convinced him he had better obey. Bagg did not look aggressive  far from it; he looked like the same Bagg who had explored the islands for days at a time in the whaleboat  and that was the point. Once these men had been Bill Hills slaves, and they knew the difference between having to do things and doing them because Bagg wished.

Bill Hill cuttin troat quick! said the bull-necked man in a last effort to dissuade.

Very well, Bagg answered. Man the boat! I would I had not left my post, he added to himself. At least I can go back to it.

He bent the flag to a boat hook and raised it in the brass tube intended for that purpose in the whaleboats stern.

Ill go back the way I came, he said climbing in and seizing the iron tiller. No  four of you in your places this time  Im going upwind. Push off  the rest.

The crew sensed his new mood or they would never have won up into the wind at all. His steering and their terrific labor at the white-ash oars got the boat fore-and-aft into it, with less than a foot of water flopping in her, after about two minutes. And then the real fight began. He could have dropped down with the wind to Bill Hills landing and have dared Bill Hill to do his worst; but he chose that Bill Hill should come to him, and that he should first win back to the post he had deserted. After which he did not see that it mattered what happened.

So the eight oars chopped the waves sea style, deep in the middle. Bagg stood in the stern and the wind shrieked. Inch by inch, up and down hill like a carrousel boat, thumped on her bottom as she rose, and soused as she plunged again, the whaleboat jerked ahead. He steered them out near to midwater, where they had to row or drown; and the eight backs swung in unison, while Bagg looked straight ahead, conscious all the while of the smoke that streamed past him from the ruins of his little house.

Will it never stop smoking? he wondered. It seemed like blood to him  like a flow of blood he couldnot stanch. Pull! he shouted. Ho! Pull! Ho! Good men! Good boys! Pull, then! Ho!

And they gave him the very best of all their strength, because he could praise them while he went to have his throat cut! They obeyed him because he was Sam Bagg; but they did not doubt Bill Hill  for they knew him too, of old.

They had come down the strait in twenty minutes. They fought back to the cove in something like three hours; so that the afternoon was well along and the storm was dying down, as usual toward evening, when Bagg steered into the entrance and the rowing ceased.

Give way! he shouted, still standing. Beach her!

But they were almost too weary to row through the last hundred yards of comparatively still water; and when the boats nose touched the sand at last they lay forward on their oars, breathing heavily. Bagg ran by them over the thwarts and jumped ashore, carrying the flag on the boat hook under his arm, and the dispatch box in the other hand.

Pull her up high and dry! he ordered, without waiting to see whether they obeyed.

He hurried on to the coral steps. He did not suppose the landing party from the cruiser had left him anything worth recovering, but he wanted to see and to be there. He hurried so fast that he did not see three natives watching him, or that they ran down another path to the cover to speak with his weary crew. But at the top of the steps he turned to shout to the crew to follow him; so he saw all eight of them, with the three who had just come, take to their heels and scamper across the sand, up the other path, and away toward the distant village.

I thought I had eight! he said, smiling at himself. Well, thanks for the ride, you men!

By a freak of wind-swept fury the fire had left him nothing but his steps  the flight of front steps that were shiny from being sat on  resting on the coral block that had been part of the bungalows foundation. All of the veranda was burned  only the steps to it remained, leading up to nothing. A little smoke still hurried down the wind, but the fire had died for lack of fuel. In front of the steps lay his one twenty-year-old tweed coat, which he had kept against the day when he should leave the islands; the landing party had not thought it worth looting. He picked it up, laid it on the top step and sat down on it, lest ashes should soil his white drill trousers.

For thirty minutes he sat there, his elbows on his knees and his chin on his hands, exactly as he had sat most evenings for eighteen years. The difference was that now he had a flag on a boat hook laid across his knees, which used to fly from a pole on the mound near by, and that now there was no house behind him. But the sea made the same noise and the islands looked the same. He noticed it.

I suppose a man gets arrogant, he said aloud; for men who live alone form a habit of talking to themselves. I tried not to. Lord knows I tried; but I suppose I did. I suppose Rome didnt know she was proud either. Thats it! It was pride  and this is the fall. I fall hard and it hurts. I must have been very proud.

I suppose the Germans have taken these islands and will come back by and by to enforce their rule. I dare say thatll be good for the natives, or otherwise it wouldnt happen to them. I can imagine Bill Hill being penitent  and not so fat nor drunken  under German rule. Theyll rule him! They wont call this a Protectorate  itll be a Colony; and theyll enforce the goose step, among other disagreeable things. All rather different to what its been!

Im sorriest about the Legislative Council; it was childs play, of course, the way it was constituted; but I think the natives would have learned to govern themselves and curb Bill Hill in the end.

He leaned back, forgetting for the moment that there was no veranda post to rest his back against. Then, for a while, he rested his chin on his hands again, watching the sea birds beat up along the strait toward the sunset.

End of the gale! he remarked. Theyll roost on Lesser Gabriel and be ready for their breakfast with to-morrows tide. Happy beggars! They can live on the islands without ruling them or being ruled  no Foreign Office to twist their tails. I hope the Germans will treat them decently.

Staring at the sunset, as he generally had done at the days end, he followed his train of thought until it brought him back in a circle to the beginning. And then, since thought was a habit with him, he saw his initial error.

What if the Germans havent taken the islands? What if they watered and passed on? That seems more likely. I cant believe the British Navy has been licked! I dont believe it! If the Germans had meant to take the islands they would have left my house for their representative to live in. It was a raid  look in, get water, make trouble, and pass on. Well, what then? What happens?

He whistled softly.

I would rather the Germans had stayed, he admitted. I must have done some good in all these years. Ive failed, but I must have dropped one or two fertile seeds; the Germans would have cultivated them. Now all Ive done  however much or however little  will be undone; for Bill Hill will see to that. Bill Hill will come and cut my throat, as the boatman said.

He unrolled the flag and spread it over his knees like an apron, not realizing what he did. No imaginative man can relish the thought of having his throat cut.

And after that Bill Hill will run things in his own sweet way for a while, until our navy finds time to readjust things.

He fidgeted with the flag again, rolling and unrolling it, leaving it spread over his knees at last. He made a strange picture, silhouetted on the steps in the light of the setting sun.

For the islands sake, I would rather the Germans had stayed, he said at last. For my own sake, I believe Im glad they went. I think Id rather die than have my own crowd find me here  without a friend  after eighteen years. Yes, Ive failed. I had better die. What was that about All they that take the sword shall perish with the sword? I believed that when I came  so I did. I can answer to that!

Ive lived here eighteen years without sword or gun  and they were head- hunters when I came here! Yet, I die by the knife! And yet I believe! Yes, I do  I believe! I believe! Ive failed, and thats why the knife gets me; but I wish I knew how or in what I have failed. Lord! I have tried!

Chin on his fists again, he sat and stared into the setting sun that was like to be his last.

I suppose theyll wait until dark to come and murder me, he mused. Thatd be Bill Hills way.

It was only by inches, so to speak, he became aware that he was watched; and the lower edge of the suns red disk had almost touched the sky line before he knew that there were natives on every side of him, watching him, like shadows among the shadows.

Are you afraid of me? he asked at last,

Him coming now! boomed a strong voice, and he recognized the man who had pulled the stroke oar.

Strange! he thought. Now I wouldnt wait to see Bill Hill murder him!

But it was Luther who stepped out of a shadow,with natives on each side of him and behind. Suddenly a thousand figures showed themselves in rings all round him, and Luther drew nearer; so that they two were in the middle of a ring.

Sir! said Luther, speaking very loud for Luther. Mr. Bagg!

Yes? said Bagg a little wearily. He was disgusted that Luther should be spokesman for Bill Hill.

I am spokesman for these natives. They order me to speak in English, very plainly, that there may be no mistake.

Im listening, said Bagg, though it was evident that he would rather have done with it all.

Those Germans came; and they said that the English are beaten; that there are no English ships or cruisers any more; and that these islands are no longer a Protectorate. Their captain  the captain of the cruiser  he explained that these islands are now free, not belonging to anybody but the natives. Bill Hill asked him: Do the Germans not take the islands and hoist the German flag? But he answered: No; the Germans cannot be troubled. The islanders are free to govern themselves.

Thats what I feared! groaned Bagg. Well, Luther, what then? he asked, for the half-breed had paused and was conferring in whispers with the men who pressed behind.

It seemed to him that Luther was begging mercy for him, though he could not hear what was said. The men behind urged, but Luther seemed to hesitate.

Well, Luther, what is it? he asked again.

They say, sir  these islanders  that they believed the captain of that cruiser; and that, being free, and no longer under British rule, they have done as they chose. I am to say, sir, that they have killed Bill Hill, and that his head is on a spike of his own palisade.

There was dead silence for two minutes. Bagg waited, breathless. The skin of his back was tingling.

They say, sir, since they have now no Chief and there is no British rule, and they are free, and Bill Hill was bad man, and you are good man, will you be their king?

Bagg stared; then his head went forward between his hands.

They ask, sir, continued Luther, shall they build you a new house here, or will you live in Bill Hills house at the other end?


THE REAL RED ROOT

BY birth and speech Dan Ivan is United States American, descended probably from Russian exiles, although he denies it and weaves theories to prove another derivation of his name. I met him first six thousand feet above sea level, where the lions were hungry on account of frosty nights and water was scarce; and hearing his voice before he came in view I thought at first it was a womans, for it was suggestive of a song about ideals.

My sixteen oxen had been straining at the yoke like crazy things for the past two hours so that I knew water was near, and as a matter of fact his wagon and mine reached it almost simultaneously from opposite directions  a thin, rusty stream crowded with boulders.And while the oxen and our boy drank I filled my pipe and we two surveyed each other across the water human fashion, our dogs sniffing on the opposite bank from me. (My dog, being fed I suppose at Government expense, had seen fit to cross over and be insolent.)

The upshot was that after a little talk we agreed to camp together on his side of the stream and I sent my wagon over. Game was so scarce that the young lions were hunting in packs, as they often did Umtali way until personally conducted millionaires and poisoned bait became the vogue; we set our boys at once to cutting stacks of thorn, I at pains to prove my crowd the best disciplined, yet less successful than I wished. I noticed that his kaffirs liked him finely. We outspanned the wagons end to end, with a chain stretched taut along, to which to make the oxen fast at night.

While the beasts grazed we stood guard on opposite rocks and did not talk much. He bagged a lion before sunset, and I think it was that shot of his, sure and swift, leaving him perfectly collected yet thoroughly well pleased, which first convinced me I had met a man worth noticing. It was a difficult shot in a bad light, but what seemed to content him was that he had saved the ox. He did not look twice at the trophy.

When we had eaten and had made the rounds once or twice to be sure the fires were well placed and the boys alert we up-ended two buckets midway between the oxen and the ring of fires, because the least comfortable things to sit on are the likeliest to keep a man awake. In that manner, with rifles across our knees, and dogs between our feet (there being almost no night prowler that does not prefer dog to bullock meat), we grew acquainted.

There is no other such way to get to know a man. Great silver stars swinging in the wind below black darkness; the thousand little sounds that make what men call silence; crooning of well-fed kaffirs and the steady munch while oxen chew the cud before they sleep; now and then the whimper of a jackal  the bark of a young lion  the roar of a half a dozen others, and an instant rattle as the frightened oxen shake and wrench the chains; the purring of old pipes and the smell of good tobacco mingled with the smoke of green thorn  all those things in combination cast what superstitious people call a spell, disclosing the common denominator, as it were  the natural, uncluttered view through which two men may glimpse each other.

He shot a second lion about midnight, wiping my eye as the saying is. There were more than a dozen raging about the camp and we could see their eyes every once in a while, surprisingly high when they stood erect to peer between the fires. But until midnight they were content to roar and there is no particular danger while that mood lasts; we kept the boys heaping fresh thorn on the fires, made our dogs lie close, and talked.

But about midnight the lions grew silent except for occasional muttering and I warned Ivan (for he was later come to that part of the world than I) that now we might expect trouble.

The hungriest one, I told him, and thats to say the fiercest, ll be on us presently wherever the widest gap happens to be.

He looked incredulous  I suppose out of politeness because he thought I expected him to. I ordered more fuel on two fires that looked to me lower than the rest. And even while I shouted to the boys a two-year-old male lion took his chance, leaping as if flung from a catapult, snarling, roaring, and ripping the darkness into slits. If anything that lives is swifter than a lion bent on murder, I havent seen it.

Of course the oxen went mad, and the chain parted; four of them broke loose at once, the boys yelling and scampering to round them up again. (They might as well have yelled and scampered at a land-slide.) My dog got between my legs and nearly tripped me, and what with shouting for more and yet more fuel and one thing and another (for other lions might likely follow their leader) I fired two shots and missed. I swore afterwards that the green smoke made my eyes swim, but that was because Ivan blamed it on my negroes and the dog.

He only fired once. The lion passed straight over him, landing plump among the frantic cattle, stone-dead from a bullet through the heart. The cattle were nearly all loose by that time (some of them running back to the chain and trying to hide between the fast ones), and I suppose it was an hour before we had dragged the trampled carcass free and set four boys to skinning it. By that time four of my team and two of his were lost forever, killed and dragged off by the other lions waiting beyond in the dark. We could hear the feast being held  flesh tearing, and the jackals and hyenas whimpering for leavings  now and then a roar and a yell, as a lion turned to drive a jackal off, but we could see nothing to shoot at.

There was not much risk of another raid, for the lions had plenty, but we kept watch, talking in spasms as you might say, sometimes silent for half an hour on end and then suddenly speaking both at once. Being angry with myself for having missed twice, and depressed by the loss of valuable oxen, I dare say I was sour company. Dan Ivan on the other hand was cordiality itself.

Ill tell you what, he said at last, as the false dawn flickered under a narrow cloud bank and there came on us that chill drowiness that heralds day, Im doing nothing in particular in this country  nothing I mean that ties me  merely shooting  prospecting  looking for trouble I suppose youd call it. I might as well take one direction as another. Would my wagon be safe if I left it here?

Safe as a house, I told him. No native would care to touch it, and if a white man dared wed soon catch him.

All right, he answered, Then suppose we travel together for a spell  share up the oxen and leave my wagon?

I pressed down tobacco with my thumb and eyed him sideways, for in Africa ones ideas about Americans are usually colored by Nick Carter. Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes° is as true today with most of us as it was two thousand years ago.

You said youre looking for trouble, I answered. Im not.

He laughed, and frankly as a woman, proceeded to disarm suspicion.

Not that kind of trouble. Im looking for life. Trouble seems to stand between me and it, thats all.

How dye mean? I asked, for he looked more alive than anyone I had seen for months. Healthy complexion, firm muscles, abundant, straight-dark hair, no sign of malaria, or symptom of the whiskey appetite that haunts that part of Africa; money enough (for he had already told me so) to travel wherever he wished; it seemed to me that if anyone already knew what life might mean he ought to be the man.

Yes, he said, laughing, I suppose at my expression. Life! Im looking for it!

You mean excitement, said I.

Yes and no, he answered. Excitements a by-product. I may recognise the real thing at last by the excitement it will bring. But perhaps I shall feel solemn. Who can tell who hasnt seen it? Im seeking a breath of life that wasnt tasted first by someone else  unselfishness that isnt negative, yet wont turn to ashes  life without a lie in it, love without a hint of lust

And youre searching Africa for that? said I, fearing he might go off into a rhapsody unless checked. (I wanted breakfast.)

Searching the world for it! he answered, and then flushed as if angry with himself. I judged he would like to recall nine-tenths of all he had said, and took that for a very healthy sign.

O, very well, I said, Ill go you. Leave your wagon here until there is a chance to send for it. When youve found what youre looking for, introduce a chap, thats all.

I certainly will, he answered.

Lets eat, said I.

I felt sure he was either in love or else looking to fall in love, and that part of the prospect was a bore; on the other hand he was equally sure I took him literally (I was to learn subsequently the amazing depth of his conviction that he only needed speak to be believed).But promises made at random have uncanny tricks of self-fulfilment. No doubt he forgot the promise, yet long after I, too, had forgotten it he did introduce me to what fed the cravings of his soul. Meanwhile a deal of water (some of it muddy) flowed beneath the bridge. Now and then we found ourselves on either side the stream, but there always proved to be a bridge to cross by.

It got so after a time that my dog would sleep on his cot and his dog on mine. Our boys took orders from either of us and mixed up our belongings inextricably. We shared everything except money, of which he seemed to have inexhaustible supplies; and after two years of living together in tent and wagon, quarreling (for he was a radical to his very roots), and making up (because affection seemed half his life), I thought I could guess pretty accurately what he would say on most subjects. The book of Lamentations was written by a complete and silly optimist, for instance, compared to him in one mood; compared to Dan Ivan when he smiled the writer or the Ninety-first Psalm might almost be dubbed misanthrope. I knew what he thought of kings and queens and pawns, and learned of glory because being pawn earned me only his wrath, not hate. He knew what I thought on the native question, and I. D. B. We were such friends that we could even sit together and not talk for hours on end. Yet he held a bewildering surprise in store.

News reached us by runner one evening of Paul Krugers declaration of war on England, and of the beginning of the Boer raid on Cape Colony. Never doubting, I read the message aloud to him.

It looks like a call for us two, I said.

He pricked his ears and eyed me swiftly. Its more, he answered, its judgment day!

Wed better trek to the nearest British post and join the first force we get in touch with, said I, thinking aloud.

British post? he asked, as if the words puzzled him.

Theyll never guess youre American. Promotion ought to come quickly to you and me. Dont lets waste time waiting for commissions, lets enlist, I urged.

Enlist on the British side? he spoke sadly, as if grieved by thoughtlessness.

What else? I asked, beginning to feel bewildered.

He shook his head reproachfully. I shall fight for the Boers of course. Then he filled his pipe as if he had made the most natural statement in the world.

Are you joking, Dan? I could think of nothing else to say and he did not trouble to answer. When he looked up from the pipe I could see his eyes burning as if his heart were on fire, and his breath came slow and evenly as when he sighted on a mark.

Come with me and fight on the right side! he said suddenly  yet without that earnestness with which he would have urged medicine if I were sick, so that I smelt a rat. It was my turn not to answer. I had a boy who spoke Chironga, a dialect Dan did not know, and I gave some orders in a low voice. Then, full of his own idea, he leaned forward to lay his hand on mine.

Were friends, arent we, he said: Were ever two men better friends than we? Then shake hands!

I shook hands, although I did not see use of it.

This is good, he said. This is as it ought to be. You go your way and I mine. Let us hope we meet in battle!

I lay back and laughed, but he took no notice.

Understand, he said. If we meet on the field I shall do my best to kill you. Do you do the same by me.

I sat up and struck his hand away, awake to the tact at last.

You Quixotic ass! I jeered. Dyou think Ill be sacrificial lamb to ease your silly soul? War be it!  if were on opposite sides, we are now! Youre prisoner! Ive ordered your rifle taken to my wagon! Youll be handed over to the first British officer I meet. Go to your wagon and behave like a prisoner  stay there until further orders!

He obeyed at once, with no look of reproach that might have made me angrier, no argument that might have helped me justify myself, so that I felt the full brunt of it. I struck camp like a man in a dream and headed southward, with an outfit showing like a Noahs Ark in silhouette for all the Dutch to see. Dan Ivan with his weird ideals and hot intolerance had crept into my heart more than I knew, and I suppose my fool heart mourned for him.

The rest of that night I rode ahead in a state of increasing nervous agony, thinking mostly of how to reach a British post uncaptured. And when after dawn I did bring up in a friendly laager Dans wagon was empty, and he gone. Some of his boys had vanished with him, and although I punished the remnant for not warning me I was secretly glad; for to have handed Dan over to authority would have gone against the grain. The word spy was on everybodys lips, and there were more men dealt with by a firing party in those early weeks of war than I care to tell about.

With my experience they made me transport officer almost at once, and presently I grew contented at the size of Africa that made it more and more unlikely Dan could get a shot at me. Usually there was an army and anything from twenty to a hundred miles between us.

Later I was put in charge of a prison camp, because it developed I knew Dutch and could discipline Boer prisoners without breaking their heart. I forgot all about Dan in that environment, being rather too busy to eat or sleep except between times, until one afternoon they led him amid the captured ragged end of a commando to the camp gate and pushed him through.

He was not on terms with the other prisoners. It seemed he had not wanted to surrender and their leader, being hungry and irritable, used a sjambok as the simplest means of making him see reason. There was a great red welt across his face. I noticed that the Boer commandant kept him at a careful distance, eyeing him restlessly, so that even if he had not been a prodigal son, as it were, fetched home in spite of himself, I would have berthed him alone for his lifes sake. But I gave him to understand that at the first attempt to escape he would be chained up like a dog.

You look like a dog thats been robbing garbage cans, I told him. Have you come home to be washed?

He groaned aloud. He and I had both been physically dirtier than that many a time without worse than human longing for a bath; but now I left him knowing that no hell of my invention could be half as ghastly as his own, and being a brute I laughed as soon as I was out of sight. Then, remembering holy charity I sent him towels, and relays of hot water, and my own soap. Three days afterwards, judging from more than two years knowledge of him that reaction should be nearly due, I invited him to dinner in my tent.

Whats in store for me? he asked at once, and I stared in amazement. Whenever Dan felt normal the future was always a mountain range to be reached in three leaps and a stride, and he was intolerant as the prophet Elisha of such mere obstacles as rivers in between. But he had no right to feel normal yet, that I could see.

That rather depends, I anawered, On which side wins this war.

No it doesnt! he snorted. If you English cant win it I shant be set free by Boers! Im through with them! I went to fight for liberty  for the right of little nations against big ones  for decency and truth and sweetness, against lies and lust!

And didnt you find em, Dan? said I, in no mood to spare him altogether. Offering the other cheek is well enough, and I was raised on that Prodigal Son story until I can say it backwards word for word, but heaven seemed a long way off just then and Dan was near. Didnt you find unselfishness, said I, that wasnt negative yet didnt turn to ashes?

Ashes and dust! he thundered, bringing down his fist so hard on the table that a sentry looked in through the tent flap. Tyranny, corruption, vice, selfishness, dirt, ignorance, arrogance of ignorance

You didnt scrape deep enough, Dan, I interrupted. Under the tyranny and dirt there might be

Damn you, shut up! he growled. The dirts mental, you know that. The worst of em wash oftenest. It was glamour drew me  dross  pyrites! Ive been trying to perpetuate a crime  trying to make the world go backwards! On the face of it there was never such patriotism, and there are a few good men at the top  a very few. At the bottom way down under, with the dust of ages in their eyes, there are good poor fools. But Ive grown familiar with all that lies between and I tell you  oh, hurry up and win this war! Win it, I say! Whats in store for me? Am I prisoner until peace?

It looks like it, Dan. Take my advice and dont look for too much purity and sweetness in our army jails!

Cant my consul do anything?

Every American in trouble in foreign parts demands that his consul shall override law, custom and commonsense  in the name of liberty, of all things. It is a nation of incorrigible humorists.

He can call attention to the full circumstances of your case, said I.

Um-mm! said Dan. Ah! Um-m-m! You mean  ?

It ud be wrong to advise my countrys enemy.

Enemy? Me? His eyes grew round like a childs, and his indignation was not in the least affected. That was Dans simplest charm, that when he changed anchorage, so to speak, he did it completely, leaving no kedge to windward.

And how about my life, Dan? I see this thing selfishly.

Old man  I thank God I didnt kill you!

Well, I said. Id advise silence. If you call too much attention to yourself theyre certain to jail you in Cape Town. The jail is crowded and the grubs monotonous.

Whats the alternative? he urged. As a matter of fact I was groping mentally for ways and means that seemed yet without form and void. His thought was swifter than mine, and read mine.

Men who can talk the Taal and manage Boer prisoners, and who have also had experience in India, are scarce, I said.

Thats you, he nodded. Go on.

Ive been calling attention to my rare and signal virtues. Somebodys got to personally conduct a ship-load of prisoners to India soon.

And supposing youre told off to do it, what then?

If you kept quiet you might get included in the number.

Good! Ill be still!

If you could get to India  I heard you urge us to hurry and win the war; didnt I? and made no secret of your changed sentiments; and behaved yourself sensibly (supposing thats possible), they might be induced to accept your parole  over there. It might be managed.

Of course it can be! He reached for my tobacco, and leaned back to roll himself a cigarette.

I shall have to pull strings  and strings, I reminded him, resentful of the ease with which he could forgive himself. He had tossed the past behind him as a man throws orange peels.

Hurry up and pull em, then! he laughed. Do you think I doubt you? Dyou expect me to fear you wont arrange it? He reached his hand across the table. Youre my friend, he said simply. It is I who was mistaken, not you. I shall never make that mistake again.

Not even for love without lust? I sneered.

Never! he answered, smiling bright-eyed like a woman; Next time the road forks and we differ Ill let you go, thats all. Wont you shake hands?

So I shook his hand, although I admit I intended to refuse, and from that minute he felt toward me as if we had never parted and no water had come down beneath the bridge. For my part it was not so easy to let the past obliterate itself, and it was weeks before I could look at him without resentment; but that was because his willingness to try new ways and be a rebel, and admit himself mistaken and throw his heart once more over the biggest fence in sight, had put to shame my own contentment with the ruts. In my heart I knew that for all his defeat his spirit had been going forward while mine stood still.

During those following weeks, in which resentment died in the light of his utter disregard of it, we moved to another continent and he was too seasick, and too interested, and much too far flung into the future to dream of writing home, even supposing he could have won permission; so the United States newspapers did not get wind of his whereabouts, and oblivion shut him in.

Then, on the edge of the Apollo Bunder in Bombay he greeted India  stood and sniffed a dozen times  laughed at the feast of color and eternal novelty of things that never change  breathed deeply  fell in love  and India swallowed him.

When a man such as he loves at first sight he is not to be chained by anything so rigid as the Government. He was free of all the land from Peshawur to Comorin within three months, and I, who got the credit for it, was but his implement.

And love finds strange accomplices. If Dan had only adored some girl no doubt he would have pressed into his service her resentful parents as the most unlikely agency in sight. But he had dared fall in love with a continent of three hundred million people, and, needing freedom for his courtship, he used the very hatred of his jailer to obtain his release  hatred, fear, and me incidentally.

I contracted fever, said to be due to overwork, so instead of being hurried back to bring more prisoners I missed a trip or two and saw Dan nearly every day. Within a week he had filled my head with the thought of quitting military service; within ten days he had convinced me how it might be done; and within three months by telegram and letter I had turned the trick. I was appointed to study the whole subject of indented labor from the point of Crown Colonies, practically at my leisure, wherever the unindented coolie loved and lived.

It was after my appointment that Dans jailers hatred of him entered into the scheme. He disliked Dan as intensely as only a materialist can dislike a man with vision, and feeling like a lost dog in sight of the maze of Dans ideals he snarled and showed bewilderment in mean ways. Dan, with unbelievable good humor, goaded him to greater lengths and then, on Dans suggestion, it was I who pointed out to a personage the danger of Dans smuggling out an account of his ill treatment that might finally reach the United States newspapers.

The ancient sport of twisting the lions tail happened to be in full swing just then, and the lion was being more than usually careful (having a big war on his hands), so that it was not so very greatly to be wondered at that presently Dan was paroled in my custody. We being both non-entities, nobody was jealous; and the mention of our new status in the papers was so small, and stowed away among important items, that probably nobody saw it. I secured railway passes for us both, and we set forth like boys from school.

I mentioned that he had fallen in love with India. From the heat to the insects, from the smells to the snakes and temples and the view, including trees and roads and people, he made one vast idol of it all, keeping second place in his heart for me because, he said, I had given him the golden opportunity.

We traveled, and hunted, and looked. We rode pig together at Palanpur; shot tiger at Sirohe, where tarantulas and heat combined nearly to put an end to both of us; played polo at Mount Abu, and he played so well that a junior Civil Servant denounced what he chose to call insolence on the part of a paroled prisoner. (We had to go away lest the parole be withdrawn, and that was of course the best thing that could happen, for it drove us further afield.)

There was not a district worthy of its name up and down the length of India that we did not visit, overlooking no opportunity for sport, yet mindful always of the end in view and of the great report that must be written.

(Perhaps some day they will take that report from its pigeon hole and publish it to an astonished world. It would have been worded ten times as radically if Dan had had his way, but I was in awe of the Powers that Be and respectful of their feelings, and in the long hot nights, when our cots were side by side that one punkah might fan the two of us, I made him see discretion if not reason.)

The burden of Dans song, day in day out, was that he had found his proper métier  his bent  his plane  his role. God must have made him for the very purpose of detecting Indias galls and healing them. We must write this report together, using our combined powers of observation, my patience, and his wit. It should go in over my signature, and be received with gratified amazement by a Secretary of State, who would pass it on to a Viceroy, who would promptly send for me. Then I, out of the goodness and fearless honesty of a simple heart, should assure the Viceroy that other fingers than my own had wielded that amazing pen, and  to put it in plain American  that he, Dan Ivan, was the guy. The Viceroy, of course, would send for Dan at once and load him with responsibility. (Never mind the salary  mind you tell him Id work for the love of it. If you forget that, you and I are not friends!)

Under the spur of that enthusiasm and those wonderful ideals the report grew long, and there were many places where the ink was smudgy because sweat had mingled with it in the heat of midnight oil. (Weve got to have this thing done, you know, and ready to turn in the minute they give me back my parole!)

Unexpected things were written in it. We camped one ever memorable night, for instance, with the traders who had brought three thousand horses from over the northern border. When the grain was eaten, and the squealing and whinnying almost ceased; when the pipes were lit, and we all sat on little carpets thinking we could hear the stars, a man sang. Dan never knew a word of that language, but almost until dawn he set down by fitful candlelight the thoughts the mans song brought him. The last sentence was to the effect that poetry and music are avenues to mens hearts.

As if Government doesnt know that! said I, when he waked me to make me read it.

Rot! All Governments think a brass bands music! Show me a Government record or one Government decree poetically worded! You cant! Of course you cant! There isnt one! Now that fellow who sang knew all about spiritual things  I know he did, you neednt argue  you could tell it by his voice and the way he would stop to meditate between one stanza and another  the song was a prayer  nothing less  a verse-prayer in a minor key. Such men must be met on their own level.

I laughed because I happen to know Pashtu. Shall I tell you the gist of a dozen of the least indecent verses? I asked, and as he did not answer I sketched the details briefty.

Well  what can you expect? he retorted when the shock wore off after a minute or two, The Government licks em with a stick for minor crime  wouldnt that brutalize an angel?

What would they do in America, said I, to anyone who sang that song in public?

No American would sing it, he answered, scandalized.

But supposing I went to America and sang it?

Who would suppose such foolishness? The point is, these men would respond at once to wiser treatment. They yearn for righteousness, and Government gives em irrigation and a new stone jail.

It was true about the irrigation, and where that is there is little surplus labor. The report was to be about supplies of unskilled labor available for Crown Colonies.

Lets try a native state again, said I.

One where Government hasnt perverted em so much, he agreed.

So we found a native state less civilized than most, and while we studied the crowded hordes who some day might be loosed on a desert colony to grow wheat, cholera struck like a snake in the night and nearly a thousand died before morning. There were three other white men within a hundred miles; they pressed us into service, and though other help came as fast as camel and horse could hurry, it was long before we were free to seek less melancholy places.

For a while Dans name was a charm to conjure with in that old city of hot nights. They corrupted it to Danee Vanee, and he moved among them almost as a god, with straight, dark hair like theirs  brown eyes like theirs  graceful, lean limbs  his head crowned with a turban against the scorching sun  not so unlike their proudest in appearance that they could not detect his sympathy and trust him.

Government heard of his doings by telegraph (for I attended to that myself), and over the wire in the course or a week or two came Dans release from parole as reward for service rendered. Watching him as he read the telegram I saw his old super-intolerance for the accepted, cut-and-dried judgments sweep over him like fire, and because I was more tired than I had ever been I grew afraid and warned him not to be a fool.

I wont be, he answered, crunching the telegram and tossing it to me to lock in our one despatch box, that contained the great report. But Id like em to know how much I care for their rewards!

They might have expressed it more tactfully, I admitted, but wasnt it the proper thing to give you back your freedom?

How can they give me back my own? he demanded.

Nevertheless, he spent the greater part of that night concocting a letter that would express sufficiently to satisfy convention, yet not too much to scarify his conscience, some kind of appreciation; and the final result was a marvel of ingenuity.

 Render unto Cæsar  he quoted as he sealed the letter. Cæsars a harder one to please than God!

Next day there was the old light behind his eyes, and the old swing back in his stride again. Danee Vanee passed from being minister in mental chains, in whom the natives (chained by superstition) recognized a fellow prisoner, to that much more rare amazing thing, the free man serving unpaid from choice. And in the pride of having scorned the praise or Caesar he fell victim to the wine of being worshipped. He thought it inspiration. (Later, because of his clean ideals, inspiration came of it.)

The soldiery (not quite as well drilled as the regular Indian army, nor nearly as sure of themselves) began to look to him for approval of their own lame efforts, presently for advice and after a while for orders. It came to be the normal thing, that nobody commented on, for Dan Ivan, the American without a scrap of authority or rank, to shout to men whose cousins were the playmates of a reigning prince, and to see his orders obeyed at a run. We were forced to admit (we others, who did have semblance of authority and therefore precedence and pride and other handicaps) that only the spirit of democracy could have earned him such confidence; arrogance, and the habits of ages had to yield before his clear perception of essentials. Yet, our very appreciation of him contributed to his fall, for we trusted him too far.

The cholera waned to a mere dozen deaths a day and we began to think of our own affairs, when a whole district thirty miles down stream took sick. It was as if we had subdued the center of a forest fire to find ourselves surrounded and cut off. Short handed even after all the help that had been sent us, there seemed but one sensible thing to do  to leave Danee Vanee in unofficial (but actual) charge of the main camp and ourselves invade the countryside in twos with all the native assistance we could raise and train. And so for a month we all forgot everything except the battle with ignorance and dirt.

Then, as the scourge burned itself out as it were, we began gathering again toward the centre and, three days march by bullock cart from headquarters, I got the first intimation, that Dan might be in need of help. A scrawl reached me in his handwriting, asserting that the most ridiculous condition had arisen and if I could come it might be a good idea.

So I cut the three days journey into two, and found Dan under arrest with an armed guard at each door of his quarters. The British resident, who of course was officially held responsible for leaving Dan in charge, had been given leave of absence by wire and a military man who knew not Joseph had come by camel to investigate. I found him busy and disinclined to answer questions; so, after a few words with the only other European on the scene I drove through the main bazaar to see things for myself, and thence to Dans verandah, where I found him smoking moodily.

This is where our road forks a second time, he said, laughing without a trace of mirth. Youre in time to say good bye!

Youve got plenty of friends, I answered. Why not see it through.

Thats what Ive done, he said, shoving both hands deep into his pockets. He no longer wore the Rajput turban but was United States American again in panama and linen collar. Ive taken thought and seen it through. Im clean through. I leave tomorrow.

I noticed there was no regret in his voice, and swift as lightning he detected what I missed.

Come with me! he urged. Id be sorry to lose you.

Im sorry too, what possessed you, Dan? I answered, taking the only other chair and reaching for his cigarettes; they were of the cheap, bazaar kind, although I noticed a box of imported ones unopened on the table.

Help yourself to the others, he growled. That new military specimen whos here to investigate sent them up  I suppose as a sort of sedative. Help yourself, and take the rest back to him, wont you?

What possessed you? I repeated. Plainly, in his bitterness he classed me with tyranny because of my appointment.

Sense possessed me! Horse sense! Common sense! Decency! Cholera took charge again a week ago  two hundred and eleven cases the first night. All the old blankets had been burned and I wanted new ones  to soak in hot water, like we did at first, and wrap round the poor devils tummies to ease the cramp. Werent any blankets. What could I do! What would anybody do  I mean any man with a heart in him? I learned that Hookum Lal, the old scoundrel, had twenty bales of em in his godown in the main bazaar, so I sent him word to deliver em at once and charge to me.

Well?

He sent back an answer that the price was trebled and the terms cash with order. What would you have done?

Almost anything, I said, except what you did.

Oh  ah  yes  of course, he retorted, I forgot for a moment youve a commission of kinds. Strange what a Government label will do to a sane man! Ill tell you what I did. I sent the old scoundrel an offer in writing of the old price plus ten per cent, and he didnt even answer. I sent along the money, but he wouldnt take it. So I called twenty soldiers  you know how they used to like my ordering em about  and marched at the head of em in a hurry to Hookum Lals godown. He had the gall to sit there with the door locked behind him. Ill bet a thousand he was waiting for me. He had a key in his lap as big as a firemans axe. I tossed the money in his lap and told him to hand the blankets over.

I squealed, for I could not help it, and Dan looked at me sadly, as if I were damned for no fault of his.

What did he do? I asked.

Hookum Lal? He spat. He tossed the money aside, and spat into the dust between us.

And you?

I kept my temper, but I told him men were lying in agony for lack of his blankets to alleviate the pain.

Go on. And he?

He raised the price another hundred per cent.

Of course. Thats his creed. What happened next?

Why then I believe I kicked him. He got up and ran like a lump of fat on a hot stove, sputtering; so I didnt waste any more time. I ordered the soldiers to stave in the godown door with their butts, and they tried it at once, but the door proved too solid for that game. So I showed em how to make a battering ram out of a teak beam from an old house near-by, and we had the door down in fine style in very few minutes. Then I pressed some onlookers into service and made em carry the blankets to where I needed em. What are you laughing at?

The arrogance of ignorance, I said. Go on.

As soon as I began to put the blankets into use the soldiers left en bloc. Deserted isnt the right word. They marched off in fours, under their own officer. Next thing that happened was a riot  no, not in camp  outside  crowd came surging from the city and proclaimed bloody murder from every bit of rising ground. No soldiers in camp now, of course, to keep order  and all the cholera patients who could walk or even crawl began slipping out to join the crowd. Thats what gave the cholera the merry little boost it got. Next thing, the crowd began throwing stones, and I took a stand where I thought I could do most good and dared em to come any further. Yes, I had your gun, and I took good care they saw it. No sign of Hookum Lal anywhere. Id have shot that gent on sight, but he knew better than to show up. What dyou suppose happened next?

Youre telling it. Go on.

The soldiers came back, only twice as many of em, led by a man on horseback who wasnt a soldier at all  an oldish looking wasp of a man with white whiskers dyed blue and a slit in one ear. The prime minister for aught I know.

Prime ministers near enough, I said. Go on.

Well. They arrested me. Bluebeard gave the order and they  you might almost call em my own men  they seemed to take a delight in hustling me into this place. Youd have thought Id poisoned a couple of rajahs and a crown prince! Never a sign of Hookum Lal. Never a word of him. Havent seen him since I kicked him and he ran. Somebody  the prime minister, I suppose  telegraphed the Indian Government, and they sent that curried colonel person who confirmed my arrest  and sent me cigarettes, confound him! When I spoke of Hookum Lal he said, A-hem! Hurrr-umph! and twiggled his moustache and walked away. What dyou suppose he meant by that?

Do you expect the Indian Government to flatter Hookum Lal more than it must? I hazarded.

Oh, I see. Well, this military gent came back presently, holding his moustache on with one hand, and had the gall to offer me pay for my services to date at the corresponding rate of a British sergeant major, on condition that I leave the country.

What did you do? Spit, like Hookum Lal? I asked.

No, I laughed at him. Then he said they would also pay my first class passage to America.

What did you say?

I told him to go to hell, and he hasnt been back since. Hes sent me cigarettes  Government stores, I suppose

Nothing of the sort, I said. If youll open the box youll probably find his own initials and his regimental crest on each cigarette.

Oh. I beg his pardon. Here  pass me the box and Ill smoke one. Help yourself.

So the long and the short of it is youre deported.

No! By gorry no! By gee! If it amounted to that Id stay and hire lawyers and drag in the consul, and fight the Indian Government to the last ditch. I dont give a damn for the Indian Government, and Ive been at no pains to hide the fact. I leave India at my own initiative and my own expense. Im going back to Gods country. Ive been in this glorious jail eleven days, waiting for nothing but for you to come and lend me the price.

Now that was exceedingly inconvenient. Because he had not chosen to let his New York bankers know where he was, I had financed him during the whole of his stay in India; and in addition to that we had all beggared ourselves buying emergency supplies with small prospect of Government refunding us.

I shall have to borrow it, I told him.

Go ahead, said he. Ill make it good.

Twelve per cents the lowest rate a shroff would charge.

Who cares?

But it isnt easy to borrow considerable sums of money without security when your job is as impermanent as mine was. I had to get my note endorsed; and I have chuckled a good deal wondering what Dan would have said had he known who endorsed it. I went straight to the curried military gent, who twiggled his moustache and wrote his name on the back of the paper without a moments hesitation.

Id have been happy to lend him the money myself, he explained, if hed cared to ask. He seems to be a man of very proper spirit. Its too bad to have to take the case seriously but, you know, the politics of these native states  especially these smaller ones  is a ticklish business  and er  I might add  the position of a pardoned prisoner of war is  ah  rather ticklish too. We appreciate his services. We would much rather overlook this business, but  candidly  we dont dare.

My own impression, I said. is that hes too upset by the natives taking sides with Hookum Lal against him to care what Government thinks or does.

But they didnt, he answered. They killed Hookum Lal  beat him to death with lathies (sticks). It was only when the men who did that were arrested and thrown in jail that public opinion swung and our friend found himself in a tight place. The diwan arrested him to save his life.

Maynt I tell him that? said I.

I think not. If Im any sort of hand at judging men hed want to open the whole business from some Quixotic notion of duty. We want it closed.

But the men who killed Hookum Lal? I objected. Are they to be scuppered behind his back? Maynt he put in a word for them?

The man in charge of the situation smiled at me. Thats neither more nor less, than the point, he said. Your American friend would imagine they killed Hookum Lal out of regard for himself. As a matter of fact, however, five of the murderers were heavily in debt to Hookum Lal  two had been dispossessed of their homes by him, and three were the servants of the reigning rajahs younger brother who recently tried to borrow money and was refused. Its a complicated business.

By Gad it is, I agreed, and we both sat still for a quarter of an hour each, avoiding the others eyes. All the same, I said then, if youll forgive my offering advice

No use! he snapped, bringing his heels together. He leaves India  of his own accord or of ours, it scarcely matters to us which. For his own sake, let him go of his own free will, knowing nothing: Say nothing to him! Yes, you may take him to Bombay.

So I went back to Ivan wondering how I should spend those next days in his company without divulging that I knew what he must not know. I went by way of the bazaar, to borrow money for him, and three hours had passed before I helped myself to a cigarette again beside him. I saw then there was a new light in his eye, and I suspect he read some change in mine. I had forgotten for the time the existence of another white man within reach, and Dans first words were like an electric shock.

Conant looked in, he said. He was rather drunk.

Good Lord! I gasped. Has Conant told you  now, look here, Dan, dont be a fool  let me tell you something else

Whats the use? he sneered. It took a drunken man to show me my mistake  youre sober. I came out into the world to look for what I call the Real Red Root, and all Ive done is try to tamper with the result of twice- twos-five. Im off now back to Gods country  where a man can look without burning his eyes. Show these people a new idea, and theyd try to eat it  believe me. it ud upset their stomachs too! Their Gods their belly. Im no camomile tea for soothing stomach aches!

I wish I understood you, I admitted. Did Conant tell you

He told me everything, and a lot more.

And youre willing to go?

Wish I could start this minute! Come with me!

Im to take you to Bombay  I mean go with you. You dont travel under arrest.

Come to America.

No.

Why not?

Oh, I said airily, for one thing I shall come back here and do what I can for those poor devils who murdered Hookum Lal.

He laughed. Camomile tea for the colliwobbles! he said grimly. Theyll swallow all youll give em! After that theyll have the colliwobbles worse than ever!

All the same, said I.

Yes, he interrupted, I know  Id have said the same thing once. I fought for the Boers once. I was willing to stay here forever, once. Ive seen a great light. Im going home.

From a man who had prayed once to sacrifice his friend in battle for the sake of dim ideals this was drab and disillusioning. I suppose my face showed it, for he dropped the scornful note and laid a hand on my shoulder.

Youre in a rut, he said, and you like the rut, old man. Im in the ditch, and I dont like it. But a ditch is better than a rut for lots of reasons; theres more room, for one thing. For another, its not respectable and you arent supposed to stay in  nobody minds which side of it you step out; and when you do step out you can see which way the ruts run, and keep away. You dont understand that, either, do you? Well, its a national failing to want to set the world right  and a national duty for that matter. The mistake Ive made was in cussing at other peoples ruts instead of gouging new ones; I cussed, and edged over, and they ditched me. Stay in your rut, and be comfy, and good luck to you  Im off!

Im sorry, I said, I shall miss you.

Follow me when you do! he retorted. I shall blaze a trail.

And the great report? said I.

Belongs with the Boer Army and the Southern Confederacy and pipe dreams in the land of Twice-twos-five! Finish it, and then forget it! It wont set the world on fire. Youll get more out of it than anyone.

I did not doubt that was true.

So I traveled to Bombay, in a manner in charge of him, and we did not talk much. To have hunted, and journeyed, and quarreled, and played with a man; more than, all that to have worked with him and come to his rescue when his honor seemed involved is to weave such a harness of affection as the human finds it hard to break. We were friends all right. We scarcely said good bye on the steamer, and I turned my back on him before the steamer left, with a feeling of tragedy. Yet I was not sure that I was right and he wrong, which made it worse. He had undermined my self-content.

I finished the report, after they had hanged Hookum Lals murderers, and took no more joy in one conclusion than the other. Then, in the course of wandering, I hunted tigers, because in some ridiculous way a tiger seemed to represent jealousy. I was not jealous of women in the least, but I ached when dread told me some iconoclast in pants would tempt Dan Ivan and rob him of his vision.

The first letter he sent me enclosed a draft for what he owed without a word of thanks, which was as it should be. Had he wasted ink on that sort of gratitude I should have known that friendship was already dwindling into mere acquaintance; so I took heart of grace and grew more contented. Not until the fifth or sixth letter (and the intervals were long) did any new phase declare itself. He began then to mention week-ends spent at somebodys country house, and in some vague way I gathered her father was well-to-do.

When he married I resisted the desire to travel round the world and see him. I never met a man more sure than he to make a reasonable woman happy, but an evenings talk with me, I thought, might likely reawaken wanderlust. So I gave the woman time. The great report being finished, I got a commission to study the subject of draught oxen, and set out to travel the length and breadth of India again.

His letters grew if anything more regular. I could not detect a trace of the notorious married mans inclination to drop youths friendships and slide backward into morbid middle age. Yet, there was something in every letter that evaded comprehension  something, neither marriage nor parenthood, that put new strength into his thoughts.

Time after time I wrote asking an explanation, but he ignored the questions. He never even told me what might be the nature of his business, although it grew more and more evident as one year followed another that something vast had spurred and engaged his whole energy.

I scanned book-lists vainly, in the thought that authorship might have claimed him. Failing a clue there I turned toward politics, and, trying to glean from Anglo-Indian and European papers intelligible glimpses of American public life, decided cryptograms were easier and lit fires with the puzzles journalists had made. Yet curiosity grew, and Dans letters began to grow fewer, with less and less in them of information.

I did not exhaust the subject of draught oxen, because that is an illimitable realm (unlike the visible supply of beasts); but as the yearning to see Dan grew uncontrollable I turned in at last a report of kinds and claimed leave of absence (which was granted, without pay). Having a job of my own to return to I was surely at liberty to track Dan down, and so that experience became mine of crossing two oceans to where men reason with the blue sky for a limit, and rather often speak their thoughts. It was more potent than new wine, and for three months I wandered, wondering.

Dan had done none of the things I imagined for him, and that very fact kept me from going to him at once. His name seemed too often on mens lips, on trains and in hotels, and a sort of false shame bred hesitation. I thought it might seem I was sponging off him, and I think perhaps I would have returned to India without seeing him at all had not word of his troubles reached me. I could not resist seeing how he met them now-a-days, so I took train almost across the continent with a telegram in advance of me to make my coming known.

It was a wild, grim region where I alighted in the rain at dawn, and the crew who manned the narrow-gauge spur-track train that met me looked like incarnate spirits of the place. I sat on the edge of a tip-truck surveying the panorama of iron mountains (remembering I had first met Dan beside an iron-colored stream) until a lump of ore whipped by my ear, and the man with a gun on the truck next behind advised me with pungent metaphor to hide myself. After that I lay on iron dust hidden by the truck side until we brought up with shrieking brakes in the midst of a grim town, set on the rim of a gaping wound in Mother Earth. Never having seen anything like it, I let myself be led unprotesting down street after street of endless ugly shacks.

It looked like a town with no more ideals than beauty. One whole street of shacks had been burned quite recently and their charred frames wept in the rain like skeletons of lost ambition. At one end was a bare pole that might have borne a flag, and tattered rags were trodden in the mud near-by in proof of what its purpose had been. I picked up one rag and carried it along.

When I came on Dan at last he was standing by a gaunt iron-ore building labelled Offices. There was a man-height wall above the roof and a man with a rifle paced behind it, for I could see his hat and the rifle barrel. I gathered Dans hunting days were not yet altogether over.

Youre welcome! he said, snatching a word with me, just as he snatched my hand between orders that he emphasized with swinging list.

I see youre in trouble again, I said, going to what looked like the heart of things at once to save time.

Not a bit of it! he laughed. Im in my element!

There wasnt a doubt of that. Voice, eye and bearing were those of a man at mans work. Men who could scarcely speak English some of them, came running to get his orders and hurried to obey, understanding him and one another.

What have you got? said I, and when did you get it?

Ive a wife and two sons, he answered; but I knew that wasnt the answer, and he knew I had not meant that: Marriage with him had been the rounding out of his private life, no more, no less.

What is here thats good? I asked, that you look so pleased with yourself?

Cant you see it? he asked.

I saw this as I came along, said I, and I showed him the torn strip from his national flag I had brought with me.

Theres a big one up there they cant reach, he said, laughing and glancing at the roof where a big flag bellied in the driving rain. If that had been a white flag, or a black, or a red one theyd have hung garlands on it. They tore it down and trod on it because it stands for whatll get them in the end, and they know it, yet dont understand.

If I had any authority here, I said, theyd understand in short order what it meant to dishonor the flag of the land they live in!

But it isnt the land they live in, he answered. Only about one in a thousand of em has even seen America in the distance!

Talk sense! I urged him, and he laughed.

A man lives where his heart is, he answered, smiling with that same far vision in his eye that first made me respect him. Thousands and thousands are born under this flag who neither know where America is nor what it means. I didnt know. How should I? How should they? I was born over here, but I never lived in America until Id hunted, and hunted, and found the root of things. America is my country now, and no man can put me out of it or make me afraid. Its no joke, man, that America is Gods country! Heaven and America are one!

This looks more like hell, I said, illustrating what I meant with a sweep of the arm that took in treeless chasms, red chaos, and machinery that burrowed insect-like into creations very womb.

Hells wherever you dig and grovel for the Root! he laughed. Heavens the fruit of digging!

Did you dig your Root out of that great hole? I asked him. I know youve dug money out of it, but  

No, he interrupted: I dug it from the first place I tried  from my own heart, red and bloody. Do you know why I left America  I mean in the beginning?

Unless memory fails, I said, There was something about love without a hint of lust

Thats it! Love is the right word after all. Lust is the mirage. Most of that flag-burning brigade can sing, My country with a fine fervor  know the words better than I do! Trouble with em is, each ones thinking of something different while he sings  beans, perhaps meat seven days a week  pianos on the installment plan  oh, anything! Yet theyre here because they know theres something better than their understanding grasps yet; and because theyve crossed seas to find it, they surely shall!

Meanwhile they take your wages and burn your property!

Theyll build it again! he laughed. Just yet theyve nothing to sacrifice, and they feel the lack.Theyve run away from gods of property and boundaries, so they burn what they find of that sort over here.

To stay this side  I mean to be one of you  would I have to carry a torch and tread on flags? I asked.

Of course not. Youve made your sacrifice. Will your heart not burn for what youve left? I didnt know it, but what drove me out of America on my travels was a sense of guilt! Id nothing to give! Do you bring nothing with you? America demands a sacrifice from each one of us.

What sign shall follow them that believe? I asked him.

A simple one. When you learn to love so well that you begin to see heaven through the blood and tears, youre on the fair way to become American. You are one when you know at last Americas a state of mind! Youll be ready then to fight and die for what you know, and youll feel tolerant of all the poor who havent learned that yet! But theres no peace till you reach that point. Heaven and America are one! Are you afraid?

No, I said, Im not afraid.

Will you come on in?

Yes, I said. I will. I felt like taking off my shoes, as used to be required on Sinai.


THE BELL ON HELL SHOAL

JOE MOLYNEUX told this story. We were sprawling on my rug on a Florida beach, staring at Hell Shoal, where the big new bell-buoy swam. The gulls and terns were waiting for the tide, half asleep on the abandoned hulk of Sharpes million-dollar yacht.

It had been a nearly new yacht when it went on Hell Shoal. Never less than arrogant in his reactions, Sharpe had insulted Providence forthwith by ordering the biggest bell-buoy in the world. He had set it, with or without the governments permission, well to seaward of that graveyard of incautious ships. No ordinary bell was good enough for Sharpe in that mood. He had consulted Molyneux, who introduced Ramon Turner.

Ramon Turner cast the bell and then vanished without waiting for his money. Molyneux and I had come to listen to the bell; but, like many other things that Sharpe had ordered made, it was apparently too big. It needed waves to make it boom. No sound came.

There had been a hue and cry  a nine days wonder about Ramon Turner. I asked Molyneux what he supposed had become of him? Molyneux stared at me for about a minute before he answered. Then he broke into the story suddenly, beginning way back at the tap-root of it, so that I did not at first understand that he was answering my question.

You see, he began, I collect bells. I have wandered all over the world collecting them. They amuse and interest me. I can tell, by the sound of an ancient bell, pretty nearly its date and who cast it; also, sometimes, what is in it besides metal. Have you noticed that bells have character? At certain periods of history it was the custom, when an important bell was cast, to sacrifice a man by flinging him alive into the molten metal. That was called giving a soul to the bell  soul  virtue  character  one or the other, and no matter which. Have you ever noticed that some bells die, and some dont?

I first met Ramon Turner in a shop near the British Museum where young artists could occasionally sell their work at bread-and-cheese prices or better. I resist temptation to buy young mens stuff; it is so easy to be led astray by youth with a torch and a plausible line of revolt. However, that day, on one of the display pedestals, there was a bronze statuette that almost undermined my resolution. The statuette is on my writing table now, although I didnt buy it. When it was put up for auction there were no bids. It was returned to the pedestal, so I examined it again. It was a nude figure of a woman, about eighteen inches high, posed very casually, carrying a Chinese sunshade. Quite an ordinary subject, but magnificently handled. It conveyed a kind of concentration of emotion. It was a statement in bronze of something almost absolute. I had never seen anything like it and I was debating whether or not to make a private offer for it, when a voice said from behind me: Its yours since you like it so much.

I turned and looked into the face of Ramon Turner. He had gone to pieces by the time you met him  in fact long before you met him. But even so, with that straw-coloured beard and those haunted eyes he was charming enough, in his own way, wasnt he? I mean when you could break through his reserve. He had come to look of recent years like a nihilist in second-hand reach-me-downs. But in those days, I assure you, he was handsome and so full of life and vigour that he arrested attention; clean and clean-shaven; fine intellectual features; insolently amused by such important things in life as he thought trivial; alert; intelligent. I liked him at the first glance. At the second glance I liked him better. But I did not make the mistake of thinking he would be an easy man to get along with in the event that his ideas should differ from ones own. He smiled  you remember his smile, how curiously boyish and yet twisted by torment it was? And he remarked, as if he and I had known each other for a lifetime: You see, you know living metal. These fools here know nothing but the bargain price of dead stuff. Vultures!

I refused the gift, of course. He wrapped the thing in newspaper and took it out under his arm. I happened to turn down the same street and saw him go into a pawnbrokers shop. The long and short of that was that I interrupted his argument with the pawnbroker, who was refusing to lend more than, I think, ten shillings, and invited him to dinner. It was only five oclock but I supposed he might be hungry, so we went there and then to the Holborn grill-room. Over beer and beefsteak we became rather friendly. I lent him five pounds, not expecting to get it back but rather counting on my moneys worth in the form of future conversation. As you know, he could talk like someone out of one of Wildes plays, skating on brilliant, thin ice over dark profundities. That shoal, as we see it now glittering in sunlight, reminds me of his conversation. There was spiritual peril close under the fascinating surface. Never, in all the years I have known him, have I heard from him one word of disrespect for love or woman, but I gathered from his conversation over dinner that day that he might be a dangerous man for a woman to know too intimately. There appeared to be one woman; he spoke of her with such peculiar contentment in his voice that I could not help wondering what sort of person she was.

I soon learned, because he did repay the money. In the letter in which he enclosed a five-pound note he invited me to drop in for a meal whenever I might be passing his way. My home in Surrey was not more than ten miles from his studio, so I drove over; and there began the most intensely agonizing, and at the same time tragically important experience I have known. Understand me: I think Ramon Turner is dead, or I wouldnt speak of it. As the only one concerned still living, the story is mine, and pondering such memories alone does not help to explain them or forget.

Ramon Turners studio was simply an abandoned barn that he had rebuilt. It was exactly in key with his character. There was nothing superfluous. He had made the furniture himself. At one end, behind a brick wall, he had a small foundry, where he did all his own casting and experimented with metals, alloys, temperatures. There was a bathroom and one bedroom reserved for the use of guests. He and Dorothy lived, cooked and worked in the rest of the place, which was a huge square room with one long window at the north end and a skylight.

Dorothy was Ramons model. Where and how he found her, who she was or what her previous history had been, I never knew because I never cared to ask. It was immediately obvious that she came of decent stock and had been nicely educated. I imagine they had simply met and recognized each other as the two halves of one existence. They had probably not talked it over much before she ran away to live with him. It was one of those things that naturally happen. They seemed completely to round out each others enjoyment. He worked like a Titan. She encouraged him, providing the only sort of peace that such a man as Ramon could enjoy or understand or even tolerate.

No, they were not married. I dont believe they had even thought about marriage until one day I suggested to them that it might be wiser. I had formed a habit of dropping in to spend the day and they seemed to accept me as a sort of lay confessor, drawing me into conversation about their intimate affairs, and keeping, as far as I know, nothing they thought worth knowing hidden from me. So I felt entitled to offer advice. But Ramon turned on me like a war-lord accusing a traitor.

It appeared he regarded marriage as an insult to his own intelligence as well as a trap devised by tyrants seeking to exploit humanity, particularly women. He used all the familiar arguments as well as one or two that seemed to me original, and it was very easy to agree with him in theory. In practice, as I told him, theory is sometimes treacherous in proportion to the amount of clear reason it seems to contain.

You knew him. You can probably imagine how that loosed his tongue and how he railed at my middle-class morals. Success, as he declared he measured it, was calculable only in terms of autonomy  not anarchy, but individual freedom to govern oneself. Love, he insisted, is either absolutely free or else a form of prostitution. He admitted no alternative, conceded nothing to con-vention. He asserted with considerable logic but no caution, and without the slightest fear of the fallibility of human judgment, that the same rule applies to art, religion and anything else that has any importance at all. He was extraordinarily plausible, as most fanatics are.

But the least touch of fanaticism always affects me in the way that bell-buoy over there should affect a sailor. It makes me suspicious of surfaces  just as too much patina sets me looking for faults in a bronze.

As a matter of plain fact it was not simply Ramons conversation, or his prodigious skill with metal that had brought me again and again to their studio. I had business, as it happened, that made those increasingly frequent visits quite a strain on my time. I neglected business. The truth is, I was in love with Dorothy. I knew it. Ramon never guessed it. I think she never suspected me of being more than friendly. But she is the reason why I have remained unmarried all these years. Other women, however desirable my reason may assure me they are, have served only to remind me that no one possibly could fill the place which Dorothy found vacant. I did not even know it was vacant until I met her.

There is no reason or logic in being in love, any more than there is in religion. The experience brings out either the best or the worst in us  perhaps both. It made me doubly  trebly careful not to disturb their idyll. But it also made it next thing to impossible to keep away; and it made me meddlesomely eager to persuade them to get married and out of reach of a danger that I thought I foresaw. Knowing they were hard up, I even went to the length of offering to stand them a wedding and a weeks tour on the continent.

Of course, as I can see now, I merely toughened Ramons obstinacy. Possibly, if I had held my tongue, he might have changed his mind; and marriage, I feel absolutely certain, would have made impossible what did happen, she being the woman she was. If Ramon had suggested marriage, she would have accepted his reversal of attitude as a sort of reward to herself for having tried so faithfully to understand him. She trusted him, always, instantly, however paradoxical he might seem. The breathless business of follow-my-leader after him through realms of almost always brilliant thought kept her excited and happy. Except when she was doing the housekeeping she used to pose for him from dawn to dark, he working in wax, now and then even in bronze with a chisel and file and corundum, striving to catch form in motion and the play of light and shadow on her naked flesh. She had the legs and torso of a Diana by Michael Angelo, if you can imagine that (you remember his David?); and she had an unself-conscious, tireless pose no matter how you posed her, that was as baffling to reproduce in any medium as, for instance, the colour and flight of those gulls on the shoal. But her real charm was her genuineness. Ramon was trying to reproduce that. She was eternally young and eternally learning, very often perplexed by Ramons paradoxes, but always so sure he was right that I think she was only puzzled as to why she could not always understand him.

And Ramon, like many another artist, loved to reveal his inmost nature while he worked. He was a dangerous man in those moods. When he talked about love he was worse than dangerous. He utterly denied the right of anyone to own a hair or a hope or a second of time or a claim on the conscience of anyone else. He denied a mans right to inhibit a woman from any experience. He insisted that love is the most dynamic force in nature. A man who should disrespect a woman merely because the love with which he loved her had aroused sex instincts that she could not govern, had no right to the name of homo sapiens.

Chastity, he insisted, is a sin if it is based on anything but the intention to do with oneself as one pleases. The worst sin is stupidity.

I used to try to turn the conversation. But Doro-thy was much too much in love with Ramon to permit that. She nearly always smoked cigarettes while she posed. She would inhale slowly, as if that helped to ponder his remarks. Then along with the smoke she would shoot some question at him, over her naked shoulder, that would start him off again distinguishing between love and the lies that are told about it by hypocrites and spiritual cowards who know love would rob fear of its rule over men. It was wonderful theory  wonderful. Probably true. But hardly suitable, without some mental safeguards, to the gross world we have to live in.

You see, she was innocent; and Ramon was her first, her only love. She was almost divine in her innocence.

She lacked experience with which to qualify and possibly to doubt the absoluteness of the laws he laid down for her guidance. And she was a healthy girl with healthy appetites  as clean and naturally pagan as a mortal daughter of some Greek god. Body and soul she was Ramons and he knew it; but the fool could not rest until he had convinced her that he would continue to love her whatever might happen. I believe he was telling the truth as far as he could see the truth. But who sees all of it? It never dawned on her or on him either, that something within herself might prove less generous than Ramons attitude. It was a paradise without a serpent until Ramon introduced one.

He went up to London to sell some bronzes. He returned with a person named Major Aleck Proudman of the Anglo-Indian army, and I knew the paradise was lost before a word was spoken. Ramon was a plain damned fool in money matters and he had had one of those economical brain-storms that such fools get. He had agreed to take Proudman into his household as what is euphemistically called a paying guest. I have no doubt the suggestion came from Proudman, who had seen the bronzes in an auction-room and learned that they were more or less portraits of Dorothy.

Proudman still had three months of his leave unexpired, and he described himself as fed up with London. I learned later that the men with whom he had been associating had found he was a cad and had dropped him; one or two women had made the same discovery. His haunts had grown uncomfortable. He had, so to speak, descended to the picture galleries and auction-rooms for lack of company when he ran into Ramon. He was a perfectly obvious type  the sort that wins promotion and gets the soft jobs by a mixture of guile and blackmail. An envious smart Aleck, whose natural instinct was to acquire for himself by intrigue whatever some other man might have obtained by good fortune or merit. He was damned good looking, though, if all you see is surfaces. He was muscular. He could sing, do tricks with cards and tell amusing stories. He was much too smart to be a drunkard, but he introduced champagne the day after his arrival on the scene. That and what is usually called sex appeal become an absolutely deadly combination in the hands of an unprincipled man or woman.

His game was obvious from the beginning, but what could I do? I did try to warn Ramon. I even tried to warn Dorothy. But neither of them was good at taking hints; they liked outright statements of opinion and they rather naturally, and quite accurately, suspected me of being jealous. I more than suspected myself of the same disgusting motive. So I took what seemed to me to be the only decent course and prolonged my absences, until at last I let three weeks go by without paying them a visit.

Ramon, when at last I did drive over, was away again in London, and the first glance told me what had happened. Proudman had accomplished what he came to do. He looked like a cat that has just eaten the canary. Dorothy looked enough defiant to inform me that the after-taste of the episode was not what she expected.

And now fate or something stepped in. Ramon came home in an ambulance, hurt in a railway accident  so badly hurt, if I may make my meaning plain without going into details, that for several months, although perfectly bright in his mind, he was unquestionably physically out of action. He was paralyzed from the waist down. He had savagely refused to be taken to a hospital after the accident. His confidence in Dorothy was so great that he felt his one chance was to get to her at the first possible moment. Someone sent a telegram but it arrived two hours after he did. When they carried him in on a stretcher his relief and his faith in Dorothy and his love for her were so obvious that even Proudman noticed it. And he must have been blind if he had not realized how instantly and utterly unimportant he had become in Dorothys estimation.

Proudman showed his colours then; he promptly packed up his belongings and rode away in the same ambulance that had brought Ramon. He said it would save everybody trouble. He was that kind of man; in any crisis he could always pull a more or less plausible mask over the face of safety first. To put it plainly, he scooted, remarking that his leave would be up in a few days anyhow. He hardly said good-bye, he was in such a hurry. And he went away owing a weeks board.

Naturally, I resumed my former position as next friend. I threw up business, put my means at their dis-posal until the railway people settled for damages, introduced a very eminent specialist of my acquaintance, spent most of my time at the studio and did whatever could be done to make Dorothys job easier  running errands and all that kind of thing, but mainly helping her to entertain the patient when his natural mental energy made him irritable. It was torture for a man of Ramons constitution to be forced to lie still. And it was torture to me to watch Dorothys face as the weeks went by and to read there something that she did not dare to tell me or Ramon.

I couldnt pretend to myself that I didnt know her secret. Probably I knew it almost as soon as she did. There were signs one could not overlook. Perhaps the least of them was the self-control with which she hid her horror of the champagne that Proudman had left behind him. There were two bottles. I saw her bury them by night. But one cant bury memories that way. Ramon, of course, observed her unhappiness but he naturally supposed it was due to his own condition, so he did his utmost to be cheerful. He was a plucky fellow. When he couldnt think of jokes he praised her and boasted of his convalescence. It was the fight he made that, together with Dorothys nursing, gradually pulled him out from the shadow of death. But Dorothy, of course, grew daily nearer to her crisis and the shadow of that grew deeper.

My specialist friend was not an obstetrician. Maternity cases were not in his line. Dorothy was none of his business excepting in her role as nurse. But he drove over from his private hospital every evening after his heavy days work was done and it became absolutely impossible as weeks wore by for Dorothys condition to escape his notice. And of course she knew that. One night, she pledged him to secrecy, told him her condition and implored him to perform an operation. He refused. He gave her a talking to  said what any decent doctor naturally would say  and bluntly but very kindly offered, at the proper time, to make provision for her in a private maternity hospital conducted by someone he knew.

It was the night after that, that despair made her make me her confidant. She told me of her conversation with the doctor and, not knowing what in the world to say, I asked her why she dreaded to become a mother?

She confessed then, what I knew from the first, that the child would not be Ramons. She would not have had the slightest objection to bearing Ramons child. She spoke soberly, calmly, truthfully and with such magnificent self- control that the tragedy which was eating her heart out momentarily escaped my notice. I was naturally looking for solutions, not for blind ends, so I made the gross mistake of quoting the Book of Proverbs, to the effect that it is a wise child that knows its own father. I told her frankly I would keep her secret, and that Ramon would probably never suspect.

She broke down then. It was the worst hour I ever went through. It was even worse than what followed because it left ones emotions numbed; things went from bad to worse, but one could never again be quite so sensitive. Ramon was asleep. Until long after midnight she sat with me under a tree in the garden and told me, bit by bit, between agonied silences, what it means to love, as she did, and to know that words  mere words  the words of her beloved  had let grossness seem something less than treachery, so that she fell, as she put it, from grace.

She said: And now I am no longer Ramons. And he isnt mine. I have no right to him.

If I had not loved her, as I never loved anyone else in my life, it might have been easier to find words to relieve her distress. If she had pitied herself, perhaps I could have found some way to comfort her. But she was too brave. She had no self-pity, and no blame for anyone else  not even Proudman.

What does Proudman matter? she insisted when I cursed him and the day she met him. What did he know? He is simply a treacherous animal. If it hadnt been Proudman it might have been you. It would certainly have been someone. I let words and curiosity deceive me into thinking cleanness cant be touched by dirt. So now Im dirty, and I cant ever feel clean any more.

The iron had gone far too deep into her soul for me to reach it. It had entered mine, too, which didnt matter, except that it made me so loathe Proudman that my wits almost deserted me and I probably made all the possible mistakes. For instance, I suggested that it might be better for me to break the news to Ramon. But she very quickly knifed that impudence. She answered she, and only she, would tell him the entire truth. She was only waiting for him to be well enough. Did I think he was well enough now to be told?

I said yes, the sooner the better, since it had to be done. So she said she would wake him and tell him.

But alone, please. Go away until morning.

One does not study ones own comfort at a time like that. I walked home  ten miles. It was about daylight when I let myself in and lay down on a couch, not expecting to sleep. I was imagining that interview, wondering what they would say to each other. I suppose because I was so upset, it did not occur to me until then to wonder why she should have taken me into her confidence at all. Why had she not told Ramon first? I puzzled over that until I tubbed and drove back. Then it was already too late to ask her. I heard Ramon calling for her, and I found her for him.

She had killed herself. Poison. I dont know where she got the stuff. She had been dead perhaps fifteen minutes, and it was I who had to break that news to Ramon. Of course, I understood then why she had told me. She was preparing me to stand by Ramon and befriend him.

He actually stood up when I told him what had happened. It was the first time he had stood without help since his accident. He was naked  he always lay naked in bed  and he stood like a man hearing sentence of death on himself. I think he did die, in a certain sense; he was never again the man he had been, nor I, either. I supported him out to the foundry and he stood there looking at her body without speaking, until at last he collapsed from weakness and I carried him back to bed. He said nothing at all  not one word until the wretched business of the inquest, which was held in the studio. The doctor and I gave almost all the evidence, so Ramon was spared that torture. He merely had to nod his head in answer to about a dozen questions.

I stayed on, of course, and had my hands full. Ramon almost passed out, and perhaps he should have done. But the doctor and I between us pulled him through it.

At the end of six weeks he could walk about a bit. I took him to the seaside, to a beach like this one; and it was there, as we lay in the sun, that at last he told me what took place that night when Dorothy had sent me home and went into his room to tell him what he knew already. He swore to me that he had known it for more than a month. He had merely been waiting for her to tell him in her own good time, so that he could take her into his arms and somehow make her understand that not even that had changed his love for her.

But when she at last did tell him, in a hundred dry words that sounded like the cinders of her self-respect, his own emotion got the better of him and he could not speak as he intended to. His words sounded hard and lifeless even to his own ears. The phrases he had studied so carefully and stored up against that moment sounded trite and stilted. Then his voice broke, because he knew it was all his own fault; and she thought it broke out of grief for her having deceived him. He said they must do the right thing; meaning get married at once. She said, certainly she would do the right thing; and suddenly she braced herself, threw off her depression and kissed him, saying she was grateful that he had not spoken one unkind word. He told her to go and get some sleep.

I sent her to her doom, was the way he phrased it. I should have kept her there and talked to her and made her promise to begin with me all over again. But I felt so guilty  so damned guilty.

To get that sense of guilt out of his head I had to get him interested in something else. He had an uncanny gift for understanding metal, so I persuaded him to design and cast some bells and he began before long to experiment with almost his old eagerness. He had a notion that some bells are alive and some dead; and he reverted again and again to the ancient superstition that caused so many bell founders to throw living men into the molten metal.

Something in it, he insisted. And whats the difference. You doom one poor devil to death by fire or bayonet or drowning, for the sake of anothers fame or for a foul political idea. Then you call him the Unknown Soldier, and you say he died well. Dooms a strange thing. Why not doom him to death for the sake of a sound that shall boom forth in beauty for ever? Id prefer that to being skewered in a Flanders slaughter-yard to please a bigot in a brass hat.

Morbid. However, he became less morbid as the weeks went by. I had found him a place in London where he could work sixteen hours a day if he wished; and I introduced him to a man who owned an enormous foundry, where he could study as much as he pleased and keep abreast of metallurgical invention. I began to have hopes of his making a name in the world. He was beginning to make exquisite bells with a tone as good as anything I have ever heard. He was even beginning to speak of Dorothy without a break in his voice  when the damned unpredictable happened.

There came a letter from Proudman in India, addressed to Dorothy, in care of me. I couldnt keep it from Ramon; he was having lunch with me the day the servant laid it on the table. He seized it and tore it open. When he had read it he said nothing, but passed it back to me, and I knew all my work had gone for nothing  his too. There was hell in his eyes. He had reverted, as suddenly as a man dies from a bullet, to the point where he and Dorothy and Proudman were the three ingredients of one apparently predestined doom. I dont believe in destiny. I dont believe in anything much. I am simply telling you what happened.

I read that letter. It appeared that Dorothy had written to Proudman telling him that she expected to become the mother of his child. Of course, there is no knowing what she had really written to him, but I cant imagine her, with her pride, doing more than to inform him briefly how matters stood. It was one of those letters one has to imagine, and perhaps it was hysterical. But I imagine it as pitifully brave. Most likely she had already made up her mind to kill herself. She may have wanted to give Proudman an impulse to examine himself and find, if he could, the seeds of decency. If so, her aim missed.

He had taken his time about answering. He had deliberately waited until the baby had time to be born; and now he wrote bluntly that of course she had been sensible enough to pretend the child was Ramons. He added he would come and see her, one of these days, when he could find an official excuse for a trip to London. And he assured her he would keep her secret on condition she should continue being gracious to himself.

I have never read such a vile letter. Killing is not in my line. I am probably too lazy or too indifferent to practise murder, and perhaps I lack the skill. But if he had been in that room, then, I know I would have tried to kill him.

I knew Ramon intended to do it. He made no comment, but his face set hard, like moulded brass. And you remember his eyes as they were when you knew him? They changed then; the humour went out of them then, in that minute, and never returned. They became as you knew them. Two minutes later he asked me to sell all his bronzes for any price they should bring, and he brought all the stuff that evening  about a ton of it, in hampers, in a hired van. It was then that he gave me the bronze that I have on my desk. It is the only portrait I have of Dorothy  the statuette that brought about our introduction. He kept nothing for himself.

I turned my place into a showroom and sold his stuff for quite good prices considering the pressure I was under. Ramon could hardly wait for the money. He did not talk, read or amuse himself. I dont think he slept. He merely paced up and down; and when I drove him out of my place because I could not endure his restlessness he went for long walks, returning after dark to ask what pieces had been sold. I could not persuade him to touch liquor; he drank water and ate scraps of whatever was set in front of him.

As soon as I had all the money I turned it over to him. He bought a passage to India, second class. Then he counted what he had left, made an estimate and returned about half of the balance to me. I was to mail it to him if he should discover he needed it after three or four months. Then he packed one suitcase and travelled overland to Brindisi, catching the mail steamer at Port Said.

He did not write and I began to worry about him at the end of the third month. Also I became deadly curious. I knew a tragedy was marching hour by hour to a conclusion that would smash all theories of right and wrong but leave us no step nearer to knowing why things happen. Perhaps if we did know why, we might lose interest.

Perhaps I should say I was fascinated, like a sentimentalist at a bull-fight or a witness at a hanging. Anyhow, I went to India, without a notion of Ramons whereabouts. But Proudmans name was in the Army List and I discovered he was engaged on special duty, at a place called Angaut, not far from Benares. Special duty means secret service. So to Angaut I went. Its a hell of a place  no club  no hotel  nothing. But I reasoned that Ramon probably would not be far from Proudman, and I had a good excuse for visiting the place; there are foundries there. Some of the better Benares temple bells were cast at Angaut, and even to-day there are men in Angaut who possess the traditional skill.

Have you heard of the bell Kabadar? It received a lot of notice in the papers, all over the world. They built a special temple for it on the bank of the Ganges. A special priesthood, none of whom is less than ninety years old, ring it by hauling a rope that swings a beam against the rim. They ring it at dawn, at noon, at sunset and at midnight. Their special teaching is that anyone may do exactly as he pleases but must take all the consequences of whatever he chooses to do; and the beam strikes the bell in such fashion that by a trick of the timber on metal it seems to cry out  yell describes it better  the word Kabadar! Kabadar! Kabadar! That means beware. You may do what you wish; but beware.

They were casting that bell at Angaut when I got there. Bells are my peculiar obsession, so I naturally went to look on. That was how I found Ramon. He was nearly naked, in a breech-clout and turban, in charge of the foundry; but I dont know how he had imposed himself on the proprietors. He was certainly not being paid. He was equally certainly having his own way and had been accepted as a master-guildsman possessed of secrets that were not to be spied into. It appeared that he had mixed the metal, which was nearly ready to be poured. I asked him to let me watch him do it. He refused, looking me straight in the face as we stood side by side on a platform, slightly to one side and higher than the top of the huge crucible in which the liquid mass lay. It was hotter up there than the lid of Tophet; and when he skimmed the stuff with a long- armed ladle I wondered his fists didnt melt. It looked ready to me. I asked when he proposed to pour it. He looked hard at me again and answered:

It lacks an ingredient.

Then we got down off the platform and he spent the next few minutes slicing at the furnace and ordering charcoal pitched into what he called the cool holes. When he was satisfied with the fire he ordered his native assistants out of the building. Then he looked at me again and spoke of Proudman without naming him:

He is camped, he said, outside the town. He has been told that if he comes at midnight, someone here will give him news of Dorothy that may turn out to be important. If he comes at midnight, I will pour at midnight.

I asked bluntly: You will kill him?

He answered: No. Why should I?

I asked: What then? And he answered:

Seeing I didnt warn Dorothy, ought I to warn him?

Ramon, I said, I warn you. You will add one evil to another and it wont make black white.

I will do what I will do, he answered; and I turned and left him.

Now I know what is crossing your mind. Why didnt I go and warn Proudman? It will surprise you to learn that I did. I found him in his camp outside the town, declined his offer of a chair and a drink, and told him what I had to say in very few words:

Proudman, if you go for news of Dorothy you may regret it. Stay away.

Oh? he said, is that so? Are you keeping her or only hoping to? And what became of Ramon Turner? Is he cherishing his child? Or did she keep it  or get rid of it  or what?

I answered: I have warned you, Major Proud-man.

He laughed. He made it quite clear he was not afraid of me. I suppose that, wandering about the country on special service, he had had no opportunity to read the brief account of Dorothys death that may have got into the weekly papers. Plainly he supposed she was in India. He probably suspected she had come in search of him and that the message, somehow sent him by Ramon, was from her or else from someone in her confidence.

He never can have had the slightest doubt about my being jealous of him, and he probably supposed that jealousy was still my motive.

You may go to the devil, he answered. So I left him; and I cant say I regret I did. Why I didnt tell him Dorothy was dead is one of those unanswerable questions that I havent let trouble me much. Perhaps he seemed too gross a swine to talk to. Or perhaps I thought it Ramons business. Ramon told him, that night.

But I had qualms. Do you know what Indian night is? Purple  black  solemn with stars and thick with clotted silence. There was no moon. Proudman, I knew, could take care of himself in a fight; but I was not so sure of Ramon, who had so recently recovered from an injury that almost killed him. Besides, Proudman might bring an attendant, although that, considering the man, was more or less improbable, he being a secretive brute who pried into others affairs but liked to keep his own entirely to himself. I remembered how often he had quoted the proverb: Keep your own keys and counsel. And as it turned out, he did come alone, ten minutes before midnight, in civilian clothes, bare-headed, walking in the deepest shadow and making rather less noise than a dog would have done, because the dust lay inches deep. He was wearing a dark, alpaca suit, and I could see the white V of his silk shirt when he was about ten yards away. He passed within two feet of me and never knew it. I was behind a buttress of the foundry wall, a few feet from the door. He walked in without hesitating and left the door open behind him. I followed. There was a dark passage before one turned at a right-angle to face the crimson fire-glare and the glow of the molten metal on the smoke-blackened roof. The only audible sound was the smothered murmur of the furnace. Proudmans voice almost startled me out of my skin.

Anyone there? he demanded. I heard Ramon answer: Im here. Come on up.

So Proudman groped his way along the wall and climbed the brick steps to the platform that was up above the crucible. I could see them both then  shadows against reflected hell-glow, Ramon naked to the waist and Proudman looking startled, and then pugnacious, as he stared and recognized him. There were no preliminaries.

Dorothy is dead. She killed herself on your account, said Ramon. Have you anything to say?

Why? Have you any rights in the matter? Proudman answered. Whats this? A trap?

Its doom for one of us, said Ramon. In a sense Im as guilty as you are. I ought to have known youre a swine, and I ought to have warned her. Thats why I give you an even break. Its you, or me, or both of us. Are you ready?

Proudman was no believer in even breaks. He drew an automatic. Ramons fist  I heard, I didnt see it  struck him like a pole-axe and he fired once as he toppled sideways  sprawling  splash into the liquid metal.

I cant describe it. I can see it now with my eyes open. It was indescribable. The metal leaped up like a mass of liquid flame. It crackled and exploded. All the remaining cartridges in Proudmans automatic burst and sent sprays of the metal squirting up like rockets. Why Ramon wasnt splashed to death, I dont know. Nothing touched him. He stood for a moment outlined like a crimson devil in the glare, and I thought he intended to jump in. But the metal suddenly grew quiet. Ramon seized a hammer and beat furiously on a gong he kept up there for summoning the foundry gang, and they came running from their quarters nearby  half-asleep yet, crowding through the door into the passage. Some of them bumped into me. Not knowing me from Adam, and not recognizing me in the weird gloom, those swore afterwards that they had bumped into Proudman, whom they did know, and had seen him leave the foundry a few moments before the pouring of the metal. So much for circumstantial evidence.

Suddenly Ramon shouted Pour! in English, and I waited long enough to see the stream of white-hot metal flow into the mould prepared for it. I dont know why I should be fool enough to expect to see bones and buttons. Proudmans body and that bell were one inseparable substance, mixed forever; and I dont know or care where his soul went, supposing he had one.

I walked to the beastly dâk-bungalow near the rail-way station and turned in, not to sleep, I can assure you. Two days passed before there was a hue and cry for Proudman. His servants had not thought much of his absence; he was in the habit of disappearing for days at a time on secret business and I dont know why they reported him missing as soon as they did. He was traced to the foundry; but as I told you already, the men swore they had seen him leave the place. No one asked me any questions. Ramon was patiently watching the cooling process, using methods of his own to keep the casting from cooling too quickly. A policeman asked him whether he had noticed Proudman.

Cast a bell like this, and what else would you notice? he retorted. Ask the men. Search if you want to. Im busy.

That was all that happened, as far as I know, that concerned us. Someone told a wild tale about Proudman being seen in a dangerous dive in Benares. The search for him widened and widened in rings until it died of inanition. It was several weeks before the bell was ready to be moved and hung in place. I travelled meanwhile. Then I went with Ramon to the ceremony when the bell was dedicated and we sat together on a ghat beside the river, at sunset, waiting for the suns red rim to dip below the skyline. We were silent until the bells voice greeted darkness  sudden  awe-inspiring.

There were thousands of people bathing in the Ganges and the lights of funeral pyres glowed in the dusk like rubies.

Kabadar! Kabadar! Kabadar!

Perfect! said Ramon. Perfect!

Was it? I asked him.

No, he said after a pause. You know it wasnt.

Do as you like, I said, but take the conse-quences!

Yes, he answered, there are always conse-quences. Dooms a strange thing.

I laughed at that. I dont believe in doom or destiny. I know too much philosophy to take much stock in human guesses about right and wrong; and I have seen too many so-called just men suffer, and too many blackguards enjoy their goods, to believe in what men call a higher law. Ramons phrase gave me a handle to seize and I laid hold. I rated him, ridiculed, ragged him mercilessly  stung him till he struck back. For a while I even brought his sense of humour to the surface and his eyes lost something of their baffle danger. I persuaded him to come with me to England. And in England I persuaded him to take a course in metallurgy.

It was no use. There were too many things to remind him of the days with Dorothy. His evenings he spent with me and talked of nothing else but Dorothy, and if I took him to a show or to a prize-fight he would sit up until daylight afterwards to make up for the time lost. Ramon meant far more to me than a brother; there was nothing I would not have done for him, if it would help. But the job of enduring his gloom much longer would have driven me crazy and I jumped at the chance of visiting the U.S.A. on business with Sharpe, whose broken yacht you see yonder.

Ramon announced he would come too and I couldnt dissuade him. On the voyage he was worse than ever. However, Sharpe turned out to be a generous eccentric who enjoyed the use of influence and liked to help unusual people when the mood was on him. I surprised him in one of those moods and Sharpe got Ramon quite a good job in a Pittsburg foundry where they needed such a man for their experimental work.

Then Sharpe went to his home in Florida and I went travelling. The next I heard of Sharpe was that his yacht was wrecked on Hell Shoal. He sent me a long telegram. He had already forgotten Ramons name and where he was employed, so he asked me to spare no expense in finding him and bringing him to Florida as soon as possible. That was easy enough; Ramon was sick of Pittsburg, where it seemed that someones young widow had been fascinated by his figure and by his eyes that looked so tortured by experience. Perhaps his talk, too, shook her loose from some of her illusions; I have noticed women enjoy that, whereas men usually dont. At any rate, Ramon came away with me.

You know Sharpes home near Tarpon Springs? It looks like an eccentric Moslems dream of paradise, except that all the houris are of marble and the liquor is kept under lock and key. Sharpe offered to obliterate about a million roses and to erect an electric foundry on the site if Ramon would undertake to superintend it and then cast the biggest bell-buoy in the world for Hell Shoal. Afterwards  Sharpe is always good at justifying his extravagances  Ramon was to cast bronze statues for the garden.

Ramon leaped at the proposal. He became a new man  almost a reincarnation, if you could call it that, of the Ramon who had lived and loved and worked and caught thought on the wing for Dorothy. You know Sharpe? You know how he does things  spe-cial airplane  long distance telephone  telegram  he is afraid to die before the thing gets done. That suited Ramon; he flung himself into the work, and I went travelling again, more happy about him than I had been since the old days in the studio in Surrey. Knowing he would not write, even if he promised, I arranged with the foreman to send me a telegram in time to bring me back for the casting of the big bell, and it came two full months before I expected it. I had to hurry. I came by train and plane and auto and arrived near midnight. They were to cast next morning. Sharpe came with me to the foundry to find Ramon, who he said was keeping watch at the switches.

Careful fellow. Splendid fellow. Trusts no one. Takes no chances. Sharpe kept up a running comment as we entered the place and climbed to the upper platform. There was no Ramon there, but Sharpe didnt appear to notice it. He peered into the crucible, masking his eyes with a bit of smoked glass. How is that for the blood and bones of Doomsday Bell? he asked me, chuckling at his joke. But I was looking at some splashes of hot metal on the wall, and I came over suddenly faint and weak. Sharpe helped me off the platform, grumbling at my stupidity. He said I must have known I couldnt stand the heat.

Ramon! he shouted. Ramon!

However, nobody found Ramon. Nobody will find him, I imagine. Next morning it was the foreman who pulled the plug and let that metal run. Sharpe hired detective agencies to hunt for Ramon. I kept silent. What do you think of it?

Listen, I answered. I could see the wind come rippling from seaward, and the gulls were stirring.

Doom! the bell sang. Doom! Doom! DOOM!


THE AVENGER

THERES only one thing worse than corruption when it comes to enforcing the law, and thats sentiment, said Quinn. He glanced through my library window at the distant row of eucalyptus. If I wasnt your friend, Id have raided that queer group at the end of your garden long before this. Theyre all tramps. Now I have a warrant for the one they call Sirdar  his right name is Duleep Singh. What makes you think hell be here tonight?

Because I have been invited to go down and hear him talk.

What do you know about him? Quinn asked.

Many months ago, I said, the Sirdar and three other men came to my front door. I invited them in and they introduced themselves as an ex-officer of the British Indian Army, an ex-sheepherder named Whittlesea, an ex-tramp steamship captain named Jones, and a French ex-circus clown named Lamont. They called themselves a committee of the Exiles Club, which, they said, has fewer than a hundred members scattered all over the United States. They asked permission to use the shed by the eucalyptus grove in the hollow at the end of my garden, and I hadnt the hardihood to refuse.

No, said Quinn, you wouldnt have. What do they use it for?

A sort of clubhouse. They drop in from time to time, build a bivouac fire, listen to the Sirdar, and admit new members. Their ages range all the way from eighteen to eighty.

Quinn snorted. Have you listened in to what they talk about? Hell! If youd stolen up on them once or twice, as a sensible man would do, youd have phoned me long ago to come and pinch the whole gang. Listen here:

Some months ago a man was found dead on a lonely road about fifty miles north of here. Hed been killed by one blow with a heavy weapon  killed and robbed. Hed been dead several days, but the body was more or less identified by a couple of Hindu fruit-pick-ers. Said they had known him in India. Said his name was  Quinn referred to his notebookYussuf bin Ibraim.

This identification was unreliable, but we sent out a tracer, with full particulars. Nothing came of it, except a report from several states that a foreigner, who did sword tricks and gave his name as Duleep Singh, had gone to the police in quite a number of places asking for the wherabouts of Yussuf bin Ibraim.

Get that? It began to look like one of those feuds that have their origin abroad but come over here to get finished. Your Sirdar makes his living doing sword tricks. Did you know that? Its my belief that hes the head man of a gang of cut-throats, who are using your garden as headquarters. Ive some men posted. When the Sirdar comes, well bag the lot of em and find out whats what. Who did you say was in charge of the camp?

Old Whittlesea. They all call him Mr. Whittlesea. Hes the ex-sheepherder. He despises houses and beds. He lives, like Diogenes, in a big ships water-butt that he rolled all the way from the wharf. Hes gardener for the group  raises vegetables, keeps the place tidy and buries the trash.

I will bet you, said Quinn, that he buries the loot. Well find out.

Youre in plain clothes, I said. Why not come down to the bivouac with me and listen in before you make your arrest.

Why?

The word sirdar, I answered, is an Indian title of distinction. You say youve a warrant, but your case against him seems rather vague. If youre sure he cant escape, why not gather all the evidence you can?

Quinns eyes were watching the window. An automobile headlight flashed on and off three times down by the front gate. He interrupted: Thats the signal from the men Ive posted. It means that the Sirdars come. Your idea is good. If you and I should overhear em talking, youd be a good witness. Something might come of that. I can whistle for my men when Im ready to take him.

So I wrote a note to the Sirdar, saying I had a guest whom I should like to bring if he had no objection. I gave the note to my dog Bosco to take down to the bivouac, and I opened the window screen to let him jump out.

We sat in silence for several minutes. Then Bosco jumped back through the window. He lay still, whining sotto voce and thumping his tail on the floor to announce a visitor of whom he approved. It was too dark to see much, because the moon was on the other side of the house, but Mr. Whittleseas limp was unmistakable. As if the house were a trap, he came no nearer than he needed to without having to raise his voice. Mister, ef you an yr compnyd care to jine us a while, theres corfey. Tea for them as likes it.

There were twenty-two of them around the fire. I introduced Quinn as John OConnor and he sat down at my left hand on an upturned box. I sat on a roughly carpentered bench, between him and Joe Abram, who is a trainer of vicious horses. He looks like the Merchant of Venice in overalls. But he smells of old leather and horse, and they say he can gentle savage brutes that no one else can handle.

We sat for I dont know how long, drinking good coffee out of very clean tin mugs and gazing through the vista of eucalyptus trees at the moonlight silvering the slowly heaving kelp on the Pacific. Quiet: soft, slow wind in the trees, the cry of insects, the rustle of quail on a date palm, the far-off murmur of the sea, the firelight, the immensity of heaven  and the butt of Quinns revolver bulging just exactly where his hand could reach it in a fraction of a second.

Sirdar, I said. my friend and I have been wondering why you ever came to America. Will you tell us?

Over beyond the fire the Sirdar stood up, bearded, erect, in an ancient beach- robe that in moonlight resembled a toga. His right hand was on the hilt of the saber with which, for a dollar or two, he does what look like superhuman tricks.

It is a long tale, he said. But will you listen?

There was a chorus of grunts. Mr. Whittlesea spoke: Nights young. Cut the pologies.

The Sirdar drew a long breath. For about a minute, as if searching memory, he gazed along the moonlit glade. Then he looked at us one by one; I think he was suspicious. But his voice, when at last he spoke, was firm and resonant:

Such as this was the night of the justice that fell upon Yussuf bin Ibraim, Khan of the Abazai. I had served my time and was no longer a soldier on the night when Yussuf bin Ibraim the Afridi, on a black mare lifted from the horse lines of the Bengal Lancers, stole my sons wife. Through the darkness, with her on his saddlebow  she willing  he spurred for Kalat  with my son at his heels on a Kathiawari gelding.

Fleet and stanch was the black mare, hard to see or to hear in that darkness. Nowhere is it darker and more trackless than at night in the howling gorges beyond Quetta on what is known as Allahs Slag Heap. But anger, like a magnet, drew the one toward the two. The mare was overburdened. The gelding gained. My son, being not yet eighteen or experienced in border warfare, let fly. Nine shots with an old Martini rifle. All wild but the last. That slew the woman. She fell from Yussuf bin Ibraims saddle, lifeless.

Then Yussuf bin Ibraim reined the foundered mare and waited in the dark. He was reckoned the deadliest swordsman from Duazab to Shal Kot. None was better than he with tulwar. A left-handed man. As tricky as a devil. My son, whom Allah blessed with more courage than brains, had at him with the clubbed Martini, having used his last shot. Yussuf bin Ibraim slew him and wiped the tulwar. Upon me fell duty.

Corfey, anyone? asked Mr. Whittlesea.

He passed the pot around and broke the spell. The Sirdar looked now like a gray-haired druid. He raised the tin mug to his lips, set it down, and resumed:

I, with my own hands, dug their graves. As I have told you, though a Moslem born, I have been blessed by higher teaching. To the Guru I went, at whose feet I had sat when soldiering was done.

I liked him: What shall I do?

He answered: I have taught much. You have learned a little. Now is the time for you to reap what I sowed.

So I asked him: Though I seek not vengeance, since I may not, shall I sit submissive to the will of Yussuf bin Ibraim? Shall I accept the name of coward? Shall I beg his mercy, lest he come and slay me also?

My Guru answered: Who has taught you that a cowards cloak might possibly redeem the killings that you did when you were under oath to kill? When you were a soldier, did I blame you? Did I forbid you to slay at the word of command?

I answered: You bade me be true to my soldiers oath. I was. Until that soldiers oath, which I had freely given, had been fulfilled to the last obedience and the last minute, you refused me the teaching I sought. But I am no longer a soldier. Now I am under oath to you, to abstain from bloodshed and to be a servant of peace.

He answered: Have I taught you to fear death in the service of peace?

I said he had not taught that; or, that if he had, I had not listened.

Then said he: Have I taught you that it is wise or manly to let theft and murder go unanswered? Of a truth this is on your head and on the slayers. He has slain your son. You, of your own free will, have pledged yourself never again to slay, for any reason: never to seek vengeance. But have I taught that you shall tell the slayer that you will not slay? Consider that. And since you may not curse, then bless, for it is just as easy. Use what you have, though its use shall take you to the earths end.

I answered: I have nothing to use but my hands and my skill with the sword.

He answered: Use what you have.

So I went after Yussuf bin Ibraim, who slew my son and mocked me from the hills. He fled. Week after week I hunted him, village to village and fort to fort, until by accident I learned how vainly I was spending my strength. The Sirdars  that is to say the Indian Governments  agents had sent forth word that Yussuf bin Ibraim was an outlaw. It was known he carried money in his belt. So all mens hands had turned against him. Even in that lawless borderland there was no safe refuge. He had shaved. He had changed his name. He had fled, none knew whither.

I returned to Quetta. Presently I learned that Yussuf bin Ibraim had been seen to take ship from Karachi. I followed  to Bushire, to Aden, to Egypt. He had more money than I. It was no light task to follow him. In Cairo he saw me on the street and fled  to Alexandria, France, London, with a forged passport.

Knowing it forged, I could have had him arrested, deported to India  hanged. But could a hangman do my duty? Could he comfort me? Or could he keep my oath? The Quetta hangman would have been my substitute, relieving me of what? Of my responsibility for having taught my son so ignorantly that he died by the hand of a border thief? I prayed that the arm of God might otherwise employ the guardians of justice  and leave it to me to deal with Yussuf bin Ibraim!

But I had to wait in Cairo for my pension money.When it came, I followed Yussuf bin Ibraim to London, where I earned a living by feats of swordsmanship for shillings  aye, and when shillings failed, for hapence.Seeking, seeking, seeking. And at last I learned that Yussuf bin Ibraim had gone with horses to New York.

I followed. It was months before I learned that he had joined a circus. When I overtook the circus he had been discharged. He was said to have gone westward. I hunted and I hunted until I found his trail. Teaching swordsmanship, performing feats in side shows, sharpening razor blades, I earned my way as I went, I followed Yussuf bin Ibraim. He had changed his name thrice in three years since he slew my son. But there is a magic that guides migrating birds, and a magic that guides determination to its goals. At last I found him, on a western ranch, where he was putting horsemanship to use.

I watched. It was a marvel how a man whose sword had been so swift to slay should have such patience for a brute whose only purpose was to kill him if it could. I saw him tame that stallion. He used no violence. He wore down violence, until the brutes intelligence came forth from baffled passion, and he obeyed the man. But me he saw not.

That nightit was a night like this one, calm with the peace of the beauty of God  I followed Yussuf bin Ibraim along a winding track. I overtook him where he rested in a hollow, sitting gazing along a fold between the foothills at the moonlit sea.

I had brought two sabers wrapped in a bundle  this one, and another that I use when I split sticks in mid-air. These sticks are thrown at me by anyone who thinks the trick worth the money. The sabers were of equal length, but that other was better suited to a man used to the Afghan tulwar.

I stood silent, until he raised his head from between his hands and turned  and saw. For a moment he did not recognize me. Then he knew that his hour had come. He stood up. For the space of a hundred breaths we faced each other, thirty feet apart.

 Slayer of my son, I said at last. Is this the end of your running away?

I threw that other saber to his feet, but he stood irresolute. He thought I meant to kill him when he stooped for it. I turned my back, turning again too soon for him to play that border trick on me.

 Sirdar Duleep Singh, he said then, slay me, and the hangman has you. If I slay you, then the hangman has me. This is not the Harnai. Il-hamdulillah, there is law in this land. Let there be peace beween us.

 I have only my saber, I said, wherewith to make peace. I have sworn to use it.

Thereat he came on. No more than a panther was he irresolute when he couldnt escape. He was true to his fame. He attacked. Crouching, smiling, counting on the left-hand skill that always gave him the advantage against a right-handed man, he was resolved to make swift work of it. The moonlight shimmered on a blade that stole toward me, creeping, creeping nearer, ready for the thrust and slice.

But he hesitated. I, too, took my saber in the left hand. I am either- handed. He had never fought a left-handed opponent. Moonlight on his eyes revealed his fear that now he faced the very vantage he had thought was his. He checked. He kept his distance, waiting for me to attack.

 Not so easy, said I, as to hew down a lad in the dark! Do you fear death, Yussuf bin Ibraim?

Then steel touched steel and sparks flew. Yussuf bin Ibraim knew, he knew full well his hour had come. The moment his blade felt mine, he knew it. It enraged him. Rather than die tamely, he outdid that stallion I had watched him conquer. He threw away caution, experience, skill. He came at me with thrice the fury of a panther, pitting youth against my years.

I remembered my oath. I let him squander strength and wind until his lungs lost their vigor and his tricks their cunning. Then I disarmed him, with a twist of the wrist. His saber lay on the earth between us. He was well nigh breathless, but he found speech:

 Slay then. End my shame.

I, too, was breathless. Which shame? I demanded.

He looked down at his saber that lay between us.

 Then take it up, said I. and let pride have its will.

I stood back. He resumed his weapon. And again he came at me. The pause had breathed him. He was less wild, more cunning, stalking me to make me face the moonlight. But the magic of my Gurus teaching was upon me, and I wore him down. I wearied him as he had wearied that savage stallion, until he panted and drooled at the mouth, until he stumbled  and then suddenly leaped backward. He hurled the saber at me. It came flashing point-first.

But I can split sticks in the air. The bread I eat is paid for by the people who buy my leave to hurl them at me. So I turned aside the saber. It struck rock away beyond me.

 Slay! he said then. And may Allah curse your soul.

But I lowered my point. I said: If Allah curses not, then what?

 I am ashamed, he answered.

 Which shame now? I asked him. You may have your weapon. It lies yonder.

 Nay, he said. Slay!

I answered: Who art thou, to give me leave to slay? And he was silent. So I asked him:

 Have I hunted you by land and sea to discover no deeper shame than makes a brute to treachery?

He answered: My shame lies deeper.

I said: Name it.

He stood silent. But I waited.

Presently he said: Sirdar bahadur, I am ashamed that I slew your son.

Said I: I knew that. Shaving and running and changing names is not an evidence of pride. I slay not. Why not?

 Mash Allah, he answered. I know not why, unless that your honor is higher than mine.

I said: I, too, have slain mens sons. I obeyed a law and my oath. You also. You obeyed the law that you knew, Yussuf bin Ibraim. Has it rewarded pride?

 I am ashamed, he answered. How many times shall I say it?

So I asked him: Will you yield to a law that is higher than yours or mine?

 Which law? he asked. The hangmans?

 Nay, said I. The law that brought me hither and that stayed my hand, which could have slain the slayer of my son.

And he said: If I yield not?

 Then, I answered you shall go free, Yussuf bin Ibraim, to pursue the consequences of your own law.

He stood silent for the space of a minute, or longer. Then he said; Sirdar bahadur, I yield.

Quinn nudged me. He may tell that, he said, to a jury. Yussuf bin Ibraim was found dead of a sword-wound. He put a whistle to his lips. I dont know why he hesitated.

The Sirdar stared at us. He drove his naked saber point into the earth and raised his hand high. Did I speak truth? he demanded. Yussuf bin Ibraim! Stand up! Answer

Joe Abram got up from beside me. Joe  Yussuf; Abram  Ibraim. He strode toward the Sirdar. Together they turned seaward and walked arm-in-arm along the moonlit glade.

Ill be sugared, said Quinn. Well, I told you that identification was doubtful.

Corfey? said Mr. Whittlesea.


COMPANIONS IN ARMS

IT was as a wave on the face of eternity that the Rajput Royal Horse went oversea, in 1914, to fulfill an immediate destiny, and to fire, in the shell- ploughed Flanders mud, its rifled requiem above the graves of its honored dead.

John Lawrence Burnham joined the regiment in Flanders, nineteen, green from an English public school and Woolwich, rushed through special courses for the war. He had been born in Rajputana. The first words he had ever learned to speak were Rajasthani. His father, who had commanded the regiment, was killed near Dargai, and the only son, aged seven, went to England with his mother, to be schooled and, if he pleased, to forget and to be forgotten. He remembered. He used Rajasthani in his dreams, that were all of turbaned, bearded horsemen, the smell of harness, and the thunder of lance-shod squadrons knee-to-knee.

So, since his name headed the examination list, it was his privilege to be gazetted to the regiment that his father had died leading. He arrived in Flanders when the German guns were devastating everything except the imponderable will to resist.

Burnham was a rather handsome youngster, with romantic eyes which only his mother knew were the masks of an iron will. He looked like merely one more victim for the guns and the gas and the smothering mud. They needed officers who might be safely strained beyond all human measure of manhood. So he was put under the merciless observation of a veteran Rajput Rissaldar-major, whose ironic eyes judged horse or man with equal candor, and who cared for nothing whatever on earth except the regiments izzat.

Burnham made good. He had not dreamed his boyhood dreams for nothing. The Rissaldar-majors first confidential report of him was guarded, on a note of watchdog undergrowl:

A boy of few words but a ready disposition, Colonel bahadur. The eyes of a dreamer. The heart, it may be, of a man.

Very well, Rissaldar-major. Rub his nose in.

So the grim, ungracious business began, unmounted, in the teeth of the German drive. He had vigilant, sarcastic, courteously-worded insolence to take from one who was a subordinate in theory but in practise a merciless maker of men. Try how the Rissaldar-major might, and for the regiments sake he did his utmost with humiliating irony and subtly unbalancing praise, he could find no unsoldierly flaws in young John Burnham. With the aid of a hundred abrasive oriental irritants, he stripped off the racial surface, and looked, and found a man beneath it.

There was a second report, less guarded, made by night while a German barrage, short by a couple hundred no-mans yards, exploded malice on the tortured mud:

He is one of us, Colonel bahadur.

Let the men know.

Are they blockheads, Colonel sahib? They already know it. Of your honors favor, may my son be transferred to his troop?

Oh. Is he as good as that? Very well.

The young sowar Kangra Gunga was the same age, almost to a day, as Burnham. They were born beneath the same sky, where the wandering Pilgreet River plunges from a mountains flank, nearby the war-wrecked fortress walls of Gaglajung. As children they had been sung to sleep by the self-same lullabies, that are ballads of ancient Rajput chivalry. Kangra Gunga was a tall, upstanding youth whose dark eyes smouldered with the ancient pride.

My one son, Burnham sahib. Demand of him double, that he may honor the regiments name, and my loins also.

The Rissaldar-major loved the regiment as Cromwell his ironsides: Ye dead men, who are not yet dead, die clean at the appointed time  aye, die as I will! Kangra Gunga loved the regiment as a watchdog its home, ferociously obedient, sullen with strangers, uncommunicative. Burnham loved the regiment as a knight his mistress; nothing could be too good for her, no sacrifice sufficient. They were three iron men, allied by one and the same intolerance, and veiled by the same incomprehension of each others viewpoint. No effort of Burnhams could thaw out Kangra Gungas occult strangeness. He remained an enigma.

Vigilant, attentive, sullen, the young rajput watched Burnham with a curious gaze that might mean oriental jealousy. It might be the unexplainable hatred, such as men and animals sometimes generate toward each other. There were times when Burnham even harbored the disturbing thought that the rissalder-major might have set the young sowar to spy on him. It felt like being watched by destiny.

The problem could only be pondered beneath the surface of routine discipline, in moments snatched from the incalculable gales of sudden death, in the night watch, or in rat-infested dugouts. A cavalry regiment was teaching itself how to burrow and fight like beleagured rats. Burnham, in addition to that, was studying the men whom he must make himself fit to lead. He was feeling his way toward that middle line between familiarity and arbitrary wilfulness that is the secret of command. In the ranks of death an officer discovers that line soon, or never. Burnham found it.

But whether in the front line or at the base camp, he could find no key to the puzzle of Kangra Gungas gaze  always the same, like the gaze of a caged and tameless panther. He gave it up, left the riddle to produce its own solution.

Then came the day when the Germans loosed their utmost hurricane of high explosive shells and hordes of men, to smash through to the Channel ports. Every available man was flung into the line; to plug gaps where the dead lay thicker than wheat in the blast of hail, and no man knew anything except that he still lived and must hold on.

It was spastic chaos, in a mystery of darkened days and shell-lit nights, where death slew at random. There was no survival of the fittest. They died who died. Flesh and blood, things and theories were buried in one havoc. Entire regiments ceased to exist.

But there remained the incredible, actual fact. The line held. Shattered, decimated, twisted, broken, there was an army still in being. Reserves of men awaited sunset to flow forward as the tide resumes dominion of a hurricane- swept beach.

Night. What was left of the regiment clung to a couple of hundred yards of shell-torn mud. It dug in. Nearly all the officers were dead or dying: it looked like the end of the Rajput Royal Horse. A wounded, semi-conscious orderly, drunk with pain, crawled forward through the flare-lit darkness, delivered his message and died.

Hold on until relieved.

Burnham was the junior of three British officers left living. He and the rissaldar-major, on the right wing, hurled by a bursting shell into the same mud crater, crawled out and grinned in the shuddering glare of gun-fire. Kangra Gunga crawled to them and crouched, awaiting orders, that being his job.

There was a hurriedly thrown-up breastwork. There were more or less ninety men. There was a ruined dugout, and no cover for the wounded or the ammunition. But a hundred yards ahead there was a well-made trench that had been taken and retaken before the guns had made it No-Mans Land. It might be possible to seize that still unbroken refuge.

Burnham said what he thought, with his mind made up. He wasnt asking advice, but the veteran, from war-learned habit, gave, with the blunt authority of mentor to a pupil:

Nay, nay, sahib. Keep touch. Better retire leftward, rearward, lose a little ground but

Oh, if youre afraid, Ill hold your hand!

Burnham shouted it to make himself heard. It did not occur to him that his words were a graceless insult, and that Kangra Gunga must have heard them. Peril and responsibility demanded every faculty he had. He was aware of nothing but shuddering, shell-lit night and instantly determined aim. He gave his orders. He and the rissaldar-major bent united effort to the task of getting ninety men, in darkness, into the new position. Kangra Gunga was an undistinguishable detail in the stealthy, well-disciplined rush, until the trench was gained.

As soon as he could spare time, Burnham worked his way along the trench, speaking to each man by name as he passed. He wanted to consult with the rissaldar-major. He found the veteran dying, the only casualty in that well- handled move that he had ventured almost insubordination to prevent. Burnham knelt beside him:

I insulted you without meaning to, he said. Im sorry. I beg your pardon.

Granted, sahib. Speech such as that at such a time means nothing. It is forgotten. Does my son live? Send him to me.

The message was passed from mouth to mouth along the trench, but the rissaldar- major was dead before Kanga Gunga could reach him. The young sowar knelt beside his fathers body. He looked up at Burnham. A guttering candle-end, and then a Very light revealed his face and the expression in his eyes. Burnham turned his back.

It was the wrong thing to do. An hour or so later, when he had had time to think, he knew it was wrong. But what is said and done, is said and done. Unsaying and undoing are a new beginning, on a new page of the Book of Problems.

The remainder of that night was torment. It swept the past into oblivion as if it were a peopled city buried beneath volcanic lava, only to be tediously excavated, piece by piece in course of time. No one who survived that night was what he had been. New essentials emerged. Burned like scars on Burnhams memory were the unintended insult, the rissaldar-majors forgiveness, and the unforgiving enmity in Kangra Gungas eyes.

Daybreak found the regiment still holding on, but its living were almost as lifeless as the dead. There was more life in Kangra Gungas hatred than in Burnhams body. There was more sullen threat in the sowars patient gaze than there was promise in the pale sun peering through the gray rain.

It was their last view of Flanders trenches when some fusiliers relieved them and they dragged their wounded and themselves through miles of mud toward the waiting lorries and the base. It was the last of France. The last of Europe. They were too few to survive as a separate unit. They were sent to Egypt and brigaded with other remnants as emergency forced hurried improvisation. They were lost in the trackless fury of a world-wide war. When peace came, the authorities struck the regiments name from the rolls.

So the Rajput Royal Horse became one squadron of a mixed-race regiment, containing troops of almost every manly Indian breed that can become good cavalry. Accident, or someones sentiment, or, if the Rajputs were right, their destiny, attended to it that the new composite frontier regiment, of which they were only one not readily distinguishable unit, should bear the old regiments black, three-headed panther crest and the two-fold motto: Always. No excuses.

So the rebirth was not without good portent. At the first full parade, when the remnants of other decimated regiments and new, vainglorious recruits rode line on line with them, and all were one, within one discipline, beneath the ancient symbol, the veteran sowars jested low-voiced in the ranks:

Lo, it is born with a caul, this mongrel! Bid the bard sing the Lay of Alha! Pay the midwife double!

But it was double trouble for the midwife. Major John Lawrence Burnham was the last left living and undisabled officer who had served the old izzat and earned the name Companion in Arms. It was upon him that the brunt of the new beginning fell.

The hundred thousand gods of Rajasthan must have had a hand in it, for the new commander was exactly the man to get the utmost out of Burnham, just as Burnham was the man to lick the regiment into shape. Burnham did it in spite of his Rajputs. Their scorn of less lineaged blood than their own, and of chivalry less absolute than theirs, undid a hundred times the substance of the stuff that Burnham spun and wove with all the patience of a poet and the calculating vigor of a blacksmith.

But the core of the heart of the regiment, nevertheless, was those Rajputs. They refused to yield one fragment of their claim to be the regiment itself. On them all other men must pattern their behavior or be damned. They explained nothing. They excused nothing. They told no secrets. They would descend to no mans level. Let the others reach theirs, if they had it in them.

So the sowars of several races in other squadrons, being soldierly and curious, used their imaginations. Burnham was a man about whom it was next to impossible not to invent such tales as Indians love to tell by firelight under the silent, star-hung sky. He was handsome. He rode like a centaur. He had medals, scars and the graceful modesty that maddens women and excites men to observant silence. Kangra Gunga was Burnhams shadow.

Of Kangra Gunga, too, it was easy to imagine tales. He was a gentleman in arms, of harp-sung lineage, who refused promotion. Why? Kangra Gunga kept his thoughts to himself. But he shadowed Burnham, never insubordinate, but always watchful. Guesswork grew into a legend as unshakable as regimental pride, that Burnham had insulted the hot-eyed Rajput under fire, in the presence of death. The merest raw recruit could draw the inference that Kangra Gunga must have sworn by his fathers beard, and by his sword-hilt and by the hundred thousand gods of Rajasthan, to be avenged in an hour that destiny should grant.

It was perfectly understood why Kangra Gunga would await an hour of destiny. He was a Companion in Arms. His private feud was his, to be pursued to its end at his own discretion, subject to the regiments first, overriding claim on his allegiance. He would die ten million deaths and face their consequences rather than betray the regiments izzat. On that score there was nothing to argue about.

None knew, except Burnham and Kangra Gunga, what had been the nature of the insult. None even pretended to know. That Kangra Gunga never spoke of it was reckoned proof that it had cut to the heart of the Rajput consciousness that cherishes its wounds and keeps them unhealed for the day of vengeance.

An impeccable soldier, Kangra Gunga contrived, by the use of all the ingenuities that soldiers learn, to be detailed for every sort of special duty that enabled him to keep his eye on Burnham. With the quiet condescension of a born aristocrat he got on confidential terms with Burnhams body-servant. There was nothing that Burnham did, and almost nothing that Burnham said, that Kangra Gunga did not know. And Burnham knew that. But there was nothing he could do about it. He grew used to it.

Of course the story reached the colonels ears in time. One evening he and Burnham, on shikar together, having slain their boars and dined, sat under a tent club awning and watched the rising moon. Along the foreground fifty yards away the moon and starlight cast the long shadow of Kangra Gunga, standing near the line of tethered ponies. Over beyond the horse line, where the servants and the beaters camp-fires glowed, someone was singing. Night and the Lay of Alha wrought their magic. There was intimacy in the air. The colonel, staring at Kangra Gunga, lighted a cigar and broke the long silence:

That man. What about him?

Top hole with the ponies.

Not bad. Horse sense runs in the blood of that breed from Gaglajung. Youd have had a close squeak this morning, if he hadnt been behind you with another spear when you broke yours. That boar nearly had you.

Yes, said Burnham. Kangra Gunga could have ditched me pretty badly. Damned if I know why he didnt. That was a tight place. No one could have blamed him if hed been a second late.

Whats this queer story I hear about you and him? Youd better tell me.

So, for the first time, Burnham told the story of the rissaldar-majors death, and of how, in the heat of battle, he had spoken graceless insult overheard by Kangra Gunga.

Have you ever mentioned it to him?

No. I should have spoken to him at the time. My fault that I didnt. Afterwards, it was too late.

Any truth, do you think, in the gossip that hes biding his time for revenge?

I dont know. Hes a thoroughbred. Steel guts. Cast-iron memory.

We could get rid of him.

If he were a badmash, yes, said Burnham. But hes a good soldier. Besides, the men would see through it. It would rot morale. Theyd say I funked him. Do less damage to get rid of me.

Have it out with him. I dont want you killed in the night, or poisoned, or any stink of that sort.

Whats there to say to a man who thinks in terms of eternity? Burnham answered. He will stand to his code. He will never betray his own izzat by an act of treachery. To suggest that one believed he even contemplated that would be a measureless insult.

Take him away alone and have it out with him, said the colonel. Settle it once and for all, or I will do it for you.

But it was not so simple to have it out with Kangra Gunga as to wish to do it. There was not only the mans absolutely perfect manners, not only the racial gulf between East and West, and the barrier of reserve between rank and file. There was the fact that the regiment watched. Nothing might be said or done that could be misinterpreted by men whose discipline depended on the integrity with which their officers observed the finer points of regimental honor.

Burnham applied for short leave for a shooting trip. He took Kangra Gunga with him, in charge of camp equipment.

A visit to Gaglajung and a sight of his home, where tigers were reported to be taking too great toll of cattle, might release emotion. Where Burnham and Kangra Gunga had been born, beneath the same all-seeing stars, beside the same wild river, Kangra Gunga might find speech to relieve the strain of imprisoned hatred.

At last, when they stood alone together by the plunging Pilgreet River in the place where Burnhams mothers camp was pitched in the week that saw both men born, Burnham broke the long silence:

We were playmates here. Remember? You pretended to be Arjuna. To this day theres a scar on my scalp where you clipped me with a blunted arrow. He removed his helmet. Do you remember the lie we told your father, to account for the bit of a wound?

Kangra Gungas dark eyes watched the forefinger parting the crisp hair. Burnham continued speaking:

Splendid man, your father. A grand soldier. Not a scrap of meanness in him, and no vindictiveness. With his dying breath he forgave me for a thoughtless insult.

Yes? said Kangra Gunga.

Theres the old scar. Can you see it?

Yes. He met Burnhams eye. He spoke slowly. My father thrashed me for the carelessness with bow-and-arrow. But he thrashed me twice again for the lie.

You may speak plainly, said Burnham. There are no witnesses.

What do you wish me to say? asked Kangra Gunga.

What is this resentment that you hold against me?

Nay, nay! Spoken words are not falcons that return to be hooded.

He saluted. Burnham nodded and he strode away to attend to the ponies.

Three days later, a wounded tigress charged from a thicket. Kangra Gunga shot her dead within a yard of Burnhams back. It was as plain as if his smile had said the grim words, that he would let no brute beast rob him of revenge.

That night Burnham summoned Kangra Gunga to the camp-fire. Seated by invitation, Kangra Gunga smiled when Burnham asked him point-blank:

What is the issue between us? Let us speak of it, once and for all.

I will listen to whatever your honor is pleased to say, Kangra Gunga answered.

Why have you refused promotion? Why not follow in your fathers footsteps?

Is it not sufficient that I bear in mind my fathers izzat? Have I failed of a sowars duty?

Look here, now. I admit that I insulted your father. It was unintentional, and I apologized at the first possible moment. He accepted my apology.

He was already dead when I reached him, said Kangra Gunga.

You have saved my life twice. Why?

Was it not my duty?

Very well. I have nothing against you, of course, if you do your duty. Good night.

Burnham had to tell the colonel of his failure.

But I wish, sir, you could see your way to let it ride a bit longer. I think Ill solve it, sooner or later.

The colonel raised gray eyebrows. Perhaps too late!

For the sake of his grand old fathers memory Id like to see this thing through to its end, said Burnham.

You mean your end, dont you? Damned ass! said the colonel.

If the men should think Id funked him, that might be the end of their respect for any of us.

Have it your own way. But remember: slow revenge is slow fire. If he ever kills you in your sleep, dont return from the grave to haunt me for sympathy. You wont get it.

Thereafter, a rumor of war obscured all minor interests. There is endemic warfare in the mountains, where the lean Afridi pray to Allah for the coming of the great jihad, when they shall plunder Indias plains.Hence, frontier regiments.

Beyond the frontier, the crops had failed. Complaining women and the yearning of their own bellies had made the young men pious. Hugging their smuggled rifles, stolen or bought for their weight in silver, they had been listening to the hot-mouthed mullahs preaching Paradise for death in battle.

Gathering lashkars had been viewed, by the Royal Air Force. They had been warned and, since they mocked at warnings, realistically bombed. The high explosives shattered a few sangars, scarred the mountains and raised roaring echoes along valley and ravine. The mocking hillmen had retorted by depositing at Peshawar Gate three severed heads that recently had graced the shoulders of the village elders of a clan that claimed British protection: one last insolence too many.

The regiment prayed to its squadrons of gods to send it first into the field.

Fretful weeks of waiting. Sudden climax. Marching orders. A delirium of joy. And then the easy, affluent outpouring as of well-trained hounds gone hunting.

A mere hill campaign. It barely made the front page, for a day, in a pause in the riot of world events. Success depended on swift and masterly attack, against ferocious marksmen, amid mountains where the droning air force rarely could discover ambush, and the cavalry bore the brunt of reconnaisance as in days gone by. Raw wind and iron rations. Plundered forage for the horses. Blind trails, mapless wilderness and midnight sniping. Staff work beyond praise but this side of perfection. Somebody blundered.

There was a retirement, due to a misread signal, amid echoing gorges, where the hillmen had prepared an ambush unseen from the air. Seven officers down. The rules of warfare downwind with the yells of the ambushed hillmen.

Burnham and twenty men, of whom one was his orderly, Kangra Gunga, were surrounded, waterless, within the wall of an abandoned sangar, unseen from the air because a gray cliff leaned between them and the sky.

There was only one thing to be done. Burnham sent Kangra Gunga galloping to ask for aid or orders, water and ammunition. He saw him ride through a hail of flanking rifle-fire and pitch head foremost from his shot horse.

Dead! said a sowar, staring between piled rocks. Who next?

There were nineteen pairs of eyes that glanced at Burnham. Nineteen silent witnesses that destiny had solved a riddle, looking to see how he liked it.

Burnham climbed a rock for a more commanding view. He saw a way of escape. Like many another one-mans fortress in the mountains, this one had a cunningly contrived back entrance. Well hidden by tumbled rocks, along the flank of the overleaning cliff, there was a path that offered precarious foothold for a led horse. One by one the men might steal away, unseen by the enemy. They might perhaps reach safety. It was worth trying. Burnham gave his orders and the escape commenced, one man at a time, at well-timed intervals.

The remainder defended the naked slope by which the enemy must climb. They kept up a hot fire through the gaps: in the broken wall; and as they vanished one by one, the others fired the faster, dodging from rock to rock to deceive the hillmen; until only Burnham and two sowars held the sangar  and then Burnham and one. He bade the last man go. The man demurred.Burnham spoke sharply: Obey!

Two minutes passed. Burnham used a wounded sowars rifle, dodging from rock to rock, pretending to be ten men. At last he drove his horse along ahead of him, because he needed to be free to use the rifle if the hillmen should rush.

Too late. A number of hillmen had climbed for a deadlier angle of fire. Almost a machine-gun gale of bullets screamed from a ledge three hundred yards away and killed the horse. That hitherto unoccupied crag commanded the first fifty yards of the stairway trail by which the men had escaped. To attempt it now was certain death. But even from that high vantage point, the enemy could not command the space within the sangar wall. They could not see it was deserted. For the moment, Burnham was safe where he was.

Darkness at the latest would bring the hillmen swarming up the slope to use their steel. So Burnham, taking cover with a rifle on his knees, sat down to wait for darkness  and the end. It might be worse. Hundreds of men of action have had to retire and rot to death, on half pay, in an English suburb. He had got his men safely away, that was the important point. He sat wondering which of the junior officers was alive and would take his place.

He was startled when Kangra Gunga, toward evening, crawled from between two boulders, stood, saluted and came forward, offering his water bottle. Burnham wet parched lips.

Did you get through with your message? he demanded.

Yes. My horse was shot. I crawled until I found a sowar scouting forward, and to him I gave the message.

Very well, said Burnham. You werent told to come back here. Couldnt you have escaped?

Yes.

Their eyes met in the deepening shadow. A full minute passed in silence, broken by the cat-call laughter of the hillmen, before Burnham spoke:

Well be dead in a minute or two, you and I. Care to shake hands?

Is it a command? asked Kangra Gunga. He stood rigid at attention, his eyes glowing.

No, said Burnham.

There began to be heavier firing, down below in the ravine where the impatient hillmen awaited darkness.

Stand to, said Burnham. This looks like the end.

If you are afraid, I will hold your hand, said Kangra Gunga.

Neither man spoke after that for several minutes. They kept up a steady rifle- fire at hillmen who were dodging up the slope from rock to rock. Below them, the ravine was thunderous. Rifle-firing echoed and reechoed amid crags that deflected the din. It was impossible to see or guess what was happening, except that for the moment the assault, up the narrow approach to the sangar, had ceased.

Burnham and Kangra Gunga faced each other again, and Burnham smiled, a little wearily.

Have you been waiting all these years for your chance to say that? he said slowly.

In the presence of death I have said it, Kangra Gunga answered.

Burnham stared at him. This is not the first time we have looked at death together.

Let it be the last time, sahib! It is possible to crawl to safety by the way I crawled in. I will hold this sangar while you do it. None will ever know you ordered it, unless you tell it.

I understand you, said Burnham. You dont believe that your father accepted my apology?

Kangra Gungas eyes had changed.

They were the eyes of a man who believed he had made a mistake, but who would take the consequences standing.

You, said Burnham, how dare you even think Id lie to a companion in arms? Take this rifle and go, by the way you came. You hear me? Obey!

Sudden and terrific squalls of rifle-fire resumed in the ravine. Then a trumpet call, equally sudden, and no mistaking it.

Open order  advance!

Thats the regiment, said Burnham.

Find them. Tell them where I am.

Kangra Gunga saluted. May I speak?

Yes.

Look! They are coming at us again! The hillmen mean to finish us before the regiment prevents. Sahib  

Obey my order.

Nay, I disobey it! I will die here. Major Burnham sahib, I had no sooner spoken than I knew it was wrong. But I spoke. I can not recall it. And you answered as a good companion in arms  aye, even as my father might have answered. I am ashamed. I will die here.

As you were, said Burnham. You may stay here.Quick now, use your rifle.

For several minutes they lay side by side, firing steadily into the shadows. It was clear now that the hillmen were in full retreat, fighting a rear-guard action. A dozen of them were making one last desperate attempt to storm the sangar. The assault checked, hesitated, dwindled, ceased. Below, the squalls of rifle-fire advanced up the ravine like a hailstorm driven by a high wind. Burnham leaned his rifle against a rock, and again he and Kangra Gunga faced each other. At last Burnham spoke:

Anything else on your mind?

No, sahib. I have said what I said. I am ashamed.

So I was, once, said Burnham. As your father said to me, it is forgotten. Now would you care to shake hands?


BURBETON AND ALI BEG 

$ I.

THE wet-and-dry-nursed turf of Meadowbrook  sun sweetened green velvet on a ground of iron  drummed to a devils tattoo. There were other intermittent noises. Ponies and men breathed hard. About once in every thirty seconds the packed stands creaked under the strain; twenty thousand, of a class which keeps emotion underneath the surface, would grip the seats and sway one way or the other alltogether  throat-held, hypnotized, by the game that is to all other games as wine to water.

Through drumming of the hoofs  punctuating it  the click-smack-click of mallet-nose on whitened bamboo ball came at odd moments: now once, clean-clipped And hard, to be followed by thunder as the ponies wheeled and raced; now in a hail-storm clatter, with an underswish of whips as ponies tiptoed through a scrimmage nervously. Presently the crowd would sob again in unison, remembering at last to catch its breath.

My conscience, but those gentlemen know how to lose! said Margaret Brunton almost to herself, and Burberton beside her came out of a dream. He, too, had been watching spell-bound, and he felt a little bit ashamed of having let emotion get the better of him.

Any man can learn to lose, he answered  sneering rather more than he intended. Theyve lost. What would you have them do  lose their tempers? I vote we make a move, before the crowd starts rushing for the gate. Our men have won. There are only two more chukkers. Theres no earthly chance that the other side can pull the game out of the fire now.

Im going to stay and see them try! said Margaret. You go if you like: Mr. Howe will see me home.

Im dammed if he will! thought Burberton, with a sideways glance at Sammy.

Samuel Hamilton Howe  gentleman of means and quite illimitable leisure  was about the only bosom friend that Burberton owned to. Sammy was a joke; every living being seemed to love him, but no man in his senses ever dreamed of coupling Sammys name with that of a woman. And Norman Burberton prided himself on being in absolute possession of all his senses.

He had no illusions of any kind at all. He believed he could read human nature like a book, and he despised it in a rather good-natured, condescending way that he had inherited (without accessories) from Old Man Burberton, his father. Old Man Burberton had laughed, and taken what he wanted, leaving his only son more millions than were altogether good for him. Norman Burberton forgot to laugh as a rule, bought what he wanted, and grew tired of it.

He had no least notion now that Margaret Brunton could conceivably prefer Sammy Howe to himself, and jealousy in any case was the passion he despised most. He was too masterful to be jealous He had his fathers absolute self-confidence, and a very considerable share of the railway magnates judgment; he had decided, after calm reflection during which he indulged in no vainglorious flights of imagination, that Margaret Brunton was waiting contentedly for him to propose to her in his own good time. He admired her patience, and paid her the compliment of treating Sammys attentions to her as quite undangerous.

But it suited his purpose to see her home himself. It was in line with his acquisitiveness. She was the only desirable thing that his money had not yet bought him, and to have her with him on the front seat of his car  not yet his, but yet no other mans; his when he chose to ask  gave him more delight than he had ever gained from actual possession of anything. Sammy on a seat behind would add to his enjoyment, and would serve to prevent the necessary other girl from interjecting conversation.

For all that he despised humanity so heartily, he liked the crowd to notice Margaret Brunton when she rode with him, and he had been conscious of a distinct feeling of irritation when the break-neck international polo game had drawn all eyes from her and her eyes away from him.

He had no interest in the game now. He believed in winning, and once won, the game ceased to interest him; he could not keep his attention on the last two chukkers, nor see any sense in waiting for the finish. He sat still and watched Margaret Brunton sideways, gloating  if the truth were known  over the thought of his ultimate possession of her, but to all outward seeming just a little bored, and quite indifferent.

Limb for limb  line for clean-bred line  he might have been blood-brother to any of the eight who were giving every good, grim ounce they owned on the drumming grass below. Those men were his crowd; the British four, too, would have acknowledged him their social equal as readily as his own countrymen did. And yet none of the eight could have been really his intimate. There was an egotism about Burberton that seemed to check and dry up the opening confidence of everyone, except Margaret Brunton and Sammy Howe  just as they two were like rays of sunshine to the rest of the world. Either team would have talked polo to Burberton as to an expert, and would have turned away at the first opportunity to be happy with Miss Brunton or Sammy, neither of whom knew a solitary thing about it.

It was perhaps his trouble, after all, that Norman Burberton knew too much and loved too little. He imagined that he loved the girl beside him, whereas all he did do was to know, from practised observation, that she was the sweetest, best-looking woman within his social horizon. And anybody could have told him that, without any of his worldly, thirty-year-old cynicism to help make comparisons.

He watched her appraisingly; as she leaned forward beside him; silhouetted against the black of someones coat beyond, she might have been a cameo. Even Sammy  something of an Apollo on his own account, and every inch of him a dandy  suggested references to Beauty and the Beast; Burberton compared their features, as a connoisseur of jewels might judge one stone against a better one  and he looked like a connoisseur. They looked like happy children, all appreciative.

When the whistle shrilled at last and the blowing ponies trotted off the field to thunders of applause, Margaret Brunton sat still.

Lord, look at the crowd! said Burberton. Why didnt we get away sooner?

She looked at Sammy first, and then critically from him to Burberton, as if she were wondering where the difference lay; her lips were still slightly parted, her cheeks still glowing, her eyes still bright with the excitement of the game. So were Sammys.

I wouldnt have missed one minute of it! We can wait here until most of the crowd has gone, and then Mr. Howe has promised to bring one of the English team and introduce him.

Heavens! smiled Burberton, not ill-humoredly. He managed to infer a compliment. Sammys getting useful! Go on, Sam  fetch him.

Sammy, who sensed something in the atmosphere that was not absolutely peaceful  something faintly distasteful to his sunny disposition  was glad enough to go.

Where did he meet any of the other team? asked Burberton.

When he was in India, I think. There must be something wonderful about that country. Mr. Howe came back quite different from what he was before he went away  and look at those officers! Im told they learned all their polo in India. They certainly did learn how to lose like gentlemen.

Do you mean that our fellows  ?

Our fellows won.

I dont see how that makes them

They are our fellows, and Im glad they won. I always did think well of our fellows, as you call them; and now I think even better of them. It makes me wonder how good they would be if they could all take a turn in India.

Indias got nothing to do with it! said Burberton, with the air of a man of thirty who knows all there is to know. Those four men are just natural-born polo-players  gentlemen  and they met a better team.

Id like to look at India, said Margaret, musingly.

Why not? Burberton pricked up astonishingly. When an idea came to him, one could recognize his fathers son. He glanced left and right  made sure that Sammy was not on the way back yet  and settled down, as a man sits tight down in the saddle when he means to test his horsemanship.

Ive wanted to say this for a long time  been waiting for a chance to say it  didnt want to be banal and say the usual sort of things, and didnt want to do the usual thing, either. Youve given me the idea.

Wait! said Margaret. I think I know what you are going to say. I dont want you to say it. And yet  Norman  I would rather listen to you saying it than to any other man.

He did not answer. That was Burberton senior again. The old man had been famous for the art with which he reserved his verbal fire.

Im not comparing you, Norman, with any of those four men who played. If I could compare you with anybody, I would not have been seen about with you so much. But

But what?

Every single one of those four men  and Mr. Howe besides  has got something which you havent. You could get it  you could get it if you tried.

What is it?

She shook her head. Cant you see?

If I could see something I wanted I would get it or go broke in the attempt. I was going to mention something that I want very much  and mean to have  when you cut me short.

Do you really mean to have it?

He nodded. You know I do!

Then find out what the other is and get it first. The rest will be easy!

I hate riddles! he answered irritably. Wont you tell me the answer?

Youll have to see it for yourself. I dont think I can make it clear to you. Only this  youll have to find out that the worlds worth living in before it will be worth living in, and before you can help make some one elses life worth living too. I want you to find it out for yourself. Im sure Mr. Howe found it in India, for I saw the change in him when he came back. And now Ive seen these four men play and lose, and I know they came from India, and  I may be wrong, but it has made me think.

I cant see what youre driving at, said Burberton.

I know you cant. I want you to be able to see. You cant find it here, for youve got too much money and too many friends. Do you know anyone in India?

Not a soul.

Perhaps that would be a good thing. I dont think Mr. Howe knew anybody  at all events until he got there.

Now there are few things more exasperating to a man of mettle  and Burberton had more than the ordinary  than to be compared to his own disadvantage with a man whom he considers his inferior, in wealth and brain and pluck and sportsmanship and savoir faire. He liked Sammy Howe. He very nearly loved him. But he did it patronizingly.

Im getting tired of hearing about Sam! he answered.

And Im getting very tired of waiting for him! Theres Mrs. Boileau  look, shes beckoning. Im going to ask her to take me home in her car  wheres Mildred? There she is  now will you go and explain to Mr. Howe that I couldnt wait? And  and  wont you wait for him and take him home afterward?

Burberton, with the perfectly good grace that he knew well how to draw on over a feeling of discomfiture, walked with her to Mrs. Boileaus side, and later helped her into Mrs. Boileaus huge blue touring-car.

Got to wait for Sammy Howe, he explained, and not even that sharp-eyed scenter-out of social happenings could draw the least deduction from his manner. Sammy Howe, ten minutes later, was the first to get a glimpse below the surface.

Come on home, you interminable ass! Burberton growled, seizing Sammy by the elbow.

Why? Wont she wait? Hell be out directly.

Shes gone with Mrs. Boileau.

Sammy did not raise his eyebrows  nor did he ask questions. The first remark of any kind came from Burberton, who was making new hole-records in the speed law of the state; and he did not speak until the city was in sight.

Know anyone in India? he asked.

Yes. Know one man well. Why?

Give me an introduction to him, will you?

Now Sammys eyebrows did rise.

Whats the use? he asked. My mans not a nabob.

I asked it as a favor.

Are you going to India, then?

What else would I want the introduction for?

Will you go and see him if I give it to you?

What else would I do with it?

Promise?

Yes.

Its yours. Youll like him if you stay long enough. Chap called Ommony. When dyou go?

By the first ship that leaves New York! swore Burberton.

§ II.

SO Norman Burberton began to study India  from the wrong end; and for six toe-on-heel, hard-riding months he liked it. Men discovered he could ride and shoot as well as any of them, so things were pushed his way. He saw nothing of the mechanism  nothing of the insistent, sleepless maw that drains everlastingly the cleanest blood of England and gives back nothing but ideals. All he saw was surface glamour, and subsurface poverty, and new ways of killing time that interested him until the novelty wore off.

He stuck pig in Guzerat and quitted himself handsomely; a man who can do that may be forgiven six of all the seven sins, and his name went up and down the land in front of him. But it was all the same thing that he had known before, in a different setting  amusement, with a bad taste at the end of it.

He killed his tiger from the back of a rajahs elephant; shot a rhino (and few but royalty and viceroys may do that); shot quail; saw panthers fight to a ghastly, gory finish in a walled arena (that was in a native state, where Government had barely seeped into the roots of things); drank deep, as a welcome guest should, in the Gunners Mess at Poona; and stood, at the end of it all, unawed and dissatisfied, in front of the Taj Mahal by moonlight.

It was not the mystery of India that appealed to him; he did not care for it, nor even realize it. It was another mystery.

These men  and most surely they were men  who drank with him and laughed with him, and rode neck and neck with him and risked their lives; who showed him a hundred kinds of hospitality the West knows nothing of; who spoke his language  drawled with the drawl that he had cultivated  and drew his arbitrary line between what was sport and what was not  regarded him exactly as he had regarded his own world back at home. They accepted him because he was there and a pretty decent sort, but that was all. There was not one man of all of them who was really interested in him, or who so much as lifted the curtain for a minute from the heart of things that held them all except himself.

And he could not find the heart of things, however hard he tried. They had no secrets from him, or none that he could lay his finger on. He heard them talking shop in the club rooms after dinner, and they were selfish and querulous and jealous of one another, just like other men. Few of them admitted any love for India. Most if not all of them were men who could have earned a more than decent living anywhere, at almost anything they chose, and many of them were men of considerable private means.

He saw men sickening with fever and anemia, and all the other ailments that the Indian sun draws out of the polluted soil, and he saw other men who had sickened and gone home, and returned again for more. And he learned there was nothing in it for anybody except a pension  should he live to draw it.

They liked or hated one another; but they always understood. And invariably  always  all the time  drunk or sober  they treated him as some one who could not begin to understand.

I suppose youre going to write a book on India when you get back home? asked a judge of the Punjab High Court.

It was the dozenth time that he had been asked that question.

Would you read it if I did?

Certainly. Its good to see ourselves as others see us  keeps our perspective right. I get clippings regularly from the American papers, and they make even better reading than the London ones. Now  what is your impression of the country?

But Burberton did not answer him. He was conscious of being rather liked, but laughed at. At home, he had been neither liked nor laughed at, and he had not cared. Now he cared and was angry, because his cynicism wouldnt work. It annoyed him that these men who were certainly no better than himself should treat him as outside the pale of understanding. And why should thev be sarcastic?

What is your impression of America? he retorted, when he had given his irritation time to fade away.

Ive been there six times, said the judge. I generally go home that way round. Its the only country in the world that could have produced you.

You dont like Americans?

What is an American? I like you.

Id like very much to find out what holds you all here  you, for instance. You  none of you  like India.

Like it? Indias a beastly country to live in for any length of time  drains the life-blood out of you.

Then what keeps you here?

Youve been all up and down the country. Dyou mean to say you havent found that out yet? What are you going to do next?

Home, I think. No  Ive a promise to keep first  a man named Ommony to visit  ever hear of him?

Not Ommony of the Woods and Forests by any chance? Visit him by all means  hell give you the answer if anybody can.

Who or what is he, exactly?

Exactly? Why, hes Ommony of the Woods and Forests. Go and visit him and see.

How do I get there?

Train  about five hundred miles  change at Ahmadabad for Tikpur  tonga sixty miles to the edge of the reservation  then ride, unless the tonga road is through the forest already  ride and find him.

§ III.

HE knew now how alone he was. He realized, as the squeaky tonga jolted him along the new-made road, that loneliness  and nothing else  had been the trouble with him He was a specimen to other people  just as others had invariably been to him. Good, grown men looked at him, and dined and rode and talked with him, and did not care. He knew, now, that he wanted them to care.

And as he realized his loneliness, the border of the forest swallowed him and road and tonga, and the silence settled down on him as if he had been dead long ages. The trees and the outskirt changed to greater trees; the sky became patchwork spots of blue between the branches, and the tonga-driver ceased his singing  tried to begin again  and stopped. Only the clip-clop of the ponies feet and the shrilling of the oil-less wheels disturbed the stillness; and the view was shut off by endless rows of giant tree-trunks that leaned back like a cordon of policemen to restrain the bursting verdure.

Ill go  and stay one night  and come away again, swore Burberton. Two days of this would drive me mad!

But he drove for two days through the forest, until he could have shrieked at the gloom and silence. At night he stayed in a log-cabin that a road-builder had left there. Once or twice in the night he heard the baying of a distant wolf-pack; and once  as he walked the stamped-earth floor  he paused and listened to a footfall. Something heavy, with soft feet, came and seemed to listen, and went away. After that the only sound was of the moths that fluttered round his lantern, and when morning came there was a track down the middle of the floor where he had paced it. He would not wait for breakfast; he wanted to gallop back into the sunshine, and would have done it; only the tonga ponies could not gallop, and it was a days drive either way. So he drove on.

By midday of the second day the New York that he knew and hated seemed to have been paradise, and the only hell was here among the trees. Ommony must be the arch-administrator of hell, and Margaret Brunton, who was lost to him, the Queen of Heaven. He dreaded meeting Ommony  hated him before he heard him speak or saw him  hated himself for being such an idiot as to leave luxury and sport and company for this  and fell asleep.

It was a devil that awoke him  a devil with muddied hair that reached down to his shoulders, with a tigers claw suspended from his neck, and barely a rag of clothing  a red devil with a long knife tied to his waist, who glowed in the setting sun that shone huge and angry in a gap between the trees. The devil tugged at him, and Burberton descended from the tonga like a man who dreamed. For a second he entertained a wild idea of shooting, but his guns were cased and underneath the tonga seat.

Are you Burberton? a deep, mellow voice called from among the trees. Come along. Im glad to meet you.

He followed the voice, and found a straight-backed man who leaned against a tree and looked like part of it; his helmet and coat and puttees were all weather-stained, as if Mother Nature had made them too. He said nothing further, but shook hands and turned his back and led the way along a forest path. Burberton glanced back, with a thought for his guns and gear.

Nobody steals anything hereabouts, said Ommony  who had not looked; he had heard the turn  he was a forester.

Wouldnt dare, I suppose?

Wouldnt want to.

They strode along so fast that Burberton had difficulty in keeping up. Ommony went ahead through the tangled undergrowth with the gait and tirelessness of a shrimp-catcher in the surf, and the naked, mud-matted devil trotted behind, silent and tireless in his element. But the pace told on Burberton.

How do you keep yourself from growing crazy here? he asked, hoping to gain time by conversation.

By thinking of the forest. Thought I would go crazy when I first came. Thought of myself  think of the forest now  keep sane.

A minute later Ommony noticed his heavy breathing and slowed down. I beg your pardon, he said, that was stupid of me  I forgot.

They emerged soon into a clearing, where a wood-and-mud brick bungalow stood framed in a garden, with a fence around it. There were native servants busied about the place, and on the small veranda a grizzled old man waited, who salaamed and smiled at sight of them. He looked like the Peace-Gods older brother.

How often do you see a white man here?

Hardly ever. Have a drink, suggested Ommony.

The old man had arranged the chairs for them on the veranda, and they sat down facing each other. Burberton studied his host at length, but Ommony seemed to have been satisfied with half a glance. If he looked at Burberton at all it was sideways  not slyly, but as a jungle denizen that watches even while it rests.

Know Hamilton Howe at all well? asked Burberton, bursting to speak, but at a loss for subjects.

Yes. Had him here a month  five  six years ago. Cured him.

Of what?

Not listening.

Burberton stared hard, between sips at a long cool drink. It dawned on him that Ommony was always listening.

What do you find to listen to?

The forest. Stay on and Ill show you.

A string of naked, lean savages emerged into the clearing, bearing Burbertons luggage on their heads. No one spoke to them, but they filed round behind the bungalow and stowed it all somewhere; Burberton could hear the thud as the packages were lowered to the floor.

You seem to have good servants? he volunteered.

They and the forest taught me nearly all I know. They were bad at first  but I learned. Now there are none better anywhere.

They kept silence then until the sun went down with Indian suddenness and the black night glowed with moving phosphorescent dots. A little breeze sprang up and the ghostly trees responded to it until the night was full of silence rendered audible, and Burberton thought that the drums of his ears would burst.

Dinner-time, said Ommony, so suddenly that Burberton was startled. Youll find a bath all ready in your room.

He found more than a bath waiting. His dress-clothes were unpacked and laid out for him on the bed.

Is Ommony sahib married, then? he asked the grizzled servant. The old man did not understand.

Memsahib hai?

The old man shook his head.

So he dressed himself, stiff shirt, white-silk waistcoat, patent-leather shoes  and laughed at his reflection in the glass. He suspected that the whole thing was a mistake on the old servants part, and that Ommony  in khaki, with his sleeves rolled up  would laugh at him. The laughter, he thought, might serve to break the dreadful silence.

But he found Ommony waiting for him at a snow-white dinner table, in a suit that lacked a dozen years of fashion but in a shirt that was immaculate.

Do you always dress for dinner?

Of course, said Ommony. The question seemed superfluous.

It was a six-course dinner, beautifully served, and not hurried over. Ommony appeared to be astonishingly well-informed, and said nothing of his forest. Burberton had expected to be bored with interminable details about woodcraft and other matters of indifference. Gradually Ommony drew Burberton on to talking of America, and then he listened  keeping the monologue going by a deftly inserted question here and there.

Up at dawn, Ommony said at last, in a momentary pause. Better go to bed.

What time is it?

Midnight.

Norman Burberton stared harder now than ever. He  the blase, money-weary cynic  had talked, and had been interested in his own talk, for four long hours on end. And on the table between them stood a bottle of Madeira still half full. This was wizardry.

I was thinking of leaving in the morning, he said. I just looked in on you because I promised Howe I would

Howe wrote me. I answered him. I promised him Id keep you.

I

Try one more day  then answer.

But

Youre all right  just as he was. You dont drink  you dont boast  youre intelligent  stay on  youll be glad afterward.

Id go crazy.

Try a day of it  two days  before you answer. Ill show you things you never dreamt of.

They had gone out to the veranda, and Ommony had moved himself away from the light that streamed through the open door; his voice came like a ghosts from the black darkness.

Dont be afraid. All that Burberton could not see him, but he knew as well as he knew that it was dark that Ommony was stretching out his hand toward the forest will heal you; it wont hurt you.

Im not afraid of anything, said Burberton.

Then stay.

I see what you mean. You dont see a white man very often  youre lonely  thats it?

Stay for that reason if you like.

So, with a little glow of virtue undermining his feeling of self-sacrifice, Burberton agreed to stay on for a day or two. He did it a little condescendingly and very grudgingly; and because of the darkness he failed to see the smile on Ommonys firm, weather-beaten face.

§ IV.

BURBERTON never remembered afterward all the details of the month that followed. They were like a dream, between the evening of his former life and the morning of his reawakening. Ommony  lone-handed in responsibility  ruled, watched, and listened to eight hundred square miles of forest; he was part of it, as were the animals he knew, and the naked forest-helpers who seemed to understand his thoughts; and he made his guest free of all of it.

He said little at any time, but he showed untiringly; and he taught Burberton the secret of the silences, that are never silent when one listens to them. And Burberton stayed condescendingly (at first)  revolted (that was on the third day)  stayed on a little longer out of curiosity  stayed yet another week because the fancy seized him, and then  threw his heart into the thing and stayed.

Week after week they rode together under rioting waves of branches that filtered the fierce sun grudgingly through a wonder-mesh of green; or galloped boot-to-boot down twenty-mile-long glades, hand-hewn and goat-grazed to keep the fires in check. They watched the sambur feeding, nose upwind, and came on the wild pig rooting in the clearings. The whole jungle and its occupants were an open book to Ommony, and he showed it all until the feel of it crept under Burbertons skin.

Once, three weeks after Burbertons arrival, when they had breasted a rock-and-jungle rise by a roaring waterfall, Ommony said suddenly, Ill show you Ali Beg; and they dismounted and crept cautiously between the boulders and lay side by side, peering through the jungle-grass.

Whats Ali Beg?

Look.

Careless in his strength, sun-bathed in a rock-strewn clearing, newly gorged, a tiger lay and licked himself, and Burberton, with held breath, watched him  strangely enough, without a white mans lust to kill. Then Ommony stood up head and shoulders above the grass and whistled; and fifty yards away the brute leaped to his feet and faced him, his tail swaying gently from side to side, and his huge fangs showing.

Ommony smiled back. He had no rifle in his hands. No goats, Ali Beg! he warned in a level voice. Remember  leave the goats alone!

At the sound of his voice the great, sleek brute turned and strode away, swaggering, with his weight hung down between his shoulder-blades, and not once looking back.

Hes past his prime, said Ommony. Hes getting lazy. Next hell get stiff. Then hell find goats easier than sambur. Then

He looked down, and almost from between his feet a naked rifle-bearer rose. But it was always that way; men seemed to crop up from the jungle to obey his thoughts.

Almost seemed as if the tiger understood you, said Burberton.

He understands that I rule this jungle, and I understand him. Thats enough. There are five like him in the forest, and they maynt kill goats or men  thats all.

He sat down and signed to the boy to bring the tiffin basket; he almost never gave a spoken order, but he absolutely never went unwaited on.

A hundred years ago there was no forest here  nothing but a wilderness and an occasional clump of trees. Its grown twenty-five per cent, in my time.

Feels like your forest, I suppose?

No. Did at first. Now I belong to it  thats the secret. I didnt know anything until I let the forest take hold of me. It gave me all thats worth having  peace  strength  understanding  just as soon as I left off hating it and put out all I had. Youve got to listen to it  listen all the time; then, after a while the forest tells you, and you can use your knowledge on the forest and be happy.

I dont doubt anything you say  but whats the use? Whats the end youre aiming for?

Ask God and the Government! The villagers think its all to graze their goats in, and for fuel and building poles. Our friend, Ali Beg, imagines its his hunting ground.

These jungle-wallahs  who know it all and tell me all they know  think I own the forest. And I know Im its servant. Did it ever strike you that in some ways youre like Ali Beg?

How dyou mean?

But Ommony was not given to repeating things.

Night after night they dined in semi-regal state, dressed as sahibs, lest the forest take a too strong hold on them and cause them to forget their birthright. And from dawn to dark they rode or strode through growing jungle, inspecting fire-lanes, attending to the planting of the naked places, and seeing that the goats were kept within their grazing limits.

You sec, dont you? said Ommony one afternoon, in one of his rare bursts of speech. You cant stop the forest growing. You can swear at it, and hate it, but it grows. Care for it, love it, stamp the fires out, guard it, and it grows better. But you must listen  always listen!

Why should I listen? Im not going to start a forest.

I know youre not. Youre going back into the outside world in three days time. Dont go like Ali Beg. Listen and remember!

Whats Ali Beg been doing?

Killed three goats a little after dawn  one for food, and two out of sheer wantonness.

Some strange conceit seemed to tickle Ommony, for he chuckled to himself. You shall kill Ali Beg  you alone. he smiled; and after that he was silent until dinnertime. Before dinner, though, he gave certain orders to the hangers-on who clustered to the rearward of his bungalow.

He was silent all through dinner, even for Ommony, who had learned to love and listen to the silences, and as usual it was Burberton who broke the spell at last.

I like you, Ommony, he said; and it was the first time in his life that he had ever said that to a man. Id like to see more of you, and youve made me keen on forestry. If youll come to America, Ill buy you a forest  a big one  and put you in charge of it, and pay you five times over what youre getting now.

Ill tell you a little story, answered Ommony. Listen. Once a trading company that happened to be English came to India, and won the country by the sword. Notice the parallel: once a man became a millionaire by seizing opportunity. If you go deep down to the root of things youll find it hard to justify cither of them. Well  the company grew fat and lazy, and talked about inalienable rights. The country groaned, and was impoverished; the company grumbled at the selfishness of native India. Then the country mutinied. You know the history. The company was spewed out and extinguished. It left the forests bare and the people starving. It had never listened. Then England came and did listen; and look at India now.

But you dont imagine, do you, that your Government is popular among the inhabitants? Why  theyd kick you all out to-morrow if they dared begin!

If we left India to-morrow do you suppose thered be a forest here in ten years time  or an acre under irrigation? If some of your rich men  the men who work, I mean  the men who listen and then give out what theyve learned  were put out of business  stripped  what dyou suppose would happen? India used to be a hunting ground  for money; then it became a burden  then a responsibility, and now  man alive, its fun! Its like a mother with her child; we feed it  it drains our lifeblood  it isnt grateful  but wc get back what nothing else can give us.

I dont quite see the parallel, as you call it. I havent been spewed out.

No? I wish you could see yourself as you were a month ago! You were Ali Beg. Go back and give.

You mean give money?

No, you idiot! Give yourself.

LONG before dawn next morning fifty or more naked jungle-coolies scattered in a semicircle through the forest; and as day broke, when the opalescent mist was lifting and the leaves were taking on a first faint glow of gold, Burberton stood alone in a clearing, breathing the cool morning air.

There came a crashing through the undergrowth. The fifty jungle-men were as silent as the tread of Nemesis; but the great striped brute they dodged and worried on from tree to tree was angry, and a tiger can be as silent as a snake or as noisy as a buffalo, just as the fancy seizes him. Ali Beg chose to give the jungle notice of his coming.

There came a pause  silence  and another crash. Then  head and shoulders protruding through the undergrowth  the tiger came to a stand and glared, twenty yards away. There was a sound behind him  the breaking of a twig  no more, but notice of the closing in. He glanced behind him; there were fifty behind him he could not see, and one in front he could; so he came with a rush and a spring  twelve feet in the air  a flashing, furious yellow streak, that tore the wind, white-fanged, claw-tipped, and snarling. And Burberton dropped him as he came, with a straight, clean shot, up and under, that tore through the breast and backbone. He fell two yards away.

Bass! said Ommony  the word that through the East means Enough. That ends it. It is finished.

Id no idea that you were near me!

No? Did you think Id leave you to the mercy of a driven tiger? That was a good shot. Your nerves in fine condition; but it might not have been. Ive had him covered all the way from where they flushed him. You should have fired when he first showed  I all but wiped your eye for you.

Im glad you didnt. Glad he fell to me.

Dont let his ghost haunt you, thats all.

Id like to stay on and get another one.

No. One Ali Begs enough for any man. Go now. Get back to the place where you belong. I belong here, and you dont. Pack up your trunks and go.

Wont you change your mind and come with me?

I? Id no more leave my world until my times up than youll care to leave yours two years from now. Go back and remember what I told you  listen, and then give.

§ V.

THE Secretary of State in India  gray-haired from forty years of worry  did tell a few friends of the visit paid to him by Burberton; but they were chosen friends, and the secret was well kept.

He offered millions upon millions. He said: Here I am, and Im ready. You need money  its notorious, and Ive got money; put me to work, and you can have the use of all of it! But the Secretary shook his head.

What we need is men, he answered.

But  millions  think what you  what wc could do with millions!

We could get millions in a week. We can borrow them at three per cent. We could get a tenth of what you offer from almost any Maharajah, if wed so much as add one gun to his salute. We need the men to use the money and you cant buy them. If you want to give money theres a famine relief fund open  there are several universities in need of endowment  the trustees would be very grateful.

Oh, I could do all that at home if I cared to. I want to work.

Cant you work at home?

But why not here, if you need men?

The Secretary shook his head. We need men whose hearts are in it permanently, he answered. We have to train them, and they have to start at the very beginning. Youd never do. Try your own country.

But afterward when he told the story to his friends, his verdict was: Hell go a long way, that boy will. Hes got the idea. And the consensus of opinion was with him.

THE other end of the story is better known  how Burberton went back to America, and what he has done there since. Margaret Brunton said that she had loved him all the time, and nobody ever doubted her. He met her at a dance, one week after his return, and no one was surprised when their engagement was announced fourteen days later. But she, and he, both kept the secret of exactly how it happened.

What will be your next amusement? she had asked him, after a conversation in between two dances.

Next? Im going to make this country hum! Im going to make it sit up and take notice! The old dads business will do all right to start with, but thats going to be childs play to what follows. Im going to pick good men and turn em loose to do things  make things  create things  oh, you watch! Im going to live!

And are vou going to marrv me first? she asked. Or

That is the true, inside history of their engagement.

THE END


MAKING £10,000

I

I HAVE! said the Honorable William Allison. And he closed his lips so tightly when he had said it, and his merry face looked so comically sorry, that Gladys Powers had no need to guess what the answer was.

Tell me all about it! she said promptly. She smiled back at him, but there was concern in her big dark eyes. First of all, what did you say?

Me? Oh, I told him Id like the deuce to marry you, dont you know, and all that kind of thing  said you were dashed charming girl and so on, and that I thought wed hit it off together.

And did you say it offhandedly like that?

Why, of course! You didnt expect me to go down on my knees to him, did you?

She was trembling on the very verge of laughter, and drew out her handkerchief to hide it from him.

No, she bubbled. Go on. What did he say?

Said hed no time for hereditary boneheads  dashed if I know what a bonehead is, exactly, but Ill bet its something rude  and that he wouldnt let his daughter marry one on any terms! Said there were boneheads enough in the States, without coming across the water to find one! He added a lot of tommy-nonsense about the idea of an aristocracy being all wrong anyhow. So I asked him whether hed have liked me any better if Id been a brick-layer!

The dimples began to dance again. She loved this lean, clean-looking Englishman very dearly; but love had not killed her sense of humor.

Most extraordinary thing, but the mention of bricks seemed to make him positively savage!

He made his money building, you know. Hes been fighting the brick-layers union all his life; he says that, from first to last, theyve cost him fifteen million!

He must be most uncommon oofy, to spend that much money fightin a lot of brick-layers!

Fathers not exactly a pauper, you know!

Confound him  he called me one!

Thats exactly what you called yourself when you proposed to me!

I know I did. But I didnt mean it as literally as all that! Ive got fifteen hundred a year of my own. I said that as his son-in-law I supposed I might amount to something financially some day! But he got awfully red in the face, and said he wouldnt have me for a son-in-law at any price. I asked him whether we couldnt come to some sort of terms. He said no! So I reminded him that as a business man  which he seemed so infernally proud of calling himself  he must realize that theres a way of compromising everything. He thought a little after that. Then he said suddenly that if Id prove to him that Im not a bonehead, hed consider it. By the way, what the deuce is a bonehead?

A fool. Go on  what then?

I invited him to be a little more explicit. He said, Go and make some money, and bring it here and show it to me! I asked him how much money, and he thought for a minute, and then snapped out, Ten thousand! Dollars? I asked him. You see, I could have borrowed that much, at a pinch, and have brought it round to him this afternoon! But he said: No; pounds! Go and make ten thousand pounds within the next six months, and show it to me. Then Ill let Gladys do as she likes about it! So I bowed myself out.

And can you do it? asked Gladys Powers eagerly.

Not if I want to keep out of jail, Im afraid! You see, Ive had no business training.

Gladys Powers dug the point of her umbrella into the frozen February grass, and frowned.

I call it mean of father, she exclaimed, to talk to you that way! Hes forever preaching against what he calls bucking the other fellows game, and now he tells you to go and do it! He knows perfectly well that youre not a business man! Besides, hes bucking somebody elses game himself, and hes seen how futile it is!

Whose games he buckin?

Yours. Hes perfectly crazy to get into society over here, and he hasnt been able to do it.

Hed find himself in society in a minute, if hed let you marry me!

Gladys smiled, in spite of herself. She knew that her father would either get what he wanted on his own merits and by his own efforts, or do without.

Oh, if you could only get the better of him! she exclaimed. Hed think the world of you! Wont you try? Do try! It isnt that youre poor  he doesnt mind that; he wants me to marry a man with brains. Beat him! Then hell have to admit that youve got brains. Try! Wont you?

And she said Wont you? in a way that went straight to the heart of the Honorable William Allison. He stood in front of her for a moment stock-still, gazing straight ahead beyond her.

Ill have a try! he said in a low voice. Tell me  is he really keen on this idea of gettin into society?

Hes crazy about it! Hes crazy because hes failed! He hates failure, and he means to keep on at it until hes won!

Bill Allison reflected again for about a minute; he was beginning to look singularly gloomy.

I dont see how thats goin to help much, he said, more to himself than to Gladys Powers. Still,  and he looked straight into her eyes, and she read resource there, and believed in him and took courage, I can but try! Well see!

II

AN HOUR later the Honorable William Allison strolled into one of the most exclusive clubs, and subsided gloomily into a deep arm-chair. It was one thing to say that he would try, but quite another thing to think out a feasible plan on which to act.

Confound the man! he muttered savagely.

Hullo, Bill! said a pleasant voice beside him; and he started and looked round.

You, Galloway? Why the deuce didnt you speak before? How long have you been here? Were you here when I came in?

Thought Id watch you, Bill! Dashed interestin, believe me! First time in my life that I ever saw you lookin gloomy! Been busy wonderin whats up! Money-lender naggin you?

No. Nothin to speak of.

Liver out of order?

Never better in my life.

Some female woman been unkind to you?

No.

Bill  youre in love!

Nonsense.

You cant deceive me, Bill! So she wont have you, eh? Well, youll get over that all right. There are heaps more women, Bill, and theyre all of em too good for you and me! Your troubles dont amount to anything  listen to my tale of woe! Trainin stable all gone to the deuce  eight rotten gee-gees all eatin their useless heads off  three of em lame  two of em crocks that couldnt win a sellin plate to save their lives  an that brute Souffrière so savage that nobody can do a thing with him! He half killed an unfortunate stable-boy the day before yesterday. The boys in hospital  at my expense! Takes a sight of the whip to induce any of the other boys to go near the brute. Pity of it is that hes entered for the Grand National  and he could win it, if only I could find a man to ride him!

He certainly could win it! said Bill Allison, with an air of absolute conviction.

I know he could, Bill! But Ive got to sell him; theres nothin else for it! My stables been losin me money for so long that I simply cant stave off my creditors for another week!

But why sell the best horse youve got? Why not keep him, and sell the rest?

Seen the others?

Yes, Ive seen em.

Would you buy em?

Well, speakin personally, no! Still

Shut up talkin rot, then! Souffrières got to go: Im goin to sell him next week.

Is he fit? asked Allison. An idea seemed to have risen new-born behind his eyes, for they positively blazed as he leaned forward and looked at Galloway.

Hes fit as a fiddle  now. He wont be, though, in a weeks time. All he needs is gallopin, and, I tell you, I cant get a man to ride him.

Bill Allison lay back in his chair again, with his tall hat tipped forward over his eyes. His long lean leg, crossed over the other, moved up and down rhythmically, and the fingers of his right hand drummed gently on the arm of the chair.

Tell me, Sammy. he said suddenly, are you keen on sellin Souffrière? Dyou want to get out of the racin game for good?

Want to? I should say not! If I could think of any way out of quittin

Ive thought of one!

Out with it, then, as you love me! Id give ten years of my ill-spent life for the right idea!

Ten years wont do, Sammy, my boy! Well have to do this on half shares and hold our respective tongues. Also, well have to be singularly  most uncommon  careful!

Im the carefulest young fellow you ever knew, Bill. Theres not even a woman can make me talk, when I dont want to!

They talked together for the next three hours, mysteriously; and every now and then one or the other of them was emphatic.

At the end of that time the Honorable William Allison hurried to his chambers and superintended the packing of his portmanteaus. A little later he took a train into the country. But his friend Sammy Galloway, contrary to his original intentions, remained in town.

III

THERE was nobody in London with a more varied or extensive acquaintance than Sammy Galloway. He was popular for his sunny disposition and his thoroughly sportsmanlike qualities; and, although his comparative poverty precluded his returning hospitality to any great extent, his presence at all kinds of social functions was in very great demand. So he had no difficulty whatever in securing an introduction to Mr. Franklin Powers.

Sammy was ushered into the largest room of the most expensive private suite in the most up-to-date hotel in London; and he was kept waiting there for fully ten minutes before Mr. Powers appeared. To use his own expression, he was sweatin like a horse when his host finally arrived and demanded, rather brusquely, what he might want.

Mr. Powers had been just long enough in England to realize that letters of introduction from influential sources were seldom guileless when addressed to himself. He had made the discovery that society is as greedy of favors from millionaires as it is chary of extending them. So there was a note of challenge in his voice, and it acted as a tonic to Sammy Galloway. He left off feeling nervous, and displayed true genius by tackling his quarry in the one way that was at all likely to have effect. Ive come to talk business, he said, as he resumed his seat.

Good! said Franklin Powers. Im listening!

Ive been told  and I wont divulge the name of my informant on any terms  that you are anxious to get into the best society over here.

Powers stood up as though a spring had been suddenly released inside him. Go on! he said non-committally.

I can show you the way  on terms.

Powers sat down again, and the two men looked at each other in tense silence for about a minute. Each liked the appearance of the other. There was no gainsaying the rugged strength of the millionaire; he looked like what he was  a born fighter, whom many victories had made self-confident. And Sammy Galloway, who looked the acme of good nature, also looked honest. His introductions, too, were unexceptionable.

Lets hear all about it! said Mr. Powers.

Im not here for fun! said Sammy. There are a lot of things Id rather do than this. But, as long as you understand, to begin with, that Im playing my own game as well as yours, we ought to hit it off all right.

Powers nodded. I hope its not introductions! he said. Ive tried em  had dozens of em. All they ever got me was invitations to charity bazaars, and a pink tea or so now and then!

Lord, no! said Sammy. Youve got to do a thing like this off your own bat! Introductions are all right, of course, to begin with, provided theyre the right kind. But a man wants more than that. Nobody cares much where a man comes from; what hes got to do is to be something or do something out of the ordinary. Millionaires are as common as stray dogs! Whats wanted is a millionaire whos something else besides; and  and thats where I come in!

Powers nodded again. Go on! he said. Im interested!

You want to do something big in a social sort of way thatll make the right crowd take notice of you.

Ive given a couple of very expensive parties, said the millionaire. But that didnt work. Half the people I invited didnt come, and those that did come werent any good!

Exactly! said Sammy. Any fool can give a party! Now do something decent!

The millionaire stared hard at him, not quite certain how to take that remark. What would you do, for instance? he asked after a moment.

Win a classic race!

Win a what?

Be the owner of a horse that wins the Grand National, for instance.

The only horses Ive ever owned were truck-horses. I dont know a thing about race-horses. My daughter and I use autos. I wouldnt know how to go about it.

Exactly! repeated Sammy. Thats where I come in! I own a horse that can win the National, and Ive got to sell him. Im broke, you understand.

Powers got up again and began to pace the room. How do you know he can win the National? he demanded abruptly.

How do you know in advance that you can put through one of your big business deals? asked Sammy.

Thats different. Its my hand that puts them through. I succeed where another man would very likely fail. I know how!

Thats my case again, said Sammy triumphantly. I could sell this horse for enough money, to get me out of debt; but the man who bought him couldnt win the National with him. He needs riding, and Ive got the only man in England who can do it. Hes a brute of a horse  savage as they make em; wants a real man on his back.

Then you want me to buy your horse? Is that what it all amounts to?

Not by a long way! I could sell him, as I told you. There are more than a dozen men I know who would take a chance on buying Souffrière. Im offering you more than just a horse, and Im asking more than just the price of him. Im offering to win the National with him for you, and Im willing to be paid by results. That horse is worth about three thousand guineas as he stands; theyd pay that price for him for the stud, and anyone you care to ask will confirm what I say. Im asking you two thousand guineas for him  cash; and in return for that amount Ill transfer him, engagements and all, into your name. If he doesnt win the National, hes yours anyhow, and youll be able to sell him again for enough to get back the two thousand  together with the expenses of my training-stable, which Ill expect you to guarantee from now until the race comes off. If he wins, I get your check for ten thousand pounds immediately after the race.

But why do you come to me? asked Powers suspiciously. Why dont you go with your offer to one of your own countrymen?

I thought Id be able to make a quick deal with you, for one thing, and I knew youd got the money. Besides, Ive got ulterior motives. When the things all over, Ive a friend I want to introduce to you; possibly he can put something in your way, too. Hell be able to help you socially better even than I can. But I want you to learn to have confidence in me first. One thing at a time.

But how is this business of winning the Grand National going to help me socially?

Believe me, said Sammy darkly, theres positively nothing you could do that would help you more!

Powers drew the stub of a pencil from his pocket, and tossed it up and down on the palm of his hand in a movement that was characteristic of him when he was making up his mind.

Supposing he wins, who gets the stake? he asked.

You do.

When is the Grand National run?

Latter part of March  six weeks from now.

And this jockey you speak of  are you sure of him?

Absolutely! If he doesnt ride the horse, you can call the deal off, and Ill pay you your money back!

Powers looked hard at him through narrowed eyes. He was stil1 uncertain. The pencil-stub was still dancing on the palm of his hand. This man was certainly a gentleman  his introductions were beyond all question everything that they ought to be. He looked honest and spoke squarely. The proposition was unusual, but  

Will you give me your word of honor that this propositions on the level? he demanded.

Certainly.

Powers tossed the pencil up and caught it. His mind was made up. Ill go you, then! How much cash did you say? Two thousand guineas? Two thousand one hundred pounds, eh?

And Mr. Franklin Powers produced his checkbook and made out a check in favor of Mr. Sammy Galloway for that amount.

IV

SIX weeks later the fashionable sporting crowd put in its annual appearance on Aintree racecourse. It was tall-hatted and fur-coated, and as different from a summer-season racing crowd as could easily be imagined. The people who brave the March winds at Aintree are those who go racing for the love of it, and not just because it happens to be the thing to do.

Galloway, most immaculately dressed, leaned against the paddock railing and talked through it to his friend Allison. Allison was overcoated from ears to heels; he looked thinner than when he and Sammy had talked together at the club, but the glow of health was on him, and he seemed happy as a school- boy.

What odds are they laying? demanded Allison.

Twenty to one!

I dont wonder! said Allison, looking over his shoulder at Souffrière. The big red devil of a horse was being led round and round the paddock at what was intended to be a walk  blanketed until nothing of him was visible except his savage eye, which peeped out through a hole in his hood. As Allison spoke, the brute snorted and squealed and snatched at his leading-rein, and a pitched battle followed between him and the man who led him. Above the buzz and clamor of the crowd came the raucous bellowing of a book-maker: Twenties, Souffrière! Twenty to one, Souffrière! But no one seemed anxious to bet on him.

Have you got the money on? asked Allison.

Yes.

The whole two thousand?

Every single penny of it.

So we stand to win forty thousand pounds, eh?

We do  or else lose everything!

Dont think of it! How did you keep old Powers out of the way?

He and Miss Powers were awfully keen to come into the paddock, said Sammy. But I told him it wouldnt do. Said I wanted his entrance on the scene to be as dramatic as possible; asked him to wait until the race was over before showing up, and then lead in the winner. He and Miss Powers are sitting in a box right in the middle of the grand stand, and theyre both of em half frantic for the race to begin. Id better go over to em now, and try to keep em quiet. So long! Good luck, Bill!

So long, Sammy! Good luck!

As Sammy Galloway joined the little party in the box, Souffrières price began to alter in the betting.

Why, theyre only laying fifteen to one against him now! said Gladys Powers. Listen! I wonder why that is?

Dunno, Im sure, said Sammy, taking the vacant chair between her and her father. Unless some one in the crowds spotted whos goin to ride him.

Why, is the jockey so well known? I thought he was just one of your men.

Oh, hes fairly well known, said Sammy. Listen! Theyve shortened him some more!

Twelve to one, Souffrière! Twelve to one, Souffrière! barked the bookies.

Whats the jockeys name? asked Gladys.

Bill.

Bill what?

Just Bill. Look! There they come!

There was a sudden silence, and everybody craned forward to watch the horses coming out. Seventeen of them, prancing and cavorting, filed out, one by one, on to the course. They missed their blankets, for the March wind nipped them; and as they danced on tiptoe in their eagerness to get their heads down and be off, they presented as fine a spectacle as could be witnessed anywhere. The last to come out was Souffrière  seventeen hands of plunging red deviltry; and as he reared on his hind legs and seesawed through the gate, the crowd began to hum again with conversation.

But the bookies were still silent. To a man, they were watching Souffrière through field-glasses. Suddenly one of them closed his glasses with a snap and turned toward the rest.

It is! he yelled excitedly. Tens, Souffrière ! Ten to one, Souffrière!

The last-minute plungers, who always form a quite considerable percentage of the betting crowd, took that to be an echo of inside information. There was a rush to get on at ten to one, and in a moment the price had shortened down to eights. The bookies bellowed it out above the ceaseless murmur of the crowd.

Hell be the favorite in a minute at this rate! said the millionaire, grinning with pleasure that he took no trouble to conceal.

Souffrière was the biggest and by far the finest-looking of the field. He came on to the course sideways, fighting for his head like a mad devil. He seemed the squealing, dancing, plunging, lashing embodiment of energy. His red coat shone like new satin, and his great muscles played up and down beneath it like springs of tempered steel. He was a picture of a horse. Anyone with half an eye could see that he was trained down to the last touch; and the rider who sat him so perfectly, and coaxed and steadied him, seemed as lithe and well trained as the horse.

That mans face seems strangely familiar! said Franklin Powers, staring through his field-glasses.

Gladys Powers had thought the same thing; she too was watching closely through her glasses.

Who did you say his jockey was? she asked Sammy. Bill who?

Watch, Miss Powers! Thisll be worth watching!

It looked almost like

Oh, all men look pretty much alike in racing-kit! Watch!

Every rider excepting Souffrières gave his horse a trial jump over the first fence on the course. But Souffrière was taken straight down to the starting-point. It seemed better, to the man who rode him, to take the first jump blind than to let the horse have his head yet for so much as a second. He kept him by the starting-gate until the other horses came and lined up on either side of him.

Theyre off! roared the crowd.

It is like the thunder of a big wave on rocks, and the growl of the undertow  that sudden exclamation of the waiting crowd. It thrills even the oldest race-goer. Gladys Powers leaned against the rail in front of her and tried to stop her heart from palpitating by pressing it against the wood. The silence of the dead followed, as the horses raced neck and neck for the first jump. They reached it all together in a bunch. Souffrière rose at it as if it were a mountain, shot over it without touching a twig, and landed neatly in his stride on the far side, half a length in front of the rest. Between that jump and the next he continued to gain steadily.

But the Grand National is a five-mile race, or thereabouts  five miles of the stiffest going in the world. The jumps are prodigious. No ordinary horse could get across them, and none but the stoutest-hearted man dare try to ride him. The pace was a cracker, and Sammy Galloway  gazing through his glasses beside Gladys Powers  grunted and ground his teeth.

Whats the matter? asked Gladys.

Hes taking it too fast! He had reached the open ditch already  a misnamed contraption with a guard-rail in front of it and a thumping big fence on the far side; it had been the death of more good men and horses than all the other risks of steeple-chasing put together. As Galloway spoke, Souffrières rider dropped his hands, and the horse swung his great hind legs under him and leaped over it like a cat. He cleared it without touching, and his rider  his head a little to one side  watched his fore feet critically to see how he placed them when he landed.

Look at him! said Sammy. Aint he cool! But whats he takin it so fast for?

Souffrière was a full length in the lead now  striding along as though he found the going easy, and eating up the distance between jumps with long, easy strides that told of tremendous strength still in reserve. He had a hundred and forty pounds to carry,  twenty-eight pounds less than the top weight,  and he was making nothing of it. The two horses next behind him rose at the open ditch together, cannoned heavily, and fell  one of them with a broken back. The remainder cleared it; but the accident gave Souffrière a lead of two full lengths. The race had still nearly four miles to go, and Galloway, watching through his field-glasses, could see Souffrières rider looking behind him to see where the others were.

Take a pull, man! Take a pull! he grumbled aloud. Theres simply tons of time

Didnt you give him instructions how to ride before the race started? asked Gladys, who had been reading up horse-racing matters since her father had become an owner.

Me? Tell Bill how to ride!? I should say not! Hes out and away the best horseman in England! Watch him!

Souffrière, slugging his head against the bit, seemed bent on increasing the lead still further, and his rider seemed quite disposed to let him do it. The great horse was still sweeping along without any apparent effort, and jumping as a cat jumps  carefully. The pace, though, was nothing short of tremendous. It was much too hot to last, and the field was tailing out behind already. As they rounded the turn for home, Souffrière was more than four lengths in the lead. Six other horses were waiting on him, and going strong  one little brown horse, that was running fourth, seeming to go well within himself. They were all six letting Souffrière make the pace for them, and every one of them was clearly to be reckoned with.

As they galloped up toward the grand-stand, though, Souffrières rider seemed to be cracking on the pace even a little faster. Those who watched him narrowly enough through field-glasses could see him speaking to the horse. Gladys was one of those who watched the riders face. Suddenly she clutched at Sammys sleeve and whispered to him.

Tell me, Mr. Galloway, whos that riding him? It looks from here like  It is! Isnt it?

Quiet now, Miss Powers! said Sammy. Dont give the game away! Yes  it is! Watch him!

As Souffrière galloped past the grand-stand, Sammy Galloway found time to scrutinize Mr. Powers face for a second. The millionaire was watching the horse as though his whole fortune depended on his winning. He had no time to study the rider, and no idea as yet who was on the horses back; and Sammy heaved a sigh of relief as he turned to watch the race again.

The horses were starting on their second journey round the course, and there was beginning now to be something different in the gait of Souffrière that was noticeable to a close observer  his stride had lost a little of its elasticity. Carefully nursed, he looked good to win the race yet, especially considering the lead he had; but there were more than two miles of wicked country still ahead of him, and he needed riding.

Saving the one question of pace, he was being ridden perfectly; no man could have ridden him better. Jump by jump, his rider schooled him over the fiercest course in England as coolly and perfectly as though he were out for a practice gallop; and, so far, Souffrière had not touched a twig. But the pace was a killer.

A booky voiced the general sentiment. Ten to one, Souffrière! he roared. Several people laughed. Nobody ran to bet with him. Then, at the water-jump, Souffrière put a foot wrong as he landed, and stumbled badly.

Hes down! roared the crowd.

Gladys Powers smothered a scream and clutched at Sammys sleeve. He was not down, though. The stumble had cost him a good length of his lead, but he was up and going strong.

Now two of the other horses were beginning to challenge Souffrières lead. Whips were going. Their jockeys moved on them, and the distance between them and Souffrière began to grow gradually less. They gained very little on him between the jumps, for his long, easy strides were in his favor, arid he was almost able to hold his own; but at each jump they lessened his lead, for he had begun to pause before taking off, and he was landing clumsily. Each pause, and each mistake, cost him five yards or more.

Then there were only three jumps left to take, and a straight run home of less than two furlongs. He might do it yet, but it seemed very doubtful. Sammy Galloway gripped his glasses, and ground his teeth, and swore beneath his breath. Gladys Powers clutched his arm again, and her father stood up in the box  rigid with excitement.

Oh, Bill, you idiot! groaned Galloway. Steady him, man! Steady! Take a pull, and let em pass you! Youll catch em again in the straight! Oh, you idiot!

Even as he spoke, the man he apostrophized took up his whip and sent home three good rousing wallops to Souffrières ribs. The second horse  the little one that had been running fourth so gamely all the way  was coming up hand over hand.

Twenty to one, Souffrière! roared a booky, and a chorus of other bookies echoed him.

Then the horses and their riders caught the intoxicating roar from the stands  the roar of an appreciative crowd, that has turned the heads of contestants ever since the dawn of history and has ruined many a fellows chances. It was the crucial moment. All of the horses were stretched to their limit.

My God! groaned Galloway. Souffrières rider was flogging like a wild man  or seemed to be. It was the one, absolute, and only thing he should not have done! Just behind him  gaining on him fast, and coming up on the inside  was the little brown horse. He and Souffrière charged at the last hurdle side by side, racing shoulder to shoulder for it, with Souffrières head only the least bit in front.

Crack! came his riders whip. Souffrière slipped badly at the take-off, and hit the hurdle hard with both hind legs.

Hes down! roared the crowd.

This time Souffrière was really down  kicking and struggling like a brute possessed. His rider was still on him, clinging with both hands to his neck, and trying to force his weight backward into the saddle again. Souffrière kicked, and struggled, and rose to his feet. Gladys Powers screamed. Powers swore, and smashed his glasses against the rail in front of him. The third horse rose at the jump, cleared it, and missed Souffrière on the far side by about an inch!

Now ride! yelled Galloway. Ride, man! Ride!

The man in front had glanced over his shoulder, and, seeing that he was leading by a safe margin, had pulled up a bit to save his horse. There was more than a furlong still of straight going on good green grass, and the race was still to win.

Its all up! groaned Galloway; and the millionaire looked toward him and nodded. Worth it, though! he said, with a wry smile. I was never more excited in my life!

Thank heaven, he wasnt killed! said Gladys. She was white as a sheet, and trembling.

Oh, watch! said Sammy. Watch!

The crowd was yelling and thundering in the stand. They had reckoned without Souffrière and his rider! The big red devil was game to the last kick, and his last kick was not due yet by a long way. It dawned on the brute suddenly that there were two horses now in front of him. That, and the whip, and his riders spurs convinced him that there was still a fight ahead, and he settled down to catch them in real earnest. He passed the second horse like a flash, and gave chase to the little one in front with his eyes shut and his head slugged against the bit  while the crowd roared and yelled until the grand-stand sounded like the thunder of an army.

Oh! yelled Galloway. Look at that, will you!

The whip was out again, and Souffrières rider was putting in all he knew. The whip rose and fell like a flail.

Hes not floggin him! Dyou see that? Hes not floggin him! Oh, Bill, youre the cunninest old dog that ever

Bill was flogging at his boot. The rider of the first horse heard the whack-whack-whack behind him, and started his own whip going. He flogged his horse, though. The game little fellow changed his feet, and in that second Souffrière caught up with him. Then down came Bills whip on Souffrières flank, and he spurted, and the two flashed past the winning-post in a thundering, snorting, sweating, wild-eyed streak  so close together that no one outside the judges box could tell which was the winner.

Then the roar of the crowd died down to expectant silence, while everybody watched the number-board. A man started fumbling with the numbers, and Sammy saw them even before they were on the board.

Ten  seventeen  six! he read off.

Ten was Souffrière!

Come on, Mr. Powers! said Sammy Galloway. Youre too late to lead him in, but you can see him in the paddock! He took Miss Powers arm, and the millionaire followed them to the paddock at a run. Souffrière was already blanketed again, and was trying hard to eat a stable-hand who was leading him back to his box; and Galloway left them looking at him, while he hurried round to the weighing-room door. There he waited patiently, and presently the Honorable William Allison emerged in jockey-kit  covered with mud and foam, but beaming. Bill, you idiot, weve won twenty-five thousand pounds apiece, and its just twenty-five thousand more than you deserve! What, in heavens name, possessed you to ride the race like that?

Point is, I won it, Sammy! Had to ride it that way! Havent been riding Souffrière in his gallops every day for nothing, you know! I got a line on him right away at the start. If you pull him, he sulks and fights. Youve got to let him gallop his worst all the way, and whip the steam out of him at the finish! Got that check for ten thousand yet?

Of course not! I cant ask him yet!

You must, Sammy! Ive got to have it!

Better leave it till Monday, hadnt we? Let him settle up like the bookies do; thatll be soon enough.

No, Sam; Ive got to have it now! Go and find him, and make him write it out, while I have a tub and a change. Bring it to me in the dressing-room.

All right, Bill; I suppose youre running this. Ill ask him. But, I say, Id feel awfully mean if he tried to kick me! Im beginning to like the old boy!

It seemed to Mr. Franklin Powers a little bit like sharp business to be asked for his check almost the instant the race was over. He was beginning to wonder, too, where all the social glamour was that had been promised him; nobody had noticed him as yet. However, he was a man of his word, and he produced his check-book and a fountain-pen, and wrote out a check for ten thousand pounds in favor of Sammy Galloway. Meet you in the box! said Sammy, turning to hurry away again. Im going to bring something in the society line to introduce to you, he added over his shoulder as an afterthought.

Twenty minutes later Sammy Galloway came back to them; and with him was the Honorable William Allison  quite immaculately dressed, smiling as usual, and perfectly at ease. He raised his hat to Gladys, but said nothing to her. She watched him in absolute amazement, for the contrast between this dandy and the man in silk who had ridden Souffrière was almost unbelievable. Allison walked straight up to the millionaire, and produced a folded piece of paper from his pocket.

Heres the ten thousand you mentioned, Mr. Powers, he said, smiling affably.

Powers seized the piece of paper and examined it. It was his own check for ten thousand that he had given Sammy Galloway!

This isnt yours! said the millionaire. Youre not Galloway!

Look on the other side, wont you? Youll see that hes indorsed it over to me!

Whats the meaning of all this? asked Powers.

Thats the ten thousand that you told me to go and make! I preferred that it should be ten thousand of your money, thats all!

Then you and Mr. Galloway are  er

Accomplices? suggested Allison.

And was this talk about getting me into society all bunk?

Not a bit of it! said Sammy, stepping forward. Allow me, Mr. Powers! This is my friend that I said Id like to introduce to you afterward. Youll remember, I said he can do more for you socially than even I can!

Who thought out this scheme? asked Franklin Powers  bewildered for almost the first time in his life.

Bill did! said Sammy. I simply obeyed orders! He planned the game, and he rode Souffrière. No other horseman in England could have brought him in a winner. It took a man with brains to win this race and to put through such a scheme. We were both of us broke, and weve each of us made twenty-five thousand, thanks to him  and you!

Youve got everything you bargained for! said Allison, trying not to laugh. As my prospective father-in-law youll have the entree into society right away. May I take it that your  ah  your objection is  ah  withdrawn?

You may! Shake!

The Honorable William Allison turned to Gladys. Care to come into the paddock? he asked her, almost casually.

Ill go anywhere in the world with you! she answered.


THE LADY AND THE LORD

A KITTY CROTHERS STORY

An actress who is not exactly in the first flight is bound to be more or less of a nomad; so there was nothing particularly astonishing in not hearing from Mrs. Crothers for several months.

True, she might have written; but if she were ever to become famous, her autograph would be valuable for its very rarity, for she seldom wrote to anyone.

When she went away from New York with some touring company or other, she simply dropped out of her friends existence for a while; and when she came back again, she resumed her acquaintanceship just as she had left it off, without explanation or comment.

So it was even less astonishing that she should arrive at my flat one afternoon, panting from the exertion of climbing so many stairs, and demand tea. That was to be expected of her.

What really was remarkable was her gorgeous raiment. It was so magnificent and up-to-date that even Ugly, my mongrel hound, scarcely knew her.

She rang my bell as though it were a fire-alarm, and, when I opened the door for her, pushed past me into the sitting-room with an air of indescribable importance. Then she threw her new fur jacket over the typewriter, as a signal that work was over for the day, and subsided into my armchair.

I produced tea and cigarettes, and sent the boy out for cakes, and while he was gone for them, I stood and gazed at her in the silent wonder and admiration that I knew was expected of me.

As soon as the cakes came, Ugly laid his gigantic muzzle in her lap; and it was not until she had given him about half a dollars worth that she paid any attention to me.

Youll make him awfully sick! I ventured presently.

Nonsense! A change of diets good for him. Besides, I like to feed him.

That, of course, settled it. I relapsed into my former condition of awe and bewilderment.

You notice it, then? she asked me, with the least suspicion of a smile, when Ugly had swallowed the last of the cakes.

Im not blind! Climb off that high horse, Kitty, and tell me all about it.

Thats what I came round for.

I knew you did. Im waiting.

Youre in too much of a hurry. I dont think youve admired me enough yet!

Its like Ugly and the cakes. Youd like some more awfully, but it wouldnt be good for you. Youll have to tell me the story first, if you want any more admiration. Besides, Im too dazzled to be able to think of any words that would do you justice.

It isnt a story at all. Its something that really happened. Ive just come back from England.

This was really amazing. That Kitty Crothers should cross the Atlantic was almost unbelievable. She hated to leave Broadway, and it was only stern necessity that induced her to travel even in her own country.

Did you get all that finery in London?

No, Paris! But Ill come to that presently. I must tell you first what I went for.

I can guess that. Your late husband owned some property over there, or was heir to it, or said he was. You went over there to collect. Isnt that right?

More or less. But how did you know?

Shortly after her husbands death I had recommended a lawyer to her on that very business. He had failed to trace any connection between the late Amos Crothers and the Carruthers estates in Essex; but he sent in a bill of costs which I had to settle. So the question seemed just a leetle bit superfluous. But as she seemed to have forgotten the incident, it seemed best to equivocate.

You told me yourself, I said. Go on.

Im going on, if youll only give me time. The first trouble I had was raising enough money for the trip. Of course the passage itself didnt cost so much, but youve got to have some money at the other end, havent you?

She seemed to expect an answer, so I said that in my experience money was quite useful in England.

Well, I never met with such difficulty in my life. I tried at first to syndicate myself, but youd never believe how incredulous people are  at least, all the people whove got money!

Thats how they get it, Kitty.

Do they? It isnt how I got it.

Her face broke up into dimples as she smiled reminiscently. It was evidently a good story that was coming, but she kept me waiting several minutes for it while she enjoyed the memory of it herself.

I had to break into her reverie.

How did you get the money for the trip? I asked.

I didnt get it. Thats the funny part about it! I offered several people ten percent of the whole thing if they would finance the trip. That was businesslike, wasnt it?

And I assured them that the estates were worth millions. But  you can believe me or not, as you like  they simply wouldnt listen. I tried everybody I knew, and scores of people I didnt know; but it was no use. Positively nothing doing!

Youve no idea how stuffy business people are! I thought at one time of trying you; but I knew you couldnt even pay your club dues as a general rule, so you were out of the question. I just didnt know what to do.

How on earth did you get across, then?

Oh, I had enough money for a second-class passage; but by the time Id tipped my cabin steward, and paid the cab fare at Southampton, there was only forty dollars left; and it was even less when the money-changer had finished swindling me.

I never was good at arithmetic, and in the end I called one of those delightful English policemen. He was polite, and even fatherly; and he wouldnt even look at the dollar I offered him; but he figured it out three times in his notebook, and got the result different each time, and in the end I had to take what the banker offered me. But I know he swindled me!

Did you go to a bank to change it?

Sure! Where else should I go?

What bank?

The London and Southwestern, I think it was called.

And you called in a policeman?

I did.

Whom did you see?

The manager, of course.

Now, the manager of a main branch of an English joint-stock bank is as consequential as an admiral of the fleet, and much more important.

Ill go on with the story when youve finished laughing, she said.

Id give a years income to have been there when it happened! Didnt he order you out of the bank?

Certainly not. He was as polite as possible. He offered me a chair, and made a clerk bring another one for the policeman, and left us to figure it out. He asked me, though, if Id mind sitting in the outer office while we worked it out, because he was busy; but he wasnt in the least rude.

Go on, I said. Im ready to hear anything after that.

Well, of course I engaged a room at the best hotel. I had lots of trunks, and the only thing I could do was to throw a bluff; so I went to the best hotel, and took the best room there was in it. They must have thought I had millions.

I dont see how you make that out. Millionaires dont travel in the second cabin, and they must have seen the labels on your trunks.

What dyou suppose I tipped the cabin steward for? All my things were marked, Wanted on the voyage, and I made him pull all the labels off before we got to Southampton and put on first-class labels.

You ought to have been a criminal. But perhaps you are one. Id better wait until youve told me how you got the money.

I went to bed early the first night, because I wanted to think out a plan, and I can always think better in bed than anywhere else.

Dyou mean to say that you hadnt thought out a plan before you started?

Oh! How stupid men are! How could I possibly make a plan when I hadnt any money, and didnt know where I was going to stop, or what Southampton was like or anything? It was different, of course, after Id landed and had taken a room at the hotel. I was on the scene then. But, of course, I hadnt any plan until I got there.

What was your idea, then? Just to trust to luck?

Something like that. At all events, the luck was all my way on that trip. But it didnt look very promising that first night. I lay in bed, and thought, and thought, and I couldnt make head or tail of it. And at last I gave it up and went to sleep.

I felt better in the morning, but even then I realized that my chance of success was pretty thin. I hadnt enough money to pay one weeks bill at the hotel. It was an expensive place, and I had to order expensive wine at dinner to keep up appearances. Id got to be quick.

So directly after breakfast I sent for the local directory, and looked through the list of lawyers. There were dozens and dozens of them; but I picked out the one with the most space allotted to him, and then looked him out in another part of the book, and found he was also the mayor. That was the man for me.

I couldnt pay anybodys bill as things stood, so it seemed best to me to run up a real, fat bill with a big man, who might possibly wait for his money and give me a chance to turn round.

Then I asked to see the proprietor of the hotel. When hed finished bowing  theyre not in the least like American hotel proprietors, theyre really polite  I asked him if he knew Mr. Lewisohn; and he told me that Mr. Lewisohn was his lawyer and conducted all his legal business.

He was probably the gentleman who sued the guests who neglected to pay their bills, I suggested.

Probably. But he said that Mr. Lewisohn was a most influential and respected gentleman. I suppose he meant by that that he had a big political pull; but they have such a funny way of expressing things in England, and you can never be quite sure what they do mean.

I know it, I said. They call a four-flusher a chancer, even when shes a woman and pretty.

She actually blushed.

I wasnt a four-flusher. And if youre going to be rude, I wont tell you the story. I knew that I was after a certainty; the only difficulty was in getting somebody with money to believe it.

I was only citing an instance, I said guiltily. Go on with the story.

Well, I told Mr. Bertram  that was the proprietors name  that mine was most important business, and that I wouldnt have an inkling of it get in the papers for anything; and I asked him to be sure not to answer any questions about me to anybody. He said he would be most discreet  just like that most discreet.

Then I asked him whether I could count on Mr. Lewisohn to be most discreet, and he assured me that I could; so I asked him to telephone for an appointment for me, and he did it at once. Later on I ordered a carriage to drive round to the lawyers office.

They tried to palm off a one-horse thing on me at first; but I sent it back and ordered a landau with two horses, and the proprietor of the hotel came out himself and helped me into the carriage.

In Southampton people dont usually drive when theyre going to see their lawyers; they walk. I know that, because when I got there I wasnt kept waiting a minute. The clerk showed me right in.

Mr. Lewisohn proved to be a little man, with a shiny bald head and a ring of coal-black curly hair all round it, just like a monks. He was sitting in a dark corner at a large roll-top desk, with rows and rows of black steel boxes on shelves behind him.

Until your eyes got used to the light you could scarcely make out his features at all, and he made me sit on a chair where the light fell right on me. But Id taken a lot of trouble with my toilet that morning, and I didnt feel nervous in the least.

He didnt put his feet on the desk, or smoke, as Broadway lawyers do; but he sat back and listened to what I had to say with his hands folded in front of him, and his thumbs twisting round and round each other slowly. And every time I stopped talking he nodded.

I told him that I had had a letter of introduction to another lawyer, whose name I wouldnt mention; but that Mr. Bertram, the proprietor of the hotel, had told me that Mr. Lewisohn was much the best lawyer in the place, and I had decided to place my business in his hands.

Im not sure even now whether he was so used to hearing himself described as the best lawyer in the place that it had ceased to interest him, or whether he was suspicious of any attempt at flattery. Im inclined to think he was suspicious  the least attempt at civility makes the English suspicious  Ive found that out. At all events, he didnt seem to appreciate it very much.

But he kept on nodding and nodding while I talked, and when I mentioned the Carruthers estates he woke up at once and began making notes. At last he made another appointment for the following day; and I had evidently succeeded in impressing him favorably, because he showed me to the door of the office himself, instead of letting the clerk do it.

And, of course, then he couldnt help seeing the carriage and pair; I was glad of that.

Of course, I knew hed telephone to Bertram before I had time to get back to the hotel, but that didnt worry me; all Bertram could say was that I had first-cabin labels on my trunks, and that I had engaged an expensive room. Besides, he knew nothing against me, anyhow.

I wasnt afraid of Bertram; and, as it turned out, I must have been right, because when I went back the next day Mr. Lewisohn was politeness itself, and after wed talked for nearly an hour he took me out to lunch. I kept the carriage waiting all the time, and drove him back to his office afterward. It would never have done to seem worried about money.

He didnt let you pay for the lunch, did he?

Of course not. But I had to pay for the carriage  or, rather, I had it charged up on my bill. I was getting so short of ready money that I was beginning to feel desperate. I hadnt enough money to pay my fare back to New York, even third class, by that time, because Id been spending my ready money pretty freely in order to keep up appearances.

I was seriously considering a visit to the hockshop, and was wondering whether Id got anything with me that an uncle could be induced to lend money on, when who should come to stay at the hotel but a real English aristocrat  the kind you only read about in the Sunday paper, and never come across in real life.

He was about twenty-two years old, with red hair and a pimply face, and simply oceans of money. It was he who saved the situation.

Of course, he didnt carry the money with him; but you could tell he had it by the awful arrogance of his manservant and the deference the hotel people paid him. You can always tell when a mans got money.

How was it, then, that the hotel people couldnt tell that you hadnt any?

Im not a man  Im a woman.

I see. Is there any way of telling when its a woman?

Not unless youre a woman yourself. A woman can sometimes guess. But Ill never finish if you keep on interrupting so.

All right; Ill be good.

When his lordship came into the hotel and saw me in the lobby he stared harder than was polite; so I went upstairs to my room and stayed there. But you can bet I didnt have dinner upstairs.

I got out my very best dress  the one Id been keeping for emergencies  and came down just a little late  not too late, you understand  but late enough not to have to go in with the crowd. He was waiting about in the hall to watch me go in, and, though he didnt stare quite so hard that time, he followed me into the dining room and sat down at the next table, with his back toward me.

Beastly rude of him!

I thought I was wanted to sympathize, but I mistook my cue.

I told you not to interrupt. He wasnt rude at all. He must have bribed the head waiter like a whole board of aldermen, because the man came over to me at once and said that my table had been reserved by some other people, and would I mind if I sat at the next table for that evening.

He said that Lord Tipperary had the next table, but that he was sure that Lord Tipperary wouldnt mind. And he actually had the nerve to go to Lord Tipperary and ask him if I might sit at his table, just as if they hadnt fixed it all up between them before dinner.

So I pretended to be rather annoyed; but not too annoyed, and changed places; and, of course, the head waiter had to put some other people at my table, though there were several other tables in the room that were disengaged all through dinner; and in about a quarter of an hour Lord Tipperary and I were quite like old friends.

It was the first time that Id ever talked to a lord, and I found he was quite like a human being. I was never more surprised in my life. He didnt say Haw! or Dontcherknow! like English lords are always supposed to; in fact, he didnt give himself any airs at all; but he used the most astonishing slang I ever listened to, and I dont think I understood more than half of it.

After dinner we went out and sat together in the lobby  to watch the people, he said  but he was too busy talking to me to see much of what was going on.

Of course, I had to be awfully careful what I said to him; and I was so busy puzzling out how to make use of him that I suppose I must have seemed rather absentminded, and after a bit he noticed it and asked me if I wasnt feeling well. I had to say something, so I told him that I found English surroundings a bit depressing at first.

He was an awfully nice boy, and he said at once that he knew a way to change all that. He offered to take me driving in his four-in-hand next morning. He said that a drive round the countryside would make me fall in love with the country, and all that kind of thing. He said that he wasnt much of a dabster at quoting poetry, but the scenery was simply spiffing, and that was about the most intelligible thing he did say about it.

He told me that he was down to see his lawyer on business connected with his property in the neighborhood, and that hed brought his horses with him because that man Lewisohns as slow as a hearse, and hes sure to keep me hangin about here for the best part of a month.

When I discovered that Mr. Lewisohn was his lawyer, too, I had to go up to my room. I wanted to be alone, and laugh, and make a fool of myself.

Of course, it was a bit early yet to be jubilant, and I still didnt see how I was going to manage. But I knew that a coincidence like that only happens about once in a lifetime, and I knew Id have brains enough to make use of it when the right time came. But the difficulty was to wait for the right time.

I was in a desperate hurry, and beginning to get excited, and I knew that if I was to play my cards properly Id have to let off steam at once. So I went upstairs and kicked my pillow all round the room for about ten minutes. After that I felt better and went to bed.

Next morning I told Lord Tipperary what I was in England for  at least, I told him as much as I thought necessary. He seemed to be interested; and when I told him Id been to Lewisohn, and that I was afraid I wouldnt get the same amount of attention as an old client would have done, he offered to take me round that very afternoon and introduce me to Lewisohn in a proper manner.

He said: Why, hes my lawyer! Ill take you round and tell him youre a friend of mine. Hell look after you, all right. Hes as slow as one of his own horses, and hes stagy; but hes honest, and there isnt a better lawyer in England. I borrow money off him when I get broke  thats to say pretty often.

So we had lunch together at the hotel, and I took him a little more into my confidence. I didnt tell him that I had only thirty shillings left, though it was a fact; but I did say that Id be tickled to death to get my business settled up, because I needed the money very badly.

When I said that he looked at me quite sharply, with his eyebrows raised ever such a little, and I saw that Id made a mistake.

Theyre not so easy as they look, those English! I suppose that rich English lords have so many people trying to play them for suckers that they get naturally suspicious, anyway. But just as I was thinking that Id put my foot in it, and had spoiled my only chance, I had an inspiration that was absolutely divine.

I asked him if he ever gambled; and he said at once that he did. He said he was always gambling, and nearly always losing  backing horses, for the most part  but that he would gamble on almost anything; and he asked me if I knew of anything to gamble on.

Then I knew that Id won  all but the shouting. The rest was easy.

I said that I hadnt ever gambled, which was perfectly true; but I said I was going to begin. He nodded, and said he would stand in with me, because beginners luck always was a good thing to bet on. He said he didnt care a continental what it was that I was going to bet about, he was going to back me to win.

So I told him that that was my reason for being in such a hurry to get some money; I wanted to get the money on before the good thing was a thing of the past. But I wouldnt tell him what the good thing was. I didnt know yet myself, for one thing. But I had to tell him something.

Suddenly I remembered a second cousin of mine who used to be secretary, or something like that, in a zinc works at Pittsburgh, and that gave me another idea. Poor old Amos always used to be pestering my cousin at Pittsburgh to give him information so that he could play the market, and the only time he ever did give him any Amos played it and lost. He lost nearly all we had.

So what I said was that I had received some private information from a man who used to be a friend of my late husband. Before my husband died he had promised him that he would look after me, and this was his way of doing it. He had told me to raise every cent I could, and buy certain shares and hold them for a rise.

Lord Tipperary got awfully excited. He hadnt ever gambled on the Stock Exchange, and the idea of doing it simply tickled him to death. He wanted to know the name of the shares at once, so that he could go up to town and get the money on. He said it was awfully sporting of me to want to put all my money on one horse, and he didnt like it in the least when I refused to tell him which shares they were.

But I couldnt tell him, for the simple reason that I didnt know the name of any shares, and Id have to look them up first in a newspaper. So I got out of it for the time being by saying that the information had been given to me under a strict pledge of secrecy, and that I couldnt think of divulging it to anybody.

That afternoon he drove me round to Mr. Lewisohns office, and he introduced me properly, as he had promised to do. We had a long talk with the lawyer, but nothing much came of it, except that he promised to be as quick as he could about my business.

Lord Tipperary asked him at once how long he thought it would be before he had my affairs settled up, and he said: Some weeks. Then Lord Tipperary looked at me with the most comical expression of concern, and I had to laugh outright; and Lewisohn seemed awfully surprised that Lord Tipperary should take so much interest in my affairs, but he didnt say anything  at least, not then.

After we left the office that boy did nothing but pester me to let him into the secret; and at dinnertime he said: Look here, Mrs. Crothers, its an awful shame your not being able to get any money out of old Lewisohn for a month or two; youll probably miss having the flutter through it. Cant we work it this way. Ill go up to town and open an account with a firm of brokers that I know of, and arrange it so that you can buy the shares on my account without my knowing the name of them; then well go shares in the profits. Hows that?

Then, tomorrow morning Ill go round to old Lewisohn before I go to town, and tell him to be sure and let me have a few thousands at once, so that we shant be stuck for money. Hes arranging to borrow some money for me, and he can easily let me have a few thousands right away.

Remember, it was pounds he was talking about, and not dollars! And there was poor little me, with only a few shillings in the wide world, and a great, fat hotel bill running up! Do you wonder I began to fed excited? Of course, I agreed to that arrangement, and the next morning I went round to the Public Library to look up Pittsburgh.

I read up all about Pittsburgh in a fat sort of encyclopedia; and though reading about it in that book bored me almost to tears, and reminded me in some indescribable way of Monday mornings breakfast at a boarding house  I cant tell you why, but it did!  I managed to concentrate my mind on it sufficiently to remember afterward that the National Zinc Amalgamation was one of the biggest concerns there.

Then I went back to the hotel and sat in the lobby, studying out the financial column of a morning paper. The American papers are bad enough, if you open them at the financial page, and I dont believe the jargon they put in them really means anything at all; but the English papers are infinitely worse; and Im sure I nearly cried trying to understand it.

There were two different things named in one column that might, either of them, have been the Zinc Amalgamation. They were both called N.Z. Am., but one had the word com. after it with a full stop, and the other had the word pref. There was a footnote at the bottom of the column which said that the com. had been largely dealt in. The com. and the pref. were quoted at different prices, and I think it was the most confusing mix  up that I ever tried to puzzle out.

I never would have puzzled it out if it hadnt been for Bertram, the proprietor. He passed me where I was sitting in the lobby, and smiled. I asked him what he was smiling about, and he said that it was easy to tell my nationality without hearing me speak, because American women were the only women who ever read the financial columns of the papers.

I told him I was only reading out of curiosity, and I asked him what com. and pref. meant. He gave me quite a little lecture, and explained the whole thing; and after that I began to feel ready for the fray.

At about twelve oclock a telephone message came from Mr. Lewisohn, asking me to call round at his office; so I ordered out the carriage again, wondering what it meant. When I got there I was shown right in to his office, and he lost no time in coming to the point.

He sat in his usual corner blinking at me, and he made me sit right in the sunlight that was streaming through the window. He watched my face as carefully as a cat watches a mouse, and I hoped I had not put too much powder on  I came away in rather a hurry. His first question completely took my breath away. He said:

Mrs. Crothers, how much money have you in your possession?

I suppose my face showed that I was taken by surprise, and he must have guessed the rest; for he said at once:

You neednt tell me. I think I know sufficient. Now, Mrs. Crothers, Lord Tipperary is a valued client of mine. I have known him since he was a boy. His father was also a client of mine, and his grandfather used to entrust his business to my father. You will perhaps admit that I have a right to be interested in his welfare.

Now I want you to tell me exactly what is the nature of the business that you have entered into with Lord Tipperary. He called on me this morning, and told me a little, but not enough. There is no sense in a case like this in beating about the bush. I will give you fifty pounds for your information.

I said: I will take your fifty pounds, Mr. Lewisohn, because I need it, but I would have told you the nature of the business at once if you had asked me.

The expression on his face changed a little, as though he didnt believe me, and were smiling inside himself; but he was too polite to let it appear on the surface; he merely bowed, and motioned to me to proceed. So I told him the same story of the shares that I had told Lord Tipperary.

But he seemed to expect something else, and when I had finished he sat with his eyebrows raised a little, waiting for me to continue.

When I said nothing, he asked me: And the name of the shares?

I said: No, Mr. Lewisohn, that was not in the bargain. If I tell you the name of the shares, the secret will be out!

He said: Madam, it was distinctly in the bargain. I must insist on knowing the name of the shares. So far as the secret is concerned, there is no safer depository for a secret of any kind than within the four walls of a lawyers private office. I can assure you  in fact, I promise you faithfully  that what you may tell me will remain an absolute secret.

But even Lord Tipperary doesnt know, I objected.

I am aware of that, madam. In fact, that is precisely why I insist on knowing myself.

He pulled a lovely crinkly Bank of England note for fifty pounds out of his waistcoat pocket, and made it crackle absentmindedly between his fingers; and all at once I blurted out that the shares were called National Zinc Amalgamation, Common.

He passed me over the fifty pounds at once; and I think I never saw a man look so utterly surprised in all my life.

He said: Madam, I have to apologize. We are all liable to make mistakes, and I have made one. Your secret is, of course, safe in my keeping; and in return for it I will tell you one of mine. I am myself a heavy buyer of National Zinc, Common, and I believe it will eventually reach par or somewhere near it.

I made the great mistake of supposing that you were an adventuress, and that you were trying to work off some worthless securities on my client. Believe me, such a thing is quite common, and in every case that has come under my notice it has been done through the agency of a woman. I suppose your idea is to take the shares off the market, and hold for a rise?

I hadnt the least idea what he meant by taking them off the market, but I know that poor old Amos lost all his money by speculating on margin  whatever that means. So I told him that I had a horror of margins. That seemed to tickle him to death.

He rubbed his hands together, and his eyes sparkled, and he beamed at me over the top of his spectacles for quite a minute before he said anything else. Then he shifted in his chair, and turned right round toward me, leaning forward with one elbow resting on his knee.

Now, listen to me, Mrs. Crothers, he said. Im going to make you a little confidence. My client, Lord Tipperary, has been spending far too much money. Too much for his own good. He is altogether too fond of borrowing, and still fonder, I am sorry to say, of gambling.

I have been trying for over a year past to persuade him to pull up, and pay some attention to improving his financial position. You appear to have found the key to the situation, and my proposal to you is this.

Let me manage the account for you. We will let Lord Tipperary imagine that he is gambling, whereas as a matter of fact I will purchase the shares outright in his name, and hold them for him until the right moment comes to sell them again.

With the funds belonging to him that I can get together I can purchase a considerable block of shares, and their increase in value within say about six months or a year should help materially toward straightening out his finances.

Once I have his written permission to buy the shares, and his promise not to sell them before they reach a certain figure, I can manage the rest. One of his pleasant little peculiarities is that he never breaks his promises.

As for yourself, how would it be if you were to receive ten percent of the net profits on the transaction? I am sure Lord Tipperary would agree to that, and I think you are justly entitled to it for persuading my client to do what I could not talk him into doing myself.

Of course, I am aware that under the present arrangement existing between you, you would receive half the profits; but knowing Lord Tipperary as I do, and with all due respect to yourself, I would doubt very much there being any profits to divide. When too entirely inexperienced people open an account on the Stock Exchange, there can be only one result  a dead loss. Dont you think my arrangement would be better?

Well, of course, I thought it was better, and when Lord Tipperary returned from London I made him go round and settle it that way with Mr. Lewisohn. The lawyer agreed to supply me with funds as long as the agreement lasted, and though his idea and mine on what constituted enough money to go on with were slightly divergent, I got enough out of him from time to time to pay my hotel bills.

And National Zinc, Common, went up, and up, and up. Im not going to tell you how much I made out of it!

But that isnt all. Before the agreement came to an end, and while I was still waiting in Southampton, Mr. Lewisohn discovered that as Amoss widow I was entitled under somebody or others will to a life interest in a small part of the Carruthers estates. So Amos was right, after all! The income isnt much, but its regular and safe, and I neednt go on the stage again.

Lord Tipperary is the nicest boy in the world, but I couldnt have him falling so violently in love with me that people began to talk about it; so when I had got all the money that was coming to me, I said good-by to him and Mr. Lewisohn, and absconded to Paris. I bought all the clothes I wanted in Paris, at least all the clothes I absolutely couldnt do without, packed up my belongings, and then came straight back to New York.

You cant think how glad I am to be back! Theres no street like Broadway in the world! Now, where are you going to take me to dinner?

I looked at her for some moments, studying her finery, and considering ways and means.

The nattiest place in town, I said at last. Wait while I put some decent clothes on.

Not a bit of it, she said firmly. They wont allow Ugly in a natty place. Besides, you cant afford it!

So we went to the same place that we used to go to in the old days when she was hard up resting in New York between engagements.

And we enjoyed ourselves just as much as we used to; even if the restaurant was a cheap one. Afterwards, when I had seen her home, and we were still chattering on the pavement outside her apartment, I said:

Well, good night, Kitty. Ive come to the conclusion that youre a better actress off the stage than on it!

Youre getting too wise, she said, laughing. Good night!


KITTY BURNS HER FINGERS

A KITTY CROTHERS STORY

KITTY CROTHERS perennially hard up  working at her profession for a few months, doing one-night stands all over the country, and returning to spend her hard-earned savings along Broadway  we all of us knew and understood; but Kitty Crothers with money was something to make the gods on Olympus sit up and take notice.

There was absolutely no knowing what she would do with it, and the problem interested her friends for days. No doubt it amused the gods as well.

The money she brought back with her from England was a considerable sum when reckoned in English pounds; when she had it transferred into francs in Paris the amount of it took her breath away; and on her return to New York it was not the rate of exchange that worried her, for she completely ignored that, but the fact that the money sounded less in dollars than it did in francs.

I wish theyd trade in francs on Broadway, she said plaintively. Id have five times as much money.

Why didnt you stop in Paris? somebody asked her, Youd have had it all in francs then, and it would have lasted much longer with Paris prices to pay for everything.

They havent a Broadway over there, though, she answered reminiscently. When she is in that reminiscent mood her eyes half close dreamily, and her lips take on the faintest shadowy suspicion of a smile that always foreshadows wisdom. She drawls out her brightest epigrams dreamily, so that you dont notice that they are epigrams until it is too late to applaud; that is probably the reason why she was never in the first flight as an actress.

They have the loveliest frocks in Paris, and the loveliest restaurants, but I havent any use for their boulevards. Theyre all right for men, but not for women. In Paris nobody bumps into you, and if a man happens to be in your way he bows and raises his hat and makes way for you at once, and when youre past him he follows you.

Id rather be bumped into at the corner of Forty-Second Street by fifty honest men in a hurry any day of the week, No, sir! When they transfer Broadway, and the Broadway crowd, and the Broadway atmosphere to Paris, Ill go and live there  but not before.

Well, what are you going to do, Kitty, now youre rich?

Im going to be addressed as Mrs. Crothers, for one thing, by all nonentities, and most other people.

The nonentity retired, abashed, . What are you going to do, Mrs. Crothers? I ventured.

Youre a nonentity, too; but youre not included in the bunch of other people.

What are you going to do, Kitty?

She sat still for a while, thinking; then she lit another cigarette. She refuses to smoke mine since she came back from Europe; she has a brand of her own  Russian  with her initials on them. She says they taste better with her initials on them.

Out with it, Kitty; I know youve got a plan.

Ive a plan, but I dont see any sense in unfolding it to you; you wouldnt approve.

As if that made any difference.

Oh, well, as long as you realize that, Ill tell it to you; but, remember, Ive quite made up my mind.

I got ready to listen, and Ugly did the same, putting his great nose on her lap. He always pretends to listen to her, though as a matter of fact he is only watching for biscuits or candy. Dogs are hypocrites just like the rest of us.

She gave him quite a quarter of a pound of expensive candy before she began to unfold her plan.

You see, she said at last, Ive got to have some object in life. I hate work just as much as you do, and now that I can afford to be lazy Im going to make up for lost time. I wouldnt go on the stage again if they offered to star me in R0meo and Juliet.

Well?

Of course, when ones a capitalist there are heaps and heaps of ways of making money without working.

Heaps of ways of losing it, too, Kitty.

True for you! And theyre all of them either troublesome or dishonest. I can afford to be honest, and I never did enjoy trouble, anyhow.

Youre not thinking of going into business, then?

Not just at present. Ive bought some bonds and locked them up in a safe- deposit place, and hidden the key. All the business Im going to do for the present is cutting off the coupons twice a year.

Thats not half a bad idea. I thought you said I would be sure to object? I think youve been really wise!

Oh, but that isnt going to be my object in life; Im not going to live just for coupon cutting. Ive decided to be of some use in the world.

Youre surely not going to write a novel?

And become a nonentity like you for the rest of my life? No, sir! I had to sell my brains when I was an actress, and I got just about as much money for them as you do for yours.

Im going to use them myself now, thank you. Im going to pick out a young man of promise, and use my influence and experience, and money if necessary, to help him become a great man.

Run a sort of salon, you mean?

No. One at a time to begin with.

Whos to be the first victim? How would I do?

As if anybody could do anything with you! Ive chosen Paul Gurwicz.

This certainly is the place where I object! Im more or less responsible for Gurwicz. You met him at my flat, and youve no right to try your experiments on him. Choose somebody I dont know.

Im not going to experiment at all; Im going to make his fortune.

Hell fall in love with you.

Well? Will that hurt him?

No. Itll do him good. But hell want to marry you.

Nonsense  Im old enough to be his mother.

Ive heard of old women of twenty-eight  or is it twenty-seven  marrying children of twenty-two before now.

I dare say you have. But when the right time comes Im going to marry him to some one else, which settles that difficulty?

Going to act as a sort of deputy to Providence, eh?

If you like to put it that way.

When do you begin?

Ive begun. Hes in love with me already.

She blushed guiltily as she said it, but when I laughed she flared up at once indignantly.

I dont see that it concerns you, anyhow. In what way are you responsible for him?

Im the only friend the boys got in New York.

Nonsense! Youre not his friend. You let him come and sit in your room, and talk about his plans and ambitions, and then when you get bored you throw cold water on him.

Youll have to see the janitor about that, Kitty; theres never any hot water to be had. Besides, Ive got to work sometimes

Good afternoon! said Kitty. I didnt know your work was so important. And out she went, leaving me to study out this new phase of Mistress Kitty Crothers.

It was not her plan that worried me; it was the victim she had chosen. Any ordinary victim would have been a lucky man, whatever the outcome; but with Gurwicz it was different.

As his name implies, he is a Russian, and Russians are always volatile, and often dangerous. They are like dynamite  useful enough if they are handled properly, and quite dependable; but awfully dangerous in the hands of a beginner. And at this game Kitty Crothers was distinctly a beginner.

I knew quite a lot about Gurwicz, for his least noticeable characteristic is reticence about himself His grandfather was a Russian peasant with ideas on the rights of man that were beyond his station in life and years ahead of his time. Like his grandson, he was a genius and a fluent talker, so that the Russian government came to hear about his enlightenment, and sentenced him to death.

He seems to have had the sense, though, to choose his friends wisely, because they had influence enough to get his sentence transmuted to one of imprisonment for life in one of the Siberian lead-mines, and he was thrown into jail with a gang of fellow unfortunates to await transportation. Being a genius, he invented a brand-new way of breaking out of jail, and escaped over the border to Germany. He went to Breslau, where he married the daughter of another political exile.

His son was a still greater genius, with still less common sense, however, for he became a social democrat and got himself shot by the German police in the course of an unauthorized demonstration.

But he had married a German woman  almost the only sensible thing he ever did  and their son Paul managed in some way to combine his fathers and grandfathers genius and fire with his mothers Teutonic phlegm, and grew up into a man to be seriously reckoned with.

When a man like that falls in love something usually happens. Either he wins the woman that he wants, or else he goes utterly to the deuce and takes a considerable number of quite inoffensive people with him. And here was Kitty Crothers, serenely unconscious of her unwisdom, deliberately encouraging Paul Gurwicz to fall in love with her!

The worst of it was that I reckoned myself a friend of Kitty Crothers, and cared nothing for Gurwicz, and yet I could not see how to prevent her from burning her fingers.

Not many days passed before she me to my flat again, and this time she brought Gurwicz with her. He was painfully shy and awkward, and tripped over nearly everything in the room before he at last subsided into a corner, where he sat watching Kitty.

If ever a boy was in love, Paul Gurwicz was, and he was the most awkward and uncomfortable lover I have ever seen. I tried to draw him into conversation, and so did Kitty, who wanted to show him off, but we both failed until I remembered that the basis of his ambition was aeroplanes, and asked him some question or other about them. After that we had to sit and listen to a fervid monologue on aeroplanes, while he waved his arms, and spilled his tea over the carpet, and made a most unusual ass of himself.

He told us all he knew about aeroplanes, which was a surprising amount; and he lectured us on the folly of trying to build flying-machines without first of all thoroughly mastering the theory and making the necessary mathematical calculations on paper.

After about twenty minutes of it the flood of his enthusiasm swept away the barrier of his shyness altogether, and he told us how he, Paul Gurwicz, had really studied the theory of flying, and knew how to calculate every stress and strain to which a flying-machine could possibly be subjected. And Kitty kept looking across the room to me with an expression on her face which meant: There! Isnt he clever?

Two other fellows who had dropped in said it was dashed interesting, and dropped out again, and after that I no longer cared what Kitty did to him. I felt sorry for her, though, because I felt certain that she was storing up trouble for herself.

During the months that followed I was forced into being anything but a disinterested spectator. Kitty did not want him to make any new friends, for fear they might lead him astray; so she encouraged him to visit me whenever he had the time. She dared me to discourage him, knowing well that I would not lose her friendship for a dozen men like Gurwicz.

So I had to listen to the man, and take an interest in his infernal aeroplanes. The result of my listening to him, and my apparent interest, was that he gave me a certain measure of his confidence; and the time came when he admitted to me that he was in love with her and intended to marry her when he had saved his first ten thousand dollars.

He was awfully foolish about her, describing all her faults as virtues, and all her virtues as faults which he meant to eradicate when he had married her. It was no joke having to listen to him; but I got some fun the following day, for I repeated his conversation to Mrs. Crothers word for word, and she wilted at the notion of being reformed by Gurwicz.

I rubbed it in, and it did me good. I think it did her good, too; but it did not tum her aside from her plan, as I had hoped. She came into my flat one day shortly after that, bubbling with laughter, to tell me of his proposal to her.

His nerve is getting better, she said, or worse  I dont know which. Hes beginning to take quite a preparatory interest in me, instead of worshiping me from a distance.

How dyou think he began? He objected to my coming so often to your flat. He said people would talk about it. As if anybody would ever dream of talking about you! I asked him if he didnt think you were respectable, and he said no, he was sure you were not. Hes learning to talk English awfully well, but hes not quite sure of the difference between respectable and respectful yet.

He said he had watched your face very closely whenever he had mentioned my name to you, and that he had noticed that you always smiled in a mysterious sort of way that he didnt like  a cynical sort of smile, as though you could tell all sorts of tales if you only cared to  or dared. I think it was dared he said.

Never mind whether he said dared or not, Kitty; hes going to stop your smoking cigarettes after hes married you. He told me so. But go on  tell me how he proposed. Im coming to that; dont be in such a hurry! I asked him what it could possibly matter if people did talk about my going to your flat, and he said that it mattered very much, because he hoped some day to make me Mrs. Gurwicz, and he hated like anything to have people talking about his future wife in any way but with the utmost respect.

Didnt he go down on his knees, or anything? I thought foreigners always did that. Indeed, no! H e talked all the time as though he were conferring a favor on me.

What did you say?

I couldnt say anything at first for laughing.

Did he see you laugh?

I dont think so  in fact, Im sure not, I pretended to be embarrassed  and so I was, awfully. I told him, after I had recovered my equanimity a little, that he was much too young to think of marrying me, and that I should be an old woman when he was still only in the prime of life and just beginning to be famous. That made him awfully angry.

You know how he goes up in the air when hes in earnest about himself? Well, he went up in the air then, only more than usual. He treated me to a complete synopsis of his achievements up to date  the boy really has done well for himself, even you must admit that  and he tried to prove that he was at least twice as wise and twice as old as most men are at his age. Im not at all sure that hes not right about that.

You mean that hes wise to be in love with you? I know at least ten men whore just as wise as he is.

No, I didnt mean that. Dont interrupt. Well, it was no use discouraging him for the present, that wouldnt have fitted in with my plan at all.

I want to see him a big man  right at the top of the tree  and I want to know that it was I that goaded him into getting there. So I told him that I would never marry a man who was a nonentity, and that he must win his spurs before daring to propose to me.

What did he say to that?

He tried to make out at first that he had won his spurs already, but I laughed at that idea. Then he argued that he would have a much greater incentive to work if I would definitely promise to marry him, and at last he got on his dignity, and said that if I didnt promise him he would throw up his job and go to Canada, and lose himself somewhere in the Northwest.

I had half a mind to take him at his word, because the boy is so clever that Im sure hed make good even if you dumped him down right in the middle of a desert.

Why on earth didnt you, then? Wasnt it a splendid chance to be rid of him?

Cant you understand that I dont want to be rid of him? I want to be able to give myself the credit for his success. Of course, it would be awfully romantic to follow him up to Canada, but I had more than enough of Canada when I went there with touring companies, and, besides. it would have probably led to complications  and the business is getting complicated enough already without any extras!

I can imagine that Mr. Paul Gurwicz up in the northwest of Canada, or anywhere else for that matter, might prove a bit of a handful once he discovered that there was a lady on his trail. If Id been you Id have let him go to Canada, or to the deuce for that matter, until he chose to come to his senses. Thats exactly where youd have been wrong. Men have no perception at all. I put him off for a year. That gives him one year in which to make good, and it gives me a whole year to think up a good way out of the difficulty. I told him I would give him a definite answer one year from now.

How did he take that?

He didnt say a word. You know that nasty little black note-book that he always carries about in his pocket? Well, he pulled out his watch first, and then he opened his note-book and set down the exact hour and minute.

Then he bowed  you know how he bows?  with a stiff back, as though he were hinged in the middle  and stalked out of the room to go and win his spurs. The boy was really impressive, and I feel sure hell do something big. Hes certainly determined enough.

Hell probably make some big kind of trouble.

Not he! Ive made a man of him. I know I have.

The next I heard of Gurwicz he had thrown up his job. Up till now he had been clerk to a contracting engineer, and his salary had been raised twice because of his almost uncanny genius for calculating quantities and other complicated things connected with a section of the new Subway. He told me he wanted a job now in some factory where they made the engines of automobiles. He didnt seem to care a rap about salary. He said, in fact, that he had saved enough to keep him for a year if necessary.

But he wanted to learn all there was to know about internal combustion engines before looking for a job in an aeroplane factory. So I gave him a letter to a man I knew who was foreman in an up-State automobile factory.

Three weeks later I received a letter from the foreman telling me if I knew of any more youngsters of the same type to send on a car-load at once collect. So it seemed that Mr. Paul Gurwicz was busy making good.

During the six months that followed Kitty Crothers was restless and, I thought, unhappy. She seemed to miss having Gurwicz to order about. He wrote to her regularly  long, passionate letters, in which he reiterated his undying devotion  and I know she wrote to him, because she used to show me her letters before she sealed them up. She wanted to be sure that they were affectionate enough without being too affectionate.

When Gurwicz came back to New York with a finger missing and the best part of six months pay in his pocket  they had put him on a salary within a week of his arrival at the automobile factory  I offered to put him up. It seemed possible that the tension might grow a little acute, and I wanted to be on the scene when the trouble started.

He was as much in love with Kitty as ever, and hardly ever left my flat, he was so anxious to be in when she called. He talked about her until I lost my temper, and then sat on a chair in the corner and thought about her, and in the end she had to remind him that his career was still to make.

After that he used to stay out all day hunting a job, and one evening he told me that he had signed a contract to work for a man whose name was already world-famous as a maker and manipulator of aeroplanes.

He started work the following day without saying a word to Kitty, and it was I who broke the news to her. She grew serious at once, and said it was time to get busy. Hes bound to make good, she said, with a return of her old enthusiasm. Now that hes started on his chosen career, hell never look back. Remember it was I that goaded him into it.

Yes, but you havent got yourself out of it yet. Ive a notion that that wont be quite so easy. Hell be back for his answer when the years up, and then look out for squalls!

Not he! Hell be engaged to some one else. I know the girl already. The only thing is to arrange for them to meet at your flat.

Not if I know it. Gurwicz by himself was bad enough, but Gurwicz and his sweetheart billing and cooing round here would be too much altogether. This is your funeral, and you must stage-manage it. Im not going to have anything to do with it at all. Im merely a looker-on.

She was angry with me, and called me a shirker, and lots of other things, but a few days afterward she invited me to dinner to meet Paul Gurwicz and a Miss Maud Gillespie  her niece or cousin or some such relation.

When I got to the restaurant she and Gurwicz were already there, and I was in time to hear Gurwicz tell her that his future as an aviator was already assured, I never knew a man who had less doubt as to his eventual success.

He went up in the air and waved his arms about in his usual emphatic way, but she seemed scarcely to be paying any attention to him. When he left off boasting to get his breath she told him for the first time who the fourth member of the party was to be.

And I want you to look after her for me, Paul, I heard her say. Its almost her first dinner away from home, and shes dreadfully shy with strangers. I want you to draw her out and make her feel as though she were among friends. Id ask him to do it, but hes much too stupid.

When she said him she meant me, and Gurwicz had the indecency to look as though he agreed with her; but the niece arrived before I could think of anything suitable to say in self-defense.

The girl was the absolute antithesis of Gurwicz. He was tall and very thin. She was of medium height, at the most, and plump. Never having seen her mother, it was of course only guesswork, but I was prepared to swear that by the time she was forty she would be fat.

He had blond hair that stood up straight on end as so many Germans wear it; her hair was very dark-brown  almost black, He was a visionary, a dreamer  with the strength and ambition to make his dreams come true; she was a woman of the domestic type, who would only dream when she had indigestion.

Even then she would only dream that her house was not in order. She was no more shy than a domestic cow is shy. She was a ruminant.

He was restless and ambitious; she was placid. He had a face that was positively ugly, redeemed, though, by the obvious intelligence that flashed and flickered over it incessantly, and only slumbered when he slept; she was good-looking in a sleepy, wax-madonna sort of way, but her expression never varied.

They were utterly unlike.

And yet, from the way that Kitty Crothers behaved, it seemed that this was the female that she intended should supplant her in the affections of Paul Gurwicz. She talked to me at one end of the table, and left the niece and Gurwicz alone at the other.

I tried once to engage the girl in conversation, but Kitty kicked me so violently on the shin that for the next few minutes I was hard put to it not to swear.

I was only trying to make her feel as though she were among friends, it seems, though, shes come to a game of football, I remarked.

Kitty only laughed, and by the time my shin-bone had left off tingling Miss Gillespie was too busy listening to Gurwicz for me to be able to get a word in edgeways. He told her all the most interesting things he knew, and they were all about himself. She proved to be a good listener  a thing he had grown unaccustomed to of late. Instead of raillery and chaff and openly expressed unbelief he met with silent approval and wonder.

He found himself accepted for the first time in his life at his own valuation. Even Kitty Crothers, during her most valiant efforts to encourage him, had found it difficult to conceal her amusement at his egoism. But Miss Gillespie frankly considered him a superior being, and evidently felt more like burning incense to him than laughing at him.

So Gurwicz enjoyed himself, and the two of them forgot all about us. Gurwiczs way home and mine lay together for part of the distance, and we walked it together. During the walk he asked me how old I supposed Mrs. Crothers was, and I snubbed him promptly and properly  with the fiat of a metaphorical shovel on his impudent mouth  but he scarcely noticed it.

I saw little of him after that, though I often saw his name in the papers as a daring and successful aviator and once, when I went to Belmont Park, I saw him make a flight. Miss Gillespie was there, too, and so was Kitty Crothers.

After the flight Gurwicz stood with his back toward us, talking to Miss Gillespie, and it was she who pointed us out and brought him over to speak to us. He was a trifle condescending, and I thought the least little bit in the world annoyed.

He paid more attention to me than he did to Mrs. Crothers, and I tried to drive him up to her gun by belittling his attempts to fly. But he avoided her carefully, enduring my raillery as the lesser of two evils, and Miss Gillespie glared defiance at me in a way that betokened more than a passing interest in him.

His relief when he was called away to attend to one of his machines was too evident to be mannerly, and I turned to Kitty with a smile and some little joke about ingratitude. To my amazement, she was on the verge of tears.

Please take me away from here, was all she would say, and I took her away, wondering.

The little beast! she burst out presently.

Which of em? I ventured.

Paul, of course. I cant blame her. I meant her all along to many him. Shes just what he needs. Shell worship him, and be blind to his follies and conceit; and shell nurse him when hes sick, and keep house for him, and think hes a superior sort of god.

Even if he beats her, shell forgive him. Im not sure he wont beat her! I almost hope he will! Im sure hes beast enough. Fancy his leaving me like that without a word of apology or regret!

But didnt you want to marry em off`? Wasnt that the idea all along? I remarked inquiringly.

Of course it was.

Well, youve got your own way, so whats the trouble? Theres nothing left to do but choose the wedding presents. Mines going to be an art pepper- pot  a small one, to hold red pepper.

I believe I shall get mine at the ten-cent bazaar.

I would if I were you. But what are you so dreadfully annoyed about? You married him just as soon as you chose to the girl you picked out for him. I dont see.

Oh, how stupid men are! Cant you see that he broke loose before I intended him to, and not in the way I meant him to at all. Instead of my despising him, as I really did all along, he despises me. The little beast thinks I was in love with him, and that he turned me down. Oh, I could kill myself!

You will have better luck next time. You will have more experience, and will know how to manage the next campaign better.

Never again! Men arent worth the trouble. If youre good to them and take an interest in them, they despise you for it, and imagine that you do it simply because youre in love with their superior souls. They havent got any souls! Oh, I hate men!

Try keeping chickens, Kitty  they might be more grateful, and youd have the satisfaction of wringing their necks if they werent.

I believe I shall follow your advice. Id do anything that would help me to forget Paul Gurwicz.

Believe me, Kitty, well forget him this evening at dinner. Come on, lets get back to Broadway.


THE HERMIT AND THE TIGER

I WENT to India to hunt tigers. But I came away looking for something else.

It was many months before I saw a tiger, in full moonlight, in the graveyard at Mount Abu in Rajputana, where the legends on more than half the tombstones read from wounds inflicted by a tiger. He was insolent, arrogant, splendid, and I think he knew I watched him. At intervals he stood snarling and muttering as if he sneered at the names on the tombs of the men who had died of wounds from his ancestors fangs. It was a weird experience. I had no rifle. I could only watch.

Another man also watched, squatting like an idol on the cemetery path. He was a turbaned, smoothshaven Hindu, clothed in white, and he betrayed no fear. The tiger, moving carelessly; with his great weight slouched below his shoulder blades, went straight toward him. But he appeared to me to take no notice of the tiger. The brute walked past him, almost touching him, and then leaped the cemetery wall and vanished. But when I approached the Hindu, he got up and ran. To this day, I dont know the answer to the questions I wanted to ask. But this subsequently happened:

I announced my intention to shoot a tiger. Being young, brash, ignorant, and very unwise, I made the announcement at the Club that was full of people who really knew India. They smiled. A friendly subaltern of my own age, who had been refused leave to go tiger-hunting, relieved his own bitterness and enlightened my ignorance, by request, after several drinks:

You damned idiot, the tigers here are kept for Viceroys and Princes of Wales and Maharajahs. You havent a chance. Theyll never let you see a tiger. How? Easy. Someone will tip off the natives, and the tigers will be driven away before you can get anywhere near them.

However, I was not without resources. I had a boy, a fifty-year-old, one- eyed Moslem, whose only noticeable virtue was pride of service. I explained the situation to him. After due reflection, he delivered a verdict that our honor was involved: honor might be restored at a cost of ten rupees for traveling expenses. He was absent four days and returned with a plan. He explained:

Down on the plains below Abu they are all ignorant Hindus who believe in hundreds of gods. Sahibs, as a rule, are disrespectful to the gods. So if you, sahib, should show some respect, it would create a good impression and something might happen.

He then told of a tiger that was killing men almost daily. He said a very distinguished personage had been appealed to, to come and shoot the tiger; and might come soon. But meanwhile men died daily.

We departed by stealth that night on pony-back. And as we took the moonlit trail that plunged downward through the jungle, the white-turbaned Hindu, whom I had seen in the cemetery several nights before, followed us, on foot, keeping his distance, down, down, downward toward the oven-hot plains.

The heat was atrocious. I lay most of the following day on a cot, in a place called a dâk bungalow, watching scorpions and snakes and rats. About four in the afternoon, I loaded my brand new double-barreled Express, which had never been fired, and followed my servant for a couple of miles through dry, sparse jungle. He kept coaching me over his shoulder and warning me how to behave at the journeys end. So when we came to a beautiful little Hindu shrine, I sat down on a hot rock and let him pull my boots off. I approached the shrine barefooted, horribly afraid of scorpions and very skeptical.

The shrine was enclosed on three sides, but open in front. Against the rear wall was an image of an Indian god. With his back to the image, beside a small stone altar, sat a very ancient-looking hermit, with a long beard and long hair, wearing nothing but a loin-cloth. I squatted in the dust outside the shrine. The old hermit chanted a mantram  one of those beautiful Indian hymns that wail in a minor key toward Infinity. He bestowed what I believe was a blessing, in a language of which I understood not one word. I laid a small offering in the dust and backed away, more skeptical than ever, and humiliated. I had behaved like a fool. What had a hermit to do with a tiger?

But I had that mantram in my ears. I remember it now.

Angry, sitting down to have my boots pulled on, I caught sight of that white- robed Hindu; he was peering at me from between two trees. When I saw him, he ran. Presently, I started back toward the dâk bungalow, and had walked about two hundred yards, when I noticed some monkeys making a big fuss in the trees at the edge of a nullah. My servant whispered the ominous word Bagh! A moment later a tiger came up out of the nullah straight toward me. It was the man- eating tiger that had terrorized the countryside and that I had seen in Mount Abu cemetery. I killed him with the first bullet ever fired out of my new rifle: the first shot I had ever fired at big game.

Call that luck, if you like. But luck cant account for the hermit. Luck doesnt explain why the tiger walked straight to his death. There was a mystery. Was the key hidden in the mantram that the hermit sang before the image of his old stone god?


THE MAN FROM POONCH

IT was chilly and dark at the back of Daldeen Lais place. The distant lights of Simla, glimpsed now and then through a fluke in the mist, served to emphasize the loneliness and darkness. Nine men, scarcely visible to one another, squatted on the creaking balcony.

Yussuf Aroun raised a floor-board, using his toe for the purpose, and spat into eight hundred feet of dark nothing beneath him; it was less trouble than raising his head above the sheet of corrugated iron which broke the cold wind from the Himalayas. He spat with the emphasis of a Pathan who had made up his mind.

By Allah and by my beard, all men from Poonch, he said, are sons of impudently unchaste mothers.

But the man from Poonch said nothing. He was at the end of the balcony, with his back toward Simla and his face toward eight suspicious, hostile men. The solitary lantern cast a red glow on as much of his face as was not hidden in the horse-blanket that draped his head and shoulders. It touched, too, the silvery hilt of his long knife.

His eyes held the smouldering wrath of a panthers. When he rolled himself a cigarette his tongue licked the edges of the paper as if tasting in advance difficulties that he knew how to enjoy. The most exciting challenge in the world is silence, and the man from Poonch seemed made of the intolerable stuff.

Seven shadows, that were Hillmen of seven unrelated blood-strains but with a language, a creed and some hatreds in common, stirred a little as their host rose. Water splashed in the darkness beneath. The wooden balcony squeaked as it swayed to the wind and the weight of Daldeen Lais cat-like footsteps, careful not to touch men as he passed them. He opened his house-door, entered, and shut it behind him swiftly; the light from it shone on some of the faces, for a moment. They were hook-nosed men in stinking sheep-skin jackets  black-bearded, with oily love-locks.

One laughed with a nervous high pitch:

By Allah, men from Poonch can take a dive into the mist beneath us, just as easily as men from better places! What say you, brothers?

Yussuf Aroun answered, deep-throated, deliberate:

Nay! If he is false, a spy for the British, I slay him, because it is I who first suspected him and said so. By my beard, he shall die as many deaths in that case as he can draw breaths between a midnight and a midnight. He shall beg for the edge of a knife to cut him free from torment.

But the man from Poonch continued to say nothing. The door opened again and Daldeen Lai squirmed himself through like a cat:

A fool wanted the loan of a bicycle pump, he said. I told him he could push his bicycle. He sat down.

Now about this man from Poonch

When Daldeen Lai spoke Pushtu he abominably mispronounced it, and he knew the mispronunciation irritated those intolerant Hillmen, who despised him and his Hindu religion. That he made a point of not being religious merely increased their contempt. It was much more difficult for them to treat him civilly, than for him to endure their arrogance. But they shared his secret; and the secret gave him an authority that he did not choose to hazard by talking more than necessary. So he paused in his speech.

Who believes such a tale as he tells? asked Yussuf Aroun. Taught him to fly in Ameliki, did they  he having made the Amelikins think he was one of themselves  Eh? Allah! I saw an Amelikin; he wore spectacles: he had a fat wife who found fault. He was less like this man than a horse is like a camel. Saucy and abominable are the men from Poonch, and I say this one is a liar. How do we know he can fly an air-ee-o-per-lane? Why wont he tell us his name?

The moon rose, revealing the tops of deodars in the ghosty white mist that streamed in the valley beneath. It silvered a wet crag that projected from the side of the ravine a hundred yards away.

But somebody must fly for us, said Daldeen Lai. His is a probable story. Many besides he have been imprisoned for being suspected persons possessing pistol and no license. While he was in prison his family died of neglect and want, because the money-lender foreclosed. Is there anything unlikely about that? Why should he not seek vengeance on the British?

Allah! I doubt him, said Yussuf Aroun.

The man from Poonch spoke then, rather gutturally, in a strong voice that suggested self-imposed, calm, rising slowly to his feet and revealing contempt with unexaggerated gesture:

I have heard women who talked more manfully. He took a stride toward the door. Whoever craves a fight with me may have it. He met each gaze in turn. None flinched. His eyes lingered on Yussuf Arouns, and he touched his knife-hilt, but not even Yussuf Aroun made an answering move. With a sideways jerk of his head he indicated the moon-lit crag that glistened over the ravine. I will sit yonder and think thoughts while ye belch fears.

He opened the door slowly, stood framed in the glow from within  a rather tall man with the loose-limbed stance and insolently careless poise of. an experienced fighter  and then stepped suddenly into the passage, shut the door firmly, and listened, with his hand on the latch.

Not a man on the balcony spoke, but he felt pressure on the latch. He removed his hand. As the latch yielded he kicked the door. It slammed in Daldeen Lais face, hurling him backward. The teeth of the other men gleamed in the sudden light like wolves fangs, but no word was spoken. The man from Poonch shut the door again and strode along the lamp-lit passage, tossing two pice slipper- money to the lame Kashmiri at the outer door.

Outside in the garden he listened again, but no sound followed him. There were dense streams of blown mist, but the moonlight shone in broken streams of silver that revealed the pathway leading from the ramshackle house. He followed it through a gate amid shadowy trees, and where it forked toward the road that leads to Simla he took the right-hand track and squatted, in the full light of the moon, on the wet crag that overhung the ravine.

Torn shreds of fluffy mist blew past him, but he could see and be seen from Daldeen Lais balcony; and he could see the shadowy road to Simla, where it curved to avoid the rising ground, some fifty feet away, and a shadowy man with an upturned bicycle appeared to be examining a punctured tire. The man with the bicycle called to him in Hindustanee:

Oh you! Where can I borrow a pump to put air in my leaking tire?

I dont know, said the man from Poonch.

Also my lamp has gone out. Where can I get oil and matches?

I dont know.

Will you,watch my bicycle, if I leave it while I go to find a pump?

No.

I would come back quickly.

He from Poonch turned away and stared at the ravine, not answering. So the man with the bicycle set his machine upright and began pushing it along the road toward Simla. But very soon the sound of his footsteps ceased. He appeared to be riding the thing. His bell, rang  one, two  one, two, three  one, two, as if it might be a signal. The- man from Poonch appeared not to notice that. He sat still, staring downward at the mist that flowed like frosted cotton through the tops of deodars, until at last the lame Kashmiri came from the house and said hoarsely that Daldeen Lai would like to speak to him.

Tell him I sicken of too much speech, he answered.

Ten minutes later Daldeen Lai, in a thick shawl and a belted khaki overcoat, came, carefully avoiding moonlight, and stood waist-deep in mist in the shadow beneath the crag between it and the road.

Is it true then that all the men from Poonch are mules? he demanded. Pray be reasonable. Who would admit you to such a secret as ours without proof of your trustworthiness? They are ready to kill you now unless you give proof, since you already know too much. Had it not been for me, Yussuf Aroun would already have shot you as you sit here. You offended him. His finger itches for the trigger.

The man from Poonch smiled. It is I who lack proof, he retorted. A life is not much. But shall I risk mine for perched hens who scratch lice and cackle?

Tell me truly who you are, said Daldeen Lai. If you will give me references

God knows who I am. God knows who you are. And that is enough.

If I thought you were a spy, said Daldeen Lai, there would already be no flesh on your bones. Your skeleton would be rotting among rats in a dark hole.

The man from Poonch answered with an air of indifference: I am a spy. I spy for deeds, and a chance to do them. Therefore I will get hence. When I die, it shall not be of too much talking.

It is true, said Daldeen Lai, that speech is sometimes valueless. And you impress me as a man of strong resolution. But I have to convince those others. They will not consent to telling you our secret unless you first give a pledge.

I have nothing.

Your life

It is worth nothing.

Put it then into our hands, and we will tell you our secret. We will not trust you otherwise. At the moment, Yussuf Aroun has you covered with his rifle, and if I should signal to him

The man from Poonch dropped as if shot, and as he fell near Daldeen Lais feet, there came the sharp, dead smack of a rifle in mist. A bullet whizzed overhead, but there was so much spacious silence that the sound died swallowed in a moment. The man from Poonch stood up with his back to the rock and spoke calmly:

I saw you make that signal. Now I will kill you as well as Yussuf Aroun! Or will you tell me your secret?

In the others presence I will tell it. Daldeen Lai turned up the path to the house in a hurry, plainly disliking that talk about death. The man from Poonch removed an iron bracelet from his wrist and tossed it to the road. It fell in dust in moonlight.

The man on a bicycle, pedalling back from the direction of Simla, got off his machine and called out:

Have you seen my spanner? I believe I dropped it where. I tried to mend a puncture just now. Ah! Ah! I see it! He picked up something, mounted and returned by the way he had come.

May your luck be as flat as your tire, you voice out of a sepulchre! Daldeen Lai called after him, hurrying toward the dim lamplight at the front door.

The man from Poonch followed him into the house and through it, out on to the balcony, where he met the gaze of Yussuf Aroun.

If you cant shoot any straighter than that, remarked the man from Poonch, your women must be anybodys. Or are they too ill-favored to tempt your betters?

I will eat your liver, Yussuf Aroun answered, showing splendid yellow teeth.

No spy would dare to speak as he does, said Daldeen Lai. Would a spy return here, after being, shot at? I intend to tell him our secret in the presence of you all. But you are not to trust him. Mind that. Two of you  better yet, three must watch him day and night, one sleeping and two waking.

Let him give us his knife, said Yussuf Aroun.

The man from Poonch looked calmly at him. You may have it in your belly, he answered.

Allah! Yussuf Arouns hand went to his own knife.

Peace! exclaimed Daldeen Lai. Of what use would a coward be to us? He is good. Shall I tell him now?

The. man from Poonch laughed curtly: I will say what I know already. There is haste, and you need an airman, but there is none, unless you accept me. You are afraid. And now what?

That proves it. He has spied on us, said Yussuf Aroun.

The man from Poonch looked sideways at him: I mistook this, he said, for a womens jirga, not believing men could be such chatterers. Allah! Who needs more than one eye to read fear on a Pathans face?

Tell him, said Yussuf Aroun. Let him learn what fear is. If he fails us or betrays us, I will answer for it. He shall hot be out of my sight until all is finished. And then he and I, inshallah, will decide the matter of our honor!

The man from Poonch went and sat beside Yussuf Aroun insolently. Hands on knives, they eyed each other sideways. Daldeen Lai shifted the lantern and sat with his back to the mountains. He cleared his throat importantly.

This is no hysterical conspiracy of students, he began. We intend, to break the English this time, all or nothing. A major calamity at this opportune moment ought to stagger them and stiffen revolutionists of all types. But it must be astonishing  staggering. It must be the impossible thing, that nevertheless happens. Otherwise the English will rally as usual and in some way survive it because of their organization. We must destroy the English system, as the Bolsheviki first destroyed the system of the Czar. And in the anarchy that follows we will reap our harvest.

There will be loot, said Yussuf Aroun. Wallahi!

A cloud of mist shut down on them, so dense that it shut off the moonlight and blanketed sound. It was like being at sea on a swaying deck. The lantern in the midst only made a dim blur. Daldeen Lai coughed and raised his voice:

The viceroy and all the members of his council are to meet at Delhi, three days from now. The governors of five provinces will be there, along with eleven ruling princes, to say nothing of innumerable subordinates. A bomb

A poison-gas bomb! Yussuf Aroun interrupted Allah!

Such a bomb, said Daldeen Lai, a s will infallibly kill all of them!

He rubbed the palms of his hands together.

As infallibly, by God, as I will kill you if you fail! said Yussuf Aroun. All the other men on the balcony moved like vultures on a ledge that smell blood on the wind. Daldeen Lais face, as he leaned forward, glowed in the lantern-light. His breath steamed like a devils in a Tibetan painting.

Cruelty, he said, is waste of energy, and it is too unfortunate we could not make a poison-gas to kill them instantly. The ingredients for that were not obtainable. We had to use a gas of the corrosive type that burns the membrane. It is so potent, that one part of it to ten thousand parts of air produce death; and so corrosive, that we dare not mix it in readiness. There are three principal ingredients. For the sake of secrecy those have been produced in places very far apart, by experts trained in European laboratories. Each ingredient is sealed in a gas-tight but fragile container; and the three containers are enclosed in one bomb. When the bomb falls, it will smash the containers. The resulting mixture will escape, assisted by a little nitroglycerine to crack the casing. And whoever breathes any of that  however little of it  will be dead within ten or fifteen minutes  I regret to add, painfully.

Pain, said Yussuf Aroun, is all that kaffirs will ever know of Allahs mercy!

The man from Poonch rolled a cigarette and licked the paper thoughtfully.

Fire! he demanded. Yussuf Aroun, startled, struck a match for him and grinned spitefully across the flame that they sheltered together between cupped hands. The man from Poonch blew out the match. You stink, he remarked. Keep your distance.

You must believe in your lucky star, said Yussuf Aroun.

The chill of the mist was penetrating. Daldeen Lai shuddered as he cleared his throat again.

The essential thing, he said, is timing  to drop the bomb in the right place at the proper moment. The difficulty is, to do that in spite of a cordon of troops and scores of special policemen. You see, there have been so many acts of terrorism lately that the viceroy and his council will be guarded like golden money. We foresaw that. That is why you were selected and encouraged to approach us.

A bearded face beneath a gunnysack thrust itself into the lamp-light.

Bismillah! Hear the fool boast! It was I  I tell you, I who lay under the air-bombs when Bulteel sahib brought his planes across the Indus and wrecked our village, slaying eighteen including my son  it was I, Mahommed Sayyid, I who thought of it. I said, by Allah, said I

Thou art like a cock that has laid an egg, remarked Yussuf Aroun. It were better to slit thy throat than listen to the crowing.

Daldeen Lai resumed his discourse:

We are not suspected. The C.I.D. doesnt know us. None of us has ever been connected with a crime. Our finger-prints are unrecorded  unless yours are? He stared hard at the man from Poonch, but drew no answer.

He continued: Even so, however, it would be impossible, even for us, who are not suspected, to carry a bomb weighing over a thousand pounds, through the crowd and through the viceroys, guard  although we did think of dressing the bomb to resemble a man bleeding to death in an ambulance. But if that had succeeded, its explosion would have meant our own death; He paused dramatically. But an airplane

The man from Poonch extinguished the butt of his, cigarette against the damp floor-board. Daldeen Lai continued:

One of us  no matter who  owns a repair shop  buys second-hand automobiles  is a good mechanic  studied aeronautics in Germany  possesses copies of all the airplane specifications that are constantly published by various governments. He has had two years in which to build a monoplane, secretly, using four second-hand automobile engines, which he adapted. We needed speed, not radius. The plane can rise easily and swiftly with the weight of the bomb and one man. It carries fuel for only fifty miles, but that is plenty. In minutest detail the machine is theoretically perfect for its task. There is a secret and perfectly level runway of two hundred yards between high walls. The machine can be in the air in a moment, and in Delhi in another moment. There will be havoc  panic  death.

And after that? the man from Poonch asked.

We of the North will have our innings then, said Yussuf Aroun. By Allah, we will sweep India as a storm sweeps orchards!

Daldeen Lai smiled in the glow of the lantern. At first, there will be a little anarchy, he conceded. That is perhaps not a bad thing, to make men welcome a new government. A little slaughter  a little frightfulness  and then peace.

Such is the way of God, said some one, looming through the mist near Yussuf Aroun.

After the bomb is dropped, then what next? the man from Poonch demanded.

Daldeen Lai stared Come to earth and escape, of course. There will be such panic and confusion that escape should be simple enough. But burn the plane, if possible, because of finger-marks.

And has this plane been flown yet? asked the man from Poonch.

No. Of course not. How could it be? It is a great enough marvel to have built it undetected. It is tuned, as I think they call it. It has taxied along the runway once quite recently, but that made too much noise to be risked a second time. It has never been up in the air, but it is theoretically

It is written that it shall not fail, said Yussuf Aroun. It is also written, thou from Poonch, that thou art to fly the thing. Thereafter, if all goes well, I will take back all I said about our honor and we shall be good friends. But fail, and thy lucky star will have set forever, as a star that falls dead in the sky.

All of us will trust you afterwards, when the great deed is done, said Daldeen Lai. He has a knife, he added.

Yussuf Aroun drove a sudden elbow against the jaw of the man from Poonch, forcing his head back with a jerk; He snatched the knife, laughing with a sort of high-pitched yelp of triumph as he sent it spinning, into the mist. Now sit still, or I will gut thee ere thy time comes!

So the man from Poonch sat glaring but extremely still while the Pathans hands searched him for hidden weapons. After that, three of the other Hillmen tied him hand and foot. They threw a blanket over him. They left him. Daldeen Lai lingered and whispered:

Trust me and never mind them! Do your part well. After that, if you wish, you shall die of drink and women! Dont fear that dog of a Pathan.

There was no answer. The man from Poonch lay still beneath the blanket. Perhaps you would like some friend to know where you are? Daldeen Lai asked. Tell me his name. I will send the message. That will give you greater confidence in me.

But there was no answer  no movement. The creak of the balcony, wind and the splash of water down in the ravine were the only sounds.

There will be five thousand rupees for you afterwards, said Daldeen Lai. Suppose you crash? If you are killed, who is to have your money?

Suddenly he screamed. He smothered the scream in his shawl, but it was too late; a Hillman hurried out through the door with a lantern.

He bit me! He bit me! Krishna!

Daldeen Lai wrung his right hand and kicked at the blanket savagely, but the man from Poonch ducked his head and sat upright, snarling, his eyes like embers in the darkness:

Curse your black soul and your money! he said deliberately. May the one eat the other and corrupt you into worms in the belly of endless time!

He lay down again. The Hillman re-spread the blanket, nodding:

He is good. He will make us no trouble at all. His kind have the courage of Allah in them. He grinned at the blood on Daldeen Lais finger and then led the way into the house.

For a long time after that the man from Poonch lay very still beneath the blanket, while within the house there was a conference, extremely difficult to overhear because of the creaking of wood in the wind and the hollow noises that came upward out of the ravine.

Yussuf Aroun, followed by two other men, came out at last. He kicked the blanket.

Awake! By Allah, now we test thy star and thy honor! Loose him, brothers. If he craves my knife-edge, let him tempt me!

But the man from Poonch seemed dazed, or perhaps indifferent. He let himself be raised to his feet, offering no protest when Yussuf Aroun and another man put arms behind his back and held hands. They pressed him close, pinning his arms to his sides; and the third man followed, almost equally close.

There is no escape, said Yussuf Aroun. Fail, and the devil gets thee! Do well, and I am thy friend forever! Hey-yeh! As a mother-bird teaches the fledgling, thou shalt teach me to fly  afterwards  afterwards  me! But Allah is Lord of Afterwards!

Out into the darkness, then, Daldeen Lai and the rest of the group following at cautious intervals, one at a time.

Across the shadowy road, then downward into a sea of dark tree-tops, in which the mist hung like snow and, when they reached it, changed into wet gems twinkling in moonlight. Ferns and their smell. The feel of the floor of a forest spread with moss, pine-trash, rotting twigs.

On downward, and forever downward, hour after hour, by paths such as cats and pheasants know, crossing and re-crossing a winding post-road, drenched by the shoulder-high rhododendrons, out through the mist into silvery moonlight and the warm air stealing upward tainted by lowland dust.

At last the railway junction. It swarmed even before daylight with dark-skinned and bright-turbaned oddments from a hundred unrelated human breeds, to whom a train is an adventure, and time nothing.

There was a smell of steam, oil, sweat, spices. The cries of sweetmeat vendors. The drone of ten languages spoken at once, like the laughter of water on gravel.

Extremely obvious policemen pretending not to notice well-known faces in the lamplight. The scream of a frightened woman separated from her man.

Near the booking-office entrance, a man with a bicycle, tired and even sleepy but volubly indignant with a railway police naik for refusing to hold the machine while he bought himself a ticket.

A Bahinchute, am I? he shouted, as the man from Poonch went by shoving through the crowd between two heavy-shouldered Hillmen. I will not rest until I have made you eat that word! I will follow you with my hatred until you shall swear the world is nothing but eyes that scorch your soul!

Out of the way! said Yussuf Aroun, shoving him. That brought him face to face with Daldeen Lai, who almost fell over the bicycle, barking his shins and maliciously siding with the naik.

Kick him! He hunts women all night long. His trick is to ask for a bicycle pump, that he may rob the fool who lends it to him!

Then the train, and the surge, in half-darkness, for seats in third-class carriages already crammed to bursting. Squatting on the floor between two Hillmen, the man from Poonch traced patterns with his heels in the mud that his slippers had collected on wet hillsides.

I have a knife, remember, Yussuf Aroun whispered. It can reach thy liver as a womans glance reaches a lovers manhood. So beware of tricks. Sit still. Say nothing. Let me see where thy hands are at all times!

So the man from Poonch sat in the stifling heat, seeing nothing but legs and fruit-peel, except when the compartment door opened at stations.

Then, with the draught of fresher air there would be a glimpse, between coppery legs, of the station bhisti with his sharp cry and clattering brass cups. Then a policeman would come and stare in.

Twenty times before Delhi was reached the man from Poonch looked straight into a policemans eyes  sometimes into the eyes of an English police officer. But he never moved or made any sign; he could feel the point of Yussuf Arouns knife at his shoulder-blades. The policemen seemed uninterested. They stared, slammed the door shut and passed on along the train to continue inspection.

All the talk among the passengers was of the great affair in Delhi, two days hence now: the opening of the great assembly, with the known risk of a clash between Hindu and Moslem. No two opinions were alike, but there was only one expectation  of trouble, red, reckless. When the train reached Delhi it was a rather silent crowd that poured forth to the platform. Anticipation held men by the throats and excitement smothered natural emotions, for the moment.

Yussuf Aroun shepherded the man from Poonch along the teeming platform, observant but not noticeably nervous until a man behind him, shoving a bicycle, rang to invite him to make way  one, two  one, two, three  one, two.

Haie, you Pathan! You are not in your hills! When bells ring, that means Be quick!

Yussuf Aroun swore like a startled bear then. The man with the bicycle laughed. His little round embroidered cap made him look monkey-impudent.

Take care. You are not in your hills. I will summon my friends to teach you what to do when bells ring!

Yussuf Aroun made a swipe at him with a hairy fist, but he ducked and hurried until he was presently lost in the crowd. Then, presently, a swarming, clanging tramcar and the delirious heat and movement of city streets in lamplit darkness  stink, din, tumult and an ever deepening feel of tension, on the way toward teeming suburbs, past groups of special police and military posts at the throats of dark streets plunging into unguessable slums.

By Allah, this, city was built to be plundered! said Yussuf Aroun. Do thy task, thou of Poonch! Thou of Poonch, be sure and sudden! We others will not fail. Allah!

One, two  one, two, three  one, two. A bicycle bell rang when they left the tramcar to plunge on foot down zigzag alleys, But there were scores of bicycles; they flitted like bats in all directions. On through a shadowy, stinking maze, whose darkness felt like one vast eye, whose silence whispered. Stars seen against sheeted harems on flat roofs. They threaded a devious course too swift for legs cramped by the long railway journey, but when the man from Poonch lagged he was threatened:

Allah! Is it a spur thou needest?

Daldeen Lai was leading. There were glimpses of him, at moments, at corners. The other men followed at careless intervals, one by one, independently, until at last Daldeen Lai fumbled at a gate in a wall and passed through. The man from Poonch was thrust through after him, into an ebony shadow beneath a parallelogram that was a purple street of stars  the roof of a pair of apparently endless high walls.

Lo, the runway! said Yussuf Aroun. He stretched out his left arm. Day after to-morrow, that way lies thy road to hell or heaven!

The remainder of the party filed in, one after another, some invisible watchman taking word and sign, countersign, and some other mysterious signal.

Allah! It is true that good thieves sleep in gun-rooms, said Yussuf Aroun. There is a police khana half a stones throw yonder, and beyond that stands a prison! Nevertheless, lo and behold, the runway; and who knows of it save God and we ourselves! It is now three months since the air-ee-o-per-lane was ready. But a man to ride it? We have slain three. It was I who slew them. Three vain boasters who were offered a chance to fly to hell or heaven failed us for one reason or another. Poonchling, it is thy turn! Let me see thee examine this wonder.

Daldeen Lai  a voice, a vague sensation in the dark  spoke urgently:

Thou from Poonch, now listen. I will show you.

Yussuf Aroun shoved him. Lead on, and turn on a light! Let me watch him take hold. By Allah, as a woman knows a man by his eye, I know a horseman by the way he looks at a horse from a mile off. And a birdman is as easy. Lead on!

Pavement, between walls. An iron roof. A, sliding corrugated-iron door, opening silently  shut again with a thud. Metal on metal. A man stumbling amid tin cans, cursed for a clumsy rat by Yussuf Aroun. The Pathan was excited; he gripped the arm of the man from, Poonch with fingers like a traps jaws. Sudden electric light and  

Is it good, thou Poonchling? It is good, by Allah! Is it not good?

It looked perfect, even to the paint  new-born like a dragon-fly, beneath a makeshift crane, amid shadows etched on white walls. Four engines  a stream-line pattern that should make a falcon jealous  gold-and-aluminum, with black walnut propellers  white tires on gold-and-aluminum wheels, stainless steel wiring  a bomb, torpedo- shaped, snug as a roe in a herring  

Ting-ting  ting-ting-ting  tingting! It was the bicycle bell.

Crack! The left fist of the man from Poonch shot a half-hook upward at the peak of Yussuf Arouns jaw. The Pathan reeled on his heels; his hand went to his knife. The fist struck him again  gain. A right went to his solar plexus. The roof split, like a packing-case coming apart, and the light went out. The man from Poonch felt a head in the dark and punched it  found another head  cracked both together  fell, he and two others, on top of Yussuf Aroun. There was a sudden spitting-cracker-cat-fight of teeth, oaths, knives  in the dark  in a din. Then star-light  flash-light  a command in English:

Grab him! Dont be afraid to kill him! Thats the style! Light, somebody! Light here! Two more men here! Come on, two more!

Somebody found the switch. The full light went on. Thirty-two policemen, bearded, beautiful with sweat and malice and the gun-crew grin that viewed a shot square on the target.

The bicyclist of the round embroidered cap, mud spattered on his loose white loin-cloth, let himself be pulled from under Daldeen Lai, fingering his ear; there was blood on it from Daldeen Lais teeth.

Pip, pip! he remarked as he felt himself for injuries.

The man from Poonch, rubbing a raw knee, laughed at him. All right, Moti? Not hurt? That was neat work. Timed it beautifully. Wheres Charley?

Almost casually, from the outer darkness, bleeding a little and bruised in places, a smiling Englishman in shorts and shirt, made his way through the police to the man who might have been from Poonch.

Got em all! the newcomer remarked. Got each last one of em!

He passed a flask. I thought you might need a spot of this.

There were gurgles. Thanks. You always were thoughtful. Somehow that man no longer looked as if he came from Poonch. He glanced at the wings of the plane that loomed above him. This ought to cause a sensation. What?

Charleys eyes met his in silent laughter. Might have been serious, Grayson, mightnt it? Ill have to get the high explosives section of the C.I.D. to come and draw the teeth of that egg.

Youre tired, old man. Hungry? How about a tub, then the club and some dinner? We can make out reports together after dinner.

Yussuf Aroun, handcuffed and snarling between dark-eyed Sikh constables, spat some blood from his teeth and swore a streak of Northwest frontier blasphemy:

I knew that Poonch tale was a lie! Another second and thy liver should have lain like

He who, it now appeared, undoubtedly was not from Poonch, looked at his barked knuckles. Then his eye sought the flask,

Give my friend Yussuf a drink, he suggested. Hes quite a character. I hit him a bit harder than was necessary. Yes, then Im ready when you are. Dinner? Ive forgotten what good food tastes like.

THE END


MYSTIC INDIA SPEAKS

MANY years ago, in Rajputana, the writer climbed several thousand feet above sea level for a moonlight view of an historic landscape. He was, in those days, an opinionated young Englishman, rather recently from public school, educated in the traditional white mans burden theory of empire and in the Church of England attitude toward religion. After months of wandering in India, it was only just beginning to dawn on his not very observant, nor particularly critical, but rather idly curious mind, that virtue is neither racial, national, nor even international, but universal; and that possibly lots of Western theories are wrong.

The effect of that dim perception was humiliating. As it happened, it coincided with a personal dilemma that called for an immediate decision. The result was acute anxiety. There appeared to be a choice of two alternatives, each equally distressing.

A chance-met Indian acquaintance had remarked that when perplexed and baffled he always sought solitude amid the most beautiful surroundings he could find. He had said it was an infallible aid toward reaching wise decisions. He had rather casually mentioned that particular mountain. I dont know to this day whether he knew in advance what I was likely to find near the summit. At any rate, I had decided to try the experiment.

There was a full moon. The trail was easy, but it was a long climb; so it was close on midnight when I neared the summit. On a knoll that commanded the superb view was one wind-bent tree that looked as if it had been painted there by a master artist. Beneath the tree, on a mat, was a native of India wearing a yellow turban; he was accompanied by three younger Indians, who sat a few yards away from him and who appeared to be in a state of trance, as if the marvel of the moonlit view overwhelmed their senses. I did not know in those days that there is any difference between a trance and concentrated meditation. The older man in the yellow turban, on the mat beneath the tree, seemed, however, to be fully conscious and aware of my approach.

Rather than disturb total strangers, with whom I didnt want to talk in any event, I turned aside in search of another view point, where I could be alone with my own thoughts. It was rather irritating to be overtaken presently by one of the younger men, who invited me to come and be seated beneath the tree. I hesitated, almost declined, then yielded suddenly to curiosity. I am quite sure that curiosity was my only conscious motive, but what inspired the curiosity I dont know. I suspect the man under the tree of having used a perfectly legitimate metaphysical means of capturing my attention.

After one glance at me he dismissed his companions. They vanished like soldiers obeying an order, giving the impression that it pleased them to obey. Then, offering me a Kashmir shawl as protection against the cool night breeze, he signed to me to sit beside him. For about ten or fifteen minutes he appeared to gaze at the view.

I studied him. I recalI a very definite sensation that, though his gaze was in another direction, he was studying me. I felt intensely curious, wondering whether he might be one of those mysterious gurus that are so often told about but seldom met. He didnt look like an ascetic or a specially saintly person, but I began to conceive a respect for him that may have had something to do with my not starting the conversation.

He was a healthy-looking, brown-eyed man, clean-shaven and no darker than an Italian; broad-shouldered, deep-chested and apparently muscular. He almost exuded health and cleanliness. His first words were a question:

Sahib, has this beauty introduced you to the calm that you came seeking?

It had not yet, and I said so. His question even brought on a kind of mental panic as I remembered how soon I must decide the problem that had made sleep impossible. He asked another question:

Are you familiar with poetry?

No more of it than they made me memorize at school.

Music?

No.

Painting? Sculpture? Architecture?

No.

But you do seek relief from worry?

Yes.

And inspiration? You came craving an idea?

Yes  although I dont know how you knew that.

He chuckled. That is no secret. I saw the color of your thought from far off. But if we should discuss your trouble, that might lead to making much of it. To flatter trouble is to feed it. Shall I not rather speak of the remedy?

Leaping at once to a wrong conclusion, I supposed he was probably one of those professional fortune tellers who read their clients thought and predict as a surely forthcoming event, what the client wishes might happen. Thousands of Indians can do that trick. Without enthusiasm I invited him to say what he pleased.Promptly he surprised me with another question, What is beauty?

Receiving no answer, he continued, You perceive the beauty of this valley beneath?

Yes. I came here for that purpose.

And the beauty of the moonlit mountains, and of the purple sky and the stars?

Yes.

Then what is it? Since you perceive it, tell me what beauty is.

He waited, but I could think of nothing better than a dictionary answer, learned at school: Beauty is a quality of what we see, or hear, or feel.

He was silent for so long that I supposed he was disgusted with the answer. But after a while I followed the direction of his gaze and saw what he was looking at. Along a ledge of rock to our right, slightly higher than where we sat, a tiger had crept into view, not fifty feet away. The magnificent beast stood in full moonlight, motionless, gazing down into the valley, apparently unconscious of our presence. The man beside me didnt whisper; he murmured, so that his voice was like one of natures sounds:

You perceive his beauty? Be aware of it. Look! It is only ugliness that kills. There is no harm in beauty. But does brother Bagh perceive the beauty of the view? Not he! He looks for food for his belly. Brother Bagh must live thousands of lives before beauty, to him, will mean other than cunning and strength and a full meal.

The tiger caught the sound of his voice, turned suddenly, stared at us, snarled and disappeared.

Strong! said the man beside me. But he is afraid! Are you also a tiger, that you also are afraid?

I had not been conscious of the slightest fear of the tiger. I said so.

But youre afraid of beauty! You cant define it. A tiger cant even perceive it. If your definition were right, there would be no beauty if there was none of us to see, hear, feel it. Is beauty then nothing? Why do you fear nothing?

I am not afraid of it.

Then why do you hide from it behind a definition? Was it not for the same reason that the tiger just now ran away from us?

I dont think so. The tiger suspected we might have guns.

The tiger defined us as dangerous. Was he right?

No.

Conscious of his own ferocity, the tiger saw ferocity in us. He fled from his own ignorant opinion of you and me. And what have you fled from, that brought you climbing hither in the night?

Something personal, I said. I dont care to discuss it. But I felt that was a graceless answer, so I changed the subject, a bit awkwardly:

I have heard, I ventured, of people who can control tigers mentally. Did you control that one?

Did he harm you or me? he retorted. Then he chuckled. After a moment he said, It is true that tigers obey impulse. But they dont discriminate. They obey the impulse, whatever it is. Are you a tiger, that you obey impulse  whatever it is? Do you define impulse also as a quality  perhaps of what you do?

I replied: I suppose the quality of what I do depends upon the nature of the impulse.

Then he asked a strange question,

What are the dimensions of an impulse?

I was silent. I could think of no answer.

How would you distinguish, he asked, between a spiritual, all-wise impulse that awakens healthy energy and an evil impulse that inevitably harms, and ultimately, somewhere, sometime, brings its offspring home to its begetter?

I answered, No one can distinguish. Its a harsh world, and whatever we do, someone suffers. We rob Peter to pay Paul. We cant help it.

He paused again, while I thought of the alternatives between which I must choose on the following day. They were humiliating, cruel. I dreaded both.

Shall I tell you what beauty is? he asked after a while.

If you please.

No. It must be as you please. Ask, and I will tell you.

Please do.

Beauty is a dimension of spirit.

He let that sink in, while I gazed at the moonlit- valley, and the mountains, bathed, drenched in beauty.

But the mountains were matter, not spirit. Beauty a dimension?

It was several minutes before he spoke again: Beauty is the first of spirits infinite dimensions that we learn to recognize. It is not with the eyes, but with the spirit, that we perceive beauty. The eyes see matter, but the soul sees spirit. Trust your soul, and you shall see miracles. The beauty that your soul perceives is a dimension of the life that knows no death.

But we die, I remarked. The age of miracles is dead, if there ever was such an age. I have seen plenty of so-called miracles, performed by so-called holy men  yogis and people like that. Most of them were plain fakes. The rest were of no practical use whatever.

Were they beautiful? he retorted.

No. They seemed to me stupid. Some of them were revolting. Why should one want to stick knives in himself? Or to be able to sit staring at the sun? Or to be buried alive for fourteen days? Or to walk on fire?

One should not wish things, he answered. But is it our business what other men do? What do you do?

I laughed. I can almost hear the echo of my own laugh, thirty-five years later.

Do? I said.  Man that is born of a woman is of few days, and full of trouble. I am no exception. I get into trouble.

Is there any beauty in your trouble? he asked.

There was a woman. She was more beautiful than any other woman I had ever seen. But I didnt speak of her. I said:

It seems to interest you, so Ill tell you this much  mine is a damned grim predicament. Theres no beauty in that. If I cant find a practical solution, before tomorrow

He interrupted. It was the only time he did interrupt, looking straight at me, speaking not loud but with spastic vehemence, as if he warned me of danger:

Practical? Sahib, the only practical solutions are mystical ones, since they bring newness. The impractical ones are the brain-bred phantasies that feed desire. Is it mystically wise, or beautiful, to lend ones strength to fear by determining how cruel fear shall be? Did we do that to the tiger? Nay! We perceived his beauty. And what happened?

Are you telling me, I asked him, that a mystic can solve any problem?

He looked at me again. I am telling you this: the key to mysticism, and to all the limitless perfection of the higher law, is Beauty. As it penetrates our conciousness, it heals, and harms no one. Meditate on Beauty, and your own soul  your higher consciousness  will lead you, gradually, into

Must one go into a trance? I interrupted. Has one got to be like those yogis who sit cross-legged, and breathe once a minute, and go for days without food and drink? You dont look to me like a man who does that kind of thing.

Are those things beautiful? he answered. Sahib, meditate on beauty. It unfolds, little by little, and one by one, the true dimensions of Reality. Then the unreal and the cruel fade like darkness before sunlight. Magic, remember, is nothing but spiritual law applied to material needs.

I remarked, I have heard of black magic. Is that spiritual?

Yes. he answered. But is it beautiful to build on cruelty, hatred, scorn  and to use lies as weapons? It is learned, too soon, by those who use gray magic, which looks less ugly.

What is gray magic?

It is the use of beautiful words as a glittering means to cruel and selfish ends.

But how can anyone help being selfish?

Is beauty selfish? he retorted. Sahib, I am telling you what ten thousand years of selfish self-affliction, and austerity, and learning of long words, could never teach.

Is mysticism incompatible with normal activities? I asked. Love  business  fun  amusement?

He laughed. Try it! A true mystic is a man of action. He thinks, and then does. He does well, because he wills rightly. Sahib, stay here a while and let Reality make us a miracle. I need one also.

Side by side we sat until the stars paled in the sky. At intervals he spoke. I listened. For the most part we were silent. The passionate beauty that drenched those mountains seemed to enter into me, until I felt  I actually knew for moments at a time  that Beauty is a dimension of Reality. We cant create Beauty  it is. We can let it enter into us  become one with it, part of it. And it changes the very substance of consciousness. But no miracle happened  not yet.

When daylight came, we said good-by to each other, and I left him to face my dilemma, which had to be met that morning. The descent of the mountain was a sort of via dolorosa. Instead of having found a solution, I felt more than ever baffled and unable to choose between two grim alternatives, but I tried to cling to the nights experience. Though dread was almost physically sickening, I did at least remember the gurus words; and though I could not, by any effort of will, recall the nights mystical wonder, it had been real. I knew that, at any rate. But the mornings contrast filled me with a kind of gray nostalgia as I approached the drab dâk bungalow, for a bath and a meal before facing the days unsolved problem.

I was met at the door by a man who was not supposed to meet me until noon. He was an Indian lawyer. I told him curtly that I would call on him and discuss the wretched business at the proper time in his office. He smiled. He produced an envelope. He said:

But, sahib, I bring good news. Beauty, if you will forgive my humor, has decided that the Beast is after all a victim of his own too chivalrous emotion. These, sir, are your letters. There will be no lawsuit. Will you kindly give me a receipt?

THE END


The Short Stories

[image: img76.jpg]

Mundy left for New York City in June 1928 and moved in to the Master Apartments building, which rented its rooms to a large number of artists and writers. Mundy became involved in Nicholas Roerichs museum, which was located in the building.
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Master Apartments in 1929, around the time that Mundy took up residence there
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Mundy, 1917
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JERUSALEM

THE MOSLEMS call Jerusalem El-Quds The Holy not without justification. They hold it next in importance and sanctity after Mecca and Medina, while painfully aware that Christians and Jews give it first place in their imaginations, if not actually in their hearts. Moslems own most of the property, and practically all the historic sites; the mayor is a Moslem, and so are the majority of the Legislative Assembly; but the Governor of the city is an Englishman, and the High Commissioner of Palestine a Jew. The police are mostly Moslems, with a small army to support them composed mainly of Indian troops under British officers. And under the eyes of that nervous administration, meet, move, and quarrel, representatives of all this worlds fanaticisms.

The city is not visible from far-off, as one might think from studying the countless hymns and paeans in its praise. It stands about 3800 feet above sea-level. From the summit of the Mount of Olives one can view, like a turquoise framed in the yellow of the Mountains of Moab, the Dead Sea, 6000 feet lower and only twenty miles away. But the bald and rock-strewn Judaean Hills  with laden camels usually on the skyline  shut off the view in all other directions; so that even from the railway station there is nothing of the city visible but one corner of the medieval walls and a huge French convent.

However, romance begins from the moment the train leaves the plains at Ludd and begins to follow a spur-track into the limestone mountains. In the train are Parthians, Medes, and Elamites  Jews from New York, Poland, and Bokhara; Abyssinians; Turkomans, Punjabis, Armenians, Egyptians, Englishmen,  representatives of nearly any nation and religion all the way from China to Peru  a Christian bishop, maybe, chin-by-jowl with a Moslem sheik. And there is always someone leaning from a window lecturing the rest, with plenty of material for his sermon.

They boast, and with sufficient truth, that every yard of those hills and gorges, among which the train toils noisily, has been fought over a thousand times. Not even Belgium has been such a battle-ground. They say the little red anemones, that grow wherever a pinch of dirt has settled in the crannies of the rocks, mark places where the dead fell fighting. And they point out dry stream-beds that once ran blood for days. No two tales are quite alike; they vary with the creed of the individual, and again with his political prejudices, which are almost as divergent. But all take pride in the fighting, and are in agreement as to that if nothing else.

There are no trees. Men cut those down to fight with; and amber-eyed, black goats, that look like swarms of insects in the distance, devour the new shoots. There are ruins everywhere  caverns for hunted men to hide in -sepulchers, long looted  pralaya plain to see.

And then Jerusalem, with her domed roofs golden in the sunset, and history underfoot. You drive from the station up a dusty road, across a score of battle-fields, between stones once set in place by Solomon (whoever he was), with walls on your right hand built by the crusaders and repaired by modern British troops.

The walls are magnificent and perfect; there are no such city-walls elsewhere. They stand for the most part on the first foundations. There are stones in them that have been torn down and replaced a dozen times, as army succeeding army sacked the place, and men inspired by undying zeal rebuilt. It is safe to say, the only time when Jerusalem was taken and not sacked was this last, when Allenby, after terrific fighting, walked in alone on foot, when an Arab servant had surrendered the city keys to a British cook with the rank of private. The British army set to work at once to spare and preserve; prisoners and destitutes were paid to remove dead donkeys and the rest of it from the moat and drains; the Order of the Bath was introduced; the city was washed; Solomons Pool, outside the walls, was cemented up and filled with water for the first time in centuries for the use of troops. The water-works left incomplete by Pontius Pilate were rediscovered and finished. Jerusalem still smells of everywhere and everything, but she is tolerable nowadays.

What strikes you first? Red heads. The boot-blacks at the Jafa Gate, who yell for your patronage, are blue-eyed, red-haired  almost certainly descendants of the Scots crusaders; Moslems all since Saladin prevailed, and recently Turk conscripts. There is no ill-will on that score. All concede that the Turk fought handsomely  all that is who fought against him and have lived beside him since. Islam, sword in hand, attends to business; having sheathed the sword, is tolerant. It is due to the humorously patient Turk that Christians in Jerusalem did not Kilkenny-cat themselves out of existence long ago.

Then, if it is night, and the modern meanness is invisible, all ancient history beckons. You pass by proud-looking Bedouins (some not too proud to beg, though wearing amber worth a farm or two) and plunge between laden camels into the dark throat of David Street, where the roofs nearly meet overhead, above rows of arches (now vegetable stalls) with open fronts, in which Knights Templar used to live. To right and left roofed passages, and darkness lit at intervals by feeble lamp-rays. Here and there the shadow of a Sikh on guard, silent, all-observing, mindful of his duty  and eleven rupees monthly, less deductions for his family in India. Greeks, Jews, Arabs, Levantines, brush by you, fitting less awkwardly by dark into the ancient molds. Then coffee-shops, where men in red tarboosh talk politics by candle light, and spies listen. Snatches of song in Arabic. Melancholy cello-music, by a Jew from Chicago or somewhere. Explosive bursts of quarreling. Silence.

Narrower and narrower the street grows, until in places you can touch the walls with either hand. Through key-hole arches you can peer down dark courts and passage-ways, where the mystery reigns. A door opens; a man in Arab robes steps out; stands for a moment as if conscious of the picture; disappears. Beyond another opening a shadowy camel trudges round and round, grinding out semsem, blindfolded, and cursed by someone stridently whenever he pauses for a rest.

Then the walls, and the Haram-es-Shariff, where Omars Mosque stands; and the Dome of the Rock above the far-famed Rock of Abraham. They are lovelier by moonlight than the fame of Fars, and mounting the walls you can make the whole circuit of the city. Below lies the Valley of Jehoshaphat, glistening white with crowded tombs dry bones in the Valley of Death. The Hospice on the Mount of Olives, now government headquarters, looms against the sky, and around it and about are silhouettes of mosques, and churches, where once on a time the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Roman armies camped. From the walls you can see the place where Titus rode to reconnoitre, and came within an ace of being taken (which might have changed a deal of history).

On the other side, within a stones throw of the walls, is Golgotha, where four roads used to meet, and crucifixions were. Some say the place where they buried Jesus is within a hundred yards of that skull-shaped hill, and they are probably right if the account in the gospels is at all accurate. The moonlight emphasizes the resemblance to a skull, leaving hardly any doubt of the locality. But the Christian sects have chosen to adopt as authentic a site within the walls where neither execution nor burial can possibly have taken place; and there the sects fight and bicker, while a soldier stands on guard to keep them from bloodshed. He used to be a Turk, but is nowadays an Indian, or a stalwart from some plough-tail in the English shires.

Most sites within Jerusalem are doubtful, although all are labeled, and those possessed by Moslems have at least the merit of really ancient tradition and logical argument. The Christian claims all date from the crusades, when proof was what a priest or a monk said, and fragments of the true cross became almost a drug on the market.

It is indisputable, for instance, that an enormous and very ancient building once stood on the site of the Haram-es-Shariff; and it may have been Solomons Temple. The titanic, squared foundation-stones are there, and one wall is standing, to which go the orthodox Jews to mourn the departed glories of their race. No orthodox Jew will enter the courtyard surrounding the Dome of the Rock, for fear he might tread unwittingly an the spot (unknown now) where the Holy of Holies stood. And in any case, Jews are not welcome within the mosque, for the Moslems regard them as would-be usurpers.

Once, when Mohammed shaped his creed and welded Islam into one, he sought to attract the Jews by incorporating Jewish legend and the laws of Moses into the doctrine; but the Jews rejected all overtures, and ever since, although the Moslem has permitted synagogues, he has regarded the Jew as a hereditary enemy. He is forever suspicious of Jewish plans to regain possession of Jerusalem; the scorn and distrust are mutual, and there is not much love lost when Jew and Moslem meet.

Directly under the Dome of the Rock, protruding through the floor and surrounded by an iron railing, is the red rock said to be that on which Abraham offered up Isaac (although who first said so is not so clear). Underneath it is a cavern (conceivably a cistern once) lit by one small lamp, and the guide points out corners in which David, Solomon, Elijah, and Mohammed habitually prayed. There is a hollow in the low roof , which they tell you receded to let the Prophet of Islam stand upright when he rose from prayer, and they also permit you to stand on the very spot from which he rode to heaven on his horse Barak.

The floor of the cavern sounds hollow, and there have been many attempts to burrow secretly and discover ancient treasure there  the true Tomb of the Kings perhaps, or the hiding-place of ancient treasures. Some say that when Jerusalem was taken everything of value, chronicles included, was hidden down there. But the Moslems believe, or at any rate say, that underneath that cavern is a hole which reaches to the center of the earth, and thither the souls of dead men come once a week. So they guard all approaches carefully, and he who seeks to dig a tunnel does so at his own risk, which is imminent and not to be withstood by argument.

There is another story that the Rock of Abraham is the identical threshing-floor of Araunah the Jebusite that David purchased for the site of the temple his son should build. But there is nothing mentioned in the Old or New Testament whose exact location has not been identified by some enthusiast and accepted as authentic by others. Within the city-walls they show you Pilates judgment-hall, the tomb of David, the upper room in which the Last Supper was held; and he who wishes may believe. Most of the city that Pilate knew lies seventy feet below the present level, smothered under the debris of centuries; but there are excavations now proceeding that are likely to throw wholly new light on history.

There are people in Jerusalem who have come there from the earths ends to await the last blast of Gabriels trumpet. The valleys are crowded with the graves of Jews, whose bones are expected to arise reclad with flesh and clothing when the time comes. Moslems declare that on the last day a hair will be stretched across the Valley of Jehosaphat, and over that the resurrected True-believer will be required to walk, to save himself from hell-fire. Christians have sent their hearts in hundreds to be buried near the Holy City. There is a profession, decidedly profitable, whose members receive steady remittances from oversea in return for prayers prayed in Jerusalem. It is a city of frauds, faith, fanaticism, and sudden death.

Easter is the riot season. Then, as is so well known, the Christians fly at one another, while the Moslem hot-heads are encouraged to attend a rival ceremony that takes them in procession to the reputed tomb of Moses, near the Dead Sea, an affair that lasts a week and gives the Christians time to control themselves. Nothing, not even danger, brings the Christians into unity; there is quite likely to be a fight in the Holy Sepulcher on any Easter morning, and troops are kept well within hail. The Moslems have their differences, too, and have learned these latter days, the art of accusing everybody else; but religion unites them at a touch, and they are one at the first suggestion of danger to Islam.

Zionism is regarded as a danger, and for the first time in history has found Moslem, Christian, and orthodox Jew making common cause. The Zionists base their claim to a national home in Palestine on Old Testament history. In fact, they have no other basis for their claim. The Moslems meet them on that ground and reply, that if the story of the conquest of the Promised Land is true, as stated in the Jewish records, then that is reason enough for not admitting Jews today. They point to the accounts of butchery of the inhabitants, of intolerance, and of ruthless destruction of cities. They claim that they, the Arabs, too, are descendants of Abraham, and were there first, with prior right of inheritance. They declare, and the Christians and orthodox Jews admit it, that under Moslem rule there has been tolerance of other mens religions; and that, whether or not the Jews once owned Palestine, confessedly they took it by the sword, and by the sword were turned out.

Nowhere on earth stands the law so plainly written as in Jerusalem, that as ye sow, so shall ye reap. It is a city whose Karma has overtaken her before the eyes of all the world, and again and again.

And Jerusalem stands beautiful upon a mountain, recleaned, rebuilt, rerising like a Phoenix from the ashes of her past, as a symbol that something survives in spite of all mens treachery and hatred. Dome, minaret, convent roof, and synagogue stand crowded there; and among them and within them rivalries persist like worms in a camels carcass. But the stars smile down on all of it  yet greater symbols, each in its appointed place. The flowers bloom and blow in league-long carpets. City of Peace is the meaning of the word Jerusalem. And there is peace for him who earns it, even there, as everywhere.


ON KENNETH MORRIS

March 27, 1923

Dear Madame Tingley:

SINCE I first began to read Professor Kenneth Morriss poems and historical works I have found it impossible to speak of them without enthusiasm; and it has been a surprise to me to learn that some enterprising publisher has not pounced on Professor Morris long ago.

If only Wells could have gone to school to Morris before he wrote that Outline!

Of course, the day must come when we shall all see history in more nearly true proportion and perspective; but why not hasten the day, as it would be hastened, if the works of Professor Morris were more widely read?

Some of his poems, too, are magnificent. All of them are so far above the ordinary that, in my judgment, he is in the front rank of modern poets; and, at that, I do not know whom I would rank with him.

To those (and they must be many) who want to know what history is all about, instead of how it can be twisted into parish-pump and town-hall insignificance, the collected writings of Professor Morris should be the most welcome light  in a darkness, in which we otherwise grope amid the bellowing of Gibbon and his imitators.

The world-vision  the universal vision, is the need. Professor Morris holds a light that we may see by; he disperses historical shadows, and the present, in view of the past, becomes intelligible as a pulse-beat in the endless, law-obeying process of Evolution. I know of no authority now living whose public utterances on the subjects he has chosen I would dare to prefer to his.

The fact, of course is that Professor Morris has gone with open eyes to sources that are available to all of us, but which most of us have been taught to overlook. Then, not caring greatly for the prejudices of the parish-pump spell-binders, he has written honestly of what he knows, and in exquisite English.

The only fault I find with him is, that he does not write more, and oftener. Please persuade him to have his works published. It is a public duty.

Yours faithfully and friendly,

Talbot Mundy


HISTORY

Tides in the ocean of stars and the infinite rhythm of space;
Cycles on cycles of aeons adrone on an infinite beach;
Pause and recession and flow, and each atom of dust in its place
In the pulse of eternal becoming: no error, no breach,
But the calm and the sweep and swing of the leisurely, measureless roll
Of the absolute cause, the unthwarted effect  and no haste,
Neither discord, and nothing untimed in a calculus ruling the whole;
Unfolding, evolving; accretion, attrition; no waste.
Planet on planet a course that it keeps, and each swallow its flight;
Comets ellipse and grace-note of the sudden fire-fly glow;
Jewels of Perseid splendor sprayed on summers purple night;
Blossom adrift on the breath of spring; the whirl of snow;
Grit on the grinding beaches; spume of the storm-ridden wave
Cast on the blast of the north wind to blend with the tropic rain;
Hail and the hissing of torrents; song where sapphire ripples lave  
Long lullabies to coral reefs unguessed in a sleepy main.
Silt of the ceaseless rivers from the mountain summits worn,
Rolled amid league-long meadows till the salt, inflowing tide
Heaps it in shoals at harbor-mouth for continents unborn;
Earth where the naked rocks were reared; pine where the birches died;
Season on season proceeding, and birth in the shadow of death;
Dawning of luminous day in the dying night; and a Plan
In no wit, in no particle changing; each phase of becoming, a breath
Of the infinite karma of all things; its goal, evolution of Man.


UNIVERSAL BROTHERHOOD

THE THEME of Universal Brotherhood is one that seems to grow as we consider it; since, being universal, there is nowhere, no circumstance, in which its essence is not evident. As a teaspoonful of earth may be shown to contain forty millions of demonstrably living and intelligent organisms, every one of which suggests from the mere fact of its existence undiscoverable hordes of even smaller ones, so every human action is alive with countless and immeasurable causes and results. A fingers gesture throbs with undying, if forgotten, history; its movement is a consequence, again productive of results, however insignificant to us; and we may safely depend on it that nothing  not one thought or thing or action  can be without an absolutely infinite relation to the universe.

But generalities, however accurate, are too vast for human comprehension. The imagination reels, or else the minds inert unwillingness to think, fogs, as it were, the picture. As precept must be taught by parable, the measureless and omnipresent fact of Brotherhood can only be brought home to us by concrete illustration, and then only provided we remember that, in the words of Job, these are [but] parts of His ways.

The smallest instances suffice. The rarest are least useful. It is from the point at which we are that we begin to grasp realities, and only as the theme grows real to us can we hope to understand it. Experientia docet* is a proverb that was old incalculable centuries before the Romans gave it currency and, being absolutely true, is just as true today as then. In day-by-day experience, and nohow else, we learn. Unless in day-by-day experience we practise that which we have learned, we have no part as yet in self-directed evolution, which, as Katherine Tingley† has told us, is the way.

I remember a dying Chinaman, in the swamps of the Umbuluzi River near Lourenço Marquez  an unlicensed dealer in illegal drink  who crawled from his sick-bed to help me because he had heard I had fever. We had never met until he staggered into my tent, and he died that evening without having accomplished anything  except to change one individuals whole concept of the Chinese race. Since that day it is impossible for me to think of Chinamen without remembering that one mans kindness; I remember it in spite of all the accusations of a hostile press, in spite of all-too-authentic fact, and in the face of frenzied prejudice. It is not in me to believe that the act of that unmoral, unrepentant Chink (for he died quite proud of his disgraceful traffic) was, as Shakespeare hints, interred with his bones. I know the kindness multiplied and has more than once borne fruit.

Another man comes to memory  a coal-black, fuzzy-headed Sudanese, who had been a slave under the Mahdi* and whose back was a mass of scars where his owners had flogged him. He understood Brotherhood better than most of us, although he was not a Christian and used to grow offended at the mention of the word. He found his way down to Uganda, where he was enlisted in the local troops. I remember his grin when he was patted on the back and told to be a credit to the company. He straightened himself, and went on straightening himself until he could hardly get his heels down on the floor; but it was weeks before he realized he was not dreaming. When it dawned on him at last that his white-skinned officer actually did regard him as a fellow human being he wakened to a new sense of responsibility. It happened quite suddenly; he fell lame on a long march, and his officer, dismounting from the only mule, ordered him gruffly and without a trace of sentiment to mount and ride. It was funny to watch the awakening consciousness of something he had never understood before.

Within twelve months of that he was a sergeant. Very shortly after his promotion, during a crisis, he was left with twenty-five men, all as black as himself and with almost equally humble origins, in a dangerous post about six days march from the nearest possible support. It was at a time of almost general uprising, when premonitory symptoms of the great war were beginning to be felt from end to end of Africa. He was without ammunition, and his orders were to keep the peace.

There was naturally some anxiety among the handful of white officers, whose task it was to scatter themselves at strategic points over an enormous breadth of country, but it was three weeks before the chance came to visit his outpost, and in view of the fact that it was almost the first time he had been trusted out of sight, not too much was expected of him. Rumors spread in Africa like smoke in the wind, and there was a story that he and all his men had been massacred.

But the flag was flying over the tree-tops when the relieving patrol arrived close on sunset. As the sun went down the flag descended with it to the music of a bugle, and the first the relief saw of the detachment they were standing at the salute with arms presented to the tree that did for flag-pole, all present and correct. He had done what few white men could have accomplished; not one man of all the twenty-five had any charge against him; without bloodshed, and with no more force than that prodigious one of strict example, he had held down a district notorious for its savagery, and unquestionably saved the lives of hundreds.

It was not thought wise to compliment him in the presence of his men; that might have led to the inference that they had done more than their duty. But he was led aside and complimented by an officer whom he had never seen before, and who expressed surprise that he should have behaved so splendidly. The mans answer told the whole story in ten words: Am I a dog? Nay, I am one of you!

It is easy to say that he was no Theosophist, and I am quite sure he had never heard the word; but as a man who proved his claim to be part and parcel of a universal brotherhood he stands out as a landmark in my memory.

Life is crowded with similar instances, and there is no need to wander far for them. We can even read of them in books. It is the thrill that counts  that warning from within that we have touched the sacred, splendid chord that unifies all being. If the heart is touched, the intellect responds not too long afterwards; and no one who has thrilled to an ideal, however vague, can ever quite relapse into unrecognition of it, nor can fail to pass the regenerating thrill along, in some way, even if he does not know it.

How much unselfishness and willingness to sacrifice for the benefit of others has been poured into the world through the pages of what is called profane history? The very color of my school-days  the whole flavor of my later life  was brightened by the story of the Plataeans at Marathon. There must be thousands who have felt the same thrill, generation after generation. When the hosts of the King, the great King Xerxes, lay between Athens and the sea, the Plataeans repaid a debt. The Athenians had helped them once, and now that the Athenians faced what seemed inevitable ruin the Plataeans marched to their aid with all they had. They left their old men and the women to guard Plataeas walls and came eight hundred strong  a handful  hardly a battalion. But no quarrels of historians, nor all the sins of Athens, nor the mists of time, can drown the echo of the roar that went up on the heights of Marathon when dawn rose on the spears of those eight hundred marching down to die beside their friends. No matter whether Persians or Athenians had the right of it; the Higher Law takes care of that. The Plataeans let some light into the world by proving what they understood of brotherhood. If they had known more and done less, there are nations today that would be poorer for it  poorer, that is, in the elements that count. For in the long run nothing counts but Brotherhood. Its highest unselfish expression from day to day, by each individual in his degree, is the only Path by which we may ascend the ever-rising rounds of evolution. There are more degrees of brotherhood, more phases of it, than there are living organisms in that spoonful of earth under the magnifying-glass.


A NEMESIS

What little wrong we do, and bury, lies
No deeper than the wire-grass spaded oer
That under the smooth surface multiplies
And, ten times thriftier than before,
Crowds upward in the fertilizing rain.
No virtue lies in long forgetfulness.
The deed ill-done lives to be done again
Or undone, or to rise anew and dress
New difficulties in the graveyard hues
Of habit and accusing dread  
A nemesis  a phantom that pursues  
A foe to fight again, and courage dead.


BROTHERHOOD OR LEAGUE?

IN EARLIER days, when Canada was hardly yet beginning to be won from the wilderness, it was the custom when sending a man on a long journey to supply him with three fish-hooks and a rabbit-snare. Those represented rations. It was his business to convert them into meat. When he failed, he perished. A great deal has been said and sung about the resourcefulness of the type of man evolved by that system, and there is considerable silence concerning those who found the fish-hooks and the rabbit-snare inadequate, and died. But it is noteworthy that the system, at any rate, has not survived. It has been found wiser to supply men in advance with adequate provision of the right kind, before expecting from them results worth mentioning.

The men who devised the fish-hook and rabbit-snare system were probably quite familiar with the New Testament parable that mentions men asking for bread and being given stones; but, if they reasoned about it at all, they may have argued that with stones men might go forth and kill meat, which, as far as it goes, is a sound enough material argument.

But these material arguments, however superficially logical, look less alluring when followed to their conclusion, which is this: that, just as no stream can flow to a point higher than its source, and like begets like, so no material noumenon* can produce spiritual phenomena. That which is born of the flesh is flesh, to quote the New Testament again; and no amount of torturing, tampering with, or studying mere flesh will ever gain a spiritual end.

But matter is deceptive stuff and we, being plunged into it, are easily deceived. No sooner is one material basis found unsuitable on which to build a tower that shall reach the skies than another presents itself, often so subtly disguised as to make the most cautious of us think it is not material at all, but something spiritual, on which we may safely rear our monument of progress.

Yet the world is strewn with proofs that nothing  absolutely nothing based on material cause and effect can endure, or can do anything but crumble. Consider the ancient temples. If beauty and purity of outline may be taken as criterion, then unquestionably the men who designed and built many of those ancient fanes were spiritual thinkers. Yet the ruins of their buildings strew the earth, and most of us are therefore willing to admit that neither their knowledge nor their art was in the stones they wrought, but in the minds of the men themselves.

The spirit and the art endure. It is possible, by purity of purpose and sincere effort, for any of us to become the servants of that spirit and to learn that art; and it would be inevitable then that beauty would adorn our path; whatever we should touch would take on dignity and charm. But equally inevitably, those who should think the spirit and the art were in the thing wrought, gainers though they might be for a while by contemplation of mere consequences, would base their own efforts on false premises and would descend by gradual or rapid stages to unspiritual ugliness. That is why great leaders, great reformers, and great artists have so seldom left behind them others who could carry on their work and carry it to greater heights; the most enthusiastic sometimes are most dazzled by the effects of the leaders work and, worshiping effects, fall soonest by the way.

It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing...  John, 6:63.

We forever put the cart before the horse. In this age of machinery it is fashionable to assert that our progress, such as it is, has been due to machinery. We worship the machine  put faith in it, just as they who saw those marvelous ancient temples rise and change the whole face of their surroundings, came to worship the shrine instead of the Idea and the honesty that gave it birth. The truth is, that increasing intelligence has produced machinery, exactly as increasing spiritual vision would produce a higher art.

I remember three instances that serve to illustrate. In Assam, years ago, when they were building the first railway through the country, thousands of Indian laborers were employed to dig embankments. The means employed was the ancient one of filling baskets with dirt, to be carried on mens heads, sometimes for the length of half a mile, and dumped  a tedious, slow process that got severely on the nerves of one contractor. He was a rather young man, used to the new efficiency, full of ambition for a useful career, and equally full of scorn for ancient ways. Progress, in his mind, and machinery, were one. He decided to import machinery and, rather accurately gaging the intelligence of the laborers he had to deal with, decided that wheelbarrows would be enough for a beginning.

The wheelbarrows arrived  extremely up-to-date ones made of steel. The obedient laborers studied them with great distaste and worse bewilderment, filled them with rather less earth than they had formerly, put into the baskets in order to reduce the weight as nearly as possible to normal, and carried the wheelbarrows on their heads. Nor could they be persuaded to do otherwise. At the end of the second day they went on strike, arguing with perfect reason from their viewpoint that the contractor had made their work cruelly toilsome. What he had overlooked was that even so simple a sign of progress as a wheelbarrow and its proper use must be a result of progress in a mans mind, and can never be the cause of it.

A somewhat similar incident occurred in a native state in another part of India. There was famine, and as the result of the distress a commission was appointed to inquire into the causes. The commission in all honesty decided that the ancient ways were at fault; that men whose plows were little better than a forked stick could hardly be expected to produce crops in sufficient abundance to tide them over lean years. It was decided to import good steel plows from the United States, and that was done; the plows were distributed about the countryside, and the peasantry were told that an era of prosperity had dawned  the plows would solve the problem of supply. But to this day the remains of those imported mysteries lie rusting in the fields, and the peasantry still use the ancient implements. The only result accomplished was to convince the peasantry that for inscrutable reasons their rulers had tried to burden them with foreign difficulties in addition to their own  which, they reasonably argued, already were enough.

I was witness of another incident, yet better to the point, in Africa, away off in the wilderness, a good weeks march from rail-head. Those were early days, when colonial government-machinery had been set up but was not yet fully functioning. Much of the local government of outlying districts was left to the tribes themselves, and their jealousies and rivalries led to a vast amount of bickering and murder. Serious cases of dispute were supposed to be submitted to the colonial official, fifty or a hundred miles away, but nothing could convince the natives that the official judgment was not prejudiced, and nearly every legal decision led to worse strife than it cured.

But there was a British sergeant sent to an outlying post in the district I have in mind, whose sole official business was to teach a company of newly raised native police the elements of discipline. He was not exactly an illiterate man, but he had received no more education than he had managed to pick up in the army-school, and the best thing he had learned was how to mind his own business; and the business was, by example, precept and watchfulness, to teach new standards of self-respect to naked recruits. They were of several tribes, and as many prejudices, so he had his hands full.

It dawned after a time on the recruits that there was something in his method, new to their experience, which was better than their own accustomed ways. He taught a new loyalty, to a brotherhood based on a high ideal, and the discipline grew, not because he punished them, for he was very sparing with penalties, but from imitation of his self-respect.

The marvel took place within sight of a dozen villages, whose inhabitants watched the amazing patience and good-humored justice of a stranger who accepted no bribes, played no favorites, and cared for nothing but the welfare of his proteges. He was not like any other stranger they had ever seen; he used to tell his men stories at night over a camp-fire, used to dance for them, sing to them, and  most remarkable of all  although he seemed so fond of them, he took the part of villagers whom they molested in their dawning consciousness of the power that goes hand-in-hand with fraternity.

It was not very long before the neighboring tribes began to bring their own disputes to him for settlement. He told them he had no authority, either to pass judgment or to enforce decisions. They liked that, and insisted all the more that he should act the part of judge. They offered him presents, if he would hold the scales of justice, and when he refused those they were all the more insistent. He told them he knew nothing about judicial procedure, and they answered that they were very glad to hear that, since they sought justice and merely what was right.

At last he yielded, very much against his inclination, and the unprecedented spectacle was seen day after day, of villagers from fifty miles away, whom nothing less than force could have induced to take their quarrels to the constituted courts, arguing their cases before this unauthorized, uneducated sergeant, accepting his decisions without question, and returning to their homes in peace to abide by them. Murders and inter-village fighting almost ceased. Unpaid, unpurchasable, plain, disinterested honesty succeeded, where an empires legal processes had failed.

The sergeant returned in due course to the Birmingham slums and oblivion; but he had left behind him consequences that no official formulas or red tape could quite undo. The subsequent administration of the country took its tone, to some extent, from that one mans example, and for years to come his judgments (some of them hugely humorous) were cited as unofficial precedents for official guidance.

Men will ever rebel against machinery. We have machines in politics, in trade and in religion; yet no machine ever contributed one straw to the worlds progress, and every machine is a degrading factor from the moment it becomes anything more than a means to eliminate toil  anything more than a consequence of intelligent and honest thinking.

It is so with Brotherhood. No man, no group of men or nations can create it by decree, or by new intricate machinery. The Brotherhood must come first, out of individual effort to attainment of its high ideal; the means of its expression afterwards. A League of Nations  all the nations  is inevitable when the nations recognize the Universal Law. A dozen men who recognize that Law, and live by it, accomplish more toward true peace than can all the machinery of law-courts and governments ever invented. Theosophists, by living their Theosophy, will sow the seed that can not fail to spring up and ripen into all-inclusive Brotherhood. If a League should be an accompaniment who shall complain? But shall we have the Brotherhood and Justice first, or the machinery?


UNSUNG AS YET

I set my foot on the forest floor
Where all is cool and all is still,
And I will turn back nevermore
To the haunts I knew. I had my fill
Lived, handled, tasted all they prize,
Took, coveted, considered, weighed,
And I know all the honored lies
I, too, had honored had I stayed.
I learned the song of the God for hire,
Of boughten islands for the blest,
In gloom neath dome and gilded spire
Hymned to the roof. My way is best.

For the skies are mine, and the wind is mine,
And down between the breathing trees
Immeasurable beacons shine
A-twinkle in the silences.
All night is full of the friendly speech
Of leaf and earth and flowing stream;
Days wide with league and span and reach
Of leisured distances a-dream
Of trails as new as years are long,
Flung across plain and sky-line crest
Unlonely solitude and song
Unsung as yet. My way is best

I know where the futures freedoms bred,
Where all things wait on him who loves,
And underfoot, and overhead,
And all around, the homing droves
Of ripples from the storied past
Uplift until the pilgrims scan
New realms of thought and, thinking, cast
New efforts forth for visioned Man.
I feel the sweetness and the thrill -
The summons-forth on Royal Quest,
Harped chords of harmony that fill
A Universe. My way is best.


THE KING CAN DO NO WRONG

TRUTH is King, and is never in the least concerned about the passions of the moment. With all eternity ahead and to look back upon, serenely autocratic in an everlasting Now, Truth rules impartially all the universe including this temporary world of ours.

And the world is quite full of a number of things, not least of them, proverbs. Proverbs are the oldest crystallizations of human thought, and some of them are diamond-hard, reflecting the fires of Truth in whatever light, from whichever angle they are studied. Such proverbs persist. Some fall by the way because men grow weary of them, seeing deeds so short of the ideal. Some lapse into disrespect because other proverbs, with meanings apparently exactly opposite, come into more general use. But all proverbs were originally efforts to express a glimpse of Truth and, however contradictory their meanings seem, all proverbs still are windows, as it were, through which some aspect of infinite Truth may be seen by discerning eyes.

From the dawn of recorded history men have always sought to coin short phrases that should be imperishable guides of conduct  brief, indisputable interpretations of the Higher Law, by use built into the familiar speech. And one of those proverbs was, that familiarity breeds contempt. Popularization of a proverb brings it into eventual disrepute, exactly as the dogmatization of religion foretells its disintegration and collapse. For it is the habit of the human mind to seek to standardize, and to obstruct spiritual progress by legalizing the dead letter of the proverb or the creed.

But nothing stands still; not even Truth. The more determined the effort of mans lower nature to produce inertia by literal enforcement of the dry husk of a truth, the swifter is the proof that evolution must prevail and that inertia is delusion.

The proper study of mankind is man. In the last analysis there is nothing else that man can study. He must be conscious of himself; and, as consciousness grows, its horizons widen until the task of self-knowledge becomes all-absorbing and all-useful. Not the least interesting discovery to which that study leads is the constant effort of mans lower nature to smother those rare glimpses of the Higher Law from which it cannot escape, and to corrupt their meaning, by substituting the letter for the spirit and by decreeing Thus far shalt thou go and no farther.

This method of the lower nature is that so anciently and frequently denounced, of setting up false gods, whose image and superscription* differ hardly, if at all, from a superficial glimpse of Truth. The lower nature is nothing if not hypocritical. It will denounce most fervently those crimes it most loves to commit, and all the worst atrocities are perpetrated in the name of righteousness and progress, the secret of which is simple: evil being the reverse of Truth, as darkness is the opposite of light, it is impossible for evil to exist or to find expression without consciousness of Truth with which to contrast itself.

Evil has no originality, it imitates; and all false gods are counterfeits of true ones. The invention of a lie is contingent on the existence of Truth to be lied about. It is possible to invent a lie about any of the infinite and glorious aspects of Truth; it is possible to believe that lie, and to legalize the belief in it. But the belief is a delusion of the lower nature, subject to the lower law that governs both. It moves as Truth moves, though the action is reversed. As Truth evolves in realms beyond the comprehension of such stuff as dreams are made of, ever ascending to higher and rarer being, the lie about Truth disperses and descends to irrecoverable chaos; until a new glimpse of Truth makes new lies possible and the habit of self-delusion re-begins a downward path.

There was a King of England who proclaimed a truth, to his own undoing, seeking to use Truth for his own ends, instead of letting Truth use him. Whoever is used by Truth is in the everlasting arms of absolute infallibility. Truth being King, there is no error in the formula the King can do no wrong. But he who sets out to reduce the King to human blood and bones and to confine Truth within the limits of a proclamation, levying blackmail in the name of pure Truth, is a traitor whose head is forfeit.

Charles the First, proclaiming that the King rules by divine right and that the King can do no wrong, quite likely believed his own words, but by applying them to his own person he nevertheless betrayed Omnipotence. Belief is quite another thing from knowledge, as the writers of the New Testament strove so diligently to make clear by the discriminating use of words that their translators subsequently bungled. Accident may cause belief to stumble on the right Path, but nothing less than Knowledge holds us there; it is belief  blind faith  that seizes on the letter of the law; the spirit of the law is only grasped by understanding, leading on to Knowledge.

Even in ermine robes and panoply of state Charles the First was not so unlike the rest of us that he was King-less. Had he understood the truth he uttered; had he allowed that royal Higher Nature, that is ever ready to govern every one of us, to take control of him it is likely he would have been less worried about his personal importance and less inclined to make use of phrases that might be too easily misunderstood; instead, he would have found his true royalty appealing to the Higher Nature that exists in every man. His body and his stupid senses then might not have been a target for his outraged countrymen. They charged him with treason to the State; but the treason he committed was to his own King, by permitting his lower nature to usurp the title of the Higher.

The old Priest-Kings, of whom dim records still remain, made no such error. They strode like Gods among men, and it may be that the crowd mistook their persons for the Truth they served, but the Priest-Kings had no ear for flattery. It was not until the lower nature swamped the Higher and usurped precedence  not until the letter of the Law was reckoned higher than its spirit  not until flesh and bones and the convenience of a moment grew to be considered more important than true Vision, and the pomp and circumstance of earthly power blinded them to the promptings of passionless Truth, that the Priest-Kings disappeared.

Kings are not different from other men, and other men not different from kings, except that the law of Karma, adjusting balances, has cast us each into our proper temporary orbit. All are prone to make the same mistakes. The Kings head fell, but the Kings mistake remained. Men said he needed no successor, seeing they all were kings by a right as divine as that one he had claimed. They spoke the truth, believing and not knowing, many of them doubtless tossing the mockery of the truth from lip to lip in jest. Belief, so vague it hardly yet amounted to belief, was crystallized into a lie more swiftly than running water changes into ice; and on to the ice the snow of dogma fell. The stream still flowed beneath the ice, as beneath every creed flows everlasting Truth; but the surface, like the letter of the law, proved barren, comfortless, unprofitable, cold needing the sun of true Vision to penetrate and melt it.

In very truth we all are Kings, if we remember who and what we really are; but in our lower nature we are nothing multiplied by all the ills that flesh is heir to. Times beyond number in human history the doctrine of the divine right of kings has changed into the formula Vox populi vox dei*  and back again by way of grim dictatorships  glimpses, both of them, of royal Truth immediately clouded over by the noxious fumes of ignorance. The clamor of bribed majorities, in place of one mans personal opinion, is labeled the accepted voice of God; and under such manipulated tyranny of ignorance men have even voted that the earth is flat  have insisted on the lie so vehemently that their priesthood dared not contradict them  even as today they vilify and loathe whoever dares to tell the truth in spite of massed opinion, and smother the voice of Truth with noise. Yet the world was never flat; twice two were never five; the truth, and nothing but the truth, is true. We are Kings  by divine right  and our Kingdom is an everlasting Kingdom. But the pity of it is that we allow our lower nature to usurp the throne.

The King can do no wrong. That is a positive statement of absolute fact that has been known since the beginning of the world. But it is equally true that whoever is governed by his lower nature can do no right. The lower nature has no vision, no far-sightedness, knows nothing of causes or of the ultimate; it seeks only to escape the consequences of its own wrong-doing and to perpetuate and justify itself. The lower nature is a vortex of ignorance into which we are plunged for our experience, and if we leave it as we find it we are not Kings, for we have not ruled, we have not conquered. If we increase the ignorance and add to the chaos of passions, as we surely will do if we serve the lower nature and let that make itself the King, we only pile up difficulties for ourselves to meet. The law of Karma, faithfully adjusting balances, is inescapable; for whosoever hath, to him shall be given, and he shall have more abundance: but whosoever hath not, from him shall be taken away even that he hath.

The divine right of the real Man is to leave the world a little better than he found it, careless of his own advantage since he is the heir of all the ages; and therein lies the secret of the law laid down by Teachers of the Mysteries in the very dawn of time. As they revealed to chosen individuals the might, majesty, dominion, and power of all who recognize their own divinity, they stipulated that never in any conceivable circumstances should the consciousness of power be used for personal advantage, whether for fame, reward, money, or mere contentment; for those are the means by which the lower nature seeks to usurp the throne  the means by which it blinds itself to the truth of being.

Human opinion and the senses being the fons et origo* and the channel through which evil operates, to yield or to pander to either of them is to apply the old dishonored policy of setting thieves to catch thieves, seeking to destroy one evil with a greater, doing ill that good may come of it  a policy, as distinguished from a principle. So-called good policy, too often a convenient fraud in disguise and at best an expedient, bears no relation to true Principle, which, being Truth in one of its infinite aspects, can do no wrong, can lead to no wrong, and must infallibly produce results that impartially benefit everyone and in consequence, if only in minute degree, the Universe.

We are blinded by the temporary nature of this sense-delusion into which we are plunged. The three-score years and ten that have been sung and standardized as the limit of a mans life have no real bearing on the problem that confronts us. Truth applied knows nothing of any limitations, least of all limits of time, and in no circumstances does Truth afford benefit to one, to the exclusion of any others. The King who can do no wrong, the immortal, real, spiritual, royal man is too far-sighted to suppose that temporary personal convenience can condition Truth. Knowing that the sense-delusion is as sure to be destroyed eventually as the fog is sure to be dispersed by wind and sun, he thinks on higher planes and acts without fear.

All of the worlds kings, rulers, statesmen  all of these whose names are held in honor long after they are dead, were men who abode by Principle; the good they did lived after them. There was a Roman once, named Regulus,* who was taken prisoner by his countrys enemies. After long years of barbarous ill-treatment he was sent by his captors to Rome to mediate for a convenient peace, and, knowing he was an honorable man, they accepted his word that, if he should fail to negotiate peace, he would return to Carthage to be put to death. There was nothing new in that condition; the lower nature, recognizing the royal power of the Higher, forever seeks to take advantage of it for its own perpetuation.

But Regulus went to Rome and told the truth. He urged the Romans to make no peace with men, whose only object in negotiating temporary peace was to gain time for Romes eventual destruction. Having persuaded his countrymen to take the course he knew was best, but that could only mean hideous death for himself, he kept his word and returned to Carthage, where the Carthaginians also kept their word and tortured him until he died.

If Regulus had let his personal convenience or his personal advantage govern him, there were no doubt scores of specious arguments he might have used and scores of men high in the public esteem who would have condoned those arguments. He could have died, perhaps, in comfort, not dishonored by the countrymen whom he chose, instead, to serve by upholding his own highest standard of true honor. Unquestionably, at the moment, by the mob, he was regarded as an altruistic fool, and it is not likely that the Carthaginians thought any better of him until they reaped the consequences of their own attempt to misuse a true mans honesty.

Regulus had served the whole world by ignoring his own personal safety. It may have made no difference in the long run whether Rome or Carthage won the war for control of the worlds trade. What mattered was, that Regulus had raised a standard of good faith, true patriotism, and adherence to the highest glimpse of Principle. Of Carthage there is nothing left but legend, not too savory; and it is fashionable, too, to speak and to write of Rome as the Wolf of the Tiber, decadent and drenched in blood. None praises Rome for her debauchery.

But Rome survives in law, incorporated into all the statute-books of all the nations. Romes new standard, manfully upheld by Regulus, became a measure by which men judged their deeds  so much so, that when Rome fell short of that high ideal, those who had seen her at her best were scandalized. Romes legionaries laid all the known world under tribute, and wrought evil that reacted on them in the end and ruined Rome; but who forgets the manliness of Regulus? What nation has not benefited by the force of his example and by the spirit of loyalty to a high ideal with which he imbued his countrymen?  a spirit that marched with the conquering legionaries, surviving them and all their sins. More than two thousand years after Regulus made his supreme self-sacrifice, school-children, on continents of whose existence Regulus was unaware, speaking languages whose synonyms  Honor, Fidelity, Devotion, Constancy  are rooted in the speech of Regulus, are thrilled, as no story of ill-faith nor any history of conquest can thrill them, by the record of how Regulus stood up alone and played the man.

The good, that Shakespeare says is oft interred with our bones, survives in spite of death and all the ills that flesh is heir to. All good is rooted in unselfishness, and self-consideration is a thief that stalks by night to undo what can never be undone  the Truth of Being.

Truth is King. The Way is to be loyal to the King. The time is now. The question is not, what does the world think? or what is convenient? or what will the consequences be to me personally? But what do I know? What is my own individual highest understanding of the Truth? And what do I, now, free heir of all the ages, mean to think and do? The King can do no wrong, and he who is obedient to the King can do no other than the highest right, injuring none, not even himself, although unselfishness may cause a husk of imitation-life to fall away.


THE TURNING TIDE TWO RECENT BOOKS  A REVIEW

WE ARE the masters of our destiny, and our modern world appears to be waking to that fact, which the ancients knew well enough. They looked forward, whereas we for the most part waste time wishing for the might-have-been, blaming ourselves, our politicians, and our forebears for the dilemma with which we are faced, so psychologized by evil as to view the future only through the lens of hopelessness. Nevertheless, there are those who see that the past, so far as we can change it or its consequences, is a closed book; nor all thy piety nor all thy wit can ... cancel half a line, nor all thy tears wash out a word of it. The past is sealed. Remains to scan the future, to relay its courses; and it can be done. There are more armed men in the world today than there were in 1914, and there is less apparent Brotherhood; but that is only on the surface, for the tide has turned  that tide in the affairs of men that sweeps whole nations forward, or drowns them. We have our choice to sink or swim.

The clearest symptom of the turning tide is discontent, as often as not amounting to contempt for outworn theories. There is not one land remaining in the world in which the doctrine of righteousness of war is not dishonored and discredited. It is still possible to believe, and to make others believe, that war is inevitable, but the prospect is no longer viewed with zeal. Treaties to prevent war are regarded cynically, but only because it is known how lightly scraps of paper were regarded in the past. There are comparatively very few today, even among those who constantly proclaim the certainty of future war, who are not ready to mock the theory that war can possibly benefit even the conqueror. It is beginning to be understood at last that no good comes of evil. And although that understanding brews despair in the hearts of those who can see nothing but evil on every hand, there are those who dare to look a second and a third time, and to hope, and to shout their hope above the din of pessimism  a brave, increasing company, not least of whom are L.P. Jacks and H.G. Wells, authors to whom the world is lending an increasingly attentive ear. The time is ripe. Their doctrine may be wrong. But it will not be their fault if the world does not look for itself, and hope again, and through hope discover a way out of its predicament.

It would be unfair to Wells, Jacks, and the world to pretend that either man has been doing more than splendid plow-work. They are breaking up barren fields in a dreary, horizontal wilderness, preceded in the task by G.B. Shaw, who smashed immovable rocks of self-contented stupidity, using a disrespectful hammer and the acid of merciless ridicule. The seed is being sown by another hand. The cultivation waits for the rest of us to do.

All three men  Shaw, Jacks, Wells  are perfectly aware that what the world needs is spiritual thinking. It may be that they all three know what spiritual thinking is. But if so they have held their hand wisely because if they had sown that seed in the unploughed waste of materialism, it never could have sprung up. What little spiritual propaganda they emit suggests plowmen whistling at their work, not accomplishing much music (the tune is now and then off-key) but encouraging themselves, which is the main thing, for because of it the breaking of long furrows in the rock-ribbed thought of men is being well done. One does not plow a wilderness by arguing in terms of semiquavers; nor need one respect the plowman any less if a blackbirds song in the hedgerow fails to divert his attention from the excellence of bread and cheese. For after all, and in the last analysis, it is of bread and cheese that all three sing. The point is, they are honest plowmen.

It is possible to imagine that Shaw, Jacks, and Wells may be dissatisfied with the seed that someone is planting in their tireless wake, for it is seed of a forgotten sort. All plowmen are conservatives. Cincinnatus, be it remembered, went back to his plowing after he had saved Rome; he broke up what was wrong, prepared the soil for something better, and, when progress came, took no delight in it. Nevertheless, he was a hero and his name survives, as those of Shaw, Jacks, and Wells surely should do long after the names of the abominations they assail shall have been forgotten.

Shaw has been so praised and hated, and so gloriously misunderstood; so much of his sledge-hammer work has been done, and he has survived the hornet-stings of criticism so cheerfully, that he may be left chuckling while he considers some new satirical assault on the worlds cruelty and self-esteem. Shaw is sure to be surprising when he swings his sledge again. Meanwhile, Wells, and Jacks are more in the public eye.

MEN LIKE GODS

H.G. Wells has come out openly and said: I desire the confederation of mankind. In the first of a series of syndicated newspaper articles, which provide for him a more numerous and probably more attentive audience than any previous writer has ever had in his own lifetime, he prefaces his effort with a statement which assures us we are not wasting time listening to a mere experimenter with the worlds emotions. Since 1917, he writes, I have given much more of my waking life to that vision of a confederated mankind than I have given to any other single interest or subject. Good. That means, we have a duty to ourselves to listen seriously, for whatever may be said in disparagement of Wells by his critics he is undeniably a thinker, whose mode of expressing his thought is clear, who habitually thinks before he writes, and who is not afraid to irritate those who do not agree with him. Men Like Gods (1923) preceded these newspaper articles. It is the most recent of forty-five books by the same author, and it seems to be his effort to depict a vision that he sees, toward which he would like to lead the world. He seeks to show us what the world might be, if we would only abandon all the idiotic suppositions and false standards that have led us to the present state of conflict; and he undoubtedly succeeds in describing a prodigiously more agreeable planet than that on which we live and move and have our being at the moment.

His hero, Mr. Barnstaple, is a typical Wells hero, a kindly, obscure, rather bewildered father of a family, who loves his wife and grown-up sons with quiet devotion, but who finally rebels against the tyranny of a suburban household and starts out in a small motor-car on a vacation by himself. By a miracle that leaves the reader to imagine what he likes about Einsteins Relativity, but that does not preclude the probability that Wells has been studying The Secret Doctrine. Mr. Barnstaple suddenly finds himself on another planet, on another dimension. The miracle turns out to have been engineered by two scientific experimenters on this four-dimensional planet, and the same explosion (or whatever it was that happened) catches in its vortex and transfers along with Mr. Barnstaple another motor-car full of individuals whom the author adroitly uses to typify those elements of society that are holding our own world back from the fair development that would be possible if it were not for their political power, their stupidity, and their convictions.

The limousines occupants consist of Mr. Catskill, Secretary of State for War; Mr. Burleigh, a great conservative leader; Lady Stella, one of the upper ten; Mr. Freddy Mush, secretary to Mr. Catskill and incidentally an intellectual poseur; Father Amerton, A Roman Catholic priest very much in society, whose reputation has been made by denouncing societys sins; and Robert, the chauffeur. To these, in yet another car that has been caught in the blast of the experiment, are presently added Lord Barralanga, a business man who has recently purchased a peerage; Miss Greta Grey, a rather notorious actress; an American named Hunder, the cinema king; Emile Dupont, a Frenchman; and Ridley, a chauffeur. The party of earthlings now includes sufficient pegs for the author to hang most of our worlds stupidities to, with Mr. Barstaple charmingly and modestly acting the part of Magdalene. He is the only sympathetic character among the earthlings, as the author manifestly intends, and Mr. Barnstaple is so well drawn that he succeeds in balancing the purposely exaggerated crudity of all the others. But it is perhaps a pity that Lady Stella was not used to illustrate the effect on a really spiritual-minded woman of being suddenly transferred to the authors fourth-dimension planet. In fact, the books one weakness is that there is not a woman in it whom we can like and with whom we can sympathize, as we like and sympathize with Mr. Barnstaple.

Even among the Utopian women whom we meet in the course of the story there is none whom we feel particularly sorry to leave behind us when the story is finished, although the author devotes considerable space to describing the condition of the women of this Utopia and several individuals have the stage to themselves for a while.

Like the men of Utopia, the women go without clothes; they are modest; and they realize that these earthlings are in no fit mental state to follow their example; when Greta Gray makes bold to imitate them, they provide her with a garment. And it is interesting to observe that the only members of the earthling party who take offense at the Utopians nudity are Father Amerton and the two chauffeurs.

The story is too good to be told in a review, and its imaginative scope is too vast to be compressed into any sort of tabloid form. The author has described for us a world in which there are no churches, no parliaments, no poverty, no idleness, not much disease, and in which nevertheless, men and women feel themselves no more than on the threshold of evolution. They are conscious of a past, by them referred to as the Age of Confusion, in which conditions were about the same as those on our own world today; a past in which wars, disease, and competition were considered necessary. The author contrives to show the patient steps by which the Utopians escaped from the Age of Confusion and emerged into a truer civilization, not omitting to point out how slow and painstaking, as well as how worth while, the process necessarily must be.

But therein lies the principal weakness of the authors argument. It is beside the issue to suggest that other men and other women might imagine an Utopia more to their liking; Mr. Wells has a perfect right to paint his own picture, and he has produced one well worth studying. But he has also emphasized the fact that it will take time  long, faithfully, successively devoted lifetimes  years reckoned by the thousand before we can arrive at the Utopia of his vision. He has discarded commonplace religious dogmas  those alleged incentives toward altruism that have done their full share in bringing our world to its present sorry predicament. But what incentive has he substituted? The tawdry old retort what did posterity ever do for me, swinish though it is and repugnant to every man or woman possessed of a spark of the Divine Fire, disarms him entirely unless he has the truth unanswerable in reserve. (And that may well be. Mr. Wells is plowing, not teaching; he is getting the ground ready for the seed.)

THE HEART-SATISFYING LOGIC OF REINCARNATION

He shows us, wittily and with a skill that compels admiration, how we mortals might react to an environment too good for our present mental and spiritual development. The humor of the situation is immense when the earthlings  quarantined in a castle because they have brought disease with them to which the Utopians have long since ceased to be immune, the disease having vanished from their economy  proceed to try to conquer Utopia, relying partly on the disease they brought with them to weaken the ranks of their opponents. The speciousness with which the would-be conquerors justify themselves; the attitude of Hunker the American, who refuses to enter into an entangling alliance but is willing to help do the fighting and more than willing to share in the prospective profits; the insistence by Dupont, the Frenchman, that there must be some guarantee, some effective guarantee, that the immense sacrifices France has made and still makes in the cause of civilized life, will receive their proper recognition and their due reward in this adventure, are all to the point; they emphasize the selfishness of the minds that must be changed before Utopia could be anything more than an excuse for new cruelty and conquest. They remind us of Pizarro and his conquistadores; of Blücher surveying London from the dome of St. Pauls saying Was für Plunder!; of Clive and Hastings and their swarm of followers shaking the pagoda-tree; of the Forty-niners tearing down the forests, wresting out the gold, and squandering the proceeds; of all the argonauts who ever saw a good thing and devoured it. Mr. Barnstaples refusal to take part in the proposed conquest constitutes him, in the eyes of the others (the women included), a traitor to mankind. And that is all very marvelously drawn; probably no other pen than that of Wells could do it. But, except that he makes the reader sympathize, makes out no case against the proposed iniquity. The earthlings are defeated by Utopian methods as drastic in their own way as those that the earthlings had in mind to use. The result is merely the defeat of a lower materialism by one that is more intelligent and therefor possessed of more resources.

Mr. Barnstaple, responding to a truly spiritual impulse, offers himself at last for experiment. The Utopians are to try to return him to earth; and they succeed. Mr. Barnstaple rejoins his family in the London suburb, possessed by a vision of Utopia and a hope for the redemption of the world. But on what is his hope based? The reader is left wondering how Mr. Barnstaple shall persuade the world to mend its ways, without any prospect to offer them that he who shall truly labor for the advancement of mankind shall inevitably see the consequences of his labor. It is easy enough to enjoy Mr. Wells vision of Utopia, and to realize how Mr. Barnstaple must have been thrilled by it. But Mr. Barnstaple is a more than middle-aged man, who must die before long. The author leaves him helpless without the heart-satisfying logic of reincarnation on which to base his program of reform.

If we accept the fact of reincarnation, Mr. Wells vision of Utopia becomes a reasonable prospect, within reach, worth striving for, to be amended and improved as our imagination grows and we learn by experience. But if, when we die, we are dead and dont come back again, why all this plowing? Why not eat and drink, cease hoping and be done with it? There is, there must be, a tremendous faith, a knowledge, that makes Mr. Wells plow (and whistle) so sturdily. He would have done well had he intimated why evolution should be interesting to us all, how we are all a part of it, and how we are all inevitable gainers if we strive for posteritys benefit, because posterity is we ourselves.

LEGENDS OF SMOKEOVER

L.P. Jacks is Principal of Manchester College, Oxford, and Editor of The Hibbert Journal. One may safely look to him, as to Wells, for a book that compels thinking. In The Legends of Smokeover, the most recent of eleven books, he has striven mightily to lift the world a little on an upward course and, unlike Wells, he more than hints at ways and means. He has written a delightful story, in which he seems to overrate the power of money to accomplish spiritual purposes  even as Wells appears to overrate the power of material comfort to produce a zeal for spiritual living  but he has brought out from the half-respect, to which the creeds have all conspired to relegate it, one of the splendid elements of human character; and his story contains two women who are really spiritual beings, blessing everyone and everything they touch. Withal, they are human, credible, likeable. And in the mouth of one of them he puts a question whose correct answer solves the whole riddle of the worlds course out of its present tragic condition.

The quality that L.P. Jacks has stressed and seeks to build upon is sportsmanship. By frequent instance he shows what sturdy stuff that is, how it persists in all layers of society, and how the practice of it comforts even those who are dying in agony. To all intents and purposes the author invites the world to take a chance, perhaps a very long chance, for the benefit of all mankind; and he has come extremely close to true prophecy or, to coin a word, true seersmanship.

The story is divided into five legends, the first of which concerns the rise to fortune of Rumbelow, the betting man. His birth is obscure, but in early youth he is the reputed son of a drunken rascal of that name, who goes the round of the country fairs with a Coco-nut Shy. At the age of ten the youth began his studies of the Doctrine of Probability, as the result of which he finally evolved a formula. The disreputable Rumbelow senior is conveniently killed, the boy takes over the Coco-nut Shy, sticks to his formula and makes a fortune, and for a while disappears from view. He is known to be traveling abroad, and it is hinted that he is acquiring an education.

Here at once is the Achilles heel of Mr. Jacks whole argument. His story is an appeal to the world to wake up and be educated; he shows wittily and well how that splendid quality of sportsmanship inherent in most human beings is the educators opportunity; but he does not point out who shall teach the educators, or where they shall derive the knowledge which shall redeem mankind. He shows us Rumebelow, the man of zeal, who is afraid of nothing, not even the Pharisees; Mr Lady, Rumbelowss wife, with whom he returns from his mysterious journey in quest of an education and who thereafter is his wise confederate, adviser, guide, and friend. We are introduced to the Mad Millionaire, Mr. Hooker, who has Quaker principles but who is foisted into a war-fortune in spite of himself and howled at as a profiteer. Mr. Hooker with his millions becomes one of the syndicate of five who conspire to teach the world; and a charming old conspirator he is, possessing tact and modesty. We have Miss Margaret Walfstone, a born educator, almost too wise and delightful to be true, whose successful school for girls is wrecked through the spite of the reactionary element in Smokeover. And that part of the story is amazingly well told. The fourth legend concerns Professor Ripplemark, Regius Professor of Virtue in the University of Oxford, a V.C. man, possessed of humor, who ultimately resigns his Chair of Virtue to become the fifth member of the board of conspirators.

It is all very cleverly done, with such good humor and such earnestness that it is difficult to lay the book down once the first page is turned. The author has assembled five characters who convince themselves, and thus the reader, that the world must be educated out of its materialism. There is not a dull page in the book, nor a hint of pessimism. All that is lacking is the key. The reader is left wondering what this new education shall be all about, and whether the deadweight of Rumbelows and Hookers millions will not in any event prove to be more than the magnificent ideal can carry. From owning Coco-nut Shies Rumbelow proceeds until he is the proprietor of a titanic betting establishment which will work out mathematically and declare the odds on anything from a horses chance to win a selling-plate to a clergymans prospect of promotion to a bishopric. The firm even takes up insurance on a downright betting basis, naming the scientifically calculated odds and accepting wagers as to whether or not a house will burn down, whether or not a man will die before he shall have saved enough for his dependents. One suspects Mr. L.P. Jacks of deliberately poking fun at pious humbug, rather than of pretending that Rumbelows fortune is acquired by desirable means.

At any rate, Rumbelow, a most appealing character, grows fabulously rich, and he worships that mysterious wife of his, whom he insists on everyone addressing as My lady. It is she who directs his titanic energy along the altruistic course, and she who voices the question whose proper answer shall solve the riddle of the worlds unrest.

WHO IS MY NEIGHBOR?

Rumbelows experience as a gambler convinces him that the universe is not governed at all. The relation of Spirit to the world, according to him, is that of a lover to his beloved  anything but the relation of a power-loving potentate to his subjects. Professor Ripplemark, confirming that opinion, adds that teaching is primary, ruling is secondary. Rumbelow adds to that again: Government should be a department of education instead of education a department of government. It is on that platform that the five conspirators agree, Rumbelow adding that sportsmanship is a bridge between time and eternity. Says he: the sporting instinct is the easiest transformed into its spiritual equivalents. But it is My Lady who transforms that platform from a mere experiment in phrasing into a spiritual possibility with her quiet question, Who is my neighbor? When the men and women of the world wake up and realize that all of us are neighbors there will be no more need to strive to pin down spiritual thinking into formulas; then there will be no more poverty and no more war between the nations  incidentally no need for Mr. Rumbelow and his gigantic betting firm.

But the fact that two such books as these by H.G. Wells and L.P. Jacks can command an audience is proof enough that the tide has turned. The world is waking up. Neither Wells nor Jacks has given us a satisfying reason why we should take seriously in hand the task of leaving behind us a world more fit for posterity to live in. Both speak of evolution as a fact. Neither of them shows how evolution is the intimate concern of all of us. But both have succeeded in showing by contrast and illustration how hugely better the world might be, and Jacks has hinted  hardly more than hinted  at the process by which transformation is to be accomplished.

Who is my neighbor? The word is hardly intimate enough. We all are brothers. Change Wells word confederacy into Brotherhood, add Jacks spiritual equivalent of the sporting instinct, and we are not far from the Path blazed by Theosophy. For sportsmanship is a will to meet the other fellow more than half-way and a determination never to accept unfair advantage.

But the underlying reason for the hope that rises eternal in the human breast, despite all the piled up horrors of materialism and the failure of all dogmas to provide more than a temporary anaesthetic, is the fair, heart-satisfying fact of Reincarnation, and of all-compensating Karma  fact that men know intuitively, and that springs forth as the clods of material delusion are broken up. The plowing is being well done. The seed is sown in secret. Let Theosophists not neglect its cultivation; for the weeds turned under by the plow persist interminably, and the one hope for the seed is to keep it growing.


UNIVERSAL

THE WORD international has come on evil days, inevitably, since it was adopted as a panacea. In its very origin it presupposes the existence of a barrier between the nations. Every international theory hitherto invented has stirred more rancor than it healed, sometimes by denying the obvious, more often by asserting the absurdly untrue, always by raising material standards, which by their very nature invite conflict of opinions. Quot homines tot sententiae.

The so-called international control, set up by jealous governments to check the scramble for political advantage, resembles as much as anything a bandage wrapped around all the fingers of a hand, to prevent any one finger from acting independently; and the result is what might be expected  numbness and exasperation. Even international sports, conceived in the spirit of friendliness, develop into international rivalry, as instanced when an English crowd applauds the bad strokes of an American golfer, or an American crowd hisses an alien contestant  extreme instances, but neither rare nor on the wane.

Material standards, of whatever kind, inevitably lead to quarreling and chaos, because the standards in themselves are false. And nothing can be gained by calling black white, or by taking the result of false premises and trying to force it into more convenient shape. Dame Partington trying to sweep back the Atlantic with a broom, was acting no more illogically than the nations, the classes, the mobs and the dogmatists who seem disposed to strive forever to offstand Karma. In fact, she was wiser than they; for she made her experiment on a scale on which her finite human mind might grasp the absurdity of the attempt.

Truth is universal. Consequently all its proofs, if apparent at all, are universally apparent  as apparent in a bowl of water as in one drop of the same fluid or in an ocean. And it is easier for us to take the middle way, that our senses can grasp with least effort. There is no need to study drops under a microscope, or to sweep the vast expanse of the Pacific, in order to learn the elementary lessons of the Law. Its proofs, its demonstrations, its examples are all about us, in every move we make, in every sight we see, in every sound we hear. They always were; they always are; they always will be. There is no stage in our development as individuals, at which sufficient illustration of the Law as it applies to each one of us is not immediately at hand and comprehensible. It is impossible to invent a condition or a state of mind, out of which observance of the working of Universal Law can not, and will not, show a spirally progressive way.

A simple illustration is that one of the bandaged fingers. Loose them and the brain, which has no apparent connection with them, controls them separately; but each finger serves the hand, the hand the arm, the arm the man, the man his fellows, his fellows the world  and so on, up to heights beyond our present comprehension. The absurdity appears at once of any jealousy between the fingers or between the left hand and the right; yet it is no more absurd than international rivalry. The same law applies in either instance.

The United States Declaration of Independence declares that all men are born free and equal; and that is a sturdy and honest effort to express a profound interpretation of the Universal Law. But to misinterpret that into the assumption that all men have the same grade of intelligence, that the same food, the same work, or even the same creed must suit all of them, that they all have the same ability, must speak the same language; that their immediate interests are all identical  would be, and is, as absurd as to say that they all experience the same weather and that the sun shines on all of them at once.

The fact is that, whatever their degree of present attainment, the same Universal Law applies to each, and that the possibilities for each and every one are absolutely limitless  beginning at the point at which he is, and progressing infinitely. The goal of us all is ineffable harmony. But to try to attain that harmony by preaching materialist theories of internationalism resembles the advice of the man on one side of a deep chasm to a stranger on the other side:

Jump. I think you will make it in two jumps!

We are confronted by conditions. We are governed by unalterable Law. Knowledge is the proof of Law; wisdom its application. Theories of internationalism, being based on local points of view, can accomplish no more than to reduce all nations to one dead-level of suppression, leading ultimately to explosion more terrific than the outbursts of Vesuvius  matter seeking to imprison force.

It is Universal Law that makes possible the playing of Beethovens magic compositions by orchestra of a hundred pieces. To compel the first and second violins to use their bows simultaneously, would accomplish a result as futile in degree, and in its way, as any effort to bind the nations in one man- governed league. It is enough, and difficult enough, that nations should govern themselves; and they will never attain harmony by all striving to be first violins. Order is attained by listening, self-government, and work; and not by listening to the next piece in the orchestra but to the universal symphony.

An illustration comes to mind from memory. On a night in the Ituri Forest in the Congo Free State, many years before the recent world-war, there met more than a dozen men of different nations in one of those great clearings made by the Forest Administration, into which paths led from every direction, and in which travelers might pitch their tents. It was a bright oasis in a gloomy wilderness of trees so dense as to be impenetrable except along the paths, two meters wide, that threaded the forest like the filaments of a gigantic spiders web.

The men met quite by accident. There was a German grand-duke with a Prussian friend and a Bavarian non-commissioned officer; a Swiss merchant; two Roman Catholic priests, one a Hollander, the other a Portuguese; two Belgians with a handcuffed Greek prisoner; an Englishman; an Italian; a man whose identity remained in doubt, but who might have been a Lithuanian or Russian; an American big-game hunter suffering badly from malaria; and one or two others, including an East-Indian trader, whose names and nationalities I have forgotten.

We met on territory then being administered by Belgium, subject to an international treaty expressly devised for the protection of the natives and to prevent rival nations from coming to blows for possession of the rich, then hardly explored area. The only discoverable points of agreement between the various nationals assembled in that oasis were, that the natives were being cruelly exploited rather than protected; that war undoubtedly would come for the possession of the so-called Free State; and that, whatever local laws there might be, any man with brains and sufficient lack of scruple might break them with impunity.

The latter subject of conversation was brought up by contemplation of the Greek prisoner, who boasted openly to his captors that he had sufficient influence of the right sort to procure his release, no matter what the evidence against him, and he more than hinted that the influence was international, to be brought to bear through more than one legation. However, for the time being, he was a helpless and a pitiable prisoner, with red sores where the handcuffs chafed his wrists.

The whole company was at loggerheads. The German grand-duke and his friend were suspected of political intrigue and kept themselves as much aloof as possible. One of the Belgians was an atheist and took malicious satisfaction in offending the two priests. The East-Indian trader was regarded by all and sundry as an unfair competitor. The Belgians came in for pointed criticism as the uniformed representatives of misgovernment, and naturally replied in kind. Hardly any three were on speaking terms; and the Congo native, who had charge of the clearing, was thrashed by the Italian for giving the Germans orders precedence. There were all the makings of an international incident, when the Greek prisoner produced his flute.

For hours after that, the stars looked down through the circle of tree-tops in the midst of those leagues of forest on a scene that illustrated almost perfectly the difference between the working of Universal, as opposed to international Law.

The Greek was a musician  so excellent a musician that his captors, who were afraid of him, removed his handcuffs, and he played, after the first five minutes, with two rifles pointed at him over the knees of guards who leaned their backs against trees to listen in comfort. At the end of ten minutes not a man was sulking in his tent; everyone came out into the open and lay, or sat, or sprawled, in a semi-circle around the Greek. The night became full of eyes, as the natives who had fled from the clearing to avoid contact with the terrifying white men crept back to swell the audience. And the Greek played Chopin, Mozart, Handel  until the very night seemed full of exquisite music, and he ceased, after hours of it, from physical exhaustion.

Followed proof of what he had accomplished; laughter in place of snarling ill-humor. He had changed an international tragedy into a chapter of the Universal comedy  he, who stood charged with atrocious crimes and who needed to brag lest his own unlawful hope should perish in him. Men had forgotten their evening meal, and mutual dislike along with it; now they made common contributions to a bivouac-feast, although none could have told who proposed that. Conversation, once begun on that new basis, lasted until the stars grew pale in the morning sky; and when day dawned, all went their separate ways with at least the feeling that they had lost nothing by the ebb and flow of good-will with their fellow men.

So works the Universal Law; and nothing less than that can ever overcome the international inharmonies. Whatever presupposes separateness leads to separation and to selfishness and all the strife inevitably consequent on that. The universal, presupposing nothing, since it includes all truth, unites all life in the limitless scope of evolution, playing no favorites, excluding none. The Path lies straight ahead. The guides, the illustrations, the examples, are so near that they can not possibly escape us, if we look.

Therefore we, members of this Theosophical Peace Congress, may in confidence pursue our efforts to establish universal permanent Peace


MOTHER NATURE A REVIEW OF A BOOK BY WILLIAM J. LONG

WIDELY known though Mr. Long already is, his books deserve to be much more widely read and to be translated into other languages. He writes well. The truth is in him. And he is as sweetly reasonable as the processes of natural law, which he has observed, and which he justifies as against the ferocious, red-with-ravin conception of a Nature that shrieks against human and divine love.

He proves his case (and Emersons), that as men go forth into the field each sees his own mood dressed in fur or feathers, constructing for himself a philosophy of nature, tender or savage, out of his own reflexion. There are faults that can be found with Mr. Longs book, from the standpoint of Theosophy, but they are faults of omission, in no sense due to his observation or to any lack of it, but solely to the absence of that underlying recognition of the law of cause and effect, which Theosophy alone supplies. Mr. Long, for many years past, has gone forth into the wilds at intervals as an observer, armed with neither gun nor stupid sentiment, but with appreciation, which is a key to apprehension; with curiosity restrained by that important quality, good manners; and with sportsmanship, which has nothing whatever to do with trophy-hunting, cruelty, or contempt. His book could, consequently, not be other than a notable achievement.

Perhaps the most outstanding thought in the mind of this reviewer after turning the last page of Mother Nature is, that manners maketh animals, as well as man. If ever a man in clear and thoughtful printed page described -and it may be without intending exactly that  the generosity and courtesy of nature, Mr. Long has done it. And it follows that of course  and this he set himself to do  he has left the red-with-ravin school, the supporters of the insane and pitiless competition and survival of the fittest theory, without a leg to stand on or an argument that is not proved ridiculous.

Co-operation, not competition, is the secret of all nature, and the sooner man learns that the better. It is the answer to the very riddle of the Sphinx. Wherever and whenever man has co-operated with the trees, streams, rocks, and animals, he has lost nothing, but has gained immeasureably.

It is man the destroyer, the upsetter, the unbalancer, the ravenous, hasty, inconsiderate, ill-mannered profiteer, who sees cruelty wherever he looks; because cruelty is in his heart, and the cause and its effect are one.

COOPERATION IS INSTINCTIVE

The first of the unanswerable indictments that Mr. Long brings against the alleged observers of facts who uphold the orthodoxy of the competition-theory, is that they do not observe. They study beasts in cages; or, if they do go afield, it is in the firm conviction that all nature is red in tooth and claw. They are determined beforehand to prove the comparatively recent (as Nature would reckon it), mainly occidental, wholly illogical theory that only the swiftest and strongest can survive. The weakest and most defenseless animals and birds are much the more numerous everywhere  so are the weakest and most defenseless men!  and the beasts of prey are as rare, but far more reasonable, than the two-gun ruffians, who murder wayfarers, but this self-evident fact is one that the observers of so-called scientific laws unaccountably, and yet almost unanimously, seem to have agreed to overlook.

Co-operation is instinctive because instinct is the reflexion (on the lower plane) of intuition, which is the means of communication on the higher. Day and night, the planets in their courses, the myriad suns in the surge of the Milky Way, are not at war. Seasons follow seasons and relieve each other. Life and death are alternating phases in an endless evolution, whose first quality is mercy, whose first law is that all things shall co-operate, atom and earth and constellation, in one sublime, whole, interrelating Universe. Intuition knows this; instinct reflects the knowledge. It is easy to read reverence between the lines of Mr. Longs book. This is a man who has felt himself a part of one inseparable vastness, and has felt the urge of Brotherhood toward everything that lives. So he naturally has no use for the Malthusian theory of struggle, which, as he says, Darwin borrowed, while (to use his words) all nature stands ready to produce abundance so soon as men cease from strife and follow her universal law. He speaks of human competition as unholy doctrine, practising which, man is put to shame by the very beasts that perish. For their ways are not our ways.

It may be that Mr. Long had never heard of Katherine Tingleys Râja-Yoga College when he wrote this book, and if so, one of his paragraphs is all the more worth quoting:

We send our little children to school, children who are natural comrades, and there set them to working for rewards, marks, honors, prizes  for every empty and worthless bubble that shall foster a spirit of rivalry. Even our games feel the artificial curse, for we no longer play to enjoy but play to win. The instinct of children still leads them to play, as birds and animals all play, for conscious pleasure and unconscious bodily training; but ... there is hardly a game left in our schools or colleges which has not been divorced from its true function of giving pleasure to the player and wedded to the lake ideal of winning over rivals.

Which is one of the evils of modern education against which Katherine Tingley raised her standard and has kept it raised now for a quarter of a century. The more such men as Mr. Long go forth to observe, and the more fearlessly they write, the more clearly will appear the wisdom, genius, and inspiration with which Katherine Tingley laid the sane foundation of her system of education.

Mr. Long (himself a Christian minister) points out how timidly the theologians murmur something about the harshness of nature as a foil for the tenderness of divine grace, not perceiving that nature and grace are two words of the same revelation; and he goes on to say that it is as certain as anything can be that grace could have found no welcome or lodgment on earth had not nature prepared the way for the gentle guest. He quotes even Calvin, the creed-bound, the believer in eternal hell, who in a moment of illumination wrote: With reverence may this be said, that God and nature are one. The remainder of the book is mainly an illuminating series of observations, set down with restraint and without tendency to dogmatize, in support of that statement of Calvins, which no more gibes with his predestined to damnation theory than does the practise of vivisection comply with the teaching of Jesus Christ.

The natural peace and trustfulness of animals is amply proved by the records of all explorers who have observed what is generally described as game in natural surroundings before man has had opportunity to terrorize. Left to themselves animals multiply and are almost fearless; and they will live alongside man, giving him all the room he needs, doing their necessary share in maintaining the balance of nature, if man will only let them. Nor is it true that man needs the product of wild animals, nor that he can use that product profitably, at all events in any such quantity as to justify the slaughter that continues yearly. Man-invented, unnatural demand for fur and feathers, kept up and increased by the unhealthy competition and feverish selfishness of cities, is not only causing whole species of animals and birds to become extinct but is breeding the spirit of war and annihilation. The theory that animals must disappear, mercilessly exterminated, as civilization advances is the same infernal doctrine that declares that weak nations must give waq7 before the stronger. And that is the whole theory of war.

If man would observe the animals and learn from them, he would soon discover that practically all the accepted notions about them are totally wrong. Most of our books on natural history have been written by men who shot an animal before trying to become acquainted with it, and whose nearest approach to genuine study of a living beast was through the bars of a cage. It is true, there have been others, and today there is William Beebe, with his observation-post at the edge of the jungle in British Guiana, honestly observing and most delightfully writing what he knows; but for the most part, with the exception of the so-called scientific treatises turned out from laboratories in the name of biology, our information about wild life comes from men who have regarded animals as prey, and have hunted them either for profit or from a perverted sense of sport. It is from such sources that the economists have drawn their facts, so that we find Mill deducing that nature is a chaos of struggling beasts, accepting the cruelty of the natural world as an axiom, and trying to teach us (too often, too successfully!) to pattern our own struggle for existence on the same imagined lines.

John Stuart Mill was not alone in that egregious error. Huxley and a host of others made the mistake of taking alleged facts on faith and picturing a universe at war against itself, rending and tearing in a fiendish struggle to survive. Nine-tenths of nineteenth-century philosophy is based on gross misstatements, due to the confusion of dead carcases with living nature in the minds of men who saw to what a pass the world was coming and sought to justify economic warfare by contending that nature sets the example. The only trouble with their teaching is, that nature does nothing of the kind.

To quote Mr. Long again:

The incredible thing is that you may search the 11brary from top to bottom without finding anything to indicate that any preacher of this degrading superstition of a terror-governed natural world has ever taken a single summer or winter to live peaceably among wild birds and beasts, to see with his own eyes just how they live, and to judge for himself what spirit governs them as they work and play, win their mates, protect their offspring, and seek food for themselves and their little ones.

ASK NOW THE BEASTS AND THEY WILL TEACH THEE

The book is full of paragraphs that are almost irresistible to quote, because Mr. Long has done exactly what the naturalists have so seldom done. He has gone, looked, listened, used intelligence, and he is able to hear a morning hymn in the music of the birds at dawn, that shows how glad they are to be alive; whereas the man with a gun or bird-lime can think of them only as potential dead specimens. Death, that comes to animals and birds as inevitably as to men, is kindly and not cruel, except where men have interfered with nature, bringing perverted dogs, guns and traps into the wilderness.

One of Mr. Longs most illuminating experiences is that of taking a bad boy into the wilds with him. By upsetting himself and the boy out of a canoe into the water he contrived to lose the boys gun, with the result that the boy had to live next to nature without unnatural machinery for doing harm. Mr. Long turned him loose in the woods without a word of advice, trusting nature to do all needful preaching to the boys own instincts. Several times that summer the boy (unarmed) met bears and other wild beasts face to face and it was not long, after his first fright or two were over, before he became silent and companionable, unconsciously copying the harmony around him.

Then we began to watch the wood-folk with desire to learn something of their ways the rabbit that tried to frighten us by thumping the ground at our heels, the bull moose that stared at our passing canoe, the tiny warbler that nested by our tent, and the big owl that we called from his cedar swamp to hoot around our camp-fire. There was no preaching, no moralizing, nothing but natures unobtrusive lesson; pet before the summer was over there was no more regret for the lost guns, and no further disposition to interfere with our wild neighbors.

And, as has been pointed out elsewhere on good authority, men do not gather figs from thistles. If nature were bloodthirsty, an incorrigible boy could hardly learn gentle manliness from living face to face with her. Who has not witnessed the improvement that takes place in boys who have a chance to learn from undomesticated animals?

STRUGGLE FOR EXISTENCE IS UNNATURAL

Nature is spontaneously joyous, and it is only mans attempt to justify his own unnatural habits and excitements by reading into nature what is not there that has produced the crass fiction on which so-called scientific theories have been built, and which nowadays it appears to be heresy not to believe. Mr. Longs remarks on animals at play could be enormously amplified by the present writer and hosts of others, from experience. All young creatures, from young elephants to young mice, are playful as soon as they have strength enough to carry their own weight; greed is the exception, not the rule in nature; few wild animals will gorge themselves, or eat one fragment more than is good for them, although in a state of captivity, having nothing else to do, some of them become gluttons. And even the big cats, lions, tigers, leopards and so on restrict their killing to what they actually need, often  very often  going several days in succession without hunting.

All so-called big game is dangerous when attacked by man, but only very rarely meddlesome if left alone  curious, yes; interested in the human stranger, yes; but treacherous or pugnacious, so seldom that if men would only take example from them the world might then be reckoned safe and peaceable! Here is a personal experience in confirmation: on one occasion five lions investigated my tent at about ten oclock at night, in a wild district of what was then called German East Africa. The tent was so small that it was impossible to move without touching some portion of it, so it was impossible to bring a loaded rifle into play without betraying movement. There was nothing to do but lie still and sham dead. The lions sniffed all around the tent, and could not possibly have been ignorant that a man was in there, for their sense of smell is remarkably keen; at the end of a few minutes one of them roared, which  contrary to usual belief -is not an indication of ill temper, but the reverse; thereafter, for ten or fifteen minutes, they engaged in rough horseplay, rolling over and biting one another like puppies, and the only danger to me was that they might have upset the tent, when my own state of panic would undoubtedly have caused serious trouble. In the end they scampered off and I was able to catch sight of them; one was a full-grown lion, and the others, judging by a glimpse and by their foot-prints, were almost fully grown. Nor was that a fundamentally exceptional experience.

Mr. Long, in his book, confines himself to his own experiences on the North-American continent, and rightly so; but he deserves to be supported by actual evidence from Africa and Asia because, if his contentions are in the main correct, as this writer believes, they must apply everywhere and not to one continent only. His remarks on wolves are especially enlightening, although those, too, might be greatly amplified, and it does not seem to have occurred to him that the howl of wolves, so often spoken of with dread by tenderfeet and written about sensationally by authors who have never heard it, is nothing more or less than music. Lawrence Trimble, who probably knows wolves more intimately than any other man alive today, describes it as the wolves evening hymn, and I have seen him persuade a pack of wolves to howl, by sitting down near to them and rendering a wolf solo so perfectly that they could not resist the inclination to sing the chorus. They throw up their heads, throw their very souls into the music, and usually engage in rough-and-tumble play directly afterwards. Lions behave in the same way; when they are roaring, and particularly when they roar in chorus, they are never up to mischief but full of life, strength, and contentment.

Lawrence Trimble recently was at great pains, when in Canada, to discover an authenticated instance of a man having been attacked by wolves. He heard plenty of blood-curdling tales in the cities, fewer in the smaller towns, none in the villages, and in the outlying cabins and places where men know wolves his questions were laughed at. The fact is that not even a starving timber-wolf will attack a man except in self-defense.

A recent East-Indian census gives the number of human beings killed by wolves in one year as about 380. That is out of a human population of three hundred and twenty-five million people. The percentage is simply insignificant; a far greater percentage of people (to the total population) die on railroad crossings in the United States, or at the hands of civilized murderers; and it is noteworthy that nothing whatever is said in that census as to how the human beings came to be killed  whether or not, for instance, they were hunting the wolves.

The same argument applies to snakes, which are among the very best friends of the agriculturists, but are regarded with horror by nearly all writers of fiction. In India, in any one year, the number of people killed by snake-bite averages about 35,000, which is so small in proportion to the number who die of plague, or cholera, or of knife-wounds o r in proportion to the number who die in the United States of diseases directly brought on by vice  that comparison becomes ridiculous. Most of those deaths by snake-bite are admitted to be due to carelessness, and another considerable proportion of them are due to cruelty attempted on the snakes. Beyond any doubt whatever, the snakes, on the other hand, preserve the lives of millions of people by reducing the number of rats, mice, and insects.

I have traveled in India from Bombay to the Himalayas, and along the base of the Himalayas into Assam; all up the east coast of Australia; the whole length of Africa, and the whole breadth of that continent from Mombasa to Boma, in every instance living in a tent almost all the time, and penetrating into places where snakes and wild animals were practically the only population. I was only once attacked by a snake  a python; and I would not be willing to take oath that the python actually did attack. I could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times I have been attacked by any wild animal whatever, when the animal did not receive first provocation; one of those was a so-called rogue elephant, mad with pain from disease at the base of his tusk; one was a rhinoceros, that bore the marks of previous bullet-wounds and consequently had the right to regard man with more than suspicion; one was a female buffalo, whose calf had strayed, so that I was between her and the calf; and the other was a man-eating lion, diseased and decrepit from old age, and about on a par, as to normality, with one of those dope-fed gangsters who make life in American cities dangerous.

The number of times I have been close to dangerous wild animals without really being in the slightest danger from them is beyond computation, for I made a practice for years of getting as close as I possibly could to every species I could find. Without qualification I endorse Mr. Longs affirmation that wild animals in natural conditions are less dangerous and less treacherous than the human inhabitants of cities  that is, head for head. There are, of course, exceptions, and wherever the balance of nature has been disturbed it is usually profitable not to take unnecessary risks.

The whole question is closely related in its essence to the problem of disarmament. The supply of deadly weapons and the theory that the other fellow has nefarious intentions psychologize the situation. The false but persistently inculcated teaching that nature is cruel and that all existence is a struggle of the strong against the weak, produces in the human mind a savagery that has no legitimate excuse. When it is once understood that Nature is merciful and considerate of the weak, and that any exceptions to that law are due to unnatural and therefore remediable circumstances, a decidedly wholesome change in human conduct is bound to follow.

IT IS MAN, NOT NATURE, WHO IS CRUEL

It is true that a certain small percentage of animals live by killing. Their supply of natural food is in many instances so reduced by the unnecessary ravages of man that they have to become sheep-killers or else starve; and having once killed sheep they would be more than human if they did not continue to follow the line of least resistance and repeat the process indefinitely; but it is the wanton destruction by man of the herds of deer and smaller game that diverts them in the first instance from their natural habits. And there ends the whole case against the predatory animals. For in no case are their methods cruel. Mr. Longs contention is amply supported by the evidence of such well-known explorers as Livingstone and Selous, and very many others, whose unanimous verdict is that some kind of hypnosis accompanies the attack of wild animals; and although its cause may be a question on which scientists and those who have experienced it differ, its result is invariably the same  stupor, in which neither pain nor distress are felt. My own experience in that respect is limited to a single instance, of having been knocked down and stunned by a charging elephant; there was no pain, and not even a headache afterwards. But I have talked with at least a dozen men who have been mauled by big game -one of them was tossed by a rhino and had nearly every bone in his body broken, but survived  and every one of them assured me that at the time of the attack there was no pain. One man, who was badly torn by a lion, felt no pain for several hours afterwards, and in no single instance did pain begin to be felt for several minutes; it was usually more than half-an-hour. . Bearing in mind that when a lion kills its prey the business is over in less than thirty seconds, it becomes evident that natures methods are not unmerciful; and there is certainly no comparison between a swift and painless death in that form and the lingering torture of a steel trap, such as professional hunters set by the thousand, or the agony of wounds caused by badly aimed bullets. The number of men who can invariably kill their animal with one shot is very small indeed, and a great many animals escape, to perish miserably, hiding away in thickets until their wounds stiffen and mortification sets in.

DO ANIMALS FEEL PAIN?

There is only one chapter in Mr. Longs book to which exception can be taken. True, he leaves the answer to his question open, but he takes the attitude that it is impossible to prove whether or not animals feel pain in any circumstances, and he seems rather to incline to the opinion that they do not. However, if it were true that they do not feel pain, then practically the whole of the rest of his contention must go by the board; for what would be the objection to wounding an animal that was incapable of suffering?

It is difficult to imagine how such an otherwise intelligent and careful observer should persuade himself even to temporize with any such conclusion - unless he adopts the formula of a certain latter-day sect, who maintain that pain has no real existence. But if all pain is imaginary, human beings nonetheless imagine it, and suffer. How exempt animals? What is the difference, except in terms of metaphysical abstraction, between pain and acute suffering endured in the imagination?

None of Mr. Longs arguments in this chapter will bear analysis. He cites an instance of a pampered pet-dog that yelled, imagining itself hurt, and ran off perfectly satisfied after a few words of encouragement. But who has not seen a child, or even a grown man, behave in the same way? And is that proof that pain does not exist?

He admits that animals feel pleasure. How can that be possible, unless they are equally capable of feeling pleasures opposite? If they cannot feel pain, how do they learn to avoid things that would otherwise injure them? What is it, if not pain, that enrages them if struck? It is probably right to suppose that an animals consciousness, of pain or pleasure, is far removed from that of a human being; but it is nonetheless consciousness, based on sensation and capable of two extremes.

Animals undoubtedly do not feel pain when killed in the natural way by beasts of prey, because of that provision of nature which induces stupor in the moment of attack; but whoever has witnessed the behavior of an animal caught by the leg in a steel trap must either admit that the agony is atrocious, or else deny that sensation exists for himself or any other creature. it is mere equivocation to assert that what the animal feels is something different from what humans feel. That may be true. But pain by any other name would be as cruel; and the man who will willingly inflict it is a fiend there is no politer name for him.

The vivisectionists will doubtless hail with glee this chapter of Mr. Longs. They will quote him as favoring their abominable practices, although he is careful to assure the reader that he holds no brief for them. It would be incredible, if it were not there in bold print, that such a warm-hearted and appreciative observer of Mother Nature should limp so lamely to a half-conclusion.

Wherein lies natures kindness, that he set out to establish and so amply seems to prove, if what is called unkindness should cause no suffering? It is this very blindness to the sufferings of others that leads to all cruelty and all war; and it would be just as logical to assert that because they talk a different language and we cannot feel what they feel, therefore the enemys wounded feel no pain and their mothers experience no anguish, as it is to maintain that trapped animals, or vivisected animals, do not suffer. Fortunately, however, that identical argument would destroy the vivisectionists case; because a very large percentage of the experiments on living animals are made for the express purpose of discovering what effect pain has on them, and therefore, if they feel no pain, those experiments are useless.

The truth is that, left to herself, Mother Nature provides full and merciful means for the process of evolution that has been continuing for countless myriads of years. Death comes to us all naturally in due course, and the same Universal Law that governs the constellations takes care of men  and animals. It is only when man, with perverted imagination and a callousness born of lust, ignores the Law and tries to set up new rules for himself, that the balance of nature becomes disturbed and consequences (Karma) supervene that may take centuries on centuries to readjust themselves.

The only remedy is Brotherhood, and Brotherhood is universal  or else make-believe. The only time to begin to apply the remedy is now. Harm done in the past, and injuries inflicted, cannot be undone. But the process of inflicting injury can cease, and must begin with individuals. It is obvious to anyone at all conversant with Theosophy, that even if it could be proved beyond dispute that vivisection of animals would lead to the total elimination of disease, the price would be too heavy to pay for the result. The cowardice of vivisection is its worst feature. Its effect on those who practise it and, indirectly, on those who profess to benefit from its practice is worse, because it is moral, than the actual physical cruelty inflicted on the helpless animals. And the consequences cannot be escaped; ultimately they will rebound on the human race, that must account sooner or later for all its actions. Justice is inevitable, and is not confined within the limits of one human lifetime.

I once heard the whole argument for vivisection compressed into a sentence by a Cornish fisherman, who was skinning eels alive. They were squirming horribly, and I protested. The fisherman looked at me with honest blue eyes, shifted his pipe to the other corner of his mouth, went on with the skinning and answered:

Lor bless ye, boy, they like it!

The whole argument against vivisection and all un-brotherhood was summed up centuries ago (and by no means for the first time then) in the advice to do unto others as ye would they should do unto you. And the voice of Eternity, as clear as the cry of the birds and the music of wind in the trees and the laughing of water, says: Both ways lie before you. Choose and take the consequences. Meanwhile, Mr. Longs book Mother Nature is a good one and a great advance on the usual method of writing so-called natural history.


MISCARRIAGE OF JUSTICE

JUSTICE, according to Xenophon,* was defined by Socrates as knowledge of what is due to man. There is no other recorded instance of Socrates having committed himself to definitions, his purpose having been to show what things are not, rather than to limit the boundaries of what they might turn out to be if men would only apply themselves to the discovery. However, as far as it goes, the definition will serve well enough as a guide toward correct conclusions, and injustice, accordingly, might better be defined as ignorance of what is due by man to every living creature.

There are a great many grades of ignorance, some wilful, some inherited, some due to sheer stupidity, and some that are the consequence of evil habits which have so corrupted thought that even temporary good intentions fail to disperse the mists of prejudice. The effect of ignorance is inevitably disastrous, unless knowledge can by some means be brought to the rescue.

Mere sentimentalism fails; and mock heroics masquerading as reforming zeal serve only to increase with a cloud of hypocrisy the evils at which they profess to be aimed. Mere appetite for knowledge to be used for personal advancement, being itself only a form of ignorance, is worse than useless in the effort that must certainly be made to lift the world from the state of ignorance into which it has fallen.

Injustice and ignorance go hand-in-hand invariably, and their result is a degenerating and self-propagating state of selfishness that descends from bad to worse, until it becomes so insupportable that nations wilt as from disease. As far back as we have any historical records, the invariable rule has been that nations which ignored the principle of justice have reaped want, revolution, and dishonor. No nation has ever become great, or sustained its greatness, except by adhering to the highest standards of justice of which it was capable. No armies and no fleets since history began have availed for long to enforce injustice; nor have all the votes of all the electors of any country succeeded in advancing the common prosperity one step when the majority opinion has been unjust.

There are plenty of instances where ignorant majorities, with dust thrown in their eyes by those who believe they can profit by injustice, have agreed to enforce laws and penalties which favored this or that adroitly organized minority; but there is no instance where the process has succeeded permanently. Despoiled and despised crowds have a way of waking suddenly and transferring the spoils and the scorn to other recipients. Thus ignorance proceeds from bad to worse, injustice finding no remedy by merely making an exchange of victims.

As great an effort as ever has been made on the material plane to relegate injustice to oblivion was heralded by the famous phrase all men are born free and equal. Regarded as an effort, an expression of intention, it was admirable, but there are probably few who pretend that much proof of its truth has been forthcoming. There are many who can point to daily, hourly evidence that seems to prove the contrary.

The phrase has been explained to mean equality of opportunity. But are there any who will venture to assert, as a result of actual observation, that equality of opportunity exists anywhere in the world today? Conceding that the United States stands alone in advance of all nations in the exercise of justice, is it true, for instance, that the poor man enjoys equal opportunity with the rich before the courts? Is it true that the sons of the poor enjoy the same opportunity to be educated as the sons of the rich? Is it true, to take another instance, that a teacher of Theosophy is as immune from persecution as, say, a politician who advocates international mistrust and rivalry?

From what, then, are all men free? And to what are they equal? The great nations  great, that is, in wealth and armaments  exclude the weaker nations from an equal voice in international affairs; big business crowds smaller business out of existence; big political organizations suppress individual liberties; men with big brains and no squeamishness mock law by its manipulation for their private profit. Are men or women free from tyranny, robbery, blackmail, prejudice, oppression, violence, libel, slander? And if not, why?

There are laws beyond count  so many laws that nobody pretends to exact knowledge of more than a small proportion of them. It is evident that the greater the number of laws, the greater the opportunity becomes for clever men to perpetrate injustice, and for rascals to enrich themselves. Yet there are few who will pretend that in the aggregate the intention of those who elect the law-makers is not to provide equality of opportunity for all. The intention fails; all over the world it has failed so dismally that more than one nation has repudiated democratic government and has submitted to a dictatorship. Nevertheless, not even those dictators will pretend there is no miscarriage of justice in the countries they control. They have contrived to organize intolerance and to make injustice function profitably for a while. They have made material efficiency a goal, without attaining it; but have they even attempted to provide all men with equal opportunity?

To what are we all equal, or were born equal? Is a rich law-breaker, out on bail, the equal of a vagrant, held in the common lock-up awaiting trial? Is a man born with a genius for music the equal of another man born from a drug-soaked mother in the slums? Is a prize-fighter the equal of a poet; or a painter of landscapes the equal of a man born blind? Do any of those enjoy an equal opportunity? And if so, to do what? To live? Then has a man born with inherited disease an equal opportunity with another man born healthy, amid clean surroundings? It is true, there are many agencies, supported by compassionate and earnest people, who endeavor with all their energy to provide opportunity for those born in poverty and ill-health. But have they succeeded? Why not?

It would seem  if we accept the surface-view  that miscarriage of justice is an ineradicable evil, due to ignorance, creating deeper ignorance in which to propagate itself. But due to ignorance of what? For twenty centuries the churches have thundered dogmas that, they say, would solve all human problems if accepted. But countless millions, generation after generation, have accepted them. The churches boast of their conversions, of the thousands of their congregations, of the increase year by year. And has injustice ceased? Has it seemed to begin to cease? Does justice dwell among the churches? Or do they rail at one another, split asunder in loud disagreement and tear up the tenets they have hitherto proclaimed as being statements of divine law?

We are told, and we cannot be told too frequently, that education is the panacea that shall redeem the world from its distress. But who shall do the educating? With the proponents of a hundred creeds, and the protectors of a thousand policies insisting that their way, and only their way, can be right, who shall decide among them? Who shall trust the advocate of this or that theory of education, when so few among them are agreed, and so many admit that their method of teaching is devised expressly to prevent the evolution of individual thought but to establish fixed and arbitrary sets of principles, no two sets of which are alike?

There are those who say the Bible should be rigidly excluded from the schools. There are others who insist that it should be the basis of all education. There are advocates of a purely business training; others of a military system; others who insist that nothing matters except citizenship (forgetting, perhaps, that those who must be depended on to teach this elusive quality belong of necessity to the generation whose crass ignorance of the rudimentary elements of true citizenship produced the worst disaster in recorded history  the war of 1914).

Insistence on the need of education presupposes ignorance, so there is no need to labor that point. The whole world is ignorant, although there never was a time when so much money was spent on education, nor when so many subjects were taught in schools. There were never, in all history, so many men, women, and children legally and illegally confined in prisons; never so many lunatics; never so many law-suits; never so much law-breaking; never so much propaganda in behalf of remedies for every ailment that the world is heir to. There was never less pretense at justice in the conduct of international affairs; there has been no period in recorded history when the truth about any aspect of life had less chance of unprejudiced consideration; never, since the stories of the nations first began to be written, have there been so many fads, recipes, and cure-alls (some intentionally fraudulent, some honestly conceived and offered desperately for a worlds salvation).

One section of the world is rolling in money, while another section lacks the mere necessities of life. Two thirds of the world is arming itself deliberately in preparation for the next war, which all agree will destroy civilization if allowed to happen; and taxes are being laid on unborn children to defray the cost of a war which concluded in a treaty, whose clauses none of the signatory nations has observed, or ever intended to observe.

Under a specious pretext that publicity is purifying, scandal has become an hourly entertainment, published in big-type editions as fast as the wires can collect it and enormous presses can be made to whirl. Injustice in the courts is ensured by incessant and untruthful propaganda, so adroitly handled that none can trace its origin, and yet no juryman can truthfully declare that his mind has not been prejudiced. Men of integrity and self-respect refuse to offer themselves for election to public office because of the certainty that their honor will be called in question and their past will be raked for incidents to which slander may be linked. And yet the very newspapers that hourly perpetrate all these injustices and by constant example increase the tendency toward unfairness in the public mind, preach justice, presumably believe in justice, and bemoan the miscarriage of justice when the all too frequent fact is called to their attention.

Ignorance is the reason, obviously. No man, unless mad, and no body of men, unless victimized by what has recently been renamed crowd-psychology, would deliberately do what they knew would react disastrously upon themselves. Who takes a red-hot iron in his naked hand, or stands in the way of an express train? A madman now and then, perhaps; a suicide; a child  a very young child; never a grown man in full possession of his reason and possessed of enough intelligence to recognize cause and effect. And yet, it would be safer to do either of those things than to continue in the way the world is drifting.

There is no escape from consequences. No deed can be separated from its ultimate effect, nor can it be dissociated from the doer, whether done in love or hate or ignorance (which is the mother of all crime). In the practice of law it is conceded that ignorance of the law is no excuse. It is so in nature; ignorance will not protect the man who touches a high-tension wire, or save the animal that walks into a trap. Mass-ignorance is no better (and perhaps worse, because self-multiplying) than that of individuals, and no number of ballots will avoid the ultimate conclusion; as for instance, if a million men should vote to have no earthquake, would the Law that governs Nature change itself to suit them? Ignorantly, men may build their city in an earthquake-zone, but it is they, not Nature, who must reap the consequences.

Who, if he knew with utter certainty that he must undo and redress whatever wrong he does, would perpetrate a wrong? Yet such is the fact, and there is no escape from it. The fallacy, that the Psalmists three score years and ten are the sum-total of a mans experience, is at the bottom of the ignorant delusion that a man may do wrong and not pay for it in full. There is no escape through deaths door, because death is no more than a period between two lives, and we return to earth again to face in naked justice the effects of all we did or left undone.

Precisely there is where the churches fail. They preach the Sermon on the Mount, but teach that men may not revisit scenes of earth-experience or meet again in justice those whom they have loved, neglected, wronged. They lull the conscience of the race to sleep with fables of vicarious salvation, and invent a death-bed remission of sins to disguise the sheer injustice of the doctrine.

Truth, Justice, Silence, are the Keepers of the Law. No pompous rituals are needed; no observances of fasts; no censored prayers. In silence the whole ritual of Nature, sun and moon and stars, the seasons and the sea, the grass  the very insects  are the witnesses of Truth. And prayer, in its highest form conceivable, is no more than acknowledgment of Justice.

For Justice is not mocked, although men mock themselves in ignorance of its unchanging Law. No pessimism can avoid the truth, that men reap mercy where they sowed good-will; no optimism can avert the consequence of wrong. Selfishness, whatever tyrannies it may invent, can find no enduring substitute for the Fact of Universal Brotherhood, which is, and was, and will be until the end of time, and must be recognized before the world can be redeemed.

The Law is silent. Tumult of elections and the roar of massed artillery are as useless to modify or cancel it by one degree as psalms sung to a cathedral roof are impotent to delay the procession of day and night or alter the position of the North Star. The Law is silent, but not secret: as a man sows, so shall he reap. He who takes the sword shall perish by the sword. Do unto others as ye would they should do unto you.

There is nothing in the Law imposing blame on others for disasters that befall ourselves. There is a line in one of Rudyard Kiplings poems (Tomlinson) that states the case exceeding clearly:

The sins that ye do by two and two
Ye shall pay for one by one.

>

Therein is the conclusion of the matter. There is nothing there of dogma, no convenient side-exit to salvation through the medium of some other mans responsibility, or through repentance murmured on a deathbed when the consequence of wrong deeds seems to have no further personal significance and nothing can be gained by continued hypocrisy. The Justice of the Universe does not miscarry, and the Law cannot be bribed, deceived, or flattered.

The grand responsibility has been imposed on us that we create our destiny. The dignity of true divinity, the right of Universal Brotherhood, the power to control and discipline ourselves, are ours. The Law adjusts all balances and measures the exact effect of every thought and deed, detecting each hidden motive, registering justly. Energy is not lost. One tear shed, one sigh, one effort made in behalf of Brotherhood is as sure of its effect as is the act of multiplying two by two, no matter what all the creeds proclaim or all the legislatures try to do about it.

Neither man, nor cataclysm, nor the Hierarchies can undo one detail of the past or help one individual to avoid his full share of responsibility. The juryman who casts his vote on the score of prejudice, or for convenience, or because he seeks a personal reward, has no escape in the excuse that he was one of twelve; as he judged, so shall he be judged, his every secret motive taken into reckoning, for him or against him. The judge who misdirects a jury, the attorney who connives at falsehood, each, alone is answerable for his thought and act; each, for himself, has outlined one inevitable issue of his destiny.

There is nothing haphazard or unjust in the Universe. Each man, each insect, each imponderable atom, is exactly placed in the conditions it deserves, in which it must meet the consequences of the past, may profit by the accumulated strength of past experience, and may evolve to higher consciousness by dint of self-directed effort. Duty is the keynote of the Universe  duty and responsibility: Duty so to discipline and control oneself that every thought and act may make life grander and more frictionless for others; Responsibility before the Higher Law.

The fashion of the moment is to seize on personal advantage and to blame other men, other nations, other modes of thought for every failure to attain the momentary goal. And yet, each pauseless moment holds for every individual in all the Universe these three essentials  Duty, Responsibility, and Opportunity. As surely as a seed can spring to life in silence, burst asunder granite rocks and grow upward toward the invigorating light, each individual can, and each eventually must, allow the secret promptings of his heart to grow within him and expand until the very prison-walls go down and each steps forth with new and grander fields to conquer.

For there is no calculable end  no limit to the depth to which the careless may consign themselves, nor any limit to the heights to which each one of us may climb. Responsibility begets responsibility. Each duty faced, accepted, done, begets a greater duty and the power to deal with it. None knows whose duty is the greatest, whose the least. A hand extended to a man in jail, a word dropped quietly in a bewildered ear, one step taken, or not taken, can have immeasurable consequences; and the unknown motive is the element that counts.

The ignorance that halts us all and throws the world into confusion is the blind, insane belief that all life is material and limited within the actuarys law of average the three score years and ten that begin with nothing and end nowhere. Viewed within those limits, through the matter-legend lens, there is neither purpose nor motive in life and all, as the ancient preacher said, is vanity  with thirty thousand guesses at the nature of a hypothetical after-life to choose among, and no certainty but that woe is for the weak. Such thinking leads inevitably to the grossest forms of selfishness and to the vilest crimes; just as the belief that a man may save his soul by accepting the legend of anothers sacrifice opens the door wide to cant, hypocrisy, and guile.

It is not until we ponder and absorb the oldest teaching in the world, Theosophy, that there is evoked within us knowledge which makes the heart sing, and understanding of the purpose and the justice of the Universe begins to dawn. Duality and the divinity of man, once recognized, bring laughter with them and a sweeping view of endless Evolution, forever mounting through a grand Eternity, in which no stone is overturned, no sigh escapes, no deed is done, and no least thought expended without exact, proportioned recompense.

For lo!  we are the brothers of the stars, and of the wind and rain and of the sunlight shimmering on azure seas.


THE LAMAS LAW

O Ye who look to enter in through Discipline to Bliss,
Ye shall not stray from out the way, if ye remember this:
Ye shall not waste a weary hour, nor hope for Hope in vain,
If ye persist with will until self righteousness is slain.

If through the mist of mortal eyes, deluded, ye discern
That ye are holier than these, ye have the whole to learn!
If ye are tied with tangled pride because ye learn the Law,
Know then, your purest thoughts deny the Truth ye never saw!

If ye resent in discontent the searchlight of reproof,
In hooded pride ye stand aside, at sins not Souls behoof!
Each gain for self denies the Self that knows the self is vain.
Who crowns accomplishment with pride must build the whole again!

But if, at each ascending step, more clearly ye perceive
That he must kill the lower will who would the world relieve
And they are last who would be first, their effort thrown away;
Be patient then, and persevere. Ye tread the Middle Way!


SINCERITY

MOST of us pride ourselves on being sincere and reasonable. Modern systems of government are based on a theory that reasonable men and women shall elect their representatives, who, after reasoning out the issues of the day, shall reach decisions reasonably applicable for the common good. Nothing more annoys an individual than to be told he is unreasonable and insincere. International irritation is the invariable consequence whenever one nations press and politicians charge the government of another nation with adopting an unreasonable attitude. Criticism that a creed or dogma is unreasonable induces frenzy and such rawly irreligious bickering as recently has broken out between the self-styled Fundamentalists and so-called Modernists. And we pride ourselves that our irritation is due to our sincerity.

Just how sincere and reasonable really are we? Man, catalogued by the scientists as homo sapiens, concedes himself to be the crowning glory of creation because his reason is developed, whereas, it is asserted, animals have only instinct and  it is again asserted  flowers, sun, moon, stars, and the imponderable universe have no intelligence whatever. But can this egoistic claim by homo sapiens be supported by evidence, in the light of the very reasonableness, which he asserts is his own exclusive attribute?

Will this vaunted reasonableness bear sincere scrutiny? How much of our thinking and our conduct of ourselves and our affairs is due to what in animals we arrogantly term blind instinct; how much is due to what in nature we term blind forces? And just how open-eyed and open-minded are we ourselves, as compared to the nations, sections of society, animals, vegetables, minerals, and unknown stars, which we regard as inferior because devoid of that ability to reason of which we boast?

Websters dictionary defines reason as the power or faculty of comprehending and inferring. What is it that we comprehend? What is it we infer? Where are we, as a consequence? And whither is the process leading us? The question requires to be faced.

Do we reason from cause to effect? Do we comprehend causes at all? Or do we infer imaginary causes, and try to justify the inference by seeking, from a thousand different motives, to manipulate the effects of our wrong thinking? In the event that the latter should appear to be true, are we brave enough, and sufficiently reasonable, to reverse our mental processes and to face the issue? And if we refuse to face the issue, in what way are we superior to the beasts that perish or to the vegetables, which we and the animals eat?

It is true that we can kill the animals. But they can also kill us. It is true, we have invented methods for butchering hecatombs of beasts, which place the beasts at a considerable disadvantage and appear to make it improbable at the moment that the beasts will ever gain the ascendancy. But it is also true that organized hosts of creatures, so small individually as to be almost, if not quite invisible under the most powerful microscope, can kill us with much more deadly certainty than we can massacre, say, elephants or rabbits. Consider the microbe.

We can, and we do kill one another; and we do it with more ingenuity, more cruelty, and more hypocrisy than can by any stretch of the imagination be charged against the animals to which we claim to be superior. We try to exterminate some animals on account of their alleged ferocity; but if their ferocity is bad, is not ours worse? Therefore, if they should be destroyed, should we not also be destroyed? It would appear, judging from the news in the sensational newspapers, that all humanity is surging forward to destruction; and although we do not like to believe that, but prefer to solace ourselves with the delusion that our particular nation, our particular political system, ourself and our circle of friends are immune from what we see, more or less clearly, to be impending on the inferior peoples of the earth, it would likely do us no harm to consider wherein our alleged safety lies, and whether the causes that we are agreed endanger others are not also at the root of our own thinking.

It is fashionable nowadays to denounce as a knocker everyone who discerns and dares to mention faults in the conduct of private, local, or national affairs, and the imputation is that all such individuals belong to the undesirable class of selfishly carping critics who loathe to see prosperity in other people. Alternatively, whoever cheers noisily for conditions as they are is called a booster, and is supposed to belong to that respectable class of honest citizens who always loyally fulfill their obligations and on whom prosperity depends.

But that fashion is not new. The system of labeling oneself and ones opponents, with the absurd notion of monopolizing all the credit and assuming none of the responsibility, and with the criminal intention of masking ones own selfishness, while attributing ill-faith to ones opponents, is as old as savagery. The fact that these labels, religious as well as political, are as often as not chosen for the purpose of self-deception makes no important difference; it is just as criminal to deceive oneself as to deceive others, because self-deception is the underlying cause of all crime.

No one would commit any crime whatever, unless he were first self- deceived; the inevitable outcome would be too obvious. Unless first self- deceived, we could never be deceived by others, nor could we ever be induced to practise deception. We all know this. The very children know it. The first principle of banking, and of every other successful business, is to be on guard ceaselessly against self-deception, and the great majority of failures are attributed to lack of judgment, which is only another name for the same thing.

There are two outstanding peculiarities of human nature, which anyone can recognize who dares to examine his own thought processes; but although we like to pride ourselves on daring, we are seldom prone to it when we ourselves are to be the objects of experiment. The two peculiarities are these: that we always seek to transfer the blame for any sort of evil consequences, from ourselves to others; and that we will accept any makeshift, any harbor of refuge, rather than be radical, admit that our philosophy is wrong, and face the issue bravely reasonable. We pretend to, and to some extent we do hate insincerity (as for instance when we think we immeasurable it in the arguments and acts of others); but it remains the king-pin, so to speak, of our own and of all the worlds calamities. Until we learn to be sincere, there is no hope whatever of relief from distress, whether individual or national. And the process must begin at home. We can never be sincere with others until we are first wholly sincere with ourselves.

It is an indisputable axiom, discernible in every circumstance of nature, that like begets like. In Bible-phraseology, we cannot gather figs from thistles or obtain both sweet and bitter water from the same spring. Nevertheless, we pretend to try to abolish crime by hanging criminals; we seek to abolish pain by permitting vivisection; we pretend to aspire to peace, while openly boasting of our preparations for the next war; we prohibit alcoholic drink and censor plays, books, motion pictures, but insist that our newspapers shall print sensational reports of every abominable crime. In law we hold each individual responsible for his own acts, unless it can be proved he is out of his mind, in which case we lock him up and make ourselves responsible for him; yet we seek salvation through vicarious atonement, and try to substitute a profession of faith for downright honesty, as a solution of the mystery of life after death.

These are only a few of our more obvious absurdities; anyone who cares to look about him frankly can discover countless others for himself. They are all due to our besetting sin of insincerity, which is the armor of ignorance.

The process of insincerity is easily illustrated, and the arguments by which it propagates itself will occur to everyone the moment the illustration is given. Consider the question of international rivalry and what has happened recently in that connection. Weary of a sort of warfare that exhausted all the combatants and left none with a perceptible advantage, the rival governments sent representatives to a conference, at which it was agreed to limit the more costly and out-of-date engines of destruction. There has been a great deal of mutual suspicion since then, as to whether the governments who agreed to the contract have loyally obeyed its terms; but there is absolutely no question that every government concerned is working day and night to supply itself with cheaper and much more deadly means of making war!

That is no secret. It is openly discussed in the newspapers; and there are very few newspapers that do not urge their own government to assume the lead in deadly preparation. The excuse is, that unless this government is fully prepared to do wholesale murder on a scale never before dreamed of, that government will take the initiative and will seize the upper hand by means of ruthless butchery.

A nice new label has been made for this comparatively ancient form of international mistrust. But Xenophobia is nothing but another mask for insincerity  another way of deceiving ourselves and imputing the blame either to others or to a psychology over which we are supposed to have no control. It would be amusing, if it were not so disastrous, stupid, and yet simple of solution. The apparent helplessness of individuals takes all the humor from the situation. The individual who feels inclined to sneer would do better to remember that the acts and methods of governments are no more than a large-scale illustration of the workings of the human mind, his own included.

From the pulpits of a million churches the command is thundered: Love ye one another! There lies the solution certainly. But without sincerity it is impossible to love.

We are all afraid. Our lower nature, which persists in every one of us (or we should be invisible to mortal eyes and functioning on vastly higher planes of being) dreads its own destruction and deceives us  even the best of us  with arguments of ever-increasing subtly, of which a favorite one is that we should be at the mercy of the lower nature of others unless ready at all times to use dishonest methods for our own defense. But the truth is that the only absolute protection against treachery is honesty. The slightest compromise with dishonesty provides an opening through which the darkest forces surge and gain control of us. It is not the other mans dishonesty, but our own that endangers us as individuals. In other words, if we admit one trace of insincerity into our reasoning the effect is similar to that of poison introduced into a well; it does not poison one part of the water, but all of it; and the more colorless and unnoticeable it is, the more deadly the results.

It is not possible to exaggerate the inevitable consequences of continuing in insincerity; because the lower nature of every human being is capable of limitless evil and, if left to its own resources, is totally incapable of anything but evil. The lower nature of nations is a multiplication of the lower nature of individuals in the mass. It is what the churches call the devil. It possesses a sort of intelligence, which amounts to a keenly alert instinct of self-preservation combined with mercurial subtly. It knows no more of the higher nature than a stagnant pond knows of the sun that sterilizes it. And it is no more useful as a foundation on which to raise a spiritual edifice than a desert-mirage would be as a source of drinking water. Every concession to the lower nature is of the nature of a bargain with a heartless, conscienceless, blind force, and is of the very essence of insincerity.

The common mistake is to regard sincerity as an emotion. Glimpsed through the mist of that mistake, it would appear to be the consequence of action, a variable product subject to the judgment of opinion, possessing qualities that differ in degree with individuals. Accepting that fallacy, we find ourselves at a loss for a word with which to define that stark, uncompromising habit of watchful self-analysis, which alone insures right activity.

It is customary (perhaps because we like to be respectful) to speak of the sincerity of politicians, churchmen, and (undoubtedly because of a desire for self-respect) particularly of ourselves. And yet, in whichever direction we look, we see in our own actions, and in the acts of others, the unquestionable effects of insincerity. A world-wide plebiscite for or against the Golden Rule would certainly produce an overwhelming, and possibly unanimous, vote in favor of it, but the vote would be perfectly insincere, and its only possible result would be a temporary smug self-righteousness and a delusion that the world was better than it is. Ignorance knows nothing of sincerity; and sincerity cannot be attained by protesting allegiance to a creed, whose tenets are obscure and incomprehensible.

Sincerity is impossible without knowledge. We must understand what we profess before there can be the remotest chance of putting the profession into practise. And it is surely obvious that we must understand ourselves before we can hope to understand others or be qualified to criticize them.

The occult, that is to say the concealed, inmost, meaning of sincerity is Self-knowledge. It is the only guide to right action. To wait for sincerity in others before striving to attain it in oneself would be as useless as to wait for the harvest without troubling to plant the seed. The Millennium will come when we have learned sincerity. We shall find it within ourselves  or nowhere.

The worlds problems appear intricate and overwhelming. The more they are studied, the more impossible it seems that any of the plans for their solution can provide relief. It is beginning to dawn on businessmen, and even on the legislatures, that no nation, and no individual can live unto himself alone but that a disaster to one section of humanity is sure to be felt eventually in the remotest corners of the earth. But the converse of that is equally true, and is immensely more important to consider, because on it depends the redemption of the human race.

Improvement in any one individual must eventually benefit the whole world. Therein lies the solution of the whole difficulty, extremely simple, yet, in common with all simple things, prodigiously more difficult to do than may appear at first sight. Sincerity must be the watchword, or the effort is waste. Sincerity, which knows no thought of compromise, insists that the sole motive for self-improvement shall be that others may be the beneficiaries; and that is the exact opposite of all of the methods of self-improvement that the world endorses.

The Ancient Wisdom, which is the mother of all religions, teaches that man is the microcosm of the macrocosm, and we can prove this for ourselves, if we only examine ourselves fearlessly. Within our own consciousness we may discern every one of the motives that govern and misgovern all mankind. As individuals we have no resources and no virtues that are denied to other men; we are immune from none of the temptations that waylay others; we have the same destiny, whether or not we immeasurable it, the same broad duty to our fellow-men, the same Law for our guidance. And the only way in which we can obey the Law is by applying it in every instance to ourselves.

Our lower nature is incapable of comprehending, and consequently utterly incapable of obeying, the Higher Law. Our Higher Nature knows the Law. Which of the two is to govern us, which is to direct our thinking and the acts that are the outcome of our thinking, is the only real problem we are called on to decide.

We are. Each one of us knows that, if nothing else. In phraseology that is epochs older than the Bible that is commonly supposed to be its origin, it doth not yet appear what we shall be. Very few are in agreement, even for five minutes at a time, as to the extremely recent past; and human memory is silent as to what preceded our birth into this particular existence.

We are; and we are now. Now, and our own consciousness, are the limits within which we function. Now, is the immeasurable point where past and future meet. Our consciousness is the immeasurable point at which the Higher and the lower nature meet. The only important difference between us and the animals is, that while the whole universe, ourselves and the animals included, is subject to the law of evolution, we, as human beings, have reached the stage of self-direction. We are no longer at the mercy of what the scientists prefer to call blind forces, but have the privilege of controlling our own individual destiny by the exercise of will. We may choose, that is, between the Higher and the lower. We may control and discipline our lower selves, or we may let our lower selves continue to deceive us. In either event we shall receive the full, logical, exactly just, inevitable consequences of our choice.

In other words, our consciousness  that of which we are conscious  will continue to be better or to grow worse in exact proportion to our effort to be governed by the Higher Law, by recognizing it, or our submission to the dictates of the lower nature. The problem is individual in every instance.

Our lower nature is dependable in one, and in only one respect: it is invariably a deceiver. Never, in any circumstances, does it tell the truth; because it does not, and cannot, know the truth. It presents expediency in the disguise of principle and, when that fails, it flatters us with the suggestion that we are making sacrifices when we forego personal advantage for the universal good. It is obvious at once to anyone who communes with his Higher nature even for a moment, that the universal good inevitably must include each individual, not excepting him who makes the sacrifice; it becomes at once obvious that the only sacrifice that could entail the slightest, even momentary disadvantage would be to let go the Higher for the sake of the lower, foregoing the universal for the sake of the personal. But the ridiculous delusion of self-sacrifice persists and propagates the subtlest forms of vanity.

Another favorite method of the lower nature is to frighten or to flatter us with the belief that we must struggle terribly in an incessant warfare before the Higher Nature can prevail. But the Higher Nature knows absolutely nothing of any struggle. The illustration is at hand, in nature. The moment the light appears, the darkness disappears; there is no struggle between them. In the bright light of the Higher Nature the darkness of the lower vanishes; but as long as one prefers the lower there will be a struggle to cling to it, and the dawning of the Light into the consciousness will hurt.

The delusion of struggle is due to insincerity in the attempt at self- analysis. It means that one of the subtlest forms of personality is masquerading as a virtue. A sense of humor is the readiest solvent of that obscure condition, since whoever can laugh at himself is in a fair way to become impersonal. He is likely to discern that he has been struggling to benefit his personality by posing as a student of the Higher Law; whereas the first axiom of the Higher Law is that no degree of selfishness can possibly be beneficial, and that the only way in which we can really benefit ourselves is by first benefiting others.

Sincerity insists that the sole purpose of self-directed evolution, its only motive, and its constant care shall be, so to discipline, govern, and improve ourselves as individuals that we may be, not only not a handicap to the rest of humanity, but an assistance to it by becoming fit to bear at least our full share of the load. That is the law of Universal Brotherhood. Recognition of the Law  confession to oneself that the law exists  is the first step. Sincerity soon follows; and the first stage of sincerity appears when we find ourselves, even while continuing a certain course, admitting to ourselves that the course is wrong, instead of deceiving ourselves that it is right. In the second stage we discontinue doing what we know is wrong, for the simple reason that by injuring our own character we are committing a sin against our fellow-man. In the third stage we see clearly what the right course is, and from that moment we become a positive force for good.

We are our brothers keeper; but, like the sentinel on duty at the gate, we keep him by guarding ourselves against the enemy  our lower nature.

All the great teachers of whom there is any record have laid down the law that we must purify ourselves before we may hope to help others. Jesus of Nazareth is quoted as saying: Cast out first the beam out of thine own eye, and then shalt thou see clearly to pull out the mote that is in thy brothers eye; and that, with characteristic human insincerity, has come to be accepted as authentic doctrine by a civilization whose foremost characteristic is delight in condemnation of its neighbor while continuing its own self-indulgence in immorality.

But the reason is not far to seek. The two essential facts  Duality and Reincarnation  have been overlooked. The three-score years and ten that statisticians and a prophet have assured us is about the limit of a human life, have so circumscribed our view that the task of raising the general standard of morality appears hopeless, if not useless. The old Latin proverb Cui Bono  in colloquial modern English, Whats the use?  must occur in some form or another to every man who assumes that he was born in sin, lives for something less than a hundred years, dies, and thats the end of it.

Reincarnation instantly changes the aspect of things and events. The moment we realize that no effort can possibly be lost, that no thought and no deed can remain uncompensated, that full and perfect justice is unavoidable, and that we return into the world again, and again, and again, to meet exactly the conditions that our former efforts have deserved, we begin to discern the purpose and the joy of evolution and to take our part in it with a sincerity that has no use for self-pity and laughs at adversity as an experience whose sublime and encouraging purpose is that we may learn from it self-mastery  the Key of Life eternal.


EASTERN PROVERB

He who puts his hand into the fire knows what he may expect.
Nor may the fire be blamed.
He who intrudes on a neighbor may receive what he does not expect.
Nor may the neighbor be blamed.
The fire will not be harmed; but the neighbor may be.

Therefore, it is wiser to intrude into the fire than into other mens affairs;
because every deed, of every kind, bears corresponding consequences to the doer.

The effect of meddling with fire is swiftly met. That debt is paid and done with.
But a man may spend a thousand lives repaying wrong done to a neighbor.
Therefore, of the two indiscretions prefer thrusting thine own hand into the fire.
But there is a Middle Way, which avoids all trespassing.


HOPE

Oh, I went where the Gods are, and I have seen the Dawn
Where Beauty and the Muses and the Seven Reasons dwell,
And I saw Hope accoutred with a lantern and a horn
Whose clarion and rays reach the inner rings of hell.

Oh, I was in the storehouse of the jewels of the dew
And the laughter of the motion of the wind-blown grass,
The mystery of morning and the music, and the hue
Of petals of the roses when the rain-clouds pass.

And So I know who Hope is and why she never sleeps,
And seven of the Secrets that are jewels on her breast;
I stood within the Silence of the Garden that she keeps,
Where flowers fill the footprints that her sandals pressed;

And I know the springs of laughter, for I trod the Middle Way
Where sympathies are sign-posts and merry Gods the Guides;
I have been where Hope is Ruler and evolving realms obey;
I know the Secret Nearness where the Ancient Wisdom hides.


HOPE

THE ASPECTS of Theosophy are infinite, but Hope is foremost at our present stage of evolution. For without Hope there would be no aim in living, and that poet who wrote Hope springs eternal was an accurate observer of eternal truth. The difficulty is, that hope, as it is commonly accepted, is a chancy, vain, imaginary creature of the lower senses, based on appetite and doomed inevitably to be disappointed for the reason that although its objects may appear to be attained, they are illusory. The yearnings of the lower hope are selfish; they are rooted in doubt, which is ignorance, and in personality, which is a fraud; they presuppose that there can be effect without its cause or an effect not justly and exactly consequent upon its cause. But true Hope knows there is a Higher Law which guides the Universe, and that as surely as the sun shines there is a Higher Purpose, which includes all individuals within its scope and works infallibly, through evolution, toward an outcome too glorious for human brains to comprehend. The Higher Hope is an expression of the knowledge of the Soul.

It appears to be a rule that every aspect of the Higher Nature must be counterfeited on the lower plane, and though that is ultimately only an illusion, it is none the less a practical condition now with which we must cope. We have accepted a physical world, and human birth that subjects us to physical circumstances; and it is with those that we must deal, although there is a popular philosophy which claims that, everything being illusion in this world, and illusion having no existence, all we have to do is to assert the truth of being and be prosperous.

But that popular philosophy overlooks this all-important detail: those very senses with which we are invited to assert the truth of being are themselves illusory; those senses do not know the truth of being, are incapable of knowing it, and no amount of technical phrasing or mass-psychology can give them power to change the effect of cause or to avoid the results of ignorance. It is very easy to admit that physical conditions must be unreal, when discomfort forces us to yearn for comfort; it is not so easy to admit that, however, when fortune appears to favor us; and the admission becomes impossible, except as a mere obstinate reiteration of a formula, when we find ourselves obliged to take action of any kind. Action presupposes the reality of that on which we act and react. We find ourselves, to all practical intents and purposes, in the midst of conditions in which it is impossible to foresee, or even to guess the immediate, to say nothing of the ultimate outcome; and although, as for instance in war, we can sometimes force an issue, not the ablest human brain can calculate what the real effect of that force will be, to ourselves or to others.

Recognition of this fact has led to fatalism. Rebellion against it leads to mediumship, fortune-telling, and innumerable doctrines that aim at establishing control of unseen forces by means of which the individual is supposed to be able to rise above necessity and justify his own immediate desires. A glimpse of the world through the pages of the daily newspapers is proof enough that very few of us are satisfied with circumstances as they are, and that very many of us are applying opposed and often violent remedies, the only outcome of which must be chaos. And yet, Hope springs eternal. The sun rises. The stars keep their appointed places in the sky. And here are we. What is this Hope that so inspires us, even in the face of superficial fatalism and continuous calamity? What is the Higher Impulse that impels us constantly?

We see in crudest form the lower hope and its absurdities when a man hopes for rain, and his wife for fine weather; or when some individuals hope that prices of commodities will rise, while others hope with equal fervor that the same prices will fall. Criminals hope for a successful outcome of their crime. It used to be a practice in many coast settlements to hope, and even to pray to God, for a good shipwreck to enrich the community; and it is no rare thing in modern life to hope for the downfall of another nation or a rival mercantile concern, on the supposition that the disaster may benefit others. We have all heard the expression  I hope he may choke, and most of us have shared the sentiment at some time or another, even if we have not voiced it. Gamblers hope that someone else may lose in order that they may win. There are innumerable forms, some not so crude as others, in which this counterfeit of Hope has grown familiar to all of us; and, since its essence is that somebody must be disappointed in order that somebody else may profit, there are few who will deny that at its very best it is no more than an emotion, based on ignorance of what is really going to happen. The lower hope is speculative, at its best, not moral, and never in the long run satisfying. But the Higher Hope is born of knowledge of the Higher Law. It is the breath of that knowledge, its divine and satisfying presence. It is eternal, all-embracing, and it knows.

The surest way to become hopeless is to hope for material reward for spiritual effort; that brings swift and dire dissatisfaction. A material goal precludes all knowledge of what spiritual values are, although the false hope may persuade us that we are striving spiritually, and the ultimate effect is consequently doubly disappointing. To seek spiritual knowledge in order to apply it to material ends is the rankest sacrilege and is more inevitably dangerous than to linger a while longer in frank materialism; because to be a self-confessed materialist infers sincerity, which is a virtue, whereas hypocrisy is the meanest, most cowardly and fatal shape that the lower hope assumes. There is no hypocrisy in the Higher Hope, no doubt, no self- deception.

Optimism, in the ordinary meaning of the word, is hardly an advance on pessimism, being only the reverse of it; the one hopes for the best without justification, the other looks for the worst and very often fails to find it. The last degree of optimism is the hope that the observance of some stipulated forms of worship will pilot the faithful ritualist into heaven, where all traces of sin will vanish instantly and there will be no awkward consequences from the misdeeds of the past; and the last degree of pessimism is the mad belief in hell, where no good deeds can ever be rewarded and eternity is one long torture. Hope  true Hope, that is  knows neither of these lawless lower-plane inventions, but exists, triumphant, knowing that Justice, though tempered with mercy, is unfailing and is utterly inseparable from existence.

Faith, Hope, and Love, that divine Triad so often named, so seldom understood, are One, and cannot be understood if the attempt is made to separate them or to limit them within the confines of materiality. They are spiritual  that is infinite and universal. Even momentary apprehension of them brings us into harmony with all the unseen, spiritual forces of the Universe, asserting in our consciousness the true divinity of man.

Hope is the voice of the Soul that assures us all is well, and that experience, of any kind whatever, is a means by which we may learn how to live in our Higher Nature instead of yielding to the ignorant solicitations of the lower. Faith is conviction of the Higher Universal Purpose that includes all life in one grand scheme of evolution. Love is recognition of the Universal Brotherhood that would not, even if it could, exclude one individual from its all-comprehensive school of experience.

We know, and mock the fecklessness of Charles Dickenss Micawber. who was always expecting something to turn up; and even on the mere material plane of day to day affairs, in which no law is recognized except the hours necessity, we act on the assumption that we must do something before we can get anything. The lowest criminal and the vilest sensualist alike know that the satisfaction they seek can only be attained by action in some form or other; and their acts are the expression of the hope they entertain; the viler their desires, the worse the acts that they commit. Not hearing that Hope which is the Souls voice singing of the Universal Purpose, they are deceived by the counterfeit voice that echoes in the empty caverns of the lower self, where envy and suspicion and all Truths opposites hold sway, in darkness.

All deeds  even the Micawber-like indignity of doing almost nothing  are expressions of some form of hope; and the effect of acts committed is related intimately to the hope that governs them. The lower hope is blind; it calculates in minutes, hours  at most in terms of one short lifetime limited by death, whose hour is unpredictable. The Higher Hope, triumphant in the knowledge of the Universal Law, assured that every deed produces justly and exactly measured consequences, inspires deeds that not only can do no harm, but that must contribute to the universal benefit. It finds its expression now, in deeds that are utterly unselfish, and it leaves their consequences to the Higher Law. Hope exists in beneficial action.

Faith is the strength and the substance of Hope. It is the knowledge that the Higher Law exists and deals unerring justice. Faith is the begetter of sincerity, that staunchest of virtues, which, if a man has it, will redeem  inevitably must redeem  him, howsoever gross his sins. Few words are more abused than Faith in their everyday interpretation; like the lower hope, the lower faith is nothing but a counterfeit. It varies from a so-called faith in luck to a belief in a vicarious salvation based on the acceptance of a stipulated doctrine. Men speak of keeping faith with one another, who have not the remotest notion of what real Faith is, and who have no intention of preserving even the appearance of honesty toward any but their own immediate acquaintances. Such faith is either a belief based on ignorance, a loosely applied synonym for policy, or unadulterated fraud. It is a label which hypocrisy too easily applies to selfish plans, and, like personal honor, it depends for its interpretation on the personal caprice of those who walk in ignorance or in defiance of the Higher Law.

True Faith is more impregnable than iron. It is divine. Its strength increases in emergency. It governs deeds, ignoring the emotions of the moment and the threats of temporary storm. It knows no compromise. It is the consciousness of true divinity, the will to hope, the confident acceptance of the Higher Law, the essence of all right action. There is no fear in Faith, for fear cannot exist in contact with it. Faith and Hope together are the very spirit of the trees and flowers, of the stars and the clouds and the rolling rivers that bear the dust of mountains to the sea to make new earth for unborn continents.

Faith, discerning now to be the presence of eternity, postpones no proper duty to a more convenient time. As the sun makes its presence felt by light and heat, Faith finds its being in deeds. Its very breath is action. It knows neither haste nor weariness, but everlastingly supplies the energy of Hope and Love.

Not even Faith is commonly more misinterpreted than Love. The whole dark fiber of sensuality, double-dyed with sentiment, is woven into a shroud with which to hide the glory of divine Love. The rankest, most destructive forms of selfishness are used to screen Loves rays. There is not one foul crime that has not been committed in Loves name. Men speak of Love, and store up deadly gas with which to poison men of other nations; they preach concerning Love, and hang convicted boys, whose crimes were mainly due to other mens neglect or other mens example. The doctrine Love ye one another is regarded as extremely good advice to other men to love us and our peculiarities, but is not allowed to influence us much in our initiative toward them.

Yet Love is recognition of the fact of Universal Brotherhood and is inseparable from Faith and Hope. It is the opposite of selfishness. Its action is obedience to the Law that no good can be gained except by benefiting all, and injury to one is injury to all, the injurer included. Being totally unselfish in its motive, the first impulse of divine Love stirring in the consciousness is toward self-regeneration in order that the self may not harm or impede others; and the instant companions of that impulse are the voice of Hope, that foretells progress, and the thrill of Faith assuring us of what the Bible calls the everlasting arms  the Forces that support and guide the constellations, Mother Nature, and ourselves.

Neither Hope nor Faith nor Love are in any way conditioned by the senses, which they purify and change until the lower nature yields under the invincible influence of the Higher and we see the grandest of all triumphs  one step upward in mans evolution. Hope, then, has a wider view, and understanding dawns that evolution is eternal and the spiritual progress of the individual is linked inseparably with the life of every living thing.

Thereafter, Hope becomes a challenge. No retrogression then, no overwhelming flood of circumstance can drown the consciousness of individual responsibility. We know, for Hope has told us and the inspiration cannot die, that we direct our destiny and reap exactly as we sow. The Law, that as we do to others shall be done to us, becomes intelligible and so blended in our thought that every action is intuitively governed by it. Not a circumstance arises but we immeasurable the challenge to maintain our spiritual vision and to reject the suggestions of our lower nature in order that the Higher may prevail and benefit mankind.

Illimitable fields lie fallow in the view of Hope, awaiting husbandry. No three-score years and ten outline the vision. Temporary barriers that name themselves impossible, and temporary needs that trumpet their importance, sink to insignificance in the perspective when the Higher Hope reveals the spiritual truth of rebirth and the endless scope of action. When it dawns on understanding that a deed done now must have its corresponding consequence and that, in after-lives forever, we must feel in our environment the unspent sum of every effort we have made unselfishly for others; when we realize that out of deeds done now power to do greater deeds is born, the least, unnoticed effort becomes glorious, and every waking minute then presents itself as golden opportunity.

Time loses its hypnotic spell when Hope outcharms it. We become aware of a new reckoning of time, in spiritual terms, recording spiritual progress. Within the sanctuary of the Soul, where no material sense-clouds can dim or tumult penetrate, the secret knowledge of the Higher Law broods permanently and inspires to wise, unselfish action that contributes to the universal need instead of flattering the temporary mood of passing hours. So Hope engenders wisdom, of which ignorance knows nothing, and the ignorant attempts of those who lend themselves to malice fail because they cannot even see the goal or comprehend the purpose. In the Sanctuary of the Soul the Secret Place of the Most High, the Psalmist calls it  he who recognizes the inspiring challenge of the Higher Hope is safe.

Hope, inseparably joined to Faith and Love, is no weak suppliant, no pleading seeker to escape responsibility. Hope urges no remission of the sins of selfishness but challenges experience to bring forth opportunity, so that the consequences of wrong action may be met and lessons mastered. Responsibility is Hopes proud Gonfalon.* No blame of others, no attempt to justify wrong-doing by the plea that others did the same, or worse, no self- pity and no self-righteousness can live within Hopes realm, where all the consequences of the past are bravely met and, moment after moment, thought on thought and deed on deed, the foundations of the future are deliberately laid.

Vain regrets and vain desires all vanish in the light of Hope. Mere personal ambitions, sloth, inertia, and jealousy all cease. The grander vision of the spirally ascending march of spiritual evolution so absorbs the thought that every word and deed assume new values and are governed by a higher motive. Health responds. The Law of Karma may impose conditions that may not be avoided, but Hope gives royal courage and supplies the strength with which to meet them  strength, and the assurance that a Universal Brotherhood will be the better for one Souls experience well met and triumphed over.

The only selfishness permitted in the realm of Hope is self-watchfulness, self-discipline, self-control, with one unselfish end in view: that we may not harm others or neglect one opportunity to serve the whole world wisely. Pride of achievement becomes as offensive in ourselves as false humility, or as a loathsome habit, as soon as Hope reveals to us the limitless eternity of spiritual evolution; for true achievement, though it satisfies, impels to further effort; though it thrills with proof of power and responsibility, it lays bare need for self-regeneration never previously dreamed of.

Old-age, illness, and adversity are transient and not discouraging incidents when the Higher Law is recognized and Hope reveals how limitless and universal are our opportunities, how grand our destiny, and how each spiritual conquest of the self contributes to the evolution of the Universal Brotherhood. No thought is lost; no effort made to lessen the anguish of one individual is made in vain; each spiritual thought admitted into consciousness is added to the common store and helps in the regeneration of the world.

The lower, sensual, blind hope is never satisfied and never can be, for it seeks contentment in a rearrangement of the evils that provide its impulse; it is ever looking to find happiness in some conclusion and to reach a state of thus far and no further in which the lower nature may indulge itself unchallenged by the Soul. It presupposes a beginning and an end; it assumes that justice is not inevitable; it supposes that material comfort and material success are the purpose of life and the goal, not only of all energy, but of religion. When it accepts, to save itself from tiresome creed and ritual observance, the less restricting view of evolution, it excites itself with what it thinks is new-found freedom, casts all self-discipline aside, and gives rein to the self-indulgence that convention hitherto had held in check. There is no wisdom and no safety in the lower hope, nor any peace.

But to the Higher Hope each new discovery of Universal Law is spiritual healing and a trumpet-call to rise to higher vision yet, uncluttered by the rubbish of the lower senses. Knowing there is no beginning and no end, discerning the ascending, ever-satisfying, ever-challenging, and infinitely various delight of self-directed evolution, true Hope springs eternal, brave and buoyant, Truth her watchword, Brotherhood her breath, the Ancient Wisdom her aspiring wings.


FATA VIRUMQUE CANO

O Ye, who buy fruit of desire,
Esteeming fair what eyes can see;
Who for the Unknown Voyage hire
No other guides than shall agree
That what appears to be must be;
Ye seekers of a Cosmic Law
That must adjust itself to creed;
O ye, who all conclusion draw
From cravings; ye, who only heed
The lure of things ye think ye need;
Be thoughtful. Though the sun descends
Below the red, revolving rim
Of earth, and though the darkness lends
Illusion; though the stars that swim
In night are distant and are dim,
Ye know anon the sun returns.
Ye know the word the Guru saith:
Who sees with open eye discerns
And at his likeness wondereth,
Why dread the mystery of death?
Ye see the suns descending glow,
Ye see the smiling Pleiades,
The phases of the moon ye know,
The ebb and flow of seven seas.
Are ye so different from these!


BLACKMAIL

He who knows, is unafraid and is therefore too wise to threaten; because a threat is an admission that the cause he has at heart is unjust. He who knows not, threatens; and accordingly the knowing are forewarned. Justice has a sharp sword, and its sheath is Silence.
 From The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup

BLACKMAIL is a predominating evil of this age and generation. We are largely governed by it, in private and in public life, nationally and internationally. Our views of history are warped and obscured by a process of so-called education, of which blackmail is an intrinsic principle. Business is limited and hindered by it. Our law courts are in countless instances its unintentional agents. All altruism is restricted by the dread of what the blackmailers may say or do to discredit anyone who dares to act with true nobility.

The blackmailer is one who fears that his own tricky interests cannot be served except by unjustly accusing another, and who threatens infamy, loss, or violence in order to compel compliance with his arbitrary will or concession to his plots.

The system, which is practically universal in this generation, draws its strength and pertinacity from the fixed conviction that the life of a man is only three-score years and ten; in consequence of which, all calculations are based on an absurdly narrow supposition that immediate profit and loss are the only waymarks of success or failure.

Extreme instances sometimes provide the simplest illustrations, and the broadest are the easiest to understand. A nation, for instance, more powerful than another threatens war unless the weaker shall comply with a peremptory demand. That is blackmail in a sense in one of its crudest and most cruel forms, although it is sometimes glorified under the deceptive name of patriotism.

Or, a group of individuals, having what they believe to be interests in common, threaten their elected legislators with political oblivion unless they shall vote as instructed, whether or not the legislators think that course is right. The legislators, yielding to the threat in fear for their own pockets and careers, form a caucus and refuse to pass just laws proposed by the representatives of other interests unless their own requirements shall have precedence. In this way the evil multiplies itself and a small body of expert politicians frequently blackmails a whole nation; but the system is glorified under the misused title of Right.

An institution or an individual receives a substantial bequest, from someone who, perhaps, made during his lifetime such provision for his immediate relatives as he considered just and who wished the balance of his fortune to be used for the general good of humanity. But the testators body is hardly decently disposed of before lawsuits are begun to set aside the will on the trumped-up excuse of undue influence, the theory being that the legatee will rather settle out of court than be put to the expense and inconvenience of defending the lawsuit, or the indignity of having to disprove false accusations. This is legal blackmail, increasingly common, and glorified under the astonishingly misused name of justice.

The simpler forms of blackmail are all outlawed, but are none the less effective in a host of instances. The commonest, and all too frequently successful method, is to discover some discreditable fact, or one that appears discreditable, in an individuals career, and to threaten him with exposure unless he pays a sum of money. There the process is unable to disguise itself but stands out raw and hideous; the victim who yields to it is reckoned cowardly; the blackmailers themselves, if caught, are punished drastically and regarded with loathing.

But there is no essential difference between the blackguardly motive of the blackmailer who extorts money by threat of exposure, and that of the lawyer, for instance, who earns a fat fee by using the courts to extort money from individuals or institutions who, by force of accident, may be unable at the moment to defend themselves against insinuation and false evidence. Nor is the self-styled reformer or religionist, who threatens organized boycott of individuals unless he shall have his arbitrary way, one degree removed in lack of principle from the merchant who threatens to withdraw his advertising unless a newspaper shall color its news and editorials to comply with his opinions.

As for the victims, who shall separate them? Who shall elevate them one above the other in the ranks of the unwise? Whether or not Helena Petrovna Blavatsky* coined the word flapdoodle to apply to spineless folk who yield to the threats and to the stings of organized ill will, it is sure she used it freely; and the name fits. She never yielded. She earned by her courage and honesty the full right to unmask weaklings to themselves and to deny their claim to be respectable, however much she pitied them. She stood unfrightened, and defied such batteries of blackmail as in all recorded history have not been aimed more cruelly at any individual. And she died unconquered, her nerves and body racked by the persistent malice of those whom she strove to help, her heart triumphant, her mind clear and active to the last. The good she did lives after her; her tortures were cremated with her bones.

But Helena Petrovna Blavatsky was not short-sighted, which accounts for some part of her courage. She was not obsessed by the absurd belief that cause and consequence, aim, effort, and attainment, all must be confined within the span of one short human life. Her whole ambition was to serve humanity by reviving in its consciousness the Wisdom that was in the world from the beginning, and she knew that the cause she served was mightier than that of all the hosts of selfishness.

It needs no exploration into occultism, nor any somersaults of intellect to find that supreme selfishness is the only medium in which the principle of blackmail can exist. The victim is as selfish in degree as the criminal who makes threats in order to enforce his own will or advantage. Selfishness and short sight are inseparable, and the only remedy for either is the patient exercise of all the faculties in continuous effort to apply, in the thinking and acting of daily life, the purest philosophy we know. We can never prevent evil, in ourselves or others, except by deliberately and continuously doing right.

The putting into practice of what small philosophy we do know, inevitably leads to our learning more and is, in fact, the only way in which we can learn; for it should not be overlooked that the mere study of philosophy as something abstract and impractical is only one of the subtler forms of selfishness, which leads to the slimy quagmires of hypocrisy and cant. An old, old proverb, familiar in the dawn of history, when latter-day perplexities, perhaps, were still discernible as simple problems uninvolved by the millions of mixed considerations that have crept in during the course of time, lays down the law  the true law  that Experience makes wise. There is no wisdom but is gained in actual experience. There is no reason for our being in the Universe, except that we may meet experience and learn from it, and so evolve forever upward in the endless cycles of eternity into the grandeur that is our destiny.

It is well to consider blackmail from that viewpoint, and to govern ourselves accordingly. Deprived by moral blindness of the broader view that recognizes this earth-life as but an incident in an eternal chain of lives, we become hypnotized by the apparent dangers or advantages of any given moment, and so we succumb to the temptations of the lower nature. But the fact once recognized, and steadfastly retained in thought, that we are here to build the character on which an endless series of future lives inevitably will be based, then the absurdity of yielding to threat or immoral suggestion becomes evident, along with the equally clear understanding that to threaten others, in order to enforce our own will or to obtain an unjust profit,a is at least as harmful to ourselves as to them. The perspective changes when we take the broader view. The advantage of a moment assumes very small proportions as against the grand panorama of eternally progressing lives in which, with utterly unerring justice, each succeeding life is, in every detail, conditioned by the character we have evolved by our own effort in the lives lived previously.

The apparent paradox that we can only help ourselves by continually serving others, and that therefore sheer unselfishness is the only form of selfishness we can afford to entertain, is an eternal truth. At first sight, we being what we are and face to face with effects whose causes lie hidden in the unremembered past, it may sometimes be difficult to grasp the fact that threats of momentary loss, or promises of momentary gain, are unimportant. But the only question of real importance at any moment is, whether our own action shall, or shall not, be based on our highest sense of justice and our highest concept of unselfishness. It is not easy to be unselfish, until the habit takes firm hold of us, and that habit never comes except from constant practice. It is absolutely impossible to act justly until we have first acquired the habit of considering each daily problem with the eternal law in mind, that we can only benefit ourselves by benefiting all the universe.

We flatter ourselves when we suppose that this is an enlightened age. It is fashionable nowadays to sneer at the bygone era when ecclesiastically-minded tyrants used to impose their notions of what conduct should be, by threatening hell-fire to whoever dared to disagree. But that medieval attitude of mind was only simpler  is only easier to analyze at first glance, than our modern systems of politics, business, education, religion, and psychology. There were brave, broad-thinking men in those days, even as there are now; and the persecution to which brave men and women are subjected in this twentieth century, if now and then more subtle, is no less torturing, and no less cruel and illogical, than were the penalties imposed during what are so inaccurately named the middle ages.

The difference is this: that while we hunt through the pages of history for light on human nature we can easily discern the processes of blackmail striving to throttle honesty and all the grandeur of the higher nature; but the moment we turn to latter-day conditions those same processes, that blinded our medieval ancestors, making victims of them, blind and victimize ourselves. We can laugh at or pity those who trembled when a bishop threatened them with hell unless they paid outrageously unrighteous tithes; but we permit our children to act like libertines, lest they accuse us of old-fogeyism or disturb our lethargy with irritating clamor  we submit to extortion in a thousand ways, from fear of slander and inconvenience  we condone (with our votes or our silence) the crimes of the ambitious men who intrigue in behalf of war, lest we be accused of lack of patriotism  we sometimes refrain from doing what is right, lest the advocates of what is wrong should hold us up to obloquy or ridicule;  and we fail to see that we are in no way better or more wise than were the pitiable victims of blackmail of whom we read with such unjustified sensations of superiority in the pages of comparatively ancient history. Morally, and in the main, we are a spineless generation. It will do us no harm if we immeasurable the fact instead of further poisoning ourselves with flattery.

We can never learn to guard ourselves against the unsuspected blackmailer, whose subtly escapes detection in our present state of self-approving ignorance, until we first accustom ourselves to dealing bravely and in protest and at once with those immoral methods of oppression and suppression that a moments thought makes obvious. Nor can we ever cease to be the unconscious agents of oppression and suppression until we first refuse, in hourly intercourse with others, to impose our will on them by means of threats in any form whatever.

Katherine Tingley, Founder of the Raja-Yoga system of education, has set the true example in this, as in so many other ways; and as the Leader and Teacher of the Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical Society, in common with all true examples, hers is magnificently simple. The pupils at the Raja-Yoga College and Schools are never punished or discouraged. There is no threat hanging over them to dull their inspiration and deprive them of their divine privilege to grow and develop as the flowers grow, in sunlight and fresh air  to grow, that is, into awareness of their own divinity. They are given encouragement, not nagging and repression; example, not temptation; opportunity to learn for themselves the difference between unselfishness and selfishness, between the joy of being useful, moral, and constructive and the dreary discontent of being drones and disintegrators.

There is an infinite gulf between the honor-system that confers intangible rewards which increase the individuals self-respect, for doing good, and the commoner method of threatening with punishments for failure. The first and almost instantly attained result of Katherine Tingleys educational system is, that the pupils themselves adopt it and no longer threaten misbehavior in order to force concessions from their teachers. The system evokes their self-respect; they neither look for nor would they appreciate material reward for spiritual progress, but, by putting all their enthusiasm into their studies and by exercising self-control they earn the right to study in a wider field.

This system is the opposite of blackmail, which is why it is successful. Like begets like  a law no natural scientist would gainsay. The ancient proverb that the child is father to the man, is just as true today as centuries ago; and the child who has been threatened and coerced into obedience grows up into a man, or woman, who coerces  or else, who submits to coercion because the habit has become ingrained. The child who has never been threatened or bribed, grows up into a wholly different and grander type of citizen.

Our lower nature is a blackmailer by instinct. It threatens inconvenience unless we yield to it. All other arguments failing, it proceeds to terrify us with the threat that we shall be ostracized as cranks by our immediate acquaintances and by society at large unless we submit to its impositions. But whoever yields to that threat has descended to the plane on which all other threats are powerful; one concession leads inevitably to another and all liberty of thought or action vanishes, obliterated by the tyranny of popular opinion and the clamor of the lower senses.

Like begetting like, it follows that whoever seeks to enforce his will by threats, himself becomes amenable to threats. The story of the little fleas, with lesser fleas to bite em, and which in turn have lesser fleas, and so ad infinitum, has its universal application; the threatener is threatened; the coercer is in turn coerced; and so the vicious chain is forged that binds humanity in an intolerable grip, which chokes and hinders until spiritual death ensues and all society goes down in one of those catastrophes that mark the carnage-trail of history.

The world agrees (with its tongue in its cheek undoubtedly, but it agrees) that reputation is the choicest gift at its disposal and that it is better for man or woman to lose life than an unsullied name. High, very high among its list of attributes on which a fair repute depends, the world ranks courage, honesty, clean living and magnanimity, at any rate pretending to regard those as the proofs of true manhood and true womanhood. What then shall be said in favor of the men and women who make use of utterly unproved allegations to destroy the reputation of an innocent person, either for the sake of greed, self-advertisement, or to strangle the life-work of the individual whom they accuse? What shall be said in favor of any liar who circulates false stories, simply to quiet his own consciousness of inferiority by slandering someone whose conduct, he intuitively knows, is nobler than his own? The pitiable criminal, who offers to abstain from libeling and slandering provided he is paid a sum of money, cowardly masking his threat under a pretense of give and take, is not much worse, and no more pitiable, than the slanderer who hides in anonymity, repeating hearsay allegations for the purpose of discrediting anothers reputation and thereby ruining a cause, and for gain for his personal desires.

If it is true, as the world agrees, whether hypocritically or not, that an unsullied reputation is superior to life itself, then slander is at least as bad as murder and those who blackmail others by attacking their reputations are committing a more cowardly crime.

But the truth is, that the world is obsessed by a conviction that it has only one short life in which to experience the whole of its emotions and to grasp the temporary pleasures that it yearns for; consequently it does not hold reputation as superior to life, except as something that may be destroyed in order to pursue advantage. It does not value magnanimity, except as a peculiarity of certain rare individuals that makes them rather easier to rob. When it encounters moral courage, to which it renders so much hypocritical lip-praise, it is only to denounce it by whatever catchwords of opprobrium may be fashionable at the moment. Honesty, to escape the slander of the world, must appear to compromise and be conditioned by a thousand subterfuges that have crystallized into accepted custom. Clean living, which of all the essentials to spiritual progress the world hates most, is made the butt of ridicule, if not of cowardly attempts to ruin by means of slander those who practise it.

The upshot of it all is this: that we cannot afford to yield even to attempts at blackmail if our purpose is to serve humanity and to make that gradual, well-balanced progress of the Soul to which our destiny entitles us; nor will we yield to it if we remember that the business of existence is the patient building up of character  our own first  the worlds by our own example.

There is sanity and calm assurance in the knowledge that we reap exactly as we sow. The Theosophical teaching of Karma is the friend of honesty  the enemy of crime. The law of retribution and reward is utterly infallible and absolutely just; it knows no haste, no hindrance, no exceptions; least of all is it confined within the limits of an earth-life, which is no more than a moment in an endless chain of objective existences interspaced with periods that we call death  existences each of which is in every way conditioned by the character evolved in previous lives.

We are now the sum-total of what we have been. According to the doctrine of Reincarnation we shall be  this, conditioned by the exactly measured consequence of every deed we do in each life. Deeds being the result of character, it is inevitably only character that really counts; but character is weighed by deeds, whose quality depends entirely on the motive that provides their impulse. No hidden motive, even though so subtly hidden that it is totally unperceived, can escape detection by the unerring eye of Karma; each concession to the lower nature is against us; each self-identification with our Higher Nature, that inevitably leads to conquest of the lower, is placed to our credit and can never be forgotten or expunged.

Alertness in detecting wrongs and weighing them, leads to a progressive habit, that in turn evokes a readier skill and firmer constancy, until the subtler forms of blackmail that have victimized us hitherto, become uncovered to our mental vision. Courage employed in withstanding the more obvious and superficial threats, or in refusing to be party to them, leads to the greater moral courage needed to withstand the more evasive and dangerous forms of mental blackmail that increasing spiritual vision lays bare. Thus, by deeds done through conscience, spiritual progress is achieved.

And an attribute of spiritual progress is increasing magnanimity, associated with a decrease of the instinct for revenge. Enriched by our own experience, increasingly we understand the nature of the pitfalls into which those less experienced have blundered. Savagery, envy, and slander aimed at ourselves excite in us less resentment and more sympathy; and, as that change takes place in our own attitude, there gradually grows in us the wisdom necessary to the just determination of each problem in true, theosophical living as it actually comes up for decision.

True solutions of a difficulty must be totally unselfish. Retaliation is no remedy, but only serves to increase the ultimate amount of evil by adding to the ill will already in circulation. To repay the blackmailer with threats, to silence slanderers with slander or money, to oppose ill will with self-stupefying anger, is to court the whole savagery of the animal in man. By admitting anger and the spirit of revenge into our own motive, we have lowered the only shield we have, and have dulled our only weapon.

First and foremost, we may safely be assured of this: that any problem whatsoever, any threat, and any slander, is an opportunity to exercise such wisdom as we have, and to learn more wisdom by attaining nobler character. There is no other problem, and no other duty, in the last analysis. But wisdom is never selfish. The motive of revenge is no more vitiating than the equally unmanly subterfuge of cowardice, that offers peace under the pretense of piety.

Theosophy and Courage are one. We have not to defend ourselves, but to uphold a Principle. Our persons and our profits are a very small consideration in the endless evolution of the Universe. The only real profit we can make is in the increase of our spiritual growth; the personalities, in which in future lives we are to make our new experience, will correspond exactly to that growth; we jettison that prospect, corrupt and undermine it, if we value temporary benefit and our momentary mask more highly than the duty to do service to humanity.

Accordingly, the theosophical reply to every threat, whatever motive may be ambushed under it, is fearless and is aimed at evil, not at individuals. The accuracy of its aim depends entirely on its truthfulness; its force is gaged by its unselfishness; its consequences will be measured by the quantity of contribution that it makes to the spiritual welfare of humanity.

Infallibly, those consequences will provide grief  and they may bring ruin  to the unwise individuals who have preferred to take the side of slander and identify themselves with animal- and evil-nature. But the consequences are exactly measured by the Law of Karma, which will judge ourselves and others with impartiality. If we act justly, in the general interest, devoid of any sense of personal retaliation but equally unsubmissive to the claims of lethargy and cowardice, we need have no fear that the consequences will not serve the common welfare, whatever the immediate appearance may be.

Patience is a Godlike attribute; but there is a lower patience: it degenerates into a sort of fatalistic lethargy and ceases then to be a virtue. It is hardly possible to set a limit to the amount of patience we may wisely use in keeping silence as to what we know, or think we know, that is discreditable to other individuals. Silence and strength are one, when no more is at stake than our own personal emotions; envy, hatred, malice, and all uncharitableness, both in ourselves and others, are easiest to smother and destroy by never lending them the dignity of speech. In silence, as to personal emotions and the merely personal aspects of temporary loss or gain, we gather strength and courage, as well as wisdom, to act downrightly and nobly, without fear or favor, at the measured moment, when the opportunity arrives to act in behalf of Principle and thereby benefit the human race.

It is always unwise to support the claims of personality, by asserting or opposing them. But it is also unwise to submit to blackmail, because it is the enemy of Principle. Wisdom is the inseparable companion of Principle; and in Wisdom lie the very roots of strength.





EXTRACT FROM TALBOT MUNDYS ADDRESS AT THE WHITE-LOTUS DAY CELEBRATION, MAY 8, 1924*

COMRADES: Those of us who are of the present younger generation of Theosophists, and who have not had the advantage of a personal acquaintance with that grand Leader, H.P. Blavatsky, have none the less the privilege of being loyal to her teachings. And it may he, perhaps, that after all we have not lost so much, because we are forced to look within ourselves for that spiritual Faith which shall make firm our loyalty, without which  I mean without loyalty  there is no spiritual life.

Of course the day will come when all the world will accept Theosophy as its spiritual guide and its law. We do not know how far ahead that wonderful development will be, but we can hope for it and work for it, and the more we hope and the harder we work, the sooner it will happen. Much depends on us, and on our watchfulness. The seed has been sown, and a grand beginning has been made; but most of the work lies ahead. However, a change is taking place. Its signs are obvious all over the world. There is an aspect of Theosophy that will be recognised by the world long before it accepts the spiritual teachings as a whole. In spite of war, and an armed peace in which the nations re-arm for further war, there is evident a change within the minds of men, in every nation, although there are not many yet who recognise that change, and there are fewer still who know the meaning of it. But the truth is this: Theosophy is occult, and works in unseen ways.

H.P. Blavatsky founded a new nation, a universal nation, that knows no limits of geography, whose citizenship is not based on color, race, or creed, but it depends on character. The Capital of that new nation I take it to be here, and it is on us that that nations future must depend, on us and on our loyalty to H.P. Blavatsky and to our present Leader. And I would like to add this: that there will ever come crises and emergencies which we must face; but we may well remember this: that whatever the difficulties we must face, whatever the crises, there will be none so dire as H.P. Blavatsky stood up against and faced alone; and the more and the nearer we appreciate the grandeur and the majesty of what she did, the nearer we shall be worthy of citizenship in that new nation which she founded.

OUR minds should be restless for noble and beautiful things.

TO exist the healthy mind must have beautiful things  the rapture of a song, the music of running water, the glory of the sunset and its dreams, and the deeper dreams of the dawn.

A MAN must be prepared to labor for an end that may be realized only in another generation.

LET the cultivation of a brave, high spirit be our great task; it will make of each mans soul an unassailable fortress.*


ANOTHERS DUTY IS FULL OF DANGER

DUTY and danger are words whose stark significance is nowadays obscured by misuse. Yes and no, however, are the only words in any language that are more exactly definite or which, if used with true intention, are the keys to more perplexing riddles. One of our many modern troubles, that should be one of the easiest to overcome, is that we use words much too vaguely and divorce them from their real meaning by admitting reservations and equivocations that lead off into endless byways of perplexity.

Duty is that which is due, and there is no escape from it, although the ways are limitless by which we may deceive ourselves, and others, with a temporary, false sensation of escape. But that is because we are all too prone to overlook the fact that all life is eternal, and that death provides no alibi or refuge from the inexorable law, that as we sow, we reap. The Higher Law, that actually governs us, is neither limited nor qualified by time; its range is the eternal Now, and though each succeeding minute may provide new opportunities for progress, neither minutes nor aeons affect the Law, which is, and was, and forever will be the sole arbiter of individual and of collective destiny.

When a bill is due, we have to pay it; the alternatives are an appeal to the more or less elastic patience of the creditor, or bankruptcy. The first postpones the day of reckoning but is often costly in accruing interest; the other compels us to relinquish all our assets, and to begin again from the beginning, without credit and without the benefit of such momentum as a business-in-being normally provides. In either event, there is nothing gained beyond a breathing-spell; and the only sure way in which a bankrupt can regain his credit is by making use of opportunity to settle with his creditors to their satisfaction.

That is no more than a simple illustration of the occult law, that what is due eventually must be paid; with interest, if we delay the payment; with increased difficulty and without the assistance of reserved resources, if we delay too long, or if we are caught deliberately trying to evade a settlement.

A very common cause of bankruptcy is signing other peoples notes: that is, guaranteeing that another individual shall pay his debts. That individual defaults  and does so the more readily because his sense of responsibility has been weakened by what may have been intended by the guarantor simply as an act of friendship  the guarantor is called on to fulfill his guarantee; he finds it impossible, fails, and the law takes its course. He then joins the host of hurt and disappointed good-intention-mongers, who chant the dirge the ages have all listened to (so often that the recording angel must have more than plenty of that gramophonic bleat in store) Never, no never again!

But he will do it again. He will do it, in some form or other, the first moment that the risk looks profitable. Nothing less than wisdom, that has so grown from within that it has become identified with the individual, will save him from forever trying the impossible; and, in the end, he is better off should his attempts to avoid the law of individual responsibility meet disaster at the outset; because nothing succeeds like success in convincing a man that his mistakes are wise, and the longer he seems able to avoid the law without distress to himself, the harder it will be for him to learn when the inevitable consequence begins to function, and the greater the distress will be. Failure in the early stages of an error is good fortune in disguise.

That is only an example on the most objective plane, where it is easiest to understand it. The Law, that as we sow we reap, is universal; it is everywhere, and it applies to everything and to everybody. It governs all the consequences of the most elusive and abstract thinking, as well as the effect of a blow struck in anger and the mixing of selected chemicals. Cause and effect are one, and they cannot be separated, although time, which is the mother of delusions, frequently persuades us that they can be.

Every individual is finally and unavoidably responsible for his own acts. Being causes, they set up consequences, that in turn become causes and bring endless chains of consequences in their wake; and for every one of those the originator must inevitably answer, at some time, in some place. It becomes easy to realize that the conditions we must meet in future lives depend entirely on performances in this life and the lives behind us, although no human brain can understand more than a fraction of the intricacies and adjustments of the Law of Karma.

A little thinking  a little facing of the facts without seeking to force them to fit time-rooted prejudices  brings to the surface the delightfully contenting knowledge that our problems are our own; that we have nobody to blame except ourselves, and no acts but our own to answer for, in the ultimate analysis. Hundreds of thousands  millions  of people have dimly realized that fact, and have sought to apply it; but, because they have only dimly realized one aspect of it, they have fallen headlong into selfishness, assuring themselves that the Law reads I come first.

But whoever adopts that policy of selfishness will find himself degraded to a plane of consciousness on which, in self-defense, all others will be quite as selfish as himself; just as he who adopts a policy of unselfish usefulness will eventually find himself promoted to a plane on which his fellow-men will act unselfishly toward him. Nor are these far-away planes, to be reached in future incarnations or avoided by some superstitious supplications to an unknown God. They are nearer than breathing; they are closer than hands and feet. They are here, immediately ready, and as easy to attain to, or to tumble down into, as a cold bath or the measles.

So a selfish policy is not the remedy for any process of unwisdom. Like creating like, and action bringing its exactly measured consequences to the doer, it is clear, when we have once been bold enough to face facts, that we cannot help anyone by trying to help him to do the impossible: that is to say, by trying to help him to succeed in error or to avoid the consequences to himself of his own unwisdom. In that respect we have enough to do to keep our own course straight amid the massed perplexities our own unwisdom has produced. If we associate ourselves with his unwisdom we become identified with it and, however self-righteously contenting the emotion that impels us, all that we succeed in doing is to add to the amount of trouble in the world, of which there is already quite enough without our interference.

Our business is to reduce the amount of trouble; and there is one royal way, but only one, in which that possibly may be accomplished. All other ways are vanity and a delusion.

A simple illustration will suggest the real process and convey a hint of its infallibility: suppose a fleet of ships to be sailing toward one destination. Some of them are keeping a correct course; others are diverging toward rocks and shoals, with which the course is limited on both sides. There is an adverse current, but each ship has sufficient power, and a little over, to force itself against the wind and tide; each is supplied with charts and is in charge of a navigator, whose duty is to bring his ship to port.

What would happen if the ships that are on the proper course should diverge from it in order to head the others in the right direction? Or if they should stop their engines and lose headway in order that their captains might argue the point with the other captains who were heading for the shoals? The probability of disaster, of course, would simply be increased, and nobody would be the gainer by it.

On the other hand, suppose that the captains who were on the proper course, and who knew they were, having taken all the seamanlike precautions, should call attention to the direction they were taking and should carry on, they would be doing their full duty, by giving clear warning of the danger to the others, and by showing the course where safety lay.

Life is not so different from that, that we cannot profit by the illustration. There are, of course, and for instance, schoolmasters whose duty is to go long ways, and drastically now and then, in interference with the navigation of the frail barks with which the young begin lifes journey; but even they find that example is the most efficient remedy for error, and that constant fault-finding not only deadens the beginners alertness but deprives him of capacity for self-direction. They do not find it profitable to do a pupils duty for him.

And there are extremes to which unselfishness may rightly go in rescuing those who have met disaster, provided that it truly is unselfishness and not self-righteousness, or a craving for self-advertisement, or the prospect of possible reward that gives the impulse. There are men and women whose very presence in the world uplifts it, so endowed by Nature with compassion for all suffering and all hopelessness that it becomes their duty to plunge into the stream of events and make other peoples business theirs. Such was H. P. Blavatsky. But then that quality of true compassion that possessed her, had its natural corollary of wisdom, so that she could do the right thing, at the right time, in the right place. Wisdom provided foresight, and she knew full well what consequences her brave altruism would inevitably bring down on herself; and, aware in advance of the slander and the persecution that would be her lot, she took her course deliberately, gallantly, surrendering her own peace for a lifetime solely that the coming generations might be benefited.

Privileges such as hers were must be earned; and they cannot be earned by talking, or by meddling with other peoples duty. No man knows how many lives were spent by H. P. Blavatsky in mastering the measureless experience that made her fit to undertake the work she did. And no man knows the tenth of what she suffered in one lifetime, which she might have lived at ease, in enjoyment of wealth and an unchallenged reputation. Neither is it possible for anyone to measure her reward, because those who are incapable of doing what she did are equally incapable of guessing at the heights she climbed by the unsparing use of all her spiritual gifts. Those who work for reward are not those who receive it, because its nature is beyond their comprehension; all the higher spheres of influence are kept for those who do not seek them, but who strive to serve in order that they may learn to serve more usefully.

Service does not consist in doing other peoples duty for them, but in so well finishing ones own that there is nothing of it left to burden others; in such painstaking exercise of self-control that not a creature can be injured by our lapses; in such alert and patient progress on the narrow way that leads between ambition and neglect, that we may lead no fellow-pilgrim off the Path. For it is very much less harmful in the long run to ourselves, to bring disaster on ourselves, than to imperil others.

Danger is a grim word, fraught with meaning. The danger in anothers duty is as grim and sure as that which we know we run if we neglect our own. The fact is, that we cannot do anothers duty and our own as well, and the attempt to prove the contrary entails neglect and oversight, which are the source of half our difficulties and of most of our delay along the Path of Evolution. The desire to do anothers duty very often is a masked form of intolerance or pride; as often, it conceals a mean scorn for anothers weakness; sometimes, it is tyranny, grimacing in the cloak of kindness. It is never quite unselfish for at best it robs another of an opportunity.

The weird, illogical, and blind belief that one short life is all there is of us, is a delusion, under which in one form or another all the nations of the world succumb to hopelessness, or struggle onward in a false hope that some whim of an incomprehensible Destiny may show them a life better worth the living after death shall have imposed the final irony on this one.

Stultified by this delusion and obsessed by the impossible ambition to compress Eternitys whole panorama into one short earth-life, men grow mad, ascribing all their own discomfort to their fellow-mens iniquity. They seek to make themselves more comfortable by controlling and compelling others. They quote what have been said to be the words of Jesus Do unto others as ye would that others should do unto you ; but they neglect to bear in mind that other equally profound and simple caution Let your light so shine that they may see your good works. Duty, in this age and generation, has become a synonym for making other men do what we ignorantly think is theirs, in order that we may feel self-righteous, or may live more lazily, or possibly that we may get to heaven on the wings of other mens behavior.

It is impossible for anyone to understand anothers duty, let alone to do it. Before we can qualify to sit in judgment of a fellow-mans neglect, or of his ignorance, or of his ill-will, we must first attain to the ability to see the whole of the procession of preceding lives that he has lived, and then so wisely weigh the interlacing causes and effects of myriads of years that not a single one escapes us.

A sneer at that statement is about the only recourse left to those who cling to the delusion named above that has brought the world to its present pass. But the sneer will not answer the charge that whoever sits in judgment on a fellow-man, or dares to try to do anothers duty, or who makes claim to be better than his fellow, mocks himself and makes himself ridiculous; for either he asserts impossible ability to see the whole procession of past lives, and boasts of sufficient wisdom to review and weigh them all, or else he impudently claims to judge without the facts which hardly the most arbitrary God invented by the stupidest of men would think of doing!

Let him who knows exactly whence he came, and whither he is going, and can prove it, pass such judgments as he sees fit; let him do anothers duty if he has the time. For the rest of us, who immeasurable this life as but an interlude between eternities, in which an endless chain of lives supplies us with the changing circumstance and the environment we need in which to work out our own spiritual progress, there is only just exactly time enough to attain our own self-mastery, and no time at all to spare for criticizing others.

To attempt to do anothers duty is an act of criticism. It implies an assertion of omniscience. It is an arrogant and ignorant concession to the self-esteem that flatters us that we are better than our neighbor, and more wise. Carried to its ultimate, it leads to a confusion of responsibility. The seeds of war are sown when any nation starts to interfere with the duty or the privileges of another; none will gainsay that. But we are prone to overlook the fact that nations are but congeries of individuals, and that the same eternal Laws apply to all of us.

In one sense, and in only one, are we responsible for our neighbors duty. He has his rights, and they are neither more nor less than ours. It follows that our duty toward him includes our giving him full room and opportunity to attend to his own affairs, while we attend to our own so thoroughly as not to interfere with him and not to leave neglected details for him to clean up after us.

There is an everyday expression which betrays the common attitude toward life and its problems and lays bare the roots of the ridiculous philosophy with which the greater part of what we call the civilized world today endeavors to console itself. Life is too short for that! We have all heard it. Most of us have used the phrase at one time or another. But the truth is, Life is too long for anything but strict attention to our duty and a generous permission to the other man to do his.

If all we had to live was one life  three score years and ten  there might be something in the theory that life is much too short for anything except enjoyment; and that if another does not do his duty, then we may do it for him in order to enjoy immediate comfort of mind or body. But even the Psalmist, who sang of three score years and ten, sang also that a thousand years are but a moment. Life is so long  so eternally, incalculably long  that there is time for every act, however apparently insignificant, to reach its full fruition; and there is time for us to meet  to be compelled to meet and be compelled to deal with  all the consequences of the acts that we ourselves commit.

We see around us all the evidence of rebirth, ceaselessly progressing. There are sermons in the stones, and running brooks, and trees. The very nestling, newly hatched, knows whence to expect its food. The tree knows how to grow as soon as it bursts forth in darkness from the seed. Who taught it? Where did it learn the trick of thrusting upward to the light, and how does it know the light is there? Ourselves, possessed of habits that were never taught us since we came adventuring into this short span of years between a cradle and the grave, live, move, and have our being amid circumstances and conditions that we know intuitively how to deal with. Is it possible, or by any thinking mind conceivable, that we could conduct ourselves as men and women without accumulated stores of past experience on which to base our judgment of events as they arise? It is insanity to base our estimate of life and its recurrent problems on the proofless, blind assumption that we have but one short earth-life in which to make our whole experience.

What then is the danger in anothers duty? This: that every injustice brings its retribution on the perpetrator. It is not just to deprive another of the opportunity to work out his experience. And it is unjust to ourselves to rob ourselves by interfering with another, thus misusing time and opportunity that might have been applied to our own problem. So to do anothers duty entails two injustices, and we will have to meet the consequence of both, at some time or another, in this earth-life or another, and then we will have to devote both time and energy to the solution of a difficulty that would certainly have been avoided had we sooner learned the art and the necessity of minding our own business.

Minding our own business is the all-important principle of living. We are what we are  a nuisance to our neighbors very often, and a danger and obstruction to ourselves. It is becoming what we can become that is our duty to our fellow-man; and by becoming better than we are, and better able, from constant practice, to mind our own business wisely, we can become of increasing benefit to ourselves, our neighbor, our nation, the world, and the universe. By trying to do others duty, we can only go from bad to worse.

Duty is that which is due  not that which we think, perhaps, may possibly be due before long. Duty, like ourselves, exists in the eternal Now. It is at hand, immediate, in front of us, invariably simple; and it sometimes takes the form of opportunity to learn a little self-control by refraining in thought or word or deed from interference with another.

It must be clear to the most immature human intelligence that no man can be helpful, or anything except a burden to his fellows, until he has acquired the art of orderly self-government. It follows, that our first duty at all times and in any set of circumstances is to control ourselves and so make sure that, whatever else, at all events we do not add to the inharmony around us. It sometimes happens then, although not nearly so often as our vanity would like to persuade us, that after we have exercised our utmost self-control, so giving wisdom opportunity to function, there is just a little surplus left that we may safely offer to the other fellow; but even so, the wisdom born of self-control, will oblige us to make the offer very diffidently. Wisdom will remind us that we are ignorant of many of the facts, and possibly of nearly all of them.

Briefly, our whole duty to our neighbor may be summed up in one sentence of four words: Mind your own business. Business is that which ought to keep us busy, even if it does not. If it does not, then our duty is to find out why, and to remedy the failure by giving business more strict attention. That which ought to keep us busy is the instant and unceasing task of learning how to regulate and improve our own character, forever watchful of results as evidenced by deeds, and to the one end that we may become more useful by becoming more spiritual.

The only influence that we should dare to exercise is that which comes from spiritual progress. And that is automatic. It requires no exercise of brain, and no self-assertion to exert the uplifting beneficence of spirituality. In fact, on the contrary, self-assertion is a gross impediment that not only makes us stumble in our effort but assumes far greater proportions, in the eyes of the beholder, than those spiritual qualities that we propose to advertise. There is nothing more insulting to ones neighbor or more stultifying to oneself than conduct based on a self-flattering claim of spiritual superiority. The moment that we feel ourselves superior to others is the time, of all others, when we most need self-control  and then self-criticism  and then drastic self-direction, bearing well in mind that there are countless future lives in which to meet in full the consequences of the positive and negative commissions and omissions made in this one.

The conclusion of it all is this: that we are here to learn, not how to do our neighbors duty, but to do our own  not for our own advantage, but for that of others. The only real blessing we can offer to our fellow-men is self-improvement, to the end that we may not increase inharmony but may exercise an honest, pure, uplifting influence. The basis of all spiritual progress is in self-examination and self-watchfulness. The proof of it consists in deeds that do no injury, depriving no man of his right to equal room and unhampered liberty along the Path of Progress.


OYEZ!

They threw a tinker into Bedford jail lest wise heads should be troubled by his tongue;
They burned the Maid of Orleans to still the voice forever that she claimed to hear;
They gave the hemlock draught to Socrates to drown disturbing truths he taught the young;
They slew Hypatia to kill such courage as makes cowards fear;
They burned the Prophets books and said: Henceforth we make a better law from day to day;
They said: The past is dead and cannot trouble us again, if we forget.
The moment is the goal. There is no higher law that unseen truths obey;
If we but bury consequences deep enough the cause dies too. And yet  
They saw the pebble thrown into the pool and watched the unprevented ripples spread;
They calculated cycles of eclipse and timed Orion rising in the sky;
They bragged of a heredity from ancestors a dozen generations dead;
Then tried to take the cash and let the debit go, and failed  and wondered why.


I WILL AND I WILL NOT

A CERTAIN sort of modern scientist is fond of describing the human race as animals, and from his own point of view, which is as circumscribed by material limitations as a frogs at the bottom of a well, he may be right; but he might just as well, and just as logically, describe animals as men. In fact, the animals might be the better for it  might receive a more intelligent consideration and more mercy from homo sapiens, who is seldom as wise as the pundits of materialism flatter themselves that he is.

From the viewpoint of the sheer materialist, who weighs a dying man to prove that life has no weight whatever and therefore that soul does not exist, there is no soul and evolution is a blind, mechanical procession of events that follows undiscoverable laws with no comprehensible purpose except to develop what must ultimately be destroyed. And if we accept that view there remains but one mystery: why should anyone trouble himself to continue living, or  if we cannot quite force ourselves to such flat depths of cynicism  why not eat, drink, and be immoral, since tomorrow or the next day we must disintegrate into unthinking atoms?

There are strange inconsistencies in human nature, and particularly in scientific human nature, which are easy to immeasurable but very difficult to understand. For instance, one and the same intensely educated biologist will speak of the blind laws of nature with as fanatical conviction as the out-of-date enthusiasts who used to speak of everlasting hellfire; but almost in the same breath he will boast of his own will that differentiates him from the common run of men and makes it possible for him to force his tired brain and his exhausted body in the search after new discoveries. He is willing to divide his neighbors into classes and to publish statistics, which are alleged to prove that about nine-tenths of the human race are his mental inferiors; but he denies that there is any spiritual basis for his theory, and he shuts his eyes deliberately to that very will and will not, which in practice have made his life-work possible.

The average nature-lover, much better than the most expert analytical naturalist, knows what an animal will or will not do in given circumstances. The differences between the species and genera are much more evident in their behavior than in conformation or in structural anatomy; they have evolved up to a certain point, and at that point they function, always in the same way, always in obedience to the law of their kind. Their will, which is their state of consciousness, obliges them to respond in certain ways to given circumstances; and when one animal  as a dog, for instance, or an elephant  evolves a disposition to act differently from the rest, that individuals state of consciousness is changing, usually to a slightly higher level. Then, there being no exception possible to law, it follows that exception must become law; the level to which one member of the species has attained becomes possible to all that species, and evolution takes one step forward. Thenceforward the I will and I will not of all that species has one less limitation. Example being more contagious than disease, it is only a matter of time before the ability of the one becomes the law  the will  the state of consciousness of the entire species.

It is so with men, but with this difference: that men have reached the stage of evolution in which it is possible for them to become aware of it and consciously to direct its progress. Animals evolve unconsciously, the lower species hardly more aware of what compels them than the trees are, or the rocks and rivers. The higher mammals very often are aware of spiritual forces, although only for short periods, amid surroundings and in circumstances that provide the necessary stimulus; and although they give every evidence then to a discerning observer of being conscious of unseen powers whose presence thrills them, they rarely, if ever, appear to change in character in consequence.

My own observation suggests, in fact, the contrary. A lion is never so much a lion as when he has stood for a few minutes staring into infinity, motionless, absorbed in contemplation of the unseen. At such moments his normally keen senses appear to be in a state of suspended function; he can neither hear the sounds that usually alarm him, smell the scents that normally enrage him, nor see what should make him suspicious, were his purely animal consciousness alert. He is alert to something else, and in another way. For a moment he seems aware of the divinity of everything that lives and breathes, and of his own place in the universe.

On many such occasions I have had the opportunity to watch lions in the open, when the weather, his own vitality, and every other circumstance was in the lions favor, giving him nothing to think about but the satisfaction of being alive. In such moments the very spirit of pantheism seems expressed, and that wonderful old psalm comes to mind in which the singer adjures: O all ye beasts, praise ye the Lord; praise him and magnify him forever.

The moment passes, and the lion always roars  roars as if a glimpse of the reality of things has thrilled him to the marrow  roars and roars  and then reasserts the animal. He is dangerous then. It is as if, in the words of the Bible, the flesh lusteth against the spirit. He reverts to blind laws and the lions will, which is to go in search of what he may devour and to slay because he can.

It is the same with wolves. Sometimes, particularly toward evening in fine weather, when they have eaten and slept and played, so that they feel in the pink of condition and their senses are in harmony, they seem to grow conscious of another element. Usually one wolf feels it first, and howls; but the howl is an entirely different note from the hunting-call. Each wolf in turn takes it up until they all howl in chorus, putting all their heart into the music. No observer then, unless afraid, or so prejudiced that he is incapable of recognizing anything except what he has been told he should expect, could mistake that chorus for the usual wolf-cry. It is more like an evening hymn. They throw up their throats and take extraordinary pains to pitch on exactly the right quarter-tone. They are doing something they enjoy, and for the sake of doing it  something that is neither play nor work  an ecstasy.

They are not wolves while they are doing that, but a conscious part of Nature, one with all the rocks and trees and rivers, one with the wind and the twilight, one with Life itself. But it is only for short moments that they can hold to that realization; then they are wolves again, and dangerous, asserting their condition and the fang and claw with which they hold such sway in the forest as is theirs by right of evolution.

It is only man who can explain to himself what such ecstatic moments mean and can direct himself in order consciously to profit by them. And that is why it is unfair and ignorant to label man an animal, and why, the less a man regards himself as animal, the swifter his advancement to the higher planes of consciousness. We all are spiritual  rocks and trees and rivers, wind and weather, stars  birds, reptiles, beasts; we all evolve; we all work out our destiny exactly from the point at which we stand; but the dividing chasm between man and animal is greater than that between animal and tree, because man alone is able to be conscious of the Soul that guides him.

The animals I will is an obedience to the law of his existence that he heeds but does not understand. He is a lion or a sheep, a wolf or a hyena; evolution is directed for him and he spends his life in being what he is, without a discernible trace of will to become something higher. Unless compelled, as a few rare individuals know how to compel, he shows no disposition to imitate anything higher than himself, or even to immeasurable that there is any higher condition than his own. His will is to be wolf or sheep or lion, and to make the most of that, adapting himself as best he can to changing conditions. His I will not is his unwillingness to change himself  his inability to do it.

Mans I will is all too often no more than the animals expression of desire. His I will not descends too often, and particularly when the individual surrenders to the mean massed instinct of the mob, to the plane on which all consciousness of self-direction ceases and, in common with the vegetables, he exists within his senses and self-rooted to the earth. In such moods men are not superior to animals, but worse, and for this reason: that whoever once has felt within himself and recognized the working of the Higher Law, thereafter is responsible; and he who lets that feeling of responsibility escape him or be crowded out by swinishness and greed commits sin. It is impossible to sin without a consciousness of what sin means.

Accordingly, a mans I will, if he shall have the right to call himself a man and to enjoy mans heritage, must entail some higher object than the mere expression of his appetite or his ambition to impose his own desires on others. As an animal, man is a weakling so inferior in strength and obstinacy to the ass, for instance, that no comparison is possible between them. Mans intelligence, if set to perform the asses labor in the asses way, still leaves him so inferior to the beast that mere economy would give the ass a higher market value. It is in a mans unwillingness to be an ass, to be described as one, to be made to work as one, that the hint of his way of salvation lies.

The meanest man, at intervals at any rate, is conscious of his manhood and aware of a compelling force within himself (he calls it conscience oftener than not) that drives him to remorse, and through remorse to self- improvement. Then his I will strikes a nobler key, no longer flatted by disgusting appetite but thrilling with authority. He has accepted mans responsibility  the privilege of self-direction. Self-control and self-improvement follow, and the I will not falls like a sword into his right hand  a sword that points every way.

And I will not is equally important with I will. The animal within a man is stirred by every evidence of strengthened will. The I will not restrains it, and converts the animal emotion into higher forms of energy. No latter-day condition is more noticeable and productive of bewilderment than that increasing education and intelligence bring with them an increasing animality and cleverness in crime; but that is because thou shalt not has been allowed to substitute for I will not, paternalism (of a sad, short- sighted kind) stalking stupidly where individual responsibility should be the first law of the land and the first concern of educators.

An man who has responded to the Soul-note in himself (his conscience, if you will) and has deliberately set his face toward the future and the light, has felt  perhaps instantly  in some degree increasing influence upon his fellow men. They begin to regard his word and to accord him the beginnings of authority, most often without knowing why they do it, because few men pause to analyze and to dissect their own reasons for this and that attitude. And if the truth could be set down in cold statistics (we are fortunate, perhaps, to be spared that mathematical indictment of a whole race!) we might be staggered by the revelation of what follows; our belief in human nature would need readjusting drastically before we could resume that buoyant optimism that we need in daily life.

Let each man analyze himself. Let each discover for himself the need for constant watchfulness. Our memories are not for nothing. There are few of us who need to look back more than one day down the line of zigzag and sporadic evolution to discover that each time we have been conscious of a forward step, however short, our lower nature instantly has sought to take advantage of it, causing us, subtly perhaps, to use the opportunity for self-aggrandizement.

I remember a black man who set himself deliberately to improve his moral status. The effort was easy to immeasurable, and the result was obvious, although only he knew what extremes of self-denial it had cost him. He had left his native village, as he told me. (He was born in a village of thieves, where murder was considered bravery, and it was a Sikh skin-trader who first suggested to him higher standards of morality.)

In course of time he came to the attention of a high government official, who employed him and, finding him diligent, caused him to be enlisted in the police force, in which he began with such a splendid record in his favor that he was placed in positions of trust much sooner than was usual with recruits. His I will was as ready as the knife he used to wield in the old days in his native village; discipline seemed second nature to him, and his influence among the raw recruits enlisted later than himself was excellent. His I will not, however, had not kept pace, and the feel of the new-found influence went like wine to his head. He became a bully, and from that went on to mutiny; and the last I knew of him he was a member of the chain-gang, cleaning township streets.

Now human nature varies only in degree. As long as we are humans we are subject to the laws that govern human life and conduct. What is possible to one is possible to everyone, and the degree of our advancement can be measured solely by the strength or weakness of our individual self-control. Unlike the animals, we have the power of self-direction; we may exercise our will in the deliberate judgment of ourselves by spiritual standards, steadfastly aspiring to new levels of discretion, sturdily rejecting all inducements to descend again on to the lower plane on which the animal controls us.

The secret of success is balance. We are all familiar with characters who shine with a resplendent genius and lack, nevertheless, that moral stamina that challenges respect. The jails are full of them. The most of them lack balance  lack the I will not to serve as counterweight and regulator to I will. Without I will we never may attain to that self-government that is our goal, nor ever may evolve into such consciousness as can conceive self-government throughout a universe. Without the I will not we never can escape from the attraction of the lower nature, which provides us with an infinite variety of opportunities to resubmerge ourselves into its depths for every forward spiritual step we take.

The Middle Way  Theosophy  lies midway between animal ambition and the subtler maze of spiritual pride. A man needs balance more than any other faculty, if he would keep the true course, and the surest aid to learning balance is a sense of humor that enables one to laugh at his own erratic judgment and, instead of pitying himself, to pity others whom his own mistakes may have misled. There is no more certain prelude to a fall than self-approval; self-condemnation and self-pity are such dead-weights as the strongest cannot bear upward; but a sense of humor is no burden. The ability to laugh at ones own flounderings, and above all to laugh at ones own claims to superiority above his fellow men, is a magic talisman that costs nothing, weighs nothing, and occupies no space. Unlike those patent medicines that they used to sell to travelers, it really cures all ills and is available in every accident.

It is the lack of any sense of humor that has darkened all religion until men fight and go to law about past participles and the dull, dead letter of a printed creed. Paul the Apostle, who did more than any man to compose and formulate the religion since called Christianity, was no apostle of self- righteousness and gloom. One can imagine how he laughed and how he tapped his own breast when he voiced that famous phrase the evil which I would not, that I do! And doubtless he would laugh (and at himself) if he could hear the din of the debates over his phrases that have kept men quarreling among themselves for nineteen hundred years. Paul had sufficient sense of humor to preserve himself from bishoprics and too much praise; he earned his own living as a tent-maker; he laid no claim to be immune from limitations and obsessions that beset the rest of us, and he foresaw the evil that he might do while attempting the great benefit he would.

So, whether we agree with the Apostle Paul in all his teachings, or agree to disagree with him, we may admire the manliness that made him immeasurable his own humanity and saved him from the mire of self-esteem, into which too many of the worlds would-be reformers have slid headlong. Thus far we all may follow him, conceding our intention to do well by all the world but laying no claim to infallibility, our sense of humor coming to our aid to save us from self-praise  such heady stuff that, balance we like Blondin, we should nevertheless lose footing if the least whiff of it were allowed to poison the immediate air.

I will and I will not are grand assertions. They include the whole of mans prerogatives; and neither is complete without the other. The infinite immensity of will, forever broadening as man ascends by purifying and controlling his own character, reveals such realms to revel in as blind and dazzle or bewilder at the first glimpse. Power not subject to restraint  power even over oneself, without the sanity that shall restrain and guide it  is madness, self-destroying and destructive of all else that meets it while its short-lived frenzy lasts.

Power over oneself can be attained, and must be, before progress becomes possible. But it is power held in trust and the least abuse of it is treason to the Soul  rank sacrilege. I will is an expression of the consciousness of power. I will not is born of the determination never to betray the trust that power imposes.

So the two go hand in hand, the will to become one with our Higher Nature and the Higher Law being balanced and restrained by will not to offend or injure. Therein lies the difference between man and animal-man, if he is worthy of the name of man, evolving character and race, and laying down his destiny, by serving others first, himself last  the animal unconsciously obeying laws that seem to him to legalize the theory of self first.

Animals, in fact, are far from selfish, because their very instinct to protect themselves is based on laws beyond their comprehension that oblige them to protect their offspring and the herd and, consequently, all their ways are suitably conditioned to the state of consciousness at which they have arrived. Nature guides them.

Man is his own guide. He has attained to spiritual consciousness and may, and can, if he sees fit, take cognizance of spiritual laws and by their aid advance to higher spiritual knowledge, benefiting all humanity and all life less advanced than he is, not by self-assertion but by vigilant self-government that requires each thought and act to be unselfish and constructive. Man, if he will be man, not a major animal, will  must  live, and alone may live, by spiritual service.


CHANT

When that caressing light forgets the hills
That change their hue in its evolving grace;
When, harmony of swaying reeds and rills,
The breeze forgets its music and the face
Of Nature smiles no longer in the pond,
Divinity revealed! When morning peeps
Above earths rim, and no bird notes respond;
When half a world in mellow moonlight sleeps
And no peace pours along the silver beam;
When dew brings no wet wonder of delight
On jeweled spider-web and scented lair
Of drone and hue and honey; when the night
No longer shadows the retreating day,
Her purple dawn pursues the graying dark;
And no child laughs; and no wind bears away
The bursting glory of the meadow-lark;
Then  then may be  never until then
May death be dreadful or assurance wane
That we shall die a while, to waken when
New morning summons us to earth again.


THE MAYA MYSTERY  YUCATAN

ONE must search the pages of The Secret Doctrine for true light on the history of Yucatan. The Mayas  latter-day descendants of the ancient Itza civilization  themselves preserve a myth, much scoffed at by historians and referred to by the guide-book writers in the smallest print, to the effect that the hero-god Itzamna brought their ancestors through the ocean from the east. The thought of the tourist leaps at once to submarines; he laughs. To others, not so eager to class myth as mere absurdity, there occurs at once the story of lost Atlantis.

The Yucatan Peninsula is one vast plain, with an area of nearly a hundred thousand square miles, largely covered with dense jungle and virgin forests, and it is nowhere more than five hundred feet above sea-level. With the exception of enormous plantations of henequen-fiber, laid out comparatively recently, there is very little cultivation, owing mainly to lack of surface- water, and the jungle might have continued unexplored for centuries to come were it not for manufacturers of chewing-gum, who send their agents into the forest in search of chicle, from which chewing-gum is made.

These agents, mostly Mestizos, or half-castes (although some are pure Indian), occasionally bring news of great areas of ancient ruins, and it is to them in the first instance that almost every fresh discovery is due; but they are an uncommunicative breed, and very cautious in their dealings with the alien. From the purely Maya Indian one can learn almost absolutely nothing, his racial recollection of the conquerors heel having closed his mind against inquisitors.

That conquerors heel, it may be added, was no imaginary infliction. La Casa del Conquistador Motejo still stands on the south side of the principal public square in Merida, the modern capital. It was the first house built by the Spanish conquerors and its facade bears the escutcheon of the Montejo family; on either side of the entrance, carved in stone and well preserved, are the figures of two Spanish knights, clad in the costume in vogue at the time of the conquest, each with his foot resting on the head of a conquered Maya India. That symbolizes well enough what Mayas have had to endure. There is not much room for doubt that they were suppressed, and by methods more drastic than we moderns fortunately can imagine. They have not yet re-arisen from the effects of it.

The conqueror did not destroy the Maya buildings, as so often has been charged. There were extensive ruins all over Yucatan before the Spaniards came, and it seems probably that great areas had been abandoned to the jungle long before 1570, owing to lack of water, and possibly owing to a pestilence that may have followed in the wake of drought.

There are practically no surface-streams, although there are considerable rivers that flow underground and find their way into the limestone caverns with which the whole country abounds. The principal water-supply is from rain preserved in natural cisterns, and it is easy to imagine how a prolonged period of drought may have forced the ancient inhabitants to abandon city after city.

What the conquerors methodically did destroy was anything in writing or in sculpture that could help to connect the Mayas with their ancient culture and the storied past. So fanatically and so thoroughly did they obliterate whatever they regarded as unchristian, and therefore damnable, that though the Mayas possessed at that time (1527) an extensive literature, consisting mainly of historic records, in a script at a stage of development apparently about midway between pictograph and letter, not one document or carving now remains to provide a key for modern language-students. The agents of the church were thorough. Scientists, comparatively easily, have worked out the system of numbers and dates, and they are continually searching for some carving  enthusiastically hoping for some document  that may explain the code in which the Maya narrative was written. But until now the history, myth, legend, and religion of the Mayas remains for the most part a forgotten mystery, in spite of square miles of monuments that have resisted time and weather  unless it is true, as some say, that among the Indians there are individuals who have preserved the record, handing it on from generation to generation, and who could tell the secret if they chose.

It is certain that no area in the world possesses such a Wealth of archaeological antiquity as that part of Central America that includes the Yucatan Peninsula, Honduras, and Guatemala. There are expeditions from a number of scientific foundations and universities now studying the jungle-ruins at widely extended points, but those points are like proverbial drops of water in an ocean; there is such abundance of material that one point seems almost as good as any other at which to begin exploring, and there is no guessing where the most important secrets may be brought to light.

It appears, from what already is uncovered, that the early Maya civilization  subsequent, that is, to the arrival of the Mayas from some continent that may have been Atlantis  had its beginnings in what is now called Guatemala, since it is there that are found carvings, photographs of which were long since published in The Theosophical Path, for November 1920, so ancient that few antiquarians have dared to assign a date to them.

From Guatemala the Maya race seems gradually to have extended its civilization northward into Yucatan, the theme and nature of its monuments not changing much but rather evolving slowly toward greater elegance and less solidity, until, as far north as Chichen-Itza, about a hundred miles from Merida, we find well preserved buildings probably not more than three thousand years old, with beams of the time-resisting zapote-wood still supporting the stone arches.

The Chichen-Itza ruins (the name is a Maya word meaning by the well of the Itzas) are on the site of the Maya or Itza capital. The well, or cenote, remains  a huge, natural pool in the limestone rock, fed by underground springs of extremely cold water that takes on a peculiar jade-green color. Ever since the arrival of the Spaniards that sacred well has been the center of romantic legends about maidens sacrificed to the rain-god, and prisoners of war permitted rather than obliged to sacrifice themselves by plunging in and drowning. (They say, though, that the principle of mercy was not wholly overlooked: whoever lived from dawn to sunset on the surface of the pool was rescued and allowed to live.) Unlike most legends, these have been checked up and in a large degree confirmed by M. E.H. Thompson, formerly U.S. Consul in Yucatan, who has spent the last thirty years in carefully exploring Chichen-Itza and its neighborhood.

Mr. Thompson procured a diving apparatus and spent, in all, more than a month under-water, stirring deep layers of mud with a rake, uncovering treasures of gold and a peculiar jade found nowhere else on earth, besides the bones of young women and warriors. A peculiarity about the jade is, not only that its source is unknown (for nothing like it has been found in Central America or elsewhere) but that every piece of it is broken, as if the priests, who performed the sacrifice, went through the form of releasing its spirit before, as it were, consigning its material shell to oblivion.

Whoever has studied Maya architecture and such fragments as are known of their ancient religion, is impressed by the marked resemblance to the ancient Egyptian culture. It is in the pages of The Secret Doctrine that one finds the key to this enigma, and, supposing it to be true that the originators of Maya and Egyptian culture came, before the period of any history we know, from one and the same continent, we might reasonably expect to find a parallel development.

We know, for instance, that the culture of ancient Egypt passed through cycles of adolescence, splendor, and decay. In course of time pure doctrine became corrupted as men ceased to aspire to the higher mysteries. What once had been a hierarchy was replaced by an ambitious priesthood; and the sacrifices that had once been imagery of the opulence of life became degraded into superstitious rites.

Why not the same in Yucatan? This key would fit the latter-day discoveries of bones and jewels thrown into the sacred pool  barbaric practices that otherwise it is impossible to correlate with the unquestionably esoteric nature of the ancient Maya art. It is incredible that men who rose to such artistic heights that they designed those carvings and the caste, high arches of those dim interiors should condescend to drowning human victims to appease a wrathful rain-god. But it might be that, as in Egypt, men forgot the ancient Key. The hierarchy may have died out from below, for lack of aspirants with moral strength to endure the higher ordeals of the Mystery. And so, while buildings by the thousand stood, that traced the dignity and grandeur of the past; while pictograph and symbol still remained in witness that the men who built those temples knew more than the mere surface-secrets of an ancient Wisdom, a degenerate, though still religious offspring of the builders, taking letter for the spirit of the law, grew morbid and disgraced themselves with human sacrifice. If so, that would not be the first, nor yet the last, great culture to decay in the gloom of superstitious cruelty. It is at such times of spiritual decadence that races become helpless to defend themselves against the conqueror. Then hundreds, in the vigor of material expansion overwhelm with ease the hundred-thousands, who have lost their spiritual vision yet affect still to despise materiality on which, in fact, they lean. No nation in the growth or the maturity of spiritual grandeur is in danger from the sword of the aggressor. Witness China, that kept peace a thousand years. But let the vision cease and, like a tree whose sap no longer answers to the challenge of the sun, that nation totters to its fall.

These latter days the Mayas, as a whole, display the symptoms of a conquered people. There is no revolt in them. They are a quiet-loving people, hospitable, kind, habitually clean, addicted to no outlandish vices  hardly even to the vices of their conquerors  and noticeably honest. But they submit. There is no vigor in their protests against exploitation. They take no part in the recurring revolutions that have boiled across the face of Mexico these fifty years. They are not soldiers; and with very rare exceptions they hold no public office. Courteous, secretive, patient, indifferent to hardship, they resemble in feature the images carved on the ruins that testify to the ancient glory of their race.

Uxmal and Chichen-Itza, where the principal uncovered ruins are, though ages of neglect, of wind and weather and the inroads of the jungle have combined to blot them from the memory of man, still mutely vouch for the enlightenment and taste of their forgotten builders. Civilization was there, and at a pinnacle, when Rome, it may be, was a scattering of hovels and the splendors of Nineveh and Babylon were not yet dreamed of.

Strange, and hitherto incomprehensible designs, wrought with consummate artistry, cover the whole face of building after building, alternating with elephants, leopards, leaves, flowers, and conventionalized human faces. Where did the ancient Mayas find their elephants? Who taught them how to carve with such unerring skill? If there was never an Atlantis, as some historians still insist, and if the arts, philosophy, and science, as the same historians maintain, derive from what they call the Old World  Rome, Greece, Egypt  whence came the Maya arts and sciences?

The predominant character of all the larger ancient Maya structures is that they are built on artificial elevations: a pyramid or truncate cone, approached by magnificent stone stairs, supports a building that thus crowns the view, suggesting elemental dignity and a conception of lifes grandeur. The walls are usually of tremendous thickness, so that the silence which today reigns over that unpeopled wilderness was more than probably essential to existence when the thinkers lived who wrought that artistry.

Interiors are quiet, oftener than not devoid of any other contribution to their beauty than the sheer simplicity of strong design, but sometimes carved, like the exteriors, with hieroglyphic cornices or adorned with paintings that permit no other comparison than with those of ancient Egypt.

The finest workmanship is displayed in the broad and elevated cornices; and whether the artists excelled more in the skill with which they assembled prodigious numbers of small pieces with which to construct their effect, or in the accuracy to nature of the scenes they represented, is a matter solely of opinion. Certainly their craftsmanship has never been surpassed on the American continent.

The Mexican authorities have wisely ruled that no more plunder shall be taken from the ruins, and no foreign collections shall be enriched by specimens from Yucatan. Facilities are given to qualified archaeologists and to expeditions from foreign universities, who are allowed to fence off areas and dig, uncover, reconstruct; but what antiquities they find must remain in their proper surroundings, so that some day it will be possible to study the whole scheme of ancient Maya life and culture where it had its being.

But the study of it is unlikely to lead men far until they search The Secret Doctrines pages and so reconstruct the past and read it with the Key that H.P. Blavatsky provided. The world, men say, is full of mysteries; but far the greatest of them all, most baffling and least suggestive of intelligence in homo sapiens is this: that after fifty years, with The Secret Doctrine and Isis Unveiled almost anywhere obtainable, men still search blindly for a key with which to solve the riddles of the past. Men still deny the fable of Atlantis  still search for the source of light among the shadows  and, when H.P. Blavatskys authoritative statements month after month become confirmed, still prefer to ignore her teaching instead of making use of what she taught for the uncovering of more.


AN ANSWER TO CORRESPONDENTS

I ADMIT it was a greatly daring editor who first published OM as a serial in Adventure, a magazine which, though it stands for manliness, omits religious subjects as a rule. It was a daring firm of publishers who brought the story out in book-form last November. OM treats of a mystery that to one half of the world, the whole of the eastern hemisphere, is concrete fact, however many explanations of it may be current; whereas to the western half it sounds not mystery so much as a mere fairy-tale. And it is the western half of the world that buys books in English.

However, both the magazine and the book publishers now admit that their daring must have been a sort of inspiration; while I, the author of the story, have been swamped under a mass of correspondence, to the greater part of which I have not yet had time to reply (and to none of it adequately).

The amazing part of it is this: that among all of the hundreds of letters I have received about the book, not one finds fault with it. I had expected to be deluged with abuse and ridicule!

I wrote the book from knowledge; but I did not know there were so many people in the western hemisphere not only willing but apparently quite eager to accept an explanation of lifes handicap based solely on what Asia calls the Ancient Wisdom. I am almost tempted to believe  perhaps to hope  that prejudice and dogma are not after all so firmly seated on the throne of Christianity as the professional religionists would have us think.

Has the world gone mad, that it accepts my book? Or is it waking up? Or am I dreaming? All I know is, that the book is being widely read. The answer must be left to wiser heads than mine.

The East has known, for no man knows how many centuries, that there exist (and always have existed) individuals  known variously as the Keepers of the Ancient Wisdom, Teachers, Masters, Gurus  who, from philosophic heights attained by heroism of self-mastery in former lives, keep watch over the world, inspiring it, whenever opportunity presents itself, with pure, uplifting thought. These men (and they are men, not spirits) have attained to greater heights of evolution than the rest of us have glimpsed. They live apart from the world, and so have always lived since long before such history as we find recorded in the western text-books; and this, less from dread of defilement by the worlds dense thinking than because of the uselessness of mingling with a crowd that crucifies, idolizes or prevents all teachers whom it fails to understand. On one point all who know of these men are agreed: that they are practical, and faithful to the vast responsibility entailed by knowing more than others know.

I am reliably informed that at this present time the home of the Masters is in Tibet, that country being difficult of access and affording them the opportunity they need to think and move and have their being in an undisturbed calm, beneath whose unruffled surface they persist in pauseless effort to induce into the world high thinking and its consequences, purity of living; since through purity alone comes true enlightenment.

But this may give a false impression of them. They are manly men, not meditative fakirs. Except that they are human they resemble not at all the popularity pursuing swamis, self-styled mahatmas or yogis who posture on rocks for the plaudits of ignorant people  or who cross the Atlantic to pocket the dollars of fools. They do not advertise. They shun the fawning adulation of the mob as sedulously as they keep aloof from its vindictiveness and passion. To them, I have been told, all forms of selfishness appear ridiculous, since selfishness contains its own destroying agent, and to them there is no profit under the sun except in benefiting others.

Their religion, as I understand it, recognizing thought as the precursor of all deed, and regulating thought as the precursor, consequently in the last analysis is wholly one of deeds and of abstaining from such deeds as might, by their inherent selfishness, destroy the harmony of others. No life like that could possibly be lived without more wisdom than is given to the ordinary run of men. None, surely, will deny that wisdom is a stark necessity if one is to discriminate between what benefits humanity at large and what does not. Reforms, revivals, social crusades and all familiar attempts to legislate or wheedle nations into righteousness are self-destroyed inevitably by the lack of wisdom in their frequently too energetic advocates. It was Solomon, I think, who is supposed to have advised us to seek wisdom first.

I have been told  and I believe it  that these Masters have, by high unselfishness and self-control in former lives, attained to higher wisdom than the rest of us can understand. If so, then we show less wisdom than we might, if we should challenge or resent their privilege of keeping to themselves. If they are so wise that in spite of all our modern methods of inquisitive research they can retain aloofness and can pass among us, when they so please, utterly unrecognized, it serves no useful purpose to deny their right to do so, or, in the alternative, to argue they do not exist.

I can imagine (who cannot?) that multitudes of higher forms of life exist of which nine-tenths of us at present have no cognizance. But ignorance proves nothing. I am sure, for instance, that in every realm of art and science there are men innumerable who know more than I do, but my ignorance of what they know does not disprove their knowledge. Rather they serve as an avenue through which I may attain their knowledge, if I will.

When we behold art, do we stultify our own intelligence by arguing that the artist knew no more than we? Or, because we have never seen the artist, do we deny that art exists? Or, because we see fraudulent copies of art, do we deny that there are many artists whose integrity is above dispute?

Admitting as, for one, I do admit that there is high philosophy abroad among us, that is freshening our thought and working like precipitating acid on our outworn, half-abandoned creeds; maintaining that philosophy necessitates philosophers to bring it into being, as it were; and so admitting as, for one, I do admit, that the existence of the Masters is no myth but an established certainty; conceding at the same time, as we must, that if they do exist they must be wiser than the rest of us in order to escape the searchlight of our pitiless publicity (the name preferred by persecution-mongers); what avails then to pit our ignorance against their wisdom and insist, with the world at large, that they are non-existent or that they are selfish not to satisfy our curiosity by coming out of their seclusion and, with magic, entertaining us. Doubtless they know better than to do it  or do it they would. Theirs is the prerogative of wisdom.

What is magic? It is certainly not humbug, though we know too well how many humbugs pose among us as magicians, in the same way that too many cacophonists claim the title of musician and too many doctors mutilate our bodies in the name of healing. The exposure of a thousand tricksters never has disproved one truth, though many a magician has been branded as a fraud because, for lack of enough wisdom, and perhaps because of vanity, he has displayed more knowledge of the esoteric laws of nature than the prejudices of the human mind permit to any man. Knowledge and wisdom are not the same thing.

A century ago would radio not have been magic? What of Newton and his laws? And what of Galileo? Would our fathers have believed it possible to transmit by a mechanism, through the ether without wires, the pictures of events within a half-hour of their happening? Can there be any object other than to glorify our ignorance, in stubbornly denying that there might be men who know how to project their thought without the intervening agency of a machine?

The handicap of all humanity is fear. We are afraid to lift ourselves above the ruts in which we run, and glance into the storehouse of the Infinite. A century ago (and less) it was religion under which we covered up our eyes and hugged our totally illogical conservatism. Now with flattery we fool ourselves that science has uncovered all laws and the portals of all knowledge. What the licensed and accredited observers of the shadows of the real say is true, we must believe or else be damned. And being damned by fellow-men is much more comfortless (because more real) than the hell our ancestors believed in!

We are still, like the fabled ostrich with its head stuck in the sand, absurd conservatives, for we conserve not much else than our own opinion of ourselves  no pleasant one, at that, maintaining as it generally does that we were born in sin.

But of the Masters I am told on good authority that they conserve the Ancient Wisdom, which is something not so worthless as our theories of God- appointed and prenatally implanted vice.

Presuming, as I think the preachers mostly do, that there was wisdom in the ordering of all this universe, and that the stars that keep their courses, and the flowers that obey the summons of the spring, have not entirely lost their contact (yet, in spite of jazz and boot-leg liquor!) with the First Cause, that obeyed the Wisdom, that impelled them forth; presuming that; admitting, as we must, that we ourselves are not wise, or our affairs were better ordered; yet admitting, too, that most of us would like to be wise and would cherish wisdom if it might be had without too much self-sacrifice  to me it does not seem too far-fetched to presuppose that Wisdom does exist.

And since we rather dimly and sporadically long for it, particularly when the aftermath of unwise deeds propels us into gloom, I think it logical (and surely some agree with me) that contact with the Ancient Wisdom never has been absolutely broken. If it had been broken, we could hardly be aware of its suggestive thrills.

We search, or rather, some of us still search among the animals in far- off lands for that weird figment of imagination called the missing link, to prove material evolution. Why not  in the name of manhood, why not search at least as far afield for proof of spiritual ancestry? The dignity would certainly be greater, and the shock less numbing to our morals, to discover ourselves linked in spiritual evolution to the Gods, instead of, as the scientists would have us, chained to a material progression with the apes.

A spiritual link there must be. Otherwise, whence come the streams of spiritual thought that in our calmer moments of reflection raise us higher than the animals? Life, we nowadays agree, is a becoming. What of those who have become? If there is progress, where are those who have progressed?

To a believer in the very modern, unauthenticated doctrine, totally impossible of proof and more illogical than any other phantasy invented by the mind of man, that we are doomed to one earth-life, and only one, whereafter we are dead and done with this world, it is manifestly difficult to think, and almost an impossibility to understand that in the order of the universe evolving hierarchies fill the realms of evolution, stage beyond stage.

But whoever dares  and two-thirds of the world does dare  to open up his mind and think that possibly, perhaps, this earth-life that we now live is a short link in a chain of many lives, past and to come, lived and to be lived on this self-same earth, the purpose of them all the same, that by experience we may evolve into a higher spiritual type; whoever dares to let imagination wander in that realm of thought can see, at least the possibility, that higher types of men, who have preceded us along the path of evolution, may exist among us, though unrecognized, and through familiarity with purer wisdom than our own may make our own ascent less difficult.

We may imagine that such men would no more mingle with us socially than would our own least prejudiced and most enthusiastic advocates of the equality of man permit themselves to live with cannibals. We may imagine, too, that they would much bestir themselves to raise us by the best means from the moral mud, wherein we cheat, recriminate and fight; and, being wise, that they would go about it with more wisdom than our own brass-band enthusiasts display when they set forth to educate the heathen in his blindness.

I am told  and I believe it  that the password to association with the Masters is no spoken word at all, but stark integrity, that they can recognize as instantly as trainers see the good points of a horse.

It is of such integrity, and of the Path that leads up to association with such men, that I wrote my story OM; and of all the things in life that have amazed me, first is this: that in this said-to-be-materially minded western hemisphere so many men and women have not only read the book, but have agreed to like it, and to ask for more of the same character.


AS TO WRITING AND READING

ON ONE point there is very nearly a consensus throughout all the world. They are not many who deny that literacy is a symptom of the progress of the individual and of the race. Some nations have insisted on a test of literacy before they will admit an immigrant at all, and in civilized communities it is compulsory to learn to read and write. In fact, as much stress has been laid on literacy as on sanitation, with the consequence that what was patronizingly referred to as the Fourth Estate has grown into a social element whose boundaries are no more easy to define than is its influence to measure.

The accepted critics speak of modern literature as a flood, and they are right, for it is not less floodsome than was Noahs fabled deluge. They refer particularly to the books that thunder off the presses of the world so fast that none can possibly keep track of them or read the tenth of one per cent. The books, though, are as one drop in the ocean in comparison with all the magazines, newspapers, bulletins and pamphlets that pour forth day by day. Nor do these complete the flood.

Who reckons up the tons of correspondence that the postmen carry to and fro? Has anybody sought to measure up the influence for good and evil that the stamped and sealed hand-written letters wield, which pass in billions back and forth in what amounts to legally protected secrecy? The hand that writes the letter rules the world, these latter days.

All superstition dies hard, and it lingers in the veins of men long generations after its pretensions have been expertly exposed and drenched with vitriolic ridicule. We do a thousand things from superstition that our reason would reject if we should pause to analyze them; and by no means least is the effect that we permit the written or the printed word to exercise upon our thought, and so upon ourselves and our reaction toward one another.

What poet said he cared not who should write a nations laws, provided he might write its songs? His was a modest preference. The harm he might do, or the good, though vast, would be as nothing to the influence of poisoned pens that scribble in the darkness and suggest, to minds all unsuspicious of the subtlety, solutions of lifes handicap that lull into a lazy dream of self- absorbed indifference, or stir the lower lees of animality to madness.

All of us attach too much significance to what is written. We forget that the essentials of life, intangible and tenuous, the inner spiritual meanings of the symbols that we see, are inexpressible in any form whatever. Ink and the best hand-woven paper are not mediums through which the spirit can emerge, and no man, pen he ever so adroitly, from a motive utterly unselfish, with an aim however high, can write one line that is not capable of misinterpretation.

We are too prone to believe whatever we may see in print. We take less care to look into the source of what is fed to our imaginations from the printed page than to investigate the food we eat (though we are careless about that). Incorrigible superstition guiding, we assert or take for granted that no individual, or group, or organized association would attempt to drug our minds; and we forget that the drug-craving almost always is unconsciously acquired. From very small beginnings it becomes a tyranny that owns, eats, empties, and leaves nothing but the shell of manhood. Do we stop to think that drugging of the mind and its imagination is a subtler and a worse form of corruption than the peddled poison that can only wreck one human being at a time? With pen and ink we can be poisonous at wholesale and a million can fill their minds from the suggestions of one black filling of a fountain-pen.

Time was, when literacy was the privilege of few and the majority were at the mercy of the masters of the art of writing; pens were mightier than swords in those days; he who took his pen in hand was conscious of responsibility. So well was that condition realized that censorship was rigidly enforced by church and state, both equally aware that superstition lent exaggerated value to whatever might be written and regardless of who wrote it. In the early days of printing censorship increased in rigor, aided and abetted by the fears of long-hand secretaries that their own profession of the pen might fall on evil days.

In spite of censorship, it was as evident in those days as it is now, that a man equipped with fluency and malice might undo more governments, upset more nicely balanced calculations and leave greater ruin in his wake than all the culverins and powder in the arsenals of Europe. None denied, as few deny today, that printing, writing, correspondence have in them the germ of liberation for the minds of men; the benefit of literacy was conceded, but the dread prevailed of what might happen if the gift of literacy and the freedom of the press should actually pass into the keeping of the common people.

Those who had inherited, or had assumed the custody of public morals were agreed on the necessity of rigidly reviewing in advance of publication anything the printers might intend to loose upon the public. But quis custodiet ipsos custodes?* It was discovered, then as now, that what goes through a sieve is governed by the nature of the meshes of the sieve; it was impossible to keep a higher standard of morality than that of any individual entrusted with enforcing it. The leak began there flowed in rapidly increasing streams into the channels sanctioned by authority all manner of polluting filth to find its level in the lower swamps of public consciousness.

Stupidity increased the weakness of the censorship, since good intentions never were the gage of government. Excluded works of merit, whose plain writing or originality had shocked the appointed guardians of thought, found outlet to the public somehow and men mocked a censorship that tried to keep from them such mental stimulant  until, since ridicule is all-corrosive, censorship became discredited and, knowing its own weakness, vanished into nothing more than name and a few emoluments.

Then license had its day, with now and then reactionary swings that but intensified the common will to read, or to be read to, from whatever was forbidden. Side by side with a perpetually gaining literary habit, that as generations came and went alchemically changed the medium of thought- communication from the sung and spoken to the written word, there flowed out of the stagnant lower levels of the human mind a habit of indecency unable to express itself except in the corruption of the noble, the artistic, the sublime.

So, side by side, the literary bay-tree and the worm both flourished, the worm spoiling what the nature of the tree produced; until, unable any longer to restrain the human appetite for knowledge easily acquired, those in authority let down all barriers and, making virtue of necessity, decreed that literacy, if no more, should be the common heritage of all men.

If no more was where the canker entered in. By law it was compulsory to learn to read and write, but not to learn to judge between the good and evil. Canons of good taste, artistic standards, literary judgment were omitted from the new curriculum, imposed on men, or else conceded to them by the keepers of the nations weal. There came a generation, taught to read and write and stirred to mental hunger by the consciousness of an ability its ancestors did not possess, but utterly unable to discriminate and no less bound than formerly by superstitious reverence for anything in writing or in print.

On them, in their simplicity as helpless as young birds about to leave the nest, the hawks of opportunity descended. There was born, within a generation, an enormous system, sprung Minerva-like from out the forehead of the century, equipped with thundering machinery, devised expressly to exploit the common peoples craving for a mental anodyne. It praised itself. It flattered its eager victims. Flamboyantly it flourished fragments of the truth and drenched them in a stream of printers ink. It cultivated in the public mind the theory that all men had the right to know their neighbors business and, reckless of the consequence, excited to the limit the awakened craving for sensation.

The printing-press became the governing machinery of nations. With the youth compelled to go to school, it was a simple thing to cultivate in coming generations markets for the ever-growing, ever more sensationally written flood of daily fiction masquerading as the truth.

The proper field of fiction was invaded. To obtain an audience the story- writers yielded to the impulse to appeal to the sensation-appetite, soon learning the advantage of the indirect suggestion over downright loathsomeness. Deliberately books were written with the unconcealed intention of evading legal penalties while pandering suggestively to all the lowest human instincts  they themselves, the writers, in their own youth caught within the toils of the impersonal, intangible perverter of mens minds, whose modern engine of perversion is the press.

Now this is clear: as much today as in its first beginnings literature has in it the seed, the possibility of liberation for mens minds. Men live today, as yesterday, whose destiny has charged them with possession of great organs of opinion  who are publishers of magazines, and books, and newspapers  and who are striving with all their might to purify the streams of print that flood the public mind. But they have learned in the expensive college of experiment that appetite, once whetted, is impossible to appease or to ignore, and they are faced with the fact that the public is glutting itself with trash and, on the whole, prefers it to the better wares that those aware of their responsibility persist in offering.

The flood, in other words, has got beyond control. Discolored, foul, polluted with the reputations of its victims, it has burst the banks of dignity and flows over the whole wide realm of thought. Like Noah in his ark, some writers float on it, some publishers preserve their self-respect, some readers swim, selecting flotsam to support their interest and finding quiet counter-currents  now and then an island or a rock in mid-stream. But the most go down along the flood, and no man knows to what depravity it leads.

The pessimists persuasion then, is easy  lazy might define it more correctly. If we view what Kipling calls the unforgiving minute with the concentrated gaze of appetite that throws the wider views of time and cycles out of focus, it may be difficult to disbelieve that all humanity is drowning. Then  hope lost for the world, ourself the looker-on  there might be some good sense in resignation to the thought that all is vanity.

They say that Solomon composed that epigram, in some despairing mood when he had tasted all the ashes of sensation. Yet the same man, in the same mood, wrote there is nothing new under the sun. Nor is it new then, that the world should foul its own nest and pollute the stream of literature. Always it has done the same thing. It erects its cities and pollutes its rivers; it discerns art dimly and invents the chromograph; it hears the symphonies of Beethoven, and dances to the cacophonic barbarism of machine-made jazz.

None knows the number of the wise men and the prophets who have brought into the world new torches lighted at the Ancient Fire of Wisdom. No historian can count the creeds, philosophies, fanaticisms, canons and dissensions that have leaped up from the darkness to distort that light, have flickered in it for a while, and vanished. When the rain drops on the thirsty earth, the mud forms. When the light shines in the darkness, shadows multiply themselves. When wind blows, there are waves that wreck ill-managed ships.

No floods persist. They leave destruction in their wake and carcasses, the ruins of homes unwisely built and tumbled, littered acres where the land- marks stood; but from them, in the leisured course of time, men learn a little wisdom  as they learn from the polluted streams they labor to repurify at last and to protect. Men die from the pollution  die in droves, until at last survivors listen to the advocates of cleanliness.

There is an endless store of Wisdom, and the acts of men can no more empty it than can the night blot out the sun. By night, how many of us think the day has gone forever and no dawn will gleam along the hills? Not even maniacs succumb to that delusion. All of us expect the coming dawn, and some of us prepare for it. We may await a new dawn of the Ancient Wisdom in the world with equal confidence. We may as well be ready for it when it comes.

Undoubtedly the night of literature lingers; there are many who have bad dreams, some who sleep too deeply to be dreaming, and a horde who dance the night through to the tune of any instrument, who will be weary and will sleep late when the morning comes. But stars shine all the brighter for the darkness, and considering the stars is better for us, and more restful, than to woo sensation in the yellow light that seeks to dim them with its artificial glare.

H. P. Blavatsky was the morning star. The literary dawn will not be far behind her. She retaught the ancient law of individual responsibility, and of the dignity and the divinity of man. Her theme was theme enough for all the writers of the world for centuries to come. With morning, when the world perceives there was no profit in the yellow glare of cheap sensation; when it sees the littered nastiness of what the lamps made to resemble virtue, it will turn toward the sun.

But there is no need now, because the morning star is merged into the faint rays of the rising sun, to waste time waiting for the full dawn. There is still with us that unforgiving minute, and the words we write are as reactive as the stuff we read. We are responsible. In these days, when the youngest of us is a letter-writer and the oldest makes his book of reminiscences, not one of us escapes responsibility for some share in the stream of written thought that goes forth influencing mens minds. Responsibility comes home to roost.

We are in school, as all the universe was always  in the school that fits us for the ascending path of evolution. We are learning, or if not we will be forced to learn, to use the written and the printed word as medium for transference of thought, in preparation for the day  it may be centuries ahead of us  when thought-communication will be understood and used without mechanical assistance.

It requires no deep investigation into logic, and it needs no pinnacles of purity from which to realize that just so long as we are willing to admit into our thought the written vapors of suggestiveness and all indignity, we never shall be fit to guard our minds against a more insidious, unwritten method of approach. It is what we read now  what we are willing to spend time on reading  that provides us with a part of the experience on which our evolution will be based.

And so with writing. Whether it be letters to our friends, the daily news or books intended to be read by fellow-men whose personality and views are totally unknown to us, we must respect their dignity although we fail to recognize our own. We may not trespass in a mans house; laws are rigidly enforced against offenders who befoul the air with smoke or keep their premises in such condition as may spread disease. We keep all those who are likely to spread contagion isolated. But we must learn not to contaminate the thought of others, nor to obscure truth, nor to deny it with the written word, before we shall be fit for further progress.

In our hands, available to all of us, there is a means of thought- communication. We have fouled it until all too few of us can recognize the foulness, and we have to purify it carefully, persistently and one by one, each individual attending to his own share of the whole. No one man, nor any group of men is rightfully to blame for the incredible debasement of our modern literary output, which is due to the inherent craving of the lower natures of us all for anything that will keep our eyes masked from the light. Indignity desires indignity, like craving like.

The dawning of the dignity of man affords the remedy. When writers, whether of books or news or private letters, learn that they imbue the written matter with their own true character, revealing to the educated eye their meannesses as well as what of virtue they may have, there will be more attempt to cleanse and prune the thought that goes on to the page. When it is realized that every contribution to the mass of sordid thinking adds to the inevitable karma that contributor will have to meet, there will be caution, if for no more reason than a mere enlightened selfishness. When it is understood that the reception into consciousness of sordid views and misinterpretations of the facts of life unfits the thinker for true thinking on his own account, the market will diminish for the wares of the sensualist and for sheer self-preservation he will have to strive to turn out better reading-matter.

The last phase of literary degradation has arrived, exactly as the deepest darkness usually precedes dawn. The so-called realistic school of letters foists on us a presentation of the worst side of mens character, their worst indecencies and lowest aims, as the truth about human nature; and they scream, as they scream of the indignity of nature, that the truth and art are one.

That wail exposes their own falsity. As surely as that truth and art are one, depiction and delineation and description of the dignity of manhood are the first pre-requisites of art. The rebirth of the art of writing, though the midwives of the so-called realism scream however loud that their brain-child is natures favorite, was heralded when first H. P. Blavatsky dared to come among us and reteach that fundamental principle of all art  that life is spiritual evolution, aspiration, ever climbing upward, and the picture of degeneracy is not, never was and never can be worth a minutes spattering of pen and ink.

With dignity (of which two attributes are tolerance and humor) let the spiritual aspect of humanity become the theme of art, and soon there will be greater men than Shakespeare in our midst, because we shall be plowing up a field of thought in which the seeds of renaissance can grow.


AS TO SUCCESS AND FAILURE

THERE was once a nobleman, or there is said to have been one (Las Casas* mentions him), who caused thirteen Indians to be burned alive in honor of Christ and the twelve Apostles. Applause perhaps appeased his morbid appetite for adulation, though there may have been concomitant emotions. He achieved success, precisely as he measured it. And though he may have passed out of the world less painfully than did the victims of his orgy of aspiration, the permanence and quality of his success are unconvincing.

And there was Caesar, who came, saw, conquered  his genius, brain, influence, and hardihood all concentrated on the one determination to assert himself and yoke the strength of conquered peoples to his chariot. He even deified himself and set his image in a Roman temple. There are more who envy Caesar than who crave to emulate the nobleman who burned the Indians to death; he has more apologists because he peacocked on a grander scale. And yet, if numbers are significant, and if attainment shall be measured by extent and aftermath, it needs not much discernment to observe that Caesar merely wrought more havoc, more titanically than did the immolator of the Indians.

So much depends on how we measure failure and success; and, probably, each individual on earth possesses secret standards of his own, in many cases secret from himself for lack of self-examination, by which he measures both his own attainments and those of others.

There was Hypatia,* who taught that happiness may be attained by searching for the truth, and living, reckless of the consequences, decently. The advocates of the accepted dogmas of that day not only slew her but in indignation at the purity she preached defiled her body, scraping every scrap of flesh from off her bones. Said they, that proves she failed.

And there was Socrates, whom the Athenians put to death. That obstinate old hero, sweetly reasonable and unreasonably (so said the Athenians) impulsive in his efforts to direct attention to contemporary evils, resisted all persuasion to desist from breaking up the molds of thought  until the rulers of the city made him toast the tired humanity he loved in a cup of hemlock. Did he fail? Or did the tyrants fail, whose very names have vanished?

H. P. Blavatsky came into the West within the memory of men and women who have spoken with her and have heard from her own lips her message of the Ancient Wisdom. Measured by the standards that apply to commerce and the race for personal advantage, she could not be called a favorite of fortune. She did not die rich. She left no legacies of carefully invested funds whose income should endow establishments for proving to the world how thrifty Wisdom is, and how materially buttressed are its children. She did not taste fame, but infamy. No legislatures voted her a tablet on their walls. The satirists and journalists aimed stinging jibes at her; religious dogmatists persecuted her; her very ill health, caused by her unselfish efforts for humanity, was made a butt for ridicule. She died. The evil her accusers coined still echoes faintly here and there. She died tired; she was doubtless glad enough to go; but did she fail? No. She succeeded amazingly. Her work lives after her as a world-wide movement, yearly growing in power and influence.

The human mind is an amazing breeding-place of paradox. We hero-worship when the mood is on us, but the mood depends, too often, on the comforts we imagine that we need. Our military heroes are the men who died defending gaps in a material defense, providing safety for the rest of us. We can admire that sacrifice. We can admit that their failure to preserve themselves was glorious, and justly we inscribe their records in the rolls of fame.

And we are willing  all the nations of the earth have done it in their years of decadence  to go a step or two beyond the totally material, when things material have somehow lost their taste and death seems more than formerly convincing  we are willing then to hero-worship at the shrines of saints and prophets who are said, however falsely said, to have performed self-immolation for remission of our sins.

But he who dares to challenge all the hatred of reaction by suggesting to us that we should think and, thinking, make ourselves a battlefield of light against the darkness, higher against lower nature, inspiration against habit, that one becomes a nuisance, not a hero in our eyes, however selflessly he suffers in his fight for all humanity.

What is success? We live this little life and leave behind us bones that crumble into dust; what else? It is a platitude to say that money never purchased happiness; all know it, he who wallows in his wealth as well as he who winces for the lack of half enough. Possessions, though we crave them, simply add their ball-and-chain to the encumbrances with which we litter up our lives; and though some seek their happiness in dying rich, that their survivors may enjoy the fruit of all their energy, it remains yet to be shown in any instance that wealth resolves lifes handicap, though many of the rich have sought to buy contentment for the poor.

And nations are as individuals. In all recorded history there is not one instance of a nations happiness increasing as a result of material conquest, which, on the contrary, merely magnifies the problems to be met and leaves to generations yet unborn an aftermath of rancor and revenge.

Analysis of motives that impel humanity along its turbulent and constantly repeated course, each generation deeming itself wiser than its forbears, yet adopting the same methods to escape the same old pitfalls and lamenting with the same cries when the same results ensue, reveals that competition holds a foremost place. Men, cities, nations, races, even continents of people, judge their progress by material advantage. Life has been accepted as a struggle for existence. The profound experience of ages, out of which was minted the immortal warning Give, and it shall be given unto you, when not forgotten is reduced to a refined, far-seeing selfishness. We give, that we may get. We sacrifice, in order that bread cast upon the waters may return to us. The wise words unto him who hath shall more be given have been tortured into a command to grab  get  keep  and get more, whether it be wealth, fame, authority, or (subtlest of sensual deceptions) self- esteem.

Not many of us like to see conceit in others. We ignore it in ourselves., or misinterpret it to mean the consciousness of goodness. Most of us have met at some time persons who inflict the pride of their humility on neighbors, and not many of us have refrained from the commission of that impudence at times, when the reaction from our positive conceit set in. The ebb and flow of ugly pride and uglier humility will never cease until we change the basis of our thought and judge ourselves by what we are, not by what we would like to seem to be.

We presuppose, in theory, a universe that is exactly what it is; that is becoming what it is becoming; that has purpose, possibly inscrutable; whose government is Law, unvarying, admitting no exceptions. And in practice we proceed to try to break that Law, to be exceptions, to become something different from what is purposed for us, and to be what we are not. The result is failure, which persists in myriads of guises just as long as the delusion lasts that we can break eternal Law. Ignorance of the Law avails us nothing, nor does remedy consist in an attempt to change the Law, but in discovering what the Law is and in directing our own efforts in accordance with it, when discovered.

Failure is at least unpleasant, and its sting lies in its inescapable conclusion: it obliges us to reconsider life  but that, too, is the reason why so many failures are precursors of success. Failure so convincing that the clamor of dissatisfaction dies and silence supervenes, is victory at last. No pig under a gate can yell more self-intently than a failed mans pride can clamor against luck or against other peoples falseness; but in the stillness of what seems uttermost disaster other impulses can find their way into the consciousness, and new hope dawns.

Success consists in being what we are, not in deceiving ourselves and others that we are something else than what we are. If we can recognize ourselves, and be, with all our might, that Man that we discern, if dimly, in our moments of true inspiration, no other purpose will remain, nor will any sense of competition cloud the issue. We shall see ourselves becoming, not by pretending to be, and not by theorizing, but by being something. In the death of our delusions, stung by discontent, eventually we are driven to discern that mere lip-service to ideals destroys the very vision of the goal we crave; and we must be the very spirit we aspire to, just as rain is wet and not a theory of wetness. Calendars, however beautifully printed, grow no crops; it is the spring that starts the seeds, the warmth that nurtures them in natures breast. Ungoverned by the heart no intellect, no will, can find the upward way.

When aspiration enters consciousness, we waste time if we worry over consequences. Is the aspiration true, or is it false? Shall we accept it, or reject? Is it a glimpse of real being, or a whiff out of the swamps of the delusion-breeding lower consciousness that tempts us?

There, momentarily and forever, the dividing line between success and failure runs; but so intense is racial habit and inherited predisposition to adopting subterfuge, that we attempt all sorts of methods of evading exercise of judgment. There are those who go to advisers for the decision; there are others who seek fortune-tellers; there are many who take whichever course at first appears the easiest, consulting none but their own surface-impulses. And there are not a few who steep themselves in what they have been told is occultism, hoping, as it were, to run before they have begun to learn to walk, aspiring to results before they have remotely made acquaintance with the causes.

No man knows more, nor can know more, of occultism than his hourly exercise of judgment demonstrates. The child, who is spontaneously joyous, is a vastly deeper occultist than he who strains his intellect in order to acquire control of forces, which, if rightly his, he would possess as naturally and apply with as much ease as he does the law of circulation of the blood. Success in occultism, as in all else, lies in doing with the whole heart eagerly the instant task at hand, if that be chopping wood or intricately managing finance.

That thou doest, do with all thy might, is counsel taken from the deepest wisdom of the ages; but  be it noted  it says nothing about watching for immediate results. Discouragement is always due to that peculiarly human vice of seeking instant, open recompense for effort. They who dabble in the dark of occultism, trespassing beyond the confines of the now and this, are no whit wiser than the men and women who forget that deeds done in the dawn of history are hedging us today with consequences. He who strives, by delving into mysteries, to find a short cut to a higher dignity is actually more materialistic in his aim than is his fellow who digs and plants potatoes. Both seek to satisfy a human craving, but the man who digs the dirt goes straight to nature, doing what he knows and leaving nature to produce the consequences. He who tries to soar into the unknown by a short cut, making intellectual experiments too subtle for his present stage of evolution, seeks material phenomena no less than the potato-digger, with the difference that he ignores his own unwisdom while he violates his soul in the pursuit of intellectual sensation.

No issue can be taken with the man who fancies he has only one earth-life to live, whereafter night and nothing, or else the grim alternative of yelling hell or sentimental heaven. He can have no sense of ultimate responsibility nor see the value of the passing minute. If he can escape, or thinks he can escape, the outcome of his thinking and his doing, of his thoughtlessness and of his own neglect, by the accident of death or by the importunity of prayer, he will govern himself accordingly. He must be left to grow until, confronted by experience, he reaches for the deathless Spirit in himself, and learns.

But there are those who have escaped from the delusion of the one earthlife; who have abandoned fear of hell or hope of heaven; who have seen a nobler vision of their destiny than everlasting idleness in a Semitic sanctuary; who have replaced fear with feeling of responsibility; who know that there are many lives, and that the living of them is the means of evolution.

Nobility of purpose is revealed, and new horizons reach into an infinite, that is appealing and assuring because Now is of the very essence of it and no swamps of an incalculable chance waylay the pilgrims feet. No longer is there any question what we leave behind us except bones that crumble into dust. Our very dust becomes ennobled; it becomes the stuff of which ensuing molds are fashioned in which infinite varieties of life shall have experience.

When the eternal vastness and the dignity of evolution has begun to dawn in consciousness, no thought, no deed, is insignificant. No minute lacks importance. The division between failure and success lies visible and comprehensible. Success is seen as new ennoblement, attained by effort and so fluxed into the character by Natures alchemy that thought and act thereby forever more are governed. Failure becomes revelation of the next step to be taken in the ascending scale of Manhood; and the end of a material mistake becomes a challenge to dehypnotize the vision, to look for the ascending Path exactly at ones feet, to learn that lesson, and go forward wiser for the experience, more tolerant of others blunders and more generous.

For generosity is of the essence of success. We judge a lamp by the effulgence of its rays. That lamp that gives the brightest light, with least annoyance and expense, is a suggestive symbol of the alchemy of evolution. There is no improvidence in spiritual living; not an effort made at spiritual self-improvement that can fail of its proportionate effect on all the universe. Incessant self-control, so governing ourselves as to become more capable of spiritual vision and less capable of false enthusiasms, is our objective; its attainment is the greatest gift we can bestow on all mankind.

Now a lamp that burns in daylight might be put to better uses. They who cavil at unequal distribution of the worlds material rewards may well consider the suggestiveness of lamplight wasted while the sun shines. A no less authority than Jesus is reported to have remarked the poor ye have always with you; and a countless series of sermons has been preached, an utterly innumerable stream of books brought forth, in efforts to explain that saying or to twist it, either into an apparent compromise with human hopes or else into a brief for fatalistic resignation. Yet its paradox is easy to interpret if we bear in mind that evolution goes on simultaneously on the spiritual plane and the material.

We being here to make experience, through which we may evolve into a higher state of consciousness and simultaneously change, by our employment of it, the particular material environment at which we have arrived, there is a dignity  and more than that, a glorious responsibility in being born into the stratum of society where quality of manhood obviously most is needed. The illogic of the situation vanishes when that viewpoint is realized; for who shall know the needs of poverty unless he learn them at first hand? Who otherwise shall learn compassion?

Is it beyond the reach of human comprehension that a great soul, rich from the experience of aeons of earth-lives, as daring as the ray of light that plunges into gloom, and having reached that stage of self-directed evolution when it even can select its own next line of effort, should deliberately choose a birth into the very depths of poverty? Of what use else were all its well-earned alchemy? Shall it paint the lily white, or shall it plunge into a sea of misery and transmute that? Which effort is the nobler?

Shall a soul learn all the intricate economy of Nature through a series of births into -a world of lethargy and ease? And may there not be souls whose turn has come to test themselves in that wide realm of opportunity that poverty presents?

Too readily we all identify ourselves with matter  shapes with which time clothes us when we go forth into earth-experience. It would be as sensible to call ourselves the clothes we wear. Brain, body, intellect, the senses, are the aggregate of what we have deserved through previous exertion; our environment is the exactly measured scope of our ability to play the man.

The paradox, so baffling to the men and women who believe they visit earth but once and then are done with it, grows clear as daylight if we keep mans true essential divinity in mind. The mystery of how, and why, the poor are always with us and no money can be made to buy more than a momentary anodyne, ceases to be a mystery at all. Materiality can no more change itself than darkness can. It is through spiritual consciousness that matter yields and men grow masters of their destiny; and disregard of mere material results, while aiming at the spiritual goal, lays matter in subjection.

To try to place matter in subjection by manipulating matter is the snare that traps the would-be higher occultist, who, if he should expend the half of the amount of energy in striving to identify himself, by wholesome living, with that true divinity that is his higher self, would earn more virtue in a minute than a life-time of ambitious conjuring can gain for him.

The higher knowledge comes of higher living at the stage at which we are, not of trying to obtain it by manipulations of the intellect. All Nature is exactly balanced and the individual who leaves the royal road of duty, seeking to escape responsibility by stealing marches on his Karma, though he may attain a sort of misty half-acquaintance with another plane, will be unbalanced by it, having not the necessary wisdom. And the end of that is chaos, with the way out difficult to find.

We forget that Wisdom seeks us; that its line of least resistance is a balanced character; that he who has attained to self-control and a delight in duty is inseparably one with Wisdom, which will find him out and feel its way into his consciousness exactly in proportion to his value to the human race.

The survival of the fittest is undoubtedly a law of Nature; but the fittest are not necessarily the fattest, nor the richest, nor the most successful on the plane of mere material results. Viewed through the distorting lenses of materiality, Lao-Tse, the Buddha, Jesus, and Pythagoras, the Druids, and all truly spiritual teachers, have been failures; it is not recorded that they slew their tens of thousands, or excelled in sport, or left invested money to endow associations that should standardize religion and enforce its rule. With a convincing unanimity they all ignored the weight of popular opinion, the threat of violence, the said-to-be omnipotence of numbers and the lure of gold. Is there a financier on record, or a demagogue, or an elected ruler, or a conqueror by force of arms, whose efforts have achieved one fraction of the benefit that theirs did? How many men were happier or wiser as a consequence of Caesars triumphs? Was it Croesus who expressed the Golden Rule? Did Roman arms, or Roman gladiators, pave the way for Vergils poems, or was Shakespeare raised on the rapine of Drake? There have been great kings; which of them has wrought surviving changes on the earth remotely comparable to the bloodless revolution set in force by Lao-Tse, to cite one simple instance?

What then is fittest to survive? that is the question  not whether to be or not to be, as Shakespeare makes the unhinged Hamlet ask. The dullest wit can answer, if the elementary and fundamental fact is not forgotten, that we shall return to earth  it may be a million times, or oftener  to meet the consequences of our action and neglect. What nature of conditions do we choose to meet when we revisit earth? And do we wish to be the victims, or to be the agents through whom the regenerative forces of the universe may find expression and prevail over materiality?

Success reshapes itself in that perspective. Failure dons new hues. Time loses its significance in the importance of the everlasting Now. Desirable results appear less tangible and not so measurable in the scale with dollars and political control. Intolerance of other mens and other nations vanity succumbs before alertness to our own imprisonment within a mold of prejudice that we begin to work to break. Self-discipline replaces the desire to govern others. True self-interest is seen to be attainment of such self-command as shall admit more wisdom into our own complex nature, driving out the dregs of ignorance in front of it, thus fitting us for manlier life now. So destiny is fashioned. So are laid the genuine foundations of success.

The problem is one and the same, whether a man possesses millions, or owes them; whether he has been elected to a legislature as the representative of millions, or whether a community, for lack of wisdom, in itself and him, has thrown him into prison. Destiny appoints no favorites, anoints no specially favored sons, avoids no issues, and ignores no subtleties of surreptitious lapses from integrity. We carve our own careers; and he who wrings extravagant amounts of money from the sweated labor of men, women, and children driven to obey him by the pressure of necessity, will learn inevitably, in experience, the sharpness of that shape of selfishness. Death may afford a breathing-spell, but it avoids no consequences of the acts that we commit; and there is many a man in prison, brought up short by that predicament, and so provided with an opportunity to think and look for the solution of lifes problem in himself, whose destiny will uplift and enrich the world.

Success and failure are twin frauds until the mask is stripped from them and we discern that dread of one is as unjustified as craving for the other. Then, those frauds exposed, we see the true direction for expenditure of effort and thereafter we permit the Lords of Destiny to measure our success exactly, by providing us with opportunity to prove, now, in experience, how far we have identified ourselves with the divine in us. That is the only test worth taking, and the only evidence that counts.


A BEGINNERS CONCEPT OF THEOSOPHY

I REMEMBER the occasion when I first began to learn to swim. There was a deep end and a shallow end. The deeper looked more satisfying, so I jumped in while the teacher was not looking. The indignity of having to be fished out was humiliating, but the worst part was the distaste that it gave me for the whole business of swimming, with the result that younger boys, who had approached the problem reasonably, left me far behind and it was several years before I began to acquire much confidence in the water or any genuine liking for it.

Then there was school. We studied Shakespeare in the English class; but not once, during four years of instruction, were we encouraged to enjoy the poets plays or to appreciate their beauty. We were set to parsing and analysis, to definition of the obsolete and rare words, and to memorizing drily written footnotes  with the consequence that poetry, particularly Shakespeares poetry, became a synonym for drudgery. I believe I was thirty years old before it ever really occurred to me that poetry was something that a man might blend into his life and breathe into his efforts, thus ennobling any task he touched.

The simplest means opponents of Theosophy could use in order to delay and to obscure its message to humanity, would be to encourage all beginners to plunge into it heads foremost at the deeper end and swamp their intellects with Sanskrit definitions. If they could be kept thereafter struggling to possess Theosophy in a bewilderment of words, Theosophy would die out from beneath as certainly as poetry has vanished from the schools, since there would be no natural responsiveness in which the love of it could flourish.

Love is the life of the Ancient Wisdom, and unless we love it ardently  unless it comforts and convinces by the flow of confidence outwelling from within  we may be sure we are but grasping at, or arguing against, the printed word; its spirit has escaped us. We cannot absorb Theosophy like patent medicine, and the attempt to masticate it all and crowd it into one gray brain is madness. It is infinite, with no beginning and no end. It would be easier to swallow all earths air and drink up all the rivers than to possess Theosophy, in the sense that we possess degrees from universities or stock certificates.

A hundred years before the birth of Christianity Shu Kuang wrote: The genius of men who possess is stunted by possession. Wealth only aggravates the imbecility of fools. (From Gems of Chinese Literature, translated by H. A. Giles.) No wiser summary of the futility of all possession ever dripped from a satiric pen, and if the epigram were printed on the front page of all text-books and engraved on every dollar-bill in circulation there might be some hope of civilizing earth within a hundred years. It is an axiom for all beginners in Theosophy.

Meanwhile, we struggle to possess, beginners just as keenly as the older hands who have accumulated what are euphemistically termed resources. Public education is designed to cultivate a memory for facts, as if a crowded brain were an essential to living. And a number of us, having been so educated, try to cram Theosophy as if we had to pass examinations in it and be judged according to an arbitrary scale of marks.

It is true indeed that we must pass examinations in it, but their incidence is hourly. We receive marks, and are judged. But the impersonal Judge, Karma, utterly ignores the feats of memory and all unproved claims, examining the progress of the hearts integrity as demonstrated by experience. Examination questions are the incidents of daily life. We act and react, do and leave undone, think and refuse to think, stand firm or are seduced, while Karma  incorruptible and inescapable  inscribes our spiritual progress on the rolls of destiny.

The moving finger writes and, having writ, moves on.

I write as one who has but recently become a member of the Universal Brotherhood and Theosophical Society: that is, as a beginner, who had never seen a copy of The Secret Doctrine until about three years ago, nor ever read a copy of The Theosophical Path or any of the Theosophical Manuals until the magic of Blavatskys pen stirred in me something deeper and more challenging than I had known was there and capable of being stirred. And I remember the bewilderment of all the knowledge crowded into her immortal book; and what thoughts first occurred to me when I had laughed a while (for there is humor in all logic, and the logic of the Law of Karma is complete).

For days on end I wrestled with the Sanskrit technicalities and tried to memorize them, caught in the enthusiasm of the universal theme but blinded by the habit of attributing all knowledge to the brain-mind. I would master this magnificent philosophy and make it mine! Then, failing to remember more than half-a-dozen Sanskrit words or to recall, for more than half-a-day, to which Root-race and Sub-race I belong, I scrambled out of that deep water and proposed to myself to try the shallow end. It looked, and was, much easier, but there was mystery enough.

I studied the significance of Karma, as applied to me, and found it not so easy or amusing as the thought of its retributive effect on others. There was too much justice in it. I began to be aware that there were incidents which, had I known of Karma at the time, might not have happened; and it irked me to discover that a more or less meticulous observance of convention during forty years or so, a reasonably decent reputation, and a habit of avoiding what is known as lawlessness, were not masks that could affect the final outcome. Theoretically, having had parents who hired somebody to teach me morals, I had never quite forgotten the necessity to play safe with a watchful Providence; but there was something in the Catechism I remembered about the forgiveness of sins, and it came as something of a shock to realize that all that I had done, for good or evil, must produce inevitable consequences, for me or against me, as the case might be.

I daresay all beginners, when they think a while, face that predicament.

It seemed, to state it mildly, not quite just that a man should have to face the consequences of an act he did in ignorance of the Law of Retribution. Nevertheless, exactly like a landlord pocketing his rents, I felt the justice of receiving compensation for investments on the side of virtue, whether made in this life and in ignorance of Karma, or in past lives utterly forgotten. We enjoy our income. It is outgo that obliges us to think.

Reincarnation, logical though it might be, began to lose that roseate, romantic lure that first appealed to my inquiring mind. I started there and then to reconsider it, and much more critically.

But that was where a little understanding entered in. I had been looking forward to possess Theosophy  to make of it a tool with which to tickle self-esteem and cut a nice wide swath along contenting aeons of eternity. The first glimpse makes the brain reel! It was the humor of my own imagination that upset that view of things. Some spark of Theosophical illumination made me wonder just how long the universe would last if each of us might manage his own destiny unguided by experience and by Intelligences higher than our own?

That thought began to lead me somewhere. Who, or what, is this that shall be guided by experience? Our bodies? Possibly, to some extent; but the experience of past lives hardly could be said to educate a body that developed from an embryo in this one; neither could a body destined to be burned to ashes be supposed to have much influence on future lives. Though atoms, or the subdivisions of which atoms are composed, are indestructible; and though our bodies are an aggregate of atoms, purposely assembled in accordance with a law beyond our comprehension; though the atoms so assembled undergo a change and are dispersed for other uses  so that you, or I, or anyone may have the dust of Alexander in our veins and Caesars clay may stop a bung-hole; nevertheless, the education of those atoms comes a long way short of answering the riddle of the universe.

The brain? Another congeries of atoms, grouped within a section of a skull and destined to disperse at death. The brain of Socrates, of Plato, and of Shakespeare was returned into the common storehouse of disintegrated matter when the change took place that we call death. And unimaginable though it may be that the particles of matter they employed to clothe their bones were not affected by the thinking that they did, and not enriched by the association, none the less those scattered particles are not, and never can have been, the man.

Who is the man? What is he? We all identify ourselves with blood and bones, and we undoubtedly provide our blood and bones with mixed experience. The most conservative of scientists admit that evolution seems to be a fact in nature, and that all things are in process of becoming something else. The brain-chambers of skulls discovered in the prehistoric drifts are differently shaped from those we humans use today, which would suggest, at any rate, that men knew other limitations than our own when those skulls had employment. Yet, the owners of the skulls could think  if not exactly as we think, still thoughtfully and to a purpose.

Has all the thinking that they did died with them? Were the atoms of their vanished flesh the only beneficiaries of the lives they lived? Who were they? Is this all of them, or even the important part of them, that lies in a museum-case or in the gravel of a prehistoric river-bed?

Theosophy does not withhold the answer, though the brain-mind may reject it and keep on rejecting it, until it has exhausted all the arguments of habit, all its prejudices, and the stored-up miscellany of remembered speciocity acquired at second-hand.

The brain-mind clings to what it thinks it knows, and dreads enlightenment. I know mine did, and does, and I believe myself not different, except in relatively unimportant details, from the rank and file of ordinary men. As we identify ourselves with flesh and blood, that flesh and blood in turn identifies itself with us and it grows very difficult, in consequence, at times to differentiate. But surely it is evident, that if we are that flesh and blood and bone and brain that, at our death, is buried and decays, then there is not much hope for us as individuals and such experiences as we suffer or enjoy can be, at best, a school for atoms.

And we know, though we are clothed in atoms , that ourselves are something vastly more. The very atheist, who says he disbelieves in anything but what his senses indicate, himself is proof upstanding of Intelligence so subtle and pervading that the atoms he assures us are himself took shape and grew into the thing he thinks he is.

Theosophy unfolds to us two natures, spiritual and material, the one immortal and the other governed by the alternating law of life and death. That stuff that we discard, and that they burn or bury (brain and all), when we have shuffled off this mortal coil, has been subjected to the alchemy of use and we have changed its nature  possibly not much, but we have changed it for the better or the worse. Who then are we?

It dawns after a while; and all the words in all the bibles and the dictionaries ever written lack ability to tell the wonder of it when it wakes into the consciousness. That knowledge comes to us in silence, though the world may yell with passion, and there rises in us from within a dignity beyond all measure  hope that is whole and deathless  an illimitable patience  and, like gentle rain on dry earth, the assurance of our own essential divinity.

Then, actually for the first time, we begin to understand the teachings of Blavatsky and appreciate why, with the alternative of wealth at her disposal, she preferred a life of hardship and the task of bringing the Masters message of the Ancient Wisdom to humanity.

To understand that message is impossible, unless we do as she did: that is, let the lures of selfish ambition go. The love of reputation and of easy short cuts to a brain-mind Utopia, just as surely as resentment of injustice, and as subtly as contempt for others seemingly less spiritual efforts, lead astray.

There must be thousands who have read The Secret Doctrine and have leaped to the conclusion that the simplest, surest way to follow in its authors footsteps is to make the desperately toilsome journey into Tibet and there learn the doctrines from the Great Teachers, just as she did. There are some who have rejected the whole teaching of Theosophy because, to them, that journey is impossible. And there are others who, for other reasons, have assailed the mountain-passes and by dint of almost superhuman energy have reached what maps declare to be the heart of the forbidden land and then, returning, have announced in lectures and on printed page that Tibet is the home of superstition, so engrossed in ritual and devil-worship as to harbor no conceivable philosophy worth study.

Notwithstanding which, there is no doubt even in the minds of her most prejudiced accusers, who, for the sake of organized opinions that are tottering, and for their own emoluments that must cease when the world wakes up and thinks, would leap at another chance to vilify her  there is no doubt, even in the minds of those men, who have done their utmost to destroy her and her work, that H. P. Blavatsky did receive her teaching in the land, so inaccessible, that lies beyond the Himalayan range.

There lies exposed the inconsistency of human argument. The man who fights his way against the wind and snow across the passes into Tibet may be  we may say undoubtedly he is  a marvel of endurance. He may be a good geographer, a linguist, an intelligent observer of barometers, and an exact recorder of the things he sees. But he is no more likely to unearth Tibetan secrets, or to recognize a Master if he met one face to face, than is a memorizer of The Secret Doctrine likely to become a true Theosophist without, in every deed of daily life, expressing  living  what he learns.

It will be time enough to meet the Great Teachers when we know enough to make it possible to understand them; and there is no way of attaining to that state except by putting into practice daily, hourly, and with vigilance, such rudiments of wisdom as we now know, taught to us in elementary Theosophy. It is not book-learning only, it is deed-doing, that establishes Theosophy in human hearts. And no deed may be measured by the clamor that it makes, or by the number of the men who see it done, or by the market-price of its immediate result. Dimensions, weight, and price all vanish in the scales of Karma, leaving nothing to be judged but quality.

The consciousness of our essential divinity includes a sense of the indignity of work not nobly done, no matter what the work is. There are no ranks in Theosophy, and no soft sinecures; who works well finds more work to do; our Leader is the busiest of us all.

Now, as I said before, I write as a beginner, with the first impressions of Theosophy still easily remembered. I am sure of this: that we are all beginners, always. If we vigilantly guard ourselves against the idiotic thought that we are separate from others, favored more than others, capable of being or becoming greater than others; if we keep in mind that any virtue, any knowledge that we have, however individual it may seem to ourselves, is something we receive in trust for others use and cannot be of benefit to us until we use it in behalf of others; and if, above all, we refuse to be deluded by the dream of occult powers that shall make us privileged magicians with authority to govern others by expedients unknown to them: then I am confident that each advancing step of spiritual evolution will reveal to us horizons that expand precisely in proportion to our merit, and the more we know from having done, not talked, the more there will appear for us to learn. And there is only one school actual experience.

Thus the apparent paradox resolves itself into a plain fact: personality  the flesh and bones and intellect in which we temporarily appear on lifes stage is, of itself, the least important part of us, being hardly more than mask and buskins; yet, that personality is all important in the sense that we must govern it, and that by our use or misuse of it we are judged.

New dignity is thrust on us the moment we begin to let Theosophy emerge into our minds. As we identify ourselves with what is spiritual in us  with the incarnating ego, rather than with that in which it clothes itself for one appearance on the stage of evolution  we assume responsibility and are ennobled. No more whining at the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune! No more crawling on our knees to an imagined God to beg for favors or implore forgiveness! The remission of our sins becomes our own affair! We wipe them out, henceforth, by standing up and facing consequences, proving, by the way we meet those consequences, that a portion of lifes lesson has been learned.

So, less and ever less resentment; less unwillingness to bear our own blame for our own shortcomings. More sympathy for others (since we know the sting of criticism); greater, and forever greater tolerance. No more regret than is enough to help us recognize our own remissness; courage then, and faith, and hope, with now and then a little laughter at our own mistakes (since humor is the music of enlightenment).

The means of the pursuit of happiness is changed. Wealth, fame, amusement, appetite, by gradual, unnoticed stages lose their charm, and boredom ceases because minutes become laden with new interest, new views of life. Reviving energy attacks lifes problems in a new direction. Poetry and music  all the arts  assume new values; and the knowledge that the quality of work done is the measure of its value elevates into an art the very sweeping of a work-room floor.

The grandeur that Theosophy reveals is like the sunrise. Shadows fade, and change, and cease, until a golden light gleams on a world worth working in. And at our feet  exactly at our feet  the Path lies, leading straight ahead. There is no need to look too far ahead. Each step rich with opportunity to think thoughts and to do deeds that shall lessen the sum total of earths agony and add to the increasing harmony of nature.

Silence is the best way to learn courage of conviction. It is easy to bewilder the beginner with confusing argument. Debate is best avoided. But I know this: once Theosophy has dawned into the consciousness, although a mans own weakness may betray him into lapses from the Path, and though he wreck himself beyond recovery in one earth-life; though cowardice should cause him to deny his faith, and death should find him neither brave nor ready, nothing neither death nor life nor angels, nor principalities nor powers can deprive him of the knowledge that he has another chance awaiting him, and that the sins of this life may be faced again, and overcome, and used as stepping-stones to progress in the lives that follow.

There is nothing purposeless, nor any set of circumstances that cannot be turned into enlightening experience. And death, that most religions have regarded as an enemy to be endured with dread, to the Theosophist becomes the friend that draws the curtain after one act of lifes royal drama, while we rest a while in preparation for the next.


AS TO CAPITAL PUNISHMENT

SENTIMENTALISM is the source of probably nine- tenths of human cruelty. Dickens Bill Sykes was a sentimentalist, and so was Torquemada; so were all those proud conquistadores who destroyed the pagan culture of the Mayas; so were the crusaders (louts in iron suits, as someone perfectly described them) who invaded Palestine to impose their ignorance on gentler people than themselves. Most of what is miscalled patriotism is the trashiest and least humane disguise of sentimentalism, as is easily discovered when events destroy the mask and open war begins.

And there is this to be observed: the pot invariably calls the kettle black, that being one rule that apparently has no exceptions. Bill Sykes would have branded as a sentimentalist, or whatever the equivalent of that word was in his vocabulary, anyone who pitied Nancy. It is the invariable taunt that vivisectionists employ, when they attempt to silence criticism; whereas vivisection, being sentimentalism carried to the nth, reveals it as the vilest phase of human nature, masquerading under a pretense of dignity.

The rankest sentimentalists are always the most cruel. History relates how Romans wept over the death-agonies of elephants in the arena; but the miles of gibbets on the Via Appia, each gibbet ghastly with its writhing human burden, grieved them not at all; nor did the death of gladiators. Men who most delight in sentimental songs are by no means always the least cruel. I remember a case in point. At a smoking-concert in London I sat next to a fellow who grew maudlin over a song about my gray-haired mother; but when his mother arrived at the door and sent in a message asking him to come home, he went outside and kicked her so ferociously that the police arrested him. Nero, as sentimental a man as ever disgraced a throne, kicked his own wife to death, under peculiarly atrocious circumstances. Lynch-law executions of men who have not been legally convicted could never occur unless sentimentalism first blinded the perpetrators, causing them to lose all sense of dignity and justice.

It is necessary, then, before considering the problem of capital punishment to take care to dismiss as many sentimental prejudices as we can, and to guard that none shall enter into the discussion, not forgetting that, since sentimentalism is an evil in itself, it is as dangerous on one side as the other. A part, at least, of the responsibility for the execution of criminals (actual and alleged) in our said-to-be civilized lands, may be laid to the door of those who oppose the uncivilized practise all too frequently with grossly sentimental arguments. They kill their own case. Untruth is no remedy for untruth. It requires the truth about a situation to uncover its false basis, after which the remedy is more often than not forthcoming and acceptable.

Theosophists, of course, need no persuasion. They were long ago convinced, on Theosophical grounds, that capital punishment is contrary to science, in the highest meaning of that word. Theosophy, continually widening its orbit in the worlds thought, will eventually make the execution of criminals unlawful and unthinkable.

Meanwhile, though Theosophy is spreading faster than it ever has done and its consequences are apparent all over the world (even in the motion- pictures!), the resistance to its teaching is not likely to be overcome for many generations; for Theosophists to sit down and await that eventual day, as sleepers await morning, would be tantamount to a repudiation of their principle of Universal Brotherhood. Capital punishment will persist until a change occurs in human thought. That change, Theosophists must strive to bring about. The abolition of capital punishment will be one of the effects of the change, and will itself make further progress easier along the line of spiritual evolution  somewhat in the way that exercise promotes a good digestion and the good digestion makes it easier to take the exercise.

It is no use to accuse of inhumanity the men who are entrusted with the gruesome task of enforcing a countrys laws. A judge who sentences a man to death, a governor who refuses to override a jurys verdict and a judges sentence, or a pardon board that, after full investigation, does not recommend a commutation of the sentence, is no more inhumane (and possibly is less so) than society which tolerates such laws.

I have heard the argument propounded, that if juries were obliged to be eye-witnesses of every legal death to which they had condemned a fellow human-being, death-sentences would cease. But that is nonsense. In the first place, juries as well as judges are placed under oath to observe the law, and anything that should tend to undermine their honesty of judgment would corrupt the processes of justice that already function all too doubtfully. Juries have hard enough work to arrive at verdicts without increasing the perplexities in which they struggle.

In the second place, whoever is not blind to the peculiarities of human nature, knows that horror, of whatever kind, grows fascinating after the first shock. If it were true that to force juries to attend the executions would prevent death-sentences, then it would be equally true that to force the public to attend bull-fights would prevent bull-fights; whereas the reverse is the case. Executions used to be held publicly in London, on a scaffold erected outside Newgate prison; these public executions were abolished, not because of the indecency or the disgust of passersby, but because the fascinated crowd flocked in such numbers as to block the traffic. Whatever is brutal is brutalizing, and invariably leads from bad to worse.

In order to abolish legal sentences of death, it must be logically shown to a majority of voters, that their reasons for legally murdering convicted murderers are wrong and foolish. That is easy to say, but not easy to do, because majorities forever think illogically, although individuals, not rendered half-unconscious by the trumpetings of sentimental oratory or the sensuous hysteria that maddens crowds, can usually comprehend a fact when it is decently presented. One difficulty is, that facts are hardly ever decently presented; an appeal is usually made to the emotions that are most discreditable to the human race. I have heard men, and women, too, when speaking in behalf of abolition of capital punishment, make use of arguments such as any demagogue well knows can be depended on to stir the passions of an audience.

It will be reasonable, wise, and more in line with truth than not, to begin by admitting that those who have hitherto favored the legal execution of persons convicted of certain crimes, have done so, not from conscious cowardice or in a spirit of revenge, but for reasons that seemed to them dignified, judicious and, on reflection, weightier than any reasons they have heard advanced against it. To insult society with suggested, or with all too definite insinuations of deliberate unfairness, is no way to arouse a public sense of justice.

It is stupid to assert, as I have heard asserted, that the voters do not think at all about the subject. Legal executions are all mentioned in the daily press, in the United States at any rate. All murder trials are reported in such fashion as to stir the thought of anybody who can read. It would be nearer to the truth to say that people think too much about murder and are too impressed by its increasing prevalence, with the result that  more on the theory, perhaps, that like cures like  they listen to the sentimentalists who sob for vengeance. If left to themselves as individuals it is likely they would think their own way through the problems that beset the human race. But demagogues have learned, what the lower nature of each one of us knows instinctively: that sentimentalism stirred becomes a cloud beneath which it is easy to commit whatever treachery; with the result that efforts never cease to stir the sentimentalism of the public, and the business of thinking, always difficult enough, is rendered very difficult indeed.

Who profits, or imagines there is profit in the execution of a criminal?

The executioner, of course, is no more than the agent of the law- enforcing branch of government. It is the government itself that sees, or thinks it sees the profit. There is, first, the suggestion that the public safety will be easier to maintain after the convicted man is killed; and second, the consideration that it costs less and is more convenient to kill a man than to confine him where he must be clothed, fed, guarded and (distressing possibility!) perhaps re-educated into something the community could view with pride.

But in parenthesis it should be emphasized that governments are not intended to be scapegoats. They are, theoretically, representative of the collective public will; and if a government is stupid, not too honest, and (when honest) frequently mistaken in its methods, that is the result of our stupidity, of our dishonesty and our false reasoning. A government presents a picture of the public mind, and as the public mind improves, so does the government. But  be this also noted: contemplation of deformity, unless with the intention of improving it, may lead to substitution of deformity for right ideals. The Greek legend of Narcissus who, indifferent to Echo (the idea of his higher, spiritual self), became enamored of his own reflection in a pool  and perished  is as full of wise instruction as the ancient pagan myths invariably are.

So, if we criticize the government, we do well to remember that we criticize ourselves and too much of that may lead to despair or indifference; but if, as the result of criticizing, we improve ourselves, our government will take example from us, just as our reflection takes example from us in the mirror.

A government (elected by ourselves) is held responsible for the conduct of all public affairs, including administration of our laws and the protection of life and property. It finds itself presented with accomplished fact  a murder: an infraction, that is, of the law. A citizen, entitled to exactly the protection that the rest of us enjoy, has been slain by another citizen, who is equally entitled to societys protection against all those dangers that are recognized as such and have been made the objects of legislation. The murderer is caught, tried, found guilty, and put to death. The government  the agent of society  considers it has said the last word and has taken the only course compatible with justice, dignity and wisdom. But is this so?

Statistics are misleading, and it may be merely a coincidence that the infliction of the death-penalty appears to prevent murder to some extent in one country, but not in another. The disparity suggests that there are national peculiarities, for instance, to be carefully considered in relation to those figures. The United Kingdom, where a sentence to the gallows follows swiftly on commission of a crime, has recently had vastly fewer murders in proportion to its population than the United States, where sentiment against the penalty of death is stronger on the whole and there are more ways of voiding a jurys verdict. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc,* announce the advocates of hanging. But they leave out of the reckoning the fact that sentimentalism and a certain sort of lawyer have not made of the United Kingdom a breeding-ground of murder. No more can logically be deduced from the comparison than this: that there are fewer hangings in the United Kingdom because there are fewer murders; and there are fewer murders because murderers are neither hero-worshiped, nor flattered. In most European countries a murderer is regarded as a coward, and it is the stigma of cowardice that acts as the deterrent exactly as the public contempt for a wife-beater has almost abolished that crime in the United States.

Society orders a murderer killed, is obeyed and confesses itself beaten by one individual, whose lack of self-control should make it clear to anyones perception that he was below the average, not necessarily of a certain kind of intelligence, but below the average of manhood.

We do not like to confess ourselves beaten at games, in business, or even when an earthquake shatters a whole city. Such calamities as periodically visit nations  epidemics, tidal-waves, fire, storm  challenge our intelligence and energy, our generosity, and all our finer intuitions. Yet, when one man kills another, can we think of no more manly course than to confess ourselves defeated and repeat his crime by killing him?

Few people are legally executed nowadays except for a premeditated murder. It is gradually coming to be understood that sudden impulses derived from the lower nature are uncontrollable by individuals untrained in self-control. But was the legal execution not premeditated? Could there be, by any stretch of the imagination, a more thoroughly considered, planned and prepared killing than that perpetrated by society when it executes a presumably guilty individual?

If premeditation adds to the enormity of crime (as is conceded universally) society is much more guilty than the man it executes! When we amend the constitution or elect a president, responsibility is ours. So are the electric chair, the gallows and the gas-room ours; and it is we who have done murder when our agent, the official executioner, turns on the current, pulls the trap, or lets the gas into the air-tight cell. Whoever, without protest, or without such lawful effort as he can make, tolerates a public execution, must accept a full share of responsibility. He is accessory, before and after the fact, to a killing; of which the final proof is, that he pays, in the form of taxes, his share of the expense.

So there is no escape from the responsibility. The blood-guilt rests on every member of society who tolerates the execution without lawfully made protest. That blood-guilt might be borne, perhaps, without indignity if no alternative were available. But is there none?

Three favorite excuses in behalf of the death-penalty are: that it costs too much to keep a man in prison; that the risk of the sentenced mans escaping from prison by means of influence or legal subterfuge is too great; and that infliction of the death-penalty discourages other criminals. Which of those excuses stands investigation?

The expense, to the state and to the accused, of any modern murder trial, vastly exceeds what it would cost to keep the convicted man in a thoroughly up-to-date and well-policed establishment for the rest of his natural life (supposing that were necessary.) There is no doubt in the minds of judges, or of criminal lawyers, or of anyone familiar with our legal processes, that the legal safeguards we have erected to prevent the condemnation of a man on insufficient proof, have acted rather as a way of escape from, than as an aid to justice. They have bred a class of lawyers (totally abhorrent to the more humane, less sentimental and deliberately honest bulk of the profession) who enrich themselves by battening off criminals and by defeating justice. The expense of a criminal trial both to the public and to the man accused, increases steadily; and so does the number of unquestionably guilty men who are at liberty through the misuse of legal technicalities. Sentimentality lies at the root of this state of affairs  a sentimentality stirred and aroused by experts in psychology, who, diligent in making profit for themselves, becloud the genuine issue, which is this:

Crime having been committed, what course can the public profitably take with a view to the ultimate benefit of all concerned, the criminal included?

As to the risk of a sentenced mans escaping from prison: that, again, is illogical and sentimental claptrap, as can readily be demonstrated. There are laws in certain states, devised for the protection of society and individuals against the ravages of tuberculosis. It is recognized that individuals in certain stages of that dread disease are dangerous to others, and that if allowed their liberty they are likely to spread the disease and consequently cause the death, not only of one or two individuals, but perhaps of many. They are therefore arrested and confined to suitable locations where they may receive attention from properly qualified specialists; and we are informed that, as a result of this, not only is tuberculosis decreasing but the patients themselves are often benefited.

Nevertheless, the risk that a tuberculous patient might escape from one of those institutions and spread a deadly disease, is quite as real as that other alleged risk, that murderers might escape, on legal technicalities, from institutions to which they might be committed for their own reeducation and for societys protection. Consequently, it would be just as logical and vastly more far-reaching as a theoretical preventive, to send all tuberculous people to the gallows on the ground that (1) it costs too much to keep them in confinement and (2) they might escape if deprived of their liberty until cured.

And now as to the third excuse: exactly the same argument applies. It is admitted  custom, common-sense, the law, society at large, and all our theories of government admit, that murder is not normal; that is to say, that a murderer is not on a par with the average man. His character is lacking in those qualities that make him a good citizen. Society has long ago accepted the responsibility of shaping character as well as of improving and protecting public health  hence the public schools and compulsory education, night schools for the education of the immigrant, and so on. There are even classes (although far too few) in certain prisons; and the properly accredited representatives of societies devoted to reforming prisoners are admitted into all the prisons of the land.

But that is not all. It requires but a moments reflection to realize that society as a whole, through its own neglect, mismanagement and lack of discipline, has done its share (in many instances a very large one) in creating the environment and underlying causes of the murder that one individual commits. It would be difficult to find exceptions to that statement that will bear examination. Murder is the offspring of insanitary mental environment as certainly as physical contagions spring from unclean drains, insanitary cesspools and the like.

So there is no escape for society as a whole from responsibility, at least in part, and sometimes for a very large part, for whatever crimes its weaker individuals commit. And this responsibility has been acknowledged, practically and for many years, by means of the efforts society makes, and pays for, to eliminate the obvious injustices and public evils that incite to crime.

When murder is committed, then, society has failed. It is responsible, in part at least, for the conditions that produced the crime. Accepting that responsibility, it undertook to remedy conditions, to police its neighborhoods, to educate its citizenry, and to uphold standards of morality agreed to as wholesome and dignified  exactly as it has also undertaken to set up, constantly improve, and steadfastly enforce, sanitary standards that are wholesome and scientific.

When enforcement of the sanitary regulations fails, with the result that tuberculosis, or smallpox, or typhus ravages a whole community, the underlying causes are at once sought out and remedied. As far as possible the chief contributors to the insanitary state of affairs are found and brought to book. A campaign of re-education in that neighborhood is started promptly. And last, but not least, the dangerous and possibly guilty victims of the foul conditions are rounded up, cared for, given expert treatment, protected against their own ignorance, and kept out of harms way until they have recovered.

But when a murder is committed (one mere murder as compared to, possibly, a thousand deaths from a preventable disease) the mind-sick murderer is hanged or otherwise deprived of life and opportunity to learn the error of his ways! If the affair has been at all sensational (and the most obviously mind-sick cases cause the greatest amount of comment) newspapers by hundreds will print editorials invoking vengeance, sentimentally appealing to the passions of society that actually are the source of all the crime committed in the world!

Dignity obliges us to care for the tuberculous, it being evident that though they are a danger to society, society itself contributed to their condition. So we quarantine them and re-educate them, taking care to isolate them from the victims of less virulent disease, lest the isolation institutions should become mere hot-beds for the propagation and dissemination of the germs. Why not isolate and educate the murderer. Not only would it cost less than to make the trial-court a tilting ground for rival profiteers. It would be dignified. It would enhance the public self-respect. It would constitute at least an effort to counteract destructive evil with constructive good. It would eliminate that sentimental irritant of crime  bravado; there is no cheap heroism to be had from isolation, as a citizen whose character is sick; nor would the remedy, of discipline and schooling, tempt undisciplined and ignorant, immoral men and women to commit crime for the sake of posing in the limelight.

There is a play called Heliogabalus written by Messrs. Mencken and Nathan, in which that peculiarity of human nature is adroitly used. Heliogabalus, the Roman emperor, sentences to an excruciating death some members of a new creed that is annoying him; but he discovers that these people simply yearn for martyrdom, so he cancels the sentence, thus depriving them of the reward for which they have so selfishly and sentimentally disturbed the public peace! Self-pity, self-advertisement, vanity and false ideals (too often mingled with a consciousness of grave injustice) tend to stir fanaticism in the minds of people of unbalanced character. Make death at the hands of an executioner the penalty for giving rein to their passionate impulse, and they begin to imagine that death heroic.

But let it once be known that he who slays shall be regarded as an individual whose character is ailing; that he shall be taken from the limelight, quarantined, provided with a wholesome occupation, medically treated, and firmly disciplined by experts who are under no delusions about heroism  and he will hesitate before he gives his passions rein as juries will not hesitate to convict.

The conscientious dread of sending a man to his death who may, after all, be innocent, too often impels juries to let individuals go free who obviously are a danger to society. The knowledge that a verdict of guilty of killing would entail re-education for the convict, and his rehabilitation should he not be too degraded to recover in one lifetime, would remove not only one of the main difficulties in obtaining juries but also, by eliminating nine-tenths of the sentimentalism that confuses issues, would encourage reasonable verdicts.

The advocates of capital punishment assert that the majority of murders are committed by young criminals addicted to the use of drugs and so conscienceless as to be beyond the reach of moral suasion; that the prevalence of murder is a product of the war; and that prison holds no terrors for the bandit who will shoot to kill.

But terror is no remedy. When prisons were insanitary hells, in which the sentenced men and women were deliberately starved and bullied, there was no resultant lessening of crime. The criminals, released after they had served a sentence, repeated their crime and returned into prison more frequently than they do nowadays, when prisons are less terrible.

If drugs have anything to do with it, as seems to be admitted by most investigators, then society must accept the responsibility. By failing to control the distribution of the medically necessary drugs, and secure the suppression of the traffic in unnecessary ones, society is just as much at fault as if it had neglected to inspect the sewers. If the drugs made young men murderous, the isolation of those young men in a place where drugs were unobtainable, with scientific discipline unsentimentally enforced, would provide the reasonable remedy besides removing the attraction of a mock-heroic death. Many a youth educated among seasoned criminals and maddened by the recent war, as well as irritated by injustice and psychologized by public sentimentalism, feels the same way about death by execution as the prize-fighter feels about a possible defeat in the ring. He regards himself as a good sport if he accepts the risk, and as a poor sport if he does not. He imagines for himself a glamor in being hanged. He mocks society, and his intelligence assures him that the public proves itself contemptible by hanging him. He would feel very differently toward isolation and a scientific course of education calculated to expose his own degeneracy to his own awakened consciousness.

It is no doubt true, the war aroused a murderous bravado in the minds of many of the weaker characters who had no voice whatever in declaring war, no share in its atrocities, and no remotest notion why the war was fought. Their characterless, utterly unmoral attitude toward life made them as susceptible to crime waves as a slum environment would have made them susceptible to disease of the body. Society accepts responsibility for slums  eradicates them, cleans them, punishes the landlords, and endeavors to restore to health the victims of the slum conditions. Did society not cause the war? If the results of war include a murderous proclivity among the countrys youth, does the penalty of death for young men who have yielded to the war-psychology approximate, or even vaguely suggest, justice?

There was far more justice in the ancient pagan rule that he who slew should recompense the slain mans family, and that if he had no property from which to make a reasonable tribute he must yield himself into their service. Crude, and capable of harsh interpretation though that system was, it did accept the principle that death is not a remedy for death and vengeance is not justice. It was an attempt, however rudimentary, to yield to any man, however criminal his character, the right to rehabilitate himself. It recognized the fact that breaking platters does not mend plates.

I recall an execution I was forced to witness as the official representative of a colonial government. The man had been convicted of a triple murder, after fair trial, in the course of which all the evidence was carefully investigated although the man had already confessed his guilt. There was no doubt whatever about the facts of the murder, or about the law of the land; the jury and the judge had no alternative but to find the man guilty and sentence him to death. Efforts, after he was sentenced, to have him certified insane, were abortive; the doctors, who would have liked to save his life, found no insanity, and the law, being such as it was, had to be carried out.

Knowing I would have to witness the mans death, and having done what could be done, in vain, toward obtaining a reprieve, I spent as much time in the mans cell as the regulations would permit, in part, in the beginning, out of curiosity to know what thoughts were passing in his mind. I have never, since, heard of a case that more completely covered the situation of the average criminal condemned to death, although the details were superficially different from most.

He was a half-breed. That is to say, from earliest infancy he had suffered social ostracism and, despite intelligence above the ordinary as well as a full share of energy and ambition, practically all the well-paid and dignified callings were closed against him. He had been obliged to seek companionship among other half-breeds, all of whom suffered from the same disadvantage and resented it with concentrated bitterness. He had a worms-eye view of things. He had observed that his alleged superiors were better paid for doing less work; accorded dignity, although infrequently entitled to it on their merits; better housed and fed than he had ever been without, as far as he could see, contributing as much as he did to the public effort; privileged to misbehave, in ways for which he would have suffered punishment; apparently taxed less and favored, as he saw it, by the law, the church, society at large, and even by the miserable layers of humanity considered lower than his own.

He had inherited a grievance. He had done his best, or what appeared to him to be his best, to remedy the situation. Coveting a cushion up in front, as he expressed it, he was relegated to a place where you can sniff the gravy as it goes by. And although, for the sake of his poorly paid job, he had behaved himself apparently respectfully toward his betters, he had suffered all his life long from resentment, that increased as he dwelt on it and discussed its irritating causes in the only intimate company that society permitted to him.

That is the case of the average criminal. It is the case of nine murderers out of ten  an undeniable grievance, irritated by a consciousness of baffled energy and of superiority (whether physical, intellectual or along the line of mere brute courage) to many of those members of society who pass for his betters.

Exactly the same form of resentment, widely enough spread, and given time, produces revolutions  always has produced them  always will.

The man under consideration, nursing his grievance and thoroughly convinced, from observation, of the sheer futility of expecting any justice from the public, found himself presented with an outlet for his indignation. He proposed to himself to marry the daughter of a man, whose strain of white blood was reputedly not quite so much diluted as his own. The girl, apparently, was willing but the father heaped insults on him and, to add to the indignity, spread slanderous reports, which were believed by two of the mans friends, who turned on him. So he found himself without friends and the butt of ridicule; and when he sought for legal remedy he was informed that no criminal law had been broken and that his only recourse would be a civil suit for damages, for which he had not nearly enough money, even if he could have produced the necessary witnesses.

So he began to brood over his wrongs and to drink, although he was not drunk on the day when he at last let passion have its way, and went and murdered the three men who had maligned him. On the day before his execution, this is what he said:

Youre white and Im not. Youve never felt what Ive been through, but Ive heard you admit that you dont know what you would do if you had the half of my inducement. All right. Now Ill tell you this; and its straight, from as deep inside me as a man can dig when hes to die tomorrow morning: I had to kill those three men. There was something crept into me, and took hold of me, that was stronger than reason, and stronger than fear, and stronger than me. But I would have been stronger than it, if somebody had come along and been my friend before it took hold of me. But nobody did come, and they were all my enemies. If anyone had asked me a week ago would I do it again? I would have answered yes; and I tell you, I meant to die tomorrow morning cursing the mother who brought me into the world. But youve talked me into feeling different. Youve made me feel friendly  honest friendly  for the first time since I can remember. Youve made me feel (He hesitated and sat still for a long time, searching for words with which to express himself.)   If I could have another chance, Id lick that thing that  that came over me like a sickness and  but you cant understand. It was something that wasnt me, and I stood it off at first. But it felt good, and I didnt feel so lonely and downhearted when I let myself go. So I did. And it got me. And I went and killed.

I had told him nothing about reincarnation, because, in those days, although I believed in it, I did not know anything definite or authoritative and did not care to urge what might be my mistaken views on a man in his desperate situation. I had merely expressed to him my conviction that we are all members of one purposeful universe, and had encouraged him to talk to me. But this is what he said:

Somehow or other you have made me feel that I can wipe out what Ive done. Ill die tomorrow feeling pretty good, because that balances the score. The public thats going to hang me has done me more cruelty than ever I did to those three, and I suppose the publicll have to pay, the same as Im paying for my outbreak. Come to think of it, Im sorry for the public. Theyll have to pay dear, and they wont know what theyre paying for! Well: do you know what I believe?

He stood up, squared himself, and seemed to throw off the last dregs of the depression that had overwhelmed him.

Ive only thought of it this minute, but Im going to stick to it and die thinking of it! I believe Ive been in the world before, and Ive been suffering this time for past offenses. And I believe Im coming back.

Supposing thats true, said I, what will you do when you come back?

He was rather slow with his answer and by the peculiar smile on his face I judged that he was thinking of revenge. However, he surprised me:

Next time, he said, I wont be fooled by things. Ill take my medicine. Ill know more. Say: it seems like a pity doesnt it, that I cant stay on and get some practise this time!

I agreed with him, and I still agree with him. I saw him die, and he was unresentful  occupied, I thought, with the new glimpse of the meaning of life, that had dawned on him in his last hours. There was a dignity about him that impressed all those who saw him at the end.

And it appears to me, that there would be more dignity about ourselves, if we should isolate our murderers and spend the necessary money, time and energy required to educate them to that point of view, instead of cheapening ourselves by wreaking a disgraceful vengeance. Actually, criminals present us with an opportunity to learn how to rehabilitate them. But do we try? I think not. We vacillate between a nauseating sentimentalism that permits the criminal to take advantage of us, and a brutal sentimentalism that induces us to act as criminally as the criminal we hang. Why not accept responsibility and face it, and begin to challenge crime by showing criminals how they can  nay, must  like all of us, offset the past by building for the countless lives to come?


APOLOGY

UNLESS one should be what the Australians so aptly describe as a wowser;* or a propagandist for some crazy brand of politics; or a dyspeptic; or one of those unfortunates who crave for self-expression; I suppose the most difficult question to answer is: Why do you write? But the question is perfectly fair  particularly if the writer has not made the answer obvious in every single story he has written. The enormous cost of ham and eggs in the United States is no excuse for posing in the limelight; the ham might all too justly appear in the form of a sobriquet  the eggs out of the cases invoiced to the trade as rots and spots. Since Caesar wrote his Commentaries and President Wilson penned his Fourteen Points there has always been ample excuse for putting any writer through a third degree.

He may be posing as our superior; in which case he should be made to prove it or be still. He may be, tongue in cheek, too skillfully and much too greedily outreaching for our pocket-book; if so, then caveat emptor.* But he is possibly a fellow human being, tolerant of others weaknesses since he is conscious of his own; a rather happy man because he likes things, thoughts, and people; a man who finds life fabulously interesting and who makes up tales about what he has seen and heard (and thinks he has understood), for the excellent reason that no other course provides him such a satisfying outlet for his energy. That man is worth considering on his merits. If his books provide the reader with a hundredth part of the enjoyment he himself had, writing them, then fellow human beings may share his entertainment without grudging him a good seat at the show.

Or so it seems to me. And life is entertaining. Also, it is splendidly worth while. Nor am I one of those unfortunates who never knew the seamy side of it, or felt the desperate emotions of the under-dog. Though I have written ten books and, I suppose, ten times as many stories for the magazines, I have never yet succeeded in inventing for the vilest villain situations more embarrassing than some that have occurred to me; although, except in The Ivory Trail, I have written nothing in the nature of autobiography. However, I must make that statement with a reservation.

I suppose that, first and last, at least five hundred people have asked me: How is a story written? There are three unanswered letters on my desk now, in each of which that question is put; but I believe that whoever could answer it truthfully, could also tell what holds the stars in place. Repeatedly I have put that problem to myself and other writers, but I have never heard or read an explanation that explained.

However, I am almost sure of this: as fishermen develop fish sense; horsemen achieve horse sense (some, of course, are born with it); musicians develop ability to listen to the music of the spheres; and painters educate their eyes until they see what other men cannot distinguish until it has been selected for them, and interpreted in paint, and framed; so writers, who are not too densely wrapped in dogmatisms of their own or (worse yet!) dogmatisms learned at second-hand, inflicted on them by the pundits of mediocrity, learn how to use what I must call a sense for lack of any other word in English that suggests it.

Oskar A. H. Schmitz, in a recent essay in the Kölnische Zeitung, asks: Does a writer need to know anything? But the answer is, that a writer does know. If he does not know, he cannot write. He knows as the musician hears, and as the painter sees; although I dont know how he knows, and I certainly cant explain it.

But to know is not nearly the whole of the problem. There remains the technical, extremely difficult, accomplishment of differentiating, of selecting, of interpreting into literary form, and of convincing the reader. A man may know where fish are, but it is another thing to catch them, and still another thing to get them, fresh and pleasant to the eye, to market. It is possible to fish for mackerel and catch dog-fish. There are also jellyfish, and some sorts that are poisonous.

One other thing seems obvious to me: we humans are as composite as any other thing in nature. We are capable of unplumbed depths of infamy, and of unreached heights of godliness. In each of us are all the elements, both spiritual and material, that go to make up what is human nature in the aggregate. We are microcosms of the macrocosm. Consequently, what a man writes in his books (though incidents and details may be all imaginary, and though nothing in the book is therefore true, in one sense of the word) essentially is a picture of his own mind, of his own life, of his own (latent though they may be) possibilities.

Shakespeare was not Falstaff. He was capable of being Falstaff. He was capable of being Hamlet. He knew all about both those characters and all the others because their essences were in himself. What made him the greatest dramatist since Aeschylus was his (divine, I like to think) ability to read his own rich human nature, to select from it, and to write down what he knew in an appealing way.

The intellect, I think, is a machine that can be constantly improved, and that only wears out when allowed to lie idle or bury itself into pits of its own digging. As the intellect improves with use a writer (or any other individual) should find new phases of humanity to wonder at, and ponder over, and admire; he should discern new aspects (new to him, at any rate), and by abandoning old views incur the obloquy of inconsistency. The obloquy is very good for him, because it will reveal to him a wealth of unexplored intolerances in himself.

The only thoroughly consistent people are the dead ones. Let them bury their own dead. Our business is living, and life is a perpetual ascent from peak to higher peak of comprehension.

So what is a tale, after all, but a picture of any mans mind? And does it make the slightest difference, when you have read the book, or before you have read it, that you should know its author stands seventy-three inches in his boots, weighs one hundred and eighty-five pounds, has a wife and an Airedale dog, and once walked all the length of Africa? The important question is, what thinking has he done? And is he a wowser or a muckrake? Are his villains human, and his heroes and his heroines not too immaculate? Can you read his book without wishing you had not? And does he make you feel that there are wide horizons, unfenced and not marked No Trespassers, toward which any one may go adventuring without incurring self-contempt?

The latest of my own books, OM, has brought such floods of correspondence that, although that makes me feel acquainted with all manner of agreeable folk in many lands, there is some difficulty in reserving time enough in which to write another book! How much of it is true? Is Tsiang Samdup a real Lama? Where is the Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup published? Who is Ommony in real life? How did I learn my Indian lore?

To answer the last first, I dont know. That it is lore, is apparent to me from the sparks that fly wherever its flint strikes steel; I have no other means of determining. Ommony, in real life, is myself or any other man who, if only for an hour or two, sees a vista of events from his particular point of view. So is the villain, Dawa Tsering, who is, after all, more villainous than vile (like most of us). The Book of the Sayings of Tsiang Samdup probably was published at the time when the Stars of the Morning danced and sang. As I was fortunate enough to glimpse a page of it, I have been generous enough to share it. What more can I do?

If Tsiang Samdup is not real, how could it be possible to write a book about him? If I had known more about him, would I not have written it? And all of it is true, except the bad part, and the weak part, and the artless, dull, uninteresting part. It is as true as you are in your interesting moments.

What next? I have filed away eight hundred letters asking for a sequel to Om  The Secret of Ahbor Valley. I am keeping them to remind me not to write it! I would rather try to put a pair of arms on the Venus of Milo, or invent an ending for Schuberts Unfinished Symphony.

There is a beach near San Diego where the gulls make music, to a swelling and descending obbligato of surf thundering on sand. It is a usually lonely beach, but there is something in its harmonies that stirs imagination and establishes remoteness from the jazz of realism by lifting, now and then, the curtain that obscures reality. I go there, maybe as the ancients once went to Eleusis;* that is, not invariably with success because it is a difficult trick to leave opinions behind, and incredulity, and zeal, and all that other rubbish with which we stop our ears and clog our understandings. (The Gods are not exactly lazy, but they are self-respecting and refuse to waste good mystery on work that we should do ourselves.) But once in a while, as at Eleusis in the ancient days, the veil is lifted; so, if I can only overcome the bewildering difficulty, experienced by every musician, painter, and writer, of translating into definiteness the elusive visions seen (and almost understood), there will be a much better story than OM before long. Be good enough to wait, and I will do my utmost not to disappoint you.


I HAVE RISEN

VOLUMES that are marvels of research and detailed facts concerning Easter have been published. Wonderful works are available in which the esoteric meaning of the Easter-celebrations is explained. Sermons, some of them so full of inspiration that they shake the battlements of sorrow, have been written, spoken, thundered  and remain, a few of them, as indestructible as THAT of which they vibrate in the hearts of men. The simpler are the better, and the Gospel-story, stripped of comment, stands as luminous and stirring as on the day when it was written. And yet no man needs another volume than his own, his inward heart, in which his own divinity responds to inspiration from the ONE, by whom, in whom, he lives, has lived, and is to live forever. I have risen is the thought  and then the murmur  then the song of triumph of the Soul that learns, within itself, what Easter means.

There are as many Easters in the universe as there are conscious beings. Easter is not limited to time or place; it knows no season other than the mainspring of all seasons and the changeless change forever burgeoning all buds until the blossoms scatter pollen on the rain-wet face of Nature. Easter is within you, as the power is within that puts forth poems  as the harvest is within the seed, the end in the beginning. Easters I have Risen is the answer to the challenge of the Lords of Life, on watch, who demand, through the dark of the Valley of Death: Who comes? That valley is the very Gates of Glory, and the password I have Risen rips the veil of misery and shows what none may see, save only those whose tested courage gave them title to the Word long lost, and only to be found where it was lost, within the heart of him who lost it.

There is a dewy-wet, warm wonder of delight that only Easter morning knows. But it is always Easter morning when the heart remembers it is young. It is darkness that is old and dying. Youth lives on forever, though its face be hidden for a while by creeping shadow. As old as Truth is and as young as Love, is the Life that sings because the Light within can  does  and everlastingly will conquer, shadow and all dreams of darkness. Grief is no more than a shadow of the inward pilot-light that leads through Silence to the dimless Sun.

And it is written, Fear not. That was uttered when the new-created shapes first loomed in Chaos, limiting idea within form and line, illusion gilding glory until glory seemed to vanish in the veil of finite cause and fearful consequence. The dawn of Easter is a reinterpretation, which is resurrection; and the gloaming that retreats before it and the darkness, is the death of fear. And there is neither sin nor sorrow where no fear is.

But we are in fear; we exist in it. Then fear is like the feathers of the flame that hatch the Phoenixs egg. Its agony shall change into the alchemy of rebirth. That Phoenix who is hatched in flame knows better than to linger in the restless nest; he flies forth sunward and he needs no brooding; he is born full-pinioned, knowing that the flame which hatched him might, if he should linger, scorch his flying feathers. Jesus was not twice crucified. He let fear wreak its havoc on the only thing that fear could touch, which was illusion. When illusion left him, burned up in that agony, he went forth free. That was Easter morning. I is written that he gave thanks.

Fear not! We become destroyers when we let fear fight out battles. We identify ourselves with fear and wear its livery, its coat of arms and crest. We emblazon its motto What is Truth?  on helm and breastplate. We become not only front-rank fight-men against the very Truth we seek, but we are also foragers, recruiting agents, pick and-shovel men, and propagandists for the tyrant  Fear, the origin, the instigator and the owner of all anguish and its fruits. To be afraid of fear and of its phantoms is to be in bondage. It is Easter morning when we recognise the nothingness of fear.

And when we see that void  that emptiness  and know that it is void, there fills it on the instant THAT which neither fear can find nor darkness dim. There floods in on the consciousness a rhythm such as no inharmony can silence and no limits touch. It is the balanced peace that passeth physics and all logic and the desires, and from the Tyranny of Things. And who shall speak of that, when that dawn breaks. Who needs? An empty nest  dark cells are visited  old gloom forgotten, and old foolishness unraveled and undone  dead ashes of desire, wind-scattered, fertilizing someones birth  the tale has told itself.

Is Easter then abandonment? Are things a sacrifice that should be thrown into a Molochs jaws, that we may burn our way into a real and thingless bliss? It is not written that the Lords of Life require the waste or loss of one single[?] concept. Reinterpretation is not ruin. Made and unmade, known or unknown, everything has its use and has its place in the eternal plan; if we are guardians, not owners of the things we say that we possess. We build on blasphemy and limit life  we close against ourselves the real gates of affluence, by craving too much ourselves[?] and the selfish ownership of things. By desire[?] we undo all effort. It is Easter morning and we know all affluence is ours  all beauty and all goodness. It is Easter when the heart is bursting with the vibrance of the Spirit and owns all universes and denies no wanderer a home, no traveler a right of way.

And shall we get, then, out of Easter more than we put into it? The very shadows of our own dreams mock such melancholy unwisdom. Unto him who hath the dawning knowledge of what Easter means, more knowledge shall be given, until Easter morning wakens him at last with music that the Silence sings above, beneath, without, within the chattering inharmony of matter. We get nothing out of Easter. What need? We put nothing into it! Why should we? What does the All-giving need? And what does the All-having lack? It is Easter morning when we know within our hearts that alls hear  alls well with the universe  and when the password rings within the inward consciousness  the answering, spontaneous, inevitable: I have risen! I lack nothing! I have all endowments of all values; and forever all the gates of affluence, in all the spheres, are open wide! I give. Forever I forgive. For I have risen!


SPIRITUAL MAN IS ETERNAL: THERE ARE NO DEAD!

THE APOSTLE Paul wrote: I die daily; and he meant exactly what he wrote, without reserve or equivocation. But Paul had the advantage over us moderns in that he wrote for people thoroughly familiar with theories of life and death that have become submerged since his day  submerged in part by the after-wave of Pauls own huge enthusiasm. Deathless and indestructible in essence, insofar as they were based on truth and rooted in absolute being, they were doomed as theories to die awhile, as men die too, and, like men, destined to be reborn in after time.

Theories are, after all, not more nor less than bodies of ideas, even as our bodies are the temporary clothing of our souls. True ideas reincarnate into theories on the cyclic tides of time, as our bodies do also[?]; the temporary clothing of our souls. True ideas reincarnate into theories on the cyclic tides of time as certainly as do all other forms of the Eternal  forms so infinite that he who seeks to limit them or number their incalculable changes is as silly as the savage trying to put sunlight in a bottle. Every atom in the whole created universe dies daily, if we mean what Paul meant by the words.

But must we therefore so identify ourselves with death, by act of will or lack of spiritual energy, that we become deaths servants? In an age so given to advertisement that neither creed nor politics nor tooth-paste can resist oblivion without such struggles for publicity as would have paid the whole expense of Caesars armies, death is better advertised than are all the other old and new illusions that human flesh is heir to.

Death is as importunate as cigarettes; daily we are asked to make a blind- fold test of it  to choose which death we would prefer to die  instead of testing life with open eyes and choosing which life we shall prefer to live, which half-a-seconds thinking should suggest were much more profitable. Death and taxes, says the many-jawed-machine made myth, are inescapable. But are they? Death of what? Taxes to whom payable?

If we must render unto Caesar what is Caesars  and we must, as even stars must render overflow of glory to the night  are we thereby identified with Caesars dim, inglorious beginning, with his vanity and vices, with his end at the mercy of any accident that stutters through the cogs of human prejudice? If we should render unto God the spirit that is Gods and that we feel within us, who shall tax that? Can death reach that holy thing?

Dying daily is the art of living. It is the art of letting go all prejudices  of refusing to be buried in the shrouds of dogma  of repudiating selfishness. It is the lower self that dies  that lower self which, caught between the prongs of Karma, can, if we permit, provide us with opportunity to learn and put in practice what we have been born into the world to learn and inwardly digest.

That inward WE is not these bodies that we too much value or, in moments of discouragement, accuse like dogs who bite the stick that beats them. Bodies are the suits we wear, in which to strut out parts on lifes amusing stage; and there is no greater mistake than to suppose that the actor should so emerge himself into the part he plays as to forget his own identity.

I and my Father are one  not, be it noted, I and my body are one. If we forget that the Eternal Man is deathless, as long as we forget (no longer) we become deaths victims, self-identified with the illusion which we came into the world to conquer; worse than victims, traitors; we submit ourselves to be the instruments of cruelty, deceit, and death, increasing others difficulty, adding to the sorrow of the world instead of mastering our share of it, and squandering the overflow of vibrance for the benefit of others. We become bad actors, whimpering for praise, entitled to no better than the rotten eggs of a disgusted audience.

For we forget, sometimes, there is an audience. Each man, as Shakespeare wrote, in urn plays many parts, and it appears to be a law that each of us, in course of time, must don dark buskins and a drab cloak, signifying loneliness. An empty stage, swept of its flowers that paid gay homage to some other actor  properties suggesting affluence and comfort all departed to the wings  dim light and the howling of lonely wind  no opportunity for bombast  silence that makes the house seem empty. Dread presents no opportunity for bombast  silence that makes the house seem empty. Dread presents itself. Sorrow is so encompassing that joy seems like a litter of decaying jetsam on the beach of grief. No support, no prompter  and an audience wholly unseen.

Is that a despicable part to play? It is the greatest part of all, the richest in opportunity. It is a challenge to the actor who is cast for it to fill that stage so full of a divine unconquerable spirit that his victory over desolation charges life anew with faith and hope and sends his audience away refreshed  as earth is stirred to new endeavor by the assault of spring against the tyranny of winter storms. The actor may, if he chooses, so forget his own identity as to assume the very substance of the part and go down under it to earned oblivion. It is his privilege, however, to remember who he is, and who his audience  that unseen audience forever instant to detect good work, forever eager, when the curtain rings down, to applaud: Well done, thou good and faithful servant.

Death, to such an actor, is the open door to Life, not too soon to be entered, since he knows there is no hurry and no need for it. He meets all anguish and adversity as a front-rank fighter, rapier in hand  the rapier of faith; unwilling to betray one trust by grudging one last effort, knowing that every blow he strikes at the worlds belief in purposeless calamity is struck for all eternity and all mankind. He knows, too, that the Lords of Life are cognizant and judging, not the noise he makes and not the fame men give him or withhold. They judge the quality of courage and of faith and good-will that he adds to the relief of tired humanity. Though death to him is Life Triumphant, since he knows that he and his immortal soul are one, and are one with Life Eternal, he refuses to accept release in death until the hour of victory when Life at last enfolds him in such Light that men no longer see him, and the shadow that they thought was he, disintegrates.

For him, that is the curtain. He has played his part. His audience was not the men and women of the world; they, too, are players. For the Lords of Life and for the ever present Brotherhood he did his utmost. He has earned and retires to enjoy their comradeship in another phase of the eternal drama of the progress of the Soul of Man; his knowledge that the Eternal Man can never die, having raised him to the ranks of the Helpers from the undisciplined flocks of the helped.


HAIL AND FAREWELL!

Written upon the death of Katherine Tingley, leader of the Point Loma, California, Theosophical Community Published in The Theosophical Path, September 1929

HAIL AND FAREWELL! You have led beyond that veil through which we follow presently; and you have left your light  no Jack-o-lantern  golden glowing where it may be seen with the inward eye that measures neither height nor distance but judges values. Hail and farewell!

What is leadership? We, who have trodden the dust and mud of stricken fields, where our friends died gallantly and we were left to wonder for whose profit and to what end they died; we, who have lent enthusiasm to the tumult of the war of words when politics pretended to be Providence and old illusion brayed new panaceas; we, who have prayed in the crowded pews of churches, and have gone forth hungry from a meal of moldy words, to try to understand lifes irony; we, who have been misled too often into ambuscades and have beheld such virtue as we thought we had, yield all its vanity and leave us naked to the hail of discontent; we, who have tasted now and then the bitterness of false ideals sturdily pursued  and of true ideals lip- served, but betrayed; we, who have nevertheless, perceived, though dimly, something of Katherine Tingleys goal and something of the Spirit that inspired her to lead upward to it, can, it may be, answer better What is Leadership? than they can who have felt themselves too self-sure to be led.

She was no empurpled Caesar, cadging votes and flattering opponents until opportunity revealed an opening into which to thrust the sudden violence of drilled troops craving plunder and the feel of pride. Nor was she a Diogenes, contemptuous of human practice and so proud of theory as to shrink from fact and to hunt by lantern-light for undiscoverable honesty; since she was honest. She had honesty to share, to give away, to pour forth from a hilltop and by day-light  honesty of motive, purpose, method, thought, speech, aim and  last, but not least, tolerance.

Integrity devoid of tolerance is more unkind than tyranny that frankly names itself and forces means to a mistaken end. Hers was the integrity that strikes no bargain with inhumanity in any form. Fanaticism never touched her. Harmony, the essence of her teaching, was no goose-step drum-beat to which everyone must march in step or else be relegated to the pains of purgatory or the dump-heap of the damned. Her sense of harmony was cosmic and included good-will and encouragement for all those not in step with her, who, none the less, strove upward toward glimpsed ideals.

And she knew  no woman in the world knew better  that the surface shows but seldom what goes on within the secret cauldron of the human heart, where spiritual alchemy transmutes a chaos of corrupted hopes and fallen aims into a fertile mold for the reception of the seed of re-birth. Having faith, in mans essential divinity as well as in the omnipresence of divine Life, she sowed that seed continually. And because the Truth was in her she was patient and not discouraged by the semblance of delay. Love, which was the secret of her courage and the substance of her efforts, let her not be misled by appearances or baffled by sour ingratitude. She knew, and no amount of ignorance could overwhelm her knowledge. No ingratitude could shake her faith, though it struck repeatedly with all its venom at the brave heart that preferred to suffer indignity and injustice rather than retaliate and injure someone else. So she was one whose meanest enemies if privileged to get to know her, became admirers  even friends.

She led. Truly she led, and not in circles but in spirals. All her way-marks pointed upward. With the natural gifts that were hers, and with the strength of purpose and unflinching will that never failed her, Katherine Tingley might have reaped, had she so chosen, any prizes whatsoever that the world could offer. Personal wealth and what is known as power could have been hers for the merest fraction of the effort that she spent on leading tired humanity toward a nobler goal.

But she was true to her charge. She never flinched from it. She never even wavered. In the face of bitter accusation, mistrust, misunderstanding, apparent defeat and confusing advice from those who loved her but who could not see the outcome that she saw, she steadfastly clung to her principles and trusted wholly in the Law of Universal Brotherhood, that she taught with all her skill, and that she served with all her might, not compromising with convenience, not seeking her own reward but leaving that to the Lords of Life who mete out Justice.

Whatever rewards the world had showered on her, it is sure that Katherine Tingley would have shared them to the last atom with those in need. But the world was a little asleep and, for the most part, missed that opportunity; she was left to lead her loyal cohort ill supplied with funds, and far too much of her abundant energy was used on problems of material supply, whose utmost stringency, however, never made her yield or even think of yielding. She never begged; who gave to her, gave freely and his gift was multiplied to ten times ten by wisdom in the use to which she put it.

This earth is crowded with memorials to men and women who have led in some direction or another, some of them with great zeal and high-flung purpose. Tower on tower, the piles commemorate great merchants; statesmen and soldiers stand in effigy; the great ships, racing to the worlds ends bear the names of famous men, some few of whom led upward; though the great majority were pleased to let themselves be lifted by a tide of popular greed or indignation.

Very few indeed have dared to stand against such tides or cared to lead their little cohort upward while the legions took the long descent in the din of emotion and glamor of prosperous guile. Yet some names stand unsullied, though contemporaries sought by all known means to blacken them, and each of us can number on the fingers of his two hands those who sought unselfishly to lead a people, or a group of peoples, to a higher sense of Brotherhood and Universal Law. And now, lest we dishonor judgement, let us add the name of Katherine Tingley to that list, and build for her a high memorial in our hearts.

She led. Faithfully, truthfully, loyally; tolerantly, generously and with malice toward none, she led whither all may follow, up the middle of the Path of Justice where the effort of each pilgrim earns exactly its own recompense and each one wins his way by merit and no other means. Her appeal was to the heart of all humanity, and she has left her light within mens hearts that, if they let it not grow dim, it shall inevitably lead them to the view of visions such as she saw, and to victories over all the powers of darkness, such as she has won.

A very great Leader has passed beyond the veil which hides from mortal eyes the secrets of the Life Beyond. Let those who hope to follow on the Path she trod look well to it that they lack not gratitude. No other oil will burn as brightly in the lamp she lit. No other key than gratitude can unlock secret after secret until we, too, following her footsteps, find that we can tread the Middle Way.


THREE SIGNS OF THE TIMES KENNETH MORRIS  FLINDERS PETRIE  SPENGLER

ACCUSTOMED as it is to violence the mind of man enjoys the military metaphor; it likes its similes assembled from the ordnance-list. Such words as cannonade and culverin suggest a victory and their significance is all heroic, since imagination dims itself toward the other aspect. If I liken Kenneth Morris to a lonely culverin assailing Bigots Castle the suggestion should not be extended to include the villainous saltpeter and the malice. Year in, year out, he has kept on cannonading the redoubts of ignorance, and now a breach begins to show, through which, it may be, even the authorities will march with blaring bands  forgetful of the man who laid that lonely culverin and served it faithfully; ignoring the great general who gave him that fatiguing post; and thoughtful only of the plunder. For there will be plunder when the walls are down and men see history with unobstructed view. There will be riches beyond dream, of food for the intelligence and stimulus for the imagination; treasures from the fabled past that turn out to be beautiful and true; recovered provinces of knowledge in which educators will discern that evocation is a higher calling and the grandeur of the ever-present past is rediscoverable in the hearts of men.

It was H.P. Blavatsky, of course, who fired the first arousing shot. She carried the first entrenchments. Men and women rallied to her, some of whom went down before the shafts of ridicule and slander, or lost the way amid the smoke; and some grew weary. But before H.P. Blavatsky died she had accomplished what she came to do, and had assembled an unconquerable nucleus of followers. The doctrine of the Ancient Wisdom had been re-established in the western world; and under William Q. Judge, and Katherine Tingley, it has been lived and proved and made to flourish.

In the days when Katherine Tingley, demonstrating her ability to lead, appointed Kenneth Morris to a professorship of history at Point Loma, there was probably no other college principal on earth who would have dared to endorse such entirely unorthodox views as his were reckoned by the so-called educators who controlled the text-books and examinations. Those were the days when we had to suppose that the world was created in a week, six thousand years ago, or else be punished for impertinence and infidelity.

But Kenneth Morris had answered H.P. Blavatskys trumpet-call while his youthful intelligence was still in process of being cribbed, cabined, and confined within the said-to-be so safe and comfortable walls of orthodoxy -literary, racial, and religious. A preliminary necessary to a powerful explosion is compression. The rule applies throughout dynamics. So it may be that the iron-ribbed doctrines of the public schools of England deserve credit for the consequent effectiveness of the explosion when the spark lit by H.P. Blavatsky fired the youths imagination and he wrote a school prize-essay that excluded him forever from the cage of dry-as-dust pol-parroted, polite belief in the incorrigible savagery of the ancients and the ne plus ultra culture of ourselves.

At any rate, he broke forth  flew forth  sang his song  and has been singing ever since beside the sea, in Lomaland, whence his songs and his poems, his wholly unorthodox views and his brilliant survey of history as cyclic evolution, have been spread to all corners of the earth. Children of a quarter of a hundred nations have received from him the spark he caught and cherished from the anvil of the Founder of the Theosophic Movement.

Kenneth Morris saw and wove into a rhythmical, broad-visioned series of lectures the long hidden facts of ebb and flow in history. Not once avoiding the authentic facts as given in The Secret Doctrine and the other writings of the modern Founder of the Theosophical Movement, nor trespassing beyond the pale of record into legend (lest the easily disgruntled critics should accuse him of constructing his own evidence) he took the commonly accepted facts and reinterpreted their meaning with a logic and a clarity of diction that permitted no misunderstanding. Criticasters might find any fault they pleased with his discovery and his elucidation of it, but they could not pretend to misinterpret it. He had defined the issue, marshaled the acknowledged facts, and thrown a concentrated light on evolution in the history of man.

He accepted the Ancient-Wisdom teaching of the law of cycles; investigating history he applied it, recognising that the law is universal and that, consequently, no phase of existence can escape its government. As tides flow back and forth, the seasons follow one another in their order, and the night embosoms day, so there are days and nights of evolution in which nations feel the impulse of creative energy and rise  until the inescapable, imponderable law removes the energy and they decline, through twilight, into darkness  until energy returns and they again become a force to reckon with.

By illustrations from the pages of recorded history Professor Morris showed, and proved, that the average length of the cycle  from the rise into the clash of world-importance to descent into comparative obscurity  is one hundred and thirty years, the span not varying by more than insignificant degrees accounted for by the discrepancies of records and a margin for opinion as to just exactly when a rise began or a descent was finished.

It was caviare to the general doctrinarian. It stung the pride of the proponents of the Nordic theory of race-supremacy and the philosophers who judge intelligence by color of the epidermis or possession of a craving for machinery, to be invited to agree that Oriental races have attained to higher culture than our own and will again surpass us when the time shall come. And he offended them by speaking of pralaya and manvantara, two terms that suggest esoteric teaching. It was all very well, it might be and perhaps, to assert an unorthodox theory; but to use terms (comprehensible to two-thirds of the world) whose use implied that the ancient heathen who invented them knew anything worth knowing, was an insult to men possessed of framed certificates from colleges. Some of those colleges could actually boast four centuries of repetition of the same poll-parrot cries! Great is Diana of the Ephesians! Vox literati vox dei! Was there ever a time in history when they, whose honor and emoluments depended on established theories, did not denounce the man with broader and less marketable views?

It certainly was scandalous. Professor Morris boldly taught that we are not the last word in civilization, morality, intelligence, government, artistic enlightenment, philosophy, or in any other field; that, on the contrary, the storied past holds records of peoples who have far surpassed us, as the crest-wave of the Force that causes evolution lifted each in turn.

We were parceling up China when he made his first explosive observations. Races, whose progenitors were savages when China reached her apogee of art and scientific government, were landing missionaries then, under the guns of warships, to teach the Golden Rule to yellow heathen while their governments greedily watched for the first chance to avenge a murdered missionary and seize the richest slice of the defenseless country. From burned and rifled palaces of Peking, loot was being brought by stokers and their commanding officers  loot such as no modern hand could imitate nor any auctioneer appraise  to be sold in second-hand shops to the heirs of what has been politely called the white mans burden.

The future is likely to prove that burden to be heavier than the loot was that the sailors freighted home; but it was more unfashionable then than now to mention Karma. Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord, was a nice theoretical, incomprehensible, quotable, innocuous abstraction meant, if anything, to absolve men of responsibility for what they do.

Men bent on proving to themselves that temporary might is final right were not in any mood to listen to the doctrine of the cycles. To have believed that all our boasted superiority is as evanescent as the flowers that bloom in the spring, tra-la, and will have nothing to do with the case when Nature-Forces acting in obedience to Law withdraw the energy so many of us have abused, and concentrate it elsewhere, would have robbed supremacy of zest. It might have lessened zeal. The second-hand shops might have had to change the signs above their plateglass windows.

I remember being warned against Professor Morris. I was told he was not recognised by the authorities and that his iconoclasm was only atheism in disguise. According to my informant, a college-principal who had charge of the education of several hundred youths, there would be anarchy in education as well as religion and disaster would undoubtedly ensue if such red heresies should be allowed to gain a footing. He argued that if children were allowed to question the infallibility of text-books; to consider the possibility that heathendom has ever reached our heights of intellectual attainment; or to believe that heathen ever shall be able to surpass us unless, or until, they adopt our standards of civilization and morals; then patriotism would cease to exist and within a generation culture would vanish along with it.

He admitted that he himself had not read the works of Professor Kenneth Morris, and he advised me for the future to confine my reading to the books of standard authors, of whom he very kindly made a penciled list on the back of an envelope. The name of one of them was Flinders Petrie.

You will find those writers safe and sane, he assured me. If they differ here and there in detail, they agree as to essentials. Their interpretation of the meaning of the facts of history will give you plenty to think about and will help you to appreciate the glories of our present civilization.

However, Kenneth Morris had given me plenty to think about, so it was only very recently that there was time to study Flinders Petrie, whose historical works on ancient Egypt long ago won him recognition as one of the ablest of modern historians. Books that can be slipped into the pocket are attractive in this hurried age, so it was almost by Darwinian selection that the first of Petries books to be attempted was Revolutions Of Civilization, the first edition of which was published in April 1911.

That date is important. There seem to have been only three editions of the book, so it is fair to presume it is much the least popular of Flinders Petries works  a circumstance that hardly causes wonder. He agrees with Kenneth Morris!

It appears that at the time when Morris, the Point Loma heretic, was formulating his dangerous iconoclasms, Petrie had already ventured into print with arguments and illustrations  and the statement (page 5) that civilization is an intermittent phenomenon. He outlines a theory of a law of cycles and crowds his short book with evidence in proof of it. He refers to the summer and winter of racial rise and decay as the recurrent phenomena produced by natural causes which should be examined like any other action of nature.

Instances in the realm of astronomy and other sciences are numberless in which individuals, working alone and in ignorance of each others efforts, have made identical, or almost identical discoveries simultaneously. There is sufficient evidence of this to justify a theory (even if the law were not already known and understood by those who keep alive the teachings of the Ancient Wisdom), that Truth, being universal, and its manifestations being also obedient to the law of cycles, finds its way into human consciousness recurrently, availing itself of whichever individuals in any place are ready to receive it at that time. The spirit flows along the line of least resistance, like water, electricity, sound, currents in the air, or any other form of energy.

A very careful reading of Professor Flinders Petries book discloses no evidence that he has read The Secret Doctrine, which is the source from which Professor Morris drew not only inspiration but his argument. Professor Flinders Petrie beyond question followed his own line of study, dared to let imagination raise him far above the level of the judgments of his day, and with the courage of conviction published what imagination glimpsed. The fact that The Secret Doctrine had been long in print detracts in no way from the merit of his book; he is entitled to full credit as an independent thinker; and is fortunate that the teachings of the Ancient Wisdom confirm him while repudiating the more commonly accepted notions of what history means.

Naturally, Flinders Petries statement of his case is not as clear or comprehensive as that of Kenneth Morris; he did not consult The Secret Doctrine  it is possible he never heard of it and consequently had to grope his way amid the facts of history at the guidance of his own intuition, tracing the periodic rise and fall of nations mainly through observations of the renaissance and decadence of art, of which he gives profuse illustrations. His only reference to the great and important elements of moral ideas and religion is the remark that he has chosen to omit them altogether  probably a wise omission in the circumstances; had he ventured to include them in his outline he would surely have needed a thousand pages instead of one hundred and thirty-one, and would inevitably have aroused the indignation of those hierarchies of conservatism who belligerently loathe the dignified ideals which the plan of spiritual evolution indicates.

There is enough in Professor Flinders Petries book to stir imagination and to compel thought, which is the principal requirement in this age of standardized ideas. It actually matters very little whether the historians and scientists, who day by day confirm through new discoveries those statements of fact for which H.P. Blavatsky was mocked, do or do not credit her with having definitely and in no uncertain words forestalled them all some half a century ago. The point is that she did her work. She broke, as it were, the crust of human consciousness; since when, that inner wisdom that is the heritage of all humanity has been gradually working its way through.

Professor Petries book is so condensed that it is no simple matter to make extracts from it that will fairly indicate the point of view from which he has approached his subject; he has knitted his whole theme together admirably and included nothing foreign to the issue; to remove one statement from its context and to quote it in support of him might have the opposite effect to that intended. Here and there, however, there are phrases indicative of a vastly wider vision than his book includes; hints though they are, they suggest that he has seen through more than one veil while he pondered his solution of the rise and decay of nations.

One illuminating statement that he makes is that the power of vox populi is a regular feature of a decaying civilization. It needs courage to adopt that viewpoint in an age when nearly all material accomplishment is made contingent on acknowledging the voice of demos as the arbiter of destiny. He also mentions parthenogenesis (as he calls it) affirming that in the birth of nations there is no such element  wherein he is stoutly supported by The Secret Doctrine and by Professor Kenneth Morris. He assures us there is no new generation without a mixture of blood; and his statement that, if generations average thirty years, each one of us must have had one hundred million ancestors in the course of the past eight centuries, should go far toward exploding the abominable theories of racial superiority that have made our vaunted civilization not much nobler than a cockpit.

Mathematically it is evident that so-called purity of race is a delusion. If it could exist, it would inevitably lead to racial extinction. And, as Flinders Petrie says: When the full maximum number of different ancestors are blended, and every strain of one race has crossed with every strain of the other, this is the period of greatest ability.

But it would not be fair to Professor Flinders Petrie to suggest by implication that he has confined his argument to racial admixture. Admirably, in the compass of his short book, he has indicated many other processes of Nature on the plane of objectivity; that these may be effects, not causes, hardly weakens the books value. If he cites a famine, or a series of famines, as the cause of Arab restlessness or of Egyptian decay, he indicates by inference a subtiler cause again, behind the famine, and compels imagination to bestir itself, since he has raised already that suggestive theory of cycles.

Professor Flinders Petries disadvantage is that he ignores the law of Karma and the hope-inspiring theme of the rebirth of individuals. There Kenneth Morris so far has the weather-gage of him that there is no conceivable comparison between their books. Morris explains convincingly and makes the heart sing with the knowledge of the cyclic progress, that always has been and forever shall be ours  where Flinders Petrie only gropes for a solution of the problem. He has observed, and he has reasoned shrewdly; he has given his imagination rein, and he has dared to set down what he sees  which is no mean performance and undoubtedly required the utmost courage. Imagination grows with exercise and there are more unlikely things than that Professor Flinders Petrie may discern such truths as shall illuminate the whole of his patiently acquired familiarity with ancient history and make him the outstanding historian of his age.

And now Spengler, who has taken literary Germany by storm. He is the man who introduced philosophy to railway bookstalls. He philosophizes with a club, and his principal weakness seems to be his incandescent rage. He has no pity for the old school; he prefers to smash it and, like Flinders Petrie, he is not yet ready to replace the incredibly meager and senseless scheme with one that really solves the mystery of ages.

In his book Der Untergang des Abendlandes, he boasts: In this book for the first time an attempt is hazarded at determining history in advance. Its purpose is to pursue, through its still unrun stages, the destiny of a culture, and precisely the one culture on the earth at this time which is nearing completion: that of Western Europe.

That expression, for the first time, is amusing. Indubitably Spengler thinks he is the first to break into print in that field, and it may be that he needs the thunder of the boastful drums to call attention to the wares he has to offer. They are good wares; but they will be better when the quiet forward movement of Theosophy in Germany shall reach him and reveal to him that H.P. Blavatsky introduced immensely better ones some half a century ago. In his manner Spengler brings Nietzsche to mind. He is so vehement against the fallacies of education that he sees around him as to have no patience, and apparently not much hope. Like Flinders Petrie, though with less tact, he has drawn attention to the cyclic course of history and has ignored the laws of Karma and of Rebirth, without which there would be no logic in the law of cycles. He conceives of a logic of time as an organic necessity of fate, to complement his otherwise obviously incomplete conception of cause and effect as the logic of space; and he seeks for a logic of history but fails to find it  as any man must whose eyes are blind to the higher law of spiritual evolution, which includes the key to all the others.

In common with Flinders Petrie, Spengler turns to the arts to illustrate his theory; but to Spengler culture and civilization have widely different meanings, which he stresses vehemently. A culture according to Spengler precedes a civilization, of which latter phase imperialism is the typical symbol of conclusion. Our present phase is one of civilization, not of culture. One may regret this, but one cannot alter it. It does not appear to have dawned on him that we are now creating our own future and that cycles, whether of decay or progress, do no more than to provide and to control the circumstances and conditions in which, and against which, we may struggle, if we will, toward a higher spiritual destiny.

Spengler conceives of cultures as (living organisms of the highest type, growing up in exalted aimlessness, like flowers of the field. They belong, like plants and animals, to the living nature of Goethe, not to the dead nature of Newton.... I see in universal history the vision of an eternal formation and transformation, a marvelous rising and passing of organic forms. The standard historian sees it as a tapeworm which is the preliminary to inexhaustible epochs. They are views magnificent that Spengler sees; he is a sure sign of the awakening of growth in human thought; but there is little he can do, except to break up into fragments the already damaged dogmas of the schools of thought he rails against, until the Ancient Wisdom shall include him in its orbit and reveal to him not only cultures that are living organisms, but cycles within cycles that know nothing of exalted aimlessness.

It is a mystery, much more insoluble than any riddle that the Sphinx propounded, how Spengler reconciles exalted aimlessness with his equally stressed assertion that it is mans business to discover the particular stage at which history finds him and to govern his actions accordingly. Self-government implies a purpose, a conviction, and a goal. Cui bono, if exalted aimlessness is all that actuates the higher types of living organisms?

Spengler is at his best in his destructiveness. He withers with his scorn the hobby-riding of the highly intelligent connoisseur concerned with the mastery of absurd instrumental tone-masses and harmonic obstacles or with the doing of a problem in color. Everything, he says, is centralized, the metropolis dictating to the provinces what they shall think, and money is the standard of all measurement of value. This, he points out, parallels exactly the decay of Rome, where panem et circenses symbolized precisely the same causes that are undermining our latter-day civilization. He points out many other parallels  the many-storied tenements, for instance, of Byzantium and Rome and of our own great cities; Romes financial magnates, whose burial monuments obscured the view along the Via Appia, and our own great capitalists, who, with similar immodesty, erect advertisements of their opulence. But Spengler misses the significance of all this. Though he can coin a flaming epigram in scorn of Guyau, Bergson, Düring, Euchen, and a host of other thinkers, asserting that they have dropped from the birds-eye view to the frogs-eye view and have become mere theorists, he himself submits to us a theory that is only different from theirs and newer. He accepts quite cheerfully conditions that he holds up to our ridicule, asserting they are part of an organic sequence, a type of historic act (biographically predetermined hundreds of years before.)

He recommends us to accept conditions also, his theory being that the only possible course left to the occidental intellect corresponds to Hellenic skepticism. Everything, he says, depends upon ones clarifying and grasping the situation; this destiny; one can deceive himself about it, but cannot disregard it. Whoever does not admit it to himself, does not count among the men of his generation. He remains a fool, a charlatan, or a pedant.

Spengler possibly forgets that there were prophets of despair before his day, and that human hope perennially lives in spite of them. He has accomplished wonders of invective. But he seems so pleased with having pricked a few thin bladders and exposed the emptiness within, that he has neither capacity nor inclination left to discern what forces move the mere phenomena that he would sweep away as worthless. He prefers the splendidly clear, highly intellectual lines of a fast steamer to any of what he terms our present-day stylistic trash; and he prefers a Roman aqueduct to all Roman temples and statues. He seems to overlook the fact that even aqueducts and steamers are phenomena.

But he is doing good. He is exploding bombs into the ranks of those who would like to pass laws to compel us to think as they dictate. He has none of Kenneth Morriss vision, none of Flinders Petries tact. It might improve his usefulness to learn that vehemence is very often merely waste of energy, and that scorn robs truth of its attractiveness. In ignorance of Spenglers age one hesitates to guess that he has yet reached forty. Time with its logic may suggest to him economy of invective, to the end that he may reach, through sympathy, a more distinct and hopeful view of that history which, he believes, he is the first lo seek to outline in advance.

Flinders Petrie, diffidently, with authority and tact, has drawn aside a veil and rather hinted than asserted possibilities of new interpretation of the well-known facts of history. Spengler, a scornful bigot in revolt against the bigots, shakes the ranks of orthodoxy; he is likely to persuade few and to compel none to agree with him, although, like some revivalists, he can create a nine-days wonder and a stir intensely satisfying to his own esteem. Kenneth Morris, speaking with authority, because he had The Secret Doctrine to rely on, making use of the Key that H.P. Blavatsky brought westward, has unlocked the storehouse of antiquity. Whoever will, may enter, even though Spenglers diatribes suggest to them that there is no hope for the human race.

These are signs of the times. There is a good time coming, when the western world will wake up and discern what history can teach about the proper use of energy. Then  hardly until then  we may expect a renaissance of art and government that truly shall surpass all former crest-waves of recorded history.

THE END
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St. Petersburg, Florida  Mundy was cremated on 6 August at Baynard Crematorium in St. Petersburg, Florida
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